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  Rome, 110BC


  The world cowers before its legions, but Rome is about to be engulfed by a vicious power struggle that will threaten its very existence. At its heart are two exceptional men: Gaius Marius, prosperous but lowborn, a proud and disciplined soldier emboldened by his shrewdness and self-made wealth; and Lucius Cornelius Sulla, a handsome young aristocrat corrupted by poverty and vice.


  Both are men of extraordinary vision, extreme cunning and ruthless ambition, but both are outsiders, cursed by the insurmountable opposition of powerful and vindictive foes.


  If they forge an alliance, Marius and Sulla may just defeat their enemies, but only one of them can become First Man in Rome.


  The battle for Rome has just begun.
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  For


  Frederick T. Mason,


  dear friend, splendid colleague, honest man,


  with love and gratitude


  The author begs the indulgence of Latinate readers, who will find some Latin words kept in the nominative case when dative, genitive or other cases are in actual fact correct: and who will find family names (particularly in the first half of the book) Anglicized in the plural. This has been done in order to make reading less confusing for those without Latin.


  A note to the reader: to shed light on the world of ancient Rome, several maps and illustrations have been included throughout this book. Their locations are noted on page xi. A list of the main characters begins here. An author’s note appears here. If you would like to know more about the historical background of The First Man in Rome, click here for a glossary explaining some Latin words and unfamiliar terms. Readers who are interested in the pronunciations of Roman masculine names will find a guide here. A guide to the pronunciations of other names and terms begins here.
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  THE MAIN CHARACTERS


  Caepio


  Quintus Servilius Caepio, consul 106 B.C.


  Quintus Servilius Caepio Junior, his son


  Servilia Caepionis, his daughter


  Caesar


  Gaius Julius Caesar, senator


  Marcia of the Marcii Reges, his wife, mother of:


  Sextus Julius Caesar, his older son


  Gaius Julius Caesar Junior, his younger son


  Julia Major (Julia), his older daughter


  Julia Minor (Julilla), his younger daughter


  Cotta


  Marcus Aurelius Cotta, praetor (date unknown)


  Rutilia, his wife; her first husband: his brother, Lucius


  Aurelius Cotta, consul 118 B.C. (died straight after)


  Aurelia, his stepdaughter and niece


  Lucius Aurelius Cotta, his stepson and nephew


  Gaius, Marcus, and Lucius Aurelius Cotta, his sons by Rutilia


  Decumius


  Lucius Decumius, custodian of a crossroads college


  Drusus


  Marcus Livius Drusus Censor, consul 112 B.C., censor 109 B.C. (died in office)


  Cornelia Scipionis, his estranged wife, mother of:


  Marcus Livius Drusus, his older son


  Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus, his younger


  son, adopted out as a child


  Livia Drusa, his daughter


  Glaucia


  Gaius Servilius Glaucia, tribune of the plebs 102 B.C., praetor 100 B.C.


  Jugurtha


  Jugurtha, King of Numidia, bastard son of Mastanabal Bomilcar, his half brother and baron


  Marius


  Gaius Marius


  Grania from Puteoli, his first wife


  Martha of Syria, a prophetess


  Metellus


  Lucius Caecilius Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus, consul 119 B.C., older brother of:


  Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus, consul 109 B.C., censor 102 B.C.


  Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius, son of Numidicus


  Caecilia Metella Dalmatica, niece and ward of Numidicus, daughter of Dalmaticus


  Rutilius Rufus


  Publius Rutilius Rufus, consul 105 B.C.


  Livia of the Drusi, his deceased wife, sister of Marcus Livius Drusus Censor


  Rutilia of the Rufi, his sister, widow of Lucius Aurelius Cotta, wife of Marcus Aurelius Cotta


  Saturninus


  Lucius Appuleius Saturninus, tribune of the plebs 103 and 100 B.C.


  Scaurus


  Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, consul


  115 B.C., censor 109 B.C.


  Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Junior, his son by his first wife


  Sertorius


  Quintus Sertorius, cadet and military tribune


  Ria of the Marii, his mother, cousin of Gaius Marius


  Sulla


  Lucius Cornelius Sulla, quaestor 107 B.C., legate


  Clitumna from Umbria, his stepmother, aunt of Lucius Gavius Stichus


  Nicopolis the freedwoman, his mistress


  Metrobius, an adolescent child star of the comedy theater


  THE

  FIRST YEAR


  110 B.C


  IN THE CONSULSHIP OF


  MARCUS MINUCIUS RUFUS


  AND


  SPURIUS POSTUMIUS ALBINUS


  1


  Having no personal commitment to either of the new consuls, Gaius Julius Caesar and his sons simply tacked themselves onto the procession which started nearest to their own house, the procession of the senior consul, Marcus Minucius Rufus. Both consuls lived on the Palatine, but the house of the junior consul, Spurius Postumius Albinus, was in a more fashionable area. Rumor had it Albinus’s debts were escalating dizzily, no surprise; such was the price of becoming consul.


  Not that Gaius Julius Caesar was worried about the heavy burden of debt incurred while ascending the political ladder; nor, it seemed likely, would his sons ever need to worry on that score. It was four hundred years since a Julius had sat in the consul’s ivory curule chair, four hundred years since a Julius had been able to scrape up that kind of money. The Julian ancestry was so stellar, so august, that opportunities to fill the family coffers had passed the succeeding generations by, and as each century finished, the family of Julius had found itself ever poorer. Consul? Impossible! Praetor, next magistracy down the ladder from consul? Impossible! No, a safe and humble backbencher’s niche in the Senate was the inheritance of a Julius these days, including that branch of the family called Caesar because of their luxuriantly thick hair.


  So the toga which Gaius Julius Caesar’s body servant draped about his left shoulder, wrapped about his frame, hung about his left arm, was the plain white toga of a man who had never aspired to the ivory curule chair of high office. Only his dark red shoes, his iron senator’s ring, and the five-inch-wide purple stripe on the right shoulder of his tunic distinguished his garb from that of his sons, Sextus and Gaius, who wore ordinary shoes, their seal rings only, and a thin purple knight’s stripe on their tunics.


  Even though dawn had not yet broken, there were little ceremonies to usher in the day. A short prayer and an offering of a salt cake at the shrine to the gods of the house in the atrium, and then, when the servant on door duty called out that he could see the torches coming down the hill, a reverence to Janus Patulcius, the god who permitted safe opening of a door.


  Father and sons passed out into the narrow cobbled alley, there to separate. While the two young men joined the ranks of the knights who preceded the new senior consul, Gaius Julius Caesar himself waited until Marcus Minucius Rufus passed by with his lictors, then slid in among the ranks of the senators who followed him.


  *


  It was Marcia who murmured a reverence to Janus Clusivius, the god who presided over the closing of a door, Marcia who dismissed the yawning servants to other duties. The men gone, she could see to her own little expedition. Where were the girls? A laugh gave her the answer, coming from the cramped little sitting room the girls called their own; and there they sat, her daughters, the two Julias, breakfasting on bread thinly smeared with honey. How lovely they were!


  It had always been said that every Julia ever born was a treasure, for the Julias had the rare and fortunate gift of making their men happy. And these two young Julias bade fair to keep up the family tradition.


  Julia Major—called Julia—was almost eighteen. Tall and possessed of grave dignity, she had pale, bronzy-tawny hair pulled back into a bun on the nape of her neck, and her wide grey eyes surveyed her world seriously, yet placidly. A restful and intellectual Julia, this one.


  Julia Minor—called Julilla—was half past sixteen. The last child of her parents’ marriage, she hadn’t really been a welcome addition until she became old enough to enchant her softhearted mother and father as well as her three older siblings. She was honey-colored. Skin, hair, eyes, each a mellow gradation of amber. Of course it had been Julilla who laughed. Julilla laughed at everything. A restless and unintellectual Julia, this one.


  “Ready, girls?” asked their mother.


  They crammed the rest of their sticky bread into their mouths, wiggled their fingers daintily through a bowl of water and then a cloth, and followed Marcia out of the room.


  “It’s chilly,” said their mother, plucking warm woolen cloaks from the arms of a servant. Stodgy, unglamorous cloaks.


  Both girls looked disappointed, but knew better than to protest; they endured being wrapped up like caterpillars into cocoons, only their faces showing amid fawn folds of homespun. Identically swaddled herself, Marcia formed up her little convoy of daughters and servant escort, and led it through the door into the street.


  They had lived in this modest house on the lower Germalus of the Palatine since Father Sextus had bestowed it upon his younger son, Gaius, together with five hundred iugera of good land between Bovillae and Aricia—a sufficient endowment to ensure that Gaius and his family would have the wherewithal to maintain a seat in the Senate. But not, alas, the wherewithal to climb the rungs of the cursus honorum, the ladder of honor leading up to the praetorship and consulship.


  Father Sextus had had two sons and not been able to bear parting with one; a rather selfish decision, since it meant his property—already dwindled because he too had had a sentimental sire and a younger brother who also had to be provided for—was of necessity split between Sextus, his elder son, and Gaius, his younger son. It had meant that neither of his sons could attempt the cursus honorum, be praetor and consul.


  Brother Sextus had not been as sentimental as Father Sextus; just as well! He and his wife, Popillia, had produced three sons, an intolerable burden for a senatorial family. So he had summoned up the necessary steel to part with his eldest boy, given him up for adoption to the childless Quintus Lutatius Catulus, thereby making a fortune for himself as well as ensuring that his eldest son would come into a fortune. Old Catulus the adopter was fabulously wealthy, and very pleased to pay over a huge sum for the chance to adopt a boy of patrician stock, great good looks, and a reasonable brain. The money the boy had brought Brother Sextus—his real father—had been carefully invested in land and in city property, and hopefully would produce sufficient income to allow both of Brother Sextus’s younger sons a chance at the senior magistracies.


  Strong-minded Brother Sextus aside, the whole trouble with the Julius Caesars was their tendency to breed more than one son, and then turn sentimental about the predicament more than one son embroiled them in; they were never able to rule their hearts, give up some of their too-profuse male offspring for adoption, and see that the children they kept married into lots of money. For this reason had their once-vast landholdings shrunk with the passing of the centuries, progressively split into smaller and smaller parcels to provide for two and three sons, and some of it sold to provide dowries for daughters.


  Marcia’s husband was just such a Julius Caesar—a sentimentally doting parent, too proud of his sons and too enslaved by his daughters to be properly, Romanly sensible. The older boy should have been adopted out and both girls should have been promised in marriage to rich men years ago; the younger son should also have been contracted to a rich bride. Only money made a high political career possible. Patrician blood had long become a liability.


  *


  It was not a very auspicious sort of New Year’s Day. Cold, windy, blowing a fine mist of rain that slicked the cobbles dangerously and intensified the stale stench of an old burning in the air. Dawn had come, late because sunless, and this was one Roman holiday the ordinary people would prefer to spend in a cramped confinement indoors, lying on their straw pallets playing the ageless game they called Hide the Sausage.


  Had the weather been fine, the streets would have been thronged with people from all walks of life going to a favorite vantage point from which to view the pomp in the Forum Romanum and on the Capitol; as it was, Marcia and her daughters found it easy walking, their servant escort not needing to use brute force in making a way for the ladies.


  The tiny alley in which the house of Gaius Julius Caesar lay opened onto the Clivus Victoriae not far above the Porta Romulana, the ancient gate in the ancient Palatine city’s walls, vast blocks of stone laid down by Romulus himself, now overgrown or built upon or carved up with the graffitic initials of six hundred years of tourists. Turning right to ascend the Clivus Victoriae toward the corner where the Palatine Germalus looked down upon the Forum Romanum, the ladies reached their destination five minutes later, a piece of vacant land occupying the best spot of all.


  Twelve years earlier one of the finest houses in Rome had stood there. Nowadays the site bore little evidence of its previous dwelling, just an occasional stone half-buried in grass. The view was splendid; from where the servants set up campstools for Marcia and the two Julias, the women had an unobstructed vista before them of Forum Romanum and Capitol, with the seething declivity of the Subura adding definition to the northern hills of the city’s horizon.


  “Did you hear?” asked that Caecilia who was the wife of the merchant banker Titus Pomponius. Very pregnant, she was sitting nearby with her Aunt Pilia; they lived next but one down the street from the Caesars.


  “No, what?” asked Marcia, leaning forward.


  “The consuls and priests and augurs started just after midnight, to make sure they’d finish the prayers and rites in time—”


  “They always do that!” said Marcia, interrupting. “If they make a mistake, they have to start all over again.”


  “I know, I know, I’m not that ignorant!” said Caecilia tartly, annoyed because she knew she was being put in her place by a praetor’s daughter. “The thing is, they didn’t make a mistake! The auspices were bad. Lightning four times on the right, and an owl inside the augural place screeching as if being murdered. And now the weather— it’s not going to be a good year, or a good pair of consuls.’’


  “Well, I could have told you that without benefit of owls or lightning,” said Marcia, whose father had not lived to be consul, but as praetor urbanus had built the great aqueduct which brought sweet fresh water into Rome, and kept his memory green as one of the all-time greats in government. “A miserable assortment of candidates to begin with, and even then the electors couldn’t pick the best of such a shabby lot. I daresay Marcus Minucius Rufus will try, but Spurius Postumius Albinus! They’ve always been inadequate.”


  “Who?” asked Caecilia, who wasn’t very bright.


  “The Postumius Albinus clan,” said Marcia, her eyes darting to her daughters to make sure they were all right; they had spotted four girls belonging to two of the Claudius Pulchers—such a tribe of them, it was never possible to keep them all straight! And they usually weren’t straight. But these girls gathered on the site of the Flaccus househad all gone to school together as children, and it was impossible to erect social barriers against a caste almost as aristocratic as the Julius Caesars. Especially when the Claudius Pulchers also perpetually battled the enemies of the old nobility, too many children allied to dwindling land and money. Now her two Julias had moved their campstools down to where the other girls sat unsupervised—where were their mothers? Oh. Talking to Sulla. Shady! That settled it.


  “Girls!” Marcia called sharply.


  Two draped heads turned to look at her.


  “Come back here,” she said, and added, “at once.”


  They came.


  “Mama, please can’t we stay with our friends?” asked young Julilla, eyes pleading.


  “No,” said Marcia, in the tone which indicated That Was That.


  Down below in the Forum Romanum the procession was forming, as the long crocodile which had wended its way from the house of Marcus Minucius Rufus met up with the equally long crocodile originating at the house of Spurius Postumius Albinus. The knights came first, not as many as on a fine sunny New Year’s Day, but a respectable enough gathering of seven hundred or so; as the light improved but the rain grew a trifle harder, they moved off up the slope of the Clivus Capitolinus to where, at the first bend in this short and hilly track, the priests and slaughtermen waited with two flawless white bulls on spangled halters, their horns gilded and their dewlaps garlanded. At the rear of the knights strolled the twenty-four lictors of the new consuls. After the lictors came the consuls themselves, and after them the Senate, those who had held senior magistracies in purple-bordered togas, the rest of the House in plain white togas. And last of all came those who did not by rights belong there, sightseers and a host of the consuls’ clients.


  Nice, thought Marcia. Perhaps a thousand men walked slowly up the ramp toward the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, the Great God of Rome, rearing its impressive bulk in highest place of all on the more southerly of the two hills constituting the Capitol. The Greeks built their temples on the ground, but the Romans built theirs on lofty platforms with many steps, and the steps which led up to Jupiter Optimus Maximus were indeed many. Nice, thought Marcia again as the sacrificial animals and their escort joined the procession, and all went on together until at last they clustered as best they could in the restricted space before the great temple on high. Somewhere among them were her husband and her two sons, a part of the governing class of this mightiest of all cities of the world.


  2


  Somewhere among them too was Gaius Marius. As an ex-praetor, he wore the purple-bordered toga praetexta, and on his dark red senatorial shoes he wore the crescent-shaped buckle his praetorship permitted. Yet it wasn’t enough. He had been a praetor five years earlier, should have been consul three years ago. But he knew now that he would never be allowed to run for the consulship. Never. Why? Because he wasn’t good enough. That was the only reason why. Who had ever heard of a family called Marius? No one.


  *


  Gaius Marius was an upstart from the rural nowhere, a Military Man, someone who was said to have no Greek, and who still could be trapped by excitement or anger into putting upcountry inflections on his native Latin. It didn’t matter that he could buy and sell half the Senate; it didn’t matter that on a battlefield he could outgeneral both halves of the Senate. What did matter was blood. And his just wasn’t good enough.


  Gaius Marius hailed from Arpinum—not so many miles away from Rome really, but dangerously close to the border between Latium and Samnium, and therefore a trifle suspect in its loyalties and leanings; the Samnites were still Rome’s most obdurate enemies among the Italians. Full Roman citizenship had come late to Arpinum—only seventy-eight years ago—and the district still did not enjoy proper municipal status.


  Ah, but it was so beautiful! Huddled in the foothills of the high Apennines, a fruitful valley cupping both the Liris and the Melfa rivers, where the grape grew with wonderful results for table as well as vintage, where the crops returned a hundred-and-fifty-fold, and the sheep were fat and the wool surprisingly fine. Peaceful. Green. Sleepy. Cooler than expected in summer, warmer than expected in winter. The water in both rivers was full of fish; the dense forests on the mountains ringing Arpinum’s bowl around still yielded superb timber for ships and buildings. And there were pitch pines and torch pines, oaks to litter the ground with acorns for the pigs in autumn, fat hams and sausages and bacon fit to grace any noble table in Rome—which they often did.


  Gaius Marius’s family had been in Arpinum for centuries, prided itself upon its Latinity. Was Marius a Volscian name, a Samnite name? Did it have an Oscan ring to it, just because there were Samnites and Volsci called Marius? No! Marius was Latin. He, Gaius Marius, was as good as any of those lofty-nosed, haughty nobles who so delighted in putting him down. In fact—and this was what really hurt!—he was much better than any of them. His feeling told him so.


  How could a man explain away a feeling? A feeling he hosted like a guest who refused to leave, no matter how inhospitably he behaved? It was a long, long time since that feeling had first moved inside his mind, time enough and more for the events of the ensuing years to have shown it its futility, prod it into moving out in despair. Yet it never had. It lived inside his mind today as vividly and indomitably as it had in the beginning, fully half a lifetime ago.


  *


  How strange the world was! thought Gaius Marius, looking closely into the glazed faces of the men wearing purple-bordered togas all around him in that dreary, mizzling hour after dawn. No, not a Tiberius or a Gaius Sempronius Gracchus among them! Pluck out Marcus Aemilius Scaurus and Publius Rutilius Rufus, and you were left with a gaggle of very little men. Yet all of them looked down on him— Gaius Marius—as a bumptious nobody with more gall than grace. Simply because they had the right blood in their veins. Any one of them knew if the right circumstances came into being, he might be entitled to call himself the First Man in Rome. Just as Scipio Africanus, Aemilius Paullus, Scipio Aemilianus, and perhaps a dozen others over the centuries of the Republic had been so called.


  The First Man in Rome was not the best man; he was the first among other men who were his equals in rank and opportunity. And to be the First Man in Rome was something far better than kingship, autocracy, despotism, call it what you would. The First Man in Rome held on to that title by sheer pre-eminence, perpetually aware that his world was stuffed with others eager to supplant him—others who could supplant him, legally and bloodlessly, by producing a superior brand of pre-eminence. To be the First Man in Rome was more than being consul; consuls came and went at the rate of two a year. Where as the centuries of the Roman Republic passed, only the smallest handful of men would come to be hailed as the First Man in Rome.


  At the moment Rome had no First Man; indeed, there had been no First Man since the death of Scipio Aemilianus nineteen years before. Marcus Aemilius Scaurus undoubtedly came closest, but he didn’t have quite enough power— auctoritas they called it, a blend of power, authority, and fame peculiar to Rome—to merit the title, nor was the title applied to him. Save by himself!


  There was a sudden reflexive stir and murmur among the crowd of senators; the senior consul, Marcus Minucius Rufus, was about to offer his white bull to the Great God, only it wasn’t behaving itself, must have had the prescience to avoid its last manger of drugged fodder. Not a good year, everyone was saying it already. Poor omens during the night watch of the consuls, a miserable day, and now the first of the two victims was snorting and plunging, had half a dozen sacerdotal underlings hanging on to his horns and ears— silly fools, they should have put a ring through his nose as a precaution. Stripped to the waist like the other attendants, the acolyte carrying the stunning hammer didn’t wait for the raising of the head toward the sky, followed by the dipping of the head toward the earth; it could always be argued successfully later that the beast had lifted and lowered its head dozens of times during its fight to survive. He stepped in and swung his iron weapon up and down so quickly its shape was a blur. The dull crack of the blow was followed immediately by another, the noise of the bull’s knees hitting the stone paving as it came down, all sixteenhundred pounds of it. Then the half-naked axeman brought his double-bladed instrument down into the neck and the blood was pouring everywhere, some of it caught in the sacrificial cups, most of it a steaming sticky river coursing off to nowhere, melting and thinning amid the rain-soaked ground.


  You could tell much about a man from how he reacted to the shedding of blood, thought Gaius Marius, clinically remote, a half smile curling the corners of his full mouth as he saw this one step hastily aside, that one indifferent to the fact his left shoe was filling up, another trying to pretend he wasn’t on the verge of puking.


  Ahhhhhh! There was the man to watch! The young yet fully mature fellow on the outskirts of the knights, togate, yet minus even a knight’s stripe on the right shoulder of his tunic; he hadn’t been there long, and now he moved off again down the slope of the Clivus Capitolinus toward the Forum. But not before Gaius Marius had seen his extraordinary grey-white eyes glisten, flare, drink up the sight of the blood redly, greedily. Positive he had never seen the fellow before, Gaius Marius wondered who he was; not a nobody, certainly. The kind of looks called epicene, a beauty as much feminine as masculine, and such amazing coloring! Skin as white as milk, hair like the rising sun. Apollo incarnate. Was that who he had been? No. The god never existed with eyes like the mortal man who had just left; his were the eyes of someone who suffered, and there was no point in being a god if you had to suffer, was there?


  Though the second bull was better drugged, it fought too, even harder. This time the hammerman didn’t manage to strike true the first time, and the poor maddened creature turned in blind rage to charge. Then some thinking fellow grabbed the swaying bag of its scrotum, and in the single frozen instant his action afforded the slaughtermen, the hammerman and the axeman swung together. Down went the bull, spraying everyone within two dozen paces with blood, including both the consuls: Spurius Postumius Albinus was saturated; so was his younger brother, Aulus, standing just behind and to one side of him. Gaius Marius eyed them askance, wondering if the omen was what he thought it was. Bad news for Rome, anyway.


  And still his unwelcome guest, the feeling, refused to go away; in fact, of late it had greatly increased in strength. As if the moment approached. The moment in which he, Gaius Marius, would become the First Man in Rome. Every particle of common sense in him—and there were many— screamed that his feeling was a traitor, a trap which would betray him and lead to ignominy and death. Yet he went on experiencing it, the ineradicable feeling that he would become the First Man in Rome. Ridiculous! argued the man of eminent good sense: he was forty-seven years old, he had limped in sixth and last among the six men elected as praetors five years ago, he was too old now to seek the consulship without benefit of name and a host of clients. His time had gone. Gone, gone, gone.


  The consuls were finally being inaugurated; that pompous ass Lucius Caecilius Metellus Dalmaticus who rejoiced in the title of Pontifex Maximus was rattling off the concluding prayers, and soon the senior consul, Minucius Rufus, would have the herald call the Senate to meet inside the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. There they would fix the date of the Latin Festival on the Alban Mount; discuss which of the provinces must receive new governors, and which prorogued governors; draw the lots apportioning the provinces, for the praetors as well as the consuls; some self-serving tribune of the plebs would start raving on about the People; Scaurus would squash the presumptuous fool like a beetle underfoot; and one of the many Caecilius Metelluses would drone interminably about the decline in the moral and ethical standards of Rome’s younger generation, until dozens of voices from all around him told him to shut up and pull his head in. Same old Senate—same old People—same old Rome—same old Gaius Marius. Now forty-seven years old. Next year he’d be fifty-seven, the year after that sixty-seven, and then they’d shove him into the middle of a pyre of logs and kindling, and up he’d go in a puff of smoke. Goodbye, Gaius Marius, you upstart from the pigpens of Arpinum, you non-Roman.


  Sure enough, the herald brayed his summons. Sighing, Gaius Marius began to move, lifting his head to see if there was anyone within footshot he could tread on heavily and feel good about doing so. No one. Of course. At whichmoment his eye caught the eye of Gaius Julius Caesar, who was smiling as if he knew exactly what Gaius Marius was thinking.


  Arrested, Gaius Marius gazed back. Only a backbencher, but never mere lobby fodder, this most senior of the Julius Caesars left in the Senate now his older brother, Sextus, was dead. Tall, as erect as if he were a Military Man, wide in the shoulders still, his fine head of silver-gilt hair a fitting crown for his lined, handsome face. He wasn’t young, had to be upward of fifty-five years old, but he looked as if he was going to become one of those desiccated ancients the patrician nobility produced with monotonous regularity, tottering off to every meeting of Senate or People at ninety-plus, and continuing to speak praiseworthy good sense. The sort you couldn’t kill with a sacrificial axe. The sort who— when it was all boiled down—made Rome what Rome was, in spite of the plethora of Caecilius Metelluses. Better than the rest of the world put together.


  “Which Metellus is going to harangue us today?” asked Caesar as they fell in beside each other and began to ascend the many steps of the temple.


  “One still to earn his extra name,” said Gaius Marius, his gigantic eyebrows leaping up and down like millipedes on pins. “Quintus Caecilius plain old Metellus, younger brother of our revered Pontifex Maximus.”


  “Why him?”


  “Because he’s going to run for consul next year, I think. So he’s got to start making noises of the right kind now,” said Gaius Marius, standing aside to permit the older man to precede him into the earthly dwelling place of the Great God, Jupiter Optimus Maximus—Jupiter Best and Greatest.


  “I do believe you are correct,” said Caesar.


  The vast central room of the temple was reduced to semi-darkness, so poor was the light outside, but the brick-red face of the Great God glowed as if illuminated from within. He was very old, made centuries before by the famous Etruscan sculptor Vulca out of terracotta, though gradually he had been gifted with an ivory robe, gold hair, gold sandals, gold thunderbolt, even silver skin on his arms and legs, and ivory nails on his fingers and toes. Only his face remained the color of that richly ruddy clay, clean-shavenin the Etruscan fashion Rome had inherited; his brainless shut-mouthed smile curved his lips up almost to his ears, and gave him the air of a fatuous parent determined to ignore the fact that his child was busy setting fire to the nursemaid.


  On each side of the Great God’s room opened another room, the left-hand one to house his daughter Minerva, the right-hand one to house his wife, Juno. Each lady had a wonderful statue of herself in gold and ivory within her cella, and each lady bore with resignation the presence of an uninvited guest, for when the temple was built two of the old gods refused to move out; Romans being Romans, they simply left the old gods there alongside the new.


  “I wonder, Gaius Marius,” said Caesar, “if you would care to share my dinner tomorrow afternoon?”


  That was surprising! Gaius Marius blinked, using the fraction of time the action brought him to arrive at a conclusion. After something, was he? Undoubtedly. But it wouldn’t be shoddy. And one thing no one could say about the Julius Caesars, that they were snobs. A Julius Caesar didn’t need to be a snob. If you could trace your lineage straight back in the male line to Iulus, Aeneas, Anchises, and the goddess Venus, you were secure enough to find it no comedown to mix with anyone from a dockside worker to a Caecilius Metellus.


  “Thank you, Gaius Julius,” said Marius. “I would be very pleased to share your dinner.”


  3


  Lucius Cornelius Sulla woke up before dawn on New Year’s Day almost sober. He was lying exactly where he ought to be, he discovered, with his stepmother on his right side and his mistress on his left, but each lady—if one could be euphemistic enough so to call them—was turned with her back toward him, and fully clothed. This told him he had not been called upon to perform, a deduction reinforced by the fact that what had awakened him was a huge and exquisitely painful erection. For a moment he lay trying to stare his third eye looking straight up his belly at him out of its shameless countenance, but as usual he lost the unequal contest. Only one thing to do, gratify the ingrate. With this in mind, he put his right hand out and turned up the hem of his stepmother’s robe, his left hand engaged upon the same business with his mistress. Whereupon both women, shamming sleep, reared up in the bed and began to belabor him with fists and tongues, drumming and drubbing unmercifully.


  “What did I do?” he yelped, curling himself up into a defensive ball and shielding his groin, where his princely erection had collapsed like an empty wineskin.


  They were only too eager to tell him—both at once. However, he was now remembering the reason for himself; just as well, for the two of them shrieking together made their explanation unintelligible. Metrobius, curse his eyes! Oh, but what eyes! Liquid-dark as polished jet, fringed with black lashes so long they could be curled around a finger. Skin like thick cream, black curls straying around his slender shoulders, and the sweetest arse in the world. Fourteen years old in time, a thousand years old in vice, the apprentice of old Scylax the actor—and a tease, a torment, a trollop, a tiger cub.


  On the whole Sulla preferred women these days, but Metrobius was a case apart. The boy had come with Scylax to the party, dressed as Cupid to Scylax’s raddled Venus, a ridiculous pair of little feathered wings strapped to his back and the tiniest skirt of Coan floss silk about his waist, dyed with some cheap imitation saffron that had run a little because the room was closely shuttered and stuffily hot, leaving orange-yellow stains down the insides of his thighs that served only to draw attention to what was hidden, but barely.


  From that first glance he had fascinated Sulla, and Sulla had fascinated him. Well, how many men in the world besides Sulla had skin as white as snow and hair the color of the rising sun and eyes so pale they were almost white? Not to mention a face which had started a stampede in Athens a few years back, when an Aemilius who shall remain nameless had smuggled the penniless sixteen-year-old Sulla across on the packet to Patrae, and enjoyed his favors all the way from Patrae to Athens by the most prolonged route possible, right around the coast of the Peloponnese.


  In Athens Sulla had been summarily dumped; the Aemilius was too important to have any slur attached to his masculinity. The Roman despised homosexuality; the Greek considered it the highest form of love. So what the one hid in fear and dread, the other flaunted before the eyes of his dazzled peers. As far as Sulla was concerned, however, the one soon turned out to be no better than the other, for there was absolutely no doubt that fear and dread added an element of spice—and a great deal more largesse. The Greeks, as he quickly learned, were loath to pay for what was readily available free of charge, even when the prize was as unusual as a Sulla. So he had blackmailed the Aemilius for a first-class fare back to Italy and Rome, and quit Athens forever.


  Of course manhood had changed all that. Once his beard grew in sufficiently for him to have to shave daily, and he sprouted a chest of red-gold hair, his appeal to men faded— and the largesse along with it. Women, he discovered, were bigger fools and had a hankering to settle down which made them exploitable. As a child he had never really known many women, for his mother had died before he was old enough to form a memory of her he could cherish, and his father, an impoverished drunkard, cared little for either of his progeny. Sulla had a sister, Cornelia Sulla, two years older than he was; equally spectacular in looks, she had seized a chance of marriage with a very rich rustic from Picenum named Lucius Nonius, and gone north with him to enjoy whatever luxuries life in Picenum might hold. That left the sixteen-year-old Sulla to look after his father unaided, which affected the quality of their lives chiefly on the level of cleanliness.


  Then when Sulla turned twenty-four, his father remarried. It was not the social event of the year, but it did bring a measure of relief to the young man, who had been used for years to having to find sufficient money to underwrite his father’s bottomless thirst. For his father’s new wife (by name Clitumna, by birth an Umbrian peasant) was the relict of a very rich merchant, and had managed to inherit all her dead husband’s property by dint of destroying his will and packing his only child off to Calabria as the wife of an oil vendor.


  Just what Clitumna saw in the decayed Sulla Senior at first was beyond his son; then Clitumna invited his son to share her commodious house on the Germalus of the Palatine, and promptly hopped out of her new husband’s bed and into young Sulla’s. Somewhere, he discovered at that moment, there did burn in him a small spark of loyalty and affection for his importunate parent, for he foisted Clitumna off as tactfully as possible and immediately moved out.


  He had managed to save a very little, and found two rooms in a huge insula on the Esquiline near the Agger for a rent he could just afford: three thousand sesterces a year. This gave him a room for himself and another for his servant to sleep and cook in, plus the laundry labor of a girl who lived two floors higher up in the crumbling tenement and did for various tenants in all sorts of ways. Once a week she took his dirty clothing down the alley to where a crossroads widened the maze of streets into a tiny, irregular, square; in it were a shrine of the crossroads, a clubhouse where the crossroads sodality met, and a fountain spewing a continuous trickle of water out of the mouth of an ugly old Silanus into a stone-bottomed pool donated to the city— one of many—by that grand old man of history, Cato the Censor, a man as practical as he had been lowborn. Fighting for elbow room, she pounded Sulla’s tunics on the stones, borrowed the assistance of another washerwoman to wring every garment bone-dry (having performed the same service for her fellow), and then brought him back his laundry neatly folded. Her price was simple; a quick in-and-out and none the wiser, especially the sour old bird she lived with.


  At which point he met Nicopolis. Victory City, her name meant in her native Greek. She was certainly that to him, for she was a widow, comfortably off, and in love with him to the point of madness. The only trouble was that while she was happy to support him in lavish fashion, she was far too shrewd to give him an allowance. The twin, he recognized gloomily, of his stepmother, Clitumna. Women were fools, but they were clever fools. Either that, or he was far too transparent.


  Two years after he had moved out of Clitumna’s splendid house, his father died, having guzzled himself with unalloyed happiness into terminal liver disease; and if he had been the price Clitumna was prepared to pay in order to catch his son, then her ruse worked at last, especially after Sulla discovered that Clitumna was not at all averse to sharing his favors—and her bed—with Nicopolis the Greek tart. The three of them settled down into a cozy relationship in the house on the Palatine, a relationship which had only one occasional marring element, Sulla’s weakness for young boys. It was not, he assured his two women, a serious weakness; he had no taste for the innocent, no desire to seduce the sons of senators as they cavorted on the exercise fields of the Campus Martius, playing at fencing with their wooden swords and vaulting on and off the backs of stuffed bolsters saddled just like real horses. No, Sulla liked trollops, the professional pretty-boys up to every trick in town; the truth was, they reminded him of himself at the same age.


  But because his women detested his trollops, and he was in spite of his sexual appetites very much a man, he resisted his urges in this direction for the sake of domestic harmony, or else made sure he indulged himself mighty far away from the ken of Clitumna and Nicopolis. Until New Year’s Eve, the last hours of the consulship of Publius Cornelius Scipio Nasica and Lucius Calpurnius Bestia, the last hours before the commencement of the consulship of Marcus Minucius Rufus and Spurius Postumius Albinus. The Eve of Metrobius, it was likely to come to be called, if Clitumna and Nicopolis had anything to do with it.


  The three of them adored the theater, but not the highbrow Greek stuff of Sophocles and Aeschylus and Euripides, all masks and groaning throbbing voices and high-flown poetry. No, they loved comedy—the giggle-gorged Latin larkery of Plautus and Naevius and Terence; and above all else the simple, maskless idiocy of the pure mime, with its naked strumpets, clumsy fools, clarion farts, elaborate practical jokes, improbable plots made up on the spur of the moment from traditional repertoires. Tall daisies stuck in arses wiggle-waggled; the movement of one finger was more eloquent than a thousand words; blindfolded fathers-in-law mistook tits for ripe melons; the adulteries were insane and the gods drunk—nothing was sacred in the name of Mimus.


  They were friends with every comedic actor and director in Rome, didn’t consider they threw a good party unless a cluster of “names” were present. As far as they were concerned, the tragic theater didn’t exist—and in that they were true Romans, for Romans adored a good laugh.


  So to the party at Clitumna’s house on New Year’s Eve were invited Scylax, Astera, Milo, Pedocles, Daphne, and Marsyas. It was of course a costume party; Clitumna reveled in dressing up, so did Nicopolis, and Sulla liked female impersonation of a certain kind, the kind where the onlooker can laugh at the antics of a patent man mocking women.


  Sulla had therefore got himself up as Medusa the Gorgon, complete with a wig of genuine living snakelets that had the whole room screaming in terror every time he lowered his head and threatened to charge, and a flowing mass of draperies in Coan floss silk that showed the guests his biggest snake all too clearly. His stepmother came as an ape, which meant she capered and scratched in a hairy coat, and bared blue-painted buttocks. Rather more orthodox because she was rather more beautiful than Clitumna, Nicopolis tricked herself out as Diana of the Grove, thus exposing her long slender legs and one perfect breast as she cavorted about to make the tinny arrows in her quiver rattle in time to the music of flutes, pipes, bells, lyres, and drums.


  The party got off to a swinging start. Sulla in his snaky getup was an undeniable success, but Clitumna the Ape was funniest. The wine flowed; the laughter and shrieks burst out of the peristyle-garden at the back of the house and drove all the conservative neighbors mad long before New Year’s Eve became New Year’s Day. Then, last guest to arrive, Scylax teetered through the door in cork-soled platform sandals, a golden-blonde wig, huge tits inflating his gorgeous gown, and the maquillage of an old whore. Poor Venus! In tow as his Cupid came Metrobius.


  Sulla’s biggest snake took one look and stood up in less than a second, which didn’t please the Ape or Diana of the Grove. Nor for that matter did it please Venus Scylax. And there ensued scenes as frenzied as any that ever enlivened farce or mime: a bouncing blue bottom, a bouncing bared breast, a bouncing blonde wig, a bouncing biggest snake, and a bouncing befeathered boy. Culminating in the best bounce of all, which was Metrobius and Sulla enjoying a little buggery in a corner they had fancied more secluded than it actually was.


  He had known, of course, that he was making a ghastly mistake; but knowing it didn’t help in the least. From the moment he’d seen the dye running down those silky legs and the length of the lashes round those lustrous, night-dark eyes, Sulla had been finished, rolled up, hopelessly conquered. And when he brushed his hand across the little frilly skirt the boy wore and lifted it just enough to see how beautiful and hairless and dusky-hued was the endowment beneath, there was nothing else in the world he could do save what he did do, pull the boy into a corner behind a large pouffe and have him.


  Farce almost turned into tragedy. Clitumna took up a rare goblet of Alexandrian glass, broke it, and went in real earnest for Sulla’s face. Whereupon Nicopolis went for Clitumna with a wine jug, and Scylax went for Metrobius with one of his cork-soled platform sandals. Everyone else stopped partying to watch, enchanted. Luckily Sulla was not drunk enough to have lost his extraordinary physical competence, so he dealt with the lot of them briskly and harshly: gave Scylax a wallop on one lavishly painted eye that bruised it for a month, administered the sharp ends of a quiverful of arrows to Diana’s long bare legs, and turned Clitumna upside down across his knee to make her bare buttocks as black as they were blue. After which he kissed the boy a lingering tongue-borne thank-you, and took himself off to bed in a mood of towering disgust.


  It was only at dawn on New Year’s Day that Sulla understood what was really the matter. Not farce. Not even comedy. A tragedy as strange and hideously convoluted as anything Sophocles ever imagined in his worst bout of despair at the antics of gods and men. Today, New Year’s Day, was Sulla’s birthday. He was exactly thirty years old.


  And he turned then to look at the two brawling bawling women in the bed, no trace of his Medusa of the night before now remaining, and he looked at them with such icy anger and pain and loathing that they stilled immediately to stone, and sat incapable of moving while he dressed in a fresh white tunic and had a slave drape his toga around him, a garment he hadn’t worn in years save to the theater. Only when he had gone did the women regain power to move, and then they stared at each other and blubbered noisy tears; not for their own grief, but for his, which they didn’t even begin to understand.


  *


  The truth was that Lucius Cornelius Sulla, thirty today, was living a lie. Had always lived a lie. The world in which he had dwelled for thirty years—a world inhabited by drunkards and beggars, actors and whores, charlatans and freed-men—was not his world at all.


  Rome was full of men bearing the family name Cornelius. But they had come to be called Cornelius because a father or a grandfather or however many generations back had once belonged, slave or peasant, to a patrician high aristocrat named Cornelius. When that patrician Cornelius emancipated them from their bondage in honor of a marriage or a birthday or a funeral, or because the purchase price of freedom had been saved up out of wages, they took his name, and so became Cornelius too. All those named Cornelius were clients of some patrician Cornelius because they owed him thanks for the citizenship which had come to them along with his name.


  Excepting Clitumna and Nicopolis, the people Lucius Cornelius Sulla knew automatically assumed he was just such a Cornelius, the son or grandson or however many generations back of a Cornelian slave or peasant; with his barbaric coloring, more likely by far to be slave than peasant. After all, there were patrician noblemen called Cornelius Scipio and Cornelius Lentulus and Cornelius Merula, but who ever heard of a patrician Cornelius Sulla? No one even knew what the word “Sulla” meant!


  But the truth was that Lucius Cornelius Sulla, enrolled by the censors according to his means among the capite censi, the Head Count masses of Rome owning absolutely no property, was a patrician nobleman, the son of a patrician nobleman, the grandson of a patrician nobleman, and so on through every generation going back to the days before the founding of Rome. His birth made Sulla eminently eligible for the full glory of the political ladder, the cursus honorum. By birth, the consulship was his.


  His tragedy lay in his penuriousness, the inability of his father to provide either the income or the property necessary to enroll his son among even the lowest of the five economic classes; all his father had bequeathed him was the raw and simple citizenship itself. Not for Lucius Cornelius Sulla the purple stripe on the right shoulder of his tunic, knight-narrow or senator-broad. There were those who knew him had heard him say his tribe was the Cornelia, and laughed him to scorn. Assuming he was of slave origins, they knew his tribe had to be either urban Esquilina or urban Suburana. For rural Cornelia was one of the four oldest of the thirty-five Roman tribes, and did not number members of the Head Count among it.


  On this thirtieth birthday Sulla should have been entering the Senate—either as an elected quaestor approved by the censors, or else as his birthright, appointed by the censors without their requiring him to be elected quaestor.


  Instead, he was the kept plaything of two vulgar women, and there was not a single hope in the world that he would ever command the sort of fortune which would enable him to exercise his birthright. Next year was a censors’ year— oh, to be able to present himself at the censors’ tribunal in the Forum Romanum and show the censors proof that he had property yielding him an income of a million sesterces a year! That was the senator’s minimum. Or even property yielding an income of four hundred thousand sesterces a year! That was the knight’s minimum. As things stood in reality, he owned no property at all, and his income had never exceeded ten thousand sesterces in a year, even now he was kept by women. The definition of abject poverty in Rome was the inability to own one slave, and that meant that there had been times in his life when Sulla was abjectly poor. He, a patrician Cornelius.


  During those two years of brave defiance when he had lived in the insula up the Esquiline near the Agger, he had been forced to seek work on the wharves of the Port of Rome below the Wooden Bridge, had humped jars of wine and emptied urns of wheat in order to keep that one slave who indicated to the world that he was not abjectly poor. For as he grew older, so did his pride increase—or rather, his consciousness of its utter humiliation. He had never succumbed to the urge to get a steady job, learn a trade in some foundry or carpenter’s shop, or become a scribe, act as a merchant’s secretary, or copy manuscripts for a publishing house or lending library. When a man labored on the wharves or in the market gardens or on some construction project, no one asked questions; when a man went to the same place of work each day, everyone asked questions. Sulla could not even enlist in the army—a man had to be propertied for that too. Entitled by his birth to lead an army, Sulla had never handled a sword, straddled a horse, or cast a spear, even on the training fields and exercise yards around the Villa Publica on the Campus Martius. He, a patrician Cornelius.


  Perhaps had he gone to some remote patrician Cornelian relation and begged, the situation might have been remedied by the tendering of a massive loan. But pride—which could stomach being kept by vulgar women—balked at begging. For there were no patrician Cornelians of the Sullan branch left, only distant Cornelians indifferent to his plight. Better to be a nobody and owe nobody than a somebody groaning under the cliental obligations of a massive loan. He, a patrician Cornelius.


  *


  The Exactly where he intended to go when he flung out of the door of his stepmother’s house, he had no idea. Only to snuff the damp air, walk off his anguish. Clitumna had chosen an odd place to live, given her background: in a street of successful advocates and backbencher senators and middle-income knights, too low down on the Palatine Germalus to afford a view, yet conveniently close to the political and business hub of the city, the Forum Romanum and its surrounding basilicae and marketplaces and colonnades. Of course Clitumna liked the safety of this location, far from the stews of the Subura with its concomitant crime, but her noisy parties and dubious friends had led to many an irate deputation from her neighbors, who preferred peace and quiet. On one side of her was the exceedingly prosperous merchant banker and company director Titus Pomponius, and. on the other side lived Gaius Julius Caesar, a senator.


  Not that they saw much of each other. That was one of the benefits (or drawbacks, viewed conversely) of inward-looking houses, with their windowless outer walls and a central court—the peristyle-garden—shielded from the neighbors by the rooms entirely surrounding it. But there was no doubt that when Clitumna’s parties spilled out of her dining room into the open court of the peristyle-garden, the cacophony penetrated far beyond the boundaries of her property, and made her the chief district nuisance.


  Dawn had broken. Ahead of him Sulla could see Gaius Julius Caesar’s women tittupping along on the high cork soles and higher cork heels of their winter shoes, sweet little feet elevated above the water in the middens. Going to watch the inauguration ceremony, he supposed, slowing his pace and regarding their closely wrapped forms with the unself-conscious appreciation of a man whose sexual urges were powerful and all-pervading. The wife was a Marcia, daughter of the builder of the Aqua Marcia, and not much above forty. Well, forty-five. Still slim and well cared for, tall, a brown lady with more than her share of good looks. Yet she couldn’t rival her daughters. They were true Julias, blonde beauties both, though for Sulla’s money it was the younger one took the laurels. For he had seen them from time to time going off to the market to shop with their eyes; their purses, as well he knew, were slender as their bodies. That was a family kept itself senatorial only by the skin of its teeth. The knight Titus Pomponius, Clitumna’s neighbor on the other side, was more affluent by far.


  Money. It ruled the world. Without it, a man was nothing. Little wonder then that when a man levered himself into any position where he could snatch at the chance to enrich himself, he always, always did. For a man to enrich himself through the medium of politics, he had to secure election as a praetor; his fortune was made in that moment, the years of outlay finally paid dividends. For the praetor went to govern a province, and there he was a god, he could help himself. If possible, he fought a little war against some barbarian tribe on the borders, took their gold and their sacred treasures, sold the captives of his sword into slavery, and pocketed the proceeds. But if the war prospects were dismal, there were other avenues: he could deal in grain and various staple commodities, he could lend money at exorbitant rates of interest (and use his army to collect the debt if necessary), he could doctor the account books when the taxes were gathered, he could dole out Roman citizenships for a price, he could accept illicit fees for everything from issuing government contracts to exempting some local city from its tribute to Rome.


  Money. How to get it? How to get enough of it to enter the Senate? Dreams, Lucius Cornelius Sulla! Dreams!


  When Caesar’s women turned right onto the Clivus Victoriae, Sulla knew where they were going. To the area Flacciana, the site of Flaccus’s house. By the time he halted on the street above its steep slope of tired winter grass, the Julian ladies were settling themselves upon campstools, and a sturdy Thracian-looking fellow who had led their slave escort was busy erecting an open-fronted tent of hide to shelter his mistress from the rain, marginally heavier. The two Julias, Sulla noted, spent a very brief time sitting demurely alongside their mother; when she began to speak to Titus Pomponius’s very pregnant wife, they picked up their folding stools and scampered down to where four Claudius Pulcher girls were sitting a considerable distance away from their mothers. Their mothers? Ah! Licinia and Domitia. Both women he knew quite well, since he had managed to sleep with each of them. Looking neither left nor right, he walked down the slope to where the two women sat.


  “Ladies,” he said, inclining his head. “Miserable day.”


  Every woman on the hill knew who he was—a painfully interesting aspect of Sulla’s predicament. His friends among the canaille always assumed he was one of them, but the Roman nobility didn’t make that mistake. They knew he was the genuine article! They knew his history and his ancestry. Some were moved to pity him; a few like Licinia and Domitia would amuse themselves with him sexually; but none would help him.


  The wind was blowing from the northeast, and it brought upon its breath a sour reek of dead fire, a smell compounded of wet charcoal, burned lime, buried rotted bodies in the high thousands. Last summer all of the Viminal and the upper Esquiline had gone up in flames, the worst fire anyone in Rome could remember. Perhaps a fifth of the city had burned before the united populace had managed to demolish a sufficiently wide swath of buildings to cut the conflagration off from the jam-packed tenement insulae of the Subura and the lower Esquiline; the wind and the width of the Vicus Longus had prevented its spreading to the sparsely settled outer Quirinal, the northernmost of the hills within the Servian Walls.


  Even though half a year had elapsed since the fire, from where Sulla stood now on Flaccus’s empty house site its terrible scar covered the heights beyond the Macellum market for a thousand paces, a full square mile of blackened ground, half-fallen buildings, desolation. How many people had died, no one knew. Sufficient anyway for there to have been no real housing shortage afterward. So the rebuilding was slow; only here and there did wooden scaffolds rear up a hundred and more feet, the sign of a new multistoreyed insula going up to fatten the purse of some city landlord.


  Highly amused, Sulla sensed the tension in Licinia and Domitia the moment they realized who was greeting them; not for anything would he be merciful and leave them in peace. Let them suffer, silly sows! I wonder, does each of them know I’ve slept with both of them? he asked himself, and decided they did not. Which added a deliciously piquant tang to the encounter. Eyes dancing, he watched their covert glances toward each other and toward the few women like Marcia who shared the place with them. Oh, not Marcia! Pillar of rectitude! Monument of virtue!


  “That was an awful week,” said Licinia, voice pitched too high, her eyes fixed unswervingly upon the burned hills.


  “Yes,” said Domitia, clearing her throat.


  “I was terrified!” babbled Licinia. “We lived on the Carinae then, Lucius Cornelius, and the fire kept rolling closer and closer. Naturally the moment it was out, I persuaded Appius Claudius to move over to this side of the city. Nowhere is safe from fire, but there can be no doubt it’s better to have the Forum and the Swamp between oneself and the Subura!”


  “It was beautiful,” said Sulla, remembering how he had stood every night of that week at the top of the Vestal Steps to watch, pretending that what he saw in all its monstrous glory was an enemy city after a sack, and he the general of Rome who had ordered it. “Beautiful!” he repeated.


  The gloating way in which he said the word made Licinia glance up at his face in spite of herself, and what she saw there made her glance away again very quickly, and bitterly regret ever placing herself in this man’s power. Sulla was too dangerous, and not quite right in the head.


  “Still, it’s an ill wind blows nobody any good,” she labored on brightly. “My cousins Publius and Lucius Licinius bought up a lot of the vacant land afterward. They say its value is bound to soar in years to come.”


  She was a Licinius Crassus, one of the millionaires many times over. Now why couldn’t he find himself a rich bride, as her particular Appius Claudius Pulcher had done? Simple, Sulla! Because no father or brother or guardian of a rich noble girl would ever consent to such a match.


  His delight in playing with the women vanished; without a word he turned on his heel and stalked up the slope toward the Clivus Victoriae. The two Julias, he noticed as he passed, had been called to order, and sat again beside their mother under the lee of the hide shelter. His strange eyes flicked over them, dismissing Julia Big Sister, but dwelling appreciatively on Julia Little Sister. Ye gods, she was lovely! A honey cake soaked in nectar, a dish fit for an Olympian. He had a pain in his chest, and rubbed himself under his toga to force it away. But he was aware nonetheless that Julia Little Sister had turned on her campstool to watch him until he disappeared.


  He descended the Vestal Steps to the Forum Romanum and walked up the Clivus Capitolinus until he came to the back of the crowd in front of the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. One of his peculiar talents was his ability to set up shivers of disquiet in people who surrounded him, so that they moved away from his vicinity; mostly he employed it to gain himself a good seat in the theater, but now he put his talent to opening up access to the front of the crowd of knights, where he stood with a perfect view of the place of sacrifice. Though he had no right to be there, he knew no one would ever evict him. Few of the knights knew who he was, and even among the senators were faces unfamiliar to him, but there were enough men present who did know him to ensure that his presence would be tolerated.


  Some things no amount of isolation from the mainstream of noble public life could eradicate; perhaps they were, after so many generations—a thousand years of generations— actually inside the blood, little warning bells sounding knells of doom or disaster. Of choice he had never bothered to follow the political goings-on in the Forum Romanum, having concluded it was better to be ignorant than to chafe to participate in a life he could not have. And yet, standing at the front of the ranks of knights, he knew it was going to be a bad year. His blood told him this was to be another in what had proven to be a long line of bad years, ever since Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus had been murdered, and then, ten years later, his brother Gaius Gracchus forced to take his own life. Knives had flashed in the Forum, and Rome’s luck was broken.


  It was almost as if Rome was dwindling away, running out of political puff. A gathering, he thought, eyes sweeping over the assembled ranks, of mediocrities and nonentities. Men stood there, half-asleep on their feet despite the chilly drizzle, who had been responsible for the deaths of more than thirty thousand precious Roman and Italian soldiers in less than ten years, most in the name of personal greed. Money again. Money, money, money. Though power entered into it too. One should never forget or underestimate power. Which drove which? Which was the means, which the end? That probably depended upon the individual. But where in this sorry lot were the great ones, the ones who would enhance rather than diminish Rome?


  The white bull was behaving badly. Little wonder, looking at the consuls of the year. I for one, he thought, would not willingly put my white neck under the chopper for the likes of Spurius Postumius Albinus, patrician though he might be. And where did they get their money from, anyway? Then he remembered. The Postumius Albinuses always married money. Curse their eyes.


  Blood began to flow. There was a great deal of blood in a fully grown bull. What a waste. Potency, power, pile-driver force. But what a beautiful color, richly crimsoned, slick yet thick, coursing downhill among the feet. It fascinated him; he couldn’t tear his gaze away. Was everything crammed with energy always some shade of red? Fire. Blood. Hair—his hair. Penises. Senatorial shoes. Muscle. Molten metal. Lava.


  Time to go. Go where? Still full of the vision of so much blood, his eyes lifted, encountered the steady fierce stare of a tall senator in the toga praetexta of a senior magistrate.


  Amazing! Now that was a man! But who? He didn’t have the look of any of the Famous Families; isolated from his kind though he was, Sulla yet knew their distinctive physical features unerringly.


  Whoever the fellow was, he certainly didn’t belong to a Famous Family. For one thing, his nose said he had a dollop of Celt in him; it was too short and straight to belong to a pure Roman. Picenum, then? And look at those gigantic eyebrows! Celt again. His face bore two battle scars, neither disfiguring. Yes, a formidable customer, fierce and proud and intelligent. A real eagle. Who? Not a consular, them Sulla knew down to the oldest one living. A praetor then. Not one of this year’s praetors, however, for they were clotted together behind the consuls looking tremendously dignified and about as promising as an old queen with a bad dose of piles.


  Aaaaaaah! Sulla turned abruptly and stalked away from all of it, including the ex-praetor with the mien of an eagle. Time to go. Go where? Where else was there to go save the only refuge he had, between the moistly ageing bodies of his stepmother and his mistress? He shrugged, sneered. There were worse fates, worse places. But not, said a voice at the back of his mind, for a man who should be entering the Senate today.


  4


  The trouble with being an anointed sovereign visiting the city of Rome was that one could not cross its pomerium, its sacred boundary. So Jugurtha, King of Numidia, was forced to spend his New Year’s Day kicking his heels in the outrageously expensive villa he was renting on the higher slopes of the Pincian Hill, overlooking the huge bend in the Tiber which enclosed the Campus Martius. The agent who had secured the villa for him had raved about its outlook, the view into the distance of the Janiculum and the Vatican Hill, the green sward of both the little Tiber-bounded plains, Martius and Vaticanus, the broad blue band of the big river. Bet there were no rivers the size of dear old Father Tiber in Numidia! the presumptuous little agent had burbled, all the while concealing the fact that he was acting for a senator who professed undying loyalty to Jugurtha’s cause, yet was mighty anxious to close a deal for his villa that would keep him well supplied with the most costly of freshwater eels for months to come. Why did they think any man—let alone a king!—who was not a Roman was automatically a fool and a dupe? Jugurtha was well aware of who owned the villa, well aware too that he was being swindled in the matter of its rent; but there were times and places for frankness, and Rome at the moment when he closed the deal for the villa was not a place or a time for frankness.


  From where he sat on the loggia in front of the vast peristyle-garden, his view was unimpeded. But to Jugurtha it was a small view, and when the wind was right the stench of the nightsoil fertilizing the market gardens of the outer Campus Martius around the Via Recta was strong enough to make him wish he had elected to live further out, somewhere around Bovillae or Tusculum. Used to the enormous distances of Numidia, he thought the fifteen-mile ride from Bovillae or Tusculum into Rome a mere trifle. And—since it turned out he could not enter the city anyway—what was the point in being housed close enough to spit over their accursed sacred boundary?


  If he turned ninety degrees he could, of course, see the back cliffs of the Capitol and the wrong end of the mighty temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus—in which, at this very moment, his agents assured him, the new consuls were holding the first senatorial meeting of their year in office.


  How did one deal with the Romans? If he only knew that, he wouldn’t be the worried man he admitted to himself he was.


  *


  In the beginning it had seemed simple enough. His grandfather had been the great Masinissa, who had forged the Kingdom of Numidia out of the wreckage left strewn up and down two thousand miles of North African coast by Rome’s defeat of Punic Carthage. At first Masinissa’s gathering of power to himself had been with the open connivance of Rome; though later, when he had grown uncomfortably powerful and the Punic flavor of his organization gave Rome flutters of disquiet about the rise of a new Carthage, Rome turned somewhat against him. Luckily for Numidia, Masinissa had died at the right moment, and, understanding only too well that a strong king is always succeeded by a weakling, he left Numidia to be divided by Scipio Aemilianus among his three sons. Clever Scipio Aemilianus! He didn’t carve up Numidia’s territory into thirds; he carved up the kingly duties instead. The eldest got custody of the treasury and the palaces; the middle son was appointed Numidia’s war leader; and the youngest inherited all the functions of law and justice. Which meant the son with the army didn’t have the money to foment rebellion, the son with the money didn’t have the army to foment rebellion, and the son with the law on his side had neither money nor army to foment rebellion.


  Before time and accumulating resentment might have fomented rebellion anyway, the two younger sons died, leaving the oldest son, Micipsa, to rule on alone. However, both his dead brothers had left children to complicate the future: two legitimate sons, and a bastard named Jugurtha. One of these young men would ascend the throne when Micipsa died—but which one? Then late in his life the hitherto childless Micipsa produced two sons of his own, Adherbal and Hiempsal. Thus did the court seethe with rivalries, for the ages of all these potential heirs were skewed exactly the wrong way around. Jugurtha the bastard was the oldest of them all, and the sons of the reigning King were mere babies.


  His grandfather Masinissa had despised Jugurtha, not so much because he was a bastard as because his mother was of the humblest stock in the kingdom: she was a nomad Berber girl. Micipsa inherited Masinissa’s dislike of Jugurtha, and when he saw what a fine-looking and intelligent fellow Jugurtha had grown into, he found a way to eliminate this oldest potential contender for the throne. Scipio Aemilianus had demanded that Numidia send auxiliary troops to assist him at the siege of Numantia, so Micipsa dispatched his military levy under the command of Jugurtha, thinking Jugurtha would die in Spain.


  It didn’t turn out that way. Jugurtha took to war as born warriors do; besides which, he made immediate friends among the Romans, two of whom he was to prize as his best and dearest friends. They were junior military tribunes attached to the staff of Scipio Aemilianus, and their names were Gaius Marius and Publius Rutilius Rufus. All three were the same age, twenty-three.


  At the close of the campaign, when Scipio Aemilianus summoned Jugurtha into his command tent to deliver a homily on the subject of dealing honorably with Rome rather than with any particular Romans, Jugurtha managed to keep a straight face. For if his exposure to Romans during the siege of Numantia had taught him anything about them, it was that almost all Romans who aspired to high public office were chronically short of money. In other words, they could be bought.


  On his return to Numidia, Jugurtha carried a letter from Scipio Aemilianus to King Micipsa. It extolled the bravery, good sense, and superior intelligence of Jugurtha so much that old Micipsa put away the dislike he had inherited from his father. And about the time that Gaius Sempronius Gracchus died in the Grove of Furrina beneath the Janiculan Hill, King Micipsa formally adopted Jugurtha and raised him to senior status among the heirs to the Numidian throne. However, he was careful to indicate that Jugurtha must never become king; his role was to assume the guardianship of Micipsa’s own sons, now entering their early adolescence.


  Almost as soon as he had set this situation up, King Micipsa died, leaving two underage heirs to his throne and Jugurtha as regent. Within a year Micipsa’s younger son, Hiempsal, was assassinated at Jugurtha’s instigation; the older son, Adherbal, escaped Jugurtha’s net and fled to Rome, where he presented himself to the Senate and demanded that Rome settle the affairs of Numidia and strip Jugurtha of all authority.


  *


  “Why are we so afraid of them?” Jugurtha demanded, turning from his thoughts back to the present moment, the veil of soft rain drifting across the exercise fields and market gardens and obscuring the far bank of the Tiber completely.


  There were some twenty men on the loggia, but all save one were bodyguards. These were not gladiatorial hirelings, but Jugurtha’s own men of Numidia—the same men, in fact, who had brought Jugurtha the head of young Prince Hiempsal seven years before, and followed up that gift five years later with the head of Prince Adherbal.


  The sole exception—and the man to whom Jugurtha had addressed his question—was a big, Semitic-looking man not far short of Jugurtha in size, sitting in a comfortable chair alongside his king. An outsider might have deemed them closely related by blood, which in actual fact they were; though it was a fact the King preferred to forget. Jugurtha’s despised mother had been a simple nomad girl from a backward tribe of the Gaetuli Berbers, a mere nothing of a girl who by some quirk of fate had owned a face and a body akin to Helen of Troy’s. And the King’s companion on this miserable New Year’s Day was his half brother, son of his humble mother and the court baron to whom Jugurtha’s father had married her for the sake of convenience. The half brother’s name was Bomilcar, and he was very loyal.


  “Why are we so afraid of them?” Jugurtha asked again, more urgently, more despairingly.


  Bomilcar sighed. “The answer’s simple, I would think,” he said. “It wears a steel helmet a bit like a basin turned upside down, a brownish-red tunic, and over that a long shirt of knitted chain mail. It carries a silly little short sword, a dagger almost as big, and one or two tiny-headed spears. It isn’t a mercenary. It isn’t even a pauper. It’s called a Roman infantryman.”


  Jugurtha grunted, ended in shaking his head. “Only a part of the answer, Baron. Roman soldiers are perishable; they die.”


  “They die very hard,” said Bomilcar.


  “No, there’s more to it than that. I don’t understand! You can buy them like bread in a bakery, and that ought to mean they’re as soft inside as bread. But they aren’t.”


  “Their leaders, you mean?”


  “Their leaders. The eminent Conscript Fathers of the Senate. They are utterly corrupt! Therefore they ought to be crawling with decay. Soft to melting, insubstantial. But they aren’t. They’re as hard as flint, as cold as ice, as subtle as a Parthian satrap. They never give up. Take hold of one, tame him to servility, and the next moment he’s gone, you’re dealing with a different face in a different set of circumstances.”


  “Not to mention that all of a sudden there’s one you need whom you can’t buy—not because he doesn’t have a price, but because whatever his price is, you don’t have it—and I’m not referring to money,” said Bomilcar.


  “I loathe them all,” said Jugurtha between his teeth.


  “So do I. Which doesn’t get rid of them, does it?”


  “Numidia is mine!” cried its king. “They don’t even want it, you know! All they want to do is interfere. Meddle!”


  Bomilcar spread out his hands. “Don’t ask me, Jugurtha, because I don’t know. All I do know is that you are sitting here in Rome, and the outcome is on the laps of the gods.”


  Indeed it is, thought the King of Numidia, returning to his thoughts.


  *


  When young Adherbal had escaped and gone to Rome six years ago, Jugurtha had known what to do, and had done it quickly. Off to Rome went a team of his ambassadors bearing gold, silver, jewels, works of art, whatever was likely to tickle a Roman noble’s fancy. Interesting, that you could never bribe them with women or boys. Only with negotiable goods. The outcome of his embassage had been reasonably satisfactory, given the circumstances.


  They were obsessed with committees and commissions, the Romans, and enjoyed nothing better than to send off a small party of officials to the remotest ends of the earth, there to investigate, pontificate, adjudicate, ameliorate. Anyone else would just march in at the head of an army, but the Romans would turn up in togas escorted only by lictors, nary a soldier within emergency call; they would proceed to issue their orders, and expect to be obeyed just as if they had arrived at the head of an army. And mostly they were obeyed.


  Which returned him to his original question: why are we so afraid of them? Because we are. We are. But why? Maybe because there’s always a Marcus Aemilius Scaurus among them?


  It had been Scaurus who prevented the Senate from deciding in favor of Jugurtha when Adherbal had gone bleating to Rome. A lone voice in a body of three hundred men! Yet he had prevailed, kept hammering away at them until he, the lone voice, actually won the lot of them over to his side. Thus it had been Scaurus who forced a compromise acceptable neither to Jugurtha nor to Adherbal: a committee of ten Roman senators led by the consular Lucius Opimius was to travel to Numidia and there—after investigations made on the spot—decide what to do. So what did the committee do? It divided the kingdom. Adherbal got the eastern end with Cirta as his capital, more closely populated and commercialized than, yet not as rich as, the western end. The western end had gone to Jugurtha, who found himself sandwiched between Adherbal and the Kingdom of Mauretania. Pleased with their solution, the Romans went home. Jugurtha promptly settled down to watch his mouse Adherbal, waiting his moment to pounce. And to protect himself on his west, he married the daughter of the King of Mauretania.


  He waited patiently for four years, then attacked Adherbal and his army between Cirta and its seaport. Beaten, Adherbal fell back on Cirta and organized its defense, assisted by the large and influential contingent of Roman and Italian merchants who formed the backbone of the business sector in Numidia. There was nothing odd about their presence in the country; wherever you went in the world, you would find a contingent of Roman and Italian businessmen running the local commercial sector, even in places with little connection to Rome and no protection.


  Of course the news of the outbreak of war between Jugurtha and Adherbal had reached the ears of the Senate in short order; the Senate responded by dispatching a committee of three charming young sons of senators (it would give the younger generation a bit of valuable experience; there was nothing very important in this squabble) to rap the Numidian knuckles. Jugurtha got to them first, maneuvered them out of any contact with Adherbal or the inhabitants of Cirta, and sent them home laden with expensive gifts.


  Then Adherbal managed to smuggle a letter out to Rome, a letter begging for help; always on Adherbal’s side, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus immediately set out himself for Numidia, at the head of yet another committee of investigation. But so dangerous was the situation they found in all Africa that they were forced to remain inside the boundaries of the Roman African province, and eventually were obliged to return to Rome without interviewing either of the rivals for the throne, or influencing the course of the war. Jugurtha then went ahead and captured Cirta. Understandably, Adherbal was executed at once. Less understandably, Jugurtha took out his spleen at Rome by executing the Roman and Italian businessmen of Cirta down to the last man; for in so doing, he outraged Rome beyond any hope of conciliation.


  News of the massacre of the Romans and Italians resident in Cirta had reached Rome fifteen months ago, during autumn. And one of the tribunes-elect of the plebs, Gaius Memmius, created such a howl in the Forum that no amount of bribing by Jugurtha could avert catastrophe. The junior consul-elect, Lucius Calpurnius Bestia, was ordered to go to Numidia at the beginning of his term in office to show Jugurtha that he could not freely slaughter Romans and Italians.


  But Bestia had been a bribable man, so Jugurtha bribed, with the result that six months ago he had managed to negotiate a peace with Rome, and hand over thirty war elephants to Bestia along with a small gift of money for the Roman treasury—and a much larger, undisclosed sum which found its way into Bestia’s private coffers. Rome appeared to be satisfied; Jugurtha was undisputed King of all Numidia at last.


  But Gaius Memmius, oblivious to the fact that his term as a tribune of the plebs was finished, never shut up. Day after day he pursued his campaign to have the whole Numidian question gone into under the harshest light; day after day he accused Bestia of extorting money from Jugurtha in return for tenure of the throne; and finally Gaius Memmius achieved his aim, which was to browbeat the Senate into acting. Off to Numidia the Senate sent the praetor Lucius Cassius Longinus, under instructions to bring King Jugurtha in person to Rome, where he was to be made to provide Gaius Memmius with the names of all those he had bribed throughout the years. Had he been required to answer before the Senate, the situation would not have been so perilous; but Jugurtha was to answer before the People.


  When Cassius the praetor arrived in Cirta and served the King with his summons, Jugurtha could not refuse to accompany him back to Rome. Only why! Why were they all so afraid? What could Rome actually do? Invade Numidia? There were always more Bestias in office than there were Gaius Memmiuses! Why then were they all so afraid? Was it the gall of the Romans, that they could calmly dispatch a single man to snap his fingers at the ruler of a great and rich land, and bring him to heel?


  Jugurtha had come to heel, meekly packed his trunks, tapped a few barons on the shoulder to accompany him, selected the fifty best men in the Royal Numidian Guard, and taken ship with Cassius the praetor. That had been two months ago. Two months in which very little had happened.


  Oh, Gaius Memmius had lived up to his word! He had summoned an Assembly of the Plebs in the Circus Flaminius, which lay outside the pomerium, the sacred boundary of the city, and therefore constituted a venue Jugurtha the anointed sovereign could attend in person. The purpose of the meeting was to enable every interested Roman from highest to lowest personally to hear the King of Numidia answer Gaius Memmius’s questions: whom had he bribed, how much money had he paid over? Everyone in Rome knew exactly the sort of questions Gaius Memmius was going to ask. So the Assembly in the Circus Flaminius was extremely well attended, the arena crowded, with latecomers accommodated in the wooden tiers of seats hoping even at the distance to be able to hear.


  However, Jugurtha still knew how to go about his defense; Spain and the years since had taught him too well ever to forget. He bought himself a tribune of the plebs.


  On the face of it, tribunes of the plebs were junior in the magisterial hierarchy and in senatorial rank. Tribunes of the plebs had no imperium—now there was a word the Numidian language had no equivalent for! Imperium! Imperium meant—well, the kind of authority a god on earth might possess. It was why a lone praetor could summon a great king to go with him. Provincial governors had imperium. Consuls had imperium. Praetors had imperium. The curule aediles had imperium. But each possessed a different strength or kind of imperium. The only tangible evidence of imperium was the lictor. Lictors were professional attendants who walked ahead of the owner of imperium to clear a path for him, carrying on their left shoulders the fasces, the bundles of rods lashed together with crimson cords.


  The censors didn’t have imperium. Nor did the plebeian aediles. Nor did the quaestors. Nor—most important for Jugurtha’s purposes—did the tribunes of the plebs. These last were the elected representatives of the plebs, that vast bulk of the Roman citizen body unable to claim the high distinction of being a patricius, a patrician. The patrician was the antique aristocrat, one whose family was listed among the Fathers of Rome. Four hundred years ago, when the Republic had been brand new, only the patrician had mattered. But as some plebeians gained money and power, and forced their way into Senate and curule chair, they wanted to be aristocrats too. The result: the nobilis, the nobleman. Thus was the patrician joined by the nobleman in a dual aristocracy. To be a nobleman, all that was necessary was to have a consul in the family, and there was nothing to stop a plebeian’s becoming consul. Plebeian honor—and ambition—were satisfied.


  The plebs had their own assembly of government; no patrician could attend it, or vote in it. Yet so powerful had the plebs become—and so eclipsed the patricians—that this young body, the Plebeian Assembly, passed almost all the laws. Ten tribunes of the plebs were elected to look after the interests of the plebs. New ones every year. That was the worst feature of Roman government: its magistrates served for only a year, which meant you could never buy yourself one man who was going to last long enough to be of real service. Every year, you had to buy yourself another man. And usually you had to buy yourself several.


  No, a tribune of the plebs didn’t have imperium, nor was he a senior magistrate; on the surface, he didn’t seem to count for much at all. And yet he had managed to make himself the most significant magistrate of the lot. In his hands was true power, for he alone possessed the power of the veto. His veto affected everyone; no one save a dictator was immune from it, and there had not been a dictator in office for nearly a hundred years. A tribune of the plebs could veto a censor, a consul, a praetor, the Senate, his fellow nine tribunes of the plebs, meetings, assemblies, elections—you name it, he could veto it—and probably had. Also, his person was sacrosanct, which meant he could not be physically impeded in the execution of his duties. Besides which, he made the laws. The Senate could not make a law; all the Senate could do was to recommend that a law be made.


  Of course it was all designed to impose a system of checks and balances aimed at curbing the potential political power of any one body or any one individual. If the Romans had been a superior breed of political animal, the system would have worked too; but since they were not, it mostly didn’t work. For of all the people in the history of the world, the Romans were the most adept at finding ostensibly legal ways around the law.


  So King Jugurtha of Numidia bought himself a tribune of the plebs—a nobody really, not a member of one of the Famous Families, nor a wealthy man. However, Gaius Baebius was a duly elected tribune of the plebs, and when the stream of silver denarii was poured out on the table in front of him, he silently scooped his treasure trove into a dozen big bags and became the property of the King of Numidia.


  As the old year wore itself down, Gaius Memmius had convened his big meeting in the Circus Flaminius, and haled Jugurtha before it. Then, with the King standing submissively on the Flaminian rostra and the crowd of some thousands utterly silent, Gaius Memmius asked his first question.


  “Did you bribe Lucius Opimius?” he asked the King.


  And before the King could answer, Gaius Baebius piped up. “I forbid you to answer Gaius Memmius, King Jugurtha!” was all Gaius Baebius said. He didn’t need to say a single word more.


  It was a veto. Directed by a tribune of the plebs not to answer, Jugurtha could not legally be made to answer. So the Assembly of the Plebs broke up; the disappointed thousands went home muttering; Gaius Memmius was so angry his friends had to lead him away under restraint; and Gaius Baebius trotted off exuding an air of great virtue which fooled no one.


  Yet the Senate hadn’t given Jugurtha permission to return home, so here on New Year’s Day he sat on his rented, hideously expensive loggia, cursing Rome, and cursing the Romans. Neither of the new consuls had yet given any indication that he might be interested in accepting a private donation; none of the new praetors was worth the effort of bribing, and the new tribunes of the plebs weren’t inspiring either.


  The trouble with bribery was that it could not just be cast upon the waters; your fish first had to rise to the surface and make gobbling motions, thus assuring you that he was interested in swallowing a gilded bait. If no one swam up to mouth his interest at you, then you had to float your line and sit back and wait with every ounce of patience you could possibly muster.


  Yet—how could he sit back and wait patiently when his kingdom was already the target of several greedy pretenders? Gauda, the legitimate son of Mastanabal, and Massiva, the son of Gulussa, had strong claims, though they were by no means the only claimants. To get home was vital. Yet here he sat, impotent. Were he to leave without the Senate’s permission, his departure might be viewed as an act of war. As far as he knew, no one in Rome wanted war, but he didn’t have enough evidence to tell him which way the Senate might jump if he did leave. And though it could not pass laws, the Senate had all the say in foreign affairs, from declaring war to governing the Roman provinces. His agents had reported that Marcus Aemilius Scaurus was furious at Gaius Baebius’s veto. And Scaurus had enormous clout in the Senate, had once already swung it around single-handedly. Scaurus was of the opinion that Jugurtha boded no good for Rome.


  *


  Bomilcar the half brother sat quietly, waiting for Jugurtha to abandon his brooding. He had news to impart, but he knew his king better than to broach it while the storm signs were showing. A wonderful man, Jugurtha. So much innate ability! And how hard had his lot been because of the accident of his low birth. Why did heredity matter so much? The Punic Carthaginian blood in all the Numidian nobility was very marked in Jugurtha, but so too was the Berber blood he got from his mother. Both were Semitic peoples, but the Berber had lived far longer in North Africa than the Punic.


  In Jugurtha the two strains of Semite were perfectly married. From his mother’s Berber fairness he had inherited his light grey eyes, his straight nose, and his long, gaunt-cheeked face, and from her too he had inherited his height. But from his father Mastanabal’s Punic blood came his corkscrew-curled black locks, his dense black body hair, his swarthy skin, and his big-boned frame. Perhaps that was why he was so impressive: the eyes were a shock to see in one so dark, and frightening too. Hellenized by centuries of exposure to the Greeks, the Numidian upper classes wore Greek dress, which did not really suit Jugurtha, who looked his best in helmet and cuirass and greaves, sword at his side, war-horse champing. A pity, thought Bomilcar, that the Romans in Rome had never seen the King garbed for war; and then he shivered, horrified at the thought. A temptation of fate, to think that! Better offer the goddess Fortuna a sacrifice tomorrow, that the Romans never did see Jugurtha garbed for war.


  The King was relaxing; his face had softened. Awful, to have to banish this hard-earned peace, burden him with a fresh worry. But better he should hear it from his loyalest baron, his own brother, than have the news blurted out to him by some idiot agent avid to cause a maximum of consternation.


  “My lord king?” asked Bomilcar tentatively.


  The grey eyes turned his way immediately. “Yes?”


  “I heard a rumor yesterday, at the house of Quintus Caecilius Metellus.”


  That flicked Jugurtha on the raw, of course; Bomilcar could go where he liked inside Rome, for he wasn’t an anointed king. It was Bomilcar who was invited to dine, not Jugurtha.


  “What?” asked the King curtly.


  “Massiva has turned up here in Rome. What’s more, he’s managed to interest the consul Spurius Postumius Albinus in his case, and intends to have Albinus petition the Senate.’’


  The King sat up quickly, swinging his chair around so he could look directly into Bomilcar’s face. “I wondered where the miserable little worm had wriggled off to,” he said. “Now I know, don’t I? But why him, and not me? Albinus must know I’ll pay him more than Massiva ever could.”


  “Not according to my sources,” said Bomilcar uneasily. “I suspect they’ve made a deal which depends upon Albinus’s being awarded Africa Province as his governorship. You’re stuck here in Rome; Albinus hies himself off to Africa Province with a neat little army, a quick march across the border to Cirta, and—all hail King Massiva of Numidia! I imagine King Massiva of Numidia will be very willing to pay Albinus pretty much what he asks.”


  “I’ve got to get home!” the King cried.


  “I know! But how, tell me how?”


  “You don’t think there’s any chance I could sway Albinus? I’ve still got money on hand, I can get more!”


  Bomilcar shook his head emphatically. “The new consul does not like you,” he said. “You neglected to send him a gift on his birthday, which was last month. Massiva didn’t neglect to send him a gift. In fact, he sent Albinus a gift when he was elected consul, then another for the birthday.’’


  “That’s my agents, curse them!” Jugurtha bared his teeth. “They’re beginning to think I’m going to lose, so they’re not even trying.” He chewed his lip, wet it with his tongue. “Am I going to lose?”


  Bomilcar smiled. “You? Never!”


  “I don’t know.... Massiva! Do you realize I’d forgotten all about him? I thought he was in Cyrenaica with Ptolemy Apion.” Jugurtha shrugged, visibly pulled himself together. “It might be a false rumor. Who exactly told you?”


  “Metellus himself. He’d know. His ear’s permanently to the ground these days, he’s planning to run for consul next year. Not that he approves of the deal Albinus is making. If he did, he’d not have breathed a word of it to me. But you know Metellus—one of the upright virtuous Romans, not a bribe in mind. And he dislikes seeing kings camped on Rome’s doorstep.”


  “Metellus can afford the luxury of virtuous uprightness!” said Jugurtha tartly. “What Caecilius Metellus isn’t as rich as Croesus? They’ve carved up Spain and Asia between them. Well, they’ll not carve up Numidia! Nor will Spurius Postumius Albinus, if I have anything to do with it.” The King sat stiff in his chair. “Massiva is definitely here?”


  “According to Metellus, yes.”


  “We must wait until we hear which consul is going out to govern Africa, and which to Macedonia.”


  Bomilcar snorted derisively. “Don’t tell me you believe in the lots!”


  “I don’t know what I believe about the Romans,” said the King somberly. “Maybe I think it’s already decided, maybe I wonder if the drawing of the lots isn’t that one time they’re laughing at us, and actually have left it up to chance. So I will wait, Bomilcar. When I hear the result of the lots, I’ll decide what to do.”


  With that, he turned his chair around again, and went back to his contemplation of the rain.


  5


  There had been three children in the old white stuccoed farmhouse near Arpinum: Gaius Marius was the eldest, then came his sister, Maria, and finally a second son, Marcus Marius. It was naturally expected that they would grow up to take a prominent place in the life of the district and its town, but no one dreamed any of the three would venture farther afield. They were rural nobility, old-fashioned bluff and hearty country squires, the Mariuses, seemingly destined forever to be important people only within their little domain of Arpinum. The idea that one of them would enter the Senate of Rome was unthinkable; Cato the Censor made sufficient stir because of his rustic origins, yet he had come from a place no farther afield than Tusculum, a mere fifteen miles from Rome’s Servian Walls. So no Arpinate squire imagined that his son could become a Roman senator.


  It wasn’t a matter of money, for there was plenty of money; the Mariuses were most comfortably off. Arpinum was a rich locality many square miles in area, and most of its land was owned among three families—the Mariuses, the Gratidiuses, and the Tullius Ciceros. When an outsider was needed as wife or husband of a Marius or a Gratidius or a Tullius Cicero, feelers went out not to Rome but toPuteoli, where the Granius family lived; the Graniuses were a prosperous clan of seagoing merchants who had originally hailed from Arpinum.


  Gaius Marius’s bride had been arranged for him when he was still a little boy, and she waited patiently in the Granius household at Puteoli to grow up, for she was even younger than her betrothed. But when Gaius Marius fell in love, it was not with a woman. Or a man. He fell in love with the army—a natural, joyous, spontaneous recognition of the life’s partner. Enrolled as a cadet on his seventeenth birthday and lamenting the fact that there were no important wars going on, he nonetheless managed to serve continuously in the ranks of the most junior officers of the consul’s legions until, aged twenty-three, he was posted to the personal staff of Scipio Aemilianus before Numantia, in Spain.


  It hadn’t taken him long to befriend Publius Rutilius Rufus and Prince Jugurtha of Numidia, for they were all the same age, and all stood very high in the esteem of Scipio Aemilianus, who called them the Terrible Trio. None of the three was from the highest circles of Rome. Jugurtha was a complete outsider, Publius Rutilius Rufus’s family hadn’t been in the Senate more than a hundred years and had not so far managed to reach the consulship, and Gaius Marius was from a family of country squires. At this time, of course, none of the three was a bit interested in Roman politics; all they cared about was soldiering.


  But Gaius Marius was a very special case. He was born to be a soldier, but more than that; he was born to lead soldiers.


  “He just knows what to do and how to do it,” said Scipio Aemilianus, with a sigh that might perhaps have been envy. Not that Scipio Aemilianus didn’t know what to do and how to do it, but he had been listening to generals talk in the dining room since his early boyhood, and only he really knew the degree of innate spontaneity his own soldiering contained. Very little, was the truth. Scipio Aemilianus’s great talent lay in his organization, not in his soldiering. He believed that if a campaign was thoroughly thrashed out in the planning room even before the first legionary was enlisted, soldiering had not much to do with the outcome.


  Where Gaius Marius was a natural. At seventeen he had still been rather small and thin; a picky eater and a crochety child always, he had been pampered by his mother and secretly despised by his father. Then he lashed on his first pair of military boots and buckled the plates of a good plain bronze cuirass over his stout leather underdress. And grew in mind and body until he was bigger than everyone else physically, intellectually, in strength and courage and independence. At which point his mother began to reject him and his father swelled with pride in him.


  In Gaius Marius’s opinion there was no life like it, to be an integral part of the greatest military machine the world had ever known—the Roman legion. No route march was too arduous, no lesson in swordplay too long or too vicious, no humiliating task humiliating enough to stem the rising tide of his huge enthusiasm. He didn’t care what they gave him to do, as long as he was soldiering.


  It was at Numantia too that he met a seventeen-year-old cadet who had come from Rome to join Scipio Aemilianus’s own select little band at Scipio Aemilianus’s express request. This lad was Quintus Caecilius Metellus, the younger brother of that Caecilius Metellus who would, after a campaign against the tribesmen of the Dalmatian hills of Illyricum, adopt the last name of Dalmaticus and get himself appointed Pontifex Maximus, highest priest in the State religion.


  Young Metellus was a typical Caecilius Metellus: a plodder, with no spark or flair for the work on hand, yet determined to do it and unshakably convinced he could do it superbly well. Though loyalty to his class prevented Scipio Aemilianus’s saying so, perhaps the seventeen-year-old expert at everything irritated him, for not long after young Metellus arrived at Spanish Numantia, Scipio Aemilianus handed him over to the tender mercies of the Terrible Trio—Jugurtha, Rutilius Rufus, and Marius. Not old enough themselves to feel pity, they were as resentful as they were displeased at being given this self-opinionated millstone. And they took it out on young Metellus, not cruelly, just toughly.


  While Numantia held out and Scipio Aemilianus was busy, the lad put up with his lot. Then Numantia fell. Was torn down, extirpated. And everyone from highest officer to merest ranker soldier was allowed to get drunk. The Terrible Trio got drunk. So did young Quintus Caecilius Metellus, for it happened to be his birthday; he turned eighteen. And the Terrible Trio thought it a great joke to throw the birthday boy into a pigsty.


  He came out of the muck sober, spitting mad—and spitting spite. “You—you pathetic upstarts! Who do you think you are? Well, let me tell you! You’re nothing but a greasy foreigner, Jugurtha! Not fit to lick a Roman’s boots! And you’re a jumped-up favor currier, Rutilius! As for you, Gaius Marius, you’re nothing more than an Italian hayseed with no Greek! How dare you! How dare you! Don’t you appreciate who I am? Don’t you understand who my family is? I am a Caecilius Metellus, and we were kings in Etruria before Rome was ever thought of! For months I’ve suffered your insults, but no more! Treating me like an underling, as if I were the inferior! How dare you! How dare you!”


  Jugurtha and Rutilius Rufus and Gaius Marius hung rocking gently on the pigsty fence, blinking like owls, faces slack. Then Publius Rutilius Rufus, who was that rare individual capable of scholarship as profound as his soldiering was practical, put a leg over the top of the fence and managed to balance himself astride it, a huge smile growing.


  “Don’t mistake me, I really do appreciate everything you’re saying, Quintus Caecilius,” he said, “but the trouble is that you’ve got a big fat pig turd on your head instead of a crown, O King of Etruria!” Out came a giggle. “Go and have a bath, then tell us again. We’ll probably manage not to laugh.”


  Metellus reached up and brushed his head furiously, too enraged to take sensible advice, especially when it was tendered with such a smile. “Rutilius!” he spat. “What sort of name is that, to adorn the Senate rolls? Oscan nobodies, that’s who you are! Peasants!”


  “Oh, come now!” said Rutilius Rufus gently. “My Etruscan is quite good enough to translate the meaning of ‘Metellus’ into Latin, you know.” He twisted where he sat on the fence and looked at Jugurtha and Marius. “It means, freed from service as a mercenary,” he said to them gravely.


  That was too much. Young Metellus launched himself at Rutilius Rufus and brought him crashing down into the aromatic mire, where the two of them rolled and wrestled and thumped without enough traction to harm each other until Jugurtha and Marius decided it looked good in there, and dived in after them. Howling with laughter, they sat in the mud amid the more impudent pigs, which in the manner of impudent pigs couldn’t resist investigating them thoroughly. When the Terrible Trio stopped sitting on Metellus and rubbing muck all over him, he floundered to his feet and escaped.


  “You’ll pay for this!” he said through his teeth.


  “Oh, pull your head in!” said Jugurtha, and broke into fresh paroxysms of mirth.


  *


  But the wheel, thought Gaius Marius as he climbed out of his bath and picked up a towel to dry himself, turns full circle no matter what we do. Spite from the mouth of a half-grown sprig of a most noble house was no less true for being spiteful. Who were they in actual fact, the Terrible Trio of Numantia? Why, they were a greasy foreigner, a jumped-up favor currier, and an Italian hayseed with no Greek. That’s who they were. Rome had taught them the truth of it, all right.


  Jugurtha should have been acknowledged King of Numidia years ago, brought firmly yet kindly into the Roman fold of client-kings, kept there with sound advice and fair dealing. Instead, he had suffered the implacable enmity of the entire Caecilius Metellus faction, and was currently in Rome with his back against the wall, fighting a last-ditch stand against a group of Numidian would-be kings, forced to buy what his worth and his ability ought to have earned him free and aboveboard.


  And dear little sandy-headed Publius Rutilius Rufus, the favorite pupil of Panaetius the philosopher, admired by the whole of the Scipionic Circle—writer, soldier, wit, politician of extraordinary excellence—had been cheated of his consulship in the same year Marius had barely managed a praetorship. Not only was Rutilius’s background not good enough, he had also incurred the enmity of the Caecilius Metelluses, and that meant he—like Jugurtha—automatically became an enemy of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, closely allied to the Caecilius Metelluses. and chief glory of their faction.


  As for Gaius Marius—well, as Quintus Caecilius Metellus Piggle-wiggle would say, he had done better than any Italian hayseed with no Greek should. Why had he ever decided to go to Rome and try the political ladder anyway? Simple. Because Scipio Aemilianus (like most of the highest patricians, Scipio Aemilianus was no snob) thought he must. He was too good a man to waste filling a country squire’s shoes, Scipio Aemilianus had said. Even more important, if he didn’t become a praetor, he could never command an army of Rome.


  So Marius had stood for election as a tribune of the soldiers, got in easily, then stood for election as a quaestor, was approved by the censors—and found himself, an Italian hayseed with no Greek, a member of the Senate of Rome. How amazing that had been! How stunned his family back in Arpinum! He’d done his share of time serving and managed to scramble a little way upward. Oddly enough, it had been Caecilius Metellus support which had then secured him election as a tribune of the plebs in the severely reactionary time which had followed immediately after the death of Gaius Gracchus. When Marius had first sought election to the College of Tribunes of the Plebs, he hadn’t got in; the year he did get in, the Caecilius Metellus faction was convinced it owned him. Until he showed it otherwise by acting vigorously to preserve the freedom of the Plebeian Assembly, never more threatened with being overpowered by the Senate than after the death of Gaius Gracchus. Lucius Caecilius Metellus Dalmaticus tried to push a law through that would have curtailed the ability of the Plebeian Assembly to legislate, and Gaius Marius vetoed it. Nor could Gaius Marius be cajoled, coaxed, or coerced into withdrawing his veto.


  But that veto had cost him dearly. After his year as a tribune of the plebs, he tried to run for one of the two plebeian aedile magistracies, only to be foiled by the Caecilius Metellus lobby. So he had campaigned strenuously for the praetorship, and encountered Caecilius Metellus opposition yet again. Led by Metellus Dalmaticus, they had employed the usual kind of defamation—he was impotent, he molested little boys, he ate excrement, he belonged to secret societies of Bacchic and Orphic vice, he accepted every kind of bribe, he slept with his sister and his mother. But they had also employed a more insidious form of defamation more effectively; they simply said that Gaius Marius was not a Roman, that Gaius Marius was an upcountry Italian nobody, and that Rome could produce more than enough true sons of Rome to make it unnecessary for any Roman to elect a Gaius Marius to the praetorship. It was a telling point.


  Minor criticism though it was compared to the rest, the most galling calumny of all as far as Gaius Marius was concerned was the perpetual inference that he was unacceptably crass because he had no Greek. The slur wasn’t true; he spoke very good Greek. However, his tutors hadbeen Asian Greeks—his pedagogue hailed from Lampsacus on the Hellespont, and his grammaticus from Amisus on the coast of Pontus—and they spoke a heavily accented Greek. Thus Gaius Marius had learned Greek with a twang to it that branded him improperly taught—as a common, underbred sort of fellow. He had been obliged to acknowledge himself defeated; if he said no Greek at all or if he said miles of Asian Greek, it came to the same thing. In consequence he ignored the slander by refusing to speak the language which indicated that a man was properly educated and cultured.


  Never mind. He had scraped in last among the praetors, but he had scraped in nonetheless. And survived a trumped-up charge of bribery brought against him just after the election. Bribery! As if he could have! No, in those days he hadn’t had the kind of money necessary to buy a magistracy. But luckily there were among the electors enough men who either knew firsthand of his soldierly valor, or had heard about it from those who did. The Roman electorate always had a soft spot for an excellent soldier, and it was that soft spot which won for him.


  The Senate had posted him to Further Spain as its governor, thinking he’d be out of sight, out of mind, and perhaps handy. But since he was a quintessential Military Man, he thrived.


  *


  The Spaniards—especially the half-tamed tribes of the Lusitanian west and the Cantabrian northwest—excelled in a kind of warfare that didn’t suit most Roman commanders any more than it suited the style of the Roman legions. Spaniards never deployed for battle in the traditional way, cared nothing for the universally accepted tenet that it was better to gamble everything you had on the off chance of winning a decisive battle than to incur the horrific costs of a prolonged war. The Spaniards already understood that they were fighting a prolonged war, a war which they had to continue so long as they desired to preserve their Celtiberian identity; as far as they were concerned, they were engaged in an ongoing struggle for social and cultural independence.


  But, since they certainly didn’t have the money to fight a prolonged war, they fought a civilian war. They never gave battle. Instead, they fought by ambush, raid, assassination, and devastation of all Enemy property. That is, Roman property. Never appearing where they were expected, never marching in column, never banding together in any numbers, never identifiable by the wearing of uniforms or the carrying of arms. They just—pounced. Out of nowhere. And then vanished without a trace into the formidable crags of their mountains as if they had never been. Ride in to inspect a small town which Roman intelligence positively stated was involved in some clever minor massacre, and it would be as idle, as innocent, as unimpeachable as the most docile and patient of asses.


  A fabulously rich land, Spain. As a result, everyone had had a go at owning it. The original Iberian indigenes had been intermingling with Celtic elements invading across the Pyrenees for a thousand years, and Berber-Moor incursions from the African side of the narrow straits separating Spain from Africa had further enriched the local melting pot.


  Then a thousand years ago came the Phoenicians from Tyre and Sidon and Berytus on the Syrian coast, and after them came the Greeks. Two hundred years ago had come the Punic Carthaginians, themselves descendants of the Syrian Phoenicians who had founded an empire based on African Carthage; and the relative isolation of Spain was finished. For the Carthaginians came to Spain to mine its metals. Gold, silver, lead, zinc, copper, and iron. The Spanish mountains were loaded with all of them, and everywhere in the world the demand for goods made out of some and wealth made out of others was rapidly increasing. Punic power was based upon Spanish ore. Even tin came from Spain, though it wasn’t found there; mined in the fabled Cassiterides, the Tin Isles somewhere at the ultimate limit of the livable globe, it arrived in Spain through little Cantabrian ports and traveled the Spanish trade routes down to the shores of the Middle Sea.


  The seagoing Carthaginians had owned Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica too, which meant that sooner or later they had to run foul of Rome, a fate that had overtaken them 150 years before. And three wars later—three wars which took over a hundred years to fight—Carthage was dead, and Rome had acquired the first of its overseas possessions. Including the mines of Spain.


  Roman practicality had seen at once that Spain was best governed from two different locations; the peninsula was divided into the two provinces of Nearer Spain—Hispania Citerior—and Further Spain—Hispania Ulterior. The governor of Further Spain controlled all the south and west of the country from a base in the fabulously fertile hinterlands of the Baetis River, with the mighty old Phoenician city of Gades near its mouth. The governor of Nearer Spain controlled all the north and east of the peninsula from a base in the coastal plain opposite the Balearic Isles, and shifted his capital around as the whim or the need dictated. The lands of the far west—Lusitania—and the lands of the northwest—Cantabria—remained largely untouched.


  Despite the object lesson Scipio Aemilianus had made out of Numantia, the tribes of Spain continued to resist Roman occupation by ambush, raid, assassination, and devastation of property. Well now, thought Gaius Marius, coming on this most interesting scene when he arrived in Further Spain as its new governor, I too can fight by ambush, raid, assassination, and devastation of property! And proceeded to do so. With great success. Out thrust the frontiers of Roman Spain into Lusitania and the mighty chain of ore-bearing mountains in which rose the Baetis, Anas, and Tagus rivers.


  It was really not an exaggeration to say that as the Roman frontier advanced, the Roman conquerors kept tripping over richer and richer deposits of ore, especially silver, copper, and iron. And naturally the governor of the province—he who achieved the new frontiers in the name of Rome—was in the forefront of those who acquired grants of ore-bearing land. The Treasury of Rome took its cut, but preferred to leave the mine owning and actual mining in the hands of private individuals, who did it far more efficiently and with a more consistent brand of exploitative ruthlessness.


  Gaius Marius got rich. Then got richer. Every new mine was either wholly or partly his; this in turn brought him sleeping partnerships in the great companies which contracted out their services to run all kinds of commercial operations—from grain buying and selling and shipping, to merchant banking and public works—all over the Roman world, as well as within the city of Rome itself.


  He came back from Spain having been voted imperator by his troops, which meant that he was entitled to apply to the Senate for permission to hold a triumph; considering the amount of booty and tithes and taxes and tributes he had added to the general revenues, the Senate could not do else than comply with the wishes of his soldiers. And so he drove the antique triumphal chariot along its traditional route in the triumphal parade, preceded by the heaped-up evidence of his victories and depredations, the floats depicting tableaux and geography and weird tribal costumes; and dreamed of being consul in two years’ time. He, Gaius Marius from Arpinum, the despised Italian hayseed with no Greek, would be consul of the greatest city in the world. And go back to Spain and complete its conquest, turn it into a peaceful, prosperous pair of indisputably Roman provinces. But it was five years since he had returned to Rome. Five years! The Caecilius Metellus faction had finally won: he would never be consul now.


  *


  “I think I’ll wear the Chian outfit,” he said to his body servant, standing waiting for orders. Many men in Marius’s position would have lain back in the bath water and demanded that they be scrubbed, scraped, and massaged by slaves, but Gaius Marius preferred to do his own dirty work, even now. Mind you, at forty-seven he was still a fine figure of a man. Nothing to be ashamed of about his physique! No matter how ostensibly inert his days might be, he got in a fair amount of exercise, worked with the dumbbells and the closhes, swam if he could several times across the Tiber in the reach called the Trigarium, then ran all the way back from the far perimeter of the Campus Martius to his house on the flanks of the Capitoline Arx. His hair was getting a bit thin on top, but he still had enough dark brown curls to brush forward into a respectable coiffure. There. That would have to do. A beauty he never had been, never would be. A good face—even an impressive one—but no rival for Gaius Julius Caesar’s!


  Interesting. Why was he going to so much trouble with hair and dress for what promised to be a small family meal in the dining room of a modest backbencher senator? A man who hadn’t even been aedile, let alone praetor. The Chian outfit he had elected to wear, no less! He had bought it several years ago, dreaming of the dinner parties he would host during his consulship and the years thereafter when he would be one of the esteemed ex-consuls, the consulars as they were called.


  It was permissible to attire oneself for a purely private dinner party in less austere clothes than white toga and tunic, a bit of purple stripe their only decoration; and the Chian tapestry tunic with long drape to go over it was a spectacle of gold and purple lavishness. Luckily there were no sumptuary laws on the books at the moment that forbade a man to robe himself as ornately and luxuriously as he pleased. There was only a lex Licinia, which regulated the amount of expensive culinary rarities a man might put on his table— and no one took any notice of that. Besides which, Gaius Marius doubted that Caesar’s table would be loaded down with licker-fish and oysters.


  *


  Not for one moment did it occur to Gaius Marius to seek out his wife before he departed. He had forgotten her years ago—if, in fact, he ever had remembered her. The marriage had been arranged during the sexless limbo of childhood and had lingered in the sexless limbo of an adult lack of love or even affinity for twenty-five childless years. A man as martially inclined and physically active as Gaius Marius sought sexual solace only when its absence was recollected by a chance encounter with some attractive woman, and his life had not been distinguished by many such. From time to time he enjoyed a mild fling with the attractive woman who had taken his eye (if she was available and willing), or a house girl, or (on campaign) a captive girl.


  But Grania, his wife? Her he had forgotten, even when she was there not two feet from him, reminding him that she would like to be slept with often enough to conceive a child. Cohabitating with Grania was like leading a route march through an impenetrable fog. What you felt was so amorphous it kept squeezing itself into something different yet equally unidentifiable; occasionally you were aware of a change in the ambient temperature, patches of extra moistness in a generally clammy substrate. By the time his climax arrived, if he opened his mouth at all it was to yawn.


  He didn’t pity Grania in the least. Nor did he attempt to understand her. Simply, she was his wife, his old boiling fowl who had never worn the plumage of a spring chicken, even in her youth. What she did with her days—or nights— he didn’t know, didn’t worry about. Grania, leading a double life of licentious depravity? If someone had suggested to him that she might, he would have laughed until the tears came. And he would have been quite right to do so. Grania was as chaste as she was drab. No Caecilia Metella (the wanton one who was sister to Dalmaticus and Metellus Piggle-wiggle, and wife to Lucius Licinius Lucullus) about Grania from Puteoli!


  His silver mines had bought the house high on the Arx of the Capitol just on the Campus Martius side of the Servian Walls, the most expensive real estate in Rome; his copper mines had bought the colored marbles with which its brick-and-concrete columns and divisions and floors were sheathed; his iron mines had bought the services of the finest mural painter in Rome to fill up the plastered spaces between pilasters and divisions with scenes of stag hunts and flower gardens and trompe l’oeil landscapes; his sleeping partnerships in several large companies had bought the statues and the herms, the fabulous citrus-wood tables on their gold-inlaid ivory pedestals, the gilded and encrusted couches and chairs, the gloriously embroidered hangings, the cast-bronze doors; Hymettus himself had landscaped the massive peristyle-garden, paying as much attention to the subtle combination of perfumes as he did to the colors of the blossoms; and the great Dolichus had created the long central pool with its fountains and fish and lilies and lotuses and superb larger-than-life sculptures of tritons, nereids, nymphs, dolphins, and bewhiskered sea serpents.


  All of which, truth to tell, Gaius Marius did not give tuppence about. The obligatory show, nothing else. He slept on a camp bed in the smallest, barest room of the house, its only hangings his sword and scabbard on one wall and his smelly old military cape on another, its only splash of color the rather grimy and tattered vexillum flag his favorite legion had given him when their campaign in Spain was over. Ah, that was the life for a man! The only true value praetorship and consulship had for Gaius Marius was the fact that both led to military command of the highest order. But consul far more than praetor! And he knew he would never be consul, not now. They wouldn’t vote for a nobody, no matter how rich he might be.


  *


  He walked in the same kind of weather the previous day had endured, a dreary mizzling rain and an all-pervading dampness, forgetting—which was quite typical—that he had a fortune on his back. However, he had thrown his old campaigning sagum over his finery—a thick, greasy, malodorous cape which could keep out the perishing winds of the alpine passes or the soaking days-long downpours of Epirus. The sort of garment a soldier needed. Its reek stole into his nostrils like a trickle of vapor from a bakery, hunger making, voluptuous on the gut, warmly friendly.


  “Come in, come in!” said Gaius Julius Caesar, welcoming his guest in person at the door, and holding out his own finely made hands to receive the awful sagum. But having taken it, he didn’t immediately toss it to the waiting slave as if afraid its smell might cling to his skin; instead, he fingered it with respect before handing it over carefully. “I’d say that’s seen a few campaigns,” he said then, not blinking an eye at the sight of Gaius Marius in all the vulgar ostentation of a gold-and-purple Chian outfit.


  “It’s the only sagum I’ve ever owned,” said Gaius Marius, oblivious to the fact that his Chian tapestry drape had flopped itself all the wrong way.


  “Ligurian?”


  “Of course. My father gave it to me brand-new when I turned seventeen and went off to do my service as a cadet. But I tell you what,” Gaius Marius went on, not noticing the smallness and simplicity of the Gaius Julius Caesar house as he strolled beside his host to the dining room, “when it came my turn to equip and outfit legions, I made sure my men all got the exact same cape—no use expecting men to stay healthy if they’re wet through or chilled to the bone.” He thought of something important, and added hastily, “Of course I didn’t charge ‘em more than the standard military-issue price! Any commander worth his salt ought to be able to absorb the extra cost from extra booty.”


  “And you’re worth your salt, I know,” said Caesar as he sat on the edge of the middle couch at its left-hand end, indicating to his guest that he take the place to the right, which was the place of honor.


  Servants removed their shoes, and, when Gaius Marius declined to suffer the fumes of a brazier, offered socks; both men accepted, then arranged their angle of recline by adjusting the bolsters supporting their left elbows into comfortable position. The wine steward stepped forward, attended by a cup bearer.


  “My sons will be in shortly, and the ladies just before we eat,” said Caesar, holding his hand up to arrest the progress of the wine steward. “I hope, Gaius Marius, that you won’t deem me a niggard with my wine if I respectfully ask you to take it as I intend to myself, well watered? I do have a valid reason, but it is one I do not believe can be explained away so early. Simply, the only reason I can offer you right now is that it behooves both of us to remain in full possession of our wits. Besides, the ladies become uneasy when they see their men drinking unwatered wine.”


  “Wine bibbing isn’t one of my failings,” said Gaius Marius, relaxing and cutting the wine pourer impressively short, then ensuring that his cup was filled almost to its brim with water. “If a man cares enough for his company to accept an invitation to dinner, then his tongue should be used for talking rather than lapping.”


  “Well said!” cried Caesar, beaming.


  “However, I am mightily intrigued!”


  “In the fullness of time, you shall know it all.”


  A silence fell. Both men sipped at their wine-flavored water a trifle uneasily. Since they knew each other only from nodding in passing, one senator to another, this initial bid to establish a friendship could not help but be difficult. Especially since the host had put an embargo upon the one thing which would have made them more quickly comfortable—wine.


  Caesar cleared his throat, put his cup down on the narrow table which ran just below the inside edge of the couch. “I gather, Gaius Marius, that you are not enthused about this year’s crop of magistrates,” he said.


  “Ye gods, no! Any more than you are, I think.”


  “They’re a poor lot, all right. Sometimes I wonder if we are wrong to insist that the magistracies last only one year. Perhaps when we’re lucky enough to get a really good man in an office, we should leave him there longer to get more done.”


  “A temptation, and if men weren’t men, it might work,” said Marius. “But there is an impediment.”


  “An impediment?”


  “Whose word are we going to take that a good man is a good man? His? The Senate’s? The People’s Assemblies’? The knights’? The voters’, incorruptible fellows that they are, impervious to bribes?”


  Caesar laughed. “Well, I thought Gaius Gracchus was a good man. When he ran for his second term as a tribune of the plebs I supported him wholeheartedly—and I supported his third attempt too. Not that my support could count for much, my being patrician.”


  “And there you have it, Gaius Julius,” said Marius somberly. “Whenever Rome does manage to produce a good man, he’s cut down. And why is he cut down? Because he cares more for Rome than he does for family, faction, and finances.”


  “I don’t think that’s particularly confined to Romans,” said Caesar, raising his delicate eyebrows until his forehead rippled. “People are people. I see very little difference between Romans, Greeks, Carthaginians, Syrians, or any others you care to name, at least when it comes to envy or greed. The only possible way the best man for the job can keep it long enough to accomplish what his potential suggests he can accomplish is to become a king. In fact, if not in name.”


  “And Rome would never condone a king,” said Marius.


  “It hasn’t for the last five hundred years. We grew out of kings. Odd, isn’t it? Most of the world prefers absolute rule. But not we Romans. Nor the Greeks, for that matter.”


  Marius grinned. “That’s because Rome and Greece are stuffed with men who consider they’re all kings. And Rome certainly didn’t become a true democracy when we threw our kings out.”


  “Of course not! True democracy is a Greek philosophic unattainable. Look at the mess the Greeks made of it, so what chance do we sensible Roman fellows stand? Rome is government of the many by the few. The Famous Families.” Caesar dropped the statement casually.


  “And an occasional New Man,” said Gaius Marius, New Man.


  “And an occasional New Man,” agreed Caesar placidly.


  The two sons of the Caesar household entered the dining room exactly as young men should, manly yet deferential, restrained rather than shy, not putting themselves forward, but not holding themselves back.


  Sextus Julius Caesar was the elder, twenty-five this year, tall and tawny-bronze of hair, grey of eye. Used to assessing young men, Gaius Marius detected an odd shadow in him: there was the faintest tinge of exhaustion in the skin beneath his eyes, and his mouth was tight-lipped yet not of the right form to be tight-lipped.


  Gaius Julius Caesar Junior, twenty-two this year, was sturdier than his brother and even taller, a golden-blond fellow with bright blue eyes. Highly intelligent, thought Marius, yet not a forceful or opinionated young man.


  Together they were as handsome, Roman-featured, finely set-up a pair of sons as any Roman senator father might hope to sire. Senators of tomorrow.


  “You’re fortunate in your sons, Gaius Julius,” Marius said as the young men disposed themselves on the couch standing at right angles to their father’s right; unless more guests were expected (or this was one of those scandalously progressive houses where the women lay down to dine), the third couch, at right angles to Marius’s left, would remain vacant.


  “Yes, I think I’m fortunate,” said Caesar, smiling at his sons with as much respect as love in his eyes. Then he turned on his elbow to look at Gaius Marius, his expression changing to a courteous curiosity. “You don’t have any sons, do you?”


  “No,” said Marius unregretfully.


  “But you are married?”


  “I believe so!” said Marius, and laughed. “We’re all alike, we military men. Our real wife is the army.”


  “That happens,” said Caesar, and changed the subject.


  The predinner talk was cultivated, good-tempered, and very considerate, Marius noticed; no one in this house needed to put down anyone else who lived here, everyone stood upon excellent terms with everyone else, no latent discord rumbled an undertone. He became curious to see what the women were like, for the father after all was only one half of the source of this felicitous result; espoused to a Puteolan pudding though he was, Marius was no fool, and he personally knew of no wife of the Roman nobility who didn’t have a large input to make when it came to the rearing of her children. No matter whether she was profligate or prude, idiot or intellectual, she was always a person to be reckoned with.


  Then they came in, the women. Marcia and the two Julias. Ravishing! Absolutely ravishing, including the mother. The servants set upright chairs for them inside the hollow center of the U formed by the three dining couches and their narrow tables, so that Marcia sat opposite her husband, Julia sat facing Gaius Marius, and Julilla sat facing her two brothers. When she knew her parents weren’t looking at her but the guest was, Julilla stuck out her tongue at her brothers, Marius noted with amusement.


  Despite the absence of licker-fish and oysters and the presence of heavily watered wine, it was a delightful dinner served by unobtrusive, contented-looking slaves who never shoved rudely between the women and the tables, nor neglected a duty. The food was plain but excellently cooked, the natural flavors of meats, fruits, and vegetables undisguised by fishy garum essences and bizarre mixtures of exotic spices from the East; it was, in fact, the kind of food the soldier Marius liked best.


  Roast birds stuffed with simple blends of bread and onions and green herbs from the garden, the lightest of fresh-baked rolls, two kinds of olives, dumplings made of delicate spelt flour cooked with eggs and cheese, deliciously country-tasting sausages grilled over a brazier and basted with a thin coat of garlic and diluted honey, two excellent salads of lettuces, cucumbers, shallots, and celery (each with a differently flavored oil-and-vinegar dressing), and a wonderful lightly steamed medley of broccoli, baby squash, and cauliflower dashed over with oil and grated chestnut. The olive oil was sweet and of the first pressing, the salt dry, and the pepper—of the best quality—was kept whole until one of the diners signaled the lad who was its custodian to grind up a pinch in his mortar with his pestle, please. The meal finished with little fruit tarts, some sticky squares of sesame seed glued together with wild thyme honey, pastry envelopes filled with raisin mince and soaked in syrup of figs, and two splendid cheeses.


  “Arpinum!” exclaimed Marius, holding up a wedge of the second cheese, his face with its preposterous eyebrows suddenly seeming years younger. “I know this cheese well! My father makes it. The milk is from two-year-old ewes, and taken only after they’ve grazed on the river meadow for a week, where the special milkgrass grows.”


  “Oh, how nice,” said Marcia, smiling at him without a trace of affectation or selfconsciousness. “I’ve always been fond of this particular cheese, but from now on I shall look out for it especially. The cheese made by Gaius Marius— your father is also a Gaius Marius?—of Arpinum.”


  The moment the last course was cleared away the women rose to take their leave, having had no sip of wine, but dined heartily on the food and drunk deeply of the water.


  As she got up Julia smiled at him with what seemed genuine liking, Marius noted; she had made polite conversation with him whenever he initiated it, but made no attempt to turn the discourse between him and her father into a three-sided affair. Yet she hadn’t looked bored, but hadfollowed what Caesar and Marius talked about with evident interest and understanding. A truly lovely girl, a peaceful girl who yet did not seem destined to turn into a pudding. Her little sister, Julilla, was a scamp—delightful, yes, but a regular handful too, suspected Marius. Spoiled and willful and fully aware of how to manipulate her family to get her own way. But there was something in her more disquieting; the assessor of young men was also a fairly shrewd assessor of young women. And Julilla caused his hackles to ripple ever so softly and slightly; somewhere in her was a defect, Marius was sure. Not exactly lack of intelligence, though she was less well read than her elder sister and her brothers, and clearly not a whit perturbed by her ignorance. Not exactly vanity, though she obviously knew and treasured her beauty. Then Marius mentally shrugged, dismissed the problem and Julilla; neither was ever going to be his concern.


  *


  The young men lingered for perhaps ten more minutes, then they too excused themselves and departed. Night had fallen; the water clocks began to drip away the hours of darkness, twice as long as the hours of daylight. This was midwinter, and for once the calendar was in step with the seasons, thanks to the fastidiousness of the Pontifex Maximus, Lucius Caecilius Metellus Dalmaticus, who felt date and season ought to coincide—quite Greek, really. What did it matter, so long as your eyes and temperature-sensing apparatus told you what season it was, and the official calendar displayed in the Forum Romanum told you what month and day it was?


  When the servants came to light the lamps, Marius noticed that the oil was of top quality, and the wicks not coarse oakum, but made from properly woven linen.


  “I’m a reader,” said Caesar, following Marius’s gaze and interpreting his thoughts with the same uncanny accuracy he had displayed at the outset of that chance meeting of eyes yesterday on the Capitol. “Nor, I’m afraid, do I sleep very well. Years ago now, when the children were first of an age to participate in family councils, we had a special meeting at which we decided each of us should be permitted one affordable luxury. Marcia chose to have a first-class cook, I remember—but since that directly benefited all of us, we voted that she should have a new loom, the latest model from Patavium, and always the kind of yarn she likes, even if it’s expensive. Sextus chose to be able to visit the Fields of Fire behind Puteoli several times a year.’’


  A look of anxiety settled momentarily upon Caesar’s face; he sighed deeply. “There are certain hereditary characteristics in the Julius Caesars,” he explained, “the most famous of which—aside from our fairness of coloring—is the myth that every Julia is born gifted with the ability to make her men happy. A present from the founder of our house, the goddess Venus—though I never heard that Venus made too many mortal men happy. Or Vulcan either, for that matter. Or Mars! Still, that’s what the myth says about the Julian women. But there are other, less salubrious gifts visited upon some of us, including the one poor Sextus inherited. I’m sure you’ve heard of the malady he suffers from—the wheezes? When he gets one of his attacks, you can hear him wheezing from anywhere in the house, and in his worst attacks he goes black in the face. We’ve nearly lost him several times.”


  So that was what was written upon young Sextus’s brow! He wheezed, poor fellow. It would slow his career down, no doubt.


  “Yes,” said Marius, “I do know the malady. My father says it’s always worst when the air is full of chaff at harvest, or pollen in summer, and that those who suffer from it should stay away from the company of animals, especially horses and hounds. While he’s on military service, keep him afoot.”


  “He found that out for himself,” said Caesar, sighing again.


  “Do finish your story about the family council, Gaius Julius,” said Marius, fascinated; this much democracy they didn’t have in the smallest isonomia in Greece! What an odd lot they were, these Julius Caesars! To an outsider’s cursory gaze—perfectly correct, patrician pillars of the community. But to those on the inside—outrageously unorthodox!


  “Well, young Sextus chose to go regularly to the Fields of Fire because the sulphur fumes seem to help him,” saidhis father. “They still do, and he still goes.”


  “And your younger son?” asked Marius.


  “Gaius said there was only one thing in the whole world he wanted as a privilege, though it couldn’t be called a luxury. He asked to be allowed to choose his own wife.”


  Marius’s eyebrows, hairily alive, danced up and down. “Ye gods! And did you grant him the privilege?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “But what if he does the usual boy’s trick and falls in love with a tart, or an old trull?”


  “Then he marries her, if such is his wish. However, I do not think young Gaius will be so foolish, somehow. His head is very well connected to his shoulders,” said the doting father tranquilly.


  “Do you marry in the old patrician way, confarreatio— for life?” pressed Marius, scarcely believing what he heard.


  “Oh, yes.”


  “Ye gods!”


  “My older girl, Julia, is also very level-headed,” Caesar went on. “She elected membership in the library of Fannius. Now I had intended to ask for the exact same thing, but there didn’t seem to be any sense in two of us belonging, so I gave the membership to her. Our baby, Julilla, alas, is not at all wise, but I suppose butterflies have no need of wisdom. They just”—he shrugged, smiled wryly— “brighten up the world. I would hate to see a world without butterflies, and since we were disgracefully improvident in having four children, it’s nice that our butterfly didn’t come along until last place. And had the grace to be female when she did come along.”


  “What did she ask for?” Gaius Marius smiled.


  “Oh, about what we expected. Sweetmeats and clothes.”


  “And you, deprived of your library membership?”


  “I chose the finest lamp oil and the best wicks, and struck a bargain with Julia. If I could borrow the books she borrowed, then she could use my lamps to read by.”


  Marius finished his smile at leisure, liking the author of this moral little tale enormously. What a simple, unenvious, happy life he enjoyed! Surrounded by a wife and children he actually strove to please, was interested in as individuals. No doubt he was spot-on in his character analyses of his offspring, and young Gaius wouldn’t pick a wife out of a Suburan gutter.


  He cleared his throat. “Gaius Julius, it has been an absolutely delightful evening. But now I think it’s time you told me why I have had to stay a sober man.”


  “If you don’t mind, I’ll dismiss the servants first,” Caesar said. “The wine is right here where we can reach it ourselves, and now that the moment of truth has arrived, we don’t need to be so abstemious.”


  His scrupulousness surprised Marius, used now to the utter indifference with which the Roman upper classes viewed their household slaves. Oh, not in terms of treatment—they were usually good to their people—but they did seem to think that their people were stuffed and inanimate when it came to overhearing what ought to be private. This was a habit Marius had never become reconciled to himself; like Caesar, his own father had firmly believed in dismissing the servants.


  “They gossip dreadfully, you know,” said Caesar when they were alone behind a tightly closed door, “and we’ve nosy neighbors on either side. Rome might be a big place, but when it comes to the spread of gossip on the Palatine— why, it’s a village! Marcia tells me there are several among her friends who actually stoop to paying their servants for items of gossip—and give bonuses when the gossip turns out to be accurate! Besides, servants have thoughts and feelings too, so it’s better not to involve them.”


  “You, Gaius Julius, ought to have been consul, then turned into our most eminent consular, and been elected censor,” said Marius with sincerity.


  “I agree with you, Gaius Marius, I ought indeed! But I haven’t the money to have sought higher office.”


  “I have the money. Is that why I’m here? And kept sober?”


  Caesar looked shocked. “My dear Gaius Marius, of course not! Why, I’m closer to sixty than I am to fifty! At this late stage, my public career is ossified. No, it is my sons with whom I am concerned, and their sons when the time comes.”


  Marius sat up straight and turned on the couch to face his host, who did the same. Since his cup was empty, Marius picked up the jug and poured himself an unwatered draft, sipped it, and looked stunned. “Is this what I’ve been watering down to the merest taste all night?” he demanded.


  Caesar smiled. “Dear me, no! That rich I’m not, I assure you. The wine we watered down was an ordinary vintage. This I keep for special occasions.”


  “Then I’m flattered.” Marius looked at Caesar from under his brows. “What is it you want of me, Gaius Julius?”


  “Help. In return, I will help you,” said Caesar, pouring himself a cup of the superb vintage.


  “And how is this mutual help to be accomplished?”


  “Simple. By making you a member of the family.”


  “What?”


  “I am offering you whichever of my two daughters you prefer,” said Caesar patiently.


  “A marriage?”


  “Certainly a marriage!”


  “Ohhhhhh! Now that’s a thought!” Marius saw the possibilities at once. He took a deeper drink of the fragrant Falernian in his cup, and said no more.


  “Everyone must take notice of you if your wife is a Julia,” said Caesar. “Luckily you have no sons—or daughters, for that matter. So any wife you might take at this stage of your life must be young, and come from fertile stock. It is quite understandable that you might be seeking a new wife, no one will be surprised. But—if that wife is a Julia, then she is of the highest patrician stock, and your children will have Julian blood in their veins. Indirectly, marriage to a Julia ennobles you, Gaius Marius. Everyone will be forced to regard you quite differently from the way they regard you now. For your name will be enhanced by the vast dignitas—the public worth and standing—of Rome’s most august family. Money we have not. Dignitas we have. The Julius Caesars are directly descended from the goddess Venus through her grandson Iulus, son of her son Aeneas. And some of our splendor will rub off on you.’’


  Caesar put his cup down and sighed, but smilingly. “I do assure you, Gaius Marius, it is true! I am not, alas, the oldest son of my generation of the Julian house, but we do have the wax images in our cupboards, we do trace ourselves back for over a thousand years. The other name of the mother of Romulus and Remus, she who is called Rhea Silvia, was—Julia! When she cohabited with Mars and conceived her twin sons, we gave mortal form to Romulus, and so to Rome.” His smile grew; a smile not of self-mockery, but of sheer pleasure in his illustrious forebears. “We were the kings of Alba Longa, the greatest of all Latin cities, for it was our ancestor Iulus who founded it, and when it was sacked by Rome, we were brought to Rome and elevated in Rome’s hierarchy to add weight to Rome’s claim to head the Latin race. And though Alba Longa was never rebuilt, to this day the Priest of the Alban Mount is a Julius.”


  He couldn’t help himself; Marius sucked in a deep breath of awe. But said nothing, just listened.


  “On a humbler level,” Caesar went on, “I carry no small measure of clout myself, even though I have never had the money to stand for any higher office. My name makes me famous among the electors. I am wooed by social climbers—and the centuries which vote in the consular elections are full of social climbers, as you know—and I am highly respected by the nobility. My personal dignitas is above reproach, as was my father’s before me,” Caesar ended very seriously.


  New vistas were opening up before Gaius Marius, who could not take his eyes off Caesar’s handsome face. Oh yes, they were descended from Venus, all right! Every last one of them a beauty. Looks count—and throughout the history of the world, it has always been better to be blond. The children I sired of a Julia might be blond, yet have long, bumpy Roman noses too! They would look as right as they would look unusual. Which is the difference between the blond Julius Caesars from Alba Longa and the blond Pompeys from Picenum. The Julius Caesars look unmistakably Roman. Where the Pompeys look like Celts.


  “You want to be consul,” Caesar continued, “so much is clear to everyone. Your activities in Further Spain when you were praetor produced clients. But unfortunately you yourself are rumored to be a client, and that makes your clients the clients of your own patron.”


  The guest showed his teeth, which were large and white and strong looking. “It is a slander!” he said angrily. “I am nobody’s client!”


  “I believe you, but that is not what is generally believed,” Caesar maintained, “and what is generally believed is far more important than what is actually the truth. Anyone with sense can discount the Herennius family’s claim to hold you as their client—the Herennius clan is infinitely less Latin than the Marius clan of Arpinum. But the Caecilius Metelluses also claim to hold you in their patronage as their client. And the Caecilius Metelluses are believed. Why? For one thing, because your mother Fulcinia’s family is Etruscan, and the Marius clan owns lands in Etruria. Etruria is the traditional fief of the Caecilius Metelluses.”


  “No Marius—or Fulcinius, for that matter!—has ever been in clientship to a Caecilius Metellus!” snapped Marius, growing angrier still. “They’re far too wily to say I’m their client in any situation where they might be called upon to prove it!”


  “That goes without saying,” said Caesar. “However, they dislike you in a most personal manner, which lends considerable weight to their claim. The fact is remarked upon constantly. Men say it’s too personal a dislike to stem merely from the way you tweaked their noses when you were a tribune of the plebs.”


  “Oh, it’s personal!” said Marius, and laughed without humor.


  “Tell me.”


  “I once threw Dalmaticus’s little brother—the same who is undoubtedly going to be consul next year—into a pigsty at Numantia. Actually three of us did—and none of the three of us has got very far with the Romans who wield the real influence since, that’s certain.”


  “Who were the other two?”


  “Publius Rutilius Rufus and King Jugurtha of Numidia.”


  “Ah! The mystery is solved.” Caesar put his fingertips together and pressed them against his pursed lips. “However, the accusation that you are a dishonorable client is not the worst slur attached to your name, Gaius Marius. There is another, more difficult to deal with.”


  “Then before we go into that slur, Gaius Julius, how would you suggest I stop the client rumor?” asked Marius.


  “By marrying one of my daughters. If you are accepted as a husband for one of my daughters, it will give the world to understand that I do not find any evidence of truth in the client story. And spread the tale of the Spanish pigsty! If possible, get Publius Rutilius Rufus to confirm it. Everyone will then have a more than adequate explanation for the personal quality of Caecilius Metellus dislike,” said Caesar, smiling. “It must have been funny—a Caecilius Metellus brought down to the level of—why, not even Roman pigs!”


  “It was funny,” said Marius shortly, anxious to press on. “Now what’s this other slur?”


  “You must surely know it for yourself, Gaius Marius.”


  “I can’t think of a single thing, Gaius Julius.”


  “It is said that you’re in trade.”


  Marius gasped, stunned. “But—but how am I in trade differently from three quarters of the rest of the Senate? I own no stock in any company which entitles me to vote in or influence company affairs! I’m purely a sleeping partner, a provider of capital! Is that what’s said of me, that I take an active part in trade?”


  “Certainly not. My dear Gaius Marius, no one elaborates! You are dismissed with a general sneer, the simple phrase ‘He’s in trade.’ The implications are legion, yet nothing concrete is ever said! So those without the wisdom to inquire further are led to believe that your family has been in trade for many generations, that you yourself run companies, farm taxes, get fat off the grain supply,” said Caesar.


  “I see,” said Marius, tight-lipped.


  “You had better see,” said Caesar gently.


  “I do nothing in business that any Caecilius Metellus does not! In fact, I’m probably less actively involved in business.”


  “I agree. But if I had been advising you all along, Gaius Marius,” said Caesar, “I would have tried to persuade you to avoid any business venture that didn’t involve owning land or property. Your mines are above reproach; they’re good, solid real estate. But for a New Man—well, company dealings aren’t at all wise. You should have stuck to only those ventures which are absolutely unimpeachable for a senator—land and property.”


  “You mean, my company activities are yet another indication that I am not and never can be a Roman nobleman,’’ said Gaius Marius bitterly.


  “Precisely!”


  Marius squared his shoulders; to dwell upon the hurt of a manifest injustice was a waste of precious time and energy. Instead, he turned his thoughts to the alluring prospect of marrying a girl of the Julian house. “Do you really believe my marrying one of your daughters will improve my public image so much, Gaius Julius?”


  “It can’t not.”


  “A Julia... Why then shouldn’t I apply to marry a Sulpicia—or a Claudia—or an Aemilia—or a Cornelia? A girl from any of the old patrician houses would surely do as well—no, even better! I’d have the ancient name plus a great deal more current political clout,” said Marius.


  Smiling, Caesar shook his head. “I refuse to be provoked, Gaius Marius, so don’t bother trying. Yes, you could marry a Cornelia or an Aemilia. But everyone would know you simply bought the girl. The advantage of marrying a Julia lies in the fact that the Julius Caesars have never sold their daughters to rich nobodies desirous of carving public careers for themselves and a noble heritage for their progeny. The very fact that you have been permitted to marry a Julia will inform the world that you are deserving of every political honor, and that the slurs upon your name are pure malice. The Julius Caesars have always been above selling their daughters. It is a universally known fact.” Caesar paused to think for a moment, then added, “Mind you, I shall strongly advise both my sons to make capital out of our quirkiness and marry their daughters to rich nobodies as fast as they can!”


  Marius leaned back with a second full cup. “Gaius Julius, just why are you offering me this chance?” he asked.


  Caesar frowned. “There are two reasons,” he said. “The first is perhaps not very sensible, but out of it came my decision to reverse our traditional family reluctance to make financial capital out of our children. You see, when I noticed you yesterday at the inauguration, I was visited with a premonition. Now I am not a man who is premonition-prone, you must understand. But I swear by all the gods, Gaius Marius, that suddenly I knew that I was looking at a man who would—given the chance!—carry Rome on his back out of terrible danger. And I knew too that if you were not given the chance, Rome would cease to be.” He shrugged, shivered. “Well, there’s a strong streak of superstition in every Roman, and in the really old families, it’s very highly developed. I believed what I felt. After the passage of a day, I still believe what I felt. And wouldn’t it be lovely, I thought to myself, if I, a humble backbencher senator, gave Rome the man Rome is going to need so desperately?”


  “I feel it too,” said Marius abruptly. “I have ever since I went to Numantia.”


  “So there you are! Two of us.”


  “And your second reason, Gaius Julius?”


  Caesar sighed. “I have reached an age where I must face the fact that I have not so far managed to provide for my children as a father should. Love they have had. Material comfort they have had, without the burden of too much material comfort. Education they have had. But this house, plus five hundred iugera of land in the Alban Hills, is all I own.” He sat up, crossed his legs, leaned forward again. “I have four children. That’s two too many, as you well know. Two sons, two daughters. What I own will not ensure the public careers of my sons, even as backbenchers like their father. If I divide what I have between my two boys, neither will qualify for the senatorial census. If I leave what I have to my elder boy, Sextus, he will survive after my fashion. But my younger boy, Gaius, will be so penurious he will not even qualify for the knights’ census. In effect, I will make a Lucius Cornelius Sulla out of him—do you know Lucius Cornelius Sulla?” asked Caesar.


  “No,” said Marius.


  “His stepmother is my next-door neighbor, a ghastly woman of low birth and no sense, but very rich. However, she has blood kin of her own who will inherit her money, a nephew, I believe. How do I know so much about her circumstances? The penalty of being a neighbor who also happens to be a senator. She badgered me to draw up her will for her, and never stopped talking. Her stepson, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, lives with her, according to her because he literally has nowhere else to go. Imagine it—a patrician Cornelius old enough to be in the Senate right now, but with absolutely no hope of ever entering the Senate. He is destitute! His branch of the family is long decayed, and his father had virtually nothing; to compound Lucius Cornelius’s woes, the father turned to wine, and whatever might have been left was drunk up years ago. It was the father married my next-door neighbor, who has kept the son under her roof since her husband died, but is not prepared to do anything else for him. You, Gaius Marius, have been infinitely luckier than Lucius Cornelius Sulla, for at least your family was affluent enough to give you the property and income of a senator when the opportunity came for you to enter the Senate. Your New Man status could not keep you out of the Senate when the opportunity came, where failure to meet the means test most certainly would have. Lucius Cornelius Sulla’s birth is impeccable on both sides. But his penuriousness has effectively excluded him from his rightful position in the scheme of things. And I find I care too much for the welfare of my younger son to reduce him or his children or his children’s children to the circumstances of a Lucius Cornelius Sulla,” said Caesar with some passion.


  “Birth is an accident!” said Marius with equal passion. “Why should it have the power to dictate the course of a life?”


  “Why should money?” Caesar countered. “Come now, Gaius Marius, admit that it is the way of all men in all lands to value birth and money. Roman society I find more flexible than most, as a matter of fact—compared to the Kingdom of the Parthians, for example, Rome is as ideal as Plato’s hypothetical Republic! In Rome, there have actually been cases where men managed to rise from nothing. Not, mind you, that I have ever personally admired any of them who have done so,” said Caesar reflectively. “The struggle seems to ruin them as men.”


  “Then perhaps it’s better that Lucius Cornelius Sulla stay right where he is,” said Marius.


  “Certainly not!” said Caesar firmly. “I admit that your being a New Man has inflicted an unkind and unjust fate upon you, Gaius Marius, but I am sufficiently a man of my class to deplore the fate of Lucius Cornelius Sulla!” He assumed an expression of businesslike decision. “However, what concerns me at the moment is the fate of my children. My daughters, Gaius Marius, are dowerless! I cannot even scrape together a pittance for them, because to do so would impoverish my sons. That means my daughters have absolutely no chance of marrying men of their own class. I apologize, Gaius Marius, if in saying that you deem I have insulted you. But I don’t mean men like yourself, I mean”— he waved his hands about—”let me say that again. I mean I will have to marry my daughters to men I don’t like, don’t admire, have nothing in common with. I wouldn’t marry them to men of their own class whom I didn’t like, either! A decent, honorable, likable man is my desire. But I won’t have the opportunity to discover him. The ones who will apply to me for my daughters’ hands will be presumptuous ingrates I’d rather show the toe of my boot than the palm of my hand. It’s similar to the fate of a rich widow; decent men will have none of her for fear of being deemed a fortune hunter, so that the only ones she is left to choose from are fortune hunters.”


  Caesar slid off the couch and sat on its back edge with his feet dangling. “Would you mind, Gaius Marius, if we took a stroll in the garden? It’s cold out there, I know, but I can give you a warm wrap. It’s been a long evening, and not an easy one for me. I’m beginning to feel my bones seizing up.”


  Without a word Marius levered himself off the couch, took Caesar’s shoes and slipped them onto Caesar’s feet, laced them with the swift efficiency of an organized mind. Then he did the same for himself, and stood up, his hand beneath Caesar’s elbow.


  “That’s why I like you so much,” said Caesar. “No nonsense, no pretenses.”


  It was a small peristyle, yet it had a certain charm few city garden-courtyards possessed. Despite the season, aromatic herbs still thrived and gave off delicious scents, and the plantings were mostly perennial evergreens. Small country habits died hard in the Julius Caesars, Marius noticed with a thrill of gratified warmth; along the edges of the eaves, where they would catch the sun yet not get wet, there hung hundreds of little bunches of fleabane drying, just as at his father’s house in Arpinum. By the end of January they would be tucked into every clothes chest and corner from one end of the domus to the other, to discourage fleas, silverfish, vermin of all kinds. Fleabane was cut at the winter solstice for drying; Marius hadn’t thought there was a household in Rome knew of it.


  Because there had been a guest to dinner, the chandeliers which hung from the ceiling of the colonnade surrounding the peristyle all burned faintly, and the little bronze lamps which lit the paths of the garden glowed a delicate amber through the wafer-thin marble of their round sides. The rain had ceased, but fat drops of water coated every shrub and bush, and the air was vaporous, chill.


  Neither man noticed. Heads together (they were both tall, so it was comfortable to lean their heads together), they paced down the walkways, and finally stood by the little pool and fountain at the middle of the garden, its quartet of stone dryads holding torches aloft. It being winter, the pool was empty and the fountain turned off.


  This, thought Gaius Marius (whose pool and fountain were full of water all year round thanks to a system of heating), is real. None of my tritons and dolphins and gushing waterfalls move me as this little old relic does.


  “Are you interested in marrying one of my daughters?” asked Caesar, not anxiously, yet conveying anxiety.


  “Yes, Gaius Julius, I am,” said Marius with decision.


  “Will it grieve you to divorce your wife?”


  “Not in the least.” Marius cleared his throat. “What do you require of me, Gaius Julius, in return for the gift of a bride and your name?”


  “A great deal, as a matter of fact,” said Caesar. “Since you will be admitted into the family in the guise of a second father rather than as a son-in-law—a privilege of age!—I will expect you to dower my other daughter and contribute to the welfare of both my sons. In the case of the unlucky daughter and my younger son, money and property are necessarily a large part of it. But you must be willing to throw your weight behind both my boys when they enter the Senate and begin their journey toward the consulship. I want both my boys to be consuls, you see. My son Sextus is one year older than the elder of the two boys my brother, Sextus, kept for himself, so my son Sextus will be the first of this generation’s Julius Caesars to be of age to seek the consulship. I want him consul in his proper year, twelve years after entering the Senate, forty-two after his birth. He will be the first Julian consul in four hundred years. I want that distinction! Otherwise, my brother Sextus’s son Lucius will become the first Julian consul, in the following year.”


  Pausing to peer at Marius’s dimly lit face, Caesar put out a reassuring hand. “Oh, there was never bad feeling between my brother and me while he was alive, nor is there now between me and mine, and his two sons. But a man should be consul in his proper year. It looks best.”


  “Your brother, Sextus, adopted his oldest boy out, didn’t he?” asked Marius, striving to recollect what a Roman of the Romans would have known without stopping to think.


  “Yes, a very long time ago. His name was Sextus too, it’s the name we normally give to our eldest sons.”


  “Of course! Quintus Lutatius Catulus! I would have remembered if he used Caesar as part of his name, but he doesn’t, does he? He’ll surely be the first Caesar to attain the consulship, he’s a lot older than any of the others.”


  “No,” said Caesar, shaking his head emphatically. “He’s not a Caesar anymore, he’s a Lutatius Catulus.”


  “I gather that old Catulus paid well for his adopted son,” said Marius. “There seems to be plenty of money in your late brother’s family, anyway.”


  “Yes, he paid very dearly. As you will for your new wife, Gaius Marius.”


  “Julia. I’ll take Julia,” said Marius.


  “Not the little one?” asked Caesar, sounding surprised. “Well, I admit I’m glad, for no other reason than I consider no girl should be married before she turns eighteen, and Julilla is still a year and a half off that. I think you’ve chosen rightly, as a matter of fact. Yet—I’ve always thought Julilla the more attractive and interesting of the two.”


  “You would, you’re her father,” said Marius, grinning. “No, Gaius Julius, your younger daughter doesn’t tempt me in the least. If she isn’t wild about the fellow she marries, I think she’ll lead him a merry dance. I’m too old for girlish caprices. Where Julia seems to me to have sense as good as her looks. I liked everything about her.”


  “She’ll make an excellent consul’s wife.”


  “Do you honestly think I’ll succeed in being consul?”


  Caesar nodded. “Oh, certainly! But not straightaway. Marry Julia first, then let things—and people—settle down. Try to find yourself a decent war for a couple of years—it will help enormously if you’ve got a recent military success to your credit. Offer your services to someone as a senior legate. Then seek the consulship two or three years hence.”


  “But I’ll be fifty years old,” said Marius dismally. “They don’t like electing men so far past the normal age.”


  “You’re already too old, so what matter another two or three years? They’ll stand you in good stead if you use them well. And you don’t look your age, Gaius Marius, an important factor. If you were visibly running to seed, it would be quite different. Instead, you’re the picture of health and vigor—and you’re a big man in size, which always impresses the Centuriate electors. In fact, New Man or not, if you hadn’t incurred the enmity of the Caecilius Metelluses, you would have been a strong contender for the consulship three years ago, in your proper time for it. Were you an insignificant-looking little chap with a skinny right arm, even a Julia mightn’t help. As it is, you’ll be consul, never fear.”


  “What exactly do you want me to do for your sons?”


  “In terms of property?”


  “Yes,” said Marius, forgetting his Chian finery and sitting down on a bench of white unpolished marble. Since he sat there for some time and the bench was very wet, when he rose he left a mottled, oddly natural-looking pinkish-purple stain all over it. The purple dye from his outfit percolated into the porous stone and fixed itself, so that the bench became—in the fullness of time, a generation or two down the years—one of the most admired and prized pieces of furniture another Gaius Julius Caesar was to bring into the Domus Publicus of the Pontifex Maximus. To the Gaius Julius Caesar who concluded a marriage bargain with Gaius Marius, however, the bench was an omen; a wonderful, wonderful omen. When the slave came to tell him of the miracle in the morning and he saw it for himself (the slave was awed rather than horrified—everyone knew the regal significance of the color purple), he heaved a sigh of perfect satisfaction. For the purple bench told him that in striking this marriage bargain, he was advancing his family to the purple of highest office. And it became fused in his mind with that strange premonition; yes, Gaius Marius had a place in Rome’s fate that Rome as yet did not dream of. Caesar removed the bench from the garden and put it in his atrium, but he never told a soul how exactly it had become overnight a richly mottled, delicately veined purple and pink. An omen!


  “For my son Gaius, I need enough good land to ensure him a seat in the Senate,” Caesar said now to his seated guest. “It so happens that there are six hundred iugera of excellent land for sale right at this moment, adjoining my own five hundred in the Alban Hills.”


  “The price?”


  “Horrible, given its quality and proximity to Rome. It’s a seller’s market, unfortunately.” Caesar took a deep breath. “Four million sesterces—a million denarii,” he said heroically.


  “Agreed,” said Marius, as if Caesar had said four thousand sesterces rather than four million. “However, I do think it prudent if we keep our dealings secret for the moment.”


  “Oh, absolutely!” said Caesar fervently.


  “Then I’ll bring you the money tomorrow myself, in cash,” said Marius, smiling. “And what else do you want?”


  “I expect that before my elder son enters the Senate, you will have turned into a consular. You will have influence and power, both from this fact and from your marriage to my Julia. I expect you to use your influence and power to advance my sons as they stand for the various offices. In fact, if you do get a military legateship to tide you over the next two or three years, I expect you to take my sons with you to your war. They are not inexperienced, they’ve both been cadets and junior officers, but they need more military service to help their careers, and under you, they’ll be under the best.”


  Privately Marius didn’t think either young man was the stuff of which great commanders were made, but he did think they would be more than adequate officers, so he made no comment other than to say, “I’d be glad to have them, Gaius Julius.”


  Caesar ploughed on. “As regards their political careers, they have the grave disadvantage of being patricians. As you well know, that means they can’t run for office as tribunes of the plebs, and to make a splash as a tribune of the plebs is far and away the most telling method of establishing a political reputation. My sons will have to seek the curule aedileship—punitively expensive! So I expect you to make sure both Sextus and Gaius are elected curule aediles, with enough money in their purses to put on the kind of games and shows the people will remember affectionately when they go to the polls to elect praetors. And if it should prove necessary for my sons to buy votes at any stage, I expect you to provide the money.”


  “Agreed,” said Gaius Marius, and held out his right hand with commendable alacrity, considering the magnitude of Caesar’s demands; he was committing himself to a union which would cost him at least ten million sesterces.


  Gaius Julius Caesar took the hand, clasped it strongly, warmly. “Good!” he said, and laughed.


  They turned to walk back into the house, where Caesar sent a sleepy servant to fetch the old sagum for its owner.


  “When may I see Julia, talk to her?” asked Marius when his head emerged from the opening in the center of the sagum’s wagon-wheel-sized circle.


  “Tomorrow afternoon,” said Caesar, opening the front door himself. “Good night, Gaius Marius.”


  “Good night, Gaius Julius,” said Marius, and stepped out into the piercing cold of a rising north wind.


  He walked home without feeling it, warmer than he had been in a very long time. Was it possible that his unwelcome guest, the feeling, had been right to continue to dwell inside him? To be consul! To set his family’s feet firmly on the hallowed ground of the Roman nobility! If he could do that, then it definitely behooved him to sire a son. Another Gaius Marius.


  The Julias shared a small sitting room, in which they met the next morning to break their fast. Julilla was unusually restless, hopping from one foot to the other, unable to settle.


  “What is the matter?” her sister asked, exasperated.


  “Can’t you tell? There’s something in the wind, and I want to meet Clodilla in the flower market this morning—I promised her I would! But I think we’re all going to have to stay home for another boring old family conference,” said Julilla gloomily.


  “You know,” said Julia, “you really are unappreciative! How many other girls do you know who actually have the privilege of saying what they think at a family conference?’ ‘


  “Oh, rubbish, they’re boring, we never talk about anything interesting — just servants and unaffordables and tutors — I want to leave school, I’m fed up with Homer and boring old Thucydides! What use are they to a girl?”


  “They mark her out as well educated and cultured,” said Julia repressively. “Don’t you want a good husband?”


  Julilla giggled. “My notion of a good husband does not include Homer and Thucydides,” she said. “Oh, I want to go out this morning!” And she jigged up and down.


  “Knowing you, if you want to go out, you’ll manage to go out,” said Julia. “Now will you sit down and eat?”


  A shadow darkened the door; both girls looked up, jaws dropping. Their father! Here!


  “Julia, I want to talk to you,” he said, coming in, and for once ignoring Julilla, his favorite.


  “Oh, tata! Not even a good-morning kiss?” asked his favorite, pouting.


  He glanced at her absently, pecked her on the cheek, and then recollected himself enough to give her a smile. “If you can find something to do, my butterfly, how about doing it?”


  Her face was transformed into joy. “Thank you, tata, thank you! May I go to the flower market? And the Porticus Margaritaria?”


  “How many pearls are you going to buy today?” her tata asked, smiling.


  “Thousands!” she cried, and skipped out.


  As she passed him, Caesar slipped a silver denarius into her left hand. “Not the price of the littlest pearl, I know, but it might buy you a scarf,” he said.


  “Tata! Oh, thank you, thank you!” cried Julilla, her arms sliding about his neck, her lips smacking his cheek. Then she was gone. ‘


  Caesar looked very kindly at his older daughter. “Sit down, Julia,” he said.


  She sat expectantly, but he said nothing more until Marcia came in and ranged herself on the couch alongside her daughter.


  “What is it, Gaius Julius?” asked Marcia, curious but not apprehensive.


  He didn’t sit, stood shifting his weight from one foot to the other, then turned the full beauty of his blue eyes upon Julia. “My dear, did you like Gaius Marius?” he asked.


  “Why yes, tata, I did.”


  “For what reasons?”


  She considered the question carefully. “His plain but honest speaking, I think. And his lack of affectation. He confirmed what I have always suspected.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yes. About the gossip one is always hearing—that he has no Greek, that he’s a shocking oaf from the country, that his military reputation was got at the expense of others and the whim of Scipio Aemilianus. It always seemed to me that people talked too much—you know, too spitefully and constantly—for any of it to have been true. After meeting him, I’m sure I’m right. He’s not an oaf, and I don’t even think he acts like a rustic. He’s very intelligent! And very well read. Oh, his Greek isn’t very beautiful on the ear, but it’s only his accent at fault. His construction and vocabulary are excellent. Just like his Latin. I thought his eyebrows were terrifically distinguished, didn’t you? His taste in clothing is a bit ostentatious, but I expect that’s his wife’s fault.” At which point Julia ran down, looking suddenly flustered.


  “Julia! You really liked him!” said Caesar, a curious note of awe in his voice.


  “Yes, tata, of course I did,” she said, puzzled.


  “I’m very glad to hear it, because you’re going to marry him,” blurted Caesar, his famous tact and diplomacy deserting him in this unfamiliar situation.


  Julia blinked. “Am I?”


  Marcia stiffened. “Is she?”


  “Yes,” said tata, and found it necessary to sit down.


  “And just when did you arrive at this decision?” asked Marcia, with a dangerous note of umbrage in her voice. “Where has he seen Julia, to have asked for her?”


  “He didn’t ask for Julia,” said Caesar, on the defensive. “I offered him Julia. Or Julilla. That’s why I invited him to eat dinner with us.”


  Marcia was now staring at him with an expression on her face that clearly questioned his sanity. “You offered a New Man closer to your own age than our daughter’s his choice of either of our daughters as his wife?” she asked, angry now.


  “Yes, I did.”


  “Why?”


  “Obviously you know who he is.”


  “Of course I know who he is!”


  “So you must know he’s one of the richest men in Rome?”


  “Yes!”


  “Look, girls,” said Caesar seriously, lumping wife in with daughter, “you both know what we’re facing. Four children, and not enough property or money to do the right thing by any of them. Two boys with the birth and the brains to go all the way to the top, and two girls with the birth and the beauty to marry only the best. But—no money! No money for the cursus honorum, and no money for dowries.”


  “Yes,” said Marcia flatly. Because her father had died before she-attained marriageable age, his children by his first wife had combined with the executors of his estate to make sure there was nothing worthwhile left for her. Gaius Julius Caesar had married her for love, and since she had only a tiny dowry, her family had been glad to assent to the union. Yes, they had married for love—and it had rewarded them with happiness, tranquillity, three extremely well adjusted children, and one gorgeous butterfly. But it had never ceased to humiliate Marcia that in marrying her, Caesar did no good financially.


  “Gaius Marius needs a patrician wife of a family whose integrity and dignitas are as impeccable as its rank,” Caesar explained. “He ought to have been elected consul three years ago, but the Caecilius Metelluses made sure he wasn’t, and as a New Man with a Campanian wife, he doesn’t have the family connections to defy them. Our Julia will force Rome to take Gaius Marius seriously. Our Julia will endow him with rank, enhance his dignitas—his public worth and standing will rise a thousandfold. In return, Gaius Marius has undertaken to ease our financial difficulties.”


  “Oh, Gaius!” said Marcia, eyes filling with tears.


  “Oh, Father!” said Julia, eyes softening.


  Now that he could see his wife’s anger dissipating and his daughter beginning to glow, Caesar relaxed. “I noticed him at the inauguration of the new consuls the day before yesterday. The odd thing is that I’ve never really paid him any attention before, even when he was praetor, nor when he ran unsuccessfully for consul. But on New Year’s Day, I—perhaps it would not be an exaggeration to say that the scales fell from before my eyes. I knew he was a great man! I knew Rome is going to need him. Just when I got the idea to help myself by helping him, I don’t quite know. But by the time we entered the temple and stood together, it was there in my mind, fully formed. So I took the chance, and invited him to dine.”


  “And you really did proposition him, not the other way around?” asked Marcia.


  “I did.”


  “Our troubles are over?”


  “Yes,” said Caesar. “Gaius Marius may not be a Roman of Rome, but in my opinion he’s a man of honor. I believe he’ll hew to his side of our bargain.”


  “What was his side of the bargain?” asked the practical mother, mentally reaching for her abacus.


  “Today he will give me four million sesterces in cash to buy that land next door to ours at Bovillae. Which means that young Gaius will have enough property to ensure him a seat in the Senate without my needing to touch Sextus’s inheritance. He will assist both of our boys to become curule aediles. He will assist both of our boys to do whatever they have to do in order to be elected consuls when their times come. And though we didn’t discuss the details, he will dower Julilla handsomely.”


  “And what will he do for Julia?” asked Marcia crisply.


  Caesar looked blank. “Do for Julia?” he echoed. “What more can he do for Julia than to marry her? There’s no dowry going with her, after all, and it’s certainly costing him a large fortune to make her his wife.”


  “Normally a girl has her dowry to make sure she retains a measure of financial independence after her marriage, especially in the event that she is divorced. Though some women are fools enough to hand their dowries over to their husbands, by no means all women do, and it has to be found when the marriage is over even if the husband has had the use of it. I insist that Gaius Marius dower Julia to a degree that will make sure she has enough to live on if at any time he divorces her,” said Marcia, in a tone which brooked no argument.


  “Marcia, I can’t ask the man for more!” said Caesar.


  “I’m afraid you must. In fact, I’m astonished you didn’t think of it for yourself, Gaius Julius.” Marcia heaved a sigh of exasperation. “I never can understand why the world labors under the fallacious belief that men have better business heads than women! They don’t, you know. And you, my dear husband, are woollier in business matters than most men! Julia is the whole cause of our change in fortune, so we owe it to her to guarantee her future too.”


  “I admit you’re right, my dear,” said Caesar hollowly, “but I really can’t ask the man for more!”


  Julia looked from mother to father and back to mother; this was not the first time she had seen them differ, of course, especially over money matters, but it was the first time she had been the central issue, and it distressed her. So she put herself verbally between them by saying, “It’s all right, truly it is! I’ll ask Gaius Marius about a dowry myself, I’m not afraid to. He’ll understand.”


  “Julia! You want to marry him!” gasped Marcia.


  “Of course I do, Mama. I think he’s wonderful!”


  “My girl, he’s just about thirty years older than you are! You’ll be a widow before you know it.”


  “Young men are boring, they remind me of my brothers. I would much rather marry someone like Gaius Marius,” said the scholarly daughter. “I’ll be good to him, I promise. He will love me, and never regret the expense.”


  “Whoever would have thought it?” asked Caesar, of no one in particular.


  “Don’t be so surprised, tata. I’ll be eighteen soon, I knew you would be arranging a marriage for me this year, and I must confess I’ve been dreading the prospect. Not marriage itself, exactly—just who my husband would be. Last night when I met Gaius Marius, I-—I thought to myself immediately, wouldn’t it be lovely if you found me someone like him?” Julia blushed. “He isn’t a bit like you, tata, and yet he is like you—I found him fair, and kind, and honest.”


  Gaius Julius Caesar looked at his wife. “Isn’t it a rare pleasure to discover that one genuinely likes one’s child? To love one’s child is natural. But liking? Liking has to be earned,” he said.


  *


  Two encounters with women in the same day unnerved Gaius Marius more than the prospect of fighting an enemy army ten times bigger than his own. One encounter was his first meeting with his intended bride and her mother; the other was his last meeting with his present wife.


  Prudence and caution dictated that he interview Julia before he saw Grania, to make sure there were no unforeseen hitches. So at the eighth hour of the day—midafternoon, that is—he arrived at the house of Gaius Julius Caesar, clad this time in his purple-bordered toga, unaccompanied and unburdened by the massive weight of a million silver denarii; the sum amounted to 10,000 pounds in weight, and that was 160 talents, or 160 men carrying a full load. Luckily “cash” was a relative term; Gaius Marius brought a bank draft.


  In Gaius Julius Caesar’s study he passed his host a small, rolled-up piece of Pergamum parchment.


  “I’ve done everything as discreetly as possible,” he said as Caesar unfurled the parchment and scanned the few lines written on it. “As you see, I’ve arranged for the deposit of two hundred talents of silver in your name with your bankers. There’s no way the deposit can be traced to me without someone’s wasting a good deal more of his time than any firm of bankers would allow for no better reason than to gratify curiosity.”


  “Which is just as well. It would look as if I’ve accepted a bribe! If I weren’t such senatorial small fry, someone in my bank would be sure to alert the urban praetor,” said Caesar, letting the parchment curl itself up and placing it to one side.


  “I doubt anyone has ever bribed with so much, even to a consul with huge clout,” said Marius, smiling.


  Caesar held out his right hand. “I hadn’t thought of it in talents,” he said. “Ye gods, I asked you for the earth! Are you sure it hasn’t left you short?”


  “Not at all.” Marius found himself unable to loosen his fingers from Caesar’s convulsive grip. “If the land you want goes for the price you quoted me, then I’ve given you forty talents too much. They represent your younger daughter’s dowry.”


  “I don’t know how to thank you, Gaius Marius.” Caesar let go Marius’s hand at last, looking more and more uncomfortable. “I’ve kept telling myself I’m not selling my daughter, but at this moment it seems suspiciously like it to me! Truly, Gaius Marius, I wouldn’t sell my daughter! I do believe her future with you and the status of her children of your begetting will be illustrious. I believe you’ll look after her properly, and treasure her as I want my daughter treasured.” His voice was gruff; not for another sum as large could he have done as Marcia wished, and demand yet more as a dowry for Julia. So he got up from behind his desk a little shakily, picking up the piece of parchment more casually than his heart or mind could ever hold it. Then he tucked it into the sinus of his toga, where the toga’s folds looped beneath his free right arm and formed a capacious pocket. “I won’t rest until this is lodged with my bank.” He hesitated, then said, “Julia doesn’t turn eighteen until the beginning of May, but I don’t wish to delay your marriage until halfway through June, so—if you’re agreeable—we can set the ceremony for some time in April.”


  “That will be acceptable,” said Marius.


  “I had already decided to do that,” Caesar went on, more for the sake of talking, filling in the awkward gap his discomfort had created. “It’s a nuisance when a girl is born right at the beginning of the only time of year when it’s considered bad luck to marry. Though why high spring and early summer should be thought bad luck, I don’t know.” He shook himself out of his mood. “Wait here, Gaius Marius. I’ll send Julia to you.”


  Now it was Gaius Marius’s turn to be on edge, apprehensive; he waited in the small but tidy room with a terrifying anxiety. Oh, pray the girl was not too unwilling! Nothing in Caesar’s demeanor had suggested she was unwilling, but he knew very well that there were things no one would ever tell him, and he found himself yearning for a truly willing Julia. Yet—how could she welcome a union so inappropriate to her blood, her beauty, her youth? How many tears had she shed when the news was broken to her? Did she already hanker after some handsome young aristocrat rendered ineligible by common sense and necessity? An elderly Italian hayseed with no Greek—what a husband for a Julia!


  The door opening onto the colonnade at the house end of the peristyle-garden moved inward, and the sun entered Caesar’s study like a fanfare of trumpets, blinding and brassy, golden-low. Julia stood in its midst, her right hand out, smiling.


  “Gaius Marius,” she said with pleasure, the smile clearly starting in her eyes.


  “Julia,” he said, moving close enough to take the hand, but holding it as if he didn’t know what to do with it, or what to do next. He cleared his full throat. “Your father has told you?”


  “Oh, yes.” Her smile didn’t fade; if anything, it grew, and there was nothing immature or girlishly bashful in her demeanor. On the contrary, she appeared in complete control of herself and the situation, regally poised, a princess in her power, yet subtly submissive.


  “You don’t mind?” he asked abruptly.


  “I’m delighted,” she said, her beautiful grey eyes wide and warm, the smile still in them; as if to reassure him, she curled her fingers around the edge of his palm, and gently squeezed it. “Gaius Marius, Gaius Marius, don’t look so worried! I really, truly, honestly am delighted!”


  He lifted his left hand, encumbered in folds of toga, and took hers between both of his, looking down at its perfect oval nails, its creamy tapered fingers. “I’m an old man!” he said.


  “Then I must like old men, because I do like you.”


  “You like me?”


  She blinked. “Of course! I would not otherwise have agreed to marry you. My father is the gentlest of men, not a tyrant. Much and all as he might have hoped I would be willing to marry you, he would never, never have forced me to it.”


  “But are you sure you haven’t forced yourself?” he asked.


  “It wasn’t necessary,” she said patiently.


  “Surely there’s some young man you like better!”


  “Not at all. Young men are too like my brothers.”


  “But—but—” He cast round wildly for some objection, and finally said, “My eyebrows!”


  “I think they’re wonderful,” she said.


  He felt himself blush, helpless to control it, and was thus thrown even further off balance; then he realized that, collected and self-possessed though she was, she was nevertheless a complete innocent, and understood nothing of what he was enduring. “Your father says we may marry in April, before your birthday. Is that all right?” he asked.


  She frowned. “Well, I suppose so, if that’s what he says. But I’d rather put it forward to March, if you and he agree. I’d like to be married on the festival of Anna Perenna.”


  An appropriate day—yet an unlucky one too. The feast of Anna Perenna, held on the first full moon after the beginning of March, was all tied up with the moon, and the old New Year. In itself the feast day was lucky, but the day following if was not.


  “Don’t you fear starting your first proper day of marriage with poor omens?” he asked.


  “No,” said Julia. “There are none but good omens in marrying you.”


  She put her left hand beneath his right so that they were handfast, and looked up at him gravely.


  “My mother has only given me a very short time to be alone with you,” she said, “and there is one matter we must clarify between us before she comes in. My dowry.” Now her smile did fade, replaced by a look of serious aloofness. “I do not anticipate an unhappy relationship with you, Gaius Marius, for I see nothing in you to make me doubt your temper or your integrity, and you will find mine all they should be. If we can respect each other, we will be happy. However, my mother is adamant about a dowry, and my father is most distressed at her attitude. She says must be dowered in case you should ever decide to divorce me. But my father is already overwhelmed by your generosity, and loath to ask you for more. So I said I would ask, and I must ask before mama comes in. Because she’s bound to say something.”


  There was no cupidity in her gaze, only concern. “Would it perhaps be possible to lay a sum aside on the understanding that if, as I expect, we find no need to divorce, it will be yours as well as mine? Yet if we do divorce, it would be mine.”


  What a little lawyer she was! A true Roman. All so very carefully phrased, gracefully inoffensive, yet crystal-clear.


  “I think it’s possible,” he said gravely.


  “You must be sure I can’t spend it while I’m married to you,” she said. “That way, you’ll know I’m honorable.”


  “If that’s what you want, that’s what I’ll do,” he said. “But it isn’t necessary to tie it up. I’m quite happy to give you a sum now in your own name, to do with as you please.’’


  A laugh escaped her. “Just as well you chose me and not Julilla! No, thank you, Gaius Marius. I prefer the honorable way,” she said gently, and lifted her face. “Now will you kiss me before my mother comes?”


  Her demand for a dowry hadn’t discomposed him one bit, where this demand certainly did. Suddenly he understood how vitally important it was that he do nothing to disappoint her—or, worse still, give her a distaste for him. Yet what did he know about kisses, about lovemaking? His self-esteem had never required reassurances from his infrequent mistresses as to his competence as a lover, because it had never really mattered to him what they thought of his lovemaking or his kisses; nor did he have the faintest idea what young girls expected from their first lovers. Ought he to grab her and kiss her passionately, ought he to make this initial contact chastely light? Lust or respect, since love was at best a hope for the future? Julia was an unknown quantity, he had no clue as to what she expected—or what she wanted. All he did know was that pleasing her mattered greatly to him.


  In the end he stepped closer to her without releasing her hands, and leaned his head down, not a very long way, for she was unusually tall. Her lips were closed and cool, soft and silky; natural instinct solved his dilemma for him when he shut his eyes and simply put himself on the receiving end of whatever she cared to offer. It was a totally new experience for her, one she desired without knowing what it would bring her, for Caesar and Marcia had kept their girls sheltered, refined, ignorant, yet not unduly inhibited. This girl, the scholarly one, had not developed along the lines of her young sister, but she was not incapable of strong feeling. The difference between Julia and Julilla was one of quality, not capacity.


  So when her hands struggled to be free, he let go of them at once, and would have moved away from her had she not immediately lifted her arms and put them round his neck. The kiss warmed. Julia opened her lips slightly, and Marius employed his empty hands in holding her. Vast and many-folded, the toga prevented too intimate a contact, which suited them both; and the moment came quite naturally when this exquisite form of exploration found a spontaneous ending.


  Marcia, entering noiselessly, could fault neither of them, for though they were embraced, his mouth was against her cheek, and she seemed, eyelids lowered, as satisfied yet unassailed as a cat discreetly stroked in just the right way.


  Neither of them confused, they broke apart and turned to face the mother—who looked, thought Marius, distinctly grim. In her, not as ancient an aristocrat as the Julius Caesars, Marius sensed a certain grievance, and understood that Marcia would have preferred Julia to marry someone of her own class, even if it had meant no money came into the family. However, his happiness at that moment was complete; he could afford to overlook the umbrage of his future mother-in-law, some two years younger than he was himself. For in truth she was right: Julia belonged to someone younger and better than an elderly Italian hayseed with no Greek. Which was not to say that he intended for one moment to change his mind about taking her! Rather, it was up to him to demonstrate to Marcia that Julia was going to the best man of all.


  “I asked about a dowry, Mama,” said Julia at once,’ “and it’s all arranged.”


  Marcia did have the grace to look uncomfortable. “That was my doing,” she said, “not my daughter’s—or my husband’s.”


  “I understand,” he said pleasantly.


  “You have been most generous. We thank you, Gaius Marius.”


  “I disagree, Marcia. It’s you who’ve been most generous. Julia is a pearl beyond price,” said Marius.


  *


  A statement which stuck in his mind, so that when he left the house shortly after and found the tenth hour of daylight still in the lap of the future, he turned at the foot of the Vestal Steps to the right rather than to the left, and skirted the beautiful little round temple of Vesta to walk up the narrow defile between the Regia and the Domus Publicus. Which brought him out onto the Via Sacra at the foot of the little incline called the Clivus Sacer.


  He strode up the Clivus Sacer briskly, anxious to reach the Porticus Margaritaria before the traders all went home. This big, airy shopping arcade built around a central quadrangle contained Rome’s best jewelers. It had got its name from the pearl sellers who had established quarters in it when it had been newly erected; at that time the defeat of Hannibal had seen all the stringent sumptuary laws forbidding women to wear jewelry repealed, and in consequence the women of Rome spent wildly on every kind of gewgaw.


  Marius wanted to buy Julia a pearl, and knew exactly where to go, as did all who lived in Rome: the firm of Fabricius Margarita. The first Marcus Fabricius had been the first of all the pearl vendors, and set up his shop when what pearls there were came from freshwater mussels, bluff and rock and mud oysters, and the sea pen, and were small and mostly dark in color. But Marcus Fabricius made such a specialty of pearls that he followed like a sniffer-hound down the tracks of legends, journeyed to Egypt and Arabia Nabataea in search of ocean pearls—and found them. In the beginning they had been still disappointingly small and irregular in shape, but they did have the true cream-white pearl color, and came from the waters of the Sinus Arabicus, far down near Aethiopia. Then as his name became known, he discovered a source of pearls from the seas around India and the pear-shaped island of Taprobane just below India.


  At which point he gave himself the last name of Margarita and established a monopoly of ocean pearl trade. Now, in the time of the consulship of Marcus Minucius Rufus and Spurius Postumius Albinus, his grandson—another Marcus Fabricius Margarita—was so well stocked that a rich man might be fairly sure if he went to Fabricius Margarita that he would find a suitable pearl in the shop right there and then.


  Fabricius Margarita did indeed have a suitable pearl on hand, but Marius walked home without it, electing to have its perfect marble-sized roundness and moonlit color set upon a heavy gold necklace surrounded by smaller pearls, a process which would consume some days. The novelty of actually wanting to gift a woman with precious things possessed his thoughts, jostling there amid memories of her kiss, her willingness to be his bride. A great philanderer he was not, but he knew enough about women to recognize that Julia did not present the picture of a girl allying herself where she could not give her heart; and the very idea of owning a heart as pure, as young, as blue-blooded as Julia’s filled him with the kind of gratitude that cried out to shower her with precious things. Her willingness he saw as a vindication, an omen for the future; she was his pearl beyond price, so to her must come pearls, the tears of a distant tropical moon that fell into the deepest ocean and, in sinking to its bottom, froze solid. And he would find her an Indian adamas stone harder than any other substance known and as big as a hazelnut, and a wonderful green smaragdus stone with blue flickers in its heart, all the way from northern Scythia... and a carbunculus stone, as bright and glistening as a blister full of new blood …


  *


  Grania was in, of course. When was she ever out? Waiting every day from the ninth hour onward to see if her husband would come home for dinner, postponing the meal a few minutes only at a time, she drove her appallingly expensive cook mad, and all too often ended in sniffling her way through a solitary repast designed to revive the vanished appetite of a glutton emerging from a fasting cure.


  The culinary masterpiece produced by the artiste in the kitchen was always, always wasted, whether Marius dined out or at home; for Grania had outlaid a fortune for a cook qualified to cast the most discriminating Epicure into ecstasies. When Marius did stay home to dinner he was faced with fare like dormice stuffed with foie gras, the tiniest fig-pecker birds daintied beyond imagination, exotic vegetables and pungent arrays of sauces too rich for his tongue and his belly, if not his purse. Like most Military Men, he was happiest with a hunk of bread and a bowl of pease-pottage cooked with bacon, and didn’t care if he missed a meal or two anyway. Food was fuel for the body to him, not fuel for pleasure. That after so many years of marriage Grania had still not worked this out for herself was symptomatic of the vast distance between them.


  What Marius was about to do to Grania did not sit well with him, scant though his affection for her was. Their relationship had always been tinged with guilt on his side, for he was well aware that she had come to their marriage looking forward to a life of connubial bliss, cozy with children and shared dinners, a life centered on Arpinum, but with lots of trips to Puteoli, and perhaps a two-week holiday in Rome during the ludi Romani every September.


  But from first sight of her to first night of her, she had left him so utterly unmoved that he couldn’t even begin to counterfeit liking and desire. It wasn’t that she was ugly, she wasn’t; her round face was pleasant enough, it had even been described to him as beautiful, with its large well-opened eyes and small full mouth. It wasn’t that she was a termagant, she wasn’t; in fact, her behavior was tailored to please him in every way she knew. The trouble was, she couldn’t please him, not if she filled his cup with Spanish fly and took one of the fashionable courses in lascivious dancing.


  Most of his guilt stemmed from his knowledge that she did not have the faintest idea why she couldn’t please him, even after many painful quizzes on the subject; he was never able to give her satisfactory answers, because he honestly didn’t know why himself, and that was the real trouble.


  For the first fifteen years she had made a praiseworthy attempt to keep her figure, which was not at all bad—full of breast, small of waist, swell of hip—and brushed her dark hair dry in the sun after washing it, to give it plenty of lustrous red highlights; and outlined her soft brown eyes with a black line of stibium; and made sure she never stank of sweat or menses.


  If there was a change in him on this evening in early January when the door servant admitted him to his house, it was that he had finally found a woman who did please him, with whom he looked forward to marriage, a shared life. Perhaps in contrasting the two, Grania and Julia, he could find the elusive answer at last? And immediately he saw it. Grania was pedestrian, untutored, wholesome, domestic, the ideal wife for a Latin squire. Julia was aristocratic, scholarly, stately, political, the ideal wife for a Roman consul. In affiancing him to Grania, his family had naturally assumed he would lead the life of a Latin squire, this being the heritage of his blood, and chosen his wife accordingly. But Gaius Marius was an eagle, he flew the Arpinate coop. Adventurous and ambitious, formidably intelligent, a no-nonsense soldier who yet had vast imagination, he had come far and intended to go farther still, especially now he was promised a Julia of the Julius Caesars. She was the kind of wife he wanted! The kind of wife he needed.


  “Grania!” he called, dropping the huge bulk of his toga on the magnificent mosaic floor of the atrium and stepping out of it before the servant scurrying to retrieve it could get there and save its whiteness from contact with the soles of Gaius Marius’s muddy boots.


  “Yes, dear?” She came running from her sitting room with pins and brooches and crumbs littering her wake, far too plump these days, for she had long learned to console her bitter loneliness with too many sweetmeats and syruped figs.


  “In the tablinum, please,” he flung over his shoulder as he strode toward the room.


  Pattering quickly, she entered on his heels.


  “Shut the door,” he said, moving to where his favorite chair stood behind his big desk, seating himself in it, and thus compelling her to sit like a client on the opposite side of a great expanse of polished malachite edged with tooled gold.


  “Yes, dear?” she asked, not fearfully, for he was never intentionally rude to her, nor did he ever ill-treat her in any way other than through the medium of neglect.


  He frowned, turning an ivory abacus over between his hands; hands she had always loved, for they were as graceful as they were strong, square of palm but long of finger, and he used them like an expert, firmly decisive. Head on one side, she stared at him, the stranger to whom she had been married for twenty-five years. A fine-looking man, was her verdict now, no different from a thousand other verdicts. Did she love him still? How could she know? After twenty-five years, what she had come to feel was a complicated fabric with absolutely no pattern to it, so airy in some places the light of her mind shone through it, yet so dense in others that it hung like a curtain between her thoughts and her vague idea of who and what Grania the person was. Rage, pain, bewilderment, resentment, grief, self-pity—oh, so many, many emotions! Some felt so long ago they were almost forgotten, others fresh and new because she was now forty-five years old, her menses were dwindling, her poor unfruitful womb shrinking. If one emotion had come to dominate, it was ordinary, depressing, uninspiring disappointment; these days she even offered to Vediovis, the patron god of disappointments.


  Marius’s lips opened to speak; by nature they were full and sensuous, but he had already disciplined them to the contours of strength before she had met him. Grania leaned a little forward to hang upon what he would say, every fiber of her being strung to twanging point with the effort of concentrating.


  “I am divorcing you,” he said, and handed her the scrap of parchment upon which early this morning he had written the bill of divorcement.


  What he said hardly penetrated; she spread the thick and slightly smelly rectangle of supple skin out on the surface of his desk and studied it presbyopically until its words kindled a response. Then she looked from parchment to husband.


  “I have done nothing to deserve this,” she said dully.


  “I disagree,” he said.


  “What? What have I done?”


  “You have not been a suitable wife.”


  “And it has taken you all of twenty-five years to come to this conclusion?”


  “No. I knew it from the beginning.”


  “Why didn’t you divorce me then?”


  “It didn’t seem important at the time.”


  Oh, one hurt after another, one insult after another! The parchment vibrated in her grasp, she flung it away and clenched her hands into hard little fists.


  “Yes, that’s about the sum of it!” she said, finally alive enough to be angry. “I never have been important to you. Not even important enough to divorce. So why are you doing it now?”


  “I want to marry again,” he said.


  Incredulity drove out rage; her eyes widened. “You?”


  “Yes. I’ve been offered a marriage alliance with a girl of a very old patrician house.”


  “Oh, come, Marius! The great despiser, turned snob?”


  “No, I don’t believe so,” he said dispassionately, concealing his discomfort as successfully as his guilt. “Simply, this marriage means I will be consul after all.”


  The fire of indignation in her died, snuffed out by the cold wind of logic. How could one argue against that? How could one blame? How could one fight anything so inevitable? Though never once had he discussed his political rejection with her, nor complained of how lightly they held him, she knew it just the same. And had wept for him, burned for him, wished there were some way she could rectify the sin of their omission, those Roman noblemen who controlled Roman politics. Yet what could she do, a Grania from Puteoli? Wealthy, respectable, unimpeachable as wives went. But utterly lacking in clout, owning no relatives capable of rectifying the injustices doled out to him; if he was a Latin squire, she was a Campanian merchant’s daughter, lowest of the low in a Roman nobleman’s eyes. Until recently, her family hadn’t held the citizenship.


  “I see,” she said tonelessly.


  And he was merciful enough to leave it at that, not to hint to her of his excitement, the glowing little kernel of love busy germinating in his dormant heart. Let her think it was purely a match of political expediency.


  “I am sorry, Grania,” he said gently.


  “So am I, so am I,” she said, starting to shake again, but this time with the chill prospect of grass widowhood, an even greater and more intolerable loneliness than the kind she was used to. Life without Gaius Marius? Unthinkable.


  “If it’s any consolation, the alliance was offered to me, I didn’t actively seek it.”


  “Who is she?”


  “The elder daughter of Gaius Julius Caesar.”


  “A Julia! That is looking high! You’ll certainly be consul, Gaius Marius.”


  “Yes, I think so too.” He fiddled with his favorite reed pen, the little porphyry bottle of blotting sand with its perforated gold cap, the inkwell made from a chunk of polished amethyst. “You have your dowry, of course, and it’s more than adequate to meet your requirements. I invested it in more profitable enterprises than your father had, and since you’ve never touched it, it’s now very large indeed.” He cleared his throat. “I presume you’ll want to live closer to your own family, but I wonder if—at your age—it’s not advisable to have your own house, especially with your father dead, and your brother the paterfamilias.”


  “You never slept with me often enough to give me a child,” she said, aching to her core in the midst of this icy solitude. “Oh, I wish I had a child!”


  “Well, I’m damned glad you don’t! Our son would be my heir, and the marriage to Julia couldn’t have its significance.” He realized that didn’t sound the proper note, and added, “Be sensible, Grania! Our children would be grown up by now, and living lives of their own. No comfort to you at all.”


  “There’d at least be grandchildren,” she said, the tears starting to gather. “I wouldn’t be so terribly alone!”


  “I have been telling you for years, get yourself a little lapdog!” It wasn’t said unkindly, it was merely sound advice; he thought of better advice still, and added, “What you ought to do is marry again, actually.”


  “Never!” she cried.


  He shrugged. “Have it your own way. Getting back to whereabouts you should live, I’m willing to buy a villa on the sea at Cumae and install you in it. Cumae’s a comfortable distance by litter from Puteoli—close enough to visit your family for a day or two, far enough away to assure you peace.”


  Hope had gone. “Thank you, Gaius Marius.”


  “Oh, don’t thank me!” He got up and came round the desk to help her to her feet with an impersonal hand under her elbow. “You had better tell my steward what’s happening, and think about which slaves you want to take with you. I’ll have one of my agents find a suitable villa at Cumae tomorrow. I’ll keep it in my name, of course, but I’ll deed you a life tenancy—or until you marry. All right, all right! I know you said you wouldn’t, but enterprising suitors will smother you like flies a honey-pot. You’re wealthy.” They had reached the door of her sitting room, and there he stopped, taking his hand away. “I’d appreciate it if you’d be out of here the day after tomorrow. In the morning, preferably. I imagine Julia will want to make changes to the house before she moves in, and we’re to marry in eight weeks, which doesn’t give me long to make whatever changes she wants. So—the morning of the day after tomorrow. I can’t bring her here to inspect the place until you’ve gone, it wouldn’t be proper.”


  She started to ask him—something, anything—but he was already walking away.


  “Don’t wait dinner for me,” he called as he crossed the vast expanse of the atrium. “I’m going to see Publius Rutilius, and I doubt I’ll be back before you’re in bed.”


  Well, that was that. It wouldn’t break her heart to lose her occupancy of this huge barn of a house; she had always hated it, and hated the urban chaos of Rome. Why he had chosen to live on the damp and gloomy northern slope of the Arx of the Capitol had always puzzled her, though she knew the site’s extreme exclusivity had operated powerfully upon him. But there were so few houses in the vicinity that visiting friends meant long walks up many steps, and it was a residential political backwater; the neighbors, such as they were, were all terrific merchant princes with little interest in politics.


  She nodded at the servant standing by the wall outside her sitting room. “Please fetch the steward at once,” she said.


  The steward came, a majestic Greek from Corinth who had managed to get himself an education and then sold himself into slavery in order to make his fortune and eventually acquire the Roman citizenship.


  “Strophantes, the master is divorcing me,” she said without shame, for there was no shame attached. “I must be gone from here by the day after tomorrow, in the morning. Please see to my packing.”


  He bowed, hiding his amazement; this was one marriage he had never expected to see terminate sooner than death, for it had a mummified torpor about it rather than the kind of bitter warfare which usually led to divorce.


  “Do you intend to take any of the staff, domina?” he asked, sure of his own continuance in this house, for he belonged to Gaius Marius, not to Grania.


  “The cook, certainly. All the kitchen servants, otherwise he’ll be unhappy, won’t he? My serving girls, my seamstress, my hairdresser, my bath slaves, and both the page boys,” she said, unable to think of anyone else she depended upon and liked.


  “Certainly, domina.” And he went away at once, dying to impart this fabulous piece of gossip to the rest of the staff, and especially looking forward to breaking the news of his move to the cook; that conceited master of the pots wouldn’t welcome the exchange of Rome for Puteoli!


  Grania wandered into her spacious sitting room and looked around at its comfortable air of dishevelment, at her paints and workbox, at the nail-studded trunk in which reposed her baby trousseau, hopefully gathered, heartbreakingly unused.


  Since no Roman wife chose or bought the furniture, Gaius Marius would not be handing any of it over; her eyes brightened a little, the tears trickled inward instead of down her cheeks, and were not replaced. Really, she had only tomorrow before leaving Rome, and Cumae was not one of the world’s greatest emporiums. Tomorrow she would go shopping for furniture to fill her new villa! How nice to be able to pick what she wanted! Tomorrow would be busy after all, no time for thinking, no empty hours to grieve. Much of the sting and shock began at once to evaporate; she could get through the coming night, now that she had a shopping spree to look forward to.


  ‘‘ Berenice!’’ she called, and then, when the girl appeared, “I’ll dine now, tell the kitchen.”


  She found paper on which to compose her shopping list amid the clutter on her worktable, and left it where it sat ready for her to use as soon as she finished eating. And something else he had said to her—yes, that was it, the little lapdog. Tomorrow she would buy a little lapdog, first item on the list.


  The euphoria lasted until Grania’s solitary dinner was almost done, at which point she emerged from shock and promptly plunged into grief. Up went both hands to her hair, wrenching and pulling frenziedly; her mouth opened in a keening wail, the tears poured out in rivers. Every servant scattered, leaving her abandoned in the dining room to howl into the gold-and-purple tapestry covering her couch.


  “Just listen to her!” said the cook bitterly, pausing in his packing-up of special pans, pots, tools; the sound of his mistress’s agony came clearly into his domain at the far end of the peristyle-garden. “What’s she got to cry about? I’m the one going into exile—she’s been there for years, the fat silly old sow!”


  6


  The lot which gave the province of Roman Africa to Spurius Postumius Albinus was drawn on New Year’s Day; not twenty-four hours later, he nailed his colors to the mast, and they were the colors of Prince Massiva of Numidia.


  Spurius Albinus had a brother, Aulus, ten years younger than himself, newly admitted to the Senate, and eager to make a name. So while Spurius Albinus lobbied strenuously yet behind the scenes for his new client Prince Massiva, it fell to Aulus Albinus to escort Prince Massiva through all the most important public places of the city, introducing him to every Roman of note, and whispering to Massiva’s agents what sort of gift would be appropriate to send to every Roman of note Massiva met. Like most members of the Numidian royal house, Massiva was a well-set-up and good-looking Semite with a brain between his ears, capableof exerting charm, and lavish in the distribution of largesse. His chief advantage lay not in the undeniable legitimacy of his claim, but rather in the Roman delight of a divided camp; there was no thrill in a united Senate, no spice in a series of unanimous votes, no reputations to be made in amicable co-operation.


  At the end of the first week of the New Year, Aulus Albinus formally presented the case of Prince Massiva to the House, and, on his behalf, claimed the throne of Numidia for the legitimate branch. It was Aulus Albinus’ s maiden speech, and a good one. Every Caecilius Metellus sat up and listened, then applauded at the end of it, and Marcus Aemilius Scaurus was delighted to speak in support of Massiva’s petition. This, he said, was the answer to the vexed question as to what to do about Numidia—get it back on the right path with a lawful king at the reins, not a desperate pretender whose bloodline was not good enough to unite the whole country behind him, and who had established his tenure of the throne by murder and bribery. Before Spurius Albinus dismissed the meeting, the Senate was making noises indicating it was very ready to vote in favor of dismissing the present King, and replacing him with Massiva.


  “We’re up to our necks in boiling water,” said Bomilcar to Jugurtha. “All of a sudden I’m not being invited to dine anywhere, and our agents can’t find any ears prepared to listen.”


  “When is the Senate going to vote?” asked the King, his voice calm and steady.


  “The fourteenth day before the Kalends of February is the next meeting scheduled for the House—that is seven days from tomorrow, sire.”


  The King straightened his shoulders. “It will go against me, won’t it?”


  “Yes, sire,” said Bomilcar.


  “In that case, it is pointless my trying to continue to do things the Roman way.” Jugurtha was visibly growing in size, an awful majesty swelling him now that had been kept hidden since he came with Lucius Cassius to Italy. “From now on, I will do things my way—the Numidian way.”


  The rain had cleared, a cold sun shone; Jugurtha’s bones longed for the warmer winds of Numidia, his body longed for the friendly and unavaricious comfort of his harem, his mind longed for the ruthless logic of Numidian plain dealing. Time to go home! Time to start recruiting and training an army, for the Romans were never going to let go.


  He paced up and down the colonnade flanking the gigantic peristyle-garden, then beckoned to Bomilcar and strode with him to the center of the open air, by the loudly splashing fountain.


  “Not even a bird can hear us,” he said then.


  Bomilcar stiffened, prepared himself.


  “Massiva must go,” said the King.


  “Here? In Rome?”


  “Yes, and within the next seven days. If Massiva is not dead before the Senate takes its vote, our task will be that much harder. With Massiva dead, there can be no vote. It will buy us time.”


  “I’ll kill him myself,” said Bomilcar.


  But Jugurtha shook his head violently. “No! No! The assassin must be a Roman,” he said. “Your job is to find the Roman assassin who will kill Massiva for us.”


  Bomilcar stared, aghast. “My lord king, we’re in a foreign country! We don’ t know where or how, let alone who!”


  “Ask one of our agents. Surely there’s one we can trust,” said Jugurtha.


  That was more concrete; Bomilcar worked at it for some moments, nipping at the short hairs of his beard beneath his bottom lip with strong teeth. “Agelastus,” he said at last. “Marcus Servilius Agelastus, the man who never smiles. His father is Roman, he was born and bred here. But his heart is with his Numidian mother, of that I’m sure.”


  “I leave it to you. Do it,” said the King, and walked away down the path.


  *


  Agelastus looked stunned. “Here? In Rome?”


  “Not only here, but within the next seven days,” said Bomilcar. “Once the Senate votes for Massiva—as it will!—we’ll have a civil war on our hands in Numidia. Jugurtha won’t let go, you know that. Even if he were willing to let go, the Gaetuli wouldn’t let him.”


  “But I haven’t the faintest idea how to find an assassin!”


  “Then do the job yourself.”


  “I couldn’t!” wailed Agelastus.


  “It has to be done! Surely in a city this size there are plenty of people willing to do murder for a good sum of money,” Bomilcar persisted.


  “Of course there are! Half the proletariat, if the truth is known. But I don’t mix in those circles, I don’t know any of the proletarii! After all, I can’t just approach the first seedy-looking fellow I see, clink a bag of gold at him, and ask him to kill a prince of Numidia!” moaned Agelastus.


  “Why not?” asked Bomilcar.


  “He might report me to the urban praetor, that’s why!”


  “Show him the gold first, and I guarantee he won’t. In this city, everyone has his price.”


  “Maybe that is indeed so, Baron,” said Agelastus, “but I for one am not prepared to put your theory to the test.”


  And from that stand he would not be budged.


  *


  Everyone said the Subura was Rome’s sink, so to the Subura Bomilcar went, clad inconspicuously, and without a single slave to escort him. Like every visitor of note to Rome, he had been warned never to venture into the valley northeast of the Forum Romanum, and now he understood why. Not that the alleys of the Subura were any narrower than those of the Palatine, nor were the buildings as oppressively high as those on the Viminal and upper Esquiline.


  No, what distinguished the Subura at first experience was people, more people than Bomilcar had ever seen. They leaned out of a thousand thousand windows screeching at each other, they elbowed their way through presses of bodies so great all movement was slowed to a snail’s pace, they behaved in every rude and aggressive manner known to the race of men, spat and pissed and emptied their slops anywhere they fancied they saw a space open up, were ready to pick a fight with anyone who so much as looked at them sideways.


  The second impression was of an all-prevailing squalor, an appalling stench. As he made his way from the civilized Argiletum to the Fauces Suburae, as the initial stretch of the main thoroughfare was known, Bomilcar was incapable of taking in anything beyond smell and dirt. Peeling and dilapidated, the very walls of the buildings oozed filth in runnels, as if the bricks and timber of which they were made had been mortared with filth. Why, he found himself wondering, hadn’t they just let the whole district burn down last year, instead of fighting so hard to save it? Nothing and no one in the Subura was worth saving! Then as he penetrated deeper—careful as he walked not to turn off the Subura Major, as the main street was now called, into any of the gaps between the buildings on either side, for he knew if he did, he might never find his way out again—disgust was replaced by amazement. For he began to see the vitality and hardiness of the inhabitants, and experience a cheerfulness beyond his comprehension.


  The language he heard was a bizarre mixture of Latin and Greek and a little Aramaic, an argot which probably couldn’t be understood by anyone who didn’t live in the Subura, for certainly in his extensive wanderings around the rest of Rome, he had never heard its like.


  There were shops everywhere, foetid little snack bars all apparently doing a thriving trade—there was obviously money around somewhere—interspersed with bakeries, charcuteries, wine bars, and curious tiny shoplets which seemed (from what he could ascertain by peering into the gloom within) to sell every kind of thing from pieces of twine to cooking pots to lamps and tallow candles. However, clearly food was the best business to be in; at least two thirds of the shops were devoted to some aspect of the food trade. There were factories too: he could hear the thump of presses or the whir of grinding wheels or the clatter of looms, but these noises came from narrow doorways or from side alleys, and were hopelessly fused with what appeared to be tenement dwellings many storeys high. How did anyone ever survive here?


  Even the little squares at the major crossroads were solid people; the way they managed to do their washing in the fountain basins and carry pitchers of water home astounded him. Cirta—of which city he as a Numidian was inordinately proud—he at last admitted was no more than a big village compared to Rome. Even Alexandria, he suspected, might have its work cut out to produce an ants’ nest like the Subura.


  However, there were places in which men gathered to sit and drink and pass the time of day. These seemed to be confined to major crossroads, but even of that he couldn’t be sure, unwilling as he was to leave the main street. Everything kept happening very suddenly, in snatches of scenes that opened up before him and closed in a fresh throng of people, from a man beating a laden ass to a woman beating a laden child. But the dim interiors of the crossroads taverns—he didn’t know what else to call them—were oases of relative peace. A big man in the pink of health, Bomilcar finally decided he would find out nothing more illuminating until he ventured inside one. After all, he had come to the Subura to find a Roman assassin, which meant he must find a venue where he could strike up a conversation with some of the local populace.


  He left the Subura Major to walk up the Vicus Patricii, a main street leading onto the Viminal Hill, and found a crossroads tavern at the base of a triangular open space where the Subura Minor merged into the Vicus Patricii; the size of the shrine and the fountain told him this was a very important compitum, intersection. As he dipped his head to pass under the low lintel of the door, every face inside— and there must have been fifty of them—lifted and turned toward him, suddenly stony. The buzz of talk died.


  “I beg your pardon,” Bomilcar said, bearing unafraid, eyes busy trying to find the face belonging to the leader. Ah! There in the far left back corner! For as the initial shock of seeing a completely foreign-looking stranger enter wore off, the rest were turning to look at this one face—the face of the leader. A Roman rather than a Greek face, the property of a man of small size and perhaps thirty-five years. Bomilcar swung to look directly at him and addressed the rest of his remarks to him, wishing his Latin were fluent enough to speak in the native tongue, but forced to use Greek instead.


  “I beg your pardon,” he said again, “I seem to be guilty of trespass. I was looking for a tavern where I might be seated to drink a cup of wine. It’s thirsty work, walking.”


  ”This, friend, is a private club,” said the leader in atrocious but understandable Greek.


  “Are there no public taverns?” Bomilcar asked.


  “Not in the Subura, friend. You’re out of your ken. Go back to the Via Nova.”


  “Yes, I know the Via Nova, but I’m a stranger in Rome, and I always think one cannot get the real flavor of a city unless one goes into its most crowded quarter,” said Bomilcar, steering a middle course between touristy fatuousness and foreign ignorance.


  The leader was eyeing him up and down, shrewdly calculating. “Thirsty as all that, are you, friend?” he asked.


  Gratefully Bomilcar seized upon the gambit. “Thirsty enough to buy everyone here a drink,” he said.


  The leader pushed the man sitting next to him off his stool, and patted it. “Well, if my honorable colleagues agree, we could make you an honorary member. Take the weight off your feet, friend.” His head turned casually. “All in favor of making this gent an honorary member, say aye?’’


  “Aye!” came the chorus.


  Bomilcar looked in vain for counter or vendor, drew a secret breath, and put his purse on the table so that one or two silver denarii spilled out of its mouth; either they would murder him for its contents, or he was indeed an honorary member. “May I?” he asked the leader.


  “Bromidus, get the gent and the members a nice big flagon,” said the leader to the minion he had unseated to make room for Bomilcar. “Wine bar we use is right next door,” he explained.


  The purse spilled a few more denarii. “Is that enough?”


  “To buy one round, friend, it’s plenty.”


  Out chinked more coins. “How about several rounds?”


  A collective sigh went up; everyone visibly relaxed. The minion Bromidus picked up the coins and disappeared out the door followed by three eager helpers, while Bomilcar held out his right hand to the leader.


  “My name is Juba,” he said.


  “Lucius Decumius,” said the leader, shaking hands vigorously. “Juba! What sort of name is that?”


  “It’s Moorish. I’m from Mauretania.”


  “Maura–what? Where’s it?”


  “In Africa.”


  “Africa?” Clearly Bomilcar could as easily have said the Land of the Hyperboreans; it would have meant as much— or as little—to Lucius Decumius.


  “A long way from Rome,” the honorary member explained. “A place far to the west of Carthage.”


  “Oh, Carthage* Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” Lucius Decumius turned to stare into this interesting visitor’s face intently. “I didn’t think Scipio Aemilianus left any of you lot alive,” he said.


  “He didn’t. Mauretania isn’t Carthage, it’s far to the west of Carthage. Both of them are in Africa, is all,” said Bomilcar patiently. “What used to be Carthage is now the Roman African province. Where this year’s consul is going—you know, Spurius Postumius Albinus.”


  Lucius Decumius shrugged. “Consuls? They come and they go, friend, they come and they go. Makes no difference to the Subura, they don’t live hereabouts, you comprehend. But just so long as you admit Rome’s the top dog in the world, friend, you’re welcome in the Subura. So are the consuls.”


  “Believe me, I know Rome is the top dog in the world,” said Bomilcar with feeling. “My master—King Bocchus of Mauretania—has sent me to Rome to ask the Senate to make him a Friend and Ally of the Roman People.”


  “Well, what do you know?” Lucius Decumius remarked idly.


  Bromidus came back staggering under the weight of a huge flagon, followed by three others similarly burdened, and proceeded to dispense liquid refreshments to all; he started with Decumius, who gave him a wallop on his thigh that hurt.


  “Here, idiot, got no manners?” he demanded. “Serve the gent who paid for it first, or I’ll have your guts.”


  Bomilcar got a brimming beaker within seconds, and lifted it in a toast. “Here’s to the best place and the best friends I’ve found so-far in Rome,” he said, and drank the awful vintage with feigned relish. Ye gods, they must have steel intestines!


  Bowls of food also appeared, pickled vinegary gherkins and onions and walnuts, sticks of celery and slivers of carrots, a stinking mess of tiny salted fish that disappeared in a trice. None of it could Bomilcar eat.


  “Here’s to you, Juba, old friend!” said Decumius.


  “Juba!” the rest chorused, in high good humor.


  Within half an hour Bomilcar knew more about the workingman’s Rome than he had ever dreamed of knowing, and found it fascinating; that he knew far less about the workingman’s Numidia did not occur to him. All the members of the club worked, he discovered, learning that on each successive day a different group of men would use the club’s facilities; most of them seemed to get every eighth day off work. About a quarter of the men in the room wore the little conical beanies on the backs of their heads that denoted they were freedmen, freed slaves; to his surprise, Bomilcar ascertained that some of the others were actually still slaves, yet nonetheless appeared to stand in the same stead as the rest of the members, worked in the same sorts of jobs for the same pay and the same hours and the same days off— which seemed very strange to him, but obviously was normal in the eyes of everyone else. And Bomilcar began to understand the real difference between a slave and a freeman: a freeman could come and go and choose his place and kind of work as he wanted, whereas a slave belonged to his employer, was his employer’s property, so could not dictate his own life. Quite different from slavery in Numidia. But then, he reflected fairly, for he was a fair man, every nation has its different rules and regulations about slaves, no two the same.


  Unlike the ordinary members, Lucius Decumius was a permanent fixture.


  “I’m the club custodian,” he said, sober as when he had sipped his first mouthful.


  “What sort of club is it exactly?” Bomilcar asked, trying to eke out his drink as long as he could.


  “I don’t suppose you would know,” said Lucius Decumius. “This, friend, is a crossroads club. A proper sodality, a sort of a college, really. Registered with the aediles and the urban praetor, blessed by the Pontifex Maximus. Crossroads clubs go back to the kings, before there was a republic. There’s a lot of power in places where big roads cross. The proper compita, I’m talking about, not your little piddlyarse crossings of lanes and alleys. Yes, there’s a lot of power in the crossroads. I mean—imagine you were agod and you looked down on Rome—you’d be a bit muddled if you wanted to chuck a thunderbolt or a dollop of plague, wouldn’t you? If you go up onto the Capitol you’ll get a good idea of what I mean—a heap of red roofs as close together as the tiles in a mosaic. But if you look hard, you can always see the gaps where the big roads cross, the compita like we’ve got outside these here premises. So if you were a god, that’s where you’d chuck your thunderbolt or your dollop of plague, right? Only us Romans are clever, friend. Real clever. The kings worked out that we’d have to protect ourselves at the crossroads. So the crossroads were put under the protection of the Lares, shrines were built to the Lares at every crossroads even before there were fountains. Didn’t you notice the shrine against the wall of the club outside? The little tower thingy?”


  “I did,” said Bomilcar, growing confused. “Who exactly are the Lares? More than one god?’’


  “Oh, there’s Lares everywhere—hundreds—thousands,” said Decumius vaguely. “Rome’s full of Lares. So’s Italy, they say, though I’ve never been to Italy. I don’t know any soldiers, so I can’t say if the Lares go overseas with the legions too. But they’re certainly here, everywhere they’re needed. And it’s up to us—the crossroads clubs— to take good care of our Lares. We keep the shrine in order and the offerings coming, we keep the fountain clean, we move broken-down wagons, dead bodies—mostly animals—and we shift the rubble when a building falls down. And around the New Year we have this big party, the Compitalia it’s called. It only happened a couple of days ago, that’s why we’re so short on money for wine. We spend our funds and it takes time to save more.”


  “I see,” said Bomilcar, who honestly didn’t; the old Roman gods were an insoluble mystery to him. “Do you have to fund the party entirely among yourselves?”


  “Yes and no,” said Lucius Decumius, scratching his armpit. ‘ ‘We get some money from the urban praetor toward it, enough for a few pigs to roast—depends on who’s urban praetor. Some are real generous. Other years they’re so stingy their shit don’t stink.”


  The conversation veered to curious questions about life in Carthage; it was impossible to get it through their heads that any other place in Africa existed, for their grasp of history and geography seemed to consist of what they gleaned from their visits to the Forum Romanum, not so far from their clubhouse in distance, but a remote place nonetheless. When they did visit the Forum Romanum, it was apparently because political unrest lent it interest and imparted a circusy flavor to Rome’s governing center. Their view of Rome’s political life was therefore somewhat skewed; its high point seemed to have been during the troubles culminating in the death of Gaius Sempronius Gracchus.


  Finally the moment arrived. The members had all grown so used to his presence they didn’t notice him, and they were besides fuddled from too much wine. Whereas Lucius Decumius was still sober, his alert inquisitive eyes never leaving Bomilcar’s face. Not mere chance that this Juba fellow was here among his inferiors; he was after something.


  “Lucius Decumius,” said Bomilcar, leaning his head so close to the Roman that only the Roman could hear, “I have a problem, and I’m hoping you’ll be able to tell me how to go about solving it.”


  “Yes, friend?”


  “My master, King Bocchus, is very rich.”


  “I’d expect he’s rich, him being a king.”


  “What worries King Bocchus is his prospect of remaining a king,” said Bomilcar slowly. “He’s got a problem.”


  “Same problem as yours, friend?”


  “Exactly the same.”


  “How can I help?” Decumius plucked an onion out of the bowl of assorted pickles on the table and chewed at it reflectively.


  “In Africa the answer would be simple. The King would simply give an order, and the man who constitutes our problem would be executed.’’ Bomilcar stopped, wondering how long it would be before Decumius caught on.


  “Aha! So the problem’s got a name, has he?”


  “That’s right. Massiva.”


  “Sounds a bit more Latin than Juba,” Decumius said.


  “Massiva is a Numidian, not a Mauretanian.” The lees of his wine seemed to fascinate Bomilcar, who stirred them into swirls with his finger. “The difficulty is, Massiva is living here in Rome. And making trouble for us.”


  “I can see where Rome makes it difficult,” said Decumius, in a tone which lent his remark several different meanings.


  Bomilcar looked at the little man, startled; here was a brain of subtlety as well as acuity. He took a deep breath. “My share of the problem is made more perilous because I’m a stranger in Rome,” he said. “You see, I have to find a Roman who is willing to kill Prince Massiva. Here. In Rome.”


  Lucius Decumius didn’t so much as blink. “Well, that’s not hard,” he said.


  “It’s not?”


  “Money’ll buy you anything in Rome, friend.”


  “Then can you tell me where to go?” asked Bomilcar.


  “Seek no further, friend, seek no further,” said Decumius, swallowing the last of his onion. “I’d cut the throats of half the Senate for the chance to eat oysters instead of onions. How much does the job pay, like?”


  “How many denarii are in this purse?” Bomilcar emptied it upon the table.


  “Not enough to kill for.”


  “What about the same amount in gold?”


  Decumius slapped his thigh hard. “Now you’re talking! You have got yourself a deal, friend.”


  Bomilcar’s head was spinning, but not from the wine, which he had been surreptitiously pouring on the floor for the last hour. “Half tomorrow, and half after the job is done,” he said, pushing the coins back into the maw of the purse.


  A stained hand with filthy nails arrested him. “Leave this here as evidence of good faith, friend. And come back tomorrow. Only wait outside by the shrine. We’ll go to my flat to talk.”


  Bomilcar got up. “I’ll be here, Lucius Decumius.” As they walked to the door he stopped to look down into the club custodian’s ill-shaven face. “Have you ever killed anyone?” he asked.


  Up went Decumius’s right forefinger against the right side of his nose. “A nod is as good as a wink to a blind barber, friend,” he said. “In the Subura a man don’t boast.”


  Satisfied, Bomilcar smiled at Decumius and walked off into the congestion of the Subura Minor.


  *


  Marcus Livius Drusus, who had been consul two years before, celebrated his triumph halfway through the second week of January. Assigned the province of Macedonia for his governorship in the year he was consul and lucky enough to have his command prorogued, he pursued a highly successful border war against the Scordisci, a tribe of clever and well-organized Celts who perpetually harassed Roman Macedonia. But in Marcus Livius Drusus they encountered a man of exceptional ability, and went down heavily. The result had been more beneficial than usual for Rome; Drusus was lucky enough to capture one of the largest Scordisci strongholds and find secreted within it a considerable part of the Scordisci wealth. Most governors of Macedonia celebrated triumphs at the ends of their terms, but everyone agreed Marcus Livius Drusus deserved the honor more than most.


  Prince Massiva was the guest of the consul Spurius Postumius Albinus at the festivities, and so was given a superb seat inside the Circus Maximus, from which vantage point he watched the long triumphal parade pass through the Circus, marveling as he discovered at first hand what he had always been told, that the Romans had real showmanship, knew better than any other people the art of staging a spectacle. His Greek of course was excellent, so he had understood his pretriumphal briefing, and was up from his seat ready to go before the last of Drusus’s legions were out the Capena end of the vast arena. The whole consular party exited through a private door into the Forum Boarium, hurried up the Steps of Cacus onto the Palatine, and redoubled its pace. Steering the straightest course possible, twelve lictors led the way through almost deserted alleys, the hobnailed soles of their winter boots grinding against the cobblestones.


  Ten minutes after leaving their seats in the Circus Maximus, Spurius Albinus’s party clattered down the Vestal Steps into the Forum Romanum, heading for the temple of Castor and Pollux. Here, on the platform at the top of the steps of this imposing edifice, both consuls were to seat themselves and their guests to watch the parade come down the Via Sacra from the Velia toward the Capitol; in order to avoid insulting the triumphator, they had to be in position when the parade appeared.


  “All the other magistrates and members of the Senate march at the head of the parade,” Spurius Albinus had explained to Prince Massiva, “and the year’s consuls are always formally invited to march, just as they’re invited to the feast the triumphator gives afterward for the Senate inside the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. But it isn’t good form for the consuls to accept either invitation. This is the triumphator’s great day, and he must be the most distinguished person in the celebrations, have the most lictors. So the consuls always watch from a position of importance, and the triumphator acknowledges them as he passes—yet they do not overshadow him.”


  The prince had indicated that he understood, though his extreme foreignness and his lack of exposure to the Romans limited his understanding of the overall picture he was having explained to him. Unlike Jugurtha, he had clung to non-Roman Africa all his life.


  Once the consular party arrived at the junction of the Vestal Steps with the Via Nova, its onward progress was hindered by massive crowds. Rome had come out in its hundreds of thousands to see Drusus triumph, that astonishing grapevine which penetrated even into the meanest streets of the Subura having assured everyone that Drusus’s triumph was going to be among the most splendid.


  When on duty carrying the fasces within Rome, the lictors wore plain white togas; today their garb rendered them more anonymous than usual, for Rome going to a triumph whitened itself, every last citizen clad in his toga alba instead of just a tunic. In consequence the lictors had trouble forcing a passage for the consular party, which slowed down as the crowds pressed in. By the time it arrived alongside the temple of Castor and Pollux it had virtually disintegrated as a unit, and Prince Massiva, attended by a private bodyguard, lagged behind so badly that he lost all contact with the rest.


  His sense of exclusivity and his un-Roman royalness stirred him to outrage at the familiar, disrespectful attitude of the hundreds thronging all around him; his bodyguards were elbowed aside, and he himself for a short moment lost sight of them.


  It was the short moment Lucius Decumius had been waiting for; he struck with unerring accuracy, swift and sure and sudden. Crushed against Prince Massiva by a spontaneous surge of the crowd, he slid his specially sharpened dagger under the left side of the royal rib cage, turned it immediately upward with a brutal twist, let the haft go once he knew the blade was all the way in, and had slipped between a dozen bodies long before the first blood began to flow, or Prince Massiva knew enough to cry out. Indeed, Prince Massiva did not cry out; he simply fell where he was, and by the time his bodyguard had collected itself enough to shove people aside until they could surround their slain lord, Lucius Decumius was halfway across the lower Forum heading for the haven of the Argiletum, merely one droplet in a sea of white togas.


  A full ten minutes passed before anyone thought to get the news to Spurius Albinus and his brother, Aulus, already installed upon the podium of the temple and unworried by Prince Massiva’s nonappearance. Lictors rushed to cordon off the area, the crowd was pushed elsewhere, and Spurius and Aulus Albinus stood looking down at a dead man and ruined plans.


  “It will have to wait,” said Spurius at last. “We cannot offend Marcus Livius Drusus by disturbing his triumph.” He turned to the leader of the bodyguard, which in Prince Massiva’s case was composed of hired Roman gladiators, and spoke to the man in Greek. “Carry Prince Massiva to his house, and wait there until I can come,” he said.


  The man nodded. A rude stretcher was made from the toga given up by Aulus Albinus, the body rolled onto it and borne away by six gladiators.


  Aulus took the disaster less phlegmatically than his older brother; to him had fallen the bulk of Massiva’s generosity so far, Spurius feeling he could afford to wait for his share until his African campaign saw Massiva installed upon the throne of Numidia. Besides which, Aulus was as impatient as he was ambitious, and anxious to outstrip Spurius age for age.


  “Jugurtha!” he said through his teeth. “Jugurtha did it!”


  “You’ll never get proof,” said Spurius, sighing. They climbed the steps of the temple of Castor and Pollux and resumed their seats just as the magistrates and senators appeared from behind the imposing bulk of the Domus Publicus, the State-owned house in which lived the Vestal Virgins and the Pontifex Maximus. It was a short glimpse only, but within half a moment they hove clearly into view, and the great procession rolled downhill to where the Via Sacra ended alongside the sunken well of the Comitia. Spurius and Aulus Albinus sat looking as if they had nothing on their minds beyond enjoyment of the spectacle and respect for Marcus Livius Drusus.


  *


  Bomilcar and Lucius Decumius met with noisy inconspicuousness, standing side by side at the counter of a busy snack bar on the upper corner of the Great Market until each was served a pasty filled with a savory loaf of garlicky sausage, and then moving very naturally aside to stand biting delicately into their goodies, which were very hot.


  “Nice day for it, friend,” said Lucius Decumius.


  Wrapped in a hooded cloak which concealed his person, Bomilcar let out his breath. “I trust it remains a nice day,” he said.


  “This is one day, friend, that I can guarantee is going to end up perfect,” said Lucius Decumius complacently.


  Bomilcar fumbled beneath his cloak, found the purse holding the second half of Decumius’s gold. “You’re sure?’’


  “Sure as a man whose shoe stinks knows he’s stepped in a turd,” said Decumius.


  The bag of gold changed hands invisibly. Bomilcar turned to go, heart light.


  “I thank you, Lucius Decumius,” he said.


  “No, friend, the pleasure’s all mine!” And Lucius Decumius stayed right where he was, biting with relish into his pasty until it was gone. “Oysters instead of onions,” he said out loud, starting up the Fauces Suburae with a happy spring in his step and the bag of gold safely next to his skin.


  Bomilcar left the city through the Fontinalis Gate, hurrying faster as the crowds diminished, down onto the Campus Martius. He got inside the front door of Jugurtha’s villa without encountering a person he knew, and flung off his cloak gladly. The King had been very kind this day and given every slave in the house time off to see Drusus triumph, and a present of a silver denarius each as well. So there were no alien eyes to witness Bomilcar’s return, only the fanatically loyal bodyguards and Numidian servants.


  Jugurtha was in his usual place, sitting on the loggia one floor up, above the entrance from the street.


  “It’s done,” said Bomilcar.


  The King gripped his brother’s arm strongly. “Oh, good man!” he said, smiling.


  “I’m glad it went so well,” said Bomilcar.


  “He’s definitely dead?”


  “My assassin assures me he is—sure as a man whose shoe stinks knows he stepped in a turd.” Bomilcar’s shoulders heaved with laughter. “A picturesque fellow, my Roman ruffian. But extraordinarily efficient, and quite nerveless.”


  Jugurtha relaxed. “The moment we hear for certain that my dear cousin Massiva is dead, we’d better call a conference with all our agents. We have to press for the Senate’s recognition of my tenure of the throne, and for our return home.” He grimaced. “I mustn’t ever forget that I still have that pathetic professional invalid half brother of mine to contend with, sweet and beloved Gauda.”


  *


  But there was one who did not appear when the summons came for Jugurtha’s agents to assemble at his villa. The moment he learned of the assassination of Prince Massiva, Marcus Servilius Agelastus sought an audience with the consul Spurius Albinus. The consul pleaded through a secretary that he was too busy, but Agelastus stuck to his intention until in desperation the overworked secretary shunted him into the presence of the consul’s younger brother, Aulus, who was galvanized when he heard what Agelastus had to say. Spurius Albinus was called, listened impassively as Agelastus repeated his story, then thanked him, took his address and a deposition to be certain, and dismissed him courteously enough to make most men smile; but not Agelastus.


  “We’ll take action through the praetor urbanus, as legally as we can under the circumstances,” said Spurius as soon as he was alone with his young brother. “It’s too important a matter to let Agelastus lay the charge—I’ll do that myself—but he’s vital to our case because he’s the only Roman citizen among the lot if you exclude the mysterious assassin. It will be up to the praetor urbanus to decide exactly how Bomilcar will be prosecuted. Undoubtedly he’ll consult the full Senate, seeking a directive to cover his arse. But if I see him personally and give it as my legal opinion that the fact of the crime’s being committed inside Rome on a day of triumph by a Roman citizen assassin outweighs Bomilcar’s noncitizen status—why, I think I can allay his fears. Especially if I reinforce the fact that Prince Massiva was the consul’s client, and under his protection. It’s vital that Bomilcar be tried and convicted in Rome by a Roman court. The sheer audacity of the crime will force Jugurtha’s faction in the Senate to keep quiet. You, Aulus, can ready yourself to do the actual prosecuting in whichever court is decided upon. I’ll make sure the praetor peregrinus is consulted, as he’s normally the man concerned with lawsuits involving noncitizens. He may want to defend Bomilcar, just to keep things legal. But one way or another, Aulus, we are going to finish Jugurtha’s chances to win Senate approval for his cause—and then see if we can’t find another claimant to the throne.”


  “Like Prince Gauda?”


  “Like Prince Gauda, poor material though he is. After all, he’s Jugurtha’s legitimate half brother. We’ll just make sure Gauda never comes to Rome to plead in person.” Spurius smiled at Aulus. “We are going to make our fortunes in Numidia this year, I swear it!”


  But Jugurtha had abandoned any idea of fighting according to Rome’s rules. When the urban praetor and his lictors arrived at the villa on the Pincian Hill to arrest Bomilcar on a charge of conspiracy to murder, for a moment the King was tempted to refuse outright to hand Bomilcar over, and see what happened after that. In the end he temporized by stating that, as neither the victim nor the accused was a Roman citizen, he failed to see what business it was of Rome’s. The urban praetor responded by stating that the Senate had decided the accused must answer charges in a Roman court because there was evidence to indicate that the actual assassin procured was certainly a Roman citizen. One Marcus Servilius Agelastus, a Roman knight, had furnished much proof of this, and had sworn on oath that he himself had first been approached to do the murder.


  “In which case,” said Jugurtha, still fighting, “the only magistrate who can arrest my baron is the foreign praetor. My baron is not a Roman citizen, and my place of abode— which is also his—is outside the jurisdiction of the urban praetor!”


  “You have been misinformed, sire,” said the urban praetor smoothly. “The praetor peregrinus will be concerned, of course. But the imperium of the praetor urbanus extends as far as the fifth milestone from Rome, therefore your villa is within my jurisdiction, not the foreign praetor’s. Now please produce Baron Bomilcar.”


  Baron Bomilcar was produced, and hied off at once to the cells of the Lautumiae, where he was to be held pending trial in a specially convened court. When Jugurtha sent his agents to demand that Bomilcar be released on bail—or at least that he be confined in the house of a citizen of good standing rather than in the tumbledown chaos of the Lautumiae—the request was refused. Bomilcar must remain resident inside Rome’s only jail.


  The Lautumiae had started existence several hundred years earlier as a quarry in the side of the Arx of the Capitol, and now was a haphazard collection of unmortared stone blocks which huddled in the cliff side just beyond the lower Forum Romanum. It could accommodate perhaps fifty prisoners in disgracefully dilapidated cells owning no sort of security; those imprisoned could wander anywhere they liked within its walls, and were kept from wandering out of it only by lictors on guard duty, or, on the rare occasions when someone truly dangerous was imprisoned, by manacles. Since the place was normally empty, the sight of lictors on guard duty was a great novelty; thus Bomilcar’s incarceration rapidly became one of Rome’s most widely disseminated news items thanks tothe lictors, who were not at all averse to gratifying the curiosity of the passersby.


  *


  The lowliness of Lucius Decumius was purely social; it most definitely did not extend to his cerebral apparatus, which functioned extremely well. To gain the post of custodian of a crossroads college was no mean feat. So when a tendril of the gossip grapevine thrust its feeler deep into the heart of the Subura, Lucius Decumius put two of his fingers together with two more, and came up with an answer of four fingers. The name was Bomilcar, not Juba, and the nationality was Numidian, not Mauretanian. Yet he knew it was his man at once.


  Applauding rather than condemning Bomilcar’s deceit, off went Lucius Decumius to the Lautumiae cells, where he gained entrance by the simple expedient of grinning widely at the two lictors on door duty before rudely elbowing his way between them.


  “Ignorant shit!” said one, rubbing his side.


  “Eat it!” said Decumius, skipping nimbly behind a crumbling pillar and waiting for the grumbles at the door to subside.


  Lacking any military or civil law-enforcement officers, Rome habitually obliged its College of Lictors to provide members for all kinds of peculiar duties. There were perhaps three hundred lictors all told, poorly paid by the State and therefore very dependent upon the generosity of the men they served; they inhabited a building and small piece of open land behind the temple of the Lares Praestites on the Via Sacra, and found the location satisfactory only because it also lay behind the long and sprawling premises of Rome’s best inn, where they could always cadge a drink. Lictors escorted all the magistrates owning imperium and fought for the chance to serve on the staff of a governor going abroad, since they then shared in his share of the spoils and perquisites of office. Lictors represented the thirty divisions of Rome called curiae. And lictors might be called upon to assume guard duty at either the Lautumiae or the Tullianum next door, where those condemned to death waited scant hours for the strangler. Such guard duty was about the least desirable task a lictor could be given by the head man of his group of ten. No tips, no bribes, no nothing. Therefore neither lictor was interested in pursuing Lucius Decumius inside the building; their job description said they were there to guard the door, so that was all they were going to do, by Jupiter.


  “Yoohoo, friend, where are you?” yelled Decumius in a voice loud enough to be heard by the bankers in the Basilica Porcia.


  The hairs on Bomilcar’s arms and neck rose; he leaped to his feet. This is it, this is the end, he thought, and waited numbly for Decumius to appear escorted by a troop of magistrates and other officials.


  Decumius duly appeared. But quite alone. When he saw Bomilcar standing stiffly by the outside wall of his cell (which contained an unbarred and unshuttered opening quite large enough for a man to crawl through—that Bomilcar hadn’t was evidence of his utter mystification at the way Romans thought and acted, for he could not believe the simple truth—that prison was a concept alien to the Romans), Decumius smiled at him jauntily and strolled into the doorless room.


  “Who squealed on you, friend?” he asked, perching his skinny body on a fallen block of masonry.


  Controlling his tendency to shake, Bomilcar licked his lips. “Well, if it wasn’t you before, you fool, it certainly is now!” he snapped.


  Eyes widening, Decumius stared at him; a slow comprehension was dawning. “Here, here, friend, don’t you worry about things like that,” he said soothingly. “There’s no one to hear us, just a couple of lictors on the door, and that’s twenty paces off. I heard you got arrested, so I thought I’d better come and see what went wrong.”


  “Agelastus,” said Bomilcar. “Marcus Servilius Agelastus!”


  “Want me to do the same to him I did to Prince Massiva?”


  “Look, will you just get out of here?” cried Bomilcar, despairing. “Don’t you understand that they’ll start to wonder why you’ve come? If anyone caught a glimpse of your face near Prince Massiva, you’re a dead man!”


  “It’s all right, friend, it’s all right! Stop worrying—no one knows about me, and no one cares a fig that I’m here. This ain’t no Parthian dungeon, friend, honest! They only put you in here to throw your boss into fits, that’s all. They won’t care a whole lot if you do a moonlight flit, it’ll just brand you guilty.” And he pointed to the gap in the outside wall.


  “I can’t run away,” said Bomilcar.


  “Suit yourself.” Decumius shrugged. “Now, what about this Agelastus bird? Want him out of the way? I’ll do it for the same price—payable on delivery this time; I trust you.”


  Fascinated, Bomilcar came by logical progression to the conclusion that not only did Lucius Decumius believe what he said, but he was undoubtedly correct to do so. If it hadn’t been for Jugurtha, he would now have availed himself of that moonlit escape; but if he yielded to the temptation, only the gods knew what might happen to Jugurtha.


  “You’ve got yourself another bag of gold,” he said.


  “Where’s he live, this fellow who—judging by his name, anyway—never smiles?”


  “On the Caelian Hill, in the Vicus Capiti Africae.”


  “Oh, nice new district!” said Decumius appreciatively. “Agelastus must be doing all right for himself, eh? Still, makes him easy to find, living out there where the birds sing louder than the neighbors. Don’t worry, I’ll do it for you straightaway. Then when your boss gets you out of here, you can pay me. Just send the gold to me at the club. I’ll be there to take delivery.”


  “How do you know my boss will get me out of here?”


  “Course he will, friend! They’ve only chucked you in here to give him a fright. Couple more days and they’ll let him bail you out. But when they do, take my advice and go home as fast as you can. Don’t stay around in Rome, all right?”


  “Leaving the King here at their mercy? I couldn’t!”


  “Course you can, friend! What do you think they’ll do to him here in Rome? Knock him on the head and chuck him in the Tiber? No! Never! That’s not how they work, friend,” said Lucius Decumius the expert counselor. “There’s only one thing they’ll murder for, and that’s their precious Republic. You know, the laws and the Constitution and stuff like that. They might kill the odd tribune of the plebs or two, like they did Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus, but they’d never kill a foreigner, not in Rome. Don’t you worry about your boss, friend. My bet is, they’ll send him home too if you get away.”


  Bomilcar gazed at Decumius in wonder. “And yet, you don’t even know where Numidia is!” he said slowly. “You’ve never been to Italy! How do you know then the workings of Roman noblemen?”


  “Well, that’s different,” said Lucius Decumius, getting up from his stone and preparing to depart. “Mother’s milk, friend, mother’s milk! We all drink it in along with mother’s milk. I mean, aside from windfalls like you coming along, where else can a Roman get a thrill except in the Forum when there’s no Games? And you don’t even have to go there in the flesh to get the thrill. It comes to you, friend. Just like mother’s milk.”


  Bomilcar held out his hand. “I thank you, Lucius Decumius. You are the only completely honest man I’ve met in Rome. I’ll have your money sent to you.”


  “Don’t forget, now, to the club! Oh, and”—his right forefinger went up to touch the right side of his nose—”if you’ve got any friends need a bit of practical help solving their little problems, let ‘em know I take on a bit of outside contracting! I like this line of work.”


  *


  Agelastus died, but since Bomilcar was in the Lautumiae and neither of the lictors thought to connect Decumius with the reason for Bomilcar’s imprisonment, the case Spurius and Aulus Albinus were preparing against the Numidian baron weakened. They still possessed the deposition they had extracted from Agelastus, but there was no doubt his absence as chief witness for the prosecution was a blow. Seizing the opportunity the death of Agelastus afforded him, Jugurtha applied again to the Senate for bail for Bomilcar. Though Gaius Memmius and Scaurus argued passionately against its being granted, in the end Baron Bomilcar was released upon Jugurtha’s handing over fifty of his Numidian attendants into Roman custody; they were distributed among the households of fifty senators, and Jugurtha was made to give over a large sum of money to the State, ostensibly to pay for the upkeep of his hostages.


  His cause, of course, was irreparably damaged. However, he had ceased to care, for he knew he had no hope of ever obtaining Roman approval of his kingship. Not because of the death of Massiva, but because the Romans had never intended to approve his kingship. They had been tormenting him for years, making him dance to their tune, and laughing at him behind their hands. So, with or without the consent of the Senate, he was going home. Home to raise an army and begin to train it to fight the legions which were bound to come.


  Bomilcar fled to Puteoli the moment he was set free, took ship there for Africa, and got away clean. Whereupon the Senate washed its hands of Jugurtha. Go home, they said, giving him back his fifty hostages (but not his money). Get out of Rome, get out of Italy, get out of our lives.


  The King of Numidia’s last sight of Rome was from the top of the Janiculum, which he made his horse climb simply so he could look upon the shape of his fate. Rome. There it lay, rolling and rippling amid its sudden cliff faces, seven hills and the valleys between, a sea of orange-red roof tiles and brightly painted stuccoed walls, the gilded ornaments adorning temple pediments throwing shafts of light in glitters back into the sky, little highways for the gods to use. A vivid and colorful terracotta city, green with trees and grasses where the space permitted.


  But Jugurtha saw nothing to admire. He looked for a long time, sure he would never see Rome again.


  “A city for sale,” he said then, “and when it finds a buyer, it will vanish in the twinkling of an eye.”


  And turned away toward the Via Ostiensis.


  7


  Clitumna had a nephew. Since he was her sister’s boy, he did not bear the family name, Clitumnus; his name was Lucius Gavius Stichus, which to Sulla indicated some ancestor of his father’s had been a slave. Why else the nickname Stichus? A slave’s name, but more than that. Stichus was the archetypal slave’s name, the joke name, the butt name. However, Lucius Gavius Stichus insisted his family had earned the name because of their long association with slavery; like his father and his grandfather at least, Lucius Gavius Stichus dealt in slaves, ran a snug little agency for domestic servants situated in the Porticus Metelli on the Campus Martius. It was not a high-flying firm catering to the elite, but rather a well-established business catering to those whose purses did not run to more than three or four slave helpers.


  Odd, thought Sulla when the steward informed him that the mistress’s nephew was in the study, how he collected Gaviuses. There had been his father’s boon drinking companion, Marcus Gavius Brocchus, and the dear old grammaticus Quintus Gavius Myrto. Gavius. It wasn’t a very common family name, nor one of any distinction. Yet he had known three Gaviuses.


  Well, the Gavius who had drunk with his father and the Gavius who had given Sulla no mean education aroused feelings in him he did not mind owning; but Stichus was very different. Had he suspected Clitumna was being honored by a visit from her awful nephew he wouldn’t have come home, and he stood for a moment in the atrium debating what his next course of action should be—flight from the house, or flight to some part of it where Stichus did not stick his sticky beak.


  The garden. With a nod and a smile for the steward’s thoughtfulness in warning him, he bypassed the study and went into the peristyle, found a seat warmed a little by the weak sun, and sat gazing blindly at the dreadful statue of Apollo chasing a Daphne already more tree than dryad. Clitumna loved it, which was why she had bought it. But did the Lord of Light ever have such aggressively yellow hair, or eyes so putridly blue, or skin so cloyingly pink? And how could one admire a sculptor so lost to the criteria of asceticism that he turned all of Daphne’s fingers into identical bright green twigs, and all of Daphne’s toes into identical murky brown rootlets? The idiot had even—he probably considered it his master touch—bedaubed poor Daphne’s one remaining humanoid breast with a trickle of purple sap oozing from her knotty nipple! To gaze at it blindly was the only way Sulla had managed to preserve the work, when every part of his outraged senses screamed to take an axe to it.


  “What am I doing here?” he asked poor Daphne, who ought to have looked terrified, and instead only managed to simper.


  She didn’t answer.


  “What am I doing here?” he asked Apollo.


  Apollo didn’t answer.


  He put up one hand to press its fingers against his eyes, and closed them, and began the all-too-familiar process of disciplining himself into—oh, not exactly acceptance, more a form of grim endurance. Gavius. Think of a different Gavius than Stichus. Think of Quintus Gavius Myrto, who had given him no mean education.


  *


  They had met not long after Sulla’s seventh birthday, when the skinny but strong little boy had been helping his sodden father home to the single room on the Vicus Sandalarius where they had lived at the time. Sulla Senior collapsed on the street, and Quintus Gavius Myrto had come to the boy’s rescue. Together they got the father home, with Myrto, fascinated by Sulla’s appearance and the purity of the Latin he spoke, firing questions at him the whole way.


  As soon as Sulla Senior was tipped onto his straw pallet, the old grammaticus sat himself down on the only chair and proceeded to extricate as much of his family history from him as the boy knew. And ended in explaining that he himself was a teacher, and offering to teach the boy to read and write for nothing. Sulla’s plight appalled him: a patrician Cornelius with obvious potential stuck for the rest of his life in penury somewhere amid the stews of the poorest parts of Rome? It didn’t bear thinking of. The boy should at least be equipped to earn a living as a clerk or a scribe! And what if by some miracle the Sullan luck changed, and he had the opportunity to espouse his rightful way of life, only to be prevented by illiteracy?


  Sulla had accepted the offer to be taught, but scorned the gratis element. Whenever he could, he stole enough to slip old Quintus Gavius Myrto a silver denarius or a plump chicken, and when he was a little older, he sold himself to get that silver denarius. If Myrto suspected that these payments were gained at the cost of honor, he never said so; for he was wise enough to understand that in tendering them,the boy was demonstrating the value he placed upon this unexpected chance to learn. So he took the coins with every indication of pleasure and gratitude, and never gave Sulla reason to think that he worried himself sick over how they were come by.


  To be taught rhetoric and walk in the train of a great advocate of the law courts was a dream Sulla knew he would never attain, which only gave added luster to the humbler efforts of Quintus Gavius Myrto. For thanks to Myrto, he could speak the purest Attic Greek, and acquired at least the basic rudiments of rhetoric. Myrto’s library had been extensive, and so Sulla had read his Homer and his Pindar and his Hesiod, his Plato and his Menander and his Eratosthenes, his Euclid and his Archimedes. And he had read in Latin too—Ennius, Accius, Cassius Hemina, Cato the Censor. Ploughing through every scroll he could lay his hands on, he discovered a world where his own situation could be forgotten for a few precious hours, a world of noble heroes and great deeds, scientific fact and philosophical fantasy, the style of literature and the style of mathematics. Luckily the only asset his father had not lost long before Sulla was born was his beautiful Latin; thus of his Latin Sulla had no cause to be ashamed, but he also spoke the cant of the Subura perfectly, and a fairly correct yet lower class of Latin which meant he could move through any Roman sphere without comment.


  Quintus Gavius Myrto’s little school had always been held in a quiet corner of the Macellum Cuppedenis, the spice and flower markets which lay behind the Forum Romanum on its eastern side. Since he could not afford premises but must teach in the public domain, Myrto would say, what better place to pound knowledge into thick young Roman skulls than amid the heady perfumes of roses and violets, peppercorns and cinnamon?


  Not for Myrto a post as live-in tutor to some pampered plebeian pup, nor even the exclusivity of half a dozen knightly scions taught in a proper schoolroom decently cloistered from the racket of the streets. No, Myrto simply had his lone slave set up his high chair and the stools for his students where shoppers would not trip over them, and taught his reading, writing, and arithmetic in the open air amid the cries and bellows and sales pitches of the spice and flower merchants. Had he not been well liked and had he not given a small discount to boys and girls whose fathers owned stalls in the Cuppedenis, he would soon have been intimidated into moving on; but as he was well liked and he did discount his teaching, he was allowed to hold his school in the same corner until he died when Sulla was fifteen.


  Myrto charged ten sesterces per week per student, and regularly dealt with ten or fifteen children (always more boys than girls, yet he was never without several girls). His income was about five thousand sesterces a year; he paid two thousand of that for a very nice large single room in a house belonging to one of his early students; it cost him about one thousand sesterces a year to feed himself and his elderly but devoted slave quite well, and the rest of his income he spent upon books. If he wasn’t teaching because it was a market day or a holiday, he could be found browsing in the libraries and bookshops and publishing houses of the Argiletum, a broad street which ran off the Forum Romanum alongside the Basilica Aemilia and the Senate House.


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius,” he was wont to say when he got the boy on his own after lessons were over, desperate (though he never let that desperation show) to keep the boy safe, to keep him off the streets, “somewhere in this enormous world a man or a woman has hidden the works of Aristotle! If you only knew how much I long to read that man! Such a volume of work, such a mind—imagine it, the tutor of Alexander the Great! They say he wrote about absolutely everything—good and evil, stars and atoms, souls and hell, dogs and cats, leaves and muscles, the gods and men, systems of thought and the chaos of mindlessness. What a treat that would be, to read the lost works of Aristotle!” And then he would shrug his shoulders, suck at his teeth in the irritating way he had that all his students for decades had mocked behind his back, strike his hands together in a little smack of frustration, and potter among the lovely leathery smell of book buckets and the acrid reek of best-quality paper. “Nevermind, nevermind,” he would say as he went, “I shouldn’t complain, when I have my Homer and my Plato.”


  When he died, which he did in the midst of a cold spell after his old slave had slipped on the icy stairs and broken his neck (amazing how when the line between two people is severed like that, thought Sulla at the time, both ends will go), it was easy to see how very well loved he had been. Not for Quintus Gavius Myrto the hideous indignity of a pauper’s place in the lime pits beyond the Agger; no, he had a proper procession, professional mourners, a eulogy, a pyre scented with myrrh and frankincense and Jericho balsam, and a handsome stone tomb to house his ashes. The coin was paid to the custodians of the death records at the temple of Venus Libitina, courtesy of the excellent undertaker hired to manage Myrto’s funeral. It had been organized and paid for by two generations of students, who wept for him with genuine grief.


  Sulla had walked dry-eyed and high-headed in the throng which escorted Quintus Gavius Myrto out of the city to the burning place, thrown his bunch of roses into the fierce fire, and paid a silver denarius to the undertaker as his share. But later, after his father had crumpled in a wine-soaked heap and his unhappy sister had tidied things up as decently as she could, Sulla sat in his corner of the room in which the three of them lived at the time, and pondered his unexpected treasure trove in aching disbelief. For Quintus Gavius Myrto had arranged his death as tidily as he had his life; his will had been registered and lodged with the Vestal Virgins, a simple document, since he had no cash to bequeath. All that he had to leave—his books and his precious model of sun and moon and planets revolving around the earth—he left to Sulla.


  Sulla had wept then, in drear and empty agony; his best and dearest and only real friend was gone, but every day of his life he would see Myrto’s little library, and remember.


  “One day, Quintus Gavius,” he said through the pain of his spasming throat, “I will find the lost works of Aristotle.”


  Of course he hadn’t managed to keep the books and the model long. One day he came home to find the corner where his straw pallet was lodged bare of everything save that pallet. His father had taken the lovingly accumulated treasures of Quintus Gavius Myrto and sold them all to buy wine. There followed the only occasion during Sulla’s life with his father when he tried to commit parricide; luckily his sister had been present and put herself between them until sanity returned. It was very shortly afterward that she married her Nonius and went with him to Picenum. As for young Sulla, he never forgot, and he never forgave. At the end of his life, when he owned thousands of books and half a hundred models of the universe, he still would dwell upon the lost library of Quintus Gavius Myrto, and his grief.


  *


  The mental trick had worked; Sulla came back to the present moment and the garishly painted, clumsily executed group of Apollo and Daphne. When his eyes drifted past it and encountered the even more ghastly statue of Perseus holding up the Gorgon’s head, he almost leaped to his feet, strong enough now to deal with Stichus. He stalked down the garden toward the study, which was the room normally reserved for the sole use of the head of the household; by default, it had been given over to Sulla, who functioned more or less as the man-about-the-house.


  The pimply little fart was stuffing his face with candied figs when Sulla walked into the tablinum, poking his dirty sticky fingers through the rolls of books slowly accumulating in the pigeonholed walls.


  “Ohhhhhhh!” Stichus whinnied at sight of Sulla, snatching his hands away.


  “It’s lucky I know you’re too stupid to read,” said Sulla, snapping his fingers at the servant in the doorway. “Here,” he said to the servant, a costly pretty Greek not worth a tenth what Clitumna had paid, “get a bowl of water and a clean cloth, and wipe up the mess Master Stichus has made.”


  His eerie eyes stared at Stichus with the fixed malice of a goat in them, and he said to that unfortunate, who was trying to wipe the syrup off his hands by rubbing them on his expensive tunic, “I wish you’d get it out of your head that I keep a store of naughty picture books! I don’t. Why should I? I don’t need them. Naughty picture books are for people who don’t have the guts to do anything. People like you, Stichus.”


  “One day,” said Stichus, “this house and everything in it is going to be mine. You won’t be so uppity then!”


  “I hope you’re offering plenty of sacrifices to postpone that day, Lucius Gavius, because it’s likely to be your last. If it weren’t for Clitumna, I’d cut you up into little pieces and feed you to the dogs.”


  Stichus stared at the toga on Sulla’s powerful frame, raising his brows; he wasn’t really afraid of Sulla, he’d known him too long, but he did sense that danger lurked inside Sulla’s fiery head, therefore normally he trod warily. A mode of conduct reinforced by his knowledge that his silly old Auntie Clittie could not be swerved from her slavish devotion to the fellow. However, upon his arrival an hour earlier he had found his aunt and her boon companion Nicopolis in a fine state because their darling Lucius Cornelius had gone out in a rage wearing his toga. When Stichus dragged all of the story out of Clitumna, from Metrobius to the ensuing brawl, he was disgusted. Sickened.


  So now he flopped himself down in Sulla’s chair and said, “My, my, we are looking every inch the Roman today! Been to the inauguration of the consuls, have we? What a laugh! Your ancestry isn’t half as good as mine.”


  Sulla picked him up out of the chair by clamping the fingers of his right hand on one side of Stichus’s jaw and his right thumb on the other side, a hold so exquisitely painful that its victim couldn’t even scream; by the time he recovered enough breath to do so, he had seen Sulla’s face, and didn’t, just stood as mute and graven as his aunt and her boon companion had at dawn that morning.


  “My ancestry,” said Sulla pleasantly, “is no business of yours. Now get out of my room.”


  “It won’t be your room forever!” gasped Stichus, scuttling to the door and almost colliding with the returning slave, now bearing a bowl of water and a cloth.


  “Don’t count on it” was Sulla’s parting shot.


  The expensive slave sidled into the room trying to look demure. Sulla eyed him up and down sourly.


  “Clean it up, you mincing flower,” he said, and went to find the women.


  Stichus had beaten Sulla to Clitumna, who was closeted with her precious nephew and was not to be disturbed, said the steward apologetically. So Sulla walked down the colonnade surrounding the peristyle-garden to the suite of rooms where his mistress Nicopolis lived. There were savory smells coming from the cookhouse at the far end of the garden, a site it shared with the bathroom and the latrine; like most houses on the Palatine, Clitumna’s was connected to the water supply and the sewers, thus relieving the staff of the burden of fetching water from a public fountain and toting the contents of the chamber pots to the nearest public latrine or drain opening in the gutter.


  “You know, Lucius Cornelius,” said Nicopolis, abandoning her fancy work, “if you would only come down out of your aristocratic high-flies occasionally, you’d do a lot better.”


  He sat on a comfortable couch with a sigh, rugging himself up a little more warmly in his toga because the room was cold, and let the servant girl nicknamed Bithy remove his winter boots. She was a nice cheerful lass with an unpronounceable name, from the backwoods of Bithynia; Clitumna had picked her up cheap from her nephew and inadvertently acquired a treasure. When the girl finished unlacing the boots she bustled out of the room purposefully; in a moment she returned bearing a pair of thick warm socks which she smoothed carefully over Sulla’s perfect, snow-white feet.


  “Thank you, Bithy,” he said, smiling at her and reaching out a careless hand to ruffle her hair.


  She absolutely glowed. Funny little thing, he thought with a tenderness that surprised him, until he realized that she reminded him of the girl next door. Julilla...


  “How do you mean?” he asked Nicopolis, who seemed as usual impervious to the cold.


  “Why should that greedy little crawler Stichus inherit everything when Clitumna goes to join her dubious ancestors? If you would only change your tactics a fraction, Lucius Cornelius my very dear friend, she’d leave the lot to you. And she’s got a lot, believe me!”


  “What’s he doing, bleating that I hurt him?” asked Sulla, taking a bowl of nuts from Bithy with another special smile.


  “Of course he is! And lavishly embroidering it, I’m sure. I don’t blame you in the least, he’s detestable, but he is her only blood kin—and she loves him, so she’s blind to his faults. But she loves you more, haughty wretch that you are! So when you see her next, don’t go all icy and proud and refuse to justify yourself—spin her a story about Sticky Stichy even better than the one he’ s spinning about you


  Half-intrigued, half-skeptical, he stared at her. “Go on, she’d never be stupid enough to fall for it,” he said.


  “Oh, darling Lucius! When you want, you can make any woman fall for any line you care to toss them. Try it! Just this once? For my sake?” wheedled Nicopolis.


  “No. I’d end up the fool, Nicky.”


  “You wouldn’t, you know,” Nicopolis persevered.


  “There isn’t enough money in the world to make me grovel to the likes of Clitumna!”


  “She doesn’t have all the money in the world, but she does have more than enough to see you into the Senate,” whispered the temptress beguilingly.


  “No! You’re wrong, you really are. There’s this house, admittedly, but she spends every penny she gets—and what she doesn’t spend, Sticky Stichy does.”


  “Not so. Why do you think her bankers hang on her every word as if she were Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi? She’s got a very tidy fortune invested with them, and she doesn’t spend half of her income. Besides which, give Sticky Stichy his due, he’s not short of a sestertius either. As long as his late father’s accountant and manager are capable of working, that business of Stichy’s will continue to do very nicely.”


  Sulla sat up with a jerk, loosening the folds of toga. “Nicky, you wouldn’t spin me a tale, would you?”


  “I would, but not about this,” she said, threading her needle with purple wool intertwined with gold bullion.


  “She’ll live to be a hundred,” he said then, subsiding onto the couch and handing back the bowl of nuts to Bithy, no longer hungry.


  “I agree, she might live to be a hundred,” said Nicopolis, plunging her needle into the tapestry and drawing her glittering thread through very, very carefully. Her big dark eyes surveyed Sulla tranquilly. “But then again, she may not. Hers isn’t a long-lived family, you know.”


  There were noises outside; Lucius Gavius Stichus was evidently taking his leave of his Aunt Clitumna.


  Sulla stood up, let the servant girl slip backless Greek slippers onto his feet. The massive length and breadth of the toga slumped to the floor, but he seemed not to notice.


  “All right, Nicky, just this once I’ll try it,” he said, and grinned. “Wish me luck!”


  But before she could, he was gone.


  *


  The interview with Clitumna didn’t go well; Stichus had done his work with cunning, and Sulla couldn’t make himself humble his pride to plead, as Nicopolis had wanted.


  “It’s all your fault, Lucius Cornelius,” said Clitumna fretfully, twisting the expensive fringe of her shawl between beringed fingers. “You won’t make the slightest effort to be nice to my poor boy, where he always tries to meet you more than halfway!”


  “He’s a grubby little “would-be-if-he-could-be,” said Sulla between his teeth.


  At which moment Nicopolis, listening outside the door, drifted gracefully through it and curled herself up on the couch beside Clitumna; she stared up at Sulla in resignation.


  “What’s the matter?” she asked, all innocence.


  “It’s both my Luciuses,” said Clitumna. “They won’t get on together, and I want them to so much!”


  Nicopolis disentangled fringe from fingers, then unhooked a few threads which had caught on the roughnesses of gem settings, and lifted Clitumna’s hand to rest its back against her cheek. “Oh, my poor girl!” she crooned. “Your Luciuses are a couple of roosters, that’s the trouble.”


  “Well, they’re going to have to learn to get on,” said Clitumna, “because my darling Lucius Gavius is giving up his apartment and moving in with us next week.”


  “Then I’m moving out,” said Sulla.


  Both women began to squeal, Clitumna shrilly, Nicopolis like a small trapped kitten.


  “Oh, be your age!” Sulla whispered, thrusting his face down until it was only inches from Clitumna’s. “He knows the situation here more or less, but how do you think he’s going to stomach living in the same house with a man who sleeps between two women, and one of them his aunt?”


  Clitumna began to weep. “But he wants to come! How can I say no to my nephew?”


  “Don’t bother! I’ll remove the cause of all his complaints by moving out,” said Sulla.


  As he began to withdraw Nicopolis stretched out her hand and clutched his arm. “Sulla, darling Sulla, don’t!” she cried. “Look, you can sleep with me, and then whenever Stichus is out, Clitumna can come down and join us.”


  “Oh, very crafty!” said Clitumna, stiffening. “You want him all to yourself, you greedy sow!”


  Nicopolis went white. “Well, what else do you suggest? It’s your stupidity’s got us into this mess!”


  “Shut up, both of you!” snarled Sulla in the whisper all who knew him well had learned to dread more than any other man’s shout. “You’ve been going to mimes so long you’re beginning to live them. Grow up, don’t be so vulgarly crass! I detest the whole wretched situation, I’m tired of being half a man!”


  “Well, you’re not half a man! You’re two halves—half mine, and half Nicky’s!” said Clitumna nastily.


  There was no telling which hurt worse, the rage or the grief; perfectly poised on the very edge of madness, Sulla glared at his tormentors, unable to think, unable to see.


  “I can’t go on!” he said, wonder in his voice.


  “Nonsense! Of course you can,” said Nicopolis with the smugness of one who knew beyond any shadow of doubt that she had her man right where she wanted him—under her foot. “Now run away and do something constructive. You’ll feel better tomorrow. You always do.”


  *


  Out of the house, off to anywhere—anywhere constructive. Sulla’s feet blundered up the alley rather than down, took him unaware across from the Germalus to the Palatium, that part of the Palatine which looked down toward the end of the Circus Maximus and the Capena Gate.


  The houses were thinner here and there were many park-like spaces; the Palatium wasn’t terribly fashionable, it lay too far from the Forum Romanum. Uncaring that it was very cold and he clad only in his house tunic, he sat upon a stone and looked at the view; not at the vacant bleachers of the Circus Maximus nor the lovely temples of the Aventine, but at the vista of himself stretched endlessly into a terrible future, a warped roadway of skin and bone that had absolutely no purpose. The pain was like a colic without the release of purgation; he shook with it until he could hear the grinding of his teeth, and did not know he groaned aloud.


  “Are you ill?” asked the voice, small and timid.


  At first when he looked up he saw nothing, his agony took the power from his eyes, but then they cleared, and so she swam slowly into focus from pointed chin to golden hairline, a heart-shaped face that was all eyes, huge and honey-colored, very afraid for him.


  She knelt in front of him, wrapped in her homespun cocoon, just as he had seen her at the site of Flaccus’s house.


  “Julia,” he said with a shudder.


  “No, Julia’s my older sister. They call me Julilla,” she said, smiling at him. “Are you ill, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “Not with anything a physician can heal.” Sanity and memory were returning; he understood the galling truth of Nicopolis’s last remark, he would feel better tomorrow. And hated that more than anything. “I would like so much—so very, very much!—to go mad,” he said, “but it seems I can’t.”


  Julilla remained where she was. “If you can’t, then the Furies don’t want you yet.”


  “Are you here on your own?” he asked, disapproving. “What are your parents about, to let you wander abroad at this hour?”


  “My girl is with me,” she said tranquilly, sinking back on her heels. A sudden light of mischief darted through her eyes, turned up the delicious corners of her mouth. “She’s a good girl. The most loyal and discreet person.”


  “You mean she lets you go wherever you like and doesn’t tell on you. But one day,” said the man who was perpetually caught, “you’ll be caught.”


  “Until I am, what’s the use of worrying?”


  Lapsing into silence, she studied his face with unself-conscious curiosity, clearly enjoying what she saw.


  “Go home, Julilla,” he said, sighing. “If you must get caught, don’t let it be with me.”


  “Because you’re a bad lot?” she asked.


  That brought a faint smile. “If you like.”


  “I don’t think you are!”


  Oh, what god had sent her? Thank you, unknown god! His muscles were untwining themselves; he felt suddenly light, as if indeed some god had brushed by him, benign and good. A strange feeling for one who knew no good.


  “I am a bad lot, Julilla,” he said.


  “Nonsense!” Her voice was firm and positive.


  No novice, he recognized the symptoms of a girlish crush, and knew an impulse to dispel it by some coarse or frightening action. But he couldn’t. Not to her, she didn’t deserve it. For her, he would reach into his grab bag of tricks and produce the best Lucius Cornelius Sulla of them all, free from artifice, innocent of smut and smirch and smarm.


  “Well, I thank you for your faith, young Julilla,” he said a little lamely, unsure what she wanted to hear, anxious that it should reflect the best in him.


  “I have some time,” she said gravely. “Might we talk?”


  He moved over on his rock. “All right. But sit here, the ground’s too damp.”


  “They say,” she said, “that you’re a disgrace to your name. But I don’t see how that’s possible, when you haven’t had a chance to prove different.”


  “I daresay your father’s the author of that remark.”


  “Which remark?”


  “That I’m a disgrace to my name.”


  She was shocked. “Oh, no! Not tata! He’s the wisest man in the world.”


  “Where mine was the most foolish. We’re at the opposite ends of Rome’s spectrum, young Julilla.”


  She was plucking at the long grass around the base of the rock, pulling it out in long rhizomes, then wove with her nimble fingers until she had made a wreath of it. “Here,” she said, and held it out to him.


  His breath caught; the future spasmed, opened up to show him something, closed again with the glimpse too painfully short. “A crown of grass!” he said, wondering. “No! Not for me!”


  “Of course it’s for you,” she insisted, and when he still made no move to take it, she leaned forward and put it on his head. “It should be flowers, but not at this time of year.”


  She didn’t understand! Well, he wouldn’t tell her. “You give a wreath of flowers only to a loved one,” he said instead.


  “You are my loved one,” she said softly.


  “Only for a little while, girl. It will pass.”


  “Never!”


  He got up, laughed down at her. “Go on! You can’t be more than fifteen,” he said.


  “Sixteen!” she said quickly.


  “Fifteen, sixteen, what’s the difference? You’re a baby.”


  Flushed with indignation, her face grew set, sharp. “I am not a baby!” she cried.


  “Of course you are.” He laughed again. “Look at you, all swaddled up, a little roly-poly puppy.” There! That was better! That ought to put her in her place.


  It did, but more than that She was blighted, withered, killed. The light died in her. “I’m not pretty?” she said. “I always thought I was.”


  “Growing up is a cruel business,” said Sulla harshly. “I suppose almost all families tell their girl-children they’re pretty. But the world judges by different standards. You’ll be passable when you’re older, you won’t lack a husband.”


  “I only want you,” she whispered.


  “That’s now. Anyway, disabuse yourself, my fat puppy. Run away before I pull your tail. Go on, shoo!”


  She ran, her servant girl left far behind, calling after her vainly. Sulla stood watching until they both disappeared over the brow of the slope behind.


  The grass crown was still on his head, its tawny color a subtle contrast to his fiery curls; he reached up and plucked it off, but didn’t throw it away, stood holding it between his hands and staring at it. Then he tucked it in his tunic, and turned to go.


  Poor little thing. He had hurt her after all. Still, she had to be discouraged; the last complication he needed in his life was Clitumna’s next-door neighbor’s daughter mooning over the wall, and she a senator’s daughter.


  With every step he took as he walked away the grass crown tickled his skin, reminding him. Corona Graminea. Grass crown. Given to him here on the Palatine, where hundreds of years before the original city of Romulus had stood, a bevy of oval thatched huts like the one still lovingly cared for near the Steps of Cacus. A grass crown given to him by a personification of Venus—truly one of Venus’s girls, a Julia. An omen.


  “If it comes to pass, I will build you a temple, Venus Victorious,” he said aloud.


  For he saw his way clear at last. Dangerous. Desperate. But for one with nothing to lose and everything to gain, possible nonetheless.


  *


  Winter twilight lay heavy when he was admitted back into Clitumna’s house and asked where the ladies were. In the dining room, heads together, waiting for him before summoning the meal. That he had been the subject of their talk was obvious; they sprang apart on the couch, tried to look idly innocent.


  “I want some money,” he said baldly.


  “Now, Lucius Cornelius—” Clitumna began, looking wary.


  “Shut up, you pathetic old drab! I want money.”


  “But Lucius Cornelius!”


  “I’m going away for a holiday,” he said, making no move to join them. “It’s up to you. If you want me back— if you want more of what I’ve got—then give me a thousand denarii. Otherwise, I’m quitting Rome forever.”


  “We’ll give you half each,” said Nicopolis unexpectedly, dark eyes fixed on his face.


  “Now,” he said.


  “There may not be so much in the house,” Nicopolis said.


  “You’d better hope there is, because I’m not waiting.”


  When Nicopolis went to his room fifteen minutes later, she found him packing. Perching herself on his bed, she watched in silence until he should deign to notice her.


  But it was she who broke down first. “You’ll have your money, Clitumna’s sent the steward to her banker’s house,” she said. “Where are you going?”


  “I don’t know, and I don’t care. Just so long as it’s away from here.” He folded socks together, thrust them into closed-toe boots, every movement as economical as it was efficient.


  “You pack like a soldier.”


  “How would you know?”


  “Oh, I was the mistress of a military tribune once. I followed the drum, would you believe it? The things one does for love when one is young! I adored him. So I went with him to Spain, and then to Asia.” She sighed.


  “What happened?” he asked, rolling his second-best tunic around a pair of leather knee breeches.


  “He was killed in Macedonia, and I came home.” Pity stirred her heart, but not for her dead lover. Pity for Lucius Cornelius, trapped, a beautiful lion destined for some sordid arena. Why did one love at all? It hurt so much. So she smiled, not a pretty smile. “He left everything he had to me in his will, and I became quite rich. There was plenty of booty in those days.”


  “My heart bleeds,” he said, wrapping his razors inside their linen sheath and sliding it down the side of a saddlebag.


  Her face twisted. “This is a nasty house,” she said. “Oh, I do hate it! All of us bitter and unhappy. How many truly pleasant things do we say to each other? Precious few. Insults and indignities, spite and malice. Why am I here?”


  “Because, my dear, you’re getting a bit frayed around the edges,” he said, reinforcing her observation. “You’re not the girl you used to be when you trudged all over Spain and Asia.”


  “And you hate us all,” she said. “Is that where the atmosphere originates? In you? I swear it’s getting worse.”


  “I agree, it is. That’s why I’m going away for a while.” He strapped the two bags, hefted them easily. “I want to be free. I want to spend big in some country town where no one knows my wretched face, eat and drink until I spew, get at least half a dozen girls pregnant, pick fifty fights with men who think they can take me with one arm tied behind their backs, find every pretty-boy between here and wherever I end up and give them sore arses.” He smiled evilly. “And then, my dear, I promise I’ll come tamely home to you and Sticky Stichy and Auntie Clittie, and we’ll all live happily ever after.”


  What he didn’t tell her was that he was taking Metrobius with him; and he wouldn’t tell old Scylax, either.


  Nor did he tell anyone, even Metrobius, just what he was up to. For it wasn’t a holiday. It was an investigative mission. Sulla was going to make inquiries into subjects like pharmacology, chemistry, and botany.


  *


  He didn’t return to Rome until the end of April. Dropping Metrobius off at Scylax’s elegant ground-floor apartment on the Caelian Hill outside the Servian Walls, he then drove down into the Vallis Camenarum to surrender the gig and mules he had hired from a stable there. Having paid the bill, he slung his saddlebags over his left shoulder and set out to walk into Rome. No servant had traveled with him; he and Metrobius had made do with the staff of the various inns and posting houses they had stayed in up and down the peninsula.


  As he trudged up the Via Appia to where the Capena Gate interrupted the twenty-foot-high masonry of Rome’s ramparts, the city looked very good to him. Legend had it that Rome’s Servian Walls had been erected by King Servius Tullus before the Republic was established, but like most noblemen, Sulla knew these fortifications, at least, had not existed until three hundred years ago when the Gauls had sacked the city. The Gauls had poured down in teeming hordes from the western Alps, spreading across the huge valley of the Padus River in the far north, gradually working their way down peninsular Italy on both east and west. Many settled where they fetched up, especially in Umbria and Picenum, but those who came down the Via Cassia through Etruria headed purposely toward Rome—and having reached Rome, almost wrested the city permanently off her rightful owners. It was only after that the Servian Walls went up, while the Italian peoples of the Padus Valley, all Umbria, and northern Picenum mingled their blood with the Gauls, became despised half-castes. Never again had Rome suffered its walls to lapse into disrepair; the lesson had been a hard one, and the fear of barbarian invaders could still provoke horrified chills in every Roman.


  Though there were a few expensive insula apartment towers on the Caelian Hill, the scene in the main was pastoral until Sulla reached the Capena Gate; the Vallis Camenarum outside it was given over to stockyards, slaughterhouses, smokehouses, and grazing fields for the animals sent to this greatest market in all Italy. Inside the Capena Gate lay the real city. Not the congested jumble of the Subura and the Esquiline, yet urban nonetheless. He strolled up along the Circus Maximus and took the Steps of Cacus onto the Germalus of the Palatine, after which it was only a short distance to the house of Clitumna.


  Outside its door he took a deep breath, then sounded the knocker. And entered a world of shrieking women. That Nicopolis and Clitumna were delighted to see him was very plain. They wept and whinnied, draped themselves about his neck until he pushed them off, after which they kept circling close about him and would not leave him in peace.


  “Where do I sleep these days?” he asked, refusing to hand his saddlebags to the servant itching to take them.


  “With me,” said Nicopolis, glittering triumphantly at the suddenly downcast Clitumna.


  The door to the study was tightly shut, Sulla noted as he followed Nicopolis out onto the colonnade, leaving his stepmother standing in the atrium wringing her hands.


  “I take it Sticky Stichy’s well ensconced by now?” he asked Nicopolis as they reached her suite of rooms.


  “Here,” she said, ignoring his question, so bursting was she to show him his new quarters.


  What she had done was to yield up her very spacious sitting room to him, leaving herself with a bedroom and a much smaller chamber. Gratitude filled him; he looked at her a little sadly, liking her in that moment more than he ever had.


  “All mine?” he asked.


  “All yours,” she said, smiling.


  He threw the saddlebags down on his bed. “Stichus?” he asked, impatient to know the worst.


  Of course she wanted him to kiss her, make love to her, but she knew him well enough to understand that he was in no need of sexual solace simply because he had been away from her and Clitumna. The lovemaking would have to wait; sighing, Nicopolis reconciled herself to the role of informant.


  “Stichus is very well entrenched indeed,” she said, and went over to the saddlebags to unpack for him.


  He put her aside firmly, dropped the saddlebags down behind one of the clothes chests, and moved to his favorite chair, which stood behind a new desk. Nicopolis sat on his bed.


  “I want all the news,” he said.


  “Well, Stichy’s here, sleeping in the master’s cubicle and using the study, of course. It’s been better than expected in one way, really, because Stichy at close quarters every day is hard to take, even for Clitumna. A few more months, and I predict she’ll throw him out. It was clever of you to go away, you know.” Her hand smoothed the stack of pillows beside her absently. “I didn’t think so at the time, I admit, but you were right and I was wrong. Stichy entered the place like a triumphing general, and you weren’t here to dim his glory. Oh, things sailed around, I can tell you! Your books went into the rubbish bin—it’s all right, the servants rescued them—and whatever else you left in the way of clothing and personal stuff went into the rubbish bin after the books. Since the staff like you and loathe him, nothing of yours was lost—it’s all here in this room somewhere.”


  His pale eyes traveled around the walls, across the lovely mosaic floor. “This is nice,” he said. And then, “Continue.”


  “Clitumna was devastated. She hadn’t counted on Stichy’s throwing your things out. In fact, I don’t think she ever really wanted him to move in, but when he said he wanted to, she couldn’t find a way to refuse. Blood and the last of her line and all the rest of it. Clitumna’s not very bright, but she knew perfectly well his only reason for demanding to move in here was to get you moving in the direction of the street. Stichy’s not hard up. But when you weren’t even here to see your stuff being thrown out, it rather took the edge off Stichy’s pleasure. No quarrels, no opposition, no—presence. Just a passively surly staff, a very weepy Auntie Clittie, and me—well, I just look through him as if he isn’t there.”


  The little servant girl Bithy came sidling through the door bearing a plate of assorted buns, pasties, pies, and cakes, put it down on the corner of the desk with a shy smile for Sulla, and spied the leather band connecting the two saddlebags, poking up from behind the clothes chest. Off she went across the room to unpack.


  Sulla moved so quickly Nicopolis didn’t see him intercept the girl; one moment he was leaning back comfortably in his chair, the next the girl was being moved gently away from the clothes chest. Smiling at her, Sulla pinched Bithy gently on the cheek and thrust her out the door. Nicopolis stared.


  “My, you are worried about those bags!” she said. “What’s in them? You’re like a dog guarding a bone.”


  “Pour me some wine,” he said, sitting down again, and selecting a meat pasty from the plate.


  She did as he asked, but she was not about to let go of the subject. “Come, Lucius Cornelius, what’s in those bags that you don’t want anyone to see?” A cup of unwatered wine was put in front of him.


  Down went both corners of his mouth; he threw out his hands in a gesture indicating growing exasperation. “What do you think? I’ve been away from both my girls for almost four months! I admit I didn’t think of you all the time, but I did think of you! Especially when I saw some little thing I thought might please one or the other of you.”


  Her face softened, glowed; Sulla was not a gift giver. In fact, Nicopolis could never remember his presenting her or Clitumna with a single gift, even of the cheapest kind, and she was a wise enough student of human nature to know this was evidence of parsimony, not of poverty; the generous will give, even when they have nothing to give.


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius!” she exclaimed, beaming. “Truly? When may I see?”


  “When I’m good and ready,” he said, turning his chair to glance through the big window behind him. “What’s the time?”


  “I don’t know—about the eighth hour, I think. Dinner isn’t due yet, anyway,” she said.


  He got up, went across to the clothes chest, and hooked the saddlebags out from behind it, slinging them over his shoulder. “I’ll be back in time for dinner,” he said.


  Jaw dropped, she watched him go to the door. “Sulla! You are the most annoying creature in the entire world. I swear it! Just arrived home, and you’re off somewhere! Well, I doubt you need to visit Metrobius, since you took him with you!”


  That arrested his progress. Grinning, he stared at her. “Oh, I see! Scylax came a-calling to complain, did he?”


  “You might say. He arrived like a tragedian playing Antigone, and left like a comedian playing the eunuch. Clitumna certainly put a squeak in his voice!” She laughed at the memory.


  “Serves him right, the old whore. Do you know he’d deliberately prevented the boy’s learning to read and write?”


  But the saddlebags were gnawing again. “Don’t trust us enough to leave them behind while you go out?” she asked.


  “I’m not a fool,” he said, and departed.


  Female curiosity. He was a fool, to have overlooked it. So down to the Great Market he took himself and his saddlebags, and in the course of the next hour went on a concentrated shopping spree with the last of his thousand silver denarii, that remnant he had thought to save for the future. Women! Nosy, interfering sows! Why hadn’t he thought of it?


  The saddlebags weighed down with scarves and bangles, frivolous Eastern slippers and gewgaws for the hair, he was let back into Clitumna’s house by a servant who informed him the ladies and Master Stichus were in the dining room, but had elected to wait a while before eating.


  “Tell them I’ll be there shortly,” he said, and went to Nicopolis’s suite.


  *


  There didn’t seem to be anyone about, but to make sure, he closed the shutters on his window and then bolted his door. The hastily purchased presents he heaped on the desk, some new book rolls alongside them. The left-hand bag he ignored; the top layer of clothes in the right-hand bag he dumped out on the bed. Then from the depths of the right-hand bag he drew forth two pairs of rolled-up socks, and fiddled with them until they yielded two small bottles whose stoppers were heavily sealed with wax. Next emerged a plain wooden box, small enough to fit in his hand easily; as if unable to help himself, he lifted its lid, which fitted closely. The contents were uninspiring: just a few ounces of a sluggish off-white powder. Down went the lid; his fingers tamped it firmly into place. Then he looked around the room, frowning. Where?


  A row of decrepit little wooden cupboards shaped like models of temples occupied the top of a long, narrow sideboard table: the relics of the House of Cornelius Sulla. All he had inherited from his father, all his father couldn’t sell for wine, more likely for lack of a buyer than lack of the will to sell. Five cupboards, each a cube two feet by two feet by two feet; each had painted wooden doors in its front between an outer stand of columns; each had a pediment decorated with carved temple figures at apex and ends; and on the simple entablature running below the pediment, each had a man’s name inscribed. One was the original ancestor common to all seven branches of the patrician House of Cornelius; one was Publius Cornelius Rufinus, consul and dictator over two hundred years earlier; one was his son, twice consul and once dictator during the Samnite wars, then expelled from the Senate for hoarding silver plate; one was the first Rufinus to be called Sulla, priest of Jupiter all his life; and the last was his praetor son, Publius Cornelius Sulla Rufinus, famous for his founding of the ludi Apollinares, the Games of Apollo.


  It was the cupboard of the first Sulla which Sulla opened, very delicately, for the wood had been neglected for many years, and had grown frail. Once the paint had been bright, the tiny relief figures clearly outlined; now they were faded, chipped. One day he intended to find the money to restore his ancestral cupboards, and have a house with an imposing atrium in which he could display his cupboards proudly. However, for the moment it seemed appropriate to hide his two little bottles and his box of powder in the cupboard of Sulla the flamen Dialis, most sacred man in the Rome of his day, serving Jupiter Optimus Maximus.


  The interior of the cupboard was filled with a life-size bewigged wax mask, exquisitely lifelike, so well had the tints been applied to it. Eyes glared out at Sulla, blue rather than his own palest grey; the skin of Rufinus was fair, but not so fair as Sulla’s; and the hair, thick and curling, was a carrot-red rather than a golden-red. Sufficient space lay around the mask to permit its removal, for it was fixed to a wooden head-shaped block from which it could be detached. The last time it had come out was at his father’s funeral, which Sulla had paid for in a painful series of encounters with a man he detested.


  Lovingly Sulla closed the doors, then plucked at the steps of the podium, which looked smooth and seamless. But, like a real temple, the podium of this ancestral cupboard was hollow; Sulla found the right spot, and out of the front steps there slid a drawer. It was not intended as a hiding place, but as a safe receptacle in which to store the written record of the ancestor’s deeds, as well as a detailed description of his size, gait, posture, physical habits, and bodily distinguishing marks. For when a Cornelius Sulla died, an actor would be hired to don the mask and imitate the dead ancestor so accurately that he might be supposed to have come back to see this later scion of his noble house ushered out of the world he himself had once adorned.


  The documents relating to Publius Cornelius Sulla Rufinus the priest were inside the drawer, but there was plenty of room for the bottles and the box; Sulla slipped them in, then pushed the drawer shut and made sure the closure was undetectable. His secret would be safe with Rufinus.


  Feeling easier, Sulla opened up the window shutters and unbolted his door. And gathered up the heap of fripperies lying all over his desk, with a malicious grin at the scroll he also picked out from among the others stacked there.


  Of course Lucius Gavius Stichus was occupying the host’s place on the left-hand end of the middle couch; this was one of the few dining rooms where the women reclined rather than sat on upright chairs, since neither Clitumna nor Nicopolis was ruled by old-fashioned shibboleths.


  “Here you are, girls,” said Sulla, tossing his armful of gifts at the two adoring female faces following his progress into the room like flowers the sun. He had chosen well, things which might indeed have come from elsewhere than a market inside Rome, and things which neither woman would be ashamed to wear.


  But before he slid artfully between Clitumna and Nicopolis on the first couch, he slapped the rolled-up book he was holding down in front of Stichus.


  “A little something for you, Stichus,” he said.


  While Sulla settled himself between the two women, who responded with giggles and purrs, Stichus, startled at being the recipient of a gift, untied the tapes holding the book together, and unfurled it. Two scarlet spots flared in his sallow acne-pocked cheeks as his goggling eyes took in the beautifully drawn and painted male figures, penises erect as they performed all manner of athletic feats with each other upon the unsuspecting papyrus. With shaking fingers he rolled the thing up and tied it, then had of course to pluck up the courage to look at his benefactor. Sulla’s frightful eyes were gleaming at him over the top of Clitumna’s head, speaking silent volumes of contempt.


  “Thank you, Lucius Cornelius,” Stichus squeaked.


  “You’re very welcome, Lucius Gavius,” said Sulla from the bottom of his throat.


  At which moment the gustatio—the first course—came in, hastily augmented, Sulla suspected, in honor of his return; for besides the normal fare of olives, lettuce salad, and hard-boiled eggs, it contained some little pheasant sausages and chunks of tunnyfish in oil. Enjoying himself hugely, Sulla tucked in, sliding wicked sidelong glances at Stichus, alone on his couch while his aunt applied as much of her side to Sulla’s side as she possibly could, and Nicopolis caressed Sulla’s groin shamelessly.


  “Well, and what’s the news on the home front?” he asked as the first course was cleared away.


  “Nothing much,” said Nicopolis, more interested in what was happening under her hand.


  Sulla turned his head toward Clitumna. “I don’t believe her,” he said, as he picked up Clitumna’s hand and began to nibble its fingers. Then when he saw the look of distaste upon Stichus’s face, he began to lick the fingers voluptuously. “Tell me, love”—lick—”because I refuse to believe”—lick—”nothing’s happened.” Lick, lick, lick.


  Luckily the fercula—the main courses—arrived at that moment; greedy Clitumna snatched her hand away and stretched it out to grab at the roast mutton with thyme sauce.


  “Our neighbors have been busy,” she said between swallows, “to make up for how quiet we’ve been while you were away.” A sigh. “Titus Pomponius’s wife had a little boy in February.”


  “Ye gods, another boring money-hungry merchant banker for the future!” was Sulla’s comment. “Caecilia Pilia is well, I trust?”


  “Very! No trouble at all.”


  “And on the Caesar side?’’ He was thinking of delectable Julilla and the grass crown she had given him.


  “Big news there!” Clitumna licked her own fingers. ‘ They had a wedding—quite a society affair.’’


  Something happened to Sulla’s heart; it actually seemed to drop like a stone to the bottom of his belly, and sit there churning amid the food. The oddest sensation.


  “Oh, really?” He kept his tone disinterested.


  “Indeed! Caesar’s elder daughter married none other than Gaius Marius! Disgusting, isn’t it?”


  “Gaius Marius...”


  “What, don’t you know him?” Clitumna asked.


  “I don’t think so. Marius... He must be a New Man.”


  “That’s right. He was praetor five years ago, never made it to the consulship, of course. But he was governor of Further Spain, and made an absolute fortune out there. Mines and the like,” said Clitumna.


  For some reason Sulla remembered the man with the mien of an eagle at the inauguration of the new consuls; he had worn a purple-bordered toga. “What does he look like?”


  “Grotesque, my dear! The most enormous eyebrows! Like hairy caterpillars.” Clitumna reached for the braised broccoli. “He’s at least thirty years older than Julia, poor dear.’’


  “What’s so unusual about that?” demanded Stichus, feeling it time he had something to say. “At least half the girls in Rome marry men old enough to be their fathers.”


  Nicopolis frowned. “I wouldn’t go so far as to say half, Stichy,” she said. “A quarter would be more like it.”


  “Disgusting!” said Stichus.


  “Disgusting, rubbish!” said Nicopolis vigorously, sitting up so she could glare at him more effectively. “Let me tell you, fart-face, that there’s a lot to be said for older men as far as a young girl is concerned! At least older men have learned to be considerate and reasonable! My worst lovers were all under twenty-five. Think they know it all, but know nothing. Erk! Like being hit by a bull. Over before it starts.’’


  Since Stichus was twenty-three years old, he bridled.


  “Oh, you would! Think you know it all, don’t you?” he sneered.


  The look he got was level. “I know more than you do, fart-face,” she said.


  “Now, now, let’s be happy tonight!” cried Clitumna. “Our darling Lucius Cornelius is back.”


  Their darling Lucius Cornelius promptly grabbed his stepmother and rolled her over on the couch, tickling her ribs until she screeched shrilly and kicked her legs in the air. Nicopolis retaliated by tickling Sulla, and the first couch became a melee.


  This was too much for Stichus; clutching his new book, he slid off his couch and stalked out of the room, not sure they even noticed his going. How was he going to dislodge that man? Auntie Clittie was besotted! Even while Sulla was away, he had not managed to persuade her to send Sulla packing. She just wept that it was a pity her two darling boys couldn’t get on.


  Though he had eaten hardly anything, Stichus wasn’t upset by the fact, for in his study he kept an interesting array of comestibles—a jar of his favorite figs in syrup, a little tray of honeyed pastry the cook was under orders to keep filled, some tongue-cloying perfumed jellies which came all the way from Parthia, a box of plumply juicy raisins, honey cakes, and honeyed wine. Roast mutton and braised broccoli he could live without; every tooth in his head was a sweet one.


  Chin on his hand, a quintuple lamp chasing away the beginnings of evening, Lucius Gavius Stichus munched syruped figs while he carefully perused the illustrations of the book Sulla had given him, and read the short accompanying Greek text. Of course he knew the present was Sulla’s way of saying he didn’t need such books, because he’d done it all, but that couldn’t stifle his interest; Stichus was not endowed with so much pride. Ah! Ah ah ah! Something was happening under his embroidered tunic! And he dropped his hand from chin to lap with a furtive innocence quite wasted upon its only audience, the jar of syruped figs.


  *


  Yielding to an impulse he despised himself for feeling, Lucius Cornelius Sulla walked next morning across the Palatine to the spot on the Palatium where he had encountered Julilla. It was high spring now, and the patches of parkland sported flowers everywhere, narcissus and anemone, hyacinths, violets, even an occasional early rose; wild apples and peaches were in full blossom, white and pink, and the rock upon which he had sat in January now was almost hidden by lushly green grass.


  Her servant girl in attendance, Julilla was there, looking thinner, less honey-colored. And when she saw him, a wild triumphant joy suffused her from eyes to skin to hair—so beautiful! Oh, never in the history of the world had any mortal woman been so beautiful! Hackles rising, Sulla stopped in his tracks, filled with an awe akin to terror. Venus. She was Venus. Ruler of life and death. For what was life except the procreative principle, and what was death save its extinction? All else was decoration, the furbelows men invented to convince themselves life and death must mean more. She was Venus. But did that make him Mars, her equal in godhead—or was he merely Anchises, a mortal man she stooped to fancy for the space of one Olympian heartbeat?


  No, he wasn’t Mars. His life had equipped him for pure ornamentation, and even that of the cheapest gimcrack kind; who could he be but Anchises, the man whose only real fame lay in the fact that Venus stooped to fancy him for a moment? He shook with anger, directed his hateful frustration at her, and so pumped venom into his veins, creating an overwhelming urge to strike at her, reduce her from Venus to Julilla.


  “I heard you came back yesterday,” she said, not moving toward him.


  “Got your spies out, have you?” he asked, refusing to move closer to her.


  “That isn’t necessary in our street, Lucius Cornelius. The servants know everything,” she said.


  “Well, I hope you don’t think I came here looking for you today, because I didn’t. I came here for a little peace.”


  Her beauty actually increased, though he hadn’t thought it possible. My honey-girl, he thought. Julilla. It dropped like honey off the tongue. So did Venus.


  “Does that mean I disturb your peace?” she asked, very sure of herself for one so young.


  He laughed, contriving to make it sound light, amused, trifling. “Ye gods, baby girl, you have a lot of growing up to do!” he said, and laughed again. “I said I came here for peace. That means I thought I’d find it here, doesn’t it? And by logical progression, the answer must be that you don’t disturb my peace one iota.”


  She fought back. “Not at all! It might simply indicate that you didn’t expect to find me here.”


  “Which leads straight back to indifference,” he said.


  It was an unequal contest, of course; before his eyes she was shrinking, losing her luster, an immortal turned mortal. Her face puckered, but she managed not to cry, just gazed at him bewildered, not able to reconcile how he looked and what he said with the true instinct of her heart, which told her in every beat that she had caught him in her toils.


  “I love you!” she said, as if it explained everything.


  Another laugh. “Fifteen! What would you know of love?”


  “I’m sixteen!” she said.


  “Look, baby girl,” Sulla said, his tone cutting, “leave me alone! Not only are you a nuisance, you’re rapidly becoming an embarrassment.” And turned, and walked away without once looking back.


  Julilla didn’t collapse in floods of tears; it would have been better for her future welfare had she. For a passionate and painful bout of tears might have convinced her that she was wrong, that she stood no chance to capture him. As it was, she walked across to where Chryseis, her servant girl, was standing pretending to be absorbed in the prospect of an empty Circus Maximus. Her chin was up; so was her pride.


  “He’s going to be difficult,” she said, “but never mind. Sooner or later I shall get him, Chryseis.”


  “I don’t think he wants you,” said Chryseis.


  “Of course he wants me!” said Julilla scornfully. “He wants me desperately]”


  Long acquaintance with Julilla put a curb on Chryseis’s tongue; instead of trying to reason with her mistress, she sighed, shrugged. “Have it your own way,” she said.


  “I usually do,” answered Julilla.


  They began to walk home, the silence between them unusual, for they were much of an age, and had grown up together. But when they reached the great temple of Magna Mater, Julilla spoke, voice determined.


  “I shall refuse to eat,” she said.


  Chryseis stopped. “And what do you think that’s going to do?” she asked.


  “Well, in January he said I was fat. And I am.”


  “Julilla, you’re not!”


  “Yes, I am. That’s why I haven’t eaten any sweetmeats since January. I’m a little thinner, but not nearly thin enough. He likes thin women. Look at Nicopolis. Her arms are like sticks.”


  “But she’s old!” Chryseis said. “What looks good on you wouldn’t look good on her. Besides, you’ll worry your parents if you stop eating—they’ll think you’re sick!”


  “Good,” said Julilla. “If they think I’m sick, so will Lucius Cornelius. And he’ll worry about me dreadfully.”


  Better and more convincing arguments Chryseis could not produce, for she was neither very bright nor very sensible. So she burst into tears, which pleased Julilla enormously.


  *


  Four days after Sulla returned to Clitumna’s house, Lucius Gavius Stichus came down with a digestive disorder which prostrated him; alarmed, Clitumna called in half a dozen of the Palatine’s most fashionable doctors, all of whom diagnosed an attack of food poisoning.


  “Vomiting, colic, diarrhoea—a classic picture,” said their spokesman, the Roman physician Publius Popillius.


  “But he hasn’t eaten anything the rest of us haven’t!” protested Clitumna, her fears unallayed. “In fact, he isn’t eating nearly as well as the rest of us, and that’s what’s worrying me most!”


  “Ah, domina, I think you are quite wrong,” lisped the nosiest of them, Athenodorus Siculus, a practitioner with the famous Greek investigative persistence; he had wandered off and poked into every room opening off the atrium, then into the rooms around the peristyle-garden. “Surely you are aware that Lucius Gavius has half a sweetmeat shop in his study?”


  “Pish!” squeaked Clitumna. “Half a sweetmeat shop, indeed! A few figs and pastries, that’s all. In fact, he hardly ever touches them.”


  The six learned medical men looked at each other. ‘ ‘Domina, he eats them all day and half the night, so your staff tell me,” said Athenodorus the Greek from Sicily. “I suggest you persuade him to give up his confectioneries. If he eats better foods, not only will his digestive troubles clear up, but his general level of health will improve.”


  Lucius Gavius Stichus was privy to all this, lying on his bed too weak from the violence of his purging to defend himself, his slightly protruding eyes jumping from one face to another as the conversation jumped from one speaker to another.


  “He has pimples, and his skin is a bad color,” said a Greek from Athens. “Does he exercise?”


  “He doesn’t need to,” said Clitumna, the first hint of doubt appearing in her tone. “He rushes about from place to place in the course of his business, it keeps him constantly on the run, I do assure you!”


  “What is your business, Lucius Gavius?” asked the Spaniard.


  “I’m a slaver,” said Stichus.


  Since all save Publius Popillius had started life in Rome as slaves, more jaundice appeared suddenly in their eyes than they could find in Lucius Gavius’s, and they moved away from his vicinity under pretext that it was time to leave.


  “If he wants something sweet, then let him confine himself to the honeyed wine,” said Publius Popillius. “Keep him off solid foods for a day or two more, and then when he’s feeling hungry again, let him have a normal diet. But mind—I said normal, domina! Beans, not sweetmeats. Salads, not sweetmeats. Cold collations, not sweetmeats.”


  Stichus’s condition did improve over the next week, but he never got fully well. Eat nothing but nourishing and wholesome foods though he did, still he suffered from periodic bouts of nausea, vomiting, pain, and dysentery, none as severe as his initial attack, all debilitating. He began to lose weight, just a little at a time, so that no one in the house really noticed.


  By the end of summer he couldn’t drag himself as far as his office in the Porticus Metelli, and the days he fancied lying on a couch in the sun grew fewer and further apart. The fabulous illustrated book Sulla had given him ceased to interest him, and food of any kind became an ordeal to consume. Only the honeyed wine could he tolerate, and not always even that.


  By September every medical practitioner in Rome had been called to see him, and many and varied were the diagnoses, not to mention the treatments, especially after Clitumna began to resort to quacks.


  “Let him eat what he wants,” said one doctor.


  “Let him eat nothing and starve it out,” said another.


  “Let him eat nothing but beans,” said a doctor of the Pythagorean persuasion.


  “Be consoled,” said the nosy Greek doctor, Athenodorus Siculus. “Whatever it is, it’s obviously not contagious. I believe it is a malignancy in the upper bowel. However, make sure those who come in physical contact with him or have to empty his chamber pot wash their hands thoroughly afterward, and don’t let them near the kitchen or the food.”


  Two days later, Lucius Gavius Stichus died. Beside herself with grief, Clitumna fled Rome immediately after the funeral, begging Sulla and Nicopolis to come with her to Circei, where she had a villa. But though Sulla escorted her down to the Campanian seashore, he and Nicopolis refused to leave Rome.


  When he returned from Circei, Sulla kissed Nicopolis and moved out of her suite of rooms.


  “I’m resuming tenancy of the study and my own sleeping cubicle,” he said. “After all, now that Sticky Stichy is dead, I’m the closest thing she has to a son.” He was sweeping the lavishly illustrated scrolls into a burning bucket; face twisting in disgust, he held up one hand to Nicopolis, who was watching from the doorway of the study. “Look at that! Not an inch of this room that isn’t sticky!”


  The carafe of honeyed wine stood in a caked ring on the priceless citrus-wood console against one wall. Lifting it, Sulla looked down at the permanently ingrained mark amid the exquisite whorls of the wood, and hissed between his teeth.


  “What a cockroach! Goodbye, Sticky Stichy!”


  And he pitched the carafe through the open window onto the peristyle colonnade. But it flew farther than that, and broke into a thousand shards on the plinth of Sulla’s favorite statue, Apollo pursuing the dryad Daphne. A huge star of syrupy wine marred the smooth stone, and began to trickle down in long runnels which soaked into the ground. Darting to the window to look, Nicopolis giggled.


  “You’re right,” she said. “What a cockroach!” And sent her little serving maid Bithy to clean the pedestal with rag and water.


  No one noticed the traces of white powder adhering to the marble, for it too was white. The water did its work: the powder vanished.


  “I’m glad you missed the actual statue,” said Nicopolis, sitting on Sulla’s knee, both of them watching Bithy as she washed away.


  “I’m sorry,” said Sulla, but looked very pleased.


  “Sorry? Lucius Cornelius, it would have ruined all that wonderful paintwork! At least the plinth is plain marble.”


  His upper lip curled back to show his teeth. “Bah! Why is that I seem permanently surrounded by tasteless fools?” he asked, tipping Nicopolis off his lap.


  The stain was completely gone; Bithy wrung out her rag and emptied her basin into the pansies.


  “Bithy!” Sulla called. “Wash your hands, girl, and I mean wash them properly! You don’t know what Stichus died of, and he was very fond of honeyed wine. Go on, off you go!”


  Beaming because he noticed her, Bithy went.


  8


  “I discovered a most interesting young man today,” said Gaius Marius to Publius Rutilius Rufus. They were sitting in the precinct of the temple of Telluson the Carinae, for it lay next door to Rutilius Rufus’s house, and on this windy autumn day it offered some welcome sun.


  “Which is more than my peristyle does,” Rutilius Rufus had explained as he conducted his visitor toward a wooden bench in the grounds of the spacious but shabby-looking temple. “Our old gods are neglected these days, especially my dear neighbor Tellus,” he meandered on as they settled themselves. “Everyone’s too busy bowing and scraping to Magna Mater of Asia to remember Rome is better served by her own earth goddess!”


  It was to avert the looming homily upon Rome’s oldest, most shadowy and mysterious gods that Gaius Marius chose to mention his encounter with the interesting young man. His ploy worked, of course; Rutilius Rufus was never proof against interesting people of any age or either sex.


  “Who was that?” he asked now, lifting his muzzle to the sun in shut-eyed pleasure, old dog that he was.


  “Young Marcus Livius Drusus, who must be all of—oh, seventeen or eighteen?”


  “My nephew Drusus?”


  Marius turned his head to stare. “Is he?”


  “Well, he is if he’s the son of the Marcus Livius Drusus who triumphed last January and intends to seek election as one of the censors for next year,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  Marius laughed, shook his head. “Oh, how embarrassing! Why don’t I ever remember such things?”


  “Probably,” said Rutilius Rufus dryly, “because my wife, Livia—who, to refresh your bucolic memory, was the sister of your interesting young man’s father—has been dead these many years, and never went out, and never dined with me when I entertained. The Livius Drususes have a tendency to break the spirits of their womenfolk, unfortunately. Nice little thing, my wife. Gave me two fine children, but never an argument. I treasured her.”


  “I know,” said Marius uncomfortably, disliking being caught out—would he never get them all straight? But old friend though Rutilius Rufus was, Marius couldn’t remember ever meeting his shy little wife. “You ought to marry again,” he said, very enamored of marriage these days.


  “What, just so you don’t look so conspicuous? No, thank you! I find sufficient outlet for my passions in writing letters.” One dark blue eye came open, peered at Marius. “Anyway, why do you think so highly of my nephew Drusus?”


  “In the last week I’ve been approached by several groups of Italian Allies, all from different nations, and all bitterly complaining that Rome is misusing their soldier levies,” said Marius slowly. “In my opinion they have good grounds for complaint. Almost every consul for a decade and more has wasted the lives of his soldiers—and with as little concern as if men were starlings, or sparrows! And the first to perish have been Italian Allied troops, because it’s become the custom to use them ahead of Romans in any situation where lives are likely to be lost. It’s a rare consul who genuinely appreciates that the Italian Allied soldiers are men of property in their nations and are paid for by their nations, not by Rome.”


  Rutilius Rufus never objected to a roundabout discussion; he knew Marius far too well to assume that what he spoke of now bore no relationship to the nephew Drusus. So he answered this apparent digression willingly. “The Italian Allies came under Rome’s military protection to unify defense of the peninsula,” he said. “In return for donating soldiers to us, they were accorded special status as our allies and reaped many benefits, not the least of which was a drawing-together of the nations of the peninsula. They give their troops to Rome so that we all fight in a common cause. Otherwise, they’d still be warring one Italian nation against another—and undoubtedly losing more men in the process than any Roman consul has lost.”


  “That is debatable,” said Marius. “They might have combined and formed one Italian nation instead!”


  “Since the alliance with Rome is a fact, and has been a fact for two or three hundred years, my dear Gaius Marius, I fail to see where you’re going at the moment,” Rutilius said.


  “The deputations who came to see me maintain that Rome is using their troops to fight foreign wars of absolutely no benefit to Italy as a whole,” Marius said patiently. “The original bait we dangled before the Italian nations was the granting of the Roman citizenship. But it’s nearly eighty years since any Italian or Latin community has been gifted with the citizenship, as you well know. Why, it took the revolt of Fregellae to force the Senate to make concessions to the Latin Rights communities!”


  “That is an oversimplification,” said Rutilius Rufus. “We didn’t promise the Italian Allies general enfranchisement. We offered them gradual citizenship in return for consistent loyalty—Latin Rights first.”


  “Latin Rights mean very little, Publius Rutilius! At best, they offer a rather tawdry second-class citizenship—no vote in any Roman elections.”


  “Well, yes, but in the fifteen years since Fregellae’s revolt, you must admit things have improved for those with the Latin Rights,” Rutilius Rufus said stubbornly. “Every man holding a magistracy in a Latin Rights town now automatically gains the full Roman citizenship for himself and his family.”


  “I know, I know, and that means there is now a considerable pool of Roman citizens in every Latin Rights town— an ever-growing pool, at that! Not to mention that the law provides Rome with new citizens of exactly the right type— men of property and great local importance—men who can be trusted to vote the right way in Rome,” jeered Marius.


  Up went Rutilius Rufus’s brows. “And what’s wrong with that?” he asked.


  “You know, Publius Rutilius, open-minded and progressive though you are in many ways, at heart you’re as stuffy a Roman nobleman as Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus!” snapped Marius, still hanging on to his temper. “Why can’t you see that Rome and Italy belong together in an equal union?”


  “Because they don’t,” said Rutilius Rufus, his own sense of placid well-being beginning to fray. “Really, Gaius Marius! How can you sit here inside the walls of Rome advocating political equality between Romans of Rome and Italians? Rome is not Italy! Rome didn’t stumble by accident into first place in the world, nor did she do it on Italian troops! Rome is different.”


  “Rome is superior, you mean,” said Marius.


  “Yes!” Rutilius Rufus seemed to swell. “Rome is Rome. Rome is superior.”


  “Hasn’t it ever occurred to you, Publius Rutilius, that if Rome admitted the whole of Italy—even Italian Gaul of the Padus too!—into its hegemony, Rome would be enhanced?” Marius asked.


  “Rubbish! Rome would cease to be Roman,” said Rutilius.


  “And therefore, you imply, Rome would be less.”


  “Of course.”


  “But the present situation is farcical,” Marius persevered. “Italy is a checkerboard! Regions with the full citizenship, regions with the Latin Rights, regions with mere Allied status, all jumbled up together. Places like Alba Fucentia and Aesernia holding the Latin Rights completely surrounded by the Italians of the Marsi and the Samnites, citizen colonies implanted in the midst of the Gauls along the Padus—how can there be any real feeling of unity, of oneness with Rome?”


  “Seeding Roman and Latin colonies through the Italian nations keeps them in harness to us,” said Rutilius Rufus. “Those with the full citizenship or the Latin Rights won’t betray us. It wouldn’t pay them to betray us, considering the alternative.”


  “I think you mean war with Rome,” said Marius.


  “Well, I wouldn’t go so far as to say that,” Rutilius Rufus said. “More that it would entail a loss of privilege the Roman and Latin communities would find insupportable. Not to mention a loss of social worth and standing.”


  “Dignitas is all,” said Marius.


  “Precisely.”


  “So you believe the influential men of these Roman and Latin communities would carry the day against the thought of alliance with the Italian nations against Rome?”


  Rutilius Rufus looked shocked. “Gaius Marius, why are you taking this position? You’re no Gaius Gracchus, and you are certainly no reformer!”


  Marius got to his feet, paced up and down in front of the bench several times, then swung to direct those fierce eyes beneath their even fiercer brows upon the much smaller Rutilius, huddled in a distinctly defensive pose. “You’re right, Publius Rutilius, I’m no reformer, and to couple my name with that of Gaius Gracchus is laughable. But I am a practical man, and I have, I flatter myself, more than my fair share of intelligence. Besides which, I am not a Roman of the Romans—as everyone who is a Roman of the Romans is at great pains to point out to me. Well, it may be that my bucolic origins endow me with a kind of detachment no Roman of the Romans can ever own. And I see trouble in our checkerboard Italy. I do, Publius Rutilius, I do! I listened to what the Italian Allies had to say a few days ago, and I smelled a change in the wind. For Rome’s sake, I hope our consuls in the next few years are wiser in their use of Italian troops than the consuls of the previous decade.”


  “So do I, if not for quite the same reasons,” said Rutilius Rufus. “Poor generalship is criminal, especially when it ends in wasting the lives of soldiers, Roman or Italian.” He looked up at the looming Marius irritably. “Do sit down, I beg you! I’m getting a pain in the neck.”


  “You are a pain in the neck,” said Marius, but sat down obediently, stretching his legs out.


  “You’re gathering clients among the Italians,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “True.” Marius studied his senator’s ring, made of gold rather than of iron, for only the oldest senatorial families kept up the tradition of an iron ring. “However, I’m not alone in that activity, Publius Rutilius. Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus has enlisted whole towns as his clients, mainly by securing remissions of their taxes.”


  “Or even securing removal of their taxes, I note.”


  “Indeed. Nor is Marcus Aemilius Scaurus above client gathering among the Italians of the north,” said Marius.


  “Yes, but admit he’s less feral than Gnaeus Domitius,” Rutilius Rufus objected; he was a Scaurus partisan. “At least he does good works for his client towns—drains a swamp, or erects a new meeting-house.”


  “I concede the point. But you mustn’t forget the Caecilius Metelluses in Etruria. They’re very busy.”


  Rutilius Rufus sighed a long-suffering sigh. “Gaius Marius, I wish I knew exactly what you’re taking such an inordinately long time to say!”


  “I’m not sure myself,” said Marius. “Only that I sense a groundswell among the Famous Families, a new awareness of the importance of the Italian Allies. I don’t think they’re conscious of this importance in any way spelling danger to Rome, only acting on some instinct they don’t understand. They—smell something in the wind?”


  “You certainly smell something in the wind,” said Rutilius Rufus. “Well, you’re a remarkably shrewd man, Gaius Marius. And anger you though I may have done, I have also taken due note of what you’ve said. On the surface of it, a client isn’t much of a creature. His patron can help him far more than he can help his patron. Until an election, or a threatened disaster. Perhaps he can assist only by refusing to support anyone acting against the interests of his patron. Instincts are significant, I agree with you. They’re like beacons: they light up whole fields of hidden facts, often long before logic can. So maybe you’re right about the groundswell. And maybe to enlist all the Italian Allies as clients in the service of some great Roman family is one way of dealing with this danger you insist is looming. I don’t honestly know.”
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  “Nor do I,” said Marius. “But I’m gathering clients.”


  “And gathering wool,” said Rutilius Rufus, smiling. “We started out, as I remember, to discuss my nephew Drusus.”


  Marius folded his legs beneath his knees and pushed himself to his feet so quickly the action startled Rutilius Rufus, who had resumed his shut-eyed repose. “That we did! Come, Publius Rutilius, we may not be too late for me to show you an example of the new feeling about the Italian Allies among the Famous Families!”


  Rutilius got up. “I’m coming, I’m coming! But where?”


  “To the Forum, of course,” said Marius, setting out down the slope of the temple precinct toward the street. As they walked, Marius spoke. “There’s a trial in progress, and if we’re lucky we’ll arrive before it ends.”


  “I’m surprised you noticed,” said Rutilius Rufus dryly; Marius was not usually prone to pay attention to Forum trials.


  “I’m surprised you haven’t been attending it every day,” Marius countered. “After all, it’s the debut of your nephew Drusus as an advocate.”


  “No!” said Rutilius Rufus. “He made his debut months ago, when he prosecuted the chief tribune of the Treasury for recovery of certain funds which had mysteriously gone missing.”


  “Oh.” Marius shrugged, speeded up his pace. “Then that accounts for what I thought was your delinquency. However, Publius Rutilius, you really ought to follow young Drusus’s career more closely. If you had, my remarks about the Italian Allies would have made more sense to you.”


  “Enlighten me,” said Rutilius Rufus, beginning to labor just a little; Marius always forgot his legs were longer.


  “I noticed because I heard someone speaking the most beautiful Latin in an equally beautiful voice. A new orator, I thought, and stopped to see who it was. Your young nephew Drusus, no less! Though I didn’t know who he was until I asked, and I’m still embarrassed that I didn’t associate the name with your family.”


  “Who’s he prosecuting this time?” asked Rutilius Rufus.


  “That’s the interesting thing, he’s not prosecuting,” said Marius. “He’s defending, and before the foreign praetor, if you please! It’s an important case; there’s a jury.”


  “Murder of a Roman citizen?”


  “No. Bankruptcy.”


  “That’s unusual,” panted Rutilius Rufus.


  “I gather it’s some sort of example,” said Marius, not slowing down: “The plaintiff is the banker Gaius Oppius, the defendant a Marsic businessman from Marruvium called Lucius Fraucus. According to my informant—a real professional court-watcher—Oppius is tired of bad debts among his Italian accounts, and decided it was time he made an example of an Italian here in Rome. His object is to frighten the rest of Italy into keeping up what I suspect are exorbitant interest payments.”


  “Interest,” huffed Rutilius Rufus, “is set at ten percent.”


  “If you’re a Roman,” said Marius, “and preferably a Roman of the upper economic classes.”


  “Keep on going, Gaius Marius, and you’ll wind up like the Brothers Gracchi—very dead.”


  “Rubbish!”


  “I would—much rather—go home,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “You’re getting soft,” said Marius, glancing down at his trotting companion. “A good campaign would do wonders for your wind, Publius Rutilius.”


  “A good rest would do wonders for my wind.” Rutilius Rufus slowed down. “I really don’t see why we’re doing this.”


  “For one thing, because when I left the Forum your nephew still had a good two and a half hours left in which to sum up his case,” said Marius. “It’s one of the experimental trials—you know, to do with changing trial procedures. So the witnesses were heard first, then the Prosecution was allowed two hours to sum up, and the Defense three hours, after which the foreign praetor will ask the jury for its verdict.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with the old way,” said Rutilius.


  “Oh, I don’t know, I thought the new way made the whole process more interesting for the spectators,” said Marius.


  They were descending the slope of the Clivus Sacer, the lower Forum Romanum just ahead, and the figures in the foreign praetor’s court had not changed their distribution while Marius had been away.


  “Good, we’re in time for the peroration,” said Marius.


  Marcus Livius Drusus was still speaking, and his audience was still listening in rapt silence. Obviously well under twenty years of age, the shaveling advocate was of average height and stocky physique, black-haired and swarthy of complexion: not an advocate who would transfix by sheer physical presence, though his face was pleasant enough.


  “Isn’t he amazing?” asked Marius of Rutilius in a whisper. “He’s got the knack of making you think he’s speaking to you personally, not to anyone else.”


  He had. Even at the distance—for Marius and Rutilius Rufus stood at the back of the large crowd—his very dark eyes seemed to look deeply into their eyes, and into their eyes alone.


  “Nowhere does it say that the fact a man is a Roman automatically puts him in the right,” the young man was saying. “I do not speak for Lucius Fraucus, the accused— I speak for Rome! I speak for honor! I speak for integrity! I speak for justice! Not the kind of lip-service justice which interprets a law in its most literal sense, but the kind of justice which interprets a law in its most logical sense. The law should not be a huge and weighty slab which falls upon a man and squashes him into a uniform shape, for men are not uniform. The law should be a gentle sheet which falls upon a man and shows his unique shape beneath its blanketing sameness. We must always remember that we, the citizens of Rome, stand as an example to the rest of the world, especially in our laws and our courts of law. Has such sophistication ever been seen elsewhere? Such drafting? Such intelligence? Such care? Such wisdom? Do not even the Greeks of Athens admit it? Do not the Alexandrians? Do not the Pergamites?”


  His rhetorical body language was superb, even with the severe disadvantages of his height and physique, neither lending itself to the toga; to wear the toga superlatively, a man had to be tall, wide of shoulder, and narrow of hip, and move with consummate grace. Marcus Livius Drusus did not qualify on any point. And yet he worked wonders with his body, from the smallest wiggle of a finger to the largest sweep of his whole right arm. The movements of his head, the expressions on his face, the changes in his walk—everything so good!


  “Lucius Fraucus, an Italian from Marruvium,” he went on, “is the ultimate victim, not the perpetrator. No one— including Lucius Fraucus!—disputes the fact that this very large sum of money advanced by Gaius Oppius is missing. Nor is it disputed that this very large sum of money must be restored to Gaius Oppius, together with the interest the loan has incurred. One way or another, it will be repaid. If necessary, Lucius Fraucus is willing to sell his houses, his lands, his investments, his slaves, his furniture—all he possesses! More than enough to constitute restitution!”


  He walked up to the front row of the jury and glared at the men in its middle ranks. “You have heard the witnesses. You have heard my learned colleague the Prosecutor. Lucius Fraucus was the borrower. But he was not the thief. Therefore, say I, Lucius Fraucus is the real victim of this fraud, not Gaius Oppius, his banker. If you condemn Lucius Fraucus, conscript members of the jury, you subject him to the full penalty of the law as it applies to a man who is not a citizen of our great city, nor a holder of the Latin Rights. All of Lucius Fraucus’s property will be put up for forced sale, and you know what that means. It will fetch nowhere near its actual value, and indeed might not even fetch enough to make restitution of the full sum.” This last was said with a most speaking glance toward the sidelines, where the banker Gaius Oppius sat on a folding chair, attended by a retinue of clerks and accountants.


  “Very well! Nowhere near its actual value! After which, conscript members of the jury, Lucius Fraucus will be sold into debt-bondage until he has made up the difference between the sum demanded and the sum obtained from the forced sale of all his property. Now, a poor judge of character in choosing his senior employees Lucius Fraucus may be, but in the pursuit of his business, Lucius Fraucus is a remarkably shrewd and highly successful man. Yet—how can he ever make good his debt if, propertyless and disgraced, he is handed over into bondage? Will he even be of use to Gaius Oppius as a clerk?’’


  The young man was now concentrating every scrap of his vigor and will upon the Roman banker, a mild-looking man in his fifties, who seemed entranced by what the young man said.


  “For a man who is not a Roman citizen, conviction upon a criminal charge leads to one thing before all others. He must be flogged. Not chastised by the rods, as a Roman citizen is—a little sore, perhaps, but chiefly injured in his dignity. No! He must be flogged! Laid about with the barbed whip until nothing of skin and muscle is left, and he is maimed for life, scarred worse than any mine slave.”


  The hairs stood up on the back of Marius’s neck; for if the young man was not looking straight at him—one of the biggest mine owners in Rome—then his eyes were playing tricks. Yet how could young Drusus have found a latecomer at the very back of such a huge crowd?


  “We are Romans!” the young man cried. “Italy and its citizens are under our protection. Do we show ourselves to be mine owners of men who look to us as an example? Do we condemn an innocent man on a technicality, simply because his is the signature on the document of loan? Do we ignore the fact that he is willing to make complete restitution? Do we, in effect, accord him less justice than we would a citizen of Rome? Do we flog a man who ought rather to wear a dunce’s cap upon his head for his foolishness in trusting a thief? Do we create a widow of a wife? Do we create orphans of children with a loving father? Surely not, conscript members of the jury! For we are Romans. We are a better brand of men!”


  With a swirl of white wool the speaker turned and quit the vicinity of the banker, thus establishing an instant in which all eyes left the banker to follow, dazzled; all eyes, that is, save those of several jurymen in the front row, looking no different from the rest of the fifty-one members of the panel. And the eyes of Gaius Marius and Publius Rutilius Rufus. One juror gazed woodenly at Oppius, drawing his forefinger across the base of his throat as if it itched. The response followed instantly: the faintest shake of the great banker’s head. Gaius Marius began to smile.


  “Thank you, praetor peregrinus,” said the young man as he bowed to the foreign praetor, suddenly seeming stiff and shy, no longer possessed by whatever invaded him when he orated.


  “Thank you, Marcus Livius,” said the foreign praetor, and directed his glance toward the jury. “Citizens of Rome, please inscribe your tablets and permit the court your verdict.”


  There was a general movement throughout the court; the jurors all produced small squares of pale clay and pencils of charcoal. But they didn’t write anything, instead sat looking at the backs of the heads in the middle of their front row. The man who had ghosted a question at Oppius the banker took up his pencil and drew a letter upon his clay tablet, then yawned mightily, his arms stretched above his head, the tablet still in his left hand, the multiple folds of his toga falling back toward his left shoulder as the arm straightened in the air. The rest of the jurors then scribbled busily, and handed in their tablets to the lictors who were going among them.


  The foreign praetor did the counting himself; everyone waited, scarcely breathing, for the verdict. Glancing at each tablet, he tossed it into one of two baskets on the desk in front of him, most into one, a few into the other. When all fifty-one had been dealt with, he looked up.


  “ABSOLVO.” he said. “Forty-three for, eight against. Lucius Fraucus of Marruvium, citizen of the Marsic nation of our Italian Allies, you are discharged by this court, but only on condition that you make full restitution as promised. I leave you to arrange matters with Gaius Oppius, your creditor, before this day is over.”


  And that was that. Marius and Rutilius Rufus waited for the crowds to finish congratulating the young Marcus Livius Drusus. Finally only the friends of Drusus were left clustered about him, very excited. But when the tall man with the fierce eyebrows and the little man everyone knew to be Drusus’s uncle bore down on the group, everyone melted away bashfully.


  “Congratulations, Marcus Livius,” said Marius, extending his hand.


  “I thank you, Gaius Marius.”


  “Well done,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  They turned in the direction of the Velia end of the Forum and began to walk.


  Rutilius Rufus left the conversation to Marius and Drusus, pleased to see his young nephew was maturing so magnificently as an advocate, but well aware of the shortcomings beneath that stolidly stocky exterior. Young Drusus, thought his Uncle Publius, was a rather humorless pup, brilliant but oddly blighted, who would never have that lightness of being which could discern the shape of coming grotesqueries, and so as his life went on would fail to sidestep much of life’s pain. Earnest. Dogged. Ambitious. Incapable of letting go once his teeth were fixed in a problem. Yes. But, for all that, Uncle Publius told himself, young Drusus was an honorable pup.


  “It would have been a very bad thing for Rome if your Italian client had been convicted,” Marius was saying.


  “Very bad indeed. Fraucus is one of the most important men in Marruvium, and an elder of his Marsic nation. Of course he won’t be nearly so important once he’s paid back the money he owes Gaius Oppius, but he’ll make more,” said Drusus.


  They had reached the Velia when “Do you ascend the Palatine?” young Drusus asked, pausing in front of the temple of Jupiter Stator.


  “Certainly not,” said Publius Rutilius Rufus, emerging from his thoughts. “Gaius Marius is coming home to dine with me, nephew.”


  Young Drusus bowed to his seniors solemnly, then began to ascend the slope of the Clivus Palatinus; from behind Marius and Rutilius Rufus emerged the unprepossessing form of Quintus Servilius Caepio Junior, young Drusus’s best friend, running to catch up with young Drusus, who must have heard him, but didn’t wait.


  “That’s a friendship I don’t like,” said Rutilius Rufus, standing watching the two young men dwindle in size.


  “Oh?”


  “They’re impeccably noble and terrifically rich, the Servilius Caepios, but as short on brains as they’re long on hauteur, so it’s not a friendship between equals,” said Rutilius Rufus. “My nephew seems to prefer the peculiar style of deference and sycophancy young Caepio Junior offers to a more stimulating—not to mention deflating!—kind of fellowship with others among his peers. A pity. For I fear, Gaius Marius, that Caepio Junior’s devotion will give young Drusus a false impression of his ability to lead men.”


  “In battle?”


  Rutilius Rufus stopped in his tracks. “Gaius Marius, there are other activities than war, and other institutions than armies! No, I was referring to leadership in the Forum.”


  *


  Later in that same week Marius came again to call upon his friend Rutilius Rufus, and found him distractedly packing.


  “Panaetius is dying,” explained Rutilius, blinking back his tears.


  “Oh, that’s too bad!” said Marius. “Where is he? Will you reach him in time?”


  “I hope so. He’s in Tarsus, and asking for me. Fancy his asking for me, out of all the Romans he taught!”


  Marius’s glance was soft. “And why shouldn’t he? After all, you were his best pupil.”


  “No, no,” said the little man, seeming abstracted.


  “I’ll go home,” said Marius.


  “Nonsense,” said Rutilius Rufus, leading the way to his study, a hideously untidy room which seemed to be overfilled with desks and tables piled high with books, most of them at least partially unrolled, some anchored at one end and cascading onto the floor in a welter of precious Egyptian paper.


  “Garden,” said Marius firmly, perceiving no place to roost amid the chaos, but well aware that Rutilius Rufus could put his hand on any book he owned in scant moments, no matter how buried it appeared to the uninitiated eye.


  “What are you writing?’’ he asked, spotting a long screed of Fannius-treated paper on a table, already half-covered with Rutilius Rufus’s unmistakable hand, as neat and easy to read as his room was disorganized.


  “Something I’ll have to consult you about,” said Rutilius, leading the way outside. “A manual of military information. After our talk about the inept generals Rome has been fielding of late years, I thought it was time someone competent produced a helpful treatise. So far it’s been all logistics and base planning, but now I move on to tactics and strategy, where you shine far brighter than I do. So I’m going to have to milk your brains.”


  “Consider them milked.” Marius sat down on a wooden bench in the tiny, sunless, rather neglected garden, on the weedy side and with a fountain that didn’t work. “Have you had a visit from Metellus Piggle-wiggle?” he asked.


  “As a matter of fact, I have, earlier today,” said Rutilius, coming to rest on a bench opposite Marius’s.


  “He came to see me this morning too.”


  “Amazing how little he’s changed, our Quintus Caecilius Metellus Piggle-wiggle,” laughed Rutilius Rufus. “If there’d been a pigsty handy, or my fountain was worthy of its name, I think I might have tossed him in all over again.’’


  “I know how you feel, but I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Marius. “What did he have to say to you?”


  “He’s going to stand for consul.”


  “If we ever have any elections, that is! What on earth possessed those two fools to try to stand a second time as tribunes of the plebs when even the Gracchi came to grief?”


  “It shouldn’t delay the Centuriate elections—or the People’s elections, for that matter,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “Of course it will! Our two would-be second-termers will cause their colleagues to veto all elections,” said Marius. “You know what tribunes of the plebs are like—once they get the bit between their teeth, no one can stop them.”


  Rutilius shook with laughter. “I should think I do know what tribunes of the plebs are like! I was one of the worst. And so were you, Gaius Marius.”


  “Well, yes___”


  “There’ll be elections, never fear,” said Rutilius Rufus comfortably. “My guess is that the tribunes of the plebs will go to the polls four days before the Ides of December, and all the others will follow just after the Ides.”


  “And Metellus Piggle-wiggle will be consul,” said Marius.


  Rutilius Rufus leaned forward, folding his hands together. “He knows something.”


  “You are not wrong, old friend. He definitely knows something we don’t. Any guesses?”


  “Jugurtha. He’s planning a war against Jugurtha.”


  “That’s what I think too,” said Marius. “Only is he going to start it, or is Spurius Albinus going to?”


  “I wouldn’t have said Spurius Albinus had the intestinal fortitude. But time will tell,” Rutilius said tranquilly.


  “He offered me a job as senior legate with his army.”


  “He offered me the same position.”


  They looked at each other and grinned.


  “Then we’d better make it our business to find out what’s going on,” said Marius, getting to his feet. “Spurius Albinus is supposed to arrive here any day to hold the elections, no one having told him there aren’t going to be any elections for some time to come.”


  “He’d have left Africa Province before the news could have reached him, anyway,” said Rutilius Rufus, bypassing the study.


  “Are you going to accept Piggle-wiggle’s offer?”


  “I will, if you will, Gaius Marius.”


  “Good!”


  Rutilius opened the front door himself. “And how is Julia? I won’t have a chance to see her.”


  Marius beamed. “Wonderful—beautiful—glorious!”


  “You silly old geezer,” said Rutilius, and pushed Marius into the street. “Keep your ear to the ground while I’m away, and write to me if you hear any martial stirrings.”


  “I will. Have a good trip.”


  “In autumn? It’ll be a charnel house on board ship and I might drown.”


  “Not you,” said Marius, grinning. “Father Neptune wouldn’t have you, he wouldn’t be game to spoil Piggle-wiggle’s plans.”


  *


  Julia was pregnant, and very pleased to be so; the only stress she suffered was Marius’s henlike concern for her.


  “Truly, Gaius Marius, I am perfectly well,” she said for the thousandth time; it was now November, and the baby was due about March of the next year, so she was beginning to look pregnant. However, she had bloomed the traditional prospective mother’s bloom, untroubled by sickness or swelling.


  “You’re sure?” her husband asked anxiously.


  “Go away, do!” she said, but gently, and smilingly.


  Reassured, the fatuous husband left her with her servants in her workroom, and went to his study. It was the one place in the huge house where Julia’s presence wasn’t felt, the one place where he could forget her. Not that he tried to forget her; rather, there were times when he needed to think of other things.


  Like what was happening in Africa. Sitting at his desk, he drew paper forward and began to write in his bald unvarnished prose to Publius Rutilius Rufus, safely arrived in Tarsus after a very speedy voyage.


  I am attending every meeting of both Senate and Plebs, and it finally looks as if there will be elections in the near future. About time. As you said, four days before the Ides of December. Publius Licinius Lucullus and Lucius Annius are beginning to collapse; I don’t think they’ll succeed in standing for second terms as tribunes of the plebs. In fact, the general impression now is that they plotted to have everyone think it only in order to bring their names more forcibly before the eyes of the electors. They’re both consul material, but neither managed to make a splash while tribune of the plebs—not surprising, considering they’re not reformers. So what better way to make a splash than to inconvenience all of voting Rome? I must be turning into a Cynic. Is that possible for an Italian hayseed with no Greek?As you know, things have been very quiet in Africa, though our intelligence sources report that Jugurtha is indeed recruiting and training a very large army—and in Roman style! However, things were far from quiet when Spurius Albinus came home well over a month ago to hold the elections. He gave his report to the Senate, this including the fact that he had kept his own army down to three legions, one made up of local auxiliaries, one of Roman troops already stationed in Africa, and one he had brought with him last spring from Italy. They are yet to be blooded. Spurius Albinus is not martially inclined, it would seem. I cannot say the same for Piggle-wiggle.But what riled our venerable colleagues of the Senate was the news that Spurius Albinus had seen fit to appoint his little brother, Aulus Albinus, governor of Africa Province and commander of the African army in his absence! Imagine! I suppose if Aulus Albinus had been his quaestor it might have passed scrutiny in the Senate, but—as I know you know, but I’m telling you again anyway—quaestor wasn’t grand enough for Aulus Albinus, so he was put on his big brother’s staff as a senior legate. Without the approval of the Senate! So there sits our Roman province of Africa, being governed in the governor’s absence by a thirty-year-old hothead owning neither experience nor superior intelligence. Marcus Scaurus was spitting with rage, and served the consul a diatribe he won’t forget in a hurry, I can tell you. But it’s done. We can but hope Governor Aulus Albinus conducts himself properly. Scaurus doubts it. And so do I, Publius Rutilius.


  That letter went off to Publius Rutilius Rufus before the elections were held; Marius had intended it to be his last, hoping that the New Year would see Rutilius back in Rome. Then came a letter from Rutilius informing him that Panaetius was still alive, and so rejuvenated at sight of his old pupil that he seemed likely to live for several months longer than the state of his malignancy had at first suggested. “Expect me when you see me, some time in the spring just before Piggle-wiggle embarks for Africa,” Rutilius’s letter said.


  So Marius sat down again as the old year dwindled away, and wrote again to Tarsus.


  Clearly you had no doubt Piggle-wiggle would be elected consul, and you were correct. However, the People and the Plebs got their share of the elections over before the Centuries polled, neither body producing any surprises. So the quaestors entered office on the fifth day of December and the new tribunes of the plebs on the tenth day—the only interesting-looking new tribune of the plebs is Gaius Mamilius Limetanus. Oh, and three of the new quaestors are promising—our famous young orators and forensic stars Lucius Licinius Crassus and his best friend, Quintus Mucius Scaevola, are two of them, but the third I find more interesting still: a very brash and abrasive fellow of a recent plebeian family, Gaius Servilius Glaucia, whom I’m sure you’ll remember from his court days—it’s being said these days that he’s the best legal draftsman Rome has ever produced. I don’t like him. Piggle-wiggle was returned first in the Centuriate polls, so will be the senior consul for next year. But Marcus Junius Silanus was not far behind him. The voting was conservative all the way, as a matter of fact. No New Men among the praetors. Instead, the six included two patricians and a patrician adopted into a plebeian family—none other than Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar. As far as the Senate is concerned, it was therefore an excellent vote and promises well for the New Year.And then, my dear Publius Rutilius, the thunderbolt fell. It seems Aulus Albinus was tempted by rumors that a huge hoard of treasure was stored in the Numidian town of Suthul. So he waited just long enough to make sure his brother the consul was irrevocably on his way back to Rome to hold the elections, and then invaded Numidia! At the head of three paltry and inexperienced legions, if you please! His siege of Suthul was unsuccessful, of course—the townspeople just shut their gates and laughed at him from the top of their walls. But instead of admitting that he wasn’t capable of waging a little siege, let alone a whole campaign, what did Aulus Albinus do? Return to the Roman province? I hear you ask, eminently sensible man that you are. Well, that may have been the choice you would have made were you Aulus Albinus, but it wasn’t Aulus Albinus’s choice. He packed up his siege and marched onward into western Numidia! At the head of his three paltry and inexperienced legions. Jugurtha attacked him in the middle of the night somewhere near the town of Calama, and defeated Aulus Albinus so badly that our consul’s little brother surrendered unconditionally. And Jugurtha forced every Roman and auxiliary from Aulus Albinus on down to pass beneath the yoke. After which, Jugurtha extracted Aulus Albinus’s signature upon a treaty giving himself everything he hadn’t been able to get from the Senate!


  We got the news of it in Rome not from Aulus Albinus but from Jugurtha, who sent the Senate a copy of the treaty with a covering letter complaining sharply about Roman treachery in invading a peacefully intentioned country that had not lifted so much as a warlike finger against Rome. When I say Jugurtha wrote to the Senate, I actually mean that, he had the gall to write to his oldest and best enemy, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, in Scaurus’s role as Princeps Senatus. A calculated insult to the consuls, of course, to choose to address his correspondence to the Leader of the House. Oh, was Scaurus angry! He summoned a meeting of the Senate immediately, and compelled Spurius Albinus to divulge much that had been artfully concealed, including the fact that Spurius was not quite as ignorant of his little brother’s plans as he at first protested. The House was stunned. Then it turned nasty, and the Albinus faction promptly changed sides, leaving Spurius on his own to admit that he had heard the news from Aulus in a letter he received several days earlier. From Spurius we learned that Jugurtha had ordered Aulus back to Roman Africa and forbidden Aulus to put a toenail across the Numidian border. So there waits greedy young Aulus Albinus, petitioning his brother for a directive as to what to do.


  Marius sighed, flexed his fingers; what was a joy for Rutilius Rufus was a chore for him, no letter writer. “Get on with it, Gaius Marius,” he said to himself. And got on with it.


  Naturally what hurt the most was Jugurtha’s forcing the Roman army to pass under the yoke. It happens rarely, but it never fails to stir up the whole city, from highest to lowest—this being my first experience with it, I found myself as stirred, as humiliated, as devastated as the most Roman Roman. I daresay it would have been equally painful for you, so I am glad you weren’t here to witness the scenes, people in dark clothes weeping and tearing their hair, many of the knights without the narrow stripe on their tunics, senators wearing a narrow stripe instead of the wide one, the whole of Enemy Territory outside the temple of Bellona piled high with offerings to teach Jugurtha a lesson. Fortune has dropped a beautiful campaign into Piggle-wiggle’s lap for next year, and you and I will have a field day—provided, that is, that we can learn to get along with Piggle-wiggle as our commanding officer!


  The new tribune of the plebs Gaius Mamilius is in full cry after Postumius Albinus blood—he wants brother Aulus Albinus executed for treason, and brother Spurius Albinus tried for treason as well, if only for being stupid enough to appoint Aulus governor in his absence. In fact, Mamilius is calling for the institution of a special court, and wants to try every Roman who has ever had doubtful dealings with Jugurtha, from the time of Lucius Opimius on, if you please. Such is the mood of the Conscript Fathers of the Senate that he is likely to get his way. It’s the passing under the yoke. Everyone agrees the army and its commander should have died where they fought sooner than submit their country to abject humiliation. In that I disagree, of course, as I think would you. An army is only as good as its commander, no matter how great its potential.


  The Senate drafted and dispatched a stiff letter to Jugurtha, informing him that Rome could not and would not recognize a treaty extracted from a man who had no imperium and therefore no authority from the Senate and People of Rome to lead an army, govern a province, or make a treaty.


  And, last but not least, Publius Rutilius, Gaius Mamilius did obtain a mandate from the Plebeian Assembly to set up a special court in which all those who have had or are suspected to have had dealings with Jugurtha are to be tried for treason. This is a postscript, written on the very last day of the old year. The Senate for once heartily endorsed the plebeian legislation, and Scaurus is busy compiling a list of the men who will face trial. Gleefully aided by Gaius Memmius, vindicated at last. What’s more, in this special Mamilian court the chances of securing treason convictions are much greater than if it were done the traditional way, in trials conducted by the Centuriate Assembly. So far the names of Lucius Opimius, Lucius Calpurnius Bestia, Gaius Porcius Cato, Gaius Sulpicius Galba, Spurius Postumius Albinus, and his brother have come up for discussion. Blood tells, however. Spurius Albinus has assembled a formidable array of advocates to argue in the Senate that whatever his little brother, Aulus, may or may not have done, he cannot legally stand trial because he never legally possessed imperium. From that you gather that Spurius Albinus is going to assume Aulus’s share of the guilt, and will certainly be convicted. I find it odd that if things go as I confidently expect they will, the prime mover, Aulus Albinus, will emerge from his passage beneath the yoke with his career unimpaired!


  Oh, and Scaurus is to be one of the three presidents of the Mamilian Commission, as they are calling this new court. He accepted with alacrity.


  And that is that for the old year, Publius Rutilius. A momentous year, all told. After hope was gone, my head has popped above the surface of Rome’s political waters, buoyed up by my marriage to Julia. Metellus Piggle-wiggle is actually courting me, and men who never used to notice I was standing there are speaking to me as to an equal. Look after yourself on the voyage home, and make it soon.
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  Panaetius died in Tarsus halfway through February, which left Publius Rutilius Rufus little time to get home before the start of the campaigning season; originally he had planned to make the bulk of his journey overland, but urgency compelled him now to take his chances upon the sea.


  “And I’ve been downright lucky,” he said to Gaius Marius the day after he arrived in Rome, just before the Ides of March. “For once the winds blew in the direction I wanted.”


  Marius grinned. “I told you, Publius Rutilius, even Father Neptune wouldn’t have the courage to spoil Piggle-wiggle’s plans! Actually you’ve been lucky in more ways than that—if you’d been in Rome, you’d have had the unenviable task of going among the Italian Allies to persuade them to hand over troops.”


  “Which is what you’ve been doing, I take it?”


  “Since early January, when the lots gave Metellus charge of the African war against Jugurtha. Oh, it wasn’t difficult to recruit, not with all Italy burning to avenge the insult of passing beneath the yoke. But men of the right kind are getting very thin on the ground,” said Marius.


  “Then we had better hope that the future doesn’t hold any more military disasters for Rome,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “Indeed we had.”


  “How has-Piggle-wiggle behaved toward you?”


  “Quite civilly, all considered,” said Marius. “He came to see me the day after he was inaugurated, and at least did me the courtesy of being blunt about his motives. I asked him why he wanted me—and you, for that matter—when we had made such a fool of him in the old days at Numantia. And he said he didn’t care a fig for Numantia. What concerned him was winning this present war in Africa, and he couldn’t think of a better way to do that than to avail himself of the services of the two men in all the world best equipped to understand Jugurtha’s strategy.”


  “It’s a shrewd idea,” Rutilius Rufus said. “As the commander, he’ll reap the glory. What matters who wins the war for him, when it’s he who’ll ride in the triumphal chariot and gather in all the accolades? The Senate won’t offer you or me the new last name of Numidicus; they’ll offer it to him.”


  “Well, he needs it more than we do. Metellus Piggle-wiggle is a Caecilius, Publius Rutilius! Which means his head rules his heart, especially where his skin is concerned.”


  “Oh, very aptly put!” said Rutilius Rufus appreciatively.


  “He’s already lobbying to have the Senate extend his command in Africa into next year,” Marius said.


  “Which just goes to show that he got sufficient of Jugurtha’s measure all those years ago to realize beating Numidia into submission won’t be easy. How many legions is he taking?”


  “Four. Two Roman, two Italian.”


  “Plus the troops already stationed in Africa—say, two more legions. Yes, we ought to do it, Gaius Marius.”


  “I agree.”


  Marius got up from behind his desk and went to pour wine.


  “What’s this I hear about Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio?” asked Rutilius Rufus, accepting the goblet Marius held out to him just in time, for Marius shouted with laughter and spilled his own drink.


  “Oh, Publius Rutilius, it was wonderful! Honestly, I never cease to be amazed at the antics of the old Roman nobles. There was Scipio, respectably elected a praetor, and awarded the governorship of Further Spain when the lots were drawn for the praetor’s provinces. But what does he do? He gets up in the Senate and solemnly declines the honor of governing Further Spain! ‘Why?’ asks Scaurus, astonished—he supervised the drawing of the lots. ‘Because,’ says Scipio with an honesty I found quite endearing, ‘I would rape the place.’ It brought the House down— cheers, howls of mirth, feet stamping, hands clapping. And when the noise died down at last, Scaurus simply said, ‘I agree, Gnaeus Cornelius, you would rape the place.’ So now they’re sending Quintus Servilius Caepio to govern Further Spain in Scipio’s stead.”


  “He’ll rape the place too,” said Rutilius Rufus, smiling.


  “Of course, of course! Everyone knew that, including Scaurus. But Caepio at least has the grace to pretend he won’t, so Rome can turn a blind eye Spainward and life can go on in the usual way,” said Marius, back behind his desk. “I love this place, Publius Rutilius, I really do.”


  “I’m glad Silanus is being kept at home.”


  “Well, luckily someone has to govern Rome! What an escape! The Senate positively scrambled to prorogue Minucius Rufus’s governorship of Macedonia, I can assure you. And that niche being filled, nothing was left for Silanus except Rome, where things are more or less self-perpetuating. Silanus at the head of an army is a prospect to make Mars himself blanch.”


  “Absolutely!” said Rutilius Rufus fervently.


  “It’s a good year so far, actually,” Marius said. “Not only was Spain saved from the tender mercies of Scipio, and Macedonia from the tender mercies of Silanus, but Rome herself is considerably the lighter of villains, if I may be excused calling some of our consulars villains.”


  “The Mamilian Commission, you mean?”


  “Precisely. Bestia, Galba, Opimius, Gaius Cato, and Spurius Albinus have all been condemned, and there are more trials scheduled, though no surprises. Gaius Memmius has been most assiduous in assisting Mamilius in gathering evidence of collusion with Jugurtha, and Scaurus is a ruthless president of the court. Though he did speak in defense of Bestia—then turned round and voted to condemn him.”


  Rutilius Rufus smiled. “A man has to be flexible,” he said. “Scaurus had to acquit himself of his duty toward a fellow consular by speaking up for him, but it wouldn’t swerve him from his duty toward the court. Not Scaurus.”


  “No, not Scaurus!”


  “And where have the condemned gone?” Rutilius Rufus asked.


  “Quite a few seem to be choosing Massilia as their place of exile these days, though Lucius Opimius went to western Macedonia.”


  “But Aulus Albinus survived.”


  “Yes. Spurius Albinus took all the blame, and the House voted to permit him,” said Marius, and sighed. “It was a nice legal point.”


  *


  Julia went into labor on the Ides of March, and when the midwives informed Marius that it was not going to be an easy birth, he summoned Julia’s parents immediately.


  “Our blood is too old and too thin,” said Caesar fretfully to Marius as they sat together in Marius’s study, husband and father bound together by a mutual love and fear.


  “My blood isn’t,” said Marius.


  “But that can’t help her! It may help her daughter if she has one, and we must be thankful for that. I had hoped my marrying Marcia would infuse a little plebeian strength into my line—but Marcia is still too noble, it seems. Her mother was patrician, a Sulpicia. I know there are those who argue that the blood must be kept pure, but I have noticed time and time again that the girls of ancient family have a tendency to bleed in childbirth. Why else is the death rate among the girls of ancient family so much higher than it is among other girls?’’ And Caesar ran his hands through his silver-gilt hair.


  Marius couldn’t sit any longer; he got to his feet and began to pace up and down. “Well, she does have the best attention money can buy,” he said, nodding in the direction of the confinement room, from which no noises of distress had yet begun to emanate.


  “They couldn’t save Clitumna’s nephew last autumn,” said Caesar, yielding to gloom.


  “Who? Your unsatisfactory next-door neighbor, you mean?”


  “Yes, that Clitumna. Her nephew died last September after a protracted illness. Only a young fellow, seemed healthy enough. The doctors did everything they could think of doing, but he died anyway. It’s preyed on my mind since.”


  Marius stared at his father-in-law blankly. “Why on earth should it prey on your mind?” he asked. “What possible connection is there?”


  Caesar chewed at his lip. “Things always happen in threes,” he said cheerlessly. “The death of Clitumna’s nephew was a death in close proximity to me and mine. There have to be two more deaths.”


  “If so, then the deaths will occur in that family.”


  “Not necessarily. There just have to be three deaths, all connected in some way. But until the second death happens, I defy a soothsayer to predict what the connection will be.”


  Out went Marius’s hands, half in exasperation, half in despair. “Gaius Julius, Gaius Julius! Try to be optimistic, I beg of you! No one has yet come to say Julia is in danger of dying, I was simply told that the birth wouldn’t be easy. So I sent for you to help me blunder through this awful waiting, not to make me so downcast I can’t see a trace of light!”


  Ashamed, Caesar made a conscious effort. “As a matter of fact, I’m glad Julia’s time is here,” he said more briskly. “I haven’t wanted to bother her of late, but once she’s over her delivery I’m hoping she will be able to spare the time to talk to Julilla.”


  Privately Marius considered what Julilla needed was a sore bottom from an unsparing parental hand, but he managed to look interested; after all, he had never been a parent himself, and now that (all going well) he was about to become a parent, he ought to admit to himself that he might turn out to be as doting a tata as Gaius Julius Caesar.


  “What’s the matter with Julilla?” he asked.


  Caesar sighed. “She’s off her food. We’ve had some difficulty in making her eat for a long time, but during the last four months it’s worsened. She’s lost pounds and pounds! And now she’s prone to fainting fits, drops like a stone in her tracks. The doctors can find nothing wrong with her.’’


  Oh, will I really get like this? Marius asked himself; there is nothing wrong with that spoiled young lady that a good dose of indifference wouldn’t cure! However, he supposed she was something to talk about, so he tried to talk about her. “I gather you’d like Julia to get to the bottom of it?”


  “Indeed I would!”


  “She’s probably in love with someone unsuitable,” said Marius, utterly ignorant, but totally correct.


  “Nonsense!” said Caesar sharply.


  “How do you know it’s nonsense?”


  “Because the doctors thought of that, and I made full inquiries,” said Caesar, on the defensive.


  “Who did you ask? Her?”


  “Naturally!”


  “It might have been more practical to ask her girl.”


  “Oh, really, Gaius Marius!”


  “She’s not pregnant?”


  “Oh, really, Gaius Marius!”


  “Look, Father-in-law, there’s no use starting to view me as an insect at this stage of things,” said Marius unfeelingly. “I’m a part of the family, not an outsider. If I, with my extremely limited experience of young ladies of sixteen, can see these possibilities, so too ought you, and even more so. Get her girl into your study and wallop her until you get the truth out of her—I guarantee she’s in Julilla’s confidence, and I guarantee she’ll break down if you question her properly—torture and death threats!”


  “Gaius Marius, I couldn’t do that!” said Caesar, aghast at even the thought of such Draconian measures.


  “You wouldn’t need to do more than cane her,” said Marius patiently. “A smarting pair of buttocks and the mere mention of torture will produce everything she knows.”


  “I couldn’t do that,” Caesar repeated.


  Marius sighed. “Have it your own way, then. But don’t assume you know the truth just because you’ve asked Julilla.”


  “There has always been truth between me and mine,” said Caesar.


  Marius didn’t answer, merely looked skeptical.


  Someone knocked at the study door.


  “Come!” called Marius, glad of the interruption.


  It was the little Greek physician from Sicily, Athenodorus. “Domine, your wife is asking to see you,” he said to Marius, ‘ ‘and I think it would do her good if you came.’’


  Down hurtled the contents of Marius’s chest into his belly; he drew a sobbing breath, his hand going out. Caesar had jumped to his feet, and was staring at the doctor painfully.


  “Is she—is she—?” Caesar couldn’t finish.


  “No, no! Rest easy, domine, she’s doing well,” said the Greek soothingly.


  Gaius Marius had never been in the presence of a woman in labor, and now found himself terrified. It wasn’t hard to look on those killed or maimed in battle; they were comrades of the sword, no matter which side they belonged to, and a man always knew he might but for Fortune be one of them. In Julia’s case the victim was dearly beloved, someone to be shielded and protected, spared all possible pain. Yet now Julia was no less his victim than any enemy, put into her bed of pain because of him. Disturbing thoughts for Gaius Marius.


  However, all looked very normal when he walked into the confinement chamber. Julia was indeed lying in a bed. The childing stool—the special chair on which she would be seated when she went into the final stage of her labor— was decently covered up in a corner, so he didn’t even notice it. To his vast relief, she didn’t look either worn out or desperately ill, and the moment she saw him she smiled at him radiantly, holding out both hands.


  He took them and kissed them. “Are you all right?” he asked, a little foolishly.


  “Of course I am! It’s just going to take a long time, they tell me, and there’s a bit of bleeding. But nothing to be worried about at this stage.” A spasm of pain crossed her face; her hands closed on his with a strength he hadn’t known she possessed, and clung there for perhaps a minute before she began to relax again. “I just wanted to see you,” she resumed, as if there had been no interruption. “May I see you from time to time, or will it be too distressing for you?”


  “I would much rather see you, my little love,” he said, bending to kiss the line where brow and hair met, and a few fine, fluffy curls clustered. They were damp, his lips informed him, and her skin was damp too. Poor, sweet darling!


  “It will be all right, Gaius Marius,” she said, letting go of his hands. “Try not to worry too much. I know everything will be all right! Is tata still with you?”


  “He is.”


  Turning to leave, he encountered a fierce glare from Marcia, standing off to one side in the company of three old midwives. Oh, ye gods! Here was one who wouldn’t forgive him in a hurry for doing this to her daughter!


  “Gaius Marius!” Julia called as he reached the door.


  He looked back.


  “Is the astrologer here?” she asked.


  “Not yet, but he’s been sent for.”


  She looked relieved. “Oh, good!”


  *


  Marius’s son was born twenty-four hours later, in a welter of blood. He almost cost his mother’s life, but her will to survive was very strong, and after the doctors packed her solid with swabs and elevated her hips the haemorrhaging slowed down, and eventually stopped.


  “He will be a famous man, dominus, and his life will be full of great events and great adventures,” said the astrologer, expertly ignoring those unpalatable aspects the parents of new sons never wished to hear about.


  “Then he will live?” asked Caesar sharply.


  “Undoubtedly he will live, dominus.” One long and rather grimy finger rested across a major Opposition, blocking it from sight. “He will hold the highest office in the land—it is here in his chart for all the world to see.” Another long and grimy finger pointed to a Trine.


  “My son will be consul,” said Marius with huge satisfaction.


  “Assuredly,” said the astrologer, then added, “But he will not be as great a man as his father, says the Quincunx.”


  And that pleased Marius even more.


  Caesar poured two goblets of the best Falernian wine, unwatered, and gave one to his son-in-law, beaming with pride. “Here’s to your son and my grandson, Gaius Marius,” he said. “I salute you both!”


  *


  Thus, when at the end of March the consul Quintus Caecilius Metellus sailed for the African province with Gaius Marius, Publius Rutilius Rufus, Sextus Julius Caesar, Gaius Julius Caesar Junior, and four promising legions, Gaius Marius could sail in the happy knowledge that his wife was out of all danger, and his son was thriving. Even his mother-in-law had deigned to speak to him again!


  “Have a talk to Julilla,” he said to Julia just before he departed. “Your father’s very worried about her.”


  Feeling stronger and bursting with joy because her son was a magnificently large and healthy baby, Julia mourned but one thing: she was not yet well enough to accompany Marius to Campania, to have a few more days with him before he quit Italy.


  “I suppose you mean this ridiculous starvation business,”said Julia, leaning more comfortably into Marius’s embrace.


  “Well, I don’t know any more than your father told me, but I did gather it was about that,” said Marius. “You’ll have to forgive me, I’m not really interested in young girls.”


  His wife, a young girl, smiled secretly; she knew he never thought of her as young, but rather as a person of his own age, equally mature and intelligent.


  “I’ll talk to her,” said Julia, lifting her face for a kiss. “Oh, Gaius Marius, what a pity I’m not well enough to try for a little brother or sister for Young Marius!”


  But before Julia could gird herself to talk to her ailing sister, the news of the Germans burst upon Rome, and Rome flew into a gabbling panic. Ever since the Gauls had invaded Italy three hundred years before, and almost vanquished the fledgling Roman state, Italy had lived in dread of barbarian incursions; it was to guard against them that the Italian Allied nations had chosen to link their fates to Rome’s, and it was to guard against them that Rome and her Italian Allies fought perpetual border wars along the thousand miles of Macedonian frontier between the Adriatic Sea and the Thracian Hellespont. It was to guard against them that Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus had forged a proper land route between Italian Gaul and the Spanish Pyrenees a mere ten years ago, and subdued the tribes which lived along the river Rhodanus with a view to weakening them by exposing them to Roman ways and putting them under Roman military protection.


  Until five years ago, it was the barbarian Gauls and Celts had loomed largest in Roman fears; but then the Germans first came on the scene, and suddenly by comparison the Gauls and Celts seemed civilized, tame, tractable. Like all bogeys, these fears arose not out of what was known, but out of what was not known. The Germans had popped out of nowhere (during the consulship of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus), and after inflicting a hideous defeat upon a huge and superbly trained Roman army (during the consulship of Gnaeus Papirius Carbo) disappeared again as if they had never been. Mysterious. Incalculable. Oblivious to the normal patterns of behavior as understood and respected by all the peoples who dwelled around the margins of the Middle Sea. For why, when that ghastly defeat had spread the whole of Italy out before them as helpless as a woman in a sacked city, did the Germans turn away, disappear? It made no sense! But they had turned away, they had disappeared; and as the years since Carbo’s hideous defeat accumulated, the Germans became little more than a Lamia, a Mormolyce—a bogey to frighten children. The old, old fear of barbarian invasion lapsed back into its normal condition, somewhere between a shiver of apprehension and a disbelieving smile.


  And now, out of nowhere again, the Germans were back, pouring in their hundreds of thousands into Gaul-across-the-Alps where the river Rhodanus flowed out of Lake Lemanna; and the Gallic lands and tribes which owed Rome tribute—the lands of the Aedui and the Ambarri—were awash in Germans, all ten feet tall, pallidly pale, giants out of legends, ghosts out of some northern barbarian underworld. Down into the warm, fertile valley of the Rhodanus the Germans spilled, crushing every living thing in their way, from men to mice, from forests to ferns, as indifferent to crops in the field as they were to birds on the wing.


  The news reached Rome just days too late to recall the consul Quintus Caecilius Metellus and his army, already landed in Africa Province. Thus, fool though he was, the consul Marcus Junius Silanus, kept in Rome to govern there where he could do least harm, now became the best the Senate could produce under the twin weights of custom and law. For a consul in office could not be passed over in favor of some other commander, if he indicated he was willing to undertake a war. And Silanus expressed himself delighted to undertake a war against the Germans. Like Gnaeus Papirius Carbo five years before him, Silanus envisioned German wagons loaded down with gold, and coveted that gold.


  After Carbo had provoked the Germans into attacking him and gone down to crushing defeat, the Germans had failed to pick up the arms and armor the vanquished Romans had left behind, on their dead, or abandoned by those still living to accelerate the pace of their flight. Thus canny Rome rather than the oblivious Germans sent teams to collect every vestige of arms and gear, and bring it all back to Rome and store it. This military treasure trove still lay in warehouses all over the city, waiting to be used. The limited resources of manufactories to supply arms and gear at the start of the campaigning season had been exhausted by Metellus and his African expedition, so it was lucky indeed that Silanus’s hastily levied legions could be equipped from this cache; though of course the recruits lacking arms and a set of armor had to buy them from the State, which meant that the State actually made a little profit from Silanus’s new legions.


  Finding troops to give Silanus was far more difficult. The recruiters labored mightily, and under an oppressive sense of urgency. Often the property qualifications were winked at; men anxious to serve who didn’t own quite enough to qualify were hastily enlisted, their inability to arm and protect themselves rectified from Carbo’s old cache, its cost deducted from their absentee compensation pay. Veterans who had retired were lured out of bucolic inertia—mostly with little trouble, as bucolic inertia did not suit many of the men who had done their ten seasons under the colors and therefore could not be called up again.


  And finally it was done. Marcus Junius Silanus set off for Gaul-across-the-Alps at the head of a splendid army a full seven legions strong, and with a large cavalry arm of Thracians mixed with some Gauls from the more settled parts of the Roman Gallic province. The time was late May, a bare eight weeks after the news of the German invasion had reached Rome; in that time Rome had recruited, armed, and partially trained an army of fifty thousand men including the cavalry and noncombatants. Only a bogey as enormous as the Germans could have stimulated such a heroic effort.


  “But nonetheless it’s living proof of what we Romans can do when we’ve the will to do it,” said Gaius Julius Caesar to his wife, Marcia, on their return; they had journeyed out to see the legions start their march up the Via Flaminia toward Italian Gaul, a dazzling sight, and a cheering one.


  “Yes, provided Silanus can do the job,” said Marcia, a true senator’s wife, actively interested in politics.


  “You don’t think he can,” said Caesar.


  “Nor do you, if you’d only admit it. Still, watching so many booted feet march across the Mulvian Bridge made me very glad that we have Marcus Aemilius Scaurus and Marcus Livius Drusus as censors now,” Marcia said with a sigh of satisfaction. “Marcus Scaurus is right—the Mulvian Bridge is tottering, and won’t survive another flood. Then what would we do if all of our troops were south of the Tiber and needed to march north in a hurry? So I’m very glad he was elected, since he’s vowed to rebuild the Mulvian Bridge. A wonderful man!”


  Caesar smiled a little sourly, but said, trying to be fair, “Scaurus is becoming an institution, damn him! He’s a showman, a dazzling trickster—and three parts sham. However, the one part which isn’t sham just happens to be worth more than any other man’s whole—and for that I must forgive all, I suppose. Besides which, he’s right—we do need a new program of public works, and not only to keep employment levels up. All these penny-pinching perusers of the senatorial rolls we seem to have endured as censors for the last few years are hardly worth the cost of the paper they scribble out the census on! Give Scaurus his due: he intends to see to some items I know should have been attended to long ago. Though I cannot condone his draining of the fens around Ravenna, or his plans for a system of canals and dikes between Parma and Mutina.”


  “Oh, come now, Gaius Julius, be generous!” said Marcia a little sharply. “It’s terrific that he’s going to curb the Padus! With the Germans invading Gaul-across-the-Alps, we don’t need to find our armies cut off from the alpine passes by the Padus in full spate!”


  “I’ve already said I agree it’s a good thing,” said Caesar, then added with stubborn disapproval, “Yet I find it fascinating that on the whole he’s managed to keep his program of public works firmly in those parts where he has clients galore—and is likely to sextuple their numbers by the time he’s finished. The Via Aemilia goes all the way from Ariminum on the Adriatic to Taurasia in the foothills of the western Alps—three hundred miles of clients packed as solid as the paving stones in it!”


  “Well, and good luck to him,” said Marcia, equally stubborn. “I suppose you’ll find something to deride about his surveying and paving the west coast road too!”


  “You forgot to mention the branch to Dertona that will link up the west coast road with the Via Aemilia,” gibed Caesar. “And he gets his name on the whole lot into the bargain! The Via Aemilia Scauri. Tchah!”


  “Sourpuss,” said Marcia.


  “Bigot,” said Caesar.


  “There are definitely times when I wish I didn’t like you so much,” said Marcia.


  “There are times when I can say the same,” said Caesar.


  At which point Julilla drifted in. She was extremely thin, but not quite skeletal, and had remained in much the same state now for two months. For Julilla had discovered an equilibrium which allowed her to look pitiable yet prevented her dropping to a point where death became a strong possibility, if not from pure starvation, then certainly from disease. Death was not part of Julilla’s master plan, nor was her spirit troubled.


  She had two objectives: one was to force Lucius Cornelius Sulla to admit he loved her, and the other was to soften up her family to breaking point, for only then, she knew, did she stand the remotest chance of securing her father’s permission to marry Sulla. Very young and very spoiled though she was, she hadn’t made the mistake of overestimating her power when compared to the power vested in her father. Love her to distraction he might, indulge her to the top limit of his monetary resources he might; yet when it came to deciding whom she would marry, he would follow his own wishes without regard for hers. Oh, if she was tractable enough to approve of his choice of a husband for her—as Julia had done—he would glow with a natural and simple pleasure, and she knew too that he would look for someone he felt sure would take care of her, love her, always treat her well and respectfully. But Lucius Cornelius Sulla as her husband? Never, never, never would her father consent to it, and no reason she—or Sulla—could put forward would change her father’s mind. She could weep, she could beg, she could protest undying love, she could turn herself inside out, and still her father would refuse to give his consent. Especially now that she had a dowry of some forty talents— a million sesterces—in the bank, which made her eligible, and marred Sulla’s chances of ever persuading her father that he wished to marry her for herself alone. That is, when he admitted that he wished to marry her.


  As a child Julilla had never displayed any sign that she owned a streak of enormous patience, but now, when it was needed, she had it to hand. Patient as a bird hatching a sterile egg, Julilla embarked upon her master plan fully aware that if she was to get what she wanted—a marriage to Sulla—she must outwait and outendure everyone else she knew, from her victim, Sulla, to her controller, Gaius Julius Caesar. She was even aware of some of the pitfalls littering her path to success—Sulla, for instance, might marry elsewhere, or move away from Rome, or fall ill and die. But she did what she could to avert these possibilities, chiefly by using her apparent illness as a weapon aimed at the heart of a man she knew full well would not consent to see her. How did she know that? Because she had tried to see him many times during the first few months after he returned to Rome, only to suffer one rebuff after another, culminating in his informing her—hidden as they were behind a fat pillar in the Porticus Margaritaria—that if she didn’t leave him alone, he would quit Rome forever.


  The master plan had evolved slowly, its nuclear germ the result of that first meeting, when he had derided her puppy fat and shooed her away. She had ceased to gobble sweeties, and lost a little weight, and had no reward from him for her pains. Then when he came back to Rome and was even ruder to her, her resolve had hardened, and she began to forsake food. At first it had been very difficult, but then she discovered that when she adhered to this semistarvation for long enough without once succumbing to the urge to stuff herself, her capacity to eat diminished, and the hunger pangs entirely went away.


  So by the time that Lucius Gavius Stichus had died of his lingering illness eight months ago, Julilla’s master plan was more or less fully evolved; there remained only irritating problems to solve, from devising a way to keep herself in the forefront of Sulla’s mind to discovering a way to maintain herself in a weight equilibrium which would allow her to live.


  Sulla she dealt with by writing him letters.


  I love you, and I shall never tire of telling you so. If letters are the only way I can make you hear me, then letters there will be. Dozens. Hundreds. Thousands, if the years mount up. I will smother you in letters, drown you in letters, crush you in letters. What more Roman way is there than the writing of letters? We feed on them, as I feed upon writing to you. What does food mean, when you deny me the food my heart and spirit crave? My crudest, most merciless, and un-pitying beloved! How can you stay away from me? Break down the wall between our two houses, steal into my room, kiss me and kiss me and kiss me! But you will not. I can hear you saying it as I lie here too weak to leave my awful and hateful bed. What have I done to deserve your indifference, your coldness? Surely somewhere inside your white, white skin there curls the smallest of womannikins, my essence given into your keeping, so that the Julilla who lives next door in her awful and hateful bed is only a sucked-out and dried-up simulacrum growing steadily shadowier, fainter. One day I shall disappear, and all that will be left of me is that tiny womannikin under your white, white skin. Come and see me, look upon what you have done? Kiss me and kiss me and kiss me. For I love you.


  The food equilibrium had been more difficult. Determined not to gain weight, she kept on losing it in spite of her efforts to remain static. And then one day the whole gang of physicians who had over the months paraded through the house of Gaius Julius Caesar, trying vainly to cure her, went to Gaius Julius Caesar and advocated that she be force-fed. But in the way of physicians, they had left it up to her poor family to do their dirty work. So the whole house had gathered up its courage and prepared itself for the effort, from the newest slave to the brothers, Gaius and Sextus, and Marcia, and Caesar himself. It had been an ordeal no one cared to remember afterward—Julilla screaming as if she were being murdered rather than resurrected, struggling feebly, vomiting back every mouthful, spitting and gagging and choking. When Caesar finally ordered the horror abandoned, the family had gone into council and agreed without one dissenting voice that no matter what might happen to Julilla in the future, force-fed she was not going to be.


  But the racket Julilla had made during the attempt to force-feed her had let the cat out of the Caesar bag; the whole neighborhood now knew of the Caesar troubles. Not that the family had concealed its troubles from shame, only that Gaius Julius Caesar loathed gossip, and tried never to be a cause of it.


  To the rescue came none other than Clitumna from next door, armed with a food she guaranteed Julilla would voluntarily ingest, and which would stay down once it was ingested. Caesar and Marcia welcomed her fervently, and sat listening fervently as she talked.


  “Find a source of cow’s milk,” said Clitumna importantly, enjoying the novel experience of being the center of Caesarean attention. “I know it’s not easy to come by, but I believe there are a couple of fellows out in the Camenarum Valley who do milk cows. Then for each cup of milk you break in one hen’s egg and three spoons of honey. You beat it up until there’s a froth on top, and add half a cup of strong wine right at the end. If you put the. wine in before you beat it up, you won’t get a nice froth on top. If you have a glass goblet, give it to her in that, because the drink’s very pretty to look at—quite a rich pink, with a nice yellow top of froth. Provided she can keep it down, it will certainly keep her alive and fairly healthy,” said Clitumna, who vividly remembered her sister’s period of starvation after she had been prevented from marrying a most unsuitable fellow from Alba Fucentia—a snake charmer, no less!


  “We’ll try it,” said Marcia, eyes full of tears.


  “It worked for my sister,” said Clitumna, and sighed. “When she got over the snake charmer, she married my dear, dear Stichus’s father.”


  Caesar got up. “I’ll send someone out to the Camenarum at once,” he said, disappearing. Then his head came round the door. “What about the hen’s egg? Ought it to be a tenth egg, or will an ordinary one do?” he asked.


  “Oh, we just used ordinary ones,” said Clitumna comfortably, relaxing in her chair. “The extra-large variety might upset the balance of the drink.”


  “And the honey?” Caesar persisted. “Ordinary Latin honey, or should we try to get Hymettan, or at any rate smokeless?”


  “Ordinary Latin honey is quite good enough,” said Clitumna firmly. “Who knows? Maybe it was the smoke in the ordinary honey that did the trick. Let us not depart from the original recipe, Gaius Julius.”


  “Quite right.” Caesar disappeared again.


  “Oh, if only she can tolerate it!” said Marcia, her voice shaking. “Neighbor, we are at our wits’ end!”


  “I imagine you are. But don’t make such a fuss about it, at least not in Julilla’s hearing,” advised Clitumna, who could be sensible when her heart wasn’t involved, and would cheerfully have let Julilla die had she only known of those letters piling up in Sulla’s room. Her face puckered. “We don’t want a second death in these two houses,” she said, and sniffled dolefully.


  “We most certainly don’t!” cried Marcia. Her sense of social fitness coming to the fore, she said delicately, “I do hope you’re over the loss of your nephew a little, Clitumna? It’s very difficult, I know.”


  “Oh, I manage,” said Clitumna, who did grieve for Stichus on many levels, but upon one vital level had found her life a great deal easier without the friction between the deceased Stichus and her dear, darling Sulla. She heaved a huge sigh—sounding much like Julilla, had she only known it.


  That encounter had proved to be the first of many, for when the drink actually worked, the Caesar household lay under a massive obligation to their vulgar neighbor.


  “Gratitude,” said Gaius Julius Caesar, who took to hiding in his study whenever he heard Clitumna’s shrill voice in the atrium, “can be a wretched nuisance!”


  “Oh, Gaius Julius, don’t be such a curmudgeon!” said Marcia defensively. “Clitumna is really very kind, and we can’t possibly hurt her feelings—which is what you’re in danger of doing when you avoid her so persistently.”


  “I know she’s terribly kind!” exclaimed the head of the household, goaded. “That’s what I’m complaining about!”


  *


  Julilla’s master plan had complicated Sulla’s life to a degree which would have afforded her great satisfaction, had she only known. But she did not, for he concealed his torment from everyone save himself, and feigned an indifference to her plight which completely fooled Clitumna, always full of news about the situation next door now that she had donned the mantle of lifesaving miracle worker.


  “I do wish you’d pop in and say hello to the poor girl,” Clitumna said fretfully about the time that Marcus Junius Silanus led his seven magnificent legions north up the Via Flaminia. “She often asks after you, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “I’ve got better things to do than dance attendance on a female Caesar,” said Sulla harshly.


  “What arrant nonsense!” said Nicopolis vigorously. “You’re as idle as any man could possibly be.”


  “And is that my fault?” he demanded, swinging round on his mistress with a sudden savagery that made her draw back in fright. “I could be busy! I could be marching with Silanus to fight the Germans.”


  “Well, and why didn’t you go?” Nicopolis asked. “They’ve dropped the property qualifications so drastically that I’m sure with your name you could have managed to enlist.”


  His lips drew back from his teeth, revealing the overlong and sharply pointed canines which gave his smile a feral nastiness. “I, a patrician Cornelius, to march as a ranker in a legion?” he asked. “I’d sooner be sold into slavery by the Germans!”


  “You might well be, if the Germans aren’t stopped. Truly, Lucius Cornelius, there are times when you demonstrate only too well that you yourself are your own worst enemy! Here you are, when all Clitumna asked of you was a miserable little favor for a dying girl, grizzling that you have neither the time nor the interest—really, you do exasperate me!” A sly gleam crept into her eyes. “After all, Lucius Cornelius, you must admit your life here is vastly more comfortable since Lucius Gavius so conveniently expired.” And she hummed the tune of a popular ditty under her breath, a song with words to the effect that the singer


  had murdered his rival in love and got away with it. “Con-veeeeeeniently ex-piiiiiiired!” she warbled.


  His face became flinty, yet oddly expressionless. “My dear Nicopolis, why don’t you stroll down to the Tiber and do me the enormous favor of jumping in?”


  The subject of Julilla was prudently dropped. But it was a subject which seemed to crop up perpetually, and secretly Sulla writhed, aware of his vulnerability, unable to display concern. Any day that fool girl of Julilla’s could be caught out carrying one of the letters, or Julilla herself caught in the deed of writing one—and then where would he be? Who would believe that he, with his history, was innocent of any kind of intrigue? It was one thing to have an unsavory past, but if the censors deemed him guilty of corrupting the morals of a patrician senator’s daughter—he would never, never be considered for membership of the Senate. And he was determined he was going to reach the Senate.


  What he yearned to do was to leave Rome, yet he didn’t dare—what might the girl do in his absence? And, much though he hated having to admit it, he couldn’t bring himself to abandon her while she was so ill. Self-induced her illness might be, but it was nonetheless a serious illness. His mind circled inside itself like a disorientated animal, unable to settle, unable to discipline itself to a sensible or logical path. He would drag the withered grass crown out from its hiding place in one of his ancestral cupboards and sit holding it between his hands, almost weeping in a frenzy of anxiety; for he knew where he was going and what he intended to do, and that wretched girl was an unbearable complication, and yet that wretched girl was the start of it all, with her grass crown—what to do, what to do? Bad enough to have to pick his way unerringly through the morass of his coming intentions, without the additional strain of Julilla.


  He even contemplated suicide, he who was the last person in the world likely to do that deed—a fantasy, a delicious way out of everything, the sleep which has no end. And then back his thoughts would go to Julilla, always back to Julilla—why? He didn’t love her, he wasn’t capable of loving. Yet there were times when he hungered for her, craved to bite her and kiss her and impale her until she screamed in ecstatic pain; and there were other times, especially when he lay wakeful between his mistress and his stepmother, that he actively loathed her, wanting the feel of her skinny throat between his hands, wanting to see her empurpled face and goggling eyes as he squeezed the last vestige of her life out of her starving lungs. Then would come another letter—why didn’t he just throw them away, or carry them to her father with a fierce look on his face and a demand that this harassment cease? He never did. He read them, those passionate and despairing pleas her girl kept slipping into the sinus of his toga in places too public to draw attention to her action; he read each one a dozen times, then put it away in his ancestral cupboards with the others.


  But he never broke down in his resolve not to see her.


  And spring turned into summer, and summer into the dog days of Sextilis, when Sirius the Dog Star shimmered sullenly over a heat-paralyzed Rome. Then, as Silanus was marching confidently up the Rhodanus toward the churning masses of the Germans, it began to rain in central Italy. And kept on raining. To the denizens of sunny Rome, a worse fate than the Sextilian dog days. Depressing, highly inconvenient, a worry in case of flood, a nuisance on all fronts. The marketplaces couldn’t hope to open, political life was impossible, trials had to be postponed, and the crime rate soared. Men discovered their wives in flagrante delicto and murdered them, the granaries leaked and wetted the wheat stored therein, the Tiber rose just enough to ensure that some of the public latrines backfilled and floated excrement out of their doors, a vegetable shortage developed when the Campus Martius and the Campus Vaticanus were covered with a few inches of water, and shoddily built high-rise insulae began to crumble into total collapse or suddenly manifested huge cracks in walls and foundations. Everyone caught cold; the aged and infirm began to die of pneumonia, the young of croup and quinsy, all ages of that mysterious disease which paralyzed the body and, if survived, left an arm or a leg shriveled, wasted.


  Clitumna and Nicopolis began to fight every day, and every day Nicopolis would remark to Sulla in a whisper how very convenient Stichus’s death had been for him.


  Then, after two full weeks of remorseless rain, the low clouds hauled their last tatters over the eastern horizon, and the sun came out. Rome steamed. Tendrils of vapor curled off the paving stones and roof tiles; the air was thick with it. Every balcony, loggia, peristyle-garden, and window in the city burgeoned with mouldy washing, contributing to the general fug, and houses where small babies dwelled— like the one of the merchant banker Titus Pomponius— suddenly found their peristyle-gardens filled with line upon line of drying diapers. Shoes had to be divested of mildew, every book in every literate house unrolled and inspected minutely for insidious fungus, the clothes chests and cupboards aired.


  But there was one cheering aspect to this foetid dampness; mushroom season arrived with a phenomenal surplus. Always avid for the fragrant umbrellas after the normal summer dry, the whole city gobbled mushrooms, rich and poor alike.


  And Sulla was once again loaded down with Julilla’s letters, after a wonderful wet two weeks which had prevented Julilla’s girl from finding him to drop them into his toga. His craving to quit Rome escalated until he knew if he didn’t shake Rome’s vaporous miasma off himself for the space of one little day, he would truly go mad at last. Metrobius and his protector, Scylax, were vacationing in Cumae, and Sulla didn’t want to spend that day of respite alone. So he resolved that he would take Clitumna and Nicopolis on a picnic to his favorite spot outside the city.


  “Come on, girls,” he said to them on the third fine dawn in a row, “put on your glad rags, and I’ll take you on a picnic!”


  The girls—neither feeling at all girlish—looked at him with the sour derision of those in no mood to be jollied out of their doldrums, and declined to budge from the communal bed, though the humid night had left it sweatily soaked.


  “You both need some fresh air,” Sulla persisted.


  “We are living on the Palatine because there is nothing wrong with the air up here,” said Clitumna, turning her back.


  “At the moment the air on the Palatine is no better than any other air in Rome—it’s full of the stink of drains and washing,” he said. “Come on, do! I’ve hired a carriage and we’ll head off in the direction of Tibur—lunch in the woods—see if we can catch a fish or two—or buy a fish or two, and a good fat rabbit straight out of the trap—and come home before dark feeling a lot happier.”


  “No,” said Clitumna querulously.


  Nicopolis wavered. “Well...”


  That was enough for Sulla. “Get ready, I’ll be back in a few moments,” he said, and stretched luxuriantly. “Oh, I am so tired of being cooped up inside this house!”


  “So am I,” said Nicopolis, and got out of bed.


  Clitumna continued to lie with her face to the wall, while Sulla went off to the kitchen to command a picnic lunch.


  “Do come,” he said to Clitumna as he donned a clean tunic and laced on open boots.


  She refused to answer.


  “Have it your own way, then,” he said as he went to the door. “Nicopolis and I will see you this evening.”


  She refused to answer.


  Thus the picnic party consisted only of Nicopolis and Sulla and a big hamper of goodies the cook had thrown together at late notice, wishing he could go along himself. At the foot of the Steps of Cacus an open two-wheeled gig was waiting; Sulla helped Nicopolis up into the passenger’s seat, then hoisted himself into the driver’s seat.


  “Away we go,” he said happily, gathering in the reins and experiencing an extraordinary spurt of lightheartedness, a rare sense of freedom. He confessed to himself that he wasn’t sorry Clitumna had declined to come. Nicopolis was company enough. “Gee up, you mules!” he cried.


  The mules geed up nicely; the gig rattled down the Valley of Murcia in which the Circus Maximus lay, and left the city through the Capena Gate. Alas, the view at first was neither interesting nor cheering, for the ring road Sulla took in heading east crossed the great cemeteries of Rome. Tombstones and more tombstones—not the imposing mausolea and sepulchra of the rich and noble which flanked every arterial road out of the city, but the gravestones of simpler souls. Every Roman and Greek, even the poorest, even the slaves, dreamed that after his going he would be able to afford a princely monument to testify that he had onceexisted. For that reason, both poor and slaves belonged to burial clubs, and contributed every tiny mite they could afford to the club funds, carefully managed and invested; embezzlement was rife in Rome as in any place of human habitation, but the burial clubs were so jealously policed by their members that their executives had no choice save to be honest. A good funeral and a lovely monument mattered.


  A crossroads formed the central point of the huge necropolis sprawled over the whole Campus Esquilinus, and there at the crossroads stood the massive temple of Venus Libitina, in the midst of a leafy grove of sacred trees. Inside the temple’s podium lay the registers in which the names of Rome’s dead citizens were inscribed, and there too lay chest after chest of money paid in over the centuries to register each citizen death. In consequence the temple was enormously rich, the funds belonging to the State, yet never touched. The Venus was that Venus who ruled the dead, not the living, that Venus who presided over the extinction of the procreative force. And her temple grove was the headquarters of Rome’s guild of undertakers. Behind the precinct of Venus Libitina was an area of open space on which the funeral pyres were built, and beyond that was the paupers’ cemetery, a constantly changing network of pits filled with bodies, lime, soil. Few, citizens or noncitizens, elected to be inhumed, apart from the Jews, who were buried in one section of the necropolis, and the aristocrats of the Famous Family Cornelius, who were buried along the Via Appia; thus most of the monuments transforming the Campus Esquilinus into a crowded little stone city housed urns of ashes rather than decomposing bodies. No one could be buried within Rome’s sacred boundary, not even the greatest.


  However, once the gig passed beneath the arches of the two aqueducts which brought water to the teeming northeastern hills of the city, the vista changed. Farmlands stretched in all directions, market gardens at first, then grass pastures and wheat fields.


  Despite the effect the downpour had had on the Via Tiburtina (the densely packed layer of gravel, tufa dust, and sand on top of the paving stones had been eroded), the two in the gig were thoroughly enjoying themselves. The sun was hot but the breeze cooling, Nicopolis’s parasol was large enough to shade Sulla’s snow-white skin as well as her own olive hide, and the mules turned out to be a willingly tractable pair. Too sensible to force the pace, Sulla let his team find their own, and the miles trotted by delightfully.


  To go all the way to Tibur and back was impossible in one day, but Sulla’s favorite spot lay well short of the climb up to Tibur itself. Some distance out of Rome was a forest that stretched all the way into the ranges which rose, ever increasing in height, to the massif of the Great Rock, Italy’s highest mountain. This forest cut diagonally across the route of the road for perhaps a mile before wandering off crosscountry; the road then entered the Anio River valley, most fertile, eminently arable.


  However, the mile or so of forest was harder ground, and here Sulla left the road, directing the mules down an un-paved wagon track which dived into the trees and finally petered out.


  “Here we are,” said Sulla, jumping down and coming round to help Nicopolis, who found herself stiff and a little sore. “I know it doesn’t look promising, but walk a little way further with me and I’ll show you a place well worth the ride.”


  First he unharnessed the mules and hobbled them, then he shoved the gig off the track into the shade of some bushes and took the picnic hamper out of it, hoisting it onto his shoulder.


  “How do you know so much about dealing with mules and harness?” Nicopolis asked as she followed Sulla into the trees, picking her way carefully.


  “Anyone does who’s worked in the Port of Rome,” said Sulla over his unburdened shoulder. “Take it slowly, now! We’re not going far, and there’s no hurry.”


  Indeed, they had made good time. Since the month was early September, the twelve hours of daylight were still on the long side at sixty-five minutes each; it still wanted two hours before noon when Sulla and Nicopolis entered the woods.


  “This isn’t virgin forest,” he said, “which is probably why no one logs in it. In the old days this land was given over to wheat, but after the grain started coming from Sicily and Sardinia and Africa Province, the farmers moved into Rome and left the trees to grow back, for it’s poor soil.”


  “You’re amazing, Lucius Cornelius,” she said, trying to keep up with Sulla’s long, easy strides. “How is it that you know so many things about the world?’’


  “It’s my luck. What I hear or read, I remember.”


  They emerged then into an enchanting clearing, grassy and filled with late-summer flowers—pink and white cosmos, great blooming jungles of pink and white rambling roses, and lupines in tall spikes, pink and white. Through the clearing flowed a stream in full spate from the rain, its bed filled with jagged rocks which divided its waters into deep still pools and foaming cascades; the sun glittered and flashed off its surface, amid dragonflies and little birds.


  “Oh, how beautiful!” cried Nicopolis.


  “I found it last year when I went away for those few months,” he said, putting the hamper down in a patch of shade. “My gig cast a wheel right where that track runs into the forest, and I had to put Metrobius up on one of the mules and send him to Tibur for help. While I waited, I explored.”


  It gave Nicopolis no satisfaction to know that the despised and feared Metrobius had undoubtedly been shown this special place first, but she said nothing, simply flopped down in the grass and watched Sulla take a big skin of wine from the interior of the hamper. He immersed the wineskin in the stream where a natural fence of rocks anchored it, then took off his tunic and removed his open boots, all he wore.


  Sulla’s lighthearted mood still lay inside his bones, as warming as the sun upon his skin; he stretched, smiling, and looked about the glade with an affection which had nothing to do with Metrobius or Nicopolis. Simply, his pleasure came from a divorcement from the predicaments and frustrations which so hedged his normal life around, a place where he could tell himself that time did not move, politics did not exist, people were classless, and money an invention for the future. His moments of pure happiness were so few and dispersed so thinly along the route march of his life that he remembered every single one of them with piercing clarity—the day when the jumble of squiggles on a piece of paper suddenly turned into understandable thoughts, the hour in which an enormously kind and thoughtful man had shown him how perfect the act of love could be, the stunning emancipation of his father’s death, and the realization that this clearing in a forest was the first piece of land he had ever been able to call his own, in that it belonged to no one who cared enough to visit it except for him. And that was all. The sum total. None was founded in an appreciation of beauty, or even of the process of living; they represented the acquisition of literacy, erotic pleasure, freedom from authority, and property. For those were the things Sulla prized, the things Sulla wanted.


  Fascinated, Nicopolis watched him without even beginning to understand the source of his happiness, marveling at the absolute whiteness of his body in full sun—a sight she had never seen before—and the fiery gold of head and chest and groin. All far too much to resist; she doffed her own light robe and the shift she wore beneath it, its long back tail caught between her legs and pinned in front, until she too was naked and could relish the kiss of the sun.


  They waded into one of the deep pools, gasping with the cold, stayed there long enough to warm up while Sulla played with her erect nipples and her beautiful breasts, then clambered out upon the thick soft grass and made love while they dried off. After which they ate their lunch, breads and cheeses and hard-boiled eggs and chicken wings, washed down with the chilly wine. She made a wreath of flowers for Sulla’s hair, then made another for her own, and rolled over three times from the sheer voluptuous gratification of being alive.


  “Oh, this is wonderful!” she sighed. “Clitumna doesn’t know what she’s missing.”


  “Clitumna never knows what she’s missing,” said Sulla.


  “Oh, I don’t know,” said Nicopolis idly, the mischief-bee back buzzing inside her mind. “She’s missing Sticky Stichy.” And she began to hum the ditty about murder until she caught the flickering end of a glance from him that told her he was becoming angry. She didn’t honestly believe Sulla had contrived at Stichus’s death, but when she implied for the first time that Sulla had, she picked up interesting echoes of alarm from Sulla, and so kept it up from sheer idle curiosity.


  Time to stop it. Leaping to her feet, she held out her hands to Sulla, still lying full length. “Come on, lazybones, I want to walk under the trees and cool off,” she said.


  He rose obediently, took her hand, and strolled with her under the eaves of the forest, where no undergrowth marred the carpet of sodden leaves, warm after the day’s perfect portion of sun. Being barefoot was a treat.


  And there they were! A miniature army of the most exquisite mushrooms Nicopolis had ever seen, every last one unmarked by insect hole or animal paw, purest white, fat and fleshy of canopy yet nicely slender of stalk, and giving off a heady aroma of earth.


  “Oh, goody!” she cried, dropping to her knees.


  Sulla grimaced. “Come on,” he said.


  “No, don’t be mean just because you dislike mushrooms! Please, Lucius Cornelius, please! Go back to the hamper and find me a cloth—I’m going to take some of these home for my supper,” said Nicopolis, voice determined.


  “They mightn’t be good ones,” he said, not moving.


  “Nonsense, of course they’re good! Look! There’s no membrane covering up the gills, no spots, no red color. They smell superb too. And this isn’t an oak, is it?” She looked up at the tree in the base of which the mushrooms were growing.


  Sulla eyed is* deeply scalloped leaves and experienced a vision of the inevitability of fate, the pointing finger of his lucky goddess. “No, it’s not an oak,” he said.


  “Then please! Please?” she wheedled.


  He sighed. “All right, have it your own way.”


  A whole miniature army of mushrooms perished as Nicopolis selected her treasure trove, then wrapped it in the napkin Sulla had brought her and carefully laid it in the bottom of the hamper, where it would be protected from the heat as they drove home.


  “I don’t know why you and Clitumna don’t like mushrooms,” she said after they were ensconced in the gig again, and the mules were trotting eagerly in the direction of their stables.


  “I never have liked them,” said Sulla, not interested.


  “All the more for me,” she said, and giggled.


  “What’s so special about this lot, anyway?” Sulla asked.


  “At the moment you can buy mushrooms by the ton in the markets, and dirt-cheap too.”


  “These are mine,” she tried to explain. “I found them, I saw how absolutely perfect they were, I picked them. The ones in the markets are any old how—full of grubs, holes, spiders, the gods know what. Mine will taste much better, I promise you.”


  They did taste better. When Nicopolis brought them into the kitchen the cook handled them suspiciously, but had to admit he couldn’t fault them with eyes or nose.


  “Fry them lightly in a little oil,” said Nicopolis.


  As it happened, the vegetable slave had brought home a huge basket of mushrooms from the markets that morning, so cheap that the entire staff was allowed to gorge on them, and had been doing so all day. Therefore no one was tempted to steal a few of the new arrivals; the cook was able to fry all of them just long enough to soften them and heat them through, then tossed them in a dish with a little freshly ground pepper and a squeeze of onion juice, and sent them to the dining room for Nicopolis. Who ate of them ravenously, her appetite sharpened by the day out—and by Clitumna’s monumental fit of the sulks. For, of course, the moment it was too late to send a servant to catch them, Clitumna had regretted her decision not to go on the famous picnic. Subjected to a paean on the subject throughout dinner, she reacted badly, and ended her day by announcing that she would sleep alone.


  It was eighteen hours later before Nicopolis experienced a pain in her belly. She became nauseated and was a little sick, but had no diarrhoea, and admitted the pain was bearable, she’d known worse. Then she urinated a small volume of fluid red with blood, and panicked.


  Doctors were summoned at once; the household ran about distractedly; Clitumna sent servants out to look for Sulla, who had gone out early in the day without leaving any word of his destination.


  When Nicopolis’s heart rate went up and her blood pressure fell, the doctors looked grave. She had a convulsion, her respiration grew slow and shallow, her heart began to fibrillate, and she passed inexorably into coma. As it happened, no one even thought of mushrooms.


  “Kidney failure,” said Athenodorus of Sicily, now the most successful medical practitioner on the Palatine.


  Everyone else concurred.


  And about the time that Sulla came rushing home, Nicopolis died from a massive internal haemorrhage—the victim, said the doctors, of a complete systemic collapse.


  “We should perform an autopsy,” said Athenodorus.


  “I agree,” said Sulla, who didn’t mention mushrooms.


  “Is it catching?” asked Clitumna pathetically, looking old and ill and desperately alone.


  Everyone said no.


  *


  The autopsy confirmed the diagnosis of renal and hepatic failure: kidneys and liver were swollen, congested, and full of haemorrhages. The envelope around Nicopolis’s heart had bled, as had the linings of her stomach, her small intestine, and her colon. The innocent-looking mushroom called The Destroyer had done its subtle work well.


  Sulla organized the funeral (Clitumna was too prostrated) and walked in the procession as chief mourner, ahead of the stars of the Roman comedic and mimetic theaters; their presence assured a good attendance, which would have pleased Nicopolis.


  And when Sulla returned to Clitumna’s house afterward, he found Gaius Julius Caesar waiting for him. Throwing off his dark mourning toga, Sulla joined Clitumna and her guest-in her sitting room. On few occasions had he set eyes on Gaius Julius Caesar, and knew the senator not at all; that the senator would visit Clitumna because of the untimely death of a Greek strumpet struck Sulla as very odd, so he was on his guard and punctiliously correct as he was introduced.


  “Gaius Julius,” he said, bowing.


  “Lucius Cornelius,” said Caesar, bowing also.


  They did not shake hands, but when Sulla sat down, Caesar resumed his own seat with apparent tranquillity. He turned to the weeping Clitumna and spoke kindly.


  “My dear, why stay?” he asked. “Marcia is waiting next door for you. Have your steward take you to her. Women stand in need of women’s company in times of grief.”


  Without a word Clitumna rose and tottered to the door, while the visitor reached into his dark toga and produced a small roll of paper, which he then laid on the table.


  “Lucius Cornelius, your friend Nicopolis had me draw up her will and lodge it with the Vestals a long time ago. The lady Clitumna is aware of its contents, which is why she did not need to stay to hear me read it.”


  “Yes?” asked Sulla, at a loss. He could rind nothing further to say, and so sat dumbly, gazing at Caesar rather blankly.


  Caesar moved to the crux of the matter. “Lucius Cornelius, the lady Nicopolis made you her sole heir.”


  Sulla’s expression remained blank. “She did?”


  “She did.”


  “Well, I suppose if I’d thought about it, I would have known she’d be bound to do that,” said Sulla, recovering. “Not that it matters. Everything she had, she spent.”


  Caesar looked at him keenly. “She didn’t, you know. The lady Nicopolis was quite wealthy.”


  “Rubbish!” said Sulla.


  “Truly, Lucius Cornelius, she was quite wealthy. She owned no property, but she was the widow of a military tribune who did extremely well out of booty. What he left her, she invested. As of this morning, her estate is in excess of two hundred thousand denarii,” said Caesar.


  There could be no mistaking the genuineness of Sulla’s shock. Whatever Caesar might have thought of him until that moment, he knew he was now looking at a man who possessed no inkling of this information; Sulla sat stupefied.


  Then he sank back in his chair, put shaking hands up to his face, shuddered, and gasped. “So much! Nicopolis?”


  “So much. Two hundred thousand denarii. Or eight hundred thousand sesterces, if you prefer. A knight’s portion.”


  Down came Sulla’s hands. “Oh, Nicopolis!” he said.


  Caesar got to his feet, extending his hand. Sulla took it dazedly.


  “No, Lucius Cornelius, don’t get up,” said Caesar warmly. “My dear fellow, I cannot tell you how delighted I am for you. I know it’s difficult to salve your grief at this early stage, but I would like you to know that I’ve often wished with all my heart that one day you would better your fortune—and your luck. In the morning I’ll commence probate. You had better meet me in the Forum at the second hour. By the shrine of Vesta. For now, I bid you good day.”


  After Caesar had gone, Sulla sat without moving for a long time. The house was as silent as Nicopolis’s grave; Clitumna must have stayed next door with Marcia, and the servants were creeping about.


  Perhaps as many as six hours went by before he finally got up, stiff and sore, and stretched a little. The blood began to flow, his heart to fill with fire.


  “Lucius Cornelius, you are on your way at last,” he said, and began to laugh.


  Though it started very softly, his laughter swelled and rolled into a shriek, a roar, a howl of mirth; the servants, listening terrified, debated among themselves as to which one was going to venture into Clitumna’s sitting room. But before they could reach a decision, Sulla stopped laughing.


  *


  Clitumna aged almost overnight. Though her years numbered only fifty, the death of her nephew had kicked the ageing process into a gallop; now the death of her dearest friend—and her lover—compounded her devastation. Not even Sulla had the power to jolly her out of her megrims. Not mime nor farce could lure her out of the house, nor could her regular visitors Scylax and Marsyas provoke a smile. What appalled her was the shrinking world of her intimates as well as her own encroaching dotage; if Sulla should abandon her—for his inheritance from Nicopolis had freed him from economic dependence upon her—she would be completely alone. A prospect she dreaded.


  Soon after Nicopolis died, she sent for Gaius Julius Caesar. “One cannot leave anything to the dead,” she said to him, “and so I must alter my will yet again.”


  The will was altered forthwith, and taken back to repose in the Vestal pigeonholes.


  Still she moped. Her tears dropped like rain, her once restless hands were folded in her lap like two unbaked leaves of pastry waiting for the cook to fill them. Everyone worried; everyone understood there was nothing to be done save wait for time to heal. If there was time.


  For Sulla it was time.


  Julilla’s latest missive said:


  I love you, even though the months and now the years have shown me how little my love is returned, how little my fate matters to you. Last June I turned eighteen, by rights I should be married, but I have managed to postpone that evil necessity by making myself ill. I must marry you, you and no one but you, my most beloved, my dearest Lucius Cornelius. And so my father hesitates, unable to present me to anyone as a suitable or desirable bride, and I shall keep it that way until you come to me and say that you will marry me. Once you said I was a baby, I would grow out of my immature love for you, but surely so long after— it is almost two years—I have proven my worth, I have proven that my love for you is as constant as the return of the sun from the south each spring. She is gone, your thin Greek lady I hated with every breath I drew, and cursed, and wished dead dead dead. You see how powerful I am, Lucius Cornelius? Why then do you not understand that you cannot escape me? No heart can be as full of love as mine and not generate reciprocation. You do love me, I know you love me. Give in, Lucius Cornelius, give in. Come and see me, kneel down beside my bed of pain and sorrow, let me draw down your head onto my breast, and offer me your kiss. Don’t sentence me to die! Choose to let me live. Choose to marry me.


  Yes, for Sulla it was time. Time to end many things. Time to slough off Clitumna, and Julilla, and all those other dreadful human commitments which tied his spirit down and cast such eerie shadows into the corners of his mind. Even Metrobius must go.


  Thus midway through October Sulla went to knock on Gaius Julius Caesar’s door at an hour when he could confidently expect the master of the house to be at home. And confidently expect that the women of the house would be banished to their quarters; Gaius Julius Caesar was not the kind of husband or father to permit his womenfolk to rub shoulders with his clients or his men friends. For though a part of his reason for knocking on Gaius Julius Caesar’s door was to rid himself of Julilla, he had no wish to set eyes on her; every part of him, every thinking component, every source of energy, must be focused on Gaius Julius Caesar and what he had to say to Gaius Julius Caesar. What he had to say must be said without arousing any suspicion or mistrust.


  He had already gone with Caesar to have Nicopolis’s will probated, and come into his inheritance so easily, so free from reproach, that he was doubly wary. Even when he had presented himself to the censors, Scaurus and Drusus, everything went as smoothly as a well-orchestrated theatrical production, for Caesar had insisted upon going with him, and stood guarantor for the authenticity of all the papers he had had to produce for censorial scrutiny. At the end of it all, none other than Marcus Livius Drusus and Marcus Aemilius Scaurus had risen to their feet and shaken him by the hand and congratulated him sincerely. It was like a dream—but was it possible he would never again have to wake?


  So, without the slightest need to contrive it, imperceptibly he had slipped into an acquaintance with Gaius Julius Caesar that ripened into a rather distant kind of friendly tolerance. To the Caesar house he never went; the acquaintance was pursued in the Forum. Both Caesar’s sons were in Africa with their brother-in-law, Gaius Marius, but he had come to know Marcia a little in the weeks since Nicopolis had died, for she had made it her business to visit Clitumna. And it had not been hard to see that Marcia eyed him askance; Clitumna, he suspected, was not as discreet as she might have been about the bizarre relationship among Sulla and herself and Nicopolis. However, he knew very well that Marcia found him dangerously attractive, though her manner gave him to understand that she had classified his attractiveness somewhere between the alien beauty of a snake and a scorpion.


  Thus Sulla’s anxieties as he knocked on Gaius Julius Caesar’s door halfway through October, aware that he did not dare postpone the next phase of his plans any further. He must act before Clitumna began to cheer up. And that meant he had to be sure of Gaius Julius Caesar.


  The lad on door duty opened to him immediately, and did not hesitate to admit him, which indicated to Sulla that he had been placed on Caesar’s list of those he was prepared to see anytime he was home.


  “Is Gaius Julius receiving?” he asked.


  “He is, Lucius Cornelius. Please wait,” said the lad, and sped off toward Caesar’s study.


  Prepared to wait for a little while, Sulla strolled into the modest atrium, noting that this room, so plain and unadorned, contrived to make Clitumna’s atrium look like the anteroom to an Eastern potentate’s harem. And as he debated the nature of Caesar’s atrium, Julilla walked into it.


  For how long had she persuaded every servant likely to be given door duty that she must be told the moment Lucius Cornelius came to call? And how long would it be before the lad sped where he ought to have sped in the beginning, to tell Caesar who had come to call?


  These two questions flew into Sulla’s mind faster than it took a flicker of lightning to extinguish itself, faster than the responses of his body to the shock of the sight of her.


  His knees gave way; he had to put out a hand to grab at the first object it could find, which happened to be an old silver-gilt ewer standing on a side table. Since the ewer was not anchored to the table, his frantic clutching at it unseated it, and it fell to the floor with a ringing, clanging crash just as Julilla, hands over her face, ran out of the room again.


  The noise echoed like the interior of the Sibyl’s cave at Cumae, and brought everyone running. Aware that he had lost every last vestige of what little color he owned, and that he had broken out in a chilling sweat of fear and anguish, Sulla elected to let his legs buckle completely, slid down the length of his toga to the floor, and sat there with his head between his knees and his eyes fast closed, trying to blot out the image of the skeleton wrapped in Julilla’s golden skin.


  When Caesar and Marcia got him to his feet and assisted him to walk into the study, he had reason to be thankful for the grey tinge in his face, the faint blueness about his lips; for he really did present the picture of a man genuinely ill.


  A draft of unwatered wine brought him to a semblance of normality, and he was able to sit up on the couch with a sigh, wiping his brow with one hand. Had either of them seen? And where had Julilla gone? What to say? What to do?


  Caesar looked very grim. So did Marcia.


  “I’m sorry, Gaius Julius,” he said, sipping again at the wine. “A faintness—I don’t know what came over me.”


  “Take your time, Lucius Cornelius,” said Caesar. “I know what came over you. You saw a ghost.”


  No, this was not the man to cheat—at least not blatantly. He was far too intelligent, far too perceptive.


  “Was it the little girl?” he asked.


  “Yes,” said Caesar, and nodded a dismissal to his wife, who left at once, and without a look or a murmur..


  “I used to see her several years ago around the Porticus Margaritaria in the company of her friends,” said Sulla, “and I thought she was—oh, everything a young Roman girl should be—always laughing, never vulgar—I don’t know. And then once on the Palatium—I was in pain—a pain of the soul, you understand—”


  “Yes, I think I do,” said Caesar.


  “She thought I was ill, and asked if she could help me. I wasn’t very nice to her—all I could think was that you wouldn’t want her striking up an acquaintance with the likes of me. But she wouldn’t be put off, and I just couldn’t manage to be rude enough. Do you know what she did?” Sulla’s eyes were even stranger than usual, for the pupils had dilated and now were huge, and around them were two thin rings of pallid grey-white, and two rings of grey-black outside of that; they gazed up at Caesar a little blindly, and did not look human.


  “What did she do?” asked Caesar gently.


  “She made me a grass crown! She made me a grass crown and she put it on my head. Me! And I saw—I saw—something!”


  A silence fell. Because neither man could fathom how to break it, it lingered for many moments, moments during which each man assembled his thoughts and circled warily, wondering if the other was an ally or an adversary. Neither wanted to force the issue.


  “Well,” said Caesar finally, sighing, “what did you come to see me about, Lucius Cornelius?”


  It was his way of saying that he accepted the fact of Sulla’s innocence, no matter what interpretation he might have put upon the conduct of his daughter. And it was his way of saying that he wished to hear no more on the subject of his daughter; Sulla, whose thoughts had dwelled upon bringing up Julilla’s letters, decided not to.


  His original purpose in coming to see Caesar now seemed very far away, and quite unreal. But Sulla squared his shoulders and got off the couch, seated himself in the more manly chair on the client’s side of Caesar’s desk, and assumed the air of a client.


  “Clitumna,” he said. “I wanted to talk to you about her. Or it might be that I should talk to your wife about Clitumna. But the proper person to start with is you, certainly. She’s not herself. Well, you’re aware of that. Depressed— weepy—uninterested. Not at all the sort of behavior I’d call normal. Or even normal in this time of grief. The thing is, I don’t know what to do for the best.” He filled his chest with air. “I owe her a duty, Gaius Julius. Yes, she’s a poor silly vulgar sort of woman and not exactly an adornment to the neighborhood, but I do owe her a duty. She was good to my father, and she’s been good to me. And I don’t know what to do for the best about her, I really don’t.”


  Caesar sat back in his chair, conscious that something about this petition jarred. Nothing did he doubt in Sulla’s story, for he had seen Clitumna himself, and listened often enough to Marcia on the subject. No, what perturbed him was Sulla’s coming to him seeking advice; not in character for Sulla, thought Caesar, who very much doubted that Sulla was experiencing any uncertainty what to do about his stepmother, who gossip said was his mistress as well. About that, Caesar wasn’t prepared to hazard a guess; if his coming here to seek help was any indication, it was probably a distorted lie, typical Palatine gossip. Just as was the rumor that Sulla’s stepmother had been sexually involved with the dead woman, Nicopolis. Just as was the rumor that Sulla had been sexually involved with both of them—and at the same time, no less! Marcia had indicated that she thought there was something fishy about the situation, but, when pressed, hadn’t been able to produce any concrete evidence. Caesar’s disinclination to believe these rumors was not mere naiveté; it was due more to a personal fastidiousness which not only dictated his own behavior, but reflected itself in his beliefs about the behavior of others. Proof positive was one thing, hearsay quite another. In spite of which, something did not ring true about Sulla’s coming here today to seek advice.


  It was at this point that an answer occurred to Caesar. Not for one moment did he think there was anything established between Sulla and his younger daughter—but for a man of Sulla’s character to faint upon seeing a starved-looking young girl—incredible! Then had come that odd story about Julilla’s fashioning him a grass crown. Caesar of course understood the significance of that completely. Perhaps their congress had been limited to a very few times, and mostly in passing; but, decided Caesar, there was definitely something between them. Not shabby, not shoddy, not shifty either. Just something. Something worth watching carefully. Naturally he could not condone a relationship of any kind between them. And if they had an affinity for each other, that was too bad. Julilla must go to a man able to hold his head up in the circles to which the Caesars belonged.


  While Caesar leaned back in his chair and considered these things, Sulla leaned back in his chair and wondered what was going through Caesar’s mind. Because of Julilla, the interview had not gone according to plan, even remotely. How could he have had so little self-control? Fainting! He, Lucius Cornelius Sulla! After betraying himself so obviously, he had had little choice save to explain himself to this watchful father, and that in turn had meant telling a part of the truth; had it helped Julilla, he would have told all of the truth, but he didn’t think Caesar would relish perusing those letters. I have made myself vulnerable to Gaius Julius Caesar, thought Sulla, and disliked the sensation very much.


  “Have you any course of action in mind for Clitumna?” asked Caesar.


  Sulla frowned. “Well, she has a villa at Circei, and I wondered if it might not be a good idea to persuade her to go down there and stay for a while,” he said.


  “Why ask me?”


  The frown deepened; Sulla saw the gulf open beneath his feet, and endeavored to leap it. “You are quite right, Gaius Julius. Why ask you? The truth is, I’m caught between Scylla and Charybdis, and I was hoping you’d extend me an oar and rescue me.”


  “In what way can I rescue you? What do you mean?”


  “I think Clitumna is suicidal,” said Sulla.


  “Oh.”


  “The thing is, how can I combat it? I’m a man, and with Nicopolis dead, there is literally no woman of Clitumna’s house or family—or even among her servants—in a position of sufficient trust and affection to help Clitumna through.” Sulla leaned forward, warming to his theme. “Rome isn’t the place for her now, Gaius Julius! But how can I send her down to Circei without a woman to rely on? I’m not sure that I’m a person she wants to see at the moment, and besides, I—I—I have things to do in Rome at the moment! What I was wondering was, would your wife be willing to accompany Clitumna down to Circei for a few weeks? This suicidal mood won’t last, I’m sure of that, but as of this moment, I’m very worried. The villa is very comfortable, and even though it’s turning cold, Circei is good for the health at any time of the year. It might benefit your wife to breathe a bit of sea air.”


  Caesar visibly relaxed, looking as if an enormous load had suddenly vanished from his bowed back. “I see, Lucius Cornelius, I see. And I understand better than you think. My wife has indeed become the person Clitumna depends upon most. Unfortunately, I cannot spare her. You have seen Julilla, so you do not need to be told how desperate our situation is. My wife is needed at home. Nor would she consent to leave, fond of Clitumna though she is.”


  Sulla looked eager. “Well, why couldn’t Julilla go down to Circei with them? The change might work wonders for her!”


  But Caesar shook his head. “No, Lucius Cornelius, I am afraid it’s out of the question. I myself am fixed in Rome until the spring. I could not countenance the absence of my wife and daughter from Rome unless I could be with them, not because I am selfish enough to deny them a treat, but because I would worry about them all the time they were away. If Julilla was well, it would be different. So—no.”


  “I understand, Gaius Julius, and I sympathize.” Sulla got up to go.


  “Send Clitumna to Circei, Lucius Cornelius. She’ll be all right.” Caesar walked his guest to the front door, and opened it himself.


  “Thank you forbearing with my foolishness,” said Sulla.


  “It was no burden. In fact, I’m very glad you came. I think I can deal better with my daughter now. And I confess I like you the better for this morning’s events, Lucius Cornelius. Keep me informed about Clitumna.” And, smiling, Caesar held out his hand.


  But the moment he closed the door behind Sulla, Caesar went to find Julilla. She was in her mother’s sitting room, weeping desolately, her head buried in her arms as she slumped against the worktable. One hand to her lips, Marcia rose as Caesar appeared in the doorway; together they crept out and left her weeping.


  “Gaius Julius, it is terrible,” said Marcia, lips tight.


  “Have they been seeing each other?”


  A burning blush ran up under Marcia’s pale-brown skin; she shook her head so savagely that the pins holding her hair in a prim bun loosened, and the bun dangled half-unrolled on the nape of her neck. “No, they haven’t been seeing each other!” She struck her hands together, wrung them. “Oh, the shame of it! The humiliation!”


  Caesar possessed himself of the writhing hands and held them gently but firmly still. “Calm yourself, wife, calm yourself! Nothing can possibly be so bad that you drive yourself into an illness. Now tell me.”


  “Such deceit! Such indelicacy!”


  “Calm yourself. Start at the beginning.”


  “It’s had nothing to do with him, it’s all her own doing! Our daughter, Gaius Julius, has spent the last two years shaming herself and her family by—by—throwing herself at the head of a man who is not only unfit to wipe the mud off her shoes, but who doesn’t even want her! And more than that, Gaius Julius, more than that! She has tried to capture his attention by starving herself and so forcing a guilt upon him he has done nothing to earn! Letters, Gaius Julius! Hundreds of letters her girl has delivered to him, accusing him of indifference and neglect, blaming him for her illness, pleading for his love the way a female dog grovels!” Marcia’s eyes poured tears, but they were tears of disillusionment, of a terrible anger.


  “Calm yourself,” Caesar repeated yet again. “Come, Marcia, you can cry later. I must deal with Julilla, and you must see me deal with her.”


  Marcia calmed herself, dried her eyes; together they went back to her sitting room.


  Julilla was still weeping, hadn’t noticed that she was alone. Sighing, Caesar sat in his wife’s favorite chair, hunting in the sinus of his toga as he did so, and finally bringing out his handkerchief.


  “Here, Julilla, blow your nose and stop crying, like a good girl,” he said, thrusting the cloth under her arm. “The waterworks are wasted. It’s time to talk.”


  Most of Julilla’s tears had their source in terror at being found out, so the reassuringly strong firm impartial tone of her father’s voice enabled her to do as she was told. The waterworks turned off; she sat with her head down, her frail body shaken by convulsive hiccoughs.


  “You have been starving yourself because of Lucius Cornelius Sulla, is that right?” her father asked.


  She didn’t answer.


  “Julilla, you cannot avoid the question, and you’ll get no mercy by maintaining silence. Is Lucius Cornelius the cause of all this?”


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  Caesar’s voice continued to sound strong, firm, impartial, but the words it framed burned into Julilla all the deeper for its level tone; so did he speak to a slave who had done him some unpardonable wrong, never did he speak to his daughter thus. Until now.


  “Do you even begin to understand the pain, the worry, the fatigue you have caused this entire family for the past year and more? Ever since you began to waste away, you have been the pivot around which every one of us has turned. Not only me, your mother, your brothers, and your sister, but our loyal and admirable servants, our friends, our neighbors. You have driven us to the edge of dementia. And for what? Can you tell me for what?”


  “No,” she whispered.


  “Nonsense! Of course you can! You’ve been playing a game with us, Julilla. A cruel and selfish game, conducted with a patience and intelligence worthy of a nobler purpose. You fell in love—at sixteen years of age!—with a fellow you knew was unsuitable, could never meet with my approval. A fellow who understood his unsuitability, and gave you absolutely no kind of encouragement. So you proceeded to act with deceit, with cunning, with an aim so manipulatory and exploitative—! Words fail me, Julilla,” said Caesar unemotionally.


  His daughter shivered.


  His wife shivered.


  “It seems I must refresh your memory, daughter. Do you know who I am?”


  Julilla didn’t answer, head down.


  “Look at me!”


  Her face came up at that; drowned eyes fixed themselves on Caesar, terrified and wild.


  “No, I can see that you don’t know who I am,” said Caesar, still in conversational voice. “Therefore, daughter, it behooves me to tell you. I am the paterfamilias, the absolute head of this household. My very word is law. My actions are not actionable. Whatever I choose to do and say within the bounds of this household, I can do and I can say. No law of the Senate and People of Rome stands between me and my absolute authority over my household, my family. For Rome has structured her laws to ensure that the Roman family is above the law of all save the paterfamilias. If my wife commits adultery, Julilla, I can kill her, or have her killed. If my son is guilty of moral turpitude, or cowardice, or any other kind of social imbecility, I can kill him, or have him killed. If my daughter is unchaste, Julilla, I can kill her, or have her killed. If any member of my household—from my wife through my sons and my daughters to my mother, to my servants—transgresses the bounds of what I regard as decent conduct, I can kill him or her, or have him or her killed. Do you understand, Julilla?”


  Her eyes had not swerved from his face. “Yes,” she said.


  “It grieves me as much as it shames me to inform you that you have transgressed the bounds of what I regard as decent conduct, daughter. You have made your family and the servants of this household—above all you have made its paterfamilias—your victim. Your puppet. Your plaything. And for what? For self-gratification, for personal satisfaction, for the most abominable of motives—yourself alone.”


  “But I love him, tata!” she cried.


  Caesar reared up, outraged. “Love? What do you know of that peerless emotion, Julilla? How can you besmirch the word ‘love’ with whatever base imitation you have experienced? Is it love, to make your beloved’s life a misery? Is it love, to force your beloved to a commitment he doesn’t want, hasn’t asked for? Well, is any of it love, Julilla?”


  “I suppose not,” she whispered, and then added, “but I thought it was.”


  The eyes of her parents met above her head; in both lay a wry and bitter pain as they finally understood Julilla’s limitations, their own illusions.


  “Believe me, Julilla, whatever it was you felt that made you behave so shabbily and dishonorably, it was not love,” said Caesar, and stood up. “There will be no more cow’s milk, no more eggs, no more honey. You will eat whatever the rest of your family eats. Or you will not eat. It is a matter of no moment to me. As your father and as paterfamilias, I have treated you from the time of your birth with honor, with respect, with kindness, with consideration, with tolerance. You have not thought well enough of me to reciprocate. I do not cast you off. And I am not going to kill you, or have you killed. But from this time on, whatever you make of yourself is entirely on your own head. You have injured me and mine, Julilla. Perhaps even more unpardonably, you have injured a man who owes you nothing, for he does not know you and is not related to you. Later on, when you are less appalling to look at, I shall require that you apologize to Lucius Cornelius Sulla. I do not require an apology from you for any of the rest of us, for you have lost our love and respect, and that renders apologies valueless.”


  He walked out of the room.


  Julilla’s face puckered; she turned instinctively toward her mother, and tried to hurl herself into her mother’s arms. But Marcia drew back as if her daughter wore a poisoned robe.


  “Disgusting!” she hissed. “All that for the sake of a man who isn’t fit to lick the ground a Caesar walks on!”


  “Oh, Mama!”


  “Don’t ‘oh, Mama!’ me! You wanted to be grown up, Julilla; you wanted to be woman enough to marry. Now live with it.” And Marcia too walked out of the room.


  Wrote Gaius Julius Caesar some days later to his son-in-law, Gaius Marius:


  And so, the unhappy business is finally wearing itself down. I wish I could say that Julilla has learned a lesson, but I very much doubt it. In later years, Gaius Marius, you too will face all the torments and dilemmas of parenthood, and I wish I could offer you the comfort of saying that you will learn by my mistakes. But you will not. For just as each and every child born into this world is different, and must be handled differently, so too is every parent different. Where did we go wrong with Julilla? I do not honestly know. I do not even know if we went wrong at all. Perhaps the flaw is innate, intrinsic. I am bitterly hurt, and so too is poor Marcia, as best evidenced by her subsequent rejection of all Julilla’s overtures of friendship and regret. The child suffers terribly, but I have had to ask myself whether we owe it to her to maintain our distance for the present, and I have decided we must do so. Love we have always given her, an opportunity to discipline herself we have not. If she is to gain any good out of all this, she must suffer.


  Justice forced me to seek out our neighbor Lucius Cornelius Sulla, and tender him a collective apology which will have to do until Julilla’s looks have improved and she can apologize to him in person. Though he didn’t want to hand them over, I insisted that he return all of Julilla’s letters—one of the few times being paterfamilias has had real value. I made Julilla burn them, but not until she had read every one of the silly things out to me and her mother. How awful, to have to be so hard upon one’s own flesh and blood! But I very much fear that only the most personally galling of lessons will sink into Julilla’s self-centered little heart.


  There. Enough of Julilla and her schemes. Far more important things are happening. I may actually turn out to be the first to send this news to Africa Province, as I have a firm promise that this will go on a fast packet leaving Puteoli tomorrow. Marcus Junius Silanus has been shockingly defeated by the Germans. Over thirty thousand men are dead, the rest so demoralized and poorly led that they have scattered in all directions. Not that Silanus seems to care, or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that he seems to value his own survival ahead of his troops’. He brought the news to Rome himself, but in such a toned-down version that he stole a march on public indignation, and by the time that all the truth was known, he had stripped the disaster of much of its shock value. Of course what he’s aiming for is to wriggle out of treason charges, and I think he’ll succeed. If the Mamilian Commission were empowered to try him, a conviction might be possible. But a trial in the Centuriate Assembly, with all those antiquated rules and regulations, and so many jurors? It’s not worth the effort of initiating proceedings, and so most of us feel.


  And, I hear you ask, what of the Germans? Are they even now pouring down toward the coast of the Middle Sea, are the inhabitants of Massilia packing up in panic? No. For would you believe it, having annihilated Silanus’s army, they promptly turned around again and went north. How can one deal with an enemy so enigmatic, so utterly unpredictable? I tell you, Gaius Marius, we shiver in our boots. For they will come. Later rather than sooner, it now seems, they will come. And we have no better commanders to oppose them than the likes of Marcus Junius Silanus. As usual these days, the Italian Allied legions took the brunt of the losses, though many Roman soldiers fell too. And the Senate is having to deal with a stream of complaints from the Marsi and the Samnites, and a host of other Italian nations.


  But to finish on a lighter note, we are currently having a hilarious battle with our esteemed censor Marcus Aemilius Scaurus. The other censor, Marcus Livius Drusus, died very suddenly three weeks ago, which brought the lustrum of the censors to an abrupt end. Scaurus of course is obliged to stand down. Only he won’t! And therein lies the hilarity. As soon as the funeral of Drusus was over, the Senate convened and directed Scaurus to lay aside his censorial duties so that the lustrum could be officially closed in the customary ceremony. Scaurus refused.


  “I was elected censor, I’m in the middle of letting contracts for my building programs, and I cannot possibly abandon my work at this juncture,” he said.


  “Marcus Aemilius, Marcus Aemilius, it isn’t up to you!” said Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus. “The law says that when one censor dies in office, the lustrum is at an end, and his fellow censor must resign immediately.”


  “I don’t care what the law says!” Scaurus replied. “I cannot resign immediately, and I will not resign immediately.”


  They begged and they pleaded, they shouted and they argued, all to no avail. Scaurus was determined to create a precedent by flouting convention and remaining censor. So they begged and they pleaded, they shouted and they argued all over again. Until Scaurus lost patience and temper.


  “I piss on the lot of you!” he cried, and went right on with his contracts and his plans.


  So Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus called another meeting of the Senate, and forced it to pass a formal consultum calling for Scaurus’s immediate resignation. Off went a deputation to the Campus Martius, and there interviewed Scaurus as he sat on the podium of the temple of Jupiter Stator, which edifice he had chosen for his office because it’s right next door to the Porticus Metelli, where most of the building contractors have their headquarters.


  Now as you know, I am not a Scaurus man. He’s as crafty as Ulysses and as big a liar as Paris. But oh, I do wish you could have seen him make mincemeat out of them! How such an ugly, skinny, undersized specimen as Scaurus can do it, I do not know—he hasn’t even got a hair left on his head! Marcia says it’s his beautiful green eyes and his even more beautiful speaking voice and his wonderful sense of humor. Well, I will admit the sense of humor, but the charms of his ocular and vocal apparatus escape me. Marcia says I’m a typical man, though what her point about that is, I do not know. Women tend to seek refuge in such remarks when pinned down to logic, I have found. But there must also be some obscure logic to his success, and who knows? Perhaps Marcia has the right of it.


  So there he sat, the little poseur, surrounded by all the utter magnificence of Rome’s first marble temple, and those glorious statues of Alexander the Great’s generals all mounted on horseback that Metellus Macedonicus pillaged from Alexander’s old capital of Pella. Dominating the lot. How can that be possible, a hairless Roman runt outclassing Lysippus’s quite superbly lifelike horses? I swear every time I see Alexander’s generals, I expect them to step down from their plinths and ride away, each horse as different as Ptolemy is from Parmenion.


  I digress. Back to business, then. When Scaurus saw the deputation he shoved contracts and contractors aside and sat spear-straight on his curule chair, toga perfectly draped, one foot extended in the classic pose.


  “Well?” he asked, addressing his question to Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus, who had been appointed the spokesman.


  “Marcus Aemilius, the Senate has formally passed a consultum commanding that you resign your censorship at once,” said this unhappy man.


  “I won’t do it,” said Scaurus.


  “You must!” bleated Dalmaticus.


  “I mustn’t anything!” said Scaurus, and turned his shoulder on them, beckoning the contractors to draw close again. “Now what was I saying before I was so rudely interrupted?” he asked.


  Dalmaticus tried again. “Marcus Aemilius, please!”


  But all he got for his pontificial pains was an “I piss on you! Piss, piss, piss!”


  The Senate having shot its bolt, the whole problem was referred to the Plebeian Assembly, thereby making the Plebs responsible for a matter it hadn’t created, considering that it is the Centuriate Assembly, a more exclusive body by far than the Plebeian Assembly, that elects the censors. However, the Plebs did hold a meeting to discuss Scaurus’s stand, and handed its College of Tribunes one last duty for their year in office. They were instructed to remove Marcus Aemilius Scaurus from office as censor, one way or another.


  So yesterday, the ninth day of December, saw all ten tribunes of the plebs march off to the temple of Jupiter Stator, Gaius Mamilius Limetanus in their lead.


  “I am directed by the People of Rome, Marcus Aemilius, to depose you from office as censor,” said Mamilius.


  “As the People did not elect me, Gaius Mamilius, the People cannot depose me,” said Scaurus, his hairless scone shining in the sun like a polished old winter apple.


  “Nonetheless, Marcus Aemilius, the People are sovereign, and the People say you must step down,” said Mamilius.


  “I won’t step down!” said Scaurus.


  “In that case, Marcus Aemilius, I am authorized by the People to arrest you and cast you into prison until you formally resign,” said Mamilius.


  “Lay one hand on me, Gaius Mamilius, and you will revert to the soprano voice of your boyhood!” said Scaurus.


  Whereupon Mamilius turned to the crowd which had naturally gathered to see the spectacle, and cried out to it, “People of Rome, I call you to witness the fact that I hereby interpose my veto against any further censorial activity by Marcus Aemilius Scaurus!” he declared.


  And that of course was the end of the matter. Scaurus rolled up his contracts and handed everything over to his clerks, had his chair slave fold up his ivory seat, and stood bowing in all directions to the applauding throng, which loves nothing better than a good confrontation between its magistrates, and adores Scaurus wholeheartedly because he has the kind of courage all Romans admire in their magistrates. Then he strolled down the temple steps, gave Perdiccas’s roan horse a pat in passing, linked his arm through Mamilius’s, and left the field wearing all the laurels.


  Caesar sighed, leaned back in his chair, and decided that he had better comment upon the news Marius—by no means such a wordy correspondent as his father-in-law—had sent from the Roman African province, where Metellus, it appeared, had succeeded in bogging the war against Jugurtha in a mire of inconsistent activity and poor generalship. Or at least that was Marius’s version, though it did not tally with the reports Metellus kept sending the Senate.


  You will shortly hear—if you have not heard already—that the Senate has prorogued Quintus Caecilius’s command of the African province and the Jugurthine war. It will not in any way surprise you, I am sure. And I expect that, having leaped this biggest hurdle, Quintus Caecilius will step up his military activity, for once the Senate has prorogued a governor’s command, he can be sure to retain that command until he considers the danger to his province over. It is a shrewd tactic to be inert until the consulship year is over and proconsular imperium is bestowed.


  But yes, I do agree that your general was shockingly dilatory in not even starting his campaign until summer was almost over, especially considering that he arrived in early spring. But his dispatches say his army needed thorough training, and the Senate believes them. And yes, it escapes me as to why he appointed you, an infantryman, to lead his cavalry arm, just as it seems a waste of Publius Rutilius’s talents to use him as praefectus fabrum when he would serve better in the field than running round dealing with supply columns and artillery repairs. However, it is the prerogative of the general to use his men as he likes, from his senior legates all the way down to his auxiliary rankers.


  All Rome was delighted when the news of the capture of Vaga came, though I note your letter said the town surrendered. And—if you will forgive my playing Quintus Caecilius’s advocate—I fail to see why you are so indignant at the appointment of Quintus Caecilius’s friend Turpillius as the commander of the Vaga garrison. Is it important?


  I am far more impressed with your version of the battle at the river Muthul than I am with the version contained-in Quintus Caecilius’s senatorial dispatch, which should console you somewhat for my hint of skepticism, and reassure you that I do indeed remain on your side. And I’m sure you’re right in telling Quintus Caecilius that the best way to win the war against Numidia is to capture Jugurtha himself, for, like you, I believe him to be the fountainhead of all Numidian resistance.


  I’m sorry this first year has been so frustrating for you, and that Quintus Caecilius has apparently decided he can win without properly using either your talents or those of Publius Rutilius. It will make your attempt to be elected consul the year after next much harder if you do not receive an opportunity to shine in the coming Numidian campaigns. But, Gaius Marius, I do not expect that you will take such cavalier treatment lying down, and I’m sure you’ll find a way to shine in spite of the very worst Quintus Caecilius can do.


  I shall close with one further Forum item. Due to the loss of Silanus’s army in Gaul-across-the-Alps, the Senate has nullified one of the last surviving laws of Gaius Gracchus, namely the one limiting the number of times a man can enlist. Nor does he have to be seventeen anymore, nor do ten years under the colors exclude him from the levies anymore, nor do six campaigns exclude him anymore. A sign of the times. Both Rome and Italy are rapidly becoming denuded of men for the legions.


  Do look after yourself, and write as soon as my mild attempts to play advocate for Quintus Caecilius have faded enough to allow you to think of me with affection. I am still your father-in-law, and I still think very well of you.


  And that, decided Gaius Julius Caesar, was a letter well worth the sending, full of news and good advice and comfort. Gaius Marius would have it before the old year expired.


  *


  In the end it was almost halfway through December before Sulla escorted Clitumna down to Circei, all solicitude and tender kindness. Though he had worried that his plans might go awry because time would improve Clitumna’s mood, the extraordinary change in his luck continued to bless him, for Clitumna remained deeply depressed, as Marcia would be bound to report to Caesar.


  As villas on the Campanian coast went, Clitumna’s version was not overlarge, but even so, it was far bigger than the house on the Palatine; vacationing Romans able to afford the luxury of owning country villas liked to feel surrounded by space. Standing atop a volcanic headland and having its own private beach, the villa lay some distance south of Circei, and had no close neighbors. One of the many speculation builders who frequented the Campanian coast had put it up during the course of the winter three years before, and Clitumna had bought it the moment she discovered the builder had a genius for plumbing, and had installed a shower bath as well as a proper bathing tub.


  Thus the first thing Clitumna did after she arrived was to have a shower bath, after which she dined, after which she and Sulla went to bed in separate rooms, and alone. He remained at Circei for two days only, devoting all his time to Clitumna, who continued to be cheerless, though she didn’t want Sulla to leave.


  “I have a surprise for you,” he said to her as he walked with her in the grounds of the villa early in the morning of the day he returned to Rome.


  Even that hardly evoked a response. “Yes?” she asked.


  “On the first night of the full moon you will receive your surprise,” he said seductively.


  “Night?” she asked, becoming the slightest bit interested.


  “Night, and full moon! That is, provided it’s a fine clear night and you can see the full moon.”


  They were standing beneath the tall front facade of the villa, which like most was built upon sloping ground, with a loggia atop the front section, where the villa dweller could sit to take in the view. Behind this narrow front facade was a vast peristyle-garden, and behind the peristyle-garden lay the villa proper, in which the bulk of the rooms were situated. The stables were located on the ground level of the front facade, with living quarters for the stable staff above, and the loggia above that again.


  The land in front of Clitumna’s villa sloped away in grass and tangles of rambling roses to the cliff top, and was most artfully planted on either flank with a grove of trees which ensured privacy should another villa go up on the next block of land.


  Sulla pointed to the large clump of salt pines and pencil cypresses on their left.


  “It’s a secret, Clitumna,” he said in what she called his “growly voice,” always a sign of prolonged and particularly delicious lovemaking.


  “What is a secret?” she asked, beginning to be eager.


  “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret any longer,” he whispered, nibbling her ear.


  She squirmed a little, cheered up a little. “Is the secret the same as the surprise on the night of the moon?”


  “Yes. But you must keep everything a secret, including my promising you a surprise. Swear?”


  “I swear,” she said.


  “What you must do is sneak out of the house at the beginning of the third hour of darkness, eight days from last night. You must come down here absolutely on your own, and hide in that grove of trees,” said Sulla, stroking her flank.


  Her listlessness was gone. “Oooooooooh! Is it a nice surprise?” she asked, squeaking on the last word.


  “It will be the biggest surprise of your entire life,” said Sulla, “and that’s not an idle promise, darling. But I do require a couple of conditions.”


  She wrinkled her nose girlishly and simpered, looking very silly. “Yes?”


  “First of all, no one must know, not even little Bithy. If you do take anyone into your confidence, your chief surprise will be disappointment. And I will be very, very angry. You don’t like it when I’m very, very angry, do you, Clitumna?”


  She shivered. “No, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Then keep our secret. Your reward will be amazing, a completely new and different kind of experience,” he whispered. “In fact, if you can manage to seem specially downcast from now until you receive your surprise, it will turn out even better, I promise you.”


  “I’ll be good, Lucius Cornelius,” she said fervently.


  He could see the way her mind was working, and knew that she had decided the surprise was a new and delectable companion—female, attractive, sexually willing, compatible, and a cozy gossipy talker for the passing of the long days between the lovely nights. But she knew Sulla well enough to understand that she must abide by his conditions, or he was just as likely to take whoever it was away again forever—perhaps install her in an apartment of her own, now that he had Nicopolis’s money. Besides which, no one defied Sulla when he spoke in earnest, a reason why the servants of Clitumna’s household held their tongues about what had gone on between Clitumna and Nicopolis and Sulla, and if they ever said anything at all, did so in a fear which robbed their words of much of their normal impact.


  “There’s a second condition,” he said.


  She snuggled against him. “Yes, darling Lucius?”


  “If the night is not fine, the surprise cannot come. So you will have to respect the weather. If the first night is wet, wait for the next dry one.”


  “I understand, Lucius Cornelius.”


  *


  Thus Sulla drove off to Rome in a hired gig leaving Clitumna faithfully hugging her secret, and trying assiduously to present a picture of acute depression. Even Bithy, with whom Clitumna had taken to sleeping, believed her mistress desolate.


  Upon reaching Rome, Sulla summoned the steward of Clitumna’s house on the Palatine; he was one staff member not relocated to Circei, as the villa there had its own steward, who acted as caretaker in his mistress’s absence—and cheated her very cleverly. So did the steward of her Palatine house.


  “How many servants did the mistress leave here, Iamus?” asked Sulla, sitting at his desk in the study; he was evidently making out some kind of list, for it lay beneath his hand.


  “Just myself, two house boys, two house girls, a market boy, and the undercook, Lucius Cornelius,” said the steward.


  “Well, you’re going to have to hire some extra help, because four days from now, Iamus, I am going to throw a party.”


  Sulla flapped his list at the astonished steward, who didn’t know whether to protest that the lady Clitumna had given him no word of a party in her absence, or to go along with the idea and pray there were no ructions later, when the bills came in. Then Sulla relieved his mind.


  “It’s my show, so I’m paying for it,” said Sulla, “and there’ll be a big bonus in it for you on two conditions—one, that you co-operate fully in helping me put on the party, and two, that you make no mention of it to the lady Clitumna after she returns home, whenever that may be. Is that clear?”


  “Fully, Lucius Cornelius,” said Iamus, bowing deeply; largesse was a subject every slave risen high enough to be a steward understood almost as well as he understood how to doctor the household account books.


  *


  Off went Sulla to hire dancers, musicians, tumblers, singers, magicians, clowns, and other acts. For this was going to be the party to end all parties, one he intended would be heard far and wide across the Palatine. His last stop was the flat of Scylax the comedic actor.


  “I want to borrow Metrobius,” he said, erupting into the room Scylax had preferred to set up as a sitting room rather than as a study. It was the apartment of a voluptuary, redolent with incense and cassia wood, tapestried to death, overfurnished with couches and pouffes all stuffed with the finest wool.


  Scylax sat up indignantly at the same moment Sulla was sinking into one of the sybaritically cushioned couches.


  “Honestly, Scylax, you’re as soft as custard-pudding and as decadent as a Syrian potentate!” said Sulla. “Why don’t you get a bit of ordinary horsehair furniture? This stuff makes a man feel as if he’s sinking into the arms of a gigantic whore! Ugh!”


  “I piss on your taste,” lisped Scylax.


  “As long as you hand over Metrobius, you can piss on anything you like.”


  “Why should I, you—you—savage?” Scylax ran his hands through his carefully arranged, dyed golden locks; he fluttered his long lashes, darkened with stibium, and rolled his eyes between them.


  “Because the boy’s not yours body and mind,” said Sulla, testing a pouffe with his foot to see if it was less yielding.


  “He is mine body and mind! And he hasn’t been the same since you stole him from me and took him all over Italy with you, Lucius Cornelius! I don’t know what you did to him, but you certainly spoiled him for me!”


  Sulla grinned. “Made a man out of him, did I? Doesn’t like eating your shit anymore, eh? Aaaaaaaah!” With which sound of disgust, Sulla lifted his head and roared, “Metrobius!”


  The lad came flying through the door and launched himself straight at Sulla, covering his face with kisses.


  Over the black head Sulla opened one pale eye at Scylax, and wiggled one ginger brow. “Give up, Scylax, your bum-boy just likes me better,” he said, and demonstrated the truth of this by lifting the boy’s skirt to display his erection. Scylax burst into tears, streaking his face with stibium.


  “Come on, Metrobius,” said Sulla, struggling to his feet. At the door he turned back to flip a folded paper at the blubbering Scylax. “Party at Clitumna’s house in four days,” he said. “It’s going to be the best one ever, so swallow your spleen and come. You can have Metrobius back if you do.”


  *


  Everyone was invited, including Hercules Atlas, who was billed as the world’s strongest man, and hired himself out to fairs and fetes and festivals from one end of Italy to the other. Never seen outside his door unless wearing a moth-eaten lion skin and toting an enormous club, Hercules Atlas was a bit of an institution. However, he was rarely asked as a guest to the parties where he entertained with his strongman act, for when the wine flowed down his throat like water down the Aqua Marcia, Hercules Atlas became very aggressive and bad-tempered.


  “You’re touched in the head, to ask that bull!” said Metrobius, playing with Sulla’s brilliant curls as he leaned over Sulla’s shoulder to peer at yet another list. The real change in Metrobius that had occurred while he was away with Sulla was his literacy; Sulla had taught the lad to read and write. Willing to teach him every art he knew from acting to sodomy, Scylax had yet been too crafty to endow him with something as emancipating as letters.


  “Hercules Atlas is a friend of mine,” said Sulla, kissing the lad’s fingers one by one with a great deal more pleasure than ever he felt kissing Clitumna’s.


  “But he’s a madman when he’s drunk!” Metrobius protested. “He’ll tear this house apart, and very likely two or three of the guests as well! Hire his act by all means, but don’t have him present as a guest!”


  “I can’t do that,” said Sulla, seeming unworried. He reached up and pulled Metrobius down across his shoulder, settling the boy in his lap. And Metrobius wound his arms about Sulla’s neck and lifted his face: Sulla kissed his eyelids very slowly, very tenderly.


  “Lucius Cornelius, why won’t you keep me?” Metrobius asked, settling against Sulla’s arm with a sigh of utter content.


  The kisses ceased. Sulla frowned. “You’re far better off with Scylax,” he said abruptly.


  Metrobius opened huge dark eyes, swimming with love. “But I’m not, truly I’m not! The gifts and the acting training and the money don’t matter to me, Lucius Cornelius! I’d much rather be with you, no matter how poor we were!”


  “A tempting offer, and one I’d take you up on in a trice— if I intended to remain poor,” said Sulla, holding the boy as if he cherished him. “But I am not going to remain poor. I have Nicopolis’s money behind me now, and I’m busy speculating with it. One day I’ll have enough to qualify for admission to the Senate.”


  Metrobius sat up. “The Senate!” Twisting, he stared into Sulla’s face. “But you can’t, Lucius Cornelius! Your ancestors were slaves like me!”


  “No, they weren’t,” said Sulla, staring back. “I am a patrician Cornelius. The Senate is where I belong.”


  “I don’t believe it!”


  “It’s the truth,” said Sulla soberly. “That’s why I can’t avail myself of your offer, alluring though it is. When I do qualify for the Senate, I’m going to have to become a model of decorum—no actors, no mimes—and no pretty-boys.” He clapped Metrobius on the back, and hugged him. “Now pay attention to the list, lad—and stop wriggling! It’s not good for my concentration. Hercules Atlas is coming as a guest as well as performing, and that’s final.”


  In fact, Hercules Atlas was among the first guests to arrive. Word of the revels to come had got out all up and down the street, of course, and the neighbors had steeled themselves to endure a night of howls, shrieks, loud music, and unimaginable crashes. As usual, it was a costume affair. Sulla had tricked himself out as the absent Clitumna, complete with fringed shawls, rings, and hennaed wig convoluted with sausagelike curls, and he constantly emitted uncanny imitations of her titters, her giggles, her loud whinnies of laughter. Since the guests knew her well, his performance was deeply appreciated.


  Metrobius was equipped with wings again, but this night he was Icarus rather than Cupid, and had cleverly melted his large feathered fans along their outer edges, so that they drooped, and looked half-finished. Scylax came as Minerva, and contrived to make that stern, tomboyish goddess look like an old and over-made-up whore. When he saw how Metrobius hung all over Sulla, he proceeded to get drunk, and soon forgot how to manage his shield, his distaff, his stuffed owl, and his spear, and eventually tripped over them into a corner, where he wept himself to sleep.


  Thus Scylax failed to see the endless succession of party turns, the singers who commenced with glorious melodies and stunning trills, and ended in warbling ditties like


  My sister Piggy Filler


  Got caught with Gus the Miller


  A-grinding of her flower


  Beneath the miller’s tower.


  “Enough of this,” said our dad.


  “It’s clear that you’ve been had.


  Married you’d better be quick


  Or your arse will feel my stick!”


  which were far more popular with the guests, who, knew the words, and could sing along.


  There were dancers who stripped to the buff with exquisite artistry, displaying pubes devoid of the smallest hair, and a man whose performing dogs could dance almost as well— if not as lubriciously—and a famous animal act from Antioch which consisted of a girl and her donkey—very, very popular with the audience, the male half of which was too intimidated by the donkey’s endowments to proposition the girl afterward.


  Hercules Atlas did his turn last of all, just before the party segregated into those too drunk to be interested in sex, and those drunk enough to be interested in nothing else. The revelers gathered around the colonnades of the peristyle-garden, in the midst of which Hercules Atlas had set himself up on a very sturdy dais. After warming up by bending a few iron bars and snapping a few thick logs like twigs, the strong man picked up squealing girls by the half dozen, piling them on his shoulders, on his head, and under each arm. Then he lifted an anvil or two in his hands and began to roar lustily, more fearsome than any lion in any arena. Actually he was having a wonderful time, for the wine was flowing down his throat like water down the Aqua Marcia, and his capacity to guzzle was as phenomenal as his strength. The trouble was, the more anvils he picked up, the more uncomfortable the girls became, until their squeals of joy became squeals of terror.


  Sulla strolled out into the middle of the garden and tapped Hercules Atlas politely on his knee.


  “Here, old fellow, do drop the girls,” he said in the most friendly way. “You’re squashing them with lumps of iron.”


  Hercules Atlas dropped the girls immediately. But he picked up Sulla instead, his hair-trigger temper let loose.


  “Don’t you tell me how to do my act!” he bellowed, and spun Sulla around his head like a priest of Isis his wand; wig, shawls, draperies fell from Sulla in a cascade.


  Some of the party goers began to panic; others decided to help by venturing out into the garden and pleading with the demented strong man to put Sulla down. But Hercules Atlas solved everyone’s dilemma by shoving Sulla under his left arm as casually as a shopper a parcel, and leaving the festivities. There was no way he could be stopped. Ploughing through the bodies hurling themselves at him as if they were a cloud of gnats, he gave the door servant a shove in the face that sent him halfway across the atrium, and disappeared into the lane, still toting Sulla.


  At the top of the Vestal Steps he halted. “All right? Did I do all right, Lucius Cornelius?” he asked, setting Sulla down very gently.


  “You did perfectly,” said Sulla, staggering a little because he was dizzy. “Come, I’ll walk home with you.”


  “Not necessary,” said Hercules Atlas, hitching up his lion skin and starting down the Vestal Steps. “Only a hop and a skip away from here, Lucius Cornelius, and the moon’s just about full.”


  “I insist,” said Sulla, catching him up.


  “Have it your own way,” shrugged Hercules Atlas.


  “Well, it’s less public if I pay you inside than out in the middle of the Forum,” said Sulla patiently.


  “Oh, right!” Hercules Atlas clapped a hand to his well-muscled head. “I forgot you haven’t paid me yet. Come on, then.”


  He lived in four rooms on the third floor of an insula off the Clivus Orbius, on the fringes of the Subura, but in a better neighborhood by far. Ushered in, Sulla saw at a glance that his slaves had seized their opportunity and taken the night off, no doubt expecting that when their master came in, he would be in no state to take a head count. There did not seem to be a woman of the house, but Sulla checked anyway.


  “Wife not here?” he asked.


  Hercules Atlas spat. “Women! I hate ‘em,” he said.


  A jug of wine and some cups stood on the table at which the two men seated themselves. Sulla pulled a fat purse from where he had secreted it inside a linen band around his waist. While Hercules Atlas poured two cups full of wine, Sulla loosened the strings holding the mouth of the purse shut, and deftly palmed a plump screw of paper he fished out of its interior. Then he tipped the purse up and sent a stream of bright silver coins tumbling across the tabletop. Too quickly; three or four rolled all the way to the far edge and fell to the floor, tinkling tinnily.


  “Oh, hey!” cried Hercules Atlas, getting down on all fours to retrieve his pay.


  While he was occupied in crawling about the floor, Sulla, taking his time, untwisted the paper he had palmed and tipped the white powder it contained into the further of the two cups; for want of any other instrument, he stirred the wine with his fingers until Hercules Atlas finally lumbered up from all fours to hind legs, and sat down.


  “Good health,” said Sulla, picking up the nearer cup and tipping it at the strong man in the friendliest manner.


  “Good health and thanks for a terrific night,” said Hercules Atlas, tilting his head back and his cup up, and draining it without pausing for breath. After which he refilled the cup and tossed a second drink back, it seemed on the same lungful of air.


  Sulla got up, pushed his own cup under the strong man’s hand, and took the other cup away, tucking it inside his tunic. “A little souvenir,” he said. “Good night.” And slipped out the door quietly.


  The insula was asleep, its open concrete walkway around the central courtyard heavily screened to prevent refuse being tipped down the light well, and deserted. Very quickly and without making a sound, Sulla stole down three flights of stairs, and stepped into the narrow street unnoticed. The cup he had purloined went between the bars of a gutter drain; Sulla listened until he heard it splash far below, then thrust the screw of paper after it. At the Well of Juturna beneath the Vestal Steps he paused, dipped his hands and arms to the elbows in its still waters, and washed, and washed, and washed. There! That ought to rinse off whatever white powder might have adhered to his skin while he handled the paper and stirred the wine Hercules Atlas had devoured so satisfactorily.


  But he didn’t go back to the party. He bypassed the Palatine completely, heading up the Via Nova toward the Capena Gate. Outside the city he entered one of the many stables in the vicinity that hired out horses or vehicles to those resident inside Rome; few Roman houses kept mules, horses, transport. It was cheaper and easier to hire.


  The stable he chose was good and reputable, but its idea of security was lax; the only groom in attendance was sound asleep in a mound of straw. Sulla assisted him into a far deeper sleep with a rabbit punch behind one ear, then took his time cruising up and down until he found a very strong-looking, amiable mule. Never having saddled a mount in his life, it took him some time to work out precisely what to do, but he had heard of an animal’s holding its breath while the girth was being strapped tight, so he waited patiently until he was sure the mule’s ribs were normal, then swung himself up into the saddle and kicked the beast gently in the flanks.


  Though he was a novice rider, he wasn’t afraid of horses or mules, and trusted to his luck in managing his mount. The four horns—one on each corner of the saddle—kept a man fairly securely upon the beast’s back provided it wasn’t prone to buck, and mules were more docile than horses in this respect. The only bridle he had managed to persuade the mule to take had a plain snaffle bit, but his steed seemed comfortable and placid chewing on it, so he headed down the moonlit Via Appia with every confidence in his ability to get quite a long way before morning. It was about midnight.


  He found the ride exhausting, not being used to the activity. Ambling along beside Clitumna’s litter was one thing, this hurried progress quite another. After a few miles his legs ached intolerably from hanging down unsupported, and his buttocks squirmed with the effort of keeping him straight in the saddle, and his balls felt every little jolt. However, the mule was a willing goer, and he got as far as Tripontium well before dawn.


  From here he left the Via Appia and cut across country toward the coast, for there were a few rough roads traversing the bogs of the outer Pomptine Marshes, and it was much shorter—as well as much less public—than following the Via Appia down to Tarracina and then backtracking north to Circei. In a stand of trees some ten miles into the wilderness he stopped, for the ground felt dry and hard, and there didn’t seem to be any mosquitoes. Tethering the mule on a long halter he had thought to purloin, he put the saddle down as a pillow under the shade of a pine, and slept dreamlessly.


  Ten short daylight hours later, after giving himself and the mule a long drink in a nearby stream, Sulla resumed his ride. Covered from the gaze of any who might chance to see him by a hooded cloak he’d taken from the stable, he pattered along with considerably more grace than earlier, despite the ghastly ache in his spine and the deep soreness in rump and balls. So far he had eaten nothing, but felt no hunger; the mule had grazed on good grass, so was content enough, and remarkably fresh. And at dusk he came to the promontory on which sat Clitumna’s villa, dismounting then with real relief. Once more he divested the mule of saddle and bridle; once more he tethered it so it could graze. But this time he left it by itself to rest.


  His luck had held. The night was perfect, still and starry, not a cloud to be seen anywhere in the cold indigo vault. And then as the second hour of night began to drip away, the full moon rose over the hills far in the east and slowly drenched the landscape with its strange luminosity, a light which gave the eyes power to see, yet was of itself utterly invisible.


  And the sense of his own inviolability swelled within Sulla, banished fatigue and pain, quickened the flow of his chilly blood and set his mind, curiously peacefully engaged, into a phase of sheer enjoyment. He was felix; he was lucky. Everything was going beautifully, and would continue to go beautifully. And that meant he could idle his way through in a haze of well-being; he could really enjoy himself. When the chance to rid himself of Nicopolis had presented itself so suddenly, so unexpectedly, there hadn’t been time to enjoy it, only to make a lightning decision and wait out the hours. His investigations during his holiday with Metrobius had revealed The Destroyer to him, but Nicopolis it had been who chose the fashion of her own demise; he was involved only as catalyst. Luck had put her there. His luck. But tonight brain had put him where he was; luck would carry him through. As for fear—what was there to be afraid of?


  Clitumna was there, waiting in the shadows of the salt pines, not yet impatient, but readying herself to turn impatient if her surprise was late. However, Sulla did not announce himself immediately; first he inspected the entire area to make sure she hadn’t brought anyone with her. And yes, she was quite alone. Even the untenanted stables and rooms below the loggia were devoid of people, interested or uninterested.


  As he approached her, he made enough noise to reassure her. Thus when she saw him emerge from the darkness she was prepared for it to be him, and held out her arms.


  “Oh, it’s just as you said!” she whispered, giggling into his neck. “My surprise! Where’s my surprise?”


  “A kiss first?” he asked, white teeth showing whiter than his skin for once, so strange was the moonlight, so magical the spell which bound him.


  Starved for him, Clitumna offered her lips greedily. And was standing, her mouth glued to his, her feet up on their toes, when he broke her neck. It was so easy. Snap. Probably she never even knew, for he could see no hint of knowledge in her staring eyes when his hand pushed her head back to meet his other hand keeping her back straight, a movement as fast as a blow. Easy. Snap. The sound traveled, it was so sharp, so clear-cut on its edges. And as he released her, expecting her to sink to the ground, she rose up even higher on her toes and began to dance for him, arms akimbo, head lolling obscenely, jerks and hops and staccato heaves which culminated in her twirling round and round before she fell in a tangle of elbows and knees, ugly, utterly ungainly. The warm acrid smell of voided urine curled up to meet his distended nostrils then, and after it, the heavier stench of voided bowels.


  He didn’t scream. He didn’t leap away. He enjoyed it all immensely, and while she danced for him, he watched in fascination, and when she fell, he watched in revulsion.


  “Well, Clitumna,” he said, “you died no lady.”


  It was necessary that he lift her, even though that meant he would be soiled, stained, smeared. There must be no marks in the tender moon-dewed grass, no sign of a body’s being dragged—the main reason why he had stipulated that it be a fine night. So he lifted her, excrement and all, and carried her in his arms the short distance to the top of the cliff, her draperies gathered close to keep in the excrement, for he didn’t want a trail of faeces across the grass either.


  He had already found the right spot, and went to it without faltering because he had marked it with a pale stone days before, when he first brought her down. His muscles bunched, spasmed; in one beautiful drapery tracery he rejected her forever, threw her out and away in a flapping ghost-bird plummet all the way down to the rocks. There she spread herself, a shapeless drift of something the sea might have washed up beyond the reach of all but the wildest storms. For it was vital that she be found; he wanted no estate in limbo.


  As at dawn, he had tethered the mule near running water, but before he went to bring it to drink, he waded into the stream fully clad in his woman’s tunic, and washed away the last traces of his stepmother, Clitumna. After which there was one more thing to do, which he did the moment he left the water. On his belt was a small dagger in a sheath; using its pointed tip, he cut a very small gash in the skin of his left forehead about an inch below the hairline. It began to bleed immediately, as scalp cuts do, but that was only the start. Nothing about it could look neat or even. So he got the middle and ring fingers of each hand on either side of the nick and pulled until the flesh parted raggedly, considerably enlarging the wound. His bleeding increased dramatically, spattering his filthy, running-wet party garb in huge drops and runs that spread through the soaked fabric in a wonderfully gory way. There! Good! Out of his belt pouch he took a prepared pad of white linen and jammed it down hard on the tear in his brow, then bound it tightly with a ribbon of linen. Blood had run down into his left eye; he wiped it away with one hand, blinking, and then went to find the mule.


  All through the night he rode, kicking the mule ruthlessly onward whenever it faltered, for it was very tired. However, it knew it was heading home to its stall, and, like all its kind, had a better heart and stouter sinews than a horse. It liked Sulla; that was the secret of its gallant response. It liked the comfort of the snaffle bit in a mouth more used to the pain of curbs; it liked his silence and economy; it liked his peacefulness. So for his sake it trotted, cantered, fell to a walk, picked up its stride again as soon as it was able, the steam rising from its shaggy coat in little trails that drifted behind them. For it knew nothing of the woman lying, neck broken ahead of her fall, on the cruel rocks below the great white villa. It took Sulla as it found him, and it found him interestingly kind.


  *


  A mile from the stables Sulla dismounted and removed the tack from the mule, throwing it aside into some bushes; then he smacked the animal on its rump and shooed it in the direction of its stables, sure it would find its way home. But when he began to plod toward the Capena Gate the mule followed him, and he was forced in the end to shy stones at it before it took the hint, swished its meager tail, and made off.


  Muffled in his hooded cloak, Sulla entered Rome just as the eastern sky was pearling; in nine hours of seventy-four minutes each he had ridden from Circei to Rome, no mean feat for a tired mule and a man who had only really learned to ride on the journey.


  The Steps of Cacus led from the Circus Maximus up onto the Germalus of the Palatine, and were surrounded by the most hallowed ground—the spirit of Romulus’s original city lived thereabouts, and a small uninspiring cavelet and spring in the rock was the place where the she-wolf had suckled the twins Romulus and Remus after they had been abandoned. To Sulla, this seemed a fitting place to abandon his trappings, so the cloak and the bandage were carefully tucked into a hollow tree behind the monument to the Genius Loci. His wound immediately began to bleed again, but sluggishly; and thus those in Clitumna’s street who were out and about early were stunned to see the missing man come staggering along in a bloodied woman’s tunic, filthy and mauled.


  Clitumna’s household was astir, not having been to bed all at once since Hercules Atlas had blazed his way out of the place some thirty-two hours before. When the door servant admitted Sulla, looking ghastly, people flew from all directions to succor him. He was put to bed, bathed and sponged, none other than Athenodorus of Sicily was summoned to inspect his wounded head, and Gaius Julius Caesar came from next door to ask him what had happened, for the whole of the Palatine had been searching for him.


  “Tell me what you can,” said Caesar, sitting by his bed.


  Sulla looked totally convincing. There was a blue shade of pain and weariness about his lips, his colorless skin was even paler than usual, and his eyes, glazed with exhaustion, were red-rimmed and bloodshot.


  “Silly,” he said, slurring his words. “I shouldn’t have tried to interfere with Hercules Atlas. But I’m strong, and I can look after myself. I just never counted on any man’s being as strong as he turned out to be—I thought he’d got a good act together, was all. He was roaring drunk, and he—he just—carried me away with him! I couldn’t do a thing to stop him. Somewhere or other he put me down. I tried to get away, and he must have clouted me, I really don’t know. But I came to in some alley in the Subura. I must have lain there, out to it, for at least a whole day. But you know what the Subura’s like—everyone left me to it. When I could move, I came home. That’s all, Gaius Julius.”


  “You’re a very lucky young man,” said Caesar, lips tight. “Had Hercules Atlas carried you back to his flat, you might have shared his fate.”


  “His fate?”


  “Your steward came to see me yesterday when you didn’t come home, and asked me what he should do. After I learned the story, I took some hired gladiators to the strong man’s lodgings, and found an absolute shambles. For whatever reason, Hercules Atlas had wrecked the place—splintered every piece of furniture, broken great holes in the walls with his fists, terrified the other residents of his insula so much that none of them had gone near. He was lying in the middle of the living room, dead. My personal belief is that he ruptured a blood vessel in his brain, and went mad with the agony of it. Either that, or some enemy poisoned him.” An expression of distaste hovered on Caesar’s face, and was resolutely ironed away. “He’d made a disgusting mess in dying. I think his servants found him first, but they’d gone long before I arrived. As we found no money whatsoever in the place, I presume they took whatever they could carry with them, and have run away. Did he, for instance, have a fee from your party? If so, it wasn’t in the flat.”


  Sulla closed his eyes, not needing to feign tiredness. “I had paid him in advance, Gaius Julius, so I can’t tell you if he had money there.”


  Caesar got to his feet. “Well, I have done all that I can.” He looked down on the immobile figure in the bed sternly, knowing his look was wasted, for Sulla’s eyes remained closed. “I do pity you deeply, Lucius Cornelius,” he said, “but this conduct cannot go on, you know. My daughter nearly starved herself to death because of an immature emotional attachment to you, and has not even now recovered from that attachment. Which makes you a considerable nuisance to me as a neighbor, though I have to acquit you of encouraging my daughter, and must be fair enough to admit that she has made a considerable nuisance of herself to you. All of which suggests to me that you would do better if you lived elsewhere. I have sent to your stepmother in Circei and informed her what has transpired in her absence. I also informed her that she has long outworn her welcome in this street, and she might be more comfortable housed on the Carinae or the Caelian. We are a quiet body of people hereabouts. It would pain me to have to lodge a complaint— and a suit—with the urban praetor to protect our entitlement to peace, quiet, and physical well-being. But pain or no, Iam prepared to lodge that suit if I have to, Lucius Cornelius. Like the rest of your neighbors, I have had enough.”


  Sulla didn’t move, didn’t open his eyes; as Caesar stood wondering how much of this homily had sunk in, his ears heard a snore. He turned at once and left.


  But it was Sulla who got a letter from Circei first, not Gaius Julius Caesar. The next day a messenger came bearing a missive from Clitumna’s steward, informing Sulla that the lady Clitumna’s body, had been found at the base of the cliff bordering her estate. Her neck had been broken in the fall, but there were no suspicious circumstances. As Sulla knew, said the steward, the lady Clitumna’s mental state had been extremely depressed of late.


  Sulla swung his legs out of bed and stood up.


  “Run me a bath, and set out my toga,” he said.


  The little wound on his brow was healing nicely, but its edges were livid and swollen still; aside from that, there was nothing left to suggest his condition of the day before.


  “Send for Gaius Julius Caesar,” he said to Iamus the steward when he was dressed.


  On this coming interview, Sulla understood with perfect clarity, all of his future hinged. Thank the gods that Scylax had taken Metrobius home from the party, protest though the lad did that he wanted to see what had happened to his beloved Sulla. That, and Caesar’s early arrival on the scene, represented the only flaws in Sulla’s plans. What an escape! Truly his luck was in its ascendancy! The presence of Metrobius in Clitumna’s house when Caesar had been summoned by the worried Iamus would have cooked Sulla’s goose forever. No, Caesar would never damn Sulla on hearsay, but the evidence of his own eyes would have put an entirely different complexion upon the situation. And Metrobius would not have been backward in coming forward. I am treading on eggshells, said Sulla to himself, and it is high time I stopped. He thought of Stichus, of Nicopolis, of Clitumna, and he smiled. Well, now he could stop.


  He received Caesar looking every inch the patrician Roman, immaculate in white, the narrow knight’s stripe adorning the right shoulder of his tunic, his magnificent head of hair cut and combed into a manly yet becoming style.


  “I apologize for having to drag you here yet again, Gaius Julius,” said Sulla, and handed Caesar a small roll of paper. “This has just arrived from Circei, and I thought you ought to see it at once.”


  Without a change of expression Caesar read it very slowly, his lips moving, but the sound of the words he said over to himself very quiet. He was weighing, Sulla knew, each and every word as he separated it from the uninterrupted flow of letters on the paper. Done, he laid the sheet down.


  “It is the third death,” said Caesar, and actually seemed happy about that fact. “Your household is sadly diminished, Lucius Cornelius. Please accept my condolences.”


  “I presumed that you had made Clitumna’s will for her,” Sulla said, standing very straight, “otherwise I assure you that I would not have bothered you.”


  “Yes, I have made several wills for her, the last one just after Nicopolis died.” His handsome face, his direct blue eyes, everything about Caesar was carefully, legally noncommittal. “I would like you to tell me, Lucius Cornelius, what exactly you felt for your stepmother.’’


  Here it was, the frailest eggshell yet. He must tread as surely and delicately as a cat on a windowsill strewn with broken shards a full twelve floors above the pavement. “I remember saying something to you before, Gaius Julius,” he said, “but I’m glad to have the opportunity to speak at greater length about her. She was a very silly and stupid and vulgar woman, but as it happens, I was fond of her. My father”—and Sulla’s face twisted—”was an incurable drunkard. The only life I ever remember with him—and for some years with my older sister too, until she married and escaped—was a nightmare. We were not impoverished gentry, Gaius Julius. We didn’t live in a style in any way reminiscent of our origins. We were so poor we had no slave, not one. If it hadn’t been for the charity of an old marketplace teacher, I, a patrician of the gens Cornelius, would not even have learned to read and write. I have never done my basic military training on the Campus Martius, nor learned to ride a horse, nor been the pupil of some advocate in the law courts. Of soldiering, of rhetoric, of public life, I know nothing. Such did my father do to me. And so—I was fond of her. She married my father, and she took him and me to live with her, and who knows? Perhaps, had my father and I gone on living in the Subura, I would one day have gone quite mad, and murdered him, and offended the gods beyond mercy. As it was, until he died she took the brunt of him, and I was liberated. Yes, I was fond of her.”


  “She was fond of you too, Lucius Cornelius,” said Caesar. “Her will is simple and straightforward. It leaves everything she had to you.”


  Easy, easy! Not too much joy, but not too much grief either! The man he was facing was very intelligent and must have great experience of men.


  “Did she leave me enough to enter the Senate?’’ he asked, looking into Caesar’s eyes.


  “More than enough.”


  Sulla visibly sagged. “I—can’t—believe it!” he said. “Are you sure? I know she had this house and the villa at Circei, but I didn’t think there was much else.”


  “On the contrary, she was an extremely wealthy woman—money invested, stocks and interests in all kinds of companies, as well as in a dozen merchant ships. I advise you to divest yourself of the ships and the company shares, and use the funds they realize to buy property. You’ll need to have your affairs in exquisite order to satisfy the censors.”


  “It’s a dream!” said Sulla.


  “I can understand that you must find it so, Lucius Cornelius. But rest assured, it’s all real enough.” Caesar sounded tranquil, not repelled by Sulla’s reaction, nor suspicious of feigned grief his common sense would have told him a Lucius Cornelius Sulla could never feel for a Clitumna, no matter how kind to his father she might have been.


  “She might have gone on for years and years,” said Sulla, voice wondering. “Mine is a happy fate after all, Gaius Julius. I never thought to be able to say that. I shall miss her. But I hope that in the years to come, the world will say that the greatest contribution she made to it was in her dying. For I intend to be an ornament to my class and to the Senate.” Did that sound all right? Did it imply what he intended it to imply?


  “I agree, Lucius Cornelius, that it would make her happy to think you used her bequest fruitfully,” said Caesar, taking what Sulla said exactly the right way. “And I trust there will be no more wild parties? No more dubious friends?”


  “When a man can espouse the life his birth entitles him to, Gaius Julius, there is no need for wild parties or dubious friends.” Sulla sighed. “They were a way of passing the time. I daresay that must seem inexplicable to you. But the life I have lived for over thirty years has hung on my neck like a huge millstone.”


  “Of course it has,” said Caesar.


  A horrifying thought occurred to Sulla. “But there are no censors! What can I do?”


  “Well, though there is no need to elect more until four more years have elapsed, one of the conditions Marcus Scaurus put upon his voluntary resignation—such as it was—was that new censors be elected next April. You will just have to contain yourself until then,” Caesar said comfortably.


  Sulla girded himself, drew a deep breath. “Gaius Julius, I have one further request to make of you,” he said.


  The blue eyes held an expression Sulla found impossible to fathom, as if Caesar knew what was coming—yet how could that be, when the idea had just popped into his mind? The most brilliant idea yet, the luckiest. For if Caesar consented, Sulla’s application to the censors would have far greater weight than mere money, far greater effect than the claim of birth, marred as it was by the kind of life he had led.


  “What request is that, Lucius Cornelius?” asked Caesar.


  “That you consider me as a husband for your daughter Julilla,” he said.


  “Even after she injured you so?”


  “I—love her,” said Sulla, and believed he meant it.


  “At the moment Julilla is nowhere near well enough to contemplate marriage,” said Caesar, “but I will take note of your request, Lucius Cornelius.” He smiled. “Perhaps you deserve each other, after so much trouble.”


  “She gave me a grass crown,” said Sulla. “And do you know, Gaius Julius, it was only after that my luck turned?”


  “I believe you.” Rising, he prepared to go. “Nonetheless, for the moment we will say nothing to anyone of your interest in marrying Julilla. Most particularly, I charge you to stay away from her. However you feel about her, she is still trying to find her way out of her predicament, and I want no easy solution presented to her.”


  Sulla accompanied Caesar to the door, and there held out his hand, smiling with his lips closed; for no one knew the effect of those overlong and oversharp canines better than their owner. Not for Gaius Julius Caesar any nasty chilling grins. No, Caesar was to be treasured and courted. Ignorant of the proposition Caesar had once put to Gaius Marius about a daughter, Sulla had come to the same conclusion. What better way to endear himself to the censors—and the electorate—than to have a Julia as his wife? Especially when there was one so close to hand she had nearly died for him.


  “Iamus!” Sulla called when he had shut the door.


  “Lucius Cornelius?”


  “Don’t bother with dinner. Put the house into mourning for the lady Clitumna, and see to the return of all her servants from Circei. I’m leaving at once to see to her funeral.”


  And, thought Sulla, packing quickly, I shall take young Metrobius with me, and say goodbye. Goodbye to every last trace of the old life, goodbye to Clitumna. None of it will I miss save Metrobius. And him I will miss. Badly.
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  With the coming of the winter rains, the war—such as it had been so far—against Numidia ground to a cheerless halt, neither side able to deploy its troops. Gaius Marius received his letter from his father-in-law, Caesar, and thought about what it contained, and wondered if the consul Quintus Caecilius Metellus Piggle-wiggle knew that he would become proconsul when the New Year arrived, his command successfully prorogued, a future triumph assured. Nor did anyone in the governor’s headquarters at Utica mention the defeat of Marcus Junius Silanus by the Germans, or the loss of all those troops.


  Which didn’t mean, thought Marius resentfully, that these items were not known to Metellus; only that, as usual, his senior legate Gaius Marius would be the last man to be told. Poor Rutilius Rufus had been given the job of supervising the winter border garrisons, which put him out of touch with any developments short of the renewal of war; and Gaius Marius, recalled to duty in Utica, found himself the subordinate of Metellus Piggle-wiggle’s son! That young man, all of twenty years old and a cadet in his father’s personal train, enjoyed the task of commanding Utica’s garrison and defenses, so that in any matter to do with Utica’s military dispositions, Marius had to defer to the insufferably arrogant Piglet, as he soon came to be called— and not by Marius alone. Utica as a fortress aside, Marius’s duties involved doing all the chores the governor didn’t want to do—duties more suited to a quaestor than a senior legate. Feelings in consequence were running high, and Marius’s self-control was rapidly eroding, especially when Metellus Piglet amused himself at Marius’s expense, something he liked to do now that his father had indicated it amused him too. The near defeat on the river Muthul had provoked both Rutilius Rufus and Marius into angry criticism of the general, and led Marius to tell him that the best way to win the war against Numidia was to capture Jugurtha himself. “How can I do that?” Metellus had asked, sufficiently chastened by his first battle to listen. “By subterfuge,” Rutilius Rufus had said. “What kind of subterfuge?” “That,” said Gaius Marius in conclusion, “you will have to work out for yourself, Quintus Caecilius.”


  But now that everyone was safely back in Africa Province enduring the boredom of wet days and routine tasks, Metellus Piggle-wiggle kept his own counsel. Until, that is, he made contact with a Numidian nobleman named Nabdalsa, and was obliged to call Marius into his interview with the man.


  “Why?” asked Marius bluntly. “Can’t do your own dirty work, Quintus Caecilius?”


  “Believe me, Gaius Marius, if Publius Rutilius were here, I wouldn’t be using you!” snapped Metellus. “But you know Jugurtha where I don’t, and presumably that means you know a little more than I do about how Numidian minds work! All I want you to do is sit and watch this Nabdalsa, and tell me afterward what you think.”


  “I’m surprised you trust me enough to think I’ll give you an honest opinion,” said Marius.


  Metellus raised his brows, genuinely taken aback. “You are here to fight against Numidia, Gaius Marius, why shouldn’t you give me an honest opinion?”


  “Then bring the fellow in, Quintus Caecilius, and I’ll do my best to oblige.”


  Marius knew of Nabdalsa, though he had never met him; he was an adherent of the legitimate claimant to the Numidian throne, Prince Gauda, who was at present living in quasi-regal state not far from Utica, in the flourishing township which had grown up on the site of Old Carthage. Thus Nabdalsa had come from Prince Gauda in Old Carthage, and was received by Metellus in frosty audience.


  Metellus explained himself; the best and quickest way to solve the Numidian question and put Prince Gauda on the throne was to effect the capture of Jugurtha himself. Did Prince Gauda—or Nabdalsa—have any idea how the capture of Jugurtha might be effected?


  “Through Bomilcar, dominus, definitely,” said Nabdalsa.


  Metellus stared. “Bomilcar? But he’s Jugurtha’s half brother, his loyalest baron!”


  “At the moment relations between them are rather strained,” said Nabdalsa.


  “Why?” asked Metellus.


  “It’s a question of the succession, dominus. Bomilcar wants to be designated regent in the event that anything should happen to Jugurtha, but Jugurtha refuses to consider it.”


  “Regent, not heir?”


  “Bomilcar knows he could never be heir, dominus. Jugurtha has two sons. However, they are very young.”


  Frowning, Metellus tried to plumb the thought processes of alien minds. “Why is Jugurtha opposed? I should have thought that Bomilcar would represent an ideal choice.”


  “It is the bloodline, dominus,” said Nabdalsa. “Baron Bomilcar is not descended from King Masinissa, so does not belong to the royal house.”


  “I see.” Metellus straightened. “Very well, then, see what you can do to persuade Bomilcar that he ought to ally himself with Rome.” He turned to Marius. “How amazing! One would have thought that a man not noble enough to claim the throne would be the ideal choice for a regent.”


  “In our kind of society, yes,” said Marius. “In Jugurtha’s it’s an invitation to murder of his sons. For how else could Bomilcar ascend the throne than by killing Jugurtha’s heirs and founding a new dynasty?”


  Metellus turned back to Nabdalsa. “I thank you, Baron Nabdalsa. You may go.”


  But Nabdalsa was not ready to go. “Dominus, I crave a small favor,” he said.


  “What?” asked Metellus, none too pleased.


  “Prince Gauda is anxious to meet you, and wonders why he has not yet been offered the opportunity. Your year as governor of Africa Province is almost over, yet still Prince Gauda waits for an invitation to meet you.”


  “If he wants to meet me, what’s to stop him?” asked the governor blankly.


  “He cannot just present himself, Quintus Caecilius,” said Marius. “You must extend a formal invitation.”


  “Oh! Well, if that’s all there is to it, an invitation will be extended,” said Metellus, hiding his smile.


  And, the invitation duly extended the very next day, so that Nabdalsa could bear it back personally to Old Carthage, Prince Gauda came to call on the governor.


  It was not a happy meeting; two more different men than Gauda and Metellus scarcely lived. Weak and sickly and not very bright, Gauda behaved in the manner he considered proper, and Metellus considered atrociously high-handed. For, having learned that an invitation must be extended before the royal guest in Old Carthage could come calling, Metellus assumed his visitor would be humble, even obsequious. Far from it. Gauda started proceedings off by flying into a temper when Metellus didn’t rise to greet him, and ended the audience not many moments later by stalking out of the governor’s presence.


  “I am royalty]” Gauda bleated to Nabdalsa afterward.


  “Everyone knows that, your Highness,” soothed Nabdalsa. “However, the Romans are very odd about royalty. They regard themselves as superior to it because they deposed their kings many hundreds of years ago, and have chosen ever since to rule themselves without benefit of kings.”


  “I don’t care if they worship shit!” said Gauda, his lacerated feelings still smarting. “I am my father’s legitimate son, where Jugurtha is his bastard! And when I appear among these Romans, they should rise to greet me, they should bow down before me, they should give me a throne to sit on, and they should cull their soldiers for the hundred finest specimens and give them to me as a bodyguard!”


  “True, true,” said Nabdalsa. “I will see Gaius Marius. Perhaps Gaius Marius will be able to bring Quintus Caecilius to his senses.”


  Everyone Numidian knew about Gaius Marius and Publius Rutilius Rufus, for Jugurtha had spread their fame in the days when he had first returned from Numantia, and had seen both of them frequently during his recent visit to Rome.


  “Then see Gaius Marius,” said Gauda, and retired in a monumental huff back to Old Carthage, there to brood upon the wrongs done him by Metellus in Rome’s name, while Nabdalsa unobtrusively sought an interview with Gaius Marius.


  “I’ll do what I can, Baron,” said Marius, sighing.


  “I would appreciate it, Gaius Marius,” said Nabdalsa with feeling.


  Marius grinned. “Your royal master taking it out on you, is he?”


  Nabdalsa’s answer was a speaking look.


  “The trouble is, my friend, that Quintus Caecilius considers himself infinitely better born than any Numidian prince. I very much doubt that anyone, especially I, could convince him to change his tune. But I’ll try, because I want you free to seek out Bomilcar. That’s a lot more important than squabbles between governors and princes,” said Marius.


  “The Syrian prophetess says that the family Caecilius Metellus is riding for a fall,” said Nabdalsa thoughtfully.


  “Syrian prophetess?”


  “A woman called Martha,” said the Numidian. “Prince Gauda found her in Old Carthage, where it seems she was abandoned some years ago by a sea captain who believed she had successfully put a curse upon his ship. At first only the humble consulted her, but now her fame is very large, and Prince Gauda has taken her into his court. She has prophesied that Prince Gauda will indeed become King of Numidia, after the fall of Jugurtha. Though that fall, she says, will not be yet.”


  “And what about the family Caecilius Metellus?”


  “She says the whole family Caecilius Metellus is past the zenith of its power, and will grow less in number and less in wealth, surpassed by — among others — you yourself, dominus.”


  “I want to see this Syrian prophetess,” said Marius.


  “It can be arranged. But you must come to Old Carthage, for she will not leave Prince Gauda’s house,” said Nabdalsa.


  An audience with Martha the Syrian prophetess involved an audience with Prince Gauda first; resignedly Marius listened to the litany of complaints about Metellus, and made promises he hadn’t the faintest idea how he was going to keep.


  “Rest assured, your Highness, that when I am in a position to do so, I will make sure you are treated with all the respect and deference to which your birth entitles you,” he said, bowing as low as even Gauda could have wished.


  “That day will come!” said Gauda eagerly, grinning to reveal very bad teeth. “Martha says you will be the First Man in Rome, and before very long. For that reason, Gaius Marius, I wish to enroll myself among your clients, and I will make sure that my supporters in the Roman African province also enroll themselves as your clients. What is more, when I am King of Numidia, the whole of Numidia will be in your clientship.”


  To this Marius listened amazed; he, a mere praetor, was being offered the kind of clients even a Caecilius Metellus might long for in vain! Oh, he had to meet this Martha, this Syrian prophetess!


  Not many moments later he was given the chance, for she had asked to see him, and Gauda had him conducted to her apartments within the huge villa he was using as a temporary palace. A cursory glance was enough to assure Marius, bidden wait in her sitting room, that she was indeed held in high esteem, for the apartment was fabulously furnished, its walls painted with some of the finest murals he had ever been privileged to see, and its floors paved with mosaics equally as good as the murals.


  When she came in she was wearing purple, another signal honor not normally accorded to one whose birth was not royal. And royal she certainly was not. A little, shriveled, skinny old lady who stank of stale urine and whose hair hadn’t been washed in what Marius suspected were literal years. She looked foreign, great beaky thin-bladed nose dominating a face of a thousand wrinkles, and a pair of black eyes whose light was as fierce and proud and vigilant as any eagle’s. Her breasts had sagged like two empty socks with toes full of pebbles, and swung visibly beneath the thin Tyrian purple shift which was all she wore above the waist. A Tyrian purple shawl was tied about her hips, her hands and feet were almost black with henna, and she tinkled when she walked from a myriad of bells, bracelets, rings, and trinkets, all of solid gold. Secured by a solid gold comb, a gauze veil of Tyrian purple covered the back of her head and fell over her spine like a windless flag.


  “Sit down, Gaius Marius,” she said, pointing at a chair with one long-taloned finger, its gnarled length glittering from the many rings adorning it.


  Marius did as he was told, unable to take his eyes from her ancient brown face. “Prince Gauda tells me that you have said I will be the First Man in Rome,” he said, and was forced to clear his throat. “I would like to hear more.”


  She actually began to cackle a classic crone’s cackle, revealing gums toothless save for one yellowed incisor in her upper jaw. “Oh, yes, I’m sure you would,” she said, and clapped her hands for a servant. “Bring us an infusion of the dried leaves and some of those little cakes I like,” she ordered. Then to Gaius Marius she said, “It won’t be long. When it comes, we will talk. Until then, we will sit in silence.”


  Not willing to offend her, he sat as he was bidden—in silence—and, when the steaming brew came, sipped at the cup of it she gave him, his nose suspicious, his instincts wary. It didn’t taste too bad, but as he wasn’t used to hot drinks, he burned his tongue and put the cup aside. She, clearly an expert, took birdlike sips at her own cup, downing each one with an audible gulp of pleasure.


  “Delicious stuff, though I daresay you’d prefer wine.”


  “No, not at all,” he murmured politely.


  “Have a cake,” she mumbled, mouth full.


  “Thank you, but no.”


  “All right, all right, I can take a hint!” she said, and rinsed her mouth with another draft of the hot liquid. Out came one claw imperiously. “Give me your right hand.”


  He gave. She took.


  “Yours is a great destiny, Gaius Marius,” she said, eyes devouring the multiplicity of creases in his palm. “What a hand! It shapes whatever it puts itself to. And what a head line! It rules your heart, it rules your life, it rules everything except the ravages of time, Gaius Marius, for those no one can withstand. But you will withstand much that other men cannot. There is a terrible illness... But you will overcome it the first time it appears, and even the second time... There are enemies, enemies by the score... But you will overcome them... You will be consul the year after this one just beginning, which is to say, next year… And after that, you will be consul six more times... Seven times in all will you be consul, and you will be called the Third Founder of Rome, for you will save Rome from the greatest of all her perils!”


  He was conscious of his face burning, burning, hot as a spear thrust into the fire. And of a whirling roaring inside his head. Of his heart pounding away like a hortator drumming at ramming speed. Of a thick red veil in front of his eyes. For she spoke the truth. He knew it.


  “You have the love and respect of a great woman,” Martha went on, pawing now at the minor folds in his skin, “and her nephew will be the greatest of all the Romans for all time.”


  “No, that’s me,” he said at once, his bodily responses calming into normality at this less palatable piece of news.


  “No, it’s her nephew,” said Martha stubbornly. “A much greater man than you, Gaius Marius. He has the same first name as you, Gaius. But his family is her family, not yours.”


  The fact was filed; he would not forget it. “What of my son?” he asked.


  “Your son will be a great man too. But not as great as his father, nor will he live nearly as long in the number of his years. However, he will still be alive when your time comes.”


  She pushed his hand away and tucked her dirty bare feet—toes a-tinkle with bells, ankles a-clash with bracelets—under her on the couch where she sat.


  “I have seen all there is to see, Gaius Marius,” she said, leaned back, and closed her eyes.


  “I thank you, Martha Prophetess,” he said, getting to his feet and pulling out his purse. “How much... ?”


  She opened her eyes, wickedly black, evilly alive. “For you there is no fee. It is enough to be in the company of the truly great. Fees are for the likes of Prince Gauda, who will never be a great man, though he will be a king.” Came the cackle again. “But you know that, Gaius Marius, as surely as I do, for all that you have no gift to look into the future. Your gift is to see into the hearts of men, and Prince Gauda has a small heart.”


  “Then once again I must thank you.”


  “Oh, I do have a favor to ask of you,” she called to his back as he went to the door.


  He turned immediately. “Yes?”


  “When you are consul for the second time, Gaius Marius, bring me to Rome and treat me with honor. I have a wish to see Rome before I die.”


  “You shall see Rome,” he said, and left her.


  Consul seven times! The First Man in Rome! The Third Founder of Rome! What greater destiny could there be than that? How could another Roman surpass that? Gaius... She must mean the son of his younger brother-in-law, Gaius Julius Caesar Junior. Yes, his son would be Julia’s nephew—the only one to be named Gaius, certainly.


  “Over my dead body,” said Gaius Marius, and climbed on his horse to ride back to Utica.


  *


  He sought an interview with Metellus the next day, and found the consul poring over a sheaf of documents and letters from Rome, for a ship had come in overnight, long delayed by stormy seas.


  “Excellent news, Gaius Marius!” said Metellus, for once affable. “My command in Africa is prorogued, with proconsular imperium, and every likelihood of continued prorogation should I need more time.” That sheet of paper was dropped, another picked up, both for show, since he had obviously read them before Marius arrived; no one just scanned words on paper in silence and with a lightning glance of comprehension, for they had to be disentangled from each other and read aloud to aid the disentanglement process.


  “It is just as well my army is intact, because it seems the general shortage of manpower in Italy has become acute, thanks to Silanus in Gaul. Oh, you don’t know about that, do you? Yes, my consular colleague was defeated by the Germans. Shocking loss of life.” He grabbed at another roll, held it up. “Silanus writes that there were upward of half a million German giants on the field.” Down went the scroll, the one he still held was brandished at Marius. “Here is the Senate notifying me that it has nullified the lex Sempronia of Gaius Gracchus limiting the numbers of campaigns a man must complete. High time! We can call up thousands of veterans if ever we need them.” Metellus sounded pleased.


  “That is a very bad piece of legislation,” said Marius. “If a veteran wishes to retire, after ten years or six full campaigns, he should be entitled to do so without fear that he will ever again be mustered under the colors. We are eroding the smallholders, Quintus Caecilius! How can a man leave his little farm for what might now be twenty years of service in the legions, and expect to see it prosper in his absence? How can he sire sons to take his place, both on his little farm and in our legions? More and more it has become the duty of his barren wife to oversee their land, and women do not have the strength, the foresight, or the aptitude. We should be looking elsewhere for our soldiers— and we should be protecting them against bad generalship!”


  Metellus had pokered up, lips thin. “It is not your place, Gaius Marius, to criticize the wisdom of the most illustrious governing body in our society!” he said. “Just who do you think you are?”


  “I believe you once told me who I was, Quintus Caecilius, very many years ago. As I remember, an Italian hayseed with no Greek was how you put it. And that may be true. But it does not disqualify me from commenting upon what I still deem a very bad piece of legislation,” said Marius, keeping his voice even. “We—and by ‘we’ I mean the Senate, of which illustrious body I am no less a member than you!—are allowing a whole class of citizens to die out because we haven’t got the courage or the presence of mind to put a stop to all these so-called generals we’ve been fielding now for years! The blood of Roman soldiers is not for wasting, Quintus Caecilius, it’s for living and healthy use!”


  Marius got to his feet, leaning across Metellus’s desk, and continued his diatribe. “When we originally designed our army, it was for campaigns within Italy, so that men could go home again each winter, and manage their farms, and sire their sons, and supervise their women. But when a man enlists or is levied nowadays, he’s shipped overseas, and instead of a campaign lasting a single summer, it runs into years during which he never manages to go home, so that his six campaigns might take him twelve or even fifteen years to complete—in some place other than his homeland! Gaius Gracchus legislated to try to curtail that, and to stop the smallholdings of Italy becoming the prey of big-time speculating graziers!” He drew a sobbing breath, eyed Metellus ironically. “Oh, but I forgot, didn’t I, Quintus Caecilius? You’re one of those big-time speculating graziers yourself, aren’t you? And how you do love to see the smallholdings fall into your grasp because the men who ought to be home running them are dying on some foreign field through sheer aristocratic greed and carelessness!”


  “Aha! Now we come to it!” cried Metellus, jumping to his feet and thrusting his face into Marius’s. “There it is! Aristocratic greed and carelessness, eh? It’s the aristocrat sticks in your craw, isn’t it? Well, let me tell you a thing or two, Gaius Marius Upstart! Marrying a Julia of the Julians can’t turn you into an aristocrat!”


  “I wouldn’t want it to,” snarled Marius. “I despise the lot of you—save for the single exception of my father-in-law, who by some miracle has managed to remain a decent man in spite of his ancestry!”


  Their voices had risen to shouts long since, and in the outer office all ears were turned their way.


  “Go to it, Gaius Marius!” said a tribune of the soldiers.


  “Hit him where it hurts, Gaius Marius!” said another.


  “Piss all over the arrogant fellator, Gaius Marius!” said a third, grinning.


  Which made it manifest that everyone liked Gaius Marius a great deal more than they liked Quintus Caecilius Metellus, all the way down to the ranker soldiers.


  But the shouting had penetrated even further than the outer office; when the consul’s son, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Junior, burst in, the consul’s staff tried to look all efficiency and busy activity. Without sparing them a glance, Metellus Piglet opened the door to his father’s room.


  “Father, your voices can be heard for miles!” said the young man, casting a glare of loathing at Marius.


  He was very like his father physically, of average height and size, brown-haired, brown-eyed, modestly good-looking in a Roman way, and having nothing about him to make him stand out in a Roman crowd.


  The interruption sobered Metellus, though it did little to diminish Marius’s rage. Neither of the antagonists made any move to sit down again. Young Metellus Piglet stood to one side, alarmed and upset, passionately devoted to his father but out of his depth, especially when he bethought himself of the indignities he had heaped upon the head of Gaius Marius ever since his father had appointed him commander of the Utica garrison. For he now saw for the first time a different Gaius Marius: physically enormous, of a bravery and courage and intelligence beyond the capacity of any Caecilius Metellus.


  “I see no point in continuing this conversation, Gaius Marius,” said Metellus, hiding the trembling of his hands by pressing them, palms down, on the desk. “What did you come to see me about, anyway?”


  “I came to tell you that I intend to leave service in this war at the end of next summer,” Marius said. “I’m going back to Rome to seek election as consul.”


  Metellus looked as if he couldn’t believe his ears. “You are what?”


  “I’m going to Rome to contest the consular elections.”


  “No, you are not,” said Metellus. “You signed on as my senior legate—and with a propraetor’s imperium at that!—for the duration of my term as governor of Africa Province. My term has just been extended. Which means so has yours.”


  “You can release me.”


  “If I wish to release you. But I do not wish to,” said Metellus. “In fact, if I had my way, Gaius Marius, I’d bury you here in the provinces for the rest of your life!”


  “Don’t make me do anything nasty, Quintus Caecilius,” Marius said, in quite a friendly voice.


  “Make you do anything what? Oh, get out of here, Marius! Go and do something useful—stop wasting my time!” Metellus caught his son’s eye and grinned at him like a conspirator.


  “I insist that I be released from service in this war so that I may stand for consul in Rome this coming autumn.”


  Emboldened by his father’s growing air of lordly and indifferent superiority, Metellus Piglet began to break into muffled giggles, which fueled his father’s wit.


  “I tell you what, Gaius Marius,” he said, smiling, “you are now almost fifty years of age. My son is twenty. Might I suggest that you stand for election as consul in the same year he does? By then you might just have managed to learn enough to pass muster in the consul’s chair! Though I’m sure my son would be delighted to give you a few pointers.’’


  Young Metellus burst into audible laughter.


  Marius looked at them from under his bristling eyebrows, his eagle’s face prouder and haughtier by far than theirs. “I will be consul,” he said. “Rest assured, Quintus Caecilius, that I will be consul—not once, but seven times.”


  And he left the room, leaving the two Metelluses gazing after him in mingled puzzlement and fear. Wondering why they could find nothing amusing in that preposterous statement.


  The next day Marius rode back to Old Carthage and sought an audience with Prince Gauda.


  Admitted into the princely presence, he went down on one knee and pressed his lips to Gauda’s clammy limp hand.


  “Rise, Gaius Marius!’’ cried Gauda delightedly, charmed by the sight of this magnificent-looking man doing him homage in such a genuinely respectful, admiring way.


  Marius began to rise, then sank down on both knees, his hands outstretched. “Your royal Highness,” he said, “I am not worthy to stand in your presence, for I come before you as the most humble of petitioners.”


  “Rise, rise!” squealed Gauda, more delighted still. “I will not hear of your asking me for anything on your knees! Here, sit by me and tell me what it is you want.”


  The chair Gauda indicated was indeed by him—but one step lower than the princely throne. Bowing deeply all the way to the chair, Marius seated himself on its very edge, as if awed into discomfort by the radiance of the only being comfortably seated, namely Gauda himself.


  “When you enrolled yourself as my client, Prince Gauda, I accepted the amazing honor you did me because I felt that I would be able to advance your cause in Rome. For I had intended to seek election as consul in the autumn.” Marius paused, sighed profoundly. “But, alas, it is not to be! Quintus Caecilius Metellus remains in Africa Province, his term as governor prorogued—which means that I, as his legate, may not leave his service without his permission. When I told him I wished to seek election as consul, he refused to allow me to leave Africa one day ahead of himself.’’


  The noble scion of the Numidian royal house went rigid with the easy rage of a pampered invalid; well did he remember Metellus refusing to rise to greet him, refusing to bow low to him, refusing to permit him a throne in the governor’s presence, refusing him a Roman escort. “But this is beyond all reason, Gaius Marius!” he exclaimed. “How may we force him to change his mind?”


  “Sire, your intelligence—your grasp of the situation—I am awed!” cried Marius. “That is exactly what we have to do, force him to change his mind.” He paused. “I know what you are going to suggest, but perhaps it might be better coming from my lips than yours, for it is a sordid business. So do, I beg you, allow me to say it!”


  “Say it,” said Gauda loftily.


  “Your royal Highness, Rome and the Senate, even the People through their two Assemblies, must be swamped with letters! Letters from you—and from every single burgher, pastoralist, grain grower, merchant, and broker in the entire Roman African province—letters informing Rome how inefficient, how grossly incompetent Quintus Caecilius Metellus’s conduct of this war against the Numidian enemy has been, letters explaining that the few successes we have enjoyed have all been my doing, not Quintus Caecilius Metellus’s. Thousands of letters, my prince! And not just written once, but written over and over again, until Quintus Caecilius Metellus relents, and grants me leave to go to Rome to seek election as consul.”


  Gauda whinnied blissfully. “Isn’t it simply astonishing, Gaius Marius, how much in concert our two minds are? Letters are exactly what I was going to suggest!”


  “Well, as I said, I knew that,” said Marius deprecatingly. “But is it possible, sire?”


  “Possible? Of course it’s possible!” said Gauda. “All it takes is time and influence and money—and I think, Gaius Marius, that between the two of us we can get together a great deal more time and influence and money than Quintus Caecilius Metellus, don’t you?”


  “I’m certainly hoping so,” said Marius.


  Of course Marius didn’t leave it there. He went in person to every Roman, Latin, and Italian man of note from one end of Africa Province to the other, pleading his duties on Metellus’s behalf as his reason for needing to travel so far afield, so constantly. With him he carried a secret mandate from Prince Gauda, promising all sorts of concessions in Numidia once he was its king. And asking everyone to enroll as a client of Gaius Marius’s. Rain and mud and rivers overflowing their banks couldn’t stop Gaius Marius; he went on his way enlisting clients and gathering promises of letters, letters, and more letters. Thousands upon thousands of letters. Letters enough to sink Quintus Caecilius Metellus’s ship of state to the bottom of the sea of political extinction.


  *


  By February the letters from the Roman African province to every important man or body of men in Rome began to arrive, and continued to arrive by every ship thereafter. Said one of the early ones, from Marcus Caelius Rufus, Roman citizen owner of hundreds of iugera of land in the Bagradas River valley, producer of 240-fold wheat crops for the Roman market:


  Quintus Caecilius Metellus has done very little in Africa save look after his own interests. It is my considered opinion that his intention is to prolong this war to increase his own personal glory and further his craving for power. Last autumn he gave out that it was his policy to weaken King Jugurtha’s position by burning Numidian crops and raiding Numidian towns, especially those containing treasure. As a result, my lands and the lands of many other Roman citizens in this province have been placed in jeopardy, for Numidian raiding parties are now retaliating inside the Roman province. The entire Bagradas Valley, so vital to Rome’s grain supply, lives in fear and trembling from one day to the next.


  Furthermore, it has come to my ears, as it has to many others, that Quintus Caecilius Metellus cannot even manage his legates, let alone his army. He has deliberately wasted the potential of men as senior and capable as Gaius Marius and Publius Rutilius Rufus, putting the one to commanding his unimportant cavalry unit, and the other to work as his praefectus fabrum. His behavior toward Prince Gauda, regarded by the Senate and People of Rome as the rightful ruler of Numidia, has been insufferably arrogant, thoughtless, and sometimes cruel.


  In conclusion, may I say that what little success last year’s campaigns produced is purely due to the efforts of Gaius Marius and Publius Rutilius Rufus. I am aware that they have been accorded no credit or thanks for their endeavors. May I recommend Gaius Marius and Publius Rutilius Rufus to your notice, and condemn most strongly the conduct of Quintus Caecilius Metellus?


  This missive was addressed to one of the largest and most important grain merchants in Rome, a man whose influence among senators and knights was legion. Naturally, once he was apprised of Metellus’s shameful conduct of the war, his indignation waxed loud; his voice dinned in all sorts of interesting ears, with immediate effect. And as the days went by and the spate of letters kept coming, his voice was joined by many other voices. Senators began to flinch when they saw a merchant banker or maritime plutocrat coming their way, and the complacent satisfaction of the enormously powerful Caecilius Metellus clan was rapidly tumbling into dismay.


  Off went letters from the Caecilius Metellus clan to its esteemed member Quintus Caecilius, proconsul of Africa Province, begging that he tone down his arrogance toward Prince Gauda, treat his senior legates with more consideration than he did his son, and try to drum up a couple of really impressive victories in the field against Jugurtha.


  Then there broke the scandal of Vaga, which, having surrendered to Metellus in the late autumn, now rebelled and executed most of its Italian businessmen; the revolt had been fomented by Jugurtha—with the connivance of none other than Metellus’s personal friend, the garrison commander Turpilius. Metellus made the mistake of defending Turpilius when Marius demanded loudly that he be court-martialed for treason, and by the time the story reached Rome via hundreds of letters, it appeared that Metellus himself was as guilty of treason as was Turpilius. Off went more letters from the Caecilius Metellus clan to their esteemed Quintus Caecilius in Utica, begging that he choose his friends better, if he was going to insist upon defending them on treason charges.


  Many weeks passed before Metellus could be brought to believe that Gaius Marius was the author of the Roman letter campaign; and even when he was forced to believe it, he was slow to understand the significance of this epistolary war—and even slower to counter it. He, a Caecilius Metellus, brought into disrepute in Rome on the word of a Gaius Marius and a sniveling pretender and a few vulgar colonial merchants? Impossible! Rome didn’t work that way. Rome belonged to him, not to Gaius Marius.


  Once every eight days, regular as the calendar, Marius presented himself to Metellus and demanded to be released from service at the end of Sextilis; just as regularly, Metellus turned him down.


  In all fairness to Metellus, he had other things on his mind than Marius and a few paltry letters turning up in Rome; most of his energies were taken up with Bomilcar. It had taken Nabdalsa many days to arrange an interview between himself and Bomilcar, then many more days to set up a secret meeting between Bomilcar and Metellus. But late in March the latter finally happened, in a small annex attached to the governor’s residence in Utica, to which Bomilcar was smuggled.


  They knew each other fairly well, of course, for it was Metellus who had kept Jugurtha informed through Bomilcar during those last despairing days in Rome, Bomilcar rather than his king who had availed himself of Metellus’s hospitality, contained as it had been within the city’s pomerium.


  However, there were few social niceties about this new meeting; Bomilcar was edgy, afraid his presence inside Utica would be detected, and Metellus was uncertain of himself in this new role of spymaster.


  So Metellus didn’t mince matters. “I want to conclude this war with as few losses in men and materiel as possible, and in as short a time as possible,” he said. “Rome needs me elsewhere than an outpost like Africa.”


  “Yes, I heard about the Germans,” said Bomilcar smoothly.


  “Then you understand the haste,” said Metellus.


  “Indeed I do. However, I fail to see what I personally can do to shorten the hostilities here.”


  “I have been led to believe—and after considerable thought, I find myself convinced—that the quickest and best way to decide the fate of Numidia in a way favorable to Rome is to eliminate King Jugurtha,” the proconsul said.


  Bomilcar considered the proconsul thoughtfully. No Gaius Marius, he knew well; not even a Rutilius Rufus. Prouder, haughtier, far more conscious of his station, yet not as competent or detached. As always to a Roman, Rome mattered. But the concept of Rome cherished by a Caecilius Metellus was very different from the concept of Rome cherished by Gaius Marius. What puzzled Bomilcar was the difference between the old Metellus of days in Rome and the Metellus who governed Africa Province; for though he knew about the letters, he had no appreciation of their importance.


  “It’s true that Jugurtha is the wellhead for Numidian resistance to Rome,” Bomilcar said. “However, you may not be aware of the unpopularity of Gauda within Numidia. Numidia will never consent to be ruled by Gauda, legitimate or not.”


  At the mention of Gauda’s name, an expression of distaste appeared on Metellus’s face. “Faugh!” he exclaimed, waving one hand. “A nothing! An apology for a man, let alone a ruler.” His light brown eyes dwelled shrewdly upon Bomilcar’s heavy face. “If anything should happen to King Jugurtha, I—and Rome, of course—was thinking more along the lines of putting a man on the Numidian throne whose good sense and experience have taught him to believe that Numidia’s interests are best served in a dutiful client kingship to Rome.”


  “I agree; I think Numidia’s interests are best served in that way.” Bomilcar paused, wet his lips. “Would you consider me a possible King of Numidia, Quintus Caecilius?”


  “Most definitely!” said Metellus.


  “Good! In that case I shall happily work toward the elimination of Jugurtha.”


  “Soon, I hope,” said Metellus, smiling.


  “As soon as may be. There is no point in an assassination attempt. Jugurtha is too careful. Besides, he has the total loyalty of his royal guard. Nor do I think a coup would succeed. Most of the nobility are well satisfied with the way Jugurtha has ruled Numidia—and with his conduct of this war. If Gauda were a more attractive alternative, things might be different. I”—Bomilcar grimaced—”do not have the blood of Masinissa in my veins, which means I will need all of Rome’s support to ascend the throne successfully.”


  “Then what is to be done?” demanded Metellus.


  “I think the only way to do it is to maneuver Jugurtha into a situation where he can be captured by a Roman force—I don’t mean in a battle, I mean in an ambush. Then, you can kill him on the spot, or take him into custody and do what you like with him later,” said Bomilcar.


  “All right, Baron Bomilcar. I take it you’ll get word to me in plenty of time to set up this ambush?”


  “Of course. Border raids are the ideal opportunity, and Jugurtha plans to lead many of them as soon as the ground is dry enough. Though be warned, Quintus Caecilius. You may fail several times before you succeed in capturing someone as wily as Jugurtha. After all, I cannot afford to jeopardize my own survival—I am no use to Rome or myself if I’m dead. Rest assured, eventually I’ll manage to lead him into a good trap. Not even Jugurtha can lead a charmed life forever.”


  All in all, Jugurtha was well satisfied with the way things were going. Though he had suffered considerably from Marius’s raids into the more settled parts of his realm, he knew—none better—that the sheer size of Numidia was his greatest advantage and protection. And the settled parts of Numidia, unlike other nations, mattered less to the King than the wilderness. Most of Numidia’s soldiers, including the light-armed cavalry so famous throughout the world, were recruited among the peoples who lived a seminomadic existence far within the interior of the country, even on the far side of the mighty mountains in which the patient Atlas held up the sky on his shoulders; these peoples were known as Gaetuli and Garamantes; Jugurtha’s mother belonged to a tribe of the Gaetuli.


  After the surrender of Vaga, the King made sure he kept no money or treasure in any town likely to be along the line of a Roman route march; everything was transferred to places like Zama and Capsa, remote, difficult to infiltrate, built as citadels atop unscalable peaks—and surrounded by the fanatically loyal Gaetuli. And Vaga turned out to be no Roman victory; once again Jugurtha had bought himself a Roman, the garrison commander, Turpilius. Metellus’s friend. Ha!


  However, something was changed. As the winter rains began to dwindle, Jugurtha became more and more convinced of this. The trouble was, he couldn’t put his finger on what was changed. His court was a mobile affair; he moved constantly from one citadel to another, and distributed his wives and concubines among all of them, so that wherever he went, he could be sure of loving faces, loving arms. And yet—something was wrong. Not with his dispositions, nor with his armies, nor with his supply lines, nor with the loyalty of his many towns and districts and tribesmen. What he sensed was little more than a whiff, a twitch, a tingling sensation of danger from some source close to him. Though never once did he associate his premonition with his refusal to appoint Bomilcar regent.


  “It’s in the court,” he said to Bomilcar as they rode from Capsa to Cirta at the end of March, walking their horses at the head of a huge train of cavalry and infantry.


  Bomilcar turned his head and looked straight into his half brother’s pale eyes. “The court?”


  “There’s mischief afoot, brother. Sown and cultivated by that slimy little turd Gauda, I’d be willing to bet,” said Jugurtha.


  “Do you mean a palace revolution?”


  “I’m not sure what I mean. It’s just that something is wrong. I can feel it in my bones.”


  “An assassin?”


  “Perhaps. I really don’t honestly know, Bomilcar! My eyes are going in a dozen different directions at once, and my ears feel as if they’re rotating, they’re so busy—yet only my nose has discovered anything wrong. What about you? Do you feel nothing?” he asked, supremely sure of Bomilcar’s affection, trust, loyalty.


  “I have to say I feel nothing,” said Bomilcar.


  Three times did Bomilcar maneuver the unwitting Jugurtha into a trap, and three times did Jugurtha manage to extricate himself unharmed. Without suspecting his half brother.


  “They’re getting too clever,” said Jugurtha after the failure of the third Roman ambush. “This is Gaius Marius or Publius Rutilius at work, not Metellus.” He grunted. “I have a spy in my camp, Bomilcar.”


  Bomilcar managed to look serene. “I admit the possibility. But who would dare?”


  “I don’t know,” said Jugurtha, his face ugly. “But rest assured, sooner or later I will know.”


  At the end of April, Metellus invaded Numidia, persuaded by Rutilius Rufus to content himself at first with a slighter target than the capital, Cirta; the Roman forces marched on Thala instead. A message came from Bomilcar, who had lured Jugurtha in person to Thala, and Metellus made a fourth attempt to capture the King. But as it wasn’t in Metellus to go about the storming of Thala with the speed and decision the job needed, Jugurtha escaped, and the assault became a siege. A month later Thala fell, and much to Metellus’s gratified surprise, yielded a large hoard of treasure Jugurtha had brought to Thala with him, and had been obliged to leave behind when he fled.


  As May slid into June, Metellus marched to Cirta, where he received another pleasant surprise. For the Numidian capital surrendered without a fight, its very large complement of Italian and Roman businessmen a significantly pro-Roman force in town politics. Besides which, Cirta did not like Jugurtha any more than he liked Cirta.


  The weather was hot and very dry, normal for that time of the year; Jugurtha moved out of reach of the slipshod Roman intelligence network by going south to the tents of the Gaetuli, and then to Capsa, homeland of his mother’s tribe. A small but heavily fortified mountain citadel in the midst of the Gaetulian remoteness, Capsa contained a large part of Jugurtha’s heart, for it was here his mother had actually lived since the death of her husband, Bomilcar’s father. And it was here that Jugurtha had stored the bulk of his treasure.


  It was here in June that Jugurtha’s men brought Nabdalsa, caught coming away from Roman-occupied Cirta after Jugurtha’s spies in the Roman command finally obtained enough evidence of Nabdalsa’s treachery to warrant informing the King. Though always known as Gauda’s man, Nabdalsa had not been prevented from moving freely within Numidia; a remote cousin with Masinissa’s blood in him, he was tolerated and considered harmless.


  “But I now have proof,” said Jugurtha, “that you have been actively collaborating with the Romans. If the news disappoints me, it’s chiefly because you’ve been fool enough to deal with Metellus rather than Gaius Marius.” He studied Nabdalsa, clapped in irons upon capture, and visibly wearing the signs of harsh treatment at the hands of Jugurtha’s men. “Of course you’re not in this alone,” he said thoughtfully. “Who among my barons has conspired with you?”


  Nabdalsa refused to answer.


  “Put him to the torture,” said Jugurtha indifferently.


  Torture in Numidia was not sophisticated, though like all Eastern-style despots, Jugurtha did avail himself of dungeons and long-term imprisonment. Into one of Jugurtha’s dungeons, buried in the base of the rocky hill on which Capsa perched, and entered only through a warren of tunnels from the palace within the citadel’s walls, was Nabdalsa thrown, and there the subhumanly brutish soldiers who always seemed to inherit such positions applied the torture.


  Not very long afterward, it became obvious why Nabdalsa had chosen to serve the inferior man, Gauda; he talked. All it had taken was the removal of his teeth and the fingernails of one hand. Summoned to hear his confession, the unsuspecting Jugurtha brought Bomilcar with him.


  Knowing that he would never leave the subterranean world he was about to enter, Bomilcar gazed into the illimitable heights of the rich blue sky, sniffed the sweet desert air, brushed the back of his hand against the silky leaves of a flowering bush. And strove to carry the memories with him into the darkness.


  The poorly ventilated chamber stank; excrement, vomitus, sweat, blood, stagnant water, and dead tissue clubbed together to form a miasma out of Tartarus, an atmosphereno man could breathe without experiencing fear. Even Jugurtha entered the place with a shiver.


  The inquisition proceeded under terrible difficulties, for Nabdalsa’s gums continued to bleed profusely, and a broken nose prevented attempts to stanch the haemorrhage by packing the mouth. Stupidity, thought Jugurtha, torn by a mixture of horror at the sight of Nabdalsa and anger at the thoughtlessness of his brutes, beginning in the one place they ought to have kept free and clear of their attentions.


  Not that it mattered a great deal. Nabdalsa uttered the one vital word on Jugurtha’s third question, and it was not too difficult to understand as it was mumbled out through the blood.


  “Bomilcar.”


  “Leave us,” said the King to his brutes, but was prudent enough still to order them to remove Bomilcar’s dagger.


  Alone with the King and the half-conscious Nabdalsa, Bomilcar sighed. “The only thing I regret,” he said, “is that this will kill our mother.”


  It was the cleverest thing he could have said under the circumstances, for it earned him a single blow from the executioner’s axe instead of the slow, lingering dying his half brother the King yearned to inflict upon him.


  “Why?” asked Jugurtha.


  Bomilcar shrugged. “When I grew old enough to start weighing up the years, brother, I discovered how much you had cheated me. You have held me in the same contempt you might have held a pet monkey.”


  “What did you want?” Jugurtha asked.


  “To hear you call me brother in front of the whole world.”


  Jugurtha stared at him in genuine wonder. “And raise you above your station? My dear Bomilcar, it is the sire who matters, not the dam! Our mother is a Berber woman of the Gaetuli, and not even the daughter of a chief. She has no royal distinction to convey. If I were to call you brother in front of the whole world, all who heard me do so would assume that I was adopting you into Masinissa’s line. And that—since I have two sons of my own who are legal heirs—would be imprudent, to say the very least.”


  “You should have appointed me their guardian and regent,” said Bomilcar.


  “And raise you again above your station? My dear Bomilcar, our mother’s blood negates it! Your father was a minor baron, a relative nobody. Where my father was Masinissa’s legitimate son. It is from my father I inherit my royalty.”


  “But you’re not legitimate, are you?”


  “I am not. Nevertheless, the blood is there. And blood tells.”


  Bomilcar turned away. “Get it over and done with,” he said. “I failed—not you, but myself. Reason enough to die. Yet—beware, Jugurtha.”


  “Beware? Of what? Assassination attempts? Further treachery, other traitors?”


  “Of the Romans. They’re like the sun and the wind and the rain. In the end they wear everything down to sand.”


  Jugurtha bellowed for the brutes, who came tumbling in ready for anything, only to find nothing untoward, and stood waiting for orders.


  “Kill them both,” said Jugurtha, moving toward the door. “But make it quick. And send me both their heads.”


  The heads of Bomilcar and Nabdalsa were nailed to the battlements of Capsa for all to see. For a head was more than a mere talisman of kingly vengeance upon a traitor; it was fixed in some public place to show the people that the right man had died, and to prevent the appearance of an imposter.


  Jugurtha told himself he felt no grief, just felt more alone than ever before. It had been a necessary lesson: that a king could trust no man, even his brother.


  However, the death of Bomilcar had two immediate results. One was that Jugurtha became completely elusive, never staying more than two days in any one place, never informing his guard where he was going next, never allowing his army to know what his plans for it were; authority was vested in the person of the King, no one else. The other result concerned his father-in-law, King Bocchus of Mauretania, who had not actively aided Rome against his daughter’s husband, but had not actively aided Jugurtha against Rome either; the feelers went out from Jugurtha to Bocchus at once, and Jugurtha put increased pressure upon Bocchus to ally himself with Numidia, eject Rome from all of Africa.


  *


  By the end of summer, Quintus Caecilius Metellus’s position in Rome had been totally undermined. No one there could find a kindly word to say about him or his conduct of the war. And still the letters kept coming, steady, relentless, influential in the extreme.


  After the capture of Thala and the surrender of Cirta, the Caecilius Metellus faction had managed to gain some ground among the knights’ lobbies, but then came further news from Africa that made it clear neither Thala nor Cirta would ensure an end to the war; and after that came reports of endless, pointless skirmishes, of advances further into the Numidian west achieving nothing, of funds misused and six legions kept in the field at huge cost to the Treasury and with no end to the expense in sight. Thanks to Metellus, the war against Jugurtha would certainly drag on for at least another year.


  The consular elections were scheduled for mid-October, and Marius’s name—now on everyone’s lips—was constantly bruited about as a candidate. Yet time went on, and still he didn’t appear in Rome. Metellus remained obdurate.


  “I insist upon going,” said Marius to Metellus for what must have been the fiftieth time.


  “Insist all you like,” said Metellus. “You’re not going.”


  “Next year I will be consul,” said Marius.


  “An upstart like you consul? Impossible!”


  “You’re afraid the voters would elect me, aren’t you?” asked Marius smugly. “You won’t let me go because you know I will be elected.”


  “I cannot believe any true Roman would vote for you, Gaius Marius. However, you’re an extremely rich man, and that means you can buy votes. Should you ever at any time in the future be elected consul—and it won’t be next year!— you may rest assured that I will gladly expend every ounce of energy I possess in proving in a court of law that you bought office!”


  “I don’t need to buy office, Quintus Caecilius, I never have bought office. Therefore feel free to try,” said Marius, still annoyingly smug.


  Metellus tried a different tack. “I am not letting you go—reconcile yourself to that. As a Roman of the Romans, I would betray my class if I did let you go. The consulship, Gaius Marius, is an office far above anyone of your Italian origins. The men who sit in the consul’s ivory chair must fit it by birth, by the achievements of their ancestors as much as by their own. I would rather be disgraced and dead than see an Italian from the Samnite borderlands—a semi-literate boor who ought never even have been praetor!—sit in the consul’s ivory chair! Do your worst—or do your best! It makes not one iota of difference to me. I would rather be disgraced and dead than give you permission to go to Rome.”


  “If necessary, Quintus Caecilius, you will be both,” said Marius, and left the room.


  Publius Rutilius Rufus attempted to bring both men to reason, his motives concern for Rome as well as for Marius.


  “Leave politics out of it,” he said to them. “The three of us are here in Africa to beat Jugurtha, but neither of you is interested in devoting your energies to that end. You’re more concerned with getting the better of each other than you are of Jugurtha, and I, for one, am fed up with the situation!”


  “Are you accusing me of dereliction of duty, Publius Rutilius?” asked Marius, dangerously calm.


  “No, of course I’m not! I’m accusing you of withholding that streak of genius I know you to possess in warfare. I am your equal tactically. I am your equal logistically. But when it comes to strategy, Gaius Marius—the long-term look at war—you have no equal at all anywhere. Yet have you devoted any time or thought to a strategy aimed at winning this war? No!”


  “And where do I fit into this paean of praise for Gaius Marius?” asked Metellus, tight-lipped. “For that matter, where do I fit into this paean of praise for Publius Rutilius Rufus? Or am I not important?”


  “You are important, you unmitigated snob, because you are the titular commander in this war!” snapped Rutilius Rufus. “And if you think you’re better at tactics and logistics than I, or better at tactics and logistics and strategy than Gaius Marius, do not feel backward at coming forward about it, I beg you! Not that you would. But if it’s praise you want, I am prepared to give you this much—you’re not as venal as Spurius Postumius Albinus, nor as ineffectual as Marcus Junius Silanus. Your main trouble is that you’re just not as good as you think you are. When you displayed sufficient intelligence to enlist me and Gaius Marius as your senior legates, I thought the years must have improved you. But I was wrong. You’ve wasted our talents as well as the State’s money. We’re not winning this war, we’re engaged in an extremely expensive impasse. So take my advice, Quintus Caecilius! Let Gaius Marius go to Rome, let Gaius Marius stand for consul—and let me organize our resources and devise our military maneuvers. As for you—devote your energies to undermining Jugurtha’s hold over his people. You are welcome to every scrap of public glory as far as I’m concerned, provided that within these four walls you’re willing to admit the truth of what I’m saying.”


  “I admit nothing,” said Metellus.


  And so it went on, all through late summer and well into autumn. Jugurtha was impossible to pin down, indeed seemed to have disappeared from the face of the earth. When it became obvious even to the least ranker legionary that there was not going to be a confrontation between the Roman army and the Numidian army, Metellus withdrew from far western Numidia and went into camp outside Cirta.


  Word had come that Bocchus of Mauretania had finally yielded to Jugurtha’s pressure tactics, formed up his army, and marched to join his son-in-law somewhere to the south; united, rumor had it, they planned to move on Cirta. Hoping to join battle at last, Metellus made his dispositions and listened with more interest than usual to Marius and Rutilius Rufus. But it was not to be. The two armies lay some miles apart, with Jugurtha refusing to be drawn. Impasse descended again, the Roman position too strongly defended for Jugurtha to attack, and the Numidian position too ephemeral to tempt Metellus out of his camp.


  *


  And then, twelve days before the consular elections in Rome, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Piggle-wiggle formally released Gaius Marius from his service as senior legate in the campaign against Jugurtha.


  “Off you go!” said Metellus, smiling sweetly. “Rest assured, Gaius Marius, that I will make all of Rome aware that I did release you before the elections.”


  “You think I won’t get there in time,” said Marius.


  “I think—nothing, Gaius Marius.”


  Marius grinned. “That’s true enough, at any rate,” he said, and snapped his fingers. “Now where’s the piece of paper that says I’m formally released? Give it to me.”


  Metellus handed over Marius’s marching orders, his smile somewhat fixed, and as Marius reached the door he said, not raising his voice, “By the way, Gaius Marius, I have just had some wonderful news from Rome. The Senate has extended my governorship of Africa Province and my command in the Numidian war into next year.”


  “That’s nice of the Senate,” said Marius, and vanished.


  “I piss on him!” Marius said to Rutilius Rufus moments later. “He thinks he’s cooked my goose and saved his own. But he’s wrong. I’m going to beat him, Publius Rutilius, you wait and see! I’m going to be in Rome in time to stand for consul, and then I’m going to have his prorogued command torn off him. And have it given to myself.”


  Rutilius Rufus eyed him thoughtfully. “I have a great deal of respect for your ability, Gaius Marius,” he said, “but in this case, time is going to prove Piggle-wiggle the winner. You’ll never make it to Rome for those elections.”


  “I will,” said Marius, sounding supremely confident.


  He rode from Cirta to Utica in two days, pausing to snatch a few hours’ sleep en route, and ruthlessly commandeering a fresh horse at every opportunity. Before nightfall of the second day he had hired a small, fast ship he found in Utica harbor. And at dawn of the third day he set sail for Italy, having offered a costly sacrifice to the Lares Permarini on the seashore just as light began to filter into the eastern rim of the world.


  “You sail to an unimaginably great destiny, Gaius Marius,” said the priest who made the offering to the gods who protect all those who voyage on the sea. “I have never seen better omens than today.”


  His words were no surprise to Marius. Ever since Martha the Syrian prophetess had told him what his future held, he had remained unshaken in his conviction that things would turn out just as she predicted. So as the ship crept from Utica harbor, he leaned tranquilly on the rail and waited for a wind. It came out of the southwest at a steadily brisk twenty sea miles, and it blew the ship from Utica to Ostia in just three days, a perfect following wind in a perfect following sea, no need to hug the coast, no need to put in anywhere for shelter or provisions. All the gods were on his side, as Martha had foretold.


  News of the miraculous voyage beat him into Rome, even though he delayed in Ostia only long enough to pay for his ship and reward its captain generously; so when he rode into the Forum Romanum and dismounted before the consul Aurelius’s electoral table, a crowd had gathered. A crowd which cheered and applauded him wildly, and gave him to understand that he was the hero of the hour. Surrounded by people clapping him on the back, beaming at his magical appearance, Marius stepped up to the consul suffectus who had taken the place of Servius Sulpicius Galba, condemned by the Mamilian Commission, and laid Metellus’s letter down on the table.


  “If you will excuse the fact that I have not waited to change into the whitened toga, Marcus Aurelius,” he said, “I am here to lodge my name as a candidate in the consular contest.”


  “Provided you can prove that Quintus Caecilius has freed you from your obligation to him, Gaius Marius, I will accept your name gladly,” said the suffect consul, stirred by the crowd’s welcome and aware that the most influential knights in the city were hurrying from every basilica and porticus around as the news of Marius’s unexpected arrival spread.


  How Marius had grown! How wonderfully substantial he looked as he stood half a head taller than those around him, smiling his fierce smile! How wide his shoulders, to take the burden of the consulship upon them! For the first time in his long career the Italian hayseed with no Greek experienced genuine political adulation; not the wholesome faithful esteem of soldiers, but the fickle self-serving adoration of the Forum masses. And Gaius Marius loved it, not because his image of himself needed it, but because it was so alien, so tainted, so inexplicable.


  He plunged into the five most hectic days of his life, with neither the time nor the energy to give Julia more than a quick hug, and never home at an hour when his son might have been shown to him. For that hysterical welcome when he declared his candidacy was not an indication that he could win; the enormously influential Caecilius Metellus faction joined hands with every other aristocratic faction, patrician and plebeian, in a last-ditch effort to keep the Italian hayseed with no Greek out of the consul’s ivory curule chair. His strength lay among the knights, thanks to his Spanish connections and to Prince Gauda’s promises of coming concessions in a Gaudane Numidia, but there were many knights whose ties were to the various factions allied against him.


  And people talked, people argued, people questioned, people debated: would it truly be a good thing for Rome to elect the New Man Gaius Marius consul? New Men were a risk. New Men didn’t know the noble life. New Men made mistakes noblemen did not. New Men were New Men were New Men... Yes, his wife was a Julia of the Julians. Yes, his military record was an adornment to Rome. Yes, he was so rich he could confidently be expected to keep himself above corruption. But who had ever seen him in the law courts? Who had ever heard him speak about laws and lawmaking? Wasn’t it true that he had been a disruptive element in the College of Tribunes of the Plebs all those years ago, with his defiance of those who knew Rome and Rome’s needs better than he, and that obnoxious law which had narrowed the voting bridges in the saepta? And look at his age! He would be a full fifty years old if he became consul, and old men made poor consuls.


  And over and above all these speculations and objections, the Caecilius Metellus faction made meaty capital out of the most repellent aspect of Gaius Marius as consul. He was not a Roman of the Romans. He was an Italian. Was Rome so devoid of suitable Roman noblemen that the consulship should go to an Italian New Man? Surely among the candidates were half a dozen men more worthy than Gaius Marius! Romans all. Good men all.


  Of course Marius spoke, to small groups and to large ones, in the Forum Romanum, in the Circus Flaminius, from the podiums of various temples, in the Porticus Metelli, in all the basilicae. And he was a good speaker, well trained in rhetoric, though he had not used his skills until after he entered the Senate. Scipio Aemilianus had seen to his oratical polish. He held his audiences; no one walked away or dismissed him as a poor sort of speaker, though he couldn’t rival Lucius Cassius or Catulus Caesar. Many were the questions thrown at him, some from those who simply wanted to know, some from those he himself had put up to ask, some from those his enemies had put up to ask, and some from those who were interested to hear the differences between his answers and Metellus’s reports to the Senate.


  The election itself was a quiet and orderly one, held in the voting grounds out on the Campus Martius, at the place called the saepta. Elections in the thirty-five tribes could be called in the well of the Comitia in the Forum Romanum, for it was easy to organize tribal voters in a relatively confined space; but the elections of the Centuriate Assembly were massively unwieldy in size, requiring as they did the deployment of the Centuries in the Five Classes.


  As the vote of each century was called, starting with the First Century of the First Class, the pattern began to emerge: Lucius Cassius Longinus was going to be the choice of every century, but their choices of the second consul were rich and varied. Sure enough, the First and Second Classes voted so solidly for Lucius Cassius Longinus that he was returned in first place without missing a century, and so was designated the senior consul, who held the fasces for the month of January. But the name of the junior consul wasn’t known until almost the end of the Third Class, so close was the contest between Gaius Marius and Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar.


  And then it happened. The successful candidate for junior consul was Gaius Marius. The Caecilius Metelluses were still able to influence Centuriate voting—but not enough to keep Gaius Marius out. And that could be classified as a great triumph for Gaius Marius, the Italian hayseed with no Greek. He was a genuine New Man, the first of his family to hold a seat in the Senate, the first of his family to make his home inside the city of Rome, the first of his family to make a huge fortune, the first of his family to make a mark in the army.


  *


  Late in the afternoon of election day, Gaius Julius Caesar held a celebratory dinner, a family affair. His contact with Marius had been confined to a quick handshake in the Forum and another quick handshake on the Campus Martius when the centuries had assembled, so desperate had Marius’s five-day election campaign been.


  “You’ve had unbelievable luck,” said Caesar, leading his guest of honor to the dining room while his daughter Julia went off to find her mother and younger sister.


  “I know it,” said Marius.


  “We’re very thin as to men today,” Caesar went on, “with both my sons still in Africa, but I can offer you one more man as moral support, so we do equal the women.”


  “I have letters from Sextus and Gaius Julius, and plenty of news about their exploits,” Marius said as they arranged themselves comfortably on the couch.


  “Later will do.”


  The promised third man entered the dining room, and Marius started in surprise; for he recognized the young yet mature man who had been standing among the knights almost three years before while the sacrificial bull of the new consul Minucius Rufus had so fought its dying. How could one forget that face, that hair?


  “Gaius Marius,” said Caesar with a little constraint, “I would like you to meet Lucius Cornelius Sulla, not only my next-door neighbor, but also my fellow senator, and soon to be my other son-in-law.”


  “Well!” exclaimed Marius, extending his hand and shaking Sulla’s with great warmth. “You’re a lucky man, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “I’m well aware of it,” said Sulla with feeling.


  Caesar had chosen to be a trifle unorthodox in his dining arrangements, keeping the top couch for himself and Marius, and relegating Sulla to the second couch; not an insult, as he was careful to explain, but to make the group look a little larger, and give everyone plenty of room.


  How interesting, thought Marius with a mental frown; I have never before seen Gaius Julius Caesar feeling at a disadvantage. But this oddly beautiful fellow upsets him in some way, throws him off balance....


  And then the women came in, seated themselves on straight chairs opposite their partners, and the dinner got under way.


  Try as he would not to present the picture of a doting elderly husband, Marius found his eyes constantly drawn to his Julia, who had grown in his absence into a ravishing young matron, gracious, unafraid of her new responsibilities, an excellent mother and chatelaine—and the most ideal of wives. Whereas, decided Marius, Julilla had not grown up satisfactorily at all. Of course he had not seen her in the worst throes of her wasting illness—which had ceased to plague her some time before, yet had left her with what he could only call a thin attitude to life—thin of body, thin of intellect, thin of experience, thin of contentment. Feverish in her talk, fluttery in her manner, she was prone to jump from fright, and could not stay settled on her chair; nor could she restrain herself from dominating her betrothed’s attention, so that he often found himself excluded from the conversation between Marius and Caesar.


  He bore it well, Marius noted, and seemed genuinely devoted to Julilla, fascinated no doubt by the way she focused her emotions upon him. But that, the practical Marius decided, would not last beyond six months of marriage. Not with a Lucius Cornelius Sulla the bridegroom! Nothing about him suggested a natural preference for female company, or an uxorious inclination.


  At the end of the meal Caesar announced that he was taking Gaius Marius off to his study for a private talk. “Stay here if you like, or go about your various ways,” he said calmly. “It is too long since Gaius Marius and I have met.”


  “There have been changes in your household, Gaius Julius,” said Marius as they got comfortable in the tablinum.


  “Indeed there have—and therein lies most of my reason for wanting to get you on your own without delay.”


  “Well, I’m consul on New Year’s Day next, and that’s my life disposed of tidily,” said Marius, smiling. “I owe it all to you—and not the least do I owe you the happiness of a perfect wife, an ideal partner in my enterprises. I’ve had little time to give her since my return, but now that I am elected, I intend to rectify that. Three days from now I’m taking Julia and my son to Baiae, and we’re going to forget the whole world for a month.”


  “It pleases me more than you can know to hear you speak with such affection and respect of my daughter.’’


  Marius leaned back a little more comfortably in his chair. “Very well. Now to Lucius Cornelius Sulla. I remember some words you had to say about an aristocrat without the money to take up the life his birth entitled him to, and the name was his, your son-in-law to be. What happened to change things?”


  “According to him, luck. He says if it goes on the way it has since he met Julilla, he’s going to have to add a second nickname—Felix—to the name he inherited from his father. Who was a drunkard and a wastrel, but who married the wealthy Clitumna fifteen years ago or more, and died not long after: Lucius Cornelius met Julilla on New Year’s Day almost three years ago, and she gave him a grass crown without knowing the significance of what she had done. He maintains that from that moment, his luck changed. First Clitumna’s nephew died, who was her heir. Then a woman called Nicopolis died and left Lucius Cornelius a small fortune—she was, I gather, his mistress. And not many moons after that, Clitumna committed suicide. Having no heirs of her own blood, she left her whole fortune—the house next door, a villa at Circei, and some ten million denarii—to Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Ye gods, he does deserve to add Felix to his name,” said Marius, rather dryly. “Are you being naive about this, Gaius Julius, or have you proved to your satisfaction that Lucius Cornelius Sulla didn’t help any of the dead into Charon’s ferry across the Styx?”


  Caesar acknowledged the shaft with a raised hand, but grinned. “No, Gaius Marius, I assure you I have not been naive. I cannot implicate Lucius Cornelius in any of the three deaths. The nephew expired after a long bowel and stomach disorder, where the Greek freedwoman Nicopolis died of massive kidney failure within—I don’t know, a day, two days, certainly no longer. Both were autopsied, and nothing suspicious was found. Clitumna was morbidly depressed before she killed herself. It happened at Circei, at a time when Lucius Cornelius was most definitely here in Rome. I’ve subjected all Clitumna’s household slaves, both here and in Circei, to exhaustive questioning, and it is my considered opinion that there is nothing more to know about Lucius Cornelius Sulla.’’ He grimaced. “I have always been against torturing slaves to find evidence of crime because I don’t think evidence produced by torture is worth a spoonful of vinegar. But I genuinely do not believe Clitumna’s slaves would have a tale to tell even if they were tortured. So I elected not to bother.”


  Marius nodded. “I agree with you, Gaius Julius. Slave testimony is of value only if it is freely given—and is as logical as it is patently truthful.”


  “So the upshot of all this was that Lucius Cornelius went from abject poverty to decent wealth over the course of two months,” Caesar went on. “From Nicopolis he inherited enough to be admitted to the knights’ census, and from Clitumna enough to be admitted to the Senate. Thanks to Scaurus’s fuss about the absence of censors, a new pair were elected last May. Otherwise Lucius Cornelius would have had to wait for admission to the Senate for several years.”


  Marius laughed. “Yes, what did actually happen? Didn’t anyone want the censors’ jobs? I mean, to some extent Fabius Maximus Eburnus is logical, but Licinius Getha? He was thrown out of the Senate by the censors eight years ago for immoral behavior, and only got back into the Senate by getting himself elected a tribune of the plebs!”


  “I know,” said Caesar gloomily. “No, I think what happened was that everyone was reluctant to stand for fear of offending Scaurus. To want to be censor seemed like a want of respect and loyalty for Scaurus, so the only ones who stood were quite incapable of that kind of sensitivity. Mind you, Getha’s easy enough to deal with—he’s only in it for the status and a few silver handshakes from companies bidding for State contracts. Where Eburnus—well, we all know he’s not right in the head, don’t we, Gaius Marius?”


  Yes, thought Gaius Marius, we do indeed! Immensely old and of an aristocracy surpassed only by the Julius clan, the Fabius Maximus line had died out, and was kept going only by a series of adoptions. The Quintus Fabius Maximus Eburnus who had been elected censor was an adopted Fabius Maximus; he had sired only one son, and then five years earlier, he had executed this one son for unchastity. Though there was no law to prevent Eburnus from executing his son when acting as paterfamilias, the execution of wives or children under the protective shelter of family law had long fallen into disuse. Therefore, Eburnus’s action had horrified the whole of Rome.


  “Mind you, it’s just as well for Rome that Getha has an Eburnus as his colleague,” said Marius thoughtfully. “I doubt he’ll get away with much, not with Eburnus there.”


  “I’m sure you’re right, but oh, that poor young man, his son! Mind you, Eburnus is really a Servilius Caepio, and the Servilius Caepio lot are all rather strange when it comes to sexual morality. Chaster than Artemis of the Forest, and vocal about it too. Which really makes one wonder.”


  “So which censor persuaded which to let Lucius Cornelius Sulla into the Senate?” asked Marius. “One hears he hasn’t exactly been a pillar of sexual morality, now that I can associate his name with his face.”


  “Oh, I think the moral laxity was mostly boredom and frustration,” said Caesar easily. “However, Eburnus did look down his knobby little Servilius Caepio nose and mutter a bit, it’s true. Where Getha would admit a Tingitanian ape if the price was right. So in the end they agreed Lucius Cornelius might be enrolled—but only upon conditions.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yes. Lucius Cornelius is conditionally a senator—he has to stand for election as a quaestor and get in the first time. If he fails, then he’s no longer a senator.”


  “And will he get in?”


  “What do you think, Gaius Marius?”


  “With a name like his? Oh, he’ll get in!”


  “I hope so.” But Caesar looked dubious. Uncertain. A little embarrassed? He drew a breath and leveled a straight blue gaze at his son-in-law, smiling ruefully. “I vowed, Gaius Marius, that after your generosity when you married Julia, I would never ask you for another favor. However, that’s a silly sort of vow. How can one know what the future will need? Need. I need. I need another favor from you.”


  “Anything, Gaius Julius,” said Marius warmly.


  “Have you had sufficient time with your wife to find out why Julilla nearly starved herself to death?” asked Caesar.


  “No.” The stern strong eagle’s face lit up for a moment in pure joy. “What little time we’ve had together since I returned home hasn’t been wasted in talking, Gaius Julius!”


  Caesar laughed, sighed. “I wish my younger daughter was cast in the same mould as my older! But she isn’t. It is probably my fault, and Marcia’s. We spoiled her, and excused her much the three older children were not excused. On the other hand, it is my considered opinion that there is an innate lack in Julilla as well. Just before Clitumna died, we found out that the silly girl had fallen in love with Lucius Cornelius, and was trying to force him—or us—or both him and us—it is very difficult to know just what she intended, if ever she really knew herself—anyway, she wanted Lucius Cornelius, and she knew I would never give my consent to such a union.”


  Marius looked incredulous. “And knowing there was a clandestine relationship between them, you’ve allowed the marriage to go ahead?”


  “No, no, Gaius Marius, Lucius Cornelius was never in any way implicated!” Caesar cried. “I assure you, he had nothing to do with what she did.”


  “But you said she gave him a grass crown two New Years ago,” Marius objected.


  “Believe me, the meeting was innocent, at least on his part. He didn’t encourage her—in fact, he tried to discourage her. She brought disgrace upon herself and us, because she actually attempted to suborn him into declaring feelings for her which he knew I would never condone. Let Julia tell you the whole story, and you’ll see what I mean,” said Caesar.


  “In which case, how is it they’re getting married?”


  “Well, when he inherited his fortune and was able to take up his proper station in life, he asked me for Julilla’s hand. In spite of the way she had treated him.”


  “The grass crown,” said Marius thoughtfully. “Yes, I can understand how he’d feel bound to her, especially when her gift changed his luck.”


  “I understand it too, which is why I have given my consent.” Again Caesar sighed, more heavily. “The trouble is, Gaius Marius, that I feel none of the liking for Lucius Cornelius that I do for you. He’s a very strange man—there are things in him that set my teeth on edge, and yet I have no idea in the world what those things are. And one must always strive to be fair, to be impartial in judgments.”


  “Cheer up, Gaius Julius, it will all turn out well in the end,” said Marius. “Now what can I do for you?”


  “Help Lucius Cornelius get elected quaestor,” said Caesar, speech crispening now he had a man’s problem to deal with. “The trouble is that no one knows him. Oh, everyone knows his name! Everyone knows he’s a genuine patrician Cornelius. But the cognomen Sulla isn’t one we hear of these days, and he never had the opportunity to expose himself in the Forum and the law courts when he was a very young man, nor did he ever do military service. In fact, if some malicious noble chose to make a fuss about it, the very fact that he’s never done military service could keep him out of office—and out of the Senate. What we’re hoping is that no one will ask too closely, and in that respect this pair of censors are ideal. It didn’t occur to either of them that Lucius Cornelius was not able to train on the Campus Martius or join the legions as a junior military tribune. And luckily it was Scaurus and Drusus who enrolled Lucius Cornelius as a knight, so our new censors simply assume the old censors went into everything a great deal more thoroughly than they actually did. Scaurus and Drusus were understanding men, they felt Lucius Cornelius should be given his chance. And besides, the Senate wasn’t in question at the time.”


  “Do you want me to bribe Lucius Cornelius into office?’’ Marius asked.


  Caesar was old-fashioned enough to look shocked. “Most definitely not! I can see where bribing might be excusable if the consulship was the prize, but quaestor! Never! Also, it would be too risky. Eburnus has his eye on Lucius Cornelius, he’ll be watching for any opportunity to disqualify him—and prosecute him. No, the favor I want is far different and less comfortable for you if he turns out to be hopeless. I want you to ask for Lucius Cornelius as your personal quaestor—give him the accolade of a personal appointment. As you well know, once the electorate realizes a candidate for the quaestorship has already been asked for by a consul-elect, he is certain to be voted in.”


  Marius didn’t answer immediately; he was busy digesting the implications. No matter really whether Sulla was innocent of any complicity in the deaths of his mistress and his stepmother, his testamentary benefactresses. It was bound to be said later on that he had murdered them if he made sufficient political mark to be consular material; someone would unearth the story, and a whispering campaign that he had murdered to get his hands on enough money to espouse the public career his father’s poverty had denied him would be a gift from the gods in the hands of his political rivals. Having a daughter of Gaius Julius Caesar to wive would help, but nothing would scotch the slur entirely. And in the end there would be many who believed it, just as there were many who believed Gaius Marius had no Greek. That was the first objection. The second lay in the fact that Gaius Julius Caesar couldn’t quite bring himself to like Sulla, though he had no concrete grounds for the way he felt. Was it a matter of Smell rather than Thought? Animal instincts? And the third objection was the personality of Julilla. His Julia, he knew now, would never have married a man she considered unworthy, no matter how desperate the Julius Caesar financial plight. Where Julilla had shown that she was flighty, thoughtless, selfish—the kind of girl who couldn’t pick a worthy mate if her life depended upon it. Yet she had picked Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  Then he let his mind go far from the Caesars, cast it back to that early drizzly morning on the Capitol when he had covertly watched Sulla watching the bulls bleed to death. And then he knew what was the right thing to do, what he was going to answer. Lucius Cornelius Sulla was important. Under no circumstances must he be allowed to slide back into obscurity. He must inherit his birthright.


  “Very well, Gaius Julius,” he said without the slightest hesitation in his voice, “tomorrow I shall request the Senate to give me Lucius Cornelius Sulla for my quaestor.’’


  Caesar beamed. “Thank you, Gaius Marius! Thank you!”


  “Can you marry them before the Assembly of the People meets to vote for the quaestors?” he asked.


  “It shall be done,” said Caesar.


  *


  And so, less than eight days later Lucius Cornelius Sulla and Julia Minor, younger daughter of Gaius Julius Caesar, were married in the old-style confarreatio ceremony, two patricians bound together for life. Sulla’s career was off with a bound; personally requested by the consul-elect Gaius Marius as his quaestor, and united in wedlock to a family whose dignitas and integrity were above reproach, it seemed he couldn’t lose.


  In which jubilant spirit he approached his wedding night, he who had never really fancied being tied down to a wife and family responsibilities. Metrobius had been dismissed before Sulla applied to the censors for enrollment as a senator, and though the parting had been more fraught with emotion than he could cope with easily—for the boy loved him dearly, and was heartbroken—Sulla was firm in his resolution to put all such activities behind him forever. Nothing was going to jeopardize his rise to fame.


  Besides which, he knew enough about his emotional state to understand that Julilla was very precious to him, and not merely because she symbolized his luck, though in his thoughts he classified his feelings for her around that luck. Simply, Sulla was incapable of defining his feelings for any human being as love. Love to Sulla was something other, lesser people felt. As defined by these other, lesser people, it seemed a very odd business, filled with illusions and delusions, at times noble to the point of imbecility and at other times base to the point of amorality. That Sulla could not recognize it in himself was due to his conviction that love negated common sense, self-preservation, enlightenment of the mind. In the years to come he did not ever see that his patience and forbearance in the matter of his flighty, labile wife were all the evidence of love he actually needed. Instead, he put the patience and forbearance down as virtues intrinsic to his own character, and so failed to understand himself or love, and so failed to grow.


  A typical Julius Caesar wedding, it was more dignified by far than it was bawdy, though the weddings Sulla had attended were bawdier by far than they were dignified, so he endured the business rather than enjoyed it. However, when the time came there were no drunken guests outside his bedroom door, no wasting of his time having to forcibly eject them from his house. When the short journey from one front door to the next was over, and he picked Julilla up—how airy she felt, how ephemeral!—to carry her over the threshold, the guests who had accompanied them melted away.


  As immature virgins had never formed a part of his life, Sulla experienced no misgivings about how events ought to go, and so saved himself a lot of unnecessary worry. For whatever the clinical status of her hymen, Julilla was as ripe, as easy to peel, as a peach caught dropping of its own volition from the tree. She watched him shed his wedding tunic and pull off the wreath of flowers on his head, as fascinated as she was excited. And pulled off her own layers upon layers without being asked, cream and flame and saffron bridal layers, the seven-tiered tiara of wool upon her head, all the special knots and girdles.


  They gazed at each other then in complete satisfaction, Sulla beautifully put together, Julilla too thin, yet retaining a willowy grace of line which did much to soften what in someone else would have been angular and ugly. And it was she who moved to him, put her hands on his shoulders and with exquisitely natural and spontaneous voluptuousness inched her body against his, sighing in delight as his arms slid round her and began to stroke her back in long, hard sweeps of both hands.


  He adored her lightness, the acrobatic suppleness with which she responded as he lifted her high above his head, let her twine herself about him. Nothing he did alarmed or offended her, and everything he did to her which she could in reciprocation do to him, she did. Teaching her to kiss took seconds; and yet through all their years together, she never stopped learning how to kiss. A wonderful, beautiful, ardent woman, anxious to please him, but greedy for him to please her. All his. Only his. And which of them that night could ever imagine that things might change, be less perfect, less wanted, less welcome?


  “If you ever so much as look at anyone else, I’ll kill you,” he said as they lay on his bed, resting between their bouts of activity.


  “1 believe you,” she said, remembering her father’s bitter lesson on the rights of the paterfamilias; for now she had moved out from under her father’s authority, replaced his with Sulla’s. A patrician, she was not and never could be her own mistress. The likes of Nicopolis and Clitumna were infinitely better off.


  There was very little difference in their heights, for Julilla was quite tall for a woman, and Sulla almost exactly average for a man. So her legs were somewhat longer than his, and she could twist them through his knees, marveling at the whiteness of his skin compared to the deep gold of hers.


  “You make me look like a Syrian,” she said, holding her arm along his, both in the air so she could see the contrast, increased by the lamplight.


  “I’m not normal,” he said abruptly.


  “That’s good,” she laughed, leaning over to kiss him.


  After which it was his turn to study her, the contrast and slenderness of her, scarcely escaping boyishness. With one hand he flipped her over quickly, pushed her face into the pillow and studied the lines of back and buttocks and thighs. Lovely.


  “You’re as beautiful as a boy,” he said.


  She tried to bounce up indignantly, was held where she lay. “I like that! Don’t make it sound as if you prefer boys to girls, Lucius Cornelius!” It was said in all innocence, amid giggles muffled by the soft pillow beneath her mouth.


  “Well, until I met you, I think I did,” he said.


  “Fool!” she laughed, taking his remark as a joke, then breaking free of him and clambering on top of him to straddle his chest and kneel on his arms. “For saying that, you can take a very close look at my little piggle-wiggle and tell me if it’s anything like a hard old spear!”


  “Only a look?” he asked, pulling her up round his neck.


  “A boy!” The idea still amused her. “You are a fool, Lucius Cornelius!” And then she forgot all about it in the delirious discovery of fresh pleasures.


  *


  The Assembly of the People duly elected Sulla a quaestor, and even though his year of office was not due to commence until the fifth day of December (though, as with all the personal quaestors, he would not be required until the New Year, when his superior would enter office), Sulla presented himself the day after the elections at the house of Marius.


  November was under way, so dawn was growing later, a fact for which Sulla was profoundly thankful; his nightly excesses with Julilla made early rising more difficult than of yore. But he knew he had to present himself before the sun rose, for Marius’s requesting him as personal quaestor had subtly changed Sulla’s status.


  Though it was not a traditional clientship lasting for life, Sulla was now technically Marius’s client for the duration of his quaestorship, which ran as long as Marius kept his imperium, rather than for the normal year. And a client did not lie abed with his new wife into the daylight hours; a client presented himself as the first light infused the sky at the house of his patron, and there offered his services to his patron in whatever manner his patron wished. He might find himself courteously dismissed; he might be asked to go with his patron into the Forum Romanum or one of the basilicae to conduct a day’s public or private business; he might be deputed to perform some task for his patron.


  Though he was not untimely enough to deserve rebuke, the vast atrium of Marius’s house was packed with clients more timely than Sulla; some, Sulla decided, must actually have slept in the street outside Marius’s door, for normally they were seen in the order in which they had arrived. Sighing, Sulla made for an inconspicuous corner and prepared for a long wait.


  Some great men employed secretaries and nomenclatores to sort the morning’s catch of clients, dismissing the sprats needful only of being noted as present, and sending none but big or interesting fish in to see the great man himself. But Gaius Marius, Sulla noted with approval, acted as his own culler of the catch; there was not an aide to be seen. This particular great man, consul-elect and therefore of enormous importance to many in Rome, did his own dirty work with calm expedition, separating the needful from the dutiful more efficiently than any secretary Sulla knew of. Within twenty minutes the four hundred men clustered in the atrium and spilling onto the peristyle colonnade had been sorted out and tidied up; over half were happily departing, each freedman client or freeman client of lowly status clutching a donative pressed into his hand by a Marius all smiles and deprecating gestures.


  Well, thought Sulla, he may be a New Man and he may be more an Italian than a Roman, but he knows how to behave, all right. No Fabius or Aemilius could have performed the role of patron better. It wasn’t necessary to bestow largesse upon clients unless they specifically asked for it, and even then it lay within the discretion of the patron to refuse; but Sulla knew from the attitude of those waiting their turns as Marius moved from man to man that Marius made a habit of bestowing largesse, while giving out a subtle message in his manner that woe betide any man being plain greedy.


  “Lucius Cornelius, you’ve no need to wait out here!” said Marius when he arrived in Sulla’s corner. “Go into my study, sit down, and make yourself comfortable. I’ll be with you shortly, and we can talk.”


  “Not at all, Gaius Marius,” Sulla said, and smiled with his mouth shut. “I am here to offer you my services as your new quaestor, and I’m happy to wait my turn.”


  “Then you can wait your turn seated in my study. If you are to function properly as my quaestor, you’d better see how I conduct my affairs,” said Marius, put a hand on Sulla’s shoulder, and escorted him into the tablinum.


  Within three hours the throng of clients was dealt with, patiently yet swiftly; their petitions ranged from some sort of assistance to requests to be considered among the first when Numidia was reopened to Roman and Italian businessmen. Nothing was ever asked of them in return, but the implication was nonetheless patent—have yourself ready to do whatever your patron wishes at any time, be it tomorrow or twenty years from tomorrow.


  “Gaius Marius,’’ said Sulla when the last client was gone, “since Quintus Caecilius Metellus has already had his command in Africa prorogued for next year, how can you hope to help your clients into businesses when Numidia is reopened?”


  Marius looked pensive. “Why, that’s true, Quintus Caecilius does have Africa next year, doesn’t he?”


  As this was clearly a rhetorical question, Sulla didn’t attempt to answer it, just sat fascinated with the way Marius’s mind worked. No wonder he’d got as far as consul!


  “Well, Lucius Cornelius, I’ve been thinking about the problem of Quintus Caecilius in Africa, and it’s not insoluble.”


  “But the Senate will never replace Quintus Caecilius with you,” Sulla ventured. “I’m not deeply acquainted with the political nuances inside the Senate as yet, but I have certainly experienced your unpopularity among the leading senators, and it seems far too strong to permit you to swim against it.”


  “Very true,” said Marius, still smiling pleasantly. “I am an Italian hayseed with no Greek—to quote Metellus, whom I had better inform you I always call Piggle-wiggle—and unworthy of the consulship. Not to mention that I’m fifty years old, which is far too late into office, an age thought beyond great military commands. The dice are loaded against me in the Senate. But then, they always have been, you know. And yet—here I am, consul at fifty! A bit of a mystery, isn’t it, Lucius Cornelius?”


  Sulla grinned, which meant he looked a little feral; Marius did not seem perturbed. “Yes, Gaius Marius, it is.”


  Marius leaned forward in his chair and folded his beautiful hands together on the fabulous green stone of his desk top. “Lucius Cornelius, many years ago I discovered how very many different ways there are to skin a cat. While others proceeded up the cursus honorum without a hiccough, I marked time. But it was not time wasted. I spent it cataloguing all the ways of skinning that cat. Among other equally rewarding things. You see, when one is kept waiting beyond one’s proper turn, one watches, assesses, puts pieces together. I was never a great lawyer, never an expert on our unwritten Constitution. While Metellus Piggle-wiggle was trailing around the courts behind Cassius Ravilla and learning how to secure condemnations of Vestal Virgins— well, I mean it in an apocryphal sense only, the time frame is quite wrong—I was soldiering. And I continued to soldier. It’s what I do best. Yet, I would not be wrong if I made the boast that I have come to know more about the law and the Constitution than half a hundred Metellus Piggle-wiggles. I look at things from the outside, my brain hasn’t been channeled into a rut by training. So I say to you now, I am going to tumble Quintus Caecilius Metellus Piggle-wiggle from the high horse of his African command, and I myself am going to replace him there.”


  “I believe you,” said Sulla, drawing a breath. “But how?”


  “They’re all legal simpletons,” said Marius scornfully, “that’s how. Because by custom the Senate has always doled out the governorships, it never occurs to anyone that senatorial decrees do not, strictly speaking, have any weight at law. Oh, they all know that fact if you get them to rattle it off, but it’s never sunk in, even after the lessons the Brothers Gracchi tried to teach them. Senatorial decrees only have the force of custom, of tradition. Not of law! It’s the Plebeian Assembly makes the law these days, Lucius Cornelius. And I wield a great deal more power in the Plebeian Assembly than any Caecilius Metellus.”


  Sulla sat absolutely still, awed and a little afraid, two odd sensations in him. Awesome though Marius’s brainpower might be, Marius’s brainpower was not what awed Sulla; no, what awed Sulla was the novel experience of being drawn into a vulnerable man’s complete confidence. How did Marius know he, Sulla, was to be trusted? Trust had never been a part of his reputation, and Marius would have made it his business to explore Sulla’s reputation thoroughly. Yet here was Marius baring his future intentions and actions for Sulla’s inspection! And putting all his trust in his unknown quaestor, just as if that trust had already been earned.


  “Gaius Marius,” he said, unable not to say it, “what’s to stop me from turning into the house of any Caecilius Metellus after I leave here this morning, and telling that Caecilius Metellus everything you’re telling me?”


  “Why, nothing, Lucius Cornelius,” said Marius, undismayed by the question.


  “Then why are you making me privy to all this?”


  “Oh, that’s easy,” said Marius. “Because, Lucius Cornelius, you strike me as a superbly able and intelligent man. And any superbly able and intelligent man is superbly able to use his intelligence to work out for himself that it’s not at all intelligent to throw in his lot with a Caecilius Metellus when a Gaius Marius is offering him the stimulation and the excitement of a few years of interesting and rewarding work.” He drew a huge breath. “There! I got that out quite well.”


  Sulla began to laugh. “Your secrets are safe with me, Gaius Marius.”


  “I know that.”


  “Still and all, I would like you to know that I appreciate your confidence in me.”


  “We’re brothers-in-law, Lucius Cornelius. We’re linked, and by more than the Julius Caesars. You see, we share another commonality. Luck.”


  “Ah! Luck.”


  “Luck is a sign, Lucius Cornelius. To have luck is to be beloved of the gods. To have luck is to be chosen.” And Marius looked at his new quaestor in perfect contentment. “I am chosen. And I chose you because I think you too are chosen. We are important to Rome, Lucius Cornelius. We will both make our mark on Rome.”


  “I believe that too,” said Sulla.


  “Yes, well… In another month, there will be a new College of Tribunes of the Plebs in office. Once the college is in, I’ll make my move regarding Africa.”


  “You’re going to use the Plebeian Assembly to pass a law to topple the senatorial decree giving Metellus Piggle-wiggle another year in Africa,” said Sulla certainly.


  “I am indeed,” said Marius.


  “But is it really legal? Will such a law be allowed to stand?” asked Sulla; and to himself he began to appreciate how a very intelligent New Man, emancipated from custom, could turn the whole system upside down.


  “There’s nothing on the tablets to say it isn’t legal, and therefore nothing to say that it can’t be done. I have a burning desire to emasculate the Senate, and the most effective way to do that is to undermine its traditional authority. How? By legislating its traditional authority out of existence. By creating a precedent.”


  “Why is it so important that you get the African command?” Sulla asked. “The Germans have reached as far as Tolosa, and the Germans are far more important than Jugurtha. Someone is going to have to go to Gaul to deal with them next year, and I’d far rather it was you than Lucius Cassius.”


  “I won’t get the chance,” said Marius positively. “Our esteemed colleague Lucius Cassius is the senior consul, and he wants the Gallic command against the Germans. Anyway, the command against Jugurtha is vital for my political survival. I’ve undertaken to represent the interests of the knights, both in Africa Province and in Numidia. Which means I must be in Africa when the war ends to make sure my clients get all the concessions I’ve promised them. Not only will there be a vast amount of superb grain-growing land to partition up in Numidia, but there have been recent discoveries of a unique first-quality marble, and large deposits of copper as well. Added to which, Numidia yields two rare gemstones and a lot of gold. And since Jugurtha became king, Rome has had no share in any of it.”


  “All right, Africa it is,” said Sulla. “What can I do to help?”


  “Learn, Lucius Cornelius, learn! I am going to need a corps of officers who are something more than merely loyal. I want men who can act on their own initiative without ruining my grand design—men who will add to my own ability and efficiency, rather than drain me. I don’t care about sharing the credit, there’s plenty of credit and glory to go around when things are well run and the legions are given a chance to show what they can do.”


  “But I’m as green as grass, Gaius Marius.”


  “I know that,” said Marius. “But, as I’ve already told you, I think you have great potential. Stick with me, give me loyalty and hard work, and I’ll give you every opportunity to develop that potential. Like me, you’re late starting. But it’s never too late. I’m consul at last, eight years beyond the proper age. You’re in the Senate at last, three years beyond the proper age. Like me, you’re going to have to concentrate upon the army as a way to the top. I’ll help you in every way I can. In return, I expect you to help me.”


  “That sounds fair, Gaius Marius.” Sulla cleared his throat. “I’m very grateful.”


  “You shouldn’t be. If I didn’t think I’d get a good return from you, Lucius Cornelius, you wouldn’t be sitting here now.” And Marius held out his hand. “Come, let’s agree that there’ll be no gratitude between us! Just loyalty and the comradeship of the legions.”


  *


  Gaius Marius had bought himself a tribune of the plebs, and picked himself a good man at that. For Titus Manlius Mancinus didn’t sell his tribunician favors entirely for money. Mancinus was out to make a splash as a tribune of the plebs, and needed a cause better than the only one which mattered to him—the casting of every impediment he could think of in the path of the patrician Manlius family, of which he was not a member. His hatred of the Manliuses, he found, easily spread to encompass all the great aristocratic and noble families, including the Caecilius Metelluses. So he was able to accept Marius’s money with a clear conscience, and espouse Marius’s plans with premonitory glee.


  The ten new tribunes of the plebs went into office on the third day before the Ides of December, and Titus Manlius Mancinus wasted no time. On that very day he introduced a bill into the Assembly of the Plebs that purported to remove the African command from Quintus Caecilius Metellus, and give it instead to Gaius Marius.


  “The People are sovereign!” Mancinus shouted to the crowd. “The Senate is the servant of the People, not the People’s master! If the Senate enacts its duties with proper respect for the People of Rome, then by all means it should be allowed to go on doing so. But when the Senate enacts its duties to protect its own leading members at the expense of the People, it must be stopped. Quintus Caecilius Metellus has proven derelict in his command, he has accomplished precisely nothing! Why then has the Senate extended his command for a second time, into this coming year? Because, People of Rome, the Senate is as usual protecting its own leading lights at the expense of the People. In Gaius Marius, duly elected consul for this coming year, the People of Rome have a leader worthy of that name. But according to the men who run the Senate, Gaius Marius’s name isn’t good enough! Gaius Marius, People of Rome, is a mere New Man—an upstart—a nobody, not a noble!”


  The crowd was rapt; Mancinus was a good speaker, and felt passionately about senatorial exclusivity. It was some time since the Plebs had tweaked the Senate’s nose, and many of the unelected but influential leaders of the Plebs were worried that their arm of Rome’s government was losing ground. So on that day at that moment in time, everything ran in Gaius Marius’s favor—public sentiment, knightly disgruntlement, and ten tribunes of the plebs in a mood to tweak the Senate’s nose, not one of them on the Senate’s side.


  The Senate fought back, marshaling its best orators of plebeian status to speak in the Assembly, including Lucius Caecilius Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus—ardent in his young brother Piggle-wiggle’s defense—and the senior consul-elect, Lucius Cassius Longinus. But Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, who might have tipped the scales in the Senate’s favor, was a patrician, and therefore could not speak in the Plebeian Assembly. Forced to stand on the steps of the Senate House looking down into the jam-packed tiered circular well of the Comitia, in which the Plebeian Assembly met, Scaurus could only listen impotently.


  “They’ll beat us,” he said to the censor Fabius Maximus Eburnus, another patrician. “Piss on Gaius Marius!”


  Pissed on or not, Gaius Marius won. The remorseless letter campaign had succeeded brilliantly in turning the knights and the middle classes away from Metellus, smearing his name, quite destroying his political clout. Of course in time he would recover; his family and connections were too powerful. But at the moment the Plebeian Assembly, ably led by Mancinus, took his African command off him, his name in Rome was muddier than the pigsty of Numantia. And take his African command off him the People did, passing a precedent-setting law which replaced him with Gaius Marius by name. And once the law—strictly, a plebiscite—was engraved on the tablets, it lay in an archive under a temple as an example and a recourse for others in the future to try the same thing—others who might perhaps not have either the ability of Gaius Marius, or his excellent reasons.


  “However,” said Marius to Sulla as soon as the law was passed, “Metellus will never leave me his soldiers.”


  Oh, how many things were there to learn, things he, a patrician Cornelius, ought to know, yet didn’t? Sometimes Sulla despaired of learning enough, but then would contemplate his luck in having Gaius Marius as his commander, and rest easier. For Marius was never too busy to explain things to him, and thought no less of him for his ignorance. So now Sulla increased his knowledge by asking, “But don’t the soldiers belong to the war against King Jugurtha? Oughtn’t they stay in Africa until the war is won?”


  “They could stay in Africa—but only if Metellus wanted them to stay. He would have to announce to the army that it had signed on for the duration of the campaign, and therefore his removal from the command did not affect its fate. But there’s nothing to stop him taking the position that he recruited them, and that their term finishes simultaneously with his. Knowing Metellus, that’s the position he’ll take. So he’ll discharge them, and ship them straight back to Italy.”


  “Which means you’ll have to recruit a new army,” said Sulla. “I see.” Then he asked, “Couldn’t you wait until he brings his army home, then re-enlist it in your name?”


  “I could,” said Marius. “Unfortunately I won’t get the chance. Lucius Cassius is going to Gaul to deal with the Germans at Tolosa. A job which has to be done—we don’t want half a million Germans sitting within a hundred miles of the road to Spain, and right on the borders of our own province. So I would imagine that Cassius has already written to Metellus and asked him to re-enlist his army for the Gallic campaign before it even departs from Africa.’’


  “So that’s how it works,” said Sulla.


  “That’s how it works. Lucius Cassius is the senior consul, he takes precedence over me. Therefore he has first choice of whatever troops are available. Metellus will bring six highly trained and seasoned legions back to Italy with him. And they will be the troops Cassius takes to Gaul-across-the-Alps, no doubt of it. And that means I am going to have to start from the beginning—recruit raw material, train it, equip it, fill it with enthusiasm for the war against Jugurtha.” Marius pulled a face. “It will mean that in my year as consul I won’t be given enough time to mount the kind of offensive against Jugurtha I could mount if Metellus left his troops behind for me. In turn, that means I’ll have to make sure my own command in Africa is extended into the following year, or I’ll fall flat on my arse and wind up looking worse than Piggle-wiggle.”


  “And now there’s a law on the tablets that creates a precedent for someone to take your command off you exactly as you took the command off Metellus.” Sulla sighed. “It isn’t easy, is it? I never dreamed of the difficulties a man could face just ensuring his own survival, let alone advancing the majesty of Rome.”


  That amused Marius; he laughed delightedly, and clapped Sulla on the back. “No, Lucius Cornelius, it isn’t ever easy. But that’s what makes it so worth doing! What man of true excellence and worth honestly wants a smooth path? The rougher the path, the more obstacles in the way, the more satisfaction there is.”


  This constituted an answer on a personal plane, perhaps, but it didn’t solve Sulla’s main problem. “Yesterday you told me Italy is completely exhausted,” he said. “So many men have died that the levies can’t be filled among the citizens of Rome, and Italian resistance to the levies is hardening day by day. Where then can you possibly find enough raw material to form into four good legions? Because—as you’ve said yourself—you can’t defeat Jugurtha with fewer than four legions.”


  “Wait until I’m consul, Lucius Cornelius, and you’ll see,” was all Sulla could get out of him.


  *


  It was the feast of the Saturnalia undid Sulla’s resolutions. In the days when Clitumna and Nicopolis had shared the house with him, this time of holiday and merrymaking had been a wonderful end to the old year. The slaves had lain around snapping their fingers while the two women had run giggling to obey their wishes, everyone had drunk too much, and Sulla had yielded up his place in the communal bed to whichever slaves fancied Clitumna and Nicopolis—on condition that he enjoyed the same privileges elsewhere in the house. And after the Saturnalia was over, things went back to normal as if nothing untoward had ever happened.


  But this first year of his marriage to Julilla saw Sulla experience a very different Saturnalia: he was required to spend the waking hours of it next door, in the midst of the family of Gaius Julius Caesar. There too for the three days the festival lasted, everything was upside down—the slaves were waited on by their owners, little gifts changed hands, and a special effort was exerted to provide food and wine as delectable as plentiful. But nothing really changed. The poor servants lay as stiff as statues on the dining couches and smiled shyly at Marcia and Caesar as they hurried back and forth between triclinium and kitchen, no one would have dreamed of getting drunk, and certainly no one would have dreamed of doing or saying anything which might have led to embarrassment when the household reverted to normal.


  Gaius Marius and Julia attended also, and seemed to find the proceedings perfectly satisfactory; but then, thought Sulla resentfully, Gaius Marius was too anxious to be one of them to contemplate putting a foot wrong.


  “What a treat it’s been,” said Sulla as he and Julilla said their farewells at the door on the last evening, and so careful had he become that no one, even Julilla, realized he was being heavily sarcastic.


  “It wasn’t too bad at all,” said Julilla as she followed Sulla into their own house, where—in lieu of the master and mistress’s presence—the slaves had simply been given a three-day rest.


  “I’m glad you think so,” said Sulla, bolting the gate.


  Julilla sighed and stretched. “And tomorrow is the dinner for Crassus Orator. I must say I’m looking forward to that.”


  Sulla stopped halfway across the atrium and turned to stare at her. “You’re not coming,” he said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Just what I said.” .


  “But—but—I thought wives were invited too!” she cried, face puckering.


  “Some wives,” said Sulla. “Not you.”


  “I want to go! Everyone’s talking about it, all my friends are so envious—I told them I was going!”


  “Too bad. You’re not going, Julilla.”


  One of the house slaves met them at the study door, a little drunk. “Oh, good, you’re home!” he said, staggering. “Fetch me some wine, and be quick about it!”


  “The Saturnalia is over,” said Sulla very softly. “Get out, you fool.”


  The slave went, suddenly sober.


  “Why are you in such a beastly mood?” Julilla demanded as they entered the master’s sleeping cubicle.


  “I’m not in a beastly mood,” he said, and went to stand behind her, slip his arms about her.


  She pulled away. “Leave me alone!”


  “Now what’s the matter?”


  “I want to go to Crassus Orator’s dinner!”


  “Well, you can’t.”


  “Why?”


  “Because, Julilla,” he said patiently, “it isn’t the kind of party your father would approve of, and the few wives who are going are not women your father approves of.”


  “I’m not in my father’s hand anymore, I can do anything I like,” she said.


  “That’s not true, and you know it. You passed from your father’s hand to my hand. And I say you’re not going.”


  Without a word Julilla picked up her clothes from the floor, and flung a robe about her thin body. Then she turned and left the room.


  “Please yourself!” Sulla called after her.


  In the morning she was cold to him, a tactic he ignored, and when he left for Crassus Orator’s dinner, she was nowhere to be found.


  “Spoiled little baggage,” he said to himself.


  The tiff ought to have been amusing; that it wasn’t had nothing to do with the tiff, but came from somewhere much deeper within Sulla than the space Julilla occupied. He wasn’t the slightest bit excited at the prospect of dining at the opulent mansion of the auctioneer Quintus Granius, who was giving the dinner party. When he had first received the invitation, he had been quite absurdly pleased, interpreting it as an overture of friendship from an important young senatorial circle; then he heard the gossip about the party, and understood that he had been invited because he had a shady past, would add a touch of the exotic to liven the aristocratic male guest list.


  Now as he plodded along he was in better case to gauge what kind of trap had closed about him when he married Julilla and entered the ranks of his natural peers. For it was a trap. And there was no relief from its jaws while he was forced to live in Rome. All very well for Crassus Orator, so entrenched he could be party to a party deliberately designed to defy the sumptuary edict of his own father, so secure in his tenure of Senate and a new tribunate of the plebs that he could afford even the luxury of pretending to be vulgar and underbred, accept the blatant favor currying of a mushroom like Quintus Granius the auctioneer.


  When he entered Quintus Granius’s vast dining room, he saw Colubra smiling at him from over the top of a jeweled golden beaker, saw her pat the couch beside her invitingly. I was right, I’m here as a freak, he said silently, gave Colubra a brilliant smile, and yielded up his person to the attentions of a crowd of obsequious slaves. No intimate function, this! The dining room was filled with couches— sixty guests would recline to celebrate Crassus Orator’s entry upon the tribunate of the plebs. But, thought Sulla as he climbed up beside Colubra, Quintus Granius doesn’t have the slightest idea how to throw a real party.


  When he left six hours later—which meant he left well ahead of any other guest—he was drunk, and his mood had plummeted from acceptance of his lot to the kind of black depression he had thought he would never experience again once he entered his rightful sphere. He was frustrated, powerless—and, he realized suddenly, intolerably lonely. From his heart to his head to his fingers and toes he ached for congenial and loving company, someone to laugh with, someone free from ulterior motives, someone entirely his. Someone with black eyes and black curls and the sweetest arse in the world.


  And he walked, gifted with wings on his feet, all the way out to the apartment of Scylax the actor without once allowing himself to remember how fraught with peril this course was, how imprudent, how foolish, how—it didn’t matter! For Scylax would be there; all he’d be able to do was sit and drink a cup of watered wine, and mouth inanities with Scylax, and let his eyes feast upon his boy. No one would be in a position to say a thing. An innocent visit, nothing more.


  But Fortune still smiled. Metrobius was there alone, left behind as punishment when Scylax departed to visit friends in Antium. Metrobius was there alone. So glad to see him! So filled with love, with hunger, with passion, with grief. And Sulla, the passion and hunger sated, put the boy on his knees and hugged him, and almost wept.


  “I spent too long in this world,” he said. “Ye gods, how I miss it!”


  “How I miss you!” said the boy, snuggling down.


  A silence fell; Metrobius could feel Sulla’s convulsive swallows against his cheek, and yearned to feel Sulla’s tears. But them, he knew, he would not feel. “What’s the matter, dear Lucius Cornelius?” he asked.


  “I’m bored,” said Sulla’s voice, very detached. “These people at the top are such hypocrites, so deadly dull! Good form and good manners on every public occasion, then furtively dirty pleasures whenever they think no one’s watching—I’m finding it hard tonight to disguise my contempt.”


  “I thought you’d be happy,” said Metrobius, not displeased.


  “So did I,” said Sulla wryly, and fell silent again.


  “Why come tonight?”


  “Oh, I went to a party.”


  “No good?”


  “Not by your or my lights, lovely lad. By theirs, it was a brilliant success. All I wanted to do was laugh. And then, on the way home, I realized I had no one to share the joke with. No one!”


  “Except me,” said Metrobius, and sat up straight. “Well then, aren’t you going to tell me?”


  “You know who the Licinius Crassuses are, don’t you?”


  Metrobius studied his nails. “I’m a child star of the comedy theater,” he said. “What do I know about the Famous Families?”


  “The family Licinius Crassus has been supplying Rome with consuls and the occasional Pontifex Maximus for—oh, centuries! It’s a fabulously rich family, and it produces men of two sorts—the frugal sort, and the sybaritic sort. Now this Crassus Orator’s father was one of the frugal sort, and put that ridiculous sumptuary law on the tablets—you know the one,” said Sulla.


  “No gold plate, no purple cloths, no oysters, no imported wine—is that the one?”


  “It is. But Crassus Orator—who it seems didn’t get on with his father—adores to be surrounded by every conceivable luxury. And Quintus Granius the auctioneer needs a political favor from Crassus Orator now that he’s a tribune of the plebs, so Quintus Granius the auctioneer threw a party tonight in honor of Crassus Orator. The theme,” said Sulla, a little expression creeping into his voice, “was ‘Let’s ignore the lex Licinia sumptuaria!’”


  “Was that why you were invited?” asked Metrobius.


  “I was invited because it appears in the highest circles— the circles of Crassus Orator, that is, even if not of Quintus Granius the auctioneer—I am regarded as a fascinating fellow—life as low as birth was high. I think they thought I’d strip off all my clothes and sing a few dirty ditties while I humped the daylights out of Colubra.”


  “Colubra?”


  “Colubra.”


  Metrobius whistled. “You are moving in exalted circles! I hear she charges a silver talent for irrumatio.”


  “She might, but she offered it to me for nothing,” said Sulla, grinning. “I declined.”


  Metrobius shivered. “Oh, Lucius Cornelius, don’t go making enemies now that you’re in your rightful world! Women like Colubra wield enormous power.”


  An expression of distaste settled upon Sulla’s face. “Tchah! I piss on them!”


  “They’d probably like that,” said Metrobius thoughtfully.


  It did the trick; Sulla laughed, and settled down to tell his story more happily.


  “There were a few wives there—the more adventurous kind, with husbands pecked almost to death—two Claudias, and a lady in a mask who insisted on being called Aspasia, but who I know very well is Crassus Orator’s cousin Licinia—you remember, I used to sleep with her occasionally?”


  “I remember,” said Metrobius a little grimly.


  “The place absolutely dripped gold and Tyrian purple,” Sulla went on. “Even the dishrags were Tyrian purple oversewn with gold! You should have seen the dining steward waiting until his master wasn’t looking, and then whipping out an ordinary dishrag to mop up someone’s spilled Chian wine—the gold-and-purple rags were useless, of course.”


  “You hated it,” said Metrobius.


  “I hated it,” said Sulla, sighed, and resumed his story. “The couches were encrusted with pearls. They really were! And the guests fiddled and plucked until they managed to denude the couches of their pearls, popped them into a corner of the gold-and-purple napkins, knotted the corner up carefully—and there wasn’t one among the men at least who couldn’t have bought what he stole without noticing the expense.”


  “Except you,” said Metrobius softly, and pushed the hair off Sulla’s white brow. “You didn’t take any pearls.”


  “I’d sooner have died,” said Sulla. He shrugged. “They were only little river blisters, anyway.”


  Metrobius chuckled. “Don’t spoil it! I like it when you’re insufferably proud and noble.”


  Smiling, Sulla kissed him. “That bad, am I?”


  “That bad. What was the food like?”


  “Catered. Well, not even Granius’s kitchens could have turned out enough food for sixty—ooops, fifty-nine!—of the worst gluttons I’ve ever seen. Every hen egg was a tenth egg, most of them double-yolked. There were swan eggs, goose eggs, duck eggs, seabird eggs, and even some eggs with gilded shells. Stuffed udders of nursing sows—fowls fattened on honey cakes soaked in vintage Falernian wine— snails specially imported from Liguria—oysters driven up from Baiae in a fast gig—the air was so redolent with the most expensive peppers that I had a sneezing fit.”


  He needed to talk very badly, Metrobius realized; what a strange world Sulla’s must be now. Not at all as he had imagined it, though how exactly he had imagined it before it happened was something Metrobius did not know. For Sulla was not a talker, never had been a talker. Until tonight. Out of nowhere! The sight of that beloved face was a sight Metrobius had reconciled himself never to see again, save at a distance. Yet there on the doorstep he’d stood, looking—ghastly. And needing love. Needing to talk. Sulla! How lonely he must be, indeed.


  “What else was there?” Metrobius prompted, anxious to keep him talking.


  Up went one red-gold brow, its darkening of stibium long gone. “The best was yet to come, as it turned out. They bore it in shoulder-high on a Tyrian purple cushion in a gem-studded golden dish, a huge licker-fish of the Tiber with the same look on its face as a flogged mastiff. Round and round the room they paraded it, with more ceremony than the twelve gods are accorded at a lectisternium. A fish!”


  Metrobius knitted his brows. “What sort of fish was it?”


  Sulla pulled his head back to stare into Metrobius’s face. “You know! A licker-fish.”


  “If I do, I don’t remember.”


  Sulla considered, relaxed. “I daresay you mightn’t, at that. Licker-fish are a far cry from a comics’ feast. Let me just say, young Metrobius, that every gastronomic fool in Rome’s upper stratum passes into a swoon of ecstasy at the very thought of a licker-fish of the Tiber. Yet—there they cruise between the Wooden Bridge and the Pons Aemilius, laving their scaly sides in the outflow from the sewers, and so full from eating Rome’s shit that they can’t even be bothered nosing a bait. They smell of shit and they taste of shit. Eat them, and, in my opinion, you’re eating shit. But Quintus Granius and Crassus Orator raved and drooled as if a licker-fish of the Tiber was a compound of nectar and ambrosia instead of a shit-eating drone of a freshwater bass!”


  Metrobius couldn’t help himself; he gagged.


  “Well said!” cried Sulla, and began to laugh. “Oh, if you could only have seen them, all those puffed-up fools! Calling themselves Rome’s best and finest, while Rome’s shit dribbled down their chins—” He stopped, sucked in a hissing breath. “I couldn’t take it another day. Another hour.” He stopped again. “I’m drunk. It was that awful Saturnalia.”


  “Awful Saturnalia?”


  “Boring—awful—it doesn’t matter. A different upper stratum than Crassus Orator’s party crowd, Metrobius, but just as dreadful. Boring. Boring, boring, boring!” He shrugged. “Never mind. Next year I’ll be in Numidia, with something to sink my teeth into. I can’t wait! Rome without you––without my old friends—I can’t bear it.” A shiver rolled visibly down him. “I’m drunk, Metrobius. I shouldn’t be here. But oh, if you knew how good it is to be here!”


  “I only know how good it is to have you here,” said Metrobius loudly.


  “Your voice is breaking,” said Sulla, surprised.


  “And not before time. I’m seventeen, Lucius Cornelius. Luckily I’m small for my age, and Scylax has trained me to keep my voice high. But sometimes these days I forget. It’s harder to control. I’ll be shaving soon.”


  “Seventeen!”


  Metrobius slid off Sulla’s lap and stood looking down at him gravely, then held out one hand. “Come! Stay with me a little while longer. You can go home before it’s light.’’


  Reluctantly Sulla got up. “I’ll stay,” he said, “this time. But I won’t be back.”


  “I know,” said Metrobius, and lifted his visitor’s arm until it lay across his shoulders. “Next year you’ll be in Numidia, and you’ll be happy.”
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  No consulship ever mattered to its owner the Marius’s first consulship mattered to him. He proceeded to his inauguration on New Year’s Day secure in the knowledge that his night watch for omens had been unimpeachable, and that his white bull had gorged itself on drugged fodder. Solemn and aloof, Marius stood looking every inch the consul, splendidly tall, far more distinguished than any of those around him in the crisp fine early morning air; the senior consul, Lucius Cassius Longinus, was short and stocky, didn’t look imposing in a toga, and was completely overshadowed by his junior colleague.


  And at long last Lucius Cornelius Sulla walked as a senator, the broad purple stripe on the right shoulder of his tunic, attending his consul, Marius, in the role of quaestor.


  Though he didn’t have the fasces for the month of January, those crimson-tied bundles of rods being the property of the senior consul, Cassius, until the Kalends of February, Marius nevertheless summoned the Senate for a meeting the following day.


  “At the moment,” he said to the assembled senators, almost all of whom elected to attend, for they didn’t trust Marius, “Rome is being called upon to fight wars on at least three fronts, and that excludes Spain. We need troops to combat King Jugurtha, the Scordisci in Macedonia, and the Germans in Gaul. However, in the fifteen years since the death of Gaius Gracchus we have lost sixty thousand Roman soldiers, dead on various fields of battle. Thousands more have been rendered unfit for further military service. I repeat the length of the period, Conscript Fathers of the Senate—fifteen years. Not even half a generation in length.”


  The House was very silent; among those who sat there was Marcus Junius Silanus, who had lost more than a third of that total less than two years earlier, and was still fending off treason charges. No one had ever dared before to say the dreaded total number in the House, yet all present knew very well that Marius’s figures erred on the side of conservatism. Numbed by the sound of the figures pronounced in Marius’s upcountry Latin, the senators listened.


  “We cannot fill the levies,” Marius went on, “for one cogent reason. We no longer have enough men. The shortage of Roman citizen and Latin Rights men is frightening, but the shortage of Italian men is worse. Even conscripting in every district south of the Arnus, we stand no hope of recruiting the troops we need to field this year. I would presume the African army, six legions strong, trained and equipped, will return to Italy with Quintus Caecilius Metellus, and be used by my esteemed colleague Lucius Cassius in Further Gaul of the Tolosates. The Macedonian legions are also properly equipped and of veteran status, and will, I am sure, continue to do well under Marcus Minucius and his young brother.”


  Marius paused to draw breath; the House continued to listen. “But there remains the problem of a new African army. Quintus Caecilius Metellus has had six full-strength legions at his disposal. I anticipate being able to reduce that total to four legions if I have to. However, Rome doesn’t have four legions in reserve! Rome doesn’t even have one legion in reserve! To refresh your memories, I will give you the precise numbers a four-legion army contains.”


  There was no need for a Gaius Marius to refer to notes; he simply stood there on the consuls’ dais slightly in front of his ivory curule chair and gave the figures out of his memory. “At full strength: 5,120 infantrymen per legion, plus 1,280 noncombatant freemen and another 1,000 non-combatant slaves per legion. Then we have the cavalry: a force of 2,000 mounted troops, with a further 2,000 non-combatant freemen and slaves to support the horse. I am therefore faced with the task of finding 20,480 infantrymen, 5,120 noncombatant freemen, 4,000 noncombatant slaves, 2,000 cavalry troopers, and 2,000 noncombatant cavalry support men.”


  His eyes traveled the House. “Now the noncombatant forces have never been difficult to recruit, and will not be difficult to recruit, I predict—there is no property qualification upon the noncombatant, who can be as poor as a foothills sharecropper. Nor will the cavalry be difficult, as it is many generations since Rome fielded mounted troopers of Roman or Italian origin. We will as always find the men we want in places like Macedonia, Thrace, Liguria, and Gaul-across-the-Alps, and they bring their own noncombatants with them, as well as their horses.”


  He paused for a longer space of time, noting certain men: Scaurus and the unsuccessful consular candidate Catulus Caesar, Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus, Gaius Memmius, Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus, Scipio Nasica, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus. Whichever way these men jumped, the senatorial sheep would follow.


  “Ours is a frugal state, Conscript Fathers. When we threw out the kings, we abrogated the concept of fielding an army largely paid for by the State. For that reason, we limited armed service to those with sufficient property to buy their own arms, armor, and other equipment, and that requirement was for all soldiers—Roman, Latin, Italian, no difference. A man of property has property to defend. The survival of the State and of his property matter to him. He is willing to put his heart into fighting. For that reason, we have been reluctant to assume an overseas empire, and have tried time and time again to avoid owning provinces.


  “But after the defeat of Perseus, we failed in our laudable attempt to introduce self-government into Macedonia because the Macedonians could not understand any system save autocracy. So we had to take Macedonia over as a province of Rome because we couldn’t afford to have barbarian tribes invading the west coast of Macedonia, so close to our own Italy’s east coast. The defeat of Carthage forced us to administer Carthage’s empire in Spain, or risk some other nation’s taking possession. We gave the bulk of African Carthage to the kings of Numidia and kept only a small province around Carthage itself in the name of Rome, to guard against any Punic revival—and yet, look at what has happened because we gave so much away to the kings of Numidia! Now we find ourselves obliged to take over Africa in order to protect our own small province and crush the blatantly expansionist policies of one man, Jugurtha. For all it takes, Conscript Fathers, is one man, and we are undone! King Attalus willed us Asia when he died, and we are still trying to avoid our provincial responsibilities there! Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus opened up the whole coast of Gaul between Liguria and Nearer Spain so that we had a safe, properly Roman corridor between Italy and Spain for our armies—but out of that, we found ourselves obliged to create yet another province.”


  He cleared his throat; such a silence! “Our soldiers now fight their campaigns outside of Italy. They are away for long periods, their farms and homes are neglected, their wives unfaithful, their children unsired. With the result that we see fewer and fewer volunteers, are forced increasingly to call up men in the levies. No man who farms the land or conducts a business wants to be away from it for five or six or even seven years! And when he is discharged, he is liable to be called up again the moment the volunteers don’t volunteer.’’


  The deep voice grew somber. “But more than anything else, so many of these men have died during the past fifteen years! And they have not replaced themselves. The whole of Italy is empty of men with the necessary property qualifications to form a Roman army in the traditional mould.”


  The voice changed again, was raised to echo round the naked rafters of the ancient hall, built during the time of King Tullus Hostilius. “Well, ever since the time of the second war against Carthage, the recruiting officers have had to wink an eye at the property qualifications. And after the loss of the younger Carbo’s army six years ago, we have even admitted to the ranks men who couldn’t afford to buy their own armor, let alone equip themselves in other ways. But it has been covert, unapproved, and always a last resort.


  “Those days are over, Conscript Fathers. I, Gaius Marius, consul of the Senate and People of Rome, am hereby serving notice upon the members of this House that I intend to recruit my soldiers, not conscript them—I want willing soldiers, not men who would rather be at home! And where am I going to find some twenty thousand volunteers, you ask? Why, the answer’s simple! I am going to seek them among the Head Count, the absolute bottom of the social strata, too poor to be admitted to one of the Five Classes— I am going to seek my volunteers among those who have no money, no property, and very often no steady job—I am going to seek my volunteers among those who never before have been offered the opportunity to fight for their country, to fight for Rome!”


  A swelling murmur arose, and increased, and increased, until the whole House was thundering: “No! No! No!”


  Showing no anger, Marius waited patiently, even as the anger of others beat around him tangibly in shaking fists and purpling faces, the scraping of more than two hundred folding stools as the swishing togas of men leaping to their feet pushed them across the old stone floor, buffed by the passage of centuries of feet.


  Finally the noise died down; roused to ire though they were, they knew they hadn’t yet heard it all, and curiosity was a powerful force, even in the irate.


  “You can scream and yell and howl until vinegar turns into wine!” shouted Marius when he could make himself heard. “But I am serving notice upon you here and now that this is what I am going to do! And I don’t need your permission to do it, either! There’s no law on the tablets says I cannot do it—but within a matter of days there will be a law on the tablets says I can do it! A law which says that any lawfully elected senior magistrate in need of an army may seek it among the capite censi—the Head Count—the proletarii. For I, senators, am taking my case to the People!”


  “Never!” cried Dalmaticus.


  “Over my dead body!” cried Scipio Nasica.


  “No! No! No!” cried the whole House, thundering.


  “Wait!” cried the lone voice of Scaurus. “Wait, wait! Let me refute him!”


  But no one heard. The Curia Hostilia, home of the Senate since the foundation of the Republic, shuddered to its very foundations from the noise of infuriated senators.


  “Come on!” said Marius, and swept out of the House, followed by his quaestor, Sulla, and his tribune of the plebs, Titus Manlius Mancinus.


  The Forum crowds had gathered at the first rumblings of the storm, and found the well of the Comitia already packed with Marius’s supporters. Down the steps of the Curia and across to the rostra along the back of the Comitia marched the consul Marius and the tribune of the plebs Mancinus; the quaestor Sulla, a patrician, remained on the Senate House steps.


  “Hear ye, hear ye!” roared Mancinus. “The Assembly of the Plebs is called into session! I declare a contio, a preliminary discussion!”


  Forth to the speaker’s platform at the front of the rostra stepped Gaius Marius, and turned so that he partially faced the Comitia and partially the open space of the lower Forum; those on the steps of the Senate House mostly saw his back, and when all the senators save the few patricians began to move down the tiers of the Comitia to where from its floor they could look straight at Marius and harass him, the ranks of his clients and supporters who had been summoned to the Comitia in readiness suddenly blocked their onward passage, and would not let them through. There were scuffles and punches, teeth were bared and tempers flared, but the Marian lines held. Only the nine other tribunes of the plebs were allowed to proceed to the rostra, where they stood along its back with stern faces and silently debated whether it was going to be possible to interpose a veto and live.


  “People of Rome, they say I cannot do what is necessary to ensure the survival of Rome!” Marius shouted. “Rome needs soldiers, Rome needs soldiers desperately! We are surrounded on all fronts by enemies, yet the noble Conscript Fathers of the Senate as usual are more concerned with preserving their inherited right to rule than ensuring the survival of Rome! It is they, People of Rome, who have sucked the blood of Romans and Latins and Italians dry by their indifferent exploitation of the classes of men who have traditionally been Rome’s soldiers! For I say to you, there are none of these men left! Those who haven’t died on some battlefield thanks to the greed, the arrogance, and the stupidity of some consular commander are either too maimed to be of further use as soldiers, or currently serving in the legions!


  “But there is an alternative source of soldiers, a source ready and eager to volunteer to serve Rome as soldiers! I am referring to the men of the Head Count, the citizens of Rome or of Italy who are too poor to have a vote in the Centuries, too poor to own land or businesses, too poor to buy soldiers’ gear! But it is time, People of Rome, that the thousands upon thousands of these men should be called upon to do more for Rome than queue up whenever cheap grain is offered, push and shove their way into the Circus on holidays in search of gratification, breed sons and daughters they cannot feed! The fact that they have no worth should not make them worthless! Nor do I for one believe that they love Rome any less than any man of substance! In fact, I believe their love for Rome is purer by far than the love displayed by most of the honorable members of the Senate!”


  Marius raised himself up in swelling indignation, threw wide his arms to embrace, it seemed, the whole of Rome. “I am here with the College of Tribunes at my back to seek a mandate from you, the People, which the Senate will not give me! I am asking you for the right to call upon the military potential of the Head Count! I want to turn the men of the Head Count from useless insignificants into soldiers of Rome’s legions! I want to offer the men of the Head Count gainful employment—a profession rather than a trade!—a future for themselves and their families with honor and prestige and an opportunity to advance! I want to offer them a consciousness of dignity and worth, a chance to play no mean part in the onward progress of Rome the Mighty!”


  He paused; the Comitia stared up at him in profound silence, all eyes fixed on his fierce face, his glaring eyes, the indomitable thrust of chin and chest. “The Conscript Fathers of the Senate are denying these thousands upon thousands of men their chance! Denying me the chance to call upon their services, their loyalty, their love of Rome! And for what? Because the Conscript Fathers of the Senate love Rome more than I do? No! Because they love themselves and their own class more than they love Rome or anything else! So I have come to you, the People, to ask you to give me—and give Rome!—what the Senate will not! Give me the capite censi, People of Rome! Give me the humblest, the lowliest! Give me the chance to turn them into a body of citizens Rome can be proud of, a body of citizens Rome can make use of instead of merely enduring, a body of citizens equipped and trained and paid by the State to serve the State with hearts and bodies as soldiers! Will you give me what I ask? Will you give Rome what Rome needs?”


  And the shouting began, the cheering, the stamping of feet, the audible breaking of a tradition ten centuries old. Nine tribunes of the plebs looked sideways at each other, and agreed without speaking not to interpose a veto; for all of them liked living.


  *


  “Gaius Marius,” said Marcus Aemilius Scaurus in the House when the lex Manila had been passed, empowering the consuls of the day to call for volunteers among the capite censi, “is a ravening, slavering wolfshead, running amok! Gaius Marius is a pernicious ulcer upon the body of this House! Gaius Marius is the single most obvious reason why, Conscript Fathers, we should close our ranks against New Men, never even permit them a seat at the very back of this venerable establishment! What, I ask you, does a Gaius Marius know about the nature of Rome, the imperishable ideals of its traditional government?


  “I am Princeps Senatus—the Leader of the House—and in all my many years within this body of men I love as the manifestation of the spirit of Rome it is, never have I seen a more insidious, dangerous, piratical individual than Gaius Marius! Twice within three months he has taken the hallowed prerogatives of the Senate and smashed them on the uncouth altar of the People! First he nullified our senatorial edict giving Quintus Caecilius Metellus an extended command in Africa. And now, to gratify his own ambitions, he exploits the ignorance of the People to grant him powers of recruitment of soldiers that are unnatural, unconscionable, unreasonable, and unacceptable!”


  The meeting was heavily attended; of the 300 living senators, over 280 had come to this session of the House, winkled out of their homes and even their sickbeds by Scaurus and the other leaders. And they sat upon their little folding stools in the three rising tiers along either side of the Curia Hostilia like a huge flock of snowy hens gone to roost on their perches, only the purple-bordered togas of those who had been senior magistrates to relieve that blinding, shadowless mass of white. The ten tribunes of the plebs sat upon their long wooden bench on the floor of the House, to one side of the only other magistrates accorded the distinction of isolation from the main body—two curule aediles, six praetors, and two consuls—all seated upon their beautiful carved ivory chairs raised up on a dais at the far end of the hall, opposite the pair of huge bronze doors which gave entrance to the chamber.


  On that dais sat Gaius Marius, next to and slightly behind the senior consul, Cassius, his isolation purely one of the spirit; Marius appeared calm, content, almost catlike, and he listened to Scaurus without dismay, without anger. The deed was done. He had his mandate. He could afford to be magnanimous.


  “This House must do whatever it can to limit the power Gaius Marius has just given the Head Count. For the Head Count must remain what it has always been—a useless collection of hungry mouths we who are more privileged must care for, feed, and tolerate—without ever asking it for any service in return. For while it does no work for us and has no use, it is no more and no less than a simple dependant, Rome’s wife who toils not, and has no power, and no voice. It can claim nothing from us that we are not willing to give it, for it does nothing. It simply is.


  “But thanks to Gaius Marius we now find ourselves faced with all the problems and grotesqueries of what I must call an army of professional soldiers—men who have no other source of income, no other way of making a living—men who will want to stay on in the army from campaign to campaign—men who will cost the State enormous sums of money. And, Conscript Fathers, men who will claim they now have a voice in Rome’s scheme of things, for they do Rome a service, they work for Rome. You heard the People. We of the Senate, who administer the Treasury and apportion out Rome’s public funds, must dig into Rome’s coffers and find the money to equip Gaius Marius’s army with arms, armor, and all the other gear of war. We are also directed by the People to pay these soldiers on a regular basis instead of at the very end of a campaign, when booty is available to help defray the outlay. The cost of fielding armies of insolvent men will financially break the back of the State, there can be no doubt of it.”


  “Nonsense, Marcus Aemilius!” Marius interjected. “There is more money in Rome’s Treasury than Rome knows what to do with—because, Conscript Fathers, you never spend any of it! All you do is hoard it.”


  The rumbling began, the faces started to mottle, but Scaurus held up his right arm for silence, and got it. “Yes, Rome’s Treasury is full,” he said. “That is how a treasury should be! Even with the cost of the public works I instituted while censor, the Treasury remains full. But in the past there have been times when it was very empty indeed. The three wars we fought against Carthage brought us to the very brink of fiscal disaster. So what, I ask you, is wrong with making sure that never happens again? While her Treasury is full, Rome is prosperous.”


  “Rome will be more prosperous because the men of her Head Count have money in their purses to spend,” said Marius.


  “That is not true, Gaius Marius!” cried Scaurus. “The men of the Head Count will fritter their money away—it will disappear from circulation and never grow.”


  He walked from where he stood at his stool in the front row of the seated tiers, and positioned himself near the great bronze doors, where both sides of the House could see as well as hear him.


  “I say to you, Conscript Fathers, that we must resist with might and main in the future whenever a consul avails himself of the lex Manila and recruits among the Head Count. The People have specifically ordered us to pay for Gaius Marius’s army, but there is nothing in the law as it has been inscribed to compel us to pay for the equipping of whichever is the next army of paupers! And that is the tack we must take. Let the consul of the future cull all the paupers he wants to fill up the ranks of his legions—but when he applies to us, the custodians of Rome’s monies, for the funds to pay his legions as well as to outfit them, we must turn him down.


  “The State cannot afford to field an army of paupers, it is that simple. The Head Count is feckless, irresponsible, without respect for property or gear. Is a man whose shirt of mail was given to him free of charge, its cost borne by the State, going to look after his shirt of mail? No! Of course he won’t! He’ll leave it lying about in salt air or downpours to rust, he’ll pull up stakes in a camp and forget to take it with him, he’ll drape it over the foot of the bed of some foreign whore and then wonder why she stole it in the night to equip her Scordisci boyfriend! And what about the time when these paupers are no longer fit enough to serve in the legions? Our traditional soldiers are owners of property, they have homes to return to, money invested, a little solid, tangible worth to them! Where pauper veterans will be a menace, for how many of them will save any of the money the State pays them? How many will bank their share of the booty? No, they will emerge at the end of their years of paid service without homes to go to, without the wherewithal to live. Ah yes, I hear you say, but what’s strange about that, to them? They live from hand to mouth always. But, Conscript Fathers, these military paupers will grow used to the State’s feeding them, clothing them, housing them. And when upon retirement all that is taken away, they will grumble, just as any wife who has been spoiled will grumble when the money is no longer there. Are we then going to be called upon to find a pension for these pauper veterans?


  “It must not be allowed to happen! I repeat, fellow members of this Senate I lead, that our future tactics must be designed to pull the teeth of those men conscienceless enough to recruit among the Head Count by adamantly refusing to contribute one sestertius toward the cost of their armies!”


  Gaius Marius rose to reply. “A more shortsighted and ridiculous attitude would be hard to find in a Parthian satrap’s harem, Marcus Aemilius! Why won’t you understand? If Rome is to hold on to what is even at this moment Rome’s, then Rome must invest in all her people, including the people who have no entitlement to vote in the Centuries! We are wasting our farmers and small businessmen by sending them to fight, especially when we dower them with brainless incompetents like Carbo and Silanus—oh, are you there, Marcus Junius Silanus? I am sorry!


  “What’s the matter with availing ourselves of the services of a very large section of our society which until this time has been about as much use to Rome as tits on a bull? If the only real objection we can find is that we’re going to have to be a bit freer with the mouldering contents of the Treasury, then we’re as stupid as we are shortsighted! You, Marcus Aemilius, are convinced that the men of the Head Count will prove dismal soldiers. Well, I think they’ll prove wonderful soldiers! Are we to continue to moan about paying them? Are we going to deny them a retirement gift at the end of their active service? That’s what you want, Marcus Aemilius!


  “But I would like to see the State part with some of Rome’s public lands so that upon retirement, a soldier of the Head Count can be given a small parcel of land to farm or to sell. A pension of sorts. And an infusion of some badly needed new blood into the more than decimated ranks of our smallholding farmers. How can that be anything but good for Rome? Gentlemen, gentlemen, why can’t you see that Rome can grow richer only if Rome is willing to share its prosperity with the sprats in its sea as well as the whales?”


  But the House was on its feet in an uproar, and Lucius Cassius Longinus, the senior consul, decided prudence was the order of the day. So he closed the meeting, and dismissed the Conscript Fathers of the Senate.


  *


  Marius and Sulla set out to find 20,480 infantrymen, 5,120 noncombatant freemen, 4,000 noncombatant slaves, 2,000 cavalry troopers, and 2,000 noncombatant cavalry support men.


  “I’ll do Rome; you can do Latium,” said Marius, purring. “I very much doubt that either of us will have to go as far afield as Italy. We’re on our way, Lucius Cornelius! In spite of the worst they could do, we’re on our way. I’ve conscripted Gaius Julius, our father-in-law, to deal with arms and armor manufactories and contractors, and I’ve sent to Africa for his sons—we can use them. I don’t find either Sextus or Gaius Junior the stuff true leaders are made of, but they’re excellent subordinates, as hardworking and intelligent as they are loyal.”


  He led the way into his study, where two men were waiting. One was a senator in his middle thirties whose face Sulla vaguely knew, the other was a lad of perhaps eighteen.


  Marius proceeded to introduce them to his quaestor.


  “Lucius Cornelius, this is Aulus Manlius, whom I’ve asked to be one of my senior legates.” That was the senator. One of the patrician Manliuses, thought Sulla; Marius did indeed have friends and clients from all walks.


  “And this young man is Quintus Sertorius, the son of a cousin of mine, Maria of Nersia, always called Ria. I’m seconding him to my personal staff.” A Sabine, thought Sulla; they were, he had heard, of tremendous value in an army—a little unorthodox, terrifically brave, indomitable of spirit.


  “All right, it’s time to get to work,” said the man of action, the man who had been waiting over twenty years to implement his ideas as to what the Roman army ought to be.


  “We will divide our duties. Aulus Manlius, you’re in charge of getting together the mules, carts, equipment, non-combatants, and all the staples of supply from food to artillery. My brothers-in-law, the two Julius Caesars, will be here any day now, and they’ll assist you. I want you ready to sail for Africa by the end of March. You can have any other help you think you may need, but might I suggest you start by finding your noncombatants, and cull the best of them to pitch in with you as you go? That way, you’ll save money, as well as begin to train them.”


  The lad Sertorius was watching Marius, apparently fascinated, while Sulla found the lad Sertorius more fascinating than he did Marius, used as he was by now to Marius. Not that Sertorius was sexually attractive, he wasn’t; but he did have a power about him that was odd in one so young. Physically he promised to be immensely powerful when he reached maturity, and maybe that contributed to Sulla’s impression, for though he was tall, he was already so solidly muscular that he gave an impression of being short; he had a square, thick-necked head and a pair of remarkable eyes, light brown, deep-set, and compelling.


  “I myself intend to sail by the end of April with the first group of soldiers,” Marius went on, gazing at Sulla. “It will be up to you, Lucius Cornelius, to continue organizing the rest of the legions, and find me some decent cavalry. If you can get it all done and sail by the end of Quinctilis, I’ll be happy.” He turned his head to grin at young Sertorius. “As for you, Quintus Sertorius, I’ll keep you on the hop, rest assured! I can’t have it said that I keep relatives of mine around doing nothing.”


  The lad smiled, slowly and thoughtfully. “I like to hop, Gaius Marius,” he said.


  *


  The Head Count flocked to enlist; Rome had never seen anything like it, nor had anyone in the Senate expected such a response from a section of the community it had never bothered to think about save in times of grain shortages, when it was prudent to supply the Head Count with cheap grain to avoid troublesome rioting.


  Within scant days the number of volunteer recruits of full Roman citizen status had reached 20,480—but Marius declined to stop recruiting.


  “If they’re there to take, we’ll take them,” he said to Sulla. “Metellus has six legions, I don’t see why I ought not to have six legions. Especially with the State funding the costs! It won’t ever happen again, if we are to believe dear Scaurus, and Rome may have need of those two extra legions, my instincts tell me. We won’t get a proper campaign mounted this year anyway, so we’ll do better to concentrate on training and equipping. The nice thing is, these six legions will all be Roman citizen legions, not Italian auxiliaries. That means we still have the Italian proletarii to tap in years to come, as well as plenty more Roman Head Count.”


  It all went according to plan, which was not surprising when Gaius Marius was in the command tent, Sulla found out. By the end of March, Aulus Manlius was en route from Neapolis to Utica, his transports stuffed with mules, ballistae, catapults, arms, tack, and all the thousand and one items which gave an army teeth. The moment Aulus Manlius was landed in Utica, the transports returned to Neapolis and picked up Gaius Marius, who sailed with only two of his six legions. Sulla remained behind in Italy to get the other four legions outfitted and into order, and find the cavalry. In the end he went north to the regions of Italian Gaul on the far side of the Padus River, where he recruited magnificent horse troopers of Gallo-Celtic background.


  There were other changes in Marius’s army, above and beyond its Head Count composition. For these were men who had no tradition of military service, and so were completely ignorant of what it entailed. And so were in no position to resist change, or to oppose it. For many years the old tactical unit called the maniple had proven too small to contend with the massive, undisciplined armies the legions often had to fight; the cohort—three times the size of the maniple—had been gradually supplanting it in actual practice. Yet no one had officially regrouped the legions into cohorts rather than maniples, or restructured its centurion hierarchy to deal with cohorts rather than maniples. But Gaius Marius did, that spring and summer of the year of his first consulship. Except as a pretty parade-ground unit, the maniple now officially ceased to exist; the cohort was supreme.


  However, there were unforeseen disadvantages in fielding an army of proletarii. The old-style propertied soldiers of Rome were mostly literate and numerate, so had no difficulty recognizing flags, numbers, letters, symbols. Marius’s army was mostly illiterate, barely numerate. Sulla instituted a program whereby each unit of eight men who tented and messed together had at least one man in it who could read and write, and for the reward of seniority over his fellows, was given the duty of teaching his comrades all about numbers, letters, symbols, and standards, and if possible was to teach them all to read and write. But progress was slow; full literacy would have to wait until the winter rains in Africa rendered campaigning impossible.


  Marius himself devised a simple, highly emotive new rallying point for his legions, and made sure all ranks were indoctrinated with superstitious awe and reverence for his new rallying point. He gave each legion a beautiful silver spread-winged eagle upon a very tall, silver-clad pole; the eagle was to be carried by the aquilifer, the man considered the best specimen in his whole legion, exclusively clad in a lion skin as well as silver armor. The eagle, said Marius, was the legion’s symbol for Rome, and every soldier was obliged to swear a dreadful oath that he would die rather than allow his legion’s eagle to fall into the hands of the Enemy.


  Of course he knew exactly what he was doing. After half a lifetime under the colors—and being the kind of man he was—he had formed firm opinions and knew a great deal more about the actual individual ranker soldiers than any high aristocrat. His ignoble origins had put him in a perfect position to observe, just as his superior intelligence had put him in a perfect position to make deductions from his observations. His personal achievements underrated, his undeniable abilities mostly used for the advancement of his betters, Gaius Marius had been waiting for a very long time before his first consulship arrived—and thinking, thinking, thinking.


  *


  Quintus Caecilius Metellus’s reaction to the vast upheaval Marius had provoked in Rome surprised even his son, for Metellus was always thought a rational, controlled kind of man. Yet when he got the news that his command in Africa had been taken away from him and given to Marius, he went publicly mad, weeping and wailing, tearing his hair, lacerating his breast, all in the marketplace of Utica rather than the privacy of his offices, and much to the fascination of the Punic population. Even after the first shock of his grief passed, and he withdrew to his residence, the merest mention of Marius’s name was enough to bring on another bout of noisy tears—and many unintelligible references to Numantia, some trio or other, and some pigs.


  The letter he received from Lucius Cassius Longinus, senior consul-elect, did much to cheer him up, however, and he spent some days organizing the demobilization of his six legions, having obtained their consent to re-enlist for service with Lucius Cassius the moment they reached Italy. For, as Cassius told him in the letter, Cassius was determined that he was going to do a great deal better in Gaul-across-the-Alps against the Germans and their allies the Volcae Tectosages than Marius the Upstart could possibly do in Africa, troopless as he would be.


  Ignorant of Marius’s solution to his problem (in fact, he would not learn of it until he arrived back in Rome), Metellus quit Utica at the end of March, taking all six of his legions with him. He chose to go to the port of Hadrumetum, over a hundred miles to the southeast of Utica, and there sulked until he heard that Marius had arrived in the province to assume command. In Utica to wait for Marius he left Publius Rutilius Rufus.


  So when Marius sailed in, it was Rutilius who greeted him on the pier, Rutilius who formally handed over the province.


  “Where’s Piggle-wiggle?” asked Marius as they strolled off to the governor’s palace.


  “Indulging in a monumental snit way down in Hadrumetum, along with all his legions,” said Rutilius, sighing. “He has taken a vow to Jupiter Stator that he will not see you or speak to you.’’


  “Silly fool,” said Marius, grinning. “Did you get my letters about the capite censi and the new legions?”


  “Of course. And I’m a trifle tender around the ears due to the paeans of praise Aulus Manlius has sung about you since he got here. A brilliant scheme, Gaius Marius.” But when he looked at Marius, Rutilius didn’t smile. “They’ll make you pay for your temerity, old friend. Oh, how they’ll make you pay!”


  “They won’t, you know. I’ve got them right where I want them—and by all the gods, I swear that’s the way I’m going to keep them until the day I die! I am going to grind the Senate into the dust, Publius Rutilius.”


  “You won’t succeed. In the end, it’s the Senate will grind you into the dust.”


  “Never!”


  And from that opinion Rutilius Rufus could not budge him.


  Utica was looking its best, its plastered buildings all freshly whitewashed after the winter rains, a gleaming and spotless town of modestly high buildings, flowering trees, a languorous warmth, a colorfully clad people. The little squares and plazas were thronged with street stalls and cafes; shade trees grew in their centers; the cobbles and paving stones looked clean and swept. Like most Roman, Ionian Greek, and Punic towns, it was provided with a good system of drains and sewers, had public baths for the populace and a good water supply aqueducted in from the lovely sloping mountains blue with distance all around it.


  “Publius Rutilius, what are you going to do?” asked Marius once they reached the governor’s study, and were settled, both of them amused at the way Metellus’s erstwhile servants now bowed and scraped to Marius. “Would you like to stay on here as my legate? I didn’t offer Aulus Manlius the top post.”


  Rutilius shook his head emphatically. “No, Gaius Marius, I’m going home. Since Piggle-wiggle is leaving, my term is up, and I’ve had enough of Africa. Quite candidly, I don’t fancy seeing poor Jugurtha in chains—and now that you’re in command, that’s how he’s going to end up. No, it’s Rome and a bit of leisure for me, a chance to do some writing and cultivate friends.”


  “What if one day not so far in the future, I were to ask you to run for the consulship—with me as your colleague?”


  Rutilius threw him a puzzled yet very keen glance. “Now what are you plotting?”


  “It has been prophesied, Publius Rutilius, that I will be consul of Rome no less than seven times.”


  Any other man might have laughed, or sneered, or simply refused to believe. But not Publius Rutilius Rufus. He knew his Marius. “A great fate. It raises you above your equals, and I’m too Roman to approve of that. But if such is the pattern of your fate, you cannot fight it, any more than I can. Would I like to be consul? Yes, of course I would! I consider it my duty to ennoble my family. Only save me for a year when you’re going to need me, Gaius Marius.”


  “I will indeed,” said Marius, satisfied.


  *


  When the news of the elevation of Marius to the command of the war reached the two African kings, Bocchus took fright and bolted home to Mauretania immediately, leaving Jugurtha to face Marius unsupported. Not that Jugurtha was cowed by his father-in-law’s desertion, any more than he was cowed by the idea of Marius’s new position; he recruited among the Gaetuli and bided his time, leaving it to Marius to make the first move.


  By the end of June four of his six legions were in the Roman African province, and Marius felt pleased enough with their progress to lead them into Numidia. Concentrating on sacking towns, plundering farmlands, and fighting minor engagements, he blooded his lowly recruits and welded them into a formidable little army. However, when Jugurtha saw the size of the Roman force and understood the implications of its Head Count composition, he decided to risk the chance of battle, recapture Cirta.


  But Marius arrived before the city could fall, leaving Jugurtha no option save a battle, and at last the Head Count soldiers were offered the opportunity to confound their Roman critics. A jubilant Marius was able afterward to write home to the Senate that his pauper troops had behaved magnificently, fought not one iota less bravely or enthusiastically because they had no vested property interests in Rome. In fact, the Head Count army of Marius defeated Jugurtha so decisively that Jugurtha himself was obliged to throw away his shield and spear in order to escape uncaptured.


  The moment King Bocchus heard of it, he sent an embassage to Marius begging that he be allowed to re-enter the Roman client fold; and when Marius failed to respond, he sent more embassages. Finally Marius did consent to see a deputation, which hurried home to tell the King that Marius didn’t care to do business with him on any level. So Bocchus was left to chew his nails down to the quick and wonder why he had ever succumbed to Jugurtha’s blandishments.


  Marius himself remained wholly occupied in removing from Jugurtha every square mile of settled Numidian territory, his aim being to make it impossible for the King to seek recruits or supplies in the rich river valleys and coastal areas of his realm. And make it impossible for the King to accrue additional revenues. Only among the Gaetuli and Garamantes, the inland Berber tribes, could Jugurtha now be sure of finding shelter and soldiers, be sure his armaments and his treasures were safe from the Romans.


  *


  Julilla gave birth to a sickly seven-months baby girl in June, and in late Quinctilis her sister, Julia, produced a big, healthy, full-term baby boy, a little brother for Young Marius. Yet it was Julilla’s miserable child who lived, Julia’s strong second son who died, when the foetid summer vapors of Sextilis curled their malignant tentacles among the hills of Rome, and enteric fevers became epidemic.


  “A girl’s all right, I suppose,” said Sulla to his wife, “but before I leave for Africa you’re going to be pregnant again, and this time you’re going to have a boy.”


  Unhappy herself at having given Sulla a puling, puking girl-baby, Julilla entered into the making of a boy with great enthusiasm. Oddly enough, she had survived her first pregnancy and the actual birth of her tiny daughter better by far than her sister, Julia, had, though she was thin, not well, and perpetually fretful. Where Julia, better built and better armed emotionally against the tempests of marriage and maternity, suffered badly that second time.


  “At least we have a girl to marry off to someone we need when the time comes,” said Julilla to Julia in the autumn, after the death of Julia’s second son, and by which time Julilla knew she was carrying another child. “Hopefully this one will be a boy.” Her nose ran; she sniffled, hunted for her linen handkerchief.


  Still grieving, Julia found herself with less patience and sympathy for her sister than of yore, and understood at last why their mother, Marcia, had said—and grimly—that Julilla was permanently damaged.


  Funny, she thought now, that you could grow up with someone, yet never really understand what was happening to her. Julilla was ageing at the gallop—not physically, not even mentally—a process of the spirit, rather, intensely self-destructive. The starvation had undermined her in some way, left her unable to lead a happy kind of life. Or maybe this present Julilla had always been there beneath the giggles and the silliness, the enchanting girlish tricks which had so charmed the rest of the family.


  One wants to believe the illness caused this change, she thought sadly; one needs to find an external cause, for the alternative is to admit that the weakness was always there.


  She would never be anything save beautiful, Julilla, with that magical honey-amber coloring, her grace of movement, her flawless features. But these days there were circles beneath her huge eyes, two lines already fissuring her face between cheeks and nose, a mouth whose dented corners now turned down. Yes, she looked weary, discontented, restless. A faint note of complaint had crept into her speech, and still she heaved those enormous sighs, a habit quite unconscious but very, very irritating. As was her tendency to sniffle.


  “Have you got any wine?” Julilla asked suddenly.


  Julia blinked in simple astonishment, aware that she was faintly scandalized, and annoyed at herself for such a priggish reaction. After all, women did drink wine these days! Nor was it regarded as a sign of moral collapse anymore, save in circles Julia herself found detestably intolerant and sanctimonious. But when your young sister, barely twenty years old and brought up in the house of Gaius Julius Caesar, asked you for wine in the middle of the morning without a meal or a man in sight—yes, it was a shock!


  “Of course I have wine,” she said.


  “I’d love a cup,” said Julilla, who had fought against asking; Julia was bound to comment, and it was unpleasant to expose oneself to the disapproval of one’s older, stronger, more successful sister. Yet she hadn’t been able to refrain from asking. The interview was difficult, the more so because it was overdue.


  These days Julilla found herself out of patience with her family, uninterested in them, bored by them. Especially by the admired Julia, wife of the consul, rapidly becoming one of Rome’s most esteemed young matrons. Never put a foot wrong, that was Julia. Happy with her lot, in love with her ghastly Gaius. Marius, model wife, model mother. How boring indeed.


  “Do you usually drink wine in the mornings?” Julia asked, as casually as she could.


  A shrug, a flapping and fluttering of hands, a brightly burning look that acknowledged the shaft, yet refused to take it seriously. “Well, Sulla does, and he likes to have company.”


  “Sulla? Do you call him by his cognomen!”


  Julilla laughed. “Oh, Julia, you are old-fashioned! Of course I call him by his cognomen! We don’t live inside the Senate House, you know! Everyone in our circles uses the cognomen these days, it’s chic. Besides, Sulla likes me to call him Sulla—he says being called Lucius Cornelius makes him feel a thousand years old.”


  “Then I daresay I am old-fashioned,” said Julia, making an effort to be casual. A sudden smile lit her face; perhaps it was the light, but she looked younger than her younger sister, and more beautiful. “Mind you, I do have some excuse! Gaius Marius doesn’t have a cognomen.”


  The wine came. Julilla poured a glass of it, but ignored the alabaster decanter of water. “I’ve often wondered about that,” she said, and drank deeply. “Surely after he’s beaten Jugurtha he’ll find a really impressive cognomen to assume. Trust that stuck-up sourpuss Metellus to talk the Senate into letting him celebrate a triumph, and assume the cognomen Numidicus! Numidicus ought to have been kept for Gaius Marius!”


  “Metellus Numidicus,” said Julia with punctilious regard for facts, “qualified for his triumph, Julilla. He killed enough Numidians and brought home enough booty. And if he wanted to call himself Numidicus, and the Senate said he might, then that’s that, isn’t it? Besides, Gaius Marius always says that the simple Latin name of his father is good enough for him. There’s only one Gaius Marius, where there are dozens of Caecilius Metelluses. You wait and see—my husband isn’t going to need to distinguish himself from the herd by a device as artificial as a cognomen. My husband is going to be the First Man in Rome—and by dint of nothing except superior ability.”


  Julia eulogizing the likes of Gaius Marius was quite sickening; Julilla’s feelings about her brother-in-law were a mixture of natural gratitude for his generosity, and a contempt acquired from her new friends, all of whom despised him as an upstart, and in consequence despised his wife. So Julilla refilled her cup, and changed the subject.


  “This isn’t a bad wine, sister. Mind you, Marius has the money to indulge himself, I daresay.” She drank, but less deeply than from her first cup. “Are you in love with Marius?” she asked, suddenly realizing that she honestly didn’t know.


  A blush! Annoyed at betraying herself, Julia sounded defensive when she answered. “Of course I’m in love with him! And I miss him dreadfully, as a matter of fact. Surely there’s nothing wrong with that, even among those in your circles. Don’t you love Lucius Cornelius?”


  “Yes!” said Julilla, who now found herself on the defensive. “But I do not miss him now he’s gone, I can assure you! For one thing, if he stays away for two or three years, I won’t be pregnant again the minute this one is born.” She sniffled. “Waddling around weighing a talent more than I ought is not my idea of happiness. I like to float like a feather, I hate feeling heavy! I’ve either been pregnant or getting over a pregnancy the whole time I’ve been married. Ugh!”


  Julia held her temper. “It’s your job to be pregnant,” she said coolly.


  “Why is that women never have any choice in a job?” asked Julilla, beginning to feel tearful.


  “Oh, don’t be ridiculous!” Julia snapped.


  “Well, it’s an awful way to have to live one’s life,” said Julilla mutinously, feeling the effects of the wine at last. And it made her cheer up; she summoned a conscious effort, and smiled. “Let’s not quarrel, Julia! It’s bad enough that Mama can’t find it in herself to be civil to me.”


  And that was true, Julia acknowledged; Marcia had never forgiven Julilla for her conduct over Sulla, though quite why was a mystery. Their father’s frostiness had lasted a very few days, after which he treated Julilla with all the warmth and joy her beginning recovery inspired. But their mother’s frostiness persisted. Poor, poor Julilla! Did Sulla really like her to drink wine with him in the mornings, or was that an excuse? Sulla, indeed! It lacked respect.


  *


  Sulla arrived in Africa at the end of the first week in September with the last two legions and two thousand magnificent Celtic cavalrymen from Italian Gaul. He found Marius in the throes of mounting a major expedition into Numidia, and was hailed gladly, and put immediately to work.


  “I’ve got Jugurtha on the run,” Marius said jubilantly, “even without my full army. Now that you’re here, we’ll see some real action, Lucius Cornelius.”


  Sulla passed over letters from Julia and from Gaius Julius Caesar, then screwed up his courage to offer condolences for the death of Marius’s unseen second son.


  “Please accept my sympathy for the passing of your little Marcus Marius,” he said, awkwardly aware that his own ratlike daughter, Cornelia Sulla, was doggedly continuing to survive.


  A shadow crossed Marius’s face, then was resolutely wiped away. “I thank you, Lucius Cornelius. There’s time to make more children, and I have Young Marius. You left my wife and Young Marius well?”


  “Very well. As are all the Julius Caesars.”


  “Good!” Private considerations were shelved; Marius put his mail on a side table and moved to his desk, where a huge map painted on specially treated calfskin was spread out. “You’re just in time to sample Numidia at first hand. We’re off to Capsa in eight days’ time.” The keen brown eyes searched Sulla’s face, peeling and splotchy. “I suggest, Lucius Cornelius, that you explore the Utican marketplaces until you find a really strong hat with as wide a brim as possible. It’s obvious you’ve been out and around in Italy all summer. But the sun of Numidia is even hotter and harsher. You’ll burn like tinder here.”


  It was true; Sulla’s flawless white complexion, hitherto sheltered by a life lived largely indoors, had suffered during his months of traveling throughout Italy, exercising troops, and learning himself as surreptitiously as possible. Pride had not permitted him to skulk in the shade while others braved the light, and pride had dictated that he wear the Attic helmet of his high estate, headgear which did nothing to save his skin. The worst of the sunburn was now over, but so little pigment did he possess that there was no deepening of his color, and the healed and healing areas were as white as ever. His arms had fared better than his face; it was possible that after sufficient exposure, arms and legs would manage to survive assault by the sun. But his face? Never.


  Some of this did Marius sense as he watched Sulla’s reaction to his suggestion of a hat; he sat down and pointed to the tray of wine. “Lucius Cornelius, I have been laughed at for one thing or another since I first entered the legions at seventeen. At first I was too scrawny and undersized, then I was too big and clumsy. I had no Greek. I was an Italian, not a Roman. So I understand the humiliation you feel because you have a soft white skin. But it is more important to me, your commanding officer, that you maintain good health and bodily comfort, than that you present what you consider the proper image to your peers. Get yourself that hat! Keep it tied on with a woman’s scarf, or ribbons, or a gold-and-purple cord if such is all you can find. And laugh at them! Cultivate it as an eccentricity. And soon, you’ll find, no one even notices it anymore. Also, I recommend that you find some sort of ointment or cream thick enough to lessen the amount of sun your skin drinks up, and smear it on. And if the right one stinks of perfume, what of it?”


  Sulla nodded, grinned. “You’re right, and it’s excellent advice. I’ll do as you say, Gaius Marius.”


  “Good.”


  A silence fell; Marius was edgy, restless, but not for any reason connected with Sulla, his quaestor understood. And all of a sudden Sulla knew what the reason was—hadn’t he labored under the same feeling himself? Wasn’t all of Rome laboring under it?


  “The Germans,” Sulla said.


  “The Germans,” Marius said, and reached out a hand to pick up his beaker of well-watered wine. “Where have they come from, Lucius Cornelius, and where are they going?”


  Sulla shivered. “They’re going to Rome, Gaius Marius. That is what we all feel in our bones. Where they come from, we don’t know. A manifestation of Nemesis, perhaps. All we know is that they have no home. What we fear is that they intend to make our home theirs.”


  “They’d be fools if they didn’t,” said Marius somberly. “These forays into Gaul are tentative, Lucius Cornelius— they’re simply biding their time, gathering up their courage. Barbarians they may be, but even the least barbarian knows that if he wants to settle anywhere near the Middle Sea, he must first deal with Rome. The Germans will come.”


  “I agree. But you and I are not alone. That’s the feeling from one end of Rome to the other these days. A ghastly worry, a worse fear of the inevitable. And our defeats don’t help,” said Sulla. “Everything conspires to help the Germans. There are those, even in the Senate, who walk round speaking of our doom as if it had already happened. There are those who speak of the Germans as a divine judgment.’’


  Marius sighed. “Not a judgment. A test.” He put down his beaker and folded his hands. “Tell me what you know about Lucius Cassius. The official dispatches give me nothing to think about, they’re so rarefied.”


  Sulla grimaced. “Well, he took the six legions which came back from Africa with Metellus—how do you like the ‘Numidicus,’ by the way?—and he marched them all the way down the Via Domitia to Narbo, which it seems he reached about the beginning of Quinctilis, after eight weeks on the road. They were fit troops, and could have moved faster, but no one blames Lucius Cassius for going easy on them at the start of what promised to be a hard campaign. Thanks to Metellus Numidicus’s determination not to leave a single man behind in Africa, all Cassius’s legions were over strength by two cohorts, which meant he had close to forty thousand infantrymen, plus a big cavalry unit he augmented with tame Gauls along the way—about three thousand altogether. A big army.”


  Marius grunted. “They were good men.” .


  “I know. I saw them, as a matter of fact, while they were marching up through the Padus Valley to the Mons Genava Pass. I was recruiting cavalry at the time. And though you may find this hard to believe, Gaius Marius, I had never before seen a Roman army on the march, rank after rank after rank, all properly armed and equipped, and with a decent baggage train. I’ll never forget the sight of them!” He sighed. “Anyway... the Germans it seems had come to an understanding with the Volcae Tectosages, who claim to be their kinsmen, and had given them land to the north and east of Tolosa.”


  “I admit the Gauls are almost as mysterious as the Germans, Lucius Cornelius,” said Marius, leaning forward, “but according to the reports, Gauls and Germans are not of the same race. How could the Volcae Tectosages call the Germans kinsmen? After all, the Volcae Tectosages aren’t even long-haired Gauls—they’ve been living around Tolosa since before we’ve had Spain, and they speak Greek, and they trade with us. So why?”


  “I don’t know. Nor it seems does anyone,” said Sulla.


  “I’m sorry, Lucius Cornelius, I interrupted. Continue.”
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  “Lucius Cassius marched up from the coast at Narbo along our decent road Gnaeus Domitius made, and got his army into final fighting trim on good ground not far from Tolosa itself. The Volcae Tectosages had allied themselves completely with the Germans, so we faced a mighty force. However, Lucius Cassius brought them to battle in the right place, and beat them soundly. Typical barbarians, they didn’t linger in the vicinity once they lost. Germans and Gauls alike ran for their lives away from Tolosa and our army.”


  He paused, frowning, sipped more wine, put the beaker down. “I had this from Popillius Laenas himself, actually. They brought him across from Narbo by sea just before I sailed.”


  “Poor wretch, he’ll be the Senate’s scapegoat,” said Marius.


  “Of course,” said Sulla, lifting his ginger brows.


  “The dispatches say Cassius followed the fleeing barbarians,” Marius prompted.


  Sulla nodded. “Quite right, he did. They’d gone down both banks of the Garumna toward the ocean—when Cassius saw them leave Tolosa, they were in complete disorder, as one would expect. I daresay he despised them as simple, rather oafish barbarians, because he didn’t even bother to deploy our army in proper formation when he gave chase.”


  “He didn’t put his legions into a defensive marching order?” asked Marius incredulously.


  “No. He treated the pursuit like an ordinary route march, and took every bit of his baggage with him, including all the plunder he’d picked up when the Germans fled, leaving their wagons behind. As you know, our Roman-made road stops at Tolosa, so progress down the Garumna into alien territory was slow, and Cassius was mainly concerned that the baggage train be adequately protected.”


  “Why didn’t he leave the baggage in Tolosa?”


  Sulla shrugged. “Apparently he didn’t trust what Volcae Tectosages remained behind in Tolosa. Anyway, by the time he’d penetrated down the Garumna as far as Burdigala, the Germans and the Gauls had had at least fifteen days to recover from their trouncing. They went to earth inside Burdigala, which is, it seems, far larger than the usual Gallic oppidum, and heavily fortified, not to mention stuffed with armaments. The local tribesmen didn’t want a Roman army in their lands, so they helped the Germans and the Gauls in every way they could, from contributing more troops to offering them Burdigala. And then they set a very clever ambush for Lucius Cassius.”


  “The fool!” said Marius.


  “Our army had camped not far to the east of Burdigala, and when Cassius decided to move on to attack the oppidum itself, he left the baggage train behind in the camp, under a guard of about half a legion—sorry, I mean five cohorts— one of these days I’ll get the terminology right!”


  Marius found a smile. “You will, Lucius Cornelius, I guarantee it. But continue.”


  “It seems Cassius was supremely confident he would encounter no organized resistance, so he marched our army toward Burdigala without even tightening ranks, or making the men march in square, or even sending out scouts. Our whole army fell into a perfect trap, and the Germans and the Gauls literally annihilated us. Cassius himself fell on the field—so did his senior legate. All told, Popillius Laenas estimates thirty-five thousand Roman soldiers died at Burdigala,” said Sulla.


  “Popillius Laenas himself had been left in command of the baggage train and camp, I understand?” asked Marius.


  “That’s right. He heard the racket from the battlefield, of course, it drifted downwind for miles, and he was downwind of it. But the first he knew of the disaster was when no more than a handful of our men appeared, running for their lives to shelter in the camp. And though he waited and waited, no more of our men ever came. Instead, the Germans and the Gauls arrived. He says there were thousands upon thousands upon thousands of them, milling around the camp as thick as a plague of mice on a threshing floor. The ground was one mass of moving barbarians in a victory frenzy, lifted out of themselves, brandishing Roman heads on their spears and screaming war chants, all of them giants, their hair standing up stiff with clay, or hanging in great yellow braids down over their shoulders. A terrifying sight, Laenas said.”


  “And one we’re going to see a lot more of in the future, Lucius Cornelius,” said Marius grimly. “Go on.”


  “It’s true that Laenas could have resisted them. But for what? It seemed more sensible to him to save his pitiful remnant of our army, for our future use if possible. So that’s what he did. He ran up the white flag and walked out himself to meet their chieftains, with his spear reversed and his scabbards empty. And they spared him, and they spared all of our surviving men. Then to show us what a greedy lot they thought we were, they even left us the baggage train! All they took from it were their own treasures which Cassius had looted.” He drew a breath. “However, they did make Popillius Laenas and the rest pass under the yoke. After which they escorted them as far as Tolosa, and made sure they went on to Narbo.”


  “We’ve passed under the yoke too often of late years,” said Marius, clenching his fists.


  “Well, that is the chief reason for the general fury of indignation in Rome against Popillius Laenas, certainly,” said Sulla. “He’ll face treason charges, but from what he was saying to me, I doubt he’ll stay to be tried. I think he plans to get together what portable valuables he has, and go into a voluntary exile at once.”


  “It’s the sensible move, at least he’ll salvage something out of his ruin that way. If he waits to be tried, the State will confiscate the lot.” Marius thumped the map. “But the fate of Lucius Cassius is not going to be our fate, Lucius Cornelius! By fair means or foul, we’re going to rub Jugurtha’s face in the mud—and then we’re going home to demand a mandate from the People to fight the Germans!”


  “Now that, Gaius Marius, is something I’ll drink to!” said Sulla, lifting his beaker.


  *


  The expedition against Capsa was successful beyond all expectations, but—as everyone admitted—only thanks to Marius’s brilliant management of the campaign. His legate Aulus Manlius, whose cavalry Marius didn’t quite trust, because among its ranks were some Numidians claiming they were Rome’s and Gauda’s men, tricked his cavalry into thinking that Marius was on a foraging expedition. So what news Jugurtha got was completely misleading.


  Thus when Marius appeared with his army before Capsa, the King thought him still a hundred miles away; no one had reported to Jugurtha that the Romans had stocked up on water and grain in order to cross the arid wastelands between the Bagradas River and Capsa. When the ostensibly impregnable fortress found itself looking down on a sea of Roman helmets, its inhabitants surrendered it without a fight. But once again Jugurtha managed to escape.


  Time to teach Numidia—and especially the Gaetuli—a lesson, decided Gaius Marius. So in spite of the fact that Capsa had offered him no resistance, he gave his soldiers permission to loot it, rape it, and burn it; every adult, male and female, was put to the sword. Its treasures, and Jugurtha’s huge hoard of money, were loaded into wagons; Marius then brought his army safely out of Numidia into winter quarters near Utica, well before the rains began.


  His Head Count troops had earned their rest. And it gave him intense pleasure to write a dulcet letter to the Senate (to be read out by Gaius Julius Caesar) lauding the spirit, courage, and morale of his Head Count army; nor could he resist adding that after the appallingly bad generalship of Lucius Cassius Longinus, his senior colleague in the consulship, it was certain Rome would need more armies made up of the capite censi.


  Said Publius Rutilius Rufus in a letter to Gaius Marius toward the end of the year:


  Oh, so many red faces! Your father-in-law roared your message out in impressively stentorian tones, so that even those who covered their ears were still obliged to listen. Metellus Piggle-wiggle—also known as Metellus Numidicus these days—looked murderous. As well he might—his old army dead along the Garumna, and your raggle-taggle crew heroes of the living kind. “There is no justice!” he was heard to say afterward, whereupon I turned round and said, very sweetly, “That is true, Quintus Caecilius. For if justice did exist, you wouldn’t be calling yourself Numidicus!” He was not amused, but Scaurus fell about laughing, of course. Say what you will about Scaurus, he has the keenest sense of humor, not to mention sense of the ridiculous, of any man I know. Since this is not something I can say of any of his cronies, I sometimes wonder if he doesn’t choose his cronies so he can laugh at their posturing in secret.


  What amazes me, Gaius Marius, is the strength of your fortunate star. I know you weren’t worried, but I can tell you now that I didn’t think you stood a chance of having your command in Africa prorogued for next year. Then what happens? Lucius Cassius gets himself killed, along with Rome’s biggest and most experienced army, leaving the Senate and its controlling faction helpless to oppose you. Your tribune of the plebs, Mancinus, went to the Assembly of the Plebs and procured you a plebiscite extending your governorship of Africa Province without any trouble at all. The Senate lay silent, it being too apparent, even to them, that you are going to be needed. For Rome is a very uneasy place these days. The threat of the Germans hangs over it like a pall of doom, and there are many who say no man is going to arise capable of averting that doom. Where are the Scipio Africanuses, the Aemilius Paulluses, the Scipio Aemilianuses? they ask. But you have a loyal band of devoted followers, Gaius Marius, and since the death of Cassius they are saying, louder and louder, that you are that man who will arise and turn back the German tide. Among them is the accused legate from Burdigala, Gaius Popillius Laenas.


  Since you are a backward Italian hayseed with no Greek, I shall tell you a little story.


  Once upon a time, there was a very bad and nasty King of Syria named Antiochus. Now because he was not the first King of Syria to be named Antiochus, nor the greatest (his father claimed the distinction of calling himself Antiochus the Great), he had a number after his name. He was Antiochus IV, the fourth King Antiochus of Syria. Even though Syria was a rich kingdom, King Antiochus IV lusted after the neighboring kingdom of Egypt, where his cousins Ptolemy Philometor, Ptolemy Euergetes Gross Belly, and Cleopatra (being the second Cleopatra, she had a number after her name also, and was known as Cleopatra II) ruled together. I wish I could say they ruled in happy harmony, but they did not. Brothers and sister, husband and wife (yes, in Oriental kingdoms incest is quite permissible), they had been fighting between themselves for years, and had almost succeeded in ruining the fair and fertile land of the great river Nilus. So when King Antiochus IV of Syria decided to conquer Egypt, he thought he would have a very easy time of it thanks to the squabbles of his cousins the two Ptolemies and Cleopatra II.


  But, alas, the minute he turned his back on Syria, a few unpleasantly seditious incidents compelled him to turn around and go home again to chop off a few heads, dismember a few bodies, pull a few teeth, and probably tear out someone’s womb. And it was four years before sufficient heads, arms, legs, teeth, and wombs were plucked from their owners, and King Antiochus IV could start out a second time to conquer Egypt. This time, Syria in his absence remained very quiet and obedient, so King Antiochus IV invaded Egypt, captured Pelusium, marched down the Delta to Memphis, captured that, and began to march up the other side of the Delta toward Alexandria.


  Having ruined the country and the army, the brothers Ptolemy and their sister-wife, Cleopatra II, had no choice but to appeal to Rome for help against King Antiochus IV, Rome being the best and greatest of all nations, and everyone’s hero. To the rescue of Egypt, the Senate and People of Rome (being in better accord in those days than we would believe possible now— or so the storybooks say) sent their noble brave consular Gaius Popillius Laenas. Now any other country would have given its hero a whole army, but the Senate and People of Rome gave Gaius Popillius Laenas only twelve lictors and two clerks. However, because it was a foreign mission, the lictors were allowed to wear the red tunics and put the axes in their bundles of rods, so Gaius Popillius Laenas was not quite unprotected. Off they sailed in a little ship, and came to Alexandria just as King Antiochus IV was marching up the Canopic arm of the Nilus toward the great city wherein cowered the Egyptians.


  Clad in his purple-bordered toga and preceded by his twelve crimson-clad lictors, all bearing the axes in their bundles of rods, Gaius Popillius Laenas walked out of Alexandria through the Sun Gate, and kept on walking east. Now he was not a young man, so as he went he leaned upon a tall staff, his pace as placid as his face. Since only the brave and heroic and noble Romans built decent roads, he was soon walking along through thick dust. But was Gaius Popillius Laenas deterred? No! He just kept on walking, until near the huge hippodrome in which the Alexandrians liked to watch the horse races, he ran into a wall of Syrian soldiers, and had to stop.


  King Antiochus IV of Syria came forward, and went to meet Gaius Popillius Laenas.


  “Rome has no business in Egypt!” the King said, frowning awfully and direfully.


  “Syria has no business in Egypt either,” said Gaius Popillius Laenas, smiling sweetly and serenely.


  “Go back to Rome,” said the King.


  “Go back to Syria,” said Gaius Popillius Laenas.


  But neither of them moved a single inch.


  “You are offending the Senate and People of Rome,” said Gaius Popillius Laenas after a while of staring into the King’s fierce face. “I have been ordered to make you return to Syria.”


  The King laughed and laughed and laughed. “And how are you going to make me go home?” he asked. “Where is your army?”


  “I have no need of an army, King Antiochus IV,” said Gaius Popillius Laenas. “Everything that Rome is, has been, and will be, is standing before you here and now. I am Rome, no less than Rome’s largest army. And in the name of Rome, I say to you a further time, go home!”


  “No,” said King Antiochus IV.


  So Gaius Popillius Laenas stepped forward, and moving sedately, he used the end of his staff to trace a circle in the dust all the way around the person of King Antiochus IV, who found himself standing inside Gaius Popillius Laenas’s circle.


  “Before you step out of this circle, King Antiochus IV, I advise you to think again,” said Gaius Popillius Laenas. “And when you do step out of it—why, be facing east, and go home to Syria.”


  The King said nothing. The King did not stir. Gaius Popillius Laenas said nothing. Gaius Popillius Laenas did not stir. Since Gaius Popillius Laenas was a Roman and did not need to hide his face, his sweet and serene countenance was on full display. But King Antiochus IV hid his face behind a curled and wired wig-beard, and even then could not conceal its thunder. Time went on. And then, still inside the circle, the mighty King of Syria turned on his heel to face east, and stepped out of the circle in an easterly direction, and marched back to Syria with all his soldiers.


  Now on his way to Egypt, King Antiochus IV had invaded and conquered the isle of Cyprus, which belonged to Egypt. Egypt needed Cyprus, because Cyprus gave it timber for ships and buildings, and grain, and copper. So after he left the cheering Egyptians in Alexandria, Gaius Popillius Laenas sailed to Cyprus, where he found a Syrian army of occupation.


  “Go home,” he said to it.


  And home it went.


  Gaius Popillius Laenas went home himself to Rome, where he said, very sweetly and serenely and simply, that he had sent King Antiochus IV home to Syria, and saved Egypt and Cyprus from a cruel fate. I wish I could end my little story by assuring you that the Ptolemies and their sister, Cleopatra II, lived—and ruled— happily ever after, but they didn’t. They just went on fighting among themselves, and murdering a few close relatives, and ruining the country.


  What in the name of all the gods, I can hear you asking, am I telling children’s stories for? Simple, my dear Gaius Marius. How many times at your mother’s knee did you get told the story of Gaius Popillius Laenas and the circle around the King of Syria’s feet? Well, maybe in Arpinum mothers don’t tell that one. But in Rome, it’s standard issue. From highest to lowest, every Roman child gets told the story of Gaius Popillius Laenas and the circle around the feet of the King of Syria.


  So how, I ask you, could the great-grandson of the hero of Alexandria proceed into exile without risking his all by standing trial? To proceed into exile voluntarily is to admit guilt—and I for one consider that our Gaius Popillius Laenas did the sensible thing at Burdigala. The upshot of it was that our Popillius Laenas remained and stood trial.


  The tribune of the plebs Gaius Coelius Caldus (acting on behalf of a senatorial clique which shall be nameless—but you are allowed to guess—a clique determined to transfer the blame for Burdigala elsewhere than on Lucius Cassius’s shoulders, naturally) vowed that he would see Laenas condemned. However, since the only special treason court we have is limited to those dealing with Jugurtha, the trial had to take place in the Centuriate Assembly. Glaringly public, what with each Century’s spokesman shouting out his Century’s verdict for all the world to hear. “CONDEMNO!” “ABSOLVO!” Who, after hearing the story of Gaius Popillius Laenas and the circle around the King of Syria’s feet at his mother’s knee, would dare to shout, “CONDEMNO!”?


  But did that stop Caldus? Certainly not. He introduced a bill in the Plebeian Assembly which extended the secret ballot of elections to cover treason trials as well. That way, the Centuries called upon to vote could be sure that each man’s opinion wasn’t known. The bill passed; all seemed in good train.


  And as the month of December started, Gaius Popillius Laenas was tried in the Centuriate Assembly on a charge of treason. The ballot was a secret one, just as Caldus wanted. But all a few of us did was slip among the gargantuan jury, and whisper, “Once upon a time there was a noble, brave consular named Gaius Popillius Laenas... “ and that was the end of it.


  When they counted the votes, they all said, “ABSOLVO.”


  So, you might say, if justice was done, it was entirely thanks to the nursery.
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  When Quintus Servilius Caepio was given a mandate to march against the Volcae Tectosages of Gaul and their German guests—now happily resettled near Tolosa—he was fully aware he was going to get that mandate. It happened on the first day of the New Year, during the meeting of the Senate in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus after the inauguration ceremony. And Quintus Servilius Caepio, making his maiden speech as the new senior consul, announced to the packed assemblage that he would not avail himself of the new kind of Roman army.


  “I shall use Rome’s traditional soldiers, not the paupers of the Head Count,” he said, amid cheers and wild applause.


  Of course there were senators present who did not cheer; Gaius Marius did not exist alone amid a totally inimical Senate. A good number of the backbenchers were sufficiently enlightened to see the logic behind Marius’s stand against entrenched opinion, and even among the Famous Families there were some independent-thinking men. But the clique of conservatives who sat in the front row of the House around the person of Scaurus Princeps Senatus were the men who dictated senatorial policy; when they cheered, the House cheered, and when they voted a certain way, the House voted a similar way.


  To this clique did Quintus Servilius Caepio belong, and it was the active lobbying of this clique that prodded the Conscript Fathers to authorize an army eight full legions strong for the use of Quintus Servilius Caepio in teaching the Germans that they were not welcome in the lands of the Middle Sea, and the Volcae Tectosages of Tolosa that it did not pay to welcome Germans.


  About four thousand of Lucius Cassius’s troops had come back fit to serve, but all save a few of the noncombatants in Cassius’s army had perished along with the actual troops, and the cavalry who survived had scattered to their homelands, taking their horses and their noncombatants with them. Thus Quintus Servilius Caepio was faced with the task of finding 41,000 infantrymen, plus 12,000 free non-combatants, plus 8,000 slave noncombatants, plus 5,000 cavalry troopers and 5,000 noncombatant cavalry servants. All this in an Italy denuded of men with the property qualifications, be they Roman, Latin, or Italian in origin.


  Caepio’s recruitment techniques were appalling. Not that he himself participated in them, or even bothered to acquaint himself with how the men were going to be found; he paid a staff and set his quaestor in charge, while he himself turned his hand to other things, things more worthy of a consul. The levies were enforced ruthlessly. Men were pressed into service not only without their consent, but as victims of kidnap, and veterans were hauled willy-nilly from their homes. A mature-looking fourteen-year-old son of a pressed smallholding farmer was also pressed, as was his youthful-looking sixty-year-old grandfather. And if such a family could not produce the money to arm and equip its pressed’ members, someone was on hand to write down the price of the gear, and take the smallholding as payment; Quintus Servilius Caepio and his backers acquired a large amount of land. When, even so, neither Roman nor Latin citizens could provide anything like enough men, the Italian Allies were hounded remorselessly.


  But in the end Caepio got his forty-one thousand infantrymen and his twelve thousand noncombatant freemen the traditional way, which meant that the State didn’t have to pay for their arms, armor, or equipment; and the preponderance of Italian Allied auxiliary legions put the financial burdens of upkeep upon the Italian Allied nations rather than Rome. As a result, the Senate offered Caepio a vote of thanks, and was delighted to open its purse wide enough to hire horse troopers from Thrace and the two Gauls. While Caepio looked even more self-important than usual, Rome’s conservative elements spoke of him in laudatory terms wherever and whenever they could find ears to listen.


  The other things to which Caepio personally attended while his press-gangs roamed throughout the Italian peninsula were all to do with returning power to the Senate; one way or another, the Senate had been suffering since the time of Tiberius Gracchus, almost thirty years before. First Tiberius Gracchus, then Fulvius Flaccus, then Gaius Gracchus, and after them a mixture of New Men and reforming noblemen had steadily whittled away at senatorial participation in the major law courts and the making of laws.


  If it hadn’t been for Gaius Marius’s recent assaults upon senatorial privilege, possibly Caepio would have been less imbued with zeal to put the state of affairs right, and less determined. But Marius had stirred up the senatorial hornets’ nest, and the result during the first weeks of Caepio’s consulship was a dismaying setback for the Plebs and the knights who controlled the Plebs.


  A patrician, Caepio summoned the Assembly of the People, from which he was not disbarred, and forced through a bill that removed the extortion court from the knights, who had received it from Gaius Gracchus; once more the juries in the extortion court were to be filled solely from the Senate, which could confidently be expected to protect its own. It was a bitter battle in the Assembly of the People, with the handsome Gaius Memmius leading a strong group of senators opposed to Caepio’s act. But Caepio won.


  And, having won, in late March the senior consul led eight legions and a big force of cavalry in the direction of Tolosa, his mind filled with dreams, not so much of glory as of a more private form of self-gratification. For Quintus Servilius Caepio was a true Servilius Caepio, which meant that the opportunity to increase his fortune from a term as governor was more alluring by far than mere military fortune. He had been a praetor-governor in Further Spain, when Scipio Nasica had declined the job on the grounds that he was not to be trusted, and he had done very well for himself. Now that he was a consul-governor, he expected to do even better.


  If it was routinely possible to send troops from Italy to Spain by water, then Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus would not have needed to open up the land route along the coast of Gaul-across-the-Alps; as it was, the prevailing winds and sea currents made water transportation too risky. So Caepio’s legions, like Lucius Cassius’s the year before, were obliged to walk the thousand-plus miles from Campania to Narbo. Not that the legions minded the walk; every last one of them hated and feared the sea, and dreaded the thought of a hundred miles of sailing far more than the reality of a thousand miles of walking. For one thing, their muscles were laid on from infancy in the right way to facilitate swift and endless walking, and walking was the most comfortable form of locomotion.


  The journey from Campania to Narbo took Caepio’s legions a little over seventy days, which meant they averaged less than fifteen miles a day—a slow pace, hampered as they were not only by a large baggage train, but by the many private animals and vehicles and slaves the old-style propertied Roman soldier knew himself entitled to carry with him to ensure his own comfort.


  In Narbo, a little seaport Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus had reorganized to serve the needs of Rome, the army rested just long enough to recover from its march, yet not long enough to soften up again. In early summer Narbo was a delightful place, its pellucid waters alive with shrimp, little lobsters, big crabs, and swimmy fish of all kinds. And in the mud at the bottom of the saltwater pools around the mouths of the Atax and the Ruscino were not only oysters, but dug-mullets. Of all the fish the legions of Rome had catalogued worldwide, dug-mullets were considered the most delicious. Round and flat like plates, with both eyes on one side of their silly thin heads, they lurked under the mud, had to be dug out, and then were speared as they floundered about trying to dig themselves back into the mud.


  The legionary didn’t get sore feet. He was too used to walking, and his thick-soled, ankle-supporting sandals had hobnails to raise him still further off the ground, absorb some of the shock, and keep pebbles out. However, it was wonderful to swim in the sea around Narbo, easing aching muscles, and those few soldiers who had managed to escape so far being taught to swim were here discovered, and the omission rectified. The local girls were no different from girls all over the world—crazy for men in uniform—and for the space of sixteen days Narbo hummed with irate fathers, vengeful brothers, giggling girls, lecherous legionaries, and tavern brawls, keeping the provost marshals busy and the military tribunes in a foul temper.


  Then Caepio packed his men up and moved them out along the excellent road Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus had built between the coast and the city of Tolosa. Where the river Atax bent at right angles as it flowed from the Pyrenees away to the south, the grim fortress of Carcasso frowned from its heights; from this point the legions marched over the hills dividing the headwaters of the huge Garumna River from the short streams emptying into the Middle Sea, and so came down at last to the lush alluvial plains of Tolosa.


  Caepio’s luck was amazing, as usual; for the Germans had quarreled bitterly with their hosts, the Volcae Tectosages, and been ordered by King Copillus of Tolosa to leave the area. Thus Caepio found that the only enemies his eight legions had to deal with were the hapless Volcae Tectosages, who took one look at the steel-shirted ranks coming down from the hills like an endless snake, and decided discretion was by far the better part of valor. King Copillus and his warriors departed for the mouth of the Garumna, there to alert the various tribes of the region and wait to see if Caepio was as foolish a general as Lucius Cassius had been last year. Left in the care of old men, Tolosa itself surrendered at once. Caepio purred.


  Why did he purr? Because Caepio knew about the Gold of Tolosa. And now he would find it without even having to fight a battle. Lucky Quintus Servilius Caepio!


  *


  A hundred and seventy years before, the Volcae Tectosages had joined a migration of the Gauls led by the second of the two famous Celtic kings called Brennus. This second Brennus had overrun Macedonia, poured down into Thessaly, turned the Greek defense at the pass of Thermopylae, and penetrated into central Greece and Epirus. He had sacked and looted the three richest temples in the world— Dodona in Epirus, Olympian Zeus, and the great sanctuary of Apollo and the Pythoness at Delphi.


  Then the Greeks fought back, the Gauls retreated north with their plunder, Brennus died as the result of a wound, and his master plan fell apart. In Macedonia his leaderless tribes decided to cross the Hellespont into Asia Minor; there they founded the Gallic outpost nation called Galatia. But perhaps half of the Volcae Tectosages wanted to go home to Tolosa rather than cross the Hellespont; at a grand council, all the tribes agreed that these homesick Volcae Tectosages should be entrusted with the riches of half a hundred pillaged temples, including the riches of Dodona, Olympia, and Delphi. It was just that, a trust. The homebound Volcae Tectosages would hold the wealth of that whole migration in Tolosa against the day when all the tribes would return to Gaul, and claim it.


  They melted everything down, to make their journey home easier: bulky solid-gold statues, silver urns five feet tall, cups and plates and goblets, golden tripods, wreaths made of gold or silver—into the crucibles they went, a small piece at a time, until a thousand laden wagons rolled westward through the quiet alpine valleys of the river Danubius, and came at last after several years down to the Garumna and Tolosa.


  *


  Caepio had heard the story while he had been governor of Further Spain three years before, and had dreamed ever since of finding the Gold of Tolosa, even though his Spanish informant had assured him the treasure trove was commonly regarded as a myth. There was no gold in Tolosa, every visitor to the city of the Volcae Tectosages swore to that fact; the Volcae Tectosages had no more wealth than their bountiful river and wonderful soil. But Caepio knew his luck. He knew the gold was there in Tolosa. Otherwise, why had he heard the story in Spain, and then got this commission to follow in the footsteps of Lucius Cassius to Tolosa—and found the Germans gone when he got there, the city his without a fight? Fortune was working her will, all in his cause.


  He shed his military gear, put on his purple-bordered toga, and walked the rather rustic alleys of the town, poked through every nook and niche inside the citadel, wandered into the pastures and fields which encroached upon the outskirts in a manner more Spanish than Gallic. Indeed, Tolosa had little Gallic feel to it—no Druids, no typical Gallic dislike for an urban environment. The temples and temple precincts were laid out in the fashion of Spanish cities, a picturesque parkland of artificial lakes and rivulets, fed from and going back to the Garumna. Lovely!


  Having found nothing on his walks, Caepio put his army to looking for the gold, a treasure hunt in a gala atmosphere conducted by troops who were released from the anxiety of facing an enemy, and who smelled a share in fabulous booty.


  But the gold couldn’t be found. Oh, the temples yielded a few priceless artifacts, but only a few, and no bullion.


  And the citadel was a complete disappointment, as Caepio had already seen for himself; nothing but weapons and wooden gods, horn vessels and plates of fired clay. King Copillus had lived with extreme simplicity, nor were there secret storage vaults under the plain flags of his halls.


  Then Caepio had a bright idea, and set his soldiers to digging up the parks around the temples. In vain. Not one hole, even the deepest, revealed a sign of a gold brick. The gold diviners brandished their forked withies without finding one tiny signal to set the palms of their hands tingling or the withies bending like bows. From the temple precincts, the search spread into the fields and into the streets of the town, and still nothing. While the landscape came more and more to resemble the demented burrowing of a gigantic mole, Caepio walked and thought, thought and walked.


  The Garumna was alive with fish, including freshwater salmon and several varieties of carp, and since the river fed the temple lakes, they too teemed with fish. It was more comfortable for Caepio’s legionaries to catch fish in the lakes than in the river, wide and deep and swift flowing, so as he walked, he was surrounded by soldiers tying flies and making rods out of willow canes. Down to the biggest lake he walked, deep in thought. And as he stood there, he absently watched the play of light on the scales of lurking fish, glitters-and gleams flickering in and out of the weeds, coming and going, ever changing. Most of the flashes were silver, but now and then an exotic carp would slide into view, and he would catch a gleam of gold.


  The idea invaded his conscious mind slowly. And then it struck, it exploded inside his brain. He sent for his corps of engineers and told them to drain the lakes—not a difficult job, and one which certainly paid off. For the Gold of Tolosa lay at the bottom of these sacred pools, hidden by mud, weeds, the natural detritus of many decades.


  When the last bar was rinsed off and stacked, Caepio came to survey the hoard, and gaped; that he had not watched as the gold was retrieved was a quirk of his peculiar nature, for he wanted to be surprised. He was surprised! In fact, he was flabbergasted. There were roughly 50,000 bars of gold, each weighing about 15 pounds; 15,000 talents altogether. And there were 10,000 bars of silver, each weighing 20 pounds; 3,500 talents of silver altogether. Then the sappers found other silver in the lakes, for it turned out that the only use the Volcae Tectosages had made of their riches was to craft their millstones out of solid silver; once a month they hauled these silver millstones from the river and used them to grind a month’s supply of flour.


  “All right,” said Caepio briskly, “how many wagons can we spare to transport the treasure to Narbo?” He directed his question at Marcus Furius, his praefectus fabrum, the man who organized supply lines, baggage trains, equipment, accoutrements, fodder, and all the other necessities entailed in maintaining an army in the field.


  “Well, Quintus Servilius, there are a thousand wagons in the baggage train, about a third of which are empty at this stage. Say three hundred and fifty if I do a bit of shuffling around. Now if each wagon carries about thirty-five talents—which is a good but not excessive load—then we’ll need about three hundred and fifty wagons for the silver, and four hundred and fifty wagons for the gold,” said Marcus Furius, who was not a member of the ancient Famous Family Furius, but the great-grandson of a Furian slave, and now was a client of Caepio’s, as well as a banker.


  “Then I suggest that we ship the silver first, in three hundred and fifty wagons, unload it in Narbo, and bring the wagons back to Tolosa to transport the gold,” said Caepio. “In the meantime, I’ll have the troops unload an extra hundred wagons, so that we have sufficient to send the gold off in one convoy.”


  By the end of Quinctilis, the silver had made its way to the coast and been unloaded, and the empty wagons sent back to Tolosa for the gold; Caepio, as good as his word, had found the extra hundred wagons during the interval.


  While the gold was loaded, Caepio wandered around deliriously from one stack of rich bricks to another, unable to resist stroking one or two in passing. He chewed the side of his hand, thinking hard, and finally sighed. “You had better go with the gold, Marcus Furius,” he said then. “Someone very senior will have to stay with it in Narbo until every last brick is safely loaded on board the last ship.’’ He turned to his Greek freedman Bias. “The silver is already on its way to Rome, I trust?”


  “No, Quintus Servilius,” said Bias smoothly. “The transports which brought heavy goods across on the winter winds at the beginning of the year have dispersed. I could only locate a dozen good vessels, and I thought it wiser to save them for the gold. The silver is under heavy guard in a warehouse and is quite safe. The sooner we ship the gold to Rome, the better, I think. As more decent ships come in, I’ll hire them for the silver.”


  “Oh, we can probably send the silver to Rome by road,” Caepio said easily.


  “Even with the risk of a ship’s foundering, Quintus Servilius, I would rather trust to the sea for every single brick, gold and silver,” said Marcus Furius. “There are too many hazards by road from raiding alpine tribes.”


  “Yes, you’re quite right,” agreed Caepio, and sighed. “Oh, it’s almost too good to be true, isn’t it? We are sending more gold and silver to Rome than there is in every one of Rome’s treasuries!”


  “Indeed, Quintus Servilius,” said Marcus Furius, “it is remarkable.”


  *


  The gold set out from Tolosa in its 450 wagons midway through Sextilis. It was escorted by a single cohort of legionaries, for the Roman road was a civilized one passing through civilized country that had not seen a hand lifted in anger in a very long time, and Caepio’s agents had reported that King Copillus and his warriors were still within Burdigala, hoping to see Caepio venture down the same road Lucius Cassius had taken to his death.


  Once Carcasso was reached, the road was literally downhill all the way to the sea, and the pace of the wagon train increased. Everyone was pleased, no one worried; the cohort of soldiers began to fancy that they could smell the salt of the shore. By nightfall, they knew, they would be clattering into the streets of Narbo; their minds were on oysters, dug-mullets, and Narbonese girls.


  The raiding party, over a thousand strong, came whooping out of the south from the midst of a great forest bordering the road on either side, spilling in front of the first wagon and behind the last wagon some two miles further back, where the halves of the cohort were distributed. Within a very short space of time not a single Roman soldier was left alive, and the wagon drivers too lay in jumbled heaps of arms and legs.


  The moon was full, the night fine; during the hours when the wagon train had waited for darkness, no one had come along the Roman road from either direction, for provincial Roman roads were really for the movement of armies, and trade in this part of the Roman Province was scant between coast and interior, especially since the Germans had come to settle around Tolosa.


  As soon as the moon was well up, the mules were again harnessed to the wagons and some of the raiders climbed up to drive, while others walked alongside as guides. For when the forest ceased to march alongside the road, the wagon train turned off it onto a stretch of hard coastal ground suited only to the nibbling mouths of sheep. By dawn Ruscino and its river lay to the north; the wagon train resumed tenure of the Via Domitia and crossed the pass of the Pyrenees in broad daylight.


  South of the Pyrenees its route was circuitous and not within sight of any Roman road until the wagon train crossed the Sucro River to the west of the town of Saetabis; from there it headed straight across the Rush Plain, a desolate and barren stretch of country which dived between two of the greatest of the chains of Spanish mountains, yet was not used as a short cut because of its waterlessness. After which the trail petered out, and further progress of the Gold of Tolosa was never ascertained by Caepio’s investigators.


  *


  It was the misfortune of a dispatch rider carrying a message from Narbo to find the tumbled heaps of looted corpses alongside the road through the forest just to the east of Carcasso. And when the dispatch rider reported to Quintus Servilius Caepio in Tolosa, Quintus Servilius Caepio broke down and wept. He wept loudly for the fate of Marcus Furius, he wept loudly for the fate of that cohort of Roman soldiers, he wept loudly for wives and families left orphaned in Italy; but most of all he wept loudly for those glittering heaps of ruddy bricks, the loss of the Gold of Tolosa. It wasn’t fair! What had happened to his luck? he cried. And wept loudly.


  Clad in a dark toga of mourning, his tunic dark and devoid of any stripe on its right shoulder, Caepio wept again when he called his army to an assembly, and told them the news they had already learned through the camp grapevine.


  “But at least we still have the silver,” he said, wiping his eyes. “It alone will ensure a decent profit for every man at the end of the campaign.”


  “I’m thankful for small mercies, myself,” said one veteran ranker to his tentmate and messmate; they had both been pressed off their farms in Umbria, though each had already served in ten campaigns over a period of fifteen years.


  “You are?” asked his companion, somewhat slower in his thought processes, due to an old head wound from a Scordisci shield boss.


  “Too right I am! Have you ever known a general to share gold with us scum-of-the-earth soldiers? Somehow he always finds a reason why he’s the only one gets it. Oh, and the Treasury gets some, that’s how he manages to hang on to most of it, he buys the Treasury off. At least we’re going to get a share of the silver, and there was enough silver to make a mountain of. What with all the fuss about the gold going missing, the consul don’t have much choice except to be fair about dishing out the silver.”


  ‘‘I see what you mean,’’ said his companion. ‘‘Let’ s catch a nice fat salmon for our supper, eh?”


  Indeed, the year was wearing down and Caepio’s army had not had to do any fighting at all, save for that one unlucky cohort deputed to guard the Gold of Tolosa. Caepio wrote off to Rome with the whole story from the decamped Germans to the lost gold, asking for instructions.


  By October he had his answer, which was much as he had expected: he was to remain in the neighborhood of Narbo with his entire army, winter there, and wait for fresh orders in the spring. Which meant that his command had been extended for a year; he was still the governor of Roman Gaul.


  But it wasn’t the same without the gold. Caepio fretted and moped, and often wept, and it was noted by his senior officers that he found it difficult to settle, kept on walking back and forth. Typical of Quintus Servilius Caepio, was the general feeling; no one really believed that the tears he shed were for Marcus Furius, or the dead soldiers. Caepio wept for his lost gold.


  2


  One of the main characteristics of a long campaign in a foreign land is the way the army and its chain of command settle into a life-style which regards the foreign land as at least a semipermanent home. Despite the constant movements, the campaigns, the forays, the expeditions, base camp takes on all the aspects of a town: most of the soldiers find women, many of the women produce babies, shops and taverns and traders multiply outside the heavily fortified walls, and mud-brick houses for the women and babies mushroom through a haphazard system of narrow streets.


  Such was the situation in the Roman base camp outside Utica, and to a lesser extent the same thing occurred in the base camp outside Cirta. Since Marius chose his centurions and military tribunes very carefully, the period of the winter rains—which saw no fighting—was used not only for drills and exercises, but for sorting out the troops into congenial octets expected to tent and mess together, and dealing with the thousand and one disciplinary problems which naturally occur among so many men cooped up together for long stretches of time.


  However, the arrival of the African spring—warm, lush, fruitful, and dry—always saw a great stirring within the camp, a little like the rolling shiver which starts at one end of a horse’s skin and proceeds all the way to the other end. Kits were sorted out for the coming campaigns, wills made and lodged with the legion’s clerks, mail shirts oiled and polished, swords sharpened, daggers honed, helmets padded with felt to withstand heat and chafing, sandals carefully inspected and missing hobnails attended to, tunics mended, imperfect or worn-out gear shown to the centurion and then turned in to the army stores for replacement.


  Winter saw the arrival of a Treasury quaestor from Rome bearing pay for the legions, and a spate of activity among the clerks as they compiled their accounts and paid the men.


  Because his soldiers were insolvent, Marius had instituted two compulsory funds into which some of every man’s pay was channeled—a fund for burial in respectable fashion for the legionary who died while away but not actually in battle (if he died in battle, the State paid for his burial), and a savings bank which would not release the legionary’s money until he was discharged.


  The army of Africa knew great things were planned for it in the spring of the year of Caepio’s consulship, though only the very highest levels of command knew what. Orders went out for light marching order, which meant there would be no miles-long baggage train of ox-drawn wagons, only mule-drawn wagons able to keep up with and camp within each night’s camp. Each soldier was now obliged to carry his gear on his back, which he did very cleverly, slung from a stout Y-shaped rod he bore on his left shoulder—shaving kit, spare tunics, socks, cold-weather breeches, and thick neckerchiefs to avoid chafing where the mail shirt rubbed against the neck, all rolled inside his blanket and encased in a hide cover; sagum—his wet-weather circular cape—in a leather bag; mess kit and cooking pot, water bag, a minimum of three days’ rations; one precut, notched stake for the camp palisade, whichever entrenching tool he had been allocated, hide bucket, wicker basket, saw, and sickle; and cleaning compounds for the care of his arms and armor. His shield, encased in a supple kidskin protective cover, he slung across his back beneath his gear, and his helmet, its long dyed horsehair plume removed and stowed away carefully, he either added to the clutter depending from his carrying pole, or slung high on his right chest, or wore on his head if he marched in expectation of attack. He always donned his mail shirt for the march, its twenty-pound weight removed from his shoulders because he kilted it tightly around his waist with his belt, thus distributing its load on his hips. On the right side of his belt he fixed his sword in its scabbard, on the left side his dagger in its scabbard, and he wore both on the road. His two spears he did not carry.


  Each eight men were issued with a mule, on which were piled their leather tent, its poles, and their spears, together with extra rations if no fresh issue was to be made every three days. Eighty legionaries and twenty noncombatants made up each century, officered by the centurion. Every century had one mule cart allocated to it, in which rode all the men’s extra gear—clothing, tools, spare weapons, wicker breastwork sections for the camp’s fortifications, rations if no issues were to be made for very long periods, and more. If the whole army was on the move and didn’t expect to double back on its tracks at the end of a campaign, then every single thing it owned from plunder to artillery was carried in oxcarts which plodded miles to the rear under heavy guard.


  When Marius set out for western Numidia in the spring, he left this heavy baggage behind in Utica, of course; it was nonetheless an imposing parade, seeming to stretch inimitably, for each legion and its mule carts and artillery took up a mile of road, and Marius led six legions west, plus his cavalry. The cavalry, however, he disposed on either side of the infantry, which kept the total length of his column to about six miles.


  In open country there was no possibility of ambush, an enemy could not string himself out enough to attack all parts of the column simultaneously without being seen, and any attack on a part of the column would immediately have resulted in the rest of the column’s turning in on the attackers and surrounding them, the act of wheeling bringing them into battle rank and file automatically.


  And yet, every night the order was the same—make a camp. Which meant measuring and marking an area large enough to hold every man and animal in the army, digging deep ditches, fixing the sharpened stakes called stimuli in their bottoms, raising earthworks and palisades; but at the end of it, every man save the sentries could sleep like the dead, secure in the knowledge that no enemy could get inside quickly enough to take the camp by surprise.


  It was the men of this army, the first composed entirely of the Head Count, who christened themselves “Marius’s mules” because Marius had loaded them like mules. In an old-style army composed of propertied men, even ranker soldiers had marched with their effects loaded onto a mule, a donkey, or a slave; those who could not afford the outlay hired carrying space from those who could. In consequence, there was little control over the number of wagons and carts, as many were privately owned. And in consequence, the old-style army marched more slowly and less efficiently than did Marius’s African Head Count army—and the many similar armies which were to follow in its wake for the next six hundred years.


  Marius had given the Head Count useful work and a wage for doing it. But he did them few favors otherwise, save to lop the curved top and curved bottom off the old five-foot-tall infantryman’s shield, for a man couldn’t have carried that on his back beneath his loaded pole; at its new reduced height of three feet, it didn’t collide with his burdens, or clip the backs of his ankles as he strode along.


  And so they marched into western Numidia six miles long, singing their marching songs at the tops of their voices to keep their pace even and feel the comfort of military camaraderie, moving together, singing together, a single mighty human machine rolling irresistibly along. Midway down the column marched the general Marius with all his staff and the mule carts carrying their gear, singing with the rest; none of the high command rode, for it was uncomfortable as well as conspicuous, though they did have horses close by in case of attack, when the general would need the additional height of horseback to see to his dispositions and send out his staff with orders.


  “We sack every town and village and hamlet we encounter,” Marius said to Sulla.


  And this program was faithfully carried out, with some additions: granaries and smokehouses were pillaged to augment the food supply, local women were raped because the soldiers were missing their own women, and homosexuality was punishable by death. Most of all, everyone kept his eyes peeled for booty, which was not allowed to be taken as private property, but was contributed to the army’s haul.


  Every eighth day the army rested, and whenever it reached a point where the coastline intersected the march route, Marius gave everyone three days of rest to swim, fish, eat well. By the end of May they were west of Cirta, and by the end of Quinctilis they had reached the river Muluchath, six hundred miles further west again.
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  It had been an easy campaign; Jugurtha’s army never appeared, the settlements were incapable of resisting the Roman advance, and at no time had they run short of either food or water. The inevitable regimen of hardtack bread, pulse porridge, salty bacon, and salty cheese had been varied by enough goat meat, fish, veal, mutton, fruit, and vegetables to keep everyone in good spirits, and the sour wine with which the army was occasionally issued had been augmented with Berber barley beer and some good wine.


  The river Muluchath formed the border between western Numidia and eastern Mauretania; a roaring torrent in late winter, by midsummer the big stream had dwindled to a string of water holes, and by the late autumn it dried up completely. In the midst of its plain not far from the sea there reared a precipitous volcanic outcrop a thousand feet high, and on top of it Jugurtha had built a fortress. In it, so Marius’s spies had informed him, there was a great treasure stored, for it functioned as Jugurtha’s western headquarters.


  The Roman army came down to the plain, marched to the high banks the river had cut itself when in full spate, and built a permanent camp as close to the mountain fortress as possible. Then Marius, Sulla, Sertorius, Aulus Manlius, and the rest of the high command took time to study the impregnable-looking citadel.


  “We can forget the idea of a frontal assault,” Marius said, “and I, for one, can’t see any way to besiege it.”


  “That’s because there isn’t a way to besiege it,” said young Sertorius positively; he had made several thorough inspections of the peak from all sides.


  Sulla lifted his head so that he could see the top of the peak from under the brim of his hat. “I think we’re going to sit here at the bottom without ever getting to the top,” he said, and grinned. “Even if we built a gigantic wooden horse, we’d never get it up the track to the gates.”


  “Any more than we’d get a siege tower up there,” said Aulus Manlius.


  “Well, we’ve got about a month before we have to turn east again,” said Marius finally. “I suggest we spend that month camped here. We’ll make life as palatable for the men as possible—Lucius Cornelius, make up your mind where you want to take our drinking water from, then allocate the deeper river pools downstream of that for swimming holes. Aulus Manlius, you can organize fishing parties to go all the way to the sea—it’s about ten miles, so the scouts say. You and I will ride down to the coast ourselves tomorrow to spy out the land. They’re not going to run the risk of coming out of that citadel to attack us, so we may as well let the men enjoy themselves. Quintus Sertorius, you can forage for fruit and vegetables.”


  “You know,” said Sulla later on, when he and Marius were alone in the command tent, “this whole campaign has been a holiday. When am I going to be blooded?”


  “You should have been at Capsa, only the place surrendered,” said Marius, and gave his quaestor a searching glance. “Are you becoming bored, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “Actually, no,” said Sulla, frowning. “I wouldn’t have believed how interesting this kind of life is—there’s always something interesting to do, interesting problems to wrestle. I don’t even mind the bookkeeping! It’s just that I need to be blooded. Look at you. By the time you were my age, you’d been in half a hundred battles. Whereas look at me—a tyro.”


  “You’ll be blooded, Lucius Cornelius, and hopefully soon.”


  “Oh?”


  “Certainly. Why do you think we’re here, so far from anywhere important?”


  “No, don’t tell me, let me work it out!” said Sulla quickly. “You’re here because... because you’re hoping to give King Bocchus a big enough fright to ally himself with Jugurtha... because if Bocchus does ally himself with Jugurtha, Jugurtha will feel strong enough to attack.”


  “Very good!” said Marius, smiling. “This land is so vast we could spend the next ten years marching up and down it, and never so much as smell Jugurtha on the wind. If he didn’t have the Gaetuli, smashing the settled areas would smash his ability to resist, but he does have the Gaetuli. However, he’s too proud to like the idea of a Roman army on the loose among his towns and villages, and there’s no doubt he must be feeling the pinch of our raids, particularly in his grain supply. Yet he’s too crafty to risk a pitched battle while I’m in command. Unless we can push Bocchus to his aid. The Moors can field at least twenty thousand good troops, and five thousand excellent cavalry. So if Bocchus does join him, Jugurtha will move against us, nothing surer.’’


  “Don’t you worry that with Bocchus, he’ll outnumber us?”


  “No! Six Roman legions properly trained and properly led can contend with any enemy force, no matter how large.”


  “But Jugurtha learned his warfare with Scipio Aemilianus at Numantia,” said Sulla. “He’ll fight the Roman way.”


  “There are other foreign kings who fight the Roman way,” said Marius, “but their troops aren’t Roman. Our methods were evolved to suit the minds and temperaments of our people, and I make no distinction in this regard between Roman and Latin and Italian.”


  “Discipline,” said Sulla.


  “And organization,” said Marius.


  “Neither of which is going to get us to the top of that mountain out there,” said Sulla.


  Marius laughed. “True! But there’s always one intangible, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Luck,” said Marius. “Never forget luck.”


  They had become good friends, Sulla and Marius, for though there were differences between them, there were also basic similarities: neither man was an orthodox thinker, both men were unusual, adversity had honed each of them finely, and each was capable of great detachment as well as great passion. Most important similarity of all, both men liked to get on with the job, and liked to excel at it. The aspects of their natures which might have driven them apart were dormant during those early years, when the younger man could not hope to rival the older in any way, and the younger man’s streak of cold-bloodedness did not need to be exercised, any more than did the older man’s streak of iconoclasm.


  “There are those who maintain,” said Sulla, stretching his arms above his head, “that a man makes his own luck.” Marius opened his eyes wide, an action which sent his eyebrows flying upward. “But of course! Still, isn’t it nice to know one has it?”


  *


  Publius Vagiennius, who hailed from back-country Liguria and was serving in an auxiliary squadron of cavalry, found himself with a great deal more to do than he liked to do after Gaius Marius established camp along the banks of the river Muluchath. Luckily the plain was covered with a long, dense growth of native grass turned silver by the summer sun, so that grazing for the army’s several thousand mules was not a problem. However, horses were fussier eaters than mules, and nudged half-heartedly at this hard strappy ground cover—with the result that the cavalry’s horses had to be moved to the north of the citadel mountain in the midst of the plain, to a place where underground soaks had stimulated the growth of more tender grasses.


  If the commander were other than Gaius Marius, thought Publius Vagiennius resentfully the whole of the cavalry might have been permitted to camp separately, in close proximity to decent grazing for their horses. But no. Gaius Marius wanted no temptations offered the dwellers in the Muluchath citadel, and had issued orders that every last man had to camp within the main compound. So every day the scouts had first to ascertain that no Enemy lurked in the vicinity; then the cavalry troopers were allowed to lead their horses out to graze, and every evening were obliged to lead their horses back again to the camp. This meant every horse had to be hobbled to graze, otherwise catching it would have been impossible.


  Every morning therefore Publius Vagiennius had to ride one of his two mounts and lead the other across the plain from the camp to the good grass, hobble them for a good day’s browsing, and plod the five miles back to the camp, where (it seemed to him, at any rate) his hours of leisure had just begun when it was time to plod out to pick up his horses again. Added to which, not a cavalry trooper born liked walking.


  However, there was nothing to say a man had to walk back to camp after turning his animals out to graze; therefore Publius Vagiennius made some adjustments to his schedule. Since he rode bareback and without a bridle—only a fool would leave his precious saddle and bridle parked in open country for the day—he got into the habit of slinging a water bag over his shoulder and a lunch pouch on his belt when starting out from the camp. Then, having liberated his two animals close to the base of the citadel mountain, he would retire to a shady spot to while away his day.


  On his fourth trip, he settled comfortably with water bag and lunch pouch in a fragrant flower-filled dell surrounded by sheer crags, sat down with his back against a grassy shelf, closed his eyes, and dozed. Then came a moist little puff of wind spinning dizzily down the funnels and grooves of the mountain, and on its breath a very strong, curious smell. A smell which made Publius Vagiennius, eyes gleaming excitedly, sit up with a jerk. For it was a smell he knew. Snails. Big, fat, juicy, sweet, succulent, ambrosiac snails!


  In the towering coastal alps of Liguria and in the higher alps behind—whence came Publius Vagiennius—there were snails. He had grown up on snails. He had become addicted to putting garlic in everything he ate thanks to snails. He had become one of the world’s most knowledgeable connoisseurs of snails. He dreamed one day of breeding snails for the market, even of producing a brand-new breed of snails. Some men’s noses were tuned to wines, other men’s noses were tuned to perfumes, but the nose of Publius Vagiennius was tuned to snails. And that whiff of snails which came borne on the wind off the citadel mount told him that somewhere up aloft dwelled snails of an unparalleled deliciousness.


  With the industry of a pig on the trail of truffles, he got to work following the evidence of his olfactory apparatus, prowling the flanges of rock for a way up to the snail colony. Not since coming to Africa with Lucius Cornelius Sulla in September of the year before had he so much as tasted a snail. African snails were held to be the best in the world, but wherever they lived he hadn’t found out, and those which came into the markets of Utica and Cirta went straight to the tables of the military tribunes and the legates—if they didn’t go straight to Rome, that is.


  Anyone less motivated would not have found the ancient fumarole, its volcanic vapors long since spent, for it lay behind a seemingly uninterrupted wall of basalt formed in tall columnar crystals; nose down, Publius Vagiennius sniffed his way around an optical illusion and found a huge chimney. During the passage of millions of years of inactivity, dust blown in by winds had filled the vent to the level of the ground outside and was piling up against the leeward wall higher and higher, but it was still possible for a man to gain access to the interior of this natural cavity. It measured some twenty feet across, and perhaps two hundred feet upward there gleamed a patch of sky. The walls were vertical, and to almost all observers appeared unscalable. But Publius Vagiennius was an alpine man; he was also a snail gastronome on the track of a superlative taste experience. So he climbed the fumarole—not without difficulty, but certainly without ever being in real danger of falling.


  And at its top he emerged onto a grassy shelf perhaps a hundred feet long and fifty feet wide at its widest point, which was where the chimney came to its termination. Because all of this occurred on the north face of the rugged volcanic outcrop—actually the eroded remnant of the lava plug, for the outer mountain itself had disappeared aeons before—the shelf was permanently wet from seepage, some of which dripped over the rim of the fumarole, but most of which ran down the rocks on the outside at the point where the shelf sloped to form a fissure. A great crag some hundred feet above overhung most of the shelf, and the cliff between shelf and overhang was hollowed out into an open-fronted cave wet with seepage, a wonderful wall of ferns, mosses, liverworts, and sedges; at one place so much water was being squeezed out of the rock by the enormous pressures of the upper mountain that a tiny rivulet twinkled and fell with copious splashes along its way, and ran off with the other seepage over the edge of the shelf. Clearly this was the reason why the grass on the plain at the northern base of the outcrop was sweeter.


  Where the great cave now yawned had once been a deposit of mud agglomerate which penetrated much deeper into the lava plug, gathered water, and emerged to the surface only to be greedily chewed away by wind and frosts. One day, the expert mountain man Publius Vagiennius knew, the basalt crag teetering so ominously overhead would become undermined enough to break off; shelf and cave would be buried, as would the old volcanic chimney.


  The great cave was perfect snail country, permanently damp, a pocket of humid air in a notoriously dry land, stuffed with all the decayed plant matter and minute dead insects snails adored, always shady, protected from the brunt of the winds by a crag from below that reared up much higher than the shelf for a third of its length, and curved outward, thus deflecting the winds.


  The whole place reeked of snails, but not snails of any kind known to Publius Vagiennius, said his nose. When he finally saw one, he gaped. Its shell was as big as the palm of his hand! Having seen one, he soon distinguished dozens, and then hundreds, none of them shorter in the shell than his index finger, some of them longer than his outstretched hand. Hardly believing his eyes, he climbed up into the cave, scouted it with ever-increasing amazement, and finally arrived at its far edge, where he found a way up and up and up; not a snake path, he thought in amusement, but a snail path!


  The path dived into a crevice which opened into a smaller, more enclosed, ferny cave. The snails kept getting more numerous. And then he found himself around the side of the overhang, discovered it was in itself over a hundred feet thick, kept on climbing until, with a heave, he came out of Snail Paradise into Snail Tartarus, the dry and windswept lava plug atop the overhang. He gasped, panicked, ducked quickly behind a rock; for there not five hundred feet above him was the fortress. So easy was the incline he could have walked up it without a staff, and so low was the citadel wall he could have pulled himself over it without a helping shove from beneath.


  Publius Vagiennius descended back to the snail path, got down into the lower reaches of the cave, and there paused to pop half a dozen of the largest snails into the bloused chest section of his tunic, each well wrapped in wet leaves. Then he began the serious descent, hindered by his precious cargo yet inspired by it to superhuman feats of rock climbing. And finally emerged into his little flower-filled dell.


  A long drink of water, and he felt better; his snails were snug, slimy, safe. Not intending to share them with anyone, he transferred them from his tunic to his lunch pouch, complete with wet leaves and a few chunks of much drier humus collected in the dell, moistened from his water bag. The lunch pouch he tied securely to prevent the snails’ escape, and put it in a shady place.


  The next day he dined superbly, having brought a kettle with him in which to steam two of his catches, and some good oil-and-garlic sauce. Oh, what snails! Size in a snail most definitely did not mean toughness. Size in a snail simply meant additional nuances of flavor and more to eat with a lot less fiddling about.


  He dined on two snails each day for six days, making one more trip up the fumarole to fetch down the second half dozen. But on the seventh day his conscience began to gnaw at him; had he been a more introspective sort of fellow, he might have come to the conclusion that his pangs of conscience were increasing in linear proportion to his pangs of snail-sated indigestion. At first all he thought was that he was a selfish mentula, to hoard the snails entirely for himself when he had good friends among his squadron’s members. And then he began to think about the fact that he had discovered a way to scale the mountain.


  For three more days he battled his conscience, and finally suffered from an attack of gastritis which quite killed all his appetite for snails and made him wish he had never heard of them. That made up his mind.


  He didn’t bother about reporting to his squadron commander; he went straight to the top.


  Roughly in the center of the camp, where the via praetoria connecting the main and rear gates intersected with the via principalis connecting the two side gates, sat the general’s command tent and its flagpole, with an open space on either flank for assemblies. Here, in a hide structure substantial enough to warrant a proper wooden framework, Gaius Marius had his command headquarters and his living quarters; under the shade of a long awning which extended in front of the main entrance was a table and chair, occupied by the military tribune of the day. It was his duty to screen those wanting to see the general, or to route inquiries about this or that to the proper destinations. Two sentries stood one to either side of the entrance, at ease but vigilant, the monotony of this duty alleviated by the fact that they could overhear all conversation between the duty tribune and those who came to see him.


  Quintus Sertorius was on duty, and enjoying himself enormously. Solving conundrums of supply, discipline, morale, and men appealed to him, and he loved the increasingly complex and responsible tasks Gaius Marius gave him. If ever there was a case of hero worship, it existed in Quintus Sertorius, its object Gaius Marius; the embryonic master-soldier recognizing the mature form. Nothing Gaius Marius could have asked of him would have seemed a distasteful chore to Quintus Sertorius, so where other junior military tribunes loathed desk duty outside the general’s tent, Quintus Sertorius welcomed it.


  When the Ligurian horse trooper lurched up with the gait peculiar to men who straddle horses with their legs hanging down unsupported all their lives, Quintus Sertorius regarded him with interest. Not a very prepossessing sort of fellow, he had a face only his mother could have thought beautiful, but his mail shirt was buffed up nicely, his soft-soled Ligurian felt riding shoes were adorned with a pair of sparkling spurs, and his leather knee breeches were respectably clean. If he smelled a little of horses, that was only to be expected; all troopers did, it was ingrained, and had nothing to do with how many baths they took or how often they washed their clothes.


  One pair of shrewd brown eyes looked into another pair, each liking what it saw.


  No decorations yet, thought Quintus Sertorius, but then, the cavalry hadn’t really seen any action yet, either.


  Young for this job, thought Publius Vagiennius, but a real neat-looking soldier, if ever I saw one—typical Roman foot-slogger, though; no taste for horses.


  “Publius Vagiennius, Ligurian cavalry squadron,” said Publius Vagiennius. “I’d like to see Gaius Marius.”


  “Rank?” asked Quintus Sertorius.


  “Trooper,” said Publius Vagiennius.


  “Your business?”


  “That’s private.”


  “The general,” said Quintus Sertorius pleasantly, “doesn’t see ordinary troopers of auxiliary cavalry, especially escorted by no one save themselves. Where’s your tribune, trooper?”


  “He don’t know I’m here,” said Publius Vagiennius, looking mulish. “My business is private.”


  “Gaius Marius is a very busy man,” said Quintus Sertorius.


  Publius Vagiennius leaned both hands on the table and thrust his head closer, almost asphyxiating Sertorius with the smell of garlic. “Now listen, young sir, you tell Gaius Marius I’ve got a proposition of great advantage to him— but I’m not going to spill it to anyone else, and that’s final.”


  Keeping his eyes aloof and his face straight while he was dying to burst out laughing, Quintus Sertorius got to his feet. “Wait here, trooper,” he said.


  The interior of the tent was divided into two areas by a leather wall sliced up its center to form a flap. The back room formed Marius’s living quarters, the front room his office. This front room was by far the bigger of the two, and held an assortment of folding chairs and tables, racks of maps, some models of siege-works the engineers had been playing with regarding Muluchath Mountain, and portable sets of pigeonholed shelves in which reposed various documents, scrolls, book buckets, and loose papers.


  Gaius Marius was sitting on his ivory curule chair to one side of the big folding table he called his personal desk, with Aulus Manlius, his legate, on its other side, and Lucius Cornelius Sulla, his quaestor, between them. They were clearly engaged in the activity which they detested most, but which was dear to the hearts of the bureaucrats who ran the Treasury—going through the accounts and keeping the books. That this was a preliminary conference was easy to see for a Quintus Sertorius; if it had been serious, several clerks and scribes would also have been in attendance.


  “Gaius Marius, I apologize for interrupting you,” said Sertorius, rather diffidently.


  Something in his tone made all three men lift their heads to look at him closely.


  “You’re forgiven, Quintus Sertorius. What is it?” asked Marius, smiling.


  “Well, it’s probably a complete waste of your time, but I’ve got a trooper of Ligurian cavalry outside who insists on seeing you, Gaius Marius, but won’t tell me why.”


  “A trooper of Ligurian cavalry,” said Marius slowly. “And what does his tribune have to say?”


  “He hasn’t consulted his tribune.”


  “Oh, top secret, eh?” Marius surveyed Sertorius shrewdly. “Why should I see this man, Quintus Sertorius?”


  Quintus Sertorius grinned. “If I could tell you that, I’d be a lot better at my job,” he said. “I don’t know why, and that’s an honest answer. But—I don’t know, I’m probably wrong, but—I think you should see him, Gaius Marius. I’ve got a feeling about it.”


  Marius laid down the paper in his hand. “Bring him in.”


  The sight of all the Senior Command sitting together did not even dent Publius Vagiennius’s confidence; he stood blinking in the dimmer light, no fear on his face.


  “This is Publius Vagiennius,” said Sertorius, preparing to leave again.


  “Stay here, Quintus Sertorius,” said Marius. “Well now, Publius Vagiennius, what have you to say to me?”


  “Quite a lot,” said Publius Vagiennius.


  “Then spit it out, man!”


  “I will, I will!” said Publius Vagiennius, uncowed. “The thing is, I’m just going through my options first. Do I lay my information, or put up my business proposition?”


  “Does one hinge upon the other?” asked Aulus Manlius.


  “It most certainly do, Aulus Manlius.”


  “Then let’s have the business proposition first,” said Marius, poker-faced. “I like the oblique approach.”


  “Snails,” said Publius Vagiennius.


  All four Romans looked at him, but no one spoke.


  “My business proposition,” said Publius Vagiennius patiently. “It’s snails. The biggest, juiciest snails you ever seen!”


  “So that’s why you reek of garlic!” said Sulla.


  “Can’t eat snails without garlic,” said Vagiennius.


  “How can we help you with your snails?” asked Marius.


  “I want a concession,” said Vagiennius, “and I want a introduction to the right people in Rome to market them.”


  “I see.” Marius looked at Manlius, Sulla, Sertorius. No one was smiling. “All right, you’ve got your concession, and I imagine between us we can scrape up the odd introduction. Now what’s the information you want to lay?”


  “I found a way up the mountain.”


  Sulla and Aulus Manlius sat up straight.


  ‘‘You found a way up the mountain,” said Marius slowly.


  “Yes.”


  Marius got up from behind the table. “Show me,” he said.


  But Publius Vagiennius backed away. “Well, I will, Gaius Marius, I will! But not until we sort out my snails.”


  “Can’t it wait, man?” asked Sulla, looking ominous.


  “No, Lucius Cornelius, it can’t!” said Publius Vagiennius, thereby demonstrating that he knew all the names of the Senior Command when he saw them. “The way to the top of the mountain goes straight through the middle of my snail patch. And it’s my snail patch! The best snails in the whole world too! Here.” He unslung his lunch pouch from its rather incongruous resting place athwart his long cavalry sword, opened it, and carefully withdrew an eight-inch-long snail shell, which he put on Marius’s desk.


  They all looked at it fixedly, in complete silence. Since the surface of the table was cool and sleek, after a moment or two the snail ventured out, for it was hungry, and it had been jolted around inside Publius Vagiennius’s lunch pouch for some time, deprived of tranquillity. Now it rabbited out of its hat as snails do, not emerging like a tortoise, but rather jacking its shell up into the air and expanding into existence under it via slimy amorphous lumps. One such lump formed itself into a tapering tail, and the opposite lump into a stumpy head which lifted bleary stalks into the air by growing them out of nothing. Its metamorphosis complete, it began to chomp quite audibly upon the mulch Publius Vagiennius had wrapped around it.


  “Now that,” said Gaius Marius, “is what I call a snail!”


  “Rather!” breathed Quintus Sertorius.


  “You could feed an army on those,” said Sulla, who was a conservative eater, and didn’t like snails any more than he liked mushrooms.


  “That’s it!” yelped Publius Vagiennius. “That’s just it! I don’t want them greedy mentulae”—his audience winced—”pinching my snails! There’s a lot of snails, but five hundred soldiers’d see the end of them! Now I want to bring them to some place handy to Rome and breed them, and I don’t want my snail patch ruined either. I want that concession, and I want my snail patch kept safe from all the cunni in this here army!”


  “It’s an army of cunni all right,” said Marius gravely.


  “It so happens,” drawled Aulus Manlius in his extremely upper-class accent, “that I can help you, Publius Vagiennius. I have a client from Tarquinia—Etruria, you know— who has been getting together a very exclusive and lucrative little business in the Cuppedenis markets—Rome, you know—selling snails. His name is Marcus Fulvius—not a noble Fulvius, you know—and I advanced him a little money to get himself started a couple of years ago. He’s doing well. But I imagine he’d be very happy to come to some sort of agreement with you, looking at this magnificent—truly magnificent, Publius Vagiennius!—snail.”


  “You got a deal, Aulus Manlius,” said the trooper.


  “Now will you show us the way up the mountain?” demanded Sulla, still impatient.


  “In a moment, in a moment,” said Vagiennius, turned to where Marius was lacing on his boots. “First I want to hear the general say my snail patch will be safe.”


  Marius finished with his boots and straightened up to look Publius Vagiennius in the eye. “Publius Vagiennius,” he said, “you are a man after my own heart! You combine a sound business head with a staunchly patriotic spirit. Fear not, you have my word your snail patch will be kept safe. Now lead us to the mountain, if you please.”


  When the investigative party set out shortly thereafter, it had been augmented by the chief of engineers. They rode to save time, Vagiennius on his better horse, Gaius Marius on the elderly but elegant steed he saved mostly for parades, Sulla adhering to his preference for a mule, and Aulus Manlius and Quintus Sertorius and the engineer on ponies out of the general compound.


  The fumarole represented no difficulties to the engineer. “Easy,” he said, gazing up the chimney. “I’ll build a nice wide staircase all the way up, there’s room.”


  “How long will it take you?” asked Marius.


  “I just happen to have a few cartloads of planks and small beams with me, so—oh, two days, if I work day and night,” said the engineer.


  “Then get to it at once,” said Marius, gazing at Vagiennius with renewed respect. “You must be three parts goat to be able to climb up this,” he said.


  “Mountain born, mountain bred,” said Vagiennius smugly.


  “Well, your snail patch will be safe until the staircase is done,” Marius said as he led the way back to the horses. “Once your snails come under threat, I’ll deal with it myself.”


  Five days later the Muluchath citadel belonged to Gaius Marius, together with a fabulous hoard of silver coins, silver bars, and a thousand talents in gold; there were also two small chests, one stuffed with the finest, reddest carbunculus stones anyone had ever seen, and the other stuffed with stones no one had ever seen, long naturally faceted crystals carefully polished to reveal that they were deep pink at one end, shading through to dark green at the other.


  “A fortune!” said Sulla, holding up one of the particolored stones the locals called lychnites.


  “Indeed, indeed!” gloated Marius.


  As for Publius Vagiennius, he was decorated at a full assembly of the army, receiving a complete set of nine solid-silver phalerae, these being big round medallions sculpted in high relief and joined together in three rows of three by chased, silver-inlaid straps so that they could be worn on the chest over the top of the cuirass or mail shirt. He quite liked this distinction, but he was far better pleased by the fact that Marius had honored his word, and protected the snail patch from predators by fencing off a route for the soldiers to take to the top of the mountain. This passageway Marius had then screened with hides, so that the soldiers never knew what succulent goodies cruised rheumily through the cave of ferns. And when the mountain was taken, Marius ordered the staircase demolished immediately. Not only that, but Aulus Manlius had written off to his client the ignoble Marcus Fulvius, setting a partnership in train for when the African campaign was over, and Publius Vagiennius had his discharge.


  “Mind you, Publius Vagiennius,” said Marius as he strapped on the nine silver phalerae, “the four of us expect a proper reward in years to come—free snails for our tables, with an extra share for Aulus Manlius.”


  “It’s a deal,” said Publius Vagiennius, who had discovered to his sorrow that his liking for snails had permanently gone since his illness. However, he now regarded snails with the jealous eye of a preserver rather than a destroyer.


  *


  By the end of Sextilis the army was on its way back from the borderlands, eating very well off the land because the harvest was in. The visit to the edge of King Bocchus’s realm had had the desired effect; convinced that once he had Numidia conquered, Marius was not going to stop, Bocchus decided to throw in his lot with his son-in-law, Jugurtha. He therefore hustled his Moorish army to the Muluchath River and there met Jugurtha, who waited until Marius was gone, then reoccupied his denuded mountain citadel.


  The two kings followed in the wake of the Romans as they headed east, not in any hurry to attack, and keeping far enough back to remain undetected. And then when Marius was within a hundred miles of Cirta, the kings struck.


  It was just on dusk, and the Roman army was busy pitching camp. Even so, the attack did not catch the men completely off-guard, for Marius pitched camp with scrupulous attention to safety. The surveyors came in and computed the four corners, which were staked out, then the whole army moved with meticulous precision into the future camp’s interior, knowing by rote exactly where each legion was to go, each cohort of each legion, each century of each cohort. No one tripped over anyone else; no one went to the wrong place; no one erred as to the amount of ground he was to occupy. The baggage mule train was brought inside too, the noncombatants of each century took charge of each octet’s mules and the century’s cart, and the train attendants saw to stabling of the animals and storage of the carts. Armed with digging tools and palisade stakes from their backpacks, the soldiers, still completely armed, went to the sections of boundary always designated to them. They worked in their mail shirts and girt with swords and daggers; their spears were planted firmly in the ground and their shields propped against them, after which their helmets were hooked by their chin straps around the spears and over the fronts of the shields so that a wind could not blow the erections over. In that way, every man’s helmet, shield, and spear were within reach while the laboring went on.


  The scouts did not find the Enemy, but came in reporting all clear, then went to do their share of pitching camp. The sun had set. And in the brief lustrous dimness before darkness fell, the Numidian and Mauretanian armies spilled out from behind a nearby ridge and descended upon the half-finished camp.


  All the fighting took place during darkness, a desperate business which went against the Romans for some hours. But Quintus Sertorius got the noncombatants kindling torches until finally the field was lit up enough for Marius to see what was happening, and from that point on, things began to improve for the Romans. Sulla distinguished himself mightily, rallying those troops who began to flag or panic, appearing everywhere he was needed—as if by magic, but in reality because he had that inbuilt military eye which could discern where the next weak spot was going to develop before it actually did. Sword blooded, blood up, he took to battle like a veteran—brave in attack, careful in defense, brilliant in difficulties.


  And by the eighth hour of darkness, victory went to the Romans. The Numidian and Mauretanian armies drew off in fairly good order, yet left several thousands of their soldiers behind on the field, where Marius had lost surprisingly few.


  In the morning the Roman army moved on, Marius having decided rest for his men was out of the question. The dead were properly cremated, and the Enemy dead were left for the vultures. This time the legions marched in square, with the cavalry disposed at front and at back of the compressed column, and the mules as well as the baggage mule train right in the middle. If a second attack occurred on the march, all the soldiers had to do was face outward in each square, while the cavalry was already placed to form wings. Each man now wore his helmet on his head, its colored horse’s-tail plume fixed to its top; he carried his shield uncovered by its protective hide, and he also carried both his spears.


  Not until Cirta was reached would vigilance be relaxed.


  On the fourth day, with Cirta the coming night’s destination, the kings struck again. This time Marius was ready. The legions formed into squares, each square formed part of a vaster square with the baggage in its middle, and then each small square dissolved into rank and file to double its thickness facing the Enemy. As always, Jugurtha counted upon his many thousands of Numidian horse to unsettle the Roman front; superb riders, they used neither saddle nor bridle, and wore no armor, relying for their punch and power upon fleetness, bravery and their deadly accuracy with javelin and long-sword. But neither his cavalry nor Bocchus’s could break through into the center of the Roman square, and their infantry forces broke against a solid wall of legionaries undismayed by horse or foot.


  Sulla fought in the front line with the leading cohort of the leading legion, for Marius was in control of tactics and the element of surprise was negligible; when Jugurtha’s infantry lines finally broke, it was Sulla who led the charge against them, Sertorius not far behind.


  Sheer desperation to be rid of Rome for once and for all kept Jugurtha in the battle too long. When he did decide to withdraw, it was already too late to do so, and he had no choice but to struggle on against a Roman force sensing victory. So the Roman victory when it came was complete, rounded, whole. The Numidian and Mauretanian armies were destroyed, most of their men dead on the field. Jugurtha and Bocchus got away.


  Marius rode into Cirta at the head of an exhausted column, every man in it jubilant; there would be no more war on a grand scale in Africa—the least soldier knew it. This time Marius quartered his army within Cirta’s walls, unwilling to risk exposure outside. His troops were billeted upon hapless Numidian civilians, and hapless Numidian civilians made up the work parties he sent out the next day to clean up the field of battle, burn the mountains of African dead, and bring in the far fewer Roman dead for the proper obsequies.


  Quintus Sertorius found himself placed in charge of all the decorations which Marius intended to award at a special assembly of the army following the cremation of the fallen; he was also placed in charge of organizing the ceremony. As it was the first such ceremony he had ever attended, he had no idea how to go about his task, but he was intelligent and resourceful. So he found a veteran primus pilus centurion, and asked him.


  “Now what you got to do, young Sertorius,” said this old stager, “is get all of Gaius Marius’s own decorations out, and display them on the general’s dais so the men can see what sort of soldier he was. These are good boys of ours, Head Count or not, but they don’t know nothing about the military life, and they don’t come from families with a military tradition. So how do they know what sort of soldier Gaius Marius was? I do! That’s because I been with Gaius Marius in every campaign he fought since—oh, Numantia.”


  “But I don’t think he has his decorations with him,” said Sertorius, dismayed.


  “Course he has, young Sertorius!” said the veteran of a hundred battles and skirmishes. “They’re his luck.”


  Sure enough, when applied to, Gaius Marius admitted that he did have his decorations along on the campaign. Looking a little embarrassed, until Sertorius told him of the centurion’s remark about luck.


  All of Cirta turned out to ogle, for it was an impressive ceremony, the army in full parade regalia, each legion’s silver eagle wreathed with the laurels of victory, each maniple’s standard of a silver hand wreathed with the laurels of victory, each century’s cloth vexillum banner wreathed with the laurels of victory. Every man wore his decorations, but since this was a new army of new men, only a few of the centurions and a half-dozen soldiers sported armbands, neck rings, medallions. Of course Publius Vagiennius wore his set of silver phalerae.


  Ah, but Gaius Marius himself reigned supreme! So thought the dazzled Quintus Sertorius, standing waiting to be awarded his Gold Crown for a single combat upon the field; Sulla too was waiting to be awarded a Gold Crown.


  There they were, ranged behind him on the high dais, Gaius Marius’s decorations. Six silver spears for killing a man in single combat on six different occasions; a scarlet vexillum banner embroidered in gold and finished with a fringe of gold bullion for killing several men in single combat on the same occasion; two silver-encrusted shields of the old oval pattern for holding hotly contested ground against odds. Then there were the decorations he wore. His cuirass was of hardened leather rather than the normal silver-plated bronze of a senior officer, for over it he wore all his phalerae on their gold-encrusted harnesses—no less than three full sets of nine in gold, two on the front of the cuirass, one on the back; six gold and four silver torcs depended from little straps across shoulders and neck; his arms and wrists glittered with gold and silver armillae bracelets. Then there were his crowns. On his head he wore one Corona Civica, which was the crown of oak leaves awarded only to a man who had saved the lives of his fellows and held the ground on which he had done the deed for the rest of the battle. Two more oak-leaf crowns hung from two of the silver spears, indicating that he had won the Corona Civica no fewer than three times; on two more of the silver spears hung two Gold Crowns for conspicuous bravery, crowns made of gold hammered into the shape of laurel leaves; on the fifth spear hung a Corona Muralis, a gold crown with a crenellated battlement awarded for being the first man to scale the walls of an enemy town; and on the sixth spear hung a Corona Vallaris, a gold crown awarded for being the first man into an enemy camp.


  What a man! thought Quintus Sertorius, mentally cataloguing these talismans. Yes, the only awards he hadn’t won were the naval crown, given for valor in a sea battle— Marius had never fought at sea, so that omission was logical—and the Corona Graminea, the simple wreath of common grass awarded to a man who literally by his own valor and initiative saved a whole legion, or even a whole army. The grass crown had been given only a handful of times during the whole history of the Republic, the first time to the legendary Lucius Siccius Dentatus, who had won no less than twenty-six different crowns—but only one Corona Graminea. To Scipio Africanus during the second war against Carthage. Sertorius frowned, dredging up the rest of the winners. Oh, Publius Decius Mus had won it during the first Samnite war! And Quintus Fabius Maximus Verrucosis Cunctator had won it for stalking Hannibal up and down Italy, thus preventing Hannibal’s gaining the confidence to attack Rome herself.


  Then Sulla was called to receive his Gold Crown, and a full set of nine gold phalerae as well, for his valor during the first of the two battles against the kings. How pleased he looked, how—enhanced. Quintus Sertorius had heard that he was a cold sort of fellow, and had a cruel streak; but not once in their time together in Africa had he seen evidence to substantiate these accusations, and surely if they were true, Gaius Marius would not have liked him as well as he clearly did. For of course Quintus Sertorius did not understand that when life was going well, and was enjoyable, and held enough mental and physical challenge, coldness and cruelty could be buried, however temporarily; he also did not understand that Sulla was quite shrewd enough to know Gaius Marius was not the man to whom to show the baser, darker side of himself. In fact, Lucius Cornelius Sulla had been on his very best behavior ever since Marius had asked for him as his quaestor—and had not found it at all difficult to be so, either.


  “Oh!” Quintus Sertorius jumped. He had been so deep in his thoughts that he hadn’t heard his name called, and got a dig in the ribs from his servant, almost as proud of Quintus Sertorius as Quintus Sertorius was of himself. Up onto the dais he stumbled, and stood there while the great Gaius Marius placed the Gold Crown on his head, then suffered the cheers of the army, and had his hand shaken by Gaius Marius and Aulus Manlius.


  And after all the tores and bracelets and medallions and banners were handed out, and some of the cohorts got group awards of gold or silver wreaths for their standard poles, Gaius Marius spoke.


  “Well done, men of the Head Count!” he cried, the dazed recipients of decorations standing gathered around him. “You have proven yourselves braver than the brave, more willing than the willing, harder working than the hardworking, more intelligent than the intelligent! There’s many a naked standard pole which now can be adorned with the decorations won by its owners! When we walk in triumph through Rome, we’ll give them all something to look at! And in future, let no Roman say that the men of the Head Count don’t care enough about Rome to win battles for her!”


  *


  November was just beginning to promise rain when an embassage arrived in Cirta from King Bocchus of Mauretania. Marius let its members stew for several days, ignoring their pleas of urgency.


  “They’ll be soft as cushions,” he said to Sulla when finally he consented to see them.


  “I’m not going to forgive King Bocchus,” he said as his opening gambit, “so go home! You’re wasting my time.”


  The spokesman was a younger brother of the King, one Bogud, and now Prince Bogud stepped forward quickly, before Marius could wave at his lictors to eject the embassage.


  “Gaius Marius, Gaius Marius, my brother the King is only too aware of the magnitude of his transgressions!” said the prince. ‘ ‘He isn’t asking for forgiveness, nor is he asking that you recommend to the Senate and People of Rome that he be reinstated as a Friend and Ally of the Roman People. What he does ask is that in the spring you send two of your most senior legates to his court in Tingis beyond the Pillars of Hercules. There he will explain to them most carefully why he allied himself with King Jugurtha, and he asks only that they listen to him with open ears. They are not to say one word to him in reply—they are to report what he has said to you, so that you may reply. Do, I entreat you, grant my brother the King this favor!”


  “What, send two of my top men all the way to Tingis at the start of the campaigning season?” asked Marius with well-feigned incredulity. “No! The best I’ll do is send them as far as Saldae.” This was a small seaport not far to the west of Cirta’s seaport, Rusicade.


  The whole embassage threw up hands in horror. “Quite impossible!” cried Bogud. “My brother the King wishes to avoid King Jugurtha at all costs!”


  “Icosium,” said Marius, naming another seaport, this one about two hundred miles to the west of Rusicade. “I’ll send my senior legate, Aulus Manlius, and my quaestor, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, as far as Icosium—but now, Prince Bogud, not in the spring.”


  “Impossible!” cried Bogud. “The King is in Tingis!”


  “Rubbish!” said Marius scornfully. “The King is on his way back to Mauretania with his tail between his legs. If you send a fast rider after him, I’ll guarantee he has no trouble reaching Icosium about the same moment as my legates sail in.” He glared at Bogud balefully. “That is my best—and only!—offer. Take it or leave it.”


  Bogud took it. When the embassage embarked two days later, it sailed together with Aulus Manlius and Sulla upon a ship bound for Icosium, having sent that fast rider to catch up with the tattered remnants of the Moorish army.


  “He was waiting for us when we sailed in, just as you said,” Sulla reported a month later, upon his return.


  “Where’s Aulus Manlius?” asked Marius.


  Sulla’s eyes twinkled. “Aulus Manlius isn’t well, so he decided to come back overland.”


  “A serious indisposition?”


  “I’ve never seen a poorer sailor,” said Sulla reminiscently.


  “Well, I never knew that about him!” said Marius, amazed. “I take it then that you did most of the careful listening, not Aulus Manlius?”


  “Yes,” said Sulla, and grinned. “He’s a funny little man, Bocchus. Round like a ball from too many sweeties. Very pompous on the surface, very timid underneath.”


  “It’s a combination goes together,” said Marius.


  “Well, it’s clear enough that he’s afraid of Jugurtha; I don’t think he’s lying about that. And if we were to give him strong guarantees that we have no intention of removing him from rule in Mauretania, I think he’d be delighted to serve Rome’s interests. But Jugurtha works on him, you know.”


  “Jugurtha works on everyone. Did you adhere to Bocchus’s rule about saying nothing, or did you speak up?”


  “Oh, I let him talk himself out first,” said Sulla, “but then I spoke up. He tried to get all royal and dismiss me, so I told him his had been a one-sided bargain that did not bind your representatives as far as you were concerned.”


  “What did you have to say?” asked Marius.


  “That if he was a clever little king, he’d ignore Jugurtha in the future and stick by Rome.”


  “How did he take that?”


  “Quite well. Certainly I left him in a chastened mood.”


  “Then we’ll wait and see what happens next,” said Marius.


  “One thing I did find out,” added Sulla, “was that Jugurtha has come to the end of his recruiting tether. Even the Gaetuli are refusing to give him more men. Numidia is very tired of the war, and hardly anyone in the kingdom, be he a dweller in the settled regions or a nomad of the inland, now feels there’s the remotest chance of winning.”


  “But will they hand over Jugurtha?” Sulla shook his head.


  “No, of course they won’t!”


  “Never mind,” said Marius, showing his teeth. “Next year, Lucius Cornelius! Next year we’ll get him.”


  *


  Shortly before the old year ended, Gaius Marius received a letter from Publius Rutilius Rufus, long delayed en route by a series of appalling storms.


  I know you wanted me to stand for consul in tandem with you, Gaius Marius, but an opportunity has come up which I’d be a fool to ignore. Yes, I intend to stand for the consulship of next year, and am lodging my name as a candidate tomorrow. The well seems to have run temporarily dry, you see. No one of any note is standing. What, not Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar again? I hear you ask. No, he’s lying very low these days, as he belongs too obviously to that faction which has defended all our consuls responsible for the loss of so many soldier lives. So far the best nominee is a New Man of sorts—Gnaeus Mallius Maximus, no less. He’s not a bad sort of fellow; I could certainly work with him—but if he’s the best candidate in the field, I’m just about a certainty. Your own command is prorogued for the coming year, as you probably already know.


  Rome is really a very boring place at the moment; I have hardly any news to give you, and precious little by way of scandal. Your family are all well, Young Marius being a joy and a delight, very domineering and ahead of his years, into every sort of mischief and driving his mother mad, just as a small boy ought. However, your father-in-law, Caesar, is not well, though of course, being Caesar, he never complains. There’s something wrong with his voice, and no amount of honey seems to fix it.


  And that really is the end of the news! How frightful. What can I talk about? Barely a page filled, and bare is right. Well, there’s my niece Aurelia. And who on the face of this earth is Aurelia? I hear you ask. Nor are you one bit interested, I’ll warrant. Never mind. You can listen; I’ll be brief. I’m sure you know the story of Helen of Troy, even if you are an Italian hayseed with no Greek. She was so beautiful every single king and prince in all of Greece wanted to marry her. Of like kind is my niece. So beautiful that everyone of any note in Rome wants to marry her.


  All the children of my sister, Rutilia, are handsome, but Aurelia is more than merely handsome. When she was a child, everyone deplored her face—it was too bony, too hard, too everything. But now she’s turning eighteen, everyone is lauding exactly the same face.


  I love her very much, as a matter of fact. Now why? I hear you ask. True, I am not normally interested in the female offspring of my many close relatives, even my own daughter and my two granddaughters. But I know why I prize my darling Aurelia. Because of her serving maid. For when she turned thirteen, my sister and her husband, Marcus Aurelius Cotta, decided she ought to have a permanent maidservant who would also function as companion and watchdog. So they bought a very good girl, and gave the girl to Aurelia. Who after a very short time announced that she didn’t want this particular girl.


  “Why?” asked my sister, Rutilia.


  “Because she’s lazy,” said the thirteen-year-old.


  Back the parents went to their dealer, and, after even more care, chose another girl. Whom Aurelia also refused.


  “Why?” asked my sister, Rutilia.


  “Because she thinks she can dominate me,” said Aurelia.


  And back the parents went a third time, and they combed Spurius Postumius Glycon’s books for another girl. All three, I add, were highly educated, Greek, and vocally intelligent.


  But Aurelia didn’t want the third girl either.


  “Why?” asked my sister, Rutilia.


  “Because she’s got an eye for the main chance; she’s already fluttering her lashes at the steward,” said Aurelia.


  “All right, go and pick your own maidservant!” said my sister, Rutilia, refusing to have anything more to do with the whole business.


  When Aurelia came home with her choice, the family was appalled. For there stood this sixteen-year-old girl of the Gallic Arverni, a vastly tall and skinny creature with a horrid round pink short-nosed face, faded blue eyes, cruelly cropped hair (it had been sold to make a wig when her previous master needed money), and the most enormous hands and feet I have ever seen on anyone, male or female. Her name, announced Aurelia, was Cardixa.


  Now as you know, Gaius Marius, I am always intrigued with the backgrounds of those we bring into our houses as slaves. For, it has always struck me, we spend considerably more time deciding upon the menu for a dinner party than we do upon the people whom we trust to care for our clothes, our persons, our children, and even our reputations. Whereas, it struck me immediately, my thirteen-year-old niece Aurelia had chosen this ghastly Cardixa girl for precisely the right reasons. She wanted someone loyal, hardworking, submissive, and well intentioned, rather than someone who looked good, spoke Greek like a native (don’t they all?), and could hold up her end of a conversation.


  Thus I made it my business to find out about Cardixa, which was very simple. I merely asked Aurelia, who knew the girl’s whole history. She had been sold into captivity with her mother when she was four years old, after Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus had conquered the Arverni and carved out our province of Gaul-across-the-Alps. Not long after the pair arrived in Rome, the mother died, it appears of homesickness. So the child became a kind of page girl, trotting back and forth with chamber pots, pillows, and pouffes. She was sold several times after she lost her toddler’s prettiness and began to grow into the gangling homely weed I saw when Aurelia brought her home. One master had sexually molested her when she was eight; another master had flogged her every time his wife complained; a third master had her taught to read and write along with his daughter, a recalcitrant student.


  “So your pity was stirred, and you wanted to bring this poor creature into a kind home,” I said to Aurelia.


  And here, Gaius Marius, is why I love this girl more than I love my own daughter.


  For my comment did not please her at all. She reared back a little like a serpent, and said, “Certainly not! Pity is admirable, Uncle Publius, for so all our books tell us, and our parents too. But I would find pity a poor reason for choosing a maidservant! If Cardixa’s life has not been ideal, that is no fault of mine. Therefore I am in no way morally bound to rectify her misfortunes. I chose Cardixa because I am sure she will prove loyal, hardworking, submissive, and well intentioned. A pretty bucket is no guarantee that the book it contains is worth reading.


  “Oh, don’t you love her too, Gaius Marius, just a little? Thirteen years old she was at the time! And the strangest part about it was that though in my atrocious handwriting now, what she said may sound priggish, or even unfeeling, I knew she was neither prig nor cold-heart. Common sense, Gaius Marius! My niece has common sense. And how many women do you know with such a wonderful gift as that? All these fellows here want to marry her because of her face and her figure and her fortune, where I would rather give her to someone who prized her common sense. But how does one decide whose suit to favor? That is the burning question we are all asking each other.


  When he laid the letter down, Gaius Marius picked up his pen and drew a sheet of paper toward him. He dipped his stylus in his inkpot, and wrote without hesitation.


  Of course I understand. Go to it, Publius Rutilius! Gnaeus Mallius Maximus will need all the help he can get, and you will prove an excellent consul. As to your niece, why don’t you let her pick her own husband? She seems to have done all right with her maidservant. Though I can’t honestly see what all the fuss is about. Lucius Cornelius tells me he is the father of a son, but he had the news from Gaius Julius, not from Julilla. Would you do me the favor of keeping an eye on that young lady? For I do not think Julilla is like your niece in the matter of common sense, and I do not know whom else to ask, considering that I cannot very well ask her tata to keep an eye on her. I thank you for telling me Gaius Julius is unwell. I hope when you receive this, you are a new consul.
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  Though Jugurtha was not yet a fugitive in his own country, its more settled and eastern parts had certainly come to terms with the specter of the Romans, and accepted the inevitability of Roman dominance. However, Cirta, the capital, was situated in the center, so Marius decided it might be prudent to winter there himself, rather than in Utica. Cirta’s inhabitants had never demonstrated any great fondness for the King, but Marius knew Jugurtha well enough to understand that he was at his most dangerous—and his most charming—when pressed; it would not be politic to leave Cirta open to seduction by the King. Sulla was left in Utica to govern the Roman province, while Aulus Manlius was released from service and allowed to go home. With him to Rome Manlius took the two sons of Gaius Julius Caesar, neither of whom had wanted to leave Africa. But Rutilius’s letter had perturbed Marius; he had a feeling that it might be wise to give Caesar back his sons.


  In January of the New Year, King Bocchus of Mauretania made up his mind at last; despite his blood and marital ties to Jugurtha, he would formally ally himself with Rome— if Rome would deign to have him. So he moved from Iol to Icosium, the place where he had interviewed Sulla and the seasick Manlius two months earlier, and sent a small embassage off from Icosium to treat with Marius. Unfortunately it did not occur to him that Marius would winter anywhere save in Utica; as a result, the little delegation made Utica its goal, thus passing well to the north of Cirta and Gaius Marius.


  There were five Moorish ambassadors, including the King’s younger brother Bogud once again, and one of his sons as well, but the party traveled in very little state and without a military escort; Bocchus wished no difficulties with Marius, and no intimations of martial intentions. He also wanted to bypass attention from Jugurtha.


  In consequence, the cavalcade looked exactly like a group of prosperous merchants heading home with the proceeds of a season’s good trading, and was irresistibly tempting to the gangs of armed bandits who had taken advantage of the fragmentation of Numidia and the impotence of its king by helping themselves to other people’s property. As the group crossed the river Ubus not far south of Hippo Regius, it was set upon by outlaws and robbed of everything save the clothes its members wore; even its retinue of slaves and servants was taken for resale in some distant market.


  Quintus Sertorius and his exquisitely tuned cerebral apparatus were on duty with Marius, which meant that Sulla was served by less perceptive officers. Knowing this, however, he had made it his practice to keep an eye on what was happening at the gates of the governor’s palace in Utica; and, as luck would have it, he personally saw the raggle-taggle cluster of poor itinerants who stood trying fruitlessly to gain admission.


  “But we must see Gaius Marius!” Prince Bogud was insisting. “We are the ambassadors of King Bocchus of Mauretania, I do assure you!”


  Sulla recognized at least three of the group, and strolled over. “Bring them in, idiot,” he said to the duty tribune, then took Bogud’s arm to help him along, for he was clearly footsore. “No, the explanations can wait, Prince,” he said firmly. “You need a bath, fresh clothes, food, and a rest.”


  Some hours later he heard Bogud’s story.


  “We have been much longer getting here than we expected,” Bogud said in conclusion, “and I fear the King my brother will have despaired. May we see Gaius Marius?”


  “Gaius Marius is in Cirta,” said Sulla easily. “I advise you to tell me what it is your king wants, and leave it to me to get word to Cirta. Otherwise, there will be more delays.”


  “We are all blood relatives of the King, who asks Gaius Marius to send us onward to Rome, where we are to beg the Senate in person to reinstate the King in Rome’s service,” said Bogud.


  “I see.” Sulla rose to his feet. “Prince Bogud, please make yourself comfortable and wait. I’ll send to Gaius Marius at once, but it will be some days before we hear.”


  Said Marius’s letter, which turned up in Utica four days later:


  Well, well, well! This could be quite useful, Lucius Cornelius. However, I must be extremely careful. The new senior consul, Publius Rutilius Rufus, tells me that our dear friend Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle is going around informing anyone who will listen that he intends to prosecute me for extortion and corruption in my provincial administration. Therefore I can do nothing to give him ammunition. Luckily he’ll have to manufacture his evidence, as it has never been my practice to extort or corrupt—well, you know that better than most, I imagine. So here is what I want you to do.


  I shall give audience to Prince Bogud in Cirta, which means you will have to bring the embassage here. However, before you start out, I want you to gather up every single Roman senator, tribune of the Treasury, official representative of the Senate or People of Rome, and important Roman citizen, in the whole of the Roman African province. Bring them all to Cirta with you. For I am going to interview Bogud with every single Roman notable I can find listening to every word I say, and approving in writing of whatever I decide to do.


  Shouting with laughter, Sulla put the letter down. “Oh, superbly done, Gaius Marius!” he remarked to the four walls of his office, and went to scatter havoc among his tribunes and administrative officials by ordering them to scour the whole province for Roman notables.


  Because of its importance to Rome as a supplier of grain, Africa Province was a place the more globe-trotting members of the Senate liked to visit. It was also exotic and beautiful, and at this early time of the year, the prevailing winds being from the northern quadrant, it was a safer sea route to the east than passage across the Adriatic Sea—for those who had the extra time. And though it was the rainy season, that did not mean that every day it rained; between rains the climate was deliciously balmy compared to winter-struck Europa, and cured the visitor’s chilblains immediately.


  Thus Sulla was able to gather two globe-trotting senators and two visiting absentee landowners (including the biggest, Marcus Caelius Rufus), plus one senior Treasury official on winter vacation, and one plutocrat from Rome who had a huge business buying grain, and was currently in Utica to dabble a little in wheat futures.


  “But the great coup,” he said to Gaius Marius the moment he arrived in Cirta fifteen days later, “was none other than Gaius Billienus, who fancied taking a look at Africa on his way to govern Asia Province. Thus I am able to offer you a praetor with proconsular imperium, no less! We also have a Treasury quaestor, Gnaeus Octavius Ruso, who fortunately happened to sail into Utica harbor just before I set out, bearing the army’s wages. So I dragooned him too.”
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  “Lucius Cornelius, you’re a man after my own heart!” said Marius, grinning broadly. “Oh, but you do catch on fast!”


  And before he saw the Moorish embassage, Marius called a council of his Roman notables.


  “I want to explain the situation to all of you august gentlemen exactly as it exists, and then after I have seen Prince Bogud and his fellow ambassadors in your presence, I want us to arrive at a joint decision as to what I ought to do about King Bocchus. It will be necessary for each of you to put down his opinion in writing, so that when Rome is informed, everyone can see that I did not exceed the limits of my authority,” said Marius to senators, landowners, businessmen, one tribune of the Treasury, one quaestor, and one governor of a province.


  The outcome of the meeting was exactly what Marius had wanted; he had put his case to the Roman notables with care as well as eloquence, and was vehemently supported by his quaestor, Sulla. A peace agreement with Bocchus was highly desirable, the notables concluded, and might best be accomplished if three of the Moors were sent onward to Rome escorted by the Treasury quaestor Gnaeus Octavius Ruso, and the two remaining Moors were returned to Bocchus forthwith as evidence of Rome’s good faith.


  So Gnaeus Octavius Ruso shepherded Bogud and two of his cousins onward to Rome, where they arrived early in March, and were heard at once by the Senate in a specially convened meeting. This was held in the temple of Bellona because the matter involved a foreign war with a foreign ruler; Bellona being Rome’s own goddess of war and therefore far older than Mars, her temple was the place of choice for war meetings of the Senate.


  The consul Publius Rutilius Rufus delivered the Senate’s verdict with the temple doors wide open to permit those who clustered outside to hear him.


  “Tell King Bocchus,” Rutilius Rufus said in his high, light voice, “that the Senate and People of Rome remember both an offense and a favor. It is clear to us that King Bocchus rues his offense sincerely, so it would be unduly churlish of us, the Senate and People of Rome, to withhold our forgiveness. Therefore is he forgiven. However, the Senate and People of Rome now require that King Bocchus do us a favor of similar magnitude, for to date we have no favor to remember alongside the offense. We make no stipulations as to what this favor should be, we leave it entirely up to King Bocchus. And when the favor has been shown to us as unequivocally as the offense was, the Senate and People of Rome will be happy to give King Bocchus of Mauretania a treaty of friendship and alliance.”


  Bocchus got this answer at the end of March, delivered in person by Bogud and the two other ambassadors. Terror of Roman reprisals had outweighed the King’s fears for his person, so rather than retreat to far-off Tingis beyond the Pillars of Hercules, Bocchus had elected to remain in Icosium. Gaius Marius, he reasoned, would treat with him from this distance, but no further. And to protect himself from Jugurtha, he brought a new Moorish army to Icosium, and fortified the tiny port settlement as best he could.


  Off went Bogud to see Marius in Cirta.


  “My brother the King begs and beseeches Gaius Marius to tell him what favor he can do Rome of similar magnitude to his offense.” asked Bogud, on his knees.


  “Get up, man, get up!” said Marius testily. “I am not a king! I am a proconsul of the Senate and People of Rome! No one grovels to me, it demeans me as much as it does the groveler!”


  Bogud clambered to his feet, bewildered. “Gaius Marius, help us!” he cried. “What favor can the Senate want?”


  “I would help you if I could, Prince Bogud,” said Marius, studying his nails.


  “Then send one of your senior officers to speak to the King! Perhaps in personal discussion, a way might be found.”


  “All right,” said Marius suddenly. “Lucius Cornelius Sulla can go to see your king. Provided that the meeting place is no further from Cirta than Icosium.”


  *


  “Of course it’s Jugurtha we want as the favor,” said Marius to Sulla as his quaestor prepared to ship out. “Ah, I’d give my eyeteeth to be going in your place, Lucius Cornelius! But since I cannot, I’m very glad I’m sending a man with a decent pair of eyeteeth.”


  Sulla grinned. “Once they’re in, I find it hard to let go,” he said.


  “Then sink them in, twice as deep for me! And if you can, bring me Jugurtha!”


  So it was with swelling heart and iron determination that Sulla set sail from Rusicade; with him he had a cohort of Roman legionaries, a cohort of light-armed Italian troops from the tribe of the Paeligni in Samnium, a personal escort of slingers from the Balearic Isles, and one squadron of cavalry, Publius Vagiennius’s unit from Liguria. The time was mid-May.


  All the way to Icosium he chafed, in spite of the fact that he was a good sailor, and had discovered in himself a great liking for the sea and ships. This expedition was a lucky one. And a significant one for himself. He knew it, as surely as if he too had received a prophecy. Oddly enough, he had never sought an interview with Martha the Syrian, though Gaius Marius urged him to it often; his refusal had nothing to do with disbelief, or lack of the necessary superstition. A Roman, Lucius Cornelius Sulla was riddled with superstitions. The truth was, he was too afraid. Yearn though he did to have some other human being confirm his own suspicions about his high destiny, he knew too much about his weaknesses and his darknesses to go as serenely into prognostication as had Marius.


  But now, sailing into Icosium Bay, he wished he had gone to see Martha. For his future seemed to press down on him as heavily as a blanket, and he did not know, could not feel, just what it held. Great things. But evil too. Almost alone among his peers, Sulla understood the tangible brooding presence of evil. The Greeks argued about its nature interminably, and many argued indeed that it did not exist at all. But Sulla knew it existed. And he very much feared it existed in himself.


  Icosium Bay craved some majestic city, but instead owned only a small township huddled in its back reaches, where a rugged range of coastal mountains came right down to the shore, and rendered it both sheltered and remote. During the winter rains many streamlets discharged themselves into the water, and more than a dozen islands floated like wonderful ships with the tall local cypresses appearing as masts and sails upon them. A beautiful place, Icosium, thought Sulla.


  On the shore adjacent to the town there waited perhaps a thousand Moorish Berber horse troopers, equipped as were the Numidians—no saddles, no bridles, no body armor— just a cluster of spears held in one hand, and long-swords, and shields.


  “Ah!” said Bogud as he and Sulla landed from the first lighter. “The King has sent his favorite son to meet you, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “What’s his name?” asked Sulla.


  “Volux.”


  The young man rode up, armed like his men, but upon a bedizened horse bearing both saddle and bridle. Sulla found himself liking the way his hand was shaken, and liking Prince Volux’s manner; but where was the King? Nowhere could his practised eye discern the usual clutter and scurrying confusion which surrounded a king in residence.


  “The King has retreated south about a hundred miles into the mountains, Lucius Cornelius,” the prince explained as they walked to a spot where Sulla could supervise the unloading of his troops and equipment.


  Sulla’s skin prickled. “That was no part of the King’s bargain with Gaius Marius,” he said.


  “I know,” said Volux, looking uneasy. “You see, King Jugurtha has arrived in the neighborhood.”


  Sulla froze. “Is this a trap, Prince Volux?”


  “No, no!” cried the young man, both hands going out. “I swear to you by all our gods, Lucius Cornelius, that it is not a trap! But Jugurtha smells a dead thing, because he was given to understand that the King my father was going back to Tingis, yet still the King my father lingers here at Icosium. So Jugurtha has moved into the hills with a small army of Gaetuli—not enough men to attack us, but too many for us to attack him. The King my father decided to withdraw from the sea in order to make Jugurtha believe that if he expects someone from Rome, he expects his visitor to travel on the road. So Jugurtha followed him. Jugurtha knows nothing of your arrival here, we are sure. You were wise to come by sea.”


  “Jugurtha will find out I’m here soon enough,” said Sulla grimly, thinking of his inadequate escort, fifteen hundred strong.


  “Hopefully not, or at least, not yet,” said Volux. “I led a thousand of my troopers out of the King my father’s camp three days ago as if on maneuvers, and came up to the coast, We are not officially at war with Numidia, so Jugurtha has little excuse to attack us, but he’s not sure what the King my father intends to do either, and he dare not risk an outright breach with us until he knows more. I do assure you that he elected to remain watching our camp in the south, and that his scouts will not get anywhere near Icosium while my troopers patrol the area.”


  Sulla rolled a skeptical eye at the young man, but said nothing of his feelings; they were not a very practical lot, these Moorish royals. Fretting too at the painful slowness of the disembarkation—for Icosium possessed no more than twenty lighters all told, and he could see that it would be this time tomorrow before the process was complete—he sighed, shrugged. No point in worrying; either Jugurtha knew, or did not know.


  “Whereabouts is Jugurtha located?” he asked.


  “About thirty miles from the sea, on a small plain in the midst of the mountains, due south of here. On the only direct path between Icosium and the King my father’s camp,” said Volux.


  “Oh, that’s delightful! And how am I to get through to the King your father without fighting Jugurtha first?”


  “I can lead you around him in such a way that he’ll never know,” said Volux eagerly. “Truly I can, Lucius Cornelius! The King my father trusts me—I beg that you will too!” He thought for a moment, and added, “However, I think it would be better if you left your men here. We stand a much better chance if our party is very small.”


  “Why should I trust you, Prince Volux?” Sulla asked. “I don’t know you. For that matter, I don’t really know Prince Bogud—or the King your father, either! You might have decided to go back on your word and betray me to Jugurtha—I’m quite a prize! My capture would be a grave embarrassment for Gaius Marius, as you well know.”


  Bogud had said nothing, only looked grimmer and grimmer, but the young Volux was not about to give up.


  “Then give me a task which will prove to you that I and the King my father are trustworthy!” he cried.


  Sulla thought about that, smiling wolfishly. “All right,” he said with sudden decision. “You’ve got me by the balls anyway, so what have I got to lose?” And he stared at the Moor, his strange light eyes dancing like two fine jewels under the brim of his wide straw hat—an odd piece of headgear for a Roman soldier, but one famous these days clear from Tingis to Cyrenaica, anywhere the deeds of the Romans were told over by campfires and hearths: the albino Roman hero in his hat.


  I must trust to my luck, he was thinking to himself, for I feel nothing inside me that warns me my luck will not hold. This is a test, a trial of my confidence in myself, a way of showing everyone from King Bocchus and his son to the man in Cirta that I am equal to—no, superior to!— anything Fortune can toss in my way. A man cannot find out what he’s made of by running away. No, I go forward. I have the luck. For I have made my luck, and made it well.


  “As soon as darkness falls this night,” he said to Volux, “you and I and a very small cavalry escort are going to ride for the King your father’s camp. My own men will stay here, which means that if Jugurtha does discover a Roman presence, he’ll naturally assume it is limited to Icosium, and that the King your father will be coming here to see us.”


  “But there’s no moon tonight!” said Volux, dismayed.


  “I know,” said Sulla, smiling in his nastiest manner. “That is the test, Prince Volux. We will have the light of the stars, none other. And you are going to lead me straight through the middle of Jugurtha’s camp.”


  Bogud’s eyes bulged. “That’s insanity!” he gasped.


  Volux’s eyes danced. “Now that’s a real challenge,” he said, and smiled with genuine pleasure.


  “Are you game?” Sulla asked. “Right through the middle of Jugurtha’s camp—in one side without the Watch seeing us or hearing us—down the middle on the via praetoria without disturbing one sleeping man or one dozing horse—and out the other side without the Watch seeing us or hearing us. You do that, Prince Volux, and I will know I can trust you! And in turn trust the King your father.”


  “I’m game,” said Volux.


  “You’re both mad,” said Bogud.


  *


  Sulla decided to leave Bogud behind in Icosium, not sure that this member of the Moorish royal family was to be trusted. His detention was courteous enough, but he had been left in the charge of two military tribunes who were under orders not to let him out of their sight.


  Volux found the four best and surest-footed horses in Icosium, and Sulla produced his mule, still of the opinion that a mule was a better beast by far than any horse. He also packed his hat. The party had been fixed at Sulla, Volux, and three Moorish nobles, so all save Sulla were used to riding without saddles or bridles.


  “Nothing metal to jingle and betray us,” said Volux.


  However, Sulla elected to saddle his mule, and put a rope halter around nose and ears. “They may creak, but if I fall, I’ll make a lot more noise,” he said.


  And at full darkness the five of them rode out into the stunning blackness of a moonless night. But the sky glowed with light, for no wind had come up to stir the African dust into the air; what at first glance seemed misty straggling clouds were actually vast conglomerations of stars, and the riders had no difficulty in seeing. All the animals were unshod, and pattered rather than clattered over the stony track which traversed a series of ravines in the range of hills around Icosium Bay.


  “We’ll have to trust to our luck that none of our mounts goes lame,” said Volux after his horse stumbled, righted itself.


  “You may trust to my luck at least,” said Sulla.


  “Don’t talk,” said one of the three escorts. “On windless nights like this, your voices can be heard for miles.”


  Thence they rode in silence, the remarkable devices of their eyes adjusted to pick up the smallest particle of light, the miles going by. So when the orange glow of dying campfires from the little basin where Jugurtha lay began to appear over the crest before them, they knew where they were. And when they looked down upon the basin, it seemed as brilliant as a city, its layout manifest.


  Down from their mounts slid the five; Volux put Sulla aside, and set to work. Waiting patiently, Sulla watched as the Moors proceeded to fit specially adapted hippo shoes over every hoof; normally these had wooden soles and were used on loose ground to keep the tender underside of the hoof around the frog clear of stones, but Volux’s hippo shoes had been soled with thick felt. They were held on with two supple leather straps fixed to their fronts; these crossed over, looped under a hinged metal hook at the back, and were brought forward again to buckle over the front of the hoof.


  Everyone rode his mount around for a while to get it used to the hippo shoes, then Volux headed off on the last half mile between them and Jugurtha’s camp. Presumably there were sentries and a mounted patrol, but the five riders saw no one wakeful, no one moving. Roman trained, naturally Jugurtha had based the construction of his camp upon the Roman pattern, but—an aspect of foreigners which fascinated Gaius Marius, Sulla knew—had not been able to summon up the patience or the willingness to reproduce the original properly. Thus Jugurtha, well aware Marius and his army were in Cirta and Bocchus not strong enough to attempt aggression, had not bothered to entrench himself; he had merely raised a low earthen wall so easy to ride a horse up and over that Sulla suspected it was more to keep animals in than humans out. But had Jugurtha been a Roman, rather than Roman trained, his camp would have had its full complement of trenches, stakes, palisades, and walls no matter how safe he felt himself.


  The five riders came to the earthen wall some two hundred paces east of the main gate, which was really just a wide gap, and urged their mounts up and over it easily. On the inside, each rider turned his steed abruptly to walk parallel with the wall and hugging it; in the freshly dug soil, not a sound did they make as they headed for the main gate. Here they could discern guards, but the men faced outward and were far enough in front of the gap not to hear the five riders wheel onto the broad avenue running down the center of the camp, from the front gate to the back gate. Sulla and Volux and the three Moorish nobles rode all the way down the half-mile-long via praetoria at a walk, turned off it to hug the inside of the wall when they reached its far end, and then crossed to the outside of the camp and freedom as soon as they judged themselves far enough away from the back gate guard.


  A mile further on, they removed the hippo shoes.


  “We did it!” whispered Volux fiercely, teeth flashing at Sulla in a triumphant grin. “Do you trust me now, Lucius Cornelius?’’


  “I trust you, Prince Volux,” said Sulla, grinning back.


  They rode on at a pace between a walk and a trot, careful not to lame or exhaust their unshod beasts, and shortly after dawn found a Berber camp. The four tired horses Volux offered to trade for fresh ones were superior to any the Berbers owned, and the mule was a bit of a novelty, so five horses were forthcoming, and the ride continued remorselessly through the day. Since he had brought along his shady hat, Sulla hid beneath its brim and sweated.


  Just after dark they reached the camp of King Bocchus, not unlike Jugurtha’s in construction, but bigger. And here Sulla balked, reining in on his awkward halter well out of sentry distance.


  “It isn’t lack of trust, Prince Volux,” he said, “it’s more a pricking of my fingers. You’re the King’s son. You can ride in and out any time of day or night without question. Where I am obviously a foreign stranger, an unknown quantity. So I’m going to lie down here in as much comfort as I can manage, and wait until you see your father, make sure all is well, and return to fetch me.”


  “I wouldn’t lie down,” said Volux.


  “Why?”


  “Scorpions.”


  The hair stood up on Sulla’s neck, he had to discipline himself not to leap instinctively; since Italy was free of all venomous insects, not a Roman or an Italian lived who did not abominate spiders and scorpions. Silently he drew breath, ignoring the beads of cold sweat on his brow, and turned a disinterested starlit face to Volux.


  “Well, I’m certainly not going to stand up for however many hours it’s going to take for you to return, and I am not climbing back up on that animal,” he said, “so I’ll take my chances with the scorpions.”


  “Suit yourself,” said Volux, who already admired Sulla to the point of hero worship, and now brimmed over with awe.


  Sulla lay down amid a patch of soft and sandy earth, dug a hollow for his hip, shaped a mound for the back of his neck, said a mental prayer and promised an offering to Fortune to keep the scorpions away, closed his eyes, and fell instantly asleep. When Volux came back four hours later he found Sulla thus, and could have killed him. But Fortune belonged to Sulla in those days; Volux was a genuine friend.


  The night was cold; Sulla hurt everywhere. “Oh, this creeping around like a spy is a younger man’s profession!” he said, extending a hand to Volux for help in getting to his feet. Then he discerned a shadowy form behind Volux, and stiffened.


  “It’s all right, Lucius Cornelius, this is a friend of the King my father’s. His name is Dabar,” said Volux quickly.


  “Another cousin of the King your father, I presume?”


  “Actually no. Dabar is a cousin of Jugurtha’s, and like Jugurtha, he’s the bastard of a Berber woman. That’s how he came to throw in his lot with us—Jugurtha prefers to be the only royal bastard at his court.”


  A flask of rich sweet unwatered wine was passed over; Sulla drained it without pausing to breathe, and felt the pain lessen, the cold vanish in a huge glow. Honey cakes followed, a piece of highly spiced kid’s meat, and another flask of the same wine, which seemed at that moment the best Sulla had ever tasted in all his life.


  “Oh, I feel better!” he said, flexing his muscles and stretching enormously. “What’s the news?”


  “Your pricking fingers cautioned you well, Lucius Cornelius,” said Volux. “Jugurtha got to my father first.”


  “Am I betrayed?”


  “No, no! But the situation has changed nonetheless. I will leave it to Dabar to explain, he was there.”


  Dabar squatted down on his haunches to join Sulla. “It seems Jugurtha heard of a deputation from Gaius Marius to my king,” he said, low-voiced. “Of course he assumed that was why my king had not gone back to Tingis, so he decided to be close by, putting himself between my king and any embassage from Gaius Marius by road or by sea. And he sent one of his greatest barons, Aspar, to sit by my king’s right hand and listen to all congress between my king and the expected Romans.”


  “I see,” said Sulla. “What’s to do, then?”


  “Tomorrow Prince Volux will escort you into my king’s presence as if you have ridden together from Icosium— Aspar did not see the prince come in tonight, fortunately. You will speak to my king as if you had come from Gaius Marius at the order of Gaius Marius, rather than at my king’s behest. You will ask my king to abandon Jugurtha, and my king will refuse, but in a prevaricating way. He will order you to camp nearby for ten days while he thinks about what you have said. You will go to that camp and wait. However, my king will come to see you privately tomorrow night at a different place, and then you can talk together without fear.” Dabar looked at Sulla keenly. “Is that satisfactory, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “Entirely,” said Sulla, yawning mightily. “The only problem is, where can I stay tonight, and where can I find a bath? I stink of horse, and there are things crawling in my crotch.”


  “Volux has had a comfortable camp pitched for you not far away,” said Dabar.


  “Then lead me to it,” said Sulla, getting to his feet.


  *


  The next day Sulla went through his farcical interview with Bocchus. It wasn’t difficult to tell which one of the nobles present was Jugurtha’s spy, Aspar; he stood on the left of Bocchus’s majestic chair—far more majestic than its occupant—and nobody ventured near him nor looked at him with the ease of long familiarity.


  “What am I to do, Lucius Cornelius?” wailed Bocchus that night after dark, meeting Sulla undetected at a distance from both his camp and Sulla’s.


  “A favor for Rome,” said Sulla.


  “Just tell me what favor Rome wants, and it shall be done! Gold—jewels—land—soldiers—cavalry—wheat— only name it, Lucius Cornelius! You’re a Roman, you must know what the Senate’s cryptic message means! For I swear I do not!” Bocchus quivered in fear.


  “Every commodity you have named, Rome can find without being cryptic, King Bocchus,” said Sulla scornfully.


  “Then what! Only tell me what!” pleaded Bocchus.


  “I think you must already have worked it out for yourself, King Bocchus. But you won’t admit that,” said Sulla. “I can understand why. Jugurtha! Rome wants you to hand Jugurtha over to Rome peacefully, bloodlessly. Too much blood has already been shed in Africa, too much land torn up, too many towns and villages burned, too much wealth frittered away. But while ever Jugurtha continues at large, this terrible waste will go on. Crippling Numidia, inconveniencing Rome—and crippling Mauretania too. So give me Jugurtha, King Bocchus!”


  “You ask me to betray my son-in-law, the father of my grandchildren, my kinsman through Masinissa’s blood?”


  “I do indeed,” said Sulla.


  Bocchus began to weep. “I cannot! Lucius Cornelius, I cannot! We are Berber as well as Punic, the law of the tented people binds us both. Anything, Lucius Cornelius, I will do anything to earn that treaty! Anything, that is, except betray my daughter’s husband.”


  “Anything else is unacceptable,” said Sulla coldly.


  “My people would never forgive me!”


  “Rome will never forgive you. And that is worse.”


  “I cannot!” Bocchus wept, genuine tears wetting his face, glistening amid the strands of his elaborately curled beard. “Please, Lucius Cornelius, please! I cannot!”


  Sulla turned his back contemptuously. “Then there will never be a treaty,” he said.


  And each day for the next eight days the farce continued, Aspar and Dabar riding back and forth between Sulla’s pleasant little camp and the King’s pavilion, bearing messages which bore no relation to the real issue. That remained a secret between Sulla and Bocchus, and was discussed only in the nights. However, it was plain Volux knew of the real issue, Sulla decided, for Volux now avoided him as much as possible, and whenever he did see him looked angry, hurt, baffled.


  Sulla was enjoying himself, discovering that he liked the sensation of power and majesty being Rome’s envoy gave him; and more than that, enjoyed being the relentless drip of water that wore down this so-called royal stone. He, who was no king, yet had dominion over kings. He, a Roman, had the real power. And it was heady, enormously satisfying.


  On the eighth night, Bocchus summoned Sulla to the secret meeting place.


  “All right, Lucius Cornelius, I agree,” said the King, his eyes red from weeping.


  “Excellent!” said Sulla briskly.


  “But how can it be done?”


  “Simple,” said Sulla. “You send Aspar to Jugurtha and offer to betray me to him.” ,


  “He won’t believe me,” said Bocchus desolately.


  “Certainly he will! Take my word for it, he will. If the circumstances were different, it’s precisely what you might be doing, King.”


  “But you’re only a quaestor!”


  Sulla laughed. “What, are you trying to say that you do not think a Roman quaestor is as valuable as a Numidian king?”


  “No! No, of course not!”


  “Let me explain, King Bocchus,” said Sulla gently. “I am a Roman quaestor, and it is true that all the title signifies in Rome is the lowest man on the senatorial ladder. However, I am also a patrician Cornelius—my family is the family of Scipio Africanus and Scipio Aemilianus, and my bloodline is far older, far nobler than either yours or Jugurtha’s. If Rome was ruled by kings, those kings would probably be members of the Cornelian family. And—last but by no means least—I happen to be Gaius Marius’s brother-in-law. Our children are first cousins. Does that make it more understandable?”


  “Jugurtha—does Jugurtha know all this?” whispered the King of Mauretania.


  “There’s very little escapes Jugurtha,” Sulla said, and sat back, and waited.


  “Very well, Lucius Cornelius, it shall be as you say. I will send Aspar to Jugurtha and offer to betray you.” The King drew himself up, dignity a little threadbare. “However, you must tell me exactly how I am to go about it.”


  Sulla leaned forward and spoke crisply. “You will ask for Jugurtha to come here the night after next, and promise him that you will hand over to him the Roman quaestor Lucius Cornelius Sulla. You will inform him that this quaestor is alone in your camp, endeavoring to persuade you to ally yourself with Gaius Marius. He knows it to be true, because Aspar has been reporting to him. He also knows there are no Roman soldiers within a hundred miles, so he won’t bother to bring his army with him. And he thinks he knows you, King Bocchus. So he won’t dream that it is he who will be yielded up rather than me.” Sulla pretended not to see Bocchus wince. “It’s not you or your army Jugurtha is afraid of. He’s only afraid of Gaius Marius. Rest assured, he’ll come, and he’ll come believing every word Aspar tells him.”


  “But what will I do when Jugurtha never returns to his own camp?” asked Bocchus, shivering anew.


  Sulla smiled a nasty smile. “I strongly recommend, King Bocchus, that the moment you have turned Jugurtha over to me, you strike camp and march for Tingis as fast as you can.”


  “But won’t you need my army to keep Jugurtha prisoner?” The King stared at Sulla, palpitating; never was a man more patently terrified. “You have no men to help you take him to Icosium! And his camp is there in between.”


  “All I want is a good set of manacles and chains, and six of your fastest horses,” said Sulla.


  *


  Sulla found himself looking forward to the confrontation, and did not experience one twinge of self-doubt or trepidation. Yes, it would be his name linked to the capture of Jugurtha forever! Little matter that he acted under Gaius Marius’s orders; it was his valor and intelligence and initiative which effected the deed, and that could not be taken away from him. Not that he thought Gaius Marius would try to take the credit. Gaius Marius wasn’t greedy for glory, he knew he had more than his fair share. And he would not oppose the leaking of the story of Jugurtha’s capture. For a patrician, the kind of personal fame necessary to ensure election as consul was hampered by the fact that a patrician could not be a tribune of the plebs. Therefore a patrician had to find other ways of earning approbation, making sure the electorate knew he was a worthy scion of his family. Jugurtha had cost Rome dearly. And all of Rome would know that it was Lucius Cornelius Sulla, indefatigable quaestor, who had single-handedly achieved the capture of Jugurtha.


  So when he joined Bocchus to go to the appointed place, he was confident, exhilarated, eager to get it done.


  “Jugurtha isn’t going to expect to see you in chains,” said Bocchus. “He’s under the impression that you’ve asked to see him, with the intention of persuading him to surrender. And he has instructed me to bring sufficient men to make you captive, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Good,” said Sulla shortly.


  When Bocchus rode in with Sulla beside him and a strong troop of Moorish cavalry at his back, Jugurtha was waiting, escorted only by a handful of his barons, including Aspar.


  Pricking his mount, Sulla forged ahead of Bocchus and trotted straight to Jugurtha, then slid to the ground and held out his hand in the universal gesture of peace and friendship.


  “King Jugurtha,” he said, and waited.


  Jugurtha looked down at the hand, then dismounted to take hold of it. “Lucius Cornelius.”


  While this was going on, the Moorish cavalry had silently formed a ring around the central participants, and while Sulla and Jugurtha stood with hands joined, the capture of Jugurtha was effected as neatly and smoothly as even Gaius Marius could have wished. The Numidian barons were overcome without a sword being drawn; Jugurtha was taken too firmly to struggle, and borne to the ground. When he was set upon his feet again, he wore heavy manacles on both wrists and ankles, all connected to chains just long enough to permit that he shuffle along bowed over in a crouch.


  His eyes, Sulla noted in the torchlight, were very pale in so dark a man; he was big too, and well preserved. But his years sat heavily upon his beaky face, so he looked much older than Gaius Marius. Sulla knew he could manage to get him as far as he had to without an escort.


  “Put him up on the big bay,” he instructed Bocchus’s men, and stood watching closely as the chains were snapped to special loops on the modified saddle. Then he checked the girth and the locks. After that he accepted a hoist up onto another bay, and took the bridle of Jugurtha’s horse, and secured it to his own saddle; if Jugurtha took it into his head to kick his mount into bolting, it would have no leeway, nor could the reins be wrested from Sulla. The four spare mounts were tethered together and tied by a fairly short line to Jugurtha’s saddle. He was now doubly handicapped. And finally, to make absolutely sure, another length of chain was snapped to Jugurtha’s right wrist’s manacle, and its other end was fastened to a manacle on Sulla’s own left wrist.


  Sulla had said not a word to the Moors from the time Jugurtha was taken; now, still silent, he kicked his horse and rode off, Jugurtha’s horse following docilely enough as the reins and the chain linking him to Sulla drew taut. The four spare horses followed. And in very few moments all the mounts had disappeared into the shadows between the trees.


  Bocchus wept. Volux and Dabar watched helplessly.


  “Father, let me catch him!” pleaded Volux suddenly. “He can’t travel fast so trammeled—I can catch him!”


  “It is too late.” Taking the fine handkerchief his servant gave him, King Bocchus dried his eyes and blew his nose. “He will never let himself be caught, that one. We are as helpless babes compared to Lucius Cornelius Sulla, who is a Roman. No, my son, poor Jugurtha’s fate is out of our hands. We have Mauretania to think of. It’s time to go home to our beloved Tingis. Perhaps we don’t belong in the world of the Middle Sea.”


  *


  For perhaps a mile Sulla rode without speaking or letting his pace slacken. All his jubilance, his fantastic pleasure in his own brilliance, he kept as tightly reined as he did his prisoner, Jugurtha. Yes, if he did the dissemination properly, and without detracting from the achievements of Gaius Marius, the story of his capture of Jugurtha would join those other wonderful stories mothers told their children—the leap of young Marcus Curtius into the chasm in the Forum Romanum, the heroism of Horatius Cocles when he held the Wooden Bridge against Lars Porsenna of Clusium, the drawing of the circle around the King of Syria’s feet by Gaius Popillius Laenas, the killing of his treasonous sons by Lucius Junius Brutus, the killing of Spurius Maelius the would-be King of Rome by Gaius Servilius Ahala—yes, the capture of Jugurtha by Lucius Cornelius Sulla would join all those and many more bedtime stories, for it had all the necessary elements, including the ride through the middle of Jugurtha’s camp.


  But he was not by nature a romancer, a dreamer, a builder of fantasies, so he found it easy to abandon these thoughts when it came time to halt, to dismount. Keeping well clear of Jugurtha, he went to the lead holding the four spare horses, and cut it, then sent the animals careering in all directions with a shower of well-placed stones.


  “I see,” said Jugurtha, watching Sulla scramble astride his bay by grabbing at its mane. “We have to ride a hundred miles on the same horses, eh? I was wondering how you were going to manage to transfer me from one beast to another.” He laughed jeeringly. “My cavalry will catch you, Lucius Cornelius!”


  “Hopefully not,” said Sulla, and jerked his prisoner’s mount forward.


  Instead of proceeding due north to the sea, he headed due east across a small plain, and rode for ten miles through the breathless night of early summer, his way lit up by a sliver of moon in the west. Then in the far distance reared a range of mountains, solidly black; in front of it and much closer was a huddle of gigantic round rocks piled in jumbled heaps, looming above the sparse and stunted trees.


  “Right where it ought to be!” Sulla exclaimed joyously, and whistled shrilly.


  His own Ligurian cavalry squadron spilled out of the shelter afforded by the boulders, each man encumbered by two spare mounts; silently they rode to meet Sulla and his prisoner, and produced two extra horses. And two mules.


  “I sent them here to wait for me six days ago, King Jugurtha,” Sulla said. “King Bocchus thought I came to his camp alone, but as you see, I didn’t. I had Publius Vagiennius following close behind me, and sent him back to bring up his troop to wait for me here.”


  Freed from his encumbrances, Sulla supervised the remounting of Jugurtha, who now was chained to Publius Vagiennius. And soon they were riding away, bearing northeast to skirt Jugurtha’s camp by many miles.


  “I don’t suppose, your royal Majesty,” said Publius Vagiennius with delicate diffidence, “that you would be able to tell me whereabouts I’d find snails around Cirta? Or around anywhere else in Numidia, for that matter?”


  By the end of June the war in Africa was over. For a little while Jugurtha was housed in appropriately comfortable quarters within Utica, as Marius and Sulla tidied up. And there his two sons, Iampsas and Oxyntas, were brought to keep him company while his court disintegrated and the scrabbling for places of influence under the new regime began.


  King Bocchus got his treaty of friendship and alliance from the Senate, and Prince Gauda the invalid became King Gauda of a considerably reduced Numidia. It was Bocchus who reaped the extra territory from a Rome too busy elsewhere to expand her African province by many hundreds of miles.


  And as soon as a small fleet of good ships and stable weather ensured a smooth passage, Marius loaded King Jugurtha and his sons on board one of these hired vessels, and sent them to Rome for safekeeping. The Numidian threat vanished over the horizon with the passing of Jugurtha.


  With them sailed Quintus Sertorius, determined that he was going to see action against the Germans in Gaul-across-the-Alps. He had applied to his cousin Marius for permission to leave.


  “I am a fighting man, Gaius Marius,” said the grave young contubernalis, “and the fighting here is finished. Recommend me to your friend Publius Rutilius Rufus, and let him give me duty in Further Gaul!”


  “Go with my thanks and blessings, Quintus Sertorius,” said Marius with rare affection. “And give my regards to your mother.”


  Sertorius’s face lit up. “I will, Gaius Marius!”


  “Remember, young Sertorius,” said Marius on the day that Quintus Sertorius and Jugurtha sailed for Italy, “that I will need you again in the future. So guard yourself in battle if you’re fortunate enough to find one. Rome has honored your bravery and skill with the Gold Crown, with phalerae and torcs and bracelets—all of gold. A rare distinction for one so young. But don’t be rash. Rome is going to need you alive, not dead.”


  “I’ll stay alive, Gaius Marius,” Quintus Sertorius promised.


  “And don’t go off to your war quite the moment you arrive in Italy,” Marius admonished. “Spend some time with your dear mother first.”


  “I will, Gaius Marius,” Quintus Sertorius promised.


  When the lad took his leave, Sulla looked at his superior ironically. “He makes you as clucky as an old hen sitting on one lone egg.”


  Marius snorted. “Rubbish! He’s my cousin on his mother’s side, and I’m fond of her.”


  “Certainly,” said Sulla, grinning.


  Marius laughed. “Come now, Lucius Cornelius, admit that you’re as fond of young Sertorius as I am!”


  “I admit it freely. Nonetheless, Gaius Marius, he does not make me clucky!”


  “Mentulam caco!” said Marius.


  And that was the end of the subject.


  2


  Rutilia, who was the only sister of Publius Rutilius Rufus, enjoyed the unusual distinction of being married to each of two brothers. Her first husband had been Lucius Aurelius Cotta, colleague in the consulship with Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus some fourteen years earlier; it was the same year Gaius Marius had been tribune of the plebs, and defied Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus.


  Rutilia had gone to Lucius Aurelius Cotta as a girl, whereas he had been married before, and already had a nine-year-old son named Lucius, like himself. They were married the year after Fregellae was leveled to the ground for rebelling against Rome, and in the year of Gaius Gracchus’s first term as a tribune of the plebs, they had a daughter named Aurelia. Lucius Cotta’s son was then ten years old, and very pleased to have acquired a little half sister, for he liked his stepmother, Rutilia, very much.


  When Aurelia turned five years old, her father, Lucius Aurelius Cotta, died suddenly, only days after the end of his consulship. The widow Rutilia, twenty-four years old, clung for comfort to Lucius Cotta’s younger brother, Marcus, who had not yet found a wife. Love grew between them, and with her father’s and her brother’s permission, Rutilia married her brother-in-law, Marcus Aurelius Cotta, eleven months after the death of Lucius Cotta. With her into Marcus’s care, Rutilia brought her stepson and Marcus’s nephew, Lucius Junior, and her daughter and Marcus’s niece, Aurelia. The family promptly grew: Rutilia bore Marcus a son, Gaius, less than a year later, then another son, Marcus Junior, the year after that, and finally a third son, Lucius, seven years later.


  Aurelia remained the only girl her mother bore, fascinatingly situated; by her father, she had a half brother older than herself, and by her mother, she had three half brothers younger than herself who also happened to be her first cousins because her father had been their uncle, where their father was her uncle. It could prove very, very bewildering to those not in the know, especially if the children explained it.


  “She’s my cousin,” Gaius Cotta would say, pointing to Aurelia.


  “He’s my brother,” Aurelia would riposte, pointing to Gaius Cotta.


  “He’s my brother,” Gaius Cotta would then say, pointing to Marcus Cotta.


  “She’s my sister,” Marcus Cotta would say in his turn, pointing to Aurelia.


  “He’s my cousin,” Aurelia would say last of all, pointing to Marcus Cotta.


  They could keep it up for hours; little wonder most people never worked it out. Not that the complex blood links worried any of that strong-minded, self-willed cluster of children, who liked each other as well as loved each other, and all basked in a warm relationship with Rutilia and her second Aurelius Cotta husband, who also happened to adore each other.


  The family Aurelius was one of the Famous Families, and its branch Aurelius Cotta was respectably elderly in its tenure of the Senate, though new to the nobility bestowed by the consulship. Rich because of shrewd investments, huge inheritances of land, and many clever marriages, the Aurelius Cottas could afford to have multiple sons without worrying about adopting some of them out, and to dower the daughters more than adequately.


  The brood which lived under the roof of Marcus Aurelius Cotta and his wife, Rutilia, was therefore financially very eligible marriage material, but also possessed great good looks. And Aurelia, the only girl, was the best-looking of them all.


  “Flawless!” was the opinion of the luxury-loving yet restlessly brilliant Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator, who was one of the most ardent—and important—suitors for her hand.


  “Glorious!” was the way Quintus Mucius Scaevola— best friend of and first cousin of Crassus Orator—put it; he too had entered his name on the list of suitors.


  “Unnerving!” was Marcus Livius Drusus’s comment; he was Aurelia’s cousin, and very anxious to marry her.


  “Helen of Troy!” was how Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Junior described her, suing for her hand.


  Indeed, the situation was exactly as Publius Rutilius Rufus had described it to Gaius Marius in his letter; everyone in Rome wanted to marry his niece Aurelia. That quite a few of the applicants had wives already neither disqualified nor dishonored them—divorce was easy, and Aurelia’s dowry was so large a man didn’t need to worry about losing the dowry of an earlier wife.


  “I really do feel like King Tyndareus when every important prince and king came to sue for Helen’s hand,” Marcus Aurelius Cotta said to Rutilia.


  “He had Odysseus to solve his dilemma,” Rutilia commented.


  “Well, I wish I did! No matter whom I give her to, I’m going to offend everyone who doesn’t get her.”


  “Just like Tyndareus,” nodded Rutilia.


  And then Marcus Cotta’s Odysseus came to dinner, though properly he was Ulysses, being a Roman of the Romans, Publius Rutilius Rufus. After the children—including Aurelia—had gone to bed, the conversation turned as always to the subject of Aurelia’s marriage. Rutilius Rufus listened with interest, and when the moment came, offered his answer; what he didn’t tell his sister and brother-in-law was that the real unraveler of the conundrum was Gaius Marius, whose terse letter he had just received from Africa.


  “It’s simple, Marcus Aurelius,” he said.


  “If it is, then I’m too close to see,” said Marcus Cotta. “Enlighten me, Ulysses!”


  Rutilius Rufus smiled. “No, I can’t see the point of making a song and dance about it, the way Ulysses did,” he said. “This is modern Rome, not ancient Greece. We can’t slaughter a horse, cut it up into four pieces, and make all Aurelia’s suitors stand on it to swear an oath of fealty to you, Marcus Aurelius.”


  “Especially not before they know who the lucky winner is!” said Cotta, laughing. “What romantics those old Greeks were! No, Publius Rutilius, I fear what we have to deal with is a collection of litigious-minded, hairsplitting Romans.”


  “Pre-cisely,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “Come, brother, put us out of our misery and tell us,” urged Rutilia.


  “As I said, my dear Rutilia, simple. Let the girl pick her own husband.”


  Cotta and his wife stared.


  “Do you really think that’s wise?” asked Cotta.


  “In this situation, wisdom fails, so what have you got to lose?” asked Rutilius Rufus. “You don’t need her to marry a rich man, and there aren’t any notorious fortune hunters on your list of suitors, so limit her choice to your list. Nor are the Aurelians, the Julians, or the Cornelians likely to attract social climbers. Besides which, Aurelia is full of common sense, not a scrap sentimental, and certainly not a romantic. She won’t let you down, not my girl!”


  “You’re right,” said Cotta, nodding. “I don’t think there’s a man alive could turn Aurelia’s head.”


  So the next day Cotta and Rutilia summoned Aurelia to her mother’s sitting room, with the intention of telling her what had been decided about her future.


  She walked in; she didn’t drift, undulate, stride, mince. Aurelia was a good plain walker, moved briskly and competently, disciplined hips and bottom to a neat economy, kept shoulders back, chin tucked in, head up. Perhaps her figure erred on the spare side, for she was tall and inclined to be flat-chested, but she wore her draperies with immaculate neatness, did not affect high cork heels, and scorned jewelry. Thick and straight, her palest-icy-brown hair was dragged severely back into a tight bun positioned right where it could not be seen from the front full face, giving her no softening frame of hair. Cosmetics had never sullied her dense and milky skin, without a blemish, faintly pinked across her incredible cheekbones and deepening to a soft rose within the hollows below. As straight and high-bridged as if Praxiteles had chiseled it, her nose was too long to incur animadversions about Celtic blood, and therefore could be forgiven its lack of character—in other words, its lack of truly Roman humps and bumps. Lushly crimsoned, deliciously creased at its corners, her mouth had that folded quality which drove men mad to kiss it into blooming. And in all this wonderful heart-shaped face, with its dented chin and its broad high forehead and its widow’s peak, there dwelled an enormous pair of eyes everyone insisted were not dark blue, but purple, framed in long and thick black lashes, and surmounted by thin, arched, feathery black brows.


  Many were the debates at men’s dinner parties (for it could confidently be predicted that among the guests would be two or three of her gazetted suitors) as to what exactly constituted Aurelia’s appeal. Some said it all lay in those thoughtful, detached purple eyes; some insisted it was the remarkable purity of her skin; others plumped for the carved starkness of her facial planes; a few muttered passionately about her mouth, or her dented chin, or her exquisite hands and feet.


  “It’s none of those things and yet it’s all of those things,” growled Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator. “Fools! She’s a Vestal Virgin on the loose—she’s Diana, not Venus! Unattainable. And therein lies her fascination,”


  “No, it’s those purple eyes,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus’s young son, another Marcus like his father. “Purple is the color! Noble! She’s a living, breathing omen.”


  But when the living, breathing omen walked into her mother’s sitting room looking as sedate and immaculate as always, there entered no atmosphere of high drama with her; indeed, the character of Aurelia did not encourage high drama.


  “Sit down, daughter,” said Rutilia, smiling.


  Aurelia sat and folded her hands in her lap.


  “We want to talk to you about your marriage,” said Cotta, and cleared his throat, hoping she would say something to help him elucidate.


  He got no help at all; Aurelia just looked at him with a kind of remote interest, nothing more.


  “How do you feel about it?” Rutilia asked.


  Aurelia pursed her lips, shrugged. “I suppose I just hope you’ll pick someone I like,” she said.


  “Well, yes, we hope that too,” said Cotta.


  “Who don’t you like?” asked Rutilia.


  “Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Junior,” Aurelia said without any hesitation, giving him his whole name.


  Cotta saw the justice of that. “Anyone else?” he asked.


  “Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Junior.”


  “Oh, that’s too bad!” cried Rutilia. “I think he’s very nice, I really do.”


  “I agree, he’s very nice,” said Aurelia, “but he’s timid.”


  Cotta didn’t even try to conceal his grin. “Wouldn’t you like a timid husband, Aurelia? You could rule the roost!”


  “A good Roman wife does not rule the roost.”


  “So much for Scaurus. Our Aurelia has spoken.” Cotta waggled head and shoulders back and forth. “Anyone else you don’t fancy?”


  “Lucius Licinius.”


  “What’s the matter with him?”


  “He’s fat.” The pursed mouth pursed tighter.


  “Unappealing, eh?”


  “It indicates a lack of self-discipline, Father.” There were times when Aurelia called Cotta Father, other times when he was Uncle, but her choice was never illogical; when their discourse revealed that he was acting in a paternal role, he was Father, and when he was acting in an avuncular role, he was Uncle.


  “You’re right, it does,” said Cotta.


  “Is there anyone you would prefer to marry above all the others?” asked Rutilia, trying the opposite tack.


  The pursed mouth relaxed. “No, Mother, not really. I’m quite happy to leave the decision to you and Father.”


  “What do you hope for in marriage?” asked Cotta.


  “A husband befitting my rank who adores his... several fine children.”


  “A textbook answer!” said Cotta. “Go to the top of the class, Aurelia.”


  Rutilia glanced at her husband, only the faintest shadow of amusement in her eyes. “Tell her, Marcus Aurelius, do!”


  Cotta cleared his throat again. “Well, Aurelia, you’re causing us a bit of a problem,” he said. “At last count I have had thirty-seven formal applications for your hand in marriage. Not one of these hopeful suitors can be dismissed as ineligible. Some of them are of rank far higher than ours, some of fortune far greater than ours—and some even have rank and fortune far in excess of ours! Which puts us in a quandary. If we choose your husband, we are going to make a lot of enemies, which may not worry us unduly, but will make life hard for your brothers later on. I’m sure you can see that.”


  “I do, Father,” said Aurelia seriously.


  “Anyway, your Uncle Publius came up with the only feasible answer. You will choose your husband, my daughter.”


  And for once she was thrown off-balance. She gaped. “I?”


  “You.”


  Her hands went up to press at her reddened cheeks; she stared at Cotta in horror. “But I can’t do that!” she cried. “It isn’t—it isn’t Roman!”


  “I agree,” said Cotta. “Not Roman. Rutilian.”


  “We needed a Ulysses to tell us the way, and luckily we have one right in the family,” said Rutilia.


  “Oh!” Aurelia wriggled, twisted. “Oh, oh!”


  “What is it, Aurelia? Can’t you see your way clear to a decision?” asked Rutilia.


  “No, it’s not that,” said Aurelia, her color fading to normal, then fading beyond it, and leaving her white-faced. “It’s just—oh, well!” She shrugged, got up. “May I go?”


  “Indeed you may.”


  At the door she turned to regard Cotta and Rutilia very gravely. “How long do I have to make up my mind?” she asked.


  “Oh, there’s no real hurry,” said Cotta easily. “You’re eighteen at the end of January, but there’s nothing to say you have to marry, the moment you come of age. Take your time.”


  “Thank you,” she said, and went out of the room.


  Her own little room was one of the cubicles which opened off the atrium, and so was windowless and dark; in such a careful and caring family bosom, the only daughter would not have been permitted to sleep anywhere less protected. However, being the only daughter amid such a collection of boys, she was also much indulged, and could easily have grown into a very spoiled young lady did she have the germ of such a flaw in her. Luckily she did not. The consensus of family opinion was that it was utterly impossible to spoil Aurelia, for she had not an avaricious or envious atom in her. Which didn’t make her sweet-natured, or even lovable; in fact, it was a lot easier to admire and respect Aurelia than it was to love her, for she did not give of herself. As a child she would listen impassively to the vainglorious posturing of her older brother or one of her first two younger brothers, then when she had had enough, she would thump him across the ear so hard his head rang, and walk away without a word.


  Because as the only girl she needed, her parents felt, a domain of her own marked off-limits to all the boys, she had been given a modestly large and brilliantly sunny room off the peristyle-garden for her own, and a maidservant of her own, the Gallic girl Cardixa, who was a gem. When Aurelia married, Cardixa would go with her to her new husband’s home.


  *


  One quick glance at Aurelia’s face when she walked into her workroom told Cardixa that something of importance had just occurred; but she said nothing, nor did she expect to be told what it was, for the kind and comfortable relationship between mistress and maidservant contained no girlish confidences. Aurelia clearly needed to be alone, so Cardixa departed.


  The tastes of its owner were emblazoned on the room, most of the walls of which were solidly pigeonholed and held many rolls of books; a desk held scrolls of blank paper, reed pens, wax tablets, a quaint bone stylus for inscribing the wax, cakes of compressed sepia ink waiting to be dissolved in water, a covered inkwell, a full shaker of fine sand for blotting work in progress, and an abacus.


  In one corner was a full-sized Patavian loom, the walls behind it pegged to hold dozens of long hanks of woolen thread in a myriad of thicknesses and colors—reds and purples, blues and greens, pinks and creams, yellows and oranges—for Aurelia wove the fabric for all her clothes, and loved brilliant hues. On the loom was a wide expanse of misty-thin flame-colored textile woven from wool spun hair-fine; Aurelia’s wedding veil, a real challenge. The saffron material for her wedding dress was already completed, and lay folded upon a shelf until the time came to make it up; it was unlucky to start cutting and sewing the dress until the groom was fully contractually committed.


  Having a talent for such work, Cardixa was halfway through making a carved fretwork folding screen out of some striking African cabinet-wood; the pieces of polished sard, jasper, carnelian, and onyx with which she intended to inlay it in a pattern of leaves and flowers were all carefully wrapped within a carved wooden box, an earlier example of her skill.


  Aurelia went along the room’s exposed side closing the shutters, the grilles of which she left open to let in fresh air and a muted light; the very fact that the shutters were closed was signal enough that she did not wish to be disturbed by anyone, little brother or servant. Then she sat down at her desk, greatly troubled and bewildered, folded her hands on its top, and thought.


  What would Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi do?


  That was Aurelia’s criterion for everything. What would Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi do? What would Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi think? How would Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi feel? For Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi was Aurelia’s idol, her exemplar, her ready-reckoner of conduct in speech and deed.


  Among the books lining the walls of her workroom were all of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi’s published letters and essays, as well as any work by anyone else which so much as mentioned the name Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi.


  And who was she, this Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi? Everything a Roman noblewoman ought to be, from the moment of her birth to the moment of her death. That was who.


  The younger daughter of Scipio Africanus—who rolled up Hannibal and conquered Carthage—she had been married to the great nobleman Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus in her nineteenth year, which was his forty-fifth year; her mother, Aemilia Paulla, was the sister of the great Aemilius Paullus, which made Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi patrician on both sides.


  Her conduct while wife to Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus was unimpeachable, and patiently over the almost twenty years of their marriage, she bore him twelve children. Gaius Julius Caesar would probably have maintained that it was the endlessly intermarried bloodlines of two very old families—Cornelius and Aemilius—that rendered her babies sickly, for sickly they all were. But, indefatigable, she persisted, and cared for each child with scrupulous attention and great love; and actually succeeded in rearing three of them. The first child who lived to be grown up was a girl, Sempronia; the second was a boy, who inherited his father’s name, Tiberius; and the third was another boy, Gaius Sempronius Gracchus.


  Exquisitely educated and a worthy child of her father, who adored everything Greek as the pinnacle of world culture, she herself tutored all three of her children (and those among the nine dead who lived long enough to need tutoring) and oversaw every aspect of their upbringing. When her husband died, she was left with the fifteen-year-old Sempronia, the twelve-year-old Tiberius Gracchus, and the two-year-old Gaius Gracchus, as well as several among the nine dead who had survived infancy.


  Everyone lined up to marry the widow, for she had proven her fertility with amazing regularity, and she was still fertile; she was also the daughter of Africanus, the niece of Paullus, and the relict of Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus; and she was fabulously wealthy.


  Among her suitors was none other than King Ptolemy Euergetes Gross Belly—at that moment in time, late King of Egypt, current King of Cyrenaica—who was a regular visitor to Rome in the years between his deposition in Egypt and his reinstatement as its sole ruler nine years after the death of Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus. He would turn up to bleat incessantly in the Senate’s weary ear, and agitate and bribe to be let climb back upon the Egyptian throne.


  At the time of Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus’s death, King Ptolemy Euergetes Gross Belly was eight years younger than the thirty-six-year-old Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi—and considerably thinner in his middle regions than he would be later, when Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi’s first cousin and son-in-law, Scipio Aemilianus, boasted that he had made the indecently clad, hideously fat King of Egypt walk! He sued as persistently and incessantly for her hand in marriage as he did for reinstatement on the Egyptian throne, but with as little success. Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi could not be had by a mere foreign king, no matter how incredibly rich or powerful.


  In fact, Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi had resolved that a true Roman noblewoman married to a great Roman nobleman for nearly twenty years had no business remarrying at all. So suitor after suitor was refused with gracious courtesy; the widow struggled on alone to rear her children.


  When Tiberius Gracchus was murdered during his tribunate of the plebs, she carried on living with head unbowed, holding herself steadfastly aloof from all the innuendo about her first cousin Scipio Aemilianus’s implication in the murder; and held herself just as steadfastly aloof from the marital hideousnesses which existed between Scipio Aemilianus and his wife, her own daughter, Sempronia. Then when Scipio Aemilianus was found mysteriously dead and it was rumored that he too had been murdered—by his wife, no less, her own daughter—still she held herself steadfastly aloof. After all, she was left with one living son to nurture and encourage in his blossoming public career, her dear Gaius Gracchus.


  Gaius Gracchus died with great violence about the time she turned seventy years of age, and everyone assumed that here at last was the blow strong enough to break Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi. But no. Head unbowed, she carried on living, widowed, minus her splendid sons, her only surviving child the embittered and barren Sempronia.


  “I have my dear little Sempronia to bring up,” she said, referring to Gaius Gracchus’s daughter, a tiny babe.


  But she did retire from Rome, though never from life or from the pursuit of it. She went to live permanently in her huge villa at Misenum, it no less than her a monument to everything of taste and refinement and splendor Rome could offer the world. There she collected her letters and essays and graciously permitted old Sosius of the Argiletum to publish them, after her friends beseeched her not to let them go unknown to posterity. Like their author, they were sprightly, full of grace and charm and wit, yet very strong and deep; in Misenum they were added to, for Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi never lost intellect or erudition or interest as she piled up the total of her years.


  When Aurelia was sixteen and Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi eighty-three, Marcus Aurelius Cotta and his wife, Rutilia, paid a duty call—no duty call really, it was an event eagerly looked forward to—upon Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi as they were passing through Misenum. With them they had the full tribe of children, even including the lofty Lucius Aurelius Cotta, who naturally at twenty-six did not consider himself a true member of the tribe. Everyone was issued orders to be quiet as mice, demure as Vestals, still as cats before the pounce—no fidgeting, no jiggling, no kicking the chair legs—under pain of death by indescribably agonizing torture.


  But Cotta and Rutilia needn’t have bothered issuing threats foreign to their natures. Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi knew just about everything there was to know of little boys and big boys too, and her granddaughter, Sempronia, was a year younger than Aurelia. Delighted to be surrounded by such interesting and vivid children, she had a wonderful time, and for much longer than her household of devoted slaves thought wise, for she was frail by this time, and permanently blue about the lips and earlobes.


  And the girl Aurelia came away captured, inspired— when she grew up, she vowed, she was going to live by the same standards of Roman strength, Roman endurance, Roman integrity, Roman patience, as Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi. It was after this that her library grew rich in the old lady’s writings; then that the pattern of a life to be equally remarkable was laid down.


  The visit was never repeated, for the following winter Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi died, sitting up straight in a chair, head unbowed, holding her granddaughter’s hand. She had just informed the girl of her formal betrothal to Marcus Fulvius Flaccus Bambalio, only survivor of that family of the Fulvius Flaccuses who had died supporting Gaius Gracchus; it was fitting, she told the young Sempronia, that as sole heiress to the vast Sempronian fortune, she should bring that fortune as her gift to a family stripped of its fortune in the cause of Gaius Gracchus. Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi was also pleased to be able to tell her granddaughter that she still possessed enough clout in the Senate to procure a decree waiving the provisions of the lex Voconia de mulierum hereditatibus, just in case some remote male cousin appeared and lodged a claim to the vast Sempronian fortune under this antiwoman law. The waiver, she added, extended to the next generation, just in case another woman should prove the only direct heir.


  The death of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi happened so quickly, so mercifully, that the whole of Rome rejoiced; truly the gods had loved—and sorely tried—Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi! Being a Cornelian, she was inhumed rather than cremated; alone among the great and small families of Rome, the members of the gens Cornelius kept their bodies intact after death. A magnificent tomb on the Via Latina became her monument, and was never without offerings of fresh flowers laid all around it. And with the passing of the years it became both shrine and altar, though the cult was never officially recognized. A Roman woman in need of the qualities associated with Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi would pray to her, and leave her fresh flowers. She had become a goddess, but of a kind new to any pantheon; a figure of unconquerable spirit in the face of bitter suffering.


  *


  What would Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi do? For once Aurelia had no answer to that question; neither logic nor instinct could graft Aurelia’s predicament onto one whose parents would never, never, never have given her the freedom to choose her own husband. Of course Aurelia could appreciate the reasons why her crafty Uncle Publius had suggested it; her own classical education was more than broad enough to appreciate the parallel between herself and Helen of Troy, though Aurelia did not think of herself as fatally beautiful—more as irresistibly eligible.


  Finally she came to the only conclusion Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi would have approved; she must sift through her suitors with painstaking care, and choose the best one. That did not mean the one who attracted her most strongly. It meant the one who measured up to the Roman ideal. Therefore he must be wellborn, of a senatorial family at least—and one whose dignitas, whose public worth and standing in Rome went down the generations since the founding of the Republic without slur or smear or scar; he must be brave, untempted by excesses of any kind, contemptuous of monetary greed, above bribery or ethical prostitution, and prepared if necessary to lay down his life for Rome or for his honor.


  A tall order! The trouble was, how could a girl of her sheltered background be sure she was judging aright? So she decided to talk to the three adult members of her immediate family—to Marcus Cotta and to Rutilia and to her elder half brother, Lucius Aurelius Cotta—and ask them for their candid opinions about each of the men on the list of suitors. The three applied to were taken aback, but they tried to help as best they could; unfortunately, each of them when pressed admitted to personal prejudices likely to warp judgment, so Aurelia ended up no better off.


  “There’s no one she really fancies,” said Cotta to his wife gloomily.


  “Not a solitary one!” said Rutilia, sighing.


  “It’s unbelievable, Rutilia! An eighteen-year-old girl without a hankering for anyone! What’s the matter with her?”


  “How should I know?” asked Rutilia, feeling unfairly put on the defensive. “She doesn’t get it from my side of the family!”


  “Well, she certainly doesn’t get it from mine!” snapped Cotta, then shook himself out of his exasperation, kissed his wife to make up, and slumped back into simple depression. “I would be willing to bet, you know, that she ends up deciding none of them are any good!”


  “I agree,” said Rutilia.


  “What are we going to do, then? If we’re not careful, we’ll end up with the first voluntary spinster in the entire history of Rome!”


  “We’d better send her to see my brother,” Rutilia said. “She can talk to him about it.”


  Cotta brightened. “An excellent idea!” he said.


  The next day Aurelia walked from the Cotta mansion on the Palatine to Publius Rutilius Rufus’s house on the Carinae, escorted by her maidservant, Cardixa, and two big Gallic slaves whose duties were many and varied, but all demanded plenty of physical strength; neither Cotta nor Rutilia had wanted to handicap the congress between Aurelia and her uncle with the presence of parents. An appointment had been made, for as consul kept to administer Rome— thus freeing up Gnaeus Mallius Maximus to recruit the very large army he intended to take to Gaul-across-the-Alps in late spring—Rutilius Rufus was a busy man. Never too busy, however, to deal with the few items of a family nature which came his way.


  Marcus Cotta had called to see his brother-in-law just before dawn, and explained the situation—which seemed to amuse Rutilius Rufus mightily.


  “Oh, the little one!” he exclaimed, shoulders shaking. “A virgin through and through. Well, we’ll have to make sure she doesn’t make the wrong decision and remain a virgin for the rest of her life, no matter how many husbands and children she might have.”


  “I hope you have a solution, Publius Rutilius,” said Cotta. “I can’t even see a tiny gleam of light.”


  “I know what to do,” said Rutilius Rufus smugly. “Send her over to me just before the tenth hour. She can have some dinner with me. I’ll send her home in a litter under strong guard, never fear.”


  When Aurelia arrived, Rutilius Rufus sent Cardixa and the two Gauls to his servants’ quarters to eat dinner and wait upon his pleasure; Aurelia he conducted to his dining room, and saw her comfortably ensconced upon a straight chair where she could converse with equal ease with her uncle and whoever might recline to his left.


  “I’m only expecting one guest,” he said, getting himself organized oft his couch. “Brrr! Chilly, isn’t it? How about a nice warm pair of woolly socks, niece?”


  Any other eighteen-year-old female might have considered death a preferable fate to wearing something as un-glamorous as a nice warm pair of woolly socks, but not Aurelia, who judiciously weighed the ambient temperature of the room against her own state of being, then nodded. “Thank you, Uncle Publius,” she said.


  Cardixa was summoned and bidden obtain the socks from the housekeeper, which she did with commendable promptness.


  “What a sensible girl you are!” said Rutilius Rufus, who really did adore Aurelia’s common sense as any other man might adore the perfect ocean pearl he found inside a whiskery whelk on the Ostia mud flats. No great lover of women, he never paused to reflect that common sense was a commodity just as rare in men as in women; he simply looked for its lack in women and consequently found it. Thus was Aurelia, his miraculous ocean pearl, found on the mud flats of womankind, and greatly did he treasure her.


  “Thank you, Uncle Publius,” said Aurelia, and gave her attention to Cardixa, who was kneeling to remove shoes.


  The two girls were engrossed in pulling on socks when the single guest was ushered in; neither of them bothered to look up at the sounds of greeting, the noises of the guest being settled to his host’s left.


  As Aurelia straightened again, she looked into Cardixa’s eyes and said, “Thank you,” with one of her very rare smiles.


  So when she was fully upright and gazing across the table at her uncle and his guest, the smile still lingered, as did the additional flush bending down had imparted to her cheeks; she looked breathtaking.


  The guest’s breath caught audibly. So did Aurelia’s.


  “Gaius Julius, this is my sister’s girl, Aurelia,” said Publius Rutilius Rufus suavely. “Aurelia, I would like you to meet the son of my old friend Gaius Julius Caesar—a Gaius like his father, but not the eldest son.”


  Purple eyes even larger than usual, Aurelia looked at the shape of her fate, and never thought once of the Roman ideal, or Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi. Or perhaps on some deeper level she did; for indeed he measured up, though only time would prove it to her. At this moment of meeting, all she saw was his long Roman face with its long Roman nose, the bluest of eyes, thickly waving golden hair, beautiful mouth. And, after all that internal debate, all that careful yet fruitless deliberation, she solved her dilemma in the most natural and satisfying way possible. She fell in love.


  Of course they talked. In fact, they had a most enjoyable dinner. Rutilius Rufus leaned back on his left elbow and let them have the floor, tickled at his own cleverness in working out which young man among the hundreds he knew would be the one to appeal to his precious ocean pearl. It went without saying that he liked young Gaius Julius Caesar enormously, and expected good things of him in future years; he was the very finest type of Roman. But then, he came from the finest type of Roman family. And, being a Roman of the Romans himself, Publius Rutilius Rufus was particularly pleased that if the attraction between young Gaius Julius Caesar and his niece came to full flower—as he confidently expected it would—a quasi-familial bond would be forged between himself and his old friend Gaius Marius. The children of young Gaius Julius Caesar and his niece Aurelia would be the first cousins of the children of Gaius Marius.


  Normally too diffident to quiz anyone, Aurelia forgot all about manners, and quizzed young Gaius Julius Caesar to her heart’s content. She found out that he had been in Africa with his brother-in-law Gaius Marius as a junior military tribune, and been decorated on several occasions—a Corona Muralis for the battle at the Muluchath citadel, a banner after the first battle outside Cirta, nine silver phalerae after the second battle outside Cirta. He had sustained a severe wound in the upper leg during this second battle, and had been sent home, honorably discharged. None of this had she found easy to prise out of him, for he was more interested in telling her of the exploits of his elder brother, Sextus, in the same campaigns.


  This year, she found out, he was appointed a moneyer, one of three young men who in their presenatorial years were given an opportunity to learn something of how Rome’s economy worked by being put in charge of the minting of Rome’s coins.


  “Money disappears from circulation,” he said, never before having had an audience as fascinating as fascinated. “It’s our job to make more money—but not at our whim, mind you! The Treasury determines how much new money is to be minted in a year; we only mint it.”


  “But how can something as solid as a coin disappear?” asked Aurelia, frowning.


  “Oh, it might fall down a drain hole, or be burned up in a big fire,” said young Caesar. “Some coins just plain wear out. But most coins disappear because they’re hoarded. And when money is hoarded, it can’t do its proper job.”


  “What is its proper job?’’ asked Aurelia, never having had much to do with money, for her needs were simple and her parents sensitive to them.


  “To change hands constantly,’’ said young Gaius Caesar. “That’s called circulation. And when money circulates, every hand it passes through has been blessed by it. It buys goods, or work, or property. But it must keep on circulating.”


  “So you have to make new money to replace the coins someone is hoarding,” said Aurelia thoughtfully. “However, the coins being hoarded are still there, really, aren’t they? What happens, for instance, if suddenly a huge number of them which have been hoarded are—are—un-hoarded?”


  “Then the value of money goes down.”


  Having had her first lesson in simple economics, Aurelia moved on to find out the physical side of coining money.


  “We actually get to choose what goes on the coins,” said young Gaius Caesar eagerly, captivated by his rapt listener.


  “You mean the Victory in her biga?”


  “Well, it’s easier to get a two-horse chariot on a coin than a four-horse one, which is why Victory rides in a biga rather than a quadriga,” he answered. “But those of us with a bit of imagination like to do something more original than just Victory, or Rome. If there are three issues of coins in a year—and there mostly are—then each of us gets to pick what goes on one of the issues.”


  “And will you pick something?” Aurelia asked.


  “Yes. We drew lots, and I got the silver denarius. So this year’s denarius will have the head of Iulus the son of Aeneas on one side, and the Aqua Marcia on the other, to commemorate my grandfather Marcius Rex,” said young Caesar.


  After that, Aurelia discovered that he would be seeking election as a tribune of the soldiers in the autumn; his brother, Sextus, had been elected a tribune of the soldiers for this year, and was going to Gaul with Gnaeus Mallius Maximus.


  When the last course was eaten, Uncle Publius packed his niece off home in the well-protected litter, as he had promised. But his masculine guest he persuaded to stay a little longer.


  “Have a cup or two of unwatered wine,” he said. “I’m so full of water I’m going to have to go out now and piss a whole bucket.’’


  “I’ll join you,” said the guest, laughing.


  “And what did you think of my niece?” asked Rutilius Rufus after they had been served with an excellent vintage of Tuscania.


  “That’s like asking whether I like living! Is there any alternative?”


  “Liked her that much, eh?”


  “Liked her? Yes, I did. But I’m in love with her too,” said young Caesar.


  “Want to marry her?”


  “Of course I do! So, I gather, does half of Rome.”


  “That’s true, Gaius Julius. Does it put you off?”


  “No. I’ll apply to her father—her Uncle Marcus, I mean. And try to see her again, persuade her to think kindly of me. It’s worth a try, because I know she liked me.”


  Rutilius Rufus smiled. “Yes, I think she did too.” He slid off the couch. “Well, you go home, young Gaius Julius, tell your father what you plan to do, then go and see Marcus Aurelius tomorrow. As for me, I’m tired, so I’m going to bed.”


  *


  Though he had made himself sound confident enough to Rutilius Rufus, young Gaius Caesar walked home in less hopeful mood. Aurelia’s fame was widespread. Many of his friends had applied for her hand; some Marcus Cotta had refused to add to his list, others were entered on it. Among the successful applicants were names more august than his, if only because those names were allied to enormous fortunes. To be a Julius Caesar meant little beyond a social distinction so secure even poverty could not destroy its aura. Yet how could he compete against the likes of Marcus Livius Drusus, or young Scaurus, or Licinius Orator, or Mucius Scaevola, or the elder of the Ahenobarbus brothers? Not knowing that Aurelia had been given the opportunity to choose her own husband, young Caesar rated his chances extremely slender.


  When he let himself in through the front door and walked down the passageway to the atrium, he could see the lights still burning in his father’s study, and blinked back sudden tears before going quietly to the half-open door, and knocking.


  “Come,” said a tired voice.


  Gaius Julius Caesar was dying. Everyone in the house knew it, including Gaius Julius Caesar, though not a word had been spoken. The illness had started with difficulty in swallowing, an insidious thing which crept onward, so slowly at first that it was hard to tell whether there actually was a worsening. Then his voice had begun to croak, and after that the pain started, not unbearable at first. It had now become constant, and Gaius Julius Caesar could no longer swallow solid food. So far he had refused to see a doctor, though every day Marcia begged him to.


  “Father?”


  “Come and keep me company, young Gaius,” said Caesar, who turned sixty this year, but in the lamplight looked more like eighty. He had lost so much weight his skin hung on him, the planes of his skull were just that, a skull, and constant suffering had bleached the life out of his once-intense blue eyes. His hand went out to his son; he smiled.


  “Oh, Father!” Young Caesar tried manfully to keep the emotion out of his voice, but could not; he crossed the room to Caesar, took the hand, and kissed it, then stepped closer and gathered his father to him, arms about the skinny shoulders, cheek against the lifeless silver-gilt hair.


  “Don’t cry, my son,” Caesar croaked. “It will soon be over. Athenodorus Siculus is coming tomorrow.”


  A Roman didn’t cry. Or wasn’t supposed to cry. To young Caesar that seemed a mistaken standard of behavior, but he mastered his tears, drew away, and sat down near enough to his father to retain his clasp of the clawlike hand.


  “Perhaps Athenodorus will know what to do,” he said.


  “Athenodorus will know what all of us know, that I have an incurable growth in my throat,” said Caesar. “However, your mother hopes for a miracle, and I am far enough gone now for Athenodorus not to even think of offering her one. I have gone forward with living for only one reason, to make sure all the members of my family are properly provided for, and to assure myself they are happily settled.”


  Caesar paused, his free hand groping for the cup of unwatered wine which was now his only physical solace. A minute sip or two, and he continued.


  “You are the last, young Gaius,” he whispered. “What am I to hope for you? Many years ago I gave you one luxury, which you have not yet espoused—the luxury of choosing your own wife. Now I think the time is here for you to exercise your option. It would make me rest easier if I knew you were decently settled.”


  Young Gaius Caesar lifted his father’s hand and laid it against his cheek, leaning forward and taking all the weight of his father’s arm. “I’ve found her, Father,” he said. “I met her tonight—isn’t that strange?”


  “At Publius Rutilius’s?” asked Caesar incredulously.


  The young man grinned. “I think he was playing matchmaker!”


  “An odd role for a consul.”


  “Yes.” Young Caesar drew a breath. “Have you heard of his niece—Marcus Cotta’s stepdaughter, Aurelia?”


  “The current beauty? I think everyone must have.”


  “That’s her. She’s the one.”


  Caesar looked troubled. “Your mother tells me there’s a line of suitors clear around the block, including the richest and noblest bachelors in Rome—and even some who are not bachelors, I hear.”


  “All absolutely true,” said young Gaius. “But I shall marry her, never fear!”


  “If your instincts about her are right, then you’re going to make a rod for your own back,” said the caring father very seriously. “Beauties of her caliber don’t make good wives, Gaius. They’re spoiled, capricious, willful, and pert. Let her go to some other man, and choose a girl of humbler kind.” He bethought himself of a comforting fact, and relaxed. “Luckily you’re a complete nobody compared to Lucius Licinius Orator or Gnaeus Domitius Junior, even if you are a patrician. Marcus Aurelius won’t even consider you, of that I’m sure. So don’t set your heart on her to the exclusion of all others.”


  “She’ll marry me, tata, wait and see!”


  And from that contention Gaius Julius Caesar did not have the strength to budge his son, so he let himself be helped to the bed where he had taken to sleeping alone, so restless and transient were his periods of sleep.


  *


  Aurelia lay on her stomach within the closely curtained litter as it jiggled and joggled her up and down the hills between her Uncle Publius’s house and her Uncle Marcus’s house. Gaius Julius Caesar Junior! How wonderful he was, how perfect! But would he want to marry her? What would Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi think?


  Sharing the litter with her mistress, Cardixa watched her with great curiosity; this was an Aurelia she had never seen before. Bolt upright in a corner and carefully holding a candle shielded by thin alabaster so that the interior of the litter was not completely darkened, she noted symptoms of a marked change. Aurelia’s quick tense body was utterly relaxed in a sprawl, her mouth was held less tightly, and creamy eyelids hid whatever lurked in her eyes. Being of excellent intelligence, Cardixa knew exactly the reason for the change; the terribly good-looking young man Publius Rutilius had produced almost like a main course. Oh, cunning old villain that he was! And yet—Gaius Julius Caesar Junior was a very special person, just right for Aurelia. Cardixa knew it in her bones.


  Whatever Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi might have done in a similar situation, by the time she arose next morning Aurelia knew her course of action. The first thing she did was to send Cardixa around to the Caesar house with a note for her young man.


  “Ask to marry me,” it said baldly.


  After which she did nothing at all, simply hid herself in her workroom and appeared for meals as inconspicuously as possible, aware herself that she was changing, and not wanting her vigilant parents to see it before she made her move.


  The following day she waited until Marcus Cotta’s clients had been attended to, in no hurry because Cotta’s secretary had informed her there were no meetings of Senate or People for him to attend; he would certainly remain at home for an hour or two after the last client departed.


  “Father?”


  Cotta looked up from the papers on his desk. “Ah! It’s Father today, is it? Come in, daughter, come in.’’ He smiled at her warmly. “Would you like your mother here too?”


  “Yes, please.”


  “Then go and fetch her.”


  Off she went, reappearing a moment later with Rutilia.


  “Sit down, ladies,” said Cotta.


  They disposed themselves side by side on a couch.


  “Well, Aurelia?”


  “Have there been any new applicants?” she asked abruptly.


  “As a matter of fact, yes. Young Gaius Julius Caesar came to see me yesterday, and as I have nothing against him, I added him to the list. Which makes my total thirty-eight.”


  Aurelia blushed. Fascinated, Cotta stared at her, never having seen her discomposed in his entire acquaintance of her. The tip of a pink tongue came out, wetted her lips. Rutilia, he noted, had swiveled on the couch to observe her daughter, and was equally intrigued by the blush and the discomposure.


  “I’ve made up my mind,” Aurelia said.


  “Excellent! Tell us,” prompted Cotta.


  “Gaius Julius Caesar Junior.”


  “What?” asked Cotta blankly.


  “Who?” asked Rutilia blankly.


  “Gaius Julius Caesar Junior,’’ Aurelia repeated patiently.


  “Well, well! The last horse entered in the race,” said Cotta, amused.


  “My brother’s late entry,” said Rutilia. “Ye gods, he’s clever! How did he know?”


  “He’s a remarkable man,” said Cotta to his wife, then said to his stepdaughter, “You met Gaius Julius Junior at your uncle’s the day before yesterday—was that for the very first time?”


  “Yes.”


  “But he’s the one you want to marry.”


  “Yes.”


  “My darling girl, he’s a relatively poor man,” said the mother. “There won’t be any luxury for you as the wife of young Gaius Julius, you know.”


  “One doesn’t marry in order to live in luxury.”


  “I’m glad you have the good sense to know that, mychild. However, he’s not the man I would have chosen for you,” said Cotta, not really pleased.


  “I’d like to know why, Father,” said Aurelia.


  “It’s a strange family. Too—too unorthodox. And they’re bound ideologically as well as maritally to Gaius Marius, a man I absolutely detest,” said Cotta.


  “Uncle Publius likes Gaius Marius,” said Aurelia.


  “Your Uncle Publius is sometimes a little misguided,” Cotta answered grimly. “However, he’s not so besotted that he’d vote against his own class in the Senate just for the sake of Gaius Marius—where I cannot say the same of the Julians of Gaius’s branch! Your Uncle Publius soldiered with Gaius Marius for many years, and that creates an understandable bond. Where old Gaius Julius Caesar welcomed Gaius Marius with open arms, and has taught his whole family to esteem him.”


  “Didn’t Sextus Julius marry one of the lesser Claudias not long ago?” asked Rutilia.


  “I believe so.”


  “Well, that’s an unimpeachable union, at any rate. Maybe the sons are not so attached to Gaius Marius as you think.”


  “They’re brothers-in-law, Rutilia.”


  Aurelia interjected, “Father and Mother, you left it up to me,” she said sternly. “I am going to marry Gaius Julius Caesar, and that’s that.” It was said with great firmness, but not insolently.


  Cotta and Rutilia gazed at her in consternation, finally understanding; the coolly sensible Aurelia was in love.


  “That’s true, we did,” said Cotta briskly, deciding there was no alternative save to make the best of it. “Well, off with you!” He waved dismissal to his wife and niece. “I have to get the scribes onto writing thirty-seven letters. And then I had better walk round to see Gaius Julius—father and son, I suppose.”


  The general letter Marcus Aurelius Cotta sent out said:


  After careful consideration, I decided that I would permit my niece and ward, Aurelia, to choose her own husband. My wife, her mother, agreed. This is to announce that Aurelia has made her choice. Her husband is to be Gaius Julius Caesar Junior, younger son of the Conscript Father Gaius Julius Caesar. I trust you will join with me in offering the couple all felicitations for their coming marriage.


  His secretary looked at Cotta with wide eyes.


  “All right, don’t just sit there, get onto it!” said Cotta rather gruffly for such an even-tempered man. “I want thirty-seven copies of that within the hour, each one headed to a man on this list.” He shoved the list across the table. “I’ll sign them myself, then they are to be delivered by hand immediately.”


  The secretary got to work; so did the gossip grapevine, which easily beat the letters to their recipients. Many were the sore hearts and new grudges when the news got round, for clearly Aurelia’s choice was an emotional one, not an expedient one. Somehow that made it less forgivable; none of the starters on Aurelia’s list of suitors liked being pipped on the post by the younger son of a mere backbencher, no matter how august his lineage. Besides which, the lucky man was far too good-looking, and that was generally felt to be an unfair advantage.


  After she recovered from the initial shock, Rutilia was inclined to approve of her daughter’s choice. “Oh, think of the children she’ll have!” she purred to Cotta as he stood being draped in his purple-bordered toga so he could venture forth to visit the Julius Caesar household, situated in a less fashionable part of the Palatine. “If you leave money out of it, it’s a splendid match for an Aurelius, let alone a Rutilius. The Julians are the very top of the tree.”


  “You can’t dine off an ancient bloodline,” growled Cotta.


  “Oh, come now, Marcus Aurelius, it isn’t that bad! The Marius connection has advanced the Julian fortune mightily, and no doubt it will continue to do so. I can’t see any reason why young Gaius Julius won’t be consul. I’ve heard he’s very bright, as well as very capable.”


  “Handsome is as handsome does,” said Cotta, unconvinced.


  However, he set out in togate magnificence, a handsome man himself, though with the florid complexion all the Aurelius Cottas possessed; it was a family whose members did not live to be very old, for they were subject to apoplexy.


  The younger Gaius Julius Caesar was not at home, he was informed, so he asked for the old man, and was surprised when the steward looked grave.


  “If you will excuse me, Marcus Aurelius, I will make inquiries,” the steward said. “Gaius Julius is not well.”


  This was the first Cotta had heard of an illness, but upon reflection he realized that indeed the old man had not been in the Senate House in some time. “I’ll wait,” he said.


  The steward came back quickly. “Gaius Julius will see you,” he said, conducting Cotta to the study. “I should warn you that his appearance will shock you.”


  Glad he had been warned, Cotta concealed his shock as the bony fingers managed the enormous task of poking forward to offer a handshake.


  “Marcus Aurelius, it is a pleasure,” Caesar said. “Sit down, do! I’m sorry I cannot rise, but my steward will have told you I am not well.” A faint smile played around the fine lips. “A euphemism. I’m dying.”


  “Oh, surely not,” said Cotta uneasily, seating himself on the edge of a chair with twitching nostrils; there was a peculiar smell in the room, of something unpleasant.


  “Surely so. I have a growth in my throat. It was confirmed this morning by Athenodorus Siculus.”


  “It grieves me to hear you say it, Gaius Julius. Your presence in the House will be sorely missed, especially by my brother-in-law Publius Rutilius.”


  “He’s a good friend.” Caesar’s red-rimmed eyes blinked tiredly. “I can guess why you’re here, Marcus Aurelius, but please tell me.”


  “When the list of my niece and ward Aurelia’s suitors got so long—and so filled with powerful names—that I had to fear the choosing of her husband would leave my sons with more enemies than friends, I permitted her to choose her own spouse,” said Cotta. “Two days ago she met your younger son at the house of her uncle, Publius Rutilius, and today she tells me she has chosen him.”


  “And you dislike it as much as I do,” said Caesar.


  “I do.” Cotta sighed, shrugged. “However, I passed my word on the matter, so I shall adhere to it.”


  “I made the same concession to my younger son many years ago,” said Caesar, and smiled. “We will agree to make the best of it then, Marcus Aurelius, and hope that our children have more sense than we do.”


  “Indeed, Gaius Julius.”


  “You will want to know my son’s circumstances.”


  “He told me when he applied for her hand.”


  “He may not have been forthcoming enough. There is more than sufficient land to ensure his seat in the Senate, but at the moment, nothing more,” said Caesar. “Unfortunately, I am not in a position to purchase a second house in Rome, and that is a difficulty. This house goes to my older son, Sextus, who married recently and lives here with his wife, now in the early stages of her first pregnancy. My death is imminent, Marcus Aurelius. After my death, it is Sextus who becomes the paterfamilias, and upon his marriage my younger son will have to find another place to live.”


  “I’m sure you know Aurelia is heavily dowered,” said Cotta. “Perhaps the most sensible thing to do is to invest her dowry in a house.” He cleared his throat. “She inherited a large sum from her father, my brother, which has been invested for some years now. In spite of the market ups and downs, it stands at the moment at about one hundred talents. Forty talents will buy a more than respectable house on the Palatine or the Carinae. Naturally the house would be put in your son’s name, but if at any time a divorce should occur, your son would have to replace the sum the house cost. But divorce aside, Aurelia would still have a sufficient sum left in her own right to ensure she doesn’t want.”


  Caesar frowned. “I dislike the thought that my son will live in a private dwelling funded by his wife,” he croaked. “It would be a presumption on his part. No, Marcus Aurelius, I think something is called for that will safeguard Aurelia’s money better than the purchasing of a house she will not own. A hundred talents will buy an insula in excellent condition anywhere on the Esquiline. It should be bought for her, in her name. The young couple can live rent-free in one of the ground-floor apartments, and your niece can enjoy an income from renting the rest of the apartments, an income larger than she can get from other kinds of investments. My son will have to strive of his own volition to earn the money to buy a private house, and that will keep his courage and ambitions high.”


  “I couldn’t allow Aurelia to live in an insula!” said Cotta, aghast. “No, I’ll slice off forty talents to buy a house, and leave the other sixty talents safely invested.”


  “An insula in her own name,” said Caesar stubbornly. He gasped, choked, leaned forward fighting for breath.


  Cotta poured a cup of wine and placed it in the clutching hand, assisting the hand to Caesar’s lips.


  “Better,” said Caesar in a little while.


  “Perhaps I ought to come back,” said Cotta.


  “No, let’s thrash this out now, Marcus Aurelius. We do agree, you and I, that this match is not the one we would have chosen for either participant. Very well then, let us not make it too easy for them. Let us teach them the price of love. If they belong together, a little hardship can only strengthen their bond. If they do not, a little hardship will accelerate the break. We will ensure that Aurelia keeps all of her dowry, and we will not injure my son’s pride any more than we can help. An insula, Marcus Aurelius! It must be of the best construction, so make sure you employ honest men to inspect it. And,” the whispering voice went on, “don’t be too fussy about its location. Rome is growing rapidly, but the market for inexpensive housing is far steadier than for housing of those moving upward. When times are hard, those moving upward slide down, so there are always tenants looking for cheaper rent.”


  “Ye gods, my niece would be a common landlady!” cried Cotta, revolted by the idea.


  “And why not?” asked Caesar, smiling tiredly. “I hear she’s a colossal beauty. Won’t the two roles marry? If they won’t, perhaps she should think twice about marrying my son.”


  “It is true that she’s a colossal beauty,” said Cotta, smiling broadly at a secret joke. “I shall bring her to meet you, Gaius Julius, and let you make of her what you will.” He got to his feet, leaned over to pat the thin shoulder. “My last word is this: it shall be left to Aurelia to decide what happens to her dowry. You put your proposition of the insula to her yourself, and I shall put my suggestion of a house forward. Is it a deal?”


  “It’s a deal,” said Caesar. “But send her quickly, Marcus Aurelius! Tomorrow, at noon.”


  “Will you tell your son?”


  “Indeed I will. He can fetch her to me tomorrow.”


  *


  Under normal circumstances Aurelia didn’t dither about what she was going to wear; she loved bright colors and she liked to mix them, but the decision was as crisp and no-nonsense as was all else about her. However, having been notified that she was to be fetched by her betrothed to meet her prospective parents-in-law, she dithered. Finally she chose an underdress of fine cerise wool, and overlaid it with a drapery of rose-pink wool, fine enough to let the deeper color below show through, and overlaid that with a second drapery of palest pink, as fine as her wedding veil. She bathed, then scented herself with attar of roses, but her hair was dragged back into its uncompromising bun, and she refused her mother’s offering of a little rouge and stibium.


  “You’re too pale today,” Rutilia protested. “It’s the tension. Go on, look your best, please! Just a dab of rouge on your cheeks, and a line around your eyes.”


  “No,” said Aurelia.


  Pallor turned out not to matter, anyway, for when Gaius Julius Caesar Junior called to fetch her, Aurelia produced all the color her mother could have wished.


  “Gaius Julius,” she said, holding out her hand.


  “Aurelia,” he said, taking it.


  After that, they didn’t know what to do.


  “Well, go on, goodbye!” said Rutilia irritably; it felt so odd to be losing her first child to this extremely attractive young man, when she only felt eighteen herself.


  They set off, Cardixa and the Gauls trailing behind.


  “I should warn you that my father isn’t well,” said young Caesar with tight control. “He has a malignant growth in his throat, and we fear he will not be with us much longer.”


  “Oh,” said Aurelia.


  They turned a corner. “I got your note,” he said, “and hurried to see Marcus Aurelius immediately. I can’t believe you chose me!”


  “I can’t believe I found you,” she said.


  “Do you think Publius Rutilius did it deliberately?”


  That triggered a smile in her. “Definitely.”


  They walked the rest of the block, turned a corner. “I see you’re not a talker,” said young Caesar.


  “No,” said Aurelia.


  And that was all the conversation they managed before the Caesar residence was reached.


  One look at his son’s chosen bride caused Caesar to change his thinking somewhat. This was no spoiled, capricious beauty! Oh, she was everything he had heard she was—colossally beautiful—but not in any accepted mode. Then again, he reasoned, that was probably why to her alone did they append the hyperbole “colossal.” What wonderful children they would have! Children he would not live to see.


  “Sit down, Aurelia.” His voice was scarcely audible, so he pointed to a chair right alongside his own, but enough to the front for him to see her. His son he placed upon his other side.


  “What did Marcus Aurelius tell you about the talk we had?” he asked then.


  “Nothing,” said Aurelia.


  He went right through the discussion of her dowry he had had with Cotta, making no bones about his own feelings, or about Cotta’s.


  “Your uncle your guardian says the choice is yours. Do you want a house or an insula?” he asked, eyes on her face.


  What would Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi do? This time she knew the answer: Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi would do the most honorable thing, no matter how hard. Only now she had two honors to consider, her beloved’s as well as her own. To choose the house would be more comfortable and familiar by far, but it would injure her beloved’s pride to know his wife’s money provided their house.


  She took her gaze off Caesar and stared at his son very gravely. “Which would you prefer?” she asked him.


  “It’s your decision, Aurelia,” he said.


  “No, Gaius Julius, it’s your decision. I am to be your wife. I intend to be a proper wife, and know my proper place. You will be the head of our house. All I ask in return for yielding the first place to you is that you always deal with me honestly and honorably. The choice of where we live is yours. I will abide by it, in deed as well as word.”


  “Then we will ask Marcus Aurelius to find you an insula, and register the deeds of ownership in your name,” young Caesar said without hesitation. “It must be the most profitable and well-built real estate he can find, and I agree with my father—its location is of no moment. The income from the rents will be yours. We will live in one of its ground-floor apartments until I am in a position to buy us a private dwelling. I will support you and our children from the income of my own land, of course. Which means that you will have the full responsibility for your insula—I will not be a part of it.”


  She was pleased, it showed at once, but she said nothing.


  “You’re not a talker!” said Caesar, amazed.


  “No,” said Aurelia.


  *


  Cotta got to work with a will, though his intention was to find his niece a snug property in one of the better parts of Rome. However, it was not to be; look though he would, the wisest and shrewdest investment was a fairly big insula in the heart of the Subura. Not a new apartment block (it had been built by its single owner some thirty years before, and since this owner had lived in the larger of its two ground-floor apartments, he had built to last), it had stone-and-concrete footings and foundations up to fifteen feet in depth and five feet in width; the outer and load-bearing walls were two feet thick, faced on either side with the irregular brick-and-mortar called opus incertum, and filled with a stout mixture of cement and small-stone aggregate; the windows were all relief-arched in brick; the whole was reinforced with wooden beams at least a foot square and up to fifty feet in length; foot-square wooden beams supported floors of concrete aggregate in the lower storeys and wooden planks in the upper storeys; the generous light-well was load-bearing yet retained its open nature through a system of two-foot-thick square pillars every five feet around its edge, joined at every floor by massive wooden beams.


  At nine storeys of nine feet each in height including the foot-thick floors, it was quite modest—most of the insulae in the same neighborhood were two to four storeys higher— but it occupied the whole of a small triangular block where the Subura Minor ran into the Vicus Patricii. Its blunted apex faced the crossroads, its two long sides ran one down the Subura Minor and the other down the Vicus Patricii, and its base was formed by a lane which ran through from one street to the other.


  Their first sight of it had come at the end of a long string of other properties; Cotta, Aurelia, and young Caesar were by this inured to the patter of a small, glib salesman of impeccably Roman ancestry—no Greek freedman sales staff for the real-estate firm of Thorius Postumus!


  “Note the plaster on the walls, both inside and out,” droned the agent. “Not a crack to be seen, foundations as firm as a miser’s grip on his last bar of gold... eight shops, all under long lease, no trouble with the tenants or the rents... two apartments ground-floor with reception rooms two storeys high... two apartments only next floor up... eight apartments per floor to the sixth floor... twelve apartments on the seventh, twelve on the eighth... shops all have an upper floor for living in... additional storage above false ceilings in the sleep cubicles of the ground-floor apartments...”


  On and on he extolled the virtues of the property; after a while Aurelia shut him out and concentrated upon her own thoughts. Uncle Marcus and Gaius Julius could listen to him and take heed. It was a world she didn’t know, but one she was determined to master, and if it meant a very different life-style than the one she knew, that was surely all to the good.
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  Of course she had her fears, wasn’t panting eagerly to embark upon two new life-styles at once, namely the lifestyle of marriage and the life-style of insula living. And yet she was discovering in herself a fearlessness too, born of a sense of freedom too new to assimilate fully. Ignorance of any other kind of life had excluded conscious boredom or frustration during her childhood, which indeed had been busy enough, involving as it had many learning processes. But as marriage had loomed, she had found herself wondering what she would do with her days if she couldn’t fill them with as many children as had Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi—and it was a rare nobleman who wanted more than two children. By nature Aurelia was a doer, a worker; by birth she was excluded from very much in the way of action. Now here she was about to become a landlady as well as a wife, and she was shrewd enough to see that the first at least promised rare opportunities to work. Not only work, but interesting and stimulating work.


  So she looked about her with shining eyes, and plotted and schemed, tried to imagine what it was going to be like.


  There was a difference in size between the two ground-floor apartments, for the owner-builder had done himself proud in the matter of the apartment he had occupied. After the Cotta mansion on the Palatine it was very small; in fact, the Cotta mansion was bigger in floor area than the whole of the ground floor of this insula, including shops, crossroads tavern, and both apartments.


  Though the dining room would barely fit the standard three couches in, and the study was smaller than any study in any private house, they were lofty; the wall between them was more a partition and did not reach the ceiling, thus enabling air and light to flow from the light-well through the dining room into the study beyond. The reception room (it could not properly be called an atrium) had a good terrazzo floor and well-decorated plaster walls, and the two columns down its center were of solid wood painted to look like fancifully colored marble; air and light came in from the street through a huge iron grille high up on the outside wall between the end of a shop along its front and the stairwell which led to the upper floors. Three typically windowless sleeping cubicles led off the reception room, and two more, one of them larger, off the study. There was a little room she could use as her sitting room, and between it and the stairwell was a smaller room Cardixa could have. But the greatest relief of all was to discover that the apartment contained a bathroom and a latrine—for, as the agent gleefully explained, the insula lay right athwart one of Rome’s main sewers, and was legally supplied with an adjutage to the water supply.


  “There’s a public latrine right opposite on the Subura Minor, and the Subura Baths are right next door to that,” said the agent. “Water is no problem. You’re at an ideal height here, low enough to get good feed from the Agger reservoirs, but too high to be troubled by backwashes when the Tiber floods, and the size of the adjutage into the mains is larger than the water companies are supplying now—if the new blocks can even get connected to the mains, that is! Naturally the previous owner kept the water and sewer for himself—the tenants are well served because of the crossroads just outside, and the latrine and baths opposite.”


  Aurelia listened to this fervently, for she had heard that her new life-style would not include the luxuries of laid-on water and a latrine; if any aspect of living in an insula had dismayed her, it was the idea of going without her private bath and her private excretions. None of the other insulae they had inspected provided either water or sewer, even though most of them had been in better districts. If Aurelia had not made up her mind this insula was the right one before, she now certainly did.


  “How much rent can we expect?” asked young Caesar.


  “Ten talents a year—a quarter of a million sesterces.”


  “Good, good!” said Cotta, nodding.


  “Upkeep on the building is negligible because it was built to top standards,” said the agent. “That in itself means it is never without a full complement of tenants—so many of these insulae come tumbling down, you know, or go up like dry bark. Not this place! And it has a street frontage on two of its three sides as well as a somewhat wider than usual lane behind, which means it is less likely to catch fire if a neighboring building does go up. Yes, this place is as sound as a Granius ship. I can say it with truth.”


  Since it was senseless to battle through the Subura encumbered by a litter or a sedan chair, Cotta and young Caesar had brought along the pair of Gauls as extra protection, and undertook to escort Aurelia safely on foot. Not that there was much risk involved, for it was high noon, and everyone on the jam-packed streets seemed more interested in his or her own business than in molesting the beautiful Aurelia.


  “What do you think?” Cotta asked her as they came down the slight slope of the Fauces Suburae into the Argiletum and prepared to cross the lower end of the Forum Romanum.


  “Oh, Uncle, I think it’s ideal!” she said, then turned to look at young Caesar. “Do you agree, Gaius Julius?”


  “I think it will suit us very well,” he said.


  “All right then, I’ll close the deal this afternoon. At ninety-five talents, it’s a good buy, if not a bargain. And you’ll have five talents left to use on furniture.”


  “No,” said young Caesar firmly, “the furniture is my responsibility—and I’m not destitute, you know! My land at Bovillae brings me in a good income.”


  “I know it does, Gaius Julius,” said Cotta patiently. “You told me, remember?”


  He didn’t remember. All young Caesar could think about these days was Aurelia.


  *


  They were married in April, on a perfect spring day, with every omen auspicious; even Gaius Julius Caesar seemed better.


  Rutilia wept and Marcia wept, the one because this was the first of her children to enter the married state, the other because this was the last of her children to do so. Julia and Julilla were there, as was Sextus’s wife, Claudia, but none of their husbands were; Marius and Sulla were still in Africa, and Sextus Caesar was recruiting in Italy, unable to get leave from the consul Gnaeus Mallius Maximus.


  Cotta had wanted to rent a house on the Palatine for the young couple for their first month together. “Get used to being married first, then get used to living in the Subura,” he said, most concerned for his only girl.


  But the young couple resolutely refused, so the wedding walk was a very long one, and the bride was cheered by— or so it seemed—-the whole of the Subura. Young Caesar was profoundly glad the veil hid his bride’s face, but took his own share of the casually obscene raillery in excellent part, smiling and bowing as they walked.


  “It’s our new neighborhood, we’d best learn to get on with them,” he said. “Just close your ears.”


  “I’d rather you steered clear of them,” muttered Cotta, who had wanted to hire gladiators to escort the bridal party; the teeming masses and the crime rate worried him sick, as did the language.


  By the time they reached Aurelia’s insula they had quite a gathering tacked on behind, hopeful it seemed that there would be plenty of wine at the end of the road, and determined to invade the festivities. However, when young Caesar got the big door unlocked and swung his new wife off her feet to carry her across the threshold, Cotta, Lucius Cotta, and the two Gauls managed to keep the throng at bay for long enough for young Caesar to get inside and slam the door. Amid howls of protest, Cotta marched away down the Vicus Patricii with his head up.


  Only Cardixa was present inside the apartment; Aurelia had decided to use her leftover dowry money to buy household servants, but had postponed this duty until after her marriage, for she wanted to do it all by herself, not suffer the presence and advice of her mother or her mother-in-law. Young Caesar too had servants to buy—the steward, the wine steward, his secretary, a clerk, and a valet—but Aurelia had more: two heavy-duty cleaning maids, a laundress, a cook and assistant cook, two general-purpose servants, and a strong man. Not a large household by any means, but adequate.


  It was growing dark outside, but the apartment was far darker, something the high noon of their only previous visit had not indicated. Light percolating down the nine floors of the central well dimmed early, as did light coming in from the street, a defile of tall insulae. Cardixa had lit what lamps they had, but they were far too few to banish black corners; she herself had retired to her little room, to leave the newlyweds decently alone.


  The noise was what amazed Aurelia. It came from everywhere—the street outside, the stairwell leading to the upper floors, the central light-well—even the ground seemed to rumble. Cries, curses, crashes, shouted conversations, screamed altercations and vituperations, babies crying, children wailing, men and women hawking and spitting, a band of musicians banging away at drums and cymbals, snatches of song, oxen bellowing, sheep bleating, mules and asses wheezing, carts endlessly trundling, howls of laughter.


  “Oh, we won’t be able to hear ourselves think!” she said, blinking away sudden tears. “Gaius Julius, I’m so sorry! I never thought of the noise!”


  Young Caesar was wise enough and sensitive enough to know that a part at least of this uncharacteristic outburst was due not to the noise, but to an unacknowledged nervousness brought on by the hectic events of the past few days, the sheer strain of getting married. He had felt it himself; how much greater then must it be for his new little wife?


  So he laughed cheerfully and said, “We’ll get used to it, never fear. I guarantee that in a month we won’t even notice it. Besides, it’s bound to be less in our bedroom.” And he took her by the hand, feeling it tremble.


  Sure enough, the master’s sleeping cubicle, reached through his study, was quieter. It was also pitch-black and utterly airless unless the door to the study was left open, for it had been given a false ceiling for storage purposes.


  Leaving Aurelia standing in the study, young Caesar went and fetched a lamp from the reception room. Hand in hand, they entered the cubicle, and stood enchanted. Cardixa had decked it out in flowers, strewn scented petals all over the double sleeping couch, and stood every height of vase along the walls, then stuffed them with roses, stocks, violets; on a table reposed a flagon of wine, one of water, two golden cups, and a big plate of honey cakes.


  Neither of them was shy. Being Romans, they were properly enlightened about sexual matters, yet modest. Every Roman who could afford it preferred privacy for intimate activities, especially if the body was to be bared; yet they were not inhibited. Of course young Caesar had had his share of adventures, though his face belied his nature; the one was strikingly noticeable, the other quietly inconspicuous. For with all his undeniable gifts, young Caesar was basically a retiring man, lacking the push and shove of an aggressive and political personality; a man others could rely upon, but who was more likely to advance their careers than his own.


  Publius Rutilius Rufus’s instincts had been exactly right. Young Caesar and Aurelia fitted together beautifully. He was tender, considerate, respectful, warmly loving rather than full of fire; perhaps had he burned with passion, shemight have kindled from him, but that neither of them would ever know. Their lovemaking was delicate in its touch, soft in its kisses, slow in its pace. It satisfied them; it even inspired them. And Aurelia was able to tell herself that she had surely earned the unqualified approval of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi, for she had done her duty exactly as Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi must have done hers, with a pleasure and contentment that guaranteed the act itself would never rule her life or dictate her conduct outside the marriage bed—yet also guaranteed that she would never come to dislike the marriage bed.


  3


  During the winter which Quintus Servilius Caepio spent in Narbo grieving for his lost gold, he received a letter from the brilliant young advocate Marcus Livius Drusus, one of Aurelia’s most ardent—and most disappointed—suitors.


  I was but nineteen when my father the censor died, and left me to inherit not only all his property, but also the position of paterfamilias. Perhaps luckily, my only onerous burden was my thirteen-year-old sister, deprived as she was of both father and mother. At the time, my mother, Cornelia, asked to take my sister into her household, but of course I declined. Though there was never any divorce, you are I know aware of the coolness between my parents that came to a head when my father agreed that my young brother should be adopted out. My mother was always far fonder of him than of me, so when my brother became Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus, she pleaded his young age as an excuse, and went with him to his new household, where indeed she found a kind of life far freer and more licentious than ever she could have lived under my father’s roof. I refresh your memory about these things as a point of honor, for I feel my honor touched by my mother’s shabby and selfish behavior.


  I have, I flatter myself, brought up my sister, Livia Drusa, as befits her great position. She is now eighteen years old, and ready for marriage. As, Quintus Servilius, am I, even at my young age of twenty-three. I know it is more customary to wait until after twenty-five to marry, and I know there are many who prefer to wait until after they enter the Senate. But I cannot. I am the paterfamilias, and the only male Livius Drusus of my generation. My brother, Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus, can no longer claim the Livius Drusus name or any share of the Livius Drusus fortune. Therefore it behooves me to marry and procreate, though I decided at the time of my father’s death that I would wait until my sister was old enough to marry.


  The letter was as stiff and formal as the young man, but Quintus Servilius Caepio had no fault to find with that; he and the young man’s father had been good friends, just as his son and the young man were good friends.


  Therefore, Quintus Servilius, I wish as the head of my family to propose a marriage alliance to you, the head of your family. I have not, incidentally, thought it wise to discuss this matter with my uncle, Publius Rutilius Rufus. Though I have nothing against him as husband of my Aunt Livia, nor as father of her children, I do not consider either his blood or his temperament sufficiently weighty to make his counsel of any value. Only recently, for instance, it came to my ears that he actually persuaded Marcus Aurelius Cotta to allow his stepdaughter, Aurelia, to choose her own husband. A more un-Roman act is hard to imagine. And of course she chose a pretty-boy Julius Caesar, a flimsy and impoverished fellow who will never amount to anything.


  There. That disposed of Publius Rutilius’ Rufus. On ploughed Marcus Livius Drusus, sore of heart, but also sore of dignitas.


  In electing to wait for my sister, I thought to relieve my own wife of the responsibility of housing my sister, and being answerable for her conduct. I can see no virtue in transmitting one’s own duties to others who cannot be expected to share the same degree of concern.


  What I now propose, Quintus Servilius, is that you permit me to marry your daughter, Servilia Caepionis, and permit your son, Quintus Servilius Junior, to marry my sister, Livia Drusa. It is an ideal solution for both of us. Our ties through marriage go back many generations, and both my sister and your daughter have dowries of exactly the same size, which means that no money needs to change hands, an advantage in these times of cash-flow shortages.


  Please let me know your decision.


  There was really nothing to decide; it was the match Quintus Servilius Caepio had dreamed of, for the Livius Drusus fortune was vast, as was the Livius Drusus nobility. He wrote back at once:


  My dear Marcus Livius, I am delighted. You have my permission to go ahead and make all the arrangements.


  And so Drusus broached the matter with his friend Caepio Junior, anxious to prepare the ground for the letter he knew would soon arrive from Quintus Servilius Caepio to his son; better that Caepio Junior saw his coming marriage as desirable than the result of a direct order.


  “I’d like to marry your sister,” he said to Caepio Junior, a little more abruptly than he had meant to.


  Caepio Junior blinked, but didn’t answer.


  “I’d also like to see you marry my sister,” Drusus went on.


  Caepio Junior blinked several times, but didn’t answer.


  “Well, what do you say?” asked Drusus.


  Finally Caepio Junior marshaled his wits (which were not nearly as great as either his fortune or his nobility), and said, “I’d have to ask my father.”


  “I already have,” said Drusus. “He’s delighted.”


  “Oh! Then I suppose it’s all right,” said Caepio Junior.


  “Quintus Servilius, Quintus Servilius, I want to know what you think!” cried Drusus, exasperated.


  “Well, my sister likes you, so that’s all right.... And I like your sister, but...” He didn’t go on.


  “But what?” demanded Drusus.


  “I don’t think your sister likes me.”


  It was Drusus’s turn to blink. “Oh, rubbish! How could she not like you? You’re my best friend! Of course she likes you! It’s the ideal arrangement, we’ll all stay together.”


  “Then I’d be pleased,” said Caepio Junior.


  “Good!” said Drusus briskly. “I discussed all the things which had to be discussed when I wrote to your father— dowry payments and the like. Nothing to worry about.”


  “Good,” said Caepio Junior.


  They were sitting on a bench under a splendid old oak tree growing beside the Pool of Curtius in the lower Forum Romanum, for they had just eaten a delicious lunch of unleavened bread pockets stuffed with a spicy mixture of lentils and minced pork.


  Rising to his feet, Drusus handed his large napkin to his body servant, and stood while the man made sure his snowy toga was unsullied by the food.


  “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” asked Caepio Junior.


  “Home to tell my sister,” said Drusus. He lifted one sharply peaked black brow. “Don’t you think you ought to go home to your sister and tell her?”


  “I suppose so,” said Caepio Junior dubiously. “Wouldn’t you rather tell her yourself? She likes you.”


  “No, you have to tell her, silly! You’re in loco parentis at the moment, so it’s your job—just as it’s my job to tell Livia Drusa.” And off went Drusus up the Forum, heading for the Vestal Steps.


  *


  His sister was at home—where else would she be? Since Drusus was the head of the family and their mother, Cornelia, was forbidden the door, Livia Drusa could not leave the house for a moment without her brother’s permission. Nor would she ever have dared to sneak out, for in her brother’s eyes she was potentially branded with her mother’s shame, and seen as a weak and corruptible female creature who could not be allowed the smallest latitude; he would have believed the worst of her, even on no evidence at all beyond escape.


  “Please ask my sister to come to the study,” he said to his steward when he arrived at his house.


  It was commonly held to be the finest house in all Rome, and had only just been completed when Drusus the censor died. The view from the loggia balcony across the front of its top storey was magnificent, for it stood on the very highest point of the Palatine cliff above the Forum Romanum. Next door to it was the area Flacciana, the vacant block once containing the house of Marcus Fulvius Flaccus, and on the far side of that was the house of Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar.


  In true Roman style, even on the side of the vacant block its outside walls were windowless, for when a house was built there again, its outside walls would fuse to Drusus’s. A high wall with a strong wooden door in it as well as a pair of freight gates fronted onto the Clivus Victoriae, and was actually the back of the house; the front of the house overlooked the view, was three storeys high, and was built out on piers fixed firmly in the slope of the cliff. The top floor, level with the Clivus Victoriae, housed the noble family; the storage rooms and kitchens and servants’ quarters were below, and did not run the full depth of the block because of its abrupt slope.


  The freight gates in the wall along the street opened directly into the peristyle-garden, which was so large it contained six wonderful, fully grown lotus trees imported as saplings from Africa ninety years before by Scipio Africanus, who had owned the site at the time. Every summer they bloomed a drooping rain of blossom—two red, two orange, and two deep yellow—that lasted for over a month and filled the whole house with perfume; later they were gracefully provided with a thin cover of pale-green fernlike compound leaves; and in winter they were bare, permitting every morsel of sunlight tenure in the courtyard. A long thin shallow pool faced with pure-white marble had four beautiful matching bronze fountains by the great Myron, one on each corner, and other full-scale bronze statues by Myron and Lysippus ranged down the length of either side of the pool—satyrs and nymphs, Artemis and Actaeon, Dionysos and Orpheus. All these bronzes were painted in startlingly lifelike verisimilitude, so that the courtyard at first glance suggested a congress of woodsy immortals.


  A Doric colonnade ran down either side of the peristyle-garden and across the side opposite the street wall, supported by wooden columns painted yellow, their bases and capitals picked out in bright colors. The floors of the colonnade were of polished terrazzo, the walls along its back vividly painted in greens and blues and yellows, and hung in the spaces between earth-red pilasters were some of the world’s greatest paintings—a child with grapes by Zeuxis, a “Madness of Ajax” by Parrhasius, some nude male figures by Timanthes, one of the portraits of Alexander the Great by Apelles, and a horse by Apelles so lifelike it seemed tethered to the wall when viewed from the far side of the colonnade.


  The study opened onto the back colonnade to one side of big bronze doors; the dining room opened onto it to the other side. And beyond that was a magnificent atrium as large as the whole Caesar house, lit by a rectangular opening in the roof supported by columns at each of the four corners and on the long sides of the pool below. The walls were painted in trompe l’oeil realism to simulate pilasters, dadoes, entablatures, and between these were panels of black-and-white cubes so three-dimensional they leaped out at the beholder, and panels of swirling flowerlike patterns; the colors were vivid, mostly reds, with blues and greens and yellows.


  The ancestral cupboards containing the wax masks of the Livius Drusus ancestors were all perfectly kept up, of course; painted pedestals called herms because they were adorned with erect male genitalia supported busts of ancestors, or gods, or mythical women, or Greek philosophers, all exquisitely painted to appear real. Full-length statues, each painted to simulate life, stood around the impluvium pool and the walls, some on marble plinths, some on the ground. Great silver and gold chandeliers dangled from the ornate plaster ceiling an immense distance above (it was painted to resemble a starlit sky between ranks of gilded plaster flowers), or stood seven and eight feet tall on the floor, which was a colored mosaic depicting the revels of Bacchus and his Bacchantes dancing and drinking, feeding deer, teaching lions to quaff wine.
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  Drusus didn’t notice any of the magnificence, for he was inured to it, and rather impervious to it as well; it had been his father and his grandfather who dabbled with perfect taste in works of art.


  The steward found Drusus’s sister outside on the loggia, which opened off the front of the atrium. She was always alone, Livia Drusa, and always lonely. The house was so big she couldn’t even plead that she needed the exercise of walking on the streets outside, and when she fancied a shopping spree, her brother simply summoned several whole shops and stalls to his house, and had the vendors spread out their wares in some of the suites along the colonnade, and ordered the steward to pay for whatever Livia Drusa chose. Where both the Julias had trotted all over the more respectable parts of Rome under the eye of their mother or trusted servants, and Aurelia visited relatives and school friends constantly, and the Clitumnas and Nicopolises of Rome lived so free a life they even reclined to dine, Livia Drusa was absolutely cloistered, the prisoner of a wealth and exclusivity so great it forbade its women any egress; she was also the victim of her mother’s escape, her mother’s present freedom to do as she liked.


  Livia Drusa had been ten years old when her mother— a Cornelia of the Scipios—had left the house the Livius Drusus family had then lived in; she had passed then into the complete care of her indifferent father—who preferred to walk slowly along his colonnades looking at his masterpieces—and a series of maidservants and tutors who were all far too afraid of the Livius Drusus power to make themselves her friends. Her older brother, fifteen at the time, she hardly saw at all. And three years after her mother had departed with her little brother, Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus, as he now had to be called, they had moved from the old house to this vast mausoleum; and she was lost, a tiny atom moving aimlessly amid an eternity of empty space, deprived of love, conversation, companionship, notice. When her father died almost immediately after the move, his passing made no difference.


  So unacquainted was she with laughter that when from time to time it floated up from the servants’ crowded airless cells below, she wondered what it was, why they did it. The only world she had found to love lay within the cylinders of books, for no one stopped her reading and writing. So she did both for a great deal of every one of her days, thrilling to the repercussions of the wrath of Achilles and the deeds of Greeks and Trojans, lit up by tales of heroes, monsters, gods, and the mortal girls they seemed to hanker after as more desirable than immortals. And when she had managed to deal with the awful shock of the physical manifestations of puberty—for there was no one to tell her what was the matter or what to do—her hungry and passionate nature discovered the wealth of poetry written about love. As fluent in Greek as in Latin, she discovered Alcman— who had invented the love poem (or so it was said)—and passed to Pindar’s maiden songs, and Sappho, and Asclepiades. Old Sosius of the Argiletum, who occasionally simply bundled up whatever he had and sent the buckets of books to Drusus’s house, had no idea who the reader was; he just assumed the reader was Drusus. So shortly after Livia Drusa turned seventeen, he began to send her the works of the new poet Meleager, who was very much alive and very much attracted to lust as well as love. More fascinated than shocked, Livia Drusa found the literature of eroticism, and thanks to Meleager sexually awoke at last.


  Not that it did her any good; she went nowhere, saw no one. In that house, it would have been unthinkable to make overtures to a slave, or for a slave to make overtures to Livia Drusa. Sometimes she met the friends of her brother Drusus, but only in passing. Except, that is, for his best friend, Caepio Junior. And Caepio Junior—short-legged, pimply faced, homely by any standard—she identified with the buffoons in Menander’s plays, or the loathsome Thersites whom Achilles slew with one blow from his hand after Thersites accused the great hero of making love to the corpse of the Amazon queen Penthesileia.


  It wasn’t that Caepio Junior ever did anything to remind her forcibly of either buffoons or Thersites; only that in her starved imagination she had gifted these types of men with the face of Caepio Junior. Her favorite ancient hero was King Odysseus (she thought of him in Greek, so gave him the Greek version of his name), for she liked his brilliant way of solving everybody else’s dilemmas, and found his wooing of his wife and then his wife’s twenty-year duel of wits with her suitors as she waited for Odysseus to come home the most romantic and satisfying of all the Homeric love stories. And Odysseus she had gifted with the face of the young man she had seen once or twice only on the loggia of the house below Drusus’s. This was the house of Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, who had two sons; but neither of his sons was the young man on his loggia, for them she had met in passing when they came to visit her brother.


  Odysseus had red hair, and he was left-handed (though had she read a little more intently and discovered that he owned a pair of legs far too short for his trunk, she might have lost her enthusiasm for him, as short legs were Livia Drusa’s pet hate); so too the strange young man on Domitius Ahenobarbus’s loggia. He was very tall, his shoulders were wide, and his toga sat upon him in a way suggesting that the rest of his body was powerfully slender. In the sun his red hair glittered, and his head on its long neck was very proud, the head of a king like Odysseus. Even at the distance from which she had seen him, the young man’s masterfully beaked nose was apparent, but she could distinguish nothing else of his face—even so, she knew in her bones that his eyes would be large and luminous and grey, as were the eyes of King Odysseus of Ithaca.


  So when she read the scorching love poems of Meleager, she insinuated herself into the role of the girl or the young boy being assaulted by the poet, and always the poet was the young man on Ahenobarbus’s balcony. If she thought of Caepio Junior at all, it was with a grimace of distaste.


  *


  “Livia Drusa, Marcus Livius wants to see you in his study at once,” said the steward, breaking into her dream, which was of remaining on the loggia long enough to see the red-haired stranger emerge onto the loggia thirty feet below.


  But of course the summons pre-empted her wishes; she turned and followed the steward inside.


  Drusus was studying a paper on his desk, but looked up as soon as his sister entered the room, his face displaying a calm, indulgent, rather remote interest.


  “Sit down,” he said, indicating the chair on the client’s side of his table.


  She sat and watched him with equal calm and equal lack of humor; she had never heard Drusus laugh, and rarely seen him smile. The same could he have said of her.


  A little alarmed, Livia Drusa realized that he was studying her with more intentness than usual. His interest was a proxy affair, an inspection of her carried out on Caepio Junior’s behalf, which of course she could not know.


  Yes, she was a pretty little thing, he thought, and though in stature she was small, she had at least escaped the family taint of short legs. Her figure was delightful, full and high of breast, narrow-waisted, nicely hipped; her feet and hands were quite delicate and thin—a sign of beauty—and she did not bite her nails, but kept them well manicured. Her chin was pointed, her forehead broad, her nose reasonably long and a little aquiline. In mouth and eyes she fulfilled every criterion of true beauty, for the eyes were very large and well opened, and the mouth was small, a rosebud. Thick and becomingly dressed, her hair was black, as were eyes, brows, and lashes.


  Yes indeed, Livia Drusa was pretty. No Aurelia, however. His heart contracted painfully; it still did whenever he thought of Aurelia. How very quickly he had written to Quintus Servilius once he learned of Aurelia’s impending marriage! It was all for the best; there was nothing wrong with the Aurelians, but neither in wealth nor in social standing could they equal the patrician Servilians. Besides which, he had always been fond of young Servilia Caepionis, and had no qualms about making her his wife.


  “My dear, I’ve found a husband for you,” he said without preamble, and looking highly pleased with himself.


  It obviously came as a shock to her, though she kept her face impassive enough. She licked her lips, then managed to ask, “Who, Marcus Livius?”


  He became enthusiastic. “The very best of good fellows, a wonderful friend! Quintus Servilius Junior.”


  Her face froze into a look of absolute horror; she parted her dry lips to speak, but couldn’t.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked, genuinely puzzled.


  “I can’t marry him,” Livia Drusa whispered.


  “Why?”


  “He’s disgusting—revolting!”


  “Don’t be ridiculous!”


  She began to shake her head, and kept on shaking it with increasing vehemence. “I won’t marry him, I won’t!”


  An awful thought occurred to Drusus, ever conscious of his mother; he got up, came round the table, and stood over his sister. “Have you been meeting someone?”


  The motion of her head ceased, she lifted it to stare up at him, outraged. “Me? How could I possibly meet anyone, stuck in this house every single day of my life? The only men I see come here with you, and I don’t even get the opportunity to converse with them! If you have them to dinner, you don’t ask me—the only time I’m permitted to come to dinner is when you have that frightful oaf Quintus Servilius Junior!”


  “How dare you!” he said, growing angry; it had never occurred to him that she would judge his best friend differently than he did.


  “I won’t marry him!” she cried. “I’d rather be dead!”


  “Go to your room,” he said, looking flinty.


  She got up at once, and walked toward the door which opened onto the colonnade.


  “Not your sitting room, Livia Drusa. Your bedroom. And there you will stay until you come to your senses.”


  A burning look was her only answer, but she turned around and left by the door to the atrium.


  Drusus remained by her vacant chair, and tried to deal with his anger. It was preposterous! How dare she defy him!


  After some moments his emotions quietened; he was able to grasp the tail of this spitting cat, even though he had no idea what to do with it. In all his life no one had ever defied him; no one had ever put him in a position from which he could see no logical way out. Used to being obeyed, and to being treated with a degree of respect and deference not normally accorded to one so young, he had no idea what to do. If he had known his sister better—and he now had to admit that he knew her not at all—if his father were alive—if his mother—oh, what a pickle! And what to do?


  Soften her up a bit, came the answer; he sent for his steward at once.


  “The lady Livia Drusa has offended me,” he said with admirable calm and no expression of ire, “and I have ordered her to her bedroom. Until you can fit a bolt to it, you will keep someone on guard outside her door at all times. Send a woman in to attend to her wants whom she doesn’t know. For no reason whatsoever is she to be permitted to leave her bedroom, is that clear?”


  “Perfectly, Marcus Livius,” said the steward woodenly.


  *


  And so the duel began. Livia Drusa was sent to a smaller prison than she was used to, not so dark or airless as most sleeping cubicles because it lay adjacent to the loggia, and so had a grille high up on the outside wall. But a dismal prison nonetheless. When she asked for books to read and paper to write upon, she found out just how dismal a prison it was, for her request was refused. Four walls enclosing a space some eight feet by eight feet, a bed, a chamber pot, and dreary unpalatable meals on a tray brought by a woman she had never seen before; that was now Livia Drusa’s lot.


  In the meantime, Drusus was faced with the task of keeping his sister’s unwillingness from his best friend, and lost no time commencing. The moment he had issued his orders regarding Livia” Drusa, he donned his toga again and went around the corner to see Caepio Junior.


  “Oh, good!” beamed Caepio Junior.


  “I thought I’d better have a further word with you,” said Drusus, making no attempt to sit down, and having no real idea what the further word was going to be.


  “Well, before you do, Marcus Livius, go and see my sister, will you? She’s very anxious.”


  That at least was a good sign; she must have accepted the news of her betrothal if not with joy, at least with equanimity, thought the disillusioned Drusus.


  He found her in her sitting room, and was left in no doubt at all that his suit was welcome, for she jumped to her feet the moment he filled the doorway, and cast herself upon his chest, much to his discomfort.


  “Oh, Marcus Livius!” she said, gazing up at him with a melting adoration.


  Why hadn’t Aurelia ever looked at him like this? But resolutely he put that thought away, and smiled down at the palpitating Servilia Caepionis. She wasn’t a beauty and she had the family’s short legs, but she had at least escaped the family tendency to acne—as had his sister—and she had a singularly beautiful pair of eyes, soft and tender in their expression, satisfyingly large, liquidly dark. Though he was not in love with her, he thought that in time he could love her, and he certainly had always liked her.


  So he kissed her on her soft mouth, was surprised and gratified by her response, and stayed long enough with her to have a few sentences of conversation.


  “And your sister, Livia Drusa, is pleased?” asked Servilia Caepionis when he got up to leave.


  Drusus stood very still. “Very pleased,” he said, then added, the words popping out of nowhere, “Unfortunately she isn’t well at the moment.”


  “Oh, that’s too bad! Never mind, tell her that as soon as she feels up to visitors, I’m coming to see her. We are to be sisters-in-law twice over, but I’d rather we were friends.”


  That drew a smile from him. “Thank you,” he said.


  Caepio Junior was waiting impatiently in his father’s study, which he occupied in his father’s absence.


  “I am delighted,” said Drusus, sitting down. “Your sister is pleased at the match.”


  “I told you she liked you,” said Caepio Junior. “But how did Livia Drusa take the news?”


  He was well prepared now. “She was delighted,” he lied blandly. “Unfortunately I found her taken to her bed with a fever. The doctor was already there, and he’s a little worried. Apparently there are complications, and he fears whatever it is might be contagious.”


  “Ye gods!” Caepio Junior exclaimed, face paling.


  “We’ll wait and see,” said Drusus soothingly. “You like her very much, Quintus Servilius, don’t you?”


  “My father says I can’t do better than Livia Drusa. He says I have excellent taste. Did you tell him I liked her?”


  “I did.” Drusus smiled faintly. “It’s been rather obvious for a couple of years now, you know.”


  “I got my father’s letter today, it was waiting when I got home. He says Livia Drusa is as rich as she is noble. He likes her too,” said Caepio Junior.


  “Well, as soon as she’s feeling better we’ll all have dinner together, and talk about the wedding. The beginning of May, eh? Before the unlucky time.’’ Drusus got up. “I can’t stay, Quintus Servilius, I’ll have to get back and see how my sister is.”


  Both Caepio Junior and Drusus had been elected tribunes of the soldiers, and were to go to Further Gaul with Gnaeus Mallius Maximus. But rank and wealth and political conformity told; where the relatively obscure Sextus Caesar couldn’t even get leave from his recruiting duties to attend his brother’s wedding, neither Drusus nor Caepio Junior had yet been called up. Certainly Drusus envisioned no difficulty in planning a double wedding for early May, even though by then both the bridegrooms would be involved with army duties, even if the army itself was already on its way to Further Gaul; they could always catch it up.


  He issued orders to his entire household in case Caepio Junior or his sister should come inquiring after Livia Drusa’s health, and cut Livia Drusa’s diet back to unleavened bread and water. For five days he left her completely alone, then sent for her to his study.


  She came blinking a little in the brighter light, her feet not quite steady, her hair inexpertly combed. That she had not been sleeping was manifest in the state of her eyes, but her brother could detect no evidence of prolonged tears. Her hands trembled, she had trouble controlling her mouth, and the bottom lip was bitten raw.


  “Sit down,” said Drusus curtly.


  She sat.


  “How do you feel now about marrying Quintus Servilius?”


  Her whole body began to shake; what little color she had preserved now faded completely. “Don’t want to,” she said.


  Her brother leaned forward, his hands clasped together. “Livia Drusa, I am the head of our family. I have absolute control over your life. I even have absolute control over your death. It so happens I’m very fond of you. That means I dislike hurting you, and it distresses me greatly to see yousuffer. You are suffering now. I am distressed. But we are both Romans. That fact means everything to me. It means more to me than you do. Than anyone does! I am very sorry that you cannot like my friend Quintus Servilius. However, you will marry him! It is your duty as a Roman woman to obey me. As you know. Quintus Servilius is the husband our father intended for you, just as his father intended Servilia Caepionis to be my wife. For a while I considered taking a wife of my own choice, but events have only gone to prove that my father—may his shade be appeased—was wiser than I. Besides all of that, we have the embarrassment of a mother who has not proven an ideal Roman woman. Thanks to her, the responsibility which rests on you is much greater. Nothing you do or say can be allowed to give anyone room to think her flaw is also present in you.”


  Livia Drusa dragged in a huge breath, and said again, but more shakily still, “Don’t want to!”


  “Want has nothing to do with it,” said Drusus sternly. “Who do you think you are, Livia Drusa, to hold your personal wants as more important than our family’s honor and standing? Make up your mind to it, you will marry Quintus Servilius, and no other. If you persist in this defiance, you will marry no one at all. In fact, you will never leave your bedroom again as long as you live. There you will stay, without company or diversion, day in and day out, forever.” His eyes stared at her with less feeling than two cold black stones. “I mean what I say, sister. No books, no paper, no food other than bread and water, no bath, no mirror, no maidservants, no clean clothes, no fresh bedding, no brazier during winter, no extra blankets, no shoes or slippers for your feet, no belts or girdles or ribbons whereby to hang yourself, no scissors to cut your nails or your hair, no knives to use to stab yourself—and if you try to starve yourself, I will have the food shoved forcibly down your throat.”


  He snapped his fingers, a small sharp sound that brought the steward in with the kind of suspicious alacrity that suggested he had been listening at the door. “Take my sister back to her room. And bring her to me at dawn tomorrow before you admit any clients to my house.”


  The steward had to help her to her feet, one hand beneath her arm, and guide her out of the room.


  “I will expect your answer tomorrow,” Drusus said.


  Not one word did the steward say to her as he led her across the atrium; firmly but gently he put her inside her bedroom door, stepped back, closed the door, and shot the bolt Drusus had ordered fitted to its outside.


  Darkness was falling; Livia Drusa could tell that she had no more than two hours left to her before the pall of black, empty nothingness enfolded her for the duration of the long late-winter night. So far she hadn’t wept. A strong consciousness that she was in the right coupled with a burning indignation had sustained her for the first three days and nights, and after that she had taken solace from the plights of all the heroines she had discovered through her reading. Penelope’s twenty-year wait came top of the list, of course, but Danae had been shut up in her bedroom by her father, and Ariadne had been abandoned by Theseus on the seashore of Naxos.... In every case, things had changed for the better. Odysseus came home, Perseus was born, and Ariadne was rescued by a god....


  But with her brother’s words still echoing inside her thoughts, Livia Drusa began to understand the difference between great literature and real life. Great literature was never intended to be either facsimile or echo of real life; it was meant to shut out real life for a while, to free the harried mind from mundane considerations, so that the mind could holiday amid glorious language and vivid word-pictures and inspiring or alluring ideas. At least Penelope had enjoyed the freedom of her own palace halls, and the company of her son; and Danae had been dazzled by showers of gold; and Ariadne had suffered no more than the pinprick of Theseus’s rejection before one far greater than Theseus espoused her. But in real life Penelope would have been raped and forcibly married and her son murdered, and Odysseus would never have come home at all; and Danae and her baby would have floated in their chest until the sea drowned them; and Ariadne would have been left pregnant by Theseus, and died in a lonely childbirth....


  Would Zeus appear in a shower of gold to enliven the long imprisonment of a Livia Drusa of modern-day Rome?


  Or Dionysos drive through her frigid little dark hole of a room in his chariot drawn by leopards? Or Odysseus string his great bow and slay her brother and Caepio Junior with the same shaft he had sent through the hollows of the axes? No! Of course not! They had all lived more than a thousand years ago—if they had ever lived at all, save in some poet’s indelible lines. Was that the meaning of immortality, to have life through some poet’s indelible lines rather than because the flesh had ever quickened?


  Somehow she had clung to the thought that her red-haired hero from the balcony of Ahenobarbus thirty feet below would learn of her plight, and break in through the grille in her wall, and spirit her away to live on some enchanted isle in the wine-dark sea. And she had dreamed the awful hours away seeing him in her mind’s eye, so tall and Odysseus-like, brilliant, innovative, fantastically courageous. What a tiny obstacle he would find the house of Marcus Livius Drusus once he discovered she lay captive within it!


  Ah, but tonight was different. Tonight was the real beginning of a confinement that had no happy ending, no miraculous deliverance. Who knew she was imprisoned, save her brother and his servants? And who among his servants would dare to flout her brother’s orders, or pity her more than they feared him? He was not a cruel man; she understood that very well. But he was used to being obeyed, and she, his young sister, was as much his creature as the least of his slaves, or the dogs he kept in his hunting lodge in Umbria. His word was her law. His wishes her commands. What she wanted had no validity, and therefore no existence outside her own mind.


  She felt an itching beneath her left eye, and then a hot, itching trail down her left cheek. Something splashed onto the back of her hand. The right eye itched, the right cheek was seared; the splashes grew more frequent, like short summer rain getting started, the drops falling faster and faster. Livia Drusa wept, for her heart was broken. Rocked back and forth; mopped her face, her streaming eyes, and her running nose; and wept again, for her heart was truly broken. Many hours she wept, alone in an ocean of Stygian gloom, the prisoner of her brother’s will and her own unwillingness to do his will.


  But when the steward came to unbolt her door and admit the blinding glare of his lamp into the smelly coldness of her bedroom, she was sitting on the edge of her bed, dry-eyed and calm. And rose to her feet and walked out of the room ahead of him, across the vast vivid atrium to her brother’s study.


  “Well?” asked Drusus.


  “I will marry Quintus Servilius,” she said.


  “Good. But I require more of you, Livia Drusa.”


  “I will endeavor to please you in everything, Marcus Livius,” she said steadily.


  “Good.” He snapped his fingers, the steward obeyed the summons immediately. “Send some hot honeyed wine and some honey cakes to the lady Livia Drusa’s sitting room, and tell her maidservant to prepare a bath.”


  “Thank you,” she said colorlessly.


  “It is my genuine pleasure to make you happy, Livia Drusa—so long as you behave like a proper Roman woman, and do what is expected of you. I expect you to behave toward Quintus Servilius as any young woman would who welcomed her marriage. You will let him know that you are pleased, and you will treat him with unfailing deference, respect, interest, and concern. At no time—even in the privacy of your bedroom after you are married—will you give Quintus Servilius the slightest indication that he is not the husband of your choice. Do you understand?” he asked sternly.


  “I understand, Marcus Livius,” she said.


  “Come with me.”


  He led her into the atrium, where the great rectangle in the roof was beginning to pale and a pearly light stole inside, purer than the lamps, fainter yet more luminous. In the wall was a small shrine to the household gods, the Lares and the Penates, flanked on either side by the exquisitely painted miniature temples which housed the imagines of the famous men of the Livius Drusus family, from her dead father the censor all the way back to the beginning. And there Marcus Livius Drusus made her swear a terrible oath to terrible Roman gods who had no statues and no mythologies and no humanity, who were personifications of qualities inside the mind, not divine men and women; under pain of their displeasure she swore to be a warm and loving wife to Quintus Servilius Caepio Junior.


  After it. was done he dismissed her to her sitting room, where the hot honeyed wine and honey cakes were waiting. She got some of the wine down and felt the benefit of it at once, but her throat closed up at the very thought of swallowing the cakes, so she put them to one side with a smile at her maid, and rose to her feet.


  “I want my bath,” she said.


  And that afternoon Quintus Servilius Caepio Junior and his sister, Servilia Caepionis, came to dine with Marcus Livius Drusus and his sister, Livia Drusa, a cozy quartet with marriages to plan. Livia Drusa abided by her oath, thanking every god that she did not belong to a smiling family; no one thought it a bit odd that she remained absolutely solemn, for they all did. Low-voiced and interested, she conversed with Caepio Junior while her brother concentrated upon Servilia Caepionis, and slowly Caepio Junior’s inchoate fears subsided. Why had he ever thought Livia Drusa didn’t like him? Wan from her illness she might be, but there could be no mistaking the gentle enthusiasm with which she greeted her masterful brother’s plans for a double wedding at the beginning of May, before Gnaeus Mallius Maximus began his march across the Alps.


  Before the unlucky time. But every time is the unlucky time for me, thought Livia Drusa. However, she did not say it.


  4


  Wrote Publius Rutilius Rufus to Gaius Marius in June before the news of the capture of Jugurtha and the end of the war in Africa had reached Rome:


  We have had a very uneasy winter, and a rather panic-stricken spring. The Germans are definitely on the move, and south at that, into our province along the river Rhodanus. We had been getting urgent letters from our Gallic allies the Aedui since before the end of last year, saying that their unwanted guests the Germans were going to move on. And then in April came the first of the Aeduan deputations to tell us that the Germans had cleaned out the Aeduan and Ambarric granaries, and were loading up their wagons. However, they had given out their destination as Spain, and those in the Senate who think it wiser to play down the threat of the Germans were quick to spread the news.


  Luckily Scaurus is not of their number, nor is Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus. So pretty soon after Gnaeus Mallius and I began our consulship, there was a strong faction urging that a new army be recruited for any emergency, and Gnaeus Mallius was directed to assemble six new legions.


  Rutilius Rufus found himself stiffening as if to ward off a Marian tirade, and smiled ruefully.


  Yes, I know, I know! Hold on to your temper, Gaius Marius, and let me put my case before you start jumping up and down upon my poor head—and I do not mean that lump of bone and flesh on top of my neck! It should by rights have been me directed to recruit and command this new army; I am well aware of it. I am the senior consul, I have had a long and highly successful military career, and am currently even enjoying some degree of fame because my manual of military practice has been published at last. Whereas my junior colleague, Gnaeus Mallius, is almost completely untried.


  Well, it’s all your fault! My association with you is general knowledge, and your enemies in the House would sooner, I think, that Rome perish under a flood tide of Germans than gratify you and yours in any way. So Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle got up and made a magnificent speech to the effect that I was far too old to lead an army, and that my undeniable talents could be better used if I remained in Rome to govern. They followed him like sheep the leader who betrays them to the slaughter, and passed all the necessary decrees. Why did I not fight them? I hear you ask. Oh,Gaius Marius, I am not you! I just do not have that streak of destructive hatred for them that you have, nor do I have your phenomenal energy. So I contented myself with insisting that Gnaeus Mallius be provided with some truly able and experienced senior legates. And at least this has been done. He has Marcus Aurelius Scaurus to back him up—yes, I did say Aurelius, not Aemilius. All he shares in common with our esteemed Leader of the House is a cognomen. However, I suspect that his military ability is considerably better than the famous Scaurus’s. At least, for Rome’s sake and Gnaeus Mallius’s sake, I hope so!


  And, all told, Gnaeus Mallius has done fairly well. He elected to recruit among the Head Count, and could point to your African army as proof of the Head Count’s effectiveness. By the end of April, when the news came that the Germans would be heading south into our Roman province, Gnaeus Mallius had six legions enlisted, all of Roman or Latin Head Count. But then the delegation arrived from the Aedui, and for the first time the House had definite estimates of the actual number of Germans involved in the migration. We discovered, for instance, that the Germans who killed Lucius Cassius in Aquitania—we knew they numbered about a quarter of a million—were only about a third of the total number, if that. So according to the Aedui, something like eight hundred thousand German warriors, women, and children are at present traveling toward the Gallic coast of the Middle Sea. It mazes the mind, does it not?


  The House gave Gnaeus Mallius the authority to recruit four more legions, bringing his force up to a total of ten legions plus five thousand cavalry. And by this, the news of the Germans was out all over Italy, try though the House did to calm everyone down. We are very, very worried, especially because we have not so far actually won one engagement against the Germans. From the time of Carbo, our history has been defeat. And there are those, especially among the ordinary people, who are now saying that our famous adage that six good Roman legions can beat a quarter of a million undisciplined barbarians is so much merda. I tell you, Gaius Marius, the whole of Italy is afraid! And I, for one, do not blame Italy.


  I imagine because of the general dread, several of our Italian Allies reversed their policy of recent years, and have voluntarily contributed troops to Gnaeus Mallius’s army. The Samnites have sent a legion of light-armed infantry, and the Marsi have sent a wonderful legion of standard Roman-style infantry. There is also a composite auxiliary legion from Umbria, Etruria, and Picenum. So, as you may imagine, our fellow Conscript Fathers are like the cat which got to the fish—very smug and self-satisfied. Of the four extra legions, three are being paid for and kept up by the Italian Allies.


  That is all positive. But there is an opposite side, of course. We have a frightful shortage of centurions, which means that none of the newly enlisted Head Count troops have undergone a proper training program, and the one legion of Head Count men in the last four legions just put together is almost totally unprepared. His legate Aurelius suggested that Gnaeus Mallius split the experienced centurions up evenly among his seven Head Count legions, and that means no more than 40 percent of the centurions in any one legion have undergone anything like battle conditions. Military tribunes are well and good, but I do not need to tell you that it is the centurions who hold the centuries and cohorts together.


  Quite frankly, I fear for the result. Gnaeus Mallius is not a bad sort of fellow, but I do not think him capable of waging war against the Germans. This opinion Gnaeus Mallius himself reinforced, when he got up in the House at the end of May and said that he couldn’t ensure every man in his force would know what to do on a battlefield! There are always men who don’t know what to do on a battlefield, but you don’t get up in the House and say so!


  And what did the House do? It sent orders to Quintus Caepio in Narbo to transfer himself and his army across to the Rhodanus immediately, and join up with Gnaeus Mallius’s army when it reaches the Rhodanus. For once the House didn’t procrastinate—the message went off by mounted courier, and got from Rome to Narbo in less than two weeks. Nor did Quintus Servilius procrastinate in answering! We got his answer yesterday. And what an answer it was.Naturally the senatorial orders had said that Quintus Caepio would subordinate himself and his troops to the imperium of the year’s consul. All perfectly normal and aboveboard. Last year’s consul may have a proconsular imperium, but in any joint enterprise, the consul of the year takes the senior command.


  Oh, Gaius Marius, that did not sit well with Quintus Caepio! Did the House honestly think that he—a patrician Servilius directly descended from Gaius Servilius Ahala, the savior of Rome—would act as the subordinate of an upstart New Man without a single face in an ancestral cupboard, a man who had only reached the consulship because no one of better origins had stood for election? There were consuls and there were consuls, said Quintus Caepio. Yes, I swear to you that he really did say all this! In his year the field of candidates had been respectable, but in this present year the best Rome could do was a broken-down old minor noble (me) and a presumptuous parvenu with more money than taste (Gnaeus Mallius). So, Quintus Caepio’s letter ended, he would certainly march at once for the Rhodanus—but by the time he got there, he expected to find a senatorial courier waiting for him with the news that he would be the supreme commander in this joint venture. With Gnaeus Mallius working as his subordinate, he was sure, said Quintus Caepio, that all would go superbly.


  His hand was beginning to cramp; Rutilius Rufus laid his reed pen down with a sigh, and sat massaging his fingers, staring frowningly into nothing. Presently his eyelids began to droop, and his head fell forward, and he dozed; when he woke with a jerk, his hand at least felt better, so he resumed his writing.


  Oh, such a long, long letter! But no one else will give you an honest account of what has happened, and you must know it all. Quintus Caepio’s letter had been directed to Scaurus Princeps Senatus rather than to me, and of course you know our beloved Marcus Aemilius Scaurus! He read the whole dreadful letter out to the House with every evidence of ghoulish enjoyment. In fact, he drooled. Oh, and did it put the cat among the pigeons! There were purple faces, flying fists, and a brawl between Gnaeus Mallius and Metellus Piggle-wiggle which I stopped by calling in the lictors from the Curia vestibule—an action which Scaurus did not appreciate. Oh, what a day for Mars! A pity we couldn’t bottle all that hot air and just blow the Germans away with the most poisonous weapon Rome can manufacture.


  The upshot of it was that there will indeed be a courier waiting for Quintus Caepio on the banks of the Rhodanus—but the new orders will be exactly the same as the old ones. He is to subordinate himself to the legally elected consul of the year, Gnaeus Mallius Maximus. Such a pity the silly fool dowered himself with a cognomen like Maximus, isn’t it? A bit like awarding yourself a Grass Crown after your men saved you, not the other way around. Not only is it the height of crassness to give yourself a pat on the back, but if you are not a Fabius, the cognomen Maximus is horribly presumptuous. Of course he maintains his great-grandmother was a Fabia Maxima, and his grandfather used it, but all I know is that his father never did. And I doubt the Fabia Maxima story very much.


  Anyway, here I am like a war-horse turned out to pasture, itching to be in Gnaeus Mallius’s shoes, and burdened instead with earthshaking decisions like whether we can afford to give the State granaries a new coat of pitch inside this year, after paying to equip seven new Head Count legions. Would you believe that with the whole of Rome talking Germans, Germans, Germans, the House argued for eight days about that one? Drive a man insane, it would!


  I do have an idea, though, and I’m going to implement it. Come victory or defeat in Gaul, I’m going to implement it. With not one man left in all Italy whom I would call a centurion’s bootlaces, I am going to recruit drill instructors and other training personnel from the gladiator schools. Capua is full of gladiator schools—and the best ones at that—so what could be more convenient, considering that Capua is also our base camp for all new troops? If Lucius Tiddlypuss can’t hire enough gladiators to put on a good show at his granddad’s funeral, hard luck! Rome’s need is greater than Lucius Tiddlypuss’s, say I! This plan also tells you that I am going to continue to recruit among the Head Count.


  I’ll keep you informed, of course. How goes it in the land of the lotus-eaters, sirens, and enchanted isles? Not managed to put leg-irons on Jugurtha yet? It isn’t far off, I’ll bet. Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle is in a trifle of a dither these days, actually. He can’t make up his mind whether to concentrate on you or on Gnaeus Mallius. Naturally he gave a magnificent speech supporting Quintus Servilius’s elevation to commander-in-chief. It gave me inordinate pleasure to sink his case with a few well-placed shafts.


  Ye gods, Gaius Marius, how they do get me down! Trumpeting the feats of their wretched ancestors when what Rome needs right now is a living, breathing military genius! Hurry up and come home, will you? We need you, for I am not up to battling the whole of the Senate, I just am not.


  There was a postscriptum:


  There have been a couple of peculiar incidents in Campania, by the way. I don’t like them, yet I fail to see why they happened, either. At the beginning of May there was a slave revolt at Nuceria—oh, easily put down, and all it really meant was that thirty poor creatures from all over the world were executed. But then three days ago another revolt broke out, this time in a big holding camp outside Capua for low-grade male slaves waiting for buyers in need of a hundred wharf laborers or quarry fodder or treadmill plodders. Almost 250 slaves were involved this time. It was put down at once, as there were several cohorts of recruits in camp around Capua. About fifty of the insurgents perished in the fighting, and the rest were executed forthwith. But I don’t like it, Gaius Marius. It’s an omen. The gods are against us at the moment; I feel it in my bones.


  And a second postscriptum:


  Some sad news for you has this very moment come to hand. As my letter to you was already arranged through Marcus Granius of Puteoli to go on his fast packet sailing for Utica at the end of the week, I have volunteered to tell you what has happened. Your much-loved father-in-law, Gaius Julius Caesar, died this afternoon. As you know, he has been suffering from a malignancy in the throat for some time. And this afternoon he fell on his sword. He chose the best alternative, as I’m sure you will agree. No man should linger to be a burden to his loved ones, especially when it detracts from his dignity and integrity as a man. Is there one among us who prefers life to death when life means lying in one’s own excrement, or being cleaned of that excrement by a slave? No, when a man cannot command either his bowels or his gorge, it is time to go. I think Gaius Julius would have chosen to go sooner, except that he worried about his younger son, who as I’m sure you know married recently. I went to see Gaius Julius only two days ago, and he managed to whisper through the thing choking him that all his doubts about the suitability of young Gaius Julius’s marriage were now allayed, for the beautiful Aurelia—the darling of my own heart, I admit—was just the right wife for his boy. So it is ave atque vale, Gaius Julius Caesar.


  At the very end of June the consul Gnaeus Mallius Maximus left on the long march north and west, his two sons on his personal staff, and all twenty-four of the elected tribunes of the soldiers for that year distributed among seven of his ten legions. Sextus Julius Caesar, Marcus Livius Drusus, and Quintus Servilius Caepio Junior marched with him, as did Quintus Sertorius, taken on as a junior military tribune. Of the three Italian Allied legions, the one sent by the Marsi was the best trained and most soldierly legion of all ten; it was commanded by a twenty-five-year-old Marsic nobleman’s son named Quintus Poppaedius Silo—under supervision by a Roman legate, of course.


  Because Mallius Maximus insisted upon lugging enough State-purchased grain to feed his entire force for two months, his baggage train was huge and his progress painfully slow; by the end of the first sixteen days he hadn’t even reached the Adriatic at Fanum Fortunae. Talking very hard and passionately, the legate Aurelius then managed to persuade him to leave his baggage train in the escort of one legion, and push on with his nine others, his cavalry, and light baggage only. It had proven very difficult to convince Mallius Maximus that his troops were not going to starve before they got to the Rhodanus, and that sooner or later the heavy baggage would arrive safely.


  Having a much shorter march over level ground, Quintus Servilius Caepio reached the huge river Rhodanus ahead of Mallius Maximus. He took only seven of his eight legions with him—the eighth he shipped to Nearer Spain—and no cavalry, having disbanded it the previous year as an unnecessary expense. Despite his orders and the urging of legates, Caepio had refused to move from Narbo until an expected overseas communication from Smyrna came. Nor was he in a good mood; when he could be deflected from complaining about the disgraceful tardiness of this contact between Smyrna and Narbo, he complained about the in-sensitivity of the Senate in thinking that he would yield supreme command of the Grand Army to a mushroom like Mallius Maximus. But in the end, he was obliged to march without his letter, leaving explicit instructions behind in Narbo that it was to be forwarded as soon as it came.


  Even so, Caepio still beat Mallius Maximus to their targetdestination comfortably. At Nemausus, a small trading town on the western outskirts of the vast salt marshes around the delta of the Rhodanus, he was met by the Senate’s courier, who gave him the Senate’s new orders.


  It had never occurred to Caepio that his letter would fail to move the Conscript Fathers, especially when none other than Scaurus read it out to the House. So when he opened the cylinder and scanned the Senate’s brief reply, he was outraged. Impossible! Intolerable! He, a patrician Servilius, tugging his forelock at the whim of Mallius Maximus the New Man? Never!


  Roman intelligence reported that the Germans were now on their way south, rolling along through the lands of the Celtic Allobroges, inveterate Roman-haters caught in a cleft stick; Rome was the enemy they knew, the Germans the enemy they didn’t know. And the Druidic confraternity had been telling every tribe in Gaul for two years now that there wasn’t room for the Germans to settle anywhere in Gaul. Certainly the Allobroges were not about to yield enough of their lands to make a new homeland for a people far more numerous than they were themselves. And they were close enough to the Aedui and the Ambarri to know well what a shambles the Germans had made out of the lands of these intimidated tribes. So the Allobroges retreated into the towering foothills of their beloved Alps, and concentrated upon harrying the Germans as much as they could.


  The Germans breached the Roman province of Gaul-across-the-Alps to the north of the trading post of Vienne late in June, and surged on, unopposed. The whole mass, over three quarters of a million strong, traveled down the eastern bank of the mighty river, for its plains were wider and safer, less exposed to the fierce highland tribes of central Gaul and the Cebenna.


  Learning of this, Caepio deliberately turned off the Via Domitia at Nemausus, and instead of crossing the delta marshes on the long causeway Ahenobarbus had built, he marched his army northward on the western bank, thus keeping the river between himself and the path of the Germans. It was the middle of the month Sextilis.


  From Nemausus he had sent a courier hotfoot to Rome with another letter for Scaurus, declaring that he would not take orders from Mallius Maximus, and that was final. After this stand, the only route he could take with honor was west of the river.


  On the eastern bank of the Rhodanus, some forty miles north of the place where the Via Domitia crossed the river on a long causeway terminating near Arelate, was a Roman trading town of some importance; its name was Arausio. And on the western bank ten miles north of Arausio, Caepio put his army of forty thousand foot soldiers and fifteen thousand noncombatants into a strong camp. And waited for Mallius Maximus to appear on the opposite bank—and waited for the Senate to reply to his latest letter.


  Mallius Maximus arrived ahead of the Senate’s reply, at the end of Sextilis. He put his fifty-five thousand infantry and his thirty thousand noncombatants into a heavily fortified camp right on the edge of the river five miles north of Arausio, thus making the river serve as part of his defenses as well as his water source.


  The ground just to the north of the camp was ideal for a battle, thought Mallius Maximus, envisioning the river as his greatest protection. This was his first mistake. His second mistake was to detach his five thousand cavalry from his camp, and send them to act as his advance guard thirty miles further north. And his third mistake was to appoint his most able legate, Aurelius, to command the horse, thereby depriving himself of Aurelius’s counsel. All the mistakes were part of Mallius Maximus’s grand strategy; he intended to use Aurelius and the cavalry as a brake on the German advance—not by offering battle, but by offering the Germans their first sight of Roman resistance. For Mallius Maximus wanted to treat, not fight, hoping to turn the Germans peacefully back into central Gaul, well away from southward progress through the Roman province. All the earlier battles fought between the Germans and Rome had been forced on the Germans by Rome, and only after the Germans had indicated they were willing to turn back peacefully from Roman territory. So Mallius Maximus had high hopes for his grand strategy, and they were not without foundation.


  However, his first task was to get Caepio from the west bank of the river to the east bank. Still smarting from the insulting, insensitive letter from Caepio that Scaurus had read out in the House, Mallius Maximus dictated a curt and undisguised direct order to Caepio: get yourself and your army across the river and inside my camp at once. He gave it to a team of oarsmen in a boat, thus ensuring quick delivery.


  Caepio used the same boat to send Mallius Maximus his answer. Which said with equal curtness that he, a patrician Servilius, would not take orders from any pretentious mushroom of a tradesman, and would stay right where he was, on the western bank.


  Said Mallius Maximus’s next directive:


  As your supreme commander in the field, I repeat my order to transfer yourself and your army across the river without an hour’s delay. Please regard this, my second such order, as my last. Should you persist in defying me, I shall institute legal proceedings against you in Rome. The charge will be high treason, and your own high-flown actions will have convicted you.


  Caepio responded with an equally litigious reply:


  I do not admit that you are the supreme commander in the field. By all means institute treason proceedings against me. I will certainly be instituting treason proceedings against you. Since we both know who will win, I demand that you turn the supreme command over to me forthwith.


  Mallius Maximus replied with even greater hauteur. And so it went until midway through September, when six senators arrived from Rome, utterly exhausted by the speed and discomfort of their trip. Rutilius Rufus, the consul in Rome, had pushed successfully to send this embassage, but Scaurus and Metellus Numidicus had managed to pull the embassage’s teeth by refusing to allow the inclusion of any senator of consular status or real political clout. The most senior of the six senators was a mere praetor of moderately noble background, none other than Rutilius Rufus’s brother-in-law, Marcus Aurelius Cotta. Scant hours after the embassage arrived at Mallius Maximus’s camp, Cotta at least understood the gravity of the situation.


  So Cotta went to work with great energy and a passion normally alien to him, concentrating upon Caepio. Who remained obdurate. A visit to the cavalry camp thirty miles to the north sent him back to the fray with redoubled determination, for the legate Aurelius had led him under cover to a high hill, from which he was able to see the leading edge of the German advance.


  Cotta looked, and turned white. “You ought to be inside Gnaeus Mallius’s camp,” he said.


  “If a fight was what we wanted, yes,” said Aurelius, his calm unimpaired, for he had been looking at the German advance for days, and had grown used to the sight. “Gnaeus Mallius thinks we can repeat earlier successes, which have always been diplomatic. When the Germans have fought, it’s only been because we pushed them to it. I have absolutely no intention of starting anything—and that will mean, I’m sure, that they won’t start anything either. I have a team of competent interpreters here, and I’ve been indoctrinating them for days as to what I want to say when the Germans send their chiefs to parley, as I’m sure they will, once they realize that there’s a Roman army of huge size waiting for them.”


  “But surely they know that now!” said Cotta.


  “I doubt it,” said Aurelius, unperturbed. “They don’t move in a military fashion, you know. If they’ve heard of scouts, they certainly haven’t bothered to employ them so far. They just—roll on! Taking, it seems to Gnaeus Mallius and me, whatever comes to them when it comes.”


  Cotta turned his horse. “I must get back to Gnaeus Mallius as soon as possible, cousin. Somehow we’ve got to get that stiff-necked imbecile Caepio across the river, or we may as well not even have his army in the vicinity.”


  “I agree,” said Aurelius. “However, Marcus Aurelius of the Cottae, if feasible I would like you to return to me here the moment I send you word that a German delegation has arrived to parley. With your five colleagues! The Germans will be impressed that the Senate has sent six representatives all the way from Rome to treat with them.” He smiled wryly. “We certainly won’t let them know that the Senate has sent six representatives all the way from Rome to treat with our own fools of generals!”


  *


  The stiff-necked imbecile Quintus Servilius Caepio was—rather inexplicably—in a much better mood and more prone to listen to Cotta when he had himself rowed across the Rhodanus the next day.


  “Why the sudden lightheartedness, Quintus Servilius?” asked Cotta, puzzled.


  “I’ve just had a letter from Smyrna,” said Caepio. “A letter I should have had months ago.” But instead of going on to explain what any letter from Smyrna might contain to make him so much happier, Caepio got down to business. “All right,” he said, “I’ll come across to the east bank tomorrow.” He pointed to his map with an ivory wand topped by a gold eagle he had taken to carrying to indicate the high degree of his imperium; he still had not consented to see Mallius Maximus in person. “Here is where I’ll cross.”


  ‘ ‘Wouldn’t it be more prudent to cross south of Arausio?’’ asked Cotta dubiously.


  “Certainly not!” said Caepio. “If I cross to the north, I’ll be closer to the Germans.”


  True to his word, Caepio struck camp at dawn the next day, and marched north to a ford twenty miles above Mallius Maximus’s fortress, a scant ten miles south of the place where Aurelius was encamped with his cavalry.


  Cotta and his five senatorial companions rode north too, intending to be in Aurelius’s camp when the German chieftains arrived to treat. En route they encountered Caepio on the east bank, most of his army across the river. But the sight that met their eyes struck fresh dismay into their hearts, for all too obviously Caepio was preparing to dig a heavily fortified camp right where he was.


  “Oh, Quintus Servilius, Quintus Servilius, you can’t stay here!” cried Cotta as they sat their horses on a knoll above the new campsite, where scurrying figures dug trenches and piled excavated earth up into ramparts.


  “Why not?” asked Caepio, raising his brows.


  “Because twenty miles to the south of you is a camp already made—and made large enough to accommodate your legions as well as the ten at present inside it! There is where you belong, Quintus Servilius! Not here, too far away from Aurelius to the north of you and Gnaeus Mallius to the south of you to be of any help to either—or they to you! Please, Quintus Servilius, I beg of you! Pitch an ordinary marching camp here tonight, then head south to Gnaeus Mallius in the morning,” said Cotta, putting every ounce of urgency he could into his plea.


  “I said I’d cross the river,” Caepio announced, “but I did not give any sort of undertaking as to what I’d do when I did cross the river! I have seven legions, all trained to the top of their bent, and all experienced soldiers. Not only that, but they’re men of property—true Roman soldiers! Do you seriously think that I would consent to share a camp with the rabble of Rome and the Latin countryside—sharecroppers and laborers, men who can’t read or write? Marcus Cotta, I would sooner be dead!”


  “You might well be,” said Cotta dryly.


  “Not my army, and not me,” said Caepio, adamant. “I’m twenty miles to the north of Gnaeus Mallius and his loathsome rabble. Which means that I shall encounter the Germans first. And I shall beat them, Marcus Cotta! A solid million barbarians couldn’t defeat seven legions of true Roman soldiers! Let that—that tradesman Mallius have one iota of the credit? No! Quintus Servilius Caepio will hold his second triumph through the streets of Rome as the sole victor! Mallius will have to stand there looking on.”


  Leaning forward in his saddle, Cotta put his hand out and grasped Caepio’s arm. “Quintus Servilius,” he said, more earnestly and seriously than he had ever spoken in his entire life, “I beg of you, join forces with Gnaeus Mallius! Which means more to you, Rome victorious or Rome’s nobility victorious? Does it matter who wins, so long as Rome wins? This isn’t a little border war against a few Scordisci, nor is it a minor campaign against the Lusitani! We are going to need the best and biggest army we’ve ever fielded, and your contribution to that army is vital! Gnaeus Mallius’s men haven’t had the time or the training under arms that your men have. Your presence among them will steady them, give them an example to follow. For I say to you very sternly, there will be a battle! I feel it in my bones. No matter how the Germans have behaved in the past, this time is going to be different. They’ve tasted our blood and liked it, they’ve felt our mettle and found it weak. Rome is at stake, Quintus Servilius, not Rome’s nobility! But if you persist in remaining isolated from the other army, I tell you straight, the future of Rome’s nobility will indeed be at stake. In your hands you hold the future of Rome and your own kind. Do the right thing by both, please! March tomorrow to Gnaeus Mallius’s camp, and ally yourself with him.”


  Caepio dug his horse in the ribs and moved away, wrenching free of Cotta’s grip. “No,” he said. “I stay here.”


  So Cotta and his five companions rode on north to the cavalry camp, while Caepio produced a smaller but identical copy of Mallius Maximus’s camp, right on the edge of the river.


  The senators found themselves only just in time, for the German treating party rode into Aurelius’s camp slightly after dawn of the next day. There were fifty of them, aged somewhere between forty and sixty, thought the awestruck Cotta, who had never seen men so large—not one of them looked to be under six feet in height, and most were six inches taller than that. They rode enormous horses, shaggy-coated and unkempt to Roman eyes, with big hooves skirted in long hair, and manes falling over their mild eyes; none was encumbered by a saddle, but all were bridled.


  “Their horses are like war elephants,” said Cotta.


  “Only a few,” Aurelius answered comfortably. “Most ride ordinary Gallic horses—these men take their pick, I suppose.”


  “Look at the young one!” Cotta exclaimed, watching a fellow no older than thirty slide down from his mount’s back and stand, his pose superbly confident, gazing about him as if he found nothing he saw remarkable.


  “Achilles,” said Aurelius, undismayed.


  “I thought the Germans went naked save for a cloak,” Cotta said, taking in the sight of leather breeches.


  “They do in Germania, so they say, but from what we’ve seen of these Germans so far, they’re trousered like the Gauls.”


  Trousered they were, but none wore a shirt in this fine hot weather. Many sported square gold pectorals which sat on their chests from nipple to nipple, and all carried the empty scabbards of long-swords on shoulder baldrics. They wore much gold—the pectorals, their helmet ornaments, sword scabbards, belts, baldrics, buckles, bracelets, and necklaces—though none wore a Celtic neck torc. Cotta found the helmets fascinating: rimless and pot-shaped, some were symmetrically adorned above the ears with magnificent horns or wings or hollow tubes holding bunches of stiffly upright feathers, while others were fashioned to resemble serpents or dragon heads or hideous birds or pards with gaping jaws.


  All were clean-shaven and wore their uniformly flaxen hair long, either braided or hanging loose, and they had little if any chest hair. Skins not as pink as Celtic skins, Cotta noted—more a pale gold. None was freckled; none had red hair. Their eyes were light blue, and held no grey or green. Even the oldest among them had kept himself in magnificent trim, flat-bellied and warriorlike, no evidence of self-indulgence; though the Romans were not to know it, the Germans killed men who let themselves go to seed.


  The parley went on through Aurelius’s interpreters, who were mostly Aedui and Ambarri, though two or three of them were Germans captured by Carbo in Noricum before he was defeated. What they wanted, the German thanes explained, was a peaceful right-of-way through Gaul-across-the-Alps, for they were going to Spain. Aurelius himself conducted the first phase of the talks, clad in full military-parade armor—a torso-shaped silver cuirass, scarlet-plumed Attic helmet of silver, and the double kilt of stiff leather straps called pteryges over a crimson tunic. As a consular he wore a purple cloak lashed to the shoulders of his cuirass, and a crimson girdle ritually knotted and looped around his cuirass just above the waist was the badge of his general’s rank.


  Cotta watched spellbound, now more afraid than he had ever dreamed he could be, even in the depths of despair. For he knew he was looking at Rome’s doom. In months to come they haunted his sleep, those German thanes, so remorselessly that he stumbled red-eyed and thick-witted through his days, and even after sheer custom reduced their capacity to keep him wakeful, he would find himself sitting bolt upright in his bed, mouth agape, because they rode their gigantic horses into some less important nightmare. Intelligence reported their numbers at well over three quarters of a million, and that meant at least three hundred thousand gargantuan warriors. Like most men of his eminence, Cotta had seen his share of barbarian warriors, Scordisci and Iapudes, Salassi and Carpetani; but never had he seen men like the Germans. Everyone had deemed the Gauls giants. But they were as ordinary men alongside the Germans.


  And, worst terror of all, they spelled Rome’s doom because Rome did not take them seriously enough to heal the discord between the Orders; how could Rome hope to defeat them when two Roman generals refused to work with each other, and called each other snob and upstart, and damned each other’s very soldiers? If Caepio and Mallius Maximus would only work as a team, Rome would field close to one hundred thousand men, and that was an acceptable ratio if morale was high and training complete and leadership competent.


  Oh, Cotta thought, his bowels churning, I have seen the shape of Rome’s fate! For we cannot survive this blond horde. Not when we cannot survive ourselves.


  Finally Aurelius broke off the talk, and each side stepped back to confer.


  “Well, we’ve learned something,” said Aurelius to Cotta and the other five senators. “They don’t call themselves Germans. In fact, they think of themselves as three separate peoples whom they call the Cimbri, the Teutones, and a rather polyglot third group made up of a number of smaller peoples who have joined up with the Cimbri and the Teutones during their wanderings — the Marcomanni, Cherusci, and Tigurini — who, according to my German interpreter, are more Celt than German in origins.”


  “Wanderings?” asked Cotta. “How long have they wandered?”


  “They don’t seem to know themselves, but for many years, at least. Perhaps a generation. The young sprig who looks like a barbarian Achilles was a small child when his tribe, the Cimbri, left its homeland.”


  “Do they have a king?” asked Cotta.


  “No, a council of tribal chieftains, the largest part of which you are currently looking at. However, that same young sprig who looks like a barbarian Achilles is moving up in the council very fast, and his adherents are beginning to call him a king. His name is Boiorix, and he’s by far the most truculent among them. He’s not really interested in all this begging for our permission to move south—he believes might is right, and he’s all for abandoning talks with us in favor of just going south no matter what.”


  “Dangerously young to be calling himself a king. I agree, he’s trouble,” said Cotta. “And who is that man over there?” He unobtrusively indicated a man of about forty who wore a glittering gold pectoral, and several pounds more of gold besides.


  “That’s Teutobod of the Teutones, the chief of their chiefs. He too is beginning to like being called a king, it seems. As with Boiorix, he thinks might is right, and they should simply keep on going south without worrying about whether Rome agrees or not. I don’t like it, cousin. Both my German interpreters from Carbo’s day tell me that the mood is very different than it was then—they’ve gathered confidence in themselves, and contempt for us.” Aurelius chewed at his lip. “You see, they have been living among the Aedui and the Ambarri for long enough now to have learned a lot about Rome. And what they’ve heard has lulled their fears. Not only that, but so far—if you exclude that first engagement of Lucius Cassius’s, and who finds exclusion difficult, considering the sequel?—they have won every encounter with us. Now Boiorix and Teutobod are telling them they have absolutely no reason to fear us just because we’re better armed and better trained. We are like children’s bogeys, all imagination and air. Boiorix and Teutobod want war. With Rome a thing of the past, they can wander where they choose, settle where they like.”


  The parley began again, but now Aurelius drew forward his six guests, all clad in togas, escorted by twelve lictors wearing the crimson tunics and broad gold-embossed belts of duty outside Rome itself, and carrying axed fasces. Of course every German eye had noticed them, but now that introductions were performed, they stared at the billowingwhite robes—so unmartial!—in wonder. This was what Romans looked like? Cotta alone wore the purple-bordered toga praetexta of the curule magistrate, and it was to him that all the strange-sounding, unintelligible harangues were directed.


  He held up well under the pressure: proud, aloof, calm, soft-spoken. It seemed no disgrace to a German to become puce with rage, spit gobbets of saliva to punctuate his words, pound the fist of one hand into the palm of the other, but there could be no mistaking the fact that they were puzzled and made ill at ease by the unassailable tranquillity of the Romans.


  From the beginning of his participation in the parley until its end, Cotta’s answer was the same: no. No, the migration could not continue south; no, the German people could not have a right of way through any Roman territory or province; no, Spain was not a feasible destination unless they intended to confine themselves to Lusitania and Cantabria, for the rest of Spain was Roman. Turn north again, was Cotta’s constant retort; preferably go home, wherever home might be, but otherwise retreat across the Rhenus into Germania itself, and settle there, among their own peoples.


  It was not until dusk was fading into night that the fifty German thanes hauled themselves up on their horses and rode away. Last of all to leave were Boiorix and Teutobod, the younger man turning his head over his shoulder to see the Romans for as long as he could. His eyes held neither liking nor admiration. Aurelius is right, he is Achilles, thought Cotta, though at first the parallel’s rightness was a mystery. Then he realized that in the young German’s handsome face lay all the pigheaded, mercilessly vengeful power of Achilles. Here too was a man who would kick his heels by his ships while the rest of his countrymen died like flies, all for the sake of the merest pinprick in the skin of his honor. And Cotta’s heart thudded, despaired; for wasn’t that equally true of Quintus Servilius Caepio?


  There was a full moon two hours after nightfall; freed from the encumbrance of their togas, Cotta and his five very soberly silent companions ate at Aurelius’s table, then got ready to ride south.


  “Wait until morning,” begged Aurelius. “This isn’t Italy, there are no trusty Roman roads, and you know nothing of the lay of the land. A few hours can’t make any difference.”


  “No, I intend to be at Quintus Servilius’s camp by dawn,” said Cotta, “and try to persuade him yet again to join Gnaeus Mallius. I shall certainly apprise him of what’s happened here today. But no matter what Quintus Servilius decides to do, I’m riding all the way back to Gnaeus Mallius tomorrow, and I don’t intend to sleep until I’ve seen him.”


  They shook hands. As Cotta and the senators with their escort of lictors and servants rode away into the dense shadows cast by the moon, Aurelius stood clearly delineated by firelight and moonlight, his arm raised in farewell.


  I shall not see him again, thought Cotta; a brave man, the very best kind of Roman.


  *


  Caepio wouldn’t even hear Cotta out, let alone listen to the voice of reason.


  “Here is where I stay” was all he said.


  So Cotta rode on without pausing to slake his thirst in Caepio’s half-finished camp, determined that he would reach Gnaeus Mallius Maximus by noon at the latest.


  At dawn, while Cotta and Caepio were failing to see eye to eye, the Germans moved. It was the second day of October, and the weather continued to be fine, no hint of chill in the air. When the front ranks of the German mass came up against Aurelius’s camp walls, they simply rolled over them, wave after wave after wave. Aurelius hadn’t really understood what was happening; he naturally assumed there would be time to get his cavalry squadrons into the saddle— that the camp wall, extremely well fortified, would hold the Germans at bay for long enough to lead his entire force out the back gate of the camp, and to attempt a flanking maneuver. But it was not to be. There were so many fast-moving Germans that they were around all four sides of the camp within moments, and poured over every wall in thousands. Not used to fighting on foot, Aurelius’s troopers did their best, but the engagement was more a debacle than a battle. Within half an hour hardly a Roman or an auxiliary was left alive, and Marcus Aurelius Scaurus was taken captive before he could fall on his sword.


  Brought before Boiorix, Teutobod, and the rest of the fifty who had come to parley, Aurelius conducted himself superbly. His bearing was proud, his manner insufferably haughty; no indignity or pain they could inflict upon him bowed his head or caused him to flinch. So they put him in a wicker cage just large enough to hold him, and made him watch while they built a pyre of the hottest woods, and set fire to it, and let it burn. Aurelius watched, legs straight, no tremor in his hands, no fear on his face, not even clinging to the bars of his little prison. It being no part of their plan that Aurelius should die from inhaling smoke—or that he should die too quickly amid vast licks of flame—they waited until the pyre had died down, then winched the wicker cage over its very center, and roasted Aurelius alive. But he won, though it was a lonely victory. For he would not permit himself to writhe in agony, or cry out, or let his legs buckle under him. He died every inch the Roman nobleman, determined that his conduct would show them the real measure of Rome, make them take heed of a place which could produce men such as he, a Roman of the Romans.


  For two days more the Germans lingered by the ruins of the Roman cavalry camp, then the move southward began again, with as little planning as before. When they came level with Caepio’s camp they just kept on walking south, thousands upon thousands upon thousands, until the terrified eyes of Caepio’s soldiers lost all hope of counting them, and some decided to abandon their armor and swim for the west bank of the river, and safety. But that was a last resort Caepio intended to keep exclusively for himself; he burned all but one of his small fleet of boats, posted a heavy guard all the way down the riverbank, and executed any men who tried to escape. Marooned in a vast sea of Germans, the fifty-five thousand soldiers and noncombatants in Caepio’s camp could do nothing but wait to see if the flood would pass them by unharmed.


  By the sixth day of October, the German front ranks had reached the camp of Mallius Maximus, who preferred not to keep his army pent up within its walls. So he formed up his ten legions and marched them out onto the ground just to the north before the Germans, clearly visible, could surround his camp. He arrayed his troops across the flat groundbetween the riverbank and the first rise in the ground which heralded the tips of the tentacles of the Alps, even though their foothills were almost a hundred miles away to the east. The legions stood, all facing north, side by side for a distance of four miles, Mallius Maximus’s fourth mistake; not only could he easily be outflanked—since he possessed no cavalry to protect his exposed right—but his men were stretched too thin.


  Not one word had come to him of conditions to the north, of Aurelius or of Caepio, and he had no one to disguise and send out into the German hordes, for all the available interpreters and scouts had been sent north with Aurelius. Therefore he could do nothing except wait for the Germans to arrive.


  Logically his command position was atop the highest tower of his fortified camp wall, so there he positioned himself, with his personal staff mounted and ready to gallop his orders to the various legions; among his personal staff were his own two sons, and the youthful son of Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle, the Piglet. Perhaps because Mallius Maximus deemed Quintus Poppaedius Silo’s legion of Marsi best disciplined and trained—or perhaps because he deemed its men more expendable than Romans, even Roman rabble—it stood furthest east of the line, on the Roman right, and devoid of any cavalry protection. Next to it was a legion recruited early in the year commanded by Marcus Livius Drusus, who had inherited Quintus Sertorius as his second-in-charge. Then came the Samnite auxiliaries, and next in line another Roman legion of early recruits; the closer the line got to the river, the more ill trained and inexperienced the legions became, and the more tribunes of the soldiers were there to stiffen them. Caepio Junior’s legion of completely raw troops was stationed along the riverbank, with Sextus Caesar, also commanding raw troops, next to him.


  There seemed to be a slight element of plan about the German attack, which commenced two hours after dawn on the sixth day of October, more or less simultaneously upon Caepio’s camp and upon Mallius Maximus’s line of battle.


  None of Caepio’s fifty-five thousand men survived when the Germans all around them simply turned inward on the three landward perimeters of the camp and spilled into it until the crush of men was so great the wounded were trampled underfoot along with the dead. Caepio himself didn’t wait. As soon as he saw that his soldiers had no hope of keeping the Germans out, he hustled himself down to the water, boarded his boat, and had his oarsmen make for the western bank of the Rhodanus at racing speed. A handful of his abandoned men tried to swim to safety, but there were so many Germans hacking and hewing that no Roman had the time or the space to shed his twenty-pound shirt of mail or even untie his helmet, so all those who attempted the swim drowned. Caepio and his boat crew were virtually the sole survivors.


  Mallius Maximus did little better. Fighting valiantly against gargantuan odds, the Marsi perished almost to the last man, as did Drusus’s legion fighting next to the Marsi. Silo fell, wounded in the side, and Drusus was knocked senseless by a blow from the hilt of a German sword not long after his legion engaged; Quintus Sertorius tried to rally the men from horseback, but there was no holding the German attack. As fast as they were chopped down, fresh Germans sprang in to replace them, and the supply was endless. Sertorius fell too, wounded in the thigh at just the place where the great nerves to the lower leg were most vulnerable; that the spear shore through the nerves and stopped just short of the femoral artery was nothing more nor less than the fortunes of war.


  The legions closest to the river turned and took to the water, most of them managing to doff their heavy gear before wading in, and so escape by swimming the Rhodanus to its far side. Caepio Junior was the first to yield to temptation, but Sextus Caesar was cut down by one of his own soldiers when he tried desperately to stop their retreat, and subsided into the melee with a mangled left hip.


  In spite of Cotta’s protests, the six senators had been ferried across to the western bank before the battle began; Mallius Maximus had insisted that as civilian observers they should leave the field and observe from some place absolutely safe.


  “If we go down, you must survive to bring the news to the Senate and People of Rome,” he said.


  It was Roman policy to spare the lives of all they defeated, for able-bodied warriors fetched the highest prices as slaves destined for labor, be it in mines, on wharves, in quarries, on building projects. But neither Celts nor Germans spared the lives of the men they fought, preferring to enslave those who spoke their languages, and only in such numbers as their unstructured way of life demanded.


  So when, after a brief inglorious hour of battle, the German host stood victorious on the field, its members passed among the thousands of Roman bodies and killed any they found still alive. Luckily this act wasn’t disciplined or concerted; had it been, not one of the twenty-four tribunes of the soldiers would have survived the battle of Arausio. Drusus lay so deeply unconscious he seemed dead to every German who looked him over, and all of Quintus Poppaedius Silo showing from beneath a pile of Marsic dead was so covered in blood he too went undiscovered. Unable to move because his leg was completely paralyzed, Quintus Sertorius shammed dead. And Sextus Caesar, entirely visible, labored so loudly for breath and was so blue in the face that no German who noticed him could be bothered dispatching a life so clearly ending of its own volition.


  The two sons of Mallius Maximus perished as they galloped this way and that bearing their distracted father’s orders, but the son of Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle, young Piglet, was made of sterner stuff; when he saw the inevitability of defeat, he hustled the nerveless Mallius Maximus and some half-dozen aides who stood with him across the top of the camp ramparts to the river’s edge, and there put them into a boat. Metellus Piglet’s actions were not entirely dictated by motives of self-preservation, for he had his share of courage; simply, he preferred to turn that courage in the direction of preserving the life of his commander.


  *


  It was all over by the fifth hour of the day. And then the Germans turned north again, and walked the thirty miles back to where their many thousands of wagons stood all around the camp of the dead Aurelius. In Mallius Maximus’s camp—and in Caepio’s—they had made a wonderful discovery: huge stores of wheat, plus other foodstuffs, and sufficient vehicles and mules and oxen to carry all of it away. Gold, money, clothing, even arms and armor didn’t attract them in the least. But Mallius Maximus’s and Caepio’s food was irresistible, so that they plundered the last rasher of bacon and the last pot of honey. And some hundreds of amphorae of wine.


  One of the German interpreters, captured when Aurelius’s camp was overwhelmed and restored to the bosom of his Cimbri people, had not been back among his own kind more than a very few hours when he realized that he had been among the Romans far too long to have any love left for barbarian living. So when no one was looking, he stole a horse and headed south for Arausio town. His route passed well to the east of the river, for he had no wish to encounter the aftermath of the terrible Roman defeat, even by smelling its unburied corpses.


  On the ninth day of October, three days after the battle, he walked his tired steed down the cobbled main street of the prosperous town, looking for someone to whom he could tell his news, but finding no one. The whole populace seemed to have fled before the advance of the Germans. And then at the far end of the main street he spied the villa of Arausio’s most important personage—a Roman citizen, of course—and there he discerned activity.


  Arausio’s most important personage was a local Gaul named Marcus Antonius Meminius because he had been given the coveted citizenship by a Marcus Antonius, for his services to the army of Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus seventeen years before. Exalted by this distinction and helped by the patronage of the Antonius family to gain trade concessions between Gaul-across-the-Alps and Roman Italy, Marcus Antonius Meminius had prospered exceedingly. Now the chief magistrate of the town, he had tried to persuade its people to stay in their houses at least long enough to see whether the battle being fought to the north went for or against Rome. Not succeeding, he had nonetheless elected to stay himself, merely acting prudently by sending his children off in the care of their pedagogue, burying his gold, and concealing the trapdoor to his wine cellar by moving a large stone slab across it. His wife announced that she preferred to stay with him than go with the children, and so the two of them, attended by a loyal handful of servants, had listened to the brief cacophony of anguish which had floated on the heavy air between Mallius Maximus’s camp and the town.


  When no one came, Roman or German, Meminius had sent one of his slaves to find out what had happened, and was still reeling with the news when the first of the senior Roman officers to save their own skins came into town. They were Gnaeus Mallius Maximus and his handful of aides, behaving more like drugged animals on their way to ritual slaughter than high Roman military men; this impression of Meminius’s was heightened by the behavior of Metellus Numidicus’s son, who herded them with the sharpness and bite of a small dog. Meminius and his wife came out personally to lead the party into their villa, then gave them food and wine, and tried to obtain a coherent account of what had happened. But all their attempts failed; for the only rational one, young Metellus Piglet, had developed a speech impediment so bad he couldn’t get two words out, and Meminius and his wife had no Greek, and only the most basic Latin.


  More dragged themselves in over the next two days, but pitifully few, and no ranker soldiers, though one centurion was able to say that there were some thousands of survivors on the west bank of the river, wandering dazed and leaderless. Caepio came in last of all, accompanied by his son, Caepio Junior, whom he had found on the western bank as he came down it toward Arausio. When Caepio learned that Mallius Maximus was sheltering inside Meminius’s house, he refused to stay, electing instead to press onward to Rome, and take his son with him. Meminius gave him two gigs harnessed to four-mule teams, and sent him on his way with food and drivers.


  Bowed over with grief at the death of his sons, Mallius Maximus was unable until the third day to ask whereabouts the six senators were; until then Meminius hadn’t even known of them, but when Mallius Maximus pressed for a search party to find them, Meminius demurred, afraid that the Germans were still in possession of the field of battle, and more concerned with making sure that he and his wife and all his shocked guests were readied for a quick flight to safety.


  Such was the situation when the German interpreter rode into Arausio and located Meminius. It was immediately clear to Meminius that the man was big with news of some kind, but unfortunately neither of them could understand the other’s Latin, and it did not occur to Meminius to ask Mallius Maximus to see the man. Instead, he gave him shelter, and told him to wait until someone came with both the language and the state of mind to interview him.


  *


  Under Cotta’s leadership, the missing senatorial embassage had ventured back across the river in their boat the moment the Germans turned back into the north, and began to search that awful carnage for survivors. With their lictors and servants counted in, they numbered twenty-nine all told, and labored without regard for their safety should the Germans return. As the time passed, no one came to help them.


  Drusus had come to his senses with darkness, lain half-conscious through the night, and with the dawn recovered enough to crawl in search of water, his only thought; the river was three miles away, the camp almost as far, so he struck off to the east, hoping to find a stream where the ground began to rise. Not more than a few feet away he found Quintus Sertorius, who flapped a hand at sight of him.


  “Can’t move”,” said Sertorius, licking cracked lips. “Leg dead. Waiting for someone. Thought it would be German.”


  “Thirsty,” croaked Drusus. “Find water, then be back.”


  The dead were everywhere, acres upon acres of them, but they chiefly lay behind the route of Drusus’s unsteady walk in search of water, for he had fallen in the true front line at the very beginning of the battle, and the Romans had not advanced an inch, only fallen back and back and back. Like himself, Sertorius had remained in the front line; had he lain among the tumbled heaps and mounds of Roman dead scant feet to his rear, Drusus would never have seen him.


  His heavy Attic helmet gone, Drusus was bareheaded; a little puff of wind came and blew one single strand of hair across the great lump above his right eye, and so swollen, so stretched was the skin and tissue beneath, so bloodied the frontal bone, that the touch of that single strand of hair brought Drusus to his knees in agony.


  But the will to live is very strong. Drusus climbed sobbing to his feet and continued his walk east, and even remembered that he had nothing in which to carry water, and that there would be some like Sertorius in sore need of water. Groaning with the immensity of the pain produced by bending over, he pulled the helmets off two dead Marsic soldiers and walked on, carrying the helmets by their chin straps.


  And there among the field of Marsic dead stood a little water donkey, blinking its gentle, long-lashed eyes at the carnage, but unable to move away because its halter was wound round and round the arm of a man buried beneath other corpses. It had tried to tug itself free, but only succeeded in tightening the rope until tubes of blackening flesh protruded between the coils. Still wearing his dagger, Drusus cut the rope where it entered the lifeless arm and tied it to his sword belt, so that if he fainted the donkey would not be able to get away. But at the moment he found it, it was very glad to see a living man, and stood patiently while Drusus slaked his thirst, then was quite happy to follow wherever Drusus led.


  On the outskirts of the huge confusion of bodies around the water donkey were two moving legs; amid renewed groans from Drusus that the donkey echoed sadly, Drusus managed to shove sufficient of the dead aside to uncover a Marsic officer who was still very much alive. His bronze cuirass was stove in along its right side just below and in front of the man’s right arm, and a hole in the middle of the great dent oozed pink fluid rather than blood.


  Working as delicately as he could, Drusus got the officer out of the press of bodies onto a patch of trampled grass and began to unbuckle the cuirass where its front and back plates met along the left side. The officer’s eyes were closed, hut a pulse in his neck was beating strongly, and when Drusus pried the shell of the cuirass off the chest and abdomen it had been designed to protect, he cried out sharply.


  Then, “Go easy!” said an irritable voice in purest Latin.


  Drusus stopped for a moment, then resumed unbuckling the leather underdress. “Lie still, you fool!” he said. “I’m only trying to help. Want some water first?”


  “Water,” echoed the Marsic officer.


  Drusus fed it to him out of a helmet, and was rewarded with the unshuttering of two yellow-green eyes, a sight that reminded him of snakes; the Marsi were snake worshipers, and danced with them, and charmed them, and even kissed them tongue to tongue. Easy to believe, looking at those eyes.


  “Quintus Poppaedius Silo,” the Marsic officer said. “Some irrumator about eight feet tall caught me on the hop.’’ He closed his eyes; two tears rolled down his bloodied cheeks. “My men—they’re all dead, aren’t they?”


  “Afraid so,” said Drusus gently. “Along with mine— and everybody else’s, it seems. My name is Marcus Livius Drusus. Now hold on, I’m going to lift your jerkin off.”


  The wound had stanched itself, thanks to the woolen tunic the force of the German long-sword had pushed into its narrow mouth; Drusus could feel broken pieces of ribs moving under his hands, but cuirass, leather jerkin, and ribs had managed to prevent the blade invading the interior of chest and belly.


  “You’ll live,” said Drusus. “Can you get up if I help you? I have a comrade back in my own legion who needs me. So it’s either stay here and make your own way to me when you can, or come with me now on your own two feet.” Another lone strand of hair blew across his pulped right forehead, and he screamed with the pain of it.


  Quintus Poppaedius Silo considered the situation. “You’ll never cope with me in your state,” he said. “See if you can give me my dagger, I’m going to cut a bit off the bottom of my tunic and use it to bind this gash. Can’t afford to start bleeding again in this Tartarus.”


  Drusus gave him the dagger and moved off with his donkey.


  “Where will I find you?” Silo asked.


  “Over yonder, next legion down,” said Drusus.


  Sertorius was still conscious. He drank gratefully, then managed to sit up. His wound was actually the worst of the three of them, and clearly he could not be moved until Drusus got help from Silo. So for the time being Drusus sank down next to Sertorius and rested, moving only when Silo appeared an hour later. The sun was getting up into the sky, and it was growing hot.


  “The two of us will have to move Quintus Sertorius far enough away from the dead to give his leg less chance of being infected,” said Silo. “Then I suggest we rig up some sort of shade shelter for him, and see if there’s anyone else alive out here.”


  All this was done with frustrating slowness and too much pain, but eventually Sertorius was made as comfortable as possible, and Drusus and Silo set off on their quest. They hadn’t gone very far when Drusus became nauseated, and sank down in a retching huddle on the battered dusty ground, each convulsion of diaphragm and stomach coming amid frantic screams of agony. In little better case, Silo subsided near him, and the donkey, still tethered to Drusus’s belt, waited patiently.


  Then Silo rolled over and inspected Drusus’s head. He grunted. “If you can stand it, Marcus Livius, I think your pain might be much less if I broke open that lump with my knife and let some of the fluid out. Are you game?”


  “I’d brave the hydra-headed monster if I thought it might fix me up!” gasped Drusus.


  Before he applied the tip of his dagger to the lump, Silo muttered some charm or incantation in an ancient tongue Drusus could not identify; not Oscan, for that he understood well. A snake spell, that’s what he’s whispering, thought Drusus, and felt oddly comforted. The pain was blinding. Drusus fainted. And while he was unconscious Silo squeezed as much of the dammed-up blood and fluid out of the lump as he could, mopping up the mess with a chunk he tore off Drusus’s tunic, and then helping himself to another chunk as Drusus stirred, came around.


  “Feel any better?” asked Silo.


  “Much,” said Drusus.


  “If I bind it, you’ll only hurt more, so here, use this to mop up the muck when it blinds you. Sooner or later it will stop draining.” Silo glanced up into the pitiless sun. “We’ve got to move into some shade, or we won’t last— and that means young Sertorius won’t last either,” he said, getting to his feet.


  The closer they staggered to the river, the more signs that men lived among the carnage began to appear; faint cries for help, movements, moans.


  “This is an offense against the gods,” said Silo grimly. “No battle was ever worse planned. We were executed! I curse Gnaeus Mallius Maximus! May the great light-bearing Snake wrap himself around Gnaeus Mallius Maximus’s dreams!”


  “I agree, it was a fiasco, and we were no better generaled than Cassius’s men at Burdigala. But the blame has to be apportioned fairly, Quintus Poppaedius. If Gnaeus Mallius is guilty, how much more so is Quintus Servilius Caepio?” Oh, how that hurt to say! His wife’s father, no less.


  “Caepio? What did he have to do with it?” asked Silo.


  The head wound was feeling much better; Drusus found he could turn to look at Silo easily. “Don’t you know?” he asked.


  “What does any Italian ever know about Roman command decisions?” Silo spat derisively on the ground. “We Italians are just here to fight. We don’t get a say in how we are to fight, Marcus Livius.”


  “Well, since the day he arrived here from Narbo, Quintus Servilius has refused to work with Gnaeus Mallius.” Drusus shivered. “He wouldn’t take orders from a New Man.”


  Silo stared at Drusus; yellow-green eyes fixed on black eyes. “You mean Gnaeus Mallius wanted Quintus Servilius here in this camp?”


  “Of course he did! So did the six senators from Rome. But Quintus Servilius wouldn’t serve under a New Man.”


  “You’re saying it was Quintus Servilius who kept the two armies separate?” Silo couldn’t seem to believe what he was hearing.


  “Yes, it was Quintus Servilius.” It had to be said. “He is my father-in-law, I am married to his only daughter. How can I bear it? His son is my best friend, and married to my sister—fighting here today with Gnaeus Mallius—dead, I suppose.” The fluid Drusus mopped from his face was mostly tears. “Pride, Quintus Poppaedius! Stupid, useless pride!’’


  Silo had stopped walking. “Six thousand soldiers of the Marsi and two thousand Marsic servants died here yesterday—now you tell me it was because some overbred Roman idiot bore a grudge against some underbred Roman idiot?” The breath hissed between Silo’s teeth, he shook with rage. “May the great light-bearing Snake have them both!”


  “Some of your men may be alive,” said Drusus, not to excuse his superiors, but in an effort to comfort this man, whom he knew he liked enormously. And he was awash in pain, pain that had nothing to do with any physical wound, pain all bound up in a terrible grief. He—Marcus Livius Drusus—who had not known any of life’s realities until now—wept for shame at the thought of a Rome led by men who could cause so much pain all for the sake of a class-conscious quarrel.


  “No, they’re dead,” said Silo. “Why do you think it took me so long to join you where Quintus Sertorius lay? I went among them looking. Dead. All dead!”


  “And mine,” said Drusus, weeping still. “We took the brunt of it on the right, and not a cavalry trooper to be seen.”


  It was shortly after that they saw the senatorial party in the distance, and called for help.


  *


  Marcus Aurelius Cotta brought the tribunes of the soldiers into Arausio himself, plodding the five miles behind oxen because the pace and the kind of cart made it an easier journey; his fellows he left trying to organize some kind of order out of the chaos. Marcus Antonius Meminius had managed to persuade some of the local Gallic tribesmen who lived on farmsteads around Arausio to go out to the battlefield and do what they could to help.


  “But,” said Cotta to Meminius when he arrived at the local magistrate’s villa, “this is the evening of the third day, and somehow we have to dispose of the dead.”


  “The townspeople are gone, and the farmers convinced the Germans will be back—you’ve no idea how hard I had to talk to get anyone to go out there and help you,” said Meminius.


  “I don’t know where the Germans are,” said Cotta, “and I can’t work out why they headed back into the north. But so far, I haven’t seen a sign of them. Unfortunately I don’t have anyone to send out to scout, the battlefield is more important.”


  “Oh!” Meminius clapped his hand to his brow. “A fellow came in about four hours ago, and from what I can gather—I can’t understand him—he’s one of the German interpreters who were attached to the cavalry camp. He has Latin, but his accent is too thick for me. Would you talk to him? He might be willing to scout for you.”


  So Cotta sent for the German, and what he learned changed everything.


  “There has been a terrible quarrel, the council of thanes is split, and the three peoples have gone their separate ways,” the man said.


  “A quarrel among the thanes, you mean?” asked Cotta.


  “Well, between Teutobod of the Teutones and Boiorix of the Cimbri, at least in the beginning,” said the interpreter. “The warriors went back to get the wagons started, and the council met to divide the spoils. There was much wine taken from the three camps of the Romans, and the council drank it. Then Teutobod said he had had a dream while he rode back to the wagons of his people, and was visited by the great god Ziu, and Ziu told him that if his people kept marching south into the Roman lands, the Romans would inflict a defeat upon them that would see all the warriors, the women, and the children slain or sold into slavery. So Teutobod said he was going to take the Teutones to Spain through the lands of the Gauls, not the lands of the Romans. But Boiorix took great exception to this, accused Teutobod of cowardice, and announced that the Cimbri would go south through the Roman lands, no matter what the Teutones did.’’


  “Are you sure of all this?” Cotta asked, hardly able to believe it. “How do you know? From hearsay? Or were you there?”


  “I was there, dominus.”


  “Why were you there? How were you there?”


  “I was waiting to be taken to the Cimbri wagons, since I am Cimbric. And they were all very drunk, so no one noticed me. I found I did not want to be a German anymore, so I thought I would learn what I could, and escape.”


  “Go on, then, man!” said Cotta eagerly.


  “Well, the rest of the thanes joined in the argument, and then Getorix, who leads the Marcomanni and Cherusci and Tigurini, proposed that the matter be settled by remaining among the Aedui and Ambarri. But no one except his own people wanted to do that. The Teutonic thanes sided with Teutobod, and the Cimbric thanes with Boiorix. So the council ended yesterday with the three peoples all wanting different things. Teutobod has ordered the Teutones to travel into far Gaul, and make their way to Spain through the lands of the Cardurci and Petrocorii. Getorix and his people are going to stay among the Aedui and Ambarri. And Boiorix is going to lead the Cimbri to the other side of the great river Rhodanus, and travel to Spain along the outskirts of the Roman lands, rather than through them.”


  “So that’s why there’s been no sign of them!” said Cotta.


  “Yes, dominus. They will not be coming south through the Roman lands,” said the German.


  Back went Cotta to Marcus Antonius Meminius, and told him the news, smiling broadly.


  “Spread the word, Marcus Meminius, and as quickly as possible! For you must get all those bodies burned, otherwise your ground and your water will be contaminated, and disease will do more damage to the people of Arausio than the Germans could,” said Cotta. He frowned, chewed his lip. “Where is Quintus Servilius Caepio?”


  “Already on his way to Rome, Marcus Aurelius.”


  “What?”


  “He left with his son to bring the news to Rome as quickly as he could,” said Meminius, puzzled.


  “Oh, I’ll just bet he did!” said Cotta grimly. “Is he going by road?”


  “Of course, Marcus Aurelius. I gave him four-mule gigs out of my own stables.”


  Cotta stood up, bone tired but filled with new vigor. “I will bring the news of Arausio to Rome,” he said. “If I have to grow wings and fly, I’ll beat Quintus Servilius, I swear it! Marcus Meminius, give me the best horse you can find. I start for Massilia at the crack of dawn.”


  He rode at the gallop for Massilia, unescorted, commandeered a fresh horse in Glanum, and another in Aquae Sextiae, and got to Massilia seven hours after leaving Arausio. The great seaport founded by the Greeks centuries before had heard not one word about the great battle fought four days earlier; Cotta found the city—so sleek and Greek, sowhite and bright — in a fever of apprehension at the coming of the Germans.


  The house of the ethnarch pointed out to him, Cotta walked in with all the arrogance and haste of a Roman curule magistrate on urgent business. As Massilia enjoyed ties of friendship with Rome without submitting to Roman rule, Cotta could have been politely shown the door. But of course he was not. Especially after the ethnarch and a few of his councillors living close by had heard what Cotta had to say.


  “I want the fastest ship you’ve got, and the best sailors and oarsmen in Massilia,” he said. “There’s no cargo to slow the ship down, so I’ll carry two spare teams of oarsmen in case we have to row against the wind and into a head sea. Because I swear to you, Ethnarch Aristides, that I will be in Rome in three days, if it means rowing the whole way! We’re not going to hug the coast — we’re going. in as straight a line for Ostia as the best navigator in Massilia can sail. When’s the next tide?”


  “You will have your ship and your crew by dawn , Marcus Aurelius, and that happens to coincide with the tide,” said the ethnarch gently. He coughed with great delicacy. “Who will be paying?”


  Typical Massiliote Greek, thought Cotta, but didn’t say so aloud. “Write me out a bill,” he said. “The Senate and People of Rome will be paying.”


  The bill was written at once; Cotta looked down at the outrageous price and grunted. “It’s a tragedy,” he said to Ethnarch Aristides, “when bad news costs enough to fight another war against the Germans. I don’t suppose you’d lop a few drachmae off?”


  “I agree, it is a tragedy,” said the ethnarch smoothly. “However, business is business. The price stands, Marcus Aurelius. Take it or leave it.”


  “I’ll take it,” said Cotta.


  *


  Caepio and his son didn’t bother to take the detour a visit to Massilia would have meant for a road traveler. No one knew better than Caepio — veteran of a year in Narbo and a year in Spain when he had been praetor — that the winds always blew the wrong way across the Sinus Gallicus. He would take the Via Domitia up the valley of the Druentia River, cross into Italian Gaul through the Mons Genava Pass, and hurry as fast as he could down the Via Aemilia and the Via Flaminia. Hopefully he could average seventy miles a day if he managed to commandeer decent animals often enough, and he expected his proconsular imperium to do that for him. It did; as the miles flew by Caepio began to feel confident that he would beat even the senatorial courier to Rome. So rapid had his crossing of the Alps been that the Vocontii, always on the lookout for vulnerable Roman travelers on the Via Domitia, were unable to organize an attack on the two galloping gigs.


  By the time he reached Ariminum and the end of the Via Aemilia, Caepio knew he would make it from Arausio to Rome in seven days, assisted by good roads and plenty of fresh mules. He began to relax. Exhausted he might be, a headache of huge proportions he might have, but his version of what had happened at Arausio would be the first version Rome heard, and that was nine tenths of the battle. When Fanum Fortunae appeared and the gigs turned onto the Via Flaminia for the crossing of the Apennines and the descent into the Tiber Valley, Caepio knew he had won. His was the version of Arausio Rome would believe.


  But Fortune had a greater favorite; Marcus Aurelius Cotta sailed the Sinus Gallicus from Massilia to Ostia in winds that veered between perfect and nonexistent, a better passage by far than could have been predicted. When the wind dropped, the professional oarsmen took their places in the outriggers, the hortator started to mark the stroke on his drum, and thirty muscled backs bent to the task. It was a small ship, built for speed rather than cargo, and looked suspiciously like a Massiliote fighting ship to Cotta, though the Massiliotes were not supposed to have any without Roman approval. Its two banks of oars, fifteen to a side, were housed in outriggers surmounted by decks that could easily have been fenced with a row of good stout shields and turned into fighting platforms in the twinkling of an eye, and the crane rigged on the afterdeck seemed rather haphazard in construction; perhaps, thought Cotta, a hefty catapult normally sits there. Piracy was a profitable industry, and rife from one end of the Middle Sea to the other.


  However, he was not the man to question a gift from Fortune, so Cotta nodded blandly when the captain explained that he specialized in passengers, and that the outrigger decks were a nice place for the passengers to stretch their legs, since cabin accommodation was a bit primitive. Before they sailed Cotta had been persuaded by the captain that two extra teams of oarsmen were excessive, for his men were the best in the business and would keep up a top pace with only one extra team. Now Cotta was glad he had agreed, for they were the lighter in weight because they carried fewer men, and the wind provided enough puff to rest both teams of rowers just when it looked as if exhaustion was going to set in.


  The ship had sailed out of Massilia’s magnificent harbor at dawn on the eleventh day of October, and came to anchor in Ostia’s dismally poor harbor at dawn on the day before the Ides, exactly three days later. And three hours later Cotta walked into the consul Publius Rutilius Rufus’s house, scattering clients before him like hens before a fox.


  “Out!” he said to the client seated in the chair at Rutilius Rufus’s desk, and threw himself wearily into the chair as the startled client scuttled to the door.


  *


  By noon the Senate had been summoned to an emergency meeting in the Curia Hostilia; Caepio and his son were at that same moment trotting briskly down the last stretch of the Via Aemilia.


  “Leave the doors open,” said Publius Rutilius Rufus to the chief clerk. “This is one meeting the People must hear. And I want it taken down verbatim and transcribed for the records.”


  Given the short notice, it was a fairly full House; for in the unfathomable way that news has of percolating ahead of official dissemination, the rumor was already spreading through the city that there had been a great disaster against the Germans in Gaul. The well of the Comitia near the foot of the Curia Hostilia steps was rapidly filling with people; so were the steps and all the level spaces nearby.


  Fully privy to Caepio’s letters protesting against Mallius Maximus as well as demanding the supreme authority, and fearing a fresh round of arguments, the Conscript Fathers were edgy. Not having heard in weeks from Caepio, the doughty Marcus Aemilius Scaurus was at a disadvantage, and knew it. So when the consul Rutilius Rufus commanded that the House doors remain open, Scaurus made no move to insist they be closed. Nor did Metellus Numidicus. All eyes were riveted on Cotta, given a chair in the front row in close proximity to the dais on which stood his brother-in-law Rutilius Rufus’s ivory chair.


  “Marcus Aurelius Cotta arrived in Ostia this morning,” Rutilius Rufus said. “Three days ago he was in Massilia, and the day before that, he was in Arausio, near which our armies stationed themselves. I call upon Marcus Aurelius Cotta to speak, and give the House notice that this meeting is being transcribed verbatim for the records.”


  Of course Cotta had bathed and changed, but there could be no mistaking the grey tinge of fatigue in his normally highly colored face, and every line of his body as he got to his feet indicated the immensity of that fatigue.


  “On the day before the Nones of October, Conscript Fathers, a battle was fought at Arausio,” said Cotta, not needing to project his voice, for the House was utterly still. “The Germans annihilated us. Eighty thousand of our soldiers are dead.”


  No one exclaimed, no one murmured, no one moved; the House sat in a silence as profound as that inside the Sibyl’s cave at Cumae. “When I say eighty thousand soldiers, I mean just that. The noncombatant dead number some twenty-four thousand more. And the cavalry dead are separate again.”


  His voice expressionlessly level, Cotta went on to tell the senators exactly what had happened from the time he and his five companions arrived at Arausio—the fruitless dickering with Caepio; the atmosphere of confusion and unrest Caepio’s flouting of orders created within Mallius Maximus’s chain of command, some of whom sided with Caepio, like Caepio’s son; the stranding of the consular Aurelius and the cavalry too far away to act as part of a military machine. “Five thousand troopers, all their noncombatants, and every single animal in Aurelius’s camp perished. The legate Marcus Aurelius Scaurus was taken prisoner by the Germans and used as a deliberate example. They burned him alive, Conscript Fathers. He died, I was told by a witness, with extreme courage and bravery.”


  There were ashen faces among the senators now, for most had sons or brothers or nephews or cousins in one or the other of the armies; men wept silently, heads muffled in their togas, or sat forward, faces hidden in their hands. Scaurus Princeps Senatus alone remained erect, two fierce spots of color in his cheeks, mouth a hard line.


  “All of you here today must take a part of the blame,” said Cotta. “Your delegation did not contain one consular, and I—a mere ex-praetor!—was the only curule magistrate among the six. With the result that Quintus Servilius Caepio refused to speak with us as his equals in birth or seniority. Or even experience. Instead, he took our insignificance, our lack of clout, as a message from the Senate that it was behind him in his stand against Gnaeus Mallius Maximus. And he was right to do so, Conscript Fathers! If you had seriously intended to see that Quintus Servilius obeyed the law by subordinating himself to the consul of the year, you would have stuffed your delegation with consulars! But you did not. You deliberately sent five pedarii and one ex-praetor to deal with one of the House’s most obdurately elitist, most senior members!’’


  Not a head came up; more and more were now shrouded in folds of toga. But Scaurus Princeps Senatus continued to sit bolt upright, his blazing eyes never leaving Cotta’s face.


  “The rift between Quintus Servilius Caepio and Gnaeus Mallius Maximus prevented the amalgamation of their forces. Instead of a tightly bound single army comprising no less than seventeen legions and over five thousand horse, Rome fielded two armies twenty miles apart, with the smaller one closer to the German advance, and the body of cavalry separate again. Quintus Servilius Caepio personally told me that he would not share his triumph with Gnaeus Mallius Maximus, and so had deliberately put his army too far north of Gnaeus Mallius’s to allow it any participation in his battle.”


  Cotta drew in a rasping breath which sounded so loud in the silence that Rutilius Rufus jumped. Scaurus did not. Beside Scaurus, Metellus Numidicus poked his head slowly out of his toga, straightened to reveal a stony face.


  “Even leaving aside the disastrous rift between them, the truth is, Conscript Fathers, that neither Quintus Servilius nor Gnaeus Mallius had sufficient military talent to win against the Germans! However, of the two commanders, it is Quintus Servilius who must take the brunt of the blame. For not only was he as poor a general as Gnaeus Mallius, but he flouted the law as well. He put himself above the law, he deemed the law a device for lesser mortals than himself! A true Roman, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus”—this was said directly to the Leader of the House, who didn’t move—”holds the law paramount, knowing that under the law there is no true social distinction, only a system of checks and balances we have deliberately designed to ensure that no man can consider himself above his peers. Quintus Servilius Caepio behaved like the First Man in Rome. But under the law, there cannot be a First Man in Rome! So I say to you that Quintus Servilius broke the law, where Gnaeus Mallius was simply an inadequate general.”


  The stillness and the silence continued; Cotta sighed. “Arausio is a worse disaster than Cannae, my fellow senators. The flower of our men is perished. I know, for I was there. Perhaps thirteen thousand soldiers survived, and they—the greenest troops of all—fled without any order to retreat, leaving their arms and armor behind on the field, and swimming the Rhodanus to safety. They are still wandering unmustered to the west of the river somewhere, and, from some reports I have had, are so frightened of the Germans that they intend to go to earth rather than run the risk of being collected and put back into a Roman army. When he tried to stop this rout, the tribune Sextus Julius Caesar was cut down by his own soldiers. I am pleased to say he lives, for I found him on the field myself, left for dead by the Germans. I and my companions—twenty-nine, all told—were the only people available to succor the wounded, and for nearly three days no others came to help. Though the vast majority of those left lying on the field were dead, there can be no doubt that some died who might not have died were there people on hand to give them aid after the battle.”


  In spite of iron control, Metellus Numidicus moved, his hand going out in dreadful query. Cotta caught the gesture, and looked at Gaius Marius’s enemy, who was his own friend; for Cotta had no love to lay on Gaius Marius’s altar.


  “Your son, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus, survived unharmed, but not as a coward. He rescued the consul Gnaeus Mallius and some of his personal staff. However, both the sons of Gnaeus Mallius were killed. Of the twenty-four elected tribunes of the soldiers, only three survived— Marcus Livius Drusus, Sextus Julius Caesar, and Quintus Servilius Caepio Junior. Marcus Livius and Sextus Julius were severely wounded. Quintus Servilius Junior—who commanded the greenest legion of troops, closest to the river—survived unharmed by swimming to safety, in what circumstances of personal integrity I do not know.”


  Cotta paused to clear his throat, wondering if the vast relief in Metellus Numidicus’s eyes was mostly for the simple survival of his son, or for the news that his son had been no coward. “But these casualty figures pale when compared to the fact that not one centurion of any experience in either army is now alive. Rome is officerless, Conscript Fathers! And the great army of Gaul-across-the-Alps no longer exists.” He waited for a moment, then added, “It never did exist, thanks to Quintus Servilius Caepio.”


  Outside the great bronze doors of the Curia Hostilia the news was being disseminated by those close enough to hear to those too far-away to hear, an ever-widening audience that was still gathering, now spreading up the Argiletum and the Clivus Argentarius, and across the lower Forum Romanum behind the well of the Comitia. The crowds were immense. But they were quiet crowds. The only sounds were the sounds of tears. Rome had lost the crucial battle. And Italy was open to the Germans.


  Before Cotta could sit down, Scaurus spoke.


  “And where are the Germans now, Marcus Aurelius? How much farther south of Arausio were they when you left to bring us the news? And how much farther south might they be now, this very moment?” he asked.


  “I honestly do not know, Princeps Senatus. For when the battle was over—and it only took about an hour—the Germans turned back into the north, apparently to fetch their wagons and women and children, left just to the north of the cavalry camp. But when I departed, they had not come back. And I interviewed a German man whom Marcus Aurelius Scaurus had employed as one of his interpreters when the German chiefs came to parley. This man was captured, recognized as a German, and so was not harmed. According to him, the Germans quarreled, and have—for the moment, anyway—split up into three separate groups. It seems none of the three groups is confident enough to press on alone south into our territory. So they are going to Spain by various routes through Long-haired Gaul. But the quarrel was induced by Roman wine taken as part of the spoils. How long the rift will persist, no one can predict. Nor can I be sure that the man I interviewed was telling all the truth. Or even part of the truth, for that matter. He says he escaped and came back because he doesn’t want to live as a German anymore. But it may be that he was sent back by the Germans to lull our fears and make us even easier prey. All I can tell you for certain is that when I left, there was no sign of a southward German movement,” said Cotta, and sat down.


  Rutilius Rufus rose to his feet. “This is not the occasion for a debate, Conscript Fathers. Nor is it an occasion for recriminations, yet more quarrels. Today is an occasion for action.”


  “Hear, hear!” said a voice from the back.


  “Tomorrow is the Ides of October,” Rutilius Rufus went on. “That means the campaign season is just about over. But we have very little time left to us if we are to prevent the Germans invading Italy anytime they feel like doing so. I have formulated a plan of action which I intend to present to you now, but first I am going to give you a solemn warning. At the slightest sign of argument, dissension, or any other conceivable polarization of this House, I will take my plan to the People and have it approved in the Plebeian Assembly. Thereby depriving you, Conscript Fathers, of your prerogative to take the lead in all matters pertaining to the defense of Rome. The conduct of Quintus Servilius Caepio points up the greatest weakness of our senatorial order—namely, its unwillingness to admit that Chance and Fortune and Luck occasionally combine to throw up men from the lower ranks with far greater abilities than all of us who regard ourselves as entitled by birth and tradition to govern the People of Rome—and command Rome’s armies.”


  He had turned his person and pitched his voice toward the open doors, and the great high sound of it floated out into the air above the Comitia.


  “We are going to need every able-bodied man in all of Italy, so much is sure. From the Head Count clear through the orders and classes to the Senate, every able-bodied man! I therefore require a decree from you directing the Plebs to enact a law immediately forbidding any man between the ages of seventeen and thirty-five—any man, be he Roman or Latin or Italian—to leave the shores of Italy, or cross the Arnus or the Rubico into Italian Gaul. By tomorrow I want couriers riding at the gallop to every port in our peninsula with orders that no ship or boat is to accept an able-bodied free man as crew or passenger. The penalty will be death, both for the man trying to avoid military service and the man accepting him.”


  No one in the House said a word—not Scaurus Princeps Senatus, not Metellus Numidicus, not Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus, not Ahenobarbus Senior, not Catulus Caesar, not Scipio Nasica. Good, thought Rutilius Rufus. They’ll not oppose that law, anyway.


  “All available personnel will be set to recruiting soldiers of any class from Head Count to Senate. And that means, Conscript Fathers, that those among you aged thirty-five or younger will automatically be inducted into the legions, no matter how many campaigns you have served in previously. We will get soldiers if we enforce this law rigorously. However, I very much fear we won’t get enough. Quintus Servilius cleaned out the last pockets of those throughout Italy owning property, and Gnaeus Mallius took almost seventy thousand men of the Head Count, either as soldiers or as noncombatants.


  “So we must look to what other armies we have available. In Macedonia: two legions only, both of auxiliaries, which cannot possibly be spared duty there. In Spain: two legions in the further province, and one in the nearer province— two of these legions are Roman, one auxiliary—and not only will they have to stay in Spain, but they must be heavily reinforced, for the Germans say they intend to invade Spain.” He paused.


  And Scaurus Princeps Senatus came to life at last. “Get on with it, Publius Rutilius!” he said testily. “Get to Africa—and Gaius Marius!”


  Rutilius Rufus blinked, feigning surprise. “Why, thank you, Princeps Senatus, thank you! If you hadn’t mentioned it, I might have forgotten! Oh, truly are you called the watchdog of the Senate! What would we do without you?”


  “Spare me the sarcasm, Publius Rutilius!” Scaurus snarled. “Just get on with it!”


  “Certainly! There are three aspects of Africa which I think must be mentioned. The first is a war successfully concluded—an enemy completely rolled up, an enemy king and his family at this very moment waiting for retribution right here in Rome, as houseguests of our noble Quintus Caecilius Metellus Piggle-wiggle—oooops, I do beg your pardon, Quintus Caecilius!—Numidicus, I mean!—well, here in Rome, certainly.


  “The second aspect,’’ he went on, “is an army six legions strong—composed of the Head Count, admittedly!—but superbly well trained, and valiant, and brilliantly officered from the most junior centurion and cadet-tribune clear through to its legates. With it is a cavalry force two thousand strong, of equally experienced and valorous men.”


  Rutilius Rufus stopped, rocked on his heels, grinned all around him wolfishly. “The third aspect, Conscript Fathers, is a man. One single man. I refer of course to the proconsul Gaius Marius, commander-in-chief of the African army, and sole engineer of a victory so complete it ranks with the victories of Scipio Aemilianus. Numidia will not rise again. The threat in Africa to Rome’s citizens, property, province, and grain supply is now nonexistent. In fact, Gaius Marius is bequeathing us an Africa so subjugated and pacified that it is not even necessary to put a garrison legion there.”


  He left the dais on which stood the curule chairs, stepped down onto the black-and-white flagging of the ancient floor, and walked toward the doors, standing so that the main volume of his voice went outside into the Forum.


  “Rome’s need for a general is even greater than her need for soldiers or centurions. As Gaius Marius once said in this very House, thousands upon thousands of Rome’s soldiers have perished in the few years since the death of Gaius Gracchus—due solely to the incompetence of the men who led them and their centurions! And at the time Gaius Marius spoke, Italy was still the richer by a hundred thousand men than Italy is right at this moment. But how many soldiers, centurions, and noncombatants has Gaius Marius himself lost? Why, Conscript Fathers, virtually none! Three years ago he took six legions with him to Africa, and he still has those legions alive and well. Six veteran legions, six legions with centurions’.”


  He paused, then roared at the top of his voice, “Gaius Marius is the answer to Rome’s need for an army—and a competent general!”


  His small spare figure showed briefly against the press of listeners outside on the porch when he turned to walk back up the length of the House to his dais. There he stopped.


  “You have heard Marcus Aurelius Cotta say that there has been a quarrel among the Germans, and that at the moment they seem to have abandoned their intention of migrating through our province of Gaul-across-the-Alps. But we cannot possibly let ourselves relax because of this report. We must be skeptical of it, not emboldened by it to indulge in further stupidity. However, one fact seems fairly sure. That we do have the coming winter to prepare. And the first phase of preparation must be to appoint Gaius Marius proconsul in Gaul, with an imperium that cannot be rescinded until the Germans are beaten.”


  There was a general murmur, a harbinger of coming protest. Then came the voice of Metellus Numidicus.


  “Give Gaius Marius the governorship of Gaul-across-the-Alps with a proconsular imperium for anything up to year*?” he asked incredulously. “Over my dead body!”


  Rutilius Rufus stamped his foot, shook his fist. “Oh, ye gods, there you go!” he cried. “Quintus Caecilius, Quintus Caecilius, do you not yet understand the magnitude of our plight? We need a general of Gaius Marius’s caliber!”


  “We need his troops,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus loudly. “We do not need Gaius Marius! There are others here as good.”


  “Meaning your friend Quintus Caecilius Piggle-wiggle, Marcus Aemilius?” Rutilius Rufus blew a rude noise. “Rubbish! For two years Quintus Caecilius fiddled about in Africa—I know, because I was there! I worked with Quintus Caecilius, and Piggle-wiggle is an apt name for that gentleman, because he’s as turgidly calculating as any woman’s piggle-wiggle! I have also worked with Gaius Marius. And perhaps it is not too much to hope that some of the members of this House remember about me that I am no mean Military Man myself! I should have been given the command in Gaul-across-the-Alps, not Gnaeus Maximus! But that is past, and 1 do not have the time to waste in recriminations.


  “I say to you now, Conscript Fathers, that Rome’s plight is too huge and urgent to pander to a few individuals at the top of our noble tree! I say to you now, Conscript Fathers— all you who sit on the middle tiers of both sides of the House, and all you who sit on the back tiers of both sides of this House!—that there is only one man with the ability to lead us out of our peril! And that one man is Gaius Marius! What matter, that he isn’t in the studbook? What matter, that he isn’t a Roman of Rome? Quintus Servilius Caepio is a Roman of Rome, and look where he’s put us! Do you know where he’s put us? Right in the middle of the shit!”


  Rutilius Rufus was roaring, angry and afraid, sure now that they wouldn’t see the reason of his proposal. “Honorable members of this House—Good Men all—fellow senators! I beseech you to put aside your prejudices just this once! We must give Gaius Marius proconsular power in Gaul-across-the-Alps for however long it is going to take to shove the Germans back to Germania!”


  And this last passionate plea worked. He had them. Scaurus knew it; Metellus Numidicus knew it.


  The praetor Manius Aquillius rose to his feet; a man noble enough, but coming from a family whose history was checkered with more deeds of cupidity than deeds of glory; his father it was who, in the wars after King Attalus of Pergamum willed his kingdom to Rome, had sold the whole land of Phrygia to the fifth King Mithridates of Pontus for a huge sum of gold, and thereby let the inscrutable Orient into western Asia Minor.


  “Publius Rutilius, I wish to speak,” he said.


  “Speak, then,” said Rutilius Rufus, and sat down, spent.


  “I wish to speak!” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus angrily.


  “After Manius Aquillius,” said Rutilius Rufus sweetly.


  ‘‘ Publius Rutilius, Marcus Aemilius, Conscript Fathers,’’ Aquillius began correctly, “I agree with the consul that there is only one man with the genius to extricate us from our plight, and I agree that man is Gaius Marius. But the answer our esteemed consul has proposed is not the right one. We cannot handicap Gaius Marius with a proconsular imperium limited to Gaul-across-the-Alps. First of all, what happens if the war moves out of Gaul-across-the-Alps? What if its theater shifts to Italian Gaul, or Spain, or even to Italy itself? Why, the command will automatically shift to the appropriate governor, or to the consul of the year! Gaius Marius has many enemies in this House. And I for one am not sure that those enemies will hold Rome dearer than their grudges. The refusal of Quintus Servilius Caepio to collaborate with Gnaeus Mallius Maximus is a perfect example of what happens when a member of the old nobility holds his dignitas more important than Rome’s dignitas.”


  “You are mistaken, Manius Aquillius,” Scaurus interjected. “Quintus Servilius held his dignitas identical to Rome’s!”


  “I thank you for the correction, Princeps Senatus,” said Aquillius smoothly, and with a little bow no one could honestly call ironic. “You are absolutely correct to correct me. The dignitas of Rome and that of Quintus Servilius Caepio are identical! But why do you hold the dignitas of Gaius Marius as so inferior to Quintus Servilius Caepio’s? Surely Gaius Marius’s personal share is quite as high, if not higher, even if his ancestors owned not a scrap! Gaius Marius’s personal career has been illustrious! And does any member of this House seriously believe that Gaius Marius thinks of Arpinum first, Rome second? Does any member of this House seriously believe Gaius Marius thinks of Arpinum in any other way than that it is a part of Rome? All of us have ancestors who were once New Men! Even Aeneas—who came to Latium from far-off Ilium, after all!—was a New Man! Gaius Marius has been praetor and consul. He has therefore ennobled himself, and his descendants to the very end of time will be noble.”


  Aquillius’s eyes roved across the white-clad ranks. “I see several Conscript Fathers here today who bear the name of Porcius Cato. Now their grandfather was a New Man. But do we today think of these Porcii Catones as anything save pillars of this House, noble descendants of a man who in his own day had much the same effect on men with the name of Cornelius Scipio as Gaius Marius has today on men with the name of Caecilius Metellus?”


  He shrugged, got down from the dais, and emulated Rutilius Rufus by striding down the floor of the House to a position near the open doors.


  “It is Gaius Marius and no other who must retain supreme command against the Germans. No matter where the theater of war might be! Therefore it is not enough to invest Gaius Marius with a proconsular imperium limited to Gaul-across-the-Alps.”


  He turned to face the House, and thundered his words. “As is evident, Gaius Marius is not here to give his personal opinion, and time is galloping away as fast as a bolting horse. Gaius Marius must be consul. That is the only way we can give him the power he is going to need. He must be put up as a candidate for the coming consular elections— a candidate in absentia!”


  The House was growling, murmuring, but Manius Aquillius carried on, and carried their attention. “Can anyone here deny that the men of the Centuries are the finest flower of the People? So I say to you, let the men of the Centuries decide! By either electing Gaius Marius consul in absentia, or not electing him! For this decision of the supreme command is too big for this House to make. And it is also too big for the Assembly of the Plebs or even of the Whole People to make. I say to you, Conscript Fathers, that the decision of the supreme command against the Germans must be handed to that section of the Roman People who matter the most—the men of the First and the Second Classes of citizens, voting in their centuries in their own Assembly, the Comitia Centuriata!”


  Oh, here is Ulysses! thought Rutilius Rufus. I would never have thought of this! Nor do I approve. But he’s got the Scaurus faction by the balls just the same. No, it would never have worked to take the vexed question of Gaius Marius’s imperium to the People in their tribes, have the whole thing conducted by the tribunes of the plebs in an atmosphere of shouting, yelling, even rioting crowds! To men like Scaurus, the Plebeian Assembly is an excuse for the rabble to run Rome. But the men of the First and Second Classes? Oh, they’re a very different breed of Roman! Clever, clever Manius Aquillius!


  First you do something unheard of, by proposing that a man be elected consul when he isn’t even here to stand for office, and then you let the Scaurus faction know that you are willing to have the whole question decided by Rome’s finest! If Rome’s finest don’t want Gaius Marius, then all they have to do is organize the First and Second Classes of the Centuries to vote for two other men. If they do want Gaius Marius, then all they have to do is vote for him and one other man. And I’d be willing to bet that the Third Class doesn’t even get a chance to vote! Exclusivity is satisfied.


  The real legal quibble is the in absentia proviso. Manius Aquillius will have to go to the Plebeian Assembly for that, though, because the Senate won’t give it to him. Look at the tribunes of the plebs wriggling with glee on their bench! There won’t be a veto among them—they’ll take the in absentia dispensation to the Plebs, and the Plebs, dazzled by the vision of ten tribunes of the plebs in accord, will pass a special law enabling Gaius Marius to be elected consul in absentia. Of course Scaurus and Metellus Numidicus and the others will argue the binding power of the lex Villia annalis, which says that no man can stand a second time for the consulship until ten years have elapsed. And Scaurus and Metellus Numidicus and the others will lose.


  This Manius Aquillius needs watching, thought Rutilius Rufus, turning in his chair to watch. Amazing! he thought. They can sit there for years as demure and tractable as a new little Vestal Virgin, and then all of a sudden the opportunity presents itself, and off comes the sheep’s disguise, forth stands the wolf. You, Manius Aquillius, are a wolf.


  5


  Tidying up Africa was a pleasure, not only for Gaius Marius, but for Lucius Cornelius Sulla too. Military duties were exchanged for administrative, admittedly, yet neither man disliked the challenge of organizing a brand-new Africa Province, and two kingdoms around it.


  Gauda was now King of Numidia; not much of a man himself, he had a good son in Prince Hiempsal—who would be king, Marius thought, fairly quickly. Reinstated as an official Friend and Ally of the Roman People, Bocchus of Mauretania found his realm enormously enlarged by the gift of most of western Numidia; where once the river Muluchath had been his eastern boundary, this now lay only fifty miles to the west of Cirta and Rusicade. Most of eastern Numidia went into a much bigger Africa Province to be governed by Rome, so that Marius could dower all the knights and landowners in his clientele with the rich coastal lands of the Lesser Syrtis, including the old and still powerful Punic town of Leptis Magna, as well as Lake Tritonis and the port of Tacape. For his own uses, Marius kept the big, fertile islands of the Lesser Syrtis; he had plans for them, particularly for Meninx and Cercina.


  “When we get round to discharging the army,” Marius said to Sulla, “there comes the problem of what to do with them. They’re all Head Count, which means they have no farms or businesses to go back to. They’ll be able to enlist in other armies, and I suspect a lot of them will want to do that, but some won’t. However, the State owns their equipment, which means they won’t be allowed to keep it, and that means the only armies they’ll be able to enlist in will be Head Count armies. With Scaurus and Piggle-wiggle opposing financing of Head Count armies in the House, there’s a distinct possibility Head Count armies of the future will be rare birds, at least after the Germans are dealt with—oh, Lucius Cornelius, wouldn’t it be grand to be in that campaign? But they’ll never agree to it, alas.”


  “I’d give my eyeteeth,” said Sulla.


  “You could spare them,” said Marius.


  “Go on with what you were saying about the men who will want their discharges,” Sulla prompted.


  “I think the State owes Head Count soldiers a little more than their share of the booty at the end of a campaign. I think the State should gift each man with a plot of land to settle on when he elects to retire. Make decent, modestly affluent citizens of them, in other words.”


  “A military version of the land settlements the Brothers Gracchi tried to introduce?” asked Sulla, frowning slightly.


  “Precisely. You don’t approve?”


  “I was thinking of the opposition in the House.”


  “Well, I’ve been thinking that the opposition would be much less if the land involved wasn’t ager publicus—in Rome’s public domain. Start even talking about giving away the ager publicus, and you’re asking for trouble. Too many powerful men are leasing it. No, what I plan to do is secure permission from the House—or the People, if the House won’t do it—hopefully, it won’t come to that—to settle Head Count soldiers on nice big plots of land on Cercina and Meninx, right here in the African Lesser Syrtis. Give each man, say, a hundred iugera, and he will do two things for Rome. First of all, he and his companions will form the nucleus of a trained body of men who can be called up for duty in the event of any future war in Africa. And secondly, he and his companions will bring Rome to the provinces—Rome’s thoughts, customs, language, way of life.”


  But Sulla frowned. “I don’t know, Gaius Marius—it seems wrong to me to want to do the second thing. Rome’s thoughts, customs, language, way of life—those things belong to Rome. To graft them onto Punic Africa, with its Berbers and Moors beneath that again—well, to me it seems a betrayal of Rome.”


  Marius rolled his eyes toward the roof. “There is no doubt, Lucius Cornelius, that you are an aristocrat! Live a low life you might have done, but think low you don’t.” He reverted to the task at hand. “Have you got those lists of all the odds and ends of booty? The gods help us if we forget to itemize the last gold-headed nail—and in quintuplicate!”


  “Treasury clerks, Gaius Marius, are the dregs of the Roman wine flagon,” said Sulla, hunting through papers.


  “Of anybody’s wine flagon, Lucius Cornelius.”


  *


  On the Ides of November a letter came to Utica from the consul Publius Rutilius Rufus. Marius had got into the habit of sharing these letters with Sulla, who enjoyed Rutilius Rufus’s racy style even more than Marius did, being better with words than Marius was. However, Marius was alone when the letter was brought to his office, which fact pleased him; for he liked the opportunity to go through it first to familiarize himself with the text, and when Sulla sat listening to him mutter his way across the endless squiggles trying to divide them up into separate words, it tended to put him off.


  But he had hardly begun to read it aloud to himself when he jumped, shivered, leaped to his feet. ”Jupiter!’’ he cried, and ran for Sulla’s office.


  He burst in, white-faced, brandishing the scroll. “Lucius Cornelius! A letter from Publius Rutilius!”


  “What? What is it?”


  “A hundred thousand Roman dead,” Marius began, reading out important snatches of what he had already read himself. “Eighty thousand of the dead are soldiers... The Germans annihilated us.... That fool Caepio refused to join camps with Mallius Maximus... insisted on staying twenty miles to the north... Young Sextus Caesar was badly wounded, so was young Sertorius... Only three of the twenty-four tribunes of the soldiers survived... No centurions left... The soldiers who did survive were the greenest, and have deserted... A whole legion of propertied Marsi dead, and the nation of the Marsi has already lodged a protest with the Senate... claiming huge damages, in court if necessary... The Samnites are furious too...”


  “Jupiter!” breathed Sulla, flopping back into his chair.


  Marius read on to himself for a moment, murmuring a little too softly for Sulla to hear; then he made a most peculiar noise. Thinking Marius was about to have some sort of seizure, Sulla got quickly to his feet, but didn’t have time to get around his desk before the reason came out.


  “I—am—consul!” gasped Gaius Marius.


  Sulla stopped in his tracks, face slack. “Jupiter!” he said again, could think of nothing else to say.


  Marius began to read Rutilius Rufus’s letter out loud to Sulla, for once beyond caring how much he stumbled as he sorted the squiggles into words.


  “The day wasn’t over before the People got the bit between their teeth. Manius Aquillius didn’t even have time to resume his seat before all ten tribunes of the plebs were off their bench and streaming out the door toward the rostra, with what looked like half of Rome jammed into the Comitia well, and the other half filling the whole of the lower Forum. Of course the whole House followed the tribunes of the plebs, leaving Scaurus and our dear friend Piggle-wiggle shouting to nothing more than a couple of hundred capsized stools.


  “The tribunes of the plebs convened the Plebeian Assembly, and within no time flat, two plebiscites were tabled. It always amazes me that we can manage to trot out something better phrased and drafted in the twinkling of an eye than we can after several months of everyone and his uncle having a go at it. Just goes to show that everyone and his uncle do little else than fragment good laws into bad.


  “Cotta had told me that Caepio was on his way to Rome as fast as he could to get his version in first, but intended to keep his imperium by staying beyond the pomerium and having his son and his agents go to work on his behalf inside the city. That way, he thought he would be safe and snug with his imperium wrapped protectively around him until his version of events became the official version. I imagine he thought—and no doubt correctly—that he’d manage to have his governorship prorogued, and so retain his imperium and his tenure of Gaul-across-the-Alps for long enough to let the stench dissipate.


  “But they got him, did the Plebs! They voted overwhelmingly to strip Caepio of his imperium at once. So when he does reach the outskirts of Rome, he’s going to find himself as naked as Ulysses on the beach at Scheria. The second plebiscite, Gaius Marius, directed the electoral officer—me— to enter your name as a candidate for the consulship, despite your inability to be present in Rome for the elections.”


  “This is the work of Mars and Bellona, Gaius Marius!” said Sulla. “A gift from the gods of war.”


  “Mars? Bellona? No! This is the work of Fortune, Lucius Cornelius. Your friend and mine, Lucius Cornelius. Fortune!’ ‘


  He read on.


  “The People having ordered me to get on with the elections, I had little choice but to do so.


  “Incidentally, after the plebiscites were tabled, none other than Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus—feeling a proprietary interest because he regards himself as the founder of our province of Gaul-across-the-Alps, I imagine—tried to speak from the rostra against the plebiscite allowing you to stand for consul in absentia. Well, you know how choleric that family are—arrogant lot of bad-tempered so-and-sos, all of them!— and Gnaeus Domitius was literally spitting with rage. When the crowd got fed up with him and shouted him down, he tried to shout the crowd down! I think being Gnaeus Domitius he had a fair chance of succeeding too. But something gave way inside his head or his heart, for he keeled over right there on the rostra as dead as last week’s roast duck. It rather put a damper on things, so the meeting broke up and the crowd went home. The important work was done, anyway.


  “The plebiscites were passed the next morning, without one dissenting tribe. Leaving me to get the elections under way. I let no grass grow beneath my feet, I can tell you. A polite request to the College of Tribunes of the Plebs got everything going. They polled the new college within days. A very likely-looking and superior lot stood too, I imagine because of matters like warring generals. We have the late lamented Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus’s elder son, and the late lamented Lucius Cassius Longinus’s elder son. I gather Cassius is out to prove that not every member of his family is an irresponsible killer of Roman soldiers, so he ought to be good value as far as you’re concerned, Gaius Marius. And Lucius Marcius Philippus got in, and—ho-hum!—a Clodius of the Very Many Claudius-Clodius brigade. Ye gods, how they do breed!


  “The Centuriate Assembly polled yesterday, with the result that—as I said a few columns back—Gaius Marius was returned as senior consul by every single century in the First Class, plus all of the Second Class required to make up the numbers. Certain senior senators would have loved to destroy your chances, but you are far too well known as a patron of honor and sincere supporter of big business (especially after your scrupulous honoring of all your promises in Africa). The voting knights had no qualms of conscience about details such as running for consul a second time within three years, or standing for consul in absentia.”


  Marius looked up from the scroll exultantly. “How’s that for a mandate from the People, Lucius Cornelius? Consul a second time, and I didn’t even know I was standing!” He stretched his arms above his head as if reaching for the stars. “I shall bring Martha the prophetess to Rome with us. She shall see with her own eyes my triumph and my inauguration as consul on one and the same day, Lucius Cornelius! For I have just made up my mind. I’ll triumph on New Year’s Day.”


  “And we’ll be off to Gaul,” said Sulla, more interested in this development by far. “That is, Gaius Marius, if you will have me.”


  “My dear fellow, I couldn’t do without you! Or without Quintus Sertorius!”


  “Finish the letter,” said Sulla, finding that he needed more time to assimilate all this staggering news before it became necessary to discuss it at length with Marius.


  ”So when I see you, Gaius Marius, it will be to hand over the trappings of my office to you. I wish I could say I was glad with every tiniest part of me. For Rome’s sake, it was vital that you be given the German command, but oh, I wish it could have been done in a more orthodox way! I think of the enemies you will add to those you have already made, and my whole body quails. You have caused too many changes in the way our lawmaking machinery functions. Yes, I know every single one was necessary if you were to survive. But, as it was said by the Greeks about their Odysseus, the strand of his life was so strong it rubbed all the life-strands it crossed until they snapped. I think Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus has some right on his side in this present situation, for I acquit him of the narrow-minded bigotry of men like Numidicus Piggle-wiggle. Scaurus sees the passing of the old way Rome operated, as indeed do I. And yes, I understand Rome is busy building its own funeral pyre, that if the Senate could be trusted to leave you alone to deal with the Germans in your own way and your own time, none of these startling, extraordinary, unorthodox, and novel measures would be necessary. But I grieve nonetheless.”


  Marius’s voice hadn’t wavered, nor his decision to read it all out to Sulla, even though the conclusion was less satisfying, and took the keenest edge off his pleasure.


  “There’s a little more,” he said. “I’ll read it.”


  “Your candidacy, I must add in closing, frightened all of honor and repute away. Some decent fellows had got as far as putting their names up for consul, but they all withdrew. As did Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar, declaring he wouldn’t work with you as his colleague any more than he would with his lapdog had it been elected. Consequently your colleague in the consulship is a man of straw. Which may not dismay you unduly, for he certainly won’t give you any battles. I know you’re dying to hear who he is, but grant me my little tittle! I would only say of him, he’s venal, though I think you already know that about him. His name? Gaius Flavius Fimbria.”


  Sulla snorted. “Oh, I know him,” he said. “A visiting thrill seeker in the stews of a Rome that was mine, not his. And as crooked as a dog’s hind leg.” The white teeth showed, not the striking sight they would have been in a face even a little darker. “Which means, Gaius Marius, don’t let him cock that leg and piss on you.”


  “I shall leap very fast and well to the side,” said Marius gravely. He stretched out his hand to Sulla, who took it at once. “A pledge, Lucius Cornelius. That we will beat the Germans, you and I.”


  *


  The army of Africa and its commander sailed from Utica to Puteoli toward the end of November, in high fettle. The sea was calm for the time of year, and neither the North Wind, Septentrio, nor the Northwest Wind, Corus, disturbed their passage. Which was exactly what Marius expected; his career was in its ascendancy, Fortune was his to command as surely as his soldiers were. Besides, Martha the Syrian prophetess had predicted a quick smooth voyage. She was with Marius in his flagship, replete with honor and gummy cackles, an ancient bag of bones the sailors—a superstitious lot, always—eyed askance and avoided fearfully. King Gauda had not been keen to part with her; then she spat upon the marble floor in front of his throne and threatened to put the Evil Eye upon him and all his house. After that, he couldn’t get rid of her fast enough.


  In Puteoli, Marius and Sulla were met by one of the brand-new Treasury quaestors, very brisk and anxious to have the tally of booty, but very deferential too. It pleased Marius and Sulla to be graciously helpful, and as they were possessed of admirable account books, everyone was pleased. The army went into camp outside Capua, surrounded by new recruits being drilled by Rutilius Rufus’s gladiatorial conscripts. Now Marius’s skilled centurions were put to helping. The saddest part, however, was the scarcity of these new recruits. Italy was a dry well, and would be until the younger generation turned seventeen in sufficient numbers to swell the ranks once more. Even the Head Count was exhausted, at least among the Roman citizens.


  “And I very much doubt if the Senate will condone my recruiting among the Italian Head Count,” said Marius.


  “They haven’t much choice,” said Sulla.


  “True. If I push them. But right at the moment it’s not in my interests—or Rome’s interests—to push them.”


  Marius and Sulla were splitting up until New Year’s Day. Sulla of course was free to enter the city, but Marius, still endowed with his proconsular imperium, could not cross the sacred boundary of the city without losing it. So Sulla was going to Rome, whereas Marius was going to his villa at Cumae.


  *


  Cape Misenum formed the formidable north headland of what was called Crater Bay, a huge and very safe anchorage dotted with seaports—Puteoli, Neapolis, Herculaneum, Stabiae, and Surrentum. A tradition so old it went back far before lore or memory held that once Crater Bay had been a gigantic volcano, which exploded and let the sea in. There was evidence of that volcanic activity, of course. The Fields of Fire lit up the night skies behind Puteoli sullenly as flames belched out of cracks in the ground, and mud pools boiled with sluggish plops, and vivid yellow encrustations of sulphur lay everywhere; vents roaring columns of steam popped up anywhere, and either closed up again or got bigger; and then there was Vesuvius—a rugged, almost sheer pinnacle of rock many thousands of feet high, said once to have been an active volcano—though no one knew when that might have been, for Vesuvius had slept peacefully throughout recorded history.


  Two little towns lay one on either side of the narrow neck of Cape Misenum, along with a series of mysterious lakes. On the seaward side was Cumae, on the Crater Bay side was Baiae, and the lakes were of two kinds—one with water so pure and mildly warm it was perfect for growing oysters, one palpably hot and curling wisps of sulphur-tainted steam. Of all the Roman seaside resorts, Cumae was the most expensive, where Baiae was relatively undeveloped. In fact, Baiae seemed to be becoming a commercial fish-farming place, for half a dozen enthusiastic fellows were trying to devise a way to farm oysters, their leader the impoverished patrician aristocrat Lucius Sergius, who hoped to revive his family’s fortunes by producing and shipping cultivated oysters to Rome’s more affluent Epicureans and gastronomes.


  Marius’s villa stood atop a great sea cliff at Cumae and looked out toward the islands of Aenaria, Pandataria, and Pontia, three peaks with slopes and plains at ever-increasing distance, like mountaintops poking through a sheet of pale-blue mist. And here in Marius’s villa, Julia waited for her husband.


  It was over two and a half years since they had last seen each other; Julia was now almost twenty-four years old, and Marius was fifty-two. That she was desperately anxious to see him he knew, for she had come down from Rome to Cumae at a time of year when the seaside was squally and bitter, and Rome the most comfortable place to be. Custom forbade her traveling anywhere with her husband, especially if he was on any sort of official public business; she could not accompany him to his province, nor even on any of his journeys within Italy unless he formally invited her, and it was considered poor form to issue such invitations. In the summer, when a Roman nobleman’s wife went to the seaside, he came down to join her whenever he could, but they made their journeys separately; and if he fancied a few days on the farm or at one of his multiple villas outside Rome, he rarely took his wife with him.


  Julia wasn’t exactly apprehensive; she had written to Marius once a week throughout his time away, and he had written back just as regularly. Neither of them indulged in gossip, so their correspondence tended to be brief and purely filled with family matters, but it was unfailingly affectionate and warm. Of course it was none of her business whether he might have had other women during his time away, and Julia was far too well bred and well trained to contemplate inquiring; nor did she expect him to tell her of his own accord. Such things were a part of the realm of men, and had nothing to do with wives. In that respect, as her mother, Marcia, had been careful to tell her, she was very lucky to be married to a man thirty years older than she was; for his sexual appetites—said Marcia—would be more continent than those of a younger man, just as his pleasure in seeing his wife again would be greater than that of a younger man.


  But she had missed him acutely, not merely because she loved him, but also because he pleased her. In fact, she liked him, and that liking made the separations harder to bear, for she missed her friend as much as she missed her husband and lover.


  When he walked into her sitting room unannounced, she got clumsily to her feet only to find that her knees would not support her, and collapsed back into her chair. How tall he was! How brown and fit and full of life! He didn’t look a day older—rather, he looked younger than she remembered. There was a wide white smile for her—his teeth were as good as ever—those fabulously lush eyebrows were glittering with points of light from the dark eyes hidden beneath them, and his big, well-shaped hands were stretched out to her. And she unable to move! What would he think?


  He thought kindly, it seemed, for he walked across to her chair and drew her gently to her feet, not making any move to embrace her, merely standing looking down at her with that big wide white smile. Then he put his hands up to cup her face between them, and tenderly kissed her eyelids, her cheeks, her lips. Her arms stole round him; she leaned into him and buried her face in his shoulder.


  “Oh, Gaius Marius, I am so glad to see you!” she said.


  “No gladder than I to see you, wife.” His hands stroked her back, and she could feel them trembling.


  She lifted her face. “Kiss me, Gaius Marius! Kiss me properly!’’


  And so their meeting was everything each of them had looked forward to, warm with love, fraught with passion. Not only that; there was the delicious delight of Young Marius, and the private sorrow both parents could now indulge for the death of their second boy.


  Much to his father’s gratified surprise, Young Marius was magnificent—tall, sturdy, moderately fair in coloring, and with a pair of large grey eyes which assessed his father fearlessly. Insufficient discipline had been administered, Marius suspected, but all that would change. A father, the scamp would soon discover, was not someone to be dominated and manipulated; a father was someone to reverence and respect, just as he, Gaius Marius, reverenced and respected his own dear father.


  There were other sorrows than the dead second son; Julia he knew had lost her father, but he now learned through Julia’s sensitive telling that his own father was dead. Not before due time, and not until after the elections which had seen his oldest son become consul for the second time in such amazing circumstances. His death had been swift and merciful, a stroke that happened while the old man was busy talking to friends about the welcome Arpinum was going to put on for its most splendid citizen.


  Marius put his face between Julia’s breasts and wept, and was comforted, and afterward was able to see that everything happened at the right moment. For his mother, Fulcinia, had died seven years before, and his father had been lonely; if Fortune had not been kind enough to permit him the sight of his son again, the goddess had at least permitted him to know of his son’s extraordinary distinction.


  “So there’s no point in my going to Arpinum,” said Marius to Julia later. “We’ll stay right here, my love.”


  “Publius Rutilius is coming down soon. After the new tribunes of the plebs settle a bit, he said. I think he fears they may prove a difficult lot—some of them are very clever.’’


  “Then until Publius Rutilius arrives, my dearest, sweetest, most beautiful and darling wife, we won’t even think about exasperating things like politics.”


  *


  Sulla’s homecoming was very different. For one thing, he journeyed toward it with none of Marius’s simple, unconcealed, eager pleasure. Though why that should be, he didn’t want to know, for, like Marius, he had been sexually continent during his two years in the African province—admittedly for reasons other than love of his wife, yet continent nevertheless. The brand-new and pristine page with which he had covered up his old life must never be sullied; no graft, no disloyalty to his superior, no intriguing or maneuvering for power, no intimations of fleshly weaknesses, no lessening of his Cornelian honor or dignitas.


  An actor to the core, he had thrown himself absolutely into the new role his term as Marius’s quaestor had given him, lived it inside his mind as well as in all his actions, looks, words. So far it hadn’t palled, for it had offered him constant diversion, enormous challenges, and a huge satisfaction. Unable to commission his own imago in wax until he became consul, or sufficiently famous or distinguished in some other way to warrant it, he could still look forward to commissioning Magius of the Velabrum to make a splendid mounting for his war trophies, his Gold Crown and phalerae and torcs, and look forward to being there supervising the installation of this testament to his prowess in the atrium of his house. For the years in Africa had been a vindication; though he would never turn into one of the world’s great equestrians, he had turned into one of the world’s natural soldiers, and the Magius trophy in his atrium would stand there to tell Rome of this fact.


  And yet... everything from the old life was there just the same, and he knew it. The yearning to see Metrobius, the love of grotesquery—of dwarves and transvestites and raddled old whores and outrageous characters—the intractable dislike of women using their powers to dominate him, the capacity to snuff out a life when intolerably threatened, the unwillingness to suffer fools, the gnawing, consuming ambition... The actor’s African theatrical run was over, but he wasn’t looking at a prolonged rest; the future held many parts. And yet... Rome was the stage upon which his old self had postured; Rome spelled anything from ruin to frustration to discovery. So he journeyed toward Rome in wary mood, aware of the profound changes in himself, but also aware that very little had actually changed. The actor between parts, never a truly comfortable creature.


  And Julilla waited for him very differently than Julia waited for Marius, sure that she loved Sulla far more than Julia loved Marius. To Julilla, any evidence whatsoever of discipline or self-control was proof positive of an inferior brand of love; love of the highest order should overwhelm, invade, shake down the spiritual walls, drive out all vestige of rational thought, roar tempestuously, trample down everything in its path as if some vast elephant. So she waited feverishly, unable to settle to anything other than the wine flask, her costume changed several times a day, her hair now up, now down, now sideways, her servants driven mad.


  And all this she threw over Sulla like a pall woven from the most clinging and tentacular cobwebs. When he walked into the atrium, she was there running wildly across the room to him, arms outstretched, face transfigured; before he could look at her or collect himself to feel anything, she had glued her mouth to his like a leech on an arm, sucking, devouring, wriggling, wet, all blood and blackness. Her hands were groping after his genitals, she made noises of the most lascivious pleasure, then she actually began to wind her legs about him as he stood in that most unprivate place, watched by the derisive eyes of a dozen slaves, most of whom were total strangers to him.


  He couldn’t help himself; his hands came up and wrenched her arms down, his head went back and ripped her mouth away.


  “Recollect yourself, madam!” he said. “We are not alone!”


  She gasped as if he had spat in her face, but it sobered her into conducting herself more sedately; with pitifully casual artlessness she linked her arm through his and walked with him to the peristyle, then down to where her sitting room was, in Nicopolis’s old suite of rooms.


  “Is this private enough?” she asked, a little spitefully.


  But the mood had been spoiled for him long before this spurt of spite; he didn’t want her mouth or her hands probing their way into the most sequestered corners of his being without regard for the sensitivity of the layers they pierced.


  “Later, later!” he said, moving to a chair.


  She stood, poor frightened and bewildered Julilla, as if her world had ended. More beautiful than ever, but in a most frail and brittle way, from the sticklike arms poking out of what he recognized at once as draperies in the height of fashion—a man with Sulla’s background never lost his instinct for line or style—to the enormous, slightly mad-looking eyes sunk deep into their orbits amid dense blue-black shadows.


  “I—don’t—understand!” she cried to him then, not daring to move from where she stood, her gaze drinking him in not avidly anymore, but rather as the mouse drinks in the smile on the face of the cat: are you friend or enemy?


  “Julilla,” he said with what patience he could muster, “I am tired. I haven’t had time to regain my land legs. I hardly know any of the faces in this house. And since I’m not in the least drunk, I have all a sober man’s inhibitions about the degree of physical license a married couple should allow themselves in public.”


  “But I love you!” she protested.


  “So I should hope. Just as I love you. Even so, there are boundaries,” he said stiffly, wanting everything within his Roman sphere to be exactly right, from wife and domicile to Forum career.


  When he had thought of Julilla during his two years away, he hadn’t honestly remembered what sort of person she was—only how she looked, and how frantically, excitingly passionate she was in their bed. In fact, he had thought of her as a man thought of his mistress, not his wife. Now he stared at the young woman who was his wife, and decided she would make a far more satisfactory mistress—someone he visited upon his terms, didn’t have to share his home with, didn’t have to introduce to his friends and associates.


  I ought never to have married her, he thought. I got carried away by a vision of my future seen through the medium of her eyes—for that was all she did, serve as a vessel to pass a vision through on its way from Fortune to Fortune’s chosen one. I didn’t stop to think that there would be dozens of young noblewomen available to me more suitable than a poor silly creature who tried to starve herself to death for love of me. That in itself is an excess. I don’t mind excess— but not an excess I’m the object of. Only excess I’m the perpetrator of, thank you! Why have I spent my life tangled up with women who want to suffocate me?


  Julilla’s face altered. Her eyes slid away from the two pale inflexible orbs dwelling upon her in a clinical interest holding nothing of love, or of lust. There! Oh, what would she do without it? Wine, faithful trusty wine... Without stopping to think what he might think, she moved to a side table and poured herself a full goblet of unwatered wine, and downed it in one draft; only then did she remember him, and turn to him with a question in her gaze.


  “Wine, Sulla?” she asked.


  He was frowning. “You put that away mighty quick! Do you normally toss your wine back like that?’’


  “I needed a drink!” she said fretfully. “You’re being very cold and depressing.”


  He sighed. “I daresay I am. Never mind, Julilla. I’ll improve. Or maybe you should—yes, yes, give me the wine!” He almost snatched the goblet she had been extending mutely for some moments and drank from it, but not at a gulp, and by no means the entire contents. “When last I heard from you—you’re not much of a letter writer, are you?”


  The tears were pouring down Julilla’s face, but she didn’t sob; just wept soundlessly. “I hate writing letters!”


  “That much is plain,” he said dryly.


  “Anyway, what about them?” she asked, pouring herself a second goblet and drinking it down as quickly as her first.


  “I was going to say, when last I heard from you, I thought we had a couple of children. A girl and a boy, wasn’t it? Not that you bothered to tell me of the boy; I had to find that out from your father.”


  “I was ill,” she said, still weeping.


  “Am I not to see my children?”


  “Oh, down there!” she cried, pointing rather wildly toward the back of the peristyle.


  He left her mopping at her face with a handkerchief and back at the wine flagon to refill her empty goblet.


  His first glimpse of them was through the open window of their nursery, and they didn’t see him. A woman’s murmuring voice was in the background, but she was invisible; all of his sight was filled with the two little people he had generated. A girl—yes, she’d be half past two now—standing over a boy—yes, he’d be half past one!


  She was enchanting, the most perfect tiny doll he had ever seen—head crowned with a mass of red-gold curls, skin of milk and roses, dimples in her plump pink cheeks, and under soft red-gold brows, a pair of the widest blue eyes, happy and smiling and full of love for her little brother.


  He was even more enchanting, this son Sulla had never seen. Walking—that was good—not a stitch of clothing on him—that was what his sister was on at him about, so he must do it often—and talking—he was giving his sister back as good as she was giving him, the villain. And he was laughing. He looked like a Caesar—the same long attractive face, the same thick gold hair, the same vivid blue eyes as Sulla’s dead father-in-law.


  And the dormant heart of Lucius Cornelius Sulla didn’t just awaken with a leisurely stretch and a yawn, it leaped into the world of feeling as Athene must have leaped fully grown and fully armed from the brow of Zeus, clanging and calling a clarion. In the doorway he went down on his knees and held out both arms to them, eyes shimmering. “Tata is here,” he said. “Tata has come home.” They didn’t even hesitate, let alone shrink away, but ran into the circle of his arms and covered his rapt face with kisses.


  *


  Publius Rutilius Rufus turned out not to be the first magistrate to visit Marius at Cumae; the returned hero had scarcely settled into a routine when his steward came inquiring if he would see the noble Lucius Marcius Philippus. Curious as to what Philippus wanted—for he had never met the man, and knew the family only in the most cursory way—Marius bade his man bring the visitor into his study.


  Philippus didn’t prevaricate; he got straight to the reason for his call. A rather soft-looking fellow, thought Marius— too much flabby flesh around his waist, too much jowl beneath his chin—but with all the arrogance and self-assurance of the Marcius clan, who claimed descent from Ancus Marcius, the fourth King of Rome, and builder of the Wooden Bridge.


  “You don’t know me, Gaius Marius,” he said, his dark brown eyes looking directly into Marius’s own, “so I thought I would take the earliest opportunity to rectify the omission—given that you are next year’s senior consul, and that I am a newly elected tribune of the plebs.”


  “How nice of you to want to rectify the omission,” said Marius, his smile devoid of any irony.


  “Yes, I suppose it is,” said Philippus blandly. He sat back in his chair and crossed his legs, an affectation Marius had never cared for, deeming it unmasculine.


  “What may I do for you, Lucius Marcius?”


  “Actually, quite a lot.” Philippus poked his head forward, his face suddenly less soft, distinctly feral. “I find myself in a bit of financial bother, Gaius Marius, and I thought it behooved me to—shall we say—offer my services to you as a tribune of the plebs. I wondered, for instance, if there was a small trifle of legislation you’d like passed. Or perhaps you would just like to know that you have a loyal adherent among the tribunes of the plebs back in Rome while you’re away keeping the German wolf from our door. Silly Germans! They haven’t yet realized that Rome is a wolf, have they? But they will, I’m sure. If anyone can teach them the wolfish nature of Rome, you will.”


  The mind of Marius had moved with singular speed during this preamble. He too sat back, but didn’t cross his legs. “As a matter of fact, my dear Lucius Marcius, there is a small trifle I’d like passed through the Plebeian Assembly with a minimum of fuss or attention. I would be delighted to assist you to extricate yourself from your financial bother if you can spare me any legislative bother.”


  “The more generous the donation to my cause, Gaius Marius, the less fuss or attention my law will receive,” said Philippus with a broad smile.


  “Splendid! Name your price,” said Marius.


  “Oh, dear! Such bluntness!”


  “Name your price,” Marius repeated.


  “Half a million,” said Philippus.


  “Sesterces,” said Marius.


  “Denarii,” said Philippus.


  “Oh, I’d want a lot more than just a trifle of legislation for half a million denarii,” said Marius.


  “For half a million denarii, Gaius Marius, you will get a lot more. Not only my services during my tribunate, but thereafter as well. I do pledge it.”


  “Then we have a deal.”


  “How easy!” exclaimed Philippus, relaxing. “Now what is it I can do for you?’’


  “I need an agrarian law,” said Marius.


  “Not easy!” Philippus sat up straight, looking stunned. “What on this earth do you want a land bill for? I need money, Gaius Marius, but only if I am to live to spend what’s left over after I pay my debts! It is no part of my ambitions to be clubbed to death on the Capitol, for I assureyou, Gaius Marius, that a Tiberius Gracchus I am not!”


  “The law is agrarian in nature, yes, but not contentious,” said Marius soothingly. “I assure you, Lucius Marcius, that I am not a reformer or a revolutionary, and have other, better uses for the poor of Rome than to gift them with Rome’s precious ager publicus! I’ll enlist them in the legions—and make them work for any land I give them! No man should get anything for nothing, for a man is not a beast.”


  “But what other land is there to give away than the ager publicus? Unless you intend that the State should buy more of it? Or acquire more of it? But that means finding money,’’ said Philippus, still very uneasy.


  “There’s no need to be alarmed,” said Marius. “The land concerned is already in Rome’s possession. While ever I retain my proconsular imperium over Africa, it is in my province to nominate a use for land confiscated from the Enemy. I can lease it to my clients, or auction it to the highest bidder, or give it to some foreign king as a part of his domains. All I have to do is make sure the Senate confirms my dispositions.”


  Marius shifted, leaned forward, and continued. “But I have no intention of baring my arse for the likes of Metellus Numidicus to sink his teeth into, so I intend to go on as I have always gone on in the past—strictly according either to law, or general practice and precedent. Therefore on New Year’s Day, I intend to yield up my proconsular imperium over Africa without giving Metellus Numidicus so much as a glance at my bare arse.


  “All the main dispositions of territory I acquired in the name of the Senate and People of Rome have already been given senatorial sanction. But there is one matter I do not intend to broach myself. It is a matter so delicate, in fact, that I intend to accomplish my purpose in two separate stages. One this coming year, one the year after.


  “Your job, Lucius Marcius, will be to implement the first stage. Briefly, I believe that if Rome is to continue fielding decent armies, then the legions must become an attractive career for a man of the Head Count, not just an alternative he is pushed to by patriotic zeal in emergencies, or boredom at other times. If he is offered the routine inducements—a small wage and a small share in whatever booty a campaign produces—he may not be attracted. But if he is assured a piece of good land to settle on or sell up when he retires, the inducement to become a soldier is powerful. However, it cannot be land within Italy. Nor do I see why it should be land in Italy.”


  “I think I begin to see what you want, Gaius Marius,” Philippus said, chewing at his full lower lip. “Interesting.”


  “I think so. I have reserved the islands in the Lesser Syrtis of Africa as places on which I can settle my Head Count soldiers after their discharge—which, thanks to the Germans, is not going to be for some time. This time I shall use to secure the People’s approval for allocating land on Meninx and Cercina to my soldiers. But I have many enemies who will try to stop me, if for no other reason than that they’ve made whole careers out of trying to stop me,” said Marius.


  Philippus nodded his head up and down like a sage. “It is certainly true that you have many enemies, Gaius Marius.”


  Not sure that sarcasm underlay this remark, Marius gave Philippus a withering look, then went on. “Your job, Lucius Marcius, is to table a law in the Plebeian Assembly reserving the islands of the African Lesser Syrtis in the Roman ager publicus without lease or subdivision or sale unless by further plebiscites. You will not mention soldiers, and you will not mention the Head Count. All you have to do is—very casually and quietly—make sure that these islands are put into a storage cupboard well enough locked to keep greedy hands off them. It is vital that my enemies do not suspect that I am behind your little law.”


  “Oh, I think I can manage,” said Philippus more cheerfully.


  “Good. On the day that the law goes into effect, I will have my bankers deposit half a million denarii in your name in such a way that your change in fortune cannot be traced back to me,” said Marius.


  Philippus rose to his feet. “You have bought yourself a tribune of the plebs, Gaius Marius,” he said, and held out a hand. “What is more, I shall continue to be your man throughout my political career.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” said Marius, shaking the hand. But as soon as Philippus had taken his leave, Marius sent for warm water, and washed both his hands.


  *


  “Just because I make use of bribery does not mean I have to like the men I bribe,” said Gaius Marius to Publius Rutilius Rufus when he arrived in Cumae five days later.


  Rutilius Rufus pulled a face of resignation. “Well, he was as true as his word,” he said. “He authored your modest little agrarian law as if he’d thought of it all by himself, and he made it sound so logical that no one even argued for the sake of argument. Clever fellow, Philippus, in a slimy sort of way. Accorded himself laurels for patriotism by telling the Assembly that he felt some tiny, insignificant part of the great African land distribution ought to be saved—’banked’ was the word he used!—for the Roman People’s future. There were even those among your enemies who thought he was only doing it to irritate you. The law passed without a murmur.”


  “Good!” said Marius, sighing in relief. “For a while I can be sure the islands will be waiting for me, untouched. I need more time to prove the worth of the Head Count legionary before I dare give him a retirement gift of land. Can’t you hear it now? The old-style Roman soldier didn’t have to be bribed with a present of land, so why should the new-style soldier get preferential treatment?” He shrugged. “Anyway, enough of that. What else has happened?”


  “I’ve passed a law enabling the consul to appoint extra tribunes of the soldiers without holding an election whenever a genuine emergency faces the State,” said Rutilius.


  “Always thinking of what tomorrow might bring! And have you picked any tribunes of the soldiers under your law?”


  “Twenty-one. The same number who died at Arausio.”


  “Including?”


  “Young Gaius Julius Caesar.”


  “Now that is good news! Relatives mostly aren’t. Do you remember Gaius Lusius? Fellow my brother-in-law’s sister Gratidia married?”


  “Vaguely. Numantia?”


  “That’s him. Awful wart! But very rich. Anyway, he and Gratidia produced a son and heir, now aged twenty-five. And they’re begging me to take him with me to fight the Germans. Haven’t even met the sprog, but had to say yes all the same, otherwise my brother, Marcus, would never have heard the end of it.”


  “Speaking of your vast collection of relatives, you’ll be pleased to know young Quintus Sertorius is at home in Nersia with his mother, and will be fit enough to go to Gaul with you.”


  “Good! As well Cotta went to Gaul this year, eh?”


  Rutilius Rufus blew a rudely expressive noise. “I ask you, Gaius Marius! One ex-praetor and five backbenchers to form a delegation charged with reasoning with the likes of Caepio? But I knew my Cotta, where Scaurus and Dalmaticus and Piggle-wiggle did not. I had no doubt that whatever could be salvaged out of it, Cotta would.”


  “And Caepio, now he’s back?”


  “Oh, his chin’s above water, but he’s paddling mighty hard to stay afloat, I can tell you. I predict that as time goes on, he’ll tire until only his nostrils are showing. There’s a huge swell of public feeling running against him, so his friends on the front benches are unable to do nearly as much for him as they’d like.”


  “Good! He ought to be thrown into the Tullianum and left to starve to death,” said Marius grimly.


  “Only after hand-cutting the wood for eighty thousand funeral pyres,” said Rutilius Rufus, teeth showing.


  “What of the Marsi? Quietened down?”


  “Their damages suit, you mean? The House threw it out of the courts, of course, but didn’t make any friends for Rome in so doing. The commander of the Marsic legion— name’s Quintus Poppaedius Silo—came to Rome intending to testify, and I’ll bet you can’t guess who was prepared to testify for him too,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  Marius grinned. “You’re right, I can’t. Who?”


  “None other than my nephew—young Marcus Livius Drusus! It seems they met after the battle—Drusus’s legion was next to Silo’s in the line, apparently. But it came as a shock to Caepio when my nephew—who happens to be his son-in-law—put his name up to testify in a case which has direct bearing on Caepio’s own conduct.”


  “He’ s a pup with sharp teeth,” said Marius, remembering young Drusus in the law court.


  “He’s changed since Arausio,” said Rutilius Rufus. “I’d say he’s grown up.”


  “Then Rome may have a good man for the future,” said Marius.


  “It seems likely. But I note a marked change in all those who survived Arausio,” said Rutilius Rufus sadly. “They’ve not yet succeeded in mustering all the soldiers who escaped by swimming the Rhodanus, you know. I doubt they ever will.”


  “I’ll find them,” said Marius grimly. “They’re Head Count, which means they’re my responsibility.”


  “That’s Caepio’s tack, of course,” said Rutilius Rufus. “He’s trying to shift the blame onto Gnaeus Mallius and the Head Count rabble, as he calls that army. The Marsi are not pleased at being labeled Head Count, nor are the Samnites, and my young nephew Marcus Livius has come out in public and sworn on oath that the Head Count had nothing to do with it. He’s a good orator, and a better showman.”


  “As Caepio’s son-in-law, how can he criticize Caepio?” Marius asked curiously. “I would have thought even those most against Caepio would be horrified at such lack of family loyalty.”


  “He’s not criticizing Caepio—at least not directly. It’s very neat, really. He says nothing about Caepio at all! He just refutes Caepio’s charge that the defeat was due to Gnaeus Mallius’s Head Count army. But I notice that young Marcus Livius and young Caepio Junior aren’t quite as thick as they used to be, and that’s rather difficult, since Caepio Junior is married to my niece, Drusus’s sister,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “Well, what can you expect when all you wretched nobles insist upon marrying each other’s cousins rather than letting some new blood in?” Marius demanded, and shrugged. “But enough of that! Any more news?”


  “Only about the Marsi, or rather, the Italian Allies. Feelings are running high against us, Gaius Marius. As you know, I’ve been trying to recruit for months. But the Italian Allies refuse to co-operate. When I asked them for Italian Head Count—since they insist they’ve no propertied men left of an age for service—they said they had no Head Count either!”


  “Well, they’re rural peoples, I suppose it’s possible,” said Marius.


  “Nonsense! Sharecroppers, shepherds, migrating field workers, free farm laborers—when has any rural community not had plenty of their like? But the Italian Allies insist there is no Italian Head Count! Why? I asked them in a letter. Because, they said, any Italian men who might have qualified as Head Count were now all Roman slaves, mostly taken for debt bondage. Oh, it is very bitter!” said Rutilius Rufus gravely. “Every Italian nation has written in strong terms to the Senate protesting at its treatment by Rome—not just official Rome, mark you, but private Roman citizens in positions of power too. The Marsi—the Paeligni—the Picentines—the Umbrians—the Samnites—the Apulians—the Lucanians—the Etrurians—the Marrucini—the Vestini—the list is complete, Gaius Marius!”


  “Well, we’ve known there’s trouble brewing for a long time,” said Marius. “My hope is that the common threat of the Germans knits up our rapidly unraveling peninsula.”


  “I don’t think it will,” said Rutilius Rufus. “All the nations say that Rome has taken to keeping their propertied men away from home so long that their farms or businesses have fallen into bankruptcy from inadequate care, and all the men lucky enough to have survived a career fighting for Rome have come home to find themselves in debt to Roman landowners or local businessmen with the Roman citizenship. Thus, they say, Rome already owns their Head Count—as slaves scattered from one end of the Middle Sea to the other! Particularly, they say, where Rome needs slaves with agricultural skills—Africa, Sardinia, Sicily.”


  Marius began to look equally uneasy. “I had no idea things had come to such a pass,” he said. “I own a lot of land in Etruria myself, and it includes many farms confiscated for debt. But what else can one do? If I didn’t buy the farms, Piggle-wiggle or his brother, Dalmaticus, would! I inherited estates in Etruria from my mother Fulcinia’s family, which is why I’ve concentrated on Etruria. But there’s no getting away from the fact that I’m a big landowner there.’’


  “And I’ll bet you don’t even know what your agents did about the men whose farms you confiscated,” said Rutilius.


  “You’re right, I don’t,” said Marius, looking uncomfortable. ‘ ‘I had no idea there were so many Italians enslaved to us. It’s like enslaving Romans!”


  “Well, we do that too when Romans fall into debt.”


  “Less and less, Publius Rutilius!”


  “True.”


  “I shall see to the Italian complaint the moment I’m in office,” said Gaius Marius with decision.


  Italian dissatisfaction hovered darkly in the background that December, its nucleus the warlike tribes of the central highlands behind the Tiber and Liris valleys, led by the Marsi and the Samnites. But there were other rumblings as well, aimed more at the privileges of the Roman nobility, and generated by other Roman nobles.


  The new tribunes of the plebs were very active indeed. Smarting because his father was one of those incompetent generals held in such odium at the moment, Lucius Cassius Longinus tabled a startling law for discussion in a contio meeting of the Plebeian Assembly. All those men whom the Assembly had stripped of their imperium must also lose their seats in the Senate. That was declaring war upon Caepio with a vengeance! For of course it was generally conceded that Caepio, if and when tried for treason under the present system, would be acquitted. Thanks to his power and wealth, he held too many knights in the First and Second Classes in his sway not to be acquitted. But the Plebeian Assembly law stripping him of his seat in the Senate was something quite different. And fight back though Metellus Numidicus and his colleagues did, the bill proceeded on its way toward becoming law. Lucius Cassius was not going to share his father’s odium.


  And then the religious storm broke, burying all other considerations under its fury; since it had its funny side, this was inevitable, given the Roman delight in the ridiculous. When Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus had dropped dead on the rostra during the row about Gaius Marius’s standing for the consulship in absentia, he left one loose end behind that it was not in his power to tie up. He was a pontifex, a priest of Rome, and his death left a vacancy in the College of Pontifices. At the time, the Pontifex Maximus was the ageing Lucius Gaecilius Metellus Dalmaticus, and among the priests were Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, and Publius Licinius Crassus, and Scipio Nasica.


  New priests were co-opted by the surviving members of the college, a plebeian being replaced by a plebeian, and a patrician by a patrician; the colleges of priests and of augurs normally stood at half-plebeian, half-patrician. According to tradition, the new priest would belong to the same family as the dead priest, thus enabling priesthoods and augurships to pass from father to son, or uncle to nephew, or cousin to cousin. The family honor and dignitas had to be preserved. And naturally Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Junior, now the head of his branch of the family, expected to be asked to take his father’s place as a priest.


  However, there was a problem, and the problem’s name was Scaurus. When the College of Pontifices met to co-opt its new member, Scaurus announced that he was not in favor of giving the dead Ahenobarbus’s place to his son. One of his reasons he did not mention aloud, though it underlay everything he said, and loomed equally large in the minds of the thirteen priests who listened to him; namely, that Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus had been a pigheaded, argumentative, irascible, and unlikable man, and had sired a son who was even worse. No Roman nobleman minded the idiosyncrasies of his peers, and every Roman nobleman was prepared to put up with quite a gamut of the less admirable character traits; provided, that is, that he could get away from these fellows. But the priestly colleges were close-knit and met within the cramped confines of the Regia, the little office of the Pontifex Maximus—and young Ahenobarbus was only thirty-three years old. To those like Scaurus who had suffered his father for many years, the idea of suffering the son was not at all attractive. And, as luck would have it, Scaurus had two valid reasons to offer his fellow priests when moving that the new place not go to young Ahenobarbus.


  The first was that when Marcus Livius Drusus the censor had died, his priesthood had not gone to his son, nineteen at the time. This had been felt to be just a little too underage. The second was that young Marcus Livius Drusus was suddenly displaying alarming tendencies to abandon his natural inheritance of intense conservatism; Scaurus felt that if he was given his father’s priesthood, it would draw him back into the fold of his tradition-bound ancestors. His father had been an obdurate enemy of Gaius Gracchus, yet the way young Drusus was carrying on in the Forum Romanum, he sounded more like Gaius Gracchus! There were extenuating circumstances, Scaurus argued, particularly the shock of Arausio. So, what nicer and better way could there be than to co-opt young Drusus into his father’s priestly college?


  The thirteen other priests, including Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus, thought this was a splendid way out of the Ahenobarbus dilemma, particularly because old Ahenobarbus had secured an augurship for his younger son, Lucius, not long before he died. The family could not therefore argue that it was utterly devoid of priestly clout.


  But when Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus the younger heard that his expected priesthood was going to Marcus Livius Drusus, he was not pleased. In fact, he was outraged. At the next meeting of the Senate he announced that he was going to prosecute Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus on charges of sacrilege. The occasion had been the adoption of a patrician by a plebeian, this complicated affair needing a sanction from the College of Pontifices as well as the Lictors of the Thirty Curiae; young Ahenobarbus alleged that Scaurus had not attended to the requirements properly. Well aware of the real reason behind this sudden espousal of sacerdotal punctiliousness, the House was not a bit impressed. Nor was Scaurus, who simply got to his feet and looked down his nose at the puce-faced Ahenobarbus.


  “Do you, Gnaeus Domitius—not even a pontifex!—accuse me, Marcus Aemilius, pontifex and Leader of the House, of sacrilege?” asked Scaurus in freezing tones. “Run away and play with your new toys in the Plebeian Assembly until you finally grow up!”


  And that seemed the end of the matter. Ahenobarbus flounced out of the House amid roars of laughter, catcalls, cries of “Sore loser!”


  But Ahenobarbus wasn’t beaten yet. Scaurus had told him to run away and play with his new toys in the Plebeian Assembly, so that was precisely what he would do! Within two days he had tabled a new bill, and before the old year was done he had pushed it through the discussion and voting processes into formal law. In future, new members for priesthoods and for augurships would not be co-opted by the surviving members, said the lex Domitia de sacerdotiis; they would be elected by a special tribal assembly, and anyone would be able to stand.


  “Ducky,” said Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus to Scaurus. “Just ducky!”


  But Scaurus only laughed and laughed. “Oh, Lucius Caecilius, admit he’s twisted our pontifical tails beautifully!” he said, wiping his eyes. “I like him the better for it, I must say.”


  “The next one of us to pop off, he’s going to be running for election,” said Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus gloomily.


  “And why not? He’s earned it,” said Scaurus.


  “But what if it’s me? He’d be Pontifex Maximus as well!”


  “What a wonderful comeuppance for all of us that would be!” said Scaurus, impenitent.


  “I hear he’s after Marcus Junius Silanus now,” said Metellus Numidicus.


  “That’s right, for illegally starting a war with the Germans in Gaul-across-the-Alps,” said Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus.


  “Well, he can have the Plebeian Assembly try Silanus for that, where a treason charge means going to the Centuries,” said Scaurus, and whistled. “He’s good, you know! I begin to regret that we didn’t co-opt him to take his father’s place.”


  “Oh, rubbish, you do not!” said Metellus Numidicus. “You are enjoying every moment of this ghastly fiasco.”


  “And why shouldn’t I?” asked Scaurus, feigning surprise. “This is Rome, Conscript Fathers! Rome as Rome ought to be! All of us noblemen engaged in healthy competition!”


  “Rubbish, rubbish, rubbish!” cried Metellus Numidicus, still seething because Gaius Marius would be consul very soon. “Rome as we know it is dying! Men elected consul a second time within three years and who weren’t even present in Rome to show themselves in the toga Candida— the Head Count admitted into the legions—priests and augurs elected—the Senate’s decisions about who will govern what overturned by the People—the State paying out fortunes to field Rome’s armies—New Men and recent arrivals running things—tchah!”
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  It had been left to Sulla to organize Marius’s triumphal parade; he followed orders scrupulously despite his inner misgivings, these being due to the result of Marius’s instructions.


  “I want the triumph over and done with quick-smart,” Marius had said to Sulla in Puteoli when they had first landed from Africa. “Up on the Capitol by the sixth hour of day at the very latest, then straight into the consular inaugurations and the meeting of the Senate. Rush through the lot, because I’ve decided it’s the feast must be memorable. After all, it’s my feast twice over, I’m a triumphing general as well as the new senior consul. So I want a first-class spread, Lucius Cornelius! No hard-boiled eggs and run-of-the-mill cheeses, d’you hear? Food of the best and most expensive sort, dancers and singers and musicians of the best and most expensive sort, the plate gold and the couches purple.”


  Sulla had listened to all this with a sinking heart. He will never be anything but a peasant with social aspirations, Sulla thought; the hurried parade and hasty consular ceremonies followed by a feast of the kind he’s ordered is poor form. Especially that vulgarly splashy feast!


  However, he followed instructions to the letter. Carts carrying clay tanks waxed inside to make them waterproof trundled trays of Baiae oysters and Campanian crayfish and Crater Bay shrimps into Rome, while other carts similarly fitted out trundled freshwater eels and pikes and bass from the upper reaches of the Tiber; a team of expert licker-fishermen were stationed around Rome’s sewer outlets; fattened on a diet of honey cakes soaked in wine, capons and ducks, piglets and kids, pheasants and baby deer were sent to the caterers for roasting and stuffing, forcing and larding; a big consignment of giant snails had come from Africa with Marius and Sulla, compliments of Publius Vagiennius, who wanted a report on Roman gourmet reactions.


  So Marius’s triumphal parade Sulla kept businesslike and brisk, thinking to himself that when his triumph came, he’d make it so big it took three days to travel the ancient route, just like Aemilius Paullus. For to expend time and splendor upon a triumph was the mark of the aristocrat, anxious to have the people share in the treat; whereas to expend time and splendor upon the feast in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus that followed was the mark of the peasant, anxious to impress a privileged few.


  Nevertheless, Sulla succeeded in making the triumphal parade memorable. There were floats showing all the highlights of the African campaigns, from the snails of Muluchath to the amazing Martha the Syrian prophetess; she was the star of the pageant displays, reclining on a purple-and-gold couch atop a huge float arranged as a facsimile of Prince Gauda’s throne room in Old Carthage, with an actor portraying Gaius Marius, and another actor filling Gauda’s twisted shoes. On a lavishly ornamented flat-topped dray, Sulla caused all of Marius’s personal military decorations to be carried. There were cartloads of plunder, cartloads of trophies consisting of enemy suits of armor, cartloads of important exhibits—all of these arranged so that the onlookers could see and exclaim over individual items—plus cartloads of caged lions, apes and bizarre monkeys, and two dozen elephants to walk flapping their vast ears. The six legions of the African army were all to march, but had to be deprived of spears and daggers and swords, carrying instead wooden staves wreathed in victory laurels.


  “And pick up your heels and march, you cunni!” cried Marius to his soldiers on the scuffed sward of the Villa Publica as the parade was ready to move off. “I have to be on the Capitol by the sixth hour myself, so I won’t be able to keep an eye on you. But no god will help you if you disgrace me—hear me, fellatores?’


  They loved it when he talked to them obscenely; but then, reflected Sulla, they loved him no matter how he talked to them.


  *


  Jugurtha marched too, clad in his kingly purple robes, his head bound for the last time with the tasseled white ribbon called the diadem, all his golden jeweled necklaces and rings and bracelets flashing in the early sun, for it was a perfect winter’s day, neither unspeakably cold nor inconveniently windy. Both Jugurtha’s sons were with him, purple clad too.


  When Marius had returned Jugurtha to Rome Jugurtha could hardly believe it, so sure had he been when he and Bomilcar quit Rome that he would never, never be back.


  The terracotta city of the brilliant colors—painted columns, vivid walls, statues everywhere looking so lifelike the observer expected them to start orating or fighting or galloping or weeping. Nothing whitely African about Rome, which did not build much in mud brick anymore, and never whitewashed its walls, but painted them instead. The hills and cliffs, the parklike spaces, the pencil cypresses and the umbrella pines, the high temples on their tall podiums with winged Victories driving four-horsed quadrigae on the very crests of the pediments, the slowly greening scar of the great fire on the Viminal and upper Esquiline. Rome, the city for sale. And what a tragedy, that he’d not been able to find the money to buy it! How differently things might have turned out, had he.


  Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus had taken him in, an honored houseguest who yet was not permitted to step outside the house. It had been dark when they smuggled him in, and there for months he had remained, disbarred from the loggia which overlooked the Forum Romanum and the Capitol, limited to pacing up and down the peristyle-garden like the lion he felt himself. His pride would not let him go to seed; every day he ran in one spot, he touched his toes, he shadowboxed, he lifted himself up until his chin touched the bough he had chosen as a bar. For when he walked in Gaius Marius’s triumphal parade, he wanted them to admire him, those ordinary Romans—wanted to be sure they took him for a formidable opponent, not a flabby Oriental potentate.


  With Metellus Numidicus he had kept himself aloof, declining to pander to one Roman’s ego at the expense of another’s—a great disappointment to his host, he sensed at once. Numidicus had hoped to gather evidence that Marius had abused his position as proconsul. That Numidicus got nothing instead was a secret pleasure to Jugurtha, who knew which Roman he had feared, and which Roman he was glad had been the one to beat him. Certainly Numidicus was a great noble, and had integrity of a sort, but as a man and a soldier he couldn’t even reach up to touch Gaius Marius’s bootlaces. Of course, as far as Metellus Numidicus was concerned, Gaius Marius was little better than a bastard; so Jugurtha, who knew all about bastardy, remained committed to Gaius Marius in a queer and pitiless comradeship.


  On the night before Gaius Marius was to enter Rome in triumph and as consul for the second time, Metellus Numidicus and his speech-bereft son had Jugurtha and his two sons to dinner. The only other guest was Publius Rutilius Rufus, for whom Jugurtha had asked. Of those who had fought together at Numantia under Scipio Aemilianus, only Gaius Marius was absent.


  It was a very odd evening. Metellus Numidicus had gone to enormous lengths to produce a sumptuous feast—for, as he said, he had no intention of eating at Gaius Marius’s expense after the inaugural meeting of the Senate in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus.


  “But there’s scarcely a crayfish or an oyster left to buy, or a snail, or anything extra-special,” said Numidicus as they prepared to dine. “Marius cleaned the markets out.”


  “Can you blame him?” asked Jugurtha, when Rutilius Rufus would not.


  “I blame Gaius Marius for everything,” said Numidicus.


  “You shouldn’t. If you could have produced him from your own ranks of the high nobility, Quintus Caecilius, well and good. But you could not. Rome produced Gaius Marius. I don’t mean Rome the city or Rome the nation—I mean Roma, the immortal goddess, the genius of the city, the moving spirit. A man is needed. A man is found,” said Jugurtha of Numidia.


  “There are those of us with the right birth and background who could have done what Gaius Marius has done,” said Numidicus stubbornly. “In fact, it ought to have been me. Gaius Marius stole my imperium, and tomorrow is reaping my rewards.” The faint look of incredulity on Jugurtha’s face annoyed him, and he added, a little waspishly, “For instance, it wasn’t really Gaius Marius who captured you, King. Your captor had the right birth and ancestral background—Lucius Cornelius Sulla. It could be said—and in the form of a valid syllogism!—that Lucius Cornelius ended the war, not Gaius Marius.” He drew a breath, and sacrificed his own claim to pre-eminence upon the more logical aristocratic altar named Lucius Cornelius Sulla. “In fact, Lucius Cornelius has all the earmarks of a right-thinking, properly Roman Gaius Marius.”


  “No!” scoffed Jugurtha, aware that Rutilius Rufus,. was watching him fixedly. “He’s a pard with very different spots, that one. Gaius Marius is straighter, if you know what I mean.”


  “I don’t have the remotest idea what you mean,” said Numidicus stiffly.


  “I know exactly what you mean,” said Rutilius Rufus, and smiled delightedly.


  Jugurtha grinned the old Numantia grin at Rutilius Rufus. “Gaius Marius is a freak,” he said, “a perfect fruit from an overlooked and ordinary tree growing just outside the orchard wall. Such men cannot be stopped or deflected, my dear Quintus Caecilius. They have the heart, the guts, the brains, and the streak of immortality to surmount every last obstacle set in their way. The gods love them! On them, the gods lavish all of Fortune’s bounty. So a Gaius Marius travels straight, and when he is compelled to walk crookedly, his path is still straight.”


  “How right you are!” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “Luh-Luh-Lucius Cor-Cor-Cornelius is buh-buh-buh-better!” young Metellus Piglet said angrily.


  “No!” said Jugurtha, shaking his head for emphasis. “Our friend Lucius Cornelius has the brains... and the guts... and maybe the heart... but I don’t think he has the streak of immortality inside his mind. The crooked way feels natural to him; he sees it as the straighter way. There’s no war elephant about a man who’s happier astride a mule. Oh, brave as a bull! In a battle, there’s no one quicker to lead a charge, or form up a relief column, or dash into a gap, or turn a fleeing century around. But Lucius Cornelius doesn’t hear Mars. Where Gaius Marius never not hears Mars. I presume, by the way, that ‘Marius’ is some Latin distortion of ‘Mars’? The son of Mars, perhaps? You don’t know? Nor do you want to know, Quintus Caecilius, I suspect! A pity. It’s an extremely powerful-sounding language, Latin. Very crisp, yet rolling.”


  “Tell me more about Lucius Cornelius Sulla,” said Rutilius Rufus, choosing a piece of fresh white bread and the plainest-looking egg.


  Jugurtha was wolfing down snails, not having tasted one since his exile began. “What’s to tell? He’s a product of his class. Everything he does, he does well. Well enough that nine out of ten witnesses will never be able to fathom whether he’s a natural at what he’s doing, or just a very intelligent and thoroughly schooled unnatural. But in the time I spent with him, I never got a spark out of him that told me what was his natural bent—or his proper sphere, for that matter. Oh, he will win wars and run governments, of that I have no doubt—but never with the spirit side of his mind.” The garlic-and-oil sauce was slicked all over the guest of honor’s chin; he ceased talking while a servant scrubbed and polished shaven and bearded parts, then belched enormously, and continued. “He’ll always choose expedience, because he’s lacking in the sticking power only that streak of immortality inside the mind can give a man. If two alternatives are presented to Lucius Cornelius, he’ll pick the one he thinks will get him where he wants to be with the least outlay. He’s just not as thorough as Gaius Marius—or as clear-sighted, I suspect.”


  “Huh-huh-huh-how duh-duh-do you know so muh-muh-muh-much about Luh-Luh-Luh-Lucius Cornelius?” asked Metellus Piglet.


  “I shared a remarkable ride with him once,” said Jugurtha reflectively, using a toothpick. “And then we shared a voyage along the African coast from Icosium to Utica. We saw a lot of each other.” And the way he said that made all the others wonder just how many meanings it contained. But no one asked.


  The salads came out, and then the roasts. Metellus Numidicus and his guests set to again, and with relish, save for the two young princes Iampsas and Oxyntas.


  “They want to die with me,” Jugurtha explained to Ru-tilius Rufus, low-voiced.


  “It wouldn’t be countenanced,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “So I’ve told them.”


  “Do they know where they’re going?”


  “Oxyntas to the town of Venusia, wherever that might be, and Iampsas to Asculum Picentum, another mystery town.”


  “Venusia’s south of Campania, on the road to Brundisium, and Asculum Picentum is northeast of Rome, on the other side of the Apennines. They’ll be comfortable enough.”


  “How long will their detention last?” Jugurtha asked.


  Rutilius Rufus pondered that, then shrugged. “Hard to tell. Some years, certainly. Until the local magistrates write a report to the Senate saying they’re thoroughly indoctrinated with Roman attitudes, and won’t be a danger to Rome if they’re sent home.”


  “Then they’ll stay for life, I’m afraid. Better they die with me, Publius Rutilius!”


  “No, Jugurtha, you can’t say that with complete assurance. Who knows what the future holds for them?”


  “True.”


  The meal went on through more roasts and salads, and ended with sweetmeats, pastries, honeyed confections, cheeses, the few fruits in season, and dried fruits. Only Iampsas and Oxyntas failed to do the meal justice.


  “Tell me, Quintus Caecilius,” said Jugurtha to Metellus Numidicus when the remains of the food were borne away, and unwatered wine of the best vintage was produced, “what will you do if one day another Gaius Marius should appear—only this time with all Gaius Marius’s gifts and vigor and vision—and streak of immortality inside his mind!—wearing a patrician Roman skin?”


  Numidicus blinked. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, King,” he said. “Gaius Marius is Gaius Marius.”


  “He’s not necessarily unique,” said Jugurtha. “What would you do with a Gaius Marius who came from a patrician family?”


  “He couldn’t,” said Numidicus.


  “Nonsense, of course he could,” said Jugurtha, rolling the superb Chian wine around his tongue.


  “I think what Quintus Caecilius is trying to say, Jugurtha, is that Gaius Marius is a product of his class,” said Rutilius Rufus gently.


  “A Gaius Marius may be of any class,” Jugurtha insisted.


  Now all the Roman heads were shaking a negative in unison. “No,” said Rutilius Rufus, speaking for the group. “What you are saying may be true for Numidia, or for any other world. But never true of Rome! No patrician Roman could ever think or act like Gaius Marius.”


  So that was that. After a few more drinks the party broke up, Publius Rutilius Rufus went home to his bed, and the inhabitants of Metellus Numidicus’s house scattered to their various beds. In the comfortable aftermath of excellent food, wine, and company, Jugurtha of Numidia slept deeply, peacefully.


  When he was woken by the slave appointed to serve his needs as valet about two hours before the dawn, Jugurtha got up refreshed and invigorated. He was permitted a hot bath, and great care was devoted to his robing; his hair was coaxed into long, sausagelike curls with heated tongs, and his trim beard curled and then wound about with strings of gold and silver, the clean-shaven areas of cheeks and chin scraped closely. Perfumed with costly unguents, the diadem in place, and all his jewelry (which had already been catalogued by the Treasury clerks, and would go to the dividing of the spoils on the Campus Martius the day after the triumph) distributed about his person, King Jugurtha came out of his chambers the picture of a Hellenized sovereign, and regal from fingertips to toes to top of head.


  “Today,” he said to his sons as they traveled in open sedan chairs to the Campus Martius, “I shall see Rome for the first time in my life.”


  Sulla himself received them amid what seemed a chaotic confusion lit only by torches; but dawn was breaking over the crest of the Esquiline, and Jugurtha suspected the turmoil was due only to the number of people assembled at the Villa Publica, that in reality a streamlined order existed.


  The chains placed on his person were merely token; where in all Italy could a Punic warrior-king go?


  “We were talking about you last night,” said Jugurtha to Sulla conversationally.


  “Oh?” asked Sulla, garbed in glittering silver cuirass and pteryges, silver greaves cushioning his shins, a silver Attic helmet crested with fluffy scarlet feathers, and a scarlet military cloak. To Jugurtha, who knew him in a broad-brimmed straw hat, he was a stranger. Behind him, his personal servant carried a frame upon which his decorations for valor were hung, an imposing enough collection.


  “Yes,” said Jugurtha, still conversationally. “There was a debate about which man actually won the war against me—Gaius Marius or you.”


  The whitish eyes lifted to rest on Jugurtha’s face. “An interesting debate, King. Which side did you take?”


  “The side of right. I said Gaius Marius won the war. His were the command decisions, his the men involved, including you. And his was the order which sent you to see my father-in-law,’ Bocchus.” Jugurtha paused, smiled. “However, my only ally was my old friend Publius Rutilius. Quintus Caecilius and his son both maintained that you won the war because you captured me.”


  “You took the side of right,” said Sulla.


  “The side of right is relative.”


  “Not in this case,” said Sulla, his plumes nodding in the direction of Marius’s milling soldiers. “I will never have his gift of dealing with them. I have no fellow feeling for them, you see.”


  “You hide it well,” said Jugurtha.


  “Oh, they know, believe me,” said Sulla. “He won the war, with them. My contribution could have been done by anyone of legatal rank.” He drew a deep breath. “I take it you had a pleasant evening, King?”


  “Most pleasant!” Jugurtha jiggled his chains, and found them very light, easy to carry. “Quintus Caecilius and his stammering son put on a kingly feast for me. If a Numidian was asked which food he would want the night before he died, he would always ask for snails. And last night I had snails.”


  “Then your belly’s nice and full, King.”


  Jugurtha grinned. “Indeed it is! The right way to go to the strangler’s loop, I’d say.”


  “No, that’s my say,” said Sulla, whose toothy grin was far darker in his far fairer face.


  Jugurtha’s own grin faded. “What do you mean?”


  “I’m in charge of the logistics of this triumphal parade, King Jugurtha. Which means I’m the one to say how you die. Normally you’d be strangled with a noose, that’s true. But it isn’t regulation, there is an alternative method. Namely, to shove you down the hole inside the Tullianum, and leave you to rot.” Sulla’s grin grew. “After such a kingly meal—and especially after trying to sow discord between me and my commanding officer—I think it would be a pity if you weren’t permitted to finish digesting your snails. So there will be no strangler’s noose for you, King! You can die by inches.”


  Luckily his sons were standing too far away to hear; the King watched as Sulla flicked a salute of farewell to him, then watched as the Roman strode to his sons, and checked their chains. He gazed around at the panic all about him, the seething masses of servants doling out head wreaths and garlands of victory laurel leaves, the musicians tuning up their horns and the bizarre horse-headed trumpets Ahenobarbus had brought back from Long-haired Gaul, the dancers practising last-moment twirls, the horses snuffling and blowing snorting breaths as they stamped their hooves impatiently, the oxen hitched to carts in dozens with horns gilded and dewlaps garlanded, a little water donkey wearing a straw hat ludicrously wreathed in laurel and its ears poking up rampant through holes in the crown, a toothlessly raddled old hag with swinging empty breasts and clad from head to foot in purple and gold being hoisted up onto a pageant dray, where she spread herself on a purple-draped litter like the world’s greatest courtesan, and stared stared stared straight down into his eyes with eyes like the Hound of Hades—surely she should have had three heads…


  Once it got going, the parade hustled. Usually the Senate and all the magistrates except the consuls marched first, and then some musicians, then dancers and clowns aping the famous; then there came the booty and display floats, after which came more dancers and musicians and clowns escorting the sacrificial animals and their priestly attendants; next came the important prisoners, and the triumphing general driving his antique chariot; and, in last place, the general’s legions marched. But Gaius Marius changed the sequence around a bit, preceding his booty and his pageants and his floats, so that he would arrive on the Capitol and sacrifice his beasts in time to be inaugurated afterward as consul, hold the inaugural meeting of the Senate, and then preside at his feast in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus.


  Jugurtha found himself able to enjoy his first—and last— journey on foot through the streets of Rome. What mattered it how he died? A man had to die sooner or later, and his had been a most satisfying life, even if it had ended in defeat. He’d given them a good run for their money, the Romans. His dead brother, Bomilcar... He too had died in a dungeon, come to think of it. Perhaps fratricide displeased the gods, no matter how valid the reason. Well, only the gods had kept count of the number of his blood kin who had perished at his instigation, if not by his own hands. Did that lack of personal participation make his hands clean?


  Oh, how tall the apartment buildings were! The parade jogged briskly into the Vicus Tuscus of the Velabrum, a part of the city stuffed with insulae, leaning as if they tried to embrace across the narrow alleys by falling on each other’s bricky chests. Every window held faces, every face cheered, and he was amazed that they cheered for him too, urged him on to his death with words of encouragement and best wishes.


  And then the parade skirted the edges of the Meat Market, the Forum Boarium, where the statue of naked Hercules Triumphalis was all decked out for the day in the general’s triumphal regalia—purple-and-gold toga picta, palm-embroidered purple tunica palmata, the laurel branch in one hand and the eagle-topped ivory scepter in the other, and his face painted bright red with minim. The meaty business of the day was clearly suspended, for the magnificent temples on the borders of the huge marketplace were cleared of booths and stalls. There! The temple of Ceres, called the most beautiful in the entire city—and beautiful it was in a garish way, painted in reds and blues and greens and yellows, high on a podium like all Roman temples; it was, Jugurtha knew, the headquarters of the Plebeian Order, and housed their records and their aediles.


  The parade now turned into the interior of the Circus Maximus, a greater structure than he had ever seen; it stretched the whole length of the Palatine, and seated about a hundred and fifty thousand people. Every one of its stepped wooden tiers was packed with cheering onlookers for Gaius Marius’s triumphal parade; from where he walked not far in front of Marius, Jugurtha could hear the cheers swell to screams of adulation for the general. No one minded thehasty pace, for Marius had sent out his clients and agents to whisper to the crowds that he hurried because he cared for Rome; he hurried so he could leave all the quicker for Gaul-across-the-Alps and the Germans.


  The leafy spaces and magnificent mansions of the Palatine were thronged with watchers too, above the level of the herd, safe from assault and robbery, women and nursemaids and girls and boys of good family mostly, he had been told. They turned out of the Circus Maximus into the Via Triumphalis, which skirted the far end of the Palatine and had rocks and parklands above it on the left, and on the right, clustering below the Caelian Hill, yet another district of towering apartment blocks. Then came the Palus Ceroliae—the swamp below the Carinae and the Fagutal—and finally a turn into the Velia and the downhill trip to the Forum Romanum along the worn cobbles of the ancient sacred way, the Via Sacra.


  At last he would see it, the center of the world, just as in olden days the Acropolis had been the center of the world. And then he set eyes on it, the Forum Romanum, and was hugely disappointed. The buildings were little and old, and they didn’t face a logical way, for they were all skewed to the north, where the Forum itself was oriented northwest to southeast; the overall effect was slipshod, and the whole place wore an air of dilapidation. Even the newer buildings—which did at least face the Forum at a proper angle— were not kept up well. In fact, the buildings along the way had been far more imposing, and the temples along the way bigger, richer, grander. The houses of the priests did sport fairly new coats of paint, admittedly, and the little round temple of Vesta was pretty, but only the very lofty temple of Castor and Pollux and the vast Doric austerity of the temple of Saturn were at all eye-catching, admirable examples of their kind. A drab and cheerless place, sunk down in a queer valley, damp and unlovely.


  Opposite the temple of Saturn—from the podium of which the senior Treasury officials watched the parade— Jugurtha and his sons and those among his barons and his wives who had been captured were led out of the procession and put to one side; they stood to watch the lictors of the general, his dancers and musicians and censer bearers, his drummers and trumpeters, his legates, and then the chariot-borne general himself, remote and unrecognizable in all his regalia and with his minim-painted red face, pass by. They all went up the hill to where the great temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus presented its pillared side to the Forum, for it too was skewed north-south. Its front looked south. South to Numidia.


  Jugurtha looked at his sons. “Live long and live well,” he said to them; they were going into custody in remote Roman towns, but his barons and his wives were going home to Numidia.


  The guard of lictors who surrounded the King nudged his chains a little, and he walked across the crowded flags of the lower Forum, beneath the trees around the Pool of Curtius and the statue of the satyr Marsyas blowing his oboe, around the edge of the vast tiered well which saw meetings of the Tribes, and up to the start of the Clivus Argentarius. Above was the Arx of the Capitol and the temple of Juno Moneta, where the mint was housed. And there was the ancient shabby Senate House across the far side of the Comitia, and beyond it the small shabby Basilica Porcia, built by Cato the Censor.


  But that was as far as his walk through Rome took him. The Tullianum stood in the lap of the Arx hill just beyond the Steps of Gemortia, a very tiny grey edifice built of the huge unmortared stones men all over the world called Cyclopean; it was only one storey high and had only one opening, a doorless rectangular gap in the stones. Fancying himself too tall, Jugurtha ducked his head as he came to it, but passed inside with ease, for it turned out to be taller than any mortal man.


  His lictors stripped him of his robes, his jewels, his diadem, and handed them to the Treasury clerks waiting to receive them; a docket changed hands, officially acknowledging that this State property was being properly disposed of. Jugurtha was left only the loincloth Metellus Numidicus had advised him to wear, for Metellus Numidicus knew the rite. The fountainhead of his physical being decently covered, a man could go to his death decently.


  The only illumination came from the aperture behind him, but by its light Jugurtha could see the round hole in the middle of the roundish floor. Down there was where they would put him. Had he been scheduled for the noose, the strangler would have accompanied him into the lower regions with sufficient helpers to restrain him, and when the deed was done, and his body tossed down into one of the drain openings, those who still lived would have climbed up a ladder to Rome and their world.


  But Sulla must have found time to countermand the normal procedure, for no strangler was present. Someone produced a ladder, but Jugurtha waved it aside. He stepped up to the edge of the hole, then stepped into space without a sound issuing from his lips; what words were there to mark this event? The thud of his landing was almost immediate, for the lower cell was not deep. Having heard it, the escort turned in silence and left the place. No one lidded the hole; no one barred the entrance. For no one ever climbed out of the awful pit beneath the Tullianum.


  Two white oxen and one white bull were Marius’s share of the sacrifices that day, but only the oxen belonged to his triumph. He left his four-horse chariot at the foot of the steps up to the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and ascended them alone. Inside the main room of the temple he laid his laurel branch and his laurel wreaths at the foot of the statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, after which his lictors filed inside and their laurel wreaths too were offered to the god.


  It was just noon. No triumphal parade had ever gone so quickly; but the rest of it—which was the bulk of it—was proceeding at a more leisurely pace, so the people would have plenty of time to see the pageants, floats, booty, trophies, soldiers. Now came the real business of Marius’s day. Down the steps to the assembled senators came Gaius Marius, face painted red, toga purple and gold, tunic embroidered with palm fronds, and in his right hand the ivory scepter. He walked briskly, his mind bent upon getting the inauguration over, his costume a minor inconvenience he could endure.


  “Well, let’s get on with it!” he said impatiently.


  Utter silence greeted this directive. No one moved, no one betrayed what he was thinking by an expression on his face. Even Marius’s colleague Gaius Flavius Fimbria and the outgoing consul Publius Rutilius Rufus (Gnaeus Mallius Maximus had sent word that he was ill) just stood there.


  “What’s the matter with you?” Marius asked testily.


  Out of the crowd stepped Sulla, no longer martial in his silver parade armor, but properly togate. He was smiling broadly, his hand outstretched, every inch of him the helpful and attentive quaestor.


  “Gaius Marius, Gaius Marius, you’ve forgotten!” he cried loudly, reaching Marius and swinging him round with unexpected strength in his grip. “Get home and change, man!” he whispered.


  Marius opened his mouth to argue, then he caught a secret look of glee on Metellus Numidicus’s face, and with superb timing he put his hand up to his face, brought it down to look at its reddened palm. “Ye gods!” he exclaimed, face comical. “I do apologize, Conscript Fathers,” he said as he moved toward them again. “I know I’m in a hurry to get to the Germans, but this is ridiculous! Please excuse me. I’ll be back as soon as I possibly can. The general’s regalia—even triumphal!—cannot be worn to a meeting of the Senate within the pomerium.” And as he marched away across the Asylum toward the Arx, he called over his shoulder, “I thank you, Lucius Cornelius!”


  Sulla broke away from the silent spectators and ran after him, not something every man could do in a toga; but he did it well, even made it look natural.


  “I do thank you,” said Marius to him when Sulla caught up. “But what on earth does it really matter? Now they’ve all got to stand around in the freezing wind for an hour while I wash this stuff off and put on my toga praetexta!”


  “It matters to them,” said Sulla, “and I do believe it matters to me too.” His shorter legs were moving faster than Marius’s. “You’re going to need the senators, Gaius Marius, so please don’t antagonize them any further today! They weren’t impressed at being obliged to share their inauguration with your triumph, to start with. So don’t rub their noses in it!”


  “All right, all right!” Marius sounded resigned. He took the steps that led from the Arx to the back door of his house three at a time, and charged through the door so violently that its custodian fell flat on his face and started to shriek in terror. “Shut up, man, I’m not the Gauls and this is now, not three hundred years ago!” he said, and started to yell for his valet, and his wife, and his bath servant.


  “It’s all laid out ready,” said that queen among women, Julia, smiling peacefully. “I thought you’d arrive in your usual hurry. Your bath is hot, everyone is waiting to help, so off you go, Gaius Marius.” She turned to Sulla with her lovely smile. “Welcome, my brother. It’s turned cold, hasn’t it? Do come into my sitting room and warm yourself by the brazier while I find you some mulled wine.”


  “You were right, it is freezing,” said Sulla, taking the beaker from his sister-in-law when she came back bearing it. “I’ve got used to Africa. Chasing after the Great Man, I thought I was hot, but now I’m perished.”


  She sat down opposite him, head cocked inquisitively. “What went wrong?” she asked.


  “Oh, you are a wife,” he said, betraying his bitterness.


  “Later, Lucius Cornelius,” she said. “Tell me what went wrong first.”


  He smiled wryly, shaking his head. “You know, Julia, I do love that man as much as I can love any man,” he said, “but at times I could toss him to the Tullianum strangler as easily as I could an enemy!”


  Julia chuckled. “So could I,” she said soothingly. “It is quite normal, you know. He’s a Great Man, and they’re very hard to live with. What did he do?”


  “He tried to participate in the inauguration wearing his full triumphal dress,” said Sulla.


  “Oh, my dear brother! I suppose he made a fuss about the waste of time, and antagonized them all?” asked the Great Man’s loyal but lucid wife.


  “Luckily I saw what he was going to do even through all that red paint on his face.” Sulla grinned. “It’s his eyebrows. After three years with Gaius Marius, anyone except a fool reads his mind from the antics of his eyebrows. They wriggle and bounce in code—well, you’d know, you’re certainly no fool!”


  “Yes, I do know,” she said with an answering grin.


  “Anyway, I got to him first, and yelled out something or other to the effect that he’d forgotten. Phew! I held my breath for a moment or two, though, because it was on the tip of his tongue to tell me to take a running jump into the Tiber. Then he saw Quintus Caecilius Numidicus just waiting, and he changed his mind. What an actor! I imagine everyone except Publius Rutilius was fooled into thinking he had genuinely forgotten what he was wearing.”


  “Oh, thank you, Lucius Cornelius!” said Julia.


  “It was my pleasure,” he said, and meant it.


  “More hot wine?”


  “Thank you, yes.”


  When she returned, she bore a plate of steaming buns as well. “Here, these just came out of the pot. Yeasty and filled with sausage. They’re awfully good! Our cook makes them for Young Marius all the time. He’s going through that dreadful stage where he won’t eat anything he should.”


  “My two eat anything that’s put in front of them,” Sulla said, face lighting up. “Oh, Julia, they’re lovely! I never realized anything living could be so—so—perfect*”


  “I’m rather fond of them myself,” said their aunt.


  “I wish Julilla was,” he said, face darkening.


  “I know,” said Julilla’s sister softly.


  “What is the matter with her? Do you know?”


  “I think we spoiled her too much. Father and Mother didn’t want a fourth child, you know. They’d had two boys, and when I came along they didn’t mind a girl to round the family out. But Julilla was a shock. And we were too poor. So then when she grew up a little, everyone felt sorry for her, I think. Especially Mother and Father, because they hadn’t wanted her. Whatever she did, we found an excuse for. If there was a spare sestertius or two, she got them to fritter away, and was never chided for frittering them away. I suppose the flaw was there all along, but we didn’t help her to cope with it—where we should have taught her patience and forbearance, we didn’t. Julilla grew up fancying herself the most important person in the world, so she grew up selfish and self-centered and self-excusing. We are largely to blame. But poor Julilla is the one who must suffer.’’


  “She drinks too much,” said Sulla.


  “Yes, I know.”


  “And she hardly ever bothers with the children.”


  The tears came to Julia’s eyes. “Yes, I know.”


  “What can I do?”


  “Well, you could divorce her,” said Julia, the tears now trickling down her face.


  Out went Sulla’s hands, smeared with the contents of a bun. “How can I do that when I’m going to be away from Rome myself for however long it takes to defeat the Germans? And she’s the mother of my children. I did love her as much as I can love anyone.”


  “You keep saying that, Lucius Cornelius. If you love— you love! Why should you love any less than other men?”


  But that was too near the bone. He closed up. “I didn’t grow up with any love, so I never learned how,” he said, trotting out his conventional excuse. “I don’t love her anymore. In fact, I think I hate her. But she’s the mother of my daughter and my son, and until the Germans are a thing of the past at least, Julilla is all they have. If I divorced her, she’d do something theatrical—go mad, or kill herself, or triple the amount of wine she drinks—or some other equally desperate and thoughtless alternative.”


  “Yes, you’re right, divorce isn’t the answer. She would definitely damage the children more than she can at present.” Julia sighed, wiped her eyes. “Actually there are two troubled women in our family at the moment. May I suggest a different solution?”


  “Anything, please!” cried Sulla.


  “Well, my mother’s the second troubled woman, you see. She isn’t happy living with Brother Sextus and his wife and their son. Most of the trouble between her and my Claudian sister-in-law is because my mother still regards herself as the mistress of the house. They fight constantly. Claudians are headstrong and domineering, and all the women of that family are brought up to rather despise the old female virtues, where my mother is the exact opposite,” Julia explained, shaking her head sadly.


  Sulla tried to look intelligent and at ease with all this female logic, but said nothing.


  Julia struggled on. “Mama changed after my father’s death. I don’t suppose any of us ever realized how strong the bond was between them, or how heavily she relied on his wisdom and his direction. So she’s become crotchety and fidgety and fault finding—oh, sometimes intolerably critical! Gaius Marius saw how unhappy the situation was at home, and offered to buy Mama a villa on the sea somewhere so poor Sextus could have peace. But she flew at him like a spitting cat, and said she knew when she wasn’t wanted, and may she be treated like an oath breaker if she gave up residence in her house. Oh, dear!”


  “I gather you’re suggesting that I invite Marcia to live with Julilla and me,” said Sulla, “but why should this suggestion appeal to her when the villa by the sea didn’t work?”


  “Because she knew Gaius Marius’s suggestion was simply a way of getting rid of her, and she’s far too cantankerous these days to oblige poor Sextus’s wife,” said Julia frankly. “To invite her to live with you and Julilla is quite different. She would be living next door, for one thing. And for another, she’d be wanted. Useful. And she could keep an eye on Julilla.”


  “Would she want to?” Sulla asked, scratching his head. “I gather from what Julilla’s said that she never comes to visit at all, in spite of the fact she’s living right next door.”


  “She and Julilla fight too,” said Julia, beginning to grin as her worry faded. “Oh, do they! Julilla only has to set eyes on her coming through the front door, and she orders her home again. But if you were to invite her to make her home with you, then Julilla can’t do a thing.”


  Sulla was grinning too. “It sounds as if you’re determined to make my house a Tartarus,” he said.


  Julia lifted one brow. “Will that worry you, Lucius Cornelius? After all, you’ll be away.”


  Dipping his hands in the bowl of water a servant was holding out to him, Sulla lifted one of his own brows. “I thank you, sister-in-law.” He got up, leaned over, and kissed Julia on the cheek. “I shall see Marcia tomorrow, and ask her to come and live with us. And I will be absolutely outspoken about my reasons for wanting her. So long as I know my children are being loved, I can bear being separated from them.”


  “Are they not well cared for by your slaves?” Julia asked, rising too.


  “Oh, the slaves pamper and spoil them,” said their father. “I will say this, Julilla acquired some excellent girls for the nursery. But that’s to make them into slaves, Julia! Little Greeks or Thracians or Celts or whatever other nationality the nurserymaids might happen to be. Full of outlandish superstitions and customs, thinking first in other languages than Latin, regarding their parents and relatives as some sort of remote authority figures. I want my children reared properly—in the Roman way, by a Roman woman. It ought to be their mother. But since I doubt that will happen, I cannot think of a better alternative than their stouthearted Marcian grandmother.”


  “Good,” said Julia.


  They moved toward the door.


  “Is Julilla unfaithful to me?” he asked abruptly.


  Julia didn’t pretend horror or experience anger. “I very much doubt that, Lucius Cornelius. Wine is her vice, not men. You’re a man, so you deem men a far worse vice than wine. I do not agree. I think wine can do your children more damage than infidelity. An unfaithful woman doesn’t stop noticing her children, nor does she burn her house down. A drunken woman does.” She flapped her hand. “The important thing is, let’s put Mama to work!”


  Gaius Marius erupted into the room, respectably clad in purple-bordered toga and looking every inch the consul. “Come on, come on, Lucius Cornelius! Let’s get back and finish the performance before the sun goes down and the moon comes up!”


  Wife and brother-in-law exchanged rueful smiles, and off went the two men to the inauguration.


  *


  Marius did what he could to mollify the Italian Allies. “They are not Romans,” he said to the House on the occasion of its first proper meeting, on the Nones of January, “but they are our closest allies in all our enterprises, and they share the peninsula of Italy with us. They also share the burden of providing troops to defend Italy, and they have not been well served. Nor has Rome. As you are aware, Conscript Fathers, at the moment a sorry business is working itself out in the Plebeian Assembly, where the consular Marcus Junius Silanus is defending himself against a charge brought against him by the tribune of the plebs Gnaeus Domitius. Though the word ‘treason’ has not been used, the implication is clear: Marcus Junius is one of those consular commanders of recent years who lost a whole army, including legions of Italian Allied men.”


  He turned to look straight at Silanus, in the House today because the Nones were fasti—days of holiday or business—and the Plebeian Assembly could not meet. “It is not my place today to level any kind of charge at Marcus Junius. I simply state a fact. Let other bodies and other men deal with Marcus Junius in litigation. I simply state a fact. Marcus Junius has no need to speak in defense of his actions here today because of me. I simply state a fact.”


  Deliberately he cleared his throat, the pause offering Silanus an opportunity to say something, anything; but Silanus sat in stony silence, pretending Marius didn’t exist. “I simply state a fact, Conscript Fathers. Nothing more, nothing less. A fact is a fact.”


  “Oh, do get on with it!” said Metellus Numidicus wearily.


  Marius bowed grandly, his smile wide. “Why, thank you, Quintus Caecilius! How could I not get on with it, having been invited to do so by such an august and notable consular as yourself?”


  “‘August’ and ‘notable’ mean the same thing, Gaius Marius,” said Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus, with a weariness quite the equal of his younger brother’s. “You would save this House considerable time if you spoke a less tautologous kind of Latin.”


  “I do beg the august and notable consular Lucius Caecilius’s pardon,” said Marius with another grand bow, “but in this highly democratic society of ours, the House is open to all Romans, even those—like myself—who cannot claim to be august and notable.” He pretended to search his mind, the eyebrows meeting in hairy abandon across his nose. “Now where was I? Oh, yes! The burden the Italian Allies share with us Romans, of providing troops to defend Italy. One of the objections to providing troops raised in the current spate of letters from the magistrates of the Samnites, the Apulians, the Marsi, and others”—he took a sheaf of small rolls from one of his clerks and showed it to the House—”concerns the legality of our asking the Italian Allies to provide troops for campaigns outside the borders of Italy and Italian Gaul. The Italian Allies, august and notable Conscript Fathers, maintain that they have been providing troops—and losing many, many thousands of these troops!—for Rome’s—and I quote the letters—’foreign wars’!”


  The senators mumbled, rumbled.


  “That allegation is completely unfounded!” snapped Scaurus. “Rome’s enemies are also Italy’s enemies!”


  “I only quote the letters, Marcus Aemilius Princeps Senatus,” said Marius soothingly. “We should all be aware of what is in them, for the simple reason that I imagine this House will shortly be obliged to receive embassages from all the Italian nations who have expressed their discontent in these very many letters.”


  His voice changed, lost its mildly bantering tone. “Well, enough of this skirmishing! We are living in a peninsula cheek by jowl with our Italian friends—who are not Romans, and never can be Romans. That they have been elevated to their present position of importance in the world is due purely to the great achievements of Rome and Romans. That Italian nationals are present in large numbers throughout the provinces and spheres of Roman influence is due purely to the great achievements of Rome and Romans. The bread on their tables, the winter fires in their cellars, the health and number of their children, they owe to Rome and Romans. Before Rome, there was chaos. Complete disunity. Before Rome, there were the cruel Etruscan kings in the north of the peninsula, and the greedy Greeks in the south. Not to mention the Celts of Gaul.”


  The House had settled down. When Gaius Marius spoke in serious vein everybody listened, even those who were his most obdurate enemies. For the Military Man—blunt and forthright though he was—was a powerful orator in his native Latin, and so long as his feelings were governed, his accent was not noticeably different from Scaurus’s.


  “Conscript Fathers, you and the People of Rome have given me a mandate to rid us—and Italy!—of the Germans. As soon as possible, I will be taking the propraetor Manius Aquillius and the valiant senator Lucius Cornelius Sulla with me as my legates to Gaul-across-the-Alps. If it costs us our lives, we will rid you of the Germans, and make Rome— and Italy!—safe forever. So much I pledge you, in my own name and in the names of my legates, and in the names of every last one of my soldiers. Our duty is sacred to us. No stone will be left unturned. And before us we will carry the silver eagles of Rome’s legions and be victorious!”


  The anonymous clusters of senators in the back of the House began to cheer and stamp their feet, and after a moment the front ranks of senators began to clap, even Scaurus. But not Metellus Numidicus.


  Marius waited for silence. “However, before I leave, I must beg this House to do what it can to alleviate the concern of our Italian Allies. We can give no credence to these allegations that Italian troops are being used to fight in campaigns which do not concern the Italian Allies. Nor can we cease to levy the soldiers all the Italian Allies formally agreed per treaty to give us. The Germans threaten the whole of our peninsula, and Italian Gaul as well. Yet the dreadful shortage of men suitable to serve in the legions affects the Italian Allies as much as it affects Rome. The well has run dry, my fellow senators, and the level of the table feeding it will take time to rise. I would like to give our Italian Allies my personal assurance that so long as there is breath left in this un-august and un-notable body, never again will Italian—or Roman!—troops waste their lives on a battlefield. Every life of every man I take with me to defend my homeland I will treat with more reverence and respect than I do my own! So do I pledge it.”


  The cheers and the stamping of feet began again, and the front ranks were quicker to start applauding. But not Metellus Numidicus. And not Catulus Caesar.


  Again Marius waited for silence. “A reprehensible situation has been drawn to my attention. That we, the Senate and People of Rome, have taken into debt bondage many thousands of Italian Allied men, and sent them as our slaves throughout the lands we control around the Middle Sea. Because the majority of them have farming backgrounds, the majority of them are currently working out their debts in our grainlands of Sicily, Sardinia, Corsica, and Africa. That, Conscript Fathers, is an injustice! If we do not enforce slavery upon Roman debtors anymore, nor should we on our Italian Allies. No, they are not Romans. No, they never can be Romans. But they are our little brothers of the Italian Peninsula. And no Roman sends his little brother into debt bondage.”


  He didn’t give the few big grainland-owning senators time to protest; he swept on to his peroration. “Until I can give our grainland farmers their source of labor back in the form of German slaves, they must look for other labor than Italian debt slaves. For we, Conscript Fathers, must today enact a decree—and the Assembly of the People must ratify that decree—freeing all slaves of Italian Allied birth. We cannot do to our oldest and loyalest allies what we do not do to ourselves. These slaves must be freed! They must be brought home to Italy, and made to do what is their natural duty to Rome—serve in Rome’s auxiliary legions.


  “I am told there is no capite censi population in any Italian nation anymore, because it is enslaved. Well, my fellow senators, the Italian capite censi can be better employed than in working the grainlands. We cannot field our traditional armies anymore, for the men of property who served in them are either too old, too young—or too dead! For the time being, the Head Count is our only source of military manpower. My valiant African army—entirely Roman Head Count!—has proved that the men of the Head Count can be turned into superb soldiers. And, just as history has demonstrated that the propertied men of the Italian nations are not one iota inferior as soldiers to the propertied men of Rome, so too will the next few years show Rome that the Head Count men of the Italian nations are not one iota inferior as soldiers to the Head Count men of Rome!”


  He stepped down from the curule dais and walked to the middle of the floor. “I want that decree, Conscript Fathers! Will you give it to me?”


  It had been supremely well done. Borne away on the force of Marius’s oratory, the House stampeded to a Division, while Metellus Numidicus, Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus, Scaurus, Catulus Caesar, and others shouted vainly to be heard.


  “But how,” asked Publius Rutilius Rufus as he and Marius strolled the few short paces to Marius’s house after the Senate had been dismissed, “are you going to reconcile the grainland owners to this decree? You realize, I hope, that you’re treading heavily on the toes of exactly that group of knights and businessmen you depend upon most for support. All the favors you doled out in Africa to these men will seem very hollow. Do you understand how many of the grain slaves are Italian? Sicily runs on them!”


  Marius shrugged. “My agents are at work already; I’ll survive. Besides which, just because I’ve been sitting down at Cumae for the last month doesn’t say I’ve been idle. I had a survey done, and the results are highly informative, not to mention interesting. Yes, there are many thousands of Italian Allied grain slaves. But in Sicily, for instance, the vast majority of the grain slaves are Greeks. And in Africa I’ve sent to King Gauda for replacement labor when the Italians are freed. Gauda is my client; he doesn’t have any choice but to do as I ask. Sardinia is the most difficult, for in Sardinia almost all the grain slaves are Italian. However, the new governor—our esteemed propraetor Titus Albucius—can be persuaded to do his level best in my cause, I’m sure.”


  “He’s got a pretty arrogant quaestor in Pompey Cross-eyes from Picenum,” said Rutilius Rufus dubiously.


  “Quaestors are like gnats,” said Marius contemptuously, “not experienced enough to head for parts unknown when a man starts clapping round his head.”


  “That’s not a very complimentary observation to make about Lucius Cornelius!”


  “He’s different.”


  Rutilius Rufus sighed. “I don’t know, Gaius Marius, I’m sure! I just hope it all turns out as you think it will.”


  “Old Cynic,” said Marius affectionately.


  “Old Skeptic, if you please!” said Rutilius Rufus.


  *


  Word came to Marius that the Germans showed no sign of moving south into the Roman province of Gaul-across-the-Alps, save for the Cimbri, who had crossed to the western bank of the Rhodanus and were keeping clear of the Roman sphere. The Teutones, said Marius’s agent’s report, were wandering off to the northwest, and the Tigurini-Marcomanni-Cherusci were back among the Aedui and Ambarri looking as if they never intended to move. Of course, the report admitted, the situation could change at any moment. But it took time for eight hundred thousand people to gather up their belongings, their animals, and their wagons, and start moving. Gaius Marius need not expect to see any Germans coming south down the Rhodanus before May or June. If they came at all.


  It didn’t really please Gaius Marius, that report. His men were excited and primed for a good fight, his legates were anxious to do well, and his officers and centurions had been toiling to produce a perfect military machine. Though Marius had known since landing in Italy the previous December that there was a German interpreter saying the Germans were at loggerheads with each other, he hadn’t really believed they would not resume their southward progress through the Roman province. The Germans having annihilated an enormous Roman army, it was logical, natural, and proper for them to take advantage of their victory and move into the territory they had in effect won by force of arms. Settle in it, even. Otherwise, why give battle at all? Why emigrate? Why anything?


  “They are a complete mystery to me!” he cried, chafing and frustrated, to Sulla and Aquillius after the report came.


  “They’re barbarians,” said Aquillius, who had earned his place as senior legate by suggesting that Marius be made consul, and now was very eager to go on proving his worth.


  But Sulla was unusually thoughtful. “We don’t know nearly enough about them,” he said.


  “I just remarked about that!” snapped Marius.


  “No, I was thinking along different lines. But”—he slapped his knees—”I’ll go on thinking about things for a bit longer, Gaius Marius, before I speak. After all, we don’t really know what we’ll find when we cross the Alps.”


  “That one thing we do have to decide,” said Marius.


  “What?” asked Aquillius.


  “Crossing the Alps. Now that we’ve been assured the Germans are not going to prove a threat before May or June at the very earliest, I’m not in favor of crossing the Alps at all. At least, not by the usual route. We’re moving out at the end of January with a massive baggage train. So we’re going to be slow. The one thing I’ll say for Metellus Dalmaticus as Pontifex Maximus is that he’s a calendar fanatic, so the seasons and the months are in accord. Have you felt the cold this winter?” he asked Sulla.


  “Indeed I have, Gaius Marius.”


  “So have I. Our blood is thin, Lucius Cornelius. All that time in Africa, where frosts are short-lived, and snow is something you see on the highest mountains. Why should it be any different for the troops? If we cross through the Mons Genava Pass in winter, it will go very hard on them.’’


  “After furlough in Campania, they’ll need hardening,” said Sulla unsympathetically.


  “Oh, yes! But not by losing toes from frostbite and the feeling in their fingers from chilblains. They’ve got winter issue—but will the cantankerous cunni wear it?”


  “They will, if they’re made.”


  “You are determined to be difficult,” said Marius. “All right then, I won’t try to be reasonable—I’ll simply issue orders. We are not taking the legions to Gaul-across-the-Alps by the usual route. We’re going to march along the coast the whole long way.”


  “Ye gods, it’ll take an eternity!” said Aquillius.


  “How long is it since an army traveled to Spain or Gaul along the coast?” Marius asked Aquillius.


  “I can’t remember an occasion when an army has!”


  “And there you have it, you see!” said Marius triumphantly. “That’s why we’re going to do it. I want to see how difficult it is, how long it takes, what the roads are like, the terrain—everything. I’ll take four of the legions in light marching order, and you, Manius Aquillius, will take the other two legions plus the extra cohorts we’ve managed to scrape together, and escort the baggage train. If when they do turn south, the Germans head for Italy instead of for Spain, how do we know whether they’ll go over the Mons Genava Pass into Italian Gaul, or whether they’ll head—as they’ll see it, anyway—straight for Rome along the coast? They seem to have precious little interest in discovering how our minds work, so how are they going to know that the quickest and shortest way to Rome is not along the coast, but over the Alps into Italian Gaul?”


  His legates stared at him.


  “I see what you mean,” said Sulla, “but why take the whole army? You and I and a small squadron could do it better.”


  Marius shook his head vigorously. “No! I don’t want my army separated from me by several hundred miles of impassable mountains. Where I go, my whole army goes.”


  So at the end of January Gaius Marius led his whole army north along the coastal Via Aurelia, taking notes the entire way, and sending curt letters back to the Senate demanding that repairs be made to this or that stretch of the road forthwith, bridges built or strengthened, viaducts made or refurbished.


  “This is Italy,” said one such missive, “and all available routes to the north of the peninsula and Italian Gaul and Liguria must be kept in perfect condition; otherwise we may rue the day.”


  At Pisae, where the river Arnus flowed into the sea, they crossed from Italy proper into Italian Gaul, which was a most peculiar area, neither officially designated a province nor governed like Italy proper. It was a kind of limbo. From Pisae all the way to Vada Sabatia the road was brand-new, though work on it was far from finished; this was Scaurus’s contribution when he had been censor, the Via Aemilia Scauri. Marius wrote to Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus:


  You are to be commended for your foresight, for I regard the Via Aemilia Scauri as one of the most significant additions to the defense of Rome and Italy since the opening-up of the Mons Genava Pass, and that is a very long time ago, considering that it was there for Hannibal to use. Your branch road to Dertona is vital strategically, for it represents the only way across the Ligurian Apennines from the Padus to the Tyrrhenian coast—Rome’s coast.The problems are enormous. I talked to your engineers, whom I found to be a most able group of men, and am happy to relay to you their request that additional funds be found to increase the work force on this piece of road. It needs some of the highest viaducts—not to mention the longest—I have ever seen, more indeed like aqueduct construction than road building. Luckily there are local quarry facilities to provide stone, but the pitifully small work force is retarding the pace at which I consider the work must progress. With respect, may I ask that you use your formidable clout to pry the money out of the House and Treasury to speed up this project? If it could be completed by the end of this coming summer, Rome may rest easier at the thought that a mere fifty-odd miles of road may save an army several hundreds.


  “There,” said Marius to Sulla, “that ought to keep the old boy busy and happy!”


  “It will, too,” said Sulla, grinning.


  The Via Aemilia Scauri ended at Vada Sabatia; from that point on there was no road in the Roman sense, just a wagon trail which followed the line of least resistance through an area where very high mountains plunged into the sea.


  “You’re going to be sorry you chose this way,” said Sulla.


  “On the contrary, I’m glad. I can see a thousand places where ambush is possible, I can see why no one in his right mind goes to Gaul-across-the-Alps this way, I can see why our Publius Vagiennius—who hails from these parts—could climb a sheer wall to find his snail patch, and I can see why we need not fear that the Germans will choose this route. Oh, they might start out along the coast, but a couple of days of this and a fast horseman going ahead will see them turn back. If it’s difficult for us, it’s impossible for them. Good!”


  Marius turned to Quintus Sertorius, who, in spite of his very junior status, enjoyed a privileged position nothing save merit had earned him.


  “Quintus Sertorius, my lad, whereabouts do you think the baggage train might be?” he asked.


  “I’d say somewhere between Populonia and Pisae, given the poor condition of the Via Aurelia,” Sertorius said.


  “How’s your leg?”


  “Not up to that kind of riding.” Sertorius seemed always to know what Marius was thinking.


  “Then find three men who are, and send them back with this,” said Marius, drawing wax tablets toward him.


  ‘‘ You’ re going to send the baggage train up the Via Cassia to Florentia and the Via Annia to Bononia, and then across the Mons Genava Pass,” said Sulla, sighing in satisfaction.


  “We might need all those beams and bolts and cranes and tackle yet,” said Marius. He smacked the backs of his fingers down on the wax to produce a perfect impression from his seal ring, and closed the hinged leaves of the tablet. “Here,” he said to Sertorius. “And make sure it’s tied and sealed again; I don’t want any inquisitive noses poking inside. It’s to be given to Manius Aquillius himself, understood?”


  Sertorius nodded and left the command tent.


  “As for this army, it’s going to do a bit of work as it goes,” Marius said to Sulla. “Send the surveyors out ahead. We’ll make a reasonable track, if not a proper road.”


  In Liguria, like other regions where the mountains were precipitous and the amount of arable land small, the inhabitants tended to a pastoral way of life, or else made a profession out of banditry and piracy, or like Publius Vagiennius took service in Rome’s auxiliary legions and cavalry. Wherever Marius saw ships and a village clustered in an anchorage and deemed the ships more suited to raiding and boarding than to fishing, he burned both ships and village, left women, old men, and children behind, and took the men with him to labor improving the road. Meanwhile the reports from Arausio, Valentia, Vienne, and even Lugdunum made it increasingly clear as time went on that there would be no confrontation with the Germans this year.


  At the beginning of June, after four months on the march, Marius led his four legions onto the widening coastal plains of Gaul-across-the-Alps and came to a halt in the well-settled country between Arelate and Aquae Sextiae, in the vicinity of the town of Glanum, south of the Druentia River. Significantly, his baggage train had arrived before him, having spent a mere three and a half months on the road.


  He chose his campsite with extreme care, well clear of arable land; it was a large hill having steep and rocky slopes on three sides, several good springs on top, and a fourth side neither too steep nor too narrow to retard swift movement of troops in or out of a camp atop the hill.


  “This is where we are going to be living for many moons to come,” he said, nodding in satisfaction. “Now we’re going to turn it into Carcasso.”


  Neither Sulla nor Manius Aquillius made any comment, but Sertorius was less self-controlled.


  “Do we need it?” he asked. “If you think we’re going to be in the district for many moons to come, wouldn’t it be a lot easier to billet the troops on Arelate or Glanum? And why stay here? Why not seek the Germans out and come to grips with them before they can get this far?”


  “Well, young Sertorius,” said Marius, “it appears the Germans have scattered far and wide. The Cimbri, who seemed all set to follow the Rhodanus to its west, have now changed their minds and have gone—to Spain, we must presume—around the far side of the Cebenna, through the lands of the Arverni. The Teutones and the Tigurini have left the lands of the Aedui and gone to settle among the Belgae. At least, that’s what my sources say. In reality, I imagine it’s anyone’s guess.”


  “Can’t we find out for certain?” asked Sertorius.


  “How?” asked Marius. “The Gauls have no cause to love us, and it’s upon the Gauls we have to rely for our information. That they’ve given it to us so far is simply because they don’t want the Germans in their midst either. But on one thing you can rely: when the Germans reach the Pyrenees, they’ll turn back. And I very much doubt that the Belgae will want them any more than the Celtiberians of the Pyrenees. Looking at a possible target from the German point of view, I keep coming back to Italy. So here we stay until the Germans arrive, Quintus Sertorius. I don’t care if it takes years.”


  “If it takes years, Gaius Marius, our army will grow soft, and you will be ousted from the supreme command,” Manius Aquillius pointed out.


  “Our army is not going to grow soft, because I am going to put it to work,” said Marius. “We have close to forty thousand men of the Head Count. The State pays them; the State owns their arms and armor; the State feeds them. When they retire, I shall see to it that the State looks after them in their old age. But while they serve in the State’s army, they are nothing more nor less than employees of the State. As consul, I represent the State. Therefore they are my employees. And they are costing me a very large amount of money. If all they are required to do in return is sit on their arses waiting to fight a battle, compute the enormity of the cost of that battle when it finally comes.” The eyebrows were jiggling up and down fiercely. “They didn’t sign a contract to sit on their arses waiting for a battle, they enlisted in the army of the State to do whatever the State requires of them. Since the State is paying them, they owe the State work. And that’s what they’re going to do. Work! This year they’re going to repair the Via Domitia all the way from Nemausus to Ocelum. Next year they’re going to dig a ship canal all the way from the sea to the Rhodanus at Arelate.”


  Everyone was staring at him in fascination, but for a long moment no one could find anything to say.


  Then Sulla whistled. “A soldier is paid to fight!”


  “If he bought his gear with his own money and he expects nothing more from the State than the food he eats, then he can call his own tune. But that description doesn’t fit my lot,” said Gaius Marius. “When they’re not called upon to fight, they’ll do much-needed public works, if for no other reason than it will give them to understand that they’re in service to the State in exactly the same way as a man is to any employer. And it will keep them fit!”


  “What about us?” asked Sulla. “Do you intend to turn us into engineers?”


  “Why not?” asked Marius.


  “I’m not an employee of the State, for one thing,” said Sulla, pleasantly enough. “I give my time as a gift, like all the legates and tribunes.”


  Marius eyed him shrewdly. “Believe me, Lucius Cornelius, it’s a gift I appreciate,” he said, and left it at that.


  *


  Sulla left the meeting dissatisfied nonetheless. Employees of the State, indeed! True for the Head Count, perhaps, but not for the tribunes and legates, as he had pointed out. Marius had taken the point, and backed away. But what Sulla had left unsaid was true just the same. Monetary rewards for the tribunes and legates would be shares in the booty. And no one had any real idea how much booty the Germans were likely to yield. The sale of prisoners into slavery was the general’s perquisite — he did not share it with his legates, his tribunes, his centurions, or his troops — and somehow Sulla had a feeling that at the end of this however-many-years-long campaign, the pickings would be lean except in slaves.


  Sulla had not enjoyed the long, tedious journey to the Rhodanus. Quintus Sertorius had snuffled his way like a hound on a leash, tail wagging, all of himself aquiver with pleasure at the slightest whiff of any kind of job. He had taught himself to use the groma, the surveyor’s instrument; he had settled down to watch how the corps of engineers dealt with rivers in spate, or fallen bridges, or landslides; he had led a century or two of soldiers to winkle out a nest of pirates from some mean cove; he had done duty with the gangs on road repairs; he had gone ranging ahead to spy out the land; he had even cured and tamed a young eagle with a broken wing, so that it still came back to visit him from time to time. Yes, everything was grist to Quintus Sertorius ‘s mill. If in nothing else, in that one could see that he was related to Gaius Marius.


  But Sulla needed drama. He had gained sufficient insight into himself to understand that now he was a senator, this represented a flaw in his character, yet at thirty-six years of age, he didn’t think he was going to be able to excise a facet of himself so innate. Until that dreary interminable journey along the Via Aemilia Scauri and through the Maritime Alps, he had thoroughly enjoyed his military career, finding it full of action and challenge, be it the action and challenge of battle or of carving out a new Africa. But making roads and digging canals? That wasn’t what he had come to Gaul-across-the-Alps to do! Nor would he!


  And in late autumn there would be a consular election, and Marius would be replaced by someone inimical, and all that he’d have to show for his much-vaunted second consulship was a magnificently upkept road already bearing someone else’s name. How could the man remain so tranquil, so unworried? He hadn’t even bothered to answer that half of Aquillius’s statement, to the effect that he would be ousted from his command. What was the Arpinate fox up to? Why wasn’t he worried?


  Suddenly Sulla forgot these vexed questions, for he had spied something which promised to be deliciously piquant; his eyes began to dance with interest and amusement.


  Outside the senior tribunes’ mess tent two men were in conversation. Or at least that was what it looked like to a casual observer. To Sulla it looked like the opening scene of a wonderful farce. The taller of the two men was Gaius Julius Caesar. The shorter was Gaius Lusius, nephew (by marriage only, Marius had been quick to say) of the Great Man.


  I wonder, does it take one to know one? Sulla asked himself as he strolled up to them. Caesar obviously didn’t know one when he saw one, and yet it was clear to Sulla that every instinct in Caesar was clanging an alarm.


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius!” whinnied Gaius Lusius. “I was just asking Gaius Julius whether he knew what sort of night life there is in Arelate, and if there is any, whether he’d care to sample it with me.”


  Caesar’s long, handsome face was an expressionless mask of courtesy, but his anxiety to be away from his present company showed itself in a dozen ways, thought Sulla; the eyes that tried to remain focused on Lusius’s face but drifted aside, the minimal movements his feet made inside his military boots, the little flicks his fingers were making, and more.


  “Perhaps Lucius Cornelius knows better than I do,” said Caesar, beginning to make his bolt for freedom by shifting all his weight onto one foot, and poking the other forward a trifle.


  “Oh no, Gaius Julius, don’t go!” Lusius protested. “The more the merrier!” And he actually giggled.


  “Sorry, Gaius Lusius, I have to go on duty,” said Caesar, and was away.


  More Lusius’s own height, Sulla put his hand on Lusius’s elbow and drew him further away from the tent. His hand fell immediately.


  Gaius Lusius was very good-looking. His eyes were long-lashed and green, his hair a tumbled mass of darkish red curls, his brows finely arched and dark, his nose rather Greek in its length, high bridge, and straightness. Quite the little Lord Apollo, thought Sulla, unmoved and untempted.


  He doubted whether Marius had so much as set eyes on the young man; that would not have been Marius’s way. Having been pressured by his family into accepting Gaius Lusius into his military family—he had appointed Lusius an unelected tribune of the soldiers because his age was correct—Marius would prefer to forget the young man’s existence. Until such time as the young man intruded himself upon his notice, hopefully via some deed of valor or extraordinary ability.


  “Gaius Lusius, I’m going to offer you a word of advice,” said Sulla crisply.


  The long-lashed eyelids fluttered, lowered. “I am grateful for any advice from you, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “You joined us only yesterday, having made your own way from Rome,” Sulla began.


  Lusius interrupted. “Not from Rome, Lucius Cornelius. From Ferentinum. My uncle Gaius Marius gave me special leave to remain in Ferentinum because my mother was ill.”


  Aha! thought Sulla. That explains some of Marius’s gruff offhandedness about this nephew by marriage! How he would hate to trot out that reason for the young man’s tardy arrival, when he would never have used it to excuse himself!


  “My uncle hasn’t asked to see me yet,” Lusius was busy complaining now. “When may I see him?”


  “Not until he asks, and I doubt he’ll ask at all. Until you prove your worth, you’re an embarrassment to him, if for no other reason than that you claimed extra privilege before the campaign even started—you came late.”


  “But my mother was ill!” said Lusius indignantly.


  “We all have mothers, Gaius Lusius—or we all did have mothers. Many of us have been obliged to go off to military service when our mothers were ill. Many of us have learned of a mother’s death when on military service very far away from her. Many of us are deeply attached to our living mothers. But a mother’s illness is not normally considered an adequate excuse for turning up late on military service. I suppose you’ve already told all your tentmates why you’re tardy?”


  “Yes,” said Lusius, more and more bewildered.


  “A pity. You’d have done better to have said nothing at all, and let your tentmates guess in the dark. They won’t think the better of you for it, and your uncle knows they won’t think the better of him for allowing it. But blood family is blood family, and often unfair.” Sulla frowned. “However, that is not what I wanted to say to you. This is the army of Gaius Marius, not the army of Scipio Africanus. Do you know what I am referring to?’ ‘


  “No,” said Lusius, completely out of his depth.


  “Cato the Censor accused Africanus and his senior officers of running an army riddled with moral laxity. Well, Gaius Marius is a lot closer in his thinking to Cato the Censor than he is to Scipio Africanus. Am I making myself understood?”


  “No,” said Lusius, the color fading from his cheeks.


  “I think I am, really,” said Sulla, smiling to show his long teeth unpleasantly. “You’re attracted to handsome young men, not to pretty young women. I can’t accuse you of overt effeminacy, but if you go on fluttering your eyelashes at the likes of Gaius Julius — who happens to be your uncle’s brother-in-law, as indeed am I — you’ll find yourself in boiling water up to the neck. Preferring one’s own sex is not considered a Roman virtue. On the contrary, it is considered — especially in the legions! — an undesirable vice. If it wasn’t, perhaps the women of the towns near which we camp wouldn’t make so much money, nor the women of the enemies we conquer find rape their first taste of our Roman swords. But you must know some of this, at least!”


  Lusius writhed, torn between a feeling of inexplicable inferiority and a burning sense of injustice. “Times are changing,” he protested. “It isn’t the social solecism it was!”


  “You mistake the times, Gaius Lusius, probably because you want them to change, and have been associating with a group of your peers who feel the same way. So you gather together and you compare notes, seizing upon any remark to support your contention. I can assure you,” Sulla said very seriously, “that the more you go about the world into which you were born, the more you will come to see that you are deluding yourself. And nowhere is there less forgiveness for preferring your own sex than in Gaius Marius’s army. And no one will crack down on you harder than Gaius Marius if he learns of your secret.”


  Almost weeping, Lusius wrung his hands together in futile anguish. “I’ll go mad!” he cried.


  “No, you won’t. You’ll discipline yourself, you’ll be extremely careful in whatever overtures you make, and as soon as you can, you’ll learn the signals that operate here between men of your own persuasion,” said Sulla. “I can’t tell you the signals because I don’t indulge in the vice myself. If you’re ambitious to succeed in public life, Gaius Lusius, I strongly advise you not to indulge in the vice. But if—you are young, after all—you find you cannot restrain your appetites, make very sure you pick on the right man.” And with a kinder smile, Sulla turned on his heel and walked away.


  For a while he simply strolled about aimlessly, hands behind his back, scarcely noticing the orderly activity all around him. The legions had been instructed to build a temporary camp, in spite of the fact that there wasn’t an enemy force inside the province; simply, no Roman army slept unprotected. The permanent hilltop camp was already being tackled by the surveyors and engineers, and those troops not detailed to construct the temporary camp were put onto the first stages of fortifying the hill. This consisted in procuring timber for beams, posts, buildings. And the lower Rhodanus Valley possessed few forests, for it had been populous now for some centuries, ever since the Greeks founded Massilia, and Greek—then Roman—influence spread inland.


  The army lay to the north of the vast salt marshes which formed the Rhodanus delta and spread both west and east of it; it was typical of Marius that he had chosen unfilled ground whereon to build his camps, both temporary and permanent.


  “There’s no point in antagonizing one’s potential allies,” he said. “Besides which, with fifty thousand extra mouths in the area to feed, they’re going to need every inch of arable land they’ve got.”


  Marius’s grain and food procurators were already riding out to conclude contracts with farmers, and some of the troops were building granaries atop the hill to hold sufficient grain to feed fifty thousand men through the twelve months between one harvest and the next. The heavy baggage contained all manner of items Marius’s sources of information had said would either be unobtainable in Gaul-across-the-Alps, or would be scarce—pitch, massive beams, block-and-tackle, tools, cranes, treadmills, lime, and quantities of precious iron bolts and nails. At Populonia and Pisae, the two ports which received the rough-smelted bloom-iron “sows” from the isle of Ilva, the praefectus fabrum had purchased every sow available and carted them along too in case the engineers had to make steel; in the heavy baggage were anvils, crucibles, hammers, fire bricks, all the tools necessary. Already a group of soldiers were fetching timber to make a large cache of charcoal, for without charcoal it was impossible to get a furnace hot enough to melt iron, let alone steel it.


  And by the time that he turned back toward the general’s command tent, he had decided that the time had come; for Sulla had an answer to boredom already thoroughly thought out, an answer which would give him all the drama he could ask for. The idea had germinated while he was still in Rome, and grown busily all the way along the coast, and now could be permitted to flower. Yes, time to see Gaius Marius.


  The general was alone, writing industriously.


  “Gaius Marius, I wonder if you have an hour to spare? I would like your company on a walk,” Sulla said, holding open the flap between the tent and the hide awning under which the duty officer sat. An inquisitive beam of light had stolen in behind him, and so he stood surrounded by an aura of liquid gold, his bare head and shoulders alive with the fire of his curling hair.


  Looking up, Marius eyed this vision with disfavor. “You need a haircut,” he said curtly. “Another couple of inches and you’ll look like a dancing girl!”


  “How extraordinary!” said Sulla, not moving.


  “I’d call it slipshod,” said Marius.


  “No, what’s extraordinary is that you haven’t noticed for months, and right at this moment, when it’s in the forefront of my mind, you suddenly do notice. You may not be able to read minds, Gaius Marius, but I think you are attuned to the minds of those you work with.”


  “You sound like a dancing girl as well,” said Marius. “Why do you want company on a walk?”


  “Because I need to speak to you privately, Gaius Marius, somewhere that I can be sure neither the walls nor the windows have ears. A walk should provide us with such a place.”


  Down went the pen, the roll of paper was furled; Marius rose at once. “I’d much rather walk than write, Lucius Cornelius, so let’s go,” he said.


  They strode briskly through the camp, not talking, and unaware of the curious glances which followed them from parties of soldiers, centurions, cadets, and more soldiers; after three years of campaigning with Gaius Marius and Lucius Cornelius Sulla, the men of these legions had developed an inbuilt sense of sureness about their commanders that told them whenever there was something important in the offing. And today was such an occasion; every man sensed it.


  It was too late in the day to contemplate climbing the hill, so Marius and Sulla stopped where the wind blew their words away.


  “Now, what’s the matter?” asked Marius.


  “I started growing my hair long in Rome,” said Sulla.


  “Never noticed until now. I take it the hair has something to do with what you want to talk to me about?”


  “I’m turning myself into a Gaul,” Sulla announced.


  Marius looked alert. “Oho! Talk on, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “The most frustrating aspect of this campaign against the Germans is our abysmal lack of reliable intelligence about them,” Sulla said. “From the very beginning, when the Taurisci first sent us their request for aid and we discovered that the Germans were migrating, we’ve been handicapped by the fact that we know absolutely nothing about them. We don’t know who they are, where they come from, what gods they worship, why they migrated from their homelands in the first place, what sort of social organization they enjoy, how they are led. Most important of all, we don’t know why they keep defeating us and then turning away from Italy, when you wouldn’t have stopped Hannibal or Pyrrhus with a barricade of a million war elephants.”


  His eyes were looking ninety degrees away from Marius, and the last shafts of the sun shone through them from side to side, filling Marius with an uneasy awe; on rare occasions he was struck by a facet of Sulla normally hidden, the facet he thought of as Sulla’s inhumanity, and he didn’t use that word for any of its more accepted connotations. Simply, Sulla could suddenly drop a veil and stand revealed as no man—but no god either—a different invention of the gods than a man. A quality reinforced at this moment, with the sun bound up inside his eyes as if it belonged there.


  “Go on,” said Marius.


  Sulla went on. “Before we left Rome, I bought myself two new slaves. They’ve traveled with me; they’re with me now. One is a Gaul of the Carnutes, the tribe which controls the whole Celtic religion. It’s a strange sort of worship— they believe trees are animate, in that they have spirits, or shades, or something of the kind. Difficult to relate to our own ideas. The other man is a German of the Cimbri, captured in Noricum at the time Carbo was defeated. I keep them isolated from each other. Neither man knows of the other’s existence.”


  “Haven’t you been able to find out about the Germans from your German slave?” asked Marius.


  “Not a thing. He pretends to have no knowledge of who they are or where they come from. My inquiries lead me to believe that this ignorance is a general characteristic in the few Germans we have managed to capture and enslave, though I very much doubt that any other Roman owner has actively tried to obtain information. That is now irrelevant. My purpose in buying my German was to obtain information, but when he proved recalcitrant—and there doesn’t seem to be much point in torturing someone who stands there like a gigantic ox—I had a better idea. Information, Gaius Marius, is usually secondhand. And for our purposes, secondhand isn’t good enough.”


  “True,” said Marius, who knew where Sulla was going now, but had no wish to hurry him.


  “So I began to think that if war with the Germans was not imminent, it behooved us to try to obtain information about them at first hand,” said Sulla. “Both my slaves have been in service to Romans for long enough to have learned Latin, though in the case of the German, it’s a very rudimentary sort of Latin. Interestingly, from my Carnutic Gaul I learned that once away from the Middle Sea and into Long-haired Gaul, the second language among the Gauls is Latin, not Greek! Oh, I don’t mean to imply that the Gauls walk round exchanging Latin quips, only that thanks to contacts between the settled tribes like the Aedui and ourselves— be it in the guise of soldiers or traders—there is an occasional Gaul who has a smattering of Latin, and has learned to read and write. Since their own languages are not written, when they read and write, they do so in Latin. Not in Greek. Fascinating, isn’t it? We’re so used to thinking of Greek as the lingua franca of the world that it’s quite exhilarating to find one part of the world preferring Latin!”


  “Not being either scholar or philosopher, Lucius Cornelius, I must confess to some lack of excitement. However,” said Marius, smiling faintly, “I am extremely interested in finding out about the Germans!”


  Sulla lifted his hands in mock surrender. “Point taken, Gaius Marius! Very well, then. For nearly five months I have been learning the language of the Carnutes of central Long-haired Gaul, and the language of the Cimbric Germans. My tutor in Carnute is far more enthusiastic about the project than my tutor in German—but then, he’s also a brighter specimen.” Sulla stopped to consider that statement, and found himself dissatisfied with it. “My impression that the German is duller may not necessarily be correct. He may be—since the shock of separation from his own kind is far greater than for the Gaul—merely living at a mental remoteness from his present plight. Or, given the luck of the grab bag and the fact that he was foolish enough to let himself be captured in a war his people won, he may just be a dull German.”


  “Lucius Cornelius, my patience is not inexhaustible,” said Marius, not snappishly, more in tones of resignation. “You are showing all the signs of a particularly peripatetic Peripatetic!’’


  “My apologies,” Sulla said with a grin, and turned now to look at Marius directly. The light died out of his eyes, and he seemed once again quite human.


  “With my hair and skin and eyes,” Sulla said crisply, “I can pass very easily for a Gaul. I intend to become a Gaul, and travel into areas where no Roman would dare go. Particularly, I intend to shadow the Germans on their way to Spain, which I gather means the people of the Cimbri for certain, and perhaps the other peoples. I now know enough Cimbric German to at least understand what they say, which is why I will concentrate upon the Cimbri.” He laughed. “My hair actually ought to be considerably longer than a dancing girl’s, but it will have to do for the moment. If I’m quizzed about its shortness, I shall say I had a disease of the scalp, and had to shave it all off. Luckily it grows very fast.”


  He fell silent. For some moments Marius didn’t speak, just put his foot up on a handy log and his elbow on his knee and his chin on his fist. The truth was that he couldn’t think of what to say. Here for months he had been worrying that he was going to lose Lucius Cornelius to the fleshpots of Rome because the campaign was going to be too boring, and all the time Lucius Cornelius was fastidiously working out a plan sure not to be boring. What a plan! What a man! Ulysses had been the first recorded spy, donning the guise of some Trojan nobody and sneaking inside the walls of Ilium to pick up every scrap of information he could—and one of the favorite debates a boy’s grammaticus concocted was whether or not Calchas had defected to the Achaeans because he was genuinely fed up with the Trojans, or because he wanted to spy for King Priam, or because he wanted to sow discord among the kings of Greece.


  Ulysses had had red hair too. Ulysses had been highborn too. And yet—Marius found it impossible to think of Sulla as some latter-day Ulysses. He was his own man, complete and rounded. Just as was his plan. There was no fear in him, so much was plain; he was approaching this extraordinary mission in a businesslike and—and—invulnerable way. In other words, he was approaching it like the Roman aristocrat he was. He harbored no doubts that he would succeed, because he knew he was better than other men.


  Down came the fist, the elbow, the foot. Marius drew a breath, and asked, “Do you honestly think you can do it, Lucius Cornelius? You’re such a Roman! I’m consumed with admiration for you, and it’s a brilliant, brilliant plan. But it will call for you to shed every last trace of the Roman, and I’m not sure any Roman can do that. Our culture is so enormously strong, it leaves ineradicable marks on us. You’ll have to live a lie.”


  One red-gold brow lifted; the corners of the beautiful mouth went down. “Oh, Gaius Marius, I have lived one kind of lie or another all my life!”


  “Even now?”


  “Even now.”


  They turned to commence walking back.


  “Do you intend to go on your own, Lucius Cornelius?” Marius asked. “Don’t you think it might be a good idea to have company? What if you need to send a message back to me urgently, but find you cannot leave yourself? And mightn’t it be a help to have a comrade to serve as your mirror, and you as his?”


  “I’ve thought of all that,” said Sulla, “and I would like to take Quintus Sertorius with me.”


  At first Marius looked delighted, then a frown gathered. “He’s too dark. He’d never pass for a Gaul, let alone a German.”


  “True. However, he could be a Greek with Celtiberian blood in him.” Sulla cleared his throat. “I gave him a slave when we left Rome, as a matter of fact. A Celtiberian of the tribe Illergetes. I didn’t tell Quintus Sertorius what was in the wind, but I did tell him to learn to speak Celtiberian.”


  Marius stared. “You’re well prepared. I approve.”


  “So I may have Quintus Sertorius?”


  “Oh, yes. Though I still think he’s too dark, and I wonder if that fact mightn’t undo you.”


  “No, it will be all right. Quintus Sertorius is extremely valuable to me, and his darkness will, I fancy, turn out to be an asset. You see, Quintus Sertorius has animal magic, and men with animal magic are held in great awe by all barbarian peoples. His darkness will contribute to his shaman-power.”


  “Animal magic? What exactly do you mean?”


  “Quintus Sertorius can summon wild creatures to him. I noticed it in Africa, when he actually whistled up a pard-cat and fondled it. But I only began to work out a role for him on this mission when he made a pet out of the eagle chick he cured, yet didn’t kill its natural wish to be free and wild. So now it lives as it was meant to, yet it still remains his friend, and comes to visit him, and sits on his arm and kisses him. The soldiers reverence him. It is a great omen.”


  “I know,” said Marius. “The eagle is the symbol of the legions, and Quintus Sertorius has reinforced it.”


  They stood looking at the place where six silver eagles upon silver poles ornamented with crowns and phalerae medals and torcs were driven into the ground; a fire in a tripod burned before them, sentries stood to attention, and a togate priest with folds pulled up to cover his head threw incense on the coals in the tripod as he said the sundown prayers.


  “What exactly is the importance of this animal magic?” Marius asked.


  “The Gauls are highly superstitious about the spirits which dwell in all wild things, and so I gather are the Cimbric Germans. Quintus Sertorius will masquerade as a shaman from a Spanish tribe so remote even the tribes of the Pyrenees will not know much about him,” said Sulla.


  “When do you intend to set out?”


  “Very soon now. But I’d prefer it if you told Quintus Sertorius,” said Sulla. “He’ll want to come, but his loyalty to you is complete. So it’s better that you tell him.” He blew through his nostrils. “No one is to know. No one!”


  “I couldn’t agree more,” said Marius. “However, there are three slaves who know a little something, since they’ve been giving you language lessons. Do you want them sold and shipped overseas somewhere?”


  “Why go to so much trouble?” asked Sulla, surprised. “I intended to kill them.”


  “An excellent idea. But you’ll lose money on the deal.”


  “Not a fortune. Call it my contribution to the success of the campaign against the Germans,” said Sulla easily.


  “I’ll have them killed the moment you’re gone.”


  But Sulla shook his head. “No, I’ll do my own dirty work. And now. They’ve taught me and Quintus Sertorius as much as they know. Tomorrow I’ll send them off to Massilia to do a job for me.” He stretched, yawned voluptuously. “I’m good with a bow and arrow, Gaius Marius. And the salt marshes are very desolate. Everyone will simply assume they’ve run away. Including Quintus Sertorius.”


  I’m too close to the earth, thought Marius. It isn’t that I mind sending men to extinction, even in cold blood. To do so is a part of life as we know it, and vexes no god. But he is one of the old patrician Romans, all right. Too far above the earth. Truly a demigod. And Marius found himself turning in his mind to the words of the Syrian prophetess Martha, now luxuriating as an honored guest in his house in Rome. A far greater Roman than he, a Gaius too, but a Julius, not a Marius... Was that what it needed? That semi-divine drop of patrician blood?


  2


  Said Publius Rutilius Rufus in a letter to Gaius Marius dated the end of September:


  Well, Publius Licinius Nerva has nerved himself at last to write to the Senate with complete candor about the situation in Sicily. As senior consul, you are being sent the official dispatches, of course, but you will hear my version first, for I know you’ll choose to read my letter ahead of boring old dispatches, and I’ve cadged a place for my letter in the official courier’s bag.


  But before I tell you about Sicily, it is necessary to go back to the beginning of the year, when—as you know—the House recommended to the People in their tribes that a law should be passed freeing all slaves of Italian Allied nationality throughout our world. But you will not know that it had one unforeseen repercussion— namely, that the slaves of other nationalities, particularly those nations officially designated as Friends and Allies of the Roman People, either assumed that the law referred to them as well, or else were mighty displeased that it did not. This is particularly true of Greek slaves, who form the majority of Sicily’s grain slaves, and also form the majority of slaves of all kinds in Campania.


  In February, the son of a Campanian knight and full Roman citizen named Titus Vettius, aged all of twenty years old, apparently went mad. The cause of his madness was debt; he had committed himself to pay seven silver talents for—of all things!—a Scythian slave girl. But the elder Titus Vettius being a tightwad of the first order, and too old to be the father of a twenty-year-old besides, young Titus Vettius borrowed the money at exorbitant interest, pledging his entire inheritance as collateral. Of course he was as helpless as a plucked chicken in the hands of the moneylenders, who insisted he pay them at the end of thirty days. Naturally he could not, and he did obtain an extension of a further thirty days. But when again he had no hope of paying them, the moneylenders went to his father and demanded their loan—with exorbitant interest. The father refused, and disowned his son. Who went mad.


  The next thing, young Titus Vettius had put on a diadem and a purple robe, declared himself the King of Campania, and roused every slave in the district to rebellion. The father, I hasten to add, is one of the good old-fashioned bulk farmers—treats his slaves well, and has no Italians among them. But just down the road was one of the new bulk farmers, those dreadful men who buy slaves dirt-cheap, chain them up to work, don’t ask questions about their origins, and lock them in ergastulum barracks to sleep. This despicable fellow’s name was Marcus Macrinus Mactator, and he turns out to have been a great friend of your junior colleague in the consulship, our wonderfully upright and honest Gaius Flavius Fimbria.


  The day young Titus Vettius went mad, he armed his slaves by buying up five hundred sets of old show-arms a gladiatorial school was auctioning off, and down the road the little army marched to the well of servile pain run by Marcus Macrinus Mactator. And proceeded to torture and kill Mactator and his family, and free a very large number of slaves, many of whom turned out to be of Italian Allied nationality, and therefore were illegally detained.


  Within no time at all, young Titus Vettius the King of Campania had an army of slaves over four thousand strong, and had barricaded himself into a very well fortified camp atop a hill. And the servile recruits kept pouring in! Capua barred its gates, brought all the gladiatorial schools into line, and appealed to the Senate in Rome for help.


  Fimbria was very vocal about the affair, and mourned the loss of his friend Mactator Slaughterman until the Conscript Fathers were fed up enough to depute the praetor peregrinus, Lucius Licinius Lucullus, to assemble an army and quash the servile uprising. Well, you know what a colossal aristocrat Lucius Licinius Lucullus is! He didn’t take at all kindly to being ordered by a cockroach like Fimbria to clean up Campania.


  And now a mild digression. I suppose you know that Lucullus is married to Metellus Piggle-wiggle’s sister, Metella Calva. They have a pair of sons about fourteen and twelve years of age who are commonly rumored to be extremely promising, and now that Piggle-wiggle’s son, the Piglet, can’t manage to get two words out straight, the whole family is rather pinning its hopes on young Lucius and young Marcus Lucullus. Now stop it, Gaius Marius! I can hear you ho-humming from Rome! All this is important stuff, if only you could be brought to believe it. How can you possibly conduct yourself unscathed through the labyrinth of Roman public life if you won’t bother to learn all the family ramifications and gossip? Lucullus’s wife—who is Piggle-wiggle’s sister—is notorious for her immorality. First of all, she conducts her affairs of the heart in blazingly public fashion, complete with hysterical scenes in front of popular jeweler’s shops, and the occasional attempted suicide by stripping off all her clothes and trying to hop over the wall into the Tiber. But secondly, poor Metella Calva does not philander with men of her own class, and that’s what really hurts our lofty Piggle-wiggle. Not to mention the haughty Lucullus. No, Metella Calva likes handsome slaves, or hulking laborers she picks up on the wharves of the Port of Rome. She is therefore a dreadful burden to Piggle-wiggle and Lucullus, though I believe she is an excellent mother to her boys.


  End of digression. I mention it to sprinkle this whole episode with a little much-needed spice. And to make you understand why Lucullus went off to Campania smarting at having to take orders from precisely the sort of man Metella Calva might well have fancied were he poorer—rougher he could not be! There is something very fishy going on with Fimbria, incidentally. He has struck up a friendship with Gaius Memmius, of all people, and the two of them are as thick as thieves, and a lot of money is changing hands, though for what purpose is unclear.


  Anyway, Lucullus soon cleaned up Campania. Young Titus Vettius was executed, as were his officers and the members of his slave army. Lucullus was commended for his work, and went back to hearing the assizes in places like Reate.But didn’t I tell you some time ago that I had a feeling about those tiny little servile uprisings in Campania last year? My nose was right. First we had Titus Vettius. And now we have a full-scale slave war on our hands in Sicily!


  I have always thought Publius Licinius Nerva looked and acted like a mouse, but who could ever have dreamed that it would be dangerous to send him as praetor-governor to Sicily? He’s so squeaky-meticulous the job should have suited him down to the ground. Scurrying here, scurrying there, laying in his stores for winter, writing copiously detailed accounts with the tip of his tail dipped in ink, whiskers twitching.


  Of course all would have gone well, had it not been for this wretched law about freeing the Italian Allied slaves. Our praetor-governor Nerva scurried off to Sicily and began to manumit the Italians, who number about a quarter of the total grain slaves. And he got started in Syracuse, while his quaestor got started at the other end of the island, in Lilybaeum. It went slowly and precisely, Nerva being Nerva—he did, by the way, evolve an excellent system to catch out slaves claiming to be Italian who were not Italian, by quizzing them in Oscan and local geography of our peninsula. But he published his decree in Latin only, thinking this too would weed out potential imposters. With the result that those reading Greek had to rely upon others to translate, and the confusion grew, and grew, and grew....


  The two weeks at the end of May saw Nerva free some eight hundred Italian slaves in Syracuse, while his quaestor in Lilybaeum marked time, waiting for orders. And there arrived in Syracuse a very angry deputation of grain farmers, all the members of which threatened to do things to Nerva if he went on freeing their slaves that ranged from emasculation to litigation. Nerva panicked at sight of this spitting cat, and shut down his tribunal at once. No more slaves were to be freed. This directive reached his quaestor in Lilybaeum a little too late, unfortunately, for his quaestor had grown tired of waiting, and set up his tribunal in the marketplace. Now, having barely got started, he too shut down. The slaves lined up in the marketplace were quite literally mad with rage, and went home to do murder.


  The result was an outright revolt at the western end of the island. It started with the murder of a couple of wealthy brothers who farmed a huge grain property near Halicyae, and it went on from there. All over Sicily slaves in hundreds and then thousands left their farms, some of them only after murdering their overseers and even their owners, and converged on the Grove of the Palici, which lies, I believe, some forty miles southwest of Mount Aetna. Nerva called up his militia, and thought he had crushed the revolt when he stormed and took an old citadel filled with refugee slaves. So he disbanded his militia, and sent them all to their various homes.


  But the revolt was only just beginning. It flared up next time near Heracleia Minoa, and when Nerva tried to get his militia together again, everyone became extremely deaf. He was forced to fall back on a cohort of auxiliaries stationed at Enna, quite a distance from Heracleia Minoa, but the closest force of any size nonetheless. This time Nerva didn’t win. The whole cohort perished, and the slaves acquired arms.


  While this was going on, the slaves produced a leader, predictably an Italian who had not been freed before Nerva closed down his tribunals. His name is Salvius, and he’s a member of the Marsi. His profession when a free man, it seems, was a snake-charming flute player, and he was enslaved because he was caught playing the flute for women involved in the Dionysiac rites which so worried the Senate a few years ago. Salvius now calls himself a king, but being an Italian, his idea of a king is Roman, not Hellenic. He wears the toga praetexta rather than a diadem, and is preceded by lictors bearing the fasces, complete with axes.


  At the far end of Sicily, somewhere around Lilybaeum, a second slave-king then appeared, a Greek this time, named Athenion, and he too raised an army. Both Salvius and Athenion converged on the Grove of the Palici, and there had a conference. The result of this is that Salvius (who now calls himself King Tryphon) has become the ruler of the whole lot, and has chosen for his headquarters an impregnable place called Triocala, in the lap of the mountains above the coast opposite Africa, about halfway between Agrigentum and Lilybaeum.


  Right at this moment, Sicily is a very Iliad of woes. The harvest is lying trampled into the ground aside from what the slaves harvested to fill their own bellies, and Rome will get no grain from Sicily this year. The cities of Sicily are groaning at the seams to contain the enormous numbers of free refugees who have sought shelter within the safety of walls, and starvation and disease are already stalking the streets. An army of over sixty thousand well-armed slaves—and five thousand slave cavalry—is running wild anywhere it likes from one end of the island to the other, and when threatened, retires to this impregnable fortress of Triocala. They have attacked and taken Murgantia, and all but succeeded in taking Lilybaeum, which fortunately was saved by some veterans who heard about the trouble and sailed across from Africa to help.


  And here comes the ultimate indignity. Not only is Rome looking at a drastic grain shortage, but it very much seems that someone attempted to manipulate events in Sicily to manufacture a grain shortage! The slave uprising has turned what would have been a spurious shortage into a real one, but our esteemed Princeps Senatus, Scaurus, is nose-down on a trail leading, he hopes, to the culprit or culprits. I suspect he suspects our despicable consul Fimbria and Gaius Memmius. Why would a decent and upright man like Memmius ally himself with the likes of Fimbria? Well, yes, I can answer that one, I think. He should have been praetor years ago but has only just got there now, and he doesn’t have the kind of money to run for consul. And when lack of money keeps a man out of the chair he thinks he’s entitled to sit in, he can do many imprudent things.


  Gaius Marius laid the letter down with a sigh, pulled the official dispatches from the Senate toward him, and read those too, comfortably alone, and therefore able to labor aloud over the hopeless fusion of words at the top of his lungs if he so wished. Not that there was any disgrace in it, everyone read aloud; but everyone else was assumed to know Greek.


  Publius Rutilius was right, as always. His own extremely long letter was infinitely more informative than the dispatches, though they contained the text of Nerva’s letter, and were full of statistics. They just weren’t as compelling nor as newsy. Nor could they put a man right in the middle of the picture the way Rutilius did.


  He had no trouble in imagining the consternation in Rome. A drastic grain shortage meant political futures at stake, and a growling Treasury, and aediles scrambling to find alternative sources of grain. Sicily was the breadbasket, and when Sicily didn’t deliver a good harvest, Rome stared famine in the face. Neither Africa nor Sardinia sent half as much grain to Rome as Sicily did. Combined they didn’t! This present crisis would see the People blaming the Senate for sending an inadequate governor to Sicily, and the Head Count would blame both the People and the Senate for their empty bellies.


  The Head Count was not a political body; it was not interested in governing any more than it was interested in being governed. The sum total of its participation in public life was seats at the games and free handouts at the festivals. Until its belly was empty. And then the Head Count was a force to be reckoned with.


  Not that the Head Count got its grain free; but the Senate through its aediles and quaestors made sure the Head Count was sold grain at a reasonable price, even if in times of shortage that meant buying expensive grain and letting it go at the same reasonable price, much to the chagrin of the Treasury. Any Roman citizen resident within Rome could avail himself of the State’s price-frozen grain ration, no matter how rich he was, provided he was willing to join the huge line at the aedile’s desk in the Porticus Minucia and obtain his chits; these, when presented at one of the State granaries lining the Aventine cliffs above the Port of Rome, would permit him to buy his five modii of cheap grain. That few of means bothered was purely convenience; it was so much easier to shop in the grain market of the Velabrum and leave it to the merchants to fetch the grain from the privately owned granaries lining the bottom of the Palatine cliffs on the Vicus Tuscus.


  Knowing himself caught in what could be a precarious political position, Gaius Marius frowned his wonderful eyebrows together. The moment the Senate asked the Treasury to open its cobwebbed vaults to buy in expensive grain for the Head Count, the howling would begin; the chiefs of the tribuni aerarii—the Treasury bureaucrats—would start expostulating that they couldn’t possibly afford to pay out huge sums for grain when a Head Count army six legions strong was currently employed in Gaul-across-the-Alps doing public works! That in turn would shift the onus onto the Senate, which would have to do hideous battle with the Treasury to get the extra grain; and then the Senate would complain to the People that, as usual, the Head Count were a mighty costly nuisance.


  Wonderful! How was he going to get himself elected consul in absentia for a second year in a row, when he led a Head Count army, and Rome was at the mercy of a hungry Head Count? May Publius Licinius Nerva rot! And every grain speculator along with him!


  *


  Only Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus had sensed something wrong ahead of the crisis; with a fresh harvest due, the grain price within Rome normally fell a little at the end of summer. Whereas this year it had steadily risen. The reason seemed apparent; the freeing of the Italian grain slaves would limit the amount of planted grain being harvested. But then the grain slaves had not been freed, and the harvest was predicted normal. At which point, the price should have fallen dramatically. But it didn’t. It kept on rising.


  To Scaurus, the evidence pointed conclusively to a grain manipulation stemming from the Senate, and his own observations pointed to the consul Fimbria and the urban praetor Gaius Memmius, who had been desperately raising money throughout the spring and summer. To buy grain cheaply and sell it at an enormous profit, Scaurus concluded.


  And then came the news of the slave uprising in Sicily. Whereupon Fimbria and Memmius began frantically selling everything they owned aside from their houses on the Palatine and sufficient land to ensure that they remained on the senatorial census. Therefore, Scaurus deduced, whatever the nature of their business venture might have been, it could not have had anything to do with the grain supply.


  His reasoning was specious, but pardonably so; had the consul and the urban praetor been involved in the escalation of the grain price, they would now be sitting back picking their teeth contentedly rather than chasing their tails to find the cash to pay back loans. No, not Fimbria and Memmius! He must look elsewhere.


  After Publius Licinius Nerva’s letter confessing the extent of the crisis in Sicily reached Rome, Scaurus began to hear one senatorial name bruited about among the grain merchants; his sensitive proboscis smelled fresher—and gamier—game than the false scent of Fimbria and Memmius. Lucius Appuleius Saturninus. The quaestor for the port of Ostia. Young and new to the Senate, but holding the most sensitive position a new young senator could, if he was interested in grain prices. For the quaestor at Ostia supervised grain shipment and storage, knew and conversed with everybody involved with the whole gamut of the grain supply, was privy to all kinds of information well ahead of the rest of the Senate.


  Further investigations convinced Scaurus that he had found his culprit, and he struck his blow for the good name of the Senate at a meeting of that body early in October. Lucius Appuleius Saturninus was the prime mover behind the premature rise in the price of grain which had prevented the Treasury’s acquiring additional stocks for the State granaries at anything like a reasonable price, said Scaurus Princeps Senatus to a hushed House. And the House had found its scapegoat; amid great indignation, the senators voted overwhelmingly to dismiss Lucius Appuleius Saturninus from his post as quaestor, thereby depriving him of his seat in the House, and leaving him open to massive prosecutions for extortion.


  Summoned from Ostia to appear in the House, Saturninus could do little more than deny Scaurus’s charges. Of actual proof there was none—either for or against—and that meant the issue boiled down to which one of the men involved was more worthy of being believed.


  “Give me proof I am implicated!” cried Saturninus.


  “Give me proof you are not implicated!” sneered Scaurus.


  And naturally the House believed its Princeps Senatus, for Scaurus on the trail of wrongdoing was above reproach, everyone knew it. Saturninus was stripped of everything.


  But he was a fighter, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus. In age he was exactly right for the job of quaestor and a new senatorial seat, being thirty; which in turn meant that no one really knew much about him, since he had not starred in a great courtroom drama as a youth, and had not shone out luminously during his military apprenticeship, and came from a senatorial family originating in Picenum. Little choice did he have about losing his post as quaestor, or his seat in the Senate; he could not even protest when the House turned around and gave his beloved job in Ostia to none other than Scaurus Princeps Senatus for the rest of the year! But he was a fighter.


  No one in Rome believed him innocent. Wherever he went he was spat upon, jostled, even stoned, and the outside wall of his house was smothered in graffiti—PIG, PEDERAST, ULCER, WOLFSHEAD, MONSTER, PENIS GOBBLER, and other slurs jostled each other for prominence on the plastered surface. His wife and his young daughter were ostracized, and spent most of their days in tears. Even his servants looked askance at him, and were slow to respond whenever he made a request, or—temper tried—barked an order.


  His best friend was a relative nobody, Gaius Servilius Glaucia. Some years older than Saturninus, Glaucia enjoyed mild fame as an advocate in the courts and a brilliant legal draftsman; but he did not enjoy the distinction of being a patrician Servilius, nor even an important plebeian Servilius. Save for his reputation as a lawyer, Glaucia was about on a par with another Gaius Servilius who had made money and scrambled into the Senate on the edge of his patron Ahenobarbus’s toga; this other plebeian Servilius, however, had not yet acquired a cognomen, where “Glaucia” was quite a respectable one, for it referred to the family’s beautiful grey-green eyes.


  They were a good-looking pair, Saturninus and Glaucia, the one very dark indeed, the other very fair, each in the best physical mould of his type. The basis for their friendship was an equal sharpness of mind and depth of intellect, as well as the avowed purpose of reaching the consulship and ennobling their families forever. Politics and lawmaking fascinated them, which meant they were eminently suited to the kind of work their birth made mandatory.


  “I’m not beaten yet,” said Saturninus to Glaucia, mouth set hard. “There’s another way back into the Senate, and I am going to use it.”


  “Not the censors,” said Glaucia.


  “Definitely not the censors! No, I shall stand for election as a tribune of the plebs,” said Saturninus.


  “You’ll never get in.” Glaucia was not being unduly gloomy, just realistic.


  “I will if I can find myself a powerful enough ally.”


  “Gaius Marius.”


  “Who else? He’s got no love for Scaurus or Numidicus or any of the Policy Makers,” Saturninus said. “I’m sailing for Massilia in the morning to explain my case to the only man who might be prepared to listen to me, and to offer him my services.”


  Glaucia nodded. “Yes, it’s a good tactic, Lucius Appuleius. After all, you have nothing to lose.” A thought occurring to him, he grinned. “Think of the fun you can have making old Scaurus’s life a misery when you’re a tribune of the plebs!’’


  “No, he’s not the one I want!” said Saturninus scornfully. “He acted as he saw fit; I can’t quarrel with that. Someone deliberately set me up as a decoy, and that’s the someone I want. And if I’m a tribune of the plebs, I can make his life a misery. That is, if I can find out who it was.”


  “You go to Massilia and see Gaius Marius,” said Glaucia. “In the meantime, I’ll start work on the grain culprit.”


  In the autumn it was possible to sail to the west, and Lucius Appuleius Saturninus had a good passage to Massilia. From there he journeyed on horseback to the Roman camp outside Glanum, and sought an audience with Gaius Marius.


  It had not been a gross exaggeration on Marius’s part to tell his senior staff that he planned to build another Carcasso, though this was a wood-and-earth version of Carcasso’s stone. The hill upon which the vast Roman camp stood bristled with fortifications; Saturninus appreciated at once that a people like the Germans, unskilled in siege, would never be able to take it, even if they stormed it with every man they had at their disposal.


  “ But,” said Gaius Marius as he took his unexpected guest upon a tour of the dispositions, “it isn’t really here to protect my army, you know. It’s here to delude the Germans into thinking it is.”


  This man isn’t supposed to be subtle! thought Saturninus, suddenly appreciating the quality of Gaius Marius’s intellect. If anyone can help me, he can.


  They had taken a spontaneous liking to each other, sensing a kindred ruthlessness and determination, and perhaps a certain un-Roman iconoclasm. Saturninus was profoundly glad to discover that—as he had hoped—he had beaten the news of his disgrace from Rome to Glanum. However, it was difficult to tell how long he might have to wait to unfold his tale of disaster, for Gaius Marius was the commander-in-chief of a mighty enterprise, and his life, including his debatable leisure, was not his own for many moments at a stretch.


  Expecting a crowded dining room, Saturninus was surprised to discover that he and Manius Aquillius were the only two who would share Gaius Marius’s meal.


  “Is Lucius Cornelius in Rome?” he asked.


  Unperturbed, Marius helped himself to a stuffed egg. “No, he’s off on a special job,” he said briefly.


  Understanding that there was no point in concealing his plight from Manius Aquillius, who had conclusively proven himself Marius’s man the previous year—and who would be bound to get letters from Rome with all the tittle-tattle in them—Saturninus embarked upon his story as soon as the meal was over. The two men listened in silence until it was done, not interrupting with even a single question, which made Saturninus feel that he must have outlined events with clarity and logic.


  Then Marius sighed. “I’m very glad you came in person to see me,” he said. “It lends considerable strength to your case, Lucius Appuleius. A guilty man might have resorted to many ploys, but not that of coming to see me in person. I am not deemed a gullible man. Nor is Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, for that matter. But, like you, I think whoever had investigated this tortuous situation would have been led by a series of illusions to you. After all, as quaestor at Ostia, you’re a perfect decoy.”


  “If the case against me falls down anywhere, Gaius Marius, it is in the fact that I don’t have the kind of money to buy grain in bulk,” Saturninus said.


  “True, but it doesn’t automatically exonerate you, either,” Marius said. “You could as easily have done it for a very big bribe, or taken out a loan.”


  “Do you think I did?”


  “No. I think you’re the victim, not the perpetrator.”


  “So do I,” said Manius Aquillius. “It’s too simple.”


  “Then will you help me secure election as a tribune of the plebs?” asked Saturninus.


  “Oh, certainly,” said Marius without hesitation.


  “I shall reciprocate in whatever way I can.”


  “Good!” said Marius.


  After which things happened in a hurry. Saturninus had no time to waste, as the tribunician elections were scheduled for early November, and he had to get back to Rome in time to have himself declared a candidate and line up the support Marius had promised him. So, armed with a bulky packet of letters from Marius to various people in Rome, Saturninus set off toward the Alps in a fast gig drawn by four mules, and with a purse large enough to make sure he could hire animals along the way as good as the four which started him on his journey.


  As he was leaving, an extraordinary trio came in on foot through the camp’s main gates. Three Gauls. Barbarian Gauls! Never having set eyes upon a barbarian in his life, Saturninus gaped. One was apparently the prisoner of the other two, for he was manacled. Oddly enough, he was less barbaric in his garb and appearance than the other two! A medium-sized fellow, fairish but not spectacularly so, his hair worn long but cut like a Greek, clean-shaven, clad in the trousers of a Gaul and in a Gallic coat of hairy wool bearing a faint and complicated check in its weave. The second fellow was very dark, but he wore a towering headdress of black feathers and golden wire which proclaimed him some Celtiberian outlander—and little else by way of clothing, displaying instead a body bulging with muscles. The third man was obviously the leader, a true barbarian Gaul, the bare skin of his chest white as milk yet weathered, his trousers bound with thongs like a German or one of the mythical Belgae; long red-gold hair hung down his back, long red-gold moustaches fell one on either side of his mouth, and around his neck he wore a massive dragon-headed tore of what looked like real gold.


  The gig started to move; as he swept by the little group at even closer quarters, Saturninus encountered the cold white gaze of the leader, and shivered in spite of himself. Now he was a complete barbarian!


  *


  The three Gauls continued on up the slope inside the camp’s main gates, challenged by no one until they reached the duty officer’s table under the shelter of the awning outside the general’s substantial timber house.


  “Gaius Marius, please,” said the leader in flawless Latin.


  The duty officer didn’t even blink. “I’ll see if he’s receiving,” he said, getting up. Within a moment he was out again. “The general says to go in, Lucius Cornelius.” he said, smiling widely.


  “Smart,” said Sertorius under his breath as he brushed past the duty officer with waggling headdress. “Just keep your mouth shut about this, hear me?”


  When he set eyes upon his two lieutenants, Marius stared as intently at them as had Saturninus, but with less amazement.


  “About time you came home,” he said to Sulla, grasping his hand warmly, then reaching to greet Sertorius.


  “We’re not here for very long,” said Sulla, jerking his captive forward. “All we came back to do was deliver you a gift for your triumphal parade. Meet King Copillus of the Volcae Tectosages, the same who connived at the annihilation of Lucius Cassius’s army at Burdigala.”


  “Ah!” Marius looked the prisoner over. “Doesn’t look much like a Gaul, does he? You and Quintus Sertorius look far more impressive.”


  Sertorius grinned; Sulla answered.


  “Well, with his capital at Tolosa, he’s been exposed to civilization for a long time. He speaks Greek well, and he’s probably only about half Gallic in his thinking. We caught him outside Burdigala.”


  “Is he really worth so much trouble?” Marius asked.


  “You’ll think so when I tell you,” said Sulla, smiling in his most tigerish fashion. “You see, he has a curious tale to tell—and he can tell it in a tongue Rome understands.”


  Arrested by the look on Sulla’s face, Marius stared at King Copillus more closely. “What tale?”


  “Oh, about ponds once full of gold. Gold that was loaded into Roman wagons and sent down the road from Tolosa to Narbo during the time when a certain Quintus Servilius Caepio was proconsul. Gold that mysteriously disappeared not far from Carcasso, leaving a cohort of Roman soldiers dead along the road, with their arms and armor stripped from them. Copillus was near Carcasso when that gold disappeared—after all, the gold was rightfully in his charge, according to his way of thinking. But the party of men who took the gold south into Spain was far too large and well armed to attack, for Copillus had only a few men with him. The interesting thing is that there was a Roman survivor— Furius, the praefectus fabrum. And a Greek freedman survivor—Quintus Servilius Bias. But Copillus wasn’t near Malaca several months later as the wagons full of gold rolled into a fish factory owned by one of Quintus Servilius Caepio’s clients, nor was he near Malaca when the gold sailed away to Smyrna labeled ‘Garum of Malaca, on Consignment for Quintus Servilius Caepio.’ But Copillus has a friend who has a friend who has a friend who well knows a Turdetanian bandit named Brigantius, and according to this Brigantius, he was hired to steal the gold and get it to Malaca. By the agents of none other than Quintus Servilius Caepio, namely Furius and the freedman Bias, who paid Brigantius with the wagons, the mules—and six hundred sets of good Roman arms and armor, taken from the men Brigantius killed. When the gold went east, Furius and Bias went with it.”


  Never before, thought Sulla, have I seen Gaius Marius looking utterly stunned, even when he read the letter that said he was elected consul in absentia—that just winded him, whereas this tries his credulity.


  “Ye gods!” Marius whispered. “He wouldn’t dare!”


  “He dared, all right,” said Sulla contemptuously. “What matter that the price was six hundred good Roman soldier lives? After all, there were fifteen thousand talents of gold in those wagons! It turns out that the Volcae Tectosages do not regard themselves as the owners of the gold, only as its guardians. The wealth of Delphi, Olympia, Dodona, and a dozen other smaller sanctuaries, which the second Brennus took as the property of all the Gallic tribes. So now the Volcae Tectosages are accursed, and King Copillus doubly accursed. The wealth of Gaul is gone.”


  His shock evaporating, Marius now looked more at Sulla than at Copillus. It was a little story told in richly ringing tones, yes, but more than that; it was a little story told by a Gallic bard, not by a Roman senator.


  “You are a great actor, Lucius Cornelius,” he said.


  Sulla looked absurdly pleased. “My thanks, Gaius Marius.”


  “But you’re not staying? What about the winter? You’d be more comfortable here.” Marius grinned. “Especially young Quintus Sertorius, if he’s got no more in his clothes chest than a feathered crown.”


  “No, we’re off again tomorrow. The Cimbri are milling around the foothills of the Pyrenees, with the local tribesmen throwing every last thing they can find to throw down on them from every ledge, crag, rock, and cliff. The Germans seem to have a fascination for alps! But it’s taken Quintus Sertorius and me all these months to get close to the Cimbri—we’ve had to establish our identities with half of Gaul and Spain, it seems,” said Sulla.


  Marius poured out two cups of wine, looked at Copillus, and poured a third, which he handed to the prisoner. As he gave Sertorius his drink, he eyed his Sabine relative up and down gravely. “You look like Pluto’s rooster,” he said.


  Sertorius took a sip of the wine and sighed blissfully. “Tusculan!” he said, then preened. “Pluto’s rooster, eh? Well, better that than Proserpina’s crow.”


  “What news do you have of the Germans?” Marius asked.


  “In brief—I’ll tell you more over dinner—very little. It’s too early yet to be able to give you information about where they come from, or what drives them. Next time. I’ll get back well ahead of any move they might make in the direction of Italy, never fear. But I can tell you where they all are at this very moment. The Teutones and the Tigurini, Marcomanni, and Cherusci are trying to cross the Rhenus into Germania, while the Cimbri are trying to cross the Pyrenees into Spain. I don’t think either group will succeed,” said Sulla, putting down his cup. “Oh, that wine was good!”


  Marius called for his duty officer. “Send me three reliable men, would you?” he asked. “And see if you can find comfortable quarters for King Copillus here. He’ll have to be locked up, unfortunately, but only until we can get him away to Rome.”


  “I wouldn’t put him in Rome,” said Sulla thoughtfully, when the duty officer had departed. “In fact, I’d be very quiet about where I did put him, anyway.”


  “Caepio? He wouldn’t dare!” said Marius.


  “He purloined the gold,” said Sulla.


  “All right, we’ll put the King in Nersia,” said Marius briskly.’ ‘Quintus Sertorius, has your mother got any friends who wouldn’t mind housing the King for a year or two? I’ll make sure the money’s good.”


  “She’ll find someone,” said Sertorius confidently.


  “What a piece of luck!’’ crowed Marius. “I never thought we’d get the evidence to send Caepio into well-deserved exile, but King Copillus is it. We’ll keep it very quiet until we’re all back in Rome after the Germans are beaten, then we’ll arraign Caepio on charges of extortion and treason!”


  “Treason?” asked Sulla, blinking. “Not with the friends he’s got in the Centuries!”


  “Ah,” said Marius blandly, “but friends in the Centuries can’t help him when he’s tried in a special treason court manned only by knights.”


  “What are you up to, Gaius Marius?” Sulla demanded.


  “I’ve got myself two tribunes of the plebs for next year!’’ said Marius triumphantly.


  “They mightn’t get in,” said Sertorius prosaically.


  “They’ll get in!” said Marius and Sulla in chorus.


  Then all three laughed, and the prisoner continued to stand with great dignity, pretending he could understand their Latin, and waiting for whatever was to befall him next.


  At which point Marius remembered his manners and shifted the conversation from Latin to Greek, drawing Copillus warmly into the group, and promising that his chains would soon be struck off.
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  “Do you know, Quintus Caecilius,” said Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus to Metellus Numidicus, “I am thoroughly enjoying my stint as the quaestor of Ostia? Here I am, fifty-five years old, bald as an egg, lines on my face so deep my barber can’t give me a really clean shave anymore—and I’m feeling like a boy again! Oh, and the ease with which one solves the problems! At thirty, they loomed like insurmountable alps—I remember it well. At fifty-five, they’re piddling little cobblestones.”


  Scaurus had come back to Rome for a special meetingof the Senate convened by the praetor urbanus Gaius Memmius to discuss a matter of some concern regarding Sardinia; the junior consul, Gaius Flavius Fimbria, was indisposed—-a common occurrence these days, it seemed to many.


  “Did you hear the rumor?” asked Metellus Numidicus as the two of them strolled up the steps of the Curia Hostilia and passed inside; the herald had not yet summoned the House to convene, but most senators who arrived early didn’t bother waiting outside—they went straight in and continued their talk until the meeting started with the convening magistrate offering a sacrifice and prayers.


  “What rumor?” asked Scaurus a little inattentively; his mind these days tended to be absorbed with the grain supply.


  “Lucius Cassius and Lucius Marcius have clubbed together and intend to put it to the Plebeian Assembly that Gaius Marius be allowed to stand for consul again—in absentia, no less!”


  Scaurus stopped a few feet short of where his personal attendant had set up his stool in its customary front-rank position next to the stool of Metellus Numidicus, and with Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus on his other side. His eyes rested on Numidicus’s face, wide with shock.


  “They wouldn’t dare!” he said.


  “Oh yes they would! Can you imagine it? A third term as consul is unprecedented—it’s to make the man a long-term dictator! Why else on those rare occasions when Rome needed a dictator was the term of a dictator limited to six months, if not to make sure that the man holding the office got no inflated idea of his own supremacy? And now, here we are with this—this—peasant making up his own rules as he goes along!” Metellus Numidicus was spitting in rage.


  Scaurus sank down onto his stool like an old man. “It’s our own fault,” he said slowly. “We haven’t had the courage of our predecessors and rid ourselves of this noxious mushroom! Why is it that Tiberius Gracchus and Marcus Fulvius and Gaius Gracchus were eliminated, where Gaius Marius survives? He ought to have been cut down years ago!”


  Metellus Numidicus shrugged. “He’s a peasant. The Gracchi and Fulvius Flaccus were noblemen. Noxious mushroom is the right way to describe him—he pops up somewhere overnight, but by the time you arrive to weed him out, he’s gone somewhere else.”


  “It has to stop!” cried Scaurus. “No one can be elected to the consulship in absentia, let alone twice running! That man has tampered in more ways with Rome’s traditions of government than any man in the entire history of the Republic. I am beginning to believe that he wants to be King of Rome, not the First Man in Rome.”


  “I agree,” said Metellus Numidicus, sitting down. “But how can we rid ourselves of him, I ask you? He’s never here for long enough to assassinate!”


  “Lucius Cassius and Lucius Marcius,” said Scaurus in tones of wonder. “I don’t understand! They’re noblemen from the finest, oldest plebeian families! Can’t someone appeal to their sense of fitness, of—of—decency?”


  “Well, we all know about Lucius Marcius,” said Metellus Numidicus. “Marius bought up all his debts; he’s solvent for the first time in his rather revolting life. But Lucius Cassius is different. He’s become morbidly sensitive about the People’s opinion of incompetent generals like his late father, and morbidly aware of Marius’s reputation among the People. I think he thinks that if he’s seen helping Marius rid us of the Germans, he’ll retrieve his family’s reputation.”


  “Humph!” was all Scaurus said to this piece of theorizing.


  Further discussion was impossible; the House convened, and Gaius Memmius—looking very haggard these days, and in consequence handsomer than ever—rose to speak.


  “Conscript Fathers,” he said, a short document in his hand, “I have received a letter from Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo in Sardinia. It was addressed to me rather than to our esteemed consul Gaius Flavius because, as urban praetor, it is my duty to supervise the law courts of Rome.”


  He paused to glare fiercely at the back ranks of senators, and contrived to appear almost ugly; the back ranks of senators got the message, and put on their most attentive expressions.


  “To remind those of you at the back who hardly ever bother to honor this House with your presence, Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo is quaestor to the governor of Sardinia, who—to remind you!—is Titus Annius Albucius this year. Now do we all understand these complicated relationships, Conscript Fathers?” he asked, voice dripping sarcasm.


  There was a general mumble, which Memmius took as assent.


  “Good!” he said. “Then I shall read out Gnaeus Pompeius’s letter to me. Are we all listening?”


  Another mumble.


  “Good!” Memmius unfurled the paper in his hand and held it out before him, then began to read with a clear, crisp diction no one afterward could have faulted.


  “I write, Gaius Memmius, to request that I be allowed to prosecute Titus Annius Albucius, governor propraetore of our province of Sardinia, immediately upon our return to Rome at the end of the year. As the House is aware, one month ago Titus Annius reported that he had succeeded in stamping out brigandage in his province, and requested an ovation for his work. His request for an ovation was refused, and rightly so. Though some nests of these pernicious fellows were eradicated, the province is by no means free of brigands. But the reason I wish to prosecute the governor lies in his un-Roman conduct after he learned that his request for an ovation had been denied. Not only did he refer to the members of the Senate as a pack of unappreciative irrumatores, but he proceeded—at great expense—to celebrate a mock triumph through the streets of Carales! I regard his actions as threats to the Senate and People of Rome, and his triumph as treasonous. In fact, so strongly do I feel that I am adamant no one other than myself shall conduct the prosecution. Please answer me in good time.”


  Memmius laid the letter down amid a profound silence. “I would appreciate an opinion from the learned Leader of the House, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus,” he said, and sat down.


  His lined face grim, Scaurus walked to the middle of the floor. “How strange,” he began, “that I was speaking of matters not unlike this just before the House convened. Of matters indicating the erosion of our time-honored systems of government and personal conduct in government. In recent years, this august body composed of Rome’s greatest men has suffered the loss not only of its power, but of its dignity as Rome’s senior arm in government. We—Rome’s greatest men!—are no longer permitted to direct the path Rome treads. We—Rome’s greatest men!—have become used to the People—fickle, untrained, greedy, thoughtless, part-time and good-time amateur politicians at best—have become used to the People grinding our faces into the mud! We—Rome’s greatest men!—are held of no account! Our wisdom, our experience, the distinction of our families over the many generations since the founding of the Republic, all have ceased to matter. Only the People matter. And I say to you, Conscript Fathers, that the People are not qualified to govern Rome!”


  He turned toward the open doors, and threw his voice in the direction of the well of the Comitia. “What segment of the People runs the Plebeian Assembly?” he bellowed. “The men of the Second and Third and even Fourth Classes—minor knights ambitious to run Rome like their businesses, shopkeepers and smallholding farmers, even artisans grown large enough to run ‘multiple sculpturals,’ as I saw one yard describe itself! And men who call themselves advocates, but who must hawk for clients among the bucolic and the imbecilic, and men who call themselves agents, but can never quite describe what they are agents for! Their private activities bore them, so they frequent the Comitia flattering themselves that they in their precious tribes can run Rome better than we in our Curiate exclusivity! Political cant dribbles off their tongues as noisome and lumpy as vomit, and they prate of entertaining this or that tribune of the plebs, and applaud when senatorial prerogatives are handed over to the knights! They are middlemen, these fellows! Neither great enough to belong to the First Class of the Centuries, nor lowly enough to mind their own business like the Fifth Class and the Head Count! I say to you again, Conscript Fathers, that the People are not qualified to govern Rome! Too much power has been accorded to them, and in their overweening arrogance—aided and abetted, I might add, by sundry members of this House when tribunes of the plebs!—they now presume to ignore our advice, our directives, and our persons!”


  This, everyone recognized, was going to be one of Scaurus’s more memorable speeches; his own secretary and several other scribes were busy scribbling his words down verbatim, and he was speaking slowly enough to make sure his words were properly recorded.


  “It is high time,” he went on sonorously, “that we of the Senate reversed this process. It is high time that we showed the People that they are the juniors in our joint governing venture!” He drew a breath, and spoke conversationally. “Of course the origins of this erosion of senatorial power are easy to pinpoint. This august body has admitted too many parvenus, too many noxious mushrooms, too many New Men into its senior magistracies. What does the Senate of Rome honestly mean to a man who had to wipe the pig-shit off his face before he came to Rome to try his political luck? What does the Senate of Rome mean to a man who is at best a half Latin from the Samnite borderlands—who rode into his first consulship on the skirts of a patrician woman he bought! And what does the Senate of Rome mean to a cross-eyed hybrid from the Celt-infested hills of northern Picenum?”


  Naturally Scaurus was going to attack Marius, that was to be expected; but his approach was tangential enough to be refreshing, and the House felt itself properly rebuked. So the House listened on in a spirit of interest as well as duty.


  “Our sons, Conscript Fathers,” said Scaurus sadly, “are timid creatures, growing up in a political atmosphere which suffocates the Senate of Rome even as it breathes life into the People of Rome. How can we expect our sons to lead Rome in their turn, when the People cow them? I say to you—if you have not already begun, today you must begin to educate your sons to be strong for the Senate, and merciless to the People! Make them understand the natural superiority of the Senate! And make them prepared to fight to maintain that natural superiority!”


  He had moved away from the doors, and now addressed his speech to the tribunes’ bench, which was full. “Can anyone tell me why a member of this august House would deliberately set out to undermine it? Can anyone? Because it happens all the time! There they sit, calling themselves senators—members of this august House!—yet also calling themselves tribunes of the plebs! Serving two masters these days! I say, let them remember they are senators first, and tribunes of the plebs only after that. Their real duty toward the plebs is to educate the plebs in a subordinate role. But do they do that? No! Of course they don’t! Some of these tribunes remain loyal to their rightful order, I acknowledge, and I commend them highly. Some, as is always the way in the annals of men, accomplish nothing for Senate or for People, too afraid that if they sit to either end of the tribunes’ bench, the rest will get up, and they will be tipped on the ground and turn themselves into laughingstocks. But some, Conscript Fathers, deliberately set out to undermine this august body, the Senate of Rome. Why? What could possibly lead them to destroy their own order?”


  The ten on the bench sat in various attitudes which clearly reflected their political attitudes: the loyal senatorial tribunes were glowing, upright, smug; the men on the middle of the bench wriggled a little, and kept their eyes on the floor; and the active tribunes sat with eyes and faces hard, defiant, impenitent.


  “I can tell you why, fellow senators,” said Scaurus, voice oozing contempt. “Some allow themselves to be bought like pinchbeck gewgaws on a cheap market stall—those men we all understand! But others have more subtle reasons, and of these men the first was Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus. I speak of the kind of tribune of the plebs who sees in the plebs a tool to further his own ambitions, the kind of man who craves the status of the First Man in Rome without earning it among his peers, as Scipio Aemilianus did, and Scipio Africanus, and Aemilius Paullus, and—if I may beg your collective pardon for my presumption—Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus! We have borrowed a word from the Greeks to describe the Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus style of tribune of the plebs: we call them demagogues. However, we do not use it in precisely the way that the Greeks do. Our demagogues don’t bring the whole city into the Forum screaming for blood, and tear down senators bodily from the steps of the Curia, and work their will through mass violence. Our demagogues content themselves with inflaming the habitual frequenters of the Comitia, and work their will through legislation. Oh, there is violence from time to time, but more often than not, it is we of the Senate who have had to resort to violence to re-establish the status quo. For our demagogues are legislators and legal draftsmen, more subtle, more vindictive, more dangerous by far than simple inciters of riots! They corrupt the People to further their own ambitions. And that, Conscript Fathers, is beneath contempt. Yet every day it is done, and every day it grows more prevalent. The shortcut to power, the easy road to pre-eminence.”


  He broke off, took a turn about the floor, clutched the massive folds of his purple-bordered toga with his left hand as they fell forward over his left shoulder and cuddled into his neck, flexed his bare right arm so it could continue to emphasize his words by gestures.


  “The shortcut to power, the easy road to pre-eminence,” he repeated sonorously. “Well, we all know these men, don’t we? first among them is Gaius Marius, our esteemed senior consul, who I hear is about to have himself elected consul yet again, and yet again in absentia! By our wish? No! Through the medium of the People, of course! How else could Gaius Marius have got where he is today, except through the medium of the People? Some of us have fought him, and fought him tooth and nail, and fought him to exhaustion, and fought him with every legal weapon in our constitutional arsenal! To no avail. Gaius Marius has the support of the People, the ear of the People, and pours money into the purses of some of the tribunes of the plebs. In this day and age, those are enough. Rich as Croesus, he can buy what he cannot get any other way. Such is Gaius Marius. But it is not Gaius Marius I rose to discuss. You will forgive me, Conscript Fathers, for allowing my emotions to carry me too far from the main thrust of my oration.’’


  He walked back to his original position, and turned to face the dais whereon sat the curule magistrates, and addressed his remarks to Gaius Memmius.


  “I rose to speak about another upstart, a less noticeable sort of upstart than Gaius Marius. The sort of upstart who claims ancestors in the Senate, and can speak good Greek, and has been educated, and lives in his home with a vastness of power ensuring that his eyes have never rested upon pig-shit—if, that is, his eyes could see anything at all! Not a Roman of the Romans, for all he claims otherwise. I speak of the quaestor Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo, deputed by this august House to serve the governor of Sardinia, Titus Annius Albucius.


  “Now who is this Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo? A Pompey, who claims blood relationship to the Pompeys in this House for some generations, though it would be interesting to discover just how close the blood links are. Rich as Croesus, half of northern Italy in his clientship, a king inside the borders of his own lands. That’s who is this Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo.”


  Scaurus’s voice rose to a roar. “Members of the Senate, what is this august body coming to, when a brand-new senator in the guise of a quaestor has the temerity and the—the—crossness to indict his superior? How short of young Roman men are we, that we cannot put Roman arses on a mere three hundred seats? I—am—scandalized! Does this Pompey Cross-eyes really possess so little education in the niceties of behavior expected from a member of the Senate that he could even dream of indicting his superior? What is the matter with us, that we are letting the likes of this Pompey Cross-eyes put his uncouth arse on a senatorial stool? And what is the matter with him, that he could do such a thing? Ignorance and lack of breeding, that’s what’s the matter with him! Some things, Conscript Fathers, are just—not—done! Things like indicting one’s superior or one’s close relatives, including relatives by marriage. Not done! Crass—bovine—ill-mannered—underbred—presumptuous—stupid—our Latin language does not possess sufficient scathing epithets whereby to catalogue the shortcomings of such a noxious mushroom as this Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo, this Pompey Cross-eyes!”


  A voice came from the tribunes’ bench. “Are you inferring, Marcus Aemilius, that Titus Annius Albucius is to be lauded for his behavior?” asked Lucius Cassius.


  The Princeps Senatus drew himself up like a cobra, and just as venomously. “Oh, grow up, Lucius Cassius!” he said. “The issue here is not Titus Annius. Naturally he will be dealt with in the appropriate manner, which in his case is prosecution. If he is found guilty, he will incur the proper punishment the law prescribes. The issue here is protocol, politesse, etiquette—in plain words, Lucius Cassius, manners. Our noxious mushroom Pompey Cross-eyes is guilty of a flagrant breach of manners!’’


  He faced the House. “I move, Conscript Fathers, that Titus Annius Albucius answer charges of a treasonable nature—but that the praetor urbanus shall at the same time write a very stiff letter to the quaestor Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo informing him that, one, under no circumstances will he be permitted to prosecute his superior, and that, two, he has the manners of a boor.”


  The House voted with a flourishing flapping of hands, making a Division unnecessary.


  “I think, Gaius Memmius,” said Lucius Marcius Philippus in a nasal drawl of vastly aristocratic superiority (he was smarting at Scaurus’s inference that Marius had bought his services), “that the House should at this time appoint a prosecutor to deal with the case of Titus Annius Albucius.”


  “Do I hear any objections?” asked Memmius, looking around.


  No one objected.


  “Very well, let it be tabled that the House will appoint a prosecutor in the case of the State versus Titus Annius Albucius. Do I hear any names?” asked Memmius.


  “Oh, my dear praetor urbanus, there is only one possible name!” said Philippus, still drawling.


  “Then speak it, Lucius Marcius.”


  “Why, our learned young man of the courts Caesar Strabo,” said Philippus. “I mean, let us not utterly deprive Titus Annius of the sensation that he is being hounded by a voice from his past! I do think his prosecutor must be cross-eyed!”


  The House fell about laughing, Scaurus hardest of all; and when the hilarity died down, voted unanimously to appoint the cross-eyed young Gaius Julius Caesar Strabo— youngest brother of Catulus Caesar and Lucius Caesar—as Titus Annius Albucius’s prosecutor. And in so doing, revenged itself tellingly upon Pompey Strabo. When Pompey Strabo received the Senate’s stiff letter (plus a copy of Scaurus’s speech, thrown in by Gaius Memmius to rub salt into the wound), he got the message. And vowed that one day he would have all those high-and-mighty aristocrats on the hop, needing him more than he needed them.


  *


  Fight strenuously though they did, neither Scaurus nor Metellus Numidicus could swing enough votes in the Plebeian Assembly to avert the nomination of Gaius Marius as a candidate for the consulship in absentia. Nor could they sway the Centuriate Assembly, for the Second Class of voters was still smarting at Scaurus’s inference during his memorable speech that they were mere middlemen, and as reprehensible as the Third and Fourth Classes. The Centuriate Assembly gave Gaius Marius a continued mandate to stop the Germans, and would not hear of any other man’s taking his place. Elected senior consul for the second time in a row, Gaius Marius was the man of the hour, and might without fear of contradiction claim to be the First Man in Rome.


  “But not primus inter pares—first among equals,” said Metellus Numidicus to young Marcus Livius Drusus, returned to the law courts after his short-lived military career of the year before. They had encountered each other in front of the urban praetor’s tribunal, where Drusus was standing with his friend and brother-in-law, Caepio Junior.


  “I am afraid, Quintus Caecilius,” said Drusus without an ounce of apology in his tone, “that for once I did not subscribe to the thinking of my peers. I voted for Gaius Marius—yes, that stops you in your tracks, doesn’t it? Not only did I vote for Gaius Marius, but I prevailed upon most of my friends and all my clients to vote for him as well.”


  “You’re a traitor to your class!” snapped Numidicus.


  “Not at all, Quintus Caecilius. You see, I was at Arausio,” said Drusus quietly. “I saw at first hand what can happen when senatorial exclusivity overcomes the dictates of good sound Roman common sense. And I say to you flatly that if Gaius Marius was as cross-eyed as Caesar Strabo, as crass as Pompey Strabo, as lowborn as a laborer in the Port of Rome, as vulgar as the knight Sextus Perquitienus—still I would have voted for him! I do not believe we have another military man of his caliber, and I will not countenance placing a consul over him who would treat him as Quintus Servilius Caepio treated Gnaeus Mallius Maximus!”


  And Drusus walked away with great dignity, leaving Metellus Numidicus staring after him openmouthed.


  “He’s changed,” said Caepio Junior, who still followed Drusus about, but with less enthusiasm since their return from Gaul-across-the-Alps. “My father says that if Marcus Livius isn’t careful, he’ll turn into a demagogue of the worst kind.”


  “He couldn’t!” cried Metellus Numidicus. “Why, his father the censor was Gaius Gracchus’s most obdurate foe— young Marcus Livius has been brought up in the most conservative way!”


  “Arausio changed him,” maintained Caepio Junior. “Maybe it was the blow to his head—that’s what my father thinks, anyway. Ever since he came back, he’s stayed as thick as thieves with the Marsic fellow Silo he befriended after the battle.” He snorted. “Silo comes down from Alba Fucentia and lords it around Marcus Livius’s house as if he owns it, and they sit for hours and hours talking, and they never ask me to join in.”


  “A regrettable affair, Arausio,” said Metellus Numidicus, laboring a little, since he was passing these remarks to the son of the man who had incurred most of the blame.


  Caepio Junior escaped as soon as he could, and walked home conscious of a vague dissatisfaction which had wrapped him round from the time—oh, he didn’t know really, but somewhere about the time he had married Drusus’s sister, and Drusus had married his sister. There was no reason why he should feel this way; he just did. And things had changed so since Arausio! His father wasn’t the same man either; one moment he would be chuckling gleefully at a joke Caepio Junior didn’t understand, the next moment he would be down in the depths of despair at the swelling tide of public resentment for Arausio, and only moments later he would be shouting in rage at the injustice of it all—what he meant by “it all” Caepio Junior had not been able to work out.


  Nor could Caepio Junior’s feelings about Arausio ever be free from guilt; while Drusus and Sertorius and Sextus Caesar and even that Silo fellow lay on the field given up for dead, he had run away across the river like a kicked cur, no less anxious to survive than the least Head Count raw recruit in his legion. Naturally this had never been spoken to anyone, even his father; it was Caepio Junior’s awful secret. Yet every day when he met Drusus, he wondered what Drusus suspected.


  His wife, Livia Drusa, was in her sitting room, her infant daughter on her knee, for she had just finished breast-feeding the mite. As always, his advent produced a smile, and that should have warmed him. But it never did. Her eyes were at odds with the rest of her face, for no smile ever reached inside them, and no interest ever flared out of them. Whenever she spoke to him or listened to him speaking, Caepio Junior was aware that her eyes never looked into his, even for a moment. And yet, no man was ever blessed with a nicer, more accommodating wife. She was never too tired or unwell to receive his sexual advances, nor did she object to any sexual request he made of her. Of course at such times he couldn’t see her eyes; how then could he know so positively they held not a scrap of pleasure?


  A more perceptive and intelligent man would have gently taxed Livia Drusa with these things, but Caepio Junior tended to put it all down to his own imagination, having too little imagination to understand he lacked it. Mentally acute enough to know there was something radically wrong, he was not mentally acute enough to make the correct assumptions. Certainly it never occurred to him that she didn’t love him, though before they married he had been sure she positively disliked him. But that had been his imagination. For she could not have disliked him, when she had proven a model Roman wife. Therefore—she must love him.


  His daughter, Servilia, was an object rather than a human creature to Caepio Junior, disappointed that he hadn’t been dowered with a son. So now he sat down while Livia Drusa gave the baby a few rubs on the back, then handed her over to her Macedonian nursemaid.


  “Did you know that your brother actually voted for Gaius Marius in the consular elections?” he asked.


  Livia Drusa’s eyes widened. “No. Are you sure?”


  “He said so today, to Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus. While I was there. Waffled on about being at Arausio. Oh, I wish my father’s enemies would let that die a natural death!”


  “Give it time, Quintus Servilius.”


  “It’s getting worse,” said Caepio Junior despondently.


  “Are you in to dinner?”


  “No, on my way out again, actually. Going to eat at Lucius Licinius Orator’s house. Marcus Livius will be there too.”


  “Oh,” said Livia Drusa flatly.


  “Sorry, did mean to tell you this morning. Just forgot,” said her husband, getting up. “You don’t mind, do you?”


  “No, of course not,” said Livia Drusa tonelessly.


  Of course she did mind, not because she craved her husband’s company, but because a little forethought on his part might have saved both money and effort in the kitchen. They lived with Caepio the father, who was forever complaining about the size of the household bills, and forever blaming Livia Drusa for not being a more careful housekeeper. It never occurred to Caepio the father any more than it did to his son that neither of them bothered to apprise her of their movements, and so every day she was obliged to make sure a proper dinner was prepared, even if no one turned up to eat it, and it went back almost untouched to slide down the gullets of Caepio the father’s ecstatic slaves.


  “Domina, shall I take the baby back to the nursery?” the Macedonian girl asked.


  Livia Drusa started out of her reverie, nodded. “Yes,” she said, not even giving the child a glance in passing as the maid carried her off. That she was breast-feeding her daughter was not out of any consideration for the welfare of baby Servilia; it was because she knew while ever she gave the baby her milk, she would not conceive again.


  She didn’t care for baby Servilia very much; every time she looked at the mite, she saw a miniature copy of the mite’s father—short legs, a darkness so dark it was disquieting, a dense coat of black hair along spine, arms and legs, and a shock of coarse black head hair which grew low down on the forehead and the back of the neck like an animal’s pelt. To Livia Drusa, little Servilia possessed no virtues whatsoever. She didn’t even attempt to list the baby’s assets, which were by no means contemptible, for she had a pair of black eyes so big and dark that they promised great beauty later on, and the tiniest rosebud of a mouth, still and secretive, another harbinger of beauty.


  The eighteen months of her marriage had not reconciled Livia Drusa to her fate, though never once did she disobey her brother Drusus’s orders; her courtesy and demeanor were perfect. Even in the midst of her frequent sexual encounters with Caepio Junior, she behaved impeccably. Luckily her high birth and status precluded an ardent response; Caepio Junior would have been appalled if she had moaned in ecstasy or thrown herself around in the bed as if she enjoyed herself in the manner of a mistress. All she was obliged to do, she did in the manner her wifehood dictated—flat on her back, no fancy hipwork, a suitable meed of warmth, and unassailable modesty. Oh, but it was difficult! More difficult than any other aspect of her life, for when her husband touched her she wanted to scream rape and violation, and vomit in his face.


  There was no room in her to pity Caepio Junior, who in actual fact had never really done anything to deserve the passionate revulsion she felt for him. By now, he and her brother Drusus had merged indissolubly into a single vast and threatening presence capable of reducing her to far worse circumstances; hideously afraid of them, she moved on day by day toward death aware that she was never going to know what it was like to live.


  Worst of all was her geographical exile. The Servilius Caepio house was on the Circus Maximus side of the Palatine, looked across to the Aventine, and had no houses below it, just a steep and rocky cliff. There were no more chances to stand on Drusus’s loggia watching the balcony of the house underneath for a glimpse of her red-haired Odysseus.


  And Caepio the father was a singularly unpleasant man who grew steadily more unpleasant as time went on; he didn’t even have a wife to lighten Livia Drusa’s burden, though so remote was he and so remote was her relationship with his son that she never found the courage to ask either of them whether the wife/mother was alive or dead. Of course Caepio the father’s temper was tried more and more as time went on because of his part in the disaster at Arausio. First he had been stripped of his imperium, then the tribune of the plebs Lucius Cassius Longinus had succeeded in passing a law stripping his seat in the Senate from him, and now hardly a month went by without some enterprising would-be crowd pleaser trying to prosecute him on thinly veiled treason charges. Virtually confined to his house by the virulent hatred of the People and his own lively sense of self-preservation, Caepio the father spent a good deal of his time watching Livia Drusa—and criticizing her remorselessly.


  However, she didn’t help matters by doing some very silly things. One day her father-in-law’s mania for watching her made her so angry that she marched out into the middle of the peristyle-garden where no one could overhear what she said, and began to talk to herself aloud. The moment the slaves began to gather beneath the colonnade and whisper debates as to what she might be doing, Caepio the father erupted out of his study with a face like flint.


  Down the path he came and stood over her fiercely. “What do you think you’re doing, girl?” he demanded.


  Her big dark eyes opened guilessly wide. “I’m reciting the lay of King Odysseus,” she said.


  “Well, don’t!” snarled her father-in-law. “You’re making a spectacle of yourself! The servants are saying you’ve gone off your head! If you must recite Homer, then do it where people can hear it’s Homer! Though why you’d want to beats me.”


  “It passes the time,” she said.


  “There are better ways to pass the time, girl. Set up your loom, or sing to your baby, or do whatever else women do. Go on, go on, go away!”


  “I don’t know what women do, Father,” she said, getting to her feet. “What do women do?”


  “Drive men insane!” he said, went back into his study and shut the door with a snap.


  After that she went even further, for she took Caepio the father’s advice and set up her loom. The only trouble was, she began to weave the first of a whole series of funeral dresses, and as she worked she talked very loudly to an imaginary King Odysseus, pretending that he hadbeen away for years and she was weaving funeral dresses to stave off the day when she must choose a new husband; every so often she would pause in her monologue and sit with head cocked to one side, as if she were listening to someone speak.


  This time Caepio the father sent his son to find out what was the matter.


  “I’m weaving my funeral dress,” she said calmly, “and trying to find out when King Odysseus is coming home to rescue me. He will rescue me, you know. One day.”


  Caepio Junior gaped. “Rescue you? What are you talking about, Livia Drusa?”


  “I never set foot outside this house,” she said.


  Flinging his hands up, Caepio Junior made a small sound of exasperation. “Well, what’s to stop you going out if you want to, for Juno’s sake?”


  Her jaw dropped; she could think of nothing to say except “I don’t have any money.”


  “You want money? I’ll give you money, Livia Drusa! Just stop worrying my father!” cried Caepio Junior, goaded from two directions. “Go out whenever you want! Buy whatever you want!”


  Face wreathed in smiles, she walked across the room and kissed her husband on the cheek. “Thank you,” she said, and meant it so sincerely that she actually hugged him.


  It had been as easy as that! All those years of enforced isolation were gone. For it had not occurred to Livia Drusa that in passing from the authority of her brother to the authority of her husband and his father, the rules might have changed a little.


  4


  When Lucius Appuleius Saturninus was elected a tribune of the plebs, his gratitude to Gaius Marius knew no bounds. Now he could vindicate himself! Nor was he completely without allies, as he soon discovered; one of the other tribunes of the plebs was a client of Marius’s from Etruria, one Gaius Norbanus, who had considerable wealth but no senatorial clout because he had no senatorial background. And there was a MarcusBaebius, one of the ever-tribuning Baebius clan who were justly notorious for their bribe taking; he might be bought if it proved necessary.


  Unfortunately the opposite end of the tribunes’ bench was occupied by three formidably conservative opponents. On the very end of the bench was Lucius Aurelius Cotta, son of the dead consul Cotta, nephew of the ex-praetor Marcus Cotta, and half brother of Aurelia, the wife of young Gaius Julius Caesar. Next to him sat Lucius Antistius Reginus, of respectable but not spectacular background, and rumored to be a client of the consular Quintus Servilius Caepio, therefore faintly smeared with Caepio’s odium. The third man was Titus Didius, a very efficient and quiet man whose family had originally hailed from Campania, and who had made himself a considerable reputation as a soldier.


  Those in the middle of the bench were very humble tribunes of the plebs, and seemed to think that their chief role throughout the coming year was going to be keeping the opposite ends of the bench from tearing each other’s throats out. For indeed there was no love lost between the men Scaurus would have apostrophized as demagogues and the men Scaurus commended for never losing sight of the fact that they were senators before they were tribunes of the plebs.


  Not that Saturninus was worried. He had swept into office at the top of the college, followed closely by Gaius Norbanus, which gave the conservatives notice that the People had lost none of their affection for Gaius Marius—and that Marius had thought it worthwhile to spend a great deal of his money buying votes for Saturninus and Norbanus. It was necessary that Saturninus and Norbanus strike swiftly, for interest in the Plebeian Assembly waned dramatically after some three months of the year had gone by; this was partly due to boredom on the part of the People, and partly due to the fact that no tribune of the plebs could keep up the pace for longer than three months. The tribune of the plebs spent himself early, like Aesop’s hare, while the old senatorial tortoise kept plodding on at the same rate.


  “All they’ll see is my dust,” Saturninus said to Glaucia as the tenth day of the month of December drew near, the day upon which the new college would enter office.


  “What’s first?” asked Glaucia idly, a little put out that he, older than Saturninus, had not yet found the opportunity to seek election as a tribune of the plebs.


  Saturninus grinned wolfishly. “A little agrarian law,” he said, “to help my friend and benefactor Gaius Marius.”


  With great care in his planning and through the medium of a magnificent speech, Saturninus tabled for discussion a law to distribute the ager Africanus insularum, reserved in the public domain by Lucius Marcius Philippus one year before; it was now to be divided among Marius’s Head Count soldiers at the end of their service in the legions, at the rate of a hundred iugera per man. Oh, how he enjoyed it! The howls of approbation from the People, the howls of outrage from the Senate, the fist that Lucius Cotta raised, the strong and candid speech Gaius Norbanus made in support of his measure.


  “I never realized how interesting the tribunate of the plebs can be,” he said after the contio meeting was dissolved, and he and Glaucia dined alone at Glaucia’s house.


  “Well, you certainly had the Policy Makers on the defensive,” said Glaucia, grinning at the memory. “I thought Metellus Numidicus was going to rupture a blood vessel!”


  “A pity he didn’t.” Saturninus lay back with a sigh of content, eyes roaming reflectively over the patterns sooty smoke from lamps and braziers had made on the ceiling, which was badly in need of new paint. “Odd how they think, isn’t it? Even breathe the words ‘agrarian bill’ and they’re up in arms, yelling about the Brothers Gracchi, horrified at the idea of giving something away for nothing to men without the wit to acquire anything. Even the Head Count doesn’t approve of giving something away for nothing!”


  “Well, it’s a pretty novel concept to all right-thinking Romans, really,” said Glaucia.


  “And after they got over that, they started to yell about the huge size of the allotments—ten times the size of a smallholding in Campania, moaned the Policy Makers. You’d think they’d know without being told that an island in the African Lesser Syrtis isn’t one tenth as fertile as the worst smallholding in Campania, nor the rainfall one tenth as reliable,” said Saturninus.


  “Yes, but the debate was really about so many thousands of new clients for Gaius Marius, wasn’t it?” asked Glaucia. “That’s where the shoe actually pinches, you know. Every retired veteran in a Head Count army is a potential client for his general—especially when his general has gone to the trouble of securing him a piece of land for his old age. He’s beholden! Only he doesn’t see that it’s the State that is his true benefactor, since the State has to find the land. He thanks his general. He thanks Gaius Marius. And that’s what the Policy Makers are up in arms about.’’


  “Agreed. But fighting it isn’t the answer, Gaius Servilius. The answer is to enact a general law covering all Head Count armies for all time—ten iugera of good land to every man who completes his time in the legions—say, fifteen years? Twenty, even? Given irrespective of how many generals the soldier serves under, or how many different campaigns he sees.”


  Glaucia laughed in genuine amusement. “That’s too much like good sound common sense, Lucius Appuleius! And think of the knights a law like that would alienate. Less land for them to lease—not to mention our esteemed pastoralist senators!”


  “If the land was in Italy, I’d see it,” said Saturninus. “But the islands off the coast of Africa? I ask you, Gaius Servilius! Of what conceivable use are they to these dogs guarding their stinking old bones? Compared to the millions of iugera Gaius Marius gave away in the name of Rome along the Ubus and the Chelif and around Lake Tritonis— and all to exactly the same men currently screaming!—this is a pittance!”


  Glaucia rolled his long-lashed grey-green eyes, lay flat on his back, flapped his hands like a stranded turtle his flippers, and started to laugh again. “I liked Scaurus’s speech best, though. He’s clever, that one. The rest of them don’t matter much apart from their clout.” He lifted his head and stared at Saturninus. “Are you prepared for tomorrow in the Senate?” he asked.


  “I believe so,” said Saturninus happily. “Lucius Appuleius returns to the Senate! And this time they can’t throw me out before my term in office is finished! It would take the thirty-five tribes to do that, and they won’t do that.


  Whether the Policy Makers like it or not, I’m back inside their hallowed portals as angry as a wasp—and just as nasty.”


  He entered the Senate as if he owned it, with a sweeping obeisance to Scaurus Princeps Senatus, and flourishes of his right hand to each side of the House, which was almost full, a sure sign of a coming battle. The outcome, he decided, did not matter very much, for the arena in which the real conflict would be decided lay outside the Curia Hostilia’s doors, down in the well of the Comitia; this was brazening-it-out day, the disgraced grain quaestor transmogrified into the tribune of the plebs, a bitter surprise indeed for the Policy Makers.


  And for the Conscript Fathers of the Senate he took a new tack, one he fully intended to present later in the Plebeian Assembly; this would be a trial run.


  “Rome’s sphere of influence has not been limited to Italy for a very long time,” he said. “All of us know the trouble King Jugurtha caused Rome. All of us are forever grateful to the esteemed senior consul, Gaius Marius, for settling the war in Africa so brilliantly—and so finally. But how can we in Rome today guarantee the generations to come that our provinces will be peaceful and their fruits ours to enjoy? We have a tradition concerning the customs of peoples not Roman, though they live in our provinces—they are free to pursue their religious practices, their trade practices, their political practices. Provided these pursuits do not hamper Rome, or offer a threat to Rome. But one of the less desirable side effects of our tradition of noninterference is ignorance. Not one of our provinces further from Italy than Italian Gaul and Sicily knows enough about Rome and Romans to favor co-operation over resistance. Had the people of Numidia known more about us, Jugurtha would never have managed to persuade them to follow him. Had the people of Mauretania known more about us, Jugurtha would never have managed to persuade King Bocchus to follow him.”


  He cleared his throat; the House was taking it well so far—but then, he hadn’t reached his conclusion. Now he did. “Which brings me to the matter of the ager Africanus insularum. Strategically these islands are of little importance. In size they are modest. None of us here in this House will miss them. They contain no gold, no silver, no iron, no exotic spices. They are not particularly fertile when compared to the fabulous grainlands of the Bagradas River, where quite a few of us here in this House own properties, as do many knights of the First Class. So why not give them to Gaius Marius’s Head Count soldiers upon their retirement? Do we really want close to forty thousand Head Count veterans frequenting the taverns and alleys of Rome? Jobless, aimless, penniless after they’ve spent their tiny shares of the army’s booty? Isn’t it better for them — and for Rome! — to settle them on the ager Africanus insularum? For, Conscript Fathers, there is one job left that they in their retirement can do. They can bring Rome to the province of Africa! Our language, our customs, our gods, our very way of life! Through these brave and cheerful expatriate Roman soldiers, the peoples of Africa Province can come to understand Rome better, for these brave and cheerful expatriate Roman soldiers are ordinary — no richer, no brighter, no more privileged than many among the native peoples they will mingle with on a day-to-day basis. Some will marry local girls. All will fraternize. And the result will be less war, greater peace.”


  It was said persuasively, reasonably, without any of the grander periods and gestures of Asianic rhetoric, and as he warmed to his peroration Saturninus began to believe that he would make them, the pigheaded members of this elite body, see at last where the vision of men like Gaius Marius — and himself! — would lead their beloved Rome.


  And when he moved back to his end of the tribunes’ bench, he sensed nothing in the silence to gainsay his conviction. Until he realized that they were waiting. Waiting for one of the Policy Makers to point the way. Sheep. Sheep, sheep, sheep. Wretched woolly pea-brained sheep.


  “May I?” asked Lucius Caecilius Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus of the presiding magistrate, the junior consul, Gaius Flavius Fimbria.


  “You have the floor, Lucius Caecilius,” said Fimbria.


  He took the floor, his anger, well concealed until that moment, breaking the bounds of control with the sudden flare of tinder. “Rome is exclusive!” he trumpeted, so loudly that some of the listeners jumped. “How dare any Roman elevated to membership of this House propose a program aimed at turning the rest of the world into imitation Romans?”


  Dalmaticus’s normal pose of superior aloofness had vanished; he swelled up, empurpled, the veins beneath his plump pink cheeks no darker than those selfsame cheeks. And he trembled, he vibrated almost as quickly as the wings of a moth, so angry was he. Fascinated, awed, every last man present in the House sat forward to listen to a Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus no one had ever dreamed existed.


  “Well, Conscript Fathers, we all know this particular Roman, don’t we?” he brayed. “Lucius Appuleius Saturninus is a thief—an exploiter of food shortages—an effeminate vulgarity—a polluter of little boys who harbors filthy lusts for his sister and his young daughter—a puppet manipulated by the Arpinate dollmaster in Gaul-across-the-Alps—a cockroach out of Rome’s vilest stew—a pimp—a pansy—a pornographer—the creature on the end of every verpa in town! What does he know of Rome, what does his peasant dollmaster from Arpinum know of Rome? Rome is exclusive! Rome cannot be tossed to the world like shit to sewers, like spit to gutters! Are we to endure the dilution of our race through hybrid unions with the raggle-taggle women of half a hundred nations? Are we in the future to journey to places far from Rome and have our Roman ears defiled by a bastard Latin argot? Let them speak Greek, I say! Let them worship Serapis of the Scrotum or Astarte of the Anus! What does that matter to us? But we are to give them Quirinus? Who are the Quirites, the children of Quirinus? We are! For who is this Quirinus? Only a Roman can know! Quirinus is the spirit of the Roman citizenship; Quirinus is the god of the assembly of Roman men; Quirinus is the unconquered god because Rome has never been conquered—and never will be conquered, fellow Quirites!”


  The whole House erupted into screaming cheers; while Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus staggered to his stool and almost fell onto it, men wept, men stamped their feet, men clapped until their hands were numb, men turned to each other with the tears streaming down their faces, and embraced.


  But so much emotion uncontained spent itself like sea foam on basaltic rock, and when the tears dried and the bodies ceased to shake, the men of the Senate of Rome found themselves with nothing more to give that day, and dragged their leaden feet home to live again in dreams that one magical moment when they actually saw the vision of faceless Quirinus rear up to throw his numinous toga over them as a father over his truehearted and unfailingly loyal sons.


  The House was nearly empty when Crassus Orator, Quintus Mucius Scaevola, Metellus Numidicus, Catulus Caesar, and Scaurus Princeps Senatus recollected themselves enough to break off their euphoric conversation and think about following in the footsteps of the rest. Lucius Caecilius Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus was still sitting on his stool, back straight, hands folded in his lap as neatly as a well-bred girl’s. But his head had fallen forward, chin on chest, the thinning wisps of his greying hair blowing gently in a little breeze through the open doors.


  “Brother of mine, that was the greatest speech I have ever heard!” cried Metellus Numidicus, putting his hand out to squeeze Dalmaticus’s shoulder.


  Dalmaticus sat on, and did not speak or move; only then did they discover he was dead.


  “It’s fitting,” said Crassus Orator. “I’d die a happy man to think I gave my greatest speech on the very threshold of death.”


  *


  But not the speech of Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus nor the passing of Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus nor all the ire and power of the Senate could prevent the Plebeian Assembly from passing Saturninus’s agrarian bill into law. And the tribunician career of Lucius Appuleius Saturninus was off to a resounding start, a curious compound of infamy and adulation.


  “I love it,” said Saturninus to Glaucia over dinner late in the afternoon of the day the agrarian lex Appuleia was voted into law. They often did dine together, and usually at Glaucia’s house; Saturninus’s wife had never properly recovered from the awful events following Scaurus’s denunciation of Saturninus when the quaestor at Ostia. “Yes, I do love it! Just think, Gaius Servilius, I might have had quite a different kind of career if it hadn’t been for that nosy old mentula, Scaurus.”


  “The rostra suits you, all right,” said Glaucia, eating hot-house grapes. “Maybe there is something shapes our lives after all.”


  Saturninus snorted. “Oh, you mean Quirinus!”


  “You can sneer if you want. But I maintain that life is a very bizarre business,” said Glaucia. “There’s more pattern and less chance to it than there is in a game of cottabus.”


  “What, no element of Stoic or Epicure, Gaius Servilius? Neither fatalism nor hedonism? You’d better be careful, or you might confound all the old Greek killjoys who maintain so loudly that we Romans will never produce a philosophy we didn’t borrow from them,” laughed Saturninus.


  “Greeks are. Romans do. Take your pick! I never met a man yet who managed to combine both states of being. We’re the opposite ends of the alimentary canal, we Greeks and Romans. Romans are the mouth—we shove it in. Greeks are the arsehole—they shove it out. No disrespect to the Greeks intended, simply a figure of speech,” said Glaucia, punctuating his statement by popping grapes into the Roman end of the alimentary canal.


  “Since one end has no job to do without the contributions of the other, we’d better stick together,” said Saturninus.


  Glaucia grinned. “There speaks a Roman!” he said.


  “Through and through, despite Metellus Dalmaticus’s saying I’m not one. Wasn’t that a turnup for the books, the old fellator up and dying so very timely? If the Policy Makers were more enterprising, they might have made an undying example of him. Metellus Dalmaticus—the New Quirinus!” Saturninus swirled the lees in his cup and tossed them expertly onto an empty plate; the splatter they made was counted according to the number of arms radiating out of the central mass. “Three,” he said, and shivered. “That’s the death number.”


  “And where’s our Skeptic now?” gibed Glaucia.


  “Well, it’s unusual, only three.”


  Glaucia spat expertly, and destroyed the form of the splash with three grape seeds. “There! Three done in by three!”


  “We’ll both be dead in three years,” said Saturninus.


  “Lucius Appuleius, you’re a complete contradiction! You are as white as Lucius Cornelius Sulla, and with far less excuse. Come, it’s only a game of cottabus!” said Glaucia, and changed the subject. “I agree, life on the rostra is far more exciting than life as a darling of the Policy Makers. It’s a great challenge, politically manipulating the People. A general has his legions. A demagogue has nothing sharper than his tongue.” He chuckled. “And wasn’t it a pleasure to watch the crowd chase Marcus Baebius from the Forum this morning, when he tried to interpose his veto?”


  “A sight to cure sore eyes!” grinned Saturninus, the memory banishing ghostly fingers, three or thirty-three.


  “By the way,” said Glaucia with another abrupt change of subject, “have you heard the latest rumor in the Forum?”


  “That Quintus Servilius Caepio stole the Gold of Tolosa himself, you mean?” asked Saturninus.


  Glaucia looked disappointed. “Dis take you, I thought I’d got in first!”


  “I had it in a letter from Manius Aquillius,” Saturninus said. “When Gaius Marius is too busy, Aquillius writes to me instead. And I confess I don’t repine, since he’s a far better man of letters than the Great Man.”


  “From Gaul-across-the-Alps? How do they know?”


  “That’s where the rumor began. Gaius Marius has acquired a prisoner. The King of Tolosa, no less. And he alleges that Caepio stole the gold—all fifteen thousand talents of it.”


  Glaucia whistled. “Fifteen thousand talents! Mazes the mind, doesn’t it? A bit much, though—I mean, everyone understands that a governor is entitled to his perquisites, but more gold than there is in the Treasury? A trifle excessive, surely!”


  “True, true. However, the rumor will work very well for Gaius Norbanus when he brings his case against Caepio, won’t it? The story of the gold will be around the whole city in less time than it takes Metella Calva to lift her dress for a lusty gang of navvies.”


  “I like your metaphor!” said Glaucia. And suddenly he looked very brisk. “Enough of this idle chatter! You and I have work to do on treason bills and the like. We can’t afford to let anything go unnoticed.”


  The work Saturninus and Glaucia did on treason bills and the like was as carefully planned and co-ordinated as any grand military strategy. They intended to remove treason trials from the province of the Centuries and the impossible sequence of dead ends and stone walls this entailed; after which, they intended to remove extortion and bribery trials from the control of the Senate by replacing the senatorial juries with juries composed entirely of knights.


  “First, we have to see Norbanus convict Caepio in the Plebeian Assembly on some permissible charge—as long as the charge isn’t worded to say treason, we can do that right now, with popular feeling running so high against Caepio because of the stolen gold,” said Saturninus.


  “It’s never worked before in the Plebeian Assembly,” said Glaucia dubiously. “Our hot-headed friend Ahenobarbus tried it when he charged Silanus with illegally causing a war against the Germans—no mention of treason there! But the Plebeian Assembly still threw the case out. The problem is that no one likes treason trials.”


  “Well, we keep working on it,” said Saturninus. “In order to get a conviction out of the Centuries, the accused has to stand there and say out of his own mouth that he deliberately connived at ruining his country. And no one is fool enough to say that. Gaius Marius is right. We have to clip the wings of the Policy Makers by showing them that they’re not above either moral reproach or the law. And we can only do that in a body of men who are not senators.”


  “Why not pass your new treason law at once, then try Caepio in its special court?” asked Glaucia. “Yes, yes, I know the senators will squeal like trapped pigs—don’t they always?”


  Saturninus grimaced. “We want to live, don’t we? Even if we do only have three more years, that’s better than dying the day after tomorrow!”


  “You and your three years!”


  “Look,” Saturninus persevered, “if we can actually get Caepio convicted in the Plebeian Assembly, the Senate will take the hint we’re aiming to give it—that the People are fed up with senators sheltering fellow senators from just retribution. That there’s not one law for senators and another for everybody else. It’s time the People woke up! And I’m the boy to administer the whack that will wake them up. Since this Republic began, the Senate has gulled the People into believing that senators are a better breed of Roman, entitled to do and say whatever they want. Vote for Lucius Tiddlypuss—his family gave Rome her first consul! And does it matter that Lucius Tiddlypuss is a self-seeking gold-hungry incompetent? No! Lucius Tiddlypuss has the family name, and the family tradition of service in Rome’s public sphere. The Brothers Gracchi were right. Take the courts away from the Lucius Tiddlypuss cohort by giving them to the knights!”


  Glaucia was looking thoughtful. “Something has just occurred to me, Lucius Appuleius. The People are at least a responsible and well-educated lot. Pillars of Roman tradition. But—what if one day someone starts talking about the Head Count the way you’re talking about the People?”


  Saturninus laughed. “As long as their bellies are full, and the aediles put on a good show at the games, the Head Count are happy. To make the Head Count politically conscious, you’d have to turn the Forum Romanum into the Circus Maximus!”


  “Their bellies aren’t quite as full as they ought to be this winter,” said Glaucia.


  “Full enough, thanks to none other than our revered Leader of the House, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus himself. You know, I don’t mourn the fact that we’ll never persuade Numidicus or Catulus Caesar to see things our way, but I can’t help thinking it a pity we’ll never win Scaurus over,” said Saturninus.


  Glaucia was gazing at him curiously. “You never have held it against Scaurus for throwing you out of the House, have you?”


  “No. He did what he thought was right. But one day, Gaius Servilius, I’ll find out who the real culprits were, and then—they’ll wish they had as easy a time of it as Oedipus!’’ said Saturninus savagely.


  *


  Early in January the tribune of the plebs Gaius Norbanus arraigned Quintus Servilius Caepio in the Plebeian Assembly on a charge that was phrased as “the loss of his army.”


  Feelings ran high from the very beginning, for by no means all of the People were opposed to senatorial exclusivity, and the Senate was there in its full plebeian numbers to fight for Caepio. Long before the tribes were called upon to vote, violence flared and blood flowed. The tribunes of the plebs Titus Didius and Lucius Aurelius Cotta stepped forward to veto the whole procedure, and were hauled down from the rostra by a furious crowd. Stones flew viciously, clubs cracked around ribs and legs; Didius and Lucius Cotta were manhandled out of the Comitia well and literally forced by the pressure of the throng into the Argiletum, then kept there. Bruised and shocked though they were, they tried screaming their vetos across a sea of angry faces, but were shouted down again and again.


  The rumor about the Gold of Tolosa had tipped the balance against Caepio and the Senate, there could be no doubt of it; from Head Count clear to First Class, the whole city shrieked imprecations at Caepio the thief, Caepio the traitor, Caepio the self-seeker. People—women included—who had never evinced any kind of interest in Forum or Assembly events came to see this man Caepio, a criminal on a scale hitherto unimaginable; there were debates about how high the mountain of gold bricks must have been, how heavy, how many. And the hatred was a tangible presence, for no one likes to see a single individual make off with money deemed the property of everyone. Especially so much money.


  Determined the trial would proceed, Norbanus ignored the peripheral turmoil, the brawls, the chaos when habitual Assembly attenders impinged upon the crowds who had come solely to see and abuse Caepio, standing on the rostra amid a guard of lictors deputed to protect him, not detain him. The senators whose patrician rank meant they could not participate in the Plebeian Assembly were clustered on the Curia Hostilia steps hectoring Norbanus, until a segment of the crowd began to pelt them with stones. Scaurus fell, inanimate, bleeding from a wound on his head. Which didn’t stop Norbanus, who continued the trial without even pausing to discover whether the Princeps Senatus was dead or merely unconscious.


  The voting when it came was very fast; the first eighteen of the thirty-five tribes all condemned Quintus Servilius Caepio, which meant no more tribes were called upon to vote. Emboldened by this unprecedented indication of the degree of hatred felt for Caepio, Norbanus then asked the Plebeian Assembly to impose a specific sentence by vote— a sentence so harsh that every senator present howled a futile protest. Again the first eighteen tribes chosen by lot all voted the same way, to visit dreadful punishment upon Caepio. He was stripped of his citizenship, forbidden fire and water within eight hundred miles of Rome, fined fifteen thousand talents of gold, and ordered confined in the cells of the Lautumiae under guard and without speech with anyone, even the members of his own family, until his journey into exile began.


  Amid shaking fists and triumphant yells that he was not going to get the chance to see his brokers or his bankers and bury his personal fortune, Quintus Servilius Caepio, ex-citizen of Rome, was marched between his guard of lictors across the short distance between the well of the Comitia and the tumbledown cells of the Lautumiae.


  Thoroughly satisfied with the final events of what had been a deliciously exciting and unusual day, the crowds went home, leaving the Forum Romanum to the tenure of a few men, all senatorial in rank.


  The ten tribunes of the plebs were standing in polarized groups: Lucius Cotta, Titus Didius, Marcus Baebius, and Lucius Antistius Reginus huddled gloomily together, the four middlemen looked helplessly from their left to their right, and an elated Gaius Norbanus and Lucius Appuleius Saturninus talked with great animation and much laughter to Gaius Servilius Glaucia, who had strolled over to congratulate them. Not one of the ten tribunes of the plebs still wore his toga, torn away in the melee.


  Marcus Aemilius Scaurus was sitting with his back against the plinth of a statue of Scipio Africanus while Metellus Numidicus and two slaves tried to stanch the blood flowing freely from a cut on his temple; Crassus Orator and his boon companion (and first cousin) Quintus Mucius Scaevola were hovering near Scaurus, looking shaken; the two shocked young men Drusus and Caepio Junior were standing on the Senate steps, shepherded by Drusus’s uncle Publius Rutilius Rufus, and by Marcus Aurelius Cotta; and the junior consul, Lucius Aurelius Orestes, not a well man at the best of times, was lying full length in the vestibule being tended by an anxious praetor.


  Rutilius Rufus and Cotta both moved quickly to support Caepio Junior when he suddenly sagged against the dazed and white-faced Drusus, who had one arm about his shoulders.


  “What can we do to help?” asked Cotta.


  Drusus shook his head, too moved to speak, while Caepio Junior seemed not to hear.


  “Did anyone think to send lictors to guard Quintus Servilius’s house from the crowds?” asked Rutilius Rufus.


  “I did,” Drusus managed to say.


  “The boy’s wife?” asked Cotta, nodding at Caepio Junior.


  “I’ve had her and the baby sent to my house,” Drusus said, lifting his free hand to his cheek as if to discover whether he actually existed.


  Caepio Junior stirred, looking at the three around him in wonder. “It was only the gold,” he said. “All they cared about was the gold! They didn’t even think of Arausio. They didn’t condemn him for Arausio. All they cared about was the gold!”


  “It is human nature,” said Rutilius Rufus gently, “to care more about gold than about men’s lives.”


  Drusus glanced at his uncle sharply, but if Rutilius Rufus had spoken in irony, Caepio Junior didn’t notice.


  “I blame Gaius Marius for this,” said Caepio Junior.


  Rutilius Rufus put his hand under Caepio Junior’s elbow. “Come, young Quintus Servilius, Marcus Aurelius and I will take you to young Marcus Livius’s house.”


  As they moved off the Senate steps, Lucius Antistius Reginus broke away from Lucius Cotta, Didius, and Baebius. He strode across to confront Norbanus, who backed away and took up a stance of aggressive self-defense.


  “Oh, don’t bother!” spat Antistius. “I wouldn’t soil my hands with the likes of you, you cur!” He drew himself up, a big man with obvious Celt in him. “I’m going to the Lautumiae to free Quintus Servilius. No man in the history of our Republic has ever been thrown into prison to await exile, and I will not let Quintus Servilius become the first! You can try to stop me if you like, but I’ve sent home for my sword, and by living Jupiter, Gaius Norbanus, if you try to stop me, I’ll kill you!”


  Norbanus laughed. “Oh, take him!” he said. “Take Quintus Servilius home with you and wipe his eyes—not to mention his arse! I wouldn’t go near his house, though, if I were you!”


  “Make sure you charge him plenty!” Saturninus called in the wake of Antistius’s diminishing figure. “He can afford to pay in gold, you know!”


  Antistius swung round and flipped up the fingers of his right hand in an unmistakable gesture.


  “Oh, I will not! “yelled Glaucia, laughing. “Just because you’re a queen doesn’t mean the rest of us are!”


  Gaius Norbanus lost interest. “Come on,” he said to Glaucia and Saturninus, “let’s go home and eat dinner.”


  Though he was feeling very sick, Scaurus would sooner have died than demean himself by vomiting in public, so he forced his churning mind to dwell upon the three men walking away, laughing, animated, victorious.


  “They’re werewolves,” he said to Metellus Numidicus, whose toga was stained with Scaurus’s blood. “Look at them! Gaius Marius’s tools!”


  “Can you stand yet, Marcus Aemilius?” Numidicus asked.


  “Not until I’m feeling surer of my stomach.”


  “I see Publius Rutilius and Marcus Aurelius have taken Quintus Servilius’s two young men home,” said Numidicus.


  “Good. They’ll need someone to keep an eye on them. I’ve never seen a crowd so out for noble blood, even in the worst days of Gaius Gracchus,” said Scaurus, drawing deep breaths. “We will have to go very quietly for a while, Quintus Caecilius. If we push, those werewolves will push us harder.”


  “Rot Quintus Servilius and the gold!” snapped Numidicus.


  Feeling better, Scaurus allowed himself to be helped to his feet. “So you think he took it, eh?”


  Metellus Numidicus looked scornful. “Oh, come, don’t try to hoodwink me, Marcus Aemilius!” he said. “You know him as well as I do. Of course he took it! And I’ll never forgive him for taking it. It belonged to the Treasury.’’


  “The trouble is,” said Scaurus as he began to walk on what felt like a series of very uneven clouds, “that we have no internal system whereby men like you and me can punish those among our own who betray us.”


  Metellus Numidicus shrugged. “There can be no such system, you are aware of that. To institute one would be to admit that our own men do sometimes fall short of what they should be. And if we show our weaknesses to the world, we’re finished.”


  “I’d rather be dead than finished,” said Scaurus.


  “And I.” Metellus Numidicus sighed. “I just hope our sons feel as strongly as we do.”


  “That,” said Scaurus wryly, “was an unkind thing to say.”


  “Marcus Aemilius, Marcus Aemilius! Your boy is very young! I can’t see anything very wrong with him, truly.”


  “Then shall we exchange sons?”


  “No,” said Metellus Numidicus, “if for no other reason than that the gesture would kill your son. His worst handicap is that he knows very well he lives under your disapproval.’’


  “He’s a weakling,” said Scaurus the strong.


  “Perhaps a good wife might help,” said Numidicus.


  Scaurus stopped and turned to face his friend. “Now that’s a thought! I hadn’t earmarked him for anyone yet, he’s so—grossly immature. Have you someone in mind?”


  “My niece. Dalmaticus’s girl, Metella Dalmatica. She’ll be eighteen in about two years. I’m her guardian now that dear Dalmaticus is dead. What do you say, Marcus Aemilius?”


  “It’s a deal, Quintus Caecilius! A deal!”


  *


  Drusus had sent his steward Cratippus and every physically fit slave he owned to the Servilius Caepio house the moment he realized that Caepio the father was going to be convicted.


  Unsettled by the trial and the very little she had managed to overhear of conversation between Caepio Junior and Caepio the father, Livia Drusa had gone to work at her loom for want of something else to do; no book could keep her enthralled, even the love poetry of the spicy Meleager. Not expecting an invasion by her brother’s servants, she took alarm from the expression of controlled panic on Cratippus’s face.


  “Quick, dominilla, get together anything you want to take away with you!” he said, glancing around her sitting room. “I have your maid packing your clothes, and your nanny taking care of the baby’s needs, so all you have to do is show me what you want to bring away for yourself— books, papers, fabrics.”


  Eyes enormous, she stared at the steward. “What is it? What’s the matter?”


  “Your father-in-law, dominilla. Marcus Livius says the court is going to convict him,” said Cratippus.


  “But why should that mean I have to leave?” she asked, terrified at the thought of going back to live in the prison of her brother’s house now that she had discovered freedom.


  “The city is out for his blood, dominilla.”


  What color she still retained now fled. “His blood! Are they going to kill him?”


  “No, no, nothing quite as bad as that,” Cratippus soothed. “They’ll confiscate his property. But the crowd is so angry that your brother thinks it likely when the trial is over that many of the most vengeful may come straight here to loot.”


  Within an hour Quintus Servilius Caepio’s house was devoid of servants and family, its outer gates bolted and barred; as Cratippus led Livia Drusa away down the Clivus Palatinus, a big squad of lictors came marching up it, clad only in tunics and bearing clubs instead of fasces. They were going to take up duty outside the house and keep any irate crowds at bay, for the State wanted Caepio’s property intact until it could be catalogued and auctioned.


  Servilia Caepionis was there at Drusus’s door to bring her sister-in-law inside, her face as pale as Livia Drusa’s.


  “Come and look,” she said, hurrying Livia Drusa through peristyle-garden and house, guiding her out to the loggia, which overlooked the Forum Romanum.


  And there it was, the end of the trial of Quintus Servilius Caepio. The milling throng was sorting itself out into tribes to vote about the sentence of far-away exile and huge damages, a curious swaying series of surging lines which were orderly enough in the well of the Comitia, but became chaotic where the huge crowds of onlookers fused into them. Knots indicated fights in progress, eddies revealed where the fights had begun to escalate into something approaching riot nuclei; on the Senate steps many men were clustered, and on the rostra at the edge of the well of the Comitia stood the tribunes of the plebs and a small, lictor-hedged figure Livia Drusa presumed was her father-in-law, the accused.


  Servilia Caepionis had begun to weep; too numb yet to feel like crying, Livia Drusa moved closer to her.


  “Cratippus said the crowd might go to Father’s house to loot it,” she said. “I didn’t know! Nobody told me anything!”


  Dragging out her handkerchief, Servilia Caepionis dried her tears. “Marcus Livius has feared it all along,” she said. “It’s that wretched story about the Gold of Tolosa! Had it not got around, things would have been different. But most of Rome seems to have judged Father before his trial—and for something he’s not even on trial for!”


  Livia Drusa turned away. “I must see where Cratippus has put my baby.”


  That remark provoked a fresh flood of tears in Servilia Caepionis, who so far had not managed to become pregnant, though she wanted a baby desperately. “Why haven’t I conceived?” she asked Livia Drusa. “You’re so lucky! Marcus Livius says you’re going to have a second baby, and I haven’t even managed to start my first one!”


  “There’s plenty of time,” Livia Drusa comforted. “They were away for months after we were married, don’t forget, and Marcus Livius is much busier than my Quintus Servilius. It’s commonly said that the busier the husband is, the harder his wife finds it to conceive.”


  “No, I’m barren,” Servilia Caepionis whispered. “I know I’m barren; I can feel it in my bones! And Marcus Livius is so kind, so forgiving!” She broke down again.


  “There, there, don’t fret about it so,” said Livia Drusa, who had managed to get her sister-in-law as far as the atrium, where she looked about her for help. “You won’t make it any easier to conceive by becoming distraught, you know. Babies like to burrow into placid wombs.”


  Cratippus appeared.


  “Oh, thank the gods!” cried Livia Drusa. “Cratippus, fetch my sister’s maid, would you? And perhaps you could show me whereabouts I am to sleep, and whereabouts little Servilia is?”


  In such an enormous house, the accommodation of several additional important people was not a problem; Cratippus had given Caepio Junior and his wife one of the suites of rooms opening off the peristyle-garden, and Caepio the father another, while baby Servilia had been located in the vacant nursery along the far colonnade.


  “What shall I do about dinner?” the steward came to ask Livia Drusa as she began to direct the unpacking.


  “That’s up to my sister, Cratippus, surely! I’d much rather not do anything to usurp her authority.”


  “She’s lying down in some distress, dominilla.”


  “Oh, I see. Well, best have dinner ready in an hour— the men might want to eat. But be prepared to postpone it.”


  There was a stir outside in the garden; Livia Drusa went out to see, and found her brother Drusus supporting Caepio Junior along the colonnade.


  “What is it?” she asked. “How may I help?” She looked at Drusus. “What is it?” she repeated.


  “Quintus Servilius our father-in-law is condemned. Exile no closer than eight hundred miles from Rome, a fine of fifteen thousand talents of gold—which means confiscation of every lamp wick and dead leaf the whole of his family owns—and imprisonment in the Lautumiae until Quintus Servilius can be deported,” said Drusus.


  “But everything Father owns won’t amount to a hundred talents of gold!” said Livia Drusa, aghast.


  “Of course. So he’ll never be able to come home again.’’


  Servilia Caepionis came running, looking, thought Livia Drusa, like Cassandra flying from the conquering Greeks, hair wild, eyes huge and blurred with tears, mouth agape.


  “What is it, what is it?” she cried,


  Drusus coped with her firmly but kindly, dried her tears, forbade her to cast herself on her brother’s chest. And under this treatment she calmed with magical swiftness.


  “Come, let’s all go to your study, Marcus Livius,” she said, and actually led the way.


  Livia Drusa hung back, terrified.


  “What’s the matter with you?” asked Servilia Caepionis.


  “We can’t sit in the study with the men!”


  “Of course we can!’’ said Servilia Caepionis impatiently. “This is no time to keep the women of the family in ignorance, as Marcus Livius well knows. We stand together, or we fall together. A strong man must have strong women around him.”


  Head spinning, Livia Drusa tried to assimilate all the mood twists of the previous moments, and understood at last what a mouse she had been all her life. Drusus had expected a wildly disturbed wife to greet him, but then expected her to calm down and become extremely practical and supportive; and Servilia Caepionis had behaved exactly as he expected.


  So Livia Drusa followed Servilia Caepionis and the men into the study, and managed not to look horrified when Servilia Caepionis poured unwatered wine for the whole company. Sitting sipping the first undiluted liquor she had ever tasted, Livia Drusa hid her storm of thoughts. And her anger.


  At the end of the tenth hour Lucius Antistius Reginus brought Quintus Servilius Caepio to Drusus’s house. Caepio looked exhausted, but more annoyed than depressed.


  “I took him out of the Lautumiae,” said Antistius, tight-lipped. “No Roman consular is going to be incarcerated while I’m a tribune of the plebs! It’s an affront to Romulus and Quirinus as much as it is to Jupiter Optimus Maximus. How dare they!”


  “They dared because the People encouraged them, and so did all those neck-craning refugees from the games,” said Caepio, downing his wine at a gulp. “More,” he said to his son, who leaped to obey, happy now his father was safe. “I’m done for in Rome,” he said then, and stared with black snapping eyes first at Drusus, only second at his son. “It is up to you young men from now on to defend the right of my family to enjoy its ancient privileges and its natural pre-eminence. With your last breaths, if necessary. The Mariuses and the Saturninuses and the Norbanuses must be exterminated—by the knife if that is the only way, do you understand?”


  Caepio Junior was nodding obediently, but Drusus sat with his wine goblet in his hand and a rather wooden look on his face.


  “I swear to you, Father, that our family will never suffer the loss of its dignitas while I am paterfamilias,” said Caepio Junior solemnly; he appeared more tranquil now.


  And, thought Livia Drusa, loathing him, more like his detestable father than ever! Why do I hate him so much? Why did my brother make me marry him?


  Then her own plight faded, for she saw an expression on Drusus’s face which fascinated her, puzzled her. It wasn’t that he disagreed with anything their father-in-law said, more as if he qualified it, filed it away inside his mind along with a lot of other things, not all of which made sense to him. And, Livia Drusa decided suddenly, my brother dislikes our father-in-law intensely! Oh, he had changed, had Drusus! Where Caepio Junior would never change, only become more what he had always been.


  “What do you intend to do, Father?” Drusus asked.


  A curious smile blossomed on Caepio’s face; the irritation died out of his eyes, and was replaced by a most complex meld of triumph, slyness, pain, hatred. “Why, my dear boy, I shall go into exile as directed by the Plebeian Assembly,” he said.


  “But where, Father?” asked Caepio Junior.


  “Smyrna.”


  “How will we manage for money?” Caepio Junior asked. “Not so much me—Marcus Livius will help me out—but you yourself. How will you be able to afford to live comfortably in exile?”


  “I have money on deposit in Smyrna, more than enough for my needs. As for you, my son, there is no need to worry. Your mother left a great fortune, which I have held in trust for you. It will sustain you more than adequately,” said Caepio.


  “But won’t it be confiscated?”


  “No, for two reasons. First of all, it’s already in your name, not in mine. And secondly, it’s not on deposit in Rome. It’s in Smyrna, with my own money.” The smile grew. “You must live here in Marcus Livius’s house with him for several years, after which I’ll begin to send your fortune home. And if anything should happen to me, my bankers will carry on the good work. In the meantime, son-in-law, keep an account of all the monies you expend on my son’s behalf. In time he will repay you every last sestertius.”


  A silence fraught with so much energy and emotion it was almost visible fell upon the entire group, while each member of it realized what Quintus Servilius Caepio was not saying; that he had stolen the Gold of Tolosa, that the Gold of Tolosa was in Smyrna, and that the Gold of Tolosa was now the property of Quintus Servilius Caepio, free and clear, safe and sound. That Quintus Servilius Caepio was very nearly as rich as Rome.


  Caepio turned to Antistius, silent as the rest. “Have you considered what I asked you on the way here?”


  Antistius cleared his throat loudly. “I have, Quintus Servilius. And I’d like to accept.”


  “Good!” Caepio looked at his son and his son-in-law. “My dear friend Lucius Antistius has agreed to escort me to Smyrna, to give me both the pleasure of his company and the protection of a tribune of the plebs. When we reach Smyrna, I shall endeavor to persuade Lucius Antistius to remain there with me.”


  “I haven’t decided about that yet,” said Antistius.


  “There’s no hurry, no hurry at all,” said Caepio smoothly. He rubbed his hands together as if to warm them. “I do declare, I’m hungry enough to eat a baby! Is there any dinner?”


  “Of course, Father,” said Servilia Caepionis. “If you men go into the dining room, Livia Drusa and I will see to things in the kitchen.”


  That, of course, was a gross inaccuracy; Cratippus saw to things in the kitchen. But the two women did search for him, and finally found him on the loggia squinting down into the Forum Romanum, where the shadows of dusk were growing.


  “Look at that! Did you ever see such a mess?” the steward asked indignantly, pointing. “Litter every where! Shoes, rags, sticks, half-eaten food, wine flagons—it’s a disgrace!”


  And there he was, her red-haired Odysseus, standing with Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus on the balcony of the house below; like Cratippus, the two of them seemed to be waxing in anger about the litter.


  Livia Drusa shivered, licked her lips, stared in starved anguish at the young man so near to her—and yet so far. The steward rushed away toward the kitchen stairs; now was her chance, now while it would seem a casual inquiry.


  “Sister,” she asked, “who is that red-haired man on the terrace with Gnaeus Domitius? He’s been visiting there for years, but I don’t know who he is, I just can’t place him. Do you know? Can you tell me?”


  Servilia Caepionis snorted. “Oh, him! That’s Marcus Porcius Cato,” she said, voice ringing contemptuously.


  “Cato? As in Cato the Censor?”


  “The same. Upstarts! He’s Cato the Censor’s grandson.”


  “But wouldn’t his grandmother have been Licinia, and his mother Aemilia Paulla? Surely that makes him acceptable!” objected Livia Drusa, eyes shining.


  Servilia Caepionis snorted again. “Wrong branch, my dear. He’s no son of Aemilia Paulla’s—if he were, he’d have to be years older than he is. No, no! He’s not a Cato Licinianus! He’s a Cato Salonianus. And the great-grandson of a slave.”


  Livia Drusa’s imaginary world shifted, grew a network of tiny cracks. “I don’t understand,” she said, bewildered.


  “What, you don’t know the story? He’s the son of the son of Cato the Censor’s second marriage.”


  “To the daughter of a slave?” gasped Livia Drusa.


  “The daughter of his slave, to be exact. Salonia, her name was. I think it’s an absolute disgrace that they’re allowed the same license to mingle with us as the descendants of Cato the Censor’s first wife, Licinia! They’ve even wormed their way into the Senate. Of course,” Servilia Caepionis said, “the Porcii Catones Liciniani don’t speak to them. Nor do we.”


  “Why does Gnaeus Domitius suffer him, then?”


  Servilia Caepionis laughed, sounding very much like her insufferable father. “Well, the Domitii Ahenobarbi aren’t such an illustrious lot, are they? More money than ancestors, in spite of all the tales they tell about Castor and Pollux touching their beards with red! I don’t know exactly why he’s accepted among them. But I can guess. My father worked it out.”


  “Worked out what?” asked Li via Drusa, heart in her feet.


  “Well, it’s a red-haired family, Cato the Censor’s second lot. Cato the Censor was red-haired himself, for that matter. But Licinia and Aemilia Paulla were both dark, so their sons and daughters have brown hair and brown eyes. Whereas Cato the Censor’s slave Salonius was a Celtiberian from Salo in Nearer Spain, and he was fair. His daughter Salonia was very fair. And that’s why the Catones Saloniani have kept the red hair and the grey eyes.” Servilia Caepionis shrugged. “The Domitii Ahenobarbi have to perpetuate the myth they started about the red beards they inherited from the ancestor touched by Castor and Pollux. So they always marry red-haired women. Well, red-haired women are scarce. And if there’s no better-born red-haired woman about, I imagine a Domitius Ahenobarbus would marry a Cato Salonianus. They’re so stuck up they think their own blood capable of absorbing any old rubbish.”


  “So Gnaeus Domitius’s friend must have a sister?”


  “He has a sister.” Servilia Caepionis shook herself. “I must go inside. Oh, what a day! Come, dinner will be there.”


  “You go ahead,” said Livia Drusa. “I’ll have to feed my daughter before I feed myself.’’


  Mention of the baby was enough to send poor child-hungry Servilia Caepionis hurrying off; Livia Drusa returned to the balustrade and looked over it. Yes, they were still there, Gnaeus Domitius and his visitor. His visitor with a slave for a great-grandfather. Perhaps the burgeoning gloom was responsible for the dimming of the hair on the man below, for the diminishing of his height, the width of his shoulders. His neck now looked slightly ridiculous, too long and skinny to be really Roman. Four tears dropped to star the yellow-painted railing, but no more.


  I have been a fool as usual, thought Livia Drusa. I have dreamed and mooned for four whole years over a man who turns out to be the recent descendant of a slave—a fact-slave, not a myth-slave. I confabulated him into a king, noble and brave as Odysseus. I made myself into patient Penelope, waiting for him. And now I find out he’s not noble. Not even decently born! After all, who was Cato the Censor but a peasant from Tusculum befriended by a patrician Valerius Flaccus? A genuine harbinger of Gaius Marius. That man on the terrace below is the recent descendant of a Spanish slave and a Tusculan peasant. What a fool I am! What a stupid, stupid idiot!


  When she reached the nursery she found little Servilia thriving and hungry, so she sat for fifteen minutes and fed the small one, whose regular routine had been thrown out of kilter this momentous day.


  “You’d better find her a wet nurse,” she said to the Macedonian nanny as she prepared to leave. “I’d like a few months of rest before I bear again. And when this new baby comes, you can get in wet nurses from the start. Feeding a child oneself obviously doesn’t prevent conception, or I wouldn’t be pregnant right now.”


  She slipped into the dining room just as the main courses were being served, and sat down as inconspicuously as she could on a straight chair opposite Caepio Junior. Everyone seemed to be making a good meal; Livia Drusa discovered she too was hungry.


  “Are you all right, Livia Drusa?” asked Caepio Junior, a trifle anxiously. “You look sort of sick.”


  Startled, she stared at him, and for the first time in all the many years she had known him, the sight of him did not arouse all those inchoate feelings of revulsion. No, he did not have red hair; no, he did not have grey eyes; no, he was not tall and graceful and broad-shouldered; no, he would never turn into King Odysseus. But he was her husband; he had loved her faithfully; he was the father of her children; and he was a patrician Roman nobleman on both sides.


  So she smiled at him, a smile which reached her eyes. “I think it’s only the day, Quintus Servilius,” she said gently. “In myself, I feel better than I have in years.”


  *


  Encouraged by the result of the trial of Caepio, Saturninus began to act with an arbitrary arrogance that rocked the Senate to its foundations. Hard on the heels of Caepio’s trial, Saturninus himself prosecuted Gnaeus Mallius Maximus for “loss of his army” in the Plebeian Assembly, with a similar result: Mallius Maximus, already deprived of his sons by the battle of Arausio, was now deprived of his Roman citizenship and all his property, and sent into exile a more broken man by far than the gold-greedy Caepio.


  Then late in February came the new treason law, the lex Appuleia de maiestate, which took treason trials off the cumbersome Centuries and put them into a special court staffed entirely by knights. The Senate was to have no part in this court at all. In spite of which, the senators said little derogatory about the bill during their obligatory debate, nor attempted to oppose its passage into law.


  Monumental though these changes were, and of an unimaginable importance to the future government of Rome, they could not capture the interest of Senate or People the way the pontifical election held at the same time did. The death of Lucius Caecilius Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus had left not one, but two vacancies in the College of Pontifices; and yet, since these two vacancies were held by one and the same man, there were those who argued only one election was necessary. But, as Scaurus Princeps Senatus pointed out, voice wobbling dangerously, mouth quivering, that would only be possible if the man who was elected ordinary pontifex was also a candidate for the big job. Finally it was agreed that the Pontifex Maximus would be elected first.


  “Then we shall see what we shall see,” said Scaurus, taking deep breaths, and only once hooting with laughter.


  Both Scaurus Princeps Senatus and Metellus Numidicus had put their names up as candidates for Pontifex Maximus, as had Catulus Caesar. And Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus.


  “If I am elected, or Quintus Lutatius is elected, then we must hold a second poll for the ordinary pontifex, as we are both already in the college,” said Scaurus, voice control heroic.


  Among this field were a Servilius Vatia, an Aelius Tubero, and Metellus Numidicus. And Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus.


  The new law stipulated that seventeen of the thirty-five tribes be chosen by casting the lots, and that they alone vote. So the lots were cast, and the seventeen tribes which would vote determined. All this was done in a spirit of high good humor and great tolerance; no violence in the Forum Romanum that day! For many more than Scaurus Princeps Senatus were enjoying a wonderful chuckle. Nothing appealed to the Roman sense of humor more than a squabble involving the most august names on the censors’ rolls, especially when the aggrieved party had managed so neatly to turn the tables on those who had caused the grievance.


  Naturally Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus was the hero of the hour. So no one was very surprised when Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus was elected Pontifex Maximus, and thereby made a second election unnecessary. Amid cheers and flying ropes of flowers, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus scored the perfect revenge on those who had given his dead father’s priesthood to young Marcus Livius Drusus.


  Scaurus rolled about in paroxysms of laughter the moment the verdict came in—much to the disgust of Metellus Numidicus, who couldn’t see the funny side at all.


  “Really, Marcus Aemilius, you are the limit! It’s an outrage!” he bleated. “That bad-tempered and dirty-livered pipinna as Pontifex Maximus? After my dear brother, Dalmaticus? And versus you? Or me?” He pounded his fist against one of the Volscian ship’s beaks which had given the rostra its name. “Oh, if there is any time when I detest Romans, it’s when their perverted sense of the ridiculous overcomes their normal sense of fitness! I can forgive the passage of a Saturninus law easier than I can forgive this! At least in a Saturninus law, people’s deep-rooted opinions are involved. But this—this farce? Sheer irresponsibility! I feel like joining Quintus Servilius in his exile, I’m so ashamed.”


  But the greater the fury Metellus Numidicus worked himself into, the harder Scaurus laughed. Finally, clutching his sides and looking at Metellus Numidicus through a curtain of tears, he managed to gasp, “Oh, stop behaving like an old Vestal confronted by a pair of hairy balls and a stiff prick! It is hilarious! And we deserve everything he’s dished out to us!” Off he went again into a fresh convulsion; emitting a noise like a squeezed kitten, Metellus Numidicus stalked off.


  Said Gaius Marius in a rare letter to Publius Rutilius Rufus, which its recipient got in September:


  I know I ought to write more often, old friend, but the trouble is, I’m not a comfortable correspondent. Now your letters are like a piece of cork thrown to a drowning man, full of yourself as you are—no frills, no fringes, no formality. There! I managed a little bit of style, but at what price you wouldn’t believe.


  No doubt you’ve been going to the Senate to endure our Piggle-wiggle oink-oinking against the cost to the State of keeping up a Head Count army through a second year of inertia on the far side of the Alps? And how am I going to get myself elected to a fourth term as consul, for the third time in a row? That of course is what I have to do. Otherwise—I lose everything I stand to gain. Because next year, Publius Rutilius, is going to be the year of the Germans. I know it in my bones. Yes, I admit I have no real basis yet for this feeling, but when Lucius Cornelius and Quintus Sertorius return, I am sure that is what they’re going to say. I haven’t heard from either of them since they came last year to bring me King Copillus. And though I’m glad my two tribunes of the plebs managed to convict Quintus Servilius Caepio, I’m still rather sorry I didn’t have the chance to do the job myself, with Copillus testifying. Never mind. Quintus Servilius got his just reward. A pity however that Rome will never lay eyes on the Gold of Tolosa. It would have paid for many a Head Count army.


  Life goes on here much as always. The Via Domitia is now in mint condition all the way from Nemausus to Ocelum, which will make it a great deal easier for legions on the march in the future. It had been let go to ruin. Parts of it had not been touched since our new Pontifex Maximus’s tata was through here nearly twenty years ago. Floods and frosts and the runoff from sudden cloudbursts had taken an awful toll. Of course it’s not like building a new road. Once the stones are fitted into place in the roadbed, the base is there forever. But you can’t expect men to march and wagons to roll and hooves to trot safely across the ups and downs of outsized cobbles, now can you? The top surface of sand and gravel and quarry dust has to be kept as smooth as an egg, and watered until it packs down like concrete. Take it from me, the Via Domitia at the moment is a credit to my men.


  We also built a new causeway across the Rhodanus marshes all the way from Nemausus to Arelate, by the way. And we’ve just about finished digging a new ship canal from the sea to Arelate, to bypass the swamps and mud flats and sandbars of the natural waterway. All the big Greek fish in Massilia are groveling with their noses pressed against my arse in thanks—slimy gang of hypocrites they are! Gratitude hasn’t caused any price cuts in whatever they sell my army, I note!


  In case you should come to hear of it and the story gets distorted—as stories about me and mine always seem to—I will tell you what happened with Gaius Lusius. You remember, my sister-in-law’s sister’s boy? Came to me as a tribune of the soldiers. Only it turned out that wasn’t what he wanted to be of the soldiers. My provost marshal came to me two weeks ago with what he thought was going to be a very bad piece of personal news. Gaius Lusius had been found dead down in the rankers’ barracks, split from gizzard to breadbasket by the neatest bit of sword work any commander could ask for from a ranker. The guilty soldier had given himself up—nice young chap too—finest type, his centurion told me. Turns out Lusius was a pansy and took a fancy to this soldier. And he kept on pestering, wouldn’t let up. Then it became a joke in the century, with everyone mincing around flapping their hands and fluttering their eyelashes. The poor young ranker couldn’t win. Result—murder. Anyway, I had to court-martial the soldier, and I must say it gave me great pleasure to acquit him with praise, a promotion, and a purse full of money. There. Did it again, got in a bit of literary style.


  The business turned out well for me too. I was able to prove that Lusius wasn’t a blood relation, first off. And in close second place, it was a chance for me to show the rankers that their general sees justice done as justice should be done, no favoritism for members of the family. I suppose there must be jobs a pansy can do, but the legions are no place for him, that’s definite, eh, Publius Rutilius? Can you imagine what we’d have done to Lusius at Numantia? He wouldn’t have got off with a nice clean death; he’d have been singing soprano. Though you grow up eventually. I’ll never forget what a shock I got listening to some of the things that were said about Scipio Aemilianus at his funeral! Well, he never put the hard word on me, so I still don’t know. Odd fellow, but—I think these stories get around when men don’t sire children.


  And that’s about it. Oh, except I made a few changes in the pilum this year, and I expect my new version will become standard issue. If you’ve got any spare cash, go out and buy some shares in one of the new factories bound to spring up to make them. Or found a factory yourself—as long as you own the building, the censors can’t accuse you of unsenatorial practices, can they, now?


  Anyway, what I did was change the design of the junction between the iron shaft and the wooden shaft. The pilum is such an efficient piece of work compared to the old hasta-type spear, but there’s no doubt they’re a lot more expensive to make—little properly barbed head instead of big leafy head, long iron shaft, and then a wooden shaft shaped to suit the throwing action instead of the old hasta broom handle. I’ve noticed over the years that the Enemy love to get their fingers on a pilum, so they deliberately provoke our green troops into throwing when there’s no chance of hitting anything other than an Enemy shield. Then they either keep the pilum for another day, or they throw it back at us.


  What I did was work out a way of joining the iron shaft to the wooden shaft with a weak pin. The minute the pilum hits anything, the shafts break apart where they join, so the Enemy can’t throw them back at us, or make off with them. What’s more, if we retain the field at the end of a battle, the armorers can go round and pick up all the broken bits, and fix them together again. Saves us money because it saves us losing them, and saves us lives because they can’t be thrown back at us by the Enemy.


  And that’s definitely all the news. Write soon.


  Publius Rutilius Rufus laid the letter down with a smile. Not too grammatical, not too graceful, not at all stylish. But then, that was Gaius Marius. He too was like his letters. This obsession about the consulship was worrying, however. On the one hand he could understand why Marius wanted to remain consul until the Germans were defeated— Marius knew no one else could defeat the Germans. On the other hand, Rutilius Rufus was too much a Roman of his class to approve, even taking the Germans into account. Was a Rome so altered by Marian political innovations it was no longer the Rome of Romulus really worth it? Rutilius Rufus wished he knew. It was very difficult to love a man the way he loved Marius, yet live with the trail of blasted traditions he left in his wake. The pilum, for Juno’s sake! Could he leave nothing the way he found it?


  Still, Publius Rutilius Rufus sat down and replied to the letter at once. Because he did love Gaius Marius.


  This being a rather sluggish kind of summer, I’m afraid I haven’t a great deal to report, dear Gaius Marius. Nothing of moment, anyway. Your esteemed colleague Lucius Aurelius Orestes, the junior consul, isn’t well, but then, he wasn’t well when he was elected. I don’t understand why he stood, except I suppose he felt he deserved the office. It remains to be seen whether the office has deserved him. Somehow I doubt the latter.


  A couple of juicy scandals are about all the news, but I know you’ll enjoy them as much as I did. Interestingly enough, both involve your tribune of the plebs, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus. An extraordinary fellow, you know. A mass of contradictions. Such a pity, I always think, that Scaurus singled him out like that. Saturninus entered the Senate, I am sure, with the avowed intention of becoming the first Appuleius to sit in the consul’s chair. Now he burns to tear the Senate down to the point where the consuls are no more effective than a wax mask. Yes, yes, I can hear you saying I’m being unduly pessimistic, and I’m exaggerating, and my view of things is warped by my love of the old ways. But I’m right, all the same! You will excuse me, I hope, that I refer to everyone by cognomen only. This is going to be a long letter, and I’ll save a few words that way.


  Saturninus has been vindicated. What do you think about that? An amazing business, and one which has redounded very much to the credit of our venerated Princeps Senatus, Scaurus. You must admit he’s a far finer man than his boon companion, Piggle-wiggle. But then, that’s the difference between an Aemilius and a Caecilius.


  You know—I know you know because I told you— that Scaurus has continued in his role as curator of the grain supply, and spends his time shuttling between Ostia and Rome, making life thoroughly miserable for the grain lords, who can get away with nothing. We have only one person to thank for the remarkable stability of grain prices these last two harvests, in spite of the shortages. Scaurus!


  Yes, yes, I’ll cease the panegyric and get on with the story. It seems that when Scaurus was down in Ostia about two months ago, he ran into a grain-buying agent normally stationed in Sicily. There’s no need to fill you in on the slave revolt there, since you get the Senate’s dispatches regularly, except to say that I do think we sent the right man to Sicily as governor this year. He might be a pokered-up aristocrat with a mouth like a cat’s arsehole, but Lucius Licinius Lucullus is as punctilious over matters like his reports to the House as he is in tidying up his battlefields.


  Would you believe, incidentally, that an idiot praetor—one of the more dubiously antecedented (isn’t that a good phrase?) plebeian Servilians who managed to buy himself election as an augur on the strength of his patron Ahenobarbus’s money and now calls himself Gaius Servilius Augur, if you please!—actually had the gall the other day to stand up in the House and accuse Lucullus of deliberately prolonging the war in Sicily to ensure that his command is prorogued into next year?


  On what grounds did he make this astonishing charge? I hear you ask. Why, because after Lucullus defeated the slave army so decisively, he didn’t rush off to storm Triocala, leaving thirty-five thousand dead slaves on the field and all the pockets of servile resistance in the area of Heracleia Minoa to grow into fresh sores in our Roman hide! Lucullus did the job properly. Having defeated the slaves in battle, he then took a week to dispose of the dead, and flush out those pockets of servile resistance, before he moved on to Triocala, where the slaves who survived the battle had gone to earth. But Servilius the Augur says Lucullus should have flown like the birds of the sky straight to Triocala from the battle, for—alleges Servilius the Augur—the slaves who did go to earth in Triocala were in such a state of panic that they would have surrendered to him immediately! Where, as things turned out in the real world, by the time that Lucullus did get to Triocala, the slaves had got over their panic and decided to keep on fighting. Now from whom does Servilius the Augur get his information, you ask? Why, from his auguries, naturally! How else could he know what sort of state of mind a crowd of rebel slaves shut inside an impregnable fortress were in? And did you ever find Lucullus sufficiently devious to fight a huge battle, then work out a plan whereby he ensured that his term as governor was prorogued? What a mountain of rubbish! Lucullus did as his nature dictated—he tidied up alpha before he proceeded to start beta.


  I was disgusted by Servilius the Augur’s speech, and even more disgusted when Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus started roaring out his support for Servilius the Augur’s preposterous tissue of completely unsubstantiated allegations! Of course, all the armchair generals on the back benches who wouldn’t know one end of a battlefield from the other thought the disgrace was Lucullus’s! We shall see what we shall see, but do not be surprised if you hear that the House decides, one, not to prorogue Lucullus, and two, to give the job as governor of Sicily next year to none other than Servilius the Augur. Who only started this treason hunt in order to have himself made next year’s governor of Sicily! It’s a peachy post for someone as inexperienced and addled as Servilius the Augur, because Lucullus has really done all the work for him. The defeat at Heracleia Minoa has driven what slaves there are left inside a fortress they can’t leave because Lucullus has them under siege, Lucullus managed to push enough farmers back onto their land to ensure that there’ll be a harvest of some kind this year, and the open countryside of Sicily is no longer being ravaged by the slave army. Enter the new governor Servilius the Augur onto this already settled stage, bowing to right and to left as he collects the accolades. I tell you, Gaius Marius, ambition allied to no talent is the most dangerous thing in the world.


  Edepol, edepol, that was quite a digression, wasn’t it? My indignation at the plight of Lucullus got the better of me. I do feel desperately sorry for him. But on with the tale of Scaurus down at Ostia, and the chance meeting with the grain-buying agent from Sicily. Now when it was thought that one quarter of Sicily’s grain slaves would be freed before the harvest of last year, the grain merchants calculated that one quarter of the harvest would remain lying on the ground due to lack of hands to reap the wheat. So no one bothered to buy that last quarter. Until the two-week period during which that rodent Nerva freed eight hundred Italian slaves. And Scaurus’s grain-buying agent was one of a group who went around Sicily through those two weeks, frantically buying up the last quarter of the harvest at a ridiculously cheap price. Then the growers bullied Nerva into closing down his emancipation tribunals, and all of a sudden Sicily was given back enough labor to ensure that the complete harvest would be gathered in. So the last quarter, bought for a song from a marketplace beggar, was now in the ownership of a person or persons unknown, and the reason for a massive hiring of every vacant silo between Puteoli and Rome was becoming apparent. The last quarter was to be stored in those silos until the following year, when Rome’s insistence that the Italian slaves be freed would indeed have produced a smaller than normal Sicilian harvest. And the price of grain would be high.


  What those enterprising persons unknown didn’t count upon was the slave revolt. Instead of all four quarters of the crop being harvested, none of it was. So the grand scheme to make an enormous profit from the last quarter came to nothing, and those waiting empty silos remained empty.


  However, to go back to the frantic two weeks during which Nerva freed some Italian slaves and the group of grain buyers scrambled to purchase the last quarter of the crop, the moment this was done and the tribunals were closed, our group of grain buyers was set upon by armed bandits, and every last man was killed. Or so the bandits thought. But one of them, the fellow who talked to Scaurus in Ostia, shammed dead, and so survived.


  Scaurus sniffed a gigantic rat. What a nose he has! And what a mind! He saw the pattern at once, though the grain buyer had not. And how I do love him, in spite of his hidebound conservatism. Burrowing like a terrier, he discovered that the persons unknown were none other than your esteemed consular colleague of last year, Gaius Flavius Fimbria, and this year’s governor of Macedonia, Gaius Memmius! They had laid a false scent for our terrier Scaurus last year that very cleverly led straight to the quaestor of Ostia—none other than our turbulent tribune of the plebs Lucius Appuleius Saturninus.


  Once he had assembled all his evidence, Scaurus got up and apologized to Saturninus twice—once in the House, once in the Comitia. He was mortified, but lost no dignitas, of course. All the world loves a sincere and graceful apologist. And I must say that Saturninus never singled Scaurus out when he returned to the House as a tribune of the plebs. Saturninus got up too, once in the House and once in the Comitia, and told Scaurus that he had never borne a grudge because he had understood how very crafty the real villains were, and he was now extremely grateful for the recovery of his reputation. So Saturninus lost no dignitas either. All the world loves a modestly gracious recipient of a handsome apology.


  Scaurus also offered Saturninus the job of impeaching Fimbria and Memmius in his new treason court, and naturally Saturninus accepted. So now we look forward to lots of sparks and very little obscuring smoke when Fimbria and Memmius are brought to trial. I imagine they will be convicted in a court composed of knights, for many knights in the grain business lost money, and Fimbria and Memmius are being blamed for the whole Sicilian mess. And what it all boils down to is that sometimes the real villains do get their just desserts.


  The other Saturninus story is a lot funnier, as well as a lot more intriguing. I still haven’t worked out what our vindicated tribune of the plebs is up to.


  About two weeks ago, a fellow turned up in the Forum and climbed up on the rostra—it was vacant at the time, there being no Comitial meeting and the amateur orators having decided to take a day off—and announced to the whole bottom end of the Forum that his name was Lucius Equitius, that he was a freedman Roman citizen from Firmum Picenum, and—now wait for it, Gaius Marius, it’s glorious!—that he was the natural son of none other than Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus!


  He had his tale off pat, and it does hang together, as far as it goes. Briefly, it goes like this: his mother was a free Roman woman of good though humble standing, and fell in love with Tiberius Gracchus, who also fell in love with her. But of course her birth wasn’t good enough for marriage, so she became his mistress, and lived in a small yet comfortable house on one of Tiberius Gracchus’s country estates. In due time Lucius Equitius—his mother’s name was Equitia—was born.


  Then Tiberius Gracchus was murdered and Equitia died not long after, leaving her small son to the care of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi. But Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi was not amused at being appointed the guardian of her son’s bastard, and put him in the care of a slave couple on her own estates at Misenum. She then had him sold as a slave to people in Firmum Picenum.


  He didn’t know who he was, he says. But if he has done the things he says he has, then he was no infant when his father, Tiberius Gracchus, died, in which case he’s lying. Anyway, sold into slavery in Firmum Picenum, he worked so diligently and became so beloved of his owners that when the paterfamilias died, he was not only manumitted, but fell heir to the family fortunes, there being no heirs of the flesh, so to speak. His education was excellent, so he took his inheritance and went into business. Over the next however many years, he served in our legions and made a fortune. To hear him talk, he ought to be about fifty years old, where in actual fact he looks about thirty.


  And then he met a fellow who made a great fuss about his likeness to Tiberius Gracchus. Now he had always known he was Italian rather than foreign, and he had wondered greatly, he says, about his parentage. Emboldened by the discovery that he looked like Tiberius Gracchus, he traced the slave couple with whom Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi had boarded him for a while, and learned from them the story of his begetting. Isn’t it glorious? I haven’t made up my mind yet whether it’s a Greek tragedy or a Roman farce.


  Well, of course our gullible sentimental Forum-frequenters went wild, and within a day or two Lucius Equitius was being feted everywhere as Tiberius Gracchus’s son. A pity his legitimate sons are all dead, isn’t it? Lucius Equitius does, by the way, bear a most remarkable resemblance to Tiberius Gracchus—quite uncanny, as a matter of fact. He speaks like him, walks like him, grimaces like him, even picks his nose the same way. I think the thing that puts me off Lucius Equitius the most is that the likeness is too perfect. A twin, not a son. Sons don’t resemble their fathers in every detail, I’ve noticed it time and time again, and there’s many a woman brought to bed of a son who is profoundly thankful for that fact, and expends a great deal of her postpartum energy assuring the sprog’s tata that the sprog is a dead ringer for her great-uncle Lucius Tiddlypuss. Oh, well!


  Then the next thing all we old fogies of the Senate know, Saturninus takes this Lucius Equitius up, and starts climbing onto the rostra with him, and encourages Equitius to build a following. Thus, not a week had gone by before Equitius was the hero of everyone in Rome on an income lower than a tribune of the Treasury and higher than the Head Count—tradesmen, shopkeepers, artisans, smallholding farmers—the flower of the Third and Fourth and Fifth Classes. You know the people I mean. They worshiped the ground the Brothers Gracchi walked on, all those little honest hardworking men who don’t often get to vote, but vote in their tribes often enough to feel a distinct cut above freedmen and the Head Count. The sort who are too proud to take charity, yet not rich enough to survive astronomical grain prices.


  The Conscript Fathers of the Senate, particularly those wearing purple-bordered togas, began to get a bit upset at all this popular adulation—and a bit worried too, thanks to the participation of Saturninus, who is the real mystery. Yet what could be done about it? Finally none other than our new Pontifex Maximus, Ahenobarbus (he’s got a new nickname and it’s sticking—pipinna!), proposed that the sister of the Brothers Gracchi (and the widow of Scipio Aemilianus, as if we could ever forget the brawls that particular married couple used to have!) should be brought to the Forum and hied up onto the rostra to confront the alleged imposter.


  Three days ago it was done, with Saturninus standing off to one side grinning like a fool — only he isn’t a fool, so what’s he up to? — and Lucius Equitius gazing blankly at this wizened-up old crab apple of a woman. Ahenobarbus Pipinna struck a maximally pontifical pose, took Sempronia by the shoulders — she didn’t like that a bit, and shook him off like a hairy-legged spider — and asked in tones of thunder, “Daughter of Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus Senior and Cornelia Africana, do you recognize this man?”


  Of course she snapped that she’d never seen him before in her life, and that her dearest, most beloved brother Tiberius would never, never, never loosen the stopper of his wine flask outside the sacred bonds of marriage, so the whole thing was utter nonsense. She then began to belabor Equitius with her ivory and ebony walking stick, and it really did turn into the most outrageous mime you ever saw — I kept wishing Lucius Cornelius Sulla had been there. He would have reveled in it!


  In the end Ahenobarbus Pipinna (I do love that nickname! Given to him by none other than Metellus Numidicus!) had to haul her down off the rostra while the audience screamed with laughter, and Scaurus fell about hooting himself to tears and only got worse when Pipinna and Piggle-wiggle and Piglet accused him of unsenatorial levity.


  The minute Lucius Equitius had the rostra to himself again, Saturninus marched up to him and asked him if he knew who the old horror was. Equitius said no, he didn’t, which proved either that he hadn’t been listening when Ahenobarbus roared out his introduction, or he was lying. But Saturninus explained to him in nice short words that she was his Auntie Sempronia, the sister of the Brothers Gracchi. Equitius looked amazed, said he’d never set eyes on his Auntie Sempronia in all his astonishingly full life, and then said he’d be very surprised if Tiberius Gracchus had ever told his sister about the mistress and child in a snug little love nest down on one of the Sempronius Gracchus farms.


  The crowd appreciated the good sense of this answer, and goes merrily on believing implicitly that Lucius Equitius is the natural son of Tiberius Gracchus. And the Senate—not to mention Ahenobarbus—is fulminating. Well, all except Saturninus, who smirks; Scaurus, who laughs; and me. Three guesses what I’m doing!


  Publius Rutilius Rufus sighed and stretched his cramped hand, wishing that he could feel as uncomfortable writing a letter as Gaius Marius did; then perhaps he might not be driven to putting in all the delicious details which made the difference between a five-column missive and a fifty-five-column missive.


  And that, dear Gaius Marius, is positively all. If I sit here a moment longer I’ll think of more entertaining tales, and end in falling asleep with my nose in the inkpot. I do wish there was a better—that is, a more traditionally Roman—way of going about safeguarding your command than running yet again for the consulship. Nor do I see how you can possibly pull it off. But I daresay you will. Keep in good health. Remember, you’re no spring chicken anymore, you’re an old boiler, so don’t go tail over comb and break any bones. I will write again when something interesting happens.


  Gaius Marius got the letter at the beginning of November, and had just got it worked out so he could read it through with real enjoyment when Sulla turned up. That he was back for good he demonstrated by shaving off his now enormously long and drooping moustaches, and having his hair barbered. So while Sulla soaked blissfully in the bath, Marius read the letter out to him, and was ridiculously happy at having Sulla back to share such pleasures.


  They settled in the general’s private study, Marius having issued instructions that he was not to be disturbed, even by Manius Aquillius.


  “Take off that wretched torc!” Marius said when the properly Roman, tunic-clad Sulla leaned forward and brought the great gold thing into view.


  But Sulla shook his head, smiling and fingering the splendid dragon heads which formed the ends of the torc’s almost complete circle. “No, I don’t think I ever will, Gaius Marius. Barbaric, isn’t it?”


  “It’s wrong on a Roman,” grumbled Marius.


  “The trouble is, it’s become my good-luck talisman, so I can’t take it off in case my luck goes with it.” He settled himself on a couch with a sigh of voluptuous ease. “Oh, the bliss of reclining like a civilized man again! I’ve been carousing bolt upright at tables with my arse on hard wooden benches for so long that I’d begun to think I had only dreamed there were races lay down to eat. And how good it is to be continent again! Gauls and Germans alike, they do everything to excess—eat and drink until they spew all over each other, or else starve half to death because they went out to raid or do battle without thinking to pack a lunch. Ah, but they’re fierce, Gaius Marius! Brave! I tell you, if they had one tenth of our organization and self-discipline, we couldn’t hope to beat them.”


  “Luckily for us, they don’t have as much as a hundredth of either, so we can beat them. At least I think that’s what you’re saying. Here, drink this. It’s Falernian.”


  Sulla drank, deeply, yet slowly. “Wine, wine, wine! Nectar of the gods, balm for the sore heart, glue for the shredded spirit! How did I ever exist without it?” He laughed. “I don’t care if I never see another horn of beer or tankard of mead in all the rest of my life! Wine is civilized. No belches, no farts, no distended belly—on beer, a man becomes a walking cistern.”


  “Where’s Quintus Sertorius? All right, I hope?”


  “He’s on his way, but we traveled separately, and I wanted to brief you alone, Gaius Marius,” said Sulla.


  “Any way you want it, Lucius Cornelius, as long as I hear it,” said Marius, watching him with affection.


  “I hardly know where to start.”


  “At the beginning, then. Who are they? Where do they come from? How long has their migration been going on?”


  Relishing his wine, Sulla closed his eyes. “They don’t call themselves Germani, and they don’t regard themselves as a single people. They are the Cimbri, the Teutones, the Marcomanni, the Cherusci, and the Tigurini. The original homeland of the Cimbri and the Teutones is a long, wide peninsula lying to the north of Germania, vaguely described by some of the Greek geographers, who called it the Cimbrian Chersonnese. It seems the half farthest north was the home of the Cimbri, and the half joining onto the mainland of Germania was the home of the Teutones. Though they regard themselves as separate peoples, it’s very difficult to see any physical characteristics peculiar to either people, though the languages are somewhat different—they can understand each other, however.


  “They weren’t nomads, but they didn’t grow crops, and didn’t farm in our sense. It would seem that their winters were more wet than snowy, and that the soil produced wonderful grass all year round. So they lived with and off cattle, eked out by a little oats and rye. Beef eaters and milk drinkers, a few vegetables, a little hard black bread, and porridge.


  “And then about the time that Gaius Gracchus died— almost twenty years ago, at any rate—they had a year of inundations. Too much snow on the mountains feeding their great rivers, too much rain from the skies, ferocious gales, and very high tides. The ocean Atlanticus covered the whole peninsula. And when the sea receded, they found the soil too saline to grow grass, and their wells brackish. So they built an army of wagons, gathered together the cattle and horses which had survived, and set off to find a new homeland.”


  Marius was stiff with interest and excitement, sitting very straight in his chair, his wine forgotten. “All of them? How many were there?” he asked.


  “Not all of them, no. The old and the feeble were knocked on the head and buried in huge barrows. Only the warriors, the younger women, and the children migrated. As far as I can estimate, about six hundred thousand started to walk southeast down the valley of the great river we call the Albis.”


  “But I believe that part of the world is hardly peopled,” said Marius, frowning. “Why didn’t they stay along the Albis?”


  Sulla shrugged. “Who knows, when they don’t? They just seem to have given themselves into the hands of their gods, and waited for some sort of divine signal to tell them they had found a new homeland. Certainly they didn’t seem to encounter much opposition as they walked, at least along the Albis. Eventually they came to the sources of the river, and saw high mountains for the first time in the memory of the race. The Cimbrian Chersonnese was flat and low-lying.”


  “Obviously, if the ocean could flood it,” said Marius, and lifted a hand hastily. “No, I didn’t mean that sarcastically, Lucius Cornelius! I’m not good with words, or very tactful.” He got up to pour more wine into Sulla’s cup. “I take it that the mountains affected them powerfully?”


  “Indeed. Their gods were sky gods, but when they saw these towers tickling the underbellies of the clouds, they began to worship the gods they were sure lived beneath the towers, and shoved them up out of the ground. They’ve never really been very far from mountains since. In the fourth year they crossed an alpine watershed, and passed from the headwaters of the Albis to the headwaters of the Danubius, a river we know more about, of course. And they turned east to follow the Danubius toward the plains of the Getae and the Sarmatae.”


  “Was that where they were going, then?” Marius asked. “To the Euxine Sea?”


  “It appears so,” said Sulla. “However, they were blocked by the Boii from entering the basin of northern Dacia, and so were forced to keep following the course of the Danubius where it bends sharply south into Pannonia.”


  “The Boii are Celts, of course,” said Marius thoughtfully. “Celt and German didn’t mix, I take it.”


  “No, they certainly didn’t. But the interesting thing is that nowhere have the Germans decided to stay put and fight for land. At the least sign of resistance from the local tribes, they’ve moved on. As they did away from the lands of the Boii. Then somewhere near the confluence of the Danubius with the Tisia and the Savus, they ran up against another wall of Celts, this time the Scordisci.”


  “Our very own enemies, the Scordisci!” Marius exclaimed, grinning. “Well, isn’t it comforting to find out now that we and the Scordisci have a common enemy?”


  One red-gold brow went up. “Considering that it happened about fifteen years ago and we knew nothing of it, it’s hardly comforting,” Sulla said dryly.


  “I’m not saying anything right today, am I? Forgive me, Lucius Cornelius. You’ve been living it; I’m merely sitting here so excited at finding out at last that my tongue has developed a forest of thumbs,” said Marius.


  “It’s all right, Gaius Marius, I do understand,” said Sulla, smiling.


  “Go on, go on!”


  “Perhaps one of their greatest problems was that they had no leader worthy of the name. Nor any semblance of a—a—master plan, for want of a better phrase to describe it. I think they just waited for the day when some great king would give them permission to settle down on some of his vacant land.”


  “And of course great kings are not prone to do that,” said Marius.


  “No. Anyway, they turned back and began to travel west,” Sulla went on, “only they left the Danubius. They followed the Savus first, then skewed a little north, and picked up the course of the Dravus, which they then tracked toward its sources. By this time they had been walking for over six years without staying for more than a few days anywhere.”


  “They don’t travel on the wagons?” asked Marius.


  “Rarely. They’re harnessed to cattle, so they’re not driven, just guided. If someone is ill or near term with a child, the wagon becomes a vehicle of transport, not otherwise,” said Sulla. He sighed. “And of course we all know what happened next. They entered Noricum, and the lands of the Taurisci.”


  “Who appealed to Rome, and Rome sent Carbo to deal with the invaders, and Carbo lost his army,” said Marius.


  “And, as always, the Germans turned away from trouble,” said Sulla. “Instead of invading Italian Gaul, they walked right into the high mountains, and came back to the Danubius a little to the east of its confluence with the Aenus. The Boii weren’t going to let them go east, so they headed west along the Danubius, through the lands of the Marcomanni. For reasons I haven’t been able to fathom, a large segment of the Marcomanni joined the Cimbri and the Teutones in this seventh year of the migration.”


  “What about the thunderstorm?” Marius asked. “You know, the one which interrupted the battle between the Germans and Carbo, and saved at least some of Carbo’s men. There were those who believed the Germans took the storm as a sign of divine wrath, and that that was what saved us from invasion.”
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  “I doubt it,” said Sulla tranquilly. “Oh, I’m sure when the storm broke, the Cimbri—it was the Cimbri who fought Carbo; they were closest to his position—fled in terror, but I don’t believe it deflected them from Italian Gaul. The real answer seems simply to be that they never liked waging war to win territory for themselves.”


  “How fascinating! And here we see them as slavering hordes of barbarians just thirsting for Italy.” Marius looked at Sulla keenly. “And what happened next?”


  “Well, they followed the Danubius right to its sources this time. In the eighth year they were joined by a group of real Germans, the Cherusci, who came down from their lands around the Visurgis River, and in the ninth year by a people of Helvetia called the Tigurini, who seem to have lived to the east of Lake Lemanna, and are definitely Celts. As are, I believe, the Marcomanni. However, both the Marcomanni and the Tigurini are very Germanic Celts.”


  “They don’t dislike the Germans, you mean?”


  “Far less than they dislike their fellow Celts!” Sulla grinned. “The Marcomanni had been warring with the Boii for centuries, and the Tigurini with the Helvetii. So 1 suppose when the German wagons rolled through, they thought it might be a pleasant change to head for parts unknown. By the time the migration crossed through the Jura into Gallia Comata, there were well over eight hundred thousand participants.”


  “Who all descended upon the poor Aedui and Ambarri,” said Marius. “And stayed there.”


  “For over three years.” Sulla nodded. “The Aedui and Ambarri were softer people, you see. Romanized, Gaius Marius! Teeth pulled by Gnaeus Domitius so that our province of Gaul-across-the-Alps would be safe—er.


  And the Germans were developing a taste for our fine white bread. Something to spread their butter on! And sop up their beef juice with. And mix into their awful blood puddings.”


  “You speak feelingly, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “I do, I do!” Smile fading, Sulla studied the surface of his wine reflectively, then looked up at Marius, his light eyes gleaming. “They’ve elected themselves an overall king,” he said abruptly.


  “Oho!” said Marius softly.


  “His name is Boiorix, and he’s Cimbric. The Cimbri are the most numerous people.”


  “It’s a Celtic name, though,” said Marius. “Boiorix—Boii. A very formidable nation. There are colonies of Boii all over the place—Dacia, Thrace, Long-haired Gaul, Italian Gaul, Helvetia. Who knows? Maybe a long time ago they planted a colony among the Cimbri. After all, if this Boiorix says he’s Cimbric, then he’s Cimbric. They can’t be so primitive that they have no genealogical lore.”


  “Actually they have very little genealogical lore,” said Sulla, propping himself on his elbow. “Not because they’re particularly primitive, but because their whole structure is different from ours. Different from any people scattered around the Middle Sea, for that matter. They’re not farmers, and when men don’t own land and farm down the generations, they don’t develop a sense of place. That means they don’t develop a sense of family either. Tribal life— group life, if you prefer—is more important. They tend to eat as a community, which for them is more sensible. When houses are huts for sleeping and have no kitchens, or home is on wheels and has no kitchen, it’s easier to kill whole beasts, spit them, roast them whole, and feed the tribe as a single group.


  “Their genealogical lore relates to the tribe, or even to the collection of individual tribes which make up the people as a whole. They have heroes they sing about, but they embroider their doings out of all proportion to what must have been actual fact—a chieftain only two generations back behaves like Perseus or Hercules, he’s become so shadowy as a man. Their concept of place is shadowy too. And the position—chief or thane or priest or shaman—takes precedence over the identity of the individual man filling it. The individual man becomes the position! He moves apart from his family, and his family doesn’t rise with him. And when he dies, the position goes to someone the tribe selects without regard to what we would call family entitlements. Their ideas about family are very different from ours, Gaius Marius.” Sulla lifted himself off his elbow to pour more wine.


  “You’ve actually been living with them!” gasped Marius.


  “Oh, I had to!” Sipping enough from his cup to diminish the level of the wine, Sulla added water. “I’m not used to it,” he said, sounding surprised. “Never mind, my head will return, no doubt.” He frowned. “I managed to infiltrate the Cimbri while they were still trying to fight their way across the Pyrenees. It would have been November of last year, the moment I returned from seeing you.”


  “How?” asked Marius, fascinated.


  “Well, they were beginning to suffer what any people in a protracted war suffer—including us, especially after Arausio. Since the whole nation save for the old and infirm is moving as a unit, every warrior who dies is likely to leave a widow and orphans. These women become a liability unless their male children are old enough to become warriors fairly quickly. So the widows have to scramble to find new husbands among the warriors not old enough or enterprising enough to have acquired women already. If a woman succeeds in attaching herself and her offspring to another warrior, she’s allowed to continue as before. Her wagon is her dowry. Though not all the widowed women have wagons. And not all the widowed women find new mates. Owning a wagon definitely helps. They’re given a certain amount of time to make fresh arrangements. Three months—that is, one season. After that, they’re killed—along with their children—and the members of their tribe who don’t have wagons cast lots for vacant wagons. They kill those who are deemed too old to contribute productively to the welfare of the tribe, and excess girl-children are killed.”


  Marius grimaced. “And I thought we were hard!”


  But Sulla shook his head. “What’s hard, Gaius Marius? The Germans and the Gauls are like any other peoples. They structure their society to survive as a people. Those who become a drain on the community that it simply cannot afford must go. And which is better—to set them adrift without men to look after them, or hit them on the head? To die slowly of starvation and cold, or quickly and without pain? That’s how they look at it. That’s how they have to look at it.”


  “I suppose so,” said Marius reluctantly. “Personally I take great delight in our old. Listening to them is worth giving them food and shelter.”


  “But that’s because we can afford to keep our old, Gaius Marius! Rome is very rich. Therefore Rome can afford to support some at least of those who contribute nothing productive to the community. But we don’t condemn the exposing of unwanted children, do we?” Sulla asked.


  “Of course not!”


  “So what’s the difference, really? When the Germans find a homeland, they’ll become more like the Gauls. And the Gauls exposed to Greeks or Romans become more like Greeks or Romans. Having a homeland will enable the Germans to relax the rules; they’ll acquire sufficient wealth to feed their old and their widows burdened with children. They’re not city dwellers, they’re country folk. Cities have different rules again, haven’t you noticed? Cities breed disease to remove the old and the infirm, and cities decrease the farmer’s sense of place and family. The bigger Rome gets, the closer to the Germans it gets.”


  Marius scratched his head. “I’m lost, Lucius Cornelius. Get back to the subject, please! What happened to you? Did you find yourself a widow and tack yourself onto a tribe as a warrior?”


  Sulla nodded. “Exactly so. Sertorius did the same thing in a different tribe, which is why we haven’t seen a great deal of each other, only occasionally to compare notes. We each found a woman with a wagon who hadn’t managed to find a new mate. That was after establishing ourselves within our tribes as warriors, of course. We’d done that before we set out to see you last year, and we found our women as soon as we got back.”


  “Didn’t they reject you?” asked Marius. “After all, you were posing as Gauls, not as Germans.”


  “True. But we fight well, Quintus Sertorius and I. No tribal chief sneezes at good warriors,” said Sulla, grinning.


  “At least you haven’t been called upon to kill Romans! Though no doubt you would have, had it been necessary.”


  “Certainly,” said Sulla. “Wouldn’t you?”


  “Of course I would. Love is for the many. Sentiment is for the few,” said Marius. “A man must fight to save the many, never the few.” He brightened. “Unless, that is, he has the opportunity to do both.”


  “I was a Gaul of the Carnutes serving as a Cimbric warrior,” Sulla said, finding Marius’s philosophizing as confusing as Marius found his. “In the very early spring there was a big council composed of all the chiefs of all the tribes. The Cimbri by then had moved as far west as they could, hoping to penetrate Spain where the Pyrenees are lowest. The council was held on the banks of the river the Aquitanians call the Aturis. Definite word had come, you see, that every tribe of the Cantabri, Astures, Vettones, western Lusitani, and Vascones had gathered on the Spanish side of the mountains to contend German passage into their lands. And at this council, all of a sudden, completely unexpected—Boiorix emerged!”


  “I remember the report Marcus Cotta filed after Arausio,” Marius said. “He was one of the two leaders who fell out, and the other was Teutobod of the Teutones.”


  “He’s very young,” said Sulla, “about thirty, no more. Monstrously tall, and built like Hercules. Feet that look as big as licker-fish. But the interesting thing is that he’s got a mind akin to ours. Both the Gauls and the Germans have patterns of thinking so different from any people of the Middle Sea that to us they seem—barbarian! Whereas Boiorix has shown himself these past nine months to be a very different kind of barbarian. For one thing, he’s had himself taught to read and write—in Latin, not in Greek. I think I’ve already told you that when a Gaul is literate, he tends to be literate in Latin, not in Greek—”


  “Boiorix, Lucius Cornelius!” said Marius. “Boiorix!”


  Smiling, Sulla resumed. “Back to Boiorix it is. He’s been strong in the councils for perhaps four years, but this spring he overcame all opposition, and got himself appointed paramount chief—we’d call him a king, certainly, because he’s reserved the final decision in all situations for himself, and he isn’t afraid to disagree with his council.”


  “How did he get himself appointed?” Marius asked.


  “The old way,” said Sulla. “Neither Germans nor Gauls hold elections, though they do sometimes vote in council. But council decisions are more likely to be made by whoever remains sober the longest, or has the loudest voice. As for Boiorix, he became king by right of combat. He took on all comers, and killed them. Not in a single engagement— merely one a day until there were no more challengers left. All told, eleven thanes disputed his right. And bit the dust, in good old Homeric fashion.”


  “King by killing one’s rivals,” said Marius thoughtfully. “Where’s the satisfaction in that? Truly barbaric! Kill a rival in debate or court, and he’ll live to fight again. No man should be without rivals. Alive, he shines against them because he’s better than they are. Dead, he has no one to shine against at all.”


  “I agree,” said Sulla. “But in a barbarian world—or an Eastern one, for that matter—the whole idea is to kill all one’s rivals. It’s safer.”


  “What happened to Boiorix after he became king?”


  “He told the Cimbri they were not going to Spain. There were far easier places, he said. Like Italy. But first, he said, the Cimbri were going to join up with the Teutones, the Tigurini, the Marcomanni, and the Cherusci. And then he would be king of the Germans as well as the Cimbri.”


  Sulla refilled his cup, well watered. “We spent the spring and the summer moving north through Long-haired Gaul. We crossed the Garumna, the Liger, and the Sequana, and then we entered the lands of the Belgae.”


  “The Belgae!” breathed Marius. “You’ve seen them?”


  “Yes, of course,” said Sulla, looking casual.


  “There must have been war to the death.”


  “Not at all. King Boiorix, you see, has taken to what you or I would call opening up negotiations. Until our summer journey through Long-haired Gaul, the Germans had revealed no interest in negotiating. Every time they’ve encountered one of our armies barring their progress, for instance, they’ve sent an embassage to us asking for permission to pass through our territory. We’ve always said no, naturally. So they ride away and they never come back for a second try. They’ve never dickered, or asked to sit down at a bargaining table, or attempted to find out if there was anything we’d be prepared to take from them in order to open up a fresh round of propositions. Whereas Boiorix has behaved very differently. He negotiated a passage through Long-haired Gaul for the Cimbri.”


  “Did he now? What did he bargain with?”


  “He bought the Gauls and the Belgae off with meat, milk, butter—and work in the fields. He bartered his cattle for their beer and their wheat, and offered his warriors to help plough extra ground to grow enough for everyone,” said Sulla.


  Marius’s eyebrows worked furiously. “Clever barbarian!”


  “Indeed he is, Gaius Marius. And so in complete peace and amity we followed the Isara River north from the Sequana, and came finally to the lands of a tribe of Belgae called the Atuatuci. Basically, the Atuatuci are Germans who live along the Mosa River just downstream from the Sabis, and who also live on the edge of a vast forest they call the Arduenna. It stretches east from the Mosa all the way to the Mosella, and unless you’re a German, it’s impenetrable. The Germans of Germania proper live inside the forests, and use them in much the same way as we use fortifications.”


  Marius was thinking hard, for his eyebrows continued to writhe as if they had life of their own. “Continue, Lucius Cornelius. I’m finding the German Enemy more and more interesting.”


  Sulla inclined his head. “I thought you would. The Cherusci actually come from a part of Germania not so very far from the lands of the Atuatuci, and claim the Atuatuci are their kinsmen. So they had persuaded the Teutones, the Tigurini, and the Marcomanni to go with them to the lands of the Atuatuci while the Cimbri were away south looking up at the Pyrenees. But when we of the Cimbri came upon the scene late in Sextilis, it wasn’t a happy scene at all. The Teutones had antagonized the Atuatuci and the Cherusci to the point where there had been a lot of skirmishing, quite a few deaths, and an ill feeling that we Cimbri could see almost visibly growing.”


  “But King Boiorix fixed all that,” said Marius.


  “King Boiorix fixed all that!” Sulla said with a grin. “He settled the Atuatuci down and then called a grand council of the migrant Germans — Cimbri, Teutones, Tigurini, Cherusci, and Marcomanni. At the council he announced that he was not only the King of the Cimbri, but the King of all the Germans. He had to fight a few duels, but not with his only serious rivals, Teutobod of the Teutones and Getorix of the Tigurini. They thought a bit like Romans themselves, because they both decided they liked living and would have considerably more nuisance value to King Boiorix alive than dead.”


  “And how did you find all this out?’ ‘ asked Marius. “Had you become a chieftain by this? Did you sit listening?”


  Sulla tried to look modest, humility being a little too out of character. “As a matter of fact, I had become a thane. Not a very big thane, you understand, just big enough to be invited to the councils. My wife Hermana — she’s actually a member of the Cherusci, not the Cimbri— bore twin boys just as we reached the Mosa, and it was considered such a good omen that my status as tribal chief was elevated to group thane just in time to participate in the grand council of all the Germans.”


  Marius roared with laughter. “Do you mean to say that in years to come, some poor Roman is going to come up against a couple of little Germans who look like you?”


  “It’s possible,” said Sulla, grinning.


  “And a few little Quintus Sertoriuses as well?”


  “One, at least.”


  Marius sobered. “Continue, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “He’s very, very clever, our lad Boiorix. Whatever we do, we mustn’t underrate him because he’s a barbarian. Because he came up with a grand strategy you would have been proud to have thought of yourself. I do not exaggerate, believe me.”


  Marius tensed. “I believe you! What’s his grand strategy?”


  “As soon as the weather permits it next year — March at the latest — the Germans intend to invade Italy on three fronts,” said Sulla. “When I say March, I mean that’s when the whole eight hundred thousand of them are going to leave the lands of the Atuatuci. Boiorix has given everyone six months to complete the journey from the Mosa River to Italian Gaul.”


  Both Marius and Sulla leaned forward.


  “He’s divided them into three separate forces. The Teutones are to invade Italian Gaul from the west. They represent some quarter million of the total number. They’ll be led by their king, Teutobod, and at this stage they plan to travel down the Rhodanus and along the Ligurian coast toward Genua and Pisae. It’s my guess, however, that with Boiorix in charge of the whole invasion, before they start they’ll have changed their route to the Via Domitia and the Mons Genava Pass. Which will bring them out on the Padus at Taurasia.”


  “He’s learning some geography as well as some Latin, is he?” asked Marius grimly.


  “I told you, Boiorix is a reader. He’s also put Roman captives to the torture — not quite all of those we lost at Arausio died. If they fell to the Cimbri, Boiorix kept them alive until he found out what he wanted to know. One cannot blame our men for co-operating. “ Sulla pulled a face. “The Germans routinely resort to torture.”


  “So that means the Teutones will be following the same route as the whole host took before Arausio,” said Marius. “How are the others planning to enter Italian Gaul?”
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  “The Cimbri are the most numerous of the three great German divisions,” said Sulla. “All told, four hundred thousand of them at least. Where the Teutones go straight down the Mosa to the Arar and the Rhodanus, the Cimbri will move down the Rhenus all the way to Lake Brigantinus, go north of the lake over the watershed and down to the source of the Danubius. They’ll go east along the Danubius until they reach the Aenus, then down the Aenus and cross into Italian Gaul through the Pass of Brennus. Which will put them on the Athesis, near Verona.”


  “Led by King Boiorix himself,” said Marius, and humped his head into his shoulders. “I like it less and less.”


  “The third group is the smallest and least cohesive,” Sulla went on. “The Tigurini, Marcomanni, and Cherusci. About two hundred thousand of them. They’ll be led by Getorix of the Tigurini. At first Boiorix was going to send them in a straight line through the great German forests—the Hercynian, Gabreta, and so on— and have them strike south through Pannonia into Noricum. Then I think he wondered if they’d stick to it, and decided to make them travel with him down the Danubius to the Aenus. From there they’ll keep on going east along the Danubius until they reach Noricum, and turn south. They’ll enter Italian Gaul over the Carnic Alps, which will put them at Tergeste, with Aquileia not far away.”


  “And each segment has six months to make the journey, you say?” Marius asked. “Well, I can see the Teutones doing it, but the Cimbri have a much longer journey, and the hybrids the longest journey of all.”


  “And there you are mistaken, Gaius Marius,” said Sulla. “In actual fact, from the point on the Mosa where all three divisions start out, the distance each division travels is much the same. All involve crossing the Alps, but only the Teutones will cross through country they haven’t traversed before. The Germans have wandered everywhere through the Alps during the last eighteen years! They’ve been down the Danubius from its sources to Dacia; they’ve been down the Rhenus from its sources to the Helella; they’ve been down the Rhodanus from its sources to Arausio. They’re alpine veterans.”


  The breath hissed between Marius’s teeth. “Jupiter, Lucius Cornelius, it’s brilliant! But can they really do it? I mean, Boiorix has to bank on each division reaching Italian Gaul by—October?”


  “I think the Teutones and the Cimbri will certainly do it. They’re well led and strongly motivated. About the others, I can’t be sure. Nor, I suspect, can Boiorix.”


  Sulla slid off the couch and began to pace the floor. “There’s one more thing, Gaius Marius, and it’s a very serious thing. After eighteen years of homeless wandering, the Germans are tired. And they’re desperate to settle down. A huge number of children have grown old enough to become young warriors without ever knowinga homeland. There’s actually even been talk of going back to the Cimbrian Chersonnese. The sea has retreated long since, and the ground is sweet again.”


  “I wish they would!” said Marius.


  “It’s too late for that,” Sulla said, pacing up and down restlessly. “They’ve grown to like crusty white bread, you see, to put their butter on, and sop up their beef juice, and put into their awful blood puddings. They like the warmth of the southern sun and the proximity of the great white mountains. First Pannonia and Noricum, then Gaul. Ours is a richer world. And now that they’ve got Boiorix, they’ve made up their minds they’ll take it.”


  “Not while I’m in charge, they won’t,” said Marius, and sagged in his chair. “Is that all?” he asked.


  “All, yet nothing,” Sulla said, a little sadly. “I could talk about them for days. But that’s as much as you need to know as a beginning, certainly.”


  “What about your wife, your sons? Have you left them to be knocked on the head because they’ve no warrior to support them?”


  “Isn’t it funny?” Sulla asked himself, wondering. “I couldn’t do that! When the time came to go, I found I just—couldn’t. So I took Hermana and the boys to the Cherusci of Germania. They live to the north of the Chatti, along the Visurgis River. Her tribe is a part of the Cherusci, though it’s called the Marsi. Odd, don’t you find? We have our Marsi. The Germans have theirs. The name is pronounced exactly the same way. Makes you wonder.... How did we all come to be where we are? Is it in the nature of men to wander in search of fresh homelands? Will we of Rome grow tired of Italy one day, and migrate elsewhere? I’ve thought a great deal about the world since I joined the Germans, Gaius Marius.”


  For a reason he couldn’t quite grasp, this last speech of Sulla’s moved Marius almost to tears; so he said in a gentler voice than usual, “I’m glad you didn’t leave her to die.”


  “So am I, even though I couldn’t afford the time. I was worried that I wouldn’t reach you before the consular elections were due, because I thought my news would be a terrific help.” He cleared his throat. “Actually I took it upon myself—in your name, of course—to conclude a treaty of peace and friendly alliance with the Marsi of Germania. In some way, I thought, my German sons would then have the faintest whiff of Rome under their short straight Cherusci noses. Hermana has promised to raise them to think kindly of Rome.”


  “Won’t you ever see her again?” asked Marius.


  “Of course not!” said Sulla briskly. “Nor the twins. I do not intend ever again, Gaius Marius, to grow my hair or my moustaches, nor journey away from the lands around the Middle Sea. A diet of beef and milk and butter and oaten porridge does not agree with my Roman stomach, nor do I like going without a bath, nor do I like beer. I’ve done what I could for Hermana and the boys by putting them where their lack of a warrior will not mean they have to die. But I’ve told Hermana she must try to find another man. It’s sensible and proper. All going well, they’ll survive. And my boys will grow up to be good Germans. Fierce warriors, I hope! And bigger than me by far, I hope! Yet— if Fortune doesn’t intend them to survive—why, I’ll not know about it, will I?”


  “Quite so, Lucius Cornelius.” Marius looked down at his hands where they curled about his cup, and seemed surprised that their knuckles were white.


  “The only time I ever take credence of Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle’s allegations about your vulgar origins,” said Sulla, sounding nothing but amused, “is when some incident rouses your dormant peasant sentimentality.”


  Marius glared. “The worst of you—Sulla!—is that I will never know what makes you work! What makes your legs go up and down, what makes your arms swing, why you smile like a wolf. And what you really think. That I’ll never, never know.”


  “If it’s any consolation, brother-in-law, nor will anyone else. Even me,” said Sulla.


  5


  It looked, that November, as if Gaius Marius would never succeed in becoming consul for the following year. A letter from Lucius Appuleius Saturninus drove out all hope of a plebiscite authorizing him to stand in absentia a third time.


  The Senate won’t stand by idly again, because most of Rome is now convinced the Germans won’t come at all. Ever. In fact, the Germans have turned into a new Lamia, a monster employed to strike terror into every heart so often and for so long that eventually she holds no terror.


  Naturally your enemies have made a great deal out of the fact that this is your second year in Gaul-across-the-Alps repairing roads and digging ship canals, and that your presence there with a large army is costing the State more than it can afford, especially with the price of wheat what it is.


  I’ve tested the electoral water in the matter of your standing in absentia a third time, and the toe I dipped in has dropped off from the frost. Your chances would be somewhat better if you came to Rome to stand in person. But of course if you do that, your enemies will argue that the so-called emergency in Gaul-across-the-Alps does not actually exist.


  However, I’ve done what I can for you, mainly lining up support in the Senate so you will at least have your command prorogued with proconsular status. This will mean next year’s consuls will be your superiors. And as a final note of cheer, the favored consular candidate for next year is Quintus Lutatius Catulus. The electors are so fed up with his standing every single year that they’ve decided to get rid of him by voting him in. I trust this finds you well.


  When Marius finished reading Saturninus’s short missive, he sat frowning for a long time. Though the news it imparted was cheerless, there was yet a faintly jaunty feel to the letter; as if Saturninus too was deciding Gaius Marius was a man of the past, and was busy realigning his priorities.


  Gaius Marius had no polling appeal. No more knight clout. For the Germans were much less of a threat than the Sicilian slave war and the grain supply; Lamia the monster was dead.


  Well, Lamia the monster wasn’t dead, and Lucius Cornelius Sulla was alive to prove it. Only what was the point of sending Sulla to Rome to testify to this fact when he, Gaius Marius, had no excuse to accompany Sulla to Rome? Without support and power, Sulla wouldn’t prevail; he’d have to tell his whole story to too many men alienated from his commander, men who would find the idea of a Roman aristocrat masquerading as a Gaul for almost two years so disturbing they would end in having Rome dismiss Sulla’s story as unstable, unreliable, unacceptable. No, either both of them journeyed to Rome, or neither of them did.


  Out came blank paper, pen, ink: Gaius Marius wrote to Lucius Appuleius Saturninus.


  Vindicated you may be, Lucius Appuleius, but remember it was I who enabled you to survive until you were vindicated. You are still beholden to me, and I expect a clientlike loyalty from you.


  Do not assume I cannot come to Rome. An opportunity may still arise. Or at least, I expect you to act as if I will indeed appear in Rome. Therefore here is what I want. The most immediate necessity is to postpone the consular elections, a job you and Gaius Norbanus as tribunes of the plebs are well able to do. You will do it. Wholeheartedly. Throwing all your energy into the job. After that, I expect you to use the brain you were born with to seize upon the first opportunity which will enable you to put pressure on the Senate and People to call me to Rome.


  I will get to Rome, never doubt it. So if you want to rise a great deal higher than the tribunate of the plebs, it behooves you to remain Gaius Marius’s man.


  And by the end of November an east wind blew Gaius Marius a smacking kiss from the goddess Fortuna, in the shape of a second letter from Saturninus that arrived by sea two days before the Senate courier and his dispatches reached Glanum. Saturninus said, very humbly:


  I do not doubt you will reach Rome. Not one day after I received your chastening note, your esteemed colleague Lucius Aurelius Orestes, the junior consul, died suddenly. And, still feeling the lash of your displeasure, I seized upon this opportunity to force the Senate into recalling you. That had not been the plan formulated by the Policy Makers, who through the agency of the Leader of the House recommended that the Conscript Fathers choose a consul suffectus to fill the ivory chair left vacant by Orestes. But—amazing luck!—only the day before, Scaurus had delivered a long speech in the House to the effect that your presence in Gaul-across-the-Alps was an affront to the credulity of all Good Men, that you had manufactured the German panic to get yourself elected a virtual dictator. Of course the moment Orestes died, Scaurus changed his tune completely—the House did not dare recall you to exercise the electoral functions of the consul with the German menace threatening Italy, so the House must appoint a suffect consul to get the elections under way.


  Having had no time to start using my tribunate to postpone any elections, I now found it unnecessary to do so. Instead, I rose in the House and made a very fine speech to the effect that our esteemed Princeps Senatus couldn’t have it both ways. Either there was a German menace, or there was not. And I chose to accept his speech of the day before as his honest opinion—there was no German menace, therefore there was no need to fill the dead junior consul’s chair with a suffectus. No, I said, Gaius Marius must be recalled; Gaius Marius must finally do the job he had been elected to do—carry out the duties of a consul. I didn’t need to accuse Scaurus of altering his viewpoint to fit the new set of circumstances in his second speech; everyone got the message.


  Hopefully this will beat the courier. The time of year favors the sea over the road. Not that you are not perfectly capable of working out what must have been the sequence of events the moment you get the Senate’s communication! Only that if I do beat the courier, you have a little extra time to plan your campaign in Rome. I am starting things moving among the electors, naturally, and by the time you reach Rome you should have a most respectable deputation of leading lights of the People begging you to stand for the consulship.


  “We’re on our way!” said Marius jubilantly to Sulla, tossing him Saturninus’s letter. “Pack your things—there’s no time to lose. You are going to tell the House that the Germans will invade Italy on three separate fronts in the autumn of next year, and I am going to tell the electors that I am the only man capable of stopping them.”


  “How far do I go?” asked Sulla, startled.


  “Only as far as you have to. I’ll introduce the subject, and state the findings. You’ll testify to their truth, but not in a way which gives the House to understand that you became a barbarian yourself.” Marius looked rueful. “Some things, Lucius Cornelius, are best left unsaid. They don’t know you well enough yet to understand what kind of man you are. Don’t give them information they can use against you later on. You’re a patrician Roman. So let them think your daring deeds were done inside a patrician Roman skin.”


  Sulla shook his head. “It’s manifestly impossible to go prowling among the Germans looking like a patrician Roman!”


  “They don’t know that,” said Marius with a grin. “Remember what Publius Rutilius said in his letter? The armchair generals on the back benches, he called them. Well, they’re armchair spies too, on the front benches as well as the back. They would not know the rules for spying if the rules ran up their arses!” And he began to laugh. “In fact, I wish I’d asked you to keep your moustaches and long hair for a little while. I’d have dressed you as a German and paraded you around the Forum. And you know what would happen, don’t you?”


  Sulla sighed. “Yes. No one would recognize me.”


  “Correct. So we won’t put unbearable strain on their Roman imaginations. I’ll be speaking first, and you take your cue from me,” said Marius.


  *


  To Sulla, Rome offered none of the political vigor or domestic warmth it did to Gaius Marius. In spite of his brilliant quaestorship—under Marius—and his brilliant career as a spy—under Marius—he was just another one of the Senate’s young up-and-coming men, walking in the shadow of the First Man in Rome. Nor was his future political career going anywhere fast enough, especially considering his late entry into the Senate; he was patrician and therefore not permitted to become a tribune of the plebs, he didn’t have the money to run for curule aedile, and he hadn’t been in the Senate long enough to run for praetor. That was the political side of things. At home he found a bitter and enervating atmosphere polluted by a wife who drank too much and neglected her children, and by a mother-in-law who disliked him quite as much as she disliked her situation. That was the domestic side of things.


  Well, the political climate would improve for him, he was not so depressed he couldn’t see it; but the climate in his home could do nothing else than deteriorate. And what made it harder coming to Rome this time was that he was passing from his German wife to his Roman one. For just about a year he had lived with Hermana in the midst of an environment more alien to his aristocratic world than the old world of the Suburan stews had been. And Hermana was his solace, his fortress, his one normal point of reference in that bizarre barbarian society.


  Tacking himself onto the Cimbric comet’s tail had not been difficult, for Sulla was more than just another brave and physically strong warrior; he was a warrior who thought. In bravery and physical strength many of the Germans left him far behind. But where they were an unalloyed metal, he was the tempered finality—cunning as well as brave, slippery as well as strong. Sulla was the small man facing the giant, the man who, in order to excel in armed combat, had no other way of going about it than to think. Therefore he had been noticed on the field against the Spanish tribes of the Pyrenees at once, and accepted into the warrior confraternity.


  Then he and Sertorius had agreed that if they were to blend into this strange world to the point where they would rise high enough to be privy to German policies (such as they were), they would have to be more than useful soldiers. They would have to carve themselves niches in tribal life. So they had separated, chosen different tribes, and then taken women from among the ranks of those women recently widowed.


  His eye had lighted upon Hermana because she was an outsider herself, and because she had no children. Her man had been the chief of his Cimbric tribe; otherwise the women of the tribe would never have tolerated her foreign presence among them when, in effect, she usurped a place which ought to have been filled by a Cimbric woman. And the angry women were already clubbing her to death inside their minds when Sulla—a meteor among the warriors—climbed into her wagon and thereby established his claim to her. They would be foreigners together. There was no sentiment or attraction of any kind in his selection of the Cheruscic Hermana; simply, she needed him more than a Cimbric woman would have within the tribal enclave, and also owed the tribe far less than a Cimbric woman would have. Thus if she should discover his Roman origins, Hermana would be far less likely to report him than a Cimbric woman.


  As German women went, she was very ordinary. Most were tall, strongly yet gracefully built, with long legs and high breasts, flaxen hair, the bluest of eyes—and fair of face if one could forgive the ugliness of wide mouths and straight little noses. Hermana was a great deal shorter even than Sulla (who as Romans went was a respectable height at about three inches less than six feet—Marius, an inch over six feet, was very tall), and plumper than most of her fellows. Though her hair was extremely thick and long, it was definitely of that indeterminate shade universally known as mouse, and her eyes were a darkish grey-fawn to match her hair. For the rest, she was German enough—the bones of her skull were well defined, and her nose was like a short straight blade, fine and thin. She was thirty years old, and had been barren; if her man had not been the chief, and autocratic to the point of refusing to cast her off, Hermana would have died.


  What made her distinctive enough to have been the choice of two men of superior quality in succession was not obvious on the surface. Her first man had called her different and interesting, but could be no more specific; Sulla thought her a natural aristocrat, a finicky aloof lady who yet radiated a powerfully sexual message.


  They fitted together very well in every way, for she was intelligent enough to be undemanding, sensible enough not to trammel him, passionate enough to make bedding her a pleasure, articulate enough to make her an interesting communicant, and industrious enough to give him no additional work. Hermana’s beasts were always herded together properly, branded properly, milked properly, mated properly, medicined properly. Hermana’s wagon was always in tiptop condition, its canopy kept taut and patched or mended, its wooden tray oiled and chinked, its big wheels greased with a mixture of butter and beef drippings along the axle junctions and linch-pins, and never missing spokes or segments of their rims. Hermana’s pots and crocks and vessels were kept clean; her provisions were carefully stored against damp and marauders; her clothing and rugs were aired and darned; her killing and quartering knives were superbly sharp; her oddments were never put away in some place she forgot. Hermana, in fact, was everything Julilla was not. Except a Roman of blood as good as his own.


  When she discovered she was pregnant—in fact, she fell at once—both of them were delighted, Hermana for one extra reason. She was now vindicated in the eyes of the tribe to which she did not belong, and the blame for her previous sterility was now thrown squarely upon the shoulders of her dead chieftain. A fact which didn’t please the women of the tribe one little bit, for they had long hated her. Not that there was much they could do about it, because by spring, when the Cimbri set off on their trek northward to the lands of the Atuatuci, Sulla was the new chief. Hermana, it might safely be inferred, had more than her share of luck.


  And then in Sextilis, after a wearying yet uncomplaining gestation, Hermana gave birth to twin boys, big and healthy and red-haired; Sulla called one Herman, and the other Cornel. He had racked his brains to think of a name which would in some way perpetuate his gens, Cornelius, yet wouldn’t sound too odd in the German tongue. “Cornel” was his solution.


  The babies were everything twin boys ought to be: so alike it was difficult to tell them apart, even for their mother and father; content to be together; more interested in thriving than crying. Twins were rare, and their birth to this strange outlander couple was considered an omen important enough to secure Sulla the thaneship of a whole group of small tribes. In consequence, he went to the grand council Boiorix called of all the Germans of all three peoples after the King of the Cimbri settled Atuatuci-Teutonic friction without bloodshed.


  For some time, of course, Sulla had known he would soon have to leave, but he put off his departure until after that grand council, aware that he worried over what should have been a very minor consideration—what would happen to Hermana and his sons once he was gone? The men of his tribe he might possibly have trusted, but the women were not to be trusted, and in any domestic tribal situation, the women would prevail. The moment he disappeared, Hermana would die under the clubs, even if her sons were allowed to survive.


  It was September, and time was of the essence. Yet Sulla made a decision which ran counter both to self-interest and Rome’s interest. Though he could ill afford the time, before he returned to Marius he would take Hermana back to her own people in Germania. That meant he had to tell her who and what he was. She was more fascinated than surprised; he saw her eyes turn to their sons with wonder in them, as if now she truly understood how important they were, these sons of a demigod. No grief appeared on her face when he told her he would have to leave her forever, but gratitude did when he told her he would first deliver her to the Marsi of Germania, in the hope that among her own settled people she would be protected and allowed to live.


  At the beginning of October they left the gargantuan enclave of Germans wagons, during the first hours of darkness, having chosen a site for their wagons and beasts from which their departure was less likely to attract notice. When day broke they were still wending their way between German wagons, but no one paid them any attention, and two days after that they finally drew clear of the encampment.


  The distance from the Atuatuci to the Marsi was no more than a hundred miles, and the countryside was fairly flat. But between Long-haired Gaul of the Belgae and Germania flowed the biggest river in all of western Europa: the Rhenus. Somehow Sulla had to get his wife’s wagon across it. And somehow he had to protect his family from marauders. He did it the Sullan way, very simply and directly, by trusting to his bond with the goddess Fortuna, who did not desert him.


  When they reached the Rhenus, they found its banks populous and the people not interested in preying upon one lone wagon and one lone German, especially with red-haired twin boys sitting one in each of their mother’s arms. A barge big enough to carry the wagon plied the great river regularly, the price a jar of most precious wheat; since the summer had been relatively dry, the water was at its quietest, and Sulla for the payment of three jars of wheat was able to get all Hermana’s beasts across as well as the wagon.


  Once into Germania they made brisk progress, for the land this far downstream of the Rhenus was cleared of vast forests, and some simple growing was attempted, more for winter cattle fodder than human consumption. During the third week of October Sulla found Hermana’s tribe of the Marsi, and delivered her into their care. And concluded his treaty of peace and friendship between the German Marsi and the Senate and People of Rome.


  Then when the moment of actual parting came, they wept in dreadful grief, finding it harder by far than either of them had dreamed. Carrying the twins, Hermana followed Sulla on foot until the legs of his horse wore her to a standstill, and there she stood, howling, long after he had passed out of her sight forever. While Sulla rode his horse southwest, so blinded by tears he had to trust to the instincts of this horse for many miles.


  Hermana’s people had given him a good mount, so that he was able to trade it for another good mount at the end of the day, and so continued well mounted for the twelve days it took him to ride from the sources of the river Amisia, where lay the Marsi settlements, to Marius’s camp outside Glanum. He cut cross-country the whole way, avoiding the high mountains and thickest forests by following the great rivers—Rhenus to Mosella, Mosella to Arar, Arar to Rhodanus.


  His heart lay so heavy within him that he had to force himself to take note of the country and peoples he traversed, though once he caught himself listening with amazement to himself speaking the Gallic of the Druids, and thought, I am fluent in German of several dialects and fluent in Carnutic Gallic—I, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, senator of Rome!


  But what neither he nor Quintus Sertorius discovered of the German dispositions among the Atuatuci did not transpire until the following spring, long after both Sulla and Sertorius were gone from their lives and wives of Germania. For when the wagons began to roll in their thousands upon thousands and the three great hosts divided up to invade Italy, the Cimbri and the Teutones and the Tigurini and the Cherusci and the Marcomanni left something behind for the Atuatuci to guard against their return. They left a force of six thousand of their finest men to ensure that the Atuatuci suffered no incursions from other tribes; and they left every last tribal treasure they, owned—gold statues, gold chariots, gold harness, gold votives, gold coins, gold bullion, several tons of finest amber, and various other treasures they had picked up along their migration to swell what had been theirs for many generations. The only gold which moved with the Germans as they, started out was gold they wore on their bodies. All the rest remained hidden among the Atuatuci, in much the same way as the Volcae Tectosages of Tolosa had minded the gold of the Gallic peoples.


  *


  So when Sulla saw Julilla again, he contrasted her with Hermana, and found her slipshod, careless, intellectually untutored, disordered and unmethodical, and—hateful. She had at least learned enough from their previous reunion not to throw herself at him immodestly under the gaze of their servants. But, he thought wearily over dinner on that first day home, his being spared that particular ordeal was more likely to have been due to the presence of Marcia in the house rather than a wish on Julilla’s part to please him. For Marcia was quite a presence—stiff, straight, unsmiling, unloving, unforgiving. She hadn’t aged gracefully, and after so many years of happiness as the wife of Gaius Julius Caesar, her widowhood was a great burden to her. Also, Sulla suspected, she loathed being the mother of a daughter as unsatisfactory as Julilla.


  Little wonder in that. He loathed being married to a wife as unsatisfactory as Julilla. Yet it was not politic to cast her off, for she was no Metella Calva, coupling indiscriminately with the lowborn, nor did she couple with the highborn. Fidelity had become perhaps her only virtue. Unfortunately the drinking had not progressed to the point where everyone in Rome knew her as a wine bibber; Marcia had worked indefatigably to conceal it. Which meant that a diffarreatio divorce (even had he been willing to undergo its hideousness) was out of the question.


  And yet she was impossible to live with. Her physical demands within the bedroom were so starved and scratchy that he could experience no emotion more scorching than a ghastly, all-pervading embarrassment; he only had to set eyes on Julilla, and every iota of erectile tissue belonging to his body shrank inside itself like one of Publius Vagiennius’s snails. He didn’t want to touch her, and he didn’t want her touching him.


  It was easy for a woman to counterfeit sexual desire, sexual pleasure too, but a man couldn’t counterfeit sexual desire any more than he could sexual pleasure. If men were by nature more truthful than women, thought Sulla, it was surely because they carried a tattletale truth teller between their legs into every sexual encounter, and this colored all aspects of masculine life. And if there was a reason why men were drawn to men, it lay in the fact that the act of love required no accompanying act of faith.


  None of these cogitations boded well for Julilla, who had no idea what her husband thought, but was devastated by the all-too-evident little he felt. For two nights in succession she found herself pushed away, while Sulla’s patience frayed and his excuses grew more perfunctory, less convincing. And on the third morning Julilla rose even earlier than Sulla so that she could have a copious breakfast of wine, only to be caught in the act by her mother.


  The result was a quarrel between the two women so bitter and acrimonious that the children wept, the slaves fled, and Sulla shut himself inside his tablinum calling down cursesupon the heads of all women. What snatches of the argument he overheard indicated that the subject was not new, nor this confrontation the first. The children, Marcia alleged in a voice loud enough to be heard as far away as the temple of Magna Mater, were being completely ignored by their mother. Julilla retorted in a scream audible as far away as the Circus Maximus that Marcia had stolen the children’s affections, so what could she expect?


  The battle raged for longer than any altercation so verbally violent should have—another indication, Sulla decided, that the subject and the argument had been thoroughly explored on many earlier occasions. They were proceeding almost by rote. It ended in the atrium just outside Sulla’s study door, where Marcia informed Julilla that she was taking the children and their nanny for a long walk, and she didn’t know when she’d be back, but Julilla had better be sober when she did come back.


  Hands pressed over his ears to shut out the pathetic sobs and pleas for peace both children were making of their mother and grandmother, Sulla tried to concentrate upon what beautiful children they were. He was still filled with the delight of seeing them again after so long; Cornelia Sulla was over five now, and little Lucius Sulla was four. People in their own right—and quite old enough to suffer, as he well knew from the memories of his own childhood, buried yet never forgotten. If there was any mercy in his abandonment of his German twin sons, it lay in the fact that when he left them they were still very young babies, heads nodding up and down, mouths blowing bubbles, every kink in every bone from head to toe stuffed with dimples. It would be far harder to part with his Roman children because they were old enough to be people. He pitied them deeply. And loved them deeply too, a very different kind of feeling from any he had ever experienced for either man or woman. Selfless and pure, untainted and rounded.


  His door burst open; Julilla rushed into the room with draperies swirling, her fists knotted, her face dyed a dark rose from rage. And wine.


  “Did you hear that?” she demanded.


  Sulla laid his pen down. “How could I help hearing it?” he asked in a tired voice. “The whole Palatine heard.”


  “That old turnip! That dried-up old troublemaker! How dare she accuse me of neglecting my children?”


  Do I, or don’t I? asked Sulla of himself. Why am I putting up with her? Why don’t I get out my little box of white powder from the Pisae foundry and dose her wine until her teeth fall out of her head and her tongue curls up into a smoking string and her tits swell up like puffballs and explode? Why don’t I find a nice wet oak tree and harvest a few flawless mushrooms and feed them to her until she pours blood from every orifice? Why don’t I give her the kiss she’s panting for, and snap her skinny nasty neck the way I did Clitumna’s? How many men have I killed with sword, dagger, arrow, poison, stone, axe, club, thong, hands? What does she have none of those others had? He found the answer at once, of course. Julilla had given him his dream. Julilla had given him his luck. And she was a patrician Roman, blood of his blood. He’d sooner kill Hermana.


  Even so, words couldn’t kill her, this tough, sinewy Roman madam, so words he could use.


  “You do neglect your children,” he said. “That’s why I brought your mother to live here in the first place.”


  She gasped stagily, choked, wrapped her hands about her throat. “Oh! Oh! How dare you? I have never neglected my children, never!”


  ‘‘ Rubbish. You’ve never cared a scrap for them,” he said in the same tired patient voice he seemed to have adopted since he set foot in this awful, blighted house. “The only thing you care about, Julilla, is a flagon of wine.”


  “And who can blame me?” she asked, hands falling. “Who can honestly blame me? Married to a man who doesn’t want me, who can’t even get it up when we’re in the same bed and I’ve got it in my mouth sucking and licking until my jaws crack!”


  “If we’re going to be explicit, would you please close the door?” he asked.


  “Why? So the precious servants can’t hear? What a filthy hypocrite you are, Sulla! And whose is the shame, yours or mine? Why isn’t it ever yours? Your reputation as a lover is far too well established in this town for my miserable failure to have you classified impotent! It’s only me you don’t want! Me! Your own wife! I’ve never so much as looked at another man, and what thanks do I get? After nearly two years away, you can’t even get it up when I turn myself into an irrumator!” The huge hollow yellow eyes were bleeding tears. “What did I ever do? Why don’t you love me? Why don’t you even want me? Oh, Sulla, look at me with eyes of love, touch me with hands of love, and I will never need another sip of wine as long as I live! How can I love you the way I love you without striking so much as one tiny little spark in return?”


  “Perhaps that’s a part of the problem,” he said, clinically detached. “I don’t like being loved excessively. It’s not right. In fact, it’s unhealthy.”


  “Then tell me how to stop loving you!” she wept. “I don’t know how! Do you think if I could stop, I wouldn’t? In less time than it takes to strike that spark from a good dry flint, I’d stop! I pray to stop! I yearn to stop! But I can’t stop. I love you more than I love life itself.”


  He sighed. “Perhaps the answer is to finish growing up. You look and act like an adolescent. In mind and body, you’re still sixteen. Only you’re not, Julilla. You’re twenty-four. You have a child of five, and another going on for four.”


  “Maybe sixteen was the last time I was ever happy,” she said, rubbing her palms around her running cheeks.


  “If you haven’t been happy since you were sixteen, the blame for it can hardly be laid at my door,” said Sulla.


  “Nothing’s ever your fault, is it?”


  “Absolutely true,” he said, looking superior.


  “Well, what about other women?”


  “What about them?”


  “Is it possible that one of the reasons why you haven’t shown any interest in me since you came back is because you’ve got a woman tucked away in Gaul?”


  “Not a woman,” he corrected gently, “a wife. And not in Gaul. In Germania.”


  Her mouth dropped open, she gaped. “A wife?”


  “Well, according to the German custom, anyway. And twin boys about four months old now.” He closed his eyes, the pain in them too private a thing to let her see. “I miss her badly. Isn’t that odd?”


  Julilla managed to shut her mouth and swallow convulsively. “Is she that beautiful?” she whispered.


  His pale eyes opened, surprised. “Beautiful? Hermana? No, not at all! She’s dumpy and in her thirties. Not even one hundredth as beautiful as you. Not even as blonde. Not even the daughter of a chief, let alone a king. Just a barbarian.”


  “Why?”


  Sulla shook his head. “I don’t know. Except that I liked her a great deal.”


  “What does she have that I haven’t?”


  “A good pair of breasts,” said Sulla, shrugging, “but I’m not partial to breasts, so it can’t be that. She worked hard. She never complained. She never expected anything of me—no, that’s not it. Better to say, she never expected me to be what I’m not.” He nodded, smiled with obvious fondness. “Yes, I think that must be it. She belonged to herself, and so she didn’t burden me with herself. You’re a lead weight chained about my neck. Hermana was a pair of wings strapped to my feet.”


  Without another word Julilla turned and walked out of the study. Sulla got up, followed her to the door, and closed it.


  But not enough time elapsed for Sulla to compose himself sufficiently to resume his doodling—for write sensibly he couldn’t that morning—before the door opened again.


  His steward stood there, giving a superb imitation of an inanimate block of wood.


  “Yes?”


  “A caller, Lucius Cornelius. Are you in?”


  “Who is it?”


  “I would have given you his name, dominus, if I knew it,” said the steward stiffly. “The caller preferred to charge me with a message for you. ‘Scylax sends greetings.’ “


  Sulla’s face cleared like a breath from the surface of a polished mirror; a delighted smile dawned. One of the old gang! One of the mimes, the comedians, the actors he used to know! Oh, terrific! This nincompoop steward Julilla had bought wouldn’t know, of course he wouldn’t know. Clitumna’s slaves weren’t good enough for Julilla. “Well, bring him in!”


  He would have known who it was anywhere, anytime.


  And yet—how much he had changed! From boy into man.


  “Metrobius,” Sulla said, getting to his feet, his eyes flicking to the door automatically to make sure it was shut. It was. The windows were not shut, but they didn’t matter, for there was an ironclad rule in Sulla’s house: that no one was ever to stand where they could see into Sulla’s study through the colonnade windows.


  He must be twenty-two now, thought Sulla. Quite tall for a Greek. The long mane of black curls had been barbered neatly into a manly cap, and where the skin of his cheeks and chin had once been milky-smooth, now it displayed the blue shadow of a heavy beard kept closely shaven. He still had a profile like a Praxiteles Apollo, and something of the same epicene repose, a Nicias painted marble so true to life it might step down from its plinth and begin to walk, yet remained still folded away within itself, keeping the secret of its mystery, its wellsprings.


  The marmoreal control of perfect beauty held perfectly broke then; Metrobius looked at Sulla with perfect love, and smilingly extended his arms.


  The tears stood forth in Sulla’s eyes; his mouth shook. As he came around it, the corner of his desk struck his hip, but Sulla didn’t notice. He just walked into Metrobius’s arms and let them close about him, and put his chin on Metrobius’s shoulder, and his arms about Metrobius’s back. And felt as if he had come home at last. So the kiss when it happened was exquisite, the understanding heart grown up, the act of faith made without cognizance, without pain of any kind.


  “My boy, my beautiful boy!” said Sulla, and wept in simple gratitude that some things did not change.


  *


  Outside Sulla’s open study windows Julilla stood and watched her husband walk into the lovely young man’s arms, watched them kiss, heard the words of love which passed between them, watched as they moved together to the couch and sank upon it, and began the initial intimacies of a relationship so old and so satisfying to them both that this was merely a homecoming. No one needed to tell her that here was the real reason for her husband’s neglect, and for her own drinking, and for her revenge in neglecting her children. Her husband’s children.


  Before they could loosen each other’s clothing Julilla turned away, and walked with head held high and eyes tearless into the bedroom she shared with Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Her husband. Beyond it was a smaller cubicle they used as a clothes repository, more cluttered now that Sulla was home again, for his dress-parade armor was suspended from a T-shaped frame, its helmet on a special stand, and his sword with its ivory eagle’s head handle hung upon the wall complete with scabbard and baldric.


  Getting the sword down was easy; getting it free from its sheath and belt was more difficult. But she managed at last, and drew in her breath sharply when the blade sheared her hand open to the bone, so well honed was it. She experienced a twinge of surprise that she could actually feel physical pain at this moment, then dismissed both surprise and pain as irrelevant. Without hesitation she picked up the sword by its ivory eagle, turned it in upon herself, and walked into the wall.


  It was badly done. She fell in a sprawling tangle of blood and draperies with the sword buried in her belly, her heart beating, beating, beating, the rasp of her own breathing heavy in her ears like someone stealing up behind her to take life or virtue. Neither virtue nor life did she own anymore, so what could it matter? She felt the dreadful agony of it then, and the warmth of her own blood on her skin as it quit her. But she was a Julius Caesar; she would not cry out for help, or regret this decision for what little time she had remaining. Not a thought of her two little children crossed her mind; all she could think of was her own foolishness, that for many years she had loved a man who loved men.


  Sufficient reason to die. She wouldn’t live to be laughed at, jeered at, made a mockery of by all those lucky lucky women out there who were married to men who loved women. As the blood flowed away carrying life along with it, her burning mind began to cool, and slow, and petrify. Oh, how wonderful, to stop loving him at last! No more torment, no more anguish, no more humiliation, no more wine. She had asked him to show her how to stop loving him, and he had shown her. So kind to her he had finally been, her darling Sulla. Her last lucid moments of thought were about her children; at least in them, something of herself she would leave behind. So she waded into the sweet shallows of the ocean Death wishing her children long life, and much happiness.


  *


  Sulla returned to his desk and sat down. “There’s wine; pour me some,” he said to Metrobius.


  How like the boy the man was, once animation stole into his face! Easier then to remember that once the boy had offered to give up every luxury for the chance to live in penury with his darling Sulla.


  Smiling softly, Metrobius brought the wine and sat down in the client’s chair. “I know what you’re going to say, Lucius Cornelius. We can’t make a habit of this.”


  “Yes. Among other things.” Sulla sipped his wine, then looked at Metrobius sternly. “It isn’t possible, dearest lad. Just sometimes, when the need or the pain or whatever it is becomes too much to bear. I’m the width of a whisker away from everything I want, which means I can’t have you too. If this were Greece, yes. But it isn’t. It’s Rome. If I were the First Man in Rome, yes. But I’m not. Gaius Marius is.”


  Metrobius pulled a face. “I understand.”


  “Are you still in the theater?”


  “Of course. Acting’s all I know. Besides, Scylax was a good teacher, give him his due. So I don’t lack parts, and I don’t rest very often.” He cleared his throat and looked a little self-conscious. “The only change is, I’ve become serious.”


  “Serious?”


  “That’s right. It turned out, you see, that I didn’t have the true comedic touch. I was all right when I was a child star, but once I grew out of the Cupid’s wings and the mirthful imps, I discovered my real talent lay in tragedy, not comedy. So now I play Aeschylus and Accius instead of Aristophanes and Plautus. I don’t repine.”


  Sulla shrugged. “Oh well, at least that means I’ll be able to go to the theater without betraying myself because you’re there playing the hapless ingenue. Are you a citizen?”


  “No, alas.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.” Sighing, Sulla put his goblet down and folded his hands together like a banker. “Let us meet by all means—but not too often—and never again here. I have a rather mad wife whom I can’t trust.”


  “It would be wonderful if we could meet occasionally.”


  “Do you have a reasonably private place of your own, or are you still living with Scylax?”


  Metrobius looked surprised. “I thought you knew! But of course, how could you, when it’s years since you’ve lived in Rome? Scylax died six months ago. And he left me everything he owned, including his apartment.”


  “Then that’s where we’ll meet.” Sulla got up. “Come, I’ll show you out myself. And I’ll enroll you as my client, so that if you should ever need to come here, you’ll have a valid reason for doing so. I’ll send a note to your place before I call round.”


  A kiss looked out of the beautiful dark eyes when they parted at the outside door, but nothing was said, and nothing done to indicate to either the hovering steward or the door porter that the amazingly good-looking young man was anything more than a new client from the old days.


  “Give my love to everyone, Metrobius.”


  “I daresay you won’t be in Rome for the theatrical games?”


  “Afraid not,” said Sulla, smiling casually. “Germans.”


  And so they parted, just as Marcia came down the street shepherding the children and their nanny. Sulla waited for her and acted as porter himself.


  “Marcia, come into my study, please.”


  Eyes wary, she sidled into the room ahead of him and went to the couch, where, Sulla saw with horror, there was a wet patch glaring at him like a beacon.


  “In the chair, if you don’t mind,” he said.


  She sat down, glowering at him with her chin up and her mouth set hard.


  “Mother-in-law, I’m well aware that you don’t like me, and I have no intention of trying to woo you,” Sulla began, making sure he appeared at his ease, unworried. “I didn’t ask you to come and live here because I liked you, either. My concern was for my children. It still is. And I mustthank you with all my heart for your good offices there. You’ve done a wonderful job in caring for them. They’re little Romans again.”


  She thawed a little. “I’m glad you think so.”


  “In consequence, the children are no longer my main worry. Julilla is. I heard your altercation with her this morning.”


  “The whole world heard it!” snapped Marcia.


  “Yes, that’s true... “ He sighed heavily. “After you took the children out, she had an altercation with me which the whole world also heard—or at least heard her half of it. I wondered if you had any idea what we can do.”


  “Unfortunately not enough people know she drinks to divorce her on those grounds, which are really your only grounds,” said Marcia, knowing full well she had concealed it. “I think you just have to be patient. Her drinking is increasing, I won’t be able to hide it for much longer. The moment it’s general knowledge, you can put her away without condemnation,” said Julilla’s mother.


  “What if that stage should arrive while I’m away?”


  “I’m her mother; I can put her away. If it happens in your absence, I’ll send her to your villa at Circei. Then when you return, you can divorce her and shut her up elsewhere. In time she’ll drink herself to death.” Marcia got up, anxious to be gone, and giving no hint as to the degree of pain she felt. “I do not like you, Lucius Cornelius,” she said, “but I do not blame you for Julilla’s plight.”


  “Do you like any of your in-laws?” he asked.


  She snorted. “Only Aurelia.”


  He walked out into the atrium with her. “I wonder where Julilla is?” he asked, suddenly realizing that he had neither heard nor seen her since the arrival of Metrobius. A frisson of alarm skimmed up his spine.


  “Lying in wait for one or the other of us, I imagine,” she said. ‘ ‘Once she starts the day with a quarrel, she usually continues to quarrel until she becomes so drunk she passes out.”


  Sulla’s distaste pulled his lips down. “I haven’t seen her since she ran out of my study. An old friend called to see me not a moment later, and I was just letting him out when you came back with the children.”


  “She’s not normally so backward,” said Marcia, and looked at the steward. “Have you seen your mistress?” she asked.


  “The last I did see of her, she was going into her sleeping cubicle,” he said. “Shall I ask her maid?” ,


  “No, don’t bother.” Marcia glanced sideways at Sulla. “I think we ought to see her together right now, Lucius Cornelius. Maybe if we tell her what will happen unless she pulls herself out of her pigsty, she might see reason.”


  And so they found Julilla, twisted and still. Her fine woolen draperies had acted like a blotter and soaked up much of the blood, so that she was clad in wet, rusting scarlet, a Nereid out of some volcano.


  Marcia clutched at Sulla’s arm, staggering; he put the arm about her and held her upright.


  But Quintus Marcius Rex’s daughter made the effort and brought herself under iron control. “This is one solution I did not expect,” she said levelly.


  “Nor I,” said Sulla, used to slaughter.


  “What did you say to her?”


  Sulla shook his head. “Nothing to provoke this, as far as I can remember—we can probably find out from the servants; they heard her half of it at least.”


  “No, I do not think it advisable to ask them,” Marcia said, and turned suddenly within Sulla’s arm, seeking shelter against his body. “In many ways, Lucius Cornelius, this is the best solution of all. I’d rather the children suffered the shock of her death than the slow disillusionment of her drinking. They’re young enough to forget now. But any later, and they’d remember.” She laid her cheek against Sulla’s chest. “Yes, it’s by far the best way.” A tear oozed beneath her closed eyelid.


  “Come, I’ll take you to your room,” he said, guiding her out of the blood-drenched cubicle. “I never even thought of my sword, fool that I am!”


  “Why should you?”


  “Hindsight,” said Sulla, who knew exactly why Julilla had found his sword and used it; she had looked through his study windows at his reunion with Metrobius. Marcia was right. This was the best way by far. And he hadn’t had to do it.
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  The magic hadn’t failed; when the consular elections were held just after the new tribunes of the plebs entered office on the tenth day of December, Gaius Marius was returned as the senior consul. For no one could disbelieve the testimony of Lucius Cornelius Sulla, nor Saturninus’s contention that there was still only one man capable of beating the Germans. The old German-mania rushed back into Rome like the Tiber in full spate, and once again Sicily faded from first place in the list of crises which never, never seemed to grow any less in number.


  “For as fast as we eliminate one, a new one pops up out of nowhere,” said Marcus Aemilius Scaurus to Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle.


  “Including Sicily,” said Lucullus’s brother-in-law with venom in his voice. “How could Gaius Marius lend his support to that pipinna Ahenobarbus when he insisted Lucius Lucullus must be replaced as governor of Sicily? By Servilius the Augur, of all people! He’s nothing but a New Man skulking in the guise of an old name!”


  “He was tweaking your tail, Quintus Caecilius,’’ Scaurus said. “Gaius Marius doesn’t give a counterfeit coin who governs Sicily, not now that the Germans are definitely coming. If you wanted Lucius Lucullus to remain there, you would have done better to have kept quiet; then Gaius Marius wouldn’t have remembered that you and Lucius Lucullus matter to each other.’’


  “The senatorial rolls need a stern eye to look them over,” said Numidicus. “I shall stand for censor!”


  “Good thinking! Who with?”


  “My cousin Caprarius.”


  “Oh, more good thinking, by Venus! He’ll do exactly as you tell him.”


  “It’s time we weeded the Senate out, not to mention the knights. I shall be a stringent censor, Marcus Aemilius, have no fear!” said Numidicus. “Saturninus is going, and so is Glaucia. They’re dangerous men.”


  “Oh, don’t!” cried Scaurus, flinching. “If I hadn’t falsely accused him of peculation in grain, he might have turned into a different kind of politician. I can never rid myself of guilt about Lucius Appuleius.”


  Numidicus raised his brows. “My dear Marcus Aemilius, you are in strong need of a tonic! What if anything caused that wolfshead Saturninus to act the way he does is immaterial. All that matters at this present moment is that he is what he is. And he has to go.” He blew through his nostrils angrily. “We are not finished as a force in this city yet,” he said. “And at least this coming year Gaius Marius is saddled with a real man as his colleague, instead of those straw men Fimbria and Orestes. We’ll make sure Quintus Lutatius is put into the field with an army, and every tiny success Quintus Lutatius has with his army, we’ll trumpet through Rome like triumphs.”


  For the electorate had also voted in Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar as consul, junior to Marius admittedly, but, “A thorn in my side,” said Marius.


  “Your young brother’s in as a praetor,” said Sulla.


  “And going to Further Spain, nicely out of the way.”


  They caught up with Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, who had parted company with Numidicus at the bottom of the Senate steps.


  “I must thank you personally for your industry and enterprise in the matter of the grain supply,” said Marius civilly.


  “As long as there’s wheat to be bought somewhere in the world, Gaius Marius, it’s not a very difficult job,” said Scaurus, also civilly. “What worries me is the day when there’s no wheat to be had anywhere.”


  “Not likely at the moment, surely! Sicily will be back to normal next harvest, I imagine.”


  Scaurus struck immediately. “Provided, that is, we don’t lose everything we’ve gained once that prating fool Servilius Augur takes office as governor!” he said tartly.


  “The war in Sicily is over,” said Marius.


  “You’d better hope so, consul. I’m not so sure.”


  “And where have you been getting the wheat these past two years?” Sulla asked hastily, to avert an open disagreement.


  “Asia Province,” said Scaurus, willing enough to be sidetracked, for he genuinely did love being curator annonae, the custodian of the grain supply.


  “But surely they don’t grow much surplus?” prompted Sulla.


  “Hardly a modius, as a matter of fact,” said Scaurus smugly. “No, we can thank King Mithridates of Pontus. He’s very young, but he’s mighty enterprising. Having conquered all of the northern parts of the Euxine Sea and gained control of the grainlands of the Tanais, the Borysthenes, the Hypanis, and the Danastris, he’s making a very nice additional income for Pontus by shipping this Cimmerian surplus down to Asia Province, and selling it to us. What’s more, I’m going to follow my instincts, and buy again in Asia Province next year. Young Marcus Livius Drusus is going as quaestor to Asia, and I’ve commissioned him to act for me in the matter.’’


  Marius grunted. “No doubt he’ll visit his father-in-law, Quintus Servilius Caepio, in Smyrna while he’s there?”


  “No doubt,” said Scaurus blandly.


  “Then have young Marcus Livius send the bills for the grain to Quintus Servilius Caepio,” said Marius. “He’s got more money to pay for it than the Treasury has!”


  “That’s an unfounded allegation.”


  “Not according to King Copillus.”


  An uneasy, silence fell for a simmering moment before Sulla said, “How much of that Asian grain reaches us, Marcus Aemilius? I hear the pirate problem grows worse every year.”


  “About half, no more,” Scaurus said grimly. “Every hidden cove and harbor on the Pamphylian and Cilician coasts shelters pirates. Of course by trade they’re slavers, but if they can steal grain to feed the slaves they steal, then they’re sure of huge profits, aren’t they? And whatever grain they have left over, they sell back to us at twice the price we originally paid for it, if for no other reason than they guarantee it will reach us without being pirated—again.


  “Amazing,” said Marius, “that even among pirates there are middlemen. Because that’s what they are! Steal it, then sell it back to us. Pure profit. It’s time we did something, Princeps Senatus, isn’t it?”


  “It certainly is,” said Scaurus fervently.


  “What do you suggest?”


  “A special commission for one of the praetors—a roving governorship, if there is such an animal. Give him ships and marines, and charge him with flushing out every nest of pirates along the whole Pamphylian and Cilician coast,” said Scaurus.


  “We could call him the governor of Cilicia,” said Marius.


  “What a good idea!”


  “All right, Princeps Senatus, let’s call the Conscript Fathers together as soon as possible, and do it.”


  “Let’s,” said Scaurus, oozing charity. “You know, Gaius Marius, I may loathe everything you stand for, but I do love your capacity to act without turning the whole business into a new set of circus games.”


  “The Treasury will scream like a Vestal invited to dinner in a brothel,” said Marius, grinning.


  “Let it! If we don’t eradicate the pirates, trade between East and West will cease to be. Ships and marines,” said Scaurus thoughtfully. “How many, do you think?”


  “Oh, eight or ten full fleets, and, say—ten thousand trained marines. If we have that many,” said Marius.


  “We can get them,” Scaurus said confidently. “If necessary we can hire some at least from Rhodes, Halicarnassus, Cnidus, Athens, Ephesus—don’t worry, we’ll find them.”


  “It ought to be Marcus Antonius,” said Marius.


  “What, not your own brother?” asked Scaurus, aping surprise.


  But Marius grinned, unruffled. “Like me, Marcus Aemilius, my brother Marcus Marius is a landlubber. Where all the Antonii like going to sea.”


  Scaurus laughed. “When they’re not all at sea!”


  “True. But he’s all right, our praetor Marcus Antonius. He’ll do the job, I think.”


  “I think he will too.”


  “And in the meantime,” said Sulla, smiling, “the Treasury is going to be so busy whining and complaining about Marcus Aemilius’s grain purchases and pirate chasers that it won’t even notice how much money it’s paying out for Head Count armies. Because Quintus Lutatius will have to enlist a Head Count army too.”


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius, you’ve been too long in the service of Gaius Marius!” said Scaurus.


  “I was thinking the same thing,” said Marius unexpectedly. But more than that he would not say.


  *


  Sulla and Marius left for Gaul-across-the-Alps late in February, having dealt with the obsequies and aftermath of Julilla; Marcia had agreed to remain in Sulla’s house to look after the children for the time being.


  “But,” she said in minatory tones, “you can’t expect me to be here forever, Lucius Cornelius. Now that I’m getting into my fifties, I have a fancy to move to the Campanian coast. My bones don’t like the damp city weather. You had better marry again, give those children a proper mother and some half brothers or half sisters to play with.’’


  “It will have to wait until the Germans are dealt with,” Sulla said, trying to keep his voice courteous.


  “Well, all right then, after the Germans,” said Marcia.


  “Two years hence,” he warned.


  “Two? One, surely!”


  “Perhaps, though I doubt it. Plan on two, Mother-in-law.”


  “Not a moment longer, Lucius Cornelius.”


  Sulla looked at her, one brow lifting quizzically. “You had better start looking for a suitable wife for me.”


  “Are you joking?”


  “No, I’m not joking!” Sulla cried, his patience worn a trifle thin of late. “How do you think I can go away to fight the Germans and also look inside Rome for a new wife? If you want to move out as soon as I’m home, then you’d better have a wife picked out and willing to be picked out.”


  “What sort of wife?”


  “I don’t care! Just make sure she’ll be kind to my little ones,” said Sulla.


  For this and other reasons, Sulla was very glad to leave Rome. The longer he remained there, the greater became his hunger to see Metrobius, and the more he saw Metrobius, the more he suspected he would want to see Metrobius. Nor could he exert the same influence and control over the grown Metrobius that he had over the boy; Metrobius was now of an age to feel that he too had something to say about how the relationship was to progress. Yes, it was best to be far from Rome! Only his children would he miss, dear little people they were. Enchanting. Utterly, uncritically loving. He would be away for many moons, but the moment he reappeared, they welcomed him with open arms and millions of kisses. Why shouldn’t adult love be like that? But the answer, he thought, was simple. Adult love was too concerned with self and with thinking.


  *


  Sulla and Marius had left the junior consul, Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar, in the throes of recruiting another army, and complaining loudly because it would have to be Head Count in composition.


  “Of course it has to be Head Count!” said Marius shortly. “And don’t come grizzling and mewling to me about it— it wasn’t I lost eighty thousand soldiers at Arausio, nor any of the rest we’ve wasted in battle!”


  That of course shut Catulus Caesar up, but in a tight-lipped, aristocratic way.


  “I wish you wouldn’t cast the crimes of his own sort in his face,” said Sulla.


  “Then let him stop casting the Head Count in my face!” growled Marius.


  Sulla gave up.


  Luckily things in Gaul were very much as they ought to be; Manius Aquillius had kept the army in good condition with more construction of bridges and aqueducts and plenty of drills. Quintus Sertorius had come back, but then returned to the Germans because, he said, he could be of better use there; he would go with the Cimbri on their trek, and report to Marius whenever he could. And the troops were beginning to quiver with eager anticipation at the thought that this year they’d see action.


  That year should have seen an extra February intercalated—inserted—into the calendar, but the difference between the old Pontifex Maximus, Dalmaticus, and Ahenobarbus, the new, now showed itself: Ahenobarbus could see no virtue in keeping the calendar in time with the seasons. So when the calendar March came around, it was still winter, for the calendar now began to move ahead of the actual seasons. In a year of only 355 days, an extra 20-day month had to be intercalated each two years, traditionally at the end of February. But it was a decision made by the College of Pontifices, and if the members were not kept up to the mark by a conscientious Pontifex Maximus, the calendar fell by the wayside, as it did now.


  Happily a letter arrived from Publius Rutilius Rufus not long after Sulla and Marius settled back into the routine of life in an army camp on the far side of the Alps.


  This is definitely going to be an event-filled year, so my main problem is knowing where to start. Of course everyone was just waiting for you to get out of the way, and I swear you hadn’t got as far as Ocelum before there were mice and rats cavorting all over the lower end of the Forum. What a lovely play they’re having, O Cat!


  All right then, I’ll start with our precious pair of censors, Piggle-wiggle and his tame cousin Billy Goat. Piggle-wiggle has been going about for some time— well, since he was elected, really, only he was careful not to talk in your vicinity—saying that he intends to “purge the Senate,” I think he put it.


  One thing you can say for them, they’re not going to be a venal pair of censors, so all the State contracts will be gone into properly, and let according to price combined with merit. However, they’ve antagonized the Treasury already by demanding a large sum of money to repair and redecorate some of the temples not rich enough to pay themselves, not to mention fresh paint and marble latrine benches in the three State houses of the major flamines, also the houses of the Rex Sacrorum and the Pontifex Maximus. Personally I like my wooden latrine bench. Marble is so cold and hard! There was quite a lively little squabble when Piggle-wiggle mentioned the Domus Publicus of the Pontifex Maximus, the Treasury being of the opinion that our new P.M. is rich enough to donate paint and marble latrine benches.


  They then proceeded to let all the ordinary contracts—and did very well, I consider. Tenders were plentiful, bidding was brisk, and I doubt there’ll be much chicanery.


  They had moved with almost unheard-of speed to this point because what they really wanted to do, of course, was review the roll of senators and the roll of knights. Not two days after the contracts were all finished—I swear they’ve done eighteen months of work in less than one month!—Piggle-wiggle called a contio of the Assembly of the People to read out the censors’ findings on the moral plenitude or turpitude of the Conscript Fathers of the Senate. However, someone must have told Saturninus and Glaucia ahead of time that their names were going to be missing, because when the Assembly met, it was stuffed with hired gladiators and other bully-boys not normally to be found attending meetings of the Comitia.


  And no sooner did Piggle-wiggle announce that he and the Billy Goat were removing Lucius Appuleius Saturninus and Gaius Servilius Glaucia from the roll of senators, than the place erupted. The gladiators charged the rostra and hauled poor Piggle-wiggle down off it, then passed him from man to man slapping him viciously across the face with their huge and horny open hands. It was a novel technique—no clubs or billets of wood, just open hands. On the theory I suppose that hands cannot kill unless bunched into fists. Minimal violence, I heard it being called. How pathetic. It all happened so quickly and was so well organized that Piggle-wiggle had been passed all the way to the start of the Clivus Argentarius before Scaurus, Ahenobarbus, and a few other Good Men managed to pick him up and race him to asylum within the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. There they found his face twice its normal size, both eyes closed, his lips split in a dozen places, his nose spurting like a fountain, his ears mangled, and his brows cut. He looked for all the world like an old-time Greek boxer at the Olympic games.


  How do you like the word they’re attaching to the archconservative faction, by the way? Boni—the Good Men. Scaurus is going round claiming to have invented it after Saturninus began calling the archconservatives the Policy Makers. But he ought to remember that there are plenty of us old enough to know that both Gaius Gracchus and Lucius Opimius called the men of their factions the boni. Now back to my story!


  After he learned Cousin Numidicus was safe, Cousin Caprarius managed to restore order in the Comitia. He had his heralds blow their trumpets, then shouted out that he didn’t agree with his senior colleague’s findings, therefore Saturninus and Glaucia would remain on the senatorial rolls. You’d have to say Piggle-wiggle lost the engagement, but I don’t like friend Saturninus’s methods of fighting. He simply says he had nothing to do with the violence, but that he’s grateful the People are so vehemently on his side.


  You might be pardoned for thinking that was the end of it. But no! The censors then began their financial assessment of the knights, having had a handsome new tribunal built near the Pool of Curtius—a wooden structure, admittedly, but designed for their purpose, with a flight of steps up each side so those being interviewed are kept orderly—up one side, across the front of the censors’ desk, and down the other side. Well done. You know the routine—each knight or would-be knight must furnish documentary evidence of his tribe, his birthplace, his citizenship, his military service, his property and capital, and his income.


  Though it takes several weeks to discover whether in truth these applicants do have an income of at least 400,000 sesterces a year, the show always draws a good crowd on its first couple of days. As it did when Piggle-wiggle and the Billy Goat began to go through the equestrian rolls. He did look a sight, poor Piggle-wiggle! His bruises were more bilious-yellow than black, and the cuts had become a network of congested dark lines. Though his eyes had opened enough to see. He must have wished they hadn’t, when he saw what he saw in the afternoon of that first day on the new tribunal!


  None other than Lucius Equitius, the self-proclaimed bastard son of Tiberius Gracchus! The fellow strolled up the steps when his turn came, and stood in front of Numidicus, not Caprarius. Piggle-wiggle just froze as he took in the sight of Equitius attended by a small army of scribes and clerks, all loaded down with account books and documents. Then he turned to his own secretary and said the tribunal was closing for the day, so please to dismiss this creature standing in front of him.


  “You’ve got time to see me,” said Equitius.


  “All right then, what do you want?” he asked ominously.


  “I want to be enrolled as a knight,” said Equitius.


  “Not in this censors’ lustrum, you’re not!” snarled our Good Man Piggle-wiggle.


  I must say Equitius was patient. He said, rolling his eyes toward the crowd standing around the base of the tribunal—and it then became apparent that the gladiators and bully-boys were back—”You can’t turn me down, Quintus Caecidius. I fulfill all the criteria.”


  “You do not!” said Numidicus. “You are disqualified on the most basic ground of all—you are not a Roman citizen.”


  “But I am, esteemed censor,” said Equitius in a voice everyone could hear. “I became a Roman citizen on the death of my master, who bestowed it upon me in his will, along with all his property, and his name. That I have gone back to my mother’s name is immaterial. I have the proof of my manumission and adoption. Not only that, but I have served in the legions for ten years—and as a Roman citizen legionary, not an auxiliary.”


  “I will not enroll you as a knight, and when we commence the census of the Roman citizens, I will not enroll you as a Roman citizen,” said Numidicus.


  “But I am entitled,” said Equitius, very clearly. “I am a Roman citizen—my tribe is Suburana—1 served my ten years in the legions—I am a moral and respectable man—I own four insulae, ten taverns, a hundred iugera of land at Lanuvium, a thousand iugera of land at Firmum Picenum, a market porticus in Firmum Picenum—and I have an income of over four million sesterces a year, so I also qualify for the Senate.” And he snapped his fingers at his head clerk, who snapped his fingers at the minions, all of whom stepped forward holding out huge collections of papers. “I have proof, Quintus Caecilius.”


  “I don’t care how many bits of paper you produce, you vulgar lowborn mushroom—and I don’t care who you bring forward to witness for you, you sucking bag of greed!” cried Piggle-wiggle. “I will not enroll you as a citizen of Rome, let alone as a member of the Ordo Equester! I piss on you, pimp! Now be off!”


  Equitius turned to face the crowd, spread his arms wide—he was wearing a toga—and spoke. “Do you hear that?” he asked. “I, Lucius Equitius, son of Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus, am denied my citizenship as well as my knight’s status!”


  Piggle-wiggle got to his feet so fast and moved so fast that Equitius didn’t even see him coming; the next thing, our valiant censor landed a right on Equitius’s jaw, and down Equitius went on his arse, sitting gaping up with his brains rattling round in their bone-box. Then Piggle-wiggle followed the punch with a kick that sent Equitius slithering off the edge of the tribunal into the crowd.


  “I piss on the lot of you!” he roared, shaking his fists at the spectators and gladiators. “Be off with you, and take that non-Roman turd with you!”


  So it happened all over again, only this time the gladiators didn’t touch Piggle-wiggle’s face. They dragged him off the tribunal and took to his body with fists, nails, teeth, and boots. In the end it was Saturninus and Glaucia—I forgot to tell you that they were lurking in the background—who stepped forward and pulled Numidicus out of the ranks of his attackers. I imagine it was no part of their plan to have Numidicus dead. Then Saturninus climbed up on the tribunal and quietened everyone enough for Caprarius to make himself heard.


  “I do not agree with my colleague, and I will take it upon myself to admit Lucius Equitius into the ranks of the Ordo Equester!” he yelled, white-faced, poor fellow. I don’t think he ever saw so much violence on any of his military campaigns.


  “Enter Lucius Equitius’s name!” roared Saturninus.


  And Caprarius entered the name in the rolls.


  “Home, everyone!” said Saturninus.


  And everyone promptly went home, carrying Lucius Equitius on their shoulders.


  Piggle-wiggle was a mess. Lucky not to be dead, is my opinion. Oh, he was angry! And went at Cousin Billy Goat like a shrew for giving in yet again. Poor old Billy Goat was just about in tears, and quite incapable of defending his actions.


  “Maggots! Maggots, the lot of them!” Piggle-wiggle kept saying, over and over, while we all tried to bind up his ribs—he had several broken ones—and discover what other injuries his toga was hiding. And yes, it was all very foolish, but ye gods, Gaius Marius, one has to admire Piggle-wiggle’s courage!


  Marius looked up from the letter, frowning. “I wonder exactly what Saturninus is up to?” he asked.


  But Sulla’s mind was dwelling upon a far less important point. “Plautus!” he said suddenly.


  “What?”


  “The boni, the Good Men! Gaius Gracchus, Lucius Opimius, and our own Scaurus claim to have invented boni to describe their factions, but Plautus applied boni to plutocrats and other patrons a hundred years ago! I remember hearing it in a production of Plautus’s Captivi—put on while Scaurus was curule aedile, by Thespis! I was just old enough to be a playgoer.”


  Marius was staring. “Lucius Cornelius, stop worrying about who coined pointless words, and pay attention to what really matters! Mention theater to you, and everything else is forgotten.”


  “Oooops, sorry!” said Sulla impenitently.


  Marius resumed reading.


  We now move from the Forum Romanum to Sicily, where all sorts of things have been happening, none of them good, some of them blackly amusing, and some downright incredible.


  As you know, but I shall refresh your memory anyway because I loathe ragged stories, the end of last year’s campaigning season saw Lucius Licinius Lucullus sit down in front of the slave stronghold of Triocala, to starve the rebels out. He’d thrown terror into them by having a herald retell the tale of the Enemy stronghold which sent the Romans a message saying they had food enough to last for ten years, and the Romans sent the reply back that in that case, they’d take the place in the eleventh year.


  In fact, Lucullus did a magnificent job. He hemmed in Triocala with a forest of siege ramps, towers, shelter sheds, rams, catapults, and barricades, and he filled in a huge chasm which lay like a natural defense in front of the walls. Then he built an equally magnificent camp for his men, so strongly fortified that even if the slaves could have got out of Triocala, they couldn’t have got into Lucullus’s camp. And he settled down to wait the winter out, his men extremely comfortable, and he himself sure that his command would be prorogued.


  Then in January came the news that Gaius Servilius Augur was the new governor, and with the official dispatch came a letter from our dear Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle, which filled in the nasty details, the scandalous way in which the deed had been done by Ahenobarbus and his arse-boy the Augur.


  You don’t know Lucullus all that well, Gaius Marius. But I do. Like so many of his kind, he presents a cool, calm, detached, and insufferably haughty face to the world. You know, “I am Lucius Licinius Lucullus, a noble Roman of most ancient and prestigious family, and if you’re very lucky, I might deign to notice you from time to time.” But underneath the facade is a very different man—thin-skinned, fanatically conscious of slights, filled with passion, awesome in rage. So when Lucullus got the news, he took it on the surface with exactly the degree of calm and composed resignation you might expect. Then he proceeded to tear out every last piece of artillery, the siege ramp, the siege tower, the tortoise, the shelter sheds, the rubble-filled defile, the walled-in mountain shelves, everything. And he burned the lot he could burn, and carried every bucketload of rubble, fill, earth, whatever, far away from Triocala in a thousand different directions. After which he demolished his own camp, and destroyed the materials it contained too.


  You think that’s enough? Not for Lucullus, who was only just getting started! He destroyed every single record of his administration in both Syracuse and Lilybaeum, and he marched his seventeen thousand men to the port of Agrigentum.


  His quaestor proved terrifically loyal, and connived at everything Lucullus wanted to do. The pay had come for his army, and there was money in Syracuse from spoils taken after the battle of Heracleia Minoa. Lucullus then proceeded to fine every non-Roman citizen in Sicily for putting too much strain upon Publius Licinius Nerva, the previous governor, and added that money to the rest. After which he used some of the new shipment of money which had arrived for the use of Servilius the Augur in hiring a fleet of ships to transport his soldiers.


  On the beach at Agrigentum he discharged his men, and gave them every last sestertius he had managed to scrape up. Now Lucullus’s men were a motley collection, and proof positive that the Head Count in Italy is as exhausted these days as all the other classes when it comes to providing troops. Aside from the Italian and Roman veterans he’d got together in Campania, he had a legion and a few extra cohorts from Bithynia, Greece, and Macedonian Thessaly—it was his demanding these from King Nicomedes of Bithynia which had led the King to say he had no men to give, because the Roman tax farmers had enslaved them all. A rather impertinent reference to our freeing the Italian Allied slaves—Nicomedes thought his treaty of friendship and alliance with us should extend the emancipation to Bithynian slaves! Lucullus rolled him up, of course, and got his Bithynian soldiers.


  Now the Bithynian soldiers were sent home, and the Roman and Italian soldiers were sent home to Italy and Rome. With their discharge papers. And having removed every last trace of his governorship from the annals of Sicily, Lucullus himself sailed away.


  The moment he was gone, King Tryphon and his adviser Athenion spilled out of Triocala, and began to plunder and pillage Sicily’s countryside all over again. They are now absolutely convinced that they’ll win the war, and their catch-cry is “Instead of being a slave, own a slave!” No crops have been planted, and the cities are overflowing with rural refugees. Sicily is a very Iliad of woes once more.


  Into this delightful situation came Servilius the Augur. Of course he couldn’t believe it. And started to bleat in letter after letter to his patron, Ahenobarbus Pipinna.


  In the meantime, Lucullus arrived back in Rome, and began to make preparations for the inevitable. When Ahenobarbus taxed him in the House with deliberate destruction of Roman property—siegeworks and camps especially—Lucullus simply looked down his nose and said he thought the new governor would want to start in his own way. He himself, said Lucullus, liked to leave everything the way he found it, and that was precisely what he had done in Sicily at the end of his term—he had left Sicily the way he had found it. Servilius the Augur’s chief grievance was the lack of an army—he had simply assumed Lucullus would leave his legions behind. But he hadn’t bothered to make a formal request of Lucullus about the troops. So Lucullus maintained that in the absence of any request from Servilius the Augur, his troops were his to do what he wanted with. And he felt they were due for discharge.


  “I left Gaius Servilius Augur a new tablet, wiped clean of everything I might have done,” said Lucullus in the House. “Gaius Servilius Augur is a New Man, and New Men have their own ways of doing everything. I considered therefore that I was doing him a favor.’’


  Without an army there’s very little Servilius the Augur can do in Sicily, of course. Nor, with Catulus Caesar sifting what few recruits Italy can drop into his net, is there any likelihood of another army for Sicily this year. Lucullus’s veterans are scattered far and wide, most of them with plump purses, and not anxious to be found.


  Lucullus is well aware he’s left himself wide open to prosecution. I don’t think he honestly cares. He’s had the infinite satisfaction of completely destroying any chance Servilius the Augur might have had to steal his thunder. And that matters more to Lucullus than avoiding prosecution. So he’s busy doing what he can to protect his sons, for it’s plain he thinks Ahenobarbus and the Augur will utilize Saturninus’s new knight-run treason court to initiate a suit against him, and secure a conviction. He has transferred as much of his property as he possibly can to his older son, Lucius Lucullus, and given out his younger son, aged thirteen now, to be adopted by the Terentii Varrones. There is no Marcus Terentius Varro in this generation, and it’s an extremely wealthy family.


  I heard from Scaurus that Piggle-wiggle—who is very upset by all this, as well he might be, for if Lucullus is convicted, he’ll have to take his scandal-making sister, Metella Calva, back—says the two boys have taken a vow to have their revenge upon Servilius the Augur as soon as they’re both of age. The older boy, Lucius Lucullus Junior, is particularly bitter, it seems. I’m not surprised. He looks like his father on the outside, so why not on the inside as well? To be cast into disgrace by the overweening ambition of the noisome New Man Augur is anathema.


  And that’s all for the moment. I’ll keep you informed. I wish I could be there to help you with the Germans, not because you need my help, but because I’m feeling left out of it.


  *


  It was well into April of the calendar year before Marius and Sulla had word that the Germans were packing up and beginning to move out of the lands of the Atuatuci, and another month before Sertorius came in person to report that Boiorix had kept the Germans together as a people sufficiently to ensure his plan was going to be put into effect. The Cimbri and the mixed group led by the Tigurini started off to follow the Rhenus, while the Teutones wandered southeast down the Mosa.


  “We have to assume that in the autumn the Germans will indeed arrive in three separate divisions on the borders of Italian Gaul,” said Marius, breathing heavily. “I’d like to be there in person to greet Boiorix himself when he comes down the Athesis, but it isn’t sensible. First, I have to take on the Teutones and render them impotent. Hopefully the Teutones will travel the fastest of the three groups, at least as far as the Druentia, because they don’t have any alpine territory to cross until later. If we can beat the Teutones here—and do it properly—then we ought to have time to cross the Mons Genava Pass and intercept Boiorix and the Cimbri before they actually enter Italian Gaul.’’


  “You don’t think Catulus Caesar can deal with Boior on his own?” asked Manius Aquillius.


  “No,” said Marius flatly.


  Later, alone with Sulla, he enlarged upon his feelings about his junior colleague’s chances against Boiorix; for Quintus Lutatius Catulus was leading his army north to the Athesis as soon as it was trained and equipped.


  “He’ll have about six legions, and he has all spring and summer to get them into condition. But a real general he’s not,” said Marius. “We must hope Teutobod comes earliest, that we beat Teutobod, cross the Alps in a tearing hurry, and join up with Catulus Caesar before Boiorix reaches Lake Benacus.”


  Sulla raised an eyebrow. “It won’t happen that way,” he said, voice certain.


  Marius sighed. “I knew you were going to say that!”


  “I knew you knew I was going to say that,” said Sulla, grinning. “It isn’t likely that either of the two divisions traveling without Boiorix himself will make better time than the Cimbri. The trouble is, there’s not going to be enough time for you to be in each place at the right moment.”


  “Then I stay here and wait for Teutobod,” said Marius, making up his mind. “This army knows every blade of grass and twig of tree between Massilia and Arausio, and the men need a victory badly after two years of inaction. Their chances of victory are very good here. So here I must stay.”


  “I note the ‘I,’ Gaius Marius,” said Sulla gently. “Do you have something else for me to do?”


  “I do. I’m sorry, Lucius Cornelius, to cheat you of a well-deserved chance to swipe a few Teutones, but I think I must send you to serve Catulus Caesar as his senior legate. He’ll stomach you in that role; you’re a patrician,” said Marius.


  Bitterly disappointed, Sulla looked down at his hands. ‘ ‘What help can I possibly be when I’m serving in the wrong army?”


  “I wouldn’t worry so much if I didn’t see all the symptoms of Silanus, Cassius, Caepio, and Mallius Maximus in my junior consul. But I do, Lucius Cornelius, I do! Catulus Caesar has no grasp either of strategy or of tactics—he thinks the gods popped them into his brain when they ordained his high birth, and that when the time comes, they’ll be there. But it isn’t like that, as you well know!”


  “Yes, I do,” said Sulla.


  “If Boiorix and Catulus Caesar meet before I can get across Italian Gaul, Catulus Caesar is going to commit some ghastly military blunder, and lose his army. And if he’s allowed to do that, I don’t see how we can win. The Cimbri are the best led of the three branches, and the most numerous. Added to which, I don’t know the lie of the land anywhere in Italian Gaul on the far side of the Padus. If I can beat the Teutones with less than forty thousand men, it’s because I know the country.”


  Sulla tried to stare his superior out of countenance, but those eyebrows defeated him. “But what do you expect me to do?” he asked. “Catulus Caesar is wearing the general’s cape, not Cornelius Sulla! What do you expect me to do?”


  Marius’s hand went out and closed fast about Sulla’s arm above the wrist. “If I knew that, I’d be able to control Catulus Caesar from here,” he said. “The fact remains, Lucius Cornelius, that you survived over a year of living among a barbarian enemy as one of them. Your wits are as sharp as your sword, and you use both superbly well. I have no doubt that whatever you might have to do to save Catulus Caesar from himself, you will do.”


  Sulla sucked in a breath. “So my orders are to save his army at all costs?”


  “At all costs.”


  “Even the cost of Catulus Caesar?”


  “Even the cost of Catulus Caesar.”


  *


  Spring wore itself out in a smother of flowers and summer came in as triumphantly as a general on his victory parade, then stretched itself out, hot and dry. Teutobod and his Teutones came steadily down through the lands of the Aedui and into the lands of the Allobroges, who occupied all the area between the upper Rhodanus and the Isara River, many miles to the south. They were warlike, the Allobroges, and had an abiding hatred for Rome and Romans; but the German host had journeyed through their lands three years earlier, and they did not want the Germans as their overlords. So there was hard fighting, and the Teutonic advance slowed down. Marius began to pace the floor of his command house, and wonder how things were with Sulla, now a part of Catulus Caesar’s army in Italian Gaul, camped along the Padus.


  Catulus Caesar had marched up the Via Flaminia at the head of six understrength new legions late in June; the manpower shortage was so acute he could recruit no more. When he got to Bononia on the Via Aemilia, he took the Via Annia to the big manufacturing town of Patavium; this was well to the east of Lake Benacus, but a better route for an army on the march than the side roads and lanes and tracks with which Italian Gaul was mostly provided. From Patavium he marched on one of these poorly kept-up side roads to Verona, and there established his base camp.


  Thus far Catulus Caesar had done nothing Sulla could fault, yet he understood better now why Marius had transferred him to Italian Gaul and what he had thought at the time was the lesser task. Militarily it might well be—yet Marius, Sulla thought, had not mistaken the cut of Catulus Caesar. Superbly aristocratic, arrogant, overconfident, he reminded Sulla vividly of Metellus Numidicus. The trouble was, the theater of war and the enemy Catulus Caesar faced were very much more dangerous than those Metellus Numidicus had faced; and Metellus Numidicus had owned Gaius Marius and Publius Rutilius Rufus as legates, besides harboring the memory of a salutary experience in a pigsty at Numantia. Whereas Catulus Caesar had never encountered a Gaius Marius on his way up the chain of military command; he had served his requisite terms as a cadet and then as a tribune of the soldiers with lesser men engaged in lesser wars—Macedonia, Spain. War on a grand scale had always eluded him.


  His reception of Sulla had not been promising, as he had sorted out his legates before leaving Rome, and when he reached Bononia found Sulla waiting for him with a directive from the commander-in-chief, Gaius Marius, to the effect that Lucius Cornelius Sulla was appointed senior legate and second-in-command. The action was arbitrary and highhanded, but of course Marius had had no choice; Catulus Caesar’s manner toward Sulla was freezing, and his conduct obstructive. Only Sulla’s birth stood him in good stead, but even that was weakened by his past history of low living. There was also a tiny streak of envy in Catulus Caesar, for in Sulla he saw a man who had not only seen major actions in major theaters, but had also pulled off a brilliant coup in spying on the Germans. Had he only known of Sulla’s real role in that spying, he would have been even more mistrustful and suspicious of Sulla than he already was.


  In fact, Marius had displayed his usual genius in sending Sulla rather than Manius Aquillius, who might also have proven his worth as a watchdog-cum-guardian; for Sulla grated on Catulus Caesar’s nerves, rather as if out of the corner of Catulus Caesar’s eye he was always conscious that a white pard stalked him—yet when he turned to confront the thing, it wasn’t there. No senior legate was ever more helpful; no senior legate was ever more willing to take the burdens of day-to-day administration and supervision of the army from a busy general’s shoulders. And yet—and yet—Catulus Caesar knew something was wrong. Why should Gaius Marius have sent this fellow at all, unless he was up to something devious?


  It was no part of Sulla’s plan to settle Catulus Caesar down, allay his fears and suspicions; on the contrary, what Sulla aimed to do was keep Catulus Caesar fearful and suspicious, and thus gain a mental ascendancy over him which when necessary—if necessary—he could bring to bear. And in the meantime he made it his business to get to know every military tribune and centurion in the army, and a great many of the ranker soldiers as well. Left to his own devices by Catulus Caesar in the matter of routine training and drilling once camp was established near Verona, Sulla became the senior legate everyone below the rank of legate knew, respected, trusted. It was very necessary that this happen, in case he was obliged to eliminate Catulus Caesar.


  Not that he had any intention of killing or maiming Catulus Caesar; he was enough of a patrician to want to protect his fellow noblemen, even from themselves. Affection for Catulus Caesar he could not feel; affection for that man’s class he did.


  *


  The Cimbri had done well under the leadership of Boiorix, who had guided both his own division and that of Getorix as far as the confluence of the Danubius with the Aenus; at that point he left Getorix with a relatively short journey to complete on his own, while the Cimbri turned south down the Aenus. Soon they were passing through the alpine lands peopled by a tribe of Celts called the Brenni, after the first Brennus. They controlled the Pass of Brennus, the lowest of all the passes into Italian Gaul, but were in no condition to prevent Boiorix and his Cimbri from using it.


  In late Quinctilis of the calendar, the Cimbri reached the Athesis River where it joined the Isarcus, the stream they had followed down from the Pass of Brennus. Here in verdant alpine meadows they spread out a little, and looked up to the height of the mountains against a rich and cloudless sky. And here the scouts Sulla had sent out discovered them.


  Though he had thought himself prepared for every contingency, Sulla hadn’t dreamed of the one he now was called upon to cope with; for he didn’t yet know Catulus Caesar well enough to predict how he would react to the news that the Cimbri were at the head of the Athesis Valley and about to invade Italian Gaul.


  “So long as I live, no German foot will touch Italian soil!” said Catulus Caesar in ringing tones when the matter was discussed in council. “No German foot will touch Italian soil!” he said again, rising majestically from his chair and looking at each of his senior officers in turn. “We march.”


  Sulla stared. “We march?” he asked. “We march where?”


  “Up the Athesis, of course,” said Catulus Caesar, with a look on his face that said he considered Sulla a fool. “I shall turn the Germans back across the Alps before an early snow makes that impossible.”


  “How far up the Athesis?” Sulla asked.


  “Until we meet them.”


  “In a narrow valley like the Athesis?”


  “Certainly,” said Catulus Caesar. “We’ll be in much better case than the Germans. We’re a disciplined army; they’re a vast and unorganized mob. It’s our best chance.”


  “Our best chance is where the legions have room to deploy,” said Sulla.


  “There’s more than enough room along the Athesis for as much deployment as we’ll need.” And Catulus Caesar would hear no further argument.


  Sulla left the council with mind reeling, the plans he had formulated to deal with the Cimbri all worse than useless; he had rehearsed how he would go about feeding whichever one of his alternatives would work the best to Catulus Caesar so that Catulus Caesar thought the scheme was his. Now Sulla found himself with no plan, and could formulate no plan. Not until he managed to persuade Catulus Caesar to change his mind.


  But Catulus Caesar would not change his mind. He uprooted the army and made it march upstream along the Athesis where that river flowed a few miles to the east of Lake Benacus, the biggest of the exquisite alpine lakes which filled the laps of the foothills of the Italian Alps. And the further the little army—it contained twenty-two thousand soldiers, two thousand cavalry, and some eight thousand noncombatants—marched northward, the narrower and more forbidding the valley of the Athesis grew.


  Finally Catulus Caesar reached the trading post called Tridentum. Here three mighty alps reared up, three jagged broken fangs which had given the area its name of Three Teeth. The Athesis now ran very deep and fast and strong, for its sources lay in mountains where the snows never melted fully, and so fed the river all year round. Beyond Tridentum the valley closed in even more, the road which wound down it to the village petering out where the river roared in full spate beneath a long wooden bridge set on stone piers.


  Riding ahead with his senior officers, Catulus Caesar sat his horse gazing around him, and nodding in satisfaction.


  “It reminds me of Thermopylae,” he said. “This is the ideal place to hold the Germans back until they give up and turn north again.”


  “The Spartans holding Thermopylae all died,” said Sulla.


  Catulus Caesar raised his brows haughtily. “And what does that matter, if the Germans are pushed back?”


  “But they’re not going to turn back, Quintus Lutatius! Turn back at this time of year, with nothing but snow to their north, their provisions low, and all the grass and grain of Italian Gaul not many miles away to their south?” Sulla shook his head vehemently. “We won’t stop them here,” he said.


  The other officers stirred restlessly; all of them had caught Sulla’s jitters since the march up the Athesis began and their common sense screamed that Catulus Caesar’s actions were foolish. Nor had Sulla concealed his jitters from them; if he had to prevent Catulus Caesar from losing his army, he would need the support of Catulus Caesar’s senior staff.


  “We fight here,” Catulus Caesar said, and would not be budged. His mind was full of visions of the immortal Leonidas and his tiny band of Spartans; what did it matter if the body died untimely, when the reward was enduring fame?


  The Cimbri were very close. It would have been impossible for the Roman army to have marched further north than Tridentum, even if Catulus Caesar had wished it. Despite this, Catulus Caesar insisted upon crossing the bridge with his whole force, and putting it into camp on the wrong side of the river, in a place so narrow the camp stretched for miles north to south, for each legion was strung behind its neighbor, with the last legion bivouacking near the bridge.


  “I have been atrociously spoiled,” said Sulla to the primus pilus centurion of the legion closest to the bridge, a sturdy steady Samnite from Atina named Gnaeus Petreius; his legion was Samnite too, composed of Samnite Head Count, and classified as an auxiliary.


  “How’ve you been spoiled?” asked Gnaeus Petreius, staring at the flashing water from the side of the bridge; it had no railing, just a low kerb made from logs.


  “I’ve soldiered under none but Gaius Marius,” Sulla said.


  “Half your luck,” said Gnaeus Petreius. “I was hoping I’d get the chance.” He grunted, a derisive sound. “But I don’t think any of us will, Lucius Cornelius.”


  They were standing with a third man, the commander of the legion, who was an elected tribune of the soldiers. None other than Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Junior, son of the Leader of the House—and a keen disappointment to his doughty father. Scaurus Junior turned now from his own contemplation of the river to look at his chief centurion.


  “What do you mean, none of us will?” he asked.


  Gnaeus Petreius grunted again. “We’re all going to die here, tribunus.”


  “Die? All of us? Why?”


  “Gnaeus Petreius means, young Marcus Aemilius,” said Sulla grimly, “that we have been led into an impossible military situation by yet another highborn incompetent.”


  “No, you’re quite mistaken!” cried young Scaurus eagerly. ‘ ‘I noticed that you didn’t seem to understand Quintus Lutatius’s strategy, Lucius Cornelius, when he explained it to us.”


  Sulla winked at the centurion. “You explain it, then, tribunus militum! I’m all agog.”


  “Well, there are four hundred thousand Germans, and only twenty-four thousand of us. So we can’t possibly face them on an open battlefield,” said young Scaurus, emboldened by the intent stares of these two Military Men. “The only way we can possibly beat them is to squeeze them up into a front no wider than our own army can span, and hammer at that front with all our superior skill. When they realize we won’t be budged—why, they’ll do the usual German thing, and turn back.”


  “So that’s how you see it,” said Gnaeus Petreius.


  “That’s how it is!” said young Scaurus impatiently.


  “That’s how it is!” said Sulla, beginning to laugh.


  “That’s how it is,” said Gnaeus Petreius, laughing too.


  Young Scaurus stood watching them in bewilderment, their amusement filling him with fear. “Please, why is it so funny?”


  Sulla wiped his eyes. “It’s funny, young Scaurus, because it’s hopelessly naive.” His hand went up, swept the mountain flanks on either side like a painter’s brush. “Look up there! What do you see?”


  “Mountains,” said young Scaurus, bewilderment increasing.


  “Footpaths, bridle tracks, cattle trails, that’s what we see!” said Sulla. “Haven’t you noticed those frilly little terraces that make the mountains look like Minoan skirts? All the Cimbri have to do is take to the heights along the terraces and they’ll outflank us in three days—and then, young Marcus Aemilius, we’ll be between the hammer and the anvil. Squashed flatter than a beetle underfoot.”


  Young Scaurus turned so white that Sulla and Petreius moved automatically to make sure he didn’t pitch overboard into the water, for nothing falling into that stream would survive.


  “Our general has made a bad plan,” said Sulla harshly. “We should have waited for the Cimbri between Verona and Lake Benacus, where we would have had a thousand alternatives to trap them properly, and enough ground to spring our trap.”


  “Why doesn’t someone tell Quintus Lutatius, then?” young Scaurus whispered.


  “Because he’s just another stiff-rumped consul,” said Sulla. “He doesn’t want to hear anything except the gibberish inside his own head. If he were a Gaius Marius, he’d listen. But that’s a non sequitur—Gaius Marius wouldn’t have needed telling! No, young Marcus Aemilius, our general Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar thinks it best to fight as at Thermopylae. And if you remember your history, you’ll know that one little footpath around the mountain was enough to undo Leonidas.”


  Young Scaurus gagged. “Excuse me!” he gasped, and bolted for his tent.


  Sulla and Petreius watched him weave along trying to hold his gorge.


  “This isn’t an army, it’s a fiasco,” said Petreius.


  “No, it’s a good little army,” Sulla contradicted. “The leaders are the fiasco.’’


  “Except for you, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Except for me.”


  “You’ve got something in your mind,” Petreius said.


  “Indeed I do.” And Sulla smiled to show his long teeth.


  “Am I allowed to ask what it is?”


  “I think so, Gnaeus Petreius. But I’d rather answer you at—dusk, shall we say? In the assembly forum of your own Samnite legion’s camp,” said Sulla. “You and I are going to spend the rest of the afternoon summoning every primus pilus and chief cohort centurion to a meeting there at dusk.” He calculated swiftly under his breath. “That’s about seventy men. But they’re the seventy who really count. Now on your way, Gnaeus Petreius! You take the three legions at this end of the valley, and I’ll hop on my trusty mule and take the three at the far end.”


  The Cimbri had arrived that same day just to the north of Catulus Caesar’s six legions, boiling into the valley far ahead of their wagons to be brought up short by the ramparts of a Roman camp. And there remained, boiling, while the word flew through the legions and sightseers made their way north to peer over the wicker breastworks at the chilling sight of more men than any Roman had ever seen—and gigantic men at that.


  Sulla’s meeting in the assembly forum of the Samnite legion’s camp took very little time. When it was over, there was still sufficient light in the sky for those who attended it to follow Sulla across the bridge and into the village of Tridentum, where Catulus Caesar had established his headquarters in the local magistrate’s house. Catulus Caesar had called a meeting of his own to discuss the arrival of the Cimbri, and was busy complaining about the absence of his second-in-command when Sulla walked into the crowded room.


  “I would appreciate punctuality, Lucius Cornelius,” he said frigidly. “Please sit down, then we can get down to the business of planning our attack tomorrow.”


  “Sorry, but I haven’t time to sit down,” said Sulla, who wasn’t wearing a cuirass, but was clad in his leather undersuit and pteryges, and had sword and dagger belted about him.


  “If you have more important things to do, then go!” said Catulus Caesar, face mottling.


  “Oh, I’m not going anywhere,” said Sulla, smiling. “The important things I have to do are right here in this room, and the most important thing of all is that there will be no battle tomorrow, Quintus Lutatius.”


  Catulus Caesar got to his feet. “No battle? Why?”


  “Because you have a mutiny on your hands, and I’m its instigator.’’ Sulla drew his sword. “Come in, centuriones!’’ he called. “It’ll be a bit of a crush, but we’ll all fit.”


  None of the original inhabitants of the room said a word, Catulus Caesar because he was too angry, the rest either because they were too relieved—not all the senior staff were happy about the projected battle of the morrow—or too bewildered. Seventy centurions filed through the door and stood densely packed behind and to both sides of Sulla, thus leaving about three feet of vacant space between themselves and Catulus Caesar’s senior staff—who were now all standing, literally with their backs against the wall.


  “You’ll be thrown off the Tarpeian Rock for this!” said Catulus Caesar.


  “If I have to, so be it,” said Sulla, and sheathed his sword. “But when is a mutiny really a mutiny, Quintus Lutatius? How far can a soldier be expected to go in blind obedience? Is it true patriotism to go willingly to death when the general issuing the orders is a military imbecile?”


  It was nakedly obvious that Catulus Caesar just did not know what to say, could not find the perfect rejoinder to such brutal honesty. On the other hand, he was too proud to splutter inarticulate expostulations, and too sure of his ground to make no reply at all. So in the end he said, withcold dignity, “This is untenable, Lucius Cornelius!”


  Sulla nodded. “I agree, it is untenable. In fact, our whole presence here in Tridentum is untenable. Tomorrow the Cimbri are going to find the hundreds of paths along the slopes of the mountains made by cattle, sheep, horses, wolves. Not one Anopaea, but hundreds of Anopaeas! You are not a Spartan, Quintus Lutatius, you’re a Roman, and I’m surprised your memories of Thermopylae are Spartan rather than Roman! Didn’t you learn how Cato the Censor used the Anopaea footpath to outflank King Antiochus? Or did your tutor feel Cato the Censor was too lowborn to serve as an example of anything beyond hubris? It’s Cato the Censor at Thermopylae I admire, not Leonidas and his royal guard, dying to the last man! The Spartans were willing to die to the last man simply to delay the Persians long enough for the Greek fleet to ready itself at Artemisium. Only it didn’t work, Quintus Lutatius. It—didn’t—work! The Greek fleet perished, and Leonidas died for nothing. And did Thermopylae influence the course of the war against the Persians? Of course it didn’t! When the next Greek fleet won at Salamis, there was no prelude at Thermopylae. Can you honestly say you prefer the suicidal gallantry of Leonidas to the strategic brilliance of Themistocles?”


  “You mistake the situation,” said Catulus Caesar stiffly, his personal pride in tatters thanks to this red-haired Ulyssean trickster; for the truth was that he cared more to extricate himself with dignitas and auctoritas unimpaired than he did about the fate of either his army or the Cimbri.


  “No, Quintus Lutatius, you mistake the situation,” said Sulla. “Your army is now my army by right of mutiny. When Gaius Marius sent me here”—he dropped the name with dulcet clarity into the pool of silence—”I came with only one order. Namely, to make sure this army survives intact until Gaius Marius can take it into his personal care— and he cannot do that until he has defeated the Teutones. Gaius Marius is our commander-in-chief, Quintus Lutatius, and I am acting under his orders at this very moment. When his orders conflict with yours, I obey his orders, not yours. If I permit this foolhardy escapade to continue, this army will lie dead on the field of Tridentum. Well, there is not going to be a field of Tridentum. This army is going to retreat tonight. In one piece. And live to fight another day, when the chances of victory are infinitely better.”


  “I vowed no German foot would tread on Italian soil,” said Catulus Caesar, “and I will not be forsworn.”


  “The decision isn’t your to make, Quintus Lutatius, so you are not forsworn,” said Sulla.


  Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar was one of those old-guard senators who refused to wear a golden ring as an insignia of his senatorship; instead, he wore the ancient iron ring all senators had once worn, so when he moved his right hand imperiously at the ogling men filling the room, his index finger didn’t flash a yellow beam—it wrote a dull grey blur upon the air. Utterly still until they saw that grey blur, the men now stirred, moved, sighed.


  “Leave us, all of you,” said Catulus Caesar. “Wait outside. I wish to speak alone with Lucius Cornelius.”


  The centurions turned and filed out, the tribunes of the soldiers followed, and Catulus Caesar’s personal staff, and his senior legates. When only Catulus Caesar and Sulla remained, Catulus Caesar returned to his chair and sat down heavily.


  He was caught in a cleft stick, and he knew it. Pride had led him up the Athesis; not pride in Rome or in his army, but that pride of person which had prompted him to announce no German foot should tread Italian soil—and then prevented his recanting, even for the sake of Rome or for his army. The further he had penetrated up the valley, the stronger his feeling became that he had blundered; and yet pride of person would not allow him to admit the blunder. Higher and higher up the river Athesis, lower and lower his spirits. So when he came to Tridentum and thought how like Thermopylae it was—though of course in strictly geographic terms it was not like Thermopylae at all—he conceived a worthy death for all concerned, and thereby salvaged his honor, that fatal personal pride. Just as Thermopylae rang down the ages, so too would Tridentum. The fall of the gallant few confronted with the overwhelming many. Stranger, go tell the Romans that here we lie in obedience to their command! With a magnificent monument, and pilgrimages, and immortal epic poems.


  The sight of the Cimbri spilling into the northern end of the valley brought him to his senses, then Sulla completed the process. For of course he did have eyes, and there was a brain behind them, even if it was a brain too easily clouded by the vastness of his own dignitas; the eyes had taken note of the many terraces making giant steps out of the steep green slopes above, and the brain had understood how quickly the Cimbric warriors could outflank them. This was no gorge with cliffs; it was simply a narrow alpine valley unsuitable for deploying an army because its pastures sloped upward at an angle quite impossible for troops to take in rank and file, let alone wheel and turn in proper maneuvers.


  What he hadn’t been able to see was how to extricate himself from his dilemma without losing face, and at first Sulla’s invasion of his pre-battle conference had seemed the perfect answer; he could blame it on a mutiny, and thunder in the House, and arrange for the treason trials of every officer involved, from Sulla down to the least centurion. But that solution hadn’t lasted more than a very few moments. Mutiny was the most serious crime in the military manual, but a mutiny which saw him standing alone against every other officer in his entire army (he had quickly seen from their faces that none of the men who had been closeted with him when Sulla walked in would refuse to join the mutiny) smacked a great deal more of common sense overcoming monumental stupidity. If there had never been an Arausio—if Caepio and Mallius Maximus had not forever besmirched the concept of the Roman general’s imperium in the eyes of the Roman People—and even some factions within the Senate—then it might have been different. As it was, he understood very quickly after Sulla’s appearance that were he to continue to insist a mutiny had taken place, it was he himself who would suffer in the eyes of the Roman world, he himself who might well end in being arraigned in the special treason court set up by Saturninus.


  Consequently, Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar drew a deep breath and embarked upon conciliation. “Let me hear no more talk of mutiny, Lucius Cornelius,” he said. “There was no need for you to make your feeling so public. You should have come to see me privately. Had you only done so, matters could have been sorted out between the two of us alone.”


  “I disagree, Quintus Lutatius,” said Sulla smoothly. “If I had come to you privately, you’d have sent me about my business. You needed an object lesson.”


  Catulus Caesar’s lips tightened; he looked down his long Roman nose, a handsome member of a handsome clan, fair of hair and blue of eye, his hauteur armed for battle. “You’ve been with Gaius Marius far too long, you know,” he said. “This sort of conduct doesn’t accord with your patrician status.”


  Sulla slapped his hand against his leather skirt of straps so loudly its fringes and metal ornaments clattered. “Oh, for the sake of all the gods, let’s forget this family claptrap, Quintus Lutatius! I’m fed up to vomit-point with exclusivity! And before you start ranting on about our mutual superior, Gaius Marius, let me remind you that when it comes to soldiering and generaling, he outshines us the way the Alexandrian lighthouse dims a single piddling candle! You’re not a natural military man any more than I am! But where I have the advantage of you is that I learned my craft in apprenticeship to the lighthouse of Alexandria, so my candle burns brighter than yours!”


  “That man is overrated!” said Catulus Caesar between his clenched teeth.


  “Oh no, he’s not! Bleat and bellow about it as hard as you like, Quintus Lutatius, Gaius Marius is the First Man in Rome! The man from Arpinum took on the lot of you single-handed, and beat you hollow.”


  “I’m surprised you’re such an adherent—but I promise you, Lucius Cornelius, that I won’t ever forget it.”


  “I’ll bet you won’t,” said Sulla grimly.


  “I do advise you, Lucius Cornelius, to change your loyalties somewhat in years to come,” Catulus Caesar said. “If you don’t, you’ll never become praetor, let alone consul!”


  “Oh, I do like naked threats!” said Sulla conversationally. “Who are you trying to fool? I have the birth, and if the time should come when it’s to your advantage to woo me, woo me you will!” He looked at Catulus Caesar slyly. “One day, you know, I’ll be the First Man in Rome. The tallest tree in the world, just like Gaius Marius. And the thing about trees so tall is that no one can chop them down. When they fall, they fall because they rot from within.”


  Catulus Caesar did not answer, so Sulla flung himself into a chair and leaned forward to pour himself wine.


  “Now about our mutiny, Quintus Lutatius. Disabuse yourself of any belief you might be cherishing that I don’t have the gumption to follow this through to its bitterest end.”


  “I admit I don’t know you at all, Lucius Cornelius, but I’ve got sufficient measure of your steel these last couple of months to understand there’s very little you’re unwilling to do to get your own way,’’ said Catulus Caesar. He looked down at his old iron senator’s ring as if he could draw inspiration from it. “I said before, and I say it again now, let there be no more talk of mutiny.’’ He swallowed audibly. “I shall abide by the army’s decision to retreat. On one condition. That the word ‘mutiny’ is never mentioned to anyone ever again.”


  “On behalf of the army, I agree,” said Sulla.


  “I would like to order the retreat personally. After that— I presume your strategy is already worked out?”


  “It’s absolutely necessary that you order the retreat personally, Quintus Lutatius. Including to the men waiting outside for us to emerge,” said Sulla. “And yes, I do have a strategy worked out. A very simple strategy. At dawn the army will pull up stakes and move out as quickly as it possibly can. Everyone must be over the bridge and south of Tridentum before tomorrow’s nightfall. The Samnite auxiliaries are lying closest to the bridge, therefore they can guard it until everyone else is over, then cross it themselves in last place. I need the entire corps of engineers immediately, because the moment the last Samnite is over the bridge, it must come down. The pity of it is that it’s built on stone piers we won’t have the opportunity to dismantle, so the Germans will be able to rebuild the bridge. However, they’re not engineers, and that means the job will take them far longer than it would us, and their structure may fall apart a few times as Boiorix brings his people across. If he wants to go south, he has to cross the river here at Tridentum. So we must slow him down.”


  Catulus Caesar rose to his feet. “Then let’s get this farce over and done with.” He walked outside and stood calmly, completely in control of his outer self; the repairing of dignitas and auctoritas was already beginning. “Our position here is untenable, so I am ordering a full retreat,” he said, crisply and clearly. “I have given Lucius Cornelius full instructions as to how to proceed, so you will take your orders from him. However, I wish to make it plain that the word ‘mutiny’ has never been spoken. Is that understood?”


  The officers murmured assent, profoundly glad that the word “mutiny” could be forgotten.


  Catulus Caesar turned to go back inside. “You are dismissed,” he said over his shoulder.


  As the group scattered, Gnaeus Petreius fell in beside Sulla, and walked with him toward the bridge. “That went pretty well, I consider, Lucius Cornelius. He did better than I thought he would. Better than others of his kind, I swear.’’


  “Oh, he has a brain behind all that grand manner,” said Sulla easily. “But he’s right, ‘mutiny’ is a word never spoken.”


  “You won’t hear it from my lips!” said Petreius fervently.


  It was fully dark, but the bridge was lit by torches, so they crossed its chinked logs without difficulty. At its far end Sulla ran ahead of the centurions and tribunes following him and Petreius, and turned round to face them.


  “All troops ready to roll at the first sign of light,” he said. “Corps of engineers and all centurions are to report to me here one hour before first light. Tribunes of the soldiers, come with me now.”


  “Oh, I’m glad we’ve got him!” said Gnaeus Petreius to his second centurion.


  “So am I, but I’m not a bit glad we’ve got him,” said the second centurion, pointing in the direction of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Junior, hurrying after Sulla and his fellow tribunes.


  Petreius grunted. “I agree, he is a bit of a worry. Still, I’ll keep an eye on him tomorrow. ‘Mutiny’ may be a word none of us has heard, but our men of Samnium aren’t going to be misled by a Roman idiot, no matter who his father is.”


  *


  At dawn the legions began to move out. The retreat began—as all maneuvers did among well-trained Roman troops—with remarkable silence and no confusion whatsoever. The legion farthest from the bridge crossed it first, then was followed by the legion next farthest from the bridge, so that the army in effect rolled itself up like a carpet. Luckily the baggage train and all the beasts of burden save a handful of horses reserved for the use of the most senior officers had been kept to the south of the village and the bridge; Sulla got these started down the road at first light well ahead of the legions, and had issued orders that half of the army would bypass the baggage train when it caught up, while the other half followed it all the way down to Verona. For if they got clear of Tridentum, Sulla knew the Cimbri wouldn’t move fast enough to see their dust.


  As it turned out, the Cimbri were so busy scouting the tracks terracing the mountainsides that it was a full hour after the sun rose before they realized the Roman force was in retreat. Then confusion reigned until Boiorix arrived in person and got his enormous mass of men into some semblance of order. In the meantime the Roman column had indeed moved fast; when the Cimbri finally formed up to attack, the farthest legion from the bridge was already marching at the double across it.


  The corps of engineers had worked feverishly among the beams and struts beneath the causeway from well before dawn.


  “It’s always the same!” complained the chief of engineers to Sulla when he came to see how the work was progressing. “I always have to deal with a properly built Roman bridge just when I want the wretched thing to fall apart with a gentle tug.”


  “Can you do it?” asked Sulla.


  “Hope so, legatus! There’s not a bit of lashing or a bolt in the thing, though. Proper sockets and tongues, everything rabbeted together to hold it down, not up. So I can’t pull it apart in a hurry without a bigger crane than any we’ve got with us, even if I had time to assemble a crane that big, which I don’t. No, it’s the hard way, I’m afraid, and that means it’s going to be a bit wobbly when the last of our men are tramping across it,” said the chief engineer.


  Sulla frowned. “What’s the hard way?”


  “We’re sawing through the main struts and beams.”


  “Then keep at it, man! I’ve got a hundred oxen coming to give you that gentle tug—enough?”


  “It’ll have to be,” said the chief engineer, and moved off to look at the job from a different angle.


  The Cimbric cavalry came shrieking and screaming down the valley, taking the deserted hurdles of five Roman camps in their stride, for these were routine walls and ditches; there hadn’t been sufficient time to build anything else. Only the Samnite legion was left on the far side of the bridge, and was actually in the process of marching out of the main gate of its camp when the Cimbri flashed between them and the bridge, cutting them off. The Samnites turned files into ranks and prepared to withstand the coming charge, spears at the ready, faces set.


  Watching helplessly from the opposite side of the bridge, Sulla waited for the first rush of cavalry to go by and wheel their horses, straining to see what the Samnite legion commander was going to do. This was young Scaurus, and now Sulla began to fret that he hadn’t removed this timid son of an intrepid father and taken over command himself. But it was too late now; he couldn’t recross the bridge because he didn’t have enough men with him, and he didn’t trust Catulus Caesar to see to the retreat, which meant he himself had to survive. Nor did he want to draw the Cimbri’s attention to the existence of the bridge, for if they turned their barbarian eyes toward it, there plain to see were five Roman legions and a baggage train marching south and begging for pursuit. If necessary, he decided, he would have the oxen start to haul on the chains connecting them to the undermined bridge; but the moment he did that, there was no hope for the Samnite legion.


  “Lead a charge, young Scaurus, lead a charge north!” he found himself muttering. “Roll them back, get your men to the bridge!”


  The Cimbric cavalry was turning, its front ranks carried far past the Samnite camp by the impetus of their charge, and the ranks in the rear pulled back on their mounts to give the front ranks room to turn and gallop back; the whole press would then fall upon the Samnite camp, leap their horses up and over, and trample everything down so that the hordes of foot warriors could finish things off. From that point on, the cavalry would turn itself into a giant scoop, pushing the Samnites north into the mass of Cimbric infantry.


  The only chance the Samnites had was to drive across the front of the rear ranks of horsemen and cut the front ranks off from this reinforcement, then bring down the mounts of both ranks with their spears, while those not engaged made a dash for the bridge. But where was young Scaurus? Why wasn’t he doing it? A few moments more, and it would be too late!


  The cheering of the three centuries of men Sulla had with him actually preceded his own view of the Samnite charge, for he was looking for a horse-mounted tribune of the soldiers, while the charge was led by a man on foot. Gnaeus Petreius, the Samnite primus pilus centurion.


  Yelling along with the rest of his men, Sulla hopped and danced from one foot to the other as the Samnites not engaged began to stream across the bridge at a run, packing their numbers so close together that they gave the Cimbri no room to cut them off a second time. The front ranks of Cimbric horses were falling in hundreds before the rain of Samnite spears, warriors struggling to free themselves from fallen steeds, tangling themselves into an ever-increasing chaos as more Samnite spears hurtled to stick into heaving equine sides, chests, rumps, necks, flanks; and the rear ranks of Cimbric horse penned on the other side of the Samnites fared no better. In the end it was their own fallen cavalry which kept the Cimbric foot away. And Gnaeus Petreius came across the bridge behind the last of his men with hardly a German in pursuit.


  The oxen had been putting their shoulders to the job long before this happened, for the hundred beasts harnessed two abreast couldn’t gather impetus in under many moments, the lead beasts pulling, then the next, and so on down the fifty pairs until the chains tightened and the bridge began to feel the strain. Being a good stout Roman bridge, it held for much longer than even the chief of engineers—a pessimistic fellow, like all his breed—had thought; but eventually one of the struts parted company with its companions, and amid groans, snaps, pops, and roars the Tridentine bridge across the Athesis gave way. Its timbers tumbled into the torrent and whirled away downstream like straws bobbing about in a garden fountain.


  Gnaeus Petreius was wounded in the side, but not badly; Sulla found him sitting while the legion’s surgeons peeled away his mail shirt, his face streaked with a mixture of mud, sweat, and horse dung, but looking remarkably fit and alert nonetheless.


  “Don’t touch that wound until you’ve got him clean, you mentulae!” Sulla snarled. “Wash every last bit of dung off him first! He’s not going to bleed to death, are you, Gnaeus Petreius?”


  “Not Gnaeus Petreius!” said the centurion, grinning broadly. “We did it, eh, Lucius Cornelius? We got ‘em all across, and only a handful of dead on the other side!”


  Sulla sank down beside him and leaned his head too close to the centurion’s to permit of anyone’s overhearing. “What happened to young Scaurus?”


  Down went Petreius’s lips. “Got a dose of the shits while he should have been thinking, then when I kept pushing him as to what to do, he passed out on me. Just fell over in a faint. He’s all right, poor young chap; some of the lads carried him over the bridge. Pity, but there it is. None of his dad’s guts, none at all. Ought to have been a librarian.”


  “I can’t tell you how glad I am you were there, and not some other primus pilus. I just didn’t think! The moment I did, I kicked myself because I didn’t relieve him of the command myself,” said Sulla.


  “Doesn’t matter, Lucius Cornelius, it all worked out in the end. At least this way, he knows his limitations.”


  The surgeons were back with enough water and sponges to wash off a dozen men; Sulla got up to let them get to work, extending his right arm. Gnaeus Petreius held up his own, and the two men expressed everything they felt in that handshake.


  “It’s the grass crown for you,” said Sulla.


  “No!” said Petreius, looking embarrassed.


  “But yes. You saved a whole legion from death, Gnaeus Petreius, and when a man single-handedly saves a whole legion from death, he wears the grass crown. I shall see to it myself,” said Sulla.


  Was that the grass crown Julilla had seen in his future all those years ago? wondered Sulla as he headed off down the slope to the town to organize wagon transportation for Gnaeus Petreius, the hero of Tridentum. Poor Julilla! Poor, poor Julilla… She never had managed to do anything right, so perhaps that extended to her brushes against the strange manifestations of Fortune. The sole Julia not born with the gift of making her men happy, that had been Julilla. Then his mind passed to other, more important things; Lucius Cornelius Sulla was not about to start blaming himself for Julilla. Her fate had nothing to do with him; she brought it on herself.


  *


  Catulus Caesar had his army back in the camp outside Verona before Boiorix was able to get the last of his wagons across the last of several rickety bridges, and commence the downhill trek to the lush plains of the Padus River. At first Catulus Caesar had insisted they stand and fight the Cimbri near Lake Benacus, but Sulla, firmly in the saddle now, would not countenance it. Instead, he made Catulus Caesar send word to every city and town and village from Aquileia in the east to Comum and Mediolanum in the west: Italian Gaul-across-the-Padus was to be evacuated by all Roman citizens, Latin Rights holders, and Gauls unwilling to fraternize with the Germans. The refugees were to move south of the Padus and leave Italian Gaul-across-the-Padus completely to the Cimbri.


  “They’ll be like pigs in acorn mush,” said Sulla confidently, veteran of a year of living among the Cimbri. “When they get a taste of the pastures and the peace between Lake Benacus and the north bank of the Padus, Boiorix won’t be able to hold his people together. They’ll scatter in a hundred different directions, you wait and see.”


  “Looting, wrecking, burning,” said Catulus Caesar.


  “That—and forgetting what they’re supposed to be doing, namely, invading Italy. Cheer up, Quintus Lutatius! At least it’s the most Gallic of the Gauls on the Italian side of the Alps, and they won’t cross the Padus until they’ve picked it as clean as a hungry man a chicken’s carcass. Our own people will be gone well ahead of the Germans, carrying everything they value. Their land will keep; we’ll get it back when Gaius Marius comes.”


  Catulus Caesar winced, but held his tongue; he had learned how biting was Sulla’s tongue. But more than that, he had learned how ruthless was Sulla. How cold, how inflexible, how determined. An odd intimate for Gaius Marius, despite the fact they were brothers-in-law. Or had been brothers-in-law. Did Sulla get rid of his Julia too? wondered Catulus Caesar, who in the many hours of thought he expended upon Sulla had remembered a rumor that had circulated among the Julius Caesar brothers and their families around the time Sulla had emerged out of obscurity into public life, and married his Julia-Julilla. That he had found the money to enter public life by murdering his—mother?—stepmother?—mistress?—nephew? Well, when the time came to return to Rome, thought Catulus Caesar, he would make a point of making inquiries about that rumor. Oh, not to use it blatantly, or even right away; just to have ready for the future, when Lucius Cornelius might hope to run for praetor. Not aedile, let him have the joy of that—and the ruinous drain on his purse. Praetor. Yes, praetor.


  When the legions had marched into camp outside Verona, Catulus Caesar knew the first thing he had to do was send word posthaste to Rome of the disaster up the Athesis; if he didn’t, he suspected Sulla would via Gaius Marius, so it was important that his be the first version Rome absorbed. With both the consuls in the field, a dispatch to the Senate was addressed to the Leader of the House, so to Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus did Catulus Caesar send his report, including with it a private letter which more accurately detailed what had actually occurred. And he entrusted the report and letter, heavily sealed, to young Scaurus, son of the Princeps Senatus, ordering him to take the packet to Rome at the gallop.


  “He’s the best horseman we’ve got,” Catulus Caesar said blandly to Sulla.


  Sulla eyed him with the same ironic, superior derision he had shown during their interview about the mutiny. “You know, Quintus Lutatius, you own the most exquisitely refined kind of cruelty I’ve ever encountered,” Sulla said.


  “Do you wish to countermand the order?” asked Catulus Caesar, sneering. “You have the clout to do so.”


  But Sulla shrugged, turned away. “It’s your army, Quintus Lutatius. Do what you like.”


  And he had done what he liked, sent young Marcus Aemilius Scaurus posthaste to Rome bearing the news of his own disgrace.


  “I have given you this duty, Marcus Aemilius Junior, because I cannot think of a worse punishment for a coward of your family background than to bring to his own father the news of both a military failure and a personal failure,” said Catulus Caesar in measured, pontifical tones.


  Young Scaurus—pallid, hangdog, pounds lighter in weight than he had been two weeks earlier—stood to attention and tried not to look at his general. But when Catulus Caesar named the task, young Scaurus’s eyes—a paler, less beautiful version of his father’s green—dragged themselves unwillingly to Catulus Caesar’s haughty face.


  “Please, Quintus Lutatius!” he gasped. “Please, I beg of you, send someone else! Let me face my father in my own time!”


  “Your time, Marcus Aemilius Junior, is Rome’s time,” said Catulus Caesar icily, the contempt welling up in him. “You will ride at the gallop to Rome, and give the Princeps Senatus my consular dispatch. A coward in battle you may be, but you are one of the best horsemen we possess, and you have a name sufficiently illustrious to procure you good mounts all the way. You need have no fear, you know! The Germans are well to the north of us, so you’ll find none to threaten you in the south.”


  Young Scaurus rode like a sack of meal in the saddle for mile after mile after mile, down the Via Annia and the Via Cassia to Rome, a shorter journey but a rougher. His head bobbed up and down in time to the gait of his horse, his teeth clicking together in a kind of heartbeat, curiously comforting. At times he talked to himself.


  “If I had any courage there to screw up, don’t you think I would have found it?’’ he asked the phantom listeners in wind and road and sky. “What can I do when there is no courage in me, Father? Where does courage come from? Why did I not receive my share? How can I tell you of the pain and fear, the terror I felt when those awful savages came shrieking and screaming like the Furies? I couldn’t move! I couldn’t even control my bowels, let alone my heart! It swelled up and up and up until it burst, until I fell down inanimate, glad I was dead! And then I woke to find myself alive after all, still full of terror—my bowels still loose—the soldiers who carried me to safety washing themselves free of my stinking shit in the river under my very eyes, with such contempt, such loathing! Oh, Father, what is courage? Where did my share go? Father, listen to me, let me try to explain! How can you blame me for something I do not possess? Father, listen to me!”


  But Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus did not listen. When his son arrived with the packet from Catulus Caesar he was in the Senate, and when he came home his son had bolted himself in his room, leaving a message with the steward for his father that he had brought a packet from the consul and would wait in his room until his father read it, and sent for him.


  Scaurus chose to read the dispatch first, grim-faced, but thankful at least that the legions were safe. Then he read Catulus Caesar’s letter, lips uttering word after dreadful word out loud, shrinking further and further into his chair until he seemed but half his normal size, and the tears gathered in his eyes and fell with great blurry splashes onto the paper. Of course he had Catulus Caesar’s measure; that part did not surprise him, and he was profoundly thankful that a legate as strong and unafraid as Sulla had been on hand to protect those precious troops.


  But he had thought his son would discover in the throes of a vital, last-ditch emergency that courage, that bravery Scaurus truly believed lived inside all men. Or all men named Aemilius, anyway. The boy was the only son he had sired—the only child, for that matter. And now his line would end in such disgrace, such ignominy—! Fitting it did, if such was the mettle of his son, his only child.


  He drew a breath, and came to a decision. There would be no disguise, no coat of whitewash, no excuses, no dissimulation. Leave that kind of ploy to Catulus Caesar. His son was a proven coward; he had deserted his troops in their hour of gravest danger in a way more craven, more humiliating than mere flight—he had shit himself and fainted. His troops carried him to safety, when it should have been the other way around. The shame Scaurus resolved to bear with that courage he himself had always possessed. Let his son feel the scourge of a whole city’s scorn!


  His tears dried, his face composed, he clapped his hands for his steward, and when the man came he found his master sitting erect in his chair, his hands folded loosely on the desk.


  “Marcus Aemilius, your son is most anxious to see you,” said the steward, very aware something was wrong, for the young man was acting strangely.


  “You may take a message to Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Junior,” said Scaurus stiffly, “to the effect that though I disown him, I will not strip him of our name. My son is a coward—a white-livered mongrel dog—but all of Rome shall know him a coward under our name. I will never see him again as long as I live, you will tell him. And tell him too that he is not welcome in this house, even as a beggar at its door. Tell him! Tell him I will never have him come into my presence again as long as I shall live! Go, tell him! Tell him!”


  Shivering from the shock of it and weeping for the poor young man, of whom he was fond—and about whom he could have told the father any time during these past twenty years that his son had no courage, no strength, no internal resources—the steward went and told young Scaurus what his father had said.


  “Thank you,” said young Scaurus, and closed his door, but did not bolt it.


  When the steward ventured into his room several hours later because Scaurus had demanded to know whether his no-son had quit the house yet, he found young Scaurus dead upon the floor. The only quarry his sword deemed too unworthy to live turned out to be himself, so he bloodied it at last upon himself.


  But Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus remained true to his words. He refused to see his son, even in death. And in the Senate he gave the litany of the disasters in Italian Gaul with all of his customary energy and spirit, including the hideously frank, unvarnished story of his son’s cowardice and suicide. He didn’t spare himself, nor did he show grief.


  When after the meeting Scaurus made himself wait on the Senate steps for Metellus Numidicus, he did wonder if perhaps the gods had meted out so much courage to him that there was none left in the family cupboard for his son, so great was the fund of courage it took to wait there for Metellus Numidicus while the senators hustled themselves past him, pitying, anxious, shy, unwilling to stop.


  “Oh, my dear Marcus!” cried Metellus Numidicus as soon as there were no ears to hear. “My dear, dear Marcus, what can I possibly say?”


  “About my son, nothing,” said Scaurus, a thin splinter of warmth piercing the icy wastes inside his chest; how good it was to have friends! “About the Germans, how do we manage to keep Rome from panicking?”


  “Oh, don’t worry your head about Rome,” said Metellus Numidicus comfortably. “Rome will survive. Panic today and tomorrow and the day after tomorrow, and by the next market day—business as usual! Have you ever known people to move because the place where they’re living is unusually prone to suffer earthquakes, or there’s a volcano belching outside the back door?”


  “That’s true, they don’t. At least, not until a rafter falls down and squashes Granny, or the old girl falls into a pool of lava,” said Scaurus, profoundly glad to find that he could conduct a normal discussion, and even smile a little.


  “We’ll survive, Marcus, never fear.” Metellus Numidicus swallowed, then demonstrated that he too was not without his share of courage by saying manfully, “Gaius Marius is still waiting for his share of the Germans to come. Now if he goes down to defeat—then we had better worry. Because if Gaius Marius can’t beat them, nobody can.”


  Scaurus blinked, deeming Metellus Numidicus’s gesture so heroic he had better not comment; furthermore, he had better instruct his memory to forget for all eternity that Metellus Numidicus had ever ever ever admitted Gaius Marius was Rome’s best chance—and best general.


  “Quintus, there is one thing I must mention about my son, and then we can close that book,” said Scaurus.


  “What’s that?”


  “Your niece—your ward, Metella Dalmatica. This wretched episode has caused you—and her—great inconvenience. But tell her she’s had a lucky escape. It would have been no joy to a Caecilia Metella to find herself married to a coward,” said Scaurus gruffly.


  Suddenly he found himself walking alone, and turned to see Metellus Numidicus standing looking thunderstruck.


  “Quintus? Quintus? Is anything the matter?” Scaurus asked, returning to his friend’s side.


  “The matter?” asked Metellus Numidicus, returning to life. “Good Amor, no, nothing’s the matter! Oh, my dear, dear Marcus! I have just been visited by a splendid idea!”


  “Oh?”


  “Why don’t you marry my niece Dalmatica?”


  Scaurus gaped. “I?”


  “Yes, you! Here you are, a widower of long standing, and now with no child to inherit your name or your fortune. That, Marcus, is a tragedy,” said Metellus Numidicus in tones of great warmth and urgency. “She’s a sweet little girl, and so pretty! Come, Marcus, bury the past, start all over again! She’s very rich, into the bargain.”


  “I’d be no better than that randy old goat Cato the Censor,” said Scaurus, just enough doubt in his voice to signal Metellus Numidicus that he might be won round if the offer was really a serious one. “Quintus, I am fifty-five years old!”


  “You look good for another fifty-five years.”


  “Look at me! Go on, look at me! Bald—a bit of a paunch—more wrinkled than Hannibal’s elephant—getting stooped—plagued by rheumatics and haemorrhoids alike— no, Quintus, no!”


  “Dalmatica is young enough to think a grandfather exactly the right sort of husband,” said Metellus Numidicus. “Oh, Marcus, it would please me so much! Come on, what do you say?”


  Scaurus clutched at his hairless pate, gasping, yet also beginning to feel a new wellspring trickle through him. “Do you honestly think it could work? Do you think I could have another family? I’d be dead before they grew up!”


  “Why should you die young? You look like one of those Egyptian things to me—preserved well enough to last another thousand years. When you die, Marcus Aemilius, Rome will shake to her very foundations.”


  They began to walk across the Forum toward the Vestal Steps, deep in their discussion, right hands waving emphasis.


  “Will you look at that pair?” asked Saturninus of Glaucia. “Plotting the downfall of all demagogues, I’ll bet.”


  “Coldhearted old shit, Scaurus,” said Glaucia. “How could he get up and speak that way about his own son?”


  Saturninus lifted his lip. “Because family matters more than the individuals who make up family. Still, it was brilliant tactics. He showed the world his family’s not lacking in courage! His son almost lost Rome a legion, but no one is going to blame Marcus Aemilius, nor hold it against his family.”


  *


  By the middle of September the Teutones had passed through Arausio, and were nearing the confluence of the Rhodanus and the Druentia; spirits in the Roman fortress outside Glanum rose higher and higher.


  “It’s good,” said Gaius Marius to Quintus Sertorius as they did a tour “of inspection.


  “They’ve been waiting years for this,” said Sertorius.


  “Not a bit afraid, are they?”


  “They trust you to lead them well, Gaius Marius.”


  The news of the fiasco at Tridentum had come with Quintus Sertorius, who had abandoned his Cimbric guise for the time being; he had seen Sulla in secret, and picked up a letter for Marius which described events graphically, and concluded by informing Marius that Catulus Caesar’s army had gone into a winter camp outside Placentia. Then came a letter from Publius Rutilius Rufus in Rome, giving Rome’s view of the affair.


  I presume it was your personal decision to send Lucius Cornelius to keep an eye on our haughty friend Quintus Lutatius, and I applaud it heartily. There are all kinds of peculiar rumors floating about, but what the truth is, no one seems able to establish, even the boni. No doubt you already know through the offices of Lucius Cornelius—later on, when all this German business is over, I shall claim sufficient friendship with you to be given the true explanation. So far I’ve heard mutiny, cowardice, bungling, and every other military crime besides. The most fascinating thing is the brevity and—dare I say it?—honesty of Quintus Lutatius’s report to the House. But is it honest? A simple admission that when he encountered the Cimbri he realized Tridentum was not a suitable place for a battle, and so turned round and retreated to save his army, having first destroyed a bridge and delayed the German advance? There has to be more to it than that! I can see you smiling as you read.


  This is a very dead place without the consuls. I was extremely sorry for Marcus Aemilius, of course, and I imagine you are too. What does one do when one finally realizes one has sired a son not worthy to bear one’s name? But the scandal died a quick death, for two reasons. The first, that everyone respects Scaurus (this is going to be a long letter, so you will forgive the use of the cognomen) enormously, whether they like him or not, and whether they agree with his politics or not. The second reason is far more sensational. The crafty old culibonia (how’s that for a pun?) provided everyone with a new talking point. He’s married his son’s betrothed, Caecilia Metella Dalmatica, now in the ward of Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle. Aged seventeen, if you please! If it wasn’t so funny, I’d weep. Though I’ve not met her, I hear she’s a dear little thing, very gentle and thoroughly nice—a trifle hard to believe coming out of that stable, but I believe, I do believe! You ought to see Scaurus—how you’d chuckle! He’s positively prancing. I am seriously thinking of taking a prowl through Rome’s better-type schoolrooms in search of a nubile maiden to be the new Mrs. Rutilius Rufus!


  We face a serious grain shortage this winter, O senior consul, just to remind you of the duties attached to your office the Germans have rendered it impossible for you to deal with. However, I hear that Catulus Caesar will be leaving Sulla in command at Placentia shortly, and will return to Rome for the winter. No news as far as you’re concerned, I’m sure. The business at Tridentum has strengthened your own candidacy in absentia for yet another consulship, but Catulus Caesar won’t be holding any elections until after you meet your Germans! It must be very difficult for him, hoping for Rome’s sake that you have a great victory, yet hoping for his own sake that you fall flat on your peasant podex. If you win, Gaius Marius, you will certainly be consul next year. It was a clever move, by the way, to free Manius Aquillius to stand for consul. The electorate was terrifically impressed when he came, declared his candidacy, and then said very firmly that he was going back to you to face the Germans, even if that meant he wouldn’t be in Rome for the elections, and so missed out on standing after all. If you defeat the Germans, Gaius Marius—and you send Manius Aquillius back immediately afterward—you will have a junior colleague you can actually work with for a change.


  Gaius Servilius Glaucia, boon companion of your quasi-client Saturninus—unkind comment, I know!— has announced that he will run for tribune of the plebs. What a great big furry grey cat among the pigeons he’ll be! Talking of Serviliuses and getting back to the grain shortage, Servilius the Augur continues to do abysmally in Sicily. As I told you in an earlier missive, he really did expect that Lucullus would meekly hand over everything he’d worked so hard to establish. Now the House gets a letter once every market day, as regular as a prune eater’s bowel movements, in which Servilius the Augur bemoans his lot and reiterates that he’ll be prosecuting Lucullus the minute he gets back to Rome. The slave-king is dead—Salvius or Tryphon, he called himself—and another has been elected, the Asian Greek named Athenion. He’s cleverer than Salvius/Tryphon. If Manius Aquillius gets in as your junior consul, it might be an idea to send him off to Sicily and end that business once and for all. At the moment King Athenion is ruling Sicily, not Servilius the Augur. However, my real complaint about the Sicilian mess is purely semantic. Do you know what that despicable old culibonia had the gall to say in the House the other day? Scaurus, I am referring to, may his pro-creative apparatus drop off from overuse in overjuice! “Sicily,” he roared, “is become a very Iliad of woes!” And everyone rushed up to him after the meeting and poured syrupy praise all over him for coining such a neat epigram! Well, as you know from my earlier missive, that’s my neat epigram! He must have heard me say it, rot his entire back and front everythings.


  Now I leap lightly back to the subject of tribunes of the plebs. They have been a most dismal and uninspiring lot this year—one reason why, though I shudder as I say it, I’m rather glad Glaucia is standing for next year. Rome is a very boring place without a decent brawl or two going on in the Comitia. But we have just had one of the oddest of all tribunician incidents, and the rumors are absolutely whizzing around.


  About a month ago some twelve or thirteen fellows arrived in town, clad in remarkable raiment—coats of brilliant colors interwoven with pure gold flowing about their feet—jewels dripping from their beards and curls and earlobes—heads trailing gorgeous embroidered scarves. I felt as if I was in the midst of a pageant! They presented themselves as an embassage, and asked to see the Senate in a special sitting. But after our revered rejuvenated phrase-pinching Scaurus Princeps Senatus friskily examined their credentials, he denied them an audience on the grounds that they had no official status. They purported to have come from the sanctuary of the Great Goddess at Pessinus in Anatolian Phrygia, and to have been sent to Rome by the Great Goddess herself to wish Rome well in her struggle against the Germans! Now why, I can hear you asking, should the Anatolian Great Goddess give tuppence about the Germans? It has us all scratching our heads, and I’m sure that’s why Scaurus refused to have anything to do with these gaudy fellows.


  Yet no one can work out what they’re after. Orientals are such confidence tricksters that any Roman worth his salt sews his purse shut and straps it into his left armpit the moment he encounters them. However, not this lot! They’re going around Rome distributing largesse as if their own purses were bottomless. Their leader is a splendidly showy specimen called Battaces. The eye positively glazes in beholding him, for he’s clad from head to foot in genuine cloth of gold, and wears a huge solid-gold crown on his head. I’d heard of cloth of gold, but I never thought I’d live to see it unless I took a trip to see King Ptolemy or the King of the Parthians.


  The women of this silly city of ours went wild over Battaces and his entourage, dazzled at the sight of so much gold and holding their greedy little hands out for any stray pearls or carbuncles which might happen to fall off a beard or a—say no more, Publius Rutilius! I merely add with exquisite delicacy that they are not— repeat, not!—eunuchs.


  Anyway, whether because his own wife was one of the bedazzled Roman ladies or for more altruistic motives, the tribune of the plebs Aulus Pompeius got up on the rostra and accused Battaces and his fellow priests of being charlatans and imposters, and called for their forcible ejection from our fair city—preferably riding backward on asses and bedaubed with pitch and feathers. Battaces took great exception to Aulus Pompeius’s diatribe, and marched off to complain to the Senate. A few wives within that worthy body must have been infected—or injected—with enthusiasm for the ambassadors, for the House promptly ordered Aulus Pompeius to cease and desist his badgering of these Important Personages. The purists among us Conscript Fathers sided with Aulus Pompeius because it is not the province of the Senate to discipline a tribune of the plebs for his conduct within the Comitia. There was then a row about whether Battaces and his gang were an embassage or not an embassage, despite Scaurus’s previous ruling. Since no one could find Scaurus—I presume he was either looking up my old speeches for more epigrams, or looking up his wife’s skirts for more epidermis— the point remained unresolved.


  So Aulus Pompeius went on roaring like a lion from the rostra, and accusing Rome’s ladies of cupidity as well as unchastity. The next thing, Battaces himself comes striding down to the rostra trailing gorgeous priests and gorgeous Roman ladies behind him like a fishmonger stray cats. Luckily I was there—well, you know what Rome’s like! I was tipped off, of course, as was half the rest of the city—and witnessed a terrific farce, much better than anything Sulla could hope for in a theater. Aulus Pompeius and Battaces went at it— alas, verbally only—faster than Plautus, our noble tribune of the plebs insisting his opponent was a mountebank, and Battaces insisting Aulus Pompeius was dicing with danger because the Great Goddess didn’t like hearing her priests insulted. The scene ended with Battaces pronouncing a blood-curdling curse of death upon Aulus Pompeius—in Greek, which meant everyone understood it. I would have thought she liked being hailed in Phrygian.


  Here comes the best bit, Gaius Marius! The moment the curse was pronounced, Aulus Pompeius began to choke and cough. He tottered off the rostra and had to be helped home, where he took to his bed for the next three days, growing sicker and sicker. And at the end of three days—he died! Turned up his toes and breathed no more. Well, you can imagine the effect it’s had upon everyone from the Senate to the ladies of Rome. Battaces can go where he likes, do what he likes. People hop out of his path as if he suffered from a kind of golden leprosy. He gets free dinners, the House changed its mind and received his embassage formally (still no sign of Scaurus!), the women hang all over him, and he smiles and waves his hands about in blessing and generally acts like Zeus.


  I am amazed, disgusted, sickened, and about a thousand other equally unpalatable things. The big question is, how did Battaces do it? Was it divine intervention, or some unknown poison? I am betting on the last, but then, I am of the Skeptic persuasion—if not an out-and-out Cynic.


  Gaius Marius laughed himself sore in the sides, then went out to deal with the Germans.


  *


  A quarter of a million Teutones crossed the Druentia River just east of the spot where it entered the Rhodanus, and began to stream toward the Roman fortress. The ragged column was spread out for miles, its flanks and vanguard made up of the warriors, one hundred and thirty thousand strong, its meandering tail a vast congregation of wagons and cattle and horses shepherded by the women and children; there were few old men, fewer still old women. In the foreground of the fighting men there strode the tribe called the Ambrones, fierce, proud, valorous. The very last group of wagons and animals were twenty-five miles to their rear.


  German scouts had found the Roman citadel, but Teutobod the King was confident. They would march to Massilia in spite of Rome, for in Massilia—the biggest city aside from Rome any of them had ever heard of—they would find women, slaves, food, luxuries. After the satisfaction of sacking and burning it, they would turn east along the coast for Italy, for though Teutobod had discovered the Via Domitia over the Mons Genava Pass was in excellent condition, he still believed the coastal route would get him to Italy faster.


  The harvest still stood in the fields, and so was trampled down by the passing of the host; to none of them, even Teutobod, did it seem to matter that a modicum of care might have preserved the grain for reaping and storing against the coming winter. The wagons were full of provisions plundered from all who had been in the German path; as for the crops in the field, what human foot had trodden down could still be chewed by bovine and equine mouths. Unharvested crops simply meant grazing fodder.


  When the Ambrones reached the foot of the hill upon which the Roman fortress perched, nothing happened. Marius didn’t stir, nor did the Germans bother storming him. But he did present a mental barrier, so the Ambrones stopped and the rest of the warriors piled up behind until Germans milled like ants all about the hill, and Teutobod himself arrived. First they tried to tempt the Roman army out by catcalls, boos, jeers, and a parade of captured civilians who had all been put to the torture. No Roman answered; no Roman ventured out. Then the host attacked en masse, a simple frontal assault which broke and ebbed away fruitlessly against the magnificent fortifications of Marius’s camp; the Romans hurled a few spears at easy targets, but did nothing else.


  Teutobod shrugged. His thanes shrugged. Let the Romans stay there, then! It didn’t really matter. So the German host rolled around the base of the hill like a syrupy sea around a great rock and disappeared to the south, the thousands of wagons creaking in its wake for seven days, every German woman and child staring up at the apparently lifeless citadel as the cavalcade plodded on toward Massilia.


  But the last wagon had scarcely dipped below the horizon when Marius moved with all six overstrength legions, and moved at the double. Quiet, disciplined, overjoyed at the prospect of battle at last, the Roman column skirted the Germans undetected as they pushed and jostled along the road from Arelate to Aquae Sextiae, from which point Teutobod intended to lead his warriors down to the sea. Crossing the river Ars, Marius took up a perfect position on its south bank at the top of a strong, sloping ridge surrounded by gently rolling hills, and there dug himself in, looking down on the river.


  Still in the lead, thirty thousand Ambrone warriors came to the ford and looked up to find a Roman camp bristling with plumed helmets and spears. But this was an ordinary camp, easy meat; without waiting for reinforcements, the Ambrones took the shallow stream at a run and attacked. Uphill.


  The Roman legionaries simply stepped over their wall along its entire front length and moved downhill to meet a shrieking horde of undisciplined barbarians. First they cast their pila with devastating effect, then they drew their swords and swung their shields around and waded into battle like the intermeshed components of one gigantic machine. Hardly an Ambrone lived to stagger back across the ford; thirty thousand Ambrone dead sprawled along the sloping ridge. Of casualties, Marius suffered almost none.


  The action was over in less than half an hour; within an hour the Ambrone bodies had been piled into a denuded rampart—swords, torcs, shields, bracelets, pectorals, daggers, and helmets were thrown into the Roman camp—along the edge of the ford; the first obstacle the next wave of Germans would have to surmount was this rampart of their own dead.


  The far bank of the Ars was now a roiling mass of Teutones, gazing in confusion and anger at the huge wall of dead Ambrones, and the Roman camp atop the ridge beyond lined with thousands of jeering, whistling, singing, booing, hissing, whooping soldiers, lifted out of themselves in a victory euphoria; for this was the first time a Roman army had killed great numbers of German Enemy.


  It was, of course, only a preliminary engagement. The major action was yet to come. But it would come, nothing surer. To complete his plan, Marius peeled off three thousand of his best troops and sent them that evening under the command of Manius Aquillius way downstream to cross the river; they were to wait until the general engagement took place, then fall upon the Germans from behind when the battle was at its height.


  Hardly a legionary slept that night, so great was the elation; but when the next day brought no aggressive move on the part of the Germans, tiredness didn’t matter. The barbarian inactivity worried Marius, who didn’t want the outcome postponed because the Germans decided not to attack. He needed a decisive victory, and he was determined to have it. But on the far bank of the river the Teutones had camped in their myriad thousands, unfortified save by sheer numbers, while Teutobod—so tall on his little Gallic horse that his dangling feet nearly brushed the ground—prowled the ford accompanied by a dozen of his thanes. Up and down and back and forth he walked his miserably overloaded steed all that day, two great flaxen braids straying across his golden breastplate, the golden wings on his helmet above each ear glittering in the sun. Even at the distance, anxiety and indecision could be discerned upon his clean-shaven face.


  The following morning dawned as cloudless as the days before, promising a degree of heat which would turn the area into a seething mass of Ambrone putrefaction all too soon; it was no part of Marius’s plan to remain where he was until disease became a greater threat than the Enemy.


  “All right,” he said to Quintus Sertorius, “we’ll risk it. If they won’t attack, I’ll induce the battle by coming out myself and moving to attack them. We’ll lose the advantage of their charge uphill, but even so, our chances are better here than anywhere else, and Manius Aquillius is in position. Sound the bugles, marshal the troops, and I’ll address them.”


  That was standard practice; no Roman army ever went into a major action unharangued. For one thing, it gave everyone a good look at the general in his war gear; for another, it served as a morale booster; and finally, it was the general’s only opportunity to inform even the least legionary how he intended to win. The battle never went strictly according to plan—everyone understood that—but the general’s address did give the soldiers an idea of what the general wanted them to do; and if more confusion than normal reigned, it enabled the troops to think for themselves. Many a Roman army had won its battle because its soldiers knew what the general wanted of them, and did it without a tribune in earshot.


  The defeat of the Ambrones had acted like a tonic. The legions were out to win, in perfect physical condition down to the last man, arms and armor polished, equipment immaculate. Massed in the open space they called their assembly forum, the ranks stood in file to listen to Gaius Marius. They would have followed him into Tartarus, of course, for they adored him.


  “All right, you cunni, today’s the day!” Marius shouted from his makeshift rostra. “We were too good, that’s our trouble! Now they don’t want to fight! So we’re going to make them so hopping mad they’d fight the legions of the dragon’s teeth! We’re going across our wall and down the slope, and then we’re going to start pushing dead bodies around! We’re going to kick their dead, spit on their dead, piss on their dead if we have to! And make no mistake, they’re going to come across that ford in more thousands than you ignorant mentulae can count in units! And we won’t have the advantage of sitting up here like cocks on a fence; we’re going to have to take them on eye to eye—and that means looking up! Because they’re bigger than us! They’re giants! Does that worry us? Does it?”


  “No!” they roared with one voice. “No, no, no!”


  “No!” echoed Marius. “And why? Because we’re the legions of Rome! We’re following the silver eagles to death or glory! Romans are the best soldiers the world has ever seen! And you—Gaius Marius’s own soldiers of the Head Count—are the best soldiers Rome has ever seen!”


  They cheered him for what seemed an eternity, hysterical with pride, tears running down their faces, every fiber of their beings geared to an unbearable pitch of readiness.


  “All right, then! We’re going over the wall and we’re going into a slogging match! There’s no other way to win this war than to beat those mad-eyed savages to their knees! It’s fight, men! It’s keep going until there’s not one mad-eyed savage left on his gigantic feet!” He turned to where six men wrapped in lion skins—fanged muzzles engulfing their helmets, empty clawed paws knotted across their mail-shirted chests—stood with their hands clasped about the polished silver shafts of standards bearing six open-winged silver eagles. “There they are, your silver eagles! Emblems of courage! Emblems of Rome! Emblems of my legions! Follow the eagles for the glory of Rome!”


  Even in the midst of such exaltation there was no loss of discipline; ordered and unhurried, Marius’s six legions moved out of the camp and down the slope, turning to protect their own flanks, as this was not a site for cavalry. Like a sickle they presented their ranks to the Germans, who made up King Teutobod’s mind for him at the first demonstration of Roman contempt for the Ambrone dead. Through the ford they came, into the Roman front, which didn’t even falter. Those in the German forefront fell to a volley of pila thrown with stunning accuracy; for Marius’s troops had been practising for over two years against this day.


  The battle was long and grueling, but the Roman lines could not be broken, nor the silver eagles borne by their six aquiliferi be taken. The German dead piled up and up, joining their Ambrone fellows, and still more Germans kept coming across the ford to replace the fallen. Until Manius Aquillius and his three thousand soldiers descended upon the German rear, and slaughtered it.


  By the middle of the afternoon, the Teutones were no more. Fueled by the military tradition and glory of Rome and led by a superb general, thirty-seven thousand properly trained and properly equipped Roman legionaries made military history at Aquae Sextiae by defeating well over a hundred thousand German warriors in two engagements. Eighty thousand corpses joined the thirty thousand Ambrones along the river Ars; very few of the Teutones had elected to live, preferring to die with pride and honor intact. Among the fallen was Teutobod. And to the victors went the spoils, many thousands of Teutonic women and children, and seventeen thousand surviving warriors. When the slave traders swarmed up from Massilia to buy the spoils, Marius donated the proceeds to his soldiers and officers, though by tradition money from the sale of slave-prisoners belonged solely to the general.


  “I don’t need the money, and they earned it,” he said. He grinned, remembering the colossal sum the Massiliotes had charged Marcus Aurelius Cotta for a single ship to take him to Rome bearing the news of Arausio. “I see the magistrates of Massilia have sent us a vote of thanks for saving their fair city. I think I’ll send them a bill for saving it.”


  To Manius Aquillius he gave his report to the Senate, and sent him at the gallop for Rome.


  “You can bring the news, and stand for the consulship,” he said. “Only don’t delay!”


  Manius Aquillius didn’t delay, reaching Rome by road in seven days. The letter was handed to the junior consul, Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar, to read out to the assembled Senate, a wooden Manius Aquillius having refused to say a word.


  I, Gaius Marius, senior consul, find it my duty to report to the Senate and People of Rome that this day on the field of Aquae Sextiae in the Roman province of Gaul-across-the-Alps, the legions under my command have defeated the entire nation of the German Teutones. The German dead are numbered at one hundred and thirteen thousand, the German captives at seventeen thousand men, and one hundred and thirty thousand women and children. Of wagons there are thirty-two thousand, of horses forty-one thousand, of cattle two hundred thousand. I have decreed that all the spoils including those sold into slavery are to be divided up in the correct proportions among my men. Long live Rome!


  The whole of Rome went mad with joy, its streets filled with weeping, dancing, cheering, embracing hordes of people, from slaves to the most august. And Gaius Marius was voted senior consul for the next year in absentia, with Manius Aquillius his junior colleague. The Senate voted him a thanksgiving of three days, and the People two days more..


  “Sulla referred to it,” Catulus Caesar remarked to Metellus Numidicus after the fuss died down.


  “Oho! You “don’t like our Lucius Cornelius! ‘Sulla,’ eh? What did he refer to?”


  “He said something to the effect that the tallest tree in the world couldn’t be cut down by anyone. He has all the luck, Gaius Marius. I couldn’t persuade my army to fight, while he defeats a whole nation and hardly loses a man doing it,” said Catulus Caesar gloomily.


  “He’s always had the luck,” said Metellus Numidicus.


  “Luck, nothing!” said the eavesdropping Publius Rutilius Rufus vigorously. “Give credit where credit’s due!”


  Which left them with little more to say [wrote Rutilius Rufus to Gaius Marius]. As you well know, I cannot condone all these consecutive consulships, nor some of your more wolfy friends. But I do confess to exasperated annoyance when I am faced with envy and spite from men who ought to be big enough to be magnanimous. Aesop summed them up nicely—sour grapes, Gaius Marius. Did you ever hear such nonsense as attributing your success and their lack of success to luck? A man makes his luck, and that’s the truth of it. I could spit when I hear them depreciating your wonderful victory.


  Enough about that, I’ll give myself an apoplexy. Speaking of your more wolfy friends, Gaius Servilius Glaucia—having entered into his tribunate of the plebs eight days ago—is already stirring up a nice little storm in the Comitia. He has called his first contio to discuss a new law he proposes to promulgate, his intent being to undo the work of that hero of Tolosa, Quintus Servilius Caepio, may his exile in Smyrna last forever. I do not like that man; I never did like that man! Glaucia is going to give the extortion court back to the knights, with all sorts of frills attached to it too. From now on—if the law is passed, which I suppose it will be— the State will be able to recover damages or misappropriated property or peculated funds from their ultimate recipients as well as from the original culprits. So where before a rapacious governor could sign his ill-gotten gains over to his Auntie Liccy or his wife’s tata Lucius Tiddlypuss or even someone as obvious as his son, under Glaucia’s new law Auntie Liccy and Lucius Tiddlypuss and the son will have to cough up as well.


  I suppose there is some justice in it, but where does legislation like this lead, Gaius Marius? It gives the State too much power, not to mention too much money! It breeds demagogues and bureaucrats, that’s what! There is something terribly reassuring about being in politics to enrich oneself. It’s normal. It’s human. It’s forgivable. It’s understandable. The ones to watch are the ones who are in politics to change the world. They do the real damage, the power-men and the altruists. It isn’t healthy to think about other people ahead of oneself. Other people are not as deserving. Did I tell you I was a Skeptic? Well, I am. Though sometimes— just sometimes!—I wonder if I’m not becoming a little bit of a Cynic too.


  We hear that you’ll be back in Rome briefly. I cannot wait! I want to see Piggle-wiggle’s face at the instant he first sets eyes on you. Catulus Caesar has been made proconsul of Italian Gaul, as you might have expected, and has already gone to rejoin his army in Placentia. Watch him, he’ll try to take the credit of the next victory off you if he can. I hope your Lucius Cornelius Sulla is as loyal as he used to be, now Julilla’s dead.


  On the diplomatic front, Battaces and his priests have finally seen fit to go home, and the wails from various highborn ladies can be heard at least as far as Brundisium. Now we are playing host to a much less awesome and infinitely more ominous embassage. It’s come from none other than that very dangerous young man who has managed to collar most of the territory around the Euxine Sea—King Mithridates of Pontus. He’s asking for a treaty of friendship and alliance. Scaurus is not in favor. I wonder why? Could it possibly have something to do with the fierce lobbying of the agents of King Nicomedes of our friendly allied Bithynia? Edepol, edepol, there goes that dreadful Skeptic streak again! No, Gaius Marius, it is not a Cynical streak! Not yet, anyway.


  To conclude, a little gossip and personal news. The Conscript Father Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus has a little son and heir, giving rise to great expressions of joy on the part of various Domitii Ahenobarbi and Servilii Caepiones, though I note the Calpurnii Pisones have managed to maintain their air of indifference. And while it may be the fate of some venerable elders to marry schoolgirls, it is a more usual fate to yield to the arms of Death. Our very own literary giant Gaius Lucilius is dead. I’m quite sorry about it, really. He was a horrible bore in the flesh, but oh he was witty on paper! I am also sorry—and with deep sincerity this time—that your old Syrian seer Martha is dead. No news to you, I know Julia wrote, but I shall miss the old harridan. Piggle-wiggle used to foam at the mouth whenever he saw her being toted around Rome in her lurid purple litter. Your dear wonderful Julia vows she’ll miss Martha too. I hope you appreciate the treasure you married, by the way. It isn’t every wife I know would grieve at the passing of a houseguest who came for a month and stayed for the duration, especially a houseguest who thought it etiquette to spit on the floor and piss in the fishpond.I close by echoing your own remark. How could you, Gaius Marius? “Long live Rome!” indeed! What a conceit!
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  Sulla was right: the Cimbri weren’t even interested in crossing the Padus. Like cows let loose in a huge river-flat pasture, they browsed contentedly across the eastern half of Italian Gaul-across-the-Padus, surrounded by so much agricultural and pastoral plenty that they took no heed of the exhortations of their king. Alone among them Boiorix worried; alone among them Boiorix was deeply depressed when he got the news of the defeat of the Teutones at Aquae Sextiae. When to this was joined the news that the Tigurini-Marcomanni-Cherusci had grown discouraged and turned back toward their original homelands, Boiorix despaired. His grand strategy had been ruined by a combination of Roman superiority in arms and German fecklessness, and now he was beginning to doubt his ability to control his people, the Cimbri.


  He still felt they, the most numerous of the three divisions, could conquer Italy unaided—but only if he could teach them the priceless lessons of collective unity and individual self-discipline.


  All through the winter following Aquae Sextiae he kept to himself, understanding that he could accomplish nothing until his people either tired of this place, or ate it out. Since they were not farmers, the second possibility was a probability, but nowhere on his travels had Boiorix seen such fertility, such a capacity to feed, and keep on feeding. If Italian Gaul-across-the-Padus was in the fief of the Romans, no wonder Rome was so great. Unlike Long-haired Gaul, here no vast forests were left standing; instead, carefully culled stands of oaks provided a bounteous crop of acorns for many thousands of pigs let loose to graze among them during the winter. The rest of the countryside was tilled: millet where the Padus made the ground too boggy, wheat where the ground was dry enough; chick-peas and lentils, lupines and beans in every kind of soil. Even when in the spring the farmers were either fled or too afraid to sow their crops, still the crops came up, so many seeds already lay dormant on the ground.


  What Boiorix failed to understand was the physical structure of Italy; had he done so, he might have elected after all to announce that here in Gaul-across-the-Padus was the new Cimbric homeland; and had he done that, it may have suited Rome to let him be, since Italian Gaul-across-the-Padus was not considered of vital importance, and its populace was mostly Celtic. For the physical structure of Italy largely prevented the incredible riches of the Padus River valley being of any use to the Italian peninsula itself. All the rivers ran between east and west, west and east, and the daunting mountain chain of the Apennines divided peninsular Italy from Italian Gaul all the way from the Adriatic seaboard to the coast of Liguria. In effect, Italian Gaul-of-the-Padus was a separate country divided itself into two countries, north of the great river and south of the great river.


  As it was, Boiorix regained his purpose when spring slid into summer and the first tiny evidences of an eaten-out land began to appear. Crops had indeed sown themselves, but they were thin and did not seem to be forming ears or pods or tufts; crafty in the extreme, being intelligent creatures, the pigs conserved their dwindling numbers by disappearing completely; and the half-million beasts the Cimbri themselves had brought with them had trampled what they hadn’t grazed into chaffy dust.


  It was time to move on; when Boiorix went among his thanes and stirred them up, they in turn went among the people, stirring. And so in early June the cattle were driven in, the horses mustered, the wagons hitched up. The Cimbri, united once more into a single vast mass, moved westward upstream along the north bank of the Padus, heading for the more Romanized regions around the big town of Placentia.


  *


  In Placentia lay the Roman army, fifty-four thousand strong. Marius had donated two of his legions to Manius Aquillius, who had gone to Sicily early in the year to deal with the slave-king Athenion; so thoroughly had the Teutones been vanquished that it was not even necessary to leave any soldiers behind to garrison Gaul-across-the-Alps.


  The situation had certain parallels to the command situation at Arausio: again the senior commander was a New Man, again the junior commander was a formidable aristocrat. But the difference between Gaius Marius and Gnaeus Mallius Maximus was enormous; the New Man Marius was not the man to take any nonsense from the aristocrat Catulus Caesar. Catulus Caesar was brusquely told what to do, where to go, and why he was doing and going. All that was required of him was that he obey, and he knew exactly what would happen if he didn’t obey, because Gaius Marius had taken the time to tell him. Very frankly.


  “You might say I’ve drawn a line for you to tread, Quintus Lutatius. Put one toe either side of it, and I’ll have you back in Rome so fast you won’t know how you got there,” said Marius. “I’ll have no Caepio tricks played on me! I’d much prefer to see Lucius Cornelius in your boots anyway, and that’s who will go into them if you so much as think of deviating from your line. Understood?”


  “I am not a subaltern, Gaius Marius, and I resent being treated like one,” said Catulus Caesar, a crimson spot burning in each cheek.


  “Look, Quintus Lutatius, I don’t care what you feel!” said Marius with exaggerated patience. “All I care about is what you do. And what you do is what I tell you to do, nothing else.”


  “I do not anticipate any difficulty following your orders, Gaius Marius. They’re as specific as they are detailed,” said Catulus Caesar, curbing his temper. “But I repeat, there is no need to speak to me as if I were a junior officer! I am your second-in-command.”


  Marius grinned unpleasantly. “I don’t like you either, Quintus Lutatius,” he said. “You’re just another one of the many upper-class mediocrities who think they’ve got some sort of divine right to rule Rome. My opinion of you as an individual is that you couldn’t run a wine bar sitting between a brothel and a men’s club! So this is how you and I are going to collaborate—I issue the instructions; you follow them to the letter.”


  “Under protest,” said Catulus Caesar.


  “Under protest, but do it,” said Marius.


  “Couldn’t you have been a little more tactful?” asked Sulla of Marius later that day, having endured Catulus Caesar striding up and down his tent ranting about Marius for a full hour.


  “What for?” asked Marius, genuinely surprised.


  “Because in Rome he matters, that’s what for! And he also matters here in Italian Gaul!” snapped Sulla. His spurt of anger died, he looked at the unrepentant Gaius Marius and shook his head. “Oh, you’re impossible! And getting worse, I swear.”


  “I’m an old man, Lucius Cornelius. Fifty-six. The same age as our Princeps Senatus, whom everybody calls an old man.”


  “That’s because our Princeps Senatus is a bald and wrinkled Forum fixture,” said Sulla. “You still represent the vigorous commander in the field, so no one thinks of you as old.”


  “Well, I’m too old to suffer fools like Quintus Lutatius gladly,” said Marius. “I do not have the time to spend hours smoothing down the ruffled feathers of cocks-on-dungheaps just to keep them thinking well of themselves.”


  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you!” said Sulla.


  *


  By the second half of Quinctilis the Cimbri were massed at the foot of the western Alps, spread across a plain called the Campi Raudii, not far from the small town of Vercellae.


  “Why here?” asked Marius of Quintus Sertorius, who had been mingling with the Cimbri off and on as they moved westward.


  “I wish I knew, Gaius Marius, but I’ve never managed to get close to Boiorix himself,” said Sertorius. “The Cimbri seem to think they’re going home to Germania, but a couple of the thanes I know think Boiorix is still determined to go south.”


  “He’s too far west,” said Sulla.


  “The thanes think he’s trying to placate the people by leading them to believe they’ll be crossing the Alps back into Long-haired Gaul very soon, and next year will be home again in the Cimbrian Chersonnese. But he’s going to keep them in Italian Gaul just long enough to close the alpine passes, and then present them with a pretty poor alternative—stay in Italian Gaul and starve through the winter, or invade Italy.”


  “That’s a very complicated maneuver for a barbarian,” said Marius skeptically.


  “The three-pronged fish spear into Italian Gaul wasn’t your typical barbarian strategy either,” Sulla reminded him.


  “They’re like vultures,” said Sertorius suddenly.


  “How?” asked Marius, frowning.


  “They pick the bones of wherever they are clean, Gaius Marius. That’s really why they keep moving, it seems to me. Or maybe a plague of locusts is a better comparison. They eat everything in sight, then move on. It will take the Aedui and the Ambarri twenty years to repair the ravages of playing host to the Germans for four years. And the Atuatuci were looking very dismayed when I left, I can tell you.”


  “Then how did they manage to stay in their original homeland without moving for so long?” asked Marius.


  “There were less of them, for one thing. The Cimbri had their huge peninsula, the Teutones all the land to the south of it, the Tigurini were in Helvetia, the Cherusci were along the Visurgis in Germania, and the Marcomanni lived in Boiohaemum,” said Sertorius.


  “The climate is different,” said Sulla when Sertorius fell silent. “North of the Rhenus, it rains all year round. So the grass grows very quickly, and it’s juicy, sweet, tender grass. Nor are the winters so very hard, it seems—at least as close to Oceanus Atlanticus as the Cimbri, the Teutones, and the Cherusci were. Even at dead of winter they get more rain than snow and ice. So they can graze rather than grow. I don’t think the Germans live the way they do because it’s their nature. I think the Germans live the way their original homelands dictated.”


  Marius looked up from beneath his brows. “So if, for instance, they fetched up long enough in Italy, they’d learn to farm, you think?”


  “Undoubtedly,” said Sulla.


  “Then we’d better force a conclusive fight this summer, and make an end to it—and them. For nearly fifteen years Rome has been living under their shadow. I can’t rest peacefully in my bed if the last thing I think of before I close my eyes is half a million Germans wandering around Europa looking for an Elysium they left behind somewhere north of the Rhenus. The German migration has to stop. And the only way I can be sure it’s stopped is to stop it with Roman swords.”


  “I agree,” said Sulla.


  “And I,” said Sertorius.


  “Haven’t you got a sprog among the Cimbri somewhere?” asked Marius of Sertorius.


  “I have.”


  “Do you know where?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. After it’s over, you can send the sprog and his mother wherever you want, even Rome.”


  “Thank you, Gaius Marius. I’ll send them to Nearer Spain,” said Sertorius, smiling.


  Marius stared. “Spain? Why Spain?”


  “I liked it there, when I was learning to be a Celtiberian. The tribe I stayed with will look after my German family.”


  “Good! Now, good friends, let’s see how we can bring on a battle with the Cimbri.”


  *


  Marius brought on his battle; the date was the last day of Quinctilis by the calendar, and it had been formally fixed at a conference between Marius and Boiorix, For Marius was not the only one fed up with years of indecision. Boiorix too was keen to see an end to it.


  “To the victor goes Italy,” said Boiorix.


  “To the victor goes the world,” said Marius.


  As at Aquae Sextiae, Marius fought an infantry engagement, his scant cavalry drawn up to protect two massive infantry wings made up of his own troops from Gaul-across-the-Alps, split up into two lots of fifteen thousand. Between them he put Catulus Caesar and his twenty-four thousand less experienced men to form the center; the veteran troops in the wings would keep them steady and contained. He himself commanded the left wing, Sulla the right wing, and Catulus Caesar the center.


  Fifteen thousand Cimbric cavalry began the battle, magnificently clad and equipped, and riding the huge northern horses rather than little Gallic ponies. Each German trooper wore a towering helmet shaped like a mythical monster’s head with gaping jaws, stiff tall feathers on either side to give the rider even more height; he wore an iron breastplate and a long-sword, and carried a round white shield as well as two heavy lances.


  The horsemen massed four deep along a line nearly four miles long, with the Cimbric infantry directly behind them, but when they charged they swung to their right, and drew the Romans with them; a tactic designed to move the Roman line far enough to the Roman left to enable the Cimbric infantry to outflank Sulla’s right, and take the Romans from behind.


  So eager were the legions to come to grips that the German plan very nearly succeeded; then Marius managed to pull his troops to a halt and took the brunt of the cavalry charge, leaving Sulla to deal with the first onslaught of the Cimbric foot, while Catulus Caesar in the middle battled horse and foot.


  Roman fitness, Roman training, and Roman guile won on the field of Vercellae, for Marius had banked on a battle fought mostly before noon, and thus formed up with his lines facing west. It was the Cimbri who had the morning sun in their eyes, the Cimbri who couldn’t keep up the pace. Used to a cooler, kinder climate—and having breakfasted as always upon huge amounts of meat—they fought the Romans two days after the summer solstice beneath a cloudless sky and in a choking pall of dust. To the legionaries it was a mild inconvenience, but to the Germans it was a pitiless furnace. They went down in thousands upon thousands upon thousands, tongues parched, armor as fiery as the hair shirt of Hercules, helmets a roasting burden, swords too heavy to lift.


  And by noon the fighting men of the Cimbri were no more. Eighty thousand fell on the field, including Boiorix; the rest fled to warn the women and children in the wagons, and take what they could across the Alps. But fifty thousand wagons couldn’t be driven away at a gallop, nor half a million cattle and horses mustered in an hour or two. Those closest to the alpine passes of the Vale of the Salassi escaped; the rest did not. Many of the women rejected the thought of captivity and killed themselves and their children; some of the women killed the fleeing warriors as well. Even so, sixty thousand live Cimbric women and children were sold to the slavers, as were twenty thousand warriors.


  Of those who fled up the Vale of the Salassi and got away to Gaul-across-the-Alps through the Lugdunum Pass, few succeeded in running the gauntlet of the Celts. The Allobroges assailed them with fierce delight, as did the Sequani. Perhaps two thousand Cimbri finally rejoined the six thousand warriors left among the Atuatuci; and there where the Mosa received the Sabis, the last remnants of a great migration settled down for good, and in time came to call themselves Atuatuci. Only the vast accumulation of treasure reminded them that they had once been a German host more than three quarters of a million strong; but the treasure was not theirs to spend, only theirs to guard against the coming of other Romans.


  Catulus Caesar came to the council Marius called after Vercellae girt for war of a different kind, and found a mellow, affable Marius only too happy to grant his every request.


  “My dear fellow, of course you shall have a triumph!” said Marius, clapping him on the back.


  “My dear fellow, take two thirds of the spoils! After all, my men have the spoils from Aquae Sextiae as well, and I donated the proceeds from sale of slaves to them, so they’ll come out of the campaign far ahead of your fellows, I imagine—unless you too intend to donate the slave money—? No? Perfectly understandable, my dear Quintus Lutatius!” said Marius, pushing a plate of food into his hands.


  “My dear fellow, I wouldn’t dream of taking all the credit! Why should I, when your soldiers fought with equal skill and enthusiasm?” said Marius, taking the plate of food off him and replacing it with a brimming goblet of wine. “Sit down, sit down! A great day! I can sleep in peace.”


  “Boiorix is dead,” said Sulla, smiling contentedly. “It is all over, Gaius Marius. Definitely, definitely over.”


  “And your woman and child, Quintus Sertorius?” asked Marius.


  “Safe.”


  “Good. Good!” Marius looked around the crowded general’s tent, even his eyebrows seeming to beam. “And who wants to bring the news of Vercellae to Rome?” he asked.


  Two dozen voices answered; several dozen more said nothing but put eager expressions on their faces. Marius looked them over one by one, and finally let his eyes rest where he had already made up his mind.


  “Gaius Julius,” he said, “you shall have the job. You are my quaestor, but I have even better grounds. In you is vested a part of all of us in senior command. We must stay in Italian Gaul until everything is properly tidied up. But you are the brother-in-law of Lucius Cornelius and myself; our children have your family’s blood in their veins. And Quintus Lutatius here is a Julius Caesar by birth. So it’s fitting that a Julius Caesar should bring the news of victory to Rome.” He turned to look at everyone present. “Is that fair?” he asked.


  “It’s fair,” everyone said in chorus.


  2


  “What a lovely way to enter the Senate,’’ said Aurelia, unable to take her eyes off Caesar’s In face; how brown he was, how very much a man! “I’m glad now that the censors didn’t admit you before you left to serve Gaius Marius.”


  He was still elated, still half-living those glorious moments when, after handing Marius’s letter to the Leader of the House, he had actually seen with his own eyes the Senate of Rome receive the news that the threat of the Germans was no more. The applause, the cheers, the senators who danced and the senators who wept, the sight of Gaius Servilius Glaucia, head of the College of Tribunes of the Plebs, running with toga hugged about himself from the Curia to the Comitia to scream the news from the rostra, august presences like Metellus Numidicus and Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus solemnly shaking each other’s hands and trying to be more dignified than excited.


  “It’s an omen,” he said to his wife, eyes dwelling upon her in besotted admiration. How beautiful she was, how unmarked by her more than four years of living in the Subura and acting as the landlady of an insula.


  “You’ll be consul one day,” she said confidently. “Whenever they think of our victory at Vercellae, they’ll remember that it was you who brought the news to Rome.”


  “No,” he said fairly, “they’ll think of Gaius Marius.”


  “And you,” the doting wife insisted. “Yours was the face they saw; you were his quaestor.’’


  He sighed, snuggled down on the dining couch, and patted the vacant space next to himself. “Come here,” he said.


  Sitting correctly on her straight chair, Aurelia looked toward the door of the triclinium. “Gaius Julius!” she said.


  “We’re alone, my darling wife, and I’m not such a stickler that on my first evening home I like being separated from you by the width of a table.” Another pat for the couch. “Here, woman! Immediately!”


  *


  When the young couple had first made their home in the Subura, their arrival was sufficiently remarkable to have made them the object of ongoing curiosity to everyone who lived within several streets of Aurelia’s insula. Aristocratic landlords were common enough, but not resident aristocratic landlords; Gaius Julius Caesar and his wife were rare birds, and as such came in for more than the usual amount of attention. In spite of its mammoth size, the Subura was really a teeming, gossipy village which liked nothing better than a new sensation.


  All the predictions were that the young couple would never last; the Subura, that great leveler of pretensions and pride, would soon show them up for what they were, Palatine people. What hysterical seizures milady was going to throw! What sniffy tantrums milord was going to throw! Ha, ha. So said the hard cases of the Subura. And waited gleefully.


  None of it ever happened. Milady, they discovered, was not above doing her own marketing—nor above being explicitly obnoxious to any leering fellow who tried to proposition her—nor frightened when a group of local women surrounded her as she crossed the Vicus Patricii and tried to tell her to go back to the Palatine where she belonged. As for milord, he was—and there could be no other word applied to him—a true gentleman: unruffled, polite, interested in everything said to him by every element in the community, helpful about wills and leases and contracts.


  Very soon they were respected. Eventually they were loved. Many of their qualities were novelties, like their tendency to mind their own business and not inquire into everyone else’s business; they never complained or criticized, and they never held themselves better than those around them. Speak to them, and you could be sure of a ready and genuine smile, true interest, courtesy, and sensitivity. Though at first this was deemed an act, in the end the residents of their part of the Subura came to understand that Caesar and Aurelia were exactly what they seemed to be.


  For Aurelia this local acceptance was more important by far than for Caesar; she was the one engaged in Suburan affairs, and she was the landlady of a populous apartment building. It hadn’t been easy in the beginning, though it wasn’t until after Caesar left Rome that she fully understood why. At first she deemed her difficulties the result of un-familiarity and lack of experience. The agents who had sold the insula offered to act on her behalf when it came to collecting the rents and dealing with the tenants, and Caesar had thought this a good idea, so the obedient new wife agreed. Nor did Caesar grasp the unconscious message she relayed to him a month after they had moved in, when she told him all about their tenants.


  “It’s the variety I find hardest to believe,” she said, face animated, her customary composure not so noticeable.


  He humored her by asking, “Variety?”


  “Well, the two top floors are mostly freedmen—Greek in the main—who all seem to eke out a living running after their ex-masters, and have terrific worry lines on their faces, and more boyfriends than wives. On the main floors there are all sorts—a fuller and his family—Roman; a potter and his family—Roman; a shepherd and his family—did you realize there were shepherds in Rome? He looks after the sheep out on the Campus Lanatarius while they wait to be sold for slaughter, isn’t that fascinating? I asked him why he didn’t live closer to his job, but he said he and his wife were both Suburans, and couldn’t think of living anywhere else, and he doesn’t mind the walk at all,” said Aurelia, becoming more animated still.


  But Caesar frowned. “I am not a snob, Aurelia, yet I’m not sure it’s a good thing to strike up conversations with any of your tenants. You’re the wife of a Julius, and you have certain standards of conduct. One must never be peremptory or uncivil to these people, nor above being interested in them, but I’ll be going away soon, and I don’t want my wife making friends out of acquaintances. You must keep yourself a little aloof from the people who rent living accommodation from you. That’s why I’m glad the agents are acting as your rent collectors and business consultants.”


  Her face had dropped, she was staring at him in dismay, and stammered, “I—I’m sorry, Gaius Julius, I—I didn’t think. Truly I’ve made no real advances; I just thought it would be interesting to find out what everyone did.”


  “Of course it is,” he soothed, aware that in some way he had blighted her. “Tell me more.”


  “There’s a Greek rhetor and his family, and a Roman schoolteacher and his family—he’s interested in renting the two rooms next door to his apartment when they fall vacant, so he can conduct his school on the premises.” She shot Caesar a quick look, and added, “The agents told me,” thereby telling her first lie to her husband.


  “That sounds satisfactory,” he said. “Who else have we got, my love?”


  “The next floor up from us is very odd. There’s a spice merchant with a frightfully superior wife, and an inventor! He’s a bachelor, and his flat is absolutely stuffed with all these amazing little working models of cranes and pumps and mills,” she said, her tongue getting the better of her again.


  “Do you mean to say, Aurelia, that you have been inside the apartment of a bachelor?” asked Caesar.


  She told her second lie, heart beating uncomfortably. “No, Gaius Julius, truly! The agent thought it would be a good thing if I accompanied him on his rounds, and inspected the tenants as well as how they live.”


  Caesar relaxed. “Oh, I see! Of course. What does our inventor invent?’’


  “Brakes and pulleys mostly, I gathered. He did show me how they work on a model of a crane, but I don’t have a technical mind, he said, so I’m afraid it didn’t make any sense to me.”


  “His inventing obviously pays him well, if he can afford to live on the next floor up,” said Caesar, uncomfortably aware that his wife had lost a great deal of her original animation, but having insufficient intuition to see whose fault that was.


  “For his pulleys he has a deal with a foundry that does a lot of work for big building contractors, where his brakes he manufactures in tiny premises of his own somewhere down the street from here.” She drew a rather shaky breath, and passed on to her most unusual tenants. “And we have a whole floor of Jews, Gaius Julius! They like to live surrounded by other Jews, they were telling me, because they have so many rules and regulations—which, incidentally, they seem to have inflicted upon themselves. Very religious people! I can understand the xenophobia—they make the rest of us look a shabby lot morally. They’re all self-employed, chiefly because they rest every seventh day. Isn’t that a strange system? With Rome having a market holiday every eighth day, and then the feasts and festivals, they can’t fit in with non-Jewish employers. So they contract themselves out, rather than take regular jobs.”


  “How extraordinary!” said Caesar.


  “They’re all artisans and scholars,” said Aurelia, careful to keep her voice disinterested. “One of the men—his name’s Shimon, I think—is the most exquisite scribe. Beautiful work, Gaius Julius, truly beautiful! He works in Greek only. None of them has a very good grasp of Latin. Whenever a publisher or an author has a special edition of a work to put out at a higher than normal price, he goes to Shimon, who has four-sons all learning to be scribes too. They’re going to school with our Roman teacher as well as to their own religious school, because Shimon wants them to be as fluent in Latin as in Greek and Aramaic and—Hebrew, I think he said. Then they’ll have plenty of work in Rome forever.”


  “Are all the Jews scribes?”


  “Oh, no, only Shimon. There’s one who works with gold, and contracts himself out to some of the shops in the Porticus Margaritaria. And we have a portrait sculptor—a tailor— an armorer—a textile maker—a mason—and the last one is a balsam merchant.”


  “Surely not all working upstairs?” asked Caesar, alarmed.


  “Only the scribe and the goldsmith, Gaius Julius. The armorer has a workshop at the top of the Alta Semita, the sculptor rents space from a big firm in the Velabrum, and the mason has a yard near the marble wharves in the Port of Rome.” In spite of herself, Aurelia’s purple eyes began to shine. “They sing a lot. Religious, I gather. It’s a very strange sort of singing—you know, Oriental and tuneless? But it’s a nice change from crying babies.”


  Caesar reached out a hand to tuck back a strand of hair which had fallen forward onto her face; she was all of eighteen years old, this wife of his. “I take it our Jews like living here?” he asked.


  “Actually everyone seems to like living here,” she said.


  That night after Caesar had fallen asleep, Aurelia lay beside him and sprinkled her pillows with a very few tears. It hadn’t occurred to her that Caesar would expect the same sort of conduct from her here in an insula of the Subura as he would have from a Palatine wife; didn’t he understand that in these cramped quarters there were not the diversions or hobbies available to a woman of the Palatine? No, of course he didn’t. His time was taken up with his burgeoning public career, so his days were spent between the law courts, important senators like Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, the mint, the Treasury, the various arcades and colonnades where an incipient senator went to learn his profession. A gentler, more kindly disposed and considerate husband did not live; but Gaius Julius Caesar still regarded his wife as a special case.


  The truth was that Aurelia had conceived a wish to run the insula herself, and dispense with the agents. So she had taken herself around to every tenant of every floor, and chatted with them, and discovered what kind of people they were. She had liked them, couldn’t see any reason why she should not deal with them personally. Until she talked to her husband, and understood that the precious person of his wife was a woman apart, a woman high on the plinth of Julian dignitas; she would never be permitted to do anything which might detract from his family. Her own background was sufficiently like his for her to appreciate this, and understand it; but oh, how was she going to fill her days? She didn’t dare think about the fact that she had told her husband two lies. Instead, she sniffled herself to sleep.


  Luckily her dilemma was temporarily solved by a pregnancy. It slowed her down somewhat, though she suffered none of the traditional ailments. In the pink of health and youth, she had enough relatively new blood in her from both sides to ensure that she didn’t possess the frailty of purely old-nobility girls; besides which, she had got into the habit of walking miles each day to keep herself from going mad with boredom, her gigantic serving maid, Cardixa, more than adequate protection on the streets.


  Caesar was seconded to the service of Gaius Marius in Gaul-across-the-Alps before their first child was born, and fretted at leaving behind a wife so heavy, so vulnerable.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll be perfectly all right,” she said.


  “Make sure you go home to your mother’s house well ahead of your time,” he instructed.


  “Leave all that to me, I’ll manage” was as far as she would commit herself.


  Of course she didn’t go home to her mother; she had her baby in her own apartment, attended by no fashionable Palatine practitioners, only the local midwife and Cardixa. An easy and fairly short labor produced a girl, yet another Julia, and as blonde and blue-eyed and gorgeous as any Julia needed to be.


  “We’ll call her ‘Lia’ for short,” she said to her mother.


  “Oh, no!” cried Rutilia, deeming “Lia” too commonplace and unimposing. “How about ‘Julilla’?”


  Aurelia shook her head very firmly. “No, that’s an unlucky diminutive,” she said. “Our girl will be ‘Lia.’ “


  But Lia didn’t thrive; she cried and cried and cried for six solid weeks, until Shimon’s wife, Ruth, came marching down to Aurelia’s apartment and sniffed scornfully at Aurelia’s tales of doctors, worried Cottae grandparents, colic, and colds.


  “You just got a hungry baby there,” said Ruth in her heavily accented Greek. “You got no milk, silly girl!”


  “Oh, where am I going to put a wet nurse?” asked Aurelia, profoundly relieved at what she instantly saw was the truth, but at her wits’ end to persuade the staff they must share the servants’ quarters with yet another body.


  “You don’t need no wet nurse, silly girl,” said Ruth. “This building’s full of mothers feeding babies. Don’t you worry, we’ll all give the little one a drink.”


  “I can pay you,” Aurelia offered tentatively, sensitive enough to know that she ought not sound patronizing.


  “For what, nature? You leave it to me, silly girl. And I make sure they all wash their teats first! The little one’s got some catching up to do; we don’t want her sick,” said Ruth.


  So little Lia acquired a whole insula of wet nurses, and the bewildering array of nipples popped into her mouth seemed to worry the baby’s feelings as little as the mixture of Greek milk, Roman milk, Jewish milk, Spanish milk, and Syrian milk worried her digestion. Little Lia began to thrive.


  As did her mother, once she was recovered from the birth process and the worry of a perpetually crying baby. For with Caesar gone, Aurelia’s true character began to assert itself. First she made mincemeat of her male relatives, all of whom had been charged by Caesar to keep an eye on her.


  “If I do need you, Father,” she said to Cotta firmly, “I will send for you.”


  “Uncle Publius, leave me alone!” she said to Rutilius Rufus.


  “Sextus Julius, go away to Gaul!” she said to her husband’s older brother.


  Then she looked at Cardixa and rubbed her hands together gleefully. “My life is my own at last!” she said. “Oh, there are going to be some changes!”


  She started within the walls of her own apartment, where the slaves she and Caesar had bought just after their marriage were running the young couple rather than the other way around. Led by the steward, a Greek named Eutychus, they worked well enough that Aurelia found herself without sufficient grounds to impeach them to Caesar; for she had learned that Caesar did not see things as she saw them, and was absent-minded enough not to see some things at all, especially domestic things. But within the space of a single day Aurelia had the servants hopping to her tune, working her will upon them with a speech first and a schedule after that. Gaius Marius would have approved the speech mightily, for it was short and breathtakingly frank, delivered in the tone and manner of a general.


  “Oooooo-er!” said the cook, Murgus, to the steward, Eutychus. “And I thought she was a nice little thing!”


  The steward rolled his long-lashed beguiling eyes. “What about me! I thought I might just sneak into her bedroom and console her a bit during Gaius Julius’s absence—what an escape! I’d sooner crawl into bed with a lion.”


  “Do you really think she’d have the guts to take such a terrible financial loss by selling us all with bad references?” asked the cook, Murgus, shivering at the very thought.


  “She’d have the guts to crucify us,” said the steward.


  “Oooooo-er!” wailed the cook.


  From this encounter, Aurelia went straight to deal with the tenant of the other ground-floor apartment. That initial conversation with Caesar about the tenants had robbed her of all her original resolve to be rid of the ground-floor tenant immediately; in the end she hadn’t mentioned the man to her husband, realizing that he wouldn’t see the situation the way she did. But now she could act, and act she did.


  The other ground-floor apartment was accessible from within the insula; all Aurelia had to do was walk across the courtyard at the bottom of the light-well. However, that would give her visit an informality she definitely didn’t want. So she approached through her tenant’s front door. This meant that she was obliged to go out her own front door onto the Vicus Patricii, turn right, and walk up along the row of shops she rented out, to the apex of the building where the crossroads tavern stood; from there she turned right into the Subura Minor and walked down the other row of shops she rented out, until she finally came to the front door of the second ground-floor apartment.


  Its tenant was a famous actor named Epaphroditus, and according to the books, he had been living there for well over three years.


  “Tell Epaphroditus that his landlady wishes to see him,” said Aurelia to the porter.


  While she waited in the reception room—as large as the one in her own apartment—she assessed its condition with an eye grown expert in the matter of cracks, chips, peeling paint, and the like, and sighed; it was better than her own reception room, and had recently been frescoed with swathes of fruit and flowers dangled by dimpled Cupids between convincing-looking painted purple curtains.


  “I don’t believe it!” cried a beautiful voice, in Greek.


  Aurelia swung round to face her tenant. He was much older than voice or reputation upon the stage or the view across the courtyard suggested, a fiftyish man with a golden-yellow wig upon his head and an elaborately made-up face, wearing a floating robe of Tyrian purple embroidered with clusters of golden stars. Though many wearers of purple pretended it was Tyrian, this was the real thing, a color as much black as purple, of a luster which changed its hue as the light changed, suffusing it with sheens of plum and deepest crimson; in tapestry one saw it, but only once in her life had Aurelia seen genuine Tyrian purple raiment, on her visit to the villa of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi, who had displayed with pride a robe taken from King Perseus of Macedonia by Aemilius Paullus.


  “You don’t believe what?” asked Aurelia, also in Greek.


  “You, darling! I’d heard our landlady was beautiful and owned a pair of purple eyes, but the reality pales what I had imagined from the distance across the courtyard!” he fluted; his voice was more melodious than ridiculous, despite the effeminate accent. “Sit down, sit down!” he said.


  “I prefer to stand.”


  He stopped in his tracks and turned back toward her, his thin plucked black brows lifting. “You mean business!”


  “I certainly do.”


  “How may I assist you, then?” he asked.


  “You can move out,” said Aurelia.


  He gasped; he staggered; his hands flew to clutch at his chest; an expression of horror fell upon his face. “What?”


  “I’m giving you eight days’ notice,” said the landlady.


  “But you can’t! My rent’s paid up and it always has been! I look after this place as if I owned it! Give me your grounds, domina,” he said, voice now very hard, and a look about him which made the painted face seem an utterly masculine lie.


  “I don’t like the way you live,” said Aurelia.


  “The way I live is my business,” said Epaphroditus.


  “Not when I have to bring up my family looking across a courtyard into scenes not fit for my eyes, let alone a child’s,” she said. “Not when the harlots of both sexes spill out into the courtyard to continue their activities.”


  “Put up curtains,” said Epaphroditus.


  “I’ll do no such thing. Nor will it satisfy me if you put up curtains. My household has ears as well as eyes.”


  “Well, I’m very sorry you feel this way, but it can make no difference,” he said briskly. “I refuse to leave.”


  “In that case, I shall hire bailiffs and evict you.”


  Using his considerable arts to grow in stature until he seemed to tower over her, Epaphroditus came closer to her, and succeeded in reminding the uncowed Aurelia of Achilles hiding in the harem of King Lycomedes of Skyros.


  “Now listen to me, little lady,” he said, “I’ve spent a fortune turning this place into my kind of place, and I have no intention of leaving it. If you try any tricks like sending bailiffs in, I’ll sue you for everything you’ve got. In fact, after I’ve ushered you off my premises, I’m going straight to the tribunal of the urban praetor to lay charges against you.”


  The purple of her eyes made a cheap mockery of Tyrian imitations; so did the look on her face. “Do that!” she said sweetly. “His name is Gaius Memmius, and he’s a cousin of mine. However, it’s a busy time for litigation at the moment, so you will have to see his assistant first. He’s a new senator, but I know him well. Ask for him by name, do! Sextus Julius Caesar. He’s my brother-in-law.” She moved away and inspected the newly decorated walls, the expensive mosaic floor no rented apartment ever boasted. “Yes, this is all very nice! I’m glad your taste in interior design is superior to your taste in companions. But you realize, of course, that any improvements made to rented premises belong to the landlord, and that the landlord is not obliged under the law to pay a single penny’s compensation.”


  Eight days later Epaphroditus was gone, calling down curses upon the heads of women, and unable to do what he had fully intended to do, namely to deface his frescoes and dig up his mosaic floor; Aurelia had installed a pair of hired gladiators inside the apartment.


  “Good!” she said, dusting off her hands. “Now, Cardixa, I can find a decent tenant.”


  The process whereby an apartment was let occurred in any of several ways; the landlord hung a notice upon his front door and more notices on the walls of his shops, did the same thing outside the baths and public latrines and any wall owned by friends, then spread the news of a vacancy by word of mouth as well. Because Aurelia’s insula was known as a particularly safe one, there was no shortage of prospective tenants, whom she interviewed herself. Some she liked; some she felt were trustworthy; some she wouldn’t have rented to had they been the only applicants. But none proved to be what she was after, so she kept on looking and interviewing.


  It was seven weeks before she found her ideal tenant. A knight and the son of a knight, his name was Gaius Matius; he was the same age as Caesar, and his wife was the same age as Aurelia; both were cultivated and educated; they had married about the same time as Caesar and Aurelia; they had a baby girl the same age as Lia; and they were comfortably off. His wife was called Priscilla, which must have derived from her father’s cognomen rather than his gens, but in all the many years the family Matius was to live there, Aurelia never did find out Priscilla’s proper name. The Matius family business was in brokerage arid the handling of contracts, and Gaius Matius’s father lived with a second wife and younger children in a commodious house on the Quirinal. Aurelia was careful to check all this, and when her inquiries confirmed it, she rented Gaius Matius her ground-floor apartment for the welcome sum of ten thousand denarii a year; Epaphroditus’s expensive murals and mosaic floor helped secure the contract, as did Aurelia’s promise that all her future leasing contracts would be handled by the firm of Gaius Matius and Gaius Matius.


  For there were to be no more agents collecting the rents; from now on, Aurelia intended to run her insula herself. All the flats would be let by written lease, with an option to renew every two years. Penalty clauses for damage to the property were inserted, as well as clauses to protect the tenants from extortion by the landlord.


  She converted her sitting room into an office stacked high with account books, kept only her loom from all her old hobbies, and set to work to discover the complexities of being a landlady. After she collected the insula’s paperwork from the erstwhile agents, Aurelia discovered there were files for all manner of things—masons, painters, plasterers,vendors of many kinds, water rates, taxes, land titles, bills as well as receipts. A good deal of the incoming, she learned, would have to be almost immediately outgoing. As well as charging for the water and sewer laid on, the State took a small contribution for every window the insula possessed, and every door opening onto the street, and every staircase leading to every floor. And though it was undeniably a stoutly built insula, there were repairs going on all the time. Among the tradesmen listed were several carpenters; conning the dates, Aurelia found one man who seemed to have done the most work and lasted the longest. So she sent for him, and ordered him to remove the wooden screens boxing in the light-well.


  This project she had cherished from the time she and Caesar first moved into the insula; Aurelia had discovered in herself a longing to make a garden, and dreamed of transforming the ill-kept central courtyard into an oasis which would be a pleasure to everyone living in the building. But everything had conspired against her, starting with the problem of Epaphroditus, also entitled to use the courtyard. Caesar had never seen for himself the goings-on of Epaphroditus; the actor was cunning enough to make sure his debaucheries occurred only when Caesar was out. And Caesar, she learned, thought all women tended to exaggerate.


  Irksomely dense wooden screens were fixed between the columns of the balconies which looked down into the courtyard from every upper floor. Therefore, no one who lived upstairs could gain a glimpse of it. Admittedly these screens did keep the courtyard private—and helped stem the constant torrent of noise which emanated from every flat—but they also converted the light-well into a dreary brown chimney nine storeys high, and the courtyard into its equally dreary hearth, and rendered it impossible for any of the upper floors to obtain much light or much fresh air.


  Thus as soon as possible after Caesar left, Aurelia sent for her carpenter and told him to tear down every screen.


  He stared at her as if she had gone mad.


  “What’s the matter?” she asked, bewildered.


  “Domina, you’ll be knee-deep in shit and piss inside three days,” he said, “not to mention anything else they want to toss out, from the dead dog to the dead granny to the girl-babies.”


  She felt a tide of red suffuse her face until even her ears were on fire. It wasn’t the unvarnished truth of the carpenter’s statement mortified her, but her own naivete. Fool, fool, fool! Why hadn’t she thought of that? Because, she answered herself, a lifetime of passing the doorways and staircases of apartment buildings could not give one who had always lived in a large private dwelling the remotest idea of what went on inside. Her Uncle Cotta would not have divined the purpose of that wooden screen any quicker than she had.


  She pressed her hands to her glowing cheeks and gave the carpenter such an adorable look of confused amusement that he dreamed of her for almost a year, called round regularly to see how things were, and improved the standard of his work by at least 100 percent.


  “Thank you!” she said to him fervently.


  The departure of the revolting Epaphroditus did give her the opportunity to start making a garden in the courtyard, however, and then the new tenant, Gaius Matius, revealed that he too had a passion for gardening.


  “Let me help!” he pleaded.


  It was difficult to say no when she had spent so long searching for these ideal tenants. “Of course you can help.’’


  Which led to yet another lesson. Through Gaius Matius, Aurelia learned that it was one thing to dream of making a wonderful garden, but quite another to actually do it. For she herself didn’t have the eye or the art, whereas Gaius Matius did. In fact, he had a genius for gardening. Once the Caesar bathwater had gurgled down into the sewers, but now it was ducted to a small cistern in the courtyard, and fed the plants Gaius Matius produced with bewildering rapidity—purloined, he informed Aurelia, from his father’s Quirinal mansion in the main, but also from anyone else who owned a likely bush or vine or tree or ground cover. He knew how to graft a weakly plant onto strong rootstock of the same kind; he knew which plants liked a little lime, which Rome’s naturally acidic soil; he knew the correct times of the year for sowing seed, bedding out, pruning. Within twelve months the courtyard—all thirty feet by thirty feet of it—was a bower, and creepers were wending their way steadily up lattices on the columns toward the patch of sky high above.


  Then one day Shimon the Jewish scribe came to see her, looking very strange to her Roman eyes in his long beard and with his long ringlets of hair curling around his little skullcap.


  “Domina Aurelia, the fourth floor has a very special favor to ask of you,” he said.


  “If I can grant it, Shimon, be sure I will,” she said gravely.


  “We will understand if you decline, for what we ask is an invasion of your privacy,” said Shimon, picking his phrases with a delicacy he usually reserved for his work. “But—if we pledge you our word that we will never abuse the privilege by tossing refuse or ordure—might we remove the wooden screens from around our light-well balcony? We could breathe better air, and look down on your beautiful garden.”


  Aurelia beamed. “I’m very happy to grant you this favor,” she said. “However, I can’t condone the use of the windows onto the street for disposing of refuse and ordure, either. You must promise me that all your wastes will be carried across the road to the public latrine, and tipped into the sewer.”


  Delighted, Shimon promised.


  Down came the screens around the light-well balcony on the fourth floor, though Gaius Matius begged that they be retained where they covered the columns, so that his creepers could continue to grow upward. The Jewish floor started a fashion; the inventor and the spice merchant on the first floor just above asked next if they could take away their screens, and then the third floor asked, and the sixth, and the second, and the fifth, until finally only the freedman warrens of the two top floors were screened in.


  In the spring before the battle of Aquae Sextiae, Caesar made a hurried trip across the Alps bearing dispatches for Rome, and his brief visit resulted in a second pregnancy for Aurelia, who bore a second girl the following February, again in her own home, again attended by no one save the local midwife and Cardixa. This time she was alerted to her lack of milk, and the second little Julia—who was to suffer all her life under the babyish sobriquet of “Ju-Ju”—was put immediately onto the breasts of a dozen lactating mothers scattered through the various floors of the insula.


  “That’s good,” said Caesar in response to her letter telling him of Ju-Ju’s birth, “we’ve got the two traditional Julian girls over and done with. The next set of dispatches I bring for the Senate, we’ll start on the Julian boys.”


  Which was much what her mother, Rutilia, had said, thinking to offer Aurelia comfort for bearing girls.


  “You might have known you were wasting your words,” said Cotta, amused.


  “Yes, well—!” said Rutilia irritably. “Honestly, Marcus Aurelius, that girl of mine baffles me! When I tried to cheer her up, all she did was raise her brows and remark that it was a matter of complete indifference to her which sex her babies were, as long as she had good babies.”


  “But that’s a wonderful attitude!” protested Cotta. “As those of us who can afford to feed the little things gave up exposing girl-babies at birth a good four or five hundred years ago, it’s better that a mother welcomes her girls, surely.”


  “Of course it is! It’s the only attitude!” snapped Rutilia. “No, it’s not her composure I’m complaining about, it’s that maddening way she has of making you feel a fool for stating the obvious!”


  “I love her,” chuckled Publius Rutilius Rufus, party to this exchange.


  “You would!” said Rutilia.


  “Is it a nice little girl-baby?” Rutilius asked.


  “Exquisite, what else could you expect? That pair couldn’t have an ugly baby if they stood on their heads to make it,” said the goaded Rutilia.


  “Now, now, who’s supposed to be a proper Roman noblewoman?” Cotta chided, winking at Rutilius Rufus.


  “I hope your teeth fall out!” said Rutilia, and pitched her cushions at them.


  Shortly after the birth of Ju-Ju, Aurelia was obliged to deal with the crossroads tavern at last. It was a task she had avoided, for though it was housed in her insula, she could collect no rent, as it was regarded as the meeting place of a religious brotherhood; while it didn’t have temple or aedes status, it was nonetheless “official,” and registered on the urban praetor’s books.


  But it was a nuisance. Activity around it and in it never seemed to abate, even during the night, and some of its frequenters were very quick to push people off the sidewalk outside it, yet very slow to clean up the constant accumulation of refuse on that same section of sidewalk.


  Cardixa it was who first learned of a blacker aspect to the religious brotherhood of the crossroads tavern. She had been sent to the small shop alongside Aurelia’s front door to purchase ointment for Ju-Ju’s bottom, and found the proprietor—an old Galatian woman who specialized in medicines and tonics, remedies and panaceas—backed against the wall while two villainous-looking men debated with each other as to which set of jars and bottles they were going to smash first. Thanks to Cardixa, they smashed nothing; Cardixa smashed them instead. After the men had fled, howling imprecations, she got the tale out of the terrified old woman, who had been unable to pay her protection fee.


  “Every shop has to pay the crossroads brotherhood a fee to remain open,” Cardixa told Aurelia. “They say they’re providing a service to protect the shopkeepers from robbery and violence, but the only robbery and violence the shopkeepers suffer is at their hands when the protection fee isn’t paid. Poor old Galatia buried her husband not long ago, as you know, dominilla, and she buried him very well. So she doesn’t have any money at the moment.”


  “That settles it!” said Aurelia, girding herself for war. “Come on, Cardixa, we’ll soon fix this.”


  Out her front door she marched, down past her shops on the Vicus Patricii, stopping at each one to force its proprietor into telling her about the brotherhood’s protection fees. From some she discovered that the brotherhood’s business extended far beyond her own insula’s shops, and so she ended in walking the entire neighborhood, unraveling an amazing tale of blatant extortion. Even the two women who ran the public latrine on the opposite side of the Subura Minor—under contract to the firm which held the contract from the State—were forced to pay the brotherhood a percentage of the money they received from patrons well off enough to afford a sponge on a stick to clean themselves after defaecating; when the brotherhood discovered that the two women also ran a service collecting chamber pots from various apartments for emptying and cleaning, and had not revealed this, every chamber pot was broken, and the women were obliged to buy new ones. The baths next door to the public latrine were privately owned—as were all baths in Rome—but did a lucrative trade nonetheless. Here too the brotherhood levied fees which assured that the customers were not held under the water until they nearly drowned.


  By the time Aurelia finished her investigation, she was so angry she thought it wise to go home and calm down before confronting the brotherhood in their lair.


  “Out of my house!” she said to Cardixa. “My house!”


  “Don’t you worry, Aurelia, we’ll give them their comeuppance,” Cardixa comforted.


  “Where’s Ju-Ju?” asked Aurelia, taking deep breaths.


  “Upstairs on the fourth floor. It’s Rebeccah’s turn to give her a drink this morning.”


  Aurelia wrung her hands. “Why can’t I seem to make milk? I’m as dry as a crone!”


  Cardixa shrugged. “Some women make milk; others don’t. No one knows why. Now don’t get down in the dumps—it’s this brotherhood business that’s really upsetting you. No one minds giving Ju-Ju a drink, you know that. I’ll send one of the servants upstairs to ask Rebeccah to keep Ju-Ju for a little while, and we’ll go down and sort these wretches out.”


  Aurelia rose to her feet. “Come on, then, let’s get it over and done with.”


  The interior of the tavern was very dim; Aurelia stood in the doorway outlined in light, at the peak of a beauty which lasted all of her life. The din inside subsided at once, but began again angrily when Cardixa loomed behind her mistress.


  “That’s the great elephant beat us up this morning!” said a voice out of the gloom.


  Benches scraped. Aurelia marched in and stood looking about, Cardixa hovering watchfully at her back.


  “Who’s responsible for you louts?” Aurelia demanded.


  Up he got from a table in one back corner, a skinny little man in his forties with an unmistakably Roman look to him. “That’s me,” he said, coming forward. “Lucius Decumius, at your service.”


  “Do you know who I am?” asked Aurelia.


  He nodded.


  “You are tenanting—rent-free!—premises which I own,” she said.


  “You don’t own this here premises, madam,” said Lucius Decumius, “the State do.”


  “The State does not,” she said, and gazed about her now that her eyes were getting used to the poor light. “This place is a downright disgrace. You don’t look after it at all. I am evicting you.”


  A collective gasp went up. Lucius Decumius narrowed his eyes and looked alert.


  “You can’t evict us,” he said.


  “Just watch me!”


  “I’ll complain to the urban praetor.”


  “Do, by all means! He’s my cousin.”


  “Then there’s the Pontifex Maximus.”


  “So there is. He’s my cousin too.”


  Lucius Decumius snorted, a sound which might have been contempt—or laughter. “They can’t all be your cousins!”


  “They can, and they are.” Aurelia’s formidable jaw jutted forward. “Make no mistake, Lucius Decumius, you and your dirty ruffians are going.”


  He stood gazing at her reflectively, one hand scratching his chin, what could have been a smile lurking at the back of his clear grey eyes; then he stepped aside and bowed toward the table where he had been sitting. “How about we discuss our little problem?” he asked, smooth as Scaurus.


  “There’s nothing to discuss,” said Aurelia. “You’re going.”


  “Pooh! There’s always room for discussion. Come on, now, madam, let’s you and me sit down,” wheedled Lucius Decumius.


  And Aurelia found that an awful thing was happening to her; she was starting to like Lucius Decumius! Which was manifestly ridiculous. Yet a fact, nonetheless.


  “All right,’’ she said. “Cardixa, stand behind my chair.’’


  Lucius Decumius produced the chair, and sat himself on a bench. “A drop of wine, madam?”


  “Certainly not.”


  “Oh.”


  “Well?”


  “Well what?” asked Lucius Decumius.


  “It’s you wanted to discuss things,” she pointed out.


  “S’right, so it was.” Lucius Decumius cleared his throat. “Now what precisely was you objecting to, madam?”


  “Your presence under my roof.”


  “Now, now, that’s a bit broad in scope, ain’t it? I mean, we can come to some sort of arrangement—you tell me what you don’t like, and I’ll see if I can’t fix it,” said Decumius.


  “The dilapidation. The filth. The noise. The assumption that you own the street as well as these premises, when neither is the truth,” Aurelia began, ticking her points off on her fingers. “And your little neighborhood business! Terrorizing harmless shopkeepers into paying you money they can’t afford! What a despicable thing to do!”


  “The world, madam,” said Decumius, leaning forward with great earnestness, “is divided into sheep and wolves. It’s natural. If it weren’t natural, there wouldn’t be a lot more sheep than there are wolves, where we all know for every wolf there’s at least a thousand sheep. Think of us inside here as the local wolves. We’re not bad as wolves go. Only little teeth, a bite or two, no necks broken.”


  “That is a revolting metaphor,” said Aurelia, “and it doesn’t sway me one little bit. Out you go.”


  “Oh, deary me!” said Lucius Decumius, leaning backward. “Deary, deary me.” He shot her a look. “Are they really all your cousins?’’


  “My father was the consul Lucius Aurelius Cotta. My uncle is the consul Publius Rutilius Rufus. My other uncle is the praetor Marcus Aurelius Cotta. My husband is the quaestor Gaius Julius Caesar.’’ Aurelia sat back in her chair, lifted her head a little, closed her eyes, and said smugly, “And what is more, Gaius Marius is my brother-in-law.”


  “Well, my brother-in-law is the King of Egypt, ha ha!” said Lucius Decumius, supersaturated with names.


  “Then I suggest you go home to Egypt,” said Aurelia, not a bit annoyed at this feeble sarcasm. “The consul Gaius Marius is my brother-in-law.”


  “Oh, yes, and of course Gaius Marius’s sister-in-law is going to be living in an insula way up the Subura’s arse-end!” countered Lucius Decumius.


  “This insula is mine. It’s my dowry, Lucius Decumius. My husband is a younger son, so we live here in my insula for the time being. Later on, we’ll be living elsewhere.”


  “Gaius Marius really is your brother-in-law?”


  “Down to the last hair in his eyebrows.”


  Lucius Decumius heaved a sigh. “I like it here,” he said, “so we’d better do some negotiating.”


  “I want you out,” said Aurelia.


  “Now look, madam, I do have some right on my side,” said Lucius Decumius. “The members of this here lodge are the custodians of the crossroads shrine. Legitimate, like. You may think all them cousins means you own the State— but if we go, another lot are only going to move in, right? It’s a crossroads college, madam, official on the urban praetor’s books. And I’ll let you in on a little secret.” He leaned forward again. “All of us crossroads brethren are wolves!” He thrust his neck out, rather like a tortoise. “Now you and me can come to an agreement, madam. We keep this place clean, we slap a bit of paint on the walls, we tippy-toe around after dark, we help old ladies across the drains and gutters, we cease and desist our little neighborhood operation—in fact, we turn into pillars of society! How does that take your fancy?”


  Try though she might to suppress it, that smile would tug at the corners of her mouth! “Better the evil I know, eh, Lucius Decumius?”


  “Much better!” he said warmly.


  “I can’t say I’d look forward to going through all of this again with a different lot of you,” she said. “Very well, Lucius Decumius, you’re on trial for six months.” She got up and went to the door, Lucius Decumius escorting her. “But don’t think for one moment that I lack the courage to get rid of you and break in a new lot,” she said, stepping into the street.


  Lucius Decumius walked with her down the Vicus Patricii, clearing a path for her through the crowds with magical ease. “I assure you, madam, we will be pillars of society.”


  “But it’s very difficult to do without an income after you’ve grown used to spending it,” said Aurelia.


  “Oh, that’s no worry, madam!” said Lucius Decumius cheerfully. “Rome’s a big place. We’ll just shift our income-making operation far enough away not to annoy you— the Viminal—the Agger—the factory swamps—plenty of places. Don’t you worry your lovely little head about Lucius Decumius and his brothers of the sacred crossroads. We’ll be all right.”


  “That’s no kind of answer!” said Aurelia. “What’s the difference between terrorizing our own neighborhood, and doing the same thing somewhere else?”


  “What the eye don’t see and the ear don’t hear, the heart don’t grieve about,” he said, genuinely surprised at her denseness. “That’s a fact, madam.”


  They had reached her front door. She stopped and looked at him ruefully. “I daresay you’ll do as you see fit, Lucius Decumius. But don’t ever let me find out whereabouts you’ve transferred your—operation, as you call it.”


  “Mum, madam, I swear! Mum, dumb, numb!” He reached past her to knock on her door, which was opened with suspicious alacrity by the steward himself. “Ah, Eutychus, haven’t seen you in the brotherhood for a few days now,” said Lucius Decumius blandly. “Next time madam gives you a holiday, I’ll expect to see you in the lodge. We’re going to wash the place out and give it a bit of a paint to please madam. Got to keep the sister-in-law of Gaius Marius happy, eh?”


  Eutychus looked thoroughly miserable. “Indeed,” he said.


  “Oho, holding out on us, were you? Why didn’t you tell us who madam was?” asked Lucius Decumius in tones of silk.


  “As you will have noticed over the years, Lucius Decumius, I do not talk about my family at all,” said Eutychus grandly.


  “Wretched Greeks, they’re all the same,” said Lucius Decumius, giving his lank brown hair a tug in Aurelia’s direction. “Good day to you, madam. Very nice to make your acquaintance. Anything the lodge can do to help, let me know.”


  When the door had closed behind her, Aurelia looked at the steward expressionlessly. “And what have you got to say for yourself?” she asked.


  “Domina, I have to belong!” he wailed. “I’m the steward of the landlords—they wouldn’t not let me belong!”


  “You realize, Eutychus, that I could have you flogged for this,” said Aurelia, still expressionless.


  “Yes,” he whispered.


  “A flogging is the established punishment, is it not?”


  “Yes,” he whispered.


  “Then it is well for you that I am my husband’s wife and my father’s daughter,” said Aurelia. “My father-in-law, Gaius Julius, put it best, I think. Shortly before he died he said that he could never understand how any family could live in the same house with people they flogged, be it their sons or their slaves. However, there are other ways of dealing with disloyalty and insolence. Never think I am not prepared to take the financial loss of selling you with bad references. And you know what that would mean. Instead of a price of ten thousand denarii on your head, it would be a thousand sesterces. And your new owner would be so vulgarly low he’d flog you unmercifully, for you would come to him tagged as a bad slave.”


  “I understand, domina.”


  “Good! Go on belonging to the crossroads brotherhood— I can appreciate your predicament. I also commend you for your discretion about us.” She went to move away, then stopped. “Lucius Decumius. Does he have a job?”


  “He’s the lodge caretaker,” said Eutychus, looking more uneasy than ever.


  “You’re keeping something back.”


  “No, no!”


  “Come on, give me all of it!”


  “Well, domina, it’s only a rumor,” said Eutychus. “No one really knows, you understand. But he has been heard to say it himself—though that could be idle boasting. Or he could be saying it to frighten us.”


  “Saying what!”


  The steward blanched. “He says he’s an assassin.”


  “Ecastor! And who has he assassinated?” she asked.


  “I believe he takes credit for that Numidian fellow who was stabbed in the Forum Romanum some years ago,” said Eutychus.


  “Will wonders never cease!” said Aurelia, and went off to see what her babies were doing.


  “They broke the mould when they made her,” said Eutychus to Cardixa.


  The huge Gallic maidservant put out a hand and hurled it down on the pretty steward’s shoulder much as a cat might have tethered a mouse by putting a paw on its tail. “They did indeed,” she said, giving Eutychus an ostensibly friendly shake. “That’s why we’ve all got to look after her.”


  *


  It was not so very long after this that Gaius Julius Caesar came home from Italian Gaul bearing Marius’s message from Vercellae. He simply knocked on the door and was admitted by the steward, who then helped Caesar’s orderly in with his baggage while Caesar went to find his wife.


  She was in the courtyard garden tying little gauze bags around the ripening grapes on Gaius Matius’s arbor, and didn’t bother to turn when she heard a footfall. “You wouldn’t think the Subura was so full of birds, would you?” she asked whoever it was. “But this year I’m determined we’ll get to eat the grapes, so I’m going to see if this works.”


  “I’ll look forward to the grapes,” said Caesar.


  She spun round, her handful of gauze bags fluttering to the ground, her face transformed with joy. “Gaius Julius!”


  He held out his arms, she ran into them. Never had a kiss been more loving, nor followed so quickly by a dozen more. The sound of applause brought them back to reality; Caesar looked up the height of the light-well to find the railings of the balconies lined with beaming people, and waved up to them.


  “A great victory!” he called. “Gaius Marius has annihilated the Germans! Rome need never fear them again!”


  Leaving the tenants to rejoice and spread the news through the Subura before either Senate or People were informed, Caesar slipped an arm about Aurelia’s shoulders and walked with her into the narrow hallway which ran between the reception room and the kitchen area; he turned in the direction of his study, approving of the neatness, the cleanliness, the tasteful yet inexpensive decor. There were vases of flowers everywhere, a new side to Aurelia’s housekeeping, he thought, and wondered anxiously if she could afford so many blooms.


  “I have to see Marcus Aemilius Scaurus right away,” he said, “but I wasn’t going to go to his house before I visited mine. How good it is to be home!”


  “It’s wonderful,” said Aurelia shakily.


  “It will be more wonderful still tonight, wife, when you and I start making our first boy,” he said, kissing her again. “Oh, I do miss you! No other woman has any appeal after you, and that’s the truth. Is there any chance of a bath?”


  “I saw Cardixa duck in there a moment ago, so I expect it’s being run for you already.” Aurelia snuggled against him with a sigh of pleasure.


  “And you’re sure it isn’t too much for you, running our house, looking after our girls, and this whole barn of a place?” he asked. “I know you always tell me the agents took more commission than they should, but—”


  “It is no trouble, Gaius Julius. This is a very orderly residence, and our tenants are superior,” she said firmly. “I’ve even sorted out the little difficulty I had with the crossroads tavern, so that’s very quiet and clean these days.” She laughed up at him, passing it off casually, lightly. “You’ve no idea how co-operative and well behaved everyone is when they find out I’m Gaius Marius’s sister-in-law!”


  “All these flowers!” said Caesar.


  “Aren’t they beautiful? They’re a perpetual gift I receive every four or five days.”


  His arms tightened about her. “Do I have a rival, then?”


  “I don’t think you’ll be worried after you meet him,” said Aurelia. “His name is Lucius Decumius. He’s an assassin.”


  “A what!”


  “No, dearest love, I’m only joking,” she soothed. “He says he’s an assassin, I suspect to maintain his ascendancy over his fellow brethren. He’s the caretaker of the tavern.”


  “Where does he get the flowers?”


  She laughed softly. “Never look a gift horse in the mouth,” she said. “In the Subura, things are different.”


  3


  It was Publius Rutilius Rufus who apprised Gaius Marius of events in Rome immediately after Caesar delivered the victory letter.


  There’s a very nasty feeling in the air, arising chiefly out of the fact that you’ve succeeded in what you set out to do, namely eliminate the Germans, and the People are so grateful that if you stand for the consulship, you’ll get in yet again. The word on every highborn lip is “dictator” and the First Class at least is starting to sit up and echo it. Yes, I know you have many important knight clients and friends in the First Class, but you must understand that the whole of Rome’s political and traditional structure is designed to depress the pretensions of men who stand above their peers. The only permissible “first” is the first among equals, but after five consulships, three of them in absentia, it is getting extremely difficult to disguise the fact that you tower over your so-called equals. Scaurus is disgusted, but him you could deal with if you had to. No, the real turd in the bottom of the punch bowl is your friend and mine, Piggle-wiggle, ably assisted by his stammering son, the Piglet.


  From the moment you moved east of the Alps to join Catulus Caesar in Italian Gaul, Piggle-wiggle and the Piglet have made it their business to blow Catulus Caesar’s contributions to the campaign against the Cimbri out of all proportion to the fact. So when the news of the victory at Vercellae came, and the House met in the temple of Bellona to debate things like triumphs and votes of thanksgiving, there were a lot of ears ready to listen when Piggle-wiggle got up to speak.


  Briefly, he moved that only two triumphs be held—one by you, for Aquae Sextiae, and one by Catulus Caesar, for Vercellae! Completely ignoring the fact that you were the commander on the field of Vercellae, not Catulus Caesar! His argument is purely legalistic—two armies were involved, one commanded by the consul, you, and the other by the proconsul, Catulus Caesar. The amount of spoils involved, said Piggle-wiggle, was disappointingly small, and would look ridiculously inadequate were three triumphs to be celebrated. Therefore, since you hadn’t yet celebrated the triumph voted you for Aquae Sextiae, why, you could have that, and Catulus Caesar could have the triumph he was entitled to for Vercellae. A second Vercellae triumph celebrated by you would be a superfluity.


  Lucius Appuleius Saturninus got up at once to object, and was howled down. Since he is a privatus this year, he holds no office that might have compelled the Conscript Fathers to pay him more attention. The House voted two triumphs, yours to be solely for Aquae Sextiae–last year’s battle, therefore less significant— and Vercellae—this year’s battle, therefore the big one in everybody’s eyes—solely the prerogative of Catulus Caesar. In effect, as the Vercellae triumph wends its way through the city, it will be telling the people that you had absolutely nothing to do with the defeat of the Cimbri in Italian Gaul, that Catulus Caesar was the hero. Your own idiocy in handing him most of the spoils and all the German standards captured on the field has clinched the matter. When your mood is expansive and your natural generosity is allowed to come to the fore, you commit your worst blunders, and that is the truth.


  I don’t know what you can do about it—the whole thing is cut and dried, officially voted upon, and recorded in the archives. I am very angry about it, but the Policy Makers (as Saturninus calls them) or the boni (as Scaurus calls them) have won the engagement resoundingly, and you will never quite have as much prestige for the defeat of the Germans as you ought. It amused us all those years ago at Numantia to perpetuate the mud bath Metellus took among his porky friends by tagging him with a porky nickname that also happens to be nursery slang for a little girl’s genitalia, but it is my considered opinion now that the man is no piggle-wiggle—he’s a full-grown cunnus. As for the Piglet, he’s not going to be a little girl all his life, either. Another full-grown cunnus.


  Enough, enough, I’ll give myself that apoplexy yet! I shall conclude this missive by telling you that Sicily is looking good. Manius Aquillius is doing a superb job, which only makes Servilius the Augur look smaller. However, he did what he promised: he indicted Lucullus in the new treason court. Lucullus insisted upon conducting his own defense, and did his cause no good with all those farting blow-my-nose-between-my-fingers knights, for he stood there with all that freezing hauteur of his showing, and the entire jury thought he was directing it at them. He was, he was! Another stubborn idiot, Lucullus. Naturally they condemned him—DAMNO written upon every tile, I believe. And the savagery of the sentence was unbelievable! His place of exile can be no closer to Rome than a thousand miles, which leaves him only two places of any size at all—Antioch or Alexandria. He has chosen to honor King Ptolemy Alexander over King Antiochus Grypus. And the court took everything he owned off him—houses, lands, investments, city property.


  He didn’t wait for them to hound him to leave. In fact, he didn’t even wait to see how much his possessions fetched, but commended his trollop of a wife to the care of her brother, Piggle-wiggle–that’ll punish him a little!—and left his elder son, now sixteen and a man in the eyes of the State, to his own devices. Interesting, that he didn’t commend this very gifted boy to Piggle-wiggle’s care, isn’t it? The younger— now fourteen—is adopted. Marcus Terentius Varro Lucullus.


  Scaurus was telling me that both boys have vowed to prosecute Servilius the Augur as soon as Varro Lucullus is old enough to don the toga of manhood; the parting with their father was heartrending, as you might imagine. Scaurus says Lucullus will get himself to Alexandria, and then choose to die. And that both boys think that’s what their tata will do too. What hurts the Licinii Luculli most is the fact that all this pain and poverty has been inflicted upon them by a jumped-up nobody New Man like Servilius the Augur. You New Men have not made yourselves any friends when it comes to Lucullus’s sons.


  Anyway, when the Lucullus boys are old enough to prosecute Servilius the Augur in tandem, it will be in the new extortion court as set up by yet another Servilius of relatively obscure origins, Gaius Servilius Glaucia. By Pollux, Gaius Marius, he can draft laws, that fellow! The setup is ironclad and novel, but it works. Back in the hands of the knights and so no consolation to governors, but workmanlike. Recovery of peculated property is now extended to the ultimate recipients as well as the original thieves—anyone convicted in the court cannot address any public meeting anywhere—men of the Latin Rights who successfully prosecute a malefactor will be rewarded with the full Roman citizenship—and there is now a recess inserted into the middle of the trial proceedings. The old procedure is a thing of the past, and the testimony of witnesses, as the few cases heard in it have proven, is now far less important than the addresses of the advocates themselves. A great boon to the great advocates.


  And—last but not least—that peculiar fellow Saturninus has been in trouble again. Truly, Gaius Marius, I fear for his sanity. Logic is missing. As indeed I believe it is from his friend Glaucia. Both so brilliant, and yet—so unstable, so downright crazy. Or perhaps it is that they don’t honestly know what they want out of public life. Even the worst demagogue has a pattern, a logic directed toward the praetorship and the consulship. But I don’t see it in either of that pair. They hate the old style of government, they hate the Senate—but they have nothing to put in its place. Perhaps they’re what the Greeks call exponents of anarchy? I’m not sure.


  Anyway, the scales have recently tipped against King Nicomedes of Bithynia in the matter of the embassage from King Mithridates of Pontus. Our young friend from the remotenesses at the eastern end of the Euxine sent ambassadors acute enough to discover the secret weakness of all us Romans—money! Having got nowhere with their petition for a treaty of friendship and alliance, they began to buy senators. And they paid well, and Nicomedes had cause to worry, I can tell you.


  Then Saturninus got up on the rostra and condemned all those in the Senate who were prepared to abandon Nicomedes and Bithynia in favor of Mithridates and Pontus. We had had a treaty with Bithynia for years, he said, and Pontus was Bithynia’s traditional enemy. Money had changed hands, he said, and Rome for the sake of a few fatter senatorial purses was going to abandon her friend and ally of fifty years.


  It is alleged—I wasn’t there myself to hear him— that he said something like “We all know how expensive it can be for doddering old senators to marry frisky little fillies not out of the schoolroom, don’t we? I mean, pearl necklaces and gold bracelets are a lot more expensive than a bottle of that tonic Ticinus sells in his Cuppedenis stall—and who’s to say that a frisky young filly isn’t a more effective tonic than Ticinus’s?” Oh, oh, oh! He sneered at Piggle-wiggle as well, and asked the crowd, “What about our boys in Italian Gaul?”


  The result was that several of the Pontic ambassadors were beaten up, and went to the Senaculum to complain. Whereupon Scaurus and Piggle-wiggle had Saturninus arraigned in his own treason court on a charge of sowing discord between Rome and an accredited embassage from a foreign monarch. On the day of the trial, our tribune of the plebs Glaucia called a meeting of the Plebeian Assembly, and accused Piggle-wiggle of having another try at getting rid of Saturninus, whom he hadn’t been able to get rid of when he functioned as censor. And those hired gladiators Saturninus seems to be able to put his hands on when necessary turned up at the trial, ringed the jurors round, and looked so grim that the jury dismissed the case. The Pontic ambassadors promptly went home without their treaty. I agree with Saturninus—it would be a wretchedly paltry thing to do, to abandon our friend and ally of fifty years in favor of his traditional enemy just because his enemy is now far richer and more powerful.


  No more, no more, Gaius Marius! I really only wanted to let you know about the triumphs ahead of the official dispatches, which the Senate won’t rush to you in a hurry. I wish there was something you could do, but I doubt it.


  “Oh yes, there is!” said Marius grimly when he had deciphered the letter. He drew a sheet of paper toward him and spent considerable time drafting a short letter of his own. Then he sent for Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar.


  Catulus Caesar arrived bubbling with enthusiasm, for the hired courier who had carried Rutilius Rufus’s Marius missive had also brought a letter from Metellus Numidicus to Catulus Caesar, and another from Scaurus to Catulus Caesar.


  It was a disappointment to find Marius already aware of the two-triumph vote; Catulus Caesar had been dwelling rather voluptuously upon seeing Marius’s face when he heard. However, that was a minor consideration. The triumph was the triumph.


  “So I’d like to return to Rome in October, if you don’t mind,” Catulus Caesar drawled. “I’ll celebrate my triumph first, since you as consul can’t leave quite so early.”


  “Permission to go is refused,” said Marius with cheerful civility. “We’ll return to Rome together at the end of November, just as we planned. In fact, I’ve just sent a letter to the Senate on behalf of both of us. Like to hear it? I won’t bore you with my writing—I’ll read it out to you.”


  He took a small paper from his cluttered table, unfurled it, and read it to Catulus Caesar.


  Gaius Marius, consul for the fifth time, thanks the Senate and People of Rome for their concern and consideration in respect of the matter of triumphs for himself and his second-in-command, the proconsul Quintus Lutatius Catulus. I commend the Conscript Fathers for their admirable thrift in decreeing only one triumph each for Rome’s generals. However, I am even more concerned than the Conscript Fathers about the punitive cost of this long war. As is Quintus Lutatius. In respect of which, Gaius Marius and Quintus Lutatius Catulus will share one single triumph between them. Let all of Rome witness the accord and amity of the generals as they parade the streets together. Wherefore it is my pleasure to notify you that Gaius Marius and Quintus Lutatius Catulus shall triumph on the Kalends of December. Together. Long live Rome.


  Catulus Caesar had gone white. “You’re joking!” he said.


  “I? Joke?” Marius blinked beneath his brows. “Never, Quintus Lutatius!”


  “I—I—I refuse to consent!”


  “You don’t have any choice,” said Marius sweetly. “They thought they had me beaten, didn’t they? Dear old Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle and his friends—and your friends! Well, you’ll never beat me, any of you.”


  “The Senate has decreed two triumphs, and two triumphs it will be!” said Catulus Caesar, shaking.


  “Oh, you could insist, Quintus Lutatius. But it won’t look good, will it? Take your choice. Either you and I triumph together in the same parade, or you are going to look like one enormous fool. That’s it.”


  And that was it. The letter from Marius went to the Senate, and the single triumph was announced for the first day of the month of December.


  Catulus Caesar was not slow to take his revenge. He wrote to the Senate complaining that the consul Gaius Marius had usurped the prerogatives of the Senate and People of Rome by awarding the full citizenship to a thousand auxiliary soldiers from Camerinum in Picenum right there on the fieldof Vercellae. He had also exceeded his consular authority, said Catulus Caesar, by announcing that he was founding a colony of Roman veteran legionaries at the small town of Eporedia in Italian Gaul. The letter went on:


  Gaius Marius has established this unconstitutional colony in order to lay his hands upon the alluvial gold which is mined from the bed of the Duria Major at Eporedia. The proconsul Quintus Lutatius Catulus also wishes to point out that he won the battle of Vercellae, not Gaius Marius. As proof positive, he tenders thirty-five captured German standards in his keeping, as against a mere two in the keeping of Gaius Marius. As the victor of Vercellae, I claim all the captives taken to be sold into slavery. Gaius Marius is insisting upon taking one third of them.


  In answer, Marius circulated Catulus Caesar’s letter among the troops of his own army and Catulus Caesar’s; it had a laconic appendix from Marius himself attached, to the effect that the proceeds from the sale of Cimbric captives taken after Vercellae to the limit of the one third he had claimed for himself were to be donated to the army of Quintus Lutatius Catulus. His own army, he pointed out, had already been given the proceeds from the sale of the Teutonic slaves after Aquae Sextiae, and he didn’t wish Catulus Caesar’s army to feel entirely neglected, for he understood that Quintus Lutatius would—as was his right— be keeping the proceeds from the sale of his two thirds of the Cimbric slaves for himself.


  Glaucia read out both letters in the Forum in Rome, and the People laughed themselves sick. There could be no doubt in anyone’s mind who was the real victor, and who cared more for his troops than for himself.


  “You’ll have to stop this campaign to vilify Gaius Marius,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus to Metellus Numidicus, “or you’re going to be slapped about again the next time you go into the Forum. And you’d better write to Quintus Lutatius and tell him the same. Whether we like it or not, Gaius Marius is the First Man in Rome. He won the war against the Germans, and the whole of Rome knows it. He’s the popular hero, the popular demigod. Try to bring him down, and the city will unite to bring you down, Quintus Caecilius.”


  “Piss on the People!” said Metellus Numidicus, who was feeling the strain of having to house his sister, Metella Calva, and whichever lowborn lover she fancied.


  “Look, there are other things we can do,” urged Scaurus. “For one thing, you can run for consul again. It’s ten years since you were consul, believe it or not! Gaius Marius will be running again, nothing surer. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to saddle his sixth consulship with an inimical colleague like yourself?”


  “Oh, when are we going to rid ourselves of this incurable disease called Gaius Marius?” cried Numidicus in despair.


  “Hopefully it won’t be long,” said Scaurus, obviously not despairing. “A year. I doubt it will be more.”


  “Never, more like.”


  “No, no, Quintus Caecilius, you give up too easily! Like Quintus Lutatius, you let your hatred for Gaius Marius rule your head. Think! How much time during all his five eternal consulships has Gaius Marius actually spent in Rome herself?”


  “A matter of days. What’s that to the point?”


  “It is the whole point, Quintus Caecilius! Gaius Marius is not a great politician, though I do admit he’s got a wonderfully sharp brain between his ears. Where Gaius Marius shines is as a soldier and an organizer. I assure you, he’s not going to thrive in the Comitia and the Curia when his world shrinks down to nothing else. We won’t let him thrive! We’ll bait him like a bull, we’ll fasten our teeth in his carcass and we won’t let go. And we’ll bring him down. You wait and see.” Scaurus sounded supremely sure.


  Staring at these welcome vistas Scaurus was opening up, Metellus Numidicus smiled. “Yes, I understand, Marcus Aemilius. Very well, I’ll stand for consul.”


  “Good! You’ll get in—you can’t not get in after we bring every ounce of influence we have to bear on the First and Second Classes, no matter how much they love Gaius Marius.”


  “Oh, I can’t wait to be his colleague!” Metellus Numidicus drew out his muscles in a secretive stretch. “I’ll block him every way I can! His life will be a misery.”


  “I suspect we’ll have help from an unexpected quarter too,” said Scaurus, looking like a cat.


  “What quarter?”


  “Lucius Appuleius Saturninus is going to run for another term as a tribune of the plebs.”


  “That’s ghastly news! How can it help us?” Numidicus asked.


  “No, it’s excellent news, Quintus Caecilius, believe me. For when you sink your consular teeth into Gaius Marius’s rump, and so do I, and Quintus Lutatius, and half a hundred more, Gaius Marius won’t resist enlisting Saturninus to help him. I know Gaius Marius. He can be tried too far, and when that happens, he’ll lash out wildly in every direction. Just like a baited bull. He won’t be able to resist using Saturninus. And I think Saturninus is probably the worst tool a Gaius Marius could put his hands on. You wait and see!” Scaurus said. “It’s his allies will bring our bull Gaius Marius down.”


  *


  The tool was on his way to Italian Gaul to see Gaius Marius, more anxious to form an alliance with Marius than Marius was with him at that stage; for Saturninus was living in the Roman political arena, whereas Marius was still living in a military commander’s Elysium.


  They met in the little resort town of Comum on the shores of Lake Larius, where Gaius Marius had hired a villa belonging to the late Lucius Calpurnius Piso, the same who had died with Lucius Cassius at Burdigala. For Marius was more tired than he would ever have admitted to Catulus Caesar, nearly ten years his junior; he packed Catulus Caesar off to the far end of the province to hear the assizes, and packed himself off very quietly to enjoy a vacation, leaving Sulla in command.


  Naturally when Saturninus turned up, Marius invited him to stay; the two men settled down in welcome leisure to have their talks against the background of a lake far lovelier than any in Italy proper.


  Not that Marius had grown more convoluted; when the time came to broach the subject, he attacked it straight on. “I don’t want Metellus Numidicus for my consular colleague next year,” he said abruptly. “I’ve got Lucius Valerius Flaccus in mind. He’s a malleable man.”


  “He’d suit you well,” said Saturninus, “but you won’t pull it off, I’m afraid. The Policy Makers are already canvassing support for Metellus Numidicus.” He looked at Marius curiously. “Anyway, why are you running for a sixth term? Surely with the Germans defeated, you can rest on your laurels.”


  “I only wish I could, Lucius Appuleius. But the job is not finished just because the Germans are defeated. I have two Head Count armies to discharge—or rather, I have one of six overstrength legions, and Quintus Lutatius has one of six very understrength legions. But I regard both armies as my responsibility, because Quintus Lutatius thinks he can just issue them with their discharge papers and forget about them.”


  “You’re still determined to give them land, aren’t you?” asked Saturninus.


  “I am. If I don’t, Lucius Appuleius, Rome will be the poorer in many ways. First off, because over fifty thousand veteran legionaries are going to descend upon Rome and Italy with a bit of money jingling in their purses. They’ll spend the lot in a few days, and then turn into a perpetual source of trouble wherever they live. If there’s a war, they’ll re-enlist. But if there’s no war on, they’re going to be a real nuisance,” said Marius.


  Saturninus inclined his head. “I can see that.”


  “I got the idea when I was in Africa, and that’s why I had the African islands reserved for veterans to settle in. Tiberius Gracchus wanted to resettle Rome’s poor on the land in Campania to make the city more comfortable and safer, and to put some new blood onto the land. But Italy was a mistake, Lucius Appuleius,” Marius said dreamily. “We need Romans of humble sort in our provinces. Especially veteran soldiers.”


  The view was so beautiful, but Saturninus didn’t see it. “Well, we all heard the speech about bringing Rome’s way of life to the provinces,” he said. “And we all heard Dalmaticus’s reply. But that’s not your real object, is it, Gaius Marius?’’


  The eyes flashed beneath the eyebrows. “How very acute of you! Of course it’s not!” He leaned forward in his chair. “It costs Rome a great deal of money to send armies to the provinces to put down rebellions and police the laws. Look at Macedonia. Two legions on permanent duty there—-not Roman legions, admittedly, but they still cost the State money it could put to better use elsewhere. Now what if twenty or thirty thousand Roman veterans were settled in three or four colonies across Macedonia? Greece and Macedonia are very empty places these days, have been for a century or more—the people all left. Ghost towns everywhere! And Roman absentee landlords owning enormous properties, producing little, putting nothing back into the country, parsimonious about employing local men and women. And whenever the Scordisci come down across the border, there’s war, and the absentee landlords bleat to the Senate, and the governor runs in different directions dealing with marauding Celts on the one hand, and irate letters from Rome on the other. Well, I’d put the land held by Roman absentee landlords to better use. I’d fill it up with veteran soldier colonies. More populous by far—and a ready-made garrison force in case of serious war.”


  “And you got this idea in Africa,” said Saturninus.


  “While I was doling out vast tracts to Roman men who will rarely if ever visit Africa. They’ll put in overseers and gangs of grain slaves, ignore local conditions and the local people, keep Africa from going ahead, and lay it wide open to another Jugurtha. I don’t want Roman ownership of provincial land to stop—I just want some parcels of provincial land to contain large numbers of well-trained professional Romans we can call on in times of need.” He forced himself to lie back again, not to betray the urgency of his desire. “There’s already been one small example of how veteran colonies in foreign lands can help in times of emergency. My first little lot I settled personally on the island of Meninx heard about the Sicilian slave uprising, organized themselves into units, hired some ships, and reached Lilybaeum just in time to prevent the city’s falling to Athenion the slave.”


  “I do see what you’re trying to achieve, Gaius Marius,” Saturninus said. “It’s an excellent scheme.”


  “But they’ll fight me, if for no other reason than it’s me,” said Marius with a sigh.


  A tiny shiver ran up Saturninus’s spine; quickly he turned head and eyes away, pretended to admire the reflection of trees and mountains and sky and clouds in the perfect mirror of the lake. Marius was tired! Marius was slowing down! Marius was not looking forward to his sixth consulship one little bit!


  “I daresay you witnessed all the squealing and shouting in Rome about my giving the citizenship to those wonderful soldiers from Camerinum?” Marius asked.


  “I did. All Italy heard the racket,” said Saturninus, “and all Italy liked what you did. Where Rome of the Policy Makers definitely did not.”


  “Well, and why shouldn’t they be Roman citizens?” Marius demanded angrily. “They fought better than any other men on the field, Lucius Appuleius, and that’s a fact. If I had my way, I’d confer the citizenship on every man in the whole of Italy.” He drew a breath. “When I say I want land for the Head Count veterans, I mean just that. Land for the lot of them—Romans, Latins—and Italians.”


  Saturninus whistled. “That’s asking for trouble! The Policy Makers will never lie down for it.”


  “I know. What I don’t know is if you’ve got the courage to stand up for it.”


  “I’ve never really taken a good long look at courage,” said Saturninus thoughtfully, “so I’m not sure how much of it I own. But yes, Gaius Marius, I think I have the courage to stand up for it.”


  “I don’t need to bribe to secure my own election—I can’t lose,” Marius said. “However, there’s no reason why I can’t hire a few fellows to distribute bribes for the post of junior consul. And for you, if you need help, Lucius Appuleius. And for Gaius Servilius Glaucia too. I understand he’s going to be running for election as a praetor?”


  “He is indeed. And yes, Gaius Marius, we’d both be happy to accept help in getting elected. In return, we’ll do whatever is necessary to assist you in getting your land.”


  Marius drew a roll of paper out of his sleeve. “I’ve done a little work already—just sketched out the sort of bill I think is necessary. Unfortunately I’m not one of Rome’s greatest legal draftsmen. Where you are. But—and I hope you’ll not take exception to my saying it—Glaucia is a lawmaking genius. Can the pair of you formulate great laws from my ill-educated scribbles?”


  “You help us into office, Gaius Marius, and I assure you we’ll give you your laws,” said Saturninus.


  There could be no mistaking the relief which coursed through Marius’s big fit body; he sagged. “Only let me pull this off, Lucius Appuleius, and I swear I don’t care if I’m never consul a seventh time,” he said.


  “A seventh time?”


  “It was prophesied that I would be consul seven times.”


  Saturninus laughed. “Why not? No one would ever have thought it possible that one man would be consul six times. But you will be.”


  The elections for the new College of the Tribunes of the Plebs were held as Gaius Marius and Catulus Caesar led their armies south toward Rome and their single joint triumph, and they were hotly contested. There were over thirty candidates for the ten posts, and more than half of that number were creatures in the employ of the Policy Makers, so the campaign was bitter and violent.


  Glaucia, president of the current ten tribunes of the plebs, was deputed to hold the elections for the incoming college; had the Centuriate elections for consuls and praetors already been held, he would not have been able to officiate, for his status as praetor-elect would have disqualified him. As it was, nothing prevented his conducting the tribunate elections.


  The proceedings took place in the well of the Comitia, with Glaucia presiding from the rostra, and his nine fellow tribunes of the plebs drawing the lots to see which of the thirty-five tribes would vote first through to last, then marshaling each tribe when its turn came to vote.


  A lot of money had changed hands, some of it on behalf of Saturninus, but a great deal more on behalf of the anonymous candidates fielded by the Policy Makers. Every rich man on the conservative front benches had dug deep into his cashbox, and votes were bought for men like Quintus Nonius from Picenum, a political nobody of stoutly conservative heart. Though Sulla had had nothing to do with his entering the Senate, nor his standing for the tribunate of the plebs, he was the brother of Sulla’s brother-in-law; when Sulla’s sister, Cornelia Sulla, had married into the wealthy squirarchical family of Nonius from Picenum, the luster of her name inspired the men of the family of Nonius to try their luck on the cursus honorum. Her son was being groomed for the most earnest attempt, but the boy’s uncle decided to see what he could do first.


  It was an election full of shocks. Quintus Nonius from Picenum got in easily, for example. Whereas Lucius Appuleius Saturninus didn’t get in at all. There were ten places for tribunes of the plebs, and Saturninus came in eleventh.


  “I—don’t—believe it!” Saturninus gasped to Glaucia. “I just don’t believe it! What happened?”


  Glaucia was frowning; suddenly his own chances to become a praetor seemed dim. Then he shrugged, clapped Saturninus on the back with rough comfort, and stepped down from the rostra. “Don’t worry,” he said, “something might change things yet.”


  “What can possibly change an election result?” Saturninus demanded. “No, Gaius Servilius, I’m out!”


  “I’ll see you shortly—here. Just stay here, don’t go home yet,” said Glaucia, and hurried off into the crowd.


  The moment he heard his name called as one of the ten new tribunes of the plebs, Quintus Nonius from Picenum wanted to go home to his expensive new house on the Carinae. There his wife waited with his sister-in-law Cornelia Sulla and her boy, anxious to know the results, provincial enough to doubt Quintus Nonius’s chances.


  However, it was more difficult to leave the Forum area than Quintus Nonius had counted on, for every few feet he was stopped and warmly congratulated; a natural courtesy could not allow him to fob off his well-wishers, so he lingered in a forced detention, beaming and bowing, shaking a hundred hands.


  One by one Quintus Nonius’s companions dropped away, until he entered the first of the alleyways on his route home attended only by three close friends who also lived on the Carinae. When they were set upon by a dozen men armed with clubs, one of the friends managed to break away and run back toward the Forum, crying for help, only to find it virtually deserted. Luckily Saturninus and Glaucia were standing talking to some others near the rostra, Glaucia looking red-faced and a little disheveled; when the cry for help came, they all followed at a run. But it was too late. Quintus Nonius and his two friends were dead.


  “Edepol!” said Glaucia, getting to his feet after verifying that Quintus Nonius was indeed dead. “Quintus Nonius has just been elected a tribune of the plebs, and I’m the officer in charge of proceedings.” He frowned. “Lucius Appuleius, will you see Quintus Nonius is carried home? I’d better go back to the Forum and deal with the electoral dilemma.”


  The shock of finding Quintus Nonius and his friends lying extinguished in lakes of their own blood deprived those who had come to the rescue of their normal faculties, including Saturninus; no one noticed how artificial Glaucia sounded, including Saturninus. And standing on an empty rostra shouting to a deserted Forum Romanum, Gaius Servilius Glaucia announced the death of the newly elected tribune of the plebs Quintus Nonius. He then announced that the candidate who came in eleventh would replace Quintus Nonius in the new college—Lucius Appuleius Saturninus.


  “It’s all set” said Glaucia complacently later, at Saturninus’s house. “You are now a legally elected tribune of the plebs, co-opted to fill Quintus Nonius’s shoes.”


  He was not over-endowed with scruples since those awful events which had seen him dismissed from his post as quaestor at Ostia, but Saturninus was nonetheless so shocked he stared at Glaucia, aghast.


  “You didn’t!” he cried.


  Glaucia put the tip of his index finger against the side of his nose and smiled at Saturninus from beneath his brows, a smile owning much fierceness. “Ask me no questions, Lucius Appuleius, and I’ll tell you no lies,” he said.


  “The shame of it is that he was a nice fellow.”


  “Yes, he was. But that’s his luck, to wind up dead. He was the only one who lived on the Carinae, so he was elected—in more ways than one. It’s too hard to set something up on the Palatine—there aren’t enough people on the streets.”


  Saturninus sighed, shrugged off his depression. “You’re right. And I’m in. I thank you for your help, Gaius Servilius.”


  “Think nothing of it,” said Glaucia.


  The scandal was difficult to live down, but it was quite impossible for anyone to prove that Saturninus was implicated in a murder when even the dead man’s surviving friend could testify that both Saturninus and Glaucia. had been standing in the lower Forum at the time the deed was done. People talked, but talk was cheap, as Glaucia said with a sneer. And when Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus demanded that the tribunician elections be held all over again, he got nowhere; Glaucia had created a precedent to deal with a particular crisis which had never occurred before.


  “Talk is cheap!” Glaucia said again, this time in the Senate. “The allegations that Lucius Appuleius and I were involved in the death of Quintus Nonius have no foundation in fact. As for my replacing a dead tribune of the plebs with a live one, I did what any true presiding officer of an election ought to do—I acted! No one can dispute that Lucius Appuleius polled in eleventh place, nor that the election was properly conducted. To appoint Lucius Appuleius the successor of Quintus Nonius as quickly and smoothly as possible was as logical as it was expedient. The contio of the Plebeian Assembly which I called yesterday gave my actions full-throated approval, as everyone here can verify. This debate, Conscript Fathers, is as useless as it is causeless. The matter is closed.” Thus Gaius Servilius Glaucia.


  *


  Gaius Marius and Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar triumphed together on the first day of December. The joint parade was a stroke of genius, for there could be no doubt that Catulus Caesar, his chariot trailing behind the incumbent consul’s, was very much the second lead in the production. The name on everybody’s lips was Gaius Marius. There was even a very clever float put together by Lucius Cornelius Sulla—who as usual got the job of organizing the parade—showing Marius allowing Catulus Caesar’s men to pick up the thirty-five Cimbric standards, because he had already captured so many in Gaul.


  At the meeting which followed in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, Marius spoke with passion of his actions in awarding the citizenship to the soldiers of Camerinum and plugging up the Vale of the Salassi by planting a soldier colony at little Eporedia. His announcement that he would seek a sixth consulship was greeted with groans, gibes, cries of bitter protest—and cheers. The cheers were far louder. When the tumult died down he announced that all his personal share of the spoils would go to build a new temple to the military cult of Honor and Virtue; in it his trophies and the trophies of his army would be housed, and it would be sited on the Capitol. He would also build a temple to the Roman military Honor and Virtue at Olympia in Greece.


  Catulus Caesar listened with a sinking heart, understanding that if he was to preserve his own reputation he would have to donate his own share of the spoils to a similar kind of public religious monument, rather than investing it to augment his private fortune—which was large enough, but not nearly as large as Marius’s.


  It surprised no one when the Centuriate Assembly elected Gaius Marius consul for the sixth time, and in senior place. Not only was he now the undisputed First Man in Rome, many were beginning to call him the Third Founder of Rome as well. The First Founder was none other than Romulus himself. The Second Founder was Marcus Furius Camillus, who had been-responsible for the ejection of the Gauls from Italy three hundred years before. Therefore it seemed appropriate to call Gaius Marius the Third Founder of Rome, since he too had repulsed a tide of barbarians.


  The consular elections were not without their surprises; Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle failed to carry the junior consul’s poll. This was Marius’s high point, and he won, even in the matter of his junior colleague; he had declared his firm support for Lucius Valerius Flaccus, and Lucius Valerius Flaccus was duly elected. Flaccus held an important lifelong priesthood, the position of flamen Martialis—the special priest of Mars—and his office had made him a quiet man, biddable and subordinate. An ideal companion for the masterful Gaius Marius.


  But it was no surprise to anyone when Gaius Servilius Glaucia was elected a praetor, for he was Marius’s man, and Marius had bribed the voters lavishly. What was a surprise was the fact that he came in at the head of the poll, and so was appointed praetor urbanus, the most senior of the six praetors elected.


  Shortly after the elections Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar announced publicly that he would donate his personal share of the German spoils to two religious causes; the first was to purchase the old site of Marcus Fulvius Flaccus’s house on the Palatine—it lay next door to his own house—and build thereon a magnificent porticus to house the thirty-five Cimbric standards he had captured on the field of Vercellae; the second was to build a temple on the Campus Martius to the goddess Fortuna in her guise of the Fortune of the Present Day.


  *


  When the new tribunes of the plebs entered office on the tenth day of December, the fun began. Tribune of the plebs for the second time, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus dominated the college completely, and exploited the fear the death of Quintus Nonius had provoked to further his own legislative ends. Though he kept denying strenuously any implication in the murder, he kept dropping little remarks in private to his fellow tribunes of the plebs which gave them cause to wonder if they might not end up as Quintus Nonius did, should they attempt to thwart him. The result was that they permitted Saturninus to do precisely what he pleased; neither Metellus Numidicus nor Catulus Caesar could persuade a single tribune of the plebs to interpose a single veto.


  Within eight days of entering office, Saturninus brought forward the first of two bills to award public lands to the veterans of both German armies; the lands were all abroad, in Sicily, Greece, Macedonia, and mainland Africa. The bill also carried a novel proviso, that Gaius Marius himself was to have the authority to personally grant the Roman citizenship to three Italian soldier settlers in each colony.


  The Senate erupted into furious opposition.


  “This man,” said Metellus Numidicus, “is not even going to favor his Roman soldiers! He wants land for all comers on an equal footing—Roman, Latin, Italian. No difference! No distinguished attention for Rome’s own men! I ask you, fellow senators, what do you think of such a man? Does Rome matter to him? Of course it doesn’t! Why should it? He’s not a Roman! He’s an Italian! And he favors his own breed. A thousand of them enfranchised on the battlefield, while Roman soldiers stood by and watched, unthanked. But what else can we expect of such a man as Gaius Marius?”


  When Marius rose to reply, he couldn’t even make himself heard; so he walked out of the Curia Hostilia and stood on the rostra, and addressed the Forum frequenters instead. Some were indignant; but he was their darling, and they listened.


  “There’s land enough for all!” he shouted. “No one can accuse me of preferential treatment for Italians! One hundred iugera per soldier! Ah, why so much, I hear you ask? Because, People of Rome, these colonists are going to harder places by far than our own beloved Italy. They will plant and harvest in unkind soils and unkind climates, where to make a decent living a man must have more land than he does in our beloved land of Italy.”


  “There he goes!” cried Catulus Caesar from the steps of the Senate, his voice carrying shrilly. “There he goes! Listen to what he’s saying! Not Rome! Italy! Italy, Italy, always it’s Italy! He’s not a Roman, and he doesn’t care about Rome!”


  “Italy is Rome!” thundered Marius. “They are one and the same! Without one, the other does not and cannot exist! Don’t Romans and Italians alike lay down their lives in Rome’s armies for Rome? And if that is so—and who can deny it is so?—why should one kind of soldier be any different from the other?”


  “Italy!” cried Catulus Caesar. “Always it’s Italy!”


  “Rubbish!” shouted Marius. “The first allocations of land go to Roman soldiers, not to Italian! Is that evidence of an Italian bias? And isn’t it better that out of the thousands of veteran legionaries who will go to these colonies, three of the Italians among them will become full Roman citizens? I said three, People of Rome! Not three thousand Italians, People of Rome! Not three hundred Italians, People of Rome! Not three dozen Italians, People of Rome! Three! A drop in an ocean of men! A drop of a drop in an ocean of men!”


  “A drop of poison in an ocean of men!” screamed Catulus Caesar from the steps of the Senate.


  “The bill may say that the Roman soldiers will get their land first, but where does it say that the first land given away will be the best land?” shouted Metellus Numidicus.


  But the first land bill, which dealt with various tracts Rome had possessed in her public domain for a number of years and leased to absentee landlords, was passed by the Plebeian Assembly in spite of the opposition.


  Quintus Poppaedius Silo, now the leading man of his Marsic people in spite of his relative youth, had come to Rome to hear the debates on the land bills; Marcus Livius Drusus had invited him, and he was staying in Drusus’s house.


  “They make a great deal of noise out of Rome versus Italy, don’t they?” Silo asked Drusus, never having heard Rome debate this subject before.


  “They do indeed,” said Drusus grimly. “It’s an attitude only time will change. I live in hope, Quintus Poppaedius.”


  “And yet you don’t like Gaius Marius.”


  “I detest the man. But I voted for him,” said Drusus.


  “It’s only four years since we fought at Arausio,” said Silo reflectively. “Yes, I daresay you’re right, and it will change. Before Arausio, I very much doubt Gaius Marius would have had any chance to include Italian troops among his colonists.”


  “It was thanks to Arausio the Italian debt slaves were freed,” said Drusus.


  “I’m glad to think we didn’t die for nothing. And yet— look at Sicily. The Italian slaves there weren’t freed. They died instead.”


  “I writhe in shame over Sicily,” said Drusus, flushing. “Two corrupt, self-seeking senior Roman magistrates did that. Two miserable mentulae! Like them you may not, Quintus Poppaedius, but grant that a Metellus Numidicus or an Aemilius Scaurus would not soil the hem of his toga on a grain swindle.”


  “Yes, I’ll grant you that,” said Silo. “However, Marcus Livius, they still believe that to be a Roman is to belong to the most exclusive club on earth—and that no Italian deserves to belong by adoption.”


  “Adoption?”


  “Well, isn’t that really what the bestowal of the Roman citizenship is? An adoption into the family of Rome?”


  Drusus sighed. “You’re quite right. All that changes is the name. Granting him the citizenship can’t make a Roman out of an Italian—or a Greek. And as time goes on, the Senate at least sets its heart more and more adamantly against creating artificial Romans.”


  “Then perhaps,” said Silo, “it will be up to us Italians to make ourselves artificial Romans—with or without the approval of the Senate.”


  A second land bill followed the first, this one to deal with all the new public lands Rome had acquired during the course of the German wars. It was by far the more important of the two, for these were virtually virgin lands, unexploited by large-scale farmers and graziers, and potentially rich in other things than beasts and crops—minerals, gems, stone. They were all tracts in western Gaul-across-the-Alps, around Narbo, Tolosa, Carcasso, and in central Gaul-across-the-Alps, plus an area in Nearer Spain which had rebelled while the Cimbri were making things difficult at the foot of the Pyrenees.


  There were many Roman knights and Roman companies anxious to expand into Gaul-across-the-Alps, and they had looked to the defeat of the Germans for an opportunity— and looked to their various patrons in the Senate to secure them access to the new ager publicus Galliae. Now to find that most of it was to go to Head Count soldiers roused them to heights of fury hitherto seen only during the worst days of the Gracchi.


  And as the Senate hardened, so too did the First Class knights, once Marius’s greatest advocates—now, feeling cheated of the chance to be absentee landlords in Further Gaul, his obdurate enemies. The agents of Metellus Numidicus and Catulus Caesar circulated everywhere, whispering, whispering...


  “He gives away what belongs to the State as if he owned both the land and the State” was one whisper, soon a cry.


  “He plots to own the State—why else would he be consul now that the war with the Germans is over?”


  “Rome has never subsidized her soldiers with land!”


  “The Italians are receiving more than they deserve!”


  “Land taken from enemies of Rome belongs exclusively to Romans, not to Latins and Italians as well!”


  “He’s starting on the ager publicus abroad, but before we know it he’ll be giving away the ager publicus of Italy— and he’ll give it to Italians!”


  “He’s calling himself the Third Founder of Rome, but what he wants to call himself is King of Rome!”


  And on, and on, and on. The more Marius roared from the rostra and in the Senate that Rome needed to seed her provinces with colonies of ordinary Romans, that veteran soldiers would form useful garrisons, that Roman lands abroad were better held by many little men than a handful of big men, the bitterer the opposition became. It stockpiled rather than dwindled from too much use, grew daily stronger, more strenuous. Until slowly, subtly, almost without volition, the public attitude toward the second agrarian law of Saturninus began to change. Many of the policy makers among the People—and there were policy makers among the habitual Forum frequenters, as well as among the most influential knights—began to doubt that Marius was right. For never had they seen such opposition.


  “There can’t be so much smoke without at least some fire,” they began to say, between themselves and to those who listened to them because they were policy makers.


  “This isn’t just another silly Senate squabble—it’s too implacable.”


  “When a man like Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus—who has been censor as well as consul, and don’t we all remember how brave he was while he was censor?— keeps increasing the number of his supporters, he must have some right on his side.”


  “I heard yesterday that a knight whose support Gaius Marius desperately needs has spurned him publicly! The land at Tolosa he was personally promised by Gaius Marius is now going to be given to the Head Count veterans.”


  “Someone was telling me that he personally overheard Gaius Marius saying he intends to give the citizenship to every single Italian man.”


  “This is Gaius Marius’s sixth consulship—and his fifth in a row. He was heard to say at dinner the other day that he would never not be consul! He’s going to run every single year until he dies.”


  “He really wants to be King of Rome!”


  Thus did the whispering campaign of Metellus Numidicus and Catulus Caesar begin to pay dividends. And suddenly even Glaucia and Saturninus started to fear that the second land bill was doomed to fail.


  *


  “I’ve got to have that land!” cried Marius in despair to his wife, who had been waiting patiently for days in the hope that he would eventually discuss matters with her. Not because she had either fresh ideas to offer or positive things to say, but because she knew herself to be the only real friend he had near him. Sulla had been sent back to Italian Gaul after the triumph, and Sertorius had journeyed to Nearer Spain to see his German wife and child.


  “Gaius Marius, is it really so essential?” Julia asked. “Will it honestly matter if your soldiers don’t receive their land? Roman soldiers never have received land—there’s no precedent for it. They can’t say you haven’t tried.”


  “You don’t understand,” he said impatiently. “It isn’t to do with the soldiers anymore, it has to do with my dignitas, my position in public life. If the bill doesn’t pass, I’m no longer the First Man in Rome.”


  “Can’t Lucius Appuleius help?”


  “He’s trying, the gods know he’s trying! But instead of gaining ground, we’re losing it. I feel like Achilles in the river, unable to get out of the flood because the bank keeps giving way. I claw myself upward a little, then go down twice as far. The rumors are incredible, Julia! And there’s no combating them, because they’re never overt. If I were guilty of one tenth of the things they’re saying about me, I’d have been pushing a boulder uphill in Tartarus long ago.”


  “Yes, well, slander campaigns are impossible to deal with,” Julia said comfortably. “Sooner or later the rumors become so bizarre that everyone wakes up with a start. That’s what’s going to happen in this case too. They’ve killed you, but they’re going to keep on stabbing until the whole of Rome is sick to death of it all. People are horribly naive and gullible, but even the most naive and gullible have a saturation point somewhere. The bill will go through, Gaius Marius—I am sure of it. Just don’t hurry it too much, wait for opinion to swing back your way.”


  “Oh, yes, it may well go through, just as you say, Julia. But what’s to stop the House’s overturning it the moment Lucius Appuleius is out of office, and I don’t have an equally capable tribune of the plebs to fight the House?” Marius groaned.


  “I see.”


  “Do you?”


  “Certainly. I’m a Julian of the Caesars, husband, which means I grew up surrounded by political discussions, even if my sex precluded a public career.” She chewed her lip. “It is a problem, isn’t it? Agrarian laws can’t be implemented overnight—they take forever. Years and years. Finding the land, surveying it, parceling it up, finding the men whose names have been drawn to settle it, commissions and commissioners, adequate staff—it’s interminable.”


  Marius grinned. “You’ve been talking to Gaius Julius!”


  “I have indeed. In fact, I’m quite an expert.” She patted the vacant end of her couch. “Come, my love, sit down!”


  “I can’t, Julia.”


  “Is there no way to protect this legislation?”


  Marius stopped his pacing, turned and looked at her from beneath his brows. “Actually there is....”


  “Tell me,” she prompted gently.


  “Gaius Servilius Glaucia thought of it, but Lucius Appuleius is mad for it, so I have the two of them clambering up my back trying to bend me over, and I’m not sure....”


  “Is it so novel?” she asked, aware of Glaucia’s reputation.


  “Novel enough.”


  “Please, Gaius Marius, tell me!”


  It would be a relief to tell someone who didn’t have any axe to grind save Marius’s, he thought tiredly. “I’m a Military Man, Julia, and I like a Military Man’s solutions,” he said. “In the army everyone knows that when I issue an order, it’s the best order possible under the circumstances. So everyone jumps to obey without questioning it, because they know me, and they trust me. Well, this lot in Rome know me too, and they ought to trust me! But do they? No! They’re so set on seeing their own ideas implemented that they don’t even listen to anyone else’s ideas, even if they’re better ideas. I go to the Senate knowing before ever I reach the awful place that I’m going to have to do my work in an atmosphere of hatred and heckling which exhausts me before I start! I’m too old and too set in my ways to be bothered with them, Julia! They’re all idiots, and they’re going to kill the Republic if they go on trying to pretend things haven’t changed since Scipio Africanus was a boy! My soldier settlements make such good sense!”


  “They do,” Julia said, hiding her consternation. He was looking worn these days, older than his years instead of younger, and he was putting on weight for the first time in his life—all that sitting around in meetings rather than striding around in the open air—and his hair was suddenly greying and thinning. Warmaking was clearly more beneficial to a man’s body than lawmaking. “Gaius Marius, make an end to it and tell me!” she insisted.


  “This second bill contains an additional clause Glaucia invented specially for it,” said Marius, beginning to pace again, his words tumbling out. “An oath to uphold the law in perpetuity is demanded from every senator within five days of the bill’s passing into law.”


  She couldn’t help herself; Julia gasped, lifted her hands to her cheeks; looked at Marius in dismay, and said the strongest word her vocabulary contained, “Ecastor!”


  “Shocking, isn’t it?”


  “Gaius Marius, Gaius Marius, they’ll never forgive you if you include it in the bill!”


  “Do you think I don’t know that?” he cried, hands reaching like claws for the ceiling. “But what else can I do? I’ve got to have this land!”


  She licked her lips. “You’ll be in the House for many years to come,” she said. “Can’t you just go on fighting to see the law upheld?”


  “Go on fighting? When do I ever stop?” he asked. “I’m tired of fighting, Julia!”


  She blew a bubble of derision aimed at jollying him. “Oh, pooh! Gaius Marius tired of fighting? You’ve been fighting all your life!”


  “But not the same kind of fighting as now,” he tried to explain. “This is dirty. There are no rules. And you don’t even know who—let alone where!—your enemies are. Give me a battlefield for an arena anytime! At least what happens on it is quick and clean—and the best man usually wins. But the Senate of Rome is a brothel stuffed with the lowest forms of life and the lowest forms of conduct. I spend my days crawling in its slime! Well, Julia, let me tell you, I’d rather bathe in battlefield blood! And if anyone is naive enough to think that political intrigue doesn’t ruin more lives than any war, then he deserves everything politics will dish out to him!”


  Julia got up and went to him, forced him to stop the pacing, and took both his hands. “I hate to say it, my dear love, but the political forum isn’t the right arena for a man as direct as you.”


  “If I didn’t know it until now, I certainly do know that now,” he said gloomily. “I suppose it will have to be Glaucia’s wretched special-oath clause. But as Publius Rutilius keeps asking me, where are all these new-style laws going to lead us? Are we really replacing bad with good? Or are we merely replacing bad with worse?”


  “Only time will tell,” she said calmly. “Whatever else happens, Gaius Marius, never forget that there are always huge crises in government, that people are always going around proclaiming in tones of horror that this or that new law will mean the end of the Republic, that Rome isn’t Rome any more—I know from my reading that Scipio Africanus was saying it of Cato the Censor! And probably some early Julius Caesar was saying it of Brutus when he killed his sons in the beginning of things. The Republic is indestructible, and they all know it, even as they’re yelling it’s doomed. So don’t you lose sight of that fact.”


  Her good sense was placating him at last; Julia noted in satisfaction that the red tinge was dying out of his eyes, and his skin was losing its mottled choler. Time to change the subject a little, she decided.


  “By the way, my brother Gaius Julius would like to see you tomorrow, so I’ve taken the opportunity to invite him and Aurelia to dinner, if that’s acceptable.”


  Marius groaned. “Of course! That’s right! I’d forgotten! He’s off to Cercina to settle my first colony of veterans there, isn’t he?” Down went his head into his hands, snatched from Julia’s clasp. “Isn’t he? Ye gods, my memory! What’s happening to me, Julia?”


  “Nothing,” she soothed. “You need a respite, preferably a few weeks away from Rome. But since that’s clearly not possible, why don’t we go together to find Young Marius?”


  That extremely handsome little man, not quite nine years old, was a very satisfactory son: tall, sturdily built, blond, and Roman-nosed enough to please his father. If the lad’s leanings were more toward the physical than the intellectual, that too pleased Marius. The fact that he was still an only child grieved his mother more than it did his father, for Julia had not succeeded in either of the two pregnancies which had followed the death of his younger brother, and she was now beginning to fear that she was incapable of carrying another child to its full term. However, Marius was content with his one son, and refused to believe that there should be another basket in which to pile some of his eggs.


  *


  The dinner party was a great success, its guest list limited to Gaius Julius Caesar; his wife, Aurelia; and Aurelia’s uncle, Publius Rutilius Rufus.


  Caesar was leaving for African Cercina at the end of the eight-day market interval; the commission had delighted him, only one disadvantage marring his pleasure.


  “I won’t be in Rome for the birth of my first son,” he said with a smile.


  “Aurelia, no! Again?” asked Rutilius Rufus, groaning. “It’ll be another girl, you wait and see—and where will the pair of you find another dowry?”


  “Pooh, Uncle Publius!” said the unrepentant Aurelia, popping a morsel of chicken into her mouth. “First of all, we shan’t need dowries for our girls. Gaius Julius’s father made us promise that we wouldn’t be stiff-necked Caesars and keep our girls free of the taint of plutocracy. So we fully intend to marry them to terribly rich rural nobodies.” More chicken morsels suffered the same fate as the first. “And we’ve had our two girls. Now we’re going to have boys.”


  “All at once?” asked Rutilius Rufus, eyes twinkling.


  “Oh, I say, twins would be nice! Do they run in the Julii?” asked the intrepid mother of her sister-in-law.


  “I think they do,” said Julia, frowning. “Certainly our Uncle Sextus had twins, though one died—Caesar Strabo is a twin, isn’t he?”


  “Correct, he is,” said Rutilius Rufus with a grin. “Our poor young cross-eyed friend positively drips extra names, and ‘Vopiscus’ is one of them, which means he’s the survivor of twins. But he’s got a new nickname, I hear.”


  The wicked note of gloat in his voice alerted everyone; Marius voiced the query. “What?”


  “He’s developed a fistula in the nether regions, so some wit said he had an arsehole and a half, and started calling him Sesquiculus,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  The entire dinner party collapsed into laughter, including the women, permitted to share this mild obscenity.


  “Twins might run in Lucius Cornelius’s family too,” said Marius, wiping his eyes.


  “What makes you say that?” asked Rutilius Rufus, sensing another snippet of gossip.


  “Well, as you all know—though Rome doesn’t—he lived among the Cimbri for a year. Had a wife—a Cherusci woman named Hermana. And she threw twin boys.”


  Julia’s mirth faded. “Captured? Dead?” she asked.


  “Edepol, no! He took her back to her own people in Germania before he rejoined me.”


  “Funny sort of chap, Lucius Cornelius,” said Rutilius Rufus reflectively. “Not quite right in the head.”


  “There you’re wrong for once, Publius Rutilius,” said Marius. “No man’s head was ever better attached to his shoulders than Lucius Cornelius’s. In fact, I’d say he was the man of the future as far as Rome’s concerned.”


  Julia giggled. “He positively bolted back to Italian Gaul after the triumph,” she said. “He and Mother fight more and more as time goes on.”


  “Well,” said Marius bravely, “that’s understandable! Your mother is the one person on this patch of earth who can frighten the life out of me.”


  “Lovely woman, Marcia,” said Rutilius Rufus reminiscently, then added hastily when all eyes turned on him, “At least to look at. In the old days.”


  “She’s certainly made herself very busy finding Lucius Cornelius a new wife,” said Caesar.


  Rutilius Rufus nearly choked on a prune pip. “Well, I happened to be at Marcus Aemilius Scaurus’s for dinner a few days ago,” he said in a wickedly pleasurable voice, “and if she wasn’t already another man’s wife, I’d have been willing to bet Lucius Cornelius would have found a wife all by himself.”


  “No!” said Aurelia, leaning forward on her chair. “Oh, Uncle Publius, do tell!”


  “Little Caecilia Metella Dalmatica, if you please,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “The wife of the Princeps Senatus himself?” squeaked Aurelia.


  “The same. Lucius Cornelius took one look at her when she was introduced, blushed redder than his hair, and sat like a booby all through the meal just staring at her.”


  “The imagination boggles,” said Marius.


  “As well it might!” said Rutilius Rufus. “Even Marcus Aemilius noticed—well, he does tend to be like an old hen with one chick about his darling little Dalmatica. So she got sent off to bed at the end of the main course. Looking very disappointed. And shooting a look of shy admiration at Lucius Cornelius as she went. He spilled his wine.”


  “As long as he doesn’t spill his wine in her lap,” said Marius grimly.


  “Oh no, not another scandal!” cried Julia. “Lucius Cornelius just can’t afford another scandal. Gaius Marius, can you drop him a hint?”


  Marius produced that look of discomfort husbands do when their wives demand some utterly unmasculine and uncharacteristic task of them. “Certainly not!”


  “Why?” asked Julia, to whom her request was sensible.


  “Because a man’s private life is his own lookout—and a lot he’d thank me for sticking my nose in!”


  Julia and Aurelia both looked disappointed.


  The peacemaker as always, Caesar cleared his throat. “Well, since Marcus Aemilius Scaurus looks as if he’ll have to be killed with an axe in about a thousand years’ time, I don’t think we need to worry very much about Lucius Cornelius and Dalmatica. I believe Mother has made her choice—and I hear Lucius Cornelius approves, so we’ll all be getting wedding invitations as soon as he comes back from Italian Gaul.”


  “Who?” asked Rutilius Rufus. “I haven’t heard a whisper!”


  “Aelia, the only daughter of Quintus Aelius Tubero.”


  “A bit long in the tooth, isn’t she?” asked Marius.


  “Late thirties, the same age as Lucius Cornelius,” said Caesar comfortably. “He doesn’t want more children, it seems, so Mother felt a widow without children was ideal. She’s a handsome enough lady.”


  “From a fine old family,” said Rutilius Rufus. “Rich!”


  “Then good for Lucius Cornelius!” said Aurelia warmly. “I can’t help it, I like him!”


  “So do we all,” said Marius, winking at her. “Gaius Julius, this professed admiration doesn’t make you jealous?”


  “Oh, I have more serious rivals for Aurelia’s affections than mere patrician legates,” said Caesar, grinning.


  Julia looked up. “Really? Who?”


  “His name is Lucius Decumius, and he’s a grubby little man of about forty with skinny legs, greasy hair, and an all-over reek of garlic,” said Caesar, picking at the dish of dried fruits in search of the plumpest raisin. “My house is perpetually filled with magnificent vases of flowers—in season, out of season, makes no difference to Lucius Decumius, who sends a new lot round every four or five days. And visits my wife, if you please, smarming up to her in the most nauseating way. In fact, he’s so pleased about our coming child that I sometimes have deep misgivings.”


  “Stop it, Gaius Julius!” said Aurelia, laughing.


  “Who is he?” asked Rutilius Rufus.


  “The caretaker or whatever he’s called of the crossroads college Aurelia is obliged to house rent-free,” said Caesar.


  “Lucius Decumius and I have an understanding,” Aurelia said, filching the raisin Caesar was holding halfway to his mouth.


  “What understanding?” asked Rutilius Rufus.


  “Whereabouts he plies his trade, namely anywhere but in my vicinity.”


  “What trade?”


  “He’s an assassin,” said Aurelia.


  *


  When Saturninus introduced his second agrarian law, the clause stipulating an oath burst upon the Forum like a clap of thunder; not a bolt of Jovian lightning, rather the cataclysmic rumble of the old gods, the real gods, the faceless gods, the numina. Not only was an oath required of every senator, but instead of the customary swearing in the temple of Saturn, Saturninus’s law required that the oath be taken under the open sky in the roofless temple of Semo Sancus Dius Fidius on the lower Quirinal, where the faceless god without a mythology had only a statue of Gaia Caecilia— wife of King Tarquinius Priscus of old Rome—to humanize his dwelling. And the deities in whose name the oath was taken were not the grand deities of the Capitol, but the little faceless numina who were truly Roman—the Di Penates Publici, guardians of the public purse and larder—the Lares Praestites, guardians of the State—and Vesta, guardian of the hearth. No one knew what they looked like, or where they came from, or even what sex if any they actually possessed; they just—were. And they mattered. They were Roman. They were the public images of the most private gods, the deities who ruled the family, that most sacred of all Roman traditions. No Roman could swear by these deities and contemplate breaking his oath, for to do so would be to bring down ruin and disaster and disintegration upon his family, his home, his purse.


  But the legalistic mind of Glaucia hadn’t merely trusted to nameless fear of nameless numina; to drive the point of the oath home, Saturninus’s law even dealt with any senator who might refuse to take the oath; he would be forbidden fire and water within Italy, and fined the sum of twenty silver talents, and stripped of his citizenship.


  “The trouble is, we haven’t gone far enough fast enough yet,” said Metellus Numidicus to Catulus Caesar, Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, Metellus Piglet, Scaurus, Lucius Cotta, and his uncle Marcus Cotta. ‘ ‘The People aren’t ready to reject Gaius Marius—they’ll pass this into law. And we will be required to swear.” He shivered. “And if I swear, I must uphold my oath.”


  “Then it cannot be passed into law,” said Ahenobarbus.


  “There’s not one tribune of the plebs with the courage to veto it,” said Marcus Cotta.


  “Then we must fight it with religion,” said Scaurus, looking at Ahenobarbus meaningfully. “The other side has brought religion into things, so there’s no reason why we can’t too.”


  “I think I know what you want,” said Ahenobarbus.


  “Well, I don’t,” said Lucius Cotta.


  “When the day for voting the bill into law comes and the augurs inspect the omens to ensure the meeting is not in contravention of divine law, we’ll make sure the omens are inauspicious,” said Ahenobarbus. “And we’ll go on finding the omens inauspicious, until one of our tribunes of the plebs finds the courage to interpose his veto on religious grounds. That will kill the law, because the People get tired of things very quickly.”


  The plan was put into practice; the omens were declared inauspicious by the augurs. Unfortunately Lucius Appuleius Saturninus himself was also an augur—a small reward given him at the instigation of Scaurus at the time when Scaurus restored his reputation—and differed in his interpretation of the omens.


  “It’s a trick!” he shouted to the Plebs standing in the well of the Comitia. “Look at them, all minions of the Senate Policy Makers! There’s nothing wrong with the omens— this is a way to break the power of the People! We all know Scaurus Princeps Senatus and Metellus Numidicus and Catulus will go to any lengths to deprive our soldiers of their just reward—and this proves they have gone to any lengths! They’ve deliberately tampered with the will of the gods!”


  The People believed Saturninus, who had taken the precaution of inserting his gladiators into the crowd. When one of the other tribunes of the plebs attempted to interpose his veto on the grounds that the omens were inauspicious, that he had heard thunder besides, and that any law passed that day would be nefas, sacrilegious, Saturninus’s gladiators acted. While Saturninus declared in ringing tones that he would not allow the veto, his bully-boys plucked the hapless tribune from the rostra and ran him up the Clivus Argentarius to the cells of the Lautumiae and kept him there until the meeting broke up. The second land bill was put to the vote, and the People in their tribes passed it into law, for its oath clause made it novel enough to intrigue the habitual attenders in the Plebeian Assembly; what would happen if it became law, who would resist, how would the Senate react? Too good to miss! The mood of the People was one of let’s find out.


  The day after the bill became law, Metellus Numidicus rose to his feet in the Senate, and announced with great dignity that he would not take the oath.


  “My conscience, my principles, my very life itself depend upon this decision!” he roared. “I will pay the fine and I will go into exile on Rhodes. For I will not swear. Do you hear me, Conscript Fathers? I—will—not—swear! I cannot swear to uphold anything to which the very core of my being is adamantly opposed. When is forsworn forsworn? Which is the more grievous crime—to swear to uphold a law I set myself against, or not to swear? You may all of you answer that for yourselves. My answer is that the greater crime is to swear. So I say to you, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus, and I say to you, Gaius Marius— I—will—not—swear! I choose to pay the fine and I choose to go into exile.”


  His stand made a profound impression, for everyone present knew he meant what he said. Marius’s eyebrows grew still, meeting across his nose, and Saturninus pulled his lips back from his teeth. The murmurings began; the doubts and discontents niggled, gnawed, amplified.


  “They’re going to be difficult,” whispered Glaucia from his curule chair, close to Marius’s.


  “Unless I close this meeting, they’ll all refuse to swear,” muttered Marius, rose to his feet, and dismissed the House. “I urge you to go home and think for three days about the serious consequences should you decide not to take the oath. It is easy for Quintus Caecilius—he has the money to pay his fine, and plenty to ensure a comfortable exile. But how many of you can say that? Go home, Conscript Fathers, and think for three days. This House will reconvene four days from now, and then you must make up your minds, for we must not forget there is a time limit built into the lex Appuleia agraria secunda.”


  But you can’t talk to them like that, said Marius to himself as he walked the floor of his huge and beautiful house below the temple of Juno Moneta, while his wife watched helplessly and his normally saucy son hid himself in his playroom.


  You just can’t talk to them like that, Gaius Marius! They are not soldiers. They are not even subordinate officers, despite the fact that I am consul and they are mostly backbenchers who will never know the feel of an ivory curule chair beneath their fat arses. To the last one, they really do think themselves my peers—I, Gaius Marius, six times consul of this city, this country, this empire! I have to beat them, I cannot leave myself open to the ignominy of defeat. My dignitas is enormously greater than theirs, say what they will to the contrary. And I cannot see it suffer. I am the First Man in Rome. I am the Third Founder of Rome. And after I die, they are going to have to admit that I, Gaius Marius, the Italian hayseed with no Greek, was the greatest man in the history of our Republic, the Senate and People of Rome.


  Further than that his thoughts never got during the three days’ grace he had given the senators; round and round and round went his dread of the loss of his dignitas were he to go down in defeat. And at dawn on the fourth day he left for the Curia Hostilia determined he was going to win— and not having thought at all about what kind of tactics the Policy Makers might use to beat him. He had taken particular care with his appearance, unwilling to let the world see that he had walked the floor for three days, and he strode down the Hill of the Bankers with his twelve lictors preceding him as if indeed he truly did own Rome.


  The House assembled with unusual quietness; too few stools scraped, too few men coughed, too few attendants scuffled and muttered. The sacrifice was made flawlessly and the omens were declared auspicious for the meeting.


  A big man in perfect control, Marius rose to his feet in awesome majesty. Though he had given no thought to what possible tack the Policy Makers might take, he had worked out his own tack down to the finest detail, and the confidence he felt was written plainly upon him.


  “I too have spent the last three days in thought, Conscript Fathers,” he began, his eyes fixed upon some space between the listening senators rather than upon any one face, friendly or inimical. Not that anyone could tell where Marius’s eyes were, for his eyebrows hid them from all but the closest scrutiny. He tucked his left hand around the front edge of his toga where it fell in many beautifully ordered folds from left shoulder to ankles, and stepped down from the curule dais to the floor. “One fact is patent.” He paced a few feet, and stopped. “If this law is valid, it binds all of us to swear to uphold it.” He paced a few feet more. “If this law is valid, we must all take the oath.” He paced to the doors, turned to face both sides of the House. “But is it valid?” he asked loudly.


  The question dropped into a fathomless silence.


  “That’s it!” whispered Scaurus Princeps Senatus to Metellus Numidicus. “He’s done for! He’s just killed himself!”


  But Marius, up against the doors, didn’t hear. So he didn’t pause to think again; he just went on. “There are those among you who insist that no law passed in the circumstances attending the passage of the lex Appuleia agraria secunda can be valid. I have heard the law’s validity challenged on two separate grounds—one, that it was passed in defiance of the omens, and the other, that it was passed even though violence was done to the sacrosanct person of a legally elected tribune of the plebs.”


  He began to walk down the floor, then stopped. “Clearly the future of the law is in doubt. The Assembly of the Plebeian People will have to re-examine it in the light of both objections to its validity.” He took one small pace, stopped. “But that, Conscript Fathers, is not the issue we face here today. The validity of the law per se is not our first concern. Our concern is more immediate.” One more little pace. “We have been instructed by the law in question to swear to uphold the law in question. And that is what we are here today to debate. Today is the last day upon which we can take our oaths to uphold it, so the matter of swearing is urgent. And today the law in question is a valid law. So we must swear to uphold it.”


  He walked forward hastily, almost reached the dais, then turned and paced slowly to the doors again, where he turned to face both sides of the House again. “Today, Conscript Fathers, we will all take that oath. We are bound to do so by the specific instruction of the People of Rome. They are the lawmakers! We of the Senate are simply their servants. So—we will swear. For it can make no difference to us, Conscript Fathers! If at some time in the future the Assembly of the Plebeian People re-examines the law and finds it invalid, then our oaths are also invalid.” Triumph filled his voice. “That is what we must understand! Any oath we take to uphold a law remains an oath only as long as the law remains a law. If the Plebeian People decide to nullify the law, then they also nullify our oaths.”


  Scaurus Princeps Senatus was nodding sapiently, rhythmically; to Marius it looked as if he was agreeing with every word spoken. But Scaurus was nodding sapiently, rhythmically, for quite a different reason. The movements of his head accompanied the words he was speaking low-voiced to Metellus Numidicus. “We’ve got him, Quintus Caecilius! We’ve got him at last! He backed down. He didn’t last the distance. We’ve forced him to admit to the whole House that there is a doubt about the validity of Saturninus’s law. We’ve outmaneuvered the Arpinate fox!”


  Filled with elation because he was sure he had the House on his side, Marius walked back to the dais in real earnest, mounted it, and stood in front of his carved ivory curule chair to make his peroration. “I myself will take the oath first among us,” he said, voice distilled reason. “And if I, Gaius Marius, your senior consul for the past four years and more, am prepared to swear, what can it possibly cost anyone else here? I have conferred with the priests of the College of the Two Teeth, and the temple of Semo Sancus Dius Fidius has been made ready for us. It’s not such a very long walk! Come, who will join me?”


  There was a sigh, a faint murmur, the hiss of shoes moving as men broke their immobility. The backbenchers began slowly to get up from their stools.


  “A question, Gaius Marius,” said Scaurus.


  The House stilled again. Marius nodded.


  “I would like your personal opinion, Gaius Marius. Not your official opinion. Just your personal opinion.”


  “If you value my personal opinion, Marcus Aemilius, then naturally you shall have it,” said Marius. “On what?”


  “What do you think personally?” Scaurus asked, his voice projected to every corner of the Curia. “Is the lex Appuleia agraria secunda valid in the light of what happened when it was passed?”


  Silence. Complete silence. No one breathed. Even Gaius Marius, who was too busy racing across the awful wastes of the regions where his over-confidence had put him to think of drawing a breath.


  “Would you like me to repeat the question, Gaius Marius?” asked Scaurus sweetly.


  Marius’s tongue flickered out, wet his hideously dry lips. Where to go, what to do? You’ve slipped at last, Gaius Marius. Fallen into a pit you cannot climb out of. Why didn’t I see that this question was bound to be asked, and asked by the only truly great brain among them? Am I suddenly blinded by my own cleverness? It was bound to be asked! And I never once thought of it. Never once in all those three long days.


  Well, I have no choice. Scaurus has my scrotum in his hands, and I must dance to his tug on my balls. He’s brought me down. Because I have no choice. I now have to stand here and tell this House that I personally think the law is invalid. Otherwise no one will swear to uphold it. I led them to believe there was a doubt, I led them to believe that the doubt made the taking of the oath permissible. If I retract, I’ve lost them. But if I say I personally think the law is invalid, I’ve lost my own self.


  He looked toward the tribunes’ bench, saw Lucius Appuleius Saturninus sitting forward, hands clenched, face set, lips curled back from his teeth.


  I will lose this man who is so important to me if I say I think the law is invalid. And I’ll lose the greatest legal draftsman Rome has ever seen, Glaucia.... Together, we might have straightened the whole of Italy out in spite of the worst the Policy Makers could do. But if I say I think their law is invalid, I’ll lose them forever. And yet—and yet—I must say it. Because if I do not, these cunni won’t swear the oath and my soldiers won’t get their land. That’s all I can salvage out of the mess. Land for my men. I am lost. For I have lost.


  When the leg of Glaucia’s ivory chair scraped across a marble tile, half the members of the Senate jumped; Glaucia looked down at his nails, lips pursed, face expressionless. But the silence continued, moment after moment.


  “I think I had better repeat my question, Gaius Marius,” Scaurus said. “What is your personal opinion? Is this law a valid one, or is it not?”


  “I think—” Marius stopped, frowning fiercely. “Personally I think the law improbably invalid,” he said.


  Down came Scaurus’s hands on his thighs with a crack. “Thank you, Gaius Marius!” He rose and turned round to beam at those on the tiers behind him, then turned back to beam at those on the tiers opposite him. “Well, Conscript Fathers, if no less a man than our very own conquering hero Gaius Marius deems the lex Appuleia invalid, I for one am happy to swear the oath!” And he bowed to Saturninus, to Glaucia. “Come, fellow senators, as your Princeps Senatus I suggest that we all hurry to the temple of Semo Sancus immediately!”


  “Stop!”


  Everyone stopped. Metellus Numidicus clapped his hands. Down from the very back of the top tier came his servant, a bag burdening each hand so that he bent double and had to drag them across each of the six-foot-wide steps and down to the next with a crash and a chink. When the two bags rested near Metellus Numidicus’s feet, the servant went back to the top and carried another two down. Several of the backbencher senators looked at what was piled against the wall, and signed their servants to help. The work went on more swiftly then, until forty bags were piled all around Metellus Numidicus’s stool. He himself stood up.


  “I will not take the oath,” he said. “Not for a thousand thousand assurances from the senior consul that the lex Appuleia is invalid will I swear! I hereby tender twenty talents of silver in payment of my fine, and declare that tomorrow at dawn I will proceed into exile on Rhodes.”


  Pandemonium broke out.


  “Order! Order! Order!” shouted Scaurus, shouted Marius.


  When order did prevail, Metellus Numidicus looked behind him, and spoke over his shoulder to someone on the back tier. “Treasury quaestor, please come forward,” he said.


  Down he came, a presentable-looking young man with brown hair and brown eyes, his white toga gleaming, every fold perfect; he was Quintus Caecilius Metellus the Piglet, son of Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle.


  “Treasury quaestor, I give these twenty talents of silver into your keeping as payment of the fine levied upon me for refusing to swear to uphold the lex Appuleia agraria secunda,” said Metellus Numidicus. “However, while the House is still in assembly, I demand that it be counted so that the Conscript Fathers can be sure the amount is not so much as one denarius short of the proper sum.”


  “We are all willing to take your word for it, Quintus Caecilius,” said Marius, smiling without a vestige of amusement.


  “Oh, but I insist!” said Metellus Numidicus. “No one is going to move from this place until every last coin is counted.” He coughed. “The total, I believe, should be one hundred and thirty-five thousand denarii.”


  Everyone sat down with a sigh. Two clerks of the House fetched a table and set it up at Metellus Numidicus’s place; Metellus Numidicus himself stood with his left hand clasping his toga and his right hand extended to rest, fingertips lightly down, upon the table. The clerks opened one of the bags and lifted it up between them, then let its contents cascade in glittering clinking heaps near Metellus Numidicus’s hand. Young Metellus signed to the clerks to hold the empty bag openmouthed to his right side, and began counting the coins, pushing them quickly into his right hand, cupped beneath the edge of the table; when the hand was full, he dropped its contents into the bag.


  “Wait!” said Metellus Numidicus.


  Metellus Piglet stopped.


  “Count them out loud, Treasury quaestor!”


  There was a gasp, a sigh, a ghastly collective groan.


  Metellus Piglet put all the coins back on the table, and began again. “Wuh-wuh-wuh-one... tuh-tuh-tuh-two... thruh-thruh-thruh-three... fuh-fuh-fuuh-four...”


  At sundown Gaius Marius rose from his curule chair. “The day is over, Conscript Fathers. Our business is not over, but in this House no one sits in formal session after the sun has set. Therefore I suggest we go now to the temple of Semo Sancus and swear our oaths. It must be done before midnight, or we are in violation of a direct order from the People.” He looked across to where Metellus Numidicus still stood and his son still toiled at the counting—far from over, though his stammer had improved markedly when his nervousness evaporated.


  “Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, it is your duty to remain here and supervise the rest of this long task. I expect you to do so. And I hereby grant you leave to take your own oath tomorrow. Or the day after, if the counting is still in progress tomorrow. “A glimmer of a smile was playing about the corners of Marius’s mouth.


  But Scaurus did not smile. He threw his head back and went into peal after peal of joyous, full-throated laughter.


  *


  Late in the spring Sulla came back from Italian Gaul, and called to see Gaius Marius immediately after a bath and a change of clothing. Marius, he discovered, looked anything but well, a finding which did not surprise him. Even in the very north of the country the events surrounding the passing of the lex Appuleia had not suffered in the telling. Nor was it necessary for Marius to retell the story; they simply looked at each other wordlessly, and everything which needed to pass between them on a basic level did so wordlessly.


  However, once the emotional rush abated a little and the first cup of good wine was finished, Sulla did broach the more unpalatable externals of the subject.


  “Your credibility’s suffered shockingly,” he said.


  “I know, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “It’s Saturninus, I hear.”


  Marius sighed. “Well, and can you blame him for hating me? He’s given half a hundred speeches from the rostra, and by no means all to properly convoked assemblies. Every one accusing me of betraying him. In fact, since he’s a brilliant speaker, the tale of my treachery hasn’t lost in his style of translation to the crowds. And he draws the crowds too. Not merely regular Forum frequenters, but men of the Third and Fourth and Fifth Classes who seem fascinated by him to the extent that whenever they have a day off, they turn up in the Forum to listen to him.”


  “Does he speak that often?” asked Sulla.


  “He speaks every single day!”


  Sulla whistled. “That’s something new in the annals of the Forum! Every day? Rain or shine? Formal meetings or no formal meetings?”


  “Every single day. When the urban praetor—his own boon companion Glaucia—obeyed his orders from the Pontifex Maximus to instruct Saturninus that he couldn’t speak on market days or holidays or non-comitial days, he simply ignored it. And because he’s a tribune of the plebs, no one has seriously tried to haul him down.” Marius frowned, worried. “In consequence, his fame keeps spreading, and we now see a whole new breed of Forum frequenter—those who come solely to hear Saturninus harangue. He has—I don’t quite know what you’d call it—I suppose the Greeks have the word for it, as usual—they’d say kharisma. They feel his passion, I think, because of course not being regular Forum frequenters they’re not connoisseurs of rhetoric, and don’t give tuppence how he wiggles his littlest finger or varies the style of his walk. No, they just stand there gaping up at him, becoming more and more excited at what he says, and end in cheering him wildly.”


  “We’ll have to keep an eye on him, won’t we?” Sulla asked. He looked at Marius very seriously. “Why did you do it?”


  There was no pretence at ignorance; Marius answered at once. “I didn’t have any choice, Lucius Cornelius. The truth is that I’m not—I don’t know—devious enough to see around all the corners I should if I’m to keep a pace to two ahead of men like Scaurus. He caught me as neatly as anyone could have wanted. I acknowledge the fact freely.”


  “But in one way you’ve salvaged the scheme,” said Sulla, trying to comfort him. “The second land bill is still on the tablets, and I don’t think the Plebeian Assembly—-or the Assembly of the People, for that matter—is going to invalidate it. Or at least, I’m told that’s how things stand.”


  “True,” said Marius, not looking comforted. He hunched his head into his shoulders, sighed. “Saturninus is the victor, Lucius Cornelius, not I. It’s his sense of outrage keeping the Plebs firm. I’ve lost them.” He writhed, threw out his hands. “How am I ever going to get through the rest of this year? It’s an ordeal to have to walk through the volley of boos and hisses from the region around the rostra whenever Saturninus is speaking, but as for walking into the Curia— I loathe it! I loathe the sleek smile on Scaurus’s seamy face, I loathe the insufferable smirk on that camel Catulus’s face—I’m not made for the political arena, and that’s a truth I’ve just begun to find out.”


  “But you climbed the cursus honorum, Gaius Marius!” Sulla said. ‘ ‘You were one of the great tribunes of the plebs! You knew the political arena, and you loved it, otherwise you could never have been a great tribune of the plebs.”


  Marius shrugged. “Oh, I was young then, Lucius Cornelius. And I had a good brain. But a political animal I am not.’’


  “So you’re going to yield the center of the stage to a posturing wolfshead like Saturninus? That doesn’t sound like the Gaius Marius I know,” said Sulla.


  “I’m not the Gaius Marius you know,” said Marius with a faint smile. “The new Gaius Marius is very, very tired. A stranger to me as much as to you, believe me!”


  “Then go away for the summer, please!”


  “I intend to,” said Marius, “as soon as you tie the knot with Aelia.”


  Sulla started, then laughed. “Ye gods, I’d forgotten all about it!” He got to his feet gracefully, a beautifully made man in the prime of life. “I’d better go home and seek an audience with our mutual mother-in-law, hadn’t I? No doubt she’s breaking her neck”—he shivered—”to leave me.”


  The shiver meant nothing to Marius, who seized upon the comment instead. “Yes, she’s anxious. I’ve bought her a nice little villa not far from ours at Cumae.”


  “Then home I go, as fleet as Mercury chasing a contract to repave the Via Appia!” He held out his hand. “Look after yourself, Gaius Marius. If Aelia’s still willing, I’ll tie the knot at once.” A thought occurred to him, he laughed. “You’re absolutely right! Catulus Caesar looks like a camel! Monumental hauteur!”


  Julia was waiting outside the study to waylay Sulla as he left. “What do you think?” she asked anxiously.


  “He’ll be all right, little sister. They beat him, and he suffers. Take him down to Campania, make him bathe in the sea and wallow in the roses.”


  “I will, as soon as you’re married.”


  “I’m marrying, I’m marrying!” he cried, holding up his hands in surrender.


  Julia sighed. “There’s one thing we cannot get away from, Lucius Cornelius, and that is that less than half a year in the Forum has worn Gaius Marius down more than ten years in the field with his armies.”


  *


  It seemed everyone needed a rest, for when Marius left for Cumae, public life in Rome simmered down to a tepid inertia. One by one the notables quit the city, unbearable during the height of summer, when every kind of enteric fever raged amid Subura and Esquiline, and even Palatine and Aventine were only debatably healthy.


  Not that life in the Subura worried Aurelia unduly; she dwelled in the midst of a cool cavern, the greenery of the courtyard and the immensely thick walls of her insula keeping the heat at bay. Gaius Matius and his wife, Priscilla, were in like condition to herself and Caesar, for Priscilla too was heavily pregnant, her baby due at the same time as Aurelia’s.


  The two women were very well looked after. Gaius Matius hovered helpfully, and Lucius Decumius popped in every day to make sure all was right. The flowers still came regularly, supplemented since her pregnancy with little gifts of sweetmeats, rare spices, anything Lucius Decumius thought might keep his darling Aurelia’s appetite keen.


  “As if I’d lost it!” she laughed to Publius Rutilius Rufus, another regular caller.


  Her son, Gaius Julius Caesar, was born on the thirteenth day of Quinctilis, which meant that his birth was entered in the register at the temple of Juno Lucina as occurring two days before the Ides of Quinctilis, his status as patrician, his rank as senatorial. He was very long and consequently weighed somewhat more than he looked to weigh; he was very strong; he was solemn and quiet, not prone to wailing; his hair was so fair it was practically invisible, though on close examination he actually had quite a lot of it; and his eyes from birth were a pale greenish-blue, ringed around with a band of blue so dark it was almost black.


  “He’s someone, this son of yours,” said Lucius Decumius, staring into the baby’s face intently. “Will you look at them eyes! Give your grandmother a fright, they would!”


  “Don’t say such things, you horrible little wart!” growled Cardixa, who was enslaved by this first boy-child.


  “Gimme a look at downstairs,” Lucius Decumius demanded, snatching with grubby fingers at the baby’s diapers. “Oho ho ho ho ho!” he crowed. “Just as I thought! Big nose, big feet, and big dick!”


  “Lucius Decumius!’’ said Aurelia, scandalized.


  “That does it! Out you go!” roared Cardixa as she picked him up by the scruff of his neck, and dropped him outside the front door as smaller women might have dumped a kitten.


  Sulla called to see Aurelia almost a month after the baby’s birth, explaining that she was the only familiar face left in Rome, and apologizing if he was imposing.


  “Of course not!” she said, delighted to see him. “I’m hoping you can stay for dinner—or if you can’t today, perhaps you can come tomorrow? I’m so starved for company!”


  “I can stay,” he said without ceremony. “I only really came back to Rome to see an old friend of mine—he’s come down with a fever.”


  “Who’s that? Anyone I know?” she asked, more out of courtesy than curiosity.


  But for a short moment he looked as if she had asked an unwelcome question, or perhaps a painful one; the expression on his face interested her far more than the identity of his sick friend, for it was dark, unhappy, angry. Then it was gone, and he was smiling with consummate ease.


  “I doubt you know him,” he said. “Metrobius.”


  “The actor?”


  “The same. I used to know a lot of people in the theater. In the old days. Before I married Julilla and entered the Senate. A different world.’’ His strange light eyes wandered around the reception room. “More like this world, only seamier. Funny! It seems now like a dream.”


  “You sound rather sorry,” said Aurelia gently.


  “No, not really.”


  “And will he get well, your friend Metrobius?”


  “Oh, yes! It’s just a fever.”


  A silence fell, not uncomfortable, which he broke without words by getting up and walking across to the big open space which served as a window onto the courtyard.


  “It’s lovely out there.”


  “I think so.”


  “And your new son? How is he?”


  She smiled. “You shall see for yourself shortly.”


  “Good.” He remained staring at the courtyard.


  “Lucius Cornelius, is everything all right?” she asked.


  He turned then, smiling; she thought what an attractive man he was, in a most unusual way. And how disconcerting those eyes were—so light—so ringed with darkness. Like her son’s eyes. And for some reason that thought made her shiver.


  “Yes, Aurelia, everything’s all right,” Sulla said.


  “I wish I thought you were telling me the truth.”


  He opened his mouth to reply, but at that moment Cardixa came in bearing the infant heir to the Caesar name.


  “We’re off upstairs to the fourth floor,” she said.


  “Show Lucius Cornelius first, Cardixa.”


  But the only children Sulla was really interested in were his own two, so he peered dutifully into the baby’s face, then glanced at Aurelia to see if this satisfied her.


  “Off you go, Cardixa,” she said, putting Sulla out of his misery. “Who is it this morning?”


  “Sarah.”


  She turned to Sulla with a pleasant, unselfconscious smile. “I have no milk, alas! So my son goes everywhere for his food. One of the great advantages of living in a big community like an insula. There are always at least half a dozen women nursing, and everyone is nice enough to offer to feed my babies.”


  “He’ll grow up to love the whole world,” said Sulla. “I imagine you have the whole world as tenants.”


  “I do. It makes life interesting.”


  Back he went to gaze at the courtyard.


  “Lucius Cornelius, you’re only half here,” she accused softly. “Something is the matter! Can’t you share it with me? Or is it one of those men-only difficulties?”


  He came to sit down on the couch opposite hers. “I just never have any luck with women,” he said abruptly.


  Aurelia blinked. “In what way?”


  “The women I—love. The women I marry.”


  Interesting; he found it easier to speak of marriage than of love. “Which is it now?” she asked.


  “A bit of both. In love with one, married to another.”


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius!” She looked at him with genuine liking but not an ounce of desire. “I shan’t ask you any names, because I don’t really want to know. You ask me the questions, I’ll try to come up with the answers.”


  He shrugged. “There’s nothing much to say! I married Aelia, found for me by our mother-in-law. After Julilla, I wanted a perfect Roman matron—someone like Julia, or you if you were a little older. When Marcia introduced me to Aelia, I thought she was ideal—calm, quiet, good-humored, attractive, a nice person. And I thought, terrific! I’ll have me my Roman matron at last. I can’t love anyone, I thought, so I may as well be married to someone I can like.”


  “You liked your German wife, I believe,” Aurelia said.


  “Yes, very much. I still miss her in peculiar ways. But she’s not a Roman, so she’s no use to the senator in Rome, is she? Anyway, I decided Aelia would turn out much the same as Hermana.” He laughed, a hard sound. “But I was wrong! Aelia turns out to be dull, pedestrian, and boring. A very nice person indeed, but oh, five moments in her company, and I’m yawning!”


  “Is she good to your children?”


  “Very good. No complaints there!” He laughed again. “I ought to have hired her as a nurserymaid—she’d have been ideal. She adores the children, and they adore her.”


  He was talking now almost as if she didn’t exist, or as if she didn’t matter as an auditor, only as a presence who gave him an excuse to say aloud what he had long been thinking.


  “Just after I came back from Italian Gaul, I was invited to attend a dinner party at Scaurus’s,” he went on. “A bit flattered. A bit apprehensive. Wondered if they were all going to be there—Metellus Piggle-wiggle and the rest— and try to wean me away from Gaius Marius. She was there, poor little thing. Scaurus’s wife. By all the gods in the world, why did it have to be her married to Scaurus? He could be her great-grandfather! Dalmatica. That’s what they call her. One way of keeping them all straight, the thousands of Caecilia Metellas. I took one look at her and I loved her. At least I think it’s love. There’s pity in it too, but I never seem to stop thinking of her, so that means it’s got to be love, doesn’t it? She’s pregnant. Isn’t that disgusting? No one asked her what she wanted, of course. Metellus Piggle-wiggle just gave her to Scaurus like a honeycomb to a child. Here, your son’s dead, take this consolation prize! Have another son! Disgusting. And yet—if they knew the half of me, they’d be the ones disgusted. I can’t see it, Aurelia. They’re more immoral than I am! But you’d never get them to see it that way.”


  Aurelia had learned a great deal since she moved to the Subura; everyone from Lucius Decumius to the freedmen thronging the top two floors talked to her. And things happened—things the landlady was involved in whether she liked it or not—things which would have shocked her husband to his core did he only know. Abortion. Witchcraft. Murder. Robbery with violence. Rape. Delirium tremens and worse addictions. Madness. Despair. Depression. Suicide. It all went on in every insula, and concluded itself the same way; no taking these cases to the tribunal of the praetor urbanus! They were solved by the inhabitants, and a rough justice was dealt out in the most summary fashion. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a life for a life.


  So as she listened Aurelia pieced together a composite picture of Lucius Cornelius Sulla that was not so very far from the truth. Alone among the aristocrats of Rome who knew him, she understood from whence he had come, and understood too the terrible difficulties his nature and his upbringing had thrust upon him. He had claimed his birthright, but he was permanently branded with the stews of Rome too.


  And as Sulla talked about one thing, his mind wandered among other things he didn’t dare say to his listener: how desperately he had wanted her, Scaurus’s little pregnant child-wife, and not entirely for the flesh or the mind. She was ideal for his purposes. But she was married confarreatio to Scaurus, and he was committed to splendid boring Aelia. Not confarreatio this time! It was too hideous a business to divorce; Dalmatica simply pointed up a lesson he had already learned in that respect. Women. He was never going to have the luck with women, he knew it in his bones. Was it because of the other side to himself? That wonderful beautiful glorious relationship with Metrobius! And yet he didn’t want to live with Metrobius any more than he had wanted to live with Julilla. Perhaps that was it—he did not want to share himself. Too dangerous by far. Oh, but he had hungered for Caecilia Metella Dalmatica, wife of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus! Disgusting. Not that he normally objected to old men and child-brides. This was personal. He was in love with her, therefore she was special.


  “Did she—Dalmatica—like you, Lucius Cornelius?” Aurelia asked, breaking into his thoughts.


  Sulla didn’t hesitate. “Oh, yes! No doubt of it.”


  “What are you going to do, then?”


  He writhed. “I’ve come too far, I’ve paid too much! I can’t stop now, Aurelia! Even for Dalmatica—if I had an affair with her, the boni would make it their business to ruin me. I don’t have much money yet, either. Just enough to get by in the Senate. I made a bit out of the Germans, but no more than my proper share. And I’m not going to climb the rest of the way easily. They feel about me the way they feel about Gaius Marius, even though for different reasons. Neither of us conforms to their wretched ideals. Yet they can’t work out why we have the ability and they don’t. They feel used, abused. I’m definitely luckier than Gaius Marius. At least I have the blood. But it’s tainted with the Subura. Actors. Low life. I’m not really one of the Good Men.” He drew a breath. “Yet—I’m going to go right past them, Aurelia! Because I’m the best horse in the race.”


  “And what happens when the prize isn’t worth it?”


  He opened his eyes wide, astonished at her denseness. “It’s never worth the effort! Never! That’s not why we do it, any of us. When they harness us up to do our seven laps of the course, we race against ourselves. What other challenge could there be for a Gaius Marius? He’s the best horse in the field. So he races against himself. So do I. I can do it. I’m going to do it! But it only really matters to me.”


  And she blushed at her denseness. “Of course.” Rising to her feet, she held out her hand. “Come, Lucius Cornelius! It’s a lovely day in spite of the heat. The Subura will be entirely left to itself—all those who can afford to leave Rome for the summer are gone. Only the poor and the crazed are left! And I. Let’s go for a walk, and when we come back, we’ll have dinner. I’ll send a message to Uncle Publius to join us—I think he’s still in town.” She pulled a face. “I have to be careful, you understand, Lucius Cornelius. My husband trusts me as much as he loves me, which is a great deal. But he wouldn’t like me to cause gossip, and I try to be an old-fashioned kind of wife. He would be horrified to think I didn’t invite you to eat dinner with me— and yet if Uncle Publius can come, Gaius Julius will commend me.”


  Sulla eyed her affectionately. “What nonsense men cherish about their wives! You’re not even remotely like the creature Gaius Julius moons about over military dinners in camp.”


  “I know,” she said. “But he doesn’t.”


  The heat of the Vicus Patricii settled down on their heads like a stifling blanket; Aurelia gasped and ducked back inside. “Well, that settles that! I didn’t think it was hot! Eutychus can run to the Carinae for Uncle Publius, he can do with the exercise. And we’ll sit in the garden.” She led the way, still talking. “Cheer up, Lucius Cornelius, do! It will all turn out in the end, I’m sure. Go back to Circei and that nice, boring wife. In time you’ll like her more, I promise. And it will be better for you if you don’t see Dalmatica at all. How old are you now?”


  The trapped feeling was beginning to lift; Sulla’s face lightened, his smile more natural. “A milestone this year, Aurelia. I turned forty last New Year’s Day.”


  “Not an old man yet!”


  “In some ways I am. I haven’t even been praetor yet, and I’m already a year past the usual age.”


  “Now, now, you’re looking gloomy again, and there really is no need. Look at our old war-horse Gaius Marius! His first consulship at fifty, eight years over the age. Now if you saw him poled up for the Mars race, would you pick him as the best horse in it? Would you bet that he’d be the October Horse? Yet all his greatest deeds he did after he turned fifty.”


  “That’s very true,” said Sulla, and did feel more cheerful, in spite of himself. “What lucky god prompted me to come and see you today? You’re a good friend, Aurelia. A help.”


  “Well, perhaps one day I’ll turn to you for help.”


  “All you have to do is ask.” His head went up, he took in the naked balconies of the upper floors. “You are courageous! No screens? And they don’t abuse the privilege?”


  “Never.”


  He laughed, a throaty chuckle of genuine amusement. “I do believe you have the Subura hard cases all wrapped up in the palm of your little hand!”


  Nodding, smiling, she rocked gently back and forth on her garden seat. “I like my life, Lucius Cornelius. To be honest, I don’t care if Gaius Julius never gets the money together to buy that house on the Palatine. Here in the Subura I’m busy, fruitful, surrounded by all sorts of interesting people. I’m running a race of my own, you see.”


  “With only one egg in the cup and only one dolphin down,” Sulla said, “you’ve got a very long way to go yet.”


  “So have you,” said Aurelia.


  *


  Julia knew of course that Marius would never spend the whole summer at Cumae, though he had talked as if he would not return to Rome until the beginning of September; the moment his equilibrium began to right itself, he would be itching to get back to the fray. So she counted her blessings a day at a time, glad that the moment Marius returned to a rural setting, he shed both political toga praetexta and military cuirass, and became for a little while a country squire like all his ancestors. They swam in the sea off the little beach below their magnificent villa, and gorged themselves on fresh oysters, crabs, shrimp, tunnyfish; they walked the sparsely populated hills amid welters of roses cloying the air with perfume; they did little entertaining, and pretended to be out whenever people called. Marius built a boat of sorts for Young Marius, and got almost as much fun out of its instant imitation of a bottom fish as Young Marius did. Never, thought Julia, had she been quite so happy as during that halcyon summer at Cumae. Counting her blessings one day at a time.


  But Marius did not return to Rome. Painless and subtle, the little stroke happened during the first night of the Dog Star month of Sextilis; all Marius noticed when he woke in the morning was that his pillow was wet where apparently he had drooled in his sleep. When he came to break his fast and found Julia on the open terrace looking out to sea, he gazed at her in bewilderment as she gazed at him with an expression he had never before seen on her face.


  “What’s the matter?” he mumbled, his tongue feeling thick and clumsy, a most peculiar non-sensation.


  “Your face—” she said, her own whitening.


  His hands went up to touch it, his left fingers as awkward as his tongue felt. “What is it?” he asked.


  “Your face—it’s dropped on the left side,” she said, and choked on her breath as understanding dawned. “Oh, Gaius Marius! You’ve had a stroke!”


  But because he felt no pain and no direct consciousness of any alteration, he refused to believe her until she brought him a big polished silver mirror and he could look at himself for himself. The right side of his face was firm, uplifted, not very lined for a man of his age, where the left side looked as if it were a wax mask melting in the heat of some nearby torch, running, drooping, slipping away.


  “I don’t feel any different!” he said, stunned. “Not inside my mind, where one is supposed to feel an illness. My tongue won’t move around my words properly, but my head knows how to say them, and you’re understanding what I say and I’m understanding what you say, so I haven’t lost my faculty of speech! My left hand fumbles, yet I can move it. And there is no pain, no pain of any kind!”


  When he refused with trembling anger to have a physician sent for, Julia gave in for fear that opposition would make his condition worse; all that day she watched him herself, and was able to tell him as she persuaded him to go to bed shortly after nightfall that the paralysis appeared to be about the same as it had been at dawn.


  “That’s a good sign, I’m sure,” she said. “You’ll get better in time. You’ll just have to rest, stay here longer.”


  “I can’t! They’ll think I’m not game to face them!”


  “If they care to visit you—which I’m sure they will!— they’ll be able to see for themselves what’s wrong, Gaius Marius. Whether you like it or not, here you stay until you get better,” said Julia with a note of authority quite new to her voice. “No, don’t argue with me! I’m right, and you know I am! What do you think you can accomplish if you go back to Rome in this condition, beyond having another stroke?”


  “Nothing,” he muttered, and fell back on the bed in despair. “Julia, Julia, how can I recover from something that makes me feel more ugly than ill? I must recover! I can’t let them beat me, not now I have so much at stake!”


  “They won’t beat you, Gaius Marius,” she said strongly. “The only thing that will ever beat you is death, and you’re not going to die from this little stroke. The paralysis will improve. And if you rest, you exercise sensibly, you eat in moderation, you don’t drink any wine, and you don’t worry about what’s happening in Rome, it will happen much faster.”


  4


  The spring rains didn’t fall in Sicily or Sardinia, and in Africa they were scanty. Then when what wheat had come up started to form ears, the rains came in torrents; floods and blights utterly destroyed the crop. Only from Africa would a tiny harvest find its way to Puteoli and Ostia. Which meant that Rome faced her fourth year of high grain prices, and a shortage in quantity spelling famine.


  The junior consul and flamen Martialis, Lucius Valerius Flaccus, found himself with empty granaries beneath the cliffs of the Aventine adjacent to the Port of Rome, and the private granaries along the Vicus Tuscus held very little. This very little, the grain merchants informed Flaccus and his aediles, would sell for upward of fifty sesterces permodius, a mere thirteen pounds in weight. Few if any Head Count families could afford to pay a quarter so much. There were other and cheaper foods available, but a shortage of wheat sent all foodstuffs up in price because of increased consumption and limited production. And bellies used to good bread found no satisfaction in thin gruel and turnips, which became the staples of the lowly in times of famine; the strong and healthy survived, but the old, the weak, the very young, and the sickly all too often died.


  By October the Head Count was growing restive; thrills of fear began to run through the ordinary residents of the city. For the Head Count of Rome deprived of food was a prospect no one living cheek by jowl with them could face without a thrill of fear. Many of the Third and Fourth Class citizens, who would find it difficult anyway to buy such costly grain, began to lay in weapons to defend their larders from the depredations of those owning even less.


  Lucius Valerius Flaccus conferred with the curule aediles—responsible for grain purchases on behalf of the State as well as for the storage and sale of State grain—and applied to the Senate for additional funds to buy in grain from anywhere it could be obtained, and of any kind— barley, millet, emmer wheat as well as bread wheat. However, few in the Senate were really worried; too many years and too much insulation from the lower classes of citizens separated them from the last Head Count famine riots.


  To make matters worse, the two young men serving as Rome’s Treasury quaestors were of the most exclusive and unpitying kind of senator, and thought little of the Head Count at the best of times. Both when elected quaestor had asked for duty inside Rome, declaring that they intended to “arrest the unwarranted drains upon Rome’s Treasury”—an impressive way of saying that they had no intention of releasing money for Head Count armies—or Head Count grain. The urban quaestor—more senior of the two—was none other than Caepio Junior, son of the consul who had stolen the Gold of Tolosa and lost the battle of Arausio; the other was Metellus Piglet, the son of the exiled Metellus Numidicus. Both had scores to settle with Gaius Marius.


  It was not senatorial practice to run counter to the recommendations of the Treasury quaestors. Questioned in the House as to the state of fiscal affairs, both Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet said flatly there was no money for grain. Thanks to the massive outlays it had been called upon to make for a number of years outfitting and paying and feeding Head Count armies, the State was broke. Neither the war against Jugurtha nor the war against the Germans had brought in anything like enough money in spoils and tributes to rectify the State’s negative financial balance, said the two Treasury quaestors. And produced their tribunes of the Treasury and their account books to prove their point. Rome was broke. Those without the money to pay the going price for grain would have to starve. Sorry, but that was the reality of the situation.


  By the beginning of November the word had reached all of Rome that there would be no reasonably priced State grain, for the Senate had refused to vote funds for its purchase. Couched in the form of rumor, the word didn’t mention crop failures or cantankerous Treasury quaestors; it simply stated that there would be no cheap grain.


  The Forum Romanum immediately began to fill up with crowds of a nature not usually seen there, while the normal Forum frequenters melted away or tacked themselves onto the back of the newcomers. These crowds were Head Count and the Fifth Class, and their mood was ugly. Senators and other togate men found themselves hissed by thousands of tongues as they walked what they regarded as their traditional territory, but at first were not easily cowed; then the hissing became showers of pelted filth—faeces, manure, stinking Tiber mud, rotten garbage. Whereupon the Senate extricated itself from these difficulties by suspending all meetings, leaving unfortunates like bankers, knight merchants, advocates, and tribunes of the Treasury to suffer the besmirching of their persons without senatorial support.


  Not strong enough to take the initiative, the junior consul, Flaccus, let matters drift, while Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet congratulated themselves upon a job well done. If the winter saw a few thousand Head Count Romans die, that meant there would be fewer mouths to feed.


  At which point the tribune of the plebs Lucius Appuleius Saturninus convoked the Plebeian Assembly, and proposed a grain law to it. The State was to buy immediately every ounce of wheat, barley, and millet in Italy and Italian Gaul and sell it for the ridiculously cheap price of one sestertius per modius. Of course Saturninus made no reference to the impossible logistics of shipping anything from Italian Gaul to regions south of the Apennines, nor the fact that there was almost no grain to buy anywhere south of the Apennines. What he wanted was the crowd, and that meant placing himself in the eyes of the crowd as its sole savior.


  Opposition was almost nonexistent in the absence of a convened Senate, for the grain shortage affected everyone in Rome below the level of the rich. The entire food chain and its participants were on Saturninus’s side. So were the Third and Fourth Classes, and even many of the centuries of the Second Class. As November edged over the hump of its middle and down the slope toward December, all Rome was on Saturninus’s side.


  “If people can’t afford to buy wheat, we can’t afford to make bread!” cried the Guild of Millers and Bakers.


  “If people are hungry, they don’t work well!” cried the Guild of Builders.


  “If people can’t afford to feed their children, what’s going to happen to their slaves?” cried the Guild of Freedmen.


  “If people have to spend their money on food, they won’t be able to pay rent!” cried the Guild of Landlords.


  “If people are so hungry they start pillaging shops and overturning market stalls, what will happen to us?” cried the Guild of Merchants.


  “If people descend on our allotments in search of food, we won’t have any produce to sell!” cried the Guild of Market Gardeners.


  For it was not the simple matter of a famine killing off a few thousand of the Head Count; the moment Rome’s middle and poorer citizens could not afford to eat, a hundred and one kinds of businesses and trades suffered in their turn. A famine, in short, was an economic disaster. But the Senate wasn’t coming together, even in temples off the beaten track, so it was left to Saturninus to propose a solution, and his solution was based upon a false premise; that there was grain for the State to buy. He himself genuinely thought there was, deeming every aspect of the crisis a manufactured one, and the culprits an alliance between the Policy Makersof the Senate and the upper echelons of the grain barons.


  Every one of the thousands of faces in the Forum turned to him as heliotropes to the sun; working himself into a passion through the force of his oratory, he began to believe every single word he shouted, he began to believe every single face his eyes encountered in the crowd, he began to believe in a new way to govern Rome. What did the consulship really matter? What did the Senate really matter, when crowds like these made it shove its tail between its legs and slink home? When the bets were on the table and the moment to throw the dice arrived, they were all that mattered, these faces in this enormous crowd. They held the real power; those who thought they held it did so only as long as the faces in the crowd permitted it.


  So what did the consulship really matter? What did the Senate really matter? Talk, hot air, a nothing! There were no armies in Rome, no armies nearer to Rome than the recruit training centers around Capua. Consuls and Senate held their power without force of arms or numbers to back them up. But here in the Forum was true power, here were the numbers to back that true power. Why did a man have to be consul to be the First Man in Rome? It wasn’t necessary! Had Gaius Gracchus too realized that? Or was he forced to kill himself before he could realize it?


  I, thought Saturninus, gobbling up the vision of the faces in his mighty crowd, shall be the First Man in Rome! But not as consul. As tribune of the plebs. Genuine power lay with the tribunes of the plebs, not with the consuls. And if Gaius Marius could get himself elected consul in what promised to be perpetuity, what was to stop Lucius Appuleius Saturninus’s getting himself elected tribune of the plebs in perpetuity?


  However, Saturninus chose a quiet day to pass his grain bill into law, chiefly because he retained the wisdom to see that senatorial opposition to providing cheap grain must continue to appear high-handed and elitist; therefore no enormous crowd must be present in the Forum to give the Senate an opportunity to accuse the Plebeian Assembly of disorder, riot, violence, and denounce the law as invalid. He was still simmering about the second agrarian bill, Gaius Marius’s treachery, Metellus Numidicus’s exile; that in fact the law was still engraved on the tablets was his doing, not Gaius Marius’s. Which made him the real author of land grants for the Head Count veterans.


  November was short on holidays, especially holidays on which the Comitia could meet. But his opportunity to find a quiet day came when a fabulously wealthy knight died, and his sons staged elaborate funeral gladiatorial games in their father’s honor; the site chosen for the games—normally the Forum Romanum—was the Circus Flaminius, in order to avoid the crowds gathering every day in the Forum Romanum.


  It was Caepio Junior who spoiled Saturninus’s plans. The Plebeian Assembly was convoked; the omens were auspicious; the Forum was inhabited by its normal frequenters because the crowd had gone off to the Circus Flaminius; the other tribunes of the plebs were busy with the casting of the lots to see which order the tribes were going to vote in; and Saturninus himself stood to the front of the rostra exhorting the groups of tribes forming in the well of the Comitia to vote the way he wanted.


  In the conspicuous absence of senatorial meetings, it had not occurred to Saturninus that any members of the Senate were keeping an eye on events in the Forum, barring his nine fellow tribunes of the plebs, who simply did as they were told these days. But there were some members of the Senate who felt quite as much contempt for that body’s craven conduct as did Lucius Appuleius Saturninus. They were all young, either in their quaestorian year or at most two years beyond that point, and they had allies among the sons of senators and First Class knights as yet too young to enter the Senate or senior posts in their fathers’ firms. Meeting in groups at each other’s homes, they were led by Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet, and they had a more mature confidant-adviser to give direction and purpose to what might otherwise have ended up merely a series of angry discussions foundering in an excess of wine.


  Their confidant-adviser was rapidly becoming something of an idol to them, for he possessed all those qualities young men so admire—he was daring, intrepid, cool-headed, sophisticated, something of a high liver and womanizer, witty, fashionable, and had an impressive war record. His name was Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  With Marius laid low in Cumae for what seemed months, Sulla had taken it upon himself to watch events in Rome in a way that, for instance, Publius Rutilius Rufus would never have dreamed of doing. Sulla’s motives were not completely based on loyalty to Marius; after that conversation with Aurelia, he had looked very detachedly at his future prospects in the Senate, and come to the conclusion that Aurelia was right: he would, like Gaius Marius, be what a gardener would call a late bloomer. In which case it was pointless for him to seek friendship and alliance among those senators older than himself. Scaurus, for instance, was a lost cause. And how convenient that particular decision was! It would keep him out of the way of Scaurus’s delectable little child-bride, now the mother of baby Aemilia Scaura; when he had heard the news that Scaurus had fathered a girl, Sulla experienced a shaft of pure pleasure. Served the randy old goat right.


  Thinking to safeguard his own political future while preserving Marius’s, Sulla embarked upon the wooing of the senatorial younger generation, choosing as his targets those who were malleable, able to be influenced, not very intelligent, extremely rich, from important families, or so arrogantly sure of themselves they left themselves open to a subtle form of flattery. His primary targets were Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet, Caepio Junior because he was an intellectually dense patrician with access to young men like Marcus Livius Drusus (whom Sulla did not even try to woo), and Metellus Piglet because he knew what was going on among the older Good Men. No one knew better than Sulla how to woo young men, even when his purposes held no kind of sexuality, so it was not long before he was holding court among them, his manner always tinged with amusement at their youthful posturings in a way which suggested to them that there was a hope he would change his mind, take them seriously. Nor were they adolescents; the oldest among them were only some seven or eight years his junior, the youngest fifteen or sixteen years his junior. Old enough to consider themselves fully formed, young enough to be thrown off balance by a Sulla. And the nucleus of a senatorial following which in time would be of enormous importance to a man determined to be consul.


  At this moment, however, Sulla’s chief concern was Saturninus, whom he had been watching very closely since the first crowds began to gather in the Forum, and the harassment of togate dignitaries began. Whether the lex Appuleia frumentaria was actually passed into law or not was far from Sulla’s main worry; what Saturninus needed, Sulla thought, was a demonstration that he would not have things all his own way.


  When some fifty of the young bloods met at the house of Metellus Piglet on the night before Saturninus planned to pass his grain law, Sulla lay back and listened to the talk in an apparent idle amusement until Caepio Junior rounded on him and demanded to know what he thought they ought to do.


  He looked marvelous, the thick red-gold hair barbered to bring out the best of its waves, his white skin flawless, his brows and lashes dark enough to show up (had they only known it, he touched them with a trace of stibium, otherwise they virtually disappeared), his eyes as glacially compelling as a blue-eyed cat’s. “I think you’re all hot air,” he said.


  Metellus Piglet had been brought to understand that Sulla was anything but Marius’s tame dog; like any other Roman, he didn’t hold it against a man that he attached himself to a faction, any more than he assumed that man could not be detached. “No, we’re not all hot air,” he growled without a single stammer. “It’s just that we don’t know what’s the right tactic.”


  “Do you object to a little violence?” Sulla asked.


  “Not when it’s to protect the Senate’s right to decide how Rome’s public money is to be spent,” said Caepio Junior.


  “And there you have it,” said Sulla. “The People have never been accorded the right to spend the city’s moneys. Let the People make the laws—we don’t object to that. But it’s the Senate’s right to provide any money the People’s laws demand—and the Senate’s right to deny funding. If we’re stripped of our right to control the purse-strings, we have no power left at all. Money is the only way we can render the People’s laws impotent when we don’t agree with them. That’s how we dealt with the grain law of Gaius Gracchus.”


  “We won’t prevent the Senate’s voting the money when this grain law goes through,” said Metellus Piglet, still without a stammer; when with his intimates he didn’t stammer.


  “Of course not!” said Sulla. “We won’t prevent its being passed, either. But we can show Lucius Appuleius a little of our strength all the same.”


  Thus as Saturninus stood exhorting his voters to do the right thing by the lex Appuleia frumentaria, the crowds no closer than the Circus Flaminius and the meeting as orderly as any consular could demand, Caepio Junior led some two hundred followers into the lower Forum Romanum. Armed with clubs and billets of wood, most of them were beefy muscular fellows with the slack midriffs which suggested they were ex-gladiators now reduced to hiring out their services for any sort of job requiring strength or the capacity to turn nasty. However, all the fifty present at Metellus Piglet’s house the night before led the vanguard, Caepio Junior very much the leader of the pack. Lucius Cornelius Sulla was not among them.


  Saturninus shrugged and watched impassively as the gang marched across the Forum, then turned back to the well of the Comitia and dismissed the meeting.


  “There’ll be no heads broken on my account!” he shouted to the voters, dissolving their tribal clumps in alarm. “Go home, come back tomorrow! We’ll pass our law then!”


  On the following day the Head Count was back in attendance on the Comitia; no gang of senatorial toughs appeared to break up the meeting, and the grain bill passed into law.


  “All I was trying to do, you thick-headed idiot,” said Saturninus to Caepio Junior when they met in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, where Valerius Flaccus had felt the Conscript Fathers would be safe from the crowds while they argued about funding for the lex Appuleia frumentaria, “was pass a lawful law in a lawfully convoked assembly. The crowds weren’t there, the atmosphere was peaceful, and the omens were impeccable. And what happens? You and your idiot friends come along to break a few heads!” He turned to the clusters of senators standing about.


  “Don’t blame me that the law had to be passed in the middle of twenty thousand Head Count! Blame this fool!”


  “This fool is blaming himself for not using force where force would have counted most!” shouted Caepio Junior. “I ought to have killed you, Lucius Appuleius!”


  “Thank you for saying that in front of all these impartial witnesses,” said Saturninus, smiling. “Quintus Servilius Caepio Junior, I hereby formally charge you with minor treason, in that you did attempt to obstruct a tribune of the plebs in the execution of his duty, and that you did threaten to harm the sacrosanct person of a tribune of the plebs.”


  “You’re riding a half-mad horse for a fall, Lucius Appuleius,” said Sulla. “Get off before it happens, man!”


  “I have laid a formal charge against Quintus Servilius, Conscript Fathers,” said Saturninus, ignoring Sulla as nobody of importance, “but that matter can now be left to the treason court. Today I’m here to demand money.”


  There were fewer than eighty senators present, in spite of the safe location, and none of significance; Saturninus glared at them contemptuously. “I want money to buy grain for the People of Rome,” he said. “If you haven’t got it in the Treasury, I suggest you go out and borrow it. For money I will have!”


  Saturninus got his money. Red-faced and protesting, Caepio Junior the urban quaestor was ordered to mint a special coinage from an emergency stockpile of silver bars in the temple of Ops, and pay for the grain without further defiance.


  “I’ll see you in court,” said Saturninus sweetly to Caepio Junior as the meeting finished, “because I’m going to take great pleasure in prosecuting you myself.”


  But in this he overstepped himself; the knight jurors took a dislike to Saturninus, and were already favorably disposed toward Caepio Junior when Fortune showed that she too was most favorably disposed toward Caepio Junior. Right in the middle of the defending counsel’s address came an urgent letter from Smyrna to inform his son that Quintus Servilius Caepio had died in Smyrna, surrounded by nothing more comforting than his gold. Caepio Junior wept bitterly; the jury was moved, and dismissed the charges.


  Elections were due, but no one wanted to hold them, forstill each day the crowds gathered in the Forum Romanum, and still each day the granaries remained empty. The junior consul, Flaccus, insisted the elections must wait until time proved Gaius Marius incapable of conducting them; priest of Mars though he was, Lucius Valerius Flaccus had too little of Mars in him to risk his person by supervising elections in a climate like this present one.


  *


  Marcus Antonius Orator had had a very successful three-year campaign against the pirates of Cilicia and Pamphylia, which he finished in some style from his headquarters in the delightfully cosmopolitan and cultured city of Athens. Here he had been joined by his good friend Gaius Memmius, who on his return to Rome from governing Macedonia had found himself arraigned in Glaucia’s extortion court along with Gaius Flavius Fimbria, his partner-in-crime in the grain swindle. Fimbria had been convicted heavily, but Memmius was unlucky enough to be convicted by one vote. He chose Athens as his place of exile because his friend Antonius spent so much time there, and he needed his friend Antonius’s support in the matter of an appeal to the Senate to quash his conviction. That he was able to defray the costs of this expensive exercise was due to pure chance; while governing Macedonia, he had almost literally tripped over a cache of gold in a captured Scordisci village—one hundred talents of it. Like Caepio at Tolosa, Memmius had seen no reason why he ought to share the gold with anybody, so he didn’t. Until he dropped some of it into Antonius’s open hand in Athens. And a few months later got his recall to Rome and his seat in the Senate reinstated.


  Since the pirate war was properly concluded, Gaius Memmius waited in Athens until Marcus Antonius Orator was ready to go home as well. Their friendship had prospered, and they formed a pact to seek the consulship as joint candidates.


  It was the end of November when Antonius sat down with his little army on the vacant fields of the Campus Martius, and demanded a triumph. Which the Senate, able to meet in the safety of the temple of Bellona to deal with this, was pleased to grant him. However, Antonius was informed that his triumph would have to wait until after the tenth day of December, as no tribunician elections had yet been held, and the Forum Romanum was still packed with the Head Count. Hopefully the tribunician elections would be held and the new college would enter office on the tenth day of the month, but a triumphal parade with the city in its current mood, Antonius was informed, was out of the question.


  It began to look to Antonius as if he would not be able to stand for the office of consul, for until his triumph was held, he had to remain outside the pomerium, the sacred boundary of the city; he still held imperium, which put him in exactly the same position as a foreign king, forbidden to enter Rome. And if he couldn’t enter Rome, he couldn’t announce himself as a candidate in the consular elections.


  However, his successful war had made him tremendously popular with the grain merchants and other businessmen, for traffic on the Middle Sea was safer and more predictable than in half a century. Could he stand for the consulship, there was every chance that he would win the senior position, even against Gaius Marius. And in spite of his part in Fimbria’s grain swindle, Gaius Memmius’s chances were not bad either, for he had been an intrepid foe of Jugurtha’s, and fought Caepio bitterly when he returned the extortion court to the Senate. They were, as Catulus Caesar said to Scaurus Princeps Senatus, as popular a pair with the knights who formed the majority of the First and Second Classes as the boni could possibly ask—and both of them were infinitely preferable to Gaius Marius.


  For of course everyone expected Gaius Marius back in Rome at the very last minute, all set to stand for his seventh consulship. The story of the stroke had been verified, but it didn’t seem to have incapacitated Marius very much, and those who had made the journey to Cumae to see him had come away convinced it had not in any way affected the quality of his mind. No doubt of it in anyone’s thoughts; Gaius Marius was sure to declare himself a candidate.


  The idea of presenting the electorate with a pair of candidates eager to stand as partners appealed to the Policy Makers very strongly; Antonius and Memmius together stood a chance of breaking Marius’s iron hold on the senior chair. Except that Antonius stubbornly refused to give up his triumph for the sake of the consulship by yielding his imperium and stepping across the pomerium to declare himself a candidate.


  “I can run for the consulship next year,” he said when Catulus Caesar and Scaurus Princeps Senatus came to see him on the Campus Martius. “The triumph is more important—I’ll probably never fight another good war again as long as I live.” And from that stand he could not be budged.


  “All right,” said Scaurus to Catulus Caesar as they came away from Antonius’s camp despondent, “we’ll just have to bend the rules a little. Gaius Marius thinks nothing of breaking them, so why should we be scrupulous when so much is at stake?”


  But it was Catulus Caesar who proposed their solution to the House, meeting with just enough members present to make a quorum in yet another safe location, the temple of Jupiter Stator near the Circus Flaminius.


  “These are trying times,” Catulus Caesar said. “Normally all the candidates for the curule magistracies must present themselves to the Senate and the People in the Forum Romanum to declare their candidacies. Unfortunately the shortage of grain and the constant demonstrations in the Forum Romanum have rendered this location untenable. Might I humbly beg the Conscript Fathers to shift the candidates’ tribunal—for this one extraordinary year only!— to a special convocation of the Centuriate Assembly in the saepta on the Campus Martius? We must do something about holding elections! And if we do shift the curule candidates’ ceremony to the saepta, it’s a start—the requisite time between the declarations and the elections can elapse. It would also be fair to Marcus Antonius, who wants to stand for the consulship, but cannot cross the pomerium without abandoning his triumph, yet cannot hold his triumph because of the unrest in our hungry city. On the Campus Martius he can present himself as a candidate. We all expect that the crowds will go home after the tribunes of the plebs are elected and take office. So Marcus Antonius can hold his triumph as soon as the new college goes in, after which we can hold the curule elections.”


  “Why are you so sure the crowds will go home after the new College of Tribunes of the Plebs takes office, Quintus Lutatius?” asked Saturninus.


  “I should have thought you of all people could answer that, Lucius Appuleius!” snapped Catulus Caesar. “It’s you draws them to the Forum—it’s you up there day after day haranguing them, making them promises neither you nor this august body can keep! How can we buy grain that doesn’t exist?”


  “I’ll still be up there speaking to the crowd after my term is over,” said Saturninus.


  “You will not,” said Catulus Caesar. “Once you’re a privatus again, Lucius Appuleius, if it takes me a month and a hundred men, I’ll find some law on the tablets or some precedent that makes it illegal for you to speak from the rostra or any other spot in the Forum!”


  Saturninus laughed, roars of laughter, howls of laughter; and yet no one there made the mistake of thinking he was amused. “Search to your heart’s content, Quintus Lutatius! It won’t make any difference. I’m not going to be a privatus after the current tribunician year is finished, because I’m going to be a tribune of the plebs all over again! Yes, I’m taking a leaf out of Gaius Marius’s book, and with no legal constraints to have you yammering after my blood! There’s nothing to stop a man’s seeking the tribunate of the plebs over and over again!”


  “There are custom and tradition,” said Scaurus. “Enough to stop all men save you and Gaius Gracchus from seeking a third term. And you ought to take warning from Gaius Gracchus. He died in the Grove of Furrina with only a slave for company.”


  “I have better company than that,” countered Saturninus. “We men of Picenum stick together—eh, Titus Labienus?—eh, Gaius Saufeius? You’ll not get rid of us so easily!”


  “Don’t tempt the gods,” said Scaurus. “They do love a challenge from men, Lucius Appuleius!”


  “I’m not afraid of the gods, Marcus Aemilius! The gods are on my side,” said Saturninus, and left the meeting.


  “I tried to tell him,” said Sulla, passing Scaurus and Catulus Caesar. “He’s riding a half-mad horse for a fall.”


  “So’s that one,” said Catulus Caesar to Scaurus after Sulla was out of earshot.


  “So is half the Senate, if only we knew it,” said Scaurus, lingering to look around him. “This truly is a beautiful temple, Quintus Lutatius! A credit to Metellus Macedonicus. But it was a lonely place today without Metellus Numidicus.” Then he shrugged his shoulders, cheered up. “Come, we’d better catch our esteemed junior consul before he bolts to the very back of his warren. He can perform the sacrifice to Mars as well as to Jupiter Optimus Maximus—if we make it an all-white suovetaurilla, that should surely buy us divine approval to hold the curule candidacy ceremony on the Campus Martius!”


  “Who’s going to foot the bill for a white cow, a white sow, and a white ewe?” asked Catulus Caesar, jerking his head to where Metellus Piglet and Caepio Junior were standing together. “Our Treasury quaestors will squeal louder than all three of the sacrificial victims.”


  “Oh, I think Lucius Valerius the white rabbit can pay,” said Scaurus, grinning. “He’s got access to Mars!”


  *


  On the last day of November a message came from Gaius Marius, convening a meeting of the Senate for the next day in the Curia Hostilia. For once the current turmoil in the Forum Romanum couldn’t keep the Conscript Fathers away, so agog were they to see what Gaius Marius was like. The House was packed and everyone came earlier than the dawn did on the Kalends of December to be sure they beat him, speculations flying as they waited.


  He walked in last of the entire body, as tall, as broad-shouldered, as proud as he had ever been, nothing in his gait to suggest the cripple, his left hand curled normally around the folds of his purple-bordered toga. Ah, but it was there for all the world to see upon his poor face, its old beetling self on the right side, a mournful travesty on the left.


  Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus put his hands together and began to applaud, the first clap echoing about the ancient hall’s naked rafters and bouncing off the ruddy bellies of the terracotta tiles which formed both ceiling and roof. One by one the Conscript Fathers joined in, so that by the time Marius reached his curule chair the whole House was thundering at him. He didn’t smile; to smile was to accentuate the clownlike asymmetry of his face so unbearably that every time he did it, whoever watched grew moist in the eyes, from Julia to Sulla. Instead, he simply stood by his ivory seat, nodding and bowing regally until the ovation died away.


  Scaurus got up, smiling broadly. “Gaius Marius, how good it is to see you! The House has been as dull as a rainy day these last months. As Leader of the House, it is my pleasure to welcome you home.”


  “I thank you, Princeps Senatus—Conscript Fathers—my fellow magistrates,” Marius said, his voice clear, not one slurred word. In spite of his resolve, a slight smile lifted the right side of his mouth upward, though the left corner stayed dismally slumped. “If it is a pleasure for you to welcome me home, it cannot be one tenth the pleasure it is to me to be home! As you can see, I have been ill.”


  He drew a long breath everyone could hear; and hear the sadness in its quaver halfway through. “And though my illness is past, I bear its scars. Before I call this House to order and we get down to business which seems sorely in need of our attention, I wish to make a statement. I will not be seeking re-election as consul—for two reasons. The first, that the emergency which faced the State and resulted in my being allowed the unprecedented honor of so many consecutive consulships is now conclusively, finally, positively over. The second, that I do not consider my health would enable me to perform my duties properly. The responsibility I must bear for the present chaos here in Rome is manifest. If I had been here in Rome, the senior consul’s presence would have helped. That is why there is a senior consul. I do not accuse Lucius Valerius or Marcus Aemilius or any other official of this body. The senior consul must lead. I have not been able to lead. And that has taught me that I cannot seek re-election. Let the office of senior consul pass to a man in good health.”


  No one replied. No one moved. If his twisted face had indicated this was in the wind, the degree of stunned shock every last one of them now felt was proof of the ascendancy he had gained over them during the past five years. A Senate without Gaius Marius in the consul’s chair? Impossible! Even Scaurus Princeps Senatus and Catulus Caesar sat shocked.


  Then came a voice from the back tier behind Scaurus. “Guh-guh-good!” said Metellus Piglet. “Now my fuh-fuh-father can cuh-cuh-cuh-come home.”


  “I thank you for the compliment, young Metellus,” Marius said, looking directly up at him. “You infer that it is only I who keeps your father in his exile on Rhodes. But such is not the case, you know. It is the law of the land keeps Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus in exile. And I strictly charge each and every member of this august body to remember that! There will be no decrees or plebiscites or laws upset because I am not consul!”


  “Young fool!” muttered Scaurus to Catulus Caesar. “If he hadn’t said that, we could quietly have brought Quintus Caecilius back early next year. Now he won’t be allowed to come. I really think it’s time young Metellus was presented with an extra name.”


  “What?” asked Catulus Caesar.


  “Puh-Puh-Puh-Pius!” said Scaurus savagely. “Metellus Pius the pious son, ever striving to bring his tata home! And stuh-stuh-stuffing it up!”


  It was extraordinary to see how quickly the House got down to business now that Gaius Marius was in the consul’s chair, extraordinary too to feel a sense of wellbeing permeating the members of the House, as if suddenly the crowds outside couldn’t matter the way they had until Gaius Marius reappeared.


  Informed of the change in venue for the presentation of the curule candidates, Marius simply nodded consent, then curtly ordered Saturninus to call the Plebeian Assembly together and elect some magistrates; until this was out of the way, no other magistrates could be elected.


  After which, Marius turned to face Gaius Servilius Glaucia, sitting in the urban praetor’s chair just behind and to his left. “I hear a rumor, Gaius Servilius,” he said to Glaucia, “that you intend to seek the consulship on the grounds of invalidities you have allegedly found in the lex Villia. Please do not. The lex Villia annalis unequivocally says that a man must wait two years between the end of his praetorship and the beginning of any consulship.”


  “Look at who’s talking!” gasped Glaucia, staggered to find opposition in the one senatorial corner where he had thought to find support. “How can you stand there so brazenly, Gaius Marius, accusing me of thinking of breaking the lex Villia when you’ve broken it in fact for the last five years in a row? If the lex Villia is valid, then it unequivocally states that no man who has been consul may seek a second consulship until ten years have elapsed!”


  “I did not seek the consulship beyond that once, Gaius Servilius,” said Marius levelly. “It was bestowed upon me—and three times in absentia!—because of the Germans. When a state of emergency exists, all sorts of customs—even laws!—come tumbling down. But when the danger is finally over, whatever extraordinary measures were taken must cease.”


  “Ha ha ha!” said Metellus Piglet from the back row, this being an interjection in perfect accord with his speech impediment.


  “Peace has come, Conscript Fathers,” said Marius as if no one had spoken, “therefore we return to normal business and normal government. Gaius Servilius, the law forbids you to stand for the consulship. And as the presiding officer of the elections, I will not allow your candidacy. Please take this as fair warning. Give up the notion gracefully, for it does not become you. Rome needs lawmakers of your undeniable talent. For you cannot make the laws if you break the laws.”


  “I told you so!” said Saturninus audibly.


  “He can’t stop me, and nor can anyone else,” said Glaucia, loudly enough for the whole House to hear him.


  “He’ll stop you,” said Saturninus.


  “As for you, Lucius Appuleius,” Marius said, turning now to look at the tribunes’ bench, “I hear a rumor that you intend to seek a third term as a tribune of the plebs. Now that is not against the law. Therefore I cannot stop you. But I can ask you to give up the notion. Do not give our meaning of the word ‘demagogue’ a new interpretation. What you have been doing during the past few months is not customary political practice for a member of the Senate of Rome. With our immense body of laws and our formidable talent for making the cogs and gears of government work in the interests of Rome as we know it, there is no necessity to exploit the political gullibility of the lowly. They are innocents who should not be corrupted. It is our duty to look after them, not to use them to further our own political ends.”


  “Are you finished?” asked Saturninus.


  “Quite finished, Lucius Appuleius.” And the way Marius said it, it had many meanings.


  *


  So that was over and done with, he thought as he walked home with the crafty new gait he had developed to disguise a tiny tendency to foot-drop on the left side. How odd and how awful those months in Cumae had been, when he had hidden away and seen as few people as possible because he couldn’t bear the horror, the pity, the gloating satisfaction. Most unbearable of all were those who loved him enough to grieve, like Publius Rutilius. Sweet and gentle Julia had turned into a positive tyrant, and flatly forbidden anyone, even Publius Rutilius, to say one word about politics or public business. He hadn’t known of the grain crisis, he hadn’t known of Saturninus’s wooing of the lowly; his life had constricted to an austere regimen of diet, exercise, and reading the Classics. Instead of a nice bit of bacon with fried bread, he ate baked watermelon because Julia had heard it purged the kidneys, both the bladders, and the blood of stones; instead of walking to the Curia Hostilia, he hiked to Baiae and Misenum; instead of reading senatorial minutes and provincial dispatches, he plodded through Isocrates and Herodotus and Thucydides, and ended in believing none of them, for they didn’t read like men who acted, only like men who read.


  But it worked. Slowly, slowly, he got better. Yet never again would he be whole, never again would the left side of his mouth go up, never again would he be able to disguise the fact that he was weary. The traitor within the gates of his body had branded him for all the world to see. It was this realization which finally prompted his rebellion; and Julia, who had been amazed that he remained docile for so long, gave in at once. So he sent for Publius Rutilius, and returned to Rome to pick up what pieces he could.


  Of course he knew Saturninus would not stand aside, yet felt obliged to give him the warning; as for Glaucia, his election would never be allowed, so that was no worry. At least the elections would go ahead now, with the tribunes of the plebs set for the day before the Nones and the quaestors on the Nones, the day they were supposed to enter office. These were the disturbing elections, for they had to be held in the Comitia of the Forum Romanum, where the crowd milled every day, and shouted obscenities, and pelted the togate with filth, and shook their fists, and listened in blind adoration to Saturninus.


  Not that they hissed or pelted Gaius Marius, who walked through their midst on his way home from that memorable meeting feeling nothing but the warmth of their love. No one lower than the Second Class would ever look unkindly upon Gaius Marius; like the Brothers Gracchi, he was a hero. There were those who looked upon his face, and wept to see it ravaged; there were those who had never set eyes on him in the flesh before, and thought his face had always been like that, and admired him all the more; but none tried to touch him, all stepped back to make a little lane for him, and he walked proudly yet humbly through them reaching out to them with heart and mind. A wordless communion. And Saturninus, watching from the rostra, wondered.


  “The crowd is an awesome phenomenon, isn’t it?” Sulla asked Marius over dinner that evening, in the company of Publius Rutilius Rufus and Julia.


  “A sign of the times,” said Rutilius.


  “A sign that we’ve failed them,” said Marius, frowning. “Rome needs a rest. Ever since Gaius Gracchus we’ve been in some kind of serious trouble—Jugurtha—the Germans— the Scordisci—Italian discontent—slave uprisings—pirates—grain shortages—the list is endless. We need a respite, a bit of time to look after Rome rather than ourselves. Hopefully, we’ll get it. When the grain supply improves, at any rate.”


  “I have a message from Aurelia,” said Sulla.


  Marius, Julia, and Rutilius Rufus all turned to look at him curiously.


  “Do you see her, Lucius Cornelius?” Rutilius Rufus the watchful uncle demanded.


  “Don’t get clucky, Publius Rutilius, there’s no need!


  Yes, I see her from time to time. It takes a native to sympathize, which is why I go. She’s stuck down there in the Subura, and it’s my world too,” he said, unruffled. “I still have friends there, so Aurelia’s on my way, if you know what I mean.”


  “Oh dear, I should have asked her to dinner!” said Julia, distressed at her oversight. “Somehow she tends to be forgotten.”


  “She understands,” said Sulla. “Don’t mistake me, she loves her world. But she likes to keep a little abreast of what’s happening in the Forum, and that’s my job. You’re her uncle, Publius Rutilius, you tend to want to keep the trouble from her. Where I tell her everything. She’s amazingly intelligent.”


  “What’s the message?” asked Marius, sipping water.


  “It comes from her friend Lucius Decumius, the odd little fellow who runs the crossroads college in her insula, and it goes something like this—if you think there have been crowds in the Forum, you haven’t seen anything yet. On the day of the tribunician elections, the sea of faces will become an ocean.”


  *


  Lucius Decumius was right. At sunrise Gaius Marius and Lucius Cornelius Sulla walked up onto the Arx of the Capitol and stood leaning on the low wall barring the top of the Lautumiae cliff to take in the sight of the whole Forum Romanum spread below. As far as they could see was that ocean of people, densely packed from the Clivus Capitolinus to the Velia. It was orderly, somber, shot with menace, breathtaking.


  “Why?” asked Marius.


  “According to Lucius Decumius, they’re here to make their presence felt. The Comitia will be in session to elect the new tribunes of the plebs, and they’ve heard that Saturninus is going to stand, and they think he’s their best hope for full bellies. The famine has only just begun, Gaius Marius. And they don’t want a famine,” said Sulla, voice even.


  “But they can’t influence the outcome of a tribal election, any more than they can elections in the Centuries! Almost all of them will belong to the four city tribes.”


  “True. And there won’t be many voters from the thirty-one rural tribes apart from those who live in Rome,” said Sulla. “There’s no holiday atmosphere today to tempt the rural voters. So a handful of what’s below will actually vote. They know that. They’re not here to vote. They’re just here to make us aware they’re here.”


  “Saturninus’s idea?” asked Marius.


  “No. His crowd is the one you saw on the Kalends, and every day since. The shitters and pissers, I call them. Just rabble. Denizens of crossroads colleges, ex-gladiators, thieves and malcontents, gullible shopkeepers bleeding from the lack of money, freedmen bored with groveling to their ex-masters, and many who think there might be a denarius or two to be made out of keeping Lucius Appuleius a tribune of the plebs.”


  “They’re actually more than that,” said Marius. “They’re a devoted following for the first man ever to stand on the rostra and take them seriously.’’ He shifted his weight onto his paretic left foot. “But these people here today don’t belong to Lucius Appuleius Saturninus. They don’t belong to anyone. Ye gods, there weren’t more Cimbri on the field at Vercellae than I see here! And I don’t have an army. All I have is a purple-bordered toga. A sobering thought.”


  “Indeed it is,” said Sulla.


  “Though, I don’t know.... Maybe my purple-bordered toga is all the army I need. All of a sudden, Lucius Cornelius, I’m looking at Rome in a different light than ever before. Today they’ve brought themselves down there to show themselves to us. But every day they’re inside Rome, going about whatever is their business. Within an hour they could be down there showing themselves to us again. And we believe we govern them?”


  “We do, Gaius Marius. They can’t govern themselves. They put themselves in our keeping. But Gaius Gracchus gave them cheap bread to eat, and the aediles give them wonderful games to watch. Now Saturninus comes along and promises them cheap bread in the midst of a famine. He can’t keep his promise, and they’re beginning to suspect he can’t. Which is really why they’ve come to show themselves to him during his elections,” said Sulla.


  Marius had found his metaphor. “They’re a gigantic yet very good-natured bull. When he comes to meet you because you have a bucket in your hand, all he’s interested in is the food he knows you’ve got in the bucket. But when he discovers the bucket is empty, he doesn’t turn in terrible rage to gore you. He just assumes you’ve hidden his food somewhere on your person, and crushes you to death looking for it without even noticing he’s turned you into pulp beneath his feet.”


  “Saturninus is carrying an empty bucket,” said Sulla.


  “Precisely,’’ said Marius, and turned away from the wall. “Come, Lucius Cornelius, let’s take the bull by his horns.”


  “And hope,” said Sulla, grinning, “that he doesn’t have any hay on them after all!”


  No one in the gargantuan crowd made it difficult for the senators and politically minded citizens who normally always cast their votes in the Comitia to get through; while Marius mounted the rostra, Sulla went to stand on the Senate steps with the rest of the patrician senators. The actual voters of the Plebeian Assembly that day found themselves an island in the ocean of fairly silent onlookers—and a sunken island at that, the rostra like a flat-topped rock standing above the well of the Comitia and the top surface of the ocean. Of course Saturninus’s thousands of rabble had been expected, which had led many of the senators and normal voters to secret knives or clubs beneath their togas, especially Caepio Junior’s little band of conservative young boni; but here was no Saturninian rabble. Here was all of lowly Rome in protest. Knives and clubs were suddenly felt to be a mistake.


  One by one the twenty candidates standing for election as tribunes of the plebs declared themselves, while Marius stood by watchfully. First to do so was the presiding tribune, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus. And the whole vast crowd began to cheer him deafeningly, a reception which clearly amazed him, Marius discovered, shifting to where he could keep his eyes on Saturninus’s face. Saturninus was thinking, and transparently: what a following was this for one man! What might he not be able to do with three hundred thousand Roman lowly at his back? Who would ever have the courage to keep him out of the tribunate of the plebs when this monster cheered its approval?


  Those who followed Saturninus in declaring their candidacies were greeted with indifferent silence; Publius Furius, Quintus Pompeius Rufus of the Picenum Pompeys, Sextus Titius whose origins were Samnite, and the red-haired, grey-eyed, extremely aristocratic-looking Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus, grandson of the Tusculan peasant Cato the Censor and great-grandson of a Celtic slave.


  Last of all appeared none other than Lucius Equitius, the self-styled bastard son of Tiberius Gracchus whom Metellus Numidicus when censor had tried to exclude from the rolls of the Ordo Equester. The crowd began to cheer again, great billows of wildly enthusiastic sound; here stood a relic of the beloved Tiberius Gracchus. And Marius discovered how accurate his metaphor of the gigantic gentle bull had been, for the crowd began to move toward Lucius Equitius elevated on the rock of the rostra, utterly oblivious of its power. Its inexorable tidal swell crushed those in the Comitia and its environs closer and closer together. Little waves of panic began among these intending voters as they experienced the suffocating sense of helpless terror all men feel who find themselves at the center of a force they cannot resist.


  While everyone else stood paralyzed, the paralyzed Gaius Marius stepped forward quickly and held out his hands palms facing-out, miming a gesture which commanded HALT HALT HALT! The crowd halted immediately, the pressure decreased a little, and now the cheers were for Gaius Marius, the First Man in Rome, the Third Founder of Rome, the Conqueror of the Germans.


  “Quickly, you fool!” he snapped at Saturninus, who stood apparently rapt, entranced by the noise emanating from those cheering throats. “Say you heard thunder— anything to dismiss the meeting! If we don’t get our voters out of the Comitia, the crowd will kill them by sheer weight of numbers!’’ Then he had the heralds sound their trumpets, and in the sudden silence he lifted his hands again. “Thunder!” he shouted. “The voting will take place tomorrow! Go home, people of Rome! Go home, go home!”


  And the crowd went home.


  Luckily most of the senators had sought shelter inside their own Curia, where Marius followed as soon as he could make his way. Saturninus, he noted, had descended from the rostra and was walking fearlessly into the maw of the crowd, smiling and holding out his arms like one of those peculiar Pisidian mystics who believed in the laying-on of hands. And Glaucia the urban praetor? He had ascended the rostra, and stood observing Saturninus among the crowd, the broadest of smiles upon his fair face.


  The faces turned to Marius when he entered the Curia were white rather than fair, drawn rather than smiling.


  “And what a vat of pickles is this!” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus, unbowed as usual, but definitely a little daunted.


  Marius looked at the clusters of Conscript Fathers and said, very firmly, “Go home, please! The crowd won’t hurt you, but slip up the Argiletum, even if you’re heading for the Palatine. If all you have to complain about is a very long walk home, you’re doing well. Now go! Go!”


  Those he wanted to stay he tapped on the shoulder; just Sulla, Scaurus, Metellus Caprarius the censor, Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, Crassus Orator, and Crassus’s cousin Scaevola, who were the curule aediles. Sulla, he noticed with interest, went up to Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet, murmured something to them, and gave them what looked suspiciously like affectionate pats on the shoulder as they left the building. I must find out what’s going on, said Marius to himself, but later. When I have the time. If I ever do, judging by this mess.


  “Well, today we’ve seen something none of us has ever seen before,” he began. “Frightening, isn’t it?”


  “I don’t think they mean any harm,” said Sulla.


  “Nor do I,” said Marius. “But they’re still the gigantic bull who doesn’t know his own strength.” He beckoned to his chief scribe. “Find someone to run up the Forum, will you? I want the president of the College of Lictors here at once.”


  “What do you suggest we do?” asked Scaurus. “Postpone the plebeian elections?”


  “No, we may as well get them over and done with,” Marius said positively. “At the moment our crowd-bull is a docile beast, but who knows how angry he might become as the famine worsens? Let’s not wait until he has to have hay wrapped round his horns to signify he gores, because it will be one of our chests he plugs if we do wait. I’ve sent for the head lictor because I think our bull will be bluffed tomorrow by a fence he could easily walk through. I’ll have the public slaves work all night to set up a harmless-looking barricade all the way around the well of the Comitia and the ground between the Comitia and the Senate steps—just the usual sort of thing we erect in the Forum to fence off the area of combat from the spectators during funeral games, because they’ll know the look of that, and not see it as a manifestation of fear on our part. Then I’ll put every lictor Rome possesses on the inside of the barricade—all in crimson tunics, not togate, but unarmed except for staves. Whatever we do, we mustn’t give our bull the dangerous idea that he’s bigger and stronger than we are—bulls can think, you know! And tomorrow we hold the tribunician elections—I don’t care if there are only thirty-five men there to vote. Which means all of you will go visiting on your ways home today, and command the senators in your vicinity to turn up ready to vote tomorrow. That way, we’ll be sure to have at least one member of each of the tribes. It may be a skinny vote, but a vote it will be nonetheless. Understood, everyone?”


  “Understood,” said Scaurus.


  “Where was Quintus Lutatius today?” asked Sulla of Scaurus.


  “Ill, I believe,” said Scaurus. “It would be genuine—he doesn’t lack courage.”


  Marius looked at Metellus Caprarius the censor. “You, Gaius Caecilius, have the worst job tomorrow,” he said, “for when Equitius declares himself a candidate, I’m going to have to ask you if you will allow him to stand. How will you say?”


  Caprarius didn’t hesitate. “I’ll say no, Gaius Marius. A man who was a slave, to become a tribune of the plebs? It’s unthinkable.”


  “All right, that’s all, thank you,” Marius said. “Be on your way, and get all our quivering fellow members here tomorrow. Lucius Cornelius, stay. I’m putting you in charge of the lictors, so you’d better be here when their head man comes.”


  *


  The crowd was back in the Forum at dawn, to find the well of the Comitia cordoned off by the simple portable post-and-rope fencing they saw every time the Forum became the site of someone’s gladiatorial funeral games; a crimson-tunicked lictor holding a long thick stave was positioned every few feet on the inside of the barricade’s perimeter. Nothing nasty in that. And when Gaius Marius stepped forward and shouted his explanation, that he wanted no one inadvertently crushed, he was cheered as loudly as on the previous day. What the crowd couldn’t see was the group inside the Curia Hostilia, positioned there well before dawn by Sulla: his fifty young members of the First Class, all clad in cuirasses and helmets, swords and daggers belted on, and carrying shields. An excited Caepio Junior was only their deputy leader, however, for Sulla was in command himself.


  “We move only if I say we move,” Sulla said, “and I mean it. If anyone moves without an order from me, I’ll kill him.”


  On the rostra everyone was set to go; in the well of the Comitia a surprisingly large number of regular voters clustered along with perhaps half the Senate, while the patrician senators stood as always on the Senate steps. Among them was Catulus Caesar, looking ill enough to have been provided with a chair; also among them was the censor Caprarius, another whose plebeian status should have meant he went into the Comitia, but who wanted to be where everyone could see him.


  When Saturninus declared his candidacy once more, the crowd cheered him hysterically; clearly his laying-on-of-hands visit on the previous day had worked wonders. As before, the rest of the candidates were greeted with silence. Until in last place came Lucius Equitius.


  Marius swung to face the Senate steps, and lifted his one mobile eyebrow in a mute question to Metellus Caprarius; and Metellus Caprarius shook his head emphatically. To have spoken the question was impossible, for the crowd went on cheering Lucius Equitius as if it never intended to stop.


  The heralds sounded their trumpets, Marius stepped forward, silence fell. “This man, Lucius Equitius, is not eligible for election as a tribune of the plebs!” he cried as loudly as he could. “There is an ambiguity about his citizen status which the censor must clarify before Lucius Equitius can stand for any public office attached to the Senate and People of Rome!”


  Saturninus brushed past Marius and stood on the very edge of the rostra. “I deny any irregularity!”


  “I declare on behalf of the censor that an irregularity does exist,” said Marius, unmoved.


  So Saturninus turned to appeal to the crowd. “Lucius Equitius is as much a Roman as any of you!” he shrieked. “Look at him, only look at him! Tiberius Gracchus all over again!”


  But Lucius Equitius was staring down into the well of the Comitia, a place below the vision of the crowd, even those in its forefront. Here senators and sons of senators were pulling knives and cudgels from beneath their robes, and moved as if to drag Lucius Equitius down into their midst.


  Lucius Equitius, brave veteran of ten years in the legions—according to his own story, anyway—shrank back, turned to Marius, and clutched his free right arm. “Help me!” he whimpered.


  “I’d like to help you with the toe of my boot, you silly troublemaker,” growled Marius. “However, the business of the day is to get this election over and done with. You can’t stand, but if you stay on the rostra someone’s going to lynch you. The best I can do to safeguard your hide is put you in the cells of the Lautumiae until everyone’s gone home.”


  Two dozen lictors stood on the rostra, a dozen of them carrying the fasces because they belonged to the consul Gaius Marius; the consul Gaius Marius formed them around Lucius Equitius and had him marched away toward the Lautumiae, his progress through the crowd marked by a kind of parting of the people-ocean in response to the authority inherent in those simple crimson-corded bundles of rods.


  I don’t believe it, thought Marius, eyes following the parting of the people-ocean. To hear them cheer, they adore the man the way they adore no gods. To them it must look as if I’ve put the creature under arrest. But what are they doing? What they always, always do whenever they see a line of lictors marching-along with fasces on their shoulders and some purple-bordered toga strutting at their rear— they’re standing aside to permit the majesty of Rome the right of way. Not even for a Lucius Equitius will they destroy the power of the rods and the purple-bordered toga. There goes Rome. What’s a Lucius Equitius, when all is said and done? A pathetic facsimile of Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus, whom they loved, loved, loved. They’re not cheering Lucius Equitius! They’re cheering the memory of Tiberius Gracchus.


  And a new kind of pride-filled emotion welled up in Gaius Marius as he continued to watch that lictorial dorsal fin cleave the ocean of Roman lowly—pride in the old ways, the customs and traditions of six hundred and fifty-four years, so powerful still that it could turn a tide greater than the German invasion with no more effort than the shouldering of a few bundles of sticks. And I, thought Gaius Marius, stand here in my purple-bordered toga, unafraid of anything because I wear it, and know myself greater than any king who ever walked this globe. For I have no army, and inside their city I have no axes thrust into the rods, nor a bodyguard of swords; and yet they stand aside for the mere symbols of my authority, a few sticks and a shapeless piece of cloth rimmed with less purple than they can see any day on some unspeakable saltatrix tonsa parading his stuff. Yes, I would rather be consul of Rome than king of the world.


  Back came the lictors from the Lautumiae, and shortly thereafter back came Lucius Equitius, whom the crowd gently rescued from the cells and popped back on the rostra with a minimum of fuss—almost, it seemed to Marius, apologetically. And there he stood, a shivering wreck, wishing himself anywhere but where he was. To Marius the crowd’s message was explicit: fill my bucket, I’m hungry, don’t hide my food.


  In the meantime Saturninus was proceeding with his election as quickly as he could, anxious to make sure he got himself returned before anything untoward could happen. His head was filled with dazzled dreams of the future, the might and majesty of that crowd, the way it showed its adoration of him. Did they cheer Lucius Equitius, just because he looked like Tiberius Gracchus? Did they cheer Gaius Marius, broken old idiot that he was, because he’d saved Rome from the barbarians? Ah, but they didn’t cheer Equitius or Marius the way they cheered him! And what material to work with—no rabble out of the Suburan stews, this crowd! This crowd was made up of respectable people whose bellies were empty yet whose principles remained intact.


  One by one the candidates stepped forward, and the tribes voted, while the tally clerks scribbled busily and both Marius and Saturninus kept watch; until the moment when, in last place of all, it came time to deal with Lucius Equitius. Marius looked at Saturninus. Saturninus looked at Marius. Marius looked across to the Senate steps.


  “What do you wish me to say this time, Gaius Caecilius Metellus Caprarius Censor?” Marius called out. “Do you wish me to continue denying this man the right to stand for election, or do you withdraw your objection?”


  Caprarius looked helplessly at Scaurus, who looked at the grey-faced Catulus Caesar, who looked at Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, who refused to look at anyone. A long pause ensued; the crowd watched in silence, fascinated, not having the remotest idea what was going on.


  “Let him stand!” shouted Metellus Caprarius.


  “Let him stand,” said Marius to Saturninus.


  And when the results were tallied, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus came in in first place for a third term as a tribune of the plebs; Cato Salonianus, Quintus Pompeius Rufus, Publius Furius, and Sextus Titius were elected; and, in second place, only three or four behind Saturninus, the ex-slave Lucius Equitius was returned as a tribune of the plebs.


  “What a servile college we’re going to have this year!” said Catulus Caesar, sneering.’ ‘Not only a Cato Salonianus, but an actual freedman!”


  “The Republic is dead,” said Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, with a look of loathing for Metellus Caprarius.


  “Well, what else could I do?” bleated Metellus Billy Goat.


  Other senators were coming up, and Sulla’s armed guard, divested of its accoutrements, emerged from the interior of the Curia. The Senate steps seemed the safest place, though it was becoming obvious that the crowd, having seen its heroes elected, was going home.


  Caepio Junior spat in the direction of the crowd. “Goodbye to the rabble for today!” he said, face contorted. “Look at them! Thieves, murderers, rapists of their own daughters!”


  “They’re not rabble, Quintus Servilius,” said Marius sternly. “They’re Roman and they’re poor, but not thieves or murderers. And they’re fed up with millet and turnips already. You’d better hope that friend Lucius Equitius doesn’t stir them up. They’ve been very well behaved throughout these wretched elections, but that could change as the millet and turnips get dearer and dearer in the markets.”


  “Oh, there’s no need to worry about that!” said Gaius Memmius cheerfully, pleased that the tribunes of the plebs were duly elected and his joint candidacy with Marcus Antonius Orator for the consulship looked more promising than ever. “Things will improve in a few days. Marcus Antonius was telling me that our agents in Asia Province managed to buy in a great deal of wheat from way up at the north of the Euxine somewhere. The first of the grain fleets should arrive in Puteoli any day.”


  Everyone was staring at him, openmouthed.


  “Well,” said Marius, forgetting that he could not smile in sweet irony anymore, and so producing a terrifying grimace, “all of us are aware that you seem to have a gift for seeing the future of the grain supply, but how exactly do you happen to be privy to this information when I—the senior consul!—and Marcus Aemilius here—Princeps Senatus as well as curator annonae!—are not privy to it?”


  Some twenty pairs of eyes were fixed on his face; Memmius swallowed. “It’s no secret, Gaius Marius. The subject came up in conversation in Athens when Marcus Antonius returned from his last trip to Pergamum. He saw some of our grain agents there, and they told him.”


  “And why hasn’t Marcus Antonius seen fit to apprise me, the curator of our grain supply?” asked Scaurus icily.


  “I suppose because—like me, really—he just assumed you knew. The agents have written, why wouldn’t you know?”


  “Their letters haven’t arrived,” said Marius, winking at Scaurus. “May I thank you, Gaius Memmius, for bearing this splendid news?”


  “Indeed,” said Scaurus, temper evaporating.


  “We had better hope for all our sakes that no tempest blows up and sends the grain to the bottom of the Middle Sea,” Marius said, deciding the crowd had now dispersed enough for him to walk home, and not averse to talking with some of its members. “Senators, we meet here again tomorrow for the quaestorian elections. And the day after that, we will all go out to the Campus Martius to see the candidates for consuls and praetors declare themselves. Good day to you.”


  “You’re a cretin, Gaius Memmius,” said Catulus Caesar crushingly from his chair.


  Gaius Memmius decided he didn’t need an argument with one of the high aristocracy, and walked off in Gaius Marius’s wake, having decided he would visit Marcus Antonius in his hired villa on the Campus Martius and apprise him of the day’s events. As he strode out briskly he saw how he and Marcus Antonius could pick up additional merit with the electors. He would make sure their agents went among the Centuries as they gathered to witness the declaration of the curule candidates the day after tomorrow; they could spread the news of the coming grain fleets as if he and Marcus Antonius were responsible. The First and Second Classes might deplore the cost of cheap grain to the State, but having seen the size of the crowd in the Forum, Memmius thought they might be very grateful to think of Roman bellies full of bread baked from cheap grain.


  At dawn on the day of the presentation of candidates in the saepta, he set off to walk from the Palatine to the Campus Martius, accompanied by an elated throng of clients and friends, all sure he and Antonius would get in. Buoyant and laughing, they walked briskly through the Forum Romanum in the cold breeze of a fine late-autumn morning, shivering a little when they passed through the deep shade of the Fontinalis Gate, but positive that down on the sunny plain spread beneath the Arx lay victory. Gaius Memmius would be consul.


  Other men were walking to the saepta too, in groups, couples, trios, but rarely alone; a man of the classes important enough to vote in the curule elections liked company in public, for it added to his dignitas.


  Where the road coming down from the Quirinal ran into the Via Lata, Gaius Memmius and his companions encountered some fifty men escorting none other than Gaius Servilius Glaucia.


  Memmius stopped in his tracks, astounded. “And where do you think you’re going dressed like that?” he asked, eyeing Glaucia’s toga Candida. Specially bleached by days hanging in the sun, then whitened to blinding purity by copious applications of powdered chalk, the toga Candida could be worn only by one who was standing for election to a public office.


  “I’m a candidate for the consulship,” said Glaucia.


  “You’re not, you know,” said Memmius.


  “Oh yes I am!”


  “Gaius Marius said you couldn’t stand.”


  “Gaius Marius said I couldn’t stand,” Glaucia mimicked in a namby-pamby voice, then ostentatiously turned his back on Memmius and began to speak to his followers in a loud voice which dripped homosexual overtones. “Gaius Marius said I couldn’t stand! Well! I must say it’s a bit stiff when real men can’t stand, but pretty little pansies can!”


  The exchange had gathered an audience, not unusual under the circumstances, for part of the general enjoyment of the proceedings were the clashes between rival candidates; that this clash had occurred before the open field of the saepta had been reached made little difference to the audience, swelling as more and more men came along the Via Lata from town.


  Painfully aware of the audience, Gaius Memmius writhed. All his life he had suffered the curse of being too good-looking, with its inevitable taunts—he was too pretty, he couldn’t be trusted, he liked boys, he was a lightweight—on and on and on. Now Glaucia saw fit to mock him in front of all these men, these voters. Oh, he didn’t need to have them reminded of the old homosexual tag on this day above all others!


  And understandably Gaius Memmius saw red. Before anyone with him could anticipate his intention, he stepped forward, put his hand on Glaucia’s left shoulder, and ripped the pristine toga off it. Then as Glaucia spun round to see who was assaulting him, Memmius swung a wild punch at Glaucia’s left ear, and connected. Down went Glaucia, Memmius on top of him, both pristine togas now grimed and smeared. But Glaucia’s men had concealed clubs and cudgels about their persons; out they came swinging; Glaucia’s men waded into the stunned ranks of Memmius’s companions, laying about with furious glee. The Memmius entourage disintegrated at once, its members flying in all directions crying for help.


  Typical of uninvolved bystanders, the audience made no move to help, just watched with avid interest; to do it justice, however, no one looking on dreamed that what he saw was anything more than a brawl between two candidates. The weapons were a surprise, but the supporters of candidates had been known to carry weapons before.


  Two big men lifted Memmius up and held him between them, struggling furiously, while Glaucia got to his feet kicking away his ruined toga. Glaucia said not a word. He plucked a club from someone standing near him, then looked at Memmius for a long moment. Up went the club, held in both hands like a mallet; and down it came upon Gaius Memmius’s strikingly handsome head. No one attempted to interfere as Glaucia bent to follow Memmius fall, and kept on beating, beating that head, handsome no longer. Only when it was reduced to pulp and brains and splatters did Glaucia cease his attack.


  A look of incredulous and outraged frustration spread then across Glaucia’s face; he flung the bloodied club away and stared at his friend Gaius Claudius, watching ashen-faced.


  “Will you shelter me until I can get away?” he asked.


  Claudius nodded, speechless.


  The audience was beginning to mutter and move in upon the group, while other men were running from the direction of the saepta; Glaucia turned and raced toward the Quirinal, his companions following him.


  *


  The news was carried to Saturninus as he prowled up and down the saepta, canvassing persuasively for Glaucia’s illegal candidacy. Covert yet angry glances told him how most of those hearing the news of Memmius’s murder felt, and he was branded as Glaucia’s best friend. Among the young senators and sons of senators a furious buzz was starting, while some of the sons of the more powerful knights gathered around their senatorial peers, and that enigmatic man Sulla was in the midst of it.


  “We’d better get out of here,” said Gaius Saufeius, only the day before elected an urban quaestor.


  “You’re right, I think we’d better,” said Saturninus, growing more and more uneasy at the anger he could feel all around.


  Accompanied by his Picentine henchmen Titus Labienus and Gaius Saufeius, Saturninus left the saepta in a hurry. He knew whereabouts Glaucia would have gone—to Gaius Claudius’s house on the Quirinal—but when he got there Saturninus found its doors bolted and barred. Only after considerable yelling did Gaius Claudius open up and let the three friends in.


  “Where is he?” Saturninus demanded.


  “My study,” said Gaius Claudius, who had been weeping.


  “Titus Labienus,” said Saturninus, “go and find Lucius Equitius, will you? We need him, the crowd thinks he’s lovely.”


  “What are you up to?” Labienus asked.


  “I’ll tell you when you bring me Lucius Equitius.”


  Glaucia was sitting grey-faced in Gaius Claudius’s study; when Saturninus entered he looked up, but said not a word.


  “Why, Gaius Servilius? Why?”


  Glaucia shivered. “I didn’t mean to do it,” he said. “I just—I just lost my temper.”


  “And lost us our chance at Rome,” said Saturninus.


  “I lost my temper,” Glaucia said again.


  He had stayed the night before the presentation of the curule candidates in this same house, for Gaius Claudius threw a party in his honor; more a creature than a man, Gaius Claudius admired Glaucia’s boldness in challenging the provisions of the lex Villia, and thought the best way to show his admiration was to use some of his large amounts of money to give Glaucia a memorable send-off down the canvassing path. The fifty men who later accompanied Glaucia on his walk to the saepta were all invited to the party, but no women of any sort had been invited, and the result was a comedy remarkable only for its bibulousness and its biliousness. At dawn no one was feeling very well, yet they had to go to the saepta with Glaucia to support him; clubs and cudgels seemed like a good idea. Just as unwell as the .rest, Glaucia gave himself an emetic and a bath, wrapped himself in his whitened toga, and set off with eyes screwed up against the thousand tiny hammers of a severe headache.


  To meet the immaculate and laughing Memmius, his handsome head already held like a victor’s, was more than Glaucia’s frayed nerves could cope with. So he responded to Memmius ‘s opposition with a cruel taunt, and when Memmius tore away his toga, Glaucia lost all control. Now the deed was done, and could not be undone. Everything lay in ruins around Gaius Memmius’s shattered head.


  Saturninus’s silent presence in the study was a different kind of shock; Glaucia began to understand the enormity of his deed, its ramifications and repercussions. Not only had he destroyed his own career, he had probably destroyed the career of his best friend as well. And that he couldn’t bear.


  “Say something, Lucius Appuleius!” he cried.


  Blinking, Saturninus emerged from his trancelike thoughts. “I think we have only one alternative left,” he said calmly. “We must get the crowd on our side, and use the crowd to make the Senate give us what we want — safe office, a ruling of extenuating circumstances for you, a guarantee none of us will face prosecution. I’ve sent Titus Labienus off to fetch Lucius Equitius, because it’s easier to sway the crowds with him there.” He sighed, flexed His hands. “The moment Labienus comes back, we’re off to the Forum. There’s no time to waste.”


  “Should I come?” asked Glaucia.


  “No. You stay here with your men, and have Gaius Claudius arm his slaves. And don’t let anyone in until you hear my voice, or Labienus’s, or Saufeius’s.” He got up. “By nightfall I have to control Rome. Otherwise—I’m finished too.”


  “Abandon me!” said Glaucia suddenly. “Lucius Appuleius, there’s no need for this! Throw up your hands in horror at my deed, then put yourself in the forefront of the pack baying for my condemnation! It is the only way. Rome isn’t ready for a new form of government! That crowd is hungry, yes. It’s fed up with bungling government, yes. It wants some justice, yes. But not enough to beat in heads and tear out throats. They’ll Cheer you until they’re hoarse. But they won’t kill for you.”


  “You’re wrong,” said Saturninus, who felt a little as if he walked on wool, light, free, invulnerable. “Gaius Servilius, all those people filling our Forum are greater in numbers and power than an army! Didn’t you see how the Policy Makers caved in at the knees? Didn’t you see Metellus Caprarius back down over Lucius Equitius? There was no bloodshed! The Forum’s run redder by far from the brawls of a hundred men, yet there were hundreds of thousands of them! No one is going to defy that crowd, yet it will never be necessary to arm them, or set them to beating in heads or tearing out throats. Their power is in their mass! A mass I can control, Gaius Servilius! All I need is my own oratory, proof of my devotion to their cause, and a wave or two from Lucius Equitius! Who can resist the man who runs that crowd like some gigantic siege apparatus? The straw men of the Senate?”


  “Gaius Marius,” said Glaucia.


  “No, not even Gaius Marius! And anyway, he’s with us!”


  “He’s not,” said Glaucia.


  “He may think he’s not, Gaius Servilius, but the fact that the crowd cheers him the way it cheers me and Lucius Equitius will make the Policy Makers and everyone else in the Senate see him in the same light as they see us! I don’t mind sharing the power with Gaius Marius—for a little while. He’s getting old, he’s had a stroke. What more natural than for him to die from another one?’’ asked Saturninus eagerly.


  Glaucia was feeling better; he straightened in his chair and looked at Saturninus in mingled doubt and hope. “Could it work, Lucius Appuleius? Do you really think it could?”


  And Saturninus stretched his arms toward the ceiling, vibrating confidence, a smile of savage joy upon his face. “It will work, Gaius Servilius. Leave everything to me.”


  So Lucius Appuleius Saturninus went from the house of Gaius Claudius down to the rostra in the Forum Romanum, accompanied by Labienus, Saufeius, Lucius Equitius, and some ten or twelve other close adherents. He cut across the Arx, feeling that he should enter his arena from above, a demigod descending from a region on high filled with temples and divinities; so his first sight of the Forum was from the top of the Gemonian Steps, down which he intended to walk like a king. Shock made him stop. The crowd! Where was the crowd? Gone home after the quaestorian elections of the day before, was the answer; and with nothing scheduled to happen in the Forum, it saw no point in coming back. Nor was a single member of the Senate present anywhere, with events of that day all occurring out on the green field of the saepta.


  However, the Forum wasn’t deserted; perhaps two or three thousand of Saturninus’s less reputable rabble paraded up and down, shouting and waving their fists, demanding free grain of the empty air. Sheer disappointment brought tears very close to the surface; then Saturninus looked sternly at the hard-bitten men roiling around the lower end of the Forum, and made a decision. They would do. They would have to do. He would use them as a spearhead; through them he would draw the vast crowd back into the Forum— for they mingled with the members of that vast crowd, where he did not.


  Wishing he had heralds to trumpet his arrival, Saturninus walked down the Gemonian Steps and strode to the rostra, his little band of followers shouting to the rabble to gather round and hear Lucius Appuleius.


  “Quirites!” he addressed them amid howling cheers, holding out his arms for silence. “Quirites, the Senate of Rome is about to sign our death warrants! I, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus, as well as Lucius Equitius and Gaius Servilius Glaucia, are to be accused of the murder of a minion of the nobility, an effeminate puppet whose only purpose in putting himself up for election as consul was to make sure that you, People of Rome, continue to starve!” The dense collection about the rostra was silent and still, listening; Saturninus took confidence and energy from his intent auditors, and expanded upon his theme. “Why do you think you have received no grain, even after I passed my law to give it to you for a pittance? Because the First and Second Classes of our great city would prefer to buy less and sell it for more! Because the First and Second Classes of our city don’t want your hungry mouths turned in their direction! They think of you as the cuckoo in their nest, an extravagance Rome doesn’t need! You are the Head Count and the lower classes-—you’re not important any more, with all the wars won and the loot from them safe in the Treasury! Why spend that loot filling your worthless bellies? asks the Senate of Rome, and refuses to give me the funds I need to buy grain for your worthless bellies! For it would suit the Senate of Rome and the First and Second Classes of Rome very, very well if several hundred thousand of Rome’s so-called worthless bellies shrank to the point where their owners died of starvation! Imagine it! All that money saved, all those smelly overcrowded insulae emptied—what a green and spacious park could Rome become! Where you cramped yourselves to live, they would stroll in pleasure gardens, the money jingling in their purses and their bellies full! They don’t care about you! You’re a nuisance they’d be glad to be rid of, and what better way than an artificially induced famine?”


  He had them, of course; they were growling in the backs of their throats like angry dogs, a rumble that filled the air with menace and Saturninus’s heart with triumph.


  “But I, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus, have fought to fill your bellies so long and so hard that now I am to be eliminated for a murder I did not commit!” That was a good one; he hadn’t committed murder either, he could speak the truth and have the truth ring unmistakably in every word! “With me will perish all my friends, who are your friends too. Lucius Equitius here, the heir to Tiberius Gracchus’s name and aims! And Gaius Servilius Glaucia, who so brilliantly frames my laws that not even the nobles who run the Senate can tamper with them!” He paused, he sighed, he lifted his arms helplessly. “And when we are dead, Quirites, who will be left to look after you? Who will carry on the good fight? Who will battle the privileged to fill your bellies? No one!”


  The growl was now a roar, the mood of the throng was shot with potential violence, they were his to do with as he pleased. “Quirites, it is up to you! Do you want to stand by while we who love you and esteem you are put to death, innocent men? Or will you go home and arm yourselves, and run to every house in your neighborhood, and bring out the crowds?”


  They began to move, but the shrieking Saturninus pulled them up with his voice. “Come back to me here in all your thousands upon thousands! Bring yourselves to me, and put yourselves in my charge! Before night has fallen, Rome will belong to you because it will belong to me, and then we shall see whose bellies are full! Then we’ll break open the Treasury, and buy grain! Now go, bring the whole city to me, meet me here in the heart of Rome, and show the Senate and the First and Second Classes who really rules our city and our empire!”


  Like a vast number of tiny balls shocked by a single blow from a hammer on the rim containing them, the rabble scattered in all directions at a run, screaming incoherent babbles of words, while Saturninus sank back on his heels, and turned on the rostra to face his henchmen.


  “Oh, wonderful!” cried Saufeius, straining at the leash.


  “We’ll win, Lucius Appuleius, we’ll win!” cried Labienus.


  Surrounded by men pounding his back in euphoric glee, Saturninus stood royally and contemplated the enormity of his future.


  At which point Lucius Equitius burst into tears. “But what are you going to do?” he blubbered, mopping his face with the edge of his toga.


  “Do? What do you think it sounded like, you imbecile? I’m going to take over Rome, of course!”


  “With that lot?”


  ‘“Who is there to oppose them? And anyway, they’ll bring the giant crowd. You wait, Lucius Equitius! No one will be able to resist us!”


  “But there’s an army of marines on the Campus Martius—two legions of them!” cried Lucius Equitius, still sniffling and shivering.


  “No Roman army has ever ventured inside Rome except to triumph, and no man who ordered a Roman army to venture inside Rome would survive,” said Saturninus, contemptuous of this mean necessity; as soon as he was firmly in control, Equitius would have to go, likeness to Tiberius Gracchus or not.


  “Gaius Marius would do it,” sobbed Equitius.


  “Gaius Marius, you fool, will be on our side!” Saturninus said with a sneer.


  “I don’t like it, Lucius Appuleius!”


  “You don’t have to like it. If you’re with me, shut up the bawling. If you’re against me, I’ll shut up the bawling!” And Saturninus drew his finger across his throat.


  *


  One of the first to answer the call for help from Gaius Memmius’s friends was Gaius Marius. He arrived at the scene of the confrontation not more than a few moments after Glaucia and his cronies had gone running to the Quirinal, and found a hundred toga-clad members of the Centuries clustered around what was left of Gaius Memmius. They parted to let the senior consul through; with Sulla at his shoulder, he gazed down at the pulped remnants of head, then looked toward the place where the bloodstained club still lay bedaubed with fragments of hair and muscle and skin and skull.


  “Who did this?” asked Sulla.


  The answer came from a dozen men: “Gaius Servilius Glaucia.”


  Sulla blew through his nose. “Himself?”


  Everyone nodded.


  “Does anyone know where he went from here?”


  This time the answers conflicted, but Sulla finally established that Glaucia and his gang had raced toward the Sanqualis Gate onto the Quirinal; since Gaius Claudius had been one of them, it seemed likely they were heading for his house on the Alta Semita.


  Marius hadn’t moved, hadn’t lifted his head from his silent contemplation of Gaius Memmius. Gently Sulla touched him on the arm; he stirred then, wiping the tears from his face with a fold of toga because he didn’t want to betray his left hand’s clumsiness by hunting for his handkerchief.


  “On the field of war, this is natural. On the Field of Mars beneath the walls of Rome, it is an abomination!” he shouted, turning to face the men crowding around.


  Other senior senators were arriving, among them Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, who took one swift look at Marius’s tear-streaked face, then down at the ground, and caught his breath.


  “Memmius! Gaius Memmius?” he asked incredulously.


  “Yes, Gaius Memmius,” said Sulla. “Murdered in person by Glaucia, all the witnesses say.”


  Marius was weeping again, but made no attempt to conceal the fact as he looked at Scaurus. “Princeps Senatus,” he said, “I am convoking the Senate in the temple of Bellona immediately. Do you concur?”


  “I do,” said Scaurus.


  Some lictors were straggling up, their charge the senior consul having outdistanced them by several hundred paces despite his stroke.


  “Lucius Cornelius, take my lictors, find the heralds, cancel the presentation of the candidates, send the flamen Martialis to the temple of Venus Libitina to bring the sacred axes of the fasces to us in Bellona, and summon the Senate,” said Marius. “I will go on ahead with Marcus Aemilius.”


  “This has been,” said Scaurus, “an absolutely horrible year. In fact, in spite of all our recent vicissitudes, I don’t recall a year so horrible since the last year of Gaius Gracchus’s life.”


  Marius’s tears had dried. “Then we’re overdue for it, I suppose,” he said.


  “Let us hope at least there will be no worse violence done than the murder of Memmius.”


  But Scaurus’s hope proved vain, though at first it seemed reasonable. The Senate met in the temple of Bellona and discussed the murder of Memmius; sufficient of its members had been eyewitnesses to make the guilt of Glaucia manifest.


  “However,” said Marius firmly, “Gaius Servilius must be tried for his crime. No Roman citizen can be condemned without trial unless he declares war on Rome, and that is not an issue here today.”


  “I’m afraid it is, Gaius Marius,” said Sulla, hurrying in.


  Everyone stared at him. No one spoke.


  “Lucius Appuleius and a group of men including the quaestor Gaius Saufeius have taken over the Forum Romanum,” announced Sulla. “They’ve displayed Lucius Equitius to the rabble, and Lucius Appuleius has announced that he intends to supplant the Senate and the First and Second Classes with a rule of the People administered by himself. They haven’t yet hailed him as King of Rome, but it’s being said already in every street and marketplace between here and the Forum—which means it’s being said everywhere.”


  “May I speak, Gaius Marius?” asked the Leader of the House.


  “Speak, Princeps Senatus.”


  “Our city is in crisis,” Scaurus said, low-voiced yet clear-voiced, “just as it was during the last days of Gaius Gracchus. At that time, when Marcus Fulvius and Gaius Gracchus seized upon violence as the only means of attaining their desperate ends, a debate took place within the House—did Rome need a dictator to deal with a crisis so urgent, yet so short-lived? The rest is history. The House declined to appoint a dictator. Instead, it passed what might be called its ultimate decree—the Senatus Consultum de republica defendenda. By this decree the House empowered its consuls and magistrates to defend the sovereignty of the State in any way they considered necessary, and immunized them in advance from prosecution and the tribunician veto.”


  He paused to look about him with immense seriousness. “I suggest, Conscript Fathers, that we deal with our present crisis in the same way—by a Senatus Consultum de republica defendenda.”


  “I will see a Division,” said Marius. “All those in favor will pass to my left, all those against to my right.” And moved to his left first of them all.


  No one moved to the right; the House passed its second Senatus Consultum de republica defendenda unanimously, which it had not done the first time.


  “Gaius Marius,” said Scaurus, “I am empowered by the members of this House to instruct you as Rome’s senior consul to defend the sovereignty of our State in any way you deem fit or necessary. Furthermore, I hereby declare on behalf of this House that you are not subject to the tribunician veto, and that nothing you do or order done shall be held against you for future action in a court of law. Provided that they act under your instructions, this commission together with its indemnity is extended to the junior consul, Lucius Valerius Flaccus, and all the praetors. But you, Gaius Marius, are also empowered to choose deputies from among the members of this House who do not sit as consuls or praetors, and provided these deputies act under your instructions, this commission together with its indemnity is also extended to them.” Thinking of Metellus Numidicus’s face were he present to see Gaius Marius virtually made dictator by none other than Scaurus Princeps Senatus, Scaurus shot Marius a wicked look, but managed to keep his grin on the inside. He filled his lungs with air, and bellowed, “Long live Rome!”


  “Oh, my stars!” said Publius Rutilius Rufus.


  But Marius had no time or patience with the wits of the House, who would, he thought, wittify while Rome burned around them. Voice crisp yet calm, he proceeded to depute Lucius Cornelius Sulla to act as his second-in-command, ordered the store of weapons in the basement of the temple of Bellona to be broken out and distributed to those who lacked personal arms and armor, and told those who did own arms and armor to go home and get it while they could still move freely through the streets.


  Sulla concentrated upon his young bloods, sending them flying in all directions, Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet the most eager of all. Incredulity was giving way to an outrage almost too great for mere anger; that a senator of Rome would attempt to seize rabble-fueled power in order to set himself up as a king was anathema. Political differences were forgotten, mere factions dissolved; ultra-conservatives lined up shoulder to shoulder with the most progressive Marians, all with their faces set obdurately against the wolfshead in the Forum Romanum.


  Even as he organized his little army and those awaiting arms and armor from their houses bustled mouthing imprecations here and there, Sulla remembered her; not Dalmatica, but Aurelia. He sent four lictors on the double to her insula with a message to her to bar herself in, and a message to Lucius Decumius to make sure neither he nor his tavernload of operators were in the Forum Romanum for the next few days. Knowing Lucius Decumius, they wouldn’t be in the Forum anyway; while the rest of Rome’s rabble were rampaging up and down the Forum making noise and beating up innocent passers-by, the territory they normally patrolled was delightfully open to a raid or two, and no doubt that had been Lucius Decumius’s choice. Even so, a message couldn’t hurt, and Aurelia’s safety he cared about.


  Two hours later everything and everyone was ready. Outside the temple of Bellona was the big open courtyard always known as Enemy Territory. Halfway down the temple steps was a square stone pillar about four feet high. When a just and rightful war was declared upon a foreign enemy—and were there any other kinds of wars?—a special fetial priest was called upon to hurl a spear from the steps of the temple over the exact top of the ancient stone pillar into the earth of Enemy Territory. No one knew how or why the ritual had started, but it was a part of tradition, and so it was still observed. But today there was no foreign enemy upon whom to declare war, just a senatorial decree to obey; so no fetial priest hurled a spear, and Enemy Territory was filled with Romans of the First and Second Classes.


  The whole gathering—perhaps a thousand strong—was now girt for war, chests and backs encased in cuirasses, a few sporting greaves upon their shins, most also clad in leather undersuits flapping fringed pteryges as kilts and sleeves, and all wearing crested helmets. No one carried a spear; all were armed with the good Roman short-sword and dagger, and old-fashioned pre-Marian oval shields five feet high.


  Gaius Marius stepped to the front of the Bellona podium and spoke to his little army. “Remember that we are Romans and we are entering the city of Rome,” he said gravely. “We will step across the pomerium. For that reason I will not call the marines of Marcus Antonius to arms. We ourselves can deal with this, we do not need a professional army. I am adamantly set against any more violence than is absolutely necessary, and I warn all of you most solemnly—the young among you particularly—that no blade is to be raised against a man with no blade. Take clubs and billets upon your shields, and use the flats of your swords only. Where possible, wrest a wooden weapon from one of the crowd, sheath your sword, and use wood. There will be no heaps of dead and dying in the heart of Rome! That would break the Republic’s good luck, and then the Republic would be no more. All we have to do today is avert violence, not make it.


  “You are my troops,” he went on sternly, “but few among you have served under me in any army until this one. So take heed of this, my only warning. Those who disobey my orders or the orders of my legates will be killed. This is not an occasion for factions. Today there are no types of Romans. Just Romans. There are many among you who have no love for the Head Count and Rome’s other lowly. But I say to you—and mark me well!—that a Head Count Roman is a Roman, and his life is as sacred and protected by the law as my life is, or your lives are. There will be no bloodbath! If I see so much as the start of one, I will be down there with my sword raised against those raising swords—and under the conditions of the Senate’s decree, your heirs cannot exact retribution of any kind from me should I kill you! You will take your orders from only two men—from me, and from Lucius Cornelius Sulla here. Not from any other curule magistrate empowered under this decree. I want no attack unless I call for it or Lucius Cornelius calls for it. We do this thing as gently as we can. Understood?”


  Catulus Caesar tugged his forelock in mock obsequiousness. “We hear and obey, Gaius Marius. I have served under you before—I know you mean what you say.”


  “Good!” said Marius cordially, ignoring the sarcasm. He turned to his junior consul. “Lucius Valerius, take fifty men and go to the Quirinal. If Gaius Servilius Glaucia is at the house of Gaius Claudius, arrest him. If he refuses to come out, you and your men will remain on guard without attempting to get inside. And keep me informed.”


  *


  It was early afternoon when Gaius Marius led his little army out of Enemy Territory and into the city through the Carmentalis Gate. Coming from the Velabrum, they appeared out of the alleyway which led between the temple of Castor and the Basilica Sempronia, and took the crowd in the lower Forum completely by surprise. Armed with whatever they could lay their hands upon—cudgels, clubs, billets, knives, axes, picks, pitchforks—Saturninus’s men had swelled to perhaps four thousand in number; but compared to the competent thousand who marched tightly packed into the Forum and formed up in front of the Basilica Sempronia, they were a paltry gang. One look at the breastplates, helmets, and swords of the newcomers was enough to send almost half of them running headlong up the Argiletum and the eastern side of the Forum toward the anonymity of the Esquiline and the safety of home ground.


  “Lucius Appuleius, give this up!” roared Marius, in the forefront of his force with Sulla beside him.


  Atop the rostra with Saufeius, Labienus, Equitius, and some ten others, Saturninus stared at Marius slack-jawed; then he threw back his head and laughed; meant to sound confident and defiant, it came out hollow.


  “Your orders, Gaius Marius?” Sulla asked.


  “We take them in a charge,” said Marius. “Very sudden, very hard. No swords drawn, just shields to the front. I never thought they’d be such a motley lot, Lucius Cornelius! They’ll break easily.”


  Sulla and Marius went round their little army and readied it, shields swung to the front, a line of men two hundred long, and five men deep.


  And then: “Charge!” shrieked Gaius Marius.


  The maneuver was immediately effective. A solid wall of shields carried at a run hit the rabble like an enormous wave of water. Men and makeshift weapons flew everywhere and not a retaliatory blow was struck; then before Saturninus’s men could organize themselves better, the wall of shields crashed into them again, and again.


  Saturninus and his companions came down from the rostra to join the fray, brandishing naked swords. To no effect. Though they had started out thirsting for real blood, Marius’s cohort was now enjoying the novelty of this battering-ram approach, and had got into a rhythm which kept cannoning into the disordered rabble, pushing its men up like stones into a heap, drawing off to form the wall again, cannoning again. A few of the rabble were trampled underfoot, but nothing like a battle developed; it was a debacle instead.


  Only a short time elapsed before Saturninus’s entire force was fleeing the field; the great occupation of the Forum Romanum was over, and almost bloodlessly. Saturninus, Labienus, Saufeius, Equitius, a dozen Romans, and some thirty armed slaves ran up the Clivus Capitolinus to barricade themselves inside the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, calling upon the Great God to give them succor and send that gigantic crowd back into the Forum.


  “Blood will flow now!” screamed Saturninus from the podium of the temple atop the Capitol, his words clearly audible to Marius and his men. “I will make you kill Romans before I am done, Gaius Marius! I will see this temple polluted with the blood of Romans!’’


  “He might be right,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus, looking extremely satisfied and happy in spite of this fresh worry.


  Marius laughed heartily. “No! He’s posturing like one of those defenseless little animals plumed with fierce-looking eyes, Marcus Aemilius. There’s a simple answer to this siege, believe me. We’ll have them out of there without spilling one drop of Roman blood.” He turned to Sulla. “Lucius Cornelius, find the city water company engineers, and have them cut off all water to the Capitoline Hill at once.”


  The Leader of the House shook his head in wonder. “So simple! But so obvious I for one would never have seen it. How long will we have to wait for Saturninus to surrender?”


  “Not long. They’ve been engaged in thirsty work, you see. Tomorrow is my guess. I’m going to send enough men up there to ring the temple round, and I’m going to order them to taunt our fugitives remorselessly with their lack of water.”


  “Saturninus is a very desperate character,” said Scaurus.


  That was a judgment Marius disagreed with, and said so. “He’s a politician, Marcus Aemilius, not a soldier. It’s power he’s come to understand, not force of arms, and he can’t make a workable strategy for himself.” The twisted side of Marius’s face came round to frighten Scaurus, its drooping eye ironic, and the smile which pulled the good side of his face up was a terrible thing to see. “If I was in Saturninus’s shoes, Marcus Aemilius, you’d have cause to worry! Because by now I’d be calling myself the King of Rome, and you would all be dead.”


  Scaurus Princeps Senatus stepped back a pace instinctively. “I know, Gaius Marius,” he said. “I know!”


  “Anyway,” said Marius cheerfully, removing the awful side of his face from Scaurus’s view, “luckily I’m not King Tarquinius, though my mother’s family is from Tarquinia! A night in the same room as the Great God will bring Saturninus round.”


  Those in the rabble who had been caught and detained when it broke and fled were rounded up and put under heavy guard in the cells of the Lautumiae, where a scurrying group of censor’s clerks sorted out the Roman citizens from the non-Romans; those who were not Romans were to be executed immediately, while the Romans would be summarily tried on the morrow, and flung down from the Tarpeian Rock of the Capitol straight after.


  Sulla returned as Marius and Scaurus began to walk away from the lower Forum.


  “I have a message from Lucius Valerius on the Quirinal,’’ he said, looking considerably fresher for the day’s events. “He says Glaucia is there inside Gaius Claudius’s house all right, but they’ve barred the gates and refuse to come out.”


  Marius looked at Scaurus. “Well, Princeps Senatus, what will we do about that situation?”


  “Like the lot in the company of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, why not leave matters lie overnight? Let Lucius Valerius guard the house in the meantime. After Saturninus surrenders, we can have the news shouted over Gaius Claudius’s wall, and then see what happens.”


  “A good plan, Marcus Aemilius.”


  And Scaurus began to laugh. “All this amicable concourse with you, Gaius Marius, is not going to enhance my reputation among my friends the Good Men!” he spluttered, and caught at Marius’s arm. “Nonetheless, Good Man, I am very glad we had you here today. What say you, Publius Rutilius?”


  “I say—you could not have spoken truer words.”


  *


  Lucius Appuleius Saturninus was the first of all those in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus to surrender; Gaius Saufeius was the last. The Romans among them, some fifteen altogether, were detained on the rostra in full view of all who cared to come and see—not many, for the crowd stayed home. Under their eyes those among the rabble who were Roman citizens—almost all, for this was not a slave uprising—were tried in a specially convened treason court, and sentenced to die from the Tarpeian Rock.


  Jutting out from the southwest side of the Capitol, the Tarpeian Rock was a basaltic overhang above a precipice only eighty feet in height; that it killed was due to the presence of an outcrop of needle-sharp rocks immediately below.


  The traitors were led up the slope of the Clivus Capitolinus, past the steps of the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, to a spot on the Servian Walls in front of the temple of Ops. The overhang of the Tarpeian Rock projected out of the wall, and was clearly visible in profile from the lower part of the Forum Romanum, where crowds suddenly appeared to watch the partisans of Lucius Appuleius Saturninus go to their deaths—crowds with empty bellies, but no desire to demonstrate their displeasure on this day. They just wanted to see men thrown off the Tarpeian Rock, for it hadn’t happened in a long time, and the gossip grapevine had told them there were almost a hundred to die. No eyes in that crowd rested upon Saturninus or Equitius with love or pity, though every element in it was the same who cheered them mightily during the tribunician elections. The gossip grapevine was saying there were grain fleets on the way from Asia, thanks to Gaius Marius. So it was Gaius Marius they cheered in a desultory way; what they really wanted to see, for this was a Roman holiday of sorts, was the bodies pitched from the Tarpeian Rock. Death at a decent distance, an acrobatic display, a novelty.


  *


  “We can’t hold the trials of Saturninus and Equitius until feelings have died down a little,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus to Marius and Sulla as the three of them stood on the Senate Steps while the parade of flailing miniature men dropped into space off the end of the Tarpeian Rock.


  Neither Marius nor Sulla mistook his meaning; it was not the Forum crowd which worried Scaurus, but the more impulsive and angry among his own kind, growling more fiercely now that the worst was over. Rancor had shifted from Saturninus’s rabble to Saturninus himself, with special viciousness reserved for Lucius Equitius. The young senators and those not quite old enough to be senators were standing in a group on the edge of the Comitia with Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet in their forefront, eyeing Saturninus and his companions on the rostra very hungrily.


  “It will be worse when Glaucia surrenders and joins them,” said Marius thoughtfully.


  “What a paltry lot!” sniffed Scaurus. “You’d have thought at least some of them would have done the proper thing, and fallen on their swords! Even my slack-livered son did that!”


  “I agree,” said Marius. “However, here we are with fifteen of them—sixteen when Glaucia comes out—to try for treason, and some very resentful fellows down there who remind me of a pack of wolves eyeing a herd of deer.’’


  “We’ll have to hold them somewhere for at least several days,” said Scaurus, “only where? For the sake of Rome we cannot permit them to be lynched.”


  “Why not?” asked Sulla, contributing his first mite to the discussion.


  “Trouble, Lucius Cornelius. We’ve avoided bloodshed in the Forum, but the crowd’s going to appear in force to see that lot on the rostra tried for treason. Today they’re entertained by the executions of men who don’t matter. But can we be sure they won’t turn nasty when we try Lucius Equitius, for instance?” asked Marius soberly. “It’s a very difficult situation.”


  “Why couldn’t they have fallen on their swords?” asked Scaurus fretfully. “Think of all the trouble they would have saved us! Suicide an admission of guilt, no trials, no strangler in the Career Tullianum—we don’t dare throw them off the Tarpeian Rock!”


  Sulla stood listening, his ears absorbing what was said, but his eyes resting thoughtfully upon Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet. However, he said nothing.


  “Well, the trial is something we’ll worry about when the time comes,” said Marius. “In the meantime, we have to find somewhere to put them where they’ll be safe.”


  “The Lautumiae is out of the question,” said Scaurus at once. “If for some reason—or at someone’s instigation— a big crowd decides to rescue them, those cells will never withstand attack, not if every lictor we have is standing guard. It’s not Saturninus I’m concerned about, but that ghastly creature Equitius. All it will take is for one silly woman to start weeping and wailing because the son of Tiberius Gracchus is going to die, and we could have trouble.” He grunted. “And as if that weren’t enough, look at our young bloods down there, slavering. They wouldn’t mind lynching Saturninus in the least.”


  “Then I suggest,” said Marius joyously, “that we shut them up inside the Curia Hostilia.”


  Scaurus Princeps Senatus looked stunned. “We can’t do that, Gaius Marius!”


  “Why not?”


  “Imprison traitors in the Senate House! It’s—it’s—why, it’s like offering our old gods a sacrifice of a turd!”


  “They’ve already fouled the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, everything to do with the State religion is going to have to be purified anyway. The Curia has absolutely no windows, and the best doors in Rome. The alternative is for some of us to volunteer to hold them in our own homes— would you like Saturninus? Take him, and I’ll take Equitius. I think Quintus Lutatius should have Glaucia,” said Marius, grinning.


  “The Curia Hostilia is an excellent idea,” said Sulla, still looking thoughtfully at Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet.


  “Grrrr!” snarled Scaurus Princeps Senatus, not at Marius or Sulla, but at circumstances. Then he nodded decisively. “You are quite right, Gaius Marius. The Curia Hostilia it must be, I’m afraid.”


  “Good!” said Marius, clapped Sulla on the shoulder in a signal to move off, and added with a frightful lopsided grin, “While I see to the details, Marcus Aemilius, I’ll leave it to you to explain to your fellow Good Men why we need to use our venerable meeting-house as a prison.”


  “Why, thank you!” said Scaurus.


  “Think nothing of it.”


  When they were out of earshot of all who mattered, Marius glanced at Sulla curiously. “What are you up to?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure I’m going to tell you,” said Sulla.


  “You’ll be careful, please. I don’t want you hauled up for treason.”


  “I’ll be careful, Gaius Marius.”


  *


  Saturninus and his confederates had surrendered on the eighth day of December; on the ninth, Gaius Marius reconvened the Centuriate Assembly and heard the declaration of candidates for the curule magistracies.


  Lucius Cornelius Sulla didn’t bother going out to the saepta; he was busy doing other things, including having long talks with Caepio Junior and Metellus Piglet, and squeezing in a visit to Aurelia, though he knew from Publius Rutilius Rufus that she was all right, and that Lucius Decumius had kept his tavern louts away from the Forum Romanum.


  The tenth day of the month was the day upon which the new tribunes of the plebs entered office; but two of them, Saturninus and Equitius, were locked up in the Senate House. And everyone was worried that the crowd might reappear, for it seemed to be most interested in the doings of the tribunes of the plebs.


  Though Marius would not permit his little army of three days before to come to the Forum Romanum clad in armor or girt with swords, he had the Basilica Porcia closed off to its normal complement of merchants and bankers, and kept it purely for the storage of arms and armor; on its ground floor at the Senate House end were the offices of the College of Tribunes of the Plebs, and here the eight who were not involved in the Saturninus business were to assemble at dawn, after which the inaugural meeting of the Plebeian Assembly would be conducted as quickly as possible, and with no reference to the missing two.


  But dawn had not yet broken and the Forum Romanum was utterly deserted when Caepio Junior and Metellus Pius Piglet led their raiding party down the Argiletum toward the Curia Hostilia. They had gone the long way round to make sure no guard detected them, but when they spread out around the Curia, they discovered they had the whole area to themselves.


  They carried long ladders which they propped against both sides of the building, reaching all the way up to the ancient fan-shaped tiles of the eaves, lichen-covered, brittle.


  “Remember,” said Caepio Junior to his troops, “that no sword must be raised, Lucius Cornelius says. We must abide by the letter of Gaius Marius’s orders.”


  One by one they scaled the ladders until the entire party of fifty squatted along the edge of the roof, which was shallow in pitch, and not an uncomfortable place to roost. There in the darkness they waited until the pale light in the east grew from dove-grey to bright gold, and the first rays of the sun came stealing down from the Esquiline Hill to bathe the roof of the Senate House. Some people were beginning to arrive below, but the ladders had been drawn up onto the Curia’s roof too, and no one noticed anything untoward because no one thought to look upward.


  “Do it!” cried Caepio Junior.


  Racing time—for Lucius Cornelius had told them they would not have very long—the raiding party began ripping tiles off the oak frames between the far more massive cedar beams. Light flooded into the hall below, bouncing off fifteen white faces staring up, more startled than terrified. And when each man on the roof had a stack of tiles beside him, he began to hurl them down through the gap he had made, straight into those faces. Saturninus fell at once, as did Lucius Equitius. Some of the prisoners tried to shelter in the hall’s farthest corners, but the young men on the roof very quickly became skilled at pitching their tiles in any direction accurately. The hall held no furniture of any kind, its users bringing their own stools with them, and the clerks a table or two from the Senate Offices next door on the Argiletum. So there was nothing to shield the prisoners below from the torrent of missiles, more effective as weapons than Sulla had suspected. Each tile broke upon impact with razor-sharp edges, and each weighed ten pounds.


  By the time Marius and his legates—including Sulla— got there, it was all over; the raiding party was descending the ladders to the ground, where its members stood quietly, no one trying to escape.


  “Shall I arrest them?” asked Sulla of Marius.


  Marius jumped, so deep in thought had he been when the quick question came. “No!” he said. “They’re not going anywhere.” And he glanced at Sulla, a covert sideways look which asked a silent question. And got his answer with the ghost of a wink.


  “Open the doors,” said Marius to his lictors.


  Inside the early sun threw rays and beams through a pall of slowly settling dust and lit up the lichen-grey heaps of tiles lying everywhere, their broken edges and more sheltered undersides a rich rust-red, almost the color of blood. Fifteen bodies lay squeezed into the smallest huddles or splayed with arms akimbo and legs twisted, half-buried by shattered tiles.


  “You and I, Princeps Senatus,” said Marius. “No one else.”


  Together they entered the hall and picked their way from one body to the next, looking for signs of life. Saturninus had been struck so quickly and effectively that he hadn’t tried to hunch himself up protectively; his face was hidden below a carapace of tiles, and when revealed looked sightlessly into the sky, his black lashes caked with tile dust and plaster dust. Scaurus bent to close the eyes, and winced fastidiously; so much dust lay upon the drying eyeballs that the lids refused to come down. Lucius Equitius had fared worst. Hardly an inch of him was not bruised or cut or swollen from a tile, and it took Marius and Scaurus many moments to toss aside the heap burying him. Saufeius— who had run into a corner—had died from a shard which apparently struck the floor and bounced up to lodge itself like a huge fat spearhead in the side of his neck; his head was almost severed. And Titus Labienus had taken the long edge of an unfractured tile in the small of his back, gone down without feeling anything below the colossal break in his spine.


  Marius and Scaurus conferred.


  “What am I to do with those idiots out there?” Marius asked.


  “What can you do?”


  The right half of Marius’s upper lip lifted. “Oh, come, Princeps Senatus! Take some of the burden upon your scraggy old carcass! You’re not going to skip away from any of this, so much do I promise. Either back me—or be prepared for a fight that will leave everything done here today looking like the women’s Bona Dea festival!”


  “All right, all right!” said Scaurus irritably. “I didn’t mean I wouldn’t back you, you literal-minded rustic! All I meant was what I said—what can you do?”


  “Under the powers invested in me by the Senatus Consultum I can do whatever I like, from arresting every last one of that brave little band outside, to sending them home without so much as a verbal chastisement. Which do you consider expedient?”


  “The expedient thing is to send them all home. The proper thing is to arrest them and charge them with the murder of fellow Romans. Since the prisoners hadn’t stood trial, they were still Roman citizens when they met their deaths.”


  Marius cocked his only mobile eyebrow. “So which course shall I take, Princeps Senatus? The expedient one—or the proper one?’’


  Scaurus shrugged. “The expedient one, Gaius Marius. You know that as well as I do. If you take the proper one, you’ll drive a wedge so deeply into Rome’s tree that the whole world might fall along with it.”


  They walked out into the open air and stood together at the top of the Senate steps, looking down into the faces of the people in the immediate vicinity; beyond these scant hundreds, the Forum Romanum was empty, clean, dreamy in the morning sun.


  “I hereby proclaim a general amnesty!” cried Gaius Marius at the top of his voice. “Go home, young men,” he said to the raiding party, “you are indemnified along with everyone else.” He turned to the main body of his listeners.


  “Where are the tribunes of the plebs? Here? Good! Call your meeting, there is no crowd. The first business of the day will be the election of two more tribunes of the plebs. Lucius Appuleius Saturninus and Lucius Equitius are dead. Chief lictor, send for some of your fellows and the public slaves, and clear up the mess inside the Curia Hostilia. Give the bodies to their families for honorable burial, for they had not been tried for their crimes, and are therefore still Roman citizens of good standing.”


  He walked down the steps and crossed to the rostra, for he was senior consul and supervisor of the ceremonies which would inaugurate the new tribunes; had he been a patrician, his junior colleague would have seen to it, which was why one at least of the consuls had to be a plebeian, to have access to the concilium plebis.


  And then it happened, perhaps because the gossip grapevine was in its usual splendid working order, and the word had sparkled up and down its tendrils with the speed of sunbeams. The Forum began to fill with people, thousands upon thousands of them hurrying from Esquiline, Caelian, Viminal, Quirinal, Subura, Palatine, Aventine, Oppian. The same crowd, Gaius Marius saw at once, which had jammed into the Forum during the elections of the tribunes of the plebs.


  And, with the trouble largely over and a feeling of peace within his heart, he looked out into that ocean of faces and saw what Lucius Appuleius Saturninus had seen: a source of power as yet untapped, innocent of the guile experience and education brought, ready to believe some passionately eloquent demagogue’s self-seeking kharisma and put themselves under a different master. Not for me, thought Gaius Marius; to be the First Man in Rome at the whim of the gullible is no victory. I have enjoyed the status of First Man in Rome the old way, the hard way, battling the prejudices and monstrosities of the cursus honorum.


  But, Gaius Marius concluded his thoughts gleefully, I shall make one last gesture to show Scaurus Princeps Senatus, Catulus Caesar, Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, and the rest of the boni that if I had chosen Saturninus’s way, they’d be dead inside the Curia Hostilia all covered in tiles, and I’d be running Rome single-handed. For I am to Saturninus what Jupiter is to Cupid.


  He stepped to that edge of the rostra which faced the lower Forum rather than the well of the Comitia, and held out his arms in a gesture which seemed to embrace the crowd, draw it to him as a father beckons his children. “People of Rome, go back to your houses!” he thundered. “The crisis is past. Rome is safe. And I, Gaius Marius, have great pleasure in announcing to you that a fleet of grain ships arrived in Ostia harbor yesterday. The barges will be coming upstream all day today, and by tomorrow there will be grain available from the State granaries of the Aventine at one sestertius the modius, the price which Lucius Appuleius Saturninus’s grain law laid down. However, Lucius Appuleius is dead, and his law invalid. It is I, Gaius Marius, consul of Rome, who gives to you your grain! The special price will continue until I step down from office in nineteen days’ time. After that, it is up to the new magistrates to decide what price you will pay. The one sestertius I shall charge you is my parting gift to you, Quirites! For I love you, and I have fought for you, and I have won for you. Never, never forget it! Long—live—Rome!”


  And down from the rostra he stepped amid a wave of cheers, his arms above his head, that fierce twisted grin a fitting farewell, with its good side and its bad side.


  Catulus Caesar stood rooted to the spot. “Did you hear that?” he gasped to Scaurus. “He just gave away nineteen days of grain—in his name! At a cost to the Treasury of thousands of talents! How dare he!”


  “Are you going to get up on the rostra and contradict him, Quintus Lutatius?” asked Sulla, grinning. “With all your loyal young Good Men standing there getting off free?”


  “Damn him!” Catulus Caesar was almost weeping.


  Scaurus broke into peals of laughter. “He did it to us again, Quintus Lutatius!” he said when he was able. “Oh, what an earthshaker that man is! He stuck it to us, and he’s left us to pay the bill! I loathe him—but by all the gods, I do love him too!’’ And away he went into another paroxysm.


  “There are times, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, when I do not even begin to understand you!” Catulus Caesar said, and stalked off in his best camel manner.


  “Whereas I, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, understand you all too well,’’ said Sulla, laughing even harder than Scaurus.


  *


  When Glaucia killed himself with his sword and Marius extended the amnesty to Gaius Claudius and his followers, Rome breathed more easily; the Forum strife might be presumed to be over. But that was not so. The young Brothers Luculli brought Gaius Servilius Augur to trial in the treason court, and violence broke out afresh. Senatorial feelings ran high because the case split the Good Men; Catulus Caesar and Scaurus Princeps Senatus and their followers were firmly aligned with the Luculli, whereas Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus and Crassus Orator were committed by ties of patronage and friendship to Servilius the Augur.


  The unprecedented crowds which had filled the Forum Romanum during the troubles with Saturninus had disappeared, but the habitual Forum frequenters turned out in force to witness this trial, attracted by the youth and pathos of the two Luculli—who were fully aware of this, and determined to use it in every way they could. Varro Lucullus, the younger brother, had donned his toga of manhood only days before the trial began; neither he nor the eighteen-year-old Lucius Lucullus yet needed to shave. Their agents, cunningly placed among the crowd, whispered that these two poor lads had just received the news that their exiled father was dead—and that the long-ennobled family Licinius Lucullus now had only these two poor lads to defend its honor, its dignitas.


  Composed of knights, the jury had decided ahead of time that it was going to side with Servilius the Augur, who was a knight elevated to the Senate by his patron Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus. Even when this jury was being chosen, violence had played its part; the hired ex-gladiators of Servilius the Augur tried to prevent the trial’s going on. But the handy little band of young nobles run by Caepio Junior and Metellus Pius Piglet had driven the bully-boys from the scene, killing one as it did so. The jury understood this message, and resigned itself to listening to the Brothers Luculli with more sympathy than it had originally intended.


  “They’ll convict the Augur,” said Marius to Sulla as they stood off to one side, watching and listening keenly.


  “They will indeed,” said Sulla, who was fascinated by Lucius Lucullus, the older boy. “Brilliant!” he exclaimed when young Lucullus finished his speech. “I like him, Gaius Marius!”


  But Marius was unimpressed. “He’s as haughty and pokered up as his father was.”


  “You’re known to support the Augur,” said Sulla stiffly.


  That shaft went wide; Marius just grinned. “I would support a Tingitanian ape if it made life difficult for the Good Men around our absent Piggle-wiggle, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Servilius the Augur is a Tingitanian ape,” said Sulla.


  “I’m inclined to agree. He’s going to lose.”


  A prediction borne out when the jury (eyeing Caepio Junior’s band of young nobles) returned a unanimous verdict of DAMNO, even after being moved to tears by the impassioned defense speeches of Crassus Orator and Mucius Scaevola.


  Not surprisingly, the trial ended in a brawl which Marius and Sulla viewed from a suitably aloof distance, and with huge enjoyment from the moment when Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus punched an intolerably jubilant Catulus Caesar on the mouth.


  “Pollux and Lynceus!” said Marius, delighted when the pair settled down to engage in serious fisticuffs. “Oh, go it, Quintus Lutatius Pollux!” he roared.


  “Not a bad classical allusion, given that the Ahenobarbi all swear it was Pollux put the red in their inky beards,” said Sulla when a punch properly directed by Catulus Caesar smeared Ahenobarbus’s whole face with blood.


  “And hopefully,” said Marius, turning away as soon as the brawl ended in defeat for Ahenobarbus, “that brings events in the Forum to an end for this hideous year.”


  “Oh, I don’t know, Gaius Marius. We’ve still to endure the consular elections.”


  “They’re not held in the Forum, one mercy.”


  *


  Two days later Marcus Antonius held his triumph, and two days after that he was elected senior consul for the coming year; his colleague in the consulship was to be none other than Aulus Postumius Albinus, whose invasion of Numidia had, ten years ago, precipitated the war against Jugurtha.


  “The electors are complete asses!” said Marius to Sulla with some passion. “They’ve just elected as junior consul one of the best examples I know of ambition allied to no talent of any kind! Tchah! Their memories are as short as their turds!”


  “Well, they say constipation causes mental dullness,” said Sulla, grinning despite the emergence of a new fear. He was hoping to run for praetor in the next year’s elections, but had today sensed a mood in the electors of the Centuriate Assembly that boded ill for Marian candidates in future. Yet how do I dissociate myself from this man who has been so good to me? he asked himself unhappily.


  “Luckily, I predict it’s going to be a mentally dull year, and Aulus Albinus won’t be given a chance to ruin things,” Marius went on, unaware of Sulla’s thoughts. “For the first time in a long time, Rome has no enemies worth a mention. We can rest. And Rome can rest.”


  Sulla made an effort, swung his mind away from a praetorship he knew was going to prove elusive. “What about the prophecy?” he asked abruptly. “Martha distinctly said you’d be consul of Rome seven times.”


  “I will be consul seven times, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “You believe that.”


  “I do.”


  Sulla sighed. “I’d be happy to reach praetor.”


  A facial hemiparesis enabled its sufferer to blow the most wonderfully derisive noises; Marius blew one now. “Rubbish!” he said vigorously. “You are consul material, Lucius Cornelius. In fact, one day you’ll be the First Man in Rome.”


  “I thank you for your faith in me, Gaius Marius.” Sulla turned a smile upon Marius almost as twisted as Marius’s were these days. “Still, considering the difference in our ages, I won’t be vying with you for the title,” he said.


  Marius laughed. “What a battle of the Titans that would be! No danger of it,” he said with absolute certainty.


  “With your retiring from the curule chair and not planning to attend the House, you’ll no longer be the First Man in Rome yourself, Gaius Marius.”


  “True, true. But oh, Lucius Cornelius, I’ve had a good run! And as soon as this awful affliction of mine goes away, I’ll be back.”


  “In the meantime, who will be the First Man in Rome?” asked Sulla. “Scaurus? Catulus?”


  “Nemo!” bellowed Gaius Marius, and laughed uproariously. “Nobody! That’s the best joke of all! There’s not one of them can fill my shoes!”


  Joining in the laughter, Sulla put his right arm across Marius’s togate back, gave it a squeeze of pure affection, and set their feet upon the road home from the saepta. In front of them reared the Capitoline Mount; a broad finger of chilly sun alighted upon the gilding of Victory’s four-horse chariot atop Jupiter Optimus Maximus’s temple pediment, and turned the city of Rome to dazzling gold.


  “It hurts my eyes!” cried Sulla in real pain. But could not look away.
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  Rather than append a long scholarly dissertation in defense of my hypotheses, I have chosen to incorporate a minimum of this within the Glossary. For those with sufficient background to be skeptical about my treatment of the relationship between Marius and Sulla during these early years, about the identity of Sulla’s first wife, and about the number of daughters Gaius Julius Caesar Nepos had, I suggest you consult the Julilla entry in the Glossary, wherein you will find my thoughts on these matters. To check the facts about Martha the Syrian’s prophecies concerning Gaius Marius, see Martha in the Glossary. And if you doubt the ancients knew what vintage wines were, look up wine. A discussion about the location of the Forum Piscinum and the Forum Frumentarium can be found under those entries. And so on. The Glossary is as full and accurate as space permits.


  No bibliography is appended. First of all, because it is not usual to do so in the case of a novel. But more importantly, any bibliography would run to many pages. One hundred and eighty volumes of the Loeb Classical Library in my possession would be but a small beginning. I will only say, where possible, I have gone to the ancient sources, and have treasured the modern works of many fine historians, including Pauly-Wissowa, Broughton, Syme, Mommsen, Munzer, Scullard, and others. My scholarship will be obvious enough to those qualified to judge, without a bibliography. However, should any reader be interested, he or she may write to me in care of the publisher for a bibliography.


  I beg the indulgence of Latinate readers, who will find some Latin words kept in the nominative case when vocative, dative, or other cases are in actual fact correct; and who will find family names, especially in the first half of the book, Anglicized in the plural. This has been done in order to make reading less confusing for what will be a largely non-Latinate audience.


  A word about the drawings. I am so tired of people thinking Cleopatra looked like Elizabeth Taylor, Mark Antony like Richard Burton, and so forth, that I decided to supply my readers with genuine Republican Roman faces. Where possible, these are authenticated likenesses; where no such identification has been made, I have chosen an anonymous Republican Roman head of the right age and type, and given it a historical name. In this book, there are nine drawings of persons. Only two are authenticated— Gaius Marius and Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Of the other seven, Catulus Caesar is based upon an atypical portrait bust of Caesar the Dictator, and Gaius Julius Caesar upon an equally atypical portrait bust of a Marcus Aemilius Lepidus. Aurelia is taken from the full-length statue of a crone of impeccably Republican date; though the statue is weatherworn, the lady’s bones bore a strong likeness to those of Caesar the Dictator. Metellus Numidicus, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, Publius Rutilius Rufus, and the young Quintus Sertorius are based upon anonymous portrait busts of Republican date. That only one woman has been included is due to the dearth of Republican-era female portraits; what few do exist, I have had to ration out, and keep them to illustrate women in whom I can see a likeness to some authenticated Roman man. There are, after all, more books to come!


  The next book in the series is tentatively titled The Grass Crown.


  GLOSSARY


  ABSOLVO The Latin term employed by a jury when voting for acquittal of the accused.


  Academic An adherent of Platonic philosophy.


  adamas Diamond. The ancients knew it was the hardest substance, and employed it as a cutting tool when they could get hold of it. What diamonds were available came from Scythia and India.


  Adriatric Sea Mare Adriaticum. The body of water separating the Italian Peninsula from Illyricum, Macedonia, and Epirus; it was contiguous with the Ionian Sea.


  advocate The term generally used by modern scholars to describe a man active in the Roman law courts. “Lawyer” is considered too modern.


  aedes A house of the gods which was not considered a temple because it was not used for augury at the time of its consecration. The temple of Vesta, for example, was actually an aedes sacra rather than a full temple.


  aedile One of four Roman magistrates with duties confined to the city of Rome. Two were plebeian aediles; two were curule aediles. The plebeian aediles were created first (in 493 B.C.), to assist the tribunes of the plebs in their duties, but more particularly to guard the rights of the plebs in relation to their headquarters, the temple of Ceres. They soon inherited supervision of the city’s buildings as a whole, and archival custody of plebiscites passed in the Plebeian Assembly, together with any senatorial decrees directing the passage of plebiscites. The plebeian aediles were elected by the Plebeian Assembly. Two curule aediles were created (in 367 B.C.) to give the patricians a share in custody of public buildings and archives, but the curule aediles were soon as likely to be plebeians as patricians. The curule aediles were elected by the Assembly of the People. All four from the third century B.C. onward were responsible for care of Rome’s streets, water supply, drains, traffic, public buildings and facilities, markets, weights and measures, games, and the public grain supply. They had the power to fine citizens for infringements of any regulations connected to any of the above, and deposited the moneys in their chests to help fund the games. Aedileship—plebeian or curule—was not a part of the cursus honorum, but because of the games was a valuable way for a praetorian hopeful to accrue popularity.


  Aedui A powerful confraternity of Celtic tribes who lived in central Long-haired Gaul. After Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus in 122 and 121 B.C. subjugated their traditional enemies the Arverni, the Aedui became less warlike, steadily more Romanized, and enjoyed Roman patronage.


  Aeneas Prince of Dardania, in the Troad. The son of King Anchises and the goddess Venus (Aphrodite), he fled the burning city of Troy (Ilium) with his aged father on his shoulders and the Palladium under one arm. After many adventures, he arrived in Latium and founded the race from whom true Romans were descended. Vergil says his son Iulus, was actually Ascanius, his son by his Trojan wife, Creusa, whom he brought from Troy with him; on the other hand, Livy says Iulus was his son by his Latin wife, Lavinia. What the Roman of Gaius Marius’s day believed is really not known, as both Livy and Vergil wrote almost a hundred years later.


  Aenus River The modern river Inn, in Bavaria.


  Aetna Mons Modern Mount Etna. The famous Sicilian volcano was as active in ancient times as it is in modern, but the land around it was extensively used.


  Africa In Roman Republican times, the word “Africa” was mostly applied to that part of the northern coast around Carthage—modern Tunisia.


  Africa Province The Roman province of Africa, which in the days of Gaius Marius was actually very small— basically, the outthrust of land containing Carthage. The Roman province was surrounded by the much larger Numidia.


  ager publicum Land vested in Roman public ownership. Most of it was acquired by right of conquest or taken off its original owners as punishment for disloyalty. This latter was particularly true in the Italian Peninsula. It was leased out by the State (the censors had the duty) in a fashion favoring large estates. The most famous and contentious of all the many pieces of Italian ager publicum was the ager Campanus, land once belonging to the town of Capua, and confiscated by Rome after various Capuan insurrections.


  Agger The double rampart and fortifications protecting the city of Rome on its most vulnerable side, along the Campus Esquilinus; the Agger was a part of the Servian Walls.


  Alba Longa Near modern Castel Gandolfo. The ancient center of Latium, and the original home of many of Rome’s oldest patrician families, including the Julii. It was attacked and conquered by King Tullus Hostilius of Rome in the seventh century B.C., and razed to the ground. Its citizens were relocated in Rome.


  Albis River The modern Elbe, in Germany.


  Alexander the Great King of Macedonia, the third to be called Alexander. He was born in 356 B.C., and died aged thirty-three years. When he was twenty years old, he succeeded his father, Philip II, as king, and, haunted by the specter of the Persians, he resolved to render the threat of a Persian invasion of Europe nonexistent for all time. So in 334 B.C. he led an army across the Hellespont with the aim of subduing Persia. His odyssey between this time and his death of a fever in Babylon took him, always victorious, as far as the river Indus in modern Pakistan. His tutor as a boy was Aristotle. As he died without a true successor, his empire did not survive him as a possession of Macedonia, but he seeded many Hellenic kings in the persons of his generals, who divided most of Asia Minor, Egypt, Syria, Media, and Persia between them.


  Allies Quite early in the history of the Roman Republic, its magistrates began issuing the title “Friend and Ally of the Roman People” to peoples andIor nations which had assisted Rome in an hour of (usually military) need. In time, all of the Italian Peninsula not enfranchised with full Roman citizenship or on the way to enfranchisement by being given the Latin Rights was deemed to consist of “Allies.” Rome assured military protection and some trade concessions, in return for armed troops supported by the Allies whenever Rome demanded them. Abroad, peoples andIor nations began to earn the title too; the Aedui of Long-haired Gaul and the Kingdom of Bithynia were deemed Allies. When foreign elements entered the picture, the Italian nations were simply called Allies, while the overseas nations used the full title “Friend and Ally of the Roman People.”


  Allobroges The confraternity of Celtic tribes which occupied the lands south of Lake Lemanna between the crest of the western Alps and the river Rhodanus, as far south as the river Isara. They loathed Roman penetration into the area, and were obdurate foes of the Romans.


  Ambarri A sept or subsection of the confraternity of Celtic tribes known as the Aedui, in central Long-haired Gaul. They lived closer to the Arar (Saone).


  Ambrones A sept or subsection of the Germanic people called the Teutones; they perished to the last man at Aquae Sextiae in 102 B.C. (see Teutones).


  ambrosia The food of the gods.


  Amisia River The modern Ems, in Germany.


  Amor Literally, “love.” Because it is also “Roma” spelled backward, the Romans of Republican times commonly believed that “Amor” was Rome’s vital secret name.


  amphora, amphorae (pl.) A pottery vessel, bulbous in shape, with a narrow neck and two large handles on the upper part, and a pointed or conical bottom which prevented its being stood upright on level ground. It was used for the bulk (usually maritime) transport of wine or wheat, its pointed bottom enabling it to be fitted easily into the sawdust which filled the ship’s hold or cart’s interior. It then sat upright during the journey, cushioned and protected. The pointed bottom enabled it to be dragged across level ground by a handler with considerable ease in loading and unloading. The usual size of amphora held about 6 American gallons (25 liters).


  Anas River The modern river Guadiana, in Spain.


  Anatolia Roughly, modern Asian Turkey. It extended from the south coast of the Black Sea (the Euxine) through to the Mediterranean, and from the Aegean Sea in the west to modern Armenia, Iran, and Syria in the east. The Taurus and Antitaurus Mountains made its interior and much of its coastline very rugged. Its climate was. continental.


  Ancus Marcius The fourth King of Rome, claimed by the family Marcius (particularly that branch cognominated Rex) as its founder-ancestor; unlikely, since the Marcii were plebeians. Ancus Marcius was said to have colonized Ostia—though there is some doubt whether he did this, or captured the salt pits at the mouth of the Tiber from their Etruscan owners. Rome under his rule flourished. His one lasting public work was the building of the Wooden Bridge, the Pons Sublicius. He died in 617 B.C., leaving sons who did not inherit their father’s throne, a source of later trouble. Anio River The modern Aniene.


  Anna Perenna One of the numinous gods native to Rome and owing nothing to Greece (see numen); possessed of neither face nor mythology, Anna Perenna was regarded as female. Her feast was held on the first full moon after the old New Year (March 1), and it was a very happy occasion for everyone in Rome.


  Antiocheia, Antioch The capital of Syria and the largest city in that part of the world.


  Apennines The range of mountains breaking Italy up into three regions largely isolated from each other: Italian Gaul (northern Italy of the Po Valley), the Adriatic seaboard of the peninsula, and the wider, more fertile plains and valleys of the peninsula’s west coast. The range branched off the Alpes Maritimae in Liguria, crossed the base of the peninsula from west to east, then ran down the full length of the peninsula to Bruttium, opposite Sicily. Its highest peak rose to 9,600 feet (3,000 m).


  aqua An aqueduct. In the time of Gaius Marius, there were four such, supplying water to the city of Rome. The oldest was the Aqua Appia (312 B.C.), next was the Aqua Anio Vetus (272 B.C.), then the Aqua Marcia (144 B.C.), and finally the Aqua Tepula ( 125 B.C.). During the Republic, the aqueducts and the water they provided were cared for by water companies hired under contract by the censors.


  Aquae Sextiae Modern Aix-en-Provence. A spa town in the Roman province of Gaul-across-the-Alps.


  Aquileia A Latin Rights colony seeded in far eastern Italian Gaul to protect the trade routes across the Carnic Alps from Noricum and Illyricum; the date was 181 B.C. Provided soon after with several roads connecting it to Ravenna, Patavium, Verona, and Placentia, it quickly became the most important city at the top of the Adriatic.


  aquilifer Presumably a creation of Gaius Marius at the time he gave the legions their silver eagles. The best man in the legion, the aquilifer was chosen to carry the legion’s silver eagle, and was expected to keep it safe from enemy capture. He wore a wolf skin or a lion skin as a mark of his distinction.


  Aquitani, Aquitania The lands of southwestern Longhaired Gaul between the Carantonus River and the Pyrenees, and extending eastward along the Garumna River almost to Tolosa were called Aquitania, and were occupied by a Celtic confederation of tribes called the Aquitani. The largest of the Aquitanian oppida was Burdigala, on the southern side of the mouth of the Garumna.


  Arar River The modern Saone, in France.


  Arausio Modern Orange. A small settlement under Roman influence on the eastern bank of the Rhodanus River, in Gaul-across-the-Alps.


  Arduenna The modern forest of the Ardennes, in northern France. In the time of Gaius Marius the Arduenna extended all the way from the Mosa to the Mosella, and was impenetrable.


  area Flacciana Marcus Fulvius Flaccus, an important adherent of Gaius Gracchus, was murdered together with two of his sons in 121 B.C. as part of senatorial suppression of Gaius Gracchus’s policies. His lands and all his properties were confiscated postmortem, including his house on the Palatine, which was torn down and the land left neglected. This vacant block, which overlooked the Forum Romanum, was called the area Flacciana. Quintus Lutatius Catulus acquired it in 100 B.C., and used it to build a colonnade in which he installed the standards taken from the Cimbri at Vercellae.


  Arelate Modern Aries. A town, possibly founded by the Greeks, in Gaul-across-the-Alps. Situated on the Rhodanus just above its delta, Arelate grew in importance after Gaius Marius built his ship canal.


  armillae The wide bracelets, of gold or of silver, which were awarded as prizes for valor to Roman legionaries, centurions, cadets, and military tribunes.


  Arnus River The modern Arno. Throughout its course, loop and all, it formed the boundary between Italy proper and Italian Gaul.


  Arpinum A town in Latium not far from the border of Samnium, and probably originally peopled by Volsci. It was the last Latin Rights community to receive the full Roman citizenship, in 188 B.C., but it did not enjoy full municipal status in Gaius Marius’s time.


  Arx The more northern of the two humps which sit atop the Capitoline Mount of Rome.


  as The smallest in value of the coins of Rome; ten of them equaled one denarius. They were bronze. I have avoided mentioning the as in the book because of (a) its relative unimportance, and (b) its identical spelling to the English adverb, conjunction, or preposition “as”—most confusing!


  Asia Province The west coast and hinterland of what is now Turkey, from the Troad in the north to Lycia opposite Rhodes in the south. Its capital in Republican times was Pergamum.


  Assembly (Comitia) Any gathering of the Roman People convoked to deal with governmental, legislative, or electoral matters. In the time of Gaius Marius there were three true Assemblies—of the Centuries, the People, and the Plebs. The Centuriate Assembly marshaled the People in their classes, which were defined by a means test and were economic in nature. As it was originally a military assemblage, each class gathered in its centuries (which by Marius’s time numbered far in excess of one hundred men, as it had been decided to keep the number of centuries in each class to a certain value). Its Latin name was Comitia Centuriata, and it met to elect consuls, praetors, and (every five years) censors; it also met to hear trials involving a charge of treason. The other two Assemblies were tribal in nature, not economic. The Assembly of the People allowed full participation of patricians; its Latin name was Comitia Populi Tributa, and it met in the thirty-five tribes among which all Roman citizens were divided. The Assembly of the People (also called the Popular Assembly) was convoked by a consul or praetor, could formulate laws, and elected the curule aediles, the quaestors, and the tribunes of the soldiers. It could also conduct trials. The Assembly of the Plebs or Plebeian Assembly was known in Latin as Comitia Plebis Tributa or Concilium Plebis. It did not allow the participation of patricians, and was convoked by a tribune of the plebs. The Plebeian Assembly had the right to enact laws (strictly, known as plebiscites), and conduct trials. It elected the plebeian aediles and the tribunes of the plebs. In no Roman Assembly could the vote of one individual be credited directly to his wants; in the Centuriate Assembly his vote was credited to his century of his class, and his century’s total vote was credited as going whatever way the majority did; in the tribal Assemblies of People and Plebs, his vote was credited to his tribe, and his tribe’s total vote was credited as going whatever way the majority of its members decided.


  Asylum A part of the saddlelike depression which divided the two humps atop the Capitoline Mount; it carried the ancient meaning of asylum—that is, a refuge where a fugitive from any form of earthly justice or retribution could dwell without fear of arrest or detention. It was established as an asylum for fugitives by Romulus himself, when he was seeking a greater number of men to live in Rome than he could find by other means.


  Athesis River The modern Adige, in Italy.


  atrium The main reception room of a Roman private house; it mostly contained a rectangular opening in the roof, below which was a pool. Originally the purpose of the pool was to provide a reservoir of water for use of the household, but by the time of Gaius Marius, the pool was usually not used in this way; it had become ornamental.


  Attalus III The last King of Pergamum, and ruler of most of the Aegean coast of western Anatolia as well as Phrygia. In 133 B.C. he died, relatively young and without heirs closer than the usual collection of cousins. His will was carried to Rome, and there it was learned Attalus had bequeathed his entire kingdom to Rome. A war followed, put down by Manius Aquillius in 129 and 128 B.C. When Aquillius set about organizing the bequest as the Roman province of Asia, he sold most of Phrygia to King Mithridates V of Pontus for a sum of gold which he put into his own purse.


  Attic helmet An ornamental helmet worn by Roman officers, usually above the rank of centurion. It is the kind of helmet commonly worn by the stars of Hollywood’s Roman epic movies—though I very much doubt any Attic helmet of Republican times was ever crested with ostrich feathers!


  Atuatuci Also known as Aduatuci. A confraternity of tribes inhabiting that part of Long-haired Gaul around the confluence of the Sabis and the Mosa, they appear to have been more German than Celt in racial origins, for they claimed kinship with the Germans called Teutones.


  auctoritas A very difficult Latin term to translate, as it means much more than the English word “authority.” It carried implications of pre-eminence, clout, leadership, public and private importance, and—above all—the ability to influence events through sheer public or personal reputation. All the magistracies possessed auctoritas as part of their nature, but auctoritas was not confined to those who held magistracies; the Princeps Senatus, Pontifex Maximus, Rex Sacrorum, consulars, and even some private individuals could also accumulate auctoritas.


  augur A priest whose duties concerned divination rather than prognostication. He and his fellow augurs constituted the College of Augurs, and numbered some twelve at the time of Gaius Marius, six patrician and six plebeian. Until the lex Domitia de sacerdotiis was passed by Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus in 104 B.C., augurs had been chosen by those men already in the college; after that law, augurs had to be publicly elected. The augur did not predict the future, nor did he pursue his auguries at his own whim; he inspected the proper objects or signs to ascertain whether or not the projected undertaking was one having the approval of the gods, be the undertaking a meeting, a war, a proposed new law, or any other State business. There was virtually a manual of interpretation, so a man did not have to pretend he was psychic in order to be appointed an augur; in fact, the Roman State mistrusted men who did claim to have psychic powers, preferring to “go by the book.” The augur wore the toga trabea (see that entry) and carried a staff called the lituus.


  auxiliary A legion incorporated into a Roman army without its troops having the status of Roman citizens; a member of such a legion was also called an auxiliary, and the term extended to the cavalry arm as well. In the time of Gaius Marius, most auxiliary infantry was Italian in origin, where most auxiliary cavalry was from Gaul, Numidia, or Thrace, all lands whose soldiers rode horses, whereas the Roman soldier did not.


  ave atque vale “Hail and farewell.”


  Baetis River The modern Guadalquivir. A river in Further Spain (Hispania Ulterior). According to the geographer Strabo, the valley of the Baetis was the most fertile and productive in the world.


  Bagradas River The modern Mellegue. The most important river of the Roman African province. Baiae The small town on the bay side of Cape Misenum, the northern promontory of what is now known as the Bay of Naples. It was not fashionable as a resort during the Republic, but was famous for its beds of farmed oysters.


  baldric The belt, either slung over one shoulder and under the other arm, or worn around the waist, which held a man’s sword. The Roman gladius, a short-sword, was carried on a waist baldric, where a German long-sword needed a shoulder baldric.


  basilica, basilicae (pl.) A large building devoted to public facilities such as courts of law, and also to commercial facilities, from shops to offices. The basilica was clerestory-lit, and during the Republic was erected at the expense of some civic-minded Roman nobleman, usually of consular status. The first of the basilicae was built by Cato the Censor, was situated on the Clivus Argentarius next door to the Senate House, and was known as the Basilica Porcia; as well as accommodating banking houses, it also was the headquarters of the College of Tribunes of the Plebs. By the time of Gaius Marius, it had been joined by the Basilicae Sempronia, Aemilia, and Opimia, all on the fringes of the lower Forum Romanum.


  Belgae The fearsome confraternity of tribes inhabiting northwestern and Rhineland Gaul. Of mixed racial origins, the Belgae were probably more Germanic than Celtic; among them were the nations of the Treveri, the Atuatuci, the Condrusi, the Bellovaci, the Atrebates, and the Batavi. To the Romans of Gaius Marius’s time, they were legendary rather than real.


  Benacus, Lacus Modern Lake Garda, in northern Italy.


  biga A chariot drawn by two horses.


  Bithynia A kingdom flanking the Propontis on its Asian side, extending east to Paphlagonia and Galatia, south to Phrygia, and southwest to Mysia. It was fertile and prosperous, and was ruled by a series of kings of Thracian origin. Its traditional enemy was Pontus.


  Boiohaemum Bohemia. Modern Czechoslovakia.


  boni Literally, “the Good Men.” First mentioned in a play by Plautus called The Captives, the term came into political use during the days of Gaius Gracchus. He used it to describe his followers—but so also did his enemies Drusus and Opimius. It then passed gradually into general use; in the time of Cicero, the boni were those men of the Senate whose political leanings were ultra-conservative.


  Bononia Modern Bologna, in northern Italy.


  Borysthenes River The modern Dnieper, in the Ukraine.


  Brennus (1) King of the Gauls (or Celts). It was Brennus who sacked Rome and almost captured the Capitol during his siege of it, save that Juno’s sacred geese cackled until the consular Marcus Manlius awoke, found where the Gauls were climbing the cliff, and dislodged them; Rome never forgave its dogs (which hadn’t barked), and ever after honored its geese. Seeing their city reduced to smoking rubble beneath their eyes and having nothing left to eat, the defenders of the Capitol finally agreed to buy their salvation from Brennus. The price was a thousand pounds’ weight of gold. When the gold was brought to Brennus in the Forum, he had it reweighed on scales he had deliberately tampered with, then complained he was being cheated. The Romans said he was the cheat, whereupon Brennus drew his sword and threw it contemptuously onto the scales, saying, “Woe to the vanquished!” (“Vae victis!”) But before he could kill the Romans for their audacity in accusing him of cheating while they were buying their lives from him, the newly appointed dictator, Marcus Furius Camillus, appeared in the Forum with an army, and refused to allow Brennus to take the gold. In an initial battle through Rome’s streets, the Gauls were ejected from the city, and in a second battle eight miles out along the Via Tiburtina, Camillus slaughtered the invaders. For this feat (and for his speech persuading the plebeians not to quit Rome thereafter and move permanently to Veii), Camillus was called the Second Founder of Rome. Livy doesn’t say what happened to King Brennus. All this happened in 390 B.C.


  Brennus (2) A later king of the Gauls (or Celts). Leading a large Celtic confraternity of tribes, he invaded Macedonia and Thessaly in 279 B.C., turned the Greek defense at the pass of Thermopylae, and sacked Delphi, in which battle he was wounded. He then penetrated into Epirus and sacked the enormously rich oracular precinct of Zeus at Dodona, and sacked and looted the richest precinct of them all, that of Zeus at Olympia in the Peloponnese. In retreat before a determined Greek guerrilla resistance, Brennus returned to Macedonia, where he died of his old wound. Without Brennus to hold them together, the Gauls were rudderless. Some of them (the Tolistobogii, the Trocmi, and a segment of the Volcae Tectosages) crossed the Hellespont into Asia Minor, and settled in a land thereafter called Galatia. The Volcae Tectosages who did not go to Asia Minor returned to their homes around Tolosa in southwestern Gaul, bearing with them the entire loot of Brennus’s campaign, which they held in trust against the return of the rest of Brennus’s people; for the gold belonged to everyone.


  Brundisium Modern Brindisi. The most important port in southern Italy, and possessing the only good harbor on the whole Italian Adriatic coast. In 244 B.C. it became a Latin Rights colony, as Rome wished to protect its new extension of the Via Appia, from Tarentum to Brundisium.


  Burdigala Modern Bordeaux, in southwestern France. The great Gallic oppidum belonging to the Aquitani.


  Caesarean section The surgical procedure resorted to when a woman in childbirth finds it impossible to deliver her child through the pelvis. The abdomen is incised, the loops of bowel retracted, and the wall of the uterus cut open to extricate the child from within it. In this manner, so it is said, was Gaius Julius Caesar the Dictator delivered; the procedure still bears his family’s cognomen. I have chosen to ignore the story, for the reason that we know beyond a shadow of a doubt that Caesar’s mother, Aurelia, lived to be seventy years old, and apparently enjoyed good health up until the time of her death. The history of Caesarean section in antiquity was a grim one; though the operation was occasionally resorted to, and the child sometimes saved, the mother inevitably perished. The first truly successful Caesarean section that is well recorded occurred in Pavia, Italy, in April, 1876, when Dr. Edoardo Porro removed a healthy child—and uterus—from one Julie Covallini; mother and child survived and did very well.


  Calabria Confusing for those who know modern Italy! Nowadays Calabria is the toe of the boot, but in ancient times it was the heel.


  Campania The fabulously rich and fertile basin, volcanic in origin and soil, which lay between the Apennines of Samnium and the Tuscan (Tyrrhenian) Sea, and extended from Tarracina in the north to a point just south of the modern Bay of Naples. Watered by the Liris, VolturnusICalor, Clanius, and Sarnus rivers, it grew bigger, better, and more of everything than any other region in all Italy. Early colonized by the Greeks, it fell under Etruscan domination, then affiliated itself to the Samnites, and eventually was subject to Rome. The Greek and Samnite elements in its populace made it a grudging subject, and it was always an area prone to insurrection. The towns of Capua, Teanum Sidicinum, Venafrum, Acerrae, Nola, and Interamna were important inland centers, while the ports of Puteoli, Neapolis, Herculaneum, Surrentum, and Stabiae constituted the best on Italy’s west coast. Puteoli was the largest and the busiest port in all of Italy. The Via Campana, Via Appia, and Via Latina passed through it.


  campus, campi (pl.) A plain, or flat expanse of ground.


  Campus Martius Situated to the north of the Servian Walls, the Campus Martius was bounded by the Capitol to its south and the Pincian Hill on its east; the rest of it was enclosed by a huge bend in the river Tiber. Here on the Campus Martius armies awaiting their general’s triumphs were bivouacked, military exercises and military training of the young went on, the stables for horses engaged in chariot racing were situated, assemblies of the Comitia Centuriata took place, and market gardening vied with public parklands. The Via Lata (Via Flaminia) crossed the Campus Martius on its way north.


  Cannae An Apulian town on the Aufidius River. Here in 216 B.C., Hannibal and his army of Carthaginians met a Roman army commanded by Lucius Aemilius Paullus and Gaius Terentius Varro. The Roman army was annihilated; until Arausio in 105 B.C., it ranked as Rome’s worst military disaster. Somewhere between thirty thousand and sixty thousand men died. The survivors were made to pass beneath the yoke (see that entry).


  capite censi Literally, “Head Count.” The capite censi were those full Roman citizens too poor to belong to one of the five economic classes, and so were unable to vote in the Centuriate Assembly at all. As most capite censi were urban in origin as well as in residence, they largely belonged to urban tribes, which numbered only four out of the total thirty-five tribes; this meant they had little influence in either of the tribal Assemblies, People or Plebs (see also Head Count, proletarii).


  Capitol The Mons Capitolinus, one of the seven hills of Rome, and the only one more or less limited to religious and public buildings. Though the top of the Capitol contained no private residences, by the time of Gaius Marius its lower slopes boasted some of the most expensive houses in all Rome. Gaius Marius himself lived in this location.


  Capua The most important inland town of Campania. A history of broken pledges of loyalty to Rome led to Roman reprisals which stripped Capua of its extensive and extremely valuable public lands; these became the nucleus of the ager publicus of Campania, and included, for instance, the fabulous vineyards which produced Falernian wine. By the time of Gaius Marius, Capua’s economic well-being depended upon the many military training camps, gladiatorial schools, and slave camps for bulk prisoners which surrounded the town; the people of Capua made their living from supplying and servicing these huge institutions.


  carbunculus The precious stone ruby; the word was also applied to really red garnets.


  career A dungeon. The Tullianum’s other name was simply Career.


  Carinae One of Rome’s more exclusive addresses. The Carinae was the northern tip of the Oppian Mount on its western side; it extended between the Velia, at the top of the Forum Romanum, and the Clivus Pullius.


  Carnic Alps The name I have used to embrace that part of the alpine chain surrounding northern Italy at its eastern end, behind the coastal cities of Tergeste and Aquileia. These mountains are generally called the Julian Alps, the name Carnic Alps being reserved for the mountains of the modern Austrian Tyrol. However, I can find no evidence to suggest that some member of the family Julius of earlier date than Gaius Julius Caesar the Dictator had a mountain range named after himself, and so must assume that prior to Gaius Julius Caesar the Dictator, the Julian Alps were known by some other name. For want of ancient evidence (which is not to say it does not exist, only that I haven’t found it), I have simply extended that name Carnic Alps to cover the Julian Alps as well.


  Carnutes One of the largest and most important of the Celtic tribal confraternities of Gaul. Their lands lay along the river Liger between its confluence with the Caris and a point on about the same meridian of longitude as modern Paris. The Carnutes owed much of their pre-eminence to the fact that within their lands lay the cult centers and Gallic training schools of the Druids.


  Castor The senior of the twin gods Castor and Pollux (to the Greeks, Kastor and Polydeukes), also called the Dioscuri. Their temple, in the Forum Romanum, was imposingly large and very old, indicating that their worship in Rome went back at least to the time of the kings. They cannot therefore simply be labeled a Greek import, as was Apollo. Their special significance to Rome (and possibly why later on they came to be associated with the Lares) was probably because Romulus, the founder of Rome, was a twin.


  Cebenna The highlands of south-central Gaul, lying to the west of the river Rhodanus. The Cebenna in modern terms would incorporate the Cevennes, the Auvergne, the Ardeche, and, in effect, all of the Massif Central.


  cella, cellae (pl.) Literally, “room.” Rooms in domestic households had mostly acquired special names distinguishing their functions, but a room without a name was a cella. The rooms inside temples were always cellae.


  Celtiberians The members of that part of the Celtic race who crossed the Pyrenees into Spain and settled mostly in its central, western, and northwestern regions. They were so well ensconced by the time of Gaius Marius that they were generally regarded as indigenous.


  Celts More the modern than the ancient term for a barbarian race which emerged from north-central Europe during the early centuries of the first millennium B.C. From about 500 B.C. onward, the Celts attempted to invade the lands of the European Mediterranean; in Spain and Gaul they succeeded, while in Italy and Greece they failed. However, in northern Italy, Macedonia, Thessaly, Illyricum, and Moesia, they seeded whole populations which gradually admixed with those peoples already present. Galatia, in central western Anatolia, was still Celtic speaking many centuries A.D. (see Brennus [2]). Racially the Celts were different from yet kindred to the later Germans; they considered themselves a discrete people. Their languages held certain similarities to Latin. A Roman rarely used the word “Celt”; he said “Gaul.”


  censor The most senior of all Roman magistrates, though he lacked imperium, and was not therefore escorted by lictors. No man who had not already been consul could seek election as censor, and only those consulars owning tremendous personal auctoritas and dignitas normally bothered to stand. To be elected censor was complete vindication of a political man’s career, for it said he was one of the very top men in Rome. The censor (two were elected at the same time) held office for a period of five years, though he was active in his duties for only about eighteen months at the beginning of his term. He and his colleague in the censorship inspected and regulated membership of the Senate, the Ordo Equester (the knights), and the holders of the Public Horse (the eighteen hundred most senior knights), and conducted a general census of Roman citizens, not only in Rome, but throughout Italy and the provinces. He also applied the means test. State contracts were let by him, and various public works or buildings initiated by him.


  Centuriate Assembly See Assembly.


  centurion, Centurio, centuriones (pl.) The regular officer of both Roman citizen and auxiliary legions. It is a mistake to equate him with the modern noncommissioned officer; centurions were complete professionals enjoying a status uncomplicated by our modern social distinctions. A defeated Roman general hardly turned a hair if he lost military tribunes, but tore his hair out in clumps if he lost centurions. Centurion rank was graduated; the most junior centurio commanded a group of eighty soldiers and twenty noncombatants called a century. In the Republican army as reorganized by Gaius Marius, each cohort had six centurions, with the most senior man, the pilus prior, commanding the senior century of his cohort as well as commanding his entire cohort. The ten men commanding the ten cohorts making up a legion were also ranked in seniority, with the legion’s most senior centurion, the primus pilus, answering only to his legion’s commander (either one of the elected tribunes of the soldiers or one of the general’s legates). Promotion during Republican times was from the ranks.


  century A term which could apply to any collection of one hundred men, but which originally meant one hundred soldiers. The centuries of the Centuriate Assembly no longer contained a mere one hundred men, nor had military significance, but originally were indeed military. The centuries of the legions continued to contain one hundred men.


  Cercina Island Modern Kerkenna. One of the islands of the African Lesser Syrtis, it was the site of the first of Gaius Marius’s veteran soldier colonies. The father of Gaius Julius Caesar the Dictator was sent by Marius to organize the settlement of Cercina.


  Ceres A very old Italian-Roman earth goddess whose duties chiefly concerned food crops, particularly cereal grains. Her temple, on the Aventine side of the Forum Boarium (and therefore outside the pomerium), was held to be the most beautiful temple in Republican Rome, and was built to house the cult of the Plebs in the days when Rome was controlled by the patricians and the Plebs often threatened to pack up and leave Rome, settle elsewhere; the first such mass desertion of the Plebs, in 494 B.C., was only as far as the Aventine, but that was far enough to win them concessions. By the time of Gaius Marius, the temple of Ceres was simply known as the headquarters of the Plebeian Order; it held the offices and records of the plebeian aediles.


  Charybdis A mythical whirlpool variously located in the straits between Italy and Sicily, or near the Pillars of Hercules, or other places. Charybdis was always lumped with her companion, Scylla, a monster with a girdle of snarling dogs, who lived so close to Charybdis that no sailor could avoid the one without falling into the clutches of the other. In ancient times the saying “caught between Scylla and Charybdis” was the equivalent of our “between the devil and the deep blue sea,” or “between a rock and a hard place.”


  chersonnese The Greeks’ word for a peninsula, though they used it somewhat more flexibly than modern geographers. Thus the Tauric Chersonnese, the Thracian Chersonnese, the Cimbrian Chersonnese, etc.


  Cherusci A confraternity of German tribes who lived in the area around the Amisia River (now the Ems) and the Visurgis River (now the Weser). Some segments of the Cherusci left this homeland about 113 B.C. to join the mass migration of the German Teutones and Cimbri.


  Cimbri A very large confraternity of German tribes who lived in the more northern half of the Cimbrian Chersonnese until, in 120 B.C. or thereabouts, a massive natural disaster forced them to leave their homeland. Together with their immediate southern neighbors, the Teutones, they began an epic trek to find a new homeland—a trek which lasted nearly twenty years, took them thousands of miles, and finally brought them up against Rome—and Gaius Marius.


  Cimbrian Chersonnese Modern Denmark, also known as the Jutland Peninsula.


  Circei, Circeii The area, including Mount Circeii, which formed the coastal boundary between Latium and Campania. The town of the same name occupied the Tarracina side of the Circeian Promontory, and was a popular Republican seaside resort.


  circus A place where chariot races were held. The course itself was long and narrow, and was divided lengthwise by a central barrier, the spina, the ends of which were conical stones called metae, which formed the turning points for the chariots. Bleacher-style tiers of wooden seats completely fenced it in. The seven laps of a race were monitored by seven eggs in cups, and seven dolphins; both were probably always there, but Agrippa certainly gave the Circus Maximus new and better dolphins. A race normally took about twenty-five minutes to complete. It is now thought that all four colors-—red, green, white, and blue—were a part of the races throughout the middle and late Republic as well as during the Empire. I imagine four colors meant four competitors.


  Circus Flaminius The circus situated on the Campus Martius not far from the Tiber and the Forum Holitorium. It was built in 221 B.C., and sometimes was made to serve as a place for a comitial meeting, when the Plebs or the People had to assemble outside the pomerium. There were several temples within the Circus Flaminius, among them one to Vulcan, and the very beautiful, very famous temple of Hercules and the nine Muses.


  Circus Maximus The old circus built by King Tarquinius Priscus before the Republic began. It filled the whole of the Vallis Murcia, between the Palatine and Aventine mounts. It held somewhere between 100,000 and 150,000 people, even in Republican times; during the Republic, only Roman citizens were admitted, and there is ample evidence to suggest that freedman citizens were still classified as slaves when it came to admission to the circus; I imagine that freedmen were excluded because too many people wanted to go to the circus. Women were allowed to sit with men.


  citadel Properly, a fortress atop a precipitous hill, or that part of a larger fortified place occupying the heights, and surrounded by its own walls.


  citizenship For the purposes of this book, the Roman citizenship. Possession of it entitled a man to vote in his tribe and his class (if he was economically qualified to belong to a class) in all Roman city elections. He could not be flogged, he was entitled to the Roman trial process, and he had the right of appeal. At various times both his parents had to be Roman citizens, at other times only his father (hence the cognomen Hybrida). The citizen was liable to military service, though, prior to Gaius Marius, only if he owned sufficient property to buy his arms and support himself on campaigns beyond the very small sum he was paid by the State, usually at the end of a campaign.


  classes The five economic divisions of property-owning or steady-income-earning Roman citizens. The members of the First Class were the richest, the members of the Fifth Class the poorest. The capite censi did not belong to a class.


  client In Latin, cliens. The term denoted a man of free or freed status (he did not have to be a Roman citizen, however) who pledged himself to a man he called his patron (patronus). The client undertook in the most solemn and morally binding way to serve the interests and obey the wishes of his patron, in return for various favors (these were usually gifts of money, or positions, or legal assistance). The freed slave was automatically the client of his former master, until discharged of this obligation—if he ever was. A kind of honor system governed a client’s conduct in respect of his patron, and was remarkably consistently adhered to. To be a client did not necessarily mean a man could not also be a patron; more that he could not be an ultimate patron, for his own clients technically were the clients of his patron also. There were laws governing the foreign client-patron relationship; concerning foreign client-kingdoms or states owning Rome as patron, there was a legal obligation to ransom any kidnapped Roman citizen, a fact that pirates relied on heavily as an additional source of income. Thus, not only individuals could become clients; whole towns and even countries could be clients.


  client-king A foreign monarch who pledged himself as client in the service of Rome as his patron, or sometimes in the service of a Roman individual as his patron. The title “Friend and Ally of the Roman People” was a statement of clientship.


  Clitumnus River A river in Umbria, Italy.


  clivus A street on an incline—that is, a hilly street. Rome, a city of hills, had many.


  cloaca, cloacae (pl.) A drain, particularly a sewer. There seems no doubt that a very extensive system of cloacae was put down very early on in Rome’s history. Livy says that after the Gauls virtually demolished the city in 390 B.C., the rebuilding was not planned as it ought to have been, due to the Senate’s fear that the Plebeian Order would move holus-bolus to Veii unless allowed to do precisely what they wanted. So where in the old city plan the streets had been wider, and followed the course of the main sewers, the new city saw narrower and more tortuous streets, and many buildings put on top of the main sewers.


  Cloaca Maxima The system of sewers which drained the Subura, the upper Esquiline, the Capitol, the Forum Romanum, and the Velabrum; it entered the Tiber between the Pons Aemilius and the Wooden Bridge (Pons Sublicius), but closer to the Pons Aemilius. The ancient river which formed its first tunnels was the Spinon.


  Cloaca Nodina The system of sewers which drained the Palatine, the lower Esquiline and Oppian mounts, the area of the Circus Maximus, and some of the Aventine. It followed the course of the ancient river Nodina and its tributaries, and entered the Tiber just upstream of the Wooden Bridge (Pons Sublicius).


  Cloaca Petronia The system of sewers which drained the Viminal, Quirinal, and Campus Martius, following the original course of the ancient river Petronia and its tributaries. It entered the Tiber just upstream of Tiber Island; from this point downstream, the Tiber was not used for swimming.


  Coan Pertaining to the island of Cos, one of the Sporades, and located off the coast of Asia Minor. The adjective “Coan” was attached to a famous export of Cos—Coan silk. This was not real silk, but wild silk (real silk did not reach the Mediterranean until the early Empire). Coan silk was much esteemed by prostitutes, to the extent that a prostitute was simply called a Coan.


  cognomen, cognomina (pl.) The last name of a Roman male anxious to distinguish himself from all his fellows having the same first and gentilicial (family) names. In some families it became necessary to have more than one cognomen; for example, take Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Scipio Nasica! The cognomen usually pointed out some physical or character idiosyncrasy—jug ears or flat feet or a humpback—or else commemorated some great feat, as in the Caecilii Metelli who were cognominated Dalmaticus, Balearicus, Numidicus. Many cognomina were heavily sarcastic or extremely witty. For the meanings of a number of cognomina, see pages 1060-1065.


  cohort The tactical unit of the Roman legion, comprising six centuries of troops; in normal circumstances, a legion had ten cohorts. It was customary to speak of the size of a Roman army under three or four legions in strength in terms of cohorts rather than legions.


  college A body formed by the association of a number of men having something in common. Thus, there were priestly colleges, political colleges like that of the tribunes of the plebs, religious colleges like that of the lictors, and work-related colleges. Certain groups of men from all walks of life (including slaves) banded themselves together in colleges which looked after the city of Rome’s crossroads and conducted the annual feast of the crossroads, the Compitalia.


  Comitia See Assembly.


  Comum Modern Como, in northern Italy.


  CONDEMNO One of two words employed by a jury when delivering a verdict of “guilty.” The other word was DAMNO (see that entry).


  confarreatio The oldest and strictest of the three forms of Roman marriage. By the time of Gaius Marius, only patricians still practised it—but by no means all patricians, as it was not mandatory. The confarreatio bride passed from the hand of her father to the hand of her husband, thus preventing her acquiring any measure of independence; this was one reason why confarreatio was not popular, as the other forms of marriage allowed a woman more control over her business affairs and dowry. The difficulty of divorce was the other cause of its unpopularity; divorce (diffarreatio) was a dismal, religiously and legally arduous business considered more trouble than it was worth, unless the circumstances left no other alternative.


  Conscript Fathers As established by the kings of Rome, the Senate consisted of one hundred patricians titled patres, which means “fathers.” Then after the Republic was established and plebeians were admitted to the Senate, and its membership had swollen to three hundred, and the censors were given the duty of appointing new senators, the word “conscript” came into use as well, because the censors conscripted these new members. By the time of Gaius Marius, the two terms had been run together, so that the members of the Senate were addressed as Conscript Fathers.


  consul The consul was the most senior Roman magistrate owning imperium, and the consulship (modern scholars do not refer to it as the “consulate” because a consulate is a modern diplomatic institution) was considered the top rung of the cursus honorum. Two consuls were elected each year by the Centuriate Assembly, to serve for one year. The senior of the two—who had polled his requisite number of centuries first—held the fasces for the month of January, which meant he officiated while his junior colleague looked on. The first day of a consul’s office was New Year’s Day, January 1. Each consul was attended by twelve lictors, but only the lictors of the consul officiating during the month carried the fasces on their shoulders. By the time of Gaius Marius, consuls could be either patrician or plebeian, excepting only that two patricians could not hold office together. The proper age for a consul was forty-two, twelve years after entering the Senate at thirty. A consul’s imperium knew no bounds; it operated not only in Rome but throughout Italy and the provinces as well, and overrode the imperium of a proconsular governor. The consul could command any army.


  consular The title given to a man who had been a consul. He was held in special esteem by the ordinary members of the Senate, was asked to speak ahead of junior magistrates, and might at any time be sent to govern a province should the Senate require the duty of him. He might also be asked to take on other duties, like caring for the grain supply.


  consultum, consulta (pl.) The proper term for a senatorial decree. These decrees did not have the force of law; in order to become law, a consultum had to be presented to the Assembly of the People or to the Plebeian Assembly, which then passed the consultum into law—or did not. However, many consulta did not go to one of the tribal assemblies, yet were accepted as law; such were senatorial decisions about who was to govern a province, or the declaration or pursuit of war, or who was to command an army. Foreign affairs were normally conducted through unratified senatorial consulta.


  contio, contiones (pl.) The preliminary meetings of all the comitial assemblies, whether to debate promulgated legislation or establish a trial at law, were called contiones. A contio could be called only by a magistrate having the correct power to convoke whichever assembly it was—a consul or praetor could convoke the Centuriate Assembly or the Assembly of the People, but only a tribune of the plebs could convoke the Plebeian Assembly.


  contubernalis The Latin term for a cadet, a subaltern of lowest rank in the military officers’ hierarchy, but excluding the centurions; no centurion was ever a cadet, he was an experienced soldier.


  corona A crown. The term was generally confined to military decorations for the very highest valor. In descending order of importance, these crowns for various acts of bravery were:


  Corona Graminea The grass crown, awarded to a man who saved a whole legion, or—upon rare occasions—even a whole army.


  Corona Civica The civic crown, made of ordinary oak leaves. It was awarded to a man who had saved the lives of fellow soldiers, and held the ground on which he did this for the rest of the battle.


  Corona Aurea The first of the more minor crowns, which interestingly were intrinsically far more valuable than the top two (an indication that they were far newer). This gold crown was awarded to a man who killed an enemy in single combat, and held the ground for the rest of the battle. Corona Muralis A crenellated gold crown awarded to the first man over the walls of an enemy city when it was stormed.


  Corona Navalis A gold crown adorned with ship’s beaks, awarded for outstanding valor during a sea battle.


  Corona Vallaris A gold crown awarded to the first man across the ramparts of an enemy camp.


  cottabus A game played in the dining room. The lees in the bottom of a man’s wine cup were tossed into a large flattish bowl, and the winner was decided by the number of rays in the splash pattern, though exactly how it worked, we do not know.


  cuirass Two plates usually of bronze or steel, but sometimes of hardened leather, one protecting a man’s thorax and abdomen, the other his back from shoulder to lumbar spine; the plates were held together by straps or ties at the shoulders and along each side beneath the arms. Some were exquisitely tailored to the contours of the torso; others were suitable for all wearers of average size and physique. The men of highest rank, especially generals, normally wore cuirasses beautifully tooled in relief, mostly of silver-plated steel or bronze, occasionally gold-plated; the general and his legates also wore a thin red sash around the cuirass about halfway between the nipples and the waist, ritually knotted and looped.


  culibonia A Latin obscenity interpreted by Dr. J. N. Adams as meaning a whore who offered anal intercourse; hence Publius Rutilius Rufus’s pleasure in his own pun on boni in his letter, page 768.


  culus The basic Latin word for the anus.


  Cumae The first Greek colony in Italy, founded in the early eighth century B.C. It lay on the sea side of Cape Misenum, and was an extremely popular Roman Republican resort.


  cunnum lingere A very crude Latin obscenity, meaning to lick the female genitalia.


  cunnus A Latin obscenity at least as offensive to Romans as “cunt” is to us. It meant the female genitalia.


  curator annonae The man responsible for regulating the grain supply from the provinces to Rome.


  curia, curiae (pl.) The curia originally was one of the thirty most ancient divisions of the Roman People, preceding the tribes and certainly the classes. These first Roman clans gathered in special meeting halls; each curia was headed by a curio or chieftain, elected for life. The curiae veteres or ancient meeting halls were clustered on the edge of the Palatium of the Palatine, adjacent to the Via Triumphalis. By the time of Gaius Marius, the curia was all but forgotten in the political and social organization of the People. When, as with the adoption of a patrician into a plebeian family, or the conferring of imperium upon a senior magistrate by a lex curiata, the thirty curiae were required under law to assemble, they were represented by thirty lictors.


  Curia Hostilia The Senate House. It was thought to have been built by King Tullus Hostilius, the third of Rome’s kings, hence its name (“meeting-house of Hostilius”).


  cursus honorum “The way of honor.” If a man aspired to be consul, he had to take certain steps: first he was admitted to the Senate (either by seeking election as quaestor, or by co-optation of the censors, though the censors always had the final word in Gaius Marius’s day); he had to serve as quaestor even if already a senator; after which he had to be elected praetor; and finally he could stand for the consulship. The four steps—senator, quaestor, praetor, and consul—constituted the cursus honorum. Neither of the aedileships (plebeian and curule) nor the tribunate of the plebs was a part of the cursus honorum, but most men who aspired to be consul understood that in order to attract sufficient attention from the electorate, they needed to serve as a tribune of the plebs or as an aedile. The office of censor, available only to those who had already been consul, was also separate from the cursus honorum (see also magistrates).


  curule chair In Latin, sella curulis. This was the ivory chair reserved exclusively for men in senior magistracies; a curule aedile sat in one, but a plebeian aedile did not. The praetor and consul used curule chairs. They were the exclusive province of the magistrates who held imperium, as were lictors. In style, the curule chair was beautifully carved, with curved legs crossing in a broad X; it was equipped with very low arms, but had no back. The Roman in a toga sat very straight and allowed nothing to disturb the complicated massing of his toga on arm, back, and shoulders.


  Cynic An adherent of the school of philosophy founded by Diogenes of Sinope. It was not a school in the Academic sense, nor was its rule of life of great complexity. Basically, the Cynic believed in simplicity and freedom from the thrall of possessions. Cynics completely mistrusted all human endeavors and worldly aspirations, deeming them self-seeking.


  DAMNO One of the two words employed by a jury when delivering a verdict of “guilty.” Presumably there was a reason why a jury would vote DAMNO rather than CONDEMNO; perhaps DAMNO was more vigorous, and was a way of recommending that no mercy be shown in sentencing the damned.


  Danastris River The modern river Dniester, in Moldavia. It was also known to the ancients as the Tyras River.


  Danubius River The modern Danube, Donau, or Dunarea. The Greeks, who called it the Ister, knew it was a very great river, but had not explored it beyond those inevitable Greek colonies around its outflow into the Euxine. Only its upper, alpine reaches were known to the Romans of Gaius Marius’s day, though like the Greeks, they knew its course through Pannonia and Dacia in theory.


  Delphi The great sanctuary of the god Apollo, lying in the lap of Mount Parnassus, in central Greece. From very ancient times it was an important center of worship, though not of Apollo until about the sixth or seventh century B.C. There was an omphalos or navel stone (in all likelihood, a meteorite), and Delphi itself was thought to be the center of the earth. An oracle of awesome fame resided there, its prophecies given by a crone in a state of ecstatic frenzy; she was known as Pythia, or the Pythoness.


  demagogue Originally a Greek concept, meaning a politician whose chief appeal was to the crowds. The Roman demagogue preferred the arena of the Comitia well to the Senate House, but it was no part of his policy to “liberate the masses,” nor on the whole were those who listened to him composed of the very lowly. The term was one employed by ultraconservative factions inside the Senate to describe the more radical tribunes of the plebs.


  denarius, denarii (pl.) Save for a very rare issue or two of gold coins, the denarius was the largest denomination of Roman Republican coinage. Of pure silver, it contained about 3.5 grams of the metal. There were 6,250 denarii to the talent. It was about the size of a dime, or a threepence.


  Dertona Modern Tortona, in northern Italy.


  diadem The diadem was a thick white ribbon about 1 inch (25 mm) wide, each end embroidered, and often finished with a fringe. It was worn tied around the head, either across the forehead, or behind the hairline, and knotted beneath the occiput; the ends trailed down onto the shoulders. Originally a mark of Persian royalty, the diadem became the mark of the Hellenistic monarch after Alexander the Great removed it from the tiara of the Persian kings, as being a more appropriately Greek understatement than either crown or tiara.


  dignitas A peculiarly Roman concept, dignitas cannot be translated as the English “dignity.” It was a man’s personal share of public standing in the community, and involved his moral and ethical worth, his reputation, his entitlement to respect and proper treatment. Of all the assets a Roman nobleman possessed, dignitas was likely to be the one he was most touchy about; to defend it, he might be prepared to go to war or into exile, to commit suicide, or to execute his wife or his son. I have elected to leave it in the text untranslated, simply as dignitas.


  Dis An alternative name for Pluto, the god who ruled the underworld.


  diverticulum, diverticula (pl.) In the sense used in this book, a road connecting the main arterial roads which radiated out from the gates of Rome—a “ring road.”


  Dodona A temple and precinct sacred to the Greek Zeus. Located among the inland mountains of Epirus some ten miles to the south and west of Lake Pamboris, it was the home of a very famous oracle situated in a sacred oak tree which was also the home of doves.


  dominus Literally, “lord.” Domina meant “lady,” and dominilla “little lady.” I have used these words to indicate the kind of respect servants would show to an English nobleman in addressing him as “my lord.”


  domus, domi (pl.) Literally, “house.” It was the term used to describe a city house or town house, and as used in this book is intended to mean the residences of those living privately rather than in apartments.


  Domus Publicus This was a house owned by the Senate and People of Rome—that is, owned by the State. There were at least several such, and perhaps more—all, it would appear, inhabited by priests. The Pontifex Maximus, the Vestal Virgins, the Rex Sacrorum, and the three major flamines—Dialis, Martialis, and Quirinalis—lived in State-owned houses. All were apparently situated within the Forum Romanum. The evidence suggests that during Republican times, the Pontifex Maximus and the Vestal Virgins shared the same house (on the site of the much later Atrium Vestae, but oriented to the north); this was usually the one meant when the term “Domus Publicus” was used. The house of the Rex Sacrorum, located on the Velia, was referred to as “the King’s house.” I have drawn in the houses of the three major flamines on my map of central Rome in purely arbitrary positions, intended only to show where they might have been.


  Dravus River The modern Drava, in Yugoslavia.


  Druentia River The modern Durance, in France.


  Druidism The major Celtic religion, particularly in Gallia Comata and in Britannia; its priests were called Druids. Druidic headquarters were located in the area of Long-haired Gaul inhabited by the Carnutes. A mystical and naturalistic cult, Druidism did not appeal in the least to any of the Mediterranean peoples, who considered its tenets bizarre.


  Duria Major River The modern Dora Baltea, in northern Italy.


  Duria Minor River The modern Dora Riparia, in northern Italy.


  ecastor The exclamation of surprise or amazement considered polite and permissible for women to utter. Its root suggests it invoked Castor.


  edepol The exclamation of surprise or amazement men uttered in the company of women, as sufficiently polite. Its root suggests it invoked Pollux.


  Elysium Republican Romans had no real belief in the intact survival of the individual after death, though they did believe in an underworld and in “shades,” which were rather mindless and characterless effigies of the dead. However, to both Greeks and Romans, certain men were considered by the gods to have lived lives of sufficient glory (rather than merit) to warrant their being preserved after death in a place called Elysium, or the Elysian Fields. Even so, these privileged shades were mere wraiths, and could re-experience human emotions and appetites only after a meal of blood.


  emporium The word had two meanings. It could denote a seaport whose commercial life was all tied up in maritime trade (the island of Delos was an emporium). Or it could denote a large building on the waterfront of a port where importers and exporters had their offices.


  Epicure, Epicurean An adherent of the school of philosophy founded by the Greek Epicurus during the early third century B.C. Personally Epicurus had advocated a brand of hedonism so exquisitely refined it approached asceticism on its left hand, so to speak; a man’s pleasures had to be so relished and strung out and savored that any excess defeated the purpose of the exercise. Public life or any other stressful kind of occupation was forbidden. In Rome especially, these tenets underwent considerable modification, so that a Roman nobleman could call himself an Epicure, yet espouse a public career.


  Epirus The Molossian and Thesprotian area of western Greece, isolated from the mainstream of Greek culture by the Gulf of Corinth and the high mountains of central Greece, for there were few passes into Thessaly or Boeotia. After the defeat of Macedonia by Aemilius Paullus in 167 B.C., some 150,000 Epirote people were deported, leaving the country depopulated and helpless. By the time of Gaius Marius, it was largely the fief of absentee Roman landlords who grazed vast herds for wool and leather.


  Eporedia Modern Ivrea, in northern Italy.


  ethnarch The Greek term for a city magistrate.


  Etruria The Latin name for what had once been the Kingdom of the Etruscans. It incorporated the wide coastal plains of northwestern peninsular Italy, from the Tiber in the south to the Arnus in the north, and east to the Apennines of the upper Tiber.


  Euxine Sea The modern Black Sea. It was extensively explored and colonized by the Greeks during the seventh and sixth centuries B.C., but behind its coasts in its upper regions both on the European side (Sarmatia) and the Asian side (Scythia), the land remained barbarian. Trade routes were many, however, and jealously guarded. Whoever controlled the Thracian Bosporus, the Propontis, and the Hellespont was in a position to levy duty or passage fees between the Euxine and the Aegean; in the time of Gaius Marius, this control belonged to the Kingdom of Bithynia.


  faction The term usually applied by modern scholars to Roman Republican political groups. These can in no way be called political parties, for they were extremely flexible, and their membership changed continually. Rather than form around an ideology, the Roman faction formed around a man of formidable auctoritas and dignitas. I have completely avoided the terms “Optimate” and “Popularis” because I do not wish to give any impression that political parties existed.


  Fannius paper A Roman Fannius who lived at some time between 150 and 130 B.C. took the worst grade of papyrus paper and subjected it to a treatment which turned it into paper as good as the best hieratical grade. The Brothers Gracchi used Fannius paper, which is how we know when Fannius must have invented his treatment. Fannius paper was far cheaper to buy than hieratical Egyptian paper, as well as easy to obtain.


  Fanum Fortunae Modern Fano, in Italy.


  fasces These were bundles of birch rods ceremonially tied together in a crisscross pattern by red leather thongs. Originally an emblem of the old Etruscan kings, they persisted in Roman public life throughout the Republic and into the Empire. Carried by men called lictors, they preceded the curule magistrate (and the proconsul and propraetor as well) as a symbol of his imperium. Within the pomerium, only the rods went into the bundles, to signify that the curule magistrate had only the power to chastise; outside the pomerium, axes were inserted into the bundles, to signify that the curule magistrate also had the power to execute. The number of fasces indicated the degree of imperium—a dictator had twenty-four, a consul or proconsul twelve, a praetor or propraetor six, and a curule aedile two.


  fasti The Latin word for “holidays,” which has come to mean the calendar as a whole. The calendar was divided into dies fasti and dies nefasti, and was published by being attached to the walls of various buildings, including the Regia and the rostra. It told the Roman what days of the year he could use for business, what days were available for meetings of the Comitia, what days were holidays, what days ill-omened, and when the movable feasts were going to fall. With the year set at 355 days, the calendar was rarely synchronized with the seasons—save when the College of Pontifices took its duties seriously, and intercalated an extra twenty days every two years, after the month of February. Normally the college didn’t bother, as Romans found it hard to see the point of the exercise. The days in each month were not calculated as we do, in a simple consecutive counting-off—March 1, March 2, etc.—the days were counted backward from one of three nodal points: the Kalends, the Nones, and the Ides. Thus, instead of March 3, a Roman would say “four days before the Nones of March,” and instead of March 28, he would say “four days before the Kalends of April.” To us, very confusing! But not to the Romans.


  [image: img31.jpg]


  felix Literally, “happy in fortune,” rather than our interpretation of the word “happy,” which is more to do with the mood of the moment. Latin felix was inextricably tied to the goddess Fortuna—to luck.


  fellator A very crude Latin obscenity which denoted the man on the receiving end—he whose penis was being sucked. It was considered a far more honorable situation than that of the man doing the sucking (see irrumator).


  Ferentinum Modern Ferentino, in Italy.


  Firmunt Picenum Modern Fermo, in Italy.


  flamen, flamines (pl.) A priest in a special group who served the oldest and most Roman of gods. There were fifteen flamines, three major and twelve minor. The flamines maiores served (1) Jupiter, (2) Mars, and (3) Quirinus. Save for the flamen Dialis, none seems to have had very demanding duties, yet the three major priests received their housing at the expense of the State. This was undoubtedly because the flamines were Rome’s most ancient priests. flamen Dialis The special priest of Jupiter, and most senior of the fifteen flamines. His life was not an easy one. He had to be a patrician, and married confarreatio to a patrician woman; both his and her parents had to be alive at the time he was appointed to the priesthood; and the position lasted for life. The flamen Dialis was absolutely loaded down with taboos and shibboleths—could not see or touch a dead body, could not touch iron, could have no knot on his person, could not use iron to cut his hair or beard, could not wear leather taken from an animal killed for the purpose, could not touch a horse, could not eat beans or any form of leavened bread. His wife, the flaminica Dialis, was almost equally constrained.


  Florentia Modern Florence or Firenze, in Italy.


  flumen The Latin word for a river. For this reason, the rivers on my maps are labeled as “Volturnus F.,” “Isara F.,” etc.


  Fortuna The Roman goddess of fortune, and one of the most worshiped deities in the Roman pantheon. There were many temples to Fortune, each dedicated to the goddess in a different guise or light. The favor of Fortuna mattered tremendously to politicians and generals, who all—including men as formidably intelligent as Gaius Marius, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, and Gaius Julius Caesar the Dictator— believed in her machinations implicitly.


  forum An open-air public meeting place for all kinds of business, public and private.


  Forum Boarium The meat markets, situated at the northern (Velabrum) end of the Circus Maximus. The word boarium meant “cattle,” but by Gaius Marius’s day, the meat markets vended all kinds of beasts and meats.


  forum castrum The meeting space inside a Roman military camp. It was located alongside the general’s command tent.


  Forum Frumentarium The grain markets. My map situation for them is purely hypothetical, but my reasons are as follows: I do not believe that the private grain vendors (and there were many) conducted their activities in the same area as the public grain issue. The public grain was concentrated in two areas—one in the Porticus Minucia on the Campus Martius, where the aediles had their booths and offices, and issued the grain chits; the other the public granaries, which were located under the cliffs of the Aventine adjacent to the Port of Rome. We know that there were granaries along the Vicus Tuscus below the cliffs of the Palatine, rebuilt by Agrippa during the principate, but probably privately owned during the Republic. Therefore I have located the Forum Frumentarium in the Velabrum, adjacent to the granaries of the Vicus Tuscus.


  Forum Holitorium The vegetable markets. They were situated right on the banks of the Tiber, half inside the Servian Walls, half outside, though they had probably originally lain entirely inside. This location favored those who grew on the Campus Martius and the Campus Vaticanus.


  Forum Piscinum The fish markets. Their location is a mystery, but we know from the grizzles of Cicero that the prevailing winds of Rome blew the smell of stinking fish into both the lower Forum Romanum and the Senate House. I have therefore located them just to the west of the Via Nova, in the Velabrum.


  Forum Romanum The center of Roman public life, a long open space devoted to politics, the law, business, and religion. By the time of Gaius Marius, I believe the Forum Romanum was free from stalls and booths unattached to the basilicae. The amount of political activity—not to mention legal activity—would surely have rendered free-standing structures in the middle of any concourse at peril, as well as most inconvenient. The close proximity of two big markets, the general Macellum on the far side of the Basilica Aemilia and the Macellum Cuppedenis beyond the Clivus Orbius, no doubt provided plenty of booth and stall space.


  freedman A manumitted slave. Though technically free (and, if his former master was a Roman citizen, a Roman citizen himself), he remained in the patronage of his former master, and had little chance to use his vote in the time of Gaius Marius, for he belonged to one of two urban tribes— the Suburana and the Esquilina. In some cases, freedmen of superior ability or ruthlessness managed to acquire great wealth and power, and so were able to vote in the classes.


  freeman A man born free and never sold into slavery (except as a nexus or debt slave—this was rare among Roman citizens during Gaius Marius’s time, though still prevalent among the Italian Allies, victims of Roman greed).


  Fregellae A Latin Rights community situated on the Via Latina and the river Liris, just over the border into Samnium. It was always very loyal to Rome until 125 B.C., when it revolted, and was crushed with singular cruelty by the praetor Lucius Opimius. Destroyed completely, the town never really flourished again. Rome replaced it with the town of Fabrateria Nova (“new made”) on the opposite bank of the Liris.


  Further Spain Hispania Ulterior, the further from Rome of Rome’s two Spanish provinces. In the time of Gaius Marius, the boundary between Nearer and Further Spain was somewhat tenuous, but by and large, the further province encompassed the entire basin of the Baetis River, the ore-bearing mountains in which the Baetis and the Anas rose, the Atlantic littoral from Olisippo at the mouth of the Tagus to the Pillars of Hercules, and the Mediterranean littoral from the Pillars to the port of Abdera. The largest city by far was Gades, now called Cadiz, but the seat of the governor was Corduba.


  Gaetuli A far-flung Berber people, nomadic in their way of life, who inhabited the regions behind the coast of North Africa, all the way from the Lesser Syrtis to Mauretania.


  Gallia Comata Long-haired Gaul. Having subtracted the Roman province of Gaul-across-the-Alps, Gallia Comata incorporated modern France and Belgium, together with that part of Holland south of the Rhine. It was a huge, fairly low-lying, and heavily forested land of largely untapped agricultural richness, watered by many superb rivers, including the Liger (Loire), Sequana (Seine), Mosa (Meuse), Mosella (Moselle), Scaldis (Schelde), Samara (Somme), Matroma (Marne), Duranius (Dordogne), Oltis (Lot), and Garumna (Garonne). During the time of Gaius Marius, the bulk of Gallia Comata was hardly known, save for the campaigns of Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus in 122 and 121 B.C. The inhabitants were mostly Celtic, except where Germanic tribes had invaded from across the Rhenus and racially mixed, as was the case with the tribes collectively called Belgae. Though all of the Gauls who wore their hair long (hence the Latin name for the country) knew of the existence of Rome, they studiously avoided contact unless unlucky enough to live on the borders of the Roman province. The Gallic way of life was rural, as much pastoral as agricultural, and they spurned urbanization, preferring to cluster in farmsteads and villages. They did build what the Romans called oppida, these being strongholds designed to protect the tribal treasures, the person of the king, and their grain. Religiously they were under the sway of the Druids, save for the most Germanic among them. On the whole the long-haired Gauls were not warlike insofar as that they did not pursue war as an end in itself, but they were fierce warriors. They drank beer rather than wine, were flesh eaters more than bread eaters, drank milk, and used butter rather than olive oil. Physically they were tall and well built, and tended to be fair or red of hair, and blue or grey of eye.


  Gallia Transalpina Transalpine Gaul, the Roman province I have called Gaul-across-the-Alps. I did this to avoid the hideous confusions for nonclassicist readers that are involved in the minefield of Cis and Trans. Cisalpine Gaul, Transalpine Gaul, Cispadane Gaul, Transpadane Gaul—just too confusing for most people, so why get into it at all? Gaul-across-the-Alps was largely won for Rome by Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus just before 120 B.C., to ensure that Rome had a safe land route for her armies between Italy and Spain. The province consisted of a coastal strip all the way from Liguria to the Pyrenees, with two inland incursions: one to Tolosa, in Aquitania, the other up the Rhodanus (Rhone) Valley as far as the trading post of Lugdunum (Lyon).


  games A Roman institution and pastime which went back at least as far as the early Republic, and probably a lot further. At first games, or ludi, were celebrated only when a general triumphed, but in 366 B.C. the ludi Romani, as the first games were called, became an annual event held to honor Jupiter Optimus Maximus, whose feast day occurred on September 13. It was not long before the ludi Romani occupied more than just that day; by the time of Gaius Marius they went on for ten days, possibly beginning on the fifth. Though there were a few rather half-hearted boxing and wrestling bouts, Roman games never possessed the athletic, physical, sports nature of the Greek games (very different!). At first they consisted mostly of chariot races, then gradually came to incorporate animal hunts, and plays held in specially erected theaters. On the first day of the games, there was a spectacular yet ostensibly religious procession through the circus, after which came a chariot race or two, and then the boxing and wrestling, limited to this first day. The succeeding days were taken up with plays in the theaters; tragedies were not popular, comedies were, and as the Republic wore on, farces and mimes became more popular than old-fashioned comedy. Then, as the games drew to a close, the chariot races reigned supreme, together with wild-beast hunts to vary the program. Gladiatorial combats were not a part of any games held during the Republic; these were confined to funeral games, and generally held in the Forum Romanum rather than in the circuses. They were put on privately, not at the expense of the State, as were the games. However, men ambitious of making a name for themselves among the electors dug deep into their private purses when aediles to make the games more spectacular than the allocation of funds from the State would permit. The first games of the year were the ludi Megalenses in early April, followed immediately by the ludi Cereri, and with the ludi Floriae at the end of April extending into May. Then in July came the ludi Apollinares, early in the month. Then nothing until the ludi Romani in early September. On the Ides of October came the single day of the ludi Capitolini, games put on by a private college. The last games of the year were the ludi Plebeii, which occurred in early November, and ran for many days. Free Roman citizen men and their women were allowed to attend (there was no admission charge), with Women segregated in the theaters but not in the circus; neither slaves nor freedmen were permitted.


  garum A highly esteemed and much loved flavoring essence made from fish by a process calculated to make a modern man or woman ill at the thought; apparently it stank, being extremely concentrated. However, the ancients adored it. There were many places around the Mediterranean and Euxine where garum was made, but the best garum was held to come from the fishing ports of Further Spain.


  Garumna River The modern Garonne, in France.


  Gaul See Gallia Comata, Gallia Transalpina, Italian Gaul.


  gens, gentes (pl.) A Roman family or clan owning the same name—Julius, Domitius, Cornelius, Aemilius, Fabius, Servilius, and Junius were all gentilicial names, for example. All the members of the same gens could ultimately trace their line back to a common ancestor. The term was feminine in gender, so in Latin it was gens Julia, gens Cornelia.


  Genua Modern Genoa or Genova.


  Germani The inhabitants of Germania, this being all the lands on the far side of the Rhenus River (the modern Rhine).


  Getorix A very Celtic name borne by several known Celtic kings. I have chosen it as the name of the unknown Celtic king who led the combined tribes of the Tigurini, Marcomanni, and Cherusci on the trek of the Germans. All we know of him historically is that he belonged to the tribe of the Tigurini, who were Celts.


  gig A two-wheeled vehicle drawn by either two or four animals, usually mules. It was very lightly and flexibly built within the limitations of ancient vehicles—springs and shock absorbers did not exist—and was the vehicle of choice for a Roman in a hurry because it was easy to draw, therefore speedy. However, it was open to the elements. Its Latin name was cisia. The two-wheeled closed-in carriage, a heavier and slower vehicle, was called the carpentum.


  gladiator A soldier of the sawdust, a professional warrior who performed his trade for an audience as an entertainment. An Etruscan inheritance, he always flourished throughout Italy, including Rome. His origins might be several: he might be a deserter from the legions, a condemned criminal, a slave, or a freeman who voluntarily signed himself up; but in all cases he had to have evinced an interest in becoming a gladiator, otherwise he was not worth the expense of training. He lived in a school (most of the Republican era schools were situated around Capua), was not locked up or locked in, nor ill-treated; the gladiator was a very profitable and attractive investment. His training was supervised by a doctor, the lanista was the head of the whole school. There were four ways he might fight—as a Mirmillo, a Samnite, a Retiarius, or a Thracian; the difference lay in the way he was armed. In Republican times he served for perhaps four to six years, and on an average fought perhaps five times in any one year; it was rare for him to die, and the Empire’s “thumbs-up, thumbs-down” verdict was still far in the future. When he retired, he was prone to hire himself out as a bodyguard or bouncer. The schools were owned by businessmen who made very fat profits from hiring out pairs of gladiators all over Italy, usually as the main feature of funeral games; many senators and knights owned gladiatorial schools, some of them large enough to contain over a thousand men, a few even more than that.


  Good Men See boni.


  governor A convenient English word to describe the consul or praetor, proconsul or propraetor, who—usually for the space of one year—ruled a Roman province in the name of the Senate and People of Rome. The degree of imperium the governor owned varied, as did the extent of his commission. However, no matter what his imperium, while in his province he was virtual king of it. He was responsible for its defense, administration, the gathering of its taxes and tithes, and many other things.


  Gracchi Also known as the Brothers Gracchi. Cornelia, the daughter of Scipio Africanus and Aemilia Paulla, was married when eighteen years old to the forty-five-year-old Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus; the year was about 172 B.C. , and Scipio Africanus had been dead for twelve years. Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus had been consul in 177 B.C., was censor in 169 B.C. and consul a second time in 163 B.C. When he died in 154 B.C., he was the father of twelve children, but they were universally a sickly brood, and only three of them did Cornelia manage to raise to adulthood, despite assiduous care. The oldest of these three was a girl, Sempronia, who was married as soon as she was of age to her cousin Scipio Aemilianus; the two younger were boys. Tiberius Gracchus was born in 163 B.C., and his brother, Gaius, not until the year of his father’s death, 154 B.C. Thus both boys owed their upbringing to their mother, who by all accounts did a superlative job. Both the Brothers Gracchi served under their mother’s first cousin Scipio Aemilianus, Tiberius in the Third Punic War, Gaius at Numantia; they were conspicuously brave. Tiberius was sent to Nearer Spain as quaestor in 137 B.C., and single-handedly negotiated a treaty which extricated the defeated Hostilius Mancinus from Numantia, and saved his army from annihilation; however, Scipio Aemilianus considered the action disgraceful, and managed to persuade the Senate not to ratify the treaty. Tiberius never forgave his cousin-cum-brother-in-law. In 133 B.C., Tiberius was elected a tribune of the plebs, and set out to right the wrongs the State was perpetrating in its leasing of the ager publicus. Against furious opposition, he passed an agrarian law which limited the amount of public land any one man might lease or own to 500 iugera (with an extra 250 iugera per son), and set up a commission to distribute the surplus of land this limit produced among the civilian poor of Rome. His aim was not only to relieve Rome of some of her less useful citizens, but also to ensure that future generations would be in a position to give Rome sons qualified to serve in the army. When the Senate chose to filibuster, Tiberius Gracchus took the bill straight to the Plebeian Assembly—and stirred up a hornets’ nest thereby, for this move ran counter to all accepted practice. One of his fellow tribunes of the plebs (and a relative), Marcus Octavius, vetoed the bill in the Plebeian Assembly, and was illegally deposed from office—yet another enormous offense against the mos maiorum (that is, established practice). The legality of these ploys mattered less to Tiberius Gracchus’s opponents than did the fact that they contravened established practice, however unwritten it was. When Attalus III of Pergamum died that same year and was discovered to have bequeathed his kingdom to Rome, Tiberius Gracchus ignored the Senate’s right to decide what was to be done with the bequest, and legislated to have the lands used to resettle more of Rome’s poor. Opposition in Senate and in Forum hardened day by day. Then, as 133 B.C. drew to a close without a successful conclusion to his entire program, Tiberius Gracchus flouted another established practice, the one which limited a man to serving as a tribune of the plebs only once. He ran for a second term. And, in a confrontation with the senatorial forces led by his cousin Scipio Nasica, Tiberius Gracchus was clubbed to death on the Capitol, together with some of his followers. His cousin Scipio Aemilianus—though not yet returned from Numantia when it happened—publicly condoned the murder, alleging that Tiberius Gracchus had aimed at making himself King of Rome. Turmoil died down until ten years later, when Tiberius Gracchus’s little brother, Gaius, was elected a tribune of the plebs in 123 B.C. Gaius Gracchus was the same kind of man as his elder brother, but he had learned from his brother’s mistakes, and was the more able of the two. His reforms were far wider, and embraced not only agrarian laws, but also laws to provide very cheap grain to the urban lowly, to regulate service in the army, to found Roman citizen colonies abroad, to initiate public works throughout Italy, to remove the extortion court from the Senate and give it to the knights, to farm the taxes of Asia by public contracts let by the censors, and to give the full Roman citizenship to all those having the Latin Rights, and the Latin Rights to every Italian Ally. Of course this program was nowhere near completed when his year as a tribune of the plebs came to an end, so Gaius Gracchus did the impossible—he actually secured his re-election as a tribune of the plebs. In the face of mounting fury and obdurate enmity, he battled on to achieve his program of reform, which was still not completed at the end of 122 B.C. So he stood for the tribunate of the plebs a third time. However, he and his friend Marcus Fulvius Flaccus were defeated. When 121 B.C. saw his laws and policies attacked at once by the consul Lucius Opimius and the ex-tribune of the plebs Marcus Livius Drusus, Gaius Gracchus resorted to violence. The Senate responded by passing its first ever “ultimate decree” to contain the growing lawlessness, with the result that Fulvius Flaccus and two of his sons were murdered, and the fleeing Gaius Gracchus committed suicide in the Grove of Furrina on the flanks of the Janiculan Hill. Roman politics would never again be the same; the aged citadel of the mos maiorum had been breached. The personal lives of the Brothers Gracchi were dogged by the same thread of tragedy. Tiberius Gracchus went against his family’s custom (which was to marry Cornelias of the Scipios) and married Claudia, daughter of Appius Claudius Pulcher, the consul of 143 B.C., and an inveterate enemy of Scipio Aemilianus’s. They had three sons, none of whom lived to achieve public careers. Gaius Gracchus married Licinia, the daughter of his supporter Publius Licinius Crassus Mucianus; they had a daughter, Sempronia, who married Fulvius Flaccus Bambalio, and in turn produced a daughter, Fulvia, who became in turn the wife of Publius Clodius Pulcher, Gaius Scribonius Curio, and Mark Antony.


  grammaticus Not a teacher of grammar, but a teacher of the basic arts of rhetoric, or public speaking (see rhetoric).


  greaves Shin guards. Made of metal and strapped on behind the knees and ankles, they were not worn by Romans of any rank save the centurions, for whom greaves were a badge of office.


  Hannibal The most famous of the Punic princes who led the forces of Carthage in their wars against Rome. Born in 247 B.C., Hannibal was taught to soldier in Spain as a mere child, and spent his youth in Spain. In 218 B.C. he invaded Italy, a shock tactic which took Rome by surprise; his crossing of the Alps (with elephants) through the Montgenevre Pass was brilliant. For sixteen years he roamed at will through Italian Gaul and Italy, defeating Roman armies at Trebia, Trasimene, and finally Cannae. But Quintus Fabius Maximus Verrucosis Cunctator evolved a strategy which eventually wore Hannibal down: relentlessly, he shadowed the Carthaginian army with an army of his own, yet never offered battle or allowed his forces to be pushed into battle. Because Fabius Maximus was always in the vicinity, Hannibal never quite got up the confidence to attack the city of Rome herself. Then his allies among the Italians flagged, and Fabius’s presence forced him further and further south after his hold on Campania was broken. He then lost Tarentum, while his brother Hasdrubal in the Umbrian north was defeated at the river Metaurus. Penned up in Bruttium, the very toe of Italy, he evacuated his undefeated army back to Carthage in 203 B.C. At Zama he was beaten by Scipio Africanus, after which, as the Punic head of state, he intrigued with Antiochus the Great of Syria against Rome. In the end he sought asylum with Antiochus, but after Rome subdued the King he fled again, seeking refuge with King Prusias in Bithynia. When in 182 B.C. Rome demanded that Prusias hand Hannibal over, he committed suicide. An unrepentant enemy of Rome, he was always admired and respected by Rome.


  hasta The old-fashioned, leaf-headed spear of the Roman infantry. After Gaius Marius modified the pilum, the hasta disappeared from the ranks.


  “hay on his horn” All ancient oxen were endowed with most formidable horns, and not all ancient oxen were placid, despite their castrated state. A beast which gored was tagged in warning; hay was wrapped around the horn he gored with, or around both horns if he gored with both. Pedestrians scattered on seeing an ox with hay wrapped round its horn, pulling a wagon through the streets of Rome. The saying “hay on his horn” came to be applied to a deceptively large and placid-seeming man after it was discovered he could turn and strike very suddenly and destructively.


  Head Count The term I have used throughout the book to describe the lowliest of Roman citizens, the capite censi, those who were too poor to belong to one of the five economic classes. All the censors did was take a “head count” of them. I have preferred “Head Count” to “the proletariat” or “the masses” because of our modem post-Marxist attitudes to these terms—attitudes entirely misleading in the ancient context (see also capite censi, proletarii).


  Hellenic The term used to describe Greek culture after Alexander the Great expanded Greek influence so dramatically throughout the ancient world.


  Hercules, Pillars of The narrow passageway between the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea was known as the Pillars of Hercules because of the presence of two huge rocky outcrops, one on the Spanish side called Calpe (modern Gibraltar), and one on the African side called Abydus.


  herm A pedestal upon which originally the head of the god Hermes was mounted; it was traditionally adorned about halfway up its front side with a set of male genitals, the penis erect. By Hellenistic times it had become the custom to mount all busts upon herms, the term having come to mean a pedestal possessing male genitalia. A visitor to any modern museum owning ancient bust pedestals will note the presence of a square cavity about halfway up the front side; here there once proudly reared two testicles and an erect penis. The herms were defaced during Christian times.


  Hippo Regius Modern Annaba, in Algeria.


  Hispania Modern Spain. Also called Iberia.


  Hispania Citerior See Nearer Spain.


  Hispania Ulterior See Further Spain.


  hubris A Greek word which is still used today. It means overweening pride.


  hydra-headed monster A creature killed by Hercules. It had seven snaky heads, and when a head was cut off, it grew back again at once. Thus the term came to be used of any dilemma which seemed solved, only to grow back again.


  Hymettan honey Honey gathered from the bees of Mount Hymettos, one of the hills around Athens. The reason the honey was so universally prized did not lie in the flowers the bees visited, but in the fact that Hymettan apiarists never smoked their hives when gathering the honey.


  Hypanis River The modern river Bug.


  Icosium Modern Alger (Algiers).


  Ilium The Roman name for Troy.


  Illyricum The wild and mountainous lands bordering the upper Adriatic on its eastern side.


  Ilva Modern Elba. It was rich in iron ore; this the Ilvans mined. They smelted the ore on Ilva to the bloom stage, then shipped the bloom iron “sows” to Pisae and Populonia for refining.


  imago, imagines (pl.) The beautifully painted and be-wigged, most lifelike mask of a Roman family’s consular (or perhaps praetorian) ancestor. It was made out of beeswax (those who have been to Madame Tussaud’s will understand how lifelike a beeswax face can be), and kept by the ancestor’s direct descendants in a dust-free cupboard shaped like a miniature temple. The cupboard—though prestigious families usually had more than one ancestor so honored, thus owned many cupboards—was placed in the atrium of the house near the altar to the household Lar and Penates. The mask and its cupboard were the objects of enormous reverence. When a man of the family died, an actor was employed to don the imago and impersonate the ancestor. If a man became consul, his mask was made and added to the family collection; occasionally a man who was not consul did something so extraordinary he was considered deserving of a mask.


  imperator Literally, “the commander-in-chief” or “the general” of a Roman army. However, the term gradually came to be given only to a general who won a great victory; in order to apply to the Senate for permission to celebrate a triumph, the general had to be able to prove that after the battle, his troops had formally hailed him with the title imperator. It is of course the root of the word “emperor.”


  imperium Imperium was the degree of authority invested in a curule magistrate or promagistrate. Having imperium meant that a man had the authority of his office, and could not be gainsaid (provided that he was acting within the limits of his particular imperium and within the laws governing his conduct). It was conferred by a lex curiata, and lasted for one year only; extensions had to be ratified by Senate andIor people for promagistrates who had not in the space of one year completed their original commission. Lictors bearing fasces indicated that a man possessed imperium.


  insula, insulae (pl.) Literally, “island.” Because it was mostly surrounded by streets or lanes or alleys on all sides, apartment buildings became known as insulae. Roman insulae were very tall (up to 100 feet—30 m—in height), and some were large enough to warrant the incorporation of several internal light-wells, rather than the normal one. Then as now, Rome was a city of apartment dwellers.


  Iol Modern Cherchel, in Algeria.


  irrumator A man sucking another’s penis. Romans thought this the lowest form of sexual activity, indicating a servility and moral self-abnegation no honorable man would condone (presumably it was not considered in such a harsh light when the irrumator was an irrumatrix—a woman). As Latin obscenities were graded, this was the worst one of all. The act itself was irrumo, irrumatio.


  Isara River There were several rivers named Isara. One was the modern Isere (a tributary of the Rhodanus); another was the modern Isar (a tributary of the Danubius); yet another was the modern Oise (a tributary of the Sequana).


  Isarcus River The modern Isarco, in northern Italy.


  isonomia Originally this Greek word mean “equality.” However, the sixth-century B.C. Athenian statesman Cleisthenes, popularly supposed to have evolved the form of government the Greeks called democracy, applied the tag isonomia to the concept of democracy.


  Italia This name was reserved for the Italian Peninsula south of the rivers Arnus and Rubico, though it is doubtful if a Roman ever thought of the peninsula as a nation when he called it Italia.


  Italian Allies Those people, tribes, or nations (they are variously described as all three) which lived in the Italian Peninsula without enjoying either the full Roman citizenship or even the Latin Rights. In return for military protection and in the interests of peaceful co-existence, they were required to furnish properly armed soldiers for the armies of Rome, and to pay for the upkeep of these soldiers. The Italian Allies also bore the chief burden of general taxation within Italy at the time of Gaius Marius, and in many instances had been obliged to yield part of their lands to swell the Roman ager publicus. Many of them had either risen against Rome (like the Samnites) or sided with Hannibal and others against Rome (like parts of Campania). Rome’s most successful way of keeping the Italian Allies in their place was to implant “colonies” within their borders; these colonies consisted of a nucleus of Roman citizens and a community enjoying either the Latin Rights (most commonly) or the full citizenship, and they were of great influence in the lives and policies of the Allied states surrounding them. Naturally they tended to side with Rome in any of the multitudinous disputes and discontents which marred existence in the Italian Peninsula. To some extent, there was always some movement among the Italian Allies to throw off the Roman yoke, or to demand the full citizenship; but until the last century of the Republic, Rome was sensitive enough to act before this grumbling became too serious. The last great concession before the events leading to the Social War was a law passed by an unknown Roman politician about 123 B.C., which allowed the men who held magistracies in Latin Rights communities to assume the full Roman citizenship in perpetuity for themselves and their descendants.


  Italian Gaul Gallia Cisalpina—that is, Gaul-on-this-side-of-the-Alps. I have called it Italian Gaul in the interests of simplicity. It incorporated all the lands north of the rivers Arnus and Rubico, on the Italian side of the formidable semicircle of alpine mountains which cut Italy and Italian Gaul off from the rest of Europe. It was bisected from west to east by the mighty Padus River (the modern Po), and there was a marked difference in the nature of the lands on either side of the Padus. South of the river, the people and towns were heavily Romanized, many of them possessing the Latin Rights. North of the river, the people and towns were more Celtic than Roman, and at the time of Gaius Marius, the number of Latin Rights communities were limited to Aquileia and Cremona only; Latin was a second language at best, if spoken at all. Politically Italian Gaul dwelled in a kind of limbo, for it had neither the status of a true province nor the benefits—such as they were—of the Italian Allies. In the time of Gaius Marius, the men of Italian Gaul were not recruited into the Roman infantry, even as auxiliaries.


  iugerum, iugera (pl.) The Roman unit of land measurement. In modern terms one iugerum was 0.623 (or five eighths) of an acre, or 0.252 (one quarter) of a hectare. The modern user of British imperial and American measure will get close enough in acres by dividing the number of iugera in two; the modern user of metric measure will be very close in hectares by dividing the number of iugera in four.


  Iulus The son of the Trojan hero Aeneas. Both in ancient and in modern times there is much confusion as to whether Iulus’s mother was the Trojan woman Creusa or the Latin woman Lavinia. Vergil plumped for Creusa, Livy for Lavinia. What we do not know is which woman the gens Julia deemed Iulus’s mother. Iulus was also called Ascanius, this definitely being the name Homer gives to Creusa’s son. As Vergil was the official poet patronized by Augustus, a Julian, perhaps Augustus wished to have it known his Julian lineage was impeccably Trojan on both sides; what his great-uncle Caesar the Dictator thought is another matter, as Augustus tended to manipulate his divine great-uncle’s human thoughts and deeds to suit his own ends. However, it really doesn’t matter who was the mother of Iulus; the important thing is that the clan Julius implicitly believed they were the direct descendants of the son of Aeneas, and therefore also descended from the goddess Venus (Aphrodite), who was Aeneas’s mother and Iulus’s grandmother. If one considers that the time span between the arrival of Aeneas in Italy and the birth of Caesar the Dictator in 100 B.C. is about the same as the time span between the invasion of England by William the Conqueror and modern Englishmen claiming to be able to trace their lineage back to one of William’s Norman barons, then perhaps the Julii Caesares could indeed trace their ancestry back so far.


  Julilla In this book, the younger daughter of Gaius Julius Caesar. There is really nothing to say that Caesar did not have two daughters; the fact that only one, Julia, is mentioned in the ancient sources is at best only negative evidence. I am endlessly fascinated with what the ancient sources considered important enough to report, and what they ignored as unimportant; and our most contemporary ancient source, Cicero, wrote for the men of his own time, so assumed that everyone knew many facts he therefore didn’t bother to mention. Julia lived to be an old woman, and was one of the most admired and notable matrons of her day; also, she was the one memorable wife of the great Gaius Marius, and the mother of a son who also made his mark on Rome. Little wonder then that her name has come down to us, whereas other female offspring of Caesar and his wife, Marcia, might naturally not be so notable. We know from Plutarch that Sulla’s first wife was a Julia, but he had three wives after her, though only the last two obtain any real mention in the ancient sources. And, bearing in mind the width of the rift which opened up between Marius and Sulla later on, it is very possible Sulla in his memoirs (used as a source by later historians like Plutarch) had little to say about his Julian wife; Julia the widow of Gaius Marius was well and truly alive when Sulla published his memoirs. For the sake of a seamless story alone, I might be pardoned for taking novelist’s license and making a younger sister of Marius’s wife Julia the first wife of Sulla. But there is more to it than that. Historical fact reveals that Sulla’s early political and military career was strongly tied to Gaius Marius; look though one will, there is nothing concrete during the years chronicled in this book to suggest that Sulla and Marius were anything other than close colleagues. All the inferences that Sulla tried to claim the credit for winning the war against Jugurtha because he had personally captured Jugurtha have their origin in two lots of memoirs published many years afterward—one, the memoirs of Sulla himself, and the other, the memoirs of Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar. At that stage, it behooved both men to diminish the reputation of Gaius Marius. Yet when one looks at the intertwined careers of Marius and Sulla between the years 107 and 100 B.C., it is impossible to infer from actual events that any enmity really existed at that stage. On the contrary, actual events suggest rather that the two men continued to be close colleagues, and trusted each other. If a feud existed between them thanks to Sulla’s alleged claims he won the war against Jugurtha, why would Marius have taken Sulla with him to Gaul as his legate? Then, all of a sudden, Sulla pops up in Italian Gaul with Catulus Caesar, right about the time Marius was committed to battle with the advancing Teutones on the far side of the Alps. But not, I think, because of any falling-out with Marius; Catulus Caesar rashly sets off up the Athesis, and then a mysterious revolt breaks out among his troops, and back down the Athesis goes Catulus Caesar—who, instead of shrieking mutiny in Rome, sits tamely with his saved army in Placentia, and waits for Marius. Of Sulla in all this, not a word, yet he was Catulus Caesar’s senior legate. One cannot claim it for certain, but it is just as logical to assume that Sulla was sent by Marius to prevent Catulus Caesar’s losing an army Rome could not afford to lose, as it is to assume Sulla and Marius had fallen out. Going back to the year 108 B.C., when Marius escaped to seek the consulship in Rome, he must have asked for Sulla’s services as his quaestor personally, for when his year in Numidia was up, Sulla remained with Marius, the act of one personally committed to his general. Indeed, Sulla did not come home until Marius came home. He was Marius’s named choice as quaestor. Yet how would Marius ever have come to know Sulla well enough to ask for him? They hadn’t served in any campaigns together, there was a seventeen-year gap between their ages, and their life-styles were radically different, if one is to believe Plutarch. And Plutarch says Sulla’s first wife was a Julia. If Sulla’s first wife, Julia, was the sister of Marius’s wife Julia, it answers many questions. Or it may have been that the two Julias were cousins and close friends. But for the novelist, plagued by the need to keep story and characters in as small a framework as possible given the size of this particular theme, to have them sisters is perfect. Thank you, Plutarch, for mentioning Sulla’s first wife’s name! Given the inarguable fact that family was foremost to a Roman, what could be more logical than that Marius and Sulla were closely related by marriage, and that the older man was beseeched by his wife’s family to give the younger man a helping hand onto the first rung of the cursus honorum! Therefore, Julilla was born, the younger daughter of Gaius Julius Caesar, and wife of Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  Juno Moneta Juno of Warnings, or perhaps Reminders. It was her gaggle of sacred geese which cackled so loudly they woke Marcus Manlius in time for him to dislodge the Gauls trying to scale the Capitol cliffs in 390 B.C. The mint was located inside the podium of her temple on the Arx of the Capitol; from this fact, we obtain our English word “money.”


  Juturna One of Rome’s native deities, and therefore numinous, having no image or mythology in the Greek sense (though later she acquired a mythology, mostly courtesy of Vergil). Juturna was a water deity, and had a pool and shrine adjacent to the Vestal Steps leading up to the Palatine. Its waters were thought to have healing powers, and so the shrine was visited by many pilgrims.


  knights The Equites, the members of the Ordo Equester. It had all started when the kings of Rome had enrolled the city’s top citizens as a special cavalry unit provided with horses paid for from the public purse. At the time, horses in Italy of good enough quality were both scarce and extremely costly. By the time the kings of Rome had yielded to the young Republic, there were eighteen hundred men so enrolled, grouped into eighteen centuries. As the Republic grew, so too did the number of knights, but all the extra knights bought their own horses and maintained them at their own expense; the eighteen hundred men who held the “public horse,” as it was called, were now the senior branch of the Ordo Equester. However, by the second century B.C., Rome was no longer providing her own cavalry; the Order Equester became a social and economic entity having little to do with military matters. The knights were now defined by the censors in economic terms, and while the original eighteen centuries holding the public horse remained at a hundred men each, the rest of the knights’ centuries (some seventy-one) swelled within themselves in numbers, so that all men who qualified at the knights’ census were accommodated within the First Class. Until 123 B.C., senators were actually still a part of the Ordo Equester, it was Gaius Gracchus who split them off as a separate order of three hundred men. However, their sons and nonsenatorial males of their families were still classified as knights. To qualify as a knight at the census (held on a special tribunal in the Forum Romanum), a man had to have property or income in excess of 400,000 sesterces. Though it was not always observed, some censors insisted upon a parade of the eighteen hundred knights who held the public horse, in order to make sure these men were looking after themselves and their steeds properly. The parade of the public horse (when held) occurred perhaps on the Ides of July, with the censors sitting in state at a tribunal atop the steps of the temple of Castor and Pollux in the Forum Romanum, while each holder of the public horse solemnly led his mount in a kind of march-past before the censors. From the time of Gaius Gracchus down to the end of the Republic, the knights either controlled or lost control of the courts which tried senators for minor treason or provincial extortion, and were at loggerheads with the Senate fairly regularly. There was nothing to stop a knight who qualified on the senatorial means test from seeking entry to the Senate; that, by and large, they did not aspire to the Senate, was purely due to the knightly love of trade and commerce, forbidden fruit for senators. The Ordo Equester (it was not called that formally until after Gaius Gracchus) liked the thrill of the business forum more than they liked the thrill of the political forum.


  Lanuvium Modern Lanuvio.


  Lar, Lares (pl.) Among the most Roman of all gods, having no form, shape, sex, number, or mythology. They were numina (see numeri). There were many different kinds of Lares, who might function as the protective spirits or forces of a locality (as with crossroads and boundaries), a social group (as with the Lar Familiaris, the family’s private Lar), an activity (as with sailing), or a whole nation (as with the public Lares of Rome). By the late Republic they were depicted (in the form of small statues) as two young men with a dog, but it is doubtful whether a Roman actually believed there were only two of them, or that they owned this form—more that the increasing complexity of life made it convenient to “tag” them.


  Lares Permarini The Lares who protected voyagers on the sea.


  Lares Praestites The Lares who watched over the State— also called the Public Lares.


  Larius, Lacus Modern Lake Como.


  Latin Rights An intermediate citizen status between the nadir of the Italian Allies and the zenith of the Roman citizenship. Those having the Latin Rights shared many privileges in common with Roman citizens: booty was divided equally, contracts with full citizens could be entered into and legal protection sought for these contracts, marriage was allowed with full citizens, and there was the right to appeal against capital convictions. However, there was no suffragium—no right to vote in any Roman election—nor the right to sit on a Roman jury. After the revolt of Fregellae in 125 B.C., the magistrates of Latin Rights towns and districts were entitled to assume the full Roman citizenship for themselves and their direct descendants.


  Latium The region of Italy in which Rome stood. Its northern boundary was the Tiber, its southern a point extending inland from Circei, and on the east it bordered the lands of the Sabines and the Marsi.


  lectisternium A propitiatory form of religious observance usually reserved for major crises. Images of the important gods arranged in maleIfemale pairs were placed upon couches; food was offered them and great honor paid them.


  legate, Legatus. The most senior members of the Roman general’s military staff were his legates. In order to be classified as a legatus, a man had to be of senatorial status, and often was a consular in rank (it appears these elder statesmen occasionally hankered after a spell of army life, and volunteered their services to a general commanding some interesting campaign). Legates answered only to the general, and were senior to all types of military tribunes.


  legion The smallest Roman military unit capable of fighting a war on its own (though it was rarely called upon to do so); that is, it was complete within itself in terms of manpower, equipment, and function. By the time of Gaius Marius, a Roman army engaged in any major campaign rarely consisted of fewer than four legions—though equally rarely of more than six legions. Single legions without prospect of reinforcement did garrison duty in places like the Spains, where tribal rebellions were small, albeit fierce. A legion contained about five thousand soldiers divided into ten cohorts of six centuries each; it also contained about one thousand men of noncombatant status, and usually came with a modest cavalry arm attached to it. Each legion fielded its own artillery and materiel; if one of the consul’s legions, it was commanded by up to six elected tribunes of the soldiers; if belonging to a general not currently a consul, it was commanded by a legate, or else by the general himself. Its regular officers were the centurions, of which it possessed some sixty-six. Though the troops belonging to a legion camped together, they did not mess or live together en masse; instead, they were divided up into units of eight men (the century contained only eighty soldiers, the extra twenty men being noncombatants).


  legionary The correct word for a soldier in a Roman legion. “Legionnaire,” which I have sometimes seen used instead, is more properly the term applied to a member of the French Foreign Legion.


  Lemanna, Lake Modern Lake Leman, or the Lake of Geneva.


  lex, leges (pl.) The Latin word for a law; it came to be applied also to the plebiscita (plebiscites) passed by the Plebeian Assembly. A lex was not considered valid until it had been inscribed on bronze or stone, and deposited in the vaults below the temple of Saturn; however, logic says that the law’s residence in the temple of Saturn was extremely brief, as the vaults could not have contained anything like the number of tablets necessary to hold the body of Roman law, even at the time of Gaius Marius—especially not when the Treasury of Rome was also beneath Saturn. No doubt the tablets were whisked in and whisked out again to be stored permanently in any one of many places known to have been repositories of law tablets.


  lex Appuleia agraria The first of Lucius Appuleius Saturninus’s two land bills, which were aimed at giving land on the Roman public domain to the veterans of the Marian army. This first bill concerned lands in Greece, Macedonia, Sicily, and Africa. It would seem logical to assume that these lands had all been in the possession of Rome for some considerable time, and were not regarded as important.


  lex Appuleia agraria (secunda) I have tagged this law as secunda purely as a matter of convenience, to distinguish it from Saturninus’s first land bill without giving it its full Latin title, only an additional confusion for the nonscholarly reader. This second bill is the one containing the oath of loyalty, the one which provoked such extremely bitter opposition in the Senate. The reasons behind the opposition are still hotly debated in academic circles. I have chosen to assume that the reasons lay in the newness of the land concerned—Transalpine Gaul and Nearer Spain. There must have been many companies and large-scale pastoralists intriguing to have this very rich land given to them, especially considering that they probably hoped there was mineral wealth involved too; the West was traditionally rich in undiscovered mineral lodes. To see the lands go to soldier veterans of the Head Count must have been quite intolerable.


  lex Appuleia de maiestate The treason law which Saturninus introduced during his first tribunate of the plebs. It removed control of the treason court from the Centuriate Assembly, in which body it was virtually impossible to secure a conviction unless the culprit confessed out of his own mouth that he had gone to war against Rome. This law concerned itself with degrees of treason, and provided for convictions in what might be called “minor treason.” A special quaestio (court), hearing matters to do only with treason, was given to the knights, who were both jury and presidents.


  lex Appuleia frumentaria Saturninus’s grain law, which I have chosen to assume belonged to his second tribunate of the plebs rather than to his first. As the Second Sicilian Slave War had been by then going on for nearly four years, it is possible that the grain shortage in Rome was growing ever more acute. The law is also better situated in the second tribunate of the plebs because by then Saturninus was actively wooing the lowly.


  lex Domitia de sacerdotiis The law passed in 104 B.C. by Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus during his tribunate of the plebs. It took control of membership in the priestly colleges of pontifices and augurs away from the incumbent members, who had traditionally co-opted new members. The new law required that future members of both colleges be elected in a special tribal assembly composed of seventeen tribes chosen by lot.


  lex Liclnia sumptuaria The luxury law passed by an unknown Licinius Crassus somewhere after 143 B.C. It forbade the serving of certain foods at banquets, including the famous licker-fish of the Tiber, oysters, and freshwater eels. It also forbade the excessive use of purple.


  lex Villia annalis Passed in 180 B.C. by the tribune of the plebs Lucius Villius. It stipulated certain minimum ages at which the curule magistracies could be held (presumably thirty-nine years for praetor and forty-two years for consul), and apparently also stipulated that two years at least had to elapse between the praetorship and the consulship, as well as that ten years must elapse between two consulships held by the same man.


  lex Voconia de mulierum hereditatibus Passed in 169 B.C. , this law severely curtailed the right of women to inherit from wills. Under no circumstances could she be designated the main heir, even if the only child of her father; his nearest agnate relatives (that is, on the father’s side) superseded her. Cicero cites a case where it was argued that the lex Voconia did not apply because the dead man’s property had not been assessed at a census; but the praetor (Gaius Verres) overruled this, and refused to allow the girl in question to inherit. Presumably the law was got around, for we know of several great heiresses (among them, Antony’s third wife, Fulvia). In this book, I have had Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi succeed in obtaining a senatorial waiver; another ploy possible if there were no agnate heirs was to die intestate, in which case the old law prevailed, and children inherited irrespective of sex. It would seem too that the praetor urbanus had considerable latitude in interpreting the laws governing inheritance; there was apparently no court to hear testamentary litigation, which meant the praetor urbanus was the final arbiter.


  Libya That part of North Africa between Egypt and Cyrenaica.


  lictor One of the few genuine public servants in the employ of the Senate and People of Rome. There was a College of Lictors—the number of members is uncertain, but enough certainly to provide the traditional single-file escort for all holders of imperium, both within and outside Rome, and to perform other duties as well. Two or three hundred may not be unlikely. A lictor had to be a full Roman citizen, but that he was lowly was fairly sure, as the official wage was apparently minimal; the lictor was obliged to rely heavily upon gratuities from those he escorted. Within the college, the lictors were divided into groups of ten (decuries), each headed by a prefect, and there were several presidents of the college senior to the prefects. Inside Rome the lictor wore a plain white toga; outside Rome he wore a crimson tunic with a wide black belt ornamented with brass; a black toga was worn at funerals. For the sake of convenience, I have located the College of Lictors behind the temple of the Lares Praestites on the eastern side of the Forum Romanum, but there is no factual evidence of this at all.


  Liger River The modern Loire, in France.


  Liguria The mountainous region lying between the Arnus and Varus rivers, extending inland from the sea as far as the crest of the Alpes Maritimae and the Ligurian Apennines. The chief port was Genua, the largest inland town Dertona. Since its arable land was scant, Liguria was a poor area; it was chiefly famous for its greasy wool, which made up into waterproof capes and cloaks, including the military sagum. The other local industry was piracy.


  Lilybaeum The chief town at the western end of the island of Sicily.


  Liris River The modern Garigliano, in Italy.


  litter A covered cubicle equipped with legs upon which it rested when lowered. It also had a horizontal pole along either side, projecting in front of and behind the cubicle. Between four and eight men could carry it by picking it up along the poles. It was a slow form of transport, but the most comfortable one known in the ancient world.


  Long-haired Gaul See Gallia Comata. Lucius Tiddlypuss See Tiddlypuss, Lucius. Lugdunum Modern Lyon, in France.


  Lugdunum Pass The name I have used to indicate the modern Little St. Bernard Pass between Italian Gaul and Gaul-across-the-Alps. It lay at a high altitude, but it was known and had been occasionally used before the time of Gaius Marius. The Great St. Bernard Pass was also known, but was not used. Both passes were guarded in Italian Gaul by a tribe of Celts called the Salassi, who occupied the modern Val d’Aosta.


  lustrum The Latin word which came to mean both the entire five-year term of the censors, and the ceremony with which the censors concluded the census of the ordinary Roman People on the Campus Marti us.


  lychnites A term used by Pliny the Elder to describe a precious stone found in western Numidia. It is now thought to have been tourmaline.


  Macedonia To a Republican Roman, a much larger region than the Macedonia of today. It commenced on the east coast of the Adriatic Sea below Dalmatian Illyricum, at a point about where the town of Lissus was; its southern boundary on this western extremity lay against Epirus; and its two major ports receiving Adriatic traffic from Italy were Dyrrachium and Apollonia. Bordering Moesia in the north, Macedonia then continued east across the great highlands in which rose the Morava, the Axius, the Strymon, and the Nestus; in the south it bordered Greek Thessaly. Beyond the Nestus it bordered Thrace, and continued as a narrow coastal strip along the Aegean all the way to the Hellespont. Access to and from Macedonia was limited to the river valleys; through the Morava, Axius, Strymon, and Nestus the barbarian tribes of Moesia and Thrace could—and often did—invade, chiefly the Scordisci and the Bessi in the time of Gaius Marius. To the south, the only comfortable access between Macedonia and Thessaly was the pass at the Vale of Tempe. The original inhabitants of Macedonia were probably Germano-Celtic; successive invasions over the centuries mingled this original people with others of Dorian Greek, Thracian, and Illyrian origins. Long divided by natural topographical barriers into small nations tending to war with each other, a united Macedonia came into being under the kings prior to Philip II; but it was Philip II and his son Alexander the Great who thrust Macedonia into world prominence. Following the death of Alexander, Macedonia was first exhausted by a struggle between rivals for the throne, then ran afoul of Rome; its last king, Perseus, lost to Aemilius Paullus in 167 B.C. Roman attempts to convert Macedonia into a self-governing republic failed, so in 146 B.C. Macedonia was reluctantly incorporated into the expanding Roman empire as a province.


  macellum An open-air market of booths and stalls.


  magistrates The elected executives of the Senate and People of Rome. By the middle Republic, all the men who held magistracies were members of the Senate (elected quaestors were normally approved as senators by the next censors); this gave the Senate a distinct advantage over the People, until the People (in the person of the Plebs) took over the lawmaking. The magistrates represented the executive arm of government. In order of seniority, the most junior of all magistrates was the tribune of the soldiers, who was not old enough to be admitted to the Senate, but was nonetheless a true magistrate. Then came the quaestor; the tribune of the plebs and the plebeian aedile were next; the curule aedile was the most junior magistrate holding imperium; next was the praetor; and at the top was the consul.
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  The censor occupied a special position, for though this magistracy owned no imperium, it could not be held by a man who had not been consul. In times of emergency, the Senate was empowered to create an extraordinary magistrate, the dictator, who served for six months only, and was indemnified against answering for his dictatorial actions after his term as dictator was over. The dictator himself appointed a master of the horse to function as his war leader and second-in-command.


  maiestas minuta Literally, “little treason,” so called to distinguish it from the kind of treason where a man abrogated his citizenship by going to war against Rome. Lucius Appuleius Saturninus first put maiestas minuta on the law tablets as a criminal charge, and set up a special quaestio or court to hear it during his first tribunate of the plebs in 103 B.C. The court was staffed entirely by knights, but the men tried in it were senators. After Saturninus’s act, the old-style treason charge—called perduellio—heard in the Centuriate Assembly was virtually abandoned.


  Malaca Modern Malaga, in Spain.


  Mamilian Commission The special court set up by the tribune of the plebs Gaius Mamilius Limetanus in 109 B.C. It was empowered to inquire into the dealings between Jugurtha of Numidia and certain Romans, particularly magistrates.


  maniple The old tactical maneuvering unit of the Roman legion. It contained only two centuries of troops, and by the time of Gaius Marius had proven too small to contend with the armies Rome was now called upon to face. Marius eliminated it as a tactical unit.


  manumission, manumit Manumission was the act of freeing a slave. It literally means “sending from the hand.” When the slave’s master was a Roman citizen, manumission automatically endowed the slave with the Roman citizenship, and he took the name of his old master as his new name, adding to it his original slave name as a cognomen. A slave could be manumitted in any one of several ways: by buying his freedom out of his earnings, as a special gesture of the master’s on some great occasion like a coming-of-age birthday, after an agreed number of years of service, in a will. Though technically the slave was then the equal of his master, in actual fact he was obliged to remain in his old master’s clientship, unless this was formally dispensed with. He had little opportunity to exercise his franchise, for under the law he became a member of one of two of the four urban tribes—Esquilina or Suburana—and therefore found his vote worthless in tribal elections; his economic lowliness in almost all cases meant he was not made a member of one of the Five Classes, so he could not vote in Centuriate matters either. However, most slaves found the Roman citizenship highly desirable, not so much for themselves as for their descendants. Once a slave was manumitted, he was called a freedman, and was required for the rest of his life to wear a slightly conical skullcap on the back of his head; this was the Cap of Liberty.


  Marcomanni One of the three peoples who tacked themselves on to the German migration of 120 B.C. The Marcomanni were Celts closely allied to the Boii of Boiohaemum, and originally lived around the headwaters of the river Albis (modern Czechoslovakia). They joined the Cimbri and Teutones in about the seventh year of the trek, 113 B.C.


  Marsi One of the most important Italian peoples. The Marsi lived surrounding the Fucine Lake, which belonged to them; they extended into the mountains of the high Apennines, and controlled the passes on the western—that is, the Roman—side. Their history indicates that they were always loyal to. Rome, and did not side either with the Samnites or with Hannibal. They were extremely martial, affluent, and populous, and adopted Latin as their language fairly early. Their chief town was Marruvium; Alba Fucens, a larger and more important town, was a Latin Rights colony seeded on Marsic territory by Rome. The Marsi worshiped snakes, and were famous snake charmers.


  Martha The Syrian prophetess who predicted that Gaius Marius would be consul of Rome seven times before he had been consul once. She extracted a promise from Marius that he would bring her to Rome, where she lived as his guest in his house until she died, and regularly scandalized the city’s inhabitants by appearing in a purple litter. It is my own novelist’s license which added the second part of her prophecy, to the effect that a nephew of Marius’s wife Julia would be a greater Roman than he; I needed to do this to make events in a later book more logical and reasonable.


  Massilia Modern Marseilles. This superb seaport in southern Gaul-across-the-Alps not far from the mouth of the Rhodanus River was founded as a Greek colony in about 600 B.C. The Massiliotes, as its inhabitants were called, soon made cultural and trading inroads into Gaul, and were influential in Hellenizing those Gallic tribes which lived along their trade routes; this was especially true of the Volcae Tectosages of Tolosa, the Ligures of Nicaea and Portus Herculis Monoeci (modern Nice and Monaco), and some of the peoples who lived along the lower Rhodanus River. Massiliotes introduced the grapevine and the olive tree to Gaul. The city’s inhabitants were quick to see the potential of Rome, and allied Massilia to Rome during the Second Punic War. It was Massiliote complaints about the depredations of the headhunting Salluvii of western Liguria which led to the famous Gallic expedition of Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus in 122 B.C., and the founding of Transalpine Gaul (Gaul-across-the-Alps).


  Mauretania Modern Morocco. In Gaius Marius’s day, far western North Africa. The boundary between Numidia and Mauretania was the Muluchath River, about 600 miles (960 km) west of Cirta. The inhabitants of Mauretania were called Moors; they were Berbers racially. The capital was Tingis (modern Tangier). There were kings; during the time of Gaius Marius’s war against Jugurtha, the King’s name was Bocchus.


  Mediolanum Modern Milan.


  mentula, mentulae (pl.) The great Latin obscenity for the penis.


  mentulam caco “I shit on your prick!”


  merda A Latin obscenity referring more to the droppings of animals than to human excrement.


  Metella Calva The sister of Lucius Caecilius Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus and Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus. She was married to Lucius Licinius Lucullus, and was the mother of the Brothers Luculli. She was one of the very few women of her time to earn a mention in the ancient sources; she had a lifelong penchant for choosing low-class lovers, and pursued her affairs in scandalous manner.


  Middle Sea My name for the Mediterranean Sea, which in the time of Gaius Marius had not yet acquired its later Latin name—”Our Sea.” Properly, it was called Mare Internum.


  Military Man The vir militaris. He was a man whose whole career revolved around the army, and who continued to serve as a senior officer in the army beyond his obligatory number of campaigns. Such men entered the political arena relying upon their military history to recommend them to the electors; many of them never bothered to embark upon a political career at all, but if a vir militaris aspired to command an army, he had to attain the rank of praetor. Gaius Marius, Quintus Sertorius, Titus Didius, Gaius Pomptinus, and Publius Ventidius were all Military Men; but Gaius Julius Caesar the Dictator, the greatest military man of them all, was never a Military Man.


  mime, Mimus First a Greek theatrical form, the mime gathered its most enthusiastic followers in Rome, and kept increasing in popularity from the third century B.C. Where the actors in comedy and tragedy wore masks, and adhered to the strictly accented and metered script of the playwright, the actors in mime wore no masks, and evolved a technique closer to what we today might call ad-libbing. The repertoire of plots and situations was a stock one, but the individual performances did not contain formal memorized dialogue. Mime was considered vulgar, bawdy, poor theater, and much else by those who loved the proper theater of tragedy and comedy, but its snowballing popularity at the Roman games slowly banished formal drama to a poor second place. There can be no doubt that mime was very funny indeed. It seems to have survived in the stock characters of the commedia dell’arte—Harlequin’s costume of patches and the jester’s costume of patches closely resemble the centunculus of the mimetic fool, for example.


  minim A bright earth-red pigment with which the triumphing general painted his face, it would seem so that he looked like the terracotta-faced statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus.


  Minoan Not a word the Romans would have used! It is the modern term (possibly coined by Sir Arthur Evans) to describe the civilization of Crete and Greece which existed during the second millennium B.C. I placed the term in Sulla’s mouth during a conversation for the sake of clarity and convenience; for while the Romans knew of the civilization, what they called it, we do not know. Mithridates The traditional name of the kings of Pontus. There were six kings of Pontus surnamed Mithridates, the last of whom was by far the greatest. The royal house of the Mithridatidae (to give it its proper name) claimed descent from the old Iranian kings, particularly from Darius the Great, but the features of the men displayed on truly wonderful coins of Pontus are Germano-Thracian.


  modius, modii (pl.) The measure of grain in Rome. One modius weighed 13 pounds (6 kg). Moor The word for a Berber of Mauretania.


  Mons Genava Pass What name the Romans actually gave to the modern Montgenevre Pass through the Alps from the headwaters of the Dora Riparia in Italy to the headwaters of the Durance in France, I do not know. For the sake of a tag in the reader’s mind, I Latinized the modern French name. This was the most consistently used of all the alpine passes, for it lay on the Via AemiliaIVia Domitia.


  Mosa River The modern Meuse (in Dutch, Maas).


  Mosella River The modern Moselle.


  Muluchath River The modern Moulouya.


  Muthul River A river in central Numidia. There is still great debate about the identity of the stream. I have made it a tributary of the river Bagradas, after the Atlas of Classical History (edited by Richard J. A. Talbert).


  Mutina Modern Modena, in Italy.


  Narbo Modern Narbonne, in France.


  Neapolis Modern Naples. It was one of the largest and most successful of the Greek colonies planted in southern Italy, though it fell under Roman domination by the end of the fourth century B.C. In the Hannibalic troubles, Neapolis was wise enough to remain loyal to Rome, and so lost none of its lands to Rome. During the Republic, it was distinctly less important as a port than Puteoli, but it thrived nonetheless.


  Nearer Spain The Roman province. In Latin, it was called Hispania Citerior. The territory embraced the Mediterranean coastal plain and mountainous foothills behind, from just south of New Carthage all the way north to the Pyrenees. The southern boundary between the two provinces was fairly tenuous, but seems to have run between the range of mountains called the Orospeda and the taller range behind Abdera called the Solorius. In Gaius Marius’s day, the largest settlement was New Carthage (now known as Cartagena), because the Orospeda range behind it was honeycombed with productive silver mines the Romans had taken over when Carthage fell. Only one other part of the province was of much interest to its Roman governors: the valley of the Iberus River (the modern Ebro) and its tributaries, this area being very rich. The governor had two seats: New Carthage in the south, and Tarraco in the north. The nearer Spanish province was never as important to Rome as Further Spain.


  nectar The drink of the gods. Apparently its base was honey.


  nefas The Latin word for sacrilege.


  Nemausus Modern Nîmes, in France. It lay on the western side of the salt marshes of the Rhodanus delta, and from the time of Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus (ca. 120 B.C.), it was connected by a long causeway to the town of Arelate on the eastern side of the delta. Gaius Marius did much needed repairs to this causeway while waiting for the Germans in 104 B.C.


  nemo The Latin for nobody or no one.


  Nicomedes A name belonging to the kings of Bithynia. There were either three or four kings called Nicomedes; modern scholars differ about the number.


  noble, Nobilis. The word used to describe a man and his descendants once the consulship had been achieved; it was an artificial aristocracy invented by the plebeians in order to further reduce the distinction of being patrician, since more plebeians reached the consulship during the last half of the Republic than did patricians. By the time of Gaius Marius, nobility mattered greatly. Some modern authorities extend the term nobilis to cover those men who reached the status of praetor without achieving the consulship. However, my feeling is that this would have demeaned its exclusivity too much, so I have reserved nobility for those of proven consular family.


  nomen, nomina (pl.) The family or gentilicial name— the name of the gens. Cornelius, Julius, Domitius, Livius, Marius, Marcius, Sulpicius, etc., were gentilicial names. I have not used gens very much in this book, as it takes a feminine ending; thus, it was not the gens Julius, but the gens Julia. Too confusing for non-Latin readers, English being a neutral language. Thus I have preferred to say “family Julius,” and keep things simple.


  Noricum What might today be called the eastern Tyrol and the Yugoslavian Alps. Its people were called the Taurisci, and were Celts. The main settlement was Noreia.


  Numantia A small town of some four thousand Celtiberians, on the upper Durius River in Nearer Spain. It had successfully resisted a whole series of Roman armies and generals, starting with Cato the Censor, in 195 B.C., and ending with Hostilius Mancinus in 137 B.C. Then in 135 B.C., Scipio Aemilianus was given the job of reducing it, and did so after a siege which lasted eight months. Jugurtha of Numidia, Gaius Marius, Publius Rutilius Rufus, and Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus were all on Scipio Aemilianus’s staff. When the town finally surrendered, Scipio Aemilianus literally tore it apart, dismantled it, executed or deported its people, and used it as an object lesson to the Celtiberians to show them that they couldn’t win against Rome.


  numen, numina (pl.) Literally, “divinity” (but also “a nodding of the head”). Numen is a word used by modern scholars, rather than the Romans, to describe the peculiarly disembodied nature of the original Italian and Roman gods, if indeed they could be called gods. Spiritual forces might be a better description. These old gods were the forces which governed everything from rain and wind to the function of a doorway, to the proper siting of boundary stones or the element we call luck. They were faceless, sexless, and without a mythology. The word mostly used to describe them nowadays is the Anglicized adjective “numinous.” As time wore on through the years of the Republic, and it became the mark of culture to subscribe to things Greek, many of the original numinous gods acquired a name, a sex, and even occasionally a face, but to call Roman religion a hybrid bastardization of the Greeks is to underestimate Rome grievously. Unlike the Greeks, Roman religion was so intimately tied to all the strata of government that one could not survive without the other; this dated back to before the kings of Rome, when all the gods were numinous, and it remained very much a fact until Christianization of the Emperors and their courts undermined the old religion of the Roman State. In the days of Gaius Marius, long before this State religion began to lose its hold, even the most brilliant and iconoclastic among the Romans subscribed scrupulously to religious matters, including men like Gaius Marius and Gaius Julius Caesar the Dictator. It was probably that numinous element in the religion which riddled even the most brilliant and iconoclastic Romans with superstitions.


  Numidia The ancient kingdom of middle North Africa which always lay to the west, south, and east of Carthage, and later of the Roman African province. The original inhabitants were Berbers, and lived a seminomadic life. After the defeat of Carthage, Rome and the Scipios encouraged the establishment of a regal dynasty, the first member of which was King Masinissa. The capital of Numidia was Cirta.


  oakum A crudely tamped together collection of fibers, in ancient times gathered from woolly seeds, maple “cotton,” or the coarsest fibers of the flax plant. It was occasionally used for calking, but its main use was for lampwicks.


  Odysseus In Latin, Ulysses. King of Ithaca in days of legend. He was one of the main characters in Homer’s Iliad, and the hero of Homer’s Odyssey.


  Olympia The famous sanctuary of Zeus was not anywhere near Mount Olympus; this Olympia was in Elis, in the western Peloponnese.


  oppidum In the sense used in this book, a fortified settlement, usually atop a hill, and designed to protect the lower lands around it. I have confined the term to the strongholds of Gallia Comata—Long-haired Gaul.


  opus incertum The oldest of several ways in which the Romans built their walls. A facing of irregular small stones mortared together was built with a hollow interior; this hollow was filled with a mortar composed of black pozzolana and lime mixed through an aggregate of rubble and small stones (caementa). Evidence suggests that opus incertum walls date back at least to 200 B.C.; in the time of Gaius Marius, the two younger ways of building walls had not yet replaced the tried and true opus incertum.


  order, ordo In Roman terms, a social group having much the same family background and degree of wealth.


  Ordo Equester See knights.


  Oscan The language spoken by the Samnites, Lucani, Frentani, Apuli, Brutii, and Campani of peninsular Italy. It was allied to Latin, but very different. During the time of Gaius Marius, Oscan was still a living, widely spoken tongue. True Romans tended to despise those whose first language was Oscan.


  Ostia Rome’s closest seaport, situated at the mouth of the Tiber River, and in Rome’s earliest days the location of the salt marshes which produced Italy’s best—perhaps only— salt. It was a fortified town during the Republic, and became Rome’s naval base during the Punic Wars. Bedeviled by silting-up and sandbars, Ostia was never a very satisfactory port, but its disadvantages did not prevent its being extremely busy. The swift and silt-dirty Tiber made it impossible for any but the smallest merchantmen to voyage up to the city of Rome; cargo was normally unloaded from large and medium ships in Ostia, and sent up to Rome by barge or lighter. Ostia contained granaries. It also had its own quaestor, who was responsible for overseeing the unloading and onward shipment of the grain supply, and responsible too for the levying of all customs and excise duties.


  Padus River The modern Po, in northern Italy.


  Paeligni One of the peoples of central peninsular Italy, allied to the Marsi and the Sabines.


  Pamphylia That part of the southern coast of Asia Minor lying between Lycia (opposite Rhodes) and Cilicia (opposite Cyprus). The extremely high Taurus Mountains plunged straight into the sea, giving Pamphylia a very rugged and inaccessible coastline. The interior was heavily forested with pines, but the whole region was rather poor in yielding a decent living for its people, who found that the most profitable enterprise—and the one to which their country was most suited by nature—was piracy.


  pantheon The word used in modern times to describe collectively the whole array of gods in a polytheistic system of religious belief.


  papyrus The pithy stalks of the Egyptian marsh papyrus were made into paper by a most painstaking and ingenious method; no species of papyrus other than Egyptian was ever successfully used to manufacture paper. The process whereby the plant was converted into a substance suitable for writing on is hard to date, but seems not to have been in general use prior to the first Ptolemy, about 322 B.C. There can be no doubt that the ever-widening availability of paper as a writing material from 300 B.C. onward was the single most significant contribution toward literacy in the ancient world. A process invented by a Roman Fannius (see Fannius paper) about 150 B.C., to convert poor paper into good, made writing paper even easier to get, as well as cheaper.


  parchment When King Ptolemy V Epiphanes of Egypt banned the export of paper from Egypt about 190 B.C., the shortage of a suitable medium for writing upon was so acutely felt that in Asiatic Pergamum a process was quickly evolved to produce a substitute for papyrus paper; this substitute became known as vellum, or parchment. The skins of very young animals, particularly lambs and kids, were washed, very carefully scraped, then polished with pumice and chalk. However, papyrus paper was soon put back onto the world market, and the Pergamum parchment industry could never have hoped to replace papyrus paper, for it was both more expensive and slower to make. Parchment was kept for the documents considered so important that they had to “last forever.”


  Pass of Brennus The modern Brenner Pass. The name comes either from the first of the two Celtic kings named Brennus (see Brennus [1]), who invaded Italy through this pass, or from the tribe of Celts called the Brenni, who lived in the Alps around the pass. The lowest of all the alpine passes into Italian Gaul, it followed the valley of the river Isarcus, a tributary of the Athesis. That it was seldom used was because the lands to its north were inhospitable.


  Pass of the Salassi The modern pair of passes called the Little St. Bernard and the Great St. Bernard (see Lugdunum Pass, Salassi).


  Patavium Modern Padua, in northern Italy. The fastest-growing and most prosperous town in Italian Gaul.


  paterfamilias The head of the family unit. His right to do as he pleased with the members of his family unit was rigidly protected by the laws of the Roman State.


  Patrae Modern Patras, in Peloponnesian Greece. It lay outside the Gulf of Corinth on its southern (Peloponnesian) shore, and was the natural (that is, with regard to winds and sea currents) terminus for those voyagers to Greece from Tarentum or Sicily.


  patricians The original Roman aristocracy. Patricians were distinguished citizens before there were kings of Rome, and ever after kept their title of patrician, as well as a prestige unattainable by any plebeian (no matter how many consuls in his family had ennobled him). However, as the Republic evolved and the power of the plebeians grew in pace with their wealth, the special rights and entitlements of the patricians were inexorably stripped from them, until by the time of Gaius Marius they tended to be relatively impoverished compared to the families of the plebeian nobility. Not all patrician clans were of equal antiquity: the Julii and the Fabii were certainly some centuries older in their tenure of patrician status than the Claudii. Patricians married in a special form called confarreatio, which was virtually for life, and patrician women never were allowed the relative emancipation of their plebeian fellows. Certain priesthoods could be held only by patricians—Rex Sacrorum and flamen Dialis—and certain senatorial positions could be held only by patricians—interrex and the Princeps Senatus. At the time of Gaius Marius, the following patrician families were still regularly producing senators (if not consuls): Aemilius, Claudius, Cornelius, Fabius (but through adoptions only), Julius, Manlius, Papirius, Pinarius, Postumius, Sergius, Servilius, Sulpicius, and Valerius.


  patron Patronus. Roman Republican society was organized into a system of patronage and clientship. Though perhaps the smallest businessmen and the ordinary lowly workers of Rome were not always participants in the system, the system was nonetheless very prevalent at all levels of society. The patron undertook to offer protection and favors to those who acknowledged themselves his clients (see client).


  pectoral A small metal plate, mostly square but sometimes round, usually of bronze or iron (steel), worn on the chest as armored protection.


  pedagogue Paedagogus. A teacher of young children. He was the man who instilled rudimentary education—reading, writing, and arithmetic. His status was usually that of slave or freedman, he lived within the family unit, and his nationality was more often than not Greek; however, he was required to teach in Latin as well as in Greek.


  pedarius, pedarii (pl.) A senatorial backbencher (see also Senate).


  Peloponnese The Isle of Pelops. It was that southern part of Greece which is connected to the “mainland” by a narrow neck, the Isthmus of Corinth. In the time of Gaius Marius, the Peloponnese was unimportant and underpopulated; as on the “mainland,” many of its inhabitants chose to sell themselves into slavery rather than stagnate at home.


  Penates The Di Penates, the gods of the storage cupboard. Among the oldest and most numinous of Roman gods (see numen), the Di Penates were worshiped in every Roman house in conjunction with Vesta (spirit of the hearth), and the Lar Familiaris, the special family representative of the Lares. Like the Lares, the Di Penates were depicted (in the form of bronze statuettes usually) as youths.


  Penates Publici .Originally these were the royal Di Penates belonging to the King of Rome; during the Republic, the Penates Publici came to be worshiped as the caretakers of the public storage cupboard—that is, of the State’s well-being and solvency.


  People Technically, this term embraced every Roman citizen who was not a member of the Senate. It applied to patricians as well as to plebeians, and the Head Count as much as the First Class.


  Peripatetic An adherent of the school of philosophy founded by Aristotle, but developed by his pupil Theophrastus. Unfortunately Theophrastus’s immediate successors did not concern themselves with the written words of Aristotle, and gave the only copy of his works to Neleus of Scepsis, who took them home to Scepsis (a town in the Troad) and stored them in his cellar, where they remained forgotten for 150 years. The name Peripatetic was given to adherents of the school because of a covered walkway within the school that was used for strolling while the scholars conversed; it was also said Aristotle himself walked while he talked. By the time of Gaius Marius the philosophy was in disrepute, for it had quite lost the wonderful breadth of Aristotelian interests, devoting itself to literature, the criticism of literature, the writing of biographies in a florid and inaccurate style, and moral matters.


  peristyle An enclosed garden or courtyard which was surrounded by a colonnade.


  Pessinus A small city in eastern Phrygia, famous for containing the chief sanctuary and precinct of the Great Mother.


  phalerae Round, chased, ornamented silver or gold discs about 3 to 4 inches (75 to 100 mm) in diameter. Originally they were worn by Roman knights as insignia, and also were the trappings of their horses. During the middle Republic they became military decorations awarded to cavalrymen, but by the time of Gaius Marius they were also awarded to infantrymen. Normally phalerae given to soldiers for valor were mounted in sets of nine (in three rows of three) upon a decorated leather harness of straps designed to be worn over the mail shirt or cuirass.


  Phrygia One of the wilder and less populated parts of Asia Minor, synonymous to the ancients with nymphs, dryads, satyrs, and other mythical woodland folk, as well as with peasants so defenseless they were easily enslaved. Phrygia lay inland from Bithynia, south of Paphlagonia, and west of Galatia. Mountainous and heavily forested, it was a part of the Attalid empire of Pergamum; after the wars following the bequeathing of the Kingdom of Pergamum to Rome, the Roman proconsul Manius Aquillius literally sold most of Phrygia to King Mithridates V of Pontus, pocketing the gold for himself.


  Picentes, Picentines, Picenum Picenum was that part of the eastern Italian Peninsula roughly occupying the area of the Italian leg’s calf muscle. Its western boundary was the high Apennines; to the north lay Umbria, and to the south and west Samnium. Since it had a good section of the Adriatic coast, it also had two busy seaports, Ancona and Firmum Picenum; the main inland town and chief center was Asculum Picentum. The inhabitants were originally of Italiote and Illyrian stock, but during the invasion of the first King Brennus, many of his Celtic tribesmen settled in Picenum, and intermarried with the original people. By the time of Gaius Marius, the Picentines were well admixed with the Celts, most particularly in the north.


  pilaster A column or pillar engaged within a wall, so that only a part of it showed on the outside of the wall.


  pilum, pila (pl.) The Roman infantry spear, particularly as modified by Gaius Marius. It had a very small, wickedly barbed head of iron that was continued as an iron shaft for perhaps three feet (one meter); this was joined to a shaped wooden stem which fitted the hand comfortably. Marius modified it by introducing a weakness into the junction between iron and wooden shaft sections, so that upon lodging in shield, body, or ground after throwing, it broke apart, and thus was of no use to the enemy. However, Roman craftsmen within the legions could repair these broken specimens of pilum very quickly.


  pipinna A little boy’s penis.


  Pisae Modern Pisa, in Italy.


  Placentia Modern Piacenza, in northern Italy. It was one of the largest and most important towns in Italian Gaul, and was a Latin Rights colony from 218 B.C. Its importance increased enormously after the censor Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus caused the building of a good road from the Tyrrhenian coast through Dertona to Placentia and the Padus Valley.


  plebeian, plebs All those Roman citizens who were not patricians were plebeians—that is, they belonged to the plebs (the e is short, so the word “plebs” has the same e sound as “February”—it is not pronounced pleebs, as at West Point military academy). At the beginning of the Republic, no plebeian could be a priest, a curule magistrate, or even a senator. This situation lasted only a very short while; one by one the exclusively patrician institutions crumbled before the onslaught of the plebs, until by the time of Gaius Marius only a very few politically unimportant posts remained the province of the patricians. However, the plebs created a new nobility to distinguish the stars in its firmament from the rest, by calling a man who had attained the consulship a nobilis (nobleman), and ordaining that his direct descendants would also be noble.


  plebiscite, Strictly speaking, a law enacted in the Plebeian Assembly was not called a lex or law, but a plebiscitum (hence our modern English word “plebiscite”). From very early in the history of the Republic, plebiscites were regarded as legally binding, but the lex Hortensia of 287 B.C. made this a formal fact. From then on, there was virtually no difference at law between a plebiscitum and a lex. By the time of Gaius Marius, almost all the legal clerks who were responsible for putting the laws on tablets and recording them for posterity neglected to qualify whether they were recording a true lex or a plebiscitum; simply, they had all been classified in the minds of the clerks as laws.


  podex The Latin obscenity—a mild one—for the posterior fundament or anus.


  Pollux The “forgotten twin”—Castor’s brother the boxer. Of the four children of King Tyndareus and his wife, Leda—born as quadruplets—two were sired by Tyndareus, and two by Zeus, who had ravished Leda in the guise of a swan. Castor and Helen belonged to Zeus; Pollux (Polydeukes) and Clytemnestra belonged to Tyndareus. Doomed always to be mentioned after his brother, very often Pollux was not mentioned at all. Romans called the temple of Castor and Pollux in the Forum Romanum simply “Castor’s” (see Castor).


  pomerium The sacred boundary of the city of Rome. Marked by stones called cippi, it was reputedly inaugurated by King Servius Tullus, and remained the same until the time of Sulla the Dictator. The pomerium did not exactly follow the Servian Walls, one good reason why it is doubtful that the Servian Walls were actually built by King Servius Tullus—who would surely have caused the walls to follow the same course as the pomerium. The whole of the ancient Palatine city of Romulus was enclosed within the pomerium, but the Aventine was not, nor was the Capitol. Tradition held that the pomerium could be enlarged only by a man who significantly increased the size of Roman territory. In religious terms, Rome herself existed only within the pomerium; all outside it was merely Roman territory.


  pons A bridge.


  pontifex The Latin word for a priest; it has survived to be absorbed unchanged into most modern European languages. Many philologists consider that in very early Roman times, the pontifex was a maker of bridges, these being deemed magical structures. Be that as it may, by Republican times the pontifex was a priest of special kind; incorporated into a college, he served as an adviser to Rome’s magistrates in religious matters—for Rome’s religion was administered by the State. At first all the pontifices had to be patrician, but in 300 B.C. a lex Ogulnia stipulated that half the members of the college must be plebeian.


  Pontifex Maximus The head of the State religion, and most senior of all priests. He seems to have been an invention of the infant Republic, a typically masterly Roman way of getting around an obstacle without ruffling too many feelings; for the Rex Sacrorum (a title held by the kings of Rome) had been the chief priest. Rather than upset the populace by abolishing the Rex Sacrorum, the new rulers of Rome in the person of the Senate simply created a new pontifex whose role and status was superior to that of the Rex Sacrorum. He was called the Pontifex Maximus, and he was elected rather than co-opted, in order to reinforce his statesmanlike position. At first he was probably required to be a patrician, but by the middle Republic he was more likely to be plebeian. He supervised all the various members of the various priestly colleges—pontifices, augurs, fetials and other minor priests, and the Vestal Virgins. In Republican times he occupied the most important Domus Publicus, or State-owned house, but shared it with the Vestals. His official headquarters (it had the status of a temple) was the little old Regia in the Forum Romanum.


  Pontus The large state at the southeastern end of the Euxine Sea (the Black Sea).


  Populonia A port city on the western, Tyrrhenian coast of the Italian Peninsula.


  porta A gate.


  porticus A roofed-over colonnade, either in the form of a long straight arcade, or a rectangle enclosing a courtyard (peristyle). It was commonly a place of business, public as well as commercial; the Porticus Margaritaria at the top of the Forum Romanum was named after the pearl merchants who had their shops or stalls therein; the Porticus Metelli adjacent to the temple of Jupiter Stator on the Campus Martius contained offices for the censors as well as many business offices; the Porticus Minucia, at the Circus Flaminius, held the grain supply offices of the aediles as well as business offices; the Porticus Aemilia, fronting onto the wharves of the Port of Rome, was a true emporium, containing the offices of those engaged in the import and export of goods.


  Port of Rome The Romans simply called it Portus. It was that bank of the Tiber downstream from the Pons Sublicius or Wooden Bridge on the city side of the river, where wharves and emporia were built to take the constant barge and lighter and small merchantman traffic which came up from Ostia. Cargo unloaded from merchantmen in Ostia was here finally discharged for Rome. The Port of Rome lay outside the Servian Walls, and was confined to a fairly narrow strip of riverbank by the Aventine cliffs, in which lay the State granaries.


  praefectus fabrum “He who supervises the making.” One of the most important men in a Roman army, he was technically not a part of it, but a civilian appointed to the position of praefectus fabrum by the general. He was responsible for the equipping and supplying of the army in all respects, from its animals and their feeding to its men and their feeding. Because he let out the contracts to businessmen for equipment and supplies, he was very powerful and, unless a man of strong integrity, in a position to enrich himself.


  praenomen, praenomina (pl.) The first name of a Roman man. There were very few of them in use, perhaps twenty at most during the time of Gaius Marius, and half of that twenty were not common. Each gens or family clan favored certain praenomina only, which further reduced the number available. A modern scholar can often tell from a man’s praenomen whether or not that man was a genuine member of the gens; the Julii, for instance, favored “Sextus,” “Gaius,” and “Lucius” only, so a man called Marcus Julius was unlikely to be a true Julian of the patrician gens; the Licinii favored “Publius,” “Marcus,” and “Lucius”; the Pompeii favored “Gnaeus,” “Quintus,” and “Sextus”; the Cornelii favored “Publius” and “Lucius.” Some families had praenomina peculiar to their families alone; “Appius” belonged only to the Claudii, and “Mamercus” to the Aemilii Lepidus. One of the great puzzles for modern scholars concerns that Lucius Claudius who was Rex Sacrorum during the late Republic; “Lucius” is not a Claudian praenomen, but as he was certainly a patrician, Lucius Claudius must have been a true Claudian; I have postulated that there was a branch of the Claudian gens bearing the praenomen “Lucius,” and which traditionally always held the post of Rex Sacrorum.


  praetor Praetorship was the second most senior rung on the Roman cursus honorum of magistrates (excluding the office of censor, which was a special case). At the very beginning of the Republic, the two highest magistrates of all were called praetors. But by the end of the fourth century B.C., the word “consul” was being used to describe these highest magistrates. One praetor was the sole representative of this position for many decades thereafter; he was very obviously the praetor urbanus, for his duties were confined to the city of Rome (thus freeing up the consuls for engaging in war). In 242 B.C. a second praetor was created; he was the praetor peregrinus. There followed the acquisition of overseas possessions requiring governance, so in 227 B.C. two more praetors were created to deal with Sicily and Sardinia. In 197 B.C. the number increased from four to six, to cope with governing the two Spains. However, no more praetorian positions were created after that; in the day of Gaius Marius, the number of praetors still stood at six. There is, I must add, some debate about this: there are two schools of modern scholarly thought, one that it was Sulla as dictator who increased the praetors to eight, the other that the number was increased from six to eight during the time of the Brothers Gracchi. I have preferred to keep the number of praetors at six.


  praetor peregrinus I have translated this as “foreign praetor,” because he dealt only with legal matters and lawsuits where at least one of the parties was not a Roman citizen. By the time of Gaius Marius, his duties were confined to the dispensation of justice; they took him all over Italy, and sometimes further afield than that. He was also responsible for looking after cases involving noncitizens within the city of Rome herself.


  praetor urbanus I have translated this as “urban praetor.’’ By the time of Gaius Marius his duties were almost purely in litigation, and he was responsible for the supervision of justice and the law courts within the city of Rome. His imperium did not extend beyond the fifth milestone from Rome, and he was not allowed to leave Rome for more than ten days at a time. If both the consuls were absent from Rome, he was its senior magistrate and was empowered to summon the Senate to a meeting, as well as to organize the defense of the city if in danger of an attack. It was his decision whether two litigants might proceed to court; in most cases, he decided the matter there and then, without benefit of the full legal trial process.


  primus inter pares “The first among equals.” This was the cry, the catch-phrase of all those Romans engaged in the political arena. It summed up the aim of a Roman politician—to stand at the forefront of his peers. By definition, this meant he had to have peers—men who were his equals in birth, experience, background, family, status, achievements, dignitas. It was a strong indication of the fact that the Roman nobleman did not want to be a king or a dictator, this being standing above all others, and having no peers. Romans loved the competition.


  primus pilus The centurion in command of the leading century of the leading cohort of a Roman legion, and therefore the chief centurion of that legion. He rose to this position by a serial promotion, and was considered the most able man in the whole legion.


  Princeps Senatus What today we would call the Leader of the House. The censors chose a patrician senator of unimpeachable integrity and morals—and high dignitas as well as high auctoritas—to fill the role of Princeps Senatus. Apparently it was not necessarily a title given for life, but was reviewed every five years when a new pair of censors entered office. Marcus Aemilius Scaurus was created Princeps Senatus at a relatively young age, having acquired the title, it would seem, while still actually serving as consul in 115 B.C. As it was not usual for a man to be appointed Princeps Senatus before being elected censor (Scaurus was not elected censor until 109 B.C.), Scaurus’s winning the post was either a signal mark of honor for an extraordinary


  man, or else (as some modern scholars have suggested) he was in 115 B.C. the most senior patrician senator available for the job. Whichever was the case, Scaurus held the title until he died—and never stood in danger of losing it, as far as we can gather.


  privatus A private citizen, but used in this book to indicate a man who was a member of the Senate yet not serving as a magistrate.


  proconsul One serving with the status of a consul. This imperium was normally given to a man who had just finished his year as consul, and went still holding the status of a consul (that is, as a proconsul) to govern a province or command an army in the name of the Senate and People of Rome. A man’s term as proconsul normally lasted for a year, but was commonly prorogued beyond the year if the man was engaged in a campaign against an enemy still unsubdued. If a consular was not available to govern a province stormy enough to warrant the appointment of a proconsul rather than a propraetor, one of the year’s crop of praetors was sent to govern it, endowed with the imperium of a proconsul. The proconsul’s imperium was limited to the area of his province or task, and was lost the moment he stepped across the pomerium into the city of Rome.


  proletarii Another name for the lowliest of all Roman citizens, the capite censi or Head Count. The word proletarius derived from proles, which means progeny, offspring, children in an impersonal sense, and was given to these lowly citizens because children were the only thing they were capable of giving Rome.


  propraetor One serving with the status of a praetor. This imperium was given to a praetor still serving his year in office, or to a praetor after his year in office was over, and was awarded to empower its owner to govern a province and, if necessary, conduct a war. Like the imperium of a proconsul, that of a propraetor was lost the moment he stepped inside the sacred boundary of Rome. In degree, the position was less powerful than proconsul, and was normally given when the province in question was peaceful. Hence, any war the propraetor engaged in had to be forced upon him; he could not seek it out.


  prorogue The act of extending a man’s tenure of magisterial office beyond its normal time span. It applied to governorships or military commands, not to the actual magistracies themselves.


  province, Provincia. The sphere of duty of a magistrate or a promagistrate holding an imperium. By extension, the word came to mean also the place where the imperium was exercised by its holder—in other words, a territory or possession of Rome requiring the attention of a governor in local residence. By the time of Gaius Marius, all of Rome’s provinces were outside Italy and Italian Gaul.


  pteryges The leather straps which depended from the waist to the knees as a kilt, and from the shoulders to the upper arms as sleeves; they were sometimes fringed at their ends. The traditional mark of senior officers and generals of the Roman army, they were not worn by the ranks.


  Punic The adjective applied to Carthage and its people, but particularly to the three wars fought between Carthage and Rome. The word is derived from the word “Phoenician.”


  Puteoli Modern Pozzuoli. By the time of Gaius Marius, Puteoli was Italy’s busiest and most important port, and as an emporium had surpassed Delos. It was a very well organized and run city, and in spite of its port status still managed to remain an appealing seaside vacation spot for wealthy Romans. Its most prominent family was the family Granius, who apparently had ties to Gaius Marius and the Latin town of Arpinum.


  quadriga A chariot drawn by four horses.


  quaestor The lowest rung on the senatorial cursus honorum. At the time of Gaius Marius, to be elected quaestor did not mean a man was automatically made a member of the Senate; however, it was the normal practice of the censors to admit quaestors into the Senate. The exact number of quaestors elected in any one year is not known for this date, but was perhaps twelve to sixteen. The age at which a man sought election as quaestor was thirty, which was also the correct age for entering the Senate. A quaestor’s chief duties were fiscal: he might be seconded to the Treasury in Rome, or to secondary treasuries, or to collecting customs and port duties (there must have been at least three such quaestors at this time, one for Ostia, one for Puteoli, and one for the other ports), or to managing the finances of a province. A consul going to govern a province the next year could ask for a man by name to serve as his quaestor; this was considered a great distinction for the quaestor and a sure way to be elected. In normal circumstances the quaestorship lasted for one year, but if a man was requested by name, he was obliged to remain in the province with his governor until the governor’s term was brought to an end. Quaestors entered office on the fifth day of December.


  Quirinus One of the most Latin of all gods, Quirinus was the divine embodiment of a concept, an idea. Perhaps of Sabine rather than Latin origins, he had his home on the Quirinal Hill, where in the very beginning there had been a Sabine settlement. Later it became a part of Romulus’s Latin city, and Quirinus the god was fused with Romulus the god. Just who Quirinus was, and what he was, no one knows; but it is thought he was the embodiment of the Roman citizenship, the god of the assembly of Roman men. His special priest, the flamen Quirinalis, was one of the three major flamines, and he had a festival of his own, the Quirinalia. In front of his temple there grew two myrtle trees, one representing the patricians, the other the plebeians.


  Quirites Roman citizens of civilian status. What we do not know is whether the word “Quirites” also implied that the citizens in question had never served as soldiers in Rome’s armies; certain remarks of Caesar the Dictator might lead one to believe that this was so, for he addressed his mutinous soldiers as Quirites, and by doing so heaped such scorn upon them that they immediately pleaded for his pardon. However, much had changed between the time of Gaius Marius and the time of Caesar the Dictator. I have chosen to believe that at the time of Gaius Marius, the word “Quirites” was an honorable one.


  Regia The ancient little building in the Forum Romanum, oddly shaped and oriented toward the north, that served as the offices of the Pontifex Maximus and the headquarters of the College of Pontifices. It was an inaugurated temple, and contained shrines or altars or artifacts of some of Rome’s oldest and most numinous gods—Opsiconsiva, Vesta, Mars of the sacred shields and spears (see numen). Within the Regia the Pontifex Maximus kept his archives. It was never his residence, though tradition had it that the Regia had been the home of Numa Pompilius, the second King of Rome.


  Remus Romulus’s twin. Having, assisted Romulus in founding his Palatine settlement and helped in the building of its walls, Remus was then killed by Romulus for jumping over the walls—apparently some kind of sacrilege.


  repetundae Extortion. Until the time of Gaius Gracchus, it was not standard practice to prosecute provincial governors who used their power to enrich themselves; one or two special courts or commissions had been set up to prosecute particular governors, but that was all. These early special courts or quaestiones were staffed entirely by senators, and quickly became a joke, because senatorial judges and juries would not convict their fellow senators the governors. Then in 122 B.C. Manius Acilius Glabrio, boon companion of Gaius Gracchus, passed a lex Acilia providing a permanent extortion court staffed by knights, and empanelled 450 named knights as a pool from which the juries were to be drawn. In 106 B.C. Quintus Servilius Caepio returned all courts, including the extortion court, to the Senate. Then in 101 B.C. Gaius Servilius Glaucia gave the extortion court back to the knights, with many innovative refinements which were to become standard practice in every kind of court. The cases we hear of were all concerning governors of provinces enriching themselves, but it would seem that after the lex Acilia of 122 B.C., the extortion court was also empowered to try any case of illegal enrichment. There were rewards offered to citizen informants, and noncitizens who successfully brought a prosecution before the court were rewarded with the citizenship.


  Republic The word was originally two words, res publica—that is, the thing which constitutes the people as a whole—that is, its government. We use the word “republic” today to mean an elected government which does not acknowledge any monarch its superior, but it is doubtful that the Romans in establishing their Republic thought of it in quite that way, despite the fact that they founded their Republic as an alternative to monarchy.


  Rex Sacrorum During the Republic, he was the second-ranking pontifex in the pontifical hierarchy. He had to be a patrician, and he was hedged around with as many taboos as the flamen Dialis.


  Rhea Silvia The daughter of Numitor, King of Alba Longa in the days before Rome existed. Numitor was deposed by his younger brother Amulius, and Rhea Silvia was made a Vestal Virgin so that she could never have children. But the god Mars saw her, and ravished her. When Amulius found out she was pregnant he locked her up until her confinement, then put the twin boys she bore into a basket made of rushes and threw the basket into the Tiber, at the time in flood. The basket washed ashore at the foot of the Ficus Ruminalis, the sacred fig tree near the later Steps of Cacus leading to the Palatine. The twins were found by a she-wolf, which suckled them in her cave nearby. They were rescued by Faustulus and his wife Acca Larentia, who raised them to manhood. The twins—Romulus and Remus, of course—then killed Amulius and re-established Numitor on the throne of Alba Longa. The other name of Rhea Silvia was—Julia.


  Rhenus River The modern Rhine. In ancient times, it was the natural boundary between Germania and its German tribes, and Gallia and its Gallic tribes. So wide and deep and strong was it that it was considered impossible to bridge.


  rhetoric The art of oratory, which both the Greeks and the Romans turned into something very close to a science. A proper orator spoke according to carefully laid-out rules and conventions which extended far beyond mere words; body movements and gestures were an intrinsic part of it. In the early and middle Republic, Greek teachers of rhetoric were despised, and sometimes even outlawed from Rome; Cato the Censor was an avowed enemy of the Greek rhetor. However, the Graecophilia of the Scipionic Circle and other highly educated Roman noblemen of the time broke down much of this Latin opposition, so that by the time of the Brothers Gracchi, most young Roman noblemen were taught by Greek rhetors; it was the Latin rhetors who then fell into disfavor. There were different styles of rhetoric—Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator favored the Asianic style, more florid and dramatic than the Attic. It must be remembered that the audience which gathered to listen to public oration, be it concerned with politics or the law courts, was composed of connoisseurs of rhetoric; they watched and listened in a spirit of marked criticism, for they knew all the rules and the techniques at first hand, and were not easy to please.


  Rhodanus River The modern Rhone. Its large and fertile valley, inhabited by Celtic tribes of Gauls, came early under Roman influence; after the campaigns of Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus in 122 and 121 B.C., the Rhone Valley up as far as the lands of the Aedui and Ambarri became a part of the Roman province of Transalpine Gaul—that is, of Gaul-across-the-Alps.


  Ria Plutarch (writing in Greek) says that the name of Quintus Sertorius’s mother was Rhea, but this is not a Latin gentilicial name. However, even today “Ria” is a diminutive of “Maria,” which is indeed a Latin gentilicial name. It was the family name of Gaius Marius. The attachment of Quintus Sertorius to Gaius Marius from his earliest days in military service, right through to the days when Marius’s conduct had become repugnant even to his loyalest adherents, makes me wonder about that enigmatic maternal name; Sertorius, says Plutarch also, was very devoted to his mother. Why then should not Sertorius’s mother have been a Maria called Ria for short, and a blood relative of Gaius Marius’s? To have her so answers many questions. As part of my novelist’s license, I have taken the standpoint that Sertorius’s mother was indeed a blood relative of Gaius Marius’s. However, this is pure speculation; of proof positive, there is absolutely none. Roma The Latin name of Rome.


  Romulus The more dominant of the twins Romulus and Remus (see Remus, Rhea Silvia). After he built his Palatine town and killed his brother, Romulus gathered male citizens by establishing an asylum in the depression between the two humps of the Capitoline Mount, and there collecting refugees who seem largely to have been criminals. Female citizens he found harder to get, so he invited all the inhabitants of the Sabine settlement on the Quirinal to a feast, overpowered the Sabine men, and kidnapped the Sabine women. As a result, the Sabine settlement on the Quirinal became a part of Romulus’s expanding city, and the damp, gloomy, marshy depression between the Palatine and the northeastern hills became an area of neutral ground where markets were established and public meetings held; its name eventually became the Forum Romanum. Romulus himself ruled for a long time. Then one day he went hunting in the Goat Swamps of the Campus Martius, and was caught in a terrible storm; when he didn’t come home, it was believed that he had been taken by the gods, and made immortal.


  rostra The plural form of “rostrum,” which was a ship’s bronze or reinforced oaken beak. This fierce object jutted well forward of the bows just below the level of the water, and was used to hole an enemy ship in the maneuver called ramming. When the consul Gaius Maenius in 338 B.C. attacked the Volscian fleet in Antium harbor, he defeated it so successfully that he broke the power of the Volsci. To mark the completeness of his victory, he removed the beaks of the ships he had captured, and fixed them to the Forum wall of the speaker’s platform tucked into the well of the Comitia. Even afterward, the speaker’s platform was known as the rostra—the ship’s beaks.


  Rusicade The port in closest proximity to the city of Cirta, in Numidia.


  Sabatia Also called Vada Sabatia. Modern Savona. A port on the Ligurian coast.


  Sabines, Sabini The Oscan-speaking people who lived to the north and east of Rome, from the outskirts of the city to the crest of the Apennines, more or less around the area of the ancient salt route to the Adriatic, the Via Salaria. Sabines were famous for their integrity, bravery, and independence. The chief Sabine towns were Reate, Nersia, and Amiternum.


  Sabis River The modern Sambre, in France.


  sacrosanct The tribunes of the plebs possessed sacro-sanctitas—that is to say, their persons were inviolable; they could not be physically hindered or obstructed in the execution of their duty. This asset was given them by their masters, the Plebs, who swore an oath to uphold the inviolability of their special magistrates, the tribunes of the plebs.


  saepta “The sheepfold.” In Republican times, this was simply an open area on the Campus Martius not far from the Via Lata, and in proximity to the Villa Publica; it possessed no permanent buildings, but was nonetheless the place where the Centuriate Assembly or Comitia Centuriata met. As Centuriate Assemblies normally called for a voting procedure, the saepta was divided up for the occasion by temporary fences so that the Five Classes could vote in their centuries.


  sagum The soldier’s heavy-weather cape. It was made out of greasy wool to render it as waterproof as possible, cut on the full circle with a hole in its middle for the head to poke through, and came well down the body for maximum protection. The best kind of sagum came from Liguria, where the wool was extremely suitable.


  Salassi A tribe of Celts who occupied the great alpine valley of the Duria Major River, to the north and west of Mediolanum. Roman incursions into the Vale of the Salassi during the second century B.C. caused the people of the tribe to retreat, but to harden in their resistance to Rome. What attracted Roman attention was alluvial gold, found in large quantities in the bed of the Duria Major not far from Eporedia. However, those prospectors who ventured higher up the valley ran a palpable risk of Salassi attack. Gaius Marius strengthened the Roman presence by settling some of his soldier veterans at Eporedia, and slowly the Salassi withdrew into the high Alps, where they made it very difficult for the Romans to use the two passes they guarded.


  saltatrix tonsa Literally, “barbered dancing girl.” In other words, a male homosexual who dressed as a woman and sold his sexual favors.


  Samnites, Samnium The Oscan-speaking people who occupied the territory between Latium, Campania, Apulia, and Picenum. Most of Samnium was ruggedly mountainous and not particularly fertile; its towns tended to be poor and small, and numbered among them Bovianum, Caieta, and Aeclanum. Aesernia and Beneventum, the two biggest towns, were Latin Rights colonies implanted by Rome. Throughout their history, the Samnites were implacable enemies of Rome, and several times during the early and middle Republic inflicted crushing defeats upon Roman armies. However, they had neither the manpower nor the financial resources to throw off the Roman yoke permanently. About 180 B.C., the Samnites were sufficiently sapped to be incapable of refusing new settlers in the persons of Ligurians removed from Liguria by Rome to lessen Roman troubles in the northwest. At the time it seemed to Rome a good move; but the new settlers were fully absorbed into the Samnite nation, and harbored no more love for Rome than did their hosts, the Samnites. Thus did Samnite resistance grow anew.


  Sardinia One of Rome’s earliest two provinces. A large island in the Tuscan (Tyrrhenian) Sea to the west of peninsular Italy, Sardinia was mountainous yet fertile, and grew excellent wheat. Carthage had controlled it; Rome inherited it, with Corsica, from Carthage. Riddled with bandits and never properly subjugated during the Republic, it became the least esteemed of all Rome’s territorial possessions. The Romans loathed Sardinians, apostrophizing them as inveterate thieves, rogues, and oafs.


  satrap The title given by the Persian kings to their provincial or territorial governors. Alexander the Great seized upon the term and employed it, as did the later Arsacid kings of Parthia. The region ruled by the satrap was called a satrapy.


  Savus River The modern Sava, in Yugoslavia.


  Scipio (1) (Scipio Africanus) Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus was born in 236 B.C. and died around the end of 184 B.C. As a very young man he distinguished himself at the battles of Ticinu and Cannae, and at the age of twenty-six, still a private citizen, he was invested with proconsular imperium by the People rather than the Senate, and dispatched to fight the Carthaginians in Spain. Here for five years he did brilliantly, defeated every Carthaginian army, and won for Rome its two Spanish provinces. Despite bitter senatorial opposition, he succeeded when consul in 205 B.C. (at the early age of thirty-one) in gaining permission to invade Africa, which he did via Sicily. Both Sicily and Africa eventually fell, and Scipio was invited to assume the cognomen Africanus. He was elected censor and appointed Princeps Senatus in 199 B.C., and was consul again in 194 B.C. As farsighted as he was brilliant, Scipio Africanus warned Rome that Antiochus the Great would invade Greece; when it happened, he became his younger brother Lucius’s legate, and accompanied the Roman army to the war against Antiochus. But at some time he had incurred the enmity of Cato the Censor, who embarked upon a persecution of all the Cornelii Scipiones, particularly Africanus and his brother. It would appear that Cato the Censor emerged the victor, for Lucius (his cognomen was Asiagenus) was stripped of his knight’s status in 184 B.C., and Africanus died at the end of that year. Scipio Africanus was married to Aemilia Paulla, the sister of the conqueror of Macedonia. He had two sons, neither of whom distinguished himself, and two daughters; the older daughter became the wife of her cousin Publius Cornelius Scipio Nasica Corculum, and the younger Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi.


  Scipio (2) (Scipio Aemilianus) Publius Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus Africanus Numantinus was born in 185 B.C. He was not a Cornelian of the Scipio branch, but the son of the conqueror of Macedonia, Lucius Aemilius Paullus, who gave him in adoption to the elder son of Scipio Africanus. His brother was given to the Fabii Maximi for adoption, as Paullus had four sons; the tragedy is that after Paullus gave up these two, his younger sons died within days of each other in 167 B.C., thus leaving him without heirs. Scipio Aemilianus’s mother was a Papiria, and his wife was the surviving daughter of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi, Sempronia the sister of the Brothers Gracchi, and his own close blood cousin. After a distinguished military career during the Third Punic War in 149 and 148 B.C., Scipio Aemilianus was elected consul in 147 B.C., though not old enough for the position, and bitterly opposed by many in the House. Sent to Africa to take charge of the Third Punic War, he displayed that relentless and painstaking thoroughness which was thereafter always to distinguish his career; he built a mole to close the harbor of Carthage, and blockaded the city. It fell in 146 B.C., after which he pulled it apart stone by stone. However, modern scholars discount the story that he ploughed salt into the soil to make sure Carthage never rose again, though the Romans themselves believed it. In 142 B.C. he was an ineffectual censor (thanks to an inimical colleague); in 140 and 139 B.C. he took ship for the East, accompanied by his two Greek friends, the historian Polybius and the philosopher Panaetius. In 134 B.C. he was elected consul a second time, and commissioned to deal with the town of Numantia in Nearer Spain; this small place had defied and defeated a whole series of Roman armies and generals over a period spanning fifty years. When Scipio Aemilianus came to deal with it, Numantia lasted eight months. After it fell, he destroyed it down to the last stone and beam, and executed or deported its four thousand citizens. News from Rome had informed him that his brother-in-law Tiberius Gracchus was undermining the mos maiorum—the established order of things—and he encouraged Gracchus’s enemies, especially their mutual cousin Scipio Nasica. Though Tiberius Gracchus was already dead when he returned to Rome in 132 B.C., he was commonly held responsible. Then in 129 B.C., aged forty-five, he died so suddenly and unexpectedly that it was ever afterward rumored he had been murdered. The principal suspect was his wife, Sempronia, Gracchus’s sister, who loathed her husband. By nature, Scipio Aemilianus was a curious mixture. A great intellectual with an abiding love for things Greek, he stood at the center of a group of men who patronized and encouraged the likes of Polybius, Panaetius, and the Latin playwright Terence. As a friend, he was everything a friend should be; as an enemy, he was cruel, cold-blooded, and utterly ruthless. A genius at organization, he yet could blunder as badly as he did in his opposition to Tiberius Gracchus; and though he was an extremely cultured and witty man of pronounced good taste, he was also morally and ethically ossified.


  Scordisci A tribal confederation of Celts admixed with Illyrians and Thracians, the Scordisci lived in Moesia, between the valley of the Danubius and the highlands bordering Macedonia. Powerful and warlike, they plagued Roman Macedonia implacably, and made life difficult for many a Roman governor.


  Scylla One half of the awful dilemma; the other half was Charybdis (see that entry).


  Senate Properly, Senatus. The Romans themselves believed that it was Romulus who had founded the Senate by giving it a hundred patrician members, but it is more likely to have been a foundation of the time of the less shadowy kings of Rome. When the Republic began, the Senate was retained as a senior advisory council, now three hundred in number, but still entirely composed of patricians. However, a few scant years saw plebeians also admitted as senators, though it took the plebeians somewhat longer to secure the right to occupy the senior magistracies. Because of the Senate’s antiquity, legal definition of its powers, rights, and duties was gradual and at best only partial. Membership was for life, which predisposed it to the oligarchy it very quickly became; throughout its history, its members fought strenuously to preserve their—as they saw it—natural pre-eminence. Under the Republic, membership was given (and could be taken away) by the censors. By the time of Gaius Marius, it had become custom to demand a property qualification of at least one million sesterces, though during the entire Republic this was never a formal law; like much else, it simply was. Senators alone were entitled to wear a tunic bearing the latus clavus or broad purple stripe; they also wore closed shoes of maroon leather and a ring (originally of iron, it came to be gold). Meetings of the Senate had to be held in places which had been properly inaugurated, for the Senate did not always meet in its own House, the Curia Hostilia. The ceremonies and meeting of New Year’s Day, for example, were held in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, while meetings to discuss war were held in the temple of Bellona, outside the pomerium. There was a rigid hierarchy among those allowed to speak in senatorial meetings, with the Princeps Senatus at the top of the list in Gaius Marius’s day; patricians always preceded plebeians of precisely the same status otherwise. Not all senators by any means were allowed to speak. The senatores pedarii (I have used the British parliamentary term “backbenchers” to describe them, as they sat behind those who did speak) were permitted only to vote, not speak. No restriction was placed upon a man’s oration in terms of length of time or germane content; hence the popularity of the technique now called filibustering—talking a motion out. Sessions could go on only between sunrise and sunset, and could not continue if the Comitia went into session, though meetings could be convoked on comitial days of the calendar if no Comitia met. If the issue was unimportant or the response completely unanimous, voting could be by voice or a show of hands, but formal voting was by division of the House. An advisory rather than a legislative body, the Senate issued its consulta or decrees as requests to the various Assemblies. If the issue was serious, a quorum had to be present before a vote could be taken, though we do not know the precise number constituting a quorum in Gaius Marius’s day; perhaps a quarter? Certainly most meetings were not heavily attended, as there was no rule which said a senator had to attend meetings on a regular basis. In certain areas it had become tradition for the Senate to reign supreme, despite its lack of legislating power; this was true of the fiscus, for the Senate controlled the Treasury, true of foreign affairs, and true of war. In civil emergencies, after the time of Gaius Gracchus the Senate could override all other bodies of government by passing the Senatus Consultum de republica defendenda—its “ultimate decree.”


  Sequana River The modern Seine, in France.


  Servian Walls Murus Servii Tullii or Tulli. The Romans believed that the walls enclosing the Republican city had been erected in the time of King Servius Tullius. However, evidence suggests that these walls were not actually built until after the Gauls under Brennus (1) sacked Rome in 390 B.C.


  Servius Tullius Or Servius Tullus. The sixth King of Rome, and the only King of Rome who was a Latin, if not a Roman. Though thought to have built the Servian Walls (which he didn’t), he probably did build the Agger, the great double rampart of the Campus Esquilinus. A lawmaker and an enlightened king, he negotiated a treaty between Rome and the Latin League which was still displayed carefully in the temple of Diana at the end of the Republic. His death was ever after a scandal, for his own daughter, Tullia, conspired with her lover, Tarquinius Superbus, to murder first her husband and then her father, Servius Tullius. He was cut down in a street off the Clivus Orbius, and Tullia then drove her carriage back and forth over her father’s body.


  sestertius, sesterces The commonest of Roman coins, the sestertius was the unit of Roman accounting, hence its prominence in Latin writings of Republican date. Its name derives from semis tertius, meaning two and a half (ases). In Latin writing, it was abbreviated as 7I5. A small silver coin, it was worth one quarter of a denarius. I have kept to the strict Latin when referring to this coin in the singular, but in the plural (more frequently mentioned by far) I have used the Anglicized “sesterces.”


  Sibyl, Sibylline Books Properly, Sibylla. An oracle. The Sibyl issued her prognostications in an ecstatic frenzy, as did most oracular priestesses. The most famous Sibyl lived in a cave at Cumae, on the Campanian coast. The Roman State possessed a series of written prophecies called the Sibylline Books, acquired, it was believed, by King Tarquinius Priscus; originally written on palm leaves (transferred later to paper), they were in Greek. At the time of Gaius Marius, these Sibylline Books were so revered that they were in the care of a special college of ten minor priests, the decemviri sacris faciundis, and in crises were solemnly consulted to see if there was a prophecy which fitted the situation.


  Silanus, Silenus The satyrlike face—ugly, leering, and flatly pug-nosed—which spewed water into Rome’s public fountains as set up in stone by Cato the Censor.


  sinus A pronounced curve or fold. The term was used in many different ways, but for the purposes of this book, two meanings are used. One refers to the geographical feature we call a gulf—Sinus Arabicus (the Red Sea), Sinus Ligusticus (the Gulf of Genoa), Sinus Gallicus (the Gulf of Lions). The second refers to the folds of the toga as it emerged from under the right arm and was swept up over the left shoulder—the togate Roman’s pocket.


  Skeptic An adherent of the school of philosophy founded by Pyrrhon and his pupil Timon, and based upon the town of Scepsis in the Troad, hence the name. Skeptics did not admit that dogma existed, and believed that no man would ever master knowledge. In consequence, they disbelieved everything.


  smaragdus Emerald. It is debatable whether the stone the ancients called emerald was our emerald, though those stones from Scythia may have been; the stones mined on islands in the Red Sea and a part of the private entitlements of the Ptolemaic kings of Egypt were definitely beryl.


  Smyrna One of the greatest of the port cities on the Aegean coast of Asia Minor. It lay near the mouth of the river Hermus. Originally an Ionian Greek colony, it suffered an extinction of nearly three hundred years, from the sixth to the third century B.C. When re-established by Alexander the Great, it never looked back. Its chief business was money, but it was also a center for learning.


  Sosius A name associated with the book trade in Rome. Two brothers named Sosius published during the principate of Augustus. I have taken the name and extrapolated it backward in time; Roman businesses were very often family businesses, and the book trade in Rome was already flourishing in Marius’s day. Therefore, why not a Sosius in Marius’s day?


  spelt A kind of flour, very fine and soft and white, not suitable for making bread, but excellent for making cakes. It was ground from the variety of wheat now known as Triticum spelta.


  steel The term “Iron Age” is rather misleading, for iron in itself is not a very usable metal. It only replaced bronze when ancient smiths discovered ways of steeling it; from then on, it was the metal of choice for tools, weapons, and other apparatus requiring a combination of hardness, durability, and capacity to take an edge or a point. Aristotle and Theophrastus, both living in the Greece of the fourth century B.C., talk about “steel,” not “iron.” However, the whole process of working iron into a usable metal evolved in total ignorance of the chemistry and metallurgy underlying it. The main ore utilized to extract iron was haematite; pyrites was little used because of the extreme toxicity of its sulphuric by-products. Strabo and Pliny the Elder both describe the method of roasting (oxidation) the ore in a hearth-type furnace; but the shaft furnace (reduction) was more efficient, could smelt larger quantities of ore, and was the method of choice. Most smelting yards used both hearth and shaft furnaces, and produced slag-contaminated “blooms” which were called sows. These sows were then reheated to above melting point, and compelled to take up additional carbon from the charcoal by hammering (forging); this also drove out much of the contaminating slag, though ancient steels were never entirely free of it. Roman smiths were fully conversant with the techniques of annealing, quenching, tempering, and cementation (this last forced more carbon into the iron). Each of these procedures changed the characteristics of the basic carbon steel in a different way, so that steels suitable for various purposes were made—razors, sword blades, knives, axes, saws, wood chisels, cold chisels, nails, spikes, etc. So precious were the steels suitable for cutting edges that a thin piece of edge steel was welded (the Romans knew two methods of welding: pressure welding and fusion welding) onto a cheaper base. However, the Roman sword blade was made entirely of steel, taking a cruelly sharp edge; it was produced by tempering at about 280°C. (Those readers who are old enough may remember carving knives or machetes made of nonstainless carbon steel, and remember with longing in our stainless-steel age how viciously sharp they were, and how easy they were to keep viciously sharp—these blades were very similar indeed to Roman ones.) Tongs, anvils, hammers, bellows, crucibles, fire bricks, and the other tools in trade of a smith were known and universally used. Many of the ancient theories were quite wrong: it was thought, for instance, that the nature of the liquid used in quenching affected the quenching; and no one understood that the real reason why the iron mined in Noricum produced such superb steel lay in the fact that it contained a small amount of manganese uncontaminated by phosphorus, arsenic, or sulphur, and so was the raw material of manganese steel.


  stibium A black antimony-based powder, soluble in water, used to paint or dye eyebrows and eyelashes, and to draw a line around the eyes.


  Stoic An adherent of the school of philosophy founded by the Phoenician Cypriot Zeno, in the third century B.C. Stoicism as a philosophical system of thought particularly appealed to the Romans. The basic tenet was concerned with nothing beyond virtue (strength of character) and its opposite, weakness of character. Virtue was the only good, weakness of character the only evil. Money, pain, death, and the other things which plague Man were not considered important, for the virtuous man is an essentially good man, and therefore by definition must be a happy and contented man, even if impoverished, in perpetual pain, and under sentence of death. As with everything Greek they espoused, the Romans did not so much modify this philosophy as evade its unpalatable concomitants by some very nice—if specious—reasoning. Brutus is an example.


  Subura The poorest and most densely populated part of the city of Rome. It lay to the east of the Forum Romanum, in the declivity between the Oppian spur of the Esquiline Mount, and the Viminal Hill. Its very long main street had three different names: at the bottom, where it became contiguous with the Argiletum, it was the Fauces Suburae; the next section was the Subura Major; and the final section, which scrambled up the steep flank of the Esquiline proper, was the Clivus Suburanus. The Subura Minor and the Vicus Patricii branched off the Subura Major in the direction of the Viminal Hill. The Subura was an area composed entirely of insulae, and contained only one prominent landmark, the Turris Mamilia, apparently some kind of tower. Its people were notoriously polyglot and independent of mind; many Jews lived in the Subura, for instance.


  Suburana The name of one of the four urban tribes, and one of the two into which newly enfranchised freedmen were placed (the other was the tribus Esquilina). In Republican times, this made Suburana one of the two largest in number of members of all the thirty-five tribes.


  suffect consul Consul suffectus. When an elected consul died in office, or was otherwise rendered incapable of conducting his duties, the Senate appointed a substitute called a suffectus. The suffectus was not elected. Sometimes the Senate would appoint a suffectus even when the consular year was almost over; at other times no substitute would be appointed even when the consular year was far from over. These discrepancies reflected the mood within the House at the particular time. The name of the suffectus was engraved upon the list of Rome’s consuls, and he was afterward entitled to call himself a consular.


  sumptuary law A lex sumptuaria. This was a law which sought to regulate the amount of luxurious (that is, expensive) goods andIor foodstuffs a Roman might buy or have in his house, no matter how wealthy he was. During the Republic, sumptuary laws were often leveled at women, forbidding them to wear more than a specified amount of jewelry, or ride in litters or carriages within the Servian Walls; as several censors found out, women so legislated against were inclined to be a nasty force to be reckoned with.


  suovetaurilia This was a special sacrifice consisting of a pig (su), a sheep (ove), and an ox or bull (taur). It was offered on critical occasions to certain gods: Jupiter Optimus Maximus was one, Mars another, and others whose identities are not known. The ceremony surrounding the suovetaurilia called for the sacrificial victims to be led in a solemn procession before being killed. Besides the special occasions, there were two regular occasions on which a suovetaurilia was offered: the first occurred in late May, when the land was purified by the twelve minor priests called the Arval Brethren; the second occurred every five years, when the censors set up their booth on the Campus Martius and prepared to take the full census of every Roman citizen.


  Syracuse The capital and largest city of Sicily.


  tablinum The Latin term for the room kept as the exclusive domain of the paterfamilias; quite often his sleeping cubicle and a smaller cubicle used as a wardrobe or storage area opened off it. I have called it the study.


  talent A unit of weight defined as the load a man could carry. Bullion and very large sums of money were expressed in talents, but the term was not confined to money and precious metals. In modern terms the talent weighed about 50 to 55 pounds (25 kg). There is an imperial measure of our time called the quarter; it weighs 56 pounds.


  Tanais River The modern Don, in the USSR.


  Taprobane Modern Sri Lanka (Ceylon). The ancients knew it was a pear-shaped, very large island mass off the southeastern tip of India. It was a source of valuable spices like pepper, and of ocean pearls.


  Tarentum Modern Taranto. It lies on the Italian foot, and was founded as a Greek colony by the Spartans, about 700 B.C. The original terminus of the Via Appia, it lost importance once the road was extended to Brundisium, though it was always the port of choice for travelers to Patrae and southern Greece.


  Tarpeian Rock Its precise location is still debated, but it is known to have been quite visible from the lower Forum Romanum, and presumably was an overhang at the top of the Capitoline cliffs. Since the drop was not much more than eighty feet, the rock itself must have been located directly above some sort of jagged outcrop. It was the traditional place of execution for Roman citizen traitors and murderers, who were thrown from it, or perhaps forced to jump off it. I have located it on a line from the temple of Ops.


  Tarquinius Priscus Tarquinius the Old, the fifth King of Rome. Reputedly a Greek who fetched up in Caere, he became an Etruscan, and then emigrated to Rome. He is said to have drained the Forum Romanum, built many of the sewers, commenced building the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and built the Circus Maximus. He was murdered by the two sons of Ancus Marcius when they plotted to usurp the throne; Priscus’s wife foiled the coup, though she could not avert the murder, and secured the throne for the sixth king, Servius Tullius or Tullus.


  Tarquinius Superbus Tarquin the Proud, the seventh and last King of Rome. He finished and dedicated the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, but had more of a reputation as a warmaker than a builder. His accession to the throne was a lurid tale of murder and a woman (Tullia, daughter of King Servius Tullius), and his deposition was much the same kind of tale. An uprising of patricians led by Lucius Junius Brutus led to his flight from Rome, and the establishment of the Republic. Tarquin the Proud sought refuge with several local anti-Roman leaders in turn, and eventually died at Cumae. A curious story is told, of how Tarquin the Proud finished his war against the city of Gabii: when asked what he wanted done with Gabii’s prominent men, he said not a word; instead, he went into his garden, drew his sword, and lopped the head off every poppy taller than the rest; his son in Gabii interpreted the message correctly, and beheaded every Gabian man of outstanding merit. Few people today know the origins of the so-called Tall Poppy Syndrome, though the phrase is used metaphorically to describe the Character assassination of men and women of superior ability or prominence.


  Tarracina Modern Terracina, in Italy.


  Tarsus The largest and most important city in Cilicia, in southeastern Anatolia.


  Tartarus That part of the underworld reserved for the punishment of the great sinners of the ancient mortal world: Sisyphus perpetually rolled his boulder uphill, Ixion wobbled around tied to his wheel, and Tantalus stretched in vain for food and drink. However, these were all men who for one reason or another had acquired immortality from the gods, and so could not be punished in the normal way, by death. Despite the deep discussions of men like Pythagoras, Plato, and Aristotle, the Greeks and Romans did not have a true concept of the immortal soul. Death meant the extinction of the vital principle; all which survived death was a shade, a mindless and insubstantial replica of the dead person. And to the great philosophers, the soul was—female! A butterflyish creature.


  tata The affectionate Latin diminutive of “father”—akin to our “daddy.”


  Taurasia Modern Turin. The name seen on maps of ancient Italy is Augusta Taurinorum, but clearly this is the name bestowed on the city during the principate of Augustus. After considerable research, I came upon the name Taurasia, apparently the pre-Augustan city.


  Taurisci The Celtic confederation of tribes which inhabited Noricum, the mountainous regions of the modern eastern Tyrol and the Yugoslavian Alps.


  Tergeste Modern Trieste.


  Teutones The confederation of Germanic peoples who had originally lived at the base of the peninsula called the Cimbrian Chersonnese, and who embarked upon a long migratory trek about 120 B.C. together with the Cimbri. The Teutones as a people perished at Aquae Sextiae in 102 B.C.


  theaters In Republican Rome, theaters were forbidden as permanent fixtures. So they were made out of wood, and erected before each set of games incorporating theatrical performances. During the early years of the Republic, theater was felt to be morally degrading, a corrupting force, and this attitude persisted with only slight relaxation until the time of Pompey. Women were forbidden to sit with men. Public pressure, particularly from the lowly (who adored farces and mimes), had obliged the magistrates and Senate to condone theatrical performances; that the theaters were temporary was their protest. These wooden theaters were amphitheatrical in construction, and had proper stages and scenae, including wings, and concealed entrances and exits for the actors; the scenae (backdrops) were as high as the top tier of the cavea (auditorium). At the end of each set of games, the theaters were dismantled. Presumably the materials from which they had been made were auctioned off, and the money received put into a permanent theater-building fund (like other ancient cities, Rome was not well equipped with buildings large enough to store such items as dismantled wooden theaters holding up to ten thousand people).


  Thermopylae The coastal pass between Thessaly and central Greece. The road was flanked by the Aegean Sea on one side, and cliffs on the other. However, it was by no means an ideal spot to defend, for the mountains above it contained routes whereby an army holding it could be outflanked. The most famous of these routes was the path called Anopaea, and the most famous defense of the pass was that of Leonidas of Sparta.


  Thessaly Northern Greece; on the west it was bordered by the rugged mountains of Epirus, and on the east by the Aegean Sea. In the days of Gaius Marius, it was administered as a part of the Roman province of Macedonia.


  Thrace Thracia. Loosely, that part of Balkan Europe between the west side of the Hellespont and a line just east of Philippi; it had coasts on both the Aegean Sea and the Euxine Sea, and extended north into Sarmatia. The Romans considered its western boundary as the river Nestus. Thrace never really got itself organized, and remained until Roman occupation a place of partially allied Germano-Illyrian-Celtic tribes long enough settled in the area to warrant the name Thracian. Both the Greeks and the Romans considered the Thracians utterly barbaric. After the wars of the Attalid succession in Asia Minor were settled about 129 B.C., the Aegean strip of Thrace was governed as a part of Macedonia. For Rome had built the Via Egnatia, the great highway between the Adriatic and the Hellespont, and needed to protect this vital land route, the quickest way to get an army from Italy to Asia Minor. Aenus (a port city at the mouth of the river Hebrus) and Abdera (a port city to the east of the river Nestus) were the two most important settlements on the Aegean; however, Thrace’s largest city by far was the old Greek colony of Byzantium, on the Thracian Bosporus.


  Tiber, Tiberis The city of Rome’s own river. It flowed from the high Apennines beyond Arretium down to the Tuscan (Tyrrhenian) Sea at Ostia. Rome was situated on the Tiber’s northeastern bank. The river was allegedly navigable as far up as Narnia, but in actual fact, its very swift current made upstream sailing difficult. Floods were frequent and sometimes disastrous, especially for Rome.


  Tibur Modern Tivoli. In Republican times it was a small settlement on the Anio River where that stream tumbles abruptly from the mountains to the Tiber plains. In Gaius Marius’s day Tibur did not have the full Roman citizenship.


  Tiddlypuss, Lucius I needed a joke name of the kind people in all places at all times have used when they wanted to refer to a faceless yet representative person. In the U.S.A. it would be “Joe Blow,” in the U.K. “Fred Bloggs,” in reference to an aristocrat “Lord Muck of Dunghill Hall,” and so forth. As I am writing in English for a largely non-Latin-reading audience, it was not possible to choose a properly Latin name to fill this function. I coined “Lucius Tiddlypuss” because it looks and sounds patently ridiculous, because it ends in “uss,” and because of a mountain. This mountain was named in a Latin distortion after a villa which lay on its flanks and belonged to Augustus’s infamous freed-man, Publius Vedius Pollio. The villa’s name, a Greek one, was Pausilypon, but the Latin name of the mountain was Pausilypus—a clear indication that Publius Vedius Pollio was loathed, for pus then meant exactly the same as English “pus” does now. Speakers of Latin punned constantly, we know. And that’s how Lucius Tiddlypuss came to be.


  Tigurini A confederation of Celtic tribes which occupied lands in modern Switzerland adjacent to the confederation of tribes called the Helvetii. In about the eighth year of the migration of the German Cimbri and Teutones, the Tigurini tacked themselves on in last place, allying themselves with the two other confederations which had also tacked themselves on—the Marcomanni and the Cherusci. Deputed in 102 B.C. to invade northern Italy on the eastern front, from Noricum across to Aquileia, the Tigurini-Marcomanni-Cherusci changed their minds when they heard about the defeat of the Teutones at Aquae Sextiae. They all returned to their original homelands instead, and so escaped the extinction which became the fate of the Teutones and the Cimbri.


  Tingis Modern Tangier. The capital and principal royal seat of the Kingdom of Mauretania. It lay on the Oceanus Atlanticus, beyond the Pillars of Hercules.


  Tingitanian ape The Barbary ape, a macaque, terrestrial and tailless. Monkeys and primates were not common in the ancient Mediterranean, but the macaque still found on modern Gibraltar was always present in North Africa.


  toga The garment only a full citizen of Rome was permitted to wear. Made of lightweight wool, it had a most peculiar shape (which is why the togate “Romans” in Hollywood movies never look right—Hollywood research, at least on ancient Rome, is poor). After exhaustive and brilliant experimentation, Dr. Lillian Wilson worked out a size and shape which produce a perfect-looking toga. A toga to fit a man 5 feet 9 inches (175 cm) tall and having a waist of 36 inches (89.5 cm) was about 15 feet (4.6 m) wide, and 7 feet 6 inches (2.25 m) long; the length measurement is draped on the height axis of the man, and the much larger width measurement is wrapped about him. However, the shape was not a simple rectangle. It looked like this:
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  Unless the shape is cut as illustrated, the toga will absolutely refuse to drape the way it does on the togate men of the ancient statues. The Republican toga of Gaius Marius’s day was very large (the toga varied considerably in size between the time of the kings of Rome and A.D. 500, a period of a thousand years). One final observation about the toga resulted from my own experimentation: I proved rather conclusively that the togate Republican Roman could not possibly have worn under-drawers or a loincloth. The toga itself completely disqualified the left hand and arm from performing any task at groin level, as to do so would have resulted in collapse of the multiple folds carried on the left arm, and necessitated the toga’s entire redraping. But when the toga is properly draped, the right hand can part it with astonishing ease, push up the hem of the tunic, and perform the act of urinating from a standing position— provided, that is, there are no under-drawers or loincloths to fiddle with! I mention this interesting fact only because it is still said in some modern textbooks that the Roman man did wear some sort of nether undergarment. Well, if he was wearing a toga, he couldn’t have; Republican Roman morality would never have condoned a slave’s being called upon to help in this extremely personal activity.


  toga alba (or pura) The plain white toga. It was probably more cream than stark white.


  toga candida The specially whitened toga worn by those seeking office when applying for registration as a candidate (our word “candidate” comes from the toga candida). The candidate also wore his toga candida as he went about Rome canvassing, and when present at the polls on election day. Its stark whiteness was achieved by bleaching the garment in the sun for many days, and then working finely powdered chalk through it.


  toga picta The all-purple toga of the triumphing general, lavishly embroidered (presumably in gold) with pictures of people and events. The kings of Rome had worn the toga picta, and so too did the statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus in his temple on the Capitol.


  praetexta The purple-bordered toga of the curule magistrate; it was also worn by men who had been curule magistrates, and by children of both sexes.


  toga pulla This was the mourning toga, and was made of wool as close to black as was possible.


  togate The correct English-language term to describe a man clad in his toga.


  toga trabea Cicero’s “particolored toga.” It was the striped toga of the augur, and very likely the pontifex also. Like the toga praetexta, it had a purple border, but also was striped in alternate red and purple down its length.


  toga virilis The toga of manhood. It was actually the toga alba, or toga pura.


  Tolosa Modern Toulouse, in France. Situated on the river plain of the Garumna River, Tolosa was the capital of the Gallic confederation of tribes called the Volcae Tectosages.


  torc, torque A thick round necklace or collar, usually of pure gold. It didn’t quite form a full circle, for it had a gap about an inch (25 mm) wide, worn at center front. No doubt it was there so that the torc could be put about the neck, then bent inward; it was probably never removed. The torc was a mark of the Gaul or Celt, though some Germans did wear it also. The ends of the torc at the gap were mostly finished in a highly decorative manner, with knobs, twists, swirls, or animal heads.


  tribe, Tribus. By the beginning of the Republic, tribus to a Roman was not an ethnic grouping of his people, but a political grouping of service only to the State. There were thirty-five tribes altogether; thirty-one of these were rural, only four urban. The sixteen really old tribes bore the names of the various patrician gens, indicating that the citizens who belonged to these tribes were either members of the patrician families or had originally lived on land owned by the patrician families. During the early and middle Republic, when Roman-owned territory in the Italian Peninsula began to expand, tribes were added to accommodate the new citizens within the Roman body politic. Full Roman citizen colonies also became the nuclei of fresh tribes. The four urban tribes were supposed to have been founded by King Servius Tullius, though the time of their actual foundation is likely to have been somewhat later, during the early Republic. The last date of tribal creation was 241 B.C. Every member of a tribe was entitled to register one vote in a tribal Assembly, but this vote was not of itself significant. The votes were counted first in each tribe, then the tribe as a whole cast a single vote. Which meant that in no tribal Assembly could the huge number of citizens enrolled in the four urban tribes affect the outcome of a vote, for there were thirty-one rural tribes, and each one of the thirty-one rural tribes was entitled to register its single tribal vote— even if only two members of a tribe turned up to vote. Members of rural tribes were not disbarred from living within urban Rome; almost all senators and knights, for example, belonged to rural tribes.


  tribune, Tribunus. An official representing the interests of a certain part of the Roman body politic. The word originally referred to those men who represented the tribes (tribus—tribunus), but, as the Republic got into stride, came to mean an official representing various institutions not directly connected with the tribes per se.


  tribune, military Tribunus militum. Each of the middle officers in the chain of command of a Roman army was classified as a military tribune. The most senior was the elected tribune of the soldiers (see that entry). If the general was not also consul, and did not therefore have the consul’s legions, an unelected military tribune might command his legions. Unelected military tribunes also served as commanders of the cavalry squadrons.


  tribune of the plebs This office came into being not long after the establishment of the Republic, when the Plebeian Order was at complete loggerheads with the patricians. Elected by the tribal body of plebeians formed as the Concilium Plebis, or Plebeian Assembly, the tribunes of the plebs took an oath to defend the lives and property of members of the Plebeian Order. By 450 B.C. there were ten tribunes of the plebs; by the time of Gaius Marius, these ten had proven themselves a thorn in the side of the Senate, rather than merely the patricians, even though they were by this automatically members of the Senate upon election. Because they were not elected by the Whole People (that is, by patricians as well as plebeians), they had no actual power under Rome’s largely unwritten Constitution. Their power resided in the oath the Plebeian Order took to defend the sacrosanctity—the inviolability—of its elected representatives. It was perhaps due to the tribal organization of the Plebeian Assembly that these representatives were called tribunes. The power of a tribune of the plebs lay in his right to exercise a veto against almost any aspect of government: he could veto the actions of his fellow tribunes of the plebs, or any—or all—other magistrates; he could veto the holding of an election; he could veto the passing of a law or plebiscite; and he could veto decrees of the Senate, even in war and foreign affairs. Only a dictator (and perhaps an interrex) was above the tribunician veto. Within his own Plebeian Assembly, the tribune of the plebs was truly all-powerful: he could convoke the Assembly; he could call the discussion meeting known as a contio; he could promulgate plebiscites, and even exercise the death penalty if his right to proceed was blocked. During the early and middle years of the Republic, tribunes of the plebs were not members of the Senate, even after the middle years saw them empowered to call meetings of the Senate. Then the lex Atinia of ca. 149 B.C. laid down that a man elected a tribune of the plebs was to be automatically a member of the Senate. This meant that the tribunate of the plebs became an alternative way to enter the Senate; until the lex Atinia, the censors had reigned supreme. However, though by the time of Gaius Marius the tribunate of the plebs was recognized as a true and proper magistracy, it was not given imperium, and the authority of the office did not extend beyond the first milestone. Custom had it that a man served only one term as a tribune of the plebs, entering office on the tenth day of December, and leaving it on the following December’s ninth day. But custom was not legally binding, as Gaius Gracchus proved when he sought and secured a second term as a tribune of the plebs. The real power of the office was vested in the veto, which meant that tribunician function was more often obstructive than innovative.


  tribune of the soldiers Twenty-four young men, aged from about twenty-five to twenty-nine years, were elected each year by the Assembly of the People to serve with the consul’s legions as tribuni militant, or military tribunes. Being elected by the Comitia Populi Tributa, the Whole People, these military tribunes were true and proper magistrates. They were assigned to the four legions of the consuls, six per legion, and served as overall commanders. When the consuls had more than four legions in the field, the tribunes of the soldiers were rationed out among however many legions the consuls had under arms.


  tribune of the Treasury Tribuni aerarii. There is a great deal of mystery about what the tribuni aerarii actually did. Originally they seem to have been the army’s paymasters (not a very onerous job under the conditions of the old, pre-Marian army), but certainly by the time that Gaius Marius reformed the army, the tribuni aerarii had nothing to do with it, for pay was distributed by quaestors. I have theorized that the tribuni aerarii were civil servants. Though the Senate and People of Rome frowned upon bureaucracy, and strenuously resisted the growth in numbers of public employees, once Rome’s territorial possessions began to accumulate, one branch of the SPQR at least demanded more and more bureaucrats. This branch was the Treasury (the aerarium). By the time of Gaius Marius there must have been a fairly large number of senior civil servants administering the many departments and duties of the Treasury (and this increased dramatically in the years after Gaius Marius). Money had to be exacted for many different taxes, at home and abroad; and money had to be found for everything from the purchase of public grain, to censors’ building programs, to the minutiae like the urban praetor’s pigs distributed throughout Rome at the time of the Compitalia. While an elected magistrate could issue orders about any or all of these things, he certainly did not concern himself with the actual mechanics. For these, there had to have been senior civil servants, men whose rank was somewhat higher than clerk or scribe; no doubt they came from respectable families, and were probably well paid. The existence of a class of them can certainly be supposed at the time Cato Uticensis (in 64 B.C.) made such a nuisance of himself when appointed Treasury quaestor, for it was obvious quaestors had long ceased to concern themselves personally with how the Treasury worked, and by 64 B.C. the Treasury was huge.
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  triclinium The dining room. In a normal family dining room (preferably, the room was square), three couches were arranged to form a U. From the doorway, if one was looking into the hollow center of the U, the couch on the left was called the lectus summus, the couch forming the middle (bottom end) of the U was the lectus medius, and the couch forming the right side was the lectus imus. Each couch was very broad, perhaps 4 feet (1.25 m) or more, and at least twice as long, perhaps more. One end of the couch had a raised arm to form a head; the other end did not. In front of each couch, a little lower than the height of the couch, was a narrow table running its length. The diners reclined on their left elbows, supported by bolsters; they were not shod, and could call for their feet to be washed. The host of the dinner reclined at the left end of the lectus medius, this being the bottom end of the couch; the right hand end of the same couch, at its head, was the place where the most honored guest reclined, and was called the locus consularis. At the time of Gaius Marius, it was rare for women to recline alongside dining men, unless the women were of dubious virtue, and the dinner a men’s party. The women of the family sat inside the hollow center of the U on straight chairs, entered with the first course, and left as soon as the last course was cleared away; normally they drank only water.


  Tridentum Modern Trento, in Italy.


  Triocala The almost unassailable fortress town the rebel slaves of Sicily built in the ranges behind Sicily’s southern coast. It was invested by Lucius Licinius Lucullus in 103 B.C., but did not fall until 101 B.C.


  tripod Any device mounted on three legs. Oracular crones sat upon tripods. Sacrificial fires or augural fires were contained in tripod braziers. Tables were often tripods.


  triumph The greatest of days for the successful Roman general. By the time of Gaius Marius, a general had to have been hailed as imperator by his troops, after which he was obliged to petition the Senate to grant him his triumph; only the Senate could sanction it, and sometimes—though not often—unjustifiably withheld it. The triumph itself was a most imposing parade which followed a rigidly prescribed route from the Villa Publica on the Campus Martius, through a special gate in the Servian Walls called the Porta Triumphalis, into the Velabrum, the Forum Boarium, and the Circus Maximus, after which it went down the Via Triumphalis, and turned into the Forum Romanum’s Via Sacra. It terminated on the Capitoline Mount at the foot of the steps of the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. The triumphing general and his lictors went into the temple and offered the god their laurels of victory, after which happened the triumphal feast.


  triumphator The term for a triumphing general.


  trophy The trophy was a suit of enemy chieftain’s armor. In a practice instituted by the early Greeks, it was mounted on a frame made from a spear, fixed in the ground of the battlefield, and there dedicated to the gods who had assisted in the winning of victory. The Romans changed this practice by erecting a permanent monument on the battlefield, and carrying all the trophies back to Rome. There the trophies were displayed in the general’s triumphal parade; afterward, they were dedicated to some chosen god and set up permanently in the god’s temple. Metellus Macedonicus built Rome’s first marble temple (to Jupiter Stator) and installed trophies in it; Gaius Marius built a temple to Honor and Virtue, and installed his trophies in it.


  Tullianum Also known as Career. This one-roomed little building had a chamber beneath it that served as Rome’s only execution cell. All the important prisoners who walked in the general’s triumph were led off as the parade began the ascent to the top of the Capitoline Mount, and were strangled in the lower chamber of the Tullianum. The term “strangling” does not seem to mean bare hands were used, but a noose or garrote. The victim’s body was then thrown into one of the sewer drain openings in the walls of this lower chamber. It was equally lawful (though not often done) to thrust the prisoner into the lower chamber and leave him there to starve to death.


  Tullus Hostilius The third King of Rome, and a very shadowy figure. A warlike man, he attacked, captured, and destroyed Alba Longa, then brought its people into Rome and added them to the populace; Alba Longa’s ruling class became a part of Rome’s patriciate. Tullus Hostilius also built the Senate House, called the Curia Hostilia in his honor.


  tunic, Tunica. This was the basic item of clothing for almost all ancient Mediterranean peoples, including the Greeks and the Romans. As worn by a Roman of Gaius Marius’s day, it had a rectangular body, without darts to confine it at the sides of the chest; the neck was probably cut on a curve for comfort, rather than kept as a straight edge continuous with the shoulders. The sleeves may have been woven as rectangular projections from the shoulders, or they may have been set in. Certainly it does not seem beyond the skill of ancient tailors to inset sleeves, for there is mention in the ancient sources of long sleeves, and these have to be set in. The statues do not indicate that the tunics of men important enough to have statues were simply joined up the sides with a gap left at the top for the arms to go through, and the sleeves of the tunics shown on military statues in particular look like proper short sleeves. The tunic was either belted with leather or girdled with a cord, and was always worn longer at the front than at the back, which was some 3 inches (75 mm) higher. Those of the knights’ census wore a narrow stripe on the tunic, those of senatorial census a wide stripe. I believe these stripes were displayed on the right shoulder, rather than on the center of the chest. A wall painting from Pompeii displaying a man wearing a toga praetexta shows the wide stripe down the right shoulder of the tunic. So, I note, do the models employed by Dr. Lillian Wilson.


  tunica palmata The triumphing general’s tunic, which may or may not have been purple in color, but was certainly embroidered all over with palm fronds.


  Tusculum A town on the Via Latina some 15 miles (24 km) from Rome. It was the first Latin town to receive the full Roman citizenship, in 381 B.C., and was always unswervingly loyal to Rome. Cato the Censor came from Tusculum, where his family had possessed the public horse of Roman knighthood for at least three generations.


  tyro In Latin, tiro. A novice, a beginner. Ulysses See Odysseus.


  Utica After the destruction of the city of Carthage by Scipio Aemilianus in 146 B.C., Utica became the most important city and port in the Roman province of Africa. Utica was the seat of the governor, and lay at the mouth of the river Bagradas.


  Vale of the Salassi The modern Val d’Aosta (see also Lugdunum Pass, Salassi).


  Vediovis A very Roman god, mysterious, and without a mythology. Nowadays he is thought to have been a manifestation of the young Jove (Jupiter); even Cicero was vague about Vediovis! Certainly he wasn’t a happy god, was perhaps chthonic (associated with the underworld), and seems to have been the patron of disappointments. He had two temples at Rome, one on the Capitol, the other on Tiber Island; outside Rome he was not worshiped at all as far as we know, save at Bovillae, where some Julius erected an altar to Vediovis on behalf of the whole gens Julia in the year 100 B.C.


  Vercellae A small town in Italian Gaul. It lay on the north side of the Padus River, at the opening to the Vale of the Salassi. Outside it were a pair of small plains, the Campi Raudii, on which ground Marius and Catulus Caesar defeated the Cimbri in 101 B.C.


  verpa A Latin obscenity used more in verbal abuse than as a sign of contempt. It referred to the penis—apparently in the erect state only, when the foreskin is drawn back— and had a homosexual connotation. On the literary and graffitic evidence, Dr. J. N. Adams discounts the word’s meaning a circumcised penis.


  Vesta A very old Roman goddess of numinous nature, having no mythology and no image (see numen). She was the hearth, and so had particular importance within the home and the family circle, where she was worshiped alongside the Di Penates and the Lar Familiaris. Her official public cult was equally important, and was personally supervised by the Pontifex Maximus. Her temple in the Forum Romanum was small, very old, and circular in shape; it was adjacent to the Regia, the Well of Juturna and the Domus Publicus of the Pontifex Maximus. A fire burned in the temple of Vesta permanently, and could not be allowed to go out under any circumstances.


  Vestal Virgins Vesta was served by a special priesthood, the college of six women called Vestal Virgins. They were inducted at about seven or eight years of age, took vows of complete chastity, and served the goddess for thirty years, after which they were released from their vows and sent out into the community, and could marry if they wished—though few did, for it was thought unlucky. Their chastity was Rome’s luck; that is, the luck of the State. When a Vestal was deemed unchaste, she was not judged and punished out of hand, but was formally brought to trial in a specially convened court. Her alleged lovers were also tried, but in a different court. If convicted, she was cast into an underground chamber dug for the purpose; it was sealed over, and she was left there to die. In Republican times the Vestal Virgins lived in the same Domus Publicus as the Pontifex Maximus, though sequestered from him.


  vexillum A flag or banner.


  via A main highway, road, or street.


  Via Aemilia Built in 187 B.C.


  Via Aemilia Scauri Finished about 103 B.C. Its builder was Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, censor in 109 B.C.


  Via Annia (1) Built in 153 B.C.


  Via Annia (2) Built in 131 B.C. There is great debate about whether this was a Via Annia or a Via Popillia. I have marked it Via Popillia on my maps after a count of my sources produced one more Via Popillia than Via Annia.


  Via Appia Built in 312 B.C.


  Via Aurelia Nova Built in 118 B.C.


  Via Aurelia Vetus Built in 241 B.C.


  Via Campana No date is available.


  Via Cassia Built in 154 B.C.


  Via Clodia Built during the third century B.C., but of unknown certain date.


  Via Domitia Built in 121 B.C. Its author was Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus.


  Via Egnatia Built perhaps around 130 B.C.


  Via Flaminia Built in 220 B.C.


  Via Labicana Too old to date.


  Via Lata Too old to date.


  Via Latina Too old to date.


  Via Minucia Built in 225 B.C.


  Via Ostiensis Too old to date.


  Via Popillia (1) Built in 131 B.C.


  Via Popillia (2) Built in 131 B.C. This road is also called the Via Annia, and there is still doubt as to which man was responsible for it.


  Via Postumia Built in 148 B.C.


  via praetoria The wide road inside a Roman military camp that ran between the camp’s front and back gates.


  via principalis The wide road inside a Roman military camp that ran at right angles to the via praetoria, and connected one side gate with the other. The general’s tent was located at the intersection of these two main viae.


  Via Salaria Too old to date. This was probably the very oldest of Rome’s long roads. A branch road was built in 283 B.C., the Via Caecilia. Yet another branch road was built in 168 B.C., the Via Claudia.


  Via Tiburtina The old name for the first part of the Via Valeria, between Rome and Tibur.


  Via Valeria Built in 307 B.C.


  vicus A small city street, though not necessarily a short one. The word meant not so much the thoroughfare itself as the collection of buildings on either side of the thoroughfare; it originated as the word for a rural hamlet, where the buildings straggled down either side of one street. In any city, street names do not change through the centuries, save when a monarch or a politician honors himself by giving a street his name. Thus, in making my map of the city of Rome, I have used all the street names of Imperial Roman times that did not belong to new districts or Imperial town planning; the Vicus Insteius, Vicus lugarius, Vicus Tuscus, Vicus Patricii, Vicus Longus, and the rest must always have borne these names. Similarly with the Alta Semita and the hills like the Clivus Orbius, Clivus Patricius, Clivus Capitolinus, Clivus Argentarius, Clivus Pullius in Tabernola, etc. It may be, however, that whereas we would say we lived on the Vicus Cuprius, a Roman would have said he lived in the Vicus Cuprius. Some of Rome’s streets were named after the activities going on in them, like the Vicus Sandalarius (“street of cobblers”), Clivus Argentarius (“hill of the bankers”), Vicus Fabricii (“street of artificers”); others bore place names, like the Vicus Tuscus (Etruria); some simply described where they were going, like the Vicus ad Malum Punicum (“street leading to the Punic apple—pomegranate—-tree”).


  Vienne, Vienna Modern Vienne. The proper name of this trading post town on the Rhodanus River was Vienna, but it is usually called by its modern name, to save confusing it with Vienna, the capital of Austria.


  villa A country residence, completely self-contained, and originally having an agricultural purpose—in other words, a farmstead. It was built around a peristyle or courtyard, had stables or farm buildings at the front, and the main dwelling at the back, of the courtyard. By the time of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi, wealthy Romans were building villas as vacation homes rather than as farmsteads, and the architecture of the villa had changed correspondingly. Many of these holiday villas were on the seashore.


  Villa Publica The parklike piece of land on the Campus Martius, fronted by the Vicus Pallacinae, in which the participants of a triumphal parade were gathered together before the parade set off.


  vir militaris See Military Man.


  Visurgis River The modern Weser, in Germany.


  Vocontii A Celtic confederation of tribes dwelling along the Druentia River in Gaul-across-the-Alps; their lands bordered those of the Allobroges, who were to their north. They took great delight in preying upon Roman travelers on the Via Domitia as it crossed the Alps and wound down the Druentia toward the Rhodanus Valley.


  Volcae Tectosages A Celtic confederation of tribes occupying Mediterranean Gaul beyond the Rhodanus River, and extending all the way to Narbo and Tolosa (see also Brennus [2], Tolosa).


  Volsci One of the ancient peoples of central Italy. They had occupied eastern Latium, and were centered around the settlements of Sora, Atina, Antium, Circei, Tarracina, and Arpinum; their allies were the Aequi. By the end of the fourth century B.C., the Volsci had been so completely absorbed into the Roman system that their cultural and social identities had largely disappeared. They did not speak Latin, but a language of their own, akin to Umbrian.


  wine, vintage wine Wine was an intrinsic part of the life of both Romans and Greeks; in the absence of brewing or distillation apparatus, wine was the only beverage available that contained alcohol. This made it the object of great reverence (hence the gods of wine, Bacchus and Dionysos), and—usually—great respect. Many different varieties of grapes were grown to make wine, of the white and the purple kinds, and wines came in white and red. By the time of Gaius Marius, Roman viticulture in particular was a highly educated business, and had outstripped Greek viticulture decisively. The Romans were always good with plants and planting, with gardens, and with growing; from the time her privileged citizens began to travel abroad, Rome was gifted with many imported plants, both new varieties of old friends and completely new friends. This could be said of the grapevine, certainly, always being added to with foreign importations. Roman viticulture was expert at grafting, and knowledgeable about pest prevention. Asphalt, for instance, dredged out of the Palus Asphaltites (the Dead Sea) in Palestine, was smeared on the woody parts of grapevines to prevent the growth of smuts and moulds. When exactly ready, the grapes were picked, placed in vats, and trodden; the juice which oozed out of the vat at this time was reserved to make the best wine of all. Then, after treading, the grapes were pressed in presses similar to those known today in vineyards where mass-production techniques have not been introduced; this juice was made into ordinary wine. Then the grapes were pressed again, to produce a thin, sour, third-class beverage which retailed so cheaply it was drunk in large quantities by the lowly, and was also given to slaves; this was sometimes fortified to increase its alcohol content, by the addition of boiled-down must after the fermentation process. Fermentation took place with more or less care, depending upon the class of juice and the intent of the vigneron. Vats coated inside with wax (for the best wines) or pitch (which is a resin obtained from pines, so these wines took up some of the resin, and emerged tasting like a modern Greek retsina) held the juices for several months, during which they were skimmed frequently. After fermentation, wines to be drunk at once were put into amphorae or (occasionally) skins. But those wines intended for additional maturation were first strained rigorously through sieves and cloths, then “bottled” in amphorae which were scrupulously stoppered and sealed from the air with melted wax; they were labeled with the year, the vineyard, the type of grape, and the name of the vigneron, and were stored in cool cellars. Wooden casks were also used to store some of these-better wines. Most wines were intended to be drunk within four years, but those wines carefully sealed did not continue to ferment, only to mature, and some could take twenty years to reach their peak drinking moment. These of course were vintage wines. Then, as now, the oenologist reared his head and came out with his stock vocabulary of adjectives and adverbs; of connoisseurs there were many. One such was the great legal advocate Quintus Hortensius Hortalus, who when he died in 50 B.C. bequeathed the staggering number of 10,000 amphorae of wine to some unknown beneficiary; the amphora held 25 liters, or 6 American gallons, which means Hortensius had 60,000 U.S. gallons of wine in his cellar. It was not normal practice to drink wine neat—water was added, in varying proportions. Roman women of Gaius Marius’s time drank little wine; during the early Republic, if a paterfamilias so much as smelled wine on the breath of one of his womenfolk, he was considered fully justified in having her executed immediately. Despite the apparent continence of Roman wine drinkers, watering their intake as they did, alcoholism was as real a problem in antiquity as it is today.


  Wooden Bridge The name given universally to the Pons Sublicius, built of wood.


  yoke The yoke was the beam or crosstie which rested upon the necks of a pair of oxen or other animals when harnessed to draw a load. In human terms, it came to mean the mark of servility, of submission to the domination of others. There was a yoke for the young of both sexes to pass beneath inside the city of Rome, located somewhere on the Carinae; it was called the Tigillum, and perhaps symbolized submission to the seriousness of adult life. However, it was in military terms that the yoke came to have its greatest metaphorical significance. Very early Roman (or perhaps Etruscan) armies forced a defeated enemy to pass beneath the yoke; two spears were planted upright in the ground, and a third spear was placed across their tops to form a crosstie—the whole was too low for a man to pass beneath walking upright; he had to bend over. Unfortunately enemy armies adopted the idea, with the result that from time to time a Roman army was compelled to pass beneath the yoke. To do this was an intolerable humiliation; so much so that the Senate usually preferred to see a Roman army stand and fight until the last man was dead, rather than sacrifice Roman honor and dignitas by surrendering and passing beneath the yoke. Even the ordinary people of Rome, including those as lowly as the Head Count, deemed passing beneath the yoke an utter humiliation, and clamored too to know why the defeated army hadn’t fought until its last man lay dead.


  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO ROMAN MASCULINE NAMES


  To some extent, the pronunciation of classical Latin is still debated, but there are definite conventions among scholars. Liturgical Latin and medieval Latin are pronounced somewhat differently than classical Latin. None of which need worry the reader unduly. The aim of this little section is simply to offer guidelines for those readers without Latin.


  One convention adhered to in pronouncing classical Latin is to sound the consonantal v like our English w: thus, the word veritas is properly pronounced weritas. But the rule is not hard and fast, even among scholars, so in the interests of reader comfort, I shall proceed to ignore it.


  The diphthong ae should not be pronounced as in “say,” but rather as in “eye”; this convention I have adhered to.


  We have several more consonants in English than the Latin language did. The one which concerns the reader most is j. It has been customary in the English language for centuries to spell those Latin words commencing in consonantal i with a j. Thus, Julius should really be lulius, and pronounced Yoo-lee-uss, not Joo-lee-uss. However, I have elected to go with English j.


  The Latin g has only one sound, which I shall call guh, as in “gain”—”get”—”give”—”gone”—”gun.” The other g sound in English, which I shall call juh, as in “ginger,” is never used in pronouncing Latin.


  Rather than adopt one of the current lexicographic systems of pronunciation, I have elected to use a phonetic system of my own, rhyming the Latin with some ordinary English word pronounced identically on both sides of the Atlantic as well as in the Antipodes—where possible!


  And, last but by no means least, none of it really matters save to the purist. The most important thing is that the reader discover and enjoy the world of Republican Rome. Do not feel uncomfortable with the names. Latin is a major root of the English language, and that is a major help in itself. (Note: in some cases I have given the standard English pronunciation first, and put the more correct pronunciation in parentheses, in the lists below.)


  The Praenomen (the First Name)


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        Appius

      

      	
        Ah-pee-uss (ah as in “pa,” “ma”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aulus

      

      	
        Ow-luss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gaius

      

      	
        Gye-uss (gye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gnaeus

      

      	
        Nye-uss (nye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucius

      

      	
        Loo-shuss (more correctly, Loo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Mamercus

      

      	
        Mah-mer-kuss (mah as in “pa”—mer as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manius

      

      	
        Mah-nee-uss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcus

      

      	
        Mar-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Publius

      

      	
        Pub-lee-uss (pub has the same u sound as “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Quintus

      

      	
        Kwin-tuss (kwin as in “twin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servius

      

      	
        Ser-vee-uss (ser as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sextus

      

      	
        Sex-tuss (sex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        Spurius

      

      	
        Spoo-ree-uss (spoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tiberius

      

      	
        Tye-beer-ee-uss (more correctly, Tee-bear-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Titus

      

      	
        Tye-tuss (more correctly, Tee-tuss)

      
    

  


  The Nomen (the Family or Gentilicial Name, Indicating the Gens)


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        Aelius

      

      	
        Eye-lee-uss (eye as in “eye”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aemilius

      

      	
        Eye-mil-ee-uss (mil as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Annius

      

      	
        An-nee-uss (an as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antistius

      

      	
        Ahn-tist-ee-uss (ahn as in “gone”—list as in “fist”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antonius

      

      	
        An-toh-nee-uss (an as in “tan”—toh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Appuleius

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lay-ee-uss (poo as in “too”—lay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aquillius

      

      	
        Ah-kwill-ee-uss (kwill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atilius

      

      	
        Ah-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelius

      

      	
        Or-ree-lee-uss (more correctly, Ow-ray-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Baebius

      

      	
        Bye-bee-uss (bye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Billienus

      

      	
        Bill-ee-ay-nuss (bill as in “will”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caecilius

      

      	
        Kye-kill-ee-uss (kye as in “eye”—kill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelius

      

      	
        Kye-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Calpurnius

      

      	
        Kahl-purr-nee-uss (kahl as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cassius

      

      	
        Kass-ee-uss (kass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        Claudius

      

      	
        Klaw-dee-uss (klaw as in “paw”)—the English way; Klow-dee-uss (klow as in “cow”)—the correct Latin way

      
    


    
      	
        Clodius

      

      	
        Kloh-dee-uss (kloh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Coelius

      

      	
        Koy-lee-uss (koy as in “boy”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cornelius

      

      	
        Kor-nee-lee-uss (strictly, Kor-nay-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Curtius

      

      	
        Koor-tee-uss (koor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decius

      

      	
        Deck-ee-uss (deck as in “peck”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decumius

      

      	
        Deck-oo-mee-uss (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Didius

      

      	
        Did-ee-uss (did as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Domitius

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-uss (dom as in “torn”—it as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Equitius

      

      	
        Ay-kwit-ee-uss (ay as in “say”—kwit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabius

      

      	
        Fay-bee-uss (strictly, Fab-ee-uss, fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabricius

      

      	
        Fab-rick-ee-uss (fab as in “cab”—rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fannius

      

      	
        Fan-nee-uss (fan as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Flavius

      

      	
        Flay-vee-uss (strictly, Flah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Fraucus

      

      	
        Frow-kuss (frow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fulvius

      

      	
        Full-vee-uss (strictly, Fool-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Furius

      

      	
        Few-ree-uss (strictly, Foo-ree-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Gavius

      

      	
        Gah-vee-uss (gah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Granius

      

      	
        Grah-nee-uss (grah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gratidius

      

      	
        Grah-tid-ee-uss (tid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Herennius

      

      	
        Her-en-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Hortensius

      

      	
        Hor-ten-see-uss (hor as in “or”—ten as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Julius

      

      	
        Joo-lee-uss (joo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Junius

      

      	
        Joo-nee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Labienus

      

      	
        Lab-ee-ay-nuss (lab as in “cab”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinius

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-uss (lick as in “kick”—in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Livius

      

      	
        Liv-ee-uss (liv as in “spiv”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucilius

      

      	
        Loo-kill-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lusius

      

      	
        Loo-see-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lutatius

      

      	
        Loo-tah-tee-uss (tah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Macrinus

      

      	
        Mah-kree-nuss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Maelius

      

      	
        Mye-lee-uss (mye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Magius

      

      	
        Mah-gee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mallius

      

      	
        Mah-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Mamilius

      

      	
        Mah-mill-ee-uss (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manlius

      

      	
        Mahn-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Marcius

      

      	
        Mar-shuss (more correctly, Mar-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Marius

      

      	
        Mah-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Matius

      

      	
        Mat-ee-uss (mat as in “pat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Memmius

      

      	
        Mem-ee-uss (mem as in “them”)

      
    


    
      	
        Minucius

      

      	
        Min-oo-kee-uss (min as in “sin”—oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mucius

      

      	
        Mew-shuss (more correctly, Moo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Nonius

      

      	
        Noh-nee-uss (noh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Norbanus

      

      	
        Nor-bah-nuss (nor as in “or”—bah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Octavius

      

      	
        Ock-tay-vee-uss (more correctly, Ock-tah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Opimius

      

      	
        Oh-pee-mee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Oppius

      

      	
        Op-ee-uss (op as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Papirius

      

      	
        Pah-pee-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Perquitienus

      

      	
        Pair-kwit-ee-ay-nuss (pair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Petreius

      

      	
        Pet-ray-uss (pet as in “yet”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plautius

      

      	
        Plow-tee-uss (plow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plotius

      

      	
        Ploh-tee-uss (ploh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pompeius

      

      	
        Pom-pay-ee-uss (pom as in “torn”—-pay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pomponius

      

      	
        Pom-poh-nee-uss (poh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Popillius

      

      	
        Pop-ill-ee-uss (pop as in “top”—ill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Poppaedius

      

      	
        Pop-eye-dee-uss (pop as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Porcius

      

      	
        Por-shuss (more correctly, Por-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Postumius

      

      	
        Poh-stoo-mee-uss (poh as in “so”—stoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilius

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Saufeius

      

      	
        Sow-fay-ee-uss (sow as in “cow”—fay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sempronius

      

      	
        Sem-proh-nee-uss (sem as in “hem”—proh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sergius

      

      	
        Sair-gee-uss (sair as in “air”—the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sertorius

      

      	
        Sair-tor-ee-uss (tor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilius

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Siccius

      

      	
        Sick-ee-uss (sick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sosius

      

      	
        Soh-see-uss (soh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicius

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-uss (sool as in “fool”—pick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Terentius

      

      	
        Tair-en-tee-uss (fair as in “air”—en as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Thorius

      

      	
        Thor-ee-uss (thor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Titius

      

      	
        Tit-ee-uss (tit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullius

      

      	
        Too-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Turpilius

      

      	
        Tur-pill-ee-uss (tur as in “fur”—pill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vagiennius

      

      	
        Vah-gee-en-ee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vettius

      

      	
        Vet-ee-uss (vet as in “yet”)

      
    

  


  The Cognomen (the Last Name, Surname, or Distinguishing Name)


  These names had definite meanings, so I shall give the meanings where we know them, as well as a guide to pronunciation.


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        Africanus

      

      	
        Ah-frick-ah-nuss “of Africa”

      
    


    
      	
        Agelastus

      

      	
        Ah-gel-ah-stuss “never smiles” (the g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ahala

      

      	
        Ah-hah-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Ahenobarbus

      

      	
        Ah-hay-noh-barb-uss “red-or bronze bearded”

      
    


    
      	
        Albinus

      

      	
        Ahl-bee-nuss “whitish”

      
    


    
      	
        Augur

      

      	
        Ow-goor (goor as in “good”) “an augur”

      
    


    
      	
        Balearicus

      

      	
        Bah-lay-ah-rick-uss “of the Balearic Isles”

      
    


    
      	
        Bambalio

      

      	
        Bahm-bah-lee-oh unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Bestia

      

      	
        Best-ee-ah (best as in “rest”) “the beast”

      
    


    
      	
        Brocchus

      

      	
        Broh-kuss “buck-toothed”

      
    


    
      	
        Brutus

      

      	
        Broo-tuss “animal stupidity

      
    


    
      	
        Caecus

      

      	
        Kye-kuss “blind”

      
    


    
      	
        Caepio

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh “the onion vendor”

      
    


    
      	
        Caesar

      

      	
        See-zar (Latin, Kye-sar) “a fine head of hair

      
    


    
      	
        Caesoninus

      

      	
        Kye-soh-nee-nuss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caldus

      

      	
        Kahl-duss “lukewarm”

      
    


    
      	
        Calvus

      

      	
        Kahl-vuss “bald”

      
    


    
      	
        Camillus

      

      	
        Kah-mill-uss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caprarius

      

      	
        Kah-prah-ree-uss “billy goat”

      
    


    
      	
        Carbo

      

      	
        Kar-boh “burned out” or “cinder”

      
    


    
      	
        Cato

      

      	
        Kay-toh (Latin, Kah-toh) “shrewd but up-tight

      
    


    
      	
        Catulus

      

      	
        Kah-too-luss “pup” or “cub”

      
    


    
      	
        Cicero

      

      	
        Siss-er-oh (Latin, Kick-er-oh) “chick-pea”

      
    


    
      	
        Cotta

      

      	
        Kot-tah (kot as in “pot”) “wine splash”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Crassus

      

      	
        Krass-uss (krass as in “ass”) “thick”

      
    


    
      	
        Cunctator

      

      	
        Koonk-tah-tor “he who holds back”

      
    


    
      	
        Dalmaticus

      

      	
        Dahl-mah-tee-kuss “of Dalmatia”

      
    


    
      	
        Dentatus

      

      	
        Den-tah-tuss (den as in “ten”) “born with teeth”

      
    


    
      	
        Diadematus

      

      	
        Dee-ah-dem-ah-tuss “of a royal head-band

      
    


    
      	
        Dives

      

      	
        Dee-vays “the heavenly one”

      
    


    
      	
        Drusus

      

      	
        Droo-suss (droo as in “too”) unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Eburnus

      

      	
        Ay-boor-nuss “made of ivory”

      
    


    
      	
        Fimbria

      

      	
        Fim-bree-ah (fim as in “Him”) “hair worn in a fringe”

      
    


    
      	
        Flaccus

      

      	
        Flah-kuss “big ears”

      
    


    
      	
        Galba

      

      	
        Gahl-bah “potbelly”

      
    


    
      	
        Getha

      

      	
        Gay-thah “from the ends of the earth”

      
    


    
      	
        Glaucia

      

      	
        Glow-kee-ah (glow as in “cow”) “grey-green”

      
    


    
      	
        Gracchus

      

      	
        Grah-kuss “jackdaw”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Laenas

      

      	
        Lye-nahss (sibilant ending “priestly mantle”

      
    


    
      	
        Lentulus

      

      	
        Len-too-luss (len as in “ten” “tardy” or “slow”

      
    


    
      	
        Lepidus

      

      	
        Lep-id-uss (lep as in “step”) “a wonderful fellow”

      
    


    
      	
        Limetanus

      

      	
        Lim-ay-tah-nuss (lim as in “dim”) “of a boundary”

      
    


    
      	
        Longinus

      

      	
        Long-gee-nuss (the g as in “get”) “in the far distance

      
    


    
      	
        Lucullus

      

      	
        Loo-kull-uss (kull as in “pull”) “a little grove of trees”

      
    


    
      	
        Macedonicus

      

      	
        Mahn-ked-on-ee-kuss “of Macedonia”

      
    


    
      	
        Mactator

      

      	
        Mahk-tah-tor “slaughterman”

      
    


    
      	
        Magnus

      

      	
        Mahg-nuss “great”

      
    


    
      	
        Mancinus

      

      	
        Mahn-kee-nuss “of a cripple”

      
    


    
      	
        Margarita

      

      	
        Mar-gah-ree-tah “pearl”

      
    


    
      	
        Maximus

      

      	
        Mahx-ee-muss “greatest”

      
    


    
      	
        Meminius

      

      	
        Mem-in-ee-uss (mem as in “hem”) “of the Gallic Meminii” “hem”)

      
    


    
      	
        Merula

      

      	
        Me-roo-lah (me as in “met”) “blackbird”

      
    


    
      	
        Metellus

      

      	
        Met-ell-uss (met as in “get”) “a liberated mercenary”

      
    


    
      	
        Mus

      

      	
        Moos “rat” or “mouse”

      
    


    
      	
        Nasica

      

      	
        Nah-see-kah “nosy”

      
    


    
      	
        Nerva

      

      	
        Nair-vah (nair as in “air”) “stringy” or “tough”

      
    


    
      	
        Numidicus

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-kuss (mid as in “bid”) “of Numidia”

      
    


    
      	
        Orator

      

      	
        Oh-rah-tor “the public speaker”

      
    


    
      	
        Orestes

      

      	
        Oh-rest-ays (rest as in “nest”) “mother died in birth”

      
    


    
      	
        Paullus

      

      	
        Pow-luss (pow as “cow”) “wee one” or “trifle”

      
    


    
      	
        Philippus

      

      	
        Fill-ip-uss (fill as in “will”) “of Philippi”

      
    


    
      	
        Pipinna

      

      	
        Pip-in-ah (pip as in “hip) “little boy’s penis”

      
    


    
      	
        Piso

      

      	
        Pee-soh “I grind down”

      
    


    
      	
        Porcella

      

      	
        Por-kell-ah “piglet” or “little girl’s genitals”

      
    


    
      	
        Postumus

      

      	
        Poss-too-muss (poss as in “boss”) “born after father died”

      
    


    
      	
        Pulcher

      

      	
        Pool-ker “beautiful”

      
    


    
      	
        Ravilla

      

      	
        Rah-vill-ah (vill as in “will”) “talked himself hoarse”

      
    


    
      	
        Reginus

      

      	
        Ray-gee-nuss (the “of a queen” g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rex

      

      	
        Rayx “king”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufinus

      

      	
        Roo-fee-nuss “of a red-haired family”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufus

      

      	
        Roo-fuss (fuss as in “puss”) “red-haired”

      
    


    
      	
        Ruso

      

      	
        Roo-soh “a country bumpkin”

      
    


    
      	
        Saturninus

      

      	
        Sah-tur-nee-nuss “of Saturn”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaevola

      

      	
        Skye-voh-lah “left-handed”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaurus

      

      	
        Skow-russ (show as in “cow” “puffy feet” or “dropsical”

      
    


    
      	
        Scipio

      

      	
        Skee-pee-oh “a ceremonial rod”

      
    


    
      	
        Serranus

      

      	
        Se-rah-nuss (se as in “set”) “of a saw” or “serrated”

      
    


    
      	
        Sesquiculus

      

      	
        Say-skwee-koo-luss “an arsehole and a half”

      
    


    
      	
        Siculus

      

      	
        See-koo-luss “of Sicily”

      
    


    
      	
        Silanus

      

      	
        See-lah-nuss “ugly puggy face”

      
    


    
      	
        Silo

      

      	
        See-loh “snub-nosed”

      
    


    
      	
        Stichus

      

      	
        Stick-uss (stick as in “kick”) slave’s name (Greek)

      
    


    
      	
        Strabo

      

      	
        Stray-boh (Latin, Strah-boh) “cross-eyed”

      
    


    
      	
        Sulla

      

      	
        Soo-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Tubero

      

      	
        Too-bear-oh “hump” or “morally bad”

      
    


    
      	
        Varro

      

      	
        Vah-roh “bandy-legged”

      
    


    
      	
        Vatia

      

      	
        Vah-tee-ah “knock-kneed”

      
    


    
      	
        Verrucosis

      

      	
        Ve-roo-koh-sus (ve as in “vet”) “covered in warts”

      
    


    
      	
        Vopiscus

      

      	
        Voh-piss-kuss “survivor of twins”

      
    

  


  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO OTHER NAMES AND TERMS


  Because the guide to pronunciation of male names should familiarize the reader with general Latin pronunciation, the list which follows is considerably abbreviated.


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        Achaeans

      

      	
        Ah-kye-ans

      
    


    
      	
        Achilles

      

      	
        Ah-kill-ees

      
    


    
      	
        Adherbal

      

      	
        Ahd-her-bahl

      
    


    
      	
        aedile

      

      	
        eye-deel (English, ee-dyel or ay-dyel)

      
    


    
      	
        Aedui

      

      	
        Eye-doo-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Aeneas

      

      	
        Eye-nay-ahs (English, An-ee-ass or Ay-nee-ass)

      
    


    
      	
        Aeschylus

      

      	
        Eye-skee-luss (English, Ee-skee-luss)

      
    


    
      	
        ager publicus

      

      	
        ah-ger (the g as in “got”) pub-lee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Agger

      

      	
        Ag-er (ag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        Allobroges

      

      	
        Al-oh-broh-gays (at as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ambrones

      

      	
        Am-broh-nays (am as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Amor

      

      	
        Ah-mor

      
    


    
      	
        Anopaea

      

      	
        Ah-noh-pye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Antigone

      

      	
        Ant-ig-oh-nay (ant as in “pant”—ig as in “pig”)

      
    


    
      	
        Apulia

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        aqua

      

      	
        ah-kwah

      
    


    
      	
        Aquae Sextiae

      

      	
        Ah-kwye Sex-tee-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Arausio

      

      	
        Ah-row-see-oh (row as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ariadne

      

      	
        Ah-ree-ahd-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Aricia

      

      	
        Ah-rick-ee-ah (rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Arpinum

      

      	
        Ar-pee-noom (oom is “short”—like the u in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atuatuci

      

      	
        Ah-too-ah-too-kee

      
    


    
      	
        auctoritas

      

      	
        owk-tor-ee-tahss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        augur

      

      	
        ow-goor (ow as in “cow”—the g as in “good”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (English, Awe- ree-lee-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Baetis

      

      	
        Bye-tiss

      
    


    
      	
        Baiae

      

      	
        Bye-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Berenice

      

      	
        Bear-en-ee-kay (English, Bear-en-eye-kee)

      
    


    
      	
        biga

      

      	
        bee-gah

      
    


    
      	
        Bithynia

      

      	
        Bith-in-ee-ah (bith as in “pith”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boii

      

      	
        Boy-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Boiohaemum

      

      	
        Boy-oh-hye-moom (oo sounded like the u in “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boiorix

      

      	
        Boy-or-ix

      
    


    
      	
        Bomilcar

      

      	
        Bom-ill-kar (bom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Bona Dea

      

      	
        Boh-nah Day-ah

      
    


    
      	
        boni

      

      	
        bonny (as in Scots “bonny”)

      
    


    
      	
        Brundisium

      

      	
        Broon-dis-ee-oom (dis as in “this”)

      
    


    
      	
        Burdigala

      

      	
        Boor-dee-gah-lah (boor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelian

      

      	
        Kye-lee-ahn

      
    


    
      	
        Campania

      

      	
        Kam-pah-nee-ah (kam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        campus

      

      	
        kam-puss (same then as now)

      
    


    
      	
        Capena

      

      	
        Kap-ay-nah (kap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        capite censi

      

      	
        kap-it-ayken-see(ken as n “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Capua

      

      	
        Kap-oo-ah (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        career

      

      	
        kar-ker

      
    


    
      	
        Carinae

      

      	
        Ka-reen-eye (ka as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        Celt

      

      	
        Kelt (as in “spelt”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cercina

      

      	
        Ker-kee-nah (ker as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Charybdis

      

      	
        Kah-rib-dis (rib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cherusci

      

      	
        Ker-oos-kee

      
    


    
      	
        Cilicia

      

      	
        Kill-ick-ee-ah (English, Sill-ish-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Cimbri

      

      	
        Kim-bree (kirn as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        Circei

      

      	
        Ker-kay-ee

      
    


    
      	
        cloaca

      

      	
        kloh-ah-kah (kloh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        confarreatio

      

      	
        kon-fah-ray-ah-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        consultant

      

      	
        kon-sool-toom

      
    


    
      	
        contio

      

      	
        kon-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        corona

      

      	
        kor-oh-nah

      
    


    
      	
        cottabus

      

      	
        kot-ah-buss (kot-as in “pot”)

      
    


    
      	
        Croesus

      

      	
        Kree-suss

      
    


    
      	
        culibonia

      

      	
        kool-ee-bon-ee-ah (bon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cumae

      

      	
        Koo-mye

      
    


    
      	
        cunnus

      

      	
        koo-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        curia

      

      	
        koo-ree-ah

      
    


    
      	
        cursus honorunt

      

      	
        koor-suss hon-or-oom (hon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        curule

      

      	
        koo-rool

      
    


    
      	
        Danae

      

      	
        Dan-ah-ay (dan as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        dignitas

      

      	
        deen-yee-tahss (sibilant ending)

      
    


    
      	
        domus

      

      	
        dom-uss (dom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Druentia

      

      	
        Droo-en-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Epaphroditus

      

      	
        Ep-ah-froh-dee-tuss (English, Ep-afroh-dye-tuss)

      
    


    
      	
        Euxine

      

      	
        Erx-een (English, Yewx-een)

      
    


    
      	
        fasces

      

      	
        fass-kays (fass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        fasti

      

      	
        fah-stee

      
    


    
      	
        Fauces Suburae

      

      	
        Fow-kays (fow as in “cow”) Soo-boo-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Felix

      

      	
        Fay-licks

      
    


    
      	
        fellator

      

      	
        fell-ah-tor (fell as in “sell”)

      
    


    
      	
        flamen

      

      	
        flah-men (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        flamen Dialis

      

      	
        flah-men Dee-ah-lis

      
    


    
      	
        flumen

      

      	
        floo-men (floo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fortuna

      

      	
        For-too-nah

      
    


    
      	
        forum

      

      	
        for-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Boarium

      

      	
        Boh-ah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Frumentarium

      

      	
        Froo-men-tah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Holitorium

      

      	
        Hol-it-or-ee-oom (hoi as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Piscinum

      

      	
        Piss-kee-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Romanum

      

      	
        Roh-mah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Gades

      

      	
        Gah-days

      
    


    
      	
        Gaetuli

      

      	
        Gye-too-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia

      

      	
        Gal-ee-ah (gal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia Comata

      

      	
        Com-ah-tah (com as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        garum

      

      	
        ga-room (ga as in “gap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Garumna

      

      	
        Gah-room-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Gauda

      

      	
        Gow-dah (gow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        gens

      

      	
        gens (the g as in “get”—word rhymes with “hens”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germalus

      

      	
        Ger-mah-luss (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germani

      

      	
        Ger-mah-nee (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Getorix

      

      	
        Gay-tor-ix (ix as in “six”)

      
    


    
      	
        Halicyae

      

      	
        Hal-ee-kee-eye (hal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hiempsal

      

      	
        Hee-emp-sal

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania

      

      	
        Hiss-pah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Citerior

      

      	
        Kit-er-ee-or (kit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Ulterior

      

      	
        Ool-ter-ee-or

      
    


    
      	
        hubris

      

      	
        hoo-briss

      
    


    
      	
        lampsas

      

      	
        Yamp-sahss (yamp as in “lamp”)

      
    


    
      	
        lamus

      

      	
        Yah-muss

      
    


    
      	
        Icosium

      

      	
        Ee-koh-see-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Illyricum

      

      	
        Ill-ir-ee-coom (ir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        imagines

      

      	
        im-ah-gee-nays (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        imago

      

      	
        im-ah-goh (im as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        imperator

      

      	
        im-pair-ah-tor

      
    


    
      	
        imperium

      

      	
        im-pair-ee-oom (English, im-peer-ee-oom)

      
    


    
      	
        insula

      

      	
        in-soo-lah

      
    


    
      	
        lol

      

      	
        Yol (as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Irrumator

      

      	
        irr-oo-mah-tor (irr as in “stir-rup”)

      
    


    
      	
        iugera

      

      	
        yew-gair-ah

      
    


    
      	
        iugerum

      

      	
        yew-gair-oom (yew as in “few”)

      
    


    
      	
        Juba

      

      	
        Joo-bah

      
    


    
      	
        Jugurtha

      

      	
        Joo-goor-thah (English, Joo-ger-thuh)

      
    


    
      	
        Julia

      

      	
        Joo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Julilla

      

      	
        Joo-lil-lah

      
    


    
      	
        Juturna

      

      	
        Joo-toor-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Lares

      

      	
        Lah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Permarini

      

      	
        Pair-mah-ree-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Praestites

      

      	
        Prye-stit-ays (stit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lautumiae

      

      	
        Low-too-mee-eye (low as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinia

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Lugdunum

      

      	
        Loog-doo-noom

      
    


    
      	
        macellum

      

      	
        mack-ell-oom (mack as in “tack”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcia

      

      	
        Mar-kee-ah (English, Marsh-uh or Mar-see-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcomanni

      

      	
        Mar-koh-mah-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Marrucini

      

      	
        Mar-oo-kee-nee (heavy r—mar as in “tar”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marsi

      

      	
        Mar-see

      
    


    
      	
        Masinissa

      

      	
        Mah-sin-iss-ah (sin as in “tin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mastanabal

      

      	
        Mah-stan-ah-bahl (stan as in “ran”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mauretania

      

      	
        Mow-ret-ah-nee-ah (mow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        mentula

      

      	
        men-too-lah (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        mentulam coco

      

      	
        men-too-lahm kah-koh

      
    


    
      	
        Metrobius

      

      	
        Met-roh-bee-uss (met as in “set”)

      
    


    
      	
        Micipsa

      

      	
        Mick-ip-sah

      
    


    
      	
        Milo

      

      	
        Mee-loh (English, Mye-loh)

      
    


    
      	
        Misenum

      

      	
        Mee-say-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Mithridates

      

      	
        Mith-rid-ah-tays (English, Mith-rid-ay-tees)

      
    


    
      	
        Muluchath

      

      	
        Moo-loo-kath

      
    


    
      	
        Myrto

      

      	
        Meer-toh

      
    


    
      	
        Nabataea

      

      	
        Nah-bah-tye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Nabdalsa

      

      	
        Nab-dahl-sah (nab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Naevius

      

      	
        Nye-vee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Narbo

      

      	
        Nor-boh or Nah-boh

      
    


    
      	
        Neapolis

      

      	
        Nay-ah-pol-iss (pol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        nefas

      

      	
        neff-ahss (neff as in “left”—ahss as in “arse”)

      
    


    
      	
        nemo

      

      	
        nay-moh

      
    


    
      	
        Nicopoiis

      

      	
        Nick-op-ol-iss

      
    


    
      	
        Numantia

      

      	
        Noo-man-tee-ah (man as in “man”)

      
    


    
      	
        Numidia

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-ah (mid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ocelum

      

      	
        Ock-ell-oom (ock as in “sock”)

      
    


    
      	
        Odysseus

      

      	
        Odd-iss-oos (English, Odd-iss-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Oedipus

      

      	
        Ee-dee-puss (American, Ed-ee-puss)

      
    


    
      	
        oppidum

      

      	
        op-id-oom (op as in “hop”—id as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        opus incertum

      

      	
        op-uss in-ker-toom

      
    


    
      	
        Oxyntas

      

      	
        Ox-in-tahss (in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paeligni

      

      	
        Pye-leen-yee

      
    


    
      	
        Pamphylia

      

      	
        Pam-fee-lee-ah (pam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paphlagonia

      

      	
        Paff-la-goh-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        papyrus

      

      	
        pap-eye-russ (pap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Patavium

      

      	
        Pat-ah-vee-oom (pat as in “cat”)

      
    


    
      	
        paterfamilias

      

      	
        pat-er-fam-ill-ee-ahss

      
    


    
      	
        Patrae

      

      	
        Pat-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Penates

      

      	
        Pen-ah-tays (pen as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Perseus

      

      	
        Per-soos (English, Per-see-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        phalerae

      

      	
        fal-er-eye (fal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Phrygia

      

      	
        Fridge-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Picenum

      

      	
        Pee-kay-noom

      
    


    
      	
        pilum

      

      	
        pee-loom

      
    


    
      	
        Placentia

      

      	
        Plah-ken-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        plebs

      

      	
        rhymes with “webs”

      
    


    
      	
        podex

      

      	
        poh-dex (dex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        pomerium

      

      	
        poh-mair-ee-oom

      
    


    
      	
        praefectus fabrutn

      

      	
        prye-feck-tuss fab-room (fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        praenomen

      

      	
        prye-noh-men

      
    


    
      	
        praetor

      

      	
        prye-tor

      
    


    
      	
        praetor peregrinus

      

      	
        pair-egg-ree-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        praetor urbanus

      

      	
        oor-bah-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        primus inter pares

      

      	
        pree-muss in-ter pah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Princeps Senatus

      

      	
        Prin-keps Sen-ah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        Priscilla

      

      	
        Priss-kill-ah (English, Priss-ill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        privatus

      

      	
        pree-vah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        pteryges

      

      	
        terry-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy

      

      	
        Tol-em-ee (tol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Apion

      

      	
        Ah-pee-on

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Euergetes

      

      	
        Er-air-get-ays

      
    


    
      	
        Puteoli

      

      	
        Poo-tay-oh-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Pyrrhus

      

      	
        Pirr-uss (pirr as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Reate

      

      	
        Ray-ah-tay

      
    


    
      	
        Regia

      

      	
        Ray-gee-ah (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Remus

      

      	
        Rem-uss (rem as in “hem”—English, Ree-muss)

      
    


    
      	
        Rhenus

      

      	
        Ray-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        Rhodanus

      

      	
        Rod-an-uss (rod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Roma

      

      	
        Roh-mah

      
    


    
      	
        Romulus

      

      	
        Roh-moo-luss

      
    


    
      	
        rostra

      

      	
        roh-strah

      
    


    
      	
        Rusicade

      

      	
        Roo-see-kah-day

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilia

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        saepta

      

      	
        sye-p-tah

      
    


    
      	
        sagum

      

      	
        sag-oom (sag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        saltatrix tonsa

      

      	
        sal-tah-tricks ton-sah (ton as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Samnium

      

      	
        Sam-nee-oom (sam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        satrap

      

      	
        sat-rap

      
    


    
      	
        Scordisci

      

      	
        Skor-disk-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Scylax

      

      	
        Skee-lacks (English, Sky-lacks)

      
    


    
      	
        Scylla

      

      	
        Skee-lah (English, Skill-uh or Sill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-ah (sair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia Caepionis

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh-niss

      
    


    
      	
        smaragdus

      

      	
        smah-rag-duss

      
    


    
      	
        Smyrna

      

      	
        Smeer-nah (English, Smur-nuh—smur as in “fur”)

      
    


    
      	
        stibium

      

      	
        stib-ee-oom (stib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        stimulus

      

      	
        stim-oo-luss (stim as in “dim”)

      
    


    
      	
        Subura

      

      	
        Soo-boo-rah

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicia

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        suovetaurilia

      

      	
        soo-of-et-ow-rill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Syrtis

      

      	
        Seer-tiss (seer as in “leer”)

      
    


    
      	
        Taprobane

      

      	
        Tap-roh-bah-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Tarpeian

      

      	
        Tar-pay-ee-an

      
    


    
      	
        tata

      

      	
        tah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Teutobod

      

      	
        Ter-toh-bod (bod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Teutones

      

      	
        Ter-toh-nays

      
    


    
      	
        Thermopylae

      

      	
        Ther-mop-ee-lye

      
    


    
      	
        torc

      

      	
        tork

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni

      

      	
        trib-oo-nee (trib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni aerarii

      

      	
        eye-rah-ree-ee

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni militum

      

      	
        mill-it-oom (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni plebis

      

      	
        pleb-iss (pleb as in “web”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullianum

      

      	
        Tool-ee-ah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Tusculum

      

      	
        Tuss-koo-loom (tuss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tyrrhenian

      

      	
        Tir-ray-nee-an (tir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ubus

      

      	
        Oo-buss

      
    


    
      	
        Ulysses

      

      	
        Oo-liss-ays (English, Yew-liss-ees)

      
    


    
      	
        Utica

      

      	
        Oo-tee-kah

      
    


    
      	
        Vediovis

      

      	
        Ved-ee-of-iss (ved as in “bed”— of as in “of”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velabrum

      

      	
        Vel-ab-room (vel as in “sell”—ab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velia

      

      	
        Vel-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Vercellae

      

      	
        Ver-kell-eye

      
    


    
      	
        via

      

      	
        vee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia Scauri

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah Skow-ree (skow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Annia

      

      	
        Ah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Appia

      

      	
        Ah-pee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Domitia

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-ah (dom as in “tom”—it as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Flaminia

      

      	
        Flam-in-ee-ah (flam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Lata

      

      	
        Lah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Latina

      

      	
        Lat-ee-nah (lat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Nova

      

      	
        Noh-vah

      
    


    
      	
        via praetoria

      

      	
        prye-tor-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        via principalis

      

      	
        prin-kip-ah-liss

      
    


    
      	
        Via Sacra

      

      	
        Sack-ran

      
    


    
      	
        Via Salaria

      

      	
        Sal-ah-ree-ah (sal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Tiburtina

      

      	
        Tib-er-tee-nah (lib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        vicus

      

      	
        vee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Patricii

      

      	
        Pat-rick-ee-ee (pat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Tuscus

      

      	
        Tuss-kuss (as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Volcae Tectosages

      

      	
        Vol-kye Teck-toh-sah-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Volscian

      

      	
        Vol-skee-an
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  Rome, 97BC


  Gaius Marius is triumphant. Under his command, Rome has conquered the Western world, weathered invasion and crushed its enemies. There is just one prize left to him: an unprecedented seventh consulship.


  But the greatest prize demands the highest price. Marius, now aging and ailing, is pitted against a new generation of assassins, power-seekers, and Senate intriguers. There are many who would like to see him fail, not least Lucius Cornelius Sulla, once his closest ally, now his most dangerous rival. Sulla and Marius’ contest can only be won through treachery and blood. As a deadly enmity engulfs both men and plunges them towards madness, Rome must fight its own battle for survival.
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  THE MAIN CHARACTERS


  NOTE: Parentheses contain biographical information; brackets contain the character’s name or diminutive as used in this book. All dates are B.C.


  Caepio


  Quintus Servilius Caepio [Caepio]


  Livia Drusa, his wife (sister of Marcus Livius Drusus)


  Quintus Servilius Caepio Junior [Young Caepio], his son


  Servilia Major [Servilia], his elder daughter


  Quintus Servilius Caepio (consul 106), his father, of Gold of Tolosa fame


  Servilia Caepionis, his sister


  Caesar


  Gaius Julius Caesar


  Aurelia, his wife (daughter of Rutilia, niece of Publius Rutilius Rufus)


  Gaius Julius Caesar Junior [Young Caesar], his son


  Julia Major [Lia], his older daughter


  Julia Minor [Ju-ju], his younger daughter


  Gaius Julius Caesar [Caesar Grandfather], his father


  Julia, his sister


  Julilla, his sister


  Sextus Julius Caesar, his older brother


  Caludia, Sextus’s wife


  Drusus


  Marcus Livius Drusus


  Servilia Caepionis, his wife (sister of Caepio)


  Marcus Livius Drusus Nero Claudianus, his adopted son


  Cornelia Scipionis, his mother


  Livia Drusa, his sister (wife of Caepio)


  Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus, his blood brother, adopted out


  Marius


  Gaius Marius


  Julia, his wife (sister of Gaius Julius Caesar)


  Gaius Marius Junior [Young Marius], his son


  Metellus


  Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius [the Piglet]


  Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus [Piggle-wiggle] (consul 109, censor 102), his father


  Pompeius


  Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo [Pompey Strabo]


  Gnaeus Pompeius [Young Pompey], his son


  Quintus Pompeius Rufus, his remote cousin


  Rutilius Rufus


  Publius Rutilius Rufus (consul 105)


  Scaurus
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  “The most exciting thing that’s happened during the last fifteen months,’’ said Gaius Marius, “is the elephant Gaius Claudius showed at the ludi Romani.”


  Aelia’s face lit up. “Wasn’t it wonderful?” she asked, leaning forward in her chair to reach the dish of huge green olives imported from Further Spain. “To be able to stand on its back legs and walk! And dance on all four legs! And sit on a couch and feed itself with its trunk!”


  Turning a contemptuous face to his wife, Lucius Cornelius Sulla said very coldly, “Why is it people are charmed to see animals aping men? The elephant is the noblest creature in the world. Gaius Claudius Pulcher’s beast I found a double travesty—of man and elephant both.”


  The pause which followed was infinitesimal, though everyone present in the dining room was uncomfortably aware of it; then Julia diverted all eyes from the blighted Aelia by laughing merrily. “Oh, come, Lucius Cornelius, it was the absolute favorite of the whole crowd!” she said. “I know I admired it—so clever and busy!—and when it lifted its trunk and trumpeted in time to the drum—amazing! Besides,” she added, “no one hurt it.”


  “Well, I liked its color,” said Aurelia, thinking it wise to contribute her mite. “Pink!”


  All of which Lucius Cornelius Sulla ignored by swiveling on his elbow and talking to Publius Rutilius Rufus.


  Eyes sad, Julia sighed. “I think, Gaius Marius,” she said to her husband, “that it’s time we women withdrew and let you men enjoy your wine. Would you excuse us?”


  Out went Marius’s hand across the narrow table between his couch and Julia’s chair; she lifted her own hand to clasp it warmly, and tried not to feel even sadder at the sight of his warped smile. So long now! Yet still his face bore the evidence of that insidious stroke. But what the loyal and loving wife could not admit, even to herself, was that the stroke had wrought a tiny havoc within Gaius Marius’s mind; the temper that now flared too easily, the increased emphasis he placed upon largely imagined slights, a hardening in his attitude toward his enemies.


  She rose, disengaged her hand from Marius’s with a very special smile for him, and put the hand upon Aelia’s shoulder. “Come, my dear,” she said, “we’ll go down to the nursery.”


  Aelia got up. So did Aurelia. The three men did not, though their conversation ceased until the women had gone from the room. A gesture from Marius sent the servants scurrying to clear the women’s chairs from the dining room after which they too vanished. Now only the three couches remained, forming a U; to make conversation easier, Sulla shifted from where he had lain beside Marius to the vacant couch facing Rutilius Rufus. Both of them were then able to see Marius as well as they could each other.


  “So Piggle-wiggle is to come home at last,” said Lucius Cornelius Sulla when he was sure his detested second wife was out of earshot.


  Marius shifted restlessly on the middle couch, frowning, but less direfully than of yore, for the lingering paralysis gave the left half of the grimace a mournful quality.


  “What do you want to hear from me by way of answer, Lucius Cornelius?” Marius asked finally.


  Sulla laughed shortly. “Why should I want anything but an honest answer? Though, you know, I did not phrase what I said as a question, Gaius Marius.”


  “I realize that. But it required an answer nonetheless.”


  “True,” said Sulla. “All right, I’ll rephrase it. How do you feel about Piggle-wiggle’s being recalled from exile?”


  “Well, I’m not singing paeans of joy,” said Marius, and gave Sulla a piercing glance. “Are you?”


  They have drifted subtly apart, thought Publius Rutilius Rufus, reclining on the second couch. Three years ago—or even two years ago—they could not have had such a tensely wary conversation. What happened? And whose fault is it?


  “Yes and no, Gaius Marius.” Sulla stared down into his winecup. “I’m bored!” he said then through clenched teeth. “At least when Piggle-wiggle returns to the Senate, things might take an interesting turn. I miss those titanic battles you and he used to have.”


  “In which case, Lucius Cornelius you’re going to be disappointed. I’m not going to be here when Piggle-wiggle arrives in Rome.”


  Both Sulla and Rutilius Rufus sat up.


  “Not going to be in Rome?” asked Rutilius Rufus, squeaking.


  “Not going to be in Rome,” said Marius again, and grinned in sour satisfaction. “I’ve just remembered a vow I made to the Great Goddess before I beat the Germans. That if I won, I’d make a pilgrimage to her sanctuary at Pessinus.”


  “Gaius Marius, you can’t do that!” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “Publius Rutilius, I can! And I will!”


  Sulla flopped on his back, laughing. “Shades of Lucius Gavius Stichus!” he said.


  “Who?” asked Rutilius Rufus, always ready to be sidetracked if there was a possibility of gossip.


  “My late lamented stepmother’s late lamented nephew,” said Sulla, still grinning. “Many years ago he moved into my house—it belonged to my late lamented stepmother then. His aim was to get rid of me by destroying Clitumna’s fondness for me, and his thinking was that if the two of us were there together in Clitumna’s house, he’d show me up. So I went away. Right away from Rome. With the result that he had nobody to show up except himself—which he did very effectively. Clitumna was fed up in no time.” He rolled over, belly down now. “He died not long afterward,” Sulla said reflectively, and heaved a stagey sigh through the middle of his smile. “I ruined all his plans!”


  “Here’s hoping then that Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle finds his return a hollow victory,” said Marius.


  “I’ll drink to that,” said Sulla, and did.


  A silence fell that was not easy to break, for the old accord was missing, and Sulla’s answer had not brought it back. Perhaps, thought Publius Rutilius Rufus, that old accord was a matter of expedience and the battlefield, rather than a truly deep-seated friendship. Only how can they forget all those years when together they fought Rome’s foreign enemies? How can they let this Rome-induced discontent blot out all that’s gone before? The tribunate of Saturninus was the end of the old life. Saturninus, who had wanted to be king of Rome—and that unfortunate stroke of Marius’s. Then, said he to himself, Nonsense, Publius Rutilius Rufus! They’re both men who have to be up and doing important things, they’re just not the sort to like sitting at home—and being out of office when they are at home. Give them another war to fight together, or a Saturninus inciting revolution, and they’d be purring like a pair of cats washing each other’s faces.


  Time got away, of course. He and Gaius Marius were in their sixtieth year, and Lucius Cornelius Sulla was forty-two. Not being addicted to peering into the uneven depths of a mirror, Publius Rutilius Rufus wasn’t sure how he himself had weathered the vicissitudes of age, but there was nothing wrong with his eyes at the distance from which he now viewed Gaius Marius and Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  Gaius Marius was sufficiently heavier these days to warrant the making of new togas; a big man always—but a fit and well-proportioned one—his extra weight was distributed on shoulders, back, hips and thighs as well as a rather muscular-looking paunch; and to some extent this additional burden he carried had smoothed out his face, which was bigger, rounder, higher in the forehead thanks to receding hair. Deliberately Rutilius Rufus ignored the left-sided paresis, dwelt instead upon those amazing eyebrows, as huge and bushy and undisciplined as ever. Oh, what storms of artistic consternation Gaius Marius’s brows had raised in many a sculptor’s breast! Commissioned to take the Marian portrait in stone for some town or guild or vacant plot just crying for a statue, those sculptors who lived in Rome or Italy knew before they set eyes on Gaius Marius what they had to contend with. But the look of horror on the face of some much-vaunted Greek sent by Athens or Alexandria to do a likeness of the most sculpted man since Scipio Africanus when he saw the Marian brows—! Each artist did what he could; yet even painted on a piece of board or linen, Gaius Marius’s face ended up as mere background for his eyebrows.


  Whereas the best portrait of his old friend that Rutilius Rufus had ever seen had been a crude drawing in some black substance upon the outside wall of Rutilius Rufus’s own house. Just a few lines was all—a single voluptuous curve to suggest that full lower lip, a sort of glitter for the eyes—how could whoever did it make black seem a glitter?—and no more than ten lines for each eyebrow. Yet it was Gaius Marius to the life, with all the pride, the intelligence, the indomitability, the sheer character. Only how did one describe it, that form of art? Vultum in peius fingere ... A face fashioned out of malice. But so good that the malice had turned into truth. Alas, before Rutilius Rufus could work out how he might remove the piece of plaster without its crumbling into a thousand fragments, there had been a heavy fall of rain, and Gaius Marius’s best likeness was no more.


  No backstreet scrawler upon walls could ever do that to Lucius Cornelius Sulla, however. Without the magic of color, Sulla could have been any of a thousand fairly handsome men. Regular face, regular features, a proper Romanness about him that Gaius Marius could never own. Yet seen in color, he was unique. At forty-two he showed no signs of thinning hair—such hair! Neither red, nor gold. Thick, waving, worn perhaps a little too long. And eyes like the ice in a glacier, the palest of blues, ringed around with a blue as dark as a thundercloud. Tonight his thin, upcurving brows were a good brown, as were his long thick lashes. But Publius Rutilius Rufus had seen him in more urgent circumstances, and knew that tonight, as was his wont, he had applied stibium to them; for in reality, Sulla’s brows and lashes were so fair they only showed at all because his skin was a pallid, almost unpigmented white.


  Women lost sanity, virtue, judgment over Sulla. They threw caution to the winds, outraged their husbands and fathers and brothers, gushed and giggled if he so much as glanced at them in passing. Such an able, intelligent man! A superlative soldier, an efficient administrator, brave as any man could hope to be, little short of perfection at organizing himself or others. And yet women were his downfall. Or so thought Publius Rutilius Rufus, whose nice but homely face and ordinary mousy coloring had never distinguished him from a myriad other men. Not that Sulla was a philanderer, or even an occasional ladykiller; as far as Rutilius Rufus knew, he behaved with admirable rectitude. But there was no doubt that a man who hungered to reach the top of the Roman political ladder stood a much better chance of doing so if he did not have a face like Apollo’s; handsome men who were enormously attractive to women were generally mistrusted by their peers, dismissed as lightweights, or as effeminate fellows, or as potential cuckolders.


  Last year, thought Rutilius Rufus, his reminiscences meandering on, Sulla had run for election as a praetor. Everything seemed to be in his favor. His war record was splendid—and well advertised, for Gaius Marius had made sure the electors knew how invaluable Sulla had been to him, as quaestor, tribune, and finally legate. Even Catulus Caesar (who had no real cause to love Sulla, the author of his embarrassment in Italian Gaul, when Sulla, by instigating a mutiny, had saved Catulus Caesar’s army from annihilation) had come forth and praised his services in Italian Gaul, the year the German Cimbri had been defeated. Then, during the few short days when Lucius Appuleius Saturninus had threatened the State, it had been Sulla, tirelessly energetic and efficient, who had enabled Gaius Marius to put an end to the business. For when Gaius Marius had issued an order, it had been Sulla who implemented it. Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus—he whom Marius, Sulla and Rutilius Rufus called Piggle-wiggle—had been assiduous before he went into exile in explaining to everyone he knew that in his opinion, the successful conclusion of the war in Africa against King Jugurtha was entirely due to Sulla, that Marius had claimed the credit unfairly. For it had been thanks to Sulla’s solo efforts that Jugurtha himself had been captured, and everyone knew that until Jugurtha was captured, the war in Africa would drag on. When Catulus Caesar and some of the other ultra-conservative leaders in the Senate agreed with Piggle-wiggle that the credit for the Jugurthine War should by rights go to Sulla, Sulla’s star seemed sure to rise, his election as one of the six praetors a certainty. To all of which had to be added Sulla’s own conduct in the matter—admirably modest, deprecating, fair-minded. Until the very end of the electoral campaign, he had insisted that his capture of Jugurtha must be attributed to Marius, as he himself had only been acting under Marius’s orders. This kind of conduct the voters usually appreciated; loyalty to one’s commander in the field or the Forum was highly prized.


  And yet, when the Centuriate electors assembled in the saepta on the Campus Martius and the Centuries one by one gave their choices, the name of Lucius Cornelius Sulla—so aristocratic and acceptable in itself—was not among the six successful candidates; to add insult to injury, some of the men who were elected were as mediocre in achievement as in their ability to show the proper ancestors.


  Why? Immediately after polling day, that was the question everyone attached to Sulla asked, though he said nothing. However, he knew why; a little later, Rutilius Rufus and Marius learned what Sulla already knew. The reason for his failure had a name, and was not physically very large. Caecilia Metella Dalmatica. Barely nineteen years old. And the wife of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, he who had been consul in the year the Germans first appeared, censor in the year Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle had gone off to Africa to fight Jugurtha, and Leader of the House since his consulship, now seventeen years in the past. It had been Scaurus’s son who was contracted to marry Dalmatica, but he had killed himself after Catulus Caesar’s retreat from Tridentum, a self-confessed coward. And Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle, guardian of his seventeen-year-old niece, promptly gave her in marriage to Scaurus himself, though there were forty years between husband and wife.


  No one, of course, had asked Dalmatica how she felt about the union, and at first she hadn’t been very sure herself. A little dazzled by the immense auctoritas and dignitas her new husband possessed, she was also glad to be free of her uncle Metellus Numidicus’s stormy household, which at that time contained his sister, a woman whose sexual proclivities and hysterical behavior had made her a torment to live with. Dalmatica became pregnant at once (a fact which increased Scaurus’s auctoritas and dignitas even more), and bore Scaurus a daughter. But in the meantime she had met Sulla at a dinner party given by her husband, and the attraction between them had been powerful, mutual, distressing.


  Aware of the danger she presented, Sulla had made no attempt to pursue an acquaintance with Scaurus’s young wife. She, however, had different ideas. And after the shattered bodies of Saturninus and his friends were burned with all the honor their properly Roman status decreed, and Sulla began to go about the Forum and the city making himself known as part of his campaign to win a praetorship, Dalmatica too began to go about the Forum and the city. Wherever Sulla went, there too would be Dalmatica, all muffled in draperies, hiding behind a plinth or a column, sure that no one noticed her.


  Very quickly Sulla learned to avoid places like the Porticus Margaritaria, where indeed a woman of a noble house might be expected to haunt the jeweler’s shops, and could claim innocent presence. That reduced her chances of actually speaking to him, but to Sulla her conduct was a resurrection of an old and awful nightmare—of the days when Julilla had buried him beneath an avalanche of love letters she or her girl had slipped into the sinus of his toga at every opportunity, in circumstances where he didn’t dare draw attention to their actions. Well, that had ended in a marriage, a virtually indissoluble confarreatio union which had lasted—bitter, importunate, humiliating—until her death by suicide, yet one more terrible episode in an endless procession of women hungry to tame him.


  So Sulla had gone into the mean and stinking, crowded alleys of the Subura, and confided in the only friend he owned with the detachment he needed so desperately at that moment—Aurelia, sister-in-law of his dead wife, Julilla.


  “What can I do?” he had cried to her. “I’m trapped, Aurelia; it’s Julilla all over again! I can’t be rid of her!”


  “The trouble is, they have so little to do with their time,” said Aurelia, looking grim. “Nursemaids for their babies, little parties with their friends chiefly distinguished by the amount of gossip they exchange, looms they have no intention of using, and heads too empty to find solace in a book. Most of them feel nothing for their husbands because their marriages are made for convenience—their fathers need extra political clout, or their husbands the dowries or the extra nobility. A year down the road, and they’re ripe for the mischief of a love affair.” She sighed. “After all, Lucius Cornelius, in the matter of love they can exercise free choice, and in how many areas can they do that? The wiser among them content themselves with slaves. But the most foolish are those who fall in love. And that, unfortunately, is what has happened here. This poor silly child Dalmatica is quite out of her mind! And you are the cause of it.”


  He chewed his lip, hid his thoughts by staring at his hands. “Not a willing cause,” he said.


  “I know that! But does Marcus Aemilius Scaurus?”


  “Ye gods, I hope he knows nothing!”


  Aurelia snorted. “I’d say he knows plenty.”


  “Then why hasn’t he come to see me? Ought I to see him?”


  “I’m thinking about that,” said the landlady of an insula apartment building, the confidante of many, the mother of three children, the lonely wife, the busy soul who was never a busybody.


  She was sitting side-on to her work table, a large area completely covered by rolls of paper, single sheets of paper, and book buckets; but there was no disorder, only the evidence of many business matters and much work.


  If she could not help him, Sulla thought, no one could, for the only other person to whom he might have gone was not reliable in this situation. Aurelia was purely friend; Metrobius was also lover, with all the emotional complications that role meant, as well as the further complication of his male sex. When he had seen Metrobius the day before, the young Greek actor had made an acid remark about Dalmatica. Shocked, Sulla had only then realized that all of Rome must be talking about him and Dalmatica, for the world of Metrobius was far removed from the world Sulla now moved in.


  “Ought I see Marcus Aemilius Scaurus?” Sulla asked again.


  “I’d prefer that you saw Dalmatica, but I don’t see how you possibly can,” said Aurelia, lips pursed.


  Sulla looked eager. “Could you perhaps invite her here?’’


  “Certainly not!” said Aurelia, scandalized. “Lucius Cornelius, for a particularly hard-headed man, sometimes you don’t seem to have the sense you were surely born with! Don’t you understand? Marcus Aemilius Scaurus is undoubtedly having his wife watched. All that’s saved your white hide so far is lack of evidence to support his suspicions.”


  His long canines showed, but not in a smile; for an unwary moment Sulla dropped his mask, and Aurelia caught a glimpse of someone she didn’t know. Yet—was that really true? Better to say, someone she had sensed lived there inside him, but never before had seen. Someone devoid of human qualities, a naked clawed monster fit only to scream at the moon. And for the first time in her life, she felt terrible fear.


  Her visible shiver banished the monster; Sulla put up his mask, and groaned.


  “Then what do I do, Aurelia? What can I do?”


  “The last time you talked about her—admittedly that was two years ago—you said you were in love with her, though you’d only met her that once. It’s very like Julilla, isn’t it? And that makes it more unbearable by far. Of course, she knows nothing of Julilla beyond the fact that in the past you had a wife who killed herself—exactly the sort of fact to enhance your attractiveness. It suggests you’re dangerous for a woman to know, to love. What a challenge! No, I very much fear poor little Dalmatica is hopelessly caught in your toils, however unintentionally you may have thrown them.”


  She thought for a moment in silence, then held his eyes. “Say nothing, Lucius Cornelius, and do nothing. Wait until Marcus Aemilius Scaurus comes to you. That way, you look utterly innocent. But make sure he can find no evidence of infidelity, even of the most circumstantial nature. Forbid your wife to be out of your house when you are at home, in case Dalmatica bribes one of your servants to let her in. The trouble is, you neither understand women, nor like them very much. So you don’t know how to deal with their worst excesses—and they bring out the worst in you. Her husband must come to you. But be kind to him, I beg you! He will find his visit galling, an old man with a young wife. Not a cuckold, but only because of your disinterest. Therefore you must do everything in your power to keep his pride intact. After all, his clout is only equaled by Gaius Marius’s.” She smiled. “I know that’s one comparison he wouldn’t agree with, but it’s true. If you want to be praetor, you can’t afford to offend him.”


  Sulla took her advice, but unfortunately not all of it; and made a bad enemy because he was not kind, not helpful, did not strive to keep Scaurus’s pride intact.


  For sixteen days after his interview with Aurelia, nothing happened, except that now he searched for Scaurus’s watchers, and he took every precaution to give Scaurus no evidence of infidelity. There were furtive winks and covert grins among Scaurus’s friends, and among his own; no doubt they had always been there to see, but he had closed his eyes to them.


  The worst of it was that he still wanted Dalmatica—or loved her—or was obsessed by her—or all three. Julilla once more. The pain, the hatred, the hunger to lash out in any direction at anyone who got in his way. From a dream about making love to Dalmatica, he would pass in a flash to a dream about breaking her neck and seeing her dance insanely across a patch of moonlit grass in Circei—no, no, that was how he had killed his stepmother! He began frequently to open the secret drawer in the cupboard which housed the mask of his ancestor Publius Cornelius Sulla Rufinus Flamen Dialis, take from it his little bottles of poisons and the box containing white foundry powder—that was how he had killed Lucius Gavius Stichus and Hercules Atlas the strongman. Mushrooms? That was how he had killed his mistress—eat these, Dalmatica!


  But time and experience had accumulated since Julilla died, and he knew himself better; he couldn’t kill Dalmatica any more than he had been able to kill Julilla. With the women of noble and ancient houses, there was no other alternative than to see the business out to its last and bitterest flicker. One day—some day—he and Caecilia Metella Dalmatica would finish what he at this moment did not dare to start.


  Then Marcus Aemilius Scaurus came knocking on his door, that same door which had felt the hands of many ghosts, and oozed a drop of malice from out of its woody cells. The act of touching it contaminated Scaurus, who thought only that this interview was going to be even harder than he had envisioned.


  Seated in Sulla’s client’s chair, the doughty old man eyed his host’s fair countenance sourly through clear green orbs which gave the lie to the lines upon his face, the hairlessness of his skull. And wished, wished, wished that he could have stayed away, that he didn’t have to beggar his pride to deal with this hideously farcical situation.


  “I imagine you know why I’m here, Lucius Cornelius,” said Scaurus, chin up, eyes direct.


  “I believe I do,” said Sulla, and said no more.


  “I have come to apologize for the conduct of my wife, and to assure you that, having spoken to you, I will proceed to make it impossible for my wife to embarrass you further.’’ There! It was out. And he was still alive, hadn’t died of shame. But at the back of Sulla’s calm dispassionate gaze he fancied he discerned a faint contempt; imaginary, perhaps, but it was that which turned Scaurus into Sulla’s enemy.


  “I’m very sorry, Marcus Aemilius.” Say something, Sulla! Make it easier for the old fool! Don’t leave him sitting there with his pride in tatters! Remember what Aurelia said! But the words refused to come out. They milled inchoate within his mind and left his tongue a thing of stone, silent.


  “It will be better for everyone concerned if you leave Rome. Take yourself off to Spain,” Scaurus said finally. “I hear that Lucius Cornelius Dolabella can do with competent help.”


  Sulla blinked with exaggerated surprise. “Can he? I hadn’t realized things were so serious! However, Marcus Aemilius, it isn’t possible for me to uproot myself and go to Further Spain. I’ve been in the Senate now for nine years, it’s time I sought election as a praetor.”


  Scaurus swallowed, but strove to continue seeming pleasant. “Not this year, Lucius Cornelius,” he said gently. “Next year, or the year after. This year you must leave Rome.”


  “Marcus Aemilius, I have done nothing wrong!” Yes, you have, Sulla! What you are doing at this very moment is wrong, you’re treading all over him! “I am three years past the age for a praetor, my time grows short. I shall stand this year, which means I must stay in Rome.”


  “Reconsider, please,” said Scaurus, rising to his feet.


  “I cannot, Marcus Aemilius.”


  “If you stand, Lucius Cornelius, I assure you, you won’t get in. Nor will you get in next year, or the year after that, or the year after that,” said Scaurus evenly. “So much I promise you. Believe my promise! Leave Rome.”


  “I repeat, Marcus Aemilius, I am very sorry. But remain in Rome to stand for praetor, I must,” said Sulla.


  And so it had all fallen out. Injured in both auctoritas and dignitas though he may have been, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus was still able to marshal more than enough influence to ensure that Sulla was not elected a praetor. Other, lesser men saw their names entered on the fasti; nonentities, mediocrities, fools. But praetors nonetheless.


  *


  It was from his niece Aurelia that Publius Rutilius Rufus learned the true story, and he in turn had passed the true story on to Gaius Marius. That Scaurus Princeps Senatus had set his face against Sulla’s becoming a praetor was obvious to everyone; the reason why was less obvious. Some maintained it was because of Dalmatica’s pathetic crush on Sulla, but after much discussion, it was generally felt this was too slight an explanation. Having given her ample time to see the error of her ways for herself (he said), Scaurus then dealt with the girl (kindly yet firmly, he said), and made no secret of it among his friends and in the Forum.


  “Poor little thing, it was bound to happen,” he said warmly to several senators, making sure there were plenty more drifting in the background well within hearing distance. “I could wish she had picked someone other than a mere creature of Gaius Marius’s, but ... He’s a pretty fellow, I suppose.”


  It was very well done, so well done that the Forum experts and the members of the Senate decided the real reason behind Scaurus’s opposition to Sulla’s candidacy lay in Sulla’s known association with Gaius Marius. For Gaius Marius, having been consul an unprecedented six times, was in eclipse. His best days were in the past, he couldn’t even gather sufficient support to stand for election as censor. Which meant that Gaius Marius, the so-called Third Founder of Rome, would never join the ranks of the most exalted consulars, all of whom had been censors. Gaius Marius was a spent force in Rome’s scheme of things, a curiosity more than a threat, a man who wasn’t cheered by anyone higher than the Third Class.


  Rutilius Rufus poured himself more wine. “Do you really intend to go to Pessinus?” he asked of Marius.


  “Why not?”


  “Why so? I mean, I could understand Delphi, or Olympia, or even Dodona. But Pessinus! Stuck out there in the middle of Anatolia — in Phrygia! The most backward, superstition-riddled, uncomfortable hole on earth! Not a decent drop of wine or a road better than a bridle track for hundreds of miles! Uncouth shepherds to right and to left, wild men from Galatia milling on the border! Really, Gaius Marius! Is it Battaces you’re anxious to see in his cloth-of-gold outfit with the jewels in his beard? Summon him to Rome again! I’m sure he’d be only too delighted to renew his acquaintance with some of our more modern matrons— they haven’t stopped weeping since he left.”


  Marius and Sulla were both laughing long before Rutilius Rufus reached the end of this impassioned speech; and suddenly the constraint of the evening was gone, they were at ease with each other and in perfect accord.


  “You’re going to have a look at King Mithridates,” said Sulla, and didn’t make it a question.


  The eyebrows writhed; Marius grinned. “What an extraordinary thing to say! Now why would you think that, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “Because I know you, Gaius Marius. You’re an irreligious old fart! The only vows I’ve ever heard you make were all to do with kicking legionaries up the arse, or conceited tribunes of the soldiers up the same. There’s only one reason why you’d want to drag your fat old carcass to the Anatolian wilderness, and that’s to see for yourself what’s going on in Cappadocia, and just how much King Mithridates has to do with it,” said Sulla, smiling more happily than he had in many months.


  Marius turned to Rutilius Rufus, startled. “I hope I’m not so transparent to everyone as I am to Lucius Cornelius!”


  It was Rutilius Rufus’s turn to smile. “I very much doubt that anyone else will even guess,” he said. “I for one believed you—you irreligious old fart!”


  Without volition (or so it seemed to Rutilius Rufus), Marius’s head turned to Sulla, and back they were discussing some grand new strategy. “The trouble is, our sources of information are completely unreliable,” Marius said eagerly. “I mean, who of any worth or ability has been out in that part of the world in years? New Men scrambled up as far as praetor—no one I’d rely on to make an accurate report. What do we really know?”


  “Very little,” said Sulla, utterly absorbed. “There have been some inroads into Galatia by King Nicomedes of Bithynia on the west and Mithridates on the east. Then a few years ago old Nicomedes married the mother of the little King of Cappadocia—she was the regent at the time, I think. And Nicomedes started calling himself King of Cappadocia.”


  “That he did,” said Marius. “I suppose he thought it unfortunate when Mithridates instigated her murder and put the child back on the throne.’’ He laughed softly. ‘ ‘No more King Nicomedes of Cappadocia! I don’t know how he thought Mithridates would let him get away with it, considering that the murdered Queen was the sister of Mithridates! ‘‘


  “And her son rules there still, as—oh, they have such exotic names! An Ariarathes?” asked Sulla.


  “The seventh Ariarathes, to be exact,” said Marius.


  “What do you think is going on?” asked Sulla, his curiosity whetted by Marius’s evident knowledge of these tortuous eastern relationships.


  “I’m not sure. Probably nothing, beyond the normal squabbling between Nicomedes of Bithynia and Mithridates of Pontus. But I fancy he’s a most interesting fellow, young King Mithridates of Pontus. I’d like to meet him. After all, Lucius Cornelius, he’s not much more than thirty years of age, yet he’s gone from having no territory other than Pontus itself to owning the best part of the lands around the Euxine Sea. My skin is crawling. I have a feeling he’s going to mean trouble for Rome,” said Marius.


  Deeming it high time he entered the conversation, Publius Rutilius Rufus put his empty wine cup down on the table in front of his couch with a loud bang, and seized his opportunity. “I suppose you mean Mithridates has his eye on our Roman Asia Province,” he said, nodding wisely. “Why wouldn’t he want it? So enormously rich! And the most civilized place on earth—well, it’s been Greek since before the Greeks were Greek! Homer lived and worked in our Asia Province, can you imagine it?”


  “I’d probably find it easier to imagine it if you started to accompany yourself on a lyre,” said Sulla, laughing.


  “Now be serious, Lucius Cornelius! I doubt King Mithridates thinks of our Roman Asia Province as a joke—nor must we, even in jest.” Joke—jest; Rutilius Rufus paused to admire his verbal virtuosity, and lost his chance to dominate the conversation.


  “I don’t think there can be any doubt that Mithridates is slavering at the thought of owning our Asia Province,” said Marius.


  “But he’s an oriental,” said Sulla positively. “All the oriental kings are terrified of Rome—even Jugurtha, who was far more exposed to Rome than any eastern king, was terrified of Rome. Look at the insults and indignities Jugurtha put up with before he went to war against us. We literally forced him to war.”


  “Oh, I think Jugurtha always intended to go to war against us,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “I disagree,” said Sulla, frowning. “I think he dreamed of going to war against us, but understood it could be nothing but a dream. It was we who forced the war upon him when Aulus Albinus entered Numidia looking for loot. In fact, that’s how our wars usually begin! Some gold-greedy commander who shouldn’t be let lead a parade of children is given Roman legions to lead, and, off he goes looking for loot—not for Rome’s sake, but for the sake of his own purse. Carbo and the Germans, Caepio and the Germans, Silanus and the Germans—the list is endless.”


  “You’re getting away from the point, Lucius Cornelius,” said Marius gently.


  “Sorry, so I am!” Unabashed, Sulla grinned at his old commander affectionately. “Anyway, I think the situation in the east is very similar to the situation in Africa as it was before Jugurtha went to war against us. We all know that Bithynia and Pontus are traditional enemies, and we all know that both King Nicomedes and King Mithridates would love to expand, at least within Anatolia. And in Anatolia there are two wonderfully rich lands which make their royal mouths water—Cappadocia, and our Roman Asia Province. Ownership of Cappadocia gives a king swift access to Cilicia, and fabulously rich growing soil. Ownership of our Roman Asia Province gives a king unparalleled coastal access onto the Middle Sea, half a hundred superb seaports, and a fabulously rich hinterland. A king wouldn’t be human if he didn’t hunger after both lands.”


  “Well, Nicomedes of Bithynia I don’t worry about,” said Marius, interrupting. “He’s tied hand and foot to Rome, and he knows it. Nor do I think that—for the present, at any rate—our Roman Asia Province is in any danger. It’s Cappadocia.”


  Sulla nodded. “Exactly. Asia Province is Roman. And I don’t think King Mithridates is so different from the rest of his oriental colleagues that he’s shed his fear of Rome enough to attempt to invade our Asia Province, misgoverned shambles though it might be. But Cappadocia isn’t Roman. Though it does fall within our sphere, it seems to me that both Nicomedes and young Mithridates have assumed Cappadocia is a little too remote and a little too unimportant for Rome to go to war about. On the other hand, they move like thieves to steal it, concealing their motive behind puppets and relatives.”


  There came a grunt from Marius. “I wouldn’t call old King Nicomedes’s marrying the Queen Regent of Cappadocia furtive!”


  “Yes, but that situation didn’t last long, did it? King Mithridates was outraged enough to murder his own sister! He had her son back on the Cappadocian throne quicker than you can say Lucius Tiddlypuss.”


  “Unfortunately it’s Nicomedes is our official Friend and Ally, not Mithridates,” said Marius. “It’s a pity I wasn’t in Rome when all that was going on.”


  “Oh, come now!” said Rutilius Rufus indignantly. “The kings of Bithynia have been officially entitled Friend and Ally for over fifty years! During our last war against Carthage, so too was the King of Pontus an official Friend and Ally. But this Mithridates’s father destroyed the possibility of friendship with Rome when he bought Phrygia from Manius Aquillius’s father. Rome hasn’t had relations with Pontus since. Besides which, it’s impossible to grant the status of Friend and Ally to two kings at loggerheads with each other unless that status prevents war between them. In the case of Bithynia and Pontus, the Senate decided awarding Friend and Ally status to both kings would only make matters worse between them. And that in turn meant rewarding Nicomedes of Bithynia because the record of Bithynia is better than Pontus.”


  “Oh, Nicomedes is a silly old fowl!” said Marius impatiently. “He’s been ruling for over fifty years, and he wasn’t a child when he eliminated his tata from the throne, either. I’d guess his age at over eighty. And he exacerbates the Anatolian situation!”


  “By behaving like a silly old fowl, I presume is what you mean.” The retort was accompanied by a near-purple look from Rutilius Rufus’s eyes, very like his niece Aurelia’s, and just as direct, if a little softer. “Do you not think, Gaius Marius, that you and I are very nearly of an age to be called silly old fowls?”


  “Come, come, no ruffled feathers, now!” said Sulla, grinning. “I know what you mean, Gaius Marius. Nicomedes is well into his senescence, whether he’s capable of ruling or not—and one must presume he is capable of ruling. It’s the most Hellenized of all the oriental courts, but it’s still oriental. Which means if he dribbled on his shoes just once, his son would have him off the throne. Therefore he has retained his watchfulness and his cunning. However, he’s querulous and he’s grudging. Whereas across the border in Pontus is a man hardly thirty—vigorous, intelligent, aggressive and cocksure. No, Nicomedes can hardly be expected to give Mithridates his due, can he?”


  “Hardly,” agreed Marius. “I think we can be justified in assuming that if they do come to open blows, it will be an unequal contest. Nicomedes has only just managed to hang on to what he had at the beginning of his reign, while Mithridates is a conqueror. Oh yes, Lucius Cornelius, I must see this Mithridates!” He lay back on his left elbow and gazed at Sulla anxiously. “Come with me, Lucius Cornelius, do! What’s the alternative? Another boring year in Rome, especially with Piggle-wiggle prating in the Senate, while the Piglet takes all the credit for bringing his tata home.”


  But Sulla shook his head. “No, Gaius Marius.”


  “I hear,” said Rutilius Rufus, nibbling the side of his fingernail idly, “that the official letter recalling Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle from his exile in Rhodes is signed by the senior consul, Metellus Nepos, and none other than the Piglet, if you please! Of the tribune of the plebs Quintus Calidius, who obtained the recall decree, not a mention! Signed by a very junior senator who is a privatus into the bargain!”


  Marius laughed. “Poor Quintus Calidius! I hope the Piglet paid him handsomely for doing all the work.” He looked at Rutilius Rufus. “They don’t change much over the years, do they, the clan Caecilius Metellus? When I was a tribune of the plebs, they treated me like dirt too.”


  “Deservedly,” said Rutilius Rufus. “All you did was to make life hard for every Caecilius Metellus in politics at that time! And after they thought they had you in their toils, at that! Oh, how angry was Dalmaticus!”


  At the sound of that name Sulla flinched, was conscious of a flush mounting to his cheeks. Her father, Piggle-wiggle’s dead older brother. How was she, Dalmatica? What had Scaurus done to her? From the day Scaurus had come to see him at his home, Sulla had never set eyes on her. Rumor had it she was forbidden ever to leave Scaurus’s house again. “By the way,” he said loudly, “I heard from an impeccable source that there’s going to be a marriage of great convenience for the Piglet.”


  Reminiscences stopped at once.


  “I haven’t heard about it!” said Rutilius Rufus, a little put out; he considered his sources the best in Rome.


  “It’s true nevertheless, Publius Rutilius.”


  “So tell me!”


  Sulla popped an almond into his mouth and munched for a moment before speaking. “Good wine, Gaius Marius,” he said, filling his cup from the flagon placed close at hand when the servants had been dismissed. Slowly Sulla added water to the wine.


  “Oh, put him out of his misery, Lucius Cornelius, do!” sighed Marius. “Publius Rutilius is the biggest old gossip in the Senate.”


  “I agree that he is, but you must admit it made for highly entertaining letters while we were in Africa and Gaul,” said Sulla, smiling.


  “Who?” cried Rutilius Rufus, not about to be deflected.


  “Licinia Minor, younger daughter of none other than our urban praetor, Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator himself.’’


  “You’re joking!” gasped Rutilius Rufus.


  “No, I’m not.”


  “But she can’t be old enough!”


  “Sixteen the day before the wedding, I hear.”


  “Abominable!” growled Marius, eyebrows interlocked.


  “Oh really, it’s getting beyond all justification!” said Rutilius Rufus, genuinely concerned. “Eighteen is the proper age, and not a day before should it be! We’re Romans, not oriental cradle snatchers!”


  “Well, at least the Piglet is only in his early thirties,” said Sulla casually. “What about Scaurus’s wife?”


  “The least said about that, the better!” snapped Publius Rutilius Rufus. His temper died. “Mind you, one has to admire Crassus Orator. There’s no shortage of money for dowries in that family, but just the same, he’s done very well with his girls. The older one gone to Scipio Nasica, no less, and now the younger one to the Piglet, only son and heir of. I thought that Licinia was bad enough, at seventeen married to a brute like Scipio Nasica. She’s pregnant, you know.”


  Marius clapped his hands for the steward. “Go home, both of you! When the conversation degenerates to nothing more than old women’s gossipy tidbits, we’ve exhausted all other avenues. Pregnant! You ought to be down in the nursery with the women, Publius Rutilius!”


  *


  All the children had been brought to Marius’s house for this dinner, and all were asleep when the party broke up. Only Young Marius remained where he was; the others had to be taken home by their parents. Two big litters stood outside in the lane, one to accommodate Sulla’s children, Cornelia Sulla and Young Sulla, the other for Aurelia’s three, Julia Major called Lia, Julia Minor called Ju-ju, and Young Caesar. While the adult men and women stood talking low-voiced in the atrium, a team of servants carried the sleeping children out to the litters and placed them carefully inside.


  The man carrying Young Caesar looked unfamiliar to Julia, automatically counting; then she stiffened, clutched Aurelia by the arm convulsively.


  “That’s Lucius Decumius!” she gasped.


  “Of course it is,” said Aurelia, surprised.


  “Aurelia, you really shouldn’t!”


  “Nonsense, Julia. Lucius Decumius is a tower of strength to me. I don’t have a nice respectable journey home, as you well know. I go through the middle of a den of thieves, footpads, the gods know what—for even after seven years, I don’t! It isn’t often that I’m lured out of my own home, but when I am, Lucius Decumius and a couple of his brothers always come to bring me home. And Young Caesar isn’t a heavy sleeper. Yet when Lucius Decumius picks him up, he never stirs.”


  “A couple of his brothers!” whispered Julia, horrified.


  “Do you mean to say that there are more at home like Lucius Decumius?”


  “No!” said Aurelia scornfully. “I mean his brothers in the crossroads college—his minions, Julia.” She looked cross. “Oh, I don’t know why I come to these family dinners on the rare occasions when I do come! Why is it that you never seem to understand that I have my life very nicely under control, and don’t need all this fussing and clucking?”


  Julia said no more until she and Gaius Marius went to bed, having settled the household down, banished the slaves to their quarters, locked the door onto the street, and made an offering to the trio of gods who looked after every Roman home—Vesta of the hearth, the Di Penates of the storage cupboards, and the Lar Familiaris of the family.


  “Aurelia was very difficult today,” she said then.


  Marius was tired, a sensation he experienced a great deal more often these days than of yore, and one which shamed him. So rather than do what he longed to do—namely to roll over on his left side and go to sleep—he lay on his back, settled his wife within his left arm, and resigned himself to a chat about women and domestic problems. “Oh?” he asked.


  “Can’t you bring Gaius Julius home? Aurelia is growing into an old retired Vestal Virgin, all—I don’t know! Sour. Crabby. Juiceless! Yes, that’s the right word, juiceless,” said Julia. “And that child is wearing her out.”


  “Which child?” mumbled Marius.


  “Her twenty-two-month-old son, Young Caesar. Oh, Gaius Marius, he is astonishing! I know such children are born occasionally, but I’ve certainly never met one before, nor even heard of one among our friends. I mean, all we mothers are happy if our sons know what dignitas and auctoritas are after their fathers have taken them for their first trip to the Forum at age seven! Yet this little mite knows already, though he’s never even met his father! I tell you, husband, Young Caesar is truly an astonishing child.”


  She was warming up; another thought occurred to her, of sufficient moment to make her wriggle, bounce up and down. “Ah! I was talking to Crassus Orator’s wife, Mucia, yesterday, and she was saying that Crassus Orator is boasting of having a client with a son like Young Caesar.’’ She dug Marius in the ribs. “You must know the family, Gaius Marius, because they come from Arpinum.”


  He hadn’t really followed any of this, but the elbow had completed what the wriggle and bounce had begun, and he was now awake enough to say, “Arpinum? Who?” Arpinum was his home, there lay the lands of his ancestors.


  “Marcus Tullius Cicero. Crassus Orator’s client and the son have the same name.”


  “Unfortunately I do indeed know the family. They’re some sort of cousins. Litigious-minded lot! Stole a bit of our land about a hundred years ago, won the court case. We haven’t really spoken to them since.” His eyelids fell.


  “I see.” Julia cuddled closer. “Anyway, the boy is eight now, and so brilliant he’s going to study in the Forum. Crassus Orator is predicting that he’ll create quite a stir. I suppose when Young Caesar is eight, he’ll create quite a stir too.”


  “Huh!” said Marius, yawning hugely.


  She dug her elbow in again. “You, Gaius Marius, are going off to sleep! Wake up!”


  His eyes flew open, he made a rumbling noise in the back of his throat. “Care to race me round the Capitol?” he asked.


  Giggling, she settled down once more. “Well, I haven’t met this Cicero boy, but I have met my nephew, little Gaius Julius Caesar, and I can tell you, he isn’t... normal. I know we mostly reserve that word for people who are mentally defective, but I don’t see why it can’t mean the opposite as well.”


  “The older you get, Julia, the more talkative you get,” complained the weary husband.


  Julia ignored this. “Young Caesar isn’t two years old yet, but he’s about a hundred! Big words and properly phrased sentences—and he knows what the big words mean too!”


  And suddenly Marius was wide awake, no longer tired. He lifted himself up to look at his wife, her serene face softly delineated by the little flame of a night lamp. Her nephew! Her nephew named Gaius! The Syrian Martha’s prophecy, revealed to him the first time he ever saw the crone, in Gauda’s palace at Carthage. She had predicted that he would be the First Man in Rome, and that he would be consul seven times. But, she had added, he would not be the greatest of all Romans. His wife’s nephew named Gaius would be! And he had said to himself at the time, Over my dead body. No one is going to eclipse me. Now here was the child, a living fact.


  He lay back again, his tiredness translated to aching limbs. Too much time, too much energy, too much passion had he put into his battle to become the First Man in Rome, to stand by tamely and see the luster of his name dimmed by a precocious aristocrat who would come into his own when he, Gaius Marius, was too old or too dead to oppose him. Greatly though he loved his wife, humbly though he admitted that it was her aristocratic name which had procured him that first consulship, still he would not willingly see her nephew, blood of her blood, rise higher than he himself had.


  Of consulships he had won six, which meant there was a seventh yet to come. No one in Roman public life seriously believed that Gaius Marius could ever regain his past glory, those halcyon years when the Centuries had voted him in, three times in absentia, as a pledge of their conviction that he, Gaius Marius, was the only man who could save Rome from the Germans. Well, he had saved them. And what thanks had he got? A landslide of opposition, disapproval, destructiveness. The ongoing enmity of Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar, of Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle, of a huge and powerful senatorial faction united in no other way than to bring down Gaius Marius. Little men with big names, appalled at the idea that their beloved Rome had been saved by a despised New Man—an Italian hayseed with no Greek, as Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle had put it many years before.


  Well, it wasn’t over yet. Stroke or no stroke, Gaius Marius would be consul a seventh time—and go down in the history books as the greatest Roman the Republic had ever known. Nor was he going to let some beautiful, golden-haired descendant of the goddess Venus step into the history books ahead of himself—the patrician Gaius Marius was not, the Roman Gaius Marius was not.


  “I’ll fix you, boy!” he said aloud, and squeezed Julia.


  “What was that?” she asked.


  “In a few days we’re leaving for Pessinus, you and I and our son,” he said.


  She sat up. “Oh, Gaius Marius! Really? How wonderful! Are you sure you want to take us with you?”


  “I’m sure, wife. I don’t care a rush what the conventions say. We’re going to be away for two or three years, and that’s too long a time at my age to spend without seeing my wife and son. If I were a younger man, perhaps. And, since I’m journeying as a privatus, there’s no official obstacle to my taking my family along with me.” He chuckled. “I’m footing the bill myself.”


  “Oh, Gaius Marius!” She could find nothing else to say.


  “We’ll have a look at Athens, Smyrna, Pergamum, Nicomedia, a hundred other places.”


  “Tarsus?” she asked eagerly. “Oh, I’ve always wanted to travel the world!”


  He still ached, but the sleepiness surged back overwhelmingly. Down went his eyelids; his lower jaw sagged.


  For a few more moments Julia chattered on, then ran out of superlatives, and sat hugging her knees happily. She turned to Gaius Marius, smiling tenderly. “Dear love, I don’t suppose... ?” she asked delicately.


  Her answer was his first snore. Good wife of twelve years that she was, she shook her head gently, still smiling, and turned him onto his right side.


  2


  Having stamped out every last ember of the slave revolt in Sicily, Manius Aquillius had come home, if not in triumph, at least in high enough standing to have been awarded an ovation by the Senate. That he could not ask for a triumph was due to the nature of the enemy, who, being enslaved civilians, could not claim to be the soldiers of an enemy nation; civil wars and slave wars occupied a special niche in the Roman military code. To be commissioned by the Senate to put down a civil uprising was no less an honor and no less an undertaking than dealing with a foreign army and enemy, but the general’s right to claim a triumph was nonetheless denied. The triumph was the way the People of Rome were physically shown the rewards of war—the prisoners, the captured money, plunder of all descriptions from golden nails in once-kingly doors to packets of cinnamon and frankincense. For everything taken enriched the coffers of Rome, and the People could see with their own eyes how profitable a business war was—if you were Roman, that is, and being Roman, won. But in civil and slave uprisings there were no profits to be made, only losses to be endured. Property looted by the enemy and recaptured had to be returned to its rightful owners; the State could demand no percentage of it.


  Thus the ovation was invented. Like the triumph, it consisted of a procession along the same route; however, the general didn’t ride in the antique triumphal chariot, did not paint his face, did not wear triumphal garb; no trumpets sounded, only the less inspirational tweetling of flutes; and rather than a bull, the Great God received a sheep, thereby sharing the lesser status of the ceremony with the general.


  His ovation had well satisfied Manius Aquillius. Having celebrated it, he took his place in the Senate once more, and as a consular—an ex-consul—was asked to give his opinion ahead of a consular of equal standing but who had not celebrated a triumph or ovation. Tainted with the lingering odium of his parent, another Manius Aquillius, he had originally despaired of reaching the consulship. Some facts were hard to live down if a man’s family was only moderately noble; and the fact was that Manius Aquillius’s father had, in the aftermath of the wars following the death of King Attalus III of Pergamum, sold more than half the territory of Phrygia to the father of the present King Mithridates of Pontus for a sum of gold he had popped into his own purse. By rights the territory should have gone, together with the rest of King Attalus’s possessions, into the formation of the Roman Asia Province, as King Attalus had willed his kingdom to Rome. Backward, owning a populace so ignorant they made poor slaves, Phrygia hadn’t seemed to the elder Manius Aquillius like much of a loss for Rome. But the men in Senate and Forum with real clout had not forgiven the elder, nor forgotten the incident when the younger Manius Aquillius entered the political arena.


  To attain the praetorship had been a struggle, and had cost most of what was left of that Pontic gold, for the father had been neither thrifty nor prudent. So when the younger Manius Aquillius’s own golden opportunity had come, he seized it very quickly. After the Germans had defeated that ghastly pair Caepio and Mallius Maximus in Gaul-across-the-Alps—and looked set to pour down the Rhodanus Valley and into Italy—it had been the praetor Manius Aquillius who had proposed that Gaius Marius be elected consul in absentia in order to have the requisite imperium to deal with the menace. His action put Gaius Marius under an obligation to him—an obligation Gaius Marius was only too happy to discharge.


  As a result, Manius Aquillius had served as Marius’s legate and been instrumental in defeating the Teutones at Aquae Sextiae. Bearing the news of that much-needed victory to Rome, he had been elected junior consul in conjunction with Marius’s fifth term. And after the year of his consulship was over, he had taken two of his general’s superbly trained veteran legions to Sicily, there to cauterize the festering sore of a slave revolt which had been going on for several years at great peril to Rome’s grain supply.


  Home again, treated to an ovation, he had hoped to stand for election as censor when it came time to vote a new pair in. But the leaders with the real clout in Senate and Forum had only been biding their time. Gaius Marius himself had fallen in the aftermath of Lucius Appuleius Saturninus’s attempt to take over Rome, and Manius Aquillius found himself without protection. He was haled into the extortion court by a tribune of the plebs with plenty of clout and powerful friends among the knights who served both as jurors and presidents of the major courts—the tribune of the plebs Publius Servilius Vatia. Not one of the patrician Servilii, admittedly, Vatia came nonetheless from an important plebeian noble family. And he intended to go far.


  The trial took place in an uneasy Forum; several events had helped render it so, starting with the days of Saturninus, though everyone had hoped after his death that there would be no more Forum violence, no more murders of magistrates. Yet there had been violence, there had been murder; chiefly as the result of the efforts of Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle’s son, the Piglet, to bring some of his vindicated father’s enemies to account. Out of the Piglet’s strenuous fight to bring his father home, he had earned a more worthy cognomen than the Piglet—he was now Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius—Pius meaning the Dutiful One. And with that fight successfully concluded, the Piglet Metellus Pius was determined Piggle-wiggle’s enemies would suffer. Including Manius Aquillius, so obviously Gaius Marius’s man.


  *


  Attendance in the Plebeian Assembly was down, so a poor audience surrounded the spot in the lower Forum Romanum where the extortion court had been directed by the Plebeian Assembly to set up its tribunal.


  “This whole business is manifestly ridiculous,” said Publius Rutilius Rufus to Gaius Marius when they arrived to hear the proceedings of the last day of Manius Aquillius’s trial. “It was a slave war! I doubt there were any pickings to be had from Lilybaeum clear to Syracuse—and you can’t tell me that all those greedy Sicilian grain farmers didn’t keep a strict eye on Manius Aquillius! He wouldn’t have had the chance to palm a bronze coin!”


  “This is the Piglet’s way of getting at me,” said Marius, shrugging. “Manius Aquillius knows that. He’s just paying the penalty for supporting me.”


  “And paying the penalty for his father’s selling most of Phrygia,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “True.”


  The proceedings had been conducted in the new manner laid down by the dead Gaius Servilius Glaucia when he legislated to give the courts back to the knights, thereby excluding the Senate from them save as defendants. Over the preceding days the jury of fifty-one of Rome’s most outstanding businessmen had been nominated, challenged and chosen, the prosecution and the defense had given their preliminary addresses, and the witnesses had been heard. Now on this last day the prosecution would speak for two hours, the defense for three, and the jury would then deliver its verdict immediately.


  Servilius Vatia had done well for the State, Vatia himself being no mean advocate, and his helpers good; but there was no doubt that the audience, larger by far on this last day, had gathered to hear the heavy artillery—the advocates leading Manius Aquillius’s defense.


  Cross-eyed Caesar Strabo spoke first, young and vicious, superbly well trained and gifted by nature with a fine turn of rhetorical phrase. He was followed by a man so able he had won the extra cognomen of Orator—Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator. And Crassus Orator gave way to another man who had won the cognomen Orator—Marcus Antonius Orator. To have acquired this cognomen, Orator, was not merely because of consummate public speaking; it rested too upon an unparalleled knowledge of the procedures of rhetoric—the proper, defined steps which had to be adhered to. Crassus Orator had the finer background in law, but Antonius Orator was the finer speaker.


  “By a whisker only,” said Rutilius Rufus after Crassus Orator ended and Antonius Orator began.


  A grunt was his only answer; Marius was concentrating upon Antonius Orator’s speech, wanting to be sure he got his money’s worth. For of course Manius Aquillius wasn’t paying for advocates of this quality, and everyone knew it. Gaius Marius was funding the defense. According to law and custom, an advocate could not solicit a fee; he could, however, accept a gift tendered as a token of appreciation for a job well done. And, as the Republic grew from middle into elderly age, it became generally accepted that advocates be given gifts. At first these had been works of art or furniture; but if the advocate was needy, he then had to dispose of the work of art or piece of furniture given to him. So in the end it had come down to outright gifts of money. Naturally nobody spoke about it, and everybody pretended it didn’t happen.


  “How short your memories are, gentlemen of the jury!” cried Antonius Orator. “Come now, cast your minds back a few short years in time, to those impoverished Head Count crowds in our beloved Forum Romanum, their bellies as empty as their granaries. Do you not remember how some of you”—there were inevitably half a dozen grain lords on the panel—”could put no less than fifty sesterces a modius upon what little wheat your private granaries contained? And the crowds of Head Count gathered day after day, and looked at us, and growled in their throats. For Sicily, our breadbasket, was a ruin, a very Iliad of woes—”


  Rutilius Rufus clutched at Marius’s arm and emitted a squawk of outraged horror. “There he goes! Oh, may every last one of these verbal thieves come down with worm-eaten sores! That’s my little epigram! A very Iliad of woes, indeed! Don’t you remember, Gaius Marius, how I wrote that selfsame phrase to you in Gaul years ago? And had to suffer Scaurus’s stealing it! And now what happens? It’s passed into general usage, with Scaurus’s name on it!”


  “Tace!” said Marius, anxious to hear Marcus Antonius Orator.


  “—made more woeful by a monumental maladministration! Now we all know who the monumental maladministrator was, don’t we?” The keen reddish eye rested upon a particularly vacant face in the second row of the jury. “No? Ah—let me refresh your memories! The young Brothers Lucullus brought him to account, sent him into a citizenless exile. I refer of course to Gaius Servilius Augur. No crops had been gathered in Sicily for four years when the loyal consul Manius Aquillius arrived. And I would remind you that Sicily is the source of over half our grain.”


  Sulla slid up, nodded to Marius, then bent his attention upon the still simmering Rutilius Rufus. “How goes the trial?”


  Rutilius Rufus snorted. “Oh, concerning Manius Aquillius, who knows? The jury wants to find any excuse to convict him, so I daresay it will. He’s to be an object lesson for any imprudent fellows who might contemplate supporting Gaius Marius.”


  “Tace!” growled Marius again.


  Rutilius Rufus moved out of earshot, tugging at Sulla to follow. ‘‘You’re not nearly so quick to support Gaius Marius yourself these days, are you, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “I have a career to advance, Publius Rutilius, and I doubt I can do so by supporting Gaius Marius.”


  Rutilius Rufus acknowledged the truth of this with a nod. “Yes, that’s understandable. But, my friend, he doesn’t deserve it! He deserves that those of us who know him and hold him in regard should stand by him.”


  That cut; Sulla hunched his shoulders, hissed his pain. “It’s all very well for you to talk! You’re a consular, you’ve had your day! I haven’t! You can call me traitor if you like, but I swear to you, Publius Rutilius, that I will have my day! And the gods help those who oppose me.”


  “Including Gaius Marius?”


  “Including him.”


  Rutilius Rufus said no more, only shook his head in despair.


  Sulla too was silent for a while, then said, “I hear the Celtiberians are proving more than our current governor in Nearer Spain can bear. Dolabella in Further Spain is so tied down by the Lusitani that he can’t move to assist. It looks as if Titus Didius is going to have to go to Nearer Spain during his consulship.”


  “That’s a pity,” said Rutilius Rufus. “I like Titus Didius’s style, New Man though he may be. Sensible laws for a change—and out of the consul’s chair.”


  Sulla grinned. “What, you don’t think our beloved senior consul Metellus Nepos thought the laws up?”


  “No more than you do, Lucius Cornelius. What Caecilius Metellus ever born was more concerned with improving the machinery of government than his own standing? Those two little laws of Titus Didius’s are as important as beneficial. No more rushing bills through the Assemblies, because now three full nundinae days must elapse between promulgation and ratification. And no more tacking unrelated matters together to make a law that’s as confusing as unwieldy. Yes, if nothing else good has happened this year in Senate or Comitia, at least we can claim Titus Didius’s laws,” said Rutilius Rufus with satisfaction.


  But Sulla wasn’t interested in Titus Didius’s laws. “All fine and fair, Publius Rutilius, but you’re missing my point! If Titus Didius goes to Nearer Spain to put down the Celtiberians, I’m going with him as his senior legate. I’ve already had a word with him, and he’s more than agreeable. It’s going to be a long and nasty war, so there’ll be booty to share in, and reputations to be made. Who knows? I might even get to command an army.”


  “You already have a military reputation, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “But look at all the cacat between then and now!” cried Sulla angrily. “They’ve forgotten, all these voting idiots with more money than sense! So what happens? Catulus Caesar would prefer I was dead in case I ever open my mouth about a mutiny, and Scaurus punishes me for something I didn’t do.” He showed his teeth. “They ought to worry, that pair! Because if the day ever comes when I decide they’ve kept me out of the ivory chair forever, I’ll make them wish they were never born!”


  And I believe him! thought Rutilius Rufus, conscious of a coldness in his bones. Oh, this is a dangerous man! Better that he absents himself. “Then go to Spain with Didius,” he said. “You’re right, it’s the best way to the praetorship. A fresh start, a new reputation. But what a pity you can’t manage election as curule aedile. You’re such a showman you’d put on wonderful games! After that, you’d be a landslide praetor.”


  “I don’t have the money for curule aedile.”


  “Gaius Marius would give it to you.”


  “I won’t ask. Whatever I have, at least I can say I got it for myself. No one gave it to me—I took it.”


  Words which caused Rutilius Rufus to remember the rumor Scaurus had circulated about Sulla during his campaign to be elected a praetor; that in order to obtain enough money to qualify as a knight, he had murdered his mistress, and then to obtain a senatorial census, he had murdered his stepmother. Rutilius Rufus’s inclination had been to dismiss the rumor along with all the other usual rubbish about carnal knowledge of mothers and sisters and daughters, interfering sexually with little boys, and making meals out of excrement. But sometimes Sulla said such things! And then—one wondered...


  There was a stir on the tribunal; Marcus Antonius Orator was coming to an end.


  “Here before you is no ordinary man!” he shouted. “Here before you is a Roman of the Romans, a soldier— and a gallant one!—a patriot, a believer in Rome’s greatness! Why should a man like this pilfer pewter plate from peasants, steal sorrel soup from servants and bad bread from bakers? I ask you, gentlemen of the jury! Have you heard any stories of gargantuan peculations, of murder and rape and misappropriation? No! You’ve had to sit and listen to a shady collection of mean little men, all sniveling at the loss of ten bronze coins, or a book, or a catch of fish!”


  He drew a breath and made himself look even bigger, blessed with the wonderful physique of all the Antonians, the curly auburn hair, the reassuringly unintellectual face. Every last member of the jury was fascinated by him.


  “He’s got them,” said Rutilius Rufus placidly.


  “I’m more interested in what he intends to do with them,” said Sulla, looking alert.


  There was a gasp, a cry of amazement. Antonius Orator strode up to Manius Aquillius and assaulted him! He ripped the toga away, then took the neck of Aquillius’s tunic in both hands, tore it as easily as if it had been tacked together, and left Manius Aquillius standing on the tribunal clad in nothing more than a loincloth.


  “Look!” thundered Antonius. “Is this the lily-white, plucked hide of a saltatrix tonsa? Do you see the flab and paunch of a stay-at-home glutton? No! What you see are scars. War scars, dozens of them. This is the body of a soldier, a brave and very gallant man, a Roman of the Romans, a commander so trusted by Gaius Marius that he was given the task of going behind enemy lines and attacking from the rear! This is the body of one who didn’t stagger screaming off the battlefield when a sword nicked him, or a spear skinned his thigh, or a stone knocked the wind out of him! This is the body of one who bound up serious wounds as mere nuisances and got on with the job of killing enemy!” The advocate’s hands waved in the air, flopped down limply. “Enough. That’s enough. Give me your verdict,” he said curtly.


  They gave their verdict. ABSOLVO.


  “Poseurs!” sniffed Rutilius Rufus. “How can the jurors fall for it? His tunic shreds like paper, and there he stands in a loincloth, for Jupiter’s sake! What does that tell you?”


  “That Aquillius and Antonius cooked it up beforehand,” said Marius, smiling broadly.


  “It tells me that Aquillius doesn’t have enough to risk standing there without a loincloth,” said Sulla.


  After the laugh which followed, Rutilius Rufus said to Marius, “Lucius Cornelius says he’s going to Nearer Spain with Titus Didius. What do you think?”


  “I think it’s the best thing Lucius Cornelius can do,” said Marius calmly. “Quintus Sertorius is standing for election as a tribune of the soldiers, so I daresay he’ll go to Spain as well.”


  “You don’t sound very surprised,” said Sulla.


  “I’m not. The news about Spain will be general knowledge tomorrow anyway. There’s a meeting of the Senate called for the temple of Bellona. And we’ll give Titus Didius the war against the Celtiberians,” said Marius. “He’s a good man. A sound soldier and a general of some talent, I think. Especially when he’s up against Gauls of one description or another. Yes, Lucius Cornelius, it will do you more good in the elections to go to Spain as a legate than to rattle all over Anatolia with a privatus.”


  3


  The privatus left for Tarentum and the packet to Patrae the following week, a little confused and disorientated at first because he took his wife and son with him, and this was a mode of travel he had never before experienced. The soldier barked orders at his noncombatants and traveled as lightly as he could as quickly as he could. But wives, as Gaius Marius discovered, had other ideas. Julia had elected to take half the household with them, including a cook who specialized in children’s food, and Young Marius’s pedagogue, and a girl who performed miracles with Julia’s hair. All of Young Marius’s toys had been packed, his schoolbooks and the pedagogue’s private library, clothes for every occasion, and items Julia feared she would not be able to get outside Rome.


  “The three of us have more baggage and attendants than the King of the Parthians moving from Seleuceia-on-Tigris to Ecbatana for the summer,” Marius growled after three days on the Via Latina saw them no further along than Anagnia.


  However, he put up with it until some three weeks later they arrived in Venusia on the Via Appia, prostrated by the heat and unable to find an inn large enough to accommodate all their servants and baggage.


  “I’ll have an end to it!” roared Marius after the less needed servants and baggage had been sent to another hostelry, and he and Julia were as alone as a busy posting-house on the Via Appia permitted. “Either you streamline your operation, Julia, or you and Young Marius can go back to Cumae, spend the summer there. We are not going to be in uncivilized parts for months to come, so there’s no need for half this clutter! And no need for so many people! A cook for Young Marius! I ask you!”


  Julia was hot, exhausted, and close to tears; the wonderful holiday was a nightmare from which she could not awaken. Upon hearing the ultimatum, her first instinct was to seize upon the chance to go back to Cumae; then she thought about the years during which she would not see Marius, the years during which he would not see his son. And the possibility that, somewhere unsafe and strange, he might suffer another stroke.


  “Gaius Marius, I have never traveled before, except to our villas at Cumae and Arpinum. And when Young Marius and I go to Cumae or Arpinum, we go in the same state as we are now. I see your point. And I wish I could oblige you.” She put her head on her hand, furtively brushed at a tear. “The trouble is, I do not have the faintest idea how to go about it.”


  Never had Marius thought to hear his wife admit something was beyond her! Understanding how hard it was for her to say it, he gathered her into a hug, and kissed the top of her head. “Never mind, I’ll do it,” he said. “But if I do, there’s one thing I shall have to insist upon.”


  “Anything, Gaius Marius, anything!”


  “Whatever you find you need but I’ve thrown out, whomever you find you need but I’ve sent home, not a word, Julia! Not—one—word. Understood?”


  Sighing with pleasure and squeezing him hard, Julia closed her eyes. “Understood,” she said.


  After that they got along speedily and well, with, as Julia discovered, surprising comfort. Where possible the Roman nobility on the road stayed in privately owned villas, either belonging to friends or opened by a letter of introduction; it was a form of hospitality sure to be repaid, and therefore not felt to be an imposition. But beyond Beneventum they had mostly to avail themselves of inns, none of which, Julia now realized, could have accommodated them in their old state.


  The heat continued remorselessly, for the southern end of the peninsula was dry and largely lacking in shade along the main roads, but the quicker pace at which the party traveled at least varied the monotony and offered a watery solace more often—a swimming hole in a river, or some flat-roofed, mud-brick town with sufficient business acumen to offer baths.


  So the Greek-colonized fertility of the coastal plains around Tarentum was very welcome, Tarentum even more so. It was still a town more Greek than Roman, of less importance than of yore, when it had been the terminus of the Via Appia. Now most traffic went to Brundisium, the main point of departure between Italy and Macedonia. Whitewashed and austere, a dazzling contrast to the blue of sea and sky, the green of fields and forests, the rusts and greys of mountain crags, Tarentum professed itself delighted to greet the great Gaius Marius. They stayed in the comfortable coolness of the house of the chief ethnarch, though these days he was a Roman citizen, and pretended he was more at ease being called a duumvir than an ethnarch.


  As at many other places along the Via Appia, Marius and the town’s more important men gathered to speak of Rome, and of Italy, and of the strained relations at present existing between Rome and her Italian Allies. Tarentum was a Latin Rights colony, its senior magistrates—the two men called duumviri—entitled to assume the full Roman citizenship for themselves and their posterity. But its roots were Greek, it was as old or older than Rome; it had been an outpost of Sparta, and in culture and habits, the old Spartan mores persisted still.


  There was, Marius discovered, much resentment of the newer Brundisium, and this in turn had led to a great deal of sympathy for the Italian Allied citizens within the lower strata of the town.


  “Too many Italian Allied soldiers have died serving in Roman armies commanded by military imbeciles,” said the ethnarch heatedly to Marius. “Their farms are untended, their sons unsired. And there’s an end to money in Lucania, in Samnium, in Apulia! The Italian Allies are obliged to equip their legions of auxiliaries, and then pay to keep them in the field on Rome’s behalf! For what, Gaius Marius? So that Rome can keep a road between Italian Gaul and Spain open? What use is that to an Apulian or a Lucanian? When is he ever likely to use it? So that Rome can bring wheat from Africa and Sicily to feed Roman mouths? How much grain in time of famine is put into a Samnite mouth? It is many years since a Roman in Italy paid any kind of direct tax to Rome. But we of Apulia and Calabria, Lucania and Bruttium, never cease to pay Roman taxes! I suppose we should thank Rome for the Via Appia—or Brundisium should, at any rate. But how often does Rome appoint a curator of the Via Appia who keeps it in any sort of decent fettle? There’s one section—you must have passed over it— where a flash flood washed out the very roadbed twenty years ago! But has it been repaired? No! And will it be repaired? No! Yet Rome tithes us and taxes us, and takes our young men from us to fight in her foreign wars, and they die, and the next thing we know, some Roman landlord has his foot in our door, and our lands are being gobbled up. He brings slaves in to tend his huge flocks, chains them to work, locks them in barracks to sleep, and buys more when they die. Nothing does he spend with us, nothing does he invest with us. We don’t see one sestertius of the money he rakes in, nor does he use our people as employees. He decreases our prosperity rather than increases it. The time has come, Gaius Marius, for Rome to be more generous to us, or let us go!”


  Marius had listened impassively to this long and very emotional speech, a more articulate version of the same theme he had heard everywhere along the Via Appia.


  “I will do what I can, Marcus Porcius Cleonymus,” he said gravely. “Indeed, I’ve been trying to do something for a number of years. That I’ve had little success is mostly due to the fact that many members of the Senate, those in senior government in Rome, neither travel the way I do, nor speak to local people—nor, Apollo help them!—use their eyes to see. You do certainly know that I have spoken up time and time again about the unforgivable wastage of lives in our Roman armies. And it would seem, I think, that the days when our armies were commanded by military imbeciles are largely over. If no one else taught the Senate of Rome that, I did. Since Gaius Marius the New Man showed all those noble Roman amateurs what generalship is all about, I notice that the Senate is more eager these days to give Rome’s armies to New Men of proven military worth.”


  “All well and good, Gaius Marius,” said Cleonymus gently, “but it cannot raise the dead from their ashes, nor put sons on our neglected farms.”


  “I know.”


  And as their ship put out to sea and spread its big square sail, Gaius Marius leaned on the rail watching Tarentum and its inlet disappear to a blue smudge, and then a nothing. And thought again about the predicament of the Italian Allies. Was it because he had so often been called an Italian— a non-Roman? Or was it because, for all his faults and weaknesses, he did own a sense of justice? Or was it rather that he simply couldn’t bear the bungling inefficiency behind it all? One thing of which he was utterly convinced: the day would come when Rome’s Italian Allies would demand a reckoning. Would demand the full Roman citizenship for every last man of the whole Italian peninsula, and maybe even Italian Gaul as well.


  A shout of laughter broke into his thoughts; he lifted himself off the rail and turned to find his son demonstrating that he was a good sailor, for the ship was moving in the teeth of a stiff breeze, and a poor sailor would by now have been retching miserably. Julia too was looking well and confident.


  “Most of my family settle down at sea,” she said when Marius joined her. “My brother Sextus is the only poor sailor, probably because of his wheezes.”


  The packet to Patrae plied that same route permanently, and made as much money from passengers as from cargo, so could offer Marius a cabin of sorts on deck; there was no doubt, however, that when Julia disembarked in Patrae, she was glad to do so. As Marius intended to sail down the Gulf of Corinth too, she refused to budge from Patrae until they had journeyed overland to make a pilgrimage to Olympia.


  “It’s so odd,” she said, riding a donkey, “that the world’s greatest sanctuary of Zeus should be tucked away in a backwater of the Peloponnese. I don’t know why, but I always used to think Olympia was at the foot of Mount Olympus.”


  “That’s the Greeks for you,” said Marius, who itched to get to Asia Province as quickly as possible, but didn’t have the heart to deny Julia these obviously welcome treats. Traveling with a woman was not his idea of an enjoyable time.


  In Corinth, however, he brightened up. When Mummius had sacked it fifty years earlier, all its treasures had been spirited back to Rome. The town itself had never recovered. Huddled around the base of the mighty rock called the Acrocorinth, many of its houses lay abandoned and crumbling, doors flapping eerily.


  “This is one of the places I had intended to settle my veterans,” Marius said a little grimly as they walked Corinth’s dilapidated streets. “Look at it! Crying for new citizens! Plenty of land fit for growing, a port on the Aegean side and a port on the Ionian side, all the prerequisites of a thriving emporium. And what did they do to me? They invalidated my land bill.”


  “Because Saturninus had passed it,” said Young Marius.


  “Exactly. And because those fools in the Senate failed to see how important it is to give Head Count soldiers a bit of land when they retire. Never forget, young Marius, that the Head Count have absolutely no money or property! I opened our armies to the Head Count, I gave Rome fresh blood in the form of a class of citizens who never before had been of real use. And the soldiers of the Head Count went on to prove their worth—in Numidia, at Aquae Sextiae, at Vercellae. They fought as well as or better than the old style of soldier, man of substance though he was. But they can’t be discharged and let go back to the stews of Rome! They have to be settled on land. I knew the First Class and the Second Class would never countenance my settling them on Roman public lands within Italy, so I enacted laws to settle them in places like this, hungry for new citizens. Here they would have brought Rome to our provinces, and made us friends in the fullness of time. Unfortunately, the leaders of the House and the leaders of the knights consider Rome to be exclusive, her customs and her way of life not to be disseminated throughout the world.”


  “Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus,” said Young Marius in tones of loathing; he had grown up in a house where that name had never been spoken of with love or liking, and usually with the tag Piggle-wiggle attached to it. However, Young Marius knew better than to add the tag in the presence of his mother, who would have been horrified to hear him using such language—Piggle-wiggle was nursery slang for a little girl’s genitalia.


  “Who else?” asked Marius.


  “Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, and Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, and Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar, and Publius Cornelius Scipio Nasica...”


  “Very good, enough. They marshaled their clients and they organized a faction too powerful even for me. And then, last year, they took most of Saturninus’s laws off the tablets.”


  “His grain law and his land bills,” said Young Marius, who was getting on very well with his father now they were emancipated from Rome, and liked to be praised.


  “Except the first land bill, the one to settle my soldiers of the Head Count on the African islands,” said Marius.


  “Which reminds me, husband, of something I wanted to say to you,” Julia interrupted.


  Marius cast a significant glance down at Young Marius’s head, but Julia sailed on serenely.


  “How long do you intend to keep Gaius Julius Caesar on that island? Could he not come home?” she asked. “For the sake of Aurelia and the children, he ought to come home.”


  “I need him on Cercina,” said Marius tersely. “A leader of men he is not, but no commissioner ever worked harder or better on any agrarian project than Gaius Julius. As long as he’s there on Cercina, the work goes forward, the complaints are minimal, and the results are splendid.”


  “But it’s been so long!” Julia protested. “Three years!”


  “And likely to be three more years.” Marius was not about to give in. “You know how slow land commissions are—there’s so much to do, between surveying, interviewing, compensating, sorting out endless confusions—and overcoming local resistance. Gaius Julius does the work with consummate skill. No, Julia! Not one word more! Gaius Julius stays right where he is until the job is finished.”


  “I pity his wife and children, then.”
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  But Julia’s sympathy was wasted; Aurelia was well satisfied with her lot, and scarcely missed her husband at all. This was not from any lack of love or dereliction of wifely duty; it lay in the fact that while he was away she could do her own work without fearing his disapproval, criticism, or—may it never happen!—his forbidding her to continue.


  When they had married and moved into the larger of the two ground floor apartments within the insula apartment building that was her dowry, Aurelia had discovered that her husband expected her to lead exactly the kind of life she would have led had they lived in a private domus on the Palatine. Gracious, elite, and rather pointless. The kind of life she had criticized so tellingly in talking to Lucius Cornelius Sulla. So boring and devoid of challenge that a love affair became irresistible. Appalled and frustrated, Aurelia had learned that Caesar disapproved of her having anything to do with the many tenants who occupied her nine floors of apartments, preferred her to use agents to collect the rents, and expected her to dwell exclusively within the walls of a rather cramped domain.


  But Gaius Julius Caesar was a nobleman of an ancient and aristocratic house, and had his own duties. Tied to Gaius Marius by marriage and lack of money, Caesar had begun his public career in Gaius Marius’s service, as a tribune of the soldiers and then a military tribune in his armies, and finally, after a quaestorship and admission to the Senate, as the land commissioner deputed to settle Gaius Marius’s African Head Count veterans on the island of Cercina in the African Lesser Syrtis. All of these duties had taken him away from Rome, the first of them not long after his marriage to Aurelia. It had been a love match and was blessed by two daughters and a son, none of whom their father had seen born, or progress through infancy. A quick visit home that resulted in a pregnancy, then he was off again for months, sometimes years.


  At the time the great Gaius Marius had married Caesar’s sister Julia, the house of Julius Caesar had arrived at the end of its money. A providential adoption of the eldest son had given the other and senior branch the funds to ensure its remaining two sons could reach the consulship; that had been the adoption of the son whose new name was Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar. But Caesar’s father (Caesar Grandfather as he was known these days, long after his death) had two sons and two daughters to provide for, and money enough to provide for only one son out of the four. Until, that is, he had a brainwave and invited the enormously rich, disgracefully lowborn Gaius Marius to take his choice of the two daughters. It had been Gaius Marius’s money which dowered the girls and gave Caesar his six hundred iugera of land near Bovillae, more than enough income to qualify for the senatorial census. It had been Gaius Marius’s money which smoothed every obstacle from the path of the junior branch—Caesar Grandfather’s branch—of the house of Julius Caesar.


  Caesar himself had summoned up the grace and fairness of mind to be sincerely grateful, though his older brother Sextus had writhed, and moved slowly away from the rest of the family after he married. Without Marius’s money, Caesar knew well that he would not even have been eligible for the Senate, and could have hoped for little for his children when they arrived. Indeed, had it not been for Gaius Marius’s money, Caesar would never have been permitted to marry the beautiful Aurelia, daughter of a noble and wealthy house, desired by many.


  Undoubtedly had Marius been pressed, a private dwelling on the Palatine or Carinae would have been forthcoming for Caesar and his wife; indeed, Aurelia’s uncle and stepfather Marcus Aurelius Cotta had begged to use some of her large dowry to purchase this private dwelling. But the young couple had elected to follow Caesar Grandfather’s advice, and abandon the luxury of living in complete seclusion. Aurelia’s dowry had been invested in an insula, an apartment building in which the young couple could live until Caesar’s advancing career enabled him to buy a domus in a better part of town. A better part of town would not have been hard to find, for Aurelia’s insula lay in the heart of the Subura, Rome’s most heavily populated and poorest district, wedged into the declivity between the Esquiline Mount and the Viminal Hill—a seething mass of people of all races and creeds, with Romans of the Fourth and Fifth Classes and the Head Count mingled among it.


  Yet Aurelia had found her metier, there in the Suburan insula. And the moment Caesar was gone and her first pregnancy over, she plunged with heart and mind into the business of being a landlady. The agents were dismissed, the books her own to keep, the tenants soon friends as well as clients. She dealt competently, sensibly and fearlessly with everything from murder to vandalism, and even compelled the crossroads college housed within her premises to behave itself. This club, formed of local men, was supposed—with the official sanction of the urban praetor—to care for the religious welfare and facilities of the big crossroads which lay beyond the apex of Aurelia’s triangular apartment building—its fountain, its roadbed and sidewalks, its shrine to the Lares of the Crossroads.
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  The custodian of the college and the leader of its denizens was one Lucius Decumius, a Roman of the Romans, though only of the Fourth Class. When Aurelia took over the management of her insula, she discovered that Lucius Decumius and his minions ran a protection agency on the side, terrorizing shopkeepers and caretakers for a mile around. But that she put a stop to; and in the process made a friend of Lucius Decumius.


  Lacking milk, she had farmed out her children to the women of her insula, and opened the doors of a world to those impeccably aristocratic little patricians that under more normal circumstances they would never have dreamed existed. With the result that long before they could be expected to commence their formal schooling, the three of them spoke several different grades of Greek, Hebrew, Syrian, several Gallics, and three kinds of Latin—that of their ancestors, that of the lower Classes, and the argot peculiar only to the Subura. They had seen with their own eyes how the people of Rome’s stews lived and eaten all sorts of meals foreigners called good food, and were on first-name terms with the evil fellows of Lucius Decumius’s crossroads college tavern and officially sanctioned sodality.


  All of which, Aurelia was convinced, could do them no real harm. She was not, however, an iconoclast or a reformer, and she held sternly to the tenets of her origins. But alongside all that, there lay in her a genuine love of proper work, and an abiding curiosity about and interest in humanity. Whereas in her sheltered youth she had clung to the example of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi, deeming that heroic and star-crossed lady the greatest Roman woman who ever lived, now in her growing maturity she clung to something more tangible and valuable—her mine of good sound common sense. So she saw nothing wrong in the polyglot chatter of her three little impeccably aristocratic patricians, and thought it excellent training for them to have to learn to cope with the fact that those they mixed with could never know or hope to know the heights of distinction theirs by birthright.


  What Aurelia dreaded was the return of Gaius Julius Caesar, the husband and father who had never actually been either husband or father. Familiarity would have bred some degree of expertise in these two roles, but Gaius Julius Caesar had never grown at ease, let alone familiar. A Roman of her class, Aurelia neither knew nor much cared about the women he undoubtedly used from time to time to rid himself of his more basic needs, though she did know from her exposure to the lives of her tenants that women of other walks could be driven to screaming fits and murder for love of or jealousy of their men. To Aurelia, rather inexplicable. But a fact nonetheless. She just thanked the gods that she had been brought up to know better, and discipline her emotions better; it did not occur to her that there were many women of her own class who also suffered terrible torments of jealousy or frustration.


  No, when Caesar came home for good there was going to be trouble. Aurelia had no doubt of it. But put it aside for the day when it happened, and in the meantime enjoyed herself thoroughly, and didn’t worry about her three little impeccably aristocratic patricians, or which language they fancied speaking today. After all, didn’t the same sort of thing occur on the Palatine and the Carinae, when women gave their children into the charge of nurserymaids from every part of the globe? Only then the results were ignored, swept under the edge of some piece of furniture; even the children became conspirators at the art, and concealed what they felt for the girls and women they knew far better than they did their mothers.


  Baby Gaius Julius, however, was a special case, and a very difficult one; even the capable Aurelia felt the breath of some unknown menace upon the back of her neck whenever she stopped long enough to think about this only son, about his qualities and his future. That he drove her to the brink of madness she had admitted to Julia and Aelia at Julia’s dinner party, and now was glad she had displayed this weakness, for out of it had come a suggestion from Aelia that Young Caesar be placed in the charge of a pedagogue.


  Aurelia had heard of extremely bright children, naturally, but had long ago assumed that they came from poorer, humbler circumstances than the senatorial order; it was Marcus Aurelius Cotta, her uncle and stepfather, their parents had come to see, to solicit from him the wherewithal to give their extremely bright child a better start in life than they could afford—and in return to pledge themselves and their child as clients in his service for the rest of their lives. Cotta had always been pleased to oblige them, happy to think that when the child grew up, he and his sons would be able to avail themselves of the services of someone superlatively gifted. However, Cotta was also a practical and sensible man, so, as Aurelia had heard him say to his wife, Rutilia, one day,


  “Unfortunately they don’t always live up to their promise, these children. Either their early flame burns too brightly, and they grow dark and cold and inert, or else they become too conceited or too confident, and come crashing down. But a few turn out to be of great use. And when they’re useful, they’re great treasures. That’s why I always agree to help the parents.”


  What Cotta and Rutilia (who was Aurelia’s mother) thought of their extremely gifted grandchild Young Caesar, Aurelia didn’t know, for she had hidden her son’s precociousness from them as much as she could by not exposing him to them. In fact, she tried to hide Young Caesar from everyone. On one level his brilliance thrilled her, inspired her with all kinds of dreams for his future. But on most levels he depressed her deeply. Had she known his weaknesses and his flaws, she could have coped with him more easily; but who—even a mother—could possibly know the innate character weaknesses and flaws of a child not yet two years old? Before she held him up to satisfy the curiosity of the world, she wanted to feel more securely informed about him, more comfortable with him. And ever at the back of her mind there loomed the dread that he would not contain the strength and the detachment to deal with what a freak of nature had given him.


  He was sensitive, she knew that; to crush him was easy. But he bounced back, possessed of some alien and therefore incomprehensible joyousness of being that she herself had never known. His enthusiasm was boundless, his mental processes so thirsty for information that he gobbled up knowledge like some vast fish the contents of its sea. What worried her most was his trustfulness, his anxiety to make friends of everyone, his impatience with her cautions to stop and think, that he not take it for granted that the whole world was there to serve his ends, that he understand the world contained many destructive people.


  Yet—how ridiculous, such heart searchings on behalf of a baby! Just because the mental processes were huge did not mean the experience matched it. For the moment, Young Caesar was simply a sponge soaking up whatever he found fluid enough to sink in, and what was not fluid enough, he proceeded to squeeze and pound to make it so. There were weaknesses and flaws, but his mother did not know whether they were permanent, or merely the passing phases of an enormous learning process. He was—for instance—utterly charming, and knew it, and played upon it, and bent people to his will. As he did with his Aunt Julia, peculiarly prone to fall for his ploys.


  She didn’t want to raise a boy who relied upon such dark techniques as charm. Aurelia herself had no charm at all and despised those who had it, for she had seen how easily they got what they wanted, and how little they valued it once they had it. Charm was the mark of a lightweight, not a leader of men. Young Caesar would have to abandon it, for it would do him no good with those men and in those areas where seriousness and all the proper Roman virtues mattered most. He was also very pretty—another undesirable quality. Only how could one iron beauty out of a face, especially when both his parents had plenty of it?


  As a result of all this worry nothing but time would answer, she had got into the habit of being hard on the little boy, of finding far less excuse for his mistakes than for the transgressions of his sisters, of rubbing salt into his wounds instead of balm, of being very quick to criticize or scold him. As everyone else he knew tended to make much of him, and his sisters and cousins downright spoiled him, his mother felt someone had to play the role of Nasty Stepsister. If it had to be her, his mother, so be it. Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi would not have hesitated.


  *


  The finding of a pedagogue suitable to take charge of a child who ought by rights to have been in the hands of women for years to come was not a task to daunt Aurelia, but rather, just the sort of thing she enjoyed. Sulla’s wife Aelia had advised strongly against buying a slave pedagogue, which did make Aurelia’s task harder. Not caring much for Sextus Caesar’s wife, Claudia, she did not think of going there for advice. Had Julia’s son been in the care of a pedagogue she would certainly have gone to Julia, but Young Marius, an only child, went to school so that he could enjoy the companionship of boys his own age. As, indeed, had been Aurelia’s intention with Young Caesar when the time came; she now realized the school alternative was out of the question. Her son would have oscillated between being everyone’s butt and everyone’s idol, and neither state would be good for him.


  So Aurelia went to her mother, Rutilia, and her mother’s only brother, Publius Rutilius Rufus. Many times had Uncle Publius been of help to her, even including the subject of her marriage; for it had been he, when the list of her suitors became dauntingly long and august, who had advocated that she be allowed to marry whomsoever she liked. In that way, he had explained, only Aurelia could be blamed for choosing the wrong husband, and perhaps future enmity for her younger brothers could be avoided.


  She packed all three of her children off upstairs to the Jewish floor, their favorite asylum in that crowded, noisy home of theirs, and betook herself to her stepfather’s house in a litter, accompanied by her Arvernian Gallic maid, Cardixa. Naturally Lucius Decumius and some of his followers would be waiting for her when she emerged from Cotta’s house on the Palatine; it would then be coming on for darkness, and the Suburan predators would be prowling.


  So successfully had Aurelia’s secretiveness hidden her son’s extraordinary talents that she found it difficult to convince Cotta, Rutilia and Publius Rutilius Rufus that her little son, not yet two years old, was in urgent need of a pedagogue. But after many patient answers to many incredulous questions, her relatives began to believe her predicament.


  “I don’t know of a suitable fellow,” said Cotta, ruffling his thinning hair. “Your half brothers Gaius and Marcus are in the hands of the rhetors now, and young Lucius goes to school. I would have thought that the best thing to do would be to go to one of the really good vendors of slave pedagogues—Mamilius Malchus or Duronius Postumus. However, you’re set against any but a free man, so I don’t know what to tell you.”


  “Uncle Publius, you’ve been sitting there saying nothing for the last many moments,” said Aurelia.


  “So I have!” exclaimed that remarkable man guilelessly.


  “Does that mean you know of someone?”


  “Perhaps. But first I want to see Young Caesar for myself, and in circumstances where I can form my own opinion. You’ve kept him mighty dark, niece; and I can’t fathom why.”


  “He’s a dear little fellow,” said Rutilia sentimentally.


  “He’s a problem,” said his mother without any sentiment.


  “Well, I think it’s more than time we all went round to see Young Caesar for ourselves,” said Cotta, who was growing a little stout, and in consequence breathed noisily.


  But Aurelia struck her hands together in dismay, looking from one interested face to another with such trouble and pain in her own that the other three paused, shocked. They had known her since birth, and never before had seen her dealing with a situation she clearly felt beyond, her.


  “Oh, please!” she cried. “No! Don’t you understand? What you propose to do is exactly what I cannot allow to happen! My son must think of himself as ordinary! How can he do that if three people descend on him to quiz him— and gush over his answers!—and fill him with false ideas of his own importance?”


  A red spot burgeoned in each of Rutilia’s cheeks. “My dear girl, he is my grandson!” she said, tight-lipped.


  “Yes, Mama, I know, and you shall see him and ask him whatever you wish—but not yet! Not as-part of a crowd! He—is—so—clever! What any other child of his age wouldn’t think to question, he knows the answers to! Let Uncle Publius come on his own for the moment, please!”


  Cotta nudged his wife. “Good idea, Aurelia,” he said with great affability. “After all, he has his second birthday soon—halfway through Quinctilis, isn’t it? Aurelia can invite us to his birthday party, Rutilia, and we’ll be able to see for ourselves without the child’s suspecting a special motive for our presence.”


  Swallowing her ire, Rutilia nodded. “As you wish, Marcus Aurelius. Is that all right with you, daughter?”


  “Yes,” said Aurelia gruffly.


  Of course Publius Rutilius Rufus succumbed to Young Caesar’s ever-increasing mastery of charm, and thought him wonderful, and could hardly wait to tell his mother so.


  “I don’t know when I’ve taken such a fancy to anyone since you rejected every servant girl your parents chose for you, and came home yourself with Cardixa,” he said, smiling. “I thought then what a pearl beyond price you were! And now I find my pearl has produced—oh, not a moonbeam, but a slice of the sun.”


  “Stop waxing lyrical, Uncle Publius! This sort of thing is not why I asked you here to see him,” said the mother, edgy.


  But Publius Rutilius Rufus thought it imperative that she should understand, and sat down with her on a bench in the courtyard at the bottom of the light-well which pierced the center of the insula. It was a delightful spot, as the other ground-floor tenant, the knight Gaius Matius, had a flair for gardening that bordered on perfection. Aurelia called the light-well her hanging gardens of Babylon, for plants trailed over the balconies on every floor, and creepers rooted in the earth of the courtyard had over the years grown all the way to the very top of the shaft. This being summer, the garden itself was redolent with the perfume of roses and wallflowers and violets, and blossoms drooped and reared in every shade of blue, pink, lilac, the year’s color scheme.


  “My dear little niece,” said Publius Rutilius Rufus very seriously, taking both her hands in his, and making her turn to look into his eyes, “you must try to see what I see. Rome is no longer young, though by that I do not mean to imply that Rome is in her dotage. Only consider. . . Two hundred and forty-four years of the kings, then four hundred and eleven years of the Republic. Rome has been in existence now for six hundred and fifty-five years, growing ever mightier. But how many of the old families are still producing consuls, Aurelia? The Cornelii. The Servilii. The Valerii. The Postumii. The Claudii. The Aemilii. The Sulpicii. The Julii haven’t produced a consul in nearly four hundred years—though I think there will be several Julii in the curule chair in this generation. The Sergii are so poor they’ve been reduced to finding money by farming oysters. And the Pinarii are so poor they’ll do virtually anything to enrich themselves. Among the plebeian nobility matters are better than among the patricians. Yet it seems to me that if we are not careful, Rome will eventually belong to New Men— men without ancestors, men who can claim no connection to Rome’s beginnings, and therefore will be indifferent to what kind of place Rome becomes.”


  The grip on her hands tightened. “Aurelia, your son is of the oldest and most illustrious lineage. Among the patrician families still surviving, only the Fabii can compare with the Julii, and the Fabii have had to adopt for three generations to fill the curule chair. Those among them who are genuine Fabii are so odd that they hide themselves away. Yet here in Young Caesar is a member of the old patriciate with all the energy and intelligence of a New Man. He is a hope for Rome of a kind I never thought to see. For I do believe that to grow even greater, Rome must be governed by those of the blood. I could never say this to Gaius Marius—whom I love, but whom I deplore. In the course of his phenomenal career Gaius Marius has done Rome more harm than half a hundred German invasions. The laws that he has tumbled, the traditions he has destroyed, the precedents he has created—the Brothers Gracchi at least were of the old nobility, and tackled what they saw as Rome’s troubles with some vestige of respect for the mos maiorum, the unwritten tenets of our ancestors. Whereas Gaius Marius has eroded the mos maiorum and left Rome prey to many kinds of wolves, creatures bearing no relationship whatsoever to the kind old wolf who suckled Romulus and Remus.”


  So arresting and unusual, her wide and lucent eyes were fixed on Publius Rutilius Rufus’s face almost painfully, and she did not notice how strongly he held on to her hands. For here at last she was being offered something to seize hold of, a guidance through the shadowy realm she trod with Young Caesar.


  “You must appreciate Young Caesar’s significance, and do everything in your power to put his feet firmly on the path to pre-eminence. You must fill him with a purpose no one save he can accomplish—to preserve the mos maiorum and renew the vigor of the old ways, the old blood.”


  “I understand, Uncle Publius,” said Aurelia gravely.


  “Good!” He rose to his feet, drawing her up with him.


  “I shall bring a man to see you tomorrow, at the third hour of the day. Have the boy here.”


  And so it was that the child Gaius Julius Caesar Junior passed into the care of one Marcus Antonius Gnipho. A Gaul from Nemausus, his grandfather had been of the tribe Salluvii, and hunted heads with great relish during constant raids upon the settled Hellenized folk of coastal Gaul-across-the-Alps until he and his small son were captured by a determined party of Massiliotes. Sold into slavery, the grandfather soon died, whereas the son had been young enough to survive the transition from headhunting barbarian to domestic servant in a Greek household. He had turned out to be a clever fellow, and was still young enough to marry and raise a family when he managed to save enough to buy his freedom. His choice of a bride had fallen upon a Massiliote Greek girl of modest background, and he met with her father’s approval despite his alien hugeness and his bright red hair. Thus his son, Gnipho, had grown up in a free man environment, and soon demonstrated that he shared his father’s scholarly bent.


  When Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus had carved a Roman province along the coast of Gaul-across-the-Alps lapped by the Middle Sea, he had taken a Marcus Antonius with him as one of his senior legates, and that Marcus Antonius had used the services of Gnipho’s father as interpreter and scribe. So when the war against the Arverni was successfully concluded, Marcus Antonius had secured the Roman citizenship for Gnipho’s father as no mean token of his thanks; the generosity of the Antonii was always lavish. A freedman at the time Marcus Antonius had employed him, Gnipho’s father therefore could be absorbed into Antonius’s own rural tribe.


  The boy Gnipho had early evinced a desire to teach, as well as having an interest in geography, philosophy, mathematics, astronomy, and engineering. So after he assumed the toga of manhood his father put him on a ship and sent him to Alexandria, the intellectual hub of the world. There in the cloisters of the museum library he had studied under the Librarian himself, Diokles.


  But the heyday of the library was over, its librarians no longer of the quality of Eratosthenes; and so when Marcus Antonius Gnipho turned twenty-six, he decided to settle in Rome, and there to teach. At first he had taken on the role of grammaticus, taught rhetoric to young men; then, a little wearied by the posturings of noble Roman youths, he opened a school for younger boys. From the very first it was a success, and soon he was able to ask the highest fees without discomfort. He had no worries about paying the rent upon two large rooms on the quiet sixth floor of an insula far from the crowded squalor of the Subura, and was also able to afford four rooms one floor higher up in the same Palatine palace for his private living quarters and the housing of his four expensive slaves, two of whom attended to his personal needs, and two of whom assisted him in his dual classrooms.


  When Publius Rutilius Rufus had called to see him, he laughed, assuring his visitor that he had no intention of giving up his profitable little venture in order to pander to a baby. Rutilius Rufus then offered him a properly drawn-up contract which included a luxurious apartment in an even better Palatine insula, and more money than his school brought in. Still Marcus Antonius Gnipho laughed a refusal.


  “At least come and see the child,” said Rutilius Rufus. “If someone dangles a bait the size of this one under your nose, you’d be a fool if you declined to look.”


  When he met Young Caesar, the teacher changed his mind.


  “Not,” he said to Publius Rutilius Rufus, “because he is who he is, or even because of his amazing intelligence. I am committing myself to Young Caesar as his tutor because I like him enormously—and I fear for his future.”


  *


  “That wretched child!” Aurelia said to Lucius Cornelius Sulla when he called in late September to see her. “The family clubbed together to find the money to hire him a magnificent pedagogue, and what happens? The pedagogue has fallen for his charm!”


  “Huh,” said Sulla, who hadn’t called to hear a litany— even of complaint—about any of Aurelia’s offspring. Children bored him, no matter how bright and charming; that his own did not bore him was a source of mystery. No, he had called to tell Aurelia he was going away.


  “So you’re deserting me too,” she said, offering him grapes from her courtyard garden.


  “Very soon, I’m afraid. Titus Didius wants to ship his troops to Spain by sea, and early winter’s the best time of year. However, I’m going ahead by land to prepare for their arrival.”


  “Tired of Rome?”


  “Wouldn’t you be, in my shoes?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  He moved restlessly, clenched his fists in frustration. “I am never going to get there, Aurelia!”


  But that only provoked a laugh. “Pooh! You’ve got October Horse written all over you, Lucius Cornelius. One day it will come, you wait and see.”


  “Not entirely, I hope,” he said, laughing too. “I’d like to keep my head on my shoulders—which is more than the poor October Horse ever does! Why is that, I wonder? The trouble with all our rituals is that they’re so old we don’t even understand the language in which we rattle off the prayers, let alone know why we harness war-horses in pairs to chariots, and race them, and then sacrifice the right-hand beast of the winning team. As for fighting over its head—!” So bright was the light that his pupils had contracted to pinpoints and gave him the look of a blinded seer; the eyes he turned on her were filled with a seer’s pain—not a pain of past or present, but doomed by knowledge of the future. And he cried out, “Aurelia, Aurelia! Why is it that I never manage to be happy?”


  Her heart squeezed itself up, she pressed her nails into her palms. “I don’t know, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Nor do I.”


  How horrible to offer him good sense, yet what else could she do? “I think you need to be busy.”


  He answered her dryly. “Oh, definitely! When I’m busy, I have no time to think.”


  “So I find it,” she said huskily, and then said, “There ought to be more to life than that.”


  They were sitting in the reception room alongside the low wall of the courtyard garden, one on either side of a table, the grapes, all swollen and purple, in a dish between them. When she finished speaking she continued to look at him, though he had turned his gaze away from her. How attractive he is! she thought, feeling a sudden stab of a private misery she normally kept completely below conscious level. He has a mouth like my husband’s, and beautiful it is. Beautiful. Beautiful. ..


  Up came Sulla’s eyes, straight into hers; Aurelia blushed scarlet. His face changed, exactly how, hard to define—he just seemed to become more of himself. Out went his hand to her, a sudden and bewitching smile lighting him.


  “Aurelia—”


  She put her own hand into his, caught her breath, felt dizzy. “What, Lucius Cornelius?” she managed to ask.


  “Have an affair with me!”


  Her mouth was dry, she felt she must swallow or lose consciousness, yet could not; and his fingers around hers were like the last threads of a slipping life, she could not leave them go and survive.


  How he got himself around the table she never afterward understood, only looked up at his face so close to hers, the sheen on his lips, the layers in his eyes flaked as in the depths of polished marble. Fascinated, she watched a muscle in his right arm move beneath its sheath of skin, and found herself vibrating rather than trembling, as weak, as lost. ..


  She closed her eyes and waited, and then when she felt his mouth touch hers, she kissed him as if starved of love for some long eternity, awash with more emotions than she had ever known existed, stunned, terrified, exalted, burned to a cinder.


  One moment more and the whole room lay between them, Aurelia flat against a brightly painted wall as if trying to lose a dimension, Sulla by the table drawing in great breaths, with the sun seeding fire through his hair.


  “I—can’t!” she said, a quiet scream.


  “Then may you never know another moment’s peace!”


  Determined even in the midst of this towering rage that he would do nothing she could find laughable or farcical, he dealt magnificently with his toga, abandoned on the floor; then, every footstep telling her he would never come back, he walked out of that place as if he were the victor of the field.


  *


  But there could be no satisfaction for himself in being the victor of the field—he was too furious at his defeat. Home Sulla walked with such a storm wrapped round him that whole crowds leaped out of his way. How dared she! How dared she sit there with the hunger naked in her eyes, lead him on with a kiss—such a kiss!—then tell him she couldn’t. As if she hadn’t wanted it more than he. He ought to kill her, break her slender neck, see her face puff up from some poison, watch those purple eyes bulge out as his fingers tightened about her throat. Kill her, kill her, kill her, kill her, said the heart he could hear in his ears, said the blood distending the veins of forehead and scalp. Kill her, kill her, kill her! And no less a part of that gigantic fury was the knowledge that he couldn’t kill her any more than he had been able to kill Julilla, kill Aelia, kill Dalmatica. Why? What did these women have that women like Clitumna and Nicopolis did not?


  At sight of him when he erupted into the atrium his servants scattered, his wife retreated voiceless to her own room, and his house shrank in upon itself, so huge was its silence. In his study he went straight to the little wooden temple which held the wax mask of his ancestor the flamen Dialis, and wrenched open the drawer hidden in its perfect flight of steps. The first object his groping fingers fastened around was a tiny bottle, and there it lay upon his palm, its clear contents lapping sluggishly inside its walls of greenish glass. He looked, and he looked.


  The time he spent looking down at what he held in his hand had no measure, nor could his mind now dredge up one single thought; all he owned was rage. Or was it pain? Or was it grief? Or was it just a monumental loneliness? From fire he fell down through warmth to coolness, and finally to ice. Only then could he face this frightful disability, the fact that he, so enamored of murder as a solace as well as a necessity, could not physically perform the deed upon a woman of his own class. With Julilla as with Aelia, he had at least found comfort in witnessing their manifest misery because of him, and with Julilla he had known the satisfaction of causing her death; for there could be no doubt that had she not seen his reunion with Metrobius, she would have continued to guzzle her wine and fix her great hollow yellow eyes upon him mournfully in silent, eternal reproach. With Aurelia, however, he could count on no reaction lasting longer than his presence in her house; as soon as he had gone out her front door, no doubt, she had picked up the pieces of a momentary lapse and buried herself in her work. By tomorrow, she would forget him completely. That was Aurelia. May she rot! May she be chewed up by worms! The malignant sow!


  In the midst of these futile, age-old curses, he caught himself up and grinned a twisted travesty of amusement. No comfort there. Ridiculous, ludicrous. The gods took no note of human frustrations or desires, and he was not of that kind who could in some awful, mysterious way transfer his destructive thoughts into a death wish which bore fruit. Aurelia still lived within him, he needed to banish her before he went to Spain if he was to bend all his energies to the advancement of his career. He needed a something to replace the ecstasy he would have known in breaching the walls of Aurelia’s citadel. The fact that until he surprised the look on her face he had harbored no wish to seduce her was beside the point—the urge had been so powerful, so all-pervasive that he could not shake himself free of it.


  Rome, of course. Once he got to Spain it would all go away. If he could find some kind of satisfaction now. In the field he never suffered these dreadful frustrations, perhaps because he was too busy, perhaps because death lay all around him, perhaps because he could tell himself he was moving upward. But in Rome—and he had been in Rome now for almost three years—he came eventually to a degree of thwarted boredom which in the past had only dissipated after literal or metaphorical murder.


  He fell, ice-cold, into a reverie; faces came and went, of victims and of those he wished were victims. Julilla. Aelia. Dalmatica. Lucius Gavius Stichus. Clitumna. Nicopolis. Catulus Caesar—how nice to wipe that haughty camel’s look away forever! Scaurus. Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle. Piggle-wiggle ... Slowly Sulla got up, slowly closed the secret drawer. But kept the little bottle in his hand.


  The water clock said it was the middle of the day. Six hours gone, six hours to go. Drip drip, drip drip. Time enough and more to visit Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle.


  *


  Upon his return from exile, Metellus Numidicus had found himself turned into something of a legend. Not nearly old enough to be dead, he told himself exultantly, yet here he was, already become a part of Forum lore. They recounted the story of his Homeric career as censor, the fearless way he had dealt with Lucius Equitius, the beatings he had taken, the courage he displayed in coming back for more; and they gave the story of how he had gone into exile, with his stammering son cuh-cuh-cuh-counting that endless stream of denarii while the sun went down on the Curia Hostilia and Gaius Marius waited to enforce his oath of allegiance to Saturninus’s second land bill.


  Yes, thought Metellus Numidicus after the last client of the day had been dismissed, I will pass into history as the greatest of a great family, the quintessential Quintus of the Caecilii Metelli. And he swelled with pride in himself, happy with being home again, pleased with his welcome, replete with an enormous satisfaction. Yes, it had been a long war against Gaius Marius! But now it was definitely over. And he had won, Gaius Marius had lost. Never again would Rome suffer the indignity of Gaius Marius.


  His steward scratched upon the door to his study.


  “Yes?” asked Metellus Numidicus.


  “Lucius Cornelius Sulla is asking to see you, domine.”


  When Sulla came through the door Metellus Numidicus was already on his feet and halfway across the room, his hand stretched out in welcome.


  “My dear Lucius Cornelius, what a pleasure to see you,” he said, oozing affability.


  “Yes, it’s more than time I came to pay my personal respects in private,” said Sulla, seating himself in the client’s chair and assuming an expression of rather charming self-deprecation.


  “Some wine?”


  “Thank you.”


  Standing by the console table upon which two flagons and some goblets of very nice Alexandrian glass reposed, Metellus Numidicus turned back toward Sulla, one eyebrow lifted, a slightly quizzical look on his face. “Is this an occasion to merit Chian unadulterated by water?” he asked.


  Sulla put on a smile suggesting that he was beginning to feel more at ease. “To water Chian down is a crime,” he said.


  His host didn’t move. “That’s a politician’s answer, Lucius Cornelius. I didn’t think you belonged to the breed.”


  “Quintus Caecilius, leave the water out of your wine!” cried Sulla. “I come in the hope that we can be good friends,” he said, voice sincere.


  “In that case, Lucius Cornelius, we will drink our Chian without water.”


  Back came Metellus Numidicus bearing two of the goblets; he placed one on Sulla’s side of the desk, one on his own, then sat down, picked up his glass. “I drink to friendship,” he said.


  “And I.” Sulla sipped a little of his wine, frowned, and looked very directly at Metellus Numidicus. “Quintus Caecilius, I am going as senior legate with Titus Didius to Nearer Spain. I have no idea how long I’m likely to be away, but at this moment it looks as if it could be several years. When I come back, I intend to stand as soon as possible for election as praetor.” He cleared his throat, sipped a little more wine. “Do you know the real reason why I was not elected praetor last year?”


  A smile played about the corners of Metellus Numidicus’s mouth, too faint for Sulla to be able to decide whether it was ironic, malicious, or merely amused,


  “Yes, Lucius Cornelius, I do.”


  “And what do you think?”


  “I think you greatly annoyed my dear friend Marcus Aemilius Scaurus in the matter of his wife.”


  “Ah! Not because of my connection to Gaius Marius!”


  “Lucius Cornelius, no one with Marcus Aemilius’s good sense would suffocate your public career because of a military connection to Gaius Marius. Though I wasn’t here myself to see it, I did preserve sufficient contact with Rome to be aware that your relations with Gaius Marius have not been close in some time,” said Metellus Numidicus smoothly. “Since you are no longer brothers-in-law, I find that understandable.” He sighed. “However, it is unfortunate that, just when you had succeeded in divorcing yourself from Gaius Marius, you should almost provoke a divorce in the household of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus.”


  “I did nothing dishonorable, Quintus Caecilius,” said Sulla stiffly, careful not to let his anger at being patronized show, but moment by moment hardening in his resolve that this conceited mediocrity should die.


  “I know you did nothing dishonorable.” Metellus Numidicus quaffed the last of his wine. “How sad it is that in the matter of women—particularly wives—even the oldest and wisest heads spin round like tops.”


  When his host moved to get up Sulla rose quickly to his feet, plucked both goblets from the table, and went to the console to refill them.


  “The lady is your niece, Quintus Caecilius,” said Sulla, his back turned, the bulk of his toga hiding the table.


  “That is the only reason I know the full story.”


  Having handed one goblet to Metellus Numidicus, Sulla sat down again. “Do you, being the lady’s uncle—and being a very good friend of Marcus Aemilius’s—consider my treatment fair?”


  A shrug, a mouthful of wine, a grimace. “Were you some mushroom, Lucius Cornelius, you would not be sitting here now. But yours is a very old and illustrious name, you are a patrician Cornelius, and you are a man of superior ability.” He pulled another face, drank some more wine. “Had I been in Rome at the time my niece developed her fancy for you, I would of course have supported my friend Marcus Aemilius in anything he chose to do to rectify the situation. I gather he asked you to leave Rome, and you refused. Not a prudent thing to do!”


  Sulla laughed without amusement. “I suppose I didn’t believe Marcus Aemilius would act less honorably than I had.”


  “Oh, how much a few years in the Forum Romanum as a youth would have improved you!” exclaimed Metellus Numidicus. “You lack tact, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “I daresay you’re right,” said Sulla, finding this the hardest role his life had yet called upon him to play. “But one cannot go back, and I need to go forward.”


  “Nearer Spain with Titus Didius is definitely a step forward.”


  Once more Sulla got up, poured two goblets of wine. “I must make at least one good friend in Rome before I go,” he said, “and I would—I say it from the heart—very much like that friend to be you. In spite of your niece. In spite of your close ties to Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus. I am a Cornelian, which means I cannot offer myself to you in the role of a client. Only as a friend. What do you say?”


  “I say—stay to dinner, Lucius Cornelius.”


  And so Lucius Cornelius stayed to dinner, a pleasant and intimate affair, since Metellus Numidicus had originally intended to dine alone that day, a little tired of living up to his new status as a Forum legend. They talked about the indefatigable struggle of his son to end the exile on Rhodes.


  “No man was ever blessed with a better boy,” said the returned exile, feeling his wine, for his intake had been considerable, and started well before his dinner.


  Sulla’s smile was charm personified. “I cannot argue with that, Quintus Caecilius. Indeed, I call your son a good friend of mine. My boy is still a child. However, the blind prejudice of fatherhood says my boy is going to be hard to beat.”


  “He is a Lucius, like you?”


  Sulla blinked, surprised. “Of course.”


  “Odd, that,” Metellus Numidicus said, the two words very carefully pronounced. “Isn’t Publius the first name of the eldest son in your branch of the Cornelians?”


  “My father being dead, Quintus Caecilius, I can’t ask him. Certainly I never remember his being sober enough while he was alive to talk about family customs.”


  “Oh well, doesn’t matter.” Metellus Numidicus thought for a moment, then said, “On the subject of names, I suppose you know that—that Italian always called me Piggle-wiggle?”


  “I have heard Gaius Marius use it, Quintus Caecilius,” said Sulla gravely, and leaned over to fill both the beautiful glass goblets from an equally beautiful glass flagon; how fortunate that Piggle-wiggle had a penchant for glass!


  “Disgusting!” said Metellus Numidicus, slurring the word.


  “Absolutely disgusting,” agreed Sulla, feeling an enormous sense of well-being flow through him. Piggle-wiggle, Piggle-wiggle.


  “It took me a long time to live that name down.”


  “I’m not surprised, Quintus Caecilius,” said Sulla innocently.


  “Nursery slang! He couldn’t even call me a fully fledged cunnus, that—that Italian.”


  Suddenly Metellus Numidicus struggled to sit up, one hand to his brow, drawing audible breaths. “Oh, so dizzy! Can’t—seem to—catch my—breath!”


  “Draw some more big deep ones, Quintus Caecilius.”


  Obediently Metellus Numidicus labored, then gasped, “I—do not—feel well!”


  Sulla slid toward the back of his couch, where his shoes lay. “I’ll get you a basin, shall I?”


  “Servants! Call—servants!” His hands went to his chest, he fell back. “My—lungs!”


  By now Sulla had come round to the front of the couch, and leaned across the table before it. “Are you sure it’s your lungs, Quintus Caecilius?”


  Metellus Numidicus writhed, half-reclining, one hand still clutching at his chest, the other, fingers curled into claws, crawling across the couch toward Sulla. “So—dizzy! Can’t—breathe! Lungs!”


  Sulla bellowed, “Help! Quickly, help!”


  The room filled with slaves immediately; calmly efficient, he sent several for doctors and set others to propping Metellus Numidicus up on bolsters, for he would not lie down.


  “It won’t be long, Quintus Caecilius,” he said gently as he sat down on the front edge of the couch, kicking the table aside with his shod foot; both the goblets fell to the floor along with the wine and water flagons, and broke into small pieces. “Here,” he said to the straining, bright-faced, terrified Metellus Numidicus, “take my hand.” And to one dumbfounded servant standing helplessly by, “Clean up that mess, would you? I wouldn’t want anyone cut.”


  He remained holding Metellus Numidicus’s hand while the slave removed the shards and splinters from the floor and mopped up the liquid, almost entirely water; and he was still holding Metellus Numidicus’s hand when the room filled up with yet more people, doctors and their acolytes; and by the time Metellus Pius the Piglet arrived, Metellus Numidicus would not let go Sulla’s hand even to extend it to his indefatigable and beloved son.


  So while Sulla held Metellus Numidicus’s hand and the Piglet wept inconsolably, the doctors went to work.


  “The potion of hydromel with hyssop and crushed caper root,” said Apollodorus of Sicily, still reigning supreme on the best side of the Palatine. “I think we will blood him too. Praxis, my lancet, please.”


  But Metellus Numidicus was too busy breathing to swallow the honeyed potion; his blood when the vein was opened streamed out a vivid scarlet.


  “It is a vein, I am sure it is a vein!” said Apollodorus Siculus to himself, then said to the other physicians, “How bright the blood is!”


  “He fights us so, Apollodorus, it is no wonder the blood is bright,” said Publius Sulpicius Solon the Athenian Greek. “Do you think—a plaster on the chest?”


  “Yes, it must be a plaster on the chest,” said Apollodorus of Sicily, looking grave, and snapping his fingers imperiously at his chief assistant. “Praxis, the barbatum plaster!”


  Still Metellus Numidicus struggled for breath, beat at his chest with his free hand, looked with clouding eyes at his son, refused to lie down, clung to Sulla’s hand.


  “He is not dark blue in the face,” said Apollodorus Siculus in his stilted Greek to Metellus Pius and Sulla, “and that I do not understand! Otherwise, he has all the signs of a morbid acuteness in the lungs.” He nodded to where his assistant was smearing a black and sticky mess thickly upon a square of woolen fabric. “This is the best poultice, it will draw the noxious elements out. Scraped verdigris—a properly separated litharge of lead—alum—dried pitch—dried pine resin—all mixed to the right consistency with vinegar and oil. See, it is ready!”


  Sure enough, the poultice was finished. Apollodorus of Sicily smoothed it upon the bared chest himself, and stood with praiseworthy calm to watch the barbatum plaster do its work.


  But it could not cure, any more than the bloodletting or the potion; slowly Metellus Numidicus relinquished his hold on life, and on Lucius Cornelius Sulla’s hand. Face a bright red, eyes no longer capable of seeing, he passed from paralysis to coma, and so died.


  As Sulla left the room, he heard the little Sicilian physician say timidly to Metellus Pius, “Domine, there should be an autopsy,” and heard the devastated Piglet say:


  “What, so you Greek incompetents can butcher him as well as kill him? No! My father will go to his pyre unmolested!”


  His eyes on Sulla’s back, the Piglet pushed between the cluster of doctors and followed Sulla out into the atrium.


  “Lucius Cornelius!”


  Slowly Sulla turned, his face when he presented it to Metellus Pius a picture of sorrow; the tears welled in his eyes, slipped down his cheeks unchecked. “My dear Quintus Pius!” he said.


  Shock still kept the Piglet on his feet, and his own weeping had lessened. “I can’t believe it! My father is dead!”


  “Very sudden,” said Sulla, shaking his head. A sob burst from him. “Very sudden! He was so well, Quintus Pius! I called to pay him my respects and he invited me to dinner. We had such a pleasant time! And then, when dinner was over—this!”


  “Oh, why, why, why?” The Piglet’s tears began to increase again. “He was just home, he wasn’t old!”


  Very tenderly Sulla gathered Metellus Pius to him, pressed the jerking head into his left shoulder, his right hand stroking the Piglet’s hair. But the eyes looking past that cradled head reflected the washed-out satisfaction following a great and physical emotion. What could he possibly do in the future to equal that amazing experience? For the first time he had inserted himself completely into the extremis of a dying, been much more than merely its perpetrator; he had been its minister as well.


  The steward emerged from the triclinium to find the son of his dead master being comforted by a man who shone like Apollo. Then he blinked, shook his head. Imagination.


  “I ought to go,” said Sulla to the steward. “Here, take him. And send for the rest of the family.”


  Outside on the Clivus Victoriae, Sulla stood for long enough to allow his eyes to get used to the darkness. Laughing softly to himself, he moved off in the direction of the temple of Magna Mater. When he saw the barred maw of a drain he dropped his empty little bottle into its blackness.


  “Vale, Piggle-wiggle, Piggle-wiggle!” he howled, and raised his hands to clutch at the sullen sky. “Oh, I feel better!”


  5


  “Jupiter!” said Gaius Marius, putting Sulla’s letter down to stare at his wife.


  “What is it?”


  “Piggle-wiggle is dead.”


  The refined Roman matron her son thought would die if she heard anything cruder than Ecastor! didn’t turn a hair; she had been used to hearing Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus referred to as Piggle-wiggle since the first days of her marriage. “Oh, that’s too bad,” she said, not knowing what her husband wanted her to say.


  “Too bad! It’s almost too good—too good to be true!” Marius picked up the scroll again and spread it out to mumble his way through his initial reading. Once he had deciphered its endless scrawl, he read it out more loudly and coherently to Julia, his voice betraying his elation.


  The whole of Rome turned out for the funeral, which was the biggest I for one can remember—but then, I was not much interested in funerals when Scipio Aemilianus was popped on his pyre.


  The Piglet is beside himself with grief, and has definitely branded himself Pius forevermore by weeping and wailing from one gate of Rome to the next. The Caecilius Metellus ancestors were a homely lot if their imagines are anything to go by, which I presume they are. Some of the actors wearing them hopped and skipped and jumped like some sort of peculiar hybrid frog-cricket-deer, and I found myself wondering just where the Caecilii Metelli came from. An odd breeding ground, at any rate.


  The Piglet clings to me these days, probably because I was there when Piggle-wiggle died, and—since his dear tata wouldn’t leave go my hand—the Piglet is convinced all differences between me and Piggle-wiggle were at an end. I didn’t tell him my invitation to dinner was a spur of the moment thing. One fact of interest—all through the time his tata was dying and even afterward, the Piglet never stammered once. Mind you, he only developed his speech impediment after the battle of Arausio, so one must assume it is a nervous tic of the tongue rather than an innate defect. He says it bothers him most these days when he remembers it, or he has to give a formal speech. I keep visualizing him conducting a religious ceremony! How hard I’d laugh to see everybody shifting from one foot to another while the Piglet tripped over his tongue and was forced to start all over again.


  I write this on the eve of departing for Nearer Spain, and what hopefully will be a good war. From the reports, the Celtiberians are absolutely boiling and the Lusitani creating havoc in the Further Province, where my remote Cornelian cousin Dolabella has had a trifling success or two without stamping rebellion out.


  The tribunes of the soldiers have been elected, and Quintus Sertorius goes with Titus Didius too. Almost like old times. Except that our leader is a different— and a less outstanding—New Man than Gaius Marius. I shall write whenever there is news, but in return I expect you to write and tell me what sort of man is King Mithridates.


  “What was Lucius Cornelius doing, dining with Quintus Caecilius?” asked Julia curiously.


  “Currying favor, I suspect,” said Marius gruffly.


  “Oh, Gaius Marius, no!”


  “And why shouldn’t he, Julia? I don’t blame him. Piggle-wiggle is—was—in high fettle, and his clout is certainly greater than mine these days. Under the circumstances, poor Lucius Cornelius can’t attach himself to Scaurus, and I also understand why he has not tried to attach himself to Catulus Caesar.” Marius gave a sigh, shook his head. “However, Julia, at some time in the future I predict that Lucius Cornelius will mend all his fences, and stand on excellent terms with the lot of them.”


  “Then he is no friend to you!”


  “Probably not.”


  “I don’t understand it! You and he were so close.”


  “Yes,” said Marius, speaking deliberately. “However, my dear, it wasn’t the closeness of two men drawn together by a natural affinity of mind and heart. Old Caesar Grandfather felt much the same about him as I do—one couldn’t have a better man at one’s side in a tight spot, or when there’s work to be done. It’s easy to maintain pleasant relations with such a man. But I doubt that Lucius Cornelius will ever enjoy the kind of friendship that I enjoy with Publius Rutilius, for example. You know, when one loves the faults and quirks with the same affection as one does the splendid attributes. Lucius Cornelius hasn’t got it in him to sit in silence on a bench with a friend, just relishing being together. That type of behavior is foreign to his nature.”


  “What is his nature, Gaius Marius? I’ve never known.”


  But Marius shook his head, laughed. “No one knows. Even after all our years together, I couldn’t begin to guess at it.”


  “Oh, I think you could,” said Julia shrewdly, “but I don’t think you want to. At least to me.” She moved to sit beside him. “If he has a friend at all, it’s Aurelia.”


  “So I’ve noticed,” said Marius dryly.


  “Now don’t go assuming there’s anything between them, because there isn’t! It’s just that I think if Lucius Cornelius opens his innermost self to anyone, it’s to her.”


  “Huh,” said Marius, ending the conversation.


  They were in Halicarnassus for the winter, having arrived in Asia Minor too late in the season to attempt the journey overland from the Aegean coast to Pessinus. In Athens they had lingered too long because they loved it so, and from there they went to Delphi to visit Apollo’s precinct, though Marius had refused to consult the Pythoness.


  Surprised, Julia had asked him why.


  “No man can badger the gods,” he said. “I’ve had my share of prophecies. If I ask for more revelations of the future, the gods will turn away from me.”


  “Couldn’t you ask on behalf of Young Marius?”


  “No,” said Gaius Marius.


  They had also visited Epidauros in the near Peloponnese, and there, after dutifully admiring the buildings and the exquisite sculptures of Thrasymedes of Paros, Marius took the sleep diagnosis administered by the priests of Asklepios. He had drunk his potion obediently, then gone to the dormitories lying near the great temple, and slept the night away. Unfortunately he could remember no dreams, so the best the priests could do was to instruct him to reduce his weight, take more exercise, and do no stressful mental work.


  “Quacks, if you ask me,” said Marius scornfully, having given the god a costly bejeweled golden goblet as thanks.


  “Sensible men, if you ask me,” said Julia, eyes fixed upon his expanding waistline.


  It was therefore October before they sailed from the Piraeus in a large ship which plied a regular route between Greece and Ephesus. But hilly Ephesus hadn’t pleased Gaius Marius, who huffed and puffed across its cobbles, and very quickly procured his family room on a ship sailing south to Halicarnassus.


  Here, in perhaps the most beautiful of all the Aegean port cities of the Roman Asia Province, Marius settled down for the winter in a hired villa, well staffed, and equipped with a heated bath of seawater; for though the sun shone for much of the time, it was too cold to bathe. The mighty walls, the towers and the fortresses, the imposing public buildings all made it seem both safe and rather Roman, though Rome did not own a structure as wonderful as the Mausoleum, the tomb his sister-wife Artemisia had erected, inconsolable in her grief, after King Mausolus died.


  Late the following spring, the pilgrimage to Pessinus got under way, not without protest from Julia and Young Marius, who wanted to stay on the sea for the summer; that they lost the battle was a foregone conclusion. From invaders to pilgrims, everyone followed the route along the valley of the Maeander River between coastal Asia Minor and central Anatolia. As did Marius and his family, marveling at the prosperity and the sophistication of the various districts they passed through. After leaving the fascinating crystal formations and mineral spas of Hierapolis, where black wool was treated and its coveted color fixed by the salts in the water, they crossed the immensely tall and rugged mountains—still following the Maeander—into Phrygia’s forests and wildernesses.


  Pessinus, however, lay at the back of an upland plain devoid of encroaching woodlands, but green with wheat when they reached it. Like most of the great religious sanctuaries of inner Anatolia, their guide explained, the temple of the Great Mother at Pessinus owned vast tracts of land and whole armies of slaves, and was rich enough and self-contained enough to function like any other state. The only difference was that the priests governed in the name of the Goddess, and preserved the sanctuary’s wealth to entrench the Goddess’s power.


  Expecting a Delphi situated amid stunning mountains, they were amazed to discover that Pessinus lay below the level of its plain, down in a brilliantly white, chalky, steep-sided gulch. The precinct lay at its northern end, narrower and less fertile than the miles meandering southward, and was built athwart a spring-fed stream which eventually fed into the big river Sangarius. Town and temple and sanctuary buildings oozed antiquity, though the present structures were Greek in style and date, and the great temple, perched on a rise in the valley floor, plunged down at its front abruptly in a three-quarter circle of steps, upon which the pilgrims sat to have their congress with the priests.


  “Our navel-stone you have in Rome, Gaius Marius,” said the archigallos Battaces, “given to you freely in your time of need. For that reason, when Hannibal fled to Asia Minor, he came nowhere near Pessinus.”


  Remembering Publius Rutilius Rufus’s letter about the visit of Battaces and his underlings to Rome at the time when the German invasion threatened, Marius tended to view the man with some amusement, an attitude Battaces was quick to pick up.


  “Is it my castrated state makes you smile?” he asked.


  Marius blinked. “I didn’t think you were, archigallos.”


  “One cannot serve Kubaba Cybele and remain intact, Gaius Marius. Even her consort, Attis, was required to make that great sacrifice,” said Battaces.


  “I thought Attis was cut because he strayed to another woman,” said Marius, feeling he had to say something, and not willing to become enmeshed in a discussion about amputated gonads, though the priest clearly wanted to discuss his condition.


  “No!” said Battaces. “That story is a Greek embroidery. Only in Phrygia do we keep our worship pure, and with it, our knowledge of the Goddess. We are her true followers, to us she came from Carchemish aeons ago.” He walked from the sunlight into the portico of the great temple, dimming the brilliance of his cloth-of-gold garments, the glitter of his many jewels.


  In the Goddess’s cella they stood, it appeared so Marius could admire her statue.


  “Solid gold,” said Battaces complacently.


  “Sure of that?” asked Marius, remembering how the guide at Olympia had told him about the technique used to make Zeus.


  “Absolutely.”


  Life-sized, it stood upon a high marble plinth, and showed the Goddess seated upon a short bench; to either side of her sat a maneless lion, and her hands rested on their heads. She wore a high, crownlike hat, a thin robe which showed off the beauty of her breasts, and a girdle. Beyond the lion on the left stood two child shepherds, one blowing a set of double pipes, the other plucking a large lyre. To the right of the other lion stood Kubaba Cybele’s consort, Attis, leaning on a shepherd’s staff, his head covered by the Phrygian cap, a soft conical affair which rose to a rounded point, and flopped over to one side; he was wearing a long-sleeved shirt tied at his neck but open to display a well-muscled belly, and his long trousers were slit up the front of each leg, then held together at intervals with buttons.


  “Interesting,” said Marius, who didn’t consider it at all beautiful, solid gold or not.


  “You do not admire it.”


  “I daresay that’s because I’m a Roman, archigallos, rather than a Phrygian.” Turning away, Marius paced back down the cella toward its great bronze doors. “Why is this Asian goddess so concerned with Rome?” he asked.


  “She has been for a long time, Gaius Marius. Otherwise, she would never have consented to giving Rome her navel-stone.”


  “Yes, yes, I know that! But it doesn’t answer my question,” said Marius, growing testy.


  “Kubaba Cybele does not reveal her reasons, even to her priests,” said Battaces, once more a vision to hurt the eyes, for he had moved down to the three-quarter circle of steps, bathed in sun. He sat down, patting the marble slab in an invitation to Marius to be seated. “However, it would seem that she feels Rome will continue to increase in importance throughout the world, and perhaps one day have dominion over Pessinus. You have sheltered her in Rome now for over one hundred years as Magna Mater. Of all her foreign temples, it is her most favored one. The great precinct in the Piraeus of Athens—and the one in Pergamum, for that matter—do not seem to concern her half as much. I think she simply loves Rome.”


  “Well, good for her!” said Marius heartily.


  Battaces winced, closed his eyes. A sigh, a shrug, and then he pointed to where beyond the steps there stood the wall and coping of a round well. “Is there anything you yourself would care to ask the Goddess?”


  But Marius shook his head. “What, roar down that thing and wait for some disembodied voice to answer? No.”


  “It is how she answers all questions put to her.”


  “No disrespect to Kubaba Cybele, archigallos, but the gods have done well by me in the matter of prophecies, and I do not think it wise to ask them more,” said Marius.


  “Then let us sit here in the sun for a while, Gaius Marius, and listen to the wind,” said Battaces, concealing his acute disappointment; he had arranged some important oracular answers.


  “I don’t suppose,” said Marius suddenly after several moments, “that you’d know how best I can contact the King of Pontus? In other words, do you know where he is? I’ve written to him at Amaseia, but not a sign of a reply have I had, and that was eight months ago. Nor did my second letter reach him.”


  “He’s always moving about, Gaius Marius,” said the priest easily. “It’s possible he hasn’t been in Amaseia this year.”


  “What, doesn’t he have his mail forwarded on?”


  “Anatolia is not Rome, or Roman territory,” said Battaces. “Even King Mithridates’s courts do not know whereabouts he is unless he notifies them. He rarely does so.”


  “Ye gods!” said Marius blankly. “How does he manage to hold things together?”


  “His barons govern in his absence—not an arduous task, as most of the cities of Pontus are Greek states governing themselves. They simply pay Mithridates whatever he asks. As for the rural areas, they are primitive and isolated. Pontus is a land of very high mountains all running parallel to the Euxine Sea, with the result that communications are not good between one part and any other. The King has many fortresses scattered through the ranges, and at least four courts when last I heard—Amaseia, Sinope, Dasteira, and Trapezus. As I say, he moves about constantly, and usually without much state. He also journeys to Galatia, Sophene, Cappadocia, and Commagene. His relatives rule those places.”


  ‘‘ I see.’’ Marius leaned forward, linked his hands together between his knees. “What you’re saying, I suppose, is that I may never succeed in making contact with him.”


  “It depends how long you intend to remain in Asia Minor,” said Battaces, sounding indifferent.


  “I think I must stay until I manage to see the King of Pontus, archigallos. In the meantime, I’ll pay a visit to King Nicomedes—at least he stays put! Then it’s back to Halicarnassus for the winter. In the spring I intend to go to Tarsus, and from there I shall venture inland to see King Ariarathes of Cappadocia.” Marius rattled all this off casually, then turned the subject to temple banking, in which he professed himself interested.


  “There is no point, Gaius Marius, in keeping the Goddess’s money mouldering in our vaults,” said Battaces gently. “By lending it at good rates of interest, we increase her wealth. However, here at Pessinus we do not seek depositors, as some others among the temple confraternity do.”


  “It’s not an activity one sees in Rome,” said Marius, “I suppose because Rome’s temples are the property of the Roman People, and administered by the State.”


  “The Roman State could make money, could it not?”


  “It could, but that would lead to an additional bureaucracy, and Rome doesn’t care much for bureaucrats. They tend either to be inert, or too acquisitive. Our banking is private, and in the hands of professional bankers.”


  “I do assure you, Gaius Marius,” said Battaces, “that we temple bankers are highly professional.”


  “What about Cos?” asked Marius.


  “The sanctuary of Asklepios, you mean?”


  “I do.”


  “Ah, a very professional operation!” said Battaces, not without envy. “Now there is an institution eminently capable of funding whole wars! They have many depositors, of course.”


  Marius got up. “I thank you, archigallos.”


  Battaces watched Marius stride down the incline toward the beautiful colonnade built above the spring-fed stream; then, sure Marius would not turn back, the priest hurried to his palace, a small but lovely building within a grove of trees.


  Ensconced in his study, he drew writing materials toward him, and proceeded to begin a letter to King Mithridates.


  It would appear, Great King, that the Roman consul Gaius Marius is determined to see you. He applied to me for help in tracking you down, and when I gave him no kind of encouragement, he told me that he intends to remain in Asia Minor until he manages to meet you.


  Among his plans for the near future are visits to Nicomedes and Ariarathes. One wonders why he would submit himself to the rigors of a journey into Cappadocia, for he is not very young—nor very well, I strongly suspect. But he made it clear that in the spring he goes to Tarsus, and from there he will go to Cappadocia.


  I find him a formidable man, Great One. If such as he succeeded in becoming consul of Rome no less than six times—for he is a blunt and rather uncouth individual—then one must not underestimate him. Those noble Romans I have met before were far smoother, more sophisticated men. A pity perhaps that I did not have the opportunity to meet Gaius Marius in Rome, when, contrasting him with his peers, I might have been able to make more of him than I can here in Pessinus.


  In all this, please find me your devoted and ever-loyal subject, Battaces.


  The letter sealed and wrapped in softest leather, then put inside a wallet, Battaces gave it to one of his junior priests and sent him posthaste to Sinope, where lay King Mithridates.
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  Its contents did not please the King, who sat chewing his full lip and frowning so awfully that those among his courtiers bidden to be in his presence but not to speak were both thankful for this and sorry for Archelaus, bidden to sit with the King and speak when spoken to. Not that Archelaus appeared worried; the King’s first cousin and chief baron, Archelaus was friend as much as servant, brother as much as cousin.


  Beneath his unconcerned exterior, however, Archelaus harbored the same degree of apprehension for his safety as the rest of those in attendance on the King; if any man might be excused for thinking he stood high in the King’s favor, he had better remember the fate of the chief baron Diophantus. Diophantus too had been friend as much as servant, father as much as the uncle he actually was.


  However, reflected Archelaus as he sat watching the strong yet petulant face only feet away, a man really had no choice in the matter. The King was the King, all others his to command—and to kill, if such was his pleasure. A state of affairs that sharpened the wits of those living in close proximity to so much energy, capriciousness, infantilism, brilliance, strength, and timidity. All a man owned to extricate himself from a thousand perilous situations were his wits. And these perilous situations could blow up like storms off the Euxine, or simmer like kettles on glowing coals at the back of the King’s mind, or loom out of some unremembered sin a decade old. The King never forgot an injury, real or imagined; only put it away for future use.


  “I will have to see him, it appears,” said Mithridates, then added, “Won’t I?”


  A trap: what did one answer?


  “If you don’t choose to, Great King, you don’t have to see anyone,” said Archelaus easily. “However, I imagine Gaius Marius would be an interesting man to meet.”


  “Cappadocia, then. In the spring. Let him get the measure of Nicomedes first. If this Gaius Marius is so formidable, he will not be predisposed to like Nicomedes of Bithynia,” said the King. “And let him meet Ariarathes first too. Send that little insect word from me that in the spring he will present himself to Gaius Marius in Tarsus, and personally escort the Roman to Cappadocia.”


  “The army will be mobilized as planned, O Great One?”


  “Of course. Is Gordius coming?”


  “He should be in Sinope before the winter snows close the passes, my King,” said Archelaus.


  “Good!” Still frowning, Mithridates returned his attention to the letter from Battaces, and began to chew his lip again. These Romans! Why couldn’t they keep their noses out of what was, after all, none of their business? Why was a man as famous as Gaius Marius concerning himself with the doings of peoples in eastern Anatolia? Had Ariarathes already concluded a bargain with the Romans to have Mithridates Eupator off his throne, turn Pontus into a satrapy of Cappadocia?


  “The road has been too long and too hard,” he said to his cousin Archelaus. “I will not bow down to the Romans !’’


  *


  Indeed the road had been long and hard, almost from birth, for he had been the younger son of his father, King Mithridates V, and the King’s sister-wife, Laodice. Born in the same year Scipio Aemilianus had died so mysteriously, Mithridates called Eupator had had a brother less than two years older than himself, called Mithridates Chrestos because he was the anointed one, the chosen king. The King their father had dreamed of enlarging Pontus at anyone’s expense, but preferably at the expense of Bithynia, the oldest enemy—and the most obdurate.


  At first it had seemed as if Pontus would retain the title Friend and Ally of the Roman People, earned by the fourth King Mithridates when he assisted the second Attalus of Pergamum in his war against King Prusias of Bithynia. The fifth Mithridates had continued in this alliance with Rome for some time, sending help against Carthage in the third of Rome’s Punic wars, and against the successors of the third King Attalus of Pergamum after his will had revealed that he had left his entire kingdom to Rome. But then the fifth Mithridates had acquired Phrygia by paying the Roman proconsul in Asia Minor, Manius Aquillius, a sum of gold into his own purse; the title Friend and Ally had been withdrawn and enmity between Rome and Pontus had persisted ever since, cunningly fostered by King Nicomedes of Bithynia—and by anti-Aquillian senators in Rome.


  Roman and Bithynian enmity or no, the fifth Mithridates had continued his expansionist policies, drawing Galatia into his net, and then succeeding in getting himself named heir to most of Paphlagonia. But his sister-wife didn’t like the fifth King Mithridates; she had conceived a desire to rule Pontus on her own behalf. When young Mithridates Eupator was nine years old—the court was at Amaseia at the time—Queen Laodice murdered the husband who was also her brother, and put Mithridates Chrestos, aged eleven, on the throne. She, of course, was regent. In return for a guarantee from Bithynia that the borders of Pontus itself would not be breached, the Queen relinquished the claims of Pontus to Paphlagonia, and liberated Galatia.


  Not yet ten years old, young Mithridates Eupator fled from Amaseia scant weeks after his mother’s coup, convinced that he too would be murdered; for, unlike his slow and biddable brother Chrestos, he reminded his mother of her husband, and she had begun to say so with increasing frequency. Completely alone, the boy fled not to Rome or some neighboring court but into the eastern Pontic mountains, where he made no secret of his identity to the local inhabitants, only begging them to keep his secret. Awed and flattered, predisposed to love a member of the royal house who would choose exile among them, the local people protected Mithridates fanatically. Moving from village to village, the young prince came to know his country as no other scion of the royal house ever had, and penetrated deeply into parts of it where civilization had slowed, or stopped, or never started. In the summers he roamed utterly free, hunting bear and lion to win a reputation for daring among his ignorant subjects, knowing that the bounty of the Pontic forests would yield him food—cherries and hazelnuts, apricots and succulent vegetables, deer and rabbits.


  In some ways his life was never again to yield to him so much simple satisfaction—nor any subjects to yield him so much simple adoration—as during the seven years Mithridates Eupator hid in the mountains of eastern Pontus. Slipping silently beneath the eaves of forests brilliant with the pink and lilac of rhododendron, the pendulous cream of acacia, never it seemed without the roar of tumbling white water in his ears, he grew from boy into young man. His first women were the girls of tiny and primitive villages; his first lion a maned beast of huge proportions that he killed, a reincarnation of Herakles, with a club; his first bear a creature far taller than he was.


  The Mithridatidae were big people, their origins Germano-Celt from Thrace, but this was admixed with a little Persian blood from the court (if not the loins) of King Darius, and through the two hundred and fifty years the Mithridatidae had ruled Pontus, they had occasionally married into the Syrian Seleucid dynasty, another Germano-Thracian royal house, descended as it was from Alexander the Great’s Macedonian general Seleucus. An occasional throwback to the Persian strain provided someone slight and smooth and creamy-dark, but Mithridates Eupator was a true Germano-Celt. So he grew very tall, grew shoulders wide enough to support the carcass of a fully developed male deer, and grew thighs and calves strong enough to scale the crags of a Pontic peak.


  At seventeen he felt himself sufficiently a man to make his move; he sent a secret message to his uncle Archelaus, a man he knew to bear no love for Queen Laodice, who was his half sister as well as his sovereign. A plan was evolved through a number of furtive meetings in the hills behind Sinope, where the Queen now lived permanently; one by one, Mithridates met those barons whom Archelaus thought trustworthy, and took their oaths of allegiance.


  Everything went exactly according to plan; Sinope fell because the struggle for power went on within its walls, never threatened from without. The Queen and Chrestos and those barons loyal to them were taken bloodlessly; when blood did flow, it gushed out from under an executioner’s sword. Several uncles, aunts and cousins perished at once, Chrestos somewhat later, and Queen Laodice last of all. Pious son, Mithridates threw his mother into a dungeon under Sinope’s battlements, where—how could it have happened?—someone forgot to feed her, and she starved to death. Innocent of matricide, the sixth King Mithridates ruled alone. He was not yet eighteen.


  He felt his oats, he itched to make a great name for himself, he burned to see Pontus become more powerful by far than any of its neighbors, he hungered to rule the world; for his huge silver mirror told him he was no ordinary king. Instead of a diadem or a tiara, he took to wearing the skin of a lion, its huge fanged mouth jammed down across his forehead, its head and ears covering his scalp, its paws knotted on his chest. Because his hair was so like Alexander the Great’s—the same yellow-gold color, as thick, as loosely curled—he wore it in the same style. Then, wanting to demonstrate his masculinity, he grew not a beard or a moustache (they were beyond the boundaries of Hellenic taste) but long bristling side-whiskers in front of each ear. What a contrast to Nicomedes of Bithynia! Virile, a man entirely for women, huge, lusty, fearsome, powerful. Such were the qualities his silver mirror showed him, and he was well satisfied.


  He married his oldest sister, another Laodice, then married anyone else he fancied as well, so that he had a dozen wives and several times that number of concubines; Laodice he appointed his Queen, but—as he told her quite often— that would last only as long as she was loyal. To reinforce this warning, he sent to Syria for a Seleucid bride of the reigning house, and—there being a plethora of princesses at that moment—he received his Syrian wife, whose name was Antiochis. He also acquired one Nysa, who was the daughter of a Cappadocian prince named Gordius, and gave one of his younger sisters (yet another Laodice!) to the sixth King Ariarathes of Cappadocia.


  Marriage alliances, as he quickly found out, were extremely useful things. His father-in-law Gordius conspired with his sister Laodice to murder Laodice’s husband, King of Cappadocia; looking smugly at a decade and a half of regency, Queen Laodice put her baby son on the throne as the seventh Ariarathes and held Cappadocia in thrall to her brother Mithridates. Until, that is, she succumbed to the blandishments of old King Nicomedes of Bithynia, for she fancied ruling independently of Mithridates and his Cappadocian watchdog, Gordius. Gordius fled to Pontus, Nicomedes assumed the title King of Cappadocia, but remained in Bithynia and allowed his new wife Laodice to act precisely as she wanted within Cappadocia provided she had nothing friendly to do with Pontus. An arrangement which suited Laodice very well. However, her little son was now nearly ten years of age, and like all the kingly oriental breeds, he had developed autocratic tendencies already; he wanted to rule by himself. A clash with his mother saw his pretensions crushed, but not his convictions. Within a month he presented himself at the court of his uncle Mithridates in Amaseia, and within a month more his uncle Mithridates had installed him alone on his throne in Mazaca, for the army of Pontus was permanently in a state of readiness, that of Cappadocia not. Laodice was put to death, her brother watching impassively; the tenure of Bithynia in Cappadocia was abruptly severed. The only thing which annoyed Mithridates was that the ten-year-old seventh King Ariarathes of Cappadocia refused to allow Gordius to return home, steadily maintaining that he could not play host to his father’s murderer.


  All this Cappadocian meddling had occupied but a small part of the young King of Pontus’s time; during the early years of his reign, his main energies were directed at increasing the manpower and excellence of the Pontic armies, and the wealth in the Pontic treasury. He was a thinker, Mithridates, despite his leonine affectations, his grandiose posturings, and his youth.


  With a handful of those barons who were also his close (and Mithridatid) relatives—his uncle Archelaus, his uncle Diophantus, and his cousins Archelaus and Neoptolemus— he took ship in Amisus for a voyage around the eastern shores of the Euxine Sea. The party went in the guise of Greek merchants looking for trade alliances and passed muster everywhere they landed, as the peoples they encountered were neither learned nor sophisticated. Trapezus and Rhizus had long paid tribute to the Kings of Pontus and were nominally a part of the realm; but beyond these two prosperous outlets for the rich silver mines of the interior lay terra incognita.


  The expedition explored legendary Colchis, where the Phasis River poured into the sea and the peoples who lived along it suspended the fleeces of sheep in its stream to catch the many particles of gold it carried down from the Caucasus; they gaped up at mountains even taller than those of Pontus and Armenia, sides perpetually crusted with snow, and kept a wary eye out for the descendants of the Amazons who had once lived in Pontus where the Thermodon spread its alluvial plain into the sea.


  Slowly the Caucasus decreased in height and there began the endless plains of the Scythians and Sarmatians, teeming peoples of almost settled habits who had been somewhat tamed by the Greeks who had set up colonies on the coast— not militarily tamed, but exposed to Greek customs and culture—most alluring, most exotic, most seductive.


  Where the delta of the Vardanes River cut up the shoreline, the ship bearing King Mithridates entered into a huge and almost landlocked lake called Maeotis and sailed along its triangular shape, discovering at its apex the mightiest river in the world, the fabled Tanais. They heard the names of other rivers—Rha, Udon, Borysthenes, Hypanis—and tales about the vast sea to the east called Hyrcanus or Caspium.


  Wheat was growing everywhere the Greeks had established their trading cities.


  “We would grow more, did we have a market,” said the ethnarch of Sinde. “Liking their first taste of bread, the Scythians have learned to break ground, grow wheat.”


  “You sold grain to King Masinissa of Numidia a century ago,” said Mithridates. “There are still markets. The Romans were willing to pay anything not long ago. Why aren’t you actively seeking markets?”


  “Perhaps,” said the ethnarch, “we have grown too isolated from the world of the Middle Sea. And the taxes Bithynia levies for passage through the Hellespont are very heavy.”


  “I think,” said Mithridates to his uncles, “we will have to do what we can to help these excellent people, don’t you?”


  An inspection of the fabulously fertile near-island called the Tauric Chersonnese by the Greeks and Cimmeria by the Scythians was all the further proof Mithridates needed; these lands were ripe for conquest, and must belong to Pontus.


  However, Mithridates was not a good general, and was wise enough to know it. Soldiering intrigued him for short periods, and he was no coward, far from it; but somehow the knowledge of what to do with many thousands of troops evaded him, and that before ever he tried it in practice. Whereas he found that he enjoyed organizing a campaign, assembling armies. Let others better qualified than he lead them.


  Pontus yielded troops, of course, but its King was aware that their quality left much to be desired, for the Greeks who inhabited the coastal cities despised warfare—the native peoples, descendants of the Persic strains who had once lived around the south and west of the Hyrcanian Sea, were so backward they were almost impossible to train. So, like most eastern rulers, Mithridates was forced to rely upon mercenaries. Most of these were Syrians, Cilicians, Cypriots, and the hot-blooded citizens of those quarrelsome Semitic states around the Palus Asphaltites in Palestina. They fought very well and very loyally—provided they were paid. If the pay was one day late, they packed up and started to walk home.


  But having seen the Scythians and Sarmatians, the King of Pontus decided that from these peoples he would in future obtain his soldiers; he would train them as infantry and arm them like Romans. And with them he would set out to conquer Anatolia. First, however, he had to subjugate them. And for this task he chose his uncle Diophantus, son of his father’s blood sister and a baron named Asklepiodorus.


  His pretext was a complaint the Greeks of Sinde and the Chersonnesus had made about raiding incursions by the sons of King Scilurus, dead now, but the craftsman of a Scythian state of Cimmeria which had not entirely collapsed after he died. Thanks to the efforts of the Greek outpost at Obia to the west, they were farming Scythians, but they were warlike.


  “Send to King Mithridates of Pontus for help,” said the false merchant visitor before he left the Tauric Chersonnese. “In fact, I’ll carry a letter on your behalf, if you like.”


  A proven general from the time of the fifth King Mithridates, Diophantus espoused his task with enthusiasm, and took a large and well-trained army to the Tauric Chersonnese in the spring following the visit of Mithridates. The result was a triumph for Pontus; the sons of Scilurus crumbled, as did the inland Kingdom of Cimmeria; within the first year Pontus possessed all of the Tauric Chersonnese, huge Roxolani territory to the west, and the Greek city of Olbia, much reduced by constant Sarmatian-Roxolani incursions. In the second year the Scythians fought back, but by its end Diophantus had subjugated the eastern parts of Lake Maeotis, the inland Sindian Maeotians under their king, Saumacus, and had established two strong fortress towns facing each other across the Cimmerian Bosporus.


  Home sailed Diophantus, leaving his son Neoptolemus to settle the affairs of Olbia and the west, and his son Archelaus to regulate the new Pontic empire of the northern Euxine. The job had been splendidly done, the spoils considerable, the manpower for Pontic armies bottomless, the trade possibilities most promising. All this did Diophantus report to his young King in tones of pride; whereupon his young King, jealous and afraid, executed Uncle Diophantus.


  The shock waves traveled through every level of the Pontic court and eventually reached the northern Euxine, where the sons of Diophantus wept in mingled terror and grief, then bent with redoubled energy to finish what their father had started. Down the eastern seaboard of the Euxine marched and sailed Neoptolemus and Archelaus, and one by one the little kingdoms of the Caucasus yielded to Pontus, including gold-rich Colchis and the lands between the Phasis and Pontic Rhizus.


  Lesser Armenia—which the Romans called Armenia Parva—was not actually a part of Armenia proper; it lay to the west and on the Pontic side of the vast mountains between the Araxes and the Euphrates Rivers. To Mithridates it was rightfully his, if for no other reason than that its king regarded the Kings of Pontus as his suzerains rather than the Kings of Armenia. As soon as the eastern and northern Euxine belonged to him in fact as well as in name, Mithridates invaded Lesser Armenia, leading his army in person because he was sure nothing more than his presence would be necessary. He was correct. When he rode into the little town of Zimara, which called itself the capital, he was hailed by the whole populace with open arms; King Antipater of Lesser Armenia advanced toward him in the garb of a suppliant. For once in his life Mithridates felt like a general, so it was not surprising that he became entranced with Lesser Armenia. He eyed its ranks of snow-clad peaks, its boiling spring-fed torrents, its remoteness and inaccessibility, and decided that here he would house the bulk of his rapidly accumulating treasure. The orders went out immediately; fortress repositories would be built on any insurmountable rock, atop the cliffs of some great alpine wall, on the far banks of murderously swift rivers. For one whole summer he amused himself riding about selecting this chasm, that gorge; by the time the project was finished, over seventy strongholds had come into being, and word of his fabulous wealth had traveled as far as Rome.


  Thus it was that, not yet thirty years old but already the owner of a far-flung empire, the custodian of staggering riches, the commander-in-chief of a dozen armies now made up of Scythians, Sarmatians, Celts and Maeotians, and the father of a large brood of sons, the sixth King Mithridates of Pontus sent an embassage to Rome to ask that he be awarded the title of Friend and Ally of the Roman People. It was the year that Gaius Marius and Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar beat the last division of the Germans at Vercellae, so Marius himself had only heard of events secondhand, mostly through the medium of letters from Publius Rutilius Rufus. King Nicomedes of Bithynia had complained at once to the Senate that it was impossible for Rome to name two kings Friend and Ally of the Roman People when those kings were at permanent loggerheads, and pointed out that he had never varied in his allegiance to Rome since his assumption of the Bithynian throne over fifty years before. Tribune of the plebs for a second time, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus had sided with Bithynia, and in the end all the money the envoys of Mithridates had paid out to needy senators went for nothing. The Pontic embassage was refused, and sent home.


  Mithridates took the news hard. First he had a temper tantrum which saw his court scatter, shaking in terror, while he roared up and down his audience chamber calling down curses and frightful imprecations upon Rome and all things Roman. Then he lapsed into an even more horrifying quiet, and sat for many hours alone on his royal lion seat, brooding. Finally, after a brief instruction to Queen Laodice that she was to rule the kingdom in his absence, he left Sinope, and was not seen again for over a year.


  He went first to Amaseia, the original Pontic capital of his ancestors, where all the early kings were buried in tombs hewn from the solid rock of the mountains ringing Amaseia round, and stalked up and down the corridors of the palace for several days, oblivious to the presence of his cowering servants and the seductive pleas of the two wives and eight concubines he kept permanently installed there. Then, as suddenly and completely as a storm was blown away across the mountains, King Mithridates emerged from his furor and settled down to make plans.
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  He did not send back to Sinope for more courtiers, nor ride to Zela, where his nearest army was encamped; instead, he summoned those barons who lived in Amaseia and sent them to choose him a detachment of one thousand crack troops. His instructions were well thought out, and issued in tones which brooked neither argument nor defiance. Forth he would go to Ancyra, the biggest town in Galatia, but with a bodyguard only, his soldiers many miles behind. The barons he dispatched ahead of his own progress were under orders to bring every Galatian tribal chieftain to a great congress at Ancyra, where the King of Pontus would have interesting proposals to make.


  It was an outlandish place, Galatia, a Celtic outpost in a sub-continent peopled by those of Persic, Syriac, Germanic and Hittite strains; all save the Syriacs tended to be fair, at least of skin, but not fair like these Celtic immigrants descended from the second King Brennus of the Gauls. For almost two hundred years they had occupied their big piece of the Anatolian heartland, a rich place and roomy, and lived the lives of Gauls, heedless of the cultures surrounding them. Their intertribal contacts, even, were tenuous; they owned no overall king, and were not interested in banding together to conquer additional territory. For a while, indeed, they had acknowledged the fifth King Mithridates of Pontus as their suzerain, an empty kind of business that yielded them nothing and the fifth Mithridates the same, for they never produced the tithes and tributes Pontus had demanded, and Pontus died before he could exact retribution. No one tampered with them; they were Gauls, far fiercer than Phrygians, Cappadocians, Pontines, Bithynians, Ionian or Dorian Greeks.


  The leaders of the three Galatian tribes and their tribelets came to Ancyra to answer the summons of Mithridates, looking more forward to the great feast they had been promised than to whatever projected campaign of mayhem and booty the sixth Mithridates was undoubtedly going to offer them. And in Ancyra—little more than a village—they found Mithridates waiting for them. He had scoured the countryside all the way from Amaseia for every delicacy and kind of wine money could buy, and spread before the Galatian chiefs a feast grander and more delicious even than their imaginations had conjured up. Already in a state of affable content before they made inroads upon the food and drink, they succumbed blissfully to the twin snares of full bellies and whirling heads.


  And while they lay amid the shambles to which they had reduced the feast, snoring and twitching in drunken stupor, the thousand handpicked soldiers of King Mithridates spilled silently into the compound, went among them, and killed them. Not until the last Galatian thane was dead did King Mithridates move from his lordly chair at the head of the head table, sitting with his leg thrown over its arm, wagging his foot, his big smooth bland face displaying a keen interest in the slaughter.


  “Burn them,” he said at the end, “then spread their ashes on top of their blood. This place will grow superb wheat next year. Nothing makes soil more fruitful than blood and bone.”


  He then had himself proclaimed King of Galatia, with no one left to oppose him save leaderless and scattered Gauls.


  And then he suddenly and completely disappeared. Not his most senior baron knew where he had gone, or what he was up to; he simply left a letter ordering them to tidy Galatia up, return to Amaseia, and send to the Queen at Sinope to appoint a satrap for the new Pontic territory of Galatia.


  Clad in the garb of a merchant, astride a mediocre brown horse and leading a donkey upon which he had placed spare clothing and a rather stupid young Galatian slave who didn’t even know who his master was, Mithridates rode down the track to Pessinus. At the precinct of Kubaba Cybele the Great Mother he revealed his true identity to Battaces and brought the archigallos into his service, obtaining from Battaces much information he would need. From Pessinus he proceeded into the Roman Asia Province down the long valley of the Maeander River.


  Scarcely one town in Caria did he leave uninvestigated; the big, curious, slightly-vague-about-his-business eastern merchant rode from one place to another administering an occasional beating to his dullard slave, eyes everywhere, mind filing every item of information away. He supped with other merchant travelers at inn tables, he lingered in the market squares on market days talking to anyone who looked to have something interesting to impart, he strolled the quays of Aegean seaports poking his fingers into bales and sniffing at sealed amphorae, he flirted with village girls and rewarded them most generously when they gratified his fleshly urges, he listened to tales of the riches in the precinct of Asklepios on Cos, in the Artemisium at Ephesus, the sanctuary of Asklepios at Pergamum, and the fabulous treasures of Rhodes.


  From Ephesus he turned north to Smyrna and Sardis, and eventually arrived in Pergamum, capital of the Roman governor, glittering from its mountaintop like a jeweled box. Here for the first time he saw genuine Roman troops, a small guard belonging to the governor; Asia Province was not considered a military risk, so its soldiers were made up of local auxiliaries and militia. Long and hard did Mithridates study the eighty members of the real thing, noting the heaviness of the mailed armor, the short swords and tiny-headed spears, the well-drilled way in which they moved, seconded to soft duty though they were. Here too he saw his first purple-bordered toga upon the person of the governor himself. This worthy, escorted by lictors in crimson tunics, each bearing the bundle of rods upon his left shoulder with the axes inserted because the governor had the power to deal out death, seemed to the watching Mithridates to defer very humbly to a small number of men in plain white togas. These, he discovered, were the publicani, executives of the companies which farmed the provincial taxes; from the way they strutted through the exquisitely planned and laid out streets of Pergamum, they seemed to think they owned the province, rather than Rome.


  Not, of course, that Mithridates presumed to strike up a conversation with any of these august fellows, they were obviously far too busy and important to take heed of a lone eastern merchant; he simply noted them as they passed by in the midst of their small armies of clerks and scribes, and did his talking to Pergamites across friendly tables in little taverns far beneath the notice of the publicani.


  “They bleed us dry,” he was told so many times he judged it to be the truth rather than the typical grumblings of men who grumbled only to hide their prosperity, as rich farmers and those running monopoly businesses did.


  “How so?” he replied at first, and was asked where he had been since the death of King Attalus thirty years earlier.


  So he concocted a tale of long wanderings to the north of the Euxine Sea, secure in the knowledge that should some fellow quiz him on Olbia or Cimmeria, he could indeed speak of these places as one who had seen them.


  “In Rome,” he was told, “they have two very high officials they call censors. They are elected—isn’t that odd?—and they must previously have been consuls, which shows you how important they are. Now in any decent Greek community, the business of the State is run by proper civil employees, not men who might last year have been leading armies! Not so in Rome, where these censors are complete amateurs in business. Yet they have control of every kind of State business, and it is their job every five years to let contracts on behalf of the State.”


  “Contracts?” asked the oriental despot, frowning.


  “Contracts. Like any other contracts, except that these are between companies in business and the Roman State,” said the merchant of Pergamum whom Mithridates was entertaining.


  “I fear I have been too long in places ruled by kings,” said the King. “Does the Roman State have no servants to ensure its enterprises are properly run?”


  “Only the magistrates—consuls and praetors and aediles and quaestors—and they are solely interested in one thing, that the Treasury of Rome be full.” The Pergamite merchant sniggered. “Of course, friend, quite often their major concern is that their own purses be full!”


  “Continue. I am fascinated.”


  “Our plight here is all the fault of Gaius Gracchus.”


  “One of the Sempronius brothers?”


  “The same. The younger one. He legislated to have the taxes of Asia collected by companies of men specially formed for the purpose. That way, he reasoned, the Roman State could have its share without actually employing tax-gatherers. Out of his laws the Asian publicani were born, the men who farm the taxes here. The censors in Rome announce to the bidders for contracts the terms the State requires. In the case of the taxes of Asia Province, they announce the sum of money the Treasury wants paid in each year for the next five years—not the actual sum of money to be collected in Asia Province. That figure is up to the tax companies to decide, as they have to make a profit for themselves before paying the Treasury what they contracted to pay it. So a squadron of accountants sit down with their abacuses and calculate how much it will be possible to squeeze from Asia Province annually for the next five years, and then the bid for the contract is made.”


  “Forgive me, I must be dense—how can it matter to Rome what amount is bid, if the sum the State wants has already been told to the bidders?”


  “Ah! But that figure, my dear fellow, is merely the minimum the Treasury is prepared to accept! So what happens is that each company of publicani tries to calculate a figure that will be sufficiently higher than the minimum to make the Treasury very happy indeed—and also incorporate in it a fat profit!”


  “Oh, I see,” said Mithridates, blowing through his nose. “The contract is let to the firm which makes the highest bid.”


  “Correct.”


  “But is the figure bid the figure to be paid to the Treasury, or the whole sum including the fat profit?”


  The merchant laughed. “Only the sum to be paid to the State, friend! What sort of profit the company expects to make is purely company information, and the censors don’t ask any questions, believe me. They open the bids, and whichever firm has offered the Treasury the most is the firm awarded the contract.”


  “Do the censors ever award the contract to a firm bidding less than the highest figure?”


  “Not in my memory, friend.”


  “And the result of all this? Are the company estimates, for instance, within the bounds of probability, or are they far too optimistic?” Mithridates asked, knowing the answer.


  “Well, what do you think? The publicani base their estimates, as far as we can tell, on a set of figures obtained from a survey done in the Garden of the Hesperides, not Attalus’s Asia Minor! So when there’s a fall in production in the smallest district and in the smallest activity there, all of a sudden the publicani panic—the sum they’ve contracted to pay the Treasury is suddenly more than they’re gathering! If only they’d make their bids realistic, everyone would be better off! As it is, unless we have a bumper harvest, don’t lose a single sheep in the shearing or the lambing, sell every last link of chain, foot of rope, piece of fabric, hide of cow, amphora of wine and medimnus of olives—why, the tax-farmers start squeezing, and everybody suffers,” said the merchant bitterly.


  “How do they squeeze?” asked Mithridates, wondering where the camps of soldiers were, as he had seen none in his travels.


  “They hire Cilician mercenaries from the areas where even wild Cilician sheep starve, and they let them loose. I’ve seen whole districts sold into slavery, down to the last woman and child, no matter how old or how young. I’ve seen whole fields dug up and houses pulled down, searching for money. Oh, friend, if I told you everything I’ve seen the tax-farmers do to squeeze a drop more, you’d weep! Crops confiscated except for just enough to let the farmer and his family eat and plant the next year’s crop, flocks halved, shops and stalls rifled—and the worst of it is that it encourages people to lie and cheat—if they don’t, they lose the lot.”


  “And all these tax-farming publicani are Romans?”


  “Romans or Italians,” said the merchant.


  “Italians,” said Mithridates thoughtfully, wishing that he hadn’t spent seven years of his childhood hiding in the Pontic forests; his education, as he had discovered since beginning his journey of exploration, was sadly lacking in geography and economics.


  “Well, Romans, really,” explained the merchant, who wasn’t sure of the distinction either. “They come from special suburbs of Rome called Italy. But beyond that, there’s no difference as far as I can see. They all start rolling tides of Latin when they gather together instead of doing the decent thing and keeping what they say in honest Greek, and they all wear frightful unshaped and untailored tunics— the sort of thing a shepherd would be ashamed to wear, not a dart or a tuck in it to make it fit nicely.” The merchant plucked at the soft stuff of his own Greek tunic complacently, sure it had been perfectly cut to flatter his rather small and spare figure.


  “Do they wear the toga?” Mithridates asked.


  “Sometimes. On holidays, and if the governor summonses them,” said the merchant.


  “Italians too?”


  “Don’t know,” said the merchant, and shrugged. “I daresay.”


  From conversations like this did Mithridates gather his information, mostly a litany of hate against the publicani and their hired minions. There was also another thriving business in Asia Province, again run by Romans; the lending of money at rates of interest no self-respecting borrower would agree to, nor self-respecting lender stipulate. And, learned Mithridates, these moneylenders were usually employees of the tax-farming companies, though the companies had no share in the money lending. Roman Asia Province, thought Mithridates, is a fat fowl the Romans pluck, they have no other interest in it. They come here from Rome and the suburbs called Italy, they pinch and squeeze and extort, and then they go home again with purses bulging, indifferent to the plight of those they leave behind, the people of Dorian, Aeolian, and Ionian Asia. And they are hated!


  From Pergamum he journeyed inland to cut off the unimportant triangle called the Troad, and emerged on the southern shore of the Propontis Lake near Cyzicus. From here he rode along the Propontis Lake to Prusa, in Bithynia. Prosperous and growing, it lay in the lap of the vast, snow-covered mountain called Mysian Olympus; pausing only to note that its citizens were uninterested in the machinations of their octogenarian king, he went on to the capital of Nicomedia, where the octogenarian king kept court. It too was a prosperous and fairly large city, dominated by the temple precinct and palace atop a small acropolis, dreaming alongside its wide calm inlet.


  This of course was dangerous country for a Mithridatid; it was even possible that on the streets of Nicomedia he might encounter some person who would recognize him, a priest of the far-flung confraternity of Ma or Tyche, or some Sinopean visitor. So he chose to stay in a foul-smelling inn well away from the better parts of the city, and muffled himself closely in the folds of his cloak whenever he ventured out. All he wished to do was to gain a feel of the people, test the temperature of their devotion to King Nicomedes, decide how wholeheartedly they might support their king in a war with — idle speculation though it was, of course — the King of Pontus.


  The rest of winter and all of spring he spent wandering from Heracleia on the Bithynian Euxine to the remotest parts of Phrygia and Paphlagonia, observing everything from the state of the roads— more like tracks — to how much of the countryside was cleared for the planting of crops, and how educated the people were.


  And thus in early summer he returned to Sinope feeling all-powerful, vindicated, brilliant, to find his sister-wife Laodice shrill-voiced and prone to feverish chatter, and his barons too quiet. His uncles Archelaus and Diophantus were dead and his cousins Neoptolemus and Archelaus were in Cimmeria, a state of affairs which left the King aware of his vulnerability, and that upset his mood of triumph, made him suppress his impulse to sit upon his throne and regale the entire court with every detail of his odyssey to the west. Instead, he dowered everyone with a breezy smile, made love to Laodice until she cried for quarter, visited all his sons and daughters and their mothers, and sat back to see what would happen next. Something was going on, of that he was sure; until he discovered its nature, he resolved to say not a word about where he had been during his long and mysterious absence, nor about his plans for the future.


  Then came Gordius his Cappadocian father-in-law to see him in the night marches, a finger upon his lips, a hand indicating that they should meet upon the battlements above the palace as soon as possible. The air was silver-drenched by a great full moon, a wind blew glittering skitters across the surface of the sea, the shadows were blacker than the deepest cave, the light beneath the still orb in the sky a colorless parody of the sun. Sprawled across the neck of land which connected the mainland with the bulbous promontory whereon stood the palace, the town slept easily, dreamlessly; and the dense darkness of the walls enveloping all human habitation loomed stubby-toothed against the sheen of a low-lying cloud bank.


  Midway between two watchtowers the King and Gordius met, hunched themselves down below the parapet of the battlements, and murmured too softly for sleeping birds to hear.


  “Laodice was convinced that this time you would not come back, Great One,” Gordius said.


  “Was she?” asked the King, stony-voiced.


  “She took a lover three months ago.”


  “Who?”


  “Your cousin Pharnaces, Great One.”


  Ah! Clever Laodice! Not a nobody lover, but one of the few males of the line who could hope to ascend the Pontic throne without fearing that eventually he would be displaced by one of the King’s brood of underaged sons. Pharnaces was the son of the fifth king’s brother—and also of the fifth king’s sister. The blood was pure on both sides; he was perfect.


  “She thinks I won’t find out,” said Mithridates.


  “She thinks those few who know will be too afraid to speak,” said Gordius.


  “Why then are you speaking?”


  Gordius smiled, teeth reflecting the moon. “My King, no one will best you! I have known it from the first time I saw you.”


  “You will be rewarded, Gordius, I pledge it.” The King leaned back against the wall, and thought. Finally he said, “She will try to kill me very soon.”


  “I agree, Great One.”


  “How many loyal men have I got in Sinope?”


  “More by far, I think, than she has. She is a woman, my King, therefore crueler and more treacherous by far than any man. Who could trust her? Those who follow her have done so for great promotions, but they rely upon Pharnaces to ensure promotion. I think they also rely upon Pharnaces killing her once he’s well established on the throne. However, most of the court was proof against their blandishments.”


  “Good! I leave it to you, Gordius, to alert my loyal people as to what is going on. Tell them to be ready at any hour of the day or night,” said the King.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Let her try to kill me, the sow! I know her. She’s my sister. So it won’t be knife or bow and arrow. She’ll choose poison. Something really nasty, so I suffer.”


  “Great One, let me arrest her and Pharnaces at once, please!” whispered Gordius frantically. “Poison is so insidious! What if, in spite of every precaution, she should trick you into swallowing hemlock, or put an adder in your bed? Please, let me arrest them now! It will be easier.”“


  But the King shook his head. “I need proof, Gordius. So let her try to poison me. Let her find whatever noxious plant or mushroom or reptile she thinks will suit her purpose best, and let her administer it to me.”


  “My King, my King!” quavered Gordius, appalled.


  “There’s no need to worry, Gordius,” said Mithridates, his calm unimpaired, no atom of fear in his voice. “It is not generally known—even to Laodice—that during the seven years when I hid from the vengeance of my mother, I rendered myself immune to every kind of poison known to men—and some no one has yet discovered, except me. I am the world’s greatest authority upon the subject of poisons, I can say that with truth. Do you think all these scars I bear are the result of weapons? No! I have scarred myself, Gordius, to make sure that not one of my relatives can succeed in eliminating me by the easiest and least impeachable method we know—by poison.”


  “So young!” marveled Gordius.


  “Better to stay alive to grow old, say I! No one is going to take my throne from me.”


  “But how did you render yourself immune, Great One?”


  “Take the Egyptian asp, for example,” said the King, warming to his theme. “You know the creature—big wide hood and little head swaying between its wings. I brought in a box of them in every size, and I started with the little ones, made them bite me. Then I worked up to the biggest one of all, a monster seven feet long and thick as my arm. By the time I was finished, Gordius, that thing could strike me, and I never even became ill! I did the same with adders and pythons, scorpions and spiders. Then I took a drop of every poison—hemlock, wolfsbane, mandragora, cherry seed pulp, brews of berries and bushes and roots, the Death Cap mushroom and the white-spotted red mushroom—yes, Gordius, I took them all! Increasing the dose a drop at a time until even a cup of any poison had no effect. And I have continued to keep myself immune—I continue to take poison, I continue to let myself be bitten. And I take antidotes.” Mithridates laughed softly. “Let Laodice do her worst! She can’t kill me.”


  But she tried, during the state banquet she gave to celebrate the King’s safe return. As the whole court was invited, the big throne room was cleared and furnished with dozens of couches, the walls and pillars were decked with garlands of flowers, and the floor strewn with perfumed petals. Sinope’s best musicians had been summoned, a traveling troupe of Greek actors was commissioned to give a performance of the Elektra of Euripedes, and the famous dancer Anais of Nisibis was brought from Amisus, where she was summering on the Euxine.


  Though in ancient times the Kings of Pontus had eaten sitting at tables like their Thracian ancestors, they had long espoused the Greek habit of reclining upon couches, and fancied in consequence that they were finished products of Greek culture, genuinely Hellenized monarchs.


  How thin that layer of Hellenism was became evident when the courtiers entered the throne room one by one and prostrated themselves flat on the ground before their King; if additional evidence was necessary, it was furnished during the agonizing space of time after Queen Laodice, smiling seductively, offered her Scythian goblet of gold to the King, licking at its rim with her pink tongue.


  “Drink from my cup, husband,” she commanded, but gently.


  Without hesitation Mithridates drank, a good deep draft which halved the goblet’s contents; he put it down on the table in front of the couch he shared with Queen Laodice. But the last mouthful of wine he kept in his mouth, rolling it round as he stared with his brown-flecked, grape-green eyes at his sister. Then he frowned, but not direfully; a thoughtful, reminiscent sort of frown that changed in a twinkling to a wide smile.


  “Dorycnion!” he said delightedly.


  The Queen went white. The court stilled, for he spoke the word loudly, and this welcome-home feast had so far been quiet.


  The King turned his head to the left. “Gordius,” he said.


  “My King?” asked Gordius, sliding quickly from his couch.


  “Come here and help me, would you?”


  Four years older than her brother, Laodice was very like him—not surprising in a house where brother had married sister often enough down the generations to compound family resemblances. A big but well-proportioned woman, the Queen had taken special care with her appearance; her golden hair was done in Greek style, her greenish-brown eyes ringed with stibium, her cheeks daubed with red chalk-powder, her lips carmined, and her hands and feet dark brown from henna. The white ribbon of the diadem bisected her forehead, its tasseled ends straying across her shoulders. She looked every inch the Queen, and such had been her intention.


  Now she read her fate in her brother’s face, and twisted her body to leave the couch. But not quickly enough; he grasped the hand she used to propel herself backward and yanked her across the bank of cushions she had reclined against until she half lay, half sat within the King’s arm. And Gordius was there, kneeling at her other side, his face ugly with a wild triumph; for he knew what reward he was going to ask for—that his daughter Nysa, a minor wife, be elevated to Queen, and that her son, Pharnaces, therefore take precedence over Laodice’s son, Machares.


  Laodice turned her head helplessly to see four barons march her lover Pharnaces up to the King, who gazed at him impassively. Then the King swung his attention back to her.


  “I will not die, Laodice,” he said. “In fact, this paltry brew won’t even make me sick.” He smiled, genuinely amused. “However, there’s more than enough left to kill you.”


  Her nose was nipped between the thumb and forefinger of the King’s left hand, he tilted her head back, and she gasped, mouth falling open at once, for terror had taken her breath away, she could not hold it. A little at a time, he poured the contents of her beautiful golden Scythian goblet down her throat, making Gordius clamp her mouth shut between each application, himself stroking her neck voluptuously to make swallowing easier. She did not struggle, deeming it beneath her to do so; a Mithridatid was not afraid to die, especially when there had been a chance to snatch at the throne.


  When it was done and the goblet was empty, Mithridates laid his sister full-length upon the couch, there before the horrified eyes of her lover.


  “Don’t try to vomit it up, Laodice,” the King said pleasantly. “If you do, I’ll only make you drink it a second time.”


  Those in the room waited, silent, still, terrified. How long a wait it was no one afterward could tell, except (had they asked him, which they did not) the King.


  He turned to his courtiers, male and female, and began to address them in much the same tones as a teacher of philosophy might have used in imparting his expertise to new students. For everyone there the King’s knowledge of poisons came as a revelation, a side to the King that was to circulate swifter than rumor from one end of Pontus to the other, and from there to the outside world; Gordius added his additional information, and the words Mithridates and poison became linked together in legend forever.


  “The Queen,” said the King, “could not have chosen better than dorycnion, which the Egyptians call trychnos. Alexander the Great’s general, Ptolemy who later became King of Egypt, brought the plant back from India, where it grows, they say, to the height of a tree, though in Egypt it remains the height of a woody bush, with leaves akin to those of our common sage. Next to aconiton it is the best of all poisons—very sure! You will notice as the Queen dies that consciousness is not lost until the last breath is drawn—indeed, from personal experience I can assure you that all one’s perceptions are exquisitely heightened, one looks out at a world more important and visionary than the normal state of being could ever suggest. Cousin Pharnaces, I must tell you that every heartbeat you suffer, the least flutter of your eyelids, your gasps as you feel her pain, she will take inside her as never, never before. A pity, perhaps, that she can take no more of you inside her, eh?” He glanced at his sister, nodded. “Watch now, it’s beginning to happen.”


  Laodice’s gaze was fixed on Pharnaces, who stood between his guardians staring doggedly at the floor, the look in her eyes something no one in the room ever forgot, though many tried; pain and horror, exaltation and sorrow, a rich and ever-changing gamut of emotions. She said nothing, it became obvious because she could not, for slowly her lips stretched away from her big yellow teeth, and slowly her neck curved and her spine arched so that the back of her head strained to meet the backs of her knees. Then came fine and rhythmic tremors which slowly increased in size as they decreased in frequency, until they turned into massive jerks of head and body and all four limbs.


  “She’s having a fit!” cried Gordius shrilly.


  “Of course she is,” said Mithridates rather scornfully. “It’s the fit will kill her, wait and see.” He watched her with a genuine clinical interest, having suffered minor variations of this himself, but never in front of his big silver mirror. “It is my ambition,” he remarked to the people in the room as Laodice’s convulsions dragged on and on and on without let, “to develop a universal antidote, a magic elixir to cure the effect of any poison, be it a poison of plant or animal or fish or inanimate substance. As it is, every day I must sip a concoction composed of no less than one hundred different poisons, otherwise I will lose my immunity. And after that, I must sip a concoction composed of no less than one hundred antidotes.” Said he in an aside to Gordius, “If I don’t take the antidotes, I confess I feel a little unwell.”


  “Understandable, Great One,” croaked Gordius, trembling so violently he dreaded the King’s noticing.


  “Not long now,” said Mithridates.


  Nor was it. Laodice’s jerks grew grosser and sloppier as her body literally wore itself out. But still her eyes held feeling, awareness, and only closed tiredly at the moment she died. Not once did she look at her brother; though that may have been because she was looking at Pharnaces when the rigors clamped down, and after that, even the muscles controlling the direction of her eyes would not answer their devastated owner.


  “Excellent!” cried the King heartily, and nodded at Pharnaces. “Kill him,” he Said.


  No one had the courage to ask how, with the result that Pharnaces met his death more prosaically than poor Laodice, beneath the blade of a sword. And everyone who had seen the Queen die absorbed the lesson; there would be no more attempts upon the life of the sixth King Mithridates for a long time to come.
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  Bithynia, as Marius discovered when he journeyed overland from Pessinus to Nicomedia, was very rich. Like all of Asia Minor, it was mountainous, but except for the massif of Mysian Olympus at Prusa, the Bithynian ranges were somewhat lower, rounder, less forbidding than the Taurus. A multitude of rivers watered the countryside, which had been cleared and settled for a long time. Sufficient wheat was grown to feed the people and the army, with enough left over to fetch the price of Bithynia’s tribute to Rome. Pulses grew well, and sheep thrived. There were vegetables and fruit aplenty. The people, Marius noted, looked well fed, content, healthy; each village Marius and his family passed through seemed populous and prosperous.


  Such, however, was not the story he got from the second King Nicomedes when he arrived in Nicomedia, and was installed in the palace as the King’s honored guest. As palaces went, this one was fairly small, but, Julia was quick to inform Marius, the art works were immensely valuable, and the materials of which the building was constructed were of the very best, the architecture brilliant.


  “King Nicomedes is far from a poor man,” Julia said.


  “Alas!” sighed King Nicomedes, “I am a very poor man, Gaius Marius! As I rule a poor country, that is to be expected, I suppose. But Rome doesn’t make it easy, either.”


  They were sitting on a balcony overlooking the city on its inlet, the water so calm that everything from mountains to shoreline structures was reflected as perfectly as in a mirror; it made Nicomedia seem, thought the fascinated Marius, suspended in midair, as if a world went on beneath it as much as above it, from a parade of donkeys walking upside down to the clouds which floated in the sky-blue middle of the inlet.


  “How do you mean, King?” asked Marius.


  “Well, take that disgraceful business with Lucius Licinius Lucullus only five years ago,” said Nicomedes. “He came in the early spring demanding two legions of auxiliaries to fight a war against slaves in Sicily, he said.” The King’s voice grew petulant. “I explained to him that I had no troops to give him, thanks to the activities of the Roman tax-farmers, who carry off my people as slaves. ‘Free my enslaved people according to the decree of the Senate freeing all slaves of Allied status throughout all Roman territories!’ I said to him. ‘Then I will have an army again, and my country will know prosperity again.’ But do you know what he answered? That the Senate’s decree was directed at slaves of Italian Allied status!”


  “He was right,” said Marius, stretching out his legs. “Had the decree covered slaves of nations owning a Friend and Ally of the Roman People treaty, you would have received official notification of the fact from the Senate.” He directed a keen glance at the King from beneath his brows. “As I remember, you did find the troops for Lucius Licinius Lucullus.”


  “Not as many as he wanted, but yes, I did find him men. Or rather, he found the men for himself,” said Nicomedes. “After I told him there were no men available, he rode out of Nicomedia into the countryside, and came back some days later to tell me that he could see no shortage of men. I tried to tell him that the men he had seen were farmers, not soldiers, but all he said was that farmers made excellent soldiers, so they would do nicely. Thus were my troubles compounded, for he took seven thousand of the very men I needed to keep my kingdom solvent!”


  “You got them back a year later,” said Marius, “and they came back with money in their purses, at that.”


  “A year during which not enough was grown,” said the King stubbornly. “A year of low production, Gaius Marius, under the system of tribute Rome levies, sets us back a decade.”


  “What I want to know is why there are tax-gatherers in Bithynia at all,” said Marius, aware the King was finding it harder and harder to prove his contentions. “Bithynia is not a part of the Roman Asia Province.”


  Nicomedes wriggled. “The trouble is, Gaius Marius, that some of my subjects have borrowed money from the Roman publicani of Asia Province. Times are difficult.”


  “Why are times difficult, King?” Marius persisted. “I would have thought that—certainly since the Sicilian slave war broke out—you must be enjoying increasing prosperity. You grow plenty of grain. You could grow more. Rome’s agents were buying grain for inflated prices for a number of years, especially in this part of the world. In fact, neither you nor Asia Province could provide half the quantity our agents were commissioned to buy. The bulk of it, I understand, came from lands under the rule of King Mithridates of Pontus.”


  Ah, that was it! Marius’s remorseless probing finally lifted the crust on top of Bithynia’s festering sore; out came all the poison in a rush.


  “Mithridates!” the King spat, rearing back in his chair. “Yes, Gaius Marius, there you have the adder in my backyard! There you have the cause of Bithynia’s fading prosperity! It cost me one hundred talents of gold I could ill afford to buy support in Rome when he applied to be made a Friend and Ally of the Roman People! It costs me many times more than that each and every year to police my outlands against his sly incursions! I am forced to keep a standing army because of Mithridates, and no country can afford the expense of that! Look at what he did in Galatia only three years ago! Mass slaughter at a feast! Four hundred thanes perished at the congress in Ancyra, and now he rules every nation around me—Phrygia, Galatia, coastal Paphlagonia. I tell you plainly, Gaius Marius, that unless Mithridates is stopped now, even Rome will rue the day she did nothing!”


  “So I think too,” said Marius. “However, Anatolia is a long way from Rome, and I very much doubt anyone in Rome is fully aware of what might happen here. Except perhaps Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, and he’s growing old. It is my intent to meet this King Mithridates, and warn him. Perhaps when I return to Rome, I can persuade the Senate to take Pontus more seriously.”


  “Let us dine,” said Nicomedes, rising. “We can continue our talk later. Oh, it is good to speak to someone who cares!”


  *


  To Julia, this sojourn in an oriental court was a completely new experience; we Roman women should agitate to travel more, she thought, for I see now how narrow we are, how ignorant of the rest of the world. And it must tell in the way we raise our children. Particularly our sons.


  The first regnant individual she had ever met, the second Nicomedes was a revelation, for naturally she had assumed all kings were something like a patrician Roman of consular status—haughty, erudite, stately, magnificent. Un-Roman Catulus Caesars, or even un-Roman Scaurus Princeps Senatuses; there was no denying that Scaurus Princeps Senatus, despite his small stature and shiny bald pate, conducted himself right royally.


  What a revelation indeed was this second Nicomedes! Very tall, he had obviously once been heavily built, but extreme old age had taken its toll of height and weight, so that, at well over eighty, he was skinny and bent and hobbling, with empty dewlaps beneath his chin and sagging cheeks. Every tooth was gone from his head, and most of its hair as well. These, however, were purely physical states, and might be seen too on any octogenarian Roman consular. Scaevola Augur, for example. The difference lay in bearing and inner resources, thought Julia. For one thing, King Nicomedes was so effeminate she longed to laugh; he affected long, flowing garments of gauzy wool in truly exquisite colors; for meals he wore a golden wig of sausage-like curls, and was never without enormous jeweled earrings; his face was painted like a cheap whore’s, and he kept his voice in the falsetto range. Of majesty he had none, and yet he had ruled Bithynia for over fifty years—ruled it with an iron hand, and successfully evaded every plot by either of his sons to dethrone him. Looking at him—and knowing that at all stages of his life from puberty onward he must have presented this same shrill, womanish personage to the world—it was extremely difficult for Julia to believe, for example, that he had efficiently disposed of his own father; or that he could preserve the loyalty and affection of his subjects.


  His sons were both in attendance at court, though no wife remained; his queen had died years earlier (she was the mother of his elder son, another Nicomedes), and so had his minor wife (she was the mother of the younger son, named Socrates). Neither the younger Nicomedes nor Socrates could be called youthful; the younger Nicomedes was sixty-two years of age, and Socrates was fifty-four. Though both were married, both sons were as effeminate as their father. The wife of Socrates was a mouselike little creature who hid in corners and scurried when she moved, but the wife of the younger Nicomedes was a big, strapping, hearty woman much addicted to practical jokes and booming gusts of laughter; she had borne the younger Nicomedes a girl,


  Nysa, who was now perilously close to being too old for marriage, yet had never married; the wife of Socrates was childless, as indeed was he.


  “Mind you, that’s to be expected,” said a young male slave to Julia as he tidied up the sitting room she had been given for her exclusive use. “I don’t think Socrates has ever managed to succeed in penetrating a woman! As for Nysa, she’s inclined the other way—likes fillies, though that’s not surprising—she’s got a face like a horse.”


  “You are impertinent,” said Julia in freezing tones, and waved the young man out of the room, disgusted.


  The palace overflowed with handsome young men, most of slave status, a few it seemed free men in service to the King or his sons; there were also dozens of little page boys, even prettier than the young men. What their chief duty was, Julia tried to put out of her mind, especially when she thought of Young Marius, so attractive and friendly and outgoing, almost ready to enter the initial stages of puberty.


  “Gaius Marius, you will keep an eye on our son, won’t you?” she asked her husband delicately.


  “What, with all these mincing flowers prancing around?” Marius laughed. “You needn’t be afraid on his behalf, mea vita. He’s awake, he knows a pansy from a side of pork.”


  “I thank you for the reassurance—and the metaphor,” said Julia, smiling. “You don’t grow any more verbally graceful with the passing of the years, do you, Gaius Marius?”


  “Quite the opposite,” he said, unperturbed.


  “That was what I was trying to say.”


  “Were you? Oh.”


  “Have you seen enough here?” she asked, rather abruptly.


  “We’ve scarcely been in residence eight days,” he said, surprised. “Does it oppress you, all this circus atmosphere?”


  “Yes, I think it does. I always wanted to know how kings lived, but if Bithynia is any example, I’d much prefer a Roman existence. It isn’t the homosexuality, it’s the gossip and the airs and affectations. The servants are a disgrace. And the royal women are not women with whom I have anything in common. Oradaltis is so loud I want to cover my ears, and Musa—how well named she is in Latin, if you think of mus the mouse rather than musa the muse! Yes, Gaius Marius, as soon as you feel you can move on, I would be grateful,” said Julia the austere Roman matron.


  “Then we’ll move on at once,” said Marius cheerfully, taking a scroll from the sinus of his toga. “Having followed us all the way from Halicarnassus, this has finally found me. A letter from Publius Rutilius Rufus, and guess where he is?”


  “Asia Province?”


  “Pergamum, to be exact. Quintus Mucius Scaevola is the governor this year, and Publius Rutilius is with him as his legate.’’ Marius waved the letter gleefully. “I also gather that governor and legate would be absolutely delighted to see us. Months ago, as this was intended to reach us in the spring. By now, they’ll be starved for company, I imagine.”


  “Aside from his reputation as an advocate,” said Julia, “I don’t know Quintus Mucius Scaevola at all.”


  “I don’t know him well myself. And of him, little more, than the fact that he and his first cousin Crassus Orator are inseparable. Not surprising I don’t know him, really. He’s barely forty.”


  Under the impression that his guests would remain with him for at least a month, old Nicomedes was reluctant to let them go, but Marius was more than a match for an anxious, rather silly antique like the second Nicomedes. They left with the King’s wails piercing their ears, and sailed down through the narrow straits of the Hellespont into the Aegean Sea, the winds and currents with them.


  At the mouth of the Caicus River their ship turned into it, and so they came to Pergamum, a few miles inland, by exactly that route which showed the city to best advantage, high on its acropolis, and surrounded by tall mountains.


  Quintus Mucius Scaevola and Publius Rutilius Rufus were both in residence, but Marius and Julia were fated not to get to know Scaevola better, for he was just about to leave for Rome.


  “Oh, what company you would have been during this last summer, Gaius Marius!” said Scaevola with a sigh. “As it is, I must reach Rome before the season makes traveling by sea too risky.” He smiled. “Publius Rutilius will tell you all.”


  Marius and Rutilius Rufus went down to wave Scaevola off, leaving Julia to settle into a palace she liked far more than the menage at Nicomedia, even if feminine company was just as scarce.


  Of course Marius didn’t think of Julia’s lack of feminine companionship; he left her to her own devices, and settled down to hear the news from his oldest and dearest friend. “Rome first,” he said eagerly.


  “I’ll give you the really excellent news first, then,” said Publius Rutilius Rufus, smiling in pure pleasure; how good it was to meet Gaius Marius so far from home! “Gaius Servilius Augur died in exile at the end of last year, and of course there had to be an election to fill his place in the College of Augurs. And you, Gaius Marius, were elected.”


  Marius gaped. “I?”


  “None other.”


  “I never thought—why me?”


  “You still have a lot of support among the voters in Rome, in spite of the worst Catulus Caesar and his like can do, Gaius Marius. And I think the voters felt you deserved this distinction. Your name was put up by a panel of knights, and—there being no rule against election in absentia—you won. I can’t say your victory was well received by the Piglet and company, but it was very well received by Rome at large.”


  Marius heaved a sigh of sheer satisfaction. “Well, that’s good news, all right! An augur! Me! It means my son will be priest or augur in his turn, and his sons after him. It means I did it, Publius Rutilius! I managed to get inside the heart of Rome, Italian hayseed with no Greek though I may be.”


  “Oh, hardly anyone says that sort of thing about you anymore. The death of Piggle-wiggle was a milestone of sorts, you know. Had he still been alive, I doubt you could have won any election,” said Rutilius Rufus deliberately. “It wasn’t that his auctoritas was so much greater than anyone else’s, or even his following. His dignitas, however, had become enormous after those battles in the Forum while he was censor—love him or hate him, everyone admits his courage was supreme. But I think his most important function was that he formed a nucleus around which too many others could clot; and after he returned from Rhodes, he exerted all his energies to pull you down. I mean, what other task was left for him to do? All that power and influence was directed at destroying you. His death came as a terrific shock, you know. He looked so well when he came home! I for one thought he’d be with us for many years to come. And then—he was dead.”


  “Why was Lucius Cornelius there with him?” Marius asked.


  “No one seems to know. They hadn’t been thick, so much is sure. Lucius Cornelius simply said his presence was an accident, that he hadn’t intended to dine with Piggle-wiggle at all. It’s really very odd. What perturbs me most, I suppose, is that the Piglet seems to find nothing strange in Lucius Cornelius’s presence there. And that indicates to me that Lucius Cornelius was making a move to join Piggle-wiggle’s faction.” Rutilius Rufus frowned. “He and Aurelia have had a severe falling out.”


  “Lucius Cornelius and Aurelia, you mean?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where did you hear that?”


  “From Aurelia.”


  “Didn’t she say why?”


  “No. Just said that Lucius Cornelius wouldn’t be welcome in her house again,” Rutilius Rufus said. “Anyway, he went off to Nearer Spain not long after Piggle-wiggle died, and it wasn’t until he was gone that Aurelia told me. I think she was afraid I’d tax him with it if he was still in Rome. All in all, an odd business, Gaius Marius.”


  Not very interested in personal differences, Marius pulled a face and shrugged. “Well, it’s their business, however odd it may be. What else has happened?”


  Rutilius Rufus laughed. “Our consuls have passed a new law, forbidding human sacrifice.”


  “They what!”


  “They passed a law forbidding human sacrifice.”


  “That’s ridiculous! How long is it since human sacrifice was a part of Roman life, public or private?’’ asked Marius, looking disgusted. “What rubbish!”


  “Well, I believe they did sacrifice two Greeks and two Gauls when Hannibal was marching up and down Italy. But I doubt that had anything to do with the new lex Cornelia Licinia.”


  “What did, then?”


  “As you know, Gaius Marius, sometimes we Romans decide to point up a new aspect of public life by rather bizarre means. I think this law falls into that category. I think it’s meant to inform the Forum Romanum that there is to be no more violence, no more deaths, no more imprisonment of magistrates, no more illegal activity of any kind,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “Didn’t Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus and Publius Licinius Crassus explain?” asked Marius.


  “No. They just promulgated their law, and the People passed it.”


  “Tchah!” said Marius, and passed on. “What else?”


  “The younger brother of our Pontifex Maximus, a praetor this year, was sent to Sicily to govern there. We’d had rumors of yet another slave insurrection, if you’d believe that.”


  “Do we treat our slaves in Sicily so badly?”


  “Yes—and no,” said Rutilius Rufus thoughtfully. “There are too many Greek slaves there, for one thing. A master doesn’t need to ill-treat them to have trouble on his hands, they’re very independent. And I gather that all the pirates Marcus Antonius Orator captured were put to work in Sicily as grain slaves. Not work to their liking, I’d say. Marcus Antonius, by the way,” Rutilius Rufus announced, “has adorned the rostra with the beak of the biggest ship he destroyed during his campaign against the pirates. Most imposing-looking thing.”


  “I wouldn’t have thought that there was room. The rostra’s stuffed with ship’s beaks from this sea battle and that,” said Marius. “Anyway, do get on with it, Publius Rutilius! What else has happened?”


  “Well, our praetor Lucius Ahenobarbus has created havoc in Sicily, so we hear, even in Asia Province. He’s gone through the place like a high wind. Apparently he hadn’t been in Sicily long enough to get his land legs when he issued a decree that no one in the whole country was to own a sword or other weapon, save for soldiers and the militia under arms. Of course no one took the slightest notice.”


  Marius grinned. “Knowing the Domitii Ahenobarbi, I would say that was a mistake.”


  “It was indeed. Lucius Domitius cracked down unmercifully when his decree was ignored. All of Sicily is smarting. And I very much doubt there’ll be any uprisings, servile or free.”


  “Well, they’re a crude lot, the Domitii Ahenobarbi, but they do get results,” said Marius. “And is that the end of the news?”


  “Just about, save only that we have new censors in office, and that they’ve announced they intend to take the most thorough census of all Roman citizens anywhere in many decades.”


  “About time. Who are they?”


  “Marcus Antonius Orator and your consular colleague, Lucius Valerius Flaccus.” Rutilius Rufus rose to his feet. “Shall we take a walk, old friend?”


  Pergamum was perhaps the most carefully planned and built city in the world; Marius had heard that, and now saw it for himself. Even in the lower town sprawled around the base of the acropolis there were no narrow alleyways or tumbledown blocks of apartments, for everything was obviously subject to a rigid system of surveys and building codes. Vast drains and sewers underlay all areas of human habitation, and running water was piped everywhere. Marble seemed to be the material of choice. The pillared colonnades were many and magnificent, the agora was huge and filled with superb statuary, and a great theater plunged down the slope of the rock.


  And yet, an air of dilapidation clung to town and citadel both; things were not being kept up in the way they had been during the reigns of the Attalids who had conceived and cared for Pergamum, their capital. Nor did the people look content; some, noted Marius, looked hungry, surprising in a rich country.


  “Our Roman tax-farmers are responsible for what you see,” said Publius Rutilius Rufus grimly. “Gaius Marius, you have no idea what Quintus Mucius and I found when we got here! The whole of Asia Province has been exploited and oppressed for years, due to the greed of these idiot publicani! To begin with, the sums Rome asks for the Treasury are too high; then the publicani bid too much on top of that—with the result that in order to make a profit, they have to wring Asia Province out drier than a dishrag! It’s a typical money-hungry enterprise. Instead of concentrating upon settling Rome’s poor on public land and funding the buying of that public land from the taxes of Asia Province, Gaius Gracchus would have done better to have first sent a team of investigators to Asia Province to assess exactly what the taxes ought to be. But Gaius Gracchus did not do that. Nor has anyone since. The only estimates available in Rome are estimates plucked out of thin air by the commission which came here just after King Attalus died—and that is thirty-five years ago!”


  “A pity I wasn’t aware of any of this when I was consul,” said Marius sadly.


  “My dear Gaius Marius, you had the Germans to worry about! Asia Province was the last place on earth anyone in Rome thought of during those years. But you are right. A Marian-administered commission sent here would quickly have determined realistic figures—and disciplined the publicani! As it is, the publicani have been allowed to become insufferably arrogant. They rule Asia Province, not Rome’s governors!”


  Marius laughed. “I’ll bet the publicani got a shock this year, with Quintus Mucius and Publius Rutilius in Pergamum.”


  “They certainly did,” said Rutilius Rufus with a reminiscent grin. “You could have heard them squeal in Alexandria. Rome has certainly heard them squeal—which is why, between you and me, Quintus Mucius has gone home early.”


  “What exactly have you been doing here?”


  “Oh, just regulating the province and its taxes,” said Rutilius Rufus blandly.


  “To the detriment of the Treasury and the tax-farmers.”


  “True.” Rutilius Rufus shrugged, turned into the great agora. He waved his hand at an empty plinth. “We’ve stopped this kind of thing, for a start. There used to be an equestrian statue of Alexander the Great up there—the work of no less than Lysippus, and held to be the finest portrait he ever did of Alexander. Do you know where it is now? In the peristyle of none other than Sextus Perquitienus, Rome’s richest and most vulgar knight! Your close neighbor on the Capitol. He took it as payment of tax arrears, if you please. A work of art worth a thousand times the sum in question. But what could the local people do? They just didn’t have the money. So when Sextus Perquitienus pointed his wand at the statue, it was taken down and given to him.”


  “It will have to be given back,” said Marius.


  “Small hope,” said Rutilius Rufus, sniffing scornfully.


  “Is that what Quintus Mucius has gone home to do?”


  “One might wish! No, he’s gone home to stop the publicani lobby in Rome having him and me prosecuted.”


  Marius stopped walking. “You’re joking!”


  “No, Gaius Marius, I am not joking! The tax-farmers of Asia wield enormous power in Rome, especially among the Senate. And Quintus Mucius and I have mortally offended them by putting the affairs of Asia Province on a proper footing,” said Publius Rutilius Rufus. He grimaced. “Not only have we mortally offended the publicani, we have also mortally offended the Treasury. There are those in the Senate who might be of a mind to ignore the tax-farming companies when they start squealing, but ignore the Roman Treasury they will not. As far as they can see things, any governor who reduces the Treasury’s income is a traitor. I tell you, Gaius Marius, the last letter Quintus Mucius received from his cousin Crassus Orator caused him to go the same color as his toga! He was informed there was a movement under way to have him stripped of his proconsular imperium, and prosecuted for extortion and treason. So off he went home in a hurry, leaving me here to govern until next year’s appointee arrives.”


  Thus it was that on their way back to the governor’s palace Gaius Marius took note of the way Publius Rutilius Rufus was greeted by everyone who passed by—warmly, with obvious affection.


  “They love you here,” he said, not really surprised.


  “Even more do they love Quintus Mucius. We’ve made a very big difference to their lives, Gaius Marius, and for the first time they have seen true Romans at work. I for one cannot find it in me to blame them for the hatred they cherish for Rome and Romans. They have been our victims, and we have used them abominably. So when Quintus Mucius reduced the taxes to what we had estimated as a fair figure, and put a stop to the extortionate brand of usury some of the local representatives of the publicani have been practising, why—they danced in the streets, quite literally! Pergamum has voted an annual festival in honor of Quintus Mucius, and so I believe has Smyrna, and Ephesus. At first they kept sending us gifts—extremely valuable things too— works of art, jewels, tapestries. And when we sent them back with our thanks, they were returned to us. In the end, we had to refuse to let them come inside the palace door.”


  “Can Quintus Mucius convince the Senate that he—and not the publicani—is in the right?” asked Marius.


  “What do you think?”


  Marius pondered, wishing he had spent more of his public career in Rome, rather than in the field. “I believe he will succeed,” he said finally. “His reputation is peerless, and that will sway a lot of the backbenchers who might otherwise be tempted to support the publicani—or the Treasury. And he’ll deliver a superb speech in the House. Crassus Orator will speak in his support, and do even better.”


  “So I think too. But he was sorry to have to leave Asia Province, you know. I don’t think he’ll ever have another job he can enjoy the way he has this one. He has such a meticulous, precise mind, and his organization is unparalleled. It was my task to gather information from every district in the province, his to make firm decisions from the facts I gave him. With the result that, thirty-five years down the road, Asia Province has a realistic estimate of taxes at last, and the Treasury no excuse to demand more.”


  “Of course, unless the consul arrives, within the province the governor’s imperium can override any directive from Rome,” said Marius. “However, you’ve flouted the censors as well as the Treasury, and the publicani can claim to have legal contracts, as can the Treasury. With new censors in, new contracts will have been let—did you manage to transmit your findings to Rome in time to influence the sums demanded in the new contracts?”


  “Unfortunately, no,” said Rutilius Rufus. “That’s yet another reason why Quintus Mucius had to go home now. He feels he can influence this pair of censors sufficiently to cause them to recall the Asia Province contracts, and reissue them.”


  “Well, that shouldn’t irritate the publicani—provided the Treasury agrees to the cut in its revenues,” said Marius. “I predict that Quintus Mucius will have more trouble with the Treasury than with the tax-farmers. After all, the publicani will be in a better position to make a nice profit if they don’t have to pay unrealistic sums to the Treasury, not so?”


  “Exactly,” nodded Rutilius Rufus. “It’s on that we pin our hopes, once Quintus Mucius gets it through the thick heads of the Senate and the tribunes of the Treasury that Rome cannot expect what she expects from Asia Province.’’


  “Who do you think is going to squeal the loudest?”


  “Sextus Perquitienus, for one. He’ll make a nice profit, but there won’t be any more priceless works of art taken in default if the local people can afford to pay their taxes. Some of the leaders of the House who are heavily committed to knight lobbies—and who might have been acquiring an occasional priceless work of art themselves. Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, for one. Catulus Caesar. The Piglet, I imagine. Scipio Nasica. Some of the Licinii Crassi, but not the Orator.”


  “What about our Leader of the House?”


  “I think Scaurus will support Quintus Mucius. Or so both of us hope, Gaius Marius. Give Scaurus his due, he’s an upright Roman of the old kind.” Rutilius Rufus giggled. “Besides, his clients are all in Italian Gaul, so he’s not personally interested in Asia Province, he just likes to dabble in king-making and similar exercises. But tax-gathering? Sordid stuff! Nor is he a collector of priceless works of art.”


  *


  Leaving a much happier Publius Rutilius Rufus to rattle around the governor’s palace on his own (for he refused to desert his post), Gaius Marius took his family south to Halicarnassus and their villa, and spent a very pleasant winter there, breaking the monotony with a trip to Rhodes.


  That they were able to sail from Halicarnassus to Tarsus was thanks solely to the efforts of Marcus Antonius Orator, who had put paid—at least for the time being—to the activities of the pirates of Pamphylia and Cilicia. Before the campaign of Antonius Orator, the very thought of a sea journey would have been the height of foolhardiness, as no captured cargo was more appreciated by the pirates than a Roman senator, particularly one of Gaius Marius’s importance; they would have been able to put a ransom of twenty or thirty silver talents upon his person.
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  The ship hugged the coast, and the journey took over a month. The cities of Lycia played host to Marius and his family gladly, as did the big city of Attaleia in Pamphylia. Never had they seen such mountains in close proximity to the sea, even, said Marius, on his coastal march to far Gaul; their snow-covered heads scraped the sky, and their feet paddled in the water.


  The pine forests of the region were magnificent, never having been logged; Cyprus, only a short distance away, had more than enough timber to supply the needs of the entire area, including Egypt. But, thought Marius as the days went by and the Cilician coast unfolded, no wonder piracy had thrived here; every twist in the mighty mountains produced almost perfectly concealed little coves and harbors. Coracesium, which had been the pirate capital, was so right for this role it must have seemed a gift from the gods, with its towering fortress-crowned spur almost surrounded by the sea. It had fallen to Antonius by treachery from within; gazing up at its stark sides, Marius exercised his brain by working out a way to capture it.


  And then finally came Tarsus, a few miles up the placid stream of the Cydnus, and therefore sheltered from the open sea but able to function as a port. It was a walled and powerful city, and of course the palace was made available to these august visitors. Spring in this part of Asia Minor was early, so Tarsus was already hot; Julia began to drop hints that she wouldn’t welcome being left in such a furnace when Marius began his journey inland to Cappadocia.


  A letter had come to Halicarnassus late in winter from the Cappadocian King, the seventh Ariarathes; it promised that he himself would be in Tarsus by the end of March, and would be very pleased and proud to escort Gaius Marius personally from Tarsus to Eusebeia Mazaca. Knowing the young King would be waiting, Marius had chafed when the voyage took so long, yet was reluctant to destroy Julia’s pleasure in treats like disembarking in some enchanted cove to stretch her legs and swim. But when they did arrive in Tarsus halfway through April, the little King was not there, and no word had come from him.


  Several couriered letters to Mazaca failed to provide an answer; indeed, none of the couriers came back. And Marius began to worry. This he concealed from Julia and Young Marius, but it made his dilemma more difficult when Julia began to press to be included in the trip to Cappadocia. He could not take her with him, so much was apparent, nor could he leave her behind to become prostrated by the summer heat. Her plight was compounded by Cilicia’s unenviably ambivalent position in that part of the world. Once an Egyptian possession, Cilicia had passed to Syria and then entered a period of neglect; during this time the pirate confederations had gradually usurped much of the power, even over the fertile flatlands called Pedia which lay to the east of Tarsus.


  The Seleucid dynasty of Syria was wearing itself out in a series of civil wars between brothers, and between kings and pretenders; at the present time there were two kings in northern Syria, Antiochus Grypus and Antiochus Cyzicenus, so busy fighting for possession of Antioch and Damascus that they had been obliged for years to leave the rest of the kingdom lying fallow. With the result that the Jews, the Idumaeans and the Nabataeans had all established independent kingdoms in the south, and Cilicia was quite forgotten.


  Thus when Marcus Antonius Orator had arrived in Tarsus with the intent of using the city as his base, he found Cilicia ripe for the picking, and—endowed with full imperium— declared Cilicia a province answering to Rome. But when he departed no governor was sent to replace him, and once more Cilicia entered into limbo. The Greek cities large enough and secure enough to have established themselves as economic entities survived well; Tarsus was one such. But between these centers were whole tracts where no one governed in anyone’s name, or local tyrants held sway, or the people simply said they belonged now to Rome. Marius had very quickly come to the conclusion that not many years would go by before the pirates moved back in force. In the meantime, the local magistrates seemed happy to welcome the man they assumed was the new Roman governor.


  The longer he waited to hear from little King Ariarathes, the more apparent it became to Marius that he might be called upon to do something desperate in Cappadocia, or something requiring a lengthy stretch of time. His wife and son had become Marius’s greatest worry. Now I know why we leave them safely at home! he thought, grinding his teeth. To leave them in Tarsus, a prey to summer diseases, was out of the question; so too was taking them to Cappadocia; and whenever he decided to consign them to a sea voyage back to Halicarnassus, the image of Coracesium’s unreduced fortress loomed, peopled in his imagination by the followers of a new pirate king. What to do, what to do? We know nothing about this part of the world, he thought, but it is clear to me that we must learn; the eastern end of the Middle Sea is rudderless, and some tempest is going to wreck it.


  When May was almost half over and there was still no word from King Ariarathes, Marius made up his mind.


  “Pack up,” he said to Julia more curtly than was his wont. “I’m taking you and Young Marius with me, but not to Mazaca. As soon as we’re high enough for the weather to be cooler and hopefully healthier, I intend to leave the pair of you with whatever people I can find, and go on alone into Cappadocia.”


  She wanted to argue, but she didn’t; though she had never seen Gaius Marius in the field, she often picked up echoes of his military autocracy; now too she caught faint echoes of some problem preying upon him. Something to do with Cappadocia.


  Two days later they moved out, escorted by a band of local militia commanded by a young Tarsian Greek to whom Marius had taken a strong fancy. So had Julia. Which was just as well, as things turned out. On this journey no one walked, for the way lay through the mountain pass called the Cilician Gates, and it was steep and hard. Perched sidesaddle on a donkey, Julia found the beauty of the climb worth its discomfort, for they plodded over thin tracks amid vast mountains, and the higher they climbed, the heavier the snow lying on them became. It was almost impossible to believe that only three days before, she had been panting from the coastal heat; now she dug into her boxes for warm wraps. The weather remained calm and sunny, but when the pine forests enveloped them they were chilled to the bone, and looked forward to those parts of the journey when pine forests gave way to sheer cliffs, and turbulent streams fed into a roaring river which dashed itself in great foaming waves against rocks and precipices.


  Four days out of Tarsus, the climb was more or less over. In a narrow valley Marius found an encampment of local people who had accompanied their flocks of sheep up from the plains for summer grazing, and here he left Julia and Young Marius behind, together with his escort of militia. The young Tarsian Greek, whose name was Morsimus, was instructed to care for them and protect them. A generous gift of money purchased immense good will from the nomads, and Julia found herself the owner of one of their big brown leather tents.


  “Once I get used to the smell, I’ll be comfortable enough,” she said to Marius before he departed. “Inside the tent is warm, and I gather some of the nomads have gone somewhere or other to buy extra grain and provisions. Off you go, and don’t worry about me. Or Young Marius, who is planning to become a shepherd, I gather. Morsimus will care for us beautifully. I’m only sorry that we’ve become a burden to you, dearest husband.”


  *


  And so Gaius Marius rode off, accompanied only by two of his own slaves and a guide furnished by Morsimus, who looked as if he would rather have been traveling with Marius than staying behind. As far as Marius could gather, these inland valley bottoms and the occasional wider uplands he rode across lay at about five and a half thousand feet—not quite high enough to cause dizziness and headache, but quite high enough to make staying in the saddle hard work. They still had a long way to go to reach Eusebeia Mazaca, which, his guide told him, was the only urban settlement of any kind within Cappadocia.


  The sun had gone in the moment he crested the watershed between those rivers which flowed down to Pedian Cilicia and those rivers which contributed to the enormous length and volume of the Halys, and he found himself riding through sleet-showers, fog, and occasional rain. Cold, saddlesore, aching with fatigue, he endured the long hours of jogging along with his legs dangling uselessly, and could only be thankful that the skin of his inner thighs was tough enough not to break down under the constant chafing.


  On the third day the sun came out again. The ever-widening plains looked a perfect place for sheep and cattle, as they were grassy, relatively free of forests; Cappadocia, his guide told him, did not have the right kind of soil or climate for extensive woodlands, but it grew excellent wheat when the soil was tilled.


  “Why isn’t it tilled, then?” asked Marius.


  The guide shrugged. “Not enough people. They grow what they need, plus a little to sell along the Halys, where some barges come to buy. But they cannot sell produce in Cilicia, the road is too difficult. And why should they bother? They eat well. They are content.”


  That was almost the only conversation between Marius and his guide while they rode; even when they sought shelter at night within the brown leather tents of nomad shepherds, or within a mud-brick house belonging to some tiny village, they talked little. The mountains marched, now closer, now further away, but never seemed to grow smaller, or less green, or less snowy.


  And then, when the guide announced that Mazaca was only four hundred stades away (and Marius had translated this into fifty Roman miles), they entered a region so bizarre that Marius wished Julia could see it. The rolling plains persisted, but were broken up by twisting ravines filled with rounded, tapering towers which looked as if they had been carefully shaped out of multicolored clays, a vast toyland built by some demented giant child; in some areas the towers were all topped by huge flat rocks Marius fancied swayed, so precariously were they perched on the skinny necks of these round towers. And—wonder of wonders!—his eyes began to distinguish windows and doors in some of these unnatural natural structures.


  “That’s why you don’t see any more villages,” said the guide. “It’s cold up here, and the season is short. So the people of this area cut themselves dwellings inside the rock towers. In the summer they are cool. In the winter they are warm. Why should they build houses, when the Great Goddess Ma has already done so?”


  “How long have they been living inside the rocks?” asked Marius, fascinated.


  But the guide didn’t know. “Since men were,” he said vaguely. “At least that long. In Cilicia we say that the very first men came from Cappadocia, and lived then in the same way.”


  They were still riding round these ravines of clay towers when Marius began to notice the mountain; it stood almost alone, the mightiest mountain he had ever seen, higher than Mount Olympus in Greece, higher even than the massifs hedging Italian Gaul around. Its main bulk was cone-shaped, but there were smaller cones on its flanks, and it was solidly white with snow, a brilliant presence against a cloudless sky. He knew which mountain it had to be, of course; Mount Argaeus, described by the Greeks, seen only by a handful of men out of the west. And at its foot, he knew, lay Eusebeia Mazaca, the only city in Cappadocia. The seat of the King.


  Unfortunately coming from Cilicia meant that Marius approached the mountain from the wrong direction; Mazaca lay on its north side, closest to the Halys, the great red river of central Anatolia, as the Halys represented Mazaca’s best contact with the world.


  Thus it was just after noon when Marius saw the shapes of many buildings clustered together beneath Mount Argaeus, and was in the midst of a sigh of relief when he suddenly realized he was entering a battlefield. The most extraordinary sensation! To ride where men had fought and perished in their thousands not many days before, yet to have neither knowledge of the battle, nor a vested interest in it. For the first time in his life, he, Gaius Marius, the conqueror of Numidia and the Germans, was on a battlefield in the role of a tourist.


  He itched, he prickled, he burned; but on he rode toward the small city, looking about him no more than he had to. No effort of any kind had been made to tidy things up; bloated corpses denuded of armor and clothing lay decomposing everywhere, only spared flies in plague proportions by the inhospitably icy air, which also cut the stench of necrotic flesh to a bearable level. His guide was weeping, his two slaves were being sick, but Gaius Marius rode on as if he saw nothing untoward, his eyes busy searching for something far more ominous; the camp of a living, victorious army. And it was there, two miles away to the northeast, a huge collection of brown leather tents beneath a thin blue pall of smoke from many fires.


  Mithridates. It could be no one else. And Gaius Marius did not make the mistake of thinking that the army of dead men belonged to Mithridates. No, his was the living, victorious army; the field Marius rode across was strewn with Cappadocians. Poor rock-dwellers, nomad shepherds—and probably, he told himself, his practical streak reviving, the bodies of many Syrian and Greek mercenaries as well. Where was the little King? No need to ask. He hadn’t come to Tarsus and he hadn’t answered any of the couriered letters because he was dead. So too, no doubt, were the couriers.


  Perhaps another man would have turned his horse around and ridden away hoping his approach hadn’t been detected; but not Gaius Marius. He had run King Mithridates Eupator to earth at last, though not on his own earth. And he actually kicked his tired mount in its trembling sides, urging it on to the meeting.


  When he realized that no one was watching—that no one had remarked his progress—that no one noticed him even when he rode through the main gate into the town, Gaius Marius was amazed. How secure the King of Pontus must feel! Pulling his sweating beast to a halt, he scanned the rising tiers of streets in search of an acropolis or citadel of some kind, and saw what he presumed to be the palace lying on the mountain flank at the rear of the city. It was evidently built of some soft or lightweight stone not fit to take the brunt of the local winter winds, for it had been plastered, and painted then in a rich deep blue, with red columns blazing, and Ionic capitals of a deeper red picked out in a glittering gold.


  There! thought Marius. He’ll be there! He turned his horse up one of the sloping narrow streets, navigating his way by sight to the palace, which was hedged around by a blue-painted wall, and lay within chilly bare gardens. Spring comes late to Cappadocia, he thought, and regretted that it would never come at all for young King Ariarathes. The people of Mazaca had apparently gone into hiding, for the streets were utterly deserted, and when he arrived at the gate opening into the palace precinct, Marius found it unguarded. How secure indeed, King Mithridates!


  He left his horse and attendants at the foot of the flight of steps leading up to the main door, a double affair in chased bronze adorned with reliefs depicting, in dauntingly graphic detail, the rape of Persephone by Hades; Marius had plenty of time to absorb these repellent antics as he stood there waiting for someone to answer his thunderous knock. Finally the door creaked, groaned, and one leaf came hesitantly open.


  “Yes, yes, I heard you! What do you want?” asked an old, old man, in Greek.


  Somewhere inside Marius a dreadful urge to laugh was growing, very difficult to suppress, so when he spoke, his voice was shaky, squeaky, unimpressive. “I am Gaius Marius, consul of Rome. Is King Mithridates about?” he asked.


  “No,” said the old, old man.


  “Are you expecting him?”


  “Before dark, yes.”


  “Good!” Marius pushed the door open and stepped into the vastness of what was obviously a throne room or main reception room, beckoning his three attendants to follow. “I need accommodation for myself and these three men. Our horses are outside and should be stabled. For myself, a hot bath. At once.”


  *


  When word came that the King was approaching, a togate Marius walked out into the portico of the palace and stood on the top step unattended. Up through the streets of the town he could see a troop of cavalry proceeding at a walk, all well mounted and well armed; their round shields were red, emblazoned with a white crescent moon embracing a white eight-pointed star, they wore red cloaks over plain silver cuirasses, and conical helmets crested not with feathers or horsehair, but with golden crescent moons embracing golden stars.


  The King was not leading the troop, and was impossible to distinguish among those several hundred men. He may not care that the palace is unguarded during his absence, thought Marius, but he takes fine care of his person, so much is clear. The squadron came through the gate and pattered up to the steps with the curious sound unshod hooves in large numbers made—which told Marius that Pontus was not sufficiently endowed with smiths to shoe horses. Of course Marius was highly visible as he stood majestically enfolded in his purple-bordered toga many feet above the horsemen.


  The troopers parted. King Mithridates Eupator rode out from their midst on a big bay horse. His cloak was purple and the shield borne by his squire was purple also, though it displayed the same insignia of crescent moon and star. However, the King wore no helmet; instead, his head was wrapped in the skin of a lion, its two long front fangs actually pressing into his brow, its ears standing up stiffly, the cavities where its eyes had been now dim black pools. A skirt and sleeves of gold-plated chain mail showed beneath the King’s ornate golden cuirass and pterygoid kilt, and on his feet he wore beautifully made Greek boots of lion skin laced with gold and finished with overhanging tongues in the form of golden-maned lion heads.


  Mithridates slid from his horse and stood at the foot of the steps looking up at Marius, an inferior position which clearly did not please him. Yet he was too clever to ascend the steps at once. About the size I used to be myself, thought Marius, and equally tall. A handsome man he was not, though his face was pleasant enough, large and rather square, and having a prominent round chin and a long, large, slightly bumpy nose. He was fair in coloring, glints of golden hair and side-whiskers showing beneath the lion’s head, and hazel eyes; a small mouth with full, extremely red lips suggested that the King was both short-tempered and petulant.


  Now where have you seen a man in the toga praetexta before? asked Marius silently, running what he knew of the King’s history through his mind, and finding no time when the King might have seen a toga praetexta—or even a toga alba. For the King did not betray any hesitation in identifying a Roman consular, of that Marius was positive, and experience told him those who hadn’t seen the garb before were always fascinated, even if it had been well described to them. Where have you seen one of us?


  King Mithridates Eupator mounted the steps in a leisurely manner, and at the top held out his right hand in the universal gesture of peaceful intent. They shook hands, each too intelligent to turn the ceremony into a duel of strength.


  “Gaius Marius,” the King said, his Greek owning the same accent as Marius’s did, “this is an unexpected pleasure.”


  “King Mithridates, I wish I could say the same.”


  “Come in, come in!” said the King heartily, throwing an arm about Marius’s shoulders and propelling him in the direction of the door, now fully open. “I hope the staff here have made you comfortable?”


  “Quite, thank you.”


  A dozen of the King’s guards spilled into the throne room ahead of Marius and the King, a dozen more behind; every nook and cranny of the chamber was searched, then half of them went off to search the rest of the palace, while half remained to keep an eye on Mithridates, who walked straight to the purple-cushioned marble throne and seated himself upon it, snapping his fingers to command that a chair be set beside it for Gaius Marius.


  “Have you been offered refreshments?” the King asked.


  “I chose a bath instead,” said Marius.


  “Shall we dine, then?”


  “If you like. But why move, unless you want more company than mine? I don’t mind sitting to eat.”


  So a table was placed between them, wine was brought, and then a simple meal of salad vegetables, yogurt mixed with garlic and cucumber, and some savory balls of broiled minced lamb. The King made no comment upon the meal’s simplicity, merely proceeded to eat ravenously—as indeed did Marius, hungry from his journey.


  Only when the repast was finished and the dishes taken away did the two big men settle down to speak. Outside an indigo twilight lingered dreamily, but inside the throne room it had grown completely dark; terrified servants crept from lamp to lamp like shadows, and pools of illumination melted until they touched, each little tongue of flame flickering smokily because the quality of the oil was poor.


  “Where is the seventh King Ariarathes?” Marius asked.


  “Dead,” said Mithridates, picking his teeth with a golden wire. “Died two months ago.”


  “How?”


  Closer proximity than a flight of separating steps had revealed to Marius that the King’s eyes were quite green, and that the brown in them took the form of little specks, unusual enough to be judged remarkable. The eyes now glazed, slid away and then returned looking wide open and guileless; he will lie to me, thought Marius immediately.


  “A terminal illness,” said the King, and heaved a sad sigh. “Died here in the palace, I believe. I wasn’t here then.”


  “You fought a battle outside the city,” said Marius.


  “Had to,” said Mithridates briefly.


  “For what reason?”


  “The throne had been claimed by a Syrian pretender— some sort of Seleucid cousin. There’s a lot of Seleucid blood in the Cappadocian royal family,” the King explained smoothly.


  “How does this concern you?”


  “Well, my father-in-law—one of my fathers-in-law, that is—is Cappadocian. Prince Gordius. And my sister was the mother of the dead seventh Ariarathes and his little brother, who is still very much alive. This younger son is now, of course, the rightful king, and I am pledged to see that the rightful kings rule Cappadocia,” said Mithridates.


  “I wasn’t aware that the seventh Ariarathes has a younger brother, King,” said Marius mildly.


  “Oh, yes. Indubitably.”


  “You must tell me exactly what happened.”


  “Well, a plea for help came to me at Dasteira during the month of Boedromion, so naturally I mobilized my army and marched for Eusebeia Mazaca. There was no one here, and the King was dead. His little brother had fled into the troglodyte country. I occupied the city. And then the Syrian pretender turned up with his army.”


  “What was this Syrian pretender’s name?”


  “Seleucus,” said Mithridates promptly.


  “Well, that’s certainly a good name for a Syrian pretender!” Marius remarked.


  But the blatant irony was lost on Mithridates, who definitely did not possess a Roman or Greek attitude to words, and probably hardly ever laughed. He is more alien by far than Jugurtha of Numidia, Marius thought; perhaps not as intelligent, but far more dangerous. Jugurtha killed many of his close blood relatives, but always in the knowledge that the gods might call upon him to answer for it. Whereas Mithridates deems himself a god, and knows neither shame nor guilt. I wish I knew more about him, and about the Kingdom of Pontus. The little bit Nicomedes told me is hollow; he might fancy he knows this man, but he does not.


  “I gather then that you fought a battle and defeated Seleucus the Syrian pretender,” said Marius.


  “I did.” The King snorted. “Poor stuff! We slaughtered them almost to the last man.”


  “So I noticed,” said Marius dryly, and leaned forward in his chair. “Tell me, King Mithridates, is it not a Pontic habit to clean up a battlefield?”


  The King blinked, understanding that Marius was not being complimentary. “At this time of year?” he asked. “Why? By summer they’ll have melted.”


  “I see.” Spine straight because this was the posture of all Romans seated in chairs, the toga not a garment tolerating much disturbance, Marius laid his hands on the chair arms. “I would like to see the eighth King Ariarathes, if such be his title. Is that possible, King?”


  “Of course, of course!” said the King genially, and clapped his hands. “Send for the King and Prince Gordius,” he ordered when the old, old man came. Then, to Marius, “I found my nephew and Prince Gordius safe with the troglodytes ten days ago.”


  “How fortunate,” said Marius.


  Prince Gordius came leading a child about ten years old by the hand, himself a man in his fifties; both were clad in Greek dress, and stood obediently at the foot of the dais whereon Marius and Mithridates were seated.


  “Well, young man, and how are you?” asked Marius.


  “Good, thank you, Gaius Marius,” said the child, so like King Mithridates that he might have posed for a portrait of Mithridates as a boy of the same age.


  “Your brother is dead, I believe?”


  “Yes, Gaius Marius. He died of a terminal illness here in the palace two months ago,” said the little talking bird.


  “And you are now the King of Cappadocia.”


  “Yes, Gaius Marius.”


  “Does that please you?”


  “Yes, Gaius Marius.”


  “Are you old enough to rule?”


  “Grandfather Gordius will help me.”


  “Grandfather?”


  Gordius smiled, not a pretty sight. “I am grandfather to the whole world, Gaius Marius,” he said, and sighed.


  “I see. Thank you for this audience, King Ariarathes.”


  Boy and elderly man exited, bowing gracefully.


  “Good boy, my Ariarathes,” said Mithridates in tones of great satisfaction.


  “Your Ariarathes?”


  “Metaphorically, Gaius Marius.”


  “He’s very like you to look at.”


  “His mother was my sister.”


  “And your line is much intermarried, I know.” Marius’s eyebrows wriggled, but what would have been a message plain to Lucius Cornelius Sulla was lost on King Mithridates. “Well, it seems the affairs of Cappadocia have been settled nicely,” he said jovially. “That means, of course, that you are taking your army home again to Pontus.”


  The King started. “I think not, Gaius Marius. Gappadocia is still rumbling, and this boy is the last of his line. It will be better if I keep my army here.”


  “It will be better if you take your army home!”


  “I can’t do that.”


  “You can, you know.”


  The King began to swell, his cuirass to creak. “You can’t tell me what to do, Gaius Marius!”


  “Oh yes, I can,” said Marius strongly, his calm preserved. “Rome isn’t terribly interested in this part of the world, but if you start keeping armies of occupation in countries which don’t belong to you, King, I can assure you Rome’s interest in this part of the world will just mushroom. Roman legions are composed of Romans, not Cappadocian peasants or Syrian mercenaries. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to see Roman legions in this part of the world! But unless you go home and take your army with you, King Mithridates, Roman legions you will see. I guarantee it.”


  “You can’t say that, you’re not in office!”


  “I am a Roman consular. I can say it. And I do say it.”


  The King’s anger was growing; but, Marius noticed with interest, he was also growing afraid. We can always do it to them! he thought jubilantly. They’re just like those timid animals which make a great show of aggression; call their bluff, and they run away yelping, tails clipped between their legs.


  “I am needed here, and so is my army!”


  “You are not. Go home, King Mithridates!”


  The King jumped to his feet, hand on his sword, and the dozen guards still in the room grew nearer, waiting for orders. “I could kill you here and now, Gaius Marius! In fact, I think I will! I could kill you, and no one would ever know what had happened to you. I could send your ashes home in a great golden jar with a letter of apology explaining that you died of a terminal illness here in the palace of Mazaca.”


  “Like the seventh King Ariarathes?” asked Marius gently, sitting upright in his chair, unafraid, unruffled. He leaned forward. “Calm down, King! Sit down and be sensible. You know perfectly well you cannot kill Gaius Marius! If you did, there would be Roman legions in Pontus and Cappadocia as fast as ships could fetch them here.” He cleared his throat and went on conversationally. “You know, we haven’t had a really decent war to sink our teeth into since we defeated three quarters of a million German barbarians. Now there was an enemy! But not nearly as rich an enemy as Pontus. The spoils we’d carry home from this part of the world would make a war highly desirable. So why provoke it, King Mithridates? Go home!”


  And suddenly Marius was alone; the King was gone, his guards with him. Thoughtfully Gaius Marius rose to his feet and strolled out of the room, making for his quarters, his belly full of good plain food, just as he liked, and his head full of interesting questions. That Mithridates would take his army home, he had no doubt; but where had he seen togate Romans? And where had he seen a Roman in a purple-bordered toga? The King’s assumption that he was Gaius Marius might have been because the old, old man sent word to him; but Marius doubted it. No, the King had received both the letters sent to Amaseia, and had been trying ever since to avoid this confrontation. Which meant that Battaces the archigallos of Pessinus was a Mithridatid spy.


  Up early though he was the next morning, anxious to be on his way back to Cilicia as soon as possible, he was still too late to catch the King of Pontus. The King of Pontus, said the old, old man, had left to take his army back to his own country.


  “And little Ariarathes Eusebes Philopator? Did he go with King Mithridates, or is he still here?”


  “He is here, Gaius Marius. His father has made him the King of Cappadocia, so here he must stay.”


  “His father?” asked Marius sharply.


  “King Mithridates,” said the old, old man innocently.


  So that was it! No son of the sixth Ariarathes at all, but a son of Mithridates. Clever. But not clever enough.


  Gordius saw him off the premises, all smiles and bows; of the boy king there was no sign.


  “So you’ll be acting as regent,” said Marius, standing by a new horse, much grander than the beast which had carried him all the way from Tarsus; his servants too were now better mounted.


  “Until King Ariarathes Eusebes Philopator becomes old enough to rule alone, Gaius Marius.”


  “Philopator,” said Marius in musing tones. “It means father-loving. Will he miss his father, do you think?”


  Gordius opened his eyes wide. “Miss his father? His poor father has been dead since he was a baby.”


  “No, the sixth Ariarathes has been dead too long to have fathered this boy,” said Marius. “I am not a fool, Prince Gordius. Relay that message to your master, Mithridates, as well. Tell him I know whose son the new King of Cappadocia is. And that I will be watching.” He accepted a leg up onto his horse. “You, I imagine, are the boy’s actual grandfather, rather than grandfather to the world. The only reason I decided to leave matters as they are is because the boy’s mother at least is a Cappadocian—your daughter, I presume.”


  Even this creature belonging utterly to Mithridates could see no point in further dissimulation; instead, he nodded. “My daughter is the Queen of Pontus, and her oldest son will succeed King Mithridates. So it pleases me that this boy will rule my own land. He is the last of the line—or rather, his mother is.”


  “You’re not a royal prince, Gordius,” said Marius scornfully. “Cappadocian you might be, but I imagine you gave yourself the title of prince. Which doesn’t make your daughter the last of the line. Relay my message to King Mithridates.”


  “I will, Gaius Marius,” said Gordius, betraying no offense.


  Marius turned his horse, then stopped and looked back. “Oh, one final matter! Clean up the battlefield, Gordius! If you easterners want to earn the respect of civilized men, conduct yourselves like civilized men. You don’t leave several thousand corpses lying around to rot after a fight, even if they are the enemy, and you despise them. It’s not good military technique, it’s the mark of barbarians. And as far as I can see, that’s precisely what your master Mithridates is—a barbarian. Good day to you.” And off he trotted, followed by his attendants.


  It was not in Gordius to admire Marius’s audacity, but nor did he truly admire Mithridates. So it was with considerable pleasure that he ordered his own horse brought round, and set off to catch the King before he left Mazaca. Every word would he report! And watch the sting of them sink in. His daughter was indeed the new Queen of Pontus, his grandson Pharnaces the heir to the throne of Pontus. Yes, the times were good for Gordius, who, as Marius had shrewdly guessed, was not a prince of the old Cappadocian royal house. When the boy king who was the son of Mithridates asserted his right to rule alone—no doubt supported by his father—Gordius intended to make sure that he was given the temple kingdom of Ma at that Comana in a Cappadocian valley between the upper Sarus and the upper Pyramus Rivers. There, priest and king in one, he would be safe, secure, prosperous and exceedingly powerful.


  He found Mithridates the next day, encamped on the banks of the Halys River not far from Mazaca. And reported what Gaius Marius had said—but not word for word. Gordius limited his tale to cleaning up the battlefield—the rest, he had decided, was too risky to his own person to mention. The King was very angry, but made no comment, only stared with his eyes slightly bulging, his hands clenching and unclenching.


  “And have you cleaned up the battlefield?” the King demanded.


  Gordius swallowed, not knowing which answer the King wanted to hear, and so guessed wrongly. “Of course not, Great One.”


  “Then what are you doing here? Clean it up!”


  “Great King, Divine Majesty—he called you a barbarian!”


  “According to his lights, I see that I am,” said the King, voice hard. “He will not get the chance again. If it is the mark of civilized men to waste their energies on such things when the time of year does not make it necessary, then so be it. We too will waste our energies. No one deeming himself a civilized man will find anything in my conduct to deem me a barbarian!”


  Until your temper flies away with you, thought Gordius, but did not say it aloud; Gaius Marius is right, O Great One. You are a barbarian.


  And so the battlefield outside Eusebeia Mazaca was attended to, the piles of bodies burned, and the ashes buried beneath a huge tumulus mound which dwindled to insignificance when seen against the bulk of Mount Argaeus, its backdrop. But King Mithridates did not remain to see his orders carried out; he sent his army home to Pontus, while he himself set out for Armenia, traveling in unusual state. Almost the whole of his court went with him, including ten wives, thirty concubines, and half a dozen of his eldest children, and his entourage extended for a full mile of horses, ox-drawn wagons, litters, carriages and pack mules. He moved at a relative snail’s pace, covering no more than ten or fifteen miles in a day, but he moved constantly, deaf to all the pleadings of some of his frailer women for a day or two of rest. A thousand picked cavalry troops escorted him, exactly the right number for a kingly embassage.


  For this was indeed an embassage; Armenia had a new king. The news had reached Mithridates just as he had begun his campaign in Cappadocia, and he responded quickly, sending to Dasteira for stipulated women and children, stipulated barons, stipulated gifts, stipulated clothing and baggage. It had taken almost two months for the caravan to reach the Halys near Mazaca, and it had arrived at almost the same moment as Gaius Marius; when Marius had found the King absent, the King was visiting his traveling court beside the Halys to make sure all had been done as he wanted it.


  As yet, Mithridates knew no more about the new King of Armenia than that he was young, a legitimate son of the old king, Artavasdes, that his name was Tigranes, and that he had been held as a hostage by the King of the Parthians since his early boyhood. A ruler of my own age! thought Mithridates exultantly, a ruler of a powerful eastern realm with no commitments whatsoever to Rome, a ruler who might join Pontus against Rome!


  Armenia lay amid the vast mountains around Ararat and stretched eastward to the Caspian or Hyrcanian Sea; it was closely bound by tradition and geography to the Kingdom of the Parthians, whose rulers had never evinced interest in what lay to the west of the Euphrates River.


  The easiest route lay along the Halys to its sources, then across the watershed to Mithridates’s little realm called Lesser Armenia and the upper Euphrates, then across another watershed to the sources of the Araxes, and so down to Artaxata, the city on the Araxes serving as Armenia’s capital. In winter, the journey would have been impossible, so high was the lowest land, but in early summer it could not have been more pleasant, the cavalcade trundling along through valleys filled with wildflowers—the blue of chicory, the yellow of primroses and buttercups, the stunning crimson of poppies. Forests did not exist, only carefully tended plantations of trees cultivated for firewood and to serve as windbreaks; so short was the growing season that the poplars and birches were still bare of leaves, though the month was June.


  There were no towns save Carana, and very few villages of any kind; even the brown tents of nomads were scanty. This meant the embassage had to carry grain with it, forage for fruit and vegetables, and rely upon encountering shepherds for meat. Mithridates, however, was wise, for he bought what he could not obtain by gathering it in the wild, and so lived in the dazzled memories of those simple people he came across as truly a god, scattering undreamed-of largesse.


  In Quinctilis they reached the Araxes River and wended their way through its frowning valley, Mithridates scrupulous in his compensations to farmers for whatever damage his caravan did, all such business conducted now in sign language, for those who knew a little Greek were left behind with the Euphrates. He had sent a party ahead to Artaxata to announce his coming, and approached the city wreathed in smiles, for in his heart he knew that this long and wearisome pilgrimage would not be wasted.


  Tigranes of Armenia came in person to greet Mithridates of Pontus on the road outside the walls, escorted by his guards, all clad in chain mail from head to foot and carrying long lances before them, their shields across their backs; fascinated, King Mithridates studied their big horses, which were also completely clad in chain mail. And what a sight was their King, riding standing up in a small-wheeled golden car drawn by six pairs of white oxen and shaded by a fringed parasol! A vision in tiered and tasseled skirt of embroidered flame and saffron, a short-sleeved coat upon his upper body, and on his head a towerlike tiara tied round with the white ribbon of the diadem.


  Clad in golden armor and his lion skin, with his Greek boots upon his feet and his jeweled sword on its jeweled baldric flashing in the sun, Mithridates slid off his big bay horse and walked down the road toward Tigranes, his hands held out. Tigranes descended from his four-wheeled car and held out his hands. And so their hands met; dark eyes looked into green eyes, and a friendship was formed that did not entirely depend upon liking. Each recognized in the other an ally, and each immediately began to assess his needs in relation to the other. They turned together and began to walk through the dust of the road toward the city.


  Tigranes was fair-skinned but dark of hair and eye, his hair and beard worn long and intricately curled, then entwined with golden threads. Mithridates had expected Tigranes to look like a Hellenized monarch; but Tigranes wasn’t Hellenized at all, he was Parthianized, hence the hair, the beard, the long dress. Fortunately, however, he spoke excellent Greek, as did two or three of his most senior nobles. The rest of the court, like the populace, spoke a Median dialect.


  “Even in places as Parthian as Ecbatana and Susia, to speak Greek is the mark of a properly educated man,” said King Tigranes when they settled in two kingly chairs to one side of the golden Armenian throne. “I will not insult you by taking a seat above yours,” Tigranes had said.


  “I come to seek a treaty of friendship and alliance with Armenia,” Mithridates explained.


  The discussion proceeded delicately for two such arrogant and autocratic men, an indication of how necessary both men viewed a comfortable concord. Mithridates of course was the more powerful ruler, for he owned no suzerain and ruled a far larger realm—and was a great deal wealthier besides.


  “My father was very like the King of the Parthians in many ways,” said Tigranes. “The sons he kept with him in Armenia he killed one by one; that I escaped was because I had been sent as hostage to the King of the Parthians when eight years old. So when my father became ill, the only son he had left was I. The Armenian council negotiated with King Mithridates of Parthia to secure my release. But the price of my release was heavy. Seventy Armenian valleys, all seventy along the boundary between Armenia and Median Atropatene, which meant that my country lost some of its most fertile land. Also, the valleys contained gold-bearing rivers, fine lapis lazuli, turquoise, and black onyx. Now I have vowed that Armenia will recover those seventy valleys, and that I will find a better place to build a better capital than this cold hole of Artaxata.”


  “Didn’t Hannibal help to design Artaxata?” asked Mithridates.


  “So they say,” said Tigranes shortly, and went back to his dreams of empire. “It is my ambition to extend Armenia southward to Egypt and westward to Cilicia. I want access to the Middle Sea, I want trade routes, I want warmer lands for growing grain, I want to hear every citizen of my kingdom speaking Greek.” He stopped, wet his lips. “How does that sit with you, Mithridates?”


  “It sits well, Tigranes,” said the King of Pontus easily. “I will guarantee to give you support and soldiers to achieve your aims—if you will support me when I move westward to take the Roman province of Asia Minor away from the Romans. You may have Syria, Commagene, Osrhoene, Sophene, Gordyene, Palestina, and Nabataea. I will take all Anatolia, including Cilicia.”


  Tigranes didn’t hesitate. “When?” he asked eagerly.


  Mithridates smiled, sat back in his chair. “When the Romans are too busy to take much notice of us,” he said. “We’re young, Tigranes, we can afford to wait. I know Rome. Sooner or later Rome will become embroiled in a western war, or in Africa. And then we will move.”


  To seal their pact Mithridates produced his eldest daughter by his dead queen, Laodice, a fifteen-year-old child named Cleopatra, and offered her to Tigranes as his wife. As yet Armenia had no queen, so he seized upon the match avidly; Cleopatra would become Queen of Armenia, a pledge of great significance, as it meant a grandson of Mithridates would fall heir to the throne of Armenia. When the golden-haired, golden-eyed child set eyes upon her husband-to-be, she wept in terror at his alien appearance; Tigranes made an enormous concession for one brought up in a claustrophobic oriental court of beards—real and artificial—and of curls—real and artificial—by shaving off his beard and cutting his long hair. His bride discovered that he was after all a handsome fellow, and put her hand in his, and smiled. Dazzled by so much fairness, Tigranes thought himself very lucky; it was perhaps the last time in his life he was to feel anything akin to humility.


  8


  Gaius Marius was profoundly glad to find his wife and son and their little Tarsian escort safe and well, and happily espousing the life of nomad shepherds; Young Marius had even learned quite a few words of the strange-sounding tongue the nomads spoke, and had become very expert with his sheep.


  “Look, tata!” he said when he had brought his father to the place where his small collection of animals was grazing, close-fitting coats of kidskin covering the wool from the elements and burrs. Picking up a small stone, he threw it accurately just to one side of the leading beast; the whole flock stopped grazing at once, and obediently lay down. “See? They know that’s the signal to lie down. Isn’t it clever?”


  “It certainly is,” said Marius, and looked down at his boy, so strong and attractive and brown. “Are you ready to go, my son?”


  Dismay filled the big grey eyes. “Go?”


  “We have to leave for Tarsus at once.”


  Young Marius blinked to stem the tears, gazed adoringly at his sheep, sighed. “I’m ready, tata,” he said.


  Julia edged her donkey alongside Marius’s tall Cappadocian horse as soon as she could after they got under way. “Can you tell me yet what was worrying you so?” she asked. “And why have you sent Morsimus ahead of us now in such a hurry?’’


  “Cappadocia has been the victim of a coup,” said Marius. “King Mithridates has installed his own son on the throne, with his father-in-law as the boy’s regent. The little Cappadocian lad who was the king is dead, I suspect killed by Mithridates. However, there’s not much I or Rome can do about it, more’s the pity.”


  “Did you see the proper king before he died?”


  “No. I saw Mithridates.”


  Julia shivered, glanced at her husband’s set face. “He was there in Mazaca? How did you escape?”


  Marius’s expression changed to surprise. “Escape? It wasn’t necessary to escape, Julia. Mithridates might be the ruler of the whole of the eastern half of the Euxine Sea, but he’d never dare to harm Gaius Marius!”


  “Then why are we moving so fast?” asked Julia shrewdly.


  “To give him no opportunity to start haboring ideas of harming Gaius Marius,” her husband said, grinning.


  “And Morsimus?”


  “Very prosaic, I’m afraid, meum mel. Tarsus will be even hotter now, so I’ve sent him to find us a ship. The moment we get to Tarsus we sail. But in a leisurely manner. We’ll spend a lovely summer exploring the Cilician and Pamphylian coasts, take that trip up into the mountains to visit Olba. I know I hustled you past Seleuceia Trachea on our way to Tarsus, but there’s no hurry now. As you’re a descendant of Aeneas, it’s fitting you should say hello to the descendants of Teucer. And they say there are several glorious lakes in the high Taurus above Attaleia, so we’ll visit them too. Is that to your satisfaction?”


  “Oh, yes!”


  *


  This program being faithfully carried out, Gaius Marius and his family did not reach Halicarnassus until January, having pottered happily along a coastline renowned for its beauty and isolation. Of pirates they saw none, even at Coracesium, where Marius had the pleasure of climbing the mountainous spur on which stood the old pirate fortress, and finally worked out how to take it.


  Halicarnassus seemed like home to Julia and Young Marius, who no sooner disembarked than were walking about the city reacquainting themselves with its delights. Marius himself sat down to decipher two letters, one from Lucius Cornelius Sulla in Nearer Spain, the other from Publius Rutilius Rufus in Rome.


  When Julia came into his study, she found Marius frowning direfully.


  “Bad news?” she asked.


  The frown was replaced by a slightly wicked twinkle, then Marius composed his face to an expression of bland innocence. “I wouldn’t say bad news.”


  “Is there any good news?”


  “Absolutely splendid tidings from Lucius Cornelius! Our lad Quintus Sertorius has won the Grass Crown.”


  Julia gasped. “Oh, Gaius Marius, how wonderful!”


  “Twenty-eight years old . .. He’s a Marian, of course.”


  “How did he win it?” Julia asked, smiling.


  “By saving an army from annihilation, of course. That’s the only way one can win the corona obsidionalis.”


  “Don’t be smart, Gaius Marius! You know what I mean.”


  Marius relented. “Last winter he and the legion he commands were sent to Castulo to garrison the place, along with a legion seconded from Publius Licinius Crassus in Further Spain. Crassus’s troops got out of hand, with the result that Celtiberian forces penetrated the city’s defenses. And our dear lad covered himself in glory! Saved the city, saved both legions, won the Grass Crown.”


  “I shall have to write him my congratulations. I wonder does his mother know? Do you think he would have told her?”


  “Probably not. He’s too modest. You write to Ria.”


  “I shall. What else does Lucius Cornelius have to say?”


  “Not much.” A growl rumbled out of Marius. “He’s not happy. But then, he never is! His praise of Quintus Sertorius is generous, yet I think he’d rather have won the Grass Crown himself. Titus Didius won’t let him command in the field.”


  “Oh, poor Lucius Cornelius! Whyever not?”


  “Too valuable,” said Marius laconically. “He’s a planner.”


  “Does he say anything about Quintus Sertorius’s German wife?”


  “He does, as a matter of fact. She and the child are living in a big Celtiberian fortress town called Osca.’’


  “What about his own German wife, those twin boys she had?”


  Marius shrugged. “Who knows? He never speaks of them.”


  A little silence fell; Julia gazed out the window. Then she said, “I wish he did speak of them. It isn’t natural, somehow. I know they’re not Roman, that he can’t possibly bring them to Rome. And yet—surely he must have some feeling for them!”


  Marius chose not to comment. “Publius Rutilius’s letter is very long and newsy,” he said provocatively.


  “Is it fit for my ears to hear?”


  Marius chuckled. “Eminently! Especially the conclusion.”


  “Then read, Gaius Marius, read!”


  “Greetings from Rome, Gaius Marius. I write this in the New Year, having been promised a very quick trip for my missive by none other than Quintus Granius of Puteoli. Hopefully it will find you in Halicarnassus, but if it does not, it will find you sooner or later.


  “You will be pleased to know that Quintus Mucius staved off threat of prosecution, largely thanks to his eloquence in the Senate, and to supporting speeches by his cousin Crassus Orator and none other than Scaurus Princeps Senatus, who finds himself in agreement with everything Quintus Mucius and I did in Asia Province. As we expected, it was harder to deal with the Treasury than with the publicani; give a Roman businessman his due, he can always see commercial sense, and our new arrangements for Asia Province make sound commercial sense. It was chiefly the art collectors who wailed, Sextus Perquitienus in particular. The statue of Alexander he took from Pergamum has mysteriously disappeared from his peristyle, perhaps because Scaurus Princeps Senatus used his filching it as one of the most telling points in his address to the House. Anyway, the Treasury eventually subsided, muttering, and the censors recalled the Asian contracts. From now on, the taxes of Asia Province will be based upon the figures Quintus Mucius and I produced. However, I do not want to give you the impression that all is forgiven, even by the publicani. A well-regulated province is difficult to exploit, and there are plenty among the tax-farmers who would still like to exploit Asia Province. The Senate has agreed to send more distinguished men to govern there, which will help keep the publicani down.


  “We have new consuls. None other than Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator and my own dear Quintus Mucius Scaevola. Our urban praetor is Lucius Julius Caesar, who has replaced that extraordinary New Man, Marcus Herennius. I’ve never seen anyone with more voter appeal than Marcus Herennius, though why escapes me. But all they have to do is see Herennius, and they start crying out to vote for him. A fact which did not please that slimy piece of work you had working for you when he was a tribune of the plebs—I mean Lucius Marcius Philippus. When all the votes for praetor were counted a year ago, there was Herennius at the top of the poll and Philippus at the very bottom. Of the six who got in, I mean. Oh, the wails and whines and whimpers! This year’s lot are not nearly as interesting. Last year’s praetor peregrinus, Gaius Flaccus, drew attention to himself by giving the full Roman citizenship to a priestess of Ceres in Velia, one Calliphana. All Rome is still dying to know why—but we all can guess!


  “Our censors Antonius Orator and Lucius Flaccus, having finished the letting of the contracts (complicated by the activities of two people in Asia Province, which slowed them down quite a bit!), then scanned the senatorial rolls and found no one reprehensible, after which they scrutinized the knights, same result. Now they are moving toward a full census of the Roman People everywhere in the world, they say. No Roman citizen will escape their net, they say.


  “With that laudable purpose in mind, they have set up their booth on the Campus Martius to do Rome. To do Italy, they have assembled an amazingly well organized force of clerks whose duty will be to go to every town in the peninsula and take a proper census. I approve, though there are many who do not; the old way—of having rural citizens go through the duumviri of their municipality and provincial citizens go through the governor—should be good enough. But Antonius and Flaccus insist their way will be better, so their way it is. I gather, however, that the provincial citizens will still have to go through their various governors. The fogies of course are predicting that the results will be the same as they always are.


  “And a little provincial news, since you are in that neck of the world, but may not have heard. The eighth Antiochus of Syria, nicknamed Grypus Hook-nose, has been murdered by his cousin—or is it his uncle?—or his half brother?—the ninth Antiochus of Syria, nicknamed Cyzicenus. Whereupon the wife of Grypus, Cleopatra Selene of Egypt, promptly married his murderer, Cyzicenus! I wonder how much weeping she did between being widowed and remarried? However, this news does at least mean that for the moment northern Syria is under the rule of a single king.


  “Of more interest to Rome is the death of one of the Ptolemies. Ptolemy Apion, bastard son of horrible old Ptolemy Gross Belly of Egypt, has just died in Cyrene. He was, you may recollect, the King of Cyrenaica. But he died without an heir. And you’ll never guess! He willed the Kingdom of Cyrenaica to Rome! Old Attalus of Pergamum has started a fashion. What a nice way to end up ruling the world, Gaius Marius. Left everything in a will.


  “I do hope you decide to come home this year! Rome is a very lonely place without you, and I don’t even have Piggle-wiggle to complain about. There is the most peculiar rumor going around, incidentally—that Piggle-wiggle died as the result of being poisoned! The originator of the rumor is none other than that fashionable physician practitioner on the Palatine, Apollodorus Siculus. When Piggle-wiggle took ill, Apollodorus was summoned. Apparently he wasn’t happy about the death, so he asked for an autopsy. The Piglet refused, his tata Piggle-wiggle was burned, and his ashes put in a hideously ornate tomb, and all that was many moons ago. But our little Greek from Sicily has been doing some research, and now he insists that Piggle-wiggle drank a very nasty brew decocted from crushed peach seeds! The Piglet rightly says that no one had a motive, and has threatened to haul Apollodoras into court if he doesn’t stop going around saying Piggle-wiggle was poisoned. No one—even I!— thinks for one moment that the Piglet did his tata in, and who else is there, I ask you?


  “One final delicious snippet, and I will leave you in peace. Family gossip, though it’s become the talk of Rome. Her husband having come home from abroad and seen the bright red hair of his new son, my niece has been divorced for adultery!


  “Further details of this will be forthcoming when I see you in Rome. I will make an offering to the Lares Permarini for your safe return.”


  Putting the letter down as if it burned, Marius looked at his wife. “Well, what do you think of that little bit of news?’’ he asked.’ ‘Your brother Gaius has divorced Aurelia for adultery! Apparently she’s had another boy—a boy with bright red hair! Oh ho ho ho! Three guesses who’s the father, eh?”


  Julia was gaping, literally unable to find anything to say. A bright tide of red flooded into the skin of neck and head, her lips thinned. Then she began to shake her head, and went on shaking it until finally she found words. “It’s not true! It can’t be true! I don’t believe it!”


  “Well, her uncle’s the one telling us. Here,” said Marius, and thrust the last part of Rutilius Rufus’s letter at Julia.


  She took the scroll from him and began to work on separating the endless row of continuous letters into words, her voice sounding hollow, unnatural. Over and over she read the brief message, then put the letter down.


  “It is not Aurelia,” she said firmly. “I will never believe it is Aurelia!”


  “Who else could it be? Bright red hair, Julia! That’s the brand marked Lucius Cornelius Sulla, not Gaius Julius Caesar!”


  “Publius Rutilius has other nieces,” said Julia stubbornly.


  “On close terms with Lucius Cornelius? Living all alone in Rome’s worst slum?”


  “How would we know? It’s possible.”


  “So are flying pigs to a Pisidian,” said Marius.


  “What’s living all alone in Rome’s worst slum got to do with it, anyway?” Julia demanded.


  “Easy to carry on an affair undetected,” said Marius, who was highly amused. “At least until you produce a little red-haired cuckoo in the family nest!”


  “Oh, stop wallowing’.” cried Julia, disgusted. “I do not believe it, I will not believe it.” Another idea occurred to her. “Besides, it can’t be my brother Gaius. He isn’t due to come home yet, and if he had come home, you would have heard. It’s your work he’s doing.” She looked at Marius with a minatory eye. “Well? Isn’t that true, husband?”


  “He probably wrote to me in Rome,” said Marius feebly.


  “After I wrote to tell him we’d be away for three years? And giving him our approximate whereabouts? Oh, come now, Gaius Marius, admit it’s highly unlikely to be Aurelia!”


  “I’ll admit anything you want me to admit,” said Marius, and began to laugh. “All the same, Julia, it is Aurelia!”


  “I am going home,” said Julia, rising to her feet.


  “I thought you wanted to go to Egypt?”


  “I am going home,” Julia repeated. “I don’t care where you go, Gaius Marius, though I would prefer it be the Land of the Hyperboreans. I am going home.”
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  I’m going to Smyrna to bring back my fortune,” said Quintus Servilius Caepio to his brother-in-law, Marcus Livius Drusus, as they walked home from the Forum Romanum.


  Drusus stopped, one pointed black eyebrow flying upward. “Oh! Do you think that’s wise?” he asked, then could have bitten off his tactless tongue.


  “What do you mean, wise?” Caepio asked, looking pugnacious.


  Out went Drusus’s hand to grip Caepio’s right arm. “Just what I said, Quintus. I am not implying that your fortune in Smyrna is the Gold of Tolosa—nor for that matter that your father stole the Gold of Tolosa! But the fact remains that almost all of Rome does believe your father guilty, and also believes that the fortune in your name in Smyrna is really the Gold of Tolosa. In the old days, to have brought it back might have earned you nothing more harmful than black looks and a degree of odium you would have found a nuisance in your public career. But nowadays there is a lex Servilia Glaucia de repetundis on the tablets, don’t forget. Gone is the time when a governor could peculate or extort and see his loot safe because he put it in someone else’s name. Glaucia’s law specifically provides for the recovery of illegally acquired monies from their ultimate recipients as well as from the guilty party. Using Uncle Lucius Tiddlypuss doesn’t work anymore.”


  “I remind you that Glaucia’s law is not retroactive,” said Caepio stiffly.


  “All it will take is one tribune of the plebs in a mood of vengeance, a quick appeal to the Plebeian Assembly to invalidate that particular loophole, and you’ll find the lex Servilia Glaucia is retroactive,” said Drusus firmly. “Truly, brother Quintus, think about it! I don’t want to see my sister and her children deprived of both paterfamilias and fortune, nor do I want to see you sitting out the years as an exile in Smyrna.’’


  “Why did it have to be my father they picked on?” demanded Caepio angrily. “Look at Metellus Numidicus! Home again just covered in glory, while my poor father died in permanent exile!”


  “We both know why,” said Drusus patiently, wishing for the thousandth time at least that Caepio was brighter.


  “The men who run the Plebeian Assembly can forgive a high nobleman anything—especially after a little time goes by. But the Gold of Tolosa was unique. And it disappeared while in your father’s custody. More gold than Rome has in her Treasury! Once people here made up their minds your father took it, they conceived a hatred for him that has nothing to do with right, justice, or patriotism.” He started walking again, and Caepio followed.’ ‘Think it out properly, Quintus, please! If the sums you bring home total anything like ten percent of the value of the Gold of Tolosa, you’ll have the whole of Rome saying your father did take it, and you inherited it.”


  Caepio began to laugh. “They won’t,” he said positively. “I have already thought everything out properly, Marcus. It’s taken me all these years to solve the problem, but solve it, I have. Truly!”


  “How?” asked Drusus skeptically.


  “First of all, none except you will know where I’ve really gone and what I’m really doing. As far as Rome will know— as Livia Drusa and Servilia Caepionis will know—I’m in Italian Gaul-across-the-Padus, looking into property. I’ve been talking about doing so for months; no one will be surprised or bother to query it. Why should they, when I’ve deliberately harangued people with my plans to set up whole towns full of foundries geared to make anything from ploughshares to chain mail? And as it’s the property side of the project I’m interested in, no one can criticize my senatorial integrity. Let others run the foundries—I’m happy to own the towns!”


  Caepio sounded so eager that Drusus (who had hardly heard his brother-in-law on the subject because he had hardly listened) stared at him now in surprise.


  “You sound as if you mean to do it,” Drusus said.


  “Oh, I do. The foundry towns represent just one of many things in which I intend to invest my money from Smyrna. As I’m going to keep my investments in Roman territories rather than in Rome herself, there will be no new amounts of my money coming into city financial institutions. Nor do I think the Treasury will be clever enough—or have time enough—to look into who, what, and how much I am investing in business enterprises far from the city of Rome,” said Caepio.


  Drusus’s expression had changed to amazement. “Quintus Servilius, I am staggered! I didn’t think you had so much guile in you,” he said.


  “I thought you might be staggered,” said Caepio smugly, then spoiled the effect by adding, “though I must admit I had a letter from my father not long before he died, telling me what I must do. There’s an enormous amount of money in Smyrna.”


  “Yes, I imagine there is,” said Drusus dryly.


  “No, it is not the Gold of Tolosa!” cried Caepio, throwing his hands out. “There’s my mother’s fortune as well as my father’s! He was clever enough to move his money before he was prosecuted, in spite of that conceited cunnus Norbanus’s measures to prevent his doing so, like throwing, my father in prison between trial and exile. Some of the money has been gradually returned to Rome over the years, but not sufficient to draw attention. Which is why—as you yourself have cause to know!—I still live modestly.”


  “I do certainly have cause to know,” said Drusus, who had been housing his brother-in-law and his brother-in-law’s family since the elder Caepio had been convicted. “One thing does puzzle me, however. Why not just leave your fortune in Smyrna?”


  “Can’t,” said Caepio quickly. “My father said it wouldn’t be safe forever in Smyrna—or any other city in Asia Province with the right banking facilities, like Cos— or even Rhodes, he said. He said Asia Province will revolt against Rome. He said that the tax-farmers there have made everyone hate Rome. He said sooner or later the whole province will rise up.”


  “If it did, we’d soon get it back,” said Drusus.


  “Yes, I know that! But in the meantime, do you think all the gold and silver and coins and treasures on deposit in Asia Province would just sit there safe and sound? My father said the first thing the revolutionaries would do would be to pillage the temples and the banks,” said Caepio.


  Drusus nodded. “He’s probably right. So you’re going to move your money. But to Italian Gaul?”


  “Only some, only some. Some of it will go to Campania. And some to Umbria. And some to Etruria. Then there are places like Massilia, Utica, and Gades—some will go to them. All up the western end of the Middle Sea.”


  “Why don’t you admit the truth, Quintus—at least to me, your brother-in-law twice over?” asked Drusus a little wearily. “Your sister is my wife, and my sister is your wife. We are so tied together we can never be free of each other. So admit it, at least to me! It is the Gold of Tolosa.”


  “It is not the Gold of Tolosa,” said Quintus Servilius Caepio stubbornly.


  Thick, thought Marcus Livius Drusus, leading the way into the peristyle-garden of his house, the finest mansion in Rome; he is as thick as porridge which has boiled too long. And yet... There he is, sitting on fifteen thousand talents of gold his father smuggled from Spain to Smyrna eight years ago, after pretending it was stolen en route from Tolosa to Narbo. A cohort of good Roman troops perished guarding that wagon train of gold, but does he care? Did his father—who must have organized their massacre—care? Of course not! All they care about is their precious gold. They’re Servilii Caepiones, the Midases of Rome, can’t be jolted out of their intellectually moribund state unless someone whispers the word “Gold!”


  It was January of the year Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus and Publius Licinius Crassus were consuls, and the lotus trees in the Livius Drusus garden were bare, though the magnificent pool and its statues and fountains by Myron still played, thanks to piped warm water. The paintings by Apelles, Zeuxis, Timanthes, and others had been removed from the back walls of the colonnade and put into storage earlier in the year, after Caepio’s two daughters had been caught daubing them with pigments taken from two artists who were restoring the atrium frescoes at the time. Both little girls had been beaten thoroughly, but Drusus had judged it prudent to remove temptation; as the daubs were still fresh, they were able to be removed, yet—who was to say it wouldn’t happen all over again when his own small boy grew a little larger, and more mischievous? Priceless collections of art were best not displayed in houses containing children. He didn’t think Servilia and Servililla would do anything like it again, but there were bound to be more offspring.


  His own family was finally started, though not in the way he had hoped for; somehow he and Servilia Caepionis couldn’t seem to make babies. Two years ago they had adopted the youngest son of Tiberius Claudius Nero, a man as impoverished as most of the Claudii of all branches, and delighted to hand over his new child to become heir to the Livius Drusus wealth. It was more usual to adopt the eldest boy of a family, so that the family adopting might be sure the child they took on was sane, healthy, nice-natured and reasonably intelligent; but Servilia Caepionis, starved for a baby, had insisted upon adopting a baby. And Marcus Livius Drusus—who had learned to love his wife dearly, though he had loved her not at all when they married—allowed her to have her way. His own misgivings he placated by making a generous offering to Mater Matuta, enlisting the goddess’s support to ensure that the baby would prove satisfactory when he grew into his wits.


  The women were together in Servilia Caepionis’s sitting room just next door to the nursery, and came to greet their men with every evidence of pleasure. Though they were only sisters-in-law, they looked more like real sisters, for both were short, very dark of hair and eye, and owned small, regular features. Livia Drusa—who was Caepio’s wife— was the prettier of the two, as she had escaped the family affliction of stumpy legs, and had the better figure; into the bargain, she fulfilled the criteria of beauty in a woman, for her eyes were very large, well spaced and well opened, and her mouth was tiny, folded like a flower. The nose in between was a little too small to please the connoisseurs, but it escaped the additional disadvantage of straightness by ending in a little knob. Her skin was thick and creamy, her waist was trim, her breasts and hips well curved and ample. Servilia Caepionis—who was Drusus’s wife—was a thinner version of the same; however, her skin had a tendency to produce pimples around chin and nose and her legs were too short for her trunk, her neck too short as well.


  Yet it was Marcus Livius Drusus who loved his less pretty wife, Quintus Servilius Caepio who did not love the beautiful one. At the time of their joint marriage eight years earlier, it had been the other way around. Though neither man realized it, the difference lay in the two women; Livia Drusa had loathed Caepio and had been forced to marry him, whereas Servilia Caepionis had been in love with Drusus since childhood. Members of Rome’s highest nobility, both women were model wives of the old kind—obedient, subservient, even-tempered, unfailingly respectful. Then as the years went by and a certain degree of knowledge and familiarity crept into each marriage, Marcus Livius Drusus’s indifference melted in the steady glow of his wife’s affection, an increasing ardor she displayed in their bed, a shared grief because there were no children; whereas Quintus Servilius Caepio’s inarticulate adoration was suffocated by his wife’s unspoken dislike, an increasing coolness she displayed in their bed, a resentment because their children were both girls and none had followed.


  A visit to the nursery was mandatory, of course. Drusus made much of his chubby, dark-visaged little boy, who was known as Drusus Nero, and was now almost two years old. Caepio merely nodded to his daughters, who flattened themselves in awe against the wall and said nothing. They were miniature copies of their mother—as dark, as big-eyed, as bud-mouthed—and had all the charm of little girls, had their father only bothered to look. Servilia was almost seven years old, and had learned a great deal from her beating after she decided to improve Apelles’s horse and Zeuxis’s bunch of grapes. She had never been beaten before, and had found the experience more humiliating than painful, more galling than instructive. Lilla on the other hand was an uncomplicated bundle of mischief—irrepressible, strong-willed, aggressive and direct. The beating she had received was promptly forgotten, save that it served to endow her with a healthy respect for her father.


  The four adults repaired to the triclinium, there to dine.


  “Is Quintus Poppaedius not joining us, Cratippus?” asked Drusus of his steward.


  “I have had no word that he isn’t, domine.”


  “In which case, we’ll wait,” said Drusus, deliberately ignoring the hostile look he got from Caepio.


  Caepio, however, was not about to be ignored. “Why do you put up with that frightful fellow, Marcus Livius?” he asked.


  The eyes Drusus turned upon his brother-in-law were stony. “There are some, Quintus Servilius, who ask me that question of you,” he said levelly.


  Livia Drusa gasped, choked back a nervous giggle; but, as Drusus expected, the criticism went over Caepio’s head.


  “Well, isn’t that what I said?” asked Caepio. “Why do you put up with him?”


  “Because he’s my friend.”


  “Your leech, more like!” snorted Caepio. “Truly, Marcus Livius, he battens on you. Always arriving without any notice, always with favors to ask, always complaining about us Romans. Who does he think he is?”


  “He thinks he’s an Italian of the Marsi,” said a cheerful voice. “Sorry I’m late, Marcus Livius, but you should start your meal without me, as I’ve said before. My excuse for tardiness is impeccable—I’ve been standing very still while Catulus Caesar subjected me to a long lecture on the perfidies of Italians.”


  Silo sat on the back edge of the couch upon which Drusus reclined and allowed a slave to remove his boots and wash his feet, then cover them with a pair of socks. When he twisted lightly and lithely onto the couch, he occupied the locus consularis, the place of honor to Drusus’s left; Caepio was reclining upon the couch at right angles to Drusus’s, a less honored position because he was part of the family rather than Drusus’s guest.


  “Complaining about me again, Quintus Servilius?” asked Silo without concern, lifting one thin brow at Drusus, and winking.


  Drusus grinned, his eyes resting upon Quintus Poppaedius Silo with a great deal more affection in them than they held whenever he looked at Caepio. “My brother-in-law is always complaining about something, Quintus Poppaedius. Take no notice.”


  “I don’t,” said Silo, inclining his head in a greeting to the two women, seated on chairs opposite their husbands’ couches.


  *


  They had met on the battlefield of Arausio, Drusus and Silo, after the battle was over and eighty thousand Roman and Italian Allied troops lay dead—thanks mainly to Caepio’s father. Forged in unforgettable circumstances, their friendship had grown with the years; and with the bond of a mutual concern for the fate of the Italian Allies, a cause to which both men were pledged. They were an unlikely combination, Silo and Drusus, but no amount of complaining on Caepio’s part—or lecturing on the part of some of the Senate’s senior members—had so far managed to drive a wedge between them.


  The Italian Silo looked more Roman, the Roman Drusus looked more Italian. Silo had the right kind of nose, the right kind of middling coloring, the right kind of bearing; a tall man and well built, he was a fine-looking fellow save for his eyes, which were a yellowish green—and thus were unseemly, a trifle snakelike because he rarely blinked; however, this was not remarkable in a Marsian, as the Marsi were snake-worshippers and had trained themselves not to blink more than absolutely necessary. Silo’s father had been the leading man of the Marsi, and after his death the son took his place, despite his youth. Moneyed and highly educated, Silo ought by rights to have commanded a great deal of respect from just those Romans who—if they did not blatantly cut him—looked down their noses at him and stooped to patronize him. For Quintus Poppaedius was not a Roman, nor even a holder of the Latin Rights; Quintus Poppaedius Silo was an Italian, and therefore an inferior being.


  He came from the rich highlands of the central Italian peninsula, not so very many miles from Rome, where the great Fucine Lake rose and fell in mysterious cycles having nothing to do with rivers or precipitation, and the chain of the Apennines divided to hedge the lands of the Marsi around. Of all Italian peoples, the Marsi were the most prosperous and the most numerous. For centuries they had been Rome’s loyalest allies; it was the proudest boast of the Marsi that no Roman general had ever triumphed without Marsi in his army, nor triumphed over Marsi. Yet even after the passing of so many centuries, the Marsi—like the other Italian nationals—were regarded as unworthy of the full Roman citizenship. In consequence, they could not bid for Roman State contracts, or marry Roman citizens, or appeal to Roman justice in the event of any conviction on a capital charge. They could be flogged within an inch of their lives, they could have their crops or their products or their women stolen without redress at law—if the thief was a Roman.


  Had Rome left the Marsi to their own devices in their fertile highlands, all these injustices might have been less intrusive, but—as was true in every part of the peninsula that did not belong outright to Rome—the lands of the Marsi had a Roman implant in their midst in the guise of the Latin Rights colony called Alba Fucentia. And, of course, the town of Alba Fucentia became a city, then the biggest settlement in the whole region, for it had a nucleus of full Roman citizens able to conduct business freely with Rome, and the rest of its population held the Latin Rights, a kind of second-class Roman citizenship allowing most privileges belonging to the full citizenship, save only that those with the ius Latii could not vote in any Roman election; the city’s magistrates automatically inherited the full citizenship for themselves and all their direct descendants when they assumed office. Thus had Alba Fucentia grown at the expense of the old Marsic capital, Marruvium, and sat there as a perpetual reminder of the differences between the Roman and the Italian.


  In olden days all of Italy had aspired to eventual owning of Latin Rights and then the full citizenship, for Rome under the doughty and brilliant leadership of men like Appius Claudius Caecus had been conscious of the necessity of change, the prudence in seeing all Italy eventually become properly Roman. But then after some Italian nations had sided with Hannibal during the years when he had marched up and down the Italian peninsula, the attitude of Rome hardened, and the awarding of the full citizenship or even the ius Latii ceased.


  One reason had been the swelling immigration of Italians into Roman and Latin towns — and also into Rome herself. Protracted residence in these places brought with it a sharing in the Latin Rights, and even in the full Roman citizenship. The Paeligni had complained of the loss of four thousand of their people to the Latin town of Fregellae, and used this as an excuse not to furnish Rome with soldiers when she demanded them.


  From time to time Rome attempted to do something about the problem of mass immigration; these efforts had culminated in a law of the tribune of the plebs Marcus Junius Pennus the year before Fregellae revolted. Pennus expelled every non-citizen from the city of Rome and her colony towns, and in so doing uncovered a scandal which rocked the Roman nobility to its foundations. The consul of four years before, Marcus Perperna, was discovered to be an Italian who had never held the Roman citizenship!


  A wave of reaction inside the ranks of those who governed Rome had immediately occurred; one of the leading opponents of Italian advancement was Drusus’s father, Marcus Livius Drusus the Censor, who had connived at the disgrace of Gaius Gracchus and the tearing down of Gaius Gracchus’s laws.


  No one could have predicted that the Censor’s son, Drusus—who came young into the role of paterfamilias when his father died in office as censor—would forsake the attitudes and precepts of Drusus the Censor. Of impeccable plebeian-noble ancestry, a member of the College of Pontifices, enormously wealthy, connected by blood and marriage to the patrician houses of Servilius Caepio, Cornelius Scipio and Aemilius Lepidus, young Marcus Livius Drusus ought to have evolved into a pillar of the ultra-conservative faction which controlled the Senate—and therefore controlled Rome. That this had not happened was pure chance; Drusus had been present as a tribune of the soldiers at the battle of Arausio, when the patrician consular Quintus Servilius Caepio had refused to co-operate with the New Man Gaius Mallius Maximus, and in consequence the legions of Rome and her Italian Allies had been annihilated by the Germans in Gaul-across-the-Alps.


  When Drusus had returned from Gaul-across-the-Alps, he cherished two new factors in his life; one, the friendship of the Marsian nobleman Quintus Poppaedius Silo, and the other, the knowledge that the men of his own class and background—in particular his father-in-law Caepio—had no appreciation of or respect for the efforts of the soldiers who died at Arausio, be they noble Romans, or Italian auxiliaries, or Roman capite censi.


  This was not to say, however, that young Marcus Livius Drusus immediately espoused the aims and aspirations of a true reformer; he was too much a product of his class. But he—like other Roman noblemen before him—had been exposed to an experience which made him think. It was said that the fate of the Brothers Gracchi had been decided when the elder, Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus—a scion of the highest nobility in Rome—had journeyed as a young man through Etruria and seen the public lands of Rome in the control of a mere handful of rich Roman men who grazed it using chain gangs of slaves locked up each night in the infamous barracks known as ergastula. Where, Tiberius Gracchus had asked himself, were the smallholder Romans who ought to be in possession of these lands, earning a fruitful living and breeding sons for the army? Product of his class though he was, Tiberius Gracchus had begun to think—and, being a product of his class, he was endowed with a strong sense of right as well as an overwhelming love for Rome.


  *


  Seven years had gone by since the battle of Arausio, seven years during which Drusus had entered the Senate, served as quaestor in Asia Province, been forced to house his brother-in-law and his brother-in-law’s family after the disgrace of the father Caepio, become a priest of the State religion, productively gardened his personal fortune, seen and heard the disastrous events which led to the murder of Saturninus and his colleagues, and fought on the side of the Senate against Saturninus when he attempted to make himself King of Rome. Seven years during which Drusus had played host to Quintus Poppaedius Silo many times, listened to him talk—and continued himself to think. It was his ardent ambition to solve the vexed question of the Italians in a way properly Roman, entirely peaceful, and pleasing to both sides; to this end he quietly devoted his energies, unwilling to make his intentions public until he had found that ideal solution.


  The Marsian Silo was the only man who knew the direction Drusus’s mind was taking, and Silo trod with exquisite delicacy, too shrewd and too prudent to commit the mistake of pushing Drusus, of becoming too articulate about his own point of view, which was somewhat different from Drusus’s. The six thousand men of the legion Silo had commanded at Arausio had died almost to the last noncombatant, and they had been Marsians, not Romans; it was the Marsi had sired them, the Marsi had armed them, the Marsi had paid for their upkeep in the field. An investment in humanity, time, and money that Rome had neither acknowledged afterward, nor offered compensation for.


  Whereas Drusus dreamed of a general enfranchisement for the whole of Italy, Silo dreamed of secession from Rome, of a completely independent and united nation composed of all Italy that was not in the hands of the Romans—Italia. And when Italia came into existence—as Silo had vowed it would—the Italian peoples who comprised it would go to war against Rome and win, absorb Rome and the Romans into this new nation, together with all of Rome’s territories abroad.


  Silo was not alone, and he knew he was not alone. During the past seven years he had journeyed all over Italy and even into Italian Gaul, sniffing out men of like mind and discovering that they were not thin on the ground. They were all leaders of their nations or peoples, and of two different kinds; those who—like Marius Egnatius, Gaius Papius Mutilus, and Pontius Telesinus—came from ancient noble families prominent in their nations; and those who— like Marcus Lamponius, Publius Vettius Scato, Gaius Vidacilius, and Titus Lafrenius—were relative New Men of present importance. In Italian dining rooms and Italian studies the talks had proceeded, and the fact that almost all the talking was done in Latin was not felt to be sufficient reason to forgive Rome her crimes.


  The concept of a united Italian nation was not perhaps a novel one, but certainly it had never before been discussed as a viable alternative by the various Italian leaders. In the past, all hopes had been pinned upon gaining the full Roman franchise, becoming a part of a Rome which stretched undivided along the whole length and breadth of Italy; so senior was Rome in her partnership with her Italian Allies that they had thought along Roman lines—wanted to espouse Roman institutions, wanted to see their blood, their fortunes, their lands become a full and equal part of Rome.


  Some of those who participated in the talks blamed Arausio, but there were those who blamed the mounting lack of support for the Italian cause among the Latin Rights communities, who now were beginning to regard themselves as a cut above mere Italians. Those blaming the Latin Rights communities could point with truth to an ever-increasing enjoyment of Latin Rights exclusivity, a need in the Latin Rights people to keep one segment of the peninsular populace inferior to themselves.


  Arausio of course had been the culmination of decades of a soldier mortality which had seen the entire peninsula grow shorter and shorter of men, with all the concomitant evils of farms and businesses abandoned or sold for debt, and too few children and men young enough to work hard. But that soldier mortality had equally affected Romans and Latins too, so could not bear the entire blame. There were festering resentments against Roman landlords—the rich men who lived in Rome and farmed vast tracts called latifundia using only slave labor. There were too many cases of Roman citizens blatantly abusing Italians—employing their power and influence to flog the undeserving, take women who did not belong to them, and confiscate smallholdings to swell their own lands.


  Just what had swayed the majority of those talking Italian secession away from wanting to force Rome to give them full citizenship and toward the formation of a separate and independent nation was unclear, even to Silo. His own conviction that secession was the only way had sprung out of Arausio, but those with whom he talked had not been at Arausio. Perhaps, he thought, this new determination to break away from Rome stemmed from sheer tiredness, a rooted feeling that the days when Rome gave away her precious citizenship were over, that the situation as it was at the moment was the way things were always going to be in the future. Insult had piled on top of injury to a point where life under Rome looked to an Italian unbearable, intolerable.


  In Gaius Papius Mutilus, the leader of the Samnite nation, Silo found a man who seized upon the possibility of secession almost frantically. For himself, Silo did not hate Rome or Romans, only his own people’s predicament; but Gaius Papius Mutilus belonged to a people who had been Rome’s most obdurate and implacable foes since the tiny Roman community athwart the salt route of the Tiber had first begun to show its teeth. Mutilus hated Rome and Romans with every string that tied his heart, with every thought that grew to consciousness—and every thought that lay below it. He was a true Samnite, yearning to see every Roman ever born obliterated from the pages of history. Silo was Rome’s adversary. Mutilus was Rome’s enemy.


  Like all congresses where the common cause was great enough to override every objection and every practical consideration, the Italian men who gathered at first merely to see if anything could be done quickly decided there was only one thing to be done—secede. However, every one of them knew Rome better than to think Italia could come into being without a war; for that reason, no one contemplated making any kind of declaration of independence for some years to come. Instead, the leaders of the Italian Allies concentrated upon preparing to make war upon Rome. It would require an enormous effort, huge sums of money— and more men than the years immediately after Arausio could possibly provide. A firm date was neither set nor mentioned; for the time being, while the Italian boy-children grew up, every atom of energy and money available was to go into the making of arms and armor, the stockpiling of sufficient quantities of war materials to make war with Rome—and a successful outcome—feasible.


  Not much was ready to hand. Almost all the Italian soldier casualties had occurred far from Italy itself, and their arms and armor never seemed to reach home again, chiefly because it was Rome picked them up from the battlefield whenever possible—and naturally Rome forgot to label them “Allied.” Some arms could be legitimately purchased, but not nearly enough to equip the hundred thousand men Silo and Mutilus thought the new Italia would need to beat Rome. Therefore arming was a surreptitious business, and proceeded very slowly. Years would have to go by before the target could be met.


  To make things more difficult, every undertaking had to be carried out beneath the noses of many people who would, did they learn what was going on, report immediately to someone Roman, or directly to Rome. The Latin Rights colonies clearly could not be trusted, any more than could wandering Roman citizens. So centers of activity and caches of equipment were concentrated in poor and remote areas far from Roman roads and travelers, far from Roman or Latin colonies. Every way the Italian leaders turned, they encountered mountainous difficulties and dangers. Yet the work of arming went on, and recently the work of training new soldiers had been added to it; for some Italian lads were growing up.


  *


  All of this secret knowledge Quintus Poppaedius Silo harbored as he slid easily into the mealtime conversation, and felt neither guilt nor anxiety because of it—who knew? Perhaps in the end it would be Marcus Livius Drusus who came up with the solution, peaceably and efficiently. Stranger things had happened!


  “Quintus Servilius is leaving us for some months,” said Drusus to the others in general; it was a good change of subject.


  Was that a flash of joy in Livia Drusa’s eyes? wondered Silo, who thought her a thoroughly nice woman, but had never been able to make up his mind what sort of woman she was—did she like her life, did she like Caepio, did she like living in her brother’s house? Instinct told him no to all those questions, but he could not be sure. And then he forgot all about Livia Drusa, for Caepio was talking about what he was going to do.


  “... around Patavium and Aquileia especially,” Caepio was saying. “Iron from Noricum—I shall try to acquire the Noricum iron concessions—can supply foundries built around Patavium and Aquileia. The most important thing is that these areas of eastern Italian Gaul are very close to huge forests of mixed trees ideal for making charcoal. There are whole stands of beech and elm ready to be coppiced, my agents tell me.”


  “Surely it’s the availability of iron dictates the location of foundries,” said Silo, now listening eagerly. “That’s why Pisae and Populonia grew into foundry towns, isn’t it? Because of the iron shipped directly from Ilva?”


  “A fallacy,” said Caepio, waxing articulate for once. “In actual fact, it’s the availability of good charcoal-making trees makes Pisae and Populonia so desirable as foundry towns. The same will hold true in eastern Italian Gaul. The making of charcoal is a manufacturing process, and ironworks gulp down ten times the amount of charcoal they do of metal. That’s why my project in eastern Italian Gaul is as much to do with establishing towns of charcoal-makers as it is towns of steel-makers. I shall buy land suitable for the building of houses and workshops, then persuade smiths and charcoal-makers to settle in my little towns. Work will go on much easier among a number of similar little businesses than where a man is surrounded by many unrelated businesses.”


  “But won’t the competition between all these similar little businesses be deadly, and buyers too hard to find?” asked Silo, concealing his mounting excitement.


  “I don’t see why,” said Caepio, who really had studied his subject, and had made surprising headway in it. “If, for instance, a praefectus fabrum belonging to an army is looking for—say, ten thousand shirts of mail, ten thousand helmets, ten thousand swords and daggers, and ten thousand spears—isn’t he going to head for places where he can go from one foundry to another without needing to search a hundred back streets to find every single one? And won’t it be easier for a man owning a nice little foundry with— say, ten free men and ten slaves working for him—to sell what he produces without crying his wares all over town, because his clients know where to go?”


  “You’re right, Quintus Servilius,” said Drusus thoughtfully. “The armies of the present do indeed require ten thousand steel thises and thats, and always in a hurry. It was different in the old days, when soldiers were men of property. On a lad’s seventeenth birthday his tata gave him his mail-shirt, his helmet, his sword, his dagger, his shield and his spears; his mama gave him his caligae, the cover for his shield, his kitbag, his horsehair plume and his sagum; and his sisters knitted him warm socks and wove him six or seven tunics. For the rest of his life he kept his gear— and in most cases, when his own campaigning days were over, he passed his gear on to his son or his grandson. But since Gaius Marius enlisted the Head Count in our armies, nine out of every ten recruits can’t even afford the price of a scarf to tie around their necks to prevent their mail-shirts from chafing—let alone have mothers and fathers and sisters able to fit them out like proper soldiers. All of a sudden we have whole armies of recruits as naked of military equipment as the least noncombatant in the old days. The demand has outstripped the supply—yet from somewhere it must be found! We cannot possibly send our legionaries into battle without the proper gear.”


  “This answers a question,” said Silo. “I wondered why so many retired veterans were coming to me begging for loans to set themselves up in business as smiths! You are absolutely right, Quintus Servilius. It will be near enough to a generation before these projected steel centers of yours will have to start looking for something other than military gear to make. In fact, as leader of my people, I am scratching my head as to where to find arms and armor for the legions I have no doubt we’ll be asked to furnish for Rome in the not far distant future. The same must be true for the Samnites—and probably for the other Italian peoples too.”


  “You should think of Spain,” said Drusus to Caepio. “I imagine there must still be forests near the iron mines.”


  “In Further Spain, yes,” said Caepio, grinning delightedly because he was suddenly the center of respectful attention, a novel experience for him. “The old Carthaginian mines of the Orospeda have long exhausted their timber resources, but all the new mines are in well-forested areas.”


  “How long will it be before your towns start producing?” asked Silo casually.


  “In Italian Gaul, hopefully within two years. Of course,” added Caepio quickly, “I have nothing to do with the businesses or the goods they produce. I wouldn’t do anything which would incur displeasure from the censors. All I personally intend to do is to build the towns and then collect the rents—quite, quite proper for a senator.”


  “Laudable of you,” said Silo ironically. “I hope you’re going to situate your towns on good waterways as well as in close proximity to forests.”


  “I shall choose sites on navigable rivers,” said Caepio.


  “The Gauls are good smiths,” said Drusus.


  “But not organized enough to prosper as they ought,” said Caepio, and looked smug, an expression he was beginning to produce regularly. “Once I organize them, they’ll do much better.”


  “Commerce is your forte, Quintus Servilius, I see it clearly,” said Silo. “You should abandon the Senate, become a knight. That way, you could own the foundries and charcoal works too.”


  “What, and have to deal with people!” asked Caepio, appalled. “No, no! Let others do that!”


  “Won’t you be collecting the rents in person?” asked Silo slyly, eyes directed at the floor.


  “Certainly not!” cried Caepio, rising to the bait. “I am establishing a nice little company of agents in Placentia to do all that. It might be considered permissible for your cousin Aurelia to collect her own rents, Marcus Livius,” he said to Drusus, “but personally I consider it in very poor taste.”
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  There had been a time when the mere mention of Aurelia’s name would have twisted Drusus’s heart, for he had been one of the most ardent suitors for her hand; but these days, secure in the knowledge that he loved his wife, he could grin at his brother-in-law and say, carelessly, “Aurelia is impossible to measure by any standards other than her own. I think her taste impeccable.”


  All through this, the women had sat on their chairs without offering a single contribution to the conversation—not because they had nothing to say, but rather because their participation was not encouraged. They were used to sitting in silence.


  *


  After dinner Livia Drusa excused herself, pleading work which would not wait, and left her sister-in-law Servilia Caepionis in the nursery with little Drusus Nero. It was very dark and very cold, so Livia Drusa instructed a servant to bring her a wrap, swaddled herself in it, and walked through the atrium onto the loggia, where no one would think to look for her and she could enjoy an hour of peace. Alone. Wonderfully, thankfully alone.


  So he was going away! At last he was going away! Even when he served as a quaestor he had chosen duty inside Rome, and never once in the three years his father had lived in exile before he died had Caepio ventured to Smyrna to see him. Save for that short period during the first year of their marriage when he had served as a tribune of the soldiers and survived the battle of Arausio suspiciously unscathed, Quintus Servilius Caepio had never been away from his wife.


  What gnat was whining around in his mind at the moment Livia Drusa did not know—nor did she care, provided the gnat drove him to travel. Presumably his financial circumstances had finally become pinched enough to prod him into doing something to improve them, though many times through the years Livia Drusa had privately wondered whether her husband was truly as poor as he said he was. How her brother had put up with them, she did not know. Not only was his house not his own; he had even been obliged to take down his peerless collection of paintings. How horrified their father would have been! For their father had built this huge domus purely to display his works of art fittingly. Oh, Marcus Livius, why did you force me to marry him?


  Eight years of marriage and two children hadn’t reconciled Livia Drusa to her fate. The early years of the marriage, however, had been the worst, a descent into the slough of despond; once she reached its bottom she learned to cope better with her unhappiness, and she never had forgotten her brother’s words to her when he had finally succeeded in breaking her:


  “I expect you to behave toward Quintus Servilius as any young woman would who welcomed her marriage. You will let him know that you are pleased, and you will treat him with unfailing deference, respect, interest, and concern. At no time—even in the privacy of your bedroom after you are married—will you give Quintus Servilius the slightest indication that he is not the husband of your choice.”


  Drusus had marched her to the shrine in the atrium where the family gods were honored—Vesta of the hearth, the Di Penates of the pantry, and the Lar Familiaris—and made her swear a terrible oath that she would do as he had told her. The time when she had hated her brother for his action had long passed, of course. Maturity had done that, and constant exposure to a side of Drusus she had not known existed.


  The Drusus of her childhood and adolescence was stern, aloof, indifferent to her—how afraid of him she had been! Only after the fall and exile of her father-in-law did she come to know what Drusus was really like. Or perhaps, she reasoned (for she too had that cool Livius Drusus head), Drusus had changed after the battle of Arausio—and after he grew fond of his wife. Certainly he had softened, become more approachable, though he never mentioned his forcing her to marry Caepio, nor unbound her from that frightful oath. Most of all, she admired him for his steadfast loyalty to her, his sister, and to Caepio, his brother-in-law—he never complained by word or look about their presence in his house. Which was why she had nearly choked this evening when Drusus had actually come back at Caepio for criticizing Quintus Poppaedius Silo.


  How articulate Caepio had been tonight! Warmed to his theme, explained what he was doing quite logically and enthusiastically, seemed so far to have proceeded in a practical and businesslike way. Maybe Silo was right—maybe Caepio was by nature a commercial person, a knight businessman. What he planned to do sounded exciting. And profitable. Oh, how wonderful to live in our own house! thought Livia Drusa, who longed for it.


  A huge burst of laughter erupted from the maw of the staircase leading from the loggia down to the servants’ crowded quarters below; Livia Drusa started, shivered, squeezed herself very small in case the noise meant slaves would suddenly come scurrying across the loggia to the atrium door. Sure enough, up came a little group of men, still chuckling among themselves as they chattered away in Greek, some patois they spoke so rapidly Livia Drusa had no idea what the joke could be. They were so happy! Why? What did they possess she did not? Answer: a chance at freedom, the Roman citizenship, and the right to lead their own lives. They were paid, she was not; they were rich in friends and companionship, she was not; they could form intimate relationships among themselves without criticism or interference, she could not. That this answer was not quite accurate concerned Livia Drusa not at all; in her mind, it was the truth.


  They didn’t see her. Livia Drusa relaxed again. A gibbous moon, just waning from the full, had risen high enough now to illuminate the depths of the city of Rome. She turned on her marble bench, put her arms on the balustrade, and looked at the Forum Romanum. Drusus’s house was right on the corner of the Germalus of the Palatine where the Clivus Victoriae turned at right angles to run along the length of the Forum Romanum, so it possessed a wonderful view; in earlier days the view had extended to the left into the Velabrum when the vacant space of the area Flacciana had existed next door, but now the huge porticus Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar had erected on it reared columns skyward, and blocked that old lookout. For the rest, nothing had changed. The house of Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus still jutted further forward below Drusus’s house, affording her sight of its loggia.


  This was Rome without her daytime vividness, the rich colors in which everything was painted bled to greys and glitters. Not that the city was quiet; torches flickered everywhere in dark alleys, the rumblings of carts and the bellowing of oxen drifted up to her ears because many of Rome’s shops and tradesmen took advantage of the lack of crowds night afforded, and had their goods delivered then. A group of drunken men weaved across the open space of the lower Forum, singing a popular ditty about—what else?—love. Quite a large escort of slaves shepherded a carefully closed litter between the Basilica Sempronia and the temple of Castor and Pollux—some important lady going home after a dinner party, no doubt. A tomcat on the prowl squalled his come-hithers at the moon and a dozen dogs began to bark, all of which amused the drunks so much that one of them lost his footing as they skirted the round black well of the Comitia, and tumbled down its tiers amid shouts of mirth from his friends.


  Livia Drusa’s eyes strayed back to the loggia of the Domitius Ahenobarbus house below, and rested upon its vacant expanse wistfully. A long time ago, it seemed—before her marriage, at any rate—she had been cut off from all companionship, even of girls her own age, and had filled her empty life with books; and fallen in love with someone, someone she had no hope of meeting. In those days she used to sit here during the hours of sunlight and watch that balcony beneath for the tall, red-haired young man who had so strongly attracted her that she wove whole fantasies around him, pretending he was King Odysseus of Ithaca and she was his faithful Queen Penelope, waiting for him to come home. For years the very infrequent glimpses she caught of him—for he was not a frequent visitor, she decided—were sufficient to fuel this private, tormenting enchantment, a state of mind that had persisted after her marriage, and only served to increase her misery. His identity eluded her, though she knew he was not a Domitius Ahenobarbus, for that was a squat family, albeit red-haired; all the Famous Families had a look about them, and he did not look like an Ahenobarbus.


  Never would she forget the day of her disillusionment; it had been the day her father-in-law was convicted of treason in the Plebeian Assembly; the day her brother’s steward, Cratippus, had hurried across to the other side of the Palatine and plucked her and baby Servilia out of the Servilius Caepio house, brought them here for safety. Quite a day, that one had been! For the first time, watching Servilia Caepionis with Drusus, she saw how a wife could play up to her husband; for the first time she realized women were not always excluded from serious family discussions; for the first time she had tasted unwatered wine. And then, when all the upheavals had seemed over and done with, Servilia Caepionis had supplied the tall, red-haired Odysseus on the loggia below with a name. Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus. No king, he! Not even a true nobleman, but the grandson of a Tusculan peasant on one side and the great-grandson of a Celtiberian slave on the other.


  In that moment, Livia Drusa had grown up.


  “There you are!” said Caepio’s voice sharply. “What are you doing out here in the freezing cold, woman? Come inside!”


  Obediently Livia Drusa rose and went to her hateful bed.


  2


  At the end of February, Quintus Servilius Caepio left on his journey, having told Livia Drusa that she must not expect him back for at least a year, perhaps longer. That had surprised her until he explained that it was essential, having sunk all his money into this venture in Italian Gaul, that he stay there to supervise every aspect of it. His sexual attentions had been many and prolonged, for—he said—he wanted a son, and it would keep her occupied in his absence if she became pregnant. During the earlier years of her marriage these intimacies had distressed her greatly, but after she learned the name of her adored red-haired King Odysseus, Caepio’s lovemaking had simply become a boring inconvenience unattended by revulsion. Saying nothing to her husband of her own plans to fill in the time while he was away, she waved him off; she then waited one market interval of eight days before seeking an interview with her brother.


  “Marcus Livius, I have a great favor to ask,” she began, seated in his client’s chair; she looked surprised, laughed. “Ye gods! Do you know this is the first time I’ve sat here since the day you persuaded me to marry Quintus Servilius?”


  Drusus’s olive skin darkened. He looked down at his hands, folded on his desk. “Eight years ago,” he said neutrally.


  “Yes, it was,” she said, then laughed again. “However, I did not sit myself here today to talk about what happened eight years ago, brother. I’m here to ask a favor.”


  “If I can grant it, Livia Drusa, I would be very pleased,” he said, grateful that she was letting him off so lightly.


  Many times he had longed to apologize to her, beg her to forgive him for that dreadful mistake; her constant unhappiness had not been lost on him, and it was he who had had to admit to himself that hers had been the true reading of Caepio’s dreary character. But pride had stoppered up his mouth, and always at the back of his mind had lurked the conviction that, in marrying her to Caepio, he had at least averted any possibility she might turn out like her mother. That frightful woman had embarrassed him for years by turning up—in conversation, at least—as someone’s butt after a particularly sordid love affair had foundered, as they always, always did.


  “Well?” he prompted when Livia Drusa did not go on.


  Frowning, she licked her lips, then raised her lovely eyes to look directly at him. “Marcus Livius, for a very long time I have been aware that my husband and I have outstayed our welcome.”


  “You’re wrong,” he countered quickly, “but if in any way I have inadvertently given you that impression, then I apologize. Truly, sister, you have always been welcome— and you always will be welcome in my house.”


  “I thank you. However, what I said is a fact. You and Servilia Caepionis have never had a chance to be alone, which may be one reason why she has failed to conceive.”


  He winced. “I doubt it.”


  “I do not.” She leaned forward earnestly. “Times are tranquil at the moment, Marcus Livius. You have no office in the government and you have had little Drusus Nero long enough to make the possibility of a child of your own much greater. So the old women say—and I believe them.”


  Finding all this painful, he said, “Get to the point, do!”


  “The point is that while Quintus Servilius is away, I would very much like to remove myself and my children to the country,” said Livia Drusa. “You have a little villa near Tusculum, which isn’t more than half a day’s journey from Rome. No one has lived in the house for years. Please, Marcus Livius, give it to me for a while! Let me live on my own!”


  His eyes searched her face, looking for any evidence that she was planning some indiscretion. But he could find none.


  “Did you ask Quintus Servilius?”


  Keeping her eyes looking into his, Livia Drusa said steadily, “Of course I did.”


  “He didn’t mention it to me.”


  “How extraordinary!” She smiled. “But how like him!”


  That provoked a laugh. “Well, sister, I can’t see why not, since Quintus Servilius said yes. As you say, Tusculum isn’t very far from Rome. I can keep an eye on you.”


  Face transfigured, Livia Drusa thanked her brother profusely.


  “When do you want to go?”


  She rose to her feet. “At once. May I ask Cratippus to organize everything?”


  “Of course.” He cleared his throat. “Actually, Livia Drusa, you’ll be missed. So will your daughters.”


  “After putting an extra tail on the horse and changing the bunch of grapes to rather lurid apples?”


  “It could as easily have been Drusus Nero in a couple of years’ time,” he said. “If you think about it, we were lucky. The paint was still wet, no harm was done. Father’s works of art are quite safe in the cellar, and there they’ll stay until the last child is fully grown.”


  He rose too; they walked together down the colonnade to the mistress’s sitting room, where Servilia Caepionis was busy on her loom, weaving blankets for little Drusus Nero’s new bed.


  “Our sister wants to leave us,” said Drusus, entering.


  There could be no mistaking his wife’s dismay—nor her guilty pleasure. “Oh, Marcus Livius, that’s too bad! Why?”


  But Drusus beat a quick retreat, leaving his sister to do her own explaining.


  “I’m taking the girls to the villa at Tusculum. We’re going to live there until Quintus Servilius comes home again.”


  “The villa at Tusculum?” asked Servilia Caepionis blankly. “But my dear Livia Drusa, it’s a tumbledown wreck of a place! It belonged to the first Livius, I believe.


  There’s no bath or latrine, no decent kitchen, and it won’t be big enough.”


  “I don’t care,” said Livia Drusa. She lifted her sister-in-law’s hand and held it to her cheek. “Dear lady of this house, I would live in a hovel for the chance to be the lady of a house! I don’t say that to hurt you, nor is it a reproach. From the day your brother and I moved in here, you have been graciousness itself. But you must understand my position. I want my own house. I want servants who don’t call me dominilla and take no notice of anything I say because they’ve known me since I was a baby. I want a bit of land to walk on, a bit of freedom from the crush of this dreadful city. Oh, please, Servilia Caepionis, understand!”


  Two tears rolled down the cheeks of the lady of the house, and her lip quivered. “I do understand,” she said.


  “Don’t grieve, be happy for me!”


  They embraced, in full accord.


  “I shall find Marcus Livius and Cratippus at once,” said Servilia Caepionis briskly, putting away her work and covering the loom against dust. “I insist that builders be hired to turn that antique villa into something comfortably livable for you.”


  *


  But Livia Drusa would not wait. Three days later she had packed up her daughters, her many buckets of books, Caepio’s very few servants, and set out for the farm at Tusculum.


  Though she hadn’t visited it since childhood, she found it quite unchanged—a small plastered house painted a bilious yellow, with no garden to speak of, no proper facilities, very little air or light inside, and no peristyle. However, her brother had not wasted time; the place already teemed with the employees of a local builder, who was there in person to greet her, and promised that within two months the house would be livable.


  Thus Livia Drusa installed herself amid a controlled chaos—plaster dust, the noise of hammers and mallets and saws, a constant volley of instructions and queries shouted in the broad Latin of Tusculans who might live only fifteen miles from Rome, but rarely if ever went there. Her daughters reacted typically; half-past-four-year-old Lilla was entranced, whereas that composed and secretive child Servilia all too obviously loathed the house, the building activity, and her mother, not necessarily in that order. However, Servilia’s mood was unobtrusive; Lilla’s boisterous participation in everything only added to the chaos.


  Having placed her daughters under the charge of their nurse and Servilia’s dour old tutor, Livia Drusa set out the next morning to walk through the peace and beauty of the deep winter countryside, hardly able to believe that she had thrown off the shackles of a long imprisonment.


  Though the calendar said it was spring, deep winter it was. Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus had not prodded the College of Pontifices he headed to do their duty and keep the shorter calendar year in time with the seasons. Not that Rome and her environs had endured a harsh winter that year; of snow there had been little, and the Tiber hadn’t frozen over at all. Thus the temperature was well above freezing, the wind was no more than an occasional breath, and there was good grass underfoot.


  Happier than she had ever been in all her life, Livia Drusa wandered across the home field, clambered over a low stone wall, walked carefully around the perimeter of a field already under the plough, climbed another stone wall, and entered a place of grass and sheep. All bound up in their leather coats, the silly creatures galloped away from her when she tried to call them to her; shrugging and smiling, she walked on.


  Beyond that field she found a boundary stone painted white, and beside it a little towered shrine, the ground before it still marked with the blood of some sacrifice. In the lowest branches of an overhanging tree there bobbed little woolen dolls, little woolen balls, and heads of garlic, all looking weatherworn and drab. Beyond the shrine was a clay pot turned upside down; curiously Livia Drusa lifted it, then dropped it back in a hurry; under it lay the decomposing body of a big toad.


  Too citified to understand that if she went any further she would be trespassing—and that she was now on the land of someone scrupulous in his attentions to the gods of the soil and of boundaries—Livia Drusa strolled on. When she found the first crocus she knelt to look at its vivid yellow flower, rose again to gaze into the naked branches of the trees with an appreciation so new that trees might have been invented just for her.


  An orchard of apples and pears came next, some of the pears still unpicked, a temptation to which Livia Drusa happily succumbed, finding her pear so sweet and juicy her hands became a sticky mess. Somewhere she could hear water running, so she walked through the carefully tended trees in the direction of the sound until she came upon a little brook. Its water was icy, but she didn’t care; she dabbled her hands and laughed softly to herself as she shook them dry in the sun, now high enough to have warmed the air. Off came her palla wrap; still kneeling beside the stream, she spread the huge piece of cloth out and folded it into a rectangle she could carry, then rose to her feet. And saw him.


  He had been reading. The scroll was in his left hand, curled up again because he had quite forgotten it, so fixedly was he staring at this invader of his orchard. King Odysseus of Ithaca! Encountering his eyes, Livia Drusa caught her breath, for they were the very eyes of King Odysseus, large and grey and beautiful.


  “Hello,” she called, smiling at him without shyness or any kind of discomfort. Having watched him for so many years from her balcony, he seemed indeed the wanderer returned at this moment, a man she knew at least as well as Queen Penelope had known her King Odysseus. So she threw the folded palla over her arm and began to walk toward him, still smiling, still talking.


  “I stole a pear,” she said. “It was delicious! I didn’t know pears hung so long on trees. Whenever I go out of Rome, I go to the seaside in summer, and it isn’t the same.”


  He said nothing, just followed her approach with those grey and luminous eyes.


  I still love you, she was saying within herself. I still love you! I don’t care if you’re the progeny of a slave and a peasant. I love you. Like Penelope, I had forgotten love. But here you are again after so many years, and I still love you.


  When she stopped, she was too close to him for this to be the chance encounter of two strangers; he could feel the warmth radiating from her body, and the big dark eyes looking now into his own were filled with recognition. With love. With welcome. It therefore seemed absolutely natural to step a very few inches closer to her, to put his arms around her. She put her face up and her arms about his neck, and both of them were smiling as they kissed. Old friends, old lovers, a husband and wife who had not seen each other for twenty years, torn apart by the machinations of others, divine and human. Triumphant in this reunion.


  The sure strong touch of his hands was a recognition, she had no need to tell him where to go, what was fitting; he was the king of her heart, and always had been. As gravely as a child placed in charge of some precious treasure, she bared and offered him her breasts, went about him taking his clothes while he spread out her wrap upon the ground, then lay down beside him. Trembling her pleasure, she kissed his neck and sucked the lobe of his ear, held his face between her hands and found his mouth once more, caressed his body blissfully, mumbled a thousand endearments against his tongue.


  Fruit, sweet and sticky—thin bare twigs tangled amid a bluest sky—the jerky pain of hair caught too tight—a tiny bird with stilled wings glued to the tendrils of a webby cloud—a huge lump of packed-down exultation struggling to be born, then suddenly soaring free, free—oh, in such an ecstasy!


  They lay together on their clothing for hours, keeping each other warm with skin on skin, smiling foolishly at each other, amazed at finding each other, innocent of transgression, enmeshed in the deliciousness of all kinds of discoveries.


  They talked too. He was married, she learned—to one Cuspia, daughter of a publicanus, and his sister was married to Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, the younger brother of the Pontifex Maximus; dowering his sister had been a staggering expense, one he had only managed to achieve by marrying his Cuspia, whose father was enormously wealthy. There were as yet no children, for he too could find nothing to admire or love in his spouse—she was, he said, already complaining to her father that he neglected her.


  When Livia Drusa told him who she was, Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus grew very still.


  “Are you angry?” she asked, lifting herself up to look down on him anxiously.


  He smiled, shook his head. “How can I be angry when the gods have answered me? They set you down here on the lands of my forefathers for me. The moment I saw you at the stream, I knew it. And if you are connected to so many powerful families, it must be yet another sign that I am indeed favored.”


  “Did you truly not have any idea who I am?”


  “None at all,” he said, not quite happily. “I’ve never seen you in my life.”


  “Not even once? Did you never walk out onto Gnaeus Domitius’s balcony and see me on my brother’s balcony above?”


  “Never,” he said.


  She sighed. “I saw you many times over many years.”


  “I’m profoundly glad you liked what you saw.”


  She cuddled into his shoulder. “I fell in love with you when I was sixteen years old,” she said.


  “How perverse the gods are!” he said. “Had I looked up and seen you, I wouldn’t have rested until I married you. And we would have many children, and neither of us would be in this awful situation now.”


  To turn and cling together was instinctive, a mixture of pleasure and pain.


  “Oh, it will be terrible if they find out!” she cried.


  “Yes.”


  “It isn’t fair.”


  “No.”


  “Then they must never find out, Marcus Porcius.”


  He writhed. “We should be together with honor, Livia Drusa, not guiltily.”


  “There is honor,’’ she said gravely. “It’s only our present circumstances make it seem otherwise. I am not ashamed.”


  He sat up, hugged his knees. “Nor I,” he said, and took her back into his arms and held her until she protested, for she wanted to look at him, so beautifully put together, long-armed and long-legged, skin cream and hairless, his scant body hair the same fiery color as on his head. His body was well knit and muscular, his face bony. Truly King Odysseus. Or her King Odysseus, anyway.


  *


  It was late afternoon when she left him, having arranged that they would meet at the same place and time on the morrow, and they took so long making their farewells that by the time she reached Drusus’s house, the builders had done with their work for the day. Her steward, Mopsus, was on the point of marshaling everyone to start looking for her. So happy and uplifted was she that realities of this nature hadn’t even occurred to her; standing in the fading light blinking stupidly at Mopsus, she had not the wits to think of reason or excuse.


  Her appearance was appalling. The hair hung down her back in a tangle liberally larded with bits of twig and grass, great smears of mud marred her clothes, the sensible closed shoes she had worn now dangled by their straps from her hand, her face and arms were dirty, her feet covered in mud.


  “Domina, domina, what happened?” cried the steward. “Have you had a fall?”


  Her wits returned. “Indeed I have, Mopsus,” she answered cheerily. “In fact, I fell about as far as I could, and live.”


  Surrounded by clucking servants, she was swept into the house. An old bronze tub was produced, put in her sitting room, filled with warm water. Lilla, who had been crying because Mama was missing, trotted off now in the wake of her nurse to eat a delayed dinner, but Servilia followed her mother unobtrusively and stood in the shadows while a girl unfastened the clasps of Livia Drusa’s gown, clicking her tongue at the state of Livia Drusa’s body, dirtier than her clothes.


  When the girl turned away to see that the water was the right temperature, Livia Drusa, naked and unashamed, stretched her arms above her head so slowly and voluptuously that the unnoticed little girl beside the door understood the meaning of the gesture on some utterly primitive, atavistic level only time would elucidate. Down came the arms, up went their hands to cup the full but lovely breasts; Livia Drusa’s thumbs played with her nipples for a moment, while Livia Drusa’s mouth smiled and smiled and smiled. Then she stepped into her bath, turned so her girl could trickle water down her back from a sponge, and so didn’t see Servilia open the door and slip out.


  At dinner—which Servilia was allowed to share with her mother—Livia Drusa chattered away happily about the pear she had eaten, the first crocus, the dolls in the tree above the boundary shrine, the little brook she had found, even details of an imaginary fall many feet down a steep and muddy bank. Servilia sat, eating daintily, her expression neutral. An outsider looking at them would have judged the mother’s face that of a happy child, and the child’s face that of a troubled mother.


  “Does my happiness puzzle you, Servilia?” the mother asked.


  “It’s very odd, yes,” said the child composedly.


  Livia Drusa leaned forward across the small table at which both of them sat and tucked a strand of black hair out of her daughter’s face, genuinely interested for the first time in this miniature reproduction of herself. Back rushed the past, her own desolate childhood.


  “When I was your age,” Livia Drusa said, “my mother never took any notice of me. It was Rome responsible. And just recently I realized Rome was having the same effect on me. That’s why I moved us to the country. That’s why we’re going to be living on our own until tata comes home. I’m happy because I’m free, Servilia! I can forget Rome.”


  “I like Rome,” said Servilia, sticking out her tongue at the various plates of food. “Uncle Marcus has a better cook.”


  “We’ll find a cook to please you, if that’s your worst complaint. Is it your worst complaint?”


  “No. The builders are.”


  “Well, they’ll be gone in a month or two, then things will be more peaceful. Tomorrow”—she remembered, shook her head, smiled—”no, the next day—we’ll go walking together.”


  “Why not tomorrow?” asked Servilia.


  “Because I have to have one more day all to myself.”


  Servilia slipped from her chair. “I’m tired, Mama. May I go to bed now, please?”


  *


  And so began the happiest year of Livia Drusa’s life, a time when nothing really mattered save love, and love was called Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus, with a little bit left over for Servilia and Lilla.


  Very quickly they settled into a pattern, for of course Cato didn’t spend much time on his Tusculan farm—or hadn’t, until he met Livia Drusa. It was necessary that they find a more secure rendezvous, one where they wouldn’t be seen by a farm worker or a wandering shepherd, and one where Livia Drusa could keep herself clean, tidy, presentable. This Cato solved by evicting a family who lived in a tiny secluded cottage on his estate, and announcing to his world that he would use it as a retreat, as he wanted to write a book. The book became his excuse for everything, especially for protracted absences from Rome and his wife; following in the footsteps of his grandfather, this opus was to be an extremely detailed compendium about Roman rural life, and would incorporate every kind of country spell, rite, prayer, superstition, and custom of a religious nature, then would go on to explain modern farming techniques and activities. No one in Rome found its genesis at all surprising, given Cato’s family and background.


  Whenever he could be in Tusculum they met at the same hour each morning, for Livia Drusa had established this as her own private and personal time because the children were doing their lessons, and they parted—an emotional business—at noon. Even when Marcus Livius Drusus came down to see how his sister was faring and how the renovations to the farmhouse were proceeding, Livia Drusa continued her “walks.” Of course she was so obviously happy in such a simple and artless way that Drusus could only applaud his sister for her good sense in relocating; had she displayed signs of nervousness or guilt, he might have wondered. But she never did, because she thought of her relationship with Cato as just, right, proper—deserved and deserving.


  Naturally there were awkwardnesses, especially in the beginning. To Livia Drusa, the chief one was her beloved’s dubious ancestry. This no longer worried her to the extent it had when Servilia Caepionis had first explained who he was, but it did niggle at her still. Luckily she was too intelligent to tax him with it openly. Instead, she sought ways to bring the subject up that would not give him reason to think she looked down on him—though of course she did look down on him. Oh, not with patronization or malice! Only with a regret founded in the security of her own impeccable ancestry; a wish that he too could participate in this most Roman of all securities.


  His grandfather was the illustrious Marcus Porcius Cato Censorius—Cato the Censor. Of wealthy Latin stock, the Porcii Prisci had been sufficiently prominent to have held the Public Horse of Roman knighthood for several generations when Cato the Censor was born; however, though they enjoyed the full citizenship and knight’s status, they lived in Tusculum rather than in Rome, and had harbored no aspirations of a public nature.


  Her beloved, she quickly discovered, did not consider his ancestry dubious at all, for, as he said to her,


  “The whole myth originated in my grandfather’s character—he masqueraded as a peasant after some rarefied patrician sneered at him when he was a seventeen-year-old cadet, early in Hannibal’s war. The peasant pose delighted him so much he never changed it—and we think he was quite right to do so, if for no other reason than that New Men come and go and are forgotten, but who could ever forget Cato the Censor?”


  “The same might be said of Gaius Marius,” Livia Drusa ventured diffidently.


  Her beloved reared back as if she had bitten him. “That man? Now he’s a genuine New Man—an outright peasant! My grandfather had ancestors! He was only a New Man in that he was the first of his family to sit in the Senate.1”


  “How can you know your grandfather only posed as a peasant?’’


  “From his private letters. We still have them.”


  “Doesn’t the other branch of your family have his papers? After all, it’s the senior branch.”


  “The Liciniani? Don’t even mention them!” said Cato in tones of disgust. “It is our branch, the Saloniani, who will shine the brighter when the historians of tomorrow write about the Rome of our time. We are the true heirs of Cato the Censor! We put on no airs and graces, we honor the kind of man Cato the Censor was—a great man, Livia Drusa!”


  “Yet masqueraded as a peasant.”


  “Indeed! Rough, bluff, outspoken, full of the old ways, a real Roman,” said Cato, eyes shining. “Do you know, he drank the same wine his slaves drank? He never plastered his farmsteads or his country villas, he wouldn’t have a piece of tapestry or purple cloth in his Roman house, and he never paid more than six thousand sesterces for a slave. We of the Saloniani have continued in his tradition, we live the same way.”


  “Oh, dear!” said Livia Drusa.


  But he didn’t notice this evidence of dismay, he was too involved in explaining to his little Livian love how wonderful a man Cato the Censor had been. “How could he really have been a peasant when he became the best friend of a Valerius Flaccus—and upon moving to Rome, was the best orator and advocate of his or any other time? To this day, even overrated experts like Crassus Orator and old Mucius Scaevola the Augur admit that his rhetoric was peerless, that no one has ever used aphorism and hyperbole better! And look at his written words! Superb! My grandfather was educated in the grand manner, and spoke and wrote a Latin so well thought out that he never needed to draft.”


  “I can see I must read him,” said Livia Drusa, ever so slightly dryly; her tutor had deemed Cato the Censor beneath her attention.


  “Do!” said Cato eagerly, putting his arms around her, drawing her body between his legs. “Start with his Carmen de Moribus, it will give you an idea of how moral a man he was, how properly Roman. Of course, he was the first Porcius to bear the cognomen Cato—until then, the Porcii had been cognominated Priscus—and doesn’t that tell you how ancient our stock is, that it was called Ancient? Why, my grandfather’s grandfather was paid the price of five Public Horses killed under him while fighting for Rome!”


  “It’s the Salonianus concerns me, not the Priscus or the Cato. Salonius was a Celtiberian slave, was he not? Whereas the senior branch can claim descent from a noble Licinia, and from the third daughter of the great Aemilius Paullus and Scipio’s eldest Cornelia.”


  He was frowning now; this statement definitely smacked of Livian snobbishness. But she was gazing up at him wide-eyed and adoring, and he was so very much in love with her; it wasn’t her poor little fault that she had not been properly informed about the Porcii Catones. It was up to him to convert her.


  “Surely you know the story of Cato the Censor and Salonia,” he said, resting his chin on her shoulder.


  “No, I don’t, meum mel. Tell me, please.”


  “Well, my grandfather didn’t marry for the first time until he was forty-two. By then he had been consul, won a great victory in Further Spain, and celebrated a triumph— he wasn’t greedy! He never took a share of the spoils or sold the captured prisoners for his own pocket! He gave everything to his soldiers, and their descendants still love him for it,” said Cato, so enamored of his grandfather that he had forgotten the point of his story.


  She proceeded to remind him. “So it was at the age of forty-two that he married the noble Licinia.”


  “That’s right. He had one child by her, his son Marcus Licinianus, though it seems he was very attached to Licinia. I don’t know why there weren’t more children. Anyway, Licinia died when my grandfather was seventy-seven years old. After her death he took one of the household slave girls into his bed and kept her there. His son Licinianus and his son’s wife, the high-born lady you’ve already referred to, were living in his house, naturally. And they were outraged by his action. It appears he made no secret of it, and permitted the slave to strut around as if she owned the place. Soon all of Rome knew what was going on, because Marcus Licinianus and Aemilia Tertia told everybody. Everybody, that is, except Cato the Censor. But of course he found out what they were saying all over the city, and instead of asking them why they had said nothing to him of their outrage, my grandfather quietly dismissed the slave girl very early one morning, and set off for the Forum without telling them the girl was gone.”


  “How very odd!” said Livia Drusa.


  Cato chose not to comment upon her comment, but went on. “Now Cato the Censor had a freedman client named Salonius, a Celtiberian from Salo who had been one of his slave scribes.


  “ ‘Ho there, Salonius!’ said my grandfather when he reached the Forum. ‘Have you found a husband for that pretty daughter of yours yet?’


  “‘Why, no, domine,’ said Salonius, ‘but rest assured when I do find a good man for her, I shall bring him to you and ask for your judgment and consent.’


  “ ‘There’s no need to look any further,’ said my grand father. ‘I have a good husband for her—a prince of fellows Comfortable fortune, stainless reputation, excellent family—everything desirable! Except—well, I’m afraid he’s a bit long in the tooth. Healthy, mind you! But even the most charitably inclined would have to say he’s a very old man.’


  “ ‘Domine, if he is your choice, how can he do otherwise than please me?’ Salonius asked. ‘My daughter was born while I was your slave, and her mother was your slave too. When you put the cap of liberty on my head, you were kind enough to free my whole family. But my daughter is still your dependent—as I am, and my wife, and my son. Have no fear, Salonia is a good girl. She will marry any man you’ve taken the time and trouble to find for her, no matter what his age.’


  “ ‘Oh, terrific, Salonius!’ cried my grandfather, clapping him on the back. ‘He’s me!’ “


  Livia Drusa stirred. “That’s bad grammar,” she said. “I thought Cato the Censor’s Latin was perfect?”


  “Mea vita, mea vita, have you no sense of humor at all?” asked Cato, staring. “He was joking! He wanted to make light of it, is all! Salonius was flabbergasted, of course. He couldn’t believe he was being offered a marriage alliance with a noble house which could boast a censor and a triumph!”


  “I’m not surprised he was flabbergasted,” said Livia Drusa.


  Cato hurried on. “My grandfather assured Salonius that he was absolutely serious, the girl Salonia was fetched, and she and my grandfather were married at once, as the day was auspicious.


  “But when Marcus Licinianus heard of it an hour or two later—the word flew round Rome!—he gathered a host of his friends, and they went en masse to Cato the Censor.


  “ ‘Is it because we disapproved of your slave girl mistress that you disgrace our house still further by offering me such a stepmother?’ asked Licinianus, very angry.


  “ ‘How can I disgrace you, my son, when I am about to prove what a formidable man I am by siring more sons at my advanced age?’ asked my grandfather, his manner lordly. ‘Would you have me marry a noblewoman when I am closer to eighty than I am to seventy? An alliance like that would not be appropriate. In marrying the daughter of my freedman, I am making a marriage suitable to my age and needs.’”


  “What an extraordinary thing to do!” said Livia Drusa. “He did it to vex Licinianus and Aemilia Tertia, of course.’’


  “So we Saloniani think,” said Cato.


  “And did they all continue to live in the same house?”


  “Certainly. Marcus Licinianus died not long afterward, however—most people thought he suffered a broken heart. And that left Aemilia Tertia alone in the house with her father-in-law and his new wife, Salonia, a fate she richly deserved, in my opinion. Her father being dead, she couldn’t go home, you see.”


  “Salonia, I gather, bore your father,” said Livia Drusa.


  “She did indeed,” said Cato Salonianus.


  “But don’t you feel it keenly, being the grandson of a woman who was born a slave?’ asked Livia Drusa.


  Cato blinked. “What’s to feel so keenly?” he asked. “All of us have had to start somewhere! And it seems the censors agreed with my grandfather Cato the Censor, who maintained that his blood was noble enough to sanctify the blood of any slave. They’ve never tried to exclude the Saloniani from the Senate. Salonius came from good Gallic stock. If he had been Greek, now—that was something my grandfather would never have done! He hated Greeks.”


  “Have you plastered the farmsteads?’’ asked Livia Drusa, beginning to move her hips against Cato.


  “Of course not,” he answered, breathing quickening.


  “And now I know why we have to drink such dreadful wine.”


  “Tace, Livia Drusa!” said Cato, and turned her around.


  *


  To exist in the midst of a love so great its participants think it perfect usually leads to indiscretions, to careless remarks and eventual discovery; but Livia Drusa and Cato Salonianus pursued their affair with extraordinarily efficient secrecy. Had they been in Rome, of course, things would have been different; luckily sleepy Tusculum remained oblivious to the juicy scandal going on beneath its nose.


  Within four weeks Livia Drusa knew she was pregnant, and knew too that the child was not Caepio’s. The very day on which Caepio had left Rome, she had menstruated. Two weeks later she was lying in the arms of Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus; and when the time came due, no period arrived. Two previous pregnancies had acquainted her with other signs that she was gravid, and now she was prey to them all. She was going to have the child of her lover, Cato, not the child of her husband, Caepio.


  In a philosophical spirit, Livia Drusa decided to make no secret of her condition, relieved that the close proximity of Caepio to Cato in the time reference would protect her. What if she hadn’t fallen so quickly? Oh, best not to think of that!


  Drusus professed himself quite delighted, as did Servilia Caepionis; Lilla thought a baby brother would be tremendous fun, whereas Servilia just looked even more wooden than usual.


  Of course Cato had to be told—only how much, exactly what? The cool Livius Drusus head came to the fore; Livia Drusa sat down to think things out. Terrible to cheat Cato of his child if it were a boy. And yet... And yet. .. The baby would undoubtedly be born before Caepio returned, and all the world would assume the baby belonged to Caepio. And if Cato’s child were a boy, he would—did he bear the name Quintus Servilius Caepio—fall heir to the Gold of Tolosa. All fifteen thousand talents of it. He would be the richest man in Rome, and own a glorious name. More glorious by far than Cato Salonianus.


  “I’m going to have a baby, Marcus Porcius,” she said to Cato when next they met in the two-roomed cottage she had come to regard as her true home.


  Alarmed rather than overjoyed, he stared at her fixedly. “Is it mine, or is it your husband’s?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” said Livia Drusa. “Honestly, I don’t know. I doubt if I will when he’s finally born.”


  “He?”


  “I’m carrying a boy.”


  Cato leaned back against the bedhead, closed his eyes, compressed his beautiful mouth. “Mine,” he said.


  “I don’t know,” she said.


  “So you’ll let everyone believe he’s your husband’s.”


  “I don’t see what other choice I have.”


  His eyes opened, he turned his head to look at her, his face sad. “None, I know. I can’t afford to marry you, even if you did have the opportunity to divorce. Which you won’t, unless your husband comes home sooner than you expect. I doubt that. There’s a pattern in all this. The gods are laughing their hardest.”


  “Let them! In the end, it’s we men and women who win, not the gods,” said Livia Drusa, and pushed herself up in the bed to kiss him. “I love you, Marcus Porcius. I hope he’s yours.”


  “I hope he’s not,” said Cato.


  *


  Livia Drusa’s condition made no difference to her routine; she continued to go for her morning walks, and Cato Salonianus continued to spend far more time on his grandfather’s old place near Tusculum than ever before. They made love passionately and without any consideration for the foetus curled up in her womb, Livia Drusa maintaining whenever Cato demurred that so much love could never harm her baby.


  “Do you still prefer Rome to Tusculum?” she asked her little daughter Servilia on an idyllic day in late October.


  “Oh, yes,” said Servilia, who had proven a hard nut to crack over the months—never forthcoming, never initiating a conversation, and answering her mother’s questions so briefly that the dinner hour was largely a solo effort on Livia Drusa’s part.


  “Why, Servilia?”


  Servilia eyed her mother’s belly, which was huge. “For one thing, there are good doctors and midwives there,” she said.


  “Oh, don’t worry about the baby!” cried Livia Drusa, and laughed. “He’s very content. When his time comes, he’ll be easy. I have at least a month to go.”


  “Why do you keep saying ‘he,’ Mama?”


  “Because I know he’s a boy.”


  “No one can really know until the baby comes out.”


  “What a little cynic you are,” said Livia Drusa, amused. “I knew you were a girl and I knew Lilla was a girl. Why should I not be right this time too? I’m carrying him differently, and he talks to me differently.”


  “Talks to you?”


  “Yes. You all talked to me while you were inside me.”


  The look Livia Drusa got was derisive. “Truly, Mama, you are queer! And getting queerer. How can a baby talk to you from the inside when babies don’t talk for at least a year after they’re born?”


  “You’re just like your father,” said Livia Drusa, and pulled a hideous face.


  “So you don’t like tata! I didn’t think you did,” said Servilia, her tone more detached than accusatory.


  She was seven now; old enough, thought her mother, for some hard facts. Oh, not couched in a way which would prejudice her against her father, but... Wouldn’t it be lovely to make a real friend of this oldest child?


  “No,” said Livia Drusa deliberately, “I don’t like tata. Do you want to know why?”


  Servilia shrugged. “I daresay I’m going to be told why.’’


  “Well, do you like him?”


  “Yes, yes! He’s the best person in the world!”


  “Oh... Then I have to tell you why I don’t like him. If I don’t, you’ll resent the way I feel. I have justification.”


  “No doubt you think so.”


  “Darling, I never wanted to marry tata. Your Uncle Marcus forced me to marry him. And that’s a bad start.”


  “You must have had a choice,” said Servilia.


  “None at all. We rarely do.”


  “I think you ought to have accepted the fact that Uncle Marcus knows better than you about everything. I find nothing wrong with his choice of husband for you,” said the seven-year-old judge.


  “Oh, dear!’’ Livia Drusa stared at her daughter in despair. “Servilia, we can’t always dictate whom we like and whom we dislike. I happened to dislike tata. I always had disliked him, from the time I was your age. But our fathers had arranged that we would marry, and Uncle Marcus saw nothing wrong in it. I couldn’t make him understand that lack of love need not imperil a marriage, whereas dislike must ruin it from the beginning.”


  “I think you’re stupid,” said Servilia disdainfully.


  Stubborn little mule! Livia Drusa labored on. “Marriage is a very intimate affair, child. To dislike one’s husband or wife is a frightful burden to carry. There’s a lot of touching in marriage. And when you dislike someone, you don’t want them to touch you. Can you understand that?”


  “I don’t like anyone to touch me,” said Servilia.


  Her mother smiled. “Hopefully that will change! Anyway, I was made to marry a man I don’t like to touch me. A man I dislike. I still dislike him. And yet, some sort of feeling does grow. I love you, and I love Lilla. How then can I not love tata with at least a part of me, when he helped make you and Lilla?”


  A look of distaste spread across Servilia’s face. “Oh, really, Mama, you are stupid! First you say you dislike tata, then you say you love him. That’s nonsense!”


  “No, it’s human, Servilia. Loving and liking are two utterly different emotions.”


  “Well, I intend to like and love the husband my tata chooses for me,” Servilia announced in tones of great superiority.


  “I hope time proves you right,” said Livia Drusa, and tried to shift the emphasis of this uncomfortable conversation. “I am very happy at the moment. Do you know why?”


  The black head went over to one side as Servilia considered, then she shook it while she nodded it. “I know why, but I don’t know why you ought. You’re happy because you’re living in this awful place, and you’re going to have a baby.’’ The dark eyes gleamed.’’ And ... 1 think you have a friend.”


  A look of terrible fear came into Livia Drusa’s face, a look so alive and haunted that the child shivered in sudden excitement, in surprise; for the shaft had not been aimed in earnest, it was pure instinct arising out of her own keenly felt lack of a friend.


  “Of course I have a friend!” cried the mother, wiping all fear from her face. She smiled. “He talks to me from inside.”


  “He won’t be my friend,” said Servilia.


  “Oh, Servilia, don’t say such things! He will be the best friend you ever have—a brother is, believe me!”


  “Uncle Marcus is your brother, but he forced you to marry my tata when you didn’t like him.”


  “A fact which doesn’t make him any less my friend. Brothers and sisters grow up together. They know each other better than they ever know anyone else, and they learn to like each other,” said Livia Drusa warmly.


  “You can’t learn to like someone you dislike.”


  “And there you’re wrong. You can if you try.”


  Servilia produced a rude noise. “In that case, why haven’t you learned to like tata?”


  “He’s not my brother!” cried Livia Drusa, wondering where she could go next. Why wouldn’t this child cooperate? Why did she persist in being so obdurate, so obtuse? Because, the mother answered herself, she’s her father’s daughter. Oh, she is like him! Only cleverer by far. More cunning.


  She said, “Porcella, all I want for you is that you be happy. And I promise you that I’ll never let your tata marry you to someone you dislike.”


  “You mightn’t be here when I marry,” said the child.


  “Why shouldn’t I be?”


  “Well, your mother wasn’t, was she?”


  “My mother is a different case entirely,” said Livia Drusa, looking sorrowful. “She isn’t dead, you know.”


  “I know that. She lives with Uncle Mamercus, but we don’t talk to her. She’s a loose woman,” said Servilia.


  “Where did you hear that?”


  “From tata.’”


  “You don’t even know what a loose woman is!”


  “I do so. She’s a woman who forgets she’s patrician.”


  Livia Drusa suppressed a smile. “That’s an interesting definition, Servilia. Do you think you’ll ever forget you’re a patrician?’’


  “Never!” said the child scornfully. “I shall grow up to be everything my tata wants me to be.”


  “I didn’t know you’d talked to tata so much!”


  “We talked together all the time,” lied Servilia, so well that her mother did not detect the lie. Ignored by both her parents, Servilia had aligned herself with her father early in her little life, as he seemed to her more powerful, more necessary than Livia Drusa. So her childish daydreams all revolved around enjoying a degree of intimacy with her father that common sense said would never happen; her father deemed daughters a nuisance, wanted a son. How did she know this? Because she slid like a wraith around her Uncle Marcus’s house, listening to everyone from hidden corners, and hearing much she ought not have heard. And always, it had seemed to Servilia, it was her father who spoke like a true Roman, not her Uncle Marcus—and certainly not that Italian nobody Silo. Missing her father desperately, the child now feared the inevitable—that when her mother produced a boy, all hope of becoming her father’s favorite would be over.


  “Well, Servilia,” said Livia Drusa briskly, “I am very glad that you can like your tata. But you’ll have to display a little maturity when he comes home and you talk together again. What I’ve told you about my own dislike of him is a confidence. Our secret.”


  “Why? Doesn’t he already know?”


  Livia Drusa frowned, puzzled. “If you talk to your father so much, Servilia, you surely know he has not the slightest idea I dislike him. Your tata is not a perceptive kind of man. If he were, I may not have disliked him.”


  “Oh, well, we never waste time discussing you,” said Servilia contemptuously. “We talk about important things.”


  “For a seven-year-old, you’re very good at hurting people.”


  “I’d never hurt my tata,” said the seven-year-old.


  “Good for you! Remember what I said, however. What I’ve told you—or tried to tell you—today is our secret. I’ve honored you with a confidence, and I expect you to treat that confidence as a Roman patrician woman would—with respect.”


  *


  When Lucius Valerius Flaccus and Marcus Antonius Orator were elected censors in April, Quintus Poppaedius Silo arrived at Drusus’s house in a mood of great excitement.


  “Oh, how wonderful to be able to talk without Quintus Servilius around!” exclaimed Silo with a grin; he never made any bones about his antipathy toward Caepio, any more than Caepio disguised his own antipathy.


  Understanding this—and secretly agreeing with Silo even if family loyalties prevented his saying so—Drusus ignored the remark. “What’s brought you to the boil?” he asked.


  “Our censors! They’re planning the most comprehensive census ever taken, and they’re going to change the way it’s taken.” Silo raised his arms above his head exultantly. “Oh, Marcus Livius, you have no idea how pessimistic I had become about the Italian situation! I had begun to see no other way out of our dilemma than secession and war with Rome.”


  This being the first Drusus had heard of Silo’s fears, he sat very straight in his chair and looked at Silo in alarm. “Secession? War?” he asked. “Quintus Poppaedius, how can you even say such words? Truly, the Italian situation will be solved by peaceful means—I am dedicated to that end!”


  “I know you are, my friend, and you must believe me when I say that secession and war are far from what I want. Italy doesn’t need these alternatives any more than Rome does. The cost in money and men would cripple our nations for decades afterward, no matter which side won. There are no spoils in civil wars.”


  “Don’t even think of it!”


  Silo wriggled on his chair, put his arms on Drusus’s desk and leaned forward eagerly. “That’s just it, I’m not thinking of it! Because I’ve suddenly seen a way to enfranchise enough Italians to make a big difference in how Rome feels about us.”


  “You mean a mass enfranchisement?”


  “Not total enfranchisement, that would be impossible. But great enough that once the thing is done, total enfranchisement will follow,” said Silo.


  “How?” asked Drusus, feeling a little cheated; he had always thought of himself as ahead of Silo in the planning of full Roman citizenship for the Italians, but it now appeared his complacence had been mistaken.


  “Well, as you know, the censors have always cared more about discovering who and what live inside Rome than anything else. The rural and provincial censuses have been tardy and completely voluntary. A rural man wanting to register has had to go to the duumviri of his municipality or town, or else journey to the nearest place with municipal status. And in the provinces, a man has had to go to the governor, which can be a long journey. Those who care make the trip. Those who don’t promise themselves they’ll do it next time and simply trust that the clerks of the census transfer their names from the old rolls to the new—which mostly they do.”


  “I am quite aware of all this,” said Drusus gently.


  “It doesn’t matter, I think you must hear it again right now. Our new censors, Marcus Livius, are a curious pair. I’ve never thought of Antonius Orator as particularly efficient, yet I suppose when you think about the kind of campaign he had to wage against the pirates, he must be. As for Lucius Valerius, flamen Martialis and consular, all I remember about him is what a mess he made of Saturninus’s last year in office, when Gaius Marius was too ill to govern. However, they do say that there’s no man born without a talent of some kind! Now it turns out that Lucius Valerius has a talent for—I suppose you’d have to call it logistics. I came in through the Colline Gate today, and I was walking across the lower Forum when Lucius Valerius appeared.” Silo opened his strange eyes wide, and heaved a theatrical gasp. “Imagine my surprise when he hailed me, asked me if I had any time to talk! An Italian! Naturally I said I was entirely his to command. Turns out he wanted me to recommend him the names of some Roman citizen Marsi who would be willing to take a census of citizens and Latin Rights citizens in Marsic territory. By dint of looking stupid, in the end I got the whole story out of him. They—he and Antonius Orator, that is—intend to employ a special staff of what they’re calling census clerks, and send them all over Italy and Italian Gaul late this year and early next year to conduct a census in the rural fastnesses. According to Lucius Valerius, your new censors are worried that the system as it has always been practised overlooks a large group of rural citizens and Latins who are unwilling to bestir themselves to register. What do you think of that?”


  “What ought I to think?” asked Drusus blankly.


  “First of all, that it’s clear thinking, Marcus Livius.”


  “Certainly! Businesslike too. But what special virtue does it possess to have you wagging your tail so hard?”


  “My dear Drusus, if we Italians can get at these so-called census clerks, we’ll be able to ensure that they register large numbers of deserving Italians as Roman citizens! Not rabble, but men who ought by rights to have been Roman citizens years and years ago,” said Silo persuasively.


  “You can’t do that,” said Drusus, his dark face stern. “It’s as unethical as it is illegal.”


  “It’s morally right!”


  “Morality is not at issue, Quintus Poppaedius. The law is. Every spurious citizen entered on the Roman rolls would be an illegal citizen. I couldn’t countenance that, any more than you should. No, say no more! Think about it, and you’ll see I’m right,” said Drusus firmly.


  For a long moment Silo studied his friend’s expression, then flung his hands up in exasperation. “Oh, curse you, Marcus Livius! It would be so easy!”


  “And just as easy to unravel once the deed was done. In registering these false citizens, you expose them to all the fury of Roman law—a flogging, their names inscribed on a blacklist, heavy fines,” said Drusus.


  A sigh, a shrug. “Very well then, I do see your point,” said Silo grudgingly. “But it was a good idea.”


  “No, it was a bad idea.” And from that stand, Marcus Livius Drusus would not be budged.


  Silo said no more, but when the house—emptier these days—was stilled for the duration of the night, he took an example from the absent Livia Drusa without being aware he did, by going to sit outside on the balustrade of the loggia.


  It had not occurred to him for one moment that Drusus would fail to see matters in the same way he did; had it, he would never have brought the subject up to Drusus. Perhaps, thought Silo sadly, this is one of the reasons why so many Romans say we Italians can never be Romans. I didn’t understand Drusus’s mind.


  His position was now invidious, for he had advertised his intentions; he saw that he could not rely upon Drusus’s silence. Would Drusus go to Lucius Valerius Flaccus and Marcus Antonius Orator on the morrow, tell them what had been said?


  His only alternative was to wait and see. And he would have to work very hard—but very subtly!—to convince Drusus that what had been said was a bright idea conceived between the Forum and the lip of the Palatine, something foolish and unworthy that a night’s sleep had squashed flat.


  For he had no intention of abandoning his plan. Rather, its simplicity and finality only made its attractions grow. The censors expected many thousands of additional citizens to register! Why then should they query a markedly increased rural enrollment? He must travel at once to Bovianum to see Gaius Papius Mutilus the Samnite, then they must both travel to see the other Italian Ally leaders. By the time that the censors started seriously looking for their small army of clerks, the men who led the Italian Allies must be ready to act. To bribe clerks, to put clerks in office prepared to work secretly for the Italian cause, to alter or add to any rolls made available to them. The city of Rome he couldn’t tamper with, nor did he particularly want to. Non-citizens of Italian status within the city of Rome were not worth having; they had migrated from the lands of their fathers to live more meanly or more fatly within the environs of a huge metropolis, they were seduced beyond redemption.


  For a long time he sat on the loggia, thoughts chasing across his mind, ways and means and ends to achieve the ultimate end—equality for every man within Italy.


  And in the morning he set out to erase that indiscreet talk from Drusus’s mind, suitably penitent yet cheerful with it, as if it didn’t really matter in the least to him now that Drusus had shown him the error of his ways.


  “I was misguided,” he said to Drusus, but in light tones. “A night’s sleep told me you are absolutely right.”


  “Good!” said Drusus, smiling.


  3


  Quintus Servilius Caepio did not come home until autumn of the following year, having traveled from Smyrna in Asia Province to Italian Gaul, then to Utica in Africa Province, to Gades in Further Spain, and finally back to Italian Gaul. Scattering great prosperity in his wake. But gathering even more prosperity unto himself. And slowly, slowly, the Gold of Tolosa became translated into other things; big tracts of rich land along the Baetis River in Further Spain, apartment buildings in Gades, Utica, Corduba, Hispalis, Old Carthage and New Carthage, Cirta, Nemausus, Arelate, and every major town in Italian Gaul and the Italian peninsula; the little steel and charcoal towns he created in Italian Gaul were joined by textile towns; and wherever the farmlands were superlative, Quintus Servilius Caepio bought. He used Italian banks rather than Roman, Italian companies rather than Roman. And nothing of his fortune did he leave in Roman Asia Minor.


  When he arrived at the house of Marcus Livius Drusus in Rome, his coming was unheralded. In consequence, he discovered that his wife and daughters were absent.


  “Where are they?” he demanded of his sister.


  “Where you said they could be,” answered Servilia Caepionis, looking bewildered.


  “What do you mean, I said?”


  “They’re still living on Marcus Livius’s Tusculan farm,” she said, wishing Drusus would come home.


  “Why on earth are they living there?”


  “For peace and quiet.” Servilia Caepionis put her hand to her head. “Oh dear, I must have got it all muddled up! I was so sure Marcus Livius told me you had agreed to it.”


  “I didn’t agree to anything,” said Caepio angrily. “I’ve been away for over a year and a half, I come home expecting to be welcomed by my wife and children, and I find them absent! This is ridiculous! What are they doing in Tusculum?”


  One of the virtues the men of the Servilii Caepiones most prided themselves upon was sexual continence allied to marital fidelity; in all his time away, Caepio had not availed himself of a woman. Consequently, the closer he got to Rome, the more urgent his expectations of his wife had become.


  “Livia Drusa was tired of Rome and went to live in the old Livius Drusus villa at Tusculum,” said Servilia Caepionis, her heart beating fast. “Truly, I thought you had given your consent! But in all events, it has certainly done Livia Drusa no harm. I’ve never seen her look better. Or so happy.” She smiled at her only brother. “You have a little son, Quintus Servilius. He was born last December, on the Kalends.”


  That was good news indeed, but not news capable of dispelling Caepio’s annoyance at discovering his wife absent, his own satiation postponed.


  “Send someone to bring them back at once,” he said.


  Drusus came in not long afterward to find his brother-in-law sitting stiffly in the study, no book in his hand, nor anything on his mind beyond Livia Drusa’s delinquency.


  “What’s all this about Livia Drusa?” he demanded as Drusus came in, ignoring the outstretched hand and avoiding the brotherly salutation of a kiss.


  Warned by his wife, Drusus took this calmly, simply went round his desk and sat down.


  “Livia Drusa moved to my Tusculan farm while you were away,” said Drusus. “There’s nothing untoward in it, Quintus Servilius. She was tired of the city, is all. Certainly the move has benefited her, she’s very well indeed. And you have a son.”


  “My sister said she was under the impression I had given my permission for this relocation,” said Caepio, and blew through his nose. “Well, I certainly didn’t!”


  “Yes, Livia Drusa did say you’d given your permission,” said Drusus, unruffled. “However, that’s a minor thing. I daresay she didn’t think of it until after you’d gone, and saved herself a great deal of difficulty by telling us you had consented. When you see her, I think you’ll understand that she acted for the best. Her health and state of mind are better than I’ve ever known. Clearly, country life suits her.”


  “She will have to be disciplined.”


  Drusus raised one pointed brow. “That, Quintus Servilius, is none of my business. I don’t want to know about it. What I do want to know about is your trip away.”


  *


  When the servant escort arrived at Drusus’s farm late in the afternoon of that same day, Livia Drusa was on hand to greet them. She betrayed no dismay, simply nodded and said she would be ready to travel to Rome at noon tomorrow, then summoned Mopsus and gave him instructions.


  The ancient Tusculan farmstead was now something more like a country villa, equipped with a peristyle-garden and all hygienic conveniences; Livia Drusa hurried through its gracious proportions to her sitting room, closed the door and the shutters, threw herself on the couch and wept. It was all over; Quintus Servilius was home, and home to Quintus Servilius was the city. She would never be allowed to so much as visit Tusculum again. No doubt he now knew of her lie about obtaining his permission to move here— and that alone, given his temperament, would put Tusculum permanently out of bounds for her.


  Cato Salonianus was not at his country villa because the Senate was in full session in Rome; it had been several weeks since Livia Drusa had last seen him. Tears over, she went to sit at her worktable, drew forward a sheet of paper, found her pen and ink, and wrote to him.


  My husband is home, and I am sent for. By the time you read this, I will be back within the walls of my brother’s house in Rome, and under everyone’s eye. How and when and where we may ever meet again, I do not know.


  Only how can I live without you? Oh, my most beloved, my dearest one, how will I survive? Not to see you—not to feel your arms, your hands, your lips— I cannot bear it! But he will hedge me round with so many restrictions, and Rome is such a public place— I despair of ever seeing you again! I love you more than I can tell. Remember that. I love you.


  In the morning she went for her walk as always, informing her household that she would be back before noon, when all was to be ready for the journey to Rome. Usually she hurried to her rendezvous, but this morning she dawdled, drinking in the beauty of the autumn countryside, committing every tree and rock and bush to memory for the lonely years to come. And when she reached the tiny whitewashed two-room house in which she and Cato had met for twenty-one months now, she drifted from one wall to another, touching everything with tenderness, sadness. Against hope she had hoped he would be there, but he was not; so she left the note lying in open view on their bed, knowing no one would dare enter the house.


  And then it was off to Rome, being bounced and thrown about in the closed two-wheeled carpentum Caepio considered appropriate transportation for his wife. At first Livia Drusa had insisted upon having Little Caepio—as everyone called her son—inside the vehicle with her, but after two of the fifteen miles had been covered, she gave the baby to a strong male slave and commanded that he be carried on foot. Servililla remained with her a little longer, then her stomach revolted against the rough journey and she had to be held out the carriage window so often that she too was bidden walk. Nothing would Livia Drusa have liked better than to join the pedestrians, but when she asked to do this, she was informed firmly that the master’s instructions were clear on one point—she must ride inside the carpentum with windows covered.


  Servilia, unlike Lilla, possessed a cast-iron digestion, so she too remained in the carriage; offered the chance to walk, she had announced loftily that patrician women didn’t walk. It was easy to see, thought Livia Drusa, that the child was very excited, though only living in close proximity to her for so long had given her mother this insight. Of external evidence there was little, just an extra glitter in the dark eyes and two creases in the corners of the small full mouth.


  “I’m very glad you’re looking forward to seeing tata,” said Livia Drusa, hanging on to a strap for dear life when the carpentum lurched precariously.


  “Well, I know you’re not,” said Servilia nastily.


  “Try to understand!” cried the mother. “I so loved living in Tusculum, is all! I loathe Rome!”


  “Hah,” said Servilia.


  And that was the end of the conversation.


  Five hours after starting out, the carpentum and its big escort arrived at the house of Marcus Livius Drusus.


  “I could have walked faster!” said Livia Drusa tartly to the carpentarius as he prepared to drive his hired vehicle away.


  Caepio was waiting in the suite of rooms they had always lived in. When his wife walked through the door he nodded to her aloofly, and when she shepherded his two daughters in after her so that they might say hello to tata before going to the nursery, they too were dowered with an aloof, disinterested nod. Even when Servilia gave him her widest, shiest smile, he did not unbend.


  “Off you go, and ask Nurse to bring little Quintus,” said Livia Drusa, pushing the girls out the door.


  But Nurse was already waiting. Livia Drusa took the baby from her and carried him into the sitting room herself.


  “There, Quintus Servilius!” she said, smiling. “Meet your son. Isn’t he beautiful?”


  That was a mother’s exaggeration, as Little Caepio was not a beautiful child. Nor, however, was he ugly. At ten months of age he sat very straight in Livia Drusa’s arms and looked at his audience as directly as he did soberly; not a smiling or charming child. The ample mop of straight, lank hair on his head was a most aggressive shade of red, his eyes were a light hazel-brown, his physique long of limb, thin of face.


  “Jupiter!’’ said Caepio, gazing at his son in astonishment. “Where did he get red hair from?”


  “My mother’s family, so Marcus Livius says,” Li via Drusa answered composedly.


  “Oh!” said Caepio, relieved; not because he suspected his wife of infidelity, but because he liked all the ends neatly tied and tucked away. Never an affectionate man, he did not attempt to hold the baby, and had to be prompted before he chucked Little Caepio under the chin and talked to him like a proper tata.


  Finally, “Good,” said Caepio. “Give him back to his nurse. It’s time you and I were alone, wife.”


  “But it’s dinnertime,” said Livia Drusa as she carried the baby back to the door and handed him through it to Nurse. “In fact,” she said, heart beginning to knock at the prospect of what had to come, “dinner’s late. We can’t possibly delay it further.”


  He was closing the shutters and bolting the door. “I’m not hungry,” he said, starting to unwind his toga, “and if you are, that’s too bad. No dinner for you tonight, wife!”


  Though he was not a sensitive or perceptive man, Quintus Servilius Caepio could not but be aware of the change in Livia Drusa the moment he climbed into bed beside her and pulled her urgently against him. Tense. Utterly unresponsive.


  “What’s the matter with you?” he cried, disappointed.


  ‘‘ Like all women, I’ m beginning to dislike this business,” she said. “After we have two or three children we lose interest.”


  “Well,” said Caepio, growing angry, “you’d better grow some interest back! The men of my family are continent and moral, we are famous for sleeping only with our wives.” It came out sounding pompous, ridiculous, as if learned by rote.


  Thus the night could be called a successful reunion only on the most basic level; even after repeated sexual assaults by Caepio, Livia Drusa remained cold, apathetic, then offended her husband mightily by going to sleep in the middle of his last effort, and snoring. He shook her viciously awake.


  “How do you expect us to have another son?” he asked, his fingers digging painfully into her shoulders.


  “I don’t want any more children,” she said.


  “If you’re not careful,” he mumbled, coming to his climax, “I’ll divorce you.”


  “If divorce meant I could go back to Tusculum to live,” she said above the groans of his climax, “I wouldn’t mind it in the least. I hate Rome. And I hate this.” She wriggled out from under him. “Now may I go to sleep?”


  Tired himself, he let this go, but in the morning he resumed the subject the moment he woke, his anger grown greater.


  “I am your husband,” he said to her as she slid out of bed, “and I expect my wife to be a proper wife.”


  “I told you, I’ve lost interest in the whole business!” she said tartly. “If that doesn’t suit you, Quintus Servilius, then I suggest you divorce me.”


  But Caepio’s brain had grasped the fact that she wanted a divorce, though as yet had not thought of infidelity. “There will be no divorce, wife.”


  “I can divorce you, you know.”


  “I doubt your brother would allow it. Not that it makes any difference. There will be no divorce. Instead, you will flog a little interest—or rather, I will.” He picked up his leather belt and folded it double, tugging at it to make it snap.


  Livia Drusa stared at him in simple amazement. “Oh, do stop posturing!” she said. “I’m not a child!”


  “You’re behaving like one.”


  “You wouldn’t dare touch me!”


  For answer, he grabbed her arm, twisted it deftly behind her back and pulled her nightgown up to hold it in his same hand. The belt curled with a loud crack against her flank, then against her thigh, her buttock, her calf. At first she tried to struggle free, then understood that he was capable of breaking her arm if he had to. Each time he struck her the pain increased, a fierce fire going deeper than skin; her gasps became sobs, then cries of fear. When she sank to her knees and tried to cradle her head in her arms he let her go, took the belt in both hands and flogged her huddled body in a frenzy of rage.


  Her screams began to go through him like a glorious paean of joy; he ripped her gown completely away and wielded his belt until his arms were so tired he couldn’t raise them.


  The belt fell, was kicked away. Hand locked in her hair, Caepio dragged his wife to her feet and back to the airless sleeping cubicle, sour and stinking from the night.


  “Now we’ll see!” he panted, grasping his huge erection in one hand. “Obedience, wife! Otherwise there’ll be more!” And, mounting her, he truly thought that her leaping flinches, the feeble beating of her fists, her anguished cries, were excitement.


  The noises emanating from the Caepio suite had not gone unnoticed. Sidling along the colonnade to see if her beloved tata was awake, little Servilia heard it all, as did some of the house servants. Drusus and Servilia Caepionis did not hear, nor were they informed; no one knew how to tell them.


  After bathing her mistress, Livia Drusa’s maid reported the extent of the damage in the slave quarters, face terrified.


  “Covered in huge red welts!” she said to the steward, Cratippus. “Bleeding! And the bed covered in blood! Poor thing, poor thing!”


  Cratippus wept desolately, powerless to help himself— but did not weep alone, for there were many among the household servants who had known Livia Drusa since early childhood, had always pitied her, cared about her. And when these old retainers set eyes upon her that morning they wept again; she moved at the pace of a snail, and looked as if she wanted to die. But Caepio had been cunning, even in the midst of his engorged fury. Not a mark showed on arms, face, neck, feet.


  *


  For two months the situation continued unchanged, save that Caepio’s beatings—administered at intervals of about five days—altered in pattern; he would concentrate upon one specific area of his wife’s body, thus permitting other areas time to heal. The sexual stimulus he found irresistible, the sense of power fantastic; at last he understood the wisdom of the old ways, the reasons behind the paterfamilias. The true purpose of women.


  Livia Drusa said nothing to anyone, even the maidservant who bathed her—and now dressed her wounds as well. The change in her was patent, and worried Drusus and his wife a great deal; all they could put it down to was her return to Rome, though Drusus, remembering how she had resisted marriage to Caepio, also found himself wondering whether it was the presence of Caepio at base of her dragging footsteps, her haggard face, her utter quietness.


  Inside herself, Livia Drusa felt hardly anything beyond the physical agony of the beatings and their aftermath. Perhaps, she would find herself wondering dully, this was a punishment; or perhaps in so much actual pain the loss of her beloved Cato was made bearable; or perhaps the gods were really being kind to her, for she had lost the three-month child Caepio would certainly have known he hadn’t fathered. In the shock of Caepio’s sudden return that complication hadn’t risen to the surface of her mind before it ceased to be a complication. Yes, that must be it. The gods were being kind. Sooner or later she would die, when her husband forgot to stop. And death was infinitely preferable to life with Quintus Servilius Caepio.


  The entire atmosphere within the house had changed, a fact Drusus for one fretted about; what should have occupied his thoughts was his wife’s pregnancy, a most unexpected and joyous gift they had long despaired of receiving. Yet Servilia Caepionis fretted too, as blighted by this inexplicable pall of darkness as was Drusus. What was the matter? Could one unhappy wife truly generate so much general gloom? His servants were so silent and serious, for one thing. Normally their noisy progress about his house was a perpetual minor irritation, and he had been used since childhood to being wakened occasionally by a huge burst of hilarity from the quarters below the atrium. No more. They all crept round with long faces, answered in monosyllables, dusted and polished and scrubbed as if to tire themselves out because they couldn’t sleep. Nor was that veritable tower of strong composure, Cratippus, acting like himself.


  As dawn broke at the end of the old year, Drusus caught his steward before Cratippus could instruct the door warden to admit the master’s clients from the street.


  “Just a moment,” said Drusus, pointing toward his study. “I want to see you.”


  But after he closed the room to all other comers, he found himself unable to broach the subject, and walked up and down, up and down, while Cratippus stood in one place and looked steadfastly at the floor. Finally Drusus stopped, faced his steward.


  “Cratippus, what is the matter?” he asked, his hand extended. “Have I offended you in some way? Why are the servants so unhappy? Is there some terribly important thing I have overlooked in my treatment of you? If there is, please tell me. I wouldn’t have any slave of mine rendered miserable through my fault, or the fault of anyone else among my family. But especially I wouldn’t want you made miserable. Without you, the house would fall down!”


  To his horror, Cratippus burst into tears; Drusus stood for a moment without the slightest idea what to do, then instinct took over and he found himself seated with his steward on the couch, his arm about the heaving shoulders, his handkerchief put into service. But the kinder Drusus became, the harder Cratippus wept. Close to tears himself, Drusus got up to fetch wine, persuaded Cratippus to drink, soothed and hushed and rocked until finally his steward’s distress began to die down.


  “Oh, Marcus Livius, it has been such a burden!”


  “What has, Cratippus?”


  “The beatings!”


  “The beatings?”


  “The way she screams, so quietly!” Cratippus wept anew.


  “My sister, you mean?” asked Drusus sharply.


  “Yes.”


  Drusus could feel his heart accelerating, his face grow dark with blood, his hands begin to tremble. “Tell me! In the name of our household gods, I command you to tell me!”


  “Quintus Servilius. He will end in killing her.”


  The trembling had become visible shaking, it was necessary to draw a huge breath. “My sister’s husband is beating her?”


  “Yes, domine, yes!” The steward struggled to compose himself. “I know it is not my place to comment, and I swear I would not have! But you asked me with such kindness, such concern—I—I—”


  “Calm yourself, Cratippus, I am not angry with you,” said Drusus evenly. “I assure you, I am intensely grateful to be informed of this.” He got to his feet, and helped Cratippus up gently. “Go to the door warden now, and have him make my excuses to my clients. They will not be admitted today, I have other things to do. Then I want you to ask my wife to go to the nursery and remain there with the children because I have need to send every servant down to the cellar to do some special work for me. You will make sure that every servant goes to quarters, and you will then do so yourself. But before you leave, make your last task a request to Quintus Servilius and my sister to come here to my study.”


  In the moments Drusus had to himself, he disciplined his body to stillness and his anger to detachment, for he told himself that perhaps Cratippus was overreacting, that things might not be as bad as the servants obviously thought.


  One unblinkered look at Livia Drusa told him no one had exaggerated, that it was all true. She came through the door first, and he saw the pain, the depression, the fear, an unhappiness so deep it had no end. He saw the deadness in her. Caepio entered in her wake, more intrigued than worried.


  Standing himself, Drusus asked no one to sit down. Instead, he stared at his brother-in-law with loathing, and said, “It has come to my attention, Quintus Servilius, that you are physically assaulting my sister.”


  It was Livia Drusa who gasped. Caepio braced himself and assumed an expression of truculent contempt.


  “What I do to my wife, Marcus Livius, is no one’s business except my own,” he said.


  “I disagree,” said Drusus as calmly as he could. “Your wife is my sister, a member of a great and powerful family. No one in this house beat her before she was married. I will not permit you or anyone else to beat her now.”


  “She is my wife. Which means she is in my hand, not yours, Marcus Livius! I will do with her whatever I will.”


  “Your connections to Livia Drusa are by marriage,” said Drusus, face hardening. “My connections are blood. And blood matters. I will not permit you to beat my sister!”


  “You said you didn’t want to know about my methods of disciplining her! And you were right. It’s none of your business.”


  “Wife-beating is everybody’s business. The lowest of the low.” Drusus looked at his sister. “Please remove your clothes, Livia Drusa. I want to see what this wife-beater has done.”


  “You will not, wife!” cried Caepio in righteous indignation. “Display yourself to one not your husband? You will not!”


  “Take off your clothes, Livia Drusa,” said Drusus.


  Livia Drusa made no move to obey, did not speak.


  “My dear, you must do this thing,” said Drusus gently, and went to her side. “I have to see.”


  When he put his arm about her she cried out, pulling away; keeping his touch as light as possible, Drusus unfastened her robe at its shoulders.


  No greater contempt did a man of senatorial class have than for a wife-beater. Yet, knowing this, Caepio found himself without the courage to stop Drusus unveiling his work. Then the gown was hanging below Livia Drusa’s breasts, and there, marring their beauty, were scores of old welts, lividly purple, sulphurously yellow. Drusus untied the girdle. Both gown and undergarment fell about his sister’s feet. Her thighs had taken the most recent assault and were still swollen, the flesh scarlet, crimson, broken. Tenderly Drusus pulled dress and undergarment up, lifted her nerveless hands, placed their fingers around her clothes. He turned to Caepio.


  “Get out of my house,” he said, face rigidly controlled.


  “My wife is my property,” said Caepio. “I am entitled at law to treat her in any way I deem necessary. I can even kill her.”


  “Your wife is my sister, and I will not see a Livius Drusus abused as I would not abuse the most stupid and intractable of my farm animals,’’ said Drusus. ‘‘ Get out of my house!’’


  “If I go, she goes with me,” said Caepio.


  “She remains with me. Now leave, wife-beater!”


  Then a shrill little voice screamed from behind them in venomous outrage: “She deserves it! She deserves it!” The child Servilia went straight to her father’s side and looked up at him. “Don’t beat her, Father! Kill her!”


  “Go back to the nursery, Servilia,” said Drusus wearily.


  But she clutched at Caepio’s hand and stood defying Drusus with feet apart, eyes flashing. “She deserves to be killed!” the child shrieked. “I know why she liked living in Tusculum! I know what she did in Tusculum! I know why the boy is red!”


  Caepio let go her hand as if it burned, enlightenment dawning. “What do you mean, Servilia?” He shook her mercilessly. “Go on, girl, say what you mean!”


  “She had a lover—and I know what a lover is!” cried his daughter, lips peeled back from her teeth. “My mother had a lover! A red man. They met every single morning in a house on his estate. I know—I followed her! I saw what they did together on the bed! And I know his name! Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus! The descendant of a slave! I know, because I asked Aunt Servilia Caepionis!” She turned to gaze up at her father, face transformed from hatred to adoration. “Tata, if you won’t kill her, leave her here! She’s not good enough for you! She doesn’t deserve you! Who is she, after all? Only a plebeian—not patrician like you and me! If you leave her here, I’ll look after you, I promise!”


  Drusus and Caepio stood turned to stone, whereas Livia Drusa came at last to life. She fastened her gown and her girdle, and confronted her daughter.


  “Little one, it isn’t as you think,” she said, very gently, and reached out to touch her daughter’s cheek.


  The hand was struck away fiercely; Servilia flattened herself against her father. “I know what to think! I don’t need you to tell me! You dishonored our name—my father’s name! You deserve to die! And that boy isn’t my father’s!”


  “Little Quintus is your father’s,” said Livia Drusa. “He is your brother.”


  “He belongs to the red man, he’s the son of a slave!” She plucked at Caepio’s tunic. “Tata, take me away, please!”


  For answer, Caepio took hold of the child and pushed her away from him so roughly that she fell. “What a fool I’ve been,” he said, low-voiced. “The girl is right, you deserve to die. A pity I didn’t use my belt harder and more often.” Fists clenched, he rushed from the room with his daughter running after him calling for him to wait for her, howling noisy tears.


  Drusus and his sister were alone.


  His legs didn’t seem to want to hold him up; he went to his chair, sat down heavily. Livia Drusa! Blood of his blood! His only sister! Adultress, meretrix. Yet until this hideous interview he had not understood how much she meant to him; nor could he have known how deeply her plight would touch him, how responsible he felt.


  “It’s my fault,” he said, lip quivering.


  She sank down on the couch. “No, my fault,” she said.


  “It’s true? You do have a lover?”


  “I had a lover, Marcus Livius. The first, the only one. I haven’t seen or heard from him since I left Tusculum.”


  “But that wasn’t why Caepio beat you.”


  “No.”


  “Why, then?”


  “After Marcus Porcius, I just couldn’t keep up the pretense,” said Livia Drusa. “My indifference angered him, so he beat me. And then he discovered he liked beating me. It—it excited him.”


  For a brief moment Drusus looked as if he would vomit; then he lifted his arms and shook them impotently. “Ye gods, what a world we live in!” he cried. “I have wronged you, Livia Drusa.”


  She came to sit in the client’s chair. “You acted according to your lights,” she said gently. “Truly, Marcus Livius, I came to understand that years ago. Your many kindnesses to me since then have made me love you—and Servilia Caepionis.”


  “My wife!” Drusus exclaimed. “What might this do to her?”


  “We must keep as much as possible from her,” said Livia Drusa. “She’s enjoying a comfortable pregnancy, we can’t jeopardize it.”


  Drusus was already on his feet. “Stay there,” he said, moving to the door. “I want to make sure her brother doesn’t say anything to upset her. Drink some wine. I’ll be back.”


  But Caepio hadn’t even thought of his sister. From Drusus’s study he had rushed to his own suite of rooms, his daughter crying and clinging to his waist until he slapped her across the face and locked her in his bedroom. There Drusus found her huddled on the floor in a corner, still sobbing.


  The servants had been summoned back to duty, so Drusus helped the little girl up and ushered her outside to where one of the nurserymaids hovered doubtfully in the distance. “Calm down now, Servilia. Let Stratonice wash your face and give you breakfast.”


  “I want my tata!”


  “Your tata has left my house, child, but don’t despair. I’m sure that as soon as he’s organized his affairs he’ll send for you,” Drusus said, not sure whether he was thankful Servilia had blurted out all the truth or whether he disliked her for it.


  She cheered up at once. “He will send for me, he will,” she said, walking with her uncle onto the colonnade.


  “Now go with Stratonice,” said Drusus, and added sternly, “Try to be discreet, Servilia. For your aunt’s sake as well as your father’s—yes, your father’s!—you cannot say a word about what has transpired here this morning.”


  “How can my talking hurt him? He’s the victim.”


  “No man enjoys the humbling of his pride, Servilia. Take my word for it, your father won’t thank you if you chatter.’’


  Servilia shrugged, went off with her nursemaid; Drusus went then to visit his wife, and told her as much as he thought she needed to know. To his surprise, she took the news tranquilly.


  “I’m just glad we know now what the matter is,” she said, remaining wrapped round by the bloom of her pregnancy. “Poor Livia Drusa! I am afraid, Marcus Livius, that I do not like my brother very much. The older he becomes, the more intractable he seems to get. Though I remember that when we were children, he used to torment the slaves’ children.”


  Back to Livia Drusa, who was still sitting in the client’s chair, apparently composed.


  He sat down again. “What a morning! Little did I know what I was unleashing when I asked Cratippus why he and the servants were so unhappy.”


  “Were they unhappy?” asked Livia Drusa, puzzled.


  “Yes. Because of you, my dear. They had heard Caepio beating you. You mustn’t forget they’ve known you all your life. They’re extremely fond of you, Livia Drusa.”


  “Oh, how nice! I had no idea.”


  “Nor did I, I confess. Ye gods, I’ve been dense! And I am very, very sorry for this mess.”


  “Don’t be.” She sighed. “Did he take Servilia?”


  Drusus grimaced. “No. He locked her in your room.”


  “Oh, poor little thing! She adores him so!”


  “I gathered that. I just can’t understand it.”


  “What happens now, Marcus Livius?”


  He shrugged. “To be honest, I haven’t the faintest inkling! Perhaps the best thing all of us can do is to behave as normally as possible under the circumstances, and wait to hear from—” He nearly said Caepio, as he had been doing all morning, but forced himself back to the old courtesy, and said, “Quintus Servilius.”


  “And if he divorces me, as I imagine he will?”


  “Then you’re well rid of him, I’d say.”


  Livia Drusa’s major preoccupation now surfaced; she said anxiously, “What about Marcus Porcius Cato?”


  “This man matters a great deal to you, doesn’t he?”


  “Yes, he matters.”


  “Is the boy his, Livia Drusa?”


  How often she had worked at this in her mind! What would she say when some member of the family queried her son’s coloring, or his growing likeness to Marcus Porcius Cato? It seemed to her that Caepio owed her something in return for the years of patient servitude, her model behavior—and those beatings. Her son had a name. If she declared that Cato was his sire, he lost that name—and, given that he had been born under that name, he could not escape the taint of illegitimacy did she deny it to him. The date of his birth did not exclude Caepio as his father; she was the only person who knew beyond any doubt that Caepio was not his father.


  “No, Marcus Livius, my son is Quintus Servilius’s child,” she said firmly. “My liaison with Marcus Porcius began after I knew I was pregnant.”


  “It is a pity then that he has red hair,” said Drusus, no expression on his face.


  Livia Drusa smiled wryly. “Have you never noticed the tricks Fortune delights in playing upon us mortals?” she asked. “From the time I met Marcus Porcius, I had a feeling Fortune was plotting cleverly. So when little Quintus came out with red hair, I was not at all surprised—though I am aware no one will believe me.”


  “I will stand by you, sister,” said Drusus. “Through thick and thin, I will lend you every iota of support I can.”


  Tears gathered in Livia Drusa’s eyes. “Oh, Marcus Livius, I do thank you for that!”


  “It is the least I can do.” He cleared his throat. “As for Servilia Caepionis, you may rest assured she will support me—and therefore you.”


  *


  Caepio sent the divorce notification later that day, and followed it up with a private letter to Drusus that had Drusus metaphorically winded.


  “Do you know what that insect says?” he demanded of his sister, who had been seen by several physicians, and was now relegated to her bed.


  As she was lying on her stomach while two medical acolytes plastered the back of her from shoulders to ankles with bruise-drawing poultices, it was difficult for her to see Drusus’s face; she had to twist her neck until she could glimpse him out of the corners of her eyes. “What does he say?” she asked.


  “First of all, he denies paternity for every one of his three children! He refuses to return your dowry, and he accuses you of multiple infidelities. Nor will he repay me for the expense of housing him and his for the last seven and more years—his grounds, it appears, are that you were never his wife and your children are not his, but other men’s.”


  Livia Drusa dropped her head into the pillow. “Ecastor! Marcus Livius, how can he do this to his daughters, if not to his son? Little Quintus is understandable, but Servilia and Lilla? This will break Servilia’s heart.”


  “Oh, he has more to say than that!” said Drusus, waving the letter. “He is going to change his will to disinherit his three children. And then he has the gall to demand back from-me ‘his’ ring! His ring!”


  Livia Drusa knew which ring her brother referred to at once. An heirloom which had belonged to their father and his father before him, and said to be a seal-ring of Alexander the Great. From the time as a lad Quintus Servilius Caepio had become friends with Marcus Livius Drusus he had coveted the ring, watched it transferred from Drusus the Censor’s dead finger to Drusus’s living one, and finally, leaving for Smyrna and Italian Gaul, he had begged of Drusus that he be allowed to wear the ring as a good-luck charm. Drusus had not wanted to let his ring go, but felt churlish, and in the end handed it over. However, the moment Caepio returned, Drusus asked for his ring. At first Caepio had tried to find some reason why he ought to be allowed to keep it, but eventually took it off and gave it back, saying with a laugh which rang hollow,


  “Oh, very well, very well! But the next time I go away, Marcus Livius, you must give it back to me—it’s a lucky gem.”


  “How dare he!” snarled Drusus, clutching at his finger as if he expected Caepio to materialize at his elbow and snatch the ring, which was too small for any but the little finger, yet was too large for that; Alexander the Great had been a very small man.


  “Take no notice, Marcus Livius,” Livia Drusa comforted, then turned her head again to look at him as best she could. “What will happen to my children?” she asked. “Can he do this thing?”


  “Not after I’ve dealt with him,” said Drusus grimly. “Did he send you a letter too?”


  “No. Just the bill of divorcement.”


  “Then rest and get well, my dear.”


  “What shall I tell the children?”


  “Nothing, until I finish with their father.”


  Back to his study went Marcus Livius Drusus, there to take a length of best-quality Pergamum parchment (he wanted what he wrote to stand the test of time), and reply to Caepio.


  You are of course at liberty to deny the paternity of your three children, Quintus Servilius. But I am at liberty to swear that indeed they are your offspring, and so I will swear if it should come to that. In a court of law. You ate my bread and drank my wine from April in the year that Gaius Marius was consul for the third time until you left for abroad twenty-three months ago, and I then continued to feed, clothe, and shelter your wife and family while you were away. I defy you to find any evidence of infidelity on the part of my sister during the years in which you and she lived in this house. And if you examine the birth records of your son, you will see that he too must have been conceived in my house.


  I would strongly suggest that you abandon any and all intentions to disinherit your three children. If you persist in your present attitude, I will undertake to conduct in a court of law a suit against you on behalf of your children. During my address to the jury I will make very free of certain information I have concerning the aurum Tolosanum, the whereabouts of huge sums of money you have removed from deposit in Smyrna and invested in banking houses, property and unsenatorial trade practices throughout the western end of the Middle Sea. Among the witnesses I would find myself forced to call would be several of Rome’s most prestigious doctors, all of whom can attest to the potentially maiming nature of the beatings you inflicted upon my sister. Further to this, I would be fully prepared to call my sister as a witness, and my steward, who heard what he heard.


  As regards my sister’s dowry, the hundreds of thousands of sesterces you owe me for supporting you and yours—I will not soil my hands with repayment. Keep the money. It will do you no good.


  Finally, there is the matter of my ring. Its status as a Livian family heirloom is so much a fact of public record that you would be wise to cease and desist from claiming it.


  The letter was sealed and a servant dispatched at once to carry it to Caepio’s new lair, the house of Lucius Marcius Philippus. Having been kicked sprawling, his servant limped back to inform Drusus that there would be no reply. Smiling a little, Drusus bestowed ten denarii upon his injured slave, then sat back in his chair, closed his eyes, and amused himself by imagining Caepio’s thwarted rage. There would be no lawsuit, he knew. And no matter whose son little Quintus really was, officially he was going to remain Caepio’s. The heir to the Gold of Tolosa. His smile enlarging, Drusus found himself wanting badly to believe that little Quintus would turn out to be a long-necked, big-nosed, red-haired cuckoo in the Servilius Caepio nest. How delicious a retribution that would be for a wife-beater!


  He went shortly thereafter to the nursery and called his niece Servilia out into the garden. Until today he hadn’t ever really noticed her save to smile at her in passing, or pat her on the head, or give her a gift at the appropriate time, or reflect that she was a surly little wretch, never smiled. How can Caepio deny her? he wondered; she was her father through and through, vengeful little beast. Drusus believed children should be neither seen nor heard when it came to adult affairs, and her behavior that morning had horrified him. Tattle-telling, malicious child! It would have served her right if Caepio had been allowed to do what he intended, and disown her.


  Following on these thoughts, his face when Servilia came out of the nursery and down the path to the peristyle fountain was flinty, and his eyes were cold.


  “Servilia, since you made yourself privy to the congress of your elders this morning, I thought it best to inform you myself that your father has seen fit to divorce your mother.’’


  “Oh, good!” said Servilia, honor satisfied. “I’ll pack my things and go to him now.”


  “You will not,” said Drusus, enunciating very clearly. “He doesn’t want you.”


  The child went so pale that under normal circumstances Drusus would have feared for her, and laid her down; as it was, he simply stood watching her rock. But she didn’t faint, she righted herself instead, and her color flowed back dark red.


  “I do not believe you,” she said. “My tata wouldn’t do that to me, I know he wouldn’t!”


  Drusus shrugged. “If you don’t believe me, go and see him yourself,” he said. “He’s not far away, just a few doors down at the house of Lucius Marcius Philippus. Go to him and ask him.”


  “I will,” said Servilia hardily, and off she marched, her nurserymaid hurrying after her.


  “Let her go, Stratonice,” said Drusus. “Just keep her company and make sure she comes back.”


  How unhappy they all are, thought Drusus, staying where he was by the fountain. And how unhappy I would be were it not for my beloved Servilia Caepionis and our little son— and the child in her womb, settling down so cosily. His mood of contrition was wearing off, replaced by this urge to lash out at Servilia, since he couldn’t reach her father. And then, as the weak sun warmed his bones and some of the stirrings of the day subsided, his sense of fairness and justice righted itself; he became once more Marcus Livius Drusus, advocate of those who had been wronged. But never advocate of Quintus Servilius Caepio, wronged though he might be.


  When Servilia reappeared he was still sitting by the sunny silvered stream of water gushing out of a scaly dolphin’s mouth, his eyes shut, his face its normal serene self.


  “Uncle Marcus!” she said sharply.


  He opened his eyes and managed a smile. “Hello,” he said. “What happened?”


  “He doesn’t want me, he says I’m not his, he says I’m the daughter of someone else,” said the child, closed tight.


  “Well, you wouldn’t believe me.”


  “Why should I? You’re on her side.”


  “Servilia, you can’t remain unsympathetic toward your mother. It’s she who is wronged, not your father.”


  “How can you say that? She had a lover!”


  “If your father had been kinder to her, she wouldn’t have found a lover. No man can find excuse for beating his wife.’’


  “He should have killed her, not beaten her. I would have.”


  Drusus gave up. “Oh, go away, you horrible girl!”


  And hopefully, Drusus thought, closing his eyes again, Servilia would benefit from her father’s rejection. As time went on, she would draw closer to her mother. It was natural.


  Finding himself hungry, he ate bread and olives and hard-boiled eggs with his wife shortly thereafter, and acquainted her more fully with what had happened. Since he knew her to have the Servilius Caepio sense of fitness and standing, he wasn’t sure how she would react to the news that her sister-in-law had been divorced because of an involvement with a man of servile origins. But—though the identity of Livia Drusa’s lover did disappoint her—Servilia Caepionis was too much in love with Drusus ever to go against him; long ago she had discovered that families always meant divided loyalties, so had elected to leave all her loyalty with Drusus. The years of sharing her house with Caepio had not endeared him to her, for the insecure inferiority of childhood had quite gone and she had lived with Drusus for long enough to have received some of his courage.


  So they had an enjoyable meal together despite the situation, and Drusus felt more capable of dealing with whatever else the day might bring. Which was just as well; early afternoon brought him fresh trouble in the shape of Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus.


  Inviting Cato to join him in a stroll about the colonnade, Drusus prepared himself for the worst.


  “What do you know about all this?” he asked calmly.


  “I had a visit from Quintus Servilius Caepio and Lucius Marcius Philippus not so many moments ago,” said Cato, his tones as level and unemotional as Drusus’s.


  “Both of them, eh? I presume Philippus’s role was that of a witness,” said Drusus.


  “Yes.”


  “And?”


  “Caepio simply informed me that he had divorced his wife on the grounds of her adultery with me.”


  “Nothing else?”


  Cato frowned. “What else is there? However, he said it in front of my wife, who has gone to her father.”


  “Ye gods, it goes on and on!” cried Drusus, throwing his hands in the air. “Sit down, Marcus Porcius. I had better tell you all of it. The divorce is only the beginning.”


  All of it had Cato angrier than Drusus had been; the Porcii Catones put on a grand front of imperturbable coolness, but to the last man—and woman—they were renowned for their tempers. It took Drusus a long time and many reasonable words to persuade Cato that if he went to find Caepio and killed him—or even half killed him—matters would only be worse for Livia Drusa than they already were. After he was sure Cato’s temper was well mended, Drusus took him to Livia Drusa; any doubts he might have harbored as to the depth of the feeling between them were allayed in that first look which passed between them. Yes, this was a love for life. Poor things!


  “Cratippus,” he said to his steward after he had left the lovers together, “I am hungry again, and I intend to eat dinner immediately. Inform the lady Servilia Caepionis, would you?”


  But the lady Servilia Caepionis elected to eat in the nursery, where Servilia had laid herself on her bed and announced that no morsel of food nor drop of water would pass her lips, and that when her father heard she was dead, he would be sorry.


  Off went Drusus alone to the dining room, wishing the day would end and that his allotted span on earth did not contain another such. Sighing gratefully, he settled himself in solitary state upon his couch to await the gustatio.


  “What’s this I hear?” cried a voice from the door.


  “Uncle Publius!”


  “Well, what’s the real story?” Publius Rutilius Rufus demanded, kicking off his shoes and waving the servant away who wanted to wash his feet. He clambered onto the couch beside Drusus and leaned on his left elbow, his perky homely face alight with curiosity, luckily salved by an accompanying sympathy and concern. “Rome is absolutely buzzing with garbled versions of a dozen different kinds— divorce, adultery, slave lovers, wife-beating, nasty children—where does it all come from, and so quickly?”


  Drusus, however, was not able to tell him, for this last invasion was too much; he lay back on his bolster and literally cried with laughter.


  4


  Publius Rutilius Rufus was right, all of Rome was buzzing; two and two were cleverly added together and mostly totaled the correct figure, considerably aided by the fact that the youngest of the divorced wife’s three children had a thatch of bright red hair— and that Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus’s hugely rich but vulgar wife, Cuspia, had also served her husband with divorce papers. That inseparable pair, Quintus Servilius Caepio and Marcus Livius Drusus, were now not on speaking terms, though Caepio for one kept insisting it had nothing to do with divorced wives, but was on account of the fact that Drusus had stolen his ring.


  There were those with sufficient intelligence and sense of rightness who noticed that all the best people were siding with Drusus and his sister. Others of less admirable character—like Lucius Marcius Philippus and Publius Cornelius Scipio Nasica—were siding with Caepio, as were those sycophantic knights who browsed in the same commercial fields as Gnaeus Cuspius Buteo, Cato’s wronged wife’s father, nicknamed “The Vulture.” Then there were those who sided with no one, finding the whole sensation exquisitely funny; among these was Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, just beginning to surface again after several years of extreme quietness following the disgrace of his wife’s falling in love with Sulla; he felt he could afford to laugh, since young Dalmatica’s crush had been unrequited, and she was now beginning to swell with a child Scaurus knew full well could be no one’s save his own. Publius Rutilius Rufus was another who laughed, in spite of his position as the adultress’s uncle.


  Yet as things turned out in the end, neither of the guilty participants in the affair suffered the way Marcus Livius Drusus was made to suffer.


  “Or perhaps it would be better to say,” Drusus grumbled to Silo not long after the new consuls entered office, “that, as usual, I seem to wind up being responsible for everybody’s baby! If I had all the money which that wretched boor Caepio has cost me over the years in one way or another, I’d be considerably better off! My new brother-in-law, Cato Salonianus, has been left without a feather to fly with—he’s strapped by dowry payments to Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus on behalf of his sister—and of course his wife’s fortune has been withdrawn, along with the support of her social-climbing father. So not only have I had to pay Lucius Domitius. out, but I am—as usual!—expected to house my sister, her husband, and her rapidly expanding family—she’s increasing again!”


  Though he knew he was offering scant comfort to Drusus, Silo too joined the ranks of those who saw the funny side, and laughed until he hurt. “Oh, Marcus Livius, never was a Roman nobleman abused as you are!”


  “Stop it,” said Drusus, grinning. “I could wish that life—or Fortune, or whoever it is—treated me with a little more of the respect I deserve. But whatever my life might have been like before Arausio—or had there never been an Arausio!—is now utterly beyond me. All I know is that I cannot abandon my poor sister—and that, though I tried not to, I like my new brother-in-law a great deal better than I liked my old one. Salonianus may be the grandson of a girl born in slavery, but he’s a true gentleman nonetheless, and my house is the happier for sheltering him. I even approve of the way he treats Livia Drusa, and I must say he’s won my wife over—she was inclined to think him quite unacceptable coming from that particular brood, but now she likes him very well.”


  “It pleases me that your poor little sister is happy at last,” said Silo. “I always had the feeling she existed in some deep misery, but she concealed her predicament with the will of a true Livius Drusus. However, it’s a pity you can’t free yourself of pensioners—I take it you’ll have to finance Salonianus’s career?”


  “Of course,” said Drusus, displaying no chagrin. “Luckily my father left me with more money than I can ever spend, so I’m not reduced to penury yet. Think of how annoyed Caepio will be when I push a Cato Salonianus up the cursus honorum!”


  “Do you mind if I change the subject?” asked Silo abruptly.


  “Not at all,” said Drusus, surprised. “Hopefully the new subject is going to contain a detailed description of your doings over the past few months—I haven’t seen you in nearly a year, Quintus Poppaedius.”


  “Is it that long?” Silo did some calculations, and nodded. “You’re right. Where does time go?” He shrugged. “Nothing very much, actually. My business ventures have benefited, is all.”


  “I don’t trust you when you’re cagey,” said Drusus, delighted to see this friend of his heart. “However, I daresay you have no intention of telling me what you’ve really been up to, so I won’t make it hard for you by pressing. What was the subject you wanted to bring up, then?”


  “The new consuls,” said Silo.


  “Good ones, for a change,” said Drusus happily. “I don’t know when we’ve elected such a solid pair—Crassus Orator and Scaevola! I’m expecting great things.”


  “Are you? I wish I could say the same. I’m expecting trouble.”


  “On the Italian front? Why?”


  “Oh, rumor as yet. I hope unfounded, though somehow I doubt that, Marcus Livius.” Silo scowled. “The censors have gone to the consuls with the registers of Roman citizens throughout Italy, and I hear are concerned about the vast number of new names on the rolls. Idiots! One moment they’re prating about how their new census methods will reveal many more citizens than the old way did, the next moment they’re saying there are too many new citizens!”


  “So that’s why you’ve not been to Rome in months!” cried Drusus. “Oh, Quintus Poppaedius, I warned you! No, no, please don’t lie to me! If you do we can’t continue to be friends, and I for one would be the poorer! You doctored the rolls.”


  “Yes.”


  “Quintus Poppaedius, I told you! Oh, what a mess!” For some time Drusus sat with his head in his hands, while Silo, feeling more uncomfortable than he had expected to, sat saying nothing and thinking hard. Finally Drusus lifted his head.


  “Well, there’s no point in repining, I suppose.” He got to his feet, shaking his head at Silo in patient exasperation. “You had better go home—don’t show your face in this city for a long time to come, Quintus Poppaedius. We can’t afford to tickle the interest of some particularly bright member of the anti-Italian faction by having you on prominent display. I’ll do what I can in the Senate, but unfortunately I’m still a junior, I won’t be called upon to speak. Among those who can speak, your friends are going to be few, alas.”


  Silo was standing too. “Marcus Livius, it will come to war,” he said. “I’ll go home because you’re right, someone will start wondering if they see my face. But, if nothing else, this shows there is no peaceful way to gain enfranchisement for Italy.”


  “There is a way. There must be a way,” Drusus said. “Now go, Quintus Poppaedius, as unobtrusively as you can. And if you plan to use the Colline Gate, detour around the Forum, please.”


  Drusus himself didn’t detour around the Forum; he went straight there, togate and looking for familiar faces. There was no meeting of Senate or Comitia, but a man could be fairly sure of seeing people in the general area of the lower Forum. And luckily the first valuable man Drusus spied was his uncle, Publius Rutilius Rufus, wandering toward the Carinae and his house.


  “This is one time I could wish Gaius Marius was here,” said Drusus as they found a quiet place in the sun just to one side of the ancient Forum trees.


  “Yes, I’m afraid there won’t be much support in the Senate for your Italian friends,” said Rutilius Rufus.


  “I think there could be—if only there was a powerful man present to urge a little thought. But with Gaius Marius still away in the east, who is there? Unless, Uncle, you—?”


  “No,” said Rutilius Rufus firmly. “I am sympathetic to the Italian cause, but a power in the Senate I am not. If anything, I’ve lost auctoritas since my return from Asia Minor—the tax-farmers are still screaming for my head. Quintus Mucius they know they can’t get, he’s too important. But an old and humble consular like me, who never had a famous reputation in the law courts or was a famous orator or led a famous army to victory? No, I haven’t enough clout, truly.”


  “So you’re saying there’s little can be done.”


  “That’s what I’m saying, Marcus Livius.”


  *


  On the other side of popular opinion there was much being done, however. Quintus Servilius Caepio sought an interview with the consuls, Crassus Orator and Mucius Scaevola, and the censors, Antonius Orator and Valerius Flaccus. What he had to say interested the four men enormously.


  “Marcus Livius Drusus is to blame for this,” said Caepio. “In my hearing he has said many times that the Italians must be given the full citizenship, that there can be no difference between any men within Italy. And he has powerful Italian friends—the leader of the Marsi, Quintus Poppaedius Silo, and the leader of the Samnites, Gaius Papius Mutilus. From the things I overheard in Marcus Livius’s house, I would be prepared to swear formally that Marcus Livius Drusus allied himself with those two Italians and concocted a plan to tamper with the census.”


  “Quintus Servilius, have you other evidence to substantiate your accusation?” asked Crassus Orator.


  Whereupon Caepio drew himself up with immense dignity, and looked suitably offended. “I am a Servilius Caepio, Lucius Licinius! I do not lie.” Offense became angry indignation. “Evidence to substantiate my accusation? I do not accuse! I simply state the facts. Nor do I need ‘evidence’ to substantiate anything! I repeat—I am a Servilius Caepio!”


  “I don’t care if he’s Romulus,” said Marcus Livius Drusus when the consuls and the censors came to see him. “If you can’t see that these ‘facts’ he says he’s simply stating are part of Quintus Servilius Caepio’s current persecution of me and mine, then you’re not the men I think you are! Ridiculous nonsense! Why should I plot against the interests of Rome? No son of my father could do such a thing. For Silo and Mutilus I cannot speak. Mutilus has never been inside my house, as a matter of fact, and Silo comes only as my friend. That I believe the franchise should be extended to every man in Italy is a matter of record, I make no secret of it. But the citizenship I would see extended to the Latins and the Italians must be legal, given freely by the Senate and People of Rome. To falsify the census in any way — be it by physically altering the rolls or by men testifying to a citizenship they do not own entitlement to — is something I could not condone, no matter how right I believe the cause behind it to be.” He threw his arms wide, then up in the air. “Take it or leave it, Quirites, that’s all I have to say. If you believe me, then come and drink a cup of wine with me. If you believe that unconscionable liar Caepio, then leave my house and don’t come back.”


  Laughing softly, Quintus Mucius Scaevola linked his arm through Drusus’s. “I for one, Marcus Livius, would be very pleased to drink a cup of wine with you.”


  “And I,” said Crassus Orator.


  The censors elected to drink wine too.


  “But what worries me,” said Drusus in the dining room later that afternoon, “is how Quintus Servilius got hold of his so-called information. Only one conversation occurred between me and Quintus Poppaedius on this subject, and that was many moons ago, when the censors were first elected. “


  “What transpired, Marcus Livius?” asked Cato Salonianus.


  “Oh, Silo had some wild scheme to enroll illegal citizens, but I dissuaded him. Or thought I did. That was the end of it as far as I was concerned. Why, I hadn’t even seen Quintus Poppaedius until recently! Yet — how did Caepio get his information?”


  “Perhaps he did overhear you, perhaps he wasn’t out,” said Cato, who didn’t honestly approve of Drusus’s attitude about the Italians, but was in no case to criticize; one of the more distressing aspects of being Drusus’s pensioner.


  “Oh, he was definitely out,” said Drusus dryly. “He was out of Italy at the time, and he certainly didn’t sneak back for one day in order to eavesdrop on a conversation I didn’t know I was going to have until it happened.”


  “Then—how indeed?” asked Cato. “Something you’d written he might have been able to find?”


  Drusus shook his head so positively he left his audience in no doubt. “I have written nothing. Absolutely nothing.”


  “Why are you so sure Quintus Servilius had help in framing his accusations?” asked Livia Drusa.


  “Because he accused me of falsifying the enrollment of new citizens, and lumped me with Quintus Poppaedius.”


  “Could he not have plucked that out of thin air?”


  “Perhaps, except for one really worrying aspect—he gave a third name. Gaius Papius Mutilus of the Samnites. Where did he learn that particular name? I knew of it only because I knew Quintus Poppaedius had grown very friendly with Papius Mutilus. The thing is, I’m certain both Quintus Poppaedius and Papius Mutilus did falsify the rolls. But how did Caepio know it?”


  Livia Drusa got to her feet. “I cannot promise anything, Marcus Livius, but it’s possible I can provide an answer. Will you excuse me for a moment?”


  Drusus, Cato Salonianus, and Servilia Caepionis waited out the moment, hardly curious; what could Livia Drusa produce to answer such a mysterious question, when the real answer was probably that Caepio had made a lucky guess?


  Back came Livia Drusa marching her daughter Servilia in front of her, one hand digging into the child’s shoulder.


  “Stand right here, Servilia. I want to ask you something,” said Livia Drusa sternly. “Have you been visiting your father?”


  The girl’s small face was so still, so expressionless that it struck those who observed it as a guilty face, guarded.


  “I require a truthful answer, Servilia,” said Livia Drusa. ‘ ‘Have you been visiting your father? And before you speak, I would remind you that if you answer in the negative, I will make enquiries in the nursery of Stratonice and the others.”


  “Yes, I visit him,” said Servilia.


  Drusus sat up straight, so did Cato; Servilia Caepionis sank lower in her chair, shielding her face with her hand.


  “What did you tell your father about your Uncle Marcus and his friend, Quintus Poppaedius?”


  “The truth,” said Servilia, still expressionless.


  “What truth?”


  “That they have conspired to put Italians on the roll of Roman citizens.”


  “How could you do that, Servilia, when it isn’t the truth?” asked Drusus, growing angry.


  “It is the truth!” cried the child shrilly. “I saw letters in the Marsian man’s room not many days ago!”


  “You entered a guest’s room without his knowledge?” asked Cato Salonianus incredulously. “That’s despicable, girl!”


  “Who are you to judge me?” asked Servilia, rounding on him. “You’re the descendant of a slave and a peasant!”


  Lips thin, Cato swallowed. “I might be all of that, Servilia, but even slaves can own principles too high to invade the sacred privacy of a guest.”


  “I am a patrician Servilius,” said the child hardily, “whereas that man is just an Italian. He was behaving treasonously—and so was Uncle Marcus!”


  “What letters did you see, Servilia?” asked Drusus.


  “Letters from a Samnite named Gaius Papius Mutilus.”


  “But not letters from Marcus Livius Drusus.”


  “I didn’t need to. You’re so thick with the Italians that everyone knows you do what they want, and conspire with them.”


  “It’s as well for Rome that you’re female, Servilia,” said Drusus, forcing his face and voice to appear amused. “If you entered the law courts armed with such arguments, you’d soon make a public fool of yourself.” He slid off his couch and came round it to stand directly in front of her. “You are an idiot and an ingrate, my child. Deceitful and— as your stepfather said—despicable. If you were older, I would lock you out of my house. As it is, I will do the opposite. You will be locked inside my house, free to go wherever you like within its walls provided there is someone with you. But outside its walls you will not go at all for any reason. You will not visit your father or anyone else. Nor will you send him notes. If he sends demanding that you go to live with him, I will let you go gladly. But if that should happen, I will never admit you to my house again, even to see your mother. While your father refuses custody of you, I am your paterfamilias. You will accept my word as law because such is the law. Everyone in my house will be instructed to do as I command concerning you and the life you will lead in my house. Is that understood?”


  The girl betrayed no trace of shame or fear; dark eyes full of fire, she stood her ground indomitably. “I am a patrician Servilius,” she said. “No matter what you do to me, you cannot alter the fact that I am better than all of you put together. What might be wrong for my inferiors is no more than my duty. I uncovered a plot against Rome and informed my father. As was my duty. You can punish me in any way you choose, Marcus Livius. I don’t care if you lock me inside one room forever, or beat me, or kill me. I know I did my duty.”


  “Oh, take her away, get her out of my sight!” cried Drusus to his sister.


  “Shall I have her beaten?” asked Livia Drusa, quite as angry as Drusus.


  He flinched. “No! There will be no more beatings in my house, Livia Drusa. Just do with her as I’ve ordered. If she ventures outside the nursery or her schoolroom, she must have an escort. And though she is now old enough to be moved from the nursery to her own sleeping cubicle, I will not allow it. Let her suffer lack of privacy, since she accords none to my guests. All this will be punishment enough as the years go on. Ten more of them before she has any hope of leaving here—if her father then takes enough interest in her to make a match for her. If he doesn’t, I will—and not to a patrician! I’ll marry her to some peasant country bumpkin!”


  Cato Salonianus laughed. “No, not a country bumpkin, Marcus Livius. Marry her to a truly wonderful freedman, a natural nobleman without the slightest hope of ever becoming one. Then perhaps she will discover that slaves and ex-slaves can be better than patricians.”


  “I hate you!” screamed Servilia as her mother hustled her away. “I hate you all! I curse you, I curse you! May every last one of you be dead before I am old enough to marry!”


  Then the child was forgotten; Servilia Caepionis slid from her chair to the floor. Drusus gathered her up, terrified, and carried her to their bedroom, where burning feathers held under her nose brought her back to consciousness. She wept desolately.


  “Oh, Marcus Livius, you have had no luck since you allied yourself to my family,” she sniffled, while he sat on the edge of the bed and held her close, praying that her baby weathered this.


  “I have, you know,” he said, kissing her brow, wiping her tears tenderly. “Don’t make yourself ill, mea vita, the girl isn’t worth it. Don’t give her the satisfaction, please.”


  “I love you, Marcus Livius. I always have, I always will.”


  “Good! I love you too, Servilia Caepionis. A little more each and every day we spend together. Now calm yourself, don’t forget our baby. He’s growing so nicely,” he said, with a pat for her enlarging belly.


  *


  Servilia Caepionis died in childbirth the day before Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator and Quintus Mucius Scaevola promulgated a new law about the Italian situation to the members of the Senate, with the result that the Marcus Livius Drusus who dragged himself to the meeting to hear the nature of the bill was in no fit state to lend the matter the attention it warranted.


  No one in the Drusus household had been prepared; Servilia Caepionis had been very well, her pregnancy proceeding snugly and without incident. So sudden was her labor that even she had felt no warning; within two hours she was dead of a massive haemorrhage no amount of packing and elevation served to staunch. Out of the house when it happened, Drusus rushed back in time to be with her, but she passed from terrible pain to a dreamy, carefree euphoria, and died without knowing that Drusus held her hand, or understanding that she was dying. A merciful end for her but a horrifying one for Drusus, who received from her no words of love, or comfort, or even acknowledgment of his presence. All her years of trying for that elusive child had come to a finish; she just dwindled to a bloodless, oblivious white effigy in a bed saturated with her life force. When she died the child had not so much as entered the birth canal; the doctors and midwives beseeched Drusus to let them cut the baby out of his wife, but he refused.


  “Let her go still wrapping it round,” he said. “Let her have that consolation. If it lived, I couldn’t love it.”


  And so he hauled himself to the Curia Hostilia no more than half-alive himself, and took his place among the middle ranks to listen, his priesthood allowing him a position more prominent than his actual senatorial status warranted. His servant situated his folding chair and literally lowered his master down onto it, while those around him murmured their condolences and he nodded, nodded, nodded his thanks, face almost as white as hers had been. Before he was ready for it, he caught sight of Caepio in the back row of the opposite tiers, and managed to go whiter still. Caepio! Who had sent back word when notified of his sister’s death that he was leaving Rome immediately after this meeting, and would not in consequence be able to attend the funeral of Servilia Caepionis.


  Indeed, Drusus’s view of proceedings and the House was virtually unimpeded, as he sat near the end of the left-hand tiers, where the great bronze doors of the curia built centuries before by King Tullus Hostilius stood open to permit those crowded in the portico to hear. For this, the consuls decided, must be a fully public meeting. No one save the senators and their single attendants was permitted inside, but a public meeting meant that anyone else could cluster just outside the open doors to listen.


  At the other end of the chamber, flanked on either side by the three tiers of steps upon which the House placed their folding stools, stood the raised podium of the curule magistrates, in front of it the long wooden bench upon which the ten tribunes of the plebs perched. The beautiful carved ivory curule chairs of the two consuls were positioned at the front of the platform, those belonging to the six praetors behind, and the ivory curule chairs of the two curule aediles behind them again. Those senators permitted to speak because of sheer accumulation of years or curule office occupied the bottom tier on either side, the middle tier went to those who held priesthoods or augurships, or had served as tribunes of the plebs, or were priests of the minor colleges, while the top tier was reserved for the pedarii—the backbenchers—whose only privilege in the House was to vote.


  After the prayers and offerings and omens were declared all satisfactory, Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator, the senior of the two consuls, rose to his feet.


  “Princeps Senatus, Pontifex Maximus, fellow curule magistrates, members of this august body, the House has been talking for some time about the illegal enrollment of Italian nationals as Roman citizens during this present census,” he said, a document curled in his left hand. “Though our distinguished colleagues the censors, Marcus Antonius and Lucius Valerius, had expected to see several thousand new names added to the rolls, they did not expect to see very many thousands of new names. But that is what happened. The census in Italy has seen an unprecedented rise in those claiming to be Roman citizens, and testimony has been made to us that most of these new names are those of men of Italian Allied status who have absolutely no right to the Roman citizenship. Testimony has been made to us that the leaders of the Italian nations connived at having their people enroll as Roman citizens virtually en masse. Two names have been put forward: Quintus Poppaedius Silo, leader of the Marsi, and Gaius Papius Mutilus, leader of the Samnites.”


  Fingers snapped imperiously; the consul stopped, bowed toward the middle of the front row on his right. “Gaius Marius, I welcome you back to this House. You have a question?”


  “I do indeed, Lucius Licinius,” said Marius, rising to his feet looking very brown and fit. “These two men, Silo and Mutilus. Are their names on our rolls?”


  “No, Gaius Marius, they are not.”


  “Then, testimony aside, what evidence do you have?”


  “Of evidence, none,” said Crassus Orator coolly. “I mention their names only because of testimony to the effect that they personally incited the citizens of their nations to apply for enrollment in huge numbers.”


  “Surely then, Lucius Licinius, the testimony to which you refer is entirely suspect?”


  “Possibly,” said Crassus Orator, unruffled. He bowed again, with a great flourish. “If, Gaius Marius, you would permit me to proceed with my speech, I will make all clear in time.”


  Grinning, Marius returned the bow, and sat down.


  “To proceed then, Conscript Fathers! As Gaius Marius so perceptively observes, testimony unsupported by solid evidence is questionable. It is not the intent of your consuls or your censors to ignore this aspect. However, the man who testified before us is prestigious, and his testimony does tend to confirm our own observations,” said Crassus Orator.


  “Who is this prestigious person?” asked Publius Rutilius Rufus, without rising.


  “Due to a certain danger involved, he requested that his name not be divulged,” said Crassus Orator.


  “I can tell you, Uncle!” said Drusus loudly. “His name is Quintus Servilius Caepio Wife-beater! He also accused me!”


  “Marcus Livius, you are out of order,” said the consul.


  “Well, and so I did accuse him! He’s as guilty as Silo and Mutilus!” shouted Caepio from the back row.


  “Quintus Servilius, you are out of order. Sit down.”


  “Not until you add the name of Marcus Livius Drusus to my charge!” shouted Caepio, even louder.


  “The consuls and the censors have satisfied themselves that Marcus Livius Drusus is not implicated in this business,” said Crassus Orator, beginning to look annoyed. “You would be wise—as would all pedarii!—to remember that this House has not yet accorded you the freedom to speak! Now sit down and keep your tongue where it belongs—inside your shut mouth! This House will hear no more from men involved in a personal feud, and this House will pay attention to me!”


  Silence followed. Crassus Orator listened to it reverently for some moments, then cleared his throat and began again.


  “For whatever reason—and at whoever’s instigation— there are suddenly far too many names upon our census rolls. The assumption that many men have illegally usurped the citizenship is a fair one to make given the circumstances. It is the intention of your consuls to rectify this situation, not to pursue false trails or apportion blame without evidence. We are interested in one thing only: the knowledge that unless we do something, we are going to be faced with a surplus of citizens—all claiming to be members of the thirty-one rural tribes!—who will within a generation be able to cast more votes in the tribal elections than we bona fide citizens, and may possibly also be able to influence voting in the Centuriate Classes.”


  “Then I sincerely hope we are going to do something, Lucius Licinius,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus from his seat in the middle of the right-hand front row, next to Gaius Marius.


  “Quintus Mucius and I have drafted a new law,” said Crassus Orator, not taking offense at this particular interruption. “Its intent is to remove all false citizens from the rolls of Rome. It concerns itself with nothing else. It is not an act of expulsion, it will not call for a mass exodus of non-citizens from the city of Rome or from any other center of Romans or Latins within Italy. Its concern is to uncover those who have been entered on the rolls as citizens who are not citizens at all. To effect this, the act proposes that the Italian peninsula be divided into ten parts—Umbria, Etruria, Picenum, Latium, Samnium, Campania, Apulia, Lucania, Calabria, and Bruttium. Each of the ten parts will be provided with a special court of enquiry empowered to investigate the citizen status of all those whose names appear on the census for the first time. The act proposes that these quaestiones be staffed by judges rather than juries, and that the judges be members of the Senate of Rome—each court president will be of consular status, and he will be assisted by two junior senators. A number of steps are incorporated to serve as guidelines for the courts of enquiry, and each man arraigned before them will have to answer—with proof!—the questions included within each step of the guidelines. These protocols will be too strict for any false citizen to escape detection, so much we do assure you for the moment. At a later contio meeting we will of course read out the text of the lex Licinia Mucia in full, but I am never of the opinion that the first contio on any bill should mire itself in detailed legalities.”


  Scaurus Princeps Senatus rose to his feet. “If I may, Lucius Licinius, I would like to ask if you propose to set up one of your special quaestiones in the city of Rome herself, and if so, whether this quaestio will function as the one investigating Latium as well as Rome?”


  Crassus Orator looked solemn. “Rome herself will constitute the eleventh quaestio,” he answered. “Latium will be dealt with separately. With regard to Rome, however, I would like to say that the rolls of the city have not revealed any mass declarations of new citizens we believe to be spurious. Despite this, we believe it will be worth setting up a court of enquiry within Rome, as the city probably contains many enrolled citizens who—if the enquiries are taken far enough—will be proven ineligible.”


  “Thank you, Lucius Licinius,” said Scaurus, sitting down.


  Crassus Orator was now thoroughly put out. All hopes he might have cherished to work up to some of his finer rhetorical periods were now utterly destroyed; what had started out as a speech had turned into a questions-and-answers exercise.


  Before he could resume his address, Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar got up, confirming the senior consul’s suspicions that the House was just not in the mood to listen to magnificent speeches.


  “May I venture a question?” asked Catulus Caesar demurely.


  Crassus Orator sighed. “Everyone else is, Quintus Lutatius, even those not entitled to speak! Feel free. Do not hesitate. Be my guest. Avail yourself of the opportunity, do!”


  “Is the lex Licinia Mucia going to prescribe or specify particular penalties, or is punishment going to be left up to the discretion of the judges, working from existing statutes?”


  “Believe it or not, Quintus Lutatius, I was coming to that!” said Crassus Orator with visibly fraying patience. “The new law specifies definite penalties. First and foremost, all spurious citizens who have declared themselves to be citizens during this last census will incur the full wrath of the courts. A flogging will be administered with the knouted lash. The guilty man’s name will be entered upon a list barring him and all his descendants in perpetuity from acquiring the citizenship. A fine of forty thousand sesterces will be levied. If the spurious citizen has taken up residence within any Latin Rights or Roman city, town, or municipality, he and his relations will be deprived of residence and will have to return to the place of his ancestors. In that respect only is this a law of expulsion. Those who do not possess the citizenship but who did not falsify their status will not be affected, they may remain where currently domiciled.”


  “What about those who falsified their status on an earlier census than this last one?” asked Scipio Nasica the elder.


  “They will not be flogged, Publius Cornelius, nor will they be fined. But they will be entered on the list and they will be expelled from any Latin or Roman center of habitation.”


  “What if a man can’t pay the fine?” asked Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus.


  “Then he will be sold into debt bondage to the State of Rome for a period of not less than seven years.”


  Up clambered Gaius Marius. “May I speak, Lucius Licinius?”


  Crassus Orator threw his hands in the air. “Oh, why not, Gaius Marius? That is, if you can speak without being interrupted by all the world and his uncle!”


  Drusus watched Marius walk from the place where his stool sat to the center of the floor. His heart, that organ he had thought to have died inside him when his wife died, was beating fast. Herein lay the only chance. Oh, Gaius Marius, little though I like you as a man, Drusus said within himself, say now what I would say, did I only have the right to speak! For if you do not, no one will. No one.


  “I can see,’’ said Marius strongly,’’ that this is a carefully planned piece of legislation. As one would expect from two of our finest legal draftsmen. It requires but one more thing to make it watertight, and that is a clause paying a reward to any man who comes forward as an informant. Yes, an admirable piece of legislation! But is it a just law? Ought we not to concern ourselves with that aspect above all others? And, even more to the point, do we genuinely consider ourselves powerful enough, arrogant enough—-dim-witted enough!—to administer the penalties this law carries? From the tenor of Lucius Licinius’s speech—not one of his better ones, I add!—there are tens of thousands of these alleged false citizens, scattered from the border of Italian Gaul all the way to Bruttium and Calabria. Men who feel themselves entitled to full participation in the internal affairs and governance of Rome—otherwise, why run the risk of making a false declaration of citizenship? Everyone in Italy knows what such a declaration involves if it is discovered. The flogging, the disbarment, the fine—though usually all three are not levied upon the same man.”


  He turned from the right side of the House to the left side, and continued. “But now, Conscript Fathers, it seems we are to visit the full force of retribution upon each and every one of these tens of thousands of men—and their families! We are to flog them. Fine them more than many of them can afford. Put them upon a blacklist. Evict them from their homes if their homes happen to be situated within a Roman or a Latin place.”


  Down the length of the House he walked to the open doors, and turned there to face both sides. “Tens of thousands, Conscript Fathers! Not one or two or three or four men, but tens of thousands! And families of sons, daughters, wives, mothers, aunts, uncles, cousins, all adding up to tens of thousands more. They will have friends—even perhaps have friends among those who do legally possess the Roman citizenship or the Latin Rights. Outside the Roman and Latin towns, their own kind will be in the majority. And we, the senators who are chosen—by lot, do you think?—to man these boards of enquiry, are going to listen to the evidence, follow the guidelines for the inquisition of those brought before us, and follow the letter of the lex Licinia Mucia in sentencing those discovered spurious. I applaud those among us brave enough to do our duty—though I, for one, will be pleading another stroke! Or is the lex Licinia Mucia going to provide for armed detachments of militiamen to be in constant attendance upon each and every one of these quaestiones?’


  He began to walk slowly down the floor, continuing to speak as he did so. “Is it really such a crime? To want to be a Roman? It is not much of an exaggeration to say that we rule all of the world that matters. We are accorded every respect, we are deferred to when we travel abroad—even kings back down when we issue orders. The very least man who can call himself a Roman, albeit a member of the Head Count, is better than any other kind of man. Too poor to own a single slave though he may be, he is still and yet a member of the people who rule the world. It endows him with a precious exclusivity no other word than Roman can bestow. Even as he does the menial work his lack of that single slave dictates, still and yet he can say to himself, ‘I am a Roman, I am better than the rest of mankind!’ “


  Almost upon the tribunician bench, he turned to face the open doors. “Here within the bounds of Italy, we dwell cheek by jowl with men and women who are racially akin to us, even racially the same in many instances. Men and women who have fed us troops and tribute for four hundred years at least, who participate with us in our wars as paying partners. Oh yes, from time to time some of them have rebelled, or aided our enemies, or spoken out against our policies. But for those crimes they have already been punished! Under Roman law we cannot punish them all over again. Can they be blamed for wanting to be Roman? That is the question. Not why they want to be Roman, nor what prompted this recent onslaught of false declarations. Can they truly be blamed?”


  “Yes!” shouted Quintus Servilius Caepio. “Yes! They are our inferiors! Our subjects, not our equals!”


  “Quintus Servilius, you are out of order! Sit down and be silent, or leave this meeting!” thundered Crassus Orator.


  At a pace which enabled him to preserve physical dignity, Gaius Marius rotated to look about him through a full circle, his face deformed further by a bitter grin. “You think you know what I’m going to say, don’t you?” he asked the House. Then he laughed aloud. “Gaius Marius the Italian, you are thinking, is going to recommend Rome forget the lex Licinia Mucia, leave those tens of thousands of extra citizens on the rolls.” Up flew the brows. “Well, Conscript Fathers, you’re wrong! That is not what I advocate. Like you, I do not believe that our suffrage can be demeaned by allowing men to retain registration who lacked the principles to reject illegal enrollment as Romans. What I advocate is that the lex Licinia Mucia proceed with its courts of enquiry as its eminent engineers have outlined—but only up to a certain point. Beyond that point we dare not go further! Every false citizen must be struck from our rolls and ejected from our tribes. That—and nothing else. Nothing else! For I give you solemn warning, Conscript Fathers, Quirites listening at the doors, that the moment you inflict penalties upon these spurious citizens that consist of defilement of their bodies, their homes, their purses, their future progeny, you will sow a crop of hatred and revenge the like of which will give pause to the dragon’s teeth! You will reap death, blood, impoverishment, and a loathing which will last for millennia to come! Do not condone what the Italians have tried to do. But do not punish them for trying to do it!”


  Oh, well said, Gaius Marius! thought Drusus, and applauded. Some others applauded too. But most did not, and from outside the doors came rumbles indicating that those who heard in the Forum did not agree with so much clemency.


  Marcus Aemilius Scaurus got up. “May I speak?”


  “You may, Leader of the House,” said Crassus Orator.


  Though he and Gaius Marius were the same age, Scaurus Princeps Senatus had not retained the same illusion of youth, despite his symmetrical face. The lines which seamed it ate into the flesh, and his hairless dome was anciently wrinkled too. But his beautiful green eyes were young, keen, healthy, sparkling. And formidably intelligent. His much-admired and much-anecdoted sense of humor was not to the fore today, however, even in the creases at the corners of his mouth; today those corners turned right down. He too strolled across the floor to the doors, but then he turned away from the House to face the crowds outside.


  “Conscript Fathers of the Senate of Rome, I am your leader, duly reappointed by our present censors. I have been your leader since the year of my consulship, exactly twenty years ago. I am a consular who has been censor. I have led armies and concluded treaties with our enemies, and with those who came asking to be our friends. I am a patrician of the gens Aemilia. But more important by far than any of those things, laudable and prestigious though they may be, I am a Roman!


  “It sits oddly with me to have to agree with Gaius Marius, who called himself an Italian. But let me tell you over again the things he said at the beginning of his address. Is it really such a crime? To want to be a Roman? To want to be a member of the race which rules all of the world that matters? To want to be a member of the race which can issue orders to kings and see those orders obeyed? Like Gaius Marius, I say it is no crime to want to be a Roman. But where we differ is on the emphasis in that statement. It is no crime to want. It is a crime to do. And I cannot permit anyone hearing Gaius Marius to fall into the trap he has laid. This House is not here today to commiserate with those who want what they do not have. This House is not here today to wrestle with ideals, dreams, hungers, aspirations. We are here today to deal with a reality—the illegal usurpation of our Roman citizenship by tens of thousands of men who are not Roman, and therefore not entitled to say they are Roman. Whether they want to be Roman is beside the point. The point is that a great crime has been committed by tens of thousands of men, and we who guard our Roman heritage cannot possibly treat that great crime as something minor deserving no more than a metaphorical slap on the wrist.”


  Now he turned to face the House. “Conscript Fathers, I, the Leader of the House, appeal to you as a genuine Roman to enact this law with every ounce of power and authority you can give it! Once and for all this Italian passion to be Roman must cease, be crushed out of existence. The lex Licinia Mucia must contain the harshest penalties ever put upon our tablets! Not only that! I think we should adopt both of Gaius Marius’s suggestions, amend this law to contain them. I say that the first amendment must offer a reward for information leading to the exposure of a false Roman— four thousand sesterces, ten percent of the fine. That way our Treasury doesn’t have to find a farthing—it all comes out of the purses of the guilty. And I say that the second amendment must provide a detachment of armed militia to accompany each and every panel of judges as they go about the business of their courts. The money to pay these temporary soldiers can also be found out of the fines levied. It is therefore with great sincerity that I thank Gaius Marius for his suggestions.”


  No one afterward was ever sure whether this was the conclusion of Scaurus’s speech, for Publius Rutilius Rufus was on his feet, crying, “Let me speak! I must speak!,” and Scaurus was tired enough to sit down, nodding to the Chair.


  “He’s past it, poor old Scaurus,” said Lucius Marcius Philippus to his neighbors on either side. “It’s not like him to have to seize upon another man’s speech to make one of his own.”


  ‘‘I found nothing to quarrel with in it,” said his left-hand neighbor, Lucius Sempronius Asellio.


  “He’s past it,” Philippus repeated.


  “Tace, Lucius Marcius!” said Marcus Herennius, his right-hand neighbor. “I’d like to hear Publius Rutilius.”


  “You would!” snarled Philippus, but said no more.


  Publius Rutilius Rufus made no attempt to stride about the floor of the House; he simply stood beside his little folding stool and spoke.


  “Conscript Fathers, Quirites listening at the doors, hear me, I implore you!” He shrugged his shoulders, pulled a face. “I have no real confidence in your good sense, so I do not expect to succeed in turning you away from Marcus Aemilius’s opinion, which is the opinion of most here today. However, what I say must be said—and must be heard to have been said when the future reveals its prudence and rightness. As the future will, I do assure you.”


  He cleared his throat, then shouted, “Gaius Marius is correct! Nothing must be done beyond taking every false citizen off our rolls and out of our tribes. Though I am aware most of you—and I think including me!—regard the Italian nationals as a distinct cut below true Romans, I hope we all have sufficient judgment left to understand that this by no means makes barbarians out of the Italian nationals. They are sophisticated, their leading men are extremely well educated, and basically they live the same kinds of lives as we Romans do. Therefore they cannot be treated like barbarians! Their treaties with us go back centuries, their collaborations with us go back centuries. They are our close blood kindred, just as Gaius Marius said.”


  “Well, Gaius Marius’s close blood kindred, at any rate,” drawled Lucius Marcius Philippus.


  Rutilius Rufus turned to stare at the ex-praetor, speckled brows lifting. “How perceptive of you to make a distinction,” he said sweetly, “between close blood kindred and the sort of kinship forged by money! Now if you hadn’t made that distinction, you’d have to stick to Gaius Marius like a suckerfish, wouldn’t you, Lucius Marcius? Because where money is concerned, Gaius Marius stands closer to you than your own tata does! For I swear that once you begged more money from Gaius Marius than your own tata ever had to give you! If money were like blood, you too would be the object of Italian slurs, am I not right?”


  The House roared with laughter, clapped and whistled, while Philippus turned a dull red and tried to disappear.


  Rutilius Rufus returned to the subject. “Let us look at the penal provisions of the lex Licinia Mucia more seriously, I beg you! How can we flog people with whom we must coexist, upon whom we levy soldiers and money? If certain dissolute members of this House can cast aspersions upon other members of this House as to their blood origins, how different are we from the Italians? That is what I am saying, that is what you must consider. It is a bad father brings up his son on a regimen consisting of nothing save daily beatings—when that son grows up he loathes his father, he doesn’t love or admire him. If we flog our Italian kindred of this peninsula, we will have to coexist with people who loathe us for our cruelty. If we prevent their attaining our citizenship, we will have to coexist with people who loathe us for our snobbery. If we impoverish them through outrageous fines, we will have to coexist with people who loathe us for our cupidity. If we evict them from their homes, we will have to coexist with people who loathe us for our callousness. How much loathing does that total? More by far, Conscript Fathers, Quirites, than we can afford to incur from people who live in the same lands we do ourselves.”


  “Put them down even further, then,” said Catulus Caesar wearily. “Put them down so far they have no feelings whatsoever left. It is what they deserve for stealing the most precious gift Rome can offer.”


  “Quintus Lutatius, try to understand!” pleaded Rutilius Rufus. “They stole because we would not give! When a man steals what he regards as rightly belonging to him, he does not call it stealing. He calls it repossession.”


  “How can he repossess what wasn’t his in the first place?”


  Rutilius Rufus gave up. “All right, I have tried to make you see the foolishness of inflicting truly frightful penalties upon people among whom we live, who flank our roads, form the majority of the populace in the areas where we site our country villas and have our estates, who quite often farm our lands if we are not modern enough to employ slave-labor. I say no more about the consequences to us of punishing the Italians.”


  “Thank all the gods for that!” sighed Scipio Nasica.


  “I move now to the amendments suggested by our Princeps Senatus—not by Gaius Marius!” said Rutilius Rufus, ignoring this remark. “And may I say, Princeps Senatus, that to take another man’s irony and turn it into your own literality is not good rhetoric! If you’re not more careful, people will begin to say you’re past it. However, I understand it must have been difficult to find moving and powerful words to describe something your heart isn’t in—am I not right, Marcus Aemilius?”


  Scaurus said nothing, but had flushed a trifle red.


  “It is not Roman practice to employ paid informers any more than it is Roman practice to employ bodyguards,” said Rutilius Rufus. “If we start to do so under the provisions of the lex Licinia Mucia, we will be demonstrating to our Italian co-dwellers that we fear them. We will be demonstrating to our Italian co-dwellers that the lex Licinia Mucia is not intended to punish wrongdoing, but to crush a potential menace—none other than our Italian co-dwellers! In an inverted way, we will be demonstrating to our Italian co-dwellers that we think they can swallow us far more effectively than we have ever been able to swallow them! Such stringent measures and such un-Roman tools as paid informers and bodyguards indicate an enormous fear and dread—we are displaying weakness, Conscript Fathers, Quirites, not strength! A man who feels truly secure does not walk about escorted by ex-gladiators, nor glance over his shoulder every few paces. A man who feels truly secure does not offer rewards for information about his enemies.”


  “Rubbish!” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus scornfully. “To employ paid informants is plain common sense. It will lighten the Herculean task before these special courts, which will have to wade through tens of thousands of transgressors. Any tool capable of shortening and lightening the process is desirable! As for the armed escorts, they are also plain common sense. They will discourage demonstrations and prevent riots.”


  “Hear, hear! Hear, hear!” came from every part of the House, sprinkled with scattered applause.


  Rutilius Rufus shrugged. “I can see I’m talking to ears turned to stone—what a pity so few of you can read lips! I will conclude then by saying only one more thing. If we employ paid informers, we will let loose a disease upon our beloved homeland that will enervate it for decades to come. A disease of spies, petty, blackmailers, haunting doubts of friends and even relatives—for there are some in every community who will do anything for money—am I not right, Lucius Marcius Philippus? We will unleash that shabby brigade which slinks about the corridors of the palaces of foreign kings—which always appears out of the woodwork whenever fear rules a people, or repressive legislation is enacted. I beg you, do not unleash this shabby brigade! Let us be what we have always been—Romans! Emancipated from fear, above the ploys of foreign kings.’’ He sat down. “That is all, Lucius Licinius.”


  No one applauded, though there were stirs and whispers, and Gaius Marius was grinning.


  And that, thought Marcus Livius Drusus as the House wound up its session, was that. Scaurus Princeps Senatus had clearly won, and Rome would be the loser. How could they listen to Rutilius Rufus with ears turned to stone? Gaius Marius and Rutilius Rufus had spoken eminent good sense— good sense so clear it was almost blinding. How had Gaius Marius put it? A harvest of death and blood that would give pause to the dragon’s teeth. The trouble is, hardly one of them knows an Italian beyond some business deal or uneasy boundary sharing. They don’t even have the faintest idea, thought Drusus sadly, that inside each Italian is a seed of hatred and revenge just waiting to germinate. And I would never have known any of this either, had I not met Quintus Poppaedius Silo upon a battlefield.


  His brother-in-law Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus was seated on the top tier not far away; he threaded a path down to Drusus, put his hand upon Drusus’s shoulder.


  “Will you walk home with me, Marcus Livius?”


  Drusus looked up from where he still sat, mouth slightly open, eyes dull. “Go on without me, Marcus Porcius,” he said. “I’m very tired, I want to collect my thoughts.”


  He waited until the last of the senators were disappearing through the doors, then signed to his servant to pick up his stool and go home ahead of his master. Drusus walked slowly down to the black and white flagging of the floor. As he left the building, the Curia Hostilia slaves were already beginning to sweep the tiers, pick up a few bits of rubbish; when they were done with their cleaning, they would lock the doors against the encroaching hordes of the Subura just up the road, and go back to the public slaves’ quarters behind the three State Houses of the major flaminate priests.


  Head down, Drusus dragged himself through the ranks of the portico columns, wondering how long it would take Silo and Mutilus to hear of today’s events, sure in his heart that the lex Licinia Mucia would go—complete with Scaurus’s amendments—through the process from promulgation to ratification in the prescribed minimum time limit of three market days and two intervals; just seventeen days from now, Rome would have a new law upon its tablets, and all hope of a peaceful reconciliation with the Italian Allied nations would be at an end.


  When he bumped into Gaius Marius, it was entirely unexpected. And literal. Stumbling backward, the apology died on his lips at the look on Marius’s fierce face. Behind Marius lurked Publius Rutilius Rufus.


  “Walk home with your uncle and me, Marcus Livius, and drink a cup of my excellent wine,” said Marius.


  Not with all the accumulated wisdom of his sixty-two years could Marius have predicted Drusus’s reaction to this kindly tendered invitation; the taut dark Livian face already starting to display lines crumpled, tears flooded from beneath the eyelids. Pulling his toga over his head to hide this unmanliness, Drusus wept as if his life was over, while Marius and Rutilius Rufus drew close to him and tried to soothe him, mumbling awkwardly, patting him on the back, clucking and shushing. Then Marius had a bright idea, dug in the sinus of his toga, found his handkerchief, and thrust it below the hem of Drusus’s impromptu hood.


  Some time elapsed before Drusus composed himself, let the toga fall, and turned to face his audience.


  “My wife died yesterday,” he said, hiccoughing.


  “We know, Marcus Livius,” said Marius gently.


  “I thought I was all right! But this today is too much. I’m sorry I made such an exhibition of myself.”


  “What you need is a long draft of the best Falernian,” said Marius, leading the way down the steps.


  And indeed, a long draft of the best Falernian did much to restore Drusus to some semblance of normality. Marius had drawn an extra chair up to his desk, at which the three men sat, the wine flagon and the water pitcher handy.


  “Well, we tried,” said Rutilius Rufus, sighing.


  “We may as well not have bothered,” rumbled Marius.


  “I disagree, Gaius Marius,” said Drusus. “The meeting was recorded word for word. I saw Quintus Mucius issue the instructions, and the clerks scribbled as busily while you two were talking as they did while Scaurus and Crassus Orator talked. So at some time in the future, when events have shown who is right and who is wrong, someone will read what you said, and posterity will not consider all Romans to be arrogant fools.”


  “I suppose that’s some consolation, though I would rather have seen everyone turn away from the last clauses of the lex Licinia Mucia,” said Rutilius Rufus. “The trouble is, they all live among Italians—but they know nothing about Italians!”


  “Quite so,” said Drusus dryly. He put his cup down on the desk and allowed Marius to refill it. “There will be war,” he said.


  “No, not war!” said Rutilius Rufus quickly.


  “Yes, war. Unless I or someone else can succeed in blocking the ongoing work of the lex Licinia Mucia, and gain universal suffrage for all Italy.” Drusus sipped his wine. “On the body of my dead wife,” he said, eyes filling with tears he resolutely blinked away, “I swear that I had nothing to do with the false registration of these Italian citizens. But it was done, and I no sooner heard about it than I knew who was responsible. The high leaders of all the Italian nations, not merely my friend Silo and his friend Mutilus. I don’t think for one moment that they truly thought they could get away with it. I think it was done in an effort to make Rome see how desperately universal suffrage is needed in Italy. For I tell you, nothing short of it can possibly avoid war!”


  “They don’t have the organization to make war,” said Marius.


  “You might be unpleasantly surprised,” said Drusus. “If I am to believe Silo’s chance remarks—and I think I must— they have been talking war for some years. Certainly since Arausio. I have no evidence, simply knowledge of what sort of man Quintus Poppaedius Silo is. But knowing what sort of man he is, I think they are already physically preparing for war. The male children are growing up and they’re training them as soon as they reach seventeen. Why should they not? Who can accuse them of anything beyond wanting to be sure their young men are ready against the day Rome wants them? Who can argue with them if they insist the arms and equipment they’re gathering are being gathered against the day Rome demands legions of auxiliaries from them?”


  Marius leaned his elbows on the desk and grunted. “Very true, Marcus Livius. I hope you’re wrong. Because it’s one thing to fight barbarians or foreigners with Roman legions— but if we have to fight the Italians, we’re fighting men who are as warlike and Romanly trained as we are ourselves. The Italians would be our most formidable enemies, as they have been in the distant past. Look at how often the Samnites used to beat us! We won in the end—but Samnium is only a part of Italy! A war against a united Italy may well kill us.”


  “So I think,” said Drusus.


  “Then we had better start lobbying in earnest for peaceful integration of the Italians within the Roman fold,” said Rutilius Rufus with decision. “If that’s what they want, then that’s what they must have. I’ve never been a wholehearted advocate of universal enfranchisement for Italy, but I am a sensible man. As a Roman I may not approve. But as a patriot I must approve. A civil war would ruin us.”


  “You’re absolutely sure of what you say?” asked Marius of Drusus, his voice somber.


  “I am absolutely sure, Gaius Marius.”


  “I think, then, that you should journey to see Quintus Silo and Gaius Mutilus as soon as possible,” said Marius, forming ideas aloud. “Try to persuade them—and through them, the other Italian leaders—that in spite of the lex Licinia Mucia, the door to a general citizenship is not irrevocably closed. If they’re already preparing for war, you won’t be able to dissuade them from continuing preparations. But you may be able to convince them that war is so horrific a last resort that they would do well to wait. And wait. And wait. In the meantime, we must demonstrate in the Senate and the Comitia that a group of us is determined to see enfranchisement for Italy. And sooner or later, Marcus Livius, we will have to find a tribune of the plebs willing to put his life on the line and legislate to make all Italy Roman.”


  “I will be that tribune of the plebs,” said Drusus firmly.


  “Good! Good! No one will be able to accuse you of being a demagogue, or of wooing the Third and Fourth Classes. You will be well above the usual age for a tribune of the plebs, therefore will present as someone mature, responsible. You are the son of a most conservative censor, and the only liberal tendency you have is your well-known sympathy for the Italians,” said Marius, pleased.


  “But not yet,” said Rutilius Rufus strongly. “We must wait, Gaius Marius! We must lobby, we must secure support in every sector of the Roman community first—and that is going to take several years. I don’t know whether you noticed it, but the crowds outside the Curia Hostilia today proved to me what I have always suspected—that opposition to Italian enfranchisement is not limited to the top. It’s one of those odd issues where Rome is united from the top all the way down to the capite censi Head Count—and where, unless I’m mistaken, the Latin Rights citizens are also on Rome’s side.”


  “Exclusivity,” said Marius, nodding. “Everyone likes being better than the Italians. I think it’s very possible that this sense of superiority is more entrenched among the lower Classes than it is among the elite. We’ll have to enlist Lucius Decumius.”


  “Lucius Decumius?” asked Drusus, knitting his brows.


  “A very low fellow I am acquainted with,” said Marius, grinning. “However, he has a great deal of clout in his low way. And as he is utterly devoted to my sister-in-law Aurelia, I shall endeavor to enlist her so she in turn can enlist him.”


  Drusus’s frown grew darker. “I doubt you’ll have much luck with Aurelia,” he said. “Didn’t you see her older brother, Lucius Aurelius Cotta, up there on the praetors’ part of the platform? He was cheering and clapping with the rest. And so was his uncle, Marcus Aurelius Cotta.”


  “Rest easy, Marcus Livius, she’s not nearly as hidebound as her male relatives,” said Rutilius Rufus, looking besotted. “That young woman has a mind of her own, and she’s tied by marriage to the most unorthodox and radical branch of the Julii Caesares. We will enlist Aurelia, never fear. And, through her, we will also enlist Lucius Decumius.”


  There was a light knock on. the door; Julia floated in, surrounded by the gauziest of linen draperies, purchased on Cos. Like Marius, she looked splendidly brown and fit.


  “Marcus Livius, my dear fellow,” she said, coming to slip her arms about him as she stood behind his chair and leaned her head down to kiss his cheek. “I shan’t unman you by being too maudlin, I just want you to know how very sorry I am, and to tell you that there is always a warm welcome for you here.”


  And, so soothing was her presence, so strong her radiated sympathy, that Drusus found himself exquisitely comforted, and felt revived rather than cast down by her condolences. He reached up to take her hand, and kissed it. “I thank you, Julia.”


  She sat in the chair Rutilius Rufus brought for her and accepted a cup of lightly watered wine, absolutely sure of her welcome in this male group, though it must have been obvious to her as she came in that the discussion had been deep and serious.


  “The lex Licinia Mucia,” she said.


  “Quite right, mel,” said Marius, gazing at her adoringly, more in love with her now than he had been when he married her. “However, we’ve gone as far as we can at the moment. Though I shall need you. I’ll talk to you about that later on.”


  “I shall do whatever I can,” she said, clasped Drusus on the forearm and shook it, beginning to laugh. “You, Marcus Livius, indirectly broke up our holiday!”


  “How could I possibly have done that?” asked Drusus, smiling.


  “Blame me,” said Rutilius Rufus with a wicked chuckle.


  “I do!” said Julia, darting a fierce look at him. “Your uncle, Marcus Livius, wrote to us in Halicarnassus last January and told us that his niece had just been divorced for adultery, having given birth to a red-haired son!”


  “It’s all true,” said Drusus, his smile growing.


  “Yes, but the trouble is, he has another niece—Aurelia! And, though you may not know it, there was a little gossip in the family about her friendship with a certain red-haired man who is now serving as senior legate to Titus Didius in Nearer Spain. So when we read your uncle’s cryptic comment, my husband assumed he was talking about Aurelia. And I insisted on coming home because I would have offered my life as a bet that Aurelia would not involve herself with Lucius Cornelius Sulla beyond simple friendship. When we got here, I learned that we had been worried about the wrong niece! Publius Rutilius tricked us brilliantly.” She laughed again.


  “I was missing you,” said Rutilius Rufus impenitently.


  “Families,” said Drusus, “can be a dreadful nuisance. But I must admit that Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus is a more likable man by far than Quintus Servilius Caepio. And Livia Drusa is happy.”


  “Then all’s well,” said Julia.


  “Yes,” said Drusus. “All is well.”


  *


  Quintus Poppaedius Silo was traveling from place to place during the days which intervened between the first discussion of the lex Licinia Mucia and its passage into law by a virtually unanimous vote of the tribes in the Assembly of the Whole People. So it was from Gaius Papius Mutilus that Silo learned of the new law, when he arrived in Bovianum.


  “Then it’s war,” he said to Mutilus, face set.


  “I am afraid so, Quintus Poppaedius.”


  “We must call a council of all the national leaders.”


  “It is already in train.”


  “Whereabouts?”


  “Where the Romans will never think of looking,” said Papius Mutilus. “In Grumentum, ten days from now.”


  “Excellent!” cried Silo. “Inland Lucania is a place no Roman ever thinks of for any reason. There aren’t any Roman landlords or latifundia within a day’s ride of Grumentum.”


  “Nor any resident Roman citizens, more importantly.”


  “How will we get rid of visiting Romans, should any turn up?” asked Silo, frowning.


  “Marcus Lamponius has it all worked out,” said Mutilus with a faint smile. “Lucania is brigand territory. So any visiting Romans will be captured by brigands. After the council is over, Marcus Lamponius will cover himself in glory by securing their release without payment of ransom.’’


  “Clever! When do you yourself intend to start out?”


  “Four days from now.” Mutilus linked his arm through Silo’s and strolled with him into the peristyle-garden of his large and elegant house; for, like Silo, Mutilus was a man of property, taste, education. “Tell me what happened during this trip of yours to Italian Gaul, Quintus Poppaedius.”


  “I found things pretty much as Quintus Servilius Caepio led me to believe two and a half years ago,” said Silo contentedly. “A whole series of neat-looking little towns scattered up the River Medoacus beyond Patavium, and up both the Sontius and the Natiso above Aquileia. The iron is shipped overland from that part of Noricum near Noreia, but most of its journey is by water—down an arm of the Dravus, then it’s portaged across the watershed to the Sontius and the Tiliaventus, where it goes the rest of the way by water also. The settlements highest up the rivers are devoted to the production of charcoal, which is sent down to the steel settlements by water. I posed as a Roman praefectus fabrum when I visited the area—and I paid in cash, which everyone grabbed at. Sufficient cash, I add, to ensure that they’ll work madly to complete my order. And, as I turned out to be the first serious client they had seen, they’re very happy to go on making arms and armaments exclusively for me.”


  Mutilus looked apprehensive. “Are you sure it was wise to pose as a Roman praefectus fabrum?” he asked. “What happens if a real Roman praefectus fabrum walks in? He’ll know you’re not what you purported to be—and notify Rome.”


  “Rest easy, Gaius Papius, I covered my tracks very well,” said Silo, unperturbed. “You must understand that because of me it is not necessary for these new settlements to search for business. Roman orders go to established places like Pisae and Populonia. Whereas shipping from Patavium and Aquileia, our armaments can be transported down the Adriatic to Italian ports the Romans don’t use. No Roman will get a whiff of our cargoes, let alone learn that eastern Italian Gaul is in the armaments business. Roman activity lies in the west, on the Tuscan Sea.”


  “Can eastern Italian Gaul take on more business?”


  “Definitely! The busier the area becomes, the more smiths it will attract. I’ll say this for Quintus Servilius Caepio, he’s got a wonderful little scheme going.”


  “What about Caepio? He’s no friend to the Italians!”


  “But cagey,” said Silo, grinning. “It’s no part of his plans to advertise his business ventures inside Rome—he’s just trying to hide the Gold of Tolosa in out-of-the-way corners. And he works well shielded from senatorial scrutiny, which means he’s not going to be vetting anything beyond the account books too thoroughly. Nor visiting his investments too often. It surprised me when he demonstrated a talent for this sort of thing—his blood is much higher quality than his thinking apparatus under every other circumstance. No, we don’t need to worry too much about Quintus Servilius Caepio! As long as the sesterces keep tinkling into his moneybags, he’ll stay very quiet and very happy.”


  “Then what we have to do is concentrate upon finding more money,” said Mutilus, and ground his teeth together. “By all our old Italian gods, Quintus Poppaedius, it would afford me and mine enormous satisfaction to stamp Rome and Romans out of existence!”


  But the next day Mutilus was made to suffer the presence of a Roman, for Marcus Livius Drusus arrived in Bovianum, hot on the trail of Silo, and full of news.


  “The Senate is busy drawing lots to empanel judges for these special courts right now,” said Drusus, uneasy because he was inside a chronic hotbed of insurrection like Bovianum, and hoping he had not been seen coming here.


  “Do they really intend to enforce the provisions of the lex Licinia Mucia?” asked Silo, still hardly able to believe it.


  “They do,” said Drusus grimly. “I’m here to tell you that you have about six market intervals to do what you can to cushion the blow. By seasonal summer the quaestiones will be in session, and every place where a quaestio sits will be plastered with posters advertising the joys and financial rewards of laying information. There’ll be many a nasty type raring to earn four or eight or twelve thousand sesterces—and some will make their fortunes, I predict. It’s a disgrace, I agree, but the Whole People—yes, patricians as well as plebeians!—passed that wretched law well-nigh unanimously.”


  “Where will the closest court to me be situated?” asked Mutilus, his face ugly.


  “Aesernia. In every case the regional quaestio will sit in a Roman or Latin Rights colony.”


  “They wouldn’t be game to sit anywhere else.”


  A silence fell. Neither Mutilus nor Silo said anything about war, which alarmed Drusus more than if they had talked of it openly. He knew he had intruded upon the hatching of many plots, but he was caught in a cleft stick; too loyal a Roman not to lodge information about any plots, he was too loyal a friend to Silo to want to learn about any plots. So he held his tongue and concentrated upon doing what he could without impugning his patriotism.


  “What do you suggest we do?” asked Mutilus of Drusus.


  “As I said, what you can to cushion the blow. Convince those living in Roman or Latin colonies or municipalities that they must flee immediately if they put their names down as Roman citizens without entitlement. They won’t want to move, but you must persuade them to move. If they stay, they’ll be flogged, fined, disbarred, and evicted,” said Drusus.


  “They can’t do it!” cried Silo, hands clawing at nothing. “Marcus Livius, there are just too many of these so-called spurious citizens! Surely Rome has to see the sheer volume of enemies she’ll make if she enforces this law! It’s one thing to flog an Italian here and an Italian there, but to flog whole villages and towns of them? Insanity! The country won’t lie down under it, I swear it won’t!”


  Drusus put his hands over his ears, shaking his head. “No, Quintus Poppaedius, don’t say it! I beg you, don’t say a word I could construe as treason! I am still a Roman! Truly, I am only here to help you as best I can. Don’t involve me in things I sincerely hope will never bear fruit, please! Get your false citizens out of any place where to stay will lead to discovery. And do it now, while they can at least salvage something of their investments in living among Romans or Latins. It doesn’t matter that everyone will know why they’re leaving as long as they go far enough away to make apprehension difficult. The armed militiamen will be too few and too busy guarding their judges to voyage far afield in search of culprits. One thing you can always rely on—the traditional reluctance of the Senate to spend money. In this situation, it’s your friend. Get your people out! And make sure the full Italian tributes are paid. Don’t let anyone refuse to pay because of a Roman citizenship that isn’t a true one.”


  “It will be done,” said Mutilus, who as a Samnite knew how remorseless Roman vengeance could be. “We will bring our people home, and we will look after them.”


  “Good,” said Drusus. “That alone will reduce the number of victims.” He fidgeted restlessly. “I cannot stay here, I must be off before noon and reach Casinum before nightfall—a more logical place to find a Livius Drusus than Bovianum. I have land at Casinum.”


  “Then go, go!” said Silo nervously. “I wouldn’t have you charged with treason for all the world, Marcus Livius. You’ve been a genuine friend to us, and we appreciate it.”


  “I’ll go in a moment,” said Drusus, finding it in him to smile. “First, I want your word that you will not seek recourse in war until there is absolutely no other alternative. I have not given up hope of a peaceful solution, and I now have some powerful allies in the Senate. Gaius Marius is back from abroad and my uncle Publius Rutilius Rufus is also working on your behalf. I swear to you that before too many years have gone by, I will seek office as a tribune of the plebs—and I will then force a general enfranchisement for the whole of Italy though the Plebeian Assembly. But it cannot be done now. We must first gain support for the idea within Rome and among our peers. Especially among the knights. The lex Licinia Mucia may well turn out to be more your friend than your enemy. We think that when its effects are seen, many Romans will shift their sympathy toward the Italian nationals. I am sorry that it will create heroes for your cause in the most painful and costly way— but heroes they will be, and eventually Romans will weep at their plight. So I vow it to you.”


  Silo accompanied him to his horse, a fresh beast from the stables of Mutilus, and discovered he was quite unattended.


  “Marcus Livius, it’s dangerous to ride alone!” said Silo.


  “It’s more dangerous to bring someone with me, even a slave. People talk, and I can’t afford to give Caepio an opportunity to accuse me of being in Bovianum plotting treason,” said Drusus, accepting a leg up.


  “Even though none of us leaders registered as citizens, I dare not venture into Rome,” said Silo, gazing up at his friend, head haloed from the sun.


  “Definitely do not,” said Drusus, and grimaced. “For one thing, we have an informant in our house.”


  “Jupiter! I hope you crucified him!”


  “Unfortunately I must bear with this informant, Quintus Poppaedius. She’s my nine-year-old niece Servilia, who is Caepio’s daughter—and his creature.” Shadowed though his face was, it became discernibly red. “We discovered that she invaded your room during your last visit—which is why Caepio was able to name Gaius Papius as one of the innovators of mass registration, in case you wondered. You may tell him this news, so that he too will know how divided this issue makes all of us who live in Italy. Times have changed. It isn’t Samnium against Rome anymore, truly. What we have to achieve is a peaceful union of all the peoples of this peninsula. Otherwise Rome cannot advance any more than the Italian nations can.”


  “Can’t you pack the brat off to her father?” Silo asked.


  “He doesn’t want her at any price, even the betrayal of my house guests—though I think she thought he would,” said Drusus. “I have her muzzled and tethered, but there’s always the chance that she’ll slip her leash and get to him. So don’t come near Rome or my house. If you need to see me urgently, send a message to me and I’ll meet you in some out-of-the-way place.”


  “Agreed.” Hand raised to slap Drusus’s horse on the flank, Silo stayed it for one last message. “Give my warmest regards to Livia Drusa, Marcus Porcius, and of course dear Servilia Caepionis.”


  Pain washed over Drusus’s face just as Silo’s hand came down and the horse jolted into motion. “She died not long ago!” he called back over his shoulder. “Oh, I miss her!”


  *


  The quaestiones provided for by the lex Licinia Mucia were set up in Rome, Spoletium, Cosa, Firmum Picenum, Aesernia, Alba Fucentia, Capua, Rhegium, Luceria, Paestum, and Brundisium, with provision that as soon as those parts of each region had been scoured, the respective court would move to a fresh location. Only Latium ended in not having a court; the lands of the Marsi were felt to be more important, so to Alba Fucentia was the tenth place given.


  But on the whole, the Italian leaders who met at Grumentum seven days after Drusus visited Silo and Mutilus at Bovianum had succeeded in removing their spurious citizens from all those Roman and Latin colony towns. Of course there were some who refused to believe they would suffer, as well as some who perhaps did believe but were just too well entrenched to consider fleeing. And upon these men the full wrath of the quaestiones fell.


  As well as its consular president and two other senators as judges, each court had a staff of clerks, twelve lictors (the president had been empowered with a proconsular imperium) and an armed mounted escort of a hundred militiamen culled from the ranks of retired cavalry troopers and those ex-gladiators who could ride well enough to turn a horse at the gallop.


  The judges had been chosen by lots. Neither Gaius Marius nor Publius Rutilius Rufus drew a lot, no surprise—most likely their wooden marbles hadn’t even been put inside the closed jar of water—so how, when the jar was spun like a top, could their marbles possibly have popped out of the little side spout?


  Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar drew Aesernia, and Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus drew Alba Fucentia; Scaurus Princeps Senatus wasn’t chosen but Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio Nasica was, drawing Brundisium, a location which didn’t please him in the least. Metellus Pius the Piglet and Quintus Servilius Caepio were among the junior judges, as was Drusus’s brother-in-law, Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus. Drusus himself didn’t draw a lot, a result pleasing him profoundly, as he would have had to announce to the Senate that his conscience would not permit of his serving.


  “Someone blundered,” said Marius to him afterward. “If they had the sense they were presumably born with, they would have ensured that you draw a lot, thus forcing you to declare your feelings very publicly. Not good for you in this present climate!”


  “Then I’m glad they don’t have the sense they were presumably born with,” said Drusus thankfully.


  Marcus Antonius Orator the censor had drawn the lot for the presidency of the quaestio inside the city of Rome. This delighted him, as he knew his transgressors would be more difficult to find than the mass registrants of the country, and he enjoyed conundrums. Also, he could look forward to earning millions of sesterces in fines thanks to the efforts of informers, already milling eagerly with long lists of names.


  The catch varied considerably from place to place. Aesernia failed to please Catulus Caesar one little bit; the town was situated in the middle of Samnium, Mutilus had succeeded in persuading all but a handful of the guilty to leave, and the Roman citizen and Latin residents had no information to offer—nor could the Samnites be subverted into betraying their own for any amount of money. However, those who remained were summarily dealt with in an exemplary manner (at least according to Catulus Caesar’s lights), the President of the court having found a particularly brutal fellow among his escort to perform the floggings. The days were boring nonetheless, the procedure calling for the reading out of every citizen name new to the rolls; it took time to discover that each name when read off was no longer resident within Aesernia. Perhaps once every three or four days a name would produce a man, and these encounters Catulus Caesar looked forward to eagerly. Never lacking in courage, he ignored the rumbles of outrage, the boos and hisses with which he was greeted wherever he went, the furtive little sabotages which plagued not only him but his two more junior judges, the clerks and lictors, even the troopers of his escort. Girths snapped on saddles and riders went crashing to the ground, water had a habit of becoming mysteriously fouled, every insect and spider in Italy had seemingly been rounded up and put in their quarters, snakes slid out of chests and cupboards and bedclothes, little togate dolls all smeared with blood and feathers were found everywhere, as were dead cockerels and cats, and episodes of food poisoning became so rife the President of the court was obliged in the end to force-feed slaves some hours before every meal as well as putting guards to watch the food constantly.


  Oddly enough, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus in Alba Fucentia proved a heartening President; like Aesernia, most of the guilty were long gone, so it took the court six days of sessions to unearth its first victim. No one informed, but the man was well off enough to afford to pay his fine, and stood with head held high while Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus ordered the immediate confiscation of all his property within Alba Fucentia. The trooper deputed to administer the lash enjoyed his task too much; white-faced, the President of the court ordered the flogging stopped when blood began to spatter everyone within ten paces of the hapless victim. When the next culprit came to light, a different man plied the knout so delicately that the guilty back showed scarcely a laceration. Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus also found in himself an unsuspected distaste for informers, of whom there were not many, but who were—perhaps in consequence—particularly loathsome. There was nothing he could do save pay the reward, but he then would turn around and subject an informer to such a lengthy and unpleasant inquisition about his own citizen status that informers ceased to present themselves. On one occasion when the accused false citizen was revealed to have three deformed and retarded children, Ahenobarbus secretly paid the fine himself and firmly refused to allow the man to be ejected from the town, in which his poor children fared better than they would have in the country.


  So whereas the Samnites spat contemptuously at the mere mention of Catulus Caesar, Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus grew to be quite well liked in Alba Fucentia, and the Marsi were treated more gently than the Samnites. As for the rest of the courts, some presidents were ruthless, some steered a middle course, and some emulated Ahenobarbus. But the hatred grew, and the victims of this persecution were enough in number to steel the Italian nationals in their determination to be rid of the Roman yoke if they died trying. Not one of the courts found itself with the backbone to send its militiamen into the rural fastnesses in search of those who had fled the towns.


  The only judge who got himself into legal trouble was Quintus Servilius Caepio, who had been seconded to the court at Brundisium, under the presidency of Gnaeus Scipio Nasica. That sweltering and dusty seaport pleased Gnaeus Scipio Nasica so little after he actually arrived there that a minor illness (later discovered to be haemorrhoids, much to the mirth of the local people) caused him to scurry back to Rome for treatment. His quaestio he left under the aegis of Caepio as President, assisted by none other than Metellus Pius the Piglet. As in most places, the guilty had fled before the court went into session, and informers were scarce. The list of names was read out, the men could not be found, and the days went by fruitlessly—until an informer produced what seemed like ironclad evidence against one of Brundisium’s most respected Roman citizens. He was not of course a part of the concerted mass enrollment, the informer testifying that his illegal usurpation of the citizenship went back over twenty years. As industrious as a dog unearthing rotting meat, Caepio went about making an example of this man, even to the extent that he ordered his questioning under torture. When Metellus Pius grew afraid and protested, Caepio refused to listen, so sure was he that this ostensible pillar of the community was guilty. But then evidence was brought forward proving beyond any shadow of a doubt that the man was what he purported to be—a Roman citizen in high standing. And the moment he was vindicated, he sued Caepio. It took a hasty trip to Rome and an inspired speech by Crassus Orator to secure Caepio’s acquittal, but clearly he could not return to Brundisium. A snarling Gnaeus Scipio Nasica was obliged to go in his stead, mouthing imprecations against all Servilii Caepiones. As for Crassus Orator., obliged to undertake the defense of a man he disliked heartily, the fact that he won the case was scant comfort.


  “There are times, Quintus Mucius,” he told his cousin and boon companion Scaevola, “that I wish anyone but us had been consuls in this hideous year!”


  *


  Publius Rutilius Rufus was writing these days to Lucius Cornelius Sulla in Nearer Spain, having received a missive from that news-starved senior legate begging for a regular diary of Roman events; Rutilius Rufus seized upon the invitation eagerly.


  For I swear, Lucius Cornelius, that there is no one abroad among my friends to whom I can be bothered penning a single line. To be writing to you is wonderful, and I promise I will keep you well informed of the goings-on.


  To start with, the special quaestiones of the most famous law in many years, the lex Licinia Mucia. So unpopular and perilous to those conducting them did they become by the end of this summer that not one person connected to them did not long for any excuse to wind their enquiries down. And then luckily an excuse popped up out of nowhere. The Salassi, the Brenni, and the Rhaeti began to raid Italian Gaul on the far side of the Padus River, and created some slight degree of havoc between Lake Benacus and the Vale of the Salassi — middle and western Italian Gaul-across-the-Padus, in other words. Quick as you can say Lucius Tiddlypuss, the Senate declared a state of emergency and wound down the legal operations against the illegal Italian citizens. All the special judges flocked back to Rome, intensely grateful for the respite. And — perhaps in retaliation — voted to send none other than poor Crassus Orator to Italian Gaul with an army to put down the rebellious tribes — or at least eject them from civilized parts. This Crassus Orator did most effectively in a campaign lasting less than two months.


  Not many days ago Crassus Orator arrived back in Rome and put his army into camp on the Campus Martius because, he said, his troops had hailed him as imperator on the field, and he wanted to celebrate a triumph. Cousin Quintus Mucius Scaevola, left to govern Rome, received the encamped general’s petition and called a meeting of the Senate in the temple of Bellona immediately. But there was no discussion about the requested triumph!


  “Rubbish!” said Scaevola roundly. “Ridiculous rubbish! A piddling campaign against several thousand disorganized savages, worthy of a triumph”? Not while I’m in the consul’s curule chair, it’s not! How can we award a single shared triumph to two generals of the caliber of Gaius Marius and Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar, then turn round and award an unshared triumph to a man who didn’t even wage a war, let alone win a proper battle? No! He can’t have his triumph! Chief lictor, go and tell Lucius Licinius to dismiss his troops back to their Capuan barracks and get his fat carcass back inside the pomerium, where he can at least make himself useful for a change!”


  Ow, ow, ow! I daresay Scaevola had fallen out of the wrong side of the bed—or his wife had kicked him out of it, which amounts to the same thing, I suppose. Anyway, Crassus Orator dismissed his troops and hustled his fat carcass back across the pomerium, but not to make himself useful for a change! All that concerned him was to give Cousin Scaevola a piece of his mind. But he got short shrift.


  “Rubbish!” said Scaevola roundly. You know, Lucius Cornelius, there are definitely times when Scaevola reminds me irresistibly of the younger Scaurus Princeps Senatus! “Dear and all to me though you might be, Lucius Licinius,” Scaevola went on to say, “I will not condone quasi-triumphs.”


  The result of this brouhaha is that the cousins have ceased to speak. Which is making life in the Senate rather difficult these days, as they are fellow consuls. Still, I have known fellow consuls who were on far worse terms with each other than Crassus Orator and Scaevola could ever be. It will all blow over in time. Personally I consider it a great pity that they didn’t stop speaking to each other before they dreamed up the lex Licinia Mucia!


  And, having narrated that bit of nonsense, I have run out of Roman news! Very inert these days, the Forum is.


  However, I think you ought to know that we hear great things of you in Rome. Titus Didius—an honorable man, I have always known—mentions you in glowing terms every time he sends a dispatch to the Senate.


  Therefore, I would strongly suggest that you think seriously about returning to Rome toward the end of next year, in time to stand for the praetorian elections. As Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle has been dead for some years now, and Catulus Caesar and Scipio Nasica and Scaurus Princeps Senatus are terribly involved in keeping the lex Licinia Mucia alive despite the trouble it has generated, no one is very interested in Gaius Marius—or who, or what might have happened in the past concerning him. The electors are in the right mood to vote for good men, as there seems to be a dearth of them at the moment. Lucius Julius Caesar had no trouble getting in as praetor urbanus this year, and Aurelia’s half brother Lucius Cotta was praetor peregrinus. I think your public standing is higher than that of either of those two men, I truly do. Nor do I think Titus Didius would block your return, for you have given him longer than most senior legates give their commanders—it will be four years by autumn of next year, a good stint.


  Anyway, think about it, Lucius Cornelius. I have talked to Gaius Marius, and he applauds the idea, as does—believe it or not!—none other than Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus! The birth of a son the living image of him has quite turned the old boy’s head. Though why I call a man my own age an old boy, I do not quite know.


  Sitting in his office in Tarraco, Sulla digested his breezy correspondent’s words slowly. The news that Caecilia Metella Dalmatica had given Scaurus a son occupied his mind first, and to the complete exclusion of Rutilius Rufus’s other, more important news and opinions until Sulla had smiled sourly for long enough to scotch the memory of Dalmatica. Then he turned his mind to the idea of standing for praetor, and decided that Rutilius Rufus was right. Next year was the time—there would never be a better time. That Titus Didius would not oppose his going, he did not doubt; and Titus Didius would give him letters of recommendation that would greatly enhance his chances. No, he hadn’t won a Grass Crown in Spain; it had fallen to Quintus Sertorius’s lot to do that. But he hadn’t done too badly, either.


  Was it a dream? A little spiteful arrow shot from Fortune’s bow through the medium of poor dead Julilla, who had woven a crown for him out of Palatine grass and put it on his head, not knowing the military significance of what she did. Or had Julilla seen clearly? Was the Grass Crown still waiting to be won? In what war? Nothing serious enough was going on, nothing serious loomed anywhere. Oh, Spain still boiled in both provinces, but Sulla’s duties were not of the kind to permit the winning of a corona graminea. He was Titus Didius’s much-valued chief of logistics, supplies, arms, strategy, but Titus Didius didn’t care to use him to command armies. After he was praetor Sulla would get his chance, and dreamed of relieving Titus Didius in Nearer Spain. A rich and fruitful governorship, that was what he needed!


  Sulla needed money. He was well aware of it. At forty-five his time was running out rapidly; soon it would be too late to make a bid for the consulship, no matter what people said to him about Gaius Marius. Gaius Marius was a special case. He had no like, not even Lucius Cornelius Sulla. To Sulla, money was the harbinger of power—and that had been true for Gaius Marius as well. If he hadn’t had the fortune he had won for himself while praetorian governor of Further Spain, old Caesar Grandfather would never have considered him as a husband for Julia—and if he hadn’t married Julia, he could never have secured the consulship, difficult though that had been. Money. Sulla had to have money! So to Rome he would go to seek election as praetor, then back to Spain he would come to make money.


  Wrote Publius Rutilius Rufus in August of the following year, after a long silence:


  I have been ill, Lucius Cornelius, but am now fully recovered. The doctors called my malady all manner of abstruse things, but my own private diagnosis was boredom. However, I have thrown off both malady and ennui, for things in Rome are more promising.


  First off, your candidacy for praetor is already being bruited about. Reactions among the electors are excellent, you will be pleased to know. Scaurus continues to be supportive of you—a circumscribed way of saying he did not find you at fault in that old matter of his wife, I imagine. Stiff-necked old fool! He should have been big enough to have admitted it openly at the time instead of virtually forcing you into what I always think of as an exile. But at least Spain has done the trick! Had Gaius Marius only obtained the kind of support from Piggle-wiggle that you are receiving from Titus Didius, his task would have been both easier and more direct.


  Now to the international news. Old Nicomedes of Bithynia has died at last, aged, we believe, somewhere in the vicinity of ninety-three. His long-dead Queen’s son—now no chicken himself at sixty-five—has succeeded to the throne. But a younger son—aged fifty-seven—by name of Socrates (the elder’s name is Nicomedes, and he will rule as the third of that name), has lodged a complaint with the Senate in Rome demanding that Nicomedes the Third be deposed, and himself elevated. The Senate is deliberating the matter with extreme turgidity, deeming foreign affairs unimportant. There has also been a little bit of a stir in Cappadocia, where the Cappadocians apparently have haled their boy-king off his throne and replaced him with a fellow whom they call the ninth Ariarathes. But the ninth Ariarathes died recently in suspicious circumstances, so we are told; the boy-king and his regent, Gordius, are back in control—not without some aid from Mithridates of Pontus and a Pontic army.


  When Gaius Marius came back from that part of the world he made a speech to the House warning us that King Mithridates of Pontus is a dangerous young man, but those who bothered to turn up to that particular meeting contented themselves with dozing all the way through Gaius Marius’s statement, and then Scaurus Princeps Senatus got up and said he thought Gaius Marius was exaggerating. It appears that the young King of Pontus has been wooing Scaurus with a spate of terrifically polite letters written in immaculate Greek and absolutely larded with quotations from Homer, Hesiod, Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides—not to mention Menander and Pindar. Therefore Scaurus has concluded he must be a nice change from your average oriental potentate, keener on reading the Classics than on driving a spike up through his grandmother’s posterior fundamental orifice. Whereas Gaius Marius contends that this sixth Mithridates—called Eupator, of all things!—starved his mother to death, killed the brother who was King under the mother’s regency, killed several of his uncles and cousins, and then finished things off by poisoning the sister to whom he was married! A nice sort of fellow, you perceive, very up on the Classics!


  Politically Rome is saturated with lotus-eaters, for I swear nothing happens. On the court front things have been more interesting. For the second year in a row the Senate sent out its special courts to enquire into the illegal mass enrollment of Italian nationals, and—as was the case last year—found it impossible to trace most of the men who had put down their names. However, there have been several hundred victories, which means several hundred poor bleeding wretches have been entered against Rome’s debit account. I tell you, Lucius Cornelius, one gets a chill on the back of the neck if one is stranded without a dozen stout fellows at one’s back in any Italian locality! Never have I encountered such looks, such—I suppose the word is passive—lack of co-operation from the Italians. It is probably many years since they loved us at all, but since these courts were established and began their dirty work of flogging and dispossessing, the Italians have learned to hate us. The one cheering factor is that the Treasury is starting to bleat because the fines levied haven’t even begun to cover the cost of sending ten lots of expensive senators out of Rome. Gaius Marius and I intend to move a motion in the House toward the end of the year, to the effect that the quaestiones of the lex Licinia Mucia be abandoned as futile and far too costly to the State.


  A very new and very young sprig of the plebeian house Sulpicius, one Publius Sulpicius Rufus, actually had the gall to prosecute Gaius Norbanus in the treason court for unlawfully driving Quintus Servilius Caepio of aurum Tolosanum and Arausio fame into exile. The charge, alleged Sulpicius, was inadmissible in the Plebeian Assembly; it should have been tried in the treason court. This young Sulpicius, I add, is a constant companion of the present Caepio’s, which shows extremely poor taste on his part. Anyway, Antonius Orator acted for the defense—and made, I personally think, the finest speech of his entire career. With the result that the jury voted solidly for absolution and Norbanus thumbed his nose at Sulpicius and Caepio. I enclose a copy of Antonius Orator’s speech for your delectation. You will enjoy it.


  Concerning the other Orator, Lucius Licinius Crassus, the husbands of his two daughters have fared oppositely in the nursery. Scipio Nasica’s son, Scipio Nasica, now has a son, called Scipio Nasica. His Licinia is breeding superbly, as there is already a daughter. But the Licinia who married Metellus Pius the Piglet has had no luck at all. The Piglet nursery is full of echoes because Licinia Piglet is not full. And my niece Livia Drusa had a girl toward the end of last year—a Porcia, of course, and boasting a head of hair that would set six haystacks on fire. Livia Drusa continues to be besotted by Cato Salonianus, whom I find a really pleasant sort of fellow, actually. Now in Livia Drusa, Rome really has a breeder!


  I wander about, but what does it matter? Our aediles this year are curiously linked. My nephew Marcus Livius is one of the plebeian aediles, his colleague a fabulously rich nonentity named Remmius, whereas his brother-in-law Cato Salonianus is a curule aedile. Their games will be splendid.


  Family news. Poor Aurelia is still living alone in the Subura, but we hope to see Gaius Julius home at last next year—or the year after, at the latest. His brother Sextus is a praetor this year, and it will soon be Gaius Julius’s turn. Of course Gaius Marius will honor his promise, bribe heavily if he has to. Aurelia and Gaius Julius have the most remarkable son. Young Caesar, as they call him, is now five years old, and can already read and write. What is more, he reads immediately! Give him a piece of gibberish you wrote down yourself not moments before and he rattles it off without pausing for breath! I have never known a grown man who could do that—yet there he stands, all of five years old, making fools of the best of us. A stunning-looking child too. But not spoiled. Aurelia is too hard on him, I think.


  I can think of nothing else, Lucius Cornelius. Make sure you hurry home. I know in my bones that there is a praetor’s curule chair waiting for you.


  Lucius Cornelius Sulla hurried home as bidden, half of him alight with hope, the other half convinced something would happen to mar his chances. Though he longed with every cord that tied his heart to visit his lover of many years, Metrobius, he did not, nor was he at home to Metrobius when that star of the tragic theater came as a client to call. This was his year. If he failed, the goddess Fortune had turned her face away forever, so he would do nothing to annoy that lady; she was especially prone to dislike it when her favorites engaged in love affairs which mattered too much. Goodbye, Metrobius.


  He did, however, call upon Aurelia as soon as he had spent a little time with his children, who had grown up so much that he wanted to weep; four years of their little lives stolen from him by a foolish girl he still hankered after! Cornelia Sulla was thirteen years old, and had enough of her dead mother’s fragile beauty to turn heads already, allied as it was to Sulla’s richly waving red-gold hair. She was regularly menstruating, so Aelia said, and the budding breasts beneath her plain gown confirmed. The sight of her made Sulla feel old, a sensation entirely new and most unwelcome; but then she gave him Julilla’s bewitching smile and ran into his arms and stood almost on his level to cover his face with kisses. His son was twelve, an almost pure Caesar in physical type—golden hair and blue eyes, long face, long bumpy nose, tall and slender yet well muscled.


  And in the boy Sulla found at last the friend he had never owned; a love so perfect, pure, innocent, heart-whole, that he found himself thinking of nothing and no one else when he should have been concentrating upon charming the electors. Young Sulla—though still in the purple-bordered toga of childhood and wearing the magical talisman of the bulla around his neck on a chain to ward off the Evil Eye— accompanied his father everywhere, standing gravely off to one side and listening intently to whatever was said between Sulla and his acquaintances. Then when they went home they sat together in Sulla’s study and talked about the day, the people, the mood in the Forum.


  But Sulla did not take his son with him to the Subura; he walked alone, surprised when every now and then someone in the crowd greeted him, or clapped him on the shoulder; at last he was beginning to be known! Taking these encounters as a good omen, he knocked on Aurelia’s door with greater optimism than he had experienced as he left the Palatine. And, sure enough, Eutychus the steward admitted him immediately. Possessing no sense of shame, he felt at no disadvantage as he waited in the reception room; when he saw her emerge from her workroom he simply held out his hand with a smile. A smile she returned.


  How little she had changed. How much she had changed. What was her age now? Twenty-nine? Thirty? Helen of Troy, yield up your laurels, he thought; here is beauty personified. The purple eyes were larger, their black lashes as dense, the skin as thick and creamy as ever, that indefinable air of immense dignity and composure more marked.


  “Am I forgiven?” he asked, taking her hand and squeezing it.


  “Of course you are, Lucius Cornelius! How could I continue to blame you for a weakness in myself?”


  “Shall I try again?” he asked irrepressibly.


  “No, thank you,” she said, taking a seat. “Some wine?”


  “Please.” He looked around. “Still alone, Aurelia?”


  “Still alone. And perfectly happy, I do assure you.”


  “You are the most self-sufficient person I have ever met. If it hadn’t been for that one little episode, I’d be tempted to think you inhuman—or superhuman!—so I’m glad it happened. One could not maintain a friendship with a genuine goddess, could one?”


  “Or a genuine demon, Lucius Cornelius,’’ she countered.


  He laughed. “All right, I yield!”


  The wine came, was poured. Sipping at his cup, he looked at her across its brim, her face rayed by the fizzing little purple bubbles the slightly effervescent wine gave off. Perhaps it was the peace and contentment of his new friendship with his son allowed his eyes an extra measure of vision, pierced the lucent windows of her mind and dived into the depths beyond, there to discover layer upon layer of complexities, contingencies, conundrums, all logically put away in carefully sorted categories.


  “Oh!” he said, blinking, “There isn’t a facade to you at all! You are exactly what you seem to be.”


  “I hope so,” she said, smiling.


  “We mostly aren’t, Aurelia.”


  “Certainly you aren’t.”


  “So what do you think exists behind my facade?”


  But she shook her head emphatically. “Whatever I think, Lucius Cornelius, I shall keep to myself. Something tells me it is safer.’’


  “Safer?”


  She shrugged. “Why that word? I don’t honestly know. A premonition? Or something from long ago, more likely. I don’t have premonitions, I’m not giddy enough.”


  “How are your children?’’ he asked, changing the subject to something safer.


  “Would you like to see for yourself?”


  “Why not? My own have surprised me, that much I can tell you. I confess I shall find it hard to be civil to Marcus Aemilius Scaurus. Four years, Aurelia! They’re almost grown up, and I was not here to see it happen.”


  “Few Roman men of our class are, Lucius Cornelius,” she said placidly. “In all likelihood you would have gone away even had that business with Dalmatica never happened. Just enjoy your children while you can; and don’t think harshly of what cannot now be altered.”


  The fine fair brows he darkened artificially lifted quizzically. “There is so much about my life that I would change! That’s the trouble, Aurelia. So much I regret.”


  “Regret it if you must, but don’t let it color today or tomorrow,” she said, not mystically, but practically. “If you do, Lucius Cornelius, the past will haunt you forever. And—as I have told you several times before—you still have a long course to run. The race has hardly commenced.’’


  “You feel that?”


  “Completely.”


  And in trooped her three children, Caesars all. Julia Major called Lia was ten years old and Julia Minor called Ju-ju was almost eight. Both girls were tall, slender, graceful; they looked like Sulla’s dead Julilla, save that their eyes were blue. Young Caesar was six. Quite how he contrived to give the impression that his beauty was greater than that of his sisters, Sulla didn’t know, only felt it. A totally Roman beauty, of course; the Caesars were totally Roman. This was the boy, he remembered, who Publius Rutilius Rufus had said could read at a glance. That indicated an extraordinary degree of intelligence. But many things might happen to Young Caesar to damp down the fires of his mind.


  “Children, this is Lucius Cornelius Sulla,” said Aurelia.


  The girls murmured shy greetings, whereas Young Caesar turned on a smile which caught at Sulla’s breath, stirred him in a way he hadn’t felt since his first meeting with Metrobius. The eyes looking directly at him were very like his own—palest blue surrounded by a dark ring. They blazed intelligence. Here am I as I might have been had I known a mother like the wonderful Aurelia and never known a drunkard like my father, thought Sulla. A face to set Athens on fire, and a mind too.


  “They tell me, boy,” said Sulla, “that you’re very clever.’’


  The smile became a laugh. “Then you haven’t been talking to Marcus Antonius Gnipho,” Young Caesar said.


  “Who’s he?”


  “My tutor, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Can’t your mother teach you for two or three more years?”


  “I think I must have driven her mad with my questions when I was a little boy. So she got a tutor for me.”


  “Little boy? You’re still that.”


  “Littler,” said Young Caesar, not at all daunted.


  “Precocious,” said Sulla dismissively.


  “Not that word, please!”


  “Why not, Young Caesar? What do you know, at six, about the nuances in a word?”


  “About that one, enough to know that it’s almost always applied to haughty little girls who sound exactly like their grandmothers,” said Young Caesar sturdily.


  “Ahah!” said Sulla, looking more interested. “That’s not got out of a book, is it? So you have eyes which feed your clever mind with information, and from it you make deductions.”


  “Naturally,” said Young Caesar, surprised.


  “Enough. Go away now, all of you,” said Aurelia.


  The children went, Young Caesar smiling at Sulla over his shoulder until he caught his mother’s eye.


  “If he doesn’t burn out, he’ll either be an adornment to his class or a thorn in its paw,” said Sulla.


  “Hopefully an adornment,” said Aurelia.


  “I wonder?” And Sulla laughed.


  “You’re standing for praetor,” said Aurelia, changing the subject, sure Sulla had had enough of children..


  “Yes.”


  “Uncle Publius says you’ll get in.”


  “Let us hope he’s more like Teiresias than Cassandra, then!”


  He was like Teiresias; when the votes were counted, not only was Sulla a praetor, but—as he was returned at the top of the poll—he was also praetor urbanus. Though under normal circumstances the urban praetor’s duties were almost entirely involved with the courts and with those petitioning for litigation, he was empowered (if both the consuls were absent or unfit to govern) to act in loco consularis—to defend Rome and command its armies in case of attack, to promulgate laws, to direct the Treasury.


  The news that he was to be urban praetor dismayed Sulla greatly. The urban praetor could not be away from Rome for more than ten days at a time; the office denied Sulla a bolt-hole, he was forced to remain inside Rome among all the temptations of his old life and in the same house as a woman he despised. However, he now had a form of support never before so much as imagined, in the person of his son. Young Sulla would be his friend, Young Sulla would be in attendance on him in the Forum, Young Sulla would be at home each evening to talk to, to laugh with. How like his first cousin Young Caesar he was! To look at, anyway. And the lad had a good mind, even if not in Young Caesar’s class. Sulla had a strong feeling that he wouldn’t have liked his son nearly as much were he as clever as Young Caesar.


  The elections had produced a bigger shock than Sulla’s topping the praetors’ poll, a shock not without its amusing side for those not directly affected. Lucius Marcius Philippus had announced his candidacy for consul, convinced he was the jewel in an uninspiring field. But first place went to the younger brother of the censor Lucius Valerius Flaccus, one Gaius Valerius Flaccus. That was all right, perhaps; at least a Valerius Flaccus was a patrician, his family influential! But the junior consul was none other than that ghastly New Man, Marcus Herennius! Philippus’s howls of outrage could be heard in Carseoli, vowed the Forum frequenters, chuckling. Everyone knew where the fault lay, including Philippus—in those remarks of Publius Rutilius Rufus during his speech advocating a kinder lex Licinia Mucia. Until then, the world had forgotten how Gaius Marius had bought Philippus after he had been elected a tribune of the plebs. But insufficient time had elapsed between that speech and Philippus’s consular candidacy for people to forget all over again.


  “I’ll get Rutilius Rufus for this!” vowed Philippus to Caepio.


  “We’ll both get him,” said Caepio, also smarting.


  5


  Scant days before the end of that year Livia Drusa gave birth to a boy, Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus Junior—a skinny, screeching baby with the Catonian red hair, a long neck, and a nose which sat in the middle of his homely newborn face like a huge hooked beak, utterly inappropriate. He had presented as a footling breech and refused to co-operate, with the result that his emergence into the world was arduously long, his mother both cut and torn by the time the midwives and doctors extricated him from the birth canal.


  “But, domina,” said Apollodorus Siculus, “he is quite without harm—no bruises, no swellings, no blueness.” A slight smile crossed the little Greek physician’s face. “If his behavior at birth is anything to go by, domina, be warned! He will grow up to be a difficult man.”


  Too exhausted to do more than smile wanly, Livia Drusa found herself hoping she would have no more children; this was the first time she had suffered enough during labor to feel negative afterward.


  It was some days before her other children were permitted to see her, days during which Cratippus was obliged to administer the household unaided, as Livia Drusa was now its mistress.


  Servilia predictably came no further than the door, refusing to acknowledge her new half brother. Lilla—sternly indoctrinated these days by her elder sister—tried to stay aloof, but succumbed to her mother’s coaxing and ended in kissing the thin, wriggling mite tucked into Livia Drusa’s arm. Porcia called Porcella was too young at fourteen months to be invited to this puerperal visit, but Young Caepio, now turned three, was. His reaction was ecstatic. He couldn’t get enough of this new baby brother, demanding to hold him, to cuddle him, to kiss him.


  “He’s going to be mine,” said Young Caepio, digging his heels in as his nursemaid attempted to drag him away.


  “I give him to you, little Quintus,” said Livia Drusa, enormously grateful that one of Young Cato’s siblings had taken to him wholeheartedly. “You shall have full charge of him.”


  Though she hadn’t come into the room, Servilia lingered in the doorway until Lilla and Young Caepio. were removed, then edged just a few feet closer to the bed. Her eyes rested upon her mother derisively, her sore spirit finding satisfaction in Livia Drusa’s haggard face, weary look.


  “You’re going to die,” Servilia said, looking smug.


  Livia Drusa’s breath caught. “Nonsense!” she said sharply.


  “You will die,” the ten-year-old insisted. “I have wished it to happen, so it will. It did to Aunt Servilia Caepionis when I wished her dead!”


  “To say things like that is as silly as it is unkind,” said the mother, heart knocking frantically. “Wishes cannot make things happen, Servilia. If they do happen and you have wished, it is a coincidence, no more. Fate and Fortune are responsible, not you! You are just not important enough to engage the attention of Fate and Fortune.”


  “It’s no use, you can’t convince me! I have the Evil Eye! When I ill-wish people, they die,” said the child gleefully, and disappeared.


  Livia Drusa lay silent, eyes closed. She didn’t feel well; she hadn’t felt well since Young Cato was born. Yet believe that Servilia was responsible, she could not. Or so she told herself.


  But over the next few days, Livia Drusa’s condition deteriorated alarmingly. A wet-nurse had to be found for Young Cato, who was removed from his mother’s room, whereupon Young Caepio pounced and took charge of him.


  Apollodorus Siculus clucked. “I fear for her life, Marcus Livius,” he said to Drusus. “The bleeding is not profuse, but it is remorseless, and nothing seems to help. She has a fever, and there is a foul discharge mixed with the blood.”


  “Oh, what is the matter with my life?” cried Drusus, rubbing the tears out of his eyes. “Why is everyone dying?’’


  A question of course that could not be answered; nor did Drusus take credence of Servilia’s ill-wishing when Cratippus, who loathed the child, reported it to him. Nevertheless, Livia Drusa’s condition continued to deteriorate.


  The worst thing, thought Drusus, was that there was no other woman in the house of higher status than slaves. Cato Salonianus was with his wife as much as possible, but Servilia had to be kept away, and it seemed to both Drusus and Cato that Livia Drusa looked for something or someone who was not there. Servilia Caepionis, probably. Drusus wept. And made up his mind what to do.


  On the following day he went to visit a house into which he had never stepped; the house of Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus. His brother. Though his father had told him Mamercus was no son of his. So long ago! Would he be received?


  “I want to speak to Cornelia Scipionis,” he said.


  The door warden, whose mouth had been open to say that the master of the house was not home, shut it, nodded instead. Drusus was conducted to the atrium, and there waited a short time.


  He literally did not recognize the elderly woman who stumped in, grey hair pulled back in an unflattering bun, clothes drab and chosen without regard for color schemes, body stout, face scrubbed and rather ugly; she looked, he thought, very like the busts of Scipio Africanus which dotted the Forum. Which was not surprising, given that she was closely related to him.


  “Marcus Livius?” she asked in a lovely mellow deep voice.


  “Yes,” he said, completely at a loss how to proceed.


  “How like your father you are!” she said, but without evidence of dislike. She sat down on the edge of a couch, and indicated a chair opposite. “Seat yourself, my son.”


  “I suppose you’re wondering what brings me here,” he said, and felt a huge lump grow in his throat. His face worked, he struggled desperately to preserve his composure.


  “Something very serious,” she said, “so much is obvious.”


  “It’s my sister. She’s dying.”


  A change came over her, she got immediately to her feet. “Then we have no time to waste, Marcus Livius. Let me only tell my daughter-in-law what’s amiss, then we’ll go.”


  He didn’t even know that she had a daughter-in-law; nor might she know his wife was dead. His brother Mamercus he knew slightly from seeing him around the Forum, but they never spoke; the ten years between them meant that Mamercus was not yet old enough to enter the Senate. But, it seemed, he was married.


  “You have a daughter-in-law,” he said to his mother as they left the house.


  “Just recently,” said Cornelia Scipionis, beautiful voice suddenly colorless. “Mamercus married one of the sisters of Appius Claudius Pulcher last year.”


  “My wife died,” he said abruptly.


  “Yes, I heard that. I’m sorry now I didn’t come to see you. But I didn’t honestly think I’d be a welcome face in time of grief, and I have a great deal of pride. Too much pride, I know.”


  “I take it I was supposed to come to you.”


  “Something like that.”


  “I didn’t think of it.”


  Her face twisted. “That’s understandable,” she said evenly. “It’s interesting that you’d climb down for the sake of your sister, but not for yourself.’’


  “That’s the way of the world. Or our world, at any rate.”


  “How long has my daughter got?”


  “We don’t know. The doctors think very little time now, but she’s fighting it. Yet she has some great fear too. I don’t know what, or why. Romans are not afraid of dying.”


  “Or so we tell ourselves, Marcus Livius. But beneath the show of fearlessness, there’s always a terror of the unknown.”


  “Death isn’t an unknown.”


  “Do you not think so? Perhaps it’s rather that life is sweet.”


  “Sometimes.”


  She cleared her throat. “Can you not call me Mama?”


  “Why should I? You left home when I was just ten years old, and my sister five.”


  “I couldn’t live with that man a moment longer.”


  “I’m not surprised,” he said dryly. “He wasn’t the sort of person to put up with a cuckoo in his nest.”


  “Your brother Mamercus, you mean?”


  “Who else?”


  “He is your full brother, Marcus Livius.”


  “That’s what my sister keeps telling her daughter about her son,” said Drusus. “But one look at Young Caepio is enough to tell the biggest fool whose son he really is.”


  “Then I suggest you look more closely at Mamercus. He’s a Livius Drusus to the life, not a Cornelius Scipio.” She paused, added, “Or an Aemilius Lepidus.”


  They had come to the house of Drusus. After the door warden admitted them, Cornelia Scipionis gazed about her in awe.


  “I never saw this house,” she said. “Your father had truly wonderful taste.”


  “It’s a pity he didn’t have a truly wonderful warmth,” said Drusus bitterly.


  The mother glanced sideways at him, but said nothing.


  *


  Whether the passionately unhappy curse of Servilia had any influence with Fate and Fortune or not, Livia Drusa grew to believe it had. For she had come to realize that she was dying, and could find no other reason for it. Four children had she brought into the world without a single complication; why should a fifth change that pattern? Everyone knew they got easier to bear.


  When the stout little elderly lady appeared in the doorway of her room, Livia Drusa simply stared, wondering who was wasting her ebbing energy on a stranger. The stranger walked inside, her hands outstretched.


  “I’m your mother, Livia Drusa,” the stranger said, sat down on the edge of the bed, and took her girl into her arms.


  They both wept, as much for the unexpectedness of this reunion as for the lost years, then Cornelia Scipionis made her daughter comfortable, and sat on a chair drawn up close.


  The already clouding eyes drank in that plain Scipionic face, the matronly garb, the unadorned hair, wondering.


  “I thought you’d be very beautiful, Mama,” she said.


  “A typical eater of men, you mean.”


  “Father—even my brother—”


  Cornelia Scipionis patted the hand she held, smiling. “Oh, they’re Livii Drusi—what more can one say on that subject? I love life, girl! I always, always did. I like to laugh, I don’t take the world seriously enough. My friends numbered as many men as women. Just friends! But in Rome a woman cannot have men friends without half the world at least assuming she has more on her mind than intellectual conversation. Including, as it turned out, your father. My husband. Yet I felt myself entitled to see my friends—men as well as women—whenever I wanted. But I certainly didn’t appreciate the gossip, nor the way your father always believed what the gossipers said ahead of his wife. He never once took my side!”


  “So you never did have lovers!” Livia Drusa said.


  “Not in the days when I lived with your father, no. I was more maligned than maligning. Even so, I came to realize that if I stayed with your father, I would die. So after Mamercus was born I allowed your father to think that he was the child of old Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus, who was one of my dearest friends. But no more my lover than any other of my men friends. When old Mamercus asked to adopt my baby, your father agreed at once—provided I would go too. But he never divorced me, isn’t that odd? Old Mamercus was a widower, and was very glad to welcome the mother of his new adopted son. I went to a much happier house, Livia Drusa, and lived with old Mamercus as his wife until he died.”


  Livia Drusa managed to lift herself off her pillows. “But I thought you had many love affairs!” she said.


  “Oh, I did, dear girl. After old Mamercus died. For a while, dozens of them. But love affairs pall, you know. They’re only a way of exploring human nature if a strong attachment is lacking, which it mostly is. One looks for something, always hoping to find it. But then one day a realization dawns—that love affairs are more trouble than they’re worth, that the elusive something cannot be found in this way. It’s some years now since I’ve had a lover, actually. I’m happier simply living with my son Mamercus and enjoying my friends. Or I was until Mamercus married.” She pulled a face. “I don’t like my daughter-in-law.”


  “Mama, I’m dying! I’ll never know you now!”


  “Better the little we have than nothing, Livia Drusa. It isn’t all your brother’s fault,” said Cornelia Scipionis, facing the truth without flinching. “Once I left your father, I made no attempt to try to see you or your brother Marcus. I could have. I didn’t.” She squared her shoulders, adopted a cheerful mien. “Anyway, who says you’re dying? It’s almost two months since you had your baby. Too long for him to make you die.”


  “It isn’t his fault I’m dying,” said Livia Drusa. “I’ve been cursed. I have the Evil Eye.”


  Cornelia Scipionis stared, astonished. “The Evil Eye? Oh, Livia Drusa, what rubbish! It doesn’t exist.”


  “Yes, it does.”


  “Child, it does not! And who is there to hate you enough for that, anyway? Your ex-husband?”


  “No, he doesn’t even think about me.”


  “Who, then?”


  But Livia Drusa shivered, wouldn’t answer.


  “Tell me!” her mother commanded, sounding every inch a Scipio.


  “Servilia.” It came out as a whisper.


  “Servilia?” Brows knitted, Cornelia Scipionis worked the name out. “You mean a daughter by your first husband?”


  “Yes.”


  “I see.” She patted Livia Drusa’s hand. “I won’t insult you by telling you this is all your imagination, my dear, but you must overcome your feelings. Don’t give the girl the satisfaction.”


  A shadow fell across her; Cornelia Scipionis turned around to see a tall, red-haired man in the doorway, and smiled at him. “You must be Marcus Porcius,” she said, getting up. “I’m your mother-in-law, and I’ve just had a wonderful reunion with Livia Drusa. Look after her now. I must find her brother.’’


  Out to the colonnade she went, eyes darting about fiercely until she saw her older son sitting by the fountain.


  “Marcus Livius!” she said sharply when she reached him. “Did you know that your sister believes herself ill-wished?”


  Drusus looked shocked. “She doesn’t!”


  “Oh yes she does! By a daughter called Servilia.”


  His lips thinned. “I see.”


  “Now you’re not surprised, my son.”


  “Anything but. That child is a menace. Having her in my house is like playing host to the Sphinx—a monster capable of organized thought.’’


  “Is it possible Livia Drusa is dying because she does believe herself cursed?’’


  Drusus shook his head positively. “Mama,” he said, the word slipping out without his noticing it, “Livia Drusa is dying from an injury sustained during the birth of her last child. The doctors say it, and I believe them. Instead of healing, the injury has broken down. Haven’t you noticed the smell in her room?’’


  “Of course. But I still think she believes she’s cursed.”


  “I’ll get the girl,” said Drusus, getting up.


  “I confess I’d like to see her,” said Cornelia Scipionis, and settled back to wait by filling her mind with that slipped “Mama.”


  Small. Very dark. Mysteriously pretty. Enigmatic. Yet so filled with fire and power that she reminded her grandmother of a house built upon a stoppered-up fumarole. One day the shutters would burst open, the roof would fly off, and there she would stand revealed for all the world to see. A seething mass of poisons and scorching gales. What on earth could have made her so unhappy?


  “Servilia, this is your grandmother, Cornelia Scipionis,” said Drusus, not leaving go of his niece’s shoulder.


  Servilia sniffed, said nothing.


  “I’ve just been to visit your mother,” said Cornelia Scipionis gently. “Did you know that she believes you’ve cursed her?”


  “Does she? Good,” said Servilia. “I did curse her.”


  “Oh, well, thank you,” said the grandmother, and waved her away without any expression on her face. “Back to the nursery!”


  When he returned, Drusus was grinning widely. “That was brilliant!” he said, sitting down. “You squashed her flat.”


  “No one will ever squash Servilia flat,” said Cornelia Scipionis, then added thoughtfully, “Unless it’s a man.”


  “Her father has done it already.”


  “Oh, I see. ... I did hear that he refuses to acknowledge any of his children.”


  “That is correct. The others were too young to be affected. But Servilia was heartbroken at the time—or I think she was. It’s hard to tell, Mama. She’s as sly as she is dangerous.”


  “Poor little thing.”


  “Hah!” said Drusus.


  Cratippus came at that moment, ushering Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus.


  Very like Drusus to look at, he yet lacked the power everyone sensed in Drusus. Twenty-seven to Drusus’s thirty-seven, no brilliant career as a young advocate in the courts had been forthcoming, no brilliant political future was predicted for him, as it always had been for Drusus. Even so, he had a certain phlegmatic strength his older brother lacked, and the things poor Drusus had had to learn unaided after the battle of Arausio had been offered to Mamercus from birth, thanks to the presence of his mother, a true Cornelian of the Scipionic branch—broad-minded, educated, intellectually curious.


  Cornelia Scipionis shifted up on her seat to make room for Mamercus, who hung back a little shyly when Drusus made no move to welcome him, just gazed at him searchingly.


  “Be of good cheer, Marcus Livius,” their mother said. “You are full brothers. And you must become good friends.”


  “I never thought we weren’t full brothers,” said Mamercus.


  “I did,” said Drusus grimly. “What is the truth of it, Mama? What you’ve said to me today, or what you told my father?”


  “What I’ve said today. What I told your father enabled me to escape. I make no excuses for my conduct—I was probably all you thought me and more, Marcus Livius, even if for different reasons.” She shrugged. “I don’t have the temperament to repine, I live in the present and the future, never the past.”


  Drusus held out his right hand to his brother, and smiled. “Welcome to my house, Mamercus Aemilius,” he said.


  Mamercus took the hand, then moved forward and kissed his brother on the lips. “Mamercus,” he said shakily. “Just Mamercus. I’m the only Roman with that name, so call me Mamercus.”


  “Our sister is dying,” said Drusus, not releasing Mamercus’s hand when he sat down, his brother next to him.


  “Oh .. . I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


  “Didn’t Claudia tell you?” asked their mother, scowling. “I gave her a detailed message for you.”


  “No, she just said you’d rushed off with Marcus Livius.”


  Cornelia Scipionis made up her mind; another escape was necessary. “Marcus Livius,” she said, looking at him with tears in her eyes, “I have given all of myself to your brother for the last twenty-seven years.’’ She winked the tears away. “My daughter I will never get to know. But you and Marcus Porcius are going to be left with six children to care for and no woman in the house—unless you plan to marry again?’’


  Drusus shook his head emphatically. “No, Mama, I don’t.”


  “Then if you wish it I will come here to live, and look after the children.”


  “I wish it,” said Drusus, and turned to his brother with a new smile. “It is good to know I have more family.”


  *


  On Young Cato’s two-month anniversary, Livia Drusa died. In some ways it was a happy death, as she had known its imminence, and striven to do everything in her power to make her passing easier for those she left behind. The presence of her mother she found an enormous comfort, knowing her children would be cared for with love and family feeling. Taking strength from Cornelia Scipionis (who excluded Servilia from all sight of Livia Drusa), she came to terms with her dying and thought no more of curses, of Evil Eyes. More important by far was the fate of those destined to live.


  There were many words of love and consolation for Cato Salonianus, many instructions and desires, and his was the face her dimming eyes rested upon at the last, his was the hand she clung to, his the love she felt wash her away into oblivion. For her brother Drusus there were words of love and encouragement too, and words of consolation. The only child she asked to see was Young Caepio.


  “Take care of your little brother Cato,” she mumbled, and kissed him with lips fiery from fever.


  “Take care of my children,” she said to her mother.


  And to Cato Salonianus she said, “I never realized Penelope died before Odysseus.” They were her last words.


  III
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  Though his experience in the law courts was nonexistent and his knowledge of Roman law minimal, Sulla enjoyed being the praetor urbanus. For one thing, he had common sense; for another, he surrounded himself with good assistants whom he was never afraid to ask on those occasions when he needed advice; and, by no means least, he had the right kind of mind for the job. What he chiefly enjoyed was what he privately thought of as his autonomy—no more being lumped with Gaius Marius! Finally he was beginning to be known for himself, as a distinct and separate entity. His tiny retinue of clients increased, and his habit of taking his son with him everywhere was deemed charming; his son, vowed Sulla, would have every conceivable advantage, including a youthful career in the law courts and the right commanders in the army.


  The lad not only looked like a Caesar, but had some of the Julian brand of attractiveness as well, so that he made friends easily, and those he made, he tended to keep, thanks to a turn of mind as sympathetic as it was fair. Chief among his friends was a lad some five months older than Sulla’s son, a scrawny boy with an enormous cranium rather than head, named Marcus Tullius Cicero. Oddly enough, he came from Gaius Marius’s home town of Arpinum; his grandfather had been the brother-in-law of Gaius Marius’s brother, Marcus, both being married to Gratidia sisters. All of this Sulla was not put to discover, for when Young Sulla brought Cicero home, Sulla found himself buried beneath a huge landslide of information; Cicero was a talker.


  There was, for instance, no need to ask what the boy from Arpinum was doing in Rome—Sulla was quickly told.


  “My father is a good friend of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, the Princeps Senatus,” said young Cicero importantly, “and also a good friend of Quintus Mucius Scaevola the Augur. And he is the client of Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator! So when Father realized I was just too gifted and intelligent to remain in Arpinum, he moved us to Rome. That was last year. We have a nice house on the Carinae, next door to the temple of Tellus—Publius Rutilius Rufus lives on the other side of the temple. I am studying with both Quintus Mucius Augur and Lucius Crassus Orator, though more with Lucius Crassus Orator, because Quintus Mucius Augur is so old. We’ve been coming to Rome for years, of course— I started my Forum studies when I was only eight. We’re not country bumpkins, Lucius Cornelius! Much better stock than Gaius Marius!”


  Hugely amused, Sulla sat and let the thirteen-year-old rattle on, privately wondering when the inevitable was going to happen; when that great melon of a head would snap itself off its too-slender stem, go crashing to the ground and roll away, still talking. It nodded so, it heaved itself up and down and sideways, it burdened its owner in ways obviously uncomfortable, precarious.


  “Do you know,” Cicero asked artlessly, “that I already have an audience when I give my exercises in rhetoric? There’s no argument my preceptors can set me that I can’t win!”


  “I gather, then, that you’re planning a career as an advocate?” Sulla asked, sneaking a few words in edgeways.


  “Oh, certainly! But not like the great Aculeo—my blood is good enough to seek the consulship! Well, the Senate first, naturally. I shall have a great public career. Everyone says so!” Cicero’s head flopped forward. “In my experience, Lucius Cornelius, a legal exposure to the electorate is much more effective than that tired old grandmother, the army.”


  Gazing at him with a fascinated eye, Sulla said gently, “I managed to get where I am on my tired old granny’s back, Marcus Tullius. I never had a legal career, yet here I am, urban praetor.”


  Cicero brushed this aside. “Yes, but you didn’t have my advantages, Lucius Cornelius. I shall be praetor in my fortieth year, as is correct and proper.’’


  Sulla gave up. “I’m positive you will, Marcus Tullius.”


  “Yes, tata,” said Young Sulla later, when he was alone with his father, and therefore at liberty to revert to the childhood diminutive of tata, “I know he’s a bit of a terrible wart, but I do rather like him anyway. Don’t you?”


  “I think young Cicero is frightful, my son, but I agree that he’s likable. Is he really as good as people say?”


  “Hear him, and judge for yourself, tata.”


  Sulla shook his head emphatically. “No, thank you! I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction, presumptuous little Arpinate mushroom!”


  “Scaurus Princeps Senatus is terrifically impressed with him,” said Young Sulla, leaning against his father with an ease and familiarity that poor young Cicero would never know; poor young Cicero was already discovering that his father was too much the country squire to impress Roman nobles, and was generally dismissed as some sort of relative of Gaius Marius’s. Anathema! The result was that young Cicero was rapidly withdrawing from his father, too aware that to be labeled with Gaius Marius was a disadvantage he didn’t need in his pursuit of high office.


  “Scaurus Princeps Senatus,” said Sulla to his son with some satisfaction, “has too much on his plate at the moment to worry about young Marcus Tullius Cicero.”


  It was a fair comment. As Leader of the House, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus normally attended to foreign embassages and those aspects of foreign relations not considered likely to lead to a war. Few senators honestly considered any foreign nation not a province of Rome’s important enough to occupy their time, so the Leader of the House was always scratching to find members for any committee which didn’t carry the perquisite of a trip abroad at State expense, and they were scant. Thus it was that the senatorial answer to the aggrieved Socrates, younger son of the deceased King of Bithynia, took ten months to formulate before the courier left for Nicomedia. It was not an answer likely to please Socrates, as it confirmed the third King Nicomedes in his tenure of the throne, and dismissed the claim of Socrates emphatically.


  Then before that matter was resolved, Scaurus Princeps Senatus inherited yet another squabble concerning a foreign throne. Queen Laodice and King Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia arrived in Rome, refugees from King Tigranes of Armenia and his father-in-law, King Mithridates of Pontus. Fed up with being ruled by a son of Mithridates and the grandson of his Pontic puppet, Gordius, the Cappadocians had been trying ever since Gaius Marius departed from Mazaca to find a truly Cappadocian king. Their Syrian choice had died, rumored by poison at the hand of Gordius, so the Cappadocians dug deeply into their genealogical records and came up with a Cappadocian baron who definitely had royal blood in his veins, one Ariobarzanes. His mother—inevitably named Laodice—was a cousin of the last King Ariarathes who could honestly be called Cappadocian. Off the throne came the boy-king Ariarathes Eusebes and his grandfather Gordius, who fled at once to Pontus. But, aware that thanks to Gaius Marius Rome was looking his way, Mithridates did not act directly; he employed Tigranes of Armenia as his agent. Thus it was Tigranes who invaded Cappadocia, Tigranes who selected the new Cappadocian king. Not a son of Mithridates of Pontus this time. Pontus and Armenia in conference had agreed that no child could sit comfortably on that throne. The new King of Cappadocia was Gordius himself.


  But Laodice and Ariobarzanes got away, and duly appeared in Rome in the early spring of the year Sulla was urban praetor. Their presence was a great difficulty for Scaurus, who had been heard (and read, in letters) often enough to say that the fate of Cappadocia must be left in the hands of its people. His advocacy of King Mithridates of Pontus was now an embarrassment, though the accusation of Laodice and Ariobarzanes that Mithridates was behind the invasion of Tigranes of Armenia could not be proven.


  “You’ll have to go and see for yourself,” said Sulla to Scaurus as they left the poorly attended meeting of the Senate that had debated the matter of Cappadocia.


  “Wretched nuisance!” Scaurus grumbled. “I can’t afford to leave Rome at the moment.”


  “Then you’ll have to appoint someone else,” said Sulla.


  But Scaurus drew his meager frame upward, chin especially, and assumed the burden. “No, Lucius Cornelius, I’ll go.”


  And go he did, a whirlwind visit not to Cappadocia but to see King Mithridates at his court in Amaseia. Wined and dined, feted and applauded, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus had a wonderful time in Pontus. As the King’s guest, he went hunting lion and bear; as the King’s guest, he went fishing on the Euxine for fighting tunny and dolphin; as the King’s guest, he went exploring some of the more famous beauty spots—waterfalls, ravines, towering peaks; as the King’s guest, he feasted on cherries, the most delicious fruit he had ever tasted.


  Assured that Pontus harbored no desire to rule Cappadocia, the conduct of Tigranes was deplored and deprecated. And having found the Pontic court gracefully Hellenized and entirely Greek-speaking, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus packed up and went home in one of the King’s ships.


  “He fell for it,” said Mithridates to his cousin Archelaus, smiling broadly.


  “I think in great measure due to your letters to him during the past two years,” said Archelaus. “Keep writing to him, Great One! It’s a splendid investment.”


  “So was the bag of gold I gave him.”


  “Very true!”


  *


  From the outset of his term as praetor urbanus, Sulla began to intrigue for one of the two governorships of the Spains, thus his cultivation of Scaurus Princeps Senatus— and, through Scaurus, of the other Senate leaders. Catulus Caesar he doubted he could ever win over entirely, due to events along the Athesis River when the Cimbric Germans had invaded Italian Gaul. But on the whole he did well, and by the beginning of June he felt himself assured of Further Spain, the better Spain to govern when it came to a man’s making plenty of extra money.


  But Fortune, who loved him so well, put on the guise of a strumpet, and seemed yet again to betray him. Titus Didius had come home from Nearer Spain to celebrate a triumph, leaving his quaestor to govern until the end of the year. And two days after Titus Didius, Publius Licinius Crassus celebrated a triumph for his victories in Further Spain; his quaestor was also left behind to govern until the end of the year. Titus Didius had ensured all was quiet in Nearer Spain before he departed, having waged a thorough war and utterly exhausted the Celtiberian natives. But Publius Crassus had hustled himself from his province early without the same precautions; he had collared the tin concessions, and wanted to co-ordinate his activities within some companies in which he owned sleeping partnerships. Voyaging to the Cassiterides—the fabled Tin Isles—he had overawed all who met him with the magnificence of his Romanness, offered better terms and guaranteed firmer delivery on the shores of the Middle Sea for every pound of tin the miners could produce. The father of three sons, he had used his time in Further Spain to line his own nest, and had left a province far from subjugated.


  Not two market intervals after Publius Crassus celebrated his triumph the day before the Ides of June, word came that the Lusitani had erupted with renewed vigor and determination. The praetor Publius Cornelius Scipio Nasica, sent to Further Spain as a relief governor, settled down to acquit himself so well that many talked of proroguing his command into the following year; his was a very powerful family, and naturally the Senate wished to please him. Which meant Sulla could no longer hope for Further Spain.


  Nearer Spain was removed from him too, in October, when the quaestor left to govern after Titus Didius’s departure sent an urgent message for help; from the Vascones to the Cantabrians to the Illergetes, Nearer Spain was also in revolt. Being urban praetor, Sulla could not volunteer to go, and had to watch from the praetor’s tribunal while the consul, Gaius Valerius Flaccus, was hastily equipped and sent to govern Nearer Spain.


  Where else was left? Macedonia? It was a consular province, rarely if ever given to a praetor, yet only that year it had been given to last year’s urban praetor, the New Man Gaius Sentius. Who had promptly demonstrated that he was brilliant, thus was not likely to be replaced halfway through a campaign he had mounted with his equally capable legate, Quintus Bruttius Sura. Asia? That province, Sulla knew, was already promised to another Lucius Valerius Flaccus. Africa? A backwater these days, a nothing. Sicily? A backwater, a nothing. Sardinia, together with Corsica? Another backwater, another nothing.


  Desperate for money, Sulla was forced to watch every avenue to a lucrative governorship blocked one by one, while he was confined to Rome and the courts. The consulship was only two years away in time, and among his fellow praetors were Publius Scipio Nasica and the Lucius Flaccus who had enough influence to have already ensured he would be governor of Asia Province the following year. Both men with the money to bribe heavily. Another praetor, Publius Rutilius Lupus, was even richer. Unless he could make a fortune abroad, Sulla knew he had no hope.


  Only the company of his son kept him sane, kept him from doing something stupid even though he knew it would ruin his chances forever. Metrobius was there in the same city, but thanks to Young Sulla he managed to resist his overwhelming impulse to seek Metrobius out. The urban praetor was very well known by sight to everyone in Rome by the end of his year in office—and Sulla was, into the bargain, a striking-looking man. The presence of his children negated his using his own house for a rendezvous, and that apartment out on the Caelian Hill where Metrobius lived was impossible. Goodbye, Metrobius.


  To make matters worse, Aurelia was not available either; Gaius Julius Caesar had finally come home that summer, and poor Aurelia’s freedom had come to an abrupt end. He had called once, to find a stiff welcome from a stiff lady, who formally asked him not to call again. No information was imparted that gave him any idea exactly what the trouble was, but he had no trouble imagining its nature. Gaius Julius Caesar would be contesting the praetorian elections in November, Gaius Marius would be throwing a still considerable weight behind him, and Caesar’s wife would be one of the most watched women in Rome, even though she dwelt in the Subura. No one had told Sulla of the furor he had inadvertently caused among the vacationing Gaius Mariuses, but Sextus Caesar’s wife, Claudia, had told the story as a good joke to Aurelia’s husband at his welcome-home party. Though everyone passed it off as just that, a good joke, Caesar himself was not amused.


  Oh, thank every god there was for Young Sulla! Only with Young Sulla was there any solace at all. Foiled at every turn, the Sulla who would have erupted in some potentially lethal way was magically soothed, put back to sleep. Not for every piece of gold or silver in the world would Sulla have lowered himself in the eyes of his beloved son.


  And so as the year wore down toward its end, Sulla watched his chances disappear, endured being deprived of Metrobius and Aurelia, listened patiently to the pretentious prating of the young Cicero, and loved his son more and more and more. Details of his life before the death of his stepmother that Sulla had never thought to divulge to anyone of his own class were freely imparted to this wonderfully understanding and forgiving boy, who drank in the stories because they painted a picture of a life and a person Young Sulla would never know. The only facet of himself Sulla did not reveal was the naked clawed monster fit only to howl at the moon. That thing, he told himself, was gone forever.


  When the Senate apportioned the provinces out—which it did at the end of November that year—everything fell as Sulla had expected. Gaius Sentius was prorogued in Macedonia, Gaius Valerius Flaccus in Nearer Spain, Publius Scipio Nasica in Further Spain, while Asia Province went to Lucius Valerius Flaccus. Offered his choice of Africa, Sicily, or Sardinia and Corsica, Sulla gracefully declined. Better no governorship at all than to be relegated to a backwater. When the consular elections two years in the future came along, the voters would check up whereabouts the candidates had gone as praetorian governors, and the answer of Africa, Sicily, or Sardinia and Corsica would not impress one little bit.


  And then Fortune dropped her guise, stood revealed in all the blazing glory of her love for Sulla. In December there came a frantic letter from King Nicomedes of Bithynia, accusing King Mithridates of designs on all Asia Minor, but especially Bithynia. At almost the same moment, word came from Tarsus that Mithridates had invaded Cappadocia at the head of a large army, and was not stopping until all of Cilicia and Syria also lay within his fief. Expressing amazement, Scaurus Princeps Senatus advocated that a governor should be sent to Cilicia; troops Rome did not have to spare, but the governor should go well funded, and if necessary raise local troops. He was a hardheaded Roman, Scaurus, something Mithridates hadn’t understood, deeming him comfortably under his control forever thanks to a packet of letters and a bag of gold. But Scaurus was quite capable of burning a packet of letters when a threat to Rome of this magnitude presented itself; Cilicia was vulnerable—and important. Though governors were not routinely sent there, Rome had come to regard Cilicia as hers.


  “Send Lucius Cornelius Sulla to Cilicia,” said Gaius Marius when consulted. “He’s a good man in a tight corner. He can train troops, equip them, and command them well. If anyone can salvage the situation, Lucius Cornelius can.”


  *


  “I’ve got a governorship!” said Sulla to his son when he came home from the meeting of the Senate in the temple of Bellona.


  “No! Where?” Young Sulla asked eagerly.


  “Cilicia. To contain King Mithridates of Pontus.”


  “Oh, tata, that’s wonderful!” Then the boy realized that this would mean a separation. For an infinitely small space of time his eyes betrayed grief, pain, then he drew a sobbing breath, and gazed at his father with that unbelievable respect and trust Sulla always found so touching, so hard to live up to. “I shall miss you, of course, but I am so very glad for you, Father.” There. That was the adult emerging; Sulla was now father, not tata.


  Bright with unshed tears, the pale cold eyes of Lucius Cornelius Sulla looked upon his son, as respectful, as trusting, as the boy’s had been. Then he smiled a smile of total love. “Ah! What’s all this missing business?” he asked. “You don’t think I’d go away without you, do you? You’re coming with me.”


  Another sobbing breath, a transformation into utter joy; Young Sulla’s smile was enormous. “Tata! Do you mean it?”


  “I’ve never meant anything more, boy. We go together, or I don’t go. And I’m going!”


  They left for the East early in January, which as the seasons went was still autumnal enough to make sailing feasible. With him Sulla took a small entourage of lictors (twelve, as his imperium was proconsular), clerks, scribes, and public slaves—his son, wild with excitement—and Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia, together with his mother, Laodice. His war chest was respectably filled, thanks to the efforts of Scaurus Princeps Senatus, and his mind was well primed, thanks to a long conversation with Gaius Marius.


  They crossed from Tarentum to Patrae in Greece, caught ship for Corinth, went overland to the Piraeus of Athens, and there bought passage on another ship bound for Rhodes. From Rhodes to Tarsus, Sulla was obliged to hire a ship, as the season was drawing on into winter, and commercial traffic had ceased. Thus it was that by the end of January the party arrived safely in Tarsus, having seen nothing en route save a few seaports and shipyards, and a great deal of sea.


  Nothing had changed in Tarsus since the visit of Marius three and a half years before, nor in Cilicia, still unhappily dwelling in limbo. The arrival of an official governor sat well with both Tarsus and Cilicia, and Sulla had no sooner taken up residence in the palace than he found himself inundated with helpful people, many of whom were not averse to the thought of some good army pay.


  However, Sulla knew the man he was after, and found it significant that he had not appeared to curry favor with the new Roman governor, but rather went about his normal business, which was to command the Tarsian militia. His name was Morsimus, and he had been recommended to Sulla by Gaius Marius.


  “As of now, you are relieved of your command,” said Sulla in a friendly way to Morsimus when he came in answer to the governor’s summons. “I need a local man to help me recruit, equip, and train four good legions of auxiliaries before the spring thaws open the passes to the interior. Gaius Marius says you’re the man for this job. Do you think you are?”


  “I know I am,” said Morsimus immediately.


  “The weather’s good here, that’s one thing,” said Sulla briskly. “We can knock our soldiers into military condition all through the winter—provided, that is, that we can get the right material to train, and enough equipment to arm the right material no less adequately than the troops of Mithridates. Is it possible?”


  “Definitely,” said Morsimus. “You’ll find more thousands of eager recruits than you’ll need. The army is a good provider for the young, and there hasn’t really been an army here for—oh, many years! If Cappadocia had had less internal strife and less interference from Pontus and Armenia, she might have invaded and conquered us anytime. Luckily, Syria has been equally beleaguered. So here we’ve existed by sheer good luck.”


  “Fortune,” said Sulla, grinning his most feral grin, and threw his arm around his son’s shoulders. “Fortune favors me, Morsimus. One day I shall call myself Felix.” He gave Young Sulla a hug. “However, there’s one extremely important thing I have to do before another day of sun goes by, even if it is winter sun.”


  The Tarsian Greek looked puzzled. “Is it something I can assist you with, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “I imagine so. You can tell me whereabouts I can buy a good shady hat which won’t fall apart in ten days,” said Sulla.


  “Father, if you mean me to wear a hat, I won’t,” said Young Sulla as he walked with Sulla to the marketplace. “A hat! Only old farmers sucking straws wear hats.”


  “And I,” said Sulla, smiling.


  “You?”


  “When I’m on campaign, Young Sulla, I wear a big shady hat. Gaius Marius advised me to do so years ago, when we first went to Africa to fight King Jugurtha of Numidia. Wear it and don’t take any notice of the jeers, he said—or words to that effect. After a while, everyone ceases to notice. I took his advice, because my skin is so fair I burn and burn and burn. In fact, after I made my reputation in Numidia, my hat became famous.”


  “I’ve never seen you wear one in Rome,” said his son.


  “In Rome I try to stay out of the sun. That’s why I had a canopy erected over my praetor’s tribunal last year.”


  A silence fell; the narrow alley through which they were walking suddenly opened out into a huge irregular square shaded by many trees, and filled with many booths and stalls.


  “Father?” asked a small voice.


  Sulla glanced sideways, surprised to find there was very little between his height and his son’s; the Caesar blood was winning, Young Sulla would be tall.


  “Yes, my son?” he asked.


  “Please, may I have a hat too?”


  2


  When King Mithridates heard that a Roman governor had been sent to Cilicia and was busy raising and training local troops, he stared in blank amazement at his informant, Gordius, the new King of Cappadocia.


  “Who is this Lucius Cornelius Sulla?” he asked. “None of us knows anything about him, Great One, except that last year he was chief magistrate of the city of Rome, and that he has been a legate to several famous Roman generals—Gaius Marius in Africa against King Jugurtha, Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar in Italian Gaul against the Germans, and Titus Didius in Spain against the local savages,” said Gordius, rattling off all this information in tones which indicated the names save for Gaius Marius meant little or nothing to him.


  They meant little or nothing to Mithridates too, yet one more time when the King of Pontus found himself regretting his lack of a geographical and historical education. It was left to Archelaus to expand the King’s horizons.


  “He’s no Gaius Marius, this Lucius Cornelius Sulla,” said Archelaus thoughtfully, “but his experience is formidable, and we ought not underestimate him just because his name is one we don’t know. Most of his time since he entered the Senate of Rome has been spent with the armies of Rome, though I do not think he has ever commanded an army in the field.”


  “His name is Cornelius,” said the King, chest swelling, “but is he a Scipio? What is this ‘Sulla’ business?”


  “Not a Scipio, Almighty King,” said Archelaus. “However, he is a patrician Cornelius, rather than what the Romans call a New Man, a nobody. He is said to be—difficult.”


  “Difficult?”


  Archelaus swallowed; he had come to the end of his information, and had no idea what Sulla’s difficulty consisted of. So he guessed. “Not easy in negotiation, Great One. Not willing to see any side of things except his own.”


  They were at the court in Sinope, the King’s favorite city at any time, but in winter especially. Things had been fairly peaceful for some years; no courtiers or relatives had bitten the dust, Gordius’s daughter Nysa had proven so satisfactory a consort that her father had found himself elevated to the throne of Cappadocia after the intervention of Tigranes, the King’s brigade of sons were growing up, and Pontus’s possessions along the Euxine on the east and north were prospering.


  But the memory of Gaius Marius was fading, and the King of Pontus was looking once more to the south and west; his ploy of using Tigranes in Cappadocia had worked, and Gordius was still king there, despite Scaurus’s visit. All of benefit to Rome that the visit of Scaurus had achieved was the withdrawal of the army of Armenia from Cappadocia—always the intention of Mithridates anyway. Now at last it seemed as if Bithynia might fall into his grasp, for a year before, Socrates had come bleating to beg for asylum in Pontus, and had turned himself so thoroughly into a Mithridatic creature that the King decided he might safely be installed upon the Bithynian throne as a measure preliminary to outright invasion. This last Mithridates had intended to start in the spring, marching so swiftly westward that King Nicomedes the Third would find himself completely lost.


  The news now brought by Gordius gave him pause; dare he move to annex Bithynia or even seat Socrates upon its throne when not one, but two, Roman governors dwelt nearby? Four legions in Cilicia! It was said that Rome could beat the world with four good legions. Admittedly these were Cilician auxiliaries, not Roman soldiers, but the Cilicians were warlike and proud—had they not been, Syria would have retained possession of the place, weakened condition and all. Four legions numbered about twenty thousand actual fighting men. Whereas Pontus could field two hundred thousand. Numerically, no contest. Yet—yet—yet ... Who was this Lucius Cornelius Sulla? No one had heard of Gaius Sentius or his legate Quintus Bruttius Sura either, yet the two of them were sweeping the Macedonian border from Illyricum in the west to the Hellespont in the east, a devastating campaign which had the Celts and the Thracians reeling. No one was even sure anymore that the Romans would stay out of the lands of the Danubius River; this worried Mithridates, who planned to move down the western shores of the Euxine into the lands of the Danubius. The thought of finding Rome there when he arrived was not welcome.


  Who was Lucius Cornelius Sulla? Another Roman general of Sentius’s caliber? Why send this particular man to garrison Cilicia when they had Gaius Marius and Catulus Caesar at home, two men who had beaten the Germans? One— Marius—had appeared alone and unarmed in Cappadocia, speaking words which had indicated he would be back in Rome keeping his eyes and ears on the doings of Pontus. So why wasn’t it Gaius Marius in Cilicia? Why was it this unknown Lucius Cornelius Sulla? Rome seemed always to be able to produce a brilliant general. Was Sulla even more brilliant than Marius? Though armies aplenty did Pontus possess, brilliant generals he did not. After doing so well against the barbarians at the top of the Euxine Sea, Archelaus itched to try his luck against more formidable foes. But Archelaus was a cousin, he had the Blood Royal, he was a potential rival. The same could be said of his brother Neoptolemus and his cousin Leonippus. And what king could be sure of his sons? Their mothers hungered after power, their mothers were all potential enemies; so too were they when they reached an age to covet their father’s throne of their own volition.


  If only he had been gifted with generalship! thought King Mithridates to himself, while his brown-flecked grape-green eyes roamed unseeingly over the faces of the men around him. But in that area, the heroic talents passed down to him from his ancestor Herakles had failed. Or had they? Come to think of it, Herakles had not been a general! Herakles had worked alone—against lions and bears, usurping kings, gods and goddesses, chthonic dogs, all manner of monsters. The sort of adversaries Mithridates himself might welcome. In the days of Herakles, generals had not been invented; warriors banded together, met other bands of warriors, got down from the chariots they seemed to tool everywhere, and fought hand-to-hand duels. Now that was the kind of war the King felt himself qualified to wage! But those days were gone forever, just like the chariots. Modern times were army times; generals were demigods who sat or stood somewhere elevated above the field and pointed, and gave orders, and nibbled reflectively at a hangnail while their eyes were busy, busy, overseeing each and every movement below. Generals seemed instinctively to know where the line was about to flag or fall back, where the Enemy was going to concentrate for a mass assault—and generals were born already understanding flanks, maneuvers, sieges, artillery, relief columns, formations, deployments, rank from file. All things Mithridates could not cope with, had no feeling for, interest in, talent at.


  And while his eyes roved sightlessly, everyone who watched the King watched him more closely than a hovering falcon the mouse in the grass below—not feeling like the falcon, but like the mouse. There he sat upon his chair of solid gold inlaid with a million pearls and rubies, clad (since this was a war council) in lion skin and a shirt of the softest, most flexible mail, every knitted link plated with gold. Glittering. Striking fear into every heart. No one stood against the King, no one knew how he stood with the King. Complete ruler of men, complex mixture of coward and braggart and groveler, savior and destroyer. In Rome, no one would have believed him, and everyone would have laughed. In Sinope, everyone believed him, and no one laughed.


  Finally the King spoke. “Whoever this Lucius Cornelius Sulla is, the Romans have sent him without an army to garrison a strange land and employ troops unfamiliar to him. Therefore I must assume this Lucius Cornelius Sulla is a worthy foe.” He let his eyes rest upon Gordius. “How many of my soldiers did I send to your kingdom of Cappadocia in the autumn?”


  “Fifty thousand, Great King,” said Gordius.


  “In the early spring I will come to Eusebeia Mazaca myself, with a further fifty thousand. Neoptolemus will come with me as my general. Archelaus, you will go to Galatia with fifty thousand more men and garrison that place on its western border, in case the Romans are actually planning to invade Pontus on two fronts. My Queen will govern from Amaseia, but her sons will remain here in Sinope under guard, hostages against her good behavior. If she should plan anything treasonous, all her sons will be executed immediately,” said King Mithridates.


  “My daughter does not dream of such things!” cried Gordius, aghast, worried that one of the King’s minor wives would manufacture a treason which would see his grandsons dead before the truth could be established.


  “I have no reason to suppose she does,” said the King. “It is a precaution I always take these days. When I am out of my own lands, the children of each of my wives are taken to a different city, and held against each wife’s conduct in my absence. Women are odd cattle,” the King went on thoughtfully. “They always seem to prize their children ahead of themselves.”


  “You had better guard yourself against the one who does not,” said a thin and simpering voice which emanated from a fat and simpering person.


  “I do, Socrates, I do,” said Mithridates with a grin. He had developed a liking for this repellent client from Bithynia, if for no other reason than he could point with pride to the fact that no brother of his so repellent could possibly have survived into his late fifties. That no brother of his had survived to see twenty, repellent or not, was something he never bothered to think about. A soft lot, the Bithynians. If it hadn’t been for Rome and Roman protection, Bithynia would have been gulped into the maw of Pontus a generation ago. Rome, Rome, Rome! Always it came back to Rome. Why couldn’t Rome find a terrible war at the other end of the Middle Sea to keep her occupied for a decade or so? Then, by the time she managed to turn her eyes eastward again, Pontus would reign supreme, and Rome would have no choice but to confine her attentions to the west. The setting sun.


  “Gordius, I leave it to you to watch how this Lucius Cornelius Sulla goes about things in Cilicia. Keep me informed about every last detail! Nothing must escape you. Is that clear?”


  Gordius shivered. “Yes, Almighty One.”


  “Good!” The King yawned. “I’m hungry. We’ll eat.” But when Gordius moved to accompany the group to the dining room, the King balked. “Not you!” he said sharply. “You go back to Mazaca. At once. Cappadocia must be seen to have a king.”


  *


  Unfortunately for Mithridates, the spring weather favored Sulla. The pass through the Cilician Gates was lower and the snow less deep than the series of three passes through which Mithridates had to move those extra fifty thousand men from their camp outside Zela to the foot of Mount Argaeus. Gordius had already sent word all the way to Sinope that Sulla and his army were moving before the King could hope to traverse his mountainous barriers. So when further word came as the King was setting out from Zela that Sulla had arrived in Cappadocia and was putting his men into camp some four hundred stades south of Mazaca and four hundred stades west of Cappadocian Comana— and seemed content to be doing this—the King breathed easier.


  Even so, he hustled his army through the treacherous terrain, indifferent to the plight of men and animals, his officers ready with the lash to goad the driven on, equally ready with the boot to shove the hopeless out of the way. Couriers had already gone east to Armenian Artaxata and the King’s son-in-law Tigranes, warning him that Cilicia was now garrisoned by the Romans, and that a Roman governor was on the prowl in Cappadocia. Alarmed, Tigranes thought it best to notify his Parthian masters of this fact and wait for orders from Seleuceia-on-Tigris before he did anything at all. Mithridates hadn’t asked for aid, but Tigranes had got his measure long since, and wasn’t sure he wanted to face Rome, whether Mithridates did or not.


  When the King of Pontus reached the Halys, crossed it, and put his fifty thousand men into camp alongside the fifty thousand who already occupied Mazaca, he was met by Gordius, big with the most extraordinary news.


  “The Roman is busy building a road!”


  The King stopped, absolutely still. “A road?”


  “Through the pass of the Cilician Gates, O Great One.”


  “But there’s a road already,” said Mithridates.


  “I know, I know!”


  “Then why build another?”


  “I don’t know!”


  The full red lips enclosing the small mouth pursed smaller, curled outward, worked inward, giving Mithridates, had he known it (or had some had the courage to tell him, which no one ever did), a distinct resemblance to a fish; this activity continued for some moments, then the King shrugged. “They love building roads,” he said in tones of puzzled wonder. ‘ ‘I suppose it might be a way to fill in time.” His face became ugly. “After all, he got here a lot faster than I did!”


  “About the road, Great King,” said Neoptolemus delicately.


  “What about it?”


  “I think it may turn out to be that Lucius Cornelius Sulla is improving the road. The better the road, the quicker he can move his troops. That’s why the Romans build good roads.”


  “But he marched up the existing road without changing it then—why build it anew after he’s traveled it?” cried Mithridates, who did not begin to understand; men were expendable, the lash got them there as long as there was some kind of track. Why bother to make the way as easy as a stroll through town?


  “I imagine,” said Neoptolemus with exquisite patience, “that, having experienced the condition of the existing road, the Roman decided to improve it in case he ever has to use it again.”


  That penetrated. The King’s eyes bulged. “Well, he’s due for a surprise! After I’ve thrown him and his Cilician mercenaries out of Cappadocia, I won’t bother to tear up his new road—I’ll tear the mountains down on top of it instead!”


  “Splendidly expressed, Great One,” fawned Gordius.


  The King grunted contemptuously. He moved toward his horse, stepped upon a kneeling slave’s back, and settled himself in the saddle. Without waiting to see who was ready to follow, he kicked the animal in its sides, and galloped off. Gordius scrambled into his own saddle and pursued the King, bleating, leaving Neoptolemus standing watching them recede into the distance.


  Very difficult getting foreign ideas into the King’s head, thought Neoptolemus. Has he grasped the point of the road? Why does he not see it? I do! We’re both Pontines, neither of us was educated abroad, our backgrounds are similar as far as blood goes. In actual fact, his is the richer exposure to various places. Yet he can be so blind to the significance of some things I see at once. Though other things he sees more quickly than I do. Different minds, I suppose. Different ways of thinking. Perhaps when a man is a complete autocrat, his mind shifts in some way? He is no fool, my cousin Mithridates. A pity then that he understands the Romans so little. Much as he would deny the charge vigorously, he isn’t even interested in understanding the Romans. Most of his conclusions about them are based on his bizarre adventures in Asia Province, and that is not the excellent background he thinks it is. How can the rest of us make him see what we see?


  *


  The King’s stay in the blue palace at Eusebeia Mazaca was brief; on the day following his arrival he led his army out in Sulla’s direction, all hundred thousand soldiers. No need to worry about roads here! Though there was an occasional hill to climb and the outlandish gorges of tufa towers to skirt round, the way was easy for men on the march. Mithridates was satisfied with his progress, one hundred and sixty stades in the day; not unless he had seen it through his own eyes would he have believed that a Roman army marching across the same roadless terrain could have covered over twice that distance without being really extended.


  But Sulla didn’t move. His camp lay in the midst of a huge expanse of flat ground and he had used his time in fortifying it formidably, despite the fact that the Cappadocian lack of forests had meant fetching the timber from the Cilician Gates. Thus when Mithridates came over the horizon he saw a structure, perfectly square, enclosing a space some thirty-two square stades in area within massive embankments, topped by a spiked palisade ten feet high, and having in front of its walls three ditches, the outermost twenty feet wide and filled with water, the middle one fifteen feet wide and filled with sharpened stakes, and the innermost twenty feet wide and filled with water. There were, his scouts informed him, four paths across the ditches, one to each of the four gates, which were placed in the center of each side of the square.


  It was the first time in his life that Mithridates had seen a Roman camp. He wanted to gape, but could not because there were too many eyes upon him. That he could take it he was sure—but at enormous cost. So he sat his vast army down and rode out himself to look at Sulla’s fortress at close quarters.


  “My lord King, a herald from the Romans,” said one of his officers, coming to find him as he rode slowly along one side of Sulla’s admirably engineered stronghold.


  “What do they want?” asked Mithridates, frowning at the wall and the palisade, the tall watchtowers which marched along it at frequent intervals.


  “The proconsul Lucius Cornelius Sulla requests a parley.”


  “I agree to that. Where, and when?”


  “On the path leading to the Roman camp’s front gate— that path to your right, Great King. Just you and he, the herald says.”


  “When?”


  “Now, Great One.”


  The King kicked his horse to the right, eager to see this Lucius Cornelius Sulla, and not at all afraid; nothing he had heard about Romans suggested the kind of treachery that would, under a truce, fell him with a spear as he walked unguarded to a rendezvous. So when he reached the path he slid down from his horse without thinking things through, and stopped, annoyed at his own obtuseness. He mustn’t let a Roman do to him again what Gaius Marius had done to him—look down on him! Back onto the horse he climbed. He would look down on Lucius Cornelius Sulla! But the horse refused to tread this roadway, eyes rolling white at sight of the perilous ditches on either side. For a moment the King fought the animal, then decided this would harm his image even more. Back he came, back off the horse he slid, and now he walked alone to its middle, where the ditches literally stuffed with sharpened pointed stakes yawned like mouths full of teeth.


  The gate opened, a man slid round it and walked toward him. Quite a little fellow compared to his own splendid height, the King was pleased to see—but very well put together. The Roman was clad in a plain steel cuirass shaped to his torso, wore the double kilt of leather straps called pteryges, a scarlet tunic, and, flowing out behind him, a scarlet cape. Bareheaded, his red-gold hair blazed in the sun, stirred by a little wind. King Mithridates couldn’t take his eyes off it, for in all his life he had never seen hair that color, even on the Celtic Galatians. Nor such ice-white skin, visible between the hem just above the Roman’s knees and his sturdy unornamented boots midway up impressively muscled calves, visible down the length of his arms, visible on neck and face too. Ice-white! No atom of color in it!


  And then Lucius Cornelius Sulla was close enough for the King to see his face, and then he was close enough for the King to see his eyes. The King literally shivered. Apollo! Apollo in the guise of a Roman! The face was so strong, so godlike, so awful in its majesty—no smooth-faced simpering Greek statue, this, but the god as the god must surely be, so long after his creation. A man-god in the prime of his life, full of power. A Roman. A Roman!


  Sulla had gone out to this meeting completely sure of himself, for he had listened to Gaius Marius describe his own encounter with the King of Pontus; between the two of them, they had got his measure. It hadn’t occurred to him that his very appearance would throw the King off balance—nor did he, seeing this was so, understand exactly why. Exactly why didn’t matter. He simply resolved to use this unexpected advantage.


  “What are you doing in Cappadocia, King Mithridates?” he asked.


  “Cappadocia belongs to me,” the King said, but not in the roaring voice he had originally intended to use before he set eyes on the Roman Apollo; it came out rather small and weak, and he knew it, and he hated himself for it.


  “Cappadocia belongs to the Cappadocians.”


  “The Cappadocians are the same people as the Pontines.’’


  “How can that be, when they have had their own line of kings for as many hundreds of years as the Pontines?”


  “Their kings have been foreigners, not Cappadocians.”


  “In what way?”


  “They are Seleucids from Syria.”


  Sulla shrugged. “Odd, then, King Mithridates, that the Cappadocian king I have inside these camp walls behind me doesn’t look a scrap like a Seleucid from Syria. Or like you! Nor is his genealogy Syrian, Seleucid or otherwise. King Ariobarzanes is a Cappadocian, and chosen by his own people in place of your son Ariarathes Eusebes.”


  Mithridates started. Gordius had never told him Marius found out who was father to King Ariarathes Eusebes; Sulla’s statement seemed to him prescient, unnatural. Yet one more evidence of the Roman Apollo.


  “King Ariarathes Eusebes is dead, he died during the invasion of the Armenians,” said Mithridates, still in that small meek voice. “The Cappadocians now have a Cappadocian king. His name is Gordius, and I am here to ensure he remains king.”


  “Gordius is your creature, King Mithridates, as is only to be expected in a father-in-law whose daughter is the Queen of Pontus,” said Sulla evenly. “Gordius is not the king chosen by the Cappadocians. He is the king you chose through the agency of your son-in-law Tigranes. Ariobarzanes is the rightful king.”


  Yet more inside knowledge! Who was this Lucius Cornelius Sulla, if not Apollo? “Ariobarzanes is a pretender!”


  “Not according to the Senate and People of Rome,” said Sulla, pressing his advantage. “I am here on commission from the Senate and People of Rome to ensure that King Ariobarzanes is reinstated, and that Pontus—and Armenia!—stay out of Cappadocian lands.”


  “It is no business of Rome’s!” cried the King, gathering courage as his temper frayed.


  “Everything in the world is Rome’s business,” said Sulla, and gauged the time right to strike. “Go home, King Mithridates.”


  “Cappadocia is as much my home as Pontus!”


  “No, it is not. Go home to Pontus.”


  “And are you going to make me, with your pathetic little army?” sneered the King, angry now indeed. “Look out there, Lucius Cornelius Sulla! A hundred thousand men!”


  “A hundred thousand barbarians,” said Sulla scornfully. “I’ll eat them.”


  “I’ll fight! I warn you, I’ll fight!”


  Sulla turned his shoulder, preparing to walk away, and said over it, “Oh, stop posturing and go home!” And walked away. At the gate he turned back and said more loudly, “Go home, King Mithridates. Eight days from now I march to Eusebeia Mazaca to put King Ariobarzanes back on his throne. If you oppose me, I’ll annihilate your army and kill you. Not twice the number of men I can see would stop me.”


  “You don’t even have Roman soldiers!” shouted the King.


  Sulla smiled dreadfully. “Roman enough,” he said. “They have been equipped and trained by a Roman—and they will fight like Romans, so much I promise you. Go home!”


  Back to his imperial tent stormed the King, in such a fury that no one dared speak to him, even Neoptolemus. Once inside he didn’t pause, but went straight to his private room at the back, and there sat upon a kingly seat, his purple cloak thrown over his head. No, Sulla wasn’t Apollo! He was just a Roman. But what sort of men were Romans, that they could look like Apollo? Or, like Gaius Marius, bulk so large and so kingly that they never doubted their power, their authority? Romans he had seen in Asia Province, even—in the distance—the governor; they had seemed, though arrogant, ordinary men. But two Romans only had he met, Gaius Marius and Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Which kind of Roman was the real Roman? His common sense said the Asia Province Roman. Whereas his bones said, Marius and Sulla. After all, he was a great king, descended from Herakles, and from Darius of Persia. Therefore those who came against him were bound to be great.


  Why couldn’t he command an army in person? Why couldn’t he understand the art? Why did he have to leave it to men like his cousins Archelaus and Neoptolemus? There were some sons with promise—but they had ambitious mothers. Where could he turn and be sure! How could he deal with the great Romans, the ones who beat hundreds of thousands of soldiers?


  Rage dissolved into tears; the King wept vainly until his despair passed into resignation, moods alien to his nature. Accept he must that the great Romans could not be beaten. And his own ambitions could not in turn come to pass— unless the gods smiled on Pontus by giving the great Romans something to do much closer to Rome than Cappadocia. If the day should come when the only Romans sent against Pontus were ordinary men, then Mithridates would move. Until then, Cappadocia, Bithynia and Macedonia would have to wait. He threw off his purple cloak, got to his feet.


  Gordius and Neoptolemus were waiting in the outer room of the tent; when the King appeared in the aperture leading to his private domain, the two men leaped up from their chairs.


  “Move the army,” said Mithridates curtly. “We go back to Pontus. Let the Roman put Ariobarzanes back on the Cappadocian throne! I am young. I have time. I will wait until Rome is occupied elsewhere, and then I will march into the west.”


  “But what about me?” wailed Gordius.


  The King bit his forefinger, staring at Gordius fixedly. “I think it’s time I was rid of you, father-in-law,” he said, lifted his chin and shouted, “Guards! Inside!”


  In they spilled.


  “Take him away and kill him,” said the King, waving at the cringing Gordius, then turned to Neoptolemus, standing white-faced and trembling. “What are you waiting for?’’ he asked. “Move the army! Now!”


  *


  “Well, well!” said Sulla to Young Sulla. “He’s packing up.”


  They were standing atop the watchtower by the main gate, which looked north to the camp of Mithridates.


  One part of Young Sulla was sorry, but the larger part was very glad. “It’s better this way, Father, isn’t it?”


  “At this stage, I think so.”


  “We couldn’t have beaten him, could we?”


  “Yes, of course we could have!” said Sulla heartily. “Would I bring my son on campaign with me if I didn’t think I’d win? He’s packing up and leaving for one reason only—because he knows we would have won. A bit of a backwoods hayseed our Mithridates might be, but he can recognize military excellence and a better man when he sees them, even though it is for the first time. It’s lucky for us, actually, that he has been so isolated. The only role-model these eastern potentates have is Alexander the Great, who by Roman military standards is hopelessly outdated.”


  “What was the King of Pontus like?” asked the son curiously.


  “Like?” Sulla thought for a moment before replying. “Do you know, I am hard put to say! Very unsure of himself, certainly, and therefore capable of being manipulated. He wouldn’t cut an imposing figure in the Forum, but that’s his foreignness. Like any tyrant, used to getting his own way—and I include brats in the nursery. I suppose if I had to sum him up in one word, I’d call him a yokel. But he’s king of all he surveys, he’s dangerous, and he’s quite capable of learning. Just as well he didn’t have Jugurtha’s exposure to Rome and Romans at an early age— or Hannibal’s sophistication, come to that. Until he met Gaius Marius—and me—I imagine he was satisfied with himself. Today he isn’t. But that won’t sit well with friend Mithridates! He’ll set out to look for ways to best us at our own game, is my prediction. He’s very proud. And very conceited. He won’t rest until he’s tested his mettle against Rome. But he won’t run the risk of doing that until he’s absolutely sure he can win. Today he isn’t sure. A wise decision on his part to withdraw, Young Sulla! I would have taken him and his army to pieces.”


  Young Sulla rolled a fascinated eye at his father, amazed at his father’s sureness, his conviction he was right. “So many?”


  “Numbers mean nothing, my son,” said Sulla, turning to leave the watchtower. “There are at least a dozen ways I could have rolled him up. He thinks in numbers. But he hasn’t yet arrived at the real answer, which is to use what you have as one single unit. If he had decided to fight and I had humored him by leading my forces out to face him, he would simply have ordered a charge. Everyone in his army would have rushed at us together. That’s so easy to deal with! As for his taking my camp—impossible! But he’s dangerous. Do you know why I say that, Young Sulla?”


  “No,” said his son, all at sea.


  “Because he decided to go home,” said Sulla. “He will get home and worry the business over and over in his mind until he begins to grasp what he ought to have done. Five years, boy! I give him five years. Then I think Rome will have great trouble with King Mithridates.”


  Morsimus met them at the bottom of the tower, looking much as Young Sulla had looked—glad and sorry simultaneously. “What do we do now, Lucius Cornelius?” he asked.


  “Exactly what I said to Mithridates. Eight days hence we march for Mazaca, and we pop Ariobarzanes back on his throne. For the time being he’ll be all right. I don’t think Mithridates will come back to Cappadocia for some years, because I’m not done yet.”


  “Not done yet?”


  “I mean I’m not done with him yet. We’re not returning to Tarsus,” said Sulla, smiling nastily.


  Morsimus gasped. “You’re not marching on Pontus!”


  Sulla laughed. “No! I’m going to march on Tigranes.”


  “Tigranes? Tigranes of Armenia?”


  “The very one.”


  “But why, Lucius Cornelius?”


  Two pairs of eyes were riveted upon Sulla’s face, waiting to hear his answer; neither son nor legate had any idea why.


  “I’ve never seen the Euphrates,” said Sulla, looking wistful.


  An answer neither listener had expected; but it was Young Sulla, who knew his father very well, who began to giggle. Morsimus went off scratching his head.


  *


  Of course Sulla had an inspiration. There was going to be no trouble in Cappadocia, so much was sure; Mithridates would stay in Pontus for the time being. But he needed a little extra deterrent. And as far as Sulla was concerned, no battle had been fought, no opportunity to acquire gold or treasure had been forthcoming. Nor did Sulla think that the Kingdom of Cappadocia itself was rich enough to donate him anything. What riches might once have lived in Eusebeia Mazaca had long since gone into the coffers of Mithridates—unless he mistook his King of Pontus, which Sulla didn’t think he had.


  His orders were specific. Evict Mithridates and Tigranes from Cappadocia, place Ariobarzanes on the throne, then cease any further activity without the borders of Cilicia. As a mere praetor—proconsular imperium or not—he had little choice except to obey. However... Of Tigranes there had been no sign; he had not joined with the King of Pontus on this particular invasion. Which meant he was still dwelling within the mountain fastnesses of Armenia, ignorant of Rome’s wishes, uncowed by Rome because he had never set eyes upon a Roman.


  No one might rely upon Rome’s wishes being transmitted with accuracy to Tigranes if the only messenger were Mithridates. Thus it behooved the governor of Cilicia to find Tigranes for himself and issue Rome’s directives in person, did it not? And who knew? Maybe somewhere along the way to Armenia, a bag of gold would fall at Sulla’s feet. A bag of gold he needed desperately. Provided that the bag of gold meant for the personal use of the governor was accompanied by another bag of gold for the Treasury of Rome, it was not considered inappropriate for the governor to accept such largesse; charges of extortion or treason or bribery were only levied when the Treasury saw nothing, or—in the case of Manius Aquillius’s father—the governor sold something belonging to the State and popped the proceeds into his own purse. Like Phrygia.


  At the end of the eight-day waiting period Sulla marched his four legions out of the fortress camp he had built, leaving it sitting abandoned on the plateau; one day it might come in handy, as he doubted it would occur to Mithridates to pull it down should he return to Cappadocia. To Mazaca he went with his son and his army, and stood in the palace reception room to watch Ariobarzanes mount his throne, the King’s mother and Young Sulla beaming. That the Cappadocians were delighted was obvious; out they came from their houses to cheer their king.


  “If you’re wise, King, you’ll start recruiting and training an army immediately,” said Sulla as he was preparing to leave. “Rome might not always be in a position to intervene.”


  The King promised fervently to do this; Sulla had his doubts. For one thing, there was very little money in Cappadocia, and for another, the Cappadocians were not martial people by nature. A Roman farmer made a wonderful soldier. A Cappadocian shepherd did not. Still, the advice had been tendered, and heard. More than that, Sulla knew, he could not accomplish.


  Mithridates, his scouts informed him, had crossed the big red Halys River and was already negotiating the first of the Pontic passes en route to Zela. What no scout could tell him, of course, was whether Mithridates had sent a message to Tigranes of Armenia. Not that it mattered. What Mithridates would say would not show Mithridates in a bad light; the truth would only come out when Tigranes personally encountered Sulla.


  So from Mazaca, Sulla led his neat little army due east across the rolling highlands of Cappadocia, heading for the Euphrates River at the Melitene crossing to Tomisa. The season was now advanced into high spring, and, Sulla was informed, all the passes except the ones around Ararat were open. Should he wish to skirt Ararat, however, those passes would also be open by the time he reached the area. Sulla nodded, said nothing, even to his son or to Morsimus; he had little idea as yet exactly where he was going, intent only upon reaching the Euphrates.


  Between Mazaca and Dalanda lay the Anti-Taurus mountains, not as difficult to cross as Sulla had imagined; though the peaks were high, the pass itself was a fairly low one, and clear of snow and landslides. They marched then through a series of vividly colored rocky gorges, in the floors of which ran torn white rivers, and farmers tilled the rich alluvium through the short growing season. These were ancient peoples, largely left alone as the ages advanced, never inducted into armies nor uplifted from their lands, too insignificant to covet. Sulla marched courteously, bought and paid for whatever he needed by way of supplies, and strung his men out to leave the fields untouched; it was magnificent ambush country, but his scouts were extremely active, and he had no premonition that Tigranes had mobilized and was lying in wait for him this side of the Euphrates.


  Melitene was just an area, it had no town of any size, but the countryside was flat and rich—a part of the Euphrates plain, quite wide between its flanking mountains. Here the people were more numerous but hardly more sophisticated, and clearly they were unused to seeing armies on the march; even Alexander the Great in his tortuous wandering had not visited Melitene. Nor, Sulla learned, had Tigranes on his way to Cappadocia; he had preferred to take the northern route along the headwaters of the Euphrates, in a straighter line from Artaxata than Sulla’s present position was.


  And there at last was the mighty river confined between clifflike banks, not as wide as the lower Rhodanus, but flowing much faster. Sulla eyed its racing waters pensively, amazed by their color, a haunting and milky blue-green. His arm tightened about his son, whom he was loving more and more. Such perfect company!


  “Can we cross it?” he asked Morsimus.


  But the Cilician from Tarsus was no wiser than he, and could only shake his head dubiously. “Perhaps later in the year, after all the snows have melted—if they ever do, Lucius Cornelius. The local people say the Euphrates is deeper than it is wide, which must make it the mightiest river in the world.”


  “Does it have no bridges across it?’’ Sulla asked fretfully.


  “This far up, no. To bridge it here would call for better engineering skills than any in this part of the world possess. I know Alexander the Great bridged it, but much lower down its course, and later in the year.”


  “It needs Romans.”


  “Yes.”


  Sulla sighed, shrugged. “Well, I don’t have engineers with me, and I don’t have the time. We have to get wherever it is we are going before the snows close the passes and prevent our getting back. Though I think we’ll go back through northern Syria and the Amanus mountains.”


  “Where are we going, Father? Now that you’ve seen the mighty Euphrates?” Young Sulla asked, smiling.


  “Oh, I haven’t seen nearly enough of the Euphrates yet! That is why we’re going to march south along this bank until we find a crossing safe enough,” said Sulla.


  At Samosata the river was still too strong, though the locals offered bargelike boats; after inspecting them, Sulla declined.


  “We’ll continue south,” he said.


  The next ford, he was informed, lay at Zeugma, across the border in Syria.


  “How settled is Syria now that Grypus is dead and Cyzicenus reigns alone?” Sulla asked of a local who could speak Greek.


  “I do not know, lord Roman.”


  And then, the army packed up and ready to move out, the great river calmed down. Sulla made up his mind.


  “We’ll cross here by boat while it’s possible,” he said.


  Once on the far side he breathed easier, though it was not lost upon him that his troops were more fearful—as if they had crossed some metaphorical Styx, and were now wandering the lands of the Underworld. His officers were summoned and given a lecture on how to keep troops happy. Young Sulla listened too.


  “We’re not going home yet,” said Sulla, “so everyone had better settle down and enjoy himself. I doubt there’s an army capable of defeating us within several hundred miles—if there is one at all. Tell them that they are being led by Lucius Cornelius Sulla, a far greater general than Tigranes or some Parthian Surenas. Tell them that we are the first Roman army east of the Euphrates, and that alone is a protection.”


  With summer coming on, it was no part of Sulla’s plan to descend to the Syrian and Mesopotamian plains; the heat and the monotony would demoralize his soldiers faster by far than braving the unknown. So from Samosata he struck east again, heading for Amida on the Tigris. These were the borderlands between Armenia to the north and the Kingdom of the Parthians to the south and east, but of garrisons and troops there were none. Sulla’s army tramped through fields of crimson poppies, watching its provisions carefully, for though the land was sometimes under cultivation, the people seemed to have little in their granaries to sell.


  There were minor kingdoms hereabouts, Sophene, Gordyene, Osrhoene, and Commagene, each hedged in by vast snowcapped peaks, but the going was easy because it was not necessary to travel through the mountains. In Amida, a black-walled town on the banks of the Tigris, Sulla met the King of Commagene and the King of Osrhoene, who journeyed to see him when news of this strange, peacefully inclined Roman force reached them.


  Their names Sulla found unpronounceable, but each produced a Greek epithet to glorify his name, so Sulla called Commagene, Epiphanes, and Osrhoene, Philoromaios.


  “Honored Roman, you are in Armenia,” said Commagene very seriously. “The mighty King Tigranes will assume you invade.”


  “And he is not far away,” said Osrhoene, equally seriously.


  Sulla looked alert rather than afraid. “Not far away?” he asked eagerly. “Where?”


  “He wants to build a new capital city for southern Armenia, and he has settled upon a site,” said Osrhoene. “He plans to call the city Tigranocerta.”


  “Where?”


  “To the east of Amida and slightly to the north, perhaps five hundred stades away,” said Commagene.


  Quickly Sulla divided by eight. “About sixty miles.”


  “You do not intend to go there, surely?”


  “Why not?” asked Sulla. “I haven’t killed anybody, nor looted a temple, nor stolen provisions. I come in peace to talk to King Tigranes. In fact, I would ask a favor of you— send messages to King Tigranes at Tigranocerta and tell him I’m coming—in peace!”


  3


  The messages went out and found Tigranes already well aware of Sulla’s advance, yet very reluctant to block his progress. What was Rome doing east of the Euphrates? Of course Tigranes didn’t trust the peaceful intent, but the size of Sulla’s army did not indicate a serious Roman invasion. The important question was whether or not he should attack—like Mithridates, Tigranes feared the name, Rome, enormously. Therefore, he resolved, he would not attack until he was attacked. And in the meantime he would go with his army to meet this Roman, Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  He had heard from Mithridates, of course. A defensive and sullen letter, informing him briefly that Gordius was dead and Cappadocia once more under the thumb of the Roman puppet, King Ariobarzanes. A Roman army had come up from Cilicia and its leader (not named) had warned him to go home. For the time being, had said the King of Pontus, he had judged it prudent to abandon his plan to invade Cilicia after subduing Cappadocia once and for all. In consequence he had urged Tigranes to abandon his plan to march west into Syria and meet his father-in-law on the fertile alluvial plains of Cilicia Pedia.


  Neither of the Kings had dreamed for one moment that, his mission in Cappadocia successfully completed, the Roman Lucius Cornelius Sulla would go anywhere save back to Tarsus; and by the time Tigranes believed what his spies told him—that Sulla was on the Euphrates looking for a crossing—his messages to Mithridates in Sinope had no hope of reaching their recipient before Sulla appeared on the Armenian doorstep. Therefore Tigranes had sent word of Sulla’s advent to his Parthian suzerains in Seleuceia-on-Tigris; their journey, though long, was an easy one.


  The King of Armenia met Sulla on the Tigris some miles west of the site of his new capital; when Sulla arrived on the west bank, he faced the camp of Tigranes on the east bank. Compared to the Euphrates, the Tigris was a creek, running shallower and more sluggishly, brownish in color, perhaps half as wide. It rose, of course, on the wrong side of the Anti-Taurus, and received not one tenth of the tributaries the Euphrates did, nor the bulk of the melting snows and permanent springs. Almost a thousand miles to the south in the area around Babylon and Ctesiphon and Seleuceia-on-Tigris, the two rivers ran only forty miles apart; canals had been dug from the Euphrates to the Tigris to help the latter stream find its way to the Persian Sea.
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  Who goes to whom? asked Sulla of himself, smiling perversely as he put his army into a strongly fortified camp and sat down on the western bank to see who would give in first and take the trip across the river. Tigranes did, not motivated by aggression or fear, but by curiosity. As the days had gone by without Sulla’s showing himself, the King just couldn’t wait any longer. Out came the royal barge, a gilded, flat-bottomed affair guided by poles rather than oars, shielded from the heat of the sun by a gold and purple canopy fringed with bullion, under which, on a dais, stood one of the King’s minor thrones, a magnificent contraption worked in gold, ivory, and gems galore.


  The King came down to the wooden jetty in a four-wheeled golden car which hurt the eyes of the watchers on the west bank, it flashed and glittered so, a slave standing behind the King in the car holding a golden, gem-studded parasol above the royal head.


  “Now how is he going to manage this?” asked Sulla of his son from their hiding place behind a wall of shields.


  “What do you mean, Father?”


  “Dignity!” Sulla exclaimed, grinning. “I can’t believe he will soil his feet on that wooden wharf, yet they haven’t spread a carpet for him to walk on.”


  The conundrum solved itself. Two brawny slaves shoved the parasol-holder aside as they stepped up into the car with the little wheels; there they linked arms and waited. Delicately the King lowered the royal posterior onto their arms, and was carried to the barge, deposited gently upon the throne. While the languid vessel plied its way across the languid river the King sat immobile, not seeming to see the throng on the western bank. The barge bumped into the sloping earth, as there was no jetty on this side, and the whole process was repeated. The slaves picked the King up and stood off to one side while the throne was carried to a high flat-topped rock, deposited upon it, and the royal parasol-holder clambered up to shade the chair. Only then was the King transported to his resting place, quite a struggle for the slaves.


  “Oh, well done!” cried Sulla.


  “Well done?” asked Young Sulla, learning avidly.


  “He’s got me by the balls, Young Sulla! No matter what I sit on—or even if I stand—he’s going to tower above me.”


  “What can you do?”


  Well concealed even from the King at his new height, Sulla snapped his fingers for his body-slave. “Help me get this off,” he said curtly, struggling with the straps on his cuirass.


  Divested of armor, he removed his leather under-dress as well, changed scarlet tunic for a coarsely woven oatmeal one, belted it with a cord, threw a dun-colored peasant cloak about his shoulders, and put on his wide-brimmed straw peasant’s hat.


  “When in the company of the sun,” he said to Young Sulla with a grin, “be a cavern.”


  Thus it was that when he emerged from between his guard and strolled down to the spot where Tigranes sat like a statue upon his throne, Sulla looked like one of the local lowly. The King, in fact, discounted him as anyone of importance, and continued to stare, frowning, into the massed ranks of Sulla’s army.


  “Greetings, King Tigranes, I am Lucius Cornelius Sulla,” said Sulla in Greek, arriving at the base of the rock where the King’s chair perched. He swept off his hat and looked upward, his pale eyes wide because the King’s parasol was between him and the sun.


  The King gaped, first at sight of that hair, then at sight of those eyes. To one used to seeing no eyes save brown— and who considered his Queen’s yellow orbs unique—Sulla’s were horrifying, patches punched out of a doomsday sky.


  “This army is yours, Roman?” asked Tigranes.


  “It is.”


  “What is it doing in my lands?”


  “Journeying to see you, King Tigranes.”


  “You perceive me. What now?”


  “Not a thing!” said Sulla airily, brows climbing, horrible eyes dancing. “I came to see you, King Tigranes, and I have seen you. Once I have told you what I am ordered to tell you, I shall turn my army round and go back to Tarsus.’’


  “What are you ordered to tell me, Roman?”


  “The Senate and People of Rome require you to stay within your own boundaries, King. Armenia does not concern Rome. But to venture into Cappadocia, Syria, or Cilicia will offend Rome. And Rome is mighty—mistress of all the lands around the Middle Sea, a greater domain by far than Armenia. Rome’s armies are undefeated, and many in number. Therefore, King, stay in your own ward.”


  “I am in my own ward,” the King pointed out, thrown off balance by this direct talk. “Rome is the trespasser.”


  “Only to carry out my orders, King. I’m simply a messenger,” said Sulla, uncowed. “I trust you’ve listened well.”


  “Huh!” said the King, raising one hand. His brawny slaves linked arms and stepped upward, the King sat himself down, and was duly enthroned once more upon his barge. With his back to Sulla. And off poled the boat across the turgid stream, Tigranes unmoving.


  “Well, well!” said Sulla to his son, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “An odd lot, these eastern kings, my boy. Mountebanks all. Full of importance, as prickable as a bladder.” He looked about, and called, “Morsimus!”


  “Here, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Pack up. We’re going home.”


  “Which way?”


  “To Zeugma. I doubt we’ll encounter any more trouble from Cyzicenus of Syria than from the conceited heap of rubbish you can see disappearing across the water. Much and all as they dislike the sensation, they are all afraid of Rome. That pleases me.” Sulla snorted. “A pity I couldn’t maneuver him into a situation where he has to look up at me.”


  Sulla’s reasons for heading southwest to Zeugma were not entirely because it was the shorter route—and a less mountainous one—to Cilicia Pedia; provisions were low, and the crops of the highlands still green. Whereas in the lowlands of upper Mesopotamia he might hope to find ripe grain to buy. His men were growing very tired of the fruits and vegetables they had been living on since leaving Cappadocia; they craved bread. Therefore they must endure the heat of the Syrian plains.


  Sure enough, when he came down from the crags south of Amida onto the plains of Osrhoene he found the harvests in, and bread aplenty as a result. In Edessa he visited Philoromaios the King, and found Osrhoene only too pleased to give this strange Roman whatever he wanted. And to impart some rather alarming news.


  “Lucius Cornelius, I am afraid that King Tigranes has gathered his army and is following you,” said King Philoromaios.


  “I know,” said Sulla, unruffled.


  “But he will attack you! And attack me!”


  “Keep your army disbanded, King, and your people out of his way. It’s my presence worries him. Once he’s sure I really am going back to Tarsus, he’ll hie himself back to Tigranocerta.’’


  This calm confidence did much to quieten the King of Osrhoene, who sped Sulla on his way with a bounty of wheat and an object Sulla had despaired of ever seeing—a big bag of golden coins, stamped not with Osrhoene’s features, but with the face of none other than King Tigranes.


  Tigranes tracked Sulla all the way to the Euphrates at Zeugma, but too far in his rear to warrant Sulla’s halting and readying for battle; this was clearly a precautionary rather than an aggressive measure. But then after Sulla had got his troops over the river at Zeugma—an easier business by far than at Samosata—he was visited by a party of fifty dignitaries, all clad in garb of a style strange to any Roman— high round little hats studded with pearls and golden beads, neck-choking spiral collars of gold wire descending to their chests, gold-embroidered coats, long stiff gold-embroidered skirts reaching their gold-shod feet.


  When he learned the group was an embassage from the King of the Parthians, Sulla was not surprised; only Parthians had so much gold to wear. Exciting! And a vindication for this unprojected, unauthorized trip east of the Euphrates. Tigranes of Armenia was subject to the Parthians, that much he knew; perhaps he could convince the Parthians to muzzle Tigranes, prevent his yielding to the blandishments of Mithridates.


  This time he wasn’t going to look up at Tigranes—nor look up at the Parthians, for that matter.


  “I will meet with those Parthians who speak Greek—and with King Tigranes—the day after tomorrow, on the banks of the Euphrates at a spot to which the dignitaries will be conducted by my men,” said Sulla to Morsimus. The members of the embassage had not yet set eyes upon him, though he had managed to inspect them; since it had not escaped him that both Mithridates and Tigranes had been amazed by his appearance—and very much intimidated by it—Sulla had resolved that he would burst upon the Parthians also.


  Born actor that he was, he set his stage with scrupulous attention to every fine detail. A huge tall dais was constructed out of some polished slabs of white marble he borrowed from the temple of Zeus in Zeugma. Then upon the dais he constructed another dais just large enough to hold a curule chair, a good foot taller than the rest of the platform, and faced with a plummy purple marble which had formed the plinth of the statue of Zeus. Fine marble seats with arms and backs of griffins and lions, sphinxes and eagles, were pillaged from all over town, and these were placed upon the main dais, a group of six to one side, and a single, splendid specimen formed by the backs of two winged lions off to the other side for Tigranes. Upon the purple marble smaller dais he placed his ivory curule chair, a thin and spindly, chaste-looking seat compared to those below it. And over the top of the whole structure he erected an awning made from the gold and purple tapestry which had curtained off the sanctuary behind Zeus in his temple.


  Shortly after dawn on the appointed day, a guard of his men escorted six of the Parthian ambassadors to the dais and placed them in the six chairs forming a group; the rest of the embassage remained upon the ground, suitably seated and shaded. Tigranes wanted to mount the purple podium, of course, but was firmly yet courteously placed upon his royal seat at the opposite end of the semicircle the chairs made. The Parthians looked at Tigranes—he looked at them—and everybody looked up at the purple podium.


  Then when all were seated came Lucius Cornelius Sulla, clad in his purple-bordered toga praetexta and carrying the plain ivory wand which was his staff of office, one end nestling in his palm, its foot-long stick resting upon his forearm, its other end nestling into the hollow of his elbow. Hair blazing even after he had passed out of the sun, he walked without turning his head to left or to right up the steps to the dais, then up another step to his ivory curule chair, and seated himself, rod-straight, spine unsupported, one foot forward and the other back in the classic pose. A Roman of the Romans.


  They were not amused, especially Tigranes, but there was little they could do about it, having been jockeyed into their present positions with such dignity that to start insisting upon being seated at the same height as the curule chair would have done nothing to enhance dignity.


  “My lords the representatives of the King of the Parthians, and King Tigranes, I welcome you to this parley,” said Sulla from his paramount position, and taking great delight in unsettling them with his strange light eyes.


  “This is not your parley, Roman!” snapped Tigranes. “I summoned my suzerains!”


  “I beg your pardon, King, but this is my parley,” said Sulla with a smile. “You have come to my place, at my invitation.” And then, not giving Tigranes time to reply, he turned slightly toward the Parthians and gave them the full benefit of his most feral grin, long canines well bared. “Who among you, my lords of Parthia, is the leader of this delegation?”


  Predictably, the elderly man seated in the first of the chairs nodded his head regally. “I am, Lucius Cornelius Sulla. My name is Orobazus, and I am satrap of Seleuceia-on-Tigris. I answer only to the King of Kings, Mithridates of the Parthians, who regrets that time and distance do not permit him to be here today.”


  “In his summer palace at Ecbatana, eh?” asked Sulla.


  Orobazus blinked. “You are well informed, Lucius Cornelius Sulla. I was not aware our movements are so well known in Rome.”


  “Lucius Cornelius will do, Lord Orobazus,” said Sulla. He leaned forward a little, still keeping his spine absolutely straight, his pose in the chair a perfect fusion of grace and power, as befitted a Roman conducting an audience of magnitude. “We make history here today, Lord Orobazus. This is the first time that the ambassadors of the Kingdom of the Parthians have met with an ambassador of Rome. That it takes place upon the river which forms the boundary between our two worlds is fitting.”


  “Indeed, my lord Lucius Cornelius,” said Orobazus.


  “Not ‘my lord,’ just plain Lucius Cornelius,” said Sulla. “In Rome there are no lords and no kings.”


  “We had heard it was so, but we find it strange. You do follow the Greek way, then. How is it that Rome has grown so great, when no king heads the government? The Greeks one can understand. They were never very great because they had no High King—they fragmented themselves into a myriad little states and then went to war against each other. Whereas Rome acts as if there was a High King. How can your lack of any kind of king permit such power, Lucius Cornelius?” asked Orobazus.


  “Rome is our king , Lord Orobazus , though we give Rome the feminine form, Roma, and speak of Rome as ‘her’ and ‘she.’ The Greeks subordinated themselves to an ideal. You subordinate yourselves to one man, your king. But we Romans subordinate ourselves to Rome, and only to Rome. We bend the knee to no one human, Lord Orobazus, any more than we bend it to the abstraction of an ideal. Rome is our god, our king, our very lives. And though each Roman strives to enhance his own reputation, strives to be great in the eyes of his fellow Romans, in the long run it is all done to enhance Rome, and Rome’s greatness. We worship a place, Lord Orobazus. Not a man. Not an ideal. Men come and go, their terms on earth are fleeting. And ideals shift and sway with every philosophical wind. But a place can be eternal as long as those who live in that place care for it, nurture it, make it even greater. I, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, am a great Roman. But at the end of my life, whatever I have done will have gone to swell the might and majesty of my place — Rome. I am here today not on my own behalf, nor on behalf of any other man. I am here today on behalf of my place — Rome! If we strike a treaty, it will be deposited in the temple of Jupiter Feretrius, the oldest temple in Rome, and there it will remain — not my property, nor even bearing my name. A testament to the might of Rome.”


  He spoke well, for his Greek was Attic and beautiful, better by far than the Greek of the Parthians or Tigranes. And they were listening, fascinated, obviously wrestling to understand a concept utterly alien. A place greater than a man? A place greater than the mental product of a man?


  “But a place, Lucius Cornelius,” said Orobazus, “is just a collection of objects! If it is a town, a collection of buildings. If it is a sanctuary, a collection of temples. If it is countryside, a collection of trees and rocks and fields. How can a place generate such feeling, such nobility? You look at a collection of buildings — for I know Rome is a great city — and do what you all do for the sake of those buildings?”


  Sulla extended his ivory wand. “This is Rome, Lord Orobazus.” He touched the muscular snow-white forearm behind it. “This is Rome, Lord Orobazus.” He swept aside the folds of his toga to display the carved curved X of his chair’s legs. “This is Rome, Lord Orobazus.” He held out his left arm, weighed down by fold upon fold of toga, and pinched the woolen stuff. “This is Rome, Lord Orobazus.” And then he paused to look into every pair of eyes raised to him on high, and at the end of the pause he said, “I am Rome, Lord Orobazus. So is every single man who calls himself a Roman. Rome is a pageant stretching back a thousand years, to the time when a Trojan refugee named Aeneas set foot upon the shores of Latium and founded a race who founded, six hundred and sixty-two years ago, a place called Rome. And for a while Rome was actually ruled by kings, until the men of Rome rejected the concept that a man could be mightier than the place which bred him. No man must ever consider himself greater than the place which bred him. No Roman man is greater than Rome. Rome is the place which breeds great men. But what they are—what they do—is for her glory. Their contributions to her ongoing pageant. And I tell you, Lord Orobazus, that Rome will last as long as Romans hold Rome dearer than themselves, dearer than their children, dearer than their own reputations and achievements.” He paused again, drew a long breath. “As long as Romans hold Rome dearer than an ideal, or a single man.”


  “But the King is the manifestation of everything you say, Lucius Cornelius,” Orobazus objected.


  “A king cannot be,” said Sulla. “A king is concerned first with himself, a king believes he is closer to the gods than all other men. Some kings believe they are gods. All personal, Lord Orobazus. Kings use their countries to fuel themselves. Rome uses Romans to fuel herself.”


  Orobazus lifted his hands in the age-old gesture of surrender. “I cannot understand what you say, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Then let us pass to our reasons for being here today, Lord Orobazus. It is an historic occasion. On behalf of Rome, I extend you a proposition. That what lies to the east of the river Euphrates remain solely your concern, the business of the King of the Parthians. And that what lies to the west of the river Euphrates become Rome’s concern, the business of those men who act in the name of Rome.”


  Orobazus raised his feathery greying brows. “Do you mean, Lucius Cornelius, that Rome wishes to rule every land west of the Euphrates River? That Rome intends to dethrone the Kings of Syria and Pontus, Cappadocia and Commagene, many other lands?”


  “Not at all, Lord Orobazus. Rather, that Rome wants to ensure the stability of lands west of the Euphrates, prevent some kings expanding at the expense of others, prevent national borders shrinking or expanding. Do you, for instance, Lord Orobazus, know precisely why I am here today?”


  “Not precisely, Lucius Cornelius. We received word from our subject king, Tigranes of Armenia, that you were marching on him with an army. So far I have not been able to obtain a reason from King Tigranes as to why your army has made no aggressive move. You were well to the east of the Euphrates. Now you appear to be traveling west again. What did bring you here, why did you take your army into Armenia? And why, having done so, did you not make an aggressive move?”


  Sulla turned his head to look down at Tigranes, discovering that the toothed margin of his tiara, decorated on either side above the diadem with an eight-pointed star and a crescent formed by two eagles, was hollow, and that the King was going very bald. Clearly detesting his inferior position, Tigranes lifted his chin to glare angrily up at Sulla.


  “What, King, not told your master?’’ Sulla asked. Failing to receive an answer, he turned back to Orobazus and the other Greek-speaking Parthians. “Rome is seriously concerned, Lord Orobazus, that some kings at the eastern end of the Middle Sea do not become so great that they can expunge other kings. Rome is well content with the status quo in Asia Minor. But King Mithridates of Pontus has designs on the Kingdom of Cappadocia, and on other parts of Anatolia as well. Including Cilicia, which has voluntarily placed itself in Rome’s hands now that the King of Syria is not powerful enough to look after it. But your subject king, Tigranes here, has supported Mithridates—and upon one occasion not long ago, actually invaded Cappadocia.”


  “I heard something of that,” said Orobazus woodenly.


  “I imagine little escapes the attention of the King of the Parthians and his satraps, Lord Orobazus! However, having done Pontus’s dirty work for him, King Tigranes returned to Armenia, and has not stirred west of the Euphrates since.” Sulla cleared his throat. “It has been my melancholy duty to eject the King of Pontus yet again from Cappadocia, a commission from the Senate and People of Rome that I concluded earlier in the year. However, it occurred to me that my task would not be finished conclusively until I journeyed to have speech with King Tigranes. So I set off from Eusebeia Mazaca to look for him.”


  “With your army, Lucius Cornelius?” asked Orobazus.


  Up went the pointed brows. “Certainly! This is not exactly a part of the world I know, Lord Orobazus. So— purely as a precaution!—I took my army with me. It and I have behaved with perfect decorum, as I am sure you know—we have not raided, looted, sacked, or even trodden down crops in the field. What we needed, we bought. And we continue to do so. You must think of my army as a very large bodyguard. I am an important man, Lord Orobazus! My tenure of government in Rome has not yet reached its zenith, I will rise even higher. Therefore it behooves me— and Rome!—to look after Lucius Cornelius Sulla.”


  Orobazus signed to Sulla to stop. “One moment, Lucius Cornelius. I have with me a certain Chaldaean, the Nabopolassar, who comes not from Babylon but from Chaldaea proper, where the Euphrates delta runs into the Persian Sea. He serves me as my seer as well as my astrologer, and his brother serves none other than King Mithridates of the Parthians himself. We—all of us here today from Seleuceia-on-Tigris—believe in what he says. Would you permit him to look into your palm, and into your face? We would like to find out for ourselves if you are truly the great man you say you are.”


  Sulla shrugged, looked indifferent. “It makes no odds to me, Lord Orobazus. Have your fellow poke his nose into the lines on my palm and in my face to your entire satisfaction! Is he here? Do you want him to do it now? Or must I go somewhere more seemly?”


  “Stay where you are, Lucius Cornelius. The Nabopolassar will come to you.” Orobazus snapped his fingers and said something to the little crowd of Parthian observers seated on the ground.


  Out of their ranks stepped one who looked exactly the same as all the others, with his little round pearl-studded hat, and his spiral necklace, and his golden garments. Hands tucked into his sleeves, he trotted to the dais steps, hopped up them nimbly, and then stood on the step halfway between Sulla’s podium and the main floor of the platform. Out came one hand, snatching at Sulla’s extended right hand; and for a long time he mumbled his way from one line to another, then dropped the hand and peered at Sulla’s face. A little bow, and he backed off the step, backed across the dais to Orobazus, only then turning his front away from Sulla.


  The report took some time to give; Orobazus and the others listened gravely, faces impassive. At the end he turned back to Sulla, bowed down to the ground in Sulla’s direction, and got himself off the platform without ever presenting more than the top of his head to Sulla, an extraordinary obeisance.


  Sulla’s heart had leaped, had begun to thud a hasty tattoo as the Nabopolassar gave his verdict, leaped again joyously as the Chaldaean seer wormed his way off the platform and back to his place among the little crowd on the ground. Whatever he had said, he had clearly confirmed Sulla’s own words, that he, Sulla, was a great man. And he had bowed down to Sulla as he would have bowed down to his King.


  “The Nabopolassar says, Lucius Cornelius, that you are the greatest man in the world, that no one in your lifetime will rival you from the River Indus to the River of Ocean in the far west. We must believe him, for he has by default included our own King Mithridates among your inferiors, and thereby placed his head in jeopardy,” said Orobazus, a new note in his voice.


  Even Tigranes, Sulla noticed, now gazed at him in awe.


  “May we resume our parley?” asked Sulla, not varying his pose, his expression, or his tone from normal.


  “Please, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Very well, then. I have arrived at that point in my account, I think, where my army’s presence has been explained, but not what I came to say to King Tigranes. Briefly, I instructed him to remain on his own side of the Euphrates River, and warned him that he was not to assist his father-in-law of Pontus in attaining Pontus’s ambitions—be they with regard to Cappadocia, Cilicia, or Bithynia. And, having told him, I turned back.”


  “Do you think, Lucius Cornelius, that the King of Pontus has even grander designs than Anatolia?”


  “I think his designs encompass the world, Lord Orobazus! He is already the complete master of the eastern Euxine from Olbia on the Hypanis to Colchis on the Phasis. He secured Galatia by the mass murder of its chieftains, and has murdered at least one of the Cappadocian kings. I am very sure he masterminded the invasion of Cappadocia undertaken by King Tigranes here. And, further to the point of our meeting”—Sulla leaned forward, his strange light eyes blazing—”the distance between Pontus and the Kingdom of the Parthians is considerably less than the distance between Pontus and Rome. Therefore I consider that the King of the Parthians should look to his boundaries while ever the King of Pontus is in an expansive mood. As well as keep a stern eye on his subject, King Tigranes of Armenia.” Sulla produced a charming smile, canines well hidden. “That, Lord Orobazus, is all I have to say.”


  “You have spoken well, Lucius Cornelius,” said Orobazus. “You may have your treaty. All to the west of the Euphrates to be the concern of Rome. All to the east of the Euphrates to be the concern of the King of the Parthians.’-’


  “This means, I trust, no more western incursions by Armenia?”


  “It most certainly does,” said Orobazus, with a glare at the angry and disappointed Tigranes.


  *


  At last, thought Sulla as he waited for the Parthian envoys to file off the dais—followed by a Tigranes who looked nowhere save at the white marble floor—at last I know how Gaius Marius must have felt when Martha the Syrian prophetess foretold that he would be consul of Rome seven times, and be called the Third Founder of Rome. But Gaius Marius is still alive! Yet I have been called the greatest man in the world! The whole world, from India to Oceanus Atlanticus!


  Not one tiny hint of his jubilation did he display to any other man during the succeeding days; his son, who had been let watch proceedings from a distance, knew only what his eyes had seen, as his ears were beyond hearing distance; in fact, no member of Sulla’s own people had been within hearing distance. All Sulla reported was the treaty.


  This agreement was to be drawn up on a tall stone monument Orobazus planned to place at the spot where Sulla’s platform had stood, for it was now dismantled, its precious materials returned from whence they came. The stone was a four-sided obelisk and the terms were inscribed in Latin, Greek, Parthian, and Median, one language upon each side. Two copies were made on Pergamum parchment, for Sulla to take to Rome and Orobazus to take to Seleuceia-on-Tigris, where, Orobazus predicted, King Mithridates of the Parthians would be well pleased.


  Tigranes had slunk off with the mien of a whipped cur the moment he could secure leave from his suzerains, returned to where his new city of Tigranocerta was having its streets surveyed. His first logical step was to write to Mithridates of Pontus, but he did not for some time. When he did, it was at least with some private satisfaction emerging from the news he had received from a friend at court in Seleuceia-on-Tigris.


  Take heed of this Roman, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, my valued and mighty father-in-law. At Zeugma on the Euphrates he did conclude a treaty of friendship with the satrap Orobazus of Seleuceia-on-Tigris, acting on behalf of my suzerain, King Mithridates of the Parthians.


  Between them, they have tied my hands, beloved King of Pontus. Under the terms of the treaty they concluded, I am bound to remain to the east of the Euphrates, and I dare not disobey—not while that merciless old tyrant your namesake sits upon the throne of the Parthians. Seventy valleys my kingdom paid for my return. Did I disobey, seventy more valleys would be taken from me.


  Yet we must not despair. As I have heard you say, we are still young men, we have the time to be patient. This treaty of Rome and the Kingdom of the Parthians has made up my mind. I will expand Armenia. You must look to those domains you named—Cappadocia, Paphlagonia, Asia Province, Cilicia, Bithynia, and Macedonia. I will look south to Syria, Arabia, and Egypt. Not to mention to the Kingdom of the Parthians. For one day soon old Mithradates the King of the Parthians will die. And I predict that there will then be a war of succession, for he has sat on his sons as he sits on me, and favors none above the others, and torments them with threats of death, and even occasionally does kill one to watch the others hop. So there has been no ascendancy of one son above any of the others, and that is dangerous when an old king dies. This much I do swear to you, honored and esteemed father-in-law—that the moment there is internal war between the sons of the King of the Parthians, I will seize my chance and strike out for Syria, Arabia, Egypt, Mesopotamia. Until then, I will continue my work of building Tigranocerta.


  One further thing I must report to you about the meeting between Orobazus and Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Orobazus told the Chaldaean seer, the Nabopolassar, to scan the palm and face of the Roman. Now I know the work of this Nabopolassar, whose brother is seer to the King of Kings himself. And I tell you, great and wise father-in-law, that the Chaldaean is a true seer, never wrong. When he had done with the hand and face of Lucius Cornelius Sulla he fell upon his stomach and humbled himself to the Roman as he humbles himself to the King of Kings and no other. Then he told Orobazus that Lucius Cornelius Sulla was the greatest man in the world! From the River Indus to the River of Ocean, he did say. And I was very afraid. So too was Orobazus. With good reason. When he and the others got back to Seleuceia-on-Tigris they found the King of the Parthians in residence there, so Orobazus reported what had happened immediately. Including details the Roman had given him about our own activity, mighty father-in-law. And including the Roman’s warning that you might look toward the Kingdom of the Parthians to conquer it. King Mithridates took heed. I am strapped with watchers. But—the only news which cheers me—he executed Orobazus and the Nabopolassar for making more of a Roman than their king. Yet he has decided to honor the treaty, and has written to Rome to this effect. It seems the old man is sorry he never set eyes on Lucius Cornelius Sulla. I suspect had he, he would have employed his executioner. A pity then that he was in Ecbatana.


  Only the future can show us our fates, my dearest and most admired father-in-law. It may be that Lucius Cornelius Sulla comes no more to the east, that his greatness will be aimed at the west. And it may be too that one day it is I who assume the title, King of Kings. This means nothing to you, I know. But to one brought up at the courts in Ecbatana and Susia and Seleuceia-on-Tigris, it means everything.


  My dear wife, your daughter, is very well. Our children are well. Would that I could inform you our plans were going well. That is not to be. For the moment.


  Ten days after the parley on the platform, Lucius Cornelius Sulla received his copy of the treaty, and was invited to be present at the unveiling of the monument beside the great milky blue river. He went clad in his toga praetexta, trying to ignore the fact that the summer sun was wreaking havoc upon the skin of his face; this was one occasion upon which he could not wear his hat. All he could do was oil himself and hope the many hours in the sun would not burn him too deeply.


  Of course they did, a lesson his son absorbed, vowing he too would always wear his hat. His father’s misery was acute. He blistered, peeled, blistered again, peeled again, oozed precious water from the healing layers, and scratched, and suppurated. But by the time he and his little army reached Tarsus some forty days later, Sulla’s skin was finally beginning to heal and he no longer itched. Morsimus had found some sweet-smelling cream in a market along the Pyramus River; from the time he first anointed himself with it, his skin ceased to plague him. And it healed without a blemish, a fact which pleased Sulla, who was vain.


  Like the prediction of the Nabopolassar, he told no one, even his son, about the bags of gold. The one he had been given by the King of Osrhoene had been joined by five others, the gift of the Parthian Orobazus. These coins were emblazoned with the profile of the second King Mithridates of the Parthians, a short-necked old man with a nose suitable for catching fish, carefully curled hair and pointed beard, and on his head the little round brimless hat his ambassadors had worn, except that his boasted the ribbon of the diadem and had ear-flaps and neck-shield.


  In Tarsus Sulla changed his golden coins for good Roman denarii, and found to his amazement that he was the richer by ten million denarii—forty million sesterces. He had more than doubled his fortune! Of course he didn’t haul bags and bags of Roman coins away from the Tarsian banking house; he availed himself of permutatio and tucked a little roll of Pergamum parchment into his toga instead.


  The year had worn down, autumn was well under way, and it was time to be thinking of going home. His job was done—and done well. Those in the Treasury at Rome who had dowered his war chest would not complain; for there had been ten more bags of gold—two from Tigranes of Armenia, five from the King of the Parthians, one from the King of Commagene, and two from none other than the King of Pontus. This meant Sulla could pay his army out and give Morsimus a generous bonus, then put more than two thirds of it into his war chest, now far richer than it had been when he started out. Yes, a good year! His reputation in Rome would rise, and he now had the money to stand for the consulship.


  His trunks were packed and the ship he had hired was riding at anchor on the Cydnus when he had a letter from Publius Rutilius Rufus, dated in September.


  I hope, Lucius Cornelius, that this catches you in time. And I hope yours has been a better year than mine. But more of that anon.


  I do so love writing to those far away about the goings-on in Rome. How I shall miss it! And who will write to me? But more of that anon.


  In April we elected ourselves a new pair of censors. Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus and Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator. An ill-assorted pair, you perceive. The irascible allied to the immutable— Hades and Zeus—the succinct coupling with the verbose—a harpy and a muse. All of Rome is trying to find the perfect description of the world’s most imperfect duo. It should of course have been Crassus Orator and my dear Quintus Mucius Scaevola, but it wasn’t. Scaevola refused to run. He says he’s too busy. Too wary, more like! After the fuss the last censors created—and the lex Licinia Mucia to cap it—I daresay Scaevola thought himself well out of the business.


  Of course the special courts provided for by the lex Licinia Mucia are now defunct. Gaius Marius and I succeeded in having them disbanded early in the year, on the grounds that they were a financial burden the returns could not justify. Luckily everyone agreed. The amendment was passed without incident in both Senate and Comitia. But the scars linger, Lucius Cornelius, in truly terrible ways. Two of the more obnoxious judges, Gnaeus Scipio Nasica and Catulus Caesar, have had farmsteads and villas they own burned to the ground; and others have had crops destroyed, vineyards torn apart, water cisterns poisoned. There is a new nocturnal sport up and down the country—find a Roman citizen and beat him half to death. Not, naturally, that anyone—even Catulus Caesar—will admit that the lex Licinia Mucia has anything to do with all these private disasters.


  That revolting young man, Quintus Servilius Caepio, actually had the effrontery to charge Scaurus Princeps Senatus in the extortion court, the charge being that he had accepted an enormous bribe from King Mithridates of Pontus. You can imagine what happened. Scaurus turned up at the spot where the court had gathered in the lower Forum, but not to answer any charges! He walked straight up to Caepio and smacked him on the left cheek, then the right cheek—snap, snap! Somehow at such moments I swear Scaurus grows two feet. He seemed to tower over Caepio, whereas in fact they are much the same height.


  “How dare you!” he barked. “How dare you, you slimy, miserable little worm! Withdraw this ridiculous charge at once, or you’ll wish you’d never been born! You, a Servilius Caepio, a member of a family famous for its love of gold, dare to accuse me, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, Princeps Senatus, of taking gold? I piss on you, Caepio!”


  And off he marched across the Forum, escorted by huge cheers, applause, whistles, all of which he ignored. Caepio was left standing with the marks of Scaurus’s hand on both sides of his face, trying not to look at the panel of knights who had been ordered to appear for jury selection. But after Scaurus’s little scene, Caepio could have produced ironclad evidence to prove his case, and the jury still would have acquitted Scaurus.


  “I withdraw my charge,” said Caepio, and scurried home.


  Thus perish all who would indict Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, showman without peer, poseur, and prince of good fellows! I admit that I, for one, was delighted. Caepio has been making life miserable for Marcus Livius Drusus for so long now it is a Forum fact. Apparently Caepio felt that my nephew should have taken his side when my niece was discovered in her affair with Cato Salonianus, and when things didn’t turn out that way, Caepio reacted downright viciously. He’s still carrying on about that ring!


  But enough of Caepio, grubby subject for a letter that he is. We have another useful little law upon the tablets, thanks to the tribune of the plebs Gnaeus Papirius Carbo. Now there is a family has had no luck since its members decided to forsake their patrician status! Two suicides in the last generation, and now a group of young Papirian men who just itch to make trouble. Anyway, Carbo called a contio in the Plebeian Assembly some months ago—early spring, actually— how time does get away! Crassus Orator and Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus had just declared themselves candidates for the censorship. What Carbo was trying to do was to push an updated version of Saturninus’s grain law through the Plebs. But the meeting got so out of hand that a couple of ex-gladiators were killed, some senators were molested, and a riot suspended the proceedings. Crassus Orator was caught in the midst of it, thanks to his electoral campaigning, got his toga dirty, and was absolutely livid. The result is that he promulgated a decree in the Senate to the effect that the entire responsibility for keeping order during a meeting rests squarely upon the shoulders of the magistrate convoking it. The decree was hailed as a brilliant piece of lawmaking, went to the Assembly of the Whole People, and was passed. Had Carbo’s meeting taken place under the auspices of Crassus Orator’s new law, he could have been charged with inciting violence, and been heavily fined.


  Now I come to the most delicious bit of news.


  We no longer have censors!


  But Publius Rutilius, what happened? I hear you cry. Well, I shall tell you. At first we thought they would manage to deal together fairly well, despite their manifest differences of character. They let the State contracts, perused the rolls of the senators and then the knights, and then followed this up with a decree expelling all save an unimpeachable handful of teachers of rhetoric from Rome. Their chief fury fell upon the teachers of Latin rhetoric, but those teaching in Greek didn’t fare too well either. You know the kind of fellows, Lucius Cornelius. For a few sesterces a day they guarantee to turn the sons of impecunious but social-climbing Third or Fourth Classers into lawyers, who then solicit business tirelessly up and down the Forum, preying upon our gullible but litigious-minded populace. Most don’t bother to teach in Greek, as the due process of the law is conducted in Latin. And—as everyone admits!—these so-called teachers of rhetoric drag the law and lawyers down, prey upon the uninformed and the underprivileged, trick them out of what little money they have, and do not glorify our Forum. Out they all went, bag and baggage! Calling down curses upon the heads of Crassus Orator and Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, but to no avail. Out they all went. Only those teachers of rhetoric with pristine reputations and a proper clientele have been permitted to stay.


  It looked good. Everyone sang the praises of the censors, who might therefore have been thought to get on somewhat better together. Instead, they began to fight. Oh, the arguments! In public! Culminating in an acrimonious exchange of incivilities heard by at least half of Rome, that half (I am a part of it, I admit it freely!) which took to lingering in the vicinity of the censors’ booth to hear what it could hear.


  Now you may or may not know that Crassus Orator has taken to farming fish, this now being regarded as a kind of trade practice in keeping with senatorial rank. So he has installed vast ponds on his country estates and is making a fortune selling freshwater eels, pike, carp, and so forth to—for instance—the college of epulones before all the big public feasts. Little did we know what we were in for when Lucius Sergius Orata started farming oysters down in the Baiae lakes! It is but a small step from oysters to eels, dear Lucius Cornelius.


  Oh, how much I will miss this kind of deliciously Roman furor! But more of that anon. Back to Crassus Orator and his fish-farming. On his country estates it is purely a commercial activity. But, being Crassus Orator, he rather fell in love with his fish. So he extended the size of the pond in his peristyle right here in Rome and filled it with some more exotic and expensive piscine denizens. He sits on the wall of the pool, tickles the water with his finger, and up they swim for their crumbed bread, little shrimps, all manner of delicacies. Especially this one carp, a huge creature the color of well-cared-for pewter with quite a lovely face, as fish go. It was so tame it would come buzzing to the edge of the water the moment Crassus Orator entered his garden. And I really don’t blame him for growing fond of the thing, I really don’t.


  Anyway, the fish died, and Crassus Orator was brokenhearted. For one whole market interval no one saw him; those who ventured to call at his house were told he was prostrate with grief. Eventually he reappeared in public, face very cast down, and joined his colleague the Pontifex Maximus at their booth in the Forum— they were, I add, about to move their booth out to the Campus Martius to take a much-needed new census of the general populace.


  “Hah!” said Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus when Crassus Orator appeared. “What, no toga pulla? No formal mourning garb, Lucius Licinius? I am amazed! Why, I heard that when you cremated your fish, you hired an actor to don its wax mask and made him swim all the way to the temple of Venus Libitina! I also hear that you have had a cupboard made for the fish’s mask and intend to parade it at all future Licinius Crassus funerals as a part of the family!”


  Crassus Orator drew himself up majestically—well, like all the Licinii Crassi, he has the bulk for it!—and looked down his considerable nose at his fellow censor.


  “It is true, Gnaeus Domitius,” said Crassus Orator haughtily, “that I have wept for my dead fish. Which makes me a far better kind of man than you! You’ve had three wives die so far, and wept not a single tear for any of them!”


  So that, Lucius Cornelius, was the end of the censorship of Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator and Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus.


  A pity, I suppose, that we will not now obtain a true census of the populace for another four years. No one plans to have new censors elected.


  And now I come to the bad news. I write this on the eve of my departure for Smyrna, where I am going into exile. Yes, I see you start in surprise! Publius Rutilius Rufus, the most harmless and upright of men, sentenced to exile? It is true. Certain people in Rome have never forgotten the splendid job Quintus Mucius Scaevola and I did in Asia Province—men like Sextus Perquitienus, who can no longer confiscate priceless works of art in lieu of unpaid taxes. And since I am the uncle of Marcus Livius Drusus, I have also incurred the enmity of that ghastly individual, Quintus Servilius Caepio. And through him, of such human excrement as Lucius Marcius Philippus, still trying to get himself elected consul. Of course no one tried to get Scaevola, he’s too powerful. So they decided to get me. Which they did. In the extortion court, where they produced blatantly fabricated evidence that I—I —obtained money from the hapless citizens of Asia Province. The prosecutor was one Apicius, a creature who boasts of being Philippus’s client. Oh, I had many outraged offers of defense counsel—Scaevola, for one, and Crassus Orator, and Antonius Orator, and even ninety-two-year-old Scaevola the Augur, if you please. That hideously precocious boy they all drag round the Forum with them—Marcus Tullius Cicero, from Arpinum— offered to speak up for me too.


  But, Lucius Cornelius, I could see it would all be in vain. The jury was paid a fortune (Gold of Tolosa?) to convict me. So I refused all offers and defended myself. With grace and dignity, I flatter myself. Calmly. My only assistant was my beloved nephew, Gaius Aurelius Cotta, the eldest of Marcus Cotta’s three boys, and my dear Aurelia’s half brother. Her half brother on the other side, Lucius Cotta, who was praetor in the year of the lex Licinia Mucia, actually had the effrontery to assist the prosecution! His uncle Marcus Cotta isn’t speaking to him anymore, nor is his half sister.


  The outcome was inevitable, as I have said. I was found guilty of extortion, stripped of my citizenship, and sentenced to exile not closer to Rome than five hundred miles. I was not, however, stripped of my property—I think they knew that any move in that direction might have seen them lynched. My last words to the court were to the effect that I would go into exile among the people on whose behalf I was convicted— the citizens of Asia Province—and in particular, Smyrna.


  I will never go home, Lucius Cornelius. And I do not say that in a spirit of umbrage, or injured pride. I do not want ever to set eyes again upon a city and a people who could consent to such a manifest injustice. Three quarters of Rome is going about weeping at the manifest injustice, but that doesn’t alter the fact that I, its victim, am no longer a Roman citizen, and must go into exile. Well, I will not demean myself or gratify them, those who convicted me, by subjecting the Senate to a barrage of petitions to have my sentence repealed, my citizenship restored. I will prove myself a true Roman. I will lie down obediently, good Roman dog that I am, under the sentence of a legally appointed Roman court.


  I have already had a letter from the ethnarch of Smyrna—wild with joy, it seems, at the prospect of having a new citizen named Publius Rutilius Rufus. It appears they are organizing a festival in my honor, to be celebrated the moment I arrive. Strange people, to react in this way to the advent of one who allegedly plundered them piecemeal!


  Do not pity me too much, Lucius Cornelius. I will be well looked after, it seems. Smyrna has even voted me a most generous pension, and a house, and good servants. There are enough Rutilii left in Rome to make a nuisance of our clan—my son, my nephews, and my cousins of the branch Rutilius Lupus. But I will don the Greek chlamys and Greek slippers, for I am no longer entitled to wear the toga. On your way home, Lucius Cornelius, if you can possibly spare the time, would you call in to Smyrna to see me? I anticipate that no friend of mine at the eastern end of the Middle Sea will not call in to Smyrna to see me! A little solace for an exile.


  I have decided to begin to write seriously. No more compendiums of military logistics, tactics, strategy. Instead, I shall become a biographer. I plan to start with a biography of Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle, incorporating some juicy stuff which will have the Piglet gnashing his tusks in rage. Then I shall pass on to Catulus Caesar, and mention certain mutinous events which took place on the Athesis in the days when the Germans were milling around Tridentum. Oh, what fun I shall have! So do come and see me, Lucius Cornelius! I need information only you can give me!


  Sulla had never thought himself particularly fond of Publius Rutilius Rufus, yet when he laid the fat scroll down he found his eyes full of tears. And he made a vow to himself: that one day when he—the greatest man in the world—was fully established as the First Man in Rome, he would visit retribution upon men like Caepio and Philippus. And upon that vast equestrian toad, Sextus Perquitienus.


  However, when Young Sulla came in with Morsimus, Sulla was dry-eyed and calm.


  “I’m ready,” he said to Morsimus. “But remind me, would you, to tell the captain that we sail first to Smyrna? I have to see an old friend there and promise him that I’ll keep him abreast of events in Rome.”


  IV
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  While Lucius Cornelius Sulla was away in the East, Gaius Marius and Publius Rutilius Rufus succeeded in legislating to suspend the proceedings of the special courts commissioned by the lex Licinia Mucia. And Marcus Livius Drusus took heart.


  “That settles it, I think,” he said to Marius and Rutilius Rufus shortly after the measure went through. “At the end of this year, I shall stand for the tribunate of the plebs. And at the beginning of next year I shall force a law through the Plebeian Assembly enfranchising every man in Italy.”


  Both Marius and Rutilius Rufus looked doubtful, though neither voiced opposition; Drusus was right in that there was nothing to lose by trying, and no reason to assume that additional time would soften Rome more. With the suspension of the special courts, there would be no more lacerated backs. No more visible reminders of the inhumanity of Rome.


  “Marcus Livius, you have already been aedile. You could stand for election as a praetor,” said Rutilius Rufus. “Are you sure you wish to espouse the tribunate of the plebs? Quintus Servilius Caepio is seeking election as a praetor, so you’ll be doing battle in the Senate with an enemy who has imperium. Not only that, but Philippus is standing yet again for the consulship, and if he gets in—as he probably will because the voters are so tired of seeing him in the toga Candida year after year—you have a consul allied to a praetor in Philippus and Caepio. They would make life as a tribune of the plebs very difficult for you.”


  “I know,” said Drusus firmly. “However, I intend to stand for the tribunate of the plebs. Only please don’t tell anyone. I have a special plan to gain election that necessitates people think I decided at the last moment.”


  *


  The conviction and exile of Publius Rutilius Rufus early in September was a great blow to Drusus, who had deemed his uncle’s support in the Senate invaluable. Now it would be left entirely to Gaius Marius, not a man Drusus stood on very close terms with, nor admired wholeheartedly. No substitute for a blood relative, at any rate. This also meant Drusus had no one left to talk to within the bosom of his family; his brother Mamercus had become a friend, but his politics inclined toward Catulus Caesar and the Piglet. Drusus had never broached the delicate subject of enfranchisement for Italy with him—nor did he want to. And Cato Salonianus was dead. A busy praetorship in charge of the murder and embezzlement courts, as well as those of fraud and usury, had sustained Cato after the death of Livia Drusa; but when the seething unrest in the Spains had decided the Senate to send a special governor to Gaul-across-the-Alps early in this present year, Cato Salonianus had seized eagerly upon it as a way of keeping busy. Off he went, leaving his mother-in-law Cornelia Scipionis and his brother-in-law Drusus to care for his children. Word had come during the summer that Cato Salonianus had fallen from his horse, sustaining a head injury which hadn’t at the time seemed serious. Then had come an epileptic fit, a paralysis, a coma, and an end to life. Peaceful and oblivious. To Drusus the news had come like the closing of a door. All left to him now of his sister were her children.


  It was therefore understandable that Drusus should write to Quintus Poppaedius Silo after his uncle’s exile, and invite Silo to stay with him in Rome. The special courts of the lex Licinia Mucia were out of action, and the Senate in tacit agreement had decided that the massive enrollment of the Antonius-Flaccus census in Italy should simply be ignored until the next census came along. No reason then why Silo should not come to Rome. And Drusus badly wanted to talk to someone he could trust about his tribunate.


  Three and a half years had gone by since last they met on that memorable day in Bovianum.


  “There is only Caepio left alive,” said Drusus to Silo as they sat in his study waiting for dinner to be announced, “and he refuses to see the children who are legitimately his, even now. Of the two who are Porcii Catones Saloniani, I need say no more than that they are orphans. Luckily they don’t remember their mother at all, and the little girl, Porcia, remembers her father in only the vaguest terms. In this dreadful and stormy sea the poor children are perpetually tossed upon, my mother is their anchor. Cato Salonianus had no fortune to leave, of course. Just his property at Tusculum, and an estate in Lucania. I shall ensure that the boy has enough to enter the Senate when his time comes, and that the girl is suitably dowered. I gather Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, who is married to the girl’s aunt—Cato Salonianus’s sister—is very seriously thinking of my little Porcia for his son, Lucius. My will is made. So, I have ensured, is Caepio’s will. Whether he likes it or not, Quintus Poppaedius, he cannot disinherit them. Nor can he disown them in any other way, apart from refusing to see them. Cur!”


  “Poor little things,” said Silo, who was a father himself. “For tiny Cato, neither mother nor father, even in memory.”


  Drusus smiled wryly. “Oh, he’s a strange one! Thin as a stick, with an enormously long neck and the most amazingly beaky nose I have ever seen on such a small boy. He reminds me for all the world of a plucked vulture. Nor can I like him, no matter how hard I try. He’s not quite two years old, but he stumps around the house with his neck craning his head forward, and that nose pointed—or part of it, anyway!—at the ground. Hollering! No, not weeping. Just yelling. He cannot say anything in a normal tone of voice. He shouts. And hectors without mercy. I see him coming, and much as I pity him, I flee!”


  “What about the one who spied—Servilia?”


  “Oh, very quiet, very self-contained, very obedient. But do not trust her, Quintis Poppaedius, whatever you do. Another one of the brood I dislike,” said Drusus a little sadly.


  Silo gave him a keen glance out of yellowish eyes. “Are there any you do like?” he asked.


  “My son, Drusus Nero. A dear little boy. Not so little these days, actually. He’s eight. Unfortunately his intelligence is not the equal of his good nature. I tried to tell my wife it was imprudent to adopt a baby, but she had her heart set on a baby, and that was that. I like Young Caepio very much too, though I cannot credit he’s Caepio’s son! He’s the image of Cato Salonianus, and very like little Cato in the nursery. Lilla is all right. So is Porcia. Though girl-children are a mystery to me, really.”


  “Be of good cheer, Marcus Livius!” said Silo, smiling. “One day they all turn into men and women, and one can at least dislike them on merit then. Why don’t you take me to see them? I admit I’m curious to see the plucked vulture and the spy-girl. How chastening, that it is the imperfect one finds most interesting.”


  The rest of that first day was spent in social congress, so it was the following day which saw Drusus and Silo settle to talk about the Italian situation.


  “I intend to stand for election as a tribune of the plebs at the beginning of November, Quintus Poppaedius,” said Drusus.


  Silo blinked, unusual for a Marsian. “After being aedile?” he asked. “You must be due for praetor.”


  “I could stand for praetor now,” said Drusus calmly.


  “Then why? Tribune of the plebs? Surely you can’t be thinking of trying to give Italy the citizenship!”


  “That’s exactly what I’m thinking of doing. I have waited patiently, Quintus Poppaedius—the gods be my witnesses, I have been patient! If the time is ever going to be right, it is now, while the lex Licinia Mucia is still fresh in all men’s minds. And name me a man in the Senate of the appropriate age who can possibly summon up the dignitas and auctoritas as a tribune of the plebs that I can? I’ve been in the Senate for ten long years, I’ve been the paterfamilias of my family for almost twenty years, my reputation is stainless, and the only tic I have ever had is full enfranchisement for the men of Italy. I’ve been plebeian aedile, and given great games. My fortune is immense, I have a crowd of clients, I am known and respected everywhere in Rome. So when I stand for the tribunate of the plebs instead of the praetorship, everyone is going to know that my reasons must be compelling ones. I was famous as an advocate, I am famous as an orator. Yet for ten years my voice has been silent in the House, I have yet to speak. In the law courts the mention of my name is enough to draw big crowds. Truly, Quintus Poppaedius, when I choose to stand for the tribunate of the plebs, everyone in Rome from highest to lowest will know my reasons must be as cogent as they are deserving.”


  “It will certainly create a sensation,” said Silo, puffing out his cheeks. “But I don’t think you have a chance of succeeding. I think you’d use your time more wisely if you became praetor, and consul two years from now.”


  “I cannot succeed in the consul’s chair,” said Drusus strongly. “This is the kind of legislation that must come from the Plebeian Assembly, promulgated by a tribune of the plebs. If I were to try to pass it as consul, it would be vetoed immediately. But as a tribune of the plebs myself, I can control my colleagues in ways the consul cannot. And I have authority over the consul by virtue of my veto. If necessary, I can trade this off for that. Gaius Gracchus flattered himself he used the tribunate of the plebs brilliantly. But I tell you, Quintus Poppaedius, no one will equal me! I have the age, the wisdom, the clients and the clout. I also have a program of legislation worked out that will go much further than merely the citizenship for all of Italy. I intend to reshape Rome’s public affairs.”


  “May the great light-bearing Snake protect and guide you, Marcus Livius, is all I can say.”


  Eyes unwavering, demeanor suggesting that he believed in himself and what he was saying implicitly, Drusus leaned forward. “Quintus Poppaedius, it is time. I cannot allow a state of war between Rome and Italy, and I suspect you and your friends are planning war. If you go to war, you will lose. And so will Rome, even though I believe she will win. Rome has never lost a war, my friend. Battles, yes. And perhaps in the early days of a war, Italy would do much better than anyone in Rome save I suspects. But Rome will win! Because Rome always wins. Yet—what a hollow victory! The economic consequences alone are appalling. You know the old adage as well as I do—never fight a war on your own home ground—let it be someone else’s property which suffers.”


  Out went Drusus’s hand across the desk top to clasp Silo around the forearm. “Let me do it my way, Quintus Poppaedius, please! The peaceful way, the logical way, the only way it can possibly work.”


  There was no constraint in the nodding of Silo’s head, nor doubt in his eyes. “My dear Marcus Livius, you have my wholehearted support! Do it! The fact I don’t think it can be done is beside the point. Unless someone of your caliber tries, how can Italy ever know the exact extent of Rome’s opposition to a general enfranchisement? In hindsight, I agree with you that to tamper with the census was a stupidity. I don’t think any of us thought it would work— or could work. It was more a way of telling the Senate and People of Rome how strongly we Italians feel. Yet—it set us back. It set you back. So do it! Anything Italy can do to help you, Italy will. You have my solemn word on it.”


  “I would rather have all of Italy as a client,” said Drusus ruefully, and laughed. “Once I succeed in giving every Italian the vote, if every Italian then regarded himself as my client, he would have to vote as I want him to vote. I could work my will on Rome with impunity!”


  “Of course you could, Marcus Livius,” said Silo. “All of Italy would be in your clientele.”


  Drusus pursed his lips, striving to overcome the jubilation leaping within him. “In theory, yes. In practice—impossible to enforce.”


  “No, easy!” cried Silo quickly. “All it requires is that I and Gaius Papius Mutilus and the others who lead Italy demand an oath of every Italian man. To the effect that, should you succeed in winning general enfranchisement, he is your man through thick and thin, and to the death.”


  Wondering, Drusus stared at Silo with mouth open. “An oath? But would they be prepared to swear?”


  “They would, provided the oath didn’t extend to their progeny or your progeny,” said Silo steadily.


  “Inclusion of progeny isn’t necessary,” said Drusus slowly. “All I need is time and massive support. After me, it will be done.” All Italy in his clientele! The dream of every Roman nobleman who ever lived, to have clients enough to populate whole armies. Did he have all of Italy in his clientele, nothing would be impossible.


  “An oath will be forthcoming, Marcus Livius,” said Silo briskly. “You’re quite right to want all Italy your clients. For general enfranchisement should only be the beginning.” Silo laughed, a high, slightly ragged sound. “What a triumph! To see a man become the First Man in Rome— no, the First Man in Italy!—through the good offices of those who at the moment have no influence whatsoever in Rome’s affairs.” Silo released his forearm from Drusus’s grip gently. “Now tell me how you intend to go about it.”


  But Drusus couldn’t collect his thoughts; the implications were too big, too overwhelming. All Italy in his clientele!


  *


  How to do it? How? Only Gaius Marius among the important men in the Senate would stand with him, and Drusus knew Marius’s support would not be enough. He needed Crassus Orator, Scaevola, Antonius Orator and Scaurus Princeps Senatus. As the tribunician elections loomed closer, Drusus came close to despair; he kept waiting for the right moment, and the right moment never seemed to come. His candidature for the tribunate of the plebs remained a secret known only to Silo and Marius, and his powerful quarry kept eluding him.


  Then very early one morning at the end of October, Drusus encountered Scaurus Princeps Senatus, Crassus Orator, Scaevola, Antonius Orator and Ahenobarbus Pontifex Max-imus clustered together by the Comitia well; that they were talking about the loss of Publius Rutilius Rufus was obvious.


  “Marcus Livius, join us,” said Scaurus, opening a gap in the circle. “We were just discussing how best to go about wresting the courts off the Ordo Equester. To convict Publius Rutilius was absolutely criminal. The knights have abrogated their right to run any Roman court!”


  “I agree,” said Drusus, joining them. He looked at Scaevola. “It was you they really wanted, of course, not Publius Rutilius.”


  “In which case, why didn’t they go after me?” asked Scaevola, who was still very upset.


  “You have too many friends, Quintus Mucius.”


  “And Publius Rutilius not enough. That is a disgrace. I tell you, we cannot afford to lose Publius Rutilius! He was his own man, always, and that is rare,” said Scaurus angrily.


  “I do not think,” said Drusus, speaking very carefully, “that we will ever succeed in wresting the courts completely away from the knights. If the law of Caepio the Consul didn’t stay on the tablets—and it didn’t—then I don’t see how any other law returning the courts to the Senate can. The Ordo Equester is used to running the courts, it’s had them now for over thirty years. The knights like the power it gives them over the Senate. Not only that, the knights feel inviolate. The law of Gaius Gracchus does not specifically say that a knight-staffed jury is culpable in the matter of taking bribes. The knights insist that the lex Sempronia says they cannot be prosecuted for taking bribes when serving as jurors.”


  Crassus Orator was staring at Drusus in alarm. “Marcus Livius, you are by far the best man of praetorian age!” he exclaimed. “If you say such things, what chance does the Senate have?”


  “I didn’t say the Senate should abandon hope, Lucius Licinius,” said Drusus. “I just said that the knights would refuse to let the courts go. However, what if we maneuver them into a situation in which they have no choice but to share the courts with the Senate? The plutocrats do not run Rome yet, and they’re well aware of it. So why not put in the thin end of the wedge? Why not have someone propose a new law to regulate the major courts, incorporating a half-and-half membership between Senate and Ordo Equester?”


  Scaevola drew in a breath. “The thin end of the wedge! It would be very difficult for the knights to find convincing reasons to decline—to them, it would seem like a senatorial olive branch. What could be fairer than half-and-half? The Senate cannot possibly be accused of trying to wrest control of the courts away from the Ordo Equester, can it?”


  “Ha, ha!” said Crassus Orator, grinning. “Within the Senate the ranks are closed, Quintus Mucius. But, as all we senators know, there are always a few knights on any jury with ambitions to dwell within the Curia Hostilia. If the jury is entirely knight, they don’t matter. But if the jury is only fifty percent knight, they can sway the balance. Very clever, Marcus Livius!”


  “We can plead,” said Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, “that we senators possess such valuable legal expertise that the courts will be the richer for our presence. And that, after all, we did have exclusive control of the courts for nearly four hundred years! In our modern times, we can say, such exclusivity cannot be allowed to happen. But nor, we can argue, ought the Senate be excluded.” For Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, this was a reasonable argument; he had mellowed somewhat since his experiences as a judge in Alba Fucentia during the days of the lex Licinia Mucia, though Crassus Orator did bring out the worst in him. Yet here they stood together, united in respect of class and its privileges.


  “Good thinking,” said Antonius Orator, beaming.


  “I agree,” said Scaurus. He turned to face Drusus fully. “Do you intend to do this as a praetor, Marcus Livius? Or do you intend that someone else should do it?”


  “I shall do it myself, Princeps Senatus, but not as a praetor,” said Drusus. “I intend to run for the tribunate of the plebs.”


  Everyone gasped, and the circle swung to focus on Drusus.


  “At your age?” asked Scaurus.


  “My age is a distinct advantage,” said Drusus calmly. “Though old enough to be praetor, I seek the tribunate of the plebs. No one can accuse me of youth, inexperience, hotheadedness, a desire to woo the crowds, or any of the usual reasons a man might want the tribunate of the plebs.”


  “Then, why do you want to be a tribune of the plebs?” asked Crassus Orator shrewdly.


  “I have some laws to promulgate,” said Drusus, still seeming calm and composed.


  “You can promulgate laws as a praetor,” said Scaurus.


  “Yes, but not with the ease and acceptance a tribune of the plebs possesses. Over the course of the Republic, the passage of laws has become the province of the tribune of the plebs. And the Plebeian Assembly likes its role as lawmaker. Why disturb the status quo, Princeps Senatus?” asked Drusus.


  “You have other laws in mind,” said Scaevola softly.


  “I do indeed, Quintus Mucius.”


  “Give us an idea of what you propose to legislate.”


  “I want to double the size of the Senate,” said Drusus.


  Another collective gasp; this one accompanied by a collective tensing of bodies.


  “Marcus Livius, you begin to sound like Gaius Gracchus,” said Scaevola warily.


  “I can see why you might think so, Quintus Mucius. But the fact remains that I want to strengthen the influence of the Senate in our government, and I am broad-minded enough to use the ideas of Gaius Gracchus if they suit my purposes.”


  “How can filling the Senate with knights suit any proponent of senatorial dominance?” asked Crassus Orator.


  “That was what Gaius Gracchus proposed to do, certainly,” said Drusus. “I propose something slightly different. For one thing, I don’t see how you can argue against the fact that the Senate isn’t big enough anymore. Too few come to meetings, all too often we can’t even form a quorum. If we are to staff juries, how many of us will be forever wearied by constant impaneling? Admit it, Lucius Licinius, a good half or more senators refused jury duty in the days when we entirely staffed the courts. Whereas Gaius Gracchus wanted to fill the Senate with knights, I want to fill it with men of our own senatorial order—plus some knights to keep them happy. All of us have uncles or cousins or even younger brothers who would like to be in the Senate and have the money to qualify, but who cannot belong because the Senate is full. These men I would see admitted ahead of any knights. And what better way to have certain knights who are opposed to the Senate transformed into supporters of the Senate than to make them senators? It is the censors admit new senators, and their choices cannot be argued with.’’ He cleared his throat. “I know at the moment we have no censors, but we can elect a pair next April, or the April after.”


  “I like this idea,” said Antonius Orator.


  “And what other laws do you propose promulgating?” asked Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, ignoring the reference to himself and Crassus Orator, who ought by rights still to be censors.


  But now Drusus looked vague, and said only, “As yet I do not know, Gnaeus Domitius.”


  The Pontifex Maximus snorted. “In my eye you don’t!”


  Drusus smiled with innocent sweetness. “Well, perhaps I do, Gnaeus Domitius, but not certainly enough to want to mention them in such august company as this. Rest assured, you will be given an opportunity to have your say about them.”


  “Huh,” said Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, looking skeptical.


  “What I’d like to know, Marcus Livius, is how long you’ve known you would be seeking the tribunate of the plebs?” asked Scaurus Princeps Senatus. “I wondered why, having been elected a plebeian aedile, you made no move to speak in the House. But you were saving your maiden speech for something better even then, weren’t you?”


  Drusus opened his eye wide. “Marcus Aemilius, how can you say such things? As aedile, one has nothing to speak about!”


  “Huh,” said Scaurus, then shrugged. “You have my support, Marcus Livius. I like your style.”


  “And my support,” said Crassus Orator.


  Everyone else agreed to support Drusus as well.


  Drusus did not announce his candidacy for the tribunate of the plebs until the morning of the elections, normally a foolhardy ploy—yet, in his case, a brilliant one. It saved his having to answer awkward questions during the pre-electoral period, and it made it look as if, having seen the quality of the tribunician candidates, he simply threw his hands in the air in exasperation, and impulsively declared his own candidacy to improve the standard. The best names the other candidates could produce were Sestius, Saufeius, and Minicius—none of them noble, let alone wonderful. Drusus announced himself only after the other twenty-two had done so.


  It was a quiet election, a poor turnout of the electors. Some two thousand voters appeared, a minute percentage of those entitled to cast a ballot. As the well of the Comitia could hold twice that number comfortably, there was no need to shift the venue to a bigger location, such as the Circus Flaminius. The candidates all having declared themselves, the President of the outgoing College of the Tribunes of the Plebs began the voting procedure by calling for the electors to separate into their tribes; the consul Marcus Perperna, a plebeian, kept a stern eye on things in his role as scrutineer. As the attendance was so poor, the public slaves holding the ropes separating tribe from tribe had no need to send the more numerous tribes to rope enclosures outside the Comitia well.


  As this was an election, all thirty-five tribes cast their votes simultaneously, rather than—as for the passing of a law or the verdict in a trial—casting their votes one after the other. The baskets in which the inscribed wax ballot tablets were deposited stood on a temporary platform below the well-side of the rostra; the latter remained the province of the outgoing tribunes of the plebs, the candidates, and the consul-scrutineer.
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  The temporary wooden addition curved along the contours of the lower tiers of the Comitia well, hiding them. Thirty-five narrow gangways rose steeply from the floor of the well to where the baskets stood some six feet higher, the ropes dividing tribe from tribe extending like pie wedges across the floor and up the tiers of the well on the opposite side from the rostra. Each voter arrived at his ascending gangway, received his wax tablet from one of the custodes, paused to inscribe it with his stylus, then trod up the plank bridge and dropped it into the tribal basket. Having done his electoral duty, he then escaped by walking along the upper tiers of the well until he could leave the scene at either end of the rostra. Those who had found the interest and energy to don a toga and appear to vote normally didn’t leave until the ballots had been counted, so once they were finished, they lingered in the lower Forum chatting, eating snacks, and keeping an eye on progress in the Comitia.


  All through this long process, the outgoing tribunes of the plebs stood to the back of the rostra, the candidates nearer to its front, while the President of the outgoing College and the consul-scrutineer sat on a bench right at the front, well able to see what was going on below them in the actual voting arena.


  Some tribes—particularly the four urban ones—on this day contained several hundred voters, whereas other tribes had far fewer, perhaps as few as a dozen or two dozen in the case of the more distant rural tribes. Yet each tribe really had just one vote to cast, that of the majority of its members; which gave the distant rural tribes a disproportionately high effectiveness.


  As the baskets only held about a hundred tablets, they were removed for counting the moment they were filled, empty baskets put in their place. The counting was kept in his central vision by the consul-scrutineer the whole time; it went on at a large table on the top tier just below him, thirty-five custodes and their assistants as busy as the numbers in their tribes demanded.


  And when it was all done about two hours before sunset, the consul-scrutineer read out the results to those voters who had lingered to hear, now standing in the ropeless Comitia well again. He also authorized the publication of the results upon a sheet of parchment pinned to the back (Forum) wall of the rostra, where any Forum frequenter could read it during the succeeding days.


  Marcus Livius Drusus was the new President of the College, having polled the most tribes—in fact, all thirty-five tribes had voted for him, an unusual phenomenon. The Minicius, the Sestius, and the Saufeius were also elected, and six more with names so unknown and uninspiring that hardly anyone remembered them—nor had cause to remember them, as they did nothing during their year in office, which began on the tenth day of December, about thirty days hence. Drusus of course was glad he had no formidable opponents.


  The College of the Tribunes of the Plebs had its headquarters inside the Basilica Porcia, on the ground floor at the end nearest to the Senate House. This consisted of an open space of floor, a few tables and folding backless chairs, and was grossly encumbered by a number of big pillars; the Basilica Porcia being the oldest of the basilicas, it was also the most awkwardly constructed. Here, on days when the Comitia could not meet or when no meeting had been called, the tribunes of the plebs seated themselves to listen to those who approached them with problems, complaints, suggestions.


  Drusus found himself looking forward to this new exercise, and to the delivering of his maiden speech in the Senate. Opposition from the senior magistrates in the Senate was certain, as Philippus had been returned as junior consul behind Sextus Julius Caesar—the first Julian to sit in the consul’s chair in four hundred years. Caepio had been returned as a praetor, though one of eight men rather than the normal six; some years the Senate felt six praetors would not be enough, and recommended the election of eight. This was one such year.


  It had been Drusus’s intention to start legislating ahead of any of his fellow tribunes of the plebs, but when the new college was inducted on the tenth day of December, that boor Minicius rushed forward the moment the ceremonies were over and announced in a shrill voice that he was calling his first contio to discuss a much-needed new law. In the past, cried Minicius, the children of a marriage between a Roman citizen and a non-citizen were accorded the status of their father. Too easy! cried Minicius. Too many hybrid Romans! cried Minicius. To wall up this undesirable breach in the citizen citadel, cried Minicius, he announced the promulgation of a new law forbidding the Roman citizenship to all children of a mixed marriage, even when the father was the Roman half.


  This lex Minicia de liberis came as a disappointing surprise to Drusus, for it was hailed in the Comitia with shouts of approval, thereby demonstrating that the bulk of the tribal electors at any rate still felt the Roman citizenship must be withheld from all those considered inferior: in other words, the rest of mankind.


  Of course Caepio supported the measure, but wished nonetheless that it had never been promulgated; he had recently befriended a new senator, a client of Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus’s whom (while he was censor) he had added to the senatorial rolls. Very rich—largely at the expense of his fellow Spaniards—Caepio’s new friend had an imposing name: Quintus Varius Severus Hybrida Sucronensis. Understandably, however, he preferred to be known simply as Quintus Varius; the Severus he had earned because of his cruelty rather than a gravity he could not claim, the Hybrida was evidence of one parent’s non-citizen status, and the Sucronensis indicated that he had been born and brought up in the town of Sucro, in Nearer Spain. Barely a Roman, more foreign than any Italian national, Quintus Varius was determined he would become one of Rome’s greatest men, and was not fussy about how he might achieve this exalted status.


  Introduced to Caepio, Varius attached himself to Caepio more firmly than a barnacle to a barge bottom, an adept at flattery, untiring in his attentions and little services—and more successful than he might otherwise have been because, without knowing it, he elevated Caepio to the level upon which Caepio used to put Drusus in the old days.


  Not all of Caepio’s other friends welcomed Quintus Varius, though Lucius Marcius Philippus did, as Varius was ever-ready to extend a distressed consular aspirant some financial help, and quick to waive repayment. Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius the Piglet loathed Varius from the moment he met him.


  “Quintus Servilius, how do you stomach that vile creature?” the Piglet was heard to ask Caepio without a single stammer. “I tell you, if Varius had been in Rome at the time my father died, I would have believed Apollodorus the physician, and known exactly who poisoned the great Metellus Numidicus!”


  Said the Piglet to Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, “Why is it that your top clients are such a lot of turds? Truly, they are! Between the plebeian Servilii of the Augur’s family and this Varius character, you’re making a name for yourself as the patron of pimps, shits, butcher’s scraps, and maggots!”


  A comment which left Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus openmouthed, bereft of the power to reply.


  Not all eyes saw Quintus Varius so clearly; to the gullible and the uninformed he presented as a wonderful kind of man. For one thing, he was extremely good-looking in a very masculine way—tall, well built, dark but not swarthy, fiery of eye, pleasing of features. He was also plausible, but on a personal level only. His oratory left much to be desired and would always be marred by his very thick Spanish accent, but he was working hard at it, upon Caepio’s advice. And while he did, the arguments raged about the sort of man he truly was.


  “He’s that rare man, a reasonable man,” said Caepio.


  “He’s a parasite and a panderer,” said Drusus.


  “He’s a most generous, charming man,” said Philippus.


  “He’s as slippery as a gobbet of spit,” said the Piglet.


  “He’s a worthy client,” said Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus.


  “He’s no Roman,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus scornfully.


  Naturally the charming, reasonable, worthy Quintus Varius was rendered uncomfortable by the new lex Minicia de liberis. It called his citizen status into question. Unfortunately he only now discovered how obtuse Caepio could be; nothing he could say would persuade Caepio to withdraw his support for the law of Minicius.


  “Don’t worry about it, Quintus Varius,” said Caepio, “it’s not a retroactive law, you know.”


  Drusus was more daunted by the law than anyone else, of that there could be no doubt, though none knew he was daunted. It was a strong indication that feeling—within Rome at least—was still heavily against giving away the citizenship.


  “I shall have to reorganize my program of legislation,” he said to Silo during one of Silo’s visits, just before the end of the year. “General suffrage will have to be postponed until the end of my tribunate. I had hoped to start with it, but I cannot.”


  “You will never succeed, Marcus Livius,” said Silo, shaking his head. “They won’t let you succeed.”


  “I will get there because they will let me,” said Drusus, more determined than ever.


  “Well, I can offer you one crumb of comfort,” said Silo with a pleased smile. “I’ve talked to the other Italian leaders, and to the last man they feel the way I do—that if you can bring us into the Roman fold, you deserve to be the patron of every Italian so enfranchised. We’ve drawn up a form of oath, and we’ll be administering it between now and the end of next summer. So perhaps it’s for the best that you can’t start your tribunate off with your law of general suffrage.”


  Drusus flushed, hardly able to believe it. Not merely an army of clients, but nations of clients!


  He plunged into his program of laws by promulgating the measure to share the major courts between Senate and Ordo Equester, and followed that up with a separate bill to enlarge the Senate. His first audience, however, was not the Plebeian Assembly; he introduced his measures in the House, requesting that the House empower him to take them to the Plebeian Assembly for ratification adorned with a senatorial decree of approval.


  “I am not a demagogue,” he said to the hushed rows of togate senators inside the Curia Hostilia. “In me, you see the tribune of the plebs of the future—a man old enough in years and in experience to recognize that the old ways are indeed the right and proper ways—a man who will safeguard the auctoritas of the Senate to his last breath. Nothing I do in the Comitia will come as a surprise to the members of this House, for I will introduce it here first, seeking your mandate. Nothing I will ask of you is unworthy of you, nothing I will ask of myself is unworthy of me. For I am the son of a tribune of the plebs who felt about his duties as I do, I am the son of a man who was consul and also censor, I am the son of a man who repulsed the Scordisci in Macedonia so soundly that he was awarded a triumph. I am descendant of Aemilius Paullus, of Scipio Africanus, of Livius Salinator. I am old in name. And I am old in years for this office I presently hold.


  “Here, Conscript Fathers, in this building, in this assemblage of ancient and glorious names, lie the wellsprings of Roman law, of Roman government, of Roman administration. It is to this assemblage, in this building, that I will speak first, hoping that you have the wisdom and foresight to see that everything I propose has logic, reason, necessity.”


  At the end of his speech the House applauded with a thankfulness which could only be experienced by men who had witnessed with their own eyes the tribunate doings of Saturninus. Here was a very different kind of tribune of the plebs—first a senator, and only after that, a servant of the plebs.


  The consuls of course were the outgoing pair, both fairly liberal in their ideas and ideals, and the outgoing praetors were also independent-minded. It was therefore with little opposition that Drusus got his mandate from the Senate endorsing his two laws. Though the incoming consuls were not so promising, Sextus Caesar was in support of the measures, and Philippus remarkably subdued; only Caepio spoke in condemnation; since everybody knew how Caepio felt about his erstwhile brother-in-law, nobody took any notice. The Plebeian Assembly—in which the knights were very strong—was where Drusus expected opposition, but he encountered very little. Perhaps, he thought, this was because he had introduced both his bills at the same contio, enabling a certain group of knights to see the bait dangled in the second bill. The chance to sit in the Senate, denied this same certain group of knights due to the small size of the senior governing body, was a powerful inducement. Besides, half-and-half seemed a very fair sort of jury, as the odd man out—the fifty-first juror—would be a knight, in return for which the president of the court would be a senator. Honor was definitely satisfied.


  Drusus’s entire thrust was in the direction of a concord between the two great orders, senatorial and equestrian— an appeal to each side to pull together for a change. At one and the same time, Drusus deplored the actions of Gaius Sempronius Gracchus in driving an artificial wedge between the orders.


  “It was Gaius Gracchus who separated the two orders in the first place, an artificial kind of social distinction at best— for what is a non-senatorial member of a senatorial family, even now, but a knight? If he possesses enough money to qualify as a knight at the census, he is enrolled as a knight.


  Because there are too many members of his family in the Senate already. Knights and senators both belong to the First Class! One family may have many members of both orders, yet, thanks to Gaius Gracchus, we suffer an artificial separation. The only difference rests with the censors. Once a man enters the Senate, he cannot engage in commercial pursuits having nothing to do with land. And that has always been so,” said Drusus in the Plebeian Assembly, with most of the Senate listening as well.


  “Men like Gaius Gracchus may not be admired or their actions approved,” he went on, “but there is nothing wrong with my taking what is admirable and worth approving out of his bag of tricks! It was Gaius Gracchus who first suggested that the Senate be enlarged. However, because of the general atmosphere at that time—the opposition of my father—and the less ideal parts of the Gracchan program— nothing came of it. I revive it now, son of my father though I am, because I see how useful and beneficial this law is in our time! Rome is growing. The public duties demanded of each man in public life are growing. Whereas the pool from which our public men are fished out is stagnant, turgid, unrefreshed. Both Senate and Ordo Equester need new swimmers in their pool. My measures are designed to help both sides, the two different kinds of fish in the pool.”


  The laws were passed midway through January of the New Year, despite Philippus as junior consul and Caepio as one of the Rome-based praetors. And Drusus could sit back with a sigh of relief, well launched. So far he hadn’t actually alienated anyone! Too much to hope perhaps that this state of affairs would continue, yet better than he had expected by a long way.


  *


  At the beginning of March he spoke in the Senate about the ager publicus, aware that his mask was sure to slip, that some of the ultra-conservatives would suddenly see how dangerous this son of one of their own was going to be. But Drusus had confided in Scaurus Princeps Senatus, in Crassus Orator, and in Scaevola, and brought them round to his way of thinking. And if he could do that, then he had a chance to win over the whole Senate, so much was sure.


  He got up to speak with a certain change in his demeanor that warned everyone something special was coming. Never had he seemed so self-contained, so wrought, so immaculate in manner and garb.


  “There is an evil in our midst,” Drusus said, speaking from the center of the floor down by the great bronze doors— which he had requested be closed. And paused, his eyes passing slowly from one part of the House to another, using that trick he had of making each and every man believe he looked at and spoke to him alone.


  “There is an evil in our midst. A great evil. An evil we have brought upon ourselves! For we created it! Thinking— as is so often the way—that what we were doing was admirable, a good and proper thing. Because I am aware of this, and have nothing but respect for our ancestors, I do not criticize the creators of this evil in our midst, nor cast the slightest slur upon those who inhabited this august building in earlier times.


  “But what is this evil in our midst?” Drusus asked rhetorically, pointed brows raised even as he dropped his voice. “It is the ager publicus, Conscript Fathers. The ager publicus. The evil in our midst. Yes, it is an evil! We took the best land from our Italian, our Sicilian, and our foreign enemies and we made it our own, and called it the ager publicus of Rome. Convinced that we were adding to the common wealth of Rome, that we would reap the benefits of so much good soil, so much extra prosperity. But it has not turned out that way, has it? Instead of keeping the confiscated land in its original small parcels, we expanded the size of the blocks we rented out—all in order to lessen the workload upon our civil servants, and keep Roman government from becoming a Greek bureaucracy. Thus we rendered our ager publicus unattractive to the farmers who had cultivated it, daunted them by the size of the allotments, and removed all hope of their continuing to use it by the size of the rents. The ager publicus became the province of the wealthy—those who can afford the rent and turn the land to the kind of activities its sheer size dictates. Where once these lands contributed greatly to the feeding of Italy, now they can only produce things to wear. Where once these lands were well settled and properly farmed, now they are huge, sparse, quite often neglected.”


  The faces he looked at were setting; Drusus’s heart seemed to slow and labor within his chest, he could feel his breath growing short, he had to struggle to maintain his air of calm, his stern tones. No one had interjected. They hadn’t had enough of him yet. Therefore he must plough on as if he hadn’t noticed the change.


  “But that, Conscript Fathers, was only the beginning of the evil. That was what Tiberius Gracchus saw when he rode through the latifundia of Etruria and found that the work was being done by foreign slaves rather than the good men of Italy and of Rome. That was what Gaius Gracchus saw when he took up his dead brother’s task ten years later. I see it too. But I am not a Sempronius Gracchus. I do not regard the reasons of the Brothers Gracchi as big enough to disturb the mos maiorum, our customs and traditions. In the day of the Brothers Gracchi, I would have sided with my father.”


  He stopped to use his trick with his eyes, now blazing his absolute sincerity. “I mean that, Conscript Fathers! In the day of Tiberius Gracchus, in the day of Gaius Gracchus, I would have sided with my father. He was in the right of it. But times have changed. Other factors have evolved that swell the evil attached to the ager publicus. First, I mention the troubles in our Asia Province—started by Gaius Gracchus when he legislated to provide for the farming of the tithes and taxes there by private companies. The taxes of Italy have been farmed for longer by far, but were never so significant. As a result of this shelving of our senatorial responsibilities and the increasing role in public government of factions within the Ordo Equester, we have seen a model Asia Province administration lobbied against, attacked vitriolically-—and finally, in the trial of our esteemed consular Publius Rutilius Rufus, have been given to understand by these knight factions that we—the members of the Senate of Rome!—had better not dare again to graze upon their turf. Well, I have begun the cessation of that kind of intimidation by making the Ordo Equester share its control of these courts equally with the Senate, and palliated knightly injury by expanding the size of the Senate. But the evil is still there.”


  Some of the faces were not quite so set; mention of his dear uncle, Publius Rutilius Rufus, had worked in his favor—and so, he saw, did his reference to Quintus Mucius Scaevola’s administration of Asia Province as a model one.


  “It has been joined, Conscript Fathers, by a new evil. How many of you know what this new evil is? Very few, I would think. I am referring to an evil created by Gaius Marius—though I acquit that eminent sextuple consular of acting in any knowledge of what he was starting. That is the trouble! At the time the evil begins it is not an evil at all! It is a result of change, of need, of shifting balances within our systems of government and within our armies. We had run out of soldiers. And why had we run out of soldiers? Among the many reasons is one which cannot be separated from the ager publicus. I mean that creation of the ager publicus threw the smallholding farmers off their land, and they ceased to breed so many sons, and so could not fuel the army. Gaius Marius did the only thing he could do, looking back on it from this point in time. He enlisted the capite censi in the army. He made soldiers out of the Head Count masses who did not have the money to buy their gear, did not come from landowning families—did not, in effect, have two sesterces to jingle together.”


  When he spoke on his voice was hushed; every head craned forward, every ear was cocked.


  “Army pay is little. The spoils from our defeat of the Germans were pitiful. Gaius Marius and his successors, including his legates, had taught the Head Count how to fight, to know one end of a sword from the other, to experience a sense of worth, of dignity as Roman men. And I happen to agree with Gaius Marius! We cannot just throw them back into their mean urban back lanes, into their mean rural hovels. To do that would be to breed an entirely new kind of evil, a mass of well-trained men with nothing in their purses, time on their hands, and a growing sense of injury at their treatment by men of our class. Gaius Marius’s answer—which started while he was still in Africa fighting King Jugurtha—was to settle these retired army veterans of no means upon foreign public land. It was the long and praiseworthy task of last year’s urban praetor, Gaius Julius Caesar, to do this upon the islands in the African Lesser Syrtis. I am of the opinion—and I urge you strongly, fellow members of this House, to consider what I say as no more than a safeguard against our future!—I am of the opinion that Gaius Marius was right, and that we should continue to settle these Head Count veterans on foreign ager publicus.”


  From the beginning Drusus had not moved from his original place. Nor did he move now. There were those whose faces had hardened again at the mere mention of Gaius Marius’s name, but Marius himself continued to sit upon his chair in the forefront of the consulars with great dignity and an impassive face. On the middle tier opposite Marius’s central position sat the ex-praetor Lucius Cornelius Sulla, returned now from his governorship of Cilicia, and very interested in what Drusus was saying.


  “All this, however, does not deal with the most brooding and immediate evil, the ager publicus of Italy and Sicily. Something must be done! For while ever we have this evil on our hands, Conscript Fathers, it is going to eat into our morals, our ethics, our sense of fitness, the mos maiorum itself. At the moment the Italian ager publicus belongs to those among ourselves and the First Class knights who are interested in latifundia grazing. The ager publicus of Sicily belongs to certain large-scale wheat growers who mostly live here in Rome and leave their Sicilian undertakings to overseers and slaves. A stable situation, you think? Then consider this! Ever since Tiberius and Gaius Sempronius Gracchus put the idea into our minds, the ager publicus of Italy and Sicily sits there just waiting to be sliced up and grabbed for this or that. How honorable will the generals of the future be? Will they, like Gaius Marius, be content to settle their veterans upon foreign public lands—or will they woo their veteran troops with promises of Italian land? How honorable will the tribunes of the plebs be in future years? Isn’t it possible that another Saturninus might arise, woo the lowly with promises of land allotments in Etruria, in Campania, in Umbria, in Sicily? How honorable will the plutocrats of the future be? Might it not come about that the public lands are extended in the size of their allotments even more, until one or two or three men own half of Italy, half of Sicily? For what is the point of saying that the ager publicus is the property of the State, when the State leases it out, and when the men who run the State can legislate to do whatever they like with it?”


  Drusus drew a great breath, straddled his legs wide apart, and launched into his peroration.


  “Get rid of the lot, I say! Blot the so-called public lands of Italy and Sicily out of existence! Let us gather the courage here and now to do what must be done—slice up the whole of our public lands and donate them to the poor, the deserving, soldier veterans, any and all comers! Start with the richest and most aristocratic among us—give each man sitting here today his ten iugera out of our ager publicus— give every Roman citizen there is his ten little iugera! To some of us, not worth spitting upon. To others, more precious than all they own. Give it away, I say! Give every last iota of it away! Leave nothing for the pernicious men of the future to use to destroy us, our class, our wealth. Leave nothing for them to fiddle with save caelum aut caenum—sky and scum! I have sworn to do it, Conscript Fathers, and do it I will! I will leave nothing in the Roman ager publicus below the sky that is not the scum on top of useless swamp! Not because I care about the poor and deserving! Not because I worry about the fates of our Head Count veterans! Not because I grudge you of this House and our more pastoral knights the leasehold of these lands! Because—and this is my only reason!—because the public lands of Rome represent future disaster, lying there for some general to eye as a pension for his troops, lying there for some demagogic tribune of the plebs to eye as his ticket to First Man in Rome, lying there for two or three plutocrats to eye as their road to the ownership of all Italy or Sicily!”


  The House heard and the House was moved to think, so much did Drusus achieve; Philippus said nothing, and when Caepio asked to speak, Sextus Caesar denied him, saying curtly that enough had been said, the session would resume on the morrow.


  “You did well, Marcus Livius,” said Marius, passing by on his way out. “Continue your program in this spirit, and you may be the first tribune of the plebs in history to carry the Senate.”


  But, much to Drusus’s surprise—he hardly knew the man—it was Lucius Cornelius Sulla who battened onto him outside, and asked for further speech without delay.


  “I’ve only just returned from the East, Marcus Livius, and I want to hear every detail. I want to know about the two laws you’ve already passed, as well as every single thought you own about the ager publicus,” said that strange man, looking a little more weatherbeaten in the face than he had been before going east.


  Sulla was indeed interested, as he was one of the very few men listening who had sufficient intelligence and understanding to discern the fact that Drusus was not a radical, not a true reformer, but rather an intensely conservative man chiefly concerned to preserve the rights and privileges of his class, keep Rome as Rome had always been.


  They got no further than the well of the Comitia, where they were sheltered from the winds of winter, and there Sulla soaked in all of Drusus’s opinions. From time to time he asked a question, but it was Drusus who spoke at length, grateful that at least one patrician Cornelius was disposed to listen to what most of the patrician Cornelii regarded as a betrayal. At the end Sulla held out his hand, smiling, and thanked Drusus sincerely.


  “I shall vote for you in the Senate, even if I can’t vote for you in the Plebeian Assembly,” he said.


  They walked back to the Palatine together, but neither evinced any interest in repairing to a warm study and a full flagon of wine; the kind of liking which would have produced such an invitation was not present on either side. At Drusus’s house Sulla clapped him on the back and went straight on down the hill of the Clivus Victoriae to the spot where the alley in which his house lay branched off it. He was anxious to talk to his son, whose counsel he was coming to value more and more, though of mature wisdom there was none, a fact Sulla understood. Young Sulla was a partisan sounding board. To one who had few clients and scant chance of assembling armies of them, Young Sulla was a treasure beyond price.


  But it was not to be a happy homecoming. Young Sulla, said Aelia, had come down with a bad cold. There was a client to see him who had insisted upon waiting, purporting to be the bearer of urgent news. The mere mention of malaise in Young Sulla was enough to drive the client temporarily out of Sulla’s head, however; he hurried not toward his study, but toward the comfortable sitting room where Aelia had established this cherished son, feeling that his airless, lightless sleeping cubicle was not a proper place for the invalid. There was a fever, a sore throat, sniffles from a runny nose, a slightly rheumy-eyed look of adoration; Sulla relaxed, kissed his son, comforted him by saying,


  “If you look after this affliction, my boy, it will last two market intervals—and if you do not, it will last sixteen days. Let Aelia look after you, is my advice.”


  Then he went to his study, frowning as to who or what was waiting for him; his clients were not of a kind to worry about him so much, for he was not a generous man, therefore did not distribute largesse. They mostly consisted of soldiers and centurions, provincial and rural nobodies who at one time or another had encountered him, been helped by him, and asked to become his clients. Few of what few there were had addresses in the city of Rome herself.


  It was Metrobius. He ought to have known, though he hadn’t even guessed. A mark of how successful his mental campaign to keep Metrobius out of memory had been. How old was he now? In his early thirties, perhaps thirty-two or thirty-three. Where did the years go? Into oblivion. But Metrobius was still Metrobius—and still, the kiss told him, his to command. Then Sulla shivered; the last time Metrobius had come to call on him at his house, Julilla had died. He didn’t bring luck, even if he deemed love a substitute for luck. To Sulla, love was no substitute at all. He moved resolutely away from Metrobius’s vicinity, seated himself behind his desk.


  “You should not be here,” he said, quite curtly.


  Metrobius sighed, slid gracefully into the client’s chair, and leaned his folded arms on the desk, his beautiful dark eyes sad. “I know I should not, Lucius Cornelius, but I am your client! You procured the citizenship for me without freedman status—I am legitimately Lucius Cornelius Metrobius, of the tribe Cornelia. If anything, I imagine your steward is more worried by the infrequency of my appearances here, rather than the other way around. Truly, I do or say nothing to imperil your precious reputation! Not to my friends and colleagues in the theater, not to my lovers, not to your staff. Please, credit me where credit is due!”


  Sulla’s eyes filled with tears, hastily blinked away. “I know, Metrobius. And I do thank you.” He sighed, got up, went to the console where the wine was kept. “A cup?”


  “Thank you.”


  Sulla deposited the silver goblet on the desk in front of Metrobius, then slipped his arms around Metrobius’s shoulders, and stood behind him to lean his cheek on the dense black hair. But before Metrobius could do more than lift his hands to clasp at Sulla’s arms, Sulla was gone again, seated at his desk.


  “What’s this urgent matter?” he asked.


  “Do you know a fellow called Censorinus?”


  “Which Censorinus? Nasty young Gaius Marcius Censorinus, or that Censorinus who is a Forum frequenter of easy means with amusing senatorial aspirations?”


  “The second specimen. I didn’t think you knew your fellow Romans so well, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Since I last saw you, I’ve been urban praetor. That job filled in a lot of gaps in my knowledge.”


  “I suppose it did.”


  “What about this second specimen of Censorinus?”


  “He’s going to lay charges against you in the treason court, alleging that you took a huge bribe from the Parthians in return for betraying Rome’s interests in the East.”


  Sulla blinked. “Ye gods! I didn’t think there was anyone in Rome with so much awareness of what happened to me in the East! I have received no encouragement even to report my adventures in full to the Senate. Censorinus? How would he know what went on east of the Forum Romanum, let alone east of the Euphrates? And how did you find out, when I’ve heard no whisper of this elsewhere?”


  “He’s a theater buff, and his chief recreation is the giving of parties at which actors strut round—the more tragic the actor, the better. So I go to his parties regularly,” said Metrobius, smiling without any admiration for Censorinus. “No, Lucius Cornelius, the man is not one of my lovers! I despise him. But I do adore parties. None are ever as good as the ones you used to throw in the old days, alas. But Censorinus’s efforts are bearable. And one meets the usual crowd at them—people I know well, am fond of. The man serves good food and good wine.” Metrobius pursed his red lips, looked thoughtful. “However, it has not escaped me that in the past few months Censorinus has had some odd people at his flings. And is sporting a quizzing-glass made from a single flawless emerald—the sort of gem he could never have afforded to buy, even if he does have enough money for the senatorial census. I mean, that emerald quizzing-glass is a gem fit for a Ptolemy of Egypt, not a Forum frequenter!”


  Sulla sipped at his wine, smiling slowly. “How fascinating! I can see I must cultivate this Censorinus—after my trial, if not before. Have you any ideas?”


  “I think he’s an agent for—I don’t know! Perhaps the Parthians, or some other eastern lot. His peculiar party guests are definitely orientals of some kind—embroidered robes flashing gold, jewels all over the place, plenty of money to drop into every eagerly outstretched Roman hand.”


  “Not the Parthians,” said Sulla positively. “They are not concerned about what happens west of the Euphrates, I know that for a fact. It’s Mithridates. Or Tigranes of Armenia. But I’ll settle for Mithridates of Pontus. Well, well!” He rubbed his hands together gleefully. “So Gaius Marius and I have Pontus really worried, do we? And, it seems, more Sulla than Marius! That’s because I’ve had speech with Tigranes and concluded a treaty with the satraps of the King of the Parthians. Well, well!”


  “What can you do?” asked Metrobius anxiously.


  “Oh, don’t worry about me,” said Sulla cheerfully, getting up to nudge the shutter flaps on his windows completely closed. “Forewarned is definitely forearmed. I’ll bide my time, wait for Censorinus to make his move. And then...”


  “And then—what?”


  Sulla’s teeth showed nastily. “Why, I’ll make him wish he had never been born.” He passed to the atrium door to shoot its bolt, and from there he went to the door opening onto the peristyle colonnade, bolted it. “In the meantime, the best love of my life apart from my son, you’re here and the damage is done. I can’t allow you to leave without touching you.”


  “Nor would I go until you did.”


  They stood embraced, chins on each other’s shoulders.


  “Do you remember, all those years ago?” asked Metrobius dreamily, eyes closed, smiling.


  “You in that absurd yellow skirt, with the dye running down the insides of your thighs?” Sulla smiled too, one hand sliding through the crisp head of hair, the other sliding down the straight hard back voluptuously.


  “And you wearing that wig of living little snakes.”


  “Well, I was Medusa!”


  “Believe me, you looked the part.”


  “You talk too much,” said Sulla.


  It was over an hour later before Metrobius departed; no one had evinced any interest in his visit, though Sulla did say to the ever-warm, always-loving Aelia that he had just been given news of an impending prosecution in the treason court.


  She gasped, fluttered. “Oh, Lucius Cornelius!”


  “Don’t worry, my dear,” said Sulla lightly. “It will come to nothing, I promise you.”


  She looked anxious. “Are you feeling well?”


  “Believe me, wife, I haven’t felt so well in years—or so in the mood to make passionate love to you,” said Sulla, his arm about her waist. “Now come to bed.”


  2


  There was no need for Sulla to ask further questions about Censorinus, for the next day Censorinus struck. He appeared at the tribunal of the urban praetor, the Picentine Quintus Pompeius Rufus, and demanded to prosecute Lucius Cornelius Sulla in the treason court for accepting a bribe from the Parthians to betray Rome.


  “Do you have proof?” asked Pompeius Rufus sternly.


  “I have proof.”


  “Then give me the gist of it.”


  “I will not, Quintus Pompeius. In the court I will do all that is necessary. This is a capital charge. I am not appealing for the lodgment of a fine, nor am I obliged under the law to divulge my case to you,” said Censorinus, fingering the gem inside his toga, too precious to be left at home, but too noticeable to be displayed in public.


  “Very well,” said Pompeius Rufus stiffly, “I will tell the President of the quaestio de maiestate to assemble his court by the Pool of Curtius, three days hence.”


  Pompeius Rufus watched Censorinus almost skip across the lower Forum toward the Argiletum, then snapped his fingers to his assistant, a junior senator of the Fannius family. “Mind the shop,” he said, getting to his feet. “I have an errand to run.”


  He located Lucius Cornelius Sulla in a tavern on the Via Nova, not such an arduous task as it might have seemed; he knew whom to ask, as any good urban praetor did. Sulla’s drinking companion was none other than Scaurus Princeps Senatus, one of the few in the Senate who was interested in what Sulla had accomplished in the East. They were at a small table at the back of the tavern, which was a popular meeting place for those august enough to belong to the Senate, yet the proprietor’s eyes bulged when a third toga praetexta walked in—the Princeps Senatus and two urban praetors, no less! Wait until his friends heard about this!


  “Wine and water, Cloatius,” said Pompeius Rufus briefly as he passed the counter, “and make it a good vintage!”


  “The wine or the water?” asked Publius Cloatius innocently.


  “Both, you pile of rubbish, or I’ll hale you into court,” said Pompeius Rufus with a grin as he joined the other two.


  “Censorinus,” said Sulla to Pompeius Rufus.


  “Right in one,” said the urban praetor. “You must have better sources than I do, for I swear it came as a complete surprise to me.”


  “I do have good sources,” said Sulla, smiling; he liked the man from Picenum. “Treason, is it?”


  “Treason. He says he has proof.”


  “So did those who convicted Publius Rutilius Rufus.”


  “Well, I for one will believe it when the streets of Barduli are paved with gold,” said Scaurus, picking the poorest town in all of Italy as his example.


  “So will I,” said Sulla.


  “Is there anything I can do to help?” asked Pompeius Rufus, taking an empty cup from the tavern keeper and splashing wine and water into it. He grimaced, looked up. “They’re both terrible vintages!” he cried. “Worm!”


  “Try and find better anywhere else on the Via Nova,” said Publius Cloatius without umbrage, and slid off regretfully to a spot where he couldn’t hear what was said.


  “I can deal with it,” said Sulla, who didn’t seem disturbed.


  “I’ve set the hearing for three days hence, by the Pool of Curtius. Luckily we’re now under the lex Livia, so you’ll have half a jury of senators—which is very much better than a jury composed entirely of knights. How they hate the idea of a senator getting rich at other people’s expense! All right for them to do it, however,” said Pompeius Rufus, disgusted.


  “Why the treason court rather than the bribery court?” asked Scaurus. “If he alleges you took a bribe, then it’s bribery.”


  “Censorinus alleges that the bribe was taken as payment for betrayal of our intentions and movements in the East,” said the urban praetor.


  “I brought back a treaty,” said Sulla to Pompeius Rufus.


  “That he did! An enormously impressive feat,” said Scaurus with great warmth.


  “Is the Senate ever going to acknowledge it?” asked Sulla.


  “The Senate will, Lucius Cornelius, you have the word of an Aemilius Scaurus on it.”


  “I heard you forced both the Parthians and the King of Armenia to sit lower than you did,” chuckled the urban praetor. “Good for you, Lucius Cornelius! Those eastern potentates need putting down!”


  “Oh, I believe Lucius Cornelius intends to follow in the footsteps of Popillius Laenas,” said Scaurus, smiling. “The next thing, he’ll be drawing circles round their feet too.” He frowned. “What I want to know is, where could Censorinus have obtained information about anything that happened on the Euphrates?”


  Sulla shifted uneasily, not quite sure whether Scaurus was still of the opinion that Mithridates of Pontus was harmless. “I think he’s acting as an agent for one of the eastern kings.”


  “Mithridates of Pontus,” said Scaurus immediately.


  “What, are you disillusioned?” asked Sulla, grinning.


  “I like to believe the best of everybody, Lucius Cornelius. But a fool I am not,” said Scaurus, getting up. He threw a denarius at the proprietor, who fielded it deftly. “Give them some more of your brilliant vintages, Cloatius!”


  “If it’s all that bad, why aren’t you at home drinking your Chian and your Falernian?” yelled Publius Cloatius after Scaurus’s vanishing back, his humor unimpaired.


  His only answer was Scaurus’s finger poking holes in the air, which made Cloatius laugh hilariously. “Awful old geezer!” he said, bringing more wine to the table. “What would we do without him?”


  Sulla and Pompeius Rufus settled deeper into their chairs.


  “Aren’t you on your tribunal today?” asked Sulla.


  “I’ve left young Fannius in charge; it will do him good to battle the litigious-minded populace of Rome,’’ said Pompeius Rufus.


  They sipped their wine (which really was not poor quality, as everyone knew) in silence for a few moments, not feeling awkward—more that when Scaurus left any group, it suffered.


  Finally Pompeius Rufus said, “Are you hoping to stand for the consulship at the end of this year, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “I don’t think so,” said Sulla, looking serious. “I had hoped to, in the belief that the presentation to Rome of a formal treaty binding the King of the Parthians in an agreement of great benefit to Rome would create quite a stir here! Instead—not a ripple on the Forum puddle, let alone the Senate cesspool! I may as well have stayed in Rome and taken lessons in lascivious dancing—it would have created more talk about me! So it has become a decision as to whether I think I stand a chance to get in if I bribe the electorate. I’m inclined to think I’d be wasting my money. People like Rutilius Lupus can offer ten times as much to our wonderful little lot of voters.”


  “I want to be consul,” said Pompeius Rufus, equally seriously, “but I doubt my chances, being a Picentine.”


  Sulla opened his eyes wide. “They voted you in at the top of the praetors’ poll, Quintus Pompeius! That usually counts for something, you know!”


  “You were voted in at the top of the same poll two years ago,” said Pompeius Rufus, “yet you don’t consider your chances good, do you? And if a patrician Cornelius who has been praetor urbanus rates his chances nonexistent, what do you think are the chances of—well, not a New Man, precisely—a man from Picenum?”


  “True, I am a patrician Cornelius. But my last name isn’t Scipio, and Aemilius Paullus wasn’t my granddad. I was never a great speaker, and until I became urban praetor, the Forum frequenters didn’t know me from a Magna Mater eunuch. I pinned all my hopes on that historic treaty with the Parthians and the fact that I led Rome’s first army ever to cross the Euphrates. Only to find the whole Forum far more fascinated with the doings of Drusus.”


  “He’ll be consul when he decides to run.”


  “He couldn’t miss if they set Scipio Africanus and Scipio Aemilianus up against him. Mind you, Quintus Pompeius, I find myself fascinated with what he’s doing.”


  “So am I, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Do you think he’s right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good! So do I.”


  Another silence fell, broken only by the noise of Publius Cloatius serving four newcomers, who eyed the purple-bordered togas in the far corner with awe.


  “How about,” began Pompeius Rufus, turning his pewter cup slowly between his hands, and looking down into it, “your waiting a couple more years, and running in tandem with me? We’re both urban praetors, we both have good army records, we’re both senior in years, we’re both able to do a little bribing, at least... The voters like a pair standing together, it bodes well for consular relations during the year. Together, I think we stand a better chance than either of us does alone. What do you say, Lucius Cornelius?”


  Sulla’s eyes rested upon Pompeius Rufus’s ruddy face, his bright blue eyes, his regular and slightly Celtic features, his shock of curling red hair. “I say,” he said deliberately, “that we’d make a prime pair! Two red-heads from opposite ends of the senatorial array, impressive to look at—a matching pair! You know, we’d appeal to those whimsical, cantankerous mentulae! They love a good joke, and what better joke than two red-haired consuls of the same height and the same build, yet out of totally different stables?” He held out his hand. “We’ll do it, my friend! Luckily neither of us has a grey hair to spoil the effect, nor is either of us balding!”


  Eager to show his pleasure, Pompeius Rufus squeezed Sulla’s hand, beaming. “It’s a deal, Lucius Cornelius!”


  “It’s a deal, Quintus Pompeius!” Sulla blinked, visited with an inspiration evoked by Pompeius Rufus’s enormous wealth. “Do you have a son?” he asked.


  “I do.”


  “How old is he?”


  “Twenty-one this year.”


  “Contracted to a marriage?”


  “No, not yet.”


  “I have a daughter. Patrician on both sides. She’ll be eighteen the June after we stand for our joint consulships. Would you consent to a marriage between my daughter and your son in Quinctilis, three years from now?”


  “I would indeed, Lucius Cornelius!”


  “She’s well dowered. Her grandfather transferred her mother’s fortune to her before he died, some forty talents of silver. A bit over a million sesterces. Is that satisfactory?”


  Pompeius Rufus nodded, well pleased. “We’ll start talking in the Forum about our joint candidature now, shall we?”


  “An excellent idea! Best to get the electors so used to us that when the time comes they’ll vote for us automatically.”


  “Ahah!” rumbled a voice from the door.


  In walked Gaius Marius, sweeping past the gaping drinkers at a table near the counter without acknowledging their existence.


  “Our revered Princeps Senatus said I’d find you here, Lucius Cornelius,” Marius said, sitting down. He turned his head toward Cloatius, hovering nearby. “Your usual vinegar will do, Cloatius.”


  “So I should think,” said Publius Cloatius, discovering that the wine jug on the table was almost empty. “What do Italians know about wine, anyway?”


  Marius grinned. “I piss on you, Cloatius! Mind your manners—and your tongue.”


  The pleasantries disposed of, Marius settled to business, rather glad Pompeius Rufus was there.


  “I want to find out how each of you stands on Marcus Livius’s new batch of laws,” he said.


  “We’re both of the same opinion,” said Sulla, who had called to see Marius several times since his return, only to find the Great Man unavailable. He had no reason to suppose this treatment was purposive—indeed, common sense said it was not, that he had simply chosen his times badly. Yet he had gone away on the last occasion vowing he would not call again. Thus he had not told Marius what had happened in the East.


  “And that opinion is?” asked Marius, apparently unaware he had offended Sulla.


  “He’s right.”


  “Good.” Marius leaned back to permit Publius Cloatius access to the table. “He needs every iota of support he can get for the land bill, and I’ve pledged myself to canvass on his behalf.”


  “You’ll help,” said Sulla, and could find nothing else to say.


  Marius now turned to Pompeius Rufus. “You’re a good urban praetor, Quintus Pompeius. When are you going to stand for consul?”


  Pompeius Rufus looked excited. “That’s what Lucius Cornelius and I have just been talking about!” he cried. “We intend to stand together three years from now.”


  “Clever!” said Marius appreciatively, seeing the point at once. “A perfect pair!” He laughed. “Keep that resolution, don’t dissolve your partnership. You’ll both get in easily.”


  “We believe so,” said Pompeius Rufus contentedly. “In fact, we’ve sealed it with a marriage contract.”


  Up went Marius’s right eyebrow. “Oh?”


  “My daughter, his son,” said Sulla, a little defensively; why was it that Marius could unsettle him, when no one else had that power? Was it the man’s character, or his own insecurities?


  Out came a huge sigh of relief. “Oh, splendid! Oh, well done!” Marius roared. “That solves the family dilemma superbly! From Julia through Aelia to Aurelia, they’ll be pleased.”


  Sulla’s fine brows knitted. “What on earth do you mean?”


  “My son and your daughter,” said Marius, tactless as ever. “It appears they like each other too much. But old dead Caesar said none of the cousins should marry—and I must say I agree with him. Which hasn’t stopped my son and your daughter making all sorts of absurd promises to each other.”


  This was a shock to Sulla, who had never dreamed of such a union, and associated so little with his daughter that she had found no opportunity to talk to him about Young Marius. “Oho! I am away too much, Gaius Marius, I’ve been saying it for years.”


  Pompeius Rufus listened to this exchange in some dismay, and now cleared his throat. “If there’s any difficulty, Lucius Cornelius, don’t worry about my son,” he said diffidently.


  “No difficulty at all, Quintus Pompeius,” said Sulla firmly, “They’re first cousins and they’ve grown up together, no more than that. As you may have gathered from Gaius Marius, it was never our intention to see that particular match. The agreement I’ve made with you today scotches it nicely. Don’t you concur, Gaius Marius?”


  “Indeed, Lucius Cornelius. Too much patrician blood, and first cousins into the bargain. Old dead Caesar said no.”


  “Do you have a wife in mind for Young Marius?” asked Sulla curiously.


  “I think so. Quintus Mucius Scaevola has a daughter who will come of age in four or five years. I’ve made overtures, and he isn’t averse.” Marius laughed irrepressibly. “I may be an Italian hayseed with no Greek, Lucius Cornelius, but it’s a rare Roman aristocrat who can resist the size of the fortune Young Marius will inherit one day!”


  “Too true!” said Sulla, laughing just as hard. “So it only remains for me to find a wife for Young Sulla—and not one of Aurelia’s daughters!”


  “How about one of Caepio’s daughters?” asked Marius, full of mischief. “Think of all that gold!”


  “It’s a thought, Gaius Marius. There are two of them, aren’t there? Living with Marcus Livius?”


  “That’s right. Julia was rather keen on the elder one for Young Marius, but I’m of the opinion that a Mucia will be much better for him politically.’’ For once in his life, Marius dredged up a morsel of diplomacy. “You’re differently situated, Lucius Cornelius. A Servilia Caepionis would be ideal.”


  “I agree, she would. I’ll see to it.”


  *


  But the question of a wife for Young Sulla did not remain in Sulla’s mind beyond the moment in which he informed his daughter that she was to be betrothed to the son of Quintus Pompeius Rufus. Cornelia Sulla demonstrated only too clearly that she was Julilla’s child by opening her mouth and screaming, and going on screaming.


  “Screech all you like,” said Sulla coldly, “it won’t make any difference, my girl. You’ll do as you’re told and marry whomsoever I say you’ll marry.”


  “Go away, Lucius Cornelius!” cried Aelia, wringing her hands. “Your son is asking to see you. Leave me to deal with Cornelia Sulla, please!”


  So Sulla went to see his son, still angry.


  Young Sulla’s cold had not improved; the boy was still in bed, still plagued by aches and pains, still coughing up muck.


  “This has got to stop, lad,” said Sulla lightly, sitting on the edge of the bed and kissing his son’s hot brow. “I know the weather is cold, but this room isn’t.”


  “Who’s screaming?” asked Young Sulla, breath rasping.


  “Your sister, Mormolyce take her!”


  “Why?” asked Young Sulla, who was very fond of Cornelia Sulla.


  “I’ve just told her that she’s to marry the son of Quintus Pompeius Rufus. But it appears she thought she was going to marry her cousin Young Marius.”


  “Oh! We all thought she was going to marry Young Marius!” exclaimed Sulla’s son, shocked.


  “No one ever suggested it, no one ever wanted it. Your avus Caesar was against marriage between any of you. Gaius Marius agrees. And so do I agree.” Sulla frowned. “Does this mean you have ideas of marrying one of the Julias?’’


  “What, Lia or Ju-ju?” Young Sulla laughed merrily until the activity provoked a bout of coughing only assuaged when he brought up a mass of foul-smelling sputum. “No, tata,” he said when he could, “I can’t think of anything worse! Whom am I to marry?”


  “I don’t know, my son. One thing I promise you, how-ever. I will ask you first if you like her,” said Sulla.


  “You didn’t ask Cornelia.”


  Sulla shrugged. “She’s a girl. Girls don’t get offered choices or favors. They just do as they’re told. The only reason a paterfamilias puts up with the expense of girls is so that he can use them to advance his own career, or his son’s. Otherwise, why feed and clothe them for eighteen years? They have to be well dowered, yet nothing comes back to the father’s family. No, my son, a girl’s only use is for advantage. Though, listening to your sister scream, I’m not sure we didn’t do things better in the old days, when we just chucked girl-babies in the Tiber.”


  “It doesn’t seem fair, tata.”


  “Why?” asked tata, surprised at his son’s continuing obtuseness. “Females are inferiors, young Lucius Cornelius. They weave their patterns in fabrics, not on the loom of time. They don’t have any importance in the world. They don’t make history. They don’t govern. We look after them because it is our duty. We shield them from worry, from poverty, from responsibility—that’s why, provided they don’t die in childbirth, they all live longer than we men do. In return, we demand obedience and respect from them.”


  “I see,” said Young Sulla, accepting this explanation in the light it was tendered—a simple statement of pure fact.


  “And now I must go. I have something to do,” said Sulla, getting up. “Are you eating?”


  “A little, but it’s hard to keep food down.”


  “I’ll be back later.”


  “Don’t forget, tata. I won’t be asleep.”


  First he had to behave normally, go off with Aelia to dinner at the house of Quintus Pompeius Rufus, very eager to commence friendly relations. Luckily Sulla had not indicated he would bring Cornelia Sulla along to meet the son; she had ceased her screaming, but, said Aelia, looking flustered, she had retired to her bed and announced she wouldn’t eat.


  Nothing else poor Cornelia Sulla might have thought to do in protest could have affected Sulla the way that news did; the eyes he turned on Aelia were like bitter stars, blazing ice.


  “That will stop!” he snapped, and was gone before Aelia could prevent him, down to Cornelia Sulla’s sleeping cubicle.


  He came through the door and hauled the weeping girl out of her narrow bed in the same stride, heedless of her fear, dragging her up from the floor onto her toes with his fingers locked in her hair. Again and again his hand cracked across her face. She didn’t scream, she emitted shrieks so high-pitched they were scarcely audible, more terrified by the look on her father’s face than by his physical abuse.


  Perhaps twelve times he struck her, then threw her away like a stuffed doll, so angry he didn’t care if the violence of his thrust killed her.


  “Don’t do it, girl,” he said then, very softly. “Don’t you try to bluff me with starvation! As far as I’m concerned, it would be good riddance! Your mother almost died because she wouldn’t eat. But let me tell you, you won’t do it to me! Starve yourself to death, or choke on the food I’ll have forced down your throat with a lot less consideration than a farmer gives to his goose! You will marry young Quintus Pompeius Rufus, and you’ll do it with a smile on your face and a song on your lips, or I’ll kill you. Do you hear me? I will kill you, Cornelia.”


  Her face was on fire, her eyes blackened, her lips swollen and split, her nose running blood, but the pain in her heart was far, far worse. In all her life she hadn’t known this kind of rage existed, or feared her father, or worried for her own safety. “I hear you, Father,” she whispered.


  Aelia was waiting outside the door, tears running down her cheeks, but when she went to enter Sulla grabbed her cruelly by one arm, and pulled her away.


  “Please, Lucius Cornelius, please!” Aelia moaned, the wife in her terrified, the mother in her anguished.


  “Leave her alone,” he said.


  “I must go to her! She needs me!”


  “She’ll stay where she is, and no one will go to her.”


  “Then let me stay home, please!” Try though she did to stem her tears, she was weeping harder.


  Sulla’s towering rage toppled, he could hear his heart beating, tears were close to the surface in him too—tears of reaction, not tears of grief. “All right, then stay home,” he said harshly, and drew a quivering breath. “I shall represent the family joy at the prospect of this marriage. But don’t go to her, Aelia, or I’ll deal with you as I’ve dealt with her.”


  Thus he went alone to the house of Quintus Pompeius Rufus, on the Palatine, but overlooking the Forum Romanum; and made a good impression upon the delighted Pompeius Rufus family, including its women, who were tickled at the thought that young Quintus would be marrying a patrician Julio-Cornelian. Young Quintus was a handsome fellow, green-eyed and auburn-haired, tall and graceful, but it didn’t take Sulla long to estimate his intelligence at about half that of his father. Which was all to the good; he would fill the consulship because his father had, he would breed red-haired children with Cornelia Sulla, and he would be a good husband, as faithful as considerate. In fact, thought Sulla, smiling in private amusement, little though his daughter would admit it did she know, young Quintus Pompeius Rufus would be far pleasanter and more tractable to live with than that spoiled and arrogant pup Gaius Marius had spawned.


  Since the Pompeii Rufi were still at heart country folk, the dinner was well over before darkness fell, even though Rome was in the depths of seasonal winter. Knowing he had one more task to perform before he went home, Sulla stood atop the Ringmakers’ Steps leading down to the Via Nova and the Forum Romanum, and looked into the distance frowningly. Too far to walk out to see Metrobius, and too dangerous too. Where else might he fill in an hour or so?


  The answer came the moment his eyes rested upon the smoky declivity of the Subura—Aurelia, of course. Gaius Julius Caesar was off again governing Asia Province. Provided he made sure Aurelia was adequately chaperoned, why shouldn’t he pay her a visit? He ran down the steps with the ease and suppleness of a man far junior to himself in years, and strode off toward the Clivus Orbius, the quickest way to the Subura Minor and that triangular insula of Aurelia’s.


  Eutychus admitted him, but a little reluctantly; Aurelia’s manner was much the same.


  “Are your children up?” Sulla asked.


  She smiled wryly. “Unfortunately, yes. I seem to have bred owls, not larks. They hate to go to bed, and they hate to get up.”


  “Then give them a treat,” he said, sitting down on a well-padded and comfortable couch. “Invite them to join us, Aurelia. There are no better chaperones than one’s children.”


  Her face lightened. “You are quite right, Lucius Cornelius.”


  So their mother settled the children in a far corner of the room, the two girls grown tall because they were nearing puberty, and the boy grown tall because that was his fate, always to be much taller than the rest.


  “It’s good to see you,” Sulla said, ignoring the wine the steward put at his elbow.


  “And good to see you.”


  “Better than last time, eh?”


  She laughed. “Oh, that! I was in serious trouble with my husband, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “I understood that! Why? No loyaler or chaster wife ever lived than you, as I have good cause to know.”


  “Oh, he didn’t think I had been disloyal, any more than he believed I had been unchaste. The trouble between Gaius Julius and me is more—theoretical,” said Aurelia.


  “Theoretical?” asked Sulla, smiling broadly.


  “He doesn’t like the neighborhood. He doesn’t like my acting as a landlady. He doesn’t like Lucius Decumius. And he doesn’t like the way I’m raising our children, who can all speak the local cant as well as they can speak Palatine Latin. They also speak about three different kinds of Greek, plus Aramaic, Hebrew, Arvernian Gallic, Aeduan Gallic, Tolosan Gallic, and Lycian.”


  “Lycian?”


  “We have a Lycian family on the third floor these days, you see. The children go wherever they like, not to mention that they pick up languages the way you or I might pick up pebbles on a beach. I didn’t realize the Lycians had a language of their own, and incredibly antique too. It’s akin to Pisidian.”


  “Did you have a very bad argument with Gaius Julius?”


  She shrugged, pulled her mouth down. “Bad enough.”


  “Made worse by the fact that you stood up for yourself in a most unladylike, un-Roman-woman way,” said Sulla tenderly, fresh from assaulting his own daughter for doing exactly that. But Aurelia was Aurelia, she couldn’t be measured by any standards save her own—as many people said, with admiration rather than condemnation, so strong was her spell.


  “I’m afraid I did stand up for myself,” she said, not seeming very sorry. “In fact, I stood up for myself so well that my husband lost.” Her eyes were suddenly sorrowful. “And that, as I’m sure you will appreciate, Lucius Cornelius, was the worst part about our difference of opinion. No man of his status likes losing a fight with his wife. So he retreated into a kind of aloof disinterest and wouldn’t even consider a re-match, for all my prodding. Oh, dear!”


  “Has he fallen out of love with you?”


  “I don’t think so. I wish he had! It would make life a great deal easier for him when he’s here,” she said.


  “So you wear the toga these days.”


  “I am afraid so. Purple border and all.”


  His lips thinned, he nodded wisely. “You should have been a man, Aurelia. I never saw it until now, but it’s a truth.”


  “You’re right, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “So he was glad to go away to Asia Province, and you were glad to see him go, eh?”


  “You’re right again, Lucius Cornelius.”


  He passed then to his trip to the East, and gained one more auditor; Young Caesar scrambled up beside his mother on her couch, and listened avidly as Sulla recounted the story of his meetings with Mithridates, Tigranes, and the Parthian envoys.


  The boy was almost nine years old. And more beautiful than ever, Sulla noted, unable to take his eyes off that fair face. So like Young Sulla! Yet not like Young Sulla at all. He had emerged from his questioning phase and passed into his listening phase, and sat leaning against Aurelia, eyes shining, lips parted, his face a constantly changing panorama reflecting his mind, his body still.


  At the end he had questions to ask, asking them with more intelligence than Scaurus, more education than Marius, more interest than either. How does he know all this? asked Sulla of himself, finding himself speaking with an eight-year-old on precisely the same level as he had with Scaurus and Marius.


  “What do you think will happen?” Sulla asked, not because he patronized, but because he was intrigued.


  “War with Mithridates and Tigranes,” said Young Caesar.


  “Not war with the Parthians?”


  “Not for a long time to come. But if we win a war against Mithridates and Tigranes, it brings Pontus and Armenia within our fold, and then the Parthians will start to worry about Rome the way Mithridates and Tigrane’s do at the moment.”


  Sulla nodded. “Quite right, Young Caesar.”


  For a further hour they talked, then Sulla rose to go, ruffling Young Caesar’s hair in farewell. Aurelia walked with him to the door, shaking her head slightly to the hovering Eutychus, who began to shepherd children bedward.


  “How is everyone?” Aurelia asked, allowing Sulla to open the door onto the Vicus Patricius, still thronged with people, even though darkness had long fallen.


  “Young Sulla has a bad cold, and Cornelia Sulla a very sore face,” he said, unconcerned.


  “Young Sulla I understand, but what happened to your girl?”


  “I walloped her.”


  “Oh, I see! For what crime, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “It appears she and Young Marius had decided they would marry when the time came. But I’ve just promised her to the son of Quintus Pompeius Rufus. She decided to show her independence by starving herself to death.”


  “Ecastor! I suppose the poor child didn’t even know about her mother’s efforts in that direction?”


  “No.”


  “But she knows now.”


  “She certainly does.”


  “Well, I know the young man slightly, and I’m sure she’ll be a lot happier with him than she would with Young Marius!”


  Sulla laughed. “My thoughts exactly.”


  “What about Gaius Marius?”


  “Oh, he didn’t want the match either.” Sulla’s top lip curled up to show his teeth. “He’s after Scaevola’s daughter.”


  “He’ll get her without too much trouble—ave, Turpillia.” This last was said to a passing crone, who promptly stopped walking and stood looking as if she wanted to talk.


  Sulla took his leave, while Aurelia leaned against the doorframe and looked attentive as Turpillia started to speak.


  It never worried Sulla to traverse the Subura after dark, any more than it worried Aurelia to see him disappear into the night. No one molested Lucius Cornelius Sulla. The moment he entered them, he had the stews of Rome written all over him. If anything about his conduct might have puzzled Aurelia, it was the fact that he walked off up the Vicus Patricius instead of down it toward the Forum Romanum and the Palatine.


  He was going to see Censorinus, who lived on the upper Viminal in the street which led to the Punic apple tree. A respectable knightly neighborhood, but not nearly imposing enough to house one who sported an emerald quizzing-glass.


  At first it seemed as if Censorinus ‘s steward was going to deny him entry, but Sulla could always deal with that; he simply looked nasty, and something in the steward’s mind clattered a warning so strong that he automatically held the door wide open. Still smiling nastily, Sulla walked through the narrow passage which led from the front door to the reception room of the ground-floor insula apartment, and stood looking about him while the steward pattered off to find his master.


  Oh, yes, very nice! The frescoes on the walls were newly done, and in the latest style, rich red panels depicting the events which led to the yielding up of Briseis to Agamemnon by the Prince of Phthia, Achilles; they were framed in beautifully painted artificial agate-stones which merged into a splendid dark green dado, also painted rather than the real thing. The floor was a colored mosaic, the drapes were a purple so black it was definitely Tyrian, and the couches were covered with gold and purple tapestry of the best workmanship. Not bad for a middling member of the Ordo Equester, thought Sulla.


  An angry Censorinus emerged from the passage to his inner rooms, baffled by the conduct of his steward, who did not appear.


  “Well, what do you want?” Censorinus demanded.


  “Your emerald quizzing-glass,” said Sulla gently.


  “My what?”


  “You know, Censorinus, the one given to you by the agents of King Mithridates.”


  “King Mithridates? I don’t know what you mean! I have no such object as an emerald quizzing-glass.”


  “Nonsense, of course you do. Give it to me.”


  Censorinus choked, face purple, then pallid.


  “Do give me your emerald quizzing-glass, Censorinus!”


  “I’ll give you nothing except conviction and exile!”


  Before Censorinus could move, Sulla was standing so close to him that it might have passed to an onlooker as a farcical embrace; and then Sulla’s hands were on his shoulders, but not like a lover’s. They bit, they hurt, they were iron claws.


  “Listen, you contemptible maggot, I’ve killed better men by far than you,” said Sulla very softly, his tones actually amorous. “Stay out of court, or you’ll be dead. I mean it! Abandon this ridiculous prosecution of me, or you’ll be dead. As dead as a legendary strongman named Hercules Atlas. As dead as a woman with a broken neck below the cliffs of Circei. As dead as a thousand Germans. As dead as anyone is who threatens me and mine. As dead as Mithridates will be, if I decide he must die. You can tell him that when you see him. He’ll believe you! He clipped his tail between his legs and fled Cappadocia when I told him to go. Because he knew. Now you know, don’t you?”


  There was no reply, nor did Censorinus attempt to struggle free of that cruel hold. Still and quiet save for his breathing, he gazed at Sulla’s too-close face as if he had never seen this man before, and did not know what to do.


  One of Sulla’s hands left Censorinus’s shoulder to slip inside his tunic, its fingers reaching for what was on the end of a stout leather cord; the other of Sulla’s hands slipped from Censorinus’s other shoulder and clamped around his scrotum, and crushed it. While Censorinus screamed as shrilly as a dog when the wheels of a wagon pass over it, Sulla ripped the leather thong apart with the fingers of one hand as easily as if it had been made of wool, then put the flashing green thing dangling from it inside his toga. No one came running to see who screamed. Sulla turned on his heel and walked out without hurrying.


  “Oh, I feel better!” he cried as he opened the door, and laughed so long that only its closing shut the sound from out of Censorinus’s ears.


  *


  Rage and frustration at the conduct of Cornelia Sulla vanished, home Sulla went with footsteps as light as a child’s, face a picture of happiness. Happiness wiped away in the thinnest sliver of time when he opened his own front door and discovered, instead of the hushed, dimly lit peace of sleeping tenants, a blaze of light from every lamp, a huddle of strange young men, a steward wiping tears from his streaming eyes.


  “What is it?” Sulla asked, gasping.


  “Your son, Lucius Cornelius!” cried the steward.


  Sulla waited to hear no more, but ran to the room off the peristyle-garden where Aelia had put the boy to get over his cold. She was standing outside its door, wrapped in a shawl.


  “What is it?” Sulla asked again, grabbing at her.


  “Young Sulla is very ill,” she whispered. “I called the doctors two hours ago.”


  Pushing the doctors aside, Sulla appeared beside his son’s bed looking benevolent and relaxed.


  “What is this, Young Sulla, giving everybody such a fright?”


  “Father!” Young Sulla cried, smiling.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “So cold, Father! Do you mind if I call you tata in front of strangers?”


  “Of course not.”


  “The pain, it’s terrible!”


  “Whereabouts, my son?”


  “Behind my breast-bone, tata. So cold!”


  He breathed shallowly, loudly, with obvious distress; to Sulla it seemed a parody of Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle’s death scene, which perhaps was why Sulla could not believe in this as a death scene. Yet Young Sulla looked as if he were dying. Impossible!


  “Don’t talk, my son. Can you lie down?” This, because the doctors had propped him into a sitting position.


  “Can’t breathe, lying down.” The eyes, ringed with what looked like black bruises, looked up at him piteously. “Tata, please don’t go away, will you?”


  “I’m here, Lucius. I won’t go away for a moment.”


  But as soon as possible Sulla did draw Apollodorus Siculus out of earshot to ask him what the matter was.


  “An inflammation of the lungs, Lucius Cornelius, difficult to deal with at any time, but more difficult in your son’s case.”


  “Why more difficult?”


  “The heart is involved, I fear. We do not quite know what is the significance of the heart, though I believe that it assists the liver. Young Lucius Cornelius’s lungs are swollen, and have transmitted some of their fluids to the envelope wrapping up the heart. It is being squashed.” Apollodorus Siculus looked frightened; the price he paid for his fame was paid on occasions like this, when he had to tell some august Roman that the patient was beyond the skills of any physician. “The prognosis is grave, Lucius Cornelius. I fear there is nothing I or any other doctor can do.”


  Sulla took it well outwardly, and had besides a reasonable streak which told him the physician was completely sincere—that, if he could, he would cure. A good physician, though most were quacks—look at the way he had investigated the death of Piggle-wiggle. But every body was subject to storms of such magnitude the doctors were rendered helpless, despite their lancets, their clysters, their poultices, their potions, their magical herbs. It was luck. And Sulla saw now that his beloved son did not have luck. The goddess Fortune did not care for him.


  Back he went to the bed, pushed the heaped pillows aside and took their place, holding his son within his arms.


  “Oh, tata, that does feel better! Don’t leave me!”


  “I won’t budge, my son. I love you more than the world.”


  For many hours he sat holding his lad up, his cheek on the dulled wet hair, listening to the labored breathing, the staccato gasps which were evidence of that remorseless pain. The boy could not be persuaded to cough anymore, the agony of it was too much to bear, nor could he be persuaded to drink, his lips encrusted with fever sores, his tongue furred and dark. Occasionally he spoke, always to his father, in a voice growing gradually weaker, more mumbling, the words he said ever less lucid, less sensible, until he wandered without logic or reason in a world too strange to comprehend.


  Thirty hours later he died in his father’s numbed arms. Not once had Sulla moved, except at the boy’s request; he had not eaten or drunk, had not relieved bladder or bowels, yet knew no discomfort whatsoever, so important was it that he be there for his son. It might have been a comfort for the father had Young Sulla acknowledged him at the moment of death, but Young Sulla had moved far from the room where he lay, the arms in which he lay, and died unknowing.


  Everyone feared Lucius Cornelius Sulla. So it was in breathless fear that four physicians loosened Sulla’s arms from about his breathless son, helped Sulla to his feet and held him on them, laid the boy out on his bed. But Sulla said or did nothing to inspire this fear; he behaved like the sanest, most admirable man. When he regained the use of his spasmed muscles, he helped them wash the boy and clothe him in the purple-bordered toga of childhood; in December of this year, on the feast of Juventas, he would have become a man. To allow weeping slaves to change the bed, he picked up his son’s limp grey form and held it in his arms, then laid him down on the fresh clean sheets, tucked his arms along his sides, put the coins on his eyelids to keep them closed, and slipped the coin into his mouth to pay Charon the price of that last lonely voyage.


  Nor had Aelia moved from the doorway during all those terrible hours; now Sulla took her by the shoulders and guided her to a chair beside the bed, sat her down so she could look at the boy she had reared from his nursery days, and thought of as her own. Cornelia Sulla was there, face frightful from punishment; and Julia, and Gaius Marius, and Aurelia.


  Sulla greeted them like a sane man, accepted their tearful condolences, even smiled a little, and answered their hesitant questions in a firm clear voice.


  “I must bathe and change,” he said then. “It’s dawn of the day I stand my trial in the treason court. Though my son’s death would serve as a legitimate excuse, I will not give Censorinus the satisfaction. Gaius Marius, will you accompany me as soon as I’m ready to go?”


  “Gladly, Lucius Cornelius,” said Marius gruffly, wiping the tears from his eyes. He had never admired Sulla more.


  But first Sulla went to his house’s modest latrine, and found no one, slave or free, inside it. His bowels loosened at last, he sat alone in that place, with its four shaped seats in the marble bench, listening to the deep sound of running water below, his hands fiddling with the disordered folds of his toga, which he had not thought to remove before settling to that last vigil with his son. His fingers encountered an object, wondering; he drew it forth to look at it in the growing light, only recognizing it from some huge distance, as if it belonged to another life. The emerald quizzing-glass of Censorinus! When he was done and had tidied himself, he turned to face the marble bench, and dropped the priceless thing down into the void. The water ran too loudly to hear its splash.


  As he appeared in the atrium to join Gaius Marius, walk down to the Forum Romanum, some strange agency had given him back every atom of the beauty of his youth, so that he shone, and everyone who saw him gasped.


  He and Gaius Marius trod in silence all the way to the Pool of Curtius, where several hundred knights had gathered to offer themselves for jury duty, and the court officials were readying the jars to draw the lots; eighty-one would be chosen, but fifteen would be removed at the request of the prosecution, and fifteen at the request of the defense, leaving fifty-one—twenty-six knights, and twenty-five senators. That extra knight was the price the Senate had paid to put the courts under senatorial presidency.


  Time wore on. The jurors were chosen. And when Censorinus had not appeared, the defense, led by Crassus Orator and Scaevola, was permitted to remove its fifteen jurors. Still Censorinus did not come. At noon, the entire court restless, and now in possession of the knowledge that the defendant had come straight from his only son’s deathbed, the President sent a messenger to Censorinus’s house to find out where he was. Long moments later, the clerk returned with the news that Censorinus had packed up his portable belongings the day before and left for an unknown destination abroad.


  “This court is dismissed,” said the President. “Lucius Cornelius, you have our profound apologies as well as our condolences.”


  “I’ll walk with you, Lucius Cornelius,” said Marius. “An odd situation, this! What happened to him?”


  “Thank you, Gaius Marius, I would prefer to be alone,” said Sulla calmly. “As for Censorinus, I imagine he’s gone to seek asylum with King Mithridates.” There came a hideous grin. “I had a little word with him, you see.”


  From the Forum Romanum, Sulla walked swiftly in the direction of the Esquiline Gate. Almost completely covering the Campus Esquilinus outside the Servian Walls lay Rome’s necropolis, a veritable city of tombs—some humble, some splendid, most in between—housing the ashes of Rome’s inhabitants, citizens and non-citizens, slaves and free, native and foreign.


  On the eastern side of a great crossroads some hundreds of paces from the Servian Walls stood the temple of Venus Libitina, she who ruled the extinction of the life force. Surrounded by a large grove of cypresses, it was a beautiful building, painted a rich green with purple columns, their Ionic capitals picked out in gold and red, and a yellow roof to its portico. The many steps were paved with a deep pink terrazzo, and the pediment portrayed the gods and goddesses of the Underworld in vivid colors; atop the peak of the temple roof was a wonderful gilded statue of Venus Libitina herself, riding in a car drawn by mice, harbingers of death.


  Here amid the cypress grove the Guild of Undertakers set up their stalls and touted for business, not a doleful or sad or hushed activity. Prospective customers were grabbed at, harangued, coaxed, badgered, cajoled, prodded and pushed and pulled, for undertaking was a business like any other, and this was the marketplace of the servants of death. Sulla passed like a ghost among the booths, his uncanny knack of repelling people keeping even the most importunate at bay until he came to the firm which buried the Cornelii, and made his arrangements.


  The actors would be sent to his house for instructions on the following day, and all would be splendidly readied for the funeral, to be held on the third day; a Cornelius, Young Sulla would be inhumed rather than cremated, as was the family tradition. Sulla paid in full with a promissory note for twenty silver talents at his bank, the price of a funeral Rome would talk about for days, and did not count the cost, he who normally squeezed every sestertius so carefully, so ungenerously.


  At home again, he sent Aelia and Cornelia Sulla out of the room where Young Sulla lay and sat in Aelia’s chair, staring at his devastated son. He didn’t know what he felt, how he felt. The grief, the loss, the finality of it all sat within him like a huge lead boulder; to carry the burden was as much as he could manage, he had nothing left over with which to explore his feelings. There before him lay the ruin of his house, there lay all that was left of his dearest friend, the companion of his old age, the heir to his name, his fortune, his reputation, his public career. Vanished in the space of thirty hours, a decision of no god, not even a whim of fate. The cold had worsened, the lungs had become inflamed, and the heart squeezed dry of animation. The story of a thousand illnesses. No one’s fault, no one’s design. An accident. For the boy, who could know nothing, feel nothing, it was simply the end of life, suffered to conclusion. For those left behind, knowing all, feeling all, it was the prelude to an emptiness in the midst of life that would not cease until life was over. His son was dead. His friend was gone forever.


  When Aelia came back two hours later he went to his study, and sat to write a note to Metrobius.


  My son is dead. The last time you came to my house, my wife died. Given your trade, you ought to be precursor of joy, the deus ex machina of the play. Instead, you are the veiled one, precursor of sorrow.


  Never come to my house again. I see now that my patroness, Fortuna, does not permit rivals. For I have loved you with that same space inside me she regards as exclusively her own. I have set you up like an idol. To me, you have become the personification of perfect love. But she demands to be that. And she is female, both beginning and end of every man.


  If a day should come when Fortune finishes with me, I shall call to you. Until that day, nothing. My son was a good son, a fitting and proper son. A Roman. Now he is dead, and I am alone. I do not want you.


  He sealed it carefully, summoned his steward, and instructed him as to whereabouts it was to be sent. Then stared at the wall whereon—how strange life was!—Achilles sat on the edge of a bier, holding Patroclus within his arms. Obviously influenced by the tragic masks of the great plays, the artist had put a look of gape-mouthed agony upon the face of Achilles that seemed to Sulla utterly wrong, a presumptuous incursion into a world of private pain never to be shown to the motley. He clapped his hands, and when his steward returned, said, “Tomorrow, find someone to remove that painting there.”


  “Lucius Cornelius, the undertakers have been. The lectus funebris is set up in the atrium ready to receive your son for his lying in state,” said the steward, weeping.


  Inspecting the bier, which was beautifully carved and gilded, with black cloth and black pillows upon it, Sulla nodded his approval. He carried his son to it himself, feeling the beginning of the rigor of death; the pillows were piled up and the boy placed in a sitting position, his arms held up by more pillows. Here in the atrium he would remain until eight black-clad bearers picked up the lectus funebris and carried it in the funeral procession. Its head was aligned with the door to the peristyle-garden, its foot with the outside door, on the street side of which cypress branches were fixed.


  On the third day, the funeral of Young Sulla took place. As a mark of courtesy toward one who had been praetor urbanus and would in all likelihood be consul, public business in the Forum Romanum had been suspended; those who would have been engaged in it waited instead for the cortege to appear, all clad in the toga pulla, the black toga of mourning. Because of the chariots, the procession originating at Sulla’s house wended its way down the Clivus Victoriae to the Velabrum, turned into the Vicus Tuscus, and entered the Forum Romanum between the temple of Castor and Pollux and the Basilica Sempronia. First came two undertakers in black togas, then came black-clad musicians playing straight military trumpets, curved horns, and flutes made from the shinbones of Roman enemies slain in battle. The dirges were solemn, owning little melody or grace. With the musicians came the black-clad women who earned their livings as proper professional mourners, keening their own dirges and beating their breasts, every last one of them weeping genuine tears. A group of dancers followed, twisting and turning in ritual movements older than Rome herself, waving cypress branches. And after them came the actors wearing the five wax masks of Sulla’s ancestors, each riding in a black chariot drawn by two black horses; then came the bier, held on high by eight black-garbed freedmen who had once belonged to Sulla’s stepmother, Clitumna, and had passed into Sulla’s clientele when she freed them in her will. Sulla walked in the rear of the lectus funebris, his black toga pulled up to veil his head; with him walked his nephew, Lucius Nonius, Gaius Marius, Sextus Julius Caesar, Quintus Lutatius Caesar and his two brothers, Lucius Julius Caesar and Gaius Julius Caesar Strabo, all with their heads veiled; and behind the men walked the women, dressed in black but bareheaded, hair in disarray.


  At the rostra the musicians, professional mourners, dancers, and undertakers assembled in the Forum below the back wall, while the actors wearing the wax masks were guided by attendants up the steps to the top of the rostra and seated upon ivory curule chairs. They wore the purple-bordered toga of Sulla’s ancestors’ high rank, that Sulla who had been flamen Dialis robed in his priestly garments. The bier was put upon the rostra, and the mourning relatives—all save Lucius Nonius and Aelia attached in some way to the Julian house—ascended it to stand and hear the eulogy. Sulla delivered it himself, very briefly.


  “Today I bury my only son,” he said to the silent crowd which had gathered. “He was a member of the gens Cornelia, of a branch two hundred and more years old, containing consuls and priests, most venerable men. In December he too would have become a Cornelian man. But it was not to be. At the time of his death, he was almost fifteen years old.”


  He turned to look at the family mourners, Young Marius in a black toga with his head veiled, for he had put on the toga of manhood; his new status placed him well away from Cornelia Sulla, who gazed at him sorrowfully from out of a torn and swollen face. Aurelia was there, and Julia, but while Julia wept and physically supported Aelia, Aurelia stood erect and tearless, looking more grim than sad.


  “My son was a beautiful fellow, well loved and well cared for. His mother died when he was very young, but his stepmother has been all that his real mother might have been. Had he lived, he would have proven a true scion of a noble patrician house, for he was educated, intelligent, interested, courageous. When I traveled to the East to interview the Kings of Pontus and Armenia, he went with me, and survived all the dangers foreign places entail. He saw my meeting with the Parthian envoys, and would have been the logical man of his generation for Rome to send to deal with them. He was my best companion, my loyalest follower. That illness should cut him down inside Rome was his fate. Rome will be the poorer, as I and all my family are the poorer. I bury him now with great love and greater sorrow, and offer you gladiators for his funeral games.”


  The ceremonies on the rostra were now concluded; everyone got up, the cortege reassembled to wend its way toward the Capena Gate, for Sulla had procured his son a tomb upon the Via Appia, where most of the Cornelii were buried. At the door of the tomb Young Sulla was lifted by his father from his funeral couch, and placed inside a marble sarcophagus mounted upon skids. The lid was levered into position, it was pushed into the tomb by the freedmen who had carried the boy’s bier, and the skids removed. Sulla closed the great bronze door. And closed a part of himself inside as well. His son was gone. Nothing could ever be the same again.


  3


  Several days after Young Sulla was laid to rest, the lex Livia agraria was passed. It went to the Plebeian Assembly with the stamp of the Senate’s approval upon it, despite the impassioned opposition of Caepio and Varius in the House, and met unexpectedly bitter resistance in the Comitia. What Drusus had not counted on was opposition from the Italians, but opposition from the Italians he had aplenty. Though the lands in question were not theirs, Italian lands mostly bordered Roman ager publicus, and surveying had fallen far behind need for surveying. Many a little white boundary stone had been surreptitiously moved, many an Italian-owned estate incorporated land it ought not. A huge resurveying would now take place as part of the dividing of the public lands into ten-iugera plots, and discrepancies would automatically be rectified. Those public lands in Etruria seemed to be most affected, probably because Gaius Marius was one of the biggest latifundia proprietors in the area, and Gaius Marius didn’t worry much if his Italian Etrurian neighbors filched a little of the edges of Roman State land. Umbria too was restive, though Campania lay low and said little.


  Drusus, however, was very pleased, and could write to Silo in Marruvium that all was looking good; Scaurus, Marius, and even Catulus Caesar had been impressed by Drusus’s reasoning about the ager publicus, and between them managed to persuade the junior consul, Philippus, to be quiet. No one could shut Caepio up, but his words fell on largely deaf ears, partly due to his minimal skill as an orator, and partly due to a highly effective whispering campaign about people who inherited masses of gold—no one in Rome would ever forgive the Servilii Caepiones for that.


  So please, Quintus Poppaedius, see what you can do to persuade the Etrurians and the Umbrians to cease complaining. The last thing I need is a fuss from those who originally owned the lands I am trying to give away.


  Silo’s answer was not encouraging.


  Unfortunately, Marcus Livius, I have little clout either in Umbria or Etruria. They’re an odd lot in both places, you know—very convinced of their own autonomy, and wary of Marsi. Be prepared for two incidents. One is fairly publicly bruited in the north. The other I heard of by sheer chance, and am far more concerned about.


  The first incident first. The larger Etrurian and Umbrian landowners are planning to march in deputation to Rome, to protest the breaking up of the Roman ager publicus. Their excuse (of course they cannot admit they’ve been tampering with the boundaries!) is that the Roman ager publicus of Etruria and Umbria has been in existence now for so long that it has altered both the economy and the populace. To suffer an influx of smallholders, they argue, will ruin Etruria and Umbria. The towns, they argue, do not now contain the kind of shops and markets smallholders would patronize—the shops have become warehouses because latifundia owners and managers buy in bulk. Also, they argue, the latifundia proprietors would simply free their slave workers without bothering about the consequences. With the result that thousands of liberated slaves would be wandering the regions getting into trouble, perhaps robbing and marauding. Thus, they argue, it would be Etruria and Umbria would have to foot the bill to ship these slaves home. And on, and on, and on. Be prepared for the deputation!


  The second incident is potentially more dangerous. Some of our hotheads from Samnium have decided there is no hope of either citizenship or peace with Rome, and are going to show Rome the depth of their discontent during the celebration of the festival of Jupiter Latiaris on the Alban Mount. They plan to murder the consuls Sextus Caesar and Philippus. The scheme is well worked out—they will fall upon the consuls as they return to Rome from Bovillae, in sufficient numbers to overcome all the celebrants on this peaceful journey.


  You had better do what you can to calm down the Umbrian and Etrurian landowners, and crush the assassination attempt before it can possibly take place. More cheering news is that everyone I have approached to swear the oath of personal allegiance to you has done so with great good will. The pool of potential clients for Marcus Livius Drusus grows ever wider.


  That at least was good news! Frowning, Drusus bent his mind to the less entrancing contents of Silo’s letter. About the Italians from Etruria and Umbria he could do little save compose a stunning speech for use upon their advent in the Forum. About the plan to assassinate the consuls, he had no choice but to warn the consuls. Who would then press him as to the source of his information, and not be pleased at evasive answers—especially Philippus.


  Consequently Drusus decided to see Sextus Caesar rather than Philippus, and make no secret of his sources.


  “I have had a letter from my friend Quintus Poppaedius Silo, the Marsian from Marruvium,” he said to Sextus Caesar. “It seems a band of Samnite malcontents have decided that the only way Rome will ever listen to reason about citizenship for all Italy is to demonstrate to Rome how determined all Italy is—through violence. You and Lucius Marcius will be attacked by a large and well-armed number of Samnites somewhere between Bovillae and Rome as you return from the Latin Festival along the Via Appia.’’


  This was not one of Sextus Caesar’s good days; his wheezing breaths were quite audible, his lips and earlobes faintly blued. However, he was inured to his affliction and had managed to reach the consulship in spite of it—and ahead of his cousin Lucius Caesar, who had been praetor before him.


  “I shall accord you a vote of thanks in the House, Marcus Livius,” the senior consul said, “and make sure our Princeps Senatus writes to thank Quintus Poppaedius Silo on behalf of the House.”


  “Sextus Julius, I would so much rather you didn’t adopt that course!” said Drusus quickly. “Surely it would be better to say nothing to anyone, borrow a few cohorts of good troops from Capua, and try to trap and capture the Samnites? Otherwise, they will be warned that their plot is discovered, they will not carry it out, and Lucius Marcius your fellow consul is one who will disbelieve there ever was a plot. To safeguard my reputation, I would much rather see the Samnite malcontents apprehended in the act. That way, we can teach Italy a lesson by flogging and executing every last one in the gang. Telling Italy that violence will go nowhere.”


  “I see your point, Marcus Livius, and will act accordingly,” said Sextus Julius Caesar.


  Thus in the midst of angry Italian landowners and Samnites bent on assassination did Drusus continue his work. The Etrurians and Umbrians came, luckily so truculent and overbearing that they irritated men they might otherwise have wooed, and were dispatched home again with a flea in the ear and scant sympathy from anyone. Sextus Caesar acted exactly as Drusus had requested in respect of the assassination plan, with the result that when the Samnites attacked the peaceful-looking procession outside Bovillae, they were routed by some cohorts of legionaries concealed behind the tombs on the far side of the Via Appia; some died fighting, but many more were taken alive, flogged, executed.


  What concerned Drusus was that—predictably, he supposed—his lex agraria had gone into law providing that every single Roman citizen man be allocated ten iugera from the public lands. The Senate and the rest of the First Class were to receive their parcels first, and the capite censi Head Count last of all. Though all told there were millions of iugera of public land in Italy, Drusus very much doubted that by the time the allocating of it got down as low as the Head Count, there would be much land left. And, as everyone knew, it was not wise to antagonize the Head Count. They would have to receive some other compensation in lieu of land. Only one compensation was possible—public grain at a reduced price made stable even during times of famine. Oh, what a battle it would be in the Senate to have a lex frumentaria sanctioned allowing permanently cheap grain to the Head Count!


  To compound his troubles, the assassination attempt during the Latin Festival had alarmed Philippus to the point where he began to make enquiries from what friends he had throughout Italy; in May he stood up in the House and announced that Italy was restive, and some men talked of war with Rome. His demeanor was not that of a frightened man, but rather a man who felt the Italians must be given a well-deserved fright. He therefore proposed that two praetors should be deputed to travel—one to the south of Rome, the other to the north of Rome—and discover on behalf of the Senate and People of Rome just what was going on.


  Catulus Caesar, who had suffered so in Aesernia during the days when he had chaired his special court of enquiry under the lex Licinia Mucia, thought this was an excellent idea. Of course senators who might not otherwise have been impressed immediately hailed Philippus’s suggestion as an excellent idea. In short order the praetor Servius Sulpicius Galba was instructed to make enquiries south of Rome, and the praetor Quintus Servilius of the Augur’s family was instructed to make enquiries north of Rome. Both men were allowed to choose a legate, they were endowed with a proconsular imperium, and given the money to travel in appropriate state, even to a small force of hired ex-gladiators to serve as bodyguards.


  The news that the Senate had deputed two praetors to enquire into what Catulus Caesar insisted on calling “the Italian question” did not please Silo one little bit. Mutilus in Samnium, smarting already because of the flogging and execution of two hundred brave men on the Via Appia, was inclined to call this new indignity an act of war. Frantically Drusus wrote letter after letter to both men, pleading with them to give him a chance, to sit back and wait.


  In the meantime he girded his loins for battle, and proceeded to tell the Senate of his plans to issue a cheaper grain dole. Like the allocation of the ager publicus, cheap grain could never be confined to the lowly. Any Roman citizen prepared to join the long line at the aediles’ booth in the Porticus Minucia could obtain his official chit entitling him to five modii of public wheat, then trek to the State granaries beneath the Aventine cliffs, present his chit, and cart his grain home. There were some, even of great wealth and prestige, who actually did avail themselves of this citizen privilege—about half because they were incurable misers, about half on principle. But on the whole, most men who could afford to drop some coins into the steward’s hand and tell him to buy grain from the privately owned granaries along the Vicus Tuscus were not prone to seek a chit in person just to have cheap grain. Compared to the costs of other aspects of living in the city of Rome—like rent, which was always relatively astronomical—the sum of fifty or a hundred sesterces a month per person for privately vended grain was minute. Thus it was that the vast majority of those who did queue to receive their chits were the needful citizens of the Fifth Class, and the Head Count.


  “The land just will not extend to all of them by any means,” said Drusus in the House, “but we must not forget them, or give them reason to assume they have been overlooked yet again. Rome’s manger is sufficiently large, Conscript Fathers, to permit all of Rome’s mouths to feed at it! If we cannot give the Head Count land, then we have to give them cheap grain. At a flat price of five sesterces per modius year in and year out, irrespective of times of shortage or times of surplus. This in itself will make the financial burden somewhat easier for our Treasury to bear—when times see a surplus of wheat, the Treasury buys it for between two and four sesterces the modius. Thus by selling at five, it will still be possible for the Treasury to make a small profit, which will bolster the Treasury’s task during years of scarcity. For that reason, I suggest that a separate account be maintained within the Treasury that can only be used to purchase wheat. We must not make the mistake of dipping into the general revenues to fund this law.”


  “And how, Marcus Livius, do you propose to pay for this magnificent largesse?” drawled Lucius Marcius Philip-pus.


  Drusus smiled. “I have it all worked out, Lucius Marcius. As one part of my law, I intend to devalue some of our normal issues of currency.”


  The House stirred, murmured; no one liked to hear the word “devaluation” mentioned, for most were intensely conservative when it came to the fiscus. It was not Roman policy to debase the coinage, the device being condemned as a Greek trick. Only during the first and second Punic wars against Carthage had it been resorted to, and then much of it was due to attempts to standardize coin weight. Radical though he was in other ways, Gaius Gracchus had increased the value of silver currency.


  Nothing daunted, Drusus went on to explain. “One in every eight denarii will be cast of bronze mixed with a drop of lead to make the weight the same as a silver coin, then silver-plated. I have worked out my calculations in the most ultra-conservative way—namely, I have presumed we will have five poor grain years to every two good ones—which, as you all know, is far too pessimistic. In fact, we enjoy more good years than we do bad. However, one cannot exclude another period of famine like that we endured thanks to the Sicilian slave war. Also, there is more work involved in silver-plating a coin than there is in stamping out pure silver. Consequently I costed my program out at one in every eight denarii, whereas the true figure is more likely to be one in every ten. The Treasury, you perceive, cannot lose. Nor will the measure be burdensome to businessmen who negotiate with paper. The major load will fall upon those limited to using coins, and—the most important factor of all, in my opinion—it avoids the odium of a form of direct taxation.”


  “Why go to the trouble of plating one in every eight coins in each issue when you could simply plate one in every eight issues?” asked the praetor Lucius Lucilius, who was (like all his family) very clever with words, but an absolute dunce at arithmetic and practicalities.


  “Because,” said Drusus patiently, “it is, I think, vital that most of those using coins not be able to tell the real from the plated. If a whole issue were to be cast in bronze, no one would be willing to spend them.”


  Miraculous though it seemed, Drusus got his lex frumentaria. Lobbied by the Treasury (which had done its sums and come out with the same answers Drusus produced, and seen how profitable this debasement might be), the Senate sanctioned its promulgation in the Plebeian Assembly. In that body the most powerful knights were quick to understand how little it would bother them in all transactions not requiring cash. Of course everyone knew it affected everyone, that the distinction between real money and pieces of paper was at best specious; but they were pragmatists, and knew full well that the only true value money of any kind had was the faith of the people who used it, in it.


  By the end of June the law was on the tablets. The public grain in all future years was to be sold at five sesterces the modius, and the quaestors attached to the Treasury were planning their first issue of debased coins, as were the viri monetales who would supervise the actual minting. It would take a little time, of course, but the concerned officials estimated that by September one in every eight new denarii would be silver-plated. There were grumblings. Caepio never ceased to shout his protests, the knights were not entirely happy with the way Drusus was heading, and Rome’s lowly suspected that they were being fobbed off in some way their rulers had not divulged. But Drusus was no Saturninus, and the Senate was grateful for it. When he held a contio in the Plebeian Assembly, he insisted upon decorum and legality; if either became at risk, he suspended his meeting at once. Nor did he fly in the face of the augurs, or employ strong-arm tactics.


  The end of June saw an enforced cessation in Drusus’s program, as official summer had arrived; the Senate broke off its meetings, as did the Comitia. Glad of the respite— he found himself increasingly fatigued by less and less activity—Drusus too quit Rome. His mother and the six children in her care he sent to his sumptuous villa on the sea at Misenum, while he traveled first to see Silo, then Mutilus, and accompanied both of them all over Italy.


  He couldn’t help but notice that the Italian nations of the central peninsula were ready to put themselves on a war footing; as he rode down some dusty track with Silo and Mutilus, he saw whole legions of well-equipped troops engaged in training maneuvers far from Roman or Latin settlements. But he said nothing, asked no questions, believing implicitly that none of this martial practice would be needed. In an unprecedented spate of legislation, he had succeeded in convincing the Senate and the Plebeian Assembly that reform was necessary in the major law courts, the Senate, the ager publicus, and the grain dole. No one—not Tiberius Gracchus, Gaius Gracchus, Gaius Marius, or Saturninus— had done what he had done, introduce so much contentious, legislation without violence, senatorial opposition, knight rejection. Because they believed him, they respected him, they trusted him. He knew now that when he made his intentions public about general enfranchisement for Italy, they would let him lead them, even if they did not precisely follow him. It would be done! And as a consequence he, Marcus Livius Drusus, would hold one quarter of the population of the Roman world as his clients, for the oath of personal allegiance to him had been sworn from one end of the Italian peninsula to the other, even in Umbria and Etruria.


  *


  About eight days before the Senate reconvened on the Kalends of September, Drusus arrived at his villa in Misenum to enjoy a little rest before the hardest work began. His mother, he had discovered, was as great a joy to him as she was a comfort—witty, clever, well read, easygoing, almost masculine in her appreciation of what was, after all, a man’s world. She took a keen interest in politics, and had followed Drusus’s program of laws with pride and pleasure. Her liberal Cornelian background predisposed her to a certain radicalism, yet the essential conservatism of that same Cornelian background approved of her son’s masterly grasp on the realities of Senate and People. No force or violence, no battering ram of threats, no other weapons than a golden voice and a silver tongue. That was what great politicians should be! That was how Marcus Livius Drusus was, and she congratulated herself that he never got it from his pigheaded, stiff-necked, misunderstanding father. No, he got it from her.


  “Well, you’ve dealt brilliantly with the law, the land, and the lowly,” she said neatly. “What next, if anything?”


  He drew a breath, looked at her directly, sternly. “I will legislate the full Roman citizenship for every last man in Italy.”


  Paler than her bone-colored dress, she cried, “Oh, Marcus Livius! They’ve let you have your way so far, but they won’t let you have your way in this!”


  “Why not?” he asked, surprised; he had got quite used to thinking these days that he could do what no one else could do.


  “The guarding of the citizenship has become a task given to Rome by the gods,” she said, still pallid. “Not if Quirinus himself appeared in the middle of the Forum and ordered them to dole it out to everyone, would they consent!” Out went her hand to grasp his arm. “Marcus Livius, Marcus Livius, give it up! Don’t try!” She shivered. “I beg you, don’t try!”


  “I have sworn to do it, Mama—and do it I will!”


  For a long moment she searched his dark eyes, her own less remarkable orbs filled with fear for him. Then she sighed, shrugged. “Well, I won’t talk you out of it, I can see that. You’re not the great-grandnephew of Scipio Africanus for nothing. Oh, my son, my son, they’ll kill you!”


  One peaked brow went up. “Why should they, Mama? I am no Gaius Gracchus, no Saturninus. I proceed absolutely within the law—I threaten neither man nor mos maiorum.”


  Too upset to continue this particular conversation, she got up quickly. “Come and see the children, they’ve missed you.”


  If that was an exaggeration, it wasn’t a large one. Drusus had achieved a measure of popularity among the children.


  That a quarrel was in progress became obvious as they neared the children’s playroom.


  “I’m going to kill you, Young Cato!” the two adults heard Servilia say as they entered.


  “Enough of that, Servilia!” Drusus said sharply, sensing something serious in the girl’s tone. “Young Cato is your half brother, and inviolate.”


  “Not if I get him alone for long enough, he isn’t,” said Servilia ominously.


  “You won’t ever get him alone, Miss Knobby-nose!” said Young Caepio, pushing himself in front of Young Cato.


  “I do not have a knobby nose!” said Servilia angrily.


  “You do so too!” said Young Caepio. “It’s a horrible little nose with a horrible little knob on the end, ugh, erk, brrh!”


  “Be quiet!” cried Drusus. “Do you ever do anything save fight?”


  “Yes!” said Young Cato loudly. “We argue!”


  “How can we not, with him here?” asked Drusus Nero.


  “You shut up, Nero Black-face!” said Young Caepio, leaping to Young Cato’s defense.


  “I am not a black-face!”


  “Are, are, are!” shouted Young Cato, fists clenched.


  “You’re no Servilius Caepio!” said Servilia to Young Caepio. “You’re the descendant of a red-haired Gallic slave, you were foisted on us Servilii Caepiones!”


  “Knobby nose, knobby nose, ugly horrible knobby nose!”


  “Tacete!” yelled Drusus.


  “Son of a slave!” hissed Servilia.


  “Daughter of a dullard!” cried Porcia.


  “Freckledy-face porky!” said Lilla.


  “Sit down over here, my son,” said Cornelia Scipionis, quite unruffled by this nursery brawl. “When they’ve finished, they’ll pay attention to us.”


  “Do they always bring up ancestry?” asked Drusus above the cries and shouts.


  “With Servilia here, of course,” said their avia.


  The girl Servilia, figure formed at thirteen and blessed with a lovely, secretive face, ought to have been segregated from the younger children two or three years earlier, but had not been, as part of her punishment. After witnessing some of the contents of this quarrel, Drusus found himself wondering if he had been wrong to keep her in the nursery.


  Servililla-Lilla, now just turned twelve, was also maturing fast. Prettier than Servilia yet not as attractive, her dark and roguish, open face told everyone what sort of person she was. The third member of the senior group, and very much aligned with them against the junior group, was Drusus’s adopted son, Marcus Livius Drusus Nero Claudianus; nine years old, handsome in the mould of the Claudii—who were dark and dour—he was not a clever boy, alas, but he was pleasant and docile.


  Then came Cato’s brood, for Drusus could never think of Young Caepio as Caepio’s child, no matter how Livia Drusa had insisted. He was so like Cato Salonianus—the same slenderly muscular build, the promise of tall stature, the shape of his head and ears, the long neck, long limbs— and the bright red hair. Though his eyes were light brown, they were not Caepio’s eyes, for they were widely spaced, well opened, and deeply set within their bony orbits. Of all six children, Young Caepio was Drusus’s favorite. There was a strength about him, a need to shoulder responsibility, and this appealed to Drusus; now aged three quarters past five, the child would converse with Drusus like an old, tremendously wise man. His voice was very deep, the expression in his reddish eyes always serious and thoughtful. Of smiles he produced few, save when his little brother, Young Cato, did something he found amusing or touching; his affection for Young Cato was so strong it amounted to outright paternalism, and he would not be separated from him.


  Porcia called Porcella was almost due to turn four. A homely child, she was just beginning to develop freckles everywhere, big splotchy brown freckles which made her the object of contemptuous teasing from her older half sisters, who disliked her intensely, and made her poor little life a secret misery of sly pinches, kicks, bites, scratches, slaps. The Catonian beak of a nose ill became her, but she did have a beautiful pair of dark grey eyes, and by nature she was a nice person.


  Young Cato was three quarters past two, a veritable monster both in looks and essence. His nose seemed to grow faster than the rest of him, beaked with a Roman bump rather than a Semitic hook, and was out of keeping with the rest of his face, which was strikingly good-looking-exquisite mouth, lovely luminous and large light grey eyes, high cheekbones, good chin. Though broad shoulders hinted that he might develop a nice body later on, he was painfully thin because he evinced absolutely no interest in food. By nature he was obnoxiously intrusive, with the kind of mentality Drusus, for one, abominated most; a lucid and reasonable answer to one of his loud and hectoring questions only provoked more questions, indicating that Young Cato was either dense, or too stubborn to see another point of view. His most endearing characteristic—and he needed an endearing characteristic!—was his utter devotion to Young Caepio, from whom he refused to be parted, day or night; when he became absolutely intolerable, a threat to take his brother away from him produced immediate docility.


  Not long after Young Cato’s second birthday, Silo had paid his last visit to Drusus; Drusus was now a tribune of the plebs, and Silo had felt it unwise to show Rome that their friendship was as strong as ever. A father himself, Silo had always liked to see the children whenever he was a guest in Drusus’s house. So he had paid attention to the little spy, Servilia, and flattered her, yet could be detached enough to laugh at her contempt for him, a mere Italian. The four middle children he loved, played with them, joked with them. But Young Cato he loathed, though he was hard put to give Drusus a logical reason for detesting a two-year-old.


  “I feel like a mindless animal when I’m with him,” said Silo to Drusus. “My senses and instincts tell me he is an enemy.”


  It was the child’s Spartan endurance got under his skin, admirable trait though Spartan endurance was. When he saw the tiny little fellow stand tearless and firm-jawed after a nasty injury, physical or mental, Silo found his hackles rising along with his temper. Why is this so? he would ask himself, and could never arrive at an answer that satisfied him. Perhaps it was because Young Cato never bothered to hide his contempt for mere Italians. That of course was the malign influence of Servilia. Yet when he encountered the same sort of treatment from her, he could brush it off. Young Cato, he concluded, was just not the sort of person anyone would ever be able to brush off.


  One day, goaded beyond endurance by Young Cato’s harsh and badgering questions to Drusus—and his lack of appreciation for Drusus’s patience and kindness—Silo picked the child up and held him out the window above a rock garden full of sharp stones.


  “Be reasonable, Young Cato, or I’ll drop you!” Silo said.


  Young Cato hung there doggedly silent, as defiant and in control of his fate as ever; no amount of shaking, pretended dropping, or other threats served to loosen the child’s tongue or determination. In the end Silo put him down, the loser of the battle, shaking his head at Drusus.


  “Just as well Young Cato is a baby,” he said. “If he were a grown man, Italy would never persuade the Romans!”


  On another occasion, Silo asked Young Cato whom he loved.


  “My brother,” said Young Cato.


  “And who next after him?” Silo asked.


  “My brother.”


  “But who next-best after your brother?”


  “My brother.”


  Silo turned to Drusus. “Does he love no one else? Not you? Not his avia, your mother?”


  Drusus shrugged. “Apparently, Quintus Poppaedius, he loves no one but his brother.”


  Silo’s reaction to Young Cato was very much the reaction of most people; certainly Young Cato did not provoke fondness.


  The children had permanently polarized into two groups, the seniors allied against Cato Salonianus’s brood, and the nursery resounded perpetually to the cries and screeches of battle. It might logically have been presumed that the Servilian-Livians outweighed, outranked and outdid the much smaller Catonians, but from the time Young Cato turned two years old and could add his minuscule bulk to the fray, the Catonians gained the ascendancy. No one could cope with Young Cato, who couldn’t be pummeled into submission, shouted into submission, argued into submission. A slow learner when it came to facts Young Cato might be, but he was the absolute quintessence of a natural enemy— indefatigable, constant, carping, loud, remorseless, monstrous.


  “Mama,” said Drusus to his mother, summing the nursery up, “we have gathered together every disadvantage Rome possesses.”


  4


  Other men than Drusus and the Italian leaders had also worked through that summer; Caepio In had lobbied the knights assiduously, Varius and Caepio combined had managed to harden Comitial resistance to Drusus, and Philippus, his tastes always outrunning his purse, allowed himself to be bought by a group of knights and senators whose latifundia holdings represented the major part of their assets.


  Of course no one knew what was coming, but the House knew that Drusus had lodged a request to speak at the meeting on the Kalends of September, and was consumed with curiosity. Many among the senators, carried away by the force of Drusus’s oratory earlier in the year, were now wishing Drusus had talked less well; the initial flush of senatorial supportive enlightenment had dissipated, so that the men who gathered in the Curia Hostilia on the first day of September were resolved to close their ears to Drusus’s magic.


  Sextus Julius Caesar was in the chair, September being one of the months during which he held the fasces, which meant the preliminary rites were scrupulously observed. The House sat and rustled restlessly while the omens were consulted, the prayers said, the sacrificial mess cleared away. And when the House finally settled down to business, everything taking precedence over a speech from a tribune of the plebs was dealt with extremely quickly.


  Time. It was time. Drusus rose from the tribunician bench below the dais on which sat the consuls, the praetors and the curule aediles, and walked to his usual spot up by the great bronze doors, which—as on previous occasions—he had asked be shut.


  “Revered fathers of our country, members of the Senate of Rome,” he began softly, “several months ago I spoke in this House of a great evil in our midst—the evil of the ager publicus. Today I intend to speak about a much greater evil than the ager publicus. One which, unless crushed, will see the end of us. The end of Rome.


  “I mean, of course, the people who dwell side by side with us in this peninsula. I mean the people we call Italians.”


  A wave of sound passed through the white ranks on either side of the House, more like a rising wind in trees than human voices, or like a swarm of wasps in the distance. Drusus heard it, understood its import, continued regardless.


  “We treat them, these thousands upon thousands of people, like third-class citizens. Literally! The first-class citizen is the Roman. The second-class citizen holds the Latin Rights. And the third-class citizen is the Italian. He who is considered unworthy of any right to participate in our Roman congress. He who is taxed, flogged, fined, evicted, plundered, exploited. He whose sons are not safe from us, he whose women are not safe from us, he whose property is not safe from us. He who is called upon to fight in our wars and fund the troops he donates us, yet is expected to consent to his troops being commanded by us. He who, if we had lived up to our promises, would not have to endure the Roman and Latin colonies in his midst—for we promised full autonomy to the Italian nations in return for troops and taxes, then tricked them by seeding our colonies within their borders—thus taking the best of their world off them, as well as withholding our world from them.”


  The noise was increasing, though as yet it did not obscure what Drusus was saying; a storm coming closer, a swarm coming closer. Drusus found his mouth dry, had to pause to lick and swallow in the most natural manner he could summon. There must be no obvious nervousness. He pressed on.


  “We of Rome have no king. Yet within Italy, every last one of us acts like a king. Because we like the sensation it gives us, we like to see our inferiors crawl about under our regal noses. We like to play at kings! Were the people of Italy genuinely our inferiors, there might be some excuse for it. But the truth is that the Italians are not inferior to us in any natural way. They are blood of our blood. If they were not, how could anyone in this House cast aspersions upon another member of this House for his ‘Italian blood’? I have heard the great and glorious Gaius Marius called an Italian. Yet he conquered the Germans! I have heard the noble Lucius Calpurnius Piso called an Insubrian. Yet his father died gallantly at Burdigala! I have heard the great Marcus Antonius Orator condemned because he took the daughter of an Italian as his second wife. Yet he overcame the pirates, and was a censor!”


  “He was indeed a censor,” said Philippus, “and while he was a censor, he permitted thousands and thousands of Italians to enroll themselves as Roman citizens!”


  “Do you mean to imply, Lucius Marcius, that I connived at it?” asked Antonius Orator in a dangerous voice.


  “I most certainly do, Marcus Antonius!”


  Antonius Orator rose to his feet, big and burly. “Step outside, Philippus, and repeat that!” he cried.


  “Order! Marcus Livius has the floor!” said Sextus Caesar, beginning to wheeze audibly. “Lucius Marcius and Marcus Antonius, you are both out of order! Sit down and be silent!”


  Drusus resumed. “I repeat. The Italians are blood of our blood. They have been no mean part of our successes, both within Italy and abroad. They are no mean soldiers. They are no mean farmers. They are no mean businessmen. They have riches. They have a nobility as old as ours, leading men as educated as ours are, women as cultured and refined as ours are. They live in the same kind of houses as we do. They eat the same kind of food as we do. They have as many connoisseurs of wine as we do. They look like us.”


  “Rubbish!” cried Catulus Caesar scornfully, and pointed at Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo from Picenum. “See him? Snub nose and hair the color of sand ! Romans may be red, Romans may be yellow, Romans may be white, but Romans are not sandy! He’s a Gaul, not a Roman! And if I had my way, he and all the rest of the un-Roman mushrooms glowing in the dark of our beloved Curia Hostilia would be pulled up and thrown out! Gaius Marius, Lucius Calpurnius Piso, Quintus Varius, Marcus Antonius for marrying beneath him, every Pompeius who ever marched down from Picenum with a straw between his teeth, every Didius from Campania, every Pedius from Campania, every Saufeius and Labienus and Appuleius — get rid of the lot, I say!”


  The House was in an uproar. Either by name or by inference, Catulus Caesar had managed to insult a good third of its members; but what he said sat very well with the other two thirds, if only because Catulus Caesar had reminded them of their superiority. Caepio alone did not beam quite as widely as he ought — Catulus Caesar had singled out Quintus Varius.


  “I will be heard!” Drusus shouted. “If we sit here until darkness falls, I will be heard!”


  “Not by me, you won’t!” yelled Philippus.


  “Nor by me!” shrieked Caepio.


  “Marcus Livius has the floor! Those who refuse to allow him to speak will be ejected!” cried Sextus Caesar. “Clerk, go outside and bring in my lictors!”


  Off scurried the head clerk, in marched Sextus Caesar’s twelve lictors in their white togas, fasces shouldered.


  “Stand here on the back of the curule dais,” said Sextus Caesar loudly. “We have an unruly meeting, and I may ask you to eject certain men.” He nodded to Drusus. “Continue.”


  “I intend to bring a bill before the concilium plebis giving the full Roman citizenship to every man from the Arnus to Rhegium, from the Rubico to Vereium, from the Tuscan Sea to the Adriatic Sea!” said Drusus, shouting now to make himself heard. “It is time we rid ourselves of this frightful evil—that one man in Italy is deemed better than another man—that we of Rome can keep ourselves exclusive! Conscript Fathers, Rome is Italy! And Italy is Rome! Let us once and for all admit that fact, and put every man in Italy upon the same footing!”


  The House boiled into madness, men shouting “No, no, no!,” feet stamping, roars of outrage, boos and hisses, stools flying to crash on the floor around Drusus, fists shaking at Drusus from every tier on either side.


  But Drusus stood unmoving and uncowed. “I will do it!” he screamed. “I—will—do—it!”


  “Over my dead body!” howled Caepio from the dais.


  Now Drusus moved, swung to face Caepio. “If necessary, it will be over your dead body, you overbred cretin! When have you ever had speech or congress with Italians, to know what sort of men they are?” Drusus yelled, trembling with anger.


  “In your house, Drusus, in your house! Talking sedition! A nest of them, all dirty Italians! Silo and Mutilus, Egnatius and Vidacilius, Lamponius and Duronius!”


  “Never in my house, and never sedition!”


  Caepio was on his feet, face purple. “You’re a traitor, Drusus! A blight on your family, an ulcer on the fair face of Rome! I’ll bring you to trial for this!”


  “No, you festering scab, it’s I who will bring you to trial! What happened to all that gold from Tolosa, Caepio? Tell this House that! Tell this House how enormous and prosperous your business enterprises are, and how unsenatorial!” Drusus shouted.


  “Are you going to let him get away with this?” roared Caepio, turning from one side of the chamber to the other, hands outstretched imploringly. “He’s the traitor! He’s the viper!”


  Through all of this exchange Sextus Caesar and Scaurus Princeps Senatus had been calling for order; Sextus Caesar now gave up. Snapping his fingers at his lictors, he adjusted his toga and stalked out of the meeting behind his escort, looking neither to left nor to right. Some of the praetors followed him, but Quintus Pompeius Rufus leaped from the dais in the direction of Catulus Caesar at precisely the same moment as Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo came at Catulus from the far side of the House. Both meant murder, fists doubled, faces ugly. However, before either Pompeius could reach the sneering, haughty Catulus Caesar, Gaius Marius stepped into the fray. Shaking his fierce old head, he grabbed at Pompey Strabo’s wrists and bore them down, while Crassus Orator restrained the furious Pompeius Rufus. The Pompeii were hauled unceremoniously from the chamber, Marius gathering in Drusus as he went, Antonius Orator helping. Catulus Caesar remained standing beside his stool, smiling.


  “They didn’t take that too well,” said Drusus, drawing in big deep breaths.


  The group had sought the bottom of the Comitia well wherein to shelter and compose itself; within moments a small crowd of angry and indignant partisans had joined it.


  “How dared Catulus Caesar say that about us Pompeians!” yelled Pompey Strabo, clutching at his remote cousin Pompeius Rufus as if at a spar in a tempestuous sea. “If I had to put a color on his hair, I’d call it sandy!”


  “Quin tacetis, the lot of you!” said Marius, eyes seeking Sulla in vain; until today, at any rate, Sulla had been one of Drusus’s most enthusiastic supporters, hadn’t missed a single meeting during which Drusus had spoken. Where was he now? Had today’s events put him off? Was he perhaps bowing and scraping to Catulus Caesar? Common sense said that was unlikely, but even Marius had not expected such a violent House. And where was Scaurus Princeps Senatus?


  “How dared that licentious ingrate Philippus imply that I fiddled the census?” demanded Antonius Orator, ruddy face a richer red. “He backed down soon enough when I invited him to say the same thing outside, the worm!”


  “When he accused you, Marcus Antonius, he also accused me!” said Lucius Valerius Flaccus, lifted out of his normal torpor. “He will pay for that, I swear he will!”


  “They didn’t take it at all well,” said Drusus, his mind not able to deviate from its beaten track.


  “You surely didn’t expect them to, Marcus Livius,” said the voice of Scaurus from behind the group.


  “Are you still with me, Princeps Senatus?” Drusus asked when Scaurus elbowed his way to the center of the group.


  “Yes, yes!” cried Scaurus, flapping his hands. “I agree it’s time we did the logical thing, if only to avert a war,” he said. “Unfortunately most people refuse to believe the Italians could ever mount a war against Rome.”


  “They’ll find out how wrong they are,” said Drusus.


  “They will that,” said Marius. He looked about again. “Where is Lucius Cornelius Sulla?”


  “Gone off on his own,” said Scaurus.


  “Not to one of the opposition?”


  “No, just off on his own,” said Scaurus with a sigh. “I very much fear he hasn’t been terribly enthusiastic about anything since his poor little son died.”


  “That’s true,” said Marius, relieved. “Still, I did think this fuss might have stimulated him.”


  “Nothing can, save time,” said Scaurus, who had also lost a son, in many ways more painfully than Sulla.


  “Where do you go from this, Marcus Livius?” asked Marius.


  “To the Plebeian Assembly,” said Drusus. “I’ll call a contio for three days hence.”


  “You’ll be opposed more strongly still,” said Crassus Orator.


  “I don’t care,” said Drusus stubbornly. “I have sworn to get this legislation through—and get it through I will!”


  “In the meantime, Marcus Livius,” said Scaurus soothingly, “the rest of us will keep working on the Senate.”


  “You ought to do better among those Catulus Caesar insulted, at least,” said Drusus with a faint smile.


  “Unfortunately, many of them will be the most obdurately against giving the citizenship away,” said Pompeius Rufus, grinning. “They would all have to speak to their Italian aunties and cousins again, after pretending they don’t have any.”


  “You seem to have recovered from the insult!” snapped Pompey Strabo, who clearly hadn’t.


  “No, I haven’t recovered at all,” said Pompeius Rufus, still grinning. “I’ve just tucked it away to take out on those who caused it. There’s no point taking my anger out On these good fellows.”


  Drusus held his contio on the fourth day of September. The Plebs gathered eagerly, looking forward to a rousing meeting, yet feeling safe to gather; with Drusus in charge, there would be no violence. However, Drusus had only just launched into his opening remarks when Lucius Marcius Philippus appeared, escorted by his lictors and followed by a large group of young knights and sons of senators.


  “This assembly is illegal! I hereby demand that it be broken up!” cried Philippus, shoving through the crowd behind his lictors. “Move along, everybody! I order you to disperse!”


  “You have no authority in a legally convened meeting of the Plebs,” said Drusus calmly, looking unruffled. “Now go about your proper business, junior consul.”


  “I am a plebeian, I am entitled to be here,” said Philippus.


  Drusus smiled sweetly. “In which case, Lucius Marcius, kindly conduct yourself like a plebeian, not a consul! Stand and listen with the rest of the plebeians.”


  “This meeting is illegal!” Philippus persisted.


  “The omens have been declared auspicious, I have adhered to the letter of every law in convoking my contio, and you are simply taking up this meeting’s valuable time,” said Drusus, to an accompaniment of loud cheers from his audience, which may have come to oppose what Drusus wished to talk about, but resented Philippus’s interference.


  That was the signal for the young men around Philippus to start pushing and shoving the crowd, ordering it to go home at the same moment as they pulled cudgels from beneath their togas.


  Seeing the cudgels, Drusus acted. “This contio is concluded!” he cried from the rostra. “I will not permit anyone to make a shambles out of what should be an orderly meeting!”


  But that didn’t suit the rest of the gathering; a few men began pushing and shoving back, a cudgel was swung, and it took Drusus himself, leaping down from the rostra, to make sure no blows were struck, persuade people to go peacefully home.


  At which point a bitterly disappointed Italian client of Gaius Marius’s saw red. Before anyone could stop him— including the junior consul’s cluster of apathetic lictors— he had walked straight up to Philippus and walloped him on the nose; then he was gone too quickly to be apprehended, leaving Philippus trying to cope with a pulped nose pouring fountains of blood all over his snowy toga.


  “Serves you right,” said Drusus, grinning again, and departed.


  “Well done, Marcus Livius,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus, who had watched from the Senate steps. “What now?”


  “Back to the House,” said Drusus.


  When he went back to the House on the seventh day of September, Drusus met with a better reception, much to his surprise; his consular allies had lobbied to considerable effect.


  “What the Senate and People of Rome must realize,” said Drusus in a loud, firm, impressively serious voice, “is that if we go on denying our citizenship to the people of Italy, there will be war. I do not say so lightly, believe me! And before any of you start ridiculing the idea of the people of Italy as a formidable enemy, I would remind you that for four hundred years they have been participating with us in our wars—or, in some cases, warring against us. They know us as a people at war—they know how we war, and it is the same way they war themselves. In the past, Rome has been stretched to her very limits to beat one or two of the Italian nations—is there anyone here who has forgotten the Caudine Forks? That was inflicted upon us by one Italian nation, Samnium. Until Arausio, the worst defeats sustained by Rome all involved the Samnites. So if, in this day and age, the various nations of Italy decide to unite and go to war against us united, the question I ask of myself—and of all of you!—is—can Rome beat them?”


  A wave of restlessness passed through the white ranks on either side of the floor where Drusus stood, like wind through a forest of feathery trees; and with it, a sigh like wind.


  “I know the vast majority of you sitting here today believe that war is absolutely impossible. For two reasons. The first, because you do not believe the Italian Allies could ever find enough in common to unite against a common enemy. The second, because you will not believe any nation in Italy save Rome is prepared for war. Even among those who support me actively, there are men who cannot believe the Italian Allies are ready for war. Indeed, it might not be inaccurate if I said none of those who support me actively can credit that Italy is ready for war. Where are the arms and armor? they ask. Where the equipment, where the soldiers? And I say, there! Ready and waiting. Italy is ready. If we do not grant Italy the citizenship, Italy will destroy us in war.”


  He paused, threw his arms out. “Surely, Conscript Fathers of our Senate, you can see that war between Rome and Italy would be civil war? A conflict between brothers. A conflict upon the soil we call our own, and they call their own. How can we justify to our grandchildren the ruination of their wealth, their inheritances, on grounds as flimsy as these I hear from this assembly every time it meets? There is no victor in civil war. No spoils. No slaves to sell. Think about what I am asking you to do with a care and a detachment greater than any you have ever summoned! This is not a matter for emotions. Not a matter for prejudices. Not a matter for lightness. All I am really trying to do is to save my beloved Rome from the horrors of civil war.”


  This time the House really listened. Drusus began to hope. Even Philippus, who sat looking angry and muttered under his breath from time to time, did not interject. Nor—perhaps more significantly—did the vociferous and malignant Caepio. Unless, of course, these were new tactics they had dreamed up during the six intervening days. It might even be that Caepio didn’t want a nose as hugely swollen and sore as Philippus’s.


  After Drusus was finished, Scaurus Princeps Senatus, Crassus Orator, Antonius Orator, and Scaevola all spoke in support of Drusus. And the House listened.


  But when Gaius Marius rose to speak, the peace shattered. At precisely that moment when Drusus had decided the cause was won. Afterward, Drusus was forced to conclude that Philippus and Caepio had planned it this way all along.


  Philippus jumped to his feet. “Enough!” he screamed, jumping off the curule dais. “It is enough, I say! Who are you, Marcus Livius Drusus, to corrupt the minds and the principles of men as great as our Princeps Senatus? That the Italian Marius is on your side I find inevitable, but the Leader of the House? My ears, my ears! Do they truly hear what some of our most revered consulars have said today?”


  “Your nose, your nose! Does it truly smell how you smell, Philippus?” mocked Antonius Orator.


  “Tace, Italian-lover!” shouted Philippus. “Shut your vile mouth, pull in your Italian-loving head!”


  As this last was a reference to a part of the male anatomy not mentioned in the House, Antonius Orator was up from his stool the moment the insult was uttered. Marius on one side of him and Crassus Orator on the other were ready, however, and pulled him back before he could attack Philippus.


  “I will be heard!” Philippus yelled. “Wake up to what is being put to you, you senatorial sheep! War? How can there possibly be war? The Italians have no arms and no men! They could hardly go to war with a flock of sheep— even sheep like you!”


  Sextus Caesar and Scaurus Princeps Senatus had been calling for order ever since Philippus had inserted himself into the proceedings; Sextus Caesar now beckoned to his lictors, kept inside today as a precaution. But before they could advance upon Philippus, standing in the middle of the floor, he had ripped the purple-bordered toga from his body, and thrown it at Scaurus.


  “Keep it, Scaurus, you traitor! Keep it, all of you! I am going into Rome to find another government!”


  “And I,” cried Caepio, leaving the dais, “am going to the Comitia to assemble all the People, patrician and plebeian!”


  The House dissolved into chaos, backbencher senators milling without purpose, Scaurus and Sextus Caesar calling again and again for order, and most of those in the front and middle rows streaming out of the doors in the wake of Philippus and Caepio.


  The lower end of the Forum Romanum was crowded with those who waited to hear how the Senate felt at the end of this session. Caepio went straight to the rostra, shouting for the Whole People to assemble in their tribes. Not bothering with formalities—or with the fact that the Senate had not been legally dismissed, which meant no Comitia could be convoked—he launched into a diatribe against Drusus, who now stood beside him on the rostra.


  “Look at him, the traitor!” howled Caepio. “He’s busy giving away our citizenship to every dirty Italian in this peninsula, to every flea-bitten Samnite shepherd, to every mentally incompetent Picentine rustic, to every stinking brigand in Lucania and Bruttium! And such is the caliber of our idiot Senate that it is actually about to let this traitor have his way! But I won’t let them, and I won’t let him!”


  Drusus turned to his nine fellow tribunes of the plebs, who had followed him onto the rostra; they were not pleased at the presumption of the patrician Caepio, no matter how they felt about Drusus’s proposal. Caepio had called the Whole People, it was true, but he had done so before the Senate had been dismissed, and he had usurped the territory of the tribunes of the plebs in the most cavalier fashion; even Minicius was annoyed.


  “I am going to break this farce up,” said Drusus, tight-lipped. “Are you all with me?”


  “We’re with you,” said Saufeius, who was Drusus’s man.


  Drusus stepped to the front of the rostra. “This is an illegally convened meeting, and I veto its continuance!”


  “Get out of my meeting, traitor!” shouted Caepio.


  Drusus ignored him. “Go home, people of this city! I have interposed my veto against this meeting because it is not legal! The Senate is still officially in session!”


  “Traitor! People of Rome, are you going to let yourselves be ordered about by a man who wants to give away your most precious possession?” shrieked Caepio.


  Drusus lost his patience at last. “Arrest this lout, fellow tribunes of the plebs!” he cried, gesturing to Saufeius.


  Nine men surrounded Caepio and took hold of him, quelling his struggles easily; Philippus, who was standing on the floor of the well looking up at the rostra, suddenly thought of urgent business elsewhere, and fled.


  “I have had enough, Quintus Servilius Caepio!” said Drusus in a voice which could be heard throughout the lower Forum. “I am a tribune of the plebs, and you have obstructed me in the execution of my duties! Take heed, for this is my only warning. Cease and desist at once, or I will have you thrown from the Tarpeian Rock!”


  The Comitia well was Drusus’s fief, and Caepio, seeing the look in Drusus’s eyes, understood; the old rancor between patrician and plebeian was being called into effect. If Drusus did instruct the members of his college to take Caepio and throw him from the Tarpeian Rock, Drusus would be obeyed.


  “You haven’t won yet!” Caepio yelled as he pulled free of the restraining hands and stormed off after the vanished Philippus.


  “I wonder,” said Drusus to Saufeius as they watched the graceless exit of Caepio, “if Philippus is tired of his house guest yet?”


  “I’m tired of both of them,” said Saufeius, and sighed sadly. “You realize, I hope, Marcus Livius, that had the Senate meeting continued, you would have secured your mandate?”


  “Of course I do. Why do you think Philippus suddenly went into that manic temper tantrum? What a terrible actor he is!” said Drusus, and laughed. “Throwing his toga away! What next?”


  “Aren’t you disappointed?”


  “Almost to death. But I will not be stopped. Not until I have no breath left in my body.”


  The Senate resumed its deliberations on the Ides, officially a day of rest, and therefore not a day upon which the Comitia could meet. Caepio would have no excuse to quit the session.


  Sextus Caesar was looking worn out, his breathing audible throughout the House, but he saw the initial ceremonies to their conclusion, then rose to speak.


  “I will tolerate no more of these disgraceful goings-on,” he said, voice clear and carrying. “As for the fact that the chief source of the disruptions emanates from the curule podium—I regard that as an additional humiliation. Lucius Marcius and Quintus Servilius Caepio, you will conduct yourselves as befits your office—which, I take leave to inform you, neither of you adorns! You demean it, both of you! If your lawlessness and sacrilegious conduct continue, I will send the fasces to the temple of Venus Libitina, and refer matters to the electors in their Centuries.” He nodded to Philippus. “You now have the floor, Lucius Marcius. But heed me well! I have had enough. So has the Leader of the House.”


  “I do not thank you, Sextus Julius, any more than I thank the Leader of the House, and all the other members who are masquerading as patriots,” said Philippus impudently. “How can a man claim to be a Roman patriot, and want to give our citizenship away? The answer is that he cannot be the one and do the other! The Roman citizenship is for Romans. It should not be given to anyone who is not by family, by ancestry, and by legal writ entitled to it. We are the children of Quirinus. The Italians are not. And that, senior consul, is all I have to say. There is no more to be said.”


  “There is much more to be said!” Drusus countered. “That we are the children of Quirinus is inarguable. Yet Quirinus is not a Roman god! He is a god of the Sabines, which is why he lives on the Quirinal, where the city of the Sabines once stood. In other words, Lucius Marcius, Quirinus is an Italian god! Romulus took him into our fold, Romulus made him Roman. But Quirinus belongs equally to the people of Italy. How can we betray Rome by making her mightier? For that is what we will be doing when we give the citizenship to all of Italy. Rome will be Italy, and mighty. Italy will be Rome, and mighty. What as the descendants of Romulus we retain will be ours forever, exclusively. That can never belong to anyone else. But what Romulus gave us is not the citizenship! That, we have already given to many who cannot claim to be the children of Romulus, the natives of the city of Rome. If Romanness is at issue, why is Quintus Varius Severus Hybrida Sucronensis sitting in this august body? His is a name, Quintus Servilius Caepio, that I note you have refrained from mentioning whenever you and Lucius Marcius have sought to impugn the Romanness of certain members of this House!


  Yet Quintus Varius is truly not a Roman! He never laid eyes on this city nor spoke Latin in normal congress until he was in his twenties! Yet—here he sits by the grace of Quirinus in the Senate of Rome—a man less Roman by far in his thoughts, in his speech, in his way of looking at things, than any Italian! If we are to do as Lucius Marcius Philippus wants, and confine the citizenship of Rome to those among us who can claim family, ancestry, and legal writ, then the first man to have to leave both this House and the city of Rome would be Quintus Varius Severus Hybrida Sucronensis! He is the foreigner!”


  That of course brought Varius cursing to his feet, despite the fact that, as a pedarius, he was not allowed to speak.


  Sextus Caesar summoned all his paucity of breath, and roared for order so loudly that order was restored. “Marcus Aemilius, Leader of this House, I see you wish to speak. You have the floor.”


  Scaurus was angry. “I will not see this House degenerate to the level of a cock-pit because we are disgraced by curule magistrates of a quality not fit to clean vomit off the streets! Nor will I make reference to the right of any man to sit in this august body! All I want to say is that if this House is to survive—and if Rome is to survive—we must be as liberal to the Italians in the matter of our citizenship as we have been to certain men sitting in this House today.”


  But Philippus was on his feet. “Sextus Julius, when you gave the Leader of the House permission to speak, you did not acknowledge that I wished to speak. As consul, I am entitled to speak first.”


  Sextus Caesar blinked. “I thought you had done, Lucius Marcius. Are you not done, then?”


  “No.”


  “Then please, will you get whatever it is you have to say over with? Do you mind waiting until the junior consul has his say, Leader of the House?”


  “Of course not,” said Scaurus affably, and sat down.


  “I propose,” said Philippus weightily, “that this House strike each and every one of the laws of Marcus Livius Drusus off the tablets. None has been passed legally.”


  “Arrant nonsense!” said Scaurus indignantly. “Never in the history of the Senate has any tribune of the plebs gone about his legislating with more scrupulous attention to the laws of procedure than Marcus Livius Drusus!”


  “Nonetheless, his laws are not valid,” said Philippus, whose nose was apparently beginning to throb greatly, for he began to pant, fingers fluttering around the shapeless blob in the middle of his face. “The gods have indicated their displeasure.”


  “My meetings met with the approval of the gods too,” said Drusus flatly.


  “They are sacrilegious, as the events throughout Italy over the past ten months clearly demonstrate,” said Philip-pus. “I say that the whole of Italy has been torn apart by manifestations of divine and godly wrath!”


  “Oh, really, Lucius Marcius! Italy is always being torn apart by manifestations of divine and godly wrath,” said Scaurus wearily.


  “Not the way it has been this year!” Philippus drew a breath. “I move that this House recommend to the Assembly of the Whole People that the laws of Marcus Livius Drusus be annulled, on the grounds that the gods have demonstrated marked displeasure. And, Sextus Julius, I will see a division. Now.”


  Scaurus and Marius were both frowning, sensing in this something as yet hidden, but unable to see what it was. That Philippus would be defeated was certain. So why, after such a brief and uninspiring address, was he insisting upon a division?


  The House divided. Philippus lost by a large majority. He then lost his temper, screaming and ranting until he spat; the urban praetor, Quintus Pompeius Rufus, near him on the dais, pulled his toga ostentatiously over his head to ward off the saliva rain.


  “Greedy ingrates! Monumental fools! Sheep! Insects! Offal! Butcher’s scraps! Maggots! Pederasts! Fellators! Violators of little girls! Dead flesh! Whirlpools of avarice!” were but some of the names Philippus hurled at his fellow senators.


  Sextus Caesar allowed him sufficient time to run down, then had his chief lictor pound the bundle of rods on the floor until the rafters boomed.


  “Enough!” he shouted. “Sit down and be quiet, Lucius Marcius, or I will have you ejected from this meeting!”


  Philippus sat down, chest heaving, nose beginning to drip a straw-colored fluid. “Sacrilege!” he howled, drawing the word out eerily. After which he did sit quietly.


  “What is he up to?” whispered Scaurus to Marius.


  “I don’t know. But I wish I did!” growled Marius.


  Crassus Orator rose. “May I speak, Sextus Julius?”


  “You may, Lucius Licinius.”


  “I do not wish to talk about the Italians, or our cherished Roman citizenship, or the laws of Marcus Livius,” Crassus Orator said in his beautiful, mellifluous voice. “I am going to talk about the office of consul, and I will preface my remarks with an observation—that never in all my years in this House have I seen and heard the office of consul abused, abashed, abased as it has been in these last days by Lucius Marcius Philippus. No man who has treated his office—the highest in the land!—the way Lucius Marcius Philippus has, ought to be allowed to continue in it! However, when the electors put a man in office he is not bound by any code save those of his own intelligence and good manners, and the many examples offered him by the mos maiorum.


  “To be consul of Rome is to be elevated to a level just a little below our gods, and higher by far than any king. The office of consul is freely given and does not rest upon threats or the power of retribution. For the space of one year, the consul is supreme. His imperium outranks that of any governor. He is the commander-in-chief of the armies, he is the leader of the government, he is the head of the Treasury—and he is the figurehead of every last thing the Republic of Rome has come to mean! Be he patrician or be he New Man, be he fabulously rich or relatively poor, he is the consul. Only one man is his equal, and that man is the other consul. Their names are inscribed upon the consular fasti, there to glitter for all time.


  “I have been consul. Perhaps thirty men sitting here today have been consuls, and some of them have been censors as well. I shall ask them how they feel at this moment—how do you feel at this moment, gentlemen consulars, after listening to Lucius Marcius Philippus since the beginning of this month? Do you feel as I feel? Unclean? Disgraced? Humiliated? Do you think it right that this third-time-lucky occupant of our office should go uncensured? You do not? Good! Nor, gentlemen consulars, do I!”


  Crassus Orator turned from the front rows to glare fiercely at Philippus on the curule dais. “Lucius Marcius Philippus, you are the worst consul I have ever seen! Were I sitting in Sextus Julius’s chair, I would not be one tenth as patient as he! How dare you swish round the vici of our beloved city preceded by your twelve-lictor escort, calling yourself a consul? You are not a consul! You are not fit to lick a consul’s boots! In fact, if I may borrow a phrase from our Leader, you are not fit to clean vomit off the streets! Instead of being a model of exemplary behavior to your juniors in this assemblage and to those outside in the Forum, you conduct yourself like the worst demagogue who ever prated from the rostra, like the most foul-mouthed heckler who ever stood at the back of any Forum crowd! How dare you take advantage of your office to hurl vituperations at the members of this House? How dare you imply that other men have acted illegally?” He pointed his finger at Philippus, drew a breath, and roared, “I have put up with you long enough, Lucius Marcius Philippus! Either conduct yourself like a consul, or stay at home!”


  When Crassus Orator resumed his place the House applauded strenuously; Philippus sat looking at the ground with head at an angle preventing anyone from seeing his face, while Caepio glared indignantly at Crassus Orator.


  Sextus Caesar cleared his throat. “Thank you, Lucius Licinius, for reminding me and all who hold this office who and what the consul is. I take as much heed of your words as I hope Lucius Marcius has. And, since it seems none of us can conduct ourselves decently in this present atmosphere, I am concluding this meeting. The House will sit again eight days from now. We are in the midst of the ludi Romani, and I for one think it behooves us to find a more fitting way to salute Rome and Romulus than acrimonious and ill-mannered meetings of the Senate. Have a good holiday, Conscript Fathers, and enjoy the games.”


  Scaurus Princeps Senatus, Drusus, Crassus Orator, Scaevola, Antonius Orator and Quintus Pompeius Rufus repaired to the house of Gaius Marius, there to drink wine and talk over the day’s events.


  “Oh, Lucius Licinius, you squashed Philippus beautifully!” said Scaurus happily, gulping at his wine thirstily.


  “Memorable,” said Antonius Orator.


  “And I thank you too, Lucius Licinius,” said Drusus, smiling.


  Crassus Orator accepted all this approval with becoming modesty, only saying, “Yes, well, he asked for it, the fool!”


  Since Rome was still very hot, everyone had doffed his toga on entering Marius’s house and repaired to the cool fresh air of the garden, there to loll comfortably.


  “What I want to know,” said Marius, seated on the coping of his peristyle pool, “is what Philippus is up to.”


  “So do I,” said Scaurus.


  “Why should he be up to anything?” asked Pompeius Rufus. “He’s just a bad-mannered lout. He’s never been any different.”


  “No, there’s something working in the back of his grubby mind,” said Marius. “For a moment there today, I thought I’d grasped it. But then it went, and I can’t seem to remember.”


  Scaurus sighed. “Well, Gaius Marius, of one thing you can be sure—we’ll find out! Probably at the next meeting.”


  “It should be an interesting one,” said Crassus Orator, and winced, massaged his left shoulder. “Oh, why am I so tired and full of aches and pains these days? I didn’t give a very long speech today. But I was angry, that’s true.”


  *


  The night was to prove that Crassus Orator paid a higher price for his speech than he would have cared to, had he been asked. His wife, the younger Mucia of Scaevola the Augur, woke up at dawn quite chilled; cuddling against her husband for warmth, she discovered him horribly cold. He had died some hours earlier, at the height of his career and the zenith of his fame.


  To Drusus, Marius, Scaurus, Scaevola, and those of similar ideas, his death was a catastrophe; to Philippus and Caepio, it was a judgment in their favor. With renewed enthusiasm Philippus and Caepio moved among the pedarii of the Senate, talking, persuading, coaxing. And felt themselves in excellent case when the Senate reconvened after the ludi Romani were over.


  “I intend to ask again for a division upon the question as to whether the laws of Marcus Livius Drusus should be kept on the tablets,” said Philippus in a cooing voice, apparently determined to conduct himself like a model consul. “I do understand how tired of all this opposition to the laws of Marcus Livius many of you must be, and I am aware that most of you are convinced that the laws of Marcus Livius are absolutely valid. Now I am not arguing that the religious auspices were not observed, that the Comitial proceedings were not conducted legally, and that the consent of the Senate was not obtained before any move in the Comitia was made.”


  He stepped to the very front of the dais, and spoke more loudly. “However, there is a religious impediment in existence! A religious impediment so large and so foreboding that we in all conscience cannot possibly ignore it. Why the gods should play such tricks is beyond me, I am no expert. But the fact remains that while the auguries and the omens were interpreted favorably before each and every meeting of the Plebeian Assembly held by Marcus Livius, up and down Italy were godly signs indicating a huge degree of divine wrath. I am an augur myself, Conscript Fathers. And it is very clear to me that sacrilege has been done.”


  One hand went out; Philippus’s clerk filled it with a scroll Philippus peeled apart.


  “On the fourteenth day before the Kalends of January— the day Marcus Livius promulgated his law regulating the courts and his law enlarging the Senate in the Senate—the public slaves went to the temple of Saturn to ready it for the next day’s festivities—the next day, if you remember, was the opening day of the Saturnalia. And they found the woolen bonds swaddling the wooden statue of Saturnus soaked with oil, a puddle of oil upon the floor, and the interior of the statue dry. The freshness of this leakage was not in doubt. Saturnus, everyone agreed at the time, was displeased about something!


  “On the day that Marcus Livius Drusus passed his laws on the courts and the size of the Senate in the Plebeian Assembly, the slave-priest of Nemi was murdered by another slave, who, according to the custom there, became the new slave-priest. But the level of the water in the sacred lake at Nemi suddenly fell by a whole hand, and the new slave-priest died without doing battle, a terrible omen.


  “On the day that Marcus Livius Drusus promulgated in the Senate his law disposing of the ager publicus, there was a bloody rain on the ager Campanus, and a huge plague of frogs on the ager publicus of Etruria.


  “On the day that the lex Livia agraria was passed in the Plebeian Assembly, the priests of Lanuvium discovered that the sacred shields had been gnawed by mice—a most dreadful portent, and immediately lodged with our College of Pontifices in Rome.


  “On the day that the tribune of the plebs Saufeius’s Board of Five was convened to commence parceling out the ager publicus of Italy and Sicily, the temple of Pietas on the Campus Martius near the Flaminian Circus was struck by lightning, and badly damaged.


  “On the day the grain law of Marcus Livius Drusus was passed in the Plebeian Assembly, the statue of Diva Angerona was discovered to have sweated profusely. The bandage sealing her mouth had slipped down around her neck, and there were those who swore that they had heard her whispering the secret name of Rome, delighted that she could speak at last.


  “On the Kalends of September, the day upon which Marcus Livius Drusus introduced in this House his proposed bill to give the Italians our precious citizenship, a frightful earthquake utterly destroyed the town of Mutina in Italian Gaul. This portent the seer Publius Cornelius Culleolus has interpreted as meaning that the whole of Italian Gaul is angry that it too is not to be rewarded with the citizenship. An indication, Conscript Fathers, that if we award the citizenship to peninsular Italy, all our other possessions will want it too.


  “On the day that he publicly chastised me in this House, the eminent consular Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator died mysteriously in his bed, and was ice-cold in the morning.


  “There are many more portents, Conscript Fathers,” said Philippus, hardly needing to raise his voice, so hushed was the chamber. “I have cited only those which actually occurred on the selfsame day as one of Marcus Livius Drusus’s laws was either promulgated or ratified, but I give you now a further list.


  “A bolt of lightning damaged the statue of Jupiter Latiaris on the Alban Mount, a frightful omen. On the last day of the ludi Romani just concluded, a bloody rain fell on the temple of Quirinus, but nowhere else—and how great a sign of godly wrath is that! The sacred spears of Mars moved. An earth tremor felled the temple of Mars in Capua. The sacred spring of Hercules in Ancona dried up for the first time on record, and there is no drought. A huge gulch of fire opened up in one of the streets of Puteoli. Every gate in the walls of the city of Pompeii suddenly and mysteriously swung shut.


  “And there are more, Conscript Fathers, many more! I will have the full list posted on the rostra, so that everyone in Rome can see for himself how adamantly the gods condemn these laws of Marcus Livius Drusus. For they do! Look at the gods chiefly concerned! Pietas, who rules our loyalty and our family duties. Quirinus, the god of the assembly of Roman men. Jupiter Latiaris, who is the Latin Jupiter. Hercules, the protector of Roman military might and the patron of the Roman general. Mars, who is the god of war. Vulcan, who controls the lakes of fire beneath all Italy. Diva Angerona, who knows the secret name of Rome—which, if spoken, can ruin Rome. Saturnus, who keeps the wealth of Rome intact, and rules our stay in time.’’


  “On the other hand,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus slowly, “all these omens could well be indicating how terrible matters will be for Italy and Rome if the laws of Marcus Livius Drusus are not kept on the tablets.”


  Philippus ignored him, handing the scroll back to his clerk. “Post it on the rostra at once,” he said. He stepped down from the curule dais and stood in front of the tribunician bench. “I will see a division of this House. All those in favor of declaring the laws of Marcus Livius Drusus invalid will stand on my right. All those in favor of keeping the laws of Marcus Livius Drusus on the tablets will stand to my left. Now, if you please.”


  “I will take the lead, Lucius Marcius,’’ said Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, getting to his feet. “As Pontifex Maximus, you have convinced me beyond a shadow of a doubt.’’


  A silent House filed down from its tiers, many of the faces as white as the togas beneath; all but a handful of the senators stood on Philippus’s right, their eyes fixed upon the flagging.


  “The division is conclusive,” said Sextus Caesar. “This House has moved that the laws of the tribunate of Marcus Livius Drusus be removed from our archives and the tablets destroyed. I shall convoke the Assembly of the Whole People to that effect three days from now.”


  Drusus was the last man to leave the floor. When he did walk the short distance from Philippus’s left to his end of the tribunician bench, he kept his head up.


  “You are, of course, entitled to interpose your veto, Marcus Livius,” said Philippus graciously as Drusus crossed in front of him; the senators all stopped in their tracks.


  Drusus, his face quite blank, looked at Philippus blindly. “Oh, no, Lucius Marcius, I couldn’t do that,” he said gently. “I am not a demagogue! My duties as a tribune of the plebs are always undertaken with the consent of this assemblage, and my peers in this assemblage have declared my laws null and void. As is my duty, I will abide by the decision of my peers.”


  “Which rather left,” said Scaurus proudly to Scaevola as the meeting broke up, “our dear Marcus Livius wearing the laurels!”


  “It did indeed,” said Scaevola, and twitched his shoulders unhappily. “What do you really think about those omens?”


  “Two things. The first, that in no other year has anyone ever bothered to collect natural disasters so assiduously. The second, that to me, if the omens suggest anything, it is that war with Italy will ensue if Marcus Livius’s laws are not upheld.”


  Scaevola had of course voted with Scaurus and the other supporters of Drusus; he could not have done otherwise and continued to keep his friends. But he was clearly troubled, and said now, demurring, “Yes, but...”


  “Quintus Mucius, you believe! said Marius incredulously.


  “No, no, I’m not saying that!” said Scaevola crossly, his common sense warring with his Roman superstition. “Yet—how does one account for Diva Angerona’s sweating, and losing her gag?” His eyes filled with tears. “Or for the death of my first cousin Crassus, my dearest friend?’’


  “Quintus Mucius,” said Drusus, who had caught up to the group, “I think Marcus Aemilius is right. All those omens are a sign of what will happen if my laws are invalidated.”


  “Quintus Mucius, you are a member of the College of Pontifices,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus patiently. “It all began with the only believable phenomenon, the loss of the oil out of the wooden statue of Saturnus. But we have been expecting that to happen for years! That’s why the statue is swaddled in the first place! As for Diva Angerona—what easier than to sneak into her little shrine, yank down her bandage and give her a bath of some sticky substance guaranteed to leave drops behind? We are all aware that lightning tends to strike the highest point in an area, and you well know that the temple of Pietas was small in every way but one—height! As for earthquakes and gulches of fire and bloody rains and plagues of frogs— tchah! I refuse even to discuss them! Lucius Licinius died in his bed. We should all hope for such a pleasant end!”


  “Yes, but—” Scaevola protested, still unconvinced.


  “Look at him!” Scaurus exclaimed to Marius and Drusus. “If he can be gulled, how can we possibly blame the rest of those superstition-riddled idiots?”


  “Do you not believe in the gods, Marcus Aemilius?” asked Scaevola, awestruck.


  “Yes, yes, yes, of course I do! What I do not believe in, Quintus Mucius, are the machinations and interpretations of men who claim to be acting in the name of the gods! I never met an omen or a prophecy that couldn’t be interpreted in two diametrically opposite ways! And what makes Philippus such an expert? The fact that he’s an augur? He wouldn’t know a genuine omen if he tripped over it and it sat up and bit him on his pulverized nose! As for old Publius Cornelius Culleolus—he’s just what his name says he is, Walnut Balls! I would be prepared to take a very large bet with you, Quintus Mucius, that if some clever fellow had chased up the natural disasters and so-called unnatural events which occurred during the year of Saturninus’s second tribunate, he could have produced a list equally imposing! Grow up! Bring some of that healthy courtroom skepticism of yours into this situation, I beg of you!”


  “I must say Philippus surprised me,” said Marius gloomily. “I bought him once. But I never realized how crafty the cunnus was.”


  “Oh, he’s clever,” said Scaevola eagerly, anxious to divert Scaurus from his shortcomings. “I imagine he thought of this some time ago.” He laughed. “One thing we can be sure of—this wasn’t Caepio’s brilliant idea!”


  “How do you feel, Marcus Livius?” asked Marius.


  “How do I feel?” Drusus looked pinched about the mouth, and very tired. “Oh, Gaius Marius, I don’t honestly know anymore. It was a clever piece of work, that’s all.”


  “You should have interposed your veto,” said Marius.


  “In my shoes, you would have—and I wouldn’t have blamed you,” said Drusus. “But I cannot retract what I said at the beginning of my tribunate, please try to understand that. I promised then that I would heed the wishes of my peers in the Senate.”


  “There won’t be any enfranchisement now,” said Scaurus.


  “Whyever not?” asked Drusus, genuinely astonished.


  “Marcus Livius, they’ve canceled all your laws! Or they will!”


  “What difference can that make? Enfranchisement hasn’t gone to the Plebeian Assembly yet, I merely put it before the House. Which has voted not to recommend it to the Plebs. But I never promised the House that I wouldn’t take a law to the Plebs if they didn’t recommend it—I said I would seek their mandate first. I have acquitted myself of that promise. But I cannot stop now, just because the Senate said no. The process is not complete. The Plebs must say no first. But I shall try to persuade the Plebs to say yes,” said Drusus, smiling.


  “Ye gods, Marcus Livius, you deserve to win!” said Scaurus.


  “So I think too,” Drusus said. “Would you excuse me? I have some letters to write to my Italian friends. I must persuade them not to go to war, that the battle isn’t over yet.”


  “Nonsense, it isn’t possible!” exclaimed Scaevola. “If the Italians really do mean war should we refuse them the franchise—and I believe you there, Marcus Livius, I really do, otherwise I would have put myself on Philippus’s right— it will take years for them to prepare for war!”


  “And there, Quintus Mucius, you’re wrong. They are already on a war footing. Better prepared for war than Rome is.”


  5


  That the Marsi at any rate were prepared for war was brought home to the Senate and the People of Rome some days later, when word came that Quintus Poppaedius Silo was leading two full-strength legions of Marsi, properly equipped and armed, down the Via Valeria toward Rome. A startled Princeps Senatus summoned the Senate to an urgent meeting, only to find that a mere handful of senators were willing to attend; neither Philippus nor Caepio was there, nor had sent any message as to why. Drusus had also refused to come, but had sent word that he felt he could not be present while his peers contended with a threat of war from such an old personal friend as Quintus Poppaedius Silo.


  “The rabbits!” said Scaurus to Marius, eyeing the empty tiers. “They’ve bolted into their burrows, apparently on the theory that if they stay there, the nasty men will go away.”


  But Scaurus didn’t think the Marsi meant war, and managed to convince his meager audience that the best way to deal with this “invasion” was by peaceful methods.


  “Gnaeus Domitius,” he said to Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, “you are an eminent consular, you have been censor, and you are Pontifex Maximus. Would you be willing to travel out to meet this army like a Popillius Laenas, accompanied only by lictors? You were the iudex in the special court of the lex Licinia Mucia set up in Alba Fucentia a few years ago, so the Marsi know you—and I hear they respect you greatly, thanks to your clemency. Find out why this army is on the march, and what the Marsi want of us.”


  “Very well, Princeps Senatus, I will be another Popillius Laenas,” said Ahenobarbus, “provided that you endow me with a full proconsular imperium. Otherwise I won’t be able to say or do what I might think necessary at the moment. I also want the axes put into my fasces, please.”


  “You shall have both,” said Scaurus.


  “The Marsi will reach the outskirts of Rome tomorrow,” said Marius, grimacing.’’ You realize, I hope, what day it is? “


  “I do,” said Ahenobarbus. “The day before the Nones of October—the anniversary of the battle of Arausio, at which the Marsi lost a whole legion.”


  “They planned it this way,” said Sextus Caesar, quite enjoying this meeting, despite its gloomy atmosphere; no Philippus, no Caepio, and only those senators present whom he privately deemed patriots.


  “That’s why, Conscript Fathers, I do not think they mean this as an act of war,” said Scaurus.


  “Clerk, go summon the lictors of the thirty curiae,” said Sextus Caesar. “You will have your proconsular imperium, Gnaeus Domitius, as soon as the lictors of the thirty curiae get here. And will you report back to us in a special session the day after tomorrow?” he asked.


  “On the Nones?” asked Ahenobarbus incredulously.


  “In this emergency, Gnaeus Domitius, we will meet on the Nones,” said Sextus Caesar firmly. “Hopefully it will be a better attended meeting! What is Rome coming to, that a genuine emergency produces no more than a handful of concerned men?”


  “Oh, I know why, Sextus Julius,” said Marius. “They didn’t come because they didn’t believe the summonses. They all decided this was a manufactured crisis.”


  *


  On the Nones of October the House was fuller, yet by no means full. Drusus was present, but Philippus and Caepio were not, having decided that their absence would show the senators what they thought of this “invasion.”


  “Tell us what happened, Gnaeus Domitius,” said the only consul present, Sextus Caesar.


  “Well, I met Quintus Poppaedius Silo not far from the Colline Gate,” said Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus. “He was marching at the head of an army. Two legions would be about right—at least ten thousand actual soldiers, the appropriate number of noncombatants, eight pieces of excellent field artillery, and a squad of cavalry. Silo himself was on foot, as were his officers. I could see no sign of a baggage train, so I presume he had brought his men in light marching order.” He sighed. “They were a magnificent sight, Conscript Fathers! Beautifully turned out, in superb condition, well disciplined. While Silo and I talked, they stood to attention in the sun without speaking, and no one broke ranks.”


  “Could you tell, Pontifex Maximus, if their mail shirts and other arms were new?” asked Drusus anxiously.


  “Yes, Marcus Livius, easily. Everything was new, and of the highest quality manufacture,” said Ahenobarbus.


  “Thank you.”


  “Continue, Gnaeus Domitius,” said Sextus Caesar.


  “We stopped within hailing distance, I and my lictors, Quintus Poppaedius Silo and his legions. Then Silo and I walked out alone to talk, where we could not be overheard.


  “ ‘Why this martial expedition, Quintus Poppaedius?’ I asked him, very courteously and calmly.


  “ ‘We come to Rome because we have been summoned by the tribunes of the plebs,’ said Silo, with equal courtesy.


  “ ‘The tribunes of the plebs?’ I asked him then. “‘Not a tribune of the plebs? Not Marcus Livius Drusus?’


  “ ‘The tribunes of the plebs,’ he said.


  “ ‘All of them, you mean?’ I asked, wanting to be sure.


  “ ‘All of them,’ he said.


  “ ‘Why should the tribunes of the plebs summon you?’ I asked.


  “ ‘To assume the Roman citizenship, and to see that every Italian is awarded the Roman citizenship,’ he said.


  “I drew back from him a little, and raised my brows, looking beyond him at his legions. ‘By threat of arms?’ I asked.


  “ ‘If necessary,’ he said.


  “So I employed my proconsular imperium to make a statement I could not otherwise have made, given the tenor of the recent sessions in this House. A statement, Conscript Fathers, that I considered the situation required. I said to Silo, ‘Force of arms will not prove necessary, Quintus Poppaedius.’


  “His answer was a scornful laugh. ‘Oh, come, Gnaeus Domitius!’ he said. ‘Do you honestly expect me to believe that? We of Italy have waited literal generations for the citizenship without taking up arms, and for our patience, have seen our chances dwindle away to nothing! Today we have come to understand that our only chance to gain the citizenship is by force.’


  “Naturally that upset me greatly, Conscript Fathers. I struck my hands together and cried, ‘Quintus Poppaedius, Quintus Poppaedius, I assure you, the time is very close! Please, I beg of you, disband this force, put up your swords, go home to the lands of the Marsi! I give you my solemn promise that the Senate and People of Rome will grant every Italian the Roman citizenship.’


  “He looked at me for a long time without speaking, then he said, ‘Very well, Gnaeus Domitius, I will take my army away from here—but only far enough and for long enough to see whether you speak the truth. For I tell you straight and fair, Pontifex Maximus, that if the Senate and People of Rome do not grant Italy the full Roman citizenship during the term of this present College of the Tribunes of the Plebs, I will march on Rome again. And all of Italy will be marching with me. Mark that well! All of Italy will unite to destroy Rome.’


  “Whereupon he turned and walked away. His troops about-faced, showing me how well trained they were, and marched off. I returned to Rome. And all night, Conscript Fathers, I thought. You know me well. You know me of old. My reputation is not that of a patient man, nor even that of an understanding man. But I am quite capable of telling the difference between a radish and a bull! And I tell you plainly, my fellow senators, that yesterday I saw a bull. A bull with hay wrapped round both horns, and fire trickling from his nostrils. It was not an empty promise I made to Quintus Poppaedius Silo! I will do everything in my power to see that the Senate and People of Rome grant the franchise to all of Italy.”


  The House was humming; many eyes gazed at Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus in wonder, and many minds took note of this remarkable change in attitude by one famous for his intractable and intolerant nature.


  “We will meet again tomorrow,” said Sextus Caesar, looking pleased. “It is time we searched for the answer to this question yet again. The two praetors who have been traveling Italy at the instigation of Lucius Marcius”—Sextus Caesar bowed to Philippus’s empty seat gravely—”have not come up with any kind of answer so far. We must debate the issue again. But first, I want to see the people here to listen who have not bothered to listen lately—my fellow consul and the praetor Quintus Servilius Caepio, in particular.”


  They were there on the morrow, both of them, obviously familiar with every detail of Ahenobarbus’s report; yet not, it seemed to Drusus, Scaurus Princeps Senatus and the others who wanted so badly to see that pair back down, worried or even concerned. Gaius Marius, his heart inexplicably heavy, let his eyes roam across the faces of those present. Sulla hadn’t missed one meeting since Drusus had become a tribune of the plebs, but nor had he been helpful; the death of his son had removed him from any normal congress with all men, even his proposed colleague in that future consulship, Quintus Pompeius Rufus. He sat and listened, face impassive, then left each meeting the moment it was over, and may as well have disappeared from the face of the earth. Significantly, he had voted to keep the laws of Drusus on the tablets, so Marius presumed he was still in their camp. But speech with him was something no one had known. Catulus Caesar looked a little uncomfortable today, probably as a result of the defection of his hitherto staunch ally, Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus.


  There was a stir; Marius returned his attention to the House. Philippus of course held the fasces for the month of October, so today it was he in the chair, not Sextus Caesar. He had another document with him, one he had not entrusted to his clerk this time. When the formalities were over he rose to speak first.


  “Marcus Livius Drusus,” Philippus said clearly and coldly, “I wish to read something to the House of far greater import than a quasi-invasion by your best friend, Quintus Poppaedius Silo. But before I read it, I want every senator to hear you say you are present and will listen.”


  “I am present, Lucius Marcius, and I will listen,” said Drusus, equally clearly and coldly.


  Drusus looked, thought the watching Gaius Marius, terribly tired. As if he had long since outrun his strength, and carried on now purely by the power of his will. In recent weeks he had lost a great deal of weight, his cheeks had fallen in, his eyes sunk back in his head and circled with dark grey shadows.


  Why do I feel as if I’m a slave in a treadmill? wondered Marius. Why am I so on edge, so desperately anxious and apprehensive? Drusus does not have my sinews, nor does he have my unshakable conviction that I am right. He is too fair, he is too reasonable, he is too inclined to see both sides. They will kill him, mentally if not physically. Why did I never see how dangerous is this Philippus? Why did I never see how brilliant he is?


  Philippus unrolled his single sheet of paper and held it out at arm’s length between his right hand and his left. “I shall not preface this by any comment, Conscript Fathers,” he said. “I shall simply read, and let you draw your own conclusions. The text goes as follows:


  “ ‘I swear by Jupiter Optimus Maximus, by Vesta, by Mars, by Sol Indiges, by Terra and by Tellus, by the gods and heroes who founded and assisted the people of Italy in their struggles, that I will hold as my friends and foes those whom Marcus Livius Drusus holds as his friends and foes. I swear that I will work for the welfare and benefit of Marcus Livius Drusus and all those others who take this oath, even at the cost of my life, my children, my parents, and my property. If through the law of Marcus Livius Drusus I become a citizen of Rome, I swear that I will worship Rome as my only nation, and that I will bind myself to Marcus Livius Drusus as his client. This oath I take upon myself to pass on to as many other Italians as I can. I swear faithfully, in the knowledge that my faith will bring its just rewards. And if I am forsworn, may my life, my children, my parents and my property be taken from me. So be it. So do I swear.’’’


  Never had the House been so still. Philippus looked from Scaurus with mouth agape to Marius grinning savagely, from Scaevola with lips pressed together to Ahenobarbus purpling in the cheeks, from Catulus Caesar’s horror to Sextus Caesar’s grief, from Metellus Pius the Piglet’s dismayed consternation to Caepio’s naked joy.


  Then he let his left hand go from the paper, which recoiled with a loud snap; half the House jumped.


  “That, Conscript Fathers, is the oath which thousands upon thousands of Italians have sworn over the course of the past year. And that, Conscript Fathers, is why Marcus Livius Drusus has worked so hard, so unflaggingly, so enthusiastically, to see his friends of Italy awarded the priceless gift of our Roman citizenship!” He shook his head wearily. “Not because he cares one iota about their dirty Italian hides! Not because he believes in justice—even a justice so perverted! Not because he dreams of a career so luminous it will put him in the history books! But because, fellow members of this body, because he holds an oath of clientship with most of Italy! Were we to give Italy the franchise, Italy would belong to Marcus Livius Drusus! Imagine it! A clientele stretching from the Arnus to Rhegium, from the Tuscan Sea to the Adriatic! Oh, I do congratulate you, Marcus Livius! What a prize! What a reason to work so indefatigably! A clientele bigger than a hundred armies!”


  Philippus turned then, stepped down from the curule dais, and walked with measured steps around its corner to the end of the long wooden tribunician bench where Drusus sat.


  “Marcus Livius Drusus, is it true that all of Italy has sworn this oath?” asked Philippus. “Is it true that in return for this oath, you have sworn to secure the citizenship for all of Italy?”


  Face whiter than his toga, Drusus stumbled to his feet, one hand outstretched, whether imploring or fending off, no one could tell. And then, even as his mouth worked at a reply, Drusus pitched full length upon the old black and white flags which formed the tesselated floor. Philippus stepped back and out of the way fastidiously, but Marius and Scaurus were both on their knees beside Drusus almost as quickly as he had fallen.


  “Is he dead?” asked Scaurus against the background noise of Philippus dismissing the meeting until the morrow.


  Listening with ear to Drusus’s chest, Marius shook his head. “A severe collapse, but not death,” he said, leaning back on his heels and drawing in a deep breath of relief.


  The syncope lasted so long that Drusus began to mottle and grey in the face; his arms and legs moved, jerked colossally several times while he emitted dreadful and frightening sounds.


  “He’s having a fit!” cried Scaurus.


  “No, I don’t think so,” said the militarily experienced Marius, who had seen in the field almost everything at one time or another. “When a man passes out for so long, he often starts to jerk around, but at the end of it. He’ll revive soon.”


  Philippus paused on his way out to look down from far enough away to ensure that if Drusus should vomit, his toga would not wear it. “Take the cur out of here!” he said contemptuously. “If he’s dying, let him die on unhallowed ground.”


  Marius lifted his head. “Mentulam caco, cunne!” he said to Philippus loudly enough for everyone in the vicinity to hear.


  Philippus walked on, rather more quickly; if there was any man in the world he feared, that man was Gaius Marius.


  Those who cared enough to linger waited a long time for Drusus to come round; enormously pleased, Marius saw that among them was Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  When Drusus did return to consciousness, he seemed not to know where he was, what had happened.


  “I’ve sent for Julia’s litter,” said Marius to Scaurus. “Let him lie here until it arrives.” He was minus his toga, sacrificed as a pillow for Drusus’s head and a blanket for his poor cold limbs.


  “I’m absolutely confounded!” said Scaurus, perching on the edge of the curule dais, and so short that his feet swung clear of the ground. “Truly, I would never have believed it of this man!”


  Marius blew a derisive noise. “Rubbish, Marcus Aemilius! Not believe it of a Roman nobleman? I’d not be prepared to believe the contrary! Jupiter, how you do fool yourselves!”


  The bright green eyes began to dance. “Jupiter, you Italian bumpkin, how you do shine a light on our weaknesses!” Scaurus said, shoulders heaving.


  “It’s just as well someone does, you attenuated heap of old bones,” said Marius affably, seating himself beside the Princeps Senatus and looking at the only three men who remained—Scaevola, Antonius Orator, and Lucius Cornelius Sulla. “Well, gentlemen,” he said, thrusting his legs out and waggling his feet, “what do we do next?”


  “Nothing,” said Scaevola curtly.


  “Oh, Quintus Mucius, Quintus Mucius, forgive our poor inanimate tribune of the plebs his very Roman weakness, do!” cried Marius, now laughing as hard as Scaurus was.


  Scaevola took umbrage. “It may be a Roman weakness, Gaius Marius, but it is not one I own!” he snapped.


  “No, probably not—which is why you’ll never be his equal, my friend,” said Marius, pointing one foot at Drusus on the floor.


  Scaevola screwed up his face in disgust. “You know, Gaius Marius, you really are impossible! And as for you, Princeps Senatus, pray stop regarding this as a laughing matter!”


  “None of us has yet answered Gaius Marius’s original query,” said Antonius Orator pacifically. “What do we do next?”


  “It isn’t up to us,” said Sulla, speaking for the first time. “It’s up to him, of course.”


  “Well said, Lucius Cornelius!” cried Marius, getting up because the familiar face of his wife’s chief litter bearer had poked itself timidly around one great bronze door. “Come on, my squeamish friends, let’s get this poor fellow home.”


  The poor fellow still wandered deliriously through some strange world when he was delivered into the care of his mother, who very sensibly declined to call in the doctors.


  “They’ll only bleed him and purge him, and they’re the last things he needs,” she said firmly. “He hasn’t been eating, that’s all. Once he comes out of his shock, I’ll feed him some hot honeyed wine, and he’ll be himself again. Especially after a sleep.”


  Cornelia Scipionis got her son into his bed and made him drink a full cup of the promised hot honeyed wine.


  “Philippus!” he cried, trying to sit up.


  “Don’t worry about that insect until you feel stronger.”


  He drank again and did manage to sit up, pushing his fingers through his short black hair. “Oh, Mama! Such a terrible difficulty! Philippus found out about the oath.”


  Scaurus had apprised her of the situation, so she had no need to question him; instead, she nodded wisely. “Surely you didn’t think Philippus or some other wouldn’t ask?”


  “It’s been so long that I’d forgotten the wretched oath!”


  “Marcus Livius, it isn’t important,” she said, and drew her chair closer to the bed, took his hand. “What you do is far more significant than why you do it—that’s a fact of life! Why you do a thing is solely balm for the self, why you do a thing cannot affect its outcome. The what is all that matters, and I’m sure that a sane and healthy self-regard is the best way to get what done properly. So do cheer up, my son! Your brother is here, and very anxious about you. Cheer up!”


  “They will hate me for this.”


  “Some will, that’s true. Mostly out of envy. Others will be utterly consumed with admiration,” said the mother. “It certainly doesn’t seem to have deterred the friends who brought you home.”


  “Who?” he asked eagerly.


  “Marcus Aemilius, Marcus Antonius, Quintus Mucius, Gaius Marius,” she said. “Oh, and that fascinating man, Lucius Cornelius Sulla! Now if I were only younger—”


  Knowledge of her had softened the impact of such remarks, no longer offensive to him; he was able therefore to smile at this whimsy. “How odd that you like him! Mind you, he does seem very interested in my ideas.”


  “So I gathered. His only son died earlier this year, not so?”


  “Yes.”


  “It shows in him,” said Cornelia Scipionis, getting up. “Now, Marcus Livius, I shall send your brother in to you, and you must make up your mind to eat. There is nothing wrong with you that good food won’t remedy. I’ll have the kitchen prepare something as tasty as it is nourishing, and Mamercus and I will sit here until you eat it.”


  Thus it was that darkness had fallen before he was left alone with his thoughts. He did feel much better, it was true, but the dreadful weariness would not go away, and he seemed no more inclined to sleep after his meal, even after so much mulled wine. How long had it been since he last slept deeply, satisfyingly? Months.


  Philippus had found out. Inevitable that somebody would, inevitable that whoever did would go either to him, Drusus, or to Philippus. Or Caepio. Interesting, that Philippus hadn’t told his dear friend Caepio! If he had, Caepio would have pushed in, tried to take over, unwilling that Philippus should have all the victory. Which was, no doubt, why Philippus had kept it to himself. All will not be peace and amity in the house of Philippus tonight! thought Drusus, smiling in spite of himself.


  And now that the knowledge of discovery had sunk into his conscious mind, Drusus found himself at rest. His mother was right. Publication of the oath couldn’t affect what he was doing; it could only affect his own pride. If people chose to believe he did what he had done because of the enormous clientele the deed would bring him, what did it really matter? Why should he want them to believe his motives were entirely altruistic? It would not be Roman to abrogate personal advantages, and he was Roman! In any other instance, he could see now very clearly, the implications of a clientele in one man’s giving the citizenship to several hundred thousand men would have screamed at his fellow senators, at the leaders of the Plebs, and probably at most of lowly Rome. That no one had seen the implications until Philippus actually read out the oath was symptomatic of how emotional this issue was, how lacking in reason—it provoked a storm of feeling so powerful it clouded every practical aspect. Why had he expected people to see the logic in what he was trying to do, when they were so enormously involved emotionally that they hadn’t even seen the client side of it? If they couldn’t see the clients, then they had no hope of seeing the logic, so much was sure.


  His eyelids lowered, and he slept. Deeply, satisfyingly.


  When he went to the Curia Hostilia at dawn the next morning, Drusus felt his old self, and quite equal to dealing with the likes of Philippus and Caepio.


  In the chair, Philippus ignored any other business, including the march of the Marsi; he got straight down to Drusus and the oath sworn by the Italians.


  “Is the text of what I read out yesterday correct, Marcus Livius?” Philippus asked.


  “To the best of my knowledge, Lucius Marcius, yes, though I have never heard the oath, nor seen it written down.”


  “But you knew of it.”


  Drusus blinked, face the picture of surprise. “Of course I knew of it, junior consul! How could a man not know about something so advantageous to himself, as well as to Rome? If you had been the advocate of general enfranchisement for all of Italy, wouldn’t you have known?”


  This was attacking with a vengeance; Philippus had to pause, thrown off balance.


  “You’d never catch me advocating anything for the Italians beyond a good flogging!” he said haughtily.


  “Then more fool you!” cried Drusus. “Here is something well worth doing on every level, Conscript Fathers! To rectify an injustice which has persisted for generations—to bring all of our country into an hegemony as real as it is desirable—to destroy some of the more appalling barriers between men of different Classes—to remove the threat of an imminent war—and it is imminent, I warn you!—and to see every one of these new Roman citizens bound by oath to Rome and to a Roman of the Romans! That last is vitally important! It means every one of these new citizens will be guided properly and Romanly, it means they will know how to vote and who to vote for, it means they will be led to elect genuine Romans rather than men from their own Italian nations!”


  That was a consideration; Drusus could see it register on the faces of those who listened intently, and everyone was listening intently. He knew well the chief fear of all his fellow senators—that an overwhelming number of new Roman citizens spread across the whole thirty-five tribes would markedly decrease the Roman content of the elections, would see Italians contest the polls for consul, praetor, aedile, tribune of the plebs, and quaestor, would see Italians in huge numbers enter the Senate, all determined to wrest control of the Senate away from the Romans and into the hands of Italy. Not to mention the various comitia. But if these new Romans were bound by an oath—and it was a frightful oath—both to Rome and to a Roman of the Romans, they were honor-bound to vote as they were told to vote, like any other group of clients.


  “The Italians are men of honor, as are we,” said Drusus. “By the very swearing of this oath, they have shown it! In return for the gift of our citizenship, they will abide by the wishes of true Romans. True Romans!”


  “You mean they will abide by your wishes!” said Caepio with venom. “The rest of us true Romans will simply have appointed ourselves an unofficial dictator!”


  “Nonsense, Quintus Servilius! When in the conduct of my tribunate of the plebs have I shown myself anything less than completely conforming to the will of the Senate? When have I shown myself more concerned with my own welfare than with the welfare of the Senate? When have I shown myself indifferent to the wants of every level throughout the People of Rome? What better patron could the men of Italy have than I, the son of my father, a Roman of the Romans, a truly thoughtful and essentially conservative man?”


  Drusus turned from one side of the House to the other, his hands outstretched. “Whom would you rather have as patron to so many new citizens, Conscript Fathers? Marcus Livius Drusus, or Lucius Marcius Philippus? Marcus Livius Drusus, or Quintus Servilius Caepio? Marcus Livius Drusus, or Quintus Varius Severus Hybrida Sucronensis? For you had better make up your minds to it, members of the Senate of Rome—the men of Italy will be enfranchised! I have sworn to do it—and do it I will! You have taken my laws off the tablets, you have stripped my tribunate of the plebs of its purpose and its achievements. But my year in office is not yet over, and I have honorably acquitted myself in respect of my treatment of you, my fellow senators! On the day after tomorrow, I will take my case for the general enfranchisement of Italy to the Plebeian Assembly, and I will have the matter discussed in contio after contio, always religiously correct, always conducted with due attention to the law, always in a peaceful and orderly manner. For, other oaths aside, I swear to all of you that I will not pass out of my tribunate of the plebs without seeing one lex Livia on the tablets—a law providing that every man from the Arnus to Rhegium, from the Rubicoto Vereium, from the Tuscan to the Adriatic, shall be a full citizen of Rome! If the men of Italy have sworn an oath to me, I also swore an oath to them—that during my time in office, I would see them enfranchised. And I will! Believe me, I will!”


  He had carried the day, everyone knew it.


  “The most brilliant thing about it,” said Antonius Orator, “is that now he has them thinking of general citizenship as inevitable. They’re used to seeing men break, not being broken. But Drusus has broken them, Princeps Senatus, I guarantee he has!”


  “I agree,” said Scaurus, who looked quite lit up from within. “You know, Marcus Antonius, I used to think that nothing in Roman government could surprise me—that it has all been done before—and usually done better. But Marcus Livius is unique. Rome has never seen his like. Nor will again, I suspect.”


  *


  Drusus was as true as his word. He took his case for the enfranchisement of Italy to the concilium plebis, surrounded by an aura of indomitability every man present could not but admire. His fame had grown and spread, he was talked about at every level of society; that solid conservatism, that iron determination to do things properly and legally, now turned him into a novel kind of hero. All of Rome was essentially conservative, including the Head Count, capable of espousing a Saturninus yet not willing to kill its betters for a Saturninus. The mos maiorum—all those traditions and customs piled up by centuries of time—would always matter, even to the Head Count. And here at last was a man to whom the mos maiorum mattered as much as justice did. Marcus Livius Drusus began to assume the mantle of a demigod; and that in turn meant people started to believe that anything he wanted must be right.


  Helplessly Philippus, Caepio, Catulus Caesar, and their followers, with Metellus Pius the Piglet hovering indecisively on the outskirts, watched Drusus conduct his contiones all through the last half of October, and into November. At first the meetings tended to be stormy, a condition Drusus dealt with beautifully, permitting every man a hearing, and even permitting massed voices, yet never succumbing to the tyranny or the seduction of the crowd. When a gathering grew too heated, he disbanded it. In the beginning, Caepio had tried to break the meetings up with violence, but that formerly tried and true technique of the Comitia didn’t work with Drusus, who seemed to have an inbuilt instinct as to when violence was likely to erupt, and again, dismissed his meeting before it could erupt.


  Six contiones, seven, eight... And each one quieter than the last, each one seeing an audience more reconciled to the inevitability of this piece of legislation. Water on stone, Drusus wore his opponents down with unfailing grace and dignity, admirable good temper, ever-present reasonableness. He made his enemies look crass, ill-mannered, oafish.


  “It is the only way,” he said to Scaurus Princeps Senatus after the eighth contio, standing with him on the steps of the House, from which vantage point Scaurus had watched.


  “What the noble Roman politician lacks is patience. Luckily that is a quality I possess in abundance. I cope with them, all those who come to listen, and they like that. They like me! I have been patient with them, and they have grown to trust me.”


  “You’re the first man since Gaius Marius whom they have genuinely liked,” said Scaurus reminiscently.


  “With good reason,” said Drusus. “Gaius Marius is another man they feel they can trust. He appeals to them because of his quite wonderful directness, his strength, his air of being one of them rather than a Roman nobleman. I don’t have his natural advantages—I cannot be other than I am, a Roman nobleman. But patience has won out, Marcus Aemilius. They have learned to trust me.”


  “And you really think the time has come for a vote?”


  “I do.”


  “Shall I gather the others? We can dine at my house.”


  “Today above all days, I think we should dine at my house,” said Drusus. “Tomorrow will seal my fate, one way or the other.”


  Scaurus hurried off to find Marius, Scaevola, and Antonius Orator. When he saw Sulla, he waved to him as well. “I’m bearing an invitation from Marcus Livius. Dinner at his house, Lucius Cornelius?” And, seeing the look of antisocial reluctance appear on Sulla’s face, he added impulsively, “Oh, do come! There will be no one there to poke or pry, Lucius Cornelius!”


  The look vanished. Sulla actually produced a smile. “All right then, Marcus Aemilius, I’ll come.”


  At the beginning of September the six men would have had the walk to themselves, for though Drusus had many clients, it was not normal practice for the clients to follow their patron home at the end of business in the Forum. Dawn was when they gathered at the patron’s house. Yet on this day of the eighth contio, Drusus’s following in the Comitia had grown so hugely that he and his five noble companions were the center of an excited crowd some two hundred strong. The escort was not comprised of important men, or wealthy men. Of the Third and Fourth Classes, even some of the Head Count, they had come to admire, wanting to honor this steadfast, indomitable, integral man. Since his second contio they had gathered to escort him home in ever-increasing numbers, and were particularly eager to do so today because the morrow would see the vote.


  “So it’s for tomorrow,” said Sulla to Drusus as they walked.


  “Yes, Lucius Cornelius. They have learned to know me and to trust me, from the knights with the plebeian power to all these small men surrounding us now. I can see no point in postponing the vote any longer. There’s a kind of fulcrum involved. If I am to succeed, I will succeed tomorrow.”


  “There’s no doubt you will succeed, Marcus Livius,” said Marius contentedly. “And I for one will be voting for you.”


  It was a very short walk; across the lower Forum to the Vestal Steps, a right turn onto the Clivus Victoriae, and Drusus’s house was upon them.


  “Come in, come in, my friends!” Drusus said cheerily to the crowd. “Go through to the atrium, and I will take my leave of you there.” To Scaurus he said very quietly, “Take the rest to my study and wait. I shan’t be long, but it’s courtesy to speak to them before I dismiss them.”


  While Scaurus and the other four noblemen hastened ahead to the study, Drusus shepherded his straggling escort through the vast peristyle-garden to the great double doors on the back wall of the colonnade at its far end. Beyond them lay the atrium, a lovely room vivid with colors, but dim now because the sun had gone down. For some time he stood in the middle of his admirers, joking and laughing, exhorting them to vote the right way on the morrow; in small groups they began to take their leave of him, those men about him dwindling away until only a few were left. The brief twilight was fading, and the shadows of that moment just before the lamps were lighted turned the recesses behind the pillars and in the many alcoves into impenetrable darkness.


  Oh, wonderful! The last few were turning to go. One of the men brushed hard against Drusus in the gloom, he felt the sinus of his toga yanked down, experienced a sharp and burning pain in his right groin, and bit back the noise he almost made because, though they were his admirers, these men were strangers nonetheless. Now they were hurrying, exclaiming at the way the light had suddenly gone, and anxious to get themselves home before night transformed the alleys of Rome into defiles boiling with dangers.


  Half-blinded by pain, Drusus stood in the doorway looking along the garden, his left arm raised, encumbered by the multiple folds of his toga; he watched until the door warden at the far end of the peristyle had let the men out into the street, then turned to walk to his study, where his friends waited. But the moment he moved, that inexplicable and dazzling pain exploded into fury. He could not stifle this scream, it ripped its way out of him with as little mercy as a harpy. Something warm and liquid was suddenly pouring down his right leg. Frightening!


  When Scaurus and the others burst out of the study, Drusus was standing with legs already buckling, his hand clasped against his right hip; he took the hand away and gazed at it in astonishment, for it was covered in blood. His blood. Down on his knees, he subsided slowly to the floor like a billowing sack with the air trapped beneath it, and lay, eyes wide open, gasping in growing pain.


  It was Marius, not Scaurus, who took control. He freed the right hip from folds of toga until the hilt of a knife protruding from the upper part of Drusus’s groin became visible, an answer to the mystery.


  “Lucius Cornelius, Quintus Mucius, Marcus Antonius, each of you go for a different doctor,” Marius said crisply. “Princeps Senatus, have the lamps lit immediately—all of them!”


  Without warning Drusus screamed again, a horrifying noise which rose to the starry painted sky of his atrium ceiling and lingered there like some audible bat blundering from beam to beam; and the atrium came to life, slaves flying everywhere crying out, Cratippus the steward helping Scaurus light the lamps, Cornelia Scipionis running into the room with all six children in her wake, rushing to her son’s side, kneeling on a floor now awash with blood.


  “Assassin,” said Marius tersely.


  “I must send for his brother,” said the mother, getting to her feet with the skirt of her gown soaked in blood.


  No one noticed the six children, who crept up behind Marius and gaped at the scene on the floor, enormous eyes taking in the spreading sheet of blood, their uncle’s awful twisted face, the dirty stubby thing growing out of his lower belly. He screamed now continuously, the pain growing as the internal bleeding compressed the great nerve-trunks feeding the leg; at each new cry of agony the children jumped, flinched, whimpered, until Young Caepio recollected himself enough to take his scrawny little brother Cato within his arm and push Cato’s quivering head against his chest, cutting off the sight of Uncle Marcus from little Cato’s bulging eyes.


  Only when Cornelia Scipionis returned were the children seen, banished under the escort of a weeping and shivering nurserymaid; the mother knelt again opposite Marius, as helpless as he.


  Sulla appeared at that moment, almost literally carrying Apollodorous Siculus, whom he threw to the ground beside Marius. “The cold-hearted mentula didn’t want to leave his dinner.”


  “He must be taken to his bed before I can examine him,” said the Sicilian Greek physician, still breathless from Sulla’s assault.


  So Marius, Sulla, Cratippus and two other servants lifted the shrieking Drusus from the floor, dragging a broad trail of bright red blood behind them from the soaked toga as they carried him to his big bed, where he and Servilia Caepionis had tried vainly for so many years to make children. The room, a small one, had been so stuffed with lamps it seemed as bright as day to those who dumped Drusus down.


  Other doctors were arriving; Marius and Sulla left them to it, joining the others in the atrium, from which place they could still hear Drusus screaming, screaming. When Mamercus ran in, Marius pointed toward the master’s bedroom, but made no move to follow.


  “We can’t leave,” said Scaurus, looking very old.


  “No, we can’t,” said Marius, feeling very old.


  “Then let’s move back to the study. We’ll be less in the way,” said Sulla, trembling from a combination of shock and the effort of dragging a reluctant doctor away from his dinner couch.


  “Jupiter, I don’t believe it!” cried Antonius Orator.


  “Caepio?” asked Scaevola, shivering.


  “I’d pick Varius the Spaniard cur,” said Sulla, teeth showing.


  They settled in the study feeling useless, impotent, as men do who are used to directing things, their ears still assaulted by those terrible cries emanating from the bedroom. But they hadn’t been in the study long when they discovered that Cornelia Scipionis was a true member of her formidable clan, for even in the midst of this ordeal she found the time to have wine and food sent to them, and gave them the services of a slave.


  When the doctors finally managed to remove the knife, it turned out to be ideal for the purpose upon which it had been employed; a wicked little wide-bladed, curved-bladed shoemaker’s knife.


  “It has been twisted completely around inside the wound,” said Apollodorus Siculus to Mamercus above the remorseless racket of Drusus’s cries.


  “What does that mean?” asked Mamercus, sweating in the heat of so many tiny tongues of flame, incapable yet of appreciating any of the implications, let alone all of them.


  “Everything is torn beyond repair, Mamercus Aemilius. The blood vessels, the nerves, the bladder, even, I think, the bowel.”


  “Can’t you give him something for the pain?”


  “I have already administered syrup of poppies, but I will give him more. Unfortunately I do not think it will help.”


  “What will help?” demanded Mamercus.


  “Nothing.”


  “Are you saying my son is going to die?” asked Cornelia Scipionis incredulously.


  “Yes, domina,” said the doctor with dignity. “Marcus Livius is bleeding both internally and externally, and we have not the skill to stop either. He must die.”


  “In such pain? Can you do nothing for that?” asked the mother.


  “There is no more effective drug in our pharmacopoeia than syrup of Anatolian poppies, domina. If that does not help him, nothing will.”


  All through the long night Drusus lay on his bed screaming, screaming, screaming. The sound of his agony penetrated into every last inch of that fabulous house, reached the ears of the six children huddled together in the nursery for company and comfort, little Cato’s head still buried in his brother’s arms, all of them weeping and whimpering, the memory of Uncle Marcus on the floor burning their minds and spoiling their lives, already spoiled from so much tragedy.


  But Young Caepio cradled his little brother Cato fiercely, kissing his hair. “See, I am here! Nothing can hurt you!”


  On the Clivus Victoriae people kept gathering until the crowd stretched for three hundred paces in either direction; even out there the sound of Drusus’s screaming was audible, echoed by sighs and sobs, smaller cries of smaller yet no less real pain.


  Inside, the Senate had gathered in the atrium, though Caepio did not come, nor Philippus, a prudent decision; and nor, noted Lucius Cornelius Sulla, poking his head round the door of the study, had Quintus Varius. Something moved in a pool of darkness near the exit to the loggia; Sulla slid silently around and out to see. A girl, perhaps thirteen or fourteen, dark and pretty.


  “What do you want?” he asked, suddenly materializing in front of her, a lamp directly behind him.


  She gasped as she looked up at the fiery halo of red-gold hair, thinking for a moment that she looked at the dead Cato Salonianus; her eyes blazed hate, then died down. “And who are you to ask me that?” she snapped with huge hauteur.


  “Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Who are you?”


  “Servilia.”


  “Back to bed, young lady. This is no place for you.”


  “I’m looking for my father,” she said.


  “Quintus Servilius Caepio?”


  “Yes, yes, my father!”


  Sulla laughed, not caring enough about her to spare her. “Why would he be here, silly child, when half the world suspects him of having Marcus Livius murdered?”


  Her eyes lit up again, this time with joy. “Is he truly going to die? Truly?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good!” she said savagely, opened a door, and disappeared.


  Sulla shrugged, went back to the study.


  Shortly after dawn, Cratippus appeared. “Marcus Aemilius, Gaius Marius, Marcus Antonius Lucius Cornelius, Quintus Mucius, the master is asking to see you.”


  The screams had died down to sporadic, gurgling moans; the men in the study understood the meaning of this, and made haste behind the steward, pushing through the clusters of senators waiting in the atrium.


  Drusus lay, his skin as white as the sheets, his face no more than a mask in which someone diabolical had inserted a brilliant, vital, beautiful pair of great dark eyes. To one side of him stood Cornelia Scipionis, tearless and rigid; to the other side stood Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus, tearless and rigid. The doctors had all gone.


  “My friends, I must depart,” said Drusus.


  “We understand,” Scaurus said gently.


  “My work will not be done now.”


  “No, it will not,” said Marius.


  “But to stop me, they had to do this.” He cried out in pain, but softly, worn out.


  “Who was it?” asked Sulla.


  “Any of seven men. I don’t know them. Ordinary men. Of the Third Class, I would say. Not Head Count.”


  “Have you received any threats?” asked Scaevola.


  “None.” He moaned again.


  “We will find the assassin,” said Antonius Orator.


  “Or the man who paid the assassin,” said Sulla.


  They stood around the foot of the bed in silence then, not wanting to waste any more of what little life Drusus had left. But at the very end, when he was gasping with the effort of breathing and the pain had died down to something he could bear, Drusus struggled to sit up, looking at them out of clouding eyes.


  “Ecquandone?” he asked, loudly, strongly. “Ecquandone similem mei civem habebit res publica? Who will ever be able to succor the Republic in my like?”


  The work of the little film creeping across those splendid eyes became complete; they glazed to an opaque gold. Drusus died.


  “No one, Marcus Livius,” said Sulla. “No one.”


  V


  91-90 B.C.


  [image: img16.jpg]


  1


  Quintus Poppaedius Silo received the news of Drusus’s death in a letter written by Cornelia II” Scipionis; it reached him in Marruvium not two days after the disaster, yet one more testament to the remarkable fortitude and presence of mind the mother of Drusus owned. Having promised her son she would tell Silo before he could learn the news in a roundabout way, she did not forget.


  Silo wept, but without surprise or genuine shock. Afterward, he found himself lighter, full of new purpose; the time of waiting and wondering was over at last. With the death of Marcus Livius Drusus, any hope of peacefully attaining Italian enfranchisement had evaporated.


  Off went letters to Gaius Papius Mutilus of the Samnites, Herius Asinius of the Marrucini, Publius Praesenteius of the Paeligni, Gaius Vidacilius of the Picentines, Gaius Pontidius of the Frentani, Titus Lafrenius of the Vestini, and whoever was currently leading the Hirpini, a nation famous for changing its praetors frequently. Only where to meet? All the Italian nations were acutely aware of the two Roman praetors trundling around the peninsula enquiring into “the Italian question,” and suspicious of any place having Roman or Latin status. Somewhere central to the majority and off the Roman track, yet on a good road—a Roman road, that is. The answer loomed in Silo’s mind almost immediately, rocky and forbidding, fortified with high walls, nestling in the lap of the central Apennines and with access to unfailing water. Corfinium on the Via Valeria and the river Aternus, a city of the Paeligni adjoining the lands of the Marrucini.


  There in Corfinium they met only days after the death of Drusus, the leaders of eight Italian nations, and many of their followers—the Marsi, the Samnites, the Marrucini, the Vestini, the Paeligni, the Frentani, the Picentes, and the Hirpini. Excited and determined.


  “It’s war,” said Mutilus in the council, almost the first words to be spoken. “It must be war, fellow Italians! Rome refuses to accord us the dignity and standing our deeds and our might have earned us. We will forge for ourselves an independent country having no truck with Rome or Romans, we will take back the Roman and Latin colonies founded within our borders, we will find our own destiny with our own men and our own money!”
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  Cheers and stamping feet greeted this militant declaration, a reaction Mutilus found exhilarating and Silo found heartening; for the one was consumed with hatred of Rome, and the other was devoid of faith in Rome.


  “No more taxes for Rome! No more soldiers for Rome! No more lands for Rome! No more Italian backs bared for Roman lashes! No more debt-bondage to Rome! No more bowing and scraping and saluting and groveling to Rome!” Mutilus shouted. “We will be a power unto ourselves! We will replace Rome! For Rome, fellow Italians, will be in ashes!”


  This meeting took place in Corfinium’s public marketplace, as Corfinium had no hall or forum great enough to hold the two thousand men who congregated there; so the cheers which greeted the second part of Mutilus’s short speech rose into the air and floated out over the city walls in a huge wave of sound that frightened birds and awed the populace.


  And it is done, thought Silo, listening. All the decisions have been taken.


  But there were many decisions yet to be taken. First, a new name for the new country.


  “Italia!” cried Mutilus.


  Then, a name for Italia’s new capital, hitherto Corfinium.


  “Italica!” cried Mutilus.


  After that, a government.


  “A council of five hundred men, drawn equally from all the nations which join Italia,” said Silo, to whom Mutilus had yielded willingly; Mutilus was Italia’s heart, Silo was Italia’s brain. “All our civil regulations, including our constitution, will be drawn up and administered by this concilium Italiae, which will be permanently based here in our new capital of Italica. But, as you all know very well, we must war with Rome before Italia can come into real existence. Therefore, until the war with Rome is concluded successfully—as it will be!—Italia will have an inner or war council consisting of twelve praetors and two consuls. Roman names, I know, but they will do, for simplicity’s sake if for no other. Always acting with the knowledge and consent of the concilium Italiae itself, this war council will be responsible for the conduct of our war against Rome.”


  “No one in Rome will believe it!” shouted Titus Lafrenius of the Vestini. “Two names? That’s all we have to offer! A name for a nonexistent country and a new name for an old city!”


  “Rome will believe it,” said Silo steadily, “when we start issuing coins and calling for architects to design the nucleus of a magnificent city! Our first currency will show the eight founding nations symbolized by eight men with drawn swords about to sacrifice the pig, Rome, and on the other side, the face of a new goddess in the Italian pantheon—Italia herself! For our animal, we will take the Samnite bull. For our patron god, we will take Liber Pater, the Father of Freedom, and he will lead a panther on a string, for that is how tame we will make Rome! And before a year is out, our new capital city of Italica will have a forum as large as that in Rome, a council house big enough for five hundred men, a temple to Italia grander than the temple of Ceres in Rome, and a temple to Jupiter Italiae greater than the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus in Rome! We will owe Rome nothing, as Rome will quickly see!”


  The cheering broke out anew; Silo stood on the tribunal and waited, smiling fiercely, until quiet descended again.


  “Rome will not find us divided!” he said. “So much do I swear to every man here, and to every man in a free Italia. We will pool our every resource, from men to money, from food to goods! And those who conduct the war against Rome in Italia’s name will work together more closely than any commanders in the history of war! All over Italia our soldiers are waiting for the call to arms! We have one hundred thousand men ready to take the field within days—and more will come, many more!” He paused, laughed aloud. “Within two years, my fellow Italians, I pledge you that it is Romans who will be crying out to become enfranchised citizens of Italia!”


  Because the cause was as just as it was deserving, as longed for as it was needed, there was virtually no skirmishing for the positions of power, and no internal strife; the council of five hundred buckled down to its civic duties that very day, while the inner council sat down to talk war.


  The magistrates of the inner council had been elected by the simple Greek show of hands, and even included two praetors from nations as yet to join Italia, so sure were the electors that the Lucani and the Venusini would be with them.


  The two consuls were Gaius Papius Mutilus of the Samnites and Quintus Poppaedius Silo of the Marsi. Among the praetors were Herius Asinius of the Marrucini, Publius Vettius Scato of the Marsi, Publius Praesenteius of the Paeligni, Gaius Vidacilius of the Picentes, Marius Egnatius of the Samnites, Titus Lafrenius of the Vestini, Titus Herennius of the Picentes, Gaius Pontidius of the Frentani, Lucius Afranius of the Venusini, and Marcus Lamponius of the Lucani.


  The war council, sitting inside the small meeting chamber of Corfinium/Italica, got down to business immediately also.


  “We must enlist the Etrurians and the Umbrians,” said Mutilus. “Unless they join us, we will never be able to isolate Rome from the north. And if we can’t isolate Rome from the north, she will be able to continue using the resources of Italian Gaul.”


  “The Etrurians and the Umbrians are a peculiar lot,” said the Marsian Scato. “They never have regarded themselves as Italian in the way we do ourselves—and the way Rome regards them, the fools!”


  “They did march in force to protest the breaking up of the ager publicus,” said Herius Asinius. “Surely that indicates they will stand with us?”


  “I think it indicates they won’t,” said Silo, frowning. “Of all the Italian nations, the Etrurians are the most closely tied to Rome, and the Umbrians just blindly follow the Etrurians. Whom do we know among them by name, for instance? No one! The trouble is that the Apennines have always shut them off from the rest of us to the east, Italian Gaul lies to their north, and Rome and Latium bound them to the south. They sell their pine and their pigs to Rome, not to other Italian nations.”


  “The pine I can see, but what do a few pigs matter?” asked the Picentine, Vidacilius.


  Silo grinned. “There are pigs and pigs, Gaius Vidacilius! Some pigs go oink-oink. Other pigs make wonderful mail-shirts.”


  “Pisae and Populonia!” said Vidacilius. “I take your point.”


  “Well, Etruria and Umbria are for the future,” said Mar-ius Egnatius. “I suggest we depute the most persuasive among our five hundred councillors outside to go and see their leaders, while we get down to what is more properly our business. War. How do we want to begin this war?”


  “Quintus Poppaedius, what do you say?” asked Mutilus.


  “We call our soldiers to arms. But while we’re doing that, I suggest that we lull Rome a little by sending a deputation to the Senate of Rome, asking again to be granted the citizenship.”


  Marius Egnatius snorted. “Let them use their citizenship the way a Greek uses a pretty boy!”


  “Oh, certainly,” said Silo pleasantly. “However, there’s no need to let them know that until we can provide them with a tool to ram it home in the person of our armies. We’re ready, yes, but it will take us at least a month to mobilize. I know for a fact that almost everybody in Rome thinks we’re years off being able to march. Therefore, why disillusion them? Another deputation will make it seem as if they’re right about our state of preparedness.”


  “I agree, Quintus Poppaedius,” said Mutilus.


  “Good. Then I suggest we pick a second lot of persuasive talkers from the five hundred councillors outside, to go to Rome. Led by at least one of the war council, I think.”


  “One thing I’m sure of,” said Vidacilius, “is that if we are to win this war, we must do it quickly. We have to hit the Romans hard and fast, on as many fronts as possible. We have wonderfully trained troops, and we’re well supplied with all the materials of war. We have superb centurions.” He paused, looking very dour. “However, we don’t have any generals.”


  “I disagree!” said Silo strongly. “If you mean by that we don’t have a Gaius Marius ready to hand, then you’re right. But he’s an old man now, and who else do the Romans have? Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar, he who prates that he beat the Cimbric Germans in Italian Gaul, when we all know it was Gaius Marius? They have Titus Didius, but he’s no Marius. More importantly, they have his legions in camp in Capua—four of them, and all veterans. Their best generals currently fighting are Sentius and Bruttius Sura in Macedonia, but no one would dare bring them home, they’re too busy.”


  “Before Rome will see herself conquered by the likes of us,” said Mutilus bitterly, “she’ll throw every province she has to the four winds and bring the lot home to fight. That is why we have to win this war in a hurry!”


  “I have one further thing to say about the subject of generals,” said Silo patiently. “It doesn’t really matter whom Rome has in her general’s cupboard, you know. Because Rome will behave as Rome always does—the consuls of the year will be the commanders in the field. I think we can discount Sextus Julius Caesar and Lucius Marcius Philippus—their terms are almost over. Who next year’s consuls are likely to be, I don’t know. However, they must surely have elected someone by now. Which is why I disagree with you, Gaius Vidacilius, and with you, Gaius Papius. We in this room have all done as much military service as any of the current crop of consular candidates in Rome. I for one have seen several major actions—and been privileged to see Rome lose horribly at Arausio! My praetor Scato, you yourself, Gaius Vidacilius, Gaius Papius, Herius Asinius, Marius Egnatius—why, there isn’t a man in this room who hasn’t served in his six campaigns! We know the command routines at least as well as whomsoever the Romans will field, both legates and commanders.”


  “We also have a great advantage,” said Praesenteius. “We know the country better than the Romans do. We’ve been training men up and down Italy for years now. Roman military experience is abroad, not in Italy. Once the legionaries are out of their recruit schools in Capua, they’re gone. It’s a pity Didius’s troops haven’t been shipped out yet, but those four legions of veterans are just about all the troops Rome has at her disposal, short of bringing overseas legions home.”


  “Didn’t Publius Crassus bring home troops from Further Spain when he celebrated his triumph?” asked Herius Asinius.


  “He did, but they were shipped back again when the Spains revolted as usual,” said Mutilus, in best situation to know what was going on in Capua. “Titus Didius’s four were kept in case they were needed in Asia Province and Macedonia.”


  At that moment a messenger came in from the marketplace with a note from the councillors; Mutilus took it, muttered his way through it several times, then laughed harshly.


  “Well, generals of the war council, it appears our friends out there in the public square are as determined as we are to see this thing done! I have here a document informing us that all the members of the concilium Italiae have agreed that every major town in Italia will pair itself with a town of like size in a different Italian state, and the two will exchange hostages—fifty children from all walks of life, no less!”


  “I’d call that evidence of mistrust,” said Silo.


  “I suppose it is. Nonetheless, it’s also physical proof of dedication and determination. I’d prefer to call it an act of faith, that every town in Italia is willing to put the lives of fifty of its children at risk,” said Mutilus. “The fifty from my town of Bovianum are to go to Marruvium, while Marruvium’s fifty go to my town of Bovianum. I see several more exchanges have already been decided—Asculum Picentum and Sulmo—Teate and Saepinum. Good!”


  Silo and Mutilus walked outside to confer with the grand council, and came back some time later to discover their fellow members of the war council had been talking strategy in their absence.


  “We march on Rome first,” said Titus Lafrenius.


  “Yes, but we don’t commit all our forces to it,” said Mutilus, sitting down. “If we proceed on the assumption that we’ll get no co-operation from Etruria and Umbria— and I think we must—then we can do nothing to the north of Rome for the moment. And we can’t allow ourselves to forget that northern Picenum is too firmly under the control of the Roman Pompeii to aid us either. Do you agree, Gaius Vidacilius, Titus Herennius?”


  “We must agree,” said Vidacilius heavily. “Northern Picenum is Roman. Pompey Strabo owns more than half of it personally—and what he doesn’t own, Pompeius Rufus does. We have a wedge between Sentinum and Camerinum, no more.”


  “Very well, we’ll have to abandon the north almost entirely,” said Mutilus. “East of Rome, we’re in much better condition, of course, once the Apennines start rising. And in the south of the peninsula we’ve an excellent chance of cutting Rome off completely from Tarentum and Brundisium. If Marcus Lamponius brings Lucania into Italia—and I’m sure he will—then we’ll also be able to isolate Rome from Rhegium.” He stopped to grimace. “However, there remain the lowlands of Campania, extending through Samnium to the Apulian Adriatic. And it’s here we must strike hardest at Rome, for several reasons. Chiefly because Rome thinks Campania is a spent force, undeniably Roman at last. But that is not true, gentlemen! They may hang on to Capua, they may hang on to Puteoli. But I think we can take the rest of Campania off Rome! And if we do that, we take their best seaports near to Rome, we cut their access to the big and vital seaports of the far south, we deprive them of their best local growing lands—and we isolate Capua. Once we have Rome fighting defensively, Etruria and Umbria will scramble to throw in their lots with us. We have to control every road into Rome on her east and her south, and we have to make a bid to control the Via Flaminia and the Via Cassia as well. Once Etruria comes in on our side, of course, we’ll own every last Roman road. If necessary, we can then starve Rome out.”


  “There, Gaius Vidacilius, you see?” asked Silo triumphantly. “Who says we don’t have any generals?”


  Vidacilius lifted his hands in surrender. “I take your point, Quintus Poppaedius! In Gaius Papius, we have a general.”


  “I think you’ll find,” said Mutilus, “that we have a dozen good generals without going outside this room.”


  2


  On the same day that the new nation of Italia was formed and its most prominent men settled down in the new capital city of Italica to deliberate, the praetor Quintus Servilius of the Augur’s family commenced to ride along the Via Salaria from the port city of Firmum Picenum, going in the direction of Rome at last. Since June he had patrolled the lands north of Rome, heading up through the fertile rolling hills of Etruria to the river Arnus, which formed the boundary of Italian Gaul; from there he went east into Umbria, thence south into Picenum, and down the Adriatic coast. He had, he felt, acquitted himself very well. No Italian stone had gone unturned—and if he had discovered no deep-laid plots, that was because there were no deep-laid plots, he was sure of it.


  His progress had been royal in all save name. Dowered with a proconsular imperium, he enjoyed the sumptuous panoply of riding behind twelve crimson-clad, black-and-brass-belted lictors bearing the axes in their bundles of rods. Ambling along on a snow-white palfrey, clad in silver-plated armor with a purple tunic underneath, Quintus Servilius of the Augur’s family had unconsciously borrowed from King Tigranes of Armenia by ordering that a slave travel beside him holding a parasol to shade him from the sun. Had Lucius Cornelius Sulla only seen him, that strange man would have laughed himself sick. And probably proceeded to haul Quintus Servilius off his demure little lady’s mount and rub his face in the dust.


  Each day a group of Quintus Servilius’s servants rushed ahead of him to find the best accommodation available, usually in some local magnate’s or magistrate’s villa; that he was indifferent as to how the rest of his entourage fared was typical of him. As well as his lictors and a large party of slaves, he was escorted by twenty heavily armed and beautifully mounted troopers. With him for much-needed company on this leisurely progress he took as his legate one Fonteius, a rich nonentity who had just purchased himself a small share of glory by donating (along with a huge dowry) his daughter, Fonteia, aged seven, to the College of Vestal Virgins.


  It seemed to Quintus Servilius of the Augur’s family that much senatorial fuss had been made about nothing in Rome, but he was disinclined to complain, having seen more of Italy than he had ever thought to see, and under circumstances of unparalleled deliciousness. Wherever he went, he was feted and feasted; his money chest was still more than half full due to the generosity of his hosts and the awesome power of a proconsular imperium, which meant he would finish the year of his praetorship nicely plump in the purse—and at the expense of the State.


  The Via Salaria of course was the Old Salt Road, Rome’s original key to prosperity in the days before the kings, when the salt mined from the flats at Ostia had been disseminated along this road by Latin merchant-soldiers. However, in these modern times the Via Salaria had dwindled in importance to the point where its roadbed was not kept up by a negligent State, as Quintus Servilius discovered shortly after he left Firmum Picenum. Washouts due to past flooding plagued him every few miles, there was not a scrap of surface left atop the rounded stones of the foundations — and, to cap everything, when he entered the pass to the next town of any importance, Asculum Picentum, he found his passage barred by a landslide. It took his men a day and a half to clear a safe path, time which poor Quintus Servilius was obliged to spend at the site of the landslide in conditions of acute discomfort.


  The journey from the coast was steeply uphill, for the eastern littoral was narrow, the spine of the Apennines looming close and very tall. Yet inland Asculum Picentum was the largest and most important town in all southern Picenum, surrounded by a daunting circumference of high stone walls which echoed the daunting peaks of the mountains also encircling the city. The river Truentius flowed nearby, little more than a string of waterholes at this time of the year, but the clever Asculans had tapped their water supply from a layer of gravel well below the riverbed.


  His advance guard of servants had done their work, Quintus Servilius discovered when he reached the main gates of Asculum Picentum at last; there he was welcomed by a small gathering of obviously prosperous merchants who spoke Latin instead of Greek, and all wore the togas of Roman citizenship.


  Quintus Servilius dismounted from his snow-white lady’s horse, hitched his purple cloak across his left shoulder, and received his welcoming committee with gracious condescension.


  “This isn’t a Roman or Latin colony, is it?” he asked vaguely, his knowledge of such things not as good as it ought have been, especially given that he was a Roman praetor traveling Italy.


  “No, Quintus Servilius, but there are about a hundred of us Roman businessmen living here,” said the leader of the deputation, whose name was Publius Fabricius.


  “Then where are the leading Picentines?” demanded Quintus Servilius indignantly. “I expect to be met by the natives too!”


  Fabricius looked apologetic. “The Picentines have been avoiding us Romans for months, Quintus Servilius. Why, I don’t know! However, they seem to be harboring a lot of ill feeling toward us. And today is a local festival in honor of Picus.”


  “Picus?” Quintus Servilius blinked. “They have a festival in honor of a woodpecker?”


  They were walking through the gates into a small square festooned with garlands of autumn flowers, its cobbles strewn with rose petals and tiny daisies.


  “Hereabouts, Picus is a kind of Picentine Mars,” said Fabricius. “He was the King of Old Italy, they believe, and he led the Picentes from their original Sabine lands across the mountains to what we call Picenum. When they got here, Picus transformed himself into a woodpecker, and marked out their boundaries by drilling the trees.”


  “Oh,” said Quintus Servilius, losing interest.


  Fabricius conducted Quintus Servilius and his legate Fonteius to his own splendid mansion on the highest point within the city, having arranged that lictors and troopers be quartered nearby in appropriate comfort, and having managed to accommodate the party’s slaves within his own slave quarters. Quintus Servilius began to expand under this deferential and luxurious treatment, especially after he saw his room, quite the best in a very nice house.


  The day was hot, the sun still overhead; the two Romans bathed, then joined their host on the loggia overlooking the city, its impressive walls, and the more impressive mountains beyond, a grander view than most city houses anywhere owned.


  “If you would like, Quintus Servilius,” said Fabricius when his guests appeared, “we could go to the theater this afternoon. They’re playing Plautus’s Bacchides.”


  “That sounds delightful,” said Quintus Servilius, sitting in a shady, cushioned chair. “I haven’t been to see a play since I left Rome.” He sighed voluptuously. “Flowers everywhere, I noticed, yet hardly a person on the streets. Is that because of this woodpecker’s festival?”


  Fabricius frowned. “No. Apparently it has something to do with a peculiar new policy the Italians have adopted. Fifty Asculan children—all Italians—were sent off to Sulmo early this morning, and Asculum is waiting to receive fifty of Sulmo’s children in place of their own.”


  “How extraordinary! If one didn’t know better, one might be excused for presuming they’re exchanging hostages,” said Quintus Servilius comfortably.’’ Are the Picentes thinking of going to war against the Marrucini? That’s what it seems like, doesn’t it?”


  “I haven’t heard of any rumors of war,” said Fabricius.


  “Well, they’ve sent fifty Asculan children off to a town of the Marrucini and they’re expecting fifty Marrucine children in their place, so it certainly suggests uneasy relations between the Picentes and the Marrucini, to say the least.” Quintus Servilius giggled. “Oh, wouldn’t it be wonderful if they started fighting each other? It would certainly keep their minds off acquiring our citizenship, not so?’’ He sipped his wine and looked up, startled. “My dear Publius Fabricius! Chilled wine?”


  “A nice conceit, isn’t it?” asked Fabricius, pleased that he could actually astonish a Roman praetor with a name as old and famous and patrician as Servilius. “I send an expedition to the snows every second day, and have enough snow brought down to chill my wine all through summer and autumn.”


  “Delicious,” said Quintus Servilius, leaning back in his chair. “What’s your line?” he asked abruptly.


  “I have an exclusive contract with most of the orchardists hereabouts,” said Publius Fabricius. “I buy all their apples and pears and quinces. The best of them I ship straight to Rome for sale as fresh fruit. The rest I make into jam in my little factory, then I send the jam to Rome. I’ve also got a contract for chick-pea.’’


  “Oh, very nice!”


  “Yes, I must say I’ve done very well,” said Fabricius in tones of distinct self-congratulation. “Mind you, it’s typical of the Italians that once they see a man with the Roman citizenship start living better than they are, they begin to carp about monopolies and unfair trade practices and all the rest of that idler’s rubbish. The truth is, they don’t want to work, and those who do don’t have business heads! If it were left to them, their fruit and produce would rot on the ground. I didn’t come to this cold and desolate hole to steal their businesses, I came here to establish a business! When I first started, they couldn’t do enough for me, they were so grateful. Now, I’m persona non grata with every Italian in Asculum. And my Roman friends here all tell the same story, Quintus Servilius.”


  “It’s a story I’ve heard before, from Saturnia to Ariminum,” said the praetor delegated to look into “the Italian question.”


  When the sun was about a third of the way down the western sky and the heat was beginning in that cool mountain air to diminish, Publius Fabricius and his distinguished guests walked to the theater, a temporary wooden structure built against the city wall so that the audience was shaded while the sun still lit up the scaena upon which the play would be performed. Perhaps five thousand Picentines were already installed, though not in the two front rows of the semicircular building; those seats were reserved for the Romans.


  Fabricius had made some last-minute alterations to the center of the very first row, where he had erected a pleasant dais shaded by a canopy. It contained enough room for the curule chair of Quintus Servilius, a chair for his legate Fonteius, and a third chair for Fabricius himself. That the structure obscured the view of those in the rows immediately behind didn’t worry him at all. His guest was a Roman praetor with a proconsular imperium—far more important than a lot of Italians.


  The party entered the auditorium through a tunnel beneath the curving cavea, and emerged on an aisle perhaps twelve rows from the dais, which fronted on to the orchestra, an unoccupied half circle of space between audience and stage. First came the strutting lictors shouldering their axed fasces, then came the praetor and his legate with a beaming Fabricius trotting beside them, and behind came the twenty troopers. Fabricius’s wife—to whom the Roman visitors had not been introduced—sat with her friends to the right of the dais, but in the row behind; the front row was reserved exclusively for Roman citizen men.


  As the party appeared, a great murmur ran through the rows upon rows of Picentines, who leaned forward, craning their necks to see; the murmur grew to a growl, a roar, a howl, larded with boos and hisses. Though secretly astonished and dismayed at this hostile reception, Quintus Servilius of the Augur’s family stalked, nose in air, onto the dais, and placed himself regally in his ivory seat, looking for all the world like the patrician Servilius he was not. Fonteius and Fabricius followed, while the lictors and troopers filed into the front-row seats on either side of and adjacent to the dais, tucking spears and fasces between their bare knees.


  The play began, one of Plautus’s finest and funniest— and one of his most delightfully musical. The cast was a strolling one, but good, of mixed origins in that some were Roman, some were Latin, and some were Italian; of Greeks there were none, as this company specialized in Latin comedy theater. The festival of Picus in Asculum Picentum was one of their regular stops each year, but this year the mood was different; the undercurrents of anti-Roman feeling running through the Picentine audience were entirely new. So the actors threw themselves into their routines with redoubled vigor, broadened the funny lines with additional nuances of walk and gesture, and determined that before the performance was over, they would have succeeded in jollying the Picentines out of their ill humor.


  Unfortunately the ranks were split between the players too; while a pair of Romans acted shamelessly to the men on the dais, the Latins and the Italians concentrated upon the native Asculans. After the prologue came the establishment of the plot, some hilarious exchanges between the major characters, and a pretty duet sung against the warbling of a flute. Then came the first canticum, a glorious tenor aria sung to the accompaniment of a lyre. The singer, an Italian from Samnium as famous for his ability to alter the playwright’s lines as for his voice, stepped to the front of the stage and played directly to the dais of honor.


  “All hail to thee, praetor of Rome!


  All hail to thee, and get thee home!


  What need have we at this Picalia


  To blinded be by Rome’s regalia?


  Look at him raised to haughty height


  Never amazed by any sight!


  It is not fair, men of Asc’lum


  That he should share our ergast’lum!


  Come one come all, let’s toss him out!


  Let’s see him fall, the filthy lout!


  He sits too tall on his iv’ry seat—


  Just got one ball and it’s dead meat!


  Give him a kick, the Roman prick,


  Make him real sick with ours to lick!”


  He got no further with his invented song. One of Quintus Servilius’s bodyguards disengaged his spear from between his knees, and without even bothering to get up, threw it; the Samnite tenor fell dead, the spear protruding hideously through back and front, his face still wearing its look of utter contempt.


  A profound silence descended, the Picentine audience not able to believe what had happened, no one sure what to do. And as they sat numbed, the Latin actor Saunio, a favorite of the crowd, bounded to the far side of the stage and began feverishly to talk while four of his fellows dragged the body away and the two Roman actors disappeared in a hurry.


  “Dear Picentes, I am not a Roman!” Saunio cried, clinging like an ape to one of the pillars and jigging up and down, his mask dangling from the fingers of one hand. “Do not, I implore you, lump me in with those fellows there!” He pointed to the Roman dais. “I am a mere Latin, dear Picentes, I too suffer the fasces marching up and down our beloved Italy, I too deplore the acts of these arrogant Roman predators!”


  At which point Quintus Servilius rose from his ivory curule chair, stepped down from the dais, walked across the orchestra space, and mounted the stage.


  “If you don’t want a spear through your chest, actor, get yourself off!” said Quintus Servilius to Saunio. “Never in my life have I had to put up with such insults! Think yourselves lucky, you Italian scum, that I don’t order my men to kill the lot of you!”


  He turned from Saunio to the audience, the acoustics so good he was able to speak in a normal voice and be heard at the very top of the cavea. “I shall not forget what was said here!” he snapped. “Roman auctoritas has been mortally offended! The citizens of this Italian dungheap will pay dearly, so much I promise you!”


  What happened next happened so quickly that no one afterward quite understood its mechanics; the whole five thousand Picentines in the audience descended in one screaming, flailing mass upon the two Roman front rows, leaping to the vacant half circle of the orchestra and turning there to fall upon troopers and lictors and togate Roman citizens in a solid wall of moving bodies and plucking, pulling, pinching hands. Not one spear was raised, not one sword was drawn, not one axe was detached from its surrounding bundle of rods; troopers and lictors, togate men and their ornamented women, all were literally torn apart. The front of the theater became a welter of blood, bits of bodies were thrown like balls from one side of the orchestra to the other. The crowd shrieked and squealed shrilly, wept with joy and hate, and reduced forty Roman officials and two hundred Roman businessmen and their women to chunks of bleeding meat. Fonteius and Fabricius perished among the first.


  Nor did Quintus Servilius of the Augur’s family escape. Some of the crowd jumped onto the stage before he could think of moving, and took exquisite pleasure in tearing off his ears, twisting his nose until it came away, gouging out his eyes, ripping his fingers off all cruelly bitten by their rings, and then, as he screamed without pause, they lifted him at feet and hands and head, and pulled him effortlessly into six heaving pieces.


  When it was finished the Picentines of Asculum cheered and danced, heaped the various bits of every Roman slain in the theater upon a pile in the forum, and ran through the streets dragging those Romans who had not gone to see the play to their deaths. By nightfall, no Roman citizen or relative of a Roman citizen remained alive within Asculum Picentum. The town shut its massive gates and began to discuss how it would both provision itself and survive. No one regretted the madness of a moment; it was rather as if the action had finally lanced a huge festering abscess of hate within them, and now they could enjoy that hate, vow never again to tolerate Rome.
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  Four days after the events at Asculum Picentum, the news of them reached Rome. The two Roman actors had escaped the stage and hidden, shivering in terror, watching the ghastly slaughter in the theater, then had fled the city just before the gates were closed. It took them four days to get to Rome, walking part of the way, begging seats in mule carts and pillion rides on horses, too terrified to say a word about Asculum Picentum until they reached safety. As they were actors, the tale lost nothing in its retelling; all of Rome recoiled in incredulous horror, the Senate donned mourning for its lost praetor, and the Vestal Virgins made an offering for Fonteius, the father of their newest little acquisition.


  If anything about the massacre could be termed fortunate, it was perhaps that the elections in Rome had already taken place, thus sparing the Senate at least the ordeal of having to cope with Philippus unaided. Lucius Julius Caesar and Publius Rutilius Lupus were the new consuls, a good man in Caesar tied by economic necessity to a conceited but rich inadequacy like Lupus. It was another eight-praetor year, with the usual mixture of patrician and plebeian, competent and incompetent, getting in; the new consul Lucius Julius Caesar’s cross-eyed younger brother, Caesar Strabo, was a curule aedile. The quaestors included none other than Quintus Sertorius, whose winning of the Grass Crown in Spain would procure him any and every office. Gaius Marius, the cousin of his mother, had already ensured that Sertorius possessed the senatorial census; when a new pair of censors were elected, he was sure to be admitted to the Senate. Of law courts he may have seen little, but for such a young man, his name was quite famous, and he had that magical appeal to the general populace Gaius Marius also possessed.


  Among an unusually impressive collection of tribunes of the plebs was one hideous name—Quintus Varius Severus Hybrida Sucronensis, already vowing that the moment the new college entered office, he would see that those who had supported citizenship for Italy would pay, from the highest to the lowest. When the news of the massacre at Asculum Picentum arrived, it provided Varius with wonderful ammunition; not yet in office, he canvassed tirelessly among the knights and Forum frequenters for support of his program of vengeance in the Plebeian Assembly. For the Senate, exasperated by the harping reproaches of Philippus and Caepio, the old year could not wind down quickly enough.


  Then hard on the heels of the news from Asculum Picentum came a deputation of twenty Italian noblemen from the new capital of Italica, though they said nothing about Italica or Italia; they simply demanded an audience with the Senate on the matter of granting the franchise to every man south of—not the Arnus and the Rubico, but—the Padus in Italian Gaul! That new boundary had been shrewdly calculated to antagonize everyone in Rome from Senate to Head Count, for the leaders of the new nation Italia no longer wanted to be enfranchised. They wanted war.


  Closeted with the delegation in the Senaculum, a little building adjacent to the temple of Concord, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus attempted to deal with this piece of blatant impudence. A loyal supporter of Drusus, after the death of Drusus he saw no point in continuing to press for a general enfranchisement; he liked being alive.


  “You may tell your masters that nothing can be negotiated until full reparation for Asculum Picentum has been made,” said Scaurus disdainfully. “The Senate will not see you.”


  “Asculum Picentum is simply steely evidence of how strongly all Italy feels,” said the leader of the delegation, Publius Vettius Scato of the Marsi. “It is not in our power to demand anything of Asculum Picentum, anyway. That decision belongs to the Picentes.”


  “That decision,” said Scaurus harshly, “belongs to Rome.”


  “We ask again that the Senate see us,” said Scato.


  “The Senate will not see you,” said Scaurus, adamant.


  Whereupon the twenty men turned to leave, none looking at all downcast, Scaurus noted. Last to go, Scato slipped a rolled document into Scaurus’s hand. “Please take this, Marcus Aemilius, on behalf of the Marsi,” he said.


  Scaurus didn’t open the document until he got home, when his scribe, to whom he had entrusted it, gave it back to him. Pulling it apart with some annoyance because he had forgotten it, he began to decipher its contents with growing amazement.


  At dawn he summoned a meeting of the Senate, poorly attended because of the short notice; as usual, Philippus and Caepio did not bother to turn up. But Sextus Caesar did, as did the incoming consuls and praetors, all the outgoing tribunes of the plebs and most of the incoming ones—with the conspicuous exception of Varius. The consulars were present; counting heads, Sextus Caesar saw in some relief that he did have a quorum after all.


  “I have here,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus, “a document signed by three men of the Marsi—Quintus Poppaedius Silo, who calls himself consul—Publius Vettius Scato, who calls himself praetor—and Lucius Fraucus, who calls himself councillor. I shall read it out to you.


  “To the Senate and People of Rome. We, the elected representatives of the Marsic nation, do hereby on behalf of our people declare that we withdraw from our Allied status with Rome. That we will not pay to Rome any taxes, tithes, duties, or dues which may be demanded of us. That we will not contribute troops to Rome. That we will take back from Rome the town of Alba Fucentia and all its lands. Please regard this as a declaration of war.”


  The House hummed; Gaius Marius extended his hand for the document, and Scaurus gave it to him. Slowly it went round the ranks of those present, until everyone had seen for himself that it was both genuine and unequivocal.


  “It appears that we have a war on our hands,” said Marius.


  “With the Marsi?” asked Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus. “I know when I spoke to Silo outside the Colline Gate he said it would be war—but the Marsi couldn’t defeat us! They don’t have enough people to go to war against Rome! Those two legions he had with him would be about as many as the Marsi could scrape up.”


  “It does seem peculiar,” admitted Scaurus.


  “Unless,” said Sextus Caesar, “there are other Italian nations involved as well.”


  But that no one would believe, including Marius. The meeting dissolved without any conclusion being reached, save that it would be prudent to keep a closer eye on Italy— only not with another pair of itinerant praetors! Servius Sulpicius Galba, the praetor deputed to investigate “the Italian question” to the south of Rome, had written to say he was on his way back. When he arrived, the House thought it would be in better case to decide what ought to be done. War with Italy? Perhaps so. But not yet.


  “I know that when Marcus Livius was alive, I believed with fervor that war with Italy was just around the corner,” said Marius to Scaurus as the meeting broke up, “but now that he’s gone, I cannot credit it! And I have been asking myself if it was just that way he had. Now—I don’t honestly know. Are the Marsi in this alone? Surely they must be! And yet—I never thought of Quintus Poppaedius Silo as a fool.”


  “I echo everything you have just said, Gaius Marius,” Scaurus agreed. “Oh, why didn’t I read that paper while Scato was still inside Rome? The gods are toying with us, I feel it in my bones.”


  Of course the time of year militated against anything outside of Rome occupying senatorial minds, no matter how serious or how puzzling; no one wanted to make decisions when one pair of consuls was almost at the end of their term, and the incoming pair was still feeling their way anent House alliances.


  Thus it was that internal affairs preoccupied both Senate and Forum during December; the most trivial incidents, because close at hand and essentially Roman, outweighed the Marsic declaration of war easily. Among the more trivial incidents was the vacant priesthood of Marcus Livius Drusus. Even after so many years, Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus still felt he should have been given the place given to Drusus; so he was very quick to put up the name of his elder son, Gnaeus, recently engaged to Cornelia Cinna, the oldest daughter of the patrician Lucius Cornelius Cinna. The pontificate of course belonged to a plebeian, as Drusus had been a plebeian. By the time the nominations were all in, the list of candidates read like a plebeian honor roll. It included Metellus Pius the Piglet, another man existing in a smoldering resentment, as his father’s place had gone by election to Gaius Aurelius Cotta. Then at the last moment Scaurus Princeps Senatus stunned everyone by putting up a patrician name—Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus, the brother of Drusus.


  “It’s not legal on two counts!” snarled Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus. “Number one, he’s a patrician. Number two, he’s an Aemilius, and you’re already a pontifex, Marcus Aemilius, which means another Aemilius can’t belong.”


  “Rubbish!” said Scaurus roundly. “I’m not nominating him as an adopted Aemilius, but as the blood brother of the dead priest. He’s a Livius Drusus, and I say he must be nominated.”


  The College of Pontifices finally agreed that in this situation Mamercus should be accounted a Livius Drusus, and permitted his name to be added to the list of candidates. How fond of Drusus the electors had become was soon obvious; Mamercus carried all seventeen tribes and succeeded to the priesthood of his brother.


  More serious—or so it seemed at the time—was the conduct of Quintus Varius Severus Hybrida Sucronensis. When the new College of Tribunes of the Plebs entered office on the tenth day of December, Quintus Varius immediately moved that a law be placed on the tablets to treason-try every man who had been known to support the general enfranchisement of Italy. All nine of his colleagues promptly vetoed even the discussion of such an act. But Varius took his example from Saturninus, filled the Comitia with louts and hirelings, and succeeded in intimidating the rest of the college into withdrawing their vetos. He also succeeded in intimidating all other opposition, with the result that the New Year saw the establishment of a special treason court all of Rome began to call the Varian Commission, empowered to try only those men who had supported enfranchisement of the Italians. Its terms of reference were so vague and flexible that almost anyone could find himself arraigned, its jury composed purely of knights.


  “He’ll use it to pursue his own enemies—and the enemies of Philippus and Caepio,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus, who made no secret of his opinion. “Wait and see! This is the most disgraceful piece of legislation ever foisted upon us!”


  That Scaurus was right Varius demonstrated in the selection of his first victim, the stiff, formal, ultra-conservative praetor of five years earlier, Lucius Aurelius Cotta. Half brother of Aurelia on her father’s side. Never an ardent proponent of enfranchisement, Cotta had nonetheless swung round to it—along with many others in the Senate—during those days when Drusus had fought so strenuously in the House; one of the most cogent reasons behind Cotta’s change of heart was his detestation of Philippus and Caepio. He then made the mistake of cutting Quintus Varius dead.


  This oldest Cotta of his generation was an excellent choice for the Varian Commission’s first victim; not as high as the consulars, nor as low as the pedarii. If Varius gained a conviction, his court would become an instrument of terror for the Senate. The first day’s proceedings showed Lucius Cotta all too clearly what his fate was going to be, for the jury impaneled was stuffed with haters of the Senate, and scant notice of the defense’s jury challenges was taken by the court president, the enormously powerful knight-plutocrat Titus Pomponius.


  “My father is wrong,” said young Titus Pomponius, standing in the crowd which had gathered to watch the Varian Commission swing into action.


  His auditor was another member of Scaevola the Augur’s little band of legal acolytes, Marcus Tullius Cicero, four years his junior in age, forty years his senior in intellect— if not in common sense.


  “How do you mean?” asked Cicero, who had gravitated to young Titus Pomponius after the death of Sulla’s son. That had been the first real tragedy of Cicero’s life; even so many months later, he still found himself mourning and missing his dear dead friend.


  “This obsession my father has to get into the Senate,” said young Titus Pomponius gloomily. “It eats at him, Marcus Tullius! Not one thing does he do that isn’t directed toward the Senate. Including snapping up Quintus Varius’s wheedling bait to be president of this court. Of course the invalidation of Marcus Livius Drusus’s laws destroyed his certain selection for the Senate, and Quintus Varius has used that to lure him into this. He’s been promised that if he does as he’s told, he’ll get his Senate membership as soon as the new censors are elected.”


  “But your father’s in business,” objected Cicero. “He’d have to give it all up except for owning land if he became a senator.”


  “Oh, don’t worry, he would!” said young Titus Pomponius, voice bitter. “Here am I, not quite twenty years old, already doing most of the work in the firm—and scant thanks I get, I can tell you! He’s actually ashamed of being in business!”


  “What has all this got to do with your father’s being wrong?” asked Cicero.


  “Everything, you dunce!” said young Titus. “He wants to get into the Senate! But he’s wrong to want that. He’s a knight, and one of Rome’s ten most important knights, at that. I can see nothing wrong with being one of Rome’s ten most important knights. He has the Public Horse—which he will pass on to me—everyone asks his advice, he’s a great power in the Comitia, and a consultant to the tribunes of the Treasury. Yet what does he want? To be a senator! To be one of those fools in the back row who never even get a chance to speak, let alone speak well!”


  “You mean he’s a social climber,” said Cicero. “Well, I can see nothing wrong with that. So am I.”


  “My father is already socially the best, Marcus Tullius! By birth and by wealth. The Pomponii are very closely related right down the generations to the Caecilii of the Pilius branch, and you can’t do better than that without being a patrician.” Born to the highest knightly nobility, young Titus went on without realizing how his words would hurt: he said, “I can understand your being a social climber, Marcus Tullius. When you get into the Senate you’ll be a New Man, and if you attain the consulship, you’ll ennoble your family. Which means you’ll have to cultivate every famous man you possibly can, plebeian and patrician. Whereas my father’s becoming a pedarius senator would actually be a backward step.”


  “Getting into the Senate is never a backward step!” said Cicero, smarting. Young Titus’s words contained additional sting these days; Cicero had come to understand that the moment he said he came from Arpinum, he was immediately smeared with a little of the same ordure reserved for Arpinum’s most famous citizen, Gaius Marius. If Gaius Marius was an Italian with no Greek, what else could Marcus Tullius Cicero be than a better-educated version of Gaius Marius? The Tullii Cicerones had never been over-fond of the Marii, despite the occasional marriage between the clans; but since arriving in Rome, young Marcus Tullius Cicero had learned to loathe Gaius Marius. And to loathe his birthplace.


  “Anyway,” said young Titus Pomponius, “when I am paterfamilias, I am going to be perfectly content with my knight’s lot. If the censors both get down on their knees to me, they’ll beg in vain! For I swear to you, Marcus Tullius, that I will never, never, never enter the Senate!”


  In the meantime, Lucius Cotta’s despair was becoming more evident. It was therefore no surprise when the court reconvened the next day to learn that Lucius Aurelius Cotta had chosen to go into voluntary exile rather than wait for an inevitable verdict of CONDEMNO. This ploy at least enabled a man to gather most of his assets and take them with him into exile; if he waited and was convicted, his assets would be confiscated by the court, and the ensuing exile harder to bear because of lack of funds.


  It was a bad time to have to liquidate capital assets, for, while the Senate vacillated in a mood of sheer disbelief and the Comitia were absorbed in the doings of Quintus Varius, the business community sniffed something nasty in the wind, and took appropriate measures. Money went into immediate hiding, shares tottered, the smaller companies held emergency meetings. Manufacturers and importers of luxury goods debated the possibility of strict sumptuary laws should a war ensue, and concocted schemes for switching their lines of goods to war essentials.


  Nothing happened to convince the Senate that the Marsic declaration of war was sincere; no word came of an army on the march, no word came of any kind of martial preparations in any Italian nation. The only worrying thing, perhaps, was that Servius Sulpicius Galba, the praetor delegated to look into matters in the south of the peninsula, did not come to Rome. Instead, he had lapsed into complete silence.


  The Varian Commission gathered impetus. Lucius Calpurnius Bestia was convicted and sent into exile, his property confiscated; so was Lucius Memmius, who went to Delos. Halfway through January Antonius Orator was arraigned, but gave such a magnificent speech—and was so cheered by the Forum crowds—that the jury prudently decided to acquit him. Angry at this fickle conduct, Quintus Varius retaliated by charging Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus with treason.


  Scaurus appeared totally unattended to answer the indictment, clad in his toga praetexta and positively radiating the awesome aura of his dignitas and auctoritas. Impassively he listened to Quintus Varius (who was conducting every prosecution himself) reel off the long list of his wrongdoings in regard to the Italians. When Varius finally stopped speaking, Scaurus snorted. He turned not to face the jury, but to face the crowd.


  “Did you hear that, Quirites!” he thundered. “A half-breed upstart from Sucro in Spain accuses Scaurus, Princeps Senatus, of treason! Scaurus denies the charge! Whom do you believe?”


  “Scaurus, Scaurus, Scaurus!” chanted the crowd. Then the jury joined in, and finally left its seats to chair Scaurus on its shoulders in a triumphant parade all around the lower Forum.


  “The fool!” said Marius to Scaurus afterward. “Did he really think he could convict you of treason? Did the knights think it?”


  “After the knights succeeded in convicting poor Publius Rutilius, I imagine they thought they could convict anyone if only they were given the chance,” said Scaurus, adjusting his toga, which had become a little disorganized during his ride.


  “Varius should have started his campaign against the more formidable consulars with me, not you,” said Marius. “When Marcus Antonius got off, there was a strong message in it. A message now well and truly driven home! I predict Varius will suspend his activities for a few weeks, then start again—but with less august victims. Bestia doesn’t matter, everyone knows him for a wolfshead. And poor Lucius Cotta didn’t have enough clout. Oh, the Aurelii Cottae are powerful, but they don’t like Lucius—they like the boys his uncle Marcus Cotta bred from Rutilia.” Marius paused, eyebrows dancing wildly. “Of course, Varius’s real disadvantage is that he’s not a Roman. You are. I am. He’s not. He doesn’t understand.”


  Scaurus refused to rise to the bait. “Nor do Philippus and Caepio understand,” he said scornfully.


  4


  The month which Silo and Mutilus had allowed for mobilization was ample. Yet at the end of it, not one Italian army marched. There were two reasons. One, Mutilus could see; the other drove him to the brink of despair. Dickering with the leaders of Etruria and Umbria proceeded at a snail’s pace, and nobody in the war council or the grand council wanted to start aggression before they had an idea what the results might be; that, Mutilus could see. But there was also a curious reluctance to be the first to march—not from fear, rather from an ingrained, centuries-old awe of Rome; and that, Mutilus deplored.


  “Let us wait until Rome makes the first move,” said Silo in the war council.


  “Let us wait until Rome makes the first move,” said Lucius Fraucus in the grand council.


  When he learned that the Marsi had delivered a declaration of war to the Senate, Mutilus had been furious, thinking that Rome would mobilize at once. But Silo had remained unrepentant.


  “It’s the proper thing to do,” he maintained. “There are laws governing war, just as there are laws governing every aspect of men’s conduct. Rome cannot say she wasn’t warned.”


  And, following that, nothing Mutilus could say or do served to budge his fellow Italian leaders from their decision that Rome must be seen to be the first aggressor.


  “If we marched now, we’d murder them!” Mutilus cried in the war council, even as his deputy Gaius Trebatius was saying the same thing in the grand council. “Surely you can see that the more time we give Rome to ready herself, the less likely we are to win this conflict! The fact that no one in Rome is taking any notice of us is our greatest advantage! We must march! We must march tomorrow! If we delay, we’ll lose!”


  But all the others solemnly shook their heads save Marius Egnatius, Mutilus’s fellow Samnite on the war council; even Silo refused, though he admitted the logic of it.


  “It wouldn’t be right” was the answer the Samnites kept getting, no matter how they pressed.


  The massacre at Asculum Picentum made no impression either; Gaius Vidacilius of the Picentes refused to send a garrison force to the city to fend off Roman reprisals— Roman reprisals, he said, were proving long in coming, and might not come at all.


  “We must march!” moaned Mutilus again and again. “The farmers are all saying it won’t be much of a winter, so there’s no reason to delay until spring! We must march!”


  But no one wanted to march, and no one did march.


  *


  Thus it was that the first stirrings of revolt occurred among the Samnites. No one on either side considered Asculum Picentum evidence of revolt; the town had simply been tried beyond its endurance, and retaliated. Whereas, having simmered for generations, the huge Samnite population in Campania, inextricably mixed with Romans and Latins, began spontaneously to boil.


  Servius Sulpicius Galba brought the first concrete news of it to Rome when he arrived, disheveled and minus his escort, during the month of February.


  The new senior consul, Lucius Julius Caesar, summoned the Senate at once to listen to Galba’s report.


  “I’ve been a prisoner in Nola for six weeks,” said Galba to a quiet House. “I had just sent off my note informing you that I was on my way home when I arrived in Nola. I hadn’t originally intended to visit Nola, but since I was in the vicinity and Nola does have a large Samnite population, I decided at the last moment to go there. I stayed with an old lady who was my mother’s best friend—a Roman, of course. And she informed me that there were peculiar things happening in Nola—all of a sudden, it was impossible for Romans and Latins to obtain service, goods in the market, even food! Her servants were obliged to take a cart to Acerrae for staples. When I moved through the town with my lictors and troopers I was booed and hissed continuously— yet it was never possible to see which men or women were responsible.”


  Galba moved unhappily, aware that the tale of his adventures was not an inspiring one. “During the night after I arrived in Nola, the Samnites shut the city gates and took the place over completely. Every Roman and Latin was taken prisoner and held under restraint in their houses. Including my lictors, my troopers, and my clerks. I found myself locked into my hostess’s house, with a Samnite guard at front door and back gate. And there I remained until three days ago, when my hostess managed to lure the guards at the back gate away for long enough to enable me to slip out. Dressed as a Samnite merchant, I escaped through the city gates before the hunt got up.”


  Scaurus leaned forward. “Did you see anyone of authority during your time as a prisoner, Servius Sulpicius?”


  “No one,” said Galba. “I had some conversation with the men on guard at the front door, that’s all.”


  “What did they have to say?”


  “Only that Samnium was in revolt, Marcus Aemilius. I had no way to ascertain the truth of this, so when I did manage to escape I wasted a whole day hiding from anyone I saw in the distance who looked like a Samnite. It was only when I reached Capua that I found no one knew of this revolt, at least in that part of Campania. In fact, it seems no one knew what was going on in Nola! During the day the Samnite Nolans kept one gate open and pretended nothing was wrong. So when I told those in Capua what had happened to me, they were amazed. And alarmed, I add! The duumviri of Capua have asked me to forward instructions to them from the Senate.”


  “Were you fed during your captivity? What about your hostess? Was she permitted to shop in Acerrae?” asked Scaurus.


  “Of food, there was little. My hostess was allowed to shop in Nola, but only for limited provisions at extortionate prices. No one Latin or Roman was allowed out of the town,” said Galba.


  This time the Senate was full; if the court of Varius had done nothing else, it had succeeded in uniting senatorial ranks—and driven the Senate to hunger for something dramatic enough to remove emphasis from the Varian Commission.


  “May I speak?” asked Gaius Marius.


  “If no one senior to you wants to speak,” said the junior consul, Publius Rutilius Lupus, coldly; he held the fasces during February, and was no partisan of Marius’s.


  No one asked to speak ahead of Marius.


  “If Nola has imprisoned its Roman and Latin citizens under circumstances of privation, then there can be no doubt of it—Nola is in revolt against Rome. Consider for a moment: in June of last year the Senate delegated two of its praetors to enquire into what our esteemed consular Quintus Lutatius called ‘the Italian question.’ Nearly three months ago the praetor Quintus Servilius was murdered in Asculum Picentum, along with every Roman citizen in the town. Nearly two months ago the praetor Servius Sulpicius was captured and imprisoned in Nola, along with every Roman citizen in the town.


  “Two praetors, one north and one south, and two atrocious incidents, one north and one south. The whole of Italy—even in its most backward parts!—knows and understands the significance, the importance, of the Roman praetor. Yet, Conscript Fathers, in the one case, murder was done. In the other case, a long-term detention was enforced. That we do not know the ultimate outcome of Servius Sulpicius’s detention is purely due to the lucky circumstance of his escaping. However, it would appear to me that Servius Sulpicius too would have died. Two praetors of Rome, each with a proconsular imperium! Attacked, it would seem, without fear of reprisal. And what does that tell me? Just one thing, my fellow senators! It tells me that Asculum Picentum and Nola were emboldened to do what they did feeling secure against reprisals! In other words, both Asculum Picentum and Nola are expecting a state of war to exist between Rome and their parts of Italy before Rome can retaliate.”


  The House was sitting up straight now, and hanging on Marius’s every word. Pausing, he looked from one face to another, searching for particular men; Lucius Cornelius Sulla, for instance, whose eyes were glistening; and Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar, whose face registered a curious awe.


  “I have been guilty of the same crime as the rest of you, Conscript Fathers. After Marcus Livius Drusus died I had no one to tell me there would be war. I began to think him wrong. When nothing more transpired after the march of the Marsian Silo upon Rome, I too began to deem it yet one more trick to gain the citizenship. When the Marsian delegate gave our Princeps Senatus a declaration of war, I dismissed it because it came from only one Italian nation, though eight nations were represented in the delegation. And—I admit it freely!—I could not believe in my heart that any Italian nation in this day and age would actually go to war against us.”


  He paced up the floor until he stood in front of the closed doors, where he could see the entire House. “What Servius Sulpicius has told us today changes everything, and sheds new light upon the events at Asculum Picentum as well. Asculum is a town of the Picentes. Nola is a town of the Campanian Samnites. Neither is a Roman or a Latin colony. I think we must now assume that the Marsi, the Picentes, and the Samnites are leagued together against Rome. It may be that all eight nations who sent us that deputation some time ago are party to this league. It may be, I think, that in giving our Leader of the House a formal declaration of war, the Marsi were warning us of that event. Whereas the other seven nations did not care enough about us to warn us. Marcus Livius Drusus said time and time again that the Italian Allies were on the brink of war. I now believe him— except that I think the Italian Allies have stepped over the brink.”


  “You do genuinely believe a state of war exists?” asked Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus.


  “I do, Gnaeus Domitius.”


  “Continue, Gaius Marius,” said Scaurus. “I would like to hear you out before I speak.”


  “I have little else to say, Marcus Aemilius. Except that we must mobilize, and very quickly. That we must endeavor to find out the extent of the league against us. That we must move whatever troops we have under arms to protect our roads and our access to Campania. That we must discover how the Latins feel about us, and how our colony towns in hostile regions are going to fare if war does commence. As you know, I have huge lands in Etruria, as does Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius, and some others among the various Caecilii. Quintus Servilius Caepio has equally large amounts of land in Umbria. And Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo and Quintus Pompeius Rufus dominate northern Picenum. For that reason, I think we might hold Etruria, Umbria, and northern Picenum in our camp—if we move immediately to negotiate with their local leaders. In the matter of northern Picenum, however, their local leaders are sitting here in the House today.”


  Marius inclined his head toward Scaurus Princeps Senatus. “It goes without saying that I personally am Rome’s to command.”


  Scaurus rose to his feet. “I agree absolutely with everything Gaius Marius has said, Conscript Fathers. We cannot afford to waste time. And though I am aware that this is the month of February, I move that the fasces be taken off the junior consul and given to the senior consul. It is the senior consul who must lead us in all matters as serious as this.”


  Rutilius Lupus sat up indignantly, but his popularity within the House was small; though he insisted upon a formal division, it went against him by a large majority. He was forced, fuming, to yield the place of first prominence to Lucius Julius Caesar, the senior consul. Lupus’s friend Caepio was present, but his two other friends Philippus and Quintus Varius were not.


  A delighted Lucius Julius Caesar soon demonstrated that the trust of the Leader of the House was not misplaced; within the space of that same day, the major decisions were taken. Both the consuls would take the field, leaving the urban praetor, Lucius Cornelius Cinna, to govern Rome. The provinces were got out of the way first, as this new crisis could not but alter the dispositions made earlier. As already arranged, Sentius would stay in Macedonia, and the Spanish governors too remained undisturbed. Lucius Lucilius would go to govern Asia Province. But, to give King Mithridates no opportunities while Rome was embroiled in a domestic furor, Publius Servilius Vatia was now sent to Cilicia to make sure that part of Anatolia stayed quiet. And—most important of all—the consular Gaius Coelius Caldus was given a special governorship, Gaul-across-the-Alps and Italian Gaul combined.


  “For it is clear,” said Lucius Julius Caesar, “that if Italy is in revolt, we will not find sufficient fresh troops among those in the peninsula who remain faithful to us. Italian Gaul has many Latin and a few Roman colonies. Gaius Coelius will quarter himself in Italian Gaul and recruit and train soldiers for us.”


  “If I might suggest,” rumbled Gaius Marius, “I would like to see the quaestor Quintus Sertorius go with Gaius Coelius. His duties are fiscal this year, and he is not yet a member of the Senate. But, as I’m sure all of us present here know, Quintus Sertorius is a true Military Man. Let him have his experience of the fiscus in as military a fashion as he can.”


  “Agreed,” said Lucius Caesar instantly.


  There were of course enormous financial problems to struggle with. The Treasury was solvent and had resources beyond normal demand to hand, but—


  “If this war is wider than we currently think, or more protracted than we currently think, we will need more money than we have,” said Lucius Caesar. “I would rather we acted now than later. I suggest that we reimpose direct taxation upon all Roman citizens and holders of the Latin Rights.”


  That, of course, provoked furious opposition from many quarters of the House, but Antonius Orator delivered a very fine speech, as did Scaurus Princeps Senatus, and in the end the measure was agreed to. The tributum had never been levied constantly, only in times of need; after the conquest of Perseus of Macedonia by the great Aemilius Paullus, it had been abolished and replaced by a tributum levied upon non-Romans.


  “If we are required to keep more than six legions in the field, our foreign income will not be enough,” said the chief tribune of the Treasury. “The entire burden of arming them, feeding them, paying them, and keeping them in the field will now fall upon Rome and Rome’s Treasury.”


  “Goodbye, Italian Allies!’’ said Catulus Caesar savagely.


  “Given that we might have to keep—say, ten to fifteen legions in the field—what should the tributum be fixed at?’’ asked Lucius Caesar, disliking this part of his command.


  The chief tribune of the Treasury and his clerical cohort went into a huddle which lasted for some time, then:


  “One percent of a man’s census worth” was the answer.


  “The Head Count get out of it as usual!” shouted Caepio.


  “The Head Count,” said Marius with heavy irony, “are likely to be doing most of the fighting, Quintus Servilius!”


  “While we are on financial matters,” said Lucius Julius Caesar, ignoring this exchange, “we had best depute some of our more senior members to look after army supplies, particularly in the matter of armor and weapons. Normally the praefectus fabrum takes care of these things, but at this moment we have no real idea of how our legions will be distributed—nor how many we’re likely to need. I think it necessary that the Senate look after army supplies, at least for the present. We have four veteran legions under arms in Capua, and two more legions being recruited and trained there. All were destined for service in the provinces, but that is now out of the question. Whatever troops the provinces have at the moment will have to suffice.”


  “Lucius Julius,” said Caepio, “this is absolutely ridiculous! On no more evidence than two incidents in two cities, we’re sitting here reimposing the tributum, talking about putting fifteen legions into the field, deputing senators to organize the buying of thousands upon thousands of mail-shirts and swords and all the rest, sending men to govern provinces we don’t even officially call provinces—next, you’ll be proposing to call up every male Roman or Latin citizen under thirty-five!”


  “I will indeed,” said Lucius Caesar cordially. “However, my dear Quintus Servilius, you won’t have to worry— you’re well over thirty-five.” He paused, then added, “In years, at least.”


  “It seems to me,” said Catulus Caesar haughtily, “that Quintus Servilius might—I say only, might!—have a point. Surely we should content ourselves with what men we have under the eagles at the moment, and make further preparations as we go—and as the evidence of a massive insurrection materializes—or does not.”


  “When our soldiers are needed, Quintus Lutatius, they must be fit to fight as well as outfitted to fight!’’ said Scaurus testily. “They must be already trained.” He turned his head to the man who sat on his right. “Gaius Marius, how long does it take to turn a raw recruit into a good soldier?”


  “Fit to send into battle—one hundred days. At which point no man is a good soldier, Marcus Aemilius. It takes his first battle to make that of him,” said Marius.


  “Can it be done in less than one hundred days?”


  “It can—if you have good raw material and better than average training centurions.”


  “Then we’d best find better than average training centurions,” said Scaurus grimly.


  ‘‘ I suggest we get back to the matter in hand,’’ said Lucius Caesar firmly. “We were talking about a senatorial praefectus fabrum to organize the equipping and outfitting of the legions we do not as yet possess. It would seem to me that we should nominate several names for the most senior job, then let the man elected choose his own staff—senatorial staff, I mean. I suggest we nominate only men who, for one reason or another, are not suited for the field. May I hear some names, please?”


  The job went to the son of Gaius Cassius’s senior legate, who had died at Burdigala in the German ambush—Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus. A victim of that strange disease which preyed upon children in summer, Piso had a badly wasted left leg, which negated military service. Married to the daughter of Publius Rutilius Rufus, now in exile in Smyrna, Piso was an intelligent man who had suffered greatly due to the premature death of his father, especially where money was concerned. At the news that he was to be in charge of all military purchasing, and could select his own staff, his eyes glistened. If he couldn’t do a good job for Rome and fill his own empty purse at one and the same time, then he deserved to dwindle into obscurity! But, sitting smiling quietly, he was sure that he was equal to both tasks.


  “Now we come to the commands and the dispositions,” said Lucius Caesar; he was beginning to tire, but had no intention of concluding the meeting before this last subject was aired.


  “How do we best organize ourselves?” he asked.


  By rights he should have addressed that question directly to Gaius Marius. But he was no admirer of Marius, and felt, besides, that between his stroke and his age Marius was not the man he used to be. Marius had also taken the floor first; he had had his say, surely. Lucius Caesar’s eyes roamed over the faces of the men on the tiers of either side, looking, wondering; and so, having asked how they might best organize themselves, he then put a second query too quickly on the heels of the first to permit Marius’s answering.


  “Lucius Cornelius cognominated Sulla, I would like to hear your opinion,” said the senior consul, careful to speak clearly; the urban praetor was also a Lucius Cornelius, cognominated Cinna.


  To be thus singled out startled Sulla, but he was ready to answer nonetheless. “If our enemies are the eight nations who sent that deputation to see us, then the chances are that we’ll be assailed on two fronts—from the east along the Via Salaria and the Via Valeria with its two branches—and to our south, where Samnite influence crosses all the way from the Adriatic to the Tuscan at Crater Bay. To take the south first, if the Apuli, the Lucani, and the Venusini join the Samnites, the Hirpini, and the Frentani, then the south becomes a definite and ominous theater of war by itself. We can call the second theater of war by either of two names—a northern theater, meaning territories to the north and east of Rome, or a central theater, meaning territories to the north and east of Rome. The Marsi, the Paeligni, the Marrucini, the Vestini, and the Picentes are the nations involved in this central or northern theater. You will note that for the present moment I do not bring Etruria, Umbria, or northern Picenum into the discussion.”


  Sulla drew a breath, hurried on while it all glowed like crystal in his mind. “In the south, our enemies will do their utmost to cut us off from Brundisium, Tarentum, and Rhegium. In the center or north, our enemies will attempt to cut us off from Italian Gaul, certainly along the Via Flaminia, possibly also the Via Cassia. If they should succeed, then our only access to Italian Gaul would be along the Via Aurelia and the Via Aemilia Scauri to Dertona, and thence to Placentia.”


  Lucius Caesar interrupted. “Step down to the floor, Lucius Cornelius cognominated Sulla.’’


  Down Sulla came, with a ghost of a wink for Marius; it gave him little joy to be filching this analysis from the Old Master. That he did so at all was a complicated matter—a combination of bitter resentment that Marius still had his son, umbrage that when he came back from Cilicia no one in the House including Marius had invited him to make a full report on his activities in the East, and a lightning understanding of the fact that if he spoke well at this moment, he would go very far, very fast. Too bad, Gaius Marius, he thought. I don’t want to hurt you, but I’d do it every time anyway.


  “I think,” he went on from the floor, “that we’ll need both consuls in the field, just as Lucius Julius suggested. One consul will have to go south because of Capua, which is vital to us. If we should lose Capua, then we lose our best training facilities as well as a town superbly experienced in aiding soldier-training and soldier-supplying. There will, of course, have to be a consular chief of training and recruiting in Capua itself, aside from the consul commanding in the field. Whoever the consul is to go south will have to take everything the Samnites and their allies throw at him. What the Samnites will attempt to do is to drive west through their old haunts around Acerrae and Nola toward the seaports on the south side of Crater Bay. Stabiae, Salernum, Surrentum, Pompeii, and Herculaneum. If they can capture any or all of those, then they have port facilities on the Tuscan Sea better by far than any ports on the Adriatic north of Brundisium. And they will have cut us off from the far south.”


  Sulla was not a great speaker, for his training in rhetoric had been minimal, and his career in the House mostly spent out of it in one war or another. But this wasn’t oratory. All this needed was good plain speaking.


  “The northern or central theater is more difficult. We must presume that all the lands between northern Picenum and Apulia including the Apennine highlands are in enemy hands. Here, the Apennines themselves are our greatest obstacle. If we are to hold on to Etruria and Umbria, then we must make a good showing against these Italian peoples from the very start of our campaign. If we do not, Etruria and Umbria will go over to the enemy, we will lose our roads and Italian Gaul. One consul will have to command in this theater.”


  “Surely we should have one overall commander,” said Scaurus.


  “We cannot, Princeps Senatus. Our own lands separate the two theaters I have described,” said Sulla firmly. “Latium is long and runs into northern Campania, which is the half of Campania we’re more likely to find loyal to us. I doubt southern Campania will be loyal if the insurgents win any battles at all, it’s too riddled with Samnites and Hirpini. Look at Nola, already. East of Latium, the Apennines are impossible, and we have the Pomptine Marshes besides. One overall commander would have to shuttle desperately between two widely separated areas of conflict, and he couldn’t do it quickly enough to keep a proper eye on both. Truly, we will be fighting on two separate fronts! If not three. The south can possibly be run as one campaign because the Apennines are at their lowest where Samnium, Apulia, and Campania join. However, in the northern or central theater it’s highly likely there will be both a northern and a central theater. Thank the Apennines for this, as they are at their highest. The lands of the Marsi, the Paeligni, and possibly the Marrucini form a separate theater from the Picentes and the Vestini. I don’t see how we can contain all the Italians by fighting purely in the center. It’s probably going to be necessary to send an army into the rebellious parts of Picenum through Umbria and northern Picenum, bringing it down on the Adriatic side of the mountains. In the meantime, we’ll have to drive east of Rome into the lands of the Marsi and Paeligni.”


  Sulla paused; he couldn’t help it, yet he hated himself for this weakness. How was Gaius Marius feeling? If he didn’t like what Sulla was saying, then here was his opportunity to say so. And Gaius Marius spoke. Sulla tensed.


  “Please go on, Lucius Cornelius,” the Old Master said. “So far, I couldn’t do better myself.”


  His pale eyes flashed, a faint smile grew at the corners of Sulla’s mouth, then vanished. He shrugged. “I think that’s all, really. And bear in mind that it’s predicated on an insurrection involving at least eight Italian nations. I don’t think it’s my duty to indicate who goes where. However, I would say that I feel those who are sent to the north-central theater in particular ought to have many clients in the area. If, for instance, Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo were to maneuver in Picenum, he already has a base of power there, and thousands of clients. The same might be said of Quintus Pompeius Rufus, though on a lesser scale, 1 know. In Etruria, Gaius Marius is a great landowner, again with thousands of clients. As is true of the Caecilii Metelli. In Umbria, Quintus Servilius Caepio reigns supreme. If these men were connected to the northern or central theater, it would be a help.”


  Sulla bowed his head to Lucius Julius Caesar in the chair, and returned to his place amid murmurs of (he thought, anyway) admiration. He had been asked for his opinion ahead of anyone else in the House, and that, on such an occasion, was a huge leap into prominence. Unbelievable! Oh, was it possible he was on his way at last?


  “We must all thank Lucius Cornelius Sulla for that very crisp and thoughtful statement of the facts,” said Lucius Caesar, smiling at Sulla in a way that promised further distinction. “For myself, I agree with him. But how says the House? Does anyone have other or different ideas?”


  It appeared no one had.


  Scaurus Princeps Senatus cleared his throat gruffly. “You must make your dispositions, Lucius Julius,” he said. “If it does not displease the Conscript Fathers, I would only say that I myself would prefer to remain in Rome.”


  “I think you will be needed in Rome, with both her consuls out of the city,” said Lucius Caesar graciously. “The Leader of the House will prove immensely valuable to our good urban praetor, Lucius Cornelius cognominated Cinna.” He glanced sideways at his colleague, Lupus. “Publius Rutilius Lupus, would you be willing to take the burden of command to the north and center of Rome?” he asked. “As senior consul, I think it essential that I command in the theater containing Capua.”


  Lupus glowed, swelled. “I will assume the burden with great pleasure, Lucius Julius.”


  “Then, if the House has no objections, I will command in Campania. As my chief legate, I choose Lucius Cornelius cognominated Sulla. To command in Capua itself and supervise all activity there, I appoint the consular Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar. ‘As my other senior legates I will have Publius Licinius Crassus, Titus Didius, and Servius Sulpicius Galba,” said Lucius Caesar. “My colleague Publius Rutilius Lupus, whom will you have?”


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo, Sextus Julius Caesar, Quintus Servilius Caepio, and Lucius Porcius Cato Licinianus,” said Lupus loudly.


  There was a sudden silence, not broken for what seemed an enormous length of time. Someone must break it! thought Sulla, and opened his mouth without meaning to, without wanting to.


  “What about Gaius Marius?” he asked harshly.


  Lucius Caesar blinked. “I must confess that I didn’t choose Gaius Marius because, bearing in mind what you said, Lucius Sulla, I thought naturally that Publius Rutilius my colleague would want Gaius Marius!”


  “Well, I don’t want him!” said Lupus. “I’m not going to have him foisted on me, either! Let him stay in Rome with all the others of his age and infirmity. He’s too old and sick for war.”


  At which point Sextus Julius Caesar rose to his feet. “May I speak, senior consul?” he asked.


  “Please do, Sextus Julius.”


  “I am not old,” said Sextus Caesar huskily, “but I am a sick man, as everyone in this House knows. I wheeze. I have had more than adequate military experience in my younger days, mostly with Gaius Marius in Africa and in the Gauls against the Germans. I also served at Arausio, where my malady undoubtedly saved my life. However, with winter coming on, I will prove of little use in an Apennine campaign. I am older, and my chest is weak. I will of course do my duty. I am a Roman of a great family. But in all of this, no one has yet mentioned cavalry. We will need cavalry. I would like to ask this House to excuse me duty as a commander in the field among the mountains. Instead, let me gather a fleet of transports and spend the colder months gathering cavalry from Numidia, from Gaul-across-the-Alps, and from Thrace. I can also enlist Roman citizens living abroad in our infantry. It is a job I feel myself fitted for. And then when I return, I will gladly take on any field command you might care to suggest.” He cleared his throat, began slightly to wheeze. “To take my place as a legate, I would ask the House to consider Gaius Marius.”


  “Hoh! Brothers-in-law!” cried Lupus, jumping to his feet. “It won’t work, Sextus Julius, it won’t work! After listening to you for years, it seems to me that yours is a most convenient ailment! It comes and it goes on order! I can do it too—listen!” Lupus began to draw in noisy breaths.


  “You may have grown tired of hearing me wheeze, Publius Lupus, but you haven’t listened,” said Sextus Caesar gently. “I don’t make a noise when I inhale. I make it when I exhale.”


  “I don’t care when you make your wretched noises!” shouted Lupus. “You’re not avoiding your duty with me, any more than I’ll take Gaius Marius in your place!”


  “One moment, if you please,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus, rising to his feet. “I have something to say about this.” He looked at Lupus on the dais with much the same expression on his face as he had worn when Varius accused him of treason. “You are not one of my best-loved people, Publius Lupus! In fact, it pains me deeply that you happen to have the same name as my dear friend, Publius Rutilius cognominated Rufus. Well, you may be relations, but there’s absolutely no relationship between you! Rufus the Red was one of this House’s chief adornments, very sorely missed. Lupus the Wolf is one of this House’s most pernicious ulcers, very sore!”


  “You’re insulting me!” gasped Lupus. “You can’t! I’m consul!”


  “I am the Leader of the House, Publius Wolf Man, and I think at my age I have proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that I can do what I like—because when I do something, Publius Wolf Man, I have good reason and Rome’s best interests at heart! Now, you miserable little worm, sit there and pull your head in! And I do not mean that part of your anatomy attached to your neck! Who do you think you are? You’re only sitting in that particular chair because you had enough money to bribe the electorate!”


  Purple with rage, Lupus opened his mouth.


  “Don’t do it, Lupus!” Scaurus snarled. “Sit there, be quiet!”


  Scaurus turned then to Gaius Marius, who sat absolutely straight on his stool; how he felt about his name’s being omitted no one present could tell. “Here is a very great man,” said Scaurus. “Only the gods know how many times in my life I have cursed him! Only the gods know how many times in my life I have wished he never existed! Only the gods know how many times in my life I have been his worst enemy! But as time drips away faster and faster and wears my life ever thinner, ever frailer, I find myself remembering with affection fewer and fewer men. It is not merely a factor concerned with the increasing imminence of death and dying. It is an accumulation of experience which tells me who is worth remembering with affection— and who is not. Some of the men I have loved most, I feel nothing for now. Some of the men I have hated most, I feel everything for now.”


  Knowing very well that Marius was now looking at him with a twinkle in his eyes, Scaurus carefully avoided looking back; if he did, he knew he’d dissolve into fits of laughter, and this speech was coming from his very spirit as well as his heart. An acute sense of humor could be a wretched nuisance!


  “Gaius Marius and I have been through a whole world together,” he said, staring at the livid Lupus. “He and I have sat side by side in this House and glared at each other for more years than you, Wolf Man, have worn an adult’s toga! We have fought and brawled, we have pushed and pulled. But we have fought together against the enemies of the Republic too. We have gazed down together upon the bodies of men who would have ruined Rome. We have stood shoulder to shoulder. We have laughed together—and we have wept together. I say again! Here is a very great man. A very great Roman.”


  Now Scaurus walked down the floor to the doors, and stood in front of them. “Like Gaius Marius, like Lucius Julius, like Lucius Cornelius Sulla, I am today convinced we face a terrible war. Yesterday I was not convinced. Why the change? Who knows, save the gods? When the established order of things tells us that matters are a certain way because they have been that same certain way for a very long time, we find it hard to alter what we feel, and our feelings cloud our intellects. But then in the smallest scrap of time the scales fall from our eyes, and we see clearly. That has happened to me today. It happened to Gaius Marius today. Probably it happened to most of us here in the House today. A thousand little signs are suddenly visible that yesterday we could not see.


  “I elected to remain in Rome because I know I will be of best use to Rome within her body politic. But that is not true of Gaius Marius. Whether—like me!—you have disagreed with him far more often than you have agreed with him, or whether—like Sextus Julius!—you are tied to him by the double bond of fondness as well as marriage, all of you must admit—as I admit!—that in Gaius Marius we have a military talent of an excellence and a breadth of experience far greater than the rest of us put together. I would not care if Gaius Marius was ninety years old and had had three strokes! I would still be standing here saying what I am saying now—if the man can put words and ideas together the way he does, then we must use him where he shines the brightest—in the field! Confront your bigotry, Conscript Fathers! Gaius Marius is the same age as I am myself, a mere sixty-seven years, and the single stroke he suffered occurred ten years ago. As your Princeps Senatus, I say to you adamantly, Gaius Marius must serve as chief legate to Publius Lupus, and put his multiple talents to best use.”


  No one spoke. No one, it seemed, breathed, even Sextus Caesar. Scaurus sat down beside Marius, with Catulus Caesar on his other side. Lucius Caesar looked at the three of them, then up along the same row toward the doors, where Sulla sat. His eyes met Sulla’s; Lucius Caesar became conscious of an accelerated heartbeat. What did Sulla’s eyes say? So many things it was not possible to tell.


  “Publius Rutilius Lupus, I offer you the opportunity to accept voluntarily Gaius Marius as your senior legate. If you refuse, then I will put the matter to the House in a division.”


  “All right, all right!” cried Lupus. “But not as my sole senior legate! Let him share the post with Quintus Servilius Caepio!”


  Marius threw back his head and roared with laughter. “Done!” he shouted. “The October Horse harnessed to a nag!”


  *


  Of course Julia was waiting for Marius, as anxious as only a politician’s devoted wife could be. It always fascinated Marius that she seemed to know by instinct when something formidable was going to be discussed in the Senate. He hadn’t honestly known himself before he set out for the Curia Hostilia today. Yet she knew!


  “Is it war?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Very bad? Only the Marsi, or others as well?”


  “I’d say about half of the Italian Allies, probably with more to join. I should have known it all along! But Scaurus was in the right of it. Emotions clouding facts. Drusus knew. Oh, if only he had lived, Julia! If he had lived the Italians would have got their citizenship. And war wouldn’t be upon us.”


  “Marcus Livius died because there are some men who will not let the Italians have the franchise on any terms.”


  “Yes, you’re right. Of course you’re right.” He changed the subject. “Do you think our cook will have an apoplexy if he’s asked to make a sumptuous dinner for a tribe of people tomorrow?”


  “I’d say he’ll go into an ecstatic frenzy. He’s always complaining we don’t entertain enough.”


  ‘‘ Good! Because I’ve invited a tribe to dinner tomorrow.’’


  “Why, Gaius Marius?”


  He shook his head, scowled. “Perhaps because I have an odd feeling that it will be the last time for many of us, mea vita. Meum mel. I love you, Julia.”


  “And I, you,” she said tranquilly. “Now who’s for dinner?”


  “Quintus Mucius Scaevola, as I hope he’s going to be our boy’s father-in-law. Marcus Aemilius Scaurus. Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Sextus Julius Caesar. Gaius Julius Caesar. And Lucius Julius Caesar.”


  Julia was looking a little dismayed. “Wives too?”


  “Yes, wives too.”


  “Oh, dear!”


  “What’s that for?”


  “Scaurus’s wife, Dalmatica! And Lucius Cornelius!”


  “Oh, all that happened years ago,” said Marius scornfully. “We’ll put the men on the couches in strict order of rank, then you can put the women where they’ll do the least harm. How’s that?”


  “Well, all right,” said Julia, still looking doubtful. “I had better sit Dalmatica and Aurelia facing Lucius and Sextus Julius, Aelia and Licinia opposite the lectus medius. Claudia and I will sit looking at Gaius Julius and Lucius Cornelius.” She giggled. “I don’t think Lucius Cornelius has slept with Claudia!”


  Marius’s eyebrows danced wildly. “You mean to say he’s slept with Aurelia after all?”


  “No! Honestly, Gaius Marius, sometimes you are exasperating!”


  “Sometimes you are,” countered Marius. “In all this, where do you plan to put our son? He’s nineteen, you know!’’


  Julia placed Young Marius on the lectus imus at its foot, the lowest place a man could occupy. Nor did Young Marius object; the next-lowest man had been an urban praetor, his uncle Gaius Julius, and beyond him was another urban praetor, his uncle Lucius Cornelius. The rest of the men were consulars, with his father holding two more consulships than the rest put together. That was a nice feeling for Young Marius—yet how could he hope to better his father’s record? The only way was to become consul at a very early age, even younger than Scipio Africanus or Scipio Aemilianus had been.


  Young Marius knew there was a marriage in the wind for him, with Scaevola’s girl. He hadn’t met Mucia, as she was too young to go to dinner parties, though he had heard she was very pretty. Not surprising; her mother, a Licinia, was still a very beautiful woman. Married now to Metellus Celer, son of Metellus Balearicus. Adultery. Little Mucia had two Caecilius Metellus half brothers. Scaevola had married a second Licinia, less beautiful; it was this Licinia who came with him to the party, and had a wonderful time.


  Yet, wrote Lucius Cornelius Sulla to Publius Rutilius Rufus in Smyrna,


  I thought it was a dreadful affair. That it was not an appalling disaster was due entirely to Julia, who made sure every male was accommodated precisely according to protocol, then sat the ladies where they couldn’t get into trouble. With the result that all I saw of Aurelia and Scaurus’s wife, Dalmatica, was their backs.


  I know Scaurus is writing to you, because our letters are going with the same courier, so I won’t repeat news of our imminent war with the Italians, nor give you a resume of the speech Scaurus gave in the House in praise of Gaius Marius—I am quite sure Scaurus has sent you a copy! I will only say that I thought Lupus’s action a disgrace, and couldn’t sit there silent when I realized Lupus wasn’t going to employ our Old Master. What galls me most is that a donkey like Lupus—no wolf, he!—will command a whole theater of war, while Gaius Marius is set to some menial task. The most intriguing factor is the affability with which Gaius Marius greeted the news that he would have to share his duties as senior legate with Caepio. I wonder what the Arpinate fox plans for that particular donkey? Something nasty, I suspect.


  But I have wandered away from the dinner party, and must get back to it, as Scaurus and I have agreed to, one, each write at length, and two, divide the subject matter between us. I inherited the gossip, which isn’t at all fair. Scaurus is a bigger gossip than anyone I know except you, Publius Rutilius. Scaevola was there because Gaius Marius is busy arranging for Young Marius to marry Scaevola’s daughter by the first of his two Licinias. Mucia (called Mucia Tertia to distinguish her from Scaevola the Augur’s two elderly Mucias) is around thirteen now. I feel sorry for the girl . Young Marius is not one of my favorite people. An arrogant, conceited, ambitious pup. Whoever has to deal with him in times to come will have trouble on his hands. Not in the same league as my dear dead son.


  Publius Rutilius, never having had much family life — as boy or as man, it seems to me — my son was infinitely precious. From the first time I saw him, a naked laughing tot in the nursery, I loved him with all my heart. In him, I found the perfect companion. No matter what I did, he thought it a wonder. On my journey to the East, he added a whole dimension of interest and enthusiasm. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t give me the advice or opinion a grown man of my own age would have. He always understood. He was always sympathetic. And then he died. So suddenly, so unexpectedly! If one could but have time, I said to myself, if one could but prepare... Yet what preparation can a father make for the death of his son?


  Since he died, old friend, the world has greyed. I seem not to care the way I did. It is almost a year now, and in one way I suppose I have learned to cope with his absence. But in most ways I never will learn to cope. I am missing a part of the core of myself, there is an emptiness that never can be filled. I find myself, for instance, utterly unable to talk about him to anyone; I hide his name as if he had never been. Because the pain is just too much to bear. As I write of him now, I weep.


  But I did not mean to write about my boy either. It is that wretched dinner party supposed to be engaging my pen! Perhaps what prompted thought of him (though I am never without them, I admit it) was the fact that she was there. Little Caecilia Metella Dalmatica, the wife of Scaurus. I imagine she is now about twenty-eight years old, or close to that. She married Scaurus at seventeen—at the beginning of the year we beat the Cimbri, as I remember. There is a girl aged ten, and a boy aged about five. Both Scaurus’s beyond a shadow of doubt, for I have seen the poor little things—as plain as one of Cato the Censor’s farmsteads. Scaurus is already talking about marrying the girl to the son of Scaevola the Augur’s great friend, Manius Acilius Glabrio. Though they’ve been consular for long enough to escape any taint of the homo novus, it’s not their bloodline is the lure. More the family wealth, almost up there with the Servilii Caepiones, I imagine. But I myself don’t care for the Acilii Glabriones, even if this Manius Acilius Glabrio’s granddad did side with Gaius Gracchus. Like the rest who sided with Gaius Gracchus, he died for it! Well now. I think that was quite a gossipy anecdote, don’t you? You don’t? Lamia take you, then!


  She is a beautiful woman, Dalmatica. How she bedeviled me that first time I ran for praetor! Do you remember? Amazing to realize that is now almost ten years in the past. I am turned fifty, Publius Rutilius— and no nearer to being consul, it seems to me, than ever I was back in the days of the Subura. One is tempted to speculate what Scaurus did to her as a result of those idiocies nine years ago. But she hides it well. All I got from her when we met in the dining room was a cold ave and a frigid smile. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. For which I do not blame her. I suppose she was terrified Scaurus would find her conduct reproachable, and acted accordingly. Certainly he could not have done anything other than approve, for once the greetings were over with she sat herself down in her chair with her back to me and never turned round once. Which is more than I can say about our dearest, darlingest Aurelia, who kept all of us dizzy with her turnings and twistings. Well, she’s happy again because Gaius Julius is off on another expedition very shortly. He’s accompanying his brother, Sextus Julius, on a mission to find Rome cavalry in Africa and far Gaul.


  I’m not being malicious, though such is my reputation—and deservedly so, by and large. We both know this lady very well, and I can say nothing to you about her that would come as a surprise. There is considerable love between her and her husband, but it is not a happy or comfortable love. He cramps her style, and she resents that. Knowing he’s off again for some months at least, last night she was animated, laughing, lifted out of her normal prosaic self. A mood which did not escape Gaius Julius, next to me on my couch! For, Publius Rutilius, when Aurelia is animated the whole male world is transfixed. Helen of Troy could not have held a candle to her. Imagine if you will the Princeps Senatus behaving like a silly adolescent! Not to mention Scaevola, and even Gaius Marius. Such is the effect she has. None of the other women were plain, several of them were downright beautiful. But even Julia and Dalmatica could not compete with her, a fact Gaius Julius was quick to note. I predict that when they arrived home, there was another quarrel.


  Yes indeed, it was a very strange and awkward dinner party. Then why, I hear you ask, was the party given? I am not sure, though I did gain the distinct impression that Gaius Marius had been visited by a presentiment. To the effect that we would never meet again in similar circumstances, those of us in that room. He spoke sadly of you, mourned the fact we could not be complete without you. He spoke sadly of himself. He spoke sadly of Scaurus. Even, it struck me, of Young Marius! As for me—I seemed to inherit the bulk of his sorrow. Though we have moved apart steadily since the death of Julilla, I cannot quite understand this in him. We face what I think is going to be a very difficult war to win, which suggests to me that Gaius Marius and I will work together in all our old accord. The only conclusion I can arrive at with any logic is that he fears for himself. Fears he will not survive this war. Fears that, without the massive column of his presence to support us, all of us will suffer.


  True to my bargain with Scaurus, I will not speak of the coming war. However, I do have one extremely interesting snippet to offer you that Scaurus can’t. I had a visit the other day from Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus, who has been deputed to organize armaments and supplies for our new legions. Isn’t he married to your daughter? Yes, the more I think of it, the more convinced I become that he is. Anyway, he had a curious tale to tell. It is a pity that the Apennines cut us off so completely from Italian Gaul, particularly at its Adriatic end. High time we organized Italian Gaul into a proper province and sent it a governor on a regular basis, and sent another governor regularly to Gaul-across-the-Alps. For the purposes of this war, we have sent a man to govern both the Gauls, but located him in Italian Gaul—the consular Gaius Coelius Caldus. Quintus Sertorius is his quaestor, a most reassuring appointment. There is astonishing military blood in the Marii, I am convinced of it, for Sertorius is a Marius on his mother’s side. And a Sabine into the bargain.


  But I am straying from my point. Piso Caesoninus made a quick trip to the north to commission arms and armor for Rome. He started in the customary places, Populonia and Pisae. But there he heard stories of new foundry towns in eastern Italian Gaul, run by a firm based in Placentia. So off he went to Placentia. And got nowhere! Oh, he found the company all right. But a closer-mouthed, more furtive lot you couldn’t imagine. So he went east to Patavium and Aquileia, where he discovered that there’s a whole new industry in that region. He also discovered that these foundry towns have been making arms and armor for the Italian Allies under an exclusive contract for almost ten years! Caesoninus thinks it innocent enough. The smiths were offered an exclusive contract, they were paid promptly, and so—they produced! Though the steelworks are all individually owned, the towns themselves were set up by a landlord who owns everything save the businesses. A landlord who, according to the locals, is a Roman senator! And to make the whole thing even murkier, it seems the smiths thought they had been making arms for Rome, and that the man who had put them under contract was a Roman praefectus fabrum! When Piso Caesoninus pressed them for a description of this mystery man, they painted a likeness of none other than Quintus Poppaedius Silo of the Marsi!


  Now how would Silo have known where to go before we in Rome even knew of this eastern steel industry? And a curious answer has occurred to me—one I’ll find difficult to prove, I suspect. Therefore I didn’t mention it to Piso Caesoninus. Quintus Servilius Caepio lived with Marcus Livius Drusus for years, only left when his wife scampered off with Marcus Cato Salonianus. Now about the time that I was canvassing for my first try at the praetorship, Caepio went away— a long trip. You have assured me in earlier letters that the Gold of Tolosa is no longer in Smyrna, that Caepio appeared in Smyrna on this same absence from Rome and removed it, much to the sorrow of the local banks. Now Silo was in that house often. And far friendlier with Drusus than Drusus was with Caepio. What if he heard that Caepio was sinking some of his money into the establishment of foundry towns in eastern Italian Gaul? Silo could then have anticipated Rome, tied up those new towns making arms and armor for his own people before anyone in the area needed to tout for business.


  I’m picking that Caepio is the Roman senator landlord, and that the company based in Placentia is his. But I doubt I’ll manage to prove it, Publius Rutilius. Anyway, Piso Caesoninus put some pressure on the steelworkers of the area, with the result that they’ll make no more arms and armor for the Italians. Instead, they will make for us.


  Rome readies herself for war. But there is an eerie quality about the process, given who the enemy is. No one feels at ease fighting in Italy, including, I suspect, the enemy. Who could have marched on us three months ago, according to my intelligence reports. Oh, I have neglected to tell you that I am very busy putting together an intelligence network—if in no other way, I swear our information about their movements will be superior to their information about ours.


  This section of my letter, by the way, is somewhat later in date than the first. Scaurus’s courier didn’t get away.


  For the moment, we have secured Etruria and Umbria. Oh, there are rumbles, but the rumblers cannot gather enough clout to secede. Thanks in large measure to the latifundia economy. Gaius Marius is going everywhere, both recruiting and pacifying—and, to give Caepio his due, he’s been very active in Umbria.


  The Conscript Fathers flew into a fine old stew when my intelligence revealed that the Italians have as many as twenty legions already trained and under arms. Since I had evidence to back up my contention, they had to believe. And here are we with six legions! Luckily we have arms and armor for at least ten more legions, thanks to those thrifty fellows we depute to go around battlefields picking up stuff from our own and the enemy dead. As well as the enemy prisoners. It’s stored in Capua in shed after shed after shed. But how we can recruit and train new troops in the time we have is more than anyone knows.


  I should tell you that it was resolved in the House late in February that Asculum Picentum must be made an example of, in the mode of Numantia. So there is going to be a northern theater as well as a central theater. The command in the north was given to Pompey Strabo. Who was given his target—Asculum Picentum. And who was told he had to be ready to march on it by May. Still very early spring, as the seasons go at the moment, but at least this year our dilatory Pontifex Maximus has intercalated an extra twenty days at the end of February, which is why the date on this latter half of my letter is still March. I am now, by the way, writing a solo effort—Scaurus says he doesn’t have time! As if I do! No, Publius Rutilius, it is not a burden. Many’s the time in the past you’ve made the difference to me when I’ve been away. I render you no more than your due.


  Lupus is the kind of commander who doesn’t do anything he regards as beneath his dignity. So when it was agreed that he and Lucius Caesar would split the four veteran legions of Titus Didius between them, and each take one of the unblooded two legions as well, Lupus didn’t feel in the mood to leave Carseoli (where he has established his headquarters for the central theater campaign) in order to do the drudgery of going to Capua and picking up his half of the troops. He sent Pompey Strabo in his stead. He doesn’t like Pompey Strabo—well, who honestly does?


  But Pompey Strabo paid him back! Having collected the two veteran legions and the one unblooded legion from Capua, he got as far as Rome. He had been ordered by Lupus to take the raw legion north with him to Picenum, and deliver the two veteran legions to Lupus in Carseoli. Whereas what he did do had Scaurus laughing for a week. He put the raw legion under the command of Gaius Perperna and sent it to Lupus in Carseoli, while he hied himself up the Via Flaminia with the two veteran legions! Not only that, but when Catulus Caesar got to Capua to take up command of the place, he discovered that Pompey Strabo had also rifled the sheds of stored arms and armor, and removed enough to equip four legions! Scaurus is still laughing. However, I can’t. For what can we do about it now? Nothing! Pompey Strabo bears watching. There’s too much Gaul in him—how’s that for a pun?


  When Lupus realized how neatly he’d been tricked, he demanded that Lucius Caesar give him one of his two veteran legions! Naturally Lucius Caesar said no, in words to the effect that if Lupus couldn’t control his own legates, then he’d better not come crying to the senior consul about it. Unfortunately Lupus is taking it out on Marius and Caepio, by flogging them to recruit and train with redoubled vigor. He himself sits in Carseoli and sulks.


  Coelius and Sertorius in Italian Gaul are moving mountains to ship arms and armor and troops, and every little steelyard and foundry in Roman territory anywhere in the world is busier than a lone Sardinian capturing a convoy. So I suppose it doesn’t really matter that Caepio’s towns worked for the Italians all those years. We wouldn’t have been bright enough to find work for them anyway. Now they are working for us, and that’s as much as one can hope for.


  Somehow before May we have to get sixteen legions into the field. That is, we have to produce ten legions we do not at the moment have. Oh, we’ll do it! If there is one thing Rome excels at, it’s getting the job done when the odds are against her. Volunteers are coming from everywhere and every class, and the Latin Rights people have proven staunch to us. Due to our haste, there has been no attempt to segregate the Latin volunteers from the Roman, so it looks as if some sort of hegemony has been visited upon us involuntarily. What I am trying to say is, there will be no auxiliary legions in this war. They’ll all be classified and numbered as Roman.


  Lucius Julius Caesar and I leave for Campania at the start of April, about eight days away. Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar is already installed as the commandant of Capua, a job I consider he will do well. I am profoundly glad he won’t be leading any armies. Our legion of raw recruits will be split into two units of five cohorts each—Lucius Caesar and I think it will be necessary to garrison both Nola and Aesernia. These troops can do that, they don’t have to be crown-winners. Aesernia is a real outpost in enemy territory, of course, but it remains loyal to us, that we know. Scipio Asiagenes and Lucius Acilius—both junior legates (and both rather poor quality)—are taking five cohorts to Aesernia at once. The praetor Lucius Postumius is taking the other five cohorts to Nola. For a Postumius, he is a fairly steady sort of fellow. I like him. Is it because he’s not an Albinus, would you say?


  And that, dear Publius Rutilius, is all for the moment. Scaurus’s courier is just about knocking on my door. When I have an opportunity I’ll write again, but I fear you’ll have to rely upon your women correspondents for the most regular news. Julia has promised she will write often.


  Sulla laid down his pen with a sigh. A very long letter, but something of a catharsis too. Worth the effort, even if it did mean scant sleep. He was aware to whom he was writing, never forgot it, yet he found himself able to say things on his paper that he could never have said to Publius Rutilius Rufus in person. Of course that was because Publius Rutilius Rufus was too far away to represent a threat of any kind.


  However, he hadn’t mentioned his sudden elevation in the Senate by Lucius Julius Caesar. That was too new and too delicately poised to risk offending Fortune by talking about it as if it were an established fact. Mere accident had provoked it, of that Sulla was sure; disliking Gaius Marius, Lucius Caesar had looked for someone else to ask. By rights he should have asked Titus Didius or Publius Crassus, or some other triumphator. But his eye had lighted upon Sulla, and his mind decided Sulla would do. Of course he hadn’t expected such a grasp of the situation, but when he got it, Lucius Caesar did a not unusual thing; he singled Sulla out as his in-House expert. To have to consult a Marius or a Crassus did the consul no good—it made the consul look like a tyro having to ask the masters all the time. Whereas to ask a relative nobody like Sulla looked like consular genius. Lucius Caesar could claim to have “discovered” Sulla. And when he leaned upon Sulla, it appeared to be a kind of patronage.


  For the moment Sulla was content to have it so. As long as he behaved nicely and deferentially to Lucius Caesar, he would get the commands and the jobs he needed in order to eclipse Lucius Caesar. Who, as Sulla was rapidly discovering, had a streak of morbid pessimism in him, and was not as confidently competent as he had seemed in the beginning. When the two departed for Campania early in April, Sulla left the military decisions and dispositions to Lucius Caesar, while he threw himself with praiseworthy energy and enthusiasm into recruiting and training new legions. There were plenty among the centurions of the two veteran legions in Capua who had served under Sulla somewhere or other, and even more among the retired centurions who had re-enlisted to train troops. The word got around, and Sulla’s reputation grew. Now all he needed was for Lucius Caesar to make a few mistakes, or else become so bogged down in one section of the coming campaign that he had no choice but to give Sulla a free rein. On one point, Sulla was absolutely set; when his chances came, he wouldn’t be making any mistakes at all.


  *


  Better prepared than any of the other commanders, Pompey Strabo equipped two new legions from the people on his own vast estates in northern Picenum; with the centurions of the two veteran legions he had stolen helping him, he got his new troops into fair condition in fifty days. During the second week in April he set off from Cingulum with four legions—two veteran, two raw. A good proportion. Though his military career had not been particularly distinguished, he had the requisite experience for command, and had made himself a reputation as a very hard man.


  An incident which happened when he was a thirty-year-old quaestor in Sardinia had unfortunately contributed much toward his contempt for and isolation from his fellow members of the Senate. Pompey Strabo had written from Sardinia to the Senate requesting that he be allowed to impeach his superior, the governor Titus Annius Albucius, and that he himself be empowered to prosecute Titus Albucius upon their return to Rome. Led by Scaurus, the Senate had responded with a scathing letter from the praetor Gaius Memmius, who had included in it a copy of Scaurus’s speech— in which he had called Pompey Strabo everything from a noxious mushroom to crass, bovine, ill-mannered, presumptuous, stupid, and under-bred. To Pompey Strabo, he had done the correct thing in demanding that he bring his superior to trial; to Scaurus and the other leaders of the House at that time, what Pompey Strabo had done was unpardonable. No one indicted his superior! But, having indicted his superior, no one pressed for the job of prosecuting him! Then Lucius Marcius Philippus had turned the absent Pompey Strabo into a laughingstock by suggesting that the Senate should substitute a different cross-eyed prosecutor for the trial Titus Albucius now had to face, and nominated Caesar Strabo.


  There was a lot of the Celtic king in Pompey Strabo, in spite of the fact that he claimed to be completely Roman. His chief defense of his Romanness was his tribe, Clustumina, a moderately elderly rural tribe whose citizens lived in the eastern Tiber valley. But few of the Romans who mattered doubted for one moment that the Pompeii had been in Picenum far longer than the date of Roman conquest of the area. The tribe created for the new Picentine citizens was Velina, and most of the vassals who lived on Pompeian lands in northern Picenum and eastern Umbria were of the tribe Velina. The interpretation among those who mattered in Rome was that the Pompeii were Picentines and owned vassals long before Roman influence in that part of Italy, and had bought themselves membership in a better tribe than Velina. It was an area of Italy where Gauls had settled in large numbers after the failed invasion of central Italy and Rome by the first King Brennus three hundred years earlier. And as Pompeian looks were Celtic in the extreme, those who mattered in Rome deemed them Gauls.


  Be that as it may, some seventy years ago a Pompeius had finally taken the inevitable journey down the Via Flaminia to Rome, and by unscrupulously bribing the electors, got himself voted in as consul twenty years later. At first this Pompeius—who was more closely related to Quintus Pompeius Rufus than to Pompey Strabo—had found himself at loggerheads with the great Metellus Macedonicus, but they had patched up their differences, and eventually shared the censorship. All of which meant that the Pompeii were on their Roman way.


  The first Pompeius of Strabo’s branch to make the trip south had been Pompey Strabo’s father, who had procured himself a seat in the Senate and married none other than the sister of the famous Latin language satirist, Gaius Lucilius. The Lucilii were Campanians who had been Roman citizens for generations; they were quite rich, and had consuls in the family. A temporary shortage of cash had transformed Pompey Strabo’s father into desirable husband material—especially when Lucilia’s abysmal unattractiveness was added to the Lucilian debit account. Unfortunately Strabo’s father had died before he could attain a senior magistracy—but not before Lucilia had produced her crosseyed little Gnaeus Pompeius, immediately cognominated Strabo. She had produced another boy, called Sextus, much younger than Pompey Strabo, and of much poorer quality. Thus it was Pompey Strabo who became the family’s hope for great things.


  Strabo was not by nature a student, let alone a scholar; though he was educated in Rome by a series of excellent tutors, he achieved little in the way of learning. Presented with the great Greek ideas and ideals, the boy Pompey Strabo had dismissed them as idle waffle and complete impracticality. He liked the warlords and international meddlers who liberally dotted Roman history. As a contubernalis—cadet—serving under various commanders, Pompey Strabo had not been popular with his peers—men like Lucius Caesar, Sextus Caesar, his middling cousin Pompeius Rufus, Cato Licinianus, Lucius Cornelius Cinna. They had used him as a butt because of his atrociously crossed eyes, certainly, but also because he had an innate uncouthness no amount of Roman polish ever managed to conceal. His early years in the army had been miserable, and his service as a tribune of the soldiers hardly less so. No one liked Pompey Strabo!


  All of this he was later to tell his own son, a violent partisan of his father’s. That son (now aged fifteen) and a daughter, Pompeia, were the products of another Lucilian marriage; following the precedent set by his father, Pompey Strabo also espoused an ugly Lucilia, this one the daughter of the famous satirist’s elder brother, Gaius Lucilius Hirrus. Luckily the Pompeian blood was capable of overcoming Lucilian homeliness, for neither Strabo nor his son was homely, save for Strabo’s cross-eyes. Like generations of Pompeii before them, they were fair of face and coloring, blue-eyed, very snub of nose. In the Rufus branch of the family the hair ran to red; the Strabo branch ran to gold.


  When Strabo marched his four legions south through Picenum, he left his son behind in Rome with his mother, there to further his education. But the son was no intellectual either—and very much shaped by his father into the bargain—so he packed up his trunk and headed home to northern Picenum, there to mingle with the centurions left behind to keep on training Pompeian clients as legionaries, and subject himself to a rigorous program of military training well before he could assume the toga of manhood. Unlike his father in this respect, Young Pompey was universally adored. He called himself plain Gnaeus Pompeius, no cognomen. None of that branch owned a cognomen save for Young Pompey’s father, and Strabo was a name he could not adopt because he didn’t have cross-eyes. Young Pompey’s eyes were very large, very wide, very blue, and quite perfect. The eyes, said his doting mother, of a poet.


  While Young Pompey kicked his heels at home, Pompey Strabo continued his march south. Then as he was crossing the Tinna River near Falernum, he was ambushed by six legions of Picentes under Gaius Vidacilius, and was obliged to fight a waterlogged defensive action which gave him no room to maneuver. To make his predicament worse, Titus Lafrenius came up with two legions of Vestini— and Publius Vettius Scato arrived with two legions of Marsi! Everyone Italian wanted to have a piece of the first action in the war.


  The battle was a credit to neither side. Enormously outnumbered, Pompey Strabo managed to extricate himself almost intact from the river and hustled his precious army to the coastal city of Firmum Picenum, where he shut himself up and prepared to withstand a long siege. By rights the Italians should have annihilated him, but they hadn’t yet absorbed the lesson of the one unfailing Roman military characteristic—speed. In that respect—and it turned out to be the vital respect—Pompey Strabo was the winner, even if the battle had to be awarded to the Italians.


  Vidacilius left Titus Lafrenius outside the walls of Firmum Picenum to keep the Romans inside and took himself off with Scato to do mischief elsewhere, while Pompey Strabo sent a message to Coelius in Italian Gaul asking for relief to be sent as soon as possible. His plight was not desperate; he had access to the sea, and to a small Roman Adriatic fleet no one had remembered was based there. Firmum Picenum was a Latin Rights colony, and loyal.
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  As soon as the Italians heard that Pompey Strabo was marching, honor was satisfied; Rome was the aggressor. Mutilus and Silo in the grand council now got all the support they wanted. While Silo remained in Italica and sent Vidacilius, Lafrenius, and Scato north to deal with Pompey Strabo, Gaius Papius Mutilus led six legions to Aesernia. No Latin outpost would mar the autonomy of Italia! Aesernia must fall.


  The caliber of Lucius Caesar’s two junior legates became embarrassingly obvious at once; Scipio Asiagenes and Lucius Acilius disguised themselves as slaves and fled the city before the Samnites arrived. Their defection dismayed Aesernia not at all. Formidably fortified and very well provisioned, the city shut its gates and manned its walls with the five cohorts of recruits the junior legates had left behind, so anxious were they to escape. Mutilus saw at once that the siege would be a prolonged one, so he left Aesernia under heavy attack by two of his legions and moved on with the other four toward the Volturnus River, which bisected Campania east to west.


  When the news came that the Samnites were marching, Lucius Caesar shifted himself from Capua to Nola, where Lucius Postumius’s five cohorts had tamed the town’s insurrection.


  “Until I find out what Mutilus plans to do, I think it best to garrison Nola with both our veteran legions as well,” he said to Sulla as he prepared to leave Capua. “Keep up the work. We are frightfully outnumbered. As soon as you can, send some troops to Venafrum with Marcellus.”


  “It’s already done,” said Sulla laconically. “Campania has always been the favorite place for veterans to settle after they retire, and they’re flocking to join. All they need is a helmet on the head, a mail-shirt, a sword by the side, and a shield. As fast as I can equip them and sort out the most experienced to serve as centurions, I’m sending them out to the places you want garrisoned. Publius Crassus and his two oldest sons went to Lucania yesterday with one legion of retired veterans.”


  “You should tell me!” said Lucius Caesar a little peevishly.


  “No, Lucius Julius, I should not,” said Sulla firmly, his calm unimpaired. “I am here to implement your plans. Once you tell me who is to go where with what, it’s my job to see your orders carried out. You don’t need to ask, any more than I need to tell.”


  “Whom did I send to Beneventum, then?” Lucius Caesar asked, aware that his weaknesses were beginning to show; the demands of generaling were too vast.


  But not too vast for Sulla, who didn’t permit his satisfaction to show. Sooner or later things would become too much for Lucius Caesar—and then it would be his turn. He let Lucius Caesar move to Nola, knowing it would be as temporary as it was futile. Sure enough, when word came of the investment of Aesernia, Lucius Caesar marched back to Capua, then decided his best move would be to march to the relief of Aesernia. But the central areas of Campania around the Volturnus were in open revolt, Samnite legions were everywhere, and it was rumored Mutilus had taken himself off in the direction of Beneventum.
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  Northern Campania was still safe, its allegiance more Roman; Lucius Caesar moved his two veteran legions through Teanum Sidicinum and Interamna in order to approach Aesernia across friendly ground. What he didn’t know was that Publius Vettius Scato of the Marsi had detached himself from the siege of Pompey Strabo in Firmum Picenum and marched around the western foreshores of Lake Fucinus, also heading for Aesernia. He came down the watershed of the Liris, skirted Sora, and met Lucius Caesar between Atina and Casinum.


  Neither side had expected it. Both sides fell into accidental battle complicated by the gorge in which they encountered each other, and Lucius Caesar lost. He retreated back to Teanum Sidicinum, leaving two thousand precious veteran soldiers dead on the field and Scato pushing on unimpeded toward Aesernia. This time the Italians could claim a solid victory, and did.


  Never wholly reconciled to Roman rule, the towns of southern Campania declared one after the other for Italia, including Nola and Venafrum. Marcus Claudius Marcellus extricated himself and his troops from Venafrum ahead of the approaching Samnite army; but instead of retreating to a safely Roman place like Capua, Marcellus and his men elected to go to Aesernia. They found the Italians completely surrounding it, Scato and his Marsi on one side, Samnites on the other. But Italian guard duty was lax, and Marcellus was quick to take advantage of it. All the Romans managed to get inside the town during the night. Aesernia now possessed a brave and capable commandant, and ten cohorts of Roman legionaries.


  Licking his wounds in Teanum Sidicinum as sullenly as an old dog losing its first fight, a depressed and dismayed Lucius Julius Caesar was bombarded with one piece of bad news after another; Venafrum gone, Aesernia heavily invested, Nola holding two thousand Roman soldiers prisoner including the praetor Lucius Postumius, and Publius Crassus and his two sons driven inside Grumentum by the Lucani, now also in revolt, and very ably led by Marcus Lamponius. To cap everything else, Sulla’s intelligence was reporting that the Apuli and the Venusini were about to declare for Italia.


  *


  But all that was as nothing compared to the plight of Publius Rutilius Lupus just east of Rome. It had started when Gaius Perperna arrived with one legion of raw recruits instead of two legions of veterans during the intercalated February; after that, things went from bad to worse. While Marius threw himself into the work of enlisting and arming men and Caepio did the same, Lupus engaged himself in a battle of the pen with the Senate in Rome. There were elements of insurrection within his own forces and even within the ranks of his own legates, scribbled Lupus furiously, and what was the Senate going to do about it? How could he be expected to conduct a war when his own people were inimical? Did Rome or did Rome not want Alba Fucentia protected? And how could he do that when he had not one experienced legionary? And when was something going to be done to recall Pompey Strabo? And when was someone going to move that Pompey Strabo be prosecuted for treason? And when was the Senate going to get his two legions of veterans back from Pompey Strabo? And when was he going to be relieved of that intolerable insect, Gaius Marius?


  Lupus and Marius were encamped on the Via Valeria outside Carseoli in a very well-fortified way—thanks to Marius, who simply went ahead and got the recruits digging—to strengthen their muscles, he said innocently whenever Lupus complained that the men were digging when they ought to be drilling. Caepio lay behind them, also on the Via Valeria, outside the town of Varia. In one respect Lupus was not wrong; no one would see anyone else’s point of view. Caepio kept himself absolutely away from Carseoli and his general because, he said, he couldn’t bear the acrimonious atmosphere in the command tent. And Marius— who had a fair idea that his general would march against the Marsi as soon as he counted enough soldiers in the parades—never let up carping. The troops were hopelessly inexperienced, he said, they would need the full hundred days of training before they could cope with any sort of battle, a lot of the equipment was substandard, Lupus had better settle down and accept things for what they were instead of dwelling endlessly upon Pompey Strabo and the stolen veteran legions.


  But if Lucius Caesar was indecisive, Lupus was downright incompetent. His military experience was minimal, and he belonged to that school of armchair general who believed that the moment an enemy set eyes upon a Roman legion, the fight was over—in Rome’s favor. He also despised Italians, considering every last one of them a bucolic knave. As far as he was concerned, the moment Marius had gathered and armed four legions, they could move. However, he reckoned without Marius. Marius clung doggedly to his standpoint: that the soldiers must be kept out of action until they were properly trained. On the one occasion when he issued a direct order to Marius to march for Alba Fucentia, Marius flatly refused. And when Marius refused, so did the more junior legates.


  Off went more letters to Rome, now accusing his legates of mutiny rather than insubordination. It was Gaius Marius at the bottom of it, always Gaius Marius.


  Thus it was that Lupus made no move until the end of May, when he called a council and instructed Gaius Perperna to take the Capuan legion of recruits and the next-best legion, and advance through the western pass along the Via Valeria into the lands of the Marsi. His objective was Alba Fucentia, which he was to relieve should the Marsi have besieged it, or else garrison it against a Marsic attack. Once again Marius objected, but this time he was overridden; the recruits, said Lupus with truth, had had their training period. Perperna and his two legions set off up the Via Valeria.


  The western pass was a rocky gorge lying at four thousand feet, and the snows of winter had not yet entirely melted. The troops muttered and complained of the cold, so Perperna failed to post as many lookouts on the high points as he should have, more concerned to keep everyone happy than everyone alive. Publius Praesenteius attacked his column just as it became completely enclosed by the ravine, leading four legions of Paeligni hungry for a victory. They had their victory, as complete as it was sweet. Four thousand of Perperna’s soldiers lay dead in the pass to yield up their arms and armor to Praesenteius; the Paeligni also got the armor of the six thousand men who survived, as they had abandoned it in order to run away faster. Perperna himself was among the fastest runners.


  In Carseoli, Lupus stripped Perperna of his rank and sent him to Rome in disgrace.


  “That’s stupidity, Lupus,” said Marius, who had long given up according the general the courtesy of Publius Rutilius; it hurt to speak that beloved name to someone so unworthy of it. “You can’t blame it all on Perperna, he’s an amateur. The fault is yours, and nobody else’s. I told you—the men weren’t ready. And they ought to have been led by someone who understands green troops—me.”


  “Mind your own business!” snapped Lupus. “And try to remember that your chief business is to say yes to me!”


  “I wouldn’t say yes to you, Lupus, if you presented me with your bare arse,” said Marius, eyebrows matted together across the bridge of his nose, and looking doubly fierce because of them. “You are a totally incompetent idiot!”


  “I shall send you back to Rome!” cried Lupus.


  “You couldn’t send your grandmother ten paces down the road,” said Marius scornfully. “Four thousand men dead who might one day have turned into decent soldiers, and six thousand naked survivors who ought to be scourged! Don’t blame Gaius Perperna, blame no one but yourself!” He shook his head, slapped his flaccid left cheek. “Oh, I feel as if someone’s sent me back twenty years! You’re doing the same as all the rest of the senatorial fools, killing good men!”


  Lupus drew himself up to his full height, which was not very imposing. “I am not only the consul, I am the commander-in-chief in this theater of war,” he said haughtily. “In exactly eight days—today, I remind you, are the Kalends of June—you and I will march for Nersae and approach the lands of the Marsi from the north. We will proceed in two columns, each of two legions, and cross the Velinus separately. There are only two bridges between here and Reate, and neither is wide enough to take eight men abreast. Which is why we will proceed in two columns. Otherwise it will take too long to cross. I will use the bridge closer to Carseoli, you will use the one closer to Cliterna. We will reunite on the Himella beyond Nersae and join the Via Valeria just before Antinum. Is that understood, Marius?”


  “It’s understood,” said Marius. “It’s stupid! But it’s understood. What you don’t seem to realize, Lupus, is that there are very likely to be Italian legions west of the Marsic lands.”


  “There are no Italian legions west of Marsic lands,” said Lupus. “The Paeligni who ambushed Perperna have gone east again.”


  Marius shrugged. “Have it your own way. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  They moved out eight days later, Lupus taking the lead with his two legions, Marius following on until it came time to continue north alone, leaving Lupus with a shorter march to his bridge across the swift and icy Velinus, swollen with melted snows. The moment Lupus’s column was out of sight, Marius led his troops into a nearby forest and ordered them to make smokeless camp.


  “We’re following the Velinus toward Reate, and on the far side of it are formidable heights,” he said to his senior legate, Aulus Plotius. “If I were a canny Italian planning to beat Rome in a war—and I’d had a taste of our abysmal mettle—I’d have my longest-sighted men sitting on top of that ridge watching for troop movements on this side of the river. The Italians must know Lupus has been squatting at Carseoli for months, so why shouldn’t they be expecting him to move, and watching out for him? They annihilated his last little effort. They’re watching for his next, mark my words. So we are going to stay here in this nice thick wood until dark, then we’ll march as best we can until daylight, when we’ll hide in another nice thick wood. I am not going to expose my men until they’re tramping across that bridge on the double.”


  Plotius of course was young, but more than old enough to have seen service as a junior tribune against the Cimbri in Italian Gaul; he had been attached to Catulus Caesar, but—as everybody did who served in that campaign—he knew where the real credit lay. And as he listened to Marius, he was profoundly glad that it had been his luck to be seconded to Marius’s column, rather than to Lupus’s. Before they had left Carseoli he had jokingly commiserated with Lupus’s legate, Marcus Valerius Messala, who had also wanted to march with Marius.


  Gaius Marius finally reached his bridge on the twelfth day of June, having proceeded at a painfully slow pace because the nights were moonless and the terrain roadless save for a meandering track he had preferred not to follow. He made his dispositions carefully, and in the secure knowledge that no one watched from the heights or the far side— he had had them scoured. The two legions were cheerful and willing to do anything Marius wanted them to do; they were exactly the same sort of men who had marched with Perperna through the western pass grumbling about the cold and unhappy to be there, they came from the same towns in the same lands. Yet these soldiers felt confident, fit for anything including battle, and obeyed their instructions to the letter as they commenced pouring across the little bridge. It is because, thought Aulus Plotius, they are Marius’s men—even if that means they must also be Marius’s mules. For, as always, Marius was marching light. Lupus, on the other hand, had insisted upon a proper baggage train.


  Plotius strolled down to the stream south of the bridge, wanting to find a vantage point from which he could watch those fine stout fellows making the bridge timbers jingle and shudder as they jogged across. The river was up and roaring, but—due to the fact that Plotius had deliberately made for a small promontory jutting into the straight course of the stream—on the south side of the land where he stood there was a little bay full of eddies and bodies. At first he registered the bodies idly, not comprehending, then stared with growing horror. They were the bodies of soldiers! Two or three dozen of them! And judging from the plumes on their helmets, they were Roman.


  He ran at once for Marius, who took one look and understood.


  “Lupus,” he said grimly. “He’s been brought to battle on the far side of his bridge. Here, help me.”


  Plotius scrambled down the bank in Marius’s wake and assisted him to bring one of the bodies in against the shore, where Marius turned it over and gazed down into the chalk-white, terrified face.


  “It happened yesterday,” he said, and let the body go. “I’d like to stop and attend to these poor fellows, but there isn’t the time, Aulus Plotius. Assemble the troops on the far side of the bridge in battle marching order. I’ll address them the moment you’re ready. And make it quick! I’d say the Italians don’t know we’re here. So we might have a chance to make up for this in a small way.”


  *


  Publius Vettius Scato, leading two legions of Marsi, had left the vicinity of Aesernia a month before. He headed for Alba Fucentia to find Quintus Poppaedius Silo, who was besieging that Latin Rights city, strongly fortified and determined to hold out. Silo himself had elected to remain within Marsic territory to keep the war effort at its peak, but intelligence had long informed him that the Romans were training troops at Carseoli and Varia.


  “Go and have a look,” he said to Scato.


  Encountering Praesenteius and his Paeligni near Antinum, he received a full report upon the rout of Perperna in the western pass; Praesenteius was going east again to donate his spoils to the Paeligni recruitment campaign. Scato went west and did precisely what Marius had guessed a canny Italian would do; he put long-sighted men on top of the ridge beyond the eastern side of the Velinus. In the meantime he built a camp on the east bank of the river halfway between the two bridges, and was just beginning to think he ought to penetrate closer to Carseoli when a messenger came running in to tell him there was a Roman army crossing the more southerly of the two bridges.


  With incredulous delight Scato himself watched Lupus get his soldiers from one side of the river to the other, committing every mistake possible. Before they even approached the bridge he allowed them to break ranks, and left them to mill in disorder on the far bank after they crossed. Lupus’s own energies were devoted to the baggage train; he was standing at the bridge clad only in a tunic when Scato and the Marsi fell upon his army. Eight thousand Roman legionaries died upon the field, including Publius Rutilius Lupus and his legate, Marcus Valerius Messala. Perhaps two thousand managed to escape by dragging the ox-wagons off the bridge, shedding their mail-shirts, helmets and swords, and running for Carseoli. It was the eleventh day of June.


  The battle—if such it could be called—took place in the late afternoon. Scato decided to stay where he was rather than send his men back to their camp for the night. At dawn on the morrow they would commence to pick the corpses clean, pile up the naked bodies and burn them, drive the abandoned ox-wagons and mule-carts across to the eastern bank. They would undoubtedly contain wheat and other rations. They would also do to carry the captured armaments. A wonderful haul! Beating Romans, Scato thought complacently, was as easy as beating a baby. They didn’t even know how to protect themselves when on maneuvers in enemy country! And that was very odd. How had they ever managed to conquer half the world and keep the other half in a perpetual dither?


  He was about to find out. Marius was on the move, and it was Scato’s turn to be attacked with his own men in complete disorder.


  Marius had encountered the Marsic camp first, utterly deserted. He romped through it taking everything it contained—baggage, food aplenty, money aplenty too. But not in a disorderly fashion. Rather, he left most of his noncombatants behind to do the gathering up and sorting out, while he pressed on with his legions. At about noon he reached yesterday’s battlefield to find the Marsic troops going about stripping the armor from corpses.


  “Oh, very nice!” he roared to Aulus Plotius. “My men are blooded in the best way—a rout! Gives them all sorts of confidence! They’re veterans before they know it!”


  It was indeed a rout. Scato took to his heels into the mountains leaving two thousand Marsic dead behind him as well as everything he owned. But the honors, Marius thought grimly, had still to be awarded to the Italians, who had had by far the best of things in terms of soldier dead. All those months of recruiting and training gone for nothing. Eight thousand good men dead because—as seemed inevitable—they were led by a fool.


  They found the bodies of Lupus and Messala by the bridge.


  “I’m sorry for Marcus Valerius; I think he would have turned out well,” said Marius to Plotius. “But I am profoundly glad that Fortune saw fit to turn her face away from Lupus! If he had lived, we’d lose yet more men.”


  To which there was no reply. Plotius made none.


  Marius sent the bodies of the consul and his legate back to Rome under the escort of his only cavalry squadron, his letter of explanation traveling with the cortege. Time, thought Gaius Marius sourly, that Rome was given a thorough fright. Otherwise no one living there was going to believe there really was a war going on in Italy—and no one would believe the Italians were formidable.


  Scaurus Princeps Senatus sent two replies, one on behalf of the Senate, the other on his own behalf.


  I am truly sorry the official report says what it does, Gaius Marius. It was not my doing, I can assure you. But the trouble is, old man, that I just do not have the necessary reserves of energy one needs to swing a body of three hundred men around single-handedly. I did it over twenty years ago in the matter of Jugurtha—but it is the last twenty years are the ones which count. Not that there are three hundred in the Senate these days. More like one hundred. Those senators under thirty-five are all doing some sort of military service— and so are quite a few of the ancients, including a certain fellow named Gaius Marius.


  When your little funeral train arrived in Rome it created a sensation. The whole city fell about screaming and tearing out hunks of hair, not to mention lacerating its breast. All of a sudden, the war was real. Perhaps nothing else could have taught them that particular lesson. Morale plummeted. In an instant, in less time than it takes a bolt of lightning to strike. Until the body of the consul arrived in the Forum, I think everyone in Rome—including senators and knights!— regarded this war as a sinecure. But there lay Lupus, stone dead, killed by an Italian on a battlefield not more than a few miles from Rome herself. A frightful instant, that one when we spilled out of the Curia Hostilia and stood gaping at Lupus and Messala—did you tell the escort to uncover them before they reached the Forum? I’ll bet you did!


  Anyway, all Rome has gone into mourning, it’s dark and dreary clothes wherever you go. All men left in the Senate are wearing the sagum instead of the toga, and a knight’s narrow stripe on their tunics rather than the latus clavus. The curule magistrates have doffed their insignia of office, even to sitting on plain wooden stools in the Curia and on their tribunals. Sumptuary laws are being hinted at regarding purple and pepper and panoply. From total unconcern Rome has gone to the opposite extreme. Everywhere I go, people are audibly wondering if we are actually going to lose?


  As you will see, the official reply is upon two separate matters. The first I personally deplore, but I was howled down in the name of “national emergency.” To wit: in future all and any war casualties from the lowest ranker to the general will be given a funeral and all possible obsequies in the field. No one is to be returned to Rome for fear of what it might do to morale. Rubbish, rubbish, rubbish! But they wanted it so.


  The second is far worse, Gaius Marius. Knowing you, you have taken this to read ahead of officialdom. So I had better tell you without further ado that the House refused to give you the supreme command. They didn’t precisely pass you over—that they weren’t quite courageous enough to do. Instead, they have given the command jointly to you and Caepio. A more asinine, stupid, futile decision they could not possibly have made. Even to have appointed Caepio above you on his own would have been smarter. But I suppose you will deal with it in your own inimitable way.


  Oh, I was angry! But the trouble is that those who are left in the House are by and large the dried-up, rattly bits of shit hanging around the sheep’s arse. The decent wool is in the field—or else, like me, had a job to do in Rome—but there are only a handful of us compared to the rattly bits. At the moment I feel as if I am quite superfluous. Philippus is running the place. Can you truly imagine that? It was bad enough having to deal with him as consul in those awful days leading up to the murder of Marcus Livius, but now he’s worse. And the knights in the Comitia eat out of his greasy palm. I wrote to Lucius Julius asking that he return to Rome and pick a consul suffectus in place of Lupus, but he wrote back saying we’d have to muddle along as we were because he’s too tied up to leave Campania for so much as one day. I do what I can, but I tell you, Gaius Marius, I am getting very old.


  Of course Caepio will be insufferable when he hears the news. I have tried to arrange the couriers so that you know ahead of him. It will give you time to decide how you will handle him when he struts up to peacock in front of you. I can only offer you one piece of advice. Deal with it your own way.


  But in the end Fortune dealt with it—brilliantly, finally, ironically. Caepio accepted his joint command with extreme confidence, as he had beaten back a raiding legion of Marsi at Varia while Marius had been dealing with Scato along the river Velinus. Equating this small success with Marius’s victory, he notified the Senate that he had won the first victory of the war, as it had happened on the tenth day of June, whereas Marius’s victory was two days later. And in between there had been an appalling defeat, for which Caepio managed to blame Marius rather than Lupus.


  To his chagrin, Marius seemed not to care who got the credit or what Caepio wanted in Varia. When Caepio directed him to return to Carseoli, Marius ignored him. He had taken over Scato’s camp along the Velinus, fortified it heavily, and put every man he had at his disposal into it, there to drill and re-drill his troops while the days dripped on and Caepio chafed at being denied the chance to invade the lands of the Marsi. As well as inheriting what men of Lupus’s had survived, some five cohorts, Marius had two thirds of the six thousand men who had fled from Praesenteius in the western pass; he had now re-equipped the lot. Which gave him a total of three over-strength legions. Before he moved an inch, he said by letter, they would be ready to his satisfaction, not some cretin’s who didn’t know his vanguard from his wings.


  Caepio had about a legion and a half of troops which he had redistributed to form two under-strength units, and was not confident enough to move at all. So while Marius relentlessly drilled his men miles away to the northeast, Caepio sat in Varia and fumed. June turned into Quinctilis and still Marius drilled his men, still Caepio sat in Varia and fumed. Like Lupus before him, a good deal of Caepio’s time was occupied in writing complaining letters to the Senate, where Scaurus and Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus and Quintus Mucius Scaevola and a few other stalwarts kept the slavering Lucius Marcius Philippus at bay every time he proposed that Gaius Marius be stripped of his command.


  About the middle of Quinctilis, Caepio received a visitor. None other than Quintus Poppaedius Silo of the Marsi.


  Silo arrived in Caepio’s camp with two terrified-looking slaves, one heavily laden donkey, and two babies, apparently twins. Summoned, Caepio strolled out into the camp forum, where Silo stood wearing full armor, his little entourage behind him. The babes, held by the female slave, were wrapped in purple blankets embroidered with gold.


  When he saw Caepio, Silo’s face lit up. “Quintus Servilius, how good it is to see you!” he cried, walking forward with his right hand outstretched.


  Conscious that they were the center of much attention, Caepio drew himself up haughtily and ignored the hand.


  “What do you want?” he asked disdainfully.


  Silo dropped his hand, managing to make the gesture independent and free from humiliation. “I seek Rome’s shelter and protection,” he said, “and for the sake of Marcus Livius Drusus, I preferred to give myself up to you rather than to Gaius Marius.”


  Mollified a little by this reply—and consumed with curiosity besides—Caepio hesitated. “Why do you need Rome’s protection?” he asked, eyes moving from Silo to the purple-wrapped babes, then to the male slave and his charge, the overloaded donkey.


  “As you know, Quintus Servilius, the Marsi gave Rome a formal declaration of war,” said Silo. “What you do not know is that it was thanks to the Marsi that the Italian nations delayed their offensive for so long after that declaration of war. In the councils in Corfinium—the city now called Italica—I kept pleading for time and secretly hoping that no blows would be struck. For I regard this war as pointless, hideous, wasteful. Italy cannot beat Rome! Some among the council began to accuse me of harboring Roman sympathies, which I denied. Then Publius Vettius Scato—my own praetor!—came back to Corfinium after his clash with Lupus the consul and his subsequent clash with Gaius Marius. Whereupon the whole thing came to boiling point. Scato accused me of collusion with Gaius Marius, and everyone believed him. Suddenly I found myself an outcast. That I was not killed in Corfinium was due to the size of the jury— all five hundred Italian councillors. While they deliberated I left the city and hurried to my own city of Marruvium. I reached it ahead of pursuit—but with Scato leading the hunt, I knew I wouldn’t be safe among the Marsi. So I took my twin sons, Italicus and Marsicus, and decided to flee to Rome for protection.”


  “What makes you think we’d want to protect you?” Caepio asked, nostrils flaring. Such an odd smell! “You’ve done nothing for Rome.”


  “Oh, but I have, Quintus Servilius!” Silo said, and pointed to the donkey. “I stole the contents of the Marsic treasury and would offer it to Rome. There on the ass is a little of it. Only a very little! Some miles behind me, well hidden in a secret valley behind a hill, there are thirty more asses, all laden with at least as much gold as this one carries.”


  Gold! That was what Caepio could smell! Everyone was always insisting gold was odorless; but Caepio knew better, just as his father before him had known better. Not a Quintus Servilius Caepio ever born could not smell gold.


  “Give me a look,” he said curtly, moving to the donkey.


  Its panniers were well hidden by a hide cover which Silo now stripped off. And there it was. Gold. Five rough-cast round sows of it nestling in each pannier, glittering in the sun. Every sow stamped with the Marsic snake.


  “About three talents,” said Silo, covering the panniers again with anxious looks all about to see who might be watching. Having tied the thongs which held the cover on securely, Silo paused and gazed at Caepio out of those remarkable yellow-green eyes, little flames leaping in them, it seemed to the dazzled Caepio. “This ass is yours,” he said, “and perhaps two or three more might be yours if you extend me your personal protection as well as Rome’s.”


  “You have it,” said Caepio instantly, and smiled an avaricious smile. “I’ll take five asses, though.”


  “As you wish, Quintus Servilius.” Silo sighed deeply. “Oh, I am tired! I’ve been running for three days.”


  “Then rest,” said Caepio. “Tomorrow you can lead me to the secret valley. I want to see all this gold!”


  “It might be wise to bring your army,” said Silo as they moved off toward the general’s tent, the female slave following with the babies. Good babies; they didn’t cry or wriggle. “By now they’ll know what I’ve done, and who knows what they’ll send after me? I imagine they’ll guess I’ve appealed to Rome for asylum.”


  “Let them guess!” said Caepio gleefully. “My two legions are a match for the Marsi!” He held open the tent flap, but preceded his suppliant inside. “Ah—of course I must ask that you leave your sons in this camp while we’re away.’’


  “I understand,” said Silo with dignity.


  “They look like you,” said Caepio when the slave girl put the babies down upon a couch preparatory to changing their diapers. And they did indeed; both had Silo’s eyes. Caepio shivered. “Stop, girl!” he said to the slave. “There’ll be no baby-cack in here! You’ll have to wait until I organize accommodation for your master, then you can do whatever it is you have to do.”


  Thus it was that when Caepio led his two legions out of their camp the next morning, Silo’s slave girl remained behind with the royal twins; the gold remained behind too, safely unloaded from the donkey and hidden in Caepio’s tent.


  “Did you know, Quintus Servilius, that Gaius Marius is, at this very moment, beleaguered by ten legions of Picentes, Paeligni, and Marrucini?” asked Silo.


  “No!” gasped Caepio, riding beside Silo at the head of his army. “Ten legions? Will he win?”


  “Gaius Marius always wins,” said Silo smoothly.


  “Humph,” said Caepio.


  They rode until the sun was overhead in the sky, having left the Via Valeria almost immediately to head southwest along the Anio in the direction of Sublaqueum. Silo insisted on setting a pace which enabled the infantry to keep up, though Caepio was so eager to see the rest of the gold that he resented dawdling.


  “It’s safe, it isn’t going anywhere,” said Silo soothingly. “I would much rather that your troops be with us and not breathing hard-when we get there, Quintus Servilius—for both our sakes.”


  The country was rugged but negotiable; the miles went by until, not far short of Sublaqueum, Silo halted.


  “There!” he said, pointing to a hill on the far side of the Anio. “Behind that is the secret valley. There’s a good bridge not far from here. We can cross safely.”


  It was a good bridge, wide and made of stone; Caepio ordered his army across at full march, but remained in the lead. The road came up from Anagnia on the Via Latina to Sublaqueum, traversed the Anio at this point, and ended in Carseoli. Once the troops crossed the bridge they had a good road to walk on and stretched out in stride, quite enjoying their outing. Caepio’s mood had told them long since that this was some sort of jaunt, no martial foray, so they kept their shields across their backs and used their spears as staves to ease the weight of their mail-shirts. Time was dragging on, they might have to camp in the rough and without food that night, but it was worth it not to be burdened by packs, and the general’s attitude said some sort of reward was imminent.


  With the two legions strung out around the base of the hill as the road curved on its way northeast, Silo turned in his saddle to talk to Caepio.


  “I’ll ride on ahead, Quintus Servilius,” he said, “just to make sure everything is all right. I don’t want anyone frightened into trying to bolt.”


  Easing his own pace, Caepio watched as Silo kicked his horse into a canter and dwindled quickly in size; several hundred paces further up the road Silo turned off it and disappeared behind a small cliff.


  The Marsi fell upon Caepio’s column from everywhere— from the front, where Silo had vanished—from the rear— from behind every rock and stone and bank on both sides of the road. No one had a chance. Before shields could be stripped of their hide covers and swung to the front, before swords could be properly drawn and helms fitted upon heads, four legions of Marsi were amid the column in their thousands, laying about them as if engaged upon an exercise. Caepio’s army perished to the very last man but one, and that one was Caepio himself, taken prisoner at the beginning of the attack, and forced to watch his troops die.


  When it was all over, when not a Roman soldier moved on the road and all around it, Quintus Poppaedius Silo rode back into Caepio’s view, surrounded by his legates, including Scato and Fraucus. He was smiling widely.


  “Well, Quintus Servilius, what say you now?”


  White-faced and trembling, Caepio summoned every reserve. “You forget, Quintus Poppaedius,” he said, “that I still hold your babies as my hostages.”


  Silo burst out laughing. “My babies? No! They’re the children of the slave couple you still hold. But I’ll get them back—and my ass. There’s no one left in your camp to gainsay me.” The eerie eyes glowed coldly, goldly. “But I won’t bother to remove the ass’s cargo. You can have that.”


  “It’s gold!” said Caepio, aghast.


  “No, Quintus Servilius, it is not gold. It’s lead covered with the thinnest possible skin of gold. If you’d scraped it, you would have discovered the trick. But I knew my Caepio better than that! You couldn’t bring yourself to put a scratch in a chunk of gold if your life depended upon it—and your life did.” He drew his sword, dismounted, strolled toward Caepio.


  Fraucus and Scato moved to Caepio’s horse and pulled him from the saddle. Without saying a word, they divested him of cuirass and hardened leather under-dress. Understanding, Caepio began to weep desolately.


  “I would like to hear you beg for your life, Quintus Servilius Caepio,” Silo said as he moved within striking distance.


  But that Caepio found himself unable to do. At Arausio he had run away, and never since had he found himself in a genuinely perilous situation, even when the Marsic raiding party had attacked his camp. Now he saw why they had attacked; they had lost a handful of men, but they had regarded their losses as worth it. Silo had seen the lay of the land, and laid his plans accordingly. Had Caepio searched his mind about this present ordeal, he might have concluded that he would indeed beg for his life. Now that the ordeal was happening, he found he could not. A Quintus Servilius Caepio might not be the bravest of Roman men, but he was nonetheless a Roman, and a Roman of high degree—a patrician, a nobleman. A Quintus Servilius Caepio might weep, and who knew how much he wept for the cessation of his life, and how much for that lovely lost gold? But a Quintus Servilius Caepio could not beg.


  Caepio lifted his chin, drew a veil down across his gaze, and stared into nothing.


  “This is for Drusus,” said Silo. “You had him killed.”


  “I did not,” said Caepio from a great distance. “I would have. But it wasn’t necessary. Quintus Varius organized it. And a good thing too. If Drusus hadn’t been killed, you and all your dirty friends would be citizens of Rome. But you’re not. And you never will be. There are many like me in Rome.”


  Silo raised the sword until his hand holding the hilt was slightly higher than his shoulder. “For Drusus,” he said. Down came the sword into the side of Caepio’s neck where it started to curve out into the shoulder; a huge piece of bone flew and struck Fraucus on the cheek, cutting it. But not so deeply as Silo’s cut, down to the top of the sternum, through veins and arteries and nerves. Blood sprayed everywhere. But Silo was not finished, and Caepio did not fall. Silo moved a little, raised his arm a second time, and repeated the blow to the other side of Caepio’s neck. Down he went with Silo following to deliver the third stroke, which severed the head. Scato picked it up and rammed it crudely through the gullet onto a spear. When Silo was in the saddle again, Scato handed him the spear. The army of the Marsi moved off down the road toward the Via Valeria, Caepio’s head sailing before them, seeing nothing.


  The rest of Caepio the Marsi left behind with Caepio’s army; this was Roman territory, let the Romans clean up the mess. More important to make a getaway before Gaius Marius discovered what had happened. Of course the story Silo had told Caepio about a ten-legion attack upon Marius had been a fabrication-—he had just wanted to see how Caepio reacted. Silo did send to the deserted camp outside Varia, however, and brought his slaves away together with their royally clad twin sons. And his donkey. But not the “gold.” When that was unearthed inside Caepio’s tent, everyone deemed it a part of the Gold of Tolosa, and wondered where the rest of it was. Until Mamercus came forward, and someone scraped the surface of the “gold” to bare the lead beneath, thus proving the truth of Mamercus’s strange tale.


  For it was necessary that Silo inform someone what had really happened. Not for his own sake. For the sake of Drusus. So he had written to Drusus’s brother, Mamercus.


  Quintus Servilius Caepio is dead. Yesterday I led him and his army into a trap on the road between Carseoli and Sublaqueum, having lured him out of Varia with a tall story—how I had deserted the Marsi and stolen the contents of the Marsic treasury. I had an ass with me, loaded down with lead sows skinned to look like gold. You know the weakness of the Servilii Caepiones! Dangle gold under their noses, and all else is utterly forgotten.


  Every single Roman soldier belonging to Caepio is dead. But Caepio I took alive, and killed him myself. I cut his head off and carried it before my army on a spear. For Drusus. For Drusus, Mamercus Aemilius. And for Caepio’s children, who will now inherit the Gold of Tolosa, with the lion’s share going to the red-haired cuckoo in the Caepio nest. Some justice. If Caepio had lived until the children were grown he would have found a way to disinherit them. As it is, they now inherit everything. I am pleased to do this for Drusus because it would have pleased Drusus mightily. For Drusus. Long may his memory live in the minds of all good men, Roman and Italian.


  Because in that poor family nothing was dulled, or blunted, or rendered mercifully, Silo’s letter arrived scant hours after Cornelia Scipionis had collapsed and died, compounding the frightful problem Mamercus faced. With the deaths of Cornelia Scipionis and Quintus Servilius Caepio, the last threads of stability for the six children who lived in Drusus’s house were irrevocably broken. They were now absolute orphans, not a parent or a grandparent between them. Uncle Mamercus was their last living relative.


  By rights that should have meant he would take them into his own house and complete their upbringing himself; they would have been company for his baby daughter Aemilia Lepida, just toddling. Over the months since the death of Drusus, Mamercus had become fond of all the children, even the dreadful Young Cato, whose unyielding character Mamercus found pitiable, and whose love for his brother, Young Caepio, Mamercus found touching to the point of tears. So it never occurred to him that he would not be taking the children home—until he went home after seeing to his mother’s funeral arrangements and told his wife. They had not been married more than five years, and Mamercus was very much in love with her. Not needing to marry money, he had chosen a bride for love, under the fond delusion that she too was marrying for love. One of the lesser Claudias, impoverished and desperate, Mamercus’s wife had grabbed at him. But she didn’t love him. And she didn’t love children. Even her own daughter she found boring, and left in the company of the nurserymaids, so that little Aemilia Lepida was more spoiled than disciplined.


  “They’re not coming here!” Claudia Mamercus snapped, before he had quite finished his tale.


  “But they have to come here! They have nowhere else to go!” he said, shocked anew; his mother’s death was so recent he had not yet emerged from that shock.


  “They have that huge gorgeous house to live in—we should be so lucky! There’s more money than anyone knows what to do with—hire them an army of minders and tutors and leave them right where they are.” Her mouth went hard, its corners turned down. “Get it out of your head, Mamercus! They are not coming here.”


  This was of course the first crack in his idol, something she did not understand. Mamercus stood looking at his wife with wonder in his eyes, his own mouth hard. “I insist,” he said.


  She raised her brows. “You can insist until water turns into wine, husband! It makes no difference. They are not coming here. Or put it this way: if they come, I go.”


  “Claudia, have some pity! They’re so alone!”


  “Why should I pity them? They’re not going to starve or lack education. There’s not one of them knows what having a parent was like anyway,” said Claudia Mamercus. “The two Servilias are as catty as they are snobbish, Drusus Nero is an oaf, and the rest are the descendants of a slave. Leave them where they are.”


  “They must have a proper home,” said Mamercus.


  “They already have a proper home.”


  That Mamercus gave in was not evidence of weakness, simply that he was a practical man and saw the inadvisability of overruling Claudia. Did he bring them home after this declaration of war, their plight would be worse. He couldn’t be inside his house all day every day, and Claudia’s reaction indicated that she would make it her business to take out her resentment at being saddled with them on them at every opportunity.


  He went to see Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, who was admittedly not an Aemilius Lepidus, but was the senior Aemilius in the whole gens. Scaurus was also co-executor of Drusus’s will, and sole executor of Caepio’s will. Therefore it was Scaurus’s duty to do what he could about the children. Mamercus felt wretched. The death of his mother was a colossal blow to him, for he had always known her, always lived with her until she went to Drusus— which she had done, come to think of it just after he had married his Claudia and brought her home! Not one word of disparagement of Claudia had she ever uttered. But, looking back, how glad Cornelia Scipionis must have been to have a perfect excuse to move out.


  By the time Mamercus reached the house of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus he had fallen out of love with Claudia Mamercus and would never replace that emotion with a friendlier, more comfortable kind of love. Until today he would have deemed it impossible to fall out of love so quickly, so thoroughly; yet—here he was, knocking on Scaurus’s door, devastated by the loss of his mother and out of love with his wife.


  It therefore cost Mamercus nothing to explain his predicament to Scaurus in the bleakest terms.


  “What should I do, Marcus Aemilius?”


  Scaurus Princeps Senatus sat back in his chair, lucent green eyes fixed upon this Livian face, with its beaky nose, dark eyes, prominent bones. The last of two families, was Mamercus. He must be cherished and assisted in every way possible.


  “Certainly I think you must accommodate the wishes of your wife, Mamercus. Which means you will have to leave the children in Marcus Livius Drusus’s house. And that in turn means you must find someone noble to live there with them.”


  “Who?”


  “Leave it with me, Mamercus,” said Scaurus briskly. “I’ll think of somebody.”


  Think of somebody Scaurus did, two days later. Very pleased with himself, he sent for Mamercus.


  “Do you remember that particular Quintus Servilius Caepio who was consul two years before our illustrious relative Aemilius Paullus fought Perseus of Macedonia at Pydna?” asked Scaurus.


  Mamercus grinned. “Not personally, Marcus Aemilius! But I do know who you mean.”


  “Good,” said Scaurus, grinning back. “That particular Quintus Servilius Caepio had three sons. The oldest was adopted out to the Fabii Maximi, with bitter results—Eburnus and his unfortunate son.” Scaurus was enjoying this; he was one of Rome’s greatest experts in noble genealogy and could trace the ramifications in the family tree of anyone who mattered. “The youngest son, Quintus, sired the consul Caepio who stole the Gold of Tolosa and lost the battle of Arausio. He also sired a girl, Servilia, who married our esteemed consular Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar. From Caepio the consul there came that Caepio who was killed the other day by the Marsian Silo, and the girl who married your brother, Drusus.”


  “You’ve left out the middle son,” said Mamercus.


  “On purpose, Mamercus, on purpose! He’s the one I’m really interested in today. His name was Gnaeus. However, he married much later than his younger brother, Quintus, so that his son, a Gnaeus of course, was only old enough to be a quaestor while his first cousin was already a consular and busy losing the battle of Arausio. Young Gnaeus was quaestor in Asia Province. He had recently married a Porcia Liciniana—not a well-dowered girl, but Gnaeus didn’t need a well-dowered girl. He was, as are all the Servilii Caepiones, a very wealthy man. When Gnaeus the quaestor left for Asia Province he had produced one child—a girl I shall call Servilia Gnaea to distinguish her from all the other Servilias. Now the sex of his and Porcia Liciniana’s child, Servilia Gnaea, was most unfortunate.”


  Scaurus paused for breath, beaming. “Isn’t it wonderful, my dear Mamercus, how tortuously interconnected all our families are?”


  “Daunting, I’d rather call it,” said Mamercus.


  “Getting back to the two-year-old girl, Servilia Gnaea,” said Scaurus, sinking pleasurably into his chair, “I used the word ‘unfortunate’ with good reason. Gnaeus Caepio had prudently made his will before he left for Asia Province and his quaestorship, but I imagine he never dreamed for a moment that it would be executed. Under the lex Voconia de mulierum hereditatibus, Servilia Gnaea—a girl!—could not inherit. His will left his very large fortune to his first cousin, Caepio who lost the battle of Arausio and stole the Gold of Tolosa.”


  “I notice, Marcus Aemilius, that you’re very frank about the fate of the Gold of Tolosa,” said Mamercus. “Everyone always says he did steal it, but I’ve never heard someone of your auctoritas say so unequivocally before.”


  Scaurus flapped an impatient hand. “Oh, we all know he took it, Mamercus, so why not say so? You’ve never struck me as a chatty individual, so I think I’m safe in saying it to you.”


  “You are.”


  “The understanding, of course, was that Caepio of Arausio and the Gold of Tolosa would return the fortune to Servilia Gnaea if he inherited it. Naturally Gnaeus Caepio had provided for the girl to the full extent the law allowed in his will—a pittance compared to the entire fortune. And off he went as quaestor to Asia Province. On the way back, his ship was wrecked and he was drowned. Caepio of Arausio and the Gold of Tolosa inherited. But he did not give the fortune back to the little girl. He simply added it to his own already astronomical fortune, though he needed it not at all. And in the fullness of time, poor Servilia Gnaea’s inheritance passed to the Caepio killed the other day by Silo.”


  “That’s disgusting,” said Mamercus, scowling.


  “I agree. But it’s also life,” said Scaurus.


  “What happened to Servilia Gnaea? And her mother?”


  “Oh, they’ve survived, of course. They live very modestly in Gnaeus Caepio’s house, which Caepio the consul and then in turn his son did permit the two women to keep. Not legally, just as a domicile. When the will of the last Quintus Caepio is probated—I am in the middle of that task now—the house will be documented in it. As you know, everything Caepio had with the exception of lavish dowries for his two girls goes to the little boy, Caepio of the red hair, ha ha! Much to my surprise, I was named sole executor! I had thought someone like Philippus would be named, but I ought to have known better. No Caepio ever lived who did not cultivate his fortune assiduously. Our recently deceased Caepio must have decided that if Philippus or Varius were executor, too much might go missing. A wise decision! Philippus would have behaved like a pig in acorns.”


  “All this is fascinating, Marcus Aemilius,” said Mamercus, experiencing the stirrings of an interest in genealogy, “but I am as yet unenlightened.”


  “Patience, patience, Mamercus, I’m getting there!” said Scaurus.


  “I imagine, by the way,” said Mamercus, remembering what his brother Drusus had said, “that one of the reasons you were appointed executor was due to my brother, Drusus. He had, it seemed, certain information about Caepio that he threatened to disclose if Caepio didn’t leave his children properly cared for in his will. It may be that Drusus stipulated the executor. Caepio was very much afraid of whatever information Drusus had.”


  “The Gold of Tolosa again,” said Scaurus complacently. “It has to be, you know. My investigations into Caepio’s affairs, though only two or three days old, are already fascinating. So much money! The two girls have been left dowries of two hundred talents each—yet that doesn’t even begin to reach the limits of what they could have inherited, even under the lex Voconia. Red-haired Young Caepio is the richest man in Rome.”


  “Please, Marcus Aemilius! Finish the story!”


  “Oh, yes, yes! The impatience of youth! Under our laws, given that the beneficiary is a minor, I am obliged to take into my consideration even such petty things as the house in which Servilia Gnaea—now aged seventeen—and her mother Porcia Liciniana still live. Now I have no idea what kind of man red-haired Young Caepio will turn out to be, and I have no wish to leave my own son testamentary headaches. It is not impossible that Young Caepio on reaching manhood will demand to know why I went on allowing Servilia Gnaea and her mother to live rent-free in that house. The original ownership by the time that Young Caepio is a man will be so far in the past that he may never know it. Legally, it is his house.”


  “I do see where you’re going, Marcus Aemilius,” said Mamercus. “Go on, do! I’m fascinated.”


  Scaurus leaned forward. “I would suggest, Mamercus, that you offer Servilia Gnaea—not her mother!—a job. The poor girl has absolutely no dowry. It has taken all of her slender inheritance to afford her and her mother comfortable living in the fifteen years since the father died. The Porcii Liciniani are not in any position to help, I add. Or will not help, which amounts to the same thing. Between our first talk and this one, I popped round to see Servilia Gnaea and Porcia Liciniana, ostensibly as the executor of Caepio’s will. And after I had explained my own predicament, they became quite frantic as to what the future might hold for them. I explained, you see, that I thought I must sell the house so that its lack of earning rent over the past fifteen years need not appear in the estate accounts.”


  “That’s clever enough and devious enough to allow you to qualify for the job of High Chamberlain to King Ptolemy of Egypt,” said Mamercus, laughing.


  “True!” said Scaurus, and drew a breath. “Servilia Gnaea is now seventeen, as I have said. That means she will reach normal marriageable age in about a year’s time. But, alas, she is not a beauty. In fact she’s extremely plain, poor thing. Without a dowry—and she has no dowry—she’ll never get a husband of remotely her own class. Her mother is a true Cato Licinianus, not impressed by the idea of a rich but vulgar knight or a rich but bucolic farmer for her daughter. However, needs must when there is no dowry!”


  How convoluted he is! thought Mamercus, looking attentive.


  “What I suggest you do is this, Mamercus. Having received a worrisome visit from me already, the ladies will be in a mood to listen to you. I suggest that you propose that Servilia Gnaea—and her mother, but only as her guest!—accept a commission from you to look after the six children of Marcus Livius Drusus. Live in Drusus’s house. Enjoy a generous allowance for upkeep, living expenses, and maintenance. On the condition that Servilia Gnaea remains single until the last child is well and truly of age. The last child is Young Cato, now three. Three from sixteen is thirteen. Therefore Servilia Gnaea will have to remain single for the next thirteen to fourteen years. That would make her about thirty when her contract with you is worked out. Not an impossible age for marriage! Particularly if you offer to present her with a dowry the same size as the dowries of her young cousins—the two girls she will be looking after—when she finishes her task. The Caepio fortune can well afford to donate her two hundred talents, Mamercus, believe me. And to make absolutely sure—I am, after all, no longer a young man—I will peel off those two hundred talents now, and invest them in Servilia Gnaea’s name. In trust until her thirty-first birthday. Provided she has acquitted herself to your and my satisfaction.”


  A wicked grin spread across Scaurus’s face. “She is not pretty, Mamercus! But I guarantee that when Servilia Gnaea turns thirty-one she will find herself able to pick and choose between a dozen hopeful men of her own class. Two hundred talents are irresistible!” He fiddled with his pen for a moment, then looked directly into Mamercus’s eyes, his own beautiful orbs stern. “I am not a young man. And I am the only Scaurus left among the Aemilii. I have a young wife, a daughter just turned eleven, and a son five years old. I am now the sole executor of Rome’s greatest private fortune. Should anything happen to me before my son is mature, to whom do I trust the fortunes of my own loved ones, and the fortunes of those three Servilian children? You and I are the joint executors of Drusus’s estate, which means we share the care of the three Porcian children already. Would you be willing to act as trustee and executor for me and mine after my death? You are a Livius by birth, but an Aemilius by adoption. I would rest easier, Mamercus, if you said yes to me. I need the reassurance of an honest man at my back.”


  Mamercus did not hesitate. “I say yes, Marcus Aemilius.”


  Which concluded their discussion. From Scaurus’s house Mamercus went immediately to see Servilia Gnaea and her mother. They lived in an excellent location on the Circus Maximus side of the Palatine, but Mamercus was quick to note that, while Caepio might have permitted the ladies to live in the place, he had not been generous with funds for its upkeep. The paint on the stuccoed walls was flaking badly and the atrium ceiling was marred by several huge patches of damp and mildew; in one corner the leak was evidently so bad that the plaster had fallen away, exposing the hair and slats beneath. The murals had once been very attractive, but time and neglect had both faded and obscured them. However, a glance into the peristyle-garden while he waited to be received indicated that the ladies were not lazy, for it was carefully kept, full of flowers, minus weeds.


  He had asked to see both of them, and both of them came, Porcia more curious than anything else. Of course she knew he was married; no noble Roman mother with a daughter needing a husband left any youngish man of her own class uninvestigated.


  Both women were dark, Servilia Gnaea darker than her mother, however. And plainer, despite the fact that the mother had a true Catonian nose, hugely aquiline, whereas the daughter’s nose was small: For one thing, Servilia Gnaea suffered dreadfully from acne; her eyes were set too close together and were slightly piggy, and her mouth was un-fashionably wide and thin-lipped. The mother looked very proud and haughty. The daughter simply looked dour; she had that humorless kind of character flatness which had the power to daunt many a more courageous man than Mamercus, who did not lack courage in the least.


  “We are related, Mamercus Aemilius,” said the mother graciously. “My grandmother was Aemilia Tertia, daughter of Paullus.”


  “Of course,’’ said Mamercus, and sat where indicated.


  “We are also related through the Livii,” she pursued as she sat on a couch opposite him, her daughter beside her mumchance.


  “I know,” said Mamercus, finding it difficult to think of a good way to introduce the reason for his call.


  “What do you want?” asked Porcia, solving his dilemma bluntly.


  So he stated his case with equal bluntness; Mamercus was not a man of easy words, for all that his mother had been a Cornelia of the Scipiones. Porcia and Servilia Gnaea sat and listened most attentively, but without giving away their thoughts.


  “You would require us to live in the house of Marcus Livius Drusus for the next thirteen to fourteen years, is that right?” asked Porcia when he finished.


  “Yes.”


  “After which my daughter, dowered with two hundred talents, would be free to marry?”


  “Yes.”


  “And what about me?”


  Mamercus blinked. He always thought of mothers continuing to live in the house of the paterfamilias—but of course that was this house, which Scaurus intended to sell.


  And it would be a brave man who asked this particular mother-in-law to live with him! thought Mamercus, smiling inwardly.


  “Would you be willing to accept the life tenancy of a seaside villa at Misenum or Cumae, together with a competency adequate for the needs of a retired lady?” he asked.


  “I would,” said Porcia instantly.


  “Then if all this is agreed to by legal and binding contract, may I assume both of you are willing to take on this burden, look after the children?”


  “You may.” Porcia looked down her amazing nose. “Have the children a pedagogue?”


  “No. The oldest boy is just about ten years old, and has been going to school. Young Caepio is not yet seven, and Young Cato only three,” said Mamercus.


  “Nevertheless, Mamercus Aemilius, I think it vitally important that you find a good man to live in as tutor to all six children,” announced Porcia. “We will have no male in the house. While this is not a danger physically, for the children’s sake I feel there must be a man of authority who does not have slave status resident in the house. A pedagogue would be ideal.”


  “You are absolutely correct, Porcia. I shall see to it at once,” said Mamercus, taking his leave.


  “We will come tomorrow,” said Porcia, escorting him out.


  “So soon? I’m very pleased, but don’t you have things to do, things to arrange?”


  “My daughter and I own nothing, Mamercus Aemilius, beyond some clothes. Even the servants here belong to the estate of Quintus Servilius Caepio.’’ She held open the door. “Good day. And thank you, Mamercus Aemilius. You have rescued us from worse penury.”


  Well, thought Mamercus as he hastened to the establishment in the Basilica Sempronia where he expected to find a pedagogue for sale, I’m glad I’m not one of those six poor children! Still, it will be a better life for them than living with my Claudia!


  “We have quite a few suitable men on our books, Mamercus Aemilius,” said Lucius Duronius Postumus, the owner of one of Rome’s two best agencies for pedagogues.


  “What’s the going price for a superior pedagogue these days?” Mamercus asked, never having had this particular duty to do before.


  Duronius pursed his lips. “Anywhere between one hundred and three hundred thousand sesterces—even more if the product is the very best anywhere.”


  “Phew!” whistled Mamercus. “Cato the Censor would not have been amused!”


  “Cato the Censor was a parsimonious old fart,” said Duronius. “Even in his day, a good pedagogue cost a lot more than a miserable six thousand.”


  “But I’m buying a tutor for three of his direct descendants!”


  “Take it or leave it,” said Duronius, looking bored.


  Mamercus stifled a sigh. Looking after these six children was proving to be an expensive business! “Oh, all right, all right, I suppose I’ll have to take it. When can I see the candidates?”


  “Since I board all my readily marketable slaves within Rome, I’ll send them round to your house in the morning. What’s your absolute upper limit?”


  “I don’t know! What’s a few more hundred thousand sesterces?” cried Mamercus, throwing his hands in the air. “Do your worst, Duronius! But if you send me a dunce or a cuckoo, I’ll castrate you with great pleasure!”


  He did not mention to Duronius that he planned to free the man he bought; that would only have increased the price even more. No, whoever it was would be manumitted privately and taken into Mamercus’s own clientele. Which meant whoever it was could liberate himself no more easily from his employment than if he had still been a slave. A freedman client belonged to his ex-master.


  In the end there was only one suitable man—and of course he was the most expensive. Duronius knew his business. Given that there would be two adult women in the house without a paterfamilias to supervise them, the tutor had to be of great moral integrity as well as a pleasant, understanding man. The successful candidate was named Sarpedon, and he hailed from Lycia in the south of the Roman Asia Province. Like most of his kind, he had sold himself voluntarily into slavery, deeming his chances of a comfortable, well-fed old age considerably better if he spent the years between in service to a Roman of high degree. Either he would earn his freedom, or he would be looked after. So he had taken himself off to the Smyrna offices of Lucius Duronius Postumius, and been accepted. This would be his first post—that is, his first time of purchase. He was twenty-five years old, extremely well read in both Greek and Latin; his spoken Greek was the purest Attic, and his spoken Latin so good he might have been a genuine Roman. But none of that was responsible for his getting the job. He got the job because he was appallingly ugly—so short he came only to Mamercus’s chest, thin to the point of emaciation, and badly scarred from a fire in his childhood. His voice, however, was beautiful, and out of his maimed face there looked two very lovely, kind eyes. When informed he was to be freed immediately and that his name would henceforth be Mamercus Aemilius Sarpedon, he knew himself the most fortunate of men; his wage would be much higher and his citizenship Roman. One day he would be able to retire to his home town of Xanthus and live like a potentate.


  “It’s an expensive exercise,” said Mamercus to Scaurus as he dropped a roll of paper on Scaurus’s desk. “And, I warn you, as executor for the Servilius Caepio side of things, you’re not going to get off any lighter than the two of us are as Drusus’s executors. Here’s the bill so far. I suggest we split it down the middle between the two estates.”


  Scaurus picked up the paper and unfurled it. “Tutor... Four hundred thousand?”


  “You go and talk to Duronius!” snapped Mamercus. “I’ve done all the work, you’ve issued all the directives! There are going to be two Roman noblewomen in that house whose virtue has to be ensured, so there can be no handsome tutors living there as well. The new pedagogue is repellently ugly.”


  Scaurus giggled. “All right, all right, I’ll take your word for it! Ye gods, what prices we endure today!” He perused further. “Dowry for Servilia Gnaea, two hundred talents— well, I can’t grizzle about that, can I, when I suggested it? House expenses per annum not including repairs and maintenance, one hundred thousand sesterces... Yes, that’s modest enough ... Da da, da dee... Villa at Misenum or Cumae? What on earth for?”


  “For Porcia, when Servilia Gnaea is free to marry.”


  “Oh, merda! I never thought of that! Of course you’re right. No husband would take her on as well as marry a lump like Servilia Gnaea... Yes, yes, you’ve got a deal! We’ll split it right down the middle.”


  They grinned at each other. Scaurus got to his feet. “A cup of wine, Mamercus, I think! What a pity your wife wouldn’t co-operate! It would have saved both of us—in our capacity as executors of the estates—a great deal of money.”


  “Since it isn’t coming out of our own purses and the estates can well afford to bear the cost, Marcus Aemilius, why should we care? Domestic peace is worth any price.” He took the wine. “I’m leaving Rome in any case. It’s time I did my military duty.”


  “I understand,” said Scaurus, sitting down again.


  “Until my mother died I had thought it my principal duty to stay in Rome and help her with the children. She hadn’t been well since Drusus died. Broke her heart. But now the children are properly organized, I’ve no excuse. So I’m going.”


  “Who to?”


  “Lucius Cornelius Sulla.”


  “Good choice,” said Scaurus, nodding. “He’s the coming man.”


  “Do you think so? Isn’t he a little old?”


  “So was Gaius Marius. And face it, Mamercus—who else is there? Rome is thin of great men at the moment. If it wasn’t for Gaius Marius we wouldn’t have one victory under our belts—and as he rightly says in his report, it was very Pyrrhic at that. He won. But Lupus had lost in a far worse way the day before.”


  “True. I’m disappointed in Lucius Julius, however. I would have deemed him capable of great things.”


  “He’s too highly strung, Mamercus.”


  “I hear the Senate is now calling this the Marsic War.”


  “Yes, the Marsic War is how it will go down in the history books, it seems.” Scaurus looked impish. “After all, you know, we can’t call it the Italian War! That would send everyone in Rome into a flat panic—they might think we were actually fighting all of Italy! And the Marsi did send us a formal declaration of war. By calling it the Marsic War, it looks smaller, less important.”


  Mamercus stared, astonished. “Who thought of that?”


  “Philippus, of course.”


  “Oh, I’m glad I’m going!” said Mamercus, getting up. “If I stayed, who knows? I might get inducted into the Senate!”


  “You must be of an age to stand for quaestor, surely.”


  “I am. But I’m not standing. I shall wait for the censors,” said Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus.


  6


  While Lucius Caesar licked his wounds in Teanum Sidicinum, Gaius Papius Mutilus In crossed the Volturnus River and then the Calor River. When he reached Nola he was greeted with hysterical joy. The town had managed to overthrow a two-thousand-strong garrison the moment Lucius Caesar left, and proudly showed Mutilus a makeshift prison where the Roman cohorts had been put. It was a small paddock inside the walls where sheep and pigs had been kept before slaughter, now fenced in by a very high stone barricade topped with broken sherds, and patrolled constantly. To keep the Romans docile, said the Nolans, they were only being fed once every eight days, and watered every third day.


  “Good!” said Mutilus, pleased. “I’ll address them myself.”


  To deliver his speech he used the wooden platform from which the Nolans threw bread and water to the captives in the mire below. “My name,” he shouted, “is Gaius Papius Mutilus! I am a Samnite. And by the end of the year I will be ruling all Italy, including Rome! You don’t stand a chance against us. You’re weak, worn out, used up. Townspeople overcame you! Now here you are, penned up like the animals which used to be kept in the same place, but crowded in worse than those animals were. Two thousand of you in a paddock that used to hold two hundred pigs. Uncomfortable, isn’t it? You’re sick. You’re hungry. You’re thirsty. And I’m here to tell you it’s going to get worse. From now on you don’t get fed at all, and you’ll get water every five days. There is an alternative, however. You can enlist in the legions of Italia. Think it over.”


  “There’s nothing to think over!” cried Lucius Postumius, the garrison commander. “Here we stay!”


  Papius climbed down, smiling. “I’ll give them sixteen days,” he said. “They’ll surrender.”


  Things were going very well for Italia. Gaius Vidacilius had invaded Apulia and found himself in a bloodless theater of war—Larinum, Teanum Apulum, Luceria and Ausculum all joined the Italian cause, their men flocking to enlist in the Italian legions. And when Mutilus reached the coast at Crater Bay, the seaports of Stabiae, Salernum and Surrentum declared for Italy, as well as the river port of Pompeii.


  Finding himself the owner of four fleets of warships, Mutilus decided to carry the campaign onto the water by launching an attack upon Neapolis. But Rome had had a great deal more experience at sea. The Roman admiral, Otacilius, successfully beat the Italian ships back to their home ports. Determined not to yield, the Neapolitans stoically beat out the fires caused by Mutilus’s bombardment of the waterfront warehouses with oil-soaked, blazing missiles.


  In every town where the Italian populace had succeeded in forging an alliance with Italia, the Roman populace was put to death. Among those towns was Nola; Servius Sulpicius Galba’s courageous hostess perished with the rest. Even when apprised of this, the starving garrison of Nola held out until Lucius Postumius called a meeting, not a difficult thing to do; two thousand men in a compound designed for two hundred pigs meant a degree of crowding that made it hard for the men to lie down.


  “I think all the rankers should surrender,” Postumius said, looking with tired eyes at tired faces. “The Italians are going to kill us, of that we may be sure. And I for one must defy them until I am dead. Because I am the commander. It is my duty. Whereas you rankers owe Rome a different kind of duty. You must stay alive to fight in other wars—foreign wars. So join the Italians, I beg of you! If you can desert to your own side after joining, do so. But at all costs stay alive. Stay alive for Rome.” He paused to rest. “The centurions must surrender too. Without her centurions, Rome is lost. As for my officers, if you wish to capitulate, I will understand. If you do not, I will understand.”


  It took Lucius Postumius a long time to persuade the soldiers to do as he asked. Everyone wanted to die, if only to show the Italians they couldn’t cow genuine Romans. But in the end Postumius won, and the legionaries did surrender. However, talk though he did, try though he did, he couldn’t persuade the centurions. Nor did his four military tribunes want to give in. They all died—centurions, military tribunes, and Lucius Postumius himself.


  Before the last man in the Nolan pigpen was dead, Herculaneum declared for the Italian cause and murdered its Roman citizens. Now jubilant, sure of himself, Mutilus stepped up his sea war. Lightning raids were launched against Neapolis for a second time, Puteoli, Cumae, and Tarracina; this brought Latium’s coast into the conflict and exacerbated already festering resentments between Romans, Latins, and the Italians of Latium. Admiral Otacilius fought back doggedly, and with sufficient success to prevent the Italians taking any port beyond Herculaneum; though many a waterfront burned, and men died.


  *


  When it became clear that all of the peninsula south of northern Campania was Italian territory, Lucius Julius Caesar conferred with his senior legate, Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  “We’re completely cut off from Brundisium, Tarentum, and Rhegium, there can be no doubt of it,” said Lucius Caesar gloomily.


  “If we are, then let’s forget about them,” said Sulla cheerily. “I’d rather we concentrated upon northern Campania. Mutilus has laid siege to Acerrae, which means he’s moving toward Capua. If Acerrae surrenders, Capua will go—its livelihood is Roman, but its heart is with Italia.”


  Lucius Caesar sat up, affronted. “How can you be so— so merry when we can’t contain Mutilus or Vidacilius?” he demanded.


  “Because we will win,” said Sulla strongly. “Believe me, Lucius Julius, we will win! This isn’t an election, you know. In an election, the early vote reflects the outcome. But in war, victory eventually goes to the side that doesn’t give in. The Italians are fighting for their freedom, they say. Now on cursory inspection that might seem like the best of all motives. But it isn’t. It’s an intangible. A concept, Lucius Julius, nothing more. Whereas Rome is fighting for her life. And that is why Rome will win. The Italians aren’t fighting for life in the same way at all. They already know a life they’ve been used to for generations upon generations. It may not be ideal, it may not be what they want. But it is tangible. You wait, Lucius Julius! When the Italian people grow tired of fighting for a dream, the balance will tip against Italia. They’re not an entity. They don’t have a history and a tradition like ours. They lack the mos maiorum! Rome is real. Italia is not.”


  Apparently Lucius Caesar’s mind was deaf, even if his ears were not. “If we can’t keep the Italians out of Latium, we’re done for. And I don’t think we’ll keep them out of Latium.”


  “We will keep them out of Latium!” Sulla insisted, not losing one iota of his confidence.


  “How?” asked the morbid man in the general’s chair.


  “For one thing, Lucius Julius, I am the bearer of good tidings. Your cousin Sextus Julius and his brother Gaius Julius have landed in Puteoli. Their ships contain two thousand Numidian cavalry and twenty thousand infantrymen. Most of the foot soldiers are veterans into the bargain. Africa yielded up thousands of Gaius Marius’s old troops—a bit grizzled round the temples, but determined to fight for the homeland. By now they should all be in Capua, being outfitted and undergoing retraining. Four legions, Quintus Lutatius feels, rather than five under-strength legions, and I agree with him. With your permission, I’ll send two legions to Gaius Marius in the north now that he’s commander-in-chief, and we’ll keep the other two here in Campania.” Sulla sighed, grinned jubilantly.


  “It would be better to keep all four here in Campania,” said Lucius Caesar.


  “I don’t think we can do that,” said Sulla gently but very firmly. “The troop losses in the north have been far greater than ours, and the only two battle-hardened legions are shut up in Firmum Picenum with Pompey Strabo.”


  “I suppose you’re right.” Lucius Caesar smothered his disappointment. “Much and all as I detest Gaius Marius, I have to admit I rest far easier now he’s in full command. Things might improve in the north.”


  “And they will here too!” Sulla chirped brightly, smothering, not disappointment, but exasperation—ye gods, did any second-in-command ever have such a negative general to deal with? He leaned forward across Lucius Caesar’s desk, face suddenly stern. “We have to draw Mutilus off from Acerrae until the new troops are ready, and I have a plan how to do that.’’


  “What?”


  “Let me take the two best legions we have, march for Aesernia.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Trust me, Lucius Julius, trust me!”


  “Well. . .”


  “We must draw Mutilus off Acerrae! A feint at Aesernia is the best way. Trust me, Lucius Julius! I’ll do it, and I won’t lose my men doing it either.”


  “How will you go?” Lucius Caesar asked, remembering the debacle in the defile near Atina when he met Scato.


  “The same way you did. Up the Via Latina to Aquinum, then through the Melfa Gorge.”


  “You’ll be ambushed.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll be ready,” said Sulla blithely, finding that the deeper went Lucius Caesar’s depressions, the higher were his own flights of fancy.


  However, to the Samnite leader Duilius, the two trim-looking legions which appeared on the road from Aquinum seemed far from ready to tackle an ambush. By late afternoon the head of the Roman column was marching jauntily into the maw of the defile, and he could distinctly hear the centurions and tribunes shouting among the ranks that they’d better be all inside and camped before darkness, or there’d be punishment duties for everyone.


  Duilius stared down from the top of the crags, frowning, unconsciously chewing his nails. Was this Roman brashness the height of idiocy, or some brilliant ploy? As soon as the Roman front ranks had become properly visible, he knew who was leading them—and leading them on foot at that— Lucius Cornelius Sulla, unmistakable in his big floppy headgear. And Sulla had no reputation for idiocy, even though his activities in the field so far had been minimal. It seemed from the look of the scurrying figures that Sulla was setting about making a very strongly fortified camp, which suggested that his plan was to hang on to the gorge, eject the Samnite garrison.


  “He can’t succeed,” said Duilius at last, still frowning. “Still, we’ll do what we can tonight. It’s too late to attack him—but I can make ii impossible for him to retreat tomorrow when I do attack. Tribune, get a legion on the road in his rear, and do it quietly, understand?”


  Sulla stood with his second-in-command on the floor of the gorge watching the intensely busy legionaries.


  “I hope this works,” said his second-in-command, none other than Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius the Piglet.


  Since the death of his father, Numidicus Piggle-wiggle, the Piglet’s affection for Sulla had grown rather than diminished. He had gone south to Capua with Catulus Caesar and spent the early months of the war helping to put Capua on a war footing. This posting to Sulla was his first genuinely martial commission since the Germans, and he burned to excel, yet was determined too that Sulla should have no grounds to complain about his conduct; whatever the orders were, he intended to follow them to the letter.


  Up went Sulla’s fine brows, undarkened these days. “It will work,” he said serenely.


  “Wouldn’t it just be better to stay here and throw the Samnites out of the gorge? That way, we’d have permanent access to the east,” said the Piglet, looking eager.


  “It wouldn’t work, Quintus Caecilius. Yes, we could free the gorge. But we don’t have the two spare legions it would take to hold the gorge in perpetuity. Which means the Samnites would move back into it the moment we left. They have the spare legions. So it’s more important to show them that what seems an impregnable position isn’t necessarily so.” Sulla grunted, a contented sound. “Good, it’s dark enough. Have the torches kindled—and make it look convincing.”


  Metellus Pius made it look convincing; to the watchers on the heights it appeared all through the hours of night that the fortification of Sulla’s camp went on at frantic pace.


  “They’ve decided to take the gorge off us, no doubt of it,” said Duilius. “Fools! They’re shut in here for the duration.” He too sounded contented.


  But the rising of the sun showed Duilius his mistake. Behind the huge mounds of rock and earth thrown up against the sides of the cliffs, there were no soldiers at all; having baited the Samnite bull, the Roman wolf had slunk away. To the east, not to the west. From his vantage point Duilius could see the rear of Sulla’s column dwindling to a pall of dust on the road to Aesernia. And there was nothing he could do about it, for his orders were explicit; he was to garrison the Melfa Gorge, not pursue a formidable little force down onto the shelterless plains. The best he could do in this situation was to send a warning to Aesernia.


  Even that recourse proved useless. Sulla punched a hole in the lines of the besiegers and got his expedition inside the city with scarcely a casualty.


  “He’s too good,” was the next Italian message, this time from Gaius Trebatius, commanding the Samnite siege, to Gaius Papius Mutilus, attacking Acerrae. “Aesernia is too sprawling to enclose with the number of men I have; I couldn’t spread myself out enough to prevent his getting in, nor compress myself enough to keep him from spreading his invaders. Nor do I think I can prevent his getting out if he decides he wants to.”


  The beleaguered city, Sulla soon discovered, was cheerful and undistressed; there were ten cohorts of good soldiers inside, those deserted by Scipio Asiagenes and Acilius having been joined by refugees from Venafrum and then Beneventum. The city also had a competent commander in the person of Marcus Claudius Marcellus.


  “The supplies and extra arms you’ve brought us are welcome,” said Marcellus. “We will survive here for many moons to come.”


  “Do you plan to stay here yourself, then?”


  Marcellus nodded, grinned fiercely. “Of course! Having been driven out of Venafrum, I am determined I will not budge from Latin Aesernia.” His smile faded. “All the Roman citizens of Venafrum and Beneventum are dead, killed by the townsfolk. How much they hate us, the Italians! Especially the Samnites.”


  “Not without reason, Marcus Claudius.” Sulla shrugged. “But that’s in the past and for the future. All which concerns us is victory in the field—and holding on to those towns which are defiant Roman outposts in a sea of Italians.” He leaned forward. “This is a war of the spirit too. The Italians must be taught that Rome and Romans are inviolate. I sacked every settlement between the Melfa Gorge and Aesernia, even if it was only a pair of cottages. Why? To demonstrate to the Italians that Rome can operate behind enemy lines and take the fruits of Italian soil to revictual places like Aesernia. If you can hold out here, my dear Marcus Claudius, you too will teach the Italians a lesson.”


  “While ever I can, I will hold Aesernia,” said Marcellus, meaning every word.


  *


  Thus when Sulla quit the city he left in a mood of quiet confidence; Aesernia would continue to withstand its siege. He marched through Italian territory in the open, trusting to his luck, that magical bond he had with the goddess Fortune, for he had no idea of the whereabouts of every Samnite or Picentine army. And his luck held, even when he marched past towns like Venafrum, where he actively encouraged his soldiers to shout and gesture insults up at the watchers on the walls. When his troops strolled through the gates of Capua they were singing, and the whole of Capua turned out to cheer.


  Lucius Caesar, Sulla was informed, had marched to Acerrae the moment Mutilus pulled some of his troops out to follow what had seemed like a major deployment against the siege of Aesernia; but—as luck would have it—Mutilus himself had remained at Acerrae. Leaving Catulus Caesar to ensure that his men enjoyed a well-earned rest, Sulla straddled a mule and trotted off to locate his general.


  He found him in an ill humor, and bereft of the Numidian cavalry Sextus Caesar had transported across the seas.


  “Do you know what Mutilus did?” demanded Lucius Caesar the moment he set eyes upon Sulla.


  “No,” said Sulla, leaning casually against a pillar made of captured enemy spears and resigning himself to a litany of complaints.


  “When Venusia capitulated and the Venusini joined Italia, the Picentine Gaius Vidacilius found an enemy hostage living in Venusia—I’d completely forgotten he was there, and so I suppose had everyone else. Oxyntas, one of the sons of King Jugurtha of Numidia. So Vidacilius sent the Numidian here to Acerrae. When I attacked, I used my Numidian cavalry as an advance guard. And do you know what Mutilus did? He put a purple robe and a diadem on Oxyntas, and paraded him! The next thing I knew, there were my two thousand horse-troopers on their knees to an enemy of Rome!” Lucius Caesar’s hands clawed at the air.


  “To think what it cost to bring them all this way! A futile exercise, futile!”


  “What did you do?”


  “I rounded them up, force-marched them to Puteoli, and sent them home to Numidia. Let their king deal with them!”


  Sulla straightened. “That was good thinking, Lucius Julius,” he said sincerely, turning to stroke the column of captured spears. “Come now, obviously you haven’t suffered a military disaster, despite the appearance of Oxyntas! You’ve won a battle here.”


  Natural pessimism began to thaw, though Lucius Caesar could not quite summon up a smile. “Yes, I won a battle— for what it’s worth. Mutilus attacked three days ago, I presume after he got word of your successful penetration through the besiegers at Aesernia. I tricked him by leading my forces out the back gate of my camp, and we killed six thousand Samnites.”


  “And Mutilus?”


  “Withdrew immediately. For the moment, Capua is safe.”


  “Excellent, Lucius Julius!”


  “I wish I thought so,” said Lucius Caesar dolefully.


  Suppressing a sigh, Sulla asked, “What else has happened?”


  “Publius Crassus has lost his oldest boy before Grumentum, and was shut up inside the town for a long while. But the Lucanians are as fickle as they are lacking in discipline, luckily for Publius Crassus and his middle boy. Lamponius drew his men off to somewhere else, and Publius and Lucius Crassus got out.” The commander-in-chief heaved an enormous sigh. “Those fools in Rome wanted me to drop everything and appear in Rome for no better reason than to supervise the choosing of a consul suffectus to replace Lupus until the elections. I told them where to go, and recommended that they rely upon their urban praetor—there’s nothing in Rome Cinna can’t deal with.” He sighed yet again, sniffed, bethought himself of something else. “Gaius Coelius in Italian Gaul has dispatched a beautiful little army under Publius Sulpicius to assist Pompey Strabo in getting his conceited Picentine arse out of Firmum Picenum. I wish Publius Sulpicius good luck in dealing with that cross-eyed semi-barbarian! I must say, however, Lucius Cornelius, that you and Gaius Marius were right about young Quintus Sertorius. At the moment he’s governing Italian Gaul completely on his own, and doing better than Gaius Coelius. Coelius has gone off to Gaul-across-the-Alps in a hurry.”


  “What’s going on there?”


  “The Salluvii have gone on a headhunting spree.’’ Lucius Caesar grimaced. “What hope have we ever got of civilizing these people when several hundred years of exposure to Greeks and Romans haven’t even made an impression? The moment they thought we weren’t looking, back came the old barbarian habits. Headhunting! I sent Gaius Coelius a personal message instructing him to be utterly merciless. We can’t afford a major uprising in Gaul-across-the-Alps.”


  “So young Quintus Sertorius is holding the fort in Italian Gaul,” said Sulla. An extraordinary expression of mingled weariness, impatience, and bitterness settled on his face. “Well, what else could one expect? The Grass Crown before he was thirty.”


  “Jealous?” asked Lucius Caesar slyly.


  Sulla twisted. “No, I’m not jealous! Good luck to him, and may he prosper! I like that young man. I’ve known him since he was a cadet with Marius in Africa.”


  Lucius Caesar made an inarticulate noise and slumped back into his gloom.


  “Has anything else happened?” prompted Sulla.


  “Sextus Julius Caesar took his half of the troops he brought back from overseas and headed up the Via Appia to Rome, where I gather he intends to spend the winter.” Lucius Caesar did not care very much for his cousin. “He’s sick, as usual. Luckily he’s got his brother Gaius with him—between them they make one decent man.”


  “Ah! So my friend Aurelia will have a husband for a little while,” said Sulla, smiling tenderly.


  “You know, Lucius Cornelius, you’re odd! What on earth does that matter?”


  “It matters not at all. But you are right nonetheless, Lucius Julius. I am odd!”


  Lucius Caesar saw something in Sulla’s face that made him decide to change the subject. “You and I are off again very soon.”


  “Are we? Upon what deed? To where?”


  “Your move on Aesernia convinced me that Aesernia is the key to this whole theater of war. Mutilus is heading there himself, having lost here—or so your intelligence system tells me. I think we must head there too. It mustn’t fall.”


  “Oh, Lucius Julius!” cried Sulla in despair. “Aesernia is no more than a spiritual thorn in the Italian paw! While ever it holds out, the Italians must doubt their ability to win this war. But beyond that, Aesernia has no importance! Besides which, it is very well provisioned, and it has a very capable and determined commandant in Marcus Claudius Marcellus. Let it sit there thumbing its nose at the besiegers and don’t worry about it! The only route available if Mutilus has withdrawn into the interior is the Melfa Gorge. Why risk our precious soldiers in that trap?”


  Lucius Caesar reddened. “You got through!”


  “Yes, I did. I tricked them. It can’t work a second time.”


  “I will get through,” said Lucius Caesar stiffly.


  “How many legions?”


  “All we have. Eight.”


  “Oh, Lucius Julius, forget this scheme!” Sulla pleaded. “It would be smarter and wiser to concentrate upon driving the Samnites out of western Campania for good! With eight legions working as one unit, we can take all the ports off Mutilus, reinforce Acerrae, and take Nola. Nola to the Italians is more important than Aesernia is to us!”


  The general’s lips thinned in displeasure. “I am in the command tent, Lucius Cornelius, not you! And I say, Aesernia.”


  Sulla shrugged, gave up. “As you say, of course.”


  *


  Seven days later Lucius Julius Caesar and Lucius Cornelius Sulla moved out toward Teanum Sidicinum with eight legions, the entire force available in the southern theater. Every atom of superstition Sulla had in him was screaming in alarm, but he had no choice save to do as he was told. Lucius Caesar was the general. More’s the pity, thought Sulla as he walked at the head of his two legions—the same he had taken to Aesernia—and surveyed the great column ahead of him snaking up and down the low hills. Lucius Caesar had placed Sulla at the tail of the march, far enough away from himself to ensure that Sulla could not share his bivouacs or his conversations. Metellus Pius the Piglet was now elevated to share Lucius Caesar’s bivouacs and conversations, a promotion which had not pleased him in the least. He wanted to stay with Sulla.


  At Aquinum the general sent for Sulla, and threw him a letter rather contemptuously. How have the mighty fallen! thought Sulla, remembering how in Rome at the beginning of all this, it had been he to whom Lucius Caesar had turned for advice, it had been he who became Lucius Caesar’s “expert.” Now Lucius Caesar regarded himself as the expert.


  “Read that,” said Lucius Caesar curtly. “It’s just come in from Gaius Marius.”


  Courtesy normally prompted the man who had received a letter to read it out to those with whom he shared it later on; aware of this, Sulla smiled wryly to himself and laboriously worked his way through Marius’s communication.


  As the northern commander-in-chief, Lucius Julius, I believe the time has come to inform you of my plans. I write this on the Kalends of Sextilis, in camp near Reate.


  It is my intention to invade the lands of the Marsi. My army is finally in peak condition, and I am absolutely confident it will acquit itself in the same magnificent fashion as all my armies in the past have done, for the sake of Rome and the sake of their general.


  Oho! thought Sulla, hackles rising. I’ve never heard the old boy express himself in quite those terms before! “For the sake of Rome and the sake of their general.’’ Now what gnat is whining round in his mind? Why is he linking himself personally to Rome? My army! Not Rome’s army, but my army! I wouldn’t have noticed it—we all say it—except for his reference to himself as their general. This communication will go into the archives of the war. And in it, Gaius Marius is putting himself on an equal footing with Rome!


  Quickly Sulla lifted his head, glanced at Lucius Caesar; but if the southern commander-in-chief had spotted the phrase, he was pretending he had not. And so much subtlety, decided Sulla, Lucius Caesar did not have. He went back to deciphering Marius’s letter.


  I think you will agree with me, Lucius Julius, that we need a victory—a complete and decisive victory— in my theater. Rome has called our war against the Italians the Marsic War, so we must defeat the Marsi in the field, if at all possible break the Marsi beyond recovery.


  Now I can do that, my dear Lucius Julius, but in order to do it, I need the services of my old friend and colleague, Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Plus two more legions. I understand completely that you can ill afford to lose Lucius Cornelius—not to mention two legions. If I did not consider it imperative that I ask, I would not ask this favor of you. Nor, I assure you, is this transfer of personnel a permanent one. Call it a loan, not a gift. Two months is all I need.


  If you can see your way clear to granting my petition, Rome will fare the better for your kindness to me. If you cannot see your way clear, then I must sit down again in Reate and think of something else.


  Sulla raised his head and stared at Lucius Caesar, his brows climbing. “Well?” he asked, putting the letter down on Lucius Caesar’s desk carefully.


  “By all means go to him, Lucius Cornelius,” said Lucius Caesar indifferently. “I can deal with Aesernia without you. Gaius Marius is right. We need a decisive victory in the field against the Marsi. This southern theater is a shambles anyway. It’s quite impossible to contain the Samnites and their allies or get enough of them together in one place to inflict a decisive defeat upon them. All I can do here is engage in demonstrations of Roman strength and persistence. There will be no decisive battle in the south, ever. It is in the north that must happen.”


  Up went Sulla’s hackles yet again. One of the two generals was thinking of himself in the same breath as Rome, the other was in a permanent slough of despond, incapable of seeing any light in east or west or south. Lucky perhaps that he could see a little glow in the north! How can we succeed in Campania with a man like Lucius Caesar in command? asked Sulla of himself. Ye gods, why is it that I am never quite senior enough? I’m better than Lucius Caesar! I may well be better than Gaius Marius! Since I entered the Senate I have spent my life serving lesser men— even Gaius Marius is a lesser man because he isn’t a patrician Cornelius. Metellus Piggle-wiggle, Gaius Marius, Catulus Caesar, Titus Didius, and now this chronically depressed scion of an ancient house! And who is it goes from strength to strength, wins the Grass Crown, and ends up governing a whole province at the ripe old age of thirty? Quintus Sertorius. A Sabine nobody. Marius’s cousin!


  “Lucius Caesar, we will win!” said Sulla very seriously. “I tell you, I can hear the wings of Victory in the air all around us! We’ll grind the Italians down to so much powder. Beat us in a battle or two the Italians may, but beat us in a war, they cannot! No one can! Rome is Rome, mighty and eternal. I believe in Rome!”


  “Oh, so do I, Lucius Cornelius, so do I!” said Lucius Caesar testily. “Now go away! Make yourself useful to Gaius Marius, for I swear you are not very useful to me!”


  Sulla got to his feet, and was actually as far as the outer doorway of the house Lucius Caesar had commandeered when he turned back. So intent had he been upon the letter that Lucius Caesar’s physical appearance hadn’t had the power to deflect his attention away from Gaius Marius. Now a fresh fear filled him. The general was sallow, lethargic, shivering, sweating.


  “Lucius Julius, are you well?” Sulla demanded.


  “Yes, yes!”


  Sulla sat down again. “You’re not, you know.”


  “I am well enough, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “See a physician!”


  “In this village? It would be some filthy old woman prescribing decoctions of pig manure and poultices of pounded spiders.”


  “I’ll be going past Rome. I’ll send you the Sicilian.”


  “Then send him to Aesernia, Lucius Cornelius, because that is where he’ll find me.” Lucius Caesar’s brow shone with sweat. “You are dismissed.”


  Sulla lifted his shoulders, got up. “Be it on your own head. You’ve got the ague.”


  And that, he reflected, going through the door onto the street without turning back this time, was that. Lucius Caesar was going to enter the Melfa Gorge in no fit state to organize a harvest dance. He was going to be ambushed, and he was going to have to retire to Teanum Sidicinum a second time to lick his wounds, with too many precious men lying dead in the bottom of that treacherous defile. Oh, why were they always so pigheaded, so obtuse?


  Not very far down the street he encountered the Piglet, looking equally grim.


  “You’ve got a sick man in there,” said Sulla, jerking his head toward the house.


  “Don’t rub it in!” cried Metellus Pius. “At the best of times he’s quite impossible to cheer up, but in the grip of an ague—I despair! What did you do to make him stiffen up and ignore you?”


  “Told him to forget Aesernia and concentrate on driving the Samnites out of western Campania.’’


  “Yes, that would account for it, with our commander-in-chief in his present state,’’ said the Piglet, finding a smile.


  The Piglet’s stammer had always fascinated Sulla, who said now, “Your stammer’s pretty good these days.”


  “Oh, why did you have to suh-suh-say that, Lucius Cornelius? It’s only all ruh-ruh-right as long as I don’t think about it, cuh-cuh-curse you!”


  “Really? That’s interesting. You didn’t stammer before—when? Arausio, wasn’t it?”


  “ Yes. It’ s a puh-puh-puh-pain in the arse!’’ Metellus Pius drew a deep breath and endeavored to dismiss the thought of his speech impediment from consciousness. “In your pruh-pruh-present state of odium, I don’t suppose he tuh-tuh-told you what he’s planning to do when he gets back to Rome?”


  “No. What is he planning to do?”


  “Grant the citizenship to every Italian who hasn’t so far lifted a finger against us.”


  “You’re joking!”


  “Not I, Lucius Cornelius! In his company? I’ve forgotten what a joke is. It’s true, I swear it’s true. As soon as things run down here—well, they always do when autumn gets old—he’s putting off his general’s suit and putting on his purple-bordered tuh-tuh-toga. His last act as consul, he says, will be to grant the citizenship to every Italian who hasn’t gone to war against us.”


  “But that’s treason! Do you mean to say that he and the rest of the inadequate idiots in command have lost thousands of men for the sake of something they haven’t even got the stomach to see through?” Sulla was trembling. “Do you mean to say he’s leading six legions into the Melfa Gorge knowing every life he loses in the process is worthless? Knowing that he intends to open Rome’s back door to every last Italian in the peninsula? Because that is what will happen, you know. They’ll all get the franchise, from Silo and Mutilus down to the last freedman Silo and Mutilus have in their clientele! Oh, he can’t!”


  “There’s no use shouting at me, Lucius Cornelius! I’ll be one of those fighting the franchise to the bitter end.”


  “You won’t even get the chance to fight it, Quintus Caecilius. You’ll be in the field, not in the Senate. Only Scaurus will be there to fight it, and he’s too old.” Lips thin, Sulla stared sightlessly down the busy street. “It’s Philippus and the rest of the saltatrices tonsae will vote. And they’ll vote yes. As will the Comitia.”


  “You’ll be in the field too, Lucius Cornelius,” said the Piglet gloomily. “I huh-huh-hear you’ve been seconded to duty with Gaius Marius, the fat old Italian turnip! He won’t disapprove of Lucius Julius’s law, I’ll bet!”


  “I’m not so sure,” said Sulla, and sighed. “One thing you have to admit about Gaius Marius, Quintus Caecilius— he’s first and last and foremost a soldier. Before his days in the field are over, there’ll be a few Marsi too dead to apply for the citizenship.”


  “Let us hope so, Lucius Cornelius. Because on the day that Gaius Marius enters a Senate half full of Italians, he’ll be the First Man in Rome again. And consul a seventh time.”


  “Not if I have anything to do with it,” said Sulla.


  *


  The next day Sulla detached his two legions from the tail of Lucius Caesar’s column when it wheeled right ahead of him onto the road leading up the Melfa River. He himself kept to the Via Latina, crossing the Melfa en route to the old ruined township of Fregellae, reduced to rubble by Lucius Opimius after its rebellion thirty-five years before. His legions halted outside the curiously peaceful, flower-filled dells created by Fregellae’s fallen walls and towers. In no mood to supervise his tribunes and centurions doing something as fundamental as pitching fortified camp, Sulla himself walked on alone into the deserted town.


  Here it lies, he thought, everything we’re currently fighting about. Here it lies the way those asses in the Senate assured us it would be by the time we put this new Italy-wide revolution down. We’ve given our time, our taxes, our very lives to turn Italy into one vast Fregellae. We said every Italian life would be forfeit. Crimson poppies would grow in ground crimson with Italian blood. We said Italian skulls would bleach to the color of those white roses, and the yellow eyes of daisies would stare blindly up at the sun out of their empty orbits. What are we doing this for, if it is all to go for nothing? Why have we died and why are we still dying if it is all for nothing? He will legislate the citizenship for the half-rebels in Umbria and Etruria. After that, he cannot stop. Or someone else will pick up the wand of imperium he drops. They will all get the citizenship, their hands still red with our blood. What are we doing this for if it is all to go for nothing? We, the heirs of the Trojans, who therefore should well know the feeling of traitors within the gates. We, who are Roman, not Italian. And he will see them become Roman. Between him and those in his like, they will destroy everything Rome stands for. Their Rome will not be the Rome of their ancestors, nor my Rome. This ruined Italian garden here at Fregellae is my Rome, the Rome of my ancestors—strong enough and sure enough to grow flowers in rebellious streets, free them for the hum and twitter of bees and birds.


  He wasn’t sure how much of the shimmer in front of his eyes was a part of his grief, how much a part of the blistering cobbles beneath his feet. But through its rivulets in the air he began to discern an approaching shape, blue and bulky— a Roman general walking toward a Roman general. Now more black than blue, men a shining glitter off cuirass and helm. Gaius Marius! Gaius Marius the Italian.


  The breath Sulla drew in sobbed, the heart within his chest tripped and stammered. He stopped in his tracks, waited for Marius.


  “Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Gaius Marius.”


  Neither man moved to touch the other. Then Marius turned and ranged himself alongside Sulla and the two of them walked on, silent as the tomb. It was Marius who finally cleared his throat, Marius who could not bear these unspoken emotions.


  He said, “I suppose Lucius Julius is on his way to Aesernia?”


  “Yes.”


  “He ought to be on Crater Bay taking back Pompeii and Stabiae. Otacilius is building a nice little navy now he’s getting a few more recruits. The navy is always a bad last in the Senate’s order of preference. However, I hear the Senate is going to induct all of Rome’s able-bodied freedmen into a special force to garrison and protect the coasts of upper Campania and lower Latium. So Otacilius will be able to take all the current coastal militia into his navy.”


  Sulla grunted. “Huh! And when do the Conscript Fathers intend to get around to decreeing this?”


  “Who knows? At least they’ve started talking about it.”


  “Wonder of wonders!”


  “You sound incredibly bitter. Lucius Julius getting on your nerves? I’m not surprised.”


  “Yes, Gaius Marius, I am indeed bitter,” said Sulla calmly. “I’ve been walking up this beautiful road thinking about the fate of Fregellae, and the prospective fate of our present crop of enemy Italians. You see, Lucius Julius intends to legislate the Roman citizenship for all Italians who have remained peacefully inclined toward Rome. Isn’t that nice?”


  Marius’s step faltered for a moment, then resumed its rather ponderous rhythm. “Does he now? When? Before or after he dashes himself on the rocks of Aesernia?”


  “After.”


  “Makes you implore the gods to tell you what all the fighting is about, doesn’t it?” asked Marius, unconsciously echoing Sulla’s thoughts. A rumble of laughter came. “Still, I love to soldier, and that’s the truth. Hopefully there’s a battle or two left before the Senate and People of Rome completely crumble in their resolve! What a turnabout! And would that we might raise Marcus Livius Drusus from the dead. Then none of it need have happened. The Treasury would be full instead of emptier than a fool’s head, and the peninsula would be peacefully, happily, contentedly stuffed with legal Romans.”


  “Yes.”


  They fell silent, walked on into the shell of the Fregellae forum, where occasional columns and flights of steps leading up to nothing reared above the grass and flowers.


  “I have a job for you,” said Marius, sitting down on a block of stone. “Here, stand in the shade or sit down with me, Lucius Cornelius, do! Then take off that wretched hat so I can see what those eyes of yours contain.”


  Sulla moved into the shade obediently and obediently doffed his hat, but did not sit down, and did not speak.


  “No doubt you’re wondering why I’ve come to Fregellae to see you instead of waiting in Reate.”


  “I presume you don’t want me in Reate.”


  A laugh boomed. “Always up to my tricks, Lucius Cornelius, aren’t you? Quite right. I don’t want you in Reate.” The lingering grin disappeared. “But nor did I want to set my plans down in a letter. The fewer people who know what you’re going to be up to, the better. Not that I have any reason to assume there’s a spy in Lucius Julius’s command tent—just that I’m prudent.”


  “The only way to keep a secret is not to tell anybody.”


  “True, true.” Marius huffed so deeply that the straps and buckles of his cuirass groaned. “You, Lucius Cornelius, will leave the Via Latina here. You’ll head up the Liris toward Sora, where you will turn with the Liris and follow it to its sources. In other words, I want you on the southern side of the watershed, some few miles from the Via Valeria.”


  “So far I understand my part. What about yours?”


  “While you’re moving up the Liris, I’ll be marching from Reate toward the western pass on the Via Valeria. I intend to broach the road itself beyond Carseoli. That town is in ruins, and garrisoned by the enemy—Marrucini, my scouts tell me, commanded by Herius Asinius himself. If possible I’ll force a battle with him for possession of the Via Valeria before it enters the pass. At that stage I want you level with me—but south of the watershed.”


  “South of the watershed without the enemy’s knowledge,” said Sulla, beginning to lose his coolness.


  “Precisely. That means you’ll kill everyone you see. It’s so well known that I lie to the north of the Via Valeria that I’m hoping it won’t occur to either the Marrucini or the Marsi that there might be an army coming up on the southern flank. I’ll try to focus all their attention on my own movements.” Marius smiled. “You, of course, are with Lucius Julius on your way to Aesernia.”


  “You haven’t lost the gift of generaling, Gaius Marius.”


  The fierce brown eyes flashed. “I hope not! Because, Lucius Cornelius, I tell you plainly—if I lose the gift of generaling, there’ll be no one in this benighted conflagration to take my place. We’ll end in granting the citizenship on the battlefield to those in arms against us.”


  Part of Sulla wanted to pursue the citizenship tack, but the dominant part had other ideas. “What about me?” he blurted. “I can general.”


  “Yes, yes, of course you can,” said Marius in soothing tones. “I don’t deny that for a moment. But generaling isn’t in your very bones, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Good generaling can be learned,” Sulla said stubbornly.


  “Good generaling can indeed be learned. As you have done. But if it isn’t in your very bones, Lucius Cornelius, you can never rise above mere good generaling,” said Marius, utterly oblivious to the fact that what he was saying was derogatory. “Sometimes mere good generaling isn’t good enough. Inspired generaling is called for. And that’s either in the bones, or absent.”


  “One day,” said Sulla pensively, “Rome will find herself without you, Gaius Marius. And then—why, we shall see! I’ll be holding the high command.”


  Still Marius failed to understand, still he didn’t divine what lay in Sulla’s thoughts. Instead, he chortled merrily. “Well, Lucius Cornelius, we’ll just have to hope that when that day comes, all Rome will need is a good general. Won’t we?”


  “Whatever you say,” said Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  *


  The galling factor was that—of course!—Marius’s plan was perfect. Sulla and his two legions penetrated as far as Sora without encountering any enemy at all, then—in what amounted to no more than a skirmish—he defeated a small force of Picentes under Titus Herennius. From Sora to the sources of the Liris he met only Latin and Sabine farmers who greeted his appearance with such transparent joy that he refrained from carrying out Marius’s orders and killing them. Those Picentes who had escaped at Sora were more likely by far to report his presence, but he had given them the impression that his was a mission to Sora given to him by Lucius Caesar, and that he was marching then to join Lucius Caesar east of the Melfa Gorge. Hopefully the remnants of Titus Herennius’s Picentes and the Paeligni were lying in wait for Sulla in quite the wrong place.


  Marius, Sulla knew from constant communication, had done as he promised and broached the Via Valeria beyond Carseoli. Herius Asinius and his Marrucini had contested the road on the spot, and gone down to crushing defeat after Marius tricked them into thinking he didn’t want a battle there. Herius Asinius himself perished, as did most of his army. Thus Marius marched into the western pass under no threat at all, now heading for Alba Fucentia with four legions comprised of men sure of victory—how could they possibly lose with the old Arpinate fox in their lead? They were blooded, and blooded well.


  Sulla and his two legions shadowed Marius along the Via Valeria until the watershed separating them flattened out into the Marsic upland basin around Lake Fucinus; but even then Sulla kept ten miles between himself and Marius, skulking in a surprisingly easy concealment. For this fact, he had cause to be grateful to the Marsians’ love of making their own wine, despite the handicaps of the area. South of the Via Valeria the country was solid vineyard, a vast expanse of grapes grown inside small high-walled enclosures to protect them from the bitter winds which swept off the mountains at just that time of year when the tender grape florets were forming and the insects needed calm air to pollinate. Now Sulla did kill as he went, women and children in the main; all save the oldest men had gone from the lakeside hamlets and farms to serve in the army.


  He knew the very moment when Marius joined battle with the Marsi, for the wind that day was blowing from the north, and carried the sounds across the walled vineyards so clearly that Sulla’s men fancied the fight was actually going on among the grapes. A courier had come at dawn to tell Sulla it was probably going to be today; so Sulla put his forces in an eight-deep line beneath the ten-foot fences of the vineyards, and waited.


  Sure enough, fleeing Marsi began tumbling over the stone ramparts perhaps four hours after the sounds began—and tumbled straight onto the drawn swords of Sulla’s legionaries, thirsty for a share of the action. In some places there was hard fighting—these were despairing men—but nowhere did Sulla stand in any danger.


  As usual I am Gaius Marius’s skilled lackey, Sulla thought, standing on high ground to watch. His was the mind conceived the strategy, his the hand directed the tactics, his the will finished it successfully. And here am I on the wrong side of some wretched wall, picking up his leavings like the hungry man I am. How well he knows himself—and how well he knows me.


  Wishing he didn’t have to rejoice, Sulla mounted his mule after his share of the fighting was over and rode the long way round to inform Gaius Marius on the Via Valeria that all had gone exactly as planned, that the Marsi involved were virtually extinct.


  *


  “I faced none other than Silo himself!” said Marius in his customary post-battle roar, clapping Sulla on the back and leading him into the command tent with an arm about his valued lieutenant’s shoulders. “Mind you, they were napping,” he said gleefully, “I suppose because this to them is home. I burst on them like a thunderclap, Lucius Cornelius! It seems they never dreamed Asinius might lose! No one came to tell them he had; all they knew was that he was moving because I had moved from Reate at last. So there I was coming round a sharp corner, straight into their faces. They were marching to reinforce Asinius. I fetched up just too far away to be obliged to join battle, formed my men into square, and looked as if I was prepared to fight defensively, but not to attack.


  “ ‘If you’re such a great general, Gaius Marius, come and fight me!’ shouted Silo, sitting on a horse.


  “ ‘If you’re such a great general, Quintus Poppaedius, make me!’ I shouted back.


  “We’ll never know what he might have intended to do after that, because his men took the bit between their teeth and charged without his giving the command. Well, they made it easy for me. I know what to do, Lucius Cornelius. But Silo doesn’t. I say doesn’t, as he got away unharmed. When his men broke in panic he turned his horse to face east and galloped off. I doubt he’ll stop until he reaches Mutilus. Anyway, I forced the Marsi to retreat in one direction only—through the vineyards. Knowing you were there to finish them off on the other side. And that was that.”


  “It was very well done, Gaius Marius,” said Sulla with complete sincerity.


  And so they settled to a victory feast, Marius and Sulla and their deputies—and Young Marius, glowing with pride in his father, whom he now served as a cadet. Oh, there’s a pup bears watching! thought Sulla, and refused to watch him.


  The battle was fought all over again, almost at greater length in time; but eventually, as the level in the wine amphorae grew ever lower, the talk turned inevitably to politics. The projected legislation of Lucius Caesar was the subject, coming as a shock to Marius’s juniors; he hadn’t told them of his conversation with Sulla in Fregellae. Reactions were mixed, yet against this huge concession. These were the soldiers, these were men who had been fighting now for six months, seen thousands of their comrades perish—and felt besides that the dodderers and cravens in Rome hadn’t given them a good chance to get into stride, to start winning. Those safe in Rome were apostrophized as a gaggle of dried-up old Vestal Virgins, with Philippus coming in for the strongest criticism, Lucius Caesar not far behind.


  “The Julii Caesares are all over-bred bundles of nerves,” said Marius, face purple-red. “A pity we’ve had a Julius Caesar as senior consul in this crisis. I knew he’d break.”


  “You sound, Gaius Marius, as if you’d rather we conceded absolutely nothing to the Italians,” said Sulla.


  “I would rather we didn’t,” Marius said. “Until it came to open war it was different. But once a people declares itself an enemy of Rome’s, it’s an enemy of mine too. Forever.”


  “So I feel,” said Sulla. “However, if Lucius Julius does succeed in convincing Senate and People to pass his law, it will decrease the chance of Etruria’s and Umbria’s going over. I’d heard there were fresh rumblings in both places.”


  “Indeed. Which is why Lucius Cato Licinianus and Aulus Plotius have peeled Sextus Julius’s troops away from him and gone—Plotius to Umbria and Cato Licinianus to Etruria,” said Marius.


  “What’s Sextus Julius doing, then?”


  Young Marius answered, very loudly. “He’s recuperating in Rome. ‘A very nasty chest’ was how my mother put it in her last letter.’’


  Sulla’s look should have squashed him, yet didn’t. Even when the commander-in-chief was one’s father, one didn’t butt into the conversation if one was only a contubernalis!


  “No doubt the Etrurian campaign will do Cato Licinianus’s chances of winning a consulship for next year the world of good,” said Sulla. “Providing he does well. I imagine he will.”


  “So do I,” said Marius, belching. “It’s a pea-sized undertaking—suitable for a pea like Cato Licinianus.”


  Sulla grinned. “What, Gaius Marius, not impressed?”


  Marius blinked. “Are you?”


  “Anything but.” He had had more than enough wine; Sulla switched to water. “In the meantime, what do we do with ourselves? September is a market interval old, and I’ll be due to go back to Campania fairly soon. I’d like to make the most of what time I have left, if that’s possible.”


  “I can’t believe Lucius Julius let Egnatius fool him in the Melfa Gorge!” Young Marius interrupted.


  “You’re not old enough, my boy, to comprehend the extent of men’s idiocy,” said Marius, approving of the comment rather than disapproving of its maker making it. He turned then to Sulla. “We can’t hope for anything from Lucius Julius now that he’s back in Teanum Sidicinum a second time with a quarter of his army dead, so why return in a hurry, Lucius Cornelius? To hold Lucius Julius’s hand? I imagine there are plenty doing that already. I suggest we go on together to Alba Fucentia,” he said, ending with a peculiar sound somewhere between a laugh and a retch.


  Sulla stiffened. “Are you all right?” he asked sharply.


  For a moment Marius’s color went from puce to ashes. Then he recovered; the laugh was all a laugh should be. “After such a day, perfect, Lucius Cornelius! Now as I was saying, we’ll go on to relieve Alba Fucentia, after which— well, I fancy a stroll down through Samnium, don’t you? We’ll leave Sextus Julius to invest Asculum Picentum while we bait the Samnite bull. Investing cities is a bore, not my style.” He giggled tipsily. “Wouldn’t it be nice to show up in Teanum Sidicinum with Aesernia in the sinus of your toga as a present for Lucius Julius? How grateful he’d be!”


  “How grateful indeed, Gaius Marius.”


  The party broke up. Sulla and Young Marius helped Marius to his bed, settled him on it without fussing. Then Young Marius escaped with a vindictive look for Sulla, who had lingered to examine the limp mountain on the couch more closely.


  “Lucius Cornelius,” said Marius, slurring his words, “come on your own in the morning to wake me, would you? I want some private talk with you. Can’t tonight. Oh, the wine!”


  “Sleep well, Gaius Marius. In the morning it shall be.”


  But in the morning it was not to be. When Sulla—none too well himself—ventured into the back compartment of the command tent, he found the mountain on the bed exactly as it had been the night before. Frowning, he approached quickly, feeling the beginnings of a horrible prickling. No, not fear that Marius was dead; the noise of his breathing had been audible from the front section of the tent. Now, gazing down, Sulla saw the right hand feebly plucking, picking at the sheet, and saw too Marius’s goggling eyes alive with a terror so profound it imitated madness. From slumped cheek to flaccid foot his left side was stilled, felled, immobile. Down had come the forest giant without a murmur, powerless to fend off a blow not seen or felt until the deed was over.


  “Stroke,” mumbled Marius.


  Sulla’s hand went out of its own volition to caress the sweat-soaked hair; now he could be loved. Now he was no more. “Oh, my poor old fellow!” Sulla lowered his cheek against Marius’s, turning his lips into the wet trickle of Marius’ s tears. “ My poor old one! You’re done for at last.”


  Out came the words immediately, hideously distorted, yet quite distinct enough to hear with faces pressed together.


  “Not—done—yet... Seven—times.”


  Sulla reared back as if Marius had risen from the couch and struck him. Then, even as he scrubbed his palm across his own tears, he uttered a shrill little paroxysm of laughter, laughter ending as abruptly as it had begun. “If I have anything to do with it, Gaius Marius, you’re done for!”


  “Not—done for,” said Marius, his still intelligent eyes no longer terrified; now they were angry. “Seven—times.”


  In one stride Sulla arrived at the flap dividing front room from back, calling for help as if the Hound of Hades was snapping many-headed at his heels.


  Only after every last army surgeon had come and gone and Marius had been made as comfortable as possible did Sulla call a meeting of those who milled outside the tent, barred from entering it by Young Marius, weeping desolately.


  He held his conference in the camp forum, deeming it wiser to let the ranks see that something was being done; the news of Marius’s catastrophe had spread, and Young Marius was not the only one who wept.


  “I am assuming command,” said Sulla evenly to the dozen men who clustered around him.


  No one protested.


  “We return to Latium at once, before the news of this can reach Silo or Mutilus.”


  Now came the protest, from a Marcus Caecilius of the branch cognominated Cornutus. “That’s ridiculous!” he said indignantly. “Here we are not twenty miles from Alba Fucentia, and you’re saying we have to turn around and go back?”


  Lips thin, Sulla gestured widely with his arm, encompassing the many groups of soldiers who stood watching and weeping. “Look at them, you fool!” he snapped. “Go on into the enemy heartlands with them! They’ve lost the stomach for it! We have to gentle them along until we’re safely inside our own frontiers. Cornutus—then we have to find them another general they can love a tenth as well!”


  Cornutus opened his mouth to say something further, then shut it, shrugged helplessly.


  “Anyone else got anything to say?” asked Sulla.


  It appeared no one had.


  “All right, then. Strike camp on the double. I’ve sent word to my own legions on the far side of the vineyards already. They’ll be waiting for us down the road.”


  “What about Gaius Marius?” asked a very young Licinius. “He might die if we move him.”


  Sulla’s bark of laughter shocked them rigid. “Gaius Marius? You couldn’t kill him with a sacrificial axe, boy!” Seeing their reaction, he brought his emotions very carefully under control before he went on. “Never fear, gentlemen, Gaius Marius assured me himself not two hours ago that I haven’t seen the last of him yet. And I believed him! So we will take him with us. There will be no scarcity of volunteers to carry his litter.’’


  “Are we all going to Rome?” asked the young Licinius timidly.


  Only now that he had himself in hand did Sulla perceive how badly frightened and rudderless they all were; but they were Roman nobles, and that meant they questioned everything, weighed everything in terms of their own positions. By rights he ought to be treating them as delicately as newborn kittens.


  “No, we are not all going to Rome,” said Sulla without a trace of delicacy in voice or manner. “When we reach Carseoli, you, Marcus Caecilius Cornutus, will assume command of the army. You will put it into its camp outside Reate. His son and I will take Gaius Marius to Rome, with five cohorts of troops as his honor guard.”


  “Very well, Lucius Cornelius, if that’s how you wish it done, I suppose that’s how it will have to be done,” said Cornutus.


  The look he got from those strange light eyes set what felt like a thousand maggots crawling inside his jaws.


  “You are not mistaken, Marcus Caecilius, in thinking that it must be done the way I wish it done,” said Sulla softly, a caress in his voice. “And if it isn’t done precisely as I wish, I’ll grant you a wish—that you’d never been born! Is that quite clear? Good! Now move out.”
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  When news of Lucius Caesar’s defeat of Mutilus at Acerrae had reached Rome, senatorial spirits had temporarily lifted. A proclamation was issued to the effect that it was no longer necessary for Roman citizens to wear the sagum. Then when news came of Lucius Caesar’s defeat in the Melfa Gorge for the second time, together with casualty figures almost exactly equaling enemy losses at Acerrae, no one in the Senate had moved to order the proclamation reversed; that would have pointed up the new defeat.


  “Futile,” Marcus Aemilius Princeps Senatus had said to the few senators who turned up to debate the issue. His lip trembled, was resolutely quelled. “What we have to face is a far more serious fact—that we are losing this war.”


  Philippus wasn’t present to argue. Nor was Quintus Varius, still busy prosecuting minor lights for treason; now that he had abandoned quarry like Antonius Orator and Scaurus Princeps Senatus, the victims of his special court were mounting.


  Thus, deprived of the stimulus of opposition, Scaurus found himself without the will to go on, and sat down heavily upon his stool. I am too old, he thought—how can Marius cope with a whole theater of war when he’s the same age I am?


  That question was answered at the end of Sextilis, when a courier came to inform the Senate that Gaius Marius and his troops had beaten Herius Asinius with the loss of seven thousand Marrucine lives, including Herius Asinius’s. But such was the depth of the depression within the city that no one thought it wise to celebrate; instead, the city waited for the next few days to bring news of an equivalent defeat. Sure enough, some days later another courier arrived and presented himself to the Senate, whose members sat, stony-faced and stiff-backed, to hear the bad tidings. Only Scaurus had come among the consulars.


  Gaius Marius takes great pleasure in informing the Senate and People of Rome that, on this day, he and his armies did inflict a crushing defeat upon Quintus Poppaedius Silo and the men of the Marsi. Fifteen thousand Marsians lie dead, and five thousand more are taken prisoner.


  Gaius Marius wishes to commend the invaluable contribution of Lucius Cornelius Sulla to this victory, and begs to be excused a full account of events until such time as he can inform the Senate and People of Rome that Alba Fucentia has been relieved. Long live Rome!


  At first reading, no one believed it. A stir passed along the thinned white ranks, too sparse upon the tiers to look impressive. Scaurus read the letter out again, voice shaking. And finally the cheers started. Within an hour, all of Rome was cheering. Gaius Marius had done it! Gaius Marius had reversed Rome’s fortunes! Gaius Marius, Gaius Marius, Gaius Marius!


  “He’s everybody’s hero yet again,” said Scaurus to the flamen Dialis, Lucius Cornelius Merula, who hadn’t missed one meeting of the Senate since the war had begun, despite the huge number of taboos which hedged the flamen Dialis round. Alone among his peers, the flamen Dialis could never don a toga; instead, he was enveloped by a double-layered heavy woolen cape, the laena, which was cut on a full circle, and on his head he wore a close-fitting ivory helm adorned with the symbols of Jupiter and topped with a hard disc of wool pierced by an ivory spike. Alone among his peers he was hirsute, for this flamen Dialis had elected to leave his hair hanging down his back and his beard straggling down his chest rather than endure the torture of being barbered by bone or bronze. The flamen Dialis could not come into bodily contact with iron of any kind—which meant he could have no contact with war. Thwarted in doing his military duty to his country, Lucius Cornelius Merula had taken to attending the Senate assiduously.


  Merula sighed. “Well, Marcus Aemilius, patricians though we may be, I think it’s high time we admitted to ourselves that our bloodlines are so attenuated we can no longer produce a popular hero.”


  “Nonsense!” snapped Scaurus. “Gaius Marius is a freak!”


  “Without him, where would we be?”


  “In Rome, and true Romans!”


  “You don’t approve of his victory?”


  “Of course I approve! I just wish the name at the bottom of the letter had been Lucius Cornelius Sulla’s!”


  “He was a good praetor urbanus, I know, but I never heard he was a Marius upon the battlefield,” said Merula.


  “Until Gaius Marius quits the battlefield, how can we know? Lucius Cornelius Sulla has been with Gaius Marius since—oh, the war against Jugurtha. And has always made a large contribution to Gaius Marius’s victories. Marius takes the credit.”


  “Be fair, Marcus Aemilius! Gaius Marius’s letter made specific mention of Lucius Sulla! I for one thought the praise ungrudging. Nor can I hear a word of disparagement about the man who has finally answered my prayers,” said Merula.


  “A man answers your prayers, flamen Dialis? That’s an odd way of putting it, surely.”


  “Our gods do not answer us directly, Princeps Senatus. If they are displeased they present us with some sort of phenomenon, and when they act they do so through the agency of men.”


  “I am as aware of that as you are!” cried Scaurus, goaded. “I love Gaius Marius as much as I hate him. But I could still wish that the name on the bottom of the letter had been another’s!”


  One of the Senate clerks entered the chamber, deserted now save for Scaurus and Merula, who had fallen behind.


  “Princeps Senatus, an urgent communication has just come from Lucius Cornelius Sulla.”


  Merula giggled. “There you are, an answer to your prayers! A letter with Lucius Sulla’s name on its bottom!”


  A scathing look was Merula’s answer; Scaurus took the tiny roll and spread it between his hands. It contained, he saw in utter astonishment, two scant lines, carefully printed in big characters, and having dots between the words. Sulla wanted no misinterpretation.


  GAIUS · MARIUS · FELLED · BY · STROKE · ARMY · MOVED · TO · REATE · AM · RETURNING · TO · ROME · AT · ONCE · BEARING · MARIUS · SULLA


  Bereft of speech, Scaurus Princeps Senatus gave the sheet to Merula and stumbled to a seat on the bare bottom tier. “Edepol!” Merula too sat down. “Oh, is nothing ever going to go right in this war? Is Gaius Marius dead, do you think? Is that what Lucius Sulla means?”


  “I think he lives but is incapable of command, and that his troops know it,” said Scaurus. He drew a breath, bellowed, “Clerk!”


  Hovering in the doorway, the scribe returned immediately to stand before Scaurus; he was bursting with curiosity.


  “Call out the heralds. Have them proclaim the news that Gaius Marius has had a stroke, and is being returned to Rome by his legate Lucius Cornelius Sulla.”


  The scribe gasped, blanched, hurried off.


  “Was that wise, Marcus Aemilius?” asked Merula.


  “Only the Great God knows, flamen Dialis. I do not. All I know is that if I called the Senate to discuss this first, they’d vote to suppress the news. And that I cannot condone,” said Scaurus strongly. He got up. “Walk with me. I have to tell Julia before the heralds start braying from the rostra.”


  *


  Thus it was that when the five cohorts of troops escorting Gaius Marius’s litter came through the Colline Gate, their spears wreathed in cypress, their swords and daggers reversed, they entered a marketplace festooned with garlands of flowers and thronged with silent people—a feast and a funeral at one, it seemed. And so it was all the way to the Forum Romanum, where again flowers hung everywhere, but the crowds were still and voiceless. The flowers had been put out to celebrate Gaius Marius’s great victory; his defeat by illness had caused the silence.


  When the closely curtained litter appeared behind the soldiers, a great whisper spread:


  “He must be alive! He must be alive!”


  Sulla and his cohorts halted in the lower Forum alongside the rostra, while Gaius Marius was carried up the Clivus Argentarius to his house. Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus climbed alone to the top of the rostra.


  “The Third Founder of Rome lives, Quirites!” Scaurus thundered. “As always, he has turned the course of war in Rome’s favor, and Rome cannot be grateful enough. Make offerings for his well-being, though it may be that it is time for Gaius Marius to leave us. His condition is grave. But thanks to him, Quirites, our condition has improved immeasurably.”


  No one cheered. No one wept either. Weeping would be saved for his funeral, for a moment without hope. Then Scaurus came down off the rostra and the people began to disperse.


  “He won’t die,” said Sulla, looking very tired.


  Scaurus snorted. “I never thought he would. He hasn’t been consul seven times yet, so he can’t let himself die.”


  “That is exactly how he put it.”


  “What, he’s still able to speak?”


  “A little. There’s no lack of words, just clumsiness getting them out. Our army surgeon says it’s because his left side bore the blow, not his right—though why that should be, I don’t know. Nor does the army surgeon. He simply insists that’s the usual pattern field surgeons see when heads are damaged. If the paralysis of the body is on the right, speech is obliterated. If the paralysis is on the left, speech is retained.”


  “How extraordinary! Why doesn’t one hear this from our city physicians?” asked Scaurus.


  “I suppose they don’t see enough broken heads.”


  “True.” Scaurus took Sulla by the arm warmly. “Come home with me, Lucius Cornelius. Take a little wine and tell me absolutely everything that’s happened. I had thought you still with Lucius Julius in Campania.”


  Not with every ounce of will could Sulla suppress his complete withdrawal. “I’d rather we went to my house, Marcus Aemilius. I am still in armor, and it’s hot.”


  Scaurus sighed. “It is time we both forgot what happened so many years ago,” he said sincerely. “My wife is older, more settled, and much occupied with her children.”


  “Then—your house it shall be.”


  She was waiting in the atrium to receive them, as anxious to know the condition of Gaius Marius as everyone else in Rome. Now twenty-eight years of age, she knew the felicitude of an increasing rather than a fading beauty; a brown beauty as rich as a fur pelt, though the eyes she lifted to rest on Sulla’s face were the grey of the sea on a cloudy day.


  It did not escape Sulla that, though Scaurus beamed upon her with genuine and obviously unquestioning affection, she was afraid of her husband, and did not see how he felt.


  “Welcome, Lucius Cornelius,” she said colorlessly.


  “I thank you, Caecilia Dalmatica.”


  “There are refreshments laid out in your study, husband,” she said to Scaurus colorlessly. “Is Gaius Marius going to die?”


  Sulla answered her, smiling easily now the first moment was gone; this was very different from seeing her in Marius’s house at a dinner party. “No, Caecilia Dalmatica. We haven’t seen the last of Gaius Marius yet, so much I can promise you.”


  She sighed in simple relief. “Then I will leave you.”


  The two men stood in the atrium until she disappeared, after which Scaurus conducted Sulla to his tablinum.


  “Do you want command of the Marsic theater?” Scaurus asked, handing Sulla wine.


  “I doubt the Senate would give it to me, Princeps Senatus.”


  “Frankly, so do I. But do you want it?”


  “No, I don’t. My career throughout the year of this war has been based in Campania aside from this special exercise with Gaius Marius, and I’d prefer to stay in the theater I know. Lucius Julius is expecting me back,” Sulla said, well aware what he intended to do when the new consuls were in office, but having no wish to make Scaurus a party to his plans.


  “Are they your troops in Marius’s escort?”


  “Yes. The other fifteen cohorts I sent directly to Campania. I’ll take the rest myself tomorrow.”


  “Oh, I wish you were standing for consul!” said Scaurus. “It is the most miserable field in half a generation!”


  “I’m standing with Quintus Pompeius Rufus at the end of next year,” said Sulla firmly.


  “So I had heard. A pity.”


  “I couldn’t win an election this year, Marcus Aemilius.”


  “You could—if I threw my weight behind you.”


  Sulla grinned sourly. “The offer comes too late. I’ll be too busy in Campania to don the toga Candida. Besides, I’d have to take pot luck with my colleague, whereas Quintus Pompeius and I will run as a team. My daughter is to marry his son.”


  “Then I withdraw my offer. You are right. Rome will just have to muddle through this coming year. It will be a great pleasure to have relatives as consuls the following year. Harmony in the chair is a wonderful thing. And you’ll dominate Quintus Pompeius as easily as he’ll accept your domination.”


  “So I think, Princeps Senatus. Election time is really the only time Lucius Julius can spare me, as he intends to wind hostilities down in order to return to Rome himself. I think I’ll marry my daughter to Quintus Pompeius’s son this December, even though she won’t be eighteen. She’s looking forward to it very much,” lied Sulla blandly, knowing perfectly well that he still had a most unwilling child on his hands, but trusting to Fortune.


  His understanding of Cornelia Sulla’s attitude was reinforced when he came home some two hours later. Aelia greeted him with the news that Cornelia Sulla had tried to run away from home.


  ‘‘ Luckily her girl was too frightened not to report to me,’’ Aelia ended mournfully, for she loved her stepdaughter dearly, and for her stepdaughter’s sake wished she could have the marriage of her heart—a match with Young Marius.


  “Just what did she think she was going to do, wandering around the war-torn countryside?” asked Sulla.


  “I have no idea, Lucius Cornelius. I don’t think she had either. It was an impulse, is my guess.”


  “Then the sooner she’s married to young Quintus Pompeius, the better,” said Sulla grimly. “I’ll see her now.”


  “Here? In your study?”


  “Here, Aelia. In my study.”


  Knowing he didn’t appreciate her—nor appreciate her sympathy for Cornelia Sulla—Aelia gazed at her husband in mingled fear and pity. “Please, Lucius Cornelius, try not to be too hard on her!”


  A petition Sulla ignored by turning his back.


  Cornelia Sulla was brought to him looking much like a prisoner, placed as she was between two male household slaves.


  “You can go,” he said curtly to her guardians, and let his cold gaze rest upon his daughter’s mutinous face, so exquisite with its mixture of his coloring and her mother’s beauty, save that her eyes were all her own, very large and vividly blue.


  “And what have you got to say for yourself, girl?”


  “I’m ready this time, Father. You can hit me until you kill me— I don’t care! Because I am not marrying Quintus Pompeius, and you can’t make me!”


  “If I have to tie you and drug you, my girl, you will marry Quintus Pompeius,” said Sulla in those soft tones which preceded maximum violence.


  But, for all her tears and tantrums, she was far more Sulla’s child than she was Julilla’s. Visibly she settled on her feet as if to ward off some frightful blow, and put sapphire glitters in her eyes. “I will not marry Quintus Pompeius!”


  “By all the gods, Cornelia, you will!”


  “I will not!”


  Normally so much defiance would have produced an uncontrollable rage in Sulla; but now, perhaps because he saw something belonging to his dead son in her face, he found himself unable to be truly angry. He blew through his nose ominously. “Daughter, do you know who Pietas is?” he asked.


  “Of course I know,” said Cornelia Sulla warily. “She’s Duty.”


  “Enlarge on that definition, Cornelia.”


  “She’s the goddess of Duty.”


  “What kind of duty?”


  “All kinds.”


  “Including the duty children owe their parents, is that not so?” asked Sulla sweetly.


  “Yes,” said Cornelia Sulla.


  “To defy the paterfamilias is a frightful thing, Cornelia. Not only does it offend Pietas, but under the law you must obey the head of your family. I am the paterfamilias,’’ said Sulla sternly.


  “My first duty is to myself,” she said heroically.


  Sulla’s lips began to quiver. “It is not, daughter. Your first duty is to me. You are in my hand.”


  “Hand or no hand, Father, I will not betray myself!”


  The lips stopped trembling, opened; Sulla burst into a huge roar of laughter. “Oh, go away!” he said when he could, and yelled after her, still laughing, “You’ll do your duty or I’ll sell you into slavery! I can, there’s nothing to stop me!”


  “I’m already a slave!” she called back.


  What a soldier she would have made! When his amusement allowed it, Sulla sat down to write to that Greek citizen of Smyrna, Publius Rutilius Rufus.


  And that is exactly what happened, Publius Rutilius. The impudent little rubbish rolled me up! And has left me with no alternative than to carry out threats which cannot advance my intention to have myself elected consul in alliance with Quintus Pompeius. The girl is no use to me dead or a slave—and no use to young Quintus Pompeius if I have to tie her up and drug her in order to bring her before the marriage celebrant! So what do I do? I am asking you very seriously, and very desperately—what do I do? I remember the legend that it was you solved Marcus Aurelius Cotta’s dilemma when he had to choose a husband for Aurelia. So here’s another marital dilemma for you to solve, O admired and esteemed counselor.


  I admit that things here are in such a state that, were it not for my inability to marry my daughter off where I need to marry her off, I would not have stopped to write to you. But now I’ve begun and—provided, that is, that you have a solution for my dilemma!—I may as well tell you what’s happening.


  Our Princeps Senatus I left beginning a letter of his own to you, so I don’t need to apprise you of Gaius Marius’s awful catastrophe. I shall confine myself to airing my hopes and fears for the future, and can at least look forward to being able to wear my toga praetexta and sit on my ivory curule chair when I’m consul, as the Senate has instructed its curule magistrates to don their full regalia following Gaius Marius’s—and my!—victory over Silo’s Marsians. Hopefully this means we’ve seen the last of these silly, empty gestures of mourning and alarm.


  It seems highly likely at the moment that next year’s consuls will be Lucius Porcius Cato Licinianus and— what a horrible thought!—Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo. What a terrible pair! A puckered-up cat’s anus and an arrogant barbarian who can only look at the bridge of his own nose. I confess myself utterly at a loss to understand how or why some men come to the consulship. Clearly it is not enough to have been a good urban or foreign praetor. Or have a war record as long and illustrious as King Ptolemy’s pedigree. I am fast coming to the conclusion that the only really important factor is getting on side with the Ordo Equester. If the knights don’t like you, Publius Rutilius, you could be Romulus himself and not stand a chance in the consular elections. The knights put Gaius Marius in the consul’s chair six times, three of them in absentia. And they still like him! He’s good for business. Oh, they like a man to have ancestors too—but not enough to vote for him unless he’s either opened his moneybags very wide, or he’s offered them all sorts of added inducements like an easier loan market or inside news on everything the Senate contemplates doing.


  I should have been consul years ago. If I had been a praetor years ago. And, yes, it was the Princeps Senatus who foiled me. But he did it by enlisting the knights, whole flocks of whom follow him, bleating like little lambs. So, you might say, I am coming to dislike the Ordo Equester more and more. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, I ask myself, to be in a position to do with them what I willed? Oh, I’d make them suffer, Publius Rutilius! On your behalf too.


  Speaking of Pompey Strabo, he’s been very busy telling everyone in Rome how he’s covered himself in glory in Picenum. The real author of his relatively minor success, in my opinion, is Publius Sulpicius, who brought him an army from Italian Gaul and inflicted a nasty defeat upon a combined force of Picentes and Paeligni before ever he made contact with Pompey Strabo. Our cross-eyed friend, rot him, summered extremely comfortably locked up in Firmum Picenum. Anyway, now he’s out of his summer residence, Pompey Strabo is claiming all the credit for the victory over Titus Lafrenius, who died along with his men. Of Publius Sulpicius (who was there, and did most of the work), not a mention. And as if that were not enough, Pompey Strabo’s agents in Rome are making his battle sound a lot more significant than Gaius Marius’s actions against Marrucini and Marsi.


  The war is on the turn. I know it in my bones.


  I am sure I don’t have to detail the new enfranchisement law Lucius Julius Caesar intends to promulgate in December. Scaurus’s letter is full of it, I imagine. I gave the Princeps Senatus the news of this law scant hours ago, thinking he’d begin to roar in outrage. Instead, he was quite pleased. He thinks the idea of dangling the citizenship has a lot of merit, provided it isn’t extended to those in arms against us. Etruria and Umbria prey upon him; he feels the trouble in both areas would die down the moment all Etrurians and Umbrians were given the vote. Try though I did, I couldn’t persuade him that Lucius Julius’s law would only be the beginning—that before too long every Italian would be a Roman citizen, no matter how much and how fresh the Roman blood on his sword. I ask you, Publius Rutilius—what have we been fighting for?


  Write back at once, tell me how to deal with girls.


  Sulla included his letter to Rutilius Rufus in the packet the Princeps Senatus sent to Smyrna by special courier. That meant Rutilius Rufus would probably receive the packet within a month, and his answer would be carried back by the same courier over a similar period of time.


  In fact, Sulla had his answer by the end of November. He was still in Campania, shoring up the convalescent Lucius Caesar, who had been awarded a triumph by the sycophantic Senate for his victory over Mutilus at Acerrae; that the two armies had returned to Acerrae and at the time of the decree were actively engaged in fresh hostilities was something the Senate preferred to ignore. The reason for the awarding of this triumph and no other, said the Senate, was that Lucius Caesar’s troops had hailed him imperator on the field. When Pompey Strabo heard about it his agents created such a fuss that the Senate then had to decree a triumph for Pompey Strabo as well. How low are we descended? asked Sulla of himself. To triumph over Italians is no triumph.


  This signal honor had no power to excite Lucius Caesar. When Sulla asked him how he wished his triumph organized, he simply looked surprised, then said,


  “Since there are no spoils, it will require no organization. I shall lead my army through Rome, that’s all.”


  The winter hiatus had opened, and Acerrae it seemed was not much inconvenienced by the presence of two large armies outside its gates. While Lucius Caesar wrestled with the early drafts of his enfranchisement law, Sulla went to Capua to help Catulus Caesar and Metellus Pius the Piglet reorder the legions more than decimated by the second action in the Melfa Gorge; it was there in Capua that Rutilius Rufus’s letter found him.


  My dear Lucius Cornelius, why is it that fathers can never seem to find the right way to handle their daughters? I despair! Not, mind you, that I had any trouble with my girl. When I married her to Lucius Calpurnius Piso, she was in raptures. This was undoubtedly because she was such a plain little thing, and not well dowered; her chief worry was that her tata wouldn’t manage to find her a husband at all. If I had brought her home that repellent son of Sextus Perquitienus’s, she would have swooned. As it was, when I conjured Lucius Piso up, she deemed him a gift straight from the gods, and has not stopped thanking me since. And so happy has the union been, in fact, that it seems the next generation plans to do the same—my son’s daughter is to marry my daughter’s son when they are old enough. Yes, yes, I know what old Caesar Grandfather used to say, but these will be the first lot of first cousins to marry on either side. They will litter excellent pups.


  The answer to your dilemma, Lucius Cornelius, is really ridiculously simple. All it requires is the connivance of Aelia, for you yourself must appear to have no part in it. Let Aelia commence by dropping the girl some heavy hints that you are changing your mind about the marriage, that you are thinking of looking elsewhere. Aelia must drop a few names too—names of absolutely repulsive fellows, like the son of Sextus Perquitienus. The girl will find all this most unwelcome.


  Gaius Marius’s moribund condition is—pardon the pun, do!—a stroke of good luck, for Young Marius can enter into no marriage while the paterfamilias is incapacitated. You see, it is essential that Cornelia Sulla be given the chance to meet privately with Young Marius. After she learns that her husband may be worse by far than young Quintus Pompeius. Have Aelia take the girl with her to visit Julia at a time when Young Marius is home, and let no impediment prevent their meeting—you had better make sure Julia understands what is afoot!


  Now Young Marius is a very spoiled and self-centered sort of fellow. Believe me, Lucius Cornelius, he will do or say nothing to endear himself to your lovesick child. Aside from his father’s illness, the chief thing on his mind at the moment is who is going to have the honor of enduring him as a staff cadet. He is quite intelligent enough to know that whoever it is won’t let him get away with a tenth as much as his father did—but some commanders are more lenient than others. I gather from Scaurus’s letter that no one wants him, no one is willing to ask for him personally, and that his fate rests entirely upon the whim of the contubernalis committee. My little network of informants tells me Young Marius is dabbling heavily in Women and Wine, not necessarily in that order. Yet one more reason why Young Marius won’t fall into an ecstatic transport at seeing Cornelia Sulla, relic of his childhood—for whom, when he was fifteen or sixteen, he cherished tender thoughts—and probably used her good nature then in ways she never noticed. He is not much different now than he was then. The difference is that he thinks he is, and she thinks he’s not. Believe me, Lucius Cornelius, he will commit every possible blunder, and she will irritate him into the bargain.


  Once the girl has had her interview with Young Marius, tell Aelia to harp a little harder on the fact that she thinks you’re veering away from the Pompeius Rufus alliance—that you need the backing of a very rich knight.


  And now I shall tell you an invaluable secret about women, Lucius Cornelius. A woman may have decided adamantly that she doesn’t want some suitor—yet if that suitor should suddenly withdraw for reasons other than her spurning of his suit, a woman inevitably decides to take a closer look at the catch which is busy swimming away. After all, your girl has never even seen her fish! Aelia must produce some impressive reason why Cornelia Sulla must attend a dinner at the house of Quintus Pompeius Rufus—the father is in Rome on furlough, or the mother is sick, or anything. Could dear Cornelia Sulla possibly see her way to swallowing her dislike just enough to eat one meal in the presence of her despised fish? I guarantee you, Lucius Cornelius, that she will agree. And—since I have seen her fish—I am absolutely confident your girl will change her mind. He is exactly the sort to appeal to her. She’ll always be cleverer than he, and have no trouble establishing herself as the head of the household. Irresistible! She is so like you. In some ways.


  Sulla put the letter down, head spinning. Simple? How could Publius Rutilius concoct such a tortuous scheme as this, yet have the gall to term it simple? Military maneuvers were less complex! However, it was worth a try. Anything was worth a try. So he resumed his reading in a slightly happier frame of mind, anxious to see what else Rutilius Rufus had to say.


  Matters in my small corner of our vast world are not good. I suppose no one in Rome these days has the time or the interest to follow events in Asia Minor. But somewhere, no doubt, there is a report lying in the Senate offices which by now our Princeps Senatus will have seen. He will also see the letter I have sent to him by the same courier as this one.


  There is a Pontic puppet on the throne of Bithynia. Yes, the moment he was sure Rome’s back was turned, King Mithridates invaded Bithynia! Ostensibly the leader of the invasion was Socrates, the younger brother of King Nicomedes the Third—which accounts for the fact that Bithynia is still calling itself a free country, having exchanged King Nicomedes for King Socrates. It seems a contradiction in terms to call a king Socrates, doesn’t it? Can you imagine Socrates of Athens permitting himself to be crowned a king? However, no one in Asia Province is under any delusion that Bithynia is “free.” In all save name, Bithynia is now the fief of Mithridates of Pontus—who must, incidentally, be fuming at the dilatory conduct of King Socrates! For King Socrates let King Nicomedes get away. Despite his accumulation of years, Nicomedes skipped across the Hellespont as nimbly as a goat; rumor here in Smyrna has it that he is en route for Rome, there to complain about the loss of the throne the Senate and People of Rome graciously let him sit on. You’ll see him in Rome before the end of the year, burdened down with a large part of the contents of the Bithynian treasury.


  And—as if one wasn’t bad enough!—there is now a Pontic puppet upon the throne of Cappadocia. Mithridates and Tigranes rode in tandem to Eusebeia Mazaca and installed yet another son of Mithridates on the throne. This one is another Ariarathes, but probably not the Ariarathes whom Gaius Marius interviewed. However, King Ariobarzanes was just as nimble as King Nicomedes of Bithynia. He skipped off too, well ahead of his pursuers. And he will reach Rome with a petition in his hands not long after Nicomedes. Alas, he is much poorer!


  Lucius Cornelius, there is sore trouble brewing for our Asia Province, I am convinced of it. And there are many in Asia Province who have not forgotten the heyday of the publicani. Many who loathe the word Rome. Thus is King Mithridates being actively wooed in some quarters here. I very much fear that if—or more likely when—he makes a move to steal our Asia Province, he will be welcomed with open arms.


  All this is not your problem, I know. It will fall to Scaurus. Who is not very well, he tells me.


  By now you will be hard at your war games in Campania. I agree with you, the course is turning. The poor, poor Italians! Citizenship or not, they will remain unforgiven for many generations to come.


  Do let me know how things turn out for your girl. I predict that Love will take its course.


  Rather than try to explain Publius Rutilius Rufus’s ploy to his wife, Sulla simply sent that section of the letter to Aelia in Rome with an accompanying note advising her to do exactly as Rutilius Rufus directed—provided she could make head from tail of it.


  Apparently Aelia had no trouble understanding her orders. When Sulla arrived in Rome with Lucius Caesar, he found his house redolent with domestic harmony, a beaming and affectionate daughter, and wedding plans.


  “It all turned out exactly as Publius Rutilius said it would,” said Aelia happily. “Young Marius was a brute to her when she saw him. Poor little thing! She went with me to Gaius Marius’s house consumed with love and pity and sure Young Marius would fall onto her breast to cry upon her shoulder. Instead, she found him furious because he had been ordered by the cadet committee of the Senate to remain on the staff of his old command. Presumably the general replacing Gaius Marius will be one of the new consuls, and Young Marius hates both of them. I believe he tried to get himself posted to you, but got a very cold refusal from the committee.”


  “Not as cold as his welcome would have been had he come to me,” said Sulla grimly.


  “I think what was making him angriest was the fact that no one wanted him. Of course he’s blaming his father’s unpopularity for that, but in his heart I rather think he suspects it’s due to his own shortcomings.” Aelia jigged in a small triumph. “He didn’t want Cornelia’s sympathy and he didn’t want adolescent adoration. So he was—if I am to believe Cornelia—utterly vile to her.”


  “So she decided to marry young Quintus Pompeius.”


  “Not at once, Lucius Cornelius! I let her weep for two days first. Then I said that, since it seemed there would be no pressure from you about marriage to young Quintus Pompeius, she might like to go to dinner at his house. Just to see what he was like. Just to satisfy her curiosity.”


  Sulla was grinning. “What happened?”


  “They looked at each other and liked what they saw. At dinner they were opposite each other, and talked away like old friends.” So delighted was she that Aelia took her husband’s hand, squeezed it. “You were wise not to let Quintus Pompeius know our daughter was an unwilling bride. The whole family was delighted with her.’’


  Sulla snatched his hand away. “The wedding’s set?”


  Face clouding, Aelia nodded. “As soon as the elections are over.” She gazed up at Sulla with big sad eyes. “Dear Lucius Cornelius, why don’t you like me? I try so hard!”


  His expression darkened, he moved away. “Frankly, Aelia, for no other reason than you bore me.”


  And he was gone. She stood quite still, conscious only of a troubled joy; he hadn’t said he wanted to divorce her. Stale bread was definitely preferable to no bread.


  *


  The news that Aesernia had finally surrendered to the Samnites came not long after Lucius Caesar and Sulla arrived in Rome. The city had literally starved, reduced to eating every dog, cat, mule, donkey, horse, sheep and goat it owned before capitulating. Marcus Claudius Marcellus had handed Aesernia over personally, then disappeared, no one knew where. Except the Samnites.


  “He’s dead,” said Lucius Caesar.


  “You’re probably right,” said Sulla.


  Lucius Caesar, of course, would not be returning to the field. His term as consul was drawing to an end and he was hoping to stand for censor in the spring, so had no ambition to continue as a legate to the new commander-in-chief of the southern theater.


  The incoming tribunes of the plebs were somewhat stronger than of recent years, perhaps because all Rome was now talking about the enfranchisement law Lucius Caesar was rumored to be going to introduce; they were, however, on the progressive side, and mostly in favor of lenient treatment for the Italians. The President of the College was a Lucius Calpurnius Piso who had a second cognomen, Frugi, to distinguish his part of the Calpurnius Piso clan from the Calpurnii Pisones who had allied themselves in marriage with Publius Rutilius Rufus, and bore the second cognomen Caesoninus. A forceful man of pronounced conservative leanings, Piso Frugi had already announced that he would on principle oppose the two most radical tribunes of the plebs, Gaius Papirius Carbo and Marcus Plautius Silvanus, if they tried to ignore the limitations of Lucius Caesar’s bill and give the citizenship to Italians actively engaged in war as well; that he had agreed not to oppose Lucius Caesar’s bill was thanks to the persuasive talking of Scaurus and others he respected. Thus interest in Forum doings, almost nonexistent since the beginning of the war, started to revive; the coming year promised to contain interesting political contention.


  More depressing by far were the Centuriate elections, at least at the consular level. The two leading contenders had been accepted for two months as the winners, and now came in the winners; that Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo was senior consul and Lucius Porcius Cato Licinianus his junior everyone attributed to the fact that Pompey Strabo celebrated a triumph scant days before the elections.


  “These triumphs are pathetic,” said Scaurus Princeps Senatus to Lucius Cornelius Sulla. “First Lucius Julius, now Gnaeus Pompeius, if you please! I feel very old.”


  He also looked very old, thought Sulla, and experienced a frisson of alarm; if the lack of Gaius Marius promised torpid and unimaginative activity on the battlefield, what would the lack of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus do to that other battlefield, the Forum Romanum? Who for instance would look after those minuscule yet ultimately very important foreign matters Rome always found herself embroiled in? Who would put conceited fools like Philippus and arrogant upstarts like Quintus Varius in their places? Who would face up to whatever came so fearlessly, so sure of his own ability and superiority? The truth was that ever since Gaius Marius’s stroke Scaurus had visibly diminished; scrap and snarl though they had for over forty years, they needed each other.


  “Marcus Aemilius, look after yourself!” said Sulla with sudden urgency, visited by a premonition.


  The green eyes twinkled. “We all have to go some time!”


  “True. But in your case, not yet. Rome needs you. Otherwise we’ll be left to the tender mercies of Lucius Julius Caesar and Lucius Marcius Philippus—what a fate!”


  Scaurus started to laugh. “Is that the worst fate can befall Rome?’’ he asked, and put his head to one side like a skinny, ancient, plucked fowl. “In some ways I approve of you tremendously, Lucius Cornelius. Yet in other ways I have a feeling Rome might fare worse at your hands than at Philippus’s.” He wiggled the fingers of one hand. “You may not be a natural Military Man, but most of your years in the Senate have been spent in the army. And I have noticed that many years of military service make autocrats out of senators. Like Gaius Marius. When they attain high political office, they become impatient of the normal political restraints.” ‘


  They were standing outside the Sosius bookshop on the Argiletum, where one of Rome’s best food stalls had been sitting for decades. So as they talked they were eating tarts filled with raisins and honeyed custard; a bright-eyed urchin watched them closely, ready to be ready with an offer of a basin of warm water and a cloth—the tarts were juicy and sticky.


  “When my time comes, Marcus Aemilius, how Rome fares at my hands depends upon what sort of Rome she is. One thing I can promise you—I will not see Rome disgrace our ancestors. Nor will I see Rome dominated by the likes of a Saturninus,” said Sulla harshly.


  Scaurus finished his food, demonstrating to the urchin that he was aware of his presence by snapping sticky fingers before the urchin could rush forward unsolicited. Paying strict attention to the process, he washed and dried his hands, and gave the boy a whole sestertius. Then, while Sulla followed suit (and gave the boy a much smaller coin), he resumed talking.


  “Once I had a son,” he said without a tremor, “but that son was unsatisfactory. A weakling and a coward, for all he was in nature a nice young man. Now I have another son, too young to know what stuff he’s made of. Yet my first experience taught me one thing, Lucius Cornelius. No matter how illustrious our ancestors might have been, in the end we still come to depend upon our progeny.”


  Sulla’s face twisted. “My son is dead too, but I have no other,” he said.


  “In which case, it was meant.”


  “Do you not think it is all random, Princeps Senatus?”


  “No, I do not. I have been here to contain Gaius Marius. Rome needed me to do that—and here I was, Rome’s to command. These days I see you more as a Marius than as a Scaurus, somehow. And there is no one I can see on the horizon to contain you. Which might prove more dangerous to the mos maiorum than a thousand like Saturninus,” said Scaurus.


  “I promise you, Marcus Aemilius, that Rome stands in no danger from me.” Sulla thought about that statement, and qualified it. “Your Rome, I mean. Not Saturninus’s.”


  “I sincerely hope so, Lucius Cornelius.”


  They moved off in the direction of the Senate.


  “I gather Cato Licinianus has elected to run things in Campania,” said Scaurus. “He’s a more difficult man to deal with than Lucius Julius Caesar—just as insecure, but more overbearing.”


  “He won’t trouble me,” said Sulla tranquilly. “Gaius Marius called him a pea, and his campaign in Etruria pea-sized. I know how to deal with a pea.”


  “How?”


  “Squash it.”


  “They won’t give you the command, you know. I did try.”


  “It doesn’t matter in the least,” said Sulla, smiling. “I’ll take the command when I squash the pea.”


  From another man it might have sounded vainglorious; Scaurus would have whooped with laughter. From Sulla it sounded ominously prescient; Scaurus shuddered instead.


  2


  Knowing he would turn seventeen on the third day of January, Marcus Tullius Cicero took his thin body to the military service registration booth on the Campus Martius just after the Centuriate elections. The pompously self-confident adolescent who had been so friendly with Young Sulla had recently become much quieter; at almost seventeen he was sure his star had already set, a brief brilliance on the horizon blotted out by the terrible blaze of civil war. Where once he had stood, the focus of a large and admiring crowd, no one now stood. And perhaps no one would ever stand again. Every court except Quintus Varius’s was closed. The urban praetor, who ought to have been in charge of them, was governing Rome in the absence of the consuls. With the Italians doing so well, it seemed highly likely the courts would never open again. Save for Scaevola the Augur, in his nineties now and not active, all Cicero’s mentors and preceptors had vanished; Crassus Orator was dead and the rest sucked into the military maelstrom, legal oblivion.


  What frightened Cicero most was that no one seemed a scrap interested in him or his fate. The few great men he knew who were still living in Rome were just too busy to bother—oh, he had indeed bothered them, considering his plight and his self unique—but he hadn’t succeeded in securing an interview with anyone from Scaurus Princeps Senatus to Lucius Caesar. He was too small a fish after all, a flashy Forum freak not yet seventeen years old. Why indeed should the great men be interested in him? As his father (now the client of a dead man) had said, forget about a special posting, go without complaint to do whatever comes.


  When he arrived at the booth on the Via Lata side of the Campus Martius he saw not one face he knew; these were elderly backbencher senators conscripted to do a job as onerous as important, a job they clearly didn’t enjoy. The chairman of the group was the only one to look up when Cicero’s turn came—the rest were busy with huge rolls of paper—and he eyed Cicero’s under-developed physique (which always looked odder because of that huge, gourd-shaped head) without a scrap of enthusiasm.


  “First name and family name?”


  “Marcus Tullius.”


  “Father’s first name and family name?”


  “Marcus Tullius.”.


  “Grandfather’s first name and family name?”


  “Marcus Tullius.”


  “Tribe?”


  “Cornelia.”


  “Cognomen, if any?”


  “Cicero.”


  “Class?”


  “First—eques.”


  “Father got the Public Horse?”


  “No.”


  “Can you afford to buy your own gear?”


  “Of course.”


  “Read and write?”


  “Of course!”


  “Your tribe is rural. What district?”


  “Arpinum.”


  “Oh, Gaius Marius country! Who’s your father’s patron?”


  “Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator.”


  “No one at the moment?”


  “Not at the moment, no.”


  “Done any preliminary military training?”


  “No.”


  “Tell one end of a sword from the other?”


  “If by that you mean can I use one, no.”


  “Ride a horse?”


  “Yes.”


  The chairman finished making his notes, then looked up again with a sour smile. “Come back two days before the Nones of January, Marcus Tullius, and you will be given your military duty.”


  And that was that. He had been ordered to report back on his birthday, of all days. Cicero got himself away from the booth, utterly humiliated. They hadn’t even realized who he was! Surely they had seen or heard his feats in the Forum! But if they had they hid it perfectly. Obviously they intended he should do military work. To have begged for clerical duties would have branded him a coward in their eyes, he was more than intelligent enough to see that. So he had kept silent, wanting no black mark against his name some rival candidate for the consulship could dredge up years later.


  Attracted as he was to friends older than himself, there was no one he could seek out to confide in. They were all on military service somewhere outside Rome, from Titus Pomponius to various nephews and great-nephews of his deceased patron and his own cousins. Young Sulla, the only friend he might have hoped to find, was dead. Nowhere to go save home. He turned his feet in the direction of the Vicus Cuprius and began to plod toward his father’s house on the Carinae, looking—and feeling—the epitome of despair.


  Every male Roman citizen at seventeen was required to register for his campaign duty—even, these days, the Head Count—but, until the war with the Italians had broken out, it had not occurred to Cicero that he would ever actually be called upon to do any genuine soldiering; he had intended to use his Forum preceptors to secure for him an appointment where his literary talents would shine, and he would never need to don a mail-shirt or sword except on parade. But he did not have the luck, so much was clear now, and he knew in his slight bones that he was going to be subjected to a regimen he detested. That he would die.


  Never really happy or comfortable in Rome, his father had gone back to Arpinum to ready his extensive lands for the winter. He would not, Cicero knew, be back in Rome until after his elder son was inducted into the army. Cicero’s younger brother, Quintus, now eight years old, had gone home with his father; he lacked Marcus’s brilliance and secretly preferred life in the country. Thus it was Cicero’s mother, Helvia, who had been obliged to stay behind in Rome to keep the house there going for her son, and she resented it.


  “You’re nothing but a nuisance!” she said to him when he came in, lonely and unhappy enough to seek her out in the hope that she would lend him a sympathetic ear. “If it wasn’t for you I’d be at home with your father and we wouldn’t have to pay for this ridiculously expensive house. There’s not a slave in this entire city who isn’t a thief and a rogue, with the result that what time I don’t spend checking their accounts books I have to spend watching their every move. They water the wine, bill me for the best olives, then only serve the worst, buy half the amount of bread and oil we’re charged for, and eat and drink far too much themselves. I shall have to do all the shopping myself.” She paused for breath. “It’s all your fault, Marcus! These insane ambitions! Know your place, that’s what I always say. Not that anyone listens to me. You deliberately encourage your father to waste far too much of our precious money on your fancy education—you’ll never be another Gaius Marius, you know! A clumsier boy I’ve never met—and what’s the use of Homer and Hesiod, tell me that? You can’t make a meal out of paper. And you can’t make a career out of paper either. Yet here I’m stuck, all because—”


  He didn’t wait to hear more. Marcus Tullius Cicero fled, hands over his ears, to his study.


  That he owned a study was thanks to his father, who had given over what should have been his room for the exclusive use of his brilliant, extraordinarily promising son. Originally it had been the father possessed the ambition, though he had soon passed it on to the son. Keep such a prodigy at home in Arpinum? Never! Until the birth of Cicero, Gaius Marius had been Arpinum’s only famous man, and the Tullii Cicerones regarded themselves as a distinct cut above the Marii because the Marii were not as intelligent. Therefore let the Marii produce a man of war, of action—the Tullii Cicerones would produce a man of thought. Men of action came and went. Men of thought lasted forever.


  The embryonic man of thought shut his study door and bolted it against his mother, then burst into tears.


  *


  On his birthday Cicero returned to the booth on the Campus Martius, knees shaking, and underwent a much shorter version of the original questioning.


  “Whole name including cognomen?”


  “Marcus Tullius Cicero Junior.”


  “Tribe?”


  “Cornelia.”


  “Class?”


  “First.”


  The scrolls of orders for those reporting today were told over and his scroll found; it would be given to him to present to his commanding officer. The practical Roman mind did not overlook the possibility that verbal orders might be ignored. A copy would already be on its way to the recruitment officers in Capua.


  The chairman of the committee laboriously read the fairly extensive remarks written on Cicero’s orders, then looked up coldly.


  “Well, Marcus Tullius Cicero Junior, there’s been a timely intercession on your behalf,” said the chairman. “Originally we had placed you for service as a legionary and you would have gone to Capua. However, a special request has come from the Princeps Senatus that you be seconded to staff duties with one of the consuls. Accordingly, you have been posted to the staff of Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo. Report to him at his house at dawn tomorrow for his instructions. This committee notes that you have undergone no sort of preliminary training, and suggests therefore that you put in all your time until you take up your duties on the exercise fields of the Campus Martius. That is all. You are dismissed.”


  Cicero’s knees shook even harder as the relief flooded through him. He took the precious scroll and hurried off. Staff duties! Oh, all the gods favor you, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus! Thank you, thank you! I will prove myself invaluable to Gnaeus Pompeius—I’ll act as his army historian or compose his speeches and I’ll never need to draw a sword!


  He had no intention of attending any training exercises on the Campus Martius, for he had tried that in his sixteenth year, only to discover that he lacked neatness of foot, dexterity of hand, quickness of eye, presence of mind. Within a short time of being set to learn the drill with his wooden sword, he had found himself the focus of everybody’s attention. But not—as in the Forum—an admiring, awestruck circle—his antics on the Campus Martius made his audience laugh itself sore in the sides. And as time went on he became every other boy’s butt. His high shrill voice was mocked, his whinnying laugh was copied, his erudition thought beyond a joke, his elderliness worthy of the starring role in a farce. Marcus Tullius Cicero abandoned his military training, vowing never to resume it. No fifteen-year-old enjoys being a laughingstock, but this fifteen-year-old had already basked in the glow of grown men’s approval, and considered himself a special case in every way.


  Some men, he had told himself ever since, were not constructed to be soldiers. And he was such a one. It was not cowardice! It was rather an abysmal lack of physical prowess. It couldn’t be marked against him as a weakness of innate character. Boys his own age were stupid, little better than animals, they prized their bodies but never their minds. Didn’t they understand that their minds would be adornments long after their bodies began to creak? Didn’t they want to be different? What was truly so desirable about being able to plug a spear into the exact middle of a target, or whack the head off a straw man? For Cicero was clever enough to see that targets and straw men were a far cry from the battlefield, and that many of these juvenile killers of symbols would loathe the reality.


  At dawn the next morning he presented himself, wrapped in his toga virilis, at the house of Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo on the Forum side of the Palatine, wishing his father was with him for company when he saw how many hundreds of men were gathered there. A few recognized him as the rhetorical prodigy, but no one made any attempt to draw him into a conversation; he found himself gradually pushed into the most obscure corner of Pompey Strabo’s vast atrium. There he waited for hours watching the crowd thin and waiting for someone to ask him his business. The new senior consul was Rome’s most important man of the moment and all of Rome wanted a word with him or a favor from him. He also had a veritable army of clients, Picentines all, though Cicero had had no idea how many of these clients were resident in Rome until he experienced the enormous throng in Pompey Strabo’s house.


  Perhaps a hundred men were left and Cicero was beginning to hope he would catch the eye of one of the seven secretaries when a lad of his own age or thereabouts sidled up to him and leaned against the wall to look him over. The eyes which flicked up and down were cool, dispassionate, and quite the most beautiful the brown-eyed Cicero had ever seen. So widely opened they seemed permanently to contain an expression of surprise, their color was a pure rich sky blue, vivid enough to deserve the term unique. A tumbled mass of bright gold hair owned two peculiarities; one was the quiff which stood up from the broad brow, the other a peak which grew down into the middle of the broad brow. Beneath this interesting mop there resided a fresh, rather perky face that had nothing Roman about it at all. The mouth was thin-lipped, the cheekbones broad, the nose short and snubbed, the chin dented, the skin pinkish and faintly freckled, the brows and lashes as gold as the hair. It was, however, a most likable face, and its owner after that initial examination of Cicero produced a smile so attractive that Cicero was won over.


  “Who might you be?” the lad asked.


  “Marcus Tullius Cicero Junior. Who might you be?”


  “I’m Gnaeus Pompeius Junior.”


  “Strabo?”


  Young Pompey laughed without resentment. “Do I look cross-eyed, Marcus Tullius?”


  “No. But isn’t it usual to adopt one’s father’s cognomen anyway?” asked Cicero.


  “Not in my case,” said Pompey. “I intend to earn a cognomen for myself. I already know what it’s going to be.”


  “What?”


  “Magnus.”


  Cicero emitted one of his neighing laughs. “That’s a bit much, isn’t it? ‘Great’? Besides, you can’t give yourself a cognomen. Other people give it to you.”


  “I know. But they will.”


  No stranger to self-confidence, Pompey’s degree of it took Cicero’s breath away. “I wish you luck,” he said.


  “What are you here for?”


  “I’ve been posted to your father’s staff as a cadet.”


  Pompey whistled. “Oh, Edepol! He won’t like you!”


  “Why?”


  The eyes lost their friendly gleam, became emotionless again. “You’re a weed.”


  “I may be a weed, Gnaeus Pompeius, but what I own by way of intelligence is better than anyone else’s!” snapped Cicero.


  “That won’t impress my father,” said the son, looking down complacently at his own well-knit, broad-shouldered body.


  His answer reduced Cicero to miserable silence; the depression which from time to time haunted him more mercilessly than it did most people four times his age began to descend. He swallowed, looked at the floor, willed Pompey to go away and leave him alone.


  “There’s no point in getting down in the dumps about it,” said Pompey briskly. “For all he or I know, you might be a lion with sword and buckler! That’s the way to his heart!”


  “I am not a lion with sword and buckler,” said Cicero, voice squeaking. “I am not a mouse either, you understand. The truth is that I’m absolutely useless with my hands and feet, and it isn’t anything I can control or improve.”


  “You’re all right when you’re posturing up and down the Forum,” said Pompey.


  Cicero gasped. “You know who I am?”


  “Certainly.” The dense lashes fanned down demurely over the lustrous eyes. “I’m no good at that speechifying stuff, and that too is the truth. My tutors have been beating me senseless for years and got nowhere. To me it’s just a waste of time. I can’t be bothered learning the difference between sententia and epigramma, let alone fiddle with color and descriptio!”


  “But how can you hope to be cognominated Great if you don’t know how to speak?” asked Cicero.


  “How can you hope to be called great if you can’t use a sword?”


  “Oh, I see! You’re going to become another Gaius Marius.”


  But the comparison did not please Pompey, who scowled. ‘ ‘Not another Gaius Marius!” he snarled. “ I shall be myself. And I’ll make Gaius Marius look like a tyro!”


  Cicero giggled, his heavy-lidded dark eyes suddenly sparkling. “Oh, Gnaeus Pompeius, I’d like that!” he exclaimed.


  A presence loomed; both lads looked round. And there stood Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo, so strongly built he looked square, though he lacked imposing height. In looks he was not unlike his son, save that his eyes were not so blue, and were so badly crossed they did indeed seem to see nothing except the bridge of his own nose. They gave him an enigmatic as well as an ugly quality, for no one could assess what lay in them, so odd and off-putting was their configuration.


  “Who’s this?” he asked his son.


  And Young Pompey did something so wonderful that Cicero was never, never able to forget it or cease to be grateful for it—he threw his muscular arm around Cicero’s shoulders, and squeezed them.


  And he said cheerfully, as if it were of no consequence, “This is my friend Marcus Tullius Cicero Junior. He’s been posted to your staff, Father, but you needn’t worry about him in the least. I’ll look after him.”


  “Huh!” grunted Pompey Strabo. “Who wished you on me?”


  “Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus,” said Cicero in a very small voice.


  The senior consul nodded. “Oh, he would, the sarcastic cunnus! Sitting at home laughing his head off, I’ll bet.” He turned away indifferently. “As well for you, citocacia, that you’re a friend of my son’s. Otherwise I’d feed you to my pigs.”


  Cicero’s face burned. He came from a family which had always deplored salty language, his father deeming it unacceptably vulgar; to hear the senior consul say such words was a rude shock.


  “You really are a lady, Marcus Tullius, aren’t you?” asked Pompey, grinning.


  “There are better and more picturesque ways of using our great Latin tongue than coarse imprecations,” said Cicero with dignity.


  But his new friend stiffened dangerously. “Are you actually criticizing my father?” he demanded.


  Cicero retreated hastily. “No, Gnaeus Pompeius, no! I was reacting to your calling me a lady!”


  Pompey relaxed, began to smile again. “Just as well for you! I don’t like anyone finding fault with my father.” He glanced at Cicero curiously. “Bad language is everywhere, Marcus Tullius. Even our poets use it from time to time. It’s written on the city’s buildings, especially around the brothels and the public latrines. And if a general doesn’t call the troops cunni and mentulae—and a lot worse!—they think he’s a stuck-up Vestal.”


  “I shut my eyes and my ears,” said Cicero, then changed the subject. “Thank you for offering me your protection.”


  “Think nothing of it, Marcus Tullius! Between us we make a decent pair, I think. You help me with my reports and letters, and I’ll help you with your sword and buckler.”


  “It’s a deal,” said Cicero, lingering in the same spot.


  Pompey, who had begun to move away, turned back. “Now what?”


  “I haven’t given your father my orders.”


  “Throw them away,” said Pompey casually. “From today you belong to me. My father won’t even notice you.”


  This time Cicero followed him when he strolled off in the direction of the peristyle-garden. They found a seat in the chilly sun, and Pompey proceeded to demonstrate that though he disavowed any liking for rhetoric, he was yet a talker—and a gossip.


  “Did you hear about Gaius Vettienus?”


  “No,” said Cicero.


  “He chopped off the fingers of his right hand to avoid doing his military duty. The urban praetor Cinna sentenced him to lifelong residence as a servant in the Capuan barracks.”


  A shiver ran down Cicero’s spine. “A peculiar sentence, don’t you think?” he asked, his forensic interest stirred.


  “Well, they had to make some sort of example of him!


  He could not be let escape with an exile and a fine. We’re not like eastern kings, we don’t throw people into prison until they die or they grow old. We don’t even throw people into prison for a month! I thought Cinna’s solution was quite neat, actually,” said Pompey with a grin. “Those fellows in Capua will make Vettienus’s life a misery for absolutely ever!”


  “I daresay they will,” said Cicero, gulping.


  “Well, come on, it’s your turn!”


  “My turn to what?”


  “Say something.”


  “I can’t think of anything, Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  “What’s the name of Appius Claudius Pulcher’s wife?”


  Cicero blinked. “I don’t know.”


  “For such a brain, you don’t know anything, do you? I suppose I’ll have to tell you. Caecilia Metella Balearica. Isn’t that a mouthful of a name?”


  “It’s a very august family.”


  “Not as famous as my family will be!”


  “What about her?” Cicero asked.


  “She died the other day.”


  “Oh.”


  “She had a dream just after Lucius Julius returned to Rome to hold the elections,” Pompey went on chattily, “and she went to Lucius Julius the next morning, told him Juno Sospita appeared to her and complained about the disgusting mess in her temple. Some woman apparently crawled in there and died in childbirth, and all they did was take her body away, they didn’t wash the floor. So Lucius Julius and Caecilia Metella Balearica got some rags and buckets and went and scrubbed the temple out on their hands and knees. Can you imagine it? Lucius Julius got his toga filthy because he wouldn’t remove it, he said he must do the goddess full honor. Then he went straight to the Curia Hostilia and promulgated his law about the Italians—and gave the House a nasty tongue-lashing about neglecting the temples and how did Rome expect to win the war when the gods weren’t receiving their proper measure of respect? So the next day the whole House went off with rags and buckets and cleaned all the temples.” Pompey stopped. “What’s the matter?”


  “How do you know all this, Gnaeus Pompeius?”


  “I listen when people talk, even slaves. What do you do all day, read Homer?” Pompey countered.


  “I finished with Homer years ago,” said Cicero complacently. “Nowadays I read the great orators.”


  “And don’t have an idea what’s going on in the city.”


  “Now I know you, I’m sure I’m going to learn. I take it that, having had her dream and cleaned up the temple of Juno Sospita, Appius Claudius Pulcher’s wife drove home the lesson by expiring?”


  “Died very suddenly. A great disaster, Lucius Julius thinks. She was one of Rome’s most honored matrons—six children, all a year apart in age, and the youngest just a year old.”


  “Seven is a lucky number,” said Cicero, who had a sharp wit.


  “Not for her,” said Pompey, the irony escaping him. “No one can understand it, after six safe childbirths. Lucius Julius says the gods are angry.”


  “Does he think his new law will appease divine displeasure?”


  Pompey shrugged. “I don’t know. Nor does anybody else. All I know is that my father’s in favor, so I’m in favor. My father intends to legislate the full citizenship for every Latin Rights community in Italian Gaul.”


  “And Marcus Plautius Silvanus will soon legislate to extend the citizenship to any man with his name on an Italian municipal roll if he applies in person to a praetor inside Rome within sixty days of the passing of the law,” said Cicero.


  “Silvanus, yes. But together with his friend Gaius Papirius Carbo,” Pompey corrected.


  “Now this is more like it!” beamed Cicero, looking animated. “Laws and lawmaking—I love them!”


  “I’m glad someone does,” said Pompey. “I think laws are a nuisance myself. They’re always leveled at superior men of superior ability distinguishing themselves, especially at an early age.”


  “Men cannot live without a system of laws!”


  “Superior men can.”


  *


  Pompey Strabo made no attempt to leave Rome, though he kept telling people that they wouldn’t miss him or Lucius Cato because the urban praetor, Aulus Sempronius Asellio, was a very capable man. It soon became apparent, however, that the real reason he lingered was to keep an eye on the spate of legislation which followed the lex Julia. Lucius Porcius Cato Licinianus, the junior consul, left Pompey Strabo to it; this was one pair of consuls who were not amicable. Off Lucius Cato went to Campania, only to change his mind and locate himself in the central theater after all. Pompey Strabo had made no secret of his intention to continue the war in Picenum; yet it was Sextus Julius Caesar he sent to the siege of Asculum Picentum, though Sextus Caesar’s chest was bad and the winter was the coldest anyone could remember. News came not long after Sextus Caesar set out that he had killed eight thousand rebel Picentines he caught changing from a fouled camp to a fresh one outside Camerinum. Pompey Strabo huffed, but remained in Rome.


  His lex Pompeia was going through the Comitia uneventfully. It granted the full Roman citizenship to every Latin Rights town south of the Padus River in Italian Gaul, and gave the Latin Rights to the towns of Aquileia, Patavium, and Mediolanum north of the Padus. All the people of these many large and prosperous communities now entered into his clientele, the reason why he had legislated in the first place. No true champion of citizen rights, Pompey Strabo then permitted Piso Frugi to handicap those benefiting from the three enfranchisement laws. At first Piso Frugi enacted a bill creating two new tribes into which all the new citizens everywhere would be placed, keeping the thirty-five tribes exclusively for old Romans. But when Etruria and Umbria began to rumble at the unfairness of being treated no better than Roman freedmen, Piso Frugi altered his law to put all the new citizens into eight of the old tribes plus the two freshly invented ones.


  The senior consul then held the censors’ elections; Lucius Julius Caesar and Publius Licinius Crassus became censors. Even before he let the sacerdotal contracts, Lucius Caesar announced that in honor of his ancestor Aeneas he would remit all taxes levied upon the town of Troy, his beloved Ilium. As Troy was no more than a small village, he was let have his way without opposition. Scaurus Princeps Senatus—who might have objected—was being driven to distraction by the two refugee kings, Nicomedes of Bithynia and Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia, who wailed and bribed with equal fervor, finding it impossible to understand why Rome was more concerned with her war against the Italians than the coming war with Mithridates.


  The chief opponent of Lucius Caesar’s enfranchisement bill had been Quintus Varius, fearing that he would turn out to be the law’s first victim. The new tribunes of the plebs fell on him like wolves, Marcus Plautius Silvanus in the lead; a quick lex Plautia, and the Varian Commission— hitherto prosecuting all those who had supported citizenship for the Italians—became the Plautian Commission, prosecuting all those who had tried to stop citizenship for the Italians. It was Lucius Caesar’s younger brother, the crosseyed Caesar Strabo, who drew the lucky straw and prepared the first case in the Plautian Commission—the prosecution of Quintus Varius Severus Hybrida Sucronensis.


  Caesar Strabo’s technique was—as always—brilliant. The verdict was a foregone conclusion long before the last day of Quintus Varius’s trial, especially because the lex Plautia had taken the Commission off the knights and given it to citizens of all and any classes across the thirty-five tribes. Quintus Varius elected not to wait for the verdict. Much to the grief and chagrin of his close friends, Lucius Marcius Philippus and young Gaius Flavius Fimbria, Quintus Varius took poison. Unfortunately he chose his medicine badly, and lingered in agony for several days before expiring. Only his few friends came to his funeral, during which Fimbria swore an oath that he would revenge himself upon Caesar Strabo.


  “Ask me if I’m frightened,” said Caesar Strabo to his brothers, Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar and Lucius Julius Caesar, who had not attended the funeral, but had lingered with Scaurus Princeps Senatus on the Senate steps to see what happened.


  “You’d dare Hercules or Hades,” said Scaurus, eyes dancing.


  “I tell you what I would dare—to run for consul without first being praetor,” said Caesar Strabo quickly.


  “Now why would you want to do that?” asked Scaurus.


  “To test a point of law.”


  “Aaaaah, you advocates!” cried Catulus Caesar.


  “You’re all the same. You’d test a point of law on what constitutes virginity in a Vestal, I swear you would.”


  “I think we have already!” laughed Caesar Strabo.


  “Well,” said Scaurus, “I’m off to see how Gaius Marius is, then I’m going home to work on my speech.” He looked at Catulus Caesar. “When are you leaving for Capua?”


  “Tomorrow.”


  “Don’t, Quintus Lutatius, I beg of you! Stay until the end of the market interval and hear my speech! It’s probably the most important one of my career.’’


  “Now that is saying something,” said Catulus Caesar, who had come up from Capua to witness his brother Lucius Caesar’s lifting of the tribute from Troy. “May I ask the subject?”


  “Oh, certainly. Readying ourselves for war with King Mithridates of Pontus,” said Scaurus affably.


  All the Caesars stared.


  “I see none of you believes it will come either. It will, gentlemen, I promise you it will!” And off went Scaurus toward the Clivus Argentarius.


  He found Julia with her sister-in-law Aurelia. So lovely, so quintessentially Roman did both women look, that he was moved to kiss their hands, an unusual homage from Scaurus.


  “Not feeling well, Marcus Aemilius?” asked Julia with a smile and a glance at Aurelia.


  “Feeling very tired, Julia, but never too tired to appreciate beauty.” Scaurus inclined his head toward the study door. “And how is the Great Man today?”


  “In a more cheerful mood, thanks to Aurelia,” said the Great Man’s wife.


  “Oh?”


  “He’s been given a companion.”


  “Oh?”


  “My son, Young Caesar,” said Aurelia.


  “A boy?”


  Julia laughed as she led the way to the study. “At not quite eleven years of age, I suppose he is a boy. But in every other way, Marcus Aemilius, Young Caesar is at least as old as you. Gaius Marius is beginning to improve dramatically. However, he’s bored. The paralysis makes it difficult for him to get about, yet he loathes being bedridden.” She opened the door and said, “Here is Marcus Aemilius come to call, husband.”


  Marius was lying on a couch beneath a window opening on to the peristyle-garden, his useless left side propped up upon pillows, and the couch turned so that his right side was nearest to the room. On a stool at his feet sat Aurelia’s son—or so, at least, Scaurus assumed, for he had never met the boy.


  A true Caesar, he thought, having just left the company of three of them. Tall, fair, handsome. This one, rising to his feet, had a look of Aurelia as well.


  “Princeps Senatus, this is Gaius Julius,” said Julia.


  “Sit down, lad,” said Scaurus, leaning across to grasp Marius by the right hand. “And how goes it, Gaius Marius?”


  “Slowly,” said Marius, his speech still clumsy. “As you see, the women have given me a watch-dog. My own Cerberus.”


  “A watch-pup, more like.” Scaurus sat down on the chair Young Caesar positioned for him before returning to the stool. “And what precisely are your duties, young man?”


  “I don’t know yet,” said Young Caesar without evidence of shyness. “My mother only brought me today.”


  “I think the women think I need someone to read to me,” said Marius. “What do you think, Young Caesar?”


  “I’d rather talk to Gaius Marius than read to him,” said Young Caesar, unabashed. “Uncle Marius doesn’t write books, but I’ve often wished he did. I want to hear all about the Germans.”


  “He asks good questions’,” said Marius, starting to flounder as he tried to move.


  The boy was up at once, slipping his entire arm under Marius’s right arm, and giving his uncle sufficient impetus to complete his change of position. It was done without fuss or fluster, and it indicated a remarkable degree of strength for one so young.


  “Better!” panted Marius, now able to look more comfortably into Scaurus’s face. “I’m going to do well with my watch-pup.”


  Scaurus stayed for an hour, more fascinated with Young Caesar than with Marius’s malady. Though the boy didn’t put himself forward, he answered the questions put to him with an adult grace and dignity, and listened eagerly while Marius and Scaurus discussed the incursions of Mithridates into Bithynia and Cappadocia.


  “You’re well read for a ten-year-old, Young Caesar,” Scaurus said when he rose to go. “Do you know a boy named Marcus Tullius Cicero, by any chance?”


  “Only by repute, Princeps Senatus. They say he will be the finest advocate Rome has ever produced.”


  “Perhaps so. Perhaps not,” said Scaurus, walking to the door. “For the moment Marcus Cicero is confined to duties military. I shall see you in two or three days, Gaius Marius. Since you can’t come to the Senate to hear me speak, I shall try my speech out on you here—and on Young Caesar.”


  Scaurus set out to walk home to the Palatine, feeling very tired, and more distressed by Marius’s condition than he cared to admit to himself: Nearly six months, and still the Great Man had not got any further than a couch in his tablinum. Perhaps the stimulus of the boy—a good idea, that!—would prod him on. But Scaurus doubted that his old friend and enemy would ever improve sufficiently to attend meetings of the Senate.


  The long tramp up the Vestal Steps quite exhausted him; he was obliged to stop on the Clivus Victoriae and rest before plodding the last paces home. Mind preoccupied with the difficulties he knew he was going to have in impressing the Conscript Fathers with the urgency of matters in Asia Minor, he tapped on his street door, and was admitted by his wife rather than his porter.


  How wonderful she was! thought Scaurus, looking with pure delight into her face. All those old troubles had faded long since, she was the woman of his heart. Thank you for that gift, Quintus Caecilius, he thought, fondly remembering his dead friend Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle. It had been Metellus Numidicus who had given him Caecilia Metella Dalmatica.


  Scaurus reached out to touch her face, then tipped his head forward to rest it against her breast and pillowed his cheek against her smooth young skin. His eyes closed. He sighed.


  “Marcus Aemilius?” she asked, suddenly taking all his weight, and staggering a little. “Marcus Aemilius?”


  Her arms went round him and she screamed until the servants came running, took his limp body from her. “What is it? What is it?” she kept asking.


  The steward answered her at last, rising from his knees beside the couch where Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus lay. “He is dead, domina. Marcus Aemilius is dead.”


  *


  At almost the same moment as the news of the death of Scaurus Princeps Senatus flew around the city came the news that Sextus Julius Caesar had died of a chest inflammation while besieging Asculum Picentum. Having digested the contents of the letter from Sextus Caesar’s legate, Gaius Baebius, Pompey Strabo made up his mind. As soon as the State funeral for Scaurus was over, he would proceed to Asculum Picentum himself.


  It was extremely rare for the Senate to vote State funds for a funeral, but even in times as hard as these it was unthinkable that Scaurus not be given a State funeral. The whole of Rome had adored him, and the whole of Rome turned out to pay him their last respects. Nothing could ever be the same again without Marcus Aemilius’s bald pate reflecting the sun like a mirror, without Marcus Aemilius’s beautiful green eyes keeping a close watch on Rome’s highborn villains, without Marcus Aemilius’s wit and humor and courage. Long would he be missed.


  To Marcus Tullius Cicero, the fact that he left a Rome draped in cypress branches was an omen; so too was he dead to all he held dear—Forum and books, law and rhetoric. His mother was busy arranging tenants for the house on the Carinae, her boxes already packed for her return to Arpinum, though she did no packing for Cicero and was not there when the time came for him to bid her farewell. He slipped out into the street and let himself be tossed into the saddle of the horse his father had sent from the country, as the family did not possess the honor of the Public Horse. His belongings were bestowed upon a mule; what didn’t fit had to be left behind. Pompey Strabo ran a thin army, didn’t tolerate baggage-hindered staff. That Cicero knew this was thanks to his new friend Pompey, whom he met outside the city on the Via Lata an hour later.


  The weather was bitterly cold, the wind blustery, the icicles hanging from balconies and tree branches unmelted as Pompey Strabo’s small staff began their journey north into the teeth of winter. Some of the general’s army had been bivouacked upon the Campus Martius because they had marched in his triumph, and were already on the move ahead of his staff. The rest of Pompey Strabo’s six legions waited for him outside Veii, not far from Rome. Here they camped overnight, and Cicero found himself sharing a tent with the other cadets attached to the general’s staff, some eight young men aged from Pompey, the youngest at sixteen, through to Lucius Volumnius, the oldest at twenty-three. The day’s journey had been neither time nor place to become acquainted with the other cadets, so Cicero faced this ordeal when they pitched camp. He had no idea how to erect a tent, nor what was required of him, and hung back miserably until Pompey thrust a cord into his hand and told him to hold on to it without moving.


  Looking back on that first evening in the cadets’ tent from the vantage point of age and distance years later, what amazed Cicero was how deftly and inconspicuously Pompey helped him, let it be known without actually saying so that Cicero was his protégé, not to be tormented because of appearance or physical incompetence. The general’s son was undeniably the tent boss—but not because he was the general’s son. Bookish or learned he was not, yet Pompey’s intelligence was remarkable, and his self-confidence without a single flaw; he was a natural autocrat, impatient of restraint, intolerant of fools. Which might have been why he had conceived a liking for Cicero, never a fool, and in no position to apply restraints.


  “Your gear’s not adequate,” he said to Cicero, casting his eyes over the jumble of possessions Cicero had carted in from his mule.


  “No one told me what to bring,” Cicero said, teeth chattering and face blue with cold.


  “Haven’t you got a mother or a sister? They always know what to pack,” said Pompey.


  “A mother, but no sister.” He couldn’t stop shivering. “My mother doesn’t like me.”


  “Have you no breeches? No mittens? No double-layered woolen tunics? No thick socks? No woolen caps?”


  “Only what’s here. I didn’t think. All that sort of thing is at home in Arpinum anyway.”


  What seventeen-year-old boy ever does think of warm clothing? asked Cicero of himself all those years later, still able to feel the cheer that spread through him when Pompey, without asking anyone’s permission, made everyone donate Cicero something warm.


  “Don’t whine, you’ve got enough,” Pompey said to the others. “Marcus Tullius may be an idiot in some respects, but he’s also cleverer than the rest of us put together. And he’s my friend. Just thank your lucky stars you’ve all got mothers and sisters who know what to pack. Volumnius, you don’t need six pairs of socks, you never change them anyway! And hand over those mittens, Titus Pompeius. Aebutius, a tunic. Teideius, a tunic. Fundilius, a cap. Maianius, you’ve got so much you can give up one of everything. So can I, easily.”


  The army struggled into the mountains through blizzards and feet of snow, a warmer Cicero tagging along helplessly, ignorant of what might happen if they encountered the enemy, or what he ought to do. As it happened, the encounter when it came was accidental and unexpected; they had just crossed the frozen river at Fulginum when Pompey Strabo’s army became entangled with four raggle-taggle legions of Picentes coming over the ranges from southern Picenum, apparently en route to stir up trouble in Etruria. The engagement was a debacle. It did not involve Cicero personally because he was traveling in the rear with the baggage train, Young Pompey having decided he ought to keep an eye on the bulkier cadet possessions. This, Cicero was well aware, freed Pompey from concern about his welfare and whereabouts as they marched through enemy country.


  “Marvelous!” said Pompey as he cleaned his sword in the cadet tent that night. “We slaughtered them! When they wanted to surrender, my father laughed. So we drove them into the peaks without their baggage train—such as it was. If they don’t die of the cold, they’ll soon starve.” He held the blade up to the lamplight to make sure every part of it gleamed.


  “Couldn’t we have taken them prisoner?” asked Cicero.


  “With my father in the general’s tent?” Pompey laughed. “He doesn’t believe in letting enemy live.”


  Since he was not without courage, Cicero persisted. “But they’re Italians, not a foreign enemy. Mightn’t we need them for our legions later, after this war is over?”


  Pompey thought this over. “I agree we might, Marcus Tullius. But it’s too late to worry about this lot now! My father was annoyed with them—and when he is annoyed he gives no quarter to anyone.” The blue eyes stared into Cicero’s brown ones. “I shall be the same.”


  It was months before Cicero ceased to dream of them, those Picentine farm workers, subsiding frozen into the snow, or scrabbling feverishly under oaks for acorns, all the food the mountains offered; just one more nightmarish aspect of war to one who found he loathed war.


  By the time that Pompey Strabo reached the Adriatic at Fanum Fortunae, Cicero had learned ways of making himself useful, and had even grown used to wearing a mail-shirt and a sword. In the cadet tent he kept house, did the cooking and cleaning up, and in the general’s tent he took over the literate chores which Pompey Strabo’s Picentine clerks and secretaries found beyond their limited talents— reports to the Senate, letters to the Senate, accounts of battles and skirmishes. When Pompey Strabo perused Cicero’s first effort, a letter to the urban praetor Asellio, he glared at the skinny lad with those eerie eyes of his trying to say something.


  “Not bad, Marcus Tullius. Maybe there’s some reason for my son’s attachment to you. Couldn’t see what it was— but he’s always right, you know. That’s why I let him have his way.”


  “Thank you, Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  The general swept a hand through the air, indicating a cluttered desk. “See what you can make of that, boy.”


  They came finally to rest some miles outside Asculum Picentum; since the dead Sextus Caesar’s army was still lying before the city, Pompey Strabo decided to put himself down farther away.


  Quite often the general and his son would march out to raid, taking however many troops they thought necessary, and staying away for some days. At such times the general would leave his younger brother, Sextus Pompey, in charge of the base, with Cicero left behind to supervise the ongoing paperwork. These periods of relative freedom should have been a joy to Cicero, but they were not. Young Pompey wasn’t there to shield him, and Sextus Pompey despised him to the point of casual abuse—cuffs across the ear, boots up the backside, a foot to trip him up as he hurried about.


  While the ground was still frozen hard and the spring thaw still a promise, the general and his son took a small force toward the coast in search of enemy troop movements. Shortly after dawn the next day as Cicero stood outside the command tent rubbing his sore buttocks, a troop of Marsic cavalry rode into the camp as if they owned it. So calm and confident was their demeanor that no one ran to arms; the only Roman response came from Pompey Strabo’s brother Sextus, who strolled forward and lifted a casual hand in greeting as the troop halted outside the command tent.


  “Publius Vettius Scato of the Marsi,” said the leader, sliding off his horse.


  “Sextus Pompeius, brother of the general, in temporary command during the general’s absence.”


  Scato pulled a face. “That’s a pity. I came to see if I could treat with Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  “He’ll be back, if you care to wait,” said Sextus Pompey.


  “How long?”


  “Anywhere between three and six days.”


  “Can you feed my men and horses?”


  “Certainly.”


  It fell to Cicero, the only contubernalis left in the camp, to organize accommodation and provender for Scato and his troop; much to his surprise, the same men who had driven the Picentines into the mountains to freeze and starve now behaved toward the enemy in their midst with great hospitality, from Sextus Pompey down to the most insignificant noncombatant. I do not even begin to understand this phenomenon called war, thought Cicero as he watched Sextus Pompey and Scato walking together with what looked like great affection, or going off to hunt the wild pigs which winter had driven down in search of food. And when Pompey Strabo returned from his raiding expedition, he fell upon Scato’s neck as if Scato was his dearest friend.


  The treating went on over a great feast; with wondering eyes Cicero witnessed the Pompeys as he imagined they behaved in the fastnesses of their great estates in northern Picenum—huge boars roasting on spits, platters heaped high, everyone seated on benches at tables rather than reclining, servants scurrying with more wine than water. To a Roman of the Latin heartlands like Cicero, the spectacle in the command tent was barbarian. Not so did the men of Arpinum hold a feast, even a Gaius Marius. Of course it didn’t occur to Cicero that an army camp giving a banquet for a hundred and more men could not run to couches or dainties.


  “You won’t get inside Asculum in a hurry,” said Scato.


  Pompey Strabo said nothing for a moment, too busy crunching through a slice of crisply bubbled pigskin; he finished, wiped his hands on his tunic, and grinned. “It makes no difference to me how long it takes,” he said. “Sooner or later Asculum Picentum will fall. And I’ll be there to make them wish they’d never laid a hand on a Roman praetor.”


  “The provocation was great,” said Scato easily.


  “Great or small makes no difference to me,” said Pompey Strabo. “Vidacilius got in, I hear. The Asculans will be pushed to feed yet more mouths.”


  “There are no Vidacilian mouths to feed in Asculum,” said Scato in an odd voice.


  Pompey Strabo looked up, face greasy with pig. “Oh?”


  “Vidacilius went mad, as far as we can tell,” said Scato, a more delicate eater than his host.


  Sensing a story, the whole tent fell silent to listen.


  “He appeared before Asculum with twenty thousand men not long before Sextus Julius died,” said Scato, “apparently with the intention of acting in concert with the people inside the city. His idea was that when he attacked Sextus Julius, the Asculans were to issue out and fall on the Roman rear. A good plan. It might have worked. But when Vidacilius attacked, the Asculans did nothing. Sextus Julius opened his lines and let Vidacilius and his men through, which left Asculum with no choice except to open its gates and let Vidacilius in.”


  “I didn’t think Sextus Julius had so much military skill,” said Pompey Strabo.


  Scato shrugged. “Could have been an accident. I doubt it.”


  “I take it the Asculans were not delighted at the prospect of feeding another twenty thousand mouths?”


  “They were dancing with rage!” said Scato, grinning. “Vidacilius was not greeted with open arms, but with closed minds. So Vidacilius went to the forum, got up on the tribunal, and told the city just what he thought of people who didn’t obey orders. Had they done as he had asked, Sextus Julius Caesar’s army would be dead. And that is possibly true. Be that as it may, the Asculans were not prepared to admit it. The chief magistrate got onto the tribunal and told Vidacilius what he thought—didn’t he understand there wasn’t enough food to feed the army Vidacilius had brought inside?”


  “I’m glad to know there’s such lack of concord between various sections of the enemy,” said Pompey Strabo.


  “Don’t assume I’m telling you this for any other reason than to demonstrate to you how determined Asculum is to hold out,” said Scato, no edge to his voice. “You’re bound to hear about it, and I’d rather you heard the real story.”


  “So what happened? A fight in the forum?”


  “Correct. Vidacilius, it became clear, was quite mad. He called the townspeople secret Roman sympathizers and had his soldiers kill a number of them. Then the Asculans found their weapons and retaliated. Luckily most of Vidacilius’s troops saw for themselves that he was insane, and left the forum. As soon as darkness fell the gates were opened and over nineteen thousand men sneaked away between the Roman lines—Sextus Julius had died, and his men were more interested in mourning him than keeping watch.”


  “Huh!” said Pompey Strabo. “Go on.”


  “Vidacilius took over the forum. He had brought a great deal of food with him, and that he now took and prepared a great feast from it. Perhaps seven or eight hundred men were left to him to help him eat it. He also had a massive funeral pyre built. When the feast was at its height he drank a cup of poison, climbed to the top of the pyre, and had it set alight. While his men roistered, he burned! They tell me it was appalling.”


  “Mad as a Gallic headhunter,” said Pompey Strabo.


  “Indeed,” said Scato.


  “So the city fights on, is what you’re saying.”


  “It will fight until every last Asculan is dead.”


  “One thing I can promise you, Publius Vettius—if there are any Asculans left alive when I take Asculum Picentum, they’ll wish they were dead,” said Pompey Strabo. He threw down his bone, wiped his hands on his tunic again. “You know what they call me, don’t you?” he asked in polite tones.


  “I don’t think I do.”


  “Carnifex. The Butcher. Now I happen to be proud of that name, Publius Vettius,” said Pompey Strabo. “I’ve had more than my share of nicknames during my lifetime. The Strabo is self-explanatory, of course. But when I was just a bit older than my son is now, I was serving as a contubernalis with Lucius Cinna, Publius Lupus, my cousin Lucius Lucilius, and my good friend Gnaeus Octavius Ruso here. We were with Carbo on that terrible expedition against the Germans in Noricum. And I wasn’t very well liked by my fellow cadets. All except Gnaeus Octavius Ruso here, I add. If he hadn’t liked me, he wouldn’t be with me as one of my senior legates today! Anyway, my fellow cadets tacked another nickname onto the Strabo. Menoeces. We’d visited my home on the way to Noricum, you see, and they found out that my mother’s cook was cross-eyed. His name was Menoeces. And that witty bastard Lucilius—no family feeling, my mother was his aunt!—called me Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo Menoeces, implying that my father was the cook.” He sighed, a deadly little sound. “I wore that one for years. But nowadays they call me Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo Carnifex. It has a better ring. Strabo the Butcher.”


  Scato looked bored rather than afraid. “Well, what’s in a name?” he asked. “I’m not called Scato because I was born on top of a nice spring of water, you know. They used to say I gushed.”


  Pompey Strabo grinned, but briefly. “And what brings you to see me, Publius Vettius the Gusher?”


  “Terms.”


  “Tired of fighting?”


  “Candidly, yes. I’m not unwilling to fight on—and I will fight on if I have to!—but I think Italia is finished. If Rome were a foreign enemy I wouldn’t be here. But I’m a Marsic Italian, and Rome has been in Italy as long as the Marsi. I think it’s time both sides salvaged what they can out of this mess, Gnaeus Pompeius. The lex Julia de civitate Latinis et sociis danda makes a big difference. Although it doesn’t extend to those in arms against Rome, I note that there’s nothing in the lex Plautia Papiria to prevent my applying for the Roman citizenship if I cease hostilities and present myself in person to a praetor in Rome. The same holds true for my men.”


  “What terms are you asking, Publius Vettius?”


  “Safe conduct for my army through Roman lines, both here and before Asculum Picentum. Between Asculum and Interocrea we will disband, throw our armor and weapons into the Avens. From Interocrea I will need a safe conduct for myself and my men all the way to Rome and the praetor’s tribunal. I also ask that you give me a letter for the praetor, confirming my story and giving your approval for my own enfranchisement and that of every man with me.”


  Silence fell. Watching from a far corner, Cicero and Pompey looked from one man’s face to the other’s.


  “My father won’t agree,” whispered Pompey.


  “Why not?”


  “He fancies a big battle.”


  And is it truly on such whims and fancies that the fate of peoples and nations depend? wondered Cicero.


  “I see why you’re asking, Publius Vettius,” Pompey Strabo said finally, “but I cannot agree. Too much Roman blood has been shed by your sword and the swords of your men. If you want to get through our lines to present yourselves to the praetors in Rome, you’ll have to fight every inch of the way.”


  Scato got up, slapping hands on thighs. “Well, it was worth a try,” he said. “I thank you for your hospitality, Gnaeus Pompeius, but it’s high time I went back to my army.”


  The Marsic troop left in the dark; no sooner had they ridden out of earshot than Pompey Strabo sounded his trumpets. The camp fell into an ordered activity.


  “They’ll attack tomorrow, probably on two fronts,” said Pompey, shaving the crystal-colored hairs off one forearm with his sword. “It will be a good battle.”


  “What shall I do?” asked Cicero miserably.


  Pompey sheathed his weapon and prepared to lie down on his camp bed; the other cadets had been posted to pre-battle duties elsewhere, so they were alone.


  “Put on your mail-shirt and your helmet, your sword and your dagger, and stack your shield and spear outside the command tent,” said Pompey cheerfully. “If the Marsi break through, Marcus Tullius, you’ll have to fight the last-ditch stand!”


  The Marsi did not break through. Cicero heard the cries and thunder of far-off battle, but saw nothing until Pompey Strabo rode in with his son. Both were disheveled and bloodstained, but both were smiling broadly.


  “Scato’s legate Fraucus is dead,” said Pompey to Cicero. ‘‘We rolled the Marsi up—and a force of Picentes too. Scato got away with a few of his men, but we’ve cut off all access to the roads. If they want to go home to Marruvium they’ll have to do it the hard way—across the mountains without food or shelter.”


  Cicero swallowed. “Letting men die of cold and hunger seems to be one of your father’s specialties,” he said, quite heroically, he thought, knees trembling.


  “Turns you sick, doesn’t it, poor Marcus Tullius?” Pompey asked, laughing, then patted Cicero affectionately on the back. “War is war, that’s all. They’d do the same to us, you know. You can’t help it if it turns you sick. That’s your nature. Maybe if a man is as intelligent as you are, he loses his appetite for war. Lucky for me! I wouldn’t like to pit myself against a warlike man as intelligent as you are. It’s as well for Rome that there are a lot more men like my father and me than there are like you. Rome got where she is by fighting. But someone has to run things in the Forum— and that, Marcus Tullius, is your arena.”


  3


  It was an arena quite as stormy as any theater of war that spring, for Aulus Sempronius Asellio ran foul of the moneylenders. The finances of Rome, both .public and private, were in a worse condition even than during the second Punic war, when Hannibal had occupied Italy and isolated Rome. Money was hiding throughout the business community, the Treasury was virtually empty, and little was coming in. Even the parts of Campania still in Roman hands were too chaotic to permit the orderly collecting of rents; the quaestors were finding it hard to make anyone pay customs duties and port dues, while one of the two biggest ports, Brundisium, was completely cut off; the Italians were now nonpaying insurgents; pleading King Mithridates as an excuse, Asia Province was proving dilatory in returning its contracted incomes to Rome; Bithynia was paying nothing at all; and the incomes from Africa and Sicily were eaten up in extra purchases of wheat before they left Africa or Sicily. To make matters worse, Rome was actually in debt to one of her own provinces, Italian Gaul, from which area most of her weapons and armaments were coming. The one-in-eight plated silver denarius issue of Marcus Livius Drusus had given everyone an extreme mistrust of coined money, and too many sesterces were minted in an attempt to get around this difficulty. Borrowing was rife among those of middle and upper income, and the lending interest rate was higher than in history.


  Having a good business head, Aulus Sempronius Asellio decided that the best way to improve matters was to act to relieve debt. His technique was attractive and legal; he invoked an ancient statute which forbade charging a fee for lending money. In other words, said Asellio, it was illegal to levy interest on loans. That the antique law had been ignored for centuries and that usury was a thriving business among a large group of knight-financiers was just too bad. The fact was, announced Asellio, that far more knight-financiers were in the business of borrowing money than lending it. Until their distress was relieved, no one in Rome could begin to recover. The number of unrepaid loans was escalating daily, debtors were at their wits’ end, and—as the bankruptcy courts were closed along with all the other courts—creditors were resorting to violent means in order to collect their debts.


  Before Asellio could enforce his revival of that old law, the moneylenders heard of his intention and petitioned him to reopen the bankruptcy courts.


  “Tat?” he cried. “What? Here is Rome devastated by the most serious crisis since Hannibal, and the men I see in front of my tribunal are actually petitioning me to make matters worse? As far as I’m concerned, you are a small number of repellently avaricious men, and so I take leave to tell you! Go away! If you don’t, you’ll get a court reopened, all right! A court specially convened to prosecute you for lending money with interest!”


  From this stand Asellio refused to be budged. If he could do no more for Rome’s debtors than to insist that interest was illegal, he was nonetheless lightening the burden of debt enormously, and in a perfectly legal way. Let the capital be repaid, by all means. But not the interest. The Sempronii, Asellio’s family, had a tradition of protecting the distressed; burning to follow in his family’s tradition, Asellio espoused his mission with all the fervor of a fanatic, dismissing his enemies as impotent in the face of the law.


  What he failed to take into account was that not all his enemies were knights. There were also senators in the money lending business, despite the fact that membership in the Senate forbade any purely commercial activity—especially one as unspeakably sordid as usury. Included among the senatorial moneylenders was Lucius Cassius, a tribune of the plebs. At the outbreak of war he had gone into the business because his senatorial census income was barely enough; but as Rome’s chances of winning deteriorated, Cassius found himself with everything he had lent outstanding, no payments coming in, and the prospect of scrutiny by the new censors looming ever closer. Though Lucius Cassius was by no means the biggest moneylender in the Senate, he was the youngest, he was desperate to the point of panic, and by nature he was a rather lawless individual. Cassius acted, not only on his own behalf; he engaged himself to act for all the usurers.


  Asellio was an augur. As he was also the urban praetor, he inspected the omens on behalf of the city regularly from the podium of the temple of Castor and Pollux. A few days after his confrontation with the moneylenders he was already taking the auspices when he noticed that the crowd in the Forum below him was much larger than the usual gathering to witness an augury.


  As he lifted a bowl to pour out a libation, someone threw a stone at him. It struck him just above the left brow, spinning him around, and the bowl flew from his hands to bounce down the temple steps in a series of ringing clatters, sacred water splashing everywhere. Then came more stones, storms of them; crouching low and pulling his particolored toga further over his head, Asellio ran down the steps and headed instinctively for the temple of Vesta. But the good elements in the crowd fled the moment they realized what was afoot, and the irate moneylenders who were his assailants positioned themselves between Asellio and sanctuary at Vesta’s holy hearth.


  There was only one way left for him to go, through the narrow passage called the Clivus Vestae and up the Vestal Steps onto the Via Nova, scant feet above the floor of the Forum. With the usurers in full cry after him, Asellio ran for his life into the Via Nova, a street of taverns serving Forum Romanum and Palatine both. Screaming for help, he burst into the establishment belonging to Publius Cloatius.


  No help was forthcoming. While two men held Cloatius and two more his assistant, the rest of the crowd picked Asellio up bodily and stretched him out across a table in much the same way as an augur’s acolytes dealt with the sacrificial victim. Someone cut his throat with such gusto that the knife scraped on the column of bones behind it, and there across the table Asellio died in a fountain of blood, while Publius Cloatius wept and vowed, shrieking, that he knew no one in that crowd, no one!


  Nor, it appeared, did anyone else in Rome. Appalled by the sacrilegious aspects of the deed as much as by the murder itself, the Senate offered a reward of ten thousand denarii for information leading to the apprehension of the assassins, publicly deploring the killing of an augur clad in full regalia and in the midst of an official ceremony. When not a whisper surfaced during the ensuing eight days, the Senate added more incentives to its reward—pardon for an accomplice, manumission for a slave of either sex, promotion to a rural tribe for a freedman or freedwoman. Still not a whisper.


  *


  “What can you expect?” asked Gaius Marius of Young Caesar as they shuffled round the peristyle-garden. “The moneylenders covered it up, of course.”


  “So Lucius Decumius says.”


  Marius stopped. “How much congress do you have with that arch-villain, Young Caesar?” he demanded.


  “A lot, Gaius Marius. He’s a thousand paces deep in all sorts of information.”


  “Not fit for your ears, most of it, I’ll bet.”


  Young Caesar grinned. “My ears grew, along with the rest of me, in the Subura. I doubt there’s much can mortify them.”


  “Cheeky!” The massive right hand came out in a gentle cuff to the boy’s head.


  “This garden is too small for us, Gaius Marius. If you want to get any real use back in your left side, we’re going to have to walk farther and faster.’’ It was said with firmness and authority, in a tone which brooked no argument.


  He got it anyway. “I am not permitting Rome to see me like this!” roared Gaius Marius.


  Young Caesar deliberately relinquished his grasp of Marius’s left arm and let the Great Man totter unsupported. When the prospect of a fall seemed inevitable, the boy moved back and propped Marius up with deceptive ease. It never failed to amaze Marius how much strength that slight frame contained, nor had it failed to register upon Marius that Young Caesar used his strength with an uncanny instinct as to where and how it would prove of maximum effect.


  “Gaius Marius, I stopped calling you Uncle when I came to you after your stroke because I thought your stroke put us on much the same level. Your dignitas is diminished, mine is enhanced. We are equals. But in some things I am definitely your superior,” said the boy fearlessly. “As a favor to my mother—and because I thought I could be of help to a great man—I gave up my free time to keep you company and get you walking again. You declined to lie on your couch and have me read to you, and the mine of stories you had to tell me are all told. I know every flower and every shrub and every weed in this whole garden! And I say to you straight, it has outlived its purpose. Tomorrow we’re going out the door into the Clivus Argentarius. I don’t care whether we go up it and onto the Campus Martius, or whether we go down it through the Porta Fontinalis. But tomorrow we go out!”


  Fierce brown eyes glared down into rather chilly blue ones; no matter how Marius disciplined himself to ignore it, Young Caesar’s eyes always reminded him of Sulla’s. Like encountering some huge cat on a hunting expedition, and discovering that the orbs which ought to be yellow were instead a pale blue ringed round with midnight. Such cats were considered visitors from the Underworld; perhaps too were such men?


  The duel of gazes continued unabated.


  “I won’t go,” said Marius.


  “You will go.”


  “The gods rot you, Young Caesar! I cannot give in to a boy! Haven’t you some more diplomatic way of putting things?”


  Pure amusement flooded into those unsettling eyes, gave them a life and attractiveness quite alien to Sulla’s. “When dealing with you, Gaius Marius, there is no such thing as diplomacy,” said Young Caesar. “Diplomatic language is the prerogative of diplomats. You are not a diplomat, which is a mercy. One always knows where one stands with Gaius Marius. And that I like as much as I like you.”


  “You’re not going to take no for an answer, are you, boy?” Marius asked, feeling his will crumble. First the steel, then the fur mitten. What a technique!


  “You’re right, I will not take no for an answer.”


  “Well then, sit me down over there, boy. If we are to go out tomorrow, I’m going to need a rest now.” A rumble came up through his throat. “How about we go outside with me in a litter, all the way to the Via Recta? Then I could hop out and we could walk to your heart’s content.”


  “When we get as far as the Via Recta, Gaius Marius, it will be as the result of our own efforts.”


  For a while they sat in silence, Young Caesar keeping himself perfectly still; it had not taken him long to realize that Marius detested fidgeting, and when he had said so to his mother, she had simply observed that if such was the case, learning not to fidget would be very good training. He might have discovered how to get the best of Gaius Marius, but he couldn’t get the best of his mother!


  What had been required of him was, of course, not what any lad of ten wanted to do, or liked doing. Every single day after lessons with Marcus Antonius Gnipho finished, he had to abandon all his ideas of wandering off with his friend Gaius Matius from the other ground-floor apartment, and go instead to Marius’s house to keep him company. There was no time left for himself because his mother refused to allow him to skip a day, an hour, a moment.


  “It is your duty,” she would say upon the rare occasions when he would beg to be permitted to go with Gaius Matius to the Campus Martius to witness some very special event— the choosing of the war-horses to run in the October race, or a team of gladiators hired for a funeral on the following day strutting through their paces.


  “But I will never not have duty of some kind!” he would say. “Is there to be no moment when I can forget it?”


  And she would answer, “No, Gaius Julius. Duty is with you in every moment of your life, in every breath you draw, and duty cannot be ignored to pander to yourself.’’


  So off he would go to the house of Gaius Marius, no falter in his step, no slowing of his pace, remembering to smile and say hello to this one and that as he hurried through the busy Suburan streets, forcing himself to go a little faster as he passed by the bookshops of the Argiletum in case he succumbed to the lure of going inside. All the product of his mother’s cool yet remorseless teaching—never dawdle, never look as if you have time to spare, never indulge yourself even when it comes to books, always smile and say hello to anyone who knows you, and many who don’t.


  Sometimes before he knocked on Gaius Marius’s door he would run up the steps of the Fontinalis tower and stand atop it to gaze down on the Campus Martius, longing to be there with the other boys—to cut and thrust and parry with a wooden sword, to pound some idiot bully’s head into the grass, to steal radishes from the fields along the Via Recta, to be a part of the rough-and-tumble. But then—long before his eyes could grow tired of the scene—he would turn away, lope down the tower steps and be at Gaius Marius’s door before anyone could realize he was a few moments late.


  He loved his Aunt Julia, who usually answered the door to him in person; she always had a special smile for him, and a kiss too. How wonderful to be kissed! His mother did not approve of the habit, she said it had a corrupting influence, it was too Greek to be moral. Luckily his Aunt Julia didn’t feel the same. When she leaned forward to plant that kiss upon his lips—she never, never turned her head aside to aim for cheek or chin—he would lower his lids and breathe in as deeply as he could, just to catch every last morsel of her essence in his nostrils. For years after she had passed from the world, the aging Gaius Julius Caesar would scent a faint tendril of her perfume stealing off some woman’s skin, and the tears would spring to his eyes before he could control them.


  She always gave him the day’s report then and there: “He’s very cross today,” or, “He’s had a visit from a friend and it’s put him in an excellent mood,” or, “He thinks the paralysis is becoming worse, so he’s very down.’’


  The routine was that she fed him his dinner in the midafternoon, sending him off to snatch a respite from his duties with Gaius Marius while she fed Gaius Marius his dinner herself. He would curl up on the couch in her workroom and read a book as he ate—something he would never have been allowed to do at home—and bury himself in the doings of heroes, or the verses of a poet. Words enchanted him. They could make his heart soar or stumble or gallop; there were times when, as with Homer, they painted for him a world more real than the one he lived in.


  “Death can find nothing to expose in him that is not beautiful,” he would say over and over to himself, picturing the young warrior dead—so brave, so noble, so perfect that, be he Achilles or Hector or Patroclus, he triumphed even over his own passing.


  But then he would hear his aunt calling, or a servant would come to knock on the workroom door and tell him he was wanted again, and down would go the book immediately, his burden shouldered once more. Without resentment or frustration.


  Gaius Marius was a heavy burden. Old—thin and fat and then thin again—his skin hanging in sloppy folds and wattles—that frightful fleshly landslide down the left side of his face—and the look in those terrible eyes. He drooled from the left side of his mouth without seeming to know he drooled, so that the gobbet hung until it made contact with his tunic and soaked into a permanently wet patch. Sometimes he ranted, mostly at his hapless watch-pup, the only person who was tethered to him for long enough to use as a verbal vent for all that ire; sometimes he would weep until tears joined the spittle, and his nose ran disgustingly too; sometimes he would laugh at some private joke until the very rafters shook and Aunt Julia would come drifting in with her smile plastered in place, and gently shoo Young Caesar home.


  At first the child felt helpless, not knowing what to do or how to do it. But he was a creature of infinite resource, so in time he found out how to handle Gaius Marius. It was either that, or fail in the task his mother had given him—a thought so unthinkable he could not begin to imagine the consequences. He also discovered the flaws in his own nature. He lacked patience, for one thing, though his mother’s training enabled him to conceal this shortcoming under mountains of what genuinely seemed like patience, and in the end he came not to know the difference between real patience and assumed patience. Being of strong stomach he came not to notice the drooling, and being of strong mind he came to know what must be done. No one ever told him, for no one ever understood save he; even the physicians. Gaius Marius must be made to move. Gaius Marius must be made to exercise. Gaius Marius must be made to see that he would live again as a normal man.


  “And what else have you learned from Lucius Decumius, or some other Suburan ruffian?” Marius asked.


  The lad jumped, so sudden was the question, so aimless and faraway his own thoughts. “Well, I’ve pieced something together—if I’m right. I think I am.”


  “What?”


  “The reason behind Cato the Consul’s decision to leave Samnium and Campania to Lucius Cornelius and transfer himself to your old command against the Marsi.”


  “Oho! Tell me your theory, Young Caesar.”


  “It’s about the kind of man I think Lucius Cornelius has to be,” said Young Caesar seriously.


  “What kind of man is that?”


  “A man who can make other men very afraid.”


  “He can that!”


  “He must have known he would never be given the southern command. It belongs to the consul. So he didn’t bother to argue. He just waited for Lucius Cato the Consul to arrive in Capua, and then he cast a spell that frightened Cato the Consul so badly that Cato the Consul decided to put as big a distance between himself and Campania as he possibly could.”


  “How did you piece that hypothesis together?”


  “From Lucius Decumius. And from my mother.”


  “She’d know,” said Marius cryptically.


  Frowning, Young Caesar glanced sideways at him, then shrugged. “Once Lucius Cornelius has the top command and no one stupid to hamper him, he has to do well. I think he’s a very good general.”


  “Not as good as me.” Marius sighed, half a sob.


  The boy pounced immediately. “Now don’t you start to feel sorry for yourself, Gaius Marius! You’ll be fit to command again, especially once we get out of this silly garden.’’


  Not up to this attack, Marius changed the subject. “And has your Suburan grapevine told you how Cato the Consul is doing against the Marsi?” he asked, and snorted. “No one ever tells me what’s going on—they think it might upset me! What upsets me, however, is not knowing what goes on. If I didn’t hear from you, I’d explode!”


  Young Caesar grinned. “My grapevine has it that the consul got into trouble the moment he arrived in Tibur. Pompey Strabo took your old troops—he’s very good at that!—so Lucius Cato the Consul is left with none save raw recruits—farm boys newly enfranchised, from Umbria and Etruria. Not only is he at a loss how to train them, but his legates don’t know either. So he commenced his training program by calling an assembly of the whole army. He harangued them without pity. You know the sort of thing— they were idiots and yokels, cretins and barbarians, a miserable lot of worms, he was used to far better, they’d all be dead if they didn’t smarten up, and so forth.”


  “Shades of Lupus and Caepio!” cried Marius incredulously.


  “Anyway, one of the men assembled at Tibur to hear all this rubbish is a friend of Lucius Decumius’s. Name of Titus Titinius. By profession Titus Titinius is a retired veteran centurion whom you gave a bit of your Etrurian land to after Vercellae. He says he did you a good turn once.”


  “Yes, I remember him very well,” said Marius, trying to smile and dribbling copiously.


  Out came Young Caesar’s “Marius handkerchief” as he called it; the saliva was wiped neatly away. “He comes to Rome to stay with Lucius Decumius regularly because he likes to hear the goings-on in the Forum. But when the war broke out he enlisted as a training centurion. He was based in Capua for a long time, but he was sent to help Cato the Consul at the beginning of this year.’’


  “I presume Titus Titinius and the other training centurions hadn’t had a chance to begin to train when Cato the Consul delivered his harangue at Tibur?”


  “Exactly. But he didn’t exclude them from the harangue.


  And that was how he got into trouble. Titus Titinius became so angry as he listened to Cato the Consul abuse everybody that he finally bent down and picked up a big clod of earth. And he threw it at Cato the Consul! The next thing, everyone was bombarding Cato the Consul with clods of earth! He ended knee-deep in them, with his army on the verge of mutiny.” Finding inspiration, the boy chuckled. “Marred, mired, muzzled!”


  “Stop fiddling around with words and get on with it!”


  “Sorry, Gaius Marius.”


  “So?”


  “He wasn’t hurt at all, but Cato the Consul felt that his dignitas and auctoritas had suffered intolerably. Instead of just forgetting the incident, he clapped Titus Titinius in chains and sent him to Rome with a letter asking that the Senate try him for inciting a mutiny. He arrived this morning, and he’s sitting in the Lautumiae cells.”


  Marius began to struggle to his feet. “Well, that settles our destination tomorrow morning, Young Caesar!” he said, sounding quite lighthearted.


  “We’re going to see what will happen to Titus Titinius?”


  “If it’s in the Senate, boy, I am, anyway. You can wait in the vestibule.”


  Young Caesar hauled Marius up and moved automatically to his left side to take the weight of the useless limbs. “I won’t need to do that, Gaius Marius. He’s being brought before the Plebeian Assembly. The Senate wants nothing to do with it.”


  “You’re a patrician, you can’t stand in the Comitia when the Plebs are meeting. But in my state, I can’t either. So we will find a good spot on top of the Senate steps and watch the circus from there,” said Marius. “Oh, I needed this! A Forum circus is far better than anything the aediles can ever think to put in the games!”


  *


  If Gaius Marius had ever doubted the depth of the love the people of Rome bore him, those fears would have been laid to rest the following morning when he emerged from his house and turned to negotiate the steep slope of the Clivus Argentarius as it plunged down through the Fontinalis Gate to end in the lower Forum. In his right hand he had a stick, on his left side he had the boy Gaius Julius Caesar—and soon, to right and to left of him, in front and behind him, he had every man and woman in the vicinity. He was cheered, he was wept over; with every grotesque step, the out-thrust of his right leg and the terrible dragging of his left leg twisting his hip, those who clustered around urged him on. Soon the word was going on ahead of him, so glad, so uplifted:


  “Gaius Marius! Gaius Marius!”


  When he entered the lower Forum the cheers were deafening. Sweat standing on his brow, leaning more heavily on Young Caesar than anyone there knew save he and Young Caesar, he hauled himself around the lip of the Comitia. Two dozen senators rushed to lift him to the top of the Curia Hostilia podium, but he held them at bay and struggled, step by dreadful step, all the way up. A curule chair was brought, he got himself down onto it with no help from anyone except the boy.


  “Left leg,” he said, chest heaving.


  Young Caesar understood at once, got down on his knees and pulled the useless member forward until it rested ahead of the right in the classic pose, then took the inanimate left arm and laid it across Marius’s lap, hiding the stiff clumped fingers of the hand beneath a fold of toga.


  Gaius Marius sat then more regally than any king, bowing his head to acknowledge the cheers while the sweat rolled down his face and his chest labored like a gigantic bellows. The Plebs were already convoked, but every last man in the well of the Comitia turned to face the Senate steps and cheered, after which the ten tribunes of the plebs on the rostra called for three vast hurrahs.


  The boy stood beside the curule chair and looked down at the crowd, this his first experience of the extraordinary euphoria so many united people could generate, feeling the adulation brush his cheek because he stood so close to its source, and understanding what it must be like to be the First Man in Rome. And as the cheers eventually died down his sharp ears caught the murmured whispers,


  “Who is that beautiful child?”


  He was well aware of his beauty, and aware too of the effect it had on others; since he liked to be liked, he also liked being beautiful. If he forgot what he was there for, however, his mother would be angry, and he hated vexing her. A bead of drool was forming in the flaccid corner of Marius’s mouth, it must be wiped away. He took the Marius handkerchief from the sinus of his purple-bordered child’s toga, and while the whole crowd sighed in tender admiration, he dabbed the sweat from Marius’s face and at the same time whisked the gobbet away before anyone could notice it.


  “Conduct your meeting, tribunes!” Marius cried loudly when he could find the breath.


  “Bring the prisoner Titus Titinius!” ordered Piso Frugi, the President of the College. “Members of the Plebs gathered here in your tribes, we meet to decide the fate of one Titus Titinius, pilus prior centurion in the legions of the consul Lucius Porcius Cato Licinianus. His case has been referred to us, his peers, by the Senate of Rome after due consideration. The consul Lucius Porcius Cato Licinianus alleges that Titus Titinius did strive to incite a mutiny, and demands that we deal with him as severely as the law allows. As mutiny is treason, we are here to decide if Titus Titinius should live or die.”


  Piso Frugi paused while the prisoner, a big man in his early fifties clad only in a tunic, chains attached to manacles about his wrists and ankles, was led onto the rostra and made to stand at the front, to one side of Piso Frugi.


  “Members of the Plebs, the consul Lucius Porcius Cato Licinianus states in a letter that he did call an assembly of all the legions of his army, and that while he was addressing this legally convoked assembly, Titus Titinius, the prisoner here on display, did strike him with a missile thrown from the shoulder, and that Titus Titinius did then incite all the men around him to do the same. The letter bears the consul’s seal.”


  Piso Frugi turned to the prisoner. “Titus Titinius, how answer you?”


  “That it’s true, tribune. I did indeed strike the consul with a missile thrown from the shoulder.” The centurion paused, then said, “A clod of soft earth, tribune, that was my missile. And when I threw it, everyone around me did the same.”


  “A clod of soft earth,” said Piso Frugi slowly. “What made you hurl such a missile at your commander?”


  “He called us yokels, miserable worms, stupid upcountry fools, impossible material to work with, and more besides!” shouted Titus Titinius in his parade voice. “Now I wouldn’t have minded if he’d called us mentulae and cunni, tribune— that’s good talk between a general and his men.” He drew in a breath and thundered, “If there had been rotten eggs to hand, I’d rather have thrown rotten eggs! But a ball of soft earth is the next best thing, and there was plenty of that to hand! I don’t care if you strangle me, I don’t care if you throw me off the Tarpeian Rock! Because if I ever see Lucius Cato again, he’ll get more of the same from me, and that’s a fact!”


  Titinius turned to face the Senate steps and pointed at Gaius Marius, chains clanking. “Now there’s a general! I served Gaius Marius as a legionary in Numidia and I served him again in Gaul—but as a centurion! When I retired he gave me a bit of land in Etruria off his own estates. And I tell you, members of the Plebs, that Gaius Marius wouldn’t have got himself buried by clods of earth! Gaius Marius loved his soldiers! He didn’t hold them in contempt like Lucius Cato! Nor would Gaius Marius have clapped a man in chains and sent him to be judged by a lot of civilians in Rome just because that man lobbed anything at him! The general would have rubbed that man’s face in whatever it was he threw! I tell you, Lucius Cato is no general and Rome will get no victories from him! A general cleans up his own messes. He doesn’t give that job to the tribes in a gathering!”


  A profound silence had fallen. When Titus Titinius ceased to speak, not one voice broke it.


  Piso Frugi sighed. “Gaius Marius, what would you do with this man?” he asked.


  “He’s a centurion, Lucius Calpurnius Piso Frugi. And I do know him, as he says. Too good a man to waste. But he buried his general in clods of earth, and that is a military offense no matter what the provocation. He can’t go back to the consul Lucius Porcius Cato. That would be to insult the consul, who dismissed this man from his service by sending him to us. I think we can best serve the interests of Rome by sending Titus Titinius to some other general. Might I suggest he return to Capua and take up his old duties there?”


  “How say my fellow tribunes?” asked Piso Frugi.


  “I say, let it be as Gaius Marius suggests,” said Silvanus.


  “And I,” said Carbo.


  The other seven followed suit.


  “How says the concilium plebis! Do I need to call for a formal vote, or will you show your hands?”


  Every hand shot up.


  “Titus Titinius, this Assembly orders you to report to Quintus Lutatius Catulus in Capua,” said Piso Frugi, allowing no smile to appear on his face. “Lictors, strike off his chains. He is free.”


  But he refused to go until he had been brought to Gaius Marius, whereupon he fell to his knees and wept.


  “Train your Capuan recruits well, Titus Titinius,” said Marius, his shoulders sagging in exhaustion. “And now, if I may be excused, I think it’s time I walked home.”


  Lucius Decumius popped out from behind a pillar, face creased into smiles, his hand extended to Titus Titinius, but his gaze upon Gaius Marius. ‘ ‘There’s a litter for you, Gaius Marius.”


  “I am not riding home in a litter when my feet got me this far!” said Gaius Marius. “Boy, help me up.” His huge right hand ate into Young Caesar’s thin arm until the flesh below its vise glowed dark red, but no expression save concern crossed Young Caesar’s face. He bent to the task of getting the Great Man to his feet as if it were no trouble. Once standing, Marius took his stick, the boy moved to support his left side, and down the steps they went like two conjoined crabs. Half of Rome, it seemed, escorted them up the hill, cheering Marius’s every effort.


  The servants fought for the honor of escorting the grey-hued Marius to his room; no one noticed Young Caesar lag behind. When he thought himself alone he sank to a huddle in the passageway between door and atrium and lay motionless, eyes closed. Julia found him there some time later. Fear twisting her heart, she knelt beside him, oddly reluctant to call for help.


  “Gaius Julius, Gaius Julius! What is it?”


  As she took him into her arms he fell against her, his skin drained of color, his chest hardly moving. She drew his hand into hers to feel for a pulse and saw the livid bruise in the shape of Marius’s fingers upon the child’s upper arm.


  “Gaius Julius, Gaius Julius!”


  The eyes opened, he sighed and smiled, and the color came stealing back into his face. “Did I get him home?”


  “Oh yes, Gaius Julius, you got him home magnificently,” said Julia, close to tears. “It’s worn you out more than it has him! These outside walks are going to be too much for you.”


  “No, Aunt Julia, I can manage, truly. He won’t go with anyone else, you know that,” he said, getting to his feet.


  “Yes, unfortunately I do. Thank you, Gaius Julius! Thank you more than I can say.” She studied the bruise. “He’s hurt you. I shall put something on it to make it feel better.’’


  The eyes filled with life and light, the mouth curved into the smile which melted Julia’s heart. “I know what will make it better, Aunt Julia.”


  “What?”


  “A kiss. One of your kisses, please.”


  Kisses he got aplenty, and every kind of food he liked, and a book, and the couch in her workroom to rest upon; she would not let him go home until Lucius Decumius came to fetch him.


  *


  As the seasons wore on in that year which saw the course of the war turn in Rome’s favor at last, Gaius Marius and Young Caesar became one of Rome’s fixtures, the boy helping the man, the man slowly becoming more able to help himself. After that first day they turned their feet toward the Campus Martius, where the crowds were far less and their progress eventually provoked scant interest. As Marius grew stronger they walked further, culminating in the triumphant day they reached the Tiber at the end of the Via Recta; after a long rest, Gaius Marius swam in the Trigarium.


  Once he began to swim regularly his progress accelerated. So did his fascination with the martial and equine exercises they encountered along their way; Marius had decided that it was high time Young Caesar started his military education. At last! At last Gaius Julius Caesar received the rudiments of skills he had longed to acquire. He was tossed into the saddle of a rather mettlesome pony and demonstrated that he was a born rider; he and Marius dueled with wooden swords until even Marius couldn’t fault the boy, and graduated him to the real thing; he was shown how to throw the pilum, and plugged the target every time; he learned to swim once Marius felt confident enough in the water to keep him out of trouble; and he listened to a new kind of story from Marius—the reminiscences of a general on the subject of generaling.


  “Most commanders lose the battle before they ever get onto the field to fight,” said Marius to Young Caesar as they sat side by side on the river bank, wrapped in linen shrouds.


  “How, Gaius Marius?”


  “In one of two ways, mostly. Some understand the art of command so little that they actually think all they have to do is point the enemy out to the legions, then stand back to watch the legions do their stuff. But others have their heads so full of manuals and hints from the generals of their cadet days that they go by the book when to go by the book is to beg for defeat. Every enemy—every campaign—every battle, Gaius Julius!—is unique. It must be approached with the respect due to the unique. By all means plan what you’re going to do the night before on a sheet of parchment in the command tent, but don’t regard that plan as cut-and-dried. You wait to form the true plan until you see the enemy, the lay of the land on the morning of the engagement, how the enemy is drawn up, and where his weaknesses are. Then you decide! Preconceptions are almost always fatal to your chances. And things can change even as the battle progresses, because every moment is unique! Your men’s mood might change—or the site mud up faster than you thought it would—or dust might rise to obscure every sector of the field—or the enemy general spring a real surprise—or flaws and weaknesses show up in your own plans or the plans of the enemy,” said Marius, quite carried away.


  “Is it never possible for a battle to go exactly as it was planned the night before?” asked Young Caesar, eyes shining.


  “It has happened! But about as frequently as hens grow teeth, Young Caesar. Always remember—whatever you’ve planned and no matter how complex your plan might be— be prepared to alter it in the twinkling of an eye! And here’s another pearl of wisdom, boy. Keep your plan as simple as possible. Simple plans always work better than tactical monstrosities, if for no other reason than you, the general, cannot implement your plan without using the chain of command. And the chain of command gets vaguer the lower down and the farther away from the general it gets.”


  “It would seem that a general must have a very well-trained staff and an army drilled to perfection,” said the boy pensively.


  “Absolutely!” cried Marius. “That’s why a good general always makes sure he addresses his troops before the battle. Not to boost morale, Young Caesar. But to let the rankers know what he plans to do. If they know what he plans to do, they can interpret the orders they get from the bottom of the chain of command.”


  “It pays to know your soldiers, doesn’t it?”


  “Indeed it does. It also pays to make sure they know you. And make sure they like you. If men like their general, they’ll work harder and take bigger risks for him. Don’t ever forget what Titus Titinius said from the rostra. Call the men every name under the sun, but never give them reason to suppose you despise them. If you know your ranker soldiers and they know you, twenty thousand Roman legionaries can beat a hundred thousand barbarians.”


  “You were a soldier before you were a general.”


  “I was. An advantage you’ll never really have, Young Caesar, because you’re a patrician Roman nobleman. And yet I say that if you’re not a soldier before you’re a general, you can never be a general in the true sense.’’ Marius leaned forward, eyes looking at something far beyond the Trigarium and the neat sward of the Vatican plain. “The best generals were always soldiers first. Look at Cato the Censor. When you’re old enough to be a cadet, don’t skulk behind the lines making yourself useful to your commander—get out in the front line and fight! Ignore your nobility. Every time there’s a battle, turn yourself into a ranker. If your general objects and wants you to ride around the field bearing messages, tell him you’d rather fight. He’ll let you because he doesn’t hear it very often from his own kind. You must fight as an ordinary soldier, Young Caesar. How else when you come to command can you understand what your soldiers in the front line are going through? How can you know what frightens them—what puts them off—what cheers them up—what makes them charge like bulls? And I’ll tell you something else too, boy!”


  “What?” asked Young Caesar eagerly, drinking in every word with bated breath.


  “It’s time we went home!” said Marius, laughing. Until he saw the look on Young Caesar’s face. “Now don’t get on your high horse with me, boy!” he barked, annoyed because his joke had fallen flat and Young Caesar was furious.


  “Don’t you dare tease me about something so important!” the child said, his voice as soft and gentle as Sulla’s could be in a like moment. “This is serious, Gaius Marius! You’re not here to entertain me! I want to know everything you know before I’m old enough to be a cadet—then I can go on learning from a more solid base than anyone else. I will never stop learning! So cut out your unfunny jokes and treat me like a man!”


  “You’re not a man,’’ said Marius feebly, staggered at the storm he had raised and not sure how to deal with it.


  “When it comes to learning I’m more a man than any man I know, including you!” Young Caesar’s voice was growing louder; several nearby wet and shivering faces turned his way. Even in the midst of this towering rage, however, there was still presence of mind; he glanced at their neighbors and got abruptly to his feet, nostrils pinched, lips set hard. “I don’t mind being a child when Aunt Julia treats me like a child,” he said, quietly now, “but when you treat me like a child, Gaius Marius, I—am—mortally insulted! I tell you, I won’t have it!” Out went one hand to pull Marius up. “Come on, let’s go home. I’m out of patience with you today.”


  Marius grasped the hand and went home without a murmur.


  *


  Which was just as well, as things turned out. When they came through the door they found Julia waiting for them anxiously, the marks of tears on her face.


  “Oh, Gaius Marius, something dreadful!” she cried, quite forgetting he ought not to be upset; even now in his illness, when disaster struck Julia turned to Marius as to a savior.


  “What is it, meum mel?”


  “Young Marius!” Seeing her husband’s look of stunned shock, she blundered on frantically. “No, no, he’s not dead, my love! He isn’t injured either! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be giving you such frights—but I don’t know where I am, or what to do!”


  “Then sit down over there, Julia, and compose yourself. I will sit on one side of you and Gaius Julius will sit on the other side, and you can tell both of us—calmly, clearly, and without gushing like a fountain.”


  Julia sat down. Marius and Young Caesar ranged themselves on either side of her. Each took one of her hands and patted it.


  “Now begin,” said Marius.


  “There’s been a great battle against Quintus Poppaedius Silo and the Marsi. Somewhere near Alba Fucentia, I think. The Marsi won. But our army managed to retreat without losing a huge number of men,” said Julia.


  “Well, I suppose that’s an improvement,” said Marius heavily. “Go on. I presume there’s more.”


  “Lucius Cato the Consul was killed shortly before our son ordered the retreat.’’


  “Our son ordered the retreat?”


  “Yes.” Tears threatened, were resolutely suppressed.


  “How do you know all this, Julia?”


  “Quintus Lutatius called to see you earlier today. He’s been on some sort of official visit to the Marsic theater, I gather to do with Lucius Cato’s chronic troop troubles. I don’t know—I’m not honestly sure,” said Julia, taking the hand Young Caesar held from him and lifting it to her head.


  “We won’t worry about why Quintus Lutatius was visiting the Marsic theater,” said Marius sternly. “I take it he was an observer of this battle Cato lost?”


  “No, he was at Tibur. That’s where our army retreated to after the battle. It was a debacle, apparently. The soldiers weren’t led at all. The only one who preserved his reason was our son, it seems. That’s why it was he sounded the retreat. On the way to Tibur he tried to restore order among the soldiers, but he didn’t get anywhere. The poor fellows were quite demented.”


  “Then why—what is so wrong, Julia?”


  “There was a praetor waiting at Tibur. A new legate posted to Lucius Cato. Lucius Cornelius Cinna ... I’m sure that’s the name Quintus Lutatius said. So when the army reached Tibur, Lucius Cinna took over from Young Marius, and everything seemed all right. Lucius Cinna even commended our son for his good sense.” Julia plucked both hands from their keepers and wrung them together.


  “Seemed all right. What happened then?”


  “Lucius Cinna called a meeting to find out what went wrong. There were only a few tribunes and cadets to question—all the legates apparently were killed, for there were none got back to Tibur,” said Julia, trying desperately to be lucid. “Then when Lucius Cinna came to the circumstances surrounding the death of Lucius Cato the Consul— one of the other cadets accused our son of murdering him!”


  “I see,” said Marius calmly, looking unperturbed. “Well, Julia, you know the story, I don’t. Continue.”


  “This other cadet said Young Marius tried to persuade Lucius Cato to order the retreat. But Lucius Cato rounded on him and called him the son of an Italian traitor. He refused to order the retreat, he said it was better every Roman man on the field died than to live in dishonor. He turned his back on Young Marius in contempt. And the other cadet says our son stuck his sword up to the hilt in Lucius Cato’s back! Then our son took over the command, and ordered the retreat.” Julia was weeping.


  “Couldn’t Quintus Lutatius have waited to tell me rather than burdening you with this news?” asked Marius harshly.


  “He truly didn’t have the time, Gaius Marius.” She wiped her eyes, tried to compose herself. “He is sent for urgently from Capua, he had to travel on at once. In fact he said he ought not have delayed to visit Rome and see us, so we must be grateful to him. He said you would know what to do. And when Quintus Lutatius said that, I knew he believed our son did kill Lucius Cato! Oh, Gaius Marius, what will you do? What can you do? What did Quintus Lutatius mean, you would know?”


  “I must journey to Tibur with my friend Gaius Julius here,” said Marius, getting to his feet.


  “You can’t!” gasped Julia.


  “Indeed I can. Now calm yourself, wife, and tell Strophantes to send to Aurelia and ask for Lucius Decumius. He can look after me during the journey, and save the boy’s energy.” As he spoke Marius held on to Young Caesar’s shoulder tightly—not as if he needed support, more as if he was signaling the boy to silence.


  “Let Lucius Decumius take you alone, Gaius Marius,” said Julia. “Gaius Julius should go home to his mother.”


  “Yes, you’re right,” said Marius. “Home you go, Young Caesar.”


  Young Caesar spoke up. “My mother placed me at your side to use, Gaius Marius,” he said sternly. “If I were to desert you in this, my mother would be very angry.”


  Marius would have insisted; it was Julia, knowing Aurelia, who backed down. “He is right, Gaius Marius. Take him.”


  Thus it was that one long summer hour later a four-mule gig carried Gaius Marius, Young Caesar, and Lucius Decumius out of Rome through the Esquiline Gate. A good driver, Lucius Decumius kept his team to a brisk trot, a pace the mules could sustain all the way to Tibur without becoming exhausted.


  Squeezed between Marius and Decumius, a delighted Young Caesar watched the countryside pass by until darkness fell, never called upon before to take a journey in such urgent circumstances, but secretly harboring a passion for swift travel.


  Though they were nine years apart in age, Young Caesar knew his first cousin well, for he carried many more memories out of infancy and early childhood with him than other children, and he had no cause to love or like Young Marius. Not that Young Marius had ever mistreated him, or even derided him. No, it was the others whom Young Marius had mistreated and derided had turned Young Caesar against him. During the perpetual rivalry between Young Marius and Young Sulla, it was always the younger boy he had felt was in the right. And Young Marius had worn two faces for Cornelia Sulla—the charming one when she was present, the spiteful one when she was not—nor did he confine his mockery of her to his cousins, he aired it to his friends as well. Therefore the prospect of Young Marius’s disgrace did not worry Young Caesar on a personal level at all. But because of Gaius Marius and Aunt Julia it worried him sick.


  When darkness came down the road was lit by a half-moon overhead, though Lucius Decumius cut the mules back to a walk. The boy promptly fell asleep with his head pillowed in Marius’s lap, his body disposed in that limp abandonment seen only in children and animals.


  “Well, Lucius Decumius, we had better talk,” said Mar-ius.


  “Good idea,” said Lucius Decumius cheerfully.


  “My son is in grave trouble.”


  “Tch, tch!” said Lucius Decumius, clicking his tongue. “Now we can’t possibly have that, Gaius Marius.”


  “He’s charged with the murder of Cato the Consul.”


  “From what I’ve heard about Cato the Consul, they ought to award Young Marius the Grass Crown for saving an army.”


  Marius shook with laughter. “I couldn’t agree more. If I can believe my wife, such indeed are the circumstances. That fool Cato engineered a defeat for himself! I imagine his two legates were dead by then, and I can only assume that his tribunes were off carrying messages around the field—the wrong messages, probably. Certainly the only staff Cato the Consul had with him were cadets. And it was left to my son the cadet to advise the general that he must retreat. Cato said no, and called Young Marius the son of an Italian traitor. Whereupon—according to another cadet— Young Marius put two feet of good Roman sword into the consul’s backhand ordered the retreat.”


  “Oh, well done, Gaius Marius!”


  “So I think—in one way. In another, I’m sorry that he did it while Cato’s back was turned. But I know my son. Temper, not lack of a sense of honor. I wasn’t home enough when he was little to drub the temper out of him. Besides, he was too smart to show me his temper. Or show his mother.’’


  “How many witnesses, Gaius Marius?”


  “Only the one, as far as I can gather. But I won’t know until I see Lucius Cornelius Cinna, who is now in command. Naturally Young Marius must answer charges. If the witness sticks to his story, then my son will face flogging and beheading. To kill the consul is not merely murder. It’s sacrilege too.”


  “Tch, tch,” said Lucius Decumius, and said no more.


  Of course he knew why he had been asked along on this journey to sort out a hideous confusion. What fascinated him was that Gaius Marius had sent for him. Gaius Marius! The straightest, the most honorable man Lucius Decumius knew. What had Lucius Sulla said years ago? That even when he took a crooked path, Gaius Marius trod it straightly. Yet tonight it looked very much as if Gaius Marius had elected to walk a crooked path crookedly. Not in character. There were other ways. Ways he would have thought Gaius Marius would at least try first.


  Then Lucius Decumius shrugged. Gaius Marius was a father, after all. Only had one chick. Very precious. Not a bad boy either, once one got beneath the cocksure arrogance. It must be hard to be the son of a Great Man. Especially for one who didn’t have the sinews. Oh, he was brave enough. Had a mind too. But he’d never be a truly Great Man. That needed a hard life. Harder than the one Young Marius had experienced. Such a lovely mother! Now if he’d had a mother like Young Caesar’s mother—it might be different. She’d made absolutely sure Young Caesar had a hard life. Never allowed him a whisker of latitude. Nor was there much money in that family.


  Flat until now, the land began suddenly to rise steeply, and the tired mules wanted to halt. Lucius Decumius touched them with his whip, called them a few frightful names and forced them onward, his wrists steel.


  Fifteen years ago Lucius Decumius had appointed himself the protector of Young Caesar’s mother, Aurelia. At about the same time he had also found himself an additional source of income. By birth he was a true Roman, by tribe a member of urban Palatina, by census a member of the Fourth Class, and by profession the caretaker of a crossroads college located within Aurelia’s apartment building. A smallish man of indeterminate coloring and anonymous features, his unprepossessing exterior and lack of erudition hid an unshakable faith in his own intelligence and strength of mind; he ran his sodality like a general.


  Officially sanctioned by the urban praetor, the duties of the college involved care of the crossroads outside its premises, from sweeping and cleaning the area, through making sure the shrine to the Lares of the Crossroads was duly honored and the huge fountain supplying water to the district flowed constantly into a pristine basin, to supervising the festivities of the annual Compitalia. Membership in the college ran the full gamut of the local male residents, from Second Class to Head Count among the Romans, and from foreigners like Jews and Syrians to Greek freedmen and slaves; the Second and Third Classes, however, made no contribution to the college beyond donatives generous enough to avoid attendance. Those who patronized the surprisingly clean premises of the college were workingmen who spent their day off sitting talking and drinking cheap wine. Every workingman—free or slave—had each eighth day off work, though not all on the same day; a man’s day off was the eighth day after he had commenced his job. Thus the men inside the college on any particular day would be a different lot from those present on other days. Whenever Lucius Decumius announced there was something to be done, every man present would down his wine and obey the orders of the college caretaker.


  The brotherhood under the aegis of Lucius Decumius had activities quite divorced from care of the crossroads. When Aurelia’s uncle and stepfather, Marcus Aurelius Cotta, had bought her an insula as a means of fruitfully investing her dowry, that redoubtable young woman had soon discovered that she housed a group of men who preyed upon the local shopkeepers and businessfolk by selling them protection from vandalism and violence. She had soon put a stop to that—or rather, Lucius Decumius and his brothers had shifted their protection agency further afield to areas where Aurelia neither knew the victims nor traversed the neighborhood.


  At about the same time as Aurelia had acquired her insula, Lucius Decumius had found an avocation which suited his nature as much as it did his purse: he became an assassin. Though his deeds were rumored rather than recounted, those who knew him believed implicitly that he had been responsible for many political and commercial deaths, foreign and domestic. That no one ever bothered him—let alone apprehended him—was due to his skill and daring. There was never any evidence. Yet the nature of this lucrative avocation was common knowledge in the Subura; as Lucius Decumius said himself, if no one knew you were an assassin no one ever offered you any jobs. Some deeds he disclaimed, and again he was implicitly believed. The murder of Asellio, he had been heard to say, was the work of a bungling amateur who had put Rome in peril by killing an augur in the midst of his duties and while wearing his sacerdotal regalia. And though it was his considered opinion that Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle had been poisoned, Lucius Decumius announced to all and sundry that poison was a woman’s tool, beneath his notice.


  He had fallen in love with Aurelia on first meeting—not in a romantic or fleshly way, he insisted—more the instinctive recognition of a kindred spirit, as determined and courageous and intelligent as he was himself. Aurelia became his to cherish and protect. As her children came along they too were gathered under Lucius Decumius’s vulturine wing. He idolized Young Caesar, loving him, if the truth were known, far more than he did his own two sons, both almost men now and already being trained in the ways of the crossroads college. For years he had guarded the boy, spent hours in his company, filled him with an oddly honest appraisal of the boy’s world and its people, shown him how the protection agency worked, and how a good assassin worked. There was nothing about Lucius Decumius that Young Caesar did not know. And nothing Young Caesar did not understand; the behavior appropriate for a patrician Roman nobleman was not at all appropriate for a Roman of the Fourth Class who was the caretaker of a crossroads college. Each to his own. But that did not negate their being friends. Or loving each other.


  “We’re villains, us Roman lowly,” Lucius Decumius had explained to Young Caesar. “Can’t not be if we’re to eat and drink well, have three or four nice slaves and one of them with a cunnus worth lifting a skirt for. Even if we was clever in business—which we mostly isn’t—where would we find the capital, I asks you? No, a man cuts his tunic to suit its cloth, I always says, and that’s that.” He laid his right forefinger against the side of his nose and grinned to display dirty teeth. “But not a word, Gaius Julius! Not a word to anyone! Especially your dear mother.”


  The secrets were kept and were to go on being kept, including from Aurelia. Young Caesar’s education was broader by far than she remotely suspected.


  *


  By midnight the gig and its sweating mules had reached the army camp just beyond the small village of Tibur. Gaius Marius roused the ex-praetor Lucius Cornelius Cinna from his bed without the slightest compunction.


  They knew each other only slightly, for there were almost thirty years of age between them, but Cinna was known from his speeches in the House to be an admirer of Marius’s. He had been a good praetor urbanus—the first of Rome’s wartime governors because of the absence of both consuls— but the confrontation with Italia had ruined his chances of swelling his private fortune during a term governing one of the provinces.


  Now two years later he found himself without the means to dower either of his daughters, and was even in some doubt as to whether he could assure his son’s senatorial career beyond the back benches. A letter from the Senate promoting him to the full command in the Marsic theater following upon the death of Cato the Consul had no power to thrill him; all it really meant was a great deal of work shoring up a structure rendered shaky by a man who had been as incompetent as he was arrogant. Oh, where was that fruitful province?


  A stocky man with a weatherbeaten face and a maloccluded jaw, his looks had not prevented his making a notable marriage to an heiress, Annia from a rich plebeian family which had been consular for two hundred years. Cinna and Annia had three children—a girl now fifteen, a boy of seven, and a second girl, aged five. Though not a beauty, Annia was nevertheless a striking woman, red-haired and green-eyed; the older daughter had inherited her coloring, whereas the two younger children were as dark as their father. None of this had been important until Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus had visited Cinna and asked for the hand of the older daughter on behalf of his older son, Gnaeus.


  “We like red-haired wives, we Domitii Ahenobarbi,” the Pontifex Maximus had said bluntly. “Your girl, Cornelia Cinna, fulfills all the criteria I want in my son’s wife— she’s the right age, she’s a patrician, and she’s red-haired. Originally I had my eye on Lucius Sulla’s girl. But she’s to marry Quintus Pompeius Rufus’s son, which is a shame. However, your girl will do just as well. Same gens—and, I imagine, a bigger dowry?”


  Cinna had swallowed, offered up a silent prayer to Juno Sospita and to Ops, and put his faith in his future as the governor of a fruitful province. “By the time my daughter is old enough to marry, Gnaeus Domitius, she will be dowered with fifty talents. I cannot make it more. Is that satisfactory?”


  “Oh, quite!” said Ahenobarbus. “Gnaeus is my principal heir, so your girl will be doing very well indeed. I believe I am among the five or six richest men in Rome, and I have thousands of clients. Could we go ahead and conduct the betrothal ceremony?”


  All this had happened the year before Cinna was praetor, and at a time when he could be pardoned for assuming he would find the money to dower his older daughter at the time she would be given in marriage to Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Junior. If Annia’s fortune were not so wretchedly tied up matters would have been easier, but Annia’s father kept control of her money, and at her death it could not pass to her children.


  When Gaius Marius roused him from sleep as the half-moon was sinking into the western sky, Cinna had no idea of the eventual consequences of this visit; rather, he pulled on a tunic and shoes with a heavy heart and prepared himself to say unpleasant things to the father of one who had seemed a most promising boy.


  The Great Man entered the command tent with a peculiar escort in tow—a very common-looking man of perhaps a little under fifty years, and a very beautiful boy. The boy it was who did most of the work, and in a manner suggesting he was well accustomed to the task. Cinna would have deemed him a slave except that he wore the bulla around his neck and comported himself like a patrician of a better family than Cornelius. When Marius was seated the boy stood on his left side and the middle-aged man behind him.


  “Lucius Cornelius Cinna, this is my nephew Gaius Julius Caesar Junior, and my friend Lucius Decumius. You may be absolutely frank in front of them.” Marius used his right hand to dispose his left hand in his lap, seeming less tired than Cinna had expected, and more in command of his faculties than news from Rome—old news, come to think of it—had implied. Obviously still a formidable man. But hopefully not a formidable opponent, thought Cinna.


  “A tragic business, Gaius Marius.”


  The wide-awake eyes roamed around the tent to ascertain who might be about, and when they found no one, swung to Cinna.


  “Are we alone, Lucius Cinna?”


  “Completely.”


  “Good.” Marius settled more comfortably into his chair. “My source of information was secondhand. Quintus Lutatius called to see me and found me not at home. He gave the story to my wife, who in turn reported it to me. I take it that my son is charged with the murder of Lucius Cato the Consul during a battle, and that there is a witness—or some witnesses. Is this the correct story?”


  “I am afraid so, yes.”


  “How many witnesses?”


  “Just the one.”


  “And who is he? A man of integrity?”


  “Beyond reproach, Gaius Marius. A contubernalis named Publius Claudius Pulcher,” said Cinna.


  Marius grunted. “Oh, that family! It’s one notorious for harboring grudges and being difficult to get on with. It’s also as poor as an Apulian shepherd. How therefore can you state unequivocally that the witness is beyond reproach?”


  “Because this particular Claudius is not typical of that family,” said Cinna, determined to depress Marius’s hopes. “His reputation within the contubernalis tent and throughout the late Lucius Cato’s staff is superlative. You will understand better when you meet him. He has a high degree of loyalty toward his fellow cadets—he is the oldest of them—and much genuine affection for your son. Also much sympathy for your son’s action, I add. Lucius Cato was not popular with any of his staff, let alone his army.”


  “Yet Publius Claudius has accused my son.”


  “He felt it his duty.”


  “Oh, I see! A sanctimonious prig.”


  But Cinna disputed this. “No, Gaius Marius, he is not! Think for a moment as a commander, I beg you, not as a father! The young man Pulcher is the finest kind of Roman, as conscious of his duty as of his family. He did his duty, little though he liked it. And that is the simple truth.”


  When Marius struggled to rise it was more apparent that he was tired; clearly he had become accustomed to performing this deed unaided, yet now he could not move without Young Caesar. The commoner Lucius Decumius slid round to stand at Marius’s right shoulder, and cleared his throat. The eyes staring at Cinna were trying to speak volumes, some sort of message.


  “You wish to say something?” asked Cinna.


  “Lucius Cinna, begging your pardon and all, must the hearing of the case against young Gaius Marius be tomorrow?”


  Cinna blinked, surprised. “No. It can be the day after.”


  “Then if you don’t mind, let it be the day after. When Gaius Marius gets up tomorrow—and that isn’t going to be early—he will need exercise. He’s just spent far too long sitting cramped up in a gig, you see.” Decumius spoke slowly, concentrating on his grammar. “At the moment his exercise is riding, three hours a day. Tomorrow he has to ride, you see. He also has to be given the opportunity to inspect this Publius Claudius cadet for himself. Young Gaius Marius stands accused of a capital crime, and a man of Gaius Marius’s importance has to satisfy himself, do he not? Now it might be a good idea if Gaius Marius was to meet this Publius Claudius cadet in a—a—a more informal way than in this tent. None of us wants—want—things to be more horrible than they need—needs—to be. So I think it would be a good idea if you organized a riding party for tomorrow afternoon and have all the cadets along on it. Including Publius Claudius.”


  Cinna was frowning, suspecting that he was being maneuvered into something he would regret. The boy to Marius’s left gave Cinna a bewitching smile, and winked at him.


  “Please forgive Lucius Decumius,” said Young Caesar. “He is my uncle’s most devoted client. And he’s a tyrant too! The only way to keep him happy is to humor him.”


  “I cannot permit Gaius Marius to have private speech with Publius Claudius before the hearing,” said Cinna miserably.


  Marius had stood looking utterly outraged throughout this exchange; he now turned in such a patently genuine temper upon Lucius Decumius and Young Caesar that Cinna feared he would push himself into a fresh apoplexy.


  “What is all this nonsense?” Marius roared. “I don’t need to meet this paragon of youth and duty Publius Claudius under any circumstances! All I want to do is see my son and be present at his hearing!”


  “Now, now, Gaius Marius, don’t work yourself into a twitter,” said Lucius Decumius in an oily voice. “After a nice little ride tomorrow afternoon, you’ll feel more up to the hearing.”


  “Oh, preserve me from coddling idiots!” cried Marius, stumping out of the tent without assistance. “Where is my son?”


  Young Caesar lingered while Lucius Decumius chased after the irate Marius.


  “Don’t take any notice, Lucius Cinna,” he said, producing that wonderful smile again. “They squabble incessantly, but Lucius Decumius is right. Tomorrow Gaius Marius needs to rest and take his proper exercise. This is a very worrying business for him. All we are really concerned about is that it not affect Gaius Marius’s recovery process too severely.”


  “Yes, I understand that,” said Cinna, patting the boy paternally on his shoulder; he was too tall to pat on the head. “Now I had better take Gaius Marius to see his son.” He took a spitting torch from its stand and walked out toward Marius’s looming bulk. “Your son is this way, Gaius Marius. For the sake of appearances I have confined him to a tent on his own until the hearing. He is under guard and is allowed to have congress with nobody.”


  “You realize, of course, that your hearing is not a final one,” said Marius as they passed between two rows of tents. “If its outcome is unfavorable toward my son, I will insist, that he be tried by his peers in Rome.”


  “Quite so,” said Cinna colorlessly.


  When father and son confronted each other, Young Marius stared at Marius a little wildly, but looked to be in control of himself. Until he took in Lucius Decumius and Young Caesar.


  “What have you got this sorry lot along for?” he demanded.


  “Because I couldn’t make the journey alone,” said Marius, nodded a brusque dismissal to Cinna, and allowed himself to be lowered into the small tent’s only chair. “So, my son, your temper has got you into boiling water at last,” he said, not sounding very sympathetic or interested in hearing what his son had to say.


  Young Marius gazed at him in apparent bewilderment, seeming to search for some signal his father was not semaphoring. Then he heaved a sobbing sigh and said, “I didn’t do it!”


  “Good,” said Marius cordially. “Stick to that, Young Marius, and all will be well.”


  “Will it, Father? How can it? Publius Claudius will swear I did do it.”


  Marius rose suddenly, a bitterly disappointed man. “If you maintain your innocence, my son, I can promise you that nothing will happen to you. Nothing at all.”


  Relief spread over Young Marius’s face; he thought he was receiving the signal. “You’re going to fix it, aren’t you?”


  “I can fix many things, Gaius Marius Junior, but not an official army hearing conducted by a man of honor,” said Marius wearily. “Any fixing will have to be for your trial in Rome. Now follow my example, and sleep. I’ll see you late tomorrow afternoon.”


  “Not until then? Isn’t the hearing tomorrow?”


  “Not until then. The hearing is postponed a day because I have to have my proper exercise—otherwise I’ll never be fit enough to stand for consul a seventh time.” He turned in the tent entrance to smile at his son with grotesque mockery. “I have to ride, this sorry lot tell me. And I will be presented to your accuser. But not to persuade him to change his story, my son. I have been forbidden any private congress with him.” He caught his breath. “I, Gaius Marius, to be instructed by a mere praetor as to the proper way to conduct myself! I can forgive you for killing a military bungler about to permit his army to be annihilated, Young Marius, but I cannot forgive you for putting me in the position of a potential panderer!”


  *


  When the riding party assembled the following afternoon, Gaius Marius was punctiliously correct in his manner toward Publius Claudius Pulcher, a dark and rather hangdog-looking young man who obviously wished he was anywhere but where he was. As the men moved out Marius fell in alongside Cinna, with Cinna’s legate Marcus Caecilius Cornutus riding behind them with Young Caesar, and the cadets bringing up the rear. After he established the fact that none of the others knew the area very well, Lucius Decumius took the lead.


  “There’s a magnificent view of Rome about a mile away,” he said, “just the right distance for Gaius Marius to ride.”


  “How do you know Tibur so well?” asked Marius.


  “My mother’s father came from Tibur,” said the leader of the expedition as its members strung themselves out along a narrow path winding steadily and steeply upward.


  “I wouldn’t have thought you had a rural bone in your whole disreputable body, Lucius Decumius.”


  “Actually I don’t, Gaius Marius,” said Decumius cheerfully over his shoulder. “But you knows what women are like! My mother used to drag us up here every summer.”


  The day was fine and the sun hot, but a cool breeze blew in the riders’ faces and they could hear the tumbling Anio in its gorge, now louder, now dying to a whisper. Lucius Decumius set a slow pace and the time went by almost imperceptibly, only Marius’s evident enjoyment making the rest of the party feel this activity was at all worthwhile. Deeming the ordeal of meeting Young Marius’s father intolerable before it had actually happened, Publius Claudius Pulcher gradually relaxed enough to converse with the other two cadets, while Cinna, escorting Marius, wondered if Marius would try to make overtures to his son’s accuser. For that, Cinna was convinced, was the true purpose of this ride. A father himself, he knew he would have tried every ploy he could think of if his son ever got into such trouble.


  “There!” said Lucius Decumius proudly, reining his steed back out of the way so that the rest of the party could precede him. “A view worth the ride, isn’t it?”


  It was indeed. The riders found themselves on a small shelf in the side of a mountain, at a place where some massive cataclysm had pared a great slice of the flank away and a cliff fell sheer to the plains far below. They could trace the hurrying, white-flecked waters of the Anio all the way to its confluence with the Tiber, a blue and snaky stream coming down from the north. And there beyond the point where the two rivers joined lay Rome, a vivid sprawl of colored paints and brick-red roofs, the statues atop her temples glittering, and the clear air permitting even a glimpse of the Tuscan Sea on the knifelike edge of the horizon.


  “We’re much higher than Tibur here,” said Lucius Decumius from behind them; he slid off his horse.


  “How minute the city is from so far away!” said Cinna in wonder.


  Everyone was pressing forward to see except Lucius Decumius, and the riders intermingled. Determined Marius was not going to get a chance to talk to Publius Claudius, Cinna pushed both of their mounts away as the cadets approached.


  “Oh, look!” cried Young Caesar, kicking his horse hard when it balked. “There’s the Anio aqueduct! Isn’t it like a toy? And isn’t it beautiful?” He directed his questions at Publius Claudius, who seemed quite as entranced by the view as Young Caesar, and just as eager to sample its delights.


  The two of them edged as close to the brink as their horses were prepared to take them and gazed out to Rome, smiling at each other after their eyes were sated.


  Since it truly was a magnificent view, the whole party save for Lucius Decumius directed all their attention forward. Thus no one noticed Lucius Decumius withdraw a small, Y-shaped object from the purse tethered to the belt of his tunic, nor saw him slip a wicked little metal spike into a slot in the middle of a band of soft, stretchy kid connected between the open ends of the Y-shaped piece of wood. As casually and openly as he might have yawned or scratched himself, he raised the wooden object to eye level, stretched the kid to its utmost, sighted carefully, and let the leather go.


  Publius Claudius’s horse screamed, reared up, its front legs flailing; Publius Claudius clutched instinctively at its mane to stay on its back. Oblivious to his own danger, Young Caesar came forward of his saddle onto his horse’s neck and grabbed for the other animal’s bridle. It all happened so quickly that no one afterward could be sure of more than one glaring fact—that Young Caesar acted with a cool bravery far beyond his years. His mount panicked and reared too, cannoned broadside into Publius Claudius, and found its front legs coming down on nothing. Both horses and both riders went over the cliff, but somehow Young Caesar, even in the act of falling, had balanced upright on the tilting edge of his saddle and leaped for the shelf. He landed more on it than off it and scrabbled like a cat to safety.


  Everyone was clustered on the ground at the brink of the precipice, faces white, eyes goggling, only concerned at first to see that Young Caesar was all right. Then, Young Caesar in the lead (breathing more easily than any of the rest), they looked over the edge. There far below lay the disjointed heaps of two horses. And Publius Claudius Pulcher. A silence fell. Straining to hear a cry for help, they heard only the sighing of the wind. Nothing moved, even a hawk in midair.


  “Here, you come away!” said a new voice. Lucius Decumius took Young Caesar by the shoulder and yanked him further away from the cliff. On his knees, he shakily patted the boy all over to make sure there were no broken bones. “Why did you have to do that?” he whispered too softly for anyone but Young Caesar to hear.


  “I had to make it look convincing,” came an answering whisper. “For a moment I didn’t think his horse was going to go. It was best to be sure. I knew I’d be safe.”


  “How did you know what I was going to do? You weren’t even looking my way!”


  Young Caesar heaved a sigh of exasperation. “Oh, Lucius Decumius! I know you! And I knew why Gaius Marius sent for you the instant he did. Personally I don’t care much what happens to my cousin, but I won’t have Gaius Marius and our own family disgraced. Rumor is one thing. A witness is quite another.’’


  Cheek against the bright gold hair, Lucius Decumius let his eyes close in an exasperation easily the equal of Young Caesar’s. “But you risked your life!”


  “Don’t worry about my life. I can look after it. When I let it go, it will be because I have no further use for it.” The boy extricated himself from Lucius Decumius’s embrace and went to make sure that Gaius Marius was all right.


  Shaken and confused, Lucius Cornelius Cinna poured wine for himself and Gaius Marius the moment they reached his tent. Lucius Decumius had taken Young Caesar off to fish in the Anio cascades, and the rest of the party was regrouping to form another party—one deputed to bring the remains of the cadet Publius Claudius Pulcher back for his own funeral.


  “I must say that as far as my son and I are concerned, that was a very timely accident,” said Marius bluntly, taking a deep draft of his wine. “Without Publius Claudius you have no case, my friend.”


  “It was an accident,” said Cinna in the tones of a man most preoccupied with convincing himself. “It couldn’t have been anything except an accident!”


  “Quite right. It couldn’t have been anything else. I nearly lost a better boy than my son.”


  “I didn’t think the lad had a hope.”


  “I think that particular lad is hope personified,” said Marius with a purr in his voice. “I’ll have to keep my eye on him in the future. Or he’ll be eclipsing me.”


  “Oh, what a mess!” sighed Cinna.


  “Not an auspicious omen for a man just promoted to the general’s tent, I agree,” said Marius affably.


  “I shall acquit myself better than Lucius Cato did!”


  Marius grinned. “It would be hard to do worse. However, I do sincerely think you will acquit yourself well, Lucius Cinna. And I am very grateful for your forbearance. Very grateful!”


  Somewhere in the back of his mind Cinna could hear the tinkling cascade of coins—or was it the Anio, where that extraordinary boy was happily fishing as if nothing ever banished his composure?


  “What is one’s first duty, Gaius Marius?” Cinna asked suddenly.


  “One’s first duty, Lucius Cinna, is to one’s family.”


  “Not to Rome?”


  “What else is our Rome, than her families?”


  “Yes .. . Yes, I suppose that’s true. And those of us who are born to it—or have risen to find our children born to it—must strive to ensure that our families remain in a position to rule.”


  “Quite so,” said Gaius Marius.
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  Once Lucius Cornelius Sulla had cast his spell (as Young Caesar had put it) upon Cato the Consul and banished him to fight the Marsi, Sulla proceeded to take steps to recover all Rome’s territories from the Italians. Though officially he still ranked as a legate, he was now in effect the commander-in-chief of the southern theater, and he knew there would be no interference from Senate or consuls—provided, that is, he produced results. Italia was tired; one of its two leaders, the Marsian Silo, might even have contemplated surrender were it not for the other one; Gaius Papius Mutilus the Samnite, Sulla knew, would never give up; therefore he had to be shown that his cause was lost.


  Sulla’s initial move was as secret as it was extraordinary, but he had the right man for a job he couldn’t do himself. If his scheme succeeded, it would spell the beginning of the end for the Samnites and their allies of the south. Without telling Catulus Caesar in Capua why he was detaching the two best legions from Campanian service, Sulla loaded then at night aboard a fleet of transports moored in Puteoli harbor.


  Their commander was his legate Gaius Cosconius, whose orders were explicit. He was to sail with these two legions right around the foot of the peninsula and land on the eastern coast somewhere near Apenestae, in Apulia. The first third of the voyage—down the west coast—didn’t need to be out of sight of land, as any observer in Lucania might suppose the fleet to be going to Sicily, where there were rumors of uprisings. During the middle third the fleet could hug the coast and put in to revictual in places like Croton and Tarentum and Brundisium, where the tale would be that they were going to put down trouble in Asia Minor—a tale the troops themselves had been given to believe. And when the fleet sailed out of Brundisium on the last third of the voyage—the shortest third—all Brundisium had to be convinced it was on its way across the Adriatic to Apollonia in western Macedonia.


  “Beyond Brundisium,” said Sulla to Cosconius, “you dare not make a landfall until you reach your final destination. The decision as to exactly where you come ashore I leave to you. Just pick a quiet place, and don’t strike until you’re absolutely ready. Your task is to free up the Via Minucia south of Larinum and the Via Appia south of Ausculum Apulium. After that, concentrate on eastern Samnium. By the time you’re doing that, I should be driving east to meet you,”


  Excited because he had been singled out for this vital mission and confident he and his men were formed of the right stuff to make a success of it, Cosconius concealed his elation and listened gravely.


  “Remember, Gaius Cosconius, take your time while you’re at sea,” Sulla cautioned. “I want no more than twenty-five miles a day from you on most days. It’s now the end of March. You must land somewhere to the south of Apenestae fifty days hence. Land too soon, and I won’t have time to complete my half of the pincer. I need these fifty days to take back all the ports on Crater Bay and drive Mutilus out of western Campania. Then I can move east— but not until then.”


  “Since successful passage around the foot of Italy is very rare, Lucius Cornelius, I’m glad to have fifty days,” said Cosconius.


  “If you have to row, then row,” said Sulla.


  “I will be where I am supposed to be in fifty days. You can count on it, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Without the loss of a man, let alone a ship.”


  “Every ship has a fine captain and an even finer pilot, and the logistics of the voyage encompass every possibility any of us can think of. I won’t let you down. We’ll get to Brundisium as quickly as we can and we’ll wait there as long as we have to—not one day more, nor one day less,” said Cosconius.


  “Good! And remember one thing, Gaius Cosconius— your most reliable ally is Fortune. Offer to her every single day. If she loves you as much as she loves me, all will go well.”


  *


  The fleet bearing Cosconius and his two crack legions left Puteoli the next day to brave the elements and lean most heavily upon one particular element—luck. No sooner had it gone than Sulla returned to Capua and marched then for Pompeii. This was to be a combined land and sea attack, as Pompeii had superb port facilities on the Sarnus near its mouth; Sulla intended to bombard the city with flaming missiles launched from his ships anchored in the river.


  One doubt huddled in the back of his mind, though it was nothing he could rectify; his flotilla was under the command of a man he neither liked nor trusted to follow orders—none other than Aulus Postumius Albinus. Twenty years before, it had been the same Aulus Postumius Albinus who had provoked the war against King Jugurtha of Numidia. And he hadn’t changed.


  Sent orders from Sulla to bring up his ships from Neapolis to Pompeii, Aulus Albinus decided he should first let his crews and his marines know who was in charge—and what would happen to them if they didn’t jump smartly to attention whenever he snapped his fingers. But the crews and the marines were all of Campanian Greek descent, and found the things Aulus Albinus said to them intolerable insults. Like Cato the Consul, he was buried under a storm of missiles—but these were stones, not clods of earth. Aulus Postumius Albinus died.


  Fortunately Sulla wasn’t far down the road when news of the murder was brought to him; leaving his troops to continue their march under the command of Titus Didius, Sulla rode on his mule to Neapolis, there to meet the leaders of the mutiny. With him he took Metellus Pius the Piglet, his other legate. Calm unimpaired, he listened to passionate reasons and excuses from the mutineers, then said coldly,


  “I am afraid you are going to have to be the best sailors and marines in the history of Roman naval warfare. Otherwise, how can I forget you murdered Aulus Albinus?”


  He then appointed Publius Gabinius admiral of the fleet, and that was the end of the mutiny.


  Metellus Pius the Piglet held his tongue until he and Sulla were on their way to rejoin the army, at which time his burning question found voice: “Lucius Cornelius, do you not intend to give them any kind of punishment?”


  Sulla deliberately tipped the brim of his hat back from his brow to show the Piglet a pair of coolly amused eyes. “No, Quintus Caecilius, I do not.”


  “You should have stripped them of their citizenship and then flogged them!”


  “Yes, that is what most commanders would have done— more fool they. However, since you are undoubtedly one such foolish commander, I shall explain why I acted as I did. You ought to be able to see it for yourself, you know.”


  Holding up his right hand, Sulla told off the points one by one. “First of all, we can’t afford to lose those men. They trained under Otacilius, and they’re experienced. Secondly, I admire their eminent good sense in getting rid of a man who would have led them very poorly—and perhaps would have led them to their deaths. Three, I didn’t want Aulus Albinus! But he’s a consular and he couldn’t be passed over or ignored.”


  Three fingers up, Sulla turned in the saddle to glare at the hapless Piglet. “I am going to tell you something, Quintus Caecilius. If I had my way, there would be no place— no place!—on my staff for men as inept and contentious as Aulus Albinus, the late unlamented consul Lupus, and our present consul Cato Licinianus. I gave Aulus Albinus a naval command because I thought he could do us the least harm on the sea. So how could I punish men for doing what I would have done in similar circumstances?”


  Up went another finger. “Fourthly, those men have put themselves in a position where, if they don’t do well, I can indeed strip them of their citizenship and flog them—which means that they have no choice but to fight like wildcats. And fifthly”—he had to use his thumb—”I don’t care how many thieves and murderers I have in my forces—provided they fight like wildcats.” Down went the hand, chopping through the defenseless air like a barbarian’s axe.


  Metellus Pius opened his mouth, thought better of what he had been going to say, and wisely said nothing at all.


  At the point where the road to Pompeii divided, one branch going to the Vesuvian Gate, the other to the Herculanean Gate, Sulla put his troops into a strongly fortified camp. By the time he was settled in behind his entrenchments and ramparts, his flotilla had arrived and was busy firing blazing bundles over the walls into the midst of Pompeian buildings faster than the oldest and most experienced centurion had ever seen; frightened faces looking down from the walls revealed that this was one kind of warfare nobody had counted on, and one which made everyone very uneasy. Fire was worst.


  That the Samnites of Pompeii had sent frantic messages for help became clear the next day when a Samnite army larger than Sulla’s by a good ten thousand men arrived, and proceeded to halt not more than three hundred paces from the front of Sulla’s camp. A third of Sulla’s twenty thousand soldiers were absent on foraging excursions, and were now cut off from him. Looking his ugliest, Sulla stood on his ramparts with Metellus Pius and Titus Didius listening to the jeers and catcalls borne on the wind from the city’s walls—noises he did not appreciate any more than he did the advent of a Samnite army.


  “Sound the call to arms,” he said to his legates.


  Titus Didius was turning to leave when Metellus Pius reached out to grasp Didius by the arm, and detained him.


  “Lucius Cornelius, we can’t go out to fight that lot!” the Piglet cried. “We’d be cut to pieces!”


  “We can’t not go out and fight,” said Sulla, curtly enough to indicate his anger at being questioned. “That’s Lucius Cluentius out there, and he intends to stay. If I let him build a camp as strong as ours it will be Acerrae all over again. And I am not going to tie up four good legions in a place like this for months—nor do I need Pompeii’s showing the rest of these rebel seaports that Rome can’t take them back! And if that isn’t sufficient reason to attack right now, Quintus Caecilius, then consider the fact that when our foraging parties return, they’re going to trip over a Samnite army with no word of warning—and no chance to survive!”


  Didius gave Metellus Pius a contemptuous look. “I’ll sound the call to arms,” he said, and wrenched his arm away.


  Crowned with a helmet rather than his usual hat, Sulla climbed to the top of the camp forum tribunal to address the almost thirteen thousand men he had available.


  “You all know what’s waiting for you!” he shouted. “A pack of Samnites who outnumber us by nearly three to one! But Sulla is tired of Rome’s being beaten by a pack of Samnites, and Sulla is tired of Samnites owning Roman towns! What good is it being a living Roman if Rome has to lie down before Samnites like a fawning bitch? Well, not this Roman! Not Sulla! If I have to go out and fight alone, I am going! Am I going alone? Am I? Or are you coming with me because you’re Romans too, and just as tired of Samnites as I am?”


  The army answered him with a mighty cheer. He stood without moving, until they were done, for he was not done.


  “They go!” he sang out, even louder. “Every last one of them must go! Pompeii is our town! The Samnites within its gates murdered a thousand Romans, and now those same Samnites are up there on Pompeii’s walls thinking themselves safe and sound, booing and hissing us because they think we’re too afraid to clean up a pack of dirty Samnites! Well, we’re going to show them they’re wrong! We’re going to take everything the Samnites can dish out until our foraging parties return, and when they do return, our war cries will guide them to the battle! Hear me? We hold the Samnites until our foragers return to fall on their rear like the Romans they are!”


  There came a second mighty cheer, but Sulla was already off the tribunal, sword in hand; three ordered columns of soldiers moved at a run through the front and both side gates, Sulla leading the middle column himself.


  So swift was the Roman deployment that Cluentius, not expecting a battle, barely had time to ready his troops for the Roman charge. A cool and daring commander, he stood his ground and remained among his own front ranks. Undermanned, the Roman assault began to falter when it failed to break the Samnite line. But Sulla, still leading, refused to move back an inch, and his men refused to leave him there alone. For an hour Romans and Samnites fought a hand-to-hand engagement without let, mercy, retreat. Of truly confrontational battles there had been few; both sides understood that the outcome of this one must inevitably affect the outcome of the war.


  Too many good legionaries fell in that hour marking noon, but just as it seemed Sulla must order his troops to fall back or see them die where they stood, the Samnite line trembled, shook, began to fold in on itself. The Roman foraging parties had returned, and were attacking from the rear. Shrieking that Rome was invincible, Sulla led his men back into the fray with renewed vigor. Even so Cluentius gave ground slowly. For a further hour he managed to hold his army together. Then when he saw that all was lost, he rallied his troops and fought his way through the Romans in his rear to retreat on the double toward Nola.


  Regarding itself as the talisman of Italian defiance in the south—and knowing Rome was aware it had starved Roman soldiers to death—Nola could not afford to jeopardize its safety. So when Cluentius and over twenty thousand Samnite’ soldiers reached its walls a scant mile ahead of the pursuing Sulla, they found themselves locked out. Leaning over those lofty, smooth, stoutly reinforced stone bastions, the city magistrates of Nola looked down on Lucius Cluentius and their fellow Samnites, and refused to open the gates. Finally, as the Roman front ranks approached the Samnite rear and prepared to charge, the gate below which Cluentius himself stood—not one of the city’s bigger gates—swung wide. But more than that one minor gate the magistrates would not open, plead though the floundering Samnite soldiers did.


  Before Pompeii it had been a battle. Before Nola it was a rout. Stunned at Nolan treachery, panic-stricken because it found itself enclosed by the out-thrust corners of Nola’s northern section of walls, the Samnite army went down to utter defeat, and died almost to the last man. Sulla himself killed Cluentius, who refused to seek shelter within Nola when only a handful of his men could do the same.


  It was the greatest day of Sulla’s life. Fifty-one years of age, a general in complete charge of a theater of war at last, he had won his first great battle as commander-in-chief. And what a victory! Covered so copiously in the blood of other men that he dripped it, his sword glued by gore to his right hand, reeking of sweat and death, Lucius Cornelius Sulla surveyed the field, snatched the helmet from his head and threw it into the air with a scream of sheer jubilation. In his ears was a gigantic noise drowning out the howls and moans of dying Samnites, a noise inexorably swelling, revealing itself as a chant:


  “Im-per-a-tor! Im-per-a-tor! Im-per-a-tor!”


  Over and over and over his soldiers roared it, the final accolade, the ultimate triumph, the victor hailed imperator on the field. Or so he thought, grinning broadly with sword above his head, his sweat-soaked thatch of brilliant hair drying in the dying sun, his heart so full he could not have said a word in return, had there been a word to say. I, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, have proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that a man as able as I am can learn what isn’t in his bones—and win the hardest battle of this or any other war! Oh, Gaius Marius, just wait! Crippled hulk that you are, don’t die until I can get back to Rome and show you how wrong your judgment was! I am your equal! And in the years to come I will surpass you. My name will tower over yours. As it should do. For I am a patrician Cornelius and you no more than a rustic from the Latin hills.


  But there was work to be done, and he was a patrician Roman. To him came Titus Didius and Metellus Pius, curiously subdued, their bright eyes looking upon him with awe, with a shining adoration Sulla had only seen before in the eyes of Julilla and Dalmatica as they had gazed at him. But these are men, Lucius Cornelius Sulla! Men of worth and repute—Didius the victor over Spain, Metellus Pius the heir of a great and noble house. Women were unimportant fools. Men mattered. Especially men like Titus Didius and Metellus Pius. Never in all the years I served Gaius Marius did I see any man look at him with so much adoration! Today I have won more than a mere victory. Today I have won the vindication of my life, today I have justified Stichus, Nicopolis, Clitumna, Hercules Atlas, Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle. Today I have proven that every life I have taken in order to stand here on the field at Nola was a lesser life than my own. Today I begin to understand the Nabopolassar from Chaldaea—I am the greatest man in the world, from Oceanus Atlanticus all the way to the River Indus!


  “We work through the night,” he said crisply to Didius and Metellus Pius, “so that by dawn the Samnite corpses are stripped and heaped together, and our own dead prepared for the pyre. I know it’s been an exhausting day, but it isn’t over yet. Until it is over, no one can rest. Quintus Caecilius, find a few reasonably fit men and ride back to Pompeii as fast as you can. Bring back bread and wine enough for . everyone here, and bring up the noncombatants and set them to finding wood, oil. We have a veritable mountain of bodies to burn.”


  “But there are no horses, Lucius Cornelius!” said the Piglet faintly. “We marched to Nola! Twenty miles in four hours!”


  “Then find horses,” said Sulla, manner at its coldest. “I want you back here by dawn.” He turned to Didius. “Titus Didius, go among the men and find out who should be decorated for deeds in the field. As soon as we burn our dead and the enemy dead we return to Pompeii, but I want one legion from Capua posted here before the walls of Nola. And have the heralds announce to the inhabitants of Nola that Lucius Cornelius Sulla has made a vow to Mars and Bellona—that Nola will look down to see Roman troops sitting before it until it surrenders, be that a month of days from now, or a month of months from now, or a month of years from now.”


  Before Didius or Metellus Pius could depart, the tribune of the soldiers Lucius Licinius Lucullus appeared at the head of a deputation of centurions; eight senior men, primi pili and pili priores. They walked gravely, solemnly, like priests in a sacred procession or consuls going to their inauguration on New Year’s Day.


  “Lucius Cornelius Sulla, your army wishes to give you a token of its gratitude and thanks. Without you, the army would have been defeated, and its soldiers dead. You fought in the front rank and showed the rest of us the way. You never flagged on the march to Nola. To you and you alone is due this greatest victory by far of the whole war. You have saved more than your army. You have saved Rome. Lucius Cornelius, we honor you,” said Lucullus, stepping back to make way for the centurions.


  The man in their midst, most senior centurion of them all, lifted both arms and held them out to Sulla. In his hands lay a very drab and tattered circlet made of grass runners plucked from the field of battle and braided together haphazardly, roots and earth and blades and blood. Corona graminea. Corona obsidionalis. The Grass Crown. And Sulla stretched out his own arms instinctively, then dropped them, utterly ignorant as to what the ritual should be. Did he take it and put it on his own head, or did the primus pilus Marcus Canuleius crown him with it on behalf of the army?


  He stood then without moving while Canuleius, a tall man, raised the Grass Crown in both hands and placed it upon that red-gold head.


  No further word was spoken. Titus Didius, Metellus Pius, Lucullus and the centurions saluted Sulla reverently, gave him shy smiles, and got themselves away. He was left alone to face the setting sun, the Grass Crown so insubstantial he scarcely felt its weight, the tears pouring down his bloodstained face, and no room inside himself for anything beyond an exaltation he wondered if he had steel enough to live through. For what was on its other side? What could life possibly offer him now? And he remembered his dead son. Before he had had time to truly relish the infinite extent of that joy it was vanished. All he had left was a grief so profound he fell to his knees and wept desolately.


  Someone helped him to his feet, wiped the muck and the tears from his face, put an arm about his waist and helped him walk to a block of stone beside the Nola road. There he was lowered gently until he sat upon it, then his rescuer sat alongside him; Lucius Licinius Lucullus, the senior tribune of the soldiers.


  The sun had set into the Tuscan Sea. The greatest day of Sulla’s life was coming to its end in darkness. He dangled his arms down between his legs limply, drew in great breaths, and came to ask himself the old, old question: Why am I never happy?


  “I have no wine to offer you, Lucius Cornelius. Nor water, for that matter,” said Lucullus. “We ran from Pompeii without a thought for anything except catching Cluentius.”


  Sulla heaved an enormous sigh, straightened himself. “I’ll live, Lucius Lucullus. As a woman friend of mine says, there is always work to do.”


  “We can do the work. You rest.”


  “No. I am the commander. I can’t rest while my men work. A moment more, and I’ll be right. I was right until I thought of my son. He died, you know.” The tears came back, were suppressed.


  Lucullus said nothing, just sat quietly.


  Of this young man Sulla had seen little so far; elected a tribune of the soldiers last December, he had gone first to Capua and only been posted to command his legion days before it marched for Pompeii. Yet though he had changed enormously—grown from a stripling to a fine specimen of man—Sulla recognized him.


  “You and your brother Varro Lucullus prosecuted Servilius the Augur in the Forum ten years ago, am I not right?’’ he asked.


  “Yes, Lucius Cornelius. The Augur was responsible for the disgrace and death of our father, and the loss of our family fortune. But he paid,’’ said Lucullus, his long homely face growing brighter, his humorous mouth turning up at the corners.


  “The Sicilian slave war. Servilius the Augur took your father’s place as governor of Sicily. And later prosecuted him.”


  “That is so.”


  Sulla got up, extended his right hand to take the right hand of Lucius Licinius Lucullus. “Well, Lucius Licinius, I must thank you. Was the Grass Crown your idea?”


  “Oh no, Lucius Cornelius. Blame the centurions! They informed me that the Grass Crown has to come from the army’s professionals, not the army’s elected magistrates. They brought me along because one of the army’s elected magistrates must be a witness.” Lucullus smiled, then laughed. “I suspect too that addressing the general formally isn’t quite in their line!. So I got the job.”


  *


  Two days later Sulla’s army was back inside its camp before Pompeii. Everyone was so exhausted even decent food had no lure, and for twenty-four hours a complete silence reigned as the men and their officers slept like the dead they had burned against the walls of Nola, an insult to the nostrils of the flesh-famished inhabitants.


  The Grass Crown now resided within a wooden box Sulla’s servants had produced; when Sulla had the time, it would be put in the hair of the wax mask of himself he was now entitled to commission. He had distinguished himself highly enough to join the imagines of his ancestors, even though he had not yet been consul. And his statue would go into the Forum Romanum wearing a Grass Crown, erected in memory of the greatest hero of the war against the Italians. All of which hardly seemed real; but there in its box lay the Grass Crown, a testament to reality.


  When, rested and refreshed, the army went on parade for the awarding of battle decorations, Sulla put his Grass Crown upon his head and was greeted with prolonged and deafening cheers as he climbed upon the camp tribunal. The task of organizing the ceremony had been given to Lucullus, just as Marius had once given the same task to Quintus Sertorius.


  But as he stood there acknowledging the army’s adulation, a thought occurred to Sulla that he didn’t think had ever crossed the mind of Marius during those years in Numidia and Gaul—though perhaps it had while he commanded against the Italians. A sea of faces in parade order, parade dress—a sea of men who belonged to him, to Lucius Cornelius Sulla. These are my legions! They belong to me before they belong to Rome. I crafted them, I led them, I have given them the greatest victory of this war—and I will have to find their retirement gratuity. When they gave me the Grass Crown, they also gave me a far more significant gift—they gave me themselves. If I wanted to, I could lead them anywhere. I could even lead them against Rome. A ridiculous idea; but it was born in Sulla’s mind at that moment on the tribunal. And it curled itself up beneath consciousness, and waited.


  Pompeii surrendered the day after its citizens watched Sulla’s decoration ceremony from their walls; Sulla’s heralds had shouted the news of the defeat of Lucius Cluentius before the walls of Nola, and word had come confirming it. Still being relentlessly bombarded with flaming missiles from the ships in the river, the city was suffering badly. Every fiery breath of wind seemed to carry the message that the Italian and Samnite ascendancy was crumbling, that defeat was inevitable.


  From Pompeii, Sulla moved with two of his legions against Stabiae, while Titus Didius took the other two to Herculaneum. On the last day of April Stabiae capitulated, and shortly afterward so too did Surrentum. As May reached its middle, Sulla was on the move again, this time heading east. Catulus Caesar had bestowed fresh legions upon Titus Didius before Herculaneum, so Sulla’s own two legions were returned to him. Though it had held out the longest against joining the Italian insurrection, Herculaneum now demonstrated that it understood only too well what would happen if it surrendered to Rome; whole streets burning as the result of a naval bombardment, it continued to defy Titus Didius long after the other Italian-held seaports had given in.


  Sulla moved his four legions past Nola without a sideways glance, though he sent Metellus Pius the Piglet to the commander of the legion sitting before it with a message to the effect that the praetor Appius Claudius Pulcher was not to shift himself for any reason short of Nola’s complete submission. A dour man—and recently widowed—Appius Claudius merely nodded.


  At the end of the third week in May, Sulla arrived at the Hirpini town of Aeclanum, which lay on the Via Appia. The Hirpini had begun to mass there, his intelligence sources had informed him; but it was not Sulla’s intention to allow any further concentrations among the insurgents of the south. One look at the defenses of Aeclanum caused Sulla to smile his deadliest smile, long canines on full display—the town walls, though high and well built, were wooden.


  Well aware that the Hirpini had already sent to the Lucanian Marcus Lamponius for help, Sulla sat his forces down without bothering to put them into a camp. Instead, he sent Lucullus to the main gate to demand Aeclanum’s surrender. The town’s answer came in the form of a question: please, would Lucius Cornelius Sulla give Aeclanum one day to think things over and come to a decision?


  “They’re playing for time in the hope that Lamponius will send them reinforcements tomorrow,” said Sulla to Metellus Pius the Piglet and Lucullus. “I’ll have to think about Lamponius, he can’t be allowed to run rampant in Lucania any longer.’’ Sulla shrugged, looked brisk, got back to the business of the moment. “Lucius Licinius, take the town my answer. They may have one hour, not more. Quintus Caecilius, take as many men as you need and scour every farm around the town for firewood and oil. Pile the wood and oil-soaked rags along the walls on either side of the main gates. And have our four pieces of artillery positioned in four different places. As soon as you can, set fire to the walls and start lobbing flaming missiles into the town. I’ll bet everything inside is made of wood too. Aeclanum will go up like tinder.”


  “What if I’m ready to start burning in less than an hour?” asked the Piglet.


  “Then start burning,” said Sulla. “The Hirpini aren’t being honorable. Why should I be?”


  As the wood of which they were composed was aged and dry, Aeclanum’s fortifications burned fiercely, as did the buildings inside. All the gates were thrown open in a panic and the people streamed out crying surrender.


  “Kill them all and sack the place,” said Sulla. “It’s time the Italians understood they’ll get no mercy from me.”


  “Women and children too?” asked Quintus Hortensius, the other senior tribune of the soldiers.


  “What, not got the stomach for it, Forum advocate?” Sulla enquired with a mocking look.


  “You mistake the intent of my question, Lucius Cornelius,” said Hortensius evenly in his beautiful voice. “I have no feelings to spare for Hirpini brats. But like any other Forum advocate, I like everything clarified. Then I know where I stand.”


  “No one must survive,” said Sulla. “However, tell the men to use the women first. Then they can kill them.”


  “You’re not interested in taking prisoners to sell as slaves?” asked the Piglet, practical as always.


  “Italians are not foreign enemies. Even when I sack their towns, there will be no slaves. I’d rather see them dead.”


  From Aeclanum, Sulla turned south on the Via Appia and marched his contented troops to Compsa, the second Hirpini stronghold. Like its sister town, its walls were made of wood. But news of the fate of Aeclanum had spread faster than Sulla had moved; when he arrived, Compsa was waiting with all its gates open and the magistrates outside. This time Sulla was inclined to be merciful. Compsa was spared a sack.


  From Compsa the general sent a letter back to Catulus Caesar in Capua and told him to send two legions under the brothers Aulus and Publius Gabinius into Lucania. Their orders were to take every town off Marcus Lamponius and free up the Via Popillia all the way to Rhegium. Then Sulla bethought himself of another useful man, and added a post scriptum that Catulus Caesar should include the junior legate Gnaeus Papirius Carbo in the Lucanian expedition.


  In Compsa, Sulla received two messages. One informed him that Herculaneum had finally fallen during a strongly contested attack two days before the Ides of June, but that Titus Didius had been killed during the fighting.


  “Make Herculaneum pay,” wrote Sulla to Catulus Caesar.


  Sulla’s second message came across country from Apulia, and was from Gaius Cosconius.


  After a remarkably easy and uneventful voyage, I landed my legions in an area of salt lagoons near the fishing village of Salapia exactly fifty days after leaving Puteoli. All went precisely as planned. We disembarked at night in complete secrecy, attacked Salapia at dawn and burned it to the ground. I made sure every person in the vicinity was killed so that no one could send news of our arrival to the Samnites.


  From Salapia I marched to Cannae and took it without a fight, after which I forded the Aufidius River and advanced on Canusium. Not more than ten miles further on, I met a large Samnite host led by Gaius Trebatius. Battle could not be avoided. Since I was very much outnumbered and the ground was not favorable to me, the engagement was a bloody one, and costly to me. But costly to Trebatius as well. I decided to fall back on Cannae before I lost more men than I could afford, got my soldiers into good order and recrossed the Aufidius with Trebatius on my tail. Then I saw what my ploy should be, pretended we were in a panic, and hid behind a hill on the Cannae bank of the river. The trick worked. Sure of himself, Trebatius began to ford the Aufidius with his troops in some disarray. My men were calm and eager to continue the fight. I wheeled them at a run through a full circle, and we fell on Trebatius while he was still in the river. The result was a complete victory for Rome. I have the honor to inform you that fifteen thousand Samnites died at the Aufidius crossing. Trebatius and the few survivors fled to Canusium, which has prepared for a siege. I have obliged it.


  I left five cohorts of my men, including the wounded, in front of Canusium under the command of Lucius Lucceius, then took the fifteen cohorts remaining to me and headed north toward Frentani country. Ausculum Apulium surrendered without a fight. So did Larinum.


  As I write this report, I have just received news from Lucius Lucceius that Canusium has capitulated. Following his orders from me, Lucius Lucceius has sacked the town and killed everyone, though it would appear Gaius Trebatius himself escaped. As we have no facilities to cope with prisoners and I cannot afford to have enemy soldiers running loose in my rear, the destruction of all in Canusium was my only alternative. I trust this does not displease you. From Larinum I shall continue to advance toward the Frentani, awaiting news of your own movements and further orders.


  Sulla laid the letter down with great satisfaction and shouted for Metellus Pius and his two senior tribunes of the soldiers, as both these young men were proving excellent.


  Having given them Cosconius’s news and listened with what patience he could muster to their marveling (he had told no one of Cosconius’s voyage), Sulla proceeded to issue new orders.


  “It’s time we contained Mutilus himself,” he said. “If we do not, he’ll fall on Gaius Cosconius in such numbers not one Roman man will be left alive, and that’s scant reward for a brave campaign. My sources of information tell me that at the moment Mutilus is waiting to see what I do before he decides whether to go after me or Gaius Cosconius. What Mutilus hopes is that I turn south on the Via Appia and concentrate my efforts around Venusia—which is strong enough to occupy all my attention for a considerable length of time. Once he hears positive confirmation of this, he’ll look for Gaius Cosconius. So today we pull up stakes and we set off to the south. However, with darkness we reverse the direction of our march and leave the road completely. It’s rough and hilly country between here and the upper Volturnus, but that’s the way we’re going. The Samnite army has been encamped halfway between Venafrum and Aesernia for far too long, but Mutilus shows no sign of moving. We have almost a hundred and fifty miles of very difficult marching before we reach him. Nevertheless, gentlemen, we’re going to be there in eight days, and fit to fight.”


  No one attempted to argue; Sulla always pushed his army unmercifully, but such was its morale since Nola that it felt itself—and Sulla—equal to anything. The sack of Aeclanum had done wonders for the soldiers too, as Sulla had held nothing back out of the meager spoils for himself or his officers save a few women, and not the best women at that.


  The march to Mutilus, however, took twenty-one days, not the original estimate of eight. Of roads there were none, and the hills were crags which often had to be skirted tortuously. Though inwardly Sulla fretted, he was wise enough to turn a cheerful and considerate face toward legionaries and officers both, and made sure his army maintained a certain degree of comfort. In certain ways the winning of his Grass Crown had made a tenderer man of Sulla, ways all aimed at his ownership of his army. If the terrain had been as easy as he had thought it was going to be, he would have pushed them; as it was, he could see the necessity of keeping them in good spirits and accepting the inevitable. If Fortune still favored him, he would find Mutilus where he expected to find him; and Sulla thought Fortune was still on his side.


  Thus it was the end of Quinctilis when Lucullus rode into Sulla’s camp, face eager.


  “He’s there!” cried Lucullus without ceremony.


  “Good!” said Sulla, smiling. “That means his luck has run out, Lucius Licinius—because mine hasn’t. You can pass that message on to the troops. Does Mutilus look as if he’s planning to move soon?”


  “He looks more as if he’s giving his men a long holiday.’’


  “They’re fed up with this war, and Mutilus knows it,” said Sulla contentedly. “Besides which, he’s a worried man. He’s been sitting in the same camp for over sixty days, and every fresh piece of news he gets only makes his decision as to where to go next more difficult. He’s lost western Campania, and he’s in the process of losing Apulia.”


  “So what do we do?” asked Lucullus, who had a natural martial streak and was loving his learning from Sulla.


  “We make smokeless camp on the wrong side of the last ridge leading down to the Volturnus, and there we wait. Keeping very quiet,” said Sulla. “I’d like to strike as he’s preparing to move. He must move soon, or lose the war without another fight. If he were Silo, he might elect that course. But Mutilus? He’s a Samnite. He hates us.”


  Six days later Mutilus decided to move. What Sulla couldn’t know was that the Samnite leader had just received word of a terrible battle outside Larinum between Gaius Cosconius and Marius Egnatius. Though he had kept his own army idle, Mutilus hadn’t permitted Cosconius to use northern Apulia like a parade ground. He had sent a big and experienced army of Samnites and Frentani under Marius Egnatius to contain Cosconius. But the little Roman force was in high fettle, trusted its leader completely, and had got into the habit of deeming itself unconquerable. Marius Egnatius had gone down in defeat and died on the field together with most of his men, appalling news for Mutilus.


  Not long after dawn Sulla’s four legions issued out of the concealing ridge and fell on Mutilus. Caught with his camp half dismantled and his troops in disorder, the Samnite stood no chance. Badly wounded himself, he fled with the remnants of his army to Aesernia, and shut himself up inside. Once more this beleaguered city girded itself to withstand a siege—only now it was Rome on the outside, Samnium within.


  While he was still dealing with the aftermath of the rout, Sulla was informed of the victory against Marius Egnatius by letter from Cosconius himself, and looked exultant. No matter how many pockets of resistance remained, the war was over. And Mutilus had known it for over sixty days.


  Leaving a few cohorts at Aesernia under the command of Lucullus to keep Mutilus locked up, Sulla himself marched to the old Samnite capital of Bovianum. This was a formidably fortified town, possessing three separate citadels connected by mighty walls. Each citadel faced in a different direction, built to watch one of the three roads at the junction of which Bovianum sat, deeming itself invulnerable.


  “You know,” said Sulla to Metellus Pius and Hortensius, “one thing I always noticed about Gaius Marius in the field—he was never enamored of the mechanics behind taking towns. To him, nothing mattered except pitched battle. Whereas I find taking towns quite fascinating. If you look at Bovianum, it appears impregnable. But make no mistake—it will fall today.”


  He made his word good by tricking the town into thinking his entire army was sitting below the citadel facing the road from Aesernia; in the meantime, one legion sneaked through the hills and attacked the citadel looking south to Saepinum. When Sulla saw the huge column of smoke arising from the Saepinum tower—his prearranged signal—he attacked the Aesernia tower. Less than three hours later Bovianum submitted.


  Sulla quartered his soldiers inside Bovianum instead of putting them into camp and used the town as his base while he scoured the countryside for miles around to make sure southern Samnium was properly subdued—and incapable of raising fresh troops.


  Then, leaving Aesernia besieged by men sent from Capua, and with his own four legions reunited, Sulla conferred with Gaius Cosconius. It was the end of September.


  “The east is yours, Gaius Cosconius!’’ he said cheerfully. “I want the Via Appia and the Via Minucia completely freed up. Use Bovianum as your headquarters, it makes a superb garrison. And be as merciless or as merciful as you see fit. The most important thing is to keep Mutilus penned up inside Aesernia and prevent any reinforcements from reaching him.”


  “How are things to the north of us?” asked Cosconius, who had heard virtually nothing since he had sailed from Puteoli in March.


  “Excellent! Servius Sulpicius Galba has cleaned up most of the Marrucini, Marsi and Vestini. He says Silo was on the field, but escaped. Cinna and Cornutus have occupied all the Marsic lands, and Alba Fucentia is ours again. The consul Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo has reduced the Picentes and the rebel parts of Umbria to ruins. However, Publius Sulpicius and Gaius Baebius are still sitting in front of Asculum Picentum—which must surely be at death’s door from starvation, but continues to hold out.”


  “Then we have won!” said Cosconius in tones of awe.


  “Oh, yes. We had to win! An Italy without Rome in total command? The gods wouldn’t countenance that,” said Sulla.


  Six days after the beginning of October he arrived in Capua to see Catulus Caesar and make the necessary arrangements for the wintering of his armies. Traffic was flowing once more down the Via Appia and the Via Minucia, though the town of Venusia held out stubbornly, powerless to do more than watch Roman activity on the great road running alongside it. The Via Popillia was safe for the passage of armies and convoys from Campania to Rhegium, but was still unsafe for small parties of travelers, as Marcus Lamponius clung to the mountains still, concentrating his energies now upon sorties little more impressive than brigand attacks.


  “However,” said Sulla to a happy Catulus Caesar as he prepared to leave for Rome at the end of November, “by and large, I think we can safely say the peninsula is ours again.”


  “I’d prefer to wait until Asculum Picentum is ours before I say that,” said Catulus Caesar, who had worked indefatigably for two years in a thankless job. “The whole business started there, Lucius Cornelius. And it’s still holding out.”


  “Don’t forget Nola,” said Sulla, and snarled.


  2


  But the days of Asculum Picentum were numbered. Riding his Public Horse, Pompey Strabo brought his army to join that of Publius Sulpicius Rufus in October, and spread a wall of Roman soldiers all the way around the city; not even a rope let down from the ramparts could now go undetected. His next move was to sever the city from its water supply—an enormous undertaking, since the water was led off the gravel beneath the bed of the Truentius River at hundreds of different points. But Pompey Strabo displayed considerable engineering skill, and took pleasure in supervising the work himself.


  In attendance upon the consul Strabo was his most despised cadet, Marcus Tullius Cicero; as Cicero could draw quite well and took a self-invented shorthand with extreme accuracy and rapidity, the consul Strabo found him very useful in situations like the one gradually depriving Asculum Picentum of water. As terrified of his commander as he was appalled at his commander’s utter indifference to the plight of those within the city, Cicero did as he was told and remained dumb.


  In November the magistrates of Asculum Picentum opened the main gates and crept out to tender the city’s submission to Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo.


  “Our home is now yours,” said the chief magistrate with great dignity. “All we ask is that you give us back our water.”


  Pompey Strabo threw back his grizzled yellowish head and roared with laughter. “What for?” he asked ingenuously. “There won’t be anyone left to drink it!”


  “We are thirsty, Gnaeus Pompeius!”


  “Then stay thirsty,” said Pompey Strabo. He rode into Asculum Picentum on his Public Horse at the head of a party comprising his legates—Lucius Gellius Poplicola, Gnaeus Octavius Ruso, and Lucius Junius Brutus Damasippus—plus his tribunes of the soldiers, his cadets, and a picked contingent of troops five cohorts strong.


  While the soldiers immediately spread out through the town with smooth discipline to round up every inhabitant and inspect every house, the consul Strabo proceeded to the forum-marketplace. It still bore the scars of the time when Gaius Vidacilius had occupied it; where the magistrates’ tribunal had once stood there now lay a tumbledown pile of charred log fragments, the remains of the pyre Vidacilius had climbed upon to burn himself to death.


  Chewing the vicious little switch he used to chastise his Public Horse, the consul Strabo looked about him carefully, then jerked his head at Brutus Damasippus.


  “Put a platform on top of that pyre—and make it quick,’’ he said to Damasippus curtly.


  Within a very short time a group of soldiers had torn down doors and beams from the buildings closest by and Pompey Strabo had his platform, complete with a set of steps. Upon it was placed his ivory curule chair and a stool for his scribe.


  “You, come with me,” he said to Cicero, mounted the steps and seated himself on his curule chair, still wearing his general’s cuirass and helm, but with a purple cloak depending from his shoulders instead of his red general’s cloak. Hands full of wax tablets, Cicero hastily put them on the deck next to his stool and huddled himself upon it, one tablet open on his lap, his bone stylus ready. This was, he presumed, to be an official hearing.


  “Poplicola, Ruso, Damasippus, Gnaeus Pompeius Junior—join me,” said the consul with his customary abruptness.


  His heart slowing a little, Cicero’s fright evaporated sufficiently for him to take in the scene while he waited to write his first official words down. Obviously the town had taken some precautions before opening its gates, for a great mound of swords, mail-shirts, spears, daggers, and any other objects which might be deemed weapons reared itself outside the city meeting hall.


  The magistrates were brought forward and made to stand just beneath the makeshift tribunal. Pompey Strabo began his hearing, which consisted of his saying,


  “You are all guilty of treason and murder. You are not Roman citizens. You will be flogged and beheaded. Think yourselves lucky I do not give you a slaves’ fate, and crucify you.”


  Every sentence was carried out then and there at the foot of the tribunal, while the horrified Cicero, controlling his rising gorge by fixing his eyes rigidly on the tablet in his lap, made meaningless squiggles in the wax.


  The magistrates disposed of, the consul Strabo proceeded to pronounce the same sentence upon every male between eighty and thirteen his soldiers could find. To expedite matters he set fifty soldiers to flog and fifty soldiers to decapitate. Other men were set to comb the mound of weaponry outside the meeting hall in search of suitable axes, but in the meantime the executioners were directed to use their swords; with practice they became so good at beheading their maimed and exhausted victims with swords that they refused the axes. However, at the end of an hour only three hundred Asculans had been dispatched, their heads fixed on spears and nailed to the battlements, their bodies tossed into a pile at one side of the forum.


  “You’ll have to improve your performance,” said Pompey Strabo to his officers and men. “I want this done today, not eight days from now! Set two hundred men to flogging and two hundred more to beheading. And be quick about it. You have no teamwork and very little system. If you don’t develop both, you might find yourselves on the receiving end.”


  “It would be much easier to starve them to death,” said the consul’s son, observing the carnage dispassionately.


  “Easier by far. But not legal,” said his father.


  Over five thousand Asculan males perished that day, a slaughter which was to live on in the memory of every Roman present, though none voiced disapproval, and none said a word against it afterward. The square was literally awash with blood; the peculiar stench of it—warm, sweetish, foetid, ferrous—rose like a mist into the sunny mountain air.


  At sunset the consul rose, stretching, from his curule chair. “Back to camp, everyone,” he said laconically. “We’ll deal with the women and children tomorrow. There’s no need to set a guard inside. Just lock the gates and patrol outside.” He gave no orders as to disposal of the bodies or cleaning the blood away, so both were left to lie undisturbed.


  On the morrow the consul returned to his tribunal, unmoved by the prospect he viewed, while his soldiers held those still alive in groups just outside the perimeter of the forum. His sentence was the same for all:


  “Leave this place immediately, taking only what you wear with you. No food, no money, no valuables, no keepsakes.”


  Two years of siege had left Asculum Picentum a pitifully poor place; of money there was little, of valuables less. But before the banished were allowed to leave the city they were searched, and none was permitted to return to her home from whence she had been shepherded; each group of women and children was simply driven through the gates like sheep and pushed then through the lines of Pompey Strabo’s army into lands stripped completely bare by occupying legions. No cry for help, no weeping crone or howling child was succored; Pompey Strabo’s troops knew better than that. Those women of beauty went to the officers and centurions, those women with any kind of appeal went to the soldiers; and when they were finished with, those who still lived were driven out into the devastated countryside a day or two behind their mothers and children.


  “There’s nothing worth taking to Rome for my triumph,” said the consul when it was all done and he could get up from his curule chair. “Give what there is to my men.”


  Cicero followed his general down off the tribunal and gazed gape-mouthed at what seemed the world’s vastest slaughteryard, beyond nausea now, beyond compassion, beyond all feeling. If this is war, he thought, may I never know another one. And yet his friend Pompey, whom he adored and knew to be so kind, could toss his beautiful mane of yellow hair unconcernedly back from his temples and whistle happily through his teeth as he picked his way between the deep congealed pools of flyblown blood in the square, his beautiful blue eyes containing nothing save approval as they roamed across the literal hills of headless bodies all around him.


  “I had Poplicola save two very delectable women for us cadets,” said Pompey as he fell behind to make sure Cicero didn’t trip into a bath of blood. “Oh, we’ll have a good time! Have you ever watched anyone do it? Well, if you haven’t, tonight’s the night!”


  Cicero drew in a sobbing breath. “Gnaeus Pompeius, I do not lack backbone,” he said heroically, “but I have neither the stomach nor the heart for war. After witnessing what’s happened here during the past two days, I couldn’t become excited if I watched Paris doing it to Helen! As for Asculan women—just leave me out of the whole thing, please! I’ll sleep in a tree.”


  Pompey laughed, threw his arm about his friend’s thin bent shoulders. “Oh, Marcus Tullius, you are the most desiccated old Vestal I’ve ever met!” he said, still chuckling. “The enemy is the enemy! You can’t possibly feel sorry for people who not only defied Rome, but murdered a Roman praetor and hundreds of other Roman men and women and children by tearing them apart! Literally! However, go and sleep in your tree if you must. I’ll take your poke myself.”


  They passed out of the square and walked down a short wide street to the main gates. And there it all was again. A row of grisly trophies with tattered necks and bird-pecked faces that marched across the battlements as far as the eye could see in either direction. Cicero gagged, but had acquired so much experience in keeping from disgracing himself forever in the eyes of the consul Strabo that he did not now disgrace himself in front of his friend, who rattled on, oblivious.


  “There was nothing here worth displaying in a triumph,” Pompey was saying, “but I found a really splendid net for trapping wild game birds. And my father gave me several buckets of books—an edition of my great-uncle Lucilius neither of us has ever seen. We think it must be the work of a local copyist, which makes it well worth having. Quite beautiful.”


  “They have no food and no warm clothes,” said Cicero.


  “Who?”


  “The women and children banished from this place.”


  “I should hope not!”


  “And what happens to that mess inside?”


  “The bodies, you mean?”


  “ Yes, I mean the bodies. And the blood. And the heads.’’


  “They’ll rot away in time.”


  “And bring disease.”


  “Disease to whom? When my father has the gates nailed shut forever, there won’t be a single living person left inside Asculum Picentum. If any of the women and children sneak back after we leave, they won’t be able to get in. Asculum Picentum is finished. No one will ever live in it again,” said Pompey.


  “I see why they call your father The Butcher,” said Cicero, beyond caring whether what he said offended.


  Pompey actually took it as a compliment; he had odd gaps in his intelligence where his personal beliefs were too strong to tickle, let alone undermine. “Good name, isn’t it?” he said gruffly, afraid that the strength of his love for his father was becoming a weakness. He picked up his pace. “Please, Marcus Tullius, do get a move on! I don’t want those other cunni starting without me when it was I had the clout to get us the women in the first place.”


  Cicero hurried. But hadn’t finished. “Gnaeus Pompeius, I have something to tell you,” he said, beginning to pant.


  “Oh, yes?” asked Pompey, mind clearly elsewhere.


  “I applied for a transfer to Capua, where I think my talents will prove of better use in the winding up of this war. I wrote to Quintus Lutatius, and I’ve had an answer. He says he will be very glad of my services. Or Lucius Cornelius Sulla will.”


  Pompey had stopped, staring at Cicero in amazement. “What did you want to do that for?” he demanded.


  “The staff of Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo is soldierly, Gnaeus Pompeius. I am not soldierly.” His brown eyes gazed with great earnestness and softness into the face of his puzzled mentor, who was not quite sure whether to laugh or lose his temper. “Please, let me go! I shall always be grateful to you, and I shall never forget how much you’ve helped me. But you’re not a fool, Gnaeus Pompeius. The staff of your father isn’t the right place for me.”


  The storm clouds cleared, Pompey’s blue eyes glittered happily. “Have it your own way, Marcus Tullius!” he said. Then sighed. “Do you know, I shall miss you?”


  3


  Sulla arrived in Rome early in December, having no idea when the elections would be held; after the death of Asellio Rome had no urban praetor, and people were saying that the sole consul, Pompey Strabo, would come when he felt like coming, not a moment before. Under normal circumstances this would have driven Sulla to despair. But there could be no doubt in anyone’s mind who was going to be the next senior consul. Sulla had attained true fame overnight. Men he didn’t know greeted him like a brother, women smiled and issued invitations out of the corners of their eyes, the rabble cheered him—and he had been elected an augur in absentia to replace the dead Asellio. All of Rome firmly believed that he, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, had won the war against the Italians. Not Gaius Marius. Not Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo. Sulla. Sulla, Sulla!


  The Senate had never got around to formally appointing him commander-in-chief of the southern theater after Cato the Consul died; everything he had done, he had done as the legate of a dead man. However, he would shortly be the new senior consul—and then the Senate would have to give him whatever command he asked for. The embarrassment of certain senatorial leaders like Lucius Marcius Philippus at this legatal oversight quite amused Sulla when he met them. Clearly they had considered him a lightweight, incapable of performing miracles. Now he was everybody’s hero.


  One of the first visits he paid after returning to Rome was to Gaius Marius, whom he found so much improved he was astonished. With the old man was the eleven-year-old Gaius Julius Caesar Junior, now very nearly Sulla’s height, though not yet pronouncedly pubescent. Just as striking, just as intelligent, and more of everything else than the boy had been during those past visits Sulla had paid Aurelia. He had been looking after Marius for a year, and he had listened with the keen ears of a wild creature to every word the Master had said. Heard it all, forgotten nothing.


  Sulla learned from Marius of the near-downfall of Young Marius, still on duty with Cinna and Comutus against the Marsi, a quieter and more responsible Young Marius than of yore. Sulla also learned of the near-fall of Young Caesar, who sat as the story was told smiling gently and looking into nothing. The presence of Lucius Decumius as a part of the episode had alerted Sulla immediately—and surprised him. Not like Gaius Marius! What was the world coming to when Gaius Marius stooped to hiring a professional assassin? So patently, blatantly accidental had the death of Publius Claudius Pulcher been that Sulla knew it was no accident. Only how had the deed been done? And how did Young Caesar fit into it? Was it really possible that this— this child had gambled his own life to push Publius Claudius Pulcher over a cliff? No! Not even a Sulla had so much confidence when it came to murder.


  Bending his unsettling gaze on the boy while Marius prattled on (clearly he believed the intervention of Lucius Decumius had not been necessary), Sulla concentrated upon putting fear into Young Caesar. But the boy, feeling those sunless rays, simply looked up and across at Sulla, no trace of fear in his eyes. Not even faint apprehension. Nor was there a smile; Young Caesar stared at Sulla with an acute and sober interest. He knows me for what I am! said Sulla to himself—but, Young Caesar, I know you for what you are too! And may the Great God preserve Rome from both of us.


  A generous man, Marius experienced nothing but joy at Sulla’s success. Even the winning of the Grass Crown— the only military decoration which had escaped Marius’s net—was applauded without resentment or envy.


  “What have you to say now about generalship of the learned variety?” asked Sulla provocatively.


  “I say, Lucius Cornelius, that I was wrong. Oh, not about learned generalship! No, I was wrong to think you don’t have it in your bones. You do, you do. To send Gaius Cosconius by water to Apulia was inspired, and your pincer action was handled in a way no man—however superbly tutored!—could have, were he not a born general from the inside of his very marrow.”


  An answer which should have made Lucius Cornelius Sulla absolutely happy and completely vindicated. Yet it didn’t. For Sulla understood that Marius still considered himself the better general, was convinced he could have subdued southern Italy faster and better. What do I have to do to make this stubborn old donkey see that he’s met his match? cried Sulla within himself, betraying his thoughts in no external way. And felt his hackles stir, and looked at Young Caesar, and read in his eyes the knowledge of that unvoiced question.


  “What do you think, Young Caesar?” asked Sulla.


  “I am consumed with admiration, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “A soft answer.”


  “An honest one.”


  “Come on, young man, I’ll take you home.”


  They walked at first in silence, Sulla wearing his stark white candidate’s toga, the boy his purple-bordered child’s toga, with his bulla-amulet to ward off evil on a thong about his neck. And at first Sulla thought all the smiles and nods were for himself, so famous had he become, until it was borne upon him that a good many of them were actually aimed at the boy.


  “How does everyone know you, Young Caesar?”


  “Only reflected glory, Lucius Cornelius. I go everywhere with Gaius Marius, you see.”


  “Not at all for yourself?”


  “This close to the Forum I am simply Gaius Marius’s boy. Once we enter the Subura, I’m known for myself.”


  “Is your father at home?”


  “No, he’s still with Publius Sulpicius and Gaius Baebius before Asculum Picentum,” said the boy.


  “Then he’ll be home very soon. That army’s marched.”


  “I suppose he will.”


  “Not looking forward to seeing your father?”


  “Yes, of course I am,” said Young Caesar easily.


  “Do you remember your cousin—my son?”


  The boy’s face lit up; now the enthusiasm was genuine. “How could I ever forget him? He was so nice! When he died I wrote him a poem.”


  “What did it say? Can you recite it to me?”


  Young Caesar shook his head. “I wasn’t very good in those days, so I won’t recite it if you don’t mind. One day I’ll write him a better one and then I’ll give you a copy for yourself.’’


  How stupid, to be led into reopening the wound because he was finding it awkward to make conversation with an eleven-year-old boy! Sulla fell silent, fighting tears.


  As usual Aurelia was busy at her desk, but she came the moment Eutychus told her who had brought her son home. When they settled in the reception room Young Caesar remained with them, watching his mother closely. Now what gnat is flying round in his mind? wondered Sulla, irked because the boy’s presence prevented his quizzing Aurelia about the things he wanted to. Luckily she perceived his irritation and soon dismissed her son, who went with reluctance.


  “What’s the matter with him?”


  “I suspect Gaius Marius has said something or other to give Gaius Julius an erroneous idea about my friendship with you, Lucius Cornelius,” Aurelia said calmly.


  “Ye gods!—the old villain! How dare he!”


  The beautiful Aurelia laughed merrily. “Oh, I’ve grown past letting things like that worry me,” she said. “I know for a fact that when my uncle Publius Rutilius wrote to Gaius Marius in Asia Minor with the news that his niece had just been divorced by her husband after producing a red-haired son, Julia and Gaius Marius jumped to the conclusion that the niece was me—and the baby yours.”


  Now it was Sulla’s turn to laugh. “Do they know so little about you? Your defenses are harder to break down than Nola’s.”


  “True. Not that you haven’t tried.”


  “I’m a man, built like any other.”


  “I disagree. You should have hay tied to that horn!”


  Listening from his secret hiding place above the study’s false ceiling, Young Caesar was conscious of an enormous relief—his mother was a virtuous woman after all. But then that emotion was chased out of his mind by another, much harder to deal with—why did she never show this side of herself to him! There she sat—laughing—relaxed—engaged in a kind of banter he was old enough to label as adultly worldly. Liking that repellent man! Saying things to him that indicated a very old and enduring friendship. Sulla’s lover she might not be, but there was an intimacy between them that Young Caesar knew she did not share with her husband. His father. Dashing his tears away impatiently, he settled stealthily to lie full length and disciplined his mind to the detachment he could summon these days when he tried very hard. Forget she is your mother, Gaius Julius Caesar Junior! Forget how much you detest her friend Sulla! Listen to them and learn.


  “You will be consul very soon,” she was saying.


  “At fifty-two. Older than Gaius Marius was.”


  “And a grandfather! Have you seen the baby yet?”


  “Oh, Aurelia, please! Sooner or later I suppose I’ll have to go around to Quintus Pompeius’s house with Aelia on my arm—and have dinner—and chuck the child under the chin. But why should I care enough about the birth of a daughter to a daughter to want to rush round and see the sprog at once?”


  “Little Pompeia is absolutely beautiful.”


  “Then may she wreak as much havoc as Helen of Troy!”


  “Don’t say that! I’ve always thought poor Helen led a most unhappy life. A chattel. A bed-toy,” said Aurelia strongly.


  “Women are chattels,” said Sulla, smiling.


  “I am not! I have my own property and my own activities.”


  Sulla’s tone changed. “The siege of Asculum Picentum is no more. Gaius Julius will be home any day. And then what happens to all this brave talk?”


  “Don’t, Lucius Cornelius! Though I love him dearly, I dread his walking through the door. He will find fault with everything from the children to my role as landlady, and I will try desperately to please him until he issues some order I cannot countenance!”


  “At which point, my poor Aurelia, you will tell him he’s wrong, and the unpleasantness will start,” said Sulla tenderly.


  “Would you put up with me?” she demanded fiercely.


  “Not if you were the last woman left alive, Aurelia.”


  “Whereas Gaius Julius does put up with me.”


  “Huh! What a world!”


  “Oh, stop being flippant!” she snapped.


  “Then I’ll change the subject,” said Sulla, and leaned back on both hands. “How is Scaurus’s widow?”


  The purple eyes glistened. “Ecastor! Still interested?”


  “Definitely.”


  “I believe she’s under the guardianship of a relatively young man—Livius Drusus’s brother, Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus.”


  “I know him. He assists Quintus Lutatius in Capua, but he fought with Titus Didius at Herculaneum and he went to Lucania with the Gabinii. A sturdy sort of fellow—the kind who is thought the salt of the earth by everybody.” He sat up, looking suddenly as alert as a cat sighting prey. “Is that how the wind lies? Is she going to marry Lepidus Livianus?”


  Aurelia laughed. “I doubt it! He’s married to a rather nasty woman who keeps her foot on him all the time. The Claudia who is a sister of Appius Claudius Pulcher—you know, his wife made Lucius Julius clean out the temple of Juno Sospita in his toga. She died in childbirth two months later.”


  “She’s my Dalmatica’s cousin—the dead Balearica, I mean,” said Sulla with a grin.


  “Everyone’s her cousin,” said Aurelia.


  Sulla looked brisk. “Do you think my Dalmatica would be interested in me these days?”


  Aurelia shook her head. “I have no idea! That is an honest answer, Lucius Cornelius. I have no contact with my woman peers whatsoever beyond my immediate family.”


  “Then perhaps you should cultivate her acquaintance when your husband comes home. You’ll definitely have more spare time,” said Sulla slyly.


  “Enough, Lucius Cornelius! You can go home for that.”


  They walked to the door together. As soon as their forms had disappeared from the scope of Young Caesar’s spyhole, he came down from the ceiling and was gone.


  “Will you cultivate Dalmatica for me?” Sulla asked as his hostess held open the front door.


  “No, I will not,” said Aurelia. “If you’re so interested, you cultivate her. Though I can tell you that a divorce from Aelia will make you a very unpopular man.”


  “I’ve been unpopular before. Vale.”


  *


  The tribal elections were held without the presence of the consul after the Senate conferred the task of scrutineer upon Metellus Pius the Piglet, who was a praetor and had come to Rome with Sulla. That the tribunes of the plebs were going to be a conservative lot was obvious when none other than Publius Sulpicius Rufus came in first and Publius Antistius not far behind him. Sulpicius had secured his release from Pompey Strabo; having made an excellent reputation in the field as a commander against the Picentes, Sulpicius now wished to make a political reputation. Rhetorical and forensic reputations he already possessed, having had a brilliant Forum career as a youth. Known as far and away the most promising orator among the younger men, like the dead Crassus Orator he affected the Asianic style, and was as gracefully calculated in his gestures as he was golden of voice, language, and rhetorical devices. His most famous case had been his prosecution of Gaius Norbanus for illegally convicting Caepio the Consul of Gold of Tolosa fame; that he had lost had not harmed his reputation in the least. A great friend of Marcus Livius Drusus’s—though he did not support enfranchisement for the Italians—he had since Drusus’s death drawn close to Quintus Pompeius Rufus, Sulla’s running mate in the coming consular elections. That he was now the President of the College of Tribunes of the Plebs did not bode well for tribunician antics of demagogue kind. And, in fact, it looked as if not one of the ten who were elected was of the demagogue kind, nor was the election of the college followed by a spate of controversial new legislation. More promising was the installation of Quintus Caecilius Metellus Celer as a plebeian aedile; very rich, he was rumored to be planning wonderful games for the war-weary city.


  With the Piglet presiding again, the Centuries met on the Campus Martius to hear the consular and the praetorian candidates declare themselves. When Sulla and his colleague Quintus Pompeius Rufus announced a joint candidacy, the cheers were deafening. But when Gaius Julius Caesar Strabo Vopiscus Sesquiculus announced his intention to contest the consular elections, there was a stunned silence.


  “You can’t!” said Metellus Pius in a winded voice. “You haven’t been praetor yet!”


  “It is my contention that there is nothing on the tablets to prevent a man’s seeking the consulship before he is praetor,” said Caesar Strabo, and produced a screed so long that the audience groaned. “I have here a dissertation which I shall read from beginning to end to prove my contention beyond all argument.”


  “Roll it up and don’t bother, Gaius Julius Strabo!” called the new tribune of the plebs Sulpicius from the crowd below the candidates’ platform. “I interpose my veto! You may not run.”


  “Oh, come, Publius Sulpicius! Let us try the law for once instead of using it to try people!” cried Caesar Strabo.


  “I veto your candidacy, Gaius Julius Strabo. Come down from there and join your peers,” said Sulpicius firmly.


  “Then I declare my candidacy for praetor!”.


  “Not this year,” Sulpicius said. “I veto that too.”


  Sometimes the younger brother of Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar and Lucius Julius Caesar the censor could be vicious and his temper lead him into difficulties, but today Caesar Strabo merely shrugged, grinned, and walked down quite happily to stand with Sulpicius.


  “Fool! Why did you do that?” asked Sulpicius.


  “It might have worked if you hadn’t been here.”


  “I would have killed you first,” said a new voice.


  Caesar Strabo turned, saw that the voice belonged to the young man Gaius Flavius Fimbria, and sneered. “Pull your head in! You couldn’t kill a fly, you money-hungry cretin!’’


  “No, no!” said Sulpicius quickly, putting himself between them. “Go away, Gaius Flavius! Go on, go away! Shoo! Leave the governing of Rome to your seniors—and your betters.”


  Caesar Strabo laughed, Fimbria slunk away.


  “He’s a nasty piece of work, young and all though he may be,” said Sulpicius. “He’s never forgiven you for prosecuting Varius.”


  “I’m not surprised,” said Caesar Strabo. “When Varius died, he lost his only visible means of support.”


  There were to be no more surprises; once all the nominations for consul and praetor were in, everyone went home to wait with what patience he could muster for the appearance of the consul, Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo.


  *


  He did not return to Rome until almost the end of December, then insisted upon celebrating his triumph before he held any elections. That he had delayed his appearance in Rome was due to a brilliant idea he had conceived after the capture of Asculum Picentum. His triumphal parade (of course he was triumphing) would be a poor sort of affair; no spoils to display, no fascinatingly exotic floats depicting tableaux of sights and peoples alien to the inhabitants of Rome. At which point he had his brilliant idea. He would display thousands of male Italian children in his parade! His troops were put to scouring the countryside, and in time several thousand Italian boys aged between four and twelve were rounded up. So when he rode in his triumphal chariot along the prescribed route through the streets of Rome, he was preceded by a legion of little lads shuffling along; the sight was awesome, if only because it indicated how many Italian men had lost their lives through the agency of Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo.


  The curule elections were held a scant three days before the New Year. Lucius Cornelius Sulla was returned as senior consul, with his friend Quintus Pompeius Rufus as his junior colleague. Two men with red hair from opposite ends of the Roman nobleman spectrum. Rome looked forward to having a team in office for a change, and hoped that some of the damage due to the war would be repaired.


  It was to be a six-praetor year, which meant that most of the governors of overseas provinces were prorogued: Gaius Sentius and his legate Quintus Bruttius Sura in Macedonia; Publius Servilius Vatia and his legates Gaius Coelius and Quintus Sertorius in the Gauls; Gaius Cassius in Asia Province; Quintus Oppius in Cilicia; Gaius Valerius Flaccus in Spain; the new praetor Gaius Norbanus was sent to Sicily, and another new praetor, Publius Sextilius, was sent to Africa. The urban praetor was a very elderly man, Marcus Junius Brutus. He had a son just admitted to the Senate, but he had announced himself a candidate for praetor despite lifelong ill health because, he said, Rome needed decent men in office when so many decent men were in the field and unavailable. The praetor peregrinus was a plebeian Servilius of the Augur’s family.


  *


  New Year’s Day dawned bright and blue, and the omens of the night watch had been auspicious. It was perhaps not surprising that, after two years of dread and fear, all of Rome decided to turn out to watch the new consuls inaugurated. Everyone could see complete victory against the Italians looming, and there were many who hoped the new consuls would find the time now to deal with the city’s appalling financial troubles.


  Returned to his house from the night watch, Lucius Cornelius Sulla had his purple-bordered toga draped around him, and with his own hands put on his Grass Crown. He sallied forth from his house to relish the novelty of walking behind no less than twelve togate lictors who carried on their shoulders the bundle of rods ritually bound with red leather thongs. Ahead of him went the knights who had chosen to escort him rather than his colleague, and behind him walked the senators, including his dear friend the Piglet.


  This is my day, he told himself as the huge crowd sighed and then voiced its approval at sight of the Grass Crown. For the first time in my life I have no rivals and no peers. I am the senior consul, I have won the war against the Italians, I wear the Grass Crown. I am greater than a king.


  The two processions originating at the houses of the new consuls joined up at the foot of the Clivus Palatinus where the old Porta Mugonia still stood, a relic of the days when Romulus had walled his Palatine city. From there, six thousand men wended their way in solemn order across the Velia and down the Clivus Sacer into the lower Forum, most of them knights with the narrow stripe—the angustus clavus—on their tunics, a thinned Senate following behind the consuls and their lictors. And everywhere spectators cheered; they were perched on the front walls of the Forum houses, the arcade and upper roofs of the basilicas, the roofs of those temples offering a view, every set of steps leading up onto the Palatine, all the temple vestibules and steps, the roofs of the Via Nova taverns and shops, the loggias of the great houses of Palatine and Capitol facing the Forum. People. People everywhere. Cheering the man wearing the Grass Crown, a wreath most of them had never seen.


  Sulla walked with a regal dignity he had not owned before, acknowledging the admiration by inclining his head very slightly only, no smile touching his lips, no smugness or glee in his eyes. This was the dream made real; this was his day. One of the things he found fascinating was that he actually saw individual people in the vast crowds—a beautiful woman, an old man, a child perched on someone’s shoulders, some outlandish foreigner—and Metrobius. Almost he stopped, forced himself onward. Just a face in the crowd. Loyal and discreet as always. No sign of a special relationship showed on his darkly handsome face, save perhaps in his eyes, though no one except Sulla could have known it. Sad eyes. And then he was gone, he was behind. He was in the past.


  As the knights reached the area bordering the well of the Comitia and turned left to walk between the temple of Saturn and the vaulted arcade opposite housing the Twelve Gods, they paused, stopped, swung their heads toward the Clivus Argentarius and began to cheer in an acclamation far louder than that they had accorded Sulla. He heard but couldn’t see, and was conscious of sweat crawling between his shoulder blades. Someone was stealing his crowd! For the crowd too had turned from every rooftop and tier of steps toward the same place, their cheers swelling amid a swaying sea of hands like water weeds.


  No greater effort had Sulla ever had cause to make than the one he made now—no change in his expression, no diminution in the royal inclinations of his head, not even a flicker of feeling in his eyes. The procession started to move again; across the lower Forum he walked behind his lictors, never once craning his neck to verify what awaited him at the bottom of the Clivus Argentarius. What had stolen his crowd. Was stealing his day. His day!


  And there he was. Gaius Marius. Accompanied by the boy. Clad in toga praetexta. Waiting to join the ranks of the curule senators who immediately followed Sulla and Pompeius Rufus. Back in action again. Going to attend the inauguration of the new consuls, attend the meeting of the Senate afterward in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus atop the Capitol, attend the feast in the same temple. Gaius Marius. Gaius Marius the military genius. Gaius Marius the hero.


  When Sulla drew opposite him, Gaius Marius bowed. Body filled with a howling rage he couldn’t permit one single person to see—even Gaius Marius—Sulla turned and bowed to him. Whereupon the adulation reached fever pitch, the people screamed and shrieked with joy, every . face was wet with tears. Then after Sulla turned to the left to walk beside the temple of Saturn and ascend the Capitol hill, Gaius Marius took his place among the men with purple-bordered togas, the boy at his side. So much had he improved that he hardly dragged his left foot, could display his left hand holding up all those heavy folds of toga and let the people see that it was no longer clumped and deformed; as for his face—he could afford to ignore the grimace his smile had become by not smiling.


  I will ruin you for this, Gaius Marius, thought Sulla. You knew this was my day! Yet you couldn’t resist showing me that Rome still belongs to you. That I—a patrician Cornelius!—am less than the dust compared to you, an Italian hayseed with no Greek. That I do not have the love of the people. That I can never rise to your heights. Well, maybe all this is really so, Gaius Marius. But I will ruin you. You yielded to the temptation of showing me on my day. If you had chosen to return to public life tomorrow—or the day after—or any other day—the rest of your life would be very different from the agony I will make it. For I will ruin you. Not by poison. Not by knife. I will make it impossible for your descendants ever to exhibit your imago in a family funeral procession, I will mar your reputation for all time.


  Somehow it got itself over and done with, that awful day. Looking pleased and proud, the new senior consul stood to one side in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, the same hugely mindless grin on his face that the statue of the Great God wore, allowing the senators to pay homage to Gaius Marius just as if most of them didn’t loathe him. When the realization dawned upon Sulla that Marius had done what he had done in all innocence—that he hadn’t stopped to think he might be stealing Sulla’s day, only thought what a splendid day today would be to make his reappearance in the Senate—the realization had no power to mollify Sulla’s rage or soften his vow to ruin this terrible old man. Rather, the sheer thoughtlessness of it made Marius’s action more intolerable still; in Marius’s mind, Sulla mattered so little he never so much as loomed in the background of Marius’s mirror of self. And for that, Marius would pay bitterly.


  “Huh-huh-how dared he!” whispered Metellus Pius to Sulla as the meeting concluded and the public slaves began to bring in the feast. “He duh-duh-did it deliberately!”


  “Oh yes, he did it deliberately,” lied Sulla.


  “Are you guh-guh-going to let him geh-geh-get away with it?” Metellus Pius demanded, almost weeping.


  “Calm down, Piglet, you’re stuttering,” said Sulla, using that detested name, but in a manner the Piglet couldn’t find detestable. “I refuse to let any of these fools see how I feel. Let them—and him!—think I approve wholeheartedly. I’m the consul, Piglet. He isn’t. He’s just a sick old man trying to snatch back an ascendancy he can never know again.”


  “Quintus Lutatius is livid about it,” said Metellus Pius, concentrating on his stammer. “See him over there? He just gave Marius a piece of his mind, and the old hypocrite tried to pretend he never meant it that way, would you believe it?”


  “I missed that,” said Sulla, looking to where Catulus Caesar was talking with obviously furious hauteur to his brother the censor and to Quintus Mucius Scaevola, who looked unhappy. Sulla grinned. “He’s picked the wrong audience in Quintus Mucius if he’s saying insulting things about Gaius Marius.”


  “Why?” asked the Piglet, curiosity getting the better of rage and indignation.


  “There’s a marriage in the wind. Quintus Mucius is giving his daughter to Young Marius as soon as she’s of age.”


  “Ye gods! He can do much better than that!”


  Sulla lifted one brow. “Can he really, Piglet dear? Think of all that money!”


  When Sulla went home he declined all company save Catulus Caesar and Metellus Pius, though when the three of them reached his house he entered it alone, with a wave of farewell for his escort. The house was quiet and his wife not in evidence, for which Sulla was enormously glad; he didn’t think he could have faced all that wretched niceness without murdering her. Hurrying to his study, he bolted its doors, pulled the shutters of the colonnade window closed. The toga fell to the floor in a milky puddle around his feet and was kicked aside indifferently; face now displaying what he felt, he crossed to the long console table upon which rested six miniature temples in perfect condition, paintwork fresh and bright, gilding rich. The five belonging to his ancestors he had paid to have refurbished just after he had entered the Senate; the sixth housed his own likeness, and had been delivered from the workshop of Magius of the Velabrum only the day before.


  Its catch was cunningly concealed behind the entablature of the front row of columns; when it was released, the columns divided in the midline as two opening doors. Inside he saw himself, a life-sized face and jaw connected to the anterior half of a neck, the whole complete with Sulla’s ears; behind the ears were strings which held the mask in place while it was being worn, and which were hidden by the wig.


  Made of beeswax, the imago was brilliantly done, its skin tinted as white as Sulla’s own, the brows and lashes — both real — of the exact brown he colored them upon occasions like meetings of the Senate or dinner parties within Rome. The beautifully shaped lips were slightly parted because Sulla always breathed through his mouth, and the eyes were uncanny replicas of his own; however, minute inspection revealed that the pupils were actually holes through which the actor donning the mask could see just about well enough to walk if he was guided. Only when it came to the wig had Magius of the Velabrum fallen down on exact verisimilitude, for nowhere could he find hair of the correct color. Rome was plentifully endowed with wigmakers and false hair, and various shades of blond or red were by far the most popular hues; the original owners of the hair were barbarians of Gallic or German blood forced to part with their locks by slave-dealers or masters in need of extra money. The best Magius had been able to do was definitely redder than Sulla’s thatch, but the luxuriance and the style were perfect.


  For a long time Sulla stared at himself, not yet recovered from the amazement of discovering what he looked like to other people. The most flawless silver mirror gave no idea compared to this imago. I shall have Magius’s team of sculptors do some portrait busts and a full-length statue in armor, he decided, quite delighted with how he looked to other people. Finally his mind returned to Marius’s perfidy, and his gaze became abstracted; then he gave a little jump, hooked his forefingers around two horns on the front of the temple’s floor. The head of Lucius Cornelius Sulla glided forward and out of the interior on the movable floor and sat, ready for someone to lift off its wig and lever the mask away from a base which was a clay mould of Sulla’s face. Anchored to contours in its own image, shut away from the depredations of light and dust in its dark and airless temple home, the mask would last for generations after generations.


  Sulla put his hands to the head atop his own shoulders and took off his Grass Crown, placed it upon the image’s wig. Even on the day the runners had been torn from the soil of Nola they had been browned and bedraggled, for they came from a field of battle and had been bruised, trodden, ground down. Nor had the fingers which had woven them into a twisted braid been skilled and dainty florist’s fingers; they had belonged to the primus pilus centurion Marcus Canuleius, and were more used to wrapping themselves about a gnarled vine clava. Now, seven months later, the Grass Crown had withered to spindling strings sprouting hairlike roots, and the few blades left were dry, shrunken. But you’re tough, my beautiful Grass Crown, thought Sulla, adjusting it upon the wig until it framed the face and hairline as it ought, back from the brow like a woman’s tiara. Yes, you’re tough. You were made of Italian grass and crafted by a Roman soldier. You will endure. Just as I will endure. And together we will make a ruin of Gaius Marius.


  The Senate met again the day after its consuls were inducted into office, summoned by Sulla. A new Princeps Senatus existed at last, appointed during the New Year’s Day ceremonies. He was Lucius Valerius Flaccus, Marius’s “man of straw” junior consul during that momentous year when Marius had been consul a sixth time, had his first stroke, and had been helpless to prevent Saturninus’s running amok. It was not a particularly popular appointment, but there were so many restrictions and precedents and regulations that only Lucius Valerius Flaccus had qualified—he was a patrician, the leader of his group of senators, a consular, a censor, and an interrex more times than any other patrician senator. No one had any illusions that he would fill the shoes of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus gracefully or formidably. Including Flaccus himself.


  Before the meeting was formally convened he had come to Sulla and begun to ramble on about problems in Asia Minor, but so muddled was his presentation and so incoherent his sentences that Sulla put him firmly aside and indicated that the auspices might be taken. Himself an augur now, he presided over the ceremonies in conjunction with Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus. And there’s another doesn’t look well, thought Sulla, sighing; the Senate was in a sorry state.


  Not all of Sulla’s time since he had arrived in Rome at the beginning of December had been taken up in visits to friends, sittings for Magius of the Velabrum, idle chatter, a boring wife, and Gaius Marius. Knowing he would be consul, he had spent most of his time talking to those among the knights whom he respected or knew to be most able, in talking to senators who had remained in Rome throughout the war (like the new urban praetor Marcus Junius Brutus), and in talking to men like Lucius Decumius, member of the Fourth Class and caretaker of a crossroads college.


  Now he rose to his feet and proceeded to demonstrate to the House that he, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, was a leader who would not brook defiance.


  “Princeps Senatus, Conscript Fathers, I am not an orator,” he said, standing absolutely still in front of his curule chair, “so you will get no fine speeches from me. What you will get is a plain statement of the facts, followed by an outline of the measures I intend to take to remedy matters. You may debate the issues—if you feel you must—but I take leave to remind you that the war is not yet satisfactorily concluded. Therefore I do not want to spend any more time in Rome than I must. I also warn you that I will deal harshly with members of this august body who attempt to hinder me for vainglorious or self-interested motives. We are not in a position to suffer the kind of antics performed by Lucius Marcius Philippus during the days before the death of Marcus Livius Drusus—I hope you are listening, Lucius Marcius?”


  “My ears are absolutely flappingly wide open, Lucius Cornelius,” drawled Philippus.


  A different man might have chosen to flatten Philippus with a well-chosen phrase or two; Lucius Cornelius Sulla did it with his eyes. Even as the titters broke out, those eerie pale orbs were roaming the tiers searching for culprits. Expectation of a verbal exchange was stifled at birth, the laughter ceased abruptly, and everyone discovered valid reasons for leaning forward and looking intensely interested.


  “None of us can be unaware how straitened the financial affairs of Rome are, both public and private. The urban quaestors have reported to me that the Treasury is empty, and the tribunes of the Treasury have given me a figure for the debt Rome owes to various institutions and individuals in Italian Gaul. The figure is in excess of three thousand silver talents and is increasing every day for two reasons: the first because Rome is still forced to buy from these institutions and individuals; the second because the principal outstanding remains unpaid, the interest remains unpaid, and we are not always able to pay the interest upon the unpaid interest. Businesses are foundering. Those who have lent money in the private sector cannot collect either debts or interest or interest upon unpaid interest. And those who have borrowed money are in worse condition still.”


  His eyes rested reflectively upon Pompey Strabo, who sat in the right-hand front row near Gaius Marius, looking in apparent unconcern at his own nose; here, Sulla’s eyes seemed to be saying to the rest of the House, is a man who should have taken a little time off from his martial activities to do something about Rome’s spiraling financial crisis, especially after his urban praetor died.


  “I therefore request that this House send a senatus consultum to the Assembly of the Whole People in their tribes, patrician and plebeian, asking for a lex Cornelia to the following effect: that all debtors, Roman citizens or no, be obliged to pay simple interest only — that is, interest upon the principal only — at the rate agreed to by both parties at the time the loan was made. The levying of compound interest is forbidden, and the levying of simple interest at a higher rate than originally agreed to is forbidden.”


  There were murmurs now, particularly from those who had been lending money, but that invisible menace Sulla radiated kept the murmurs low. He was undeniably Roman all the way back to the very beginning. He had the will of a Gaius Marius. But he had the air of a Marcus Aemilius Scaurus. And somehow nobody, even Lucius Cassius, contemplated for one moment treating Lucius Cornelius Sulla in the way Aulus Sempronius Asellio had been treated. He just wasn’t the kind of person other men speculated about murdering.


  “No one wins in a civil war,” said Sulla levelly. “The war we are currently concluding is a civil war. It is my personal view that no Italian can ever be a Roman. But I am Roman enough to respect those laws which have recently been enacted to make Romans out of Italians. There will be no booty, there will be no compensation paid to Rome of sufficient magnitude to put so much as one layer of silver sows upon the bare floor of the temple of Saturn.”


  “Edepol! Does he think that’s oratory?” asked Philippus of anyone in hearing.


  “Tace!” growled Marius.


  “The Italian treasuries are as empty as ours,” Sulla went on, ignoring the little exchange below him. “The new citizens who will appear on our rolls are as debt-ridden and impoverished as genuine Romans. At such a time, a new start has to be made somewhere. To promulgate a general cancellation of debts is unthinkable. But nor can debtors be squeezed until they die from it. In other words, it is only fair and equitable that both sides of the lending equation be accommodated. And that is what my lex Cornelia will attempt.”


  “What about Rome’s debt to Italian Gaul?” asked Marius. “Is the lex Cornelia to cover this as well?”


  “Most definitely, Gaius Marius,” said Sulla pleasantly. “We all know Italian Gaul is very rich. The war in the peninsula didn’t touch it, and it has made a great deal of money out of the war in the peninsula. Therefore it and its businessmen can well afford to abandon measures like compound interest. Thanks to Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo, all of Italian Gaul south of the Padus is now fully Roman, and the major centers north of the river have been endowed with the Latin Rights. I think it only fair that Italian Gaul be treated like every other group of Romans and Latins.”


  “They won’t be so happy to call themselves Pompey Strabo’s clients after they hear about this lex Cornelia in Italian Gaul,” whispered Sulpicius to Antistius with a grin.


  But the House approved with an outburst of ayes.


  “You are introducing a good law, Lucius Cornelius,” said Marcus Junius Brutus suddenly, “but it doesn’t go far enough. What about those cases where litigation is inevitable, yet one or both parties in litigation have not the money to lodge sponsio with the urban praetor? Though the bankruptcy courts are closed, there are many cases the urban praetor is empowered to decide without the encumbrances of a proper hearing. If, that is, the sum in question has been lodged in his keeping. But as the law stands at the moment, if the sum in question is not lodged, the urban praetor’s hands are tied, he cannot hear the case nor give a finding. Might I suggest a second lex Cornelia waiving lodgment of sponsio in cases of debt?”


  Sulla laughed, clapped his hands together. “Now that is the sort of thing I want to hear, praetor urbanus! Sensible solutions to vexing questions! By all means let us promulgate a law waiving sponsio at the discretion of the urban praetor!”


  “Well, if you’re going to go that far, why not just reopen the bankruptcy courts?” asked Philippus, very much afraid of any law to do with debt collection; he was perpetually in debt, and one of Rome’s worst payers.


  “For two reasons, Lucius Marcius,” said Sulla, answering as if he thought Philippus’s remark had been serious rather than ironic. “The first is that we do not yet have sufficient magistrates to staff the courts and the Senate is so thin of members that special judges would be hard to find, given that they must have a praetor’s knowledge of the law. The second is that bankruptcy is a civil procedure, and the so-called bankruptcy courts are entirely staffed by special judges appointed at the discretion of the urban praetor. Which goes straight back to reason number one, does it not? If we cannot staff the criminal courts, how can we hope to staff the more flexible and discretionary hearings of civil offenses?”


  “So succinctly put! Thank you, Lucius Cornelius,” said Philippus.


  “Don’t mention it, Lucius Marcius—and I mean, don’t mention it. Again. Understood?”


  There was further debate, of course; Sulla had not expected to see his recommendations adopted without argument. But even among the senatorial moneylenders opposition was halfhearted, as everyone could appreciate that collecting some money was better than collecting none, and Sulla had not attempted to abolish interest entirely.


  “I will see a division,” said Sulla when he thought they had talked enough and he was tired of further time-wasting.


  The division went his way by a very large majority; the House prepared a senatus consultum commending both Sulla’s new laws to the Assembly of the People, a body to which the consul could present his case himself, patrician though he was.


  The praetor Lucius Licinius Murena, a man more famous for his breeding of freshwater eels for the banquet table than his political activity, then proposed that the House consider the recall of those sent into exile by the Varian Commission when it had been under the aegis of Quintus Varius.


  “Here we are awarding the citizenship to half of Italy, while the men condemned for supporting this enfranchisement are still without their citizenships!” cried Murena passionately. “It’s time they came home, they’re exactly the Romans we need!”


  Publius Sulpicius bounced off the tribunician bench and faced the consul’s chair. “May I speak, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “Speak, Publius Sulpicius.”


  “I was a very good friend of Marcus Livius Drusus’s, though I was never keen on the enfranchisement of Italy. However, I deplored the way Quintus Varius conducted his court, and all of us must ask ourselves how many of his victims were his victims for no other reason than that he disliked them personally. But the fact remains that his court was legally created and conducted its actual proceedings according to the law. At this present moment the same court is still functioning, albeit in the opposite manner. It is the only court open. Therefore we must conclude that it is a legally constituted body, and that its findings must stand. I hereby notify this House that if any attempt is made to recall any persons sentenced by the Varian Commission, I will interpose my veto,” said Sulpicius.


  “As will I,” said Publius Antistius.


  “Sit down, Lucius Licinius Murena,” said Sulla gently.


  Murena sat down, crushed, and shortly afterward the House ended its first ordinary sitting with the consul Sulla in the chair.


  As he was making his way out of the chamber, Sulla found himself detained by Pompey Strabo.


  “A private word in your ear, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Certainly,” said Sulla heartily, resolving to prolong the conversation; he had seen Marius lurking in wait for him and wanted nothing to do with Marius, yet knew he couldn’t ignore him without good excuse.


  “As soon as you’ve regulated Rome’s financial affairs to your satisfaction,” said Pompey Strabo in that toneless yet menacing voice of his, “I suppose you’ll get round to dealing with who gets what command in the war.”


  “Yes, Gnaeus Pompeius, I do expect to get round to that,” said Sulla easily. “I suppose it ought by rights to have been discussed yesterday when the House ratified all the provincial governorships, but—as you’ve probably gathered from my speech today—I look on this conflict as a civil war, and would rather see the commands debated in a regular meeting.”


  “Oh well, yes, I see your point,” said Pompey Strabo, not in the manner of one abashed by the crassness of his question, but rather in the manner of one who had no idea of protocol.


  “In which case?” asked Sulla politely, noticing out of the corner of his eye that Marius had dragged himself off in the company of Young Caesar, who must have waited patiently outside the doors.


  “If I include the troops Publius Sulpicius brought from Italian Gaul the year before last—as well as the troops Sextus Julius brought from Africa—I have ten full legions in the field,” said Pompey Strabo. “As I’m sure you’ll appreciate, Lucius Cornelius—since I imagine you’re in similar circumstances yourself—most of my legions haven’t been paid in a year.’’


  Down went the corners of Sulla’s mouth in a rueful smile. “I do indeed know what you mean, Gnaeus Pompeius!”


  “Now to some extent I’ve canceled that debt out, Lucius Cornelius. The soldiers got everything Asculum Picentum had to offer, from furniture to bronze coins. Clothes. Women’s trinkets. Paltry, down to the last Priapus lamp. But it made them happy, as did the other occasions when I was able to give them whatever was there to be had. Paltry stuff. But enough for common soldiers. So that’s one way I was able to cancel the debt.” He paused, then said, “But the other way affects me personally.”


  “Indeed?”


  “Four of those ten legions are mine. They were raised among the men of my own estates in northern Picenum and southern Umbria, and to the last soldier they’re my clients. So they don’t expect to be paid any more than they expect Rome to pay them. They’re content with whatever pickings they can glean.”


  Sulla was looking alert. “Do go on!”


  “Now,” said Pompey Strabo reflectively, rubbing his chin with his big right hand, “I’m quite happy with things the way they are. Though some things will change because I’m not consul anymore.”


  “Things like, Gnaeus Pompeius?”


  “I’ll need a proconsular imperium, for one thing. And my command in the north confirmed.’’ The hand which had caressed his jaw now swept in a wide circle. “You can have all the rest, Lucius Cornelius. I don’t want it. All I want is my own corner of our lovely Roman world. Picenum and Umbria.”


  “In return for which, you won’t send the Treasury a wages bill for four of your ten legions, and will reduce the bill you send in on behalf of the other six?’’


  “You’re wide awake on all counts, Lucius Cornelius.”


  Out went Sulla’s hand. “You’ve got a deal, Gnaeus Pompeius! I’d give Picenum and Umbria to Saturninus if it meant Rome didn’t have to find the full wages for ten legions.”


  “Oh, not to Saturninus, even if his family did originally come from Picenum! I’ll look after them better than he would.”


  “I’m sure you will, Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  Thus it was that when the question of apportioning out the various commands for the concluding operations of the war against the Italians came up in the House, Pompey Strabo got what he wanted without opposition from the consul with the Grass Crown. Or opposition from anyone else. Sulla had lobbied strenuously. Though Pompey Strabo was not a man of Sulla’s kind—he utterly lacked subtlety or sophistication—he was known to be as dangerous as a bear at bay and as ruthless as an oriental potentate, to both of which he bore a strong resemblance. The tale of his doings in Asculum Picentum had filtered back to Rome through a medium as novel as it was unexpected; an eighteen-year-old contubernalis named Marcus Tullius Cicero had written an account of them in a letter to one of his only two living preceptors, Quintus Mucius Scaevola, and Scaevola had not been silent, though his loquaciousness was more because of the literary merit in the letter than Pompey Strabo’s vile and monstrous behavior.


  “Brilliant!” was Scaevola’s verdict on the letter, and, “What else can one expect from such a blood-and-guts butcher?” on the letter’s contents.


  Though Sulla retained supreme command in the southern and the central theaters, actual command in the south went to Metellus Pius the Piglet; Gaius Cosconius had sustained a minor wound which turned septic, and had retired from active service. The Piglet’s second-in-command was Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus, who had relented and got himself elected a quaestor. As Publius Gabinius was dead and his younger brother, Aulus, was too young to be given a senior command, Lucania went to Gnaeus Papirius Carbo, generally felt to be an excellent choice.


  In the midst of this debate—rendered more enjoyable by the knowledge that Rome had basically won the war already—Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus died. This meant proceedings had to be suspended in House and Comitia and the money found for a State funeral for one who was, at the time of his death, far richer than Rome’s Treasury. Sulla conducted the election for his successor and for his priesthood in a mood of bitter resentment, for when he had assumed the consul’s curule chair he had also assumed the largest part of the responsibility for Rome’s fiscal problems, and it angered him to pay out good money for one in no need of it. Nor, before Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, had there been any need to stand the expense of an election; he it was as a tribune of the plebs who carried the lex Domitia de sacerdotiis, the law changing the manner of appointing priests and augurs from an internal co-optation to an external election. Quintus Mucius Scaevola—already a priest—became the new Pontifex Maximus, which meant that Ahenobarbus’s priesthood went to a new member of the College of Pontifices, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius the Piglet. At least in that respect, thought Sulla, some justice was done. When Metellus Piggle-wiggle had died, his priesthood had been voted to the young Gaius Aurelius Cotta, a fine example of how election to office could destroy a family’s right to offices which had always been hereditary.


  The obsequies over, business resumed in Senate and Comitia. Pompey Strabo asked for—and got—his legates Poplicola and Brutus Damasippus, though his other legate, Gnaeus Octavius Ruso, announced himself better able to serve Rome within Rome, a statement which everyone took to mean he would seek the consulship at the end of the year. Cinna and Cornutus were left to continue their operations in the lands of the Marsi, and Servius Sulpicius Galba remained in the field against the Marrucini, the Vestini, and the Paeligni.


  “All in all, a good assortment,” said Sulla to his consular colleague, Quintus Pompeius Rufus.


  The occasion was a family dinner at the Pompeius Rufus mansion to celebrate the fact that Cornelia Sulla was pregnant again. This news had not smitten Sulla with the joy it obviously did Aelia and all the Pompeii Rufi, but it did resign him to family duties like finally setting eyes on his granddaughter, who—according to her other grandfather, his fellow consul—was the most exquisitely perfect baby ever born.


  Now five months old, Pompeia was certainly beautiful, Sulla had to admit to himself. She had masses of dark red curls, black brows and black lashes so long and thick they were like fans, and enormous swamp-green eyes. Her skin was creamy, her mouth a sweet red bow, and when she smiled she displayed a dimple in one rosy cheek. Though Sulla admitted that he was no expert on babies, to him Pompeia seemed a very sluggish and stupid sort of child who only became animated when something gold and glittery was dangled under her nose. An omen, thought Sulla, chuckling silently.


  His daughter was happy, so much was evident; on a far distant plane this quite pleased Sulla, who didn’t love her, but was prone to like her when she didn’t do anything to annoy him. And sometimes in her face he would catch an echo of her dead brother, some swift expression or lifting of her eyes, and then he would remember that her brother had loved her very much. How unfair life was! Why did it have to be Cornelia Sulla, a useless girl, who grew up in the bloom of health, and Young Sulla die untimely? It ought to have been the other way around. In a properly ordered world, the paterfamilias would have been offered a choice.


  He never dredged his two German sons sired when he had lived among the Germans out of the back of his mind, never longed to see them or thought of them in any way as replacements for that beloved dead son of Julilla’s. For they were not Roman, and their mother was a barbarian. Always it was Young Sulla, always an emptiness impossible to fill. And there she was under his nose, the daughter he would have given over to death in less than one beat of his heart, could he only have Young Sulla back.


  “How delightful to see everything turn out so well,” said Aelia to him as they walked home, unattended by a servant escort.


  Because Sulla’s thoughts were still revolving around life’s unfairness in taking his son from him and leaving him only a useless girl, poor Aelia could not have made an unwiser remark.


  He struck back instantly, with total venom. “Consider yourself divorced as of this moment!” he hissed.


  She stopped in her tracks. “Oh, Lucius Cornelius, I beg of you, think again!” she cried, stunned at this thunderbolt.


  “Find another home. You don’t belong in mine.” And Sulla turned to walk off toward the Forum, leaving Aelia standing on the Clivus Victoriae completely alone.


  When she recovered sufficiently from the blow to be able to think, she too turned around, but not to walk to the Forum. She went back to the house of Quintus Pompeius Rufus.


  “Please, may I see my daughter?” she asked the slave on door duty, who looked at her in bewilderment. Scant moments before he had let out a lovely woman wrapped in a glow of content—now here she was again looking as if she was going to die, so grey and blighted was her face.


  When he offered to take her to his master, she asked if she might go to Cornelia Sulla’s sitting room instead, see her daughter in private and without disturbing anyone else.


  “What is it, Mama?” Cornelia Sulla asked lightly as she came through the door. And stopped at sight of that terrible face, and asked again, but in a very different tone, “What is it, Mama? Oh, what is it?”


  “He’s divorced me,” said Aelia dully. “He told me I didn’t belong in his home, so I didn’t dare go home. He meant it.”


  “Mama! Why? When? Where?”


  “Just now, on the street.”


  Cornelia Sulla sat down limply beside her stepmother, the only mother she had ever known beyond vague memories of a thin complaining wisp who was more attached to her wine cup than her children. Of course there had been nearly two years of Grandmother Marcia, but Grandmother Marcia hadn’t wanted to be a mother again and had reigned over the nursery harshly, without love. So when Aelia had come to live with them, both Young Sulla and Cornelia Sulla had thought her utterly wonderful and loved her as a mother.


  Taking Aelia’s cold hand, Cornelia Sulla looked into the vortex of her father’s mind, those frightful and stunningly quick changes of mood, the violence which could come leaping out of him like lava out of a volcano, the coldness which gave no hope or light to human heart. “Oh, he is a monster!” said his daughter between her teeth.


  “No,” said Aelia tiredly, “just a man who has never been happy. He doesn’t know who he is, and he doesn’t know what he wants. Or perhaps he does know, but dare not be it and want it. I’ve always known he’d end in divorcing me. Yet I did think he’d give me some warning— a change in his manner or—or something! You see, he was finished with me inside his mind before ever anything could begin. So when the years went by, I started to hope—it doesn’t matter. All considered, I’ve had a longer run than I expected to.”


  “Cry, Mama! You’ll feel better.”


  But what came out was a humorless laugh. “Oh no. I cried too much after our boy died. That was when he died too.”


  “He’s not going to give you anything, Mama. I know him! He’s a miser. He won’t give you a thing.”


  “Yes, I am aware of that.”


  “But you do have a dowry.”


  “I gave him that a long time ago.”


  Cornelia Sulla drew herself up with great dignity. “You will live with me, Mama. I refuse to desert you. Quintus Pompeius will see the justice of it.”


  “No, Cornelia. Two women in a single house is one too many, and you already have the second one in the person of your mother-in-law. A very nice woman. She loves you. But she won’t thank you for wishing a third woman on her.”


  “But what can you do?” the young woman cried.


  “I can stay here tonight in your sitting room, and think about my next step tomorrow,” said Aelia calmly. “Don’t tell your father-in-law yet, please. This will be a very awkward situation for him, you know. If you must, tell your husband. I must write Lucius Cornelius a note to say where I am. Could you have someone take it round straight away?”


  “Of course, Mama.” The daughter of any other man might have added words to the effect that in the morning he was sure to change his mind, but not Sulla’s daughter; she knew her father better.


  With the dawn came an answer from Sulla. Aelia broke its seal with steady hands.


  “What does he say?” asked Cornelia Sulla tensely.


  “ ‘I divorce you on the grounds of barrenness.’ “


  “Oh, Mama, how unfair! He married you because you were barren!”


  “You know, Cornelia, he’s very clever,” said Aelia with some admiration. “Since he has chosen to divorce me on those grounds, I have no redress at law. I can’t claim my dowry, I can’t ask for a pension. I’ve been married to him for twelve years. When I married him I was still of an age to bear children. But I had none with my first husband, and none with him. No court would uphold me.”


  “Then you must live with me,” said Cornelia Sulla in determined tones. “Last night I told Quintus Pompeius what had happened. He thinks it would work out well if you were to live here. If you were not so nice, perhaps it wouldn’t. But it will work out. I know it!”


  “Your poor husband!” said Aelia, smiling. “What else could he say? What else can his poor father say when he is told? They’re both good men, and generous ones. But I know what I’m going to do, Cornelia, and it’s by far the best thing.”


  “Mama! Not—”


  Aelia managed a laugh. “No, no, of course I wouldn’t do that, Cornelia! You’d be haunted by it for the rest of your life! I so much want you to have a wonderful life, dearest girl of mine.” She sat up straighter, looked purposeful. “I’m going to your grandmother Marcia, at Cumae.”


  “Grandmother? Oh no, she’s such a stick!”


  “Nonsense! I stayed with her for three months last summer, and I had a most pleasant time. She writes to me often these days, mostly because she’s lonely, Cornelia. At sixty-seven, she’s afraid of being completely abandoned. It is a terrible fate to have no one there but slaves when you die. Sextus Julius didn’t visit her often, yet when he died she felt it keenly. I don’t think Gaius Julius has seen her in four or five years, and she doesn’t get on with Aurelia or Claudia. Or her grandchildren.”


  “That’s what I mean, Mama. She’s so crotchety and hard to please. I know! She looked after us until you came.”


  “As a matter of fact, she and I get along together very well. We always did. And we were friends long before I married your father. It was she who recommended me to your father as a suitable wife. So she owes me a favor. If I go to live with her, I will be wanted, I will have a useful job to do, and I will be under no sort of obligation to her. Once I’m over the shock of this divorce, I think I’ll enjoy both the life and her company,” said Aelia firmly.


  This perfect solution plucked out of what had seemed to be an empty bag was received with genuine gratitude by the consul Pompeius Rufus and his family. Though no member of his family would have denied Aelia a permanent home, they could now offer her a temporary one with honest pleasure.


  “I don’t understand Lucius Cornelius!” said the consul Pompeius Rufus to Aelia a day later. “When I saw him I tried to bring the matter of this divorce up, if only to explain why it was that I am sheltering you. And he— he turned on me with such a look on his face! I dried up! I tell you, I dried up. Terrible! I thought I knew him. The trouble is, I must continue to like him for the sake of our joint office. We promised the electors we’d work together in close harmony, and I can’t go back on that promise.”


  “Of course you can’t,” said Aelia warmly. “Quintus Pompeius, it has never been my intention to turn you against Lucius Cornelius, believe me! What happens between husband and wife is a very private thing, and to all outside eyes it must seem inexplicable when a marriage terminates for no apparent reason. There are always reasons, and usually they’re adequate. Who knows? Lucius Cornelius might genuinely wish for other children. His only son is dead, he has no heir. And he really doesn’t have much money, you know, so I understand the dowry. I will be all right. If you could arrange to have someone carry this letter to Cumae for me and wait for a reply from Marcia, we’ll know very soon what arrangements I can make.”


  Quintus Pompeius looked at the ground, face redder than his hair. “Lucius Cornelius has sent round your clothes and belongings, Aelia. I am very sorry.”


  “Well, that’s good news!” said Aelia, maintaining her calm. “I was beginning to think he’d thrown them away.”


  “All of Rome is talking.”


  She lifted her eyes to his. “About what?”


  “This divorce. His cruelty to you. It isn’t being received well.” Quintus Pompeius Rufus cleared his throat. “You happen to be one of the most liked and respected women in Rome. The story is everywhere, including your penniless state. In the Forum this morning he was booed and hissed.”


  “Oh, poor Lucius Cornelius!” she said sadly. “He would have hated that.”


  “If he did, he didn’t show it. He just walked on as if nothing was happening.” Quintus Pompeius sighed. “Why, Aelia? Why?” He shook his head. “After so many years, it doesn’t make sense! If he wanted another son, why didn’t he divorce you after Young Sulla died? That’s three years ago now.”


  *


  The answer to Pompeius Rufus’s question came to Aelia’s ears before she received the letter from Marcia bidding her come to Cumae.


  This time it was the younger Quintus Pompeius who brought the news home, so out of breath he could hardly speak.


  “What is it?” asked Aelia when Cornelia Sulla would not.


  “Lucius—Cornelius! He’s married—Scaurus’s widow!”


  Cornelia Sulla did not look surprised. “Then he can afford to pay you back your dowry, Mama,” she said, tight-lipped. “She’s as rich as Croesus.”


  Young Pompeius Rufus accepted a cup of water, drained it, and began to speak more coherently. “It happened late this morning. No one knew of it except Quintus Metellus Pius and Mamercus Lepidus Livianus. I suppose they had to know! Quintus Metellus Pius is her first cousin, and Mamercus Lepidus Livianus is the executor of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus’s will.”


  “Her name! I can’t remember her name!” said Aelia in wonder.


  “Caecilia Metella Dalmatica. But everyone just calls her Dalmatica, I was told. They’re saying that years ago—not long after Saturninus died—she was so much in love with Lucius Cornelius that she made a complete fool of herself—and of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus. They say Lucius Cornelius wouldn’t look at her. Then her husband shut her away completely, and no one seems to have seen anything of her since.”


  “Oh yes, I remember the incident well,” said Aelia. “I just couldn’t remember her name. Not that Lucius Cornelius ever discussed it with me. But until Marcus Aemilius Scaurus did shut her away, I was not allowed to be out of our house if Lucius Cornelius was at home. He took enormous care that Marcus Aemilius Scaurus should know there was no impropriety on his part.” Aelia sighed. “Not that it made any difference. Marcus Aemilius Scaurus still made sure he lost in the praetorian elections.”


  “She’ll have no joy from my father,” said Cornelia Sulla grimly. “No woman ever has had joy from him.”


  “Don’t say such things, Cornelia!”


  “Oh, Mama, I’m not a child anymore! I have a child of my own! And I know him better than you do because I don’t love him the way you do! I’m blood of his blood— and sometimes that thought makes me so afraid! My father is a monster. And women bring out the worst in him. My real mother committed suicide—and no one will ever convince me that it wasn’t over something my father did to her!”


  “You’ll never know, Cornelia, so don’t think about it,” said young Quintus Pompeius sternly.


  Aelia looked suddenly surprised. “How odd! If you had asked me whom he might have married, I would have said, Aurelia!”


  Cornelia Sulla nodded. “So would I. They’ve always been as chummy as two harpies on a rock. Different feathers. Same birds.” She shrugged, said it. “Birds, nothing! Monsters, both of them.”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever met Caecilia Metella Dalmatica,” said Aelia, anxious to draw Cornelia Sulla away from dangerous statements, “even when she was following my husband around.”


  “Not your husband anymore, Mama! Her husband.”


  “Hardly anyone knows her,” said young Pompeius Rufus, also anxious to pacify Cornelia Sulla. “Marcus Scaurus kept her in total isolation after that one indiscretion, innocent though it was. There are two children, a girl and a boy, but no one knows them. Or her. And since Marcus Scaurus died, she’s been more invisible, than ever. That’s why the whole city is buzzing.” He held out his cup for more water. “Today is the first day after her period of mourning. And that’s yet another reason why all of Rome is buzzing.”


  “He must love her very much,” said Aelia.


  “Rubbish!” said Cornelia Sulla. “He doesn’t love anyone.’’


  *


  After the white anger in which he had left Aelia standing on the Clivus Victoriae alone, Sulla underwent his usual plummet into black depression during the hours following. Partly to twist the knife in the colossal wound he knew he had inflicted upon the too-nice, too-boring Aelia, he went the next morning to the house of Metellus Pius. His interest in the Widow Scaurus was as old and cold as his mood; what he wanted was to make Aelia suffer. Divorce was not enough. He must find some better way to twist the knife. And what better way than to marry someone else immediately, make it look as if that was why he had divorced her? These women, he thought as he walked to the house of Metellus Pius, they have driven me mad since I was a very young man. Since I gave up selling myself to men because I was stupid enough to think women easier victims. But I have been the victim. Their victim. I killed Nicopolis and Clitumna. And, thank every god there is, Julilla killed herself. But it’s too dangerous to kill Aelia. And divorce isn’t enough. She’s been expecting that for years.


  He found the Piglet deeply immersed in conversation with his new quaestor, Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus. A stroke of truly wonderful luck to find both of them together—but wasn’t he always Fortune’s favorite?


  It was quite understandable that Mamercus and the Piglet should be closeted together, yet such was the aura around Sulla in one of his darker moods that the pair of them found themselves greeting him with the nervous agitation of a couple discovered in the act of making love to each other.


  Good officers both, they sat down only after he was seated, then stared at him without finding a single thing to say.


  “Had your tongues cut out?” asked Sulla.


  Metellus Pius jumped, startled. “No, Lucius Cornelius! No! Forgive me, my thoughts were muh-muh-miles away.”


  “Yours too, Mamercus?” asked Sulla.


  But Mamercus, slow and steady and trusty, discovered a smile buried in his courage. “Actually, yes,” he said.


  “Then I’ll give them another direction entirely—and that goes for both of you,” said Sulla with his most feral grin.


  They said nothing, just waited.


  “I want to marry Caecilia Metella Dalmatica.”


  “Jupiter!” squeaked Metellus Pius.


  “That’s not very original, Piglet,” said Sulla. He got up, moved to the door of Metellus Pius’s study and looked back, one brow raised. “I want to marry her tomorrow,” he said. “I ask both of you to think about it and let me have your answer by dinnertime. Since I want a son, I’ve divorced my wife for barrenness. But I do not want to replace her with a young and silly girl. I’m too old for adolescent antics. I want a mature woman who has proven her fertility by already having had two children, including a boy. I thought of Dalmatica because she seems—or seemed, years ago— to have a soft spot for me.”


  With that he was gone, leaving Metellus Pius and Mamercus looking at each other, jaws hanging.


  “Jupiter!” said Metellus Pius again, more feebly.


  “It’s certainly a surprise,” said Mamercus, who was far less surprised than the Piglet because he didn’t know Sulla one hundredth as well as the Piglet did.


  The Piglet now scratched his head, shook it. “Why her! Except in passing when Marcus Aemilius died, I haven’t thought of Dalmatica in years. She might be my first cousin, but after that business with Lucius Cornelius—how extraordinary!—she was locked up in her house under better security by far than the cells of the Lautumiae.” He stared at Mamercus. “As executor of the will, you must surely have seen her during the last few months.”


  “To answer your first question first—why her?—I imagine her money won’t go astray,” said Mamercus. “As for your second question, I’ve seen her several times since Marcus Aemilius died, though not as often as I ought. I was already in the field at the time of his death, but I saw her then because I had to return to Rome to tidy up Marcus Aemilius’s affairs. And if you want an honest opinion, I’d say she wasn’t mourning the old man much at all. She seemed far more concerned with her children. Still, I found that absolutely reasonable. What was the age difference? Forty years?”


  “All of that, I think. I remember when she married I felt sorry for her just a little. She was supposed to marry the son, but he suicided. My father gave her to Marcus Aemilius instead.”


  “The thing which struck me was her timidity,” said Mamercus. “Or it could be that her confidence is gone. She’s afraid to go out of the house, even though I told her she might. She has no friends at all.”


  “How could she have friends? I was quite serious when I said Marcus Aemilius locked her up,” said Metellus Pius.


  “After he died,” said Mamercus reflectively, “she was of course alone in his house except for her children and a rather small group of slaves, considering the size of the establishment. But when I suggested this aunt or that cousin as a resident chaperone, she grew very upset. Wouldn’t hear of any of them. In the end I was obliged to hire a Roman couple of good stock and reputation to live with her. She said she understood the conventions had to be observed, especially considering that old indiscretion, but she preferred to live with strangers than relatives. It is pathetic, Quintus Caecilius! How old was she at the time of that indiscretion? Nineteen? And married to a man of sixty!”


  The Piglet shrugged. “That’s marital luck, Mamercus. Look at me. Married to the younger daughter of Lucius Crassus Orator, whose older daughter has three sons already. Whereas my Licinia is still childless—and not for the want of trying, believe me! So we think we’ll ask for one of the nephews to adopt.”


  Mamercus wrinkled his forehead, looked suddenly inspired. “I suggest you do what Lucius Cornelius wants to do! Divorce Licinia Minor for barrenness, and marry Dalmatica yourself.”


  “No, Mamercus, I couldn’t. I’m very fond of my wife,” said the Piglet gruffly.


  “Then ought we think seriously about Lucius Cornelius’s offer?”


  “Oh, definitely. He’s not a wealthy man, but he has something better, you know. He’s a great man. My cousin Dalmatica has been married to a great man, so she’s accustomed to it. Lucius Cornelius is going to go far, Mamercus. I don’t know why I’m so utterly convinced of it, because I don’t see any way in which he can go much further. But he will! I know he will. He’s not a Marius. Nor is he a Scaurus. Yet I believe he will eclipse them both.”


  Mamercus rose to his feet. “Then we’d better go round and see what Dalmatica has to say. There’s no possibility of a marriage tomorrow, however.”


  “Why not? She can’t still be in mourning, surely!”


  “No. Oddly enough, her mourning period finishes today. Which is why,” said Mamercus, “it would look suspicious if she was to marry tomorrow. In a few weeks, I think.”


  “No, it must be tomorrow,” said Metellus Pius strongly. “You don’t know Lucius Cornelius the way I do. No man lives whom I esteem and respect more. But you do not gainsay him, Mamercus! If we agree they can marry, then it’s tomorrow.”


  “I’ve just remembered something, Quintus Caecilius. The last time I saw Dalmatica—it would be two or three market intervals ago—she asked after Lucius Cornelius. But she’s never asked after any other person, even you, her closest relative.”


  “Well, she was in love with him when she was nineteen. Maybe she’s still in love with him. Women are peculiar, they do things like that,” said the Piglet in tones of great experience.


  When the two men arrived at Marcus Aemilius Scaurus’s house and confronted Caecilia Metella Dalmatica, Metellus Pius saw what Mamercus had meant when he described her as timid. A mouse, was his verdict. A very attractive mouse, however, and sweet-natured. It did not occur to him to wonder how he might have felt had he been given in marriage at the age of seventeen to a woman almost sixty; women did as they were told, and a male sexagenarian had more to offer in every way than any female over forty-five. He launched into speech, as it had been decided that he— her closest relative—was technically in the position of paterfamilias.


  ‘ ‘Dalmatica, today we have received an offer of marriage on your behalf. We strongly recommend that you accept, though we do feel you should have the right to decline should you wish,” said Metellus Pius very formally. “You are the widow of the Princeps Senatus and the mother of his children. However, we think no better offer of marriage is likely to come your way.”


  “Who has offered for me, Quintus Caecilius?’’ Dalmatica asked, voice very small.


  “The consul Lucius Cornelius Sulla.”


  An expression of incredulous joy suffused her face, the grey of her eyes shone silver; two rather ungainly hands came out, almost met in a clap.


  “I accept!” she gasped.


  Both men blinked, having expected to do some persuasive talking before Dalmatica could be made to agree.


  “He wants to marry you tomorrow,” said Mamercus.


  “Today, if he wants!”


  What could they say? What did one say?


  Mamercus tried. “You are a very wealthy woman, Dalmatica. We have had no discussions with Lucius Cornelius regarding settlements and a dowry. In his mind, I think they are secondary considerations in that he knows you’re rich, and isn’t bothered beyond knowing you’re rich. He said he had divorced his wife for barrenness and didn’t want to marry a young girl, but rather a woman of sense still able to have children—and preferably a woman who already has children to establish her fertility.”


  This ponderous explanation drove some of the light out of her face, but she nodded as if she understood, though she said nothing.


  Mamercus plodded on into the mire of financial matters. “You will not be able to continue living here, of course. This house is now the property of your young son and must remain in my custody. I suggest you ask your chaperones if they would mind continuing to live here until your son is of an age to assume responsibility. Those slaves you do not wish to take with you to your new establishment can remain here with the caretakers. However, the house of Lucius Cornelius is a very small one compared to this house. I think you would find it claustra.”


  “I find this one claustra,” said Dalmatica with a flicker of—irony? Truly?


  “A new beginning should mean a new house,” said Metellus Pius, taking over when Mamercus bogged down. “If Lucius Cornelius agrees, the settlement could be a domus of this size in a location fitting for people of your status. Your dowry consists of the money left to you by your father, my uncle Dalmaticus. You also have a large sum left to you by Marcus Aemilius that cannot properly constitute a part of your dowry. However, for your own safety Mamercus and I will make sure that it is tied up in such a way that it remains yours. I do not think it wise to let Lucius Cornelius have access to your money.”


  “Anything you like,” said Dalmatica.


  “Then provided Lucius Cornelius agrees to these terms, the marriage can take place here tomorrow at the sixth hour of daylight. Until we can find a new house, you will live with Lucius Cornelius in his house,” said Mamercus.


  Since Lucius Cornelius agreed expressionlessly to every condition, he and Caecilia Metella Dalmatica were married at the sixth hour of the following day, with Metellus Pius officiating and Mamercus acting as witness. The usual trappings had been dispensed with; after the brief ceremony— not confarreatio—was over, the bride and groom walked to Sulla’s house in the company of the bride’s two children, Metellus Pius, Mamercus, and three slaves the bride had requested she take with her.


  When Sulla picked her up to carry her over his threshold she stiffened in shock, so easily and competently was it done. Mamercus and Metellus Pius came in to drink a cup of wine, but left so quickly that the new steward, Chrysogonus, was still absent showing the children and their tutor where their new quarters were, and the two other slaves were still standing looking utterly lost in a corner of the peristyle-garden.


  The bride and groom were alone in the atrium. “Well, wife,” said Sulla flatly, “you’ve married another old man, and no doubt you’ll be widowed a second time.” That seemed such an outrageous statement to Dalmatica that she gaped at him, had to search for words. “You’re not old, Lucius Cornelius!”


  “Fifty-two. That’s not young compared to almost thirty.’’


  “Compared to Marcus Aemilius, you’re a youth!” Sulla threw back his head and laughed. “There’s only one place where that remark can be proven,” he said, and picked her up again. “No dinner for you today, wife! It’s bedtime.”


  “But the children! A new home for them—!”


  “I bought a new steward yesterday after I divorced Aelia, and he’s a very efficient sort of fellow. Name’s Chrysogonus. An oily Greek of the worst kind. They make the best stewards once they’re aware that the master is awake to every trick and quite capable of crucifying them.” Sulla lifted his lip. “Your children will be looked after magnificently. Chrysogonus needs to ingratiate himself.”


  *


  The kind of marriage Dalmatica had experienced with Scaurus became far more obvious when Sulla put his new wife down on his bed, for she scuttled off it, opened the chest sent on ahead to Sulla’s house, and from it plucked a primly neat linen nightgown. While Sulla watched, fascinated, she turned her back to him, loosened her pretty cream wool dress but held it under her arms firmly, and managed thus to get the nightgown over her head and modestly hanging before she abandoned her clothes; one moment she was clad for day, the next moment she was clad for night. And never a glimpse of flesh!


  “Take that wretched thing off,” said Sulla from behind her.


  She turned round quickly and felt the breath leave her body. Sulla was naked, skin whiter than snow, the curling hair of chest and groin reflecting the mop on his head, a man without a sag to his midriff, without the crepey folds of true old age, a man compact and muscular.


  It had taken Scaurus what had seemed hours of fumbling beneath her robe, pinching at her nipples and feeling between her legs, before anything happened to his penis—the only male member she had known, though she had never actually seen it. Scaurus had been an old-fashioned Roman, kept his sexual activities as modest as he felt his wife should be. That when availing himself of a less modest female than his wife, his sexual activity was very different, his wife could not know.


  Yet there was Sulla, as noble and aristocratic as her dead husband, shamelessly exhibiting himself to her, his penis seeming as huge and erect as the one Priapus displayed upon his bronze statue in Scaurus’s study. She was not unfamiliar with the sexual anatomy of male and female, for both were everywhere in every house; the genitalia upon the herms, the lamps, the pedestals of tables, even some of the paintings on the walls. None of which had ever seemed remotely related to married life. They were simply a part of the furniture. Married life had been a husband who had never shown himself to her—who, despite the production of two children, as far as she knew could have been quite differently constructed from Priapus or the furniture and decorations.


  When she had first met Sulla at that dinner party so many years ago, he had dazzled her. She had never seen a man so beautiful, so hard and strong yet so—so— womanish? What she had felt for him then (and during the time when she had spied on him as he went about Rome canvassing for the praetorian elections) was not consciously of the flesh, for she was a married woman with experience of the flesh, and dismissed it as the most unimportant and least appealing aspect of love. Her passion for Sulla was literally a schoolgirl crush—something of air and wind, not fire and fluid. From behind pillars and awnings she had feasted on him with her eyes, dreamed of his kisses rather than his penis, yearned for him in the most lavishly romantic way. What she wanted was a conquest, his enslavement, her own sweet victory as he knelt at her feet and wept for love of her.


  Her husband had confronted her in the end, and everything to do with her life changed. But not her love for Sulla.


  “You have made yourself ridiculous, Caecilia Metella Dalmatica,” Scaurus had said to her evenly and coldly. “But—and this is far worse—you have made me ridiculous. The whole of the city is laughing at me, the First Man in Rome. And that must stop. You have mooned and sighed and gushed in the stupidest way over a man who has not noticed you or encouraged you, who does not want your attentions, and whom I have been obliged to punish in order to preserve my own reputation. Had you not embarrassed him and me, he would be a praetor— as he deserves to be. You have therefore spoiled the lives of two men—one your husband, the other impeccably blameless. That I do not call myself blameless is due to my weakness in allowing this mortifying business to continue so long. But I had hoped that you would see the error of your ways for yourself, and thus prove to Rome that you are, after all, a worthy wife for the Princeps Senatus. However, time has proven you a worthless idiot. And there is only one way to deal with a worthless idiot. You will never leave this house again for any purpose whatsoever. Not for funerals or for weddings, for lady-friends or shopping. Nor may you have lady-friends visit you here, as I cannot trust your prudence. I must tell you that you are a silly and empty vessel, an unsuitable wife for a man of my auctoritas and dignitas. Now go.”


  Of course this monumental disapproval did not prevent Scaurus’s seeking his wife’s body, but he was old and growing older, and these occasions grew further and further apart. When she produced his son she regained some slight measure of his approval, but Scaurus refused to relax the terms of her imprisonment. And in her dreams, in her isolation when time hung like a lead sow around her neck, still she thought of Sulla, still she loved him. Immaturely, from out of an adolescent heart.


  Looking on the naked Sulla now provoked no sexual desire in her, just a winded amazement at his beauty and virility and a winded realization that the difference between Sulla and Scaurus was minimal after all. Beauty. Virility. They were the real differences. Sulla wasn’t going to kneel at her feet and weep for love of her! She had not conquered him! He was going to conquer her. With his ram battering down her gates.


  “Take that thing off, Dalmatica,” he said.


  She took her nightgown off with the alacrity of a child caught out in some sin, while he smiled and nodded.


  “You’re lovely,” he said, a purr in his voice, stepped up to her, slid his erection between her legs, and gathered her close. Then he kissed her, and Dalmatica found herself in the midst of more sensations than she had ever known existed—the feel of his skin, his lips, his penis, his hands— the smell of him clean and sweet, like her children after their baths.


  And so, waking up, growing up, she discovered dimensions which had nothing to do with dreams or fantasies and everything to do with living, conjoined bodies. And from love she fell into adoration, physical enslavement.


  To Sulla she manifested the bewitchment he had first known with Julilla, yet magically mixed with echoes of Metrobius; he soared into an ecstatic delirium he hadn’t experienced in almost twenty years. I am starved too, he thought in wonder, and I didn’t even know it! This is so important, so vital to me! And I had lost all sight of it.


  Little wonder then that nothing from that first incredible day of marriage to Dalmatica had the power to wound him deeply—not the boos and hisses he still experienced from those in the Forum who deplored his treatment of Aelia, not the malicious innuendo of men like Philippus who only saw Dalmatica’s money, not the crippled form of Gaius Marius leaning on his boy, not the nudges and winks of Lucius Decumius nor the sniggers of those who deemed Sulla a satyr and Scaurus’s widow an innocent, not even the bitter little note of congratulations Metrobius sent round with a bouquet of pansies.


  Less than two weeks after the marriage they moved into a huge mansion on the Palatine overlooking the Circus Maximus and not far from the temple of Magna Mater. It had frescoes better than those in the house of Marcus Livius Drusus, pillars of solid marble, the best mosaic floors in Rome, and furniture of an opulence more suited to an eastern king than a Roman senator. Sulla and Dalmatica even boasted a citrus-wood table, its priceless peacock-grained surface supported by a gold-inlaid ivory pedestal in the form of interlocked dolphins; a wedding gift from Metellus Pius the Piglet.


  Leaving the house in which he had lived for twenty-five years was another much-needed emancipation. Gone the memories of awful old Clitumna and her even more awful nephew, Stichus; gone the memories of Nicopolis, Julilla, Marcia, Aelia. And if the memories of his son were not gone, he had at least removed himself from the pain of seeing and feeling things his son had seen and felt, could no longer look in through the vacant nursery door and have an image of a laughing, naked little boy leap at him from nowhere. With Dalmatica he would start anew.


  It was Rome’s good fortune that Sulla lingered in the city far longer than he would have did Dalmatica not exist; he was there to supervise his program of debt relief and think of ways to put money in the Treasury. Shifting mightily and snatching income at every conceivable opportunity, he managed to pay the legions (Pompey Strabo kept his word and sent in a very light wages bill) and even a little of the debt to Italian Gaul, and saw with satisfaction that business in the city seemed on the verge of a slight recovery.


  In March, however, he had seriously to think of tearing himself away from his wife’s body. Metellus Pius was already in the south with Mamercus; Cinna and Cornutus were scouring the lands of the Marsi; and Pompey Strabo—complete with son but without the letter-writing prodigy Cicero—skulked somewhere in Umbria.


  But there was one thing left to do. Sulla did it on the day before his departure, as it did not require the passage of a law. It lay in the province of the censors. This pair had been dilatory in the matter of the census, even though Piso Frugi’s law had confined the new citizens to eight of the rural tribes and two new tribes, a distribution which could not destroy the tribal electoral status quo. They had provided themselves with a technical illegality in case the temperature of censorial waters grew too hot for their thin skins to bear and discretion dictated that they should resign their office; when directed by the augurs to conduct a very small and obscure ceremony, they had deliberately neglected to do so.


  “Princeps Senatus, Conscript Fathers, the Senate is facing its own crisis,” said Sulla, remaining without moving beside his own chair, as was his habit. He held out his right hand, in which reposed a scroll of paper. “I have here a list of those senators who will never attend this House again. They are dead. Just a little over one hundred of them. Now the largest part of the one hundred names on this list belongs to the pedarii, backbenchers who craved no special distinction in this House, did not speak, knew no more law than any senator must. However, there are other names— names of men we already miss acutely, for they were the stuff of court presidents, special judges and adjudicators and arbitrators, legal draftsmen, legislators, magistrates. And they have not been replaced! Nor do I see a move to replace them!


  “I mention: the censor-and Princeps Senatus, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus; the censor and Pontifex Maximus, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus; the consular Sextus Julius Caesar; the consular Titus Didius; the consul Lucius Porcius Cato Licinianus; the consul Publius Rutilius Lupus; the consular Aulus Postumius Albinus; the praetor Quintus Servilius Caepio; the praetor Lucius Postumius; the praetor Gaius Cosconius; the praetor Quintus Servilius; the praetor Publius Gabinius; the praetor Marcus Porcius Cato Salonianus; the praetor Aulus Sempronius Asellio; the aedile Marcus Claudius Marcellus; the tribune of the plebs Marcus Livius Drusus; the tribune of the plebs Marcus Fonteius; the tribune of the plebs Quintus Varius Severus Hybrida Sucronensis; the legate Publius Licinius Crassus Junior; the legate Marcus Valerius Messala.”


  Sulla paused, satisfied; every face was shocked.


  “Yes, I know,” he said gently. “Not until the list is read out can we fully appreciate how many of the great or the promising are gone. Seven consuls and seven praetors. Fourteen men eminently qualified to sit in judgment, comment upon laws and customs, guard the mos maiorum. Not to mention the six other names of men who would have led in time or joined the ranks of the leaders very soon. There are other names besides—names I have not read out, but which include tribunes of the plebs who made lesser reputations during their terms, yet were nonetheless experienced men.”


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius, it is a tragedy!” said Flaccus Princeps Senatus, a catch in his voice.


  “Yes, Lucius Valerius, it is that,” Sulla agreed. “There are many names not on this list because they are not dead, but who are absent from this House for various reasons— on duty overseas, on duty elsewhere in Italy than Rome. Even in the winter hiatus of this war I have not managed to count more than one hundred men assembled in this body politic, though no senators resident in Rome are absent in this time of need. There is also a considerable list of senators at present in exile due to the activities of the Varian Commission or the Plautian Commission. And men like Publius Rutilius Rufus.


  “Therefore, honored censors Publius Licinius and Lucius Julius, I ask you most earnestly to do everything in your power to fill our seats. Give the opportunity to men of substance and ambition in the city to join the disastrously thinned ranks of the Senate of Rome. And also appoint from among the pedarii those men who should be advanced to give their opinions and urged to take on more senior office. All too often there are not enough men present to make a quorum. How can the Senate of Rome purport to be the senior body in government if it cannot make a quorum?”


  And that, concluded Sulla, was that. He had done what he could to keep Rome going, and given an inert pair of censors a public kick up the backside to do their duty. Now it was time to finish the war against the Italians.


  VIII
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  The one aspect or government Sulla had completely overlooked had been invisible to everybody since the death of the much-missed Marcus Aemilius Scaurus; his successor, Lucius Valerius Flaccus, had made a halfhearted attempt to draw it to Sulla’s attention, but quite lacked the forceful personality to do so. Nor could Sulla be blamed for his oversight. Italy had become the focus of the entire Roman world, and those physically embroiled in the mess could see no further than it.


  One of the last duties Scaurus had attended to concerned the two dethroned kings, Nicomedes of Bithynia and Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia; the doughty old Princeps Senatus had sent a commission to Asia Minor to investigate the situation anent King Mithridates of Pontus. The delegation’s leader was Manius Aquillius, he who had been Gaius Marius’s valued legate at the battle of Aquae Sextiae, Marius’s colleague in the fifth of his consulships, and victor of the Sicilian slave war. With Aquillius went two other commissioners, Titus Manlius Mancinus and Gaius Mallius Maltinus—and the two kings, Nicomedes and Ariobarzanes. The duty of the commission had been clearly delineated by Scaurus: it was to reinstate both sovereigns and warn Mithridates to remain behind his own borders.


  Manius Aquillius had courted Scaurus strenuously to get the commission, as his finances were in desperate straits due to bad losses he had taken when the war against Italia had broken out. His governorship in Sicily ten years earlier had yielded him nothing but a prosecution upon his return; though acquitted, his reputation had rather undeservedly suffered. The gold his father had received from the fifth King Mithridates in return for the cession of most of Phrygia to Pontus had long gone, yet the odium of that deed continued to cling leechlike to the son. Scaurus, a firm adherent to the custom of hereditary posts—and understanding that the father would have talked about the area to the son— deemed it good sense to give Manius Aquillius the job of reinstating the two kings, and allowed him the additional privilege of choosing his own colleagues.


  The result was a deputation dedicated more to avarice than to justice, the acquisition of money than the welfare of foreign peoples. Before the first travel arrangements were made to get the commission to Asia Minor, Manius Aquillius had already concluded a highly satisfactory bargain with the seventy-year-old King Nicomedes, and a hundred talents of Bithynian gold had magically appeared at Manius Aquillius’s bank. Had it not, so distressed were Aquillius’s finances that he would have found himself under an injunction not to leave Rome, as all senators were obliged to seek formal permission to leave Italy. No chance to slip off undetected by banks and bankers, who kept a stern eye on the lists posted at rostra and Regia.


  Having elected to sail rather than go overland on the Via Egnatia, the commission arrived at Pergamum in June of the previous year. It was received in some state by the governor of Asia Province, Gaius Cassius Longinus.


  In Gaius Cassius the commissioner Manius Aquillius met his match when it came to greed and unscrupulousness; as each quickly discerned with considerable pleasure. Thus a plot was hatched that hot and sunny June in Pergamum at about the same time as Titus Didius was killed attacking Herculaneum. The object of the plot was to see how much gold the commissioners and the governor could squeeze out of the situation, and in particular squeeze out of territories bordering Pontus but not actually under the authority of Rome—namely Paphlagonia and Phrygia.


  The Senate’s letters to Mithridates of Pontus and Tigranes of Armenia commanding that they withdraw from Bithynia and Cappadocia were sent off from Pergamum by courier. No sooner had the bearers of the letters disappeared than Gaius Cassius ordered extra training and discipline for his one legion of auxiliaries, and called up the militia from one end of Asia Province to the other. Then, escorted by a small detachment of soldiers, the commissioners Aquillius, Manlius, and Mallius went off to Bithynia with King Nicomedes, while King Ariobarzanes remained in Pergamum with a suddenly very busy governor.


  The power of Rome still worked. King Socrates found himself without a throne and took himself back to Pontus, King Nicomedes ascended that same throne, and King Ariobarzanes was bidden return to rule in Cappadocia. The three commissioners stayed in Nicomedia to while away the rest of the summer and firm their plan for an invasion of Paphlagonia, that strip of territory which separated Bithynia from Pontus along the shores of the Euxine Sea. The temples in Paphlagonia were rich in gold—which the disappointed commissioners had discovered Nicomedes was not. When the old man had fled to Rome the year before he had taken most of the contents of his treasury with him; it had all ended in the bank accounts of various Romans, from Marcus Aemilius Scaurus (not above accepting a little gift) to Man-ius Aquillius, with plenty of other greedy hands in between.


  The discovery that Nicomedes lacked gold had led to some rancor among the three commissioners, Manlius and Mallius feeling they had been cheated, and Aquillius feeling he must bestir himself to find enough extra gold to satisfy them without breaking into his nest egg in Rome. Of course it was King Nicomedes who suffered. Three Roman noblemen badgered him incessantly to invade Paphlagonia, and threatened him with the loss of his throne if he failed to obey orders. Messages from Gaius Cassius in Pergamum reinforced the commission’s stand, with the result that Nicomedes gave in and mobilized his modest but well-equipped army.


  At the end of September the commissioners and old King Nicomedes marched into Paphlagonia, Aquillius leading the army, the King little better than an unwilling campaign guest. Burning to rub salt into the wounds of King Mithridates, Aquillius forced Nicomedes to issue certain instructions to the naval garrisons and fleets of Bithynia manning the Thracian Bosporus and the Hellespont; no vessel of Pontus was to pass between the Euxine Sea and the Aegean Sea. Defy Rome if you dare, King Mithridates! was the message implicit in this.


  Everything fell out exactly as Manius Aquillius had planned. The Bithynian army marched along the coast of Paphlagonia taking towns and looting temples, the pile of golden artifacts and treasure grew, the big port of Amastris capitulated; and Pylaemenes, the ruler of inland Paphlagonia, joined his forces to those of the Roman invaders. At Amastris the three commissioners decided it was time for them to return to Pergamum, leaving the poor old King and his army to spend the winter somewhere between Amastris and Sinope, dangerously close to the border of Pontus.


  It was in Pergamum halfway through November that the Romans received an embassage from King Mithridates, who so far had said nothing and done nothing. The chief ambassador was one Pelopidas, a cousin of the King’s.


  “My cousin King Mithridates humbly beseeches the proconsul Manius Aquillius to order King Nicomedes and his army to return to Bithynia forthwith,” said Pelopidas, who was dressed in the attire of a Greek civilian, and had come to Pergamum without any kind of armed escort.


  “That is impossible, Pelopidas,” said Manius Aquillius, seated in his curule chair holding his ivory rod of power and surrounded by a dozen crimson-clad lictors bearing the axes in their fasces. “Bithynia is a sovereign state—Friend and Ally of the Roman People, admittedly, but fully in control of its own destiny. I cannot order King Nicomedes to do anything.”


  “Then, proconsul, my cousin King Mithridates humbly begs that you give him permission to defend himself and his realm against the depredations of Bithynia,” said Pelopidas.


  “Neither King Nicomedes nor the army of Bithynia is within Pontic territory,’’ said Manius Aquillius. “I therefore strictly forbid your cousin King Mithridates to lift so much as one finger against King Nicomedes and his army. Under no circumstances—tell your King that, Pelopidas! Under no circumstances whatsoever.’’


  Pelopidas sighed, hoisted his shoulders up and spread his hands wide in a gesture not Roman, and said, “Then the last thing I was instructed to tell you, proconsul, is that under the circumstances my cousin King Mithridates says the following: ‘Even a man who knows he must lose will fight back!’”


  “If your cousin the King fights back, he will lose,” said Aquillius, and nodded to his lictors to show Pelopidas out.


  A silence fell after the Pontic nobleman left, broken by a frowning Gaius Cassius when he said, “One of the Pontic barons with Pelopidas told me that Mithridates intends to send a letter of protest directly to Rome.”


  Aquillius lifted an eyebrow. “What good will that do him?” he asked. “There’s no one in Rome with time to listen.”


  But those in Pergamum were obliged to listen a month later, when Pelopidas returned.


  “My cousin King Mithridates has sent me to repeat his plea that he be allowed to defend his country,” said Pelopidas.


  “His country isn’t threatened, Pelopidas; therefore my answer is still no,” said Manius Aquillius.


  “Then my cousin the King has no choice except to go over your head, proconsul. He will formally complain to the Senate and People of Rome that Rome’s commissioners in Asia Minor are supporting Bithynia in an act of aggression, and are simultaneously denying Pontus the right to fight back,” said Pelopidas.


  “Your cousin the precious King had better not, do you hear?” snapped Aquillius nastily. “As far as Pontus and the whole of Asia Minor are concerned, I am the Senate and People of Rome! Now take yourself off and don’t come back!”


  Pelopidas lingered in Pergamum for some time to find out what he could about the mysterious troop movements Gaius Cassius had put in train. While he was still there, news came that both Mithridates of Pontus and Tigranes of Armenia had broken the borders of Cappadocia, and that a son of Mithridates named Ariarathes — no one knew which of the several sons named Ariarathes this was — was once more trying to ascend the Cappadocian throne. Manius Aquillius immediately sent for Pelopidas and told him to instruct both Pontus and Armenia to withdraw from Cappadocia.


  “They’ll do as they’re told because they’re terrified of Roman reprisals,” said Aquillius to Cassius complacently, and shivered. “It’s cold in here, Gaius Cassius! Don’t you think the resources of Asia Province will extend to a fire or two in the palace?”


  By February, confidence in the governor’s residence at Pergamum had risen so high that Aquillius and Cassius conceived an even bolder plan: why stop at the borders of Pontus? Why not teach the King of Pontus a much-needed lesson by invading Pontus itself? The legion of Asia Province was in fine fettle, the militia was encamped between Smyrna and Pergamum and was also in fine fettle, and Gaius Cassius had had yet another brilliant idea.


  ‘ ‘We can add two more legions to our task force if we bring Quintus Oppius of Cilicia into it,” he said to Manius Aquillius. “I shall send to Tarsus and command Quintus Oppius to come to Pergamum for a conference about the fate of Cappadocia. Oppius’s imperium is only propraetorian, mine is proconsular. He has to obey me. I shall tell him that we plan to contain Mithridates by nipping him from behind rather than by invading Cappadocia.”


  “They say,” said Aquillius dreamily, “that in Armenia Parva there are over seventy strongholds stuffed to the tops of their walls with gold belonging to Mithridates.”


  But Cassius, a warlike man from a warlike family, was not to be diverted. “We’ll invade Pontus in four different places along the course of the river Halys,” he said eagerly. “The Bithynian army can deal with Sinope and Amisus on the Euxine, then march inland along the Halys—that will give them plenty of forage, since they have the most cavalry and baggage animals. Aquillius, you will take my one legion of auxiliaries and strike at the Halys in Galatia. I’ll lead the militia up the river Maeander and into Phrygia. Quintus Oppius can land in Attaleia and drive up through Pisidia. He and I will arrive on the Halys between you and the Bithynians. With four separate armies on his river roadway, we’ll drive Mithridates to distraction. He won’t know where he is—or what to do for the best. He’s a petty king, my dear Manius Aquillius! More gold than soldiers.”


  “He won’t stand a chance,” said Aquillius, smiling, and still dreaming of seventy strongholds stuffed with gold.


  Cassius cleared his throat ostentatiously. “There’s only one thing we’ll have to be careful of,” he said in a different voice.


  Manius Aquillius looked alert. “Oh?”


  “Quintus Oppius is one of the old brigade—Rome forever, honor above all, perish the thought of making a little money from slightly suspicious extracurricular activities. We cannot do or say anything which might lead him to think the object of the exercise is not to see justice done in Cappadocia.”


  Aquillius giggled. “All the more for us!”


  “So I think,” said Gaius Cassius contentedly.


  2


  Pelopidas tried to ignore the sweat rolling from his scalp onto his brow and into his eyes, tried to position his hands so that their tremor would not be visible from the throne. “Thus, Great King, the proconsul Aquillius dismissed me from his presence,” he concluded.


  The King did not move so much as his lashes, and the look upon his face remained what it had been throughout the audience; impassive, expressionless, bland almost. At forty years of age, having held his throne now for twenty-three years, the sixth King Mithridates, called Eupator, had learned to conceal all save his mightiest displeasures. Not that the news Pelopidas had brought had not provoked a mighty displeasure; rather, it was news he had expected.


  For two years he had been living in an accelerated atmosphere of hope, hope generated the day that he heard Rome was at war with her Italian Allies. Instinct had told him this was his chance, and he had gone so far as to write to Tigranes at the time, warn his son-in-law to be ready. When he received word that Tigranes was with him in anything he cared to do, he decided that the first thing he must do was to make the war in Italy as difficult for Rome as he could. So he had sent an embassage to the Italians Quintus Poppaedius Silo and Gaius Papius Mutilus in the new capital of Italica, and offered them money, arms, ships, even troops to augment their own. But to his astonishment, his ambassadors returned with empty hands. Silo and Mutilus refused the Pontic offer with outrage and contempt.


  “Tell King Mithridates that Italia’s quarrel with Rome is none of his business! Italia will do nothing to assist any foreign king make mischief against Rome” was their answer.


  Like a prodded snail the King of Pontus had withdrawn into himself and sent Tigranes of Armenia an order to wait because the time was not right. Wondering if there would ever be a right time when even Italia, desperately in need of aid to win her battle for freedom and independence, could bite so savagely at the Pontic hand extended in friendship and dripping military largesse.


  He dithered, just that little bit too apprehensive to make a firm decision and stick to it. One moment he was sure now was the time to declare outright war on Rome, the next moment he was not sure. Worrying, fretting, he kept all of this within himself; the King of Pontus could have no confidants and advisers extraordinary, even a son-in-law who was himself a great king. His court existed in a vacuum, no one able to say with certainty how the King felt, what his next move might be, whether there was a chance of war. All would welcome it, none wanted it.


  Foiled in his overtures to the Italians, Mithridates then bethought himself of Macedonia, where the Roman province held an uneasy frontier a thousand miles long against the barbarian tribes to the north. Stir up trouble along that frontier, and Rome’s full attention would become occupied with it. So Pontic agents were sent to water the seeds of an ever-present hatred of Rome among the Bessi and the Scordisci and the other tribes of Moesia and Thrace, with the result that Macedonia began to endure the worst outbreak of barbarian raids and incursions in many years. In the initial rush to do damage, the Scordisci got as far as Dodona in Epirus. As luck would have it, however, Roman Macedonia was blessed with a superb and incorrupt governor in Gaius Sentius, who was reinforced by a legate, Quintus Bruttius Sura, of even more formidable sinew.


  When the barbarian unrest failed to prod Sentius and Bruttius Sura into sending to Rome for additional help, Mithridates turned his attention toward stirring up trouble within the province as well. Shortly after the King decided upon this course, there appeared in Macedonia one Euphenes, who purported to be a direct descendant of Alexander the Great (to whom he bore a startling resemblance), and laid claim to the ancient and defunct throne of Macedonia. The inhabitants of sophisticated places like Thessalonica and Pella saw through him at once, but the upcountry folk espoused his cause ardently; alas for Mithridates, Euphenes proved to lack a true martial spirit and any talent to organize his adherents into an army. Sentius and Bruttius Sura dealt with Euphenes on a purely internal level and did not send urgently to Rome for money and additional troops—the aim of the whole Pontic. exercise.


  So here he was, two years down the road from the outbreak of war between Rome and her Italian Allies, no further toward fulfilling his own ambitions. Dithering. Vacillating. Making life miserable for himself and his court. Fending off Tigranes, a more aggressive man, if less intelligent. Wondering. Unable to confide in anyone.


  *


  The King moved suddenly on his throne, and every courtier in the room jumped. “What else did you discover during your second — and very long — visit to Pergamum?” he asked Pelopidas.


  “That Gaius Cassius the governor has placed his legion of Roman auxiliaries on a war footing and has been training and equipping two legions of militia as well, O Mighty One.” Pelopidas licked his lips, anxious to demonstrate that, though his mission had been a failure, his zeal for his King’s cause remained suitably fanatical. “I have an agent now within the governor’s palace at Pergamum, Great King. Just before I left he told me that he thinks Gaius Cassius and Manius Aquillius are planning to invade Pontus in the spring, in conjunction with Nicomedes of Bithynia and his ally Pylaemenes of Paphlagonia. And also, it seems likely, in conjunction with the governor of Cilicia, Quintus Oppius, who came to Pergamum to confer with Gaius Cassius.”


  “Do you know if this projected invasion has the official sanction of the Senate and People of Rome?” asked the King.


  “Gossip in the governor’s palace says not, O Great One.”


  “Of Manius Aquillius I would expect it, if the pup is of the same kind as the dog was in the days of my father. Greed for gold. My gold.” The full, very red lips stretched back to reveal large yellow teeth. “It seems the governor of the Roman Asian province is of like mind. And Quintus Oppius of Cilicia. A gold-hungry trio!”


  “As to the governor of Cilicia, it would appear not, O Mighty King,” said Pelopidas. “They are careful to give him to think that this is an operation mounted against our presence in Cappadocia. I gather Quintus Oppius is what the Romans call an honorable man.”


  The King lapsed into silence, lips working in and out like a fish, eyes looking into nothing. It makes a difference when they threaten one’s own lands, thought King Mithridates. I am forced to stand with my back pressed hard against my frontiers, I am supposed to lay down my arms and allow these so-called rulers of the world to rape my country. The country which harbored me when I was a fugitive child, the country I love more than life itself. The country I want to see rule the world.


  “They shall not do it!” he said aloud, very strongly.


  Every head came up, but the King said nothing more; in and out went the lips, in and out, in and out.


  The time is here. It has finally come, thought King Mithridates. My court has listened to this telling of the news from Pergamum, and the court is making a judgment. Not on the Romans. A judgment on me. If I lie down tamely while these gold-hungry Roman commissioners prate that they are the Senate and People of Rome—and talk of broaching my borders—my subjects will despise me. My reputation will suffer so badly that I will cease to make them fear me. And then some of my blood-relatives will deem me ripe for replacement as King of Pontus. I have sons of an age to rule now, each one supported by a mother just dying for power, and there are my cousins of the blood royal—Pelopidas, Archelaus, Neoptolemus, Leonippus. If I lie down under this like the cur the Romans think I am, I will not be King of Pontus any longer. I will be dead.


  So it is war against Rome. The time has finally come. Not by my choice, and probably not by theirs. Conjured out of nothing by three gold-hungry Roman commissioners. My mind is made up. I will go to war against Rome.


  And, having made his decision, Mithridates felt an enormous weight lift from him, a vast shadow suddenly vanish from the back of his mind; he sat on his throne and seemed to swell like a great golden toad, eyes glittering. Pontus was going to war. Pontus was going to make an example of Manius Aquillius and Gaius Cassius. Pontus was going to own the Roman Asian province. And Pontus was going to cross the Hellespont into eastern Macedonia, march down the Via Egnatia into the west. Pontus would sail out of the Euxine into the Aegean, spread ever westward. Until Italy and Rome herself lay before those Pontic armies and fleets. The King of Pontus would also be the King of Rome. The King of Pontus would be the mightiest sovereign in the history of the world, a greater by far than Alexander the Great. His sons would rule in places as remote as Spain and Mauretania, his daughters would be queens of every land from Armenia to Numidia to Farthest Gaul. All the treasures of the world would belong to the King of the World, all the beautiful women, all the lands everywhere! Then he remembered his son-in-law Tigranes, and smiled. Let Tigranes have the Kingdom of the Parthians, spread eastward to India and the misty countries beyond.


  But the King didn’t say he was going to war against Rome. He opened his mouth and said, “Send for Aristion.”


  A tenseness had entered into the court, though none knew exactly what was happening to the awesome presence upon the gem-studded throne. Just that something was happening.


  There came into the audience chamber a tall and remarkably handsome Greek in tunic and chlamys wrap; without awkwardness or self-consciousness he prostrated himself before the King.


  “Rise, Aristion. I have work for you.”


  The Greek rose to stand looking attentively adoring; it was a pose he practised in front of the mirror King Mithridates had most thoughtfully placed in his luxurious room, and Aristion flattered himself he had managed to poise himself on the exact line between a sycophancy the King would despise and an independence the King would condemn. For almost a year he had dwelt at the Pontic court in Sinope, having fetched up so far from his home in Athens because he was by trade a Peripatetic, a wandering philosopher of the school founded by the successors of Aristotle, and had thought to find fatter pickings in lands less well endowed with such as he than Greece, Rome, Alexandria. By sheer luck he had found the King of Pontus in need of his services, for the King had been uncomfortably aware of his educational shortcomings ever since his visit to Asia Province ten years earlier.


  Careful to couch his instruction in purely conversational terms, Aristion filled the King’s ears with his tales of the vanished might of Greece and then Macedonia, the repulsive and unwelcome might of Rome, the conditions which applied in business and commerce, the geography and history of the world. And eventually Aristion had come to think of himself as the King’s arbiter of elegance and sophistication rather than as the King’s pedagogue.


  “The thought that I can be of some use to you fills me with delight, O Mighty Mithridates,” said Aristion in mellifluous tones.


  The King then proceeded to demonstrate that—while he may have feared to war against Rome—he had been thinking for years about exactly how he was going to war against Rome.


  “Are you wellborn enough to cultivate political power in Athens?” asked the King unexpectedly.


  Aristion didn’t betray his surprise; he just looked charming. “I am, O Great One,” he lied.


  In actual fact he was the son of a slave, but all that had been a long time ago. No one remembered it, even in Athens. Appearance was all. And his appearance was impressively aristocratic.


  “Then I require you to return to Athens at once and begin to amass political power there,” said the King. “I need a loyal agent in Greece with sufficient clout to stir up Greek resentment against Rome. How you do it, I do not care. But when the armies and fleets of Pontus invade the lands on both sides of the Aegean Sea, I want Athens—and Greece!—in the palm of my hand.”


  A gasp and a murmur rippled through those present in the throne room, followed by a thrill of excitement, of martial fervor—the King was not going to lie down under the foot of Rome after all!


  “We are with you, my King!” cried Archelaus, beaming.


  “Your sons thank you, Great One!” cried Pharnaces, senior son.


  Mithridates swelled up even more, so deep was his flush of pleasure. Why hadn’t he seen earlier how dangerously close to rebellion and extinction he had come? These his subjects and blood relatives were hungry for war against Rome! And he was ready. He had been ready for years.


  “We do not march until the Roman commissioners and the governors of Asia Province and Cilicia have marched,” he said. “The moment our borders are breached, we retaliate. I want the fleets armed and manned, I want the armies in train to move. If the Romans think to take Pontus, I think to take Bithynia and Asia Province. Cappadocia is already mine, and will remain mine because I have armies enough to leave my son Ariarathes with his forces.” The slightly bulging green eyes rested upon Aristion. “What are you waiting for, philosopher? Go to Athens with gold from my treasury to help your cause. But take heed! No one must know you are my agent.”


  “I understand, O Mighty King, I do understand!” cried Aristion loudly, and backed from the room.


  “Pharnaces, Machares, Young Mithridates, Young Ariarathes, Archelaus, Pelopidas, Neoptolemus, Leonippus, remain here with me,” said the King curtly. “The rest of you can go.”


  *


  In April of the year Lucius Cornelius Sulla and Quintus Pompeius Rufus were consuls, the Roman invasion of Galatia and Pontus began. While the third Nicomedes wept and wrung his hands together and pleaded to be allowed to return to Bithynia, the Paphlagonian prince Pylaemenes ordered the army of Nicomedes to advance on Sinope. Manius Aquillius took the field at the head of the one legion of Roman auxiliaries present in Asia Province and marched from Pergamum overland through Phrygia, intending to broach the Pontic border to the north of the great salt lake, Tatta. There was a trade route on this line, which meant Aquillius was able to move fairly quickly. Gaius Cassius picked up his two legions of militia outside Smyrna and took them up the valley of the Maeander into Phrygia on a line heading for the tiny trading settlement of Prymnessus. In the meantime Quintus Oppius had sailed from Tarsus to Attaleia and marched his two legions into Pisidia on a line which led him just to the west of Lake Limnae.


  At the very beginning of May the Bithynian army crossed into Pontus and reached the Amnias, a tributary of the Halys flowing inland but parallel to the coast around Sinope. The strategy Pylaemenes had adopted consisted of a march from the junction of the Amnias and the Halys northward to the sea, where he intended to divide his forces to attack Sinope and Amisus simultaneously. Unfortunately the army of Bithynia encountered a huge Pontic army under the brothers Archelaus and Neoptolemus on the Amnias before it could reach the wider valley of the Halys, and went down to a crushing defeat. Camp, baggage, troops, arms, everything was lost. Except old King Nicomedes. He had taken a party of barons and slaves he could trust and left his army to its inevitable fate, pointing his own unerring nose toward Rome.
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  At almost the same moment in time as the Bithynian army met the brothers Archelaus and Neoptolemus, Manius Aquillius and his legion came over a ridge and looked down upon Lake Tatta in the distant south. But the vista had no power to charm Aquillius. Below him on the plain he saw an army vaster than the lake, equipment glittering, ranks betraying to an expert eye all the sign’s of superb discipline and confidence. No barbarian horde of Germans, this! One hundred thousand Pontic infantry and cavalry waiting for him to fall into their jaws. With the lightning rapidity only a Roman general truly understood, Aquillius turned his meager little force around and made a run for it. As he neared the Sangarius River not far from Pessinus—all that gold and he couldn’t tarry to take it!—the Pontic army caught up with his rear and began to swallow him whole. Like King Nicomedes, Aquillius abandoned his army to its inevitable fate and fled with his senior officers and two fellow commissioners across the Mysian mountains.


  King Mithridates himself went after Gaius Cassius, but his insecurity got the better of him; he began to dither, with the result that Cassius heard about the defeats of the Bithynians and Aquillius before Mithridates reached him. The governor of Asia Province picked up his army and retreated southward and eastward to the big trade route crossroads town of Apameia, where he went to earth behind its strong fortifications. South and west of Cassius again, Quintus Oppius also heard the news of defeat and elected to stand at Laodiceia, right in the path of Mithridates as he came down the Maeander.


  Thus the Pontic army personally commanded by the King came across Quintus Oppius before it located Cassius. Himself wanting to withstand a siege, Oppius soon discovered that the Laodiceians were not of the same mind. The townspeople opened the gates to the King of Pontus strewing flower petals in his tracks, and handed Quintus Oppius over to him as a special gift. The Cilician troops were bidden go home by the same route as they had come, but the King detained their governor, who was tethered to a post in the agora of Laodiceia. Roaring with laughter, the King himself urged the populace to pelt Quintus Oppius with filth, rotten eggs, decaying vegetables, anything soft and noisome. No stones, no pieces of wood. For the King had remembered that Pelopidas had described Quintus Oppius as an honorable man. After two days Oppius was released more or less unharmed, and sent back under a Pontic escort to Tarsus. On foot, a very long walk.


  When Gaius Cassius learned of the fate which had befallen Quintus Oppius, he abandoned his militia in Apameia and fled on a sorry horse toward the coast at Miletus, keeping the Maeander River between himself and Mithridates, and traveling completely alone. He succeeded in avoiding the Pontic net around Laodiceia, but his identity was discovered in the town of Nysa and he was haled before its ethnarch, one Chaeremon. Gasping from fear turned to delight, Cassius found Chaeremon to be an ardent adherent of Rome and anxious to do anything he could to help. Bemoaning the fact that he dared not tarry, Cassius snatched a good meal and mounted a fresh horse, then rode at the gallop to Miletus, where he located a fast ship willing to take him to Rhodes. Safely arrived in Rhodes, he faced the most appalling task of all—the composition of a letter to the Senate and People of Rome that would manage to convince them of the seriousness of the Asian situation without highlighting his own frailties. Naturally enough this Herculean task was not completed in a day—or even in a month. Terrified of betraying his guilt, Gaius Cassius Longinus procrastinated.


  By the end of June all Bithynia and Asia Province had fallen to King Mithridates, save for a few scattered intrepid communities which trusted to their fortifications, their inaccessibility, and the might of Rome. A quarter of a million soldiers of Pontus sat themselves down in lush green pastures from Nicomedia to Mylasa. Since the bulk of them were northern barbarians—Cimmerians, Scythians, Sarmatians, Roxolani, and Caucasians—only their healthy fear of King Mithridates prevented them from running amok.


  The various Ionian, Aeolian, and Dorian Greek cities and seaports of Asia Province made absolutely sure they treated this eastern potentate with all the obsequious prostrations his sort desired. Hatred of forty years of Roman occupation now became an immense asset to King Mithridates, who encouraged anti-Roman sentiment by proclaiming that no taxes, tithes, or duties would be levied that year, nor for the five years to follow. Those who owed money to Roman or Italian lenders were absolved of their debts. As a result, Asia Province was inspired to hope that life under Pontus would be better than life under Rome.


  The King came down the Maeander and headed north along the coast for one of his favorite cities, Ephesus. Here he took up temporary residence and dispensed justice, further endearing himself to the local people of Asia Province by proclaiming that any detachments of militia surrendering to him would not only be forgiven and freed, but also given money to go home. Those who hated Rome the most—or at least the most loudly—were elevated to the senior ranks of citizens in every town, city, district. Lists of people known to be Roman sympathizers or employees grew rapidly; the informers were thriving.


  Beneath all the rejoicing and the fawning attentions, however, lay the terror of those who understood only too well the complete cruelty and capriciousness of eastern kings, how superficial was any apparent kindness. High in favor one moment, head separated from body the next. And no one could tell when the balance would tip.


  *


  At the end of June in Ephesus the King of Pontus issued three orders: all were secret, but the third one was most secret of all.


  How much he enjoyed everything about those orders! Who was to go where, who was to do what—oh, the merry dances his dolls would caper! Let other, lesser beings define and refine the details—to him alone must the credit go for masterminding the vast and interlocking design. What a design! Humming and whistling, he bustled around the palace driving several hundred co-opted scribes to the writing of those orders, the sealing of them, a huge labor done in the space of one day. And when the last packet for the last courier was sealed, he shepherded the scribes into the palace courtyard and had his bodyguard cut their throats. Dead men kept the best secrets!


  The first order was sent to Archelaus, not in great favor with Mithridates at the moment; he had tried to take the city of Magnesia-under-Sipylus by frontal assault, was soundly trounced, and himself wounded. However, Archelaus was still his best general, so to him was the first order sent. One packet only. It instructed him to take command of all the Pontic fleets and sail out of the Euxine into the Aegean at the end of Gamelion, a month hence; Gamelion was Roman Quinctilis.


  The second order was also a single packet. It was sent to the King’s son Young Ariarathes (a different son from that Ariarathes who was King of Cappadocia), and instructed him to lead a Pontic army one hundred thousand strong across the Hellespont and into eastern Macedonia at the end of Gamelion, a month hence.


  The third order was distributed through several hundred packets sent to every town, city, district or community from Nicomedia in Bithynia to Cnidus in Caria to Apameia in Phrygia, and was addressed in each case to the chief magistrate. It decreed that every single Roman, Latin, and Italian citizen in Asia Minor—men, women, children—must be put to death together with their slaves at the end of Gamelion, a month hence.


  The third one was his favorite order, the one which caused the King to hug himself and chuckle with glee, to give an occasional skip as he walked about Ephesus smiling from ear to ear. After the end of Gamelion there would be no Roman presence in Asia Minor. And when he was finished with Rome and the Romans, every last one from the Pillars of Hercules to the First Cataract on the Nilus would be dead. Rome would be no more.


  *


  At the beginning of Gamelion, hugging his secrets, the King of Pontus left Ephesus and journeyed north to Pergamum, where a special treat was in store for him.


  The two other commissioners and all Manius Aquillius’s officers elected to flee to Pergamum, but Manius Aquillius himself went to Mytilene on the island of Lesbos, intending there to take ship for Rhodes, where a message had informed him Gaius Cassius was lying low. But no sooner did he land on Lesbos than Manius Aquillius became ill with an enteric fever, and could not travel further. When the Lesbians heard of the fall of Asia Province (of which they were officially a part), they thoughtfully shipped the Roman proconsul to King Mithridates as a special token of their regard.


  Arrived in the little port of Atarneus, opposite Mytilene, Manius Aquillius was chained to the saddlebow of a huge Bastarnian horseman and dragged all the way to Pergamum, at which city the King was now waiting eagerly for his treat. Constantly stumbling and falling, pelted with filth, jeered at, derided, reviled, Aquillius actually lived to complete the journey, sick though he was. But when Mithridates inspected him in Pergamum he saw at once that if this treatment were to be continued, Aquillius would die. And that would spoil some particularly delicious plans Mithridates had devised for Manius Aquillius!


  So the Roman proconsul was tied into the saddle of an ass looking backward over its rump and driven mercilessly up and down the entire area around Pergamum to show the citizens of this erstwhile Roman capital how the King of Pontus felt about a Roman proconsul, and how little he feared retribution.


  Finally, caked in filth and reduced to the merest shadow of a man, Manius Aquillius was led before the author of his torments. Sitting in state upon a golden throne mounted on a costly dais in the middle of the Pergamum agora, the King gazed down upon the man who had refused to send the army of Bithynia away, refused to let Mithridates defend his realm, refused to allow Mithridates to go over his head and complain directly to the Senate and People of Rome.


  It was in that moment when he looked upon the bent and putrid form of Manius Aquillius that King Mithridates of Pontus lost the last vestige of his fear of Rome. What had he been frightened of? Why had he backed down before this ludicrous manifest weakling? He, Mithridates of Pontus, was far mightier than Rome! Four little armies, less than twenty thousand men! It was Manius Aquillius who personified Rome—not Gaius Marius, not Lucius Cornelius Sulla. The King’s concept of Rome had been a myth perpetuated by two utterly atypical Roman men! The real Rome stood here at his feet.


  “Proconsul!” cried the King sharply.


  Aquillius looked up, but had not the energy to speak.


  “Proconsul of Rome, I have decided to give you the gold you coveted from me.”


  Up onto the dais his guards drove Manius Aquillius and forced him down onto a low stool placed some distance to the front and left of the King. His arms from shoulders to hands were bound tightly against his body with broad straps, then one guard took hold of the straps on his right side and another took hold of the straps on his left side, giving him no opportunity to move.


  There came a smith bearing a red-hot crucible in a pair of tongs. It was of a size to contain several cups of molten metal, and smoke rose from it, and an acrid, scorching smell.


  A third guard went round behind Aquillius, took a fistful of his hair, and pulled his head back; the guard then took his nose between the fingers of the other hand, and pinched his nostrils cruelly shut. The reflex to breathe could not be disobeyed; Manius Aquillius opened his mouth and gasped. Instantly a beautiful turgid glittering river of liquid gold was poured down his air-hungry throat, more and more as he screamed and threshed and tried vainly to rise from his stool, until at last he died, mouth and chin and chest a frozen cascade of solidified gold.


  “Cut him open and get every last drop of it back,” said King Mithridates, and watched intently while all the gold was meticulously scraped from the inside and the outside of Manius Aquillius.


  “Throw his carcass to the dogs,” said King Mithridates, got up from his throne, came down to the level of the dais and stepped unconcernedly across the twisted and mangled remains of Manius Aquillius, proconsul of Rome.


  Everything was going splendidly! No one knew that better than King Mithridates as he strolled the wind-cooled terraces of Pergamum atop its mountain and waited for the end of the month of Gamelion, which was Roman Quinctilis. Word had come from Aristion in Athens that he too had been successful.


  Nothing will stop us now, O Mighty Mithridates, for Athens will show Greece the way. I started my campaign by speaking about the old pre-eminence and wealth of Athens, for it is my opinion that a people past its prime looks back to the days of glory with exquisitely keen nostalgia, and is therefore easy to seduce with promises of a return to those days of glory. Thus did I speak in the Agora for six months, slowly grinding down my opposition and gathering adherents. I even persuaded my audience that Carthage had allied itself with you against Rome, and my audience believed me! So much for the old saw that Athenians are the best educated men in the world. Not one of them knew that Carthage was obliterated by Rome nearly fifty years ago. Amazing.


  I write because I have the pleasure to tell you that I have just been elected military leader of Athens— the time as I write is halfway through normal Poseideon. I was also given the power to choose my own colleagues. Naturally I have chosen men who firmly believe that the salvation of our Greek world is in your hands, Great King, and who cannot wait for the day when you crush Rome beneath your lion-booted heel.


  Athens is now completely mine, including the Piraeus. Unfortunately the Roman elements and my avowed enemies fled before I could lay hands on them, but those who were foolish enough to stay—mostly rich Athenians who could not be brought to believe they stood in danger—have perished. I have confiscated all property belonging to the exiled and the dead, and put it into a fund to finance our war against the Romans.


  What I promised my voters I would do, I have to do, but it will not inconvenience your own campaign, O Great King. I promised to take the island of Delos back from the Romans who now run it. Wonderfully profitable emporium that it is, the income from it was what kept Athens so affluent at the height of her power. At the beginning of Gamelion, my friend Apellicon (an excellent admiral and a skilled general) will mount an expedition against Delos. A rotten apple, the island will have no chance against us.


  And that is all for the present, my Lord and Master. The city of Athens is yours and the port of the Piraeus is open for your ships when and if you need them.


  The King did need them, the Piraeus and the city of Athens behind it, connected by the Long Walls. For at the end of Quinctilis—Gamelion to the Greeks—the fleets of Archelaus issued out of the Hellespont and spilled down the western side of the Aegean Sea. They numbered three hundred decked war galleys of three or more banks, over one hundred undecked two-banker biremes, and fifteen hundred transports stuffed with troops and marines. Archelaus wasted no thought for the Asia Province littoral, as it was already in the hands of his King. He was intent upon establishing the Pontic presence in Greece so that the body of Macedonia would be crushed between two Pontic armies—his own in Greece and that of Young Ariarathes in the eastern part of Macedonia.


  Young Ariarathes had also kept to the timetable given to him by his father, the King. At the end of Quinctilis he transported his hundred thousand men across the Hellespont and began to march along the narrow coastal strip of Thracian Macedonia, using the Roman engineered and built Via Egnatia. He found himself completely unopposed, set up permanent bases at Abdera on the sea and Philippi slightly inland, and continued westward toward the first formidable Roman settlement, the governor’s city of Thessalonica.


  And at the end of Quinctilis the Roman, Latin and Italian citizens resident in Bithynia, Asia Province, Phrygia and Pisidia were murdered down to the last man, woman, child, slave. In this most secret of his three orders Mithridates had displayed great cunning. For instead of using his own men to implement it, the King had directed that each local community of Aeolian or Ionian or Dorian Greeks should do the killing. Many areas hailed the decree with joy and experienced no difficulty assembling a force of volunteers eager to kill their Roman oppressors. But other areas were aghast and found it impossible to persuade anyone to kill Romans. In Tralles, the ethnarch was obliged to hire a band of Phrygian mercenaries to do murder on behalf of Tralles; other reluctant districts followed suit, hoping thus to transfer the guilt to the shoulders of strangers.


  Eighty thousand Roman, Latin and Italian citizens and their families died in one single day, and seventy thousand slaves. The slaughter went on from Nicomedia in Bithynia all the way to Cnidus in Caria and as far inland as Apameia. No one was spared; nor was anyone hidden and assisted to flee; terror of King Mithridates far outweighed human compassion. Had Mithridates used his own soldiers to carry out the massacre, the blame for it would have rested with Mithridates entirely; but by forcing the Greek communities to do his dirty work for him, he ensured that they too would bear the blame. And the Greeks understood the King’s reasoning perfectly. Life with King Mithridates of Pontus suddenly didn’t seem any better than life with Rome, despite the remission of taxes.


  Many of the persecuted sought asylum in temples, only to find no asylum was offered; they were carried out and dispatched still crying to this god or that god for refuge. Refusing to leave go of altars or statues and continuing to cling with fingers made superhuman by terror, some had their hands chopped off before being dragged away from holy ground and put to death.


  Worst of all was the concluding clause of the general order of execution personally sealed by King Mithridates: no Roman or Latin or Italian or slave of Roman or Latin or Italian was to be burned or buried. The corpses were taken as far from human habitation as possible and left to rot in ravines, closed valleys, on the tops of mountains, and at the bottom of the sea. Eighty thousand Romans and Latins and Italians and seventy thousand slaves. One hundred and fifty thousand people. The birds of the air and the scavengers of earth and water dined well that Sextilis, for not one community dared to disobey and bury its victims; King Mithridates took great pleasure in journeying from place to place to view the enormous heaps of dead.


  Just a very few Romans did escape death. These were the exiles, stripped of their citizenships and sentenced not to return to Rome. And among them they included one Publius Rutilius Rufus, friend of the Roman great, currently citizen of Smyrna held in honor and respect, producer of scurrilous pen portraits of men like Catulus Caesar and Metellus Numidicus Piggle-wiggle.


  All in all, thought King Mithridates at the beginning of the month of Anthesterion, which was Sextilis to the Romans, things could not have looked better. His satraps were ensconced in the seats of government from Miletus to Andramyttium in Asia Province, and across the border in Bithynia. No more kings would be forthcoming for Bithynia. The only candidate Mithridates might have permitted to ascend the throne was dead. After Socrates returned to Pontus he irritated the King by whining incessantly, and was put to death to shut him up. The whole of Anatolia north of Lycia, Pamphylia and Cilicia now belonged to Pontus, and the rest would be his very soon.


  Nothing, however, pleased the King quite as much as did the massacre of the Romans and Latins and Italians. Every time he came across another place where thousands of bodies had been dumped to rot, he beamed, he laughed, he rejoiced. He had made no distinction between Roman and Italian, despite the fact that he knew Rome and Italy were at war. A phenomenon no one was better able to understand than Mithridates — it was brother against brother, with power the prize.


  Yes, everything was going splendidly. His son Young Mithridates was regent in Pontus (though the prudent King had taken his son’s wife and children along on his march to Asia Province just to make sure Young Mithridates behaved himself); his son Ariarathes was King of Cappadocia; Phrygia, Bithynia, Galatia, and Paphlagonia were all royal satrapies under the personal rule of some of his elder sons; and his son-in-law Tigranes of Armenia was at liberty to do as he pleased east of Cappadocia as long as he didn’t tread on the Pontic toes. Let Tigranes conquer Syria and Egypt; it would keep him busy. Mithridates frowned. In Egypt the populace would tolerate no foreign king. Which meant a puppet Ptolemy. If such a personage could be found. But certainly the queens of Egypt would be descendants of Mithridates; no daughter of Tigranes could be allowed to usurp a position destined for a daughter of Mithridates.


  Most impressive of all was the success of the King’s fleets — if, that is, he ignored the miserable failure of Aristion and his “excellent admiral and skilled general” Apellicon; the Athenian invasion of Delos had turned into a fiasco. But having taken the islands of the Cyclades, Archelaus’s admiral Metrophanes went on to take Delos and put another twenty thousand Romans, Latins, and Italians to death there. The Pontic general then bestowed Delos upon Athens to make sure that Aristion stayed in power; the Pontic fleets needed the Piraeus as their western base.


  All Euboea was now in Pontic hands, as was the island of Sciathos and a great deal of Thessaly around the Bay of Pagasae, including the vital ports of Demetrias and Methone. Because of their northern Greek conquests, Pontic forces were able to block the roads from Thessaly into central Greece, a discomfort which decided most of the rest of Greece to declare for Mithridates. The Peloponnese, Boeotia, Laconia, and all of Attica now hailed the King of Pontus fervently as their deliverer from the Romans— and sat back, pure spectators, to watch the armies and fleets of Mithridates crush Macedonia like a boot on a beetle.


  But the crushing of Macedonia proved—for the time being, anyway—an impossibility. Caught between a suddenly antagonistic Greece and the advancing Pontic land forces on the Via Egnatia, Gaius Sentius and Quintus Bruttius Sura didn’t panic, didn’t concede defeat. They hustled to call up as many auxiliaries as they could, and put them into camp alongside the two Roman legions which were all Macedonia had to counter Mithridates. Pontus would not take Macedonia without paying a bitter price.


  3


  Late summer began to be a little boring for King Mithridates, now well ensconced in Pergamum and undisputed master of Asia Minor. The only interesting thing left to do was to visit the various human hills of dead, and the most imposing of those monuments he had already seen. Except, he realized, the district further up the river Caicus above which Pergamum sat. There were two towns in Asia Province named Stratoniceia. The greater of them, situated in Caria, was still stubbornly holding out against a Pontic besieging force. The lesser Stratoniceia lay further inland than Pergamum upon the Caicus, and vowed itself completely loyal to Mithridates. So when the King rode into the town, its people turned out en masse to cheer him and throw flower petals before his triumphant progress.


  In the crowd he set eyes upon a Greek girl called Monima, and had her brought to him immediately. So pale was her coloring that her hair seemed white and her brows and lashes invisible, which endowed her with an oddly bald kind of beauty; one close look, and the King added her to his wives, so rare and strange was she, with her lustrous dark pink eyes. He encountered no opposition from her father, Philopoemon, especially after he took Philopoemon south with him (and Monima) to Ephesus, where the King installed his father-in-law as satrap of the region.


  Enjoying the diversions Ephesus was famous for—and enjoying his albino bride too—the King devoted enough time to business to send a laconic message to Rhodes demanding that it surrender itself and the refugee governor, Gaius Cassius Longinus. The answer, swiftly delivered, was a firm no to both requests; Rhodes was a Friend and Ally of the Roman People, and would honor its commitment to the death if necessary.


  For the first time since he had set his campaign in motion, Mithridates had a temper tantrum. While his Pontic court and the more enterprising of the Ephesian sycophants cowered, the King ranted up and down his audience chamber until his rage blew out and he subsided to a glowering mass upon his throne, chin in hand, lips pouting, the marks of tears upon his fleshy cheeks.


  From that moment he lost interest in every other enterprise he had started; he bent his energies exclusively upon securing the submission of Rhodes. How dared it say no to him! Did such a little place as Rhodes think it could hold out against the might of Pontus? Well, soon it would find out it didn’t stand a chance.


  His own fleets were too heavily involved in maneuvers on the western side of the Aegean to tap into their numbers for such an insignificant campaign as the one against little island Rhodes; so instead the King demanded that Smyrna, Ephesus, Priene, Miletus, Halicarnassus and the islands of Chios and Samos donate him all the ships he needed. Of land troops he had plenty, as he had kept two armies in Asia Province; but thanks to the dogged resistance of Lycian Patara and Termessus, he could not get those troops to the logical place from which to launch a land invasion of Rhodes—namely the beaches and coves of Lycia. The Rhodian navy was deservedly formidable of reputation, and was concentrated upon the western side of Rhodes overlooking that sea which washed down from Halicarnassus and Cnidus. But, unable to use Lycia, down these sea-lanes must the invasion forces of Mithridates pass.


  He demanded transports by the hundreds and as many war galleys as Asia Province could find, ordering that they congregate in Halicarnassus—to which city, so beloved of Gaius Marius, he brought one of his armies for embarkation. And at the end of September he sailed, his own gigantic completely enclosed “sixteener” in the midst of the crowd, easily distinguished by the gold and purple throne erected under a canopy on the poop. Here he sat, master of all he surveyed, and reveling in it.


  Cumbersome and slow though the biggest of the warships were, still any armed galley moved faster than the transports, a motley collection of all kinds of coastal cargo boats never designed to do more than hug the contours of bays and headlands. Thus by the time the forerunners of the fleet rounded the tip of the Cnidan peninsula and faced the open water of the Carpathian Sea, the enormous number of vessels was strung out all the way back to Halicarnassus, where the last of the transports were even then just leaving harbor, packed with terrified Pontic soldiers.


  Manning light and very fast trireme galleys which were only partially decked, the Rhodian navy appeared on the horizon and headed straight for the makeshift Pontic fleet. It was no part of Rhodian sea tactics to employ the kind of heavy “sixteener” in which King Mithridates himself sat. These capital ships carried vast numbers of marines and many pieces of artillery; but the Rhodians despised the efficacy of artillery in sea battles and didn’t keep still for long enough to allow their ships to be boarded by marines. The Rhodian navy’s reputation had been won because of the speed and the extreme maneuverability of its vessels, able to dart at will between lumbering capital ships; the crews could stroke so strongly on a ramming charge that sheer speed more than compensated for lack of weight, and the bronze-reinforced oaken beak of a Rhodian trireme could drive deeply into the side of the heftiest “sixteener.’’ Holing the enemy’s ships was the only way to win decisively at sea, said the Rhodians.


  When the Pontic fleet sighted the Rhodian navy, all was readied for a mighty battle. But it appeared Rhodes was only attempting a sally, for after making the Pontic galleys dizzy at the speed of their gyrations, the Rhodians turned and made off without doing more than stoving in the sides of two particularly inept five-bankers. However, before the Rhodians did depart the scene, they succeeded in giving King Mithridates the fright of his life. This was actually his first engagement at sea; he had done all his sailing within the Euxine, where not even the sauciest pirate would have dared to attack a ship of the Pontic navy.


  Excited and fascinated, the King sat upon his gold and purple throne with his eyes trying to go everywhere at once; it did not occur to him that he himself stood in any danger. He had swiveled to his extreme left to watch the antics of a superbly sailed Rhodian galley some distance off his stern when his own huge ship lurched, groaned, shuddered convulsively, and the sounds of many oars snapping off like twigs became intermingled with cries of dismay and alarm.


  His sudden and utterly overwhelming panic was over almost before it began; but not quickly enough. In the midst of his brief yet total terror, the King of Pontus shat himself. It went everywhere, solid faeces mixed with what seemed an incredible amount of more liquid bowel contents, a stinking brown mess all over the gold-encrusted purple cloth of his cushion, trickling down the legs of his throne, running down his own legs into the manes of the golden lions upon the flaps of his boots, pooling and plopping on the deck around his feet when he jumped up. And there was nowhere to go! He could not conceal it from the amazed eyes of his attendants and officers, he could not conceal it from the sailors below amidships who had looked up instinctively to make sure their King was safe.


  Then he discovered that his ship had not been rammed at all. One of his own vessels, a big and clumsy “sixteener’’ from the isle of Chios, had blundered broadside into his own ship’s beam and shorn off every oar down one side of each galley.


  Was that amazement in their eyes? Or was it amusement? The King’s bulging orbs glared with frightful fury from one face to the next and watched every face flush red, then pale like a transparent goblet suddenly emptied of wine.


  “I’m ill!” he shouted. “There’s something wrong, I’m ill! Help me, you fools!”


  The stillness broke. People rushed at him from every side, cloths seemed to pop into existence from nowhere; two really quick thinkers found buckets and doused the King with seawater. It was when the cold contents of those pails slapped against his legs that the King bethought him of a better way to deal with this ghastly situation; he threw back his head and roared with laughter.


  “Come on, you fools, get me clean!”


  The King lifted up his skirts of golden pteryges, the kilt of golden mail beneath and the purple tunic under that again, displaying powerful thighs, firm buttocks—and, in front, a mighty engine which had sired half a hundred lusty sons. When the worst was washed from his nether regions to the deck, he doffed every item of clothing he wore and stood naked upon the high stern of his ship, showing his dazzled crew what a magnificent specimen was their King. He still laughed, still joked, and occasionally clutched at his belly and groaned for extra effect.


  But later, when the Rhodian fleet had gone and the two Pontic “sixteeners” had been disentangled—and a clean cushion sat on his thoroughly scrubbed throne—the freshly garbed King beckoned his ship’s captain to his side.


  “The lookout and pilot of this ship, captain. I want their tongues torn out, their testicles cut off, their eyes put out, and their hands cut off. Then set them loose with begging bowls,” said Mithridates. “On the Chian ship, I want the same punishment meted out to the lookout, the pilot, and the captain. Every other man on board the Chian ship is to be killed. And never, never, never let me go again within spitting distance of a Chian, or that vile island called Chios! Do you begin to understand, captain?”


  The captain swallowed, closed his eyes. “Yes, O Great One. I understand.” He cleared his spasmed throat, launched heroically into the question he had no choice but to ask, “Mighty King, I must put in somewhere to pick up more oars. I do not have enough spares on board. We cannot go on as we are.”


  It seemed as if the King took this news very well. He asked in a fairly mild voice, “Whereabouts do you suggest we put in?”


  “Either Cnidus or Cos. Not anywhere to the south.”


  An expression of interest in something other than his public humiliation came into the King’s eyes. “Cos!” he exclaimed. “Make it Cos! I have a bone to pick with the priests of the Asklepeion. They granted asylum to Romans.


  And I would like to see how much treasure they have. And gold. Yes, go to Cos, captain.”


  “Prince Pelopidas wishes to see you, O Great One.”


  “If he wants to see me, what is he waiting for?”


  He was still dangerous, never more dangerous than when he laughed but was not amused. Anything might set him off—a wrong word, a wrong look, a wrong guess. When Pelopidas appeared before the throne in the time it would have taken the King to snap his fingers, he was terrified; but took enormous care not to show it. “Well, what is it?”


  ‘“Great One, I heard you order this ship to Cos for repairs. May I transfer myself to another vessel and go on to Rhodes? I presume that you will want me there when our troops land—unless you plan to transfer yourself to another ship, in which case if you wish it I will remain here to see to things. Please instruct me, Mighty King.”


  “You go to Rhodes. I leave the choice of a landing place up to you. Not so far from Rhodus City as to tire the army on the march. Put the men into a camp, and wait for me to arrive.”


  *


  When the “sixteener” hove to in the harbor of the city of Cos on the island of Cos, King Mithridates left the captain to deal with his oar troubles, and himself went ashore in a sleek and well-rowed lighter. He proceeded immediately with his guard to the precinct of the god of healing, Asklepios, which lay on the outskirts of the city; so rapidly had he moved that his identity was unknown when he strode into the forecourt of the sanctuary and bellowed to see whoever was in charge—a typical Mithridatic insult, as the King knew perfectly well the man in charge would be the high priest.


  “Who is this arrogant upstart?” demanded one priest of another within the King’s hearing.


  “I am Mithridates of Pontus, and you are dead men.”


  Thus it was that by the time the high priest arrived, two of his servitors lay headless between him and his visitor. A very subtle and intelligent man, the high priest had guessed who his unknown visitor was the moment he had been informed a big gold and purple ape was shouting for him.


  “Welcome to the precinct of Asklepios on Cos, King Mithridates,” said the high priest calmly, displaying no fear.


  “I hear that’s what you say to Romans.”


  “I say it to everyone.”


  “Not to Romans I had ordered killed.”


  “Were you to come here yourself crying for asylum, it would be granted to you in like measure, King Mithridates. The God Asklepios plays no favorites, and all men need him at one time or another. A fact it is wise to remember. He is a god of life, not of death.”


  “All right, consider them your punishment,” said the King, pointing to the two dead priests.


  “A punishment two times greater than it ought to be.”


  “Don’t try my temper too far, high priest! Now show me your books—and not the set you keep for the Roman governor.’’


  The Asklepeion of Cos was the greatest banking institution in the world apart from Egypt’s state bank, and had grown to be so because of the careful acumen of a long succession of priestly administrators who had come into being under the aegis of the Ptolemies of Egypt—Cos had once been an Egyptian possession. Therefore its development as an institute devoted to the care of money was a logical offshoot of the Egyptian banking system. At first the temple had been a more typical sanctuary, akin to those in other places. Consecrated to healing and to hygiene, the Asklepeion of Cos was the brainchild of some disciples of Hippocrates, and had originally practised the art of incubation—the sleep-cure of dreams and their interpretation as still practised in the precincts at Epidaurus and Pergamum. But with the passing of the generations on Cos and its occupation by the Ptolemies of Egypt, money had replaced cures as the staple income of the temple, and the priests had become more soaked in things Egyptian than in things Greek.


  It was a huge precinct, its buildings scattered among parklands beautifully gardened—gymnasium, agora, shops, baths, library, a priestly training college, facilities for scholars in residence, houses and slave quarters, a palace for the high priest, a necropolis on special ground, circles of subterranean sleep cubicles, a hospital, the great complex devoted to banking, and the temple to the god himself contained within a sacred grove of plane trees.


  His statue was neither chryselephantine nor gold, but made of white Parian marble by Praxiteles, and showed a bearded, rather Zeus-like deity standing leaning upon a tall staff around which a serpent was entwined. His right hand was extended and held a tablet, at his feet was a large and supine dog. The whole had been painted by Nicias in such a lifelike way that the statue seemed in the shadowy light to stir its garments from the minute and natural movements of its muscles; the god’s eyes, a bright blue, sparkled with human and unmajestic joyousness.


  None of which enchanted the King, who put up with the grand tour of the sanctuary for just long enough to decide that the statue in the god’s temple was a poor thing, not worth looting. Then he got down to the books, and informed the high priest what he intended to confiscate. All Roman gold on deposit, of course; some eight hundred talents of gold on long-term deposit from the Great Temple in Jerusalem, whose synod was canny enough to keep an emergency nest egg safe from the depredations of the Seleucids and the Ptolemies; and the three thousand talents of gold brought to the temple some fourteen years earlier by the old Queen Cleopatra of Egypt.


  “I see that the Queen of Egypt also gave three boys into your safekeeping,” said Mithridates.


  But the high priest was more concerned about his gold, and said in tones he tried to keep cool rather than angry, “King Mithridates, we do not keep our gold here in its entirety—we lend it!”


  “I haven’t asked you for all of it,” said the King, voice ugly. “I’ve asked you for—yes, I make it five thousand talents of Roman gold, three thousand talents of Egyptian gold, and eight hundred talents of Jewish gold. A small percentage of what you carry on your books, high priest.”


  “But to give you almost nine thousand talents of gold would leave us completely without reserves!”


  “How sad,” said the King, getting up from the desk where he had been examining the temple records. “Hand it over, high priest, or watch your precinct reduced to dust before you bite the dust yourself. Now show me the three Egyptian boys.”


  The high priest yielded to the inevitable. “You will have the gold, King Mithridates,” he said colorlessly. “Shall I send the Egyptian princes to you here?”


  “No. I’d rather see them in daylight.”


  Of course he was looking for his puppet Ptolemy; Mithridates waited impatiently until they were brought to him at the spot where he strolled beneath the shady boughs of pines and cedars.


  “Stand the three of them over there,” said Mithridates, pointing to a place twenty feet away, “and you, high priest, come here to me.” These directives fulfilled, the King asked, “Who is that?,” indicating the oldest-looking of the trio, a young man wearing a floating dress.


  “That is the legitimate son of King Ptolemy Alexander of Egypt, and next heir to the throne.”


  “Why is he here instead of in Alexandria?”


  “His grandmother, who brought him here, feared for his life. She made us promise we would keep him until he inherited the throne.”


  “How old is he?”


  “Twenty-five.”


  “Who was his mother?”


  The Egyptian influence at work in the Asklepeion of Cos showed in the awed tones the high priest used to answer; clearly he thought the House of Ptolemy far more august than the House of Mithridates. “His mother was the fourth Cleopatra.”


  “The one who brought him here?”


  “No, that was the third Cleopatra, his grandmother. His mother was her daughter and the daughter of King Ptolemy Gross Belly.”


  “Married to their younger son, Alexander?”


  “Later. She was married to the older son first, and had a daughter by him.”


  “That makes more sense. The oldest daughter always marries the oldest son, as I hear it.”


  “That is so, but not necessary constitutionally. The old Queen loathed both her oldest son and her oldest daughter. So she forced them to divorce. Young Cleopatra fled to Cyprus, where she married her younger brother and bore him this young man.”


  ““What happened to her?” asked the King, keenly interested.


  “The old Queen forced Alexander to divorce her, so she fled to Syria, where she married Antiochus Cyzicenus, who was warring with his first cousin, Antiochus Grypus. When Cyzicenus was defeated, she was hacked to death on the altar of Apollo at Daphne. The author of her murder was her own sister, wife of Grypus.”


  “Sounds just like my family,” said Mithridates, grinning.


  The high priest did not think it a matter for humor, so went on as if he hadn’t heard this remark. “The old Queen finally succeeded in ejecting her older son from Egypt, and brought Alexander, this young man’s father, to rule with her as King. This young man went to Egypt with him. However, Alexander was afraid of his mother, and hated her. Perhaps she knew what, was in store for her, I don’t know. But certainly she arrived in Cos fourteen years ago with several ships full of gold and three male grandchildren, asking us to care for them. Not long after she returned to Egypt, King Ptolemy Alexander murdered her.” The high priest sighed; clearly he had liked old Queen Cleopatra, the third of that name. “Alexander then married his niece Berenice, the daughter of his older brother Soter and the young Cleopatra who had been wife to them both.”


  “So King Ptolemy Alexander rules in Egypt with his niece Queen Berenice, this young man’s aunt as well as his half sister?”


  “Alas, no! His subjects deposed him six months ago. He died in a sea battle trying to regain his throne.”


  “Then this young man should be King in Egypt right now!”


  “No,” said the high priest, trying to conceal his pleasure at confusing his unwelcome guest. “King Ptolemy Alexander’s older brother, Soter, is still alive. When the people deposed Alexander, they brought Ptolemy Soter back to rule instead. Which he is doing right at this moment, with his daughter, Berenice, as his queen—though he cannot marry her, of course. The Ptolemies can only marry sisters, nieces, or cousins.”


  “Didn’t Soter have another wife after the old Queen forced him to divorce the young Cleopatra? Didn’t he have more children?”


  “Yes, he did marry again. His youngest sister, Cleopatra Selene. They had two sons.”


  “Yet you say this young man is the next heir?”


  “He is. When King Ptolemy Soter dies, he will inherit.”


  “Well, well!” said Mithridates, rubbing his hands together in glee. “I see I will have to take him into my safekeeping, high priest! And make sure he marries one of my own daughters.”


  “You may try,” said the high priest dryly.


  “What do you mean, try?”


  “He doesn’t like women and he won’t have anything to do with women under any circumstances.”


  Mithridates made a noise of slightly anguished irritation, shrugged. “No heirs from him, then! But I’ll take him anyway.” He pointed to the two others, mere youths. “These then I take it are the sons of Soter and his second sister-wife, Cleopatra Selene?”


  “No,” said the high priest. “The sons of Soter and Cleopatra Selene were brought here by the old Queen, but they died not long afterward of the children’s summer sickness. These boys are younger.”


  “Then who have we got here?” cried Mithridates, exasperated.


  “These are the sons of Soter and his royal concubine, Princess Arsinoe of Nabataea. They were born in Syria during Soter’s wars there against his mother, the old Queen, and his cousin Antiochus Grypus. When Soter left Syria, he didn’t take these boys or their mother with him—he left them in the care of his Syrian ally, his cousin Antiochus Cyzicenus. Thus they spent their early childhood in Syria. Then eight years ago Grypus was assassinated and Cyzicenus became sole King of Syria. Grypus’s wife at that time was Cleopatra Selene—he had married her as a replacement for his first wife, the middle Ptolemy sister, who died— ahem!—rather dreadfully.”


  “How dreadfully did she die?” asked the King, keeping it all straight because his own family history was somewhat similar, if not endowed with the glamor always attached to the Ptolemies of Egypt.


  “She had murdered the young Cleopatra, as I have told you. On the altar of Apollo at Daphne. But Cyzicenus captured her and put her to death very, very slowly. A tooth at a time, so to speak.”


  “So the youngest sister, Cleopatra Selene, didn’t stay a widow long after the death of Grypus. She married Cyzicenus.”


  “Correct, King Mithridates. However, she disliked these two boys. Something to do with her original marriage to Soter, whom she loathed. It was she who sent them here to us five years ago.”


  “After the death of Cyzicenus, no doubt. She married his son. And still reigns as Queen Cleopatra Selene of Syria. Remarkable!”


  The high priest raised his brows. “I see you know the history of the House of Seleucus well enough.”


  “A little. I’m related to it myself,” said the King. “How old are these boys and what are their names?”


  “The elder of the two is properly Ptolemy Philadelphus, but we gave him the nickname Auletes because at the time he came to us he had a piping, flutelike voice. I am pleased to say that with maturity and our training, he no longer musically squeaks. He is now aged sixteen. The younger boy is fifteen. We just call him by his only name, Ptolemy. A nice lad, but indolent.” The high priest sighed in the manner of a patient yet disappointed father. “It is his nature to be indolent, we fear.”


  “So it’s really these two younger boys who are the future of Egypt,” said Mithridates thoughtfully. “The trouble is, they’re bastards. I presume that means they can’t inherit.”


  “The bloodline is not absolutely pure, that is true,” said the high priest, “yet if their cousin Alexander fails to reproduce himself—as seems certain—they are the only Ptolemies left. I have had a letter from their father, King Ptolemy Soter, asking that they be sent to him at once. Now he’s King again—but without a queen he can marry— he wants to show them to his subjects, who have indicated that they are willing to accept these lads as the heirs.”


  “He’s out of luck,” said Mithridates casually. “I’m taking them with me. That way, I’ll be sure they marry daughters of mine. Their children will be my grandchildren.” His voice changed. “What happened to their mother, Arsinoe?”


  “I don’t know. I think Cleopatra Selene had her killed at the time she sent the sons to us here on Cos. The lads aren’t sure, but they fear it,” said the high priest.


  “What’s Arsinoe’s bloodline like? Is it good enough?”


  “Arsinoe was the oldest daughter of old King Aretas of Nabataea and his queen. It has always been Nabataean policy to send its most perfect daughter as a concubine to the King of Egypt. What more honorable alliance is there for one of the minor Semitic royal houses? The mother of old King Aretas was a Seleucid of the Syrian royal house. His wife—Arsinoe’s mother—was a daughter of King Demetrias Nicanor of Syria and the Princess Rhodogune of the Parthians—Seleucid again, with Arsacid for good measure. I would call Arsinoe’s lineage quite splendid,” said the high priest.


  “Oh, yes, I’ve got one of those among my wives!” said the King of Pontus heartily. “Nice little thing named Antiochis—the daughter of Demetrias Nicanor and Rhodogune. I have three excellent sons from her, and two daughters. The girls will be perfect wives for these boys, perfect! Reconcentrates the bloodline nicely.”


  “I think King Ptolemy Soter plans to marry Ptolemy Auletes to his half sister and aunt, Queen Berenice,” said the high priest firmly. “As far as the Egyptians are concerned, that would reconcentrate the bloodline far more acceptably.”


  “Too bad for the Egyptians,” said Mithridates, and turned upon the high priest savagely. “Let no one forget that Ptolemy Soter of Egypt and I have the same Seleucid blood! My great-great-aunt Laodice married Antiochus the Great, and their daughter Laodice married my grandfather, the fourth Mithridates! That makes Soter my cousin, and my daughters Cleopatra Tryphaena and Berenice Nyssa also his cousins—and cousins twice over to his sons by Arsinoe of Nabataea because their mother is the daughter of Demetrias Nicanor and Rhodogune, and so is Arsinoe’s mother!”


  The King drew a deep breath. “You may write to King Ptolemy Soter and tell him that I will be looking after his sons. Tell Soter that since there are no women left of suitable age in the House of Ptolemy—Berenice must be almost forty now—his sons will marry the daughters of Mithridates of Pontus and Antiochis of Syria. And you may thank your god with the snake-staff that I need you to write that letter! Otherwise I’d have you killed, old man. I find you singularly lacking in respect.”


  The King strode across to where the three young men were still standing, looking as much bewildered as apprehensive. “You’re going to Pontus to live, young Ptolemies,” he said to them curtly. “Now follow me, and make it quick!”


  Thus it was that when the mighty galley of King Mithridates put out to sea again, it shepherded several smaller ships and made sure they turned north of Cnidus on their way to Ephesus; aboard them were almost nine thousand talents of gold and the three heirs to the throne of Egypt. Cos had proven a profitable haven in time of need. And provided the King of Pontus with his puppet Ptolemy.


  *


  When the King arrived at the place Pelopidas had chosen for his landing on Rhodes, he found that very few soldier transports had turned up. He was therefore not able to assault the city of Rhodus until, as Pelopidas said,


  “—we can organize the shipping of another army, Great King. The Rhodian admiral Damagoras attacked our transports on two different occasions, and has sent over half of them to the bottom of the sea. Of those which survived, some came on to join us here, but most turned back to Halicarnassus. The next time we will have to surround the transports with war galleys instead of leaving them to follow at their own pace and without any protection.”


  Of course this news could not please the King, but as he had arrived safely himself, had done well on Cos, and was indifferent to the fate of his Pontic soldiers, he accepted the fact that he must wait for reinforcements, and occupied himself in writing to his regent in Pontus, Young Mithridates, regarding the young heirs to the throne of Egypt.


  They all seem well educated, but they are completely ignorant of the importance of Pontus in the world, my son, and that will have to be rectified. My daughters by Antiochis, Cleopatra Tryphaena and Berenice Nyssa, are to be betrothed at once to the two younger fellows. Cleopatra Tryphaena will go to Ptolemy Philadelphus, Berenice Nyssa to Ptolemy No Other Name. The marriages can take place when each girl becomes fifteen.


  As to the effeminate one, Ptolemy Alexander, he must be broken of this love for men. The Egyptians would clearly prefer him as their next king because he is legitimate. Therefore he will learn to like women if he likes his head on his shoulders. I leave it to you to enforce this edict.


  Setting pen to paper was an ordeal for the King, who normally used scribes, but he wanted to write this letter himself; it took him many days to compose in full, and many burned drafts.


  By the end of October the letter was on its way and the King of Pontus felt himself strong enough at last to attack Rhodus. He mounted his assault at night, and concentrated upon the land perimeter of the city because the Rhodian navy was berthed in the harbor. But no one in the Pontic command chain had the necessary knowledge or skill to storm a city as large and well fortified as Rhodus, so the attack was a dismal failure. Unfortunately the King lacked the patience to subject Rhodus to a long-term blockade— the only sure way to conquer it. Frontal assault it must be. But this time the Rhodian navy would be lured outside the harbor and sent chasing off after a decoy, as the main thrust of the Pontic attack would come from the water, spearheaded by a sambuca.


  What thrilled the King most was that the idea of the sambuca was entirely his, and had been greeted in council by Pelopidas and his other generals as a brilliant ploy, sure to work. Flushed with happiness, Mithridates decided to build the sambuca himself—that is, to design it personally and supervise its construction.


  He took two identical and immense “sixteeners” built in the same shipyard and lashed them together amidships; it was here that the King’s inadequacies as an engineer ill served his sambuca. What he should have done was to lash them together from their far sides, thus distributing the weight they would be called upon to carry evenly over the entire structure; instead, he lashed them together along their near sides, where they touched each other. Over the two ships he put a deck so large that parts of it overhung the water, but made no attempt to secure the deck to its substrate in any but the most superficial way. On top of this deck two towers went up in the midline, one situated above the gap between the two prows and one on top of the sterns, which were in closer proximity. Between the two towers a wide bridge was built so that it could be raised and lowered on a system of pulleys and winches from a resting position flat on the deck all the way up to the top of the towers. Inside each tower were huge treadmills operated by hundreds of slaves whose job it was to push the bridge from bottom to top. A tall fence of heavy planks was attached by hinges to one side of the bridge right along its length from prow tower to stern tower; while the bridge was being raised the fence formed a protection against missiles, and when the bridge attained its maximum altitude of just a little more than the immense seawall of Rhodus port, the fence could then be dropped onto the top of the seawall to form a gangplank.


  The attack began on a calm day toward the end of November, two hours after the Rhodian navy was lured away to the north. The Pontic army assaulted the landward walls at their weakest points as the Pontic navy rowed into Rhodus harbor, its outer flank deployed to keep the Rhodian fleet on its periphery when the Rhodian fleet saw through the trick and returned. In the midst of the huge Pontic flotilla reared the mighty sambuca, towed by dozens of lighters and followed closely by transports loaded with troops.


  Amid shrieks of alarm and frantic activity along the Rhodian battlements, with great dexterity the lightermen berthed the sambuca side-on to the vast seawall behind which lay the temple of Isis; the moment the maneuver was over, the troop transports crowded round it. Relatively unharmed by the frenzied hurling of stones and arrows and spears, the Pontic soldiers poured onto the sambuca, where they were packed densely onto the bridge, lying flat on the deck. Then the winch operators flogged their slaves to start walking the treadmills. Amid an horrific squealing and groaning, the bridge between the towers began to rise into the air bearing its load of soldiers. Hundreds of helmeted Rhodian heads popped up along the battlements to watch in mingled fascination and terror; Mithridates watched too, from his “sixteener” in the middle of the packed Pontic ships, waiting until the sambuca concentrated all Rhodian resistance to the temple of Isis section of the seawall. Once the sambuca was the center of attention, the other ships could draw up alongside the rest of the seawall and send troops up ladders with impunity. Pontic soldiers would be atop the fortifications all the way around the harbor.


  It cannot fail! I’ve got them this time! thought the King to himself as he allowed his eyes to dwell lovingly upon his sambuca and its slowly rising bridge between the two towers. Soon the bridge would come level with the top of the seawall, magically the protective fence would drop on its hinges to form a gangway across which the soldiers would pour in among the Rhodian defenders. There were enough men aboard the bridge to hold the Rhodians at bay until the apparatus was lowered back to the deck to load another contingent and winch them to the top. There is no doubt about it, thought King Mithridates, I am the best at everything!


  But as the center of gravity rose along with the sambuca bridge, the distribution of weight changed. The host ships lashed together began to split apart. Ropes snapped with little explosions, the towers began to totter, the deck to heave and buckle, the ascending bridge to sway like a dancer’s scarf. Then the two ships bearing all of this began to capsize toward the midline. Decking, towers, bridge, soldiers, sailors, artificers, and treadmill slaves fell into the water between the rolling vessels amid a cacophony of screams, grinding crunches, roars—and hysterical cheers from the jubilant Rhodians atop their walls—cheers soon changing into paroxysms of mocking laughter.


  “I never want to hear the name of Rhodes mentioned again!” said the King as his mighty galley bore him back to Halicarnassus. “It’s too close to winter to continue this petty campaign against a pack of idiots and fools. My armies marching into Macedonia and my fleets along the coast of Greece need my closer attention. I also want every engineer who had anything to do with the design of that ridiculous sambuca dead—no, not dead! Tongues out, eyes out, hands off, balls off, and begging bowls!”


  So furious was the King at this humiliation that he visited Lycia with an army and attempted to besiege Patara. But when he felled a grove of trees sacred to Latona, the mother of Apollo and Artemis came to him in a dream and warned him to stop. Next day the King handed over the investment to his underlings—the hapless Pelopidas was placed in command—and took his fascinating albino bride Monima to Hierapolis. There, cavorting and frolicking in the hot mineral pools amid petrified crystal waterfalls tumbling down the cliffs, he succeeded in forgetting all about the laughter of Rhodes—and Chian ships which gave him the fright of his life.


  IX
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  The news of the massacre of Asia Province’s Roman and Latin and Italian residents reached Rome ahead of the news that Mithridates had invaded the province—and reached Rome in record time. Just nine days after the last day of Quinctilis, the Princeps Senatus Lucius Valerius Flaccus was convening the House in the temple of Bellona outside the pomerium because this was to do with a foreign war. To those present he read out a letter from Publius Rutilius Rufus in Smyrna.


  I am sending this by a specially commissioned fast ship to Corinth, and onward to Brundisium by another just as fast, trusting that the rebellion in Greece does not prevent its passage. The courier has been instructed to ride from Brundisium to Rome at the gallop, night and day. The large sum of money this is costing has been given to me by my friend Miltiades, the ethnarch of Smyrna, who begs only that the Senate and People of Rome remember his service to them when, as must happen, Asia Province belongs to Rome again.


  It may be that you do not know as yet of the invasion of King Mithridates of Pontus, who now rules both Bithynia and our Roman Asian province. Manius Aquillius is dead under the most hideous circumstances, and Gaius Cassius is fled I know not where. A quarter of a million Pontic soldiers are west of the Taurus, the Aegean is completely covered by Pontic fleets, and Greece has allied itself with Pontus against Rome. I very much fear that Macedonia is totally isolated.


  But that is not the worst of it. On the last day of Quinctilis, every Roman and Latin and Italian in the Asia Province, Bithynia, Pisidia, and Phrygia was massacred by order of King Mithridates of Pontus. Their slaves were also massacred. The number of dead, I believe, is something like eighty thousand citizens and seventy thousand slaves—one hundred and fifty thousand altogether. That I did not suffer the same fate is due to my non-citizen status, though I believe the King issued a warning that I—by name!—was not to be touched. A nice sop to the hound of Hades. What can the sparing of my old life do to offset the brutal hacking into pieces of Roman women and little babies? They were torn from altars still crying on the gods and their bodies lie rotting unburied, again by order of the King of Pontus. This barbarian monstrosity now fancies himself the king of the world, and is boasting that he will be on Italian soil before the year is out.


  No one is left east of Italy to gainsay his boast save our people in Macedonia. But I despair of Macedonia. Though I have not been able to confirm it, there is news that King Mithridates has mounted a land expedition against Thessalonica which has already penetrated west of Philippi without a shred of opposition. I know more about activities in Greece, where a Pontic agent named Aristion has snatched all power in Athens and persuaded most of Greece to declare for Mithridates. The isles of the Aegean are in Pontic hands, the fleets are gigantic. When Delos fell, another twenty thousand of our people were put to death.


  Please, I beg of you, regard my letter as deliberately brief and understated, and do what you can to prevent this frightful barbarian Mithridates crowning himself the King of Rome. It is that serious.


  “Oh, we don’t need this!” said Lucius Caesar to his brother Catulus Caesar.


  “We may not need it, but we’ve got it,” said Gaius Marius, eyes sparkling. “A war against Mithridates! I knew it had to come. Surprising, really, that it’s been so long.”


  “Lucius Cornelius is on his way to Rome,” said the other censor, Publius Licinius Crassus. “I’ll breathe easier then.”


  “Why?” demanded Marius fiercely. “We shouldn’t have summoned him! Let him finish the Italian war.”


  “He is the senior consul,” said Catulus Caesar. “The Senate cannot make far-reaching decisions without his presence in the chair.”


  “Tchah!” said Marius, and lumbered away.


  “What’s the matter with him?” asked Flaccus Princeps Senatus.


  “What do you think, Lucius Valerius? He’s an old war-horse snuffing the scent of just the right kind of war—a foreign one,” said Catulus Caesar.


  “But surely he can’t think he’s going to it,” said Publius Crassus the censor. “He’s too old and sick!”


  “Of course he thinks he’s going,” said Catulus Caesar.


  *


  The war in Italy was over. Though the Marsi never did formally surrender, among all the peoples who had taken up arms against Rome they were the most devastated; hardly a Marsian male was left alive. In February, Quintus Poppaedius Silo fled to Samnium, and joined Mutilus within Aesernia. Mutilus he found so severely wounded that he was incapable ever again of leading an army. He was paralyzed from the waist down.


  “I must pass the leadership of Samnium on to you, Quintus Poppaedius,” Mutilus said.


  “No!” cried Silo. “I don’t have your way with troops— especially Samnite troops—nor do I have your skill as a general.”


  “There’s no one else. My Samnites have elected to follow you.”


  “Do the Samnites really want to continue the war?”


  “Yes,” said Mutilus. “But in the name of Samnium, not Italia.”


  “I can understand that. But surely there is one Samnite left to lead them!”


  “Not one, Quintus Poppaedius. It has to be you.”


  “Very well, then,” said Silo, sighing.


  What neither of them discussed was the ruin of their hopes for independent Italia. Nor did they discuss what both of them knew—that if Italia was finished, Samnium could not possibly win.


  In May the last rebel army sallied out of Aesernia under the command of Quintus Poppaedius Silo. It numbered thirty thousand infantry and a thousand horse, and was further augmented by a force of twenty thousand manumitted slaves. Most of the infantry had been wounded in one battle or another and fetched up in Aesernia because it was the only secure place left to go; Silo had brought the cavalry with him and managed to get through the Roman lines around the city. All of which made this sally inevitable; Aesernia could not long continue to feed so many mouths.


  As every marching man knew, it was a last-ditch stand; no one really expected to win. The most they could hope for was to make every death count. But then when Silo’s soldiers took Bovianum and killed the Roman garrison there, they began to feel better. Perhaps there was a chance after all? Metellus Pius and his army were sitting before Venusia on the Via Appia, so to Venusia they would go.


  And there outside Venusia the last battle of the war took place, a curious rounding out of the events which had started with the death of Marcus Livius Drusus. For on the field of Venusia there met in single combat the two men who had loved Drusus best—his friend Silo and his brother Mamercus. While the Samnites died in thousands, no match for the fit and experienced Romans, Silo and Mamercus slogged hand to hand until Silo fell. Mamercus stood looking down at the Marsian with tears in his eyes, sword raised. He hesitated.


  “Finish me, Mamercus!” gasped Quintus Poppaedius Silo. “You owe me that for killing Caepio. I will walk in no triumph held by the Piglet!”


  “For killing Caepio,” said Mamercus, and finished him. Then wept desolately for Drusus, Silo, and the bitterness of victory.


  “It’s done,” said Metellus Pius the Piglet to Lucius Cornelius Sulla, who had come to Venusia the moment he heard of the battle. “Venusia capitulated yesterday.”


  “No, it is not done,” said Sulla grimly. “It won’t be done until Aesernia and Nola submit.”


  “Have you considered,” ventured the Piglet rather timidly, “that if we were to lift the sieges at Aesernia and Nola, life in those two places would go back to normal and everyone would probably pretend nothing had ever happened?”


  “I’m sure you’re right,” said Sulla, “which is why we will not lift the siege at either place. Why should they get away with it? Pompey Strabo didn’t let Asculum Picentum get away with it. No, Piglet, Aesernia and Nola stay the way they are. For all eternity if necessary.”


  “I hear Scato is dead, and the Paeligni surrendered.”


  “Correct, except that you have it the wrong way round,” said Sulla with a grin. “Pompey Strabo accepted the surrender of the Paeligni. Scato fell on his sword rather than be a part of it.”


  “So it really is the end!” said Metellus Pius in wonder.


  “Not until Aesernia and Nola submit.”


  *


  The news of the massacre of the Romans and Latins and Italians of Asia Province reached Sulla in Capua, which town he had made his base, thus releasing Catulus Caesar to go back to Rome for a well-deserved rest; he had besides inherited Catulus Caesar’s secretary, the prodigy Marcus Tullius Cicero, and found Cicero so efficient that Catulus Caesar wasn’t necessary.


  Cicero found Sulla as terrifying as he had found Pompey Strabo, though for different reasons. And missed Catulus Caesar acutely.


  “Lucius Cornelius, will it be possible for me to have my discharge toward the end of the year?” Cicero asked. “Though I will have served in time not quite two years, I have added up my campaigns, and will have served in ten.”


  “I’ll see,” said Sulla, who felt about Cicero as a person much as Pompey Strabo had felt. “For the moment I can’t spare you. No one else knows as much about the place as you, now that Quintus Lutatius has gone to Rome to rest.”


  But there never is a rest, thought Sulla, galloping to Rome in a four-mule gig. No sooner do we put one conflagration out than another bursts into flames. And this will make the war against Italy look like two twigs smoldering.


  Every senior senator converged upon Rome for the Senate hearing on Asia Province, even Pompey Strabo; perhaps a hundred and fifty men gathered in the temple of Bellona outside the pomerium on the Campus Martius.


  “Well, we know Manius Aquillius is dead. Presumably that means his two fellow commissioners are dead,” said Sulla to the House in conversational tones. “However, it seems Gaius Cassius escaped, though we’ve heard nothing from him. What I can’t understand is why we’ve heard not one squeak from Quintus Oppius in Cilicia. Presumably Cilicia too is lost. It is a sad business when Rome has to depend upon a civilian exile for news like this.”


  “I imagine it means Mithridates struck like lightning,” said Catulus Caesar, brow furrowed.


  “Or else,” said Marius shrewdly, “there’s been funny business going on between all our official representatives.”


  That provoked no replies, but a great deal of thought; some certain loyalty united the body at all times, but it was not possible to mix as consistently as members of the Senate did without everyone’s knowing what everyone else was really like. And everyone knew what Gaius Cassius and the three commissioners were really like.


  “Then Quintus Oppius at least should have been in contact,” said Sulla, echoing everyone else’s thoughts. “He’s a man of great honor, he wouldn’t let Rome go in ignorance a moment longer than he could help. I think we must presume Cilicia too is lost.”


  “We’ll have to get word to Publius Rutilius somehow, and ask for more information,” said Marius.


  “I imagine that if any of our people survived, they’ll start to reach Rome by the end of Sextilis,” said Sulla. “We’ll get more information then.”


  “I interpret Publius Rutilius’s letter as meaning no one at all survived,” said Sulpicius from the tribunician bench. He groaned, clenched his fists. “Mithridates made absolutely no distinction between an Italian and a Roman!”


  “Mithridates is a barbarian,” said Catulus Caesar.


  But that answer was too pat for Sulpicius, who had seemed for many moments to have turned to stone when Flaccus Princeps Senatus had read Rutilius Rufus’s letter out two days before.


  “He made no distinction,” Sulpicius said again. “Why he made no distinction is beside the point! Irrelevant! The Italians of Asia Province paid the same price as the Romans and the Latins of Asia Province. They’re just as dead. Their women and children and slaves are just as dead. He made no distinction!”


  “Oh, pull your head in, Sulpicius!” cried Pompey Strabo, who wanted to get down to business. “You’re becoming a wheel in a rut.’’


  “I will have order,” said Sulla pleasantly. “We are not here in Bellona to investigate reasons or distinctions. We’re here to decide what to do.”


  “War!” said Pompey Strabo instantly.


  “Is that how everyone feels, or only some?” asked Sulla.


  The House cried out unanimously for war.


  “We have sufficient legions in the field,” said Metellus Pius, “and they’re properly equipped. At least in that respect we’re better prepared than we usually are. We can ship twenty legions to the east tomorrow.”


  “We can’t, you know,” said Sulla levelly. “In fact, I doubt if we can ship one legion, let alone twenty.”


  The House fell silent.


  “Conscript Fathers, where are we to find the money? With the war against Italy over, we have no choice except to disband our legions. Because we can’t afford to pay them a moment longer! While Rome was imperiled within Italy, every man of Roman or Latin ancestry was obliged to take the field. We can say that the same holds true for a foreign war, especially as Asia Province is already swallowed by the aggressor and eighty thousand of our people are dead. But the fact remains that at this moment the Homeland is not directly under threat. And the men in our armies are tired. They’ve been paid at last—but it took everything we own to pay them. Which means they must be demobilized, sent home. Because we do not have even the prospect of enough money to pay them for another campaign!”


  Sulla’s words sank into the silence, intensified it.


  Then Catulus Caesar sighed. “Let us put considerations of money to one side for a moment,” he said. “More important by far is the fact that we have to stop Mithridates!”


  “Quintus Lutatius, you haven’t listened!” cried Sulla. “There is no money for a campaign!”


  Catulus Caesar assumed his haughtiest look, and said, “I move that Lucius Cornelius Sulla be given the command against Mithridates. Once the matter of command is attended to, we can attend to money.”


  “And I give notice that I will move that Lucius Cornelius Sulla not be given the command against Mithridates!” roared Gaius Marius. “Let Lucius Cornelius Sulla remain in Rome to worry about money! Money! As if it is time to worry about money when Rome faces certain extinction! The money will be found. It always is. And King Mithridates has plenty of it, so it’s he will wind up paying in the long run. Conscript Fathers, we cannot give the command in this campaign to a man who worries about money! You must give this campaign to me!”


  “You are not well enough, Gaius Marius,” said Sulla without any expression on his face or in his voice.


  “I’m well enough to know that money is of no moment!” snapped Marius. “Pontus is the German threat all over again! And who won against the Germans? Gaius Marius! Fellow members of this august body, you must give the command in this war to me! I am the only man here who can win it!”


  Up from his seat rose Flaccus Princeps Senatus, a mild man not famous for his courage. “If you were young enough and well enough, Gaius Marius, no more fervent adherent would you have than I. But Lucius Cornelius is right. You are not well enough. You are too old. You have had two strokes. We cannot give the command in this war to a man who is likely to be felled again at just the moment when his talents are likely to be most needed. We do not know what causes a stroke, Gaius Marius, but we do know that a man who has had one stroke will go on to have more. As you have. As you will! No, Conscript Fathers, as your Princeps Senatus I say that we cannot even consider Gaius Marius to lead this campaign. I second the motion that the command be given to our senior consul, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Fortune will see me through,” said Marius stubbornly.


  “Gaius Marius, accept the opinion of the Princeps Senatus in the spirit in which it was tendered,” said Sulla calmly. “No one holds you lightly, least of all me. But facts are facts. This House cannot run the risk of entrusting the conduct of any war to one who has had two strokes and is now seventy years old.”


  Marius subsided, but it was plain he had not reconciled himself to the House opinion; he sat with both hands grappled around his knees and the right corner of his mouth turned down to match the left.


  “Lucius Cornelius, will you take the command?” asked Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar.


  “Only if the House gives it to me by a clear majority, Quintus Lutatius. Not otherwise,” said Sulla.


  “Then let there be a division,” said Flaccus Princeps Senatus.


  Only three men stood in opposition when the senators trooped from their makeshift places in this makeshift meeting chamber—Gaius Marius, Lucius Cornelius Cinna, and the tribune of the plebs Publius Sulpicius Rufus.


  “I don’t believe it!” muttered the censor Crassus to his colleague, Lucius Caesar. “Sulpicius?”


  “He’s been acting most peculiarly ever since the news of the massacre came,” said Lucius Caesar. “Keeps saying—well, you’ve heard him!—that Mithridates made no distinction between Romans and Italians. I imagine he’s now regretting the fact that he was one who never wanted to see the Italians enfranchised.”


  “Why should that prompt him to stand with Gaius Marius?”


  Lucius Caesar shrugged. “I don’t know, Publius Licinius! I really don’t know.”


  Sulpicius stood with Marius and Cinna because they stood against the Senate. For no other reason. When he had heard the news from Rutilius Rufus in Smyrna, Sulpicius had undergone a profound change, and had not managed since to live without pain. Without guilt. Without an agonized confusion of mind that could get little further than one fact: a foreign king had made no distinction between the men of Rome and the men of Italy. And if a foreign king lumped Romans and Italians together, then in the eyes of the rest of the world there was no difference between them. The nature and activities of the one were the same as the other.


  An ardent patriot and intensely conservative, when the war against the Italians had broken out Sulpicius had espoused the Roman cause with all his considerable heart. A quaestor in the year Drusus had died, he had found himself entrusted with increasingly responsible duties—and had acquitted himself brilliantly. Thanks to his own efforts, many Italians had died. Thanks to his consenting to it, the inhabitants of Asculum Picentum had suffered more terribly than barbarians deserved to suffer. Those thousands of little Italian boys who had walked in Pompey Strabo’s triumphal parade, and then been ejected from the city without food, clothing, or money, to live or to die according to the strength of will in their immature bodies. Who did Rome think she was, to inflict such terrible punishment upon people who were kinsfolk? How did Rome truly differ from the King of Pontus? His attitude at least was unequivocal! He at least had not shrouded his motives in righteousness and superiority. Nor for that matter had Pompey Strabo. It was the Senate had equivocated.


  Oh, what was right? Who was right? If one Italian man, one Italian woman, one Italian child had managed to survive the massacre and turned up in Rome, how could he, Publius Sulpicius Rufus, ever look that poor survivor in the face?


  How did he, Publius Sulpicius Rufus, truly differ from King Mithridates? Had he not killed many thousands of Italians? Had he not been a legate under Pompey Strabo, and consented to that man’s atrocities?


  But amid all this pain and confusion inside Sulpicius’s mind there were also coherent thoughts—or rather, thoughts he felt were coherent, valid, logical.


  Rome was not really to blame. The Senate was. The men of his own class, including himself. In the Senate—in himself!—lay the wellsprings of Roman exclusivity. The Senate had murdered his friend Marcus Livius Drusus. The Senate had stopped giving out the Roman citizenship in the aftermath of the war against Hannibal. The Senate authorized the destruction of Fregellae. The Senate, the Senate, the Senate ... The men of his own class. Including himself.


  Well, they would now have to pay. Including himself. It was time, decided Sulpicius, that the Senate of Rome ceased to be. No more ancient ruling families, no more wealth and power concentrated in the hands of so few that injustices as monumental as the Italian injustice could be perpetrated to an ultimate end. We are wrong, he thought. We must pay. The Senate has to go. Rome must be handed over to the People, who are our pawns, for all that we insist they are sovereign. Sovereign? Not while there’s a Senate! While there is ever a Senate, the People’s sovereignty is in name only. Not the Head Count, of course. The People. The men of the Second and Third and Fourth Classes, who are by far the largest bulk of Romans, yet have the least power. The truly wealthy and powerful knights of the First Class are indistinguishable from the Senate in every way. So they too must go.


  Standing with Marius and Cinna (Why was Cinna in opposition? What tied him to Gaius Marius all of a sudden?), Sulpicius looked at the packed mass of senators facing him. There stood his good friends Gaius Aurelius Cotta (appointed a senator at twenty-eight because the censors had taken Sulla’s words to heart and were trying to fill that exclusive body, the Senate, with appropriate men) and the junior consul, Quintus Pompeius Rufus, dutifully clustered with the rest—couldn’t they see their guilt? Why did they stare at him as if he were the guilty one? But he was! He was! He knew it. They had absolutely no idea.


  And if they do not understand, thought Sulpicius, then I will bide my time until this new war—oh, why are we always at war?—is organized. Men like Quintus Lutatius and Lucius Cornelius Sulla will be a part of it, they will not be in Rome to oppose me. I will wait. I will bide my time. And kill the Senate. Kill the First Class.


  “Lucius Cornelius Sulla,” said Flaccus Princeps Senatus, “take command of the war against Mithridates in the name of the Senate and the People of Rome.”


  “Only where are we to find the money?” asked Sulla later over dinner in his new house.


  With him were the Brothers Caesar, the flamen Dialis Lucius Cornelius Merula, the censor Publius Licinius Crassus, the banker and merchant Titus Pomponius, the banker Gaius Oppius, Quintus Mucius Scaevola Pontifex Maximus, and Marcus Antonius Orator, just returned to the Senate after a protracted illness. Sulla’s guest list was designed to answer his question—if it could be answered at all.


  “Is there nothing in the Treasury?” asked Antonius Orator, unable to believe this. “I mean, we all know how the urban quaestors and the tribunes of the Treasury behave— they’re forever insisting that the place is empty when there’s actually plenty.”


  “Believe it, Marcus Antonius, there is nothing,” said Sulla firmly. “I’ve been to the Treasury myself several times—and I’ve been very careful not to let anyone know I was coming.”


  “What about the temple of Ops?” asked Catulus Caesar.


  “Empty too.”


  “Well,” said Scaevola Pontifex Maximus, “there is the gold hoarded by the Kings of Rome against just such an emergency.”


  “What gold?” asked several in chorus, including Sulla.


  “I didn’t know about it myself until I became Pontifex Maximus, honestly!” said Scaevola defensively. “It’s in the basement of the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus— about—oh, something under two hundred talents.”


  “Wonderful!” said Sulla ironically. “No doubt when Servius Tullius was King of Rome, that was enough to fund the war to end all wars. Nowadays it’s about enough to keep four legions in the field for six months. I’d better hurry!”


  “It’s a start,” said Titus Pomponius comfortably.


  “Why can’t you bankers lend the State a couple of thousand talents?” asked Crassus Censor, who loved money dearly, but had not nearly as much of it as he wanted—just the tin concessions across Spain, and he’d been too busy to police those as closely as they needed.


  “Because we don’t have it to lend,” said Oppius patiently.


  “Also, most of us use banks in Asia Province for housing our surplus reserves—which means, I have no doubt, that Mithridates is now the owner of our reserves,” said Titus Pomponius, and sighed.


  “You must have money here!” said Crassus Censor, snorting.


  “We do. But not enough to lend the State,” maintained Oppius.


  “Res facta or res ficta?”


  “Fact, Publius Licinius, truly.”


  “Does everyone here agree that this present crisis is even more serious than the Italian crisis?’’ asked Lucius Cornelius Merula, priest of Jupiter.


  “Yes, yes!” snapped Sulla. “Having interviewed the man in person once, flamen Dialis, I can assure you that if Mithridates is not stopped, he will crown himself King of Rome!”


  “Then since we would never get permission from the People to sell off the ager publicus, there’s only one more way to raise money short of imposing new taxes,” said Merula.


  “What?”


  “We can sell all the property the State still owns in the vicinity of the Forum Romanum. We don’t have to go to the People to do that.”


  An appalled silence descended.


  “We couldn’t be selling the State’s assets at a worse time,” said Titus Pomponius mournfully. “It’s a buyer’s market.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t even know what land the State owns around the Forum except for the priests’ houses,” said Sulla, “and we can’t possibly sell them.”


  “I agree, to sell them would be nefas,” said Merula, who lived in one of the State Houses. “However, there is other property. The slopes of the Capitol inside the Fontinalis Gate, and also facing the Velabrum. Prime land for big houses. There is also a large tract which includes the general market and the Macellum Cuppedenis. Both areas could be subdivided.”


  “I refuse to countenance the sale of everything,” said Sulla strongly. “The market areas, yes. They’re just markets and a playing field for the College of Lictors. Some of the Capitol—facing the Velabrum west of the Clivus Capitolinus—and from the Fontinalis Gate down as far as the Lautumiae. But nothing on the Forum itself, and nothing on the Capitol facing the Forum itself.’’


  “I’ll buy the markets,” said Gaius Oppius.


  “Only if no one offers more,” said Pomponius, whose mind had been running the same way. “To be fair about it—and to get the best price—everything will have to be auctioned.”


  “Perhaps we should try to keep the general market area and sell only the Cuppedenis market,” said Sulla, who found himself loathing the need to auction off such wonderful assets.


  “I think you’re right, Lucius Sulla,” said Catulus Caesar.


  “I agree with that,” said Lucius Caesar.


  “If we sell the Cuppedenis, I suppose that will mean increased rents for the spice and flower merchants,” said Antonius Orator. “They won’t thank us!”


  But Sulla had thought of another alternative. “How about we borrow the money?” he asked.


  “Where?” asked Merula suspiciously.


  “From the temples of Rome. Pay them back out of the spoils. Juno Lucina, Venus Libitina, Juventas, Ceres, Juno Moneta, Magna Mater, Castor and Pollux, both Jupiter Stators, Diana, Hercules Musarum, Hercules Olivarius— they’re all rich.”


  “No!” cried Scaevola and Merula together.


  A quick glance from face to face told Sulla he would get no support from anyone. “All right, then, if you won’t let Rome’s temples pay for my campaign, would you object to the temples of Greece?” he asked.


  Scaevola frowned. “Nefas is nefas, Lucius Sulla. The gods are the gods, in Greece or in Rome.”


  “Yes, but Greece’s gods are not Rome’s gods, now are they?”


  “Temples are sacrosanct,” said Merula stubbornly.


  Out leaped the other creature inside Sulla; it was the first time some of those present had seen it, and it terrified them. “Listen,” he said, teeth showing, “you can’t have it all ways, and that goes for the gods too! I’ll grant you the gods of Rome, but there’s not one man here who doesn’t understand how much it costs to keep legions in the field! If we can scrape two hundred talents of gold together, I can get six legions as far as Greece. That’s a pretty paltry force to pit against a quarter of a million Pontic soldiers—and I would remind you that a Pontic soldier is not a naked German barbarian! I’ve seen the troops of Mithridates, and they are armed and trained much like Roman legionaries. Not as good, I imagine, but far better than naked German barbarians if only because they are protected by armor and trained to discipline. Like Gaius Marius in the field, I intend to keep my men alive. And that means money for forage and money for the upkeep of all equipment. Money we don’t have—money you won’t allow the gods of Rome to give me. So I am warning you—and I mean every word!— when I reach Greece, I take the money I need from Olympia, Dodona, Delphi, and anywhere else I can find it. Which means, flamen Dialis, Pontifex Maximus, that you’d better put in some hard work with our Roman gods, and hope that these days they have more clout than the Greek gods!”


  No one said a word.


  The creature disappeared. “Good!” said Sulla cheerfully. “Now I have more happy news for you, just in case you think that’s the end of it.”


  Catulus Caesar sighed. “I am all agog, Lucius Cornelius. Pray tell us.”


  “I shall take my own four legions with me, plus two of the legions Gaius Marius trained and Lucius Cinna is presently using. The Marsi are a spent force, Cinna doesn’t need troops. Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo will do whatever he wants to do, and as long as he refrains from sending in wages bills, I for one do not intend to waste time arguing with him. That means there are still some ten legions to demobilize—and pay out. With money we certainly will not have,” said Sulla. “For that reason, I intend to legislate to pay out these soldiers with land in Italian areas whose populations we have virtually extirpated. Pompeii. Faesulae. Hadria. Telesia. Grumentum. Bovianum. Six empty towns surrounded by reasonable farming land. Districts which will belong to the ten legions I have to discharge.”


  “But that’s ager publicus!” cried Lucius Caesar.


  “Not yet, it isn’t. Nor is it going to become public land,” said Sulla. “It’s going to the soldiers. Unless, that is, you intend to change your pious and devout minds about the temples of Rome?” he asked sweetly.


  “We cannot,” said Scaevola Pontifex Maximus.


  “Then when my legislation is promulgated you had better swing both the Senate and the People on my side,” said Sulla.


  “We will uphold you,” said Antonius Orator.


  “And, while we’re on the subject of ager publicus,” Sulla went on, “don’t start declaring it while I’m away. When I come back with my legions, I will want more deserted Italian districts to settle them on.”


  In the end, Rome’s finances did not stretch to six legions. Sulla’s army was determined at five legions and two thousand horse, not a man or an animal more. When all the gold was put together it weighed nine thousand pounds—not even two hundred talents. A pittance indeed, but the best a bankrupt Rome could do. Sulla’s war chest didn’t even extend to the commissioning of one single fighting galley; it would barely cover the cost of hiring transports to get his men to Greece, the destination he thought he would prefer to western Macedonia. Not, however, that he intended to make settled plans until he heard more about the situation in Asia Minor and Greece. His mind inclined the way it did because in Greece lay the richest temples.


  And at the end of September, Sulla was finally able to leave Rome to join his legions in Capua. He had interviewed his trusted and devoted military tribune, Lucius Licinius Lucullus, and asked him if he would be willing to stand for election as a quaestor if Sulla asked for his services by name. Delighted, Lucullus indicated that he would, whereupon Sulla sent him ahead to Capua as his deputy until he could come himself. Mired down in auctioning State property and in organizing his six soldier colonies, it seemed throughout the month of September that Sulla would never manage to get away. That he did was due to iron will and ruthless driving of his senatorial colleagues, all of whom were fascinated; somehow Sulla had always escaped their attention as a potential high leader.


  “Overshadowed by Marius and Scaurus,” said Antonius Orator.


  “No, he just didn’t have a reputation,” said Lucius Caesar.


  “And whose fault was that?” sneered Catulus Caesar.


  “Mostly Gaius Marius’s, I suppose,” said his brother.


  “He certainly knows what he wants,” said Antonius Orator.


  “That he does,” said Scaevola, and shivered. “I would hate to get on the wrong side of him!”


  Which was exactly what Young Caesar was thinking as he lay in his ceiling hiding place and watched and listened to his mother and Lucius Cornelius Sulla talking.


  “I’m off tomorrow, Aurelia, and I don’t like going away without seeing you,” he said.


  “I don’t like your going without seeing me,” she answered.


  “No Gaius Julius?”


  “He’s off with Lucius Cinna among the Marsi.”


  “Picking up the pieces,” nodded Sulla.


  “You’re looking very well, Lucius Cornelius, in spite of all your difficulties. I take it this marriage is turning out happily.”


  “Either that, or I’m becoming more uxorious.”


  “Rubbish! You’ll never be uxorious.”


  “How is Gaius Marius taking his defeat?”


  Aurelia pursed her lips. “Not without much grumbling to the family,” she said. “You are not terribly popular with him.”


  “I didn’t expect to be. But he surely admits that I acted in a temperate way, didn’t chase after the command with slavering tongue and frenzied lobbying.”


  “You didn’t need to,” said Aurelia, “and that’s why he’s so upset. He isn’t used to Rome’s having an alternative war leader. Until you won the Grass Crown, he was always the only one. Oh, his enemies in the Senate were very powerful and thwarted him most of the time, but he knew he was the only one. He knew in the end they would have to use him. Now he’s old and sick, and there’s you. He’s afraid you’ll take away his support among the knights.”


  “Aurelia, he’s finished! Not without honor, not without great fame. But it’s over for him. Why can’t he see that?”


  “I suppose were he younger and in better mental condition, he would see it. The trouble is that his strokes have affected his mind—or so Julia thinks.”


  “She’d know more surely and sooner than anyone else,” said Sulla, and rose to go. “How is your family?”


  “Very well.”


  “Your boy?”


  “Irrepressible. Unquenchable. Indomitable. I try to keep his feet on the earth, but it’s very difficult,” said Aurelia.


  But my feet are on the ground, Mama! thought Young Caesar, wriggling out of his nest as soon as Sulla and Aurelia disappeared. Why is it that you always think me a feather, a crystal dandelion ball floating in the wind?


  2


  Thinking that Sulla would not waste time getting himself and his troops across the Adriatic ahead of winter’s unfavorable winds, Publius Sulpicius struck his first blow against the established order of things halfway through October. Of preparation he had little save within his own mind; for someone without love for demagogues, it was impossible to cultivate the art of the demagogue. He had, however, taken the precaution of seeking an interview with Gaius Marius and asking for Marius’s support. No lover of the Senate, Gaius Marius! Nor was Sulpicius disappointed in his reception. After listening to what Sulpicius proposed to do, Marius nodded.


  “You may rest assured I will lend you my full support, Publius Sulpicius,” the Great Man said. For a moment he said nothing more, then he added, apparently as an afterthought, “However, I will ask one favor of you—that you legislate to give me the command in the war against Mithridates.”


  It seemed like a small price to pay; Sulpicius smiled. “I agree, Gaius Marius. You shall have your command,” he said.


  Sulpicius convoked the Plebeian Assembly, and in contio put two prospective laws before it as separate bills. One called for the expulsion from the Senate of every member who was in debt to the tune of more than eight thousand sesterces; the other called for the return of all those men exiled by the Varian Commission in the days when Varius himself had prosecuted those he alleged had been in favor of the citizenship for Italy.


  Silver-tongued, golden-voiced, Sulpicius found exactly the right note. “Who do they think they are to sit in the Senate and make the decisions this body should be making, when hardly one of them isn’t a poor man and hopelessly in debt?” he cried. “For all of you who are in debt, there is no relief—no way of hiding behind senatorial exclusivity, no easing of your burdens by understanding moneylenders who do not think it politic to push you too far! Yet for them inside the Curia Hostilia, trifling little matters like debts can be ignored until better times! I know because I am a senator—I hear what they say to each other, I see the favors done here and there for moneylenders! I even know who among those in the Senate lend money! Well, it is all going to stop! No man who owes money should have a seat in the Senate! No man ought to be able to call himself a member of that haughty and exclusive club if he is no better than the rest of Rome!”


  Shocked, the Senate sat up straight, astounded because it was Sulpicius acting like a demagogue. Sulpicius! The most conservative and valuable of men! It had been he who vetoed the recall of the Varian exiles back before the beginning of the year! Now here he was, recalling them! What had happened?


  Two days later Sulpicius reconvened the Plebeian Assembly and promulgated a third law. All the new Italian citizens and many thousands of Rome’s freedman citizens were to be distributed evenly across the whole thirty-five tribes. Piso Frugi’s two new tribes were to be abandoned.


  “Thirty-five is the proper number of tribes, there can be no more!” shouted Sulpicius. “Nor is it right that some tribes can hold as few as three or four thousand citizens, yet still have the same voting power in tribal assemblies as tribes like Esquilina and Suburana, each with more than a hundred thousand citizen members! Everything in Roman government is designed to protect the almighty Senate and the First Class! Do senators or knights belong to Esquilina or Suburana? Of course not! They belong to Fabia, to Cornelia, to Romilia! Well, let them continue to belong to Fabia, to Cornelia, to Romilia, I say! But let them share Fabia and Cornelia and Romilia with men from Prifernum, Buca, Vibinium—and let them share Fabia and Cornelia and Romilia with freedmen from Esquilina and Suburana!”


  This was greeted with hysterical cheers, having the full approval of all strata save the uppermost and the lowliest; the uppermost because it would lose power, the lowliest because its situation would not be changed in the least.


  “I don’t understand!” gasped Antonius Orator to Titus Pomponius as they stood in the well of the Comitia surrounded by screaming, howling supporters of Sulpicius. “He’s a nobleman! He hasn’t had time to gather so many adherents! He’s not a Saturninus! I—do—not—understand!”


  “Oh, I understand,” said Titus Pomponius sourly. “He’s attacked the Senate for debt. What this crowd here today is hoping for is simple. They think if they pass whatever laws Sulpicius asks them to pass, as a reward he’ll legislate for the cancellation of debts.”


  “But he can’t do that if he’s busy throwing men out of the Senate for being in debt for eight thousand sesterces! Eight thousand sesterces! It’s a pittance! There’s hardly a man in the whole city isn’t in debt for at least that much!”


  “In trouble, Marcus Antonius?” asked Titus Pomponius.


  “No, of course not! But that can’t be said for more than a handful—even men like Quintus Ancharius, Publius Cornelius Lentulus, Gaius Baebius, Gaius Atilius Serranus— ye gods, the best men on earth, Titus Pomponius! But who hasn’t had trouble finding cash these past two years? Look at the Porcii Catones, with all that land in Lucania—not a sestertius of income thanks to the war. And the Lucilii too—southern landowners again.” Marcus Antonius paused for breath, then asked, “Why should he legislate for the cancellation of debts when he’s throwing men out of the Senate for debt?”


  “He hasn’t any intention of cancelling debts,” said Pomponius. “The Second and Third Classes are just hoping he will, that’s all.”


  “Has he promised them anything?”


  “He doesn’t have to. Hope is the only sun in their sky, Marcus Antonius. They see a man who hates the Senate and the First Class as much as Saturninus did. So they hope for another Saturninus. But Sulpicius is vastly different.”


  “Why?” wailed Antonius Orator.


  “I have absolutely no idea what maggot’s in his mind,” said Titus Pomponius. “Let’s get out of this crowd before it turns on us and rends us limb from limb.”


  On the Senate steps they met the junior consul, who was accompanied by his very excited son, just back from military duty in Lucania and still in a martial mood.


  “It’s Saturninus all over again!” cried young Pompeius Rufus loudly. “Well, this time we will be ready for him— we’re not going to let him get control of the crowds the way Saturninus did! Now that almost everybody is back from the war it’s easy to get a trusty gang together and stop him—and that’s what I’m going to do! The next contio he calls will turn out very differently, I promise you!”


  Titus Pomponius ignored the son in order to concentrate upon the father and other senators in hearing. “Sulpicius is not remotely another Saturninus,” he said doggedly. “The times are different and Sulpicius’s motives are different. Then, it was shortage of food. Now, it’s the prevalence of debt. But Sulpicius doesn’t want to be King of Rome. He wants them to rule Rome”—finger pointing at the Second and Third Classes jammed into the Comitia—”and that is very different indeed.”


  “I’ve sent for Lucius Cornelius,” said the junior consul to Titus Pomponius, Antonius Orator and Catulus Caesar, who had heard what Pomponius said and drifted over.


  “Don’t you think you can control what’s happening, Quintus Pompeius?” asked Pomponius, who was adept at asking awkward questions.


  “No, I don’t,” said Pompeius Rufus frankly.


  “What about Gaius Marius?” asked Antonius Orator. “He can control any crowd within Rome.”


  “Not this time,” said Catulus Caesar contemptuously. “In this instance, he’s backing the rebellious tribune of the plebs. Yes, Marcus Antonius, it’s Gaius Marius who has put Publius Sulpicius up to this!”


  “Oh, I don’t believe that,” said Antonius Orator.


  “I tell you, Gaius Marius is backing him!”


  “If that is really true,” said Titus Pomponius, “then I would say a fourth law will appear on Sulpicius’s agenda.”


  “A fourth law?” asked Catulus Caesar, frowning.


  “He will legislate to remove the command of the war against Mithridates from Lucius Sulla. Then give it to Gaius Marius.”


  “Sulpicius wouldn’t dare!” cried Pompeius Rufus.


  “Why not?” Titus Pomponius stared at the junior consul. “I am glad you’ve sent for the senior consul. When will he be here?”


  “Tomorrow or the day after.”


  Sulla arrived well before dawn the next morning, having driven to Rome the moment Pompeius Rufus’s letter found him. Did any consul ever have so much bad news? asked Sulla of himself—first the massacre in Asia Province, now another Saturninus. My country is bankrupt, I have just put down one revolution, and against my name in the fasti will go the odium of having sold off State property. Not that any of it matters provided I can deal with it. And I can deal with it.


  “Is there a contio today?” he asked Pompeius Rufus, to whose house he had gone immediately.


  “Yes. Titus Pomponius says Sulpicius is going to put a law forward to strip you of the command in the war against Mithridates and give it to Gaius Marius.”


  All outward movement in Sulla stilled, even his eyes. “I am the consul, and the war was given to me legally,” he said. “If Gaius Marius was well enough, he could have it gladly. But he isn’t well enough. And he can’t have it.” He blew through his nose. “I suppose this means Gaius Marius is backing Sulpicius.”


  “So everyone thinks. Marius hasn’t appeared at any of the contiones yet, but it is true that I’ve seen some of his minions at work in the crowd among the lower Classes. Like that frightful fellow who leads a gang of Suburan roughnecks,” said Pompeius Rufus.


  “Lucius Decumius?”


  “Yes, that’s him.”


  “Well, well!” said Sulla. “This is a new aspect of Gaius Marius, Quintus Pompeius! I didn’t think he’d stoop to using tools like Lucius Decumius. Yet I very much fear that having his old age and his poor health pointed out to him so resoundingly in the House has given him to understand he’s finished. But he doesn’t want to be finished. He wants to go to war against Mithridates. And if that means he must turn himself into a Saturninus, he will.”


  “There’s going to be trouble, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “I know that!”


  “No, I mean that my son and a lot of other sons of senators and knights are assembling a force to expel Sulpicius from the Forum,” said Pompeius Rufus.


  “Then you and I had better be in the Forum when Sulpicius convenes the Plebeian Assembly.”


  “Armed?”


  “Definitely not. We must try to contain this legally.”


  When Sulpicius arrived in the Forum shortly after dawn, it was apparent that he had heard rumors of the band led by the junior consul’s son, for he appeared in the midst of a huge escort of young men of the Second and Third Classes, all armed with clubs and small wooden shields; and to protect this inner escort he had surrounded them with a mass of men from what seemed the Fifth Class and the Head Count—ex-gladiators and crossroads college members. So huge was the “bodyguard” that young Quintus Pompeius Rufus’s little army was dwarfed to the size of impotence.


  “The People,” cried Sulpicius to a Comitia half filled by his “bodyguard” alone, “are sovereign! That is, the People are said to be sovereign! It’s a convenient phrase trotted out by the members of the Senate and the leading knights whenever they need your votes. But it means absolutely nothing! It is hollow, it is a mockery! What responsibilities do you truly have in government? You are at the mercy of the men who call you together, the tribunes of the plebs! You don’t formulate laws and promulgate them in this Assembly—you are simply here to vote on laws formulated and promulgated by the tribunes of the plebs! And with very few exceptions, who own the tribunes of the plebs? Why, the Senate and the Ordo Equester! And what happens to those tribunes of the plebs who declare themselves the servants of the sovereign People? I’ll tell you what happens to them! They are penned up in the Curia Hostilia and smashed into pulp by tiles off the Curia Hostilia roof!”


  Sulla twisted his shoulders. “Well, that’s a declaration of war, isn’t it? He’s going to make Saturninus a hero.”


  “He’s going to make himself a hero,” said Catulus Caesar.


  “Listen!” said Merula flamen Dialis sharply.


  “It is time,” Sulpicius was saying, “that the Senate and the Ordo Equester were shown once and for all who is sovereign in Rome! That is why I stand here before you— your champion—your protector—your servant. You are just emerging from three frightful years, years during which you were required to shoulder the bulk of the burden of taxes and land deprivation. You gave Rome most of the money to fund a civil war. But did anyone in the Senate ask you what you thought about war against your brothers, the Italian Allies?”


  “We certainly did ask!” said Scaevola Pontifex Maximus grimly. “They were more passionately for war than the Senate was!”


  “They’re not about to remember that now,” said Sulla.


  “No, they didn’t ask you!” shouted Sulpicius. “They denied your brothers the Italians their citizenship, not yours! Yours is a mere shadow. Theirs is the substance ruling Rome! They couldn’t allow the addition of thousands of new members into their exclusive little rural tribes—that would have given their inferiors too much power! So even after the franchise was granted to the Italians they made sure the new citizens were contained within too few tribes to affect electoral outcomes! But all of that ends, sovereign People, the moment you ratify my law to distribute the new citizens and the freedmen of Rome across the whole thirty-five tribes!”


  A wave of cheering broke out so loudly that Sulpicius was obliged to stop; he stood, smiling broadly, a handsome man in his middle thirties with a patrician look to him despite his plebeian rank—fine boned, fair in coloring.


  “There are also other ways in which you have been cheated, thanks to the Senate and the Ordo Equester,” Sulpicius went on when the noise died down. “It is more than time that the prerogative—and it is no more than prerogative, for it is not law!—of conferring all military commands and directing all wars was removed from the Senate and the Senate’s secret masters of the Ordo Equester! It is time that you—the backbone, the basis of everything truly Roman!— were given the tasks you should have under the law. Among those tasks is the right to decide whether or not Rome should go to war—and if it is to be war, who should command.”


  “Here it comes,” said Catulus Caesar.


  Sulpicius turned to level his finger at Sulla, who stood in the forefront of the crowd atop the Senate steps, his looks singling him out. “There is the senior consul! Elected senior consul by his peers, not yours! How long is it since even the Third Class was needed to cast a ballot in the consular elections?”


  Seeming to realize that he was in danger of drifting from his point, Sulpicius paused, came back to it. “The senior consul was given the command in a war so vital to the future of Rome that if that war is not conducted by the best man in Rome, Rome may well cease to exist. So who gave the command of the war against King Mithridates of Pontus to the senior consul? Who decided he was the best man in Rome to do the job? Why, the Senate and their secret masters of the Ordo Equester! Putting up their own, as always! Willing to jeopardize Rome in order to see a patrician nobleman put on the trappings of the general! For who is this Lucius Cornelius Sulla? What wars has he won? Do you know him, sovereign People? Well, I can tell you who he is! Lucius Cornelius Sulla stands there because he rode on Gaius Marius’s back! Everything he has achieved he achieved by riding on Gaius Marius’s back! He is said to have won the war against the Italians! But we all know that it was Gaius Marius dealt the first and hardest blows—had Gaius Marius not, then this man Sulla couldn’t have gone on to victory!”


  “How dare he!” gasped Crassus Censor. “It was you and no one but you, Lucius Cornelius! You won the Grass Crown! You brought the Italians to their knees!” He drew in a great breath to shout this at Sulpicius, but shut his mouth when Sulla twisted his arm.


  “Leave be, Publius Licinius! If we start shouting at them, they’ll turn on us and lynch us. I want this mess cleared up in a legal and peaceful way,” said Sulla.


  Sulpicius was still hammering his point home. “Can this Lucius Cornelius Sulla address you, sovereign People? Of course he can’t! He’s a patrician! Too good for the likes of you! In order to give this precious patrician the command of the war against Mithridates, the Senate and the Ordo Equester passed over a far more qualified and able man! They passed over none other than Gaius Marius! Saying he was sick, saying he was old! But I ask you, sovereign People!—who have you seen every single day for the past two years walking through this city forcing himself to get well? Exercising, looking better every day? Gaius Marius! Who might be old, but is no longer sick! Gaius Marius! Who might be old, but is still the best man in Rome!”


  The cheering had broken out again, but not for Sulpicius. The crowd parted to reveal Gaius Marius walking down to the bottom of the Comitia well, briskly and on his own; Gaius Marius no longer needed to lean on his boy, who was not with him.


  “Sovereign People of Rome, I ask you to approve of a fourth law in my program of legislation!’’ Sulpicius shouted, beaming at Gaius Marius. “I propose that the command of the war against King Mithridates of Pontus be stripped away from the haughty patrician Lucius Cornelius Sulla, and given to your own Gaius Marius!”


  Sulla waited to hear no more. Asking that Scaevola Pontifex Maximus and Merula flamen Dialis accompany him, he walked home.


  Ensconced in his study, Sulla looked at them. “Well, what do we do?” he asked.


  “Why Lucius Merula and me?” was Scaevola’s answer.


  “You’re the heads of our religion,” said Sulla, “and you know the law as well. Find me a way to prolong Sulpicius’s campaign in the Comitia until the crowd gets tired of it— and him.”


  “Something soft,” said Merula thoughtfully.


  “Soft as kitten’s fur,” said Sulla, tossing back a cup of unwatered wine. “If it came to a pitched battle in the Forum, he’d win. He’s no Saturninus! Sulpicius is a much cleverer man. He beat us to the violent alternatives. I did a rough count of the number in his guard, and came up with a figure not much short of four thousand. And they’re armed. Clubs on the surface, but I suspect swords underneath. We can’t field a civilian force capable of teaching them a lesson in a space as confined as the Forum Romanum.’’ Sulla stopped, grimaced as if he tasted something sour and bitter; his pale cold eyes looked into nothing, “If I have to, Pontifex Maximus, flamen Dialis, I will pile Pelion on top of Ossa before I see our rightful privileges overturned! Including my own position! But let us first see if we can’t defeat Sulpicius with his own weapon—the People.”


  “Then,” said Scaevola, “the only thing to do is to declare all the Comitial days between now and whenever you wish as feriae.”


  “Oh, that’s a good idea!” said Merula, face lightening.


  Sulla frowned. “Is it legal?”


  “Most definitely. The consuls, the Pontifex Maximus, and the Colleges of Pontifices are at complete liberty to set days of rest and holiday during which the Assemblies cannot meet.”


  “Then post the declaration of feriae this afternoon on rostra and Regia, and have the heralds proclaim days of rest and holiday between now and the Ides of December.” Sulla grinned nastily. “His term as a tribune of the plebs finishes three days before that. And the moment he’s out of office, I’ll have Sulpicius up on charges of treason and inciting violence.”


  “You’ll have to try him quietly,” said Scaevola, shivering.


  “Oh, for Jupiter’s sake, Quintus Mucius! How can it be done quietly?” asked Sulla. “I shall haul him up and try him, that’s all! If he can’t woo the crowds with lovely words, he’ll be helpless enough. I’ll drug him.”


  Two pairs of startled eyes flew to Sulla’s face; it was when he said things like drugging a man that he was most alien, least able to be understood.


  Sulla convened the Senate next morning and announced that the consuls and pontifices had declared a period of feriae during which no meetings in the Comitia could be held. It fetched a round of quiet cheers, as Gaius Marius was not in the House to object.


  Catulus Caesar walked out of the chamber afterward with Sulla. “How dared Gaius Marius place the State in jeopardy, all for the sake of a command he’s not fit to take up?” demanded Catulus Caesar.


  “Oh, because he’s old, he’s afraid, his mind’s not what it was, and he wants to be consul of Rome seven times,” said Sulla wearily.


  Scaevola Pontifex Maximus, who had left ahead of Sulla and Catulus Caesar, suddenly came running back. “Sulpicius!” he cried. “He’s ignoring the proclamation of feriae, he’s calling it a ploy devised by the Senate and going ahead in contio!”


  Sulla didn’t look surprised. “I imagined that was what he would do,” he said.


  “Then what was the point of it?’’ asked Scaevola indignantly.


  “It puts us in the position of being able to declare any laws he discusses or passes during the period of feriae invalid,” said Sulla. “That’s the only virtue feriae has.”


  “If he passes his law expelling everyone in debt from the Senate,” said Catulus Caesar, “we’ll never be able to declare his laws invalid. There won’t be enough senators left to make a quorum. And that means the Senate will cease to exist as a political force.”


  “Then I suggest that we get together with Titus Pomponius, Gaius Oppius, and other bankers and arrange for the cancellation of all senatorial debts—unofficially, of course.”


  “We can’t!” wailed Scaevola. “The senatorial creditors are insisting on their money, and there isn’t any money! No senator borrows from respectable lenders like Pomponius and Oppius! They’re too public! The censors would get to know!”


  “Then I’ll charge Gaius Marius with treason and take the money from his estates,” said Sulla, looking ugly.


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius, you can’t!” moaned Scaevola. “The ‘sovereign People’ would tear us apart!”


  “Then I’ll open my war chest and pay the Senate’s debts with that!” said Sulla through his teeth.


  “You can’t, Lucius Cornelius!”


  “I am getting very tired of being told I can’t,” said Sulla. “Let myself be beaten by Sulpicius and a pack of gullible fools who think he’s going to cancel their debts? I won’t! Pelion on top of Ossa, Quintus Mucius! I will do whatever I have to do!”


  “A fund,” said Catulus Caesar. “A fund set up by those of us not in debt to salvage those who face expulsion.”


  “To do that, we would have needed to see into the future,” said Scaevola miserably. “It would take at least a month. I’m not in debt, Quintus Lutatius. Nor are you, I imagine. Nor Lucius Cornelius. But ready money? I don’t have any! Do you? Can you scrape up more than a thousand sesterces without selling property?”


  “I can, but only just,” said Catulus Caesar.


  “I can’t,” said Sulla.


  “I think we should put a fund together,” said Scaevola, “but it will require the sale of property. Which means it will come too late. Those senators in debt will have been expelled. However, as soon as they’re out of debt, the censors can reinstall them.”


  “You don’t think Sulpicius will permit that, do you?” asked Sulla. “He’ll do some more legislating.”


  “Oh, I hope I get a chance to lay my hands on Sulpicius some dark night!” said Catulus Caesar savagely. “How can he dare to do all this at a time when we can’t even fund a war we have to win?”


  “Because Publius Sulpicius is clever and committed,” said Sulla. “And I suspect Gaius Marius put him up to it.”


  “They’ll pay,” said Catulus Caesar.


  “Be careful, Quintus Lutatius. It’s they might make you pay,” said Sulla. “Still, they fear us. And with good reason.”


  *


  Seventeen days had to elapse between the first contio at which a law was discussed and the meeting of the Assembly voting that law into being; Publius Sulpicius Rufus continued to hold his contiones while the days dripped away and the time for ratification came ever closer, seemed more inevitable.


  On the day before the first pair of Sulpicius’s laws were to be put to the vote, young Quintus Pompeius Rufus and his friends who were the sons of senators and knights of the First Class decided to put a stop to Sulpicius in the only way now possible—by force. Without the knowledge of their fathers or of the curule magistrates, young Pompeius Rufus and some others gathered over a thousand men aged between seventeen and thirty. They all owned armor and arms, they had all until very recently been in the field against the Italians. As Sulpicius conducted the contio applying the finishing touches to the actual drafting of his first pair of laws, a thousand heavily armed young men of the First Class marched into the Forum Romanum and immediately attacked the men attending Sulpicius’s meeting.


  The invasion caught Sulla completely unprepared; one moment he and his colleague Quintus Pompeius Rufus were observing Sulpicius from the top of the Senate steps, surrounded by other senior senators, and the next moment the whole of the lower Forum was a battlefield. He could see young Quintus Pompeius Rufus wreaking havoc with a sword, heard the father standing beside him cry out in anguish, and held the father’s arm so strongly he couldn’t move.


  “Leave it, Quintus Pompeius. There’s nothing you can do,” said Sulla curtly. “You’d never even get to his side.”


  Unfortunately the crowd was so large it extended far beyond the actual Comitia well. No general, young Pompeius Rufus had deployed his men thinly spread out rather than kept them in a wedge. Had he done so, he might have driven through the middle of the pack; as it was, Sulpicius’s guard had no difficulty in uniting.


  Fighting bravely, young Pompeius Rufus himself succeeded in working his way around the rim of the Comitia well and reached the rostra. Intent upon Sulpicius as he scrambled up to the rostra platform, he never even saw the burly middle-aged fellow who had obviously retired from the gladiatorial ring until his sword was wrenched down. Young Pompeius Rufus tumbled from the rostra into Sulpicius’s guard below, and was clubbed to death.


  Sulla heard the father’s scream, felt rather than saw several senators drag him away, and himself realized that the guard, now victorious over the ranks of the young elite, would turn next to the Senate steps. Like an eel he wriggled through the throng of panicked senators and dropped off the edge of the Senate House podium into the pandemonium below, his toga praetexta abandoned. A deft twist of his hand plucked a chlamys cloak from some Greek freedman trapped by the fight; Sulla threw it over his telltale head and pretended he too was a Greek freedman only intent upon removing himself from the turmoil. He ducked beneath the colonnade of the Basilica Porcia, where frantic merchants were trying to disassemble their stalls, and worked his way into the Clivus Argentarius. The crowd grew less, the fighting nonexistent; Sulla headed up the hill and through the Porta Fontinalis.


  He knew exactly where he was going. To see the prime mover in all this. To see Gaius Marius, who wanted to command a war and get himself elected consul a seventh time.


  He threw the chlamys away and knocked on Marius’s door clad only in his tunic. “I want to see Gaius Marius,” he said to the porter in tones which implied he was clad in all his regalia.


  Unwilling to deny entry to a man he knew so well, the porter held the door open and admitted Sulla to the house.


  But it was Julia who came, not Gaius Marius.


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius, this is terrible!” she said, and turned to a servant. “Bring wine.”


  “I want to see Gaius Marius,” said Sulla through his teeth.


  “You can’t, Lucius Cornelius. He’s asleep.”


  “Then wake him, Julia. If you don’t, I swear I will!”


  Again she turned to a servant. “Please ask Strophantes to wake Gaius Marius and tell him Lucius Cornelius Sulla is here to see him on urgent business.”


  “Has he gone completely mad?” asked Sulla, reaching for the water flagon; he was too thirsty to drink wine.


  “I don’t know what you mean!” cried Julia, looking defensive.


  “Oh, come, Julia! You’re the Great Man’s wife! If you don’t know him, no one does!” snarled Sulla. “He’s deliberately engineered a series of events he thinks will bring him the command against Mithridates, he’s cultivated the lawless career of a man who is determined to tear down the mos maiorum, he’s turned the Forum into a shambles and caused the death of the son of the consul Pompeius Rufus— not to mention the deaths of hundreds of others!”


  Julia closed her eyes. “I cannot control him,” she said.


  “His mind is gone,” said Sulla.


  “No! Lucius Cornelius, he is sane!”


  “Then he’s not the man I thought he was.”


  “He just wants to fight Mithridates!”


  “Do you approve?”


  Again Julia closed her eyes. “I think he should stay at home and leave the war to you.”


  They could hear the Great Man coming, and fell silent.


  “What’s amiss?” asked Marius as he entered the room. “What brings you here, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “A battle in the Forum,” said Sulla.


  “That was imprudent,” said Marius.


  “Sulpicius is imprudent. He’s given the Senate nowhere to go except to fight for its existence in the only way left — with the sword. Young Quintus Pompeius is dead.”


  Marius smiled, not a pretty sight. “That’s too bad! I don’t imagine his side won.”


  “You’re right, it didn’t win. Which means that at the end of a long and bitter war — and facing yet another long and bitter war! — Rome is the poorer by a hundred or so of her best young men,” said Sulla harshly.


  “Yet another long and bitter war? Nonsense, Lucius Cornelius! I’ll beat Mithridates in a single season,” said Marius complacently.


  Sulla tried. “Gaius Marius, why can’t you get it through your head that Rome has no money? Rome is bankrupt! Rome cannot afford to field twenty legions ! The war against the Italians has put Rome into hopeless debt! The Treasury is empty! And even the great Gaius Marius cannot win against a power as strong as Pontus in one single season if he has only five legions to work with!”


  “I can pay for several legions myself,” said Marius.


  Sulla scowled. “Like Pompey Strabo? But when you pay them yourself, Gaius Marius, they belong to you, not to Rome.”


  “Rubbish! It means no more than that I place my own resources at the disposal of Rome.”


  “Rubbish! It means you place Rome’s resources at your disposal,” Sulla countered sharply. “You’ll lead your legions!”


  “Go home and calm down, Lucius Cornelius. You’re upset at the loss of your command.”


  “I haven’t lost my command yet,” said Sulla. He looked at Julia. “You know your duty, Julia of the Julii Caesares. Do it! To Rome, not to Gaius Marius.”


  She walked with him toward the door, face impassive. “Please don’t say any more, Lucius Cornelius. I can’t have my husband upset.”


  “To Rome, Julia! To Rome!”


  “I am Gaius Marius’s wife,” she said as she held open the door. “My first duty is to him.”


  Well, Lucius Cornelius, you lost that one! said Sulla to himself as he walked down onto the Campus Martius. He’s as mad as a Pisidian seer in a prophetic frenzy, but no one will admit it, and no one will stop him. Unless I do.


  Taking the long way round, he went not to his own house but to the house of the junior consul. His daughter was now a widow with a newborn boy and a year-old girl.


  “I have asked my younger son to take the name of Quintus,” said the junior consul, tears rolling unchecked down his face. “And of course we have my dear Quintus’s own little son, who will perpetuate the senior branch.”


  Of Cornelia Sulla there was no sign.


  “How is my daughter?” Sulla asked.


  “Heartbroken, Lucius Cornelius! But she has her children, and that is some consolation.”


  “Well, sad as this is, Quintus Pompeius, I’m not here to mourn,” said Sulla crisply. “We must call a conference. It goes without saying that at a time like this a man wants nothing to do with the outside world—I speak feelingly, having lost a son myself. But the outside world will not go away. I must ask you to come to my house at dawn tomorrow.”


  Exhausted, Lucius Cornelius Sulla then plodded across the brow of the Palatine to his own elegant new house and his anxious new wife, who burst into tears of joy at seeing him unharmed.


  “Never worry about me, Dalmatica,” he said. “My time isn’t yet. I haven’t fulfilled my destiny.”


  “Our world is coming to an end!” she cried.


  “Not while I live,” said Sulla.


  He slept long and dreamlessly, the repose of a man much younger than he, and woke before the dawn with no idea exactly what he ought to do. This rudderless state of mind did not worry him in the least; I do best when I act as Fortune dictates on the moment, he thought, and found himself actually looking forward to the day.


  “As far as I can estimate, the moment Sulpicius’s senatorial debt law is passed this morning, the number in the Senate will drop to forty. Not enough for a quorum,” said Catulus Caesar gloomily.


  “We still have censors, do we not?” asked Sulla.


  “Yes,” said Scaevola Pontifex Maximus. “Neither Lucius Julius nor Publius Licinius is in debt.”


  “Then we must act on the assumption that it has not occurred to Publius Sulpicius that the censors might have the courage to add to the Senate,” said Sulla. “When it does occur to him, he’ll bring in some other law, nothing is more certain. In the meantime, we can try to get our expelled colleagues out of debt.”


  “I agree, Lucius Cornelius,” said Metellus Pius, who had made the trip from Aesernia the moment he heard what Sulpicius was doing in Rome, and had been talking with Catulus Caesar and Scaevola as they walked to Sulla’s house. He threw out his hands irritably. “If the fools had only borrowed money from men of their own kind, they might have secured a dispensation for their debts, at least for the time being! But we’re caught in our own trap. A senator needing to borrow money has to be very quiet about it if he can’t secure a loan from a fellow senator. So he goes to the worst kind of usurer.’’


  “I still don’t understand why Sulpicius has turned on us like this!” said Antonius Orator fretfully.


  “Tace!” said every other voice, goaded.


  ‘‘Marcus Antonius, we may never know why,” said Sulla with more patience than he was known for. “At this time it’s even irrelevant why. What is far more important.”


  “So how do we go about getting the expelled senators out of debt?” asked the Piglet.


  “A fund, as agreed to. There will have to be a committee to handle it. Quintus Lutatius, you can be the chairman. There’s no senator in debt would have the gall to conceal his true circumstances from you,” said Sulla.


  Merula flamen Dialis giggled, clapped a guilty hand over his mouth. “I apologize for my levity,” he said, lips quivering. “It just occurred to me that if we were sensible, we’d avoid seeking to pull Lucius Marcius Philippus out of the mire! Not only will his debts more than equal the combined total of everyone else’s, but we could then lose him permanently from the Senate. After all, he’s only one man. His omission won’t make any difference except in the amount of peace and quiet.”


  “I think that’s a terrifically good idea,” said Sulla blandly.


  “The trouble with you, Lucius Cornelius, is that you are politically nonchalant,” said Catulus Caesar, scandalized. “It makes no difference what we think of Lucius Marcius— the fact remains that his is an old and particularly illustrious family. His tenure in the Senate must be preserved. The son is a far different man.”


  “You’re right, of course,” sighed Merula.


  “Very well, that’s decided,” said Sulla, smiling faintly. “For the rest, we can do no more than wait upon events. Except that I think it’s time to terminate the period of feriae. According to the religious regulations, Sulpicius’s laws are more than effectively invalidated. And I have an idea that it behooves us to allow Gaius Marius and Sulpicius to think they’ve won, that we’re powerless.”


  “We are powerless,” said Antonius Orator.


  “I’m not convinced of that,” said Sulla. He turned to the junior consul, very silent and morose. “Quintus Pompeius, you have every excuse to leave Rome. I suggest you take your whole family down to the seashore. Make no secret of your going.”


  “What about the rest of us?” asked Merula fearfully.


  “You’re in no danger. If Sulpicius had wanted to eliminate the Senate by killing its members, he could have done that yesterday. Luckily for us, he’s preferred to use more constitutional means. Is our urban praetor clear of debt? Not that it matters, I suppose. A curule magistrate can’t be ejected from his office, even if he has been ejected from the Senate,” said Sulla.


  “Marcus Junius is clear of debt,” said Merula.


  “Good, it’s unequivocal. He’s going to have to govern Rome in the absence of the consuls.”


  “Both consuls? Don’t tell me you intend to leave Rome too, Lucius Cornelius!” said Catulus Caesar, aghast.


  “I have five legions of infantry and two thousand horse sitting in Capua waiting for their general,” said Sulla. “After my precipitate departure the rumors will be flying. I must settle everyone down.”


  “You really are politically nonchalant! Lucius Cornelius, in a situation as serious as this, one of the consuls must remain in Rome!”


  “Why?” asked Sulla, raising a brow. “Rome isn’t under the administration of the consuls at the moment, Quintus Lutatius. Rome belongs to Sulpicius. And I intend that he be convinced it does.”


  From that stand Sulla refused to be budged, so the meeting broke up soon afterward, and Sulla left for Campania.


  *


  He took his time upon the journey, riding upon a mule without an escort of any kind, his hat on his head, and his head down. All along the way people were talking; the news of Sulpicius and the demise of the Senate had spread almost as quickly as the news of the massacre in Asia Province. As he chose to travel on the Via Latina, Sulla passed through loyally Roman countryside the whole way, and learned that many of the local people considered Sulpicius an Italian agent, that some thought him the agent of Mithridates, and that no one was in favor of a Rome without the Senate. Even though the magical name of Gaius Marius was also being bruited about, the innate conservatism of countryfolk tended toward skepticism of his fitness to command in this new war. Unrecognized, Sulla quite enjoyed these conversations in the various hostelries he patronized along the way, for he had left his lictors in Capua and was dressed like any ordinary traveler.


  And on the road he thought in time to the jogging of his mule, leisurely thoughts which whirled and swirled, inchoate almost—but not quite. Not quite. Of one thing he was sure. He had done the right thing in electing to return to his legions. For they were his legions—or four of them were. He had led them himself for close to two years, they had given him his Grass Crown. The fifth legion was another Campanian one, under the command of Lucius Caesar first, then of Titus Didius, then of Metellus Pius. Somehow when it had come time to select a fifth legion to go east with him against Mithridates, he found himself turned against his original idea, which had been to second a Marian legion from service with Cinna and Cornutus. And now I am very glad indeed that I have no Marian legion in Capua, thought Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  “That’s the problem with being a senator,” said Sulla’s loyal assistant Lucullus. “Custom dictates that all a senator’s money be tied up in land and property, and who is going to leave money idle? So it becomes impossible to lay one’s hands on sufficient cash when a senator suddenly needs it. We’ve got into the habit of borrowing.”


  “Are you in debt?” asked Sulla, not having thought of it; like Gaius Aurelius Cotta, Lucius Licinius Lucullus had been hustled into the Senate after Sulla had given the censors a public kick up the backside. He was twenty-eight years old.


  “I am in debt to the amount of ten thousand sesterces, Lucius Cornelius,” said Lucullus levelly. “However, my brother Varro will have seen to it, I imagine, with things in Rome the way they are. He’s the one with the money these days. I struggle. But thanks to my uncle Metellus Numidicus and my cousin Pius, I do manage to meet the senatorial census.”


  “Well, be of good cheer, Lucius Licinius! When we get to the east we’ll have the gold of Mithridates to play with.”


  “What do you intend to do?” asked Lucullus. “If we move very quickly, we can probably sail before Sulpicius’s laws are enforced.”


  “No, I think I must remain to see what happens,” said Sulla. “It would be foolish to sail with my command in doubt.” He sighed. “Actually I think it’s time I wrote to Pompey Strabo.”


  Lucullus’s clear grey eyes rested upon his general with a big question in their depths, but in the end he said nothing. If any man had ever looked in control of a situation, that man was Sulla.


  Six days later a letter came from Flaccus Princeps Senatus, not officially couriered; Sulla broke it open and scanned its short contents carefully.


  “Well,” he said to Lucullus, who had brought the note, “it seems there are only about forty senators left in the Senate. The Varian exiles are being recalled—but if in debt are no longer to be members of the Senate, and of course all of them are in debt. The Italian citizens and the freedman citizens are to be distributed across all thirty-five tribes.


  And—last but not least!—Lucius Cornelius Sulla has been relieved of his command and replaced by Gaius Marius in a special enactment of the sovereign People.”


  “Oh,” said Lucullus, flattened.


  Sulla threw the paper down and snapped his fingers to a servant. “My cuirass and sword,” he said to the man, and then, to Lucullus, “Summon the whole army to an assembly.”


  An hour later Sulla ascended the camp forum speaker’s platform in full military dress save for the fact that he wore his hat, not a helmet. Look familiar, Lucius Cornelius, he told himself—look like their Sulla.


  “Well, men,” he said in a clear, carrying voice, but without shouting, “it looks as if we’re not going to fight Mithridates after all! You’ve been sitting here kicking your heels until those in power in Rome—and they are not the consuls!—made up their minds. They have now made up their minds. The command in the war against King Mithridates of Pontus is to go to Gaius Marius by order of the Plebeian Assembly. The Senate of Rome is no more, as there are not enough senators left to constitute a quorum. Therefore all decisions about matters martial and military have been assumed by the Plebs—under the guidance of their tribune, Publius Sulpicius Rufus.”


  He paused to let the soldiers murmur among themselves and transmit his words to those too far away to hear, then began to speak again in that deceptively normal voice (Metrobius had taught him to project it years ago).


  “Of course,” he said, “the fact of the matter is that I am the legally elected senior consul—that the choice of any command should by rights be mine—and that the Senate of Rome conferred a proconsular imperium upon me for the duration of the war against King Mithridates of Pontus. And—as is my right!—I chose the legions who would go with me. I chose you. My men through thick and thin, through one grueling campaign after another. Why would I not choose you? You know me and I know you. I don’t love you, though I believe Gaius Marius loves his men. I hope you don’t love me, though I believe Gaius Marius’s men love him. But then, I have never thought it necessary for men to love other men in order to get the job done. I mean, why should I love you? You’re a pack of smelly rascals out of every hole in every sewer inside or outside Rome! But—ye gods, how I respect you! Time and time again I’ve asked you to give me your best—and by all the gods, you’ve always given it!”


  Someone started to cheer, then everyone was cheering. Except the small group who stood directly in front of the platform. The tribunes of the soldiers, elected magistrates who commanded the consul’s legions. Last year’s men, who had included Lucullus and Hortensius, had liked working under Sulla. This year’s men loathed Sulla, thought him a harsh master, overly demanding. One eye on them, Sulla let his soldiers cheer.


  “So there we were, men, all going off to fight Mithridates across the sea in Greece and Asia Minor! Not trampling down the crops of our beloved Italy, not raping Italian women. Oh, what a campaign it would have been! Do you know how much gold Mithridates has? Mountains of it! Over seventy strongholds in Lesser Armenia alone crammed to the tops of their walls with gold! Gold that might have been ours. Oh; I don’t mean to imply that Rome would not have got her share—and more than her share! There’s so much gold we could have bathed in it! Rome—and us! Not to mention lush Asian women. Slaves galore. Knacky items of no use to anyone but a soldier.”


  He shrugged, lifted his shoulders, held out his hands with their palms up and empty. “It is not to be, men. We’ve been relieved of our commission by the Plebeian Assembly. Not a body any Roman expects to be telling him who’s to fight, or who’s to command. But it’s legal. So I’m told. Though I cannot help but ask myself if it is legal to cancel the imperium of the senior consul in the year of his consulship! I am Rome’s servant. So are all of you. Better say goodbye to your dreams of gold and foreign women. Because when Gaius Marius goes east to fight King Mithridates of Pontus, he’ll be leading his own legions. He won’t want to lead mine.”


  Down from the platform came Sulla, walked through the ranks of his twenty-four tribunes of the soldiers without looking at a single one and disappeared into his tent, leaving Lucullus to dismiss the men.


  “That,” said Lucullus when he reported to the general’s tent, “was masterly. You don’t have the reputation of an orator, and I daresay you don’t obey the rules of rhetoric. But you certainly know how to get your message across, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Why, thank you, Lucius Licinius,” said Sulla cheerfully as he divested himself of cuirass and pteryges. “I think I do too.”


  “What happens now?”


  “I wait to be formally relieved of my command.”


  “Would you really do it, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “Do what?”


  “March on Rome.”


  Sulla’s eyes opened wide. “My dear Lucius Licinius! How could you even think to ask such a thing?”


  “That,” said Lucullus, “is not a straight answer.”


  “It’s the only one you’ll get,” said Sulla.


  *


  The blow fell two days later. The ex-praetors Quintus Calidius and Publius Claudius arrived in Capua bearing an officially sealed letter from Publius Sulpicius Rufus, the new master of Rome.


  “You can’t give it to me in private,” objected Sulla, “it has to be handed to me in the presence of my army.”


  Once again Lucullus was directed to parade the legions, once again Sulla climbed upon the speaker’s platform—but this time he was not alone. The two ex-praetors came with him.


  “Men, here are Quintus Calidius and Publius Claudius from Rome,” said Sulla casually. “I believe they have an official document for me. I’ve called you here as witnesses.”


  A man who took himself very seriously, Calidius made a great show of ensuring that Sulla acknowledge the seal upon the letter before he broke it. He then began to read it out.


  “From the concilium plebis of the People of Rome to Lucius Cornelius Sulla. By order of this body, you are hereby relieved of your command of the war against King Mithridates of Pontus. You will disband your army and return to—”


  He got no further. A superbly aimed stone struck him on the temple and felled him. Almost immediately a second superbly aimed stone struck Claudius, who tottered; while Sulla stood unconcernedly not three feet away, several more stones followed until Claudius too subsided to the floor of the platform.


  The stones ceased. Sulla bent over each man, got to his feet. “They’re dead,” he announced, and sighed loudly. “Well, men, this has definitely put the oil on the fire! In the eyes of the Plebeian Assembly I am afraid we are all now personae non gratae. We have killed the official envoys of the Plebs. And that,” he said, still in conversational tones, “leaves us with but two choices. We can stay here and wait to be put on trial for treason—or we can go to Rome and show the Plebs what the loyal soldier servants of the People of Rome think about a law and a directive they find as intolerable as it is unconstitutional. I’m going to Rome, anyway, and I’m taking these two dead men with me. And I’m going to give them to the Plebs in person. In the Forum Romanum. Under the eyes of that stern guardian of the People’s rights, Publius Sulpicius Rufus. This is all his doing! Not Rome’s!”


  He paused, drew a breath. “Now when it comes to going into the Forum Romanum, I need no company. But if there’s any man here who feels he’d like to take a stroll to Rome with me, I’d be very glad of his company! That way, when I cross the sacred boundary into the city I can feel sure I’ve got company on the Campus Martius to watch my back. Otherwise I might suffer the same fate as the son of my colleague in the consulship, Quintus Pompeius Rufus.”


  They were with him, of course.


  “But the tribunes of the soldiers won’t march with you,” said Lucullus to Sulla in his command tent. “They’ve not got enough gumption to see you in person, so they’ve deputed me to speak for them. They say they cannot condone an army’s marching on Rome, that Rome is a city without military protection because the only armies in Italy belong to Rome. And with the single exception of a triumphing army, no Roman army is ever garrisoned anywhere near Rome. Therefore, they say, you are marching with an army on your homeland, and your homeland has no army to repel you. They condemn your action and will try to persuade your army to change its mind about accompanying you.”


  “Wish them luck,” said Sulla, preparing to vacate his quarters. “They can stay here and weep that an army is marching on defenseless Rome. However, I think I’ll lock them up. Just to ensure their own safety.” His eyes rested upon Lucullus. “And what about you, Lucius Licinius? Are you with me?”


  “I am, Lucius Cornelius. To the death. The People have usurped the rights and duties of the Senate. Therefore the Rome of our ancestors no longer exists. Therefore I find it no crime to march upon a Rome I would not want to see my unborn sons inherit.”


  “Oh, well said!” Sulla strapped on his sword and put his hat upon his head. ‘‘Then let us begin to make history.’’


  Lucullus stopped. “You’re right!” he breathed. “This is the making of history. No Roman army has ever marched upon Rome.”


  “No Roman army was ever so provoked,” said Sulla.


  *


  Five legions of Roman soldiers set off along the Via Latina to Rome with Sulla and his legate riding at their head and a mule-cart carrying the bodies of Calidius and Claudius at the rear. A courier had been sent at the gallop to Quintus Pompeius Rufus in Cumae; by the time that Sulla reached Teanum Sidicinum, Pompeius Rufus was there waiting for him.


  “Oh, I don’t like this!” said the junior consul miserably. “I can’t like it! You are marching on Rome! A defenseless city!”


  “We are marching on Rome,” said Sulla calmly. “Don’t worry, Quintus Pompeius. It won’t be necessary to invade the defenseless city, you know. I am simply bringing my army along for company on the way. Discipline has never been so strictly enforced—I’ve got over two hundred and fifty centurions under orders that there’s not to be so much as one turnip stolen from a field. The men have a full month’s rations with them, and they understand.”


  “We don’t need your army for company.”


  “What, two consuls without a proper escort?”


  “We have our lictors.”


  “Yes, that’s an interesting thing. The lictors decided to go with us whereas the tribunes of the soldiers decided not to go with us,” said Sulla. “Elected office obviously makes a difference to a man’s attitude about who runs what in Rome.”


  “Why are you so happy?” cried Pompeius Rufus in despair.


  “I don’t quite know,” said Sulla, concealing his exasperation beneath a show of surprise. Time to smooth some soothing cream on the soft hide of his sentimental and doubting colleague. “If I’m happy for any reason, I suppose it’s that I’ve had enough of Forum idiocies, of men who think they know better than the mos maiorum and want to destroy what our ancestors built up so carefully and patiently. All I want is Rome the way Rome was designed to be. Fathered and guided by the Senate above all other bodies. A place where men who seek office as tribunes of the plebs are harnessed, not let run amok. There comes a time, Quintus Pompeius, when it is not possible to stand by and watch other men change Rome for the worse. Men like Saturninus and Sulpicius. But most of all, men like Gaius Marius.”


  “Gaius Marius will fight,” said Pompeius Rufus dolefully.


  “Fight with what? There’s not a legion closer to Rome than Alba Fucentia. Oh, I imagine Gaius Marius will try to summon Cinna and his troops—Cinna’s in his pocket, of that I’m sure. But two things will prevent him, Quintus Pompeius. One is the natural tendency of all other men in Rome to doubt my sincerity in leading my army to Rome— it will be deemed a ploy, no one will believe I’ll carry this intent through to its bitter end. The second thing is the fact that Gaius Marius is a privatus. He has neither office nor imperium. If he calls to Cinna for troops, he has to do it as a plea to a friend, not as consul or proconsul. And I very much doubt that Sulpicius will condone any such action by Gaius Marius. Because Sulpicius is one who will think my action a ploy.”


  The junior consul was gazing now at his senior colleague in utter dismay—fine words! Correct words. Words which told Quintus Pompeius Rufus that Sulla had every intention of invading Rome.


  *


  Twice upon the way—once at Aquinum and once at Ferentinum—Sulla’s army encountered envoys athwart its path; news that Sulla was marching to Rome must have flown like an eagle. Twice did envoys order Sulla to lay down his command in the name of the People and send his army back to Capua; twice did Sulla refuse, though on the second occasion he added,


  “Tell Gaius Marius, Publius Sulpicius, and what remains of the Senate that I will meet them on the Campus Martius.”


  An offer the envoys did not believe, nor Sulla mean.


  Then at Tusculum Sulla found the praetor urbanus, Marcus Junius Brutus, waiting in the middle of the Via Latina with another praetor for moral support. Their twelve lictors—six apiece—were huddled together on the side of the road trying to hide the fact that the fasces they carried contained the axes.


  “Lucius Cornelius Sulla, I am sent by the Senate and the People of Rome to forbid your army to advance one foot closer to Rome than this spot,” said Brutus. “Your legions are under arms, not en route to a triumph. I forbid them to go further.”


  Sulla said not a word, just sat his mule stony-faced. The two praetors were shoved roughly off the roadway into the midst of their terrified lictors, and the march to Rome continued. Where the Via Latina encountered the first of the diverticulum roads which ringed Rome round, Sulla halted and divided his forces; if anyone believed his story that the army would remain on the Campus Martius, that man now had to accept the fact that Sulla was bent upon invasion.


  “Quintus Pompeius, take the Fourth Legion and go to the Colline Gate,” said Sulla, privately wondering whether his colleague had the steel to carry this enterprise through. “You will not enter the city,” he said gently, “so there is no need to worry. Your task is to prevent anyone’s bringing legions down the Via Salaria. Put your men into camp and wait for word from me. If you see troops advancing down the Via Salaria send to me at the Esquiline Gate. That is where I will be.”


  He turned then to Lucullus. “Lucius Licinius, take the First and the Third and march them at the double. You have a long way to go. You are to cross the Tiber on the Mulvian Bridge, then march down through the Campus Vaticanus to Transtiberim, where you will halt. You will occupy the whole of that district, and garrison all the bridges—those across Tiber Island, the Pons Aemilius and the old Wooden Bridge.”


  “Ought I not to garrison the Mulvian Bridge?”
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  Sulla gave a fierce grin of triumph. “There will be no legions marching down the Via Flaminia, Lucius Licinius. I have had a letter from Pompey Strabo—who deplores the unconstitutional actions of Publius Sulpicius, and will be very pleased if Gaius Marius does not assume the command against Mithridates.”


  He waited at the crossroads until he judged Pompeius Rufus and Lucullus were far enough ahead of him, then he wheeled his own two legions—the Second plus one unnumbered because it was not a consul’s legion—and led them to the Esquiline Gate. At the junction of the Via Latina with the Via Appia and the ring road, the Servian Walls of the city were too far away to be sure if there were any sightseers atop them, but as Sulla marched east along the road which led through the serried ranks of tombs belonging to Rome’s necropolis, the walls grew much closer. And every soldier in Sulla’s two legions could see that the battlements were packed with people who had come to look, to cry out in incredulous amazement.


  At the Esquiline Gate he made no pretense of hesitation. He sent his unnumbered legion into Rome on the run, not to filter through its streets but to ascend the Servian Walls and man the great double rampart of the Agger; this ran from the Colline Gate to the Esquiline Gate, which meant that Sulla’s own men were now in touch with the men of Pompeius Rufus. One legion handily placed along the Agger, Sulla then brought the first two cohorts of the Second Legion into the great marketplace which lay inside the Porta Esquilina, and stationed the other cohorts immediately outside it. Rome was contained. It now depended upon Publius Sulpicius and Gaius Marius as to what would happen next.


  The Esquiline Mount was not a suitable place for military maneuvers. The streets leading into the Forum Esquilinum were narrow, perpetually congested, any widening stuffed with booths, stalls, carts, wagons; and the great marketplace was home to merchants, idlers, washerwomen, slaves fetching water, people eating and drinking, ox-carts, panniered asses, peddlers, low-cost schools and a forest of stalls. There were lanes and alleys aplenty leading into the Forum Esquilinum, but two big streets also terminated here—the Clivus Suburanus coming uphill from the Subura, and the Vicus Sabuci coming uphill from the area of manufactories and workshops south and east of the swamp called Palus Ceroliae. Yet here on this unsuitable ground was the battle for Rome fought, about an hour after Sulla entered the city.


  The Esquiline Forum itself had been ruthlessly cleared, of course; where the markets had been there now stood still and watchful lines of soldiers at easy attention. Clad in full armor, Sulla sat his mule to one side of his army’s vexillum and the standards of the consul’s Second Legion. At the end of an hour a curious hum began to drown out the cries and noises emanating from the streets leading to the square, growing louder and louder as its source approached, until it could be distinguished as the yells of a great body of men spoiling for a fight.


  They erupted into the Esquiline Forum from the mouth of every alley and lane, the spearhead of Sulpicius’s “bodyguard” plus the slaves and freedmen Gaius Marius and his son had rounded up, largely through the efforts of Lucius Decumius and the other leaders of the crossroads colleges which dotted Rome. And stopped short at the sight of rank upon rank of Roman legionaries, their silver standards flashing, drummers and trumpeters clustered beside their general waiting—quite placidly, it seemed—for his orders.


  “Trumpeter, play, swords out and shields to the front,” said Sulla in a clear calm voice.


  A single trumpet brayed; it was followed immediately by the soft screech of a thousand swords being drawn from their scabbards, the thump of shields brought round and engaged.


  “Drummers, play, hold ranks and wait to be attacked,” said Sulla, his voice carrying easily to the unruly crowd of defenders.


  The drums began, a hollow rattle that went on and on and on, more unsettling by far to the mob which faced the soldiers than the sound of war cries would have been.


  Then the mob parted. Out in front stepped Gaius Marius, sword in hand, helmet on head, a scarlet general’s cape streaming behind his shoulders; beside him was Sulpicius, behind him Young Marius.


  “Charge!” roared Marius, and emitted a shrill whoop.


  His men tried to obey, but could not gain sufficient impetus in that restricted space to budge Sulla’s front line, which fended them off contemptuously with shields alone, keeping swords by sides.


  “Trumpeters, play, engage the enemy,” said Sulla, leaned in his saddle sideways and himself grasped the silver eagle of the Second.


  With an enormous effort of will and only to please their general—for no man now the time had come truly wanted to draw blood—the soldiers of Sulla lifted their swords and fought back.


  No tactics or maneuvers were possible. The Forum Esquilinum became a struggling mass of tightly packed men who slogged without direction or control. Within minutes the First Cohort had forced its way into the Clivus Suburanus and the Vicus Sabuci, the Second Cohort followed suit, and more cohorts were streaming in disciplined files through the Esquiline Gate, sheer weight and training pushing back the civilians fighting for Marius and Sulpicius. Sulla on his mule moved forward to see what if anything he could do, the only person present with sufficient height to see above the masses of bobbing heads. And discovered that in every street and lane the residents of the tall buildings leaning over them were raining missiles down upon his soldiers—clay pots, logs of wood, bricks, stools. Some, thought the Sulla who had once lived in just such an insula, were genuinely angry at the invasion of their city; but others simply couldn’t resist the temptation to chuck things from on high into the wonderful free-for-all below.


  “Find me some lighted torches,” he said to the aquilifer who ought to have been carrying his legion’s silver eagle.


  The torches came very quickly, robbed from the square,


  “Sound every trumpet and drum, top volume,” said Sulla.


  In this confined space overhung with insulae the noise was maddening; activity stopped for the precious moments Sulla needed.


  “If one more object is thrown, I will fire this city!” he screamed at the top of his voice, took a torch and hurled it high into the air. It dropped neatly through a window, and was followed by more torches. Every head disappeared, the missiles ceased.


  Satisfied, he returned his attention to the fight, sure there would be no further bombardment. The insula dwellers now understood this was no circus, it was serious. A fight was one thing—a fire quite another. Everyone feared fire more than war.


  He called up a cohort not yet engaged and sent it off into the Vicus Sabuci under orders to turn right into the Vicus Sobrius and right again into the Clivus Suburanus, there to take the city mob in the rear.


  This proved the turning point; the undisciplined rabble flagged, stopped, then panicked, leaving Marius shouting that any slave who continued to fight would be freed, and Sulpicius—no coward—still fighting a rearguard action with Young Marius inside the Esquiline Forum. But soon Marius, Sulpicius and Young Marius too turned and fled, heading down the Clivus Pullius with Sulla’s troops in hot pursuit, Sulla at their head with the silver eagle in his hand.


  At the temple of Tellus on the Carinae—where there was a precinct, therefore some space—Marius attempted to halt his polyglot force and rally it to return to the fight. But it refused to behave professionally, its members weeping, flinging swords and clubs away before running off toward the Capitol. Even within the streets of a city, soldiers were better.


  When Marius, Young Marius, and Sulpicius suddenly disappeared, the fighting stopped completely. Sulla rode his mule down the Vicus Sandalarius to the great common land of the swamps below the Carinae, where the Via Sacra met the Via Triumphalis. There he halted and had his trumpeters and drummers call the Second to its standards. And there a few soldiers caught in the act of looting were brought before Sulla by their centurions.


  “You were well warned—not so much as a turnip from a field,” he said to them. “No legionary of Rome plunders Rome.”


  He then had the guilty men executed on the spot, a salutary lesson for the watching ranks.


  “Send for Quintus Pompeius and Lucius Lucullus,” he said after the soldiers had been dismissed to an ordered ease.


  Neither Pompeius Rufus nor Lucullus had had to do any work, and certainly no fighting.


  “That’s good,” said Sulla to them. “I am the senior consul, it is purely my responsibility. If mine was the only force engaged, then the blame is firmly at my door.”


  He could be so fair, thought Lucullus, looking at him in wonder; and then he could turn around and invade Rome. A complex man. No, that wasn’t quite the right word. Sulla was a man of mood changes so opposite and so strong that one never knew how he was going to react. Nor did one ever know what might set him off. Except, suspected Lucullus, Sulla himself.


  “Lucius Licinius, leave seven cohorts of the First across the river to keep Transtiberim quiet. Send three cohorts of the First to guard the granaries of the Aventine and the Vicus Tuscus against citizen looting. The Third will garrison all the most sensitive points along the river. Put one cohort at the Port of Rome, the Campus Lanatarius, the Piscinae Publicae, the Porta Capena, the Circus Maximus, the Forum Boarium, the Forum Holitorium, the Velabrum, the Circus Flaminius, and the Campus Martius. Yes, that’s ten places for ten cohorts.”


  He turned to the junior consul. “Quintus Pompeius, keep the Fourth outside the Colline Gate and make sure they continue to watch for any legions which might come down the Via Salaria. Bring my other legion down off the Agger and disperse its cohorts among the northern and eastern hills—Quirinal, Viminal, Esquiline. And put two cohorts in the Subura.”


  “ Do we garrison the Forum Romanum and the Capitol?’’


  Sulla shook his head emphatically. “Most definitely not, Lucius Licinius. I’ll not copy Saturninus and Sulpicius. The Second can stand duty below the Capitol slopes and around the Forum—but out of sight of either place. I want the People to feel they’re safe when I call a meeting.”


  “Do you remain here?” asked Pompeius Rufus.


  “Yes. Lucius Licinius, another job for you. Have some heralds go through the city proclaiming that any missile thrown from an insula will be treated as an act of war against the lawful consuls, and the insula will be fired on the spot. Have other heralds follow the first lot to proclaim that a meeting for all the People will be held in the Forum at the second hour of day.” Sulla paused to think if that was all, decided it was, and said, “As soon as you have everything in train, both of you will report back to me here.”


  The primus pilus centurion of the Second, Marcus Canuleius, appeared and stood in the background where Sulla could see him, looking perfectly content; that’s a splendid sign, thought Sulla, relieved. It means my soldiers are still my soldiers.


  “Any sign of them, Marcus Canuleius?” he asked.


  The centurion shook his head, its great sideways plume of bright red horsehair riding his helmet like a fan. “No, Lucius Cornelius. Publius Sulpicius was seen crossing the Tiber in a boat, which may mean he’s heading for a port somewhere in Etruria. Gaius Marius and his son are thought to be heading for Ostia. The urban praetor, Marcus Junius Brutus, has also fled.”


  “The fools!” exclaimed Lucullus, surprised. “If they ‘genuinely felt they had the law on their side, they ought to have remained in Rome. Surely they know their chances are better if they debate you in the Forum!”


  “You’re quite right, Lucius Licinius,” said Sulla, pleased that his legate had interpreted events in this way. “Panic, I think,” he said. “If either Marius or Sulpicius had stopped to reason his course properly, he would have seen the wisdom of staying in Rome. But I am always lucky, you know. Luckily for me they chose to leave the city.” Luck, nothing, he thought to himself. Both Marius and Sulpicius knew that if they had remained, I would have had no choice other than to have them secretly killed. If there’s one thing I cannot afford, it is to debate either of them in the Forum. They’re the popular heroes, not me. Still, their flight is a two-edged sword. It means I don’t have to find a way to kill them in an apparently blameless manner—but it does mean I will have to incur the odium of procuring a sentence of exile on them.


  *


  All through the night wakeful soldiers patrolled the streets and open spaces of Rome, campfires burning in any small spot where one could be kindled, the tramp of hobnailed caligae a sound which no sleepless Roman had ever heard beneath his windows. But the city pretended to sleep, and got up shivering in a chilly dawn to the sounds of heralds crying that Rome was at peace in the custody of her lawfully elected consuls, and that at the second hour of daylight the consuls would hold a meeting from the rostra.


  The meeting was surprisingly well attended, even by the many supporters of Marius and Sulpicius in the Second and Third and Fourth Classes. The First Class was there in entirety while the Head Count stayed away; the Fifth Class also stayed away.


  “Ten, fifteen thousand,” said Sulla to Lucullus and Pompeius Rufus as he walked down the slope of the Clivus Sacer from the Velia. He was clad in his purple-bordered toga, as was Pompeius Rufus, and Lucullus wore his plain white toga with the senator’s broad stripe on the right shoulder of his tunic; there was to be no hint of armed might, nor any soldier on display. “It’s vital that every word I say be heard by every man present, so make sure that heralds are properly stationed to relay my words out to the periphery of the crowd.”


  Preceded by their lictors, the consuls cleaved their way through the throng and mounted the rostra, where Flaccus Princeps Senatus and Scaevola Pontifex Maximus waited. To Sulla, this was a confrontation of enormous importance, for as yet he had seen no member of the skeletal Senate, nor had any idea whether men like Catulus Caesar, the censors, the flamen Dialis, or the two on the rostra would be with him now he had asserted the ascendancy of the army over peaceful institutions of government.


  They weren’t happy, so much was plain. Both were tied in some measure to Marius, Scaevola because he had a daughter affianced to Young Marius, Flaccus because he had only attained the consulship and the censorship thanks to Marius’s support at the polls. Now was not the time to have a prolonged conversation with them, but he couldn’t not say anything to them either.


  “Are you with me?” he asked curtly.


  Scaevola drew a quivering breath. “Yes, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Then listen to what I have to say to the crowd. It will answer all your questions and doubts too.” He looked toward the Senate steps and podium, where Catulus Caesar stood with the censors, Antonius Orator, and Merula flamen Dialis. Catulus Caesar gave him a ghost of a wink. “Listen well!” Sulla called.


  He turned then to face the lower Forum—which meant his back was to the Senate House—and began to speak. His appearance had been greeted with no cheers, but no boos or hisses either. Which meant he faced an audience prepared to listen, and not entirely because in every side street and piece of vacant ground stood his soldiers.


  “People of Rome, no one is more conscious of the gravity of my actions than I am,” he said in his clear and carrying voice. “Nor must you think that the presence of an army within Rome is due to anyone’s intent save my own. I am the senior consul, legally elected and legally put in command of my army. I brought that army to Rome, no one else. My colleagues acted under my orders, as they are obliged to do, including my junior consul, Quintus Pompeius Rufus— though I would remind you that his son was murdered here in our sacred Forum Romanum by some of the Sulpician rabble.”


  He was speaking slowly in order that the heralds could relay his words outward, and now he paused until the last shouts in the distance ceased.


  “For far too long, People of Rome, the right of the Senate and the consuls to organize the affairs and laws of Rome has been ignored—and of recent years even trampled underfoot by a very few power-crazed, self-seeking demagogues calling themselves tribunes of the plebs. These unscrupulous crowd-pleasers seek election as the guardians of the rights of the People, then proceed to abuse that hallowed trust in a completely irresponsible manner. Their excuse is always the same—that they are acting on behalf of the ‘sovereign People’! Whereas the truth is, People of Rome, that they are acting in their own interests entirely. You are lured on by promises of largesse or privilege which it is quite beyond the power of this State to grant—especially when you consider that these men usually arise at a time when this State is least able to grant largesse or privilege. That is why they succeed! They play upon your desires and your fears! But they do not mean you well. What they promise, they cannot deliver. For example, did Saturninus ever provide that free grain? Of course he did not! Because there was no grain available. If it had been, your consuls and the Senate would have provided it. When the grain did come, it was your consul, Gaius Marius, who distributed it—not free of charge, but at a very reasonable price.”


  He stopped again until the heralds caught up.


  “Do you really believe that Sulpicius would have legislated to cancel your debts? Of course he would not! Even had I and my army not stepped in, it was beyond his power to do so. No man can evict a whole class from its rightful place—as Sulpicius did the Senate!—on grounds of indebtedness, then turn around and cancel all debt! If you examine his conduct, you will see all this for yourselves— Sulpicius wanted to destroy the Senate, found a way of doing so, and allowed you to think he would treat you in exactly the opposite manner to the way he treated men he had convinced you were your enemies. Always dangling a bait. That he could secure a general cancellation of debt. But he used you, People of Rome. Never once did he say in a public assembly that he would seek a general cancellation of debt! Instead, he sent his agents among you to whisper of it in private. Doesn’t that tell you how insincere he was? If he intended to cancel debt, he would have announced it from the rostra. He never did. He used you with utter indifference to your plight. Whereas I as your consul did secure as much relief from the burden of debt as is possible without undermining the whole structure of money—and I did it for every Roman, from highest to lowest. I even did it for those who are not Roman! I enacted a general law limiting the payment of interest to interest on the capital only, and at the original agreed rate. So, you might say, it is I who helped relieve debt. Not Sulpicius!”


  He rotated through a full circle, pretending that he was peering this way and that into the crowd. After repeating this several times, he turned back to face the crowd again and shrugged, lifting his hands in a gesture of futile appeal.


  “Where is Publius Sulpicius?” he asked, seeming amazed. “Whom have I killed since I brought my army into Rome? A few slaves and freedmen, a few ex-gladiators. Rabble. Not respectable Romans. Why then isn’t Publius Sulpicius here to speak to you, to refute what I am telling you? I call upon Publius Sulpicius to come forward and refute me in decent and honorable debate—not inside the Curia Hostilia, but out here in full view of his ‘sovereign People’!” He cupped his hands around his mouth and roared, “Publius Sulpicius, tribune of the plebs, I demand that you come forward to answer me!”


  But his only answer was the crowd’s silence.


  “He is not here to answer, People of Rome, because when I—the legally elected consul!—entered this city accompanied by my only friends, my soldiers, to seek justice for myself and for them, Publius Sulpicius ran away. But why did he run away? Did he fear for his life? Why should he do that? Have I tried to kill any elected magistrate, or even any ordinary respectable resident of Rome? Do I stand here in full armor holding a dripping sword in my right hand? No! I stand here in the purple-bordered toga of my high office, and my only friends, my soldiers, are not present to hear what I am saying to you. They do not need to be present! I am their legally elected representative as much as I am your legally elected representative. Yet Sulpicius is not here! Why is he not here? Do you truly believe he is fearful for his life? If he is, People of Rome, then he is because he knows what he did was illegal and treasonous. For myself, I would rather give him the benefit of the doubt, and wish with all my heart that he was here today!”


  Time to stop again, time to peer into the crowd, to pretend to hope Sulpicius was present. Sulla cupped his hands around his mouth and roared, “Publius Sulpicius, tribune of the plebs, I demand that you stand forth to answer me!”


  No one appeared.


  “He is gone, People of Rome. He fled in the company of the man who duped him as surely as he duped you— Gaius Marius!” cried Sulla.


  And now the crowd began to stir, to murmur; that was one name no member of the People of Rome liked to hear spoken of in tones of condemnation.


  “Yes, I know,” said Sulla very slowly and carefully, making sure his exact words were relayed outward, “Gaius Marius is everybody’s hero. He saved Rome from Jugurtha of Numidia. He saved Rome and Rome’s world from the Germans. He went to Cappadocia and single-handedly ordered King Mithridates to go home—you didn’t know that, did you? Yet I stand here willing to tell you another of Gaius Marius’s great deeds! Many of his greatest deeds are unsung. I know of them because I was his loyal legate in his campaigns against Jugurtha and the Germans. I was his right-hand man. It is the fate of right-hand men not to be known, not to be famous. And I do not grudge Gaius Marius one tittle of his glorious reputation. It is deserved! But I too have been Rome’s loyal servant. I too went to the east and single-handedly ordered King Mithridates to go home. I led the first Roman army across the river Euphrates into unknown lands.”


  He stopped again, seeing with pleasure that the crowd was now settling down, that he had at least managed to convince it of his absolute earnestness.


  “I have been Gaius Marius’s friend as well as his right-hand man. For many years I was his brother-in-law—until my wife, who was the sister of his wife, died. I did not divorce her. There was no kind of animosity between us. His son and my daughter are first cousins. When some days ago the henchmen of Publius Sulpicius murdered many young men of fine family and great potential, including the son of my colleague Quintus Pompeius—a young man who happened to be my son-in-law, the husband of Gaius Marius’s niece—I was obliged to flee for my life from the Forum. And where did I choose to go, sure my life was sacrosanct there? Why, I went to the house of Gaius Marius, and was sheltered by him.”


  Yes, the crowd was definitely settling down well. He had introduced the subject of Gaius Marius in the right way.


  “When Gaius Marius won his great victory against the Marsi, I acted as his right-hand man yet again. And when my army—the army I led to Rome—awarded me the Grass Crown for saving it from certain death at the hands of the Samnites, Gaius Marius rejoiced that I, his unsung assistant, had at last won a reputation for myself upon the battlefield. In terms of importance and the number of enemy lives taken, my victory was a greater one than his, but did that affect him? Of course it did not! He rejoiced for me! And did he not choose to make his reappearance in the Senate on the day of my inauguration as consul? Did his presence not enhance my standing?”


  They were completely absorbed now, and no one spoke; Sulla pushed on toward his peroration.


  “However, People of Rome, all of us—you—me—Gaius Marius—must from time to time face and deal with very unpleasant facts. One such fact concerns Gaius Marius. He is neither young enough nor well enough to conduct a huge foreign war. His mind is damaged. That apparatus, as all of you know, does not seem to recover as does the body it inhabits recover. The man you have seen for the last two years walking, swimming, exercising, curing his body of its severe affliction, cannot cure his mind. It is that mental malady I blame for his actions of late. I excuse his excesses in the name of the love I bear him. As must you. Rome is facing a worse conflagration than the one from which she is currently emerging. A greater and far more dangerous power than the Germans has arisen in the person of an eastern king with properly trained and properly equipped armies whose men he numbers in the hundreds of thousands. A man with fleets of hundreds of decked war galleys. A man who has succeeded in obtaining the collaboration of foreign peoples Rome has sheltered and protected—and now give us no thanks. How can I, People of Rome, continue to stand by while you in your ignorance convey the command in this war from me—a man in my prime!—to him— a man past his prime?”


  No lover of public speaking, he was feeling the strain. But when he stopped to allow the heralds to catch up he managed to stand as if he wasn’t thirsty, as if his knees weren’t trembling, as if he didn’t care how the crowd reacted.


  “Even had I been willing to give up my lawfully conferred command of the war against King Mithridates of Pontus in favor of Gaius Marius, People of Rome, the five legions comprising my army were not willing. I stand here not only as the legally elected senior consul, but as the legally appointed representative of Rome’s soldiers. It was they who elected to march to Rome—not to conquer Rome, not to use Romans like enemies!—but to show the People of Rome how they feel about an illegal law extracted from an assembly of civilians by a tongue far more gifted than mine, and at the instigation of a sick old man who happens to be a hero. Yet before they were allowed an opportunity to have audience with you, my soldiers were forced to deal with gangs of armed ruffians who refused them peaceful entry. Gangs of armed ruffians got together from out of the ranks of slaves and freedmen by Gaius Marius and Publius Sulpicius. That my soldiers were not refused entry by the respectable citizens of Rome is manifest—the respectable citizens of Rome are here today to listen to me as I put forward my case and the case of my soldiers. I and they ask only one thing. That we be allowed to do what we were legally and validly appointed to do—fight King Mithridates.”


  He drew a breath, and when next he spoke produced a voice as loud and brazen as a trumpet call.


  “I go to the East in the knowledge that no man enjoys better health, that I have suffered no cerebral catastrophes, that I am in a position to give Rome what Rome must have— victory against the evil foreign king who wants to crown himself King of Rome, who killed eighty thousand of our men and women and children as they clung to altars crying on the gods to protect them! My command is fully according to the law. In other words, the gods of Rome have given this task to me. The gods of Rome repose their trust in me.”


  He had won. As he stepped aside for a much greater orator to take his place in the person of Quintus Mucius Scaevola Pontifex Maximus, he knew he had won. For in spite of their susceptibility to those of silver tongue and golden voice, the men of Rome were sane and sensible, and could understand common sense when it was put to them as reasonably as it was forcibly.


  “I could wish you had found some other way to assert yourself, Lucius Cornelius,” said Catulus Caesar to him as the meeting finally broke up, “but I must support you.”


  “What other way did he have?” demanded Antonius Orator. “Go on, Quintus Lutatius, give me another way!”


  It was the brother, Lucius Caesar, who answered. “One way was for Lucius Cornelius to stay in Campania with his legions and refuse to give up his command.”


  Crassus the Censor snorted. “Oh, certainly! And then after Sulpicius and Marius gathered the rest of the legions in Italy together, what do you suppose would have happened? If neither side stepped down, it would have been real civil war, not war against mere Italians, Lucius Julius! At least by coming to Rome, Lucius Cornelius did the only thing which could have avoided armed confrontation between Romans. The very fact that there are no legions in Rome was his greatest guarantee of success!”


  “You’re right, Publius Licinius,” said Antonius Orator.


  And thus it was left; everybody deplored Sulla’s tactics, but no one could think of an alternative.


  For ten more days Sulla and the leaders of the Senate continued to speak daily in the Forum Romanum, gradually winning the People over with a remorseless campaign aimed at discrediting Sulpicius and gently dismissing Gaius Marius as a sick old man who ought to be content to rest on his laurels.


  After those summary executions for looting, Sulla’s legions behaved impeccably, and found themselves taken to the hearts of many civilian residents, fed and pampered a little—especially once the news got round that this was the fabled army of Nola, that this was the army had really won the war against the Italians. Sulla was careful, however, to provision his troops without placing additional strain on the city’s food supplies, and left the pampering up to free choice. But there were those among the populace who eyed the troops skeptically, and remembered that they had marched on Rome of their own volition; therefore if these soldiers were defied or annoyed, a mass slaughter might take place for all their general’s fine words in the Forum. After all, he had not sent them back to Campania. He was keeping them within Rome. Not the act of one who would refuse to use them should the occasion arise.


  “I don’t trust the People,” said Sulla to the leaders of the Senate, a body so small now that only its leaders were left. “The moment I’m safely overseas, a new Sulpicius is likely to appear. So I intend to pass legislation which will make that impossible.”


  He had entered Rome on the Ides of November, dangerously late in the year for a massive program of new laws. Since the lex Caecilia Didia had stipulated that three market days must elapse between the first contio addressing a new law and its ratification, there was every chance that Sulla’s term as consul would be over before he had succeeded in his aims. To make matters worse, the other lex Caecilia Didia forbade the tacking together of unrelated items in one law. And the one way legally open to him to get his program finished in time was perhaps the most perilous course of all; to present every one of his new laws to the Whole People in one contio, and have them discussed together. Thus enabling everyone to see his ultimate design from the beginning.


  It was Caesar Strabo who solved Sulla’s dilemma.


  “Easy,” said that cross-eyed worthy when applied to. “Add another law to your list, and promulgate it first of the lot. Namely, a law waiving the provisions of the lex Caecilia Didia prima for your laws only.”


  “The Comitia would never pass it,” said Sulla.


  “Oh, they will—if they see enough soldiers!’’ said Caesar Strabo cheerfully.


  He was quite right. When Sulla convoked the Assembly of the Whole People—which contained patricians as well as plebeians—he discovered it was very willing to legislate on his behalf. Thus the first law presented to it was one waiving the provisions of the lex Caecilia Didia prima in the case of his laws alone; since it covered itself as well, the first lex Cornelia of Sulla’s program was promulgated and passed on one and the same day. The time was now getting toward the end of November.


  One by one, Sulla introduced six more laws, their order of presentation extremely carefully worked out; it was vital that the People not see his ultimate design until it was too late for the People to do anything about unraveling it. And during all this he strove assiduously to avoid any hint of confrontation between his army and the residents of Rome, understanding very well that the People mistrusted him because of those soldiers.


  However, since he cared not a jot for the love of the People, only that they obey him, he decided that it would do no harm to institute a whispering campaign within Rome—if his laws were not passed, the city would undergo a bloodbath of epic proportions. For when his own neck was at stake Sulla would stop at nothing. As long as the People did as they were told, they were at complete liberty to hate Sulla as passionately as he had come to hate them. What he could not allow to happen, of course, was that bloodbath; did it happen, his career would be over forever. But, understanding the mechanics of fear, Sulla foresaw no bloodbath. And he was right.


  His second lex Cornelia seemed innocuous enough. It commanded that three hundred new members be added to the Senate, which contained only forty men. Its wording was deliberately designed to avoid the stigma attached to laws recalling expelled or exiled senators, for the new senators were to be appointed by the censors in the normal way; the censors were not directed to reinstall any senator expelled for debt. As the fund to get the expelled senators out of debt was working as smoothly under Catulus Caesar as Capua had for the duration of the war, there could be no impediment to the censors’ reinstating expelled senators. Also, the inroads made upon the Senate by the deaths of so many members would finally be properly repaired. Catulus Caesar had been given the unofficial job of keeping pressure upon the censors, which meant that the Senate would be better than full strength very soon, Sulla was sure. Catulus Caesar was a formidable man.


  The third lex Cornelia began to reveal Sulla’s fist clenched and menacing. It repealed the lex Hortensia, a law which had been on the tablets for a full two hundred years. Under the provisions of Sulla’s new law, nothing could be brought before the tribal assemblies unless it had first received the stamp of the Senate’s approval. This not only muzzled the tribunes of the plebs, it muzzled the consuls and praetors as well; if the Senate did not issue a senatus consultum, neither the Plebeian Assembly nor the Assembly of the Whole People could legislate. Nor could the tribal assemblies alter the wording of any senatus consultum.


  Sulla’s fourth lex Cornelia came down from the Senate to the Assembly of the Whole People as a senatus consultum. It strengthened the top-heaviness of the Centuries by removing the modifications to this body which it had undergone during the early days of the Republic. The comitia centuriata was now returned to the form it had enjoyed during the reign of King Servius Tullius, when its votes were skewed to give the First Class very nearly fifty percent of the power. Under Sulla’s new law, the Senate and the knights were henceforward to be as strong as ever they were during the time of the kings.


  The fifth lex Cornelia showed Sulla’s sword out and ready. It was the last one in his program to be promulgated and passed in the Assembly of the Whole People. In future no discussion or voting on laws could take place in the tribal assemblies. All legislation had to be discussed and passed by Sulla’s new top-heavy Centuriate Assembly, where the Senate and the Ordo Equester could control everything, particularly when they were closely united—as they always were in opposition to radical change or the conveyance of privileges to the lower Classes. From now on, the tribes possessed virtually no power, either in the Assembly of the Whole People or in the Plebeian Assembly. And the Assembly of the Whole People passed this fifth lex Cornelia knowing it was passing a sentence of extinction upon itself; it could elect those magistrates it was empowered to elect, but could do nothing else. To conduct a trial in a tribal assembly required the passage of a law first.


  All the laws of Sulpicius were still on the tablets, still nominally valid. But of what use were they? What did it matter if the new citizens of Italy and Italian Gaul and the freedman citizens of the two urban tribes were to be distributed across the entire thirty-five tribes? The tribal assemblies could not pass laws, could not conduct trials.


  There was a weakness, and Sulla was aware of it. Had he not been anxious to leave for the East he could have worked to overcome it, but it wasn’t something he could achieve in the time he had at his disposal. It concerned the tribunes of the plebs. He had managed to draw their teeth; they couldn’t legislate, they couldn’t put men on trial. But he could not manage to pull out their claws—oh, such claws! They still had the powers the Plebs had invested upon them when they were first created. And among those powers was the power of the veto. In all his legislation, Sulla had been careful not to direct any of it at the magistrates themselves, only at the institutions in which the magistrates functioned. Technically he had done nothing overtly treasonous. But to remove the power of the veto from the tribunes of the plebs could be construed as treasonous. As going against the mos maiorum. Tribunician powers were almost as old as the Republic. They were sacred.


  In the meantime, the program of laws concluded itself. Not in the Forum Romanum, where the People were accustomed to present themselves and where the People saw what was going on. The sixth and the seventh leges Corneliae were presented to the Centuriate Assembly on the Campus Martius—surrounded by Sulla’s army, now encamped there.


  The sixth law did what Sulla would have found difficult to do in the Forum; it repealed all of Sulpicius’s legislation on the grounds that it had been passed per vim—with violence—and during lawfully declared feriae—religious holidays.


  The last law was actually a trial process. It indicted twenty men on charges of treason. Not the new treasons of Saturninus’s quaestio de maiestate, but the far older and more inflexible treason of the Centuries, perduellio. Gaius Marius, Young Marius, Publius Sulpicius Rufus, Marcus Junius Brutus the urban praetor, Publius Cornelius Cethegus, the Brothers Granii, Publius Albinovanus, Marcus Laetorius, and some twelve others were named. The Centuriate Assembly condemned them all. And perduellio carried the death sentence; exile was not enough for the Centuries. Even worse, death could be meted out at the moment of apprehension, it did not require formality.


  3


  From none of his friends and from none of the leaders of the Senate did Sulla encounter opposition—except, that is, from the junior consul. Quintus Pompeius Rufus just kept getting more and more depressed, and ended in saying flatly that he could not countenance the execution of men like Gaius Marius and Publius Sulpicius.


  Knowing that he had no intention of executing Marius— though Sulpicius would have to go—Sulla tried at first to jolly Pompeius Rufus out of his megrims. When that didn’t work, he harped upon the death of young Quintus Pompeius at the hands of Sulpicius’s mob. But the harder Sulla talked, the more obstinate Pompeius Rufus became. It was vital to Sulla that no one see a rift in the concord of those in power and so busily legislating the tribal assemblies out of existence. Therefore, he decided, Pompeius Rufus would have to be removed from Rome and from the sight of those soldiers who so offended his fragile sensitivities.


  One of the most fascinating changes at work within Sulla concerned this new exposure to supreme power; it was a change he recognized for what it was, and relished it, cherished it. Namely, that he was able to find more satisfaction and release from inner torment by enacting laws to ruin people than ever in the days when he had had to resort to murder. To manipulate the State into ruining Gaius Marius was infinitely more enjoyable than administering a dose of the slowest poison to Gaius Marius, better even than holding Gaius Marius’s hand while he died; this new aspect of statecraft set Sulla on a different plane, shot him up into heights so rarefied and exclusive that he could feel himself looking a long way down at the frantic gyrations of his puppets, a god upon Olympus, as free from moral as from ethical restraints.


  And so he set out to dispose of Quintus Pompeius Rufus in a completely new and subtle way, a way which exercised his mental faculties and spared him a great deal of anxiety. Why run the risk of getting caught murdering when it was possible to have other people murder on your behalf?


  “My dear Quintus Pompeius, you need a spell in the field,” said Sulla to his junior colleague with great earnestness and warmth. “It has not escaped me that ever since the death of our dear boy you’ve been morose, too easily upset. You’ve lost your ability to be detached, to see the enormity of the design we weave upon the loom of government. The smallest things cast you down! But I don’t think a holiday is the answer. What you need is a spell of hard work.”


  The rather faded eyes rested upon Sulla’s face with a huge and genuine affection; how could he not be grateful that his term as consul had allied him to one of history’s outstanding men? Who could have guessed it in the days when their alliance had been formed? “I know you’re right, Lucius Cornelius,” he said. “Probably about everything. But it’s very hard for me to reconcile myself to what has happened. And is still happening. If you feel there is some job I can do usefully, I’d be very glad to do it.”


  “There’s one extremely important thing you can do—a job only the consul can succeed in doing,” said Sulla eagerly.


  “What?”


  “You can relieve Pompey Strabo of his command.”


  An unpleasant shiver attacked the junior consul, who now looked at Sulla apprehensively. “But I don’t think Pompey Strabo wants to lose his command any more than you did!”


  “On the contrary, my dear Quintus Pompeius. I had a letter from him the other day. In it he asked if it could be arranged that he be relieved of his command. And he specifically asked that his relief be you. Fellow Picentine and all the rest of it—you know! His troops don’t like generals who aren’t Picentines,” said Sulla, watching the gladness spread over the junior consul’s face. “Your chief job will be to see to their discharge, actually. All resistance in the north is at an end, there’s no further need for an army up there, and certainly Rome can’t afford to continue paying for one.” Sulla adopted a serious mien. “This is not a sinecure I’m offering you, Quintus Pompeius. I know why Pompey Strabo wants to be replaced all of a sudden. He doesn’t want the odium of discharging his men. So let another Pompeius do it!”


  “That I don’t mind, Lucius Cornelius.” Pompeius Rufus squared his shoulders. “I’d be grateful for the work.”


  The Senate issued a senatus consultum the next day to the effect that Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo was to be relieved of his command and replaced by Quintus Pompeius Rufus. Whereupon Quintus Pompeius Rufus left Rome immediately, secure in the knowledge that none of the condemned fugitives had yet been apprehended; he would not be contaminated by the foulness of it after all.


  “You may as well act as your own courier,” said Sulla, handing him the Senate’s order. “Just do me one favor, Quintus Pompeius—before you give Pompey Strabo the Senate’s document, give him this letter from me and ask him to read it first.”


  Since Pompey Strabo at that time was in Umbria in the company of his own legions and encamped outside Ariminum, the junior consul traveled on the Via Flaminia, the great north road which crossed the watershed of the Apennines between Assisium and Cales. Though it was not yet winter, the weather at those heights was freezingly cold, so Pompeius Rufus journeyed warmly inside a closed carpentum, and with sufficient luggage to fill a mule-drawn cart. As he knew he was going to a military posting, his only escorts were his lictors and a party of his own slaves. As the Via Flaminia was one of the roads home, he had no need to avail himself of hostelries along the way. He knew all the owners of large houses en route, and stayed with them.


  In Assisium his host, an old acquaintance, was obliged to apologize for the standard of accommodation he offered.


  “Times have changed, Quintus Pompeius!” he sighed. “I have had to sell so much! And then—as if I didn’t already have too many troubles!—I am invaded by a plague of mice!”


  Thus Quintus Pompeius Rufus went to bed in a room he remembered as being more richly furnished than it now was, and colder than of yore due to the pillaging of its window shutters by a passing army in need of firewood. For a long time he lay sleepless listening to the scurryings and squeakings, thinking of what was going on in Rome and full of fear because he couldn’t help but feel Lucius Cornelius had gone too far. Far too far. There was going to be a reckoning. Too many generations of tribunes of the plebs had strutted up and down the Forum Romanum for the Plebs to lie down under this insult Sulla was offering them. The moment the senior consul was safely abroad all his laws would tumble. And men like himself, Quintus Pompeius Rufus, would bear the blame—and the prosecutions.


  His breath clouding the icy air, he got up at dawn and sought his clothes, shivering, teeth chattering. A pair of breeches to cover himself from waist to knees, a long-sleeved warm shirt he could tuck inside the breeches, two warm tunics over the top of that; and two tubes of greasy wool, nether ends sealed, to cover his feet and his legs up to the knees.


  But when he picked up his socks and sat on the edge of the bed to draw them on, he discovered that during the night the mice had eaten the richly smelly nether ends of the socks completely away. Flesh crawling, he held them up to the grey light of the unshuttered window and gazed at them sightlessly, filled with horror. For he was a superstitious Picentine, he knew what this meant. Mice were the harbingers of death, and mice had eaten off his feet. He would fall. He would die. It was a prophecy.


  His body servant found him another pair of socks and knelt to smooth them up over Pompeius Rufus’s legs, alarmed at the still and voiceless effigy sitting on the edge of the bed. The man understood the omen well, prayed it was untrue.


  “Domine, it is nothing to worry about,” he said.


  “I am going to die,” said Pompeius Rufus.


  “Nonsense!” said the slave heartily, helping his master to his feet. “I’m the Greek! I know more about the gods of the Underworld than any Roman! Apollo Smintheus is a god of life and light and healing, yet mice are sacred to him! No, I think the omen means you will heal the north of its troubles.”


  “It means I will die,” said Pompeius Rufus, and from that interpretation he would not be budged.


  He rode into Pompey Strabo’s camp three days later more or less reconciled to his fate, and found his remote cousin living in some state in a big farmhouse.


  “Well, this is a surprise!” said Pompey Strabo genially, holding out his right hand. “Come in, come in!”


  “I have two letters with me,” said Pompeius Rufus, sitting in a chair and accepting the best wine he had sampled since leaving Rome. He extended the little rolls of paper. “Lucius Cornelius asked if you would read his letter first. The other is from the Senate.”


  A change came over Pompey Strabo the moment the junior consul mentioned the Senate, but he said nothing, nor produced an expression which might have illuminated his feelings. He broke Sulla’s seal.


  It pains me, Gnaeus Pompeius, to be obliged by the Senate to send your cousin Rufus to you under these circumstances. No one is more appreciative than I of the many, many services you have done Rome. And no one will be more appreciative than I if you can do Rome yet one more service—-one of considerable import to all our future careers.


  Our mutual colleague Quintus Pompeius is a sadly shattered man. From the moment of his son’s death— my own son-in-law, and father of my two grandchildren—our poor dear friend has been suffering an alarming decline. As his presence is a grave embarrassment, it has become necessary for me to remove him. You see, he cannot find it in himself to approve of the measures I have been forced—I repeat, forced—to take in order to preserve the mos maiorum.


  Now I know, Gnaeus Pompeius, that you fully approve of these measures of mine, as I have kept you properly informed and you have communicated with me regularly yourself. It is my considered opinion that the good Quintus Pompeius is in urgent and desperate need of a very long rest. It is my hope that he will find this rest with you in Umbria.


  I do hope you will forgive me for my telling Quintus Pompeius about your anxiety to be rid of your command before your troops are discharged from service. It relieved his mind greatly to know that you will welcome him gladly.


  Pompey Strabo laid Sulla’s piece of paper down and broke the official Senate seal. What he thought as he read did not appear on his face. Finished deciphering it—like Sulla’s note, he kept his voice too low and slurred for Pompeius Rufus to hear—he put it on his desk, looked at Pompeius Rufus, and smiled broadly.


  “Well, Quintus Pompeius, yours is indeed a welcome presence!” he said. “It will be a pleasure to shed my duties.”


  Expecting rage frustration, indignation, despite Sulla’s assurances, Pompeius Rufus gaped. “You mean Lucius Cornelius was right? You don’t mind? Honestly?”


  “Mind? Why should I mind? I am delighted,” said Pompey Strabo. “My purse is feeling the pinch.”


  “Your purse?”


  “I have ten legions in the field, Quintus Pompeius, and I’m paying more than half of them myself.”


  ‘Are you?”


  “Well, Rome can’t.” Pompey Strabo got up from his desk. “It’s time the men who aren’t my own were discharged, and it’s a task I don’t want. I like to fight, not write things. Haven’t got good enough eyesight, for one. Though I did have a cadet in my service who could write superbly. Actually loved doing it! Takes all sorts, I suppose.” Pompey Strabo’s arm went round Pompeius Rufus’s shoulders. “Now come and meet my legates and my tribunes. All men who’ve served under me for a long time, so take no notice if they seem upset. I haven’t told them of my intentions.”


  The astonishment and chagrin Pompey Strabo hadn’t shown was clearly written on the faces of Brutus Damasippus and Gellius Poplicola when Pompey Strabo gave them the news.


  “No, no, boys, it’s excellent!” cried Pompey Strabo. “It will also do my son good to serve some other man than his father. We all get far too complacent when there are no changes in wind direction. This will freshen everybody up.”


  That afternoon Pompey Strabo paraded his army and permitted the new general to inspect it.


  “Only four legions here—my own men,” said Pompey Strabo as he accompanied Pompeius Rufus down the ranks. “The other six are all over the place, mostly mopping up or loafing. One in Camerinum, one in Fanum Fortunae, one in Ancona, one in Iguvium, one in Arretium, and one in Cingulum. You’ll have quite a lot of traveling to do as you discharge them. There doesn’t seem much point in bringing them all together just to give them their papers.”


  “I won’t mind the traveling,” said Pompeius Rufus, who was feeling somewhat better. Perhaps his body servant was in the right of it, perhaps the omen didn’t indicate his death.


  That night Pompey Strabo held a small banquet in his warm and commodious farmhouse. His very attractive young son was present, as were the other cadets, the legates Lucius Junius Brutus Damasippus and Lucius Gellius Poplicola, and four unelected military tribunes.


  “Glad I’m not consul anymore and have to put up with those fellows,” said Pompey Strabo, meaning the elected tribunes of the soldiers. “Heard they refused to go to Rome with Lucius Cornelius. Typical. Stupid oafs! All got inflated ideas of their importance.”


  “Do you really approve of the march on Rome?” asked Pompeius Rufus a little incredulously.


  “Definitely. What else could Lucius Cornelius do?”


  “Accept the decision of the People.”


  “An unconstitutional spilling of the consul’s imperium? Oh, come now, Quintus Pompeius! It wasn’t Lucius Cornelius acted illegally, it was the Plebeian Assembly and that traitorous cunnus Sulpicius. And Gaius Marius. Greedy old grunt. He’s past it, but he hasn’t even got the sense left to realize that. Why should he be allowed to act unconstitutionally without anyone’s saying a word against him, while poor Lucius Cornelius stands up for the constitution and gets shit thrown at him from every direction?”


  “The People never have loved Lucius Cornelius, but they most certainly don’t love him now.”


  “Does that worry him?” asked Pompey Strabo.


  “I don’t think so. I also think it ought to worry him.”


  “Rubbish! And cheer up, cousin! You’re out of it now. When they find Marius and Sulpicius and all the rest, you won’t be blamed for their execution,” said Pompey Strabo. “Have some more wine.”


  The next morning the junior consul decided to stroll about the camp, familiarize himself with its layout. The suggestion he do so had come from Pompey Strabo, who declined to keep him company.


  “Better if the men see you on your own,” he said.


  Still astonished at the warmth of his reception, Pompeius Rufus walked wherever he liked, finding himself greeted by everyone from centurions to rankers in a most friendly manner. His opinion was asked about this or that, he was flattered and deferred to. However, he was intelligent enough to keep his most condemnatory thoughts to himself until such time as Pompey Strabo was gone and his own command an established thing. Among these unfavorable reactions was shock at the lack of hygiene in the camp’s sanitary arrangements; the cesspits and latrines were neglected, and far too close to the well from which the men were drawing water. This was typical of genuine landsmen, thought Pompeius Rufus. Once they considered a place was fouled, they just picked up and moved somewhere else.


  When the junior consul saw a large group of soldiers coming toward him he felt no fear, no premonition, for they all wore smiles and all seemed eager for a conference. His spirits lifted; perhaps he could tell them what he thought about camp hygiene. So as they clustered thickly about him he smiled on them pleasantly, and hardly felt the first sword blade as it sheared through his leather under-dress, slid between two ribs, and kept on going. Other swords followed, many and quick. He didn’t even cry out, didn’t have time to think about the mice and his socks. He was dead before he fell to earth. The men melted away.


  “What a sad business!” exclaimed Pompey Strabo to his son as he got up from his knees. “Stone dead, poor fellow! Must have been wounded thirty times. All mortal too. Good sword work—must have been good men.”


  “But who?” asked another cadet when Young Pompey didn’t answer.


  “Soldiers, obviously,” said Pompey Strabo. “I imagine the men didn’t want a change of general. I had heard something to that effect from Damasippus, but I didn’t take it too seriously.”


  “What will you do, Father?” asked Young Pompey.


  “Send him back to Rome.”


  “Isn’t that illegal? Casualties in the war are supposed to be given a funeral on the spot.”


  “The war’s over, and this is the consul,” said Pompey Strabo. “I think the Senate should see his body. Young Gnaeus, my son, you can make all the arrangements. Damasippus can escort the body.”


  It was done with maximum effect. Pompey Strabo sent a courier to summon a meeting of the Senate, then delivered Quintus Pompeius Rufus to the door of the Curia Hostilia. No explanation was tendered beyond what Damasippus had to say in person—and that was simply that the army of Pompey Strabo refused to have a different commander. The Senate got the message. Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo was humbly asked if—considering that his delegated successor was dead—he would mind keeping his command in the north.


  Sulla read his personal letter from Pompey Strabo in private.


  Well, Lucius Cornelius, isn’t this a sorry business? I’m afraid my army isn’t saying who did it, and I’m not about to punish four good legions for something only thirty or forty men took it upon themselves to do. My centurions are baffled. So is my son, who stands on excellent terms with the rankers and can usually find out what’s going on. It’s my fault, really. I just didn’t realize how much my men loved me. After all, Quintus Pompeius was a Picentine. I didn’t think they’d mind him one little bit.


  Anyway, I hope the Senate sees its way clear to keeping me on as commander-in-chief in the north. If the men wouldn’t countenance a Picentine, they certainly wouldn’t countenance a stranger, now would they? We’re a rough lot, we northerners.


  I would like to wish you very well in all your own endeavors, Lucius Cornelius. You are a champion of the old ways, but you do have an interesting new style.


  A man might learn from you. Please understand that you have my wholehearted support, and don’t hesitate to let me know if there is any other way in which I can help you.


  Sulla laughed, then burned the letter, one of the few reassuring pieces of news he had received. That Rome wasn’t happy with the Sullan alterations to the constitution he now knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, for the Plebeian Assembly had met and elected ten new tribunes of the plebs. Every man voted in was an opponent of Sulla and a supporter of Sulpicius; among them were Gaius Milonius, Gaius Papirius Carbo Arvina, Publius Magius, Marcus Vergilius, Marcus Marius Gratidianus (the adopted nephew of Gaius Marius), and none other than Quintus Sertorius. When Sulla had heard that Quintus Sertorius was putting himself up as a candidate, he had sent a warning to Sertorius not to stand if he knew what was good for him. A warning Sertorius had chosen to ignore, saying steadily that it could now make little difference to the State who was elected a tribune of the plebs.


  This signal defeat gave Sulla to understand that he must ensure the election of strongly conservative curule magistrates; both the consuls and all six praetors would have to be staunch proponents of the leges Corneliae. The quaestors were easy. They were all either reinstated senators or young men from senatorial families who could be relied upon to shore up the power of the Senate. Among them was Lucius Licinius Lucullus, who was seconded to Sulla’s service.


  Of course one of the consular candidates would have to be Sulla’s own nephew, Lucius Nonius, who had been a praetor two years before, and would not offend his uncle if elected a consul. The pity of it was that he was a rather insipid man who had done nothing so far to distinguish himself, and was therefore not going to be someone the electors fancied. But his choice as a candidate would please Sulla’s sister, whom Sulla had almost forgotten, so little family feeling did he have. When she came to Rome to stay—as she did periodically—he never bothered to see her. That would have to change! Luckily Dalmatica was anxious to do what she could, and was an hospitable, patient kind of wife; she could look after his sister and the dreary Lucius Nonius, hopefully soon to be consul.


  Two other consular candidates were welcome. The erstwhile legate of Pompey Strabo, Gnaeus Octavius Ruso, was definitely for Sulla and the old ways; he probably also had orders from Pompey Strabo. The second promising candidate was Publius Servilius Vatia—a plebeian Servilius but from a fine old family, and highly thought of among the First Class. Into the bargain, he had a very formidable war record, always an electoral asset.


  However, there was one candidate who worried Sulla greatly, chiefly because he would appear on the surface to the First Class as just the right kind of consular material, sure to uphold senatorial privilege and bolster knightly prerogatives, no matter how unwritten. Lucius Cornelius Cinna was a patrician of Sulla’s own gens, he was married to an Annia, possessed of a luminous war record, and well known as an orator and advocate. But Sulla knew he had tied himself in some way to Gaius Marius—probably Marius had bought him. Like so many senators, a few months ago his finances were well known to be shaky—yet when the senators were expelled for debt, Cinna was discovered to be very plump in the purse. Yes, bought, thought Sulla gloomily. How clever of Gaius Marius! Of course it was to do with Young Marius and the accusation that he had murdered Cato the Consul. In normal times, Sulla doubted if Cinna could have been bought; he didn’t seem that sort of man—one reason why he was going to appeal to the electors of the First Class. Yet when times were hard and ruin loomed of a scale to affect a man’s sons as well as his own future, many a highly principled man might allow himself to be bought. Particularly if that highly principled man didn’t think his altered status would lead him to alter his principles.


  As if the curule elections were not worrying enough, Sulla was also aware that his army was tired of occupying Rome. It wanted to go east to fight Mithridates, and of course did not fully understand the reasons why its general kept lingering inside Rome. It was also beginning to experience increased resistance to its residence within the city; not that the number of free meals and free beds and free women had decreased, more that those who had never condoned its presence now were emboldened to retaliate by chucking the contents of their chamber pots out their windows onto hapless soldier heads.


  Had Sulla only been willing to bribe heavily, he might have ensured success in the curule elections, as the climate was exactly right for bountiful bribery. But for nothing and nobody would Sulla consent to part with his little hoard of gold. Let Pompey Strabo pay legions out of his own purse if he chose and let Gaius Marius say he was prepared to do the same; Lucius Cornelius Sulla regarded it as Rome’s duty to foot the bill. If Pompeius Rufus had still been alive, Sulla might have secured the money from the wealthy Picentine; but he hadn’t thought of that before he sent the wealthy Picentine north to his death.


  My plans are good but their execution is precarious, he thought. This wretched city is too full of men with opinions of their own, all determined to get what they want. Why is it that they can’t see how sensible and proper my plans are? And how can any man draw sufficient power unto himself to ensure his plans remain undisturbed? Men of ideals and principles are the ruin of the world!


  And so toward the end of December he sent his army back to Capua under the command of the good faithful Lucullus, now officially his quaestor. Having done that, he threw caution to the winds and his chances into the lap of Fortune by holding the elections.


  Though he was convinced he had not underestimated the strength of the resentment against him in every stratum of Roman society, the truth was that Sulla did not grasp the depth and the extent of that animosity. No one said a word, no one looked at him awry; but beneath this lip service the whole of Rome was finding it impossible to forget or forgive Sulla’s bringing an army into Rome—or Sulla’s army holding its allegiance to Sulla ahead of its allegiance to Rome.


  This seething resentment ran from the highest echelons all the way down into the very gutter. Even men as inescapably committed to him and to the supremacy of the Senate as the Brothers Caesar and the Brothers Scipio Nasica wished desperately that Sulla could have lit upon some other way of solving the Senate’s dilemma than using his army. And below the First Class there were two additional ulcerations festering inside men’s minds; that a tribune of the plebs had been condemned to death during his year in office, and that the old and crippled Gaius Marius had been hounded out of home, family, position—and condemned to death.


  Some hint of all this rankling dissatisfaction became apparent as the new curule magistrates were returned. Gnaeus Octavius Ruso was the senior consul, but the junior consul was Lucius Cornelius Cinna. The praetors were an independent lot, among whom were none Sulla could really count on.


  But it was the election of the tribunes of the soldiers in the Assembly of the Whole People that troubled Sulla most of all. They were uniformly ugly men, and included wolfs-heads like Gaius Flavius Fimbria, Publius Annius, and Gaius Marcius Censorinus. Ripe to ride roughshod over their generals, thought Sulla—let any general with this lot in his legions try to march on Rome! They’d kill him with as little scruple as Young Marius did Cato the Consul. I am very glad I am passing out of my consulship and won’t have them in my legions. Every last one of them is a potential Saturninus.


  *


  Despite the disappointing electoral results, Sulla was not a wholly unhappy man as the old year wore away to its end. If the delay had done nothing else, it had given his agents in Asia Province, Bithynia, and Greece time to apprise him what the true situation was. Definitely his wisest course was to go to Greece, worry about Asia Minor later. He had not the troops to attempt a flanking maneuver; it would have to be a straight effort to roll Mithridates back and out of Greece and Macedonia. Not that the Pontic invasion of Macedonia had gone according to plan; Gaius Sentius and Quintus Bruttius Sura had proven yet again that might was not always enough when the enemy was Roman. They had wrought great deeds with their tiny armies. But they couldn’t possibly keep going.


  His most urgent consideration was therefore to get himself and his troops out of Italy. Only by defeating King Mithridates and plundering the East would he inherit Gaius Marius’s unparalleled reputation. Only by bringing home the gold of Mithridates would he pull Rome out of her financial crisis. Only if he did all this would Rome forgive him for marching against her. Only then would the Plebs forgive him for turning their precious assembly into a place best suited for playing dice and twiddling thumbs.


  On his last day as consul, Sulla called the Senate to a “special meeting and spoke to them with genuine sincerity; he believed implicitly in himself and in his new measures.


  “If it were not for me, Conscript Fathers, you would not now exist. I can say that in truth, and I do say it. Had the laws of Publius Sulpicius Rufus remained on the tablets, the Plebs—not even the People!—would now be ruling Rome without any kind of check or balance. The Senate would be just another vestigial relic staffed by too few men to form a quorum. No recommendations to Plebs or People could be made, nor any decisions be taken about matters we regard as purely senatorial business. So before you start weeping and wailing about the fate of the Plebs and the People, before you start wallowing in an excess of undeserved pity for the Plebs and the People, I suggest that you remember what this august body would be at this moment were it not for me.”


  “Here, here!” cried Catulus Caesar, very pleased because his son, one of the new slightly-too-young senators, had finally come back from his war duties and was sitting in the Senate; he had been anxious that Catulus should see Sulla act as consul.


  “Remember too,” said Sulla, “that if you wish to retain the right to guide and regulate Rome’s government, you must uphold my laws. Before you contemplate any upheavals, think of Rome! For Rome’s sake, there must be peace in Italy. For Rome’s sake, you must make a strenuous effort to find a way around our financial troubles and give Rome back her old prosperity. We cannot afford the luxury of seeing tribunes of the plebs run riot. The status quo as I have set it up must be maintained! Only then will Rome recover. We cannot permit Sulpician idiocies!”


  He looked directly at the consuls-elect. “Tomorrow, Gnaeus Octavius and Lucius Cinna, you will inherit my office and the office of my dead colleague, Quintus Pompeius. I shall have become a consular. Gnaeus Octavius, will you give me your solemn word that you will uphold my laws?”


  Octavius didn’t hesitate. “I will, Lucius Sulla. You have my solemn word on it.”


  “Lucius Cornelius of the branch cognominated Cinna, will you give me your word that you will uphold my laws?”


  Cinna stared at Sulla fearlessly. “That all depends, Lucius Cornelius of the branch cognominated Sulla. I will uphold your laws if they prove to be a workable way of governing. At the moment I am not sure they will. The machinery is so incredibly antique, so manifestly unwieldy, and the rights of a large part of our Roman community have been—I can find no other word for it—annulled. I am very sorry to inconvenience you, but as things stand, I must withhold my promise.”


  An extraordinary change came over Sulla’s face; like some other people of late, the Senate was now privileged to catch a glimpse of that naked clawed creature which dwelt inside Lucius Cornelius Sulla. And like all others, the senators never forgot that glimpse. And in the years to come, would shiver at the memory as they waited for the reckoning.


  Before Sulla could open his mouth to answer, Scaevola Pontifex Maximus interjected.


  “Lucius Cinna, leave well enough alone!” he cried; he was remembering that after his first glimpse of Sulla’s beast, Sulla had marched on Rome. “I implore you, give the consul your promise!”


  Then came the voice of Antonius Orator. “If this is the sort of attitude you intend to adopt, Cinna, then I suggest you watch your back! Our consul Lucius Cato neglected to do so, and he died.”


  The House was murmuring, new senators as well as old, and most of the words were of exasperation and fear at Cinna’s stand. Oh, why couldn’t all these consular men leave ambition and posturing aside? Didn’t they see how desperately Rome needed peace, internal stability?


  “Order!” said Sulla, just the once, and not very loudly. But as he still wore that look, silence fell immediately,


  “Senior consul, may I speak?” asked Catulus Caesar, who was remembering that his first experience of Sulla’s look had been followed by a retreat from Tridentum.


  “Speak, Quintus Lutatius.”


  “First of all, I wish to pass a comment about Lucius Cinna,” said Catulus Caesar coldly. “I think he bears watching. I deplore his election to an office I do not think he will fill meritoriously. Lucius Cinna may have a magnificent war record, but his political understanding and his ideas as to how Rome ought to be governed are minimal. When he was urban praetor none of the measures which ought to have been taken were taken. Both the consuls were in the field, yet Lucius Cinna—virtually in charge of the governance of Rome!—made no attempt to stave off her terrible economic afflictions. Had he done at that early stage, Rome might now be better off. Yet here today we have Lucius Cinna, now consul-elect, demurring at giving a far more intelligent and able man a promise which was asked of him in the true spirit of senatorial government.”


  “You haven’t said a word to make me change my mind, Quintus Lutatius Servilis,” said Cinna harshly, calling Catulus Caesar servile.


  “I am aware of that,” said Catulus Caesar, at his haughtiest. “In fact, it is my considered opinion that nothing any one of us—or all of us!—could say would influence you to change your mind. Your mind is closed fast, like your purse upon the money Gaius Marius gave you to whiten the reputation of his murdering son!”


  Cinna flushed; it was an affliction he loathed, yet could not seem to cure, and it always betrayed him.


  “There is one way, however, in which we Conscript Fathers can make sure Lucius Cinna upholds the measures our senior consul has taken with such care,” said Catulus Caesar. “I suggest that a most solemn and binding oath be required of both Gnaeus Octavius and Lucius Cinna. To the effect that they will swear to uphold our present system of government, as laid down on the tablets by Lucius Sulla.”


  “I agree,” said Scaevola Pontifex Maximus.


  “And I,” said Flaccus Princeps Senatus.


  “And I,” said Antonius Orator.


  “And I,” said Lucius Caesar the censor.


  “And I,” said Crassus the censor.


  “And I,” said Quintus Ancharius.


  “And I,” said Publius Servilius Vatia.


  “And I,” said Lucius Cornelius Sulla, turning to Scaevola. “High priest, will you administer this oath to the consuls-elect?”


  “I will.”


  “And I will take it,” said Cinna loudly, “if I see the House divide in a clear majority.”


  “Let the House divide,” said Sulla instantly. “Those in favor of the oath, please stand to my right. Those not in favor, please stand to my left.”


  Only a very few senators stood to Sulla’s left, but the first to get there was Quintus Sertorius, his muscular frame exuding anger.


  “The House has divided and shown its wishes conclusively,” said Sulla, the look vanished completely from his face. “Quintus Mucius, you are the Pontifex Maximus. How do you say this oath should be administered?’’


  “Legally,” said Scaevola promptly. “The first phase involves the whole House going with me to the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, where the flamen Dialis and I will sacrifice a victim to the Great God. It will be a two-year-old sheep, and the Priests of the Two Teeth will attend us.”


  “How convenient!” said Sertorius loudly. “I’ll bet that when we get to the top of the Capitol, all the requisite men and animals will be waiting for us!”


  Scaevola carried on as if no one had spoken. “After the sacrifice I will ask Lucius Domitius—who is son of the late Pontifex Maximus and not directly involved in this business—to take the auspices from the liver of the victim. If the omens are suitably propitious, I will then lead the House to the temple of Semo Sancus Dius Fidius, the god of Divine Good Faith. There—under the open sky, as is required of all oath-takers—I will charge the consuls-elect to uphold the leges Corneliae.”


  Sulla rose from his curule chair. “Then by all means let us do it, Pontifex Maximus.”


  The omens were propitious, made the more so on the walk from the Capitol to the temple of Semo Sancus Dius Fidius when an eagle was seen to be flying from left to right across the Porta Sanqualis by the whole Senate in procession.


  But Cinna had no intention of allowing himself to be bound by an oath to uphold Sulla’s constitution, and he knew exactly how he was going to render his oath no oath. As the senators wended their way up the hill to the temple of the Great God on the Capitol, he deliberately fell in with Quintus Sertorius, and without letting anyone see him speak—let alone hear what he said—he asked Quintus Sertorius to find him a certain kind of stone. Then as the senators wended their way from one temple to the other, Sertorius dropped the stone unnoticed within the folds of Cinna’s toga. To work it to a place where he could close the fingers of his left hand around it was easy; for it was a small stone, smooth and oval.


  From early childhood he, like every other Roman boy, had known that he must go outside into the open air before he could take one of the splendidly juicy oaths so loved by little boys—oaths of friendship and enmity, fear and fury, daring and delusion. For the swearing of an oath had to be witnessed by the gods of the sky; if they did not witness it, then it was not a true and binding oath. Like all his boyhood companions, Cinna had taken the ritual with total seriousness. But he had once met a fellow—the son of the knight Sextus Perquitienus—who, having been brought up in that hideous house, had abrogated every oath he ever swore. The two were much of an age, though the son of Sextus Perquitienus did not mix with the sons of senators. The encounter had been a chance one, and it had involved the taking of an oath.


  “All you do,” had said the son of Sextus Perquitienus, “is hold on to the bones of Mother Earth. And to do that, you just keep a stone in your hand as you swear. You have put yourself in the care of the gods of the Underworld because the Underworld is built of the bones of Mother Earth. Stone, Lucius Cornelius. Stone is bone!”


  So when Lucius Cornelius Cinna swore his oath to uphold Sulla’s laws, he held his stone tightly clenched in his left hand. Finished, he bent down quickly to the floor of the temple—which, being devoid of a roof, was littered by leaves, little stones, pebbles, twigs—and pretended to pick up his stone.


  “And if I break my oath,” he said in a clear and carrying voice, “may I be hurled from the Tarpeian Rock even as I hurl this stone away from me!”


  The stone flew through the air, clattered against the grubby, peeling wall, and fell back to the bosom of its mother, Earth. No one seemed to grasp the significance of his action; Cinna released his breath in a huge gasp. Obviously the secret known to the son of Sextus Perquitienus was not known to Roman senators. Now when he was accused of breaking his oath, Cinna could explain why it did not bind him. The whole Senate had seen him throw his stone away, he had provided himself with a hundred impeccable witnesses. It was a trick could never work again—oh, but how Metellus Piggle-wiggle might have benefited had he only known of it!


  Though he went to see the new consuls inaugurated, Sulla did not stay for the feast, pleading as his excuse that he had to ready himself to leave for Capua on the morrow. However, he was present at the Senate’s first official meeting of the New Year in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, so he heard Cinna’s short, ominous speech.


  “I shall grace my office, not disgrace it,” Cinna said. “If I have any misgiving, it is to see the outgoing senior consul lead an army to the East that should have been led by Gaius Marius. Even putting the illegal prosecution and condemnation of Gaius Marius aside, it is still my opinion that the outgoing senior consul ought to remain in Rome to answer charges.”


  Charges of what? No one quite knew, though the majority of the senators deduced that the charges would be treason, the basis of the charges Sulla’s leading his army on Rome. Sulla sighed, resigned to the inevitable. A man without scruples himself, he knew that had he taken that oath, he would have broken it did the need arise. Of Cinna, he hadn’t thought the man owned such metal. Now it seemed the man did. What a nuisance!


  When he left the Capitol he headed in the direction of Aurelia’s insula in the Subura, pondering as he walked how best to deal with Cinna. By the time he arrived he had an answer, so it was with a broad smile on his face that he entered when Eutychus held the door.


  The smile faded, however, when he saw Aurelia’s face; it was grim and the eyes held no affection.


  “Not you too?” he asked, casting himself down on a couch.


  “I too.” Aurelia sat in a chair facing him. “You ought not to be here, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Oh, I’m safe enough,” he said casually. “Gaius Julius was settling himself in a cozy corner to enjoy the feast when I left.”


  “Nor would it worry you if he walked in at this moment,” she said. “Well, I had better be adequately chaperoned— for my sake, if not for yours.’’ She raised her voice. “Please come and join us, Lucius Decumius!”


  The little man emerged from her workroom, face flinty.


  “Oh, not you!” said Sulla, disgusted. “If it were not for the likes of you, Lucius Decumius, I would not have needed to lead an army on Rome! How could you fall for all that piffle about Gaius Marius’s being fit? He’s not fit to lead an army as far as Veii, let alone Asia Province.”


  “Gaius Marius is cured,” said Lucius Decumius, defiant yet defensive. Sulla was not only the one friend of Aurelia’s whom he couldn’t like, he was also the one man of his own acquaintance whom he feared. There were many things he knew about Sulla that Aurelia did not; but the more he discovered, the less urge he experienced to say a word to anyone about them. It takes one to know one, he had thought to himself a thousand times, and I swear Lucius Cornelius Sulla is as big a villain as I am. Only he has bigger chances to do bigger villainies. And I know he does them too.


  “It’s not Lucius Decumius to blame for this mess, it’s you!” said Aurelia snappishly.


  “Rubbish!” said Sulla roundly. “I didn’t start this mess! I was minding my own business in Capua and planning to leave for Greece. It’s fools like Lucius Decumius to blame— meddling in things they know nothing about, deluding themselves their heroes are made from superior metal than the rest of us! Your friend here recruited a large number of Sulpicius’s bully-boys to stuff the Forum and make my daughter a widow—and he mustered more of the same when I entered the Forum Esquilinum wanting nothing more badly than I did peace! I didn’t stir up the trouble! I just had to pay for it!”


  Angry now, Lucius Decumius stood stiffly, every hackle up. “I believe in the People!” he said, out of his depth and not used to being at someone else’s mercy.


  “You see? There you go, mouthing idiocies as empty as your Fourth Class mind!” snarled Sulla. “ ‘I believe in the People’ indeed! You’d do better to believe in your betters!”


  “Lucius Cornelius, please!” said Aurelia, heart thudding, legs trembling. “If you’re Lucius Decumius’s better, then act like it!”


  “Yes!” cried Lucius Decumius, collecting himself because his beloved Aurelia was fighting for him—and wanting to look courageous in her eyes. But Sulla was no Marius. His nature made Lucius Decumius feel the screech of nails being dragged down something smooth and stony. Yet he tried. For Aurelia. “You don’t mind yourself, Big Important Consular Sulla, you just might get a knife in your back!”


  The pale eyes glazed, Sulla’s lips peeled back from his teeth; he got up from the couch wrapped in an almost tangible aura of menace and advanced on Lucius Decumius.


  Lucius Decumius backed away—not from cowardice, rather from a superstitious man’s contact with something as mysterious as it was terrible.


  “I could stamp on you the way an elephant stamps on a dog,” said Sulla pleasantly. “The only reason I don’t is this lady here. She values you, and you serve her well. You may have taken many a knife to many a man, Lucius Decumius, but don’t ever delude yourself you will to me! Even in your dreams. Stay out of my arena, content yourself with commanding in your own. Now be off!”


  “Go, Lucius Decumius,” said Aurelia. “Please!”


  “Not when he’s in a mood like this!”


  “I will be better on my own. Please go.”


  Lucius Decumius went.


  “There was no need to be so hard on him,” she said, nostrils pinched. “He doesn’t know how to deal with you, and he has his loyalties, for all he is what he is. His devotion to Gaius Marius is on behalf of my son.”


  Sulla perched on the edge of the couch, not sure whether to go or to stay. “Don’t be angry with me, Aurelia. If you are, then I’ll become angry with you. I agree, he’s a poor target. But he helped Gaius Marius put me in a situation I didn’t want, didn’t ask for, didn’t deserve!”


  She drew a huge breath, exhaled slowly. “Yes, I can understand your feelings,” she said. “As far as it goes, you have some right.” Her head began to nod rhythmically. “I know that. I know that. I know you tried in every way possible to contain things legally, peacefully. But don’t blame Gaius Marius. It was Publius Sulpicius.”


  “That’s specious,” said Sulla, beginning to relax. “You’re a consul’s daughter and a praetor’s wife, Aurelia. You’re more aware than most that Sulpicius couldn’t have got his program started had he not been backed by someone a great deal more influential than he was. Gaius Marius.”


  “Was?” she asked sharply, eyes dilating.


  “Sulpicius is dead. He was caught two days ago.”


  Her hands went to her mouth. “And Gaius Marius?”


  “Oh, Gaius Marius, Gaius Marius, always Gaius Marius! Think, Aurelia, think! Why would I want Gaius Marius dead? Kill the People’s hero? I’m not so big a fool! Hopefully I’ve given him a scare which will keep him out of Italy until I’ve got myself out of Italy. And not only for my own sake, woman. For Rome’s sake too. He can’t be allowed to fight Mithridates!” He shifted sideways on the couch, hands held like an advocate attempting to convince an antipathetic jury. “Aurelia, surely you’ve noticed that since he came back into public life exactly a year ago he’s tied himself to men he wouldn’t have said ave to in the old days? We all use minions we’d rather not use, we’re all obliged to suck up to men we’d rather spit on. But since that second stroke, Gaius Marius has resorted to tools and ploys he wouldn’t have touched on pain of death in the old days! I know what I am. I know what I’m capable of doing. And it’s no lie for me to say that I’m a more dishonest, unscrupulous man by far than Gaius Marius. Not only thanks to the life I’ve led. Thanks to the kind of man I am too. But he was never like that! He, to employ the likes of Lucius Decumius to get rid of a cadet who accused his precious son of murder? He, to employ the likes of Lucius Decumius to procure bully-boys and rabble? Think, Aurelia, think! The second stroke affected his mind.”


  “You should never have marched on Rome,” she said.


  “What other choice did I have, tell me that? If I could have found any other way, I would have! Unless you would rather have seen me continue to sit at Capua until Rome had a second civil war on her hands—Sulla versus Marius?”


  Her color fled. “It could never have come to that!”


  “Oh, there was a third alternative! That I lie down tamely under the feet of a maniac tribune of the plebs and a demented old man! Allow Gaius Marius to do to me what he did to Metellus Numidicus, use the Plebs to take away my lawful command? When he did that to Metellus Numidicus, Metellus Numidicus was no longer consul! I was consul, Aurelia! No one takes the command off a consul still in office. No one!”


  “Yes, I see your point,” she said, color returning. Her eyes filled with tears. “They will never forgive you, Lucius Cornelius. You led an army on Rome.”


  He groaned. “Oh, for the sake of all the gods, don’t cry! I have never seen you cry! Not even at my boy’s funeral! If you couldn’t cry for him, then you can’t cry for Rome!”


  Her head was bent; the tears didn’t run down her cheeks, they splashed into her lap, and the light caught glitters off her wet black lashes. “When I am most moved, I cannot cry,” she said, and wiped her nose with the side of her hand.


  “I don’t believe that,” he said, throat hard and aching.


  She looked up. The tears ran down her cheeks. “I’m not crying for Rome,” she said huskily, and wiped her nose again. “I am crying for you.”


  He got off the couch, gave her his handkerchief, and stood behind her chair with one hand pressed into her shoulder. Best she should not see his face.


  “I will love you forever for that,” he said, put his other hand in front of her face and took some of the tears from her lashes, then licked them from his palm. “It’s Fortune,” he said. “I was given the hardest consulship a man has ever had. Just as I was given the hardest life a man has ever had. I’m not the kind to surrender, and I’m not the kind to care how I win. There are plenty of eggs in the cups and plenty of dolphins down. But the race won’t be over until I’m dead.” He squeezed her shoulder. “I have taken your tears into me. Once I dropped an emerald quizzing-glass down a drain because it had no value to me. But I will never lose your tears.”


  His hand left her, he left the house. Walking very proudly, enriched and uplifted. All the tears those other women had shed over him were selfish tears, shed for the sake of their own broken hearts. Not for his. Yet she who never wept had wept for him.


  *


  Perhaps another man would have softened, reconsidered. Not Sulla. By the time he reached his house, a long walk, that private exaltation was tucked away below conscious thought; he dined very pleasantly with Dalmatica, took her to bed and made love to her, then slept his normal dreamless ten hours—or if he dreamed, he did not remember. An hour before dawn he woke and rose without disturbing his wife, took some crisp, freshly baked bread and cheese in his study and stared abstractedly as he ate at a box about the size of one of his ancestral temples. It sat on the far corner of his desk, and it held the head of Publius Sulpicius Rufus.


  The rest of the condemned had escaped; only Sulla and a few of his colleagues knew that no exhaustive attempts to apprehend them had been mounted. Sulpicius, however, had to go. Therefore to catch him was imperative.


  The boat across the Tiber had been a ruse. Further downstream Sulpicius crossed back again, but bypassed Ostia in favor of the little harbor town of Laurentum, some few miles down the coast. Here the fugitive had tried to engage a ship—and here, with the aid of one of his own servants, he was run to earth. Sulla’s hirelings had killed him on the spot, but knew Sulla better than to ask for money without furnishing proof. So they cut off Sulpicius’s head, put it in a waterproofed box, and brought it to Sulla’s house in Rome. They were then paid. And Sulla had the head, still fairly fresh; it had only left its owner’s shoulders two days earlier.


  On his way out of Rome on that second day of January, Sulla summoned Cinna to the Forum. And there, stapled to the wall of the rostra, was a tall spear carrying Sulpicius’s head. Sulla took Cinna ungently by the arm.


  “Look well,” he said. “Remember what you see. Remember the expression on its face. They say that when a man’s head is taken, his eyes still have sight. If you did not believe that in the past, you will in the future. That’s a man who watched his own head hit the dust. Remember well, Lucius Cinna. I do not intend to die in the East. And that means I will return to Rome. If you tamper with my remedies for Rome’s current diseases, you too will watch your own head hit the dust.”


  His answer was a look of scorn and contempt, but Cinna may as well have saved himself the effort. For the moment he finished speaking Sulla hauled his mule’s head around and trotted off up the Forum Romanum without a backward glance, his wide-brimmed hat upon his head. Not anyone’s picture of the successful general. But Cinna’s private picture of Nemesis.


  He turned then to look up at the head, its eyes wide, its jaw sagging. Dawn had barely broken; if it was removed now, no one would see it.


  “No,” said Cinna aloud. “It should stay there. Let all of Rome see how far the man who invaded Rome is prepared to go.”


  4


  In Capua, Sulla closeted himself with Lucullus and got down to the logistics of transferring his soldiers to Brundisium. It had been Sulla’s original intention to sail from Tarentum until he learned it did not possess sufficient transport ships. Brundisium it must be.


  “You will go first, taking all the cavalry and two of the five legions,” Sulla said to Lucullus. “I’ll follow with the other three. However, don’t look for me on the other side of the Ionian Sea. As soon as you land in Elatria or Buchetium, march for Dodona. Strip every temple in Epirus and Acarnania—they won’t yield you a big fortune, but I suspect they’ll yield you enough. A pity the Scordisci plundered Dodona so recently. However, never forget that Greek and Epirote priests are canny, Lucius Licinius. It may be that Dodona managed to hide quite a lot from a collection of barbarians.”


  “They won’t hide anything from me,” said Lucullus, smiling.


  ‘“Good! March your men overland to Delphi, and do what you have to do. Until I reach you, it’s your theater of war.’’


  “What about you, Lucius Cornelius?” Lucullus asked.


  “I’ll have to wait at Brundisium until your transports return, but before that I’ll have to wait in Capua until I’m sure things are quiet in Rome. I don’t trust Cinna, and I don’t trust Sertorius.”


  As three thousand horses and a thousand mules were not popular residents around Capua, Lucullus marched for Brundisium by the middle of January, though winter was fast approaching and both Lucullus and Sulla doubted that Lucullus would sail much before March or April. Despite his urgent need to leave Capua, Sulla still hesitated; the reports from Rome were not promising. First he heard that the tribune of the plebs Marcus Vergilius had made a magnificent speech to the Forum crowd from the rostra, and had avoided infringing Sulla’s laws by refusing to call it a meeting. Vergilius had advocated that Sulla—no longer consul— be stripped of his imperium and brought to Rome—by force if necessary—to answer charges of treason for the murder of Sulpicius and the unlawful proscription of Gaius Marius and eighteen others, still at large.


  Nothing came of the speech, but Sulla then heard that Cinna was actively lobbying many of the backbenchers for their support when Vergilius and another tribune of the plebs, Publius Magius, submitted a motion to the Senate to recommend to the Centuriate Assembly that Sulla be stripped of his imperium and made to answer charges of treason and murder. The House refused steadfastly to countenance any of these ploys, but Sulla knew they boded no good; they all knew he was still in Capua with three legions, so they had obviously decided he would not have the courage to march on Rome a second time. They felt they could defy him with impunity.


  At the end of January a letter came to Sulla from his daughter, Cornelia Sulla.


  Father, my position is desperate. With my husband and my father-in-law both dead, the new paterfamilias—my brother-in-law who now calls himself Quintus—is behaving abominably toward me. He has a wife who dislikes me intensely. While my husband and my father-in-law were alive, there could be no trouble. Now, however, the new Quintus and his dreadful wife are living with my mother-in-law and me. By rights the house belongs to my son, but that seems to have been forgotten. My mother-in-law—naturally, I suppose—has transferred her allegiance to her living son. And they have all taken to blaming you for Rome’s troubles as well as their own. They even talk that you deliberately sent my father-in-law to his death in Umbria. As a result of all this, my children and I find ourselves without servants, we are given the same food to eat as the servants, and we are poorly housed. When I complain, I am told that technically I am your responsibility! Just as if I had not borne my late husband a son who is actually the heir to most of his grandfather’s fortune! That too is a great source of resentment. Dalmatica is beseeching me to live with her in your house, but I feel I cannot do that until I obtain your permission.


  What I would ask of you ahead of providing a home for me in your own house, Father (if in the midst of your own troubles you have time to think of me), is that you find me another husband. There are still seven months of my mourning period left. If you will give your consent I would like to spend them in your house under the protection and chaperonage of your wife. But I do not want to impose upon Dalmatica any longer than that. I must have my own home.


  I am not like Aurelia, I do not want to live on my own. Nor can I face the kind of life Aelia seems genuinely to enjoy, Marcia’s tyrannies notwithstanding. Please, Father, if you can find me a husband I would so much appreciate it! Marriage to the worst of men is infinitely preferable to invading the house of another woman. I say it with feeling.


  In myself I am quite well, though plagued by a cough due to the coldness of my room. As are the children. It has not escaped me that there would be little grief in this house if something were to happen to my son.


  Considered dispassionately, Cornelia Sulla’s plaint was the smallest particle of aggravation; yet it was the particle which tipped the balance in Sulla’s unsettled mind. Until he received it he hadn’t known which was his best course. Now he knew. That course had nothing to do with Cornelia Sulla. But he had an idea about her poor little life too. How dare some jumped-up Picentine lout imperil the health and happiness of his daughter! And her son!


  He sent off two letters, one to Metellus Pius the Piglet ordering him to come to Capua from Aesemia and bring Mamercus with him, the other to Pompey Strabo. The Piglet’s letter consisted of two bald sentences. Pompey Strabo received more.


  No doubt, Gnaeus Pompeius, you are aware of the goings-on in Rome—the imprudent actions of Lucius Cinna, not to mention his tamed pack of tribunes of the plebs. I think, my friend and colleague in the north, that you and I know each other well enough, at least by reputation—and I regret that our careers have not permitted us a closer friendship—to understand that our aims and intentions are of like kind. I find in you a conservatism and respect for the old ways similar to my own, and I know you bear Gaius Marius no affection. Or Cinna, I strongly suspect.


  If you truly feel that Rome would be better served by sending Gaius Marius and his legions to fight King Mithridates, then tear this up as of now. But if you prefer to see me and my legions go to fight King Mithridates, read on.


  As things stand in Rome at the present time, I am helpless to commence the venture I ought to have commenced last year well before my consulship expired. Instead of setting off for the East, I am obliged to remain in Capua with three of my legions to ensure that I am not stripped of my imperium, arrested, and made to stand trial for no worse crime than strengthening the mos maiorum. Cinna, Sertorius, Vergilius, Magius, and the rest talk of treason and murder, of course.


  Leaving aside my legions here in Capua and the two before Aesernia plus the one before Nola, yours are the only legions left in Italy. I can rely upon Quintus Caecilius at Aesernia and Appius Claudius at Nola to uphold me and my deeds while consul; what I am writing to ask is whether I can also rely upon you and your legions. It may be that after I leave Italy nothing will stop Cinna and his friends. I am happy to face the consequences of that eventuality when the time comes. I can assure you that if I return from the East victorious, I will make my enemies pay.


  What concerns me is my present position. I need to be guaranteed sufficient time to depart from Italy, and (as you well know) that could mean as long as four or five more months. Winds across the Adriatic and the Ionian at this season are notoriously capricious, and storms frequent. I cannot afford to take any risks with troops Rome will need desperately.


  Gnaeus Pompeius, would you undertake on my behalf the task of informing Cinna and his confederates that I am legally commissioned to go to this eastern war? That if they attempt to hinder my departure, it will go ill with them? That for the moment, at least, they must cease and desist this badgering?


  Please consider me your friend and colleague in every regard if you feel you can answer me in the affirmative. I await your reply most anxiously.


  Pompey Strabo’s reply actually reached Sulla before his legates arrived from Aesernia. It was written in his own atrocious hand, and consisted of one brief, laconic sentence:


  “Don’t worry, I’ll fix everything.”


  So when the Piglet and Mamercus finally presented themselves at Sulla’s rented house in Capua, they found Sulla more genial and relaxed than their own informants in Rome had led them to believe remotely possible.


  “Don’t worry, everything’s fixed,” said Sulla, grinning.


  “How can that be?” gasped Metellus Pius. “I hear there are charges looming—murder, treason!”


  “I wrote to my very good friend Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo and poured out my troubles to him. He says he’ll fix everything.”


  “He will too,” said Mamercus, a slow smile dawning.


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius, I’m so glad!” cried the Piglet. “It isn’t fair, the way they’re treating you! They were far kinder to Saturninus! The way they’re carrying on at the moment, anyone would think Sulpicius was a demigod, not a demagogue!” He paused, struck by his own inadvertent verbal cleverness. “I say, that was quite well put, wasn’t it?”


  “Save it for the Forum when you run for consul,” said Sulla. “It’s wasted on me. My schooling never went beyond the elementary.”


  Remarks like that puzzled Mamercus, who now resolved to sit the Piglet down and make him tell everything he knew or suspected about the life of Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Oh, there were always Forum stories circulating about anyone unusual or excessively talented or notorious in some way, but Mamercus didn’t listen to Forum stories, deeming them the exaggerations and embellishments of idle minds.


  “They’ll kill your laws as soon as you leave Italy. What are you going to do when you come home again?” asked Mamercus.


  “Deal with it when it arrives, not a whisker before.”


  “Can you deal with it, Lucius Cornelius? I would think it will be an impossible situation.”


  “There are always ways, Mamercus, but you may believe me when I say that I won’t be spending my leisure during this campaign on wine and women!” laughed Sulla, who did not appear anxious. “I am one of Fortune’s beloved, you see. Fortune always looks after me.”


  They settled down then to discuss the remnants of the war in Italy, and the doggedness with which the Samnites hung on; they still controlled most of the territory between Aesernia and Corfinium, as well as the cities of Aesernia and Nola.


  “They’ve hated Rome for centuries, and they’re the best haters in the world,” said Sulla, and sighed. “I had hoped that by the time I left for Greece, Aesernia and Nola would have capitulated. As it is, they may well be waiting for me when I come home.”


  “Not if we can help it,” said the Piglet.


  A servant scratched, murmured that dinner was ready if Lucius Cornelius was.


  Lucius Cornelius was. He got to his feet and led the way into the dining room. While the food was on the table and the servants scurried in and out, Sulla kept the conversation light and inconsequential; they enjoyed the luxury permitted only to old friends, of each having a couch to himself.


  “Do you never entertain women, Lucius Cornelius?” asked Mamercus when the servants had been dismissed.


  Sulla shrugged, grimaced. “On campaign, away from the wife, all that, you mean?”


  “Yes.”


  “Women are too much trouble, Mamercus, so the answer is no.” Sulla laughed. “If that was asked because of your custodial duty toward Dalmatica, then you’ve got an honest answer.’’


  “As a matter of fact, it wasn’t asked for any reason outside of sheer vulgar curiosity,” said Mamercus, unabashed.


  Sulla put his cup down and stared across at the couch opposite his own, where Mamercus reclined; he now studied this guest more carefully than he had in the past. No Paris or Adonis or Memmius, certainly. Dark hair very closely cropped, an indication it had no curl and his barber despaired of it; a bumpy face with a broken, rather flattened nose; dark eyes deeply set; good brown skin with a sheen to it, his best feature. A healthy man, Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus. Fit enough to have killed Silo in single combat—he had been awarded the corona civica for that. Therefore he was brave. Not so brilliant that he’d ever be a danger to the State, but no fool, either. According to the Piglet, he was steady and reliable in every emergency, and confident in command situations. Scaurus had loved him dearly, made him executor of his will.


  Of course Mamercus knew perfectly well that he was suddenly being subjected to a minute examination; why did he feel as if he was being assessed by a prospective lover?


  “Mamercus, you’re married, aren’t you?” Sulla asked.


  That jolted him into blinking. “Yes, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Any children?”


  “A girl, now aged four.”


  “Attached to your wife?”


  “No. She’s an awful woman.”


  “Ever think of divorce?”


  “Constantly while ever I’m in Rome. Out of Rome, I try not to think of her for any reason.”


  “What’s her name? Her family?”


  “Claudia. She’s one of the sisters of the Appius Claudius Pulcher at present besieging Nola.’’


  “Oh, not a wise choice, Mamercus! That’s a queer family.”


  “Queer? I’d call them downright strange.”


  Metellus Pius had quite forgotten to recline; he was sitting bolt upright, eyes wide, and fixed on Sulla.


  “My daughter is now a widow. She’s not quite twenty years old. She has two children, a girl and a boy. Have you ever seen her?”


  “No,” said Mamercus calmly, “I don’t believe I ever have.”


  “I’m her father, so in her case I’m no judge. But they tell me she’s lovely,” said Sulla, picking up his wine cup.


  “Oh, she is, Lucius Cornelius! Absolutely ravishing!” said the Piglet, beaming fatuously.


  “There you are, there’s an outside opinion.” Sulla looked into his cup, then flicked the lees expertly onto an empty platter. “Fives!” he exclaimed, delighted. “Fives are lucky for me.” The eyes gazed directly at Mamercus. “I am looking for a good husband for my poor girl, whose in-laws are making her very miserable. She has a forty-talent dowry—which is more than most girls have—she has proven her fertility, she has one boy, she is still young, she is a patrician on both sides—her mother was a Julia—and she has what I’d call a nice nature. I don’t mean she’s the sort who will lie down and let you wipe your boots all over her, but she gets on with most people. Her late husband, the younger Quintus Pompeius Rufus, seemed quite besotted by her. So what do you say? Interested?”


  “It all depends,” said Mamercus cautiously. “What color are her eyes?’’


  “I don’t know,” said the father.


  “A beautiful brilliant blue,” said the Piglet.


  “What color is her hair?”


  “Red—brown—auburn? I don’t know,” said the father.


  “It’s the color of the sky after the sun has just disappeared,” said the Piglet.


  “Is she tall?”


  “I don’t know,” said the father.


  “She’d come to the tip of your nose,” said the Piglet.


  “What sort of skin does she have?”


  “I don’t know,” said the father.


  “Like a creamy-white flower, with six little gold freckles across her nose,” said the Piglet.


  Both Sulla and Mamercus turned to stare at the suddenly scarlet and shrinking occupant of the middle couch.


  “Sounds like you want to marry her, Quintus Caecilius,” said the father.


  “No, no!” cried the Piglet. “But a man can look, Lucius Cornelius! She’s absolutely adorable.”


  “Then I’d better have her,” said Mamercus, smiling at his good friend the Piglet. “I admire your taste in women, Quintus Caecilius. So I thank you, Lucius Cornelius. Consider your girl betrothed to me.”


  “Her mourning period still has seven months to run, so there’s no hurry,” said Sulla. “Until it ends, she’ll be living with Dalmatica. Go and see her, Mamercus. I’ll write to her.’’


  Four days later Sulla set off for Brundisium with three very happy legions. They arrived to find Lucullus still encamped outside the city and having no trouble locating grazing for the cavalry’s horses and the army’s mules, since much of the land was Italian, and the season early winter. It was wet and blustery weather and continued wet and blustery, no ideal conditions for a long sojourn; the men became bored and spent too much of their time gambling. When Sulla arrived in person, however, they settled down. It was Lucullus they couldn’t stomach, not Sulla. He had no understanding of the legionary, Lucullus, and was not interested to understand any man so far beneath him on the social scale.


  In calendar March, Lucullus set sail for Corcyra, his two legions and two thousand cavalry taking every ship the busy port could find. Which meant that Sulla had no choice but to wait for the return of the transports before he could sail himself. But at the beginning of May—he had very little left by then out of his two hundred talents of gold—Sulla finally crossed the Adriatic with three legions and a thousand army mules.


  A good sailor, he leaned on the railing of his ship’s stern, gazing back across the faint wake at the smudge on the horizon that was Italy. And then Italy was gone. He was free. At fifty-three years of age he was finally going to a war he could win honorably, against a genuinely foreign foe. Glory, booty, battles, blood.


  And so much for you, Gaius Marius! he thought exultantly. This is one war you cannot steal away from me. This war is mine!


  X
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  It was Young Marius and Lucius Decumius who got Gaius Marius away from the temple of Tellus and hid him within the cella of the temple of Jupiter Stator on the Velia; it was Young Marius and Lucius Decumius who then searched for Publius Sulpicius, Marcus Laetorius, and the other noblemen who had buckled on a sword to defend Rome against the army of Lucius Cornelius Sulla; and it was Young Marius and Lucius Decumius who shepherded Sulpicius and nine others into the temple of Jupiter Stator not very long afterward.


  “This is all we could find, Father,” said Young Marius, sitting down on the floor nearby. “I heard that Marcus Laetorius, Publius Cethegus, and Publius Albinovanus were seen slipping through the Capena Gate not long ago. But of the Brothers Granii I can find no sign. Hopefully that means they left the city even earlier.”


  “What an irony,” said Marius bitterly to no one in particular, “to go to earth inside an establishment dedicated to the god who halts soldiers in retreat. Mine wouldn’t stand and fight, no matter what I promised them.”


  “They weren’t Roman soldiers,” Young Marius pointed out.


  “I know that!”


  “I never thought Sulla would go through with it,” said Sulpicius, breathing as if he had been running for hours.


  “I did—after I met him on the Via Latina at Tusculum,” said the urban praetor, Marcus Junius Brutus.


  “Well, Sulla owns Rome now,” said Young Marius. “Father, what are we going to do?”


  Sulpicius answered, detesting the way everyone deferred to Gaius Marius, who might have been consul six times and been of great help to a tribune of the plebs bent on destroying the Senate, but at this moment was merely a privatus. “We go to our homes and we behave as if nothing has happened,” he said firmly.


  Marius turned his head to look at Sulpicius incredulously, more tired than he had ever been in his life, and horribly aware that his left hand, arm and jaw were needled with numbness. “You can if you like,” he said, rolling his tongue in his mouth because it felt funny. “I know Sulla. And I know what I’m going to do. Run for my life.”


  “I think I agree with you,” said Brutus, the blue tinge to his lips darker than usual, his chest laboring to pull in more air. “If we stay, he’ll kill us. I saw his face at Tusculum.”


  “He cannot kill us!” said Sulpicius positively; a much younger man, he was recovering his wits along with his breath. “No one will be more aware than Sulla that he’s nefas. He’ll bend over backwards to make sure everything he does from now on is legal.”


  “Rubbish!” said Marius scornfully. “What do you think he’s going to do, shoo his men back to Campania tomorrow? Of course he won’t! He’ll occupy Rome and do whatever he wants.”


  “He’d never dare,” said Sulpicius, realizing that, in similar case to many others in the Senate, he didn’t know Sulla well.


  Marius found it in him to laugh. “Dare? Lucius Cornelius Sulla, dare? Grow up, Publius Sulpicius! Sulla would dare anything. And in the past he has. What’s worse, he dares after he thinks. Oh, he won’t try us for treason in some trumped-up court! That big a fool he’s not. He’ll just smuggle us off somewhere secret, kill us, and give out that we died in the battle.”


  “That’s what I thinks too, Gaius Marius,” said Lucius Decumius. “He’d as soon kill his mother, that one.” He shivered, held up his right hand clenched into a fist, except that the index and the little fingers stuck up stiffly like two horns—the sign to ward off the Evil Eye. “He isn’t like other men.”


  The nine lesser lights sat on the temple floor where they could watch the leaders debate, none of them important men in Senate or Ordo Equester, though all were members of one or the other. It had seemed a cause worth fighting for, to keep a Roman army out of Rome, but now that they had failed so miserably, each of them had arrived at that point where he deemed himself a fool for trying. Tomorrow their spines would stiffen again, as they all believed Rome worth dying for; but in the temple of Jupiter Stator, exhausted and disillusioned, they all hoped Marius would prevail over Sulpicius.


  “If you go, Gaius Marius, I cannot stay,” said Sulpicius.


  “Better to go, believe me. I certainly am,” said Marius.


  “What about you, Lucius Decumius?” asked Young Marius.


  Lucius Decumius shook his head. “No, I can’t leave. But—lucky for me!—I isn’t important. I have to look after Aurelia and Young Caesar—their tata is with Lucius Cinna at Alba Fucentia these days. I’ll keep an eye on Julia for you, Gaius Marius.”


  “Whatever of my property Sulla can lay his hands on will be confiscated,” said Marius, and grinned smugly. “Isn’t it fortunate I have money buried everywhere?”


  Marcus Junius Brutus hauled himself to his feet. “I’ll have to go home and bring away what I can.” He looked not to Sulpicius but to Marius. “Where are we going? Are we going our own ways, or is it better to go all together?”


  “We’ll have to leave Italy,” said Marius, holding out his right hand to his son and his left to Lucius Decumius; he came to a standing position fairly easily. “I think we should leave Rome separately and stay separated until we’re well clear of Rome. Then it will be better if we stick together. I suggest we rendezvous on the island of Aenaria in one month’s time—the Ides of December. I won’t have any trouble locating Gnaeus and Quintus Granius to make sure they’re at the meeting place, and hopefully they’ll know where Cethegus, Albinovanus, and Laetorius are. After we reach Aenaria, leave it to me. I’ll procure a ship. From Aenaria we’ll sail to Sicily, I think. Norbanus is my client, and he’s the governor.”


  “But why Aenaria?” asked Sulpicius, still unhappy at the decision to quit Rome.


  “Because it’s an island, it’s off the beaten track, and it’s not very far from Puteoli. I have many relatives and a lot of money in Puteoli,” said Marius, flapping his left hand around as if it annoyed him. “My second cousin Marcus Granius—he’s the cousin of Gnaeus and Quintus, they’ll go to him—is a banker. He has the use of a large part of my cash fortune. While we all make our separate ways to Aenaria, Lucius Decumius here will go to Puteoli with a letter from me to Marcus Granius. Granius will send sufficient funds from Puteoli to Aenaria to enable all twenty of us to live decently while we’re away.” He tucked the offending hand into his general’s sash. “Lucius Decumius will also look for the others. We will be twenty, I assure you. It costs money to be an exile. But don’t worry. I have money. Sulla won’t stay in Rome forever. He’ll go to fight Mithridates. Curse him! And when he’s too committed to that war to contemplate a return to Italy, we’ll all come home again. My client Lucius Cinna will be consul in the New Year, and he’ll make sure we return.”


  Sulpicius looked astonished. “Your client?”


  “I have clients everywhere, Publius Sulpicius, even among the great patrician families,’’ said Gaius Marius complacently; he was beginning to feel better—or rather, the numbness had settled down. Moving toward the temple entrance, he turned to the others and said, “Keep your courage up! It was prophesied that I would be consul of Rome seven times, so this absence is purely a temporary one. And when I am consul a seventh time, you will all be rewarded greatly.”


  “I need no reward, Gaius Marius,” said Sulpicius stiffly. “I do this for Rome alone.”


  “That’s true of everyone here, Publius Sulpicius. In the meantime, we’d better get a move on. I give Sulla until darkness to garrison all the gates. Our best alternative is the Capena—but be careful, all of you.”


  Sulpicius and the other nine disappeared at a run up the Clivus Palatinus, but when Marius started to walk along the Velia toward the Forum and his house, Lucius Decumius detained him.


  “Gaius Marius, you and I are going to the Capena Gate at once,” said the little man from the Subura. “Young Marius can dash home and pick up a bit of ready money, he’s the youngest and fittest. If he finds the Capena Gate garrisoned, he can find some other way out, even if he has to go over the walls. He can write that letter to your cousin, and your wife can add a bit to convince him.”


  “Julia!” said Marius desolately.


  “You’ll see her again, just like you said. The prophecy, eh? Seven times consul. You’ll be back. She’ll worry a lot less if she knows you’re already on your way. Young Marius, your tata and I will wait among the tombs just beyond the gate. We’ll try to keep an eye out for you, but if we can’t, then look for us there.”


  While Young Marius turned in the direction of home, his father and Lucius Decumius walked up the Clivus Palatinus.


  Just inside the Porta Mugonia they entered the narrow street which ran to the old meeting houses above the Via Triumphalis, where a flight of steps led down off the Palatium. Noises in the distance told them that Sulla and his troops were moving from the Esquiline down into the Palus Ceroliae, but when Marius and Decumius hurried through the huge Capena Gate, no one garbed like a soldier was anywhere near it. They walked a short distance down the road before placing themselves behind a tomb from which they could see the gate comfortably. Many people came through Capena during the next two hours; not everyone wanted to remain in a Rome held by a Roman army.


  Then they saw Young Marius. He was leading the donkey kept for fetching large loads from the marketplace or firewood from the hill of the Janiculum. With him walked a woman muffled closely in a dark mantle.


  “Julia!” cried Marius, not caring who saw him emerge from his hiding place.


  Her pace quickened, she met him and snuggled against him, eyes closing as his arms went round her. “Oh, Gaius Marius, I was sure I had missed you!” she said, and lifted her face to receive his kiss, and another, and another.


  How many years had they been married? Yet it was still a deep pleasure to kiss, even in the grief and anxiety pressing upon them at that moment.


  “Oh, I shall miss you!” she said, trying not to weep.


  “I won’t be away so very long, Julia.”


  “I can’t believe Lucius Cornelius has done this!”


  “If I were in his boots, Julia, I’d have done the same.”


  “You’d never lead an army on Rome!”


  “I’m not so sure. In all fairness to him, the provocation was overmastering. If he hadn’t done this, he’d be finished. And men like Lucius Cornelius and I can’t accept that fate, we just can’t. The luck of it was that he had the army and the magistracy. I didn’t. But if our places had been reversed—I think I would have done what he did. It was a brilliant move, you know. And in all the history of Rome, there are only two men with the courage to have done it— Lucius Cornelius and me.” He kissed her again, then released her. “Go home now, Julia, and wait for me. If Lucius Cornelius takes our house away, go to your mother in Cumae. Marcus Granius has more money of mine by far than I’ve asked him for, so apply to him if you’re in need. In Rome, apply to Titus Pomponius.” He thrust her away. “Now go, Julia, go!”


  She went, looking back over her shoulder; but Marius had turned to speak to Lucius Decumius, and wasn’t watching. Her heart swelled with pride. That was how it should be! When important things needed to be done in a hurry, a man ought not to waste his time looking longingly after his wife. Strophantes and six strong servants were hovering near the gate to escort her home; Julia looked where she was going, and stepped out purposefully.


  “Lucius Decumius, you’ll have to hire horses for us. I don’t ride comfortably these days, but a gig would be too noticeable,” Marius was saying. He looked at his son. “Did you get the bag of gold I save for emergencies?’’


  “Yes. And a bag of silver denarii. I have the letter to Marcus Granius for you, Lucius Decumius.”


  “Good. Give Lucius Decumius some of the silver too.”


  *


  And so did Gaius Marius escape from Rome, he and his son riding hired horses, and leading an ass.


  “Why not a boat across the river and a port in Etruria?” asked Young Marius.


  “No, I think that’s the way Publius Sulpicius will go. I’d rather head for Ostia, it’s closest,” said Marius, a little easier in himself because that awful pricking numbness was not so pronounced—or was it that he was getting used to it?


  It was not yet fully dark when they rode into the outskirts of Ostia and saw the town walls looming ahead of them.


  “No gate guards, Father,” said Young Marius, whose vision these days was better than Marius’s.


  “Then we’ll get ourselves inside before orders come to post some, my son. We’ll go down to the dockside and see what’s what.”


  Marius selected a prosperous-looking wharf tavern, and left Young Marius minding the horses and the ass in the darkest shadows while he went to hire a ship.


  Obviously Ostia had not yet heard the news that Rome had fallen, though everyone was talking about Sulla’s historic march; the whole complement of the inn recognized Marius as soon as he walked through the door, but no one acted as if he was a known fugitive.


  “I have to get away to Sicily in a hurry,” said Marius, paying for wine for everybody. “Any chance of a good ship ready to sail?’’


  “You can have mine for a price,” said one salty-looking man, leaning forward. “Publius Murcius at your service, Gaius Marius.”


  “If we can sail tonight, Publius Murcius, it’s a deal.”


  “I can up anchor just before midnight,” said Murcius.


  “Excellent!”


  “I’ll need to be paid in advance.”


  Young Marius came in shortly after his father had concluded his bargain; Marius rose to his feet, smiled around the room, and said, “My son!” before drawing Young Marius outside onto the docks.


  “You’re not coming with me,” he said as soon as they were alone. “I want you to find your own way to Aenaria. The risk to you if you come with me is far greater. Take the ass and both horses and ride for Tarracina.”


  “Father, why not come with me? Tarracina would be safer.’’


  “I’m too infirm to ride so far, Young Marius. I’ll take ship from here and hope the winds behave.” He kissed his son, a mere peck. “Take the gold. Leave me the silver.”


  “Half and half, Father, or none at all.”


  Marius sighed. “Gaius Marius Junior, why couldn’t you have told me you killed Cato the Consul? Why did you deny it?”


  His son stared, flabbergasted. “You’d ask me that? At a time like this? Is it so important?”


  “To me it is. If Fortune has deserted me, we may never meet again. Why did you lie to me?”


  Young Marius smiled ruefully, looking the image of Julia. “Oh, Father! One never knows what you want to hear! It’s as simple as that. We all try to tell you what we think you want to hear. That’s the penalty you pay for being a Great Man! It seemed more sensible to me to deny it in case you were in one of those moods when you insist upon doing the proper, ethical thing. In which instance, you wouldn’t have wanted me to admit the deed—it would have meant you would have had no choice but to indict me. If I guessed wrongly, I’m sorry. You didn’t give me any help, you know, you were closed up tighter than a snail in dry weather.”


  “I thought you were behaving like a spoiled child!”


  “Oh, Father!” Young Marius shook his head, tears shining in his eyes. “No child is spoiled who is the son of a Great Man. Think what I have to measure up to! You stride across our world like a Titan and we all scurry about between your feet wondering what you want, how best to please you. None of those around you is your equal, in brains or competence. And that includes me. Your son.”


  “Then kiss me again, and go now.” The embrace this time was heartfelt; Marius had never thought to like Young Marius so much. “You were absolutely right, by the way.”


  “Right about what?”


  “To kill Cato the Consul.”


  Young Marius waved his hand about in deprecation. “I know that! I’ll see you on Aenaria by the Ides of December.”


  “Gaius Marius! Gaius Marius!” called a fretful voice.


  Marius turned back toward the tavern.


  “If you’re ready, we’ll go out to my ship now,” said Publius Murcius, still in that fretful voice.


  Marius sighed. Clearly his instincts were right to tell him this voyage was somehow doomed; the salty-looking character was a wet fish, not a lusty pirate.


  The ship, however, was reasonable in that it was well built and seaworthy, though how it would perform in the open waters between Sicily and Africa if the worst came to the worst and they had to go further than Sicily, Gaius Marius didn’t know. The ship’s chief disadvantage was undoubtedly its captain, Murcius, who did nothing save complain. But they put out across the mud flats and sandbars of that unsuitable harbor just before midnight and turned to follow a stiff northeasterly breeze, just right for sailing down the coast. Creaking and wallowing because Murcius hadn’t loaded enough ballast in lieu of a cargo, the ship crept along about two miles offshore. The crew at least was cheerful; nobody needed to man the very few oars, and the two big unwieldy rudder oars lay in a following sea.


  Then as dawn broke the wind veered through half a circle, and came from the southwest at half gale force.


  “Wouldn’t it?” demanded Murcius peevishly of his passenger. “We’ll be blown straight back to Ostia.”


  “There’s gold says you won’t, Publius Murcius. And there’s more gold says you’ll make for Aenaria.” Murcius’s only answer was a suspicious glance, but the lure of gold was too much to resist; so the sailors, suddenly as full of woes as their master, took up the oars as soon as the big square sail was reefed in.


  *


  Sextus Lucilius—who happened to be the first cousin of Pompey Strabo—was hoping to be elected a tribune of the plebs for the coming year. As conservative as his family’s traditions demanded, he looked forward with pleasure to vetoing any and all of those radical fellows sure also to be elected. But when Sulla marched into Rome and took up residence adjacent to the swamps of the Palus Ceroliae, Sextus Lucilius was one of the many men who wondered how it would change his own plans. Not that he objected to Sulla’s action; as far as he was concerned, Marius and Sulpicius deserved to be strangled in the bottom chamber of the Tullianum—or, even better, to be hurled from the Tarpeian Rock. What a sight that would be, to watch Gaius Marius’s bulky body go flapping down onto the needle rocks below! One either loved or hated the old mentula, and Sextus Lucilius hated him. Had he been pressed as to why he hated him, he would have answered that without Gaius Marius there could have been no Saturninus and—more recent crime by far—no Sulpicius.


  Of course he sought out the busy consul Sulla and pledged his support enthusiastically, including his services as a tribune of the plebs for the coming year. Then Sulla rendered the Plebeian Assembly a hollow thing; the hopes of Sextus Lucilius were temporarily dashed. The fugitives were condemned, however, which made him feel a little better— until he discovered that, with the single exception of Sulpicius, absolutely no attempt was being made to apprehend them. Including Gaius Marius, bigger miscreant by far than Sulpicius! When Lucilius complained to Scaevola Pontifex Maximus, he got a cold stare.


  “Try not to be stupid, Sextus Lucilius!” said Scaevola. “It was necessary to remove Gaius Marius from Rome, but how can you even imagine Lucius Cornelius wants that death on his hands? If we have all deplored his leading an army against Rome, how do you think the vast majority of people in Rome would react to his killing Gaius Marius, death sentence or not? The death sentence is there because Lucius Cornelius had no choice but try the fugitives perduellio in the Centuries, and conviction for perduellio automatically carries the death sentence. All Lucius Cornelius wants is a Rome without the presence of Gaius Marius in it! Gaius Marius is an institution, and no one in his right senses kills an institution. Now go away, Sextus Lucilius, and don’t bother plaguing the consul with such utter foolishness!”


  Sextus Lucilius went away. He didn’t bother trying to see Sulla. He even understood what Scaevola had said; no one in Sulla’s position would want to be responsible for executing Gaius Marius. But the fact remained that Gaius Marius had been convicted of perduellio by the Centuries, and was at large when he ought to be hunted down and killed. Apparently with impunity! To get away free! Provided he didn’t enter Rome or any large Roman town, he could do precisely what he wanted. Secure in the knowledge that no one executed an institution!


  Well, thought Sextus Lucilius, you have reckoned without me, Gaius Marius! I am happy to go down in the history books as the man who terminated your nefarious career.


  With that, Sextus Lucilius went out and hired fifty ex-cavalry troopers in need of a little money—not a difficult thing to do in a time when everyone was short of money. He then commissioned them to search out Gaius Marius. When they found him, they were to kill him on the spot. Perduellio.


  In the meantime, the Plebeian Assembly went ahead and elected its tribunes of the plebs. Sextus Lucilius stood as a candidate and was voted in, as the Plebs always liked to have one or two extremely conservative tribunes; the sparks would fly.


  Emboldened by his election, impotent though his new office was, Sextus Lucilius called in the leader of his troopers and gave him a little talk.


  “I’m one of the few men in this city who isn’t hard up,” he said, “and I am willing to put up an additional sum of one thousand denarii if you bring me the head of Gaius Marius. Just his head!”


  The troop leader—who would cheerfully have decapitated his whole family for a thousand denarii—saluted with alacrity. “I will definitely do my best, Sextus Lucilius,” he said. “I know the old man isn’t north of the Tiber, so I’ll start searching to the south.”


  *


  Sixteen days after leaving Ostia, the ship captained by Publius Murcius gave up its uneven battle against the elements and put in to port at Circei, a scant fifty miles down the coast from Ostia. The sailors were exhausted, water was low.


  “Sorry, Gaius Marius, but it has to be done,” said Publius Murcius. “We can’t go on battling a sou’wester.”


  There seemed little point in protesting; Gaius Marius nodded. “If you must, you must. I’ll stay on board.”


  This answer seemed a most peculiar one to Publius Murcius, and made him scratch his head. Once on shore, he understood. All of Circei was talking about the events in Rome and the perduellio condemnation of Gaius Marius; outside Rome, names like Sulpicius were hardly known, but Gaius Marius was famous everywhere. The captain returned to his ship quickly.


  Looking wretched but determined, Murcius faced his passenger. “I’m sorry, Gaius Marius, I’m a respectable man with a ship to keep up and a business to run. Never in my life have I smuggled a cargo, and I’m not going to start now. I’ve paid my port dues and my excise taxes, there’s no one in Ostia or Puteoli can say otherwise. And I can’t help but think there’s a message from the gods for me in this awful unseasonable wind. Get your things and I’ll help you into the skiff. You’ll just have to find another ship. I didn’t say a word about your being on board, but sooner or later my sailors will talk. If you get going now and don’t try to hire another ship here, you’ll be all right. Go to Tarracina or Caieta, try there.”


  “I thank you for your consideration in not betraying me, Publius Murcius,” said Marius graciously. “How much do I owe you for my journey this far?”


  Additional remuneration Murcius refused. “What you gave me in Ostia is enough,” he said. “Now please go!”


  Between Murcius and the two slaves left on board, Marius managed to get over the side of the ship into the skiff, where he sat looking very old and defeated. He had brought no slave or attendant with him, and Publius Murcius fancied that over the sixteen days he had been a passenger, Marius’s limp had worsened. A complaining man of flat moods though he was, the captain found himself unable to land Marius where he might be apprehended, so they beached the skiff well to the south of Circei and waited several hours until one of the two slaves came back with a hired horse and a parcel of food.


  “I am really sorry,” said Publius Murcius dolefully after he and both slaves had exhausted themselves getting Marius up into the saddle. “I’d like to help you further, Gaius Marius, but I dare not.” He hesitated, then blurted it out. “You’ve been convicted of Great Treason, you see. When you’re caught, you have to be killed.”


  Marius looked winded. “Great Treason? Perduellio?”


  “You and all your friends were tried in the Centuries, and the Centuries convicted you.”


  “The Centuries!” Marius shook his head, dazed.


  “You’d better go,” said Murcius. “Good luck.”


  “You’ll have better luck yourself now you’re rid of the cause of your misfortunes,” said Marius. He kicked his horse in the ribs and trotted off into a grove of trees.


  I was right to leave Rome, he thought. The Centuries! He is determined to see me dead. Whereas for the last twelve days at least I have been deeming myself a fool to have left Rome. Sulpicius was right, I had become convinced of it. Too late to turn back now, I kept telling myself. Now I learn I was right all along! I wasn’t dreaming of trials in the Centuries! I just knew Sulla, and I thought he’d have us done to death secretly. I didn’t think him so great a fool as to try me! What does he know that I do not know?


  As soon as he was clear of habitation Marius got down from his horse and began to walk; his malady made riding an ordeal, but the animal was useful for carrying his little hoard of gold and coins. How far to Minturnae? Thirty-five miles or thereabouts if he kept clear of the Via Appia. Swampy country alive with mosquitoes, but fairly deserted. Knowing Young Marius was going there, Tarracina he decided to avoid. Minturnae would do nicely—large, placid, prosperous, and almost untouched by the Italian war.


  The journey took him four days, four days during which he ate very little once the parcel of food was gone; only a bowl of pulse porridge from an old woman living alone, and some bread and hard cheese he shared with a vagabond Samnite who volunteered to do the shopping if Marius provided the money. Neither the old woman nor the Samnite had cause to regret their charity, as Marius left a little gold with each of them.


  Left side feeling like a lead weight he had to drag everywhere with him, he plodded on until the walls of Minturnae appeared at last in the distance. But as he drew closer, approaching from the wooded countryside, he saw a troop of fifty armed men trotting down the Via Appia. Concealed among some pines, he watched as they passed through the gate into the town. Luckily Minturnae’s port lay outside the fortifications, so Marius was able to bypass the walls and reach the dockside area undetected.


  Time to get rid of the horse; he untied his moneybag from the saddle, slapped the beast sharply, and watched it frisk away. Then he entered a small but prosperous-looking tavern nearby.


  “I am Gaius Marius. I am condemned to death for Great Treason. I am more tired than I have ever been in my life. And I need wine,” said Marius, voice booming.


  Only six or seven men were inside. Every face turned to look, every mouth dropped open. Then chairs and stools scraped, he was surrounded by men who wanted to touch him for luck, not in anger.


  “Sit down, sit down!” said the proprietor, beaming. “Are you really Gaius Marius?”


  “Don’t I fit the general description? Only half a face and older than Cronus, I know, but don’t tell me you don’t know Gaius Marius when you see him!”


  “I know Gaius Marius when I see him,” said one of the drinkers, “and you are Gaius Marius. I was there in the Forum Romanum when you spoke up for Titus Titinius.”


  “Wine. I need wine,” said Gaius Marius.


  He was given it, then more when he drained his cup in a single gulp. After that came food; while he ate he regaled the men with the story of Sulla’s invasion of Rome and his own flight. Of the implications of perduellio conviction he did not need to speak; be he Roman, Latin, or Italian, every man in the peninsula knew about Great Treason. By rights those who listened should have been hustling him to the town magistrates for execution—or doing it themselves. Instead, they heard the weary Marius out and then helped him up a rickety ladder to a bed. The fugitive fell upon it and slept for ten hours.


  When he woke he discovered that someone had laundered his tunic and his cloak, washed his boots inside and out; feeling better than he had since leaving Murcius’s ship, Marius scrambled down the ladder to find the tavern crammed.


  “They’re all here to see you, Gaius Marius,” said the proprietor, coming forward to take his hand. “What an honor you do us!”


  “I am a condemned man, innkeeper, and there must be half a hundred parties of troopers looking for me. I saw one such ride through the gates of your town yesterday.”


  “Yes, they’re in the forum with the duumviri right at this moment, Gaius Marius. Like you, they’ve had a sleep, and now they’re busy throwing their weight around. Half Minturnae knows you’re here, but you needn’t worry. We won’t give you up. Nor will we tell the duumviri, who are both the sort of man adheres to the letter of the law. Best they don’t know. If they did, they’d probably decide you ought to be executed, little though they’d relish the task.”


  “I thank you,” said Marius warmly.


  A short, plump little man who had not been present eleven hours earlier came up to Marius, hand outstretched. “I am Aulus Belaeus, and I am a merchant of Minturnae. I own a few ships. You tell me what you need, Gaius Marius, and you will have it.”


  “I need a ship prepared to take me out of Italy and sail to wherever in the world I can find asylum,” said Marius.


  “That’s not a difficulty,’’ said Belaeus promptly. “I have just the right lady sitting at her moorings in the bay. As soon as you’ve eaten, I’ll take you out to her.”


  “Are you sure, Aulus Belaeus? It’s my life they’re after. If you help me, your own life might be forfeit.”


  “I’m ready to take that risk,” said Belaeus tranquilly.


  An hour later Marius was rowed out to a stout grain-carrier more used by far to adverse winds and heavy seas than Publius Murcius’s little coastal trader.


  “She’s fresh from a refit after discharging her African grain cargo in Puteoli. I was intending to return her to Africa as soon as the winds were right,” said Belaeus, assisting his guest on board via a stout wooden stern ladder more like a set of steps. “Her holds are full of Falernian wine for the African luxury market, she’s in good ballast, and she’s well provisioned. I always keep my ships ready—one never knows about winds and weather.’’ This was said with a singularly affectionate smile for Gaius Marius.


  “I don’t know how to thank you, except to pay you well.”


  “This is an honor, Gaius Marius. Don’t strip me of it by trying to pay me, I beg you. I shall dine for the rest of my days on this story—how I, a merchant from Minturnae, helped the great Gaius Marius elude his pursuers.”


  “And I shall not cease to be grateful, Aulus Belaeus.”


  Belaeus descended to his skiff, waved goodbye, and had himself rowed the short distance to shore.


  Even as he landed at the jetty closest to his ship, the fifty troopers who had been enquiring through the town came riding onto the dockside. Ignoring Belaeus—whom they did not at first connect with the ship at that moment hauling anchor—the hirelings of Sextus Lucilius looked across the water at the men leaning over the vessel’s side, and saw the unmistakable face of Gaius Marius.


  The leading trooper spurred forward, cupped his hands round his mouth and shouted, “Gaius Marius, you are under arrest! Captain, you are harboring a fugitive from Roman justice! In the name of the Senate and People of Rome, I order you to put about and deliver Gaius Marius to me!”


  On the ship, these hollered words were dismissed with a snort; the captain went placidly on with his preparations to sail. But Marius, looking back to see the good Belaeus taken by the troopers, swallowed painfully.


  “Captain, stop!” he cried. “Your employer is now in the custody of men who really want me. I must go back!”


  “It isn’t necessary, Gaius Marius,” said the captain. “Aulus Belaeus can look after himself. He gave you into my charge and told me to get you away. I must do as he says.”


  “You will do as I say, captain. Put about!”


  “If I did that, Gaius Marius, I’d never command another ship. Aulus Belaeus would use my guts for rigging.”


  “Put about and put me in a boat, captain. I insist! If you won’t return me to the dockside, then row me ashore in some place where I have a chance to get away.” Marius stared fiercely, scowled. “Do it, captain! I insist!”


  Much against his better judgment, the captain obeyed; there was something about Marius when he said he insisted that told all men this was a general used to being obeyed.


  “I’ll set you ashore in the thick of the marshes, then,” said the unhappy captain. “I know the area well. There’s a safe path will take you back into Minturnae, where I suggest you hide until the troopers pass on. Then I’ll bring you on board again.”


  Over the side once more, into yet another rowboat; this time, however, the fugitive departed from the far side of the vessel and used it to conceal his movements from the troopers, still calling across the water that Gaius Marius must be returned.


  Alas for Marius, the leader of the troop was a very far-sighted man; as the lighter came into view heading into the southern distance, he recognized Marius’s head between the six rowers bent to their task.


  “Quick!” he shouted. “On your horses, men! Leave that stupid fellow, he’s not important. We’re going to follow that boat by land.”


  It proved easy to do so, for a well-used track outlined the contour of the bay through the salt marshes which festered around the mouth of the Liris River; the troopers actually gained ground on the lighter rapidly, only losing sight of it when it disappeared into the rushes and reeds growing on the Liris mud flats.


  “Keep going, we’ll find the old villain!”


  Sextus Lucilius’s hirelings did indeed find him, two hours later, and just in time. Marius had abandoned his clothes and was floundering waist-deep in a patch of gluey black mud, exhausted and sinking. To pull him out wasn’t easy, but there were plenty of hands to help, and eventually the sucking mud parted reluctantly with its victim. One of the men took off his cloak and went to wrap it about Marius, but the leader stopped him.


  “Let the old cripple go naked. Minturnae should see what a fine fellow the great Gaius Marius is! The whole town knew he was here. They’ll suffer for sheltering him.”


  So the old cripple walked naked in the midst of the troopers, stumbling, limping, falling, all the way back to Minturnae; and the troopers didn’t care how long it took to make the journey. As they neared the town and houses began to cluster along the track, the leader called loudly to everyone to come and see the captured fugitive Gaius Marius, who would soon lose his head in the Minturnae forum. “Come one, come all!” the leader shouted.


  At midafternoon the troopers rode into the forum with most of the town accompanying them, too stunned, too amazed to protest at the way the great Gaius Marius was being treated, and aware he was condemned for Great Treason. Yet a slow dull anger grew in the backs of their minds— surely Gaius Marius could not commit Great Treason!


  The two chief magistrates were waiting at the foot of the meeting-hall steps surrounded by a guard of town beadles, hastily called up to let these arrogant Roman officials see that Minturnae was not entirely at their mercy, that if necessary Minturnae could fight back.


  “We caught Gaius Marius about to sail away in a Minturnaean ship,” said the leader of the troop ominously. “Minturnae knew he was here, and Minturnae helped him.”


  “Minturnae cannot be held responsible for the actions of a few Minturnaeans,” said the senior town magistrate stiffly. “However, you now have your prisoner. Take him and go.”


  “Oh, I don’t want all of him!” said the leader, grinning. “I just want his head. You can keep the rest. There’s a nice stone bench over there will do the job. We’ll just lean him against it, and his head will be off in a trice.”


  The crowd gasped, growled; the two magistrates looked grim, their beadles restless.


  “On whose authority do you presume to execute in the forum of Minturnae a man who has been consul of Rome six times—a hero?” asked the senior duumvir. He looked the leader up and down, the troop up and down, determined to make them feel a little of what he had felt when they had accosted him so arrogantly shortly after dawn. “You don’t seem like Roman cavalry. How do I know you are who you say you are?”


  “We’ve been hired specifically to do this job,” said the leader, growing steadily more uneasy as he saw the faces in the crowd and the beadles shifting their scabbards to come at their swords.


  “Hired by whom? The Senate and People of Rome?” asked the duumvir in the manner of an advocate.


  “That’s right.”


  “I do not believe you. Show me proof.”


  “This man is condemned of perduellio! You know what that means, duumvir. His life is forfeit in every Roman and Latin community. I’m not authorized to bring the whole man back to Rome alive. I’m authorized to bring back his head.”


  “Then,” said the senior magistrate calmly, “you will have to fight Minturnae to get that head. Here in our town we are not common barbarians. A Roman citizen of Gaius Marius’s standing is not decapitated like a slave or a peregrinus.”


  “Strictly speaking he’s not a Roman citizen!” said the leader savagely. “However, if you want the job done nicely, then I suggest you do it yourselves! I’m off to Rome to bring you back all the proof you need, duumvir! I’ll be back in three days. Gaius Marius had better be dead, otherwise this whole town will have to answer to the Senate and People of Rome. And in three days I will take the head from Gaius Marius’s dead body, according to my orders.”


  Throughout all this, Marius had been standing swaying in the midst of the troopers, a ghastly apparition whose plight had moved many to tears. Angry at being cheated, one of the troopers drew his sword to cut Marius down, but the crowd was suddenly all among the horses, hands reaching for the fugitive to draw him out of reach of swords, ready to fight. As were the beadles.


  “Minturnae will pay!” snarled the leader.


  “Minturnae will execute the prisoner according to his dignitas and auctoritas,” said the senior magistrate. “Now leave!”


  “Just one moment!” roared a hoarse voice. Gaius Marius came forward among a host of Minturnaean men. “You may have fooled these good country people, but you don’t fool me! Rome has no cavalry to hunt condemned men down—neither Senate nor People hires it, only individuals. Who hired you?”


  So evocative of old times under the standards was the power in Marius’s voice that the leader’s tongue had answered before his prudence could prevent it. “Sextus Lucilius,” he said.


  “Thank you!” said Marius. “I will remember.”


  “I piss on you, old man!” said the leader scornfully, and pulled his horse’s head around with a vicious jerk. “You have given me your word, magistrate! When I return I expect Gaius Marius to be a dead man and his head ready for lopping!”


  The moment the troop had ridden off, the duumvir nodded to his beadles. “Put Gaius Marius in confinement,” he said.


  The magistrate’s men plucked Marius from the middle of the crowd and escorted him gently to a single cell beneath the podium of the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, normally only used to shut up a violent drunkard for the night, or imprison someone gone mad until more permanent arrangements could be made.


  As soon as Marius had been led away the crowd knotted into clusters suddenly talking urgently, none going any further than the taverns around the perimeter of the square. And here Aulus Belaeus, who had witnessed the whole incident, began to move among the groups, himself talking urgently.


  *


  Minturnae owned several public slaves, but among them was one extremely useful fellow whom the town had bought from an itinerant dealer two years before, and never regretted paying the hefty price of five thousand denarii asked. Then eighteen years old, now twenty, he was a gigantic German of the Cimbric nation, by name of Burgundus. He stood a full head higher than the few men of six feet Minturnae owned, and his thews were mighty, his strength of that breathtaking kind undamped by brilliance of intellect or oversensitivity of spirit—not surprising in one who had been six years old when he was taken after the battle of Vercellae and subjected ever since to the life of the enslaved barbarian. Not for him, the privileges and emoluments of the polished Greek who sold himself into slavery because it increased his chances of prosperity; Burgundus was paid a pittance, lived in a dilapidated wooden hut on the edge of town, and thought he had been visited by the magic wagon of the goddess Nerthus when some woman sought him out, curious to see what sort of lover a barbarian giant made. It never occurred to Burgundus to escape, nor did he find his lot an unhappy one; on the contrary, he had enjoyed his two years in Minturnae, where he felt quite important and knew himself valued. In time, he had been given to understand, his stips would be increased and he would be allowed to marry, to have children. And if he continued to work well, his children would be deemed free.


  The other public slaves were put to weeding and sweeping, painting, washing down buildings and other kinds of maintenance, but Burgundus alone inherited the jobs requiring heavy labor or more than normal human strength. It was Burgundus who cleared the Minturnaean drains and sewers when they blocked after floods, Burgundus who removed a flyblown carcass of horse or ass or other big animal from an inconvenient place, Burgundus who took down trees considered dangerous, Burgundus who went after a savage dog, Burgundus who dug ditches single-handed. Like all huge creatures, the German was a gentle and docile man, aware of his own strength and in no need to prove it to anyone; aware too that if he aimed a playful blow at someone, that someone could well die as the result of it. He had therefore developed a technique to handle drunken sailors and overly aggressive little men determined to conquer him, and sported a few scars because of his forbearance—but also sported a kindly enough reputation in the town.


  Having been maneuvered into the unenviable task of executing Gaius Marius and determined they would do their duty in as Roman a way as possible (and also aware that this duty would not be popular with the inhabitants of the town), the magistrates sent for Burgundus the handyman at once.


  He, in ignorance of the events in Minturnae that day, had been piling huge stones in a heap below the walls on the Via Appia side of town, preparatory to beginning some repairs. And, fetched by a fellow slave, walked in the direction of the forum with his long, deceptively slow strides while the other public servant half-ran to keep up with him.


  The senior magistrate was waiting for him in a lane outside the forum, a lane which backed onto the meeting hall and the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus; if the job was to be done without incurring a riot it would have to be done at once, and without the knowledge of the crowd in the forum.


  “Ah, Burgundus, just the man I need!” said the duumvir (whose colleague, a less forceful man, had mysteriously disappeared). “In the cella below our capitol is a prisoner.’’ He turned away and threw the rest over his shoulder in a casual, unconcerned manner. “You will strangle him. He’s a traitor under sentence of death.”


  The German stood quite still, then lifted his hands and looked at their vastness in wonder; never before had he been called upon to kill a man. Kill a man with those hands. It would be as easy for him as for any other man to wring a chicken’s neck. Of course he had to do as he was told, that went without saying; but suddenly the sense of comfortable well-being he had enjoyed in Minturnae blew away in a lonely wind. He was to become the town executioner as well as being made to do everything else unpalatable. Filled with horror, his usually placid blue eyes took in the back of the capitol, the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Where the prisoner he had been told to strangle was located. A very important prisoner, it seemed. One of the Italian leaders in the war?


  Burgundus drew in a deep breath, then plodded toward the far side of the temple’s podium, where the door to the little labyrinth beneath was located. To enter, he had not only to dip his head, but to bend almost double. He found himself inside a narrow stone hall, off which several doors opened on either side; at its far end an iron grille covered a slit made to let in light. In this gloomy place were kept the town’s records and archives, local laws and statutes, the treasury, and, behind the first door to the left, the rare man or woman the duumviri had ordered detained until whatever troubled them had passed and they could be released.


  Made of oak three fingers thick, this door was an even smaller one than the entranceway; Burgundus pulled back the bolt, crouched, and squeezed himself into the cell. Like the hall the room was illuminated by a barred opening, this one high up on the back wall of the temple base, where noises emanating from within were least liable to be heard from the forum. It gave barely enough light to see, especially because the eyes of Burgundus were not yet accustomed to the dimness.


  Straightening as much as possible, the German giant distinguished a greyish-black lump, vaguely man-shaped; whoever it was rose to his feet and faced his executioner.


  “What do you want?” the prisoner demanded loudly, his voice full of authority.


  “I have been told to strangle you,” said Burgundus simply.


  “You’re a German!” said the prisoner sharply. “Which tribe? Come on, answer me, you great gawk!”


  This last was uttered even more sharply, for Burgundus was now beginning to see more clearly, and what had caused him to hesitate over his reply was the sight of a pair of fierce fiery eyes.


  “I am from the Cimbri, domine.”


  The large and naked man with the terrible eyes seemed visibly to swell. “What? A slave—and one whom I conquered into the bargain!—presumes to kill Gaius Marius!


  Burgundus flinched and whimpered, threw his arms up to cover his head, cowered away.


  “Get out!” thundered Gaius Marius. “I’ll not meet my death in any mean dungeon at the hands of any German!”


  Wailing, Burgundus fled, leaving cell door and outer door ajar, and erupted into the open space of the forum.


  “No, no!” he cried to those in the square, tears falling down his face in rivers. “I cannot kill Gaius Marius! I cannot kill Gaius Marius! I cannot kill Gaius Marius!”


  Aulus Belaeus came striding across from the opposite side of the forum, took the giant’s writhing hands gently. “It’s all right, Burgundus, that won’t be asked of you. Stop crying now, there’s the good boy! Enough!”


  “I can’t kill Gaius Marius!” Burgundus said again, wiping his runny nose on his arm because Belaeus still held his hands. “And I can’t let anyone else kill Gaius Marius either!”


  “No one is going to kill Gaius Marius,” said Belaeus firmly. “It’s all a misunderstanding. Now calm yourself, and make yourself useful. Go across to Marcus Furius and take the wine and the robe he’s holding. Offer Gaius Marius both. Then you may take Gaius Marius to my house and wait there with him.”


  Like a child the giant quietened, beamed upon Aulus Belaeus, and lolloped off to do as he was told.


  Belaeus turned to face the crowd, gathering again; his eyes were fixed upon the duumviri, both rushing from the meeting hall, and his stance was aggressive.


  “Well, citizens of Minturnae, are you going to allow our lovely town to inherit the detestable task of killing Gaius Marius?”


  “Aulus Belaeus, we have to do this!” said the senior magistrate, arriving breathless. “It is Great Treason!”


  “I don’t care if it’s every crime on the statutes!” said Aulus Belaeus. ‘ ‘Minturnae cannot execute Gaius Marius!’’


  The crowd was yelling its heartfelt support for Aulus Belaeus, so the magistrates convened a meeting then and there to discuss the matter. The result was a foregone conclusion; Gaius Marius was to go free. Minturnae could not possibly make itself responsible for the death of a man who had been consul of Rome six times and saved Italy from the Germans.


  “So,” said Aulus Belaeus contentedly to Gaius Marius a little later, “I am pleased to be able to tell you that I will put you back on my ship with the best wishes of all Minturnae, including our silly hidebound magistrates. And this time your ship will sail without your being dragged back to shore, I promise you.”


  Bathed and fed, Marius was feeling much better. “I have received much kindness since I fled Rome, Aulus Belaeus, but none so great as the kindness Minturnae has shown me. I shall never forget this place.” He turned to give the hovering Burgundus the best smile his poor paralyzed face could produce. “Nor will I forget that I was spared by a German. Thank you.”


  Belaeus rose to his feet. “I’d like to permit my house the honor of having you stay, Gaius Marius, but I won’t rest easy until I see your ship sailing out of the bay. Let me escort you to the docks immediately. You can sleep on board.”


  When they came out of the street door to Belaeus’s house, most of Minturnae was waiting to walk with them to the harbor; a cheer went up for Gaius Marius, who stood acknowledging it with regal dignity. Then everyone proceeded to the shore with lighter hearts and more importance than in years. On the jetty Marius embraced Aulus Belaeus publicly.


  “Your money is still on board,” said Belaeus, tears in his eyes. “I have sent extra clothing out for you—and a much better brand of wine than my captain normally drinks! I am also sending the slave Burgundus with you, since you have no attendants. The town is afraid to keep him in case the troopers come back and some local fool talks. He doesn’t deserve to die, so I bought him for your use.”


  “I accept Burgundus with pleasure, Aulus Belaeus, but on no account worry about those fellows. I know who hired them—a man with no authority and no clout, trying to win a reputation for himself. At first I suspected Lucius Sulla, and that would have been far more serious. But if the consul has troopers out looking for me, they haven’t reached Minturnae yet. That lot were commissioned by a glory-seeking privatus.” The breath hissed between Marius’s teeth. “He’ll keep, Sextus Lucilius!”


  “My ship is yours until you can come home again,” said Belaeus, smiling. “The captain knows. Luckily his cargo is Falernian, so it will only improve until he can unload it. We wish you well.”


  “And I wish you well, Aulus Belaeus. I will never forget you,” said Gaius Marius.


  And finally the day of excitement was over; the men and women of Minturnae stood on the docks and waved until the ship dropped below the horizon, then trooped home feeling as if they had won a great war. Aulus Belaeus walked home last of all, smiling to himself in the dying light; he had conceived a wonderful idea. He would find the greatest painter of murals in all the peninsula and instruct him to trace the story of Gaius Marius in Minturnae through a series of magnificent pictures. They would adorn the new temple of Marica in its lovely grove of trees. After all, she was the sea-goddess who gave birth to Latinus—whose daughter Lavinia married Aeneas and produced Iulus—so she had a special significance for Gaius Marius, married to a Julia. Marica was also the patroness of the town. No greater deed had Minturnae done than to decline to kill Gaius Marius; and in the years to come, all of Italy would know of it because of the frescoes in the temple of Marica.


  *


  From that time onward Gaius Marius was never in danger, though long and wearisome were his travels. In Aenaria nineteen of the fugitives were reunited, and waited then in vain for Publius Sulpicius. After eight days they decided sorrowfully that he would never come, and sailed without him. From Aenaria they braved the open waters of the Tuscan Sea and saw no land until they came to the northwestern cape of Sicily, where they put in at the fishing port of Erycina.


  There in Sicily Marius had hoped to remain, not wanting to venture any further from Italy than he needed; though his physical health was remarkably good considering all that had befallen him, even he himself was aware that all was not well inside his mind. He forgot things, and sometimes every word said to him sounded like the bar-bars of Scythians or Sarmatians; he smelled unidentifiable yet repellent odors, and endured fishing-nets coming down across his eyes to mar his vision, or would grow unbearably hot, or wonder where he was; his temper frayed, he imagined slights and insults.


  “Whatever it is inside of us that makes us think, be it in our chests as some say, or in our heads as Hippocrates says—and I believe it must be inside our heads because I think with my eyes and ears and nose, so why should they be as far away from the source of thought as they are from heart or liver?” he rambled one day to his son while they waited in Erycina to hear from the governor. His voice trailed away, he knitted his huge brows in a fierce frown, pulled at them constantly. “Let me start again.. .. Something is chewing my mind away a little bit at a time, Young Marius. I know whole books still, and when I force myself to it, I can think straight—I can conduct meetings, I can do anything I ever could in the past. But not always. And it’s changing in ways I don’t understand. At times I’m not even conscious of the changes. .. . You must allow me these vaguenesses and crotchets. I have to conserve my mental strength because one day soon I will be consul for the seventh time. Martha said I would be, and she was never wrong. Never wrong ... I told you that, didn’t I?”


  Young Marius swallowed, forced the lump in his throat away. “Yes, Father, you did. Many times.”


  “Did I ever tell you she prophesied something else?”


  The grey eyes came round to rest upon the father’s battered and twisted face, very high in its color these days. Young Marius sighed softly, wondering whether Marius’s mind was rambling again, or if this was still a lucid period. “No, Father.”


  “Well, she did. She said I wasn’t going to be the greatest man Rome would ever produce. Do you know who she said would be the very greatest Roman of them all?”


  “No, Father. But I’d like to know.” Not even a ray of hope stole into Young Marius’s heart; he knew it would not be he. The son of a Great Man is all too aware of his own deficiencies.


  “She said it would be Young Caesar.”


  “Edepol!’’


  Marius wriggled, giggled, suddenly chillingly eldritch. “Oh, don’t worry, my son! He won’t be! I refuse to let anyone be greater than I am! That’s why I’m going to nail Young Caesar’s star to the bottom of the deepest sea.”


  His son got to his feet. “You’re tired, Father. I’ve noticed that these moods and difficulties you have are much worse when you’re tired. Come and sleep.”


  *


  The governor of Sicily was Gaius Marius’s client Gaius Norbanus, who was in Messana dealing with an attempted invasion of Sicily by Marcus Lamponius and a force of rebel Lucanians and Bruttians. Sent as quickly as possible down the Via Valeria to Messana, Marius’s messenger came back with the governor’s answer in thirteen days.


  Though I am acutely aware of my cliental obligations to you, Gaius Marius, I am also governor propraetore of a Roman province, and I am honor bound to observe my duty to Rome ahead of my duty to my patron. Your letter arrived after I had received an official directive from the Senate notifying me that I can offer you and the other fugitives no kind of succor. I am actually instructed to hunt you down and kill you if possible. That of course I cannot do; what I can do is to order your ship to leave Sicilian waters.


  Privately I wish you well, and hope that somewhere you find shelter and safety, though I doubt you will find it in any Roman territory. I should tell you that Publius Sulpicius was apprehended in Laurentum. His head adorns the rostra in Rome. A vile deed. But you will understand my position better when I tell you that the head of Sulpicius was fixed to the rostra by none other than Lucius Cornelius Sulla himself. No, not an order. He did the deed personally.


  “Poor Sulpicius!” said Marius, blinking away easy tears. Then he squared his shoulders and said, “Very well, on we go! We’ll see how we are received in the African province.”


  But there too they were permitted no entry; the governor Publius Sextilius had also received orders, and could do no more for the fugitives than to advise them to go somewhere else before duty prompted him to hunt them down and kill them.


  On they went to Rusicade, the port serving Cirta, capital of Numidia. King Hiempsal now ruled Numidia; the son of Gauda, he was a better man by far. When the King got Marius’s letter he was at his court in Cirta, not far from Rusicade. Impaled on the horns of the biggest dilemma his tenure of the kingdom had yet given him, he dithered for some time—Gaius Marius had put his father on the throne, yet Gaius Marius might also be the man who put the son off it. For Lucius Cornelius Sulla also had some claim to pre-eminence in Numidia.


  After some days of cogitation, he moved himself and part of his court to Icosium, far west of Roman presence, and bade Gaius Marius and his colleagues sail to join him there. The King allowed them to move ashore, placing several comfortable villas at their disposal. He also entertained them frequently in his own house, large enough to be called a small palace, though not nearly as commodious as his establishment in Cirta. As a consequence of this restricted space, the King left some of his wives and all of his concubines behind, taking with him to Icosium only his queen, Sophonisba, and two minor wives, Salammbo and Anno. An educated individual in the best traditions of Hellenistic monarchs, he kept no sort of oriental state, but rather allowed his guests to mingle freely among all the members of his household—sons, daughters, wives. Which unfortunately led to complications.


  Young Marius was now twenty-one years of age, and finding his feet as a man. Very fair and very handsome, he was also a fine physical specimen; too restless to settle himself to any mental task, he sought release in hunting, something King Hiempsal did not enjoy. However, his junior wife Salammbo did. The African plains teemed with wildlife—elephants and lions, ostrich and gazelle, antelope and bear, panther and gnu—and Young Marius spent his days out learning how to hunt animals he had never seen before. With Princess Salammbo as his guide and preceptress.


  Perhaps thinking the public nature of these expeditions and the number of people involved in staffing them were sufficient protection to ensure the virtue of his junior wife, King Hiempsal saw no harm in sending Salammbo out with Young Marius; perhaps too he was grateful to have this overactive creature off his hands for days at a time. Himself closeted with Marius (who had markedly improved in his thinking since coming to Icosium), talking over old times, learning the stories of those campaigns in Numidia and Africa against Jugurtha, Hiempsal took copious notes for the archives of his family, and made bold to dream of an era when one of his sons or grandsons might actually be deemed grand enough to marry a Roman noblewoman. He had no illusions, Hiempsal; call himself royal he might, rule a big rich land he might, but in the eyes of the Roman nobility, he and his were less than the dust.


  Of course the secret was not kept. One of the King’s minions reported to him that the days Salammbo spent with Young Marius were innocent enough, but the nights an entirely different matter. This revelation threw the King into a panic; on the one hand he could not ignore the unchastity of his wife, but on the other hand he could not do what he would normally have done—execute the cuckolder. So he salvaged what dignity he could out of the affair by informing Gaius Marius that the situation was too delicate to allow the fugitives to stay any longer, and asking Marius to sail as soon as his ship was properly provisioned.


  “Young fool!” said Marius as they walked down to the harbor. “Weren’t there enough ordinary women available? Did you have to pilfer one of Hiempsal’s wives?”


  Young Marius grinned, tried to look contrite, and failed.


  “I’m sorry, Father, but she really was delicious. Besides, I didn’t seduce her—she seduced me.”


  “You could have turned her down, you know.”


  “I could have,” said Young Marius impenitently, “but I didn’t. She really was delicious.”


  “You’re using the correct tense, my son. Was is right. The stupid woman has parted company with her head because of you.”


  Knowing perfectly well that Marius was only annoyed because they were now obliged to move on, that otherwise he would have been pleased his boy could lure a foreign queen into indiscretion, Young Marius continued to grin. Salammbo’s fate worried neither of them; she knew the penalty for being caught would be on her own head.


  “That’s too bad,” said Young Marius. “She really was—’’


  “Don’t say it!” his father interrupted sharply. “If you were smaller or I could balance on one leg, I’d put my boot so far up your arse I kicked your teeth out! We were comfortable.”


  “Kick me if you like,” said Young Marius, bending over and presenting his rear to his father jokingly, legs wide, head between his knees. Why should he fear to do it? His crime was the sort a father could forgive his son with pleasure; and besides, in all his life Young Marius had never felt his father’s hand, let alone his foot.


  Whereupon Marius gestured to the faithful Burgundus, who slid his arm around Marius’s waist and took his weight. Up came the right leg; Marius planted his heavy boot hard and accurately right inside the sensitive crevice between the son’s buttocks. That Young Marius did not pass out was purely due to pride; the pain was truly frightful. For some days he remained in agony, talking very hard to persuade himself that his father’s action had not been deliberate malice, that he had misgauged the intensity of his father’s feelings about the incident with Salammbo.
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  From Icosium they sailed east along the north African coast and made no inhabited landfalls between Icosium and Gaius Marius’s new destination—the island of Cercina, in the African Lesser Syrtis. Here at last they did find safe harbor, for here were some thousands of Marius’s veteran legionaries settled to a life far removed from war. A little bored with farming wheat on hundred-iugera allotments, the grizzled veterans welcomed their old commander with open arms, made much of him and his son, and vowed that it would take every army Sulla’s Rome could marshal to prize loose their hold on Gaius Marius and freedom.


  More worried about his father since that kick, Young Marius watched him closely; consumed with grief, he now saw many tiny evidences of a crumbling mentality, and marveled at the way his father was forgiven much because of who he was, or would suddenly summon up an enormous effort of will and seem perfectly normal. To those who didn’t see him often or intimately, there seemed nothing worse wrong with him than an occasional lapse of memory, or a look of puzzlement, or a tendency to wander off the subject if it failed to hold his interest. But could he hold a seventh consulship? Young Marius doubted it.


  2


  The alliance between the new consuls Gnaeus Octavius Ruso and Lucius Cornelius Cinna was at best uneasy, at worst a series of public arguments which took place in Senate and Forum both, and had the whole of Rome wondering who would win. That early rush to impeach Sulla had come to a sudden halt when Pompey Strabo sent a curt private letter to Cinna informing him that if he wanted to remain consul—and his tame tribunes of the plebs wanted to continue living—Lucius Cornelius Sulla must be left in peace to depart for the East. Aware that Octavius was Pompey Strabo’s man and that the only other legions under arms in Italy belonged to two of Sulla’s staunchest supporters, Cinna had angry words with his tribunes of the plebs Vergilius and Magius, who were unwilling to abandon their quarry; Cinna finally had to inform them that unless they did, he would change sides, ally himself with Octavius and eject them from the Forum and Rome.


  During their first eight months in office, there were more than enough problems within Rome and Italy to occupy Octavius and Cinna; not only was the Treasury still empty and money still shy in coming into the open, but Sicily and Africa were enduring a second year of drought. Their governors, Norbanus and Sextilius, had been sent out while still praetors to do what they could to increase grain shipments to the capital, even if they had to buy in wheat with promissory notes enforced by their soldiers. Not for any consideration or any wheat growers’ lobby would the consuls and the Senate see a repetition of the events which had led to that brief hour of glory Saturninus had enjoyed because the Head Count of Rome was hungry; the Head Count must be fed. Discovering some of the hideous difficulties Sulla had known during his year as consul, Cinna seized upon every source of revenue he could find, and sent letters to the two governors in the Spains instructing them to squeeze their provinces dry. The governor of the Gauls, Publius Servilius Vatia, was instructed to get what he could by walking the Gaul-across-the-Alps barbarian tightrope, while simultaneously balancing the creditors of Italian Gaul on the end of his nose. When the outraged replies came in, Cinna burned them after he read the opening columns, wishing for two inaccessible things; one, that Octavius would concern himself more with the hard parts of governing, and the other, that Rome still had the incomes from Asia Province.


  Rome was also under duress from the newly enfranchised Italians, who resented their tribal status bitterly, even though under the leges Corneliae their tribal votes were nonexistent. The laws of Publius Sulpicius had whetted their appetite, they resented the invalidation of those laws. Even after more than two years of war there were still important men left among the Allies; they now inundated the Senate with letters of complaint on behalf of themselves and their less privileged Italian brothers. Cinna would gladly have obliged them by legislating to distribute all the new citizens equally across the thirty-five tribes, but neither the Senate nor the faction led by the senior consul Octavius would cooperate. And the Sullan constitution handicapped Cinna severely.


  However, in Sextilis he saw his first ray of hope; word had come that Sulla was fully occupied in Greece, could not possibly contemplate a sudden return to Rome to shore up his constitution or pander to his supporters. Time, thought Cinna, to sort out his differences with Pompey Strabo, still lurking in Umbria and Picenum with four legions. Without telling anyone where he was going—including his wife—Cinna journeyed to see what Pompey Strabo had to say now that Sulla was totally committed to the war with Mithridates.


  “I’m prepared to make the same bargain with you that I made with the other Lucius Cornelius,” said the cross-eyed lord of Picenum, who had not been warm in his welcome, but had not indicated unwillingness to listen either. “You leave me and mine alone in my corner of our great big Roman world, and I won’t bother you in the mighty city.”


  “So that was it!” exclaimed Cinna.


  “That was it.”


  “I need to rectify many of the alterations the other Lucius Cornelius made to our systems of government,” said Cinna, keeping his voice dispassionate. “I also want to distribute the new citizens equally across the whole thirty-five tribes, and I like the idea of distributing the Roman freedmen across the tribes.” He smothered his outrage at needing to obtain permission from this Picentine butcher to do what had to be done, and continued smoothly. “How do you feel about all this, Gnaeus Pompeius?”


  “Do whatever you like,” said Pompey Strabo indifferently, “as long as you leave me alone.”


  “I give you my word I’ll leave you alone.”


  “Is your word as valuable as your oaths, Lucius Cinna?”


  Cinna blushed deep red. “I did not swear that oath,” he said with great dignity. “I held a stone in my hand throughout, which invalidated it.”


  Pompey Strabo threw back his head and demonstrated that when he laughed, he neighed. “Oh, a proper little Forum lawyer, aren’t we?” he asked when he was able.


  “The oath did not bind me!” Cinna insisted, face still red.


  “Then you are a far greater fool than the other Lucius Cornelius. Once he comes back, you won’t last longer than a snowflake in a fire.”


  “If you believe that, why let me do what I want to do?”


  “The other Lucius Cornelius and I understand each other, that’s why,” said Pompey Strabo. “He won’t blame me for whatever happens—he’ll blame you.”


  “Perhaps the other Lucius Cornelius won’t come back.”


  That provoked another whinny of amusement. “Don’t count on it, Lucius Cinna! The other Lucius Cornelius is definitely Fortune’s prime favorite. He leads a charmed life.”


  Cinna journeyed back to Rome without staying in Pompey Strabo’s fief a moment longer than their brief interview; he preferred to sleep in a house where his host was less unnerving. Consequently he had to listen to his host in Assisium recount the tale of how the mice ate the socks of Quintus Pompeius Rufus and thus foretold his death. All in all, thought Cinna when he finally got back to Rome, I do not like those northern people! They’re too basic, too close to the old gods.


  *


  Early in September the greatest games of the year, the ludi Romani, were held in Rome. For three years they had been as small and inexpensive as possible, thanks to the war in Italy and the lack of those huge sums the curule aediles normally felt it worthwhile to dig out of their own purses. Great things had been hoped of last year’s aedile, Metellus Celer, yet nothing had come of that. But this year’s pair were both fabulously rich, and by Sextilis there was concrete evidence that they would honor their word and give great games. So the rumor went up and down the peninsula—the games were going to be spectacular! As a result, everyone who could afford to make the trip suddenly decided that the best cure for wartime woes and malaise was a holiday to Rome to see the ludi Romani. Thousands of Italians, newly enfranchised and smarting about the shabby way in which they had been treated, began to arrive in Rome toward the end of Sextilis. Theater lovers, chariot-racing lovers, wild-beast-hunt lovers, spectacle lovers—everyone who could come, came. The theater lovers especially knew themselves in for a treat; old Accius had been persuaded to leave his home in Umbria to produce his new play personally.


  And Cinna decided he would act at last. His ally the tribune of the plebs Marcus Vergilius convened an “unofficial” meeting of the Plebeian Assembly, and announced to the crowd (among whom were many of the Italian visitors) that he intended to press the Senate to distribute the new citizens properly. This meeting was held purely to attract the attention of those interested to the subject, for Marcus Vergilius could not promulgate legislation in a body no longer permitted to legislate.


  Vergilius then brought his proposition to the Senate, and was firmly told that the Conscript Fathers would not debate the issue now any more than they had done in January. Vergilius shrugged and sat down on the tribunician bench alongside Sertorius and the others. He had done what Cinna had required of him; find out how the House felt. The rest was up to Cinna.


  “All right,” said Cinna to his confederates, “we go to work. We promise the whole world that if our laws to remake the constitution in its old form and deal with the new citizens are passed in the Centuriate Assembly, we will legislate for a general cancellation of debts. Sulpicius’s promises were suspect because he legislated in favor of creditors in the matter of the Senate, but we have no such handicap. We’ll be believed.”


  The activity which followed was not secret, though it was not aired in the hearing of those bound to be against a general cancellation of debts. And so desperate was the position of the majority—even in the First Class—that opinion and support suddenly veered very much Cinna’s way; for every knight and senator who didn’t owe money or was involved in the lending of it, there were six or seven knights and senators who were in debt, many deeply.


  “We’re in trouble,” said the senior consul Gnaeus Octavius Ruso to his colleagues Antonius Orator and the Brothers Caesar. “Waving a bait like a general cancellation of debts under so many greedy or needy noses will get Cinna what he wants, even from the First Class and the Centuries.’’


  “Give him his due, he’s clever enough not to try to convene the Plebs or the Whole People and force his measures through there,” said Lucius Caesar fretfully. “If he passes his laws in the Centuries, they’re legal under Lucius Cornelius’s present constitution. And with the fiscus the way it is and private money in even worse case, the Centuries from their top to as far down as is necessary will vote to please Lucius Cinna.”


  “And the Head Count will run riot,” said Antonius Orator.


  But Octavius shook his head; he was by far the acutest business man among them. “No, not the capite censi, Marcus Antonius!” he said impatiently, as he was an impatient man. “The lowly are never in debt—they just don’t have any money. It’s those in the middle and upper Classes who borrow. Mostly they have to borrow in order to keep moving upward—or quite often to stay where they presently are. No moneylender obliges those with no real collateral. So the higher up you go, the better your chances of finding men who have borrowed.”


  “I take it you are convinced that the Centuries will vote to pass all this unacceptable rubbish, then?” asked Catulus Caesar.


  “Aren’t you, Quintus Lutatius?”


  “Yes, I very much fear that I am.”


  “Then what can we do?” asked Lucius Caesar.


  “Oh, I know what to do,” said Octavius, scowling. “However, I shall do it without telling anyone, including you.”


  “What do you think he intends to do?” asked Antonius Orator after Octavius had gone off toward the Argiletum.


  Catulus Caesar shook his head. “I haven’t the faintest idea.” He frowned. “Oh, I wish he had one-tenth the brains and ability of Lucius Sulla! But he doesn’t. He’s a Pompey Strabo man.”


  Brother Lucius Caesar shivered suddenly. “I have a nasty feeling,” he said. “Whatever he means to do won’t be what ought to be done. Oh, dear!”


  Antonius Orator looked brisk. “I think I shall spend the next ten days out of Rome,” he said.


  In the end they all decided this was the wisest thing to do.


  *


  Sure of himself, Cinna now eagerly set the date for his contio in the Centuriate Assembly; the sixth day before the Ides of September, which was two days after the ludi Romani commenced. How prevalent was debt, how eager the debtors were to be relieved of their burdens was patent at dawn on that day, when some twenty thousand men turned up on the Campus Martius to hear Cinna’s contio. Every one of them wished he could vote that day, which Cinna had explained firmly was impossible—that would mean his first law would have had to set aside the lex Caedlia Didia prima (as Sulla had done) to hustle the measures through.


  No, said Cinna, adamant, the customary waiting period of three nundinae would have to be observed. However, he did promise that he would introduce more laws at other contiones well before the voting time for this first law came round. That statement calmed everyone down, gave everyone a strong feeling that the general cancellation of debts would go through long before Cinna stepped down from his office.


  There were actually two laws Cinna intended to discuss on this first day; the distribution of the new citizens across the tribes, and the pardon and recall of the nineteen fugitives. All of them, from Gaius Marius to the humblest of the knights, retained their property; Sulla had made no move to confiscate it during the last days of his consulship, and the new tribunes of the plebs—who could still exercise their vetos within the Senate—made it clear that anyone who tried to move for confiscation would be vetoed.


  So when the twenty thousand members of the Classes gathered on the open grassy space of the Campus Martius, they looked forward to hearing about one law they could approve of, the recall of the fugitives; no one looked forward to distributing the new citizens across the tribes because it would dilute his own power in the tribal assemblies, and everyone knew this law was but a prelude to giving legislative powers back to the tribal assemblies. Cinna and his tribunes of the plebs were there before the crowds, moving among the growing throng answering questions and placating those who still had very grave doubts about the Italians. Most soothing of all, of course, was the promise of a general cancellation of debts.


  So busy was the vast assembly talking among itself, yawning, listlessly getting ready to listen to Cinna because he and his tame tribunes of the plebs had ascended the speaker’s platform, that no one found anything odd about a sudden large influx of new arrivals. They were togate, they were quiet, they looked like members of the Third and Fourth Classes.


  Gnaeus Octavius Ruso had not served as a senior legate to Pompey Strabo for nothing; his remedy for the ills assailing the State was superbly organized and properly instructed. The thousand army veterans he had hired (with money provided by Pompey Strabo and Antonius Orator) had surrounded the crowd and actually had dropped their togas to stand in full armor before a single man in that huge number noticed anything amiss. A shrill whistling began, then the hirelings waded into the mass of men from all sides, swinging their swords. Hundreds and then thousands were cut down, but many more fell under the trampling feet of panicked electors. Driven in on themselves by the encircling wall of assailants, it was some time before any man in the crowd collected himself enough to attempt to run the gauntlet of swords and flee the field.


  Cinna and his six tribunes of the plebs were not trapped as was the gathering; they came down off the speaker’s platform and ran for their lives. Only some two thirds of those below were so fortunate. When Octavius came to view his handiwork, several thousand members of the upper Classes of the Centuriate Assembly lay dead on the Field of Mars. Octavius was angry, as he had wanted Cinna and his tribunes of the plebs killed first; but even men who hired themselves out to murder defenseless victims had a code, and deemed it too perilous to assassinate magistrates in office.


  *


  Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar and his brother Lucius Julius Caesar were staying together at Lanuvium. They heard of the massacre all Rome was calling Octavius’s Day scant hours after it happened, and came hurrying back to Rome to confront Octavius.


  “How could you?” asked Lucius Caesar, weeping.


  “Appalling! Disgusting!” said Catulus Caesar.


  “Don’t give me that sanctimonious claptrap! You knew what I was going to do,” said Gnaeus Octavius scornfully. “You even agreed it was necessary. And—provided you didn’t have to be an actual part of it!—you gave your tacit consent. So don’t come whining to me! I procured you what you wanted—tame Centuries. The survivors won’t vote for Cinna’s laws now, no matter what inducements he tries to hold out to them.”


  Shaken to the core, Catulus Caesar glared at Octavius. “Never in my life have I condoned violence as a political technique, Gnaeus Octavius! Nor do I admit I gave any kind of consent for this, tacit or otherwise! If you construed consent out of anything my brother or I said, you were mistaken. Violence is bad enough—but this! A massacre! Absolute anathema!”


  “My brother is right,” said Lucius Caesar, wiping away his tears. “We are branded, Gnaeus Octavius. The most conservative of men are now no better than Saturninus or Sulpicius.”


  Seeing that nothing he could say would convince this disciple of Pompey Strabo that he had acted wrongly, Catulus Caesar drew himself together with what dignity he could muster. “I hear the Campus Martius has been a field of horror for two days, senior consul. Relatives trying to identify bodies and take them for last rites, your minions scooping bodies up before any relatives have had a chance to see them, throwing them into a vast lime pit between the leeks and lettuces of the Via Recta—tchah! You have turned us into a breed of men worse than mere barbarians, for we know better than barbarians! I find myself becoming more and more unwilling to live.”


  Octavius sneered. “Then I suggest you go and open your veins, Quintus Lutatius! This isn’t the Rome of your august ancestors, you know. It’s the Rome of the Brothers Gracchi, Gaius Marius, Saturninus, Sulpicius, Lucius Sulla and Lucius Cinna! We’ve got ourselves into such a chaotic mess that nothing works anymore—if it did, there would be no need for massacres like Octavius’s Day.”


  Stunned, the Brothers Caesar understood that Gnaeus Octavius Ruso was actually proud of that name.


  “Who gave you the money to hire your assassins, Gnaeus Octavius? Was it Marcus Antonius?” Lucius Caesar asked.


  “He contributed heavily, yes. He has no regrets.”


  “He wouldn’t! He’s an Antonius when all is said and done!” snapped Catulus Caesar. He got to his feet, slapping his hands against his thighs. “Well, it’s over, and we’ll never live it down. But I want no part of it, Gnaeus Octavius. I feel too much like Pandora after she opened her box.”


  Lucius Caesar asked a question. “What’s happened to Lucius Cinna and the tribunes of the plebs?”


  “Gone,” said Octavius laconically. “They’ll be proscribed, of course. Hopefully very soon.”


  Catulus Caesar stopped at the door of Octavius’s study to look back sternly. “You cannot deprive a consul in office of his consular imperium, Gnaeus Octavius. This whole thing started in the first place because the opposition tried to remove Lucius Sulla’s consular right to command Rome’s armies from him. That cannot be done! But no one tried to deprive him of his office as consul. It can’t be done. There is nothing in Roman law, constitution, or precedent that can give any magistrate—or governing body—or comitia—the authority to prosecute or discharge a curule magistrate ahead of the end of his term. You can sack a tribune of the plebs if you go about it in the right way, you can sack a quaestor if he’s delinquent in his duty, you can expel them from the Senate or deprive them of their census. But you cannot sack a consul or any other curule magistrate during his term of office, Gnaeus Octavius.”


  Gnaeus Octavius looked smug. “Now I’ve found the secret of success, Quintus Lutatius, I can do anything I want.” As Lucius Caesar followed his brother to the door, Octavius called after them, “There’s a meeting of the Senate tomorrow. I suggest you be there.”


  *


  No Jerusalem or Antioch, Rome had little patience or truck with prophets and soothsayers; the augurs conducted the rites of auspication in the true Roman spirit, knowing full well that they possessed no insight for the future course of events—strictly according to the books and charts.


  There was, however, one genuinely Roman specimen of the prophet, a patrician of the gens Cornelia, and named Publius Cornelius Culleolus. Quite how he had earned his unfortunate nickname nobody remembered, as Culleolus was an ancient who had always seemed an ancient. He lived precariously on a small income derived from his Scipionic family, and was commonly to be seen in the Forum sitting on top of the two steps which led up into the tiny round temple of Venus Cloacina, older than the Basilica Aemilia, and incorporated into it when it was built. Neither a Cassandra nor a religious zealot, Culleolus confined his forecasts to the outcome of important political and State events; he never predicted the end of the world, nor the coming of some new and infinitely more powerful god. But he had predicted the war against Jugurtha, the coming of the Germans, Saturninus, the Italian war, and the war in the East against Mithridates—which last, he asserted, would go on for a full generation. Because of these successes, he now enjoyed a reputation which was almost great enough to offset the ridiculousness of his cognomen; Culleolus meant Little Ball-sack.


  At dawn on the morning after the Brothers Caesar returned to Rome, the Senate met for the first time since the massacre of Octavius’s Day, its members dreading this session more than any in living memory. Until now, the worst outrages perpetrated in the name of Rome had been the work of individuals or the Forum crowd; but the massacre of Octavius’s Day came uncomfortably close to being labeled as the work of the Senate.


  Sitting on the top step of the temple of Venus Cloacina, Publius Cornelius Culleolus was such a fixture that none of the Conscript Fathers hurrying by noticed him—though he noticed them, and rubbed his hands gleefully together. If he did what Gnaeus Octavius Ruso had paid him lavishly to do—and did it successfully—he would never have to sit on those hard steps again, he could retire at last from the prophesying business.


  The senators lingered in the Curia Hostilia portico, a collection of small groups all talking about Octavius’s Day and audibly wondering how it could possibly be dealt with in debate. A shrill screech brought all heads around; all eyes became riveted upon Culleolus, who had risen onto his toes, spine arched, arms outstretched, fingers knotted, foam bubbling from between his contorted lips. As Culleolus did not prophesy in a frenzy, everyone assumed he was having a fit. Some of the senators and most of the Forum frequenters continued to watch, fascinated, while a few went to the seer’s aid and tried to lower him to the ground. He fought them blindly with teeth and nails, mouth opening ever wider, and then he cried out a second time. Not a noise. Words.


  “China! Cinna! Cinna! Cinna! Cinna!” he howled.


  Suddenly Culleolus had a very intent audience.


  “Unless Cinna and his six tribunes of the plebs are sent into exile, Rome will fall!” he shrieked, twisting and tottering, then shrieked it again, and again, and again, until he collapsed to the ground and was carried away, inanimate.


  The startled senators then discovered that the consul Octavius had been trying for some time to convene his meeting, and hurried into the Curia Hostilia.


  However the senior consul might have been going to explain the hideous events on the Campus Martius would never now be known; Gnaeus Octavius Ruso chose instead to focus his attention (and the attention of the House) upon the extraordinary possession of Culleolus—and upon what Culleolus had cried out for all the Forum to hear.


  “Unless the junior consul and six of the tribunes of the plebs are banished, Rome will fall,” said Octavius thoughtfully. “Pontifex Maximus, flamen Dialis, what do you have to say about this amazing business of Culleolus?”


  Scaevola Pontifex Maximus shook his head. “I think that I must decline to comment, Gnaeus Octavius.”


  Mouth open to insist, Octavius saw something in Scaevola’s eyes that caused him to change his mind; this was a man whose innate conservatism led him to condone much, but also a man not easily intimidated or hoodwinked. On more than one occasion in the House he had roundly condemned the conviction of Gaius Marius, Publius Sulpicius and the rest, and asked for their pardon and recall. No, best not antagonize the Pontifex Maximus; Octavius knew he had a far more gullible witness in the flamen Dialis, and had besides provided that innocent worthy with a fearful omen.


  “Flamen Dialis?” asked Octavius solemnly.


  Looking extremely perturbed, Lucius Cornelius Merula the flamen Dialis rose to his feet. “Lucius Valerius Flaccus Princeps Senatus, Gnaeus Octavius, curule magistrates, consulars, Conscript Fathers. Before I comment upon the words of the seer Culleolus, I must first tell you of a happening in the temple of the Great God yesterday. I was ritually cleansing his cella when I found a tiny pool of blood upon the floor behind the plinth of the Great God’s statue. Beside it was the head of a bird—a merula, a blackbird! My own namesake! And I, who am forbidden under our most ancient and reverenced laws to be in the presence of death, was looking upon—I don’t know! My own death? The Great God’s death? I did not know how to interpret the omen, so I consulted the Pontifex Maximus. He did not know either. We therefore summoned the decemviri sacris faciundis and asked them to consult the Sibylline Books, which had nothing to say of any help.”


  Wrapped as he was in the double-layered circular cape of his calling, it was perhaps not illogical that Merula should visibly be sweating, except that he did not normally do so; his round smooth face beneath the spiked ivory helmet he wore shone with sweat. He swallowed, went on. “But I have got ahead of myself. When I first found the head of the blackbird I looked for the rest of its body, and discovered that the creature had made a nest for itself in a crevice beneath the golden robe of the Great God’s statue. And there in the nest were six baby blackbirds, all dead. As far as I can tell, a cat must have got in, caught the mother bird and eaten it—all save the head, that is. But the cat could not reach the baby birds, which died of starvation.”


  The flamen Dialis shivered. “I am polluted. After this session of the House I must continue the ceremonies which will resanctify my own person and the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. That I am here is as a result of my cogitations upon the omen—not so much the death of the merula as the entire phenomenon. It was not, however, until I heard Publius Cornelius Culleolus say what he said in the midst of his truly extraordinary prophetic frenzy that I understood the proper meaning.”


  The House was absolutely hushed, every face turned to see the priest of Jupiter, so well known as an honest— almost naive—man, that what he said had to be taken very seriously.


  “Now Cinna,” the flamen Dialis went on, “does not mean blackbird. But it does mean ashes, and that is what I reduced the dead bird’s head and the bodies of its six children to—ashes. I burned them in accordance with the ritual of purification. Amateur interpreter though I am, to me at this moment the omen uncannily resembles a personification of Lucius Cornelius Cinna and his six tribunes of the plebs. They have defiled the Great God of Rome, who stands in much danger because of them. The blood means that more strife and public turmoil will ensue because of the consul Lucius Cinna and those six tribunes of the plebs. I am in no doubt of it.”


  The House began to buzz, thinking Merula was finished, but quietened when he began to speak again.


  “One more thing, Conscript Fathers. While I stood in the temple waiting for the Pontifex Maximus, I looked up for consolation into the smiling face of the Great God’s statue. And it was frowning!” He shuddered, white-faced.


  “I fled into the open air, I could not bring myself to continue to wait within.”


  Everyone shuddered. The buzzing began again.


  Gnaeus Octavius Ruso rose to his feet, looking to the Brothers Caesar and Scaevola Pontifex Maximus much as the cat must have looked after it devoured the merula in the temple. “I think, members of this House, that we must repair outside to the Forum, and from the rostra tell everyone what has happened. And ask for opinions. After which, the House will sit again.”


  So the tale of Merula’s phenomenon in the temple and Culleolus’s prophecy were told from the rostra; those who had gathered to hear looked awed and afraid, especially after Merula gave his interpretation and Octavius announced that he would seek the dismissal of Cinna and the six tribunes of the plebs. Not one man present objected.


  In the House again shortly afterward, Gnaeus Octavius Ruso repeated his opinion that Cinna and the tribunes of the plebs must go.


  Then Scaevola Pontifex Maximus rose to speak. “Princeps Senatus, Gnaeus Octavius, Conscript Fathers. As all of you are aware, I am one of the greatest ever exponents of the Roman constitution and the laws which compose it. In my opinion, there is no legal way to dismiss a consul from office before his term is ended. However, it may be that approximately the same effect can be achieved religiously. We cannot doubt that Jupiter Optimus Maximus has indicated his concern in two separate ways—through the medium of his own flamen, and through the medium of an old man whom we all know to be a worthy seer. In consideration of these two almost concurrent events, I suggest that the consul Lucius Cornelius Cinna be pronounced nefas. This does not strip him of his office as consul, but— as it renders him religiously odious—it disbars him from carrying out his duties as consul. The same is true of the tribunes of the plebs.”


  Octavius was scowling now, but knew better than to interrupt; it seemed Scaevola was going to work something out. Something, however, which made it impossible to secure a death sentence for Cinna—this being Octavius’s aim. Cinna must be put out of action!


  “It was the flamen Dialis who witnessed the events in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. He is also the Great God’s personal priest, and his office is so old it pre-dates the Kings. He can conduct no wars, nor come into the presence of death, nor touch the substance from which weapons of war are made. Therefore I suggest that we appoint Lucius Cornelius Merula the flamen Dialis a suffect consul—not to take Lucius Cinna’s place, but rather to caretake that place. In this way, the senior consul Gnaeus Octavius will not be governing as a consul without a colleague. Except during the war against the Italians, when circumstances prevented proper consular practices, no man can be allowed to be consul without a colleague.”


  Deciding to put a good face on it, Octavius nodded. “I agree to that, Quintus Mucius. Let the flamen Dialis sit in the curule chair of Lucius Cinna as its custodian! I will now see the House divide upon two intimately connected issues. Those in favor of recommending to the Centuriate Assembly that—number one, the consul Lucius Cinna and the six tribunes of the plebs be declared nefas and banished from Rome and all Roman lands—and, number two, that the flamen Dialis be appointed consul in custody, please stand to my right. Those opposed, please stand to my left. Now divide, please.”


  The House passed its dual recommendation without a single negative vote, and a Centuriate Assembly consisting almost solely of senators met on the Aventine outside the pomerium but inside the walls—no one could bear to meet on the blood-soaked ground of the saepta. The measures were passed into law.


  The senior consul Octavius pronounced himself satisfied, and the business of governing Rome proceeded without Cinna. But Gnaeus Octavius did nothing to shore up his position, nor to protect Rome from the officially sacrilegious fugitives. He gathered no legions, he did not write to his master, Pompey Strabo. The truth of the matter was that Octavius blindly assumed Cinna and his six tribunes of the plebs would flee as quickly as possible to join Gaius Marius and eighteen other fugitives on the African island of Cercina.


  3


  Cinna, however, had no intention of leaving Italy. Nor did his six tribunes of the plebs. After they fled from the slaughter on the Campus Martius, they gathered money and a few belongings and then met at the milestone on the Via Appia just outside Bovillae. Here they decided what to do.


  “I’ll take Quintus Sertorius and Marcus Gratidianus to Nola with me,” said Cinna briskly. “There’s a legion under arms at Nola, suffering a commander the men detest in Appius Claudius Pulcher. I intend to remove that legion from Appius Claudius and take my example from my namesake Sulla—I shall lead it on Rome. But not before we have gathered many more adherents. Vergilius, Milonius, Arvina, Magius, I want you to journey among the Italians and drum up support wherever you can. You will tell everybody the same thing—that the Senate of Rome has ejected its legally elected consul because he tried to get the new citizens properly distributed across the tribes, and because Gnaeus Octavius has massacred thousands of decent, law-abiding Roman men gathered at a legally convoked assembly.” He found a wry smile. “It’s as well we’ve been so heavily at war within the peninsula! Cornutus and I took thousands of sets of arms and armor off the Marsi and the rest. They’re stored in Alba Fucentia. Milonius, you will get them and distribute them. After I take the legion off Appius Claudius, I’ll pillage the warehouses in Capua.”


  Thus four of the tribunes of the plebs popped up in places like Praeneste, Tibur, Reate, Corfinium, Venafrum, Interamnia, and Sora, pleading for a hearing—and granted it gladly. The war-weary Italians even gave every coin they could possibly spare to this new campaign. Slowly the forces grew, slowly the net around Rome closed.


  Cinna himself had no difficulty in causing the defection of Appius Claudius Pulcher’s legion sitting outside Nola. A dour and aloof man who still secretly grieved over the death of his wife and the fate of his six motherless children, Appius Claudius yielded up his command without attempting to woo his soldiers back. He climbed upon his horse and rode to join Metellus Pius at Aesernia.


  It had been a stroke of great good fortune to bring Quintus Sertorius with him, Cinna realized after he reached Nola. A born Military Man, Sertorius had a reputation among ranker soldiers that went back almost twenty years; he had won the Grass Crown in Spain, a dozen lesser crowns in campaigns against Numidians and Germans, he was the cousin of Gaius Marius, and this legion had been recruited by him in Italian Gaul three years before. Its men knew him well, and loved him dearly. They did not love Appius Claudius.


  Cinna, Sertorius, Marcus Marius Gratidianus and the legion set off for Rome. The moment they did, Nola threw open its gates and a host of heavily armed Samnites pursued them up the Via Popillia—not to attack them, but to join them. And then when they reached the junction of this road with the Via Appia at Capua, every raw recruit, gladiator and drill centurion also flocked to their eagle. The army of Cinna now numbered twenty thousand. And between Capua and the little town of Labicum on the Via Latina, the four tribunes of the plebs who had gone elsewhere met up with Cinna, and gave him another ten thousand useful men.


  It was now October, and Rome was only scant miles away. Cinna’s agents reported to him that the city was in a panic—that Octavius had written to Pompey Strabo beseeching him to come to the aid of his country—and that, wonder of wonders, none other than Gaius Marius had landed on the Etrurian coast at the township of Telamon, adjacent to his own vast estates. This last item of news threw Cinna into transports of delight, especially when his agents followed it up with the intelligence that men from Etruria and Umbria were flocking to join Marius, who was marching down the Via Aurelia Vetus in the direction of Rome.


  “This is the best news!” Cinna said to Quintus Sertorius. “Now Gaius Marius is back in Italy, this business will be over in a matter of days. Since you know him better than the rest of us do, find him and inform him of our dispositions. Discover what his own plans are too. Is he going to take Ostia or bypass it in favor of Rome? Make sure you tell him that if I can, I would rather keep our armies—and any hostilities!—on the Vatican side of the river. I hate the thought of bringing troops anywhere near the pomerium, and I have no wish to end in emulating Lucius Sulla. Find him, Quintus Sertorius, and tell him how glad I am that he’s in Italy again!” Cinna thought of something else. “Tell him too that I’ll send every spare item of armor I have to him before he reaches Ostia.”


  Sertorius located Marius near the little township of Fregenae, some miles north of Ostia; if his cross-country ride to Fregenae had been fast, his cross-country gallop back to Cinna at Labicum was at record pace. He erupted into the small house where Cinna had set up a temporary headquarters, and launched into speech before the astonished Cinna could open his mouth.


  “Lucius Cinna, I beg of you, write to Gaius Marius and order him to disband his men or transfer them to your service!” Sertorius said, face drawn and set. “Order him to behave like the privatus he is—order him to disband his army—order him to return to his estates and wait like any privatus until the issue is decided.”


  “What on earth is the matter with you?” asked Cinna, hardly able to believe his ears. “How can you of all people say such things? Gaius Marius is essential for our cause! If he stands in our forefront, we can’t lose.”


  “Lucius Cinna, it is Marius can’t lose!” cried Sertorius. “I tell you straight—if you allow Gaius Marius to participate in this struggle, you will rue the day. For it won’t be Lucius Cinna victorious and placed at the head of Rome’s government—it will be Gaius Marius! I have just seen him, I have just spoken to him. He is old, he is bitter, and his mind has given way. Order him to go to his estates as a privatus, please!”


  “What do you mean, his mind has given way?”


  “Just that. He’s mad.”


  “Well, that’s not what my agents who are with him are saying, Quintus Sertorius. According to them, he’s as superbly organized as he ever was, he’s marching toward Ostia with a good sound plan in his head—why do you say his mind has given way? Is he gibbering? Is he ranting and raving? My agents are not as privy to him as you are, but they would surely have seen signs,” said Cinna with obvious skepticism.


  “He’s not gibbering. He’s not ranting and raving. Nor has he forgotten how to control or maneuver an army. But I have known Gaius Marius since I was seventeen years old, and I tell you in all sincerity, this is not the Gaius Marius I know! He’s old and he’s bitter. Thirsting for revenge. Quite obsessed with himself and his prophesied destiny. You cannot trust him, Lucius Cinna! He will end in taking Rome away from you and running it to suit his own purposes.” Sertorius drew a breath, tried again. “Young Marius sends the same message to you, Lucius Cinna. Don’t give his father any kind of authority! He’s mad.”


  “I think you’re both overreacting,” said Cinna.


  “I am not. Young Marius is not.”


  Cinna shook his head, drew a sheet of paper toward him. “Look, Quintus Sertorius, I need Gaius Marius! If he’s as old and mentally disturbed as you say he is, then how can he be a threat to me—or to Rome? I shall confer a proconsular imperium upon him—I can have the Senate ratify it later—and use him to cover me on the west.”


  “You’ll rue the day!”


  “Nonsense,” said Cinna, beginning to write.


  Sertorius stood looking at his bent head for a moment, clawed at the air with his hands, then left the house.


  *


  Having received Marius’s assurances that he would take care of Ostia and come up the Tiber on the Campus Vaticanus bank, Cinna split his own forces into three divisions of ten thousand men each, and marched from Labicum.


  The first division—ordered to occupy the Vatican Plain— was under the command of Gnaeus Papirius Carbo, cousin of the tribune of the plebs Carbo Arvina, and victor over Lucania; the second division—ordered to occupy the Campus Martius (it was the only section of Cinna’s army on the city side of the river)—was under the command of Quintus Sertorius; and the third division—commanded by Cinna himself—sat itself down on the northern flank of the Janiculan hill. When Marius arrived, he was to come up on the south side of the Janiculum.


  However, there was an impediment. The middle section and the heights of the Janiculum had always been a Roman garrison, and Gnaeus Octavius had retained sufficient sense to gather what volunteers he could inside the city and send them to occupy and strengthen the Janiculan fortress. So between Cinna’s army (which had crossed the river on the Mulvian Bridge) and whatever force Marius would bring from the direction of Ostia lay this formidable stronghold, filled with several thousand defenders, and extremely well fortified thanks to a program of repairs at the time the Germans had seemed likely to overrun Italy.


  As if the presence of an impregnable garrison on the far side of the Tiber was not enough, Pompey Strabo unexpectedly arrived with his four legions of Picentine soldiers and took up a position just outside the Colline Gate. Save for the legion from Nola (which had gone to Sertorius), Pompey Strabo’s army was the only fully trained one on the field, and therefore represented a major focus of power. Only the Pincian hill with its gardens and orchards separated Pompey Strabo from Sertorius.


  For sixteen days Cinna sat behind the entrenched palisades of three separate camps waiting for Pompey Strabo to attack; he had automatically assumed Pompey Strabo would make his move before Gaius Marius arrived. Quintus Sertorius, who would bear the initial shock, had dug himself in deeply on the Campus Martius. But no one moved. Nothing whatsoever happened.


  In the meantime, Marius had encountered no resistance. At the instigation of its quaestor, Ostia opened its gates the moment Marius and his army came into sight, wild with joy and ready to welcome its hero with open arms. But its hero behaved with brutal indifference and allowed his army—largely composed of slaves and ex-slaves, one of the factors most perturbing to Sertorius when he had visited his old commander—to sack the town, which suffered terribly. As if blind and deaf, Marius made no attempt to curtail the insanities and atrocities of his motley troops; he bent his attention and his energies upon throwing a barrage across the mouth of the Tiber, effectively preventing the grain barges from going upriver to supply Rome. Even when he prepared to march up the Via Campana toward the city, he did nothing to succor Ostia’s distress.


  It had been a dry year in central Italy, and the snows of the previous winter atop the Apennines had been unusually scanty. So the Tiber was running low, and many of the little streams which fed its course dried up long before summer was over. The end of October in that year was actually the border between summer and autumn, so the weather was still very hot when all these small armies put themselves down in a three-quarters circle around the city of Rome. The African and Sicilian harvests were in, but the ships bringing the wheat were just beginning to arrive in Ostia; Rome’s granaries were at their lowest.
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  Disease broke out not long after Pompey Strabo arrived at the Colline Gate, and spread quickly among the men of his legions as well as within the city itself. The various enteric fevers made their dreaded appearances, for the waters Pompey Strabo’s soldiers were drinking were fouled by the same kind of careless sanitary arrangements Quintus Pompeius Rufus had noticed in the camp at Ariminum. When the springs inside the city on the Viminal and Quirinal became contaminated, some of the people from the area went to see Pompey Strabo and begged him to deal with his cesspits properly; Pompey Strabo being Pompey Strabo sent them away with a series of crude remarks about what they might like to do with their own excrements. To make matters worse, from the Mulvian Bridge well above the Trigarium all the way to the sea the Tiber stank of human ordure and was unfit for any purpose save to spread disease; Cinna’s three camps as well as the city were now using the Tiber as a sewer outflow.


  Gnaeus Octavius and his custodial consular colleague Merula flamen Dialis saw October slip into the past without any change in the dispositions of the armies, and despaired. Whenever they managed to gain an audience with Pompey Strabo, he had some reason why he couldn’t fight; Octavius and Merula were eventually forced to come to the conclusion that the real reason was that he preferred to outnumber his opponent in a battle situation, whereas in fact Cinna outnumbered him.


  When the city learned that Marius owned Ostia and there would be no grain barges coming up the river with the new harvest, gloom rather than a fresh panic ensued. The consuls saw into a terrible future, and wondered how long they could last if Pompey Strabo continued to refuse to engage the enemy.


  Finally Octavius and Merula decided to recruit among the Italians, and had the Senate recommend to the Centuries that those Italians who supported the “true” government of Rome be awarded full citizen status across the tribes. Once the law was passed, heralds were sent out to proclaim it throughout Italy, and call for soldier volunteers.


  Hardly any came, chiefly because Cinna’s tribunes of the plebs had beaten the “true” government of Rome to all the available men more than two months before.


  Then Pompey Strabo hinted that if Metellus Pius brought his two legions from Aesernia, together they would defeat Cinna and Marius. So Octavius and Merula sent a deputation to see the Piglet before Aesernia, beg him to conclude a peace treaty with the beleaguered Samnites and come to Rome as quickly as he could.


  Torn between his duty to reduce Aesernia and the critical situation within Rome, the Piglet rode out to treat with a paralyzed Gaius Papius Mutilus, who was—of course—completely aware of what was going on around Rome.


  “I am willing to conclude a peace with you, Quintus Caecilius,” said Mutilus from his litter, “on the following terms: give back to the Samnites all you have taken from them—return the Samnite deserters and prisoners of war in your custody to us unharmed—renounce all claim to the booty the Samnites have taken off you—and bestow the full citizenship of Rome upon every free man in the nation of Samnium.”


  Metellus Pius reared back, outraged. “Yes, certainly!” he said sarcastically. “Why not just require us to pass under the yoke, Gaius Papius, as the Samnites did after the battle of the Caudine Forks two hundred years ago?” he asked. “Your terms are absolutely impossible! Good day to you.”


  Head up and spine straight, he rode back to his camp and icily informed the delegation from Octavius and Merula that there would be no peace treaty, and that in consequence he would not be able to go to Rome’s assistance.


  The Samnite Mutilus returned in his litter to Aesernia feeling a great deal happier than the Piglet; he had been visited by a brilliant idea. After nightfall his courier sneaked through the Roman lines bearing a letter from Mutilus to Gaius Marius asking Marius if he was interested in concluding a peace treaty with Samnium. Though he was well aware that Cinna was the rebel consul and Marius only a rebel privatus, it never even occurred to Mutilus to send his letter to Cinna. In any enterprise involving Gaius Marius, he would be the leader, the man with the clout.


  With Marius, now approaching Rome, was the tribune of the soldiers Gaius Flavius Fimbria; he had been with the legion at Nola, and like his colleagues Publius Annius and Gaius Marcius Censorinus, elected to follow Cinna. But the moment Fimbria heard of the advent of Marius in Etruria, he transferred immediately to Marius, who was delighted to see him.


  “No point in making you a tribune of the soldiers here,” Marius said. “My army has few Roman legionaries, it’s mostly servile. So I’ll give you the command of my Numidian cavalry—brought them from Africa with me.”


  When Marius received Mutilus’s letter, he sent for Fimbria. “Go and see Mutilus in the Melfa Gorge, which is where he says he’ll be.” Marius snorted contemptuously. “No doubt he wants to remind us how many times we were beaten in that selfsame spot. However, for the time being we’ll ignore his impudence. Meet him, Gaius Flavius, and agree to whatever he asks, be it rule over all Italy or a trip to the land of the Hyperboreans. We’ll cut Mutilus and the Samnites down to size later.”


  While this was going on, a second delegation from Rome arrived to see Metellus Pius before Aesernia. It comprised much stronger men; Catulus Caesar and his son Catulus, and Publius Crassus the censor and his son Lucius.


  “I beg you, Quintus Caecilius,” said Catulus Caesar to the Piglet and his legate, Mamercus, “leave as small a force as you can to contain Aesernia, and come to Rome yourself! Otherwise you will have no purpose besieging Aesernia anyway. Rome and all Rome stands for will be finished.”


  So Metellus Pius agreed. He left Marcus Plautius Silvanus behind with a paltry five cohorts of suddenly very frightened men to contain the Samnites, but no sooner had the other fifteen cohorts disappeared in the direction of Rome than the Samnites issued out of Aesernia. They trounced Silvanus’s skeleton force, and then overran all of Roman-held Samnium. Those Samnites who had not gone to Rome with Cinna now overran all southwestern Campania almost as far as Capua; the little town of Abella was sacked and burned, after which a second Samnite army went off to join the insurgents. These Italians gave Cinna no thought whatsoever—they went directly to Gaius Marius and offered him their services.


  With Metellus Pius were Mamercus and Appius Claudius Pulcher. The fifteen cohorts they brought from Aesernia were put into the Janiculan garrison; Appius Claudius was appointed garrison commander. Unfortunately Octavius insisted upon retaining the title of chief garrison commander for himself, which Appius Claudius took as a monumental insult. Why should he do all the work and get none of the glory? Smoldering, Appius Claudius contemplated changing sides.


  Word had also been sent by the Senate to Publius Servilius Vatia in Italian Gaul, where two legions of trainees had been kept under arms; one lay in Placentia with the legate Gaius Coelius, and one in Aquileia with Vatia, far to the east. These two forces were purely intended to intimidate the Italian Gauls, as Vatia feared the accumulating resentment of Rome’s unpaid war debts, particularly in the steel towns near Aquileia. When he got the Senate’s letter Vatia notified Coelius to march his legion from Placentia to the east, and himself set off for Rome with his own legion the moment Coelius assured him it was safe to do so.


  Unfortunately for the “true” government of Rome, when Vatia reached Ariminum he encountered the outlawed tribune of the plebs Marcus Marius Gratidianus, who had been sent north on the Via Flaminia with every spare cohort Cinna could provide, just in case the governor of Italian Gaul should try to send reinforcements. After his unblooded recruits gave a very poor account of themselves, Vatia crossed back into his own province and abandoned all ideas of trying to relieve Rome. Hearing a garbled version of what had happened at Ariminum, Gaius Coelius, a very depressed man, decided all was lost for the “true” government of Rome, and killed himself.


  Octavius, Merula, and the rest of the “true” government of Rome watched their position worsen almost hour by hour. Gaius Marius came prancing up the Via Campana and set his troops down just to the south of the Janiculan garrison, whereupon the resentful Appius Claudius secretly collaborated with Marius and allowed him to penetrate the Janiculan fortress’s outer stockade and defenses. That the citadel did not fall was thanks to Pompey Strabo, who deflected Cinna’s attention from Marius by marching over the Pincian hill and engaging Sertorius. At the same time Octavius and the censor Publius Crassus led a fresh force of volunteers across the Wooden Bridge and relieved the citadel just in time to prevent its being overwhelmed. Hampered by the lack of discipline among his slave soldiers, Marius was forced to withdraw; the tribune of the plebs Gaius Milonius was killed trying to help him. Publius Crassus and his son Lucius were put permanently inside the Janiculan citadel to keep an eye on Appius Claudius, who had changed his mind again and now felt the “true” government would win. And Pompey Strabo, informed the fortress was safe, disengaged his legions from those belonging to Sertorius and marched back to his camp on the Colline Gate side of the Pincian hill.


  *


  To give him his due, all was far from well with Pompey Strabo. As ever by his side, his son no sooner got his father back to their camp than he ordered Pompey Strabo to bed. Fever and dysentery had struck while the battle was going on, and though Pompey Strabo continued to command in person, it was clear to his son and his legates that he was in no condition to follow up his partial success on the Campus Martius. Too young yet to enjoy the full confidence of the Picentine troops, Young Pompey elected not to try to assume the command, especially in the midst of heavy fighting.


  For three days the lord of northern Picenum and adjacent Umbria lay in his house a prey to the worst ravages of enteric fever, while Young Pompey and his friend Marcus Tullius Cicero nursed him devotedly and the troops waited to see what would happen. In the early hours of the fourth day, Pompey Strabo, so strong and vigorous, died of dehydration and physical exhaustion.


  Supported by Cicero, his weeping son walked down the Vicus Sub Aggere below the double rampart of the Agger, heading for Venus Libitina to arrange for his father’s funeral. Had this been held in Picenum on Pompey Strabo’s enormous estates, it would have been almost as large as the parade of a triumphing general, but the son was as shrewd as he was capable, and understood that the obsequies must be kept as simple as possible given the circumstances; the men were upset enough, and the inhabitants of the Quirinal, Viminal, and upper Esquiline hated the dead leader intensely, blaming his camp for the diseases currently decimating them.


  “What will you do?” asked Cicero as the grove of cypresses sheltering the booths of the Guild of Undertakers came into view.


  “I’m going home to Picenum,” said Pompey amid terrible heaves of chest and shoulders, eyes and nose running. “My father was wrong to come—I told him not to come! Let Rome perish, I said! But he wouldn’t listen. He said he had to protect my birthright, he had to make sure Rome was still Rome against the day when it would be my turn to be consul.”


  “Come into the city with me and stay for a while in my house,” said Cicero, in tears himself; much though he had loathed and feared Pompey Strabo, he was not proof against the son’s desolation. “Gnaeus Pompeius, I’ve met Accius! He came to Rome to produce his new play for the ludi Romani, and then when the trouble arose between Lucius Cinna and Gnaeus Octavius, he said he was too old to make the journey back to Umbria while there was so much unrest. I suspect he likes the present atmosphere of high drama is closer to the truth! Please, come and stay with me for a while. You’re closely related to the great Lucilius—you’d so much enjoy Accius. And it would take your mind off all this chaotic horror.”


  “No,” said Pompey, still weeping. “I’m going home.”


  “With your army?”


  “It was my father’s army. Rome can have it.”


  The two young men were some hours on their doleful errand, so did not return to the villa just outside the Colline Gate wherein Pompey Strabo had taken up residence until well after noon. No one—least of all the grief-stricken Pompey—had thought to mount a guard within the spacious grounds; the general was dead, there was nothing of value within. Of servants there were few thanks to the inroads of disease, but when son and friend had left, they had already laid Pompey Strabo out upon his bed, two female slaves keeping vigil.


  Now Pompey and Cicero found the place utterly deserted—still, silent, seemingly untenanted. And when they entered the room wherein Pompey Strabo lay, they discovered him gone.


  Pompey whooped triumphantly. “He’s alive!” he cried, face suffused with incredulous joy.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius, your father is dead,” said Cicero, whose emotions were not engaged upon the father’s account at all, and who therefore retained his good sense. “Come, calm yourself! You know he was dead when we left. We washed him, we dressed him. He was dead!”


  The joy died, but not to be replaced by a new outbreak of tears. Instead, the fresh young face hardened to stone. “What is it then? Where is my father?”


  “The servants are gone, even those who were ill, I think,” said Cicero. “The first thing we had better do is search the place.”


  The search revealed nothing, yielded no clues as to where the body of Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo had gone. The one growing ever stonier, the other ever more bewildered, Pompey and Cicero left the villa to gather its silence fast around it, and stood outside on the Via Nomentana looking both ways.


  “Do we go to the camp or the gate?” asked Cicero.


  Both lay within scant paces. Pompey wrinkled his brow as he thought, then made up his mind.


  “We’ll go to the general’s tent. Perhaps the men removed him to lie in state there,” he said.


  They had turned and were walking campward when someone shouted.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius! Gnaeus Pompeius!”


  Back they swung toward the gate, to see a disheveled Brutus Damasippus waving at them as he ran.


  “Your father!” he panted, reaching Pompey.


  “What about my father?” Pompey asked, very cool, very calm.


  “The people of Rome stole his body saying they were going to drag it behind an ass through every street in the city!” said Brutus Damasippus. “One of the women keeping vigil came to tell me, and like a fool I just ran! I suppose thinking I’d catch them. Luckily I saw you—otherwise they’d probably be dragging me as well.” He looked at Pompey with as much respect as he would have accorded the father. “What do you want me to do?” he asked.


  “Bring two cohorts of soldiers to me here at once,” Pompey said curtly. “Then we’ll go inside and look for him.”


  Cicero didn’t ask why, nor did Pompey say a word while they waited. The ultimate insult had been done Pompey Strabo, and there could be no doubt why; it was the only way left to the people of the northeastern city to express their contempt and disgust for one they deemed the author of their woes. The more crowded parts of Rome all received their water from the aqueducts, but the upper Esquiline, Viminal and Quirinal, less populous, relied heavily on local spring water.


  When Pompey led his cohorts through the Colline Gate and into its very large marketplace, he found the whole area deserted. Nor was a soul on the streets beyond, even in the meanest alley leading to the lower Esquiline. One by one the narrow thoroughfares were combed, Damasippus taking a cohort toward the Agger, the two young men working in the opposite direction. Three hours later Pompey’s contingent found their dead general sprawled on the lower Alta Semita outside the temple of Salus.


  Well, thought Cicero to himself, the place they chose to leave him says everything. Outside the temple of Good Health.


  “I shall not forget,” said Pompey, looking down at the naked and mangled body of his father. “When I am consul and embark upon my building program, nothing will I give to the Quirinal!”


  *


  When Cinna heard of the death of Pompey Strabo, he breathed a sigh of relief. Then when he heard how the body of Pompey Strabo had been dragged through the streets of the city, he whistled softly. So all was not happy within Rome! Nor apparently were Rome’s military defenders popular with the ordinary people. Happily he settled to wait for the surrender he now expected would come within hours.


  But it did not come. Seemingly Octavius had decided that only if the ordinary people boiled into open revolt would he surrender.


  Quintus Sertorius came to report late on that same day, his left eye covered by a blood-soaked bandage.


  “What’s happened to you?’’ demanded Cinna, dismayed.


  “Lost my eye,” said Sertorius briefly.


  “Ye gods!”


  “Lucky for me it’s my left one,” said Sertorius stoically. “I can still see on my sword side, so it shouldn’t inconvenience me much in a battle.”


  “Sit down,” said Cinna, pouring wine. He watched his legate closely, deciding there was little in this life capable of throwing Quintus Sertorius off balance. Then, when Sertorius was settled, Cinna sat down himself, sighing. “You know, Quintus Sertorius, you were quite right,” he said slowly.


  “About Gaius Marius, you mean?”


  “Yes.” Cinna turned the cup between his hands. “I am no longer in total command. Oh, I’m respected among the senior ranks! I mean the men. The soldiers. The Samnite and other Italian volunteers. It’s Gaius Marius they follow, not me.”


  “It was bound to happen. In the old days it wouldn’t have mattered a rush. No fairer-minded, more farsighted man than Gaius Marius ever lived. But this isn’t that Gaius Marius,” said Sertorius. A bloody tear slid from beneath his bandage, and was wiped away. “No worse thing could have happened to him at his age and in his infirmity than this exile. I’ve seen enough of him to know that he’s simply counterfeiting an interest in the job—what he’s really interested in is his revenge on those who exiled him. He’s surrounded himself with the worst specimens of legate I’ve seen in years—Fimbria! A complete wolfshead. As for his personal legion—he calls it his bodyguard and refuses to admit it’s an official part of his army—it’s composed of as vicious and rapacious a collection of slaves and ex-slaves as any Sicilian slave rebel leader might hope for. But he’s not lost his mental acuteness, Lucius Cinna, so much as he’s lost his moral acuteness. He knows he owns your armies! And I very much fear he intends to use them for his personal advancement, not Rome’s welfare. I am only here with you and your forces for one big reason, Lucius Cinna—I cannot condone the illegal dismissal of a consul during his year in office. But I cannot condone what I suspect Gaius Marius is planning to do, so it may well be that you and I will have to part company.”


  Cinna’s hackles were rising; he stared at Sertorius in dawning horror. “You mean he’s set on a bloodbath?”


  “I believe so. Nor do I think anyone can stop him.”


  “But he can’t do that! It is absolutely essential that I enter Rome as rightful consul—restore peace—prevent further shedding of blood—and try to get our poor Rome on her feet again.”


  “The best of luck,” said Sertorius dryly, and stood up. “I’ll be on the Campus Martius, Lucius Cinna, and I intend to stay there. My men will follow me, so much you can count on. And I support the reinstallation of the legally elected consul! I do not support any faction led by Gaius Marius.”


  “Stay on the Campus Martius, by all means. But please, I beg you, come to whatever negotiations ensue!”


  “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t miss that fiasco for anything,” said Sertorius, and departed, still wiping his left cheek.


  The next day, however, Marius packed up his camp and led his legions away from Rome toward the Latin plains. The death of Pompey Strabo had brought home a lesson; that so many men temporarily crowded around such a large city bred frightful disease. Better, Marius decided, to draw his men into the fresh air and unpolluted water of the countryside, and there pillage the grain and other foodstuffs they needed from the various granaries and barns dotted all over the Latin plains. Aricia, Bovillae, Lanuvium, Antium, Ficana, and Laurentum all fell, though none had offered resistance.


  Hearing of Marius’s departure, Quintus Sertorius privately wondered whether the real reason behind Marius’s withdrawal was a reflexive movement to safeguard himself and his men from Cinna. Mad he might be, but a fool he was not.


  It was now the end of November. Everyone on both sides—or all three sides might have been a more accurate assessment—knew that Gnaeus Octavius Ruso’s “true” government of Rome was doomed. The dead Pompey Strabo’s army had flatly refused to accept Metellus Pius as its new commander, then marched over the Mulvian Bridge to offer its services to Gaius Marius. Not to Lucius Cinna.


  The death toll from disease now stood at over eighteen thousand people, many of them from the ranks of Pompey Strabo’s legions. And the granaries within Rome were now completely empty. Sensing the beginning of the end, Marius brought his five-thousand-strong bodyguard of slaves and ex-slaves back to the southern flank of the Janiculum. Significantly, he did not bring the rest of his army with him, neither the Samnites, the Italians nor the remnants of Pompey Strabo’s forces. Thus ensuring his own safety? wondered Quintus Sertorius. Yes, it very much looked as if Marius was deliberately keeping the bulk of his own men in reserve.


  *


  On the third day of December a treating party crossed the Tiber via the two bridges connecting through Tiber Island. It consisted of Metellus Pius the Piglet (who was its official leader), the censor Publius Crassus, and the Brothers Caesar. Waiting for them at the end of the second bridge was Lucius Cinna. And Gaius Marius.


  “Greetings, Lucius Cinna,” said Metellus Pius, outraged to see Marius present, especially as he was attended by that vile wretch Fimbria, and a gigantic German in ostentatious golden armor.


  “Do you address me as the consul or as a private citizen, Quintus Caecilius?” asked Cinna coldly.


  As Cinna said this, Marius rounded on him furiously and snarled, “Weakling! Spineless idiot!”


  Metellus Pius swallowed. “As consul, Lucius Cinna,” he said.


  Whereupon Catulus Caesar rounded on the Piglet furiously and snarled, “Traitor!”


  “That man is not consul! He is guilty of sacrilege!” cried the censor Crassus.


  “He doesn’t need to be consul, he’s the victor!” shouted Marius.


  Clapping his hands over his ears to shut out the heated exchanges between all present save himself and Cinna, Metellus Pius turned on his heel in anger and stalked back across the bridges into Rome.


  When he reported what had happened to Octavius, Octavius too flew at the hapless Piglet. “How dared you admit he’s consul? He is not consul! Cinna is nefas! snapped Octavius.


  “The man is consul, Gnaeus Octavius, and will continue to be consul until the end of this month,” said Metellus Pius coldly.


  “A fine negotiator you turned out to be! Don’t you even understand that the worst thing any of us can do is to acknowledge Lucius Cinna as true consul?” asked Octavius, wagging one finger at the Piglet much as a schoolmaster might chastise a student.


  The Piglet lost his temper. “Then you go and do better!” he said tightly. “And don’t you point your finger at me! You’re little better than a jumped-up nobody! I am a Caecilius Metellus, and not Romulus himself points a finger at me! Whether it suits your ideas or not, Lucius Cinna is consul. If I go back again and he asks me the same question again, I will give him the same answer!”


  His unhappiness and discomfort, present since the very beginning of his tenure of the curule chair, now became intolerable; the flamen Dialis and suffect consul Merula drew himself up and faced his colleague Octavius and the enraged Metellus Pius with all the dignity he could muster. “Gnaeus Octavius, I must resign as consul suffectus,” he said quietly. “It is not fitting that the priest of Jupiter be a curule magistrate. The Senate, yes. Imperium, no.”


  Speechless, the rest of the group watched Merula leave the lower Forum—where this exchange had taken place— and walk up the Via Sacra toward his State House.


  Catulus Caesar then looked at Metellus Pius. “Quintus Caecilius, would you assume the military high command?” he asked. “If we made your appointment official, perhaps both our men and our city might take on a new lease of life.”


  But Metellus Pius shook his head firmly. “No, Quintus Lutatius, I will not. Our men and our city have no heart for this cause, between disease and hunger. And—though it gives me no joy to say it—their uncertainty as to who is in the right. I hope none of us wants another battle through the streets of Rome—Lucius Sulla’s was one too many. We must come to terms! But with Lucius Cinna. Not with Gaius Marius.”


  Octavius looked around the faces of his treating party, lifted his shoulders, shrugged, sighed in defeat. “All right then, Quintus Caecilius. All right. Go back and see Lucius Cinna again.”


  Back went the Piglet, accompanied only by Catulus Caesar and his son, Catulus. It was now the fifth day of December.


  This time they were received in greater state. Cinna had set up a high platform and sat atop it in his curule chair while the treating party stood below and were forced to look up at him. With him on the dais—though unseated and standing behind him—was Gaius Marius.


  “First of all, Quintus Caecilius,” said Cinna loudly, “I bid you welcome. Secondly, I assure you that Gaius Marius’s status is that of an observer only. He understands that he is a privatus, and cannot speak during formal negotiations.”


  “I thank you, Lucius Cinna,” said the Piglet with equally stiff formality, “and inform you that I am authorized to treat only with you, not with Gaius Marius. What are your conditions?”


  “That I enter Rome as Rome’s consul.”


  “Agreed. The flamen Dialis has already stepped down.”


  “No future retaliations will be tolerated.”


  “None will be made,” said Metellus Pius.


  “The new citizens from Italy and Italian Gaul will be given tribal status across the full thirty-five.”


  “Agreed absolutely.”


  “The slaves who deserted from service under Roman owners to enlist in my armies are to be guaranteed their freedom and the full citizenship,” said Cinna.


  The Piglet froze. “Impossible!” he snapped. “Impossible!”


  “It is a condition, Quintus Caecilius. It must be agreed to along with the rest,” Cinna maintained.


  “I will never consent to free and enfranchise slaves who deserted their legal masters!”


  Catulus Caesar stepped forward. “A word with you in private, Quintus Caecilius?” he asked delicately.


  It took Catulus Caesar and his son a long time to persuade the Piglet this particular condition must be met; that in the end Metellus Pius yielded was only because he too could see Cinna was adamant—though he wondered on whose behalf, his own or Marius’s? There were few slaves in Cinna’s forces, but Marius’s were riddled with them, according to reports.


  “All right, I agree to that stupidity about the slaves,” said the Piglet ungraciously. “However, there is one point on which I must set the terms.”


  “Oh?” from Cinna.


  “There can be no bloodshed,” said the Piglet strongly. “No disenfranchisements, no proscriptions, no banishments, no trials for treason, no executions. In this business, all men have done as their principles and convictions have dictated. No man ought to be penalized for adhering to his principles and convictions, no matter how repugnant they may seem. That goes as much for those who have followed you, Lucius Cinna, as it does for those who followed Gnaeus Octavius.”


  Cinna nodded. “I agree with you wholeheartedly, Quintus Caecilius. There must be no revenge.”


  “Will you swear to that?” asked the Piglet slyly.


  Cinna shook his head, blushing. “I cannot, Quintus Caecilius. The most I can guarantee is that I will do my personal utmost to see that there are no treason trials, no bloodshed, no confiscations of men’s property.”


  Metellus Pius turned his head slightly to look directly at the silent Gaius Marius. “Are you implying, Lucius Cinna, that you—the consul!—cannot control your own faction?”


  Cinna flinched, but said steadily, “I can control it.”


  “Then will you swear?”


  “No, I will not swear,” said Cinna with great dignity, red face betraying his discomfort. He rose from his chair to signify that the meeting was over, and accompanied Metellus Pius down to the Tiber Island bridge. For a few precious moments he and the Piglet were alone. “Quintus Caecilius,” he said urgently, “I can control my faction! Just the same, I would rest easier if Gnaeus Octavius is kept out of the Forum—kept completely out of sight! In case. A remote possibility. I can control my faction! But I would rather Gnaeus Octavius was not on display. Tell him!”


  “I will,” said Metellus Pius.


  Marius caught up to them at a hobbling run, so anxious was he to cut this private conversation short. He looked, the Piglet thought, quite grotesque. There was something new and horribly simian about him, and a diminishing in that awesome air of power he had always radiated, even in the days when the Piglet’s father had been his commander in Numidia, and the Piglet a mere cadet.


  “When do you and Gaius Marius plan to enter the city?” asked Catulus Caesar of Cinna as the two parties prepared to go their separate ways.


  Before Cinna could answer, Gaius Marius broke his silence with a contemptuous snort. “Lucius Cinna can enter as the lawful consul any time he likes,” said Marius, “but I am waiting here with the army until the convictions against me and my friends have been legally quashed.”


  Cinna could hardly wait for Metellus Pius and his escort to start walking away down the Tiber Island bridge before he said to Marius sharply, “What do you mean, you’ll stay with the army until your conviction is quashed?”


  The old man stood there looking more inhuman than human; like Mormolyce or Lamia, a monstrous, wickedly intelligent tormentor from the Underworld. He was smiling, his eyes glittering through the tangled curtain of his brows, bushier than of yore because he had developed a habit of pulling at them.


  “My dear Lucius Cinna, it’s Gaius Marius the army follows, not you! Were it not for me, the desertions would have been all the other way, and Octavius would have won. Think on that! If I enter the city still inscribed on the tablets as an outlaw under sentence of death, what’s to stop you and Octavius agreeing to patch up your differences and carry out the sentence on me? What a pickle for me to be in! There I’d be, standing around with my cap of liberty in my hand, a privatus waiting for the consuls and the Senate—a body I no longer belong to!—to absolve me of my nonexistent crimes. Now I ask you—is that a fitting stance for Gaius Marius?” He patted Cinna patronizingly on the shoulder. “No, Lucius Cinna, you have your little moment of glory all to yourself! You enter Rome alone. I’ll stay where I am. With the army I own. Because you don’t.”


  Cinna writhed. “Are you saying you’d use the army— my army!—against me? The lawful consul?”


  “Cheer up, it won’t get as far as that,” said Marius with a laugh. “Say, rather, that the army will be most concerned to see Gaius Marius gets his due.”


  “And what exactly is Gaius Marius’s due?”


  “On the Kalends of January, I will be the new senior consul. You of course will be my junior colleague.”


  “But I can’t be consul again!” gasped Cinna, horrified.


  “Rubbish! Of course you can! Now go away, do!” said Marius in the same tone he would have used to an importunate child.


  Cinna went to seek out Sertorius and Carbo, who had been present at the negotiations, and told them what Marius had said.


  “Don’t say you weren’t warned,” said Sertorius grimly.


  “What can we do?” wailed Cinna, despairing. “He’s right, the army belongs to him!”


  “Not my two legions,” said Sertorius.


  “Insufficient to pit against him,” said Carbo.


  “What can we do?” wailed Cinna again.


  “For the moment, nothing. Let the old man have his day—and his precious seventh consulship,” said Carbo, teeth set hard together. “We’ll worry about him after Rome is ours.”


  Sertorius made no further comment; he was too busy trying to decide what his own future course ought to be. Somehow every last one of them was sounding meaner, nastier, smaller, more selfish, more grasping. They’ve caught the disease from Gaius Marius, and they’re busy giving it to each other. As for myself, he thought, I am not sure I want to be a part of this sordid and unspeakable conspiracy for power. Rome is sovereign. But thanks to Lucius Cornelius Sulla, men have now got the idea that they can be sovereign over Rome.


  *


  When Metellus Pius reported the gist of Cinna’s advice about Octavius’s staying out of sight to Octavius and the rest, every last one of them knew what was in the wind. This was one of the few conferences at which Scaevola Pontifex Maximus was present; it had not escaped notice that he was withdrawing as unobtrusively as possible into the background. Probably, thought Metellus Pius, because he can see victory for Gaius Marius looming, and remembers that his daughter is still affianced to Young Marius.


  Catulus Caesar sighed. “Well, I suggest that all the younger men quit Rome before Lucius Cinna enters. We will need all our younger boni for the future—these awful creatures like Cinna and Marius will not last forever. And one day Lucius Sulla is going to come home.” He paused, then added, “I think we old fellows are better off staying in Rome and taking our chances. I for one have no desire to emulate Gaius Marius’s odyssey, even were I guaranteed no Liris swamps.”


  The Piglet looked at Mamercus. “What do you say?”


  Mamercus considered. “I think it imperative you should go, Quintus Caecilius, I really do. But for the moment I shall stay. I’m not such a big fish in Rome’s pond.”


  “Very well, I will go,” said Metellus Pius with decision.


  “And I will go,” said the senior consul Octavius loudly.


  Everyone turned to look at him, puzzled.


  “I will set myself up on a tribunal in the Janiculan garrison,” Octavius said, “and wait there for whatever comes. That way, if they are determined to spill my blood, it will not pollute the air or the stones of Rome.”


  No one bothered to argue. The massacre of Octavius’s Day made this course inevitable.


  The following day at dawn Lucius Cornelius Cinna, in his toga praetexta and preceded by his twelve lictors, entered the city of Rome on foot across the bridges linking Tiber Island with either bank of the Tiber River.


  But, having heard where Gnaeus Octavius Ruso had gone from a friend in the confidence of those inside Rome, Gaius Marcius Censorinus gathered a troop of Numidian cavalry and rode for the fortress on the Janiculum. No one had authorized this sortie—indeed, no one knew of it, least of all Cinna. That Censorinus had taken it upon himself to do what he intended to do was Cinna’s fault; those of wolfish disposition among Cinna’s officers had come to the conclusion that once he entered the city, Cinna would knuckle under to men like Catulus Caesar and Scaevola Pontifex Maximus. That the whole campaign to return Cinna to authority in Rome would end as a dry and bloodless exercise. But Octavius at least would not escape, vowed Censorinus.


  Finding his entry to the stronghold uncontested (Octavius had dismissed the garrison), Censorinus rode into the outer stockade at the head of his five-hundred-strong troop.


  And there on the tribunal in the citadel forum sat Gnaeus Octavius Ruso, shaking his head adamantly in response to his chief lictor’s pleas that he leave. Hearing the sound of many hooves, Octavius turned and arranged himself properly upon his curule chair, his lictors white-faced in fear.


  Gaius Marcius Censorinus ignored the attendants. Sword drawn, he came down from his horse, bounded up the tribunal steps, walked to where Octavius sat calmly, and fastened the fingers of his left hand in Octavius’s hair. One powerful yank, and the senior consul—who did not fight back—came to his knees. While the terrified lictors looked on helplessly, Censorinus raised his sword in both hands and brought it down with all the force he could summon upon Octavius’s bared neck.


  Two of the troopers took the dripping head, its face curiously peaceful, and fixed it upon a spear. Censorinus took it himself, then dismissed the squadron back to camp on the Vatican plain; on one point he was not prepared to disobey orders, and that concerned Cinna’s edict that no soldiers of any kind were to cross the pomerium. Tossing his sword, helmet, and cuirass to his servant, he mounted his horse clad in his leather under-dress and rode straight to the Forum Romanum, carrying the shaft before him like a lance. Without a word he raised the spear on high and presented the head of Octavius to the unsuspecting Cinna.


  The consul’s initial reaction was naked horror; he recoiled physically, both hands up with palms outward to fend this appalling gift off. Then he thought of Marius waiting across the river, and of all those eyes upon him and his known lieutenant Censorinus. He drew a sobbing breath, closed his eyes in pain, and faced the hideous consequences of his march upon Rome.


  “Fix it to the rostra,” he said to Censorinus. Turning to the silent crowd, he shouted, “This is the only act of violence I condone! I vowed that Gnaeus Octavius Ruso would not live to see me resume my place as consul. He it was— together with Lucius Sulla!—who began this custom! They put the head of my friend Publius Sulpicius where this head is now. It is fitting that Octavius should continue the custom—as will Lucius Sulla when he returns! Look well on Gnaeus Octavius, People of Rome! Look well on the head of the man who brought all this pain and hunger and suffering into being when he slaughtered over six thousand men upon the Campus Martius in the midst of a legally convened assembly. Rome is avenged! There will be no more bloodshed! Nor was the blood of Gnaeus Octavius shed within the pomerium.”


  Not quite the truth; but it would serve.


  *


  Within the space of seven days the laws of Lucius Cornelius Sulla came tumbling down. A pale shadow of its old self, the Centuriate Assembly took its example from Sulla by legislating to pass the measures in a bigger hurry than the lex Caecilia Didia prima permitted. Its former powers restored, the Plebeian Assembly then met to elect new tribunes of the plebs, as they were already overdue. A spate of new legislation followed: the Italian and Italian Gallic citizens (but not the freedmen of Rome—Cinna had decided not to risk that) were distributed across the thirty-five tribes without let or hindrance or special provisos; Gaius Marius and his fellow fugitives were restored to their rightful positions and ranks; a proconsular imperium was now officially bestowed upon Gaius Marius; the two new tribes of Piso Frugi were abolished; all the men exiled under the original Varian Commission were recalled; and—last but not least— Gaius Marius was formally given command of the war in the East against King Mithridates of Pontus and his allies.


  The elections for the plebeian aediles were held in the Plebeian Assembly, after which the Assembly of the Whole People was convoked to elect curule aediles, quaestors, tribunes of the soldiers. Though they were three to four years off their thirtieth birthdays, Gaius Flavius Fimbria, Publius Annius and Gaius Marcius Censorinus were all elected quaestors and appointed immediately to the Senate, neither censor thinking it wise to protest.


  In an odor of extreme sanctity, Cinna ordered the Centuries to assemble to elect the curule magistrates; he convened his meeting on the Aventine outside the pomerium, as Sertorius was still sitting on the Campus Martius with two legions. A sad gathering of no more than six hundred men of the Classes, most of them senators and very senior knights, dutifully returned as consuls the only two names put up as candidates—Lucius Cornelius Cinna, and Gaius Marius in absentia. The form had been observed, the election was legal. Gaius Marius was now consul of Rome for the seventh time, and the fourth time in absentia. The prophecy was fulfilled.


  Cinna had his little moment of revenge nonetheless; when the consuls were elected, it was he who occupied the senior position, Gaius Marius the junior. Then came the praetorian elections. Only six names were put up to fill six positions, but again the form was observed, the vote could be said to be legal. Rome had her proper array of magistrates, even if there had been a dearth of candidates. Cinna could now concentrate upon trying to rectify the damage of the past few months—damage Rome could ill afford to sustain after the long war against the Italians and the loss of the East.


  Like an animal backed into a corner, the city remained still and vigilant during the remainder of December, while the armies packed around her shifted and redistributed. The Samnite contingents went back to Aesernia and Nola, the latter to lock themselves in again; for Gaius Marius had graciously given Appius Claudius Pulcher permission to remove himself and his old legion back to the siege of Nola. Though Sertorius had the legion, he persuaded its men to go back to work for a commander they despised, and saw it march for Campania without regret. Many of the veterans who had enlisted to help their old general now also returned to their homes, including the two cohorts who had sailed from Cercina with Marius the moment Marius had heard Cinna was moving.


  Reduced to one legion, Sertorius lay on the Campus Martius like a cat feigning deep sleep. He kept himself aloof from Gaius Marius, who had elected to keep his five-thousand-strong bodyguard of slaves and ex-slaves. What are you up to, you dreadful old man? asked Sertorius of himself. You have deliberately sent every decent element away, and retained that element which is committed to follow you into any atrocity.


  


  4


  Gaius Marius entered Rome at last on New Year’s Day as her lawfully elected consul, riding a pure white horse, clad in a purple-bordered toga, and wearing an oak-leaf crown. At his side rode the hulking Cimbric slave Burgundus in beautiful golden armor, girt with a sword, and mounted upon a Bastamian horse so big its hooves were the size of buckets. And behind him walked five thousand slaves and ex-slaves, all clad in reinforced leather, and wearing swords—not quite soldiers, but not civilians either.


  Consul seven times! The prophecy was fulfilled. Nothing else lived inside Gaius Marius’s head but those words as he rode between walls of cheering, weeping people; what did it really matter whether he was the senior or the junior consul, when the people welcomed their hero so passionately, so blindly? Did they care that he rode instead of walked? Did they care that he came from across the Tiber rather than from his house? Did they care that he hadn’t stood the night watch for omens in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus? Not one iota! He was Gaius Marius. What was required for other, lesser men was not required for Gaius Marius.


  Moving inexorably toward his fate, he arrived in the lower Forum Romanum and there found Lucius Cornelius Cinna waiting for him at the head of a procession comprising senators and a very few senior knights. Burgundus got Marius down from the pure white horse with a minimum of fuss, adjusted the folds of his master’s toga—and, when Marius took the place in front of Cinna, stood beside him.


  “Come on, Lucius Cinna, let’s get it over!” snapped Marius in loud tones, starting to walk. “I’ve done this six times before and you’ve done it once, so let’s not turn it into a triumphal parade!”


  “Just a moment!” shouted the ex-praetor Quintus Ancharius, stepping out of his place among the men in purple-bordered togas who followed Cinna, and moving quickly to plant himself firmly in front of Gaius Marius. “You are in the wrong order, consuls. Gaius Marius, you are junior consul. You go after Lucius Cinna, not ahead of him. I also demand that you get rid of this great barbarian brute from our solemn deputation to the Great God, and order your bodyguard to leave the city or remove their swords.”


  For a moment Marius looked as if he would strike Ancharius, or perhaps order his German giant to set the ex-praetor aside; then the old man shrugged, repositioned himself behind Cinna. But the slave Burgundus remained alongside him, and he had spoken no word commanding his bodyguard to leave.


  “On the first issue, Quintus Ancharius, you have a point of law,” said Marius fiercely, “but on the second and third issues I will not yield. My life has been imperiled enough of late years. And I am infirm. ‘Therefore my slave will remain by my side. My Bardyaei will remain in the Forum and wait to escort me after the ceremonies are over.”


  Quintus Ancharius looked mutinous, but finally nodded and went back to his place; a praetor in the same year Sulla had been consul, he was an inveterate Marius-hater, and proud of it. Not unless he had been tied down would he have allowed Marius to get away with walking ahead of Cinna in the procession, especially after it dawned upon him that Cinna was going to accept this monumental insult. That he went back to his place was in reaction to the look of piteous appeal Cinna gave him; his gorge rose. Why should he fight a weak man’s battles? Oh, prayed Quintus Ancharius, finish that war and come home soon, Lucius Sulla!


  The hundred-odd knights who led the procession had moved off the moment Marius commanded Cinna to walk, and had reached the temple of Saturn before realizing the two consuls and the Senate were still halted, apparently in argument. Thus the start of that pilgrimage to the home of the Great God on the Capitol was as ill-concerted as it was ill-omened. No one, including Cinna, had had the courage to point out that Gaius Marius had not kept watch through the night, as the new consuls were obliged to do; and Cinna said nothing to anyone about the dense black shape of some webbed and taloned creature he had seen fly across the wan sky as he stood his watch.


  Never had a New Year’s Day consular inauguration been so quickly completed as that one, either, even the famous one when Marius had wanted to commence the consular ceremonies still garbed as a triumphing general. Less than four shortish daylight hours later, everything was over— sacrifices, the meeting of the Senate within the temple of the Great God, the feast which followed. Nor had any group of men in the past ever been so anxious to escape afterward. As the procession came down off the Capitol, every man saw the head of Gnaeus Octavius Ruso still rotting on its spear at the edge of the rostra, bird-tattered face turned to gaze up at the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus with empty sockets. A terrible omen. Terrible!


  Emerging from the alleyway between the temple of Saturn and the Capitol hillside, Gaius Marius spied Quintus Ancharius ahead of him, and hastened to catch up. When he put his hand upon Ancharius’s arm the ex-praetor looked around, his startled surprise changing to revulsion when he saw who accosted him.


  “Burgundus, your sword,” said Marius calmly.


  The sword was in his right hand even as he finished speaking; his right hand flashed up, and down. Quintus Ancharius fell dead, his face cloven from hairline to chin.


  No one tried to protest. As their shock dissipated, senators and knights scattered, running. Marius’s legion of slaves and ex-slaves—still standing in the lower Forum—went in hot pursuit the moment the old man snapped his fingers.


  “Do what you like with the cunni, boys!” roared Marius, beaming. “Only do try to distinguish between my friends and my enemies!”


  Horrified, Cinna stood watching his world disintegrate, utterly powerless to intervene. His soldiers were either on their way home or still in their camp on the Vatican plain; Marius’s “Bardyaei”—as he called his slave followers because so many of them were from this Dalmatian tribe of Illyrians—now owned the city of Rome. And, owning it, treated it more pitilessly than a crazed drunkard the wife he hates. Men were cut down for no reason, houses invaded and robbed, women defiled, children murdered. A lot of it was senseless, causeless; but there were other instances too—men whom Marius hungered to see dead, or perhaps merely fancied he would like to see dead—the Bardyaei were not clever at distinguishing between Marius’s various moods.


  For the rest of the day and far into the night, Rome screamed and howled, and many died or wished they could die. In some places huge flames leaped skyward, screams turned to high and maddened shrieks.


  Publius Annius, who loathed Antonius Orator above all others, led a troop of cavalry to Tusculum, where the Antonii had an estate, and took great pleasure in hunting down Antonius Orator and killing him. The head was brought back to Rome amid great jubilation, and planted on the rostra.


  Fimbria chose to take his squadron of horsemen up onto the Palatine, looking first for the censor Publius Licinius Crassus and his son Lucius. It was the son Fimbria spied as he sped up the narrow street toward the safety of home; spurring his horse, Fimbria came alongside him and, bending in the saddle, ran his sword through Lucius Crassus’s back. Seeing it happen and powerless to prevent the same fate happening to him, the father drew a dagger from the recesses of his toga and killed himself. Luckily Fimbria had no idea which door in that alleyway of windowless walls belonged to the Licinii Crassi, so the third son, Marcus— not yet of an age to be a senator—was spared.


  Leaving his men to decapitate Publius and Lucius Crassus, Fimbria took a few troopers and went looking for the Brothers Caesar. Two of them he found in the one house, Lucius Julius and his younger brother, Caesar Strabo. The heads of course were kept for the rostra, but Fimbria dragged the trunk and limbs of Caesar Strabo out to the tomb of Quintus Varius, and there “killed” him all over again as an offering for the man Caesar Strabo had prosecuted, and who had taken his own life so slowly, so painfully. After that he went looking for the oldest brother, Catulus Caesar, but was found by a messenger from Marius before he found his quarry; Catulus Caesar was to be spared to stand his trial.


  In the next morning’s light the rostra bristled with heads on spears—Ancharius, Antonius Orator, Publius and Lucius Crassus, Lucius Caesar, Caesar Strabo, the ancient Scaevola Augur, Gaius Atilius Serranus, Publius Cornelius Lentulus, Gaius Nemetorius, Gaius Baebius, and Octavius. Bodies littered the streets, a pile of unimportant heads lay against the angle where the tiny temple of Venus Cloacina tucked itself into the Basilica Aemilia, and Rome stank of coagulating blood.


  Indifferent to all save the pursuit of his revenge, Marius walked to the well of the Comitia to hear his own newly elected tribune of the plebs, Publius Popillius Laenas, convene the Plebeian Assembly. Of course no one came to attend, but the meeting went ahead anyway after the Bardyaei chose rural tribes for themselves as part of their new citizenship package. Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar and Lucius Cornelius Merula flamen Dialis were immediately indicted for treason.


  “But I shall not wait for the verdict,” said Catulus Caesar, eyes red from weeping at the fate of his brothers and so many of his friends.


  He said this to Mamercus, whom he had summoned urgently to his house. “Take Lucius Cornelius Sulla’s wife and daughter and flee at once, Mamercus, I beg of you!


  The next to be indicted will be Lucius Sulla, and everyone even remotely attached to him will die—or worse, in Dalmatica’s case—and in the case of your own wife, Cornelia Sulla.”


  “I had thought to remain,” said Mamercus, looking exhausted. “Rome will need men untouched by this horror, Quintus Lutatius.”


  “Yes, Rome will. But she won’t find them among those who stay, Mamercus. I do not intend to live a moment longer than I have to. Promise me you’ll bundle up Dalmatica, Cornelia Sulla, all the various children, and send them to safety in Greece. With yourself as their escort. Then I can get on and do what I have to do.”


  So Mamercus promised, heavyhearted, and did much that day to safeguard the mobile and monetary property of Sulla, Scaurus, Drusus, the Servilii Caepiones, Dalmatica, Cornelia Sulla, and himself. By nightfall he and the women and children were through the Porta Sanqualis, least popular of Rome’s gates, and heading for the Via Salaria; it seemed a safer way to go than south to Brundisium.


  As for Catulus Caesar, he sent little notes to Merula the flamen Dialis, and to Scaevola Pontifex Maximus. Then he had his slaves light every brazier his house possessed and put them in his principal guest suite, so newly plastered its walls exuded the pungent odor of fresh lime. Having sealed every crack and opening with rags, Catulus Caesar sat himself down in a comfortable chair and opened a scroll which contained the last books of the Iliad, his favorite literature. When Marius’s men broke down the door, they found him still sitting upright and naturally in his chair, the scroll tidily in his lap; the room was choked with noxious fumes, and the corpse of Catulus Caesar was quite cold.


  Lucius Cornelius Merula never saw his note from Catulus Caesar, as it found him already dead. After reverently placing his apex and his laena in a tidily folded bundle beneath the statue of the Great God in his temple, Merula went home, got into a hot bath, and opened his veins with a bone knife.


  Scaevola Pontifex Maximus read his note.


  I know, Quintus Mucius, that you have elected to throw in your lot with Lucius Cinna and Gaius Marius.


  I can even begin to understand why. Your girl is pledged to Young Marius, and that is a tidy fortune to toss away. But you are wrong. Gaius Marius is diseased of mind, and the men who follow him are little better than barbarians. I do not mean his slaves. I mean men like Fimbria, Annius, and Censorinus. Cinna is a good enough fellow in many ways, but he cannot possibly control Gaius Marius. Nor can you.


  By the time you get this, I will be dead. It seems to me infinitely preferable to die than to live out the rest of my life as an exile—or, briefly, as one of Gaius Marius’s many victims. My poor, poor brothers! It pleases me to choose my own time, place and method of dying. Did I wait until tomorrow, none of those would be mine.


  I have finished my memoirs, and I freely admit that it pains me not to be present to hear the comments when they are published. However, they will live, though I do not. To safeguard them—they are anything but complimentary to Gaius Marius!—I have sent them with Mamercus to Lucius Cornelius Sulla in Greece. When Mamercus comes back in better days, he has undertaken to publish them. And to send a copy to Publius Rutilius Rufus in Smyrna, to pay him back for being so venomous about me in his own writings.


  Look after yourself, Quintus Mucius. It would be most interesting to see how you manage to reconcile your principles with necessity. I could not. But then, my children are safely married.


  Tears in his eyes, Scaevola screwed the small sheet of paper up into a ball and thrust it into the middle of a brazier, for it was cold and he was old enough now to feel the cold. Fancy killing his old uncle the Augur! Harmless. They could talk until they were black in the face that it was all a terrible mistake. Nothing that had happened in Rome since New Year’s Day was a mistake. Warming his hands and sniffling his tears away, Scaevola stared at the glowing coals contained within the bronze tripod, having no idea that Catulus Caesar’s last impressions of life were much the same.


  The heads of Catulus Caesar and Merula flamen Dialis were added to the rostra’s mounting collection before dawn of the third day of Gaius Marius’s seventh consulship; Marius himself spent long moments contemplating Catulus Caesar’s head—still handsome and haughty—before allowing Popillius Laenas to convene another Plebeian Assembly.


  This meeting directed its spleen at Sulla, who was condemned and voted a public enemy; all his property was confiscated, but not for the greater good of Rome. Marius let his Bardyaei loot Sulla’s magnificent new house overlooking the Circus Maximus, then let them burn it to the ground. The property of Antonius Orator suffered a similar fate. However, neither man left any indication as to where his money was secreted, and none ever turned up in a Roman bank, at least recognizably. Thus the slave legion did very well out of Sulla and Antonius Orator, whereas Rome did no good at all. So angry was Popillius Laenas that he sent a party of public slaves to sift through the ashes of Sulla’s house after they cooled, looking for hidden treasure. The image cupboards containing Sulla and his ancestors had not been in the house when the Bardyaei plundered it; nor had the priceless citrus-wood table. Mamercus was very efficient. So was Sulla’s new steward, Chrysogonus. Between the two of them and a small army of slaves under strict instructions not to appear either furtive or guilty, they stripped the best out of half a dozen of Rome’s most beautiful houses in less than a day and put the best into hiding in places no one would dream of looking.


  *


  During the first days of Marius’s seventh consulship he never went home to his house, nor set eyes upon Julia; even Young Marius had been sent out of the city before New Year’s Day and put to work discharging the men Marius felt he would no longer need. At the beginning he seemed to fear that Julia would seek him out, and hedged himself behind his Bardyaei, under strict orders to escort his wife home should she appear in the Forum. But when three days went by without a sign of her, he relaxed somewhat, the only evidence of his state of mind the endless letters he kept writing to his son adjuring him to stay where he was, not to come to Rome.


  “He’s quite mad, but he’s also quite sane—he knows he could never look Julia in the face after that bloodbath,” said Cinna to his friend Gaius Julius Caesar, that moment returned to Rome from Ariminum, where he had been helping Marius Gratidianus keep Servilius Vatia inside Italian Gaul.


  “Where is he living, then?” asked Marius’s ashen brother-in-law, maintaining a steady voice by sheer willpower.


  “In a tent, if you’d believe that. There it is, see? Pitched alongside the Pool of Curtius, in which he has his bath. But he never seems to sleep anyway. When he isn’t carousing with the worst of his slaves and that monster Fimbria, he’s walking, walking, walking, nosing into this and that for all the world like one of those little old grannies who poke their walking sticks through everything they see. Nothing is sacred!” Cinna shivered. “I can’t control him. I have no idea what’s in his mind—or what he’s likely to do next. I doubt he knows himself.”


  The rumors of insanities within Rome had started to impinge upon Caesar’s journey when he reached Veii, but so strange and muddled were the stories that he took no credence in them beyond altering his route. Instead of proceeding across the Campus Martius and calling in to say hello to his cousin-by-marriage Sertorius, Caesar took a diverticulum the moment he crossed the Mulvian Bridge and headed for the Colline Gate; his information about recent events in Rome was current enough for him to know that Pompey Strabo’s army was no longer encamped there, and he knew Pompey Strabo was dead. At Veii he had discovered Marius and Cinna were consuls, one reason why he paid little attention to the rumors of unbelievable violence in the city. But when he reached the Colline Gate he found it occupied by a century of soldiers.


  “Gaius Julius Caesar?” asked the centurion, who knew the legates of Gaius Marius quite well.


  “Yes,” said Caesar, growing anxious.


  “I have a message from the consul Lucius Cinna that you are to go straight to his offices in the temple of Castor.’’


  Caesar frowned. “I will be happy to do that, centurion, but I would prefer to go home first.”


  “The message is, at once, Lucius Julius,” said the centurion, managing to make it sound both courteous and an order.


  Stifling his anxiety, Caesar rode straight down the Vicus Longus heading for the Forum.


  The smoke which had marred the perfect blue of a cloudless sky from as far away as the Mulvian Bridge was now a pall, and cinders floated on the air; in growing horror his eyes took in the sight of dead bodies—men, women, children—sprawled here and there on the sides of this wide straight thoroughfare. By the time he reached the Fauces Suburae his heart was thudding, and every part of him wanted to turn uphill, ride at the gallop to his home to make sure his family was unharmed. But instinct said he would do better by his family to go where he had been ordered to go. Clearly there had been war in the streets of Rome, and in the far distance toward the jumbled insulae of the Esquiline he could hear shouts, screams, howls. Not a single living person could he see looking down the Argiletum; he turned instead into the Vicus Sandalarius and came into the Forum at its middle, where he could skirt the buildings and arrive at the temple of Castor and Pollux without entering the lower Forum.


  Cinna he found at the foot of the temple steps, and from him learned what had happened.


  “What do you want of me, Lucius Cinna?” he asked, having seen the big tent sprawled by the Pool of Curtius.


  “I don’t want any thing of you, Gaius Julius,” said Cinna.


  “Then let me go home! There are fires everywhere, I must see that my family is all right!”


  “I didn’t send for you, Gaius Julius. Gaius Marius himself did. I simply told the gate guards to make sure you came to me first because I thought you’d be in ignorance of what’s happening.”


  “What does Gaius Marius want me for?” asked Caesar, trembling.


  “Let’s ask him,” said Cinna, starting to walk.


  The bodies now were headless; almost fainting, Caesar saw the rostra and its decorations.


  “Oh, they’re friends!” he cried, tears springing to his eyes. “My cousins! My colleagues!”


  “Keep your manner calm, Lucius Julius,” said Cinna tonelessly. “If you value your life, don’t cry, don’t pass out. His brother-in-law you may be, but since New Year’s Day I wouldn’t put it past him to order the execution of his wife or his son.”


  And there he stood about halfway between the tent and the rostra, talking to his German giant, Burgundus. And to Caesar’s thirteen-year-old son.


  “Gaius Julius, how good to see you!” rumbled Marius, clasping Caesar in his arms and kissing him with ostentatious affection; the boy, Cinna noticed, winced.


  “Gaius Marius,” said Caesar, croaking.


  “You were always efficient, Gaius Julius. Your letter said you’d be here today, and here you are. Home in Rome. Ho ro, ho ro!” Marius said. He nodded to Burgundus, who stepped away quickly.


  But Caesar’s eyes were on his son, who stood amid the bloody shambles as if he didn’t see any of it, his color normal, his face composed, his eyelids down.


  “Does your mother know you’re here?” Caesar blurted, looking for Lucius Decumius and finding him lurking in the lee of the tent.


  “Yes, Father, she knows,” said Young Caesar, voice deep.


  “Your boy’s really growing up, isn’t he?” asked Marius.


  “Yes,” said Caesar, trying to appear collected. “Yes, he is.”


  “His balls are dropping, wouldn’t you say?”


  Caesar reddened. His son, however, displayed no embarrassment, merely glanced at Marius as if deploring his crassness. Not an atom of fear in him, Caesar noted, proud in spite of his own fear.


  “Well now, I have a few things to discuss with both of you,” Marius said affably, including Cinna in his statement. “Young Caesar, wait with Burgundus and Lucius Decumius while I talk to your tata.” He watched until he was sure the lad was out of hearing distance, then turned to Cinna and Caesar with a gleeful look on his face. “I suppose you’re all agog, wondering what business I could have that concerns you both?”


  “Indeed,” said Caesar.


  “Well now,” he said—this phrase had become one of his favorites, and was uttered regularly—”I probably know Young Caesar better than you do, Gaius Julius. I’ve certainly seen more of him these last few years. A remarkable boy,” said Marius, voice becoming thoughtful, eyes now holding something slyly malicious. “Yes indeed, a truly extraordinary boy! Brilliant, you know. More intelligent than any fellow I’ve ever met. Writes poetry and plays, you know. But just as good at mathematics. Brilliant. Brilliant. Strong-willed too. Got quite a temper when he’s provoked. And he’s not afraid of trouble—or making trouble, for that matter.”


  The malicious gleam increased, the right corner of Marius’s mouth turned up a little. “Well now, I said to myself after I became consul for the seventh time and fulfilled that old woman’s prophecy about me—I am very fond of this lad! Fond enough of him to want to see him lead a more tranquil and even kind of life than I for one have led. He’s a terrific scholar, you know. So, I asked myself, why not ensure him the position he will need in order to study? Why subject the dear little fellow to the ordeals of—oh, war— the Forum—politics?”


  Feeling as if they trod on the crumbling lip of a volcano, Cinna and Caesar stood listening, having no idea where Gaius Marius was leading them.


  “Well now,” Marius went on, “our flamen Dialis is dead. But Rome can’t do without the special priest of the Great God, now can she, eh? And here we have this perfect child, Gaius Julius Caesar Junior. Patrician. Both parents still living. Therefore the ideal candidate for flamen Dialis. Except that he isn’t married, of course. However, Lucius Cinna, you have an unbetrothed girl-child who is a patrician and has both parents still living. If you married her to Young Caesar, every criterion would be met. What a wonderfully ideal flamen and flaminica Dialis they would make! No need to worry about finding the money to see your boy climb the cursus honorum, Gaius Julius, and no need to worry about finding the money to dower your girl, Lucius Cinna. Their income is provided by the State, they are housed at the expense of the State, and their future is as august as it is assured.” He stopped, beamed upon the two transfixed fathers, held out his right hand. “What do you say?”


  “But my daughter is only seven!” said Cinna, aghast.


  “That’s no impediment,” said Marius. “She’ll grow up. They can continue to live in their own homes until they’re old enough to set up house together in their State House.


  Naturally the marriage can’t be consummated until little Cornelia Cinna Minor is older. But there is nothing in the law to stop their marrying, you know.” He jigged a little. “So what do you say?”


  “Well, it’s certainly all right by me,” said Cinna, enormously relieved that this was all Marius had wanted to see him about. “I admit I’ll find it difficult to dower a second daughter after my older girl cost me so much.”


  “Gaius Julius, what do you say?”


  Caesar looked sidelong at Cinna, receiving his unspoken message clearly; agree, or things will not go well for you and yours. “It’s all right by me too, Gaius Marius.”


  “Splendid!” cried Marius, and did a little dance of joy. He turned toward Young Caesar and snapped his fingers— yet another recent habit. “Here, boy!”


  What a striking lad he is! thought Cinna, who remembered him vividly from the time when Young Marius had been accused of murdering Cato the Consul. So handsome! But why don’t I like his eyes? They unsettle me, they remind me ... He couldn’t remember.


  “Yes, Gaius Marius?” asked Young Caesar, whose gaze came to rest a little warily upon Marius’s face; he had known, of course, that he was the subject of the conversation he had not been allowed to listen to.


  “We have your future all mapped out for you,” said Marius with bland contentment. “You are to marry Lucius Cinna’s younger daughter at once, and become our new flamen Dialis.”


  Nothing did Young Caesar say. Not a muscle of his face did he move. Yet as he heard Marius say it, he changed profoundly, though none watching could guess in what way.


  “Well now, Young Caesar, what do you say?” asked Marius.


  A question greeted with silence; the boy’s eyes had fallen away from Marius the moment the announcement was made, and now rested firmly on his own feet.


  “What do you say?” Marius repeated, beginning to look angry.


  The pale eyes, quite expressionless, lifted to rest upon his father’s face. “I thought, Father, that I was committed to marry the daughter of the rich Gaius Cossutius?”


  Caesar flushed, tightened his lips. “A marriage with Cossutia was discussed, yes. But no permanent arrangements have been made, and I much prefer this marriage for you. And this future for you.”


  “Let me see,” said Young Caesar in a musing voice, “as flamen Dialis I can see no human corpse. I can touch nothing made of iron or steel, from a pair of scissors and a razor to a sword and a spear. I can have no knot upon my person. I can touch no goat, no horse, no dog, no ivy. I can eat no raw meat, no wheat, no leavened bread, no beans. I can touch no leather taken from a beast specially killed to provide it. I have many interesting and important duties. For instance, I announce the vintage at the Vinalia. I lead the sheep in a suovetaurilia procession. I sweep out the temple of the Great God Jupiter. I arrange for the purification of a house after someone has died in it. Yes, many interesting, important things!”


  The three men listened, unable to tell from Young Caesar’s tone whether he was being sarcastic or naive.


  “What do you say?’’ demanded Marius for the third time.


  The blue eyes lifted to his face, so like Sulla’s that for an uncanny moment Marius fancied it was Sulla stood there, and groped instinctively for his sword.


  “I say .. . Thank you, Gaius Marius! How thoughtful and how considerate of you to take the time to arrange my future so neatly,” said the boy, voice devoid of any feeling, yet not in an offensive way. “I understand exactly why you have visited such care upon my humble fate, Uncle. Nothing is hidden from the flamen Dialis! But I tell you also, Uncle, that nothing can alter any man’s fate, or prevent his being what he is meant to be.”


  “Ah, but you can’t get around the provisions of the priest of Jupiter!” cried Marius, growing angrier; he had wanted desperately to see the boy flinch, beg, weep, throw himself down.


  “I should hope not!” said Young Caesar, shocked. “You quite mistake my meaning, Uncle. I thank you most sincerely for this new and truly Herculean task you have given me.” He looked at his father. “I am going home now,” he said. “Do you want to walk with me? Or do you have further business here?”


  “No, I’ll come,” said Caesar, startled, then lifted a brow at Gaius Marius. “Is that all right, consul?”


  “Certainly,” said Marius, accompanying father and son as they started to walk across the lower Forum.


  “Lucius Cinna, we will meet later,” said Caesar, lifting a hand in farewell. “My thanks for everything. The horse— it belongs to Gratidianus’s legion, and I have no stable for it.”


  “Don’t worry, Gaius Julius, I’ll have one of my men take care of it,” said Cinna, heading for the temple of Castor and Pollux in a far better mood than he had suffered as he went to see Marius.


  “I think,” said Marius when these civilities were concluded, “that we will tie our children up tomorrow. The marriage can be celebrated at the house of Lucius Cinna at dawn. The Pontifex Maximus, the College of Pontifices, the College of Augurs and all the minor priestly colleges will gather afterward in the temple of the Great God to inaugurate our new flamen and flaminica Dialis. Consecration will have to wait until after you don the toga of manhood, Young Caesar, but inauguration fulfills all the legal obligations anyway.”


  “I thank you again, Uncle,” Young Caesar said.


  They were passing the rostra. Marius stopped to throw his arm toward the dozens of grisly trophies ringing the speaker’s platform around. “Look at that!” he cried happily. “Isn’t that a sight?”


  “Yes,” said Caesar. “It certainly is.”


  The son strode out at a great pace; hardly conscious, thought the father, that anyone strode alongside him. Turning his head to look back, the father noted that Lucius Decumius was following at a discreet distance. Young Caesar hadn’t needed to come alone to that frightful place; for all Caesar himself disliked Lucius Decumius, it was a comfort to know he was there.


  “How long has he been consul?” the boy suddenly demanded. “A whole four days? Oh, it seems like an eternity! I have never seen my mother cry before. Dead men everywhere—children sobbing—half of the Esquiline burning— heads fencing the rostra round—blood everywhere—his Bardyaei as he calls them hard put to choose between pinching at women’s breasts and guzzling wine! What a glorious seventh consulship is this! Homer must be wandering the ditch along the edge of the Elysian Fields craving a huge drink of blood so he can hymn the deeds of Gaius Marius’s seventh consulship! Well, Rome can certainly spare Homer the blood!”


  How did one answer a diatribe like that? Never home, having no real understanding of his son, Caesar didn’t know, so said nothing.


  When the boy erupted into his own home, his father trying to keep up with him, he stood in the middle of the reception room and bellowed, “Mother!”


  Caesar heard the clatter of a reed pen being dropped, then she came hurrying out of her workroom, face terrified. Of her normal beauty there was scarcely a relic left; she was thin, there were black crescents beneath her eyes, her face was puffy, her lips bitten to shreds.


  Her attention was focused on Young Caesar; as soon as she saw him apparently unharmed her whole body sagged. Then she saw who was with him, and her knees gave way. “Gaius Julius!”


  He caught her before she could fall, holding her very closely.


  “Oh, I am so glad you’re back!” she said into the horsey folds of his riding cloak. “It is a nightmare!”


  “When you’ve quite finished!” snapped Young Caesar.


  His parents turned to look at him.


  “I have something to tell you, Mother,” he said, not concerned with anything save his own monumental trouble.


  “What is it?’’ she asked distractedly, still recovering from the double shock of seeing her son unharmed and her husband home.


  “Do you know what he’s done to me?”


  “Who? Your father?”


  Young Caesar dismissed his father with a lavish gesture. “No, not him! No! He just fell in with it, and I expected that. I mean dear, kind, thoughtful Uncle Gaius Marius!”


  “What has Gaius Marius done?” she asked calmly, quaking inside.


  “He’s appointed me flamen Dialis! I am to marry the seven-year-old daughter of Lucius Cinna at dawn tomorrow, and then be inaugurated as flamen Dialis straight afterward,” said Young Caesar through clenched teeth.


  Aurelia gasped, could find no words to say; her immediate reaction was of profound relief, so afraid had she been when the summons came that Gaius Marius wanted Young Caesar in the lower Forum. All the time he had been away she had worked upon the same column of figures in her ledger without arriving at the same total twice, her mind filled with visions of what she had only heard described and her son must now see—the heads on the rostra, the dead bodies. The crazy old man.


  Young Caesar grew tired of waiting for an answer, and launched into his own answer. “I am never to go to war and rival him there. I am never to stand for the consulship and rival him there. I am never to have the opportunity to be called the Fourth Founder of Rome. Instead, I am to spend the rest of my days muttering prayers in a language none of us understands anymore—sweeping out the temple—making myself available to every Lucius Tiddlypuss in need of having his house purified—wearing ridiculous clothes!” Square of palm and long of finger, beautiful in a masculine way, the hands were lifted to grope at the air, clench upon it impotently. “That old man has stripped me of my birthright, all to safeguard his own wretched status in the history books!”


  Neither of them had much insight into how Young Caesar’s mind worked, nor had either of them been privileged to listen to his dreams for his own future; as they stood listening to this passionate speech, both of them searched for a way to make Young Caesar understand that what had happened, what had been decided, was now inevitable. He must be made to see that the best thing he could do in the circumstances was to accept his fate with a good grace.


  His father chose to be stern, disapproving. “Don’t be so ridiculous!” he said.


  His mother followed suit because this was how she always handled the boy—duty, obedience, humility, self-effacement—all the Roman virtues he did not possess. So she too said, “Don’t be ridiculous!” But she added, “Do you seriously think you could ever rival Gaius Marius? No man can!”


  “Rival Gaius Marius?” asked their son, rearing back. “I will outstrip him in brilliance as the sun does the moon!”


  “If that is how you see this great privilege, Gaius Junior,” she said, “then Gaius Marius was right to give you this task. It is an anchor you badly need. Your position in Rome is assured.”


  “I don’t want an assured position!” cried the boy. “I want to fight for my position! I want my position to be the consequence of my own efforts! What satisfaction is there in a position older than Rome herself, a position visited upon me by someone who dowers me with it to save his own reputation?”


  Caesar looked forbidding.’’ You are ungrateful,” he said.


  “Oh, Father! How can you be so obtuse? It isn’t I at fault, it’s Gaius Marius! I am what I have always been! Not ungrateful! In giving me this burden I shall have to find a way to rid myself of, Gaius Marius has done not one thing to earn gratitude from me! His motives are as impure as they are selfish.”


  “Will you stop overrating your own importance?” cried Aurelia in despairing tones. “My son, I have been telling you since you were so small I had to carry you that your ideas are too grand, your ambitions too overweening!”


  “What does that matter?” asked the boy, his tones more despairing still. “Mother, I am the only one who can make that judgment! And it is one I can make only at the end of my life—not before it has begun! Now it cannot begin at all!”


  Caesar thought it time to try a different tack. “Gaius Junior, we have no choice in the matter,” he said. “You’ve been in the Forum, you know what’s happened. If Lucius Cinna, who is the senior consul, thinks it prudent to agree to whatever Gaius Marius says, I cannot stand against him! I have not only to think about you, but to think about your mother and the girls. Gaius Marius is not his old self. His mind is diseased. But he has the power.”


  “Yes, I see that,” said Young Caesar, calming a little. “In that one respect I have no desire to surpass him—or even to emulate him. I will never cause blood to flow in the streets of Rome.”


  As insensitive as she was practical, Aurelia deemed the crisis over. She nodded. “There, that’s better, my son. Like it or not, you are going to be flamen Dialis.”


  Lips hard, eyes bleak, Young Caesar looked from his mother’s haggardly beautiful face to his father’s tiredly handsome one and saw no true sympathy; worse by far, he thought he saw no true understanding. What he didn’t realize was that he himself lacked understanding of his parents’ predicament.


  “May I please go?” he asked.


  “Provided you avoid any Bardyaei and don’t go further than Lucius Decumius’s,” Aurelia said.


  “I’m only going to find Gaius Matius.”


  He walked off to the door which led into the garden at the bottom of the insula’s light-well, taller than his mother now and slim rather than thin, with shoulders seeming too broad for his width.


  “Poor boy,” said Caesar, who did understand some of it.


  “He’s permanently anchored now,” said Aurelia tightly. “I fear for him, Gaius Julius. He has no brakes.”


  *


  Gaius Matius was the son of the knight Gaius Matius, and was almost exactly the same age as Young Caesar; they had been born on opposite sides of the courtyard separating the apartments of their parents, and had grown up together. Their futures had always been different, just as their childish hopes were, but they knew each other as well as brothers did, and liked each other very much more than brothers usually did.


  A smaller child than Young Caesar, Gaius Matius was fairish in coloring, with hazel eyes; he had a pleasantly good-looking face and a gentle mouth, and was his father’s son in every way—he was already attracted to commerce and commercial law, and most happy that his manhood would be spent in them; he also loved to garden, and had eight green fingers and two green thumbs.


  Digging happily in “his” corner of the courtyard, he saw his friend come through the door and knew immediately that something serious was wrong. So he put his trowel down and got to his feet, flicking soil from his tunic because his mother didn’t like his bringing dirt inside, then ruining the effect by wiping his grubby paws on its front.


  “What’s the matter with you?” he asked placidly.


  “Congratulate me, Pustula!” said Young Caesar in ringing tones. “I am the new flamen Dialisl”


  “Oh, dear,’’ said Matius, whom Young Caesar had called Pimple since early childhood because he was always much smaller. He squatted down again, resumed his digging. “That is a shame, Pavo,” he said, putting just enough sympathy into his voice. He had called Young Caesar a peacock for as long as he had been called a pimple; their mothers had taken them and their sisters on a picnic treat out to the Pincian hill, where peacocks strutted and fanned out their tails to complement the froth of almond blossoms and the carpet of narcissus. Just so did the toddler Caesar strut, just so did he plume himself. And Pavo the peacock it had been ever since.


  Young Caesar squatted beside Gaius Matius and concentrated upon keeping his tears at bay, for he was losing his anger and discovering grief instead. “I was going to win the Grass Crown even younger than Quintus Sertorius,” he said now. “I was going to be the greatest general in the history of the world—greater even than Alexander! I was going to be consul more times than Gaius Marius. My dignitas was going to be enormous!”


  “You’ll have great dignitas as flamen Dialis.”


  “Not for myself, I won’t. People respect the position, not the holder of it.”


  Matius sighed, put his trowel down again. “Let’s go and see Lucius Decumius,” he said.


  That being exactly the right suggestion, Young Caesar rose with alacrity. “Yes, let’s,” he said.


  They emerged into the Subura Minor through the Matius apartment and walked up the side of the building to the big crossroads junction between the Subura Minor and the Vicus Patricius. Here in the apex of Aurelia’s triangular insula was located the premises of the local crossroads college, and here inside the crossroads college had Lucius Decumius reigned for over twenty years.


  He was there, of course. Since New Year’s Day he hadn’t gone anywhere unless to guard Aurelia or her children.


  “Well, if it isn’t the peacock and the pimple!” he said cheerfully from his table at the back. “A little wine in your water, eh?”


  But neither Young Caesar nor Matius had a taste for wine, so they shook their heads and slid onto the bench opposite Lucius Decumius as he filled two cups with water.


  “You look glum. I wondered what was going on with Gaius Marius. What’s the matter?” Lucius Decumius asked


  Young Caesar, shrewd eyes filled with love.


  “Gaius Marius has appointed me flamen Dialis.”


  And at last the boy got the reaction he had wanted so badly; Lucius Decumius looked stunned, then angry.


  “The vindictive old shit!”


  “Yes, isn’t he?”


  “When you looked after him all those months, Pavo, he got to know you too well. Give him this—he’s no fool, even if his head is cracked from the inside out.”


  “What am I going to do, Lucius Decumius?”


  For a long moment the caretaker of the crossroads college did not reply, chewing his lip thoughtfully. Then his bright gaze rested upon Young Caesar’s face, and he smiled. “You don’t know that now, Pavo, but you will!” he said chirpily. “What’s all this down in the dumps for? Nobody can plot and scheme better than you when you needs to. You’re farsighted about your future—but you isn’t afraid of your future! Why so frightened now? Shock, boy, that’s all. I knows you better than Gaius Marius do. And I thinks you’ll find a way around it. After all, Young Caesar, this is Rome, not Alexandria. There’s always a legal loophole in Rome.”


  Gaius Matius Pustula sat listening, but said nothing. His father was in the business of drawing up contracts and deeds, so no one knew better than he how accurate that statement was. And yet... That was all very well for contracts and laws. Whereas the priesthood of Jupiter was beyond all legal loopholes because it was older even than the Twelve Tables, as Pavo Caesar was certainly intelligent and well-read enough to know.


  So too did Lucius Decumius definitely know. But, more sensitive than Young Caesar’s parents, Lucius Decumius understood that it was vital to give Young Caesar hope. Otherwise he was just as likely to fall on the sword he was now forbidden to touch. As Gaius Marius surely knew, Young Caesar was not the type suited to holding a flaminate. The boy was inordinately superstitious, but religion bored him. To be so confined, to be so hedged around with rules and regulations, would kill him. Even if he had to kill himself to escape.


  “I am to be married tomorrow morning before I am inaugurated,” said Young Caesar, pulling a face.


  “What, to Cossutia?”


  “No, not her. She’s not good enough to be flaminica Dialis, Lucius Decumius. I was only marrying her for her money. As flamen Dialis I have to marry a patrician. So they’re going to give me Lucius Cinna’s daughter. She’s seven.”


  “Well, that don’t matter either then, do it? Better seven than eighteen, little peacock.”


  “I suppose so.” The boy folded his lips together, nodded. “You are right, Lucius Decumius. I will find a way!”


  But the events of the next day made that vow seem hollow, as Young Caesar came to understand how brilliantly Gaius Marius had trapped him. Everyone had dreaded the walk from the Subura to the Palatine, but during the previous eighteen hours a massive cleanup had taken place, as Lucius Decumius was able to inform the anxious Caesar when he debated how far around the city’s center they ought to walk, not so much for the sake of Young Caesar—who had been exposed to the worst of it already—but for the sake of his mother and his two sisters.


  “Your boy’s is not the only wedding this morning, the Bardyaei tell me,” said Lucius Decumius. “Gaius Marius brought Young Marius back to Rome last night for his wedding. He don’t mind who sees the mess. Except for Young Marius. We can walk across the Forum. The heads is all gone. Blood’s washed away. Bodies dumped. As if the poor young fellow don’t know what his father’s gone and done!”


  Caesar eyed the little man with awe. “Do you actually stand on speaking terms with those terrible men?” he asked.


  “Course I does!” said Lucius Decumius scornfully. “Six of them was—well, is, I suppose—members of my own brotherhood.”


  “I see,” said Caesar dryly. “Well, let us go, then.”


  The wedding ceremony at the house of Lucius Cornelius Cinna was confarreatio, and therefore a union for life. The tiny bride—tiny even for her age—was neither bright nor precocious. Incongruously tricked out in flame and saffron, hung about with wool and talismans, she went through the ceremonies with the animation and enthusiasm of a doll. When the veil was lifted from her face, Young Caesar found it dimpled, flowerlike, and endowed with an enormous pair of soft dark eyes. So, feeling sorry for her, he smiled at her with that conscious charm of his, and was rewarded with a display of the dimples and a gleam of adoration.


  Married at an age when most noble Roman parents had done no more than toy with possible candidates for betrothal, the child newlyweds were then escorted by both families up onto the Capitol and into the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, whose statue smiled down on them fatuously.


  There were other newlyweds present. Cinnilla’s older sister, who was properly Cornelia Cinna, had been hastily married the day before to Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus. The haste was not due to the usual reason. Rather, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus thought it prudent to safeguard his head by marrying Gaius Marius’s colleague’s daughter, to whom he was promised anyway. Young Marius, arriving after dark the day before, at dawn had married Scaevola Pontifex Maximus’s daughter, called Mucia Tertia to distinguish her from her two elderly cousins. Neither couple looked in the least happy, but particularly was this true of Young Marius and Mucia Tertia, who had never met and would not have an opportunity to consummate their union, as Young Marius had been ordered back to duty the moment the last of the day’s formalities was over.


  Of course Young Marius knew of his father’s atrocities, and had expected to know their extent when he reached Rome. Marius saw him at his camp in the Forum, a very brief interview.


  “Report to the house of Quintus Mucius Scaevola at dawn for your wedding,” he was told. “Sorry I won’t be there, too busy. You and your wife will attend the inauguration of the new flamen Dialis—that’s a very big occasion, they tell me—and then go to the feast at the house of the new flamen Dialis afterward. The moment that’s finished, you go back to duty in Etruria.”


  “What, don’t I get an opportunity to consummate my marriage?” asked Young Marius, trying to be light.


  “Sorry, my son, that will have to wait until things are tidier,” said Marius. “Straight back to work!”


  Something in the old man’s face made him hesitate to ask the question he had to ask; Young Marius drew in a breath and asked it. “Father, may I go now to see my mother? May I sleep there?”


  Grief, pain, anguish; all three flared in Gaius Marius’s eyes. His lips quivered. Then he said, “Yes,” and turned away.


  The moment in which he met his mother was the most awful of all Young Marius’s life. Her eyes! How old she looked! How beaten. How sad. She was completely closed in upon herself, and reluctant to discuss what had happened.


  “I want to know, Mama! What did he do?”


  “What no man does in his right mind, little Gaius.”


  “I have known he was mad since Africa, but I didn’t know how bad it was. Oh, Mama, how can we repair the damage?”


  “We cannot.” She lifted one hand to her head, frowned. “My son, let us not speak of it!” She wet her lips. “How does he look?”


  “You mean it’s true?”


  “What is true?”


  “That you haven’t seen him at all?”


  “I haven’t seen him at all, little Gaius. I never will again.”


  And the way she said it, Young Marius didn’t know whether she meant it from her own side, or divined it from a presentiment of the future, or thought that was how his father wanted it.


  “He looks unwell, Mama. Not himself. He says he won’t be at my wedding. Will you come?”


  “Yes, little Gaius, I’ll come.”


  After the wedding—what an interesting-looking girl Mucia Tertia was!—Julia accompanied the party to Young Caesar’s ceremonies in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus because Gaius Marius was not present. They had found the city scrubbed and polished, so Young Marius still did not know the extent of his father’s atrocities. And being the Great Man’s son, could not ask a soul.


  The rituals in the temple were enormously long and unbelievably boring. Stripped to his ungirt tunic, Young Caesar was invested with the garments of his new office—the hideously uncomfortable and stuffy circular cape made of two layers of heavy wool widely striped in red and purple, the close-fitting spiked ivory helmet with its impaled disc of wool, the special shoes without knot or buckle. How could he possibly endure to wear all this every single day of his life? Used to feeling his waist cinched with a neat leather belt Lucius Decumius had given him together with a beautiful little dagger in a sheath attached to the belt, Young Caesar’s midriff felt peculiar without it, and the ivory helmet—made for a man with a much smaller head—did not come down to encircle his ears as it should, but sat perched ridiculously atop his ivory-colored hair. That was all right, Scaevola Pontifex Maximus assured him; Gaius Marius was donating him a new apex, and the maker would come round to his mother’s apartment to measure his head for it on the morrow.


  When the boy set eyes on his Aunt Julia, his heart smote him. Now, while the various priests droned on and on and on, he watched her fixedly, willing her to look at him. She could feel that will, of course, but she would not look. Suddenly she was so much older than her forty years; all her beauty retreated before a wall of worry she couldn’t see over or around. But at the end of the ceremonies, when everybody clustered round to greet the new flamen Dialis and his doll like flaminica, Young Caesar saw Julia’s eyes at last, and wished he had not. She kissed him on the lips as she always did, and leaned her head onto his shoulder to weep a little.


  “I am so sorry, Young Caesar,” she whispered. “An unkinder thing he could not have done. He is so busy hurting everyone, even those he ought not to hurt. But he isn’t himself, please see that!”


  “I do see that, Aunt Julia,” the boy said too softly for anyone else to hear. “Don’t worry about me. I will deal with everything.”


  Finally, it being sunset, the departures were permitted. The new flamen Dialis—carrying his too-small apex but clad in his suffocating laena, his shoes slopping because they could not be made to fit well by laces or straps—walked home with his parents, his unusually solemn sisters, his Aunt Julia, and Young Marius and his bride. Cinnilla the new flaminica Dialis—now also robed without knot or buckle in stifling heavy wool—went home with her parents, her brother, her sister Cornelia Cinna, and Gnaeus Ahenobarbus.


  “So Cinnilla will remain with her own family until she’s eighteen,” said Aurelia brightly to Julia, intentionally making small talk as she got everyone settled in the dining room to enjoy a late and festive dinner. “Eleven years into the future! At that age it seems such a long time. At my age, it is too short.”


  “Yes, I agree,” said Julia colorlessly, sitting down between Mucia Tertia and Aurelia.


  “What a lot of weddings!” said Caesar cheerfully, terribly aware of his sister’s blighted face. He was reclining on the lectus medius in the host’s normal place, and had given the place of honor alongside him to the new flamen Dialis, who had never been allowed to recline in his life, and now found it as strange and uncomfortable as everything else was on this tumultuous day.


  “Why didn’t Gaius Marius come?” asked Aurelia tactlessly.


  Julia flushed, shrugged. “He’s too busy.”


  Wishing she could bite off her tongue, Aurelia subsided without commenting, and looked rather wildly toward her husband for rescue. But rescue didn’t come; instead, Young Caesar made things worse.


  “Rubbish! Gaius Marius didn’t come because he didn’t dare come,” said the new flamen Dialis, suddenly sitting bolt upright on the couch and removing his laena, which was dumped unceremoniously on the floor beside the special shoes. “There, that’s better. The wretched thing! I hate it, I hate it!”


  Seizing upon this as a way out of her own dilemma, Aurelia frowned at her son. “Don’t be impious,” she said.


  “Even if I speak the truth?” asked Young Caesar, subsiding onto his left elbow and looking defiant.


  At that moment the first course came in—crusty white bread, olives, eggs, celery, several lettuce salads.


  Finding himself very hungry—the rituals had permitted him no food—the new flamen Dialis reached out for the bread.


  “Don’t!” said Aurelia sharply, color fading in fear.


  The lad froze, staring at her. “Why not?” he asked.


  “You are forbidden to touch wheaten or leavened bread,” said his mother. “Here is your bread now.”


  And in came a platter which was set in front of the new flamen Dialis; a platter containing some thin, flat, utterly unappetizing slabs of a grey-hued substance.


  “What is it?” Young Caesar asked, gazing at it with loathing. “Mola salsa ?’’


  “Mola salsa is made from spelt, which is wheat,” said Aurelia, knowing very well that he knew it. “This is barley.”


  “Unleavened barley bread,” said Young Caesar tonelessly. “Even Egyptian peasants live better than this! I think I will eat ordinary bread. This stuff would make me sick.”


  “Young Caesar, this is the day of your inauguration,” said the father. “The omens were auspicious. You are now the flamen Dialis. On this day above all other days, everything must be scrupulously observed. You are Rome’s direct link to the Great God. Whatever you do affects Rome’s relations with the Great God. You’re hungry, I know. And it is pretty awful stuff, I agree. But you cannot think of self ahead of Rome from this day forward. Eat your own bread.’’


  The boy’s eyes traveled from face to face. He drew a breath, and said what had to be said. No adult could say it, they had too many years and too many fears for this and that and everything.


  “This is not a time for rejoicing. How can any of us feel glad? How can I feel glad?” He reached out for the fresh crisp white bread, took a piece, broke it, dipped it in olive oil, and thrust some into his mouth. “No one bothered to ask me seriously whether I wanted this unmanly job,” he said, chewing with relish. “Oh yes, Gaius Marius asked me three times, I know! But what choice did I have, tell me that? The answer is, none. Gaius Marius is mad. We all know that, though we don’t say it openly among ourselves as dinnertime conversation. He did this to me deliberately, and his reasons were not pious, not concerned with the welfare of Rome, religious or otherwise.’’ He swallowed the bread. “I am not yet a man. Until I am, I will not wear that frightful gear. I will put on my belt and my toga praetexta and decently comfortable footwear. I will eat whatever I like. I will go to the Campus Martius to perform my drills, practise my swordplay, ride my horse, handle my shield, throw my pilum. When I am a man and my bride is my wife, we shall see. Until then, I will not act as flamen Dialis inside the bosom of my family or when it interferes with the normal duties of a noble Roman boy.”


  Complete silence followed this declaration of independence. The mature members of the family tried to find the right response, feeling for the first time some of the helplessness the crippled, incapacitated Gaius Marius had felt when he came up against that will of iron. What could one do? wondered the father, who shrank from locking the boy in his sleeping cubicle until he changed his mind, for he did not think the treatment would work. More determined by far, Aurelia seriously contemplated the same course of action, but knew much better than her husband that it would not work. The wife and son of the man who had generated all this unhappiness were too aware of the truth to be angry, too aware of their own inability to change things to be righteous. Mucia Tertia, awed at the size and good looks of her new husband, unused to a family circle which spoke frankly, gazed at her knees. And Young Caesar’s sisters, older than he and therefore used to him since his infancy, looked at each other ruefully.


  Julia broke the silence by saying peacefully, “I think you are quite right, Young Caesar. At half past thirteen, the most sensible things you can do are to eat good food and keep exercising vigorously. After all, Rome may need your health and skills one day, even if you are the flamen Dialis. Look at poor old Lucius Merula. I’m sure he never expected to have to act as consul. But when he had to, he did. No one deemed him less the priest of Jupiter, or impious.”


  The senior in age among the women, Julia was allowed to have her way—if for no other reason that it presented the boy’s parents with an attitude which prevented a permanent breach between them and their difficult son.


  Young Caesar ate wheaten leavened bread and eggs and olives and chicken until his hunger pangs vanished, then patted his belly, replete. He was not a poor eater, but food interested him little, and he knew perfectly well that he could have gone without the crusty white bread, could have satisfied himself with the other. But it was better that his family understood from the beginning how he felt about his new career, and how he intended to approach it. If Aunt Julia and Young Marius were rendered unhappy and guilty by his words, that was too bad. Vital to the well-being of Rome the priest of Jupiter might be, yet the appointment was not of his choosing, and Young Caesar knew in his heart that the Great God had other things for him to do than sweep out the temple.


  Dietary crisis aside, declaration of independence aside, it was a bitter meal. So much unsaid, so much which had to remain unsaid. For everybody’s sake. Perhaps Young Caesar’s candidness had saved the dinner; it drew the focus of everyone’s thoughts away from the atrocities of Gaius Marius, the madness of Gaius Marius.


  “I’m glad today is over,” said Aurelia to Caesar as they went to their bedroom.


  “I never want another such,” said Caesar with feeling.


  Before she removed her clothes Aurelia sat on the edge of the bed and looked up at her husband. He seemed fatigued—but then, he always did. How old was he? Almost forty-five. The consulship was passing him by, and he was no Marius, no Sulla. Gazing at him now, Aurelia knew suddenly that he would never be consul. A great deal of the blame for that, she thought, must be laid at my feet. If he had a less busy and independent wife, he would have spent more time at home this last decade, and made more of a reputation for himself in the Forum. He’s not a fighter, my husband. And how can he go to a madman to ask for the funds to mount a serious campaign to be elected consul? He won’t do it. Not from fear. From pride. The money is sticky with blood now. No decent man would want to use it. And he is the most decent of men, my husband.


  “Gaius Julius,” she said, “what can we do about our son and his flaminate? He hates it so!”


  “Understandably. However,” he said with a sigh, “I will never be consul now. And that means he would have a very difficult time of it becoming consul himself. With this war in Italy, our money has dwindled. You may as well say I’ve lost the thousand iugera of land I bought in Lucania because it was so cheap. It’s too far from a town ever to be safe, I suspect. After Gaius Norbanus turned the Lucanians back from Sicily last year, the insurgents have gone to earth in places like my land. And Rome will not have the time, the men or the money to chase them out, even in our son’s lifetime. So all that remains is my original endowment, the six hundred iugera Gaius Marius bought for me near Bovillae. Enough for the back benches of the Senate, not the cursus honorum. You might say Gaius Marius took the land back again. His troops have ruined it in these last months while they roamed Latium.’’


  “I know,” said Aurelia sadly. “Our poor son will have to be content with his flaminate, won’t he?”


  “I fear so.”


  “He’s so convinced Gaius Marius did it on purpose!”


  “Oh, I think he did,” said Caesar. “I was there in the Forum. He was—indecently pleased with himself.”


  “Then my son has received scant thanks for all the time he gave Gaius Marius after his second stroke.”


  “Gaius Marius has no gratitude left. What frightened me was the fear in Lucius Cinna. He told me that no one was safe, even Julia and Young Marius. After seeing Gaius Marius, I believe him.”


  Caesar had removed his clothes, and Aurelia saw with faint alarm that he had lost weight; his ribs and hipbones were showing, his thighs were farther apart.


  “Gaius Julius, are you well?” she asked abruptly.


  He looked surprised. “I think so! A little tired, perhaps, but not ill. It’s probably that sojourn in Ariminum. After three years of Pompey Strabo’s marching up and down, there’s very little left to feed legions with anywhere in Umbria or Picenum. So we had short commons, Marcus Gratidianus and I, and if one cannot feed the men well, one cannot eat well oneself. I seemed to spend most of my time riding all over the place looking for supplies.”


  “Then I shall feed you nothing but the very best food,” she said, one of her rare smiles lighting up her drawn face. “Oh, I wish I thought things were going to get better! But I have a horrible feeling they’re going to get worse.” She stood up and began to divest herself of her gown.


  “I share your feeling, meum mel,” he said, sitting on his side of the bed and swinging his legs onto it. Sighing luxuriously, he tucked his hands behind his head on the pillow, and smiled. “However, while we live at all, this is one thing cannot be taken from us.”


  She crawled in beside him and snuggled her face into his shoulder; his left arm came down and encircled her. “A very nice thing,” she said gruffly. “I love you, Gaius Julius.”


  *


  When the sixth day of Gaius Marius’s seventh consulship dawned, he had his tribune of the plebs Publius Popillius Laenas convene yet another Plebeian Assembly. Only Marius’s Bardyaei were present in the well of the Comitia to hear the proceedings. For almost two days they had been under orders to behave, had had to clean the city and disappear from sight. But Young Marius was gone to Etruria, and the rostra was bristling again with all those heads. Only three people stood on the rostra—Marius himself, Popillius Laenas, and a prisoner cast in chains.


  “This man,” shouted Marius, “tried to procure my death! When I—old and infirm!—was fleeing from Italy, the town of Minturnae gave me solace. Until a troop of hired assassins forced the magistrates of Minturnae to order my execution. Do you see my good friend Burgundus? It was Burgundus deputed to strangle me as I lay in a cell beneath the Minturnaean capitol! All alone and covered in mud. Naked! I, Gaius Marius! The greatest man in the history of Rome! The greatest man Rome will ever produce! A greater man than Alexander of Macedon! Great, great, great!” He ran down, looked bewildered, sought for memory, then grinned. “Burgundus refused to strangle me. And, taking their example from a simple German slave, the whole town of Minturnae refused to see me killed. But before the hired assassins—a paltry lot, they wouldn’t even do the deed themselves!—left Minturnae, I asked their leader who had hired them. ‘Sextus Lucilius,’ he said.”


  Marius grinned again, spread his feet and stamped them in what apparently he fancied was a little dance. “When I became consul for the seventh time—what other man has been consul of Rome seven times?—it pleased me to allow Sextus Lucilius to think no one knew he hired those men. For five days he was foolish enough to remain in Rome, deeming himself safe. But this morning before it was light and he was out of his bed, I sent my lictors to arrest him. The charge is treason. He tried to procure the death of Gaius Marius!”


  No trial was ever shorter, no vote was ever taken more cavalierly; without counsel, without witnesses, without due form and procedure, the Bardyaei in the well of the Comitia pronounced Sextus Lucilius guilty of treason. Then they voted to have him cast down from the Tarpeian Rock.


  “Burgundus, I give the task of casting this man from the rock to you,” said Marius to his hulking servant.


  “I will do so gladly, Gaius Marius,” rumbled Burgundus.


  The whole assemblage then moved to a better place from which to view the execution; Marius himself, however, remained on the rostra with Popillius Laenas, its height affording it a superb outlook toward the Velabrum. Sextus Lucilius, who had said nothing in his defense nor allowed any expression on his face save contempt, went to his death gallantly. When Burgundus, a great golden glitter in the distance, led Lucilius to the end of the Tarpeian overhang, he didn’t wait to be picked up and tossed away; instead, he leaped of his own accord and almost brought the German down as well, for Burgundus had not let go of his chains.


  This defiant independence and the risk to Burgundus angered Marius terribly; dark red in the face, he choked and spluttered, began to roar his outrage at the dismayed Popillius Laenas.


  The weak little light still illuminating his mind was snuffed out in a torrent of blood. Gaius Marius fell to the floor of the rostra as if poleaxed, lictors clustering about him, Popillius Laenas calling frantically for a stretcher or a litter. And all those heads of old rivals, old enemies, ringed Marius’s inert body round, teeth beginning to show in the skull’s grin because the birds had feasted.


  Cinna, Carbo, Marcus Gratidianus, Magius, and Vergilius came down from the Senate steps at a run, displacing the lictors as they gathered about the fallen form of Gaius Marius.


  “He’s still breathing,” said his adopted nephew, Gratidianus.


  “Too bad,” said Carbo under his breath.


  “Get him home,” said Cinna.


  By this time the members of Marius’s slave bodyguard had learned of the disaster and had crowded round the base of the rostra, all weeping, some wailing outlandishly.


  Cinna turned to his own chief lictor. “Send to the Campus Martius and summon Quintus Sertorius here to me urgently,” he said. “You may tell him what has happened.”


  While Marius’s lictors carried him off on a stretcher and the Bardyaei followed up the hill, still wailing, Cinna, Carbo, Marius Gratidianus, Magius, Vergilius and Popillius Laenas came down off the rostra and waited at its base for Quintus Sertorius; they sat on the top tier of the Comitia well, trying to regain their senses.


  “I can’t believe he’s still alive!” said Cinna in wonder.


  “I think he’d get up and walk if someone stuck two feet of good Roman sword under his ribs,” said Vergilius, scowling.


  “What do you intend to do, Lucius Cinna?” asked Marius’s adopted nephew, who agreed with everyone’s attitude but could not admit it, and so preferred to change the subject.


  “I’m not sure,” said Cinna, frowning. “That’s why I’m waiting for Quintus Sertorius. I value his counsel.”


  An hour later Sertorius arrived.


  “It’s the best thing could have happened,” he said to all of them, but particularly to Marius Gratidianus. “Don’t feel disloyal, Marcus Marius. You’re adopted, you have less Marian blood in you than I do. But, Marian though my mother is, I can say it without fear or guilt. His exile drove him mad. He is not the Gaius Marius we used to know.”


  “What should we do, Quintus Sertorius?” asked Cinna.


  Sertorius looked astonished. “About what? You are the consul, Lucius Cinna! It’s up to you to say, not to me.”


  Flushing scarlet, Cinna waved his hand. “About the duties of the consul, Quintus Sertorius, I am in no doubt!” he snapped. “What I called you here for was to ask you how best we can rid ourselves of the Bardyaei.”


  “Oh, I see,” said Sertorius slowly. He was still wearing a bandage about his left eye, but the discharge seemed to have dried up, and he looked comfortable enough with his handicap.


  “Until the Bardyaei are disbanded, Rome still belongs to Marius,” said Cinna. “The thing is, I doubt they’ll want to be disbanded. They’ve had a taste of terrorizing a great city. Why should they stop because Gaius Marius is incapacitated?”


  “They can be stopped,” said Sertorius, smiling nastily. “I can kill them.”


  Carbo looked overjoyed. “Good!” he said. “I’ll go and fetch whatever men are left across the river.”


  “No, no!” cried Cinna, horrified. “Another battle in the streets of Rome? We don’t dare after the past six days!”


  “I know what to do!” said Sertorius, impatient at these silly interruptions. “Lucius Cinna, tomorrow at dawn you must summon the leaders of the Bardyaei to you here at the rostra. You must tell them that even in extremis Gaius Marius thought of them, and gave you the money to pay them. That will mean you must be seen to enter Gaius Marius’s house today, and stay there long enough to make it look as if you could have talked to him.”


  “Why do I need to go to his house?” asked Cinna, shrinking at the thought.


  “Because the Bardyaei will spend the whole of today and tonight in the street outside Gaius Marius’s door, waiting for news.”


  “Yes, of course they will,” said Cinna. “I’m sorry, Quintus Sertorius, I’m not thinking very well. What then?”


  “Tell the leaders that you have arranged for the whole of the Bardyaei to receive their pay at the Villa Publica on the Campus Martius at the second hour of day,” said Sertorius, showing his teeth. “I’ll be waiting with my men. And that will truly be the end of Gaius Marius’s reign of terror.”


  *


  When Gaius Marius was carried into his house Julia looked down at him with terrible grief, infinite compassion. He lay with eyes closed, breathing stertorously.


  “It is the end,” she said to his lictors. “Go home, good servants of the People. I will see to him now.”


  She bathed him herself, shaved a six-day stubble from his cheeks and chin, clothed him in a fresh white tunic with the help of Strophantes, and had him put into his bed. She didn’t weep.


  “Send for my son and for the whole family,” she said to the steward when Marius was ready. “He will not die for some time, but he will die.” Sitting in a chair beside the Great Man’s bed, she gave Strophantes further instructions against the background horror of that snoring, bubbling respiration—the guest chambers were to be readied, sufficient food was to be prepared, the house must look its best. And Strophantes should send for the best undertaker. “I do not know a single name!” she said, finding that strange. “In all the time I have been married to Gaius Marius, the only death in this house was that of our little second son, and Grandfather Caesar was still alive, so he looked after things.”


  “Perhaps he will recover, domina,” said the weeping steward, grown middle-aged in Gaius Marius’s service.


  Julia shook her head. “No, Strophantes, he will not.”


  Her brother Gaius Julius Caesar, his wife, Aurelia, their son, Young Caesar, and their daughters Lia and Ju-ju arrived at noon; having much further to travel, Young Marius did not arrive until after nightfall. Claudia, the widow of Julia’s other brother, declined to come, but sent her young son— another Sextus Caesar—to represent his branch of the family. Marius’s brother, Marcus, had been dead for some years, but his adopted son, Gratidianus, was present. As was Quintus Mucius Scaevola Pontifex Maximus and his second wife, a second Licinia; his daughter, Mucia Tertia, was of course already in Marius’s house.


  Of visitors there were many, but not nearly as many as there would have been a month earlier. Catulus Caesar, Lucius Caesar, Antonius Orator, Caesar Strabo, Crassus the censor—their tongues could no longer speak, their eyes no longer see. Lucius Cinna came to call several times, the first time tendering the apologies of Quintus Sertorius.


  “He can’t leave his legion at the moment.”


  Julia glanced at him shrewdly, but said only, “Tell dear Quintus Sertorius that I understand completely—and agree with him.”


  This woman understands everything! thought Cinna, flesh creeping. He took his leave as quickly as he could, given that he had to stay long enough to make it look as if he might have spoken to Marius.


  The vigil was continuous, each member of the family taking a turn to sit with the dying man, Julia in her chair beside him. But when his turn came, Young Caesar refused to enter that room.


  “I may not be in the presence of death,” he said, face smooth, eyes innocent.


  “But Gaius Marius is not dead,” said Aurelia, glancing at Scaevola and his wife.


  “He might die while I was there. I couldn’t allow that,” said the boy firmly. “After he is dead and his body removed, I will sweep out his room in the purification rites.”


  The trace of derision in his blue gaze was so slight only his mother saw it. Saw it and felt a numbness crawling through her jaw, for in it she recognized a perfect hate— not too hot, not too cold, not at all devoid of cerebration.


  When Julia finally emerged to rest—Young Marius having removed her physically from her husband’s side—it was Young Caesar who went to her and took her away to her sitting room. On the point of getting up, Aurelia read a different message in her son’s eyes, and subsided immediately. She had lost all her control of him, he was free.


  ‘ ‘You must eat,” said the boy to his beloved aunt, settling her full length on her couch. “Strophantes is coming.”


  “Truly, I am not hungry!” she said in a whisper, face as white as the bleached linen cover the steward had spread on the couch for her to rest upon; her own bed was the one she shared with Gaius Marius, she had no other in that house.


  “Hungry or not, I intend to feed you a little hot soup,” Young Caesar said in that voice even Marius had not argued against. “It’s necessary, Aunt Julia. This could go on for many days. He won’t leave go of life easily.”


  The soup came, together with some cubes of stale bread; Young Caesar made her drink soup and sippets, sitting on the edge of the couch and coaxing softly, gently, inexorably. Only when the bowl was empty did he desist, and then took most of the pillows away, covered her, smoothed back the hair from her brow tenderly.


  “How good you are to me, little Gaius Julius,” she said, eyes clouding with sleep.


  “Only to those I love,” he said, paused, and added, “Only to those I love. You. My mother. No one else.” He bent over and kissed her on the lips.


  While she slept—which she did for several hours—he sat curled in a chair watching her, his own eyelids heavy, though he would not let them fall. Drinking her in tirelessly, piling up a massive memory; never again would she belong to him in the way she did sleeping there.


  Sure enough, her waking dispelled the mood. At first she tried to panic, calming when he assured her Gaius Marius’s condition had not changed in the least.


  “Go and have a bath,” her nurse said sternly, “and when you come back, I’ll have some bread and honey for you. Gaius Marius does not know whether you’re with him or not.” Finding herself hungry after sleeping and bathing, she ate the bread and honey; Young Caesar remained curled in his chair, frowning, until she rose to her feet.


  “I’ll take you back,” he said, “but I cannot enter.”


  “No, of course you can’t. You’re flamen Dialis now. I’m so sorry you hate it!”


  “Don’t worry about me, Aunt Julia. I’ll solve it.” She took his face between her hands and kissed him. “I thank you for all your help, Young Caesar. You’re such a comfort.”


  “I only do it for you, Aunt Julia. For you, I would give my life.” He smiled. “Perhaps it’s not far from the truth to say I already have.”


  Gaius Marius died in the hour before dawn, when life is at its ebbing point and dogs and cockerels cry. It was the seventh day of his coma, and the thirteenth day of his seventh consulship.


  “An unlucky number,’’ said Scaevola Pontifex Maximus, shivering and rubbing his hands together.


  Unlucky for him but lucky for Rome, was the thought in almost every head when he said it.


  “He must have a public funeral,” said Cinna the moment he arrived, this time accompanied by his wife, Annia, and his younger daughter, Cinnilla, who was the wife of the flamen Dialis.


  But Julia, dry-eyed and calm, shook her head adamantly. “No, Lucius Cinna, there will be no State funeral,” she said. “Gaius Marius is wealthy enough to pay for his own funeral expenses. Rome is in no condition to argue about finances. Nor do I want a huge affair. Just the family. And that means I want no word of Gaius Marius’s death to leave this house until after his funeral is over.” She shuddered, grimaced. “Is there any way we can get rid of those dreadful slaves he enlisted at the last?” she asked.


  “That was all taken care of six days ago,” said Cinna, going red; he never could conceal his discomfort. “Quintus Sertorius paid them off on the Campus Martius and ordered them to leave Rome.”


  “Oh, of course! I forgot for the moment,” said the widow. “How kind of Quintus Sertorius to solve our troubles!” No one there knew whether or not she was being ironic. She looked across to her brother, Caesar. “Have you fetched Gaius Marius’s will from the Vestals, Gaius Julius?”


  “I have it here,” he said.


  “Then let it be read. Quintus Mucius, would you do that for us?” she asked of Scaevola.


  It was a short testament, and turned out to be very recent; Marius had made it, apparently, while he lay with his army to the south of the Janiculum. The bulk of his estate went to his son, Young Marius, with the maximum he could allow left to Julia in her own right. A tenth of the estate he bequeathed to his adopted nephew, Marcus Marius Gratidianus, which meant Gratidianus was suddenly a very wealthy man; the estate of Gaius Marius was enormous. And to Young Caesar he left his German slave, Burgundus, as thanks for all the precious time out of his boyhood Young Caesar had given up to help an old man recover the use of his left side.


  Now why did you do that, Gaius Marius? asked the boy silently of himself. Not for the reason you say! Perhaps to ensure the cessation of my career should I manage to de-flaminate myself? Is he to kill me when I pursue the public career you do not want me to have? Well, old man, two days from now you’ll be ashes. But I will not do what a prudent man ought to do—kill the Cimbric lump. He loved you, just as once I loved you. It is a poor reward for love to be done to death—be that death of the body or the spirit. So I will keep Burgundus. And make him love me.


  The flamen Dialis turned to Lucius Decumius. “I am in the way here,” he said. “Will you walk home with me?”


  “You’re going? Good!” said Cinna. “Take Cinnilla home for me, would you? She’s had enough.”


  The flamen Dialis looked at his seven-year-old flaminica. “Come, Cinnilla,” he said, giving her the smile he was well aware worked woman-magic. “Does your cook make good cakes?”


  Shepherded by Lucius Decumius, the two children emerged into the Clivus Argentarius and walked down the hill toward the Forum Romanum. The sun was risen, but its rays were not yet high enough to illuminate the bottom of the damp gulch wherein lay the whole reason for Rome’s being.


  “Well, look at that! The heads are gone again! I wonder, Lucius Decumius,” the flamen Dialis mused as his foot touched the first flagstone at the rim of the Comitia well, “if one sweeps the dead presence out of the place where he died with an ordinary broom, or if one has to use a special broom?” He gave a skip, and reached for his wife’s hand. “There’s nothing for it, I’m afraid! I shall have to find the books and read them. It would be dreadful to get one iota of the ritual wrong for my benefactor Gaius Marius! If I do nothing else, I must rid us of all of Gaius Marius.”


  Lucius Decumius was moved to prophesy, not because he had the second sight, but because he loved. “You’ll be a far greater man than Gaius Marius,” he said.


  “I know,” said Young Caesar. “I know, Lucius Decumius, I know!”
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  The First Man in Rome, which was the initial book in this projected series of novels, laid in the backdrop of an alien world. After it, I am obliged by the sheer length of this project to restrict my detail to what is necessary to advance characters and plot—both of which, being history, are in one sense already established.


  Wherever possible, anachronisms are avoided; but sometimes an anachronistic word or phrase is the only way to get one’s point across. There are not many. What I would like my readers to know is that each one of them has been carefully considered before being resorted to. I am, after all, writing in English for an audience separated by two thousand years from the people and events which make up these books; even the greatest of the modern scholars on the period has occasionally to resort to anachronisms.


  The Glossary that follows has been rewritten. Some items have been removed, others inserted. There are now entries under: Arausio, Battle of; Saturninus; the Gold of Tolosa: all events or people featuring in The First Man in Rome, now become part of history as far as events and people in The Grass Crown are concerned.


  Some of the drawings are repeated, as these characters are still important. Others have been added. The likenesses of Marius, Sulla, King Mithridates, and Young Pompey are authentic, the others taken from anonymous (that is, unidentified) portrait busts of Republican date. As no portrait busts of famous Republican Romans are known to have been taken in their youth, the drawing of Young Pompey is the first I have “youthened.” It is the famous bust of Pompey in his fifties with the weight of middle age removed and the lines of living taken out of the face. I did this because Plutarch assures us that the Young Pompey was striking and beautiful enough to remind his contemporaries of Alexander the Great—very difficult to see in the likeness of the middle-aged man! However, once the extra thirty-odd pounds are removed, one can discern a very attractive young man.


  The style of the maps has changed somewhat. One learns by experience and actually has the opportunity to mend earlier style mistakes, a luxury open to me because I am writing sequentially.


  A word about the bibliography. For those who have written to me (care of the publisher) requesting a copy—do not despair! It is coming, if it has not already arrived. The trouble is that I have produced two novels—each over 400,000 words in length and drafted several times—within twelve months of each other. Spare time is not something I have had, and the formal compilation of a bibliography is a daunting task. Hopefully now done with.


  I must thank a few people by name, and others too numerous to single out by name. My classical editor, Dr. Alanna Nobbs of Macquarie University, Sydney. Miss Sheelah Hidden. My agent, Frederick T. Mason. My editors, Carolyn Reidy and Adrian Zackheim. My husband, Ric Robinson. Kaye Pendleton, Ria Howell, Joe Nobbs, and the staff.


  LIST OF CONSULS


  99 (655 A.U.C)*


  Marcus Antonius Orator (censor 97)


  Aulus Postumius Albinus


  98 (656 A.U.C.)


  Quintus Caecilius Metellus Nepos


  Titus Didius


  97 (657 A.U.C.)


  Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus


  Publius Licinius Crassus (censor 89)


  96 (658 A.U.C.)


  Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus (Pontifex Maximus, censor 92)


  Gaius Cassius Longinus


  95 (659 A.U.C.)


  Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator (censor 92)


  Quintus Mucius Scaevola (Pontifex Maximus 89)


  94 (660 A.U.C.)


  Gaius Coelius Caldus


  Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus


  93 (661 A.U.C.)


  Gaius Valerius Flaccus


  Marcus Herennius


  92 (662 A.U.C.)


  Gaius Claudius Pulcher


  Marcus Perperna (censor 86)


  91 (663 A.U.C.)


  Sextus Julius Caesar


  Lucius Marcius Philippus (censor 86)


  90 (664 A.U.C.)


  Lucius Julius Caesar (censor 89)


  Publius Rutilius Lupus


  89 (665 A.U.C.)


  Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo


  Lucius Porcius Cato Licinianu


  88 (666 A.U.C.)


  Lucius Cornelius Sulla


  Quintus Pompeius Rufus


  87 (667 A.U.C.)


  Gnaeus Octavius Ruso


  Lucius Cornelius Cinna


  Lucius Cornelius Merula (flamen Dialis, consul suffictus)


  86 (668 A.U.C.)


  Lucius Cornelius Cinna (second term)


  Gaius Marius (seventh term)


  Lucius Valerius Flaccus (consul suffictus)


  *A.U.C.: Ab Urbe Condita (years from founding of Rome in 753)


  GLOSSARY


  ABSOLVO The term employed by a jury when voting for the acquittal of the accused. It was used in the courts, not in the Assemblies.


  advocate The term generally used by modern scholars to describe a man active in the Roman law courts. “Lawyer” is considered too modern, hence is not used in this book.


  aedile There were four Roman magistrates called aediles; two were called plebeian aediles, two were called curule aediles. Their duties were confined to the city of Rome. The plebeian aediles were created first (in 493 b.c.) to assist the tribunes of the plebs in their duties, but, more particularly, to guard the rights of the plebs in relation to their headquarters, the temple of Ceres in the Forum Boarium. Elected by the Plebeian Assembly, the plebeian aediles soon inherited supervision of the city’s buildings as a whole, as well as archival custody of laws (plebiscites) passed in the Plebeian Assembly, together with any senatorial decrees (consulta) directing the passage of plebiscites. In 367 b.c. two curule aediles were created to give the patricians a share in custody of public buildings and archives; they were elected by the Assembly of the People in their tribes. Very soon, however, the curule aediles were as likely to be plebeians as patricians by status. From the third century b.c. onward, all four were responsible for the care of Rome’s streets, water supply, drains and sewers, traffic, public buildings, monuments and facilities, markets, weights and measures (standard sets of these were housed in the basement of the temple of Castor and Pollux), games, and the public grain supply. They had the power to fine citizens and noncitizens alike for infringements of any regulations connected to any of the above, and deposited the monies in their coffers to help fund the games. Aedile—plebeian or curule—was not a part of the cursus honorum, but because of the games was a valuable magistracy for a praetorian hopeful to hold.


  Aeneas Prince of Dardania, in the Troad. He was the son of King Anchises and the goddess Aphrodite (Venus to the Romans). When Troy fell to the forces of Agamemnon, he fled the burning city with his aged father perched on his shoulders and the Palladium under one arm. After many adventures, he arrived in Latium and founded the race from whom true Romans were descended. His son, Iulus, was the direct ancestor of the Julian family; therefore the identity of Iulus’s mother was of some import. Virgil says lulus was actually Ascanius, the son of Aeneas by his Trojan wife, Creusa, Aeneas having brought the boy with him from Troy (Ilium to the Romans). On the other hand, Livy says lulus was the son of Aeneas by his Latin wife, Lavinia. What the Julian family of Caesar’s day believed is not known. I shall go with Livy, who seems on the whole a more reliable source than Virgil.


  Aesernia A small city in northwestern Samnium. It was given the Latin Rights in 263 b.c. to encourage its people to be loyal to Rome rather than to Samnium, the traditional Italian enemy of Rome.


  Africa During the Roman Republic, the word “Africa” referred to that part of the North African coast around Carthage—modern Tunisia.


  Africa Province That part of Africa which physically belonged to Rome. In size it was quite small—basically, the out-thrust of land which contained Carthage and Utica. This Roman territory was surrounded by the much larger Numidia.


  ager publicus Land vested in Roman public ownership, most of it acquired by right of conquest or taken off its original owners as a punishment for disloyalty. This latter was particularly true of ager publicus in the Italian peninsula. The censors leased it out on behalf of the State in a manner favoring large estates. There was Roman ager publicus in every overseas province, in Italian Gaul, and in the Italian peninsula. The most famous and contentious of all the many pieces of ager publicus was the ager Campanus,


  extremely rich land which had once belonged to the city of Capua, and was confiscated by Rome after several Capuan insurrections.


  Agger A part of the Servian Walls of Rome, the Agger protected the city on its most vulnerable side, the Campus Esquilinus. The Agger consisted of a double rampart bearing formidable fortifications.


  Allies of Rome Quite early in the history of the Roman Republic, its magistrates began to issue the title “Friend and Ally of the Roman People” to peoples and/or nations who had assisted Rome in an hour of need; the most usual form of assistance was military. The first Allies were located in the Italian peninsula, and as time went on toward the later Republic, those Italian peoples not enfranchised as full Roman citizens nor possessed of the Latin Rights were deemed the Italian Allies. Rome assured them military protection and gave them some other concessions, but in return they were expected to give Rome troops whenever she asked, and to support those troops in the field without financial assistance from Rome. Abroad, peoples and/or nations began to earn the title too; for instance, the Aedui of Gallia Comata and the Kingdom of Bithynia were formally deemed Allies. The Italian nations were mostly called “the Allies,” while overseas nations were accorded the full title “Friend and Ally of the Roman People.”


  Amor Literally, “love.” Because it is “Roma” spelled backward, the Romans of the Republic commonly believed it was Rome’s vital secret name.


  amphora Plural, amphorae. A pottery vessel, bulbous in shape, the amphora had a narrow neck and two handles connecting the shoulders with the upper neck; its bottom was pointed or conical, rather than flat, which meant it could not be stood upright on level ground. It was used for the bulk transport (usually maritime) of wheat and other grains, wine, oil, and other pourable substances. Its pointed bottom enabled it to be fitted easily into the sawdust which filled the ship’s hold or the cart’s interior, so that it was cushioned and protected during its journey. This pointed bottom also enabled it to be dragged across level .ground with considerable ease when being loaded and unloaded. The customary sized amphora held about twenty-five liters (six American gallons), which made it too heavy and awkward to be shouldered.


  Anatolia Roughly, modern Asian Turkey. It extended from the south coast of the Euxine Sea (the Black Sea) to the north coast of the Mediterranean, and from the Aegean Sea in the west to modern Russian Armenia, Iran, Iraq, and Syria in the east. The Taurus and Anti-taurus mountains made its interior and much of its coastline very rugged, but it was then, as now, fertile and arable. The climate of the interior was continental.


  Antiochus The generic name of many of the Kings of Syria and other, smaller kingdoms in that part of the East.


  Apulia That part of southeastern Italy extending from Samnium in the north to ancient Calabria in the south (the back of the Italian leg). Fertile enough when there was water, the region has always suffered greatly from a sparse rainfall. Its people, the Apuli, were considered very poor and backward. The major towns were Luceria, Venusia, Barium, and Canusium.


  aquilifer Presumably a creation of Gaius Marius’s at the time he gave the legions their silver eagles. The best man in the legion, the aquilifer was chosen to carry the legion’s silver eagle, and was expected never to surrender it to the enemy. As a mark of his distinction, he wore a wolf skin or a lion skin over his head and shoulders, and all his decorations for valor.


  Arausio, Battle of On October 6, 105 b.c., the three Germanic peoples (Cimbri, Teutones, and Tigurini/ Marcomanni/Cherusci) who had been trying to migrate for fifteen years met Rome in battle outside the town of Arausio, in the valley of the Rhodanus (the Rhone). Due to a complete lack of co-operation between the two Roman commanders, Gnaeus Mallius Maximus and Quintus Servilius Caepio, the Roman forces were both separated from each other and hopelessly positioned; the result was the worst defeat in the history of the Republic. Eighty thousand Roman soldiers died.


  Arpinum A town in Latium not far from the border of Samnium, and probably originally populated by Volsci. Together with Formiae Fundi, it was the last Latin Rights community to receive the full Roman citizenship (in 188 b.c.), but it did not enjoy proper municipal status during the late Republic. Arpinum’s chief claim to fame was as the birthplace and homeland of two very distinguished men, Gaius Marius and Marcus Tullius Cicero.


  artillery Before the employment of gunpowder, these were military machines, usually spring-driven or spring-loaded, capable of launching projectiles—boulders, rocks, stones, darts, canister, grape, or bolts. Among the various kinds of Roman artillery were the ballista, the catapultus, and the onager.


  Arx The Capitoline Mount of the city of Rome was divided into two humps by a declivity called the Asylum; the Arx was the more northern of the two humps, and contained the temple of Juno Moneta.


  as The smallest in value of the coins issued by Rome; ten of them equaled one denarius. They were bronze. I have avoided all mention of the as in this book because of (a) its relative unimportance, and (b) its identical spelling to the English language adverb and/or conjunction “as”— most confusing!


  Asia Minor Basically, modern Turkey, Syria, Iran, Iraq, and Armenia. So little was known by the ancients about Arabia that its inclusion in Asia Minor was ephemeral; the Black Sea and the Caucasus formed the northern boundary of Asia Minor.


  Asia Province The Roman province left to Rome in the will of King Attalus III of Pergamum. It consisted of the west coast and hinterland of what is now Turkey, from the Troad and Mysia in the north to the Cnidan peninsula in the south; thus it included Caria, but not Lycia. Its capital in Republican times was Pergamum, but Smyrna, Ephesus, and Halicarnassus rivaled the seat of the governor in importance. The islands lying off its coast—Lesbos, Lemnos, Samos, Chios, et cetera—were a part of the province. Its people were sophisticated and highly commercial in outlook, and were the descendants of successive waves of Greek colonization—Aeolian, Dorian, Ionian. It was not centralized in the modern sense, but was administered by Rome as a series of separate communities which were largely self-governing and gave tribute to Rome.


  Assembly (comitia) Any gathering of the Roman People convoked to deal with governmental, legislative, judicial, or electoral matters. In the time of Marius and Sulla there were three true Assemblies—of the Centuries, the Whole People, and the Plebs.


  The Centuriate Assembly (comitia centuriata) marshaled the People, patrician and plebeian, in their Classes, which were filled by a means test and were economic in nature. As this was originally a military assembly, each Class gathered in the form of Centuries (which by the time of Marius and Sulla numbered far in excess of one hundred men per century, as it had been decided to keep the number of Centuries in each Class the same). The Centuriate Assembly met to elect consuls, praetors, and (every five years) censors. It also met to hear trials involving a charge of major treason, and could pass laws. Because of the unwieldy nature of the Centuriate Assembly, which had to meet outside the pomerium on the Campus Martius at a place called the saepta, it was in normal times not convoked to pass laws or hear trials.


  The Assembly of the People (comitia populi tributa) allowed the full participation of patricians, and was tribal in nature. It was convoked in the thirty-five tribes into which all Roman citizens were placed. When speaking of this Assembly throughout the book, I have mostly chosen to call it the Whole People to avoid confusion. It was called together by a consul or praetor, and elected the quaestors, the curule aediles, and the tribunes of the soldiers. It could formulate laws and conduct trials. The normal meeting place was in the lower Forum Romanum, in the Well of the Comitia.


  The Plebeian Assembly (comitia plebis tributa or concilium plebis) did not allow the participation of patricians, and met in the thirty-five tribes. The only magistrate empowered to convoke it was the tribune of the plebs. It had the right to enact laws (strictly, plebiscites) and conduct trials. Its members elected the plebeian aediles and the tribunes of the plebs. The normal meeting place was in the Well of the Comitia.


  In no Roman Assembly could the vote of one individual be credited directly to his wants; in the Centuriate Assembly his vote was incorporated into the vote of his Century in his Class, his Century’s majority vote then being cast as a single vote; in the two tribal Assemblies his vote was incorporated into the vote of his tribe, the majority vote of the tribe then being cast as one single vote.


  atrium The main reception room of a Roman domus or private house; it contained a rectangular opening in the roof (the compluvium), below which was a pool (the impluvium). Originally the purpose of the pool was to provide a reservoir of water for household use, but by the late Republic the pool was usually purely ornamental.


  Attalus III The last King of Pergamum, and ruler of most of the Aegean coast of western Anatolia as well as inland Phrygia. In 133 b.c. he died at a relatively early age, and without heirs closer than a collection of cousins. His will bequeathed his kingdom to Rome, much to the chagrin of the cousins, who promptly went to war against Rome. The insurrection was put down by Manius Aquillius in 129 and 128 b.c., after which Aquillius settled to organize the bequest as the Roman province of Asia. While going about this task, Aquillius sold most of Phrygia to the fifth King Mithridates of Pontus for a sum of gold which he put into his own purse. Discovered by those in Rome, this deed of greed permanently crippled the reputation of the family Aquillius.


  Attic helmet An ornate helmet worn by Roman officers above the rank of centurion. It is the kind of helmet commonly worn by the stars of Hollywood Roman epic movies—though I very much doubt that any Attic helmet of Republican times was crested with ostrich feathers! There were ostrich feathers available, but their employment would have been deemed decadent, to say the least.


  auctoritas A very difficult Latin term to translate, as it meant far more than the English word “authority” implies. It carried nuances of pre-eminence, clout, leadership, public importance, and—above all—the ability to influence events through sheer public reputation. All the magistracies possessed auctoritas as a part of their very nature, but auctoritas was not confined to those who held magistracies; the Princeps Senatus, Pontifex Maximus, consulars, and even some private individuals outside the Senate could also own auctoritas. Where the term occurs in the book, I have left it untranslated.


  Augur A priest whose duties concerned divination rather than prognostication. He and his fellow augurs comprised the College of Augurs, an official State body, and at the time of this book numbered twelve, six patricians and six plebeians. Until 104 b.c., when Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus passed his lex Domitia de sacerdotiis, new augurs had been co-opted by those already in the College; after that law, augurs had to be elected by an Assembly of seventeen tribes chosen by lot. The augur did not predict the future, nor did he pursue his auguries at his own whim; he inspected the proper objects or signs to ascertain whether or not the projected undertaking was one having the approval of the gods, be the undertaking a meeting, a war, a proposed new law, or any other State business, including elections. There was a standard manual of interpretation to which the augur referred; augurs “went by the book.” The augur wore the toga trabea (see that entry), and carried a curved staff called the lituus.


  auxiliary A legion of non-citizens incorporated into a Roman army was called an auxiliary legion; its soldiers were also called auxiliaries, and the term extended to cavalry as well. In the time of Marius and Sulla, most auxiliary infantry was Italian in origin, whereas most auxiliary cavalry was Numidian, Gallic, or Thracian, all lands where the soldiers habitually rode horses. The Roman soldier (and the Italian soldier) was not enamored of horses.


  barbarian Derived from a Greek word having strong onomatopoeic overtones; on first hearing these peoples speak, the Greeks thought they sounded “bar-bar,” like animals barking. The word “barbarian” was used to describe races and nations deemed uncivilized, lacking in any admirable or desirable culture. Gauls, Germans, Scythians, Sarmatians, and Dacians were considered barbarian.


  basilica A large building devoted to public activities such as courts of law, and also to commercial activities in shops and offices. The basilica was two-storeyed and clerestory-lit, and incorporated an arcade of shops under what we might call verandah extensions along either side. During the Republic it was erected at the expense of some civic-minded Roman nobleman, usually of consular status, often censorial as well. The first basilica was built by Cato the Censor on the Clivus Argentarius next door to the Senate House, and was known as the Basilica Porcia; as well as accommodating banking institutions, it was also the headquarters of the College of Tribunes of the Plebs. At the time of this book, there also existed the Basilica Aemilia, the Basilica Sempronia, and the Basilica Opimia, all on the fringes of the lower Forum Romanum.


  Bellona The Roman goddess of war. Her temple lay outside the pomerium or sacred boundary of the city on the Campus Martius, and was vowed in 296 b.c. by the great Appius Claudius Caecus. A group of special priests called fetiales conducted her rituals. A large vacant piece of land lay in front of the temple of Bellona, and was known as Enemy Territory.


  Bithynia A kingdom flanking the Propontis (the modern Sea of Marmara) on its Asian side, extending east to Paphlagonia and Galatia, south to Phrygia, and southwest to Mysia. It was fertile and prosperous, and was ruled by a series of kings of Thracian origin—the first two were named Prusias, the rest Nicomedes. The traditional enemy of Bithynia was Pontus. From the time of Prusias II, Bithynia enjoyed the status Friend and Ally of the Roman People.


  boni Literally, “the Good Men.” First mentioned in a play by Plautus called The Captives, the term came into political use during the days of Gaius Gracchus. He used it to describe his followers—but so also did his enemies Opimius and Drusus. It then passed gradually into general use, indicating men of intensely conservative political inclination; the “true” government of Rome in this book—that is, the faction led by the consul Gnaeus Octavius Ruso—would have described its members as boni.


  Brennus A king of the Gauls (or Celts) during the third century b.c.. Leading a large confraternity of Celtic tribes, Brennus invaded Macedonia and Thessaly in 279 b.c., turned the Greek defense at the pass of Thermopylae and sacked Delphi, in which battle he was badly wounded. He then penetrated into Epirus and sacked the enormously rich oracular precinct of Zeus at Dodona; and went on to sack the richest precinct in the world, that of Zeus at Olympia in the Greek Peloponnese. Retreating before a determined Greek guerrilla resistance, Brennus returned to Macedonia, where he died of his wound. Without Brennus to hold them together, his Gauls were rudderless. Some of them (the Tolistobogii, the Trocmi, and a segment of the Volcae Tectosages) crossed the Hellespont into Asia Minor and settled in a land thereafter called Galatia. Those Volcae Tectosages who did not go to Asia Minor returned to their homeland around Tolosa in southwestern Gaul; with them they carried the entire loot of Brennus’s campaign, holding it in trust against the return of the rest of the tribes to Gaul. Apparently they melted the gold and silver down (turning the silver into gigantic millstones) before hiding it in various sacred lakes within the precinct of Herakles in Tolosa. The gold amounted to fifteen thousand talents. See also Gold of Tolosa.


  Burdigala Modern Bordeaux, in southwestern France. A great Gallic oppidum (fortress) belonging to the Aquitani, it lay on the south bank of the Garumna River (the modern Garonne) near its mouth. In 107 b.c. it was the scene of a debacle, when a combined force of Germans and Aquitani annihilated the Roman army of Lucius Cassius Longinus, consul (with Gaius Marius) in that year. Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus was killed, as was Cassius himself. Only Gaius Popillius Laenas and a handful of men survived.


  Calabria Confusing for those who know modern Italy better than they do ancient Italy! Nowadays Calabria is the toe of the boot, but in ancient times Calabria was the heel. Brundisium was its most important city, followed by Tarentum. The region was not mightily involved in the Marsic War, though its people, the Calabri, were sympathetic to the Italian cause.


  Campania A fabulously rich and fertile basin, volcanic in origin and soil, Campania lay between the Apennines of Samnium and the Tuscan Sea, and extended from Tarracina in the north to a point well south of the modern Bay of Naples. Watered by the Liris, Volturnus/Calor, Clanius, and Sarnus rivers, it grew bigger, better, and more of everything than any other region in Italy, even Italian Gaul of the Padus. Colonized during the seventh century b.c. by the Greeks, it fell under Etruscan domination, then affiliated itself to the Samnites (of whom there was a large element in its population), and eventually became subject to Rome. Because of the Greek and Samnite population, it was always an area prone to insurrection, and lost much of its best countryside to Rome as Roman ager publicus. The towns of Capua, Teanum Sidicinum, Venafrum, Acerrae, Nola, and Interamna were important inland centers, while the ports of Puteoli, Neapolis, Herculaneum, Pompeii, Surrentum, Stabiae, and Salernum constituted the best on Italy’s west coast. Puteoli was the largest and busiest port in all of Italy. The Viae Campana, Appia, and Latina passed through it.


  campus Plural, campi. A plain, or a flat expanse of ground.


  Campus Esquilinus The area of flat ground outside the Servian Walls and the double rampart of the Agger, between the Querquetulan Gate and the Colline Gate. Here lay Rome’s necropolis.


  Campus Martius Situated to the north and northwest of the Servian Walls of Rome, the Campus Martius was bounded by the Capitol to its south and the Pincian Hill on its east; the rest of it was enclosed by a huge bend in the Tiber River. On the Campus Martius armies awaiting their general’s triumph were bivouacked, military exercises and the training of the young went on, the stables and exercise tracks for horses engaged in chariot racing were situated, assemblies of the comitia centuriata took place, and market gardening vied with public parklands. The Tiber swimming hole of the Trigarium lay at the apex of the bend, and just to the north of that were medicinal mineral hot springs called the Tarentum. The Via Lata (Via Flaminia) crossed the Campus Martius on its way to the Mulvian Bridge, and the Via Recta bisected it at right angles to the Via Lata.


  Campus Vaticanus Situated on the opposite (north) bank of the Tiber from the Campus Martius, the Campus Vaticanus was an area of market gardening and had no importance in the Rome of Marius and Sulla.


  Cannae An Apulian town on the Aufidius River in southeastern Italy. Here in 216 b.c. , Hannibal and his Punic army (allied with the Samnites) met a Roman army commanded by Lucius Aemilius Paullus and Gaius Terentius Varro. The Roman army was annihilated; until the Battle of Arausio in 106 b.c. , it ranked as Rome’s worst military disaster. Somewhere between 30,000 and 60,000 men died. The survivors were made to pass beneath the yoke (see yoke).


  Capena Gate Porta Capena. This was one of the two most strategic gates in Rome’s Servian Walls (the other was the Colline Gate). It lay south of the Circus Maximus, and outside it was the common road which branched into the Via Appia and the Via Latina about half a mile from the gate itself.


  capite censi Literally, “Head Count.” The capite censi were those full Roman citizens too poor to belong to one of the five economic classes, and so were unable to vote in the Centuriate Assembly at all. As most capite censi were urban in origin as well as in residence, they largely belonged to urban tribes, which numbered only four out of the total thirty-five tribes; this meant they had little influence in either of the tribal Assemblies, People or Plebs (see also Head Count, proletarii).


  Cappadocia A kingdom located in central Anatolia (it is still known today as Cappadocia). Lying at high altitude, the land was created by the outpourings of many volcanos, the most notable of which was Mount Argaeus; Cappadocia’s only township, Eusebeia Mazaca, lay on the lower flanks of this mighty cone. Bountifully watered and rich of soil, Cappadocia was perpetually coveted by the more powerful kings to its north (Pontus) and south (Syria). However, Cappadocia maintained its own line of kings, who usually went by the title Ariarathes. The people were akin to the people of Pontus. The temple-state of Ma at Comana, rich enough to keep 6,000 temple slaves, was reserved as a fief for the reigning king’s brother, who functioned as its high priest.


  Capua The most important inland town in Campania. A history of broken pledges of loyalty to Rome led to Roman reprisals which stripped Capua of its extensive and extremely valuable public lands; these became the nucleus of the ager Campanus, and included, for instance, the fabulous vineyards which produced Falernian wines. By the time of Marius and Sulla, Capua’s economic well-being depended upon the many military training camps, gladiatorial schools, and slave camps for bulk-lot prisoners that lay on the town’s outskirts; the people of Capua made their livings from supplying and servicing these huge institutions.


  Carinae One of Rome’s more exclusive addresses. The Carinae (which incorporated the Fagutal) was the northern tip of the Oppian Mount on its western side; it extended between the Velia and the Clivus Pullius. Its outlook was southwestern, across the swamps of the Palus Ceroliae toward the Aventine.


  Carthage Capital and chief center of the trading empire founded by Phoenician colonists in central North Africa (modern Tunisia). Situated on one of the finest harbors in the Mediterranean, Carthage’s port facilities were enhanced by massive man-made improvements. After Scipio Aemilianus terminated the activities of the Carthaginians in the Third Punic War, Carthage itself virtually ceased to exist.


  Caudine Forks In 321 b.c. a Roman army was trapped in a gulch known as the Caudine Forks, somewhere near the Samnite town of Beneventum. It surrendered to the Samnite Gavius Pontius, who forced its soldiers to pass beneath the yoke, a terrible disgrace.


  Celtiberian The name given to the members of that segment of the Celtic race which crossed the Pyrenees into Spain and settled in its central, northwestern, and northeastern regions. By the time of Marius and Sulla the Celtiberians were so well ensconced that they were generally regarded as indigenous to Spain.


  Celts More the modern than the ancient term for a barbarian race which emerged from north-central Europe during the early centuries of the first millennium b.c. From about 500 b.c. onward, the Celts attempted to invade the lands of the European Mediterranean; in Spain and Gaul they succeeded, whereas in Italy, Macedonia, and Greece they failed. However, in Italian Gaul, Umbria, and Picenum in Italy (as well as in Macedonia, Thessaly, Illyricum, and Moesia) they seeded whole populations which gradually admixed with older local stock. Racially the Celts were different from, yet akin to, the later Germans; they considered themselves a discrete people, and had a more complex religious culture than the Germans. Their languages were similar in some ways to Latin. A Roman rarely if ever used the word “Celt”; he said “Gaul.”


  censor The censor was the most senior of all Roman magistrates, though he lacked imperium and was not therefore escorted by lictors. No man who had not already been consul could seek election as censor, and only those consulars owning tremendous auctoritas and dignitas normally bothered to stand. To be elected censor (by the Centuriate Assembly) was a complete vindication of a man’s political career, as it told Rome he was one of the very top men. Two censors were elected to serve together for a period of five years called the lustrum, though the censors were active in their duties only for about the first eighteen months. The censors inspected and regulated membership in the Senate, the Ordo Equester (the knights), the holders of the Public Horse (the 1,800 most senior knights), and conducted a general census of Roman citizens throughout the Roman world. They also applied the means test. State contracts and various public works and buildings were in the domain of the censors.


  census Every five years the censors brought the roll of the citizens of Rome up to date. The name of every Roman citizen male was entered on these rolls, together with information about each man’s tribe, his economic class, his property and means, and his family. Neither women nor children were formally registered as being Roman citizens, though there are cases documented in the ancient sources in which a woman was awarded the Roman citizenship in her own right. The city of Rome’s census was taken on the Campus Martius at a special station erected for the purpose; those living elsewhere in Italy had to report to the authorities at the nearest municipal registry, and those living abroad to the provincial governor. There is some evidence, however, that the censors of 97 b.c., Lucius Valerius Flaccus and Marcus Antonius Orator, changed the manner by which citizens living outside Rome but inside Italy were enrolled.


  Centuriate Assembly See Assembly


  centurion The regular officer of both Roman citizen and auxiliary legions. It is a mistake to equate him with the modern noncommissioned officer; centurions were complete professionals enjoying a status uncomplicated by our modern social distinctions. A defeated Roman general hardly turned a hair if he lost military tribunes, but tore his hair out in clumps if he lost centurions. Centurion rank was graduated; the most junior centurio (plural, centuriones) commanded a group of eighty soldiers and twenty noncombatants called a century. In the Republican army as reorganized by Gaius Marius, each cohort had six centurions, with the most senior man—the pilus prior—commanding the senior century of his cohort as well as commanding his entire cohort. The ten men commanding the ten cohorts making up a legion were also ranked in seniority, with the legion’s most senior centurion, the primus pilus, answering only to his legion’s commander (either one of the elected tribunes of the soldiers, or one of the general’s legates). Promotion during Republican times was up from the ranks.


  chersonnese The name the Greeks gave to a peninsula, though they used it somewhat more flexibly than modern geographers employ the term peninsula. Thus the Tauric Chersonnese, the Cimbrian Chersonnese, the Thracian Chersonnese, the Cnidan Chersonnese, et cetera.


  Chios A large island in the Aegean Sea, lying off the coast of Asia Minor (the Roman Asia Province) near Smyrna. Chios was chiefly famous for its wine, which had no peer. After an accident to his flagship caused by a Chian ship, King Mithridates VI of Pontus ever after harbored a huge grudge against Chios and Chians.


  Cilicia Cilicia was that part of southern Anatolia lying opposite the Cleides peninsula of Cyprus and extending westward as far as the further end of Cyprus, where it adjoined Pamphylia. Its eastern border lay along the Amanus mountains, which separated it from Syria. Western Cilicia was harsh, arid, and extremely mountainous, but eastern Cilicia (known as Cilicia Pedia) was a large and fertile plain watered by the Pyramus, the Saras and the Cydnus rivers. Its capital was Tarsus, on the Cydnus. Modern scholars hold differing opinions as to when Cilicia was formally made a province of Rome, but there seems to me plenty of evidence to suggest that Marcus Antonius Orator annexed it during his campaign against the pirates in 101 b.c. Certainly Sulla was sent to govern Cilicia during the nineties, well before the Marsic War.


  Cimbri A very large confraternity of Germanic tribes who lived in the more northern half of the Cimbric Chersonnese (the modern Jutland Peninsula) until about 120 b.c., when some natural disaster prompted them to migrate. Together with their southern neighbors, the Teutones, they began an epic trek to find a new homeland—a trek which lasted twenty years, took them thousands of miles, and finally brought them up against Rome—and Gaius Marius. They were virtually annihilated at the battle of Vercellae in 101 b.c.


  citadel Properly, a fortress atop a precipitous hill. Sometimes it lay within its own walls within a larger, more open fortress, as was the case with the Roman stronghold on the Janiculum.


  citizenship For the purposes of this book, the Roman citizenship. Possession of it entitled a man to vote in his tribe and his class (if he was economically qualified to belong to a class) in all Roman elections. He could not be flogged, he was entitled to the Roman trial process, and he had the right of appeal. At various times both his parents had to be Roman citizens, at other times only his father (hence the cognomen Hybrida); after the lex Minicia of 91 b.c., a Roman male marrying a non-Roman woman would have had to acquire conubium for his wife if the child was to be a Roman citizen. The male citizen became liable for military service on his seventeenth birthday, and had then to serve for ten campaigns or six years, whichever came first. Before Gaius Marius’s army reforms, a citizen had to possess sufficient property to buy his own arms, armor, gear, and provisions if he was to serve in the legions; after Gaius Marius, legions contained both propertied men and men of the capite censi, the Head Count.


  citocacia A mild Latin profanity, meaning “stinkweed.”


  citrus wood The most prized cabinet wood of the Roman world, seen at its very best during the last century of the Republic. Citrus wood was cut from vast galls on the root system of a cypresslike tree, Callitris quadrivavis vent., which grew in the highlands of North Africa all the way from the Oasis of Ammonium, and Cyrenaica, to the far Atlas of Mauretania; it must be emphasized that the tree was no relation of orange or lemon, despite the name of its timber. Different trees produced different patterns in the grain, all of which had names—tiger had a long and rippling grain, panther a spiral grain, peacock had eyes like those in a peacock’s tail, parsley a ruffled grain, and so on. In Republican times it was cut as solid wood rather than as a veneer (scarcity dictated veneer during the Empire), and always mounted upon an ivory leg or legs, usually inlaid with gold. Hence a special guild of tradesmen grew up, the citrarii et eborarii, combining citrus wood joiners with ivory carvers. Most citrus wood was reserved for making table-tops, where the beauty of its grain could really be displayed, but it was also turned as bowls. No tables have survived to modern times, but we do have a few bowls, and can see that citrus wood was certainly the most beautiful timber of all time.


  classes These were five in number, and represented the economic divisions of property-owning or steady-income-earning Roman citizens. The members of the First Class were the richest, the members of the Fifth Class the poorest. The capite censi or Head Count did not have class status, and so could not vote in the Centuriate Assembly.


  client In Latin, cliens. The term denoted a man of free or freed status (he did not have to be a Roman citizen, however) who pledged himself to a man he called his patron. In the most solemn and binding way, the client undertook to serve the interests and obey the wishes of his patron. In return he received certain favors—usually gifts of money, or a job, or legal assistance. The freed slave was automatically the client of his ex-master until discharged of this obligation— if he ever was. A kind of honor system governed the client’s conduct in relation to his patron, and was remarkably consistently adhered to. To be a client did not necessarily mean a man could not be a patron; more that he could not be an ultimate patron, as technically his own clients were also the clients of his patron. During the Republic there were no formal laws concerning the client-patron relationship because they were not necessary—no man, client or patron, could hope to succeed in life were he known as dishonorable in this vital function. However, there were laws regulating the foreign client-patron relationship; foreign states or client-kingdoms acknowledging Rome as patron were legally obliged to find the ransom for any Roman citizen kidnapped in their territories, a fact that pirates relied on heavily for an additional source of income. Thus, not only individuals could become clients; whole towns and countries often were.


  client-king A foreign monarch might pledge himself as a client in the service of Rome as his patron, thereby entitling his kingdom to be called Friend and Ally of the Roman People. Sometimes, however, a foreign monarch pledged himself as the client of one Roman individual.


  clivus A street on an incline—that is, a hilly street. Rome, a city of hills, had many.


  cognomen Plural, cognomina. This was the last name of a Roman male anxious to distinguish himself from all his fellows possessed of an identical first and family name. In some families it became necessary to have more than one cognomen: for example, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Scipio Nasica; Quintus was his first name (praenomen), Caecilius his family name (nomen), and Metellus Pius Scipio Nasica were all cognomina. The cognomen usually pointed up some physical characteristic or idiosyncrasy— jug ears, flat feet, hump back—or else commemorated some great feat—as in the Caecilii Metelli who were cognominated Dalmaticus, Balearicus, Numidicus, these being countries each man had conquered. Many cognomina were heavily sarcastic or extremely witty.


  cohort After the reforms Gaius Marius carried out upon the Roman legion, the cohort became the tactical unit of the legion. It comprised six centuries of troops; in normal circumstances, a legion owned ten cohorts. When discussing troop movements, it was customary to speak of tactical strength in terms of cohorts rather than legions—thus, twenty-five cohorts rather than two and a half legions, or five cohorts rather than half a legion.


  college A body or society of men having something in common. Thus, Rome owned priestly colleges (the College of Pontifices), political colleges (the College of Tribunes of the Plebs), religious colleges (the College of Lictors), and work-related colleges (the Guild of Undertakers). Certain groups of men from all walks of life, including slaves, banded together in what were called Crossroads Colleges to look after the city of Rome’s crossroads and conduct the annual feast of the crossroads, the Compitalia.


  colonnade A roofed walkway flanked by one outer row of columns when attached to a building in the manner of a verandah, or two rows of columns, one on either side, if freestanding.


  comitia See Assembly.


  Comitia The large round well in which meetings of the comitia were held. It lay in the lower Forum Romanum adjacent to the steps of the Senate House and the Basilica Aemilia, and was formed of a series of tiers. When packed, perhaps three thousand men could be accommodated in it. The rostra, or speakers’ platform, was attached to its side.


  CONDEMNO The word employed by a jury when delivering a verdict of “guilty.” It was a term confined to the courts (see also DAMNO).


  confarreatio The oldest and the strictest of the three forms of Roman marriage. By the time of Marius and Sulla, only patricians still practised it—but by no means all patrician marriages were confarreatio, as it was not mandatory. The confarreatio bride passed from the hand of her father to the hand of her husband, thus preventing her acquiring any measure of independence; this was one reason why confarreatio was not a popular form of marriage, as the two easier forms allowed a woman more control over her dowry and business affairs. The other cause of its unpopularity lay in the extreme difficulty of dissolving it; divorce (diffarreatio) was a legally and religiously arduous business considered more trouble than it was worth unless the circumstances left no other alternative.


  Conscript Fathers When it was established by the kings of Rome, the Senate consisted of one hundred patricians titled patres—”fathers.” Then, after the Republic was established and plebeians were also admitted to the Senate, and its membership had swelled to three hundred, and the censors were given the duty of appointing new senators, the word “conscript” came into use as well because the censors conscripted these new members. By the time of Marius and Sulla, the two terms had been run together and senators were addressed in the House as Conscript Fathers.


  consul The consul was the most senior Roman magistrate owning imperium, and the consulship (modern scholars do not refer to it as “the consulate” because a consulate is a modern diplomatic institution) was considered the top rung of the cursus honorum. Two consuls were elected each year by the Centuriate Assembly, and served for one year. The first day of the new consul’s office was New Year’s Day, January 1. The senior of the two consuls—who had polled his requisite number of centuries first—held the fasces for the month of January, which meant he officiated while his junior colleague looked on. Each consul was attended by twelve lictors, but only the lictors of the consul officiating during the month (it was the junior consul’s turn in February, and they then alternated for the rest of the year) carried the fasces on their shoulders. By the first century b.c. consuls could be either patrician or plebeian, excepting only that two patricians could not hold office together. The proper age for a consul was forty-two, twelve years after entering the Senate at thirty. A consul’s imperium knew no bounds; it operated not only in Rome, but throughout Italy and the overseas provinces as well, and overrode the imperium of a proconsular governor. The consul could command any army.


  consular The name given to a man who had been consul. He was held in special esteem by the rest of the Senate, was asked to speak ahead of the junior magistrates, and might at any time be sent to govern a province should the Senate require the duty of him. He might also be asked to take on other duties, like caring for the grain supply.


  consultum The proper term for a senatorial decree. It did not have the force of law. In order to become law, a consultum had to be presented by the Senate to any of the Assemblies, tribal or centuriate, which then voted it into law—if the members of the Assembly in question felt like voting it into law. However, many senatorial consulta (plural) were never submitted to an Assembly, nor voted into law, yet were accepted as law by all of Rome; such were senatorial decisions about who was going to govern a province—the declaration or pursuit of war—who has to command an army—and foreign affairs.


  contio Plural, contiones. A preliminary meeting to discuss the promulgation of a law or any other comitial business. All three Assemblies were required to debate a measure in contio, which, though no voting took place, was formally convoked by the magistrate so empowered in the particular Assembly concerned.


  contubernalis A military cadet, a subaltern of lowest rank in the hierarchy of Roman legion officers, but excluding the centurions—no centurion was ever a cadet, he was an experienced soldier.


  corona A crown. The word was usually confined to military decorations for the very highest valor. Those crowns mentioned in this book are:


  corona graminea or obsidionalis The Grass Crown. Made of grass (or sometimes a cereal like wheat, if the battle took place in a field of grain) taken from the battlefield and awarded “on the spot,” the Grass Crown was the rarest of all Roman military decorations. It was given only to a man who had by personal efforts saved a whole legion—or a whole army.


  corona civica The Civic Crown. It was made of ordinary oak leaves. Awarded to a man who had saved the lives of fellow soldiers and held the ground on which he did this for the rest of the duration of a battle, it was not given unless the soldiers in question swore a formal oath before their general that such were the circumstances.


  Crater Bay The name the Romans used when referring to what is today called the Bay of Naples. Though the ancient sources assure us that the eruption of Vesuvius in a.d. 79 was the first ever known, the name Crater Bay suggests that at some time during prehistory a much larger eruption of a volcano had created this huge bay.


  cuirass The name for the armor which encased a man’s upper body. It consisted of two plates of bronze or steel or hardened leather, one protecting the thorax and abdomen, the other his back from shoulders to lumbar spine. The plates were held together by straps or ties at the shoulders and along each side under the arms. Some cuirasses were exquisitely tailored to the contours of the torso, whereas others fitted all men of a certain size and physique. The men of highest rank—especially generals—wore cuirasses tooled in high relief and silver-plated (sometimes, though rarely, gold-plated). The general and his legates also wore a thin red sash around the cuirass about halfway between the nipples and the waist; this sash was ritually knotted and looped.


  Cumae This town was the first Greek colony in Italy, established early in the eighth century b.c. It lay on the Tuscan Sea side of Cape Misenum just to the north of Crater Bay, and was a very fashionable seaside resort for Republican Romans.


  cunnus A Latin obscenity of extremely offensive nature— “cunt.” It meant the female genitalia. Cuppedenis market This area lay behind the upper Forum Romanum on its eastern side, between the Clivus Orbius and the edge of the Fagutal/Carinae. It was devoted to luxury and specialty items such as pepper, spices, incense, ointments and unguents and balms, and also served as the flower markets, where a Roman could buy anything from a bouquet to a garland to go round the neck or a wreath to go on the head. Until sold to finance Sulla’s campaign against King Mithridates, the land belonged to the State.


  Curia Hostilia The Senate House. It was thought to have been built by Tullus Hostilius, the shadowy third of Rome’s kings, hence its name (“meeting house of Hostilius”).


  cursus honorum “The Way of Honor.” If a man aspired to be consul, he had to take certain steps, collectively called the cursus honorum. First he was admitted to the Senate (in the time of Marius and Sulla, he was appointed by the censors or was elected a tribune of the plebs—the office of quaestor did not then automatically admit a man to the Senate); he had to serve as a quaestor, either before admission to the Senate of after it; a minimum of nine years after entering the Senate he had to be elected a praetor; and finally, two years after serving as a praetor, he could stand for the consulship. The four steps—senator, quaestor, praetor, consul—constituted the cursus honorum. All other magistracies, including the censorship, were independent of the cursus honorum and did not constitute a part of it.


  curule chair The sella curulis was the ivory chair reserved exclusively for magistrates owning imperium—a curule aedile sat in one, a plebeian aedile did not. In style, the curule chair was beautifully carved from ivory, with curved legs crossing in a broad X; it was equipped with low arms, but had no back.


  custodes These were the minor officials who took care of electoral procedures—tally clerks, keepers of the ballot tablets, et cetera.


  DAMNO This was the word used to deliver a verdict of condemnation (that is, “guilty”) in a trial conducted by one of the Assemblies. It did not belong to the courts, which used CONDEMNO. The glossary entry in my first Roman book was not informative because I hadn’t tracked the words down; when rereading Dr. L. R. Taylor’s Roman Voting Assemblies during the writing of The Grass Crown, I discovered the information now tendered. Research never stops! Nor does one get everything out of a valuable book on first reading.


  Delphi The great sanctuary of the god Apollo, lying in the lap of Mount Parnassus, in central Greece. From very ancient times it was an important center of worship, though not of Apollo until about the seventh or sixth century b.c.. The shrine contained an omphalos or navel stone (probably a meteorite), and Delphi itself was thought to be the center of the earth. An oracle of awesome fame resided at Delphi, its prophecies delivered by a crone in a state of ecstatic frenzy; she was known as Pythia, or the Pythoness. Fabulously rich due to the constant stream of costly gifts from grateful petitioners, Delphi was sacked and plundered several times during antiquity (see Brennus), but recovered quickly afterward, as the gifts never stopped coming in.


  demagogue Originally a Greek concept, meaning a politician whose chief appeal was to the crowds. The Roman demagogue preferred the arena of the Comitia well to the Senate House, but it was no part of his policy to “liberate the masses,” nor on the whole were those who listened to him composed of the very lowly. The term was employed by ultra-conservative factions within the Senate to describe the more radical tribunes of the plebs.


  denarius Plural, denarii. Save for a very rare issue or two of gold coins, the denarius was the largest denomination of coin during the Roman Republic. Of pure silver, it contained about 3.5 grams of the metal, and was about the size of a dime—very small. There were 6,250 denarii in one silver talent.


  diadem A thick white ribbon about one inch (25 mm) wide, each end embroidered, and often finished with a fringe. It was worn tied around the head, either across the forehead or behind the hairline, and was knotted at the back beneath the occiput; the ends trailed down onto the shoulders. Originally a mark of Persian royalty, the diadem became the symbol of the Hellenistic monarch after Alexander the Great removed it from the tiara of the Persian kings as being a more appropriately Greek understatement of kingship than either a crown or a tiara. It could be worn only by a reigning sovereign but was not confined to the male sex—women wore the diadem too.


  dignitas A concept peculiar to Rome, dignitas cannot be translated to mean English “dignity.” It was a man’s personal share of public standing in the community, and involved his moral and ethical worth, his reputation, his entitlement to respect and proper treatment by his peers and by the history books. Auctoritas was public, dignitas personal, an accumulation of clout and standing stemming from a man’s own personal qualities and achievements. Of all the assets a Roman nobleman possessed, dignitas was likely to be the one he was most touchy about; to defend it, he might be prepared to go to war or into exile, to commit suicide, or to execute his wife and son. I have elected to leave the term in my text untranslated. diverticulum In the sense used in this book, a road connecting the main arterial roads which radiated out from the gates of Rome—in effect, a “ring road.”


  Dodona A temple and precinct sacred to Zeus. Located among the inland mountains of Epirus some ten miles to the south and west of Lake Pamboris, it was the home of a very famous oracle situated in a sacred oak tree which was also the home of doves. Like all the great oracular shrines, Dodona was the recipient of many gifts, and was in consequence extremely rich. It was sacked several times in antiquity: by the Aetolians in 219 b.c., by the Roman Aemilius Paullus in 167 B:C., and by the Scordisci in 90 b.c. On each occasion, the temple recovered quickly and accumulated more riches.


  dominus Literally, “lord.” Domine, the vocative case, was used in address. Domina meant “lady” and dominilla “little lady.”


  Ecastor! The exclamation of surprise or amazement considered polite and permissible for women to utter. Its root suggests it invoked Castor.


  Edepol! The exclamation of surprise or amazement considered polite and permissible for men to utter when in the company of women. Its root suggests it invoked Pollux.


  Elysian Fields Republican Romans had no real belief in the intact survival of the individual after death, though they did believe in an underworld and in “shades,” which latter were rather mindless and characterless effigies of the dead. To both Greeks and Romans, however, certain men were considered by the gods to have lived lives of sufficient glory (rather than merit) to warrant their being preserved after death in a place called Elysium, or the Elysian Fields. Even so, these privileged shades were mere wraiths, and could only come to re-experience human emotions and appetites after drinking blood. The living human being requiring an audience with a dweller in the Elysian Fields had to dig a pit on the border, sacrifice his animal, and fill the pit with blood. After drinking, the shade could talk.


  emporium This word had two meanings. It could denote a seaport whose commercial activities were tied up in maritime trade, as in the case of the island of Delos; or it could denote a large waterfront building where importers and exporters had their offices.


  epulones Some of the religious holidays in the Republican year were celebrated by a feast, or a feast was a part of the day’s festivities. The task of organizing these feasts was the responsibility of the College of Epulones, a minor priestly institution. If the feast involved only the Senate or a similarly small number of men, catering for it was easy; but some feasts involved the entire free population of Rome. Originally there had been only three epulones, but by the time of Marius and Sulla, there were eight or ten of them. ergastula Singular, ergastulum. These were locked barracks for criminals or slaves. Ergastula became infamous when large-scale pastoralists increased in numbers from the time of the Brothers Gracchi onward; such land leasers used chain-gang labor to run their latifundia (ranches) and locked them into ergastula.


  ethnarch The Greek word for a city or town magistrate.


  Etruria The Latin name for what had once been the kingdom of the Etruscans. It incorporated the wide coastal plains west of the Apennines, from the Tiber in the south to the Arnus in the north. During the late Republic its most important towns were Veii, Cosa, and Clusium. The Viae Aurelia, Clodia, and Cassia ran through it.


  Euxine Sea The modern Black Sea. It was extensively explored by the Greeks during the seventh and sixth centuries b.c., and several colonies of Greek traders were established on its shores. Because of the large number of mighty rivers which emptied into it, it was always less salty than other seas, and the current through the Thracian Bosporus and the Hellespont always flowed from the Euxine to the Aegean—a help leaving, a hindrance entering. By far the most powerful nation bordering it was Pontus; the Euxine shores were subdued and conquered by the sixth King Mithridates of Pontus. However, Bithynia controlled the Thracian Bosporus, the Propontis, and the Hellespont, and so made a large income from levying duty and passage fees upon ships passing through these bodies of water. Bithynia’s


  ownership of the Euxine entrance undoubtedly accounted for the bitter enmity between Bithynia and Pontus.


  extortion See repetundae.


  faction This is the term usually applied to Republican Roman political groups by modern scholars. These groups could in no way be called political parties in the modern sense, as they were extremely flexible, with a constantly changing membership. Rather than form around an ideology, the Republican Roman faction formed around an individual owning enormous auctoritas or dignitas. I have completely avoided the terms “Optimate” and “Popularis” because I do not wish to give any impression that political parties existed.


  fasces The fasces were bundles of birch rods ritually tied together in a crisscross pattern by red leather thongs. Originally an emblem of the Etruscan kings, they passed into the customs of the emerging Rome, persisted in Roman public life throughout the Republic, and on into the Empire. Carried by men called lictors, they preceded the curule magistrate (and the propraetor and proconsul as well) as the outward symbol of his imperium. Within the pomerium, only the rods went into the bundles, to signify that the curule magistrate had only the power to chastise; outside the pomerium axes were inserted into the bundles, to signify that the curule magistrate also had the power to execute. The number of fasces indicated the degree of imperium—a dictator had twenty-four, a consul (and proconsul) twelve, a praetor (and propraetor) six, and a curule aedile two.


  fasti This Latin word actually meant days on which business could be transacted, but by the time of Marius and Sulla it had come to mean several other things: the calendar, lists relating to holidays and festivals, and the list of consuls (this last probably because Republican Romans did not reckon their years by number as much as by who had been consuls). The entry in the glossary to The First Man in Rome contains a fuller explanation of the calendar than space permits me here—under fasti, of course.


  flamen Plural, flamines. A priest of a very special kind. There were fifteen flamines, three major and twelve minor. The three major flamines were the flamen Dialis (priest of Jupiter Optimus Maximus), the flamen Martialis (priest of Mars), and the flamen Quirinalis (priest of Quirinus). Save for the flamen Dialis, no flamen seemed to have very onerous duties, yet the three major priests at least received their housing and living at the expense of the State. They were probably Rome’s most ancient pontifices.


  Fortuna The Roman goddess of fortune, and one of the most fervently worshipped deities in the Roman pantheon. There were many temples to Fortuna, each dedicated to the goddess in a different guise or light. But the aspect of Fortuna who mattered most to politicians and generals was Fortuna Huiusque Diei—”The Fortune of This Present Day.” Even men as formidably intelligent and able as Gaius Marius, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, and Gaius Julius Caesar the Dictator believed in the machinations of Fortuna implicitly, and courted her favor.


  forum An open-air meeting place for all kinds of business, public and private. Some fora (plural) were devoted to meat, others to vegetables, or fish, or grain, while others witnessed political assemblies and the business of government. Even an army camp had its forum, situated alongside the general’s tent.


  freedman A manumitted slave. Though technically a free man (and, if his former master was a Roman citizen, a Roman citizen himself), the freedman remained in the patronage of his former master. At the time of Marius and Sulla he had little chance to exercise his right to vote in the tribal assemblies, as he belonged to one of two urban tribes—Esquilina and Suburana. If he was of superior ability or ruthlessness, he might, however, be able to vote in the classes of the Centuriate Assembly once he acquired sufficient wealth; freedmen capable of amassing a fortune usually bought their way into a rural tribe and so possessed the complete franchise.


  free man A man born free and never sold into slavery (except as a nexus or debt slave, which was rare among Roman citizens during the time of Marius and Sulla, though still prevalent among the Italian Allies). Fregellae This had been a Latin Rights community with an unblemished record of loyalty to Rome; then in 125 b.c. it revolted against Rome and was crushed by the praetor Lucius Opimius in circumstances of singular cruelty. Destroyed completely, the town never recovered. It was situated on the Via Latina and the Liris River just across the border in Samnium.


  Further Spain Hispania Ulterior. This was the further of Rome’s two Spanish provinces—that is, it lay further away from Rome than the other province, called Nearer Spain. In the time of Marius and Sulla the border between Nearer and Further Spains was somewhat tenuous. By and large, the Further province encompassed the entire basins of the Baetis and Anas rivers, the ore-bearing mountains in which the Baetis and the Anas rose, the Atlantic littoral from the Pillars of Hercules to Olisippo at the mouth of the Tagus, and the Mediterranean littoral from the Pillars to the port of Abdera. The largest city by far was Gades, but the seat of the governor was Corduba. Strabo calls it the richest growing land in the world.


  Gallia Comata Long-haired Gaul. Having excluded the Roman province of Gaul-across-the-Alps, Gallia Comata incorporated modern France and Belgium, together with that part of Holland south of the Rhine. The Rhine throughout its length formed the border between Gaul and Germania. The inhabitants of all areas away from the Rhine were Druidical Celts; close to the Rhine the strains were mixed due to successive invasions of Germans. Long-haired Gaul was so called because its peoples wore their hair uncut. games In Latin, ludi. They were a Roman institution and pastime which went back at least as far as the very early Republic, and probably a lot further. At first they were celebrated only when a general triumphed, but in 336 b.c., the ludi Romani became an annual event held in honor of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, whose feast day occurred on September 13. At first the ludi Romani were over in a single day, but as the Republic aged they increased in length; at the time of Marius and Sulla they went on for ten days. Though there were a few rather half-hearted boxing and wrestling bouts, Roman games never possessed the athletic nature of Greek games. At first the games consisted mostly of chariot races, then gradually came to incorporate animal hunts, and plays performed in specially erected theaters. On the first day of every games, there was a spectacular religious procession through the Circus, after which came a chariot race or two, and then the boxing and wrestling, limited to this first day. The succeeding days were taken up with plays in the theater; tragedies were far less popular than comedies, and by the time of Marius and Sulla mimes were most popular of all. Then as the games drew to a close, chariot racing reigned supreme, with wild beast hunts to vary the program. Gladiatorial combats did not form a part of Republican games (they were put on by private individuals, usually as part of a funeral, in the Forum Romanum rather than in the Circus). The games were put on at the expense of the State, though men ambitious to make a name for themselves dug deep into their purses when serving as aediles to make “their” games more spectacular than the State allocation of funds permitted. Most of the big games were held in the Circus Maximus, some of the smaller ones in the Circus Flaminius. Free Roman citizen men and women could attend (there was no admission charge), with women segregated in the theater but not in the Circus; neither slaves nor freedmen were allowed admission, probably because even the Circus Maximus, which held perhaps 150,000 people, was not large enough to contain freedmen as well as free men.


  Gaul-across-the-Alps Gallia Transalpina. I have preferred to endow Gallia Transalpina with a more pedestrian name because of the hideous confusion nonclassical readers would experience if they had to deal with Cis and Trans. Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus won the Roman Gallic province for Rome just before 120 b.c. to ensure that Rome would have a safe land route for her armies marching between Italy and Spain. The province consisted of a coastal strip all the way from Liguria to the Pyrenees, with two inland incursions—one to Tolosa in Aquitania, the other up the valley of the Rhodanus as far as the trading post of Lugdunum (Lyon).


  gens Plural, gentes. A Roman clan whose members all owned the same nomen or family name, also called the gentilicial name. Julius, Domitius, Cornelius, Aemilius, Servilius, Livius, Porcius, Junius and Licinius were all gentilicial names, for example. All the genuine members of the same gens (that is, excluding freed slaves who adopted their masters’ names) could trace their line back to a common ancestor. The terms gens was feminine gender, hence gens Julia, gens Cornelia, gens Servilia, and so forth.


  gig A two-wheeled vehicle drawn by either two or four animals, more usually mules than horses. The gig was very lightly and flexibly built within the limitations of ancient vehicles—springs and shock absorbers did not exist—and was the vehicle of choice for a Roman in a hurry because it was easy for the animals to draw, therefore speedy. However, it was open to the elements. In Latin it was cisia. The two-wheeled closed-in carriage, a heavier and slower vehicle, was called the carpentum.


  gladiator A soldier of the sawdust, a professional warrior who performed his trade before an audience as a form of entertainment. An inheritance from the Etruscans, he always flourished throughout Italy, including Rome. During the Republic he was an honorable as well as an heroic figure, was well cared for and free to come and go. His origins were several: he might be a deserter from the legions, a condemned criminal, a slave, or a free man who voluntarily signed himself up. In Republican times he served for perhaps four to six years, and on an average fought perhaps five times in any one year; it was rare for him to die, and the Empire’s “thumbs-up, thumbs-down” verdict was still far in the future. When he retired he was prone to hire himself out as a bodyguard or bouncer. To own a gladiatorial school was considered a smart investment for a Roman businessman.


  Gold of Tolosa Perhaps several years after 278 b.c., a segment of the tribe Volcae Tectosages returned from Macedonia to their homeland around Aquitanian Tolosa (modern Toulouse) bearing the accumulated spoils from many sacked temples (see Brennus). These were melted down and stored in the artificial lakes which dotted the precincts of Tolosa’s temples; the gold was left lying undisturbed beneath the water, whereas the silver was regularly hauled out—it had been formed into gigantic millstones which were used to grind the wheat. In 106 b.c. the consul Quintus Servilius Caepio was ordered during his consulship to make war against migrating Germans who had taken up residence around Tolosa. When he arrived in the area he found the Germans gone, for they had quarreled with their hosts, the Volcae Tectosages, and been ordered away. Instead of fighting a battle, Caepio the Consul found a vast amount of gold and silver in the sacred lakes of Tolosa. The silver amounted to 10,000 talents (250 imperial tons) including the millstones, and the gold to 15,000 talents (370 imperial tons). The silver was transported to the port of Narbo and shipped to Rome, whereupon the wagons returned to Tolosa and were loaded with the gold; the wagon train was escorted by one cohort of Roman legionaries, some 520 men. Near the fortress of Carcasso the wagon train of gold was attacked by brigands, the soldier escort was slaughtered, and the wagon train disappeared, together with its precious cargo. It was never seen again.


  At the time no suspicion attached to Caepio the Consul, but after the odium he incurred over his conduct at the battle of Arausio a year later, it began to be rumored that Caepio the Consul had organized the attack on the wagon train and deposited the gold in Smyrna in his own name. Though he was never tried for the Great Wagon Train Robbery, he was tried for the loss of his army, convicted, and sent into exile. He chose to spend his exile in Smyrna, where he died in 100 b.c. The story of the Gold of Tolosa is told in the ancient sources, which do not state categorically that Caepio the Consul stole it. However, it seems logical. And there is no doubt that the Servilii Caepiones who succeeded Caepio the Consul down to the time of Brutus (the last heir) were fabulously wealthy. Nor is there much doubt that most of Rome thought Caepio the Consul responsible for the disappearance of more gold than Rome had in the Treasury. Good Men See boni.


  governor A convenient English word to describe the consul or praetor, proconsul or propraetor, who—usually for the space of one year—ruled a Roman province in the name of the Senate and People of Rome. The degree of imperium the governor owned varied, as did the extent of his commission. However, no matter what his imperium, while in his province he was virtual king of it. He was responsibly for its defense, administration, the gathering of its taxes and tithes, and all decisions pertaining to it. Provinces notoriously difficult to govern were generally given to consuls, peaceful backwaters to praetors.


  The Gracchi More generally known as the Brothers Gracchi. Cornelia, the daughter of Scipio Africanus and Aemilia Paulla, was married when eighteen years old to the forty-five-year-old Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus; the year was about 172 b.c., and Scipio Africanus had been dead for twelve years. Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus was consul in 177 b.c., censor in 169 b.c., and consul a second time in 163 b.c. By the time he died in 154 b.c. he was the father of twelve children. However, they were a universally sickly brood; only three of them did Cornelia manage to raise to adulthood, despite assiduous care. The oldest of these three was a girl, Sempronia, who was married as soon as she was of age to her cousin Scipio Aemilianus. The two younger children were boys. Tiberius was born in 163 b.c., his brother Gaius not until the year of his father’s death, 154 b.c. Thus both boys owed their upbringing to their mother, who by all accounts did a superlative job. Both the Brothers Gracchi served under their mother’s first cousin (and their own brother-in-law) Scipio Aemilianus—Tiberius during the Third Punic War, Gaius at Numantia—they were conspicuously brave. In 137 b.c. Tiberius was sent as quaestor to Nearer Spain, where he single-handedly negotiated a treaty to extricate the defeated Hostilius Mancinus from Numantia, thus saving Mancinus’s army from annihilation; however, Scipio Aemilianus considered Tiberius’s action disgraceful, and managed to persuade the Senate not to ratify the treaty. Tiberius never forgave his cousin and brother-in-law. In 133 b.c. Tiberius was elected a tribune of the plebs and set out to right the wrongs the State was perpetrating in its leasing of the ager publicus. Against furious opposition, he passed an agrarian law which limited the amount of public land any one man might lease or own to 500 iugera (with an extra 250 iugera per son), and set up a commission to distribute the surplus land this limit produced among the civilian poor of Rome. His aim was not only to rid Rome of some of her less useful citizens, but also to ensure that future generations would be in a position to give Rome sons qualified at the means test to serve in the army. When the Senate chose to filibuster, Tiberius took his bill straight to the Plebeian Assembly—and stirred up a hornets’ nest thereby, as this move ran counter to all established practice. One of his fellow tribunes of the plebs, his relative Marcus Octavius, vetoed the bill in the Plebeian Assembly, and was illegally deposed from office—yet another enormous offense against the mos maiorum (that is, established custom and practice). The legality of these ploys mattered less to Tiberius’s opponents than did the fact that they contravened established practice, however unwritten that. established practice might be. When Attalus III of Pergamum died that year and was discovered to have bequeathed his kingdom to Rome, Tiberius ignored the Senate’s right to decide what ought to be done with this bequest, and legislated to have the lands used to resettle more of Rome’s poor. Opposition in Senate and Comitia hardened day by day. Then when 133 b.c. drew to a close without Tiberius’s seeing a successful conclusion to his program, he flouted another established practice—the one which said a man might be a tribune of the plebs only once. Tiberius Gracchus ran for a second term. In a confrontation on the Capitol between his own faction and an ultra-conservative faction led by his cousin Scipio Nasica, Tiberius was clubbed to death, as were some of his followers. His cousin Scipio Aemilianus—though not yet returned from Numantia when this happened—publicly condoned the murder, alleging that Tiberius had wanted to make himself King of Rome. Turmoil died down until ten years later, when Tiberius’s little brother Gaius was elected a tribune of the plebs in 123 b.c. Gaius Sempronius Gracchus was the same kind of man as his elder brother, but he had learned from Tiberius’s mistakes, and was besides the more able of the two. His reforms were far wider; they embraced not only agrarian laws, but also laws to provide very cheap grain for the urban lowly, to regulate service in the army, to found Roman citizen colonies abroad, to initiate public works throughout Italy, to remove the extortion court from the Senate and give it to the knights, to farm the taxes of Asia Province by public contracts let by the censors, and to give the full Roman citizenship to all those having the Latin Rights, and the Latin Rights to every Italian. His program was nowhere near completed when his term as a tribune of the plebs came to an end, so Gaius did the impossible—he ran for a second term, and got in. Amid mounting fury and obdurate enmity, he battled on to achieve his program of reform, which was still not completed when his second term expired. He stood a third time for the tribunate of the plebs. This time he was defeated, as was his friend and close colleague, Marcus Fulvius Flaccus. When 121 b.c. dawned, Gaius saw his laws and policies attacked at once by the consul Lucius Opimius and the ex-tribune of the plebs Marcus Livius Drusus. Desperate to prevent everything he had done being torn down again, Gaius Sempronius Gracchus resorted to violence. The Senate responded by passing its first-ever “ultimate decree” to stop the escalating Forum war; Fulvius Flaccus and two of his sons were murdered and the fleeing Gaius Gracchus committed suicide in the Grove of Furrina on the flanks of the Janiculan hill. Roman politics could never be the same; the aged citadel of the mos maiorum was now irreparably breached. The same thread of tragedy wove through the personal lives of the Brothers Gracchi also. Tiberius married a Claudia, the daughter of Appius Claudius Pulcher, consul in 143 b.c., an inveterate enemy of Scipio Aemilianus and as idiosyncratic as most Claudius-Pulcher men tended to be. There were three sons of the marriage between Tiberius and Claudia, none of whom lived to achieve a public career. Gaius Gracchus also married the daughter of one of his stoutest supporters—Licinia, daughter of Publius Licinius Crassus Mucianus. They had one child only, a daughter, Sempronia, who married a Fulvius Flaccus Bambalio—she produced a daughter, Fulvia, who became in turn the wife of Publius Clodius Pulcher, Gaius Scribonius Curio, and Mark Antony.


  grammaticus Not a teacher of grammar! He taught the basic arts of rhetoric—public speaking (see rhetoric).


  Greece By the beginning of the first century b.c. Greece had been stripped of the territories of Macedonia and Epirus. It comprised Thessaly, Dolopia, Malis, Euboeia, Ocris, Phocis, Locris, Aetolia, Acarnania, Boeotia, Attica, Corinth, and the various states of the Peloponnese. Things Greek had fallen into almost complete decline; many of Greece’s regions were bare of people, their towns ghost, their coffers empty. Only places like Athens continued in some way to thrive. Centuries of war—with foreign invaders, at the whim of would-be conquerors, and—most often of all—between Greek states, had impoverished the country and halved its population, many of whom (if fortunate enough to possess a good trade or education) voluntarily sold themselves into slavery.


  Hannibal The Carthaginian prince who led his country in the second of its three wars against Rome. Born in 247 b.c. , the son of Hamilcar, Hannibal was taught to soldier in Spain as a mere child; he spent his youth in Spain, where his father was the Carthaginian governor. In 218 b.c. Hannibal invaded Italy, a shock tactic which confounded Rome; his crossing of the Alps (complete with elephants) through the Montgenèvre Pass was brilliantly done. For sixteen years he roamed at will through Italian Gaul and Italy, defeating Roman armies at Trebia, Trasimene, and finally Cannae. But Quintus Fabius Maximus Verrucosis Cunctator evolved a strategy which eventually wore Hannibal out; relentlessly he shadowed the Carthaginian army with an army of his own, yet never offered battle nor allowed his men to be trapped into battle—the so-called “Fabian tactics.’’ Because Fabius Maximus was always in his vicinity somewhere, Hannibal never quite got up the courage to attack the city of Rome herself. Then his allies among the Italians began to flag; after his hold on Campania was broken, Fabius Maximus forced Hannibal further and further south in Italy. The Carthaginian lost the (verbal) battle for Tarentum at about the same time as his younger brother, Hasdrubal, was defeated at the Metaurus River in Umbria. Penned up in Bruttium, the very toe of Italy, he evacuated his undefeated army back to Carthage in 203 b.c. At Zama he was beaten by Scipio Africanus, after which, as the Head of State, he intrigued with Antiochus the Great of Syria against Rome. Roman pressure forced him to flee from Carthage and seek asylum with Antiochus in Syria; after Rome subdued the King, Hannibal had to move on. He is reputed to have wandered to Armenia, where he helped King Artaxias design and build his capital, Artaxata. So oriental a court could not please; Hannibal journeyed west across Anatolia and fetched up with King Prusias in Bithynia. Then in 182 b.c., Rome demanded that Prusias hand the Carthaginian over. Rather than fall into Roman hands, Hannibal committed suicide. An unrepentant enemy of Rome, he was always admired and respected by Rome.


  “hay on his horn” Ancient oxen were endowed with most formidable horns, and not all ancient oxen were placid, despite their castrated state. A beast which gored was tagged in warning; hay was wrapped around the horn it gored with, or around both horns if it gored with both. Pedestrians scattered wildly on seeing an ox tagged in this manner. The saying “hay on his horn” came to be applied to a very large, good-natured, placid man after it was discovered that this same man could turn like lightning and strike with the ruthlessness of a born killer.


  Head Count This is the term I have used throughout the book to describe the lowliest of Roman citizens—those who were too poor to belong to one of the five economic Classes. All the censors did was to take a “head count” of them. I have preferred Head Count to “the proletariat” or “the masses” because of our modern post-Marxist attitudes— attitudes entirely misleading in the ancient context (see also capite censi and proletarii).


  Hellenic The term used to describe Greek culture outside Greece after Alexander the Great introduced a Greek element into the courts and kingdoms of Mediterranean and Asian rulers.


  Herakles The Greek form. In Latin, Hercules. A mortal man (though a son of Zeus), his sheer strength, indomitability and perseverance in adversity immortalized him for all time. After he died inside the poisoned shirt, Zeus also immortalized him. However, it was undoubtedly his human qualities which made him such an attractive object of worship; he held sway from one end of the Mediterranean to the other. His cult was exclusively male, and he was regarded as the embodiment of all traditional male virtues. His was the statue dressed in the raiment of the triumphing general. In Rome, he was also a god of merchant trading, particularly for vendors of olive oil. Some men thought themselves his descendants; this was true of Mithridates and the Roman Antonii.


  Hyperboreans Literally, the people beyond the home of Boreas, the North Wind. They were mythical, said to worship only the god Apollo, and to live an idyllic existence. The Land of the Hyperboreans was, however, definitely thought by the ancients to exist somewhere in the far north. Ilium The name the Romans gave to the city of Troy. imago Plural, imagines. This was the beautifully painted and bewigged, lifelike mask of a Roman family’s consular (or perhaps also praetorian) ancestor. It was made out of beeswax and kept in a dust-free cupboard shaped like a miniature temple. The mask and its cupboard were the objects of enormous reverence. When a man of the family died, an actor was hired to don the mask and wig and impersonate the dead ancestor in the funeral procession. If a man became consul, his mask was added to the family collection. From time to time a man who was not consul did something so remarkable it was considered he deserved an imago.


  imperator Literally, the commander-in-chief or the general of a Roman army. However, the term gradually came to be given only to a general who won a great victory; his troops hailed him imperator on the field. In order to gain permission from the Senate to celebrate a triumph, a general had to prove that his men had indeed hailed him as imperator on the field. Imperator is the root of the word “emperor.”


  imperium Imperium was the degree of authority vested in a curule magistrate or promagistrate. Imperium meant that a man owned the authority of his office, and could not be gainsaid (provided he was acting within the limits of his particular level of imperium and within the laws governing his conduct). It was conferred by a lex Curiata, and lasted for one year only; extensions had to be ratified by Senate and/or People in the case of promagistrates who had not completed their original commissions in the space of one year. Lictors bearing fasces indicated that a man possessed imperium, the higher the number, the higher the imperium (see also fasces; lictor; magistrate),


  insula Plural, insulae. Literally, “island.” Because it was usually surrounded on all sides by streets or lanes or alleys, an apartment building became known as an insula. Roman insulae were very tall (up to one hundred feet—thirty meters—in height), and most were large enough to warrant the incorporation of an internal light-well; many were large enough to contain more than one internal light-well. Then, as now, Rome was a city of apartment dwellers. This in itself is a strong clue to the answer to the vexed question— how many people lived in Rome? We know the dimensions of the city within the Servian Walls: one-plus kilometers in width, two-plus kilometers in length. That meant the population of Rome at the time of Marius and Sulla had to have been at least one million, probably more. Otherwise the insulae would have been half empty and the city smothered in parks. Rome teemed with people, its insulae were multitudinous. Two million (including slaves) might be closer to the truth of the matter.


  Interrex The word means “between the kings.” It dates back to the kings of Rome, when the patrician Senate appointed one of its members to act after the death of one king and before the accession of a new king. After the establishment of the Republic the practice survived in cases where, due to death or other disaster, no consuls were left in office, and no elections had yet been held. The members of the Senate were divided into decuries of ten men, each decury being headed by a patrician senator; this was always so. But while Rome had no consuls, an interrex was chosen from among the patrician heads of the senatorial decuries. He could serve for five days only, then was succeeded by another patrician head of a decury; this went on until elections could be held and proper consuls take office. While in office the interrex was endowed with a full consular imperium, had the full complement of twelve lictors, and could perform all the functions of the consul. No man could be an interrex unless he was the patrician head of a senatorial decury. The first in a series of interreges (plural) was not allowed to hold consular elections.


  Italia For the purposes of this book, the word has two meanings. First of all, it refers to all of ancient peninsular Italy south of the Arnus and Rubico rivers. Secondly, it is used to refer to the rebel Italian nations which rose against Rome in 91 b.c. and fought the Marsic (later known as the Social) War.


  Italian Allies The peoples, tribes, or nations (they are variously described as all three) who lived in the Italian peninsula without enjoying either the full Roman citizenship or the Latin Rights were known as the Italian Allies. In return for military protection and in the interests of peaceful co-existence, they were required by Rome to furnish properly armed soldiers for the armies of Rome, and to pay for the upkeep of these soldiers. The Italian Allies also bore the brunt of general taxation within Italy at the time of Marius and Sulla, and in many instances had been obliged to yield part of their lands to swell the Roman ager publicus. Many of them had either risen against Rome (like the Samnites) or sided with Hannibal and others against Rome (like parts of Campania). To some extent, there was always some movement among the Italian Allies to throw off the Roman yoke, or to demand that Rome accord them the full citizenship; but until the last century of the Republic, Rome was sensitive enough to act before the grumbling grew too serious. After the joint enfranchisement of Formiae Fundi and Arpinum in 188 b.c., no more Italian Allied communities were rewarded with the citizenship or even the Latin Rights. The final straw which turned Italian Allied discontent into open revolt was the lex Licinia Mucia of 95 b.c.; at the end of 91 b.c. war broke out. The regions of Italy which remained loyal to Rome were: Etruria, Umbria, Northern Picenum, Northern Campania, Latium, the Sabine country. The nations which rose up against Rome were: Marsi (after whom the war was named, the Marsic War), Samnites, Frentani, Marrucini, Picentes south of the Flosis River, Paeligni, Vestini, Hirpini, all of whom rose up together, and were soon joined by: Lucani, Apuli, Venusini. The two regions in the extreme south, Bruttium and Calabria, were sympathetic to the Italian cause, but took little part in hostilities. Quintus Poppaedius Silo of the Marsi and Gaius Papius Mutilus of the Samnites were the heads of the Italian Allied government.


  Italian Gaul Gallia Cisalpina—Gaul-on-this-side-of-the-Alps. In the interests of simplicity, I have elected to call it Italian Gaul. It incorporated all the lands north of the Arnus-Rubico border on the Italian side of the formidable semicircle of alps which cut Italy off from the rest of Europe. It was bisected from west to east by the Padus River (the modem Po). South of the river the people and towns were heavily Romanized, many of them possessing the Latin Rights. North of the river the peoples and towns were more Celtic than Roman; Latin was at best a second language, if spoken at all. The lex Pompeia promulgated by Pompey Strabo in 89 b.c. gave the full Roman citizenship to all the Latin Rights communities south of the Padus, and gave the Latin Rights to the towns of Aquileia, Patavium, and Mediolanum to the north of the Padus. Politically Italian Gaul dwelt in a kind of limbo at the time of Marius and Sulla, for it had neither the status of a true province nor was it a part of Italia. The Marsic (Social) War saw for the first time the men of Italian Gaul drafted into Rome’s armies—as auxiliaries before the lex Pompeia, as full Roman legions after that.


  Italica The capital of the new nation of Italia as dreamed of by the insurgents of the Marsic (Social) War. It was actually the city of Corfinium, and enjoyed the name Italica only while the war went on.


  iugera Singular, iugerum. The Roman unit of land measurement. In modern terms one iugerum was 0.623 (or five eighths) of an acre, or 0.252 (one quarter) of a hectare. The modern user of imperial measure will get close enough in acres by dividing the iugera in two; in metric measure, to divide by four will be very close in hectares.


  ius Latii See Latin Rights.


  Janiculum The Janiculan hill consisted of the heights behind the northwest bank of the Tiber, opposite the city of Rome. During the Republic-there was a defensive fortress upon it; this was still kept up and was ready to be garrisoned during the time of Marius and Sulla. A flagpole stood atop the citadel inside the stronghold; if the red flag flying from it was pulled down, it was a signal that Rome lay under threat of attack.


  Jugurtha King of Numidia from 118 b.c. until his capture by Sulla in 105 b.c.. An illegitimate son, he gained his throne by murdering those more legitimately entitled to the throne than himself, and he hung onto it grimly, despite great opposition from certain elements in the Roman Senate led by Marcus Aemilius Scaurus the Princeps Senatus. In 109 b.c. (after a disgraceful act of aggression by the young Aulus Postumius Albinus) Jugurtha went to war against Roman Africa; Quintus Caecilius Metellus the consul was sent to Africa to subjugate him, his legates being Gaius Marius and Publius Rutilius Rufus (both of whom had served as cadets with Jugurtha in Spain years before). Metellus (who earned the extra cognomen Numidicus from this campaign) and Marius could not get on, with the result that Marius ran for consul in 108 b.c. for 107 in office, and had the Plebeian Assembly take the command in the war off Metellus Numidicus, who never forgave him. Marius did well against the Numidian army, but Jugurtha himself constantly eluded capture until Sulla, then Marius’s quaestor, persuaded King Bocchus of Mauretania to trick Jugurtha, who was captured and sent to Rome. He walked in Marius’s triumphal parade on New Year’s Day of 104 b.c., then was thrown into the lower chamber of the Tullianum and left there to starve to death.


  Juno Moneta Juno of Warnings, or perhaps Reminders. Rome’s highest goddess, Juno had many guises, including Juno Moneta. It was her gaggle of sacred geese which cackled so loudly they woke Marcus Manlius in time for him to dislodge the Gauls trying to scale the Capitol cliffs in 390 b.c. The mint was located inside the podium of her temple on the Arx of the Capitol; from this fact, we obtain our English word “money.”


  Jupiter Optimus Maximus Literally, “Jupiter Best and Greatest.’’ He was the king of the Roman pantheon, Rome’s Great God. He had a huge and magnificent temple on the Capitolium of the Capitol, and his own special priest, the flamen Dialis.


  Jupiter Stator Jupiter the Stayer. It is a title having to do with military men and matters; Jupiter Stator was that aspect of Jupiter who arrested retreats, gave soldiers the courage to stand and fight, hold their ground. Two temples of Jupiter Stator existed, one very old establishment on the corner of the Via Sacra and the Velia adjacent to the Clivus Palatinus (it was here Gaius Marius hid after his defeat by Sulla in 88 b.c.), and the other Rome’s first all-marble temple, on the Campus Martius adjacent to the Porticus Metelli.


  Kingdom of the Parthians Regnum Parthorum. This is the way the ancients expressed the name of that vast area of western Asia under the domination of the King of the Parthians. It was not called Parthia; Parthia was a small nation to the northeast of the Caspian Sea, near Bactria, and was important only because it had produced the seven great Pahlavi families, and the Arsacid Parthian kings. By the time of Marius and Sulla the Arsacid Parthian kings held sway over all of the lands between the Euphrates River of Mesopotamia and the Indus River of modern Pakistan. The King of the Parthians did not live in Parthia itself, but ruled his domains from Seleuceia-on-Tigris in winter and Ecbatana in summer. Pahlavi satraps ruled the various regions into which the Kingdom of the Parthians was split up, but only as the King’s designated representatives. Though government was loose and no genuine national feeling existed, the King of the Parthians held his empire together by military excellence. The army was purely cavalry, but of two different kinds: light-armed bowmen who delivered the “Parthian shot” twisted facing backward as they pretended to flee, and cataphracts who were clad from head to foot in chain mail, as were their horses. Thanks to Syrian Seleucid contacts, the Parthian court’s oriental atmosphere was partially leavened by a little Hellenism.


  knights The equites, the members of the Ordo Equester. It had all started when the kings of Rome enrolled the city’s top citizens as a special cavalry unit provided with horses paid for from the public purse. At that time, horses of good enough quality were both scarce and extremely costly. When the young Republic came into being there were 1,800 men so enrolled, grouped into eighteen centuries. As the Republic grew, so too did the number of knights, but all the extra knights were obliged to buy their own horses and maintain them at their own expense. However, by the second century b.c. Rome was no longer providing her own cavalry; the knights became a social and economic entity having little to do with military matters, though the State continued to provide the 1,800 senior knights with the Public Horse. The knights were now defined by the censors in economic terms; the original eighteen centuries holding the 1,800 senior knights remained at one hundred men each, but the rest of the knights’ centuries (some seventy-one) swelled within themselves to contain many more than one hundred men. Thus all the men who qualified at the census as knights were accommodated within the First Class. Until 123 b.c., all senators were knights as well; it was Gaius Sempronius Gracchus (see The Gracchi) who in that year split the Senate off as a separate body of three hundred men, and gave the knights the title Ordo Equester. The sons of senators and other nonsenatorial members of senatorial families continued to be classified as knights. To qualify as a knight at the census (held on a special tribunal in the lower Forum Romanum), a man had to have property or assets giving him an income in excess of 400,000 sesterces. There was no restriction upon the nature of the activities which brought him in his income, as there was on the senator. From the time of Gaius Gracchus down to the end of the Republic, the knights either controlled or temporarily lost control of the major courts which tried senators for minor treason or provincial extortion; this meant the knights were often at loggerheads with the Senate. There was nothing to stop a knight who qualified for the senatorial means test becoming a senator if the censors agreed upon a vacancy falling due; that by and large the knights did not aspire to the Senate was purely because of the knightly love of trade and commerce, both forbidden fruit for senators. The members of the Ordo Equester liked the thrills of the business forum more than they craved the thrills of the political forum.


  Lar Plural, Lares. These were among the most Roman of all gods, having no form, shape, sex, number, or mythology. They were numina. There were many different kinds of Lares, who might function as the protective spirits or forces of a locality (as with crossroads and boundaries), a social group (as with the family’s private Lar, the Lar Familiaris), an activity such as voyaging (the Lares Permarini), or a whole nation (as with Rome’s public Lares, the Lares Praestites). By the late Republic they had acquired both form and sex, and were depicted (in the form of small statues) as two young men with a dog. It is doubtful, however, whether a Roman actually believed by this that there were only two of them, or that they owned this form and sex; more perhaps that the increasing complexity of life made it convenient to tag them in a concrete way.


  latifundia Large tracts of public land leased by one person and run as a single unit in the manner of a modern ranch. That is, the activity was purely grazing, not farming. They were usually staffed by slaves who increasingly became treated like chain-gang prisoners and were locked at night in barracks called ergastula.


  Latin Rights ius Latii. They were an intermediate citizen status between the nadir of non-citizenship as suffered by the Italian Allies and the zenith of the full Roman citizenship. In other words, they were a typically Roman ploy to soothe ruffled non-citizen feelings without conceding the full citizenship. Those having the Latin Rights shared privileges in common with Roman citizens; booty was divided equally, contracts with full citizens could be entered into and legal protection sought for these contracts, marriage was allowed with full citizens, and there was the right to appeal against capital convictions. However, there was no suffragium—no right to vote in any Roman election. Nor the right to sit on a Roman jury. After the revolt of Fregellae in 125 b.c. (this was a Latin Rights town grown tired of waiting for the full citizenship), an unknown tribune of the plebs in 123 b.c. passed a law allowing the magistrates of Latin Rights communities to assume the full citizenship for themselves and their direct descendants in perpetuity—another typically Roman ploy, as it soothed the ruffled feelings of a town’s important men, yet did nothing to enfranchise the ordinary residents.


  Latium The region of Italy in which Rome was situated; it received its name from the original inhabitants, called Latini. Its northern boundary was the Tiber, its southern a point extending inland from the seaport of Circei; on the east it bordered the lands of the Sabines and Marsi. When the Roman conquest of the Volsci and the Aequi was completed by 300 b.c., Latium became purely Roman.


  Lautumiae The ancient tufa-stone quarry in the base of the northeast cliffs of the Arx of the Capitol. The earliest of the buildings contained in the Forum Romanum of Marius and Sulla’s day were made from stone quarried there. At some time a prison was built in the convenient quarry’s lap, but as lengthy incarceration was not a Roman concept, the place was never rendered secure. The Lautumiae was a collection of holding cells—mostly used, it seems, to confine recalcitrant magistrates and politicians. As punishment for crime, the Romans preferred exile to imprisonment. It was much cheaper.


  legate Legatus. The most senior members of the Roman general’s military staff were his legates. In order to be classified as a legate, a man had to be of senatorial rank, and often was a consular (it appears these elder statesmen occasionally hankered after a spell of army life, and volunteered their services to a general commanding some interesting campaign). Legates answered only to the general, and were senior to all types of military tribune.


  legion Legio. This was the smallest Roman military unit capable of fighting a war on its own (though it was rarely called upon to do so). That is, it was complete within itself in terms of manpower, equipment, and facilities. By the time of Marius and Sulla, a Roman army engaged in any major campaign rarely consisted of fewer than four legions—though equally rarely of more than six legions. Single legions without prospect of reinforcement did garrison duty in places where rebellions or raids were small-scale. A legion contained something over five thousand soldiers divided into ten cohorts of six centuries each, and about one thousand men of noncombatant status; there was a modest cavalry squadron attached to the legion under normal circumstances. Each legion fielded its own artillery and matèriel. If a legion was one of the consul’s legions, it was commanded by up to six elected tribunes of the soldiers; if it belonged to a general not currently consul, it was commanded by a legate, or else by the general himself. Its regular officers were centurions, of which it possessed some sixty. Though the troops belonging to a legion camped together, they did not live together en masse; instead, they were divided into units of eight men who tented and messed together.


  legionary This is the correct English word to describe an ordinary soldier (miles gregarius) in a Roman legion. “Legionnaire,” which I have sometimes seen instead, is more properly the term applied to a member of the French Foreign Legion.


  lex Plural, leges. A law. The word “lex” came to be applied also to a plebiscitum (plebiscite), which was a law passed in the Plebeian Assembly. A lex was not considered valid until it had been inscribed on bronze or stone and deposited in the vaults below the temple of Saturn. However, logic says the tablet’s residence in the temple of Saturn must have been brief, as the vaults could not have contained anything like the number of tablets necessary to hold the body of Roman law at the time of Marius and Sulla— especially not when the Treasury also lay beneath the temple of Saturn. I imagine the tablets were whisked in and out to be stored permanently elsewhere.


  leges Caecilia Didia I have called the first one prima, as it figures more prominently in the book than the second lex Caecilia Didia. The first of these two laws stipulated that three nundinae or market days must elapse between the first contio to promulgate a law in any of the Assemblies and the vote which passed a bill into law. There is some debate as to whether the waiting period was seventeen or twenty-four days; I have chosen the smaller wait because it seems more Roman. The second lex Caecilia Didia forbade the tacking of unrelated matters together to form one law. They were passed by the consuls of 98 b.c.


  lex Calpurnia de civitate sociorum The law of Piso Frugi passed in 89 b.c. Originally it stipulated that all the new citizens of the lex Julia should be placed in two newly created tribes; when this caused a huge outcry, Piso Frugi changed his law to admit the new citizens to his two new tribes plus eight existing tribes.


  leges Corneliae The laws of Sulla, passed in 88 b.c., during his consulship. They fall into three lots, passed at different times. At the beginning of his consulship he passed two laws to regulate Rome’s rocky finances; the first stipulated that all debtors were to pay simple interest only on loans at the rate agreed to by both parties at the time the loan was made. The second waived the lodgment of sponsio (that is, the sum in dispute) with the praetor in cases of debt, enabling the praetor to hear the case. After the slaughter in Asia Province by Mithridates and before the laws of Sulpicius came Sulla’s agrarian law. It gave the confiscated lands of the rebel towns Pompeii, Faesulae, Hadria, Telesia, Bovianum, and Grumentum to Sulla’s veteran soldiers upon their retirement. The final batch of laws was passed after Sulla’s march on Rome. The first waived the waiting period of the lex Caecilia Didia prima. The second added three hundred members to the Senate, to be appointed by the censors in the usual way. The third repealed the lex Hortensia of 287 b.c. by stipulating that nothing could now be brought before the tribal Assemblies unless the Senate issued a consultum. The wording of the consultum could not be changed in the Assemblies. The fourth returned the Centuriate Assembly to the form it had known under King Servius Tullius, thus giving the First Class of voters almost 50 percent of the voting power. The fifth prohibited either discussion of or passing of laws in the tribal Assemblies. All laws in future were to be discussed and passed in the Centuriate Assembly only. The sixth repealed all of the leges Sulpiciae because they had been passed with violence during legally declared religious holidays. The seventh indicted twenty men on charges of high treason (perduellio)—and damned them—in the Centuriate Assembly. Gaius Marius, Young Marius, Sulpicius, Brutus the urban praetor, Cethegus, the Brothers Granii, Albinovanus, Laetorius, and eleven more were named.


  lex Domitia de sacerdotiis Passed in 104 b.c. by Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, later Pontifex Maximus. It required that future members of the College of Pontifices and College of Augurs be elected by a special tribal Assembly comprising seventeen tribes chosen by lot.


  lex Julia de civitate Latinis et sociis danda Passed by Lucius Julius Caesar at the end of his consulship in 90 b.c. It gave the Roman citizenship to all Italians who had not taken up arms against Rome during the Marsic War. Presumably it also fully enfranchised all Latin Rights communities in Italy.


  lex Licinia Mucia Passed by the consuls of 95 b.c. in response to an outcry about the number of spurious Roman citizens who appeared on the census rolls in 96 b.c. It legislated the creation of a number of special courts (quaestiones) to enquire into the credentials of all new names on the citizen register, and prescribed severe penalties for those found to have falsified citizenship.


  lex Plautia iudiciaria Passed in the Plebeian Assembly in 89 b.c. It changed the frame of reference of the so-called Varian Commission to prosecute those who had opposed enfranchisement of the Italians. Further, it took the court off the knights and gave it to citizens of all and any Classes right across the thirty-five tribes.


  lex Plautia Papiria Passed by the Plebeian Assembly in 89 b.c. It extended the full citizenship to any Italian with his name on an Italian municipal roll (if an insurgent, it required that he withdraw from all hostilities against Rome) provided the applicant lodged his case with the urban praetor inside Rome within sixty days of the passing of the law.


  lex Pompeia Passed by the consul of 89 b.c., Pompey Strabo. This law gave the full citizenship to every Latin Rights community south of the Padus River in Italian Gaul, and gave the Latin Rights to Celtic tribes attached to the towns of Aquileia, Patavium, and Mediolanum north of the Padus River.


  leges Sulpiciae There were four such, passed after the consul Sulla had been given command of the war against Mithridates in about September of 88 B.c: The first recalled all those exiled under the terms of the Varian Commission; the second provided that all the new Roman citizens should be distributed equally across the thirty-five tribes, and that the freedmen of Rome also be distributed across the thirty-five tribes; the third expelled all senators in debt for more than two thousand denarii from the Senate; and the fourth took the command of the war against Mithridates off Sulla and gave it to Marius. After Sulla’s march on Rome, his laws were annulled.


  lex Varia de maiestate Passed in the Plebeian Assembly by Quintus Varius Severus Hybrida Sucronensis in 90 b.c. It created a special court (thereafter always called the Varian Commission) to try those accused of attempting to secure the Roman citizenship for Italians.


  lex Voconia de mulierum hereditatibus Passed in 169 b.c. This law severely curtailed the right of women to inherit from wills. Under no circumstances could she be designated the principal heir, even if she was the only child of her father; his nearest agnate relatives (that is, on the father’s side) superseded her. Cicero quotes a case where it was argued that the lex Voconia did not apply because the dead man’s property had not been assessed at a census; but the praetor (Gaius Verres) overruled the argument and refused to allow the girl in question to inherit. The law was certainly got around, for we know of several great heiresses; by securing a law waiving the lex Voconia, perhaps; or by dying intestate, in which case the old law prevailed, and children inherited irrespective of sex or close agnate relatives. Until Sulla as dictator established permanent quaestiones there does not appear to have been a court to hear testamentary disputes, which meant the urban praetor must have had the final say.


  LIBERO The verdict of acquittal in a trial conducted in one of the voting Assemblies.


  licker-fish A freshwater bass of the Tiber River. It was found only between the Wooden Bridge and the Pons Aemilius, where it lurked around the outflows of the great sewers and fed upon what the sewers disgorged. Apparently it was so well fed that it was notoriously difficult to catch— which may be why it was regarded as a great delicacy.


  lictor One of the few genuine public servants of Rome. There was a College of Lictors; how many it contained is uncertain, but enough certainly to provide the traditional single-file escort for all holders of imperium, both within and without the city, and to perform other duties as well. Two or three hundred lictors all told may not have been unlikely. A lictor had to be a full Roman citizen, but that he was lowly seems fairly sure, as his official wage was minimal; he relied heavily upon gratuities from those he escorted. Within the college the lictors were divided into groups of ten (decuries), each headed by a prefect; there were several presidents of the college as a whole. Inside Rome the lictor wore a plain white toga; outside Rome he wore a crimson tunic with a wide black belt heavily ornamented in brass; at funerals he wore a black toga. I have located the College of Lictors behind the temple of the Lares Praestites on the eastern side of the Forum Romanum adjacent to the great inn on the corner of the Clivus Orbius, but there is no factual evidence to support this location. Long-haired Gaul See Gallia Comata. Lucania Western peninsular Italy lying south of Campania and north of Bruttium—the front of the Italian ankle and foot. It was a wild and mountainous area and contained huge and magnificent forests of fir and pine. Its people— called Lucani—had strong ties with the Samnites, the Hirpini, and the Venusini, and bitterly resented Roman incursions into Lucania.


  Lucius Tiddlypuss See Tiddlypuss, Lucius.


  ludi Romani See games.


  Lusitani The people of the southwestern and western areas of the Iberian peninsula; they lay beyond the frontiers of the Roman province of Further Spain, and strenuously resisted all Roman attempts to penetrate their lands. They also regularly invaded Further Spain to annoy the Roman occupiers.


  lustrum This word came to mean two things, both connected with the office of censor. It meant the entire five-year term the censors served, but also meant the ceremony with which the censors concluded the census of the ordinary Roman People on the Campus Martius.


  magistrates The elected executives of the Senate and People of Rome. By the middle Republic, all the men who held magistracies were members of the Senate (elected quaestors, if not already senators, were normally approved as senators by the next pair of censors). This gave the Senate a distinct advantage over the People, until the People (in the person of the Plebs) took over the lawmaking. The magistrates represented the executive arm of government. In order of seniority, the most junior magistrate was the elected tribune of the soldiers, who was not old enough to be admitted to the Senate under the lex Villia annalis, yet was nonetheless a true magistrate. Then; in ascending order came the quaestor, the tribune of the plebs, the plebeian aedile, the curule aedile, the praetor, the consul, and the censor. Only the curule aedile, the praetor, and the consul held imperium. Only the quaestorship, praetorship, and consulship constituted the cursus honorum. Tribunes of the soldiers, quaestors, and curule aediles were elected by the Assembly of the People; tribunes of the plebs and plebeian aediles were elected by the Plebeian Assembly; and praetors, consuls, and censors were elected by the Centuriate Assembly. In times of emergency, the Senate was empowered to create an extraordinary magistrate, the dictator, who served for six months only, and was indemnified against answering for his dictatorial actions after his term as dictator was over. The dictator himself appointed a Master of the Horse to function as his war leader and second-in-command. On the death or incapacitation of a consul, the Senate was also empowered to appoint a suffect consul without holding an election. Save for the censors, all magistrates served for one year only.
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  maiestas Treason. After Lucius Appuleius Saturninus first put maiestas minuta (“little treason”) on the law tablets as a criminal charge, the old-style treason charge of perduellio (high treason) was virtually abandoned. Saturninus set up a special court or quaestio to hear charges of maiestas minuta during his first term as tribune of the plebs in 103 b.c.; it was staffed entirely by knights, though the men tried in it were usually senators.


  manumission The act of freeing a slave (manumit, manumitted). When the slave’s master was a Roman citizen, manumission automatically endowed the slave with the Roman citizenship, However, the freed slave, or freedman, had little opportunity to exercise his franchise, as he was placed in one of two of the four urban tribes—Esquilina or Suburana—and therefore found his vote worthless in tribal elections; his economic lowliness (though slaves occasionally did manage to make a lot of money) meant he was not made a member of one of the Five Classes, so he could not vote in the Centuriate Assembly either. The manumitted slave took the name of his old master as his new name, adding to it his original slave name as a cognomen. A slave might be manumitted in any one of several ways: by buying his freedom out of his earnings; as a special gesture of the master’s on some great occasion like a coming-of-age birthday; after an agreed number of years in service; in a will. Though technically the freedman was the equal of his master, in actual fact he was obliged to remain in his old master’s clientship, unless this was formally dispensed with. Despite this, most slaves found the Roman citizenship highly desirable, not so much for themselves as for their freeborn descendants. The freedman was obliged for the rest of his life to wear a slightly conical skullcap on the back of his head; this was the Cap of Liberty.


  Marsi One of the most important of the Italian peoples. The Marsi lived around the shores of the Fucine Lake, which belonged to them; their territory extended into the high Apennines. Their history indicates that they were always loyal to Rome until came the time of the Marsic War. They were affluent, martial, and populous, and had adopted Latin as their language fairly early. Their chief town was Marruvium; the larger and more important town of Alba Fucens was a Latin Rights colony seeded on Marsic territory by Rome. The Marsi worshipped snakes, and were famous snake charmers.


  Martha The Syrian prophetess who predicted that Gaius Marius would be consul of Rome seven times, and did this before he had been consul at all. She extracted a promise from Marius that he would bring her from Africa to Rome, where she lived in his house as his guest until she died, and regularly scandalized Rome’s populace by appearing in a purple litter. My own novelist’s license added the second part to her prophecy—that Marius would be eclipsed in greatness by his wife’s nephew; I did this to make later events more logical.


  mentula Plural, mentulae. The Latin obscenity for the penis.


  mentulam caco “I shit on your prick!”


  merda A Latin obscenity referring more to the droppings of animals than to human excrement.


  Metrobius Plutarch attests to the existence of this beloved boyfriend of Sulla’s, and gives us his name—Metrobius.


  Middle Sea The name I have given the Mediterranean Sea, which had not at the time of Marius and Sulla acquired its later name of Mare Nostrum—”Our Sea.” Properly, at the time of Marius and Sulla it was called Mare Internum.


  Military Man Vir militaris. He was a man whose whole career revolved around the army, and who continued to serve in the army after his obligatory number of campaigns or years had expired. He entered the political arena relying upon his military reputation to recommend him to the electors. Many Military Men never bothered to enter the political arena at all, but if such a one wanted to general an army, he had to attain the rank of praetor, and that meant a political career. Gaius Marius, Quintus Sertorius, Titus Didius, Gaius Pomptinus, and Publius Ventidius were all Military Men; but Caesar the Dictator, the greatest military man of them all, was never a Military Man.


  military tribune See tribune, military.


  modius Plural, modii. The measure of grain in Rome. One modius weighed thirteen pounds, or six kilograms.


  Mormolyce Also known as Mormo. A children’s bogey, she appears to have been an historical figure, at least in myth. The queen of a race of cannibal giants, she lost her children, and ever afterward preyed upon the children of humankind.


  mos maiorum The established order of things. Perhaps the best definition is to say that the mos maiorum was Rome’s unwritten constitution. Mos meant established customs; maiores meant ancestors or forebears in this context. The mos maiorum was how things had always been done.


  Nearer Spain Hispania Citerior. The territory of this Roman province embraced the Mediterranean coastal plain and the mountainous foothills beyond it all the way from the Pyrenees to just south of the seaport of New Carthage. The southern boundary splitting the Further province off from it was fairly tenuous, but seems to have run between the range of mountains called the Orospeda and the taller range behind Abdera called the Solorius. In the time of Marius and Sulla the largest settlement was New Carthage (modern Cartagena) because the Orospeda ranges behind this seaport were honeycombed with productive silver mines the Romans had taken over when Carthage fell. Only one other part of the province was of much interest to its Roman owners; the valley of the Iberus River (modern Ebro) and its tributaries, this area being very rich. The governor had two seats: New Carthage in the south and Tarraco in the north. Nearer Spain was never as economically important to Rome as the Further province; it was, however, the only land route to Further Spain, and therefore had to be kept subdued.


  nefas Sacrilege.


  nobleman Nobilis. A man and his descendants were described as noble once he had achieved his consulship. This was an artificial aristocracy invented by the plebeians in order to cut the patricians down to size, since more plebeians reached the consulship than did patricians once the first century of the Republic was over. By the time of Marius and Sulla, nobility mattered greatly. Some modern authorities extend the term nobilis to cover those men who reached the status of praetor without ever attaining the consulship. However, my feeling is that to have admitted praetors into the plebeian nobility would have demeaned the exclusivity of nobility too much. Therefore I have reserved the term nobleman for those men of proven consular family.


  nomen The family, clan, or gentilicial name—the title of the gens. Cornelius, Julius, Domitius, Livius, Marius, Marcius, Junius, Sulpicius, et cetera, are all nomina (plural), gentilicial names. I have not used the word gens very much in this book, as it takes a feminine ending—gens Julia, gens Aurelia, et cetera—too confusing for non-Latinate readers.


  Numidia A kingdom in ancient middle North Africa which always surrounded the limited lands owned by Carthage (lands which became the Roman African province). The original inhabitants were Berbers, and lived a semi-nomadic life. After the defeat of Carthage, Rome encouraged the establishment of a regal dynasty, the first member of which was King Masinissa. The capital of Numidia was Cirta.


  October Horse On the Ides of October (this was about the time the old campaigning season used to finish), the best war-horses of that year were picked out and harnessed in pairs to chariots. They then raced on the sward of the Campus Martius, rather than in one of the circuses. The right-hand horse of the winning team was sacrificed to Mars on an altar specially erected to Mars adjacent to the course of the race. The animal was killed with a spear, after which its head was severed and piled over with little cakes, while its tail and genitals were rushed to the Regia in the Forum Romanum, and the blood dripped onto the Regia’s altar. Once the ceremonies over the cake-decorated horse’s head were ended, it was thrown at two crowds of people, one comprising the residents of the Subura, the other residents of the Via Sacra; they fought for possession of it. If the people of the Via Sacra won, they nailed the head to the outside wall of the Regia; if the people of the Subura won, they nailed it to the outside wall of the Turris Mamilia (the most conspicuous building in the Subura). What was the reason behind all this is not known; modern scholars tend to think it was concerned with the closing of the campaign season in much earlier times than the day of Marius and Sulla, by which era the Romans themselves may not have been sure of its origins. We do not know whether the war-horses involved in the race were Public Horses or not; one might presume they were Public Horses.


  Odysseus To Romans, he was Ulysses. King of Ithaca in days of legend. One of the main characters in Homer’s Iliad, he was the hero of Homer’s Odyssey. By nature crafty, brilliant, and deceitful (deceit was not necessarily odious to the ancient Greeks), he was also a great warrior, strong enough to own a bow no other man could bend and string; physically he was red-haired, left-handed, grey-eyed, and so short in the legs that he looked “taller sitting than he did standing.” Having fought for the whole ten years at Troy (Ilium) and survived, Odysseus set out for home when the war was over, bearing as his special prize old Queen Hekabe (Hecuba), widow of King Priam of Troy. But he soon abandoned her, disgusted at her weeping and wailing, and then became embroiled in a decade of amazing adventures which took him all over the Mediterranean. At the end of ten years (having been away for twenty) he arrived home in Ithaca, where his wife, Penelope, and his son, Telemachus, and his dog, Argus, had all waited for him faithfully. The first thing he did was to string his bow and shoot an arrow through the hollows in a series of axe heads, after which he turned his mighty weapon upon his wife’s importunate suitors, and killed them all, his son helping. After that, he settled down with Penelope and lived happily ever after.


  Ordo Equester See knights.


  Oxyntas A son of King Jugurtha of Numidia, he walked with his brother Iampsas in Gaius Marius’s triumphal parade of 104 b.c. His father was put to death immediately afterward, but Oxyntas was sent to the town of Venusia, where he remained until 89 b.c. What happened to him after the Marsic War is not known.


  Parthia See Kingdom of the Parthians.


  paterfamilias The head of the family unit. His right to do as he pleased with his family was rigidly protected at law.


  patricians The original Roman aristocracy. Patricians were distinguished citizens before there were kings of Rome, and after the establishment of the Republic they kept the title of patrician, as well as a prestige unattainable by any plebeian—and this in spite of the nobility, the “new aristocracy” ennobled above mere plebeian status by having consuls in the family. However, as the Republic grew older and the power of the plebeians grew in pace with their wealth, the special rights and entitlements of the patricians were inexorably stripped from them, until by the time of Marius and Sulla they tended to be relatively impoverished compared to those of the plebeian nobility. Not all patrician clans were of equal antiquity; the Julii and the Fabii were some centuries older in their tenure of patrician status than the Claudii. Patricians married in a form called confarreatio which was virtually for life, and patrician women never were allowed the relative emancipation of their plebeian sisters. Certain priesthoods could be held only by patricians—the Rex Sacrorum and the flamen Dialis—and certain senatorial positions could only be held by patricians— head of a decury, interrex, Princeps Senatus. At the time of Marius and Sulla the following patrician families were still regularly producing senators (if not praetors and consuls): Aemilius, Claudius, Cornelius, Fabius (but through adoption only), Julius, Manlius, Pinarius, Postumius, Sergius, Servilius, Sulpicius, and Valerius.


  patronage Roman Republican society was organized into a system of patronage and clientship (see also client). Though perhaps the smallest businessmen and the ordinary lowly workers of Rome were not always participants in the system, the system was nevertheless very prevalent at all levels of society, and not all patrons were from the uppermost levels of society. The patron undertook to offer protection and favors to those who acknowledged themselves his clients. Freed slaves were in the patronage of their ex-masters. No woman could be a patron. Many patrons were clients of more powerful patrons than themselves, which technically made their clients also the clients of their patron. Though at law the domestic system was not recognized, there was a very strong principle of honor involved, and it was a rare client who ignored or cheated his patron. The patron might do nothing for years to obtain help or support from a client, but one day the client would be called upon to do his patron a favor—vote for him, or lobby for him, or perform some special task. It was customary for the patron to see his clients at dawn on “business” days in the calendar; at these matinees the clients would ask for help or favor, or merely attend to show respect, or offer services. The patron, if he was rich or generous, often bestowed gifts of money upon his clients when they assembled at such times. If a man became the client of another man whom in earlier days he had hated to the point of implacable enmity, that client would thereafter serve his erstwhile enemy, now his patron, with complete fidelity, even to death (vide Caesar the Dictator and Curio the Younger).


  pedagogue Paedagogus. A teacher of young children. He was the man who instilled rudimentary education—reading, writing, arithmetic. His status was usually that of a slave or freedman, he lived within the family unit as a particularly privileged servant, and his nationality was more often than not Greek; he was, however, required to teach in Latin as well as Greek.


  pedarius Plural, pedarii. See Senate.


  Penates The Di Penates, the gods of the storage cupboards. Among the oldest and most numinous of all Roman gods, the Di Penates were worshipped in every Roman house in conjunction with Vesta (spirit of the hearth) and the Lar Familiaris. Like the Lares, the Di Penates eventually acquired a form, shape and sex, and were depicted as two youths, usually bronze statuettes. The Roman State had its own Di Penates, called the Penates Publici—guardians of the State’s well-being and solvency.


  Penelope The wife of Odysseus, King of Ithaca (see Odysseus). He won her in a footrace her father, Icarius, staged among her suitors. When it was prophesied that if Odysseus went to the war against Troy (Ilium), he would be away for twenty years, Penelope and her infant son, Telemachus, settled down to wait for him. The succession to the throne of Ithaca must have been matrilineal, for, presuming Odysseus dead, a large number of suitors for Penelope’s hand in marriage moved into the palace and stayed for the duration. She refused to marry anyone until she had finished weaving a shroud for her father-in-law, Laertes; every night she unraveled what she had woven the previous day. According to Homer, this ploy worked until Odysseus returned home and killed the suitors.


  People of Rome This term embraced every single Roman who was not a member of the Senate; it applied to patricians as well as to plebeians, and to the Head Count as well as to the First Class.


  perduellio High treason. Until the later Republic saw the introduction of the lesser form of treason called maiestas (see Saturninus), perduellio was the only form treason had in Roman law. Old enough to be mentioned in the Twelve Tables, it required a trial process in the Centuriate Assembly, cumbersome and glaringly public until the secret ballot was finally extended to trial in the centuries. It was, however, virtually impossible to persuade the centuries to convict a man of perduellio unless he stood there and openly admitted that he had conspired to make war upon Rome— and Roman political miscreants were not so stupid. It carried an automatic death penalty.


  peristyle An enclosed garden or courtyard which was surrounded by a colonnade and formed the outdoor segment of a house.


  permutatio A banking term. It meant that sums of money could be transferred between institutions inside and outside Rome, sometimes over very long distances, without the actual money changing hands.


  Phrygia This was one of the wilder and less populated parts of Anatolia, synonymous to the ancients with nymphs, dryads, satyrs, and other mythical woodland folk, as well as with peasants so naive and defenseless they were ridiculously easy to enslave. Phrygia lay inland from Bithynia, south of Paphlagonia, and west of Galatia. Its southern boundary was with Pisidia. Mountainous and heavily forested, it was a part of the Attalid empire of Pergamum; after settling the wars following the bequest of the Kingdom of Pergamum to Rome, the Roman proconsul Manius Aquillius literally sold most of Phrygia to the fifth King Mithridates of Pontus in return for a large sum of gold. Aquillius kept the gold for himself.


  Picenum That part of the eastern Italian peninsula roughly occupying the area of the Italian leg’s calf muscle. Its western boundary followed the ridge of the Apennines; to its north lay Umbria, and to its south Samnium. Since it possessed a good section of the Adriatic coast, it possessed several seaports, the most important of which were Ancona and Firmum Picenum. The main inland town and capital city was Asculum Picentum. The original inhabitants were of Italiote and Illyrian stock, but when the first King Brennus invaded Italy many of his Celtic tribesmen settled in Picenum, and intermarried with the earlier folk. There was also a tradition that Sabines from the other side of the Apennines had migrated to settle Picenum. Its people were referred to as Picentines or Picentes. The region fell more or less into two parts—northern Picenum, closely allied to southern Umbria, was under the sway of the great family called Pompeius, whereas Picenum south of the Flosis River was connected more closely to Samnium in the spiritual ties of its people.


  pilum Plural, pila. The Roman infantry spear, especially as modified by Gaius Marius. It had a very small, wickedly barbed head of iron and an upper shaft of iron; this was joined to a shaped wooden stem which fitted the hand comfortably. Marius modified it by introducing a weakness into the junction between iron and wooden sections of the shaft; when the pilum lodged in a shield or enemy’s body, it broke apart, and thus was of no use to enemy soldiers. The Roman legions, however, possessed craftsmen who could quickly mend pila after a battle.


  Pisidia This region lay to the south of Phrygia, and was even wilder and more backward. Extremely mountainous and filled with lakes, its climate was held to be a very healthy one. Little industry or populous settlement existed; the countryside was heavily forested with magnificent pines. Its people apparently were an ancient and indigenous strain allied to the Thracians, and its language was unique. Those few Pisidians who came to the notice of Rome and Romans were famous for their bizarre religious beliefs.


  Plautus His real name was Titus Maccius Plautus. An Umbrian, he lived during the third century b.c., and died at some date after 184 b.c. During his long career he wrote about 130 plays. He worked in the comedic form, and in Latin; though his plots were essentially borrowed from Greek comedy, he contributed an unmistakably Roman feel to his plays, shifting his locales from Greece to Rome, enhancing the importance of slave characters, and giving his Roman or Italian audiences a completely comfortable feeling that what they saw was taking place at home rather than in Greece. His dialogue (even in modern English translation) is remarkably free and extremely funny. Critically he failed to be faithful to his own plots and often succumbed to interpolated scenes having nothing to do with what had gone before or was yet to come—wit was all. Though no trace of the music has come down to us, his plays were larded with songs, some accompanied by a lyre (the canticum) or flute. The importance of music in Latin comedy relative to Greek comedy may perhaps have been a heritage from the Etruscans; the music in Latin plays may have been freer and more melodic in our present-day terms than Greek music.


  plebeian, Plebs All Roman citizens who were not patricians were plebeians—that is, they belonged to the Plebs (the e is short, so Pleb rhymes with Feb of “February”). At the beginning of the Republic, no plebeian could be a priest, a curule magistrate, or even a senator. This situation lasted only a very short while; one by one the exclusively patrician institutions crumbled before the onslaught of the Plebs, that much larger class of citizens not being above threatening to secede. By the time of Marius and Sulla it could be said that the Plebs ran Rome, that there was little if any advantage in being patrician.


  plebiscite Plebiscitum. A law passed in the Plebeian Assembly was more properly a plebiscitum than a lex. From very early in the Republic, plebiscites were regarded as legally binding, but the lex Hortensia of 287 b.c. made this an official fact. From then on, there was virtually no difference at law between a plebiscitum and a lex. By the time of Marius and Sulla almost all the legal clerks who were responsible for putting the laws on tablets and recording them for posterity neglected to mention whether the laws were plebiscitum or lex.


  pomerium The sacred boundary enclosing the city of Rome. Marked by stones called cippi, it was reputedly inaugurated by King Servius Tullius, and remained without alteration until the later years of Sulla’s career. The pomerium did not exactly follow the Servian Walls, one good reason why it is doubtful that the Servian Walls were built by King Servius Tullius—who would surely have caused his walls to follow the same line as his pomerium. The whole of the ancient Palatine city of Romulus was enclosed by the pomerium, but the Aventine lay outside it, and so did the Capitol. Tradition held that the pomerium might be enlarged only by a man who significantly increased the size of Roman territory. In religious terms, Rome herself existed only within the pomerium; all outside it was merely Roman territory.


  pons A bridge.


  pontifex The Latin word for a priest; it has survived to be absorbed unchanged into most modern European languages. Many Latin etymologists consider that in very early Roman times the pontifex was a maker of bridges, and that the making of bridges was considered a mystical art, thus putting the maker in close touch with the gods. Be that as it may, by the time the Republic was flourishing the pontifex was a priest; incorporated into a special college, he served as an adviser to Rome’s magistrates in religious matters— and inevitably would be a magistrate himself. At first all pontifices had to be patrician, but a lex Ogulnia of 300 b.c. stipulated that half of the College of Pontifices had to be plebeian.


  Pontifex Maximus The head of Rome’s State-run religion, and most senior of all priests. He seems to have been an invention of the infant Republic, a typically masterly Roman way of getting around an obstacle without ruffling too many feelings; for in the time of the kings of Rome, the Rex Sacrorum had been the chief priest, this being a title held by the king. Probably because they considered it unwise to abolish the Rex Sacrorum, the rulers of the new Republic of Rome simply created a new pontifex whose role and status were superior to those of the Rex Sacrorum. This new priest was given the title Pontifex Maximus; to reinforce his statesmanlike position, he was to be elected rather than co-opted (as the ordinary pontifices were). At first he was probably required to be a patrician (the Rex Sacrorum remained a patrician right through the Republic), but by the middle of the Republic he was more likely to be a plebeian. He supervised all the various members of the various priestly colleges—pontifices, augurs, flamines, fetials, and other minor priests—and the Vestal Virgins. In Republican times he occupied the most prestigious State-owned house, but shared it with the Vestal Virgins. His official headquarters had the status of a temple—the little old Regia in the Forum Romanum just outside his house.


  Pontus A large kingdom at the southeastern end of the Euxine Sea. In the west it bordered Paphlagonia at Sinope, in the east Colchis at Apsarus. Inland it bordered Armenia Magna on the east and Armenia Parva on the southeast; to proper south was Cappadocia, west of it was Galatia. Wild, untamed, beautiful, and mountainous, Pontus had a fertile littoral dotted with Greek colony cities like Sinope, Amisus and Trapezus. Some idea of the climate can be gained from the fact that Pontus was the original home of the cherry and the rhododendron. Because the interior of Pontus was divided by three ranges of very high peaks running parallel to the coastline, it was never in antiquity a truly combined entity; its kings took tribute rather than taxed, and allowed each district to run its affairs in the manner local terrain and sophistication dictated. Gemstones and much alluvial gold added to the wealth of its kings, the Mithridatidae, as did silver, tin and iron.


  praefectum fabrum “He who supervises the making.” One of the most important men in a Roman Republican army, technically he was not even a part of it; he was a civilian appointed to the post of praefectus fabrum by the general. The praefectus fabrum was responsible for the equipping and supplying of the army in all respects, from its animals and their fodder to its men and their food. Because he let out the contracts to businessmen and manufacturers for equipment and supplies, he was a very powerful figure—and unless he was a man of superior integrity, in a perfect position to enrich himself.


  praenomen The first name of a Roman man. There were very few of them in use—perhaps twenty at the time of Marius and Sulla, and half of that twenty were not common, or were confined to the men of one particular gens, as with Mamercus, confined to the Aemilii Lepidi. Each gens or clan favored certain praenomina only, which further reduced the number available! A modern scholar can often tell from a man’s praenomen whether or not that man was a genuine member of the gens; the Julii, for instance, favored Sextus, Gaius and Lucius only, so a man called Marcus Julius was not a true Julian of the patrician gens; the Licinii favored Publius, Marcus and Lucius; the Pompeii favored Gnaeus, Sextus and Quintus; the Cornelii favored Publius, Lucius and Gnaeus; the Servilii of the patrician gens favored Quintus and Gnaeus. Appius belonged only to the Claudii. One of the great puzzles for modern scholars concerns that Lucius Claudius who was Rex Sacrorum during the late Republic; Lucius is not a Claudian praenomen, but as he was certainly a patrician, Lucius Claudius the Rex Sacrorum must have been a genuine Claudian. I have postulated that there was a branch of the Claudian gens bearing the praenomen Lucius which traditionally always held the priesthood of Rex Sacrorum.


  praetor This was the second most senior position in the hierarchy of Roman magistrates (excluding the office of censor, a special case). At the very beginning of the Republic the two highest magistrates of all were called praetors. But by the end of the fourth century b.c. the word “consul” was being used to describe these highest magistrates. One praetor was the sole representative of this position for many decades thereafter; he was very obviously the praetor urbanus, as his duties were confined to the city of Rome, thus freeing up the two consuls for duty as war leaders away from Rome. In 242 b.c. a second praetor was created—the praetor peregrinus. There soon followed Rome’s acquisition of overseas provinces requiring governance, so in 227 b.c. two more praetors were created, to deal with Sicily and Sardinia/Corsica. In 197 b.c. the number was increased from four to six praetors, to cope with governance of the two Spains. However, after that no more praetors were created; at the time of Marius and Sulla, six seems to have been the standard number, though in some years the Senate apparently felt it necessary to bring the number up to eight. There is, I add, modern argument about this; some scholars think it was Sulla as dictator who increased the praetors from six to eight, whereas others consider the number became eight during the time of Gaius Gracchus.


  praetor peregrinus In English, I have chosen to describe the praetor peregrinus as the foreign praetor because he dealt only with legal matters and lawsuits involving one or more parties who were not Roman citizens. By the time of Marius and Sulla the foreign praetor’s duties were confined to the dispensation of justice; he traveled all over Italy, and sometimes further afield than that. He also heard the cases involving non-citizens within the city of Rome.


  praetor urbanus In English, the urban praetor. By the time of Marius and Sulla his duties were almost purely in litigation; he was responsible for the supervision of justice and the law courts within the city of Rome. His imperium did not extend beyond the fifth milestone from Rome, and he was not allowed to leave Rome for more than ten days at a time. If both the consuls were absent from Rome, he was its senior magistrate, therefore empowered to summon the Senate, make decisions about execution of government policies, even organize the defenses of the city if under threat of attack. It was his decision as to whether two litigants should proceed to court or to a formal hearing; in most cases he decided the matter there and then, without benefit of hearing or trial process.


  primus pilus Later, primipilus. The centurion in command of the leading century of the leading cohort of a Roman legion, and therefore the chief centurion of that legion. He rose to this position by a serial promotion, and was considered the most able man in the legion. During the time


  of Marius and Sulla, the centuries in the leading cohort appear to have been the same size as all the other centuries.


  Princeps Senatus The Leader of the House. He was chosen by the censors according to the rules of the mos maiorum: he had to be a patrician, the leader of his decury, an interrex more times than anyone else, be of unimpeachable moral integrity, and have more auctoritas and dignitas than any other patrician senator. The title of Princeps Senatus was not given for life, but was subject to review by each new pair of censors, who could remove a man from the post and substitute another man did the Princeps Senatus fail to measure up. Marcus Aemilius Scaurus was chosen Princeps Senatus at an early age, apparently during his consulship in 115 b.c. and long before his term as censor (109 b.c.); it was unusual for a man to be appointed Princeps Senatus before he had been censor. Scaurus’s winning of the post was either a signal mark of honor for an extraordinary man, or else (as some modern scholars have suggested), in 115 b.c. Scaurus was the most senior patrician senator available for the job. Whatever the reason behind his appointment, Scaurus held the title Princeps Senatus until his death in 89 b.c. His successor was Lucius Valerius Flaccus, consul in 100 b.c. and censor in 97 b.c.


  privatus A private citizen. I use the term in this book to describe a man who was a member of the Senate but not serving as a magistrate.


  proconsul One serving with the imperium of a consul but not in office as consul. Proconsular imperium was normally given to a man who had just finished his year as consul and went to govern a province or command an army in the name of the Senate and People of Rome. A man’s term as proconsul usually lasted for one year, but was commonly prorogued beyond that year if the man was engaged in a campaign against an enemy still unsubdued, or there was no one suitable to take his place. If a consular was not available to govern a province difficult enough to warrant a proconsul, one of the year’s crop of praetors was sent to govern it, but endowed with proconsular imperium. Proconsular imperium was limited to the area of the proconsul’s province or task, and was lost the moment he stepped across the pomerium into the city of Rome.


  proletarii Another name for the lowliest of all Roman citizens, the capite censi or Head Count. The word proletarius derived from proles, which meant progeny, offspring, children in an impersonal sense; the lowly were called proletarii because children were the only thing they were capable of producing. I have avoided using the word because of its Marxist connotations, connotations having absolutely no validity in ancient times.


  propraetor One serving with the imperium of a praetor but not in office as a praetor. It was an imperium given to a praetor after his year in office was over in order to empower him to govern a province and, if necessary, conduct a defensive war. Like the imperium of the proconsul, it was lost the moment its holder stepped over the pomerium into the city of Rome. In degree it was a lesser imperium than proconsul, and was normally given to the governor of a peaceful province. According to the rules, any war the propraetor engaged upon had to be forced upon him, he could not seek it out. However, that didn’t stop propraetors like Gaius Marius making war in their provinces.


  prorogue To extend a man’s tenure of magisterial office beyond its normal time span. It applied to governorships or military commands rather than to the magistracies themselves. That is, it affected proconsuls and propraetors. Metellus Numidicus was sent to Africa to fight Jugurtha while still consul, but had not got his campaign off the ground when his year as consul expired; his command in the war against Jugurtha was prorogued into the following year, and into the year following that. I include the word in this glossary because I have discovered that modern English language dictionaries of small and medium size neglect to give this meaning in treating the word “prorogue.”


  province Provincia. Originally this meant the sphere of duty of a magistrate or promagistrate holding imperium, and therefore applied as much to consuls and praetors in office inside Rome as it did to those in the field. Then the word came to mean the place where the imperium was exercised by its holder, and finally was applied to that place as simply meaning it was in the ownership of Rome. By the time of Marius and Sulla, all of Rome’s provinces were outside Italy and Italian Gaul.


  publicani Singular, publicanus. Tax-farmers. These were the great private companies run from Rome which “farmed” the taxes of various parts of Rome’s growing empire. The whole activity of farming the taxes was let out on contract by the censors every five years. The employees of these companies who actually collected the taxes in the provinces were also called publicani.


  Public Horse A horse which belonged to the State—to the Senate and People of Rome. Going all the way back to the kings, it had been State policy to provide the 1,800 most senior knights of Rome with horses. Presumably when the practice began horses were both scarce and colossally expensive, otherwise the State of Rome, notoriously parsimonious, would not have spent its precious money; it would simply have required its knights to provide their own mounts, as happened during the Republic when the number of knights far exceeded 1,800. By the time of Marius and Sulla, to own a Public Horse was a social cachet of no mean order; the animals were handed down from generation to generation in the same families, so to possess a Public Horse was tantamount to saying your family had been around since the beginning. That this was not so we know from the fact that Pompey possessed a Public Horse—presumably when a family died out, its Public Horse was passed to someone of newer origins but enormous influence. Cato the Censor, considered a peasant New Man, was very proud to say that his great grandfather (who must have lived during the fourth century b.c.) had received from the Treasury of Rome the price of no less than five Public Horses killed under him in battle. When Gaius Sempronius Gracchus (see The Gracchi) split the Senate off from the knights, there is no evidence that his law required that a senator give up his Public Horse because he was no longer a knight; on the contrary, those of senatorial family who had possessed the Public Horse continued to possess it, witness Pompey the Great, and presumably his father. Though it was not always observed, some censors (including Cato the Censor) insisted that the 1,800 owners of the Public Horse parade themselves and their animals in order to make sure that these men were keeping themselves in shape and caring properly for their steeds. The parade of the Public Horse, when held, occurred perhaps on the Ides of July; the censors sat in state on a tribunal atop the steps of the temple of Castor and Pollux in the Forum Romanum and watched each holder of the Public Horse solemnly lead his mount in a kind of march-past. If the censors considered a man had let himself go to seed, they stripped him of his entitlement to the Public Horse.


  Punic The adjective applied to Carthage and its people, but particularly to the three wars fought between Carthage and Rome. The word is derived from the origin of the Carthaginians—Phoenicia.


  quaestor The lowest rung on the senatorial cursus honorum. At the time of Marius and Sulla, to be elected a quaestor did not mean a man was automatically a member of the Senate; however, it was the normal practice of the censors to admit quaestors to the Senate. Many who stood for election as quaestor were already in the Senate. The exact number of quaestors elected in any one year at this time is not known, but was perhaps twelve to sixteen. The age at which a man sought election as a quaestor was thirty, which was also the correct age for entering the Senate. A quaestor’s chief duties were fiscal: he might be seconded to the Treasury in Rome, or to secondary treasuries, or to collecting customs and port dues (there were three such quaestors at this time, one in Ostia, one in Puteoli, and one who did the other ports), or to collecting Rome’s rents from ager publicus at home and abroad, or to managing the finances of a province. A consul going to govern a province could ask by name for a particular man to serve as his quaestor—this was a great distinction for the man in question, and assured him of both election and a place in the Senate. Normally the quaestorship lasted for one year, but if a man was requested by name he was obliged to remain with his chief until his chief’s term came to an end. Quaestors entered office on the fifth day of December.


  Quirites Literally, Roman citizens of civilian status. What we do not know is whether the word’ “Quirites “also implied that the citizens in question had never served as soldiers in Rome’s armies; certain remarks of Caesar the Dictator might lead one to believe that this was so, for he addressed his mutinous soldiers as Quirites, and in doing so heaped such scorn upon them that they immediately pleaded for his pardon. However, much changed between the time of Marius and Sulla and the time of Caesar the Dictator. I have chosen to assume that at the time of Marius and Sulla, to be hailed as Quirites was no insult.


  quizzing-glass A magnifying lens on a stick. It had much the same connotations in the ancient world as a monocle during the early twentieth century—it was an affectation. It was also, however, of great good use to one suffering the presbyopia of encroaching age in an era before the invention of spectacles. It could not contain a lens specifically ground for the purpose of enlarging print, but some stones accidentally possessed lens properties, and were thus immensely valuable objects. We know the emperor Nero had an emerald quizzing-glass; having seen the wealth of emeralds which came from Asia Minor, it is logical to assume that the Kings of Pontus had free access to emeralds, and that an occasional stone was suited for use in a quizzing-glass.


  repetundae Extortion. Until the time of Gaius Gracchus, it was not standard practice to prosecute provincial governors who used their power to enrich themselves; one or two special courts had been set up to prosecute specific men, but that was all. These early special courts were staffed entirely by senators, and quickly became a joke—senatorial juries would not convict their fellows. Then in 122 b.c. Manius Acilius Glabrio, boon companion of Gaius Gracchus, passed a lex Acilia providing a permanent court staffed by knights to hear cases of repetundae, and impaneled 450 named knights to act as a pool from which the juries would be drawn. In 106 b.c. Quintus Servilius Caepio, consul in that year, returned all courts to the Senate, including the extortion court. Then in 101 b.c. Gaius Servilius Glaucia gave the extortion court back to the knights, with many innovative refinements which were to become standard practice in all courts. The cases we know of were all concerned with governors of provinces, but it would seem that after the lex Acilia of 122 b.c., the extortion court was empowered to try any kind of case dealing with illegal enrichment. There were rewards offered to citizen informants, and non-citizens who successfully brought a prosecution before the court were rewarded with the citizenship.


  Republic The word was originally two words—res publica—that is, the thing which constitutes the people as a whole—that is, its government. We use the word “republic” today to mean an elected government which does not acknowledge any monarch its superior, but it is doubtful if the Romans thought of it in quite that way, despite the fact that they founded their Republic as an alternative to kings.


  rhetoric The art of oratory, something both the Greeks and the Romans turned into an approximation of science. A proper orator spoke according to carefully laid out rules and conventions which extended far beyond mere words; body language and movements were intrinsic parts of it. In the early and middle Republic teachers of Greek rhetoric were despised, and sometimes even outlawed from Rome; Cato the Censor was an avowed enemy of the Greek rhetor. However, the Graecophilia of Scipio Aemilianus’s day broke down much of this Latin opposition, so that by the time of the Brothers Gracchi most young Roman noblemen were being taught by Greek rhetors. Whereupon the Latin rhetors fell into disfavor! There were different styles of rhetoric—Lucius Licinius Crassus Orator favored the Asianic style, more florid and dramatic than the Attic style. It must always be remembered that the audience which gathered to listen to public oration—be it concerned with politics or the law courts—was composed of connoisseurs of rhetoric. The audience watched and listened in a spirit of extreme criticism; it knew all the rules and techniques, and was not easy to please.


  Roma The Latin name of Rome.


  Romulus and Remus The twin sons of Rhea Silvia, daughter of the King of Alba Longa and the god Mars. Her uncle Amulius, who had usurped the throne, put the twins in a basket made of rushes and set them adrift on the Tiber. They were washed up beneath a fig tree at the base of the Palatine, found by a she-wolf, and suckled by her in her cave nearby. They were rescued by Faustulus and his wife Acca Larentia, who raised them to manhood. After deposing Amulius and putting their grandfather back on his throne, the twins founded a settlement on the Palatine. Once its walls were built, Remus jumped over them and was put to death by Romulus, apparently for sacrilege. Romulus then set out to acquire subjects to live in his town, which he did in respect of males by establishing an asylum in the depression between the two humps of the Capitol, there collecting refugees who seem to have been criminals. Female citizens he acquired by tricking the Sabines of the Quirinal into bringing their women to a feast and then kidnapping them as wives for his men. Romulus ruled for a long time. Then one day he went hunting in the Goat Swamps of the Campus Martius and was caught in a terrible storm; when he didn’t come home, it was believed that he had been taken by the gods and made an immortal.


  rostra The plural form of “rostrum,” meaning a ship’s bronze or reinforced oaken beak. This fierce object jutted well forward of the bows just below the level of the water, and was used to hole an enemy ship in the maneuver called “ramming.” When in 338 b.c. the consul Gaius Maenius attacked the Volscian fleet in Antium harbor, he defeated it completely. To mark the end of the Volsci as a rival power to Rome, Maenius removed the beaks of the ships he had sent to the bottom or captured and fixed them to the Forum wall of the speaker’s platform tucked into the well of the Comitia. Ever after, the speaker’s platform was known as the rostra—the ships’ beaks.


  Rubico River Also known as the Rubicon, it was the river which formed the boundary between Italian Gaul and peninsular Italy on the eastern side of the Apennines (the Arnus did the same thing to the west). No one today is sure which modern river is the antique Rubico; scholarly opinion favors a very short and uninspiring stream now called the Rubicone. I beg to differ. Surely the Rubico was that river which had its source in closest proximity to the source of the Arnus? Ancient boundaries wherever possible were visible phenomena—otherwise, why have the border of Italian Gaul follow the contour of the huge loop in the Arnus? I contend that the Rubico was not a short little coastal stream, but a long river with its source high enough up in the Apennines to give it a respectable volume of water in its bed as well as the necessary proximity to the source of the Arnus. My pick is the modern Ronco, which enters the Adriatic between Ravenna and Rimini (Ariminum) and rises very close to the Arnus. Why would a people as sensible as the Romans choose a little coastal trickle as the boundary when a much larger and longer river was in the vicinity? Extensive drainage and canal work has been going on for so many centuries around Ravenna that no one can be sure.


  saepta “The sheepfold.” In Republican times, this was simply an open area on the Campus Martius not far from the Via Lata, and in proximity to the Villa Publica; it possessed no permanent buildings. Here the comitia centuriata met in its centuries. As the Centuriate Assembly normally called for a voting procedure, the saepta was divided up for the occasion by temporary fences so that the Five Classes could vote in their Centuries’.


  sagum The soldier’s heavy-weather cape. It was made out of greasy wool to make it as waterproof as possible, cut on the full circle with a hole in its middle for the head to poke through, and came well down the body for maximum protection; it was capacious enough to cover the soldier’s back-borne kit also. The best kind of sagum came from Liguria, where the wool was exactly right for it.


  saltatrix tonsa “Barbered dancing-girl.” That is, a male homosexual who dressed as a woman and sold his sexual favors.


  Samnium The territory lying between Latium, Campania, Apulia, and Picenum. Most of Samnium was ruggedly mountainous and not particularly fertile; its towns tended to be poor and small, and numbered among them Bovianum, Caieta, and Aeclanum. Aesernia and Beneventum, the two biggest towns, were Latin Rights communities implanted in Samnite territory by Rome. The people of the general area called Samnium were of several different nations—the Paeligni, the Marrucini, the Vestini, and the Frentani each occupied a different part, and the Samnites the rest. Throughout their history the Samnites were implacable enemies of Rome, and several times during the early and middle Republic inflicted crushing defeats on Rome. However, they had neither the manpower nor the financial resources to throw off the Roman yoke permanently. About 180 b.c. the Samnites were sufficiently sapped of strength to prove incapable of refusing a foreign race of settlers; to lessen Roman troubles in the northwest, Rome shifted forty thousand Ligurians to Samnium. At the time it had seemed to Rome an excellent idea, but the new settlers were eventually fully absorbed into the Samnite nation—and harbored no more love for Rome than their Samnite hosts. Thus Samnite resistance grew afresh.


  satrap The title given by the Persian kings to their provincial or territorial governors. Alexander the Great seized upon the term and employed it, as did the later Arsacid kings of Parthia. The region ruled by a satrap was called a satrapy.


  Saturninus Lucius Appuleius Saturninus was born about 135 b.c., of a respectable family with close links to Picenum (his sister was married to the Picentine Titus Labienus, his colleague in his last tribunate of the plebs). Elected quaestor for 104 b.c. , he was given the job of looking after the grain supply and the port of Ostia, only to be sacked from his position and expelled from the Senate when Marcus Aemilius Scaurus the Princeps Senatus blamed him for a premature increase in the price of grain. Saturninus didn’t take this disgrace lying down; he stood for election as a tribune of the plebs for 103 b.c., and got in. During this first term as a tribune of the plebs Saturninus allied himself with Gaius Marius, and passed laws benefiting Marius, particularly one allocating land in Africa for Marius’s Jugurthine War veterans. He also passed a law establishing a special court to try those accused of a crime he called maiestas minuta— “little treason.” In 102 and 101 b.c. Saturninus was out of office, but sufficiently obnoxious to irritate the censor Metellus Numidicus, who tried to expel him from the Senate; the result was a riot in which Metellus Numidicus was severely beaten about. He stood for a second term as tribune of the plebs for 100 b.c., and was elected, still in alliance with Marius. A second land bill, to settle Marius’s veterans from the war against the Germans on land in Gaul-across-the-Alps, provoked huge fury in the Senate, but Saturninus went ahead and procured it. The members of the Senate were required to swear an oath to uphold the law; all swore except Metellus Numidicus, who elected to pay a heavy fine and go into exile. From there on, Saturninus became an increasing embarrassment for Marius, who sloughed him off, his own reputation having suffered greatly. Saturninus then began to woo the Head Count with promises of grain; there was a famine at the time, and the Head Count was hungry. When the elections for tribunes of the plebs for 99 b.c. were held, Saturninus ran for a third term, and was defeated; his boon companion Gaius Servilius Glaucia conveniently arranged that one of the successful candidates be murdered, and Saturninus gained office to replace the dead man. Stirred to the point of revolution, the Forum crowds threatened the government of Rome sufficiently to spur Marius and Scaurus into an alliance which produced the Senate’s Ultimate Decree. Saturninus and his friends were apprehended after Marius cut off the water supply to the Capitol, where the group had taken refuge. Put in the Senate House for safekeeping, they were stoned to death by a rain of roof tiles. All of Saturninus’s laws were then annulled.


  Scordisci A tribal confederation of Celts admixed with Illyrians and Thracians, the Scordisci lived in Moesia between the valley of the Danubius and the Macedonian border. Powerful and warlike, they plagued the Roman governors of Macedonia-perpetually.


  Scythians This people was probably of Germanic stock, and spoke an Indo-European language. They lived in the Asian steppelands to the east of the Tanais River, extending south as far as the Caucasus. They were well organized enough socially to have kings, and were fabled goldsmiths.


  Senate Properly, Senatus. The Romans believed that Romulus himself founded the Senate by collecting one hundred patrician men into an advisory body and giving them the title patres (“fathers”). However, it is more likely that the Senate was an advisory body set up by the later kings of Rome. When the Republic replaced the kings, the Senate was retained, now comprising three hundred patricians. Scant years later it contained plebeian senators also, though it took the plebeians somewhat longer to attain the senior magistracies. Because of the Senate’s antiquity, legal definition of its powers, rights, and duties were at best inadequate; it was an important constituent of the mos maiorum. Membership of the Senate was for life, which predisposed it toward the oligarchy it soon became. Throughout its history, its members fought strenuously to preserve their—as they saw it— natural pre-eminence. Under the Republic, senators were appointed by (and could be expelled by) the censors. There were thirty decuries of ten senators each, the decury being led by a patrician—which meant that there always had to be a minimum of thirty patrician senators in the Senate. By the time of Marius and Sulla it was customary to demand that a senator have property bringing him in at least a million sesterces a year, though during the entire life of the Republic this was never a formal law. Like much else, it simply was. Senators alone were entitled to wear the latus clavus or broad stripe on their tunics; they wore closed shoes of maroon leather, and a ring which had originally been made of iron, but came to be of gold. Meetings of the Senate had to be held in properly inaugurated premises. The Senate had its own meeting-house, the Curia Hostilia, but often chose to assemble elsewhere. The ceremonies and meeting of New Year’s Day, for example, were held in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, while meetings to discuss war were held outside the pomerium in the temple of Bellona. Sessions could only go on between sunrise and sunset, and could not take place on days when any of the Comitia met, though could take place on a comitial day if no Comitia meeting was convoked. There was a rigid hierarchy among those allowed to speak in senatorial meetings, with the Princeps Senatus at the top of the list at the time of Marius and Sulla; patricians always preceded plebeians of exactly the same status otherwise. Not all members of the House were allowed the privilege of speaking. The senatores pedarii (I have used a British parliamentary term, backbenchers, to describe them, as they sat behind those permitted to speak) were allowed to vote only, not to speak. No restrictions were placed upon a man’s oration in terms of length of time or germane content— hence the popularity of the technique now called filibustering—talking a motion out. If the issue was unimportant or the response completely unanimous, voting could be by voice or a show of hands, but a formal vote took place by division of the House, meaning that the senators left their stations and grouped themselves to either side of the curule dais according to their yea or nay, and were then physically counted. An advisory rather than a true legislating body always, the Senate issued its consulta or decrees as requests to the various Comitia. If the issue was serious, a quorum had to be present before a vote could be taken, though we do not know the precise number of senators who constituted a quorum—perhaps a quarter? Certainly most meetings were not heavily attended, as there was no rule which said a senator had to attend meetings on a regular basis. In certain areas the Senate traditionally reigned supreme, despite its lack of legislating power: the fiscus was controlled by the Senate, as it controlled the Treasury; foreign affairs were left to the Senate; war was the business of the Senate; and the appointment of provincial governors and the regulation of provincial affairs were left to the Senate to decide. After the time of Gaius Gracchus, in civil emergencies the Senate could override all other bodies in government by passing the Senatus Consultant de republica defendenda— its Ultimate Decree proclaiming its own sovereignty and the establishment of martial law. The Ultimate Decree, in other words, was a senatorial sidestep to prevent the appointment of a dictator.


  Servian Walls Murus Servii Tullii. Republican Romans believed that the formidable walls enclosing the city of Rome had been erected in the time of King Servius Tullius. However, evidence suggests that they were built after Rome was sacked by the Gauls in 390 b.c. (see Juno Moneta). Down to the time of Caesar the Dictator they were scrupulously kept up.


  sesterces Latin singular, sestertius. The commonest of Roman coins. Roman accounting practices were expressed in sesterces, hence their prominence in Latin writings of Republican date. The name sestertius derives from semis tertius, meaning two and a half ases (see as). In Latin writing, it was abbreviated as HS. A small silver coin, the sestertius was worth a quarter of a denarius. I have kept to the Latin when speaking of this coin in the singular, but have preferred to used the Anglicized form in the plural.


  Sibylline Books The Roman State possessed a series of prophecies written in Greek and called the Sibylline Books. They were acquired, it was believed, by King Tarquinius Priscus, at which date they were written on palm leaves; each time the King refused to buy them, one book was burned and the price for the rest went up until finally the King agreed to take the remainder. They were greatly revered and were in the care of a special college of minor priests called the decemviri sacris faciundis; in State crises they were solemnly consulted to see if there was a prophecy which fitted the situation.


  sinus A pronounced curve or fold. The term was used in many different ways, but for the purposes of this book, two only are of interest. One described the geographical feature we might call a gulf—Sinus Arabicus, et cetera. The second described the looping fold of toga as this garment emerged from under the right arm and was swept up over the left shoulder—the togate Roman’s pocket.


  Sosius A name associated with the book trade in Rome. Two brothers Sosius published during the principate of Augustus. I have taken the name and extrapolated it backward in time; Roman businesses were often family businesses, and the book trade in Rome was already a flourishing one at the time of Marius and Sulla. Therefore, why not a Sosius?


  spelt A very fine, soft white flour. It was not suitable for making bread, but was excellent for making cakes. It was ground from the variety of wheat now known as Triticum spelta.


  sponsio In cases of civil litigation not calling for a hearing in a formal court of law (that is, cases which could be heard by the urban praetor), the urban praetor could only proceed to hear the case if a sum of money called sponsio was lodged in his keeping before the hearing began. This was either damages, or the sum of money in dispute. In bankruptcy complaints or nonpayment of debts, the sum owed was the sponsio. This meant that when the sum concerned could not be found by either the plaintiff or the defendant, the urban praetor was not empowered to hear the case. In times of money shortage, it became a problem, hence the inclusion by Sulla in his law regulating debt of a provision waiving the lodgement of sponsio with the urban praetor.


  steel The term Iron Age is rather misleading, as iron in itself is not a very usable metal. It only replaced bronze when ancient smiths discovered ways of steeling it; from then on, it was the metal of choice for tools, weapons, and other apparatus demanding a combination of hardness, durability and capacity to take an edge or point. Aristotle and Theophrastus, both writing in the Greece of the fourth century b.c., talk about steel, not about iron. However, the whole process of working iron into a usable metal evolved in total ignorance of the chemistry and metallurgy underlying it. The main ore used to extract iron was haematite; pyrites was little used because of the extreme toxicity of its sulphuric by-products. Strabo and Pliny the Elder both describe a method of roasting the ore in a hearth-type furnace (oxidation), and the shaft furnace (reduction). The shaft furnace was more efficient, could smelt larger quantities of ore, and was the method of choice. The carbon necessary for smelting was provided (as with bronze and other alloys) by charcoal. Most smelting works used both hearth and shaft furnaces side by side, and produced from the raw ore slag-contaminated “blooms” which were called sows (hence, presumably, our term “pig”). These sows were then reheated to above melting point and compelled to take up additional carbon from the charcoal by hammering (forging); this also drove out most of the contaminating slag, though ancient steels were never entirely free of slag. Roman smiths were fully conversant with the techniques of annealing, quenching, tempering, and cementation (this last forced yet more carbon into the iron). Each of these procedures changed the characteristics of the basic carbon steel in a different way, so that steels for various purposes could be made—razors, sword blades, knives, axes, saws, wood and stone chisels, cold chisels, nails, spikes, et cetera. So precious were the steels suitable for cutting edges that a thin piece of edge steel was welded (the Romans knew two methods of welding, pressure welding and fusion welding) onto a cheaper-quality base, as seen with ploughshares and axes. However, the Roman sword blade was made entirely from steel taking a cruelly sharp edge; it was produced by tempering at about 280°C. Tongs, anvils, hammers, bellows, crucibles, fire bricks, and the other tools in trade of a smith were known and universally used. Many of the ancient theories were quite wrong; it was thought, for instance, that the nature of the liquid used in quenching affected the quenching—urine was the quenching liquid of choice. And no one understood that the real reason why the iron mined in


  Noricum produced such superb steel lay in the fact that it naturally contained a small amount of manganese uncontaminated by phosphorus, arsenic, or sulphur, and therefore was modern manganese steel.


  stibium A black antimony-based powder soluble in water, stibium was used to dye or paint eyebrows and eyelashes, and to draw a line around the eyes.


  stips A wage. In the sense used in this book, the slips was the wage paid to a slave by his master. It was also called peculium.


  Subura The poorest and most densely populated part of the city of Rome. It lay to the east of the Forum Romanum in the declivity between the Oppian spur of the Esquiline Mount and the Viminal Hill. Its very long main street had three different names: at the bottom, where it was contiguous with the Argiletum, it was the Fauces Suburae; the next section was known as the Subura Major; and the final section, which scrambled up the steep flank of the Esquiline proper, was the Clivus Suburanus. The Subura Minor and the Vicus Patricii branched off the Subura Major in the direction of the Viminal. The Subura was an area composed entirely of insulae and contained only one prominent landmark, the Tunis Mamilia, apparently some kind of tower. Its people were notoriously polyglot and independent of mind; many Jews lived in the Subura, which at the time of Marius and Sulla contained Rome’s only synagogue. Suetonius says Caesar the Dictator lived in the Subura.


  suffect consul Consul suffectus. When an elected consul died in office or was in some other way rendered incapable of conducting the duties of his office, the Senate appointed a substitute called the suffectus. He was not elected. Sometimes the Senate-would appoint a suffectus even when the consular year was just about over; at other times no substitute would be appointed even when the consular year was far from over. These discrepancies apparently reflected the mood of the House at the particular time. It seems too that the Senate needed the presence of the remaining consul to appoint a suffectus—witness senatorial helplessness when Cato the Consul was killed in 90 b.c. and the remaining consul, Lucius Julius Caesar, refused to come to Rome for the choosing of a suffectus. The name of the suffect consul was engraved upon the consular fasti, and he was entitled to call himself a consular after his period in office was over.


  sumptuary law A lex sumptuaria. These laws sought to regulate the amount of luxurious (that is, expensive) goods and/or foodstuffs a Roman might buy or have in his house, no matter how wealthy he was. Presumably the goods targeted were imported from abroad. During the Republic many sumptuary laws were leveled at women, forbidding them to wear more than a specified amount of jewelry, or ride in litters or carriages within the Servian Walls; as several magistrates found out, women so legislated against were inclined to turn nasty and become a force to be reckoned with.


  suovetaurilia This was a special sacrifice consisting of a pig (su), a sheep (ove), and an ox or bull (taur). It was offered to certain gods on critical occasions; Jupiter Optimus Maximus was one, Mars another. The ceremonies surrounding the suovetaurilia called for the sacrificial victims to be led in a solemn procession before being killed. Besides these special occasions of national crisis, there were two regular occasions on which a suovetaurilia was offered; the first occurred in late May when the land was purified by the twelve minor priests called the Arval Brethren; the second occurred at five-year intervals when the censors set up their booth on the Campus Martius and prepared to take the full census of Roman citizens.


  tablinum This room was the exclusive domain of the paterfamilias in a Roman family unit; unless too poor to have more than one or two rooms, he had his study, as I have chosen to call it.


  talent This ancient unit of weight was defined as the load a man could carry. Bullion and very large sums of money were expressed in talents, but the term was not confined to precious metals and money. In modern terms the talent weighed about fifty to fifty-five pounds (25 kilograms). A talent of gold weighed the same as a talent of silver, of course, but was far more valuable.


  Tarpeian Rock Its precise location is still hotly debated, but it is known to have been quite visible from the lower Forum Romanum, and presumably was an overhang at the top of the Capitolium cliffs. Since the drop was not much more than eighty feet from the Tarpeian Rock to the bottom, the rock itself must have been located precisely above some sort of jagged outcrop—we have no evidence that anyone survived the fall. It was the traditional place of execution for Roman citizen traitors and murderers, who were either thrown from it or forced to jump from it. I have located it on a line from the temple of Ops.


  tata The Latin diminutive for “father”—akin to our “daddy.” I have, by the way, elected to use the almost universal “mama” as the diminutive for mother, but the Latin was “mamma.”


  Tellus The Roman earth goddess. Her worship became largely neglected after the importation of Magna Mater from Pessinus. Tellus had a big temple on the Carinae, in early days imposing; by the time of Marius and Sulla it was dilapidated.


  Tiddlypuss, Lucius I needed a joke name of the kind people in all places at all times have used when they want to refer to a faceless yet representative person. In the USA it would be “Joe Blow,” in the UK “Fred Bloggs.” As I am writing in standard English for a largely non-Latinate readership, it was not possible to choose a properly Latin name to fulfill this function. I coined “Lucius Tiddlypuss” because it looks and sounds patently ridiculous, has an “uss” ending—and because of a mountain. This mountain was named in a Latin distortion after the villa of Augustus’s infamous freedman, Publius Vedius Pollio, which lay on its flanks. The villa’s name, a Greek one, was Pausilypon, whereas the Latin name of the mountain was Pausilypus— a clear indication of how much Pollio was loathed, for pus then meant exactly the same as’ ‘pus’’ does today in English. Speakers of Latin punned constantly, as we know. And that’s how Lucius Tiddlypuss came into being, one of the few fictitious characters in this book.


  toga The garment only a full citizen of Rome was permitted to wear. Made of lightweight wool, it was a most peculiar shape (which is why the togate “Romans” in Hollywood movies never look right). After exhaustive and brilliant experimentation, Dr. Lillian Wilson of Johns Hopkins worked out a size and shape which produce a perfect-looking toga. To fit a man five feet nine inches (175 cm) tall and having a waist of thirty-six inches (89.5 cm), the toga was about fifteen feet (4.6 m) wide, and seven feet six inches (2.25 m) long; the length measurement is draped on his height axis while the much bigger width measurement is wrapped around him. However, the shape was not a simple rectangle! It looked like this:
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  Unless the toga is cut as illustrated, it will absolutely refuse to drape the way it does on the togate men of the ancient statues. The Republican toga of Marius and Sulla’s day was very large (the toga varied considerably in size between the time of the Kings of Rome and 500 a.d., a period of one thousand years). One final observation about the toga resulted from my own experimentation—I proved rather conclusively that the togate Republican Roman could not possibly have worn under-drawers or a loincloth. The toga itself disqualified the left hand from performing any task at groin level, as the left arm carried multiple folds and most of the weight of the garment. But when the toga is properly draped, the right hand can part it with astonishing ease, push up the hem of the tunic, and perform the act of urinating from a standing position—provided, that is, that there are no under-drawers or loincloth to fiddle with! I mention this interesting fact only because it is still said the Roman wore some sort of nether under-garment. Well, if he was wearing a toga, he couldn’t have.


  toga alba Or toga pura, or toga virilis. This was the plain white toga of manhood as worn by an ordinary citizen. It was probably more cream or ecru than stark white.


  toga Candida This was the specially whitened toga worn by those seeking office as an elected magistrate (our word “candidate” comes from the toga Candida). The candidate wore his special toga on the day when he registered his candidacy, as he went about Rome canvassing, and on election day. Its stark whiteness was achieved by bleaching the garment in the sun for many days, and then working finely powdered chalk through it.


  toga picta The all-purple toga of the triumphing general, lavishly embroidered (presumably in gold) with pictures of people and events. The kings of Rome had worn the purple toga picta, and so too did the statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus in his temple on the Capitol.


  toga praetexta The purple-bordered toga of the curule magistrate, it continued to be worn by these men after their term in office was over. It was also the garment worn by children of both sexes.


  toga pulla This was the toga of mourning, and was made of wool as close to black as possible. Senators in mourning also wore a knight’s tunic bearing the angustus clavus, or “narrow stripe,” on its shoulder.


  toga trabea Cicero’s “particolored toga.” It was the striped toga of the augur, and very likely the pontifex also. Like the toga praetexta, it had a purple border, but also was striped in alternate red and purple down its length.


  togate The correct English-language term to describe a man clad in his toga.


  tribe Tribus. By the beginning of the Republic, tribus to a Roman was not an ethnic grouping of his people, but a political grouping of service only to the State. There were thirty-five tribes altogether; thirty-one of these were rural, only four urban. The sixteen really old tribes bore the names of the various original patrician gentes, indicating that the citizens who belonged to these tribes were either members of the patrician families, or had once lived on land owned by the patrician families. During the early and middle Republic, when Roman-owned territory in the Italian peninsula began to expand, tribes were added to accommodate the new citizens within the Roman body politic. Full Roman citizen colonies also became the nuclei of fresh tribes. The four urban tribes were supposed to have been founded by King Servius Tullius, though the time of their actual foundation is more likely to have been during the early Republic. The last date of a tribal creation was 241 b.c. Every member of a tribe was entitled to register one vote in a tribal assembly; but his vote was not in itself significant. The votes in each tribe were counted first, then the tribe as a whole cast one single vote, the majority vote within the ranks of its members. This meant that in no tribal assembly could the huge number of citizens enrolled in the four urban tribes influence the outcome of a vote, as each of the thirty-one rural tribes had the exact same degree of voting power as each urban tribe. Members of rural tribes were not disbarred from living within the city of Rome, nor were their progeny forced into an urban tribe. Most senators and knights of the First Class belonged to rural tribes.


  tribune Tribunus. An official representing the interests of a certain part of the Roman body politic. The name originally referred to those men who represented the tribes (tri-bus—tribunus), but, as the Republic got into its stride, the name came to mean an official representing various institutions not directly connected with the tribes per se.


  tribune, military Those on the general’s staff who were not elected tribunes of the soldiers, yet who ranked below legate but above cadet. If the general was not a consul currently in office, military tribunes might command his legions. Otherwise they did staff duties for the general. Military tribunes also served as commanders of cavalry units.


  tribune of the plebs These magistrates came into being early in the Republic, when the Plebs was at complete loggerheads with the patricians. Elected by the tribal body of plebeians formed as the concilium plebis or comitia plebis tributa or Plebeian Assembly, they took an oath to defend the lives and property of members of the Plebs. By 450 b.c. there were ten tribunes of the plebs. By the time of Marius and Sulla these ten tribunes of the plebs had proven themselves a thorn in the side of the Senate rather than merely the patricians—and even though, by this time, they were themselves members of the Senate. A lex Atinia de tribunis plebis in senatum legendis of 149 b.c. had made tribunes of the plebs automatically members of the Senate upon election. Because they were not elected by the Whole People (that is, by patricians as well as plebeians), they had no power under Rome’s unwritten constitution and were not magistrates in the same way as tribunes of the soldiers, quaestors, curule aediles, praetors, consuls, and censors; their magistracies were of the Plebs and their power in office resided in the oath the whole Plebs took to defend the sacrosanctity—the inviolability—of its elected tribunes. That the tribunes of the plebs were called tribunes was possibly due to the tribal organization of the Plebeian Assembly. The power of the tribunate of the plebs lay in the right of its officers to exercise a veto against almost any aspect of government: a tribune of the plebs could veto the actions or laws of his nine fellow tribunes, or any—or all!—other magistrates, including consuls and censors (witness how in 109 b.c. the censor Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, who had defied attempts to remove him from his office, yielded immediately when the tribune of the plebs Mamilius interposed his veto); he could veto the holding of an election; he could veto the passing of lex or plebiscitum; and he could veto decrees of the Senate, even in war and foreign affairs. Only a dictator (and perhaps an interrex) was not subject to the tribunician veto. Within his own Plebeian Assembly, the tribune of the plebs could even exercise the death penalty if his right to proceed in his duties was denied him. During the early and middle years of the Republic, tribunes of the plebs were not members of the Senate. Then came the lex Atinia of 149 b.c., which meant that election as a tribune of the plebs became a way of entering the Senate without being approved by the censors; from that time on, men who had been expelled from the Senate by the censors often sought election as tribunes of the plebs in order to get back in again. The tribune of the plebs had no imperium, and the authority vested in the office did not extend past the first milestone. Custom dictated that a man serve only one term as a tribune of the plebs, entering office on the tenth day of December for one year. But custom was not legally binding, as Gaius Sempronius Gracchus proved when he successfully sought a second term in 122B.C. The real power of the office was vested in the sacrosanctitas (inviolability) of its holders, and intercessio, the right to interpose a veto. Tribunician contribution to government was in consequence more often obstructive than constructive.


  tribune of the soldiers Two dozen young men, aged between about twenty-five and twenty-nine years, were elected each year by the Assembly of the (whole) People to serve as tribuni militum, or military tribunes. As they were elected by the Whole People, they were true magistrates. They were the legally elected officers of the consul’s legions (four legions belonged to the consuls in office), and were posted to command them, six per legion. At times when the consuls had more than six legions in the field (as at Arausio) the tribunes of the soldiers were rationed out between them, not always equally in numbers per legion.


  tribune of the Treasury Tribuni aerarii. There is a great deal of mystery about who the tribuni aerarii actually were. Originally they definitely were the army’s paymasters, but by the middle of the Republic this task had been assumed by the quaestors. Yet at the time of Marius and Sulla, tribuni aerarii were numerous enough (and wealthy enough) to qualify for the Second Class in the Centuriate Assembly, having a census economic status not far inferior to the knights’ minimum. Perhaps they were men descended from the original tribuni aerarii who simply clung to their old status to prove their antiquity. However, more likely, I think, that they were senior civil servants attached to the Treasury. Though the Senate and People of Rome frowned heavily upon bureaucracy and strenuously resisted any growth in numbers of public employees, there can be no doubt that once Rome’s territorial possessions began to increase, one branch of the SPQR must have demanded more and more public officials of unelected nature. This branch was the Treasury (the aerarium). By the late Republic there must have been a fairly large number of senior civil servants administering the many departments and duties attached to the Treasury (and this increased dramatically after the time of Marius and Sulla). Money had to be exacted for many different taxes, at home and abroad; and money had to be found for everything from the purchase of public grain, to censors’ building programs, to the army’s pay, to minutiae like purchases of the urban praetor’s pigs distributed throughout Rome at the Compitalia. While no doubt an elected magistrate issued orders about any or all of these items, he certainly did not concern himself with the mechanics implementing his orders. For these, there had to have been senior civil servants, men whose rank was distinctly higher than clerk or scribe; they probably came from respectable families and were probably well paid. The existence of a class of them can definitely be supposed at the time Cato Uticensis (in 64 b.c.) made such a nuisance of himself when appointed Treasury quaestor, for it was glaringly obvious that many years had elapsed since Treasury quaestors concerned themselves personally with the Treasury—and by 64 b.c. the Treasury was huge.


  triclinium The dining room. By preference the family dining room was square in shape, and possessed three couches arranged to form a U. Standing in the doorway one looked into the hollow of the U; the couch on the left was called the lectus summits, the couch forming the middle or bottom of the U was the lectus medius, and the couch forming the right side was the lectus imus. Each couch was very broad, perhaps four or more feet (1.25 m), and at least twice that long. One end of the couch had a raised arm forming a head, the other end did not. In front of the couches, a little lower than the height of the couches, was a narrow table also forming a U. The male diners reclined on their left elbows, supported by bolsters; they were not shod, and could call for their feet to be washed. The host of the dinner reclined at the left end of the lectus medius, this being the bottom or armless end of it; the right-hand end of the same couch—its head—was the place where the most honored guest reclined, and was called the locus consularis. At the time of Marius and Sulla it was rare for women to recline alongside-the men unless the dinner party was a men’s party and the women invited of low virtue. The women of the family sat on upright chairs inside the double U of couches and table; they entered the room with the first course and left as soon as the last course was cleared away. Normally they drank only -water, as women drinking wine were “loose.”
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  triumph The greatest of days for the successful general was the day upon which he triumphed. By the time of Marius and Sulla, a general had to have been hailed on the field as imperator by his troops, after which he was obliged to petition the Senate to grant him his triumph; only the Senate could sanction it, and sometimes—though not often—unjustifiably withheld it. The triumph itself was a most imposing parade consisting of musicians, dancers, wagons filled with spoils, floats depicting scenes from the campaign, the Senate in procession, prisoners and liberated Romans, and the army. The parade began in the Villa Publica on the Campus Martius, and followed a prescribed route thereafter—a special gate in the Servian Walls called the Porta Triumphalis, into the Velabrum, the Forum Boarium, and the Circus Maximus, after which it went down the Via Triumphalis and turned-into the Via Sacra of the Forum Romanum. It terminated on the Capitol at the foot of the steps of the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. The triumphing general and his lictors went into the temple and offered the god their laurels of victory, after which a triumphal feast was held in the temple.


  triumphator The name given to the triumphing general.


  tunic Tunica. The tunic was the basic item of clothing for almost all ancient Mediterranean peoples, including the Greeks and the Romans. As worn by a Roman of the time of Marius and Sulla, the tunic’s body was rectangular in shape, without darts to confine it at the sides of the chest; the neck was probably cut on a curve for comfort rather than kept as a straight edge contiguous with the shoulders. The sleeves may have been woven as rectangular projections from the shoulders, or they may have been set in. It was not beyond the skill of ancient tailors to set in sleeves, and some people wore long sleeves, which had to be set in. The statues do not indicate that the tunics of men important enough to have statues were simply joined up the sides with a gap left at the top for the arms to go through. The sleeves of the tunics shown on statues of generals in particular look like proper short sleeves. The tunic was either belted with leather or girdled with a cord; the Roman tunic was always worn longer at the front than at the back by about three inches (75 mm). Those of the knight’s census wore a narrow purple stripe down the right side of the tunic, those of the senator’s census a wide purple stripe. The stripe may also have run down the left side of the tunic as well. I do not believe the stripe was a single one at mid-chest. A wall painting from Pompeii displaying a man wearing the toga praetexta shows a wide purple stripe going down the tunic from the right shoulder.


  Tusculum A town on the Via Latina some fifteen miles from Rome. It was the first Latin town to receive the Roman citizenship, in 381 b.c., and was always unswervingly loyal to Rome. Cato the Censor came from Tusculum, where his family had possessed the Public Horse of Roman knighthood for at least three generations.


  Vaticanus Both a plain, the Campus Vaticanus, and a hill, the Mons Vaticanus. They lay on the northern bank of the Tiber opposite the Campus Martius. At the time of Marius and Sulla, the plain was used for market gardening, the hill behind it for no published purpose.


  Venus Libitina Goddess of the life force, Venus had many aspects. Venus Libitina was concerned with the extinction of the life force. An underworld deity of great importance in Rome, her temple was located outside the Servian Walls, more or less at the central point of Rome’s vast necropolis on the Campus Esquilinus. Its exact location is not known, but since I had to site it somewhere, I put it at the crossroads where the Via Labicana intersected with two important diverticula (ring roads). The temple precinct was large for a Roman temple, and had a grove of trees, presumably cypresses (associated with death). In this precinct Rome’s undertakers and funeral directors had their headquarters, presumably operating from stalls or booths. The temple itself contained a register of Roman citizen deaths and was rich, thanks to the accumulation of the coins which had to be paid to register a death. Should there be no consul to employ them, the fasces of the consul were deposited on a special couch inside the temple; the axes which were inserted into his fasces only when he left the city were also kept in the temple. I imagine that Rome’s burial clubs, of which there were many, were connected in some way to Venus Libitina.


  Vesta A very old Roman goddess of numinous nature, having no mythology and no image. She was the hearth, and so had particular importance within the family unit and the home, where she was worshipped alongside the Di Penates and the Lar Familiaris. Her official, public cult was equally important, and was personally supervised by the Pontifex Maximus. Her temple in the Forum Romanum was very small, very old, and round in shape; it was adjacent to the Regia, the Well of Juturna and the residence of the Pontifex Maximus. A fire burned in the temple permanently, and could not be allowed to go out.


  Vestal Virgins Vesta had her own priesthood, the college of six women called the Vestal Virgins. They were inducted at about seven or eight years of age, took vows of complete chastity, and served the goddess for thirty years, after which they were released from their vows and sent back into the community at large. Their service over, they could marry if they wished—though few did, as it was thought unlucky. Their chastity was Rome’s luck; that is, the luck of the State. When a Vestal was deemed unchaste she was not judged and punished out of hand, but was formally brought to trial in a specially convened court. Her alleged lovers were also tried, but in a different court. If convicted, she was cast into an underground chamber dug for the purpose; it was sealed over, and she was left there to die. In Republican times the Vestal Virgins lived in the same State house as the Pontifex Maximus, though sequestered from him.


  vexillum A flag or banner. via A main highway, road, or street.


  villa A country residence, completely self-contained, and originally having an agricultural purpose—in other words, a farmstead. It was built around a peristyle or courtyard, had stables or farm buildings at its front, and the main dwelling at its back. Wealthy Romans of the late Republic began to build villas as vacation homes rather than as farmsteads, considerably changing the architectural nature (and grandeur) of the villa. Many holiday villas were on the seashore.


  vir militaris See Military Man.


  voting Roman voting was timocratic, in that the power of the vote was powerfully influenced by property status, and in that voting was not “one man, one vote” in style. Whether an individual voted in the Centuries or in the Tribes, his own personal vote could only influence the verdict of the Century or the Tribe in which he polled. Election outcomes were determined by the number of Century or Tribal votes going a particular way. Juridical voting was different. On a jury an individual did have a direct say in the outcome, as the jury contained an odd number of men and the decision was a majority one, not an unanimous one. It was timocratic, however, as a man of little property had little chance of jury duty.


  Wooden Bridge The name always given to the Pons Sublicius, the oldest of the bridges spanning the Tiber at the city of Rome.


  yoke The yoke was the crossbeam or tie which rested upon the necks of a pair of oxen or other animals in harness to draw a load. In human terms, it came to mean the mark of servility, of submission to the superiority and domination of others. There was a yoke for the young of both sexes to pass beneath inside the city of Rome, located somewhere on the Carinae; it was called the Tigillum, and perhaps signified submission to the seriousness of adult life. However, it was in military circumstances that the yoke came to have its greatest metaphorical significance. Very early Roman (or perhaps Etruscan) armies forced a defeated enemy to pass beneath the yoke; two spears were planted upright in the ground, and a third spear was placed from one top to the other to form a crosstie—the whole was too low for a man to pass beneath walking erect, he had to bend right over. Other peoples within Italy also adopted the custom, with the result that from time to time a Roman army was forced to pass beneath the yoke. To acquiesce to this was an intolerable humiliation; so much so, that the Senate and People back in Rome usually preferred to see an army stand and fight until the last man was dead, rather than sacrifice honor and dignitas by surrendering and passing beneath the yoke.


  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO ROMAN MASCULINE NAMES


  To some extent, the pronunciation of classical Latin is still debated, but there are definite conventions among scholars. Liturgical Latin and medieval Latin are pronounced somewhat differently than classical Latin. None of which need worry the reader unduly. The aim of this little section is simply to offer guidelines for those readers without Latin.


  One convention adhered to in pronouncing classical Latin is to sound the consonantal v like our English w: thus, the word veritas is properly pronounced weritas. But the rule is not hard and fast, even among scholars, so in the interests of reader comfort, I shall proceed to ignore it.


  The diphthong ae should not be pronounced as in “say,” but rather as in “eye”; this convention I have adhered to.


  We have several more consonants in English than the Latin language did. The one which concerns the reader most is j. It has been customary in the English language for centuries to spell those Latin words commencing in consonantal i with a j. Thus, Julius should really be lulius, and pronounced Yoo-lee-uss, not Joo-lee-uss. However, I have elected to go with English j.


  The Latin g has only one sound, which I shall call guh, as in “gain”—”get”—”give”—”gone”—”gun.” The other g sound in English, which I shall call juh, as in “ginger,” is never used in pronouncing Latin.


  Rather than adopt one of the current lexicographic systems of pronunciation, I have elected to use a phonetic system of my own, rhyming the Latin with some ordinary English word pronounced identically on both sides of the Atlantic as well as in the Antipodes—where possible!


  And, last but by no means least, none of it really matters save to the purist. The most important thing is that the reader discover and enjoy the world of Republican Rome. Do not feel uncomfortable with the names. Latin is a major root of the English language, and that is a major help in itself. (Note: in some cases I have given the standard English pronunciation first, and put the more correct pronunciation in parentheses, in the lists below.)


  The Praenomen (the First Name)


  
    
      	

      	
    


    
      	
        Appius

      

      	
        Ah-pee-uss (ah as in “pa,” “ma”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aulus

      

      	
        Ow-luss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gaius

      

      	
        Gye-uss (gye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gnaeus

      

      	
        Nye-uss (nye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucius

      

      	
        Loo-shuss (more correctly, Loo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Mamercus

      

      	
        Mah-mer-kuss (mah as in “pa”—mer as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manius

      

      	
        Mah-nee-uss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcus

      

      	
        Mar-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Publius

      

      	
        Pub-lee-uss (pub has the same u sound as “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Quintus

      

      	
        Kwin-tuss (kwin as in “twin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servius

      

      	
        Ser-vee-uss (ser as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sextus

      

      	
        Sex-tuss (sex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        Spurius

      

      	
        Spoo-ree-uss (spoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tiberius

      

      	
        Tye-beer-ee-uss (more correctly, Tee-bear-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Titus

      

      	
        Tye-tuss (more correctly, Tee-tuss)

      
    

  


  The Nomen (the Family or Gentilicial Name, Indicating the Gens)


  
    
      	

      	
    


    
      	
        Aelius

      

      	
        Eye-lee-uss (eye as in “eye”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aemilius

      

      	
        Eye-mil-ee-uss (mil as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Annius

      

      	
        An-nee-uss (an as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antistius

      

      	
        Ahn-tist-ee-uss (ahn as in “gone”—list as in “fist”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antonius

      

      	
        An-toh-nee-uss (an as in “tan”—toh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Appuleius

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lay-ee-uss (poo as in “too”—lay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aquillius

      

      	
        Ah-kwill-ee-uss (kwill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atilius

      

      	
        Ah-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelius

      

      	
        Or-ree-lee-uss (more correctly, Ow-ray-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Baebius

      

      	
        Bye-bee-uss (bye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Billienus

      

      	
        Bill-ee-ay-nuss (bill as in “will”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caecilius

      

      	
        Kye-kill-ee-uss (kye as in “eye”—kill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelius

      

      	
        Kye-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Calpurnius

      

      	
        Kahl-purr-nee-uss (kahl as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cassius

      

      	
        Kass-ee-uss (kass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        Claudius

      

      	
        Klaw-dee-uss (klaw as in “paw”)—the English way; Klow-dee-uss (klow as in “cow”)—the correct Latin way

      
    


    
      	
        Clodius

      

      	
        Kloh-dee-uss (kloh as in “so”)’

      
    


    
      	
        Coelius

      

      	
        Koy-lee-uss (koy as in “boy”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cornelius

      

      	
        Kor-nee-lee-uss (strictly, Kor-nay-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Curtius

      

      	
        Koor-tee-uss (koor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decius

      

      	
        Deck-ee-uss (deck as in “peck”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decumius

      

      	
        Deck-oo-mee-uss (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Didius

      

      	
        Did-ee-uss (did as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Domitius

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-uss (dom as in “torn”—it as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Equitius

      

      	
        Ay-kwit-ee-uss (ay as in “say”—kwit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabius

      

      	
        Fay-bee-uss (strictly, Fab-ee-uss, fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabricius

      

      	
        Fab-rick-ee-uss (fab as in “cab”—rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fannius

      

      	
        Fan-nee-uss (fan as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Flavius

      

      	
        Flay-vee-uss (strictly, Flah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Fraucus

      

      	
        Frow-kuss (frow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fulvius

      

      	
        Full-vee-uss (strictly, Fool-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Furius

      

      	
        Few-ree-uss (strictly, Foo-ree-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Gavius

      

      	
        Gah-vee-uss (gah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Granius

      

      	
        Grah-nee-uss (grah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gratidius

      

      	
        Grah-tid-ee-uss (tid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Herennius

      

      	
        Her-en-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Hortensius

      

      	
        Hor-ten-see-uss (hor as in “or”—ten as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Julius

      

      	
        Joo-lee-uss (joo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Junius

      

      	
        Joo-nee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Labienus

      

      	
        Lab-ee-ay-nuss (lab as in “cab”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinius

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-uss (lick as in “kick”—in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Livius

      

      	
        Liv-ee-uss (liv as in “spiv”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucilius

      

      	
        Loo-kill-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lusius

      

      	
        Loo-see-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lutatius

      

      	
        Loo-tah-tee-uss (tah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Macrinus

      

      	
        Mah-kree-nuss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Maelius

      

      	
        Mye-lee-uss (mye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Magius

      

      	
        Mah-gee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mallius

      

      	
        Mah-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Mamilius

      

      	
        Mah-mill-ee-uss (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manlius

      

      	
        Mahn-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Marcius

      

      	
        Mar-shuss (more correctly, Mar-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Marius

      

      	
        Mah-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Matius

      

      	
        Mat-ee-uss (mat as in “pat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Memmius

      

      	
        Mem-ee-uss (mem as in “them”)

      
    


    
      	
        Minucius

      

      	
        Min-oo-kee-uss (min as in “sin”—oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mucius

      

      	
        Mew-shuss (more correctly, Moo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Nonius

      

      	
        Noh-nee-uss (noh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Norbanus

      

      	
        Nor-bah-nuss (nor as in “or”—bah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Octavius

      

      	
        Ock-tay-vee-uss (more correctly, Ock-tah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Opimius

      

      	
        Oh-pee-mee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Oppius

      

      	
        Op-ee-uss (op as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Papirius

      

      	
        Pah-pee-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Perquitienus

      

      	
        Pair-kwit-ee-ay-nuss (pair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Petreius

      

      	
        Pet-ray-uss (pet as in “yet”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plautius

      

      	
        Plow-tee-uss (plow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plotius

      

      	
        Ploh-tee-uss (ploh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pompeius

      

      	
        Pom-pay-ee-uss (pom as in “torn”—-pay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pomponius

      

      	
        Pom-poh-nee-uss (poh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Popillius

      

      	
        Pop-ill-ee-uss (pop as in “top”—ill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Poppaedius

      

      	
        Pop-eye-dee-uss (pop as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Porcius

      

      	
        Por-shuss (more correctly, Por-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Postumius

      

      	
        Poh-stoo-mee-uss (poh as in “so”—stoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilius

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Saufeius

      

      	
        Sow-fay-ee-uss (sow as in “cow”—fay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sempronius

      

      	
        Sem-proh-nee-uss (sem as in “hem”—proh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sergius

      

      	
        Sair-gee-uss (sair as in “air”—the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sertorius

      

      	
        Sair-tor-ee-uss (tor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilius

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Siccius

      

      	
        Sick-ee-uss (sick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sosius

      

      	
        Soh-see-uss (soh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicius

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-uss (sool as in “fool”—pick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Terentius

      

      	
        Tair-en-tee-uss (fair as in “air”—en as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Thorius

      

      	
        Thor-ee-uss (thor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Titius

      

      	
        Tit-ee-uss (tit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullius

      

      	
        Too-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Turpilius

      

      	
        Tur-pill-ee-uss (tur as in “fur”—pill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vagiennius

      

      	
        Vah-gee-en-ee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vettius

      

      	
        Vet-ee-uss (vet as in “yet”)

      
    

  


  The Cognomen (the Last Name, Surname, or Distinguishing Name)


  These names had definite meanings, so I shall give the meanings where we know them, as well as a guide to pronunciation.


  
    
      	

      	
    


    
      	
        Africanus

      

      	
        Ah-frick-ah-nuss “of Africa”

      
    


    
      	
        Agelastus

      

      	
        Ah-gel-ah-stuss “never smiles” (the g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ahala

      

      	
        Ah-hah-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Ahenobarbus

      

      	
        Ah-hay-noh-barb-uss “red-or bronze bearded”

      
    


    
      	
        Albinus

      

      	
        Ahl-bee-nuss “whitish”

      
    


    
      	
        Augur

      

      	
        Ow-goor (goor as in “good”) “an augur”

      
    


    
      	
        Balearicus

      

      	
        Bah-lay-ah-rick-uss “of the Balearic Isles”

      
    


    
      	
        Bambalio

      

      	
        Bahm-bah-lee-oh unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Bestia

      

      	
        Best-ee-ah (best as in “rest”) “the beast”

      
    


    
      	
        Brocchus

      

      	
        Broh-kuss “buck-toothed”

      
    


    
      	
        Brutus

      

      	
        Broo-tuss “animal stupidity

      
    


    
      	
        Caecus

      

      	
        Kye-kuss “blind”

      
    


    
      	
        Caepio

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh “the onion vendor”

      
    


    
      	
        Caesar

      

      	
        See-zar (Latin, Kye-sar) “a fine head of hair

      
    


    
      	
        Caesoninus

      

      	
        Kye-soh-nee-nuss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caldus

      

      	
        Kahl-duss “lukewarm”

      
    


    
      	
        Calvus

      

      	
        Kahl-vuss “bald”

      
    


    
      	
        Camillus

      

      	
        Kah-mill-uss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caprarius

      

      	
        Kah-prah-ree-uss “billy goat”

      
    


    
      	
        Carbo

      

      	
        Kar-boh “burned out” or “cinder”

      
    


    
      	
        Cato

      

      	
        Kay-toh (Latin, Kah-toh) “shrewd but up-tight

      
    


    
      	
        Catulus

      

      	
        Kah-too-luss “pup” or “cub”

      
    


    
      	
        Cicero

      

      	
        Siss-er-oh (Latin, Kick-er-oh) “chick-pea”

      
    


    
      	
        Cotta

      

      	
        Kot-tah (kot as in “pot”) “wine splash”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Crassus

      

      	
        Krass-uss (krass as in “ass”) “thick”

      
    


    
      	
        Cunctator

      

      	
        Koonk-tah-tor “he who holds back”

      
    


    
      	
        Dalmaticus

      

      	
        Dahl-mah-tee-kuss “of Dalmatia”

      
    


    
      	
        Dentatus

      

      	
        Den-tah-tuss (den as in “ten”) “born with teeth”

      
    


    
      	
        Diadematus

      

      	
        Dee-ah-dem-ah-tuss “of a royal head-band

      
    


    
      	
        Dives

      

      	
        Dee-vays “the heavenly one”

      
    


    
      	
        Drusus

      

      	
        Droo-suss (droo as in “too”) unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Eburnus

      

      	
        Ay-boor-nuss “made of ivory”

      
    


    
      	
        Fimbria

      

      	
        Fim-bree-ah (fim as in “Him”) “hair worn in a fringe”

      
    


    
      	
        Flaccus

      

      	
        Flah-kuss “big ears”

      
    


    
      	
        Galba

      

      	
        Gahl-bah “potbelly”

      
    


    
      	
        Getha

      

      	
        Gay-thah “from the ends of the earth”

      
    


    
      	
        Glaucia

      

      	
        Glow-kee-ah (glow as in “cow”) “grey-green”

      
    


    
      	
        Gracchus

      

      	
        Grah-kuss “jackdaw”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Laenas

      

      	
        Lye-nahss (sibilant ending “priestly mantle”

      
    


    
      	
        Lentulus

      

      	
        Len-too-luss (len as in “ten” “tardy” or “slow”

      
    


    
      	
        Lepidus

      

      	
        Lep-id-uss (lep as in “step”) “a wonderful fellow”

      
    


    
      	
        Limetanus

      

      	
        Lim-ay-tah-nuss (lim as in “dim”) “of a boundary”

      
    


    
      	
        Longinus

      

      	
        Long-gee-nuss (the g as in “get”) “in the far distance

      
    


    
      	
        Lucullus

      

      	
        Loo-kull-uss (kull as in “pull”) “a little grove of trees”

      
    


    
      	
        Macedonicus

      

      	
        Mahn-ked-on-ee-kuss “of Macedonia’’

      
    


    
      	
        Mactator

      

      	
        Mahk-tah-tor “slaughterman”

      
    


    
      	
        Magnus

      

      	
        Mahg-nuss “great”

      
    


    
      	
        Mancinus

      

      	
        Mahn-kee-nuss “of a cripple”

      
    


    
      	
        Margarita

      

      	
        Mar-gah-ree-tah “pearl”

      
    


    
      	
        Maximus

      

      	
        Mahx-ee-muss “greatest”

      
    


    
      	
        Meminius

      

      	
        Mem-in-ee-uss (mem as in “hem”) “of the Gallic Meminii”


        “hem”)

      
    


    
      	
        Merula

      

      	
        Me-roo-lah (me as in “met”) “blackbird”

      
    


    
      	
        Metellus

      

      	
        Met-ell-uss (met as in “get”) “a liberated mercenary”

      
    


    
      	
        Mus

      

      	
        Moos “rat” or “mouse”

      
    


    
      	
        Nasica

      

      	
        Nah-see-kah “nosy”

      
    


    
      	
        Nerva

      

      	
        Nair-vah (nair as in “air”) “stringy” or “tough”

      
    


    
      	
        Numidicus

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-kuss (mid as in “bid”) “of Numidia”

      
    


    
      	
        Orator

      

      	
        Oh-rah-tor “the public speaker’’

      
    


    
      	
        Orestes

      

      	
        Oh-rest-ays (rest as in “nest”) “mother died in birth”

      
    


    
      	
        Paullus

      

      	
        Pow-luss (pow as “cow”) “wee one” or “trifle”

      
    


    
      	
        Philippus

      

      	
        Fill-ip-uss (fill as in “will”) “of Philippi”

      
    


    
      	
        Pipinna

      

      	
        Pip-in-ah (pip as in “hip) “little boy’s penis”

      
    


    
      	
        Piso

      

      	
        Pee-soh “I grind down”

      
    


    
      	
        Porcella

      

      	
        Por-kell-ah “piglet” or “little girl’s genitals”

      
    


    
      	
        Postumus

      

      	
        Poss-too-muss (poss as in “boss”) “born after father died”

      
    


    
      	
        Pulcher

      

      	
        Pool-ker “beautiful”

      
    


    
      	
        Ravilla

      

      	
        Rah-vill-ah (vill as in “will”) “talked himself hoarse”

      
    


    
      	
        Reginus

      

      	
        Ray-gee-nuss (the “of a queen” g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rex

      

      	
        Rayx “king”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufinus

      

      	
        Roo-fee-nuss “of a red-haired family”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufus

      

      	
        Roo-fuss (fuss as in “puss”) “red-haired”

      
    


    
      	
        Ruso

      

      	
        Roo-soh “a country bumpkin”

      
    


    
      	
        Saturninus

      

      	
        Sah-tur-nee-nuss “of Saturn”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaevola

      

      	
        Skye-voh-lah “left-handed”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaurus

      

      	
        Skow-russ (show as in “cow”) “puffy feet” or “dropsical”

      
    


    
      	
        Scipio

      

      	
        Skee-pee-oh “a ceremonial rod”

      
    


    
      	
        Serranus

      

      	
        Se-rah-nuss (se as in “set”) “of a saw” or “serrated”

      
    


    
      	
        Sesquiculus

      

      	
        Say-skwee-koo-luss “an arsehole and a half”

      
    


    
      	
        Siculus

      

      	
        See-koo-luss “of Sicily”

      
    


    
      	
        Silanus

      

      	
        See-lah-nuss “ugly puggy face”

      
    


    
      	
        Silo

      

      	
        See-loh “snub-nosed”

      
    


    
      	
        Stichus

      

      	
        Stick-uss (stick as in “kick”) slave’s name (Greek)

      
    


    
      	
        Strabo

      

      	
        Stray-boh (Latin, Strah-boh) “cross-eyed”

      
    


    
      	
        Sulla

      

      	
        Soo-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Tubero

      

      	
        Too-bear-oh “hump” or “morally bad”

      
    


    
      	
        Varro

      

      	
        Vah-roh “bandy-legged”

      
    


    
      	
        Vatia

      

      	
        Vah-tee-ah “knock-kneed”

      
    


    
      	
        Verrucosis

      

      	
        Ve-roo-koh-sus (ve as in “vet”) “covered in warts”

      
    


    
      	
        Vopiscus

      

      	
        Voh-piss-kuss “survivor of twins”

      
    

  


  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO OTHER NAMES AND TERMS


  Because the guide to pronunciation of male names should familiarize the reader with general Latin pronunciation, the list which follows is considerably abbreviated.


  
    
      	

      	
    


    
      	
        Achaeans

      

      	
        Ah-kye-ans

      
    


    
      	
        Achilles

      

      	
        Ah-kill-ees

      
    


    
      	
        Adherbal

      

      	
        Ahd-her-bahl

      
    


    
      	
        aedile

      

      	
        eye-deel (English, ee-dyel or ay-dyel)

      
    


    
      	
        Aedui

      

      	
        Eye-doo-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Aeneas

      

      	
        Eye-nay-ahs (English, An-ee-ass or Ay-nee-ass)

      
    


    
      	
        Aeschylus

      

      	
        Eye-skee-luss (English, Ee-skee-luss)

      
    


    
      	
        ager publicus

      

      	
        ah-ger (the g as in “got”) pub-lee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Agger

      

      	
        Ag-er (ag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        Allobroges

      

      	
        Al-oh-broh-gays (at as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ambrones

      

      	
        Am-broh-nays (am as in “ham’’)

      
    


    
      	
        Amor

      

      	
        Ah-mor

      
    


    
      	
        Anopaea

      

      	
        Ah-noh-pye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Antigone

      

      	
        Ant-ig-oh-nay (ant as in “pant”—ig as in “pig”)

      
    


    
      	
        Apulia

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        aqua

      

      	
        ah-kwah

      
    


    
      	
        Aquae Sextiae

      

      	
        Ah-kwye Sex-tee-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Arausio

      

      	
        Ah-row-see-oh (row as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ariadne

      

      	
        Ah-ree-ahd-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Aricia

      

      	
        Ah-rick-ee-ah (rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Arpinum

      

      	
        Ar-pee-noom (oom is “short”—like the u in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atuatuci

      

      	
        Ah-too-ah-too-kee

      
    


    
      	
        auctoritas

      

      	
        owk-tor-ee-tahss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        augur

      

      	
        ow-goor (ow as in “cow”—the g as in “good”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (English, Awe- ree-lee-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Baetis

      

      	
        Bye-tiss

      
    


    
      	
        Baiae

      

      	
        Bye-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Berenice

      

      	
        Bear-en-ee-kay (English, Bear-en-eye-kee)

      
    


    
      	
        biga

      

      	
        bee-gah

      
    


    
      	
        Bithynia

      

      	
        Bith-in-ee-ah (bith as in “pith”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boii

      

      	
        Boy-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Boiohaemum

      

      	
        Boy-oh-hye-moom (oo sounded like the u in “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boiorix

      

      	
        Boy-or-ix

      
    


    
      	
        Bomilcar

      

      	
        Bom-ill-kar (bom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Bona Dea

      

      	
        Boh-nah Day-ah

      
    


    
      	
        boni

      

      	
        bonny (as in Scots “bonny”)

      
    


    
      	
        Brundisium

      

      	
        Broon-dis-ee-oom (dis as in “this”)

      
    


    
      	
        Burdigala

      

      	
        Boor-dee-gah-lah (boor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelian

      

      	
        Kye-lee-ahn

      
    


    
      	
        Campania

      

      	
        Kam-pah-nee-ah (kam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        campus

      

      	
        kam-puss (same then as now)

      
    


    
      	
        Capena

      

      	
        Kap-ay-nah (kap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        capite censi

      

      	
        kap-it-ayken-see(ken as n “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Capua

      

      	
        Kap-oo-ah (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        career

      

      	
        kar-ker

      
    


    
      	
        Carinae

      

      	
        Ka-reen-eye (ka as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        Celt

      

      	
        Kelt (as in “spelt”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cercina

      

      	
        Ker-kee-nah (ker as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Charybdis

      

      	
        Kah-rib-dis (rib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cherusci

      

      	
        Ker-oos-kee

      
    


    
      	
        Cilicia

      

      	
        Kill-ick-ee-ah (English, Sill-ish-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Cimbri

      

      	
        Kim-bree (kirn as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        Circei

      

      	
        Ker-kay-ee

      
    


    
      	
        cloaca

      

      	
        kloh-ah-kah (kloh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        confarreatio

      

      	
        kon-fah-ray-ah-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        consultant

      

      	
        kon-sool-toom

      
    


    
      	
        contio

      

      	
        kon-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        corona

      

      	
        kor-oh-nah

      
    


    
      	
        cottabus

      

      	
        kot-ah-buss (kot-as in “pot”)

      
    


    
      	
        Croesus

      

      	
        Kree-suss

      
    


    
      	
        culibonia

      

      	
        kool-ee-bon-ee-ah (bon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cumae

      

      	
        Koo-mye

      
    


    
      	
        cunnus

      

      	
        koo-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        curia

      

      	
        koo-ree-ah

      
    


    
      	
        cursus honorunt

      

      	
        koor-suss hon-or-oom (hon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        curule

      

      	
        koo-rool

      
    


    
      	
        Danae

      

      	
        Dan-ah-ay (dan as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        dignitas

      

      	
        deen-yee-tahss (sibilant ending)

      
    


    
      	
        domus

      

      	
        dom-uss (dom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Druentia

      

      	
        Droo-en-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Epaphroditus

      

      	
        Ep-ah-froh-dee-tuss (English, Ep-afroh-dye-tuss)

      
    


    
      	
        Euxine

      

      	
        Erx-een (English, Yewx-een)

      
    


    
      	
        fasces

      

      	
        fass-kays (fass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        fasti

      

      	
        fah-stee

      
    


    
      	
        Fauces Suburae

      

      	
        Fow-kays (fow as in “cow”) Soo-boo-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Felix

      

      	
        Fay-licks

      
    


    
      	
        fellator

      

      	
        fell-ah-tor (fell as in “sell”)

      
    


    
      	
        flamen

      

      	
        flah-men (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        flamen Dialis

      

      	
        flah-men Dee-ah-lis

      
    


    
      	
        flumen

      

      	
        floo-men (floo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fortuna

      

      	
        For-too-nah

      
    


    
      	
        forum

      

      	
        for-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Boarium

      

      	
        Boh-ah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Frumentarium

      

      	
        Froo-men-tah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Holitorium

      

      	
        Hol-it-or-ee-oom (hoi as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Piscinum

      

      	
        Piss-kee-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Romanum

      

      	
        Roh-mah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Gades

      

      	
        Gah-days

      
    


    
      	
        Gaetuli

      

      	
        Gye-too-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia

      

      	
        Gal-ee-ah (gal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia Comata

      

      	
        Com-ah-tah (com as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        garum

      

      	
        ga-room (ga as in “gap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Garumna

      

      	
        Gah-room-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Gauda

      

      	
        Gow-dah (gow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        gens

      

      	
        gens (the g as in “get”—word rhymes with “hens”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germalus

      

      	
        Ger-mah-luss (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germani

      

      	
        Ger-mah-nee (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Getorix

      

      	
        Gay-tor-ix (ix as in “six”)

      
    


    
      	
        Halicyae

      

      	
        Hal-ee-kee-eye (hal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hiempsal

      

      	
        Hee-emp-sal

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania

      

      	
        Hiss-pah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Citerior

      

      	
        Kit-er-ee-or (kit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Ulterior

      

      	
        Ool-ter-ee-or

      
    


    
      	
        hubris

      

      	
        hoo-briss

      
    


    
      	
        lampsas

      

      	
        Yamp-sahss (yamp as in “lamp”)

      
    


    
      	
        lamus

      

      	
        Yah-muss

      
    


    
      	
        Icosium

      

      	
        Ee-koh-see-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Illyricum

      

      	
        Ill-ir-ee-coom (ir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        imagines

      

      	
        im-ah-gee-nays (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        imago

      

      	
        im-ah-goh (im as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        imperator

      

      	
        im-pair-ah-tor

      
    


    
      	
        imperium

      

      	
        im-pair-ee-oom (English, im-peer-ee-oom)

      
    


    
      	
        insula

      

      	
        in-soo-lah

      
    


    
      	
        lol

      

      	
        Yol (as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Irrumator

      

      	
        irr-oo-mah-tor (irr as in “stir-rup”)

      
    


    
      	
        iugera

      

      	
        yew-gair-ah

      
    


    
      	
        iugerum

      

      	
        yew-gair-oom (yew as in “few”)

      
    


    
      	
        Juba

      

      	
        Joo-bah

      
    


    
      	
        Jugurtha

      

      	
        Joo-goor-thah (English, Joo-ger-thuh)

      
    


    
      	
        Julia

      

      	
        Joo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Julilla

      

      	
        Joo-lil-lah

      
    


    
      	
        Juturna

      

      	
        Joo-toor-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Lares

      

      	
        Lah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Permarini

      

      	
        Pair-mah-ree-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Praestites

      

      	
        Prye-stit-ays (stit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lautumiae

      

      	
        Low-too-mee-eye (low as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinia

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Lugdunum

      

      	
        Loog-doo-noom

      
    


    
      	
        macellum

      

      	
        mack-ell-oom (mack as in “tack”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcia

      

      	
        Mar-kee-ah (English, Marsh-uh or Mar-see-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcomanni

      

      	
        Mar-koh-mah-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Marrucini

      

      	
        Mar-oo-kee-nee (heavy r—mar as in “tar”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marsi

      

      	
        Mar-see

      
    


    
      	
        Masinissa

      

      	
        Mah-sin-iss-ah (sin as in “tin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mastanabal

      

      	
        Mah-stan-ah-bahl (stan as in “ran”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mauretania

      

      	
        Mow-ret-ah-nee-ah (mow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        mentula

      

      	
        men-too-lah (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        mentulam coco

      

      	
        men-too-lahm kah-koh

      
    


    
      	
        Metrobius

      

      	
        Met-roh-bee-uss (met as in “set”)

      
    


    
      	
        Micipsa

      

      	
        Mick-ip-sah

      
    


    
      	
        Milo

      

      	
        Mee-loh (English, Mye-loh)

      
    


    
      	
        Misenum

      

      	
        Mee-say-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Mithridates

      

      	
        Mith-rid-ah-tays (English, Mith-rid-ay-tees)

      
    


    
      	
        Muluchath

      

      	
        Moo-loo-kath

      
    


    
      	
        Myrto

      

      	
        Meer-toh

      
    


    
      	
        Nabataea

      

      	
        Nah-bah-tye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Nabdalsa

      

      	
        Nab-dahl-sah (nab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Naevius

      

      	
        Nye-vee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Narbo

      

      	
        Nor-boh or Nah-boh

      
    


    
      	
        Neapolis

      

      	
        Nay-ah-pol-iss (pol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        nefas

      

      	
        neff-ahss (neff as in “left”—ahss as in “arse”)

      
    


    
      	
        nemo

      

      	
        nay-moh

      
    


    
      	
        Nicopoiis

      

      	
        Nick-op-ol-iss

      
    


    
      	
        Numantia

      

      	
        Noo-man-tee-ah (man as in “man”)

      
    


    
      	
        Numidia

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-ah (mid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ocelum

      

      	
        Ock-ell-oom (ock as in “sock”)

      
    


    
      	
        Odysseus

      

      	
        Odd-iss-oos (English, Odd-iss-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Oedipus

      

      	
        Ee-dee-puss (American, Ed-ee-puss)

      
    


    
      	
        oppidum

      

      	
        op-id-oom (op as in “hop”—id as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        opus incertum

      

      	
        op-uss in-ker-toom

      
    


    
      	
        Oxyntas

      

      	
        Ox-in-tahss (in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paeligni

      

      	
        Pye-leen-yee

      
    


    
      	
        Pamphylia

      

      	
        Pam-fee-lee-ah (pam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paphlagonia

      

      	
        Paff-la-goh-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        papyrus

      

      	
        pap-eye-russ (pap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Patavium

      

      	
        Pat-ah-vee-oom (pat as in “cat”)

      
    


    
      	
        paterfamilias

      

      	
        pat-er-fam-ill-ee-ahss

      
    


    
      	
        Patrae

      

      	
        Pat-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Penates

      

      	
        Pen-ah-tays (pen as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Perseus

      

      	
        Per-soos (English, Per-see-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        phalerae

      

      	
        fal-er-eye (fal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Phrygia

      

      	
        Fridge-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Picenum

      

      	
        Pee-kay-noom

      
    


    
      	
        pilum

      

      	
        pee-loom

      
    


    
      	
        Placentia

      

      	
        Plah-ken-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        plebs

      

      	
        rhymes with “webs”

      
    


    
      	
        podex

      

      	
        poh-dex (dex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        pomerium

      

      	
        poh-mair-ee-oom

      
    


    
      	
        praefectus fabrutn

      

      	
        prye-feck-tuss fab-room (fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        praenomen

      

      	
        prye-noh-men

      
    


    
      	
        praetor

      

      	
        prye-tor

      
    


    
      	
        praetor peregrinus

      

      	
        pair-egg-ree-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        praetor urbanus

      

      	
        oor-bah-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        primus inter pares

      

      	
        pree-muss in-ter pah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Princeps Senatus

      

      	
        Prin-keps Sen-ah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        Priscilla

      

      	
        Priss-kill-ah (English, Priss-ill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        privatus

      

      	
        pree-vah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        pteryges

      

      	
        terry-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy

      

      	
        Tol-em-ee (tol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Apion

      

      	
        Ah-pee-on

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Euergetes

      

      	
        Er-air-get-ays

      
    


    
      	
        Puteoli

      

      	
        Poo-tay-oh-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Pyrrhus

      

      	
        Pirr-uss (pirr as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Reate

      

      	
        Ray-ah-tay

      
    


    
      	
        Regia

      

      	
        Ray-gee-ah (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Remus

      

      	
        Rem-uss (rem as in “hem”—English, Ree-muss)

      
    


    
      	
        Rhenus

      

      	
        Ray-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        Rhodanus

      

      	
        Rod-an-uss (rod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Roma

      

      	
        Roh-mah

      
    


    
      	
        Romulus

      

      	
        Roh-moo-luss

      
    


    
      	
        rostra

      

      	
        roh-strah

      
    


    
      	
        Rusicade

      

      	
        Roo-see-kah-day

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilia

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        saepta

      

      	
        sye-p-tah

      
    


    
      	
        sagum

      

      	
        sag-oom (sag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        saltatrix tonsa

      

      	
        sal-tah-tricks ton-sah (ton as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Samnium

      

      	
        Sam-nee-oom (sam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        satrap

      

      	
        sat-rap

      
    


    
      	
        Scordisci

      

      	
        Skor-disk-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Scylax

      

      	
        Skee-lacks (English, Sky-lacks)

      
    


    
      	
        Scylla

      

      	
        Skee-lah (English, Skill-uh or Sill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-ah (sair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia Caepionis

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh-niss

      
    


    
      	
        smaragdus

      

      	
        smah-rag-duss

      
    


    
      	
        Smyrna

      

      	
        Smeer-nah (English, Smur-nuh—smur as in “fur”)

      
    


    
      	
        stibium

      

      	
        stib-ee-oom (stib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        stimulus

      

      	
        stim-oo-luss (stim as in “dim”)

      
    


    
      	
        Subura

      

      	
        Soo-boo-rah

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicia

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        suovetaurilia

      

      	
        soo-of-et-ow-rill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Syrtis

      

      	
        Seer-tiss (seer as in “leer”)

      
    


    
      	
        Taprobane

      

      	
        Tap-roh-bah-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Tarpeian

      

      	
        Tar-pay-ee-an

      
    


    
      	
        tata

      

      	
        tah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Teutobod

      

      	
        Ter-toh-bod (bod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Teutones

      

      	
        Ter-toh-nays

      
    


    
      	
        Thermopylae

      

      	
        Ther-mop-ee-lye

      
    


    
      	
        torc

      

      	
        tork

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni

      

      	
        trib-oo-nee (trib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni aerarii

      

      	
        eye-rah-ree-ee

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni militum

      

      	
        mill-it-oom (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni plebis

      

      	
        pleb-iss (pleb as in “web”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullianum

      

      	
        Tool-ee-ah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Tusculum

      

      	
        Tuss-koo-loom (tuss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tyrrhenian

      

      	
        Tir-ray-nee-an (tir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ubus

      

      	
        Oo-buss

      
    


    
      	
        Ulysses

      

      	
        Oo-liss-ays (English, Yew-liss-ees)

      
    


    
      	
        Utica

      

      	
        Oo-tee-kah

      
    


    
      	
        Vediovis

      

      	
        Ved-ee-of-iss (ved as in “bed”— of as in “of”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velabrum

      

      	
        Vel-ab-room (vel as in “sell”—ab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velia

      

      	
        Vel-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Vercellae

      

      	
        Ver-kell-eye

      
    


    
      	
        via

      

      	
        vee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia Scauri

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah Skow-ree (skow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Annia

      

      	
        Ah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Appia

      

      	
        Ah-pee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Domitia

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-ah (dom as in “tom”—it as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Flaminia

      

      	
        Flam-in-ee-ah (flam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Lata

      

      	
        Lah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Latina

      

      	
        Lat-ee-nah (lat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Nova

      

      	
        Noh-vah

      
    


    
      	
        via praetoria

      

      	
        prye-tor-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        via principalis

      

      	
        prin-kip-ah-liss

      
    


    
      	
        Via Sacra

      

      	
        Sack-ran

      
    


    
      	
        Via Salaria

      

      	
        Sal-ah-ree-ah (sal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Tiburtina

      

      	
        Tib-er-tee-nah (lib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        vicus

      

      	
        vee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Patricii

      

      	
        Pat-rick-ee-ee (pat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Tuscus

      

      	
        Tuss-kuss (as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Volcae Tectosages

      

      	
        Vol-kye Teck-toh-sah-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Volscian

      

      	
        Vol-skee-an
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  Rome, 83 BC


  The Republic is disintegrating. Ravaged by disease, tormented by desire, Lucius Cornelius Sulla has returned from his campaign in the East determined rebuild it, even if it means taking battle to the very walls of Rome and purging the city with blood. There will be deaths without number or limit, but amid the chaos, three infinitely ambitious young Romans vie for greatness.


  The young wolves are Pompeius Magnus, Marcus Crassus and the man the world will one day know by just one name: Caesar. Together, they are Fortune’s favourites – an endorsement that will prove as much a blessing as a curse.
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  SYNOPSES


  It is my intention that Fortune’s Favorites be read with full enjoyment as a complete, free—standing novel, without the necessity of having previously read The Grass Crown or The First Man in Rome. The synopses below provide a brief summary of those two books for the reader’s convenience and enhanced enjoyment.


  EVENTS CHRONICLED IN THE FIRST MAN IN ROME


  The year is 110 B.C. More by accident than design, the Republic of Rome has begun to acquire her territorial empire, a process of expansion that has placed increasingly intolerable strains upon an antique constitution. This constitution had been designed to regulate the affairs of a small city—state and protect the interests of its ruling class, embodied still in 110 B.C. by the Senate.


  The true profession of Rome was war, which she conducted superbly and had come to rely upon in order to maintain growth and a thriving economy; she also kept the various other nations within Italy in a subordinate position by denying their peoples the Roman citizenship and parity in commerce.


  But the voice of the People had become louder, and a series of political demagogues like the Brothers Gracchi had arisen with the avowed intention of depriving the Senate of its power. Power was to be transferred to the People in the persons of a slightly lower echelon of Roman citizens, the knights, who were primarily wealthy businessmen. (Agitation for social change in the ancient world was never undertaken on behalf of the poor, but rather took the form of a struggle between the landed aristocracy and the commercial plutocracy.)


  In 110 B.C. the forty-seven-year-old Gaius Marius was a relative nobody from the little Latin district of Arpinum. Thanks to his superlative military ability, he had managed to rise as far as the second—most—important position in elected government, the praetorship, and had accumulated vast riches. But Marius hungered to be consul (the top office), though he knew that his obscure birth and ancestry would not permit of his rising so high. The consulship belonged to the landed aristocrats of ancient family who had never grubbied their hands with making money in a commercial marketplace.


  Then a chance meeting with an impoverished patrician (the most august class of these aristocrats) senator, Gaius Julius Caesar (grandfather of the great Caesar), enabled Marius to improve his chances of attaining the consulship. In return for funding the careers of old Caesar’s two sons and providing a dowry for the younger of old Caesar’s two daughters, Marius was given the elder daughter, Julia, in marriage. Thus ennobling Marius’s family and greatly enhancing his electoral image.


  Now married to Julia, in 109 B.C. Marius and his letter—writing friend Publius Rutilius Rufus went off to wage war against King Jugurtha of Numidia. But Marius was not the commander-in-chief; this position had gone to the aristocrat Metellus (who would later call himself Metellus Numidicus to commemorate his war against Numidia, but whom Marius called by a far more derogatory name, Piggle—wiggle). With Metellus Numidicus was his twenty-year-old son, Metellus Pius the Piglet.


  The war in Africa went slowly, as Metellus Numidicus was not a very effective general. In 108 B.C. Marius asked to be released from his post as senior legate so that he could return to Rome to run for election as one of the two consuls for 107 B.C. Metellus Numidicus refused to let him go, so Marius through letters waged a campaign of complaint and criticism in Rome against his superior’s conduct of the war. Eventually his campaign was successful, and Metellus Numidicus was forced to release Marius from service in Africa.


  However, before Marius left Africa, the Syrian prophetess Martha foretold that Marius would be consul of Rome an unprecedented seven times and would be called the Third Founder of Rome; but she also told him that his wife’s nephew named Gaius would be the greatest Roman of all time. This child was as yet unborn. Marius believed in the prophecy implicitly.


  Returned to Rome, Marius was elected the junior of the two consuls for 107 B.C. He then used the legislative body called the Plebeian Assembly to pass a law stripping command of the war against Jugurtha of Numidia from Metellus Numidicus Piggle—wiggle; that same command was given to him instead.


  However, his chief problem was a source of troops. The six legions Metellus Numidicus had commanded in Africa were now earmarked for the use of the other consul of 107 B.C. Italy was literally without recruitable men to serve in Rome’s armies: too many men had died uselessly in battle over the preceding fifteen years, thanks to a series of utterly incompetent generals of impeccably aristocratic background. And the important friends of Metellus Numidicus, outraged at Marius’s taking the war against Jugurtha away from him, now ganged up to prevent Marius’s finding new soldiers.


  But Marius, an iconoclastic thinker, knew of a source of troops as yet untapped—the capite censi or Head Count, which was the propertyless lowest class of Roman citizens—and resolved to find his army among the Head Count. A revolutionary concept!


  Rome’s soldiers had always been required to own land and have sufficient wealth to fund their armaments and gear out of their own purses; it was this class of fairly prosperous farmers that had supplied Rome with her soldiers for centuries. Now these men had almost ceased to exist, and their smallholdings had come into the ownership of men in the Senate or the top ranks of knight—businessmen. Vast ranches called latifundia which ran on slave labor had come into being, thus depriving free men of employment.


  When Marius said he was going to recruit his soldiers from the Head Count, the furor was unimaginable. Fought every inch of the way by the senatorial aristocrats and many of the knight—businessmen as well, Marius went ahead and got his way through the Plebeian Assembly, then passed a further law in that body obliging the Treasury of Rome to fund the arming and equipping of his pauper legionaries.


  When Marius sailed back to Africa he took with him six full legions of pauper troops the Senate deemed incapable of valor or loyalty. Also with him was his quaestor (a junior magistrate responsible for finances), one Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Sulla had just married Julilla, the younger daughter of old Caesar, and was therefore Marius’s brother-in-law.


  Sulla was almost the complete opposite of Marius. A handsome aristocrat of irreproachably patrician ancestry, he had been disqualified from entry into the Senate because of his extreme poverty–until a series of cunning murders enabled him to inherit the estates of his mistress, Nicopolis, and his stepmother, Clitumna. Ambitious and utterly ruthless, Sulla too believed in his destiny. But his first thirty—three years had been spent in a most ignoble world of theatrical riffraff, and had left Sulla possessed of a dangerous secret; in a Rome whose citizens were adamantly opposed to homosexuality, Sulla now began to claw his way upward suppressing his love for a Greek actor, Metrobius, at this time still an adolescent.


  It took Marius almost three years to beat Jugurtha of Numidia, though the actual capture of the King was effected by Sulla, now one of Marius’s legates and his most trusted right—hand man. So different in their natures and backgrounds, the two men nonetheless got along together very well. Marius’s Head Count army distinguished itself in battle, thus leaving its senatorial critics with nothing to say.


  While Marius and Sulla were engaged in the African war, a new threat to Rome had come upon the scene. A vast collection of Germanic peoples (the Cimbri, the Teutones and the Cherusci/Marcomanni/Tigurini) had migrated to Gaul (modern France) and inflicted several disastrous defeats upon Rome’s armies, led by aristocratic incompetents who refused to cooperate with men they considered beneath them.


  Without his knowledge, Marius was elected consul for the second time and given command of the war against the Germans; despite the opposition of Metellus Numidicus and Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus (the Leader of the House), everyone in Rome had come to believe that Marius was the only man capable of defeating the Germans, hence this extraordinary and completely unsought second consulship.


  Accompanied by Sulla and the seventeen-year-old Quintus Sertorius (a cousin of Marius’s), in 104 B.C. Marius led his men of the Head Count—now seasoned veterans—to Gaul—across—the—Alps, there to await the coming of the Germans.


  But the Germans didn’t come. While Marius occupied his troops in public works, Sulla and Sertorius disguised themselves as Gauls and went off to discover what the Germans meant to do. In 103 B.C. Marius was again elected consul. And due to the efforts of a tribune of the plebs, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus, Marius was elected consul for the fourth time in 102 B.C. It was in that year the Germans came—and just in time. Marius’s senatorial enemies were preparing to oust him for good.


  Thanks to some successful spying by Sulla and Sertorius, Marius had been warned of a startling German strategy, for the Germans had produced a thinking leader, King Boiorix. He split his colossal mass of people into three divisions and embarked upon a three—pronged invasion of Italy. One division, the Teutones, was to journey down the river Rhodanus (the Rhone) and enter Italy across the western Alps; another division, the Cimbri (led by Boiorix himself), was to invade central northern Italy through the alpine pass now known as the Brenner; the third division, motley in composition, was to cross the eastern Alps into Italy and advance toward modern Venice. Then all three divisions would unite to invade the Italian peninsula and conquer Rome.


  Marius’s consular colleague in the year 102 B.C. belonged by blood to the Caesars; his name was Quintus Lutatius Catulus Caesar, and he was a haughty aristocrat with an inflated idea of his own ability but no real military talent, as Marius knew.


  Electing to remain where he was in the neighborhood of modern Aix—en—Provence to intercept the German Teutones, Marius was obliged to leave interception of the German Cimbri to Catulus Caesar (the third division of Germans gave up and went back to Germania long before they were due to cross the eastern Alps). Endowed with an army of twenty—four thousand men, Catulus Caesar was ordered by the Senate to march north to intercept the Cimbri. But Marius, not trusting him, sent Sulla to him to be his second-in-command; Sulla’s orders were to do everything in his power to keep Catulus Caesar’s precious troops alive despite the worst blunders Catulus Caesar might make.


  In late summer of 102 B.C. the Teutones, fielding over one hundred thousand men, reached Marius’s position; the strength of his army was about thirty—seven thousand men. In a battle conducted with genius, Marius slaughtered the undisciplined and unsophisticated Teutones; the survivors scattered and the threat to Italy from the west was no more.


  However, at about the same moment as Marius was extirpating the Teutones, Catulus Caesar, Sulla and their small army had penetrated up the alpine valley of the Athesis (now the Adige) River. There they encountered the Cimbri, just emerged from the Brenner Pass. Because there was no room to maneuver the legions, Sulla insisted that Catulus Caesar retreat; Catulus Caesar adamantly refused. So Sulla instigated a mutiny and brought the army safely into the Po Valley, quartering it in Placentia (now Piacenza) while the two hundred thousand men of the Cimbri—together with their women, children and animals—overran the eastern Po Valley.


  Elected consul for the fifth time thanks to his resounding victory over the Teutones, in 101 B.C. Marius brought the bulk of his army to northern Italy and combined it with the army of Catulus Caesar; the force now numbered fifty—four thousand men. And at the height of summer the final battle against the Germans was fought on the field of Vercellae near the foot of the western Alps. Boiorix was killed and the Cimbri annihilated. Marius had saved Italy and Rome from the Germans, who were to remain an utterly spent force for the next fifty years.


  However, Metellus Numidicus, Scaurus Princeps Senatus, Catulus Caesar and the rest of Marius’s enemies were no less his enemies because Marius was now being hailed the Third Founder of Rome and was able to get himself elected consul for the sixth time, in 100 B.C.


  That year saw the turmoil shift from the battlefield to the Forum Romanum, which became the scene of bloody riots and frenzied political demagoguery. Marius’s adherent Saturninus had managed (with the aid of his confederate Glaucia and the murder of a tribune of the plebs) to be elected a tribune of the plebs for the second time, and through this office (famous for its radicals and demagogues) sought to secure land grants for Marius’s veteran soldiers of the Head Count.


  This was the one bad thing about enlisting propertyless men in the legions; owning nothing and receiving little by way of pay, these men when Rome had finished with their military talents had to be rewarded. Marius had promised them grants of land—but not in Italy. His aim was to spread Roman culture and habits throughout the mushrooming empire of provinces (in which Rome owned great tracts of public land) by settling his Head Count soldier veterans abroad. In fact, the vexed question of granting Rome’s public lands to veterans of the lower classes was ultimately to contribute enormously to the downfall of the Republic of Rome, for the Senate, shortsighted and antipathetic, consistently refused to co—operate with Rome’s generals by willingly granting land. This meant that as time went on, these veterans of the Head Count were to find it expedient to adhere first to their generals (because their generals wanted to give them land) and only after that to Rome (because, embodied in the person of the Senate, Rome was reluctant to give them land).


  Senatorial opposition to Saturninus’s two land bills was obdurate and violent, though he did not entirely lack support among the upper classes. The first land bill succeeded, but the second land bill was passed only after Marius forced the members of the Senate to swear an oath to uphold it. Metellus Numidicus could not be persuaded to take this oath, and voluntarily went into exile after paying a huge fine—the penalty for not swearing.


  But Scaurus Princeps Senatus had tricked the politically less talented Marius during the debates about the second land bill by making Marius admit there was a possibility that both of Saturninus’s land bills were invalid. Until that moment totally loyal to Marius, Saturninus now turned against Marius as well as against the Senate, and began to plot the downfall of both.


  Unfortunately for Marius, his health chose this moment to break down; a small stroke forced him to retire from political life for some months, during which Saturninus intrigued. The harvest was due to arrive in Rome in the autumn, but a Mediterranean—wide drought blighted it. For the fourth year in a row Rome’s populace faced high grain prices and an acute lack of grain. This gave Saturninus his chance. He decided to become the First Man in Rome: not as consul but as tribune of the plebs, in which position he could control the huge masses of people who now gathered each day in the Forum Romanum to protest against the coming winter’s privation. It was not the lowest classes Saturninus was wooing when he introduced his grain law to provide State—funded grain; he was actually wooing the merchants and trade guilds whose businesses were threatened because the lowest classes would not eat well. The votes of the lowest classes were worthless, but the votes of the merchants and trade guilds carried enough weight for him—with their support—to overthrow both the Senate and Gaius Marius.


  More or less recovered from his stroke, Marius called a meeting of the Senate for the first day of December of 100 B.C. to see what could be done to stop Saturninus, who now planned to run for a third term as a tribune of the plebs, while his friend Glaucia ran for consul. Neither candidacy was precisely illegal, but both were highly disapproved of because they flouted custom.


  Matters came to a head during the consular elections when Glaucia murdered another candidate. Marius convened the Senate, which passed its Ultimate Decree (a form of martial law); the Senate and its supporters went home to get their arms, and battle was joined in the Forum Romanum. Saturninus and Glaucia had thought that the lowest classes, threatened with starvation, would rise up in revolt. But the lowest classes were not willing to do so. Quietly they went home instead. Using Sulla as his right—hand man, Marius defeated the consequently limited forces Saturninus had at his disposal. Saturninus sought asylum in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, but was forced to surrender when Sulla cut off the water supply to the Capitol.


  Glaucia committed suicide, but Saturninus and the rest of his close friends were imprisoned in the Senate House until they could be tried for treason—a trial everybody in the Senate knew would fracture Rome’s already tottering constitutional framework. Sulla solved the problem by secretly leading a small band of young aristocrats onto the roof of the Senate House, from which vantage point they killed Saturninus and his friends by bombarding them with tiles torn from the roof. Saturninus’s grain law was repealed, but Marius—now fifty—seven years old—had to face the fact that his political career had ground to a halt. Consul six times, it seemed he would never fulfill the prophecy by being consul a seventh time. But Sulla hoped to be elected praetor in a year’s time. He decided he would therefore have to withdraw from Marius, now politically odious, in order to preserve his own career.


  During these ten years, the private lives and loves of Marius and Sulla fared differently.


  Marius’s marriage to Julia prospered. They had a son born in 109 B.C., their only child, who was called Young Marius. Old Caesar died, but not before he saw both his sons firmly placed for future political and military eminence. His younger son, Gaius, married a rich and beautiful daughter of the Famous Family Aurelius Cotta, one Aurelia, and sensibly the young couple took up residence in Aurelia’s apartment house in the Subura, a district of Rome in evil repute. They had two girls, and finally in 100 B.C. a son (the great Caesar) who was of course, as Marius immediately recognized, the child of the prophecy—the greatest Roman of all time. Marius resolved that he would try to foil this part of his cherished foretelling.


  Sulla’s marriage to old Caesar’s younger girl, Julilla, was not a happy one, mostly due to Julilla’s febrile and overly dramatic nature. Two children were born of it, a daughter and a son. Loving Sulla obsessively, Julilla was aware she did not hold all of Sulla’s heart, though she had no idea of his true sexual inclinations. Unhappiness prompted her to drink, and as time went on she became completely dependent upon her wine.


  Then a rare event took place; the young Greek actor Metrobius came to visit Sulla in his house. Sight of Metrobius broke down Sulla’s resolve never again to become physically involved with him. Unbeknownst to them, Julilla witnessed their lovemaking. And immediately committed suicide. Later on Sulla married a charming and childless widow of excellent family, one Aelia, to provide his children with a mother.


  Scaurus Princeps Senatus had a son who was guilty of cowardice while serving with the army of Catulus Caesar in northern Italy. Disgusted, Scaurus disowned the young man, who committed suicide. Whereupon Scaurus, now close to sixty years of age, promptly married his son’s fiancée, the seventeen-year-old daughter of Metellus Numidicus’s older brother; she was known as Dalmatica. No one asked her what she thought of this union.


  And young Marcus Livius Drusus, eminently aristocratic son of a famous man, in 105 B.C. arranged a double wedding; he married the sister of his best friend, the patrician Quintus Servilius Caepio, while Caepio married Drusus’s sister, Livia Drusa. Drusus’s union was childless, but Caepio and Livia Drusa produced two girls, the elder of whom, Servilia, was to grow up to be the mother of Brutus and the mistress of the great Caesar.


  EVENTS CHRONICLED IN THE GRASS CROWN


  The year is 98 B.C., almost two years after the events which closed The First Man in Rome, but two years of relative uneventfulness.


  Sulla was absolutely bored by the charm and goodness of his second wife, Aelia, and plagued by his hunger for two other people—the young Greek actor Metrobius and the nineteen-year-old wife of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus, Dalmatica. But as ambition and a sense of destiny still ruled every other passion in Sulla, he steadfastly refused to see Metrobius or to begin an affair with Dalmatica.


  Unfortunately Dalmatica was not so self-disciplined, and made a public spectacle of herself by advertising her unrequited love for Sulla. Scaurus, humiliated, demanded that Sulla quit Rome to stop the gossip, but deeming himself guiltless and Scaurus unreasonable, Sulla refused. He intended to seek election as praetor, which meant he had to stay in Rome. Well aware Sulla was innocent, old Scaurus nonetheless blocked his election as a praetor—and confined Dalmatica to her house.


  Thwarted in his political career, Sulla decided to go to Nearer Spain as the legate of its warlike governor, Titus Didius. Scaurus had won. Before he left, Sulla made advances to Aurelia, wife of Gaius Julius Caesar, and was rejected; furious, he went to see Metellus Numidicus (just returned from exile) and murdered him. Far from blaming Sulla for his father’s death, Metellus Pius the Piglet continued to admire and trust him.


  The family Caesar was prospering. Both of old Caesar’s sons, Sextus and Gaius, had advanced under Marius’s patronage, though this meant Gaius was away from home most of the time. His wife, Aurelia, managed her apartment house and efficiently saw to the welfare and education of her two daughters and her precious little son, Young Caesar, who from a very early age demonstrated startling intelligence and ability. The one aspect of Aurelia which caused misgivings in all her relatives and friends was her liking for Sulla, who visited her because he admired her.


  Still in political eclipse, Gaius Marius took his wife, Julia, and his son, Young Marius, on a long holiday to the east, there to visit various parts of Anatolia.


  Having reached Cilician Tarsus, Marius learned that King Mithridates of Pontus had invaded Cappadocia, murdered its young monarch, and put one of his own many sons on its throne. Leaving wife and son in the care of nomads, Marius rode virtually alone for the Cappadocian capital, where fearlessly he confronted King Mithridates of Pontus.


  Captious and cunning, Mithridates was a curious mixture of coward and hero, braggart and mouse; he commanded vast forces and had expanded his kingdom mightily at the expense of all his neighbors save Rome. By forging a marital alliance, Mithridates had arrived at complete agreement with Tigranes, the King of Armenia; the two kings planned to unite, defeat Rome, and end in ruling the world between them.


  All of these vaunting plans disintegrated when Mithridates met Marius, a solitary figure who yet had the confidence to order the King of Pontus out of Cappadocia. Though he could have had Marius killed, instead Mithridates clipped his tail between his legs and took his army back to Pontus, while Marius rejoined his wife and son and resumed his holiday.


  Matters in Italy were coming to a head. Rome was suzerain over the various semi-independent nations which made up the checkerboard of peninsular Italy. Her Italian Allies, as they were called, had long existed in an unequal partnership with Rome, and were well aware Rome considered them inferiors. They were called upon to provide and pay for soldiers whom Rome used in her foreign wars, yet Rome had ceased to reward the Italian Allies with gifts of the Roman citizenship, and denied Italians parity in trade, commerce, and all the other benefits accruing to full Roman citizens. The leaders of the various Italian peoples were now clamoring with increasing vigor and resolution for equal status with Rome.


  Marcus Livius Drusus had a friend, Quintus Poppaedius Silo, who was an Italian of high estate; the leader of his people, the Marsi, Silo was determined to see all the Marsi become full Roman citizens. And Drusus sympathized with him. A great Roman aristocrat of enormous wealth and political clout, Drusus was sure that with his assistance the Italians would gain the longed—for franchise and equality.


  But matters within Drusus’s own family were to undermine Drusus’s resolve. His sister, Livia Drusa, was unhappily married to Drusus’s best friend, Quintus Servilius Caepio (Caepio had taken to physically abusing her); then she met Marcus Porcius Cato, fell in love with him, and began an affair. Already the mother of two girls, Livia Drusa became pregnant by Cato and bore a son who she managed to convince Caepio was his child. Then her eldest girl, Servilia, accused Livia Drusa of infidelity with Cato, and precipitated a family crisis. Caepio divorced Livia Drusa and disowned all three children; Drusus and his wife stood by her. Livia Drusa then married Cato and gave him two more children, Porcia and Young Cato (the future Cato Uticensis). While all this was going on, Drusus had struggled to convince the Senate of the justice of Italian claims to the citizenship, but after Livia Drusa’s scandal he found his task far more difficult, thanks to Caepio’s sudden and bitter enmity.


  In 96 B.C. Drusus’s wife died. In 93 B.C. Livia Drusa died. Her five children passed fully into Drusus’s care. In 92 B.C. Cato died. Only the estranged Caepio and Drusus were left.


  Though considered too old for the office, Drusus decided the only way to obtain equality for the Italians was to become a tribune of the plebs and coax the Plebeian Assembly into granting the franchise against obdurate opposition from the Senate. An impressively patient and intelligent man, he did very well. But some of the senatorial diehards (including Scaurus, Catulus Caesar and Caepio) were absolutely determined he would not succeed. On the very eve of victory, Drusus was assassinated in the atrium of his own house. The time was late in 91 B.C.


  The five children of Livia Drusa plus his own adopted son, Drusus Nero, witnessed the horror of his lingering death. Only Caepio was left to those young people, but Caepio refused to have anything to do with them. So they passed into the care of Drusus’s mother and his younger brother, Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus. In 90 B.C. Caepio died, and in 89 B.C. Drusus’s mother died. Now only Mamercus remained. When his wife refused to shelter the children Mamercus was forced to leave them to grow up in Drusus’s house. He put them in the charge of a spinster relative and her formidable mother.


  Sulla had returned from Nearer Spain in time to be elected urban praetor for 93 B.C. In 92 B.C. (while Drusus struggled to bring about the franchise for all of Italy) Sulla was sent to the east to govern Cilicia. There he discovered that Mithridates, emboldened by five years of Roman inertia, had once again invaded Cappadocia. Sulla led his two legions of Cilician troops into Cappadocia, ensconced them inside a superbly fortified camp, and proceeded to run military rings around Mithridates, despite the King’s overwhelming superiority in numbers. For the second time Mithridates was forced to look a solitary Roman in the eye and hear himself curtly ordered to go home. For the second time Mithridates clipped his tail between his legs and took his army back to Pontus.


  But the son-in-law of Mithridates, King Tigranes of Armenia, was still at large and intent upon war. Sulla led his two legions to Armenia, becoming the first Roman to cross the Euphrates on a military mission. On the Tigris near Amida, Sulla found and warned Tigranes; then on the Euphrates at Zeugma he hosted a conference between himself, Tigranes and ambassadors from the King of the Parthians. A treaty was concluded whereby everything to the east of the Euphrates was to remain the concern of the Parthians and everything to the west of the Euphrates was to become the concern of Rome. Sulla was also the subject of a prophecy by a famous Chaldaean seer: he would be the greatest man between Oceanus Atlanticus and the Indus River, and would die at the height of his fame and prosperity.


  With Sulla was his son by the dead Julilla. This boy–in his middle teens–was the light of Sulla’s life. But after Sulla’s return to Rome (where he found the Senate indifferent to his deeds and to his magnificent treaty), Young Sulla died tragically. The loss of the boy was a terrible blow to Sulla, who severed the last vestige of his relationship with the Caesars, except for his sporadic visits to Aurelia. On these visits he now encountered her son, Young Caesar, who impressed Sulla.


  The Italian War broke out with a series of shattering defeats for Rome. At the beginning of 90 B.C. the consul Lucius Caesar took over the southern theater of war (in Campania), with Sulla as his senior legate. The northern theater (in Picenum and Etruria) was commanded by several men in turn, all of whom proved to be woefully inadequate.


  Gaius Marius hungered to command the northern theater, but his enemies in the Senate were still too strong. He was forced to serve as a mere legate, and to suffer many indignities at the hands of his commanders. But one by one these commanders went down in defeat (and, as in the case of Caepio, died), while Marius plodded on training the troops, very raw and timorous. Waiting his chance. When it came he seized it immediately, and in association with Sulla (loaned to him) won for Rome the first significant victory of the war. Then on the day following this victory Marius suffered his second stroke—far worse than his first—and was forced to withdraw from the conflict. This rather pleased Sulla, for Marius refused to take Sulla seriously as a general, though Sulla generaled all the victories in the southern theater—always in the name of someone else.


  In 89 B.C. the war took a better turn for Rome, especially in the southern theater. Sulla was awarded Rome’s highest military decoration, the Grass Crown, by his troops before the city of Nola, and most of Campania and Apulia were subjugated. The two consuls of 89 B.C., Pompey Strabo and a Cato, fared very differently. Cato the Consul was murdered by Young Marius to avoid a military defeat; Marius procured his son’s freedom by bribing the commander left in charge, Lucius Cornelius Cinna. Cinna, an honorable man despite this bribe, was to remain Marius’s adherent ever after—and Sulla’s enemy.


  The senior consul of 89 B.C., Pompey Strabo, had a seventeen-year-old son, Pompey, who adored his father and insisted on fighting at his side. In 90 B.C. they had besieged the city of Asculum Picentum, wherein the first atrocity of the Italian War had taken place. With them was the seventeen-year-old Marcus Tullius Cicero, a most inept and unwilling warrior whom Pompey sheltered from his father’s wrath—and contempt. Cicero was never afterward to forget Pompey’s kindness, which dictated much of his political orientation. When Asculum Picentum fell in 89 B.C., Pompey Strabo executed every male inhabitant and banished every female and child with no more than the clothes they wore on their backs; the incident stood out in the annals of a terrible war.


  But by 88 B.C., when Sulla was finally elected consul with a Quintus Pompeius Rufus as his colleague, Rome was victorious in the war against her Italian Allies. Not without yielding much she had gone to war to prevent: the Italians were—in name at least—given the full Roman franchise.


  Sulla’s daughter by Julilla, Cornelia Sulla, was very much in love with her cousin Young Marius, but Sulla forced her to marry the son of his colleague in the consulship; she bore this young man a girl, Pompeia (later the second wife of the great Caesar), and a boy.


  Now ten years old, Young Caesar was sent by his mother to help his Uncle Marius recover from the effects of that maiming second stroke, and eagerly learned whatever he could from Marius about the art of war. Well aware of the prophecy, Marius’s exposure to the boy only reinforced his determination to curtail Young Caesar’s future military and political career.


  Angered by an innocuous remark made by his boring wife Aelia, Sulla suddenly divorced her–for barrenness. Old Scaurus had died, so Sulla then married his widow, Dalmatica. Most of Rome censured Sulla for his conduct toward Aelia (who was much admired), but Sulla didn’t care.


  Knowing that Rome was fully occupied in her war against the Italian Allies, King Mithridates of Pontus invaded the Roman province of Asia in 88 B.C. and murdered every Roman and Italian man, woman and child living there. The death toll was eighty thousand, plus seventy thousand of their slaves.


  When Rome heard the news of this mass slaughter, the Senate met to discuss who would lead an army to the east to deal with King Mithridates. Deeming himself recovered from his stroke, Marius shouted that the command against Mithridates must be given to him. A peremptory demand which the Senate wisely ignored. Instead, that body awarded the command to the senior consul, Sulla. An affront Marius did not forgive; Sulla now joined the list of his declared enemies.


  Understanding that he was capable of defeating Mithridates, Sulla accepted the command with great content, and prepared to leave Italy. But the Treasury was empty and Sulla’s funds far too slender, even after much public land around the Forum Romanum had been sold to pay for his army; the wealth Sulla needed to pay for his war was to come from plundering the temples of Greece and Epirus. Sulla’s army was relatively tiny.


  In that same year, 88 B.C., another tribune of the plebs of enduring fame arose – Sulpicius. A conservative man, he turned radical only after the King of Pontus slaughtered the inhabitants of Asia Province – because he realized that a foreign king had not made any distinction between a Roman and an Italian – he had killed both. Sulpicius decided the Senate was to blame for Rome’s unwillingness to grant the full citizenship to all Italians, and decided the Senate would have to go. There could be no difference between a Roman and an Italian if a foreign king could find no difference. So Sulpicius proceeded to pass laws in the Plebeian Assembly which expelled so many men from the Senate that it could no longer form a quorum. With the Senate rendered impotent, Sulpicius then proceeded to boost the electoral and political power of the new Italian citizens. But all this took place amid bloody riots in the Forum Romanum, and the young husband of Sulla’s daughter, Cornelia Sulla, was killed.


  Riding high, Sulpicius then allied himself with Marius and got the Plebeian Assembly to pass another law – a law stripping the command in the war against Mithridates from Sulla and awarding it to Marius instead. Almost seventy years old and crippled by disease he might be, but Marius was not about to let anyone else go to war against Mithridates – especially Sulla.


  Sulla was in Campania organizing his army when he heard of the new legislation and his own disqualification. He then made a momentous decision: he would march on Rome. Never in her six hundred years of existence had any Roman done that. But Sulla would. His officers refused to support him except for his loyal quaestor, Lucius Licinius Lucullus, but his soldiers were fervently on his side.


  In Rome no one believed Sulla would dare to make war upon his own homeland, so when Sulla and his army arrived outside the city walls, panic ensued. Unable to lay their hands on professional soldiers, Marius and Sulpicius were forced to arm ex-gladiators and slaves to resist Sulla. Who entered the city, trounced the motley opposition, took over Rome, and drove Marius, Sulpicius, Old Brutus and a few other men into flight. Sulpicius was caught before he could leave Italy and beheaded. Marius, after a terrible ordeal in the town of Minturnae, succeeded with Young Marius and the others in reaching Africa, where after many adventures they sheltered among the veterans Marius had settled on Cercina.


  As virtual owner of Rome, Sulla’s worst act was to fix the head of Sulpicius on the rostra in the Forum Romanum in order to terrify (among others) Cinna into obedience. He repealed all of Sulpicius’s laws and put laws of his own into effect. These laws were ultra-conservative, aimed at fully restoring the Senate and discouraging future tribunes of the plebs with radical ideas. Satisfied that he had done what he could to shore up traditional Republican government, Sulla finally departed for the east and the war against Mithridates in 87 B.C. But not before marrying his widowed daughter to Mamercus, brother of the dead Drusus and custodian of the orphaned children.


  The exile of Marius, Young Marius, Old Brutus and their companions lasted about a year. Sulla had attempted one final measure to shore up his hastily drafted emergency constitution—he tried to have men loyal to himself elected consuls for 87 B.C. In the case of the senior consul, Gnaeus Octavius Ruso, he did succeed; but the pernickety electors returned Cinna as the junior consul, and Sulla knew this man belonged to Marius. So he tried to secure Cinna’s loyalty to the new constitution by making him swear a sacred oath to uphold it—an oath Cinna nullified as he swore it by holding a stone in his hand.


  As soon as Sulla had sailed for the east in spring of 87 B.C., strife broke out in Rome. Cinna abrogated his worthless oath and openly opposed Gnaeus Octavius and his ultra-conservative backers—men like Catulus Caesar, Publius Crassus, Lucius Caesar. Cinna was ejected from Rome and outlawed, but the ultra-conservatives failed to make military preparations. Cinna did not; he raised an army and laid siege to the city. Marius promptly returned from exile and landed in Etruria, where he too raised an army and marched to the aid of Cinna and his confederates Quintus Sertorius and Gnaeus Papirius Carbo.


  The ultra-conservatives, desperate, sent to Pompey Strabo in Picenum and begged that he come to their rescue, as he had not disbanded his army of loyal vassals. Accompanied by his son Pompey, Pompey Strabo marched to Rome. But once he arrived there he did nothing to bring on a battle against Cinna, Marius, Carbo and Sertorius. All he did was to sit in a huge, insanitary camp outside the Colline Gate and antagonize the inhabitants of Rome’s northern hills by polluting their water and causing a frightful epidemic of enteric fever.


  The Siege of Rome ground on for some time, but eventually a battle took place between Pompey Strabo and Sertorius. It came to no conclusion, for Pompey Strabo fell ill with enteric fever and collapsed. Shortly afterward he died. Aided by his friend Cicero, young Pompey prepared to bury his father; but the people of the devastated northern hills of Rome stole the body, stripped it naked, tethered it behind an ass, and dragged it through their streets. After a frantic search Pompey and Cicero found it. The outraged Pompey then quit Rome to take his father’s body and army back to Picenum.


  Bereft of Pompey Strabo’s army, Rome was incapable of further resistance, and surrendered to Cinna and Marius. Cinna entered the city at once. Whereas Marius refused to do so, stating that he was still officially an outlaw and would not move from the protection of his camp and soldiers until Cinna had not only repealed the decree of outlawry, but had succeeded in having Marius elected consul for the prophesied seventh time. Sertorius also refused to enter the city, but not because of events; the cousin of Marius, he had realized that Marius was mad, his brain eroded by that second stroke.


  Understanding that every soldier would if pushed serve Marius ahead of himself, Cinna had no choice other than to see himself and Marius “elected” consuls for the year 86 B.C., now only days away. And on New Year’s Day Marius entered Rome as consul for the seventh time; the prophecy was fulfilled. With him he brought five thousand ex-slaves fanatically devoted to his cause.


  A bloodbath ensued, the like of which Rome had never seen. Quite demented, Marius ordered his ex-slaves to slaughter all his enemies and many of his friends; the rostra bristled with heads, including those of Catulus Caesar, Lucius Caesar, Caesar Strabo, Publius Crassus, and Gnaeus Octavius Ruso.


  Gaius Julius Caesar, father of Young Caesar, returned to Rome in the midst of the carnage to find himself summoned to see Marius in the Forum Romanum. There he was informed by Marius that his thirteen-year-old son was to be made the flamen Dialis, the special priest of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, principal deity of Rome. For the crazed old man had found the perfect way to prevent Young Caesar from enjoying a political or military career. Young Caesar would never now surpass Gaius Marius in the annals of Rome. The flamen Dialis was forbidden to touch iron, ride a horse, handle a weapon or see the moment of death (as well as a host of other taboos); he could never fight on a battlefield or stand for election to curule executive office. Because at the moment of inauguration and consecration the flamen Dialis had to be married to another patrician, Marius ordered Cinna (a patrician) to give his seven-year-old younger daughter, Cinnilla, to Young Caesar as his wife. The two children were immediately married, after which Young Caesar was formally made flamen Dialis, and his wife Cinnilla flaminica Dialis.


  Scant days into his seventh consulship, Gaius Marius was felled by a third and terminal stroke. He died on the thirteenth day of January. His cousin Sertorius then killed the huge band of ex-slaves, and the bloodbath was over. Cinna took a Valerius Flaccus as his consular colleague to replace Marius, and began the process of soothing a shaken Rome. Now flamen Dialis and a married boy, Young Caesar contemplated a dreary and disappointing future as the lifelong servant of Jupiter Optimus Maximus.


  A CHRONICLE OF EVENTS BETWEEN 86 B.C. AND 83 B.C.


  Finding his feet, Cinna took control of a much—reduced Senate; while he repealed some of Sulla’s laws, he did not repeal all, and the Senate was allowed to continue to exist. Under his aegis, the Senate formally stripped the absent Sulla of his command against King Mithridates and authorized the other consul, Flaccus, to take four legions to the east and relieve Sulla. Flaccus’s senior legate in this enterprise was Fimbria, a savage and undisciplined man who yet inspired affection in his soldiers.


  But when Flaccus and Fimbria reached central Macedonia they decided not to turn south into Greece (where Sulla was lying with his army); instead they continued to march across Macedonia toward the Hellespont and Asia Minor. Quite unable to control Fimbria, Flaccus found himself subordinate to his subordinate. Quarreling and disaffected, they reached Byzantium, where the final and fatal falling—out took place. Flaccus was murdered and Fimbria assumed the command. He crossed into Asia Minor and commenced—very successfully—to war against King Mithridates.


  Sulla had become bogged down in Greece, which had welcomed the generals and armies of Mithridates and now hosted a huge Mithridatic force. The city of Athens had defected, so Sulla besieged it; after bitter resistance it fell. Sulla then won two stunning victories around Lake Orchomenus in Boeotia.


  His legate Lucullus had assembled a fleet and also inflicted defeats upon Pontus. Then Fimbria trapped Mithridates in Pitane and sent to Lucullus to help him capture the King by blockading the harbor. Haughtily Lucullus refused to work with a Roman he considered not legally appointed. The result was that Mithridates escaped via the sea.


  By the summer of 85 B.C. Sulla had expelled the Pontic armies from Europe, and himself crossed into Asia Minor. On August (Sextilis) 5, the King of Pontus agreed to the Treaty of Dardanus, which required that he retire inside his own borders and stay there. Sulla also dealt with Fimbria, whom he pursued until Fimbria in despair committed suicide; forbidding Fimbria’s troops ever to return to Italy, Sulla incorporated them into a standing army for use in Asia Province and Cilicia.


  Sulla was very well aware that King Mithridates was by no means a spent force when he tendered the Treaty of Dardanus and obliged the King to retire. However, he was also aware that if he remained in the east much longer, he would lose all chance of regaining what he considered as his rightful position in Rome. His wife Dalmatica and his daughter Cornelia Sulla had been forced to flee to join him under the escort of Mamercus; his house had been looted and burned down; his property had been confiscated (except that Mamercus had managed to conceal most of it); and his status was now that of an outlaw stripped of Roman citizenship and under interdiction. As was true of his followers; many of the members of the Senate had also fled to join him, unwilling to live under Cinna’s administration. Among the refugees were Appius Claudius Pulcher, Publius Servilius Vatia, and Marcus Licinius Crassus, the latter from Spain.


  Thus Sulla had no choice but to turn his back on Mithridates and return to Rome; this he planned to do in 84 B.C., but a very serious illness compelled him to linger in Greece for a further year, fretting because his extended absence gave Cinna and his confederates more time to prepare for war. War there was bound to be—Italy was not big enough to contain two factions so obdurately opposed to each other—and so unwilling to forgive and forget for the sake of peace.


  So too did Cinna and Cinna’s Rome understand that war with Sulla on his return was inevitable. When Cinna learned of the death of his consular colleague, Flaccus, he took a new and much stronger man as junior consul, Gnaeus Papirius Carbo. Together with their pliant Senate, they decided that Sulla must be opposed before he reached Italy, still exhausted from the Italian War. With the object of stopping Sulla in western Macedonia before he could cross the Adriatic Sea, Cinna and Carbo began to recruit a huge army which they shipped to Illyricum, just to the north of western Macedonia.


  But recruitment was slow, especially in the fief of the dead Pompey Strabo, Picenum. Thinking his personal attendance would attract more volunteers, Cinna himself journeyed to Ancona to supervise the enlistments. There Pompey Strabo’s son Pompey paid Cinna a visit, apparently toying with the idea of joining up. However, he did not. Shortly afterward Cinna died in Ancona in circumstances shrouded with mystery. Carbo took over Rome and control of the Senate, but decided that Sulla would have to be allowed to land in Italy. The war against him would have to be fought on Italian soil after all. Back came the troops from Illyricum, and Carbo laid his plans. After securing the election of two tame consuls, Scipio Asiagenus and Gaius Norbanus, Carbo went to govern Italian Gaul, and placed himself and his section of the army in the port city of Ariminum.


  The stage was set. Now read on....


  PART I


  from APRIL 83 B.C.


  until DECEMBER 82 B.C.
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  Though the steward held his five—flamed lamp high enough to illuminate the two recumbent figures in the bed, he knew its light had not the power to waken Pompey. For this, he would need Pompey’s wife. She stirred, frowned, turned her head away in an effort to remain asleep, but the vast house was murmuring beyond the open door, and the steward was calling her.


  “Domina! Domina!


  Even in confusion modest—servants did not make a habit of invading Pompey’s bedchamber—Antistia made sure she was decently covered before she sat up.


  “What is it? What’s the matter?”


  “An urgent message for the master. Wake him and tell him to come to the atrium,” barked the steward rudely. The lamp flames dipped and smoked as he swung on his heel and left; the door closed, plunging her into darkness.


  Oh, that vile man! He had done it deliberately! But she knew where her shift lay across the foot of the bed, drew it on, and shouted for a light.


  Nothing woke Pompey. Provided with a lamp and a warm wrap, Antistia finally turned back to the bed to discover him slumbering still. Nor did he seem to feel the cold, lying on his back uncovered to the waist.


  She had tried on other occasions—and for other reasons—to kiss him awake, but never could. Shakes and pummels it would have to be.


  “What?” he asked, sitting up and running his hands through his thick yellow thatch; the quiff above his peaked hairline stood up alertly. So too were the blue eyes surveying her alert. That was Pompey: apparently dead one moment, wide awake the next. Both soldiers’ habits. “What?” he asked again.


  “There’s an urgent message for you in the atrium.”


  But she hadn’t managed to finish the sentence before he was on his feet and his feet were shoved into backless slippers and a tunic was falling carelessly off one freckled shoulder. Then he was gone, the door gaping behind him.


  For a moment Antistia stood where she was, undecided. Her husband hadn’t taken the lamp—he could see in the dark as well as any cat—so there was nothing to stop her following save her own knowledge that probably he wouldn’t like it. Well, bother that! Wives were surely entitled to share news important enough to invade the master’s sleep! So off she went with her little lamp barely showing her the way down that huge corridor flagged and walled with bare stone blocks. A turn here—a flight of steps there—and suddenly she was out of the forbidding Gallic fortress and into the civilized Roman villa, all pretty paint and plaster.


  Lights blazed everywhere; the servants had busied themselves to some effect. And there was Pompey clad in no more than a tunic yet looking like the personification of Mars—oh, he was wonderful!


  He might even have confided in her, for his eyes did take her presence in. But at the same moment Varro arrived in startled haste, and Antistia’s chance to share personally in whatever was causing the excitement vanished.


  “Varro, Varro!” Pompey shouted. Then he whooped, a shrill and eldritch sound with nothing Roman in it; just so had long—dead Gauls whooped as they spilled over the Alps and took whole chunks of Italy for their own, including Pompey’s Picenum.


  Antistia jumped, shivered. So, she noticed, did Varro.


  “What is it?”


  “Sulla has landed in Brundisium!”


  “Brundisium! How do you know?”


  “What does that matter?” demanded Pompey, crossing the mosaic floor to seize little Varro by both shoulders and shake him. “It’s here, Varro! The adventure has begun!”


  “Adventure?” Varro gaped. “Oh, Magnus, grow up! It’s not an adventure, it’s a civil war—and on Italian soil yet again!”


  “I don’t care!” cried Pompey. “To me, it’s an adventure. If you only knew how much I’ve longed for this news, Varro! Since Sulla left, Italy has been as tame as a Vestal Virgin’s lapdog!”


  “What about the Siege of Rome?’’ asked Varro through a yawn.


  The happy excitement fled from Pompey’s face, his hands fell; he stepped back and looked at Varro darkly. “I would prefer to forget the Siege of Rome!” he snapped. “They dragged my father’s naked body tied to an ass through their wretched streets!”


  Poor Varro flushed so deeply the color flooded into his balding pate. “Oh, Magnus, I do beg your pardon! I did not—I would not—I am your guest—please forgive me!”


  But the mood was gone. Pompey laughed, clapped Varro on the back. “Oh, it wasn’t your doing, I know that!”


  The huge room was piercingly cold; Varro clasped his arms about his body. “I had better start for Rome at once.”


  Pompey stared. “Rome? You’re not going to Rome, you’re coming with me! What do you think will happen in Rome? A lot of sheep running around bleating, the old women in the Senate arguing for days—come with me, it will be much more fun!”


  “And where do you think you’re going?”


  “To join Sulla, of course.”


  “You don’t need me for that, Magnus. Climb on your horse and ride off. Sulla will be glad to find you a place among his junior military tribunes, I’m sure. You’ve seen a lot of action.”


  “Oh, Varro!” Flapping hands betrayed Pompey’s exasperation. “I’m not going to join Sulla as a junior military tribune! I’m going to bring him three more legions! I, Sulla’s lackey! Never! I intend to be his full partner in this enterprise.”


  This astounding announcement broke upon Pompey’s wife as upon Pompey’s friend and houseguest; aware that she had gasped, almost voiced her shock aloud, Antistia moved quickly to a place where Pompey’s eyes would not encounter her. He had quite forgotten her presence and she wanted to hear. Needed to hear.


  *


  In the two and a half years she had been his wife, Pompey had left her side for more than a day on only one occasion. Oh, the loveliness of that! To enjoy his undivided attention! Tickled, chided, rumpled, ruffled, hugged, bitten, bruised, tumbled … Like a dream. Who could ever have imagined it? She, the daughter of a senator of mere middle rank and barely sufficient fortune, to find herself given in marriage to Gnaeus Pompeius who called himself Magnus! Rich enough to marry anyone, the lord of half Umbria and Picenum, so fair and handsome everyone thought he looked like a reincarnation of Alexander the Great—what a husband her father had found for her! And after several years of despairing that she would never find a suitable husband, so small was her dowry.


  Naturally she had known why Pompey had married her; he had needed a great service from her father. Who happened to be the judge at Pompey’s trial. That had been a trumped—up affair, of course—all of Rome had known it. But Cinna had desperately needed vast sums to fund his recruitment campaign, and young Pompey’s wealth was going to provide those vast sums. For which reason had young Pompey been indicted upon charges more correctly directed at his dead father, Pompey Strabo—that he had illegally appropriated some of the spoils from the city of Asculum Picentum. Namely, one hunting net and some buckets of books. Trifling. The catch lay not in the magnitude of the offense, but in the fine; were Pompey to be convicted, Cinna’s minions empaneled to decide the size of the penalty were at perfect liberty to fine him his entire fortune.


  A more Roman man would have settled to fight the case in court and if necessary bribe the jury; but Pompey—whose very face proclaimed the Gaul in him—had preferred to marry the judge’s daughter. The time of year had been October, so while November and December wore themselves away, Antistia’s father had conducted his court with masterly inaction. The trial of his new son-in-law never really eventuated, delayed by inauspicious omens, accusations of corrupt jurors, meetings of the Senate, agues and plagues. With the result that in January, the consul Carbo had persuaded Cinna to look elsewhere for the money they so desperately needed. The threat to Pompey’s fortune was no more.


  Barely eighteen, Antistia had accompanied her dazzling marital prize to his estates in the northeast of the Italian peninsula, and there in the daunting black stone pile of the Pompey stronghold had plunged wholeheartedly into the delights of being Pompey’s bride. Luckily she was a pretty little girl stuffed with dimples and curves, and just ripe for bed, so her happiness had been undiluted for quite a long time. And when the twinges of disquiet began to intrude, they came not from her adored Magnus but from his faithful retainers, servants and minor squires who not only looked down on her, but actually seemed to feel free to let her know they looked down on her. Not a great burden—as long as Pompey was close enough to come home at night. But now he was talking of going off to war, of raising legions and enlisting in Sulla’s cause! Oh, what would she do without her adored Magnus to shield her from the slights of his people?


  *


  He was still trying to convince Varro that the only proper alternative was to go with him to join Sulla, but that prim and pedantic little fellow—so elderly in mind for one who had not been in the Senate more than two years!—was still resisting.


  “How many troops has Sulla got?” Varro was asking.


  “Five veteran legions, six thousand cavalry, a few volunteers from Macedonia and the Peloponnese, and five cohorts of Spaniards belonging to that dirty swindler, Marcus Crassus. About thirty-nine thousand altogether.”


  An answer which had Varro clawing at the air. “I say again, Magnus, grow up!” he cried. “I’ve just come from Ariminum, where Carbo is sitting with eight legions and a huge force of cavalry—and that is just the beginning! In Campania alone there are sixteen other legions! For three years Cinna and Carbo gathered troops—there are one hundred and fifty thousand men under arms in Italy and Italian Gaul! How can Sulla cope with such numbers?”


  “Sulla will eat them,” said Pompey, unimpressed. “Besides, I’m going to bring him three legions of my father’s hardened veterans. Carbo’s soldiers are milk—smeared recruits.”


  “You really are going to raise your own army?”


  “I really am.”


  “Magnus, you’re only twenty-two years old! You can’t expect your father’s veterans to enlist for you!”


  “Why not?” asked Pompey, genuinely puzzled.


  “For one thing, you’re eight years too young to qualify for the Senate. You’re twenty years away from the consulship. And even if your father’s men would enlist under you, to ask them to do so is absolutely illegal. You’re a private citizen, and private citizens don’t raise armies.”


  “For over three years Rome’s government has been illegal,” Pompey countered. “Cinna consul four times, Carbo twice, Marcus Gratidianus twice the urban praetor, almost half the Senate outlawed, Appius Claudius banished with his imperium intact, Fimbria running round Asia Minor making deals with King Mithridates—the whole thing is a joke!”


  Varro managed to look like a pompous mule—not so very difficult for a Sabine of the rosea rura, where mules abounded. “The matter must be solved constitutionally,” he said.


  That provoked Pompey to outright laughter. “Oh, Varro! I do indeed like you, but you are hopelessly unrealistic! If this matter could be solved constitutionally, why are there one hundred and fifty thousand soldiers in Italy and Italian Gaul?”


  Again Varro clawed the air, but this time in defeat. “Oh, very well, then! I’ll come with you.”


  Pompey beamed, threw his arm around Varro’s shoulders and guided him in the direction of the corridor which led to his rooms. “Splendid, splendid! You’ll be able to write the history of my first campaigns—you’re a better stylist than your friend Sisenna. I am the most important man of our age, I deserve to have my own historian at my side.”


  But Varro had the last word. “You must be important! Why else would you have the gall—good pun, that!—to call yourself Magnus?” He snorted. “The Great! At twenty-two, The Great! The best your father could do was to call himself after his cross-eyes!”


  A sally Pompey ignored, busy now with steward and armorer, issuing a stream of instructions.


  And then finally the vividly painted and gilded atrium was empty save for Pompey. And Antistia. He came across to her.


  “Silly little kitten, you’ll catch a chill,” he scolded, and kissed her fondly. “Back to bed, my honey cake.”


  “Can’t I help you pack?” she asked, sounding desolate.


  “My men will do that for me, but you can watch.”


  This time the way was lit by a servant bearing a massive chandelier; fitting herself into Pompey’s side, Antistia (still clutching her own little lamp) walked with him to the room where all his war gear was stored. An imposing collection. Fully ten different cuirasses hung from T—shaped poles—gold, silver, steel, leather strapped with phalerae—and swords and helmets hung from pegs on the walls, as did kilts of leather straps and various kinds of padded underpinnings.


  “Now stay there and be an absolutely darling little mouse,” Pompey said as he lifted his wife like a feather and put her atop a couple of big chests, her feet dangling clear of the floor.


  Where she was forgotten. Pompey and his menservants went through every item one by one—would it be useful, was it going to be necessary? Then when Pompey had ransacked the other trunks scattered around the room, he carelessly transferred his wife to a different perch in order to ransack her original seat, tossing this and that to the waiting slaves, talking away to himself so happily that Antistia could cherish no illusions he was going to miss his wife, his home, or civilian life. Of course she had always known that he regarded himself first and foremost as a soldier, that he despised the more customary pursuits of his peers—rhetoric, law, government, assemblies, the plots and ploys of politics. How many times had she heard him say he would vault himself into the consul’s ivory chair on his spear, not on fine words and empty phrases? Now here he was putting his boast into practice, the soldier son of a soldier father going off to war.


  The moment the last of the slaves had staggered away under armloads of equipment, Antistia slid off her trunk and went to stand in front of her husband.


  “Before you go, Magnus, I must speak to you,” she said.


  Clearly this he regarded as a waste of his precious time, but he did pause. “Well, what is it?”


  “How long are you going to be away?”


  “Haven’t the slightest idea,” he said cheerfully.


  “Months? A year?”


  “Months, probably. Sulla will eat Carbo.”


  “Then I would like to return to Rome and live in my father’s house while you’re gone.”


  But he shook his head, clearly astonished at her proposal. “Not a chance!” he said. “I’m not having my wife running round Carbo’s Rome while I’m with Sulla in the field against the selfsame Carbo. You’ll stay here.”


  “Your servants and other people don’t like me. If you’re not here, it will go hard for me.”


  “Rubbish!” he said, turning away.


  She detained him by stepping in front of him once more. “Oh, please, husband, spare me just a few moments of your time! I know it’s a valuable commodity, but I am your wife.”


  He sighed. “All right, all right! But quickly, Antistia!”


  “I can’t stay here!”


  “You can and you will.” He moved from one foot to the other.


  “When you’re absent, Magnus—even for a few hours—your people are not kind to me. I have never complained because you are always kind to me, and you’ve been here except for the time you went to Ancona to see Cinna. But now—there is no other woman in your house, I will be utterly alone. It would be better if I returned to my father’s house until the war is over, truly.”


  “Out of the question. Your father is Carbo’s man.”


  “No, he is not. He is his own man.”


  Never before had she opposed him, or even stood up to him; Pompey’s patience began to fray. “Look, Antistia, I have better things to do than stay here arguing with you. You’re my wife, and that means you’ll stay in my house.”


  “Where your steward sneers at me and leaves me in the dark, where I have no servants of my own and no one to keep me company,” she said, trying to appear calm and reasonable, but beginning to panic underneath.


  “That’s absolute rubbish!”


  “It is not, Magnus. It is not! I don’t know why everyone looks down on me, but everyone does.”


  “Well, of course they do!” he said, surprised at her denseness.


  Her eyes widened. “Of course they look down on me? What do you mean, of course?”


  He shrugged. “My mother was a Lucilia. So was my grandmother. And what are you?”


  “That is a very good question. What am I?”


  He could see she was angry, and it angered him. Women! Here he was with his first big war on his hands, and this creature of no significance was determined to stage her own drama! Did women have no sense at all? “You’re my first wife,” he said.


  “First wife?”


  “A temporary measure.”


  “Oh, I see!” She looked thoughtful. “A temporary measure. The judge’s daughter, I suppose you mean.”


  “Well, you’ve always known that.”


  “But it was a long time ago, I thought it had passed, I thought you loved me. My family is senatorial, I’m not inappropriate.”


  “For an ordinary man, no. But you’re not good enough for me.’’


  “Oh, Magnus, where do you get your conceit from? Is that why you have never once finished yourself inside me? Because I’m not good enough to bear your children?”


  “Yes!” he shouted, starting to leave the room.


  She followed him with her little lamp, too angry now to care who heard. “I was good enough to get you off when Cinna was after your money!”


  “We’ve already established that,” he said, hurrying.


  “How convenient for you then, that Cinna is dead!”


  “Convenient for Rome and all good Romans.”


  “You had Cinna murdered!”


  The words echoed down the stone corridor that was big enough to allow the passage of an army; Pompey stopped.


  “Cinna died in a drunken brawl with some reluctant recruits.”


  “In Ancona—your town, Magnus! Your town! And right after you had been there to see him!” she cried.


  One moment she was standing in possession of herself, the next she was pinned against the wall with Pompey’s hands about her throat. Not squeezing. Just about her throat.


  “Never say that again, woman,” he said softly.


  “It’s what my father says!” she managed, mouth dry.


  The hands tightened ever so slightly. “Your father didn’t like Cinna much. But he doesn’t mind Carbo in the least, which is why it would give me great pleasure to kill him. But it won’t give me any pleasure to kill you. I don’t kill women. Keep your tongue behind your teeth, Antistia. Cinna’s death had nothing to do with me, it was a simple accident.”


  “I want to go to my father and mother in Rome!”


  Pompey released her, gave her a shove. “The answer is no. Now leave me alone!”


  He was gone, calling for the steward; in the distance she could hear him telling that abominable man that she was not to be allowed to leave the precincts of the Pompey fortress once he was off to his war. Trembling, Antistia returned slowly to the bedroom she had shared with Pompey for two and a half years as his first wife—a temporary expedient. Not good enough to bear his children. Why hadn’t she guessed that, when she had wondered many times why he always withdrew, always left a slimy puddle for her to clean off her belly?


  The tears were beginning to gather. Soon they would fall, and once they did she would not be able to stop them for hours. Disillusionment before love has lost its keenest edge is terrible.


  There came another of those chilling barbarian whoops, and faintly Pompey’s voice: “I’m off to war, I’m off to war! Sulla has landed in Italy, and it’s war!”


  2


  Dawn had scarcely broken when Pompey, clad in glittering silver armor and flanked by his eighteen-year-old brother and by Varro, led a little party of clerks and scribes into the marketplace of Auximum. There he planted his father’s standard in the middle of its open space and waited with ill—concealed impatience until his secretariat had assembled itself behind a series of trestle tables, sheets of paper at the ready, reed pens sharpened, cakes of ink dissolved in heavy stone wells.


  By the time all this was done, the crowd had gathered so thickly that it spilled out of the square into the streets and lanes converging upon it. Light and lithe, Pompey leaped onto a makeshift podium beneath Pompey Strabo’s woodpecker standard.


  “Well, it’s come!” he shouted. “Lucius Cornelius Sulla has landed in Brundisium to claim what is rightfully his—an uninterrupted imperium, a triumph, the privilege of depositing his laurels at the feet of Jupiter Optimus Maximus inside the Capitol of Rome! At just about this time last year, the other Lucius Cornelius—he cognominated Cinna—was not far away from here trying to enlist my father’s veterans in his cause. He did not succeed. Instead, he died. Today you see me. And today I see many of my father’s veterans standing before me. I am my father’s heir! His men are my men. His past is my future. I am going to Brundisium to fight for Sulla, for he is in the right of it. How many of you will come with me?’’


  Short and simple, thought Varro, lost in admiration. Maybe the young man was correct about vaulting into the consul’s curule chair on his spear rather than on a wave of words. Certainly no face he could discern in that crowd seemed to find Pompey’s speech lacking. No sooner had he finished than the women began to drift away clucking about the imminent absence of husbands and sons, some wringing their hands at the thought, some already engrossed in the practicalities of filling kit bags with spare tunics and socks, some looking studiously at the ground to hide sly smiles. Pushing excited children out of the way with mock slaps and kicks, the men shoved forward to cluster about those trestle tables. Within moments, Pompey’s clerks were scribbling strenuously.


  From a nice vantage spot high on the steps of Auximum’s old temple of Picus, Varro sat and watched the activity. Had they ever volunteered so lightheartedly for cross-eyed Pompey Strabo’s campaigns? he wondered. Probably not. That one had been the lord, a hard man but a fine commander; they would have served him with goodwill but sober faces. For the son, it was clearly different. I am looking at a phenomenon, Varro thought. The Myrmidons could not have gone more happily to fight for Achilles, nor the Macedonians for Alexander the Great. They love him! He’s their darling, their mascot, their child as much as their father.


  A vast bulk deposited itself on the step next to him, and Varro turned his head to see a red face topped by red hair; a pair of intelligent blue eyes were busy assessing him, the only stranger present.


  “And who might you be?” asked the ruddy giant.


  “My name is Marcus Terentius Varro, and I’m a Sabine.”


  “Like us, eh? Well, a long time ago, at any rate.” A horny paw waved in the direction of Pompey. “Look at him, will you? Oh, we’ve been waiting for this day, Marcus Terentius Varro the Sabine! Be he not the Goddess’s honeypot?”


  Varro smiled. “I’m not sure I’d choose that way of putting it, but I do see what you mean.”


  “Ah! You’re not only a gentleman with three names, you’re a learned gentleman! A friend of his, might you be?”


  “I might be.”


  “And what might you do for a crust, eh?”


  “In Rome, I’m a senator. But in Reate, I breed mares.”


  “What, not mules?”


  “It’s better to breed the mares than their mule offspring. I have a little bit of the rosea rura, and a few stud donkeys too.’’


  “How old might you be?’’


  “Thirty-two,” said Varro, enjoying himself immensely.


  But suddenly the questions ceased; Varro’s interlocutor disposed himself more comfortably by resting one elbow on the step above him and stretching out a Herculean pair of legs to cross his ankles. Fascinated, the diminutive Varro eyed grubby toes almost as large as his own fingers.


  “And what might your name be?” he asked, falling into the local vernacular quite naturally.


  “Quintus Scaptius.”


  “Might you have enlisted?”


  “All Hannibal’s elephants couldn’t stop me!”


  “Might you be a veteran?”


  “Joined his daddy’s army when I was seventeen. That was eight years ago, but I’ve already served in twelve campaigns, so I don’t have to join up anymore unless I might want to,” said Quintus Scaptius.


  “But you did want to.”


  “Hannibal’s elephants, Marcus Terentius, Hannibal’s elephants!”


  “Might you be of centurion rank?’’


  “I might be for this campaign.”


  While they talked, Varro and Scaptius kept their eyes on Pompey, who stood just in front of the middle table joyfully hailing this man or that among the throng.


  “He says he’ll march before this moon has run her course,” Varro observed, “but I fail to see how. I admit none of these men here today will need much if any training, but where’s he going to get enough arms and armor? Or pack animals? Or wagons and oxen? Or food? And what will he do for money to keep his great enterprise going?’’


  Scaptius grunted, apparently an indication of amusement. “He does not need to worry about any of that! His daddy gave each of us our arms and armor at the start of the war against the Italians; then after his daddy died, the boy told us to hang on to them. We each got a mule, and the centurions got the carts and oxen. So we’d be ready against the day. You’ll never catch the Pompeii napping! There’s wheat enough in our granaries and lots of other food in our storehouses. Our women and children won’t go hungry because we’re eating well on campaign.”


  “And what about money?” asked Varro gently.


  “Money?” Scaptius dismissed this necessity with a sniff of contempt. “We served his daddy without seeing much of it, and that’s the truth. Wasn’t any to be had in those days. When he’s got it, he’ll give it to us. When he hasn’t got it, we’ll do without. He’s a good master.”


  “So I see.”


  Lapsing into silence, Varro studied Pompey with fresh interest. Everyone told tales about the legendary independence of Pompey Strabo during the Italian War: how he had kept his legions together long after he was ordered to disband them, and how he had directly altered the course of events in Rome because he had not disbanded them. No massive wage bills had ever turned up on the Treasury’s books when Cinna had them audited after the death of Gaius Marius; now Varro knew why. Pompey Strabo hadn’t bothered to pay his troops. Why should he, when he virtually owned them?


  At this moment Pompey left his post to stroll across to Picus’s temple steps.


  “I’m off to find a campsite,” he said to Varro, then gave the Hercules sitting next to Varro a huge grin. “Got in early, I see, Scaptius.”


  Scaptius lumbered to his feet. “Yes, Magnus. I’d best be getting home to dig out my gear, eh?”


  So everyone called him Magnus! Varro too rose. “I’ll ride with you, Magnus.”


  The crowd was dwindling, and women were beginning to come back into the marketplace; a few merchants, hitherto thwarted, were busy putting up their booths, slaves rushing to stock them. Loads of dirty washing were dropped on the paving around the big fountain in front of the local shrine to the Lares, and one or two girls hitched up their skirts to climb into the shallow water. How typical this town is, thought Varro, walking a little behind Pompey: sunshine and dust, a few good shady trees, the purr of insects, a sense of timeless purpose, wrinkled winter apples, busy folk who all know far too much about each other. There are no secrets here in Auximum!


  “These men are a fierce lot,” he said to Pompey as they left the marketplace to find their horses.


  “They’re Sabines, Varro, just like you,” said Pompey, “even if they did come east of the Apennines centuries ago.”


  “Not quite like me!” Varro allowed himself to be tossed into the saddle by one of Pompey’s grooms. “I may be a Sabine, but I’m not by nature or training a soldier.”


  “You did your stint in the Italian War, surely.”


  “Yes, of course. And served in my ten campaigns. How quickly they mounted up during that conflagration! But I haven’t thought of a sword or a suit of chain mail since it ended.’’


  Pompey laughed. “You sound like my friend Cicero.”


  “Marcus Tullius Cicero? The legal prodigy?”


  “That’s him, yes. Hated war. Didn’t have the stomach for it, which my father didn’t understand. But he was a good fellow all the same, liked to do what I didn’t like to do. So between us we kept my father mighty pleased without telling him too much.” Pompey sighed. “After Asculum Picentum fell he insisted on going off to serve under Sulla in Campania. I missed him!”


  *


  In two market intervals of eight days each Pompey had his three legions of veteran volunteers camped inside well-fortified ramparts some five miles from Auximum on the banks of a tributary of the Aesis River. His sanitary dispositions within his camp were faultless, and care of them rigidly policed. Pompey Strabo had been a more typical product of his rural origins, had known only one way to deal with wells, cesspits, latrines, rubbish disposal, drainage: when the stink became unbearable, move on. Which was why he had died of fever outside Rome’s Colline Gate, and why the people of the Quirinal and Viminal, their springs polluted from his wastes, had done such insult to his body.


  Growing ever more fascinated, Varro watched the evolution of his young friend’s army, and marveled at the absolute genius Pompey showed for organization, logistics. No detail, regardless how minute, was overlooked; yet at the same time the enormous undertakings were executed with the speed only superb efficiency permitted. I have been absorbed into the very small private circle of a true phenomenon, he thought: he will change the way our world is, he will change the way we see our world. There is not one single iota of fear in him, nor one hairline crack in his self-confidence.


  However, Varro reminded himself, others too have shaped equally well before the turmoil begins. What will he be like when he has his enterprise running, when opposition crowds him round, when he faces—no, not Carbo or Sertorius—when he faces Sulla? That will be the real test! Same side or not, the relationship between the old bull and the young bull will decide the young bull’s future. Will he bend? Can he bend? Oh, what does the future hold for someone so young, so sure of himself? Is there any force or man in the world capable of breaking him?


  Definitely Pompey did not think there was. Though he was not mystical, he had created a spiritual environment for himself that fitted certain instincts he cherished about his nature. For instance, there were qualities he knew he owned rather than possessed—invincibility, invulnerability, inviolability—for since they were outside him as much as inside, ownership seemed more correct than possession. It was just as if, while some godly ichor coursed through him, some godly miasma wrapped him round as well. Almost from infancy he had lived within the most colossal daydreams; in his mind he had generated ten thousand battles, ridden in the antique victor’s chariot of a hundred triumphs, stood time and time again like Jupiter come to earth while Rome bowed down to worship him, the greatest man who had ever lived.


  Where Pompey the dreamer differed from all others of that sort was in the quality of his contact with reality—he saw the actual world with hard and sharp acuity, never missed possibility or probability, fastened his mind leechlike upon facts the size of mountains, facts as diminutive as one drop of clearest water. Thus the colossal daydreams were a mental anvil upon which he hammered out the shape of the real days, tempered and annealed them into the exact framework of his actual life.


  So he got his men into their centuries, their cohorts, their legions; he drilled them and inspected their accoutrements; he culled the too elderly from his pack animals and sounded blows on the axles of his wagons, rocked them, had them driven fast through the rough ford below his camp. Everything would be perfect because nothing could be allowed to happen that would show him up as less than perfect himself.


  *


  Twelve days after Pompey had begun to assemble his troops, word came from Brundisium. Sulla was marching up the Via Appia amid scenes of hysterical welcome in every hamlet, village, town, city. But before Sulla left, the messenger told Pompey, he had called his army together and asked it to swear an oath of personal allegiance to him. If those in Rome had ever doubted Sulla’s determination to extricate himself from any threat of future prosecutions for high treason, the fact that his army swore to uphold him—even against the government of Rome—told all men that war was now inevitable.


  And then, Pompey’s messenger had gone on to say, Sulla’s soldiers had come to him and offered him all their money so that he could pay for every grain of wheat and leaf of vegetable and seed of fruit as he moved through the heartland of Calabria and Apulia; they would have no dark looks to spoil their general’s luck, they would have no trampled fields, dead shepherds, violated women, starving children. All would be as Sulla wanted it; he could pay them back later, when he was master of the whole of Italy as well as Rome.


  The news that the southern parts of the peninsula were very glad to welcome Sulla did not quite please Pompey, who had hoped that by the time he reached Sulla with his three legions of hardened veterans, Sulla would be in sufficient trouble to need him. However, that was clearly not to be; Pompey shrugged and adapted his plans to the situation as it had been reported to him.


  “We’ll march down our coast to Buca, then head inland for Beneventum,” he said to his three chief centurions, who were commanding his three legions. By rights these jobs should have gone to high—born military tribunes, whom he could have found had he tried. But high—born military tribunes would have questioned Pompey’s right to general his army, so Pompey had preferred to choose his subordinates from among his own people, much though certain high—born Romans might have deplored it had they known.


  “When do we move?” asked Varro, since no one else would.


  “Eight days before the end of April,” said Pompey.


  *


  Then Carbo entered the scene, and Pompey had to change his plans yet again.


  From the western Alps the straight line of the Via Aemilia bisected Italian Gaul all the way to the Adriatic Sea at Ariminum; from Ariminum another excellent road skirted the coast to Fanum Fortunae, where began the Via Flaminia to Rome. This gave Ariminum a strategic importance only equaled by Arretium, which dominated access to Rome west of the Apennines.


  It was therefore logical that Gnaeus Papirius Carbo—twice consul of Rome and now governor of Italian Gaul—should put himself, his eight legions and his cavalry into camp on the fringes of Ariminum. From this base he could move in three directions: along the Via Aemilia through Italian Gaul toward the western Alps; along the Adriatic coast in the direction of Brundisium; and along the Via Flaminia to Rome.


  For eighteen months he had known Sulla would come, and that of course would be Brundisium. But too many men still lingered in Rome who might when the time came side with Sulla, though they declared themselves completely neutral; they were all men with the political clout to overthrow the present government, which made Rome a necessary target. And Carbo also knew that Metellus Pius the Piglet had gone to earth in Liguria, bordering the western Alps of Italian Gaul; with Metellus Pius were two good legions he had taken with him out of Africa Province after Carbo’s adherents had ejected him from Africa. The moment the Piglet heard that Sulla had landed, Carbo was certain he would march to join Sulla, and that made Italian Gaul vulnerable too.


  Of course there were the sixteen legions sitting in Campania, and these were much closer to Brundisium than Carbo in Ariminum; but how reliable were the consuls of this year, Norbanus and Scipio Asiagenus? Carbo couldn’t be sure, with his own iron will removed from Rome herself. At the end of last year he had been convinced of two things: that Sulla would come in the spring, and that Rome would be more inclined to oppose Sulla if Carbo himself were absent from Rome. So he had ensured the election of two staunch followers in Norbanus and Scipio Asiagenus and then given himself the governorship of Italian Gaul in order to keep an eye on things and be in a position to act the moment it became necessary. His choice of consuls had been—in theory anyway—good, for neither Norbanus nor Scipio Asiagenus could hope for mercy from Sulla. Norbanus was a client of Gaius Marius’s, and Scipio Asiagenus had disguised himself as a slave to escape from Aesernia during the Italian War, an action which had disgusted Sulla. Yet were they strong enough? Would they use their sixteen legions like born generals, or would they miss their chances? Carbo just didn’t know.


  On one thing he had not counted. That Pompey Strabo’s heir, mere boy that he was, would have the audacity to raise three full legions of his father’s veterans and march them to join Sulla! Not that Carbo took the young man seriously. It was those three legions of veterans that worried Carbo. Once they reached Sulla, Sulla would use them brilliantly.


  It was Carbo’s quaestor, the excellent Gaius Verres, who had brought the news to Carbo of Pompey’s projected expedition.
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  “The boy will have to be stopped before he can start,” said Carbo, frowning. “Oh, what a nuisance! I’ll just have to hope that Metellus Pius doesn’t move out of Liguria while I’m dealing with young Pompeius, and that the consuls can cope with Sulla.”


  “It won’t take long to deal with young Pompeius,” said Gaius Verres, tone confident.


  “I agree, but that doesn’t make him less of a nuisance,” said Carbo. “Send my legates to me now, would you?”


  Carbo’s legates proved difficult to locate; Verres chased from one part of the gigantic camp to another for a length of time he knew would not please Carbo. Many things occupied his mind while he searched, none of them related to the activities of Pompey Strabo’s heir, young Pompeius. No, what preyed upon the mind of Gaius Verres was Sulla. Though he had never met Sulla (there was no reason why he ought, since his father was a humble backbencher senator, and his own service during the Italian War had been with Gaius Marius and then Cinna), he remembered the look of Sulla as he had walked in the procession going to his inauguration as consul, and had been profoundly impressed. As he was not martial by nature, it had never occurred to Verres to join Sulla’s expedition to the east, nor had he found the Rome of Cinna and Carbo an unendurable place. Verres liked to be where the money was, for he had expensive tastes in art and very high ambitions. Yet now, as he chased Carbo’s senior legates, he was beginning to wonder if it might not be time to change sides.


  Strictly speaking, Gaius Verres was proquaestor rather than quaestor; his official stint as quaestor had ended with the old year. That he was still in the job was due to Carbo, whose personal appointee he had been, and who declared himself so well satisfied that he wanted Verres with him when he went to govern Italian Gaul. And as the quaestor’s function was to handle his superior’s money and accounts, Gaius Verres had applied to the Treasury and received on Carbo’s behalf the sum of 2,235,417 sesterces; this stipend, totted up with due attention to every last sestertius (witness those 417 of them!), was intended to cover Carbo’s expenses—to pay his legions, victual his legions, assure a proper life—style for himself, his legates, his servants and his quaestor, and defray the cost of a thousand and one minor items not able to be classified under any of the above.


  Though April was not yet done, something over a million and a half sesterces had already been swallowed up, which meant that Carbo would have to ask the Treasury for more before too long. His legates lived extremely well, and Carbo himself had long grown used to having Rome’s public resources at his fingertips. Not to mention Gaius Verres; he too had stickied his hands in a pot of honey before dipping them deeply into the moneybags. Until now he had kept his peculations unobtrusive, but, he decided with fresh insight into his present position, there was no point in being subtle any longer! As soon as Carbo’s back was turned to deal with Pompey’s three legions, Gaius Verres would be gone. Time to change sides.


  And so indeed Gaius Verres went. Carbo took four of his legions—but no cavalry—the following dawn to deal with Pompey Strabo’s heir, and the sun was not very high when Gaius Verres too departed. He was quite alone save for his own servants, and he did not follow Carbo south; he went to Ariminum, where Carbo’s funds lay in the vaults of a local banker. Only two persons had the authority to withdraw it: the governor, Carbo, and his quaestor, Verres. Having hired twelve mules, Verres removed a total of forty-eight half—talent leather bags of Carbo’s money from the banker’s custody, and loaded them upon his mules. He did not even have to offer an excuse; word of Sulla’s landing had already flown around Ariminum faster than a summer storm, and the banker knew Carbo was on the march with half his infantry.


  Long before noon, Gaius Verres had escaped the neighborhood with six hundred thousand sesterces of Carbo’s official allowance, bound via the back roads first for his own estates in the upper Tiber valley, and then—the lighter of twenty-four talents of silver coins—for wherever he might find Sulla.


  Oblivious to the fact that his quaestor had decamped, Carbo himself went down the Adriatic coast toward Pompey’s position near the Aesis. His mood was so sanguine that he did not move with speed, nor did he take special precautions to conceal his advent. This was going to be a good exercise for his largely unblooded troops, nothing more. No matter how formidable three legions of Pompey Strabo’s veterans might sound, Carbo was quite experienced enough to understand that no army can do better than its general permits it to. Their general was a kid! To deal with them would therefore be child’s play.


  *


  When word of Carbo’s approach was brought to him, Pompey whooped with joy and assembled his soldiers at once.


  “We don’t even have to move from our own lands to fight our first battle!” he shouted to them. “Carbo himself is coming down from Ariminum to deal with us, and he’s already lost the fight! Why? Because he knows I’m in command! You, he respects. Me, he doesn’t. You’d think he’d realize The Butcher’s son would know how to chop up bones and slice meat, but Carbo is a fool! He thinks The Butcher’s son is too pretty and precious to bloody his hands at his father’s trade! Well, he’s wrong! You know that, and I know that. So let’s teach it to Carbo!”


  Teach it to Carbo they did. His four legions came down to the Aesis in a fashion orderly enough, and waited in disciplined ranks for the scouts to test the river crossing, swollen from the spring thaw in the Apennines. Not far beyond the ford, Carbo knew Pompey still lay in his camp, but such was his contempt that it never occurred to him Pompey might be in his own vicinity.


  Having split his forces and sent half across the Aesis well before Carbo arrived, Pompey fell on Carbo at the moment when two of his legions had made the crossing, and two were about to do so. Both jaws of his pincer attacked simultaneously from out of some trees on either bank, and carried all before them. They fought to prove a point—that The Butcher’s son knew his trade even better than his father had. Doomed by his role as the general to remain on the south bank of the river, Pompey couldn’t do what he most yearned to do—go after Carbo in person. Generals, his father had told him many times, must never put the base camp out of reach in case the battle didn’t develop as planned and a swift retreat became necessary. So Pompey had to watch Carbo and his legate Lucius Quinctius rally the two legions left on their bank of the Aesis, and flee back toward Ariminum. Of those on Pompey’s bank, none survived. The Butcher’s son did indeed know the family trade, and crowed jubilantly.


  Now it was time to march for Sulla!


  *


  Two days later, riding a big white horse which he said was the Pompeius family’s Public Horse—so called because the State provided it—Pompey led his three legions into lands fiercely anti—Rome a few short years earlier. Picentines of the south, Vestini, Marrucini, Frentani, all peoples who had struggled to free the Italian Allied states from their long subjection to Rome. That they had lost was largely due to the man Pompey marched to join—Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Yet no one tried to impede the army’s progress, and some in fact came asking to enlist. Word of his defeat of Carbo had outstripped Pompey, and they were martial peoples. If the fight for Italia was lost, there were other causes; the general feeling seemed to be that it was better to side with Sulla than with Carbo.


  Everyone’s spirits were high as the little army left the coast at Buca and headed on a fairly good road for Larinum in central Apulia. Two eight—day market intervals had gone by when Pompey’s eighteen thousand veteran soldiers reached it, a thriving small city in the midst of rich agricultural and pastoral country; no one of importance in Larinum was missing from the delegation which welcomed Pompey—and sped him onward with subtle pressure.


  His next battle lay not three miles beyond the town. Carbo had wasted no time in sending a warning to Rome about The Butcher’s son and his three legions of veterans, and Rome had wasted no time in seeking to prevent amalgamation between Pompey and Sulla. Two of the Campanian legions under the command of Gaius Albius Carrinas were dispatched to block Pompey’s progress, and encountered Pompey while both sides were on the march. The engagement was sharp, vicious, and quite decisive; Carrinas stayed only long enough to see that he stood no chance to win, then beat a hasty retreat with his men reasonably intact—and greater respect for The Butcher’s son.


  By this time Pompey’s soldiers were so settled and secure that the miles swung by under their hobnailed, thick—soled caligae as if no effort was involved; they had passed into their third hundred of these miles with no more than a mouthful or two of sour weak wine to mark the event. Saepinum was reached, a smaller place than Larinum, and Pompey had news that Sulla was now not far away, camped outside Beneventum on the Via Appia.


  But first another battle had to be fought. Lucius Junius Brutus Damasippus, brother of Pompey Strabo’s old friend and senior legate, tried to ambush the son in a small section of rugged country between Saepinum and Sirpium. Pompey’s overweening confidence in his ability seemed not to be misplaced; his scouts discovered where Brutus Damasippus and his two legions were concealed, and it was Pompey who fell upon Brutus Damasippus without warning. Several hundred of Brutus Damasippus’s men died before he managed to extricate himself from a difficult position, and fled in the direction of Bovianum.
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  After none of his three battles had Pompey attempted to pursue his foes, but not for the reasons men like Varro and the three primus pilus centurions assumed; the facts that he didn’t know the lay of the land, nor could be sure that these were not diversions aimed at luring him into the arms of a far bigger force, did not so much as intrude into Pompey’s thoughts. For Pompey’s mind was obsessed to the exclusion of all else with the coming meeting between himself and Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  Visions of it unrolled before his sightless dreaming eyes like a moving pageant—two godlike men with hair of flame and faces both strong and beautiful uncoiled from their saddles with the grace and power of giant cats and walked with measured stately steps toward each other down the middle of an empty road, its sides thronged with every traveler and every last inhabitant of the countryside, an army behind each of these magnificent men, and every pair of eyes riveted upon them. Zeus striding to meet Jupiter. Ares striding to meet Mars. Hercules striding to meet Milo. Achilles striding to meet Hector. Yes, it would be hymned down the ages so loudly that it would put Aeneas and Turnus to shame! The first encounter between the two colossi of this world, the two suns in its sky—and while the setting sun was still hot and still strong, its course was nearing an end. Ah! But the rising sun! Hot and strong already, yet with all the soaring vault before it in which to grow ever hotter, ever stronger. Thought Pompey exultantly, Sulla’s sun is westering! Whereas mine is barely above the eastern horizon.


  *


  He sent Varro ahead to present his compliments to Sulla and to give Sulla an account of his progress from Auximum, the tally of those he had killed, the names of the generals he had defeated. And to ask that Sulla himself venture down the road to meet him so that everyone could witness his coming in peace to offer himself and his troops to the greatest man of this age. He didn’t ask Varro to add, “or of any other age” – that he was not prepared to admit, even in a flowery greeting.


  Every detail of this meeting had been fantasized a thousand times, even down to what Pompey felt he ought to wear. In the first few hundred passes he had seen himself clad from head to foot in gold plate; then doubt began to gnaw, and he decided golden armor was too ostentatious, might be labeled crass. So for the next few hundred passes he saw himself clad in a plain white toga, shorn of all military connotations and with the narrow purple stripe of the knight slicing down the right shoulder of his tunic; then doubt gnawed again, and he worried that the white toga would merge into the white horse to produce an amorphous blob. The final few hundred passes saw him in the silver armor his father had presented to him after the siege of Asculum Picentum had concluded; doubt did not gnaw at all, so he liked that image of self best.


  Yet when his groom assisted him into the saddle of his big white Public Horse, Gnaeus Pompeius (Magnus) was wearing the very plainest of steel cuirasses, the leather straps of his kilt were unadorned by bosses or fringes, and the helmet on his head was standard issue to the ranks. It was his horse he bedizened, for he was a knight of the eighteen original centuries of the First Class, and his family had held the Public Horse for generations. So the horse wore every conceivable knightly trapping of silver buttons and medallions, silver—encrusted scarlet leather harness, an embroidered blanket beneath a wrought and ornamented saddle, a clinking medley of silver pendants. He looked, Pompey congratulated himself as he set off down the middle of the empty road with his army in rank and file behind him, like a genuine no-nonsense soldier—a workman, a professional. Let the horse proclaim his glory!


  Beneventum lay on the far side of the Calor River, where the Via Appia made junction with the Via Minucia from coastal Apulia and Calabria. The sun was directly overhead when Pompey and his legions came over the brow of a slight hill and looked down to the Calor crossing. And there on this side of it, waiting in the middle of the road upon an unutterably weary mule, was Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Attended only by Varro. The local populace!—where were they? Where were Sulla’s legates, his troops? Where the travelers?


  Some instinct made Pompey turn his head and bark to the standard—bearer of his leading legion that the soldiers would halt, remain where they were. Then, hideously alone, he rode down the slope toward Sulla, his face set into a mask so solid he felt as if he had dipped it in plaster. When he came within a hundred paces of the mule, Sulla more or less fell off it, though he kept his feet because he threw one arm around the mule’s neck and fastened his other hand upon the mule’s long bedraggled ear. Righting himself, he began to walk down the middle of the empty road, his gait as wide—based as any sailor’s.


  Down from his clinking Public Horse leaped Pompey, not sure if his legs would hold him; but they did. Let one of us at least do this properly, he thought, and strode out.


  Even at a distance he had realized that this Sulla bore absolutely no resemblance to the Sulla he remembered, but as he drew ever closer, Pompey began to discern the ravages of time and awful malaise. Not with sympathy or pity, but with stupefied horror, a physical reaction so profound that for a moment he thought he would vomit.


  For one thing, Sulla was drunk. That, Pompey might have been able to forgive, had this Sulla been the Sulla he remembered on the day of his inauguration as consul. But of that beautiful and fascinating man nothing was left, not even the dignity of a thatch of greyed or whitened hair. This Sulla wore a wig to cover his hairless skull, a hideous ginger—red affair of tight little curls below which two straight silver tongues of his own hair grew in front of his ears. His teeth were gone, and their going had lengthened his dented chin, made the mouth into a puckered gash below that unmistakable nose with the slight crease in its tip. The skin of his face looked as if it had been partially flayed, most of it a raw and bloody crimson, some few places still showing their original whiteness. And though he was thin to the point of scrawniness, at some time in the not too distant past he must have grown enormously fat, for the flesh of his face had fallen into crevices, and vast hollow wattles transformed his neck into a vulturine travesty.


  Oh, how can I shine against the backdrop of this mangled piece of human wreckage? wailed Pompey to himself, battling to stem the scorching tears of disappointment.


  They were almost upon each other. Pompey stretched out his right hand, fingers spread, palm vertical.


  “Imperator!” he cried.


  Sulla giggled, made a huge effort, stretched out his own hand in the general’s salute. “Imperator!” he shouted in a rush, then fell against Pompey, his damp and stained leather cuirass stinking foully of waterbrash and wine.


  Varro was suddenly there on Sulla’s other side; together he and Pompey helped Lucius Cornelius Sulla back to his inglorious mule and shouldered him up until he sprawled upon its bare and dirty hide.


  “He would insist on riding out to meet you as you asked,” Varro said, low—voiced. “Nothing I could say would stop him.”


  Mounted on his Public Horse, Pompey turned, beckoned his troops to march, then ranged himself on the far side of Sulla’s mule from Varro, and rode on into Beneventum.


  *


  “I don’t believe it!” he cried to Varro after they had handed the almost insensible Sulla over to his keepers.


  “He had a particularly bad night last night,” Varro said, unable to gauge the nature of Pompey’s emotions because he had never been privy to Pompey’s fantasies.


  “A bad night? What do you mean?”


  “It’s his skin, poor man. When he became so ill his doctors despaired of his life, they sent him to Aedepsus—a small spa some distance from Euboean Chalcis. The temple physicians there are said to be the finest in all Greece. And they saved him, it’s true! No ripe fruit, no honey, no bread, no cakes, no wine. But when they put him to soak in the spa waters, something in the skin of his face broke down. Ever since the early days at Aedepsus, he has suffered attacks of the most dreadful itching, and rips his face to raw and bleeding meat. He still eats no ripe fruit, no honey, no bread, no cakes. But wine gives him relief from the itching, so he drinks.” Varro sighed. “He drinks far too much.”


  “Why his face? Why not his arms or legs?” Pompey asked, only half believing this tale.


  “He had a bad sunburn on his face—don’t you remember how he always wore a shady hat whenever he was in the sun? But there had been some local ceremony to welcome him, he insisted on going through with—it despite his illness, and his vanity prompted him to wear a helmet instead of his hat. I presume it was the sunburn predisposed the skin of his face to break down,” said Varro, who was as fascinated as Pompey was revolted. “His whole head looks like a mulberry sprinkled with meal! Quite extraordinary!”


  “You sound exactly like an unctuous Greek physician,” said Pompey, feeling his own face emerge from its plaster mask at last. “Where are we housed? Is it far? And what about my men?”


  “I believe that Metellus Pius has gone to guide your men to their camp. We’re in a nice house not far down this street. If you come and break your fast now, we can ride out afterward and find your men.” Varro put his hand kindly on Pompey’s strong freckled arm, at a loss to know what was really wrong. There was no pity in Pompey’s nature, so much he had come to understand; why therefore was Pompey consumed with grief?


  *


  That night Sulla entertained the two new arrivals at a big dinner in his general’s house, its object to allow them to meet the other legates. Word had flown around Beneventum of Pompey’s advent—his youth, his beauty, his adoring troops. And Sulla’s legates were very put out, thought Varro in some amusement as he eyed their faces. They all looked as if their nursemaids had cruelly snatched a delicious honeycomb from their mouths, and when Sulla showed Pompey to the locus consularis on his own couch, then put no other man between them, the looks spoke murder. Not that Pompey cared! He made himself comfortable with unabashed pleasure and proceeded to talk to Sulla as if no one else was present.


  Sulla was sober, and apparently not itching. His face had crusted over a little since the morning, he was calm and friendly, and obviously quite entranced with Pompey. I can’t be wrong about Pompey if Sulla sees it too, thought Varro.


  Deeming it wiser at first to keep his gaze concentrated within his immediate vicinity rather than to inspect each man in the room in turn, Varro smiled at his couch companion, Appius Claudius Pulcher. A man he liked and esteemed. “Is Sulla still capable of leading us?” he asked.


  “He’s as brilliant as he ever was,” said Appius Claudius. “If we can keep him sober he’ll eat Carbo, no matter how many troops Carbo can field.” Appius Claudius shivered, grimaced. “Can you feel the evil presences in this room, Varro?”


  “Very definitely,” said Varro, though he didn’t think the kind of atmosphere he felt was what Appius Claudius meant.


  “I’ve been studying the subject a little,” Appius Claudius proceeded to explain, “among the minor temples and cults at Delphi. There are fingers of power all around us—quite invisible, of course. Most people aren’t aware of them, but men like you and me, Varro, are hypersensitive to emanations from other places.”


  “What other places?” asked Varro, startled.


  “Underneath us. Above us. On all sides of us,” said Appius Claudius in sepulchral tones. “Fingers of power! I don’t know how else to explain what I mean. How can anyone describe invisible somethings only the hypersensitive can feel touching them? I’m not talking about the gods, or Olympus, or even Numina.…”


  But the others in the room had lured Varro’s attention away from poor Appius Claudius, who continued to drone on happily while Varro assessed the quality of Sulla’s legates.


  Philippus and Cethegus, the great tergiversators. Every time Fortune favored a new set of men, Philippus and Cethegus turned their togas inside out or back to the right side again, eager to serve the new masters of Rome; each of them had been doing it for thirty years. Philippus was the more straightforward of the two, had been consul after several fruitless tries and even became censor under Cinna and Carbo, the zenith of a man’s political career. Whereas Cethegus—a patrician Cornelius remotely related to Sulla—had remained in the background, preferring to wield his power by manipulating his fellow backbenchers in the Senate. They lay together talking loudly and ignoring everybody else.


  Three young ones also lay together ignoring everybody else—what a lovely trio! Verres, Catilina and Ofella. Villains all, Varro was sure of it, though Ofella was more concerned about his dignitas than any future pickings. Of Verres and of Catilina there could be no doubt; the future pickings ruled them absolutely.


  Another couch held three estimable, upright men—Mamercus, Metellus Pius and Varro Lucullus (an adopted Varro, actually the brother of Sulla’s loyalest follower, Lucullus). They patently disapproved of Pompey, and made no attempt to conceal it.


  Mamercus was Sulla’s son-in-law, a quiet and steady man who had salvaged Sulla’s fortune and got his family safely to Greece.


  Metellus Pius the Piglet and his quaestor Varro Lucullus had sailed from Liguria to Puteoli midway through April, and marched across Campania to join Sulla just before Carbo’s Senate mobilized the troops who might otherwise have stopped them. Until Pompey had appeared today, they had basked in the full radiance of Sulla’s grateful approval, for they had brought him two legions of battle—hardened soldiers. However, most of their attitude was founded in the who of Pompey, rather than in the what or even in the why. A Pompeius from northern Picenum? An upstart, a parvenu. A non—Roman! His father, nicknamed The Butcher because of the way he conducted his wars, might have achieved the consulship and great political power, but nothing could reconcile him and his to Metellus Pius or Varro Lucullus. No genuine Roman, of senatorial family or not, would have, at the age of twenty-two, taken it upon himself—absolutely illegally!—to bring the great patrician aristocrat Lucius Cornelius Sulla an army, and then demand to become, in effect, Sulla’s partner. The army which Metellus Pius and Varro Lucullus had brought Sulla automatically became his, to do with as he willed; had Sulla accepted it with thanks and then dismissed Metellus Pius and Varro Lucullus, they would perhaps have been angered, but they would have gone at once. Punctilious sticklers, both of them, thought Varro. So now they lay on the same couch glaring at Pompey because he had used the troops he had brought Sulla to elicit a top command neither his age nor his antecedents permitted. He had held Sulla to ransom.


  Of all of them, however, by far the most intriguing to Varro was Marcus Licinius Crassus. In the autumn of the previous year he had arrived in Greece to offer Sulla two and a half thousand good Spanish soldiers, only to find his reception little warmer than the one he had received from Metellus Pius in Africa during the summer.


  Most of the chilly welcome was due to the dramatic failure of a get—rich—quick scheme he and his friend the younger Titus Pomponius had engineered among investors in Cinna’s Rome. It had happened toward the end of the first year, which saw Cinna joined with Carbo in the consulship, when money was beginning rather coyly to appear again; news had come that the menace of King Mithridates was no more, that Sulla had negotiated the Treaty of Dardanus with him. Taking advantage of a sudden surge of optimism, Crassus and Titus Pomponius had offered shares in a new Asian speculation. The crash occurred when word came that Sulla had completely reorganized the finances of the Roman province of Asia, that there would be no tax—gathering bonanza after all.


  Rather than stay in Rome to face hordes of irate creditors, both Crassus and Titus Pomponius had decamped. There was really only one place to go, one man to conciliate: Sulla. Titus Pomponius had seen this immediately, and gone to Athens with his huge fortune intact. Educated, urbane, something of a literary dilettante, personally charming, and just a trifle too fond of little boys, Titus Pomponius had soon come to an understanding with Sulla; but finding that he adored the atmosphere and style of life in Athens, he had chosen to remain there, given himself the cognomen of Atticus—Man of Athens.


  Crassus was not so sure of himself, and had not seen that Sulla was his only alternative until much later than Atticus.


  Circumstances had conspired to leave Marcus Licinius Crassus head of his family—and impoverished. The only money left belonged to Axia, the widow not only of his eldest brother, but also the widow of his middle brother. The size of her dowry had not been her sole attraction; she was pretty, vivacious, kindhearted and loving. Like Crassus’s mother, Vinuleia, she was a Sabine from Reate, and fairly closely related to Vinuleia at that. Her wealth came from the rosea rura, best pasture in all of Italy and breeding ground of fabulous stud donkeys which sold for enormous sums—sixty thousand sesterces was not an uncommon price for one such beast, potential sire of many sturdy army mules.


  When Axia’s husband, the eldest Crassus son, Publius, was killed outside Grumentum during the Italian War, she was left a widow—and pregnant. In that tightly knit and frugal family, there seemed only one answer; after her ten months of mourning were over, Axia married Lucius, the second Crassus son. By whom she had no children. When he was murdered by Fimbria in the street outside his door, she was widowed again. As was Vinuleia, for Crassus the father, seeing his son cut down and knowing what his fate would be, killed himself on the spot.


  At the time Marcus, the youngest Crassus son, was twenty-nine years old, the one whom his father (consul and censor in his day) had elected to keep at home in order to safeguard his name and bloodline. All the Crassus property was confiscated, including Vinuleia’s. But Axia’s family stood on excellent terms with Cinna, so her dowry wasn’t touched. And when her second ten—month period of mourning was over, Marcus Licinius Crassus married her and took her little son, his nephew Publius, as his own. Three times married to each of three brothers, Axia was known ever after as Tertulla—Little Three. The change in her name was her own suggestion; Axia had a harsh un—Latin ring to it, whereas Tertulla tripped off the tongue.


  The glorious scheme Crassus and Atticus had concocted—which would have been a resounding success had Sulla not done the unexpected regarding the finances of Asia Province—shattered just as Crassus was beginning to see the family wealth increase again. And caused him to flee with a pittance in his purse, all his hopes destroyed. Behind him he left two women without a male protector, his mother and his wife. Tertulla bore his own son, Marcus, two months after he had gone.


  But where to go? Spain, decided Crassus. In Spain lay a relic of past Crassus wealth. Years before, Crassus’s father had sailed to the Tin Isles, the Cassiterides, and negotiated an exclusive contract for himself to convey tin from the Cassiterides across northern Spain to the shores of the Middle Sea. Civil war in Italy had destroyed that, but Crassus had nothing left to lose; he fled to Nearer Spain, where a client of his father’s, one Vibius Paecianus, hid him in a cave until Crassus was sure that the consequences of his fiscal philandering were not going to follow him as far as Spain. He then emerged and began to knit his tin monopoly together again, after which he acquired some interests in the silver—lead mines of southern Spain.


  All very well, but these activities could only prosper if the financial institutions and trading companies of Rome were made available to him again. Which meant he needed an ally more powerful than anyone he knew personally: he needed Sulla. But in order to woo Sulla (since he lacked the charm and the erudition possessed so plentifully by Titus Pomponius Atticus) he would have to bring Sulla a gift. And the only gift he could possibly offer was an army. This he raised among his father’s old clients; a mere five cohorts, but five well-trained and well-equipped cohorts.


  His first port of call after he left Spain was Utica, in Africa Province, where he had heard Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius, he whom Gaius Marius had called the Piglet, was still trying to hold on to his position as governor. He arrived early in the summer of the previous year, only to find that the Piglet—a pillar of Roman rectitude—was not amused by his commercial activities. Leaving the Piglet to make his own dispositions when his government fell, Crassus went on to Greece, and Sulla, who had accepted his gift of five Spanish cohorts, then proceeded to treat him coldly.


  Now he sat with his small grey eyes fixed painfully upon Sulla, waiting for the slightest sign of approval, and obviously most put out to see Sulla interested only in Pompey. The cognomen of Crassus had been in the Famous Family of Licinius for many generations, but they still managed to breed true to it, Varro noted; it meant thickset (or perhaps, in the case of the first Licinius to be called Crassus, it might have meant intellectually dense?). Taller by far than he looked, Crassus was built on the massive lines of an ox, and had some of that animal’s impassive placidity in his rather expressionless face.


  Varro gave the assembled men a final glance, and sighed. Yes, he had been right to spend most of his thoughts upon Crassus. They were all ambitious, most of them were probably capable, some of them were as ruthless as they were amoral, but—leaving Pompey and Sulla out of it, of course—Marcus Crassus was the man to watch in the future.


  Walking back to their own house alongside a completely sober Pompey, Varro found himself very glad that he had yielded to Pompey’s exhortations and attached himself at first hand to this coming campaign.


  “What did you and Sulla talk about?” he asked.


  “Nothing earthshaking,” said Pompey.


  “You kept your voices low enough.” ‘


  “Yes, didn’t we?” Varro felt rather than saw Pompey’s grin. “He’s no fool, Sulla, even if he isn’t the man he used to be. If the rest of that sulky assemblage couldn’t hear what we said, how do they know we didn’t talk about them?”


  “Did Sulla agree to be your partner in this enterprise?”


  “I got to keep command of my own legions, which is all I wanted. He knows I haven’t given them to him, even on loan.”


  “Was it discussed openly?’’


  “I told you, the man is no fool,” said Pompey laconically. “Nothing much was said. That way, there is no agreement between us, and he is not bound.”


  “You’re content with that?”


  “Of course! He also knows he needs me,” said Pompey.


  *


  Sulla was up by dawn the next morning, and an hour later had his army on the march in the direction of Capua. By now he had accustomed himself to spurts of activity that coincided with the state of his face, for the itching was not perpetually there; rather, it tended to be cyclic. Having just emerged from a bout and its concomitant intake of wine, he knew that for some days he would have a little peace—provided he did absolutely nothing to trigger another cycle. This required a rigid policing of his hands, which could not be permitted to touch his face for any reason. Not until a man found himself in this predicament did he understand how many times his hands would go to his face without volition, without any awareness. And here he was with the weeping vesicles growing harder as they struggled to heal, and all the tickles, tingles, tiny movements of the skin that healing process involved. It was easiest on the first day, which was today, but as the days went on he would tend to forget, would reach up to scratch a perfectly natural itch of nose or cheek—and the whole ghastly business could start again. Would start again. So he had disciplined himself to get as much done as possible before the next outbreak, and then to drink himself insensible until it passed.


  Oh, but it was difficult! So much to do, so much that had to be done, and he a shadow of the man he had been. Nothing had he accomplished without overcoming gigantic obstacles, but since the onset of that illness in Greece over a year ago he constantly found himself wondering why he bothered to continue. As Pompey had so obviously remarked, Sulla was no fool; he knew he had only a certain time left to live.


  On a day like today, of course, just emerging from a bout of itching, he did understand why he bothered to continue: because he was the greatest man in a world unwilling to admit that. The Nabopolassar had seen it in him on the banks of the river Euphrates, and not even the gods could delude a Chaldaean seer. To be great beyond all other men, he understood on a day like today, meant a far greater degree of suffering too. He tried not to smile (a smile might disturb the healing process), thinking of his couch companion on the previous evening; now there was one who didn’t even begin to comprehend the nature of greatness!


  Pompey the Great. Trust Sulla to have discovered already by what name he was known among his own people. A young man who actually thought that greatness did not have to be worked at, that greatness had been given him at birth and would never not be there. I wish with all my heart, Pompeius Magnus, thought Sulla, that I could live long enough to see who and what will bring you crashing down! A fascinating fellow, however. Most definitely a prodigy of some sort. He was not the stuff of a loyal subordinate, so much was sure. No, Pompey the Great was a rival. And saw himself as a rival. Already. At twenty-two. The veteran troops he had brought with him Sulla knew how to use; but how best to use Pompey the Great? Give him plenty of free rein to run with, certainly. Make sure he was not given a task he couldn’t do. Flatter him, exalt him, never prick his monumental conceit. Give him to understand that he is the user, and never let him see that he is the one being used. I will be dead long before he is brought crashing down, because while I am alive, I will make sure no one does that to him. He’s far too useful. Too … Valuable.


  The mule upon which Sulla rode squealed, tossed its head in agreement. But, ever mindful of his face, Sulla did not smile at the mule’s sagacity. He was waiting. Waiting for a jar of ointment and a recipe from which to make further jars of ointment. Almost ten years ago he had first experienced this skin disease, on his way back from the Euphrates. How satisfying that expedition had been!


  His son had come along, Julilla’s son who in his adolescence had turned out to be the friend and confidant Sulla had never owned before. The perfect participant in a perfect relationship. How they had talked! About anything and everything. The boy had been able to forgive his father so many things Sulla had never been able to forgive himself—oh, not murders and other necessary practicalities, they were just the things a man’s life forced him to do. But emotional mistakes, weaknesses of the mind dictated by longings and inclinations reason shouted were stupid, futile. How gravely Young Sulla had listened, how completely had he, so short in years, understood. Comforted. Produced excuses which at the time had even seemed to hold water. And Sulla’s rather barren world had glowed, expanded, promised a depth and dimension only this beloved son could give it. Then, safely home from the journey beyond the Euphrates and Roman experience, Young Sulla had died. Just like that. Over and done with in two tiny little insignificant days. Gone the friend, gone the confidant. Gone the beloved son.


  The tears stung, welled up—no! No! He could not weep, must not weep! Let one drop trickle down his cheek, and the itchy torment would begin. Ointment. He must concentrate upon the idea of the ointment. Morsimus had found it in some forgotten village somewhere near the Pyramus River of Cilicia Pedia, and it had soothed, healed him.


  Six months ago he had sent to Morsimus, now an ethnarch in Tarsus, and begged him to find that ointment, even if he had to search every settlement in Cilicia Pedia. Could he but find it again—and, more importantly, its recipe—his skin would return to normal. And in the meantime, he waited. Suffered. Became ever greater. Do you hear that, Pompey the Great?


  He turned in his saddle and beckoned to where behind him rode Metellus Pius the Piglet and Marcus Crassus (Pompey the Great was bringing up the rear at the head of his three legions).


  “I have a problem,” he said when Metellus Pius and Crassus drew level with him.


  “Who?” asked the Piglet shrewdly.


  “Oh, very good! Our esteemed Philippus,” said Sulla, no expression creasing his face.


  “Well, even if we didn’t have Appius Claudius along, Lucius Philippus would present a problem,” said Crassus, the abacus of his mind clicking from unum to duo, ”but there’s no denying Appius Claudius makes it worse. You’d think the fact that Appius Claudius is Philippus’s uncle would have kept him from expelling Appius Claudius from the Senate, but it didn’t.”


  “Probably because nephew Philippus is some years older than uncle Appius Claudius,” said Sulla, entertained by this opinion.


  “What exactly do you want to do with the problem?” asked Metellus Pius, unwilling to let his companions drift off into the complexities of Roman upper—class blood relationships.


  “I know what I’d like to do, but whether or not it’s even possible rests with you, Crassus,” said Sulla.


  Crassus blinked. “How could it affect me?”


  Tipping back his shady straw hat, Sulla looked at his legate with a little more warmth in his eyes than of yore; and Crassus, in spite of himself, felt an uplift in the region of his breast. Sulla was deferring to him!


  “It’s all very well to be marching along buying grain and foodstuffs from the local farmers,” Sulla began, his words a trifle slurred these days because of his lack of teeth, “but by the end of summer we will need a harvest I can ship from one place. It doesn’t have to be a harvest the size of Sicily’s or Africa’s, but it does have to provide the staple for my army. And I am confident that my army will increase in size as time goes on.”


  “Surely,” said Metellus Pius carefully, “by the autumn we’ll have all the grain we need from Sicily and Africa. By the autumn we will have taken Rome.”


  “I doubt that.”


  “But why? Rome’s rotting from within!”


  Sulla sighed, his lips flapping. “Piglet dear, if I am to help Rome recover, then I have to give Rome a chance to decide in my favor peacefully. Now that is not going to happen by the autumn. So I can’t appear too threatening, I can’t march at the double up the Via Latina and attack Rome the way Cinna and Marius descended upon her after I left for the east. When I marched on Rome the first time, I had surprise on my side. No one believed I would. So no one opposed me except a few slaves and mercenaries belonging to Gaius Marius. But this time is different. Everyone expects me to march on Rome. If I do that too quickly, I’ll never win. Oh, Rome would fall! But every nest of insurgents, every school of opposition would harden. It would take me longer than I have left to live to put resistance down. I can’t afford the time or the effort. So I’ll go very slowly toward Rome.”


  Metellus Pius digested this, and saw the sense of it. With a gladness he couldn’t quite conceal from those glacial eyes in their sore sockets. Wisdom was not a quality he associated with any Roman nobleman; Roman noblemen were too political in their thinking to be wise. Everything was of the moment, seen in the short term. Even Scaurus Princeps Senatus, for all his experience and his vast auctoritas, had not been wise. Any more than had the Piglet’s own father, Metellus Numidicus. Brave. Fearless. Determined. Unyielding of principle. But never wise. So it cheered the Piglet immensely to know that he rode down the long road to Rome with a wise man, for he was a Caecilius Metellus and he had a foot in both camps, despite his personal choice of Sulla. If there was any aspect of this undertaking from which he shrank, it was the knowledge that—try though he might to avoid it—he would inevitably end in ruining a good proportion of his blood or marital relations. Therefore he appreciated the wisdom of advancing slowly upon Rome; some of the Caecilii Metelli who at the moment supported Carbo might see the error of their ways before it was too late.


  Of course Sulla knew exactly how the Piglet’s mind was working, and let him finish his thoughts in peace. His own thoughts were upon his task as he stared between the mournful flops of his mule’s ears. I am back in Italy and soon Campania, that cornucopia of all the good things from the earth, will loom in the distance—green, rolling, soft of mountain, sweet of water. And if I deliberately exclude Rome from my inner gaze, Rome will not eat at me the way this itching does. Rome will be mine. But, though my crimes have been many and my contrition none, I have never liked so much as the idea of rape. Better by far that Rome comes to me consenting, than that I am forced to rape her….


  “You may have noticed that ever since I landed in Brundisium I have been sending written letters to all the leaders of the old Italian Allies, promising them that I will see every last Italian properly enrolled as a citizen of Rome according to the laws and treaties negotiated at the end of the Italian War. I will even see them distributed across the full gamut of the thirty-five tribes. Believe me, Piglet, I will bend like a strand of spider’s web in the wind before I attack Rome!”


  “What have the Italians to do with Rome?” asked Metellus Pius, who had never been in favor of granting the full Roman citizenship to the Italians, and had secretly applauded Philippus as censor because Philippus and his fellow censor, Perperna, had avoided enrolling the Italians as Roman citizens.


  “Between Pompeius and me, we’ve marched through much of the territory which fought against Rome without encountering anything beyond welcome—and perhaps hope that I will change the situation in Rome concerning their citizenships. Italian support will be a help to me in persuading Rome to yield peacefully.”


  “I doubt it,” said Metellus Pius stiffly, “but I daresay you know what you’re doing. Let’s get back to the subject of Philippus, who is a problem.”


  “Certainly!” said Sulla, eyes dancing.


  “What has Philippus to do with me?” asked Crassus, deeming it high time he intruded himself into what had become a duet.


  “I have to get rid of him, Marcus Crassus. But as painlessly as possible, given the fact that somehow he has managed to turn himself into a hallowed Roman institution.”


  “That’s because he has become everybody’s ideal of the dedicated political contortionist,” said the Piglet, grinning.


  “Not a bad description,” said Sulla, nodding instead of trying to smile. “Now, my big and ostensibly placid friend Marcus Crassus, I am going to ask you a question. I require an honest answer. Given your sad reputation, are you capable of giving me an honest answer?’’


  This sally did not appear even to dent Crassus’s oxlike composure. “I will do my best, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Are you passionately attached to your Spanish troops?”


  “Considering that you keep making me find provisions for them, no, I am not,” said Crassus.


  “Good! Would you part with them?”


  “If you think we can do without them, yes.”


  “Good! Then with your splendidly phlegmatic consent, my dear Marcus, I’ll bring down several quarry with the same arrow. It is my intention to give your Spaniards to Philippus—he can take and hold Sardinia for me. When the Sardinian harvest comes in, he will send all of it to me,” said Sulla. He reached for the hide flask of pale sour wine tied to one horn of his saddle, lifted it, and squirted liquid expertly into his gummy mouth; not a drop fell on his face.


  “Philippus will refuse to go,” said Metellus Pius flatly.


  “No, he won’t. He’ll love the commission,” said Sulla,capping the birdlike neck of his wineskin. “He’ll be the full and undisputed master of all he surveys, and the Sardinian brigands will greet him like a brother. He makes every last one of them look virtuous.”


  Doubt began to gnaw at Crassus, who rumbled deeply in his throat, but said no word.


  “Wondering what you’ll do without troops to command?”


  “Something like that,” said Crassus cautiously.


  “You could make yourself very useful to me,” said Sulla in casual tones.


  “How?”


  “Your mother and your wife are both from prominent Sabine families. How about going to Reate and starting to recruit for me? You could commence there, and finish among the Marsi.” Out went Sulla’s hand, clasped the heavy wrist of Crassus. “Believe me, Marcus Crassus, in the spring of next year there will be much military work for you to do, and good troops—Italian, if not Roman—for you to command.”


  “That suits me,” said Crassus. “It’s a deal.”


  “Oh, if only everything could be solved so easily and so well!” cried Sulla, reaching once more for his wineskin.


  Crassus and Metellus Pius exchanged glances across the bent head of silly artificial curls; he might say he drank to ease the itching, but the truth appeared more to be that nowadays Sulla couldn’t go for very long without wetting his whistle. Somewhere down the nightmare alley of his physical torments, he had embraced his palliative with a permanent and enduring love. But did he know it? Or did he not?


  Had they found the courage to ask him, Sulla would have told them readily. Yes, he knew it. Nor did he care who else knew it, including the fact that his deceptively weak-looking vintage was actually strongly fortified. Forbidden bread, honey, fruit and cakes, little in his diet did he truly like. The physicians of Aedepsus had been right to remove all those tasty things from his food intake, of that he had no doubt. When he had come to them, he knew he was dying. First he had endured an insatiable craving for sweet and starchy things, and put on so much weight that even his mule had complained about the burden of carrying him; then he began to experience numbness and tingling in both feet, burnings and pains too as time went on, so that the moment he lay down to sleep, his wretched feet refused to let him. The sensations crept into his ankles and lower legs, sleep became harder and harder to find. So he added a heavy; very sweet and fortified wine to his customary fare, and used it to drug himself into sleeping. Until the day when he had found himself sweating, gasping—and losing weight so quickly that he could almost see himself disappearing. He drank flagons of water one after the other, yet still was thirsty. And—most terrifying of all!—his eyes began to fail.


  Most of that had disappeared or greatly eased after he went to Aedepsus. Of his face he wouldn’t think, he who had been so beautiful in his youth that men had made absolute fools of themselves, so beautiful after he attained maturity that women had made absolute fools of themselves. But one thing which had not disappeared was his need to drink wine. Yielding to the inevitable, the priest—physicians of Aedepsus had persuaded him to exchange his sweet fortified wine for the sourest vintages available, and over the months since, he had come to prefer his wine so dry it made him grimace. When the itch was not upon him he kept the amount he drank under some sort of control, in that he didn’t let it interfere with his thought processes. He just drank enough to improve them—or so he told himself.


  “I’ll keep Ofella and Catilina with me,” he said to Crassus and Metellus Pius, stoppering up the flask again. “However, Verres is the epitome of his name—an insatiably greedy boar. I think I will send him back to Beneventum, for the time being at least. He can organize supplies and keep an eye on our rear.”


  The Piglet giggled. “He might like that, the honey—boy!”


  This provoked a brief grin in Crassus. “What about yon Cethegus?” he asked, legs aching from hanging down limply; they were very heavy legs. He shifted his weight a little.


  “Cethegus I shall retain for the moment,” said Sulla. His hand strayed toward the wine, then was snatched away. “He can look after things in Campania.”


  *


  Just before his army crossed the river Volturnus near the town of Casilinum, Sulla sent six envoys to negotiate with Gaius Norbanus, the more capable of Carbo’s two tame consuls. Norbanus had taken eight legions and drawn himself up to defend Capua, but when Sulla’s envoys appeared carrying a flag of truce, he arrested them without a hearing. He then marched his eight legions out onto the Capuan plain right beneath the slopes of Mount Tifata. Irritated by the unethical treatment meted out to his envoys, Sulla proceeded to teach Norbanus a lesson he would not forget. Down the flank of Mount Tifata Sulla led his troops at a run, hurled them on the unsuspecting Norbanus. Defeated before the battle had really begun, Norbanus retreated inside Capua, where he sorted out his panicked men, sent two legions to hold the port of Neapolis for Carbo’s Rome, and prepared himself to withstand a siege.


  Thanks to the cleverness of a tribune of the plebs, Marcus Junius Brutus, Capua was very much disposed to like the present government in Rome; earlier in the year, Brutus had brought in a law giving Capua the status of a Roman city, and this, after centuries of being punished by Rome for various insurrections, had pleased Capua mightily. Norbanus had therefore no need to worry that Capua might grow tired of playing host to him and his army. Capua was used to playing host to Roman legions.


  “We have Puteoli, so we don’t need Neapolis,” said Sulla to Pompey and Metellus Pius as they rode toward Teanum Sidicinum, “and we can do without Capua because we hold Beneventum. I must have had a feeling when I left Gaius Verres there.” He stopped for a moment, thought about something, nodded as if to answer his thought. “Cethegus can have a new job. Legate in charge of all my supply columns. That will tax his diplomacy!”


  “This,” said Pompey in disgruntled tones, “is a very slow kind of war. Why aren’t we marching on Rome?”


  The face Sulla turned to him was, given its limitations, a kind one. “Patience, Pompeius! In martial skills you need no tuition, but your political skills are nonexistent. If the rest of this year teaches you nothing else, it will serve as a lesson on political manipulation. Before ever we contemplate marching on Rome, we have first to show Rome that she cannot win under her present government. Then, if she proves to be a sensible lady, she will come to us and offer herself to us freely.”


  “What if she doesn’t?” asked Pompey, unaware that Sulla had already been through this with Metellus Pius and Crassus.


  “Time will tell” was all Sulla would say.


  They had bypassed Capua as if Norbanus inside it did not exist, and rolled on toward the second of Rome’s consular armies, under the command of Scipio Asiagenus and his senior legate, Quintus Sertorius. The little and very prosperous Campanian towns around Sulla did not so much capitulate as greet him with open arms, for they knew him well; Sulla had commanded Rome’s armies in this part of Italy for most of the duration of the Italian War.


  Scipio Asiagenus was camped between Teanum Sidicinum and Cales, where a small tributary of the Volturnus, fed by springs, provided a great deal of slightly effervescent water; even in summer its mild warmth was delightful.


  “This,” said Sulla, “will be an excellent winter camp!” And sat himself and his army down on the opposite bank of the streamlet from his adversary. The cavalry were sent back to Beneventum under the charge of Cethegus, while Sulla himself gave a new party of envoys explicit instructions on how to proceed in negotiating a truce with Scipio Asiagenus.


  “He’s not an old client of Gaius Marius’s, so he’ll be much easier to deal with than Norbanus,” said Sulla to Metellus Pius and Pompey. His face was still in remission and his intake of wine was somewhat less than on the journey from Beneventum, which meant that his mood was cheerful and his mind very clear.


  “Maybe,” said the Piglet, looking doubtful. “If it were only Scipio, I’d agree wholeheartedly. But he has Quintus Sertorius with him, and you know what that means, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Trouble,” said Sulla, sounding unworried.


  “Ought you not be thinking how to render Sertorius impotent?”


  “I won’t need to do that, Piglet dear. Scipio will do it for me.” He pointed with a stick toward the place where a sharp bend in the little river drew his camp’s boundary very close to the boundary of Scipio’s camp on the far shore. “Can your veterans dig, Gnaeus Pompeius?”


  Pompey blinked. “With the best!”


  “Good. Then while the rest are finishing off the winter fortifications, your fellows can excavate the bank outside our wall, and make a great big swimming pool,” said Sulla blandly.


  “What a terrific idea!” said Pompey with equal sangfroid, and smiled. “I’ll get them onto it straightaway.” He paused, took the stick from Sulla and pointed it at the far bank. “If it’s all right with you, General, I’ll break down the bank and concentrate on widening the river, rather than make a separate swimming hole. And I think it would be very nice for our chaps if I roofed at least a part of it over—less chilly later on.”


  “Good thinking! Do that,” said Sulla cordially, and stood watching Pompey stride purposefully away.


  “What was all that about?’’ asked Metellus Pius, frowning; he hated to see Sulla so affable to that conceited young prig!


  “He knew,” said Sulla cryptically.


  “Well, I don’t!” said the Piglet crossly. “Enlighten me!”


  “Fraternization, Piglet dear! Do you think Scipio’s men are going to be able to resist Pompeius’s winter spa? Even in summer? After all, our men are Roman soldiers too. There is nothing like a truly pleasurable activity shared in common to breed friendship. The moment Pompeius’s pool is finished, there will be as many of Scipio’s men enjoying it as ours. And they’ll all get chatty in no time—same jokes, same complaints, same sort of life. It’s my bet we won’t have to fight a battle.”


  “And he understood that from the little you said?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “I’m surprised he agreed to help! He’s after a battle.”


  “True. But he’s got my measure, Pius, and he knows he will not get a battle this side of spring. It’s no part of Pompeius’s strategy to annoy me, you know. He needs me just as much as I need him,” said Sulla, and laughed softly without moving his face.


  “He strikes me as the sort who might prematurely decide that he doesn’t need you.”


  “Then you mistake him.”


  *


  Three days later, Sulla and Scipio Asiagenus parleyed on the road between Teanum and Cales, and agreed to an armistice. About this moment Pompey finished his swimming hole, and—typically methodical—after publishing a roster for its use that allowed sufficient space for invaders from across the river, threw it open for troop recreation. Within two more days the coming and going between the two camps was so great that,


  “We may as well abandon any pretense that we’re on opposite sides,” said Quintus Sertorius to his commander.


  Scipio Asiagenus looked surprised. “What harm does it do?” he asked gently.


  The one eye Sertorius was left with rolled toward the sky. Always a big man, his physique had set with the coming of his middle thirties into its final mold—thick—necked, bull—like, formidable. And in some ways this was a pity, for it endowed Sertorius with a bovine look entirely at variance with the power and quality of his mind. He was Gaius Marius’s cousin, and had inherited far more of Marius’s personal and military brilliance than had, for instance, Marius’s son. The eye had been obliterated in a skirmish just before the Siege of Rome, but as it was his left one and he was right—handed, its loss had not slowed him down as a fighter. Scar tissue had turned his pleasant face into something of a caricature, in that its right side was still most pleasant while its left leered a horrible contradiction.


  So it was that Scipio underestimated him, did not respect or understand him. And looked at him now in surprise.


  Sertorius tried. “Asiagenus, think! How well do you feel our men will fight for us if they’re allowed to get too friendly with the enemy?”


  “They’ll fight because they’re ordered to fight.”


  “I don’t agree. Why do you think Sulla built his swimming hole, if not to suborn our troops? He didn’t do it for the sake of his own men! It’s a trap, and you’re falling into it!”


  “We are under a truce, and the other side is as Roman as we are,” said Scipio Asiagenus stubbornly.


  “The other side is led by a man you ought to fear as if he and his army had been sown from the dragon’s teeth! You can’t give him one single little inch, Asiagenus. If you do, he will end in taking all the miles between here and Rome.”


  “You exaggerate,” said Scipio stiffly.


  “You’re a fool!” snarled Sertorius, unable not to say it.


  But Scipio was not impressed by the display of temper either. He yawned, scratched his chin, looked down at his beautifully manicured nails. Then he looked up at Sertorius looming over him, and smiled sweetly. “Do go away!” he said.


  “I will that! Right away!” Sertorius snapped. “Maybe Gaius Norbanus can make you see sense!”


  “Give him my regards,” Scipio called after him, then went back to studying his nails.


  So Quintus Sertorius rode for Capua at the gallop, and there found a man more to his taste than Scipio Asiagenus. The loyalest of Marians, Norbanus was no fanatical adherent of Carbo’s; after the death of Cinna, he had only persisted in his allegiance because he loathed Sulla far more than he did Carbo.


  “You mean that chinless wonder of an aristocrat actually has concluded an armistice with Sulla?” asked Norbanus, voice squeaking as it uttered that detested name.


  “He certainly has. And he’s permitting his men to fraternize with the enemy,” said Sertorius steadily.


  “Why did I have to be saddled with a colleague as stupid as Asiagenus?” wailed Norbanus, then shrugged. “Well, that is what our Rome is reduced to, Quintus Sertorius. I’ll send him a nasty message which he will ignore, but I suggest you don’t return to him. I hate to think of you as a captive of Sulla’s—he’d find a way to murder you. Find something to do that will annoy Sulla.”


  “Eminent good sense,” said Sertorius, sighing. “I’ll stir up trouble for Sulla among the towns of Campania. The townspeople all declared for Sulla, but there are plenty of men who aren’t happy about it.” He looked disgusted. “Women, Gaius Norbanus! Women! They only have to hear Sulla’s name and they go limp with ecstasy. It’s the women decided which side these Campanian towns chose, not the men.”


  “Then they ought to set eyes on him,” said Norbanus, and grimaced. “I believe he looks like nothing human.”


  “Worse than me?”


  “A lot worse, so they say.”


  Sertorius frowned. “I’d heard something of it, but Scipio wouldn’t include me in the treating party, so I didn’t see him, and Scipio made no reference to his appearance.” He laughed grimly. “Oh, I’ll bet that hurts him, the pretty mentula! He was so vain! Like a woman.”


  Norbanus grinned. “Don’t like the sex much, do you?” “They’re all right for a poke. But I’ll have none to wife! My mother is the only woman I have any time for at all. Now she is what a woman ought to be! Doesn’t stick her nose into men’s affairs, doesn’t try to rule the roost, doesn’t use her cunnus like a weapon.” He picked up his helmet and clapped it on his head. “I’ll be off, Gaius. Good luck convincing Scipio that he is wrong. Verpa!”


  *


  After some thought, Sertorius decided to ride from Capua toward the Campanian coast, where the pretty little town of Sinuessa Aurunca might just be ripe for a declaration against Sulla. The roads everywhere in Campania were free enough from trouble; Sulla had not attempted any blockades aside from a formal investment of Neapolis. No doubt he would shortly put a force outside Capua to keep Norbanus in, but there had been no sign of it when Sertorius visited. Even so, Sertorius felt it advisable to stay off the main roads. He liked the sensation of a fugitive existence; it carried an extra dimension of real life with it, and reminded him slightly of the days when he had posed as a Celtiberian warrior of some outlandish tribe in order to go spying among the Germans. Ah, that had been the life! No chinless wonders of Roman aristocrats to placate and defer to! Constant action, women who knew their place. He had even had a German wife, sired a son by her without once ever feeling that she or the boy hampered him. They lived in Nearer Spain now, up in the mountain stronghold of Osca, and the boy would be—how time flew!—almost a man. Not that Quintus Sertorius missed them, or hankered to set eyes upon this only child. What he missed was the life. The freedom, the sole ruling excellence, which was how a man acquitted himself as a warrior. Yes, those were the days….


  As was his invariable habit, he traveled without any kind of escort, even a slave; like his cousin, dear old Gaius Marius, he believed that a soldier ought to be able to care for himself completely. Of course his kit was back in Scipio Asiagenus’s camp and he would not go back for it—or would he? Come to think of it, there were a few items he would sorely miss: the sword he normally used, a shirt of chain mail he had picked up in Further Gaul of a lightness and workmanship no smith in Italy could match, his winter boots from Liguria. Yes, he would go back. Some days would elapse before Scipio would fall.


  So he turned his horse around and headed back toward the northeast, intending to swing beyond Sulla’s camp on its far side. And discovered that some distance in his rear a small party was proceeding along the rutted track. Four men and three women. Oh, women! Almost he reversed direction once more, then resolved to pick up speed and hasten by them. After all, they were heading seaward, he was now going back toward the mountains.


  But as they loomed larger he frowned. Surely the man in their lead was familiar? A veritable giant, flaxen-haired and massive of thews, just like thousands more German men he had known—Burgundus! Ye gods, it was! Burgundus! And behind him rode Lucius Decumius and his two sons!


  Burgundus had recognized him; each man kicked his horse in the ribs and rode to a meeting, with little Lucius Decumius flogging his beast to catch up. Trust Lucius Decumius not to miss a word of any conversation!


  “What on earth are you doing here?” Sertorius asked after the handshakes and the backslappings were over.


  “We’re lost, that’s what we’re doing here,” said Lucius Decumius, glaring at Burgundus balefully. “That heap of German rubbish swore he knew the way! But do he? No, he do not!”


  Years of exposure to Lucius Decumius’s never-ending spate of (quite well meant) insults had inured Burgundus to them, so he bore them now with his usual patience, merely eyeing the small Roman the way a bull eyed a gnat.


  “We’re trying to find the lands of Quintus Pedius,” said Burgundus in his slow Latin, smiling at Sertorius with a liking he felt for few men. “The lady Aurelia is going to fetch her daughter to Rome.”


  And there she was, plodding along upon a stout mule and sitting absolutely straight, not a hair out of place nor a single smear of dust upon her fawn traveling robe. With her was her huge Gallic serving maid, Cardixa, and another female servant Sertorius did not know.


  “Quintus Sertorius,” she said, joining them and somehow assuming command.


  Now she was a woman! Sertorius had said to Norbanus that he prized only one of the breed, his mother, but he had quite forgotten Aurelia. How she managed to be beautiful as well as sensible he didn’t know; what he did know was that she was the only woman in the entire world who was both. Added to which, she was as honorable as any man, she didn’t lie, she didn’t moan or complain, she worked hard, and she minded her own business. They were almost exactly the same age—forty-and had known each other since Aurelia had married Gaius Julius Caesar over twenty years earlier.


  “Have you seen my mother?” Sertorius asked as she prodded her mule to lead them slightly apart from the rest of her party.


  “Not since last year’s ludi Romani, so you would have seen her yourself since I have. But she’ll be down to stay with us again this year for the games. It’s become a regular habit.”


  “Old horror, she never will stay in my house,” he said.


  “She’s lonely, Quintus Sertorius, and your house is such a lonely place. If she stays with us she’s in the midst of a bustle, and she likes that. I don’t say she’d like it for longer than the games last, but it’s good for her once a year.”


  Satisfied on the subject of his mother, whom he loved very much, he turned his mind to the present predicament.


  “Are you really lost?” he asked.


  Aurelia nodded, sighed. “I fear we are. Wait until my son hears about it! He’ll never let me live it down. But he cannot leave Rome, being flamen Dialis, so I had to trust in Burgundus.” She looked rueful. “Cardixa says he can lose himself between the Forum and the Subura, but I confess I thought she was being pessimistic. Now I see she didn’t exaggerate in the slightest!”


  “And Lucius Decumius and his boys are useless too.”


  “Outside the city walls, completely. However,” she said loyally, “I could not ask for more caring and protective escorts, and now that we’ve met you, I’m sure we’ll arrive at Quintus Pedius’s in no time.”


  “Not quite in no time, but certainly I can put you on your way.” His one good eye studied her thoughtfully. “Come to fetch your chick home, Aurelia?”


  She flushed. “Not exactly. Quintus Pedius wrote to me and asked me to come. Apparently both Scipio and Sulla are camped on the borders of his land, and he felt Lia would be safer elsewhere. But she refused to leave!”


  “A typical Caesar,” said Sertorius, smiling. “Stubborn.”


  “How right you are! It really ought to have been her brother come—when he tells them to do this or do that, both his sisters jump! But Quintus Pedius seems to think I will do. My job is not so much to fetch my chick home, as to persuade my chick to come home.”


  “You’ll succeed. The Caesars may be stubborn, but it isn’t from the Caesars that your son gets his air of command. That he gets from you, Aurelia,” said Sertorius. He looked suddenly brisk. “You’ll understand when I tell you that I’m in a bit of a hurry. I’m going your way for a part of your journey, but I won’t be able to escort you to Quintus Pedius’s door, unfortunately. For that you’ll have to apply to Sulla. He’s camped squarely between where we are at the moment and Quintus Pedius’s door.”


  “Whereas you are on your way to Scipio,” she said, nodding.


  “I wasn’t,” he said frankly, “until I realized I had too much gear back in his camp that I didn’t want to part with.”


  The large purple eyes surveyed him tranquilly. “Oh, I see! Scipio doesn’t meet the test.”


  “Did you think he could?”


  “No, never.”


  A small silence fell; they were riding now back the way both had come, and the rest of Aurelia’s party had fallen in behind them without a word.


  “What will you do, Quintus Sertorius?”


  “Make as much trouble for Sulla as I can. In Sinuessa, I think. But after I fetch my gear from Scipio’s camp.” He cleared his throat. “I can take you all the way to Sulla. He’d never try to detain me if I came on business like this.”


  “No, just take us as far as some spot from which we can find his camp without getting lost.” Aurelia heaved a small and pleasurable sigh. “How nice it will be to see Lucius Cornelius again! It is four years since he was last in Rome. He always visited me just after he arrived, and just before he left. A kind of tradition. Now I have to break it, and all because of one stubborn daughter. Still, it doesn’t matter. The important thing is that Lucius Cornelius and I will set eyes upon each other again. I have missed his visits dreadfully.”


  Almost Sertorius opened his mouth to warn her, but in the end he didn’t. What he knew about Sulla’s condition was hearsay, and what he knew about Aurelia was hard fact. She would prefer to make her own discoveries, of that he was sure.


  So when the earth—and—timber ramparts of Sulla’s camp began to trace lines across the rolling Campanian horizon, Quintus Sertorius bade his cousin-in-law a grave goodbye, geed up his horse and departed.


  A new road led across the fields toward the ramparts, worn already by a ceaseless progress of supply carts and shod hooves; there could be no excuse for getting lost.


  “We must have passed right by it,” said Lucius Decumius, scowling. “Hid from view by the size of your arse, Burgundus!”


  “Now, now,” said Aurelia calmly, “stop quarreling, do!”


  And that was the end of the conversation. An hour later the little band of riders paused before the gate while Lucius Decumius demanded to see the general, then entered a world very strange and new to Aurelia, who had never been anywhere near an army camp in her entire life. Many were the glances she received as they paced down the broad high street which led as straight as a spear shaft toward the tiny aperture of another gate in the far distance. Perhaps three miles lay between, she realized, amazed.


  Halfway along the Via Principalis there reared the only piece of raised ground within the camp; an obviously artificial knoll upon which stood a large stone house. The big red general’s flag was flying to indicate that the general was in, and the red-haired duty officer seated at his table under an awning stood up awkwardly when he saw that the general’s visitor was a woman. Lucius Decumius, his sons, Burgundus, Cardixa and the other female servant remained by the horses as Aurelia walked sedately up the path toward the duty officer and the sentries who flanked him.


  Because she was completely wrapped in voluminous fine fawn wool, all young Marcus Valerius Messala Rufus the duty officer could see was her face. But that, he thought, catching his breath, was quite enough. As old as his mother, yet the most beautiful woman! Helen of Troy hadn’t been young either. For the years had not dimmed Aurelia’s magic; she still turned all heads whenever she appeared outside her own apartment.


  “I would like to see Lucius Cornelius Sulla, please.”


  Messala Rufus neither asked for her name nor thought to warn Sulla of her advent; he simply bowed to her and gestured with his hand toward the open door. Aurelia entered, smiling her thanks.


  Though the shutters were wide to let in air, the room was shadow—filled, especially in the far corner where a man was bent over his desk writing busily by the light of a big lamp.


  Her voice could be no one else’s: “Lucius Cornelius?”


  Something happened. The bowed shoulders stiffened, hunched up as if to ward off some frightful blow, and the pen and paper skittled across the surface of the table, so violently were they thrust away. But after that he sat without moving, back to her.


  She advanced a few paces. “Lucius Cornelius?”


  Still nothing, but her eyes were becoming used to the gloom and took in the sight of a head of hair which did not belong to Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Little ginger—red curls, quite ridiculous.


  Then he heaved himself around as if convulsing, and she knew it was Lucius Cornelius Sulla only because he looked at her out of Lucius Cornelius Sulla’s eyes. Unmistakably his eyes.


  Ye gods, how could I do this to him? But I didn’t know! If I had known, a siege tower could not have dragged me here! What is my face saying? What does he see in my expression?


  “Oh, Lucius Cornelius, how good to see you!” she said in exactly the right tones, covered the rest of the distance to his desk, and kissed him on both poor scarred cheeks. Then she sat down on a folding chair close by, tucked her hands in her lap, gave him an unselfconscious smile, and waited.


  “I didn’t intend ever to see you again, Aurelia,” he said, not taking his eyes from hers. “Couldn’t you wait until I got to Rome? This is a departure from our normal habit I didn’t expect.”


  “Rome seems to be the hard way for you—an army at your back. Or perhaps I sensed this would be the first time you did not come to visit. But no, dear Lucius Cornelius, I’m not here for any guessable reason. I’m here because I’m lost.”


  “Lost?”


  “Yes. I’m trying to find Quintus Pedius. My silly daughter won’t come to Rome and Quintus Pedius—he’s her second husband, which you won’t know—doesn’t want her anywhere near two firmly encamped armies.” It came out quite cheerfully and convincingly, she thought. It ought to reassure him.


  But he was Sulla, so he said, “Gave you a shock, didn’t I?”


  She did not attempt to dissemble. “In some ways, yes. The hair, principally. Yours is gone, I presume.”


  “Along with my teeth.” He bared his gums like an ape.


  “Well, we all come to it if we live long enough.”


  “Wouldn’t want me to kiss you now the way I did a few years ago, would you?”


  Aurelia put her head to one side, smiled. “I didn’t want you to kiss me that way even then, though I did enjoy it. Far too much for my own peace of mind. How you hated me!”


  “What did you expect? You turned me down. I don’t like women turning me down.”


  “I do remember that!”


  “I remember the grapes.”


  “So do I.”


  He drew a deep breath, squeezed his eyelids together. “I wish I could weep!”


  “I am glad you can’t, dear friend,” she said tenderly.


  “You wept for me then.”


  “Yes, I did. But I won’t weep for you now. That would be to mourn for a vanished reflection gone a long way down the river. You’re here. I rejoice at that.”


  He got up at last, an old tired man. “A cup of wine?’’


  “Yes, indeed.”


  He poured, she noticed, from two separate flagons. “You wouldn’t like the urine I’m forced to drink these days. As dry and sour as I am.”


  “I’m pretty dry and sour myself, but I won’t insist upon tasting your choice if you don’t recommend that I do.” She took the simple cup he handed her and sipped gratefully.


  “Thank you, it’s good. We’ve had a long day looking for Quintus Pedius.”


  “What’s your husband about, to leave you to do his job? Is he away yet again?” asked Sulla, sitting down with more ease.


  The luminous eyes grew glassily stern. “I have been a widow for two years, Lucius Cornelius.”


  That astonished him. “Gaius Julius, dead? He was as fit as a boy! Was he killed in battle?”


  “No. He just died—suddenly.”


  “Yet here I am, a thousand years older than Gaius Julius, still hanging on to life.” It came out sounding bitter.


  “You’re the October Horse, he was just the middle of the field. A good man, and I liked being married to him. But I never thought him a man who needed to hang on to life,” said Aurelia.


  “Just as well perhaps that he didn’t. If I take Rome, it would have gone hard for him. I presume he would have elected to follow Carbo.”


  “He followed Cinna, for Gaius Marius’s sake. But Carbo? That I do not know.” She changed the subject, growing used now to the way he looked, who had been as beautiful as Apollo. “Is your wife well, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “When I last heard. She’s still in Athens. Gave me twins last year, a boy and a girl.” He chuckled. “She’s afraid they’re going to grow up to look like her Uncle Piggle—wiggle.”


  “Oh, poor little things! But that’s nice, to have children. Do you ever wonder about your other twins, the boys your German wife had? They’d be young men now.”


  “Young Cherusci! Taking scalps and burning Romans alive in wicker cages.”


  It was going to be all right. He was calmer, less tormented. Of all the fates she had imagined might have been lying in wait for Lucius Cornelius Sulla, the loss of his special and unique attraction had not been among them. And yet he was still Sulla. His wife, she thought, probably loved him just as much as she ever had when he looked like Apollo.


  For some time they talked on, slipping back through the rolling years as they exchanged information about this one and that one; he, she noticed, liked to talk about his protégé, Lucullus, and she, he noticed, liked to talk about her only son, who was now called Caesar.


  “As I remember, young Caesar was scholarly. Being flamen Dialis ought to suit him,” said Sulla.


  Aurelia hesitated, seemed about to say something, then apparently said a different something: “He has made a tremendous effort to be a good priest, Lucius Cornelius.”


  Frowning, Sulla glanced at the window nearest to him. “I see the sun is westering, that’s why it’s so dim in here. Time to get you on your way. I’ll have some cadets act as guides—Quintus Pedius is not far beyond my camp. And you may tell your daughter that if she stays, she’s a fool. My men are not ravening beasts, but if she’s a true Julia she’ll be a sore temptation, and one cannot forbid the troops to drink wine when they’re in a permanent camp in Campania. Take her to Rome at once. I’ll provide an escort for you as far as Ferentinum on the day after tomorrow. That will see you safely out of the clutches of both the armies encamped hereabouts.”


  She rose. “I have Burgundus and Lucius Decumius, and dear Lucius Decumius’s sons as well. But I would appreciate an escort if you can truly spare the men. Is there no battle imminent between you and Scipio?”


  Oh, how sad, never to see that wonderful Sullan smile again! The best he could do these days was a grunt that didn’t disturb the scabs and scars of his face. “That idiot? No, I don’t foresee a battle,” he said, standing in his doorway. He gave her a little push. “Now go, Aurelia. And don’t expect me to visit you in Rome.”


  Off she went to join her waiting escort, while Sulla began to issue instructions to Messala Rufus. And in no time, it seemed, they were riding down the Via Praetoria toward yet another one of the four gates into Sulla’s enormous camp.


  One look at her face had not encouraged any of her companions to speak to her, so Aurelia was accorded the much-needed peace of finishing her journey inside her own thoughts.


  I have always liked him, even though he became our enemy. Even though he is not a good person. My husband was a genuinely good person, and I loved him, and was faithful to him with my mind and my body. Yet—I know it now, though I did not until now—some little bit of me did I give to Lucius Cornelius Sulla. The bit my husband did not want, would not have known what to do with. We only kissed that once, Lucius Cornelius and I. But it was as beautiful as it was black. A passionate and engulfing mire. I did not yield. But ye gods, how I wanted to! I won a victory of sorts. Yet—did I perhaps lose a war?


  Whenever he walked into my comfortable little world, a gale blew in around him; if he was Apollo, he was also Aeolus, and ruled the winds of my spirit, so that the lyre at my core hummed a melody my husband never, never heard…. Oh, this is worse than the grief of death and utter parting! I have looked upon the wreckage of a dream that was as much mine as his, and he knows it, poor Lucius Cornelius. But what courage! A lesser man would have fallen upon his sword. His pain, his pain! Why am I feeling this? I am busy, practical, unimaginative. My life is sifted out and very satisfying. But now I understand what bit of myself has always belonged to him; the bird bit, that might have lifted in soaring spirals singing its heart out while all the earth below burned away to an unimportant nothing. And no, I am not sorry I kept my feet upon the earth, never soared. It suits the way I am. He and I would never have known a moment’s peace. Oh, I bleed for him! I weep for him!


  And because she rode in front of all save the party of Roman officers, who led the way, her people did not see Aurelia’s tears any more than they had seen Lucius Cornelius Sulla, the wreckage of a dream.


  *


  The patient and protesting letter Gaius Norbanus sent to Scipio Asiagenus did nothing to avert Scipio’s self-inflicted disaster; yet no one was more astonished than Scipio Asiagenus when, having decided after all to give battle, he discovered that his troops would not fight for him. Instead, his eight legions deserted en masse to Sulla.


  In fact, even when Sulla stripped him of his consular insignia of office and sent him packing under the escort of a squadron of cavalry, Scipio Asiagenus was still incapable of appreciating Rome’s predicament. Quite tranquilly and complacently he went off to Etruria and began to recruit another army from among the enormous number of Gaius Marius’s clients who lived there. Gaius Marius might be dead, but his memory would never fade. Whereas Scipio Asiagenus was merely a passing presence.


  “He doesn’t even understand that he broke a solemn truce,” said Sulla, looking puzzled. “I know the Scipiones are on the way down, but that one—! He’s not worthy of the name Cornelius Scipio. If I take Rome, I’ll execute him.”


  “You should have executed him when you had him,” said the Piglet, a little waspishly. “He’s living to be a nuisance. ’’


  “No, he’s the poultice I’m applying to Etruria’s boil,” said Sulla. “Draw the poison out, Pius, while there’s only one head to deal with. Don’t leave it to become a carbuncle.”


  More wisdom, of course; Metellus Pius grinned. “What a wonderful metaphor!”


  *


  Though the month was still Quinctilis and summer not yet over, Sulla moved no more that year. With Scipio’s departure the two camps were joined cozily together, and Sulla’s hoary centurions began working upon the young and inexperienced troops who had belonged to Carbo’s Rome. Fear of Sulla’s veterans had operated upon them more powerfully than had the more friendly aspects of fraternization; the slight exposure of scant days had revealed to them a kind of soldier they didn’t know—hardbitten, weathered, completely professional. Definitely not the sort of men any raw recruit could confidently face on a field of battle. Desertion had seemed the better alternative.


  The defection of Sinuessa Aurunca under the influence of Quintus Sertorius could be no more than a pinprick; Sulla did invest it, but only to use it as a training ground for Scipio’s army, not to starve it out or storm its forbidding ramparts. He was not interested in any task which caused mass loss of life that year. Sinuessa’s most useful purpose was to contain the extremely able Quintus Sertorius. Holed up there, he was useless to Carbo, who could indeed have used him to better purpose.


  Word came from Sardinia that Philippus and his Spanish cohorts had seized power easily. He would be able to send the entire harvest of Sardinia: and in due time the grain ships arrived in Puteoli, there to unload for Sulla’s benefit, having encountered no war galleys or pirates en route.


  Then winter came early, and was an unusually severe one. To split the size of his more than doubled forces, Sulla sent some cohorts off to invest Capua as well as Sinuessa and Neapolis, thus compelling other parts of Campania than Teanum to help feed his troops. Verres and Cethegus proved capable victuallers, even devised a method of storing fish caught in the Adriatic in bins of packed—down snow; fish lovers who could never get enough of it fresh, Sulla’s soldiers reveled in this unexpected treat, and the army surgeons found themselves coping with case after case of bone-in-the—throat.


  All of which was of no importance to Sulla, who had picked at some of the scabs on his healed face, and started the itching again. Everyone who came into contact with him had begged him to let them fall off naturally, but that restless temperament couldn’t wait; when they began to lift and dangle, he picked.


  The outbreak was a very bad one, and (perhaps because of the cold? wondered Varro, pressed into service because he had revealed a scientific curiosity) raged without let for three full months. Three months of a sodden, genuinely lunatic Sulla, who moaned and scratched, screamed and drank. At one stage Varro bound his hands to his sides to keep them from his face, and though—like Ulysses tied to the mast while the Sirens sang—he was willing enough to endure this confinement, at the same time he implored to be freed. And of course succeeded eventually in freeing himself. To scratch again.


  It was at the turn of the year that Varro despaired, went to warn Metellus Pius and Pompey that he doubted whether Sulla would recover by the spring.


  “There’s a letter for him from Tarsus,” said Metellus Pius, who was resigned to keeping Pompey company through the winter; Crassus was among the Marsi, and Appius Claudius and Mamercus were in charge of siege operations elsewhere.


  Varro looked alert. “Tarsus?”


  “That’s right. From the ethnarch Morsimus.”


  “Is there a jar?’’


  “No, just a letter. Can he read it?”


  “Definitely not.”


  “Then you’d better read it, Varro,” said Pompey.


  Metellus Pius looked scandalized. “Really, Pompeius!”


  “Oh, Piglet, stop being so sanctimonious!” said Pompey wearily. “We know he’s been hoping for some magic salve or other, and we know he’d charged Morsimus with finding it. Now there’s news of some sort, but he can’t read. Don’t you think—for his sake, if for no one else’s—that Varro ought to see what Morsimus has to say?”


  So Varro was allowed to see what Morsimus had to say.


  Here is the recipe, which is the most I can do for you, dear Lucius Cornelius, my friend and patron. It seems the salve has to be freshly prepared more often than the length of a journey from the Pyramus of Cilicia Pedia all the way to Rome would permit. So you must seek out the ingredients and make it for yourself. Luckily none of the ingredients is exotic, though many of them apparently are hard to extract.


  The cure has to come from a sheep, or sheep. First you take a fleece of absolutely raw wool, and set someone to scraping the fibers with an instrument sharp enough to crush them, yet not sharp enough to cut them through. You will find that on the edge of your strigilis a substance builds up—rather oily, but having the consistency of cheese curds. You must scrape until you have a great mound of this—many fleeces, was how my source put it. Then you soak the substance in warm water—warm, not hot!—though it cannot be too cool either. The best test is a fingertip in the water—it should feel hot, but by no means unbearable. The substance will partially melt into a layer which floats on top. That layer is the part you want, in measure a full beaker.


  Then you take a fleece with its hide attached, making sure some fat adheres to the back of the hide—the animal must have been freshly slaughtered, as indeed all must have been—and you boil it. The fat you obtain from this you must render twice over, and then you must reserve a full beaker of it.


  The fat of a sheep, so said my source, needs some special fat from inside the beast also, for sheep fat is very hard, even in a warm room. My source—the smelliest and most detestable of crones, not to mention the most rapacious of creatures!—said this internal fat must be plucked from amid the harder fat on top of the sheep’s kidneys, and mashed. Then it must be melted in warm water, as with the scrapings from the wool. You must lift off the layer which forms on top of the water, in the amount of two thirds of a beaker. To this, add one third of a beaker of bile freshly drawn from the sheep’s gallbladder immediately after its slaughtering.


  After which, you mix all the ingredients together gently, but thoroughly. The ointment is rather hard, but not as hard as the rendered fat on its own. Smear it on at least four times a day. I warn you, dear Lucius Cornelius, that it stinks disgustingly. But my source insists that it be used without the addition of perfumes or spices or resins.


  Please let me know if it works! The vile old crone swears it was she who made that original jar you used with such success, though I myself am in some doubt.


  Vale from Morsimus.


  *


  Off went Varro to marshal a small army of slaves, and set the slaves to find a flock of sheep. After which, in a little house close by the more solid building in which Sulla lived, he hovered anxiously between cauldrons and toiling scrapers, insisting upon personally inspecting every carcass and every kidney, insisting that he personally test the temperature of all the water, measuring meticulously and driving the servants to the point of exasperation with his fusses and clucks and tches. For perhaps an hour before his ointment factory commenced work he fretted and fumed over the size of the beaker; and then, at the end of the hour, he saw the truth, and laughed until he cried. Provided his beakers were all the same size, what did size matter?


  One hundred sheep later (the bile and the rendered-down fat came from only two sheep, but the little bit of fat on top of the kidneys and the scrapings from the wool were painfully slow in accumulating), Varro found himself with a fairly large porphyry jar of ointment. As for the exhausted slaves, they found themselves with a hundred largely untouched carcasses of delicious mutton, and counted their labors well done for the chance of a full belly of roasted meat.


  The hour was late, and Sulla, so his attendant whispered, was asleep on a couch in his dining room.


  “Drunk,” nodded Varro.


  “Yes, Marcus Terentius.”


  “Well, I think that’s probably good.”


  In he went on tiptoe, and stood for a moment looking down at the poor tortured creature Sulla had become. The wig had fallen off and lay with its gauze interior gaping; many thousands of hairs had gone into its manufacture, each one painstakingly knotted onto that base of gauze. To think that it took longer to make than my ointment! Varro thought, and sighed, shook his head. Then, very delicately, he applied his salve—caked fingers to the bleeding mess of Sulla’s face.


  The eyes snapped open at once, pain and terror shrieking from beneath their wine—blinded glaze; the mouth opened, the lips stretched to show gums and tongue. Yet no sound did he emit.


  “It is the ointment, Lucius Cornelius,” Varro whispered. “I have made it to the exact recipe. Can you bear it if I try to smear some on?”


  Tears welled, pooled in the sockets of Sulla’s eyes because he lay flat on his back. Before they could overflow from each outer corner, Varro had dabbed them away with a piece of softest cloth. Still they welled. Still Varro dabbed.


  “You mustn’t weep, Lucius Cornelius. The salve has to be applied to dry skin. Now lie quietly, and close your eyes.”


  So Sulla lay quietly, eyes closed. After a few reflexive jerks because his face was being touched, he made no other protest, and slowly the tension oozed out of him.


  Varro finished, took a lamp with five flames and held it up to view his handiwork. A clear, watery fluid was popping up in beads wherever the skin had broken down, but the layer of ointment seemed to have tamed the bleeding.


  “You must try not to scratch. Does it itch?” Varro asked.


  The eyes remained closed. “Yes, it itches. But I’ve known it to itch far worse. Tie my hands to my sides.”


  Varro did that. “I’ll come back toward dawn and smear some more on. Who knows, Lucius Cornelius? Perhaps by dawn the itching will have gone away.” Then he tiptoed out.


  At dawn the itch was still present, but to Varro’s clinically detached gaze Sulla’s skin looked—what was the word?—calmer. On went more ointment; Sulla asked that his hands remain tied. But by nightfall, three applications later, he announced that he thought he could refrain from scratching if Varro loosed his bonds. And four days after that, he told Varro that the itching was gone.


  “The stuff works!” cried Varro to Pompey and the Piglet, afire with the satisfaction of a vindicated physician, for all that he was no physician, nor wanted to be.


  “Will he able to command in the spring?’’ asked Pompey.


  “Provided that the stuff continues to work, probably well before the spring,” said Varro, and bustled off with his porphyry jar to embed it in the snow. Kept cold, it would last longer, though Varro’s hands stank of what he suspected was the rancid version of it. “Truly he is felix!” said Varro to himself; he meant, of course, that Sulla had luck.


  3


  When the onset of that cold and early winter brought snow to Rome, many of those who lived there saw the freeze as an ill omen. Neither Norbanus nor Scipio Asiagenus had returned after their respective defeats, nor did cheering news come of their subsequent activities; Norbanus was now under halfhearted siege in Capua, while Scipio drifted around Etruria recruiting.


  Toward the end of the year, the Senate thought about convening to debate what its—and Rome’s—future held. Numbers were down to about a third of Sulla’s original fairly plump body of men, between those who had streamed to join Sulla in Greece, and this latest outpouring anxious to align itself with Sulla now he was back in Italy. For despite the protestations of a group of senators who insisted upon calling themselves neutral, everyone in Rome from highest to lowest knew very well that the lines were drawn. All of Italy and Italian Gaul were not large enough to accommodate Sulla and Carbo in peaceful coexistence; they stood for opposite values, systems of government, ideas of where Rome ought to go.


  Sulla stood for the mos maiorum, the centuries—old customs and traditions which embodied the landed aristocrats as leaders in peace and war, whereas Carbo stood for the commercial and business leaders—the knights and the tribuni aerarii. As neither group would agree to share an equal dominance, one or the other would have to win dominance by means of another civil war.


  That the Senate even toyed with the idea of meeting was due only to the return of Carbo from Italian Gaul, summoned from Ariminum by the tribune of the plebs Marcus Junius Brutus, he who had legislated the status of a fully Roman city for Capua. They met in Brutus’s house on the Palatine, a place with which Gnaeus Papirius Carbo was very familiar; he and Brutus had been friends for many years. It was besides a discreeter location than Carbo’s house, where (so rumor had it) even the boy who cleaned out the chamber pots was taking bribes from several people interested in knowing what Carbo was thinking of doing next.


  That Brutus’s house was free from corrupt servants was entirely thanks to Brutus’s wife, Servilia, who ran her establishment more stringently by far than Scipio Asiagenus had his army. She tolerated no kind of misbehavior, seemed to have as many eyes in her head as Argus, and as many ears as a colony of bats. The servant who could outwit or outgeneral her did not exist, and the servant who was not afraid of her lasted scant days.


  So it was that Brutus and Carbo could settle to their very private conversation in complete security. Except, of course, for Servilia herself. Nothing happened or was said in her house that she did not know about, and this very private conversation was not conducted out of her hearing, she made sure of that. The two men were inside Brutus’s study with the doors shut, and Servilia crouched outside on the colonnade beneath the one open window. A cold and uncomfortable place for an eavesdropper, but Servilia thought that of little consequence compared to what might be said inside the cozy room.


  They began with pleasantries.


  “How is my father?” asked Brutus.


  “He’s well, sends you his regards.”


  “I’m surprised you can put up with him!” burst from Brutus, who stopped, obviously shocked at what he had said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound angry. I’m really not angry.”


  “Just somewhat bewildered that I can put up with him?”


  “Yes.”


  “He’s your father,” said Carbo in tones of comfort, “and he’s an old man. I understand why you might find him a trouble. However, he isn’t to me. It’s as simple as that. After Verres absconded with what was left of my governor’s allowance, I had to find a replacement quaestor anyway. Your dad and I have been friends ever since he returned with Marius from exile, as you well know.” Carbo paused, probably to pat Brutus on the arm, thought the eavesdropper cynically; she knew how Carbo handled her husband. He then went on. “When you married, he bought you this house so he wouldn’t be underfoot. What he didn’t count on was the loneliness of living by himself after you and he had been—well, bachelors together might be the best way to put it—for so long. I imagine he made a nuisance of himself, and may have annoyed your wife. So when I wrote and asked him to be my new proquaestor, he accepted with alacrity. I see no need for guilt in you, Brutus. He’s happy where he is.”


  “Thank you,” said Brutus with a sigh.


  “Now what’s so urgent I had to come in person?”


  “The elections. Since the desertion of everyone’s friend, Philippus, morale in Rome has plummeted. No one will lead, no one has the courage to lead. That’s why I felt you had to come to Rome, at least until after the elections. I can find no one well qualified who wants to be consul! No one qualified wants to hold any position of importance, for that matter,” said Brutus nervously; he was a nervous man.


  “What about Sertorius?’’


  “He’s a stickler, you know that. I wrote to him in Sinuessa and begged him to stand for the consulship, but he declined. For two reasons, though I had expected only one—that he is still a praetor, and ought to wait the customary two years before being consul. I had hoped to talk him over that hurdle, and might have, had it been his only reason. The second reason I found impossible.”


  “What was his second reason?”


  “He said Rome was finished, that he refused to be consul in a place full of cowards and opportunists.”


  “Elegantly put!”


  “He would be governor of Nearer Spain, he said, and take himself right away.”


  “Fellator!” snarled Carbo.


  Brutus, who did not like strong language, said nothing to this, and apparently had nothing further to say on any subject, as nothing was said for some time.


  Exasperated, the listener on the colonnade applied her eye to the ornate lattice of the shutter, and saw Carbo and her husband sitting one on either side of Brutus’s desk. They might, she thought idly, have been brothers—both very dark, both rather homely of features, and neither particularly tall nor particularly well built.


  Why, she had asked herself often, had Fortune not favored her with a more impressive-looking husband, one she could be sure would shine politically? Of a military career for Brutus she had abandoned hope early, so politics it must be. But the best Brutus could think of was to legislate to give Capua the status of a Roman city. Not a bad idea—and certainly it had saved his tribunate of the plebs from utter banality!—but he would never be remembered as one of the great tribunes of the plebs, like her Uncle Drusus.


  *


  Brutus had been Uncle Mamercus’s choice, though in himself Uncle Mamercus was mind and body Sulla’s man, and had been in Greece with Sulla at the time it became necessary to find a husband for the eldest of his six wards, Servilia. They were all still living in Rome under the chaperonage of a poor relation, Gnaea, and her mother, Porcia Liciniana—a terrifying woman! Any guardian, no matter how geographically removed from his wards he might happen to be, need have no worry about the virtue and moral status of a child living under the thumb of Porcia Liciniana! Even her daughter, Gnaea, just grew plainer and more spinsterish as the years passed.


  Thus it had been Porcia Liciniana who had received the suitors for Servilia’s hand in marriage as her eighteenth birthday approached, and Porcia Liciniana who had transmitted relevant information about the various suitors to Uncle Mamercus in the east. Together with penetrating remarks about virtue, morality, prudence, temperance, and all the other qualities she considered desirable in a husband. And though Porcia Liciniana had never once committed the gross solecism of expressing an outright preference for one suitor above any other, those penetrating remarks of hers did sink into Uncle Mamercus’s mind. After all, Servilia had a huge dowry and the felicitude of a splendid old patrician name, and was, Uncle Mamercus had been assured by Porcia Liciniana, not unattractive in her person besides.


  So Uncle Mamercus took the easy way out; he chose the man Porcia Liciniana had hinted about most heavily. Marcus Junius Brutus. Since he was a senator in his early thirties, he was deemed old enough to be beyond youthful follies and indiscretions; he would be the head of his branch of the family when Old Brutus died (which could not be too far away, said Porcia Liciniana); and he was a wealthy man of impeccable (if plebeian) ancestry.


  Servilia herself did not know him, and even after Porcia Liciniana informed her of her impending marriage, she was not allowed to meet Brutus until their wedding day arrived. That this antique custom was levied upon her was not due to the daunting Porcia Liciniana; it was rather the direct outcome of a childhood punishment. Because she had served as her estranged father’s spy in the household of her Uncle Drusus, her Uncle Drusus had sentenced her to a form of domestic imprisonment: she was never to be allowed to have her own room or any vestige of privacy within his house, and never to be allowed to leave that house unless accompanied by people who would police her smallest step or expression. And all that had been years and years before she reached marriageable age, and every adult in her life at that time—mother, father, aunt, uncle, grandmother, stepfather—was long dead. But still the rule continued to be enforced.


  No exaggeration then to say that Servilia was so anxious to marry and be gone from Uncle Drusus’s house that she would hardly have cared who her husband was. To her, he had come to represent liberation from a detested regimen. But on learning his name, she had closed her eyes in profound relief. A man of her own class and background rather than the country squire she had expected—the country squire her Uncle Drusus during his lifetime had more than once threatened would be her husband when she grew up. Luckily Uncle Mamercus could see no advantage in marrying his niece below her station—nor could Porcia Liciniana.


  Off to the house of Marcus Junius Brutus she went, a new and very thankful bride, and with her went her enormous dowry of two hundred talents—five million sesterces. What was more, it would remain hers. Uncle Mamercus had invested it well enough to ensure her a good income of her own, and directed that upon her death it should go to her female children. As her new husband, Brutus, had plenty of money of his own, the arrangement concerning her dowry did not disappoint him. Indeed, it meant that he had acquired a wife of the highest patrician aristocracy who would always be able to pay for her own upkeep—be it slaves, wages for slaves, clothing, jewelry, houses, or other expenses she incurred, she would have to pay for them herself. His money was safely his!


  Aside from freedom to go where she pleased and see whomever she pleased, marriage for Servilia turned out to be a singularly joyless affair. Her husband had been a bachelor too long, no mother or other woman in his house; his ways were set, and did not include a wife. He shared nothing with her—even, she felt, his body. If he asked friends to dinner, she was told to absent herself from the dining room; his study was forbidden to her at all times; he never sought her out to discuss anything of any kind with her; he never showed her anything he bought or acquired; he never requested her company when he visited any of his country villas. As for his body—well, it was just a thing which from time to time visited her room and excited her not at all. Of privacy, she suddenly found she had far more than the long years without privacy now made comfortable or welcome. As her husband liked to sleep alone, she didn’t even have someone else in the cubicle where she slept, and found the silence horrifying.


  So it was that marriage turned out to be merely a variation on the theme which had dogged her almost from infancy: she was important to no one, she mattered to no one. The only way she had managed to matter was by being nasty, spiteful, vicious, and this side of herself every servant in the house knew to his or her cost. But to her husband she never showed this side of herself, for she knew he did not love her, and that therefore divorce was never far away. To Brutus, she was unfailingly pleasant. To the servants, she was unfailingly hard.


  Brutus did his duty, however. Two years a wife, Servilia fell pregnant. Like her mother, she was properly formed for bearing children, and suffered not a bit. Even labor was not the nightmare agony she had been led to believe; she brought forth her son within seven hours on an icy March night, and was able to revel in him when he was given to her, washed and sweet.


  Little wonder then that baby Brutus expanded to fill every vacant corner of his mother’s love—starved life—that she would not let any other woman give him milk, and cared for him entirely herself, and put his crib in her own sleeping cubicle, and from his birth was wrapped in him to the exclusion of all else.


  *


  Why then did Servilia bother to listen outside the study on that freezing day late in November of the year Sulla landed in Italy? Certainly not because her husband’s political activities interested her for his sake. She listened because he was the father of her beloved son, and she had made a vow that she would safeguard her son’s inheritances, reputation, future welfare. It meant she had to keep herself informed about everything. Nothing must escape her! Especially her husband’s political activities.


  Servilia didn’t care for Carbo, though she acknowledged that he was no lightweight. But she had correctly assessed him as one who would look after his own interests ahead of Rome’s; and she wasn’t sure that Brutus was clearheaded enough to see Carbo’s deficiencies. The presence of Sulla in Italy worried her deeply, for she was possessed of a genuinely political mind, and could see the pattern of future events more acutely than most men who had spent half a lifetime in the Senate. Of one thing she was sure; that Carbo didn’t have sufficient strength in him to hold Rome together in the teeth of a man like Sulla.


  She took her eye away, presented her ear to the lattice instead, and sank to her knees on the painfully cold terrazzo floor. It was beginning to snow again—a boon! The flakes formed a veil between her muffled body and the hive of domestic activity at the far end of the peristyle garden, where the kitchens were, and servants pattered back and forth. Not that fear of detection concerned her; Brutus’s household would never have dared question her right to be anywhere she liked in any kind of posture. It was more that she liked to appear to Brutus’s household in the light of a superior being, and superior beings did not kneel outside a husband’s window to eavesdrop.


  Suddenly she tensed, pressed her ear closer. Carbo and her husband were talking again!


  “There are some good men among those eligible to run for praetor,” Brutus was saying. “Carrinas and Damasippus are as capable as they are popular.”


  “Huh!” from Carbo. “Like me, they let a hairless youth beat them in battle—but unlike me, they at least had been warned that Pompeius is as ruthless as his father, and ten times as crafty. If Pompeius stood for praetor, he’d win more votes than Carrinas and Damasippus put together.”


  “Pompeius’s veterans carried the day,” said Brutus in a reasonable tone.


  “Maybe. But if so, then Pompeius let them do their job without interference.” Impatient, it seemed, to leap into the future, Carbo now changed the subject. “Praetors are not what concern me, Brutus. I’m worried about the consulship—thanks to your predictions of gloom! If necessary, I’ll stand for consul myself. But whom can I take for a colleague? Who in this wretched city is capable of shoring me up rather than dragging me down? There will be war in the spring, nothing is surer. Sulla’s not been well, but my intelligence sources say he’ll face the next campaigning season in high fettle.”


  “Illness was not his only reason for hanging back this past year,” said Brutus. “We’ve heard rumors that he’s stayed inert to give Rome the chance to capitulate without a war.”


  “Then he stayed inert in vain!” said Carbo savagely. “Oh, enough of these speculations! Whom can I take as my fellow consul?”


  “Have you no ideas?” asked Brutus.


  “Not a one. I need someone capable of firing people’s spirits—someone who will inspire the young men to enlist, and the old men to wish they could enlist. A man like Sertorius. But you say flatly that he won’t consent.”


  “What about Marcus Marius Gratidianus, then?”


  “He’s a Marius by adoption, and that’s not good enough. I wanted Sertorius because he’s a Marius by blood.”


  There was a pause, but not of a helpless kind; hearing an indrawn breath from her husband, the listener outside the window stiffened to absolute stillness, determined not to miss a single word of what was coming.


  “If it’s a Marius you want,” said Brutus slowly, “why not Young Marius?”


  Another pause ensued, of the thunderstruck variety. Then Carbo said, “That’s not possible! Edepol, Brutus, he’s not much more than twenty years old!”


  “Twenty-six, actually.”


  “He’s four years too young for the Senate!”


  “There’s no constitutionally official age, in spite of the lex Villia annalis. Custom rules. So I suggest you have Perperna appoint him to the Senate at once.”


  “He’s not his father’s bootlace!” cried Carbo.


  “Does that matter? Does it, Gnaeus Papirius? Really? I admit that in Sertorius you would have found your ideal member of the Marii—no one in Rome commands soldiers better, or is more respected by them. But he won’t consent. So who else is there except Young Marius?”


  “They’d certainly flock to enlist,” said Carbo softly.


  “And fight for him like the Spartans for Leonidas.”


  “Do you think he could do it?’’


  “I think he’d like to try.”


  “You mean he’s already expressed a wish to be consul?”


  Brutus laughed, something he was not prone to do. “No, Carbo, of course not! Though he’s a conceited sort of fellow, he’s not actually very ambitious. I simply mean that I think if you went to him and offered him the chance, he’d jump at it. Nothing so far in his life has presented him with any opportunity to emulate his father. And in one respect at least, this will give him the opportunity to surpass his father. Gaius Marius came late into office. Young Marius will be consul at a younger age even than Scipio Africanus. No matter how he fares, there’s fame in that for him.”


  “If he fares half as well as Scipio Africanus, Rome stands in no danger from Sulla.”


  “Don’t hope for a Scipio Africanus in Young Marius,” warned Brutus. “The only way he could prevent Cato the Consul from losing a battle was to stab him in the back.”


  Carbo laughed, something he did often. “Well, that was a bit of luck for Cinna at least! Old Marius paid him a fortune not to press a charge of murder.”


  “Yes,” said Brutus, sounding very serious, “but that episode should point out to you some of the difficulties you’ll face with Young Marius as your colleague in the consulship.”


  “Don’t turn my back?”


  “Don’t turn your best troops over to him. Let him prove he can general troops before you do that.”


  There came the noise of chair legs scraping; Servilia got to her feet and fled to the warmth of her workroom, where the young girl who did the nursery laundry was enjoying a rare chance to cuddle baby Brutus.


  The flare of scorching jealousy leaped inside Servilia before she could control it; her hand flashed out, cracked so hard against the girl’s cheek that she fell from her perch on the crib, and in so doing, dropped the baby. Who didn’t reach the floor because his mother swooped to catch him. Then, clasping him fiercely to her breast, Servilia literally kicked the girl from the room.


  “Tomorrow you’ll be sold!” she shrieked down the length of the colonnade enclosing the peristyle garden. Her voice changed, she merely shouted now: “Ditus! Ditus!”


  The steward, whose flowery name was Epaphroditus but was usually addressed as Ditus, came at the run. “Yes, domina?”


  “That girl—the Gaul you gave me to wash Baby’s things—flog her and sell her as a bad slave.”


  The steward gaped. “But domina, she’s excellent! Not only does she wash well, she’s absolutely devoted to Baby!”


  Servilia slapped Epaphroditus quite as hard as she had the girl, then demonstrated that she knew how to use a choice obscenity. “Now listen to me, you pampered, over—fed Greek fellator! When I give you an order you’ll obey it without a word, let alone an argument! I don’t care whose property you are, so don’t go whining to the master, or you’ll rue it! Now fetch the girl to your office and wait for me. You like her, so you won’t flog her hard enough unless I’m there to see it.”


  The crimson mark of her hand standing out on his face was complete to its fingers, but it didn’t provoke the terror in him that her words did. Epaphroditus bolted.


  Servilia didn’t ask for another maid; instead, she herself wrapped baby Brutus warmly in a fine wool shawl, and carried him down to the steward’s office. The girl was tied down and a weeping Epaphroditus forced, under the basilisk glare of his mistress, to flog her until her back turned to bright red jelly and gobbets of her flesh flew everywhere. Incessant screams erupted from the room into the snow—muffled air, but the snow could not muffle those screams. Nor did the master appear to demand what was going on, for Brutus had gone with Carbo to see Young Marius, as Servilia had guessed.


  Finally Servilia nodded. The steward’s arm fell. She walked up to inspect his handiwork closely, and looked satisfied. “Yes, good! She’ll never grow skin back on that mess again. No point in offering her for sale, she wouldn’t fetch a single sestertius. Crucify her. Out there in the peristyle. She’ll serve as a warning to the rest of you. And don’t break her legs! Let her die slowly.”


  Back to her workroom Servilia marched, there to unwrap her son and change his linen diaper. After which she sat him on her lap and held him out at arm’s length to adore him, leaning forward occasionally to kiss him tenderly and talk to him in a soft, slightly growling voice.


  They made a sufficiently pretty picture, the small dark child upon his small dark mother’s knee. She was a beautiful woman, Servilia, endowed with a firmly voluptuous figure and one of those little pointed faces which have an air of many secrets in a stilly folded mouth and thickly lidded, hooded eyes. The child however, owned only his infant’s beauty, for in truth he was plain and rather torpid—what people called a “good baby” in that he cried hardly at all and made no fusses.


  And so when he came home from the house of Young Marius did Brutus find them, and listened without comment to the coldly narrated story of the negligent laundress and her punishment. As he would never have dared to interfere with Servilia’s smoothly efficient domestic arrangements (his house had never run as well before he married her, so much was sure), he made no alterations to his wife’s sentence, and when his steward came to him later at his summons, did not remark upon the snow—smothered figure tied lolling to a cross in the garden.


  *


  “Caesar! Where are you, Caesar?” He came strolling barefooted out of what used to be his father’s study, a pen in one hand and a roll of paper in the other, wearing no more than a thin tunic. Frowning, because his mother’s voice had interrupted his train of thought.


  But she, swaddled in layer upon layer of exquisitely fine home—woven woolen fabric, was more concerned with the welfare of his body than the output of his mind, and said testily, “Oh, why will you ignore the cold? You do, you know! And no slippers either! Caesar, your horoscope suggests that you will suffer a terrible illness at about this time in your life, and you’re aware it does. Why do you tempt the lady Fortune to touch the line of that evil aspect and bring it into being? Horoscopes are commissioned at birth to ensure that potential risks can be prevented from becoming real. Be good!”


  Her perturbation was absolutely genuine—and he knew it—so he gave her the smile for which he was already famous, a kind of unspoken apology that did not threaten his pride.


  “What is it?” he asked, resigned the moment he set eyes on her to the fact that his work would have to wait; she was clad for going out.


  “We’ve been sent for to your Aunt Julia’s.”


  “At this time of day? In this weather?’’


  “I’m glad you’ve noticed the weather! Not that it prompts you to dress sensibly,” said Aurelia.


  “I do have a brazier, Mater. In fact, I have two.”


  “Then go into the warmth and change,” she said. “It is freezing in here, with the wind whistling down the light well.” Before he turned to go, she added, “Best find Lucius Decumius. We’re all asked.”


  That meant both his sisters, which surprised him—it must be a very important family conference! Almost he opened his mouth to assure his mother that he didn’t need Lucius Decumius, that a hundred women would be safe under his protection; then he shut it. He wouldn’t win, so why try? Aurelia always knew how she wanted things done.


  When he emerged from his rooms he was wearing the regalia of the flamen Dialis, though in weather like this he wore three tunics beneath it, woolen breeches to below his knees, and thick socks inside a pair of baggy boots without straps or laces. His priest’s laena took the place of another man’s toga; this clumsy double—layered garment was cut on the full circle, contained a hole in its middle through which he poked his head, and was richly colored in broad stripes of alternating scarlet and purple. It reached to his knees and completely concealed his arms and hands, which meant, he thought ruefully (trying to find some virtue in his detested laena), that he did not need to wear mittens in this icy storm. Atop his head sat the apex, a close—fitting ivory helmet surmounted by a spike upon which was impaled a thick disc of wool.


  Since officially becoming a man, Caesar had adhered to the taboos which hedged the flamen Dialis around; he had abandoned military practice on the Campus Martius, he allowed no iron to touch his person, he wore no knots or buckles, said hello to no dog, had his footwear made from the leather of an animal killed accidentally, and ate only those things his role as flamen Dialis permitted. That his chin displayed no beard was because he shaved with a bronze razor; that he had managed to wear boots when his priestly clogs were impractical was only because he had personally designed a style of boot to fit well without using the normal devices which made it snug around ankle and calf.


  Not even his mother knew how deeply he loathed his lifelong sentence as Priest of Jupiter. When he had become a man at half—past fifteen, he had assumed the senseless shibboleths of his flaminate without a murmur or a look, and Aurelia had heaved a sigh of relief. The early rebellion had not lasted. What she couldn’t know was his true reason for obeying: he was a Roman to his core, which meant he was committed absolutely to the customs of his country, and he was inordinately superstitious. He had to obey! If he did not, he would never obtain the favor of Fortune. She would not smile upon him or his endeavors, he would have no luck. For despite this hideous lifelong sentence, he still believed Fortune would find a way out for him—if he did his best to serve Jupiter Optimus Maximus as his special priest.


  Thus obedience did not mean reconciliation, as Aurelia thought it did. Obedience only meant that with every passing day he hated being flamen Dialis more. And hated it most because under the law there could be no escape. Old Gaius Marius had succeeded in shackling him forever. Unless Fortune rescued him.


  Caesar was seventeen, would not be eighteen until another seven months had elapsed; but he looked older, and he carried himself like a consular who had also been censor. The height and the broad shoulders helped, of course, allied as they were to a gracefully muscular frame. His father had been dead for two and a half years, which meant he had come very early into his title of paterfamilias, and now wore it naturally. The extreme good looks of his boyhood had not faded, though they had become more manly—his nose, thank all the gods, had lengthened to a form properly, bumpily Roman, and saved him from a prettiness which would have been a great burden to one who so ardently desired to be everything a man should be—soldier, statesman, lover of women without suspicion that he was also a lover of men.


  His family was assembled in the reception room, garbed for a long, cold walk. Except, that is, for his wife, Cinnilla. At eleven years of age she was not considered adult enough to attend these rare gatherings of the clan. However, she was present, the only small and dark member of the house; when Caesar entered, her pansy—black eyes flew to his face just as they always did. He adored her, moved to her now and swept her off her feet to hold her in his arms, kissing her soft pink cheek with his eyes closed the better to inhale the exquisite perfume of a child kept clean and balmed by his mother.


  “Doomed to stay home?” he asked, kissing her cheek again.


  “One day I’ll be big enough,” she said, showing dimples in her enchanting smile.


  “Indeed you will! And then you’ll be more important than Mater, because you’ll be the mistress of the house.” He put the child down, smoothed his hand over her mass of waving black hair, and winked at Aurelia.


  “I won’t be the mistress of this house,” she said solemnly. “I’ll be the flaminica Dialis, and mistress of a State house.”


  “True,” he said lightly. “How could I have forgotten?”


  Out into the driving snow he went, up past the shops which nestled in the outer wall of Aurelia’s apartment house, to the rounded apex of that triangular building. Here was located what appeared to be a tavern, yet was not; it was the headquarters of the College of Crossroads Brethren who supervised the well-being and spiritual life of the crossroads outside its double doors, especially the towerlike shrine to the Lares and the big fountain, which now flowed sluggishly amid a tumble of ethereally blue icicles, so cold was this winter.


  Lucius Decumius was in residence at his usual table in the back left—hand corner of the huge, clean room. Grizzled these days but face as unlined as ever, he had recently admitted his two sons to membership, and was training them in all the multifarious activities of his college. So they sat one on either side of him like the two lions which always flanked a statue of Magna Mater—grave, tawny, thick—maned, yellow-eyed, claws furled. Not that Lucius Decumius in any way resembled Magna Mater! He was little, skinny, and anonymous-looking; his sons took after their mother, who was a large Celtic lady from the Ager Gallicus. To no one unacquainted with him did he seem what he actually was—brave, tortuously subtle, amoral, enormously intelligent, loyal.


  The three Decumii brightened when Caesar walked through the door, but only Lucius Decumius rose. Threading his way between the tables and benches, he reached Caesar, stood on tiptoe and kissed the young man on the lips more fondly than he did either of his sons. It was the kiss of a father, though it was given to someone whose only connection with him lay tangled amid the cords of his not inconsiderable heart.


  “My boy!” he crowed, and took Caesar’s hand.


  “Hello, dad,” Caesar answered with a smile, lifted Lucius Decumius’s fingers and pressed them against his cold cheek.


  “Been sweeping out some dead man’s house?” asked Lucius Decumius, in reference to Caesar’s priestly regalia. “Nasty weather for dying! Have a cup of wine to warm you, eh?”


  Caesar grimaced. He had never managed to cultivate a real liking for wine, try though Lucius Decumius and his brethren had to instill it in him. “No time, dad. I’m here to borrow a couple of the brethren. I have to take my mother and sisters to the house of Gaius Marius, and she doesn’t trust me to do it on my own, of course.”


  “Wise woman, your mother,” said Lucius Decumius with a look of wicked glee. He beckoned to his sons, who rose at once and came to join him. “Togs on, lads! We’re going to take the ladies to the house of Gaius Marius.”


  No resentment of their father’s obvious preference for Gaius Julius Caesar colored the emotions of Lucius Decumius Junior or young Marcus Decumius; they simply nodded, clapped Caesar on the back in great affection, and went off to find their warmest clothing.


  “Don’t come, dad,” said Caesar. “Stay here out of the cold.”


  But that didn’t suit Lucius Decumius, who allowed his sons to dress him much as a doting mother might have dressed her toddling offspring. “Where’s that oaf Burgundus?” he asked as they spilled out into the swirling snow.


  Caesar chuckled. “No use to anyone at the moment! Mater sent him down to Bovillae with Cardixa. She might have started breeding late, but she’s produced one baby giant every year since she first set eyes on Burgundus. This will be number four, as you well know.”


  “You’ll never be short of bodyguards when you’re consul.”


  Caesar shivered, but not from the cold. “I’ll never be consul,” he said harshly, then lifted his shoulders and tried to be pleasant. “My mother says it’s like feeding a tribe of Titans. Ye gods, they can eat!”


  “Good people, but.”


  “Yes, good people,” said Caesar.


  By this time they had reached the outer door of Aurelia’s apartment, and collected the womenfolk. Other aristocratic ladies might have elected to ride in litters, especially in such weather, but not the Julian ladies. They walked, their progress down the Fauces Suburae somewhat eased by the Decumius sons, who shuffled ahead to blaze a path through the accumulating snow.


  The Forum Romanum was utterly deserted, and looked odd bled of its vividly colored columns and walls and roofs and statues; everything was marble—white, seemed sunk in a deep and dreamless sleep. And the imposing statue of Gaius Marius near the rostra had a bank of snow perched on either bushy eyebrow, masking the normally fierce glare of his dark eyes.


  Up the Hill of the Bankers they toiled, through the vast portals of the Fontinalis Gate, and so to the door of Gaius Marius’s house. As its peristyle garden lay at the back of the mansion, they entered straight into the foyer, and there peeled off outer garments (save for Caesar, doomed to wear his regalia). Lucius Decumius and his sons were taken away by the steward, Strophantes, to sample some excellent food and wine, while Caesar and the women entered the atrium.


  Had the weather been less unnaturally cold, they might have remained there, since it was well past dinnertime, but the open rectangle of the compluvium in the roof was acting like a vortex, and the pool below it was a twinkling crust of rapidly melting snowflakes.


  Young Marius appeared then to welcome them and usher them through into the dining room, which would be warmer, he said. He looked, thought Caesar warily, almost afire with happiness, and the emotion suited him. As tall as Caesar (who was his first cousin), he was more heavily built, fair of hair and grey of eye, handsome, impressive. Physically far more attractive than his father, he yet lacked that vital something which had made of Gaius Marius one of the Roman immortals. Many generations would go by, Caesar reflected, before every schoolchild ceased to learn about the exploits of Gaius Marius. Such would not be the lot of his son, Young Marius.


  This was a house Caesar loathed visiting; too much had happened to him here. While other boys of his age had been heedlessly frittering away their time playing on the Campus Martius, he had been required to report here every day to act as nurse/companion to the aged and vindictive Gaius Marius. And though he had swept strenuously with his sacred broom after Marius died here, that malign presence still lingered. Or so Caesar thought. Once he had admired and loved Gaius Marius. But then Gaius Marius had appointed him the special priest of Jupiter, and in that one stroke had rendered it impossible for Caesar ever to rival him. No iron, no weapons, no sight of death—no military career for the flamen Dialis! An automatic membership in the Senate without the right to stand for election as a magistrate—no political career for the flamen Dialis! It was Caesar’s fate to be honored without earning that honor, revered without earning that reverence. The flamen Dialis was a creature belonging to the State, housed and paid and fed by the State, a prisoner of the mos maiorum, the established practices of custom and tradition.


  But of course Caesar’s revulsion could never endure past the moment in which he set eyes upon his Aunt Julia. His father’s sister, the widow of Gaius Marius. And, differently from his mother, the person in the world he loved the most. Indeed, he loved her more than he did his mother, if love could be classified as a simple rush of sheer emotion. His mother was permanently grafted to his intellect because she was adversary, adherent, critic, companion, equal. Whereas Aunt Julia enfolded him in her arms and kissed him on the lips, beamed at him with her soft grey eyes innocent of the faintest condemnation. Life for him without either one was unthinkable.


  Julia and Aurelia elected to sit side by side on the same couch, ill at ease because they were women, and women did not recline on couches. Forbidden by custom to lie comfortably, they perched on the edge with their feet dangling clear of the floor and their backs unsupported.


  “Can’t you give the women chairs?” asked Caesar of Young Marius as he shoved bolsters behind his mother and his aunt.


  “Thank you, nephew, we’ll manage now you’ve propped us up,” said Julia, always the peacemaker. “I don’t think the house has enough chairs for all of us! This is a conference of women.”


  An inalienable truth, acknowledged Caesar ruefully. The male element of this family was reduced to two men: Young Marius and Caesar. Both only sons of dead fathers.


  Of women, there were more. Had Rome been present to see Julia and Aurelia side by side, Rome would have enjoyed the spectacle of two of her most beautiful women encompassed in one glance. Though both were tall and slim, Julia owned the innate grace of the Caesars, whereas Aurelia moved with brisk, no-nonsense economy. One, Julia, had softly waving blonde hair and widely opened grey eyes, and might have posed for the statue of Cloelia in the upper Forum Romanum. The other, Aurelia, had ice—brown hair and a quality of beauty which had, in her youth, caused her to be likened to Helen of Troy. Dark brows and lashes, a pair of deeply set eyes many of the men who had tried to marry her had insisted were purple, and the profile of a Greek goddess.


  Julia was now forty-five years old to Aurelia’s forty. Both had been widowed in distressing though very different circumstances.


  Gaius Marius had died of his third and most massive stroke, but only after launching and pursuing an orgy of murder no one in Rome would ever forget. All his enemies had died—and some of his friends—and the rostra had bristled with the heads as thickly as pins in a cushion. With this sorrow, Julia lived.


  Aurelia’s husband, loyal to Cinna after the death of Marius—as was only fitting in one whose son was married to Cinna’s younger daughter—had gone to Etruria to recruit troops. One summer morning in Pisae he had bent over to lace up his boot, and died. A ruptured blood vessel in his brain was the conclusion reached at postmortem; he was burned on a pyre without a single member of his family present, and his ashes were then sent home to his wife. Who did not even know her husband was dead when Cinna’s messenger came to present her with the funerary urn. How she felt, what she thought, no one knew. Even her son, made head of his family a month short of his fifteenth birthday. No tear had she shed that anyone had seen, and the look on her face had not changed. For she was Aurelia, fastened up inside herself, apparently more attached to her work as landlady of a busy insula than to any human being save for her son.


  Young Marius had no sisters, but Caesar had two older than himself. Both of them looked like their Aunt Julia; there were strong echoes of Aurelia in Caesar’s face, but not in either of his sisters’.


  Julia Major, called Lia, was now twenty-one years old, and carried the faintest suggestion of something careworn in her expression. Not without reason. Her first husband, a penniless patrician by name of Lucius Pinarius, had been the love of her heart, so she had been allowed—albeit reluctantly—to marry him. A son had arrived less than a year later, and shortly after that happy event (which did not turn out to have the hoped—for sobering effect on Lucius Pinarius’s character or behavior), Lucius Pinarius died in mysterious circumstances. Murder by a confederate was thought likely, but no proof could be found. So Lia, aged nineteen, found herself a widow in such an impoverished state that she had been obliged to return to live under her mother’s roof. But between her marriage and her widowhood the identity of the paterfamilias had changed, and she now discovered that her young brother was not nearly as softhearted or malleable as her father had been.


  She must marry again, said Caesar—but a man of his choosing, for, “It is clear to me,” he said to her dispassionately, “that, left to your own devices, you will pick another idiot.”


  Quite how or where Caesar had found Quintus Pedius, no one knew (though some suspected a collaboration with Lucius Decumius, who might be a seedy little man of the Fourth Class, but who had remarkable contacts), but home he came with Quintus Pedius, and betrothed his widowed oldest sister to this stolid, upright Campanian knight of good but not noble family. He was not handsome. He was not dashing. At forty, he was not even very young. But he was colossally rich and almost pathetically grateful for the chance to marry a lovely and youthful woman of the most exalted patrician nobility. Lia had swallowed, looked at her fifteen-year-old brother, and graciously accepted; even at that age, Caesar could put something into his face and eyes that killed argument before it was born.


  Luckily the marriage had turned out well. Lucius Pinarius might have been handsome and dashing and young, but as a husband he had been disappointing. Now Lia discovered that there were many compensations in being the darling of a rich man twice her age, and as time went on she grew very fond of her uninspiring second husband. She bore him a son, and was so settled into her delightfully luxurious life on her husband’s estates outside Teanum Sidicinum that when Scipio Asiagenus and then Sulla had established camps in the neighborhood, she flatly refused to go home to her mother, who would, she knew, regulate her exercise, her diet, her sons and her life to suit her own austere ideas. Of course Aurelia had arrived in person (after, it seemed, an unexpected meeting with Sulla—a meeting about which she had said little beyond mentioning it), and Lia had been bundled to Rome. Without her sons, alas; Quintus Pedius had preferred to keep them with him in Teanum.


  Julia Minor, called Ju—Ju, had been married in the early part of this year, not long after her eighteenth birthday. No chance that she would be allowed to pick someone unsuitable! Caesar did the picking, though she had railed against his highhanded usurpation of a task she felt herself fully able to perform. Of course he won. Home he came with another colossally rich suitor, this time of an old senatorial family, and himself a backbencher senator content to stay on the back benches. He hailed from Aricia, just down the Via Appia from the Caesar lands at Bovillae, and that fact made him Latin, which was one cut above mere Campanian. After setting eyes on Marcus Atius Balbus, Ju—Ju had married him without a murmur; compared to Quintus Pedius he was quite reasonable, being a mere thirty-seven, and actually handsome for such an advanced age.


  Because Marcus Atius Balbus was a senator, he owned a domus in Rome as well as enormous estates at Aricia, so Ju—Ju could congratulate herself on yet one more advantage over her elder sister; she at least lived more or less permanently in Rome! On that late afternoon when all the family was summoned to the house of Gaius Marius, she was beginning to be heavy with child. Not that her pregnancy had prevented her mother from making her walk!


  “It isn’t good for pregnant women to coddle themselves,” said Aurelia. “That’s why so many of them die in childbirth.”


  “I thought you said they died because they ate nothing but fava beans,” Ju—Ju had countered, wistfully eyeing the litter in which she had made the journey from her husband’s house on the Carinae to her mother’s apartment building in the Subura.


  “Those too. Pythagorean physicians are a menace.”


  One more woman was present, though by blood she was not related to any of the others—or at least, not closely related. Her name was Mucia Tertia, and she was Young Marius’s wife. The only daughter of Scaevola Pontifex Maximus, she had been called Mucia Tertia to distinguish her from her two famous cousins, the daughters of Scaevola the Augur.


  Though she wasn’t precisely beautiful, Mucia Tertia had disturbed many a man’s sleep. A muddy green in color, her eyes were abnormally far apart and thickly fringed by black lashes which were longer at the outer corners of her eyes, thereby accentuating the distance between them; though she never said so, she deliberately trimmed her lashes shorter at the inner corners of her eyes with a tiny pair of ivory scissors from Old Egypt. Mucia Tertia was well aware of the nature of her unusual attractions. Her long, straight nose somehow managed not to be a disadvantage, even if the purists did think there ought to be some sort of bump or break in it. Again, her mouth was far from the Roman ideal of beauty, being very wide; when she smiled, she showed what seemed like a hundred perfect teeth. But her lips were full and sensuous, and she had a thick, creamy skin which went well with her dark red hair.


  Caesar for one found her alluring, and at half—past seventeen was already highly experienced in sexual matters. Every female in the Subura had indicated willingness to help such a lovely young man find his amatory feet, and few were deterred when they discovered Caesar insisted they be bathed and clean; the word had gone out very quickly that young Caesar was equipped with a couple of mighty weapons, and knew how best to use them.


  Most of the reason Mucia Tertia interested Caesar lay in a certain quality of enigma she owned; try as he might, she was one person he couldn’t see to the bottom of. She smiled readily to display those hundred perfect teeth, yet the smile never originated in her extraordinary eyes, and she gave off no clues of gesture or expression as to what she really thought.


  She had been married for four years of apparent indifference, as much on Young Marius’s side as on hers. Their conversation together was pleasantly chatty but quite formal; they never exchanged those glances of secret understanding most married couples did; no move did either make to touch the other, even when no one was looking; and they had no children. If the union was genuinely devoid of feeling, Young Marius for one certainly did not suffer; his philanderings were common knowledge. But what about Mucia Tertia, of whom no whisper had ever circulated concerning indiscretion, let alone infidelity? Was Mucia Tertia happy? Did she love Young Marius? Or did she hate him? Impossible to tell, and yet—and yet—Caesar’s instincts said she was desperately unhappy.


  The group had settled down, and every eye was now fixed on Young Marius, who perversely had elected to sit upon a chair. Not to be outdone, Caesar too drew up a chair, but far removed from where Young Marius sat in the hollow of the U formed by the three dining couches; he sat behind his mother’s shoulder, on the outside of the U, and so could not see the faces of his most beloved women. To him, it seemed more important by far to look at Young Marius, Mucia Tertia, and the steward Strophantes, who had been asked to attend and who stood near the doorway, having quietly refused Young Marius’s invitation to seat himself.


  Wetting his lips—an unusual sign of nervousness—Young Marius began to speak. “Earlier this afternoon, I had a visit from Gnaeus Papirius Carbo and Marcus Junius Brutus.”


  “That’s an odd combination,” said Caesar, who didn’t want his cousin to flow on without interruption; he wanted Young Marius a little flustered.


  The look Young Marius flashed him was angry, but not angry enough to fluster his thinking. A start only.


  Then Caesar found his ploy foiled. Said Young Marius, “They came to ask me if I would stand for the consulship in conjunction with Gnaeus Carbo. I said I would.”


  The stir was general. Caesar saw amazement on the faces of his sisters, a sudden spasm in his aunt’s spine, a peculiar but unfathomable look in Mucia Tertia’s remarkable eyes.


  “My son, you’re not even in the Senate,” said Julia.


  “I will be tomorrow, when Perperna puts me on the rolls.”


  “You haven’t been quaestor, let alone praetor.”


  “The Senate is willing to waive the usual requirements.”


  “You don’t have the experience or the knowledge!” Julia persisted, her voice despairing.


  “My father was consul seven times. I grew up surrounded by consulars. Besides, you can’t call Carbo inexperienced.”


  Asked Aurelia, “Why are we here?”


  Young Marius shifted his earnest and appealing gaze from his mother to his aunt. “To talk the matter over between us, of course!” he said, a little blankly.


  “Rubbish!” said Aurelia bluntly. “Not only have you made up your mind already, but you’ve also told Carbo you’ll run as his colleague. It seems to me that you’ve dragged us out of our warm house just to listen to news the city gossip ‘would have brought to our ears almost as quickly.”


  “That’s not so, Aunt Aurelia!”


  “Of course it’s so!” snapped Aurelia.


  Skin bright red, Young Marius turned back to his mother, a hand extended to her in appeal. “Mama, it’s not so! I know I told Carbo I’d stand, but—but I always intended to listen to what my family had to say, truly! I can change my mind!”


  “Hah! You won’t change your mind,” said Aurelia.


  Julia’s fingers fastened upon Aurelia’s wrist. “Be quiet, Aurelia! I want no anger in this room.”


  “You’re right, Aunt Julia—anger is the last emotion we want,” said Caesar, inserting himself between his mother and his aunt. From this new vantage spot he stared at his first cousin intently. “Why did you say yes to Carbo?” he asked.


  A question which didn’t fool Young Marius for a moment. “Oh, give me credit for more intelligence than that, Caesar!” he said scornfully. “I said yes for the same reason you would have, if you didn’t wear a laena and an apex.”


  “I can see why you’d think I would have said yes, but in actual fact I never would have. In suo anno is the best way.”


  “It’s illegal,” said Mucia Tertia unexpectedly.


  “No,” said Caesar before Young Marius could answer. “It’s against the established custom and even against the lex Villia annalis, but it’s not exactly illegal. It could only become prosecutably illegal if your husband usurped the position against the will of Senate and People. Senate and People can legislate to nullify the lex Villia. And that is what will happen. Senate and People will procure the necessary legislation, which means the only one who will declare it illegal is Sulla.”


  A silence fell. “That is the worst of it,” said Julia, voice faltering. “You’ll be in the field against Sulla.”


  “I would have been in the field against Sulla anyway, Mama,” said Young Marius.


  “But not as the inaugurated representative of Senate and People. To be consul is to accept ultimate responsibility. You will be leading Rome’s armies.” A tear trickled down Julia’s cheek. “You’ll be the focus of Sulla’s thoughts, and he is the most formidable man! I don’t know him as well as your Aunt Aurelia does, Gaius, but I know him quite well enough. I’ve even liked him, in the days when he used to take care of your father—he did, you know. He used to smooth over the little awkwardnesses which always seemed to happen around your father. A more patient and perceptive man than your father. A man of some honor too. But your father and Lucius Cornelius share one very important factor in common—when all else fails, from constitution to popular support, they are—or should that be were?—both capable of going to whatever lengths are necessary to achieve their aims. That’s why both of them have marched on Rome in the past. And that is why Lucius Cornelius will march on Rome again if Rome takes this course, elects you consul. The very fact of your election will tell him that Rome intends to fight him to the end, that there can be no peaceful resolution.” She sighed, wiped the tear away. “Sulla is why I wish you’d change your mind, dear Gaius. If you had his years and background, you might possibly win. But you do not. You cannot win. And I will lose my one and only child.”


  It was the plea of a reasonable and mature adult; Young Marius was neither, and his face as he listened to this heartfelt speech only set. His lips parted to answer.


  “Well, Mater,” said Caesar, getting in first, “as Aunt Julia says, you know Sulla better than any of the rest of us! How do you feel about it?”


  Little discomposed Aurelia, and she had no intention of telling them the details of her last discomposure: that awful, tragic encounter with Sulla in his camp. “It is true, I do know Sulla well. I’ve even seen him within the last six months, as all of you know. But in the old days I was always the last person he saw before he left Rome, and the first person he saw when he came back. Between his goings and his comings, I hardly saw him at all. That is typical of Sulla. At heart he’s an actor. He can’t live without drama. And he knew how to make an otherwise innocuous situation pregnant with meaning. That’s why he chose to see me at the moments he did. It invested my presence in his life with more color, more significance. Instead of a simple visit to a lady with whom he liked to talk of relatively unimportant things, each visit became a farewell or a reunion. He endowed me with portent, I think it would be fair to say that.”


  Caesar smiled at her. “You haven’t answered my question, Mater,” he said gently.


  “Nor I have,” said that extraordinary woman without alarm or guilt. “I will proceed to do so.” She looked at Young Marius sternly. “What you must understand is that if you face Sulla as the inaugurated representative of the Senate and People—that is, as consul—you will endow yourself with portent as far as Sulla is concerned. Your age combined with the identity of your father Sulla will use to heighten the drama of his struggle to achieve dominance in Rome. All of which is scant comfort to your mother, nephew. For her sake, give up this idea! Face Sulla on the field as just another military tribune.”


  “How do you feel?” asked Young Marius of Caesar.


  “I say—do it, cousin. Be consul ahead of your year.”


  “Lia?”


  She turned troubled eyes toward her Aunt Julia and said, “Please don’t do it, cousin!”


  “Ju—Ju?”


  “I agree with my sister.”


  “Wife?”


  “You must go with your fortune.”


  “Strophantes?”


  The old steward sighed. “Domine, do not do it!”


  With nods that rocked his upper body gently, Young Marius sat back on his chair and flung an arm along its tall back. He pursed his mouth, blew through his nostrils softly. “Well, no surprises, at any rate,” he said. “My female relatives and my steward exhort me not to step out of my time and status and imperil my person. Perhaps my aunt is trying to say that I will also imperil my reputation. My wife puts it all on the lap of Fortune—am I one of Fortune’s favorites? And my cousin says I must go ahead.”


  He got to his feet, a not unimposing presence. “I will not go back on my word to Gnaeus Papirius Carbo and Marcus Junius Brutus. If Marcus Perperna agrees to enroll me in the Senate, and the Senate agrees to procure the necessary legislation, I will declare myself a candidate for the consulship.”


  “You haven’t really told us why,” said Aurelia.


  “I would have thought that was obvious. Rome is desperate. Carbo can find no suitable colleague. So where did he turn? To the son of Gaius Marius. Rome loves me! Rome needs me! That is why,” said the young man.


  Only the oldest and loyalest of retainers would have found the courage to say what Strophantes did, speaking not only for the stricken mother, but for the father who was dead: “It is your father Rome loves, domine. Rome turns to you because of your father. Rome doesn’t know you, except that you are the son of the man who saved her from the Germans, who won the first victories in the war against the Italians, and who was consul seven times. If you do this thing, it will be because you are your father’s son, not because you are yourself.”


  Young Marius loved Strophantes, as the steward well knew; considering its implications, he took the steward’s speech very well. His lips tightened, that was all. When Strophantes was done, he merely said, “I know. It is up to me to show Rome that Young Marius is the equal of his dear old dad.”


  Caesar looked at the floor, said nothing. Why, he was asking himself, didn’t the crazy old man give the laena and apex of the flamen Dialis to someone else? I could do it. But Young Marius never will.


  *


  And so toward the end of December the electors in their Centuries met upon the Campus Martius in the place called after a sheepfold, and voted in Young Marius as senior consul, with Gnaeus Papirius Carbo as his junior colleague. The very fact that Young Marius polled far higher than did Carbo was an indication of Rome’s desperation, her fears as well as her doubts. However, many who voted genuinely felt that something of Gaius Marius must have rubbed off on his son, and that under Young Marius victory against Sulla was a strong possibility.


  In one respect the electoral results had highly gratifying consequences; recruitment, especially in Etruria and Umbria, accelerated at once. The sons and grandsons of Gaius Marius’s clients flocked to join the son’s legions, suddenly much lighter of heart, full of new confidence. And when Young Marius visited the enormous estates of his father, he was hailed as a savior, feted, adored.


  Rome turned out in festive mood to see the new consuls inaugurated on the first day of January, and was not disappointed. Young Marius went through the ceremonies displaying a transparent happiness which endeared him to the hearts of all who watched; he looked magnificent, he smiled, he waved, he called out greetings to familiar faces in the crowd. And, since everybody knew where his mother was standing (beneath the stern statue of her late husband near the rostra), everybody saw the new senior consul leave his place in the procession in order to kiss her hands and her lips. And gesture a brave salute to his father.


  Perhaps, thought Carbo cynically, the people of Rome needed to have Youth in power at this critical moment. Certainly it was many years since a crowd had given full—throated approval to a consul on his first day in office. Today it did. And by all the gods, Carbo finished his thought, hope that Rome did not come to regret her electoral bargain! For so far Young Marius’s attitude had been cavalier; he seemed to assume as a matter of course that everything would just fall into his lap, that he would not need to work, that all the battles of the future were already safely won.


  The omens were not good, though nothing untoward had been witnessed by the new consuls during their night watch atop the Capitol. What boded ill was an absence—an absence of such moment that no one could forget or ignore it. Where the great temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus had reared on the highest point of the Capitoline Hill for five hundred years, there now existed only a heap of blackened, unrecognizable detritus. On the sixth day of Quinctilis of the year just ended, a fire had begun inside the Great God’s house, and burned for seven long days. Nothing was left. Nothing. For the temple had been so old that no part of it save its podium was made of stone; the massive drums of its plain Doric columns were as wooden as its walls, its rafters, its interior paneling. Only its great size and solidity, rare and costly colors of paint, glorious murals and plenteous gilding had served to make it look a fitting abode for Jupiter Best and Greatest, who lived only in this one place; the idea of Principal Jupiter setting up house on top of the highest mountain—as Greek Zeus had done—was quite unacceptable to any Roman or Italian.


  When the ashes had cooled sufficiently for the priests to inspect the site, disaster had piled on top of disaster. Of the gigantic terracotta statue of the God made by the Etruscan sculptor Vulca during Old Tarquin’s reign as King of Rome, there was no trace. The ivory statues of Jupiter’s wife, Juno, and his daughter Minerva had vanished too; as had the temple’s eerie squatters, Terminus the Boundary and Juventas of Youth, who had refused to move out when King Tarquin had commenced the building of Jupiter Optimus Maximus’s home. Law tablets and records of unparalleled antiquity had gone, as had the Sibylline Books and many other prophetic documents upon which Rome relied for godly guidance in times of crisis. Innumerable treasures made of gold and silver had melted, even the solid gold statue of Victory given by Hiero of Syracuse after Trasimene, and another massive statue in gilded bronze of Victory driving a biga—a two—horsed chariot. The tortured lumps of admixed metals found among the detritus had been gathered up and given to the smiths for refining, but the ingots the smiths had smelted (which went into the Treasury beneath the temple of Saturn against the time when they would be given to artisans to make new works) could not replace the immortal names of the original sculptors—Praxiteles and Myron, Strongylion and Polyclitus, Scopas and Lysippus. Art and History had gone up in the same flames as the earthly home of Jupiter Optimus Maximus.


  Adjacent temples had also suffered, particularly that of Ops, who was the mysterious guardian of Rome’s public wealth and had no face or person; the temple would have to be rebuilt and rededicated, so great had been the damage. The temple of Fides Publica was badly hurt. too. The heat of the nearby fire had charred all the treaties and pacts fixed to its inside walls, as well as the linen swaddle around the right hand of an ancient statue thought—only thought!—to be Fides Publica herself. The other building which suffered was new and made of marble, and therefore required little beyond fresh paint; this was the temple to Honor and Virtue erected by Gaius Marius to house his trophies of war, his military decorations and his gifts to Rome. What perturbed every Roman was the significance of the distribution of the damage: Jupiter Optimus Maximus was the guiding spirit of Rome; Ops was Rome’s public prosperity; Fides Publica was the spirit of good faith between Romans and their gods; and Honor and Virtue were the two principal characteristics of Rome’s military glory. Thus every Roman asked himself and herself: was the fire a sign that Rome’s days of ascendancy were over? Was the fire a sign that Rome was finished?


  So it was that on this New Year’s Day the consuls were the first ever to enter office unhallowed by the shelter of Jupiter Best and Greatest. A temporary shrine had been erected beneath a canopy at the foot of the blackened old stone podium upon which the temple used to stand, and here the new consuls made their offerings, swore their oaths of office.


  Bright hair hidden by his close—fitting ivory helmet, body hidden by the suffocating folds of his circular laena, Caesar the flamen Dialis attended the rites in his official capacity, though he had no active role to play; the ceremonies were conducted by the chief priest of the Republic, the Pontifex Maximus, Quintus Mucius Scaevola, father of Young Marius’s wife.


  Caesar stood there experiencing two separate and conflicting foci of pain: one, that the destruction of the Great Temple rendered the special priest of Jupiter religiously homeless, and the other, that he himself would never stand in purple-bordered toga to take office as consul. But he had learned to deal with pain, and throughout the rituals disciplined himself to stand straight, tall, devoid of expression.


  The meeting of the Senate and the feast held afterward had been shifted from Jupiter Optimus Maximus to the Curia Hostilia, home of the Senate and a properly inaugurated temple. Though by age Caesar was disbarred from the interior of the Curia Hostilia, as flamen Dialis he was automatically a member of the Senate, so no one tried to stop his entering, and he listened impassively to the short, formal proceedings which Young Marius as senior consul got under way quite creditably. The governorships to commence in twelve months’ time were apportioned out by lot to this year’s praetors and both the consuls, the date of the feast of Jupiter Latiaris on the Alban Mount was determined, and other movable days of public or religious nature were also fixed.


  As there was little the flamen Dialis could eat among the bountiful and expensive food offered after the meeting concluded, Caesar found an inconspicuous spot and set himself to listen to whatever conversations drifted past him as men sorted out their preferred couches. Rank dictated the positions of some, like those holding magistracies, priesthoods, augurships, but the bulk of the senators were at liberty to distribute themselves among cronies and settle to partake of viands the bottomless purse of Young Marius had provided.


  It was a thin gathering, perhaps no more than a hundred strong, so many senators had fled to join Sulla, and by no means all of those present to witness the inauguration of the consuls were partial to the consuls or their plans. Quintus Lutatius Catulus was there, but no lover of Carbo’s cause; his father, Catulus Caesar (who died during Marius’s bloodbath) had been an implacable enemy of Marius’s, and the son was cut from the same cloth, though not as gifted or educated. That, reflected the watching Caesar, was because his father’s Julian blood had been diluted in the son by his mother, a Domitia of the Domitii Ahenobarbi—Famous Family stock, but not famous for intellect. Caesar didn’t like him, a prejudice of looks; Catulus was weedy and undersized, and had his mother’s Domitian red hair as well as her freckles. He was married to the sister of the man who reclined next to him on the same couch, Quintus Hortensius, and Quintus Hortensius (another noble stay-in-Rome neutral) was married to Catulus’s sister, Lutatia. Still in his early thirties, Quintus Hortensius had become Rome’s leading advocate under the rule of Cinna and Carbo, and was held by some to be the best legal mind Rome had ever produced. He was quite a handsome man, his taste for life’s little luxuries was betrayed by a sensuous lower lip, and his taste for beautiful boys by the expression in his eyes as they rested upon Caesar. A veteran of such looks, Caesar extirpated any ideas Hortensius might have been forming by sucking his mouth in ridiculously and crossing his eyes; Hortensius flushed and turned his head immediately to look at Catulus.


  At that moment a servant came to whisper to Caesar that his cousin demanded his presence at the far end of the room. Rising from the bottom—tier step where he had huddled himself to look, Caesar slopped in his backless clogs to where Young Marius and Carbo lay, kissed his cousin on the cheek, then perched himself on the edge of the curule podium behind the couch.


  “Not eating?” asked Young Marius.


  “There’s not much I can eat.”


  “S’right, I forgot,” mumbled Young Marius through a mouthful of fish. He swallowed it, and pointed to the huge platter laid out on the table in front of his couch. “There’s nothing to stop you having some of that,” he said.


  Caesar eyed the partially dismembered carcass with distinct lack of enthusiasm; it was a licker—fish of the Tiber. “Thank you,” he said, “but 1 never could see any virtue in eating shit.”


  That provoked a chuckle from Young Marius, but couldn’t destroy his enjoyment in consuming a creature which thrived upon the excrement flowing out of Rome’s vast sewers; Carbo, Caesar noted with amusement, was not so strong—stomached, for his hand, which had been in the act of reaching out to tear off a chunk of licker—fish, suddenly grabbed at a tiny roast chicken instead.


  Of course here Caesar was more noticeable, but prominence carried considerable reward; he could see many more faces. While he exchanged idle badinage with Young Marius, his eyes were very busy skipping from man to man. Rome, he thought, might be pleased enough at the election of a twenty-six-year-old senior consul, but some of the men present at this feast were not pleased at all. Especially Carbo’s minions—Brutus Damasippus, Carrinas, Marcus Fannius, Censorinus, Publius Burrienus, Publius Albinovanus the Lucanian ... Of course there were some who were highly delighted, like Marcus Marius Gratidianus and Scaevola Pontifex Maximus—but they were both related to Young Marius, and had, so to speak, a vested interest in seeing the new senior consul do well.


  The younger Marcus Junius Brutus appeared behind Carbo’s end of the couch. He was greeted, Caesar noticed, with unusual fervor; Carbo did not normally indulge in rapturous welcomes. Seeing it, Young Marius weaved away in search of more convivial company, leaving Brutus to take his place. Brutus nodded in passing to Caesar, without displaying any interest in him. That was the best thing about being flamen Dialis; he interested nobody because he was so politically insignificant. Carbo and Brutus proceeded to talk openly.


  “I think we can congratulate ourselves on an excellent ploy,” said Brutus, digging his fingers into the disintegrating carcass of the licker—fish.


  “Huh.” The chicken, barely nibbled, was thrown down with a grimace of distaste; Carbo took bread.


  “Oh, come now! You ought to be elated.”


  “About what? Him? Brutus, he’s as hollow as a sucked egg! I’ve seen enough of him during the past month to know that, I do assure you. He may hold the fasces for the month of January, but it’s I who will have to do all the work.”


  “You didn’t expect that to be different, surely?”


  Carbo shrugged, tossed the bread away; since Caesar’s remark about eating shit, his appetite had vanished. “Oh, I don’t know…. Maybe I’d hoped to see him grow a little sense. After all, he is Marius’s son, and his mother is a Julian. You’d think those facts would be worth something.”


  “They’re not, I take it.”


  “Not your granny’s used handkerchief. The most I can say about him is that he’s a useful ornament—he makes us look very pretty, and he sucks in the recruits.”


  “He might command troops well,” said Brutus, wiping his greasy hands on the linen napkin a slave passed to him.


  “He might. My guess is he won’t. I intend to take your advice in that area, certainly.”


  “What advice?”


  “To make sure he isn’t given the best soldiers.”


  “Oh.” Brutus flipped the napkin into the air without bothering to see whether the silent servant hovering near Caesar managed to catch it. “Quintus Sertorius isn’t here today. I had at least hoped he’d come to Rome for this occasion. After all, Young Marius is his cousin.”


  Carbo laughed, not a happy sound. “Sertorius, my dear Brutus, has abandoned our cause. He left Sinuessa to its fate, made off to Telamon, enlisted a legion of Etrurian clients of Gaius Marius’s, and sailed on the winter winds for Tarraco. In other words, he’s taken up his governorship of Nearer Spain very early. No doubt he hopes that by the time his term is over, there will be a decision in Italy.”


  “He’s a coward!” said Brutus indignantly.


  Carbo made a rude noise. “Not that one! I’d rather call him strange. He’s got no friends, haven’t you ever noticed it? Nor a wife. But he doesn’t have Gaius Marius’s ambition, for which we all ought to thank our lucky stars. If he did, Brutus, he’d be senior consul.”


  “Well, I think it’s a pity he’s left us in the lurch. His presence on the battlefield would have made all the difference. Aside from anything else, he knows how Sulla fights.”


  Carbo belched, pressed his belly. “I think I’m going to retire and take an emetic. The young cub’s prodigious assortment of food is too rich for my stomach.”


  Brutus assisted the junior consul from the couch and led him off toward a screened corner of the hall behind the podium, where several servants tended an array of chamber pots and bowls for those in need.


  Flicking a scornful glance at Carbo’s back, Caesar decided he had heard the most important conversation likely to take place at this consular inaugural feast. He kicked off his clogs, picked them up, and quietly stole away.


  Lucius Decumius was lurking in a sheltered corner of the Senate House vestibule, and appeared at Caesar’s side the moment he had fully emerged from the doorway. His arms were full of more sensible garments—decent boots, a hooded cloak, socks, a pair of woolen breeches. Off came the regalia of the flamen Dialis. Behind Lucius Decumius loomed an awesome personage who took apex, laena and clogs from Lucius Decumius and stuffed them into a drawstringed leather bag.


  “What, back from Bovillae, Burgundus?’’ asked Caesar, gasping with the cold as he struggled to pull on a laceless boot.


  “Yes, Caesar.”


  “How goes it? All well with Cardixa?”


  “I am the father of another son.”


  Lucius Decumius giggled. “I told you, Pavo my peacock! He will have given you a whole bodyguard by the time you’re the consul!”


  “I will never be consul,” said Caesar, and looked out at the shrouded end of the Basilica Aemilia, swallowing painfully.


  “Rubbish! Of course you’ll get there,” said Lucius Decumius, and reached up his mittened hands to cup Caesar’s face. “Now you just stop all that gloomy business! There’s not nothing in the whole world will stop you once you make up your mind to it, hear me?’’ Down came the hands, one of them gesturing impatiently at Burgundus. “Go on, you great German lump! Clear a path for the master!”


  *


  It went on as it had begun, that terrible winter, and seemed as if it would never end. The seasons were in fair company to the calendar after some years of Scaevola as Pontifex Maximus; he, like Metellus Dalmaticus, believed in keeping date and season in harmony, though the Pontifex Maximus between them, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, had allowed the calendar to gallop ahead—it was ten days shorter than thesolar year—because he despised finicky Greek habits, he had said.


  But finally in March the thaw set in, and Italy began to believe that warmth would return to countryside and house. Asleep since October, the legions stirred, woke into activity. Braving the deep snow of early March, Gaius Norbanus issued out of Capua with six of his eight legions and marched to join Carbo, who was back in Ariminum. He went straight past Sulla, who chose to ignore him; on the Via Latina and then the Via Flaminia, Norbanus could manage to move despite the snow, and soon reached Ariminum. His arrival plumped out Carbo’s forces there to thirty legions and several thousand cavalry, an enormous burden for Rome—and the Ager Gallicus—to carry.


  But before leaving for Ariminum, Carbo had solved his most pressing problem: where the money to keep all these troops under arms would come from. Perhaps it was the melted gold and silver from the burned temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus stored as ingots in the Treasury gave him the idea, for certainly he commenced by seizing them, leaving in their stead a promissory note that Rome owed her Great God so many talents of gold and so many talents of silver. A large number of Rome’s temples were rich in their own right, and since religion was. a part of the State and run by the State, Carbo and Young Marius took it upon themselves to “borrow” the money held in Rome’s temples. In theory this was not unconstitutional, but in practice it was abhorrent, a solution to financial crises which was never put into effect. But out of the temple strong rooms came chest after chest after chest of coins: the single sestertius which was given at the birth of a Roman citizen’s male or female child to Juno Lucina; the single denarius which was given upon maturation of a Roman citizen male child to Juventas; the many denarii donated to Mercury after a businessman wetted his laurel bough at the sacred fountain; the single sestertius which was given at the death of a Roman citizen to ‘Venus Libitina; the sesterces which were donated by successful prostitutes to Venus Erucina—all this money and much more was commandeered to fund Carbo’s war machine. Bullion too was taken, and any gold or silver temple gift not felt to be an artistic loss was melted down.


  The stammering praetor Quintus Antonius Balbus—not one of the noble Antonii—was given the job of minting new coins and sorting out the old. Sacrilegious many may have deemed it, but the value of the haul was staggering. Carbo was able to leave Young Marius in charge of Rome and the campaign in the south, and journey to Ariminum with an easy mind.


  Though neither camp was aware it shared something in common, both Sulla and Carbo had made a similar resolution—that this was one civil war would not wreck Italy, that every mouthful of provender for man and beast involved in the hostilities must be paid for in hard cash, that the amount of land ruined by army maneuvers must be kept to an absolute minimum. The Italian War had brought the whole country to the brink of extinction; the country could not afford another war like it, especially so soon. And this, both Sulla and Carbo knew.


  They were also aware that the war between them lacked in the eyes of ordinary people the nobility of purpose and ironclad reason which the Italian War had possessed in abundance. That had been a struggle between Italian states which wanted to be independent of Rome, and Rome which wanted the Italian states kept in a certain degree of vassalage. But what was this new conflict really all about? Simply, which camp would end in ruling and owning Rome. It was a struggle for ascendancy between two men, Sulla and Carbo, and no amount of propaganda either camp put out could really disguise that fact. Nor were the ordinary people of Rome and Italy fooled. Therefore the country could not be subjected to extreme hardship, nor the economic well-being of the Roman and Italian communities diminished.


  Sulla was borrowing from his soldiers, but the only ones Carbo could borrow from were the gods. And always at the back of each man’s mind there loomed an awful dilemma: how, when the struggle was over, could the debt be paid back?


  None of this impinged upon the thoughts of Young Marius, the son of a fabulously wealthy man never brought up to care about money, be it the money to pay for some expensive personal trifle, or the money to pay the legions. If old Gaius Marius had talked to anyone about the fiscal side of war, it had been to Caesar during those months when Caesar had helped him recover from his second stroke. To his son, he had hardly talked at all. For by the time he had needed his son, Young Marius was of an age to be seduced more by the charms of Rome than by his father. To Caesar—nine years younger than his cousin—fell the lot of Gaius Marius’s reminiscences. And Caesar had listened avidly to much the arrival of his priesthood had rendered worse than useless.


  When the thaw set in after the middle of March, Young Marius and his staff of legates moved from Rome to a camp outside the little town of Ad Pictas on the Via Labicana, a diverticulum which avoided the Alban Hills and rejoined the Via Latina at a place called Sacriportus. Here on a flat alluvial plain eight legions of Etrurian and Umbrian volunteers had been encamped since early winter, under as strict and intensive a training program as the cold made possible. Their centurions were all Marian veterans, and good at training, but when Young Marius arrived toward the end of March, the troops were still very green. Not that Young Marius cared; he genuinely believed that the greenest recruit would fight for him the way hardened soldiers had fought for his father. And he faced the task of stopping Sulla with unimpaired confidence.


  There were men in his camp who understood far better than Young Marius the enormity of that task, but not one of them tried to enlighten their consul—commander. If taxed for a reason why, each one would probably have answered that beneath all his bluster, Young Marius did not have the internal resources to cope with so much truth. The figurehead, Young Marius must be cherished and protected, kept together.


  When intelligence reports arrived to inform him that Sulla was preparing to move, Young Marius cheered. For Sulla it seemed had detached eleven of his eighteen legions along with all save a few squadrons of cavalry, and sent this big force under the command of Metellus Pius the Piglet toward the Adriatic coast and Carbo in Ariminum. Which left Sulla with seven legions only, a smaller force than Young Marius owned.


  “I can beat him!” he said to his senior legate, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus.


  Married to Cinna’s elder girl, Ahenobarbus was committed to Carbo’s side despite a natural inclination in Sulla’s direction; he was very much in love with his beautiful red-haired wife, and sufficiently under her thumb to do whatever shewished. The fact that most of his close relatives were either sternly neutral or with Sulla he contrived to ignore.


  Now he listened to Young Marius in jubilant mood, and felt a much greater degree of unease; perhaps he ought to start thinking of how and where to flee if Young Marius didn’t make good his boast and beat the old red fox, Sulla.


  On the first day of April, Young Marius in high fettle moved his army out of camp and marched through the ancient pylons at Sacriportus onto the Via Latina, heading southeast toward Campania and Sulla. He wasted no time, for there were two bridges to cross within five miles of each other, and he wanted to be clear of them before he encountered the enemy. No one offered him any advice as to the prudence of marching to meet Sulla rather than remaining where he was, and though he had traveled the Via Latina dozens of times, Young Marius did not have the kind of mind which remembered terrain or saw terrain in military terms.


  At the first bridge—spanning the Veregis he remained behind while his troops marched across in high spirits, and suddenly realized that the ground was better for fighting around the pylons of Sacriportus than in the direction he was going. But he didn’t stop. At the second bridge—across the bigger, more torrential stream of the Tolerus—it finally dawned on him that he was steadily moving into country where his legions would find it difficult to maneuver. His scouts arrived to tell him that Sulla was ten miles down the road and rapidly passing the town of Ferentinum, whereupon Young Marius panicked.


  “I think we’d better go back to Sacriportus,” he said to Ahenobarbus. “I can’t hope to deploy the way I want to in this country, and I can’t get past Sulla to more open ground. So we’ll face him at Sacriportus. Don’t you think that’s best?”


  “If you think so,” said Ahenobarbus, who was well aware of the effect an order to face about and retreat would have on these green troops, but decided not to say a word. “I’ll give the command. Back to Sacriportus.”


  “At the double!” cried Young Marius, his confidence oozing away moment by moment, and his sense of panic increasing.


  Ahenobarbus looked at him, astonished, but again elected to say nothing. If Young Marius wanted his army exhausted by some miles of run—trot—walk retreat, why should he argue? They couldn’t win anyway.


  So back to Sacriportus the eight legions proceeded at the double, the thousands of young soldiers growing more bewildered as their centurions exhorted them to pick up their heels and move! Young Marius too became infected with this desperate hurrying, and rode among the ranks urging them on—without once thinking to inform them that they were not in retreat, merely moving to better ground on which to fight. The result was that both troops and commander arrived on that better ground in no mental or physical condition to make proper use of it.


  Like all his peers, Young Marius was tutored as to how to fight a battle, but until now he had simply assumed his father’s acumen and skill would automatically swirl into his mind; but at Sacriportus, with legates and military tribunes all clustered about him looking at him to receive orders, he couldn’t think, he couldn’t find one single iota of his father’s acumen and skill.


  “Oh,” he said finally, “deploy the legions in checkered square—eight men deep on each side of each square, and keep two legions in line behind to serve as reinforcements.”


  They were not adequate orders, but no one tried to force better orders out of him, and his thirsty, panting troops did not find their flagging spirits cheered by an address from Young Marius; instead of attempting to speak to them, he rode off to one side of the field and sat upon his horse with his shoulders hunched and his face betraying the depth of his dilemma.


  Discerning Young Marius’s unadventurous battle plan from the top of a ridge between the Tolerus and Sacriportus, Sulla sighed, shrugged, and sent his five legions of veterans into action under the elder Dolabella and Servilius Vatia. The two best legions from Scipio Asiagenus’s old army he held in reserve under Lucius Manlius Torquatus, while he himself remained on the ridge, attended by a squadron of cavalry deputed to form a messenger corps and carry the general’s instructions to the battlefield at the gallop if a change in tactics should become necessary. With him was none other than old Lucius Valerius Flaccus Princeps Senatus, the Leader of the House; Flaccus had made up his mind during the worst of the winter, and quit Rome for Sulla halfway through February.


  *


  When he saw Sulla’s army approaching, Young Marius underwent a return of his calm, though not of his optimism, and assumed personal command of his left wing without having any real idea of what he was doing or what he ought to do. The two armies met in midafternoon of that shortish day, and before the first hour was over the Etrurian and Umbrian farm boys who had enlisted so enthusiastically for Young Marius were fleeing the field in all directions away from where Sulla’s veterans were chopping them into pieces with effortless ease. One of the two legions Young Marius had kept in reserve deserted en masse to Servilius Vatia, and stood quietly while the slaughter of their confederates went on scant paces away.


  It was the sight of that defected legion that finished Young Marius. Remembering that the formidable fortress town of Praeneste lay not far to the east of Sacriportus, he ordered a retreat into Praeneste. With something tangible to do, he fared better, and contrived to evacuate the troops of his left wing in reasonable order. Commanding Sulla’s right, Ofella took after Young Marius with a swiftness and savagery Sulla, watching from his ridge, applauded heartily. For ten miles Ofella harried and harassed, cut off stragglers and cut them up, while Young Marius endeavored to save as many as he could. But when at last the enormous gates of Praeneste closed behind him, only seven thousand of his men had managed to stay with him.


  Young Marius’s center had perished on the field almost to the last man, but his right wing, led by Ahenobarbus, succeeded in breaking off hostilities and making a run for Norba. This ancient stronghold of the Volsci, fanatically loyal to Carbo’s cause, stood atop a mountain twenty miles to the southwest, and gladly opened the gates in its impregnable walls to receive Ahenobarbus’s ten thousand men. But not to receive Ahenobarbus! Wishing his devastated soldiers the best of luck for the future, Ahenobarbus continued on for the coast at Tarracina and there took ship for Africa, the farthest place from Italy he could bear to think of with equanimity.


  Unaware that his senior legate had slipped away, Young Marius was satisfied with his Praenestian shelter; from this city Sulla would find it extremely difficult—if not impossible—to dislodge him. Some twenty-three miles from Rome, Praeneste occupied the heights of a spur of the Apennines, a site which had enabled it to withstand many assaults on its frowning walls through the centuries before Young Marius availed himself of its defenses. No army could take it from behind, where the outcrop on which it stood joined higher, more precipitous mountains; yet it could be provisioned from this direction, which made it impossible to starve out. Of springs there were aplenty within the citadel, and in vast caverns below the mighty shrine to Fortuna Primigenia for which Praeneste was most famous, there lay many medimni of wheat and oil and wine, other imperishable foods like hard cheeses and raisins, as well as apples and pears from the previous autumn’s picking.


  Though its roots were Latin enough and its version of that language proudly held by its citizens to be the oldest and purest, Praeneste had never allied itself with Rome. It fought on the side of the Italian Allies during the Italian War, and still held defiantly that its citizenship was superior to Rome’s—Rome was a parvenu place! Its fervent espousal of Young Marius was therefore logical enough; he seemed to the people of Praeneste the underdog facing Sulla’s vengeful might, and being his father’s son besides, was warmly welcomed. As thanks, he pressed his soldiers into forming forage parties and sent them out along the snake—paths behind the citadel to procure as much food as possible. Praeneste now had many extra mouths.


  “By summer Sulla will have moved on from sheer necessity, and then you can leave,” said the city’s chief magistrate.


  A prophecy not to bear fruit; less than a market interval after the battle of Sacriportus, Young Marius and the inhabitants of Praeneste witnessed the beginnings of a siege investment too monumental to be anything less than iron determination to see Praeneste fall. The tributaries which ran off the spur in the direction of Rome all entered the Anio River, whereas those which ran off the spur in the opposite direction all eventually entered the Tolerus River: Praeneste was a watershed. And now, with a speed the imprisoned onlookers found incredible, a great wall and ditch began to grow from the Anio side of the spur all the way around to the Tolerus side. When these siegeworks were completed, the only way in or out of Praeneste would be the snake—paths through the mountains behind. Provided, that is, that they were left unguarded.


  *


  The news of Sacriportus flew to Rome before the sun had set upon that fatal day—but very secretly. General dissemination would have to wait upon hearsay. It came by special courier from Young Marius himself, for the moment he was inside Praeneste he dictated a hasty letter to Rome’s urban praetor, Lucius Junius Brutus Damasippus. It said:


  All is lost south of Rome. We must hope that Carbo in Ariminum wages the sort of war Sulla will not be able to deal with, if only because he grossly lacks Carbo’s numbers. Carbo’s troops are far better than mine were. Mine’s lack of proper training and experience unsettled them so much they could not hold for an hour against Sulla’s old retainers.


  I suggest you try to prepare Rome for a siege, though that may be impossible in a place so huge and so divided in its loyalties. If you think Rome will refuse to undergo siege, then you must expect Sulla within the next market interval, for there are no troops to oppose him between here and Rome. Whether he intends to occupy Rome, I do not know. What I hope is that he intends to bypass it in favor of attacking Carbo. From what I have heard my father say about Sulla, it would be like him to be forming a pincer to crush Carbo, using Metellus Pius as his other jaw. I wish I knew. I do not know. Except that it would be premature for Sulla to occupy Rome at this time, and I do not see Sulla making that mistake.


  It may be some time before I can leave Praeneste, which has taken me in willingly—its people have a great affection for Gaius Marius, and have not refused to succor his son. Rest assured that as soon as Sulla moves on to deal with Carbo, I will break out and come to Rome’s aid. Perhaps if I am in Rome myself, her people will agree to withstand siege.


  Further to that, it occurs to me that the time has come to destroy every last nest of Sullan vipers within our beloved city. Kill them all, Damasippus! Do not allow sentiment to soften your resolve. Living men who might decide to support Sulla will make it impossible for Rome to resist him. But if the great ones who might make trouble for us are dead, then all the little ones will knuckle under without demur. Every man who might be of military help to Carbo must leave Rome now. That includes you, Damasippus.


  Here follow a very few names of Sullan vipers which spring to mind. I know I have missed dozens, so think of them all! Our Pontifex Maximus. The elder Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus. Carbo Arvina. Publius Antistius Vetus.


  *


  Brutus Damasippus followed orders. During the shortlived but comprehensive program of murder old Gaius Marius had perpetrated before he died, Quintus Mucius Scaevola the Pontifex Maximus had been stabbed, for no good reason anyone could discover. His would—be assassin (that Fimbria who had gone off with Flaccus the suffect consul to relieve Sulla of his command against King Mithridates, then murdered Flaccus) could produce no better excuse at the time than to laugh that Scaevola deserved to die. But Scaevola had not died, though the wound was severe. Tough and doughty, the Pontifex Maximus was back on his feet and about his public duties within two months. Now, however, there was to be no escape. Father-in-law of Young Marius though he was, he was cut down as he tried to seek asylum in the temple of Vesta. Of treachery to Young Marius he was quite innocent.


  The elder Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, consul not long after his brother the reforming Pontifex Maximus, was executed in his home. And no doubt Pompey the Great would have beamed his full approval had he known that his father-in-law’s blood need not now stain his own hands; Publius Antistius was murdered too, and his wife, demented with grief, took her own life. By the time Brutus Damasippus had worked his way through those he considered might endanger Carbo’s Rome, some thirty heads adorned the rostra in the lower Forum Romanum; men who called themselves neutral (like Catulus, Lepidus and Hortensius) bolted the doors of their houses and refused to venture out in case one of Brutus Damasippus’s minions decided they must die too.


  His work done, Brutus Damasippus fled from Rome, as did his fellow praetor Gaius Albius Carrinas. Both of them joined Carbo. The minting praetor, Quintus Antonius Balbus, also left Rome at this time, but commanding a legion of troops; his task was to go to Sardinia and wrest that island off Philippus.


  Strangest defection of all, however, was that of the tribune of the plebs Quintus Valerius Soranus. A great scholar and a known humanitarian, he found himself unable to condone this slaughter of men not even proven to be affiliated in any way with Sulla. But how to make a public protest which would impress the whole city? And how could one man destroy Rome? For Quintus Valerius Soranus had come to the conclusion that the world would be a better place if Rome ceased to exist. After some thought, he arrived at his solution. He went to the rostra, climbed upon it, and there, surrounded by the dripping trophies of Brutus Damasippus, he screamed aloud the secret name of Rome.


  “AMOR!’’ he cried, again and again.


  Those who heard and understood ran with hands clapped over their ears away from his voice. Rome’s secret name could never be uttered aloud! Rome and all she stood for would fall down like a shoddy building in an earthquake. Quintus Valerius Soranus himself believed that implicitly. So having told air and birds and horrified men Rome’s secret name, Soranus fled to Ostia wondering why Rome still stood upon her seven hills. From Ostia he sailed for Sicily, a marked man to both sides.


  Virtually bereft of government, the city did not fall down or fall apart. People went about their affairs as they always did; the neutral noblemen popped their heads from out of their front doors, sniffed the air, sallied out, said nothing. Rome waited to see what Sulla would do.


  *


  Sulla did enter Rome, but quietly, and without his army at his back to protect him.


  There was no compelling reason why he should not enter Rome, but very many compelling reasons why he should. Matters like his imperium—and whether or not he relinquished it in the moment he crossed the sacred boundary of the pomerium into the city—he cared little about. Who was there in this rudderless Rome to gainsay him, or accuse him of illegalities, or religiously impugn him? If he came back to Rome it would be as Rome’s conqueror and master, with whatever powers he needed to make all right concerning his past career. So he stepped across the pomerium without a qualm, and proceeded to give the city back some semblance of government.


  The most senior magistrate left in Rome was one of the two brothers Magius from Aeclanum, a praetor; him Sulla put in charge, with the aediles Publius Furius Crassipes and Marcus Pomponius to assist him. When he heard about Soranus’s uttering the secret name of Rome aloud he frowned direfully and shuddered, though the bristling fence of speared heads around the rostra he eyed with perfect equanimity, only ordering that they be taken down and given the proper rites. He made no speeches to the people, and called no meeting of the Senate. Less than a full day after he entered he was gone again, back to Praeneste. But behind him he left two squadrons of cavalry under the command of Torquatus—to assist the magistrates to maintain order, he said blandly.


  He made no attempt to see Aurelia, who had wondered; when she heard that he was gone again she presented an indifferent front to her family, especially to Caesar, who knew his mother’s meeting with Sulla outside Teanum had been fraught with all kinds of significance, but knew she wasn’t going to enlighten him.


  *


  The legate in charge of the investment of Praeneste was the defector Quintus Lucretius Ofella, whose orders had come directly from Sulla.


  “I want Young Marius penned up in Praeneste for the rest of his days,” Sulla had said to Ofella. “You’ll build a wall thirty feet high all the way from the mountains behind on the Anio side to the mountains behind on the Tolerus side. The wall will contain a sixty-foot fortified tower every two hundred paces. Between the wall and the town you will dig a ditch twenty feet deep and twenty feet wide, and you will fix stimuli in its bottom as thick as reeds in the shallows of the Fucine Lake. When the investment is completed, you will station camps of men to guard every little track which leads from behind Praeneste across the high Apennines. No one will get in, and no one will get out. I want that arrogant pup to understand that Praeneste is now his home for as long as he has left to live.” A sour smile twisted the corners of Sulla’s mouth, a smile which would have displayed those ferally long canines in the days when he had had teeth; it was still not a pretty phenomenon. “I also want the people of Praeneste to know that they have Young Marius for the rest of his life, so you will have heralds inform them of that fact six times a day. It is one thing to succor a lovely young man with a famous name, but quite another to realize that the lovely young man with the famous name has brought death and suffering into Praeneste with him.”


  When Sulla moved on to Veii to the north of Rome, he left Ofella behind with two legions to carry out the work. And work they did. Luckily the area was rich in volcanic tufa, a curious stone which cut as easily as cheese, yet hardened to the consistency of rock after it was exposed to the air. With this to quarry, the wall went up at mushroom pace, and the ditch between it and Praeneste deepened daily. Earth from the ditch was piled into a second wall, and in the large No Man’s Land which existed inside these siegeworks no tree or object tall enough to serve as a battering ram was left standing. On the mountains behind the town, every tree was also felled between the back walls and the camps of men who now guarded the snake—paths and prevented the Praenestians foraging.


  Ofella was a hard taskmaster; he had a reputation to make with Sulla, and this was his chance. Thus no one paused to rest, or so much as had the time to complain about a sore back or aching muscles. Besides, the men too had a reputation to make with Sulla; one of the legions was the one which had deserted Young Marius at Sacriportus, and the other had belonged to Scipio Asiagenus. Loyalty was suspect, so a well-built wall and well-excavated ditch would show Sulla they were worthy. All they had to work with were their hands and their legionary’s digging tools; but there were over ten thousand pairs of hands and more than sufficient tools, and their centurions taught them the shortcuts and knacks in building siegeworks. To organize a task of such monumental size was no great trouble to Ofella, a typical Roman when it came to methodical execution.


  In two months the wall and ditch were finished. They were over eight miles in length and bisected both the Via Praenestina and the Via Labicana in two places, thereby interrupting traffic on both these roads and rendering them useless beyond Tusculum and Bola. Those Roman knights and senators whose estates were affected by the fortifications could do nothing save glumly wait for the siege to be over—and curse Young Marius. On the other hand, the smallholders of the region rejoiced as they eyed the tufa blocks; when the siege was over the wall would come down and they would have an inexhaustible supply of material for field fences, buildings, barns, byres.


  At Norba the same sort of exercise went on, though Norba did not require such massive siegeworks. Mamercus had been sent there with a legion of new recruits (dispatched from Sabine country by Marcus Crassus) to reduce it, and settled to his task with the dour and understated efficiency which had successfully carried him through many a perilous situation.


  As for Sulla, at Veii he divided the five legions he had left between himself and Publius Servilius Vatia. Vatia was to take two of them and march into coastal Etruria, while Sulla and the elder Dolabella took the other three up the Via Cassia toward Clusium, further inland. It was now the beginning of May, and Sulla was very well pleased with his progress. If Metellus Pius and his larger section of the army acquitted themselves equally well, by autumn Sulla stood an excellent chance of owning all of Italy and all of Italian Gaul.


  And how were Metellus Pius and his forces doing? Sulla had heard little about their progress at the time he himself started up the Via Cassia toward Clusium, but he had a great deal of faith in this loyalest of adherents—as well as a lively curiosity as to how Pompey the Great would fare. He had quite deliberately given Metellus Pius the larger army, and deliberate too were his instructions that Pompey the Great should have the command of five thousand cavalry he knew he would not need in his own maneuvers through more settled and hillier terrain.


  4


  Metellus Pius had marched for the Adriatic coast with his own two legions (under the command of his legate Varro Lucullus), six legions which had belonged to Scipio, the three legions which belonged to Pompey, and those five thousand horse troopers Sulla had given to Pompey.


  Of course Varro the Sabine traveled with Pompey, a ready and sympathetic ear (not to mention a ready and sympathetic pen!) tuned to receive Pompey’s thoughts.


  “I must put myself on better terms with Crassus,” said Pompey to him as they moved through Picenum. “Metellus Pius and Varro Lucullus are easy—and anyway, I quite like them. But Crassus is a surly brute. More formidable by far. I need him on my side.”


  Astride a pony, Varro looked a long way up to Pompey on his big white Public Horse. “I do believe you’ve learned something during the course of a winter spent with Sulla!” he said, genuinely amazed. “I never thought to hear you speak of conciliating any man—with the exception of Sulla, naturally.”


  “Yes, I have learned,” admitted Pompey magnanimously. His beautiful white teeth flashed in a smile of pure affection. “Come now, Varro! I know I’m well on my way to becoming Sulla’s most valued helper, but I am capable of understanding that Sulla needs other men than me! Though you may be right,” he went on thoughtfully. “This is the first time in my life that I’ve dealt with any other commander-in-chief than my father. I think my father was a very great soldier. But he cared for nothing aside from his lands. Sulla is different.”


  “In what way?” asked Varro curiously.


  “He cares nothing for most things—including all of us he calls his legates, or colleagues, or whatever name he considers judicious at the time. I don’t know that he even cares for Rome. Whatever he does care for, it isn’t material. Money, lands—even the size of his auctoritas or the quality of his public reputation. No, they don’t matter to Sulla.”


  “Then what does?’’ Varro asked, fascinated with the phenomenon of a Pompey who could see further than himself.


  “Perhaps his dignitas alone,” Pompey answered.


  Varro turned this over carefully. Could Pompey be right?


  Dignitas! The most intangible of all a Roman nobleman’s possessions, that was dignitas. His auctoritas was his clout, his measure of public influence, his ability to sway public opinion and public bodies from Senate to priests to the Treasury.


  Dignitas was different. It was intensely personal and very private, yet it extended into all parameters of a man’s public life. So hard to define! That, of course, was why there was a word for it. Dignitas was … a man’s personal degree of impressiveness … of glory? Dignitas summed up what a man was, as a man and as a leader of his society. It was the total of his pride, his integrity, his word, his intelligence, his deeds, his ability, his knowledge, his standing, his worth as a man.... Dignitas survived a man’s death, it was the only way he could triumph over death. Yes, that was the best definition. Dignitas was a man’s triumph over the extinction of his physical being. And seen in that light, Varro thought Pompey absolutely correct. If anything mattered to Sulla, it was his dignitas. He had said he would beat Mithridates. He had said he would come back to Italy and secure his vindication. He had said that he would restore the Republic in its old, traditional form. And having said these things, he would do them. Did he not, his dignitas would be diminished; in outlawry and official odium there could be no dignitas. So from out of himself he would find the strength to make his word good. When he had made his word good, he would be satisfied. Until he had, Sulla could not rest. Would not rest.


  “In saying that,” Varro said, “you have awarded Sulla the ultimate accolade.”


  The bright blue eyes went blank. “Huh?”


  “I mean,” said Varro patiently, “that you have demonstrated to me that Sulla cannot lose. He’s fighting for something Carbo doesn’t even understand.”


  “Oh, yes! Yes, definitely!” said Pompey cheerfully.


  They were almost to the river Aesis, in the heart of Pompey’s own fief again. The brash youth of last year had not vanished, but sat now amid a branching superstructure of fresh, stimulating experiences; in other words, Pompey had grown. In fact, he grew a little more each day. Sulla’s gift of cavalry command had interested Pompey in a type of military activity he had never before seriously considered. That of course was Roman. Romans believed in the foot soldier, and to some extent had come to believe the horse soldier was more decorative than useful, more a nuisance than an asset. Varro was convinced that the only reason Romans employed cavalry was because the enemy did.


  Once upon a time, in the days of the Kings of Rome and in the very early years of the Republic, the horse soldier had formed the military elite, was the spearhead of a Roman army. Out of this had grown the class of knights—the Ordo Equester, as Gaius Gracchus had called it. Horses had been hugely expensive—too expensive for many men to buy privately. Out of that had grown the custom of the Public Horse, the knight’s mount bought and paid for by the State.


  Now, a long way down the road from those days, the Roman horse soldier had ceased to exist except in social and economic terms. The knight—businessman or landowner that he was, member of the First Class of the Centuries—was the horse soldier’s Roman relic. And still to this day, the State bought the eighteen hundred most senior knights their horses.


  Addicted to exploring the winding lanes of thought, Varro saw that he was losing the point of his original reflection, and drew himself resolutely back onto thought’s main road. Pompey and his interest in the cavalry. Not Roman in manpower anymore. These were Sulla’s troopers he had brought from Greece with him, and therefore contained no Gauls; had they been recruited in Italy, they would have been almost entirely Gallic, drawn from the rolling pastures on the far side of the Padus in Italian Gaul, or from the great valley of the Rhodanus in Gaul-across-the-Alps. As it was, Sulla’s men were mostly Thracians, admixed with a few hundred Galatians. Good fighters, and as loyal as could be expected of men who were not themselves Roman. In the Roman army they had auxiliary status, and some of them might be rewarded at the end of a hard—won campaign with the full Roman citizenship, or a piece of land.


  All the way from Teanum Sidicinum, Pompey had busied himself going among these men in their leather trousers and leather jerkins, with their little round shields and their long lances; their long swords were more suitable for slashing from the height of a horse’s back than the short sword of the infantryman. At least Pompey had the capacity to think, Varro told himself as they rode steadily toward the Aesis. He was discovering the qualities of horsemen—soldiers and turning over the possibilities. Planning. Seeing if there was any way their performance or equipage might be improved. They were formed into regiments of five hundred men, each regiment consisting of ten squadrons of fifty men, and they were led by their own officers; the only Roman who commanded them was the overall general of cavalry. In this case, Pompey. Very much involved, very fascinated—and very determined to lead them with a flair and competence not usually present in a Roman. If Varro privately thought that a part of Pompey’s interest stemmed from his large dollop of Gallic blood, he was wise enough never to indicate to Pompey that such was his theory.


  How extraordinary! Here they were, the Aesis in sight, and Pompey’s old camp before them. Back where they had begun, as if all the miles between had been nothing. A journey to see an old man with no teeth and no hair, distinguished only by a couple of minor battles and a lot of marching.


  “I wonder,” said Varro, musing, “if the men ever ask themselves what it’s all about?”


  Pompey blinked, turned his head sideways. “What a strange question! Why should they ask themselves anything? It’s all done for them. I do it all for them! All they have to do is as they’re told.” And he grimaced at the revolutionary thought that so many as one of Pompey Strabo’s veterans might think.


  But Varro was not to be put off. “Come now, Magnus! They are men—like us in that respect, if in no other. And being men, they are endowed with thought. Even if a lot of them can’t read or write. It’s one thing never to question orders, quite another not to ask what it’s all about.”


  “I don’t see that,” said Pompey, who genuinely didn’t.


  “Magnus, I call the phenomenon human curiosity! It is in a man’s nature to ask himself the reason why! Even if he is a Picentine ranker who has never been to Rome and doesn’t understand the difference between Rome and Italy. We have just been to Teanum and back. There’s our old camp down there. Don’t you think that some of them at least must be asking themselves what we went to Teanum for, and why we’ve come back in less than a year?”


  “Oh, they know that!” said Pompey impatiently. “Besides, they’re veterans. If they had a thousand sesterces for every mile they’ve marched during the past ten years, they’d be able to live on the Palatine and breed pretty fish. Even if they did piss in the fountain and shit in the cook’s herb garden! Varro, you are such an original! You never cease to amaze me—the things that chew at you!” Pompey kicked his Public Horse in the ribs and began to gallop down the last slope. Suddenly he laughed uproariously, waved his hands in the air; his words floated back quite clearly. “Last one in’s a rotten egg!”


  Oh, you child! said Varro to himself. What am I doing here? What use can I possibly be? It’s all a game, a grand and magnificent adventure.


  *


  Perhaps it was, but late that night Metellus Pius called a meeting with his three legates, and Varro as always accompanied Pompey. The atmosphere was excited: there had been news.


  “Carbo isn’t far away,” said the Piglet. He paused to consider what he had said, and modified it. “At least, Carrinas is, and Censorinus is rapidly catching him up. Apparently Carbo thought eight legions would be enough to halt our progress, then he discovered the size of our army, and sent Censorinus with another four legions. They’ll reach the Aesis ahead of us, and it’s there we’ll have to meet them.”


  “Where’s Carbo himself?” asked Marcus Crassus.


  “Still in Ariminum. I imagine he’s waiting to see what Sulla intends to do.”


  “And how Young Marius will fare,” said Pompey.


  “True,” agreed the Piglet, raising his brows. “However, it isn’t our job to worry about that. Our job is to make Carbo hop. Pompeius, this is your purlieu. Should we bring Carrinas across the river, or keep him on the far side?”


  “It doesn’t really matter,” said Pompey coolly. “The banks are much the same. Plenty of room to deploy, some tree cover, good level ground for an all—out contest if we can bring it on.” He looked angelic, and said sweetly, “The decision belongs to you, Pius. I’m only your legate.”


  “Well, since we’re trying to get to Ariminum, it makes more sense to get our men to the far side,” said Metellus Pius, quite unruffled. “If we do force Carrinas to retreat, we don’t want to have to cross the Aesis in pursuit. The report indicates that we have a huge advantage in cavalry. Provided that you think the terrain and the river will allow it, Pompeius, I would like you to spearhead the crossing and keep your horse—troopers between the enemy and our infantry. Then I’ll wheel our infantry on the far bank, you peel your cavalry back out of the way, and we’ll attack. There’s not much we can do in terms of subterfuge. It will be a straight battle. However, if you can swing your cavalry around behind the enemy after I’ve engaged him from the front, we’ll roll Carrinas and Censorinus up.”


  No one objected to this strategy, which was sufficiently loose to indicate that Metellus Pius had some talent as a general. When it was suggested that Varro Lucullus should command Pompey’s three legions of veterans, thereby allowing Pompey full license with his cavalry, Pompey agreed without a qualm.


  “I’ll lead the center,” said Metellus Pius in conclusion, “with Crassus leading the right, and Varro Lucullus the left.”


  Since the day was fine and the ground was not too wet, things went very much as Metellus Pius had planned. Pompey held the crossing easily, and the infantry engagement which followed demonstrated the great advantage veteran troops bestowed upon a general in battle. Though Scipio’s legions were raw enough, Varro Lucullus and Crassus led the five veteran legions superbly, and their confidence spilled over onto Scipio’s men. Carrinas and Censorinus had no veteran troops, and went down without extending Metellus Pius too severely. The end result would have been a rout had Pompey managed to fall upon the enemy rear, but as he skirted the field to do so, he encountered a new factor. Carbo had arrived with six more legions—and three thousand horse to contest Pompey’s progress.


  Carrinas and Censorinus managed to draw off without losing more than three or four thousand men, then camped next to Carbo a scant mile beyond the battlefield. The advance of Metellus Pius and his legates ground to a halt.


  “We will go back to your original camp south of the river,” said Metellus Pius with crisp decision. “I would rather they think us too cautious to proceed, and I also think it behooves us to keep a fair distance between us and them.”


  Despite the disappointing outcome of the day’s conflict, spirits were high among the men, and quite high in the command tent when Pompey, Crassus and Varro Lucullus met their general at dusk. The table was covered with maps, a slight disorder indicating that the Piglet had been poring over them closely.


  “All right,” he said, standing behind the table, “I want you to look at this, and see how best we can outflank Carbo.”


  They clustered around, Varro Lucullus holding a five-flamed lamp above the carefully inked sheepskin. The map displayed the Adriatic coastline between Ancona and Ravenna, together with inland territory extending beyond the crest of the Apennines.


  “We’re here,” said the Piglet, finger on a spot below the Aesis. “The next big river onward is the Metaurus, a treacherous crossing. All this land is Ager Gallicus—here—and here—Ariminum at the northward end of it—some rivers, but none according to this difficult to ford. Until we come to this one—between Ariminum and Ravenna, see? The Rubico, our natural border with Italian Gaul.” All these features were lightly touched; the Piglet was methodical. “It’s fairly obvious why Carbo has put himself in Ariminum. He can move up the Via Aemilia into Italian Gaul proper—he can go down the Sapis road to the Via Cassia at Arretium and threaten Rome from the upper Tiber valley—he can reach the Via Flaminia and Rome that way—he can march down the Adriatic into Picenum, and if necessary into Campania through Apulia and Samnium.”


  “Then we have to dislodge him,” said Crassus, stating the obvious. “It’s possible.”
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  “But there is a hitch,” said Metellus Pius, frowning. “It seems Carbo is not entirely confined to Ariminum anymore. He’s done something very shrewd by sending eight legions under Gaius Norbanus up the Via Aemilia to Forum Cornelii—see? Not far beyond Faventia. Now that is not a great distance from Ariminum—perhaps forty miles.”


  “Which means he could get those eight legions back to Ariminum in one hard day’s march if he had to,” said Pompey.


  “Yes. Or get them to Arretium or Placentia in two or three days,” said Varro Lucullus, who never lost sight of the overall concept. “We have Carbo himself sitting on the other side of the Aesis with Carrinas and Censorinus—and eighteen legions plus three thousand cavalry. There are eight more legions in Forum Cornelii with Norbanus, and another four garrisoning Ariminum in company with several thousand more cavalry.”


  “I need a grand strategy before I go one more inch,” said Metellus Pius, looking at his legates.


  “The grand strategy is easy,” said Crassus, the abacus clicking away inside his mind. “We have to prevent Carbo’s recombining with Norbanus, separate Carbo from Carrinas and Censorinus, and Carrinas from Censorinus. Prevent every one of them from recombining. Just as Sulla said. Fragmentation.”


  “One of us—probably me—will have to get five legions to the far side of Ariminum, then cut Norbanus off and make a bid to take Italian Gaul,” said Metellus Pius, frowning. “Not an easy thing to do.”


  “It is easy,” said Pompey eagerly. “Look—here’s Ancona, the second—best harbor on the Adriatic. At this time of year it’s full of ships waiting on the westerlies to sail for the east and a summer’s trading. If you took your five legions to Ancona, Pius, you could embark them on those ships and sail to Ravenna. It’s a sweet voyage, you’d never need to be out of sight of land, and there won’t be any storms. It’s no more than a hundred miles—you’ll do it in eight or nine days, even if you have to row. If you get a following wind—not unlikely at this time of year—you’ll do it in four days.” His hand stabbed at the map. “A quick march from Ravenna to Faventia, and you’ll cut Norbanus off from Ariminum permanently.”


  “It will have to be done in secret,” said the Piglet, eyes shining. “Oh, yes, Pompeius, it will work! They won’t dream of our moving troops between here and Ancona—their scouts will all be to the north of the Aesis. Pompeius, Crassus, you’ll have to sit right where we are at the moment pretending to be five legions stronger until Varro Lucullus and I have sailed from Ancona. Then you move. Try to catch up to Carrinas, and make it look serious. If possible, tie him down—and Censorinus as well. Carbo will be with them at first, but when he hears I’ve landed at Ravenna, he’ll march to relieve Norbanus. Of course, he may elect to stay in this neighborhood himself, send Carrinas or Censorinus to relieve Norbanus. But I don’t think so. Carbo needs to be centrally located.”


  “Oh, this is going to be tremendous fun!” cried Pompey.


  And such was the contentment in the command tent that no one found this statement too flippant; even Marcus Terentius Varro, sitting quietly in a corner taking notes.


  *


  The strategy worked. While Metellus Pius hustled himself, Varro Lucullus and five legions to Ancona, the other six plus the cavalry pretended to be eleven. Then Pompey and Crassus moved out of the camp and crossed the Aesis without opposition; Carbo had decided, it seemed, to lure them toward Ariminum, no doubt planning a decisive battle on ground more familiar to him.


  Pompey led the way with his cavalry, hard on the heels of Carbo’s rear guard, cavalry commanded by Censorinus, and nipped those heels with satisfying regularity. These tactics irritated Censorinus, never a patient man; near the town of Sena Gallica he turned and fought, cavalry against cavalry. Pompey won; he was developing a talent for commanding horse. Into Sena Gallica the smarting Censorinus retreated with infantry and cavalry both—but not for long. Pompey stormed its modest fortifications.


  Censorinus then did the sensible thing. He sacrificed his horse, made off through the back gate of Sena Gallica with eight legions of infantry, and headed for the Via Flaminia.


  By this time Carbo had learned of the unwelcome presence of the Piglet and his army in Faventia; Norbanus was now cut off from Ariminum. So Carbo marched for Faventia, leaving Carrinas to follow him with eight more legions; Censorinus, he decided, would have to fend for himself.


  But then came Brutus Damasippus to find Carbo as he marched, and gave him the news that Sulla had annihilated the army of Young Marius at Sacriportus. Sulla was now heading up the Via Cassia toward the border of Italian Gaul at Arretium, though all the troops he had were three legions. In that instant, Carbo changed his plans. Only one thing could be done. Norbanus would have to hold Italian Gaul unaided against Metellus Pius; Carbo and his legates must halt Sulla at Arretium, not a difficult thing to do when Sulla had but three legions.


  *


  Pompey and Crassus got the news of Sulla’s victory over Young Marius at just about the same time as Carbo did, and hailed it with great jubilation. They turned westward to follow Carrinas and Censorinus, each now bringing eight legions to Carbo at Arretium on the Via Cassia. The pace was furious, the pursuit determined. And this, decided Pompey as he headed with Crassus for the Via Flaminia, was no campaign for cavalry; they were heading into the mountains. Back to the Aesis he sent his horse—troopers, and resumed command of his father’s veterans. Crassus, he had discovered, seemed content to follow his lead as long as what Pompey suggested added up to the right answers inside that hard round Crassus head.


  Again it was the presence of so many veterans made the real difference; Pompey and Crassus caught up to Censorinus on a diverticulum of the Via Flaminia between Fulginum and Spoletium, and didn’t even need to fight a battle. Exhausted, hungry, and very afraid, the troops of Censorinus disintegrated. All Censorinus managed to retain were three of his eight legions, and these precious soldiers he determined must be saved. He marched them off the road and cut across country to Arretium and Carbo. The men of his other five legions had scattered so completely that none of them afterward were ever successfully amalgamated into new units.


  Three days later Pompey and Crassus apprehended Carrinas outside the big and well-fortified town of Spoletium. This time a battle did take place, but Carrinas fared so poorly that he was forced to shut himself up inside Spoletium with three of his eight legions; three more of his legions fled to Tuder and went to earth there; and the last two disappeared, never to be found.


  “Oh, wonderful!” whooped Pompey to Varro. “I see how I can say bye—bye to stolid old Crassus!”


  This he did by hinting to Crassus that he should take his three legions to Tuder and besiege it, leaving Pompey to bring his own men to bear on Spoletium. Off went Crassus to Tuder, very happy at the thought of conducting his own campaign. And Pompey sat down before Spoletium in high fettle, aware that whoever sat down before Spoletium would collect most of the glory because this was where General Carrinas himself had taken refuge. Alas, things didn’t work out as Pompey had envisaged! Astute and daring, Carrinas sneaked out of Spoletium during a nocturnal thunderstorm and stole away to join Carbo with all three of his legions intact.


  Pompey took Carrinas’s defection very personally; fascinated, Varro learned what a Pompeian temper tantrum looked like, complete with tears, gnawed knuckles, plucked tufts of hair, drumming of heels and fists on the floor, broken cups and plates, mangled furniture. But then, like the nocturnal thunderstorm so beneficial to Carrinas, Pompey’s thwarted rage rolled away.


  “We’re off to Sulla at Clusium,” he announced. “Up with you, Varro! Don’t dawdle so!”


  Shaking his head, Varro tried not to dawdle.


  *


  It was early in June when Pompey and his veterans marched into Sulla’s camp on the Clanis River, there to find the commander-in-chief a trifle sore and battered of spirit. Things had not gone very well for him when Carbo had come down from Arretium toward Clusium, for Carbo had nearly won the battle which developed out of a chance encounter, and therefore could not be planned. Only Sulla’s presence of mind in breaking off hostilities and retiring into a very strong camp had saved the day.


  “Not that it matters,” said Sulla, looking greatly cheered. “You’re here now, Pompeius, and Crassus isn’t far away. Having both of you will make all the difference. Carbo is finished.”


  “How did Metellus Pius get on?” Pompey asked, not pleased to hear Sulla mention Crassus in the same breath.


  “He’s secured Italian Gaul. Brought Norbanus to battle outside Faventia, while Varro Lucullus—he’d had to go all the way to Placentia to find asylum—took on Lucius Quinctius and Publius Albinovanus near Fidentia. All went splendidly. The enemy is scattered or dead.”


  “What about Norbanus himself?”


  Sulla shrugged; he never cared very much what happened to his military foes once they were beaten, and Norbanus had not been a personal enemy. “I imagine he went to Ariminum,” he said, and turned away to issue instructions about Pompey’s camp.


  Sure enough, Crassus arrived the following day from Tuder at the head of three rather surly and disgruntled legions; rumor was rife among their ranks that after Tuder fell, Crassus had found a fortune in gold and kept the lot.


  “Is it true?” demanded Sulla, the deep folds of his face grown deeper, his mouth set so hard its lips had disappeared.


  But nothing could dent that bovine composure. Crassus’s mild grey eyes widened, he looked puzzled but unconcerned. “No.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “There was nothing to be had in Tuder beyond a few old women, and I didn’t fancy a one.”


  Sulla shot him a suspicious glance, wondering if Crassus was being intentionally insolent; but if so, he couldn’t tell. “You are as deep as you are devious, Marcus Crassus,” he said at last. “I will accord you the dispensations of your family and your standing, and elect to believe you. But take fair warning! If ever I discover that you have profited at the expense of the State out of my aims and endeavors, I will never see you again.”


  “Fair enough,” said Crassus, nodding, and ambled off.


  Publius Servilius Vatia had listened to this exchange, and smiled now at Sulla. “One cannot like him,” he said.


  “There are few men this one does like,” said Sulla, throwing his arm around Vatia’s shoulders. “Aren’t you lucky, Vatia?”


  “Why?”


  “I happen to like you. You’re a good fellow—never exceed your authority and never give me an argument. Whatever I ask you to do, you do.” He yawned until his eyes watered. “I’m dry. A cup of wine, that’s what I need!”


  A slender and attractive man of medium coloring, Vatia was not one of the patrician Servilii; his family, however, was more than ancient enough to pass the most rigorous of social examinations, and his mother was one of the most august Caecilii Metelli, the daughter of Metellus Macedonicus—which meant he was related to everybody who mattered. Including, by marriage, Sulla. So he felt comfortable with that heavy arm across his back, and turned within Sulla’s embrace to walk beside him to the command tent; Sulla had been imbibing freely that day, needed a little steadying.


  “What will we do with these people when Rome is mine?’’ asked Sulla as Vatia helped him to a full goblet of his special wine; Vatia took his own wine from a different flagon, and made sure it was well watered.


  “Which people? Crassus, you mean?”


  “Yes, Crassus. And Pompeius Magnus.” Sulla’s lip curled up to show his gum. “I ask you, Vatia! Magnus! At his age!”


  Vatia smiled, sat on a folding chair. “Well, if he’s too young, I’m too old. I should have been consul six years ago. Now, I suppose I never will be.”


  “If I win, you’ll be consul. Never doubt it. I am a bad enemy, Vatia, but a stout friend.”


  “I know, Lucius Cornelius,” said Vatia tenderly.


  “What do I do with them?” Sulla asked again.


  “With Pompeius, I can see your difficulty. I cannot imagine him settling back into inertia once the fighting is over, and how do you keep him from aspiring to offices ahead of his time?”


  Sulla laughed. “He’s not after office! He’s after military glory. And I think I will try to give it to him. He might come in quite handy.” The empty cup was extended to be refilled. “And Crassus? What do I do with Crassus?”


  “Oh, he’ll look after himself,” said Vatia, pouring. “He will make money. I can understand that. When his father and his brother Lucius died, he should have inherited more than just a rich widow. The Licinius Crassus fortune was worth three hundred talents. But of course it was confiscated. Trust Cinna! He grabbed everything. And poor Crassus didn’t have anything like Catulus’s clout.”


  Sulla snorted. “Poor Crassus, indeed! He stole that gold from Tuder, I know he did.”


  “Probably,” said Vatia, unruffled. “However, you can’t pursue it at the moment. You need the man! And he knows you do. This is a desperate venture.”


  *


  The arrival of Pompey and Crassus to swell Sulla’s army was made known to Carbo immediately. To his legates he turned a calm face, and made no mention of relocating himself or his forces. He still outnumbered Sulla heavily, which meant Sulla showed no sign of breaking out of his camp to invite another battle. And while Carbo waited for events to shape themselves, tell him what he must do, news came first from Italian Gaul that Norbanus and his legates Quinctius and Albinovanus were beaten, that Metellus Pius and Varro Lucullus held Italian Gaul for Sulla. The second lot of news from Italian Gaul was more depressing, if not as important. The Lucanian legate Publius Albinovanus had lured Norbanus and the rest of his high command to a conference in Ariminum, then murdered all save Norbanus himself before surrendering Ariminum to Metellus Pius in exchange for a pardon. Having expressed a wish to live in exile somewhere in the east, Norbanus had been allowed to board a ship. The only legate who escaped was Lucius Quinctius, who was in Varro Lucullus’s custody when the murders happened.


  A tangible gloom descended upon Carbo’s camp; restless men like Censorinus began to pace and fume. But still Sulla would not offer battle. In desperation, Carbo gave Censorinus something to do; he was to take eight legions to Praeneste and relieve the siege of Young Marius. Ten days after departing, Censorinus was back. It was impossible to relieve Young Marius, he said—the fortifications Ofella had built were impregnable. Carbo sent a second expedition to Praeneste, but only succeeded in losing two thousand good men when Sulla ambushed them. A third force set off under Brutus Damasippus to find a road over the mountains and break into Praeneste along the snake—paths behind it. That too failed; Brutus Damasippus looked, abandoned all hope, and returned to Clusium and Carbo.


  Even the news that the paralyzed Samnite leader Gaius Papius Mutilus had assembled forty thousand men in Aesernia and was going to send them to relieve Praeneste had no power now to lift Carbo’s spirits; his depression deepened every day. Nor did his attitude of mind improve when Mutilus sent him a letter saying his force would be seventy thousand, not forty thousand, as Lucania and Marcus Lamponius were sending him twenty thousand men, and Capua and Tiberius Gutta another ten thousand.


  There was only one man Carbo really trusted, old Marcus Junius Brutus, his proquaestor. And so to Old Brutus he went as June turned into Quinctilis, and still no decision had come to him capable of easing his mind.


  “If Albinovanus would stoop to murdering men he’d laughed and eaten with for months, how can I possibly be sure of any of my own legates?’’ he asked.


  They were strolling down the three—mile length of the Via Principalis, one of the two main avenues within the camp, and wide enough to ensure their conversation was private.


  Blinking slowly in the sunlight, the old man with the blued lips made no quick, reassuring answer; instead, he turned the question over in his mind, and when he did reply, said very soberly, “I do not think you can be sure, Gnaeus Papirius.”


  Carbo’s breath hissed between his teeth; he trembled. “Ye gods, Marcus, what am I to do?”


  “For the moment, nothing. But I think you must abandon this sad business before murder becomes a desirable alternative to one or more of your legates.”


  “Abandon ?’’


  “Yes, abandon,” said Old Brutus steadily.


  “They wouldn’t let me leave!” Carbo cried, shaking now.


  “Probably not. But they don’t need to know. I’ll start making our preparations, while you look as if the only thing worrying you is the fate of the Samnite army.” Old Brutus put his hand on Carbo’s arm, patted it. “Don’t despair. All will be well in the end.”


  By the middle of Quinctilis, Old Brutus had finished his preparations. Very quietly in the middle of the night he and Carbo stole away without baggage or attendants save for a mule loaded down with gold ingots innocently sheathed in a layer of lead, and a large purse of denarii for traveling expenses. Looking like a tired pair of merchants, they made their way to the Etrurian coast at Telamon, and there took ship for Africa. No one molested them, no one was the slightest bit interested in the laboring mule or in what it had in its panniers. Fortune, thought Carbo as the ship slipped anchor, was favoring him!


  *


  Because he was paralyzed from the waist down, Gaius Papius Mutilus could not lead the Samnite/Lucanian/Capuan host himself, though he did travel with the Samnite segment of it from its training ground at Aesernia as far as Teanum Sidicinum, where the whole host occupied Sulla’s and Scipio’s old camps, and Mutilus went to stay in his own house.


  His fortunes had prospered since the Italian War; now he owned villas in half a dozen places throughout Samnium and Campania, and was wealthier than he had ever been: an ironic compensation, he sometimes thought, for the loss of all power and feeling below the waist.


  Aesernia and Bovianum were his two favorite towns, but his wife, Bastia, preferred to live in Teanum—she was from the district. That Mutilus had not objected to this almost constant separation was due to his injury; as a husband he was of little use, and if understandably his wife needed to avail herself of physical solace, better she did so where he was not. However, no scandalous tidbits about her behavior had percolated back to him in Aesernia, which meant either she was voluntarily as continent as his injury obliged him to be, or her discretion was exemplary. So when Mutilus arrived at his house in Teanum, he found himself quite looking forward to Bastia’s company.


  “I didn’t expect to see you,” she said with perfect ease.


  “There’s no reason why you should have expected me, since I didn’t write,” he said in an agreeable way. “You look well.”


  “I feel well.”


  “Given my limitations, I’m in pretty good health myself,” he went on, finding the reunion more awkward than he had hoped; she was distant, too courteous.


  “What brings you to Teanum?” she asked.


  “I’ve an army outside town. We’re going to war against Sulla. Or at least, my army is. I shall stay here with you.”


  “For how long?” she enquired politely.


  “Until the business is over one way or the other.”


  “I see.” She leaned back in her chair, a magnificent woman of some thirty summers, and looked at him without an atom of the blazing desire he used to see in her eyes when they were first married—and he had been all a man. “How may I see to your comfort, husband? Is there any special thing you’ll need?”


  “I have my body servant. He knows what to do.”


  Disposing the clouds of expensive gauze about her splendid body more artistically, she continued to gaze at him out of those orbs large and dark enough to have earned her an Homeric compliment: Lady Ox-eyes. “Just you to dinner?” she asked.


  “No, three others. My legates. Is that a problem?”


  “Certainly not. The menu will do you honor, Gaius Papius.”


  The menu did. Bastia was an excellent housekeeper. She knew two of the three men who came to eat with their stricken commander, Pontius Telesinus and Marcus Lamponius. Telesinus was a Samnite of very old family who had been a little too young to be numbered among the Samnite greats of the Italian War. Now thirty-two, he was a fine-looking man, and bold enough to eye his hostess with an appreciation only she divined. That she ignored it was good sense; Telesinus was a Samnite, and that meant he hated Romans more than he could possibly admire women.


  Marcus Lamponius was the paramount chieftain from Lucania, and had been a formidable enemy to Rome during the Italian War. Now into his fifties, he was still warlike, still thirsted to let Roman blood flow. They never change, these non—Roman Italians, she thought; destroying Rome means more to them than life or prosperity or peace. More even than children.


  The one among the three Bastia had never met before was a Campanian like herself, the chief citizen of Capua. His name was Tiberius Gutta, and he was fat, brutish, egotistical, as fanatically dedicated to shedding Roman blood as the others.


  She absented herself from the triclinium as soon as her husband gave her permission to retire, burning with an anger she had most carefully concealed. It wasn’t fair! Things were just beginning to run so smoothly that the Italian War might not have happened, when here it was, starting all over again. She had wanted to cry out that nothing would change, that Rome would grind their faces and their fortunes into the dust yet again; but self-control had kept her tongue still. Even if they had been brought to believe her, patriotism and pride would dictate that they go ahead anyway.


  The anger ate at her, refused to die away. Up and down the marble floor of her sitting room she paced, wanting to strike out at them, those stupid, pigheaded men. Especially her own husband, leader of his nation, the one to whom all other Samnites looked for guidance. And what .sort of guidance was he giving them? War against Rome. Ruination. Did he care that when he fell, everyone attached to him would also fall? Of course he did not! He was all a man, with all a man’s idiocies of nationalism and revenge. All a man, yet only half a man. And the half of him left was no use to her, no use for procreating or recreating.


  She stopped, feeling the heat at the core of her all this anger had caused to boil up. Her lips were bitten, she could taste a little bead of blood. On fire. On fire.


  There was a slave…. One of those Greeks from Samothrace with hair so black it shone blue in the light, brows which met across the bridge of his nose in unashamed luxuriance, and eyes the color of a mountain lake … Skin so fine it begged to be kissed … Bastia clapped her hands.


  When the steward came, she looked at him with her chin up and her bitten lips as plump and red as strawberries. “Are the gentlemen in the dining room content?”


  “Yes, domina.”


  “Good. Continue to look after them, please. And send Hippolytus to me here. I’ve thought of something he can do for me,” she said.


  The steward’s face remained expressionless; as his master Mutilus did not care to live in Teanum Sidicinum, whereas his mistress Bastia did, his mistress Bastia mattered more to him. She must be kept happy. He bowed. “I will send Hippolytus to you at once, domina,” he said, and did many obeisances as he extricated himself carefully from her room.


  In the triclinium Bastia had been forgotten the moment she departed for her own quarters.


  “Carbo assures me that he has Sulla tied down at Clusium,” Mutilus said to his legates.


  “Do you believe that?” asked Lamponius.


  Mutilus frowned. “I have no reason to think otherwise, but I can’t be absolutely sure, of course. Do you have any reason to think otherwise?”


  “No, except that Carbo’s a Roman.”


  “Hear, hear!” cried Pontius Telesinus.


  “Fortunes change,” said Tiberius Gutta of Capua, face shining from the grease of a capon roasted with chestnut stuffing and a skin—crisping glaze of oil. “For the moment, we fight on Carbo’s side. After Sulla is defeated, we can turn on Carbo and every other Roman and rend them.”


  “Absolutely,” agreed Mutilus, smiling.


  “We should move on Praeneste at once,” said Lamponius.


  “Tomorrow, in fact,” said Telesinus quickly.


  But Mutilus shook his head emphatically. “No. We rest the men here for five more days. They’ve had a hard march, and they still have to cover the length of the Via Latina. When they get to Ofella’s siegeworks, they must be fresh.”


  These things decided—and given the prospect of relative leisure for the next five days—the dinner party broke up far earlier than Mutilus’s steward had anticipated. Busy among the kitchen servants, he saw nothing, heard nothing. And was not there when the master of the house ordered his massive German attendant to carry him to the mistress’s room.


  She was kneeling naked upon the pillows of her couch, legs spread wide apart, and between her glistening thighs a blue—black head of hair was buried; the compact and muscular body which belonged to the head was stretched across the couch in an abandonment so complete it looked as if it belonged to a sleeping cat. In no other place than where the head was buried did the two bodies touch; Bastia’s arms were extended behind her, their hands kneading the pillows, and his arms lolled alongside the rest of him.


  The door had opened quietly; the German slave stood with his master in his hold like a bride being carried across the threshold of her new home, and waited for his next instructions with all the dumb endurance of such fellows, far from home, almost devoid of Latin or Greek, permanently transfixed with the pain of loss, unable to express that pain.


  The eyes of husband and wife met. In hers there flashed a shout of triumph, of jubilation; in his an amazement without the dulling anodyne of shock. Of its own volition his gaze fell to rest upon her glorious breasts, the sleekness of her belly, and was blurred by a sudden rush of tears.


  The young Greek’s utter absorption in what he was doing now caught a change, a tension in the woman having nothing to do with him; he began to lift his head. Like two striking snakes her hands locked in the blue—black hair, pressed the head down and held it there.


  “Don’t stop!’’ she cried.


  Unable to look away, Mutilus watched the blood—gorged tissue in her nipples begin to swell them to bursting; her hips were moving, the head riding upon them. And then, beneath her husband’s eyes, Bastia screeched and moaned the power of her massive orgasm. It seemed to Mutilus to last an eternity.


  Done, she released the head and slapped the young Greek, who rolled over and lay faceup; his terror was so profound that he seemed not to breathe.


  “You can’t do anything with that,” said Bastia, pointing to the slave’s diminishing erection, “but there’s nothing wrong with your tongue, Mutilus.”


  “You’re right, there isn’t,” he said, every last tear dried. “It can still taste and feel. But it isn’t interested in carrion.”


  The German got him out of the room, carried him to his own sleeping cubicle, and deposited him with care upon his bed. Then after he had completed his various duties he left Gaius Papius Mutilus alone. No comment, no sympathy, no acknowledgment. And that, reflected Mutilus as he turned his face into his pillow, was a greater mercy than all else. Still in his mind’s eye the image of his wife’s body burned, the breasts with their nipples popping out, and that head—that head! That head … Below his waist nothing stirred, could never stir again. But the rest of him knew torments and dreams, and longed for every aspect of love. Every aspect!


  “I am not dead,” he said into the pillow, and felt the tears come. “I am not dead! But oh, by all the gods, I wish I were!”


  *


  At the end of June, Sulla left Clusium. With him he took his own five legions and three of Scipio’s; he left Pompey in command, a decision which hadn’t impressed his other legates at all. But, since Sulla was Sulla and no one actively argued with him, Pompey it was.


  “Clean this lot up,” he said to Pompey. “They outnumber you, but they’re demoralized. However, when they discover that I’m gone for good, they’ll offer battle. Watch Damasippus, he is the most competent among them. Crassus will cope with Marcus Censorinus, and Torquatus ought to manage against Carrinas.”


  “What about Carbo?’’ asked Pompey.


  “Carbo is a cipher. He lets his legates do his generaling. But don’t fiddle, Pompeius! I have other work for you.”


  No surprise then that Sulla took the more senior of his legates with him; neither Vatia nor the elder Dolabella could have stomached the humiliation of having to ask a twenty-three-year-old for orders. His departure came on the heels of news about the Samnites, and made Sulla’s need to reach the general area around Praeneste urgent; dispositions would have to be finished before the Samnite host drew too near.


  Having scouted the whole region on that side of Rome with extreme thoroughness, Sulla knew exactly what he intended to do. The Via Praenestina and the Via Labicana were now unnegotiable thanks to Ofella’s wall and ditch, but the Via Latina and the Via Appia were still open, still connected Rome and the north with Campania and the south. If the war was to be won, it was vital that all military access between Rome and the south belong to Sulla; Etruria was exhausted, but Samnium and Lucania had scarcely been tapped of manpower or food resources.


  The countryside between Rome and Campania was not easy. On the coast it deteriorated into the Pomptine Marshes, through which from Campania the Via Appia traveled a mosquito—ridden straight line until near Rome it ran up against the flank of the Alban Hills. These were not hills at all, but quite formidable mountains based upon the outpourings of an old volcano which had cut up and elevated the original alluvial Latin plain. The Alban Mount itself, center of that ancient subterranean disturbance, reared between the Via Appia and the other, more inland road, the Via Latina. South of the Alban Hills another high ridge continued to separate the Via Appia from the Via Latina, thus preventing interconnection between these two major arteries all the way from Campania to a point very near Rome. For military travel the more inland Via Latina was always preferred over the Via Appia; men got sick when they marched the Via Appia.


  It was therefore preferable that Sulla station himself on the Via Latina—but at a place where he could, if necessary, transfer his forces rapidly across to the Via Appia. Both roads traversed the outer flanks of the Alban Hills, but the Via Latina did so through a defile which chopped a gap in the eastern escarpment of the ridge and allowed the road to travel onward to Rome in the flatter space between this high ground and the Alban Mount itself. At the point where the defile opened out toward the Alban Mount, a small road curved westward round this central peak, and joined the Via Appia quite close to the sacred lake of Nemi and its temple precinct.


  Here in the defile Sulla sat himself down and proceeded to build immense fortified walls of tufa blocks at each end of the gorge, enclosing the side road which led to Lake Nemi and the Via Appia within his battlements. He now occupied the only place on the Via Latina at which all progress could be stopped from both directions. And, his fortifications completed within a very short time, he posted a series of watches on the Via Appia to make sure no enemy tried to outflank him by this route, from Rome as well as from Campania. All his provisions were brought along the side road from the Via Appia.


  *
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  By the time the Samnite/Lucanian/Capuan host reached the site of Sacriportus, everyone was calling this army “the Samnites” despite its composite nature (enhanced because remnants’ of the legions scattered by Pompey and Crassus had tacked themselves on to such a strong, well-led force). At Sacriportus the host chose the Via Labicana, only to discover that Ofella had by now contained himself within a second line of fortifications, and could not be dislodged. Shining from its heights with a myriad colors, Praeneste might as well have been as far away as the Garden of the Hesperides. After riding along every inch of Ofella’s walls, Pontius Telesinus, Marcus Lamponius and Tiberius Gutta could discern no weakness, and a cross—country march by seventy thousand men with nowhere positive to go was impossible. A war council resulted in a change of strategy; the only way to draw Ofella off was to attack Rome herself. So to Rome on the Via Latina the Samnite army would go.


  Back they marched to Sacriportus, and turned onto the Via Latina in the direction of Rome. Only to find Sulla sitting behind his enormous ramparts in complete control of the road. To storm his position seemed far easier than storming Ofella’s walls, so the Samnite host attacked. When they failed, they tried again. And again. Only to hear Sulla laughing at them as loudly as had Ofella.


  Then came news at once cheering and depressing; those left at Clusium had sallied out and engaged Pompey. That they had gone down in utter defeat was depressing, yet seemed not to matter when compared to the message that the survivors, some twenty thousand strong, were marching south under Censorinus, Carrinas and Brutus Damasippus. Carbo himself had vanished, but the fight, swore Brutus Damasippus in his letter to Pontius Telesinus, would go on. If Sulla’s position were stormed from both sides at once at the exact same moment, he would crumble. Had to crumble!


  “Rubbish, of course,” said Sulla to Pompey, whom he had summoned to his defile for a conference as soon as he had been notified of Pompey’s victory at Clusium. “They can pile Pelion on top of Ossa if they so choose, but they won’t dislodge me. This place was made for defense! Impregnable and unassailable.”


  “If you’re so confident, what need can you have for me?” the young man asked, his pride at being summoned evaporating.


  The campaign at Clusium had been short, grim, decisive; many of the enemy had died, many were taken prisoner, and those who got away were chiefly distinguished for the quality of the men who led their retreat; there had been no senior legates in the ranks of those who surrendered, a great disappointment. The defection of Carbo himself had not been known to Pompey until after the battle was over, when the story of his nocturnal flight was told with tears and bitterness to Pompey’s men by tribunes, centurions and soldiers alike. A great betrayal.


  Hard on the heels of this had come Sulla’s summons, which Pompey had received with huge delight. His instructions were to bring six legions and two thousand horse with him; that Varro would tag along, he took for granted, whereas Crassus and Torquatus were to remain at Clusium. But what need had Sulla for more troops in a camp already bursting at the seams? Indeed, Pompey’s army had been directed into a camp on the shores of Lake Nemi and therefore adjacent to the Via Appia!


  “Oh, I don’t need you here,” said Sulla, leaning his arms on the parapet of an observation tower atop his walls and peering vainly in the direction of Rome; his vision had deteriorated badly since that illness in Greece, though he disliked owning up to it. “I’m getting closer, Pompeius! Closer and closer.”


  Not normally bashful, Pompey found himself unable to ask the question he burned to ask: what did Sulla intend when the war was over? How could he retain his authority, how could he possibly protect himself from future reprisals? He couldn’t keep his army with him forever, but the moment he disbanded it he would be at the mercy of anyone with the strength and the clout to call him to account. And that might be someone who at the present moment called himself a loyal follower, Sulla’s man to the death. Who knew what men like Vatia and the elder Dolabella really thought? Both of them were of consular age, even if circumstances had conspired to prevent their becoming consul. How could Sulla insulate himself? A great man’s enemies were like the Hydra—no matter how many heads he succeeded in cutting off, there were always more busily growing, and always sporting bigger and better teeth.


  “If you don’t need me here, Sulla, where do you need me?” Pompey asked, bewildered.


  “It is the beginning of Sextilis,” said Sulla, and turned to lead the way down the many stairs.


  Nothing more was said until they emerged at the bottom into the controlled chaos beneath the walls, where men busied themselves in carrying loads of rocks, oil for burning and throwing down upon the hapless heads of those trying to scale ladders, missiles for the onagers and catapults already bristling atop the walls, stocks of spears and arrows and shields.


  “It is the beginning of Sextilis?’’ Pompey prompted once they were out of the activity and had begun to stroll down the side road toward Lake Nemi.


  “So it is!” said Sulla in tones of surprise, and fell about laughing at the look on Pompey’s face.


  Obviously he was expected to laugh too; Pompey laughed too. “Yes, it is,” he said, and added, “the beginning of Sextilis.”


  Controlling himself with an effort, Sulla decided he had had his fun. Best put the young would—be Alexander out of his misery by telling him.


  “I have a special command for you, Pompeius,” he said curtly. “The rest will have to know about it—but not yet. I want you well away before the storm of protest breaks—for break, it will! You see, what I want you to do is something I ought not to ask of any man who has not been at the very least a praetor.”


  Excitement growing, Pompey stopped walking, put his hand on Sulla’s arm and turned him so that his face was fully visible; bright blue eyes stared into white—blue eyes. They were now standing in a rather pretty dell to one side of the unsealed road, and the noise of so much industry to front and back was muted by great flowering banks of summer brambles, roses and blackberries.


  “Then why have you chosen me, Lucius Cornelius?” Pompey asked, tones wondering. “You have many legates who fit that description—Vatia, Appius Claudius, Dolabella—even men like Mamercus and Crassus would seem more appropriate! So why me?”


  “Don’t die from curiosity, Pompeius, I will tell you! But first, I must tell you exactly what it is I want you to do.”


  “I am listening,” said Pompey with a great show of calm.


  “I told you to bring six legions and two thousand cavalry. That’s a respectable army. You are going to take it at once to Sicily, and secure the coming harvest for me. It’s Sextilis, the harvest will begin very soon. And sitting for the most part in Puteoli harbor is the grain fleet. Hundreds upon hundreds of empty vessels. Ready—made transports, Pompeius! Tomorrow you will take the Via Appia and march for Puteoli before the grain fleet can sail. You will bear my mandate and have sufficient money to pay for the hiring of the ships, and you will have a propraetorian imperium. Post your cavalry to Ostia, there’s a smaller fleet there. I’ve already sent out messengers to ports like Tarracina and Antium, and told all the little shipowners to gather in Puteoli if they want to be paid for what would under normal circumstances be an empty voyage out. You’ll have more than enough ships, I guarantee you.”


  Had he once dreamed of a meeting between himself and an equally godlike man called Lucius Cornelius Sulla? And been crushed to abject misery because he had found a satyr, not a god? But what did the look of a man matter, when he held in both hands such a store of dreams? The scarred and drunken old man whose eyes were not even good enough to see Rome in the distance was offering him the whole conduct of a war! A war far away from interference, against an enemy he would have all to himself… Pompey gasped, held out his freckled hand with its short and slightly crooked fingers, and clasped Sulla’s beautiful hand.


  “Lucius Cornelius, that’s wonderful! Wonderful! Oh, you can count on me! I’ll drive Perperna Veiento out of Sicily and give you more wheat than ten armies could eat!”


  “I’m going to need more wheat than ten armies could eat,” said Sulla, releasing his hand; despite his youth and undeniable attractions, Pompey was not a type who appealed to Sulla physically, and he never liked to touch men or women who didn’t appeal to him physically. “By the end of this year, Rome will be mine. And if I want Rome to lie down for me, then I’ll have to make sure she’s not hungry. That means the Sicilian grain harvest, the Sardinian grain harvest—and, if possible, the African grain harvest too. So when you’ve secured Sicily, you’ll have to move on to Africa Province and do what you can there. You won’t be in time to catch the loaded fleets from Utica and Hadrumetum—I imagine you’ll be many months in Sicily before you can hope to deal with Africa. But Africa must be subdued before you can come home to Italy. I hear that Fabius Hadrianus was burned to death in the governor’s palace during an uprising in Utica, but that Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus—having escaped from Sacriportus!—has taken over and is holding Africa for the enemy. If you’re in western Sicily, it’s a short distance from Lilybaeum to Utica by sea. You ought to be able to wrap up Africa. Somehow you don’t have the look of a failure about you.”


  Pompey was literally shivering in excitement; he smiled, gasped. “I won’t fail you, Lucius Cornelius! I promise I will never fail you!”


  “I believe you, Pompeius.” Sulla sat down on a log, licked his lips. “What are we doing here? I need wine!”


  “Here is a good place, there’s no one to see us or listen to us,” said Pompey soothingly. “Wait, Lucius Cornelius. I’ll fetch you wine. Just sit there and wait.”


  As it was a shady spot, Sulla did as he was told, smiling at some secret joke. Oh, what a lovely day it was!


  Back came Pompey at a run, yet breathing as if he hadn’t run at all. Sulla grabbed at the wineskin, squirted liquid into his mouth with great expertise, actually managing to swallow and take in air at the same time. Some moments elapsed before he ceased to squeeze, put the skin down.


  “Oh, that’s better! Where was I?”


  “You may fool some people, Lucius Cornelius, but not me. You know precisely where you were,” said Pompey coolly, and sat himself on the grass directly in front of Sulla’s log.


  “Very good! Pompeius, you’re as rare as an ocean pearl the size of a pigeon’s egg! And I can truly say that I am very glad I’ll be dead long before you become a Roman headache.” He picked up the wineskin again, drank again.


  “I’ll never be a Roman headache,” said Pompey innocently. “I will just be the First Man in Rome—and not by mouthing a lot of pretentious rubbish in the Forum or the Senate, either.”


  “How then, boy, if not through stirring speeches?”


  “By doing what you’re sending me off to do. By beating Rome’s enemies in battle.”


  “Not a novel approach,” said Sulla. “That’s the way I’ve done it. That’s the way Gaius Marius did it too.”


  “Yes, but I’m not going to need to snatch my commissions,” said Pompey. “Rome is going to give me every last one on her very knees!”


  Sulla might have interpreted that statement as a reproach, or even as an outright criticism; but he knew his Pompey by this, and understood that most of what the young man said arose out of egotism, that Pompey as yet had no idea how difficult it might be to make that statement come true. So all Sulla did was to sigh and say, “Strictly speaking, I can’t give you any sort of imperium. I’m not consul, and I don’t have the Senate or the People behind me to pass my laws. You’ll just have to accept that I will make it possible for you to come back and be confirmed with a praetor’s imperium.”


  “I don’t doubt that.”


  “Do you doubt anything?”


  “Not if it concerns me directly. I can influence events.”


  “May you never change!” Sulla leaned forward, clasped his hands between his knees. “All right, Pompeius, the compliments are over. Listen to me very carefully. There are two more things I have to tell you. The first concerns Carbo.”


  “I’m listening,” said Pompey.


  “He sailed from Telamon with Old Brutus. Now it’s possible that he headed for Spain, or even for Massilia. But at this time of year, his destination was more likely Sicily or Africa. While ever he’s at large, he is the consul. The elected consul. That means he can override the imperium of a governor, commandeer the governor’s soldiers or militia, call up auxiliaries, and generally make a thorough nuisance of himself until his term as consul runs out. Which is some months off. I am not going to tell you exactly what I plan to do after Rome is mine, but I will tell you this—it is vital to my plans that Carbo be dead well before the end of his year in office. And it is vital that I know Carbo is dead! Your job is to track Carbo down and kill him. Very quietly and inconspicuously—I would like his death to seem an accident. Will you undertake to do this?”


  “Yes,” said Pompey without hesitation.


  “Good! Good!” Sulla turned his hands over and inspected them as if they belonged to someone else. “Now I come to my last point, which concerns the reason why I am entrusting this overseas campaign to you rather than to one of my senior legates.” He peered at the young man intently. “Can you see why for yourself, Pompeius?’’


  Pompey thought, shrugged. “I have some ideas, perhaps, but without knowing what you plan to do after Rome is yours, I am mostly likely wrong. Tell me why.”


  “Pompeius, you are the only one I can entrust with this commission! If I give six legions and two thousand horse to a man as senior as Vatia or Dolabella and send that man off to Sicily and Africa, what’s to stop his coming back with the intention of supplanting me? All he has to do is to remain away long enough for me to be obliged to disband my own army, then return and supplant me. Sicily and Africa are not campaigns likely to be finished in six months, so it’s very likely that I will have had to disband my own army before whoever I send comes home. I cannot keep a permanent standing army in Italy. There’s neither the money nor the room for it. And the Senate and People of Rome would never consent. Therefore I must keep every man senior enough to be my rival under my eye. Therefore it is you I am sending off to secure the harvest and make it possible for me to feed ungrateful Rome.”


  Pompey drew a breath, linked his arms around his knees and looked at Sulla very directly. “And what’s to stop me doing all of that, Lucius Cornelius? If I’m capable of running a campaign, am I not capable of thinking I can supplant you?”


  A question which plainly didn’t send a single shiver down Sulla’s spine; he laughed heartily. “Oh, you can think it all you like, Pompeius! But Rome would never wear you! Not for a single moment. She’d wear Vatia or Dolabella. They have the years, the relations, the ancestors, the clout, the clients. But a twenty-three-year-old from Picenum that Rome doesn’t know? Not a chance!”


  And so they left the matter, walked off in opposite directions. When Pompey encountered Varro he said very little, just told that indefatigable observer of life and nature that he was to go to Sicily to secure the harvest. Of imperium, older men, the death of Carbo and much else, he said nothing at all. Of Sulla he asked only one favor—that he might be allowed to take his brother-in-law, Gaius Memmius, as his chief legate. Memmius, several years older than Pompey but not yet a quaestor, had been serving in the legions of Sulla.


  “You’re absolutely right, Pompeius,” said Sulla with a smile. “An excellent choice! Keep your venture in the family.”


  *


  The simultaneous attack on Sulla’s fortifications from north and south came to pass two days after Pompey had departed with his army for Puteoli and the grain fleet. A wave of men broke on either wall, but the waves ebbed and died away harmlessly. Sulla still owned the Via Latina, and those attacking from the north could find no way to join up with those attacking on the south. At dawn on the second morning after the attack, the watchers in the towers on either wall could see no enemy; they had packed up and stolen off in the night. Reports came in all through that day that the twenty thousand men belonging to Censorinus, Carrinas and Brutus Damasippus were marching down the Via Appia toward Campania, and that the Samnite host was marching down the Via Latina in the same direction.


  “Let them go,” said Sulla indifferently. “Eventually I suppose they’ll come back—united. And when they do come back it will be on the Via Appia. Where I will be waiting for them.”


  By the end of Sextilis, the Samnites and the remnants of Carbo’s army had joined forces at Fregellae, and there moved off the Via Latina eastward through the Melfa Gorge.


  “They’re going to Aesernia to think again,” said Sulla, and did not instruct that they be followed further. “It’s enough to post lookouts on the Via Latina at Ferentinum, and the Via Appia at Tres Tabernae. I don’t need more warning than that, and I’m not going to waste my scouts sending them to sneak around Samnites in Samnite territory like Aesernia.”


  *


  The action shifted abruptly to Praeneste, where Young Marius, restless and growing steadily more unpopular within the town, emerged from the gates and ventured out into No Man’s Land. At the westernmost point of the ridge, where the watershed divided Tolerus streams from Anio streams, he began to build a massive siege tower, having judged that at this point Ofella’s wall was weakest. No tree had been left standing to furnish materials for this work anywhere within reach of those defending Praeneste; it was houses and temples yielded up the timber, precious nails and bolts, blocks and panels and tiles.


  The most dangerous work was to make a smooth roadway for the tower to be moved upon between the spot where it was being built and the edge of Ofella’s ditch, for these laborers were at the mercy of marksmen atop Ofella’s walls; Young Marius chose the youngest and swiftest among his helpers to do this, and gave them a makeshift roof under which to shelter. Out of harm’s reach another team toiled with pieces of timber too small to use in constructing the tower, and made a bridge of laminated planking to throw across the ditch when it came time to push the tower right up against Ofella’s wall. Once work upon the tower had progressed enough to create a shelter inside it for those who labored upon building it, the thing seemed to grow from within, up and up and up, out and out and out.


  In a month it was ready, and so were the causeway and the bridge along which a thousand pairs of hands would propel it. But Ofella too was ready, having had plenty of time to prepare his defenses. The bridge was put across the ditch in the darkest hours of night, the tower rolled heaving and groaning upon a slipway of sheep’s fat mixed with oil; dawn saw the tower, twenty feet higher than the top of Ofella’s wall, in position. Deep in its bowels there hung upon ropes toughened with pitch a mighty battering ram made from the single beam which had spanned the Goddess’s cella in the temple of Fortuna Primigenia, who was the firstborn daughter of Jupiter, and talisman of Italian luck.


  But it was many a year before tufa stone hardened to real brittleness, so the ram when brought to bear on Ofella’s wall roared and boomed and pounded in vain; the elastic tufa blocks shook, even trembled and vibrated, but they held until Ofella’s catapults firing blazing missiles had set the tower on fire, and driven the attackers hurling spears and arrows fleeing with hair in flames. By nightfall the tower was a twisted ruin collapsed in the ditch, and those who had tried to break out were either dead or back within Praeneste.


  Several times during October, Young Marius tried to use the bridged ditch filled with the wreckage of his tower as a base; he roofed a section between Ofella’s wall and the ditch to keep his men safe and tried to mine his way beneath the wall, then tried to cut his way through the wall, and finally tried to scale the wall. But nothing worked. Winter was close at hand, seemed to promise the same kind of bitter cold as the last one; Praeneste knew itself short of food, and rued the day it had opened its gates to the son of Gaius Marius.


  *


  The Samnite host had not gone to Aesernia at all. Ninety thousand strong, it sat itself down in the awesome mountains to the south of the Fucine Lake and whiled away almost two months in drills, foraging parties, more drills. Pontius Telesinus and Brutus Damasippus had journeyed to see Mutilus in Teanum, come away armed with a plan to take Rome by surprise—and without Sulla’s knowledge. For, said Mutilus, Young Marius would have to be left to his fate. The only chance left for all right—thinking men was to capture Rome and draw both Sulla and Ofella into a siege which would be prolonged and filled with a terrible doubt—would those inside Rome elect to join the Samnite cause?


  There was a way across the mountains between the Melfa Gorge and the Via Valeria. This stock route—for so it was better termed than road—traversed the ranges between Atina at the back of the Melfa Gorge—a wilderness—went to Sora on the elbow of the Liris River, then to Treba, then to Sublaquaeum, and finally emerged on the Via Valeria a scant mile east of Varia, at a little hamlet called Mandela. It was neither paved nor even surveyed, but it had been there for centuries, and was the route whereby the many shepherds of the mountains moved their flocks each summer season between pastures at the same altitude. It was also the route the flocks took to the sale yards and slaughterhouses of the Campus Lanatarius and the Vallis Camenarum adjoining the Aventine parts of Rome.


  Had Sulla stopped to remember the time when he had marched from Fregellae to the Fucine Lake to assist Gaius Marius to defeat Silo and the Marsi, he might have remembered this stock route, for he had actually followed a part of it from Sora to Treba, and had not found it impossible going. But at Treba he had left it, and had not thought to ascertain whereabouts it went north of Treba. So the one chance Sulla might have had to circumvent Mutilus’s strategy was overlooked. Thinking that the only route open to the Samnites if they planned to attack Rome was the Via Appia, Sulla remained in his defile on the Via Latina and kept watch, sure he could not be taken by surprise.
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  And while he sat in his defile, the Samnites and their allies toiled along the stock route, secure in the knowledge that they were passing through country whose inhabitants had no love of Rome, and well beyond the outermost tentacles of Sulla’s intelligence network. Sora, Treba, Sublaquaeum, and finally onto the Via Valeria at Mandela. They were now a scant day’s march from Rome, a mere thirty miles of superbly kept road as the Via Valeria came down through Tibur and the Anio valley, and terminated on the Campus Esquilinus beneath the double rampart of Rome’s Agger.


  But this was not the best place from which to launch an attack on Rome, so when the great host drew close to the city, Pontius Telesinus and Brutus Damasippus took a diverticulum which brought them out on the Via Nomentana at the Colline Gate. And there outside the Colline Gate—waiting for them,as it were—was the stout camp Pompey Strabo had built for himself during Cinna’s and Gaius Marius’s siege of Rome. By nightfall of the last day of October, Pontius Telesinus, Brutus Damasippus, Marcus Lamponius, Tiberius Gutta, Censorinus and Carrinas were comfortably ensconced within that camp; on the morrow they would attack.


  *


  The news that ninety thousand men were occupying Pompey Strabo’s old camp outside the Colline Gate was brought to Sulla after night had fallen on the last day of October. It found him a little the worse for wine, but not yet asleep. Within moments bugles were blaring, drums were rolling, men were tumbling from their pallets and torches were kindling everywhere. Icily sober, Sulla called his legates together and told them.


  “They’ve stolen a march on us,” he said, lips compressed. “How they got there I don’t know, but the Samnites are outside the Colline Gate and ready to attack Rome. By dawn, we march. We have twenty miles to cover and some of it’s hilly, but we have to get to the Colline Gate in time to fight tomorrow.” He turned to his cavalry commander, Octavius Balbus. “How many horses have you got around Lake Nemi, Balbus?”


  “Seven hundred,” said Balbus.


  “Then off you go right now. Take the Via Appia, and ride like the wind. You’ll reach the Colline Gate some hours before I can hope to get the infantry there, so you’ve got to hold them off. I don’t care what you have to do, or how you do it! Just get there and keep them occupied until I arrive.”


  Octavius Balbus wasted no time speaking; he was out of Sulla’s door and roaring for a horse before Sulla could turn back to his other legates.


  There were four of them—Crassus, Vatia, Dolabella and Torquatus. Shocked, but not bereft of their wits.


  “We have eight legions here, and they will have to do,” said Sulla. “That means we’ll be outnumbered two to one. I’ll make my dispositions now because there may not be the time for conferences after we reach the Colline Gate.”


  He fell silent, studying them. Who would fare best? Who would have the steel to lead in what was going to be a desperate encounter? By rights it ought to be Vatia and Dolabella, but were they the best men? His eyes dwelt upon Marcus Licinius Crassus, huge and rock—solid, never anything save calm—eaten up with avarice, a thief and a swindler—not principled, not ethical, perhaps moral. And yet of the four of them he had the most to lose if this war was lost. Vatia and Dolabella would survive, they had the clout. Torquatus was a good man, but not a true leader.


  Sulla made up his mind. “I will move in two divisions of four legions each,” he said, slapping his hands on his thighs. “I will retain the high command myself, but I will not command either division. For want of a better way to distinguish them, I’ll call them the left and the right, and unless I change my orders after we arrive, that is how they’ll fight. Left and right of the field. No center. I haven’t enough men. Vatia, you will command the left, with Dolabella as your second-in-command. Crassus, you’ll command the right, with Torquatus as your second-in-command.”


  As he spoke, Sulla’s eyes rested upon Dolabella, saw the anger and outrage; no need to look at Marcus Crassus, he would not betray his feelings.


  “That is what I want,” he said harshly, spitting out the words because they shaped themselves poorly without teeth. “I don’t have time for argument. You’ve all thrown in your lots with me, you’ve given me the ultimate decisions. Now you’ll do as you’re told. All I expect of you is the will to fight in the way I command you to fight.”


  Dolabella stood back at the door and allowed the other three to precede him; then he turned back. “A word with you alone, Lucius Cornelius,” he said.


  “If it’s quick.”


  A Cornelius and a remote relation of Sulla’s, Dolabella was not from a branch of that great family which had managed to acquire the luster of the Scipiones—or even of the Sullae; if he had anything in common with most of the Cornelii, it was his homeliness—plump cheeks, a frowning face, eyes a little too close together. Ambitious and with a reputation for depravity, he and his first cousin, the younger Dolabella, were determined to win greater prominence for their branch of the family.


  “I could break you, Sulla,” Dolabella said. “All I have to do is make it impossible for you to win tomorrow’s fight. And I imagine you understand that I’ll change sides so fast the opposition will end in believing I was always with them.”


  “Do go on!” said Sulla in the most friendly fashion when Dolabella paused to see how this speech had been received.


  “However, I am willing to lie down under your decision to promote Marcus Crassus over my head. On one condition.”


  “Which is?”


  “That next year, I am consul.”


  “Done!” cried Sulla with the greatest goodwill.


  Dolabella blinked. “You’re not put out?” he asked.


  “Nothing puts me out anymore, my dear Dolabella,” said Sulla, escorting his legate to the door. “At the moment it makes little odds to me who is consul next year. What matters at the moment is who commands on the field tomorrow. And I see that I was right to prefer Marcus Crassus. Good night!”


  *


  The seven hundred horsemen under the command of Octavius Balbus arrived outside Pompey Strabo’s camp about the middle of the morning on the first day of November. There was absolutely nothing Balbus could have done had he been put to it; his horses were so blown that they stood with heads hanging, sides heaving and white with sweat, mouths dripping foam, while their riders stood alongside them and tried to comfort them by loosening girths and speaking soft endearments. For this reason Balbus had not halted too close to the enemy—let them think his force was ready for action! So he arranged it in what appeared to be a charge formation, had his troopers brandish their lances and pretend to shout messages back to an unseen army of infantry in their rear.


  It was evident that the attack upon Rome had not yet begun. The Colline Gate stood in majestic isolation, its portcullis down and its two mighty oak doors closed; the battlements of the two towers which flanked it were alive with heads, and the walls which ran away on either side were heavily manned. Balbus’s arrival had provoked sudden activity within the enemy camp, where soldiers were pouring out of the southeastern gate and lining up to hold off a cavalry onslaught; of enemy cavalry there was no sign, and Balbus could only hope that none was concealed.


  Each trooper on the march carried a leather bucket tied to his left rear saddle horn to water his horse; while the front rank carried on with the farce of a coming charge and an invisible army of foot soldiers behind, other troopers ran with the buckets to various fountains in the vicinity and filled them. As soon as the horses could safely be watered, Octavius Balbus intended that the business should be finished in short order.


  So successful was this mock show of aggression that nothing further had happened when Sulla and his infantry arrived some four hours later, in the early afternoon. His men were in much the same condition as Balbus’s horses had been; exhausted, blown, legs trembling with the effort of marching at the double across twenty miles of sometimes steep terrain.


  “Well, we can’t possibly attack today,” said Vatia after he and Sulla had ridden with the other legates to inspect the ground and see what sort of battle was going to develop.


  “Why not?” asked Sulla.


  Vatia looked blank. “They’re too tired to fight!”


  “Tired they may be, but fight they will,” said Sulla.


  “You can’t, Lucius Cornelius! You’d lose!”


  “I can, and I won’t,” said Sulla grimly. “Look, Vatia, we have to fight today! This war has got to end, and here and now is where and when it must end. The Samnites know how hard we’ve marched, the Samnites know the odds are in their favor today more than on any other day. If we don’t offer battle today, the day they believe they have their best chance of winning, who knows what might happen tomorrow? What’s to stop the Samnites packing up in the night and vanishing to choose another venue? Disappearing perhaps for months? Until the spring, or even next summer? Next autumn? No, Vatia, we fight today. Because today the Samnites are in the mood to see us dead on the field of the Colline Gate.”


  While his soldiers rested, ate and drank, Sulla went among them on foot to tell them in a more personal way than the usual speech from a rostra that somehow they had to find the strength and the endurance to fight. That if they waited to recover, the war might go on and on. Most of them had been with him for years and could be said in truth to love him, but even the legions which had belonged to Scipio Asiagenus had felt his hand for long enough to know themselves his men. He didn’t look like the wonderful, godlike being to whom they had offered a Grass Crown outside Nola all those campaigns ago, but he was theirs—and hadn’t they grizzled and wrinkled and grown a bit creaky in the joints too? So when he went among them and asked them to fight, they lifted laconic hands and told him not to worry, they’d fix the Samnites.


  A bare two hours before darkness, battle was joined. The three legions which had belonged to Scipio Asiagenus comprised the major part of Sulla’s left division, so while he did not assume command of the left, Sulla elected to remain in its area of operation. Rather than bestride his customary mule, he chose to mount a white horse, and had told his men that he would do so. That way they would know him, see him if he came to their part of the fight. Choosing a knoll which gave him a fair perspective of the field, he sat upon the white animal watching the conflict develop. Those inside Rome, he noted, had opened the doors of the Colline Gate and raised the portcullis, though no one issued out to participate in the battle.


  The enemy division facing his left was the more formidable, for it was composed entirely of Samnites and commanded by Pontius Telesinus, but at forty thousand it was less numerous—some kind of compensation, thought Sulla, touching his groom with a foot, the signal for the fellow to lead his horse onward. No rider, he didn’t trust this white force of nature, and had preferred that it be led. Yes, his left was falling back, he would have to go there. On lower ground, Vatia probably couldn’t see that one of his worst problems was the open gate into the city; as the Samnites pushed forward stabbing and slashing upward with their short infantry swords, some of Vatia’s men were slipping through the gate rather than standing and holding.


  Just before he entered the melee, he heard the sharp smack of his groom’s hand on the horse’s shoulder, had the presence of mind to lean forward and grab its mane in both hands as it took off at a gallop. One glance behind showed him why; two Samnite spearmen had launched their weapons simultaneously at him, and he ought to have fallen. That he had not was thanks to the groom, who had made the horse bolt. Then the groom caught up and hung on to the creature’s plumy tail; Sulla came to a halt unscathed and still in the saddle.


  A smile of thanks for his groom, and Sulla waded into the thick of the battle with his sword in his hand and a small cavalry shield to protect his left side. He found some men he knew and ordered them to drop the portcullis—which, he noted in some amusement, they did with scant regard for those beneath it at the time it fell. The measure worked; having nowhere now to retreat, Scipio’s legions stood and held while the single legion of veterans began the slow and steady job of pushing the enemy back.


  How Crassus and the right were faring, Sulla had no idea; even from his knoll they had been too far away for him to supervise, and he had known his left was his weakness from the beginning. If anybody could cope, it was Crassus and the four veteran legions under his command.


  Night fell but the fight went on, aided by thousands of torches held on high by those atop Rome’s walls. And, gaining its second wind, Sulla’s left took heart. He himself was still among it, cheering Scipio’s frightened men on, doing his share of hand—to—hand combat because his groom, splendid fellow, never allowed the horse to become an encumbrance.


  Perhaps two hours later, the Samnite host opposing Sulla’s left broke and retreated inside Pompey Strabo’s camp, where they proved too exhausted to keep Sulla out. Hoarse from shouting, Sulla and Vatia and Dolabella urged a finish, and their men cut the Samnites to pieces within the camp. Pontius Telesinus fell with his face split in two, and the heart went out of his men.


  “No prisoners,” said Sulla. “Kill the lot, with arrows if they clump together and try to surrender.”


  At that stage in a battle so bitterly fought, it would have been more difficult to persuade the soldiers to spare their foes, so the Samnites perished.


  It was only after the rout was complete that Sulla, now back on his trusty mule, found time to wonder about the fate of Crassus. Of the right division there was no sign; but nor was there sign of an enemy. Crassus and his opponents had vanished.


  About the middle of the night a messenger came. Sulla was prowling through Pompey Strabo’s old camp making sure the still bodies lying everywhere were well and truly dead, but paused to see the man, hoping for news.


  “Are you sent from Marcus Crassus?” he asked the man.


  “I am,” said the man, who did not look downcast.


  “Where is Marcus Crassus?”


  “At Antemnae.”


  “Antemnae?”


  “The enemy broke and fled there before nightfall, and Marcus Crassus followed. Another battle took place in Antemnae. We won! Marcus Crassus has sent me to ask for food and wine for his men.”


  Grinning widely, Sulla shouted orders that the requested provisions be found, and then, riding upon his mule, accompanied the train of pack animals up the Via Salaria to Antemnae, just a few miles away. There he and Vatia found the reeling town trying to regain its breath, having played involuntary host to a battle which had made a wreck of it. Houses were burning fiercely, bucket brigades toiled to prevent the fires from spreading, and everywhere the bodies sprawled in death, trampled underfoot by panicked townsfolk striving to save their own lives and belongings.


  Crassus was waiting on the far side of Antemnae, where in a field he had gathered the enemy survivors.


  “About six thousand of them,” he said to Sulla. “Vatia had the Samnites—I inherited the Lucanians, the Capuans, and Carbo’s remnants. Tiberius Gutta fell on the field, Marcus Lamponius I think escaped, and I have Brutus Damasippus, Carrinas and Censorinus among the prisoners.”


  “Good work!” said Sulla, showing his gums in the broadest of smiles. “It didn’t please Dolabella and I had to promise him a consulship next year to get him to go along, but I knew I’d picked the right man in you, Marcus Crassus!”


  Vatia swung his head to stare at Sulla, aghast. “What? Dolabella demanded that? Cunnus! Mentula! Verpa! Fellator!”


  “Never mind, Vatia, you’ll get your consulship too,” soothed Sulla, still smiling. “Dolabella will do no good by it. He’ll go too far when he goes to govern his province and he’ll spend the rest of his days in exile in Massilia with all the other intemperate fools.” He waved a hand at the pack animals. “Now where do you want your little snack, Marcus Crassus?’’


  “If I can find somewhere else to put my prisoners, here, I think,” said the stolid Crassus, who didn’t look in the least as if he had just won a great victory.


  “I brought Balbus’s cavalry with me to escort the prisoners to the Villa Publica at once,” said Sulla. “By the time they’re moving, it will be dawn.”


  While Octavius Balbus rounded up the exhausted enemy who had survived Antemnae, Sulla summoned Censorinus, Carrinas and Brutus Damasippus before him. Defeated though they were, none of them looked beaten.


  “Aha! Think you’re going to fight again another day, eh?” Sulla asked, smiling again, but mirthlessly. “Well, my Roman friends, you are not. Pontius Telesinus is dead, and I had the Samnite survivors shot with arrows. Since you allied yourselves with Samnites and Lucanians, I hold you no Romans. Therefore you will not be tried for treason. You will be executed: Now.”


  Thus it was that the three most implacable foes of the whole war were beheaded in a field outside Antemnae, without trial or notice. The bodies were thrown into the huge common grave being dug for all the enemy dead, but Sulla had the heads put in a sack.


  “Catilina, my friend,” he said to Lucius Sergius Catilina, who had ridden with him and Vatia, “take these, find the head of Tiberius Gutta, add the head of Pontius Telesinus when you get back to the Colline Gate, and then ride with them for Ofella. Tell him to load them one by one into his most powerful piece of artillery, and fire them one by one over the walls of Praeneste.”


  Catilina’s darkly handsome face brightened, looked alert. “Gladly, Lucius Cornelius. May I ask a favor?”


  “Ask. But I don’t promise.”


  “Let me go into Rome and find Marcus Marius Gratidianus! I want his head. If Young Marius looks on his head too, he’ll know that Rome is yours and his own career is at an end.”


  Slowly Sulla shook his head—but not in refusal. “Oh, Catilina, you are one of my most precious possessions! How I do love you! Gratidianus is your brother-in-law.”


  “Was my brother-in-law,” said Catilina gently, and added, “My wife died not long before I joined you.” What he did not say was that he had been suspected by Gratidianus of murdering her in order to pursue another liaison more comfortably.


  “Well, Gratidianus would have to go sooner or later anyway,” said Sulla, and turned away with a shrug. “Add his head to your collection if you think it will impress Young Marius.”


  Matters thus tidily disposed of, Sulla and Vatia and the legates who had accompanied them settled down with Crassus and Torquatus and the men of the right division to a jolly feast while Antemnae burned and Lucius Sergius Catilina went happily about his grisly business.


  Seeming not to need sleep, Sulla rode thereafter back to Rome, but did not enter the city. His messenger sent on ahead summoned the Senate to a meeting in the temple of Bellona on the Campus Martius. En route to Bellona, he paused to make sure the six thousand prisoners were assembled in the grounds of the Villa Publica (which was close to the temple of Bellona), and issued certain orders; after that he completed his journey, and dismounted from his mule in the rather desolate and unkempt open space in front of the temple always called “Enemy Territory.”


  No one of course had dared not to answer Sulla’s summons, so about a hundred men waited inside. They all stood; it did not seem the right thing to do to wait for Sulla seated on their folding stools. A few men looked serenely comfortable—Catulus, Hortensius, Lepidus—and some looked terrified—a Flaccus or two, a Fimbria, a minor Carbo—but most bore the look of sheep, vacuous yet skittish.


  Clad in armor but bareheaded, Sulla passed through their ranks as if they did not exist and mounted the podium of Bellona’s statue, which had been added to her temple after it became very fashionable to anthropomorphize even the old Roman gods; as she too was clad for war, she matched Sulla very well, even to the fierce look on her too—Greek face. She, however, owned a kind of beauty, whereas Sulla had none. To most of the men present, his appearance came as an absolute shock, though no one dared to stir. The wig of orange curls was slightly askew, the scarlet tunic filthy, the red patches on his face standing out amid remnants of near—albino skin like lakes of blood on snow. Many among them grieved, but for differing reasons: some because they had known him well and liked him, others because they had at least expected the new Master of Rome to look a fitting master. This man looked more a ruined travesty.


  When he spoke his lips flapped, and some of his words were hard to distinguish. Until, that is, he got under way, when self-preservation stimulated his audience to total comprehension.


  “I can see I’m back not a moment too soon!” he said. “The Enemy Territory is full of weeds—everything needs a fresh coat of paint and a good wash—the stones of the road bases are poking through what’s left of the surface—laundresses are using the Villa Publica to hang out their washing—a wonderful job you’ve been doing of caring for Rome! Fools! Knaves! Jackasses!”


  His address probably continued in the same vein—biting, sarcastic, bitter. But after he yelled “Jackasses!” his words were drowned by a hideous cacophony of noises from the direction of the Villa Publica—screams, howls, shrieks. Bloodcurdling! At first everyone pretended they could still hear him, but then the sounds became just too alarming, too horrifying; the senators began to move, mutter, exchange terrified glances.


  As suddenly as it had begun, the din died away.


  “What, little sheep, are you frightened?” jeered Sulla. “But there’s no need to be frightened! What you hear is only my men admonishing a few criminals.”


  Whereupon he scrambled down from his perch between Bellona’s feet and walked out without seeming to see a single member of the Senate of Rome.


  “Oh dear, he’s really not in a good mood!” said Catulus to his brother-in-law Hortensius.


  “Looking like that, I’m not surprised,” said Hortensius.


  “He only dragged us here to listen to that,” said Lepidus. “Who was he admonishing, do you imagine?”


  “His prisoners,” said Catulus.


  As proved to be the case; while Sulla had been speaking to the Senate, his men had executed the six thousand prisoners at the Villa Publica with sword and arrow.


  “I am going to be extremely well behaved on all occasions,” said Catulus to Hortensius.


  “Why, in particular?” asked Hortensius, who was a far more arrogant and positive man.


  “Because Lepidus was right. Sulla only summoned us here to listen to the noise of the men who opposed him dying. What he says doesn’t matter one iota. But what he does matters enormously to any of us who want to live. We will have to behave ourselves and try not to annoy him.”


  Hortensius shrugged. “I think you’re overreacting, my dear Quintus Lutatius. In a few weeks he’ll be gone. He’ll get the Senate and the Assemblies to legalize his deeds and give him back his imperium, then he’ll return to the ranks of the consulars in the front row, and Rome will be able to get on with her normal business.”


  “Do you really think so?” Catulus shivered. “How he’ll do it I have no idea, but I believe we’re going to have Sulla’s unnerving eyes on us from a position of superior power for a long time to come.”


  *


  Sulla arrived at Praeneste the following day, the third one of the month of November.


  Ofella greeted him cheerfully, and gestured toward two sad men who stood under guard nearby. “Know them?” he asked.


  “Possibly, but I can’t find their names.”


  “Two junior tribunes attached to Scipio’s legions. They came galloping like a pair of Greek jockeys the morning after you fought outside the Colline Gate and tried to tell me that the battle was lost and you were dead.”


  “What, Ofella? Didn’t you believe them?”


  Ofella laughed heartily. “I know you better than that, Lucius Cornelius! It will take more than a few Samnites to kill you.” And with the flourish of a magician producing a rabbit out of a chamber pot, Ofella reached behind him and displayed the head of Young Marius.


  “Ah!” said Sulla, inspecting it closely. “Handsome fellow, wasn’t he? Took after his mother in looks, of course. Don’t know who he took after in cleverness, but it certainly wasn’t his dad.” Satisfied, he waved the head away. “Keep it for the time being. So Praeneste surrendered?”


  “Almost immediately after I fired in the heads Catilina brought me. The gates popped open and they flooded out waving white flags and beating their breasts.”


  “Young Marius too?” asked Sulla, surprised.


  “Oh, no! He took to the sewers, looking for some way to escape. But I’d had all the outflows barred months before. We found him huddled against one such with his sword in his belly and his Greek servant weeping nearby,” Ofella said.


  “Well, he’s the last of them!” said Sulla triumphantly.


  Ofella glanced at him sharply; it wasn’t like Lucius Cornelius Sulla to forget anything! “There’s still one at large,” he said quickly, then could have bitten off his tongue. This was not a man to remind that he too had shortcomings!


  But Sulla appeared unruffled. A slow smile grew. “Carbo, I suppose you mean?”


  “Yes, Carbo.”


  “Carbo is dead too, my dear Ofella. Young Pompeius took him captive and executed him for treason in the agora at Lilybaeum late in September. Remarkable fellow, Pompeius! I thought it would take him many months to organize Sicily and round up Carbo, but he did the lot in one month. And found the time to send me Carbo’s head by special messenger! Pickled in a jar of vinegar! Unmistakably him.” And Sulla chuckled.


  “What about Old Brutus?”


  “Committed suicide rather than tell Pompeius whereabouts Carbo had gone. Not that it mattered. The crew of his ship—he was trying to raise a fleet for Carbo—told Pompeius everything, of course. So my amazingly efficient young legate sent his brother-in-law off to Cossura, whence Carbo had fled, and had him brought back to Lilybaeum in chains. But I got three heads from Pompeius, not two. Carbo, Old Brutus, and Soranus.”


  “Soranus? Do you mean Quintus Valerius Soranus the scholar, who was tribune of the plebs?’’


  “The very same.”


  “But why? What did he do?” asked Ofella, bewildered.


  “He shouted the secret name of Rome out loud from the rostra,” said Sulla.


  Ofella’s jaw dropped, he shivered. “Jupiter!”


  “Luckily,” lied Sulla blandly, “the Great God stoppered up every ear in the Forum, so Soranus shouted to the deaf. All is well, my dear Ofella. Rome will survive.”


  “Oh, that’s a relief!” gasped Ofella, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I’ve heard of strange doings, but to tell Rome’s secret name—it passes all imagination!” Something else occurred to him; he couldn’t help but ask: “What was Pompeius doing in Sicily, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “Securing the grain harvest for me.”


  “I’d heard something to that effect, but I confess I didn’t believe it. He’s a kid.”


  “Mmmm,” agreed Sulla pensively. “However, what Young Marius didn’t inherit from his father, young Pompeius certainly grabbed from Pompeius Strabo! And more besides.”


  “So the kid will be coming home soon,” said Ofella, not very enamored of this new star in Sulla’s sky; he had thought himself without rival in that firmament!


  “Not yet,” said Sulla in a matter—of—fact tone. “I sent him on to Africa to secure our province for me. I believe he is at this moment doing just that.” He pointed down into No Man’s Land, where a great crowd of men stood abjectly in the chilly sun. “Are they those who surrendered bearing arms?”


  “Yes. In number, twelve thousand. A mixed catch,” said Ofella, glad to see the subject change. “Some Romans who belonged to Young Marius, a good many Praenestians, and some Samnites for good measure. Do you want to look at them more closely?”


  It seemed Sulla did. But not for long. He pardoned the Romans among the crowd, then ordered the Praenestians and Samnites executed on the spot. After which he made the surviving citizens of Praeneste—old men, women, children—bury the bodies in No Man’s Land. He toured the town, never having been there before, and frowned in anger to see the shambles to which Young Marius’s need for timber to build his siege tower had reduced the precinct of Fortuna Primigenia.


  “I am Fortune’s favorite,” he said to those members of the town council who had not died in No Man’s Land, “and I shall see that your Fortuna Primigenia acquires the most splendid precinct in all of Italy. But at Praeneste’s expense.”


  On the fourth day of November, Sulla rode to Norba, though he knew its fate long before he reached it.


  “They agreed to surrender,” said Mamercus, tight—lipped with anger, “and then they torched the town before killing every last person in there—murder, suicide. Women, children, Ahenobarbus’s soldiers, all the men of the town died rather than surrender. I’m sorry, Lucius Cornelius. There will be no plunder or prisoners from Norba.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Sulla indifferently. “The haul from Praeneste was huge. I doubt Norba could have yielded much of use or note.”


  And on the fifth day of November, when the newly risen sun was glancing off the gilded statues atop the temple roofs and that fresh light made the city seem less shabby, Lucius Cornelius Sulla entered Rome. He rode in through the Capena Gate, and in solemn procession. His groom led the white horse which had borne him safely through the battle at the Colline Gate, and he wore his best suit of armor, its silver muscled cuirass tooled with a scene representing his own army offering him his Grass Crown outside the walls of Nola. Paired with him and clad in purple-bordered toga rode Lucius Valerius Flaccus, the Princeps Senatus, and behind him rode his legates in pairs, including Metellus Pius and Varro Lucullus, who had been summoned from Italian Gaul four days earlier, and had driven hard to be here on this great occasion. Of all the ones who were to matter in the future, only Pompey and Varro the Sabine were not present.


  His sole military escort was the seven hundred troopers who had saved him by bluffing the Samnites; his army was back in the defile, tearing down its ramparts so that traffic on the Via Latina could move again. After that, there was Ofella’s wall to dismember and a vast stockpile of building material to dump in several fields. Much of the tufa block had been fragmented in the demolition, and Sulla knew what he was going to do with that; it would be incorporated into the opus incertum construction of the new temple of Fortuna Primigenia in Praeneste. No trace of the hostilities must remain.


  Many people turned out of doors to see him enter the city; no matter how fraught with peril it was, no Roman could ever resist a spectacle, and this moment belonged to History. Many who saw him ride in genuinely believed they were witnessing the death throes of the Republic; rumor insisted that Sulla intended to make himself King of Rome. How else could he hang on to power? For how—given what he had done—could he dare relinquish power? And, it was quickly noted, a special squad of cavalry rode just behind the last pair of legates, their spears held upright; impaled on those lances were the heads of Carbo and Young Marius, Carrinas and Censorinus, Old Brutus and Marius Gratidianus, Brutus Damasippus and Pontius Telesinus, Gutta of Capua and Soranus—and Gaius Papius Mutilus of the Samnites.


  *


  Mutilus had heard the news of the battle at the Colline Gate a day after, and wept so loudly that Bastia came to see what was the matter with him.


  “Lost, all lost!” he cried to her, forgetting the way she had insulted and tormented him, only seeing the one person left to whom he was bound by ties of family and time. “My army is dead! Sulla has won! Sulla will be King of Rome and Samnium will be no more!”


  For perhaps as long as it would have taken to light all the wicks of a small chandelier, Bastia stared at the devastated man upon his couch. She made no move to comfort him, said no words of comfort either, just stood very still, eyes wide. And then a look crept into them of knowledge and resolution; her vivid face grew cold and hard. She clapped her hands.


  “Yes, domina?” asked the steward from the doorway, gazing in consternation at his weeping master.


  “Find his German and ready his litter,” said Bastia.


  “Domina?” the steward asked, bewildered.


  “Don’t just stand there, do as I say! At once!”


  The steward gulped, disappeared.


  Tears drying, Mutilus gaped at his wife. “What is this?’’


  “I want you out of here,” she said through clenched teeth. “I want no part of this defeat! I want to keep my home, my money, my life! So out you go, Gaius Papius! Go back to Aesernia, or go to Bovianum—or anywhere else you have a house! Anywhere but this house! I do not intend to go down with you.”


  “I don’t believe this!” he gasped.


  “You’d better believe it! Out you go!”


  “But I’m paralyzed, Bastia! I am your husband, and I’m paralyzed! Can’t you find pity in you, if not love?”


  “I neither love you nor pity you,” she said harshly. “It was all your stupid, futile plotting and fighting against Rome took the power out of your legs—took away your use to me—took away the children I might have had—and all the pleasure in being a part of your life. For nearly seven years I’ve lived here alone while you schemed and intrigued in Aesernia—and when you did condescend to visit me, you stank of shit and piss, and ordered me about—oh no, Gaius Papius Mutilus, I am done with you! Out you go!”


  And because his mind could not encompass the extent of his ruin, Mutilus made no protest when his German attendant took him from the couch and carried him through the front door to where his litter stood at the bottom of the steps. Bastia had followed behind like an image of the Gorgon, beautiful and evil, with eyes that could turn a man to stone and hissing hair. So quickly did she slam the door that the edge of his cloak caught in it and pulled the German up with a jerk. Shifting the full weight of his master to his left arm, the German began to tug at the cloak to free it.


  On his belt Gaius Papius Mutilus wore a military dagger, a mute reminder of the days when he had been a Samnite warrior. Out it came; he pressed the top of his head against the wood of the door and cut his throat. Blood sprayed everywhere, drenched the door and pooled upon the steps, soaked the shrieking German, whose cries brought people running from up and down the narrow street. The last thing Gaius Papius Mutilus saw was his Gorgon wife, who had opened the door in time to receive the final spurt of his blood.


  “I curse you, woman!” he tried to say.


  But she didn’t hear. Nor did she seem stricken, frightened, surprised. Instead, she held the door wide and snapped at the weeping German, “Bring him in!” And inside, when her husband’s corpse was laid upon the floor, she said, “Cut off his head. I will send it to Sulla as my gift.”


  Bastia was as good as her word; she sent her husband’s head to Sulla with her compliments. But the story Sulla heard from the wretched steward compelled by his mistress to bring the gift did not flatter Bastia. He handed the head of his old enemy to one of the military tribunes attached to his staff, and said without expression, “Kill the woman who sent me this. I want her dead.”


  *


  And so the tally was almost complete. With the single exception of Marcus Lamponius of Lucania, every powerful enemy who had opposed Sulla’s return to Italy was dead. Had he wished it, Sulla could indeed have made himself undisputed King of Rome.


  But he had found a solution more to the liking of one who firmly believed in all the traditions of a Republican mos maiorum, and thus rode through the middle of the Circus Maximus absolutely free of kingly intent.


  He was old and ill, and for fifty-eight years he had done battle against a mindless conspiracy of circumstances and events which had succeeded time and time again in stripping from him the pleasures of justice and reward, the rightful place in Rome’s scheme of things to which birth and ability entitled him. No choice had he been offered, no opportunity to pursue his ascent of the cursus honorum legally, honorably. At every turn someone or something had blocked him, made the straight and legal way impossible. So here he was, riding in the wrong direction down the length of the empty Circus Maximus, a fifty-eight-year-old wreck, his bowels knotted with the twin fires of triumph and loss. Master of Rome. The First Man in Rome. Vindication at last. And yet the disappointments of his age and his ugliness and his approaching death curdled his joy with the sourest sadness, destroyed pleasure, exacerbated pain. How late, how bitter, how warped was this victory...


  He didn’t think of the Rome he now held at his mercy with love or idealism; the price had been too high. Nor did he look forward to the work he knew he had to do. What he most desired was peace, leisure, the fulfillment of a thousand sexual fantasies, head—spinning drunken binges, total freedom from care and from responsibility. So why couldn’t he have those things? Because of Rome, because of duty, because he couldn’t bear the thought of laying down his job with so much work undone. The only reason he rode in the wrong direction down the length of the empty Circus Maximus lay in the knowledge that there was a mountain of work to be done. And he had to do it. There was literally no one else who could.


  He chose to assemble Senate and People together in the lower Forum Romanum, and speak to both from the rostra. Not with complete truth—was it Scaurus who had called him politically nonchalant? He couldn’t remember. But there was too much of the politician in him to be completely truthful, so he blandly ignored the fact that it had been he who pinned up the first head on the rostra—Sulpicius, to frighten Cinna.


  “This hideous practice which has come into being so very recently that I was urban praetor in a Rome who did not know of it”—he turned to gesture at the row of speared heads—“will not cease until the proper traditions of the mos maiorum have been totally restored and the old, beloved Republic rises again out of the ashes to which it has been reduced. I have heard it said that I intend to make myself King of Rome! No, Quirites, I do not! Condemn myself to however many years I have left of intrigues and plots, rebellions and reprisals? No, I will not! I have worked long and hard in the service of Rome, and I have earned the reward of spending my last days free of care and free of responsibilities—free of Rome! So one thing I can promise you, Senate and People both—I will not set myself up as King of Rome, or enjoy one single moment of the power I must retain until my work is over.”


  Perhaps no one had really expected this, even men as close to Sulla as Vatia and Metellus Pius, but as Sulla went on, some men began to understand that Sulla had shared his secrets with one other—the Princeps Senatus, Lucius Valerius Flaccus, who stood on the rostra with him, and did not look surprised at one word Sulla was saying.


  “The consuls are dead,” Sulla went on, hand indicating the heads of Carbo and Young Marius, “and the fasces must go back to the Fathers, be laid upon their couch in the temple of Venus Libitina until new consuls are elected. Rome must have an interrex, and the law is specific. Our Leader of the House, Lucius Valerius Flaccus, is the senior patrician of the Senate, of his decury, of his family.” Sulla turned to Flaccus Princeps Senatus. “You are the first interrex. Please assume that office and acquit yourself of all its duties for the five days of your interregnum.”


  “So far, so good,” whispered Hortensius to Catulus. “He has done exactly what he ought to do, appoint an interrex.”


  “Tace!’’ growled Catulus, who was finding it difficult to understand every word Sulla was saying.


  “Before our Leader of the House takes over the conduct of this meeting,” Sulla said slowly and carefully, “there are one or two things I wish to say. Rome is safe under my care, no one will come to any harm. Just law will be returned. The Republic will go back to its days of glory. But those are all things which must come from the decisions of our interrex, so I shall not dwell upon them any further. What I do want to say is that I have been well served by fine men, and it is time to thank them. I will start with those who are not here today. Gnaeus Pompeius, who has secured the grain supply from Sicily, and has thereby guaranteed that Rome will not be hungry this winter... Lucius Marcius Philippus, who last year secured the grain supply from Sardinia, and this year had to contend with the man who was sent against him, Quintus Antonius Balbus. He did contend with Antonius, who is dead. Sardinia is safe…. In Asia I left three splendid men behind to care for Rome’s richest and most precious province—Lucius Licinius Murena, Lucius Licinius Lucullus, and Gaius Scribonius Curio…. And here standing with me are the men who have been my loyalest followers through times of hardship and despair—Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius and his legate, Marcus Terentius Varro Lucullus—Publius Servilius Vatia—the elder Gnaeus Cornelius Dolabella—Marcus Licinius Crassus …”


  “Ye gods, the list will be endless!” grumbled Hortensius, who loathed listening to any man save himself speak, especially one whose rhetoric was as unskilled as Sulla’s.


  “He’s finished, he’s finished!” said Catulus impatiently. “Come on, Quintus, he’s calling the Senate to the Curia, he’ll tell these Forum fools no more! Come on, quickly!”


  But it was Lucius Valerius Flaccus Princeps Senatus who took the curule chair, surrounded only by the skeletal body of magistrates who had remained in Rome and survived. Sulla sat off to the right of the curule podium, probably about where he ought to have ordinarily placed himself in the front row of consulars, ex-censors, ex-praetors. He had not, however, changed out of his armor, and that fact told the senators that he was by no means relinquishing his control of the proceedings.


  “On the Kalends of November,” said Flaccus in his wheezing voice, “we almost lost Rome. Had it not been for the valor and promptness of Lucius Cornelius Sulla, his legates, and his army, Rome would now be in the power of Samnium, and we would be passing under the yoke just as we did after the Caudine Forks. Well, I need go no further on that subject! Samnium lost, Lucius Cornelius won, and Rome is safe.”


  “Oh, get on with it!” breathed Hortensius. “Ye gods, he’s growing more senile every day!”


  Flaccus got on with it, fidgeting a little because he was not comfortable. “However, even with the war over, Rome has many other troubles to plague her. The Treasury is empty. So are the temple coffers. The streets are thin of business, the Senate thin of numbers. The consuls are dead, and only one praetor is left of the six who commenced at the beginning of the year.” He paused, drew a deep breath, and launched heroically into what Sulla had ordered him to say. “In fact, Conscript Fathers, Rome has passed beyond the point where normal governance is possible. Rome must be guided by the most able hand. The only hand capable of reaching out and drawing our beloved Lady Roma to her feet. My term as interrex is five days long. I cannot hold elections. I will be succeeded by a second interrex who will also serve for five days. He will be expected to hold elections. It may not lie in his power to do so, in which case a third interrex will have to try. And so on, and so forth. But this sketchy governance will not do, Conscript Fathers. The time is one of the acutest emergency, and I see only one man present here capable of doing what has to be done. But he cannot do what has to be done as consul. Therefore I propose a different solution—one which I will ask of the People in their Centuries, the most senior voting body of all. I will ask the People in their Centuries to draft and pass a lex rogata appointing and authorizing Lucius Cornelius Sulla the Dictator of Rome.”


  The House stirred; men looked at each other, amazed.


  “The office of Dictator is an old one,” Flaccus went on, “and normally confined to the conduct of a war. In the past, it has been the Dictator’s job to pursue a war when the consuls could not. And it is over one hundred years since the last Dictator was put into power. But Rome’s situation today is one she has never experienced before. The war is over. The emergency is not. I put it to you, Conscript Fathers, that no elected consuls can put Lady Roma back on her feet. The remedies called for will not be palatable, will incur huge resentments. At the end of his year in office, a consul can be compelled to answer to the People or the Plebs for his actions.


  He can be charged with treason. If all have turned against him he may be sent into exile and his property confiscated. Knowing himself vulnerable to such charges in advance, no man can produce the strength and resolution Rome needs at this moment. A Dictator, however, does not fear retribution from People or Plebs. The nature of the office indemnifies him against all future reprisals. His acts as the Dictator are sanctioned for all time. He is not prosecutable at law on any charge. Bolstered by the knowledge that he is immune, that he cannot be vetoed by a tribune of the plebs or condemned in any assembly, a Dictator can utilize every ounce of his strength and purpose to put matters right. To set our beloved Lady Roma on her feet.”


  “It sounds wonderful, Princeps Senatus,” said Hortensius loudly, “but the hundred and twenty years which have elapsed since the last Dictator took office have spoiled your memory! A Dictator is proposed by the Senate, but must be appointed by the consuls. We have no consuls. The fasces have been sent to the temple of Venus Libitina. A Dictator cannot be appointed.”


  Flaccus sighed. “You were not listening to me properly, Quintus Hortensius, were you? I told you how it could be done. By means of a lex rogata passed by the Centuries. When there are no consuls to act as executives, the People in their Centuries are the executive. The only executive, as a matter of fact—the interrex must apply to them to execute his only function—which is to organize and hold curule elections. The People in their tribes are not an executive. Only the Centuries.”


  “All right, I concede the point,” said Hortensius curtly. “Go on, Princeps Senatus.”


  “It is my intention to convoke the Centuriate Assembly at dawn tomorrow. I will then ask it to formulate a law appointing Lucius Cornelius Sulla the Dictator. The law need not be very complicated—in fact, the simpler it is, the better. Once the Dictator is legally appointed by the Centuries, all other laws can come from him. What I will ask of the Centuries is that they formally appoint and authorize Lucius Cornelius Sulla the Dictator for however long it may take him to fulfill his commission; that they sanction all his previous deeds as consul and proconsul; that they remove from him all official odium in form of outlawry or exile; that they guarantee him indemnity from all his acts as Dictator at any time in the future; that they protect his acts as Dictator from tribunician veto and any Assembly’s rejection or negation, from the Senate and People in any form or through any magistrates, and from appeal to any Assembly or body or magistrates.”


  “That’s better than being King of Rome!” cried Lepidus.


  “No, it is simply different,” said Flaccus stubbornly; he had taken some time to get into the spirit of what Sulla wanted from him, but he was now well and truly launched. “A Dictator is not answerable for his actions, but he does not rule alone. He has the services of the Senate and all the Comitia as advisory bodies, he has his Master of the Horse, and he has however many magistrates he chooses to see elected beneath him. It is the custom for consuls to serve under the Dictator, for instance.”


  Lepidus spoke up loudly. “The Dictator serves for six months only,” he said. “Unless my hearing has suddenly grown defective, what you propose to ask of the Centuries is that they appoint a Dictator with no time limit to his office. Not constitutional, Princeps Senatus! I am not against seeing Lucius Cornelius Sulla appointed the Dictator, but I am against his serving one moment longer than the proper term of six months.”


  “Six months won’t even see my work begun,” said Sulla without rising from his stool. “Believe me, Lepidus, I do not want the wretched job for one single day, let alone for the rest of my life! When I consider my work is finished, I will step down. But six months? Impossible.”


  “How so?” asked Lepidus.


  “For one thing,” Sulla answered, “Rome’s finances are in chaos. To right them will take a year, perhaps two years. There are twenty-seven legions to discharge, find land for, pay out. The men who supported the lawless regimes of Marius, Cinna and Carbo have to be sought out and shown that they cannot escape just punishment. The laws of Rome are antiquated, particularly with regard to her courts and her governors of provinces. Her civil servants are disorganized and prey to both lethargy and cupidity. So much treasure, money and bullion were robbed from our temples that the Treasury still contains two hundred and eighty talents of gold and one hundred and twenty talents of silver, even after this year’s profligate waste. The temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus is a cinder.” He sighed loudly. “Must I go on, Lepidus?”


  “All right, I concede that your task will take longer than six months. But what’s to stop your being reappointed every six months for however long the job takes?” asked Lepidus.


  Sulla’s sneer was superlatively nasty without his teeth, despite the fact that those long canines were missing. “Oh, yes, Lepidus!” he cried. “I can see it all now! Half of every six—month period would have to be spent in conciliating the Centuries! Pleading, explaining, excusing, drawing pretty pictures, pissing in every knight—businessman’s purse, turning myself into the world’s oldest and saddest trollop!” He rose to his feet, fists clenched, and shook both of them at Marcus Aemilius Lepidus with more venom in his face than most men there had seen since he had quit Rome to go to war with King Mithridates. “Well, comfortable stay—at—home Lepidus, married to the daughter of a traitor who did try to set himself up as King of Rome, I will do it my way or not at all! Do you hear me, you miserable pack of self-righteous stay—at—home fools and cravens? You want Rome back on her feet, but you want the undeserved right to make the life of the man who is undertaking to do that as miserable and anxious and servile as you possibly can! Well, Conscript Fathers, you can make up your minds to it right here and now—Lucius Cornelius Sulla is back in Rome, and if he has a mind to it, he can shake her rafters until she falls down in ruins! Out there in the Latin countryside I have an army that I could have brought into this city and set on your despicable hides like wolves on lambs! I did not do that. I have acted in your best interests since first I entered the Senate. And I am still acting in your best interests. Peacefully. Nicely. But you are trying my patience, I give all of you fair warning. I will be Dictator for as long as I need to be Dictator. Is that understood? Is it, Lepidus?”


  Silence reigned absolutely for many long moments. Even Vatia and Metellus Pius sat white—faced and trembling, gazing at the naked clawed monster fit only to screech at the moon—oh, how could they have forgotten what lived inside Sulla?


  Lepidus too gazed white—faced and trembling, but the nucleus of his terror was not the monster inside Sulla; he was thinking of his beloved Appuleia, wife of many years, darling of his heart, mother of his sons—and daughter of Saturninus, who had indeed tried to make himself King of Rome. Why had Sulla made reference to her in the midst of that appalling outburst? What did he intend to do when he became Dictator?


  *


  Sick to death of civil wars, of economic depression and far too many legions marching endlessly up and down Italy, the Centuriate Assembly voted in a law which appointed Lucius Cornelius Sulla the Dictator for an unspecified period of time. Tabled at contio on the sixth day of November, the lex Valeria dictator legibus scribundis et rei publicae constituendae passed into law on the twenty-third day of November. It contained no specifics beyond the time span; as it bestowed virtually unlimited powers upon Sulla and also rendered him unanswerable for a single one of his actions, it did not need specificity. Whatever Sulla wanted to enact or do, he could.


  Many in the city fully expected a flurry of activity from him the moment his appointment as Dictator was tabled, but he did nothing until the appointment was ratified three nundinae later, in accordance with the lex Caecilia Didia.


  Having taken up residence in the house which had belonged to Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus (now a refugee in Africa), Sulla did, it seemed, little except walk constantly through the city. His own house had been wrecked and burned to the ground after Gaius Marius and Cinna had taken over Rome, and he walked across the Germalus of the Palatine to inspect its site, poke slowly among the heaps of rubble, gaze over the Circus Maximus to the lovely contours of the Aventine. At any time of day from dawn to dusk he might be seen standing alone in the Forum Romanum, staring up at the Capitol, or at the life—size statue of Gaius Marius near the rostra, or at some other among the numerous smaller statues of Marius, or at the Senate House, or at the temple of Saturn. He walked along the bank of the Tiber from the great trading emporium of the Aemilii in the Port of Rome all the way to the Trigarium, where the young men swam. He walked from the Forum Romanum to every one of Rome’s sixteen gates. He walked up one alley and down another.


  Never did he display the slightest sign of fear for life or limb, never did he ask a friend to accompany him, let alone take a bodyguard along. Sometimes he wore a toga, but mostly he just wrapped himself voluminously in a more easily managed cloak—the winter was early, and promised to be as cold as the last. On one fine, unseasonably hot day he walked clad only in his tunic, and it could be seen then how small he was—though he had been a well-made man of medium size, people remembered. But he had shrunk, he was bent over, he crabbed along like an octogenarian. The silly wig was always on his head, and now that the outbreaks on his face were under control he had taken once more to painting his frost—fair brows and lashes with stibium.


  And by the time one market interval of the Dictator’s wait for ratification was over, those who had witnessed his awful rage in the Senate but had not been direct objects of it (like Lepidus) had begun to feel comfortable enough to speak of this walking old man with some degree of contempt; so short is memory.


  “He’s a travesty!” said Hortensius to Catulus, sniffing.


  “Someone will kill him,” said Catulus, bored.


  Hortensius giggled. “Or else he’ll tumble over in a fit or an apoplexy.” He grasped at his brother-in-law’s toga—swaddled left arm with his right hand, and shook it. “Do you know, I can’t see why I was so afraid! He’s here, but he’s not here. Rome doesn’t have a hard taskmaster after all—very peculiar! He’s cracked, Quintus. Senescent.”


  An opinion which was becoming prevalent among all classes as every day his uninspiring figure could be seen plodding along with wig askew and stibium garishly applied. Was that powder covering up his mulberry—hued scars? Muttering. Shaking his head. Once or twice, shouting at no one. Cracked. Senescent.


  It had taken a great deal of courage for such a vain man to expose his aged crudities to general gaze; only Sulla knew how much he loathed what disease had done to him, only Sulla knew how much he yearned again to be the magnificent man he was when he left to fight King Mithridates. But, he had told himself, shunning his mirror, the sooner he nerved himself to show Rome what he had become, the sooner he would learn to forget what the mirror would have shown him had he looked. And this did happen. Chiefly because his walks were not aimless, not evidence of senility. Sulla walked to see what Rome had become, what Rome needed, what he had to do. And the more he walked, the angrier he became—and the more excited, because it was in his hand to take this dilapidated, threadbare lady and turn her into the beauty she used to be.


  He waited too for the arrival of some people who mattered to him, though he didn’t think of himself as loving them, or even needing them—his wife, his twins, his grown—up daughter, his grandchildren—and Ptolemy Alexander, heir to the throne of Egypt. They had been waiting patiently for many months under the care of Chrysogonus, first in Greece, then in Brundisium, but by the end of December they would be in Rome. For a while Dalmatica would have to live in Ahenobarbus’s house, but Sulla’s own residence had recently begun rebuilding; Philippus-looking brown and extremely fit—had arrived from Sardinia, unofficially convoked the Senate, and browbeaten that cowed body into voting nonexistent public funds to give back to Sulla what the State had taken away. Thank you, Philippus!


  On the twenty-third day of November, Sulla’s dictatorship was formally ratified, and passed into law. And on that day Rome awoke to find every statue of Gaius Marius gone from the Forums Romanum, Boarium, Holitorium, various crossroads and squares, vacant pieces of land. Gone too were the trophies hung in his temple to Honor and Virtue on the Capitol, fire—damaged but still habitable for lifeless suits of enemy armor, flags, standards, all his personal decorations for valor, the cuirasses he had worn in Africa, at Aquae Sextiae, at Vercellae, at Alba Fucentia. Statues of other men had gone too—Cinna, Carbo, Old Brutus, Norbanus, Scipio Asiagenus—but perhaps because they were far fewer in number, their going was not noticed in the same way as the disappearance of Gaius Marius. He left a huge gap, a whole grove of empty plinths with his name obliterated from each, herms with their genitalia hammered off.


  And at the same time the whispers increased about other, more serious disappearances; men were vanishing too! Men who had been strong and loud in their support of Marius, or Cinna, or Carbo, or of all three. Knights in the main, successful in business during a time when business success was difficult; knights who had gained lucrative State contracts, or loaned to partisans, or enriched themselves in other ways from affiliations to Marius, to Cinna, to Carbo, or to all three. Admittedly no senator had puffed out of existence, but suddenly the total of men who had was big enough to be noticed. Whether because of this public awareness or as a side effect of it, people now saw these men vanishing; some sturdy-looking private individuals, perhaps ten or fifteen in number, would knock upon a knight’s street door, be admitted, and then scant moments later would emerge with the knight in their midst, and march him off to—no one knew where!


  Rome stirred uneasily, began to see the peregrinations of her wizened master as something more than just benign excursions; what had been quite amusing in a saddened way now took on a more sinister guise, and the innocent eccentricities of yesterday became the suspicious purposes of today and the terrifying objectives of tomorrow. He never spoke to anyone! He talked to himself! He stood in one place for far too long looking at who knew what! He had shouted once or twice! What was he really doing? And why was he doing it?


  Exactly in step with this growing apprehension, the odd activities of those innocuous-looking bands of private persons who knocked on the street doors of houses belonging to knights became more overt. They were now noticed to stand here or there taking notes, or to follow like shadows behind an affluent Carboan banker or a prosperous Marian broker. The disappearing men disappeared with increasing frequency. And then one group of private persons knocked upon the street door of a pedarius senator who had always voted for Marius, for Cinna, for Carbo. But the senator was not marched away. When he emerged into the street there was a flurry of arms, the sweep of a sword, and his head fell to the ground with a hollow thock!, and rolled away. The body lay emptying itself of blood down the gutter, but the head disappeared.


  Everyone began to find a reason for drifting past the rostra to count the heads—Carbo, Young Marius, Carrinas, Censorinus, Scipio Asiagenus, Old Brutus, Marius Gratidianus, Pontius Telesinus, Brutus Damasippus, Tiberius Gutta of Capua, Soranus, Mutilus…. No, that was all! The head of the backbencher senator was not there. Nor any head of any man who had vanished. And Sulla continued to walk with his idiotic wig not quite straight, and his brows and lashes painted. But whereas before people used to stop and smile to see him—albeit smiled with pity—now people felt a frightful hole blossom in their bellies at sight of him, and scrambled in any direction save toward him, or bolted at a run away from him. Wherever Sulla now was, no one else was. No one watched him. No one smiled, albeit with pity. No one accosted him. No one molested him. He brought a cold sweat in his wake, like the wraiths which issued from the mundus on the dies religiosi.


  Never before had one of the great public figures been so shrouded in mystery, so opaque of purpose. His behavior was not normal. He should have been standing on the rostra in the Forum telling everyone in magnificent language all about his plans, or throwing rhetorical sand in the Senate’s eyes. Speeches of intent, litanies of complaint, flowery phrases—he should have been talking. To someone, if not everyone. Romans were not prone to keep their counsel. They talked things over. Hearsay ruled. But from Sulla, nothing. Just the solitary walks which acknowledged no complicity, implied no interest. And yet—all of it had to be emanating from him! This silent and uncommunicative man was the master of Rome.


  *


  On the Kalends of December, Sulla called a meeting of the Senate, the first such since Flaccus had spoken. Oh, how the senators hurried and scurried to the Curia Hostilia! Feeling colder even than the air, pulses so rapid heartbeats could not be counted, breathing shallow, pupils dilated, bowels churning. They huddled on their stools like gulls battered by a tempest, trying not to look up at the underside of the Curia roof for fear that, like Saturninus and his confederates, they would be felled in an instant by a rain of tiles from above.


  No one was impervious to this nameless terror—even Flaccus Princeps Senatus—even Metellus Pius—even military darlings like Ofella and panders like Philippus and Cethegus. And yet when Sulla shuffled in he looked so harmless! A pathetic figure! Except that he was ushered in by an unprecedented twenty-four lictors, twice as many as a consul was entitled to—and twice as many as any earlier dictator.


  “It is time that I told you of my intentions,” Sulla said from his ivory seat, not rising; his words came out in jets of white vapor, the chamber was so cold. “I am legally Dictator, and Lucius Valerius, the Leader of the House, is my Master of the Horse. Under the provisions of the Centuriate law which gave me my position, I am not obliged to see other magistrates elected if I so wish. However, Rome has always reckoned the passing of the years by the names of the consuls of each year, and I will not see that tradition broken. Nor will I have men call this coming year ‘In the Dictatorship of Lucius Cornelius Sulla.’ So I will see two consuls elected, eight praetors elected, two curule and two plebeian aediles elected, ten tribunes of the plebs elected, and twelve quaestors. And to give magisterial experience to men too young to be admitted into the Senate, I will see twenty-four tribunes of the soldiers elected, and I will appoint three men to be moneyers, and three to look after Rome’s detention cells and asylums.”


  Catulus and Hortensius had come in a state of terror so great that both sat with anal sphincters clenched upon bowel contents turned liquid, and hid their hands so that others would not see how they shook. Listening incredulously to the Dictator announcing that he would hold elections for all the magistracies! They had expected to be pelted from the roof, or lined up and beheaded, or sent into exile with everything they owned confiscated—they had expected anything but this! Was he innocent? Did he not know what was going on in Rome? And if he did not know, who then was responsible for those disappearances and murders?


  “Of course,” the Dictator went on in that irritatingly indistinct diction his toothlessness had wrought, “you realize that when I say elections, I do not mean candidates. I will tell you—and the various Comitia!—whom you will elect. Freedom of choice is not possible at this time. I need men to help me do my work, and they must be the men I want, not the men whom the electors would foist on me. I am therefore in a position to inform you who will be what next year. Scribe, my list!” He took the single sheet of paper from a clerk of the House whose sole duty seemed to be its custodian, while another secretary lifted his head from his work, which was to take down with a stylus on wax tablets everything Sulla said.


  “Now then, consuls … Senior—Marcus Tullius Decula. Junior—Gnaeus Cornelius Dolabella—”


  He got no further. A voice rang out, a togate figure leaped to his feet: Quintus Lucretius Ofella.


  “No! No, I say! You’d give our precious consulship to Decula! No! Who is Decula? A nonentity who sat here safe and sound inside Rome while his betters fought for you, Sulla! What has Decula done to distinguish himself? Why, as far as I know he hasn’t even had the opportunity to wipe your podex with his sponge—on—a—stick, Sulla! Of all the miserable, malicious, unfair, unjust tricks! Dolabella I can understand—all of your legates got to know of the bargain you made with him, Sulla! But who is this Decula? What has this Decula done to earn the senior consulship? I say no! No, no, no!”


  Ofella paused for breath.


  Sulla spoke. “My choice for senior consul is Marcus Tullius Decula. That is that.”


  “Then you can’t be allowed to have the choice, Sulla! We will have candidates and a proper election—and I will stand!”


  “You won’t,” said the Dictator gently.


  “Try and stop me!” Ofella shouted, and ran from the chamber. Outside a crowd had gathered, anxious to hear the results of this first meeting of the Senate since Sulla had been ratified Dictator. It was not composed of men who thought they had anything to fear from Sulla—they had stayed at home. A small crowd, but a crowd nonetheless. Pushing his way through it without regard for the welfare of anyone in his path, Ofella stormed down the Senate steps and across the cobblestones to the well of the Comitia and the rostra set into its side.


  “Fellow Romans!” he cried. “Gather round, hear what I have to say about this unconstitutional monarch we have voluntarily appointed to lord over us! He says he will see consuls elected. But there are to be no candidates—just the two men of his choice! Two ineffectual and incompetent idiots—and one of them, Marcus Tullius Decula, is not even of a noble family! The first of his family to sit in the Senate, a backbencher who scrambled into a praetorship under the treasonous regime of Cinna and Carbo! Yet he is to be senior consul while men like me go unrewarded!”


  Sulla had risen and walked slowly down the tesselated floor of the Curia to the portico, where he stood blinking in the stronger light and looking mildly interested as he watched Ofella shouting from the rostra. Without drawing attention to themselves, perhaps fifteen ordinary-looking men began to cluster together at the foot of the Senate steps right in the path of Sulla’s eyes.


  And slowly the senators crept out of the Curia to see and hear what they could, fascinated at Sulla’s calm, emboldened by it too—he wasn’t the monster they had begun to think him, he couldn’t be!


  “Well, fellow Romans,” Ofella went on, voice more stentorian as he got into stride, “I am one man who will not lie down under these studied insults! I am more entitled to be consul than a nonentity like Decula! And it is my opinion that the electors of Rome, if offered a choice, will choose me over both of Sulla’s men! Just as there are others they would choose did others step forward and declare themselves candidates!”


  Sulla’s eyes met those of the leader of the ordinary-looking men standing just below him; he nodded, sighed, leaned his weary body against a convenient pillar.


  The ordinary-looking men moved quietly through the thin crowd, came to the rostra, mounted it, and laid hold of Ofella. Their gentleness was apparent, not real; Ofella fought desperately, to no avail. Inexorably they bent him over until he collapsed on his knees. Then one of them took a handful of hair, stood well back, and pulled until head and neck were extended. A sword flashed up and down. The man holding the hair staggered despite his wide stance in the moment when his end parted company with the rest of Ofella, then whipped the head on high so all could see it. Within moments the Forum was empty save for the stunned Conscript Fathers of the Senate.


  “Put the head on the rostra,” said Sulla, straightened himself, and walked back into the chamber.


  Like automatons the senators followed.


  “Very well, where was I?” asked Sulla of his secretary, who leaned forward and muttered low—voiced. “Oh, yes, so I was! I thank you! I had finished with the consuls, and I was about to commence on the praetors. Clerk, your list!” And out went Sulla’s hand. “Thank you! To proceed.... Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus. Marcus Aemilius Lepidus. Gaius Claudius Nero. Gnaeus Cornelius Dolabella the younger. Lucius Fufidius. Quintus Lutatius Catulus. Marcus Minucius Thermus. Sextus Nonius Sufenas. Gaius Papirius Carbo. I appoint the younger Dolabella praetor urbanus, and Mamercus praetor peregrinus.”


  A truly extraordinary list! Clearly neither Lepidus nor Catulus, who might at a proper election have expected to come in at the top of the poll, was to be preferred to two men who had actively fought for Sulla. Yet there they were, praetors when loyal Sullans of senatorial status and the right age had been passed over! Fufidius was a relative nobody. And Nonius Sufenas was Sulla’s sister’s younger boy. Nero was a minor Claudius of no moment. Thermus was a good soldier, but so poor a speaker he was a Forum joke. And just to annoy all camps, the last place on the list of praetors had gone to a member of Carbo’s family who had sided with Sulla but failed to distinguish himself!


  “Well, you’re in,” whispered Hortensius to Catulus. “All I can hope for is that I’m on next year’s list—or the year after that. Ye gods, what a farce! How can we bear him?”


  “The praetors don’t matter,” said Catulus in a murmur. “They’ll all flog themselves to shine—Sulla isn’t fool enough to give the wrong job to the wrong man. It’s Decula interests me. A natural bureaucrat! That’s why Sulla picked him—had to, given that Dolabella had blackmailed him into a consulship! Our Dictator’s policies will be meticulously executed, and Decula will love every moment of the execution.”


  The meeting droned on. One after another the names of the magistrates were read out, and no voice was raised in protest. Done, Sulla handed his paper back to its custodian and spread his hands upon his knees.


  “I have said everything I want to say at this time, except that I have taken due note of Rome’s paucity of priests and augurs, and will be legislating very soon to rectify matters. But hear this now!’‘ he suddenly roared out, making everyone jump. “There will be no more elected Religious! It is the height of impiety to cast ballots to determine who will serve the gods! It turns something solemn and formal into a political circus and enables the appointment of men who have no tradition or appreciation of priestly duties. If her gods are not served properly, Rome cannot prosper.” Sulla rose to his feet.


  A voice was raised. Looking mildly quizzical, Sulla sank back into his ivory chair.


  “You wish to speak, Piglet dear?” he asked, using the old nickname Metellus Pius had inherited as his father’s son.


  Metellus Pius reddened, but got to his feet looking very determined. Ever since his arrival in Rome on the fifth day of November, his stammer—almost nonexistent these days—had steadily and cruelly worsened. He knew why. Sulla. Whom he loved but feared. However, he was still his father’s son, and Metellus Numidicus Piggle—wiggle had twice braved terrible beatings in the Forum rather than abrogate a principle, and once gone into exile to uphold a principle. Therefore it behooved him to tread in his father’s footsteps and maintain the honor of his family. And his own dignitas.


  “Luh—Luh—Lucius Cornelius, wuh—wuh—will you answer wuh—wuh—one question?”


  “You’re stammering!” cried Sulla, almost singing.


  “Truh—truh—true. Suh—suh—suh—sorry. I will try,” he said through gritted teeth. “Are you aware, Luh—Luh—Lucius Cornelius, that men are being killed and their property confiscated thruh—thruh—throughout Italy as well as in Rome?”


  The whole House listened with bated breath to hear Sulla’s answer: did he know, was he responsible?


  “Yes, I am aware of it,” said Sulla.


  A collective sigh, a general flinching and huddling down on stools; the House now knew the worst.


  Metellus Pius went on doggedly. “I uh—uh—uh—understand that it is necessary to punish the guilty, but no man has been accorded a truh—truh—trial. Could you cluh—cluh—clarify the situation for me? Could you, for instance, tuh—tuh—tuh—tell me whereabouts you intend to draw the line? Are any men going to be accorded a trial? And who says these men have committed treason if they are nuh—nuh—not tried in a proper court?’’


  “It is by my dictate that they die, Piglet dear,” said the Dictator firmly. “I will not waste the State’s money and time on trials for men who are patently guilty.”


  The Piglet labored on. “Then cuh—cuh—can you give me some idea of whom you intend to spare?”


  “I am afraid I cannot,” said the Dictator.


  “Then if yuh—yuh—yuh—you do not know who will be spared, can you tell me whom you intend to punish?”


  “Yes, dear Piglet, I can do that for you.”


  “In which case, Luh—Luh—Lucius Cornelius, would you please share that knowledge with us?” Metellus Pius ended, sagging in sheer relief.


  “Not today,” said Sulla. “We will reconvene tomorrow.”


  Everyone came back at dawn on the morrow, but few looked as if they had enjoyed any sleep.


  Sulla was waiting for them inside the chamber, seated on his ivory curule chair. One scribe sat with his stylus and wax tablets, the other held a scroll of paper. The moment the House was confirmed in legal sitting by the sacrifice and auguries, out went Sulla’s hand for the scroll. He looked directly at poor Metellus Pius, haggard from worry.


  “Here,” Sulla said, “is a list of men who have either died already as traitors, or who will die shortly as traitors. Their property now belongs to the State, and will be sold at auction. And any man or woman who sets eyes upon a man whose name is on this list will be indemnified against retaliation if he or she appoints himself or herself an executioner.” The scroll was handed to Sulla’s chief lictor. “Pin this up on the wall of the rostra,” said Sulla. “Then all men will know what my dear Piglet alone had the courage to ask to know.”


  “So if I see one of the men on your list, I can kill him?” asked Catilina eagerly; though not yet a senator, he had been bidden by Sulla to attend meetings of the Senate.


  “You can indeed, my little plate—licker! And earn two talents of silver for doing so, as a matter of fact,” said Sulla. “I will be legislating my program of proscriptions, of course—I will do nothing that has not the force of law! The reward will be incorporated into the legislation, and proper books will be kept of all such transactions so that Posterity will know who in our present day and age profited.”


  It came out demurely, but men like Metellus Pius had no trouble in discerning Sulla’s malice; men like Lucius Sergius Catilina (if in truth they discerned Sulla’s malice) obviously did not care.


  *


  The first list of proscribed was in the number of forty senators and sixty-five knights. The names of Gaius Norbanus and Scipio Asiagenus headed it, with Carbo and Young Marius next. Carrinas, Censorinus and Brutus Damasippus were named, whereas Old Brutus was not. Most of the senators were already dead. The lists, however, were basically intended to inform Rome whose estates were confiscate; they did not say who was already dead, who still alive. The second list went up on the rostra the very next day, to the number of two hundred knights. And a third list went up the day after that, publishing a further group of two hundred and fifteen knights. Sulla apparently had finished with the Senate; his real target was the Ordo Equester.


  His leges Corneliae covering proscription regulations and activities were exhaustive. The bulk of them, however, appeared over a period of a mere two days very early in December, and by the Nones of that month all was in a Deculian order, as Catulus had prophesied. Every contingency had been taken into account. All property in a proscribed man’s family was now the property of the State, and could not be transferred into the name of some scion innocent of transgression; no will of a man proscribed was valid, no heir named in it could inherit; the proscribed man could legally be slain by any man or woman who saw him, be he or she free, or freed, or still slave; the reward for murder or apprehension of a proscribed man was two talents of silver, to be paid by the Treasury from confiscated property and entered in the public account books; a slave claiming the reward was to be freed, a freedman transferred into a rural tribe; all men—civilian or military—who after Scipio Asiagenus had broken his truce had favored Carbo or Young Marius were declared public enemies; any man offering assistance or friendship to a proscribed man was declared a public enemy; the sons and grandsons of the proscribed were debarred from holding curule office and forbidden to repurchase confiscated estates, or come into possession of them by any other means; the sons and grandsons of those already dead would suffer in the same way as the sons and grandsons of those listed while still living. The last law of this batch, promulgated on the fifth day of December, declared that the whole process of proscription would cease on the first day of the next June. Six months hence.


  Thus did Sulla usher in his Dictatorship, by demonstrating that not only was he master of Rome, but also a master of terror and suspense. Not all the days of itching agony had been spent in mindless torment or drunken stupor; Sulla had thought of this and that and many things. Of how he would achieve mastery of Rome; of how he would proceed when he became master of Rome; of how he would create a mental attitude in every man and woman and child that would enable him to do what had to be done without opposition, without revolt. Not soldiers garrisoning the streets but shadows in the mind, fears which led to hope as well as to despair. His minions would be anonymous people who might be the neighbors or friends of those they sneaked up on and whisked away. Sulla intended to create a climate rather than weather. Men could cope with weather. But climates? Ah, climates could prove unendurable.


  And he had thought while he itched and tore himself to raw and bloody tatters of being an old and ugly and disappointed man given the world’s most wonderful toy to play with: Rome. Its men and women, dogs and cats, slaves and freedmen, lowly and knights and nobles. All his cherished resentments, all his grudges grown cold and dark, he detailed meticulously in the midst of his pain. And took exquisite comfort from shaping his revenge.


  The Dictator had arrived.


  The Dictator had put his gleeful hands upon his new toy.


  PART II


  from DECEMBER 82 B.C.


  until MAY 81 B.C.
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  Things, decided Lucius Cornelius Sulla early in December, were going very nicely. Most men still hesitated at the idea of killing someone proscribed on the lists, but a few like Catilina were already showing the way, and the amount of money and property confiscated from the proscribed was soaring. It was money and property, of course, which had directed Sulla’s footsteps down this particular path; from somewhere had to come the vast sums Rome would need in order to become financially solvent again. Under more normal circumstances it would have come out of the coffers of the provinces, but given the actions of Mithridates in the east and the fact that Quintus Sertorius had managed to create enough trouble in both the Spains to curtail Spanish incomes, the provinces could not be squeezed of additional revenues for some time to come. Therefore Rome and Italy would have to yield up the money—yet the burden could not be thrust upon the ordinary people, nor upon those who had conclusively demonstrated their loyalty to Sulla’s cause. Sulla had never loved the Ordo Equester—the ninety—one Centuries of the First Class who comprised the knight—businessmen, but especially the eighteen Centuries of senior knights who were entitled to the Public Horse. Among them were many who had waxed fat under the administration of Marius, of Cinna, of Carbo; and these were the men Sulla resolved would pay the bill for Rome’s economic recovery. A perfect solution! thought the Dictator with gleeful satisfaction. Not only would the Treasury fill up; he would also eliminate all of his enemies.


  He had besides found the time to deal with one other pet aversion—Samnium, and this in the harshest way possible, by sending the two worst men he could think of to that hapless place. Cethegus and Verres. And four legions of good troops. “Leave nothing,” he said. “I want Samnium brought so low that no one will ever want to live there again, even the oldest and most patriotic Samnite. Fell the trees, lay waste the fields, destroy the towns as well as the orchards”—he smiled dreadfully—“and lop off the head of every tall poppy.”


  There! That would teach Samnium. And rid him of two men with considerable nuisance value for the next year. They would not be back in a hurry! Too much money to be made above and beyond what they would send to the Treasury.


  *


  It was perhaps well for other parts of Italy that Sulla’s family arrived in Rome at this moment to restore to him a kind of normality he had not realized he needed as well as missed. For one thing, he hadn’t known that the sight of Dalmatica would fell him like a blow; his knees gave under him, he had to sit down abruptly and stare at her like a callow boy at the unexpected coming of the one unattainable woman.


  Very beautiful—but he had always known that—with her big grey eyes and her brown skin the same color as her hair—and that look of love that never seemed to fade or change, no matter how old and ugly he became. And she was there sitting on his lap with both arms wound about his scraggy neck, pushing his face against her breasts, caressing his scabby head and pressing her lips against it as if it was that glorious head of red-gold hair it used to flaunt—his wig, where was his wig? But then she was tugging his head up, and he could feel the loveliness of her mouth enfold his puckered lips until they bloomed again.... Strength flowed back into him, he rose lifting her in the same movement, and walked with her in triumph to their room, and there dealt with her in something more than triumph. Perhaps, he thought, drowning in her, I am capable of loving after all.


  “Oh, how much I have missed you!” he said.


  “And how much I love you,” she said.


  “Two years … It’s been two years.”


  “More like two thousand years.”


  But, the first fervor of that reunion over, she became a wife, and inspected him with minute pleasure.


  “Your skin is so much better!”


  “I got the ointment from Morsimus.”


  “It’s ceased to itch?”


  “Yes, it’s ceased to itch.”


  After which, she became a mother, and would not rest until he accompanied her to the nursery, there to say hello to little Faustus and Fausta.


  “They’re not much older than our separation,” he said, and heaved a sigh. “They look like Metellus Numidicus.”


  She muffled a giggle. “I know…. Poor little things!”


  And that set the seal upon what had been one of the happiest days of Sulla’s life; she laughed with him!


  Not knowing why Mama and the funny old man were clutching each other in paroxysms of mirth, the twins stood looking up with uncertain smiles until the urge to join in could no longer be resisted. And if it could not be said that Sulla grew to love them in the midst of that burst of laughter, he did at least decide that they were quite nice little people—even if they did look like their great—uncle, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus Piggle—wiggle. Whom their father had murdered. What an irony! thought their father: is this some sort of retribution the gods have visited upon me? But to believe that is to be a Greek, and I am a Roman. Besides which, I will be dead long before this pair are old enough to visit retribution on anyone.


  *


  The rest of the new arrivals were also well, including as they did Sulla’s grown daughter, Cornelia Sulla, and her two children by her dead first husband. The little girl Pompeia was now eight years old and completely absorbed in her beauty, of which she was very aware. At six years of age the little boy Quintus Pompeius Rufus bade fair to living up to his last name, for he was red of hair, red of skin, red of eye, red of temper.


  “And,” asked Sulla of his steward, Chrysogonus, whose task it had been to look after the family, “how is my guest who cannot cross the pomerium into Rome?”


  A little thinner than of yore (it could not have been an easy job to shepherd so many people of different and distinct natures, reflected Sulla), the steward rolled his expressive dark eyes toward the ceiling and shrugged.


  “I am afraid, Lucius Cornelius, that he will not agree to remain outside the pomerium unless you visit him in person and explain exactly why. I tried! Indeed I tried! But he deems me an underling, beneath contempt—or credibility.”


  That was typical of Ptolemy Alexander, thought Sulla as he trudged out of the city to the inn on the Via Appia near the first milestone where Chrysogonus had lodged the haughty and hypersensitive prince of Egypt, who, though he had been in Sulla’s custody for three years, was only now beginning to be a burden.


  Claiming to be a refugee from the court of Pontus, he had turned up in Pergamum begging Sulla to grant him asylum; Sulla had been fascinated. For he was none other than Ptolemy Alexander the Younger, only legitimate son of the Pharaoh who had died trying to regain his throne in the same year as Mithridates had captured the son, living on Cos with his two bastard first cousins. All three princes of Egypt had been sent to Pontus, and Egypt had fallen firmly into the grasp of the dead Pharaoh’s elder brother, Ptolemy Soter nicknamed Lathyrus (it meant Chickpea), who resumed the title of Pharaoh.


  From the moment he set eyes on Ptolemy Alexander the Younger, Sulla had understood why Egypt had preferred to be ruled by old Lathyrus the Chickpea. Ptolemy Alexander the Younger was womanish to the extreme of dressing like a reincarnation of Isis in floating draperies knotted and twisted in the fashion of the Hellenized goddess of Egypt, with a golden crown upon his wig of golden curls, and an elaborate painting of his face. He minced, he ogled, he simpered, he lisped, he fluttered; and yet, thought Sulla shrewdly, beneath all that effeminate facade lay something steely.


  He had told Sulla a tale of three hideous years spent as a prisoner at the court of one who was the most militant of heterosexuals; Mithridates, who genuinely believed womanish men could be “cured,” had subjected young Ptolemy Alexander to an endless series of humiliations and degradations designed to disenchant the poor fellow of his chosen proclivities. It had not worked. Thrown into bed with Pontine courtesans and even common whores, Ptolemy Alexander had been able to do no more than hang his head over the edge of the bed and vomit; forced to don armor and go on route marches with a hundred sneering soldiers, he had wept and collapsed; beaten with fists and then with lashes, he had only betrayed the fact that he found such treatment highly stimulating; set on a tribunal in the marketplace of Amisus in all his finery and paint, and there subjected to rains of rotten fruit, eggs, vegetables and even stones, he had dumbly endured without contrition.


  His chance had come when Mithridates began to reel under Sulla’s competent conduct of the war with Rome, and the court disintegrated. Young Ptolemy Alexander had escaped.


  “My two bastard cousins preferred to remain in Amisus, of course,” he lisped to Sulla. “The atmosphere of that abominable court has suited them beautifully! They both went into marriage eagerly—to daughters of Mithridates by his part—Parthian, part—Seleucid wife, Antiochis. Well, they can keep Pontus and all of the King’s daughters! I hate the place!”


  “And what do you want of me?” Sulla had asked.


  “Asylum. Shelter within Rome when you return there. And, when Lathyrus Chickpea dies, the Egyptian throne. He has a daughter, Berenice, who is reigning with him as his Queen. But he cannot marry her, of course—he could only marry an aunt, a cousin, or a sister, and he has none of any available. In the natural way of things Queen Berenice will survive her father. The Egyptian throne is matrilineal, which means the king becomes the king through marriage to the queen or to the eldest—born princess of the line. I am the only legitimate Ptolemy left. The Alexandrians—who have the sole say in the matter since the Macedonian Ptolemies established their capital there rather than in Memphis—will want me to succeed Lathyrus Chickpea, and will consent to my marrying Queen Berenice. So when Lathyrus Chickpea dies I want you to send me to Alexandria to claim the throne—with Rome’s blessing.”


  For some moments Sulla considered this, eyeing Ptolemy Alexander in amusement. Then he said, “You may marry the Queen, but will you be able to get children by her?”


  “Probably not,” said the prince with composure.


  “Then is there any point to the business?” Sulla smirked at his own pun.


  Ptolemy Alexander apparently did not see the point. “I want to be Pharaoh of Egypt, Lucius Cornelius,” he said solemnly. “The throne is rightfully mine. What happens to it after my death is immaterial.”


  “So who else is there in line for the throne?”


  “Only my two bastard cousins. Who are now the minions of Mithridates and Tigranes. I was able to escape when a messenger came from Mithridates that all three of us were to be sent south to Tigranes, who is extending his kingdom in Syria. The purpose of this removal, I gather, was to keep us from Roman custody if Pontus should fall.”


  “Your bastard cousins may not be in Amisus, then.”


  “They were when I left. Beyond that I do not know.”


  Sulla had put his pen down and stared with cold goat’s eyes at the sullen, bedizened person before him. “Very well, Prince Alexander, I will grant you asylum. When I return to Rome you may accompany me. As to your eventual assumption of the Double Crown of Egypt—best perhaps to discuss that when the time comes.”


  But the time had not yet come when Sulla trudged out to the inn at the first milestone on the Via Appia, and he could now foresee certain difficulties anent Ptolemy Alexander the Younger. There was a scheme in the back of his mind, of course; had it not occurred to him on the occasion of his first meeting with Ptolemy Alexander he would simply have sent the young man to his uncle Lathyrus Chickpea in Alexandria, and washed his hands of the whole affair. But the scheme had occurred to him, and now he could only hope that he lived long enough to see it bear fruit; Lathyrus Chickpea was much older than he was, yet apparently still enjoyed the best of health. Alexandria had a salubrious climate, so they said.


  “However, Prince Alexander,” he said when he had been shown into the inn’s best parlor, “I cannot house you at Rome’s expense for however many years it will take your uncle to die. Even in a place like this.”


  Outrage flared in the dark eyes; Ptolemy Alexander drew himself up like a striking snake. “A place like this? I’d rather be back in Amisus than remain in a place like this!”


  “In Athens,” said Sulla coldly, “you were housed royally at the expense of the Athenians, purely due to your uncle’s gifts to that city after I was obliged to sack a part of it and did some little damage. Well, that was the prerogative of Athens. You cost me nothing. Here you’re likely to cost me a fortune Rome cannot spare. So I’m offering you two choices. You may take ship at Rome’s expense for Alexandria, and make your peace with your uncle Lathyrus Chickpea. Or you may negotiate a loan with one of this city’s bankers, hire a house and servants on the Pincian or some other acceptable place outside the pomerium, and remain until your uncle dies.”


  It was difficult to tell if Ptolemy Alexander lost color, so heavy was his maquillage, but Sulla rather fancied that he did; certainly the fight went out of him.


  “I can’t go to Alexandria, my uncle would have me killed!”


  “Then negotiate a loan.”


  “All right, I will! Only tell me how!”


  “I’ll send Chrysogonus to tell how. He knows everything.” Sulla had not sat down, but he moved now to the door. “By the way, Prince Alexander, under no circumstances can you cross the sacred boundary of Rome into the city.”


  “I shall die of boredom!”


  Came the famous sneer. “I doubt that, when it’s known you have money and a nice house. Water always finds its level. Alexandria is a long way from Rome, and I must assume that you will be its lawful king the moment Lathyrus Chickpea dies. Which neither you nor I can know until word reaches Rome. Therefore, as Rome will tolerate no ruling sovereign within her boundary, you must stay outside it. I mean that. Flout me, and you won’t need to go to Alexandria to meet a premature death.”


  Ptolemy Alexander burst into tears. “You’re a horrible, hateful person!”


  Off went Sulla down the road to the Capena Gate, giving voice to an occasional neigh of laughter. What a horrible, hateful person Ptolemy Alexander was! But—how very useful he might prove to be if only Lathyrus Chickpea had the grace and good sense to die while Sulla was still the Dictator! And he gave a little skip of pleasure at the thought of what he was going to do when he heard that the throne of Egypt was vacant.


  Oblivious to the fact that his laughter and his skip and that crabbed gait had become portents of terror to every man and woman who chanced to see him, whose mind was in fabled Alexandria.


  2


  It was religion, however, which chiefly occupied Sulla’s mind. Like most Romans, he didn’t think of the name of a god, close his eyes and immediately visualize a human person—that was to be a Greek. These days it was a sign of culture and sophistication to show Bellona as an armed goddess, Ceres as a beautiful matron carrying a sheaf of wheat, Mercury with winged hat and winged sandals, because a Hellenized society was superior, because a Hellenized society despised more numinous gods as primitive, unintellectual, incapable of behavior as complex as human behavior. To the Greeks, their gods were essentially human beings owning superhuman powers; they could not conceive a being more complex than a man. So Zeus, who was king of their pantheon, functioned like a Roman censor—powerful but not omnipotent—and handed out jobs to the other gods, who took delight in tricking him, blackmailing him, and behaving a bit like tribunes of the plebs.


  But Sulla, a Roman, knew the gods were far less tangible than the Greeks would have them: they weren’t humanoid and they didn’t have eyes in their heads or hold conversations, nor did they wield superhuman powers, nor go through the integration and differentiation of thought processes akin to a man’s. Sulla, a Roman, knew that the gods were specific forces which moved specific events or controlled other forces inferior to themselves. They fed on life—forces, so they liked to be offered living sacrifices; they needed order and method in the living world as much as they did in their own, because order and method in the living world helped maintain order and method in the world of forces.


  There were forces pervaded storage cupboards and barns and silos and cellars, liked to see them full—they were called Penates. There were forces kept ships sailing and crossroads together and a sense of purpose among inanimate objects—they were called Lares. There were forces kept the trees right—thinking, obliged them to grow their branches and leaves up into the air and their roots down into the earth. There were forces kept water sweet and rivers going from on high all the way down to the sea. There was a force gave a few men luck and good fortune, but gave most men less, and a few men nothing—it was called Fortuna. And the force called Jupiter Optimus Maximus was the sum total of all other forces, the connective tissue which bound them all together in a way logical to forces, if mysterious to men.


  It was clear to Sulla that Rome was losing contact with her gods, her forces. Why else had the Great Temple burned down? Why else had the precious records gone up in smoke? The prophetic books? Men were forgetting the secrets, the strict formulae and patterns which channeled godly forces. To have the priests and augurs elected disturbed the balances within the priestly colleges, obviated the delicate adjustments only possible when the same families filled the same religious positions time out of mind, forever and ever.


  So before he turned his energies toward rectifying Rome’s creaky institutions and laws, he must first purify Rome’s aether, stabilize her godly forces and allow them to flow properly. How could Rome expect good fortune when a man could be so lost as to what was fitting that he could stand and holler out her secret name? How could Rome expect to prosper when men plundered her temples and murdered her priests? Of course he didn’t remember that he himself had once wanted to plunder her temples; he only remembered that he had not, though he was going to fight a true enemy. Nor did he remember quite how he had felt about the gods in those days before illness and wine had made a shambles of his life.


  In the burning of the Great Temple there was an implicit message, so much he knew in his bones. And it had been given to him to halt the chaos, correct the present drift toward utter disorder. If he did not, then doors supposed to be shut would fly open, and doors supposed to be open would slam shut.


  He summoned the priests and augurs to him inside Rome’s oldest temple, Jupiter Feretrius on the Capitol. So ancient that it had been dedicated by Romulus and was built of tufa blocks without plaster or decoration, it had only two square columns to support its portico, and it contained no image. On a plain square pedestal of equal age there rested a straight electrum rod as long as a man’s hand and arm to the elbow, and a silica flint brooding black and glassy. The only light admitted to its interior came through the door, and it smelled of incredible age—mouse droppings, mildew, damp, dust. Its one room was a mere ten feet by seven feet, so Sulla was grateful for the fact that neither the College of Pontifices nor the College of Augurs was anywhere near full membership.


  Sulla himself was an augur. So too were Marcus Antonius, the younger Dolabella and Catilina. Of priests, Gaius Aurelius Cotta had been in the college the longest; Metellus Pius was not far behind, nor Flaccus the Master of the Horse and Princeps Senatus, who was also the flamen Martialis. Catulus, Mamercus, the Rex Sacrorum Lucius Claudius of the only branch of the Claudii with the first name of Lucius—and a very uneasy pontifex, Brutus the son of Old Brutus, who clearly wondered if and when he was going to be proscribed.


  “We have no Pontifex Maximus,” Sulla began, “and our company is thin. I could have found a more comfortable place for us to meet, but I suspect a little discomfort may not be displeasing to our gods! For some time now we have thought of ourselves ahead of our gods, and our gods are unhappy. Dedicated in the same year as our Republic was born, our temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus did not burn down by accident. I am sure it burned down because Jupiter Best and Greatest feels the Roman Senate and People have cheated him of his due. We are not so callow and credulous that we subscribe to barbarian beliefs in godly wrath—bolts of lightning that strike us dead or pillars that squash us flat are natural events—they merely indicate a man’s personal ill luck. But portents do indicate unhappy gods, and the burning of our Great Temple is a terrible portent. If we still had the Sibylline Books we might discover more about it. But the Sibylline Books burned, along with our fasti of the consuls, the original Twelve Tables, and much else.”


  There were fifteen men present, and not enough room to allow a proper arrangement of speaker and audience; Sulla just stood in their midst and spoke in normal tones. “It is my task as Dictator to return Rome’s religion to its old form, and to make all of you work toward that end. Now I can enact the laws, but it is up to all of you to implement them. On one point I am adamant, for I have had dreams, I am an augur, and I know I am right. Namely, I will invalidate the lex Domitia de sacerdotiis which our Pontifex Maximus of some years ago, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, took so much pleasure in foisting upon us. Why did he? Because he felt his family had been insulted and himself overlooked. Those are reasons founded in personal pride, not in a true religious spirit. I believe Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus displeased the gods, especially Jupiter Best and Greatest. So there will be no more elections for Religious. Not even for the office of Pontifex Maximus.”


  “But the Pontifex Maximus has always been elected!” cried Lucius Claudius the Rex Sacrorum, astonished. “He is the High Priest of the Republic! His appointment must be democratic!”


  “I say, no. From now on, he too will be chosen by his fellow members of the College of Pontifices,” said Sulla in a tone which brooked no argument. “I am right about this.”


  “I don’t know….” Flaccus began, then trailed off when he met Sulla’s awful eyes.


  “I do know, so that will be the end of it!” Sulla’s gaze traveled from one distressed face to another, and quelled all further protest. “I also think it is displeasing to our gods that there are not enough of us to go around, so I intend to give each priestly college—most of the minor as well as the major—fifteen members each instead of the old ten or twelve. No more of this squeezing two jobs in for every one man! Besides, fifteen is a lucky number, the fulcrum upon which thirteen and seventeen—the unlucky ones—turn. Magic is important. Magic creates pathways for the godly forces to travel. I believe that numbers have great magic. So we will work magic for Rome’s benefit, as is our sacred duty.”


  “Perhaps,” ventured Metellus Pius, “wuh—wuh—we could set up only wuh—wuh—one candidate for Pontifex Maximus? That wuh—wuh—way, we could at least have an election process.”


  “There will be no election process!” Sulla spat.


  Silence fell. No one so much as shifted a foot.


  After some time had passed Sulla began to speak again. “There is one priest who sits ill with me, for a number of good reasons. I refer to our flamen Dialis, the young man Gaius Julius Caesar. Upon the death of Lucius Cornelius Merula he was chosen to be Jupiter’s special priest by Gaius Marius and his bought—and—paid—for minion, Cinna. The men who chose him alone are ominous enough! They contravened the usual selection process, which ought to involve the entire gamut of colleges. Another reason for my disquiet concerns my own ancestors, for the first Cornelius to be cognominated Sulla was flamen Dialis. But the burning of the Great Temple is by far the most ominous reason. So I began to make enquiries about this young man, and have learned that he flatly refused to observe the regulations surrounding his flaminate until he assumed the toga virilis. His behavior since has been orthodox, as far as I can find out. Now all this could well have been a symptom of his youth. But what I think is not important. What does Jupiter Optimus Maximus think? That is important! For, my fellow priests and augurs, I have learned that Jupiter’s temple fire finally went out two days before the Ides of Quinctilis. On that exact same day of the year, the flamen Dialis was born. An omen!”


  “It could be a good omen,” said Cotta, who cared about the fate of this particular flamen Dialis.


  “Indeed it could,” said Sulla, “but that is not for me to say. As Dictator, I feel free to determine the method whereby our priests and augurs are appointed, I feel free to abolish the elections. But the flamen Dialis is different. All of you must decide his fate. All of you! Fetials, pontifices, augurs, the priests of the sacred books, even the epulones and the salii. Cotta, I am putting you in charge of the investigation, as you are the longest—serving pontifex. You have until the Ides of December, when we will meet again in this temple to discuss the religious position of the present flamen Dialis.” He looked at Cotta sternly. “No word of this must get round, especially to young Caesar himself.”


  Home he went, chuckling and rubbing his hands together in transports of delight. For Sulla had thought of the most wonderful joke! The kind of joke Jupiter Optimus Maximus would find a terrific boost to his force pathways. An offering! A living sacrificial victim for Rome—for the Republic, whose High Priest he was! He had been invented to supplant the Rex Sacrorum, ensure that the Republic outranked the Kings, all of whom had been Rex Sacrorum as well as King. Oh, a superb joke! he cried to himself, literally crying—with laughter. I will offer the Great God a victim who will go consenting to the sacrifice, and continue to sacrifice himself until his death! I will dower the Republic and the Great God with the best segment of one man’s life—I will offer up his suffering, his distress, his pain. And all with his consent. Because he will never refuse to be sacrificed.


  *


  The next day Sulla published the first of his laws aimed at regulating the State religion by fixing them to the rostra and the wall of the Regia. At first the rostra perusers presumed it was a new proscription list, so the professional bounty hunters clustered quickly, only to turn away with exclamations of disgust: it turned out to be a list of the men who were now members of the various priestly colleges, major and minor. Fifteen of each, somewhat haphazardly divided between patricians and plebeians (with the plebeians in the majority), and beautifully balanced between the Famous Families. No unworthy names on this list! No Pompeius or Tullius or Didius! Julii, Servilii, Junii, Aemilii, Cornelii, Claudii, Sulpicii, Valerii, Domitii, Mucii, Licinii, Antonii, Manlii, Caecilii, Terentii. It was also noted that Sulla had given himself a priesthood to complement the augurship he held already—and that he was the only man to hold both.


  “I ought to have a foot in both camps,” he had said to himself when contemplating doing this. “I am the Dictator.”


  The day after, he published an addendum containing only one name. The name of the new Pontifex Maximus. Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius the Piglet. Stammerer extraordinary.


  The people of Rome were beside themselves with horror when they saw that frightful name upon the rostra and the Regia—the new Pontifex Maximus was Metellus Pius1? How could that be? What was wrong with Sulla? Had he gone quite mad?


  A shivering deputation came to see him at Ahenobarbus’s house, its members consisting of priests and augurs, including Metellus Pius himself. For obvious reasons he was not the deputation’s Spokesman; his tongue stumbled so these days that no one was willing to stand there shifting from one foot to the other while the Piglet strove to articulate his thoughts. The spokesman was Catulus.


  “Lucius Cornelius, why?” wailed Catulus. “Are we to have no say about this?”


  “I duh—duh—duh—don’t wuh—wuh—wuh—wan? the juh—juh—job!” the Piglet stuttered painfully, eyes rolling, hands working.


  “Lucius Cornelius, you can’t!” Vatia cried.


  “It’s impossible!” shouted son-in-law Mamercus.


  Sulla let them run down before he answered, no flicker of emotion on his face or in his eyes; it was no part of his joke ever to let them see that it was a joke. They must always think him earnest, serious. For he was. He was! Jupiter had come to him in a dream last night and told him how much he appreciated this wonderful, perfect joke.


  They ran down. An apprehensive silence fell, save for the soft sound of the Piglet’s weeping.


  “Actually,” said Lucius Cornelius Sulla in conversational tones, “as the Dictator I can do anything I want. But that is not the point. The point is that I dreamed Jupiter Optimus Maximus came to me and asked specifically for Quintus Caecilius as his Pontifex Maximus. When I woke I took the omens, and they were very propitious. On the way to the Forum to pin my two pieces of parchment up on the rostra and the Regia, I saw fifteen eagles flying from left to right across the Capitol. No owl hooted, no lightning flashed.”


  The deputation looked into Sulla’s face, then at the floor. He was serious. So, it seemed, was Jupiter Optimus Maximus.


  “But no ritual can contain a mistake!” said Vatia. “No gesture, no action, no word can be wrong! The moment something is performed or said wrongly, the whole ceremony has to start all over again!”


  “I am aware of that,” said Sulla gently.


  “Lucius Cornelius, surely you can see!” cried Catulus. “Pius stutters and stammers his way through every statement he makes! So whenever he acts as Pontifex Maximus, we are going to be there forever!’’


  “I see it with crystal clarity,” said Sulla with great seriousness. “Remember, I too will be there forever.” He shrugged. “What can I say, except that perhaps this is some extra sacrifice the Great God requires of us because we haven’t acquitted ourselves as we ought in matters pertaining to our gods?” He turned to Metellus Pius to take one of the spasming hands in both his own. “Of course, Piglet dear, you can refuse. There is nothing in our religious laws to say you can’t.”


  The Piglet used his free hand to pick up a fold of toga and employ it to wipe his eyes and nose. He drew in a breath and said, “I will do it, Lucius Cornelius, if the Great God requires it of muh—muh—me.”


  “There, you see?’’ asked Sulla, patting the hand he held. “You almost got it out! Practice, Piglet dear! Practice!”


  The first paroxysm of laughter was welling dangerously close to eruption; Sulla got rid of the deputation in a hurry and bolted to his study, where he shut himself in. His knees gave way; he collapsed onto a couch, wrapped his arms round his body and howled, the tears of mirth pouring down his face.


  When he couldn’t breathe properly he rolled onto the floor and lay there shrieking and gasping with his legs kicking in the air, hurting so much he thought he might die. But still he laughed, secure in the knowledge that the omens had indeed been propitious. And for the rest of that day, whenever the Piglet’s expression of noble self-sacrifice flashed before his mind’s eye, he doubled over in a fresh paroxysm; so too did he laugh again whenever he remembered the look on Catulus’s face, and Vatia’s, and his son-in-law’s. Wonderful, wonderful! Perfect justice, this Jupiterian joke. Everyone had received exactly what everyone deserved. Including Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  *


  On the Ides of December some sixty men—members of the minor as well as the major priestly colleges—tried to squash into the temple of Jupiter Feretrius.


  “We have paid our respects to the god,” said Sulla. “I do not think he will mind if we seek the open air.”


  He sat himself on the low wall which fenced off the old Asylum from the parklike areas of ground swelling easily up on either side to the twin humps of Capitol and Arx, and gestured to the rest to sit on the grass.


  That, thought the desperately unhappy Piglet, was one of the oddest things about Sulla: he could invest small things with huge dignity, then—as now—reduce huge things to complete informality. To the Capitoline visitors and tourists—to the men and women who arrived panting at the top of the Asylum steps or the Gemonian steps, taking a shortcut between Forum Romanum and Campus Martius—they must look like a strolling philosopher and his pupils, or an old country daddy with all his brothers, nephews, sons, cousins,


  “What have you to report, Gaius Aurelius?” asked Sulla of Cotta, who sat in the middle of the front row.


  “First of all, that this task was very difficult for me, Lucius Cornelius,” Cotta replied. “You are aware, I suppose, that young Caesar the flamen Dialis is my nephew?’’


  “As indeed he is also my nephew, though by marriage rather than blood,” said the Dictator steadily.


  “Then I must ask you another question. Do you intend to proscribe the Caesars?’’


  Without volition Sulla thought of Aurelia, and shook his head emphatically. “No, Cotta, I do not. The Caesars who were my brothers-in-law so many years ago are both dead. They never really committed any crimes against the State, for all they were Marius’s men. There were reasons for that. Marius had helped the family financially, the tie was an obligatory gratitude. The widow of old Gaius Marius is the boy’s blood aunt, and her sister was my first wife.”


  “But you have proscribed both Marius’s and Cinna’s families.”


  “That I have.”


  “Thank you,” said Cotta, looking relieved. He cleared his throat. “Young Caesar was but thirteen years old when he was solemnly and properly consecrated as the priest of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. He fulfilled all the criteria save one: he was a patrician with both parents still living, but he was not married to a patrician woman with both parents still living. However, Marius found him a bride, to whom he was married before the ceremonies of inauguration and consecration. The bride was Cinna’s younger daughter.”


  “How old was she?” Sulla asked, snapping his fingers at his servant, who promptly handed him a peasant’s wide—brimmed straw hat. Having adjusted it comfortably, he looked out slyly from under it, truly an old country daddy.


  “She was seven.”


  “I see. A literal marriage of children. Faugh! Cinna was hungry, wasn’t he?”


  “Quite so,” said Cotta uncomfortably. “Anyway, the boy did not take kindly to his flaminate. He insisted that until he put on the toga of manhood he would pursue the customary activities of a noble Roman youth. So he went to the Campus Martius and there did his military exercises. He fenced, shot arrows, cast spears—and revealed a talent for whatever he was called upon to do. I am told he used to do something remarkable—he would ride a very fleet horse at the full gallop with both hands behind his back—and no saddle! The old fellows of the Campus Martius remember him well and deem his flaminate a shame in view of his natural aptitude for soldiering. For his other behavior, my source is his mother—my half sister, Aurelia. According to her, he did not adhere to the stipulated diet, he pared his nails with an iron knife, had his hair cut with an iron razor, and wore knots and buckles.”


  “What happened when he donned the toga virilis?”’


  “He changed radically,” said Cotta, considerable surprise in his voice. “The rebellion – if indeed it had been rebellion – ceased. He had always performed his religious duties with scrupulous care, but then he put on his apex and laena permanently, and adhered to all the prohibitions. His mother says he liked his role no better, but had become reconciled.”


  “I see.” Sulla kicked his heels softly against the wall, then said, “It begins to sound quite satisfactory, Cotta. What conclusion have you come to about him and his flaminate?”


  Cotta frowned. “There is one difficulty. Did we have the full set of prophetic books available to us, we might have been able to elucidate the matter. But we do not, of course. So we have found it impossible to form a conclusive opinion. There appears to be no doubt that the boy is legally the flamen Dialis, but we are not so sure from the religious viewpoint.”


  “Why?”


  “It all hinges upon the civic status of Caesar’s wife. Cinnilla, they call her. Now twelve years of age. Of one thing we are absolutely positive – the flaminate Dialis is a dual entity which involves wife as much as it does husband. She has her religious title of flaminica Dialis, she is under the same taboos, and she has her own religious duties. If she does not fulfill the religious criteria, then the whole flaminate is in doubt. And we have come to the conclusion that she does not fulfill the religious criteria, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Really? How have you reached that conclusion, Cotta?” Sulla kicked the wall harder, thought of something else. “Has the marriage been consummated?”


  “No, it has not. The child Cinnilla has lived with my sister and my sister’s family since she married young Caesar. And my sister is a very proper Roman noblewoman,” said Cotta.


  Sulla smiled briefly. “I know she’s proper,” he said.


  “Yes, well …” Cotta shifted uneasily, remembering the debates which had raged in the Cotta household about the nature of the friendship between Aurelia and Sulla; he was also aware that he was about to criticize one of Sulla’s new proscription laws. But in he plunged bravely, determined to get it over and done with. “We think Caesar is the flamen Dialis, but that his wife is not the flaminica. At least, that is how we have interpreted your laws of proscription, which, in the matter of under—age children of the proscribed, do not make it clear whether these children are subject to the lex Minicia. Cinna’s son was of age when his father was proscribed, therefore his citizenship was not in question. But what about the citizen status of under—age children, especially girls? Does your law intend judgment under the lex Minicia, or—as with conviction and exile by a court—does the father’s loss of citizenship extend only to himself? That is what we had to decide. And given the severity of your laws of proscription in relation to the rights of children and other heirs, we came to the conclusion that the lex Minicia de liberis does apply.”


  “Piglet dear, what do you have to say?” asked the Dictator demurely, entirely ignoring the implication of a legislative cloudiness. “Take your time, take your time! I have nothing else to do today.”


  Metellus Pius flushed. “As Gaius Cotta says, the law of a child’s citizen status does apply. When one parent is not a Roman citizen, the child cannot be a Roman citizen. So Caesar’s wife is not a Roman citizen and cannot therefore be the flaminica Dialis under religious law.”


  “Brilliant, brilliant! You got that out without a single mistake, Piglet!” Drum, drum went Sulla’s heels. “So it is all my fault, eh? I left a law up to interpretation instead of spelling every detail out.”


  Cotta drew a deep breath. “Yes,” he said heroically.


  “That is all very true, Lucius Cornelius,” said Vatia, adding his mite. “However, we are fully aware that our interpretation may be wrong. We respectfully ask for your direction.”


  “Well,” said Sulla, sliding off the wall, “it seems to me that the best way out of this dilemma is to have Caesar find a new flaminica. Though he must have been married confarreatio, in the eyes of both civil and religious law a divorce is possible. It is my opinion that Caesar must divorce Cinna’s daughter, who is not acceptable to the Great God as his flaminica.”


  “An annulment, surely!” said Cotta.


  “A divorce,” said Sulla firmly. “Though all and sundry may swear that the marriage is not consummated—and though we could have the Vestals examine the girl’s hymen—we are dealing with Jupiter Best and Greatest. You have pointed out to me that my laws are open to interpretation. In fact, you have gone so far as to interpret them—without coming to consult with me before making your decision. Therein lies your mistake. You should have consulted me. But since you did not, you must now live with the consequences. A diffarreatio divorce.”


  Cotta winced. “Diffarreatio is a dreadful business!”


  “I weep to see your pain, Cotta.”


  “Then I shall inform the boy,” said Cotta, mouth set.


  Sulla put out his hand. “No!” he said, quite sharply. “Say nothing to the boy, nothing at all! Just tell him to come to my house tomorrow before the dinner hour. I prefer to tell him myself, is that clear?”


  *


  “And so,” said Cotta to Caesar and Aurelia a short time later, “you must see Sulla, nephew.”


  Both Caesar and his mother were looking strained, but saw the visitor to the door without comment. After her brother had gone Aurelia followed her son into his study.


  “Do sit, Mater,” he said to her gently.


  She sat, but on the edge of the chair. “I don’t like it,” she said. “Why should he want to see you in person?’’


  “You heard Uncle Gaius. He’s starting to reform the religious orders, “and he wants to see me as flamen Dialis.’’


  “I do not believe that,” said Aurelia stubbornly.


  Worried, Caesar put his chin on his right hand and looked at his mother searchingly. His concern was not for himself; he could cope with whatever was to come, he knew that. No, it was for her, and for all the other women of his family.


  The tragedy had marched on inexorably from the time of the conference Young Marius had called to discuss his seeking the consulship, through the season of artificially induced joy and confidence, through the downslide of the terrible winter, to the yawning pit which had been the defeat at Sacriportus. Of Young Marius they had seen practically nothing once he had become consul, and that included his mother and his wife. A mistress had come on the scene, a beautiful Roman woman of knightly forebears named Praecia, and she monopolized every spare moment Young Marius could find. Rich enough to be financially independent, she was at the time she caught Young Marius in her toils already thirty-seven years old, and not of a mind for marriage. There had been a marriage in her eighteenth year, but only to obey her father, who had died shortly thereafter; Praecia had promptly embarked upon a series of lovers, and her husband had divorced her. Which suited her very well. She settled to the kind of life she most liked, mistress of her own establishment as well as mistress to some interesting nobleman who brought his friends, his problems and his political intrigues to her dining couch and bed, and thus enabled her to combine politics with passion—an irresistible combination to one of Praecia’s leanings.


  Young Marius had been her biggest fish and she had grown quite fond of him, amused at his youthful posturings, fascinated by the power inherent in the name Gaius Marius, and pleased at the fact that the young senior consul preferred her to his mother, a Julia, and his wife, a Mucia. So she had thrown her large and tastefully decorated house open to all Young Marius’s friends, and her bed to a small, select group who formed Young Marius’s inner circle. Once Carbo (whom she loathed) had left for Ariminum, she became her paramour’s chief adviser in all things, and fancied that it was she, not Young Marius, who actually ran Rome.


  So when the news came that Sulla was about to depart from Teanum Sidicinum, and Young Marius announced that it was more than time he left to join his troops at Ad Pictas, Praecia had toyed with the idea of becoming a camp follower, accompanying the young senior consul to the war. It had not come to pass; Young Marius found a typical solution to the problem she was becoming by leaving Rome after dark without telling her he was going. However, not to repine! Praecia shrugged, and looked about for other game.


  All this had meant that neither his mother nor his wife had been given the opportunity to bid him farewell, to wish him the luck he would certainly need. He was gone. And he was never to come back. The news of Sacriportus had not spread through Rome before Brutus Damasippus (too much Carbo’s man to esteem Praecia) had embarked upon his bloodbath. Among those who died was Quintus Mucius Scaevola Pontifex Maximus, the father of Young Marius’s wife, and a good friend to Young Marius’s mother.


  “My son did this,” Julia had said to Aurelia when she came to see if there was anything she could do.


  “Nonsense!” Aurelia had answered warmly. “It was Brutus Damasippus, no one else.”


  “I have seen the letter my son sent in his own writing from Sacriportus,” Julia had said, drawing in her breath on something far worse than a sob. “He couldn’t accept defeat without this paltry retaliation, and how can I expect my daughter-in-law to speak to me again?”


  Caesar had huddled himself in a far corner of the room and watched the faces of the women with stony concentration. How could her son have done this to Aunt Julia? Especially after what his mad old father had done at the end? She was caught inside a mass of sorrow like a fly in a chunk of amber, her beauty the greater because she was static, her pain all within and quite invisible. It didn’t even show in her eyes.


  Then Mucia came in; Julia shrank away, averted her gaze.


  Aurelia had sat bolt upright, the planes of her face sharp and flinty. “Mucia Tertia, do you blame Julia for your father’s murder?” she demanded.


  “Of course not,” said Young Marius’s wife, and pulled a chair over so that she could sit close enough to Julia to take her hands. “Please, Julia, look at me!”


  “I cannot!”


  “You must! I do not intend to move back to my father’s house and live with my stepmother. Nor do I intend to seek a place in my own mother’s house, with those frightful boys of hers. I want to stay here with my dear kind mother-in-law.”


  So that had been all right. Some kind of life had gone on for Julia and Mucia Tertia, though they heard nothing from Young Marius walled up in Praeneste, and the news from various battlefields was always in Sulla’s favor. Had he been Aurelia’s son, reflected Aurelia’s son, Young Marius would have drawn little comfort from dwelling upon his mother while the days in Praeneste dragged on interminably. Aurelia was not as soft, not as loving, not as forgiving as Julia—but then, decided Caesar with a smile, if she had been, he might have turned out more like Young Marius! Caesar owned his mother’s detachment. And her hardness too.


  Bad news piled on top of bad news: Carbo had stolen away in the night; Sulla had turned the Samnites back; Pompey and Crassus had defeated the men Carbo had deserted in Clusium; the Piglet and Varro Lucullus were in control of Italian Gaul; Sulla had entered Rome for a period of hours only to set up a provisional government—and left Torquatus behind with Thracian cavalry to ensure his provisional government remained a functioning government.


  But Sulla had not come to visit Aurelia, which fascinated her son sufficiently to try a little fishing. Of that meeting his mother had found thrust upon her outside Teanum Sidicinum she had said just about nothing; now here she was with her calm unimpaired and a tradition broken.


  “He ought to have come to see you!” Caesar had said.


  “He will never come to see me again,” said Aurelia.


  “Why not?”


  “Those visits belong to a different time.”


  “A time when he was handsome enough to fancy?” the son snapped, that rigidly suppressed temper suddenly flashing out.


  But she froze, gave him a look which crushed him. “You are stupid as well as insulting! Leave me!” she said.


  He left her. And left the subject severely alone thereafter. Whatever Sulla meant to her was her business.


  They had heard of the siege tower Young Marius built and of its miserable end, of the other attempts he made to break through Ofella’s wall. And then on the last day of October there came the shocking news that ninety thousand Samnites were sitting in Pompey Strabo’s camp outside the Colline Gate.


  The next two days were the worst of Caesar’s life. Choking inside his priestly garb, unable to touch a sword or look on death at the moment it happened, he locked himself in his study and commenced work on a new epic poem—in Latin, not in Greek—choosing the dactylic hexameter to make his task more difficult. The noise of battle came clearly to his ears, but he shut it out and struggled on with his maddening spondees and empty phrases, aching to be there and in it, admitting that he would not have cared which side he fought on, as long as he fought….


  And after the sounds died away during the night he came charging out of his study to find his mother in her office bent over her accounts, and stood in her doorway convulsed with rage.


  “How can I write what I cannot do?” he demanded. “What is the greatest literature about, if not war and warriors? Did Homer waste his time on flowery claptrap? Did Thucydides deem the art of beekeeping a suitable subject for his pen?”


  She knew exactly how to deflate him, so she said in cool ledgerish tones, “Probably not,” and returned to her work.


  And that night was the end of peace. Julia’s son was dead—all of them were dead, and Rome belonged to Sulla. Who did not come to see them, or send any message.


  That the Senate and the Centuriate Assembly had voted him the position of Dictator everyone knew, and talked about endlessly. But it was Lucius Decumius who told Caesar and young Gaius Matius from the other ground—floor apartment about the mystery of the disappearing knights.


  “All men who got rich under Marius or Cinna or Carbo, and that be no accident. You’re lucky your tata has been dead for enough years, Pimple,” Lucius Decumius said to Gaius Matius, who had borne the unflattering nickname of Pustula—Pimple—since he had been a toddler. “And your tata too, probably, young Peacock,” he said to Caesar.


  “What do you mean?” asked Matius, frowning.


  “I means there’s some awful discreet-looking fellows walking round Rome pinching rich knights,” the caretaker of the crossroads college said. “Freedmen mostly, but not your average gossipy Greek with boyfriend troubles. They’re all called Lucius Cornelius something—or—other. My Brethren and I, we calls them the Sullani. Because they belongs to him. Mark my words, young Peacock and Pimple, they do not bode no good! And I safely predicts that they are going to pinch a lot more rich knights.”


  “Sulla can’t do that!” said Matius, lips compressed.


  “Sulla can do anything he likes,” said Caesar. “He’s been made Dictator. That’s better than being King. His edicts have the force of law, he’s not tied to the lex Caecilia Didia of seventeen days between promulgation and ratification, he doesn’t even have to discuss his laws in Senate or Assemblies. And he cannot be made to answer for a single thing he does—or for anything he’s done in the past, for that matter. Mind you,” he added thoughtfully, “I think that if Rome isn’t taken into a very strong hand, she’s finished. So I hope all goes well for him. And I hope he has the vision and the courage to do what must be done.”


  “That man,” said Lucius Decumius, “has the gall to do anything! Anything at all.”


  Living as they did in the heart of the Subura—which was the poorest and the most polyglot district in Rome—they found that Sulla’s proscriptions had not the profound effect on life that they did in places like the Carinae, the Palatine, the upper Quirinal and Viminal. Though there were knights of the First Class aplenty between the far poorer Suburanites, few of them held a status above tribunus aerarius, and few the kind of political contacts which imperiled their lives now that Sulla was in power.


  When the first list had displayed Young Marius’s name second from the top, Julia and Mucia Tertia had come to see Aurelia; as these visits were usually the other way around, their advent was a surprise. So was news of the list, which had not yet spread as far as the Subura; Sulla had not kept Julia waiting for her fate.


  “I have had a notice served on me by the urban praetor—elect, the younger Dolabella.” Julia shivered. “Not a pleasant man! My poor son’s estate is confiscate. Nothing can be saved.”


  “Your house too?’’ Aurelia asked, white—faced.


  “Everything. He had a list of everything. All the mining interests in Spain, the lands in Etruria, our villa at Cumae, the house here in Rome, other lands Gaius Marius had acquired in Lucania and Umbria, the wheat latifundia on the Bagradas River in Africa Province, the dye works for wool in Hierapolis, the glassworks in Sidon. Even the farm in Arpinum. It all belongs now to Rome and will, I was informed, be put up for auction.”


  “Oh, Julia!”


  Being Julia, she found a smile and actually made it reach her eyes. “Oh, it isn’t all bad news! I was given a letter from Sulla which authorizes payment out of the estate of one hundred silver talents. That is what he assesses my dowry at, had Gaius Marius ever got round to giving me one. For, as all the gods know, I came to him penniless! But I am to have the hundred talents because, Sulla informs me, I am the sister of Julilla. For her sake, as she was his wife, he will not see me want. The letter was actually quite gracefully phrased.”


  “It sounds a lot of money—but after what you’ve had, it’s nothing,” said Aurelia, tight—lipped.


  “It will buy me a nice house on the Vicus Longus or the Alta Semita, and yield me an adequate income besides. The slaves of course are to go with the estate, but Sulla has allowed me to keep Strophantes—I am so glad about that! The poor old man is quite crazed with grief.” She stopped, her grey eyes full of tears—not for herself, but for Strophantes. “Anyway,” she continued, “I will manage very comfortably. Which is more than the wives or mothers of other men on the list can say. They will get absolutely nothing.”


  “And what about you, Mucia Tertia?” asked Caesar. “Are you classified as Marian or Mucian?’’ She displayed no sign of grief for her husband, he noted, or even self-pity at her widow’s status. One knew Aunt Julia grieved, though she never showed it. But Mucia Tertia?


  “I am classified as Marian,” she said, “so I lose my dowry. My father’s estate is heavily encumbered. There was nothing for me in his will. Had there been something, my stepmother would try to keep it from me anyway. My own mother is all right—Metellus Nepos is safe, he is for Sulla. But their two boys must be thought of ahead of me. Julia and I have talked it over on the way here. I am to go with her. Sulla has forbidden me to remarry, as I was the wife of a Marius. Not that I wish to take another husband. I do not.”


  “It’s a nightmare!” cried Aurelia. She looked down at her hands, inky—fingered and a little swollen in their joints. “It may be that we too will be put on the list. My husband was Gaius Marius’s man to the end. And Cinna’s at the time he died.”


  “But this insula is in your name, Mater. As all the Cottae stand for Sulla, it should remain yours,” Caesar said. “I may lose my land. But at least as flamen Dialis I will have my salary from the State and a State house in the Forum. I suppose Cinnilla will lose her dowry, such as it is.”


  “I gather Cinna’s relatives will lose everything,” Julia said, and sighed. “Sulla means to see an end to opposition.”


  “What of Annia? And the older daughter, Cornelia Cinna?” asked Aurelia. “I have always disliked Annia. She was a poor mother to my little Cinnilla, and she remarried with indecent haste after Cinna died. So I daresay she’ll survive.”


  “You’re right, she will. She’s been married to Pupius Piso Frugi long enough to be classified as Pupian,” said Julia. “I found out a lot from Dolabella, he was only too anxious to tell me who was going to suffer! Poor Cornelia Cinna is classified with Gnaeus Ahenobarbus. Of course she lost her house to Sulla when he first arrived, and Annia wouldn’t take her in then. I believe she’s living with an old Vestal aunt out on the Via Recta.”


  “Oh, I am so glad both my girls are married to relative nobodies!’’ Aurelia exclaimed.


  “I have a piece of news,” said Caesar, to draw the women’s attention away from their own troubles.


  “What?” asked Mucia Tertia.


  “Lepidus must have had a premonition of this. Yesterday he divorced his wife. Saturninus’s daughter, Appuleia.”


  “Oh, that’s terrible!” cried Julia. “I can bear the fact that the ones who fought against Sulla must be punished, but why must their children and their children’s children suffer too? All the fuss about Saturninus was so long ago! Sulla won’t care about Saturninus, so why should Lepidus do that to her? She’s borne him three splendid sons!”


  “She won’t bear him any more,” Caesar said. “She took a nice hot bath and opened her veins. So now Lepidus is running around sobbing rivers of grief. Pah!”


  “Oh, but he was always that sort of man,” said Aurelia with scorn. “I do not deny that there must be a place in the world for flimsy men, but the trouble with Marcus Aemilius Lepidus is that he genuinely believes he has substance.”


  “Poor Lepidus!” sighed Julia.


  “Poor Appuleia,” said Mucia Tertia rather dryly.


  *


  But now, after what Cotta had told them, it seemed that the Caesars were not to be proscribed. The six hundred iugera at Bovillae were safe, Caesar would have a senatorial census. Not, he reflected wryly as he watched the snow pouring down the light well like a powdery waterfall, that he needed to worry about a senatorial census! The flamen Dialis was automatically a member of the Senate.


  As he watched this sudden appearance of real winter, his mother watched him.


  Such a nice person, she thought—and that is my doing, no one else’s. For though he has many excellent qualities, he is far from perfect. Not as sympathetic or forgiving or tender as his father, for all that he has a look of his father about him. A look of me too. He is so brilliant in so many different ways. Send him anywhere in this building and he can fix whatever is wrong—pipes, tiles, plaster, shutters, drains, paint, wood. And the improvements he has made to our elderly inventor’s brakes and cranes! He can actually write in Hebrew and Median! And speak a dozen languages, thanks to our amazing variety of tenants. Before he became a man he was a legend on the Campus Martius, so Lucius Decumius swears to me. He swims, he rides, he runs, all like the wind. The poems and plays he writes—as good as Plautus and Ennius, though I am his mother and should not say so. And his grasp of rhetoric, so Marcus Antonius Gnipho tells me, is without peer. How did Gnipho put it? My son can move stones to tears and mountains to rage. He understands legislation. And he can read anything at a single glance, no matter how bad the writing. In all of Rome there is no one else who can do that, even the prodigy Marcus Tullius Cicero. As for the women—how they pursue him! Up and down the Subura. He thinks I do not know, of course. He thinks I believe him chaste, waiting for his dear little wife. Well, that is better so. Men are strange creatures when it comes to the part of them makes them men. But my son is not perfect. Just superlatively gifted. He has a shocking temper, though he guards it well. He is self-centered in some ways and not always sensitive to the feelings and wants of others. As for this obsession he has about cleanliness—it pleases me to see him so fastidious, yet the extent of it he never got from me or anyone else. He won’t look at a woman unless she’s come straight from a bath, and I believe he actually inspects her from the top of her head to the spaces between her toes. In the Subura! However, he is greatly desired, so the standard of cleanliness among the local women has risen hugely since he turned fourteen. Precocious little beast! I always used to hope my husband availed himself of the local women during those many years he was away, but he always told me he didn’t, he waited for me. If I disliked anything in him, it was that. Such a burden of guilt he shifted to me by keeping himself for me, whom he rarely saw. My son will never do that to his wife. I hope she appreciates her luck. Sulla. He has been summoned to see Sulla. I wish I knew why. I wish—


  She came out of herself with a start to find Caesar leaning across his desk snapping his fingers at her, and laughing.


  “Where were you?” he asked.


  “All over the place,” she answered as she got up, feeling the chill. “I’ll have Burgundus give you a brazier, Caesar. It is too cold in this room.”


  “Fusspot!” he said lovingly to her back.


  “I don’t want you confronting Sulla with a sniffle and a thousand sneezes,” she said.


  But the morrow brought no sniffles, no sneezes. The young man presented himself at the house of Gnaeus Ahenobarbus a good summer hour before the winter dinnertime, prepared to kick his heels in the atrium rather than run the risk of arriving too late. Sure enough, the steward—an exquisitely oily Greek who subjected him to subtle come—hither glances—informed him that he was too early, would he mind waiting? Conscious of crawling skin, Caesar nodded curtly and turned his back on the man who would soon be famous, whom all Rome would know as Chrysogonus.


  But Chrysogonus wouldn’t go; clearly he found the visitor attractive enough to pursue, and Caesar had the good sense not to do what he longed to do—knock the fellow’s teeth down his throat. Then inspiration struck. Caesar walked briskly out onto the loggia, and the steward disliked the cold too much to follow him. This house had two loggias, and the one where Caesar stood making crescent patterns in the snow with the toe of his clog looked not down onto the Forum Romanum, but back up the Palatine cliff in the direction of the Clivus Victoriae. Right above him was the loggia of another house literally overhung the house of Ahenobarbus.


  Whose house? Caesar wrinkled his brow, remembered. Marcus Livius Drusus, assassinated in its atrium ten years ago. So this was where all those orphaned children lived under the arid supervision of… Who? That’s right, the daughter of that Servilius Caepio who had drowned coming back from his province! Gnaea? Yes, Gnaea. And her dreaded mother, the ghastly Porcia Liciniana! Lots of little Servilii Caepiones and Porcii Catones. The wrong Porcii Catones, of the branch Salonius. Descendants of a slave—there was one now! He was leaning over the marble balustrade, a painfully thin boy with a neck long enough to give him a resemblance to a stork, and a nose large enough to show even at this distance. A lot of lank, reddish hair. No mistaking Cato the Censor’s brood!


  All of these thoughts indicated one thing about Caesar his mother had not catalogued during her reverie: he adored gossip and forgot none of it.


  “Honored priest, my master is ready to see you.” Caesar turned away with a grin and a cheerful wave up to the boy on Drusus’s balcony, hugely amused when the wave was not returned. Young Cato was probably too amazed to wave back; there would be few in Sulla’s temporary dwelling with the time to make overtures of friendship to a poor little storky boy who was the descendant of a Tusculan squire and a Celtiberian slave.


  *


  Though he was prepared for the sight of Sulla the Dictator, Caesar still found himself shocked. No wonder he hadn’t sought Mater out! Nor would I if I were he, thought Caesar, and walked forward as quietly as his wooden-soled clogs permitted.


  Sulla’s initial reaction was that he looked upon a total stranger; but this was due to the ugly red-and-purple cape and the peculiar effect the creamy ivory helmet created, of someone with a shaven skull.


  “Take all that stuff off,” said Sulla, and returned his gaze to the mass of papers on his desk.


  When he looked up again the priestling was gone. In his place there stood his son. The hairs bristled on Sulla’s arms, and on the back of his neck; he emitted a sound like air oozing out of a bladder and stumbled to his feet. The golden hair, the wide blue eyes, the long Caesar face, all that height… And then Sulla’s tear-clouded vision assimilated the differences; Aurelia’s high sharp cheekbones with the hollows beneath and Aurelia’s exquisite mouth with the creases in the corners. Older than Young Sulla had been when he died, more man than boy. Oh, Lucius Cornelius, my son, why did you have to die?


  He dashed the tears away. “I thought you were my son for a moment,” he said harshly, and shivered.


  “He was my first cousin.”


  “I remember you said you liked him.”


  “I did.”


  “Better than Young Marius, you said.”


  “I did.”


  “And you wrote a poem about him after he died, but you said it wasn’t good enough to show me.”


  “Yes, that’s true.”


  Sulla sank back into his chair, his hands trembling. “Sit, boy. There, where the light is best and I can see you. My eyes are not what they used to be.” Drink him in! He is sent from the Great God, whose priest he is. “Your uncle Gaius Cotta told you what?”


  “Only that I had to see you, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Call me Sulla, it’s what everybody calls me.”


  “And I am called Caesar, even by my mother.”


  “You are the flamen Dialis.”


  Something flashed through the disquietingly familiar eyes—why were they so familiar, when his son’s had been much bluer and sprightlier? A look of anger. Pain? No, not pain. Anger.


  “Yes, I am the flamen Dialis,” Caesar answered.


  “The men who appointed you were enemies of Rome.”


  “At the time they appointed me they were not.”


  “That’s fair enough.” Sulla picked up his reed pen, which was encased in gold, then put it down again. “You have a wife.”


  “I do.”


  “She’s Cinna’s daughter.”


  “She is.”


  “Have you consummated your marriage?’’


  “No.”


  Up from behind his desk Sulla got to walk over to the window, which gaped wide open despite the freezing cold. Caesar smiled inwardly, wondering that his mother would have said—here was another who didn’t care about the elements.


  “I have undertaken the restitution of the Republic,” said Sulla, looking out the window straight at the statue of Scipio Africanus atop his tall column; at this altitude, he and tubby old Scipio Africanus were on the same level. “For reasons I imagine you will understand, I have chosen to begin with religion. We have lost the old values, and must return to them. I have abolished the election of priests and augurs, including the Pontifex Maximus. Politics and religion in Rome are inextricably intertwined, but I will not see religion made the servant of politics when it ought to be the other way round.”


  “I do understand,” said Caesar from his chair. “However, I believe the Pontifex Maximus must be elected.”


  “What you believe, boy, does not interest me!”


  “Then why am I here?”


  “Certainly not to make smart remarks at my expense!”


  “I apologize.”


  Sulla swung round, glared at the flamen Dialis fiercely. “You’re not a scrap afraid of me, boy, are you?”


  Came the smile—the same smile!—the smile which caught at heart and mind together. “I used to hide in the false ceiling above our dining room and watch you talking to my mother. Times have changed, and so have all our circumstances. But it’s hard to be afraid of someone you suddenly loved in the moment you found out he was not your mother’s paramour.”


  That provoked a roar of laughter, laughter to drive away a fresh spring of tears. “True enough! I wasn’t. I did try once, but she was far too wise to have me. Thinks like a man, your mother. I bring no luck to women, I never have.” The pale unsettling eyes looked Caesar up and down. “You won’t bring any luck to women either, though there’ll be plenty of women.”


  “Why did you summon me, if not to seek my advice?”


  “It’s to do with regulating religious malpractices. They say you were born on the same day of the year that Jupiter’s fire finally went out.”


  “Yes.”


  “And how did you interpret that?”


  “As a good omen.”


  “Unfortunately the College of Pontifices and the College of Augurs do not agree with you, young Caesar. They have made you and your flaminate their most important business for some time now. And have concluded that a certain irregularity in your flaminate was responsible for the destruction of the Great God’s temple.”


  The joy flooded into Caesar’s face. “Oh, how glad I am to hear you say that!”


  “Eh? Say what?”


  “That I am not the flamen Dialis.”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “You did! You did!”


  “You’ve misinterpreted me, boy. You are definitely the flamen Dialis. Fifteen priests and fifteen augurs have arrived at that conclusion beyond a shadow of a doubt.”


  The joy had died out of Caesar’s face completely. “I’d rather be a soldier,” he said gruffly. “I’m more suited for it.”


  “What you’d rather be doesn’t matter. It’s what you are that does. And what your wife is.”


  Caesar frowned, looked at Sulla searchingly. “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned my wife.”


  “You must divorce her,” said Sulla baldly.


  “Divorce her? But I can’t!”


  “Why not?”


  “We’re married confarreatio.”


  “There is such a thing as diffarreatio.”


  “Why must I divorce her?’’


  “Because she’s Cinna’s brat. It turns out that my laws pertaining to proscribed men and their families contain a minor flaw in regard to the citizen status of children under age. The priests and augurs have decided that the lex Minicia applies. Which means your wife—who is flaminica Dialis—is not Roman or patrician. Therefore she cannot be flaminica Dialis. As this flaminate is a dual one, the legality of her position is quite as important as yours. You must divorce her.”


  “I won’t do that,” said Caesar, beginning to see a way out of this hated priesthood.


  “You’ll do anything I say you must, boy!”


  “I will do nothing I think I must not.”


  The puckered lips peeled back slowly. “I am the Dictator,” said Sulla levelly. “You will divorce your wife.”


  “I refuse,” said Caesar.


  “I can force you to it if I have to.”


  “How?’’ asked Caesar scornfully. ‘ The rites of diffarreatio require my complete consent and co-operation.”


  Time to reduce this young pest to a quivering jellyfish: Sulla let Caesar see the naked clawed creature which lived inside him, a thing fit only to screech at the moon. But even as the creature leaped forth, Sulla realized why Caesar’s eyes were so familiar. They were like his own! Staring back at him with the cold and emotionless fixity of a snake. And the naked clawed creature slunk away, impotent. For the first time in his life Sulla was left without the means to bend another man to his will. The rage which ought by now to possess him could not come; forced to contemplate the image of himself in someone else’s face, Lucius Cornelius Sulla was powerless.


  He had to fight with mere words. “I have vowed to restore the proper religious ethics of the mos maiorum,” he said. “Rome will honor and care for her gods in the way she did at the dawn of the Republic. Jupiter Optimus Maximus is displeased. With you—or rather, with your wife. You are his special priest, but your wife is an inseparable part of your priesthood. You must separate yourself from this present unacceptable wife, take another one. You must divorce Cinna’s non—Roman brat.”


  “I will not,” said Caesar.


  “Then I must find another solution.”


  “I have—one ready to hand,” said Caesar instantly. “Let Jupiter Best and Greatest divorce me. Cancel my flaminate.”


  “I might have been able to do that as Dictator had I not brought the priestly colleges into the business. As it is, I am bound by their findings.”


  “Then it begins to look,” said Caesar calmly, “as if we have reached an impasse, doesn’t it?”


  “No, it does not. There is another way out.”


  “To have me killed.”


  “Exactly.”


  “That would put the blood of the flamen Dialis on your hands, Sulla.”


  “Not if someone else has your blood on his hands. I do not subscribe to the Greek metaphor, Gaius Julius Caesar. Nor do our Roman gods. Guilt cannot be transferred.”


  Caesar considered this. “Yes, I believe you’re right. If you have someone else kill me, the guilt must fall on him.”


  He rose to his feet, which gave him some inches over Sulla. “Then our interview is at an end.”


  “It is. Unless you will reconsider.”


  “I will not divorce my wife.”


  “Then I will have you killed.”


  “If you can,” said Caesar, and walked out.


  Sulla called after him. “You have forgotten your laena and apex, priest!”


  “Keep them for the next flamen Dialis.”


  *


  He forced himself to stroll home, not certain how quickly Sulla would regain his equilibrium. That the Dictator had been thrown off balance he had seen at once; it was evident that not too many people defied Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  The air was freezing, too cold for snow. And that childish gesture had cost him protection from the weather. Not important, really. He wouldn’t die of exposure walking from the Palatine to the Subura. More important by far was his next course of action. For Sulla would have him killed, of that he had absolutely no doubt. He sighed. It would have to be flight. Though he knew he could look after himself, he had no illusions as to which of them would win did he remain in Rome. Sulla. However, he had at least a day’s grace; the Dictator was as hampered by the slowly grinding machinery of bureaucracy as anyone else, and would have to squeeze an interview with one of those groups of quite ordinary-looking men into his crowded schedule; his foyer, as Caesar had quickly assessed, was filled with clients, not paid assassins. Life in Rome was not a bit like a Greek tragedy, no impassioned instructions were roared out to men straining like hounds at the leash. When Sulla found the time he would issue his orders. But not yet.


  When he let himself into his mother’s apartment he was blue with cold.


  “Where are your clothes?” asked Aurelia, gaping.


  “With Sulla,” he managed to say. “I donated them to the next flamen Dialis. Mater, he showed me how to be free of it!”


  “Tell me,” she said, and got him to sit over a brazier.


  He told her.


  “Oh, Caesar, why?” she cried at the end.


  “Come, Mater, you know why. I love my wife. That’s first of all. All these years she’s lived with us and looked to me for the kind of care neither father nor mother was willing to give her, and thought me the most wonderful aspect of her little life. How can I abandon her? She’s Cinna’s daughter! A pauper! Not even Roman anymore! Mater, I don’t want to die. To live as the flamen Dialis is infinitely preferable to death. But there are some things worth dying for. Principles. The duties of a Roman nobleman you instilled in me with such uncompromising care. Cinnilla is my responsibility. I can’t abandon her!” He shrugged, looked triumphant. “Besides, this is my way out. As long as I refuse to divorce Cinnilla, I am unacceptable to the Great God as his priest. So I just have to keep on refusing to divorce her.”


  “Until Sulla succeeds in having you killed.”


  “That’s on the lap of the Great God, Mater, you know it is. I believe that Fortune has offered me this chance, and that I must take it. What I have to do is stay alive until after Sulla dies. Once he’s dead, no one else will have the courage to kill the flamen Dialis, and the colleges will be forced to break my priestly chains. Mater, I do not believe Jupiter Optimus Maximus intends me as his special flamen! I believe he has other work for me. Work of better use to Rome.”


  She argued no more. “Money. You’ll need money, Caesar.” And she ran her hands through her hair, as she always did when she was trying to find mislaid funds. “You will need more than two talents of silver, because that’s the price of a proscribed man. If you’re discovered in hiding, you’ll need to pay considerably more than two talents to make it worth an informer’s while to let you go. Three talents ought to give you a purchase price plus enough to live on. Now can I find three talents without talking to bankers? Seventy—five thousand sesterces … I have ten thousand in my room. And the rents are due, I can collect them tonight. When my tenants hear why I need it, they’ll pay up. They love you, though why they should I don’t know—you’re very difficult and obstinate! Gaius Matius might know how to get more. And I imagine Lucius Decumius keeps his ill—gotten gains in jars under his bed….”


  And off she went, still talking. Caesar sighed, got to his feet. Time to organize his flight. And he would have to talk to Cinnilla before he left, explain.


  He sent the steward, Eutychus, to fetch Lucius Decumius, and summoned Burgundus.


  Old Gaius Marius had bequeathed Burgundus to Caesar in his will; at the time Caesar had strongly suspected that he had done so as a last link in the chain of flamen Dialis with which he had bound Caesar hands and feet. If by any chance Caesar should not continue to be Jupiter’s special priest, Burgundus was to kill him. But of course Caesar—who owned a great deal of charm—had soon made Burgundus his man, helped by the fact that his mother’s gigantic Arvernian maidservant, Cardixa, had fastened her teeth into him. A German of the Cimbri, he had been eighteen when he was captured after the battle of Vercellae, and was now thirty-seven to Cardixa’s forty-five. How much longer she could go on bearing a boy a year was one of the family jokes; their total at the moment was five. They had both been manumitted on the day Caesar put on his toga of manhood, but this formal rite of being freed had changed nothing save their citizen status, which was now Roman (though of course they had been enrolled in the urban tribe Suburana, and therefore owned worthless votes). Aurelia, who was both frugal and scrupulously fair, had always given Cardixa a reasonable wage, and thought Burgundus was worthy of good money too. They were believed to be saving this for their sons, as their living was provided for them.


  “But you must take our savings now, Caesar,” Burgundus said in his thickly accented Latin. “You will need them.”


  His master was tall for a Roman, two inches over six feet, but Burgundus was four inches taller and twice as wide. His fair face, homely by Roman standards because its nose was far too short and straight and its mouth too wide, looked its normal solemn self when he said this, but his light blue eyes betrayed his love—and his respect.


  Caesar smiled at Burgundus, shook his head. “I thank you for the offer, but my mother will manage. If she doesn’t—why, then I will accept, and pay you back with interest.”


  Lucius Decumius came in accompanied by a swirl of snow; Caesar hastened to finish with Burgundus.


  “Pack for both of us, Burgundus. Warm stuff. You can carry a club. I will carry my father’s sword.” Oh, how good to be able to say that! I will carry my father’s sword! There were worse things than being a fugitive from the Dictator’s wrath.


  “I knew that man meant trouble for us!” said Lucius Decumius grimly, though he didn’t mention the time when Sulla had frightened him almost witless with a look. “I’ve sent my boys home for money, you’ll have enough.” A glare buried itself in Burgundus’s back. “Listen, Caesar, you can’t go off in this sort of weather with only that big clod! The boys and I will come too.”


  Expecting this, Caesar gave Lucius Decumius a look which silenced protest. “No, dad, I can’t allow that. The more of us there are, the more likely I am to attract attention.”


  “Attract attention?” Lucius Decumius gaped. “How can you not attract attention with that great dolt shambling along behind you? Leave him at home, take me instead, eh? No one ever sees old Lucius Decumius, he’s a part of the plaster.”


  “Inside Rome, yes,” Caesar said, smiling at Decumius with great affection, “but in Sabine country, dad, you’d stick out like dog’s balls. Burgundus and I will manage. And if I know you’re here to look after the women, I’ll have a lot less to worry about while I’m away.”


  As this was the truth, Lucius Decumius subsided, muttering.


  “The proscriptions have made it more important than ever that someone be here to guard the women. Aunt Julia and Mucia Tertia have no one except us. I don’t think they’ll come to any harm up there on the Quirinal, everyone in Rome loves Aunt Julia. But Sulla doesn’t, so you’ll have to keep watch on them. My mother”—he shrugged—“my mother is herself, and that’s as bad as it is good when it comes to dealing with Sulla. If things should change—if, for instance, Sulla should decide to proscribe me, and because of me, my mother—then I leave it to you to get my household out.” He grinned. “We’ve put too much money into feeding Cardixa’s boys to see Sulla’s State end up making a profit on them!”


  “Nothing will happen to any of them, little Peacock.”


  “Thanks, dad.” Caesar bethought himself of another matter. “I must ask you to hire us a couple of mules and get the horses from the stables.”


  This was Caesar’s secret, the one aspect of his life he kept from everyone save Burgundus and Lucius Decumius. As flamen Dialis he couldn’t touch a horse, but from the time when old Gaius Marius had taught him to ride he had fallen in love with the sensation of speed, and with the feel of a horse’s powerful body between his knees. Though he wasn’t rich in any way except his precious land, he did have a certain amount of money which was his, and which his mother would not have dreamed of managing. It had come to him in his father’s will, and it enabled him to buy whatever he needed without having to apply to Aurelia. So he had bought a horse. A very special horse.


  In all ways but this one Caesar had found the strength and self-denial to obey the dictates of his flaminate; as he tended to be indifferent to what he ate the monotonous diet did not cost him a pang, though many a time he had longed to take his father’s sword out of the trunk in which it reposed and swing it around his head. The one thing he had not been able to give up was his love of horses and riding. Why? Because of the association between two different living creatures and the perfection of the result. So he had bought a beautifully made chestnut gelding as fleet as Boreas and called it Bucephalus, after the legendary horse of Alexander the Great. This animal was the greatest joy in his life. Whenever he could sneak away he would walk to the Capena Gate, outside which Burgundus or Lucius Decumius waited with Bucephalus. And he would ride, streaking down the towpath along the Tiber without regard for life or limb, swerving around the patient oxen which drew the barges upriver—and then, when that ceased to be interesting, he would head off across the fields taking stone walls in his stride, he and his beloved Bucephalus as one. Many knew the horse, nobody knew the rider; for he trousered himself like a mad Galatian and wore a Median scarf wound round head and face.


  The secret rides also endowed his life with an element of risk that he didn’t yet understand he craved; he merely thought it tremendous fun to hoodwink Rome and imperil his flaminate. While he honored and respected the Great God whom he served, he knew that he had a unique relationship with Jupiter Best and Greatest; his ancestor Aeneas had been the love child of the goddess of love, Venus, and Venus’s father was Jupiter Optimus Maximus. So Jupiter understood, Jupiter gave his sanction, Jupiter knew his earthly servant had a drop of divine ichor in his veins. In all else he obeyed the tenets of his flaminate to the best of his ability; but his price was Bucephalus, a communion with another living creature more precious to him by far than all the women in the Subura. On them, the sum was less than himself. On Bucephalus, the sum was more.


  *


  Not long after nightfall he was ready to leave. Lucius Decumius and his sons had trundled the seventy—six thousand sesterces Aurelia had managed to scrape up in a handcart to the Quirinal Gate, while two other loyal Brethren of the college had gone to the stables on the Campus Lanatarius where Caesar kept his horses and brought them the long way round, outside the Servian Walls.


  “I do wish,” said Aurelia without displaying a sign of her terrible inward anxiety, “that you’d chosen to ride a less showy animal than that chestnut you gallop all over Latium.”


  He gasped, choked, fell about laughing; when he could, he said, wiping his eyes, “I don’t believe it! Mater, how long have you known about Bucephalus?”


  “Is that what you call it?” She snorted. “My son, you have delusions of grandeur not in keeping with your priestly calling.” A spark of amusement glittered. “I’ve always known. I even know the disgracefully long price you paid for it—fifty thousand sesterces! You are an incorrigible spendthrift, Caesar, and I don’t understand where you get that from. It is certainly not from me.”


  He hugged her, kissed her wide and uncreased brow. “Well, Mater, I promise that no one but you will ever keep my accounts. I’d still like to know how you found out about Bucephalus.”


  “I have many sources of information,” she said, smiling. “One cannot but, after twenty-three years in the Subura.” Her smile dying, she looked up at him searchingly. “You haven’t seen little Cinnilla yet, and she’s fretting. She knows something is amiss, even though I sent her to her room.”


  A sigh, a frown, a look of appeal. “What do I tell her, Mater? How much, if anything?”


  “Tell her the truth, Caesar. She’s twelve.”


  Cinnilla occupied what used to be Cardixa’s room, under the stairs which ascended to the upper storeys on the Vicus Patricius side of the building; Cardixa now lived with Burgundus and their sons in a special room it had amused Caesar to design and build with his own hands above the servants’ quarters.


  When Caesar entered on the echo of his knock, his wife was at her loom diligently weaving a drab—colored and rather hairy piece of cloth destined to form a part of her wardrobe as flaminica Dialis, and for some reason the sight of it, so unappealing and unflattering, smote at Caesar’s heart.


  “Oh, it isn’t fair!” he cried, swept her off her stool into his arms and sat with her on his lap in the one place available, her little bed.


  He thought her exquisitely beautiful, though he was too young himself to find her burgeoning womanhood attractive in itself; he liked females considerably older than he was. But to those who have been surrounded all their lives by tall, slender, fair people, a slightly plump mite of night—dark coloring held an irresistible fascination. His feelings about her were confused, for she had lived inside his house for five years as his sister, yet he had always known she was his wife, and that when Aurelia gave her permission he would take her out of this room and into his bed. There was nothing moral in this confusion, which might almost have been called a matter of logistics; one moment she was his sister, the next moment she would be his wife. Of course all the eastern kings did it—married their sisters—but he had heard that the family nurseries of the Ptolemies and the Mithridatidae resounded with the noises of war, that brothers fought sisters like animals. Whereas he had never fought with Cinnilla, any more than he had ever fought with his real sisters; Aurelia would not have let that kind of attitude develop.


  “Are you going away, Caesar?” asked Cinnilla.


  There was a strand of hair drifting across her brow; he smoothed it back into place and continued to stroke her head as if she were a pet, rhythmic, soothing, sensuous. Her eyes closed, she settled into the crook of his arm.


  “Now, now, don’t go to sleep!” he said sharply, giving her a shake. “I know it’s past your bedtime, but I have to talk to you. I’m going away, that’s true.”


  “What is the matter these days? Is it all to do with the proscriptions? Aurelia says my brother has fled to Spain.”


  “It has a little to do with the proscriptions, Cinnilla, but only because they stem from Sulla too. I have to go away because Sulla says there is a doubt about my priesthood.”


  She smiled, her full top lip creasing to reveal a fold of its inside surface, a characteristic all who knew Cinnilla agreed was enchanting. “That should make you happy. You’d much rather not be the flamen Dialis.”


  “Oh, I’m still the flamen Dialis,” said Caesar with a sigh. “According to the priests, it’s you who are wrong.” He shifted her, made her sit upright on the edge of his knees so he could look into her face. “You know your family’s present situation, but what you may not have realized is that when your father was pronounced sacer—an outcast—he ceased to be a Roman citizen.”


  “Well, I do understand why Sulla can take away all of our property, but my father died a long time before ever Sulla came back,” said Cinnilla, who was not very clever, and needed to have things explained. “How can he have lost his citizenship?”


  “Because Sulla’s laws of proscription automatically take away a man’s citizenship, and because some men were already dead when Sulla put their names on his proscription lists. Young Marius—your father—the praetors Carrinas and Damasippus—and lots of others—were dead when they were proscribed. But that fact didn’t stop their losing their citizen rights.”


  “I don’t think that’s very fair.”


  “I agree, Cinnilla.” He ploughed on, hoping that he had been dowered with the gift of simplifying. “Your brother was of age when your father was proscribed, so he retains his Roman status. He just can’t inherit any of the family property or money, nor stand as a curule magistrate. However, with you, it’s quite different.”


  “Why? Because I’m a girl?”


  “No, because you are under age. Your sex is immaterial. The lex Minicia de liberis says children of a Roman and a non—Roman must take the citizenship of the non—Roman parent. That means—at least according to the priests—that you now have the status of a foreigner.”


  She began to shiver, though not to weep, her enormous dark eyes staring into Caesar’s face with painful apprehension.


  “Oh! Does that mean I am no longer your wife?”


  “No, Cinnilla, it does not. You are my wife until the day one of us dies, for we are married in the old form. No law forbids a Roman to marry a non—Roman, so our marriage is not in doubt. What is in doubt is your citizen status—and the citizen status of all the other children of a proscribed man who were under age at the time of proscription. Is that clear?’’


  “I think so.” The expression of frowning concentration did not lighten. “Does that mean that if I give you children, they will not be Roman citizens?”


  “Under the lex Minicia, yes.”


  “Oh, Caesar, how terrible!”


  “Yes.”


  “But I am a patrician!”


  “Not any longer, Cinnilla.”


  “What can I do?”


  “For the moment, nothing. But Sulla knows that he has to clarify his laws in this respect, so we will just have to hope that he does so in a way which allows our children to be Roman, even if you are not.” His hold tightened a little. “Today Sulla summoned me and ordered me to divorce you.”


  Now the tears came, silently, tragically. Even at eighteen Caesar had experienced women’s tears with what had become boring regularity, usually turned on when he tired of someone, or someone discovered he was intriguing elsewhere. Such tears annoyed him, tried his sudden and very hot temper. Though he had learned to control it rigidly, it always flashed out when women produced tears, and the results were shattering—for the weeper. Whereas Cinnilla’s tears were pure grief and Caesar’s temper was only for Sulla, who had made Cinnilla cry.


  “It’s all right, my little love,” he said, gathering her closer. “I wouldn’t divorce you if Jupiter Optimus Maximus came down in person and ordered it! Not if I lived to be a thousand would I divorce you!”


  She giggled and snuffled, let him dry her face with his handkerchief. “Blow!” he commanded. She blew. “Now that’s quite enough. There’s no need to cry. You are my wife, and you will stay my wife no matter what.”


  One arm stole round his neck, she put her face into his shoulder and sighed happily. “Oh, Caesar, I do love you! It’s so hard to wait to grow up!”


  That shocked him. So did the feel of her budding breasts, for he was wearing only a tunic. He put his cheek against her hair but delicately loosened his hold on her, unwilling to start something his honor wouldn’t let him finish.


  “Jupiter Optimus Maximus doesn’t have a person to come down in,” she said, good Roman child who knew her theology. “He is everywhere that Rome is—that’s why Rome is Best and Greatest.”


  “What a good flaminica Dialis you would have made!”


  “I would have tried. For you.” She lifted her head to look at him. “If Sulla ordered you to divorce me and you said no, does that mean he will try to kill you? Is that why you’re going away, Caesar?”


  “He will certainly try to kill me, and that is why I’m going away. If I stayed in Rome, he would be able to kill me easily. There are too many of his creatures, and no one knows their names or faces. But in the country I stand a better chance.” He jogged her up and down on his knee as he had when she had come first to live with them. “You mustn’t worry about me, Cinnilla. My life strand is tough—too tough for Sulla’s shears, I’ll bet! Your job is to keep Mater from worrying.”


  “I’ll try,” she said, and kissed him on his cheek, too unsure of herself to do what she wanted to do, kiss him on his mouth and say she was old enough.


  “Good!” he said. He pushed her off his lap and got to his feet. “I’ll be back after Sulla dies,” he said, and left.


  *


  When Caesar arrived at the Quirinal Gate he found Lucius Decumius and his sons waiting. The two mules were panniered with the money evenly divided between them, which meant neither was carrying anything like a full load. There were no leather moneybags in evidence; instead, Lucius Decumius had put the cash in false compartments lining what looked like—and were!—book buckets stuffed with scrolls.


  “You didn’t make these in a few hours today,” Caesar said, grinning. “Is this how you shift your own loot around?”


  “Go and talk to your horse—but first, a word in your ear. Let Burgundus lift the money,” Lucius Decumius lectured, and turned to the German with such a fierce look upon his face that Burgundus took an involuntary step backward.


  “Now see here, lout, you make sure when you lifts those buckets that you makes it seem like you was lifting feathers, hear me?”


  Burgundus nodded. “I hear, Lucius Decumius. Feathers.”


  “Now put all your other baggage on top of them books—and if the boy takes off like the wind, you hang on to them mules no matter what!”


  Caesar was standing at his horse’s head, cheek against cheek, murmuring endearments. Only when the rest of the baggage had been tied onto the mules did he move, and then it was to allow Burgundus to toss him into the saddle.


  “You look after yourself, Pavo!” shrilled Lucius Decumius into the wind, eyes tearing. He reached up his grubby hand.


  Caesar the cleanliness fanatic leaned down, took it, and kissed it. “Yes, dad!”


  And then they were gone into the wall of snow.


  Burgundus’s mount was the Caesar family steed, and almost as expensive as Bucephalus. A Nesaean from Median bloodstock, it was much bigger than the horses of the peoples around the Middle Sea. Nesaeans were few and far between in Italy, as they could be used for nothing else than bearing oversized riders. Many farmers and traders had eyed them longingly, wishing they could be employed as beasts of burden or attached to heavy wagons and ploughs because they were both speedier and more intelligent than oxen. But, alas, when yoked to pull a load they strangled; the forward movement pressed the harness against their windpipes. As pack animals they were useless too; they ate too much to pay their way. An ordinary horse, however, could not have taken Burgundus’s weight, and though a good mule might have, on a mule Burgundus’s feet literally skimmed the ground.


  Caesar led the way toward Crustumerium, hunched down in the lee of Bucephalus’s head—oh, it was a cold winter!


  They pressed on through the night to put as much distance as possible between themselves and Rome, and paused only when the next night threatened. By then they had reached Trebula, not far from the crest of the first range of mountains. It was a small place, but boasted an accommodation house which also served as the local tavern, and was therefore noisy, overcrowded, and very hot. The general atmosphere of dirt and neglect did not please Caesar in the least.


  “Still, it’s a roof and a sort of a bed,” he said to Burgundus after inspecting a room upstairs where they were to sleep—along with several shepherd dogs and six hens.


  Of course they attracted a considerable amount of attention from their fellow patrons, who were all locals there to drink wine; most would be fit to stagger home again through the snow, but some (so Mine Host confided) would spend the night wherever they happened to be lying when they fell over.


  “There’s sausages and bread,” said Mine Host.


  “We’ll have both,” said Caesar.


  “Wine?”


  “Water,” said Caesar firmly.


  “Too young to drink?” Mine Host demanded, not pleased. His profit was in the wine.


  “My mother would kill me if I took a single sip.”


  “What’s wrong with your friend, then? He’s old enough.”


  “Yes, but he’s mentally retarded, and you wouldn’t want to see him with a bit of wine in him—he pulls Hyrcanian bears apart with his hands, and did in two lions some praetor in Rome thought he was going to show at the games,” said Caesar with a straight face; Burgundus just looked vacant.


  “Oooer!” said Mine Host, and retreated quickly.


  No one ever tried to bother Caesar when he had Burgundus for company, so they were able to sit in the most peaceful part of that turbulent room and watch the local sport, which mostly seemed to consist in plying the drunkest youngster there with more wine and speculating upon how much longer he would manage to keep it down.


  “Country life!” said Caesar, slapping at his bare arm. “You’d never think Rome was close enough for these yokels to vote every year, would you? Not to mention that their votes count because they belong to rural tribes, whereas canny fellows up to every political trick but unfortunate enough to own Rome as their birthplace have votes that are worthless. Not right!”


  “They can’t even read,” said Burgundus, who could these days because Caesar and Gnipho had taught him. His slow smile dawned. “That’s good, Caesar. Our book buckets are safe.”


  “Quite so.” Caesar slapped at his arm again. “The place is full of mosquitoes, wretched things!”


  “Come in for the winter,” said Burgundus. “Hot enough to boil eggs in here.”


  An exaggeration, but the room was certainly unbearably hot, a combination of the bodies jammed into a confined space and a huge fire which roared away inside a thick stone box let into the side of the room; though the box was open at the top to let the smoke out, no cold could compete with several logs as big around as a man’s waist sending great tongues of flame into the smoke hole; clearly the men of Trebula, literally with timber to burn, disliked being cold.


  If the dark corners were full of mosquitoes, the beds were full of fleas and bugs; Caesar spent the night on a hard chair and quit the place thankfully at dawn to ride on. Behind him he left much speculation as to why he and his giant servant were abroad in such weather—and what class of man he was.


  “Very uppish!” said Mine Host.


  “Proscriptions,” suggested Mine Host’s wife.


  “Too young,” said a rather urban-looking fellow who had arrived just as Caesar and Burgundus were departing. “Besides, they’d have looked a lot more frightened if Sulla was after them!”


  “Then he’s on his way to visit someone,” said the wife.


  “Very likely,” said the stranger, looking suddenly unsure. “Might bear investigating, though. Can’t mistake the pair of them, can you? Achilles and Ajax,” he ended, displaying a morsel of education. “The thing that struck me was the horses. Worth a fortune! There’s money there.”


  “Probably owns a bit of the rosea rura at Reate,” said Mine Host. “It’s where the horses come from, I’ll bet.”


  “He has a look of the Palatine about him,” said the newcomer, whose thoughts were now definitely suspicious. “One of the Famous Families, in fact. Yes, there’s money there.”


  “Well, if there is it’s not with him,” said Mine Host, disgruntled. “Know what they had on those mules? Books! A dozen great buckets of books! I ask you—books!”


  *


  Having battled worsening weather as they climbed higher into the ranges around the Mons Fiscellus, Caesar and Burgundus finally arrived in Nersae a full day later.


  The mother of Quintus Sertorius had been a widow for over thirty years, and looked as if she had never had a husband. She always reminded Caesar of the late, much-lamented Scaurus Princeps Senatus, for she was little and slight, incredibly wrinkled, very bald for a woman, and owned one remarkable focus of beauty, a pair of vivid green eyes; that she could ever have borne a child as massive as Quintus Sertorius was hard to imagine.


  “He’s all right,” she said to Caesar as she loaded her old and well-scrubbed table with goodies from her smokehouse and her larder; this was country living, everyone sat on chairs at a table to eat. “Didn’t have any trouble setting himself up as governor of Nearer Spain, but he’s expecting big trouble now that Sulla has made himself Dictator.” She chuckled gleefully. “Never mind, never mind, he’ll make life harder for Sulla than that poor boy of my cousin Marius’s. Brought up too soft, of course. Lovely lady, Julia. But too soft, and my cousin Marius was too much away when the boy was growing up. That was true of you too, Caesar, but your mother wasn’t soft, was she?”


  “No, Ria,” said Caesar, smiling into her eyes.


  “Anyway, Quintus Sertorius likes Spain. He always did. He and Sulla were there when they went poking about among the Germans years ago. He’s got a German wife and son in Osca, he tells me. I’m glad for that. Otherwise there’ll be no one after he goes.”


  “He ought to marry a Roman woman,” said Caesar austerely.


  Ria emitted a cracked laugh. “Not him! Not my Quintus Sertorius! Doesn’t like women. The German one got him because he had to have a wife to get inside the tribe. No, doesn’t like women”—she pursed her lips and shook her head—“but doesn’t like men either.”


  The conversation revolved around Quintus Sertorius and his deeds for some time, but eventually Ria talked herself out on the subject of her son, and got down to what Caesar must do.


  “I’d gladly have you myself, but the connection is too well known, and you’re not the first refugee I’ve had—my cousin Marius sent me the king of the Volcae Tectosages, no less—name was Copillus. Very nice man! Quite civilized for a barbarian. They strangled him in the Carcer after my cousin Marius triumphed, of course. Still, I was able to make a nice little nest egg out of taking care of him for my cousin Marius all those years. Four, I think it was…. He was always generous, my cousin Marius. Paid me a fortune for that job. I would have done it for nothing. Company, Copillus was…. Quintus Sertorius is not a homebody. Likes to fight.” She shrugged, slapped her knees briskly, got down to business. “There’s a couple I know live in the mountains between here and Amiternum. They’d be glad of some extra money, and you can trust them—I say that in truth. I’ll give you a letter for them, and directions when you’re ready to go.”


  “Tomorrow,” said Caesar.


  But she shook her head. “Not tomorrow! Not the day after, either. We’re in for a big storm and you won’t be able to find the road or know what’s underneath you. The German there would be under the ice in a river before he even knew there was a river! You’ll have to stay with me until the winter sets.”


  “Sets?”


  “Gets its first nasty storms over and the freeze sets in. Then it’s safe to travel, everything is solid ice. Hard on the horses, but you’ll get there. Make the German go first, his horse’s hooves are so big the creature won’t slip much and will break the surface for your dainty creature. Fancy bringing a horse like that up here in winter! You have no sense, Caesar.”


  He looked rueful. “So my mother told me.”


  “She has sense. Sabine country folk are horse folk. That pretty animal is noticed. Just as well where you’re going there’s no one to notice.” Ria grinned, revealing a few black teeth. “But you’re only eighteen, after all. You’ll learn!”


  The next day proved Ria right about the weather; the snow continued unabated until it piled up in massive drifts. Had Caesar and Burgundus not got to work and shoveled it away, Ria’s cozy stone house would soon have been snowed in, and even Burgundus would not have been able to open the door. For four more days it snowed, then patches of blue sky began to appear; the air grew much colder.


  “I like the winter up here,” said Ria, helping them pile straw warmly in the stables. “In Rome, a cold one is a misery, and we’re going through the cold winter cycle this decade. But up here at least it’s clean and dry, no matter how cold.”


  “I must get away soon,” said Caesar, dealing with hay.


  “Considering the amounts your German and his nag eat, I will be glad to see you away,” said Sertorius’s mother between grunts. “Not tomorrow. Perhaps the day after. Once it’s possible to travel between Rome and Nersae you won’t be safe here. If Sulla remembers me—and he should, he knew my son very well-then he will send his hirelings here first.”


  But Ria’s guests were not destined to leave. On the night before the start was planned, Caesar began to ail. Though it was indeed far below freezing outside, the house was well warmed through in country fashion, braziers against its thick stone walls and good stout shutters to keep out every wind. Yet Caesar was cold, and grew colder.


  “I don’t like this,” Ria said to him. “I can hear your teeth. But it’s been going on too long to be a simple ague.” She put her hand upon his forehead and winced. “You’re burning up! Have you a headache?”


  “Bad,” he muttered.


  “Then you’re not going anywhere tomorrow. Look to it, you German lump! Get your master into his bed.”


  In his bed Caesar remained, consumed with fever, racked by a dry cough and a perpetual headache, and unable to keep any food down.


  “Caelum grave et pestilens,’’ said the wisewoman when she came to see the patient.


  “It isn’t a typical ague,” said Ria stubbornly. “It’s not quartan and it’s not tertian. And he doesn’t sweat.”


  “Oh, it’s the ague, Ria. The one without a pattern.”


  “Then he’ll die!”


  “He’s strong,” said the wisewoman. “Make him drink. I can give you no better advice. Water mixed with snow.”


  *


  Sulla was preparing to read a letter from Pompey in Africa when the steward Chrysogonus came to him looking flustered.


  “What is it? I’m busy, I want to read this!”


  “Domine, a lady wishes to see you.”


  “Tell her to buzz off.”


  “Domine, I cannot!”


  That took Sulla’s mind off the letter; he lowered it and stared at Chrysogonus in astonishment. “I didn’t think there was anyone alive could defeat you,” he said, beginning to be amused. “You’re shaking, Chrysogonus. Did she bite you?”


  “No, domine,” said the steward, who had absolutely no sense of humor. “However, I thought she might kill me.”


  “Oh! I think I have to see this lady. Did she give you a name? Is she mortal?”


  “She said, Aurelia.”


  Sulla extended his hand and watched it. “No, I’m not in a pother yet!”


  “Shall I bring her in?”


  . “No. Tell her I don’t want to see her ever again,” Sulla said, but did not pick up Pompey’s letter; his interest in it had waned.


  “Domine, she refuses to go until she’s seen you!”


  “Then have the servants carry her out.”


  “I tried, domine. They wouldn’t lay a finger on her.”


  “Yes, that would be right!” Sulla huffed, closed his eyes. “All right, Chrysogonus, send her in.” And when Aurelia marched in he said, “Sit down.”


  She sat, the glaring winter light bathing her without mercy, once more showing Sulla’s wreckage how powerless perfect bones could render time. In his general’s quarters at Teanum the light had been so bad he hadn’t really seen her properly, so now he looked his fill. Too thin, and that ought to have made her less beautiful; instead it made her more, and the rosy flush which used to suffuse her lips and cheeks had faded away to leave her skin marmoreal. The hair had not greyed, nor had she yielded to a wish to bring back her youth by softening the style in which she wore it; it was still scraped back from her face into an uncompromising bun on the nape of her neck. And the eyes were so lovely, set in thick black lashes beneath feathered black brows. They gazed at him sternly.


  “Come about your boy, I suppose,” he said, leaning back in his chair.


  “I have.”


  “Then speak! I’m listening.”


  “Was it because he looks so like your son?”


  Shaken, he could not continue to meet her gaze, stared at Pompey’s letter until the pain of that barb had dissipated. “It was a shock when I first set eyes on him, but no.” His eyes came back to hers, cold and goatish.


  “I liked your son, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “And this is no way to get what you want, Aurelia. My boy died a long time ago. I’ve learned to live with it, even when people like you try to make capital out of it.”


  “So you do know what I want.”


  “Certainly.” He tipped the chair back, not easy with the backward—curving legs of a sturdy Roman—designed version. “You want me to spare your son. Even though mine was not spared.”


  “You can hardly blame me or my son for that!”


  “I can blame anyone I like for anything I like! I am the Dictator!” he shouted, beads of foam at the corners of his lips.


  “Rubbish, Sulla! You don’t believe that any more than I do! I am here to ask you to spare my son, who does not deserve to die any more than he deserved to be made flamen Dialis.’’


  “I agree, he’s not the right type for the job. But he’s got it. You must have wanted it for him.”


  “I did not want him to be flamen Dialis, any more than my husband did. We were told. By Marius himself, in between his atrocities,” Aurelia said, lifting her lip just enough to indicate her disgust. “It was also Marius who told Cinna to give my son his daughter. The last thing Cinna wanted was to see Cinnilla made flaminica Dialis!”


  Sulla changed the subject. “You’ve given up wearing those lovely colors you used to like,” he said. “That bone thing you have on doesn’t even begin to do you justice.”


  “Oh, rubbish again!” she snapped. “I am not here to please your discriminating eye, I’m here to plead for my son!”


  “It would please me very much to spare your son. He knows what he has to do. Divorce Cinna’s brat.”


  “He won’t divorce her.”


  “Why not?” shouted Sulla, leaping to his feet. “Why not?”


  A little color crept into her cheeks, reddened her lips. “Because, you fool, you showed him that she’s his way out of a job he loathes with all his being! Divorce her, and remain the flamen Dialis for the rest of his life? He’d rather be dead!”


  Sulla gaped. “What?”


  “You’re a fool, Sulla! A fool! He’ll never divorce her!”


  “Don’t you criticize me!”


  “I’ll say what I like to you, you evil old relic!”


  A peculiar silence fell, and Sulla’s rage trickled away as fast as Aurelia’s gathered. He had turned to the window, but now he turned back to stare at her with something more on his mind than anger or the ordeal she had become.


  “Let’s start again,” he said. “Tell me why Marius made your son the flamen Dialis if none of you wanted it.”


  “It has to do with the prophecy,” she said.


  “Yes, I know about that. Consul seven times, Third Founder of Rome—he used to tell everyone.”


  “But not all of it. There was a second part he told to no one until his mind was failing. Then he told Young Marius, who told Julia, who told me.”


  Sulla sat down again, frowning. “Go on,” he said curtly.


  “The second part of the prophecy concerned my son. Caesar. Old Martha foretold that he would be the greatest Roman of all time. And Gaius Marius believed her about that too. He saddled Caesar with the flaminate Dialis to prevent his going to war and enjoying a political career.” Aurelia sat down, white—faced.


  “Because a man who cannot go to war and cannot seek the consulship can never shine,” said Sulla, nodding. He whistled. “Clever Marius! Brilliant! Make your rival the flamen Dialis and you’ve won. I didn’t think the old beast was so subtle.”


  “Oh, he was subtle!”


  “An interesting story,” Sulla said then, and picked up Pompey’s letter. “You can go, I’ve heard you out.”


  “Spare my son!”


  “Not unless he divorces Cinna’s daughter.”


  “He will never do that.”


  “Then there is no more to be said. Go away, Aurelia.”


  One more try. One more try for Caesar. “I wept for you once. You loved that. Now I find myself wanting to weep foryou again. But you wouldn’t love these tears. They would be to mourn the passing of a great man. For now I see a man who has diminished inside himself so much that he’s reduced to preying upon children. Cinna’s daughter is twelve years old. My son is eighteen. Children! Yet Cinna’s widow strolls brazenly through Rome because she’s someone else’s wife, and that someone else belongs to you. Cinna’s son is left penniless, with no alternative than to leave his country. Another child. While Cinna’s widow thrives. Not a child.” She sneered at him, made a derisory sound. “Annia is a redhead, of course. Is that some of her hair on your naked old pate?’’


  After which sally she swung on her heel and walked out.


  Chrysogonus came bustling in.


  “I want someone found,” said Sulla, looking his nastiest. “Found, Chrysogonus, not proscribed and not killed.”


  Dying to know what had transpired between his master and that extraordinary woman—they had a past together, nothing was surer!—the steward heaved an inward sigh; he would never know. So he said very smoothly, “A private transaction, is it?”


  “That’s as good a way of putting it as any! Yes, a private transaction. Two talents reward for the fellow who locates one Gaius Julius Caesar, the flamen Dialis. Who is to be brought to me with not so much as one hair of his head disturbed! Make sure they all know, Chrysogonus. No man kills the flamen Dialis. I just want him here. Understand?’’


  “Of course, domine.” But the steward made no move to go. Instead he coughed delicately.


  Sulla’s eyes had drifted back to Pompey’s letter, but he lifted his head at this. “Yes?”


  “I have prepared the outline you wanted, domine, at the time I first asked you if I might be appointed the bureaucrat in charge of administering the proscriptions. I have also found a deputy steward for you to interview, in the event that you should agree to allow me to administer the proscriptions.”


  The smile was not nice. “You really believe you can cope with two jobs, do you? If I give you a deputy steward.”


  “It is best if I do both jobs, domine, truly. Read my outline. It will show you conclusively that I do understand the nature of this particular administrative task. Why put some Treasury professional in the job when he’d prove too timid to seek clarification of his problems from you personally, and would be too mired in Treasury methods to take advantage of the more commercial aspects of the job?’’


  “I’ll think about it and let you know,” said Sulla, picking up Pompey’s hapless letter yet again. Impassively he watched the steward bow his way out of the room, then grinned sourly. Abominable creature! Toad! Yet that, he reflected, was what administration of the proscriptions required—someone absolutely abominable. But trustworthy. If the administrator were Chrysogonus, Sulla could be sure that disastrous liberties would not take place. No doubt Chrysogonus would make a fat profit for himself somewhere, but no one was in a better position than Chrysogonus to know that it would go very ill with him if he made his profit in any way which would reflect personally on Sulla. The business end of the proscriptions had to be conducted in a positive cloud of respectability—sale of properties, disposal of cash assets, jewelry, furniture, works of art, stocks and shares. It was impossible for Sulla to administrate all of this himself, so someone would have to do it. Chrysogonus was right. Better him than a Treasury bureaucrat! Put one of those fellows on the job and nothing would ever get done. The work had to proceed expeditiously. But no one could be given the opportunity to say that Sulla himself had profited at the State’s expense. Though Chrysogonus was a freedman now, that made him no less Sulla’s creature; and Chrysogonus knew his master would have no qualms about killing him if he erred.


  Satisfied that he had solved the chief dilemma of the proscriptions, Sulla returned to pore over Pompey’s letter.


  Africa Province and Numidia are both pacified and quiet. The task took me forty days. I left Lilybaeum at the end of October with six legions and two thousand of my horse, leaving Gaius Memmius in charge of Sicily. I did not consider there was any need to garrison Sicily. I had already begun to assemble ships when I first arrived in Sicily, and by the end of October there were more than eight hundred transports on hand. I always like to be well organized, it saves so much time. Just before I sailed, I sent a messenger to King Bogud of Mauretania, who keeps his army these days in Iol, not so far away as Tingis. Bogud is now ruling from Iol, and has put a minor king, Ascalis, in Tingis. All these changes are because of the strife in Numidia, where Prince Iarbas has usurped King Hiempsal’s throne. My messenger instructed King Bogud to mount an invasion of Numidia from the west immediately, no excuses for delay. My strategy was to have King Bogud push Iarbas eastward until he encountered me and I could roll him up.


  I landed my men in two divisions, one half at Old Carthage, the second half at Utica. I commanded the second division myself. The moment I stepped ashore, I received the submission of seven thousand of Gnaeus Ahenobarbus’s men, which I took as a good omen. Ahenobarbus decided to give battle at once. He was afraid that if he did not, more of his men would desert to me. He deployed his army on the far side of a ravine, thinking to ambush me as I marched through. But I went up on a high crag and saw his army. So I did not fall into his trap. It began to rain (winter is the rainy season in Africa Province) and I took advantage of the fact that the rain was beating into the eyes of Ahenobarbus’s soldiers. I won a great battle and my men hailed me imperator on the field. But Ahenobarbus and three thousand of his men escaped unharmed. My men were still hailing me imperator on the field, but I stopped them by saying they could do that later. My men saw the truth of this and stopped hailing me imperator on the field. We all rushed to Ahenobarbus’s camp and killed him and all his men. I then allowed my men to hail me imperator on the field.


  I then marched into Numidia, Africa Province having surrendered all insurgents still at large. I executed them in Utica. Iarbas the usurper went to earth in Bulla Regis—a town on the upper Bagradas River—having heard that I was approaching from the east and Bogud from the west. Of course I got to Bulla Regis ahead of King Bogud. Bulla Regis opened its gates the moment I arrived, and surrendered Iarbas to me. I executed Iarbas at once, and also another baron called Masinissa. I reinstated King Hiempsal on his throne in Cirta. I myself found sufficient time to hunt wild animals. This country abounds in wild game of every description, from elephants to very large cattle-looking things. I write this from camp on the Numidian plain.


  I intend to return soon to Utica, having subdued the whole of North Africa in forty days, as I have already stated. It is not necessary to garrison our province there. You may send a governor without fear. I am going to put my six legions and two thousand horse on board my ships and sail for Tarentum. I will then march up the Via Appia to Rome, where I would like a triumph. My men have hailed me imperator on the field, therefore I am entitled to a triumph. I have pacified Sicily and Africa in one hundred days and executed all your enemies. I also have some good spoil to parade in my triumph.


  *


  By the time Sulla had worked out what Pompey said, he was weeping with laughter, not sure whether the missive’s artless confidences amused him more than its arrogance, or the imparting of information like winter being the rainy season and Bulla Regis being on the upper Bagradas—surely Pompey knew that Sulla had spent years in Africa and had single—handedly captured King Jugurtha? At the end of a mere forty days Pompey knew everything. How many times had he managed to say that his troops had hailed him imperator on the field? Oh, what a hoot!


  He pulled forward some paper and wrote to Pompey; this was one letter he didn’t intend to dictate to a secretary.


  What a pleasure to get your letter, and thank you for the interesting facts you impart about Africa. I must try to visit it someday, if for no other reason than to see for myself those very large cattle-looking things. Like you, I do know an elephant when I see one.


  Congratulations. What a speedy young chap you are! Forty days. That, I think, is the length of time Mesopotamia was inundated a thousand years ago.


  I know I can take your word for it that neither Africa nor Sicily needs to be garrisoned, but, my dear Pompeius, the niceties must be observed. I therefore command you to leave five of your legions in Utica and sail home with only one. I do not mind which one, if you have a favorite among them. Speaking of favorites, you are certainly one of Fortune’s favorites yourself!


  Unfortunately I cannot allow you to celebrate a triumph. Though your troops hailed you imperator on the field many times, triumphs are reserved for members of the Senate who have attained the status of praetor. You will win more wars in years to come, Pompeius, so you will have your triumph later, if not sooner.


  I must thank you too for the speedy dispatch of Carbo’s eating, seeing, hearing and smelling apparatus. There is nothing quite like a head to convince a man that another man has bitten the dust, to use a phrase of Homer’s. The force of my contention that Carbo was dead and Rome had no consuls was immediately apparent. How clever of you to pop it in vinegar! Thank you too for Soranus. And the elder Brutus.


  There is just one small thing, my dear Pompeius. I would have preferred that you had chosen a less public way to dispose of Carbo, if you were determined to do it in such barbaric fashion. I am beginning to believe what people say—scratch a man from Picenum, and reveal the Gaul. Once you elected to set yourself upon a tribunal with toga praetexta and curule chair and lictors, you became Rome. But you did not behave like a Roman. Having tormented poor Carbo for hours in the hot sun, you then announced in lordly tones that he did not deserve a trial, and was to be executed on the spot. Since you had housed and fed him atrociously for some days prior to this distressingly public hearing, he was ill. Yet when he begged you to allow him to retire and relieve his bowels in private before he died, you denied him! He died, so I am told, in his own shit but very well.


  How do I know all this? I have my sources. Did I not, I doubt I would now be Dictator of Rome. You are very young and you made the mistake of assuming that because I wanted Carbo dead, I had no time for him. True enough in one way. But I have all the time in the world for the consulship of Rome. And the fact remains that Carbo was an elected consul at the time he died. You would do well to remember in future, young Pompeius, that all honor is due to the consul, even if his name is Gnaeus Papirius Carbo.


  On the subject of names, I hear that this barbaric episode in the agora of Lilybaeum has earned you a new name. A great benefit for one of those unfortunates with no third name to add a little luster, eh, Pompeius No Third Name? Adulescentulus carnifex. Kid Butcher. I think that is a wonderful third name for you, Kid Butcher! Like your father before you, you are a butcher.


  To repeat: five of your legions will remain in Utica to await the pleasure of the new governor when I find time to send one. You yourself are at liberty to come home. I look forward to seeing you. We can have a nice chat about elephants and you can educate me further on the subject of Africa and things African.


  I ought too to convey my condolences upon the death of Publius Antistius Vetus and his wife, your parents-in-law. It is hard to know why Brutus Damasippus included Antistius among his victims. But of course Brutus Damasippus is dead. I had him executed. Yet in private, Pompeius Kid Butcher. In private.


  And that, thought Sulla as he finished, is one letter I really did enjoy writing! But then he began to frown, and he sat thinking about what he ought to do with Kid Butcher for some time. This was one young man who would not easily let go of something once he had it in the center of his gaze. As he did this triumph. And anyone who could set himself up in all state in the public square of a non—Roman town, complete with lictors and curule chair, then behave like a complete barbarian, was not going to appreciate the nuances of triumphal protocol. Perhaps even then in the back of his mind he knew that Kid Butcher was cunning enough to go after his triumph in ways which might make it hard to go on refusing the triumph; for Sulla started plotting. His smile grew again, and when his secretary came in, the man breathed an involuntary sigh of relief to see it; he was in a good mood!


  “Ah, Flosculus! In good time. Sit yourself down and take out your tablets. I am in a mood to behave with extraordinary generosity to all sorts of people, including that splendid fellow Lucius Licinius Murena, my governor of Asia Province. Yes, I have decided to forgive him all his aggressions against King Mithridates and his transgressions against me when he disobeyed my orders. I think I may need the unworthy Murena, so write and tell him that I have decided he is to come home as soon as possible and celebrate a triumph. You will also write to whichever Flaccus it is in Gaul-across-the-Alps, and order him to come home at once so as to celebrate a triumph. Make sure to instruct each man to have at least two legions with him....”


  He was launched, and the secretary labored to keep up. All recollection of Aurelia and that uncomfortable interview had vanished; Sulla didn’t even remember that Rome had a recalcitrant flamen Dialis. Another and far more dangerous young man had to be dealt with in a way almost too subtle—almost, but not quite. For Kid Butcher was very clever when it came to himself.


  *


  The weather in Nersae had, as Ria predicted, set into real winter amid days of clear blue skies and low temperatures; but the Via Salaria to Rome was open, as was the road from Reate to Nersae, and the way over the ridge into the Aternus River valley.


  None of which mattered to Caesar, who had slowly worsened day by day. In the earlier, more lucid phase of his illness he had tried to get up and leave, only to discover that the moment he stood upright he was assailed by an uncontrollable wave of faintness which felled him like a child learning to walk. On the seventh day he developed a sleepy tendency which gradually sank to a light coma.


  And then at Ria’s front door there arrived Lucius Cornelius Phagites, accompanied by the stranger who had seen Caesar and Burgundus in the accommodation house at Trebula. Caught without Burgundus (whom she had ordered to cut wood), Ria was powerless to prevent the men entering.


  “You’re the mother of Quintus Sertorius, and this fellow asleep in bed here is Gaius Julius Caesar, the flamen Dialis,” said Phagites in great satisfaction.


  “He’s not asleep. He can’t be woken,” said Ria.


  “He’s asleep.”


  “There is a difference. I can’t wake him, nor can anyone else. He’s got the ague without a pattern, and that means he is going to die.”


  Not good news for Phagites, aware that the price on Caesar’s head was not payable if that head was not attached to its owner’s breathing body.


  Like the rest of Sulla’s minions who were also his freed—men, Lucius Cornelius Phagites had few scruples and less ethics. A slender Greek in his early forties—and one of those who had sold himself into slavery as preferable to eking out a living in his devastated homeland—Phagites had attached himself to Sulla like a leech, and had been rewarded by being appointed one of the chiefs of the proscription gangs; at the time he arrived to take custody of Caesar he had made a total of fourteen talents from killing men on the lists. Presentation of this one to Sulla still alive would have brought that total to sixteen talents, and he didn’t like the feeling that he was being cheated.


  He did not, however, enlighten Ria as to the nature of his commission, but paid his informer as he stood beside Caesar’s bed and then made sure the man departed. Dead was no good for his income in Rome—but perhaps the boy had some money with him. If he was clever enough, thought Phagites, he might be able to prise that money out of the old woman by pitching her a tale.


  “Oh well,” he said, taking out his huge knife, “I can cut off his head anyway. Then I’ll get my two talents.”


  “You’d better beware, citocacia!” shrilled Ria, standing up to him fiercely. “There’s a man coming back soon who’ll kill you before you can jump if you touch his master!”


  “Oh, the German hulk? Then I tell you what, mother, you go and get him. I’ll just sit here on the edge of the bed and keep the young master company.” And he sat down beside the inanimate figure in the bed with his knife pressed against Caesar’s defenseless throat.


  The moment Ria had gone scuttling out into the icy world crying for Burgundus, Phagites walked to the front door and opened it; outside in the lane there waited his henchmen, the members of his decury of ten.


  “The German giant’s here. We’ll kill him if we must, but some of us will have broken bones before we do, so no fighting him unless we can’t avoid it. The boy is dying, he’s no use to us,” Phagites explained. “What I’m going to try to do is get whatever money there is out of them. But the moment I do, I’ll need you to protect me from the German. Understood?”


  Back inside he went, and was sitting with his knife held to Caesar’s throat when Ria returned with Burgundus. A growl came rumbling up from Burgundus’s chest, but he made no move toward the bed, just stood in the doorway clenching and unclenching his massive hands.


  “Oh, good!” said Phagites in the most friendly way, and without fear. “Now I tell you what, old woman. If you’ve got enough money, I might be prepared to leave this young fellow here with his head still on his shoulders. I’ve got nine handy henchmen in the lane outside, so I can go ahead and cut this lovely young neck and be out in the lane quicker than your German could get as far as this bed. Is that clear?’’


  “Not to him, it isn’t, if you’re trying to tell Burgundus. He speaks not one word of Greek.”


  “What an animal! Then I’ll negotiate through you, mother, if that’s all right. Got any money?”


  She stood for a short while with her eyes closed, debating what was the best thing to do. And being as practical as her son, she decided to deal with Phagites first, get rid of him. Caesar would die before Burgundus could reach the bed—and then Burgundus would die—and she too would die. So she opened her eyes and pointed to the book buckets stacked in the corner.


  “There. Three talents,” she said.


  Phagites moved his soft brown eyes to the book buckets, and whistled. “Three talents! Oh, very nice!”


  “Take it and go. Let the boy die peacefully.”


  “Oh, I will, mother, I will!” He put his fingers between his lips, blew piercingly.


  His men came tumbling in with swords drawn expecting to have to kill Burgundus, only to find the scene a static one and their quarry one dozen buckets of books.


  “Ye gods, what weighty subjects!” said Phagites when the books proved difficult to lift. “He’s a very intelligent young fellow, our flamen Dialis.”


  Three trips, and the book buckets were gone. On the third time his men entered the room Phagites got up from the bed and inserted himself quickly among them. “Bye—bye!” he said, and vanished. There was a sound of activity from the lane, then the rattle of shod hooves on the cobblestones, and after that, silence.


  “You should have let me kill them,’’ said Burgundus.


  “I would have, except that your master would have been the first to die,” said the old woman, sighing. “Well, they won’t be back until they’ve spent it, but they’ll be back. You’re going to have to take Caesar over the mountains.”


  “He’ll die!” said Burgundus, beginning to weep.


  “So he may. But if he stays here he will surely die.”


  Caesar’s coma was a peaceful one, undisturbed by delirium or restlessness; he looked, Ria thought, very thin and wasted, and there were fever sores around his mouth, but even in this strange sleeping state he would drink whenever it was offered to him, and he had not yet been lying immobile for long enough to start the noises which indicated his chest was clogging up.


  “It’s a pity we had to give up the money, because I don’t have a sled, and that’s how you’ll have to move him. I know of a man who would sell me one, but I don’t have any money now that Quintus Sertorius is proscribed. I wouldn’t even have this house except that it was my dowry.”


  Burgundus listened to this impassively, then revealed that he could think. “Sell his horse,” he said, and began to weep. “Oh, it will break his heart! But there’s nothing else.”


  “Good boy, Burgundus!” said Ria briskly. “We’ll be able to sell the horse easily. Not for what it’s worth, but for enough to buy the sled, some oxen, and payment to Priscus and Gratidia for your lodging—even at the rate you eat.”


  It was done, and done quickly. Bucephalus was led off down the lane by its delighted new owner, who couldn’t believe his luck at getting an animal like this for nine thousand sesterces, and wasn’t about to linger in case old Ria changed her mind.


  The sled—which was actually a wagon complete with wheels over which polished planks with upcurving ends had been fixed—cost four thousand sesterces and the two oxen which pulled it a further thousand each, though the owner indicated that he would be willing to buy the equipage back in the summer for four thousand sesterces complete, leaving him with a profit of two thousand.


  “You may get it back before then,” said Ria grimly.


  She and Burgundus did their best to make Caesar comfortable in the sled, piling him round with wraps.


  “Now make sure you turn him over every so often! Otherwise his bones will come through his flesh—he hasn’t enough of it left, poor young man. In this weather your food will stay fresh far longer, that’s a help, and you must try to give him milk from my ewe as well as water,” she lectured crabbily. “Oh, I wish I could come with you! But I’m too old.”


  She stood looking over the white and rolling meadow behind her house until Burgundus and the sled finally disappeared; the ewe she had donated in the hope that Caesar would gain sufficient sustenance to survive. Then, when she could see them no more, she went into her house and prepared to offer up one of her doves to his family’s goddess, Venus, and a dozen eggs to Tellus and Sol Indiges, who were the mother and father of all Italian things.


  *


  The journey to Priscus and Gratidia took eight days, for the oxen were painfully slow. A bonus for Caesar, who was hardly disturbed by the motion of his peculiar conveyance as it slid along the frozen surface of the snow very smoothly, thanks to many applications of beeswax to its runners. They climbed from the valley of the Himella where Nersae lay beside that swift stream along a road which traversed the steep ascent back and forth, each turn seeing them a little higher, and then on the other side did the same thing as they descended to the Aternus valley.


  The odd thing was that Caesar began to improve almost as soon as he began to chill a little after that warm house. He drank some milk (Burgundus’s hands were so big that he found it agony milking the ewe, luckily an old and patient animal) each time Burgundus turned him, and even chewed slowly upon a piece of hard cheese the German gave him to suck. But the languor persisted, and he couldn’t speak. They encountered no one along the way so there was no possibility of shelter at night, but the hard freeze continued, giving them days of cloudless blue skies and nights of a heaven whitened by stars in cloudy tangles.


  The coma lifted; the sleepiness which had preceded it came back, and gradually that too lifted. In one way, reasoned the slow alien mind of Burgundus, that seemed to be an improvement. But Caesar looked as if some awful underworld creature had drained him of all his blood, and could hardly lift his hand. He did speak once, having noticed a terrible omission.


  “Where is Bucephalus?” he asked. “I can’t see Bucephalus!”


  “We had to leave Bucephalus behind in Nersae, Caesar. You can see for yourself what this road is like. Bucephalus couldn’t have managed. But you mustn’t worry. He’s safe with Ria.” There. That seemed better to Burgundus than the truth, especially when he saw that Caesar believed him.


  Priscus and Gratidia lived on a small farm some miles from Amiternum. They were about Ria’s age, and had little money; both the sons who would have contributed to a greater prosperity had been killed during the Italian War, and there were no girls. So when they had read Ria’s letter and Burgundus handed them the three thousand sesterces which were all now remaining, they took in the fugitives gladly.


  “Only if his fever goes up I’m nursing him outside,” said Burgundus, “because as soon as he left Ria’s house and got a bit cold, he started to get better.” He indicated the sled and oxen. “You can have this too. If Caesar lives, he won’t want it.”


  Would Caesar live? The three who looked after him had no idea, for the days passed and he changed but little. Sometimes the wind blew and it snowed for what seemed like forever, then the weather would break and snap colder again, but Caesar seemed not to notice. The fever had diminished and the coma with it, yet marked improvement never came, nor did he cease to have that bloodless look.


  Toward the end of April a thaw set in and promised to turn into spring. It had been, so those in that part of Italy said, the hardest winter in living memory. For Caesar, it was to be the hardest of his life.


  “I think,” said Gratidia, who was a cousin of Ria’s, “that Caesar will die after all unless he can be moved to a place like Rome, where there are doctors and medicines and foods that we in the mountains cannot hope to produce. His blood has no life in it. That’s why he gets no better. I do not know how to remedy him, and you forbid me to fetch someone from Amiternum to see him. So it is high time, Burgundus, that you rode to Rome to tell his mother.”


  Without a word the German walked out of the house and began to saddle the Nesaean horse; Gratidia had scarcely the time to press a parcel of food on him before he was away.


  *


  “I wondered why I hadn’t heard a word,” said Aurelia, white—faced. She bit her lip, began to worry at it with her teeth, as if the stimulus of some tiny pain would help her think. “I must thank you more than I can say, Burgundus. Without you, my son would certainly be dead. And we must get him back to Rome before he does die. Now go and see Cardixa. She and your boys have missed you very much.”


  It would not do to approach Sulla again by herself, she knew. If that avenue hadn’t worked before the New Year, it would never work now, four months into the New Year. The proscriptions still raged—but with less point these days, it seemed, and the laws were beginning to come; great laws or terrible laws, depending upon whom one spoke to. Sulla was fully occupied.


  When Aurelia had learned that Sulla had sent for Marcus Pupius Piso Frugi several days after their interview, and learned too that he had ordered Piso Frugi to divorce Annia because she was Cinna’s widow, she had dared to hope for Caesar. But though Piso Frugi had obeyed, had divorced Annia with alacrity, nothing further happened. Ria had written to tell her that the money had been swallowed by one who was named for the size of what he could swallow, and that Caesar and Burgundus were gone; but Ria had not mentioned Caesar’s illness, and Aurelia had allowed herself to think all must be well if she heard nothing at all.


  “I will go to see Dalmatica,” she decided. “Perhaps another woman can show me how to approach Sulla.”


  Of Sulla’s wife, who had arrived from Brundisium in December of last year, Rome had seen very little. Some whispered that she was ill, others that Sulla had no time for a private life, and neglected her; though no one whispered that he had replaced her with anyone else. So Aurelia wrote her a short note asking for an interview, preferably at a time when Sulla himself would not be at home. This latter request, she was careful to explain, was only because she did not wish to irritate the Dictator. She also asked if it was possible for Cornelia Sulla to be there, as she wished to pay her respects to someone she had once known very well; perhaps Cornelia Sulla would be able to advise her in her trouble too. For, she ended, what she wished to discuss was a trouble.


  Sulla was now living in his rebuilt house overlooking the Circus Maximus; ushered into a place which reeked of fresh, limey plaster and all kinds of paints and had that vulgar look only time erases, Aurelia was conducted through a vast atrium to an even vaster peristyle garden, and finally to Dalmatica’s own quarters, which were as large as Aurelia’s whole apartment. The two women had met but had never become friends; Aurelia did not move in the Palatine circle to which belonged the wives of Rome’s greatest men, for she was the busy landlady of a Suburan insula, and not interested in tittle—tattle over sweet watered wine and little cakes.


  Nor, to do her justice, had Dalmatica belonged to that circle. For too many years she had been locked up by her then husband, Scaurus Princeps Senatus, and in consequence had lost her youthful appetite for tittle—tattle over sweet watered wine and little cakes. There had come the exile in Greece—an idyll with Sulla in Ephesus, Smyrna and Pergamum—the twins—and Sulla’s awful illness. Too much worry, unhappiness, homesickness, pain. Never again would Caecilia Metella Dalmatica find it in her to cultivate an interest in shopping, comedic actors, petty feuds, scandal and idleness. Besides which, her return to Rome had been something in the nature of a triumph when she found a Sulla who had missed her into loving her more than ever.


  However, Sulla did not confide in her, so she knew nothing of the fate of the flamen Dialis; indeed, she didn’t know Aurelia was the mother of the flamen Dialis. And Cornelia Sulla only knew that Aurelia had been a part of her childhood, a link to the vague memory of a mother who had drunk too much before she killed herself, and to the vivid memory of her beloved stepmother, Aelia. Her first marriage—to the son of Sulla’s colleague in his consulship—had ended in tragedy when her husband died during Forum riots at the time of Sulpicius’s tribunate of the plebs—and her second marriage—to Drusus’s younger brother, Mamercus—had brought her great contentment.


  Each of the women was pleased at how the others looked, and as each was held one of Rome’s great beauties, it was fair to deduce that they all felt they had weathered the corroding storms of time better than most. At forty-two, Aurelia was the oldest; Dalmatica was thirty-seven, and Cornelia Sulla a mere twenty-six.


  “You have more of a look of your father these days,” said Aurelia to Cornelia Sulla.


  The eyes too blue and sparkling to be Sulla’s filled with mirth, and their owner burst out laughing. “Oh, don’t say that, Aurelia! My skin is perfect, and I do not wear a wig!”


  “Poor man,” said Aurelia, “it’s very hard for him.”


  “It is,” agreed Dalmatica, whose brown beauty was softer than Aurelia remembered, and whose grey eyes were much sadder.


  The conversation passed to mundanities for a little while, Dalmatica tactfully steering it away from the more uncomfortable topics her stepdaughter would have chosen. Not a natural talker, Aurelia was content to contribute an occasional mite.


  Dalmatica, who had a boy and a girl by her first husband, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, as well as the twins, was preoccupied with her eldest, Aemilia Scaura.


  “The prettiest girl!” she said warmly, and looked happy. “We think she’s pregnant, but it’s a little early to be sure.”


  “Whom did she marry?” Aurelia asked; she never kept up with who married whom.


  “Manius Acilius Glabrio. They’d been betrothed for years, Scaurus insisted. Traditional ties between the families.”


  “He’s a nice fellow, Glabrio,” said Aurelia in carefully neutral tones; privately she considered him a loudmouthed and conceited son of a far better father.


  “He’s a conceited loudmouth,” said Cornelia Sulla flatly.


  “Now, now, he wouldn’t suit you, but he does suit Aemilia Scaura,” said Dalmatica.


  “And how is dear little Pompeia?” asked Aurelia quickly.


  Cornelia Sulla beamed. “Absolutely ravishing! She’s eight now, and at school.” Because she was Sulla’s daughter and had much of his detachment, she went on to say, “Of course she is abysmally stupid! I’ll count myself fortunate if she learns enough Latin to write a thank—you note—she’ll certainly never manage to learn any Greek! So I’m very glad she’s going to be a beauty. It’s better that a girl’s beautiful than brilliant.”


  “It certainly is when it comes to finding a husband, but a decent dowry helps,” said Aurelia dryly.


  “Oh, she’ll have a decent dowry!” said Pompeia’s mother. “Tata has grown to be enormously rich, and she’ll inherit a bit from him as well as from the Pompeii Rufi—who have quite changed their tune since I was a widow living in their house! Then they made my life a misery, but now I bask in reflected light from tata. Besides, they’re afraid he might proscribe them.”


  “Then we’ll have to hope that Pompeia finds a very nice husband,” said Dalmatica, and looked at Aurelia in a more serious way. “It is delightful to see you and I hope I can now count on you as a much-needed friend, but I know you didn’t come merely to pay your respects—you’re too renowned as a sensible woman who minds her own business. What is this trouble, Aurelia? How may I help you?”


  The story came out, told in that unsensational and unvarnished style Aurelia had made her own. She could not fault her audience, who listened in complete silence.


  “We must do something,” said Dalmatica when the tale was told. She sighed. “Lucius Cornelius has too many things on his mind, and I’m afraid he’s not a very warm person.” She shifted, looked uncomfortable. “You were his friend for many years,” she said awkwardly. “I can’t help thinking that if you could not influence him, I stand little chance.”


  “I trust that isn’t true,” said Aurelia stiffly. “He did come to see me from time to time, but I do assure you there was nothing untoward between us. It was not my so—called beauty that drew him. Unromantic though it may sound, what drew him was my common sense.”


  “I believe that,” said Dalmatica, smiling.


  Cornelia Sulla assumed control. “Well, it’s all a long way down the river,” she said briskly, “and it can’t influence what we need today. You’re quite right, Aurelia, when you say you can’t try to see tata on your own again. But you must try to see him—and the sooner, the better. He’s between laws at the moment. It will have to be a formal delegation. Priests, male relatives, Vestal Virgins, you. Mamercus will help, I’ll talk to him. Who are Caesar’s closest relatives not on the proscription lists?”


  “The Cottae—my three half brothers.”


  “Good, they’ll add luster to the delegation! Gaius Cotta is a pontifex and Lucius Cotta is an augur, which gives them a religious importance too. Mamercus will plead for you, I know. And we’ll need four Vestal Virgins. Fonteia, because she is the Chief Vestal. Fabia. Licinia. And Caesar Strabo’s daughter, Julia, of Caesar’s own family. Do you know any of the Vestals?”


  “Not even Julia Strabo,” said Aurelia.


  “Never mind, I know them all. Leave it to me.”


  “What can I do to help?” asked Dalmatica, a little overawed at so much Sullan efficiency.


  “Your job is to get the delegation an appointment to see tata tomorrow afternoon,” said Cornelia Sulla.


  “That may be easier said than done. He’s so busy!”


  “Nonsense! You’re too humble, Dalmatica. Tata will do anything for you if you ask him. The trouble is that you hardly ever ask, so you have no idea how much he loves to do things for you. Ask him at dinner, and don’t be afraid,” said Sulla’s daughter. To Aurelia she said, “I’ll get everyone here early. You can have some time with them before you go in.”


  “What should I wear?” asked Aurelia, preparing to go.


  Cornelia Sulla blinked. So did Dalmatica.


  “I only ask,” said Aurelia apologetically, “because he commented on my clothes last time I saw him. He disliked them.”


  “Why?” demanded Cornelia Sulla.


  “I think he found them too drab.”


  “Then wear something colorful.”


  So out of the chest came dresses Aurelia had put away years ago as too undignified and skittish for an aristocratic Roman matron. Blues? Greens? Reds? Pinks? Lilacs? Yellows? In the end she decided upon layers of pink, darkest underneath, and shading through to a gauzy overlay of palest rose.


  Cardixa shook her head. “All giddied up like that, you look just as you did when Caesar’s father came to dinner at your uncle Rutilius Rufus’s. And not a day older!”


  “Giddied up, Cardixa?”


  “You know, like one of those Public Horses on parade.”


  “I think I’ll change.”


  “No you won’t! You don’t have time. Off you go at once. Lucius Decumius will take you,” said Cardixa firmly, pushing her out the door onto the street, where, sure enough, Lucius Decumius waited with his two sons.


  Since Lucius Decumius had enough sense to hold his tongue about Aurelia’s appearance and his sons no tongues at all, the long walk to the far side of the Palatine proceeded in silence. Every moment Aurelia waited for word to come from Priscus and Gratidia that it was too late, that Caesar was dead, and every moment that this word did not come was one more blessing.


  Somehow the news had got round the insula that Caesar was at death’s door; little gifts kept arriving, everything from bunches of flowers from the Cuppedenis Markets to peculiar amulets from the Lycians on the fifth floor and the mournful sounds of special prayers from the Jewish floor. Most of Aurelia’s tenants had been with her for years, and had known Caesar since he was a baby. Always an alert, insatiably curious, chatty child, he had wandered from floor to floor experimenting with that dubious (his mother thought it very dubious) quality he possessed in abundance, charm. Many of the women had wet—nursed him, fed him tidbits from their national dishes, crooned to him in their own languages until he learned what the crooning meant, then sang their songs with them—he was extremely musical—and taught himself to pick away at peculiar stringed instruments, or blow through all kinds of pipes and flutes. As he grew older, he and his best friend, Gaius Matius from the other ground—floor flat, extended their contacts beyond the insula and into the Subura at large; and now the news of his illness was getting around the Subura too, so the little gifts kept arriving from further and further afield.


  How do I explain to Sulla that Caesar means different things to different people? That he has the most intense Romanness about him, yet is also a dozen different nationalities? It is not the priest business matters most to me, it is what he is to everyone he knows. Caesar belongs to Rome, but not to Rome of the Palatine. Caesar belongs to Rome of the Subura and the Esquiline, and when he is a great man he will bring a dimension to his office no other man could, simply because of the breadth of his experience, of his life. Jupiter only knows how many girls—and women as old as I am!—he’s slept with, how many forays he’s gone on with Lucius Decumius and those ruffians from the crossroads college, how many lives he touches because he is never still, never too busy to listen, never uninterested. My son is only eighteen. But I believe in the prophecy too, Gaius Marius! At forty my son will be formidable. And I hereby vow to every god there is that if I have to journey to the Underworld to bring back the three—headed dog of Hades, I will, to see that my son lives.


  But of course when she got to Sulla’s house and was ushered into a room stuffed with important people, she did not have all that eloquence at her command, and her face was closed upon her thoughts; she simply looked austere, severe. Daunting.


  As Cornelia Sulla had promised, there were four Vestals, all of them younger than she was; having entered at seven or eight, a Vestal left the Order after thirty years, and none of these, including the Chief Vestal, was yet due to retire. They wore white robes with long sleeves gathered in fine folds by a longitudinal rib, more white drapes over that, the chain and medal of a Vestal’s bulla, and on their heads crowns made of seven tiers of rolled wool, over which there floated fine white veils. The life, which was female—oriented and virginal—though not sequestered—endowed even the youngest of Vestals with a massive presence; no one knew better than they that their chastity was Rome’s good luck, and they radiated consciousness of their special status. Few of them contemplated breaking their vows, as most of them grew into the role from a most malleable age, and took enormous pride in it.


  The men were togate, Mamercus with the purple border he could now wear thanks to his position as praetor peregrinus, and the Cottae, too young yet for purple-bordered togas, in plain white. Which meant that Aurelia in her gradations of pink was by far the most colorful of them all! Mortified, she felt herself stiffen into stone, and knew that she would not do well.


  “You look magnificent!” breathed Cornelia Sulla in her ear. “I had quite forgotten how absolutely beautiful you are when you decide to bring the beauty out. You do, you know. You shut it up as if it didn’t exist, and then suddenly—there it is!”


  “Do the others understand? Do they agree with me?” Aurelia whispered back, wishing she had worn bone or beige.


  “Of course they do. For one thing, he is the flamen Dialis. And they think he’s terrifically brave, to stand up to the Dictator. No one does. Even Mamercus. I do, sometimes. He likes it, you know. Tata, I mean. Most tyrants do. They despise weaklings, even though they surround themselves with weaklings. So you go in at the head of the delegation. And stand up to him!”


  “I always have,” Caesar’s mother said.


  Chrysogonus was there, smarming with exactly the correct amount of oil to the various members of the delegation; he was beginning to get a reputation as one of the chief profiteers of the proscriptions, and had become enormously rich. A servant came to whisper in his ear, and he bowed his way to the great double doors opening into Sulla’s atrium, then stood back to let the delegation enter.


  *


  Sulla waited for them in a sour mood rooted in the fact that he knew he had been tricked by a parcel of women, and angry because he hadn’t been able to find the steel to resist them. It wasn’t fair! Wife and daughter pleaded, cajoled, looked sad, made him aware that if he did this futile thing for them, they would be eternally in his debt—and if he did not, they would be very put out. Dalmatica wasn’t so bad, she had a touch of the whipped cur in her that Scaurus no doubt had instilled during those long years of imprisonment, but Cornelia Sulla was his blood, and it showed. Termagant! How did Mamercus cope with her and look so happy? Probably because he never stood up to her. Wise man. What we do for domestic harmony! Including what I am about to do.


  However, it was at least a change, a diversion in the long and dreary round of dictatorial duties. Oh, he was bored! Bored, bored, bored … Rome always did that to him. Whispered the forbidden blandishments, conjured up pictures of parties he couldn’t go to, circles he couldn’t move in…. Metrobius. It always, always came back to Metrobius. Whom he hadn’t seen in—how long? Was that the last time, in the crowd at his—triumph? Inauguration as consul? Could he not even remember that?


  What he could remember was the first time he had seen the young Greek, if not the last. At that party when he had dressed up as Medusa the Gorgon, and wore a wreath of living snakes. How everyone had squealed! But not Metrobius, adorable little Cupid with the saffron dye running down the insides of his creamy thighs and the sweetest arse in the world …


  The delegation came in. From where he stood beyond the huge aquamarine rectangle of the pool in the middle of the vast room, Sulla’s gaze was strong enough to absorb the entire picture they made. Perhaps because his mind had been dwelling upon a world of theater (and one particular actor), what Sulla saw was not a prim and proper Roman delegation but a gorgeous pageant led by a gorgeous woman all in shades of pink, his favorite color. And how clever that she had surrounded herself by people in white with the faintest touches of purple!


  The world of dictatorial duties rolled away, and so did Sulla’s sour mood. His face lit up, he whooped in delight.


  “Oh, this is wonderful! Better than a play or the games! No, no, don’t come an inch closer to me! Stand on that side of the pool! Aurelia, out in front. I want you like a tall, slender rose. The Vestals—to the right, I think, but the youngest can stand behind Aurelia, I want her against a white background. Yes, that’s right, good! Now, fellows, you stand to the left, but I think we’ll have young Lucius Cotta behind Aurelia too, he’s the youngest and I don’t think he’ll have a speaking part. I do like the touches of purple on your tunics, but Mamercus, you spoil the effect. You should have abandoned the praetexta, it’s just a trifle too much purple. So you—off to the far left.” The Dictator put his hand to his chin and studied them closely, then nodded. “Good! I like it! However, I need a bit more glamor, don’t I? Here I am all alone looking just like Mamercus in my praetexta, and just as mournful!”


  He clapped his hands; Chrysogonus popped out from behind the delegation, bowed several times.


  “Chrysogonus, send my lictors in—crimson tunics, not stodgy old white togas—and get me the Egyptian chair. You know the one—crocodiles for arms and asps rearing up the back. And a small podium. Yes, I must have a small podium! Covered in—purple. Tyrian purple, none of your imitations. Well, go on, man, hurry!”


  The delegation—which had not said a word—reconciled itself to a long wait while all these stage directions were seen to, but Chrysogonus was not chief administrator of the proscriptions and steward to the Dictator for nothing. In filed twenty-four lictors clad in crimson tunics, the axes inserted in their fasces, their faces studiously expressionless. On their heels came the small podium held between four sturdy slaves, who placed it in the exact center at the back of the pool and proceeded to cover it neatly with a tapestry cloth in the stipulated Tyrian purple, so dark it was almost black. The chair arrived next, a splendid thing of polished ebony and gilt, with ruby eyes in the hooded snakes and emerald eyes in the crocodiles, and a magnificent multihued scarab in the center of the chair back.


  Once the stage was set, Sulla attended to his lictors. “I like the axes in the bundles of rods, so I’m glad I’m Dictator and have the power to execute within the pomerium! Now let me see…. Twelve to the left of me and twelve to the right of me—in a line, boys, but close together. Fan yourselves away so that you’re nearest to me next to me, and dribble off a bit into the distance at your far ends…. Good, good!” He swung back to stare at the delegation, frowning. “That’s what’s wrong! I can’t see Aurelia’s feet, Chrysogonus! Bring in that little golden stool I filched from Mithridates. I want her to stand on it. Go on, man, hurry! Hurry!”


  And finally it was all done to his satisfaction. Sulla sat down in his crocodile and snake chair on the Tyrian purple small podium, apparently oblivious to the fact that he should have been seated in a plain ivory curule chair. Not that anyone in the room was moved to criticize; the important thing was that the Dictator was enjoying himself immensely. And that meant a greater chance for a favorable verdict.


  “Speak!” he said in sonorous tones.


  “Lucius Cornelius, my son is dying—”


  “Louder, Aurelia! Play to the back of the cavea!”


  “Lucius Cornelius, my son is dying! I have come with my friends to beseech you to pardon him!”


  “Your friends? Are all these people your friends?” he asked, his amazement a little overdone.


  “They are all my friends. They join with me in beseeching you to allow my son to come home before he dies,” Aurelia enunciated clearly, playing to the back row of the cavea, and getting into her stride. If he wanted a Greek tragedy, he would get a Greek tragedy! She extended her arms to him, the rose—colored draperies falling away from her ivory skin. “Lucius Cornelius, my son is but eighteen years old! He is my only son!” A throb in the voice there, it would go over well-yes, it was going over well, if his expression was anything to go by! “You have seen my son. A god! A Roman god! A descendant of Venus worthy of Venus! And with such courage! Did he not have the courage to defy you, the greatest man in all the world? And did he show fear? No!”


  “Oh, this is wonderful!” Sulla exclaimed. “I didn’t know you had it in you, Aurelia! Keep it coming, keep it coming!”


  “Lucius Cornelius, I beseech you! Spare my son!” She managed to turn on the tiny golden stool and stretched out her hands to Fonteia, praying that stately lady would understand her part. “I ask Fonteia, Rome’s Chief Vestal, to beg for the life of my son!”


  Luckily by this the rest were beginning to recover from their stupefaction, could at least try. Fonteia thrust out her hands and achieved a distressed facial expression she hadn’t used since she was four years old.


  “Spare him, Lucius Cornelius!” she cried. “Spare him!”


  “Spare him!” whispered Fabia.


  “Spare him!” shouted Licinia.


  Whereupon the seventeen-year-old Julia Strabo upstaged everyone by bursting into tears.


  “For Rome, Lucius Cornelius! Spare him for Rome!” thundered Gaius Cotta in the stentorian voice his father had made famous. “We beg you, spare him!”


  “For Rome, Lucius Cornelius!” shouted Marcus Cotta.


  “For Rome, Lucius Cornelius!” blared Lucius Cotta.


  Which left Mamercus, who produced a bleat. “Spare him!”


  Silence. Each side gazed at the other.


  Sulla sat straight in his chair, right foot forward and left foot back in the classical pose of the Roman great. His chin was tucked in, his brow beetled. He waited. Then: “No!”


  So it began all over again.


  And again he said: “No!”


  Feeling as limp and wrung out as a piece of washing—but actually improving in leaps and bounds—Aurelia pleaded for the life of her son a third time with heartbroken voice and trembling hands. Julia Strabo was howling lustily, Licinia looked as if she might join in. The beseeching chorus swelled, and died away with a third bleat from Mamercus.


  Silence fell. Sulla waited and waited, apparently having adopted what he thought was a Zeus—like aspect, thunderous, regal, portentous. Finally he got to his feet and stepped to the edge of his small Tyrian purple podium, where he stood with immense dignity, frowning direfully.


  Then he sighed a sigh which could easily have been heard in the back row of the cavea, clenched his fists and raised them toward the gilded ceiling’s splendiferous stars. “Very well, have it your own way!” he cried. “I will spare him! But be warned! In this young man I see many Mariuses!”


  After which he bounced like a baby goat from his perch to the floor, and skipped gleefully along the side of the pool. “Oh, I needed that! Wonderful, wonderful! I haven’t had so much fun since I slept between my stepmother and my mistress! Being the Dictator is no kind of life! I don’t even have time to go to the play! But this was better than any play I’ve ever seen, and I was in the lead! You all did very well. Except for you, Mamercus, spoiling things in your praetexta and emitting those peculiar sounds. You’re stiff, man, too stiff! You must try to get into the part!”


  Reaching Aurelia, he helped her down from her (solid) gold stool and hugged her over and over again. “Splendid, splendid! You looked like Iphigenia at Aulis, my dear.”


  “I felt like the fishwife in a mime.”


  He had forgotten the lictors, who still stood to either side of the empty crocodile throne with wooden faces; nothing about this job would ever surprise them again!


  “Come on, let’s go to the dining room and have a party!” the Dictator said, shooing everybody in the chorus before him, one arm about the terrified Julia Strabo. “Don’t cry, silly girl, it’s all right! This was just my little joke,” he said, rolled his eyes at Mamercus and gave Julia Strabo a push between her shoulder blades. “Here, Mamercus, find your handkerchief and clean her up.” The arm went round Aurelia. “Magnificent! Truly magnificent! You should always wear pink, you know.”


  So relieved her knees were shaking, Aurelia put on a fierce frown and said, her voice in her boots, ‘“In him I see many Mariuses!’ You ought to have said, ‘In him I see many Sullas!’ It would have been closer to the point. He’s not at all like Marius, but sometimes he’s awfully like you.”


  Dalmatica and Cornelia Sulla were waiting outside, utterly bewildered; when the lictors went in they hadn’t been very surprised, but then they had seen the small podium go in, and the Tyrian purple cloth, and the Egyptian chair, and finally the gold stool. Now everyone was spilling out laughing—why was Julia Strabo crying?—and Sulla had his arm around Aurelia, who was smiling as if she would never stop.


  “A party!” shouted Sulla, pranced over to his wife, took her face between his hands and kissed her. “We’re going to have a party, and I am going to get very, very drunk!”


  It was some time later before Aurelia realized that not one of the players in that incredible scene had found anything demeaning in Sulla’s impromptu drama, nor made the mistake of deeming Sulla a lesser man because he had staged it. If anything, its effect had been the opposite; how could one not fear a man who didn’t care about appearances?


  No one who participated ever recounted the story, made capital out of it and Sulla at dinner parties, or tittle—tattled it over sweet watered wine and little cakes. Not from fear of their lives. Mostly because no one thought Rome would ever, ever believe it.


  *


  When Caesar arrived home he experienced the end results of his mother’s one—act play at once; Sulla sent his own doctor, Lucius Tuccius, to see the patient.


  “Frankly, I don’t consider Sulla much of a recommendation,” Aurelia said to Lucius Decumius, “so I can only hope that without Lucius Tuccius, Sulla would be a lot worse.”


  “He’s a Roman,” said Lucius Decumius, “and that’s something. I don’t trust them Greeks.” ,


  “Greek physicians are very clever.”


  “In a theory—etical way. They treats their patients with new ideas, not old standbys. Old standbys are the best. I’ll take pounded grey spiders and powdered dormice any day!”


  “Well, Lucius Decumius, as you say, this one is a Roman.”


  As Sulla’s doctor emerged at that moment from the direction of Caesar’s room, conversation ceased. Tuccius was a small man, very round and smooth and clean-looking; he had been Sulla’s chief army surgeon, and it had been he who sent Sulla to Aedepsus when Sulla had become so ill in Greece.


  “I think the wisewoman of Nersae was right, and your son suffered the ague without a pattern,” he said cheerfully. “He’s lucky. Few men recover from it.”


  “Then he will recover?” asked Aurelia anxiously.


  “Oh, yes. The crisis has long passed. But the disease has left his blood enervated. That’s why he has no color, and why he is so weak.”


  “So what does we do?” demanded Lucius Decumius pugnaciously.


  “Well, men who have lost a lot of blood from a wound show much the same symptoms as Caesar,” said Tuccius, unconcerned. “In such cases, if they didn’t die they gradually got better of their own accord. But I always found it a help to feed them the liver of a sheep once a day. The younger the sheep, the quicker the recovery. I recommend that Caesar eat the liver of a lamb and drink three hen’s eggs beaten into goat’s milk every day.”


  “What, no medicine?” asked Lucius Decumius suspiciously.


  “Medicine won’t cure Caesar’s ailment. Like the Greek physicians of Aedepsus, I believe in diet over medicine in most situations,” said Lucius Tuccius firmly.


  “See? He’s a Greek after all!” said Lucius Decumius after the doctor had departed.


  “Never mind that,” said Aurelia briskly. “I shall adhere to his recommendations for at least a market interval. Then we shall see. But it seems sensible advice to me.”


  “I’d better start for the Campus Lanatarius,” said the little man who loved Caesar more than he did his sons. “I’ll buy the lamb and see it slaughtered on the spot.”


  The real hitch turned out to be the patient, who flatly refused to eat the lamb’s liver, and drank his first mixture of egg—and—goat’s—milk with such loathing that he brought it up.


  The staff held a conference with Aurelia.


  “Must the liver be raw?’’ asked Murgus the cook.


  Aurelia blinked. “I don’t know. I just assumed it.”


  “Then could we send to Lucius Tuccius and ask?” from the steward, Eutychus. “Caesar is not an eater—by that I mean that the sheer taste of food does not send him into ecstasies. He is conservative but not fussy. However, one of the things I have always noticed is that he will not eat things with a strong smell of their own. Like eggs. As for that raw liver—pew! It stinks!”


  “Let me cook the liver and put plenty of sweet wine in the egg—and—milk,” pleaded Murgus.


  “How would you cook the liver?” Aurelia asked.


  “I’d slice it thin, roll each slice in a little salt and spelt, and fry it lightly on a very hot fire.”


  “All right, Murgus, I’ll send to Lucius Tuccius and describe what you want to do,” said the patient’s mother.


  Back came the message: “Put what you like in the egg—and—milk, and of course cook the liver!”


  After that the patient tolerated his regimen, though not with any degree of affection.


  “Say what you like about the food, Caesar, I think it is working was his mother’s verdict.


  “I know it’s working! Why else do you think I’m eating the stuff?” was the patient’s disgruntled response.


  Light broke; Aurelia sat down beside Caesar’s couch with a look on her face that said she was going to stay there until she got some answers. “All right, what’s the real matter?”


  Lips pressed together, he stared out the open window of the reception room into the garden Gaius Matius had made in the bottom of the light well. “I have made the most wretched business out of my first venture on my own,” he said at last. “While everybody else behaved with amazing courage and daring, I lay like a log with nothing to say and no part in the action. The hero was Burgundus, and the heroines you and Ria, Mater.”


  She hid her smile. “Perhaps there’s a lesson to be learned, Caesar. Perhaps the Great God—whose servant you still are!—felt you had to be taught a lesson you’ve never been willing to learn—that a man cannot fight the gods, and that the Greeks were right about hubris. A man with hubris is an abomination.”


  “Am I really so proud you think I own hubris?” he asked.


  “Oh, yes. You have plenty of false pride.”


  “I see absolutely no relevance between hubris and what happened at Nersae,” said Caesar stubbornly.


  “It’s what the Greeks would call hypothetical.”


  “I think you mean philosophical.”


  Since there was nothing wrong with her education, she did not acknowledge this quibble, simply swept on. “The fact that you own an overweening degree of pride is a grave temptation to the gods. Hubris presumes to direct the gods and says that a man is above the status of men. And—as we Romans know!—the gods do not choose to show a man he is above himself with what I might call a personal intervention. Jupiter Optimus Maximus doesn’t speak to men with a human voice, and I am never convinced that the Jupiter Optimus Maximus who appears to men in dreams is anything more than a figment of dreams. The gods intervene in a natural way, they punish with natural things. You were punished with a natural thing—you became ill. And I believe that the seriousness of your illness is a direct indication of the degree of your pride. It almost killed you!”


  “You impute a divine vector,” he said, “for a disgustingly animal event. I believe the vector was as mundanely animal as the event. And neither of us can prove our contention, so what does it matter? What matters is that I failed in my first attempt to govern my life. I was a passive object surrounded by heroism, none of which was mine.”


  “Oh, Caesar, will you never learn?”


  The beautiful smile came. “Probably not, Mater.”


  “Sulla wants to see you.”


  “When?”


  “As soon as you’re well enough, I am to send to him for an appointment.”


  “Tomorrow, then.”


  “No, after the next nundinae.”


  “Tomorrow.”


  Aurelia sighed. “Tomorrow.”


  He insisted upon walking without an attendant, and when he discovered Lucius Decumius lurking some paces behind him, sent his watchdog home with a firmness Lucius Decumius dared not defy. “I am tired of being cosseted and clucked over!” he said in the voice which frightened people. “Leave me alone!”


  The walk was demanding, but he arrived at Sulla’s house far from exhausted; now definitely on the mend, he was mending rapidly.


  “I see you’re in a toga,” said Sulla, who was sitting behind his desk. He indicated the laena and apex disposed neatly on a nearby couch. “I’ve saved them for you. Don’t you have spares?”


  “Not a second apex, anyway. That one was a gift from my wonderful benefactor, Gaius Marius.”


  “Didn’t Merula’s fit?”


  “I have an enormous head,” said Caesar, straight—faced.


  Sulla chuckled. “I believe you!” He had sent to Aurelia to ask if Caesar knew of the second part of the prophecy, and having received a negative answer, had decided Caesar wouldn’t hear it from him. But he fully intended to discuss Marius. His thinking had swung completely around, thanks to two factors. The first was Aurelia’s information about the circumstances behind Caesar’s being dowered with the flaminate Dialis, and the second was his one—act play, which he had enjoyed (and the party which had followed) with huge gusto; it had refreshed him so thoroughly that though it was now a month in the past, he still found himself remembering bits and pieces at the most inappropriate moments, and had been able to apply himself to his laws with renewed energy.


  Yes, the moment that magnificent-looking delegation had walked into his atrium so solemnly and theatrically he had been lifted out of himself—out of his dreary appalling shell, out of a life devoid of enjoyment and lightness. For a short space of time reality had utterly vanished and he had immersed himself inside a sparkling and gorgeous pageant. And since that day he had found hope again; he knew it would end. He knew he would be released to do what he longed to do, bury himself and his hideousness in a world of hilarity, glamor, idleness, artificiality, entertainments, grotesques and travesties. He would get through the present grind into a very different and infinitely more desirable future.


  “You made a thousand mistakes when you fled, Caesar,” said Sulla in a rather friendly way.


  “I don’t need to be told. I’m well aware of it.”


  “You’re far too pretty to disappear into the furniture, and you have a natural sense of the dramatic,” Sulla explained, ticking his points off on his fingers. “The German, the horse, your pretty face, your natural arrogance—need I go on?”


  “No,” said Caesar, looking rueful. “I’ve already heard it all from my mother—and several other people.”


  “Good. However, I’d be willing to bet they didn’t give you the advice I intend to. Which is, Caesar, to accept your fate. If you are outstanding—if you can’t blend into the background—then don’t hare off on wild excursions which demand you can. Unless, as I once did, you have a chance to masquerade as a rather terrific-looking Gaul. I came back wearing a torc around my neck, and I thought the thing was my luck. But Gaius Marius was right. The thing was noticeable in a way I didn’t want to be noticed. So I gave up wearing it. I was a Roman, not a Gaul—and Fortune favored me, not an inanimate hunk of gold, no matter how lovely. Wherever you go, you will be noticed. Just like me. So learn to work within the confines of your nature and your appearance.” Sulla grunted, looked a little astonished. “How well-meaning I am! I hardly ever give well-meaning advice.”


  “I am grateful for it,” said Caesar sincerely.


  The Dictator brushed this aside. “I want to know why you think Gaius Marius made you the flamen Dialis.’’


  Caesar paused to choose his words, understanding that his answer must be logical and unemotional.


  “Gaius Marius saw a lot of me during the months after he had his second stroke,” he began.


  Sulla interrupted. “How old were you?”


  “Ten when it started. Almost twelve when it finished.”


  “Go on.”


  “I was interested in what he had to say about soldiering. I listened very intently. He taught me to ride, use a sword, throw a spear, swim.” Caesar smiled wryly. “I used to have gigantic military ambitions in those days.”


  “So you listened very intently.”


  “Yes, indeed. And I think that Gaius Marius gained the impression that I wanted to surpass him.”


  “Why should he?”


  Another rueful look. “I told him I did!”


  “All right, now to the flaminate. Expound.”


  “I can’t give you a logical answer to that, I really can’t. Except that I believe he made me flamen Dialis to prevent my having a military or a political career,” said Caesar, very uncomfortably. “That answer isn’t all founded in my conceit. Gaius Marius was sick in his mind. He may have imagined it.”


  “Well,” said Sulla, face inscrutable, “since he’s dead, we’ll never know the real answer, will we? However, given that his mind was diseased, your theory fits his character. He was always afraid of being outshone by men who had the birthright. Old and great names. His own name was a new one, and he felt he had been unfairly discriminated against because he was a New Man. Take, for example, my capture of King Jugurtha. He grabbed all the credit for that, you know! My work, my skill! If I had not captured Jugurtha, the war in Africa could never have been ended so expeditiously and finally. Your father’s cousin, Catulus Caesar, tried to give me the credit in his memoirs, but he was howled down.”


  Not if his life depended upon it would Caesar have betrayed by word or look what he thought of this astonishing version of the capture of King Jugurtha. Sulla had been Marius’s legate! No matter how brilliant the actual capture had been, the credit had to go to Marius! It was Marius had sent Sulla off on the mission, and Marius who was the commander of the war. And the general couldn’t do everything himself—that was why he had legates in the first place. I think, thought Caesar, that I am hearing one of the early versions of what will become the official story! Marius has lost, Sulla has won. For only one reason. Because Sulla has outlived Marius.


  “I see,” said Caesar, and left it at that.


  Scuffling a little, Sulla got out of his chair and walked across to the couch where the garb of the flamen Dialis lay. He picked up the ivory helmet with its spike and disc of wool, and tossed it between his hands. “You’ve lined it well,” he said.


  “It’s very hot, Lucius Cornelius, and I dislike the feel of sweating,” said Caesar.


  “Do you change the lining often?” Sulla asked, and actually lifted the apex to sniff its interior. “It smells sweet. Ye gods, how a military helmet can stink! I’ve seen horses turn up their noses at the prospect of drinking from a military helmet.”


  A faint distaste crossed Caesar’s face, but he shrugged, tried to pass it off. “The exigencies of war,” he said lightly.


  Sulla grinned. “It will be interesting to see how you cope with those, boy! You’re a trifle precious, aren’t you?”


  “In some ways, perhaps,” said Caesar levelly.


  The ivory apex bounced onto the couch. “So you hate the job, eh?” Sulla asked.


  “I hate it.”


  “Yet Gaius Marius was afraid enough of a boy to hedge him round with it.”


  “It would seem so.”


  “I remember they used to say in the family that you were very clever—could read at a glance. Can you?’’


  “Yes.”


  Back to the desk: Sulla shuffled his papers and found a single sheet which he tossed at Caesar. “Read that,” he said.


  One glance told Caesar why. It was execrably written, with such a squeezing together of the letters and absence of columns that it really did look like a continuous, meaningless squiggle.


  “You don’t know me Sulla but do I have something to tell you and it is that there is a man from Lucania named Marcus Aponius which has a rich property in Rome and I just want you to know that Marcus Crassus had this man Aponius put on the proscription list so he could buy the property real cheap at auction and that is what he did for two thousand sesterces—A Friend.’’


  Caesar finished his effortless translation and looked at Sulla, eyes twinkling.


  Sulla threw back his head and laughed. “I thought that’s what it said! So did my secretary. I thank you, Caesar. But you haven’t seen it and you couldn’t possibly have read it even if you had seen it.’’


  “Absolutely!”


  “It causes endless trouble when one cannot do everything oneself,” Sulla said, sobering. “That is the worst feature about being Dictator. I have to use agents—the task is too Herculean. The man mentioned in there is someone I trusted. Oh, I knew he was greedy, but I didn’t think he’d be so blatant.”


  “Everyone in the Subura knows Marcus Licinius Crassus.”


  “What, because of his little arsons—the burning insulae?”


  “Yes—and his fire brigades which arrive the moment he’s bought the property cheaply, and put the fire out. He’s becoming the Subura’s biggest landlord. As well as the most unpopular. But he won’t get his hands on my mother’s insula!” vowed Caesar.


  “Nor will he get his hands on any more proscription property,” said Sulla harshly. “He impugned my name. I warned him! He did not listen. So I will never see him again. He can rot.”


  It was awkward listening to this: what did Caesar care about the troubles a dictator had with his agents? Rome would never see another dictator! But he waited, hoping Sulla would eventually get to the point, and sensing that this roundabout route was Sulla’s way of testing his patience—and probably tormenting him too.


  “Your mother doesn’t know it and nor do you, but I didn’t order you killed,” the Dictator said.


  Caesar’s eyes opened wide. “You didn’t? That’s not what one Lucius Cornelius Phagites led Ria to believe! He got off with three talents of my mother’s money pretending to spare me when I was ill. You’ve just finished telling me how awful it is to have to use agents because they get greedy. Well, that’s as true of the bottom as it is of the top.”


  “I’ll remember the name, and your mother will get her money back,” said Sulla, obviously angry, “but that is not the point. The point is that I did not order you killed! I ordered you brought before me alive so I could ask you exactly the questions I have asked you.”


  “And then kill me.”


  “That was my original idea.”


  “And now you’ve given your word that you won’t kill me.”


  “I don’t suppose you’ve changed your mind about divorcing Cinna’s daughter?”


  “No. I will never divorce her.”


  “So that leaves Rome with a difficult problem. I can’t have you killed, you don’t want the job, you won’t divorce Cinna’s daughter because she’s your way out of the job—and don’t bother trying to give me high—flown explanations about honor and ethics and principles!” Suddenly a look of incredible old age came into the ruined face, the unsupported lips folded and flapped, worked on themselves; he was Cronus contemplating eating his next child whole. “Did your mother tell you what transpired?”


  “Only that you spared me. You know her.”


  “Extraordinary person, Aurelia. Ought to have been a man.”


  Caesar’s most charming smile dawned. “So you keep saying! I must admit I’m rather glad she wasn’t a man.”


  “So am I, so am I! Were she a man, I’d have to look to my laurels.” Sulla slapped his thighs and leaned forward. “So, my dear Caesar, you continue to be a trouble to all of us in the priestly colleges. What are we going to do with you?”


  “Free me from my flaminate, Lucius Cornelius. You can do nothing else save kill me, and that would mean going back on your word. I don’t believe you would do that.”


  “What makes you think I wouldn’t break my word?”


  Caesar raised his brows. “I am a patrician, one of your own kind! But more than that, I am a Julian. You’d never break your word to one as highborn as I.”


  “That is so.” The Dictator leaned back in his chair. “We of the priestly colleges have decided, Gaius Julius Caesar, to free you from your flaminate, just as you have surmised. I can’t speak for the others, but I can tell you why I want you freed. I think Jupiter Optimus Maximus does not want you for his special flamen. I think he has other things in mind for you. It is very possible that all of the business about his temple was his way of freeing you. I do not know for sure. I only feel it in my bones—but a man can do far worse than to follow such instincts. Gaius Marius was the longest trial of my life. Like a Greek Nemesis. One way or another, he managed to spoil my greatest days. And for reasons I do not intend to go into, Gaius Marius exerted himself mightily to chain you. I tell you this, Caesar! If he wanted you chained, then I want you freed. I insist upon having the last laugh. And you are the last laugh.”


  Never had Caesar conceived of salvation from this unlikely quarter. Because it had been Gaius Marius who chained him, Sulla would see him freed. As he sat there looking at Sulla, Caesar became unshakably convinced that for no other reason was he being released. Sulla wanted the last laugh. So in the end Gaius Marius had defeated himself.


  “I and my colleagues of the priestly colleges are now of the opinion that there may have been a flaw in the rituals of your consecration as flamen Dialis. Several of us—not I, but enough others—were present at that ceremony, and none of them can be absolutely certain that there was not a flaw. The doubt is sufficient given the blood—soaked horror of those days, so we have agreed that you must be released. However, we cannot appoint another flamen Dialis while you live, just in case we are mistaken and there was no flaw.” Sulla put both palms down on his desk. “It is best to have an escape clause. To be without a flamen Dialis is a grave inconvenience, but Jupiter Optimus Maximus is Rome, and he likes things to be legal. Therefore while you live, Gaius Julius Caesar, the other flamines will share Jupiter’s duties among them.”


  He must speak now. Caesar moistened his lips. “This seems a just and prudent course,” he said.


  “So we think. It means, however, that your membership in the Senate ceases as of the moment the Great God signifies his consent. In order to obtain his consent, you will give Jupiter Optimus Maximus his own animal, a white bull. If the sacrifice goes well, your flaminate is over. If it should not go well-why, we will have to think again. The Pontifex Maximus and the Rex Sacrorum will preside”—a flicker of antic mirth came and went in the pale cold eyes—“but you will conduct the sacrifice yourself. You will provide a feast for all the priestly colleges afterward, to be held in the temple of Jupiter Stator in the upper Forum Romanum. This offering and feast are in the nature of a piaculum, to atone for the inconveniences the Great God must suffer because he will have no special priest of his own.”


  “I am happy to obey,” said Caesar formally.


  “If all goes well, you are a free man. You may be married to whomsoever you choose. Even Cinna’s brat.”


  “I take it then that there has been no change in Cinnilla’s citizen status?” asked Caesar coolly.


  “Of course there hasn’t! If there had been, you’d wear the laena and apex for the rest of your life! I’m disappointed in you, boy, that you even bothered to ask.”


  “I asked, Lucius Cornelius, because the lex Minicia will automatically extend to apply to my children by my wife. And that is quite unacceptable. I have not been proscribed. Why should my children suffer?”


  “Yes, I see that,” said the Dictator, not at all offended at this straight speaking. “For that reason, I will amend my law to protect men like you. The lex Minicia de liberis will apply only to the children of the proscribed. If any of them are lucky enough to marry a Roman, then their children will be Roman.” He frowned. “It should have been foreseen. It was not. One of the penalties of producing so much legislation so quickly. But the way in which it was drawn to my attention put me publicly in a ridiculous position. All your fault, boy! And your silly uncle, Cotta. The priestly interpretation of my laws anent the other laws of Rome already on the tablets must stand for the children of the proscribed.”


  “I’m glad for it,” said Caesar, grinning. “It’s got me out of Gaius Marius’s clutches.”


  “That it has.” Sulla looked brisk and businesslike, and changed the subject. “Mitylene has revolted from Roman tribute. At the moment my proquaestor Lucullus is in the chair, but I have sent my praetor Thermus to govern Asia Province.


  His first task will be to put down the revolt of Mitylene. You have indicated a preference for military duty, so I am sending you to Pergamum to join Thermus’s staff. I expect you to distinguish yourself, Caesar,” said Sulla, looking his most forbidding. “On your conduct as a junior military tribune rests the final verdict about this whole business. No man in Roman history is more revered than the military hero. I intend to exalt all such men. They will receive privileges and honors not given to others. If you win accolades for bravery in the field, I will exalt you too. But if you do not do well, I will push you down harder and further than Gaius Marius ever could have.”


  “That’s fair,” said Caesar, delighted at this posting.


  “One more thing,” said Sulla, something sly in his gaze. “Your horse. The animal you rode while flamen Dialis, against all the laws of the Great God.”


  Caesar stiffened. “Yes?”


  “I hear you intend to buy the creature back. You will not. It is my dictate that you will ride a mule. A mule has always been good enough for me. It must also be good enough for you.”


  The like eyes looked a like murder. But—oh no! said Gaius Julius Caesar to himself, you won’t trap me this way, Sulla! “Do you think, Lucius Cornelius, that I deem myself too good for a mule?” he asked aloud.


  “I have no idea what you deem yourself too good for.”


  “I am a better rider than any other man I have ever seen,” said Caesar calmly, “while you, according to reports, are just about the worst rider ever seen. But if a mule is good enough for you, it is certainly more than good enough for me. And I thank you sincerely for your understanding. Also your discretion.”


  “Then you can go now,” said Sulla, unimpressed. “On your way out, send in my secretary, would you?”


  His little flash of temper sent Caesar home less grateful for his freedom than he would otherwise have been; and then he found himself wondering if such had not been Sulla’s purpose in stipulating that final rather picayune condition about a mule. Sulla didn’t want his gratitude, didn’t want Aurelia’s son in any kind of cliental bondage to him. A Julian beholden to a Cornelian? That was to make a mockery of the Patriciate.


  And, realizing this, Caesar ended in thinking better of Lucius Cornelius Sulla than he had when he left that man’s presence. He has truly set me free! He has given me my life to do with what I will. Or what I can. I will never like him. But there have been times when I have found it in me to love him.


  He thought of the horse Bucephalus. And wept.


  “Sulla is wise, Caesar,” said Aurelia, nodding her full approval. ‘ The drains on your purse are going to be considerable. You must buy a white bull without flaw or blemish, and you won’t find such for less than fifty thousand. The feast you have to provide for all of Rome’s priests and augurs will cost you twice that. After which, you have to equip yourself for Asia. And support yourself in what I fear will be a punishingly expensive environment. I remember your father saying that the junior military tribunes despise those among them who cannot afford every luxury and extravagance. You’re not rich. The income from your land has accumulated since your father died, you’ve not had any need to spend it. That is going to change. To buy back your horse would be an unwelcome extra. After all, you won’t be here to ride the beast. You must ride a mule until Sulla says otherwise. And you can find a splendid mule for under ten thousand.”


  The look he gave his mother was not filial, but he said no word, and if he dreamed of his horse and mourned its permanent passing, he kept those things to himself.


  *


  The piacular sacrifice took place several days later, by which time Caesar had readied himself for his journey to take up duty under Marcus Minucius Thermus, governor of Asia Province. Though the feast was to be held in the temple of Jupiter Stator, the ritual of atonement was to take place at the altar erected below the steps which used to lead up to the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitol.


  Togate (his laena and apex had been given to the priests for storage until they could be laid to rest in Jupiter’s unbuilt new temple), Caesar himself led his perfect white bull from his house down the Fauces Suburae and the Argiletum. Though he could have got away with tying ribbons around its splendid horns, Caesar now demonstrated his disregard for economy by having the animal’s horns covered in thick gold foil; around its neck garlands of the most exotic and costly flowers were thrown, and a wreath of perfect white roses sat between its horns. Its hooves too were gilded, its tail wound round with cloth—of—gold ribbons intertwined with flowers. With him walked his guests—his uncles the Cottae, and Gaius Matius, and Lucius Decumius and his sons, and most of the Brethren of the crossroads college. All were togate. Aurelia was not present; her sex forbade her attending any sacrifice to Jupiter Optimus Maximus, who was a god for Roman men.


  The various colleges of priests were clustered waiting near the altar, and the professionals who would do the actual killing were there too—popa, cultarius, slaves. Though it was the custom to drug the sacrificial animal beforehand, Caesar had refused; Jupiter had to be given every opportunity to indicate pleasure or displeasure. This fact was immediately apparent to everyone; the pure white bull, not a mark or blemish on it, was brisk of eye and step, and swished its tail importantly—obviously it liked being the center of attention.


  “You’re mad, boy!” whispered Gaius Aurelius Cotta as the waiting crowd grew larger and the steeply sloping Clivus Capitolinus began to level out. “Every eye is going to be on this animal, and you haven’t drugged him! What are you going to do if he refuses to behave? It will be too late by then!”


  “He won’t misbehave,” said Caesar serenely. “He knows he carries my fate. Everyone must see that I bow unreservedly to the will of the Great God.’’ There came a faint chuckle. “Besides, I’m one of Fortune’s favorites, I have luck!”


  Everyone gathered around. Caesar turned aside to the bronze tripod holding a bowl of water and washed his hands; so did the Pontifex Maximus (Metellus Pius the Piglet), the Rex Sacrorum (Lucius Claudius), and the other two major flamines, Martialis (the Princeps Senatus, Lucius Valerius Flaccus) and Quirinalis (a new appointee, Mamercus). Bodies and clothing now ceremonially pure, the participating priests lifted the folds of toga lying across their shoulders and draped them over their heads. Once they had done so, everyone else followed.


  The Pontifex Maximus moved to stand at the altar. “O mighty Jupiter Optimus Maximus—if you wish to be addressed by this name, otherwise I hail you by whatever name it is you wish to hear—receive your servant, Gaius Julius Caesar, who was your flamen and now wishes to atone for his wrongful appointment, which he wishes to point out to you was not of his doing!” cried the Piglet without a single stammer, and stepped back with a glare of fury aimed at Sulla, who was managing to keep a straight face; this flawless performance had cost the Piglet days of remorseless practice more grueling than military drills.


  The professional priestlings were stripping the bull of its flowers and gold foil, patting the latter carefully into a rough ball, and paid no attention to Caesar, who now stepped forward and placed his hand upon the moist pink nose of his offering. The ruby—dark eyes surrounded by long thick lashes as colorless as crystal watched him as he did so, and Caesar felt no tremor of outrage in the white bull at his touch.


  He prayed in a voice pitched much higher than his natural one, so that every word would travel. “O mighty Jupiter Optimus Maximus—if you wish to be addressed by this name, otherwise I hail you by whatever name it is you wish to hear—you who are of whichever sex you prefer—you who are the spirit of Rome—accept, I pray, this gift of your own sacred animal which I offer you as an atonement for my wrongful appointment as your flamen. It is my prayer that you release me from my vows and grant me the opportunity to serve you in some other capacity. I submit myself to your will, but offer you this best and greatest and strongest living thing in the knowledge that you will grant me what I ask because I have offered you exactly what I ought.”


  He smiled at the bull, gazing at him, it seemed, with insight.


  The priestlings stepped forward; Caesar and the Pontifex Maximus turned to one side and each took a golden chalice from a tripod, while the Rex Sacrorum took up a golden bowl of spelt.


  “I cry for silence!” thundered Caesar.


  Silence fell, so complete that the distant noises of busy activity in the Forum arcades of shops floated clearly on the warm and gentle breeze.


  The flautist put his instrument made from the shinbone of an enemy to his lips, and began to blow a mournful tune intended to drown out these sounds of Forum business.


  As soon as the flute began the Rex Sacrorum sprinkled the bull’s face and head with spelt, a thistledown shower which the beast seemed to take as rain; its pink tongue came out and sopped up the granules of fine flour on its nose.


  The popa moved to stand in front of the bull, his stunning hammer held loosely by his side. “Agone? Do I strike?” he asked Caesar loudly.


  “Strike!” cried Caesar.


  Up flashed the hammer, down to land with perfect precision between the bull’s mild and unsuspecting eyes. It collapsed on its front knees with an impact heavy enough to feel through the ground, its head outstretched; slowly the hindquarters subsided to the right, a good omen.


  Like the popa stripped naked to the waist, the cultarius took the horns in both his hands and lifted the bull’s limp head toward the sky, the muscles in his arms standing out ribbed and sinewy, for the bull’s head weighed more than fifty pounds. Then he lowered his burden to touch the cobbles with its muzzle.


  “The victim consents,” he said to Caesar.


  “Then make the sacrifice!” cried Caesar.


  Out came the big razor—sharp knife from its scabbard, and while the popa hauled the bull’s head into the air, the cultarius cut its throat with one huge deep slice of his knife. The blood gushed but did not spurt—this fellow knew his job. No one—even he—was spattered. As the popa released the head to lie turned to the right, Caesar handed the cultarius his chalice, and the cultarius caught some of the blood so accurately that not a drop spilled down the side of the vessel. Metellus Pius gave his chalice to be filled in turn.


  Avoiding the steady turgid crimson stream which flowed away downhill, Caesar and the Pontifex Maximus walked to the bare stone altar. There Caesar trickled the contents of his cup, and said, “O mighty Jupiter Optimus Maximus—if you wish to be addressed by this name, otherwise I hail you by whatever name it is you wish to hear—you who are of whichever sex you prefer—you who are the spirit of Rome—accept this offering made to you as an atonement, and accept too the gold from the horns and hooves of your victim, and keep it to adorn your new temple.”


  Now Metellus Pius emptied his cup. “O mighty Jupiter Optimus Maximus—if you wish to be addressed by this name, otherwise I hail you by whatever name it is you wish to hear—I ask that you accept the atonement of Gaius Julius Caesar, who was your flamen and is still your servant.”


  The moment Metellus Pius had clearly enunciated the last syllable of his prayer, a collective sigh of relief went up, loud enough to be heard above the sad tweetling of the tibicen.


  Last to offer was the Rex Sacrorum, who sprinkled the remnant of his spelt into the starred splashes of blood on the altar. “O mighty Jupiter Optimus Maximus—if you wish to be addressed by this name, otherwise I hail you by whatever name it is you wish to hear—I bear witness that you have been offered the life—force of this best and greatest and strongest victim, and that all has been done in accordance with the prescribed ritual, and that no error has been made. Under the terms of our contractual agreements with you, I therefore conclude that you are well pleased with your offering and its donor, Gaius Julius Caesar. Furthermore, Gaius Julius Caesar wishes to burn his offering whole for your delectation, and does not wish to take any of it for himself. May Rome and all who live in her prosper as a result.”


  And it was over. Over without a single mistake. While the priests and augurs unveiled their heads and began to walk down the slope of the Clivus Capitolinus toward the Forum, the priestlings who were professional sacrificers began to clean up. They used a hoist and cradle to winch the huge carcass off the ground and deposit it upon the pyre, then set a torch to it amid their own prayers. While their slaves worked with buckets of water to wash away the last traces of blood upon the ground, a peculiar aroma arose, a mixture of delicious roasting beef and the costly incenses Caesar had bought to stuff among the brands in the pyre. The blood on the altar would be left until after the bull had burned away to bony ashes, then it too would be scrubbed. And the ball of gold was already on its way to the Treasury, where it would be marked with the name of its donor and the nature and date of the occasion.


  The feast which followed in the temple of Jupiter Stator on the Velia at the top of the Forum Romanum was at least as successful as the sacrifice; as Caesar passed among his guests exhorting them to enjoy themselves and exchanging pleasantries, many eyes assessed him that had never so much as noticed him before. He was now by virtue of rank and birth a contender in the political arena, and his manner, his carriage, the expression on his handsome face, all suggested that he bore watching.


  “He has a look of your father about him,” said Metellus Pius to Catulus, still flushed with the well-being which stemmed from a ceremony executed without one improperly pronounced word.


  “He should,” said Catulus, eyeing Caesar with an instinctive dislike. “My father was a Caesar. Such a pretty fellow, isn’t he? I could suffer that. But I’m not sure I can suffer his awful conceit. Look at him! Younger by far than Pompeius! Yet he struts as if he owned the world.”


  The Piglet was disposed to find reasons. “Well, how would you feel in his shoes? He’s free of that terrible flaminate.”


  “We may rue the day we let Sulla instruct us to free him,” said Catulus. “See him over there with Sulla? Two of a kind!”


  The Piglet was staring at him, mildly astonished; Catulus could have bitten off his tongue. For an indiscreet moment he had forgotten his auditor was not Quintus Hortensius, so used was he to having his brother-in-law’s ear permanently ready to listen. But Hortensius was not present, because when Sulla had informed the priestly colleges who were the new members, he had excluded the name of Quintus Hortensius. And Catulus considered Sulla’s omission quite unforgivable. So did Quintus Hortensius.


  Unaware that he had offended Catulus, Sulla was busy getting some information from Caesar.


  “You didn’t drug your animal. That was taking a colossal chance,” he said.


  “I’m one of Fortune’s favorites,” said Caesar.


  “What leads you to that conclusion?’’


  “Only consider! I have been released from my flaminate—before that I survived an illness men usually die from—I evaded your killing me—and I am teaching my mule to emulate a very aristocratic horse with marked success.”


  “Does your mule have a name?” asked Sulla, grinning.


  “Of course. I call it Flop Ears.”


  “And what did you call your very aristocratic horse?”


  “Bucephalus.”


  Sulla shook with laughter, but made no further comment, his eyes roaming everywhere. Then he extended an arm. “You do this sort of thing remarkably well for an eighteen-year-old.”


  “I’m taking your advice,” said Caesar. “Since I am unable to blend into the background, I decided that even this first banquet in my name should not be unworthy of it.”


  “Oh, arrogant! You really are! Never fear, Caesar, it is a memorable feast. Oysters, dug—mullets, licker—fish of the Tiber, baby quail—the menu must have cost you a fortune.”


  “Certainly more than I can afford,” said Caesar calmly.


  “Then you’re a spendthrift,” said Sulla, anything but.


  Caesar shrugged. “Money is a tool, Lucius Cornelius. I don’t care whether I have it or not, if counting up a hoard is what you believe to be the purpose of money. I believe money must be passed on. Otherwise it stagnates. So does the economy. What money comes my way from now on, I will use to further my public career.”


  “That’s a good way to go bankrupt.”


  “I’ll always manage,” said Caesar, unconcerned.


  “How can you know that?”


  “Because I have Fortune’s favor. I have luck.”


  Sulla shivered. “I have Fortune’s favor! I have luck! But remember—there is a price to pay. Fortune is a jealous and demanding mistress.”


  “They’re the best kind!” said Caesar, and laughed so infectiously that the room went quiet. Many of the men present took that memory of a laughing Caesar into the future with them—not because they suffered any premonitions, but because he had two qualities they envied him—youth and beauty.


  Of course he couldn’t leave until after the last guest was gone, and that was not until many hours later; by then he had every last one of them assessed and filed away because he had that kind of mind, always storing up whatever it encountered. Yes, an interesting company, was his verdict.


  “Though I found none I was tempted to make a friend of,” he said to Gaius Matius at dawn the next day. “Sure you don’t want to come with me, Pustula? You have to serve in your ten campaigns, you know.”


  “No, thank you. I have no wish to be so far from Rome. I will wait for a posting, and hope it’s Italian Gaul.”


  The farewells were genuinely exhausting. Wishing he might have dispensed with them, Caesar endured them with what patience he could muster. The worst feature of it was the many who had clamored to go with him, though he had steadfastly refused to take anyone save Burgundus. His two body servants were new purchases—a fresh start, men with no knowledge of his mother.


  Finally the goodbyes were over—Lucius Decumius, his sons and the Brethren of the crossroads college, Gaius Matius, his mother’s servants, Cardixa and her sons, his sister Ju—Ju, his wife, and his mother. Caesar was able to climb on his inglorious mule and ride away.
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  Not two months had gone by when Sulla decided that Rome had adjusted satisfactorily to the presence of his proscriptions. The slaughter was only marginally more subtle than Marius’s slaughter during the few days of his seventh consulship; the streets of Rome didn’t run with quite so much blood, and there were no bodies piled in the lower Forum Romanum. The bodies of those killed in Sulla’s proscriptions (the victims were forbidden funeral rites and interment) were dragged with a meat hook under the sternum to the Tiber, and thrown in; only the heads were piled in the lower Forum Romanum, around the perimeter of the public fountain known as the Basin of Servilius.


  As the amount of property gathered in for the State by the administrator, Chrysogonus, accumulated, a few more laws came into being: the widow of a man proscribed could not remarry, and the wax masks of Gaius Marius and Young Marius, of Cinna or his ancestors, or of any proscribed man and his ancestors, could not be displayed at any family funeral.


  The house of Gaius Marius had been sold at auction to the present Sextus Perquitienus, grandson of the man who had made that family’s fortune, and next door to whom Marius had erected his house; it now served as an annex for art works to the Perquitienus residence, though it was not incorporated in it.


  At first the auctions Chrysogonus conducted saw the estates of the proscribed knocked down to successful bidders at a fair market price, but the amount of money to buy was not great, so that by the time the tenth auction occurred, the prices being realized were dropping rapidly. It was at this moment that Marcus Crassus began to bid. His technique was shrewd; rather than set his heart on the best property on the agenda, he chose to concentrate upon less desirable estates, and was able to pick them up for very little. The activities of Lucius Sergius Catilina were more feral. He concentrated upon informing Chrysogonus of traitorous talk or actions, and thus succeeded in having his elder brother Quintus proscribed, after which he ensured that his brother-in-law Caecilius was proscribed. The brother was sent into exile, but the brother-in-law died, and Catilina applied to the Dictator for a special lawto inherit, arguing that in neither case was he named in the will, nor was he a direct heir—both men had male children. When Sulla acceded to his request, Catilina became rich without needing to spend a single sestertius at the auctions.


  It was in a dually chilly climate, therefore, that Sulla celebrated his triumph on the last day of January. Ordinary Rome turned out en masse to do him honor, though the knights stayed home, apparently on the theory that should Sulla or Chrysogonus see their faces, they might wind up on the next proscription list. The Dictator displayed the spoils and tributes of Asia and King Mithridates with every tricky device conceivable to camouflage the fact that his conclusion of the war had been as hasty as it was premature, and that in consequence the booty was disappointing considering the wealth of the enemy.


  On the following day Sulla held an exposition rather than a triumph, displaying what he had taken from Young Marius and Carbo; he was careful to inform the spectators that these items were to be returned to the temples and people they had been taken from. On this day the restored exiles—men like Appius Claudius Pulcher, Metellus Pius, Varro Lucullus and Marcus Crassus—marched not as senators of Rome, but as restored exiles, though Sulla considerately spared them the indignity of having to don the Cap of Liberty, normally the headgear of freedmen.


  *


  The taming of Pompey proved to be more difficult than reconciling Rome to the proscriptions, as Sulla learned the day before he held his triumph. Pompey had ignored his instructions from the Dictator and sailed with his whole army from Africa to Italy. The letter he sent Sulla from Tarentum informed Sulla that his army had refused to let him sail without every last one of his loyal soldiers coming along, and he claimed to have been powerless to prevent this mass embarkation (without explaining how it was that he had gathered sufficient ships to fit five extra legions and two thousand horse on board); at the end of his missive he again asked to be allowed to celebrate a triumph.


  The Dictator sped a couriered letter to Tarentum in which for the second time he denied Pompey this mouth—watering triumph. The same courier carried back a letter from Pompey to Sulla apologizing for the refractory behavior of his army, which he protested yet again he could not control. Those naughty, naughty soldiers were insisting their darling general be allowed his well-deserved triumph! If the Dictator were to continue his negative attitude, Pompey was very much afraid his naughty, naughty soldiers might take matters into their own hands, and elect to march to Rome. He himself would—of course!—do everything in his power to prevent this!


  A second letter was galloped from Sulla down the Via Appia to Tarentum, containing a third refusal: NO TRIUMPH. This proved to be one refusal too many. Pompey’s six legions and two thousand cavalry troopers set out to march to Rome. Their darling general came along with them, protesting in another letter to Sulla that he was only doing so in order to prevent his men taking actions they might later have cause to regret.


  The Senate had been privy to every episode in this duel of wills, horrified at the presumption of a twenty-four-year-old knight, and had issued a senatus consultum to back every one of Sulla’s orders and denials. So when Sulla and the Senate were informed that Pompey and his army had reached Capua, resistance hardened. The time was now nearing the end of February, winter storms came and went, and the Campus Martius was already crowded because other armies were sitting on it—two legions belonging to Lucius Licinius Murena, the ex-governor of Asia Province and Cilicia, and two legions belonging to Gaius Valerius Flaccus, the ex-governor of Gaul-across-the-Alps. Each of these men was to triumph shortly.


  Hot on the heels of the inevitable letter ordering Pompey to halt at Capua (and informing Pompey that there were four battle—hardened legions occupying the Campus Martius), the Dictator himself left Rome in the direction of Capua. With him were the consuls Decula and the elder Dolabella, Metellus Pius the Pontifex Maximus, Flaccus Princeps Senatus the Master of the Horse, and an escort of lictors; no soldiers traveled with them to protect them.


  Sulla’s letter caught Pompey before he could leave Capua, and the news that four battle—hardened legions were encamped outside Rome shocked him into remaining where he was. It had never been Pompey’s intention to go to war against Sulla; the march was a bluff purely designed to obtain a triumph. So to learn that the Dictator had four battle—hardened legions at his immediate disposal broke upon Pompey like a torrent of ice—cold water. He himself knew he was bluffing—but did Sulla know it? Of course not! How could he? To Sulla, this march would look like a repeat of his own from Capua in the year that he had been consul. Pompey flew into an absolute funk.


  So when the news came that Sulla in person was approaching without an army to back him, Pompey scrambled frantically to ride out of his camp and up the Via Appia—also without his army to back him. The circumstances of this meeting bore some resemblance to their first encounter at the ford across the Calor River. But today Sulla was not drunk, though inevitably he was mounted upon a mule. He was dressed in the purple-bordered toga praetexta and preceded by twenty-four lictors shivering in crimson tunics and brass—bossed black leather belts, with the ominous axes inserted in their bundles of rods. In Sulla’s wake there followed thirty more lictors—twelve belonging to Decula, twelve to the elder Dolabella, and six to the Master of the Horse, who had a praetor’s rank. So the occasion was more dignified and impressive than had been that at the Calor crossing. More in tune with poor Pompey’s original fantasies.


  But there could be no arguing that Pompey had grown in stature during the twenty-two months which had elapsed since his original meeting with Sulla; he had conducted one campaign in conjunction with Metellus Pius and Crassus, another in Clusium with Sulla and Crassus, and a third in complete command abroad. So now he didn’t quibble about wearing his best gold—plated suit of armor, and flashed and glittered quite as much as did his gaily caparisoned Public Horse. The Dictator’s party was coming up on foot; unwilling to look more martial, Pompey dismounted.


  Sulla was wearing his Grass Crown, an unkind reminder that Pompey as yet had not managed to win one—had not managed to win a Civic Crown, for that matter! Silly wig and all, scar—spattered face and all, the Dictator still contrived to look every inch the Dictator. Pompey was quick to note it. The lictors moved twelve to either side of the road, thus permitting the tanned young man in his gold—plated armor to walk between their files toward Sulla, who had halted and arranged his party so that he stood a few feet ahead of the others, but was not isolated from them.


  “Ave, Pompeius Magnus!” cried Sulla, right hand lifted.


  “Ave, Dictator of Rome!” cried Pompey, transported with joy. Sulla had actually called him in public by the third name he had given himself—he could now officially be Pompey the Great!


  They kissed on the mouth, something neither man enjoyed. And, the lictors preceding as always, turned slowly to walk in the direction of Pompey’s camp, the others following on.


  “You’re prepared to admit I’m Great!” said Pompey happily.


  “The name has stuck,” said Sulla. “But so has Kid Butcher.”


  “My army is determined that I triumph, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Your army has absolutely no right to make that determination, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus.”


  Out flew both powerful, freckled arms. “What can I do?”’ he cried. “They won’t take a scrap of notice of me!”


  “Rubbish!” said Sulla roundly. “Surely you realize, Magnus, that throughout the course of four letters—if you count the original one you received in Utica—you have demonstrated that you are not competent enough to control your troops?’’


  Pompey flushed, drew his small mouth in even smaller. “That is not a fair criticism!” he exclaimed.


  “It most certainly is. You have admitted its truth yourself in no less than three letters.”


  “You’re deliberately failing to understand!” said Pompey, red-faced. “They’re only behaving like this because they love me!”


  “Love or hate, insubordination is insubordination. If they belonged to me, I’d be decimating them.”


  “It’s a harmless insubordination,” Pompey protested lamely.


  “No insubordination is harmless, as you well know. You are threatening the legally appointed Dictator of Rome.”


  “This is not a march on Rome, Lucius Cornelius, it’s just a march to Rome,” labored Pompey. “There is a difference!


  My men simply want to see that I receive what is due to me.”


  “What is due to you, Magnus, is whatever I, as Dictator of Rome, decide to give you. You are twenty-four years old. You are not a senator. I have agreed to call you by a wonderful name which could only be improved by degree—Magnus can go to Maximus, but nowhere else—unless it be diminished to Parvus—or Minutus—or even Pusillus,” said Sulla.


  Pompey stopped in the middle of the road, faced Sulla; the party behind somehow forgot to stop until they were well and truly close enough to hear.


  “I want a triumph!” said Pompey loudly, and stamped a foot.


  “And I say you can’t have one!” said Sulla, equally loudly.


  Pompey’s broad, temper—reddened face grew beetling, the thin lips drew back to reveal small white teeth. “You would do well to remember, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, Dictator of Rome, that more people worship the rising than the setting sun!”


  For no reason any of the enthralled listeners could determine, Sulla burst out laughing. He laughed until he cried, slapping his hands helplessly on his thighs and quite losing control of the many folds of toga draped upon his left arm; it began to fall away and drag upon the ground. “Oh, very well!” he gasped when he could speak at all. “Have your triumph!” And then, still shaken by fresh guffaws, he said, “Don’t just stand there, Magnus, you great booby! Help me pick up my toga!”


  *


  “You are a complete fool, Magnus,” said Metellus Pius to Pompey when he had an opportunity to speak in private.


  “I think I’ve been very clever,” said Pompey smugly.


  Still not consul though he had entered into his late forties, the Piglet had aged well; his curly brown hair was frosted with white at the temples and his skin bore none but attractive lines at the corners of his brown eyes. Even so, next to Pompey he paled into insignificance. And he knew it. Not so much with envy as with sadness.


  “You’ve been anything but clever,” the Piglet said, pleased to see the brilliant blue eyes widen incredulously. “I know our master considerably better than you do, and I can tell you that his intelligence is greater than both of ours put together. If he has a failing, it is only a failing of temperament—not of character! And this failing doesn’t affect the brilliance of his mind one iota. Nor does it affect the consummate skill of his actions, as man or as Dictator.”


  Pompey blew a derisive noise. “Oh, Pius, you’re not making any sense! Failing? What failing of Sulla’s can you possibly mean?”


  “His sense of the ridiculous, of course. Better to cuh—cuh—call it that than a sense of huh—huh—huh—humor.” The Piglet floundered, his own disability recollected, and stopped for a few moments to discipline his tongue. “I mean things like his appointing me the Pontifex Maximus when I stumble over my words. He can never resist that kind of joke.”


  Pompey contrived to look bored. “I have no idea where you are going, Pius, or what it has to do with me.”


  “Magnus, Magnus! He’s been having a laugh at your expense all along! That’s what it has to do with you. He always intended that you should triumph—what does he care about your age or your knight’s status? You’re a military hero, and he raises them to all kinds of exalted heights! But he wanted to see how much it meant to you, and how far you’d go to get it. You should never have risen to his bait. Now, he has you properly assessed and tucked away in his mental accounting system. He knows now that your courage is almost the equal of your self-esteem, not to mention your ambition. Almost. But not quite. He knows now that at the bitter end, Magnus, you won’t stick the course.”


  “What do you mean, I won’t stick the course?”


  “You know perfectly well what I mean.”


  “I was marching on Rome!”


  “Rubbish!” The Piglet smiled. “You were marching to Rome. You said so yourself. And I believed you. So did Sulla.”


  Confounded, Pompey glared at his critic, not sure what he ought to—what he could say. “I got my triumph.”


  “Yes, you did. But he’s making you pay a price for it you wouldn’t have had to pay if you’d behaved yourself.”


  “Price? Price?” Pompey shook his head like a large and angry animal confused by teasing. “Today, Pius, you seem quite determined to speak in riddles!”


  “You’ll see,” said the Piglet, no less obscure.


  *


  And Pompey did see, but not until the day of his triumph. The clues were there; excitement clouded his perceptions, was the trouble. The date of his triumph was set at the twelfth day of March. On the sixth day of March, Gaius Flaccus, the ex-governor of Gaul-across-the-Alps, triumphed for victories over rebellious Gallic tribes; and on the ninth day of March, Murena, the ex-governor of Asia Province, triumphed for victories in Cappadocia and Pontus. So by the time that the day of Pompey’s triumph came round, Rome had had enough of victory parades. A few people turned out, but not a crowd; after Sulla’s magnificent two—day extravaganza Flaccus had been mildly interesting, Murena somewhat less so, and Pompey hardly at all. For no one knew his name, no one was aware of his youth or beauty, and no one could have cared less. Another triumph? Ho hum, said Rome.


  However, Pompey wasn’t particularly worried as he set off from the Villa Publica; word would fly and the people would come running from all directions when they heard the style of this particular triumph! By the time he turned the corner from the Circus Maximus into the Via Triumphalis, all of Rome would be there to see. In almost every respect his procession was a standard one—first the magistrates and senators, then musicians and dancers, the carts displaying spoils and the floats depicting various incidents from the campaign, the priests and the white male sacrificial victims, the captives and hostages, and then the general in his chariot, followed by his army.


  Even Pompey’s garb was correct—the purple toga solidly embroidered with gold, the laurel wreath upon his head, the palm—embroidered tunic with the massive purple stripe. But when it came to painting his face red with minim, he balked. It was vital to his plans that Rome should see his youth and beauty, the face of an individual. His likeness to Alexander the Great. If his face were to be reduced to a brick—red blob, he might be anyone of any age. Therefore, no minim!


  This barefaced presentation was not the major difference between Pompey and every other triumphing general; that lay in the animals which drew the antique four—wheeled triumphal chariot in which Pompey rode. Instead of the customary matched white horses, he was using four enormous male African elephants he had personally captured in Numidia. Four mahouts had worked every day since—in Utica and Tarentum, on the Via Appia, at Capua—to tame the recalcitrant pachyderms sufficiently to persuade them to act as beasts of slight burden. No easy feat, yet accomplished. Thus Pompey was able to set off in a triumphal chariot towed by four elephants. His companion in the car did not drive, simply held on to a set of ornate reins attached to the flashy trappings worn by these fabulous creatures. The elephants were under the control of the mahouts, each one sitting between a pair of massive, wrinkled grey shoulders more than ten feet off the ground. Once word spread—and it would, very quickly!—crowds would line the route of the parade just to see this remarkable sight—the New Alexander drawn by the very animals Rome regarded as most sacred. Elephants! Gigantic elephants with ears the size of sails and tusks seven feet long!


  The path of the parade led from the Villa Publica on the Campus Martius to a narrow roadway lined with villas and apartment houses that wound around the base of the Capitoline Hill and approached the Servian Walls below the sharp cliffs at the hill’s western end; here was the Porta Triumphalis, through which the parade passed into the city itself. As Pompey ‘s was the third triumph within six days, senators and magistrates were thoroughly fed up with the whole procedure, so this first contingent was thin of company and inclined to be brisk. Taking their cue from the leaders, the musicians, dancers, carts, floats, priests, sacrificial victims, captives and hostages also moved quickly. Trundling along at the leisurely pace of four elephants harnessed two abreast, Pompey soon fell behind.


  The chariot came to the Triumphal Gate at last, and stopped dead. The army—minus swords and spears but carrying staves wrapped in laurels—also stopped. Because the triumphal car was so old it belonged to Etruscan times and had been ceremonial from the beginning, it was much lower to the ground than the classical two—wheeled war chariot still employed by some outlandish tribes of Gauls; Pompey couldn’t see what was happening over the majestic but tousled rumps of the pair of elephants in front of him. At first he merely fretted and fumed a little; then when the halt became tediously long, he sent his driver forward to see what was the matter.


  Back came the driver, looking horrified. “Triumphator, the elephants are too big to fit through the gate!”


  Pompey’s jaw dropped. He felt a prickling in his skin, beads of sweat popping out on his forehead. “Nonsense!” he said.


  “Truly, Triumphator, it is so! The elephants are too big to fit through the gate,” the driver insisted.


  Down from the chariot in all his glory descended Pompey to run, trailing gold and purple garments, in the direction of the gate. There the mahouts belonging to the two leading pachyderms were standing looking helpless; thankfully they turned to Pompey.


  “The opening is too small,” said one.


  While on his way to the gate, Pompey had been mentally unharnessing the beasts and leading them through the aperture one at a time to the far side, but now he saw what he had not been able to see from the chariot; it was not a question of width, but of height. This opening—the only one by which the triumphal parade was permitted to travel—was wide enough to allow an army to march through eight abreast, even to allow the entry of a chariot drawn by four horses abreast, or a huge float; but it was not high enough to pass the head of an old and mighty African tusker, as the masonry above it which burrowed into the cliff of the Capitoline Hill began at about the height of these elephants’ shoulders.


  “All right,” said Pompey confidently, “unharness them and lead them through one at a time. Just make them bend their heads right down.”


  “They’re not trained to do that!” said one mahout, aghast.


  “I don’t care whether they’re trained to shit through the eye of a needle!” snapped Pompey, face beginning to look as if it had been painted with minim after all. “Just do it!”


  The leading elephant refused to bend his head.


  “Pull on his trunk and make him!” said Pompey.


  But no amount of pulling on his trunk or sitting on his glorious curving tusks would persuade the beast to bend his head; instead, he became angry. His unrest began to infect the other three, two of whom were still attached to the chariot. They began to back away, and the chariot began to threaten the lionskin—clad band of Pompey’s standard—bearers immediately behind.


  While the mahouts continued to battle to obey him, Pompey stood articulating every horrific profanity in a ranker soldier’s vocabulary and producing threats which reduced the mahouts to glassy-eyed jellies of fear. All to no avail. The elephants were too big and too unwilling to be brought through the gate.


  Over an hour had gone by when Varro came through the gate to see what had gone wrong. He, of course, had been walking with the other senators at the very front of the parade.


  One look was enough. A terrible urge invaded Varro to lie down in the road and howl with laughter. This he could not do—not, one glance at Pompey’s face told him, if he wanted to live.


  “Send Scaptius and some of his men to the Stabulae to get the horses,” said Varro crisply. “Come, Magnus, abandon these tantrums and think! The rest of the parade has reached the Forum, and no one knows why you’re not following. Sulla is sitting up on Castor’s podium fidgeting more and more, and the caterers for the feast in Jupiter Stator are tearing their hair out!”


  Pompey’s answer was to burst into tears and sit down on the dirty cobbles in all his triumphal finery to weep his heart out. Thus it was Varro who sent the men for horses, and Varro who supervised the unhitching of the elephants. By this the scene had been complicated by the arrival of several market gardeners from the Via Recta, armed with shovels and barrows, and determined to appropriate what was known to be the best fertilizer in the world. Stepping unconcernedly between the gigantic legs of the pachyderms, they busied themselves scooping up piles of dung the size of wheels of cheese from Arpinum. Only urgency and pity kept Varro’s mirth at bay as he shouted and shooed, finally saw the mahouts get their charges under way toward the Forum Holitorium—no one could have driven them back the way they had come, with six legions congesting the roadway.


  In the meantime the front half of the parade had ground to a halt in the Forum Romanum opposite the imposing Ionic facade of the temple of Castor and Pollux—upon which, high up, sat Sulla with his Master of the Horse, the two consuls, and some of his family and friends. Courtesy and custom said that the triumphator must be the most important man in his parade as well as at his feast, so these august men did not participate in the parade, nor would they attend the feast afterward.


  Everyone was restless; everyone was also cold. The day was fine, but a bitter north wind was blowing, and the sun in the depths of the lower Forum not strong enough to melt the icicles hanging from temple eaves. Finally Varro returned, took the steps of Castor’s two at a time, and bent to whisper in Sulla’s ear. A huge gust of laughter assailed all the suddenly curious men; then, still laughing, Sulla got to his feet and walked to the edge of the podium to address the crowd.


  “Wait a little longer!” he shouted. “Our triumphator is coming! He decided he’d improve the look of his parade by using elephants to draw his car instead of horses! But the elephants wouldn’t fit through the Porta Triumphalis, so he’s had to send for horses!” A pause, and then (quite audibly), “Oh, how I wish I’d been there to see it!”


  General titters followed that announcement, but only the men who knew Pompey—Metellus Pius, Varro Lucullus, Crassus—roared their amusement.


  “You know, it isn’t wise to offend Sulla,” said Metellus Pius to those around him. “I’ve noticed it time and time again. He has some sort of exclusive claim on Fortune, so he doesn’t even have to exert himself to see a man humiliated. The Goddess does it for him. Sulla is her favorite person in the world.”


  “What I can’t understand,” said Varro Lucullus, frowning, “is why Pompeius didn’t measure the gate beforehand. Give him his due, he’s usually very efficient.”


  “Until his daydreams overpower his good sense,” said Varro, arriving breathless; he had run all the way from the Triumphal Gate as well as up Castor’s steps. “His mind was so set on those wretched elephants that it never occurred to him anything could go wrong. Poor Magnus, he was shocked.”


  “I feel sorry for him, actually,” said Varro Lucullus.


  “So do I, now I’ve proved my point to him,” said Metellus Pius, and looked closely at the panting, scarlet—faced Varro. “How is he taking it?”


  “He’ll be all right by the time he gets to the Forum,” Varro said, too loyal to describe the bout of tears.


  Indeed, Pompey carried the rest of his triumphal parade with grace and dignity, though there could be no denying, even in his mind, that the two—hour fracture in its middle relegated it to the level of a very pedestrian triumph. Nor had many people lined the route to see him; what were horses compared to old men elephants, especially the plodding bay mediocrities which were all Scaptius could find?


  It was not until he entered the temple of Jupiter Stator, in which his feast was laid out, that he fully understood how funny the men who mattered thought his elephantine fiasco was. The ordeal had actually begun on his way down from the Capitol after the triumph itself had concluded, when he found a group of people clustered about the base of Scipio Africanus’s encolumned statue, laughing hilariously. The moment he drew near, however, everyone cleared a path to make sure he saw what some Forum wit had chalked upon the plinth in huge letters:


  “Africanus up here in the air


  Found elephants worthy of prayer.


  Kid Butcher, precocious young shit,


  Found elephants just wouldn’t fit!”


  Inside Jupiter Stator it was even worse. Some of his guests contented themselves by putting a heavy emphasis on the word “Magnus” when they addressed him by it, but others feigned a slip in pronunciation which turned him into “Magus”—a ludicrous wise man from Persia—or punned deliciously on “Manus”—hand—to imply everything from his being on hand to smarm to Sulla, to smarming to Sulla by using his hand. A very few remained courteous, like Metellus Pius and Varro Lucullus; a few were Pompey’s own friends and relatives, who made matters worse by waxing indignant and offering to fight the mockers; and some, like Catulus and Hortensius, were conspicuous by their absence.


  Pompey did make a new friend, however; none other than the Dictator’s long—lost nephew, Publius Cornelius Sulla, who was introduced to him by Catilina.


  “I didn’t realize Sulla had a nephew!” said Pompey.


  “Nor did he,” said Publius Sulla cheerfully, and added, “Nor did I until recently, for that matter.”


  Catilina began to laugh. “It’s no less than the truth,” he said to Pompey, now obviously confused.


  “You’d better enlighten me,” said Pompey, glad to hear a shout of laughter that was not directed at him.


  “I grew up thinking I was the son of Sextus Perquitienus,” Publius Sulla explained. “Lived next door to Gaius Marius all my life! When my grandfather died and my father inherited, neither of us suspected the truth. But my father was friendly with Cinna, so after the proscription lists started going up on the rostra, he expected to see his name at the top of every new one that came out. And worried so much that he fell over dead.”


  This was announced with such careless insouciance that Pompey correctly assumed there was no love lost between father and son—not a surprise, considering that old Sextus Perquitienus (and Publius Sulla’s father) had been detested by most of Rome.


  “I’m fascinated,” Pompey said.


  “I found out who I was when I was going through a chest of old documents belonging to my grandfather,” said Publius Sulla. “I unearthed the adoption papers! Turned out my father had been adopted by my grandfather before my uncle the Dictator was born—he never knew he had an older brother. Anyway, I thought I had better take the papers to Uncle Lucius the Dictator before someone put my name on a proscription list!”


  “Well, you do have a look of Sulla about you,” Pompey said, smiling, “so I suppose you didn’t have much trouble convincing him.”


  “No trouble at all! Isn’t it the most wonderful luck?” asked Publius Sulla happily. “Now I have all the Perquitienus wealth, I’m safe from proscription, and I’ll probably inherit a share of Uncle Lucius the Dictator’s millions as well.”


  “Do you think he’ll groom you as some kind of successor?”


  A question which sent Publius Sulla into slightly wine—soaked giggles. “I? Succeed Sulla? Ye gods, no! I, my dear Magnus, have no political ambitions whatsoever!”


  “Are you in the Senate already?”


  Catilina stepped into the breach. “We’re both summoned by Sulla to attend meetings of the Senate, though he hasn’t made us senators officially—yet. Publius Sulla and I just had a feeling you might need some young and friendly faces here today, so we came along to sample the eats and cheer you up.”


  “I’m very glad you did come,” said Pompey gratefully.


  “Don’t let these haughty sticklers for the mos maiorum grind you down,” said Catilina, clapping Pompey on the back. “Some of us were really delighted to see a young man triumph. You’ll be in the Senate very soon, I can promise you that. Sulla intends to fill it with men whom the haughty sticklers do not approve of!”


  And suddenly Pompey saw red. “As far as I’m concerned,” he said through his teeth, “the Senate can disappear up its own fundamental orifice! I know what I intend to do with my life, and it does not include membership in the Senate! Before I’m done with that body—or enter it!—I mean to prove to it that it can’t keep an outstanding man from any office or command he might decide he wants—as a knight, not a senator!”


  One of Catilina’s darkly slender eyebrows flew up, though Publius Sulla seemingly missed the significance of this remark.


  Pompey gazed around the room, then beamed, his flash of temper gone. “Ah! There he is! All alone on his couch too! Do come and eat with me and my brother-in-law Memmius! He’s the best of good fellows!”


  “You should be eating with all the haughty sticklers who unbent enough to come today,” said Catilina. “We’ll quite understand, you know, if you join Metellus Pius and his friends. You leave us with Gaius Memmius and we’ll be as happy as two elderly Peripatetics arguing about the function of a man’s navel.”


  “This is my triumphal feast, and I can eat with whomsoever I like,” said Pompey.


  *


  At the beginning of April, Sulla published a list of two hundred new senators, promising that there would be more in the months to come. The name at the top was that of Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, who went to see Sulla immediately.


  “I will not enter the Senate!” he said angrily.


  Sulla gazed at his visitor, astonished. “Why? I would have thought you’d be breaking your neck to get in!”


  The anger fled; self-preservation came to the fore as Pompey realized how Sulla would see this extraordinary departure from what Sulla thought of as Pompey’s normal self; after all, he had been at some pains to build a certain image for Sulla. Cool, Magnus! Cool down and think this thing out. Find a reason Sulla will believe because it fits his idea of me. No! No! Give him a reason that fits his idea of himself!


  “It’s all to do,” said the young man, gazing at Sulla in wide-eyed earnestness, “with the lesson you taught me over that wretched triumph.” He drew a breath. “I’ve had a good think since then, Lucius Cornelius. And I realize I’m too young, not educated enough. Please, Lucius Cornelius, let me find my own way into the Senate in my own good time. If I go in now, I’ll be laughed at for years.” And that, thought Pompey, is very true! I’m not joining a body of men who will all smirk every time they set eyes on me. I’ll join that body of men when their knees shake every time they set eyes on me.


  Mollified, Sulla shrugged. “Have it your own way, Magnus.”


  “Thank you, I really would prefer to. I’ll wait until I’ve done something they’ll remember over elephants. Like a decent and conscientious quaestorship when I’m thirty.”


  That was a little too much; the pale eyes were now frankly amused, as if the mind behind them was reaching deeper into Pompey than Pompey wanted. But all Sulla said was, “A very good idea! I’ll remove your name before I take my list to the Popular Assembly for ratification—I am going to have all my major laws ratified by the People, and I’ll start with this one. But I want you in the House tomorrow just the same. It’s fitting that all my legates of the war should hear the beginning. So make sure you’re there.”


  Pompey was there.


  “I will begin,” said the Dictator in a strong voice, “by discussing Italy and the Italians. In accordance with my promises to the Italian leaders, I will see that every last Italian entitled is enrolled as a citizen of Rome in the proper way, with an equal distribution across the full spectrum of the thirty-five tribes. There can be no more attempts to cheat the Italian people of full suffrage by burying their votes in only a few selected tribes. I gave my word on the matter, and I will honor my word.”


  Sitting side by side on the middle tier, Hortensius and Catulus exchanged a significant glance; neither was a man who favored this massive concession to people who were not, when it was all boiled down, a Roman’s bootlace.


  Sulla shifted a little on his curule chair. “Regretfully, I find it impossible to honor my promise to distribute Rome’s freedmen across the thirty-five tribes. They will have to remain enrolled in urban Esquilina or Suburana. I do this for one specific reason: to ensure that a man who owns thousands of slaves will not at any time in the future be tempted to free large numbers of them and thus overload his own rural tribe with freedman clients.”


  “Clever old Sulla!” said Catulus to Hortensius.


  “Not much escapes him,” said Hortensius under his breath. “It sounds as if he’s heard that Marcus Crassus is going heavily into slaves, doesn’t it?”


  Sulla went on to discuss towns and lands. “Brundisium, a city which treated me and my men with the honor we deserved, will be rewarded by becoming exempt from all customs and excise duties.”


  “Phew!”’ said Catulus. “That little decree will make Brundisium the most popular port in Italy!”


  The Dictator rewarded some districts but punished many more, though in varying degree; Praeneste suffered perhaps worst, though the lesser Sulmo was ordered razed to the ground, and Capua went back to its old status as well as losing every last iugerum of its lands to swell the Roman ager publicus.


  Catulus only half—listened after Sulla began to drone an endless list of town names, to find himself rudely jerked back to the present by Hortensius’s elbow in his ribs. “Quintus, he’s talking about you!” said Hortensius.


  “... Quintus Lutatius Catulus, my loyal follower, I hereby give the task of rebuilding the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitol.” The puckered lips drew back to display gum, and a derisive, spiteful gleam flickered in Sulla’s eyes. “Most of the funds will come out of income generated from our new Roman ager publicus, but I also expect you, my dear Quintus Lutatius, to supplement this source from the depths of your private purse.”


  Jaw dropping, Catulus sat filled with an icy fear, for he understood that this was Sulla’s way of punishing him for staying safely in Rome under Cinna and Carbo all those years.


  “Our Pontifex Maximus, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius, is to restore the temple of Ops damaged in the same fire,” Sulla went on smoothly. “However, this project must be entirely funded from the public purse, as Ops is the manifestation of Rome’s public wealth. However, I do require that our Pontifex Maximus shall rededicate that temple himself when the work is finished.”


  “That ought to be stammering good fun!” said Hortensius.


  “I have just published a list containing the names of two hundred men I have elevated to the Senate,” Sulla continued, “though Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus has informed me that he does not wish to join the Senate at this time. His name has been deleted.”


  That caused sufficient sensation to stir the whole House; all eyes turned to Pompey, who sat alone near the doors looking very comfortable with himself, and smiling demurely.


  “I intend to add a further hundred or so men to the Senate in the future, which will bring total membership up to about four hundred, so many senators have we lost over the past decade.”


  “You wouldn’t think he’d killed any of them, would you?” asked Catulus of Hortensius with a snap. How could he possibly find the huge sums he suspected would be required of his private purse in order to rebuild the Great Temple?


  The Dictator proceeded. “I have tried to find my new members of the Senate from among senatorial families, though I have included knights of hitherto unsenatorial family, provided their bloodlines do the Senate honor. You will find no mushrooms growing on my list! However, in relation to one kind of new senator, I pass over all qualifications, from the completely unofficial census of one million sesterces to a suitable family background. I am referring to soldiers of exceptional valor. I intend that Rome should honor all such men as she did in the days of Marcus Fabius Buteo. Of recent generations we have entirely ignored the military hero. Well, I will see an end to that! If any man should win a Grass Crown or a Civic Crown, no matter who or what his antecedents, he will automatically enter the Senate. In this way, the little new blood I have permitted the Senate will at least be brave blood! And I would hope that there will be fine old names among the winners of our major crowns: it should not be left to newcomers to earn accolades as our bravest men!”


  Hortensius grunted. “That’s a fairly popular edict.”


  But Catulus could get no further than the financial burden Sulla had laid upon him, and merely rolled a pair of piteous eyes at his brother-in-law.


  “One further thing, and I will dismiss this assemblage,” Sulla said. “Each man on my list of new senators will be presented to the Assembly of the People, patrician as well as plebeian, and I will require of that body that he be voted in.” He got to his feet. “The meeting is now concluded.”


  “How am I going to find enough money?” wailed Catulus to Hortensius as they hurried out of the Curia Hostilia.


  “Don’t find it,” said Hortensius coolly.


  “I’ll have to!”


  “He’s going to die, Quintus. Until he does, you’ll have to adopt delaying tactics. After he dies, who cares? Let the State find every sestertius of the money.”


  “It’s all due to the flamen Dialis!” said Catulus savagely. “He caused the fire—let him pay for the new Great Temple!”


  The fine legal mind of Hortensius found issue with this; its owner frowned. “You’d better not be heard saying that! The flamen Dialis cannot be held responsible for a mischance phenomenon unless he has been charged and tried in a court of law, as with any other priest. Sulla hasn’t explained why the young fellow has apparently fled from Rome, but he hasn’t proscribed him. Nor has a charge been laid against him.”


  “He’s Sulla’s nephew by marriage!”


  “Exactly, my dear Quintus.”


  “Oh, brother-in-law, why do we bother with all this? There are times when I long to gather up all my money, sell my estates, and move to Cyrenaica,” said Catulus.


  “We bother because we have the birthright,” said Hortensius.


  *


  New senators and old gathered two days later to hear Sulla announce that he intended to abolish the election of censors, at least for the time being; the way he would reorganize the State’s finances, he explained, would make it unnecessary to call for contracts, and no census of the people would be of value for at least another decade.


  “At that point you may re-examine the matter of censors,” said the Dictator grandly. “I do not presume to legislate the censors completely out of existence.”


  He would, however, do something special for the men of his own order, the Patriciate. “Over the centuries which have passed since the original plebeian revolt,” he said, “patrician rank has come to mean very little. The only advantage a patrician possesses over a plebeian these days is that he can assume certain religious offices barred to plebeians. I do not consider this worthy of the mos maiorum. A man born a patrician goes back to before the Kings in a clean, clear line. The mere fact that he exists shows that his family has served Rome for more than half a millennium. I think it fair in light of this that the patrician must enjoy some special honor—minor perhaps, but exclusive to him. I am therefore going to allow the patrician to stand for curule office—both praetor and consul—two years ahead of the plebeian.”


  “What he means, of course, is that he’s looking after his own,” said the plebeian Marcus Junius Brutus to his wife Servilia, a patrician.


  Servilia had found her husband slightly more communicative in these peril—fraught days. Ever since the news came that her father-in-law had died off Lilybaeum as a result of the Dictator’s house pet Pompey’s cleaning—up operations, Brutus had lived on a hairline. Would his father be proscribed? Would he be proscribed? As the son of a proscribed man he could inherit nothing, would lose everything; and if he himself were proscribed, he would lose his life. But Old Brutus’s name had not been among the forty proscribed senators, and no more senatorial names had been published since that first list. Brutus hoped the danger was over—but he couldn’t be sure. No one could be sure! Sulla dropped hints.


  That he was less aloof toward Servilia was due to his sudden appreciation of the fact that it was probably his marriage to her that had kept the Marcus Junius Brutus name off Sulla’s lists. This new honor Sulla was providing for patricians was just one more way in which Sulla was saying that the patrician was special, due more honors than the richest and most powerful plebeian of a consular family. And among the Patriciate, what name was more august than Servilius Caepio?


  “It is a pity,” said Servilia now, “that our son cannot have patrician status.”


  “My name is sufficiently old and revered for our son,” said Brutus stiffly. “We Junii Bruti are descended from the founder of the Republic.”


  “I’ve always found it odd,” said Servilia coolly, “that if that is really so, the present—day Junii Bruti are not patrician. For the founder of the Republic certainly was. You always talk of an expedient adoption into a plebeian family, but a plebeian family called Junius Brutus must have been descended from a slave or a peasant belonging to the patrician family.”


  This speech, which Brutus felt himself obliged to swallow, was one more indication that Servilia was no longer a silent and compliant wife. Her fear of divorce had lessened, and her sense of power had correspondingly grown. The child in the nursery, now two years old, meant everything to her. Whereas the child’s father meant nothing. That she intended to preserve her husband’s status was purely because of her son. But that didn’t mean she had to bow and scrape to Brutus as she had in the days before the old man’s treason had threatened everything.


  “Your younger sister will do superbly,” said Brutus with a slight tinge of malice. “A patrician married to another patrician! She and Drusus Nero can’t go wrong.”


  “Drusus Nero is a plebeian,” said Servilia haughtily. “He may have been born a Claudian, but my uncle Drusus adopted him. He is a Livian, with rank no greater than yours.”


  “I predict he’ll prosper all the same.”


  “Drusus Nero is twenty years old, and has about a medicine spoon of intelligence. Why, our son is more capable at two!” said Servilia tartly.


  Brutus eyed her warily; it had not been lost upon him that his wife’s attachment to little Brutus was phenomenal. To say the least. A lioness!


  “Anyway,” said Brutus pacifically, “Sulla will continue to tell us what he means to do the day after tomorrow.”


  “Have you any idea what he’s going to do?”


  “Not until the day after tomorrow.”


  The day after tomorrow saw Sulla tackling elections and elected offices with an expression on his face that did not brook argument. “I am tired of haphazard electoral scrambles,” he said, “and will legislate a proper procedure. In future, all elections will be held in Quinctilis, which is five to six months earlier than an elected man takes office. During the waiting period, the curule men will assume a new importance in the House. Consuls—elect will be asked to speak immediately after consuls in office, and praetors—elect immediately after praetors in office. From now on the Princeps Senatus, ex-censors and consulars will not speak until after the last praetor—elect. It is a plain waste of the House’s time to listen to men who have passed beyond office ahead of men occupying it or in transition toward occupying it.”


  All eyes had turned to Flaccus Princeps Senatus, sharply demoted by this edict, but he sat blinking gently, apparently not at all put out.


  Sulla continued. “The curule elections in the Centuriate Assembly will be held first, on the day before the Ides of Quinctilis. Then will follow the elections for quaestors, curule aediles, tribunes of the soldiers and other minor positions in the Assembly of the People ten days before the Kalends of Sextilis. And finally the plebeian elections in the Plebeian Assembly will be held on a date between two and six days before the Kalends.”


  “Not too bad,” said Hortensius to Catilus. “We’ll all know our electoral fates well before the end of the year.”


  “And enjoy a new prominence,” said Catulus, pleased.


  “Now to the offices themselves,” said Sulla. “After I’ve personally finished adding the names of new senators to this distinguished body, I intend to close the door. From then on, the only entrance will be through the office of quaestor, which a man will stand for in his thirtieth year, no earlier. There will be twenty quaestors elected each year, a sufficient number to offset senatorial deaths and keep the House plump. There are two minor exceptions which will not affect overall numbers: a man elected tribune of the plebs who is not already a senator will continue to enter the Senate through this office. And a man who has been awarded the Grass Crown or the Civic Crown will be promoted to the Senate automatically.”


  He shifted a little, looked at his mute flock. “I will see eight praetors elected every year. A plebeian man will not be able to seek election as praetor until his thirty-ninth year, but a patrician man two years sooner, as already said. There will be a two—year wait between a man’s election as praetor and his election as consul. No man will be able to stand for consul unless he has already been praetor. And I will restate the lex Genucia in the strongest terms, making it impossible for any man—patrician or plebeian!—to stand for consul a second time until after ten full years have elapsed. I will have no more Gaius Mariuses!”


  And that, everyone thought, was an excellent thing!


  *


  But when Sulla introduced his legislation to cancel the powers of the tribunes of the plebs, approval was not so general or so strong. Over the centuries of the Republic, the tribunes of the plebs had gradually arrogated more and more legislative business unto themselves, and turned that Assembly which contained only plebeians into the most powerful of the lawmaking bodies. Often the main objective of the tribunes of the plebs had been to handicap the largely unwritten powers of the Senate, and to render the consuls less essential.


  “That,” said Sulla in tones of great satisfaction, “is now all finished with. In future, tribunes of the plebs will retain little except their right to exercise the ius auxilii ferendi.’’


  A huge stir; the House murmured and moved restlessly, then frowned and looked bleak.


  “I will see the Senate supreme!” Sulla thundered. “To do that, I must render the tribunate of the plebs impotent—and I will! Under my new laws, no man who has been a tribune of the plebs will be able to hold any magistracy after it—he will not be able to become aedile or praetor or consul or censor! Nor will he be able to hold office as a tribune of the plebs for a second time until ten years have elapsed. He will be able to exercise the ius auxilii ferendi only in its original way, by rescuing an individual member of the Plebs from the clutches of a single magistrate. No tribune of the plebs will be able to call a law threatening the Plebs as a whole a part of that right! Or call a duly convened court a part of that right.”


  Sulla’s eyes rested thoughtfully upon, oddly enough, two men who could not hold the office of tribune of the plebs because they were patricians—Catilina and Lepidus.


  “The right of the tribune of the plebs to veto,” he went on, “will be severely curtailed. He will not be able to veto senatorial decrees, laws carrying senatorial approval, the right of the Senate to appoint provincial governors or military commanders, nor the right of the Senate to deal with foreign affairs. No tribune of the plebs will be allowed to promulgate a law in the Plebeian Assembly unless it has been authorized first by the Senate in passing a senatus consultum. He will no longer have the power to summon meetings of the Senate.”


  There were many glum faces, quite a few angry ones; Sulla paused rather stagily to see if anyone was going to protest audibly. But no one did. He cleared his throat. “What do you have to say, Quintus Hortensius?”


  Hortensius swallowed. “I concur, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Does anyone not concur?”


  Silence.


  “Good!” said Sulla brightly. “Then this lex Cornelia will go into law forthwith!”


  “It’s horrific,” said Lepidus to Gaius Cotta afterward.


  “I couldn’t agree more.”


  “Then why,” demanded Catulus, “did we lie down under it so tamely? Why did we let him get away with it? How can the Republic be a genuine Republic without an active and properly constituted tribunate of the plebs?”


  “Why,” asked Hortensius fiercely, taking this as a direct criticism of his own cowardice, “did you not speak out, then?”


  “Because,” said Catulus frankly, “I like my head right where it is—firmly attached to my shoulders.”


  “And that about sums it up,” said Lepidus.


  “I can see,” said Metellus Pius, joining the group, “the logic behind it—how clever he’s been! A lesser man would simply have abolished the office, but not he! He hasn’t tampered with the ius auxilii ferendi. What he’s done is to pare away the powers added on in later times. So he can successfully argue that he’s working well within the framework of the mos maiorum—and that has been his theme in everything. Mind you, I don’t think this can possibly work. The tribunate of the plebs matters too much to too many.”


  “It will last as long as he lives,” said Cotta grimly.


  Upon which note, the party broke up. No one was very happy—but on the other hand, nor did anyone really want to pour his secret thoughts and feelings into another man’s ear. Too dangerous!


  Which just went to show, thought Metellus Pius as he walked home alone, that Sulla’s climate of terror was working.


  *


  By the time Apollo’s games came round early in Quinctilis, these first laws had been joined by two more: a lex Cornelia sumptuaria and a lex Cornelia frumentaria. The sumptuary law was extremely strict, even going so far as to fix a ceiling of thirty sesterces per head on ordinary meals, and three hundred per head on banquets. Luxuries like perfumes, foreign wines, spices and jewelry were heavily taxed; the cost of funerals and tombs was limited; and Tyrian purple carried an enormous duty. The grain law was reactionary in the extreme. It abolished the sale of cheap grain by the State, though Sulla was far too shrewd to forbid the State to sell grain; his law just said that the State could not undercut the private grain merchants.


  A heavy program, by no means ended. Perhaps because the onerous task of preparing all this legislation had been going on without let since just after Sulla’s triumph, the Dictator decided on the spur of the moment to take a few days off and attend the ludi Apollinares, celebrated during early Quinctilis. The events held in the Circus Maximus were not what he wanted to see, of course; he wanted to go to the plays, of which a good ten or eleven had been scheduled in the temporary wooden theater erected within the space of the Circus Flaminius on the Campus Martius. Comedy reigned. Plautus, Terence and Naevius were well represented, but there were several mimes listed too, and these were always Sulla’s favorites. True comedy contained written lines which could not be deviated from, but the mime was just a stock situation upon which the cast and its director extrapolated their own lines, and played without masks.


  Perhaps it was his interlude with Aurelia’s delegation that led to his wholehearted participation in the plays put on during Apollo’s games; or perhaps the fact that one of his ancestors had founded Apollo’s games made him decide he must show himself; or was it a need to set eyes upon the actor Metrobius? Thirty years! Could it really be that long? Metrobius had been a lad, Sulla celebrating his thirtieth birthday in bitter frustration. Since his entry into the Senate three years afterward, their meetings had been few and far apart, and filled with torment.


  Sulla’s decision to deny that part of himself had been considered, obdurate, firmly based in logic. Those men in public life who admitted to—or succumbed to—a preference for their own sex were damned for it. No law compelled them to retire, though there were several laws on the tablets, including a lex Scantinia which demanded a death penalty; mostly they were not used, for there was a certain tolerance in fair men. The reality was more subtle, need not even retard the public career if the man was able. It consisted in amusement, contempt, liberal applications of wit and pun and sarcasm, and it diminished a man’s dignitas drastically. Some men who ought to be his peers would always regard him as their inferior because of it. And that to Sulla made it something he couldn’t have, no matter how badly he wanted it—and he wanted it badly. His hopes were pinned on his eventual retirement—after which, he told himself, he didn’t care one iota what men said of him. He would come into his own, he would grab eagerly at a personal reward. His accomplishments at his retirement would be tangible and formidable, his dignitas accumulated over the length of his public career too cemented to be diminished by an old man’s last sexual fling.


  But oh, he longed for Metrobius! Who probably wouldn’t be interested in an old and ugly man. That too had contributed to his decision to go to the plays. Better to find out now than when the time came to retire. Better to feast his worsening eyes upon this beloved object while he could still see.


  There were several companies taking part in the festival, including the one now led by Metrobius, who had changed from acting in tragedies to formal comedy some ten years ago. His group was not scheduled to perform until the third day, but Sulla was there on the first and second days, devoted to mime, and enjoyed himself enormously.


  Dalmatica came with him, though she couldn’t sit with the men, as she could at the Circus; a rigid hierarchy had been established in the theater, plays not being quite approved of in Roman society. Women, it was felt, might be corrupted if they sat with men to watch so much immorality and nudity. The two front rows of seating in the semicircular, tiered cavea were reserved for members of the Senate, and the fourteen rows just behind had used to be reserved for the knights of the Public Horse. This privilege had been conferred on the senior knights by Gaius Gracchus. And it had afforded Sulla intense pleasure to take it away. Thus all knights were now forced to battle for seats among their inferiors on a first—come, first—served basis. The few women who attended sat right up the top at the back of the cavea; they could hear well enough, but had difficulty in seeing anything titillating on the stage. In formal comedy (such as Metrobius played), no women were included in the fully masked cast, but in the mimes from Atella female roles were played by women, and nobody was masked; quite often, nobody was clothed.


  The third day’s play was by Plautus, and a favorite: The Vainglorious Soldier. The starring role was taken by Metrobius—how foolish! All Sulla could see of his face was the grotesque covering with its gaping mouth curving up in a ridiculous smile, though the hands were there, and the neat, muscular body looked well in its Greek armor. Of course at the end the cast took their bows with masks off; Sulla was finally able to see what the years had done to Metrobius. Very little, though the crisp black hair was exquisitely sprinkled with white, and there was a deepening fissure on either side of the straight, high—bridged Greek nose.


  He couldn’t weep, not there in the very middle of the front row upon his cushioned section of the wooden seat. But he wanted to, had to fight not to. The face was too far away, separated from him by the vacant half—moon of the orchestra, and he couldn’t see the eyes. Oh, he could distinguish two black pools, but not what they held. Not even whether they rested on him, or on some current lover three rows behind. Mamercus was with Sulla; he turned to his son-in-law and said, voice a little constricted,


  “Ask the man who played the miles gloriosus to come down, would you? I have a feeling I used to know him, but I’m not sure. Anyway, I’d like to congratulate him in person.”


  The audience was vacating the temporary wooden structure, and the women present were wending their way toward their spouses if they were respectable women, or trolling for business if they were prostitutes. Carefully escorted by Chrysogonus—and very carefully avoided by those in the audience who recognized them—Dalmatica and Cornelia Sulla joined the Dictator and Mamercus just as Metrobius, still in armor, finally arrived before Sulla.


  “You did very well, actor,” said the Dictator.


  Metrobius smiled to reveal that he still had perfect teeth. “I was delighted to see you in the audience, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “You were a client of mine once, am I right?”


  “Indeed I was. You released me from my cliental obligations just before you went to the war against Mithridates,” said the actor, eyes giving nothing away.


  “Yes, I remember that. You warned me of the charges one Censorinus would try to bring against me. Just before my son died.” The wrecked face squeezed up, straightened with an effort. “Before I was consul, it was.”


  “A happy chance that I could warn you,” said Metrobius.


  “A lucky one for me.”


  “You were always one of Fortune’s favorites.”


  The theater was just about empty; weary of these continuing platitudes, Sulla swung to face the women and Mamercus.


  “Go home,” he said abruptly. “I wish to talk with my old client for a while.”


  Dalmatica (who had not been looking well of recent days) seemed fascinated with the Greek thespian, and stood with her eyes fixed on his face. Then Chrysogonus intruded himself into her reverie; she started, turned away to follow the pair of gigantic German slaves whose duty it was to clear a path for the Dictator’s wife wherever she went.


  Sulla and Metrobius were left alone to follow too far behind for anyone to think they belonged to the same party. Under normal circumstances the Dictator would have been approached by clients and petitioners, but such was his luck that no one did approach.


  “Just this stroll,” Sulla said. “I ask nothing more.”


  “Ask what you will,” said Metrobius.


  Sulla stopped. “Stand here in front of me, Metrobius, and see what time and illness have done. The position hasn’t changed. But even if it had, I am no use to you or to anyone else except these poor silly women who persist in—oh, who knows? Pitying me, in all probability. I don’t think it can be love.”


  “Of course it’s love!” He was close now, close enough for Sulla to see that the eyes still held love, still looked at him with tenderness. And with a dynamic kind of interest unspoiled by disgust or revulsion. A softer, more personal version of the way Aurelia had looked at him in Teanum Sidicinum. “Sulla, those of us who have once fallen under your spell can never be free of you! Women or men, there is no difference. You are unique. After you, all others pale. It’s not a matter of virtue or goodness.” Metrobius smiled. “You have neither! Maybe no great man is virtuous. Or good. Perhaps a man rich in those qualities by definition is barred from greatness. I have forgotten all my Plato, so I am not sure what he and Socrates have to say about it.”


  Out of the corner of his eye Sulla noticed Dalmatica turn back to stare in his direction, but what her face displayed he could not tell at the distance. Then she went round the corner, and was gone.


  “Does what you say mean,” asked the Dictator, “that if I am allowed to put down this present burden, you would consider living with me until I die? My time grows short, but I hope at least some of it will be mine alone to spend without consideration of Rome. If you would go with me into retirement, I promise you would not suffer in any way—least of all financially.”


  A laugh, a shake of the curly dark head. “Oh, Sulla! How can you buy what you have owned for thirty years?”


  The tears welled, were blinked away. “Then when I retire, you will come with me?”


  “I will.”


  “When the time comes I’ll send for you.”


  “Tomorrow? Next year?”


  “Not for a long while. Perhaps two years. You’ll wait?”


  “I’ll wait.”


  Sulla heaved a sigh of almost perfect happiness: too short, too short! For he remembered that each time he had seen Metrobius on those last occasions, someone he loved had died. Julilla. His son. Who would it be this time? But, he thought, I do not care. Because Metrobius matters more. Except for my son, and he is gone. Only let it be Cornelia Sulla. Or the twins. Let it not be Dalmatica! He nodded curtly to Metrobius as if this had been the most trivial of encounters, and walked away.


  Metrobius stood watching his retreating back, filled with happiness. It was true then what the little local gods of his half—remembered home in Arcadia said: if a man wanted something badly enough, he would get it in the end. And the dearer the price, the greater the reward. Only when Sulla had disappeared did he turn back toward the dressing rooms.


  Sulla walked slowly, completely alone; that in itself was a seldom experienced luxury. How could he find the strength to wait for Metrobius? Not a boy any longer, but always his boy.


  He could hear voices in the distance and slowed even more, unwilling that anyone should see his face just yet. For though his heart hoped and acknowledged a premonitory joy, there was anger in him because of this joyless task he still must finish, and fear in him that it might be Dalmatica to die.


  The two voices were louder now, and one of them floated high above the other. He knew it well. Odd, how distinctive a man’s voice was! No two alike, once one got past superficial similarities of pitch and accent. This speaker could be no one save Manius Acilius Glabrio, who was his stepdaughter Aemilia Scaura’s husband.


  “He really is the outside of enough,’’ said Glabrio now, in tones both forceful and aristocratically languid. “Thirteen thousand talents his proscriptions have put into the Treasury, and he boasts of it! The truth is, he ought to hang his head in shame! The sum should have been ten times as much! Properties worth millions knocked down for a few thousands, his own wife the proud owner of fifty millions in big estates bought for fifty thousands—it’s a disgrace!”


  “I hear you’ve profited yourself, Glabrio,” said another familiar voice—that belonging to Catilina.


  “A trifle only, and not more than my due. Frightful old villain! How dared he have the audacity to say the proscriptions would end on the Kalends of last month—the names are still going up on the rostra every time one of his minions or his relatives covets another luscious slice of Campania or the seashore! Did you notice him remain behind to have a chat to the fellow played the vainglorious soldier? He can’t resist the stage—or the riffraff who strut across it! That goes back to his youth, of course, when he was no better than the most vulgar strumpet who ever hawked her fork outside Venus Erucina’s! I suppose he’s worth a laugh or two among the pansies when they get together to see who is on which end today. Have you ever seen a daisy chain of pansies? Sulla’s seen plenty!”


  “Be careful what you say, Glabrio,” said Catilina, sounding a little uneasy. “You too could wind up proscribed.”


  But Glabrio laughed heartily. “Not I!” he cried gleefully. “I’m part of the family, I’m Dalmatica’s son-in-law! Even Sulla can’t proscribe a member of the family, you know.”


  The voices faded as the two men moved off, but Sulla stayed where he was, just around the corner. All movement had stilled in him, and the ice—cold eyes glowed eerily. So that was what they said, was it? After all these years too… Of course Glabrio was privy to much Rome was not—but clearly Rome would soon be privy to everything Glabrio imagined or knew. How much was idle gossip, how much the opportunity to read documents and papers filed away year by year? Sulla was in the throes of collecting all his written evidence against the day of his retirement, for he intended to author his memoirs, as Catulus Caesar had done ten years earlier. So there were plenty of bits and pieces lying around, it wouldn’t have taken any great talent to unearth them. Glabrio! Why hadn’t he thought of Glabrio, always in and out of his house? Not every member of that privileged visiting circle was a Cornelia Sulla or a Mamercus! Glabrio! And who else?


  The ashes of his anger at having to continue to hold Metrobius at arm’s length tumbled onto a fresh conflagration within Sulla’s mind and fueled it sourly, relentlessly. So, he thought as he picked up his feet and began to walk again, I cannot proscribe a member of my own family, eh? I cannot, he’s right about that. Yet—need it be proscription? Might there not be a better way?


  Round the corner he came, straight into the arms of Pompey. Both men stepped back, reeling a little.


  “What, Magnus, on your own?” asked Sulla.


  “Sometimes,” said Pompey, falling into step alongside the Dictator, “it’s a pleasure to be alone.”


  “I heartily concur. But don’t tell me you tire of Varro!”


  “Too much Varro can be a pain in the podex, especially when he starts prating on about Cato the Censor and the old ways and when money had real value. Though I’d rather hear Varro on those topics than on invisible fingers of power,” grinned Pompey.


  “That’s right, I’d forgotten he was a friend of poor old Appius Claudius’s,” said Sulla, rather glad that if in his present mood he had to collide with anyone, it had turned out to be Pompey. “I wonder why we all think of Appius Claudius as so old?”


  Pompey chuckled. “Because he was born old! But you are out of touch, Sulla! Appius Claudius is quite eclipsed these days. There’s a new man in town—name of Publius Nigidius Figulus. A proper sophist. Or do I mean Pythagorean?” He shrugged casually. “No use, I never can keep one sort of philosopher distinct from all the others.”


  “Publius Nigidius Figulus! It’s an old and hallowed name, but I hadn’t heard of the genuine article raising his head in Rome. Is he a bucolic gentleman, perhaps?”


  “Not a hayseed, if that’s what you’re asking. More a gourd half—full of peas—rattle, rattle … He’s a great expert on Etruscan soothsaying, from lightning to livers. Knows more lobes in that organ than I know figures of speech.”


  “How many figures of speech do you know, Magnus?” asked Sulla, highly diverted.


  “Two, I think. Or is it three?”


  “Name them.”


  “Color and descriptio.”


  “Two.”


  “Two.”


  They walked on in silence for a moment, both smiling, but at different thoughts entirely.


  “So how does it feel to be a knight when they don’t have special seats at the theater anymore?” demanded Sulla.


  “I’m not complaining,” said Pompey blithely. “I never go to the theater.”


  “Oh. Where have you been today, then?”


  “Out to the Via Recta. Just for a good walk, you know. I get very hamstrung in Rome. Don’t like the place.”


  “On your own here?’’


  “More or less. Left the wife behind in Picenum.” He pulled a sour face.


  “Not to your liking, Magnus?”


  “Oh, she’ll do until something better comes along. Adores me! Just not good enough, is all.”


  “Well, well! It’s an aedilician family.”


  “I come from a consular family. So ought my wife.”


  “Then divorce her and find a consular wife.”


  “Hate making small talk, to women or their fathers.”


  At that precise moment a blinding inspiration came to Sulla, who stopped dead in the middle of the lane leading from the Velabrum to the Vicus Tuscus just below the Palatine.” Ye gods!” he gasped. “Ye gods!”


  Pompey stopped too. “Yes?” he asked politely.


  “My dear young knight, I have had a brilliant idea!”


  “That’s nice.”


  “Oh, stop mouthing platitudes! I’m thinking!”


  Pompey obediently said nothing further, while Sulla’s lips worked in and out upon his toothless gums like a swimming jellyfish. Then out came Sulla’s hand, fixed itself on Pompey’s arm.


  “Magnus,” come and see me tomorrow morning at the third hour,” he said, gave a gleeful skip, and departed at a run.


  Pompey remained where he was, brow furrowed. Then he too began to walk, not toward the Palatine but toward the Forum; his house was on the Carinae.


  Home went Sulla as if pursued by the Furies; here was a task he was really going to enjoy performing!


  “Chrysogonus, Chrysogonus!” he bellowed in the doorway as his toga fell behind him like a collapsing tent.


  In came the steward, looking anxious—something he did quite often of late, had Sulla only noticed. Which he didn’t.


  “Chrysogonus, take a litter and go to Glabrio’s house. I want Aemilia Scaura here at once.”


  “Lucius Cornelius, you came home without your lictors!”


  “Oh, I dismissed them before the play began—sometimes they’re a wretched nuisance,” said the Dictator impenitently. “Now go and pick up my stepdaughter!”


  “Aemilia? What do you want her for?” asked Dalmatica as she came into the room.


  “You’ll find out,” said Sulla, grinning.


  His wife paused, stared at him searchingly. “You know, Lucius Cornelius, ever since your interview with Aurelia and her delegation, you’ve been different.”


  “In what way?”


  This she found difficult to answer, perhaps because she was reluctant to provoke displeasure in him, but finally she said, “In your mood, I think.”


  “For better or for worse, Dalmatica?”


  “Oh, better. You’re—happy.”


  “I am that,” he said in a happy voice. “I had lost sight of a private future, but she gave it back to me. Oh, what a time I’m going to have after I retire!”


  “The actor fellow today—Metrobius. He’s a friend.”


  Something in her eyes gave him pause; his carefree feeling vanished immediately, and an image of Julilla lying with his sword in her belly swam into his mind, actually blotted Dalmatica’s face from his gaze. Not another wife who wouldn’t share him, surely! How did she know? What could she know? Did they smell it?


  “I’ve known Metrobius since he was a boy,” he said curtly, his tone not inviting her to enquire further.


  “Then why did you pretend you didn’t know him before he came down from the stage?” she asked, frowning.


  “He was wearing a mask until the end of the play!” Sulla snapped. “It’s been a good many years, I wasn’t sure.” Fatal! She had maneuvered him to the defensive, and he didn’t like it.


  “Yes, of course,” she said slowly. “Yes, of course.”


  “Go away, Dalmatica, do! I’ve frittered away too much of my time since the games began, I have work waiting.”


  She turned to go, looking less perturbed.


  “One more thing,” he said to her back.


  “Yes?”


  “I shall need you when your daughter arrives, so don’t go out or otherwise make yourself unavailable.”


  How peculiar he was of late! she thought, walkingthrough the vast atrium toward the peristyle garden and her own suite of rooms. Touchy, happy, labile. Up one moment, down the next. As if he had made some decision he couldn’t implement at once, he who loathed procrastination. And that fine-looking actor … What sort of place did he occupy in Sulla’s scheme of things? He mattered; though how, she didn’t know. Had there been even a superficial resemblance, she would have concluded that he was Sulla’s son—such were the emotions she had sensed in her husband, whom she knew by now very well.


  Thus it was that when Chrysogonus came to inform her that Aemilia Scaura had arrived, Dalmatica had not even begun to think further about why Sulla had summoned the girl.


  Aemilia Scaura was in her fourth month of pregnancy, and had developed the sheen of skin and clearness of eye which some women did—no bouts of sickness here! A pity perhaps that she had taken after her father, and in consequence was short of stature and a little dumpy of figure, but there were saving echoes of her mother in her face, and she had inherited Scaurus’s beautiful, vividly green eyes.


  Not an intelligent girl, she had never managed to reconcile herself to her mother’s marriage to Sulla, whom she both feared and disliked. It had been bad enough during the early years, when her brief glimpses of him had shown someone at least attractive enough to make her mother’s passion for him understandable; but after his illness had so changed him for the worse she couldn’t even begin to see why her mother apparently felt no less passionately about him. How could any woman continue to love such an ugly, horrible old man? She remembered her own father, of course, and he too had been old and ugly. But not with Sulla’s internal rot; though she had neither the perception nor the wit thus to describe it.


  Now here she was summoned into his presence, and with no more notice than to leave a hasty message for Glabrio in her wake. Her stepfather greeted her with pats of her hand and a solicitous settling on a comfortable chair—actions which set her teeth on edge and made her fear many things. Just what was he up to? He was jam—full of glee and as pregnant with mischief as she was with child.


  When her mother came in the whole business of hand pats and solicitous settlings began all over again, until, it seemed to the girl, he had arranged some sort of mood and anticipation in them that would make whatever he intended to do more enjoyable to him. For this was not unimportant. This was going to matter.


  “And how’s the little Glabrio on the way?” he asked his stepdaughter, nicely enough.


  “Very well, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “When is the momentous event?”


  “Near the end of the year, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Hmmm! Awkward! That’s still a good way off.”


  “Yes, Lucius Cornelius, it is still a good way off.”


  He sat down and drummed his fingers upon the solid oaken back of his chair, lips pursed, looking into the distance. Then the eyes which frightened her so much became fixed upon her; Aemilia Scaura shivered.


  “Are you happy with Glabrio?” he asked suddenly.


  She jumped. “Yes, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “The truth, girl! I want the truth!”


  “I am happy, Lucius Cornelius, I am truly happy!”


  “Would you have picked somebody else had you been able?”


  A blush welled up beneath her skin, her gaze dropped. “I had formed no other attachment, Lucius Cornelius, if that’s what you mean. Manius Acilius was acceptable to me.”


  “Is he still acceptable?”


  “Yes, yes!” Her voice held an edge of desperation. “Why do you keep asking? I am happy! I am happy!”


  “That’s a pity,” said Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  Dalmatica sat up straight. “Husband, what is all this?” she demanded. “What are you getting at with these questions?”


  “I am indicating, wife, that I am not pleased at the union between your daughter and Manius Acilius Glabrio. He deems it safe to criticize me because he is a member of my family,” said Sulla, his anger showing. “A sign, of course, that I cannot possibly permit him to continue being a member of my family. I am divorcing him from your daughter. Immediately.”


  Both women gasped; Aemilia Scaura’s eyes filled with tears.


  “Lucius Cornelius, I am expecting his child! I cannot divorce him!” she cried.


  “You can, you know,” the Dictator said in conversational tones. “You can do anything I tell you to do. And I am telling you that you will divorce Glabrio at once.” He clapped his hands to summon the secretary called Flosculus, who entered with a paper in his hand. Sulla took it, nodded dismissal. “Come over here, girl. Sign it.”


  Aemilia Scaura sprang to her feet. “No!”


  Dalmatica also rose. “Sulla, you are unjust!” she said, lips thin. “My daughter doesn’t want to divorce her husband.”


  The monster showed. “It is absolutely immaterial to me what your daughter wants,” he said. “Over here, girl! And sign.”


  “No! I won’t, I won’t!”


  He was out of his chair so quickly neither woman actually saw him move. The fingers of his right hand locked in a vise around Aemilia Scaura’s mouth and literally dragged her to her feet, squealing in pain, weeping frantically.


  “Stop, stop!” shouted Dalmatica, struggling to prise those fingers away. “Please, I beg of you! Leave her be! She’s with child, you can’t hurt her!”


  His fingers squeezed harder and harder. “Sign,” he said.


  She couldn’t answer, and her mother had passed beyond speech.


  “Sign,” said Sulla again, softly. “Sign or I’ll kill you, girl, with as little concern as I felt when I killed Carbo’s legates. What do I care that you’re stuffed full with Glabrio’s brat? It would suit me if you lost it! Sign the bill of divorcement, Aemilia, or I’ll lop off your breasts and carve the womb right out of you!”


  She signed, still screaming. Then Sulla threw her away in contempt. “There, that’s better,” he said, wiping her saliva from his hand. “Don’t ever make me angry again, Aemilia. It is not wise. Now go.”


  Dalmatica gathered the girl against her, and the look of loathing she gave Sulla was without precedent, a genuine first. He saw it, but seemed indifferent, turned his back upon them.


  In her own rooms Dalmatica found herself with an hysterical girl on her hands and a huge burden of anger to deal with. Both took some time to calm.


  “I have heard he could be like that, but I’ve never seen it for myself,” she said when she was able. “Oh, Aemilia, I’m so sorry! I’ll try to get him to change his mind as soon as I can face him without wanting to tear his eyes out of his head,”


  But the girl, not besotted, chopped the air with her hand. “No! No, Mother, no. You’d only make things worse.”


  “What could Glabrio have done to provoke this?”


  “Said something he ought not have. He doesn’t like Sulla, I know that. He keeps implying to me that Sulla likes men in ways men shouldn’t.”


  Dalmatica went white. “But that’s nonsense! Oh, Aemilia, how could Glabrio be so foolish? You know what men are like! If they do not deserve that slur, they can behave like madmen!”


  “I’m not so sure it is undeserved,” said Aemilia Scaura as she held a cold wet towel to her face, where the marks of her stepfather’s fingers were slowly changing from red-purple to purple-black. “I’ve always thought there was woman in him.”


  “My dear girl, I’ve been married to Lucius Cornelius for almost nine years,” said Dalmatica, who seemed to be shrinking in size, “and I can attest that it is an infamy.”


  “All right, all right, have it your own way! I don’t care what he is! I just hate him, the vile beast!”


  “I’ll try when I’m cooler, I promise.”


  “Save yourself more of his displeasure, Mother. He won’t change his mind,” said Aemilia Scaura. “It’s my baby I’m worried about, it’s my baby matters to me.”


  Dalmatica stared at her daughter painfully. “I can say the same thing.”


  The cold wet towel fell into Aemilia Scaura’s lap. “Mother! You’re pregnant too?”


  “Yes. I haven’t known for very long, but I’m sure.”


  “What will you do? Does he know?”


  “He doesn’t know. And I’ll do nothing that might provoke him to divorce me.”


  “You’ve heard the tale of Aelia.”


  “Who hasn’t?”


  “Oh, Mother, that changes everything! I’ll behave, I’ll behave! He mustn’t be given any excuse to divorce you!”


  “Then we must hope,” said Dalmatica wearily, “that he deals more kindly with your husband than he has with you.’


  “He’ll deal more harshly.”


  “Not necessarily,” said the wife who knew Sulla. “You were first to hand. Very often his first victim satisfies him. By the time Glabrio arrives to find out what’s the matter, he may be calm enough to be merciful.”


  If he wasn’t calm enough to be merciful, Sulla was at least drained of the worst of his anger at Glabrio’s indiscreet words. And Glabrio was perceptive enough to see that blustering would only make his situation more perilous.


  “There is no need for this, Lucius Cornelius,” he said. “If I have offended you, I will strive mightily to remove the cause of that offense. I wouldn’t put my wife’s position in jeopardy, I assure you.”


  “Oh, your ex-wife is in no jeopardy,” said Sulla, smiling mirthlessly. “Aemilia Scaura—who is a member of my family!—is quite safe. But she cannot possibly stay married to a man who criticizes her stepfather and spreads stories about him that are manifest lies.”


  Glabrio wet his lips. “My tongue ran away with me.”


  “It runs away with you very often, I hear. That is your privilege, of course. But in future you’ll let it without the insulation of claiming to be a member of my family. You’ll let it and take your chances, just like everyone else. I haven’t proscribed a senator since my first list. But there’s nothing to stop my doing so. I honored you by appointing you to the Senate ahead of your thirtieth birthday, as I have a great many other young men of high family and illustrious forebears. Well, for the moment I will leave your name among the senators and will not attach it to the rostra. Whether in future I continue to be so clement depends on you, Glabrio. Your child is growing in the belly of my children’s half sister, and that is the only protection you have. When it is born, I will send it to you. Now please go.”


  Glabrio went without another word. Nor did he inform any of his intimates of the circumstances behind his precipitate divorce. Nor the reasons why he felt it expedient to leave Rome for his country estates. His marriage to Aemilia Scaura had not mattered to him in an emotional way; she satisfied him, that was all. Birth, dowry, everything as it ought to be. With the years affection might have grown between them. It never would now, so much was sure. A small twinge of grief passed through him from time to time when he thought of her, mostly because his child would never know its mother.


  What happened next did nothing to help heal the breach between Sulla and Dalmatica; Pompey came to see the Dictator the following morning, as directed.


  “I have a wife for you, Magnus,” said Sulla without delay.


  There was a quality of sleepy lion about Pompey that stood him in good stead when things happened he wished to think about before acting or speaking. So he took time to ingest this piece of information, face open rather than guarded; but what was going on inside his mind he did not betray. Rather, thought Sulla, watching him closely, he just rolled over in some metaphorical sun to warm his other side, and licked his chops to remove a forgotten morsel from his whiskers. Languid but dangerous. Yes, best to tie him to the family—he was no Glabrio.


  Finally, “How considerate of you, Dictator!” said Pompey. “Who might she be?”


  This unconscious grammatical betrayal of his Picentine origins grated, but Sulla did not let it show. He said, “My stepdaughter, Aemilia Scaura. Patrician. Of a family you couldn’t better if you looked for a millennium. A dowry of two hundred talents. And proven to be fertile. She’s pregnant to Glabrio. They were divorced yesterday. I realize, it’s a bit inconvenient for you to acquire a wife who is already expecting another man’s child, but the begetting was virtuous. She’s a good girl.”


  That Pompey was not put off or put out by this news was manifest; he beamed foolishly. “Lucius Cornelius, dear Lucius Cornelius! I am delighted!”


  “Good!” said Sulla briskly.


  “May I see her? I don’t think I ever have!”


  A faint grin came and went across the Dictator’s face as he thought of the bruises about Aemilia Scaura’s mouth; he shook his head. “Give it two or three market intervals, Magnus, then come back and I’ll marry you to her. In the meantime I’ll make sure every sestertius of her dowry is returned, and keep her here with me.”


  “Wonderful!” cried Pompey, transported. “Does she know?’’


  “Not yet, but it will please her very much. She’s been secretly in love with you ever since she saw you triumph,” lied Sulla blandly.


  That shot penetrated the lion’s hide! Pompey almost burst with gratification. “Oh, glorious!” he said, and departed looking like a very well-fed feline indeed.


  Which left Sulla to break the news to his wife and her daughter. A chore he found himself not averse to doing. Dalmatica had been looking at him very differently since this business had blown up out of a tranquillity almost nine years old, and he disliked her disliking him; as a result, he needed to hurt her.


  The two women were together in Dalmatica’s sitting room, and froze when Sulla walked in on them unannounced. His first action was to study Aemilia Scaura’ s face, which was badly bruised and swollen below her nose. Only then did he look at Dalmatica. No anger or revulsion emanated from her this morning, though her dislike of him was there in her eyes, rather cold. She seemed, he thought, ill. Then reflected that women often took refuge in genuine illnesses when their emotions were out of sorts.


  “Good news!” he said jovially.


  To which they gave him no reply.


  “I have a new husband for you, Aemilia.”


  Shocked, she looked up and at him with tear—reddened, dull eyes. “Who?” she asked faintly.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus.”


  “Oh, Sulla, really!” snapped Dalmatica. “I refuse to believe you mean it! Marry Scaurus’s daughter to that Picentine oaf? My daughter, of Caecilius Metellus blood? I will not consent!”


  “You have no say in the matter.”


  “Then I wish Scaurus were alive! He’d have plenty to say!”


  Sulla laughed. “Yes, he would, wouldn’t he? Not that it would make any difference in the end. I need to tie Magnus to me with a stronger bond than gratitude—he doesn’t have a grateful bone in his body. And you, stepdaughter, are the only female of the family available at the moment.”


  The grey shade in Dalmatica’s skin deepened. “Please don’t do this, Lucius Cornelius! Please!”


  “I’m carrying Glabrio’s baby,” whispered Aemilia Scaura. “Surely Pompeius wouldn’t want me?”


  “Who, Magnus? Magnus wouldn’t care if you’d had sixteen husbands and had sixteen children in your nursery,” said Sulla. “He knows a bargain when he sees one, and you’re a bargain for him at any price. I give you twenty days to heal your face, then you’ll marry him. After the child is born, I’ll send it to Glabrio.”


  The weeping broke out afresh. “Please, Lucius Cornelius, don’t do that to me! Let me keep my baby!”


  “You can have more with Magnus. Now stop behaving like a schoolgirl and face facts!” Sulla’s gaze went to Dalmatica. “That goes for you as well, wife.”


  He walked out, leaving Dalmatica to do what she could to comfort her daughter.


  Two days later, Pompey informed him by letter that he had divorced his wife, and would like a firm wedding date.


  “I plan to be out of town until the Nones of Sextilis,” said Sulla in his answer, “so I think two days after the Nones of Sextilis seems propitious. You may present yourself in my house at that time, not before.”


  *


  Hercules Invictus was the god of the triumphing imperator and held sway over the Forum Boarium, in which lay the various meat markets, and which formed the large open space in front of the starting—post end of the Circus Maximus. There he had his Great Altar, his temple, and there too his statue, naked save on the day a general held his victory parade, when it was dressed in triumphal robes. Other temples to other aspects of Hercules also dotted the area, for he was the patron god of olives, of merchant plutocrats, and of commercial voyages personally placed under his protection.


  On the feast day of Hercules Invictus, announced Sulla in a citywide proclamation, he would dedicate one tenth of his private fortune to the god, as thanks for the god’s favor in all his martial endeavors. A huge stir of anticipatory pleasure went through the populace, as Hercules Invictus had no temple funds, so could not keep the moneys donated to him; they were spent in his and the triumphing general’s name on providing a public feast for all free men in Rome. On the day before the Ides of Sextilis—this being the god’s feast day—five thousand tables of food would be laid out, each table catering for more than a hundred hungry citizens (which was not to say that there were half a million free males in Rome—what it did say was that the donor of the feast understood that it was hard to exclude spry grannies, determined wives and cheeky children). A list of the location of these five thousand tables was appended to the proclamation; a formidable exercise in logistics, such an occasion was very carefully planned and executed so that the participants by and large remained in their own districts, did not clog the streets or overflow into rival regions and thereby cause fights, public disturbances, crime waves and riots.


  The event set in train, Sulla left for his villa at Misenum with his wife, his daughter, his children, his grandchildren, his stepdaughter, and Mamercus. Dalmatica had avoided him ever since the dissolution of Aemilia Scaura’s marriage to Glabrio, but when he did see her in passing, he had noticed that she looked ill. A holiday beside the sea was clearly called for. This entourage was augmented by the consul Decula, who drafted all Sulla’s laws for him, and by the ubiquitous Chrysogonus.


  It was therefore some days after they had settled into seaside living before he found the leisure to spend a little time with his wife, still tending to avoid him.


  “There’s no point in holding things like Aemilia against me,” he said in reasonable but unapologetic tones. “I will always do what I have to do. You should know that by now, Dalmatica.”


  They were sitting in a secluded corner of the loggia overlooking the water, cooled by a gentle zephyr wind and shaded by a judiciously planted row of cypresses. Though the light was not harsh, it revealed that several days of healthier air had not served to improve Dalmatica’s ailment, whatever it might be; she looked drawn and grey, much older than her thirty-seven years.


  “I do know it,” she said in answer to this overture of peace, but not with equanimity. “I wish I could accept it! But when my own children are involved, it’s different.”


  “Glabrio had to go,” he said, “and there was only one way to do that—sever him from my family. Aemilia is young.


  She will get over the blow. Pompeius is not such a bad fellow.”


  “He is beneath her.”


  “I agree. Nonetheless, I need to bind him to me. Marriage between him and Aemilia also drives home to Glabrio that he dare not continue to speak out against me, when I have the power to give Scaurus’s daughter to the likes of a Pompeius from Picenum.” He frowned. “Leave it be, Dalmatica! You don’t have the strength to withstand me.”


  “I know that,” she said, low—voiced.


  “You’re not well, and I’m beginning to think it has nothing to do with Aemilia,” he said, more kindly. “What is it?”


  “I think—I think …”


  “Tell me!”


  “I’m going to have another child.”


  “Jupiter!” He gaped, recovered, looked grim.


  “I agree it isn’t what either of us wants at this time,” she said wearily. “I fear I am a little old.”


  “And I am far too old.” He shrugged, looked happier. “Oh well, it’s an accomplished thing, and we’re equally to blame. I take it you don’t want to abort the process?”


  “I delayed too long, Lucius Cornelius. It wouldn’t be safe for me at five months. I didn’t notice, I really didn’t.”


  “Have you seen a doctor or a midwife?”


  “Not yet.”


  He got up. “I’ll send Lucius Tuccius to you now.”


  She flinched. “Oh, Sulla, please don’t! He’s an ex-army surgeon, he knows nothing about women!”


  “He’s better than all your wretched Greeks!”


  “For doctoring men, I agree. But I would much rather see a lady doctor from Neapolis or Puteoli.”


  Sulla abandoned the struggle. “See whomever you like,” he said curtly, and left the loggia.


  Several lady physicians and midwives came to see her; each agreed she was run down, then said that as time went on and the baby in her womb settled, she would feel better.


  And so on the Nones of Sextilis the slaves packed up the villa and the cavalcade set off for Rome, Sulla riding ahead because he was too impatient to dawdle at the snail’s pace the women’s litters made inevitable. In consequence he reached the city two days ahead of the rest of his party, and plunged into the last—moment details concerning his coming feast.


  “Every baker in Rome has been engaged to make the bread and the cakes, and the special shipments of flour are already delivered,” said Chrysogonus smugly; he had arrived in the city even earlier than Sulla.


  “And the fish will be fresh? The weather is scorching.”


  “All taken care of, Lucius Cornelius, I do assure you. I have had a section of the river above the Trigarium fenced off with nets, and the fish are already swimming there against the day. A thousand fish—slaves will commence to gut and cook on the morning of the feast.”


  “The meats?”


  “Will be freshly roasted and sweet, the guild of caterers has promised. Sucking pigs, chickens, sausages, baby lambs. I have had a message from Italian Gaul that the early apples and pears will arrive on time—five hundred wagons escorted by two squadrons of cavalry are proceeding down the Via Flaminia at this moment. The strawberries from Alba Fucentia are being picked now and packed in ice from the Mons Fiscellus. They will reach Rome the night before the feast—also under military escort.”


  “A pity people are such thieves when it comes to food,” said the Dictator, who had been poor enough and hungry enough in his youth to understand, for all he pretended otherwise.


  “If it were bread or porridge, Lucius Cornelius, there would be no need to worry,” soothed Chrysogonus. “They mostly steal what has a novel taste, or a season.”


  “Are you sure we have enough wine?”


  “There will be wine and food left over, domine.”


  “None of the wine’s vinegary, I hope!”


  “It is uniformly excellent. Those vendors who might have been tempted to throw in a few air—contaminated amphorae know well who the buyer is.” Chrysogonus smiled reminiscently. “I told every one of them that if we found a single amphora of vinegar, the lot of them would be crucified, Roman citizens or no.”


  “I want no hitches, Chrysogonus. No hitches!”


  But the hitch when it came bore no connection (or so it seemed) to the public feast; it involved Dalmatica, who arrived attended by every wisewoman Cornelia Sulla could find as they passed through the towns on the Via Appia.


  “She’s bleeding,” said Sulla’s daughter to her father.


  The relief on his face was naked. “She’ll lose the thing?” he asked eagerly.


  “We think she may.”


  “Far better that she does.”


  “I agree it won’t be a tragedy if she loses the baby,” said Cornelia Sulla, who didn’t waste her emotions on anger or indignation; she knew her father too well. “The real worry is Dalmatica herself, tata.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “She may die.”


  Something darkly appalled showed in his eyes, just what his daughter couldn’t tell; but he made a movement of distress, shook his head violently. “He is a harbinger of death!” he cried, then, “It is always the highest price! But I don’t care, I don’t care!” The look of amazement on Cornelia Sulla’s face brought him back to his senses, he snorted. “She’s a strong woman, she won’t die!”


  “I hope not.”


  Sulla got to his feet. “She wouldn’t consent to see him before, but she will now. Whether she wants to or not.”


  “Who?”


  “Lucius Tuccius.”


  When the ex-army surgeon arrived in Sulla’s study some hours later, he looked grave. And Sulla, who had waited out those hours alone, had passed from horror at what always seemed to happen after he saw Metrobius, through guilt, to resignation. As long as he didn’t have to see Dalmatica; for he didn’t think he could face her.


  “You don’t bear good tidings, Tuccius.”


  “No, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “What exactly is wrong?’’ Sulla asked, pulling at his lip.


  “There seems to be a general impression that the lady Dalmatica is pregnant, and that is certainly what she thinks,” said Lucius Tuccius, “but I doubt the existence of a child.”


  The crimson patches of scar tissue on Sulla’s face stood out more starkly than usual. “Then what does exist?’’


  The women speak of haemorrhage, but the loss of blood is too slow for that,” said the little doctor, frowning. “There is some blood, but mixed with a foul—smelling substance I would call pus were she a wounded soldier. I diagnose some kind of internal suppuration, but with your permission, Lucius Cornelius, I would like to obtain some further opinions.”


  “Do whatever you like,” said Sulla sharply. “Just keep the comings and goings unobtrusive tomorrow—I have a wedding to see to. I suppose my wife cannot attend?”


  “Definitely not, Lucius Cornelius.”


  Thus it was that Aemilia Scaura, five months pregnant by her previous husband, married Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus in Sulla’s house without the support of anyone who loved her. And though beneath her veils of flame and saffron she wept bitterly, Pompey set himself the moment the ceremony was over to soothing and pleasing her, and succeeded so well that by the time they left, she was smiling.


  It ought to have been Sulla who informed Dalmatica of this unexpected bonus, but Sulla continued to find excuse after excuse as to why he couldn’t visit his wife’s rooms.


  “I think,” said Cornelia Sulla, upon whom his communication with Dalmatica had devolved, “that he can’t bear to see you looking so ill. You know what he’s like. If it’s someone he doesn’t care about he is utterly indifferent. But if it’s someone he loves, he can’t bring himself to face the situation.”


  There was a smell of corruption in the big airy room where Dalmatica lay, reinforced the closer a visitor came to the bed. She was, Cornelia Sulla knew, dying; Lucius Tuccius had been right, no baby was growing inside her. What was pushing her poor laboring belly into a travesty of pregnancy no one seemed to know, except that it was morbid, malign. The putrid discharge flowed out of her with sluggish remorselessness, and she burned with a fever no amount of medicine or care seemed to cool: She was still conscious, however, and her eyes, bright as two flames, were fixed on her stepdaughter painfully.


  “I don’t matter,” she said now, rolling her head upon her sweat—soaked pillow. “I want to know how my poor little Aemilia got on. Was it very bad?’’


  “Actually, no,” said Cornelia Sulla, with surprise in her voice. “Believe it or not, darling stepmother, by the time she left to go to her new home, she was quite happy. He’s rather a remarkable fellow, Pompeius—I’d never more than seen him in the distance before today, and I had all a Cornelian’s prejudice against him. But he’s terribly good-looking—far more attractive than silly Glabrio!—and turned out to have a great deal of charm. So she started out in floods of tears, but a few moments of Pompeius’s telling her how pretty she was and how much he loved her already, and she was quite lifted out of her despond. I tell you, Dalmatica, the man has more to him than ever I expected. I predict he makes his women happy.”


  Dalmatica appeared to believe this. “They do tell stories about him. Years ago, when he was scarcely more than a child, he used to have congress with Flora—you know who I mean?’’


  “The famous whore?”


  “Yes. She’s a little past her prime now, but they tell me she still mourns the passing of Pompeius, who never left her without leaving the marks of his teeth all over her—I cannot imagine why that pleased her, but apparently it did! He tired of her and handed her over to one of his friends, which broke her heart. Poor, silly creature! A prostitute in love is a butt.”


  “Then it may well be that Aemilia Scaura will end in thanking tata for freeing her from Glabrio.”


  “I wish he would come to see me!”


  *


  The day before the Ides of Sextilis arrived; Sulla donned his Grass Crown and triumphal regalia, this being the custom when a man of military renown sacrificed on the Ara Maxima in the Forum Boarium. Preceded by his lictors and heading a procession of members of the Senate, the Dictator walked the relatively short distance from his house to the Steps of Cacus, and down them to the empty area in which the meat markets were normally located. When he passed by the statue of the god—today also clad in full triumphal regalia—he paused to salute it and pray. Then on he went to the Great Altar, beyond which stood the little round temple of Hercules Invictus, an old plainly Doric structure which enjoyed some fame because inside it were located some frescoes executed by the famous tragic poet Marcus Pacuvius.


  The victim, a plump and perfect cream—colored heifer, was waiting in the care of popa and cultarius, chewing her drugged cud and watching the frenzied pre-banquet activity within the marketplace through gentle brown eyes. Though Sulla wore his Grass Crown, the rest of those assembled were crowned with laurel, and when the younger Dolabella—who was urban praetor and therefore in charge of this day’s ceremonies—began his prayers to Hercules Invictus, no one covered his head. A foreigner within the sacred boundary, Hercules was prayed to in the Greek way, with head bare.


  Everything proceeded in flawless fashion. As donor of the heifer and celebrant of the public feast, Sulla bent to catch some of the blood in the skyphos, a special vessel belonging to Hercules. But as he crouched and filled the cup, a low black shape slunk like a shadow between the Pontifex Maximus and the cultarius, dipped its snout into the growing lake of blood on the cobbles, and lapped noisily.


  Sulla’s shriek of horror ripped out of him as he leaped back and straightened; the skyphos emptied as it fell from his nerveless hand, and the wizened, stringy Grass Crown tumbled off his head to lie amid the blood. By this the panic was spreading faster than the ripples on the crimson pool at which the black dog, starving, still lapped. Men scattered in all directions, some screaming thinly, some hurling their laurels away, some plucking whole tufts from their hair; no one knew what to do, how to end this nightmare.


  It was Metellus Pius the Pontifex Maximus who took the hammer from the stupefied popa and brought it crashing down upon the dog’s working head. The cur screeched once and began to whirl in a circular dance, its bared teeth snapping and gnashing, until after what seemed an eternity it collapsed in a convulsing tangle of limbs and slowly stilled, dying, its mouth spewing a cascade of bloodied foam.


  Skin whiter than Sulla’s, the Pontifex Maximus dropped the hammer to the ground. “The ritual has been profaned!” he cried in the loudest voice he had ever produced. “Praetor urbanus, we must begin again! Conscript Fathers, compose yourselves! And where are the slaves of Hercules, who ought to have made sure no dog was here?”


  Popa and cultarius rounded up the temple slaves, who had drifted off before the ceremony got under way to see what sort of goodies were being piled upon the readied tables. His wig askew, Sulla found the strength at last to bend over and pick up his blood—dabbled Grass Crown.


  “I must go home and bathe,” he said to Metellus Pius. “I am unclean. In fact, all of us are unclean, and must go home and bathe. We will reassemble in an hour.” To the younger Dolabella he said, less pleasantly, “After they’ve cleared away the mess and thrown the carcass of the heifer and that frightful creature into the river, have the viri capitales lock the slaves up somewhere until tomorrow. Then have them crucified—and don’t break their legs. Let them take days to die. Here in the Forum Boarium, in full sight of the god Hercules. He doesn’t want them. They allowed his sacrifice to be polluted by a dog.”


  Unclean, unclean, unclean, unclean: Sulla kept repeating the word over and over as he hurried home, there to bathe and clothe himself this time in toga praetexta—a man did not have more than one set of triumphal regalia, and that one set only if he had triumphed. The Grass Crown he washed with his own hands, weeping desolately because even under his delicate touch it fell apart. What remained when finally he laid it to dry on a thick pad of white cloth was hardly anything beyond a few tired, limp fragments. My corona graminea is no more. I am accursed. My luck is gone. My luck! How can I live without my luck? Who sent it, that mongrel still black from its journey through the nether darknesses? Who has spoiled this day, now that Gaius Marius cannot? Was it Metrobius? I am losing Dalmatica because of him! No, it is not Metrobius….


  So back to the Ara Maxima of Hercules Invictus he went, now wearing a laurel wreath like everyone else, his terrified lictors ruthlessly clearing a path through the crowds gathering to descend on the feast once it was laid out. There were still a few ox—drawn carts bringing provisions to the tables, which created fresh panics as their drivers saw the cavalcade of approaching priests and hastened to unyoke their beasts, drive them out of the way; if one ox plopped a pile of dung in the path of priests, the priests were defiled and the owner of the ox liable to be flogged and heavily fined.


  Chrysogonus had obtained a second heifer quite as lovely as the first, and already flagging from the drug the frantic steward had literally rammed down its throat. A fresh start was made, and this time all went smoothly right to the last. Every one of the three hundred senators present spent more time making sure no dog lurked than in paying attention to the ritual.


  A victim sacrificed to Hercules Invictus could not be taken from the pyre alongside the god’s Great Altar, so like Caesar’s white bull on the Capitol, it was left to consume itself among the flames, while those who had witnessed the morning’s dreadful events scurried home the moment they were free to do so. Save for Sulla, who went on as he had originally planned; he must walk through the city wishing the feasting populace a share of his good fortune. Only how could he wish them that when Fortune’s favoritism had been canceled out of existence by a black mongrel?


  Each made of planks laid on top of trestles, five thousand tables groaned with food, and wine ran faster than blood on a battlefield. Unaware of the disaster at the Ara Maxima, more than half a million men and women gorged themselves on fish and fruit and honey cakes, and stuffed the sacks they had brought with them full to the top so that those left at home—including slaves—might also feast. They greeted Sulla with cheers and invocations to the gods, and promised him that they would remember him in their prayers until they died.


  Night was falling when he finally returned to his house on the Palatine, there to dismiss his lictors with thanks and the news that they would be feasted on the morrow in their precinct, behind the inn on the corner of the Clivus Orbius.


  Cornelia Sulla was waiting for him in the atrium.


  “Father, Dalmatica is asking for you,” she said.


  “I’m too tired!” he snapped, knowing he could never face his wife, whom he loved—but not enough.


  “Please, Father, go to her! Until she sees you, she won’t abandon this idiotic notion your conduct has put into her head.”


  “What idiotic notion?” he asked, stepping out of his toga as he walked to the altar of the Lares and Penates on the far wall. There he bent his head, broke a salt—cake upon the marble shelf, and laid his laurel wreath upon it.


  His daughter waited patiently until this ceremony was done with and Sulla turned back in her direction.


  “What idiotic notion?” he asked again.


  “That she is unclean. She keeps saying she’s unclean.”


  Like stone he stood there, the horror crawling all over him, in and out and round and round, a wormy army of loathsome sensations he could neither control nor suffer. He jerked, flung his arms out as if to ward off assassins, stared at his daughter out of a madness she had not seen in him in all her life.


  “Unclean!” he screamed. “Unclean!”


  And vanished, running, out of the house.


  Where he spent the night no one knew, though Cornelia Sulla sent parties armed with torches to look for him amid the ruins of those five thousand tables, no longer groaning. But with the dawn he walked, clad only in his tunic, into the atrium, and saw his daughter still waiting there. Chrysogonus, who had remained with Cornelia Sulla throughout the night because he too had much to fear, advanced toward his master hesitantly.


  “Good, you’re here,” said Sulla curtly. “Send to all the priests—minor as well as major!—and tell them to meet me in one hour’s time at Castor’s in the Forum.”


  “Father?” asked Cornelia Sulla, bewildered.


  “Today I have no truck with women” was all he said before he went to his own rooms.


  He bathed scrupulously, then rejected three purple-bordered togas before one was presented to him that he considered perfectly clean. After which, preceded by his lictors (four of whom were ordered to change into unsoiled togas), he went to the temple of Castor and Pollux, where the priests waited apprehensively.


  “Yesterday,” he said without preamble, “I offered one tenth of everything I own to Hercules Invictus. Who is a god of men, and of men only. No women are allowed near his Great Altar, and in memory of his journey to the Underworld no dogs are permitted in his precincts, for dogs are chthonic, and all black creatures. Hercules is served by twenty slaves, whose main duty is to see that neither women nor dogs nor black creatures pollute his precincts. But yesterday a black dog drank the blood of the first victim I offered him, a frightful offense against every god—and against me. What could I have done, I asked myself, to incur this? In good faith I had come to offer the god a huge gift, together with a sacrificial victim of exactly the right kind. In good faith I expected Hercules Invictus to accept my gift and my sacrifice. But instead, a black dog drank the heifer’s blood right there at the foot of the Ara Maxima. And my Grass Crown was polluted when it fell into the blood the black dog drank.”


  The ninety men he had commanded to attend him stood without moving, hackles rising at the very thought of so much profanation. Everyone present in Castor’s had been at the ceremony the day before, had recoiled in horror, and then had spent the rest of that day and the night which followed in wondering what had gone wrong, why the god had vented such displeasure upon Rome’s Dictator.


  “The sacred books are gone, we have no frame of reference,” Sulla went on, fully aware of what was going through the minds of his auditors. “It was left to my daughter to act as the god’s messenger. She fulfilled all the criteria: she spoke without realizing what she said; and she spoke in ignorance of the events which occurred before the Great Altar of Hercules Invictus.”


  Sulla stopped, peering at the front ranks of priests without seeing the face he was looking for. “Pontifex Maximus, come out before me!” he commanded in the formal tones of a priest.


  The ranks moved, shuffled a little; out stepped Metellus Pius. “I am here, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Quintus Caecilius, you are closely concerned in this. I want you in front of the rest because no man should see your face. I wish I too had that privilege, but all of you must see my face. What I have to say is this: my wife, Caecilia Metella Dalmatica, daughter of one Pontifex Maximus and first cousin of our present Pontifex Maximus, is”—Sulla drew a deep breath—“unclean. In the very instant that my daughter told me this, I knew it for the truth. My wife is unclean. Her womb is rotting. Now I had been aware of that for some time. But I did not know that the poor woman’s condition was offensive to the gods of men until my daughter spoke. Hercules Invictus is a god of men. So too is Jupiter Optimus Maximus. I, a man, have been entrusted with the care of Rome. To me, a man, has been given the task of helping Rome recover from the wars and vicissitudes of many years. Who I am and what I am matters. And nothing in my life can be unclean. Even my wife. Or so I see it today. Am I right in my assumption, Quintus Caecilius, Pontifex Maximus?”


  How much the Piglet has grown! thought Sulla, the only one privileged to see his face: Yesterday it was the Piglet took charge, and today it is only he who fully understands.


  “Yes, Lucius Cornelius,” said Metellus Pius in steady tones.


  “I have called all of you here today to take the auspices and decide what must be done,” Sulla went on. “I have informed you of the situation, and told you what I believe. But under the laws I have passed, I can make no decision without consulting you. And that is reinforced because the person most affected is my wife. Naturally I cannot have it said that I have used this situation to be rid of my wife. I do not want to rid myself of my wife, I must make that clear. To all of you, and through you, to all of Rome. Bearing that in mind, I believe that my wife is unclean, and I believe the gods of men are offended. Pontifex Maximus, as the head of our Roman religion, what do you say?”


  “I say that the gods of men are offended,” said Metellus Pius. “I say that you must put your wife from you, that you must never set eyes upon her again, and that you must not allow her to pollute your dwelling or your legally authorized task.”


  Sulla’s face revealed his distress; that was manifest to everyone. “I love my wife,” he said thickly. “She has been loyal and faithful to me. She has given me children. Before me, she was a loyal and faithful wife to Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, and gave him children. I do not know why the gods of men require this of me, or why my wife has ceased to please them.”


  “Your affection for your wife is not in question,” said the Pontifex Maximus, her first cousin. “Neither of you needs to have offended any god, of men or of women. It is better to say that her presence in your house and your presence in her life have in some unknown way interrupted or distorted the pathways whereby divine grace and favor are conducted to Rome. On behalf of my fellow priests, I say that no one is to blame. That we find no fault on either your side, Lucius Cornelius, or on your wife’s side. What is, is. There can be no more to be said.”


  He spun round to face the silent assemblage, and said in loud, stern, unstammering voice, “I am your Pontifex Maximus! That I speak without stammer or stumble is evidence enough that Jupiter Optimus Maximus is using me as his vessel, and that I am gifted with his tongue. I say that the wife of this man is unclean, that her presence in his life and house is an affront to our gods, and that she must be removed from his life and his house immediately. I do not require a vote. If any man here disagrees with me, let him say so now.”


  The silence was profound, as if no men stood there at all.


  Metellus Pius swung back to face the Dictator. “We direct you, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, to instruct your servants to carry your wife, Caecilia Metella Dalmatica, out of your house and convey her to the temple of Juno Sospita, where she must remain until she dies. On no account must you set eyes upon her. And after she has been taken away, I direct the Rex Sacrorum and the flamen Martialis in lieu of the flamen Dialis to conduct the purification rites in Lucius Cornelius’s house.”


  He pulled his toga over his head. “O Celestial Twins, you who are called Castor and Pollux, or the Dioscuri, or the Dei Penates, or any other name you might prefer—you who may be gods or goddesses or of no sex at all—we have come together in your temple because we have need of your intercession with the mighty Jupiter Optimus Maximus—whose offspring you may or may not be—and with the triumphator Hercules Invictus. We pray that you will testify before all the gods that we are sincere, and have striven to right whatever wrong it is that has been done. In accordance with our contractual agreements, which go back to the battle at Lake Regillus, we hereby promise you a sacrifice of twin white foals as soon as we can find such a rare offering. Look after us, we beg you, as you have always done.”


  The auspices were taken, and confirmed the decision of the Pontifex Maximus. The clear morning light, which struck the interior of the temple through its open doorway, turned suddenly darker when the sun moved toward its zenith, and a chill breath of some strange wind came whistling softly in the sunlight’s stead.


  “One final matter before we go,” said Sulla.


  The feet stilled at once.


  “We must replace the Sibylline Books, for though we have the Book of Vegoe and Tages still safe in the temple of Apollo, that work is unhelpful in any situation wherein foreign gods are involved, as is Hercules Invictus. There are many sibyls throughout the world, and some who are closely connected to the Sibyl of Cumae who wrote her verses on palm leaves and offered them to King Tarquinius Priscus so long ago. Pontifex Maximus, I wish you to depute someone to organize a search throughout the world for the verses which were contained in our prophetic books.”


  “You are right, Lucius Cornelius, it must be done,” said Metellus Pius gravely. “I will find a man fit for the purpose.”


  The Dictator and the Pontifex Maximus walked back to Sulla’s house together.


  “My daughter won’t take it kindly,” said the Dictator, “but if she hears it from you, she may not blame me for it.”


  “I am very sorry for this mess.”


  “So,” said Sulla unhappily, “am I!”


  Cornelia Sulla did believe her father, a fact which surprised her as much as it did him.


  “Insofar as you’re able, Father, I think you do love her, and I don’t think so badly of you that I credit you with wanting to be rid of her.”


  “Is she dying?” asked Metellus Pius, smitten with a qualm because it had been his idea to place Dalmatica in the temple of Juno Sospita for however much longer she had to live.


  “Very soon now, Lucius Tuccius says. She’s full of a growth.”


  “Then let us get it over and done with.”


  Eight sturdy litter—bearers took Dalmatica from her sickbed, but not in dignified silence; the forbearance with which Sulla’s wife had conducted her life to date vanished in the moment she was informed of the priests’ decision, and realized she would never see Sulla again. She screamed, she wept, she shrieked his name over and over and over as they carried her away, while Sulla sat in his study with his hands over his ears and the tears coursing down his face. One more price to pay. But did he have to pay it for Fortune’s sake—or for the sake of Metrobius?


  There were four temples in a row outside the Servian Walls in the vegetable markets: Pietas, Janus, Spes, and Juno Sospita. Though this Juno was not one of the primary goddesses who looked after gravid women, she was simultaneously a warrior offshoot of the Great Mother of Pessinus, Juno of Snakes from Lanuvium, Queen of Heaven, and Savior of Women. Perhaps because of this last aspect in her makeup, it had long been the custom for women safely delivered of a child to bring the afterbirth to Juno Sospita and leave it in her temple as an offering.


  At the time of the Italian War, when money had been short and temple slaves few, the Metella Balearica who had been wife to Appius Claudius Pulcher had dreamed that Juno Sospita appeared to her complaining bitterly that her temple was so filthy she couldn’t live in it. So Balearica had gone to the consul, Lucius Caesar, and demanded that he help her scrub it out. They had found more than rotting placentas; the place was green and runny with the detritus of dead women, dead bitches, dead babies, rats. Herself pregnant at the time she and Lucius Caesar had performed their stomach—turning labor, Caecilia Metella Balearica had died two months later after giving birth to her sixth child, Publius Clodius.


  But the temple had been beautifully kept ever since; the offered afterbirths were placed in an ooze—proof basket and taken away regularly to be ritually burned by the flaminica Dialis (or, in these days, by her designated replacement), and no temple floor was cleaner or temple interior sweeter—smelling. Cornelia Sulla had prepared a place for Dalmatica’s bed, to which the litter—bearers transferred her in an agony of terror, men brought into a woman’s precinct. She was still crying out for Sulla, but weakly, near her end, and seemed not to recognize her surroundings.


  A painted statue of the goddess stood upon a plinth; she wore shoes with upturned toes, brandished a spear, and faced a rearing snake, but the most striking aspect of her image was the real goatskin draped about her shoulders, tied at her waist, and with its head and horns perched atop the goddess’s dark brown hair like a helmet. There beneath this outlandish creature sat Cornelia Sulla and Metellus Pius, each holding one of Dalmatica’s hands to help her surmount the mortal barriers of pain and loss. The wait was one of hours only, a spiritual rather than a physical ordeal. The poor woman died still asking to see Sulla, apparently deaf to the reasonable answers both Cornelia Sulla and Metellus Pius gave her.


  When she was dead the Pontifex Maximus had the undertakers set up her lectus funebris inside the temple, as she could not be taken home to lie in state. Nor could she be displayed; she sat in the traditional upright position completely covered by a black, gold—edged cloth, hedged in by the keening professional mourners, and had for her background that strange goddess with goatskin and rearing snake and spear.


  “When one has written the sumptuary law,” said Sulla afterward, “one can afford to ignore it.”


  As a result, Caecilia Metella Dalmatica’s funeral cost one hundred talents, and boasted over two dozen chariot—borne actors who wore the ancestral wax masks of the Caecilii Metelli and two patrician families, Aemilius Scaurus and Cornelius Sulla. But the crowd which thronged the Circus Flaminius (it had been decided that to bring her body inside the pomerium would be imprudent, given her unclean status) appreciated so much luster less than they did the sight of Dalmatica’s three-year-old twins, Faustus and Fausta, clad in black and carried by a black—festooned female giant from Further Gaul.


  *


  On the Kalends of September the real legislating began, an onslaught of such dimensions that the Senate reeled.


  “The present law courts are clumsy, time—consuming and not realistic,” said Sulla from his curule chair. “No comitia should hear civil or criminal charges—the procedures are too long, too liable to political manipulation, and too influenced by the fame or popularity of the accused—not to mention his defending advocates. And a jury which might be as large as several thousand electors is as unwieldy as it is injudicious.”


  Having thus neatly disposed of a trial process in one of the Assemblies, Sulla went on. “I will give Rome seven permanent standing courts. Treason, extortion, embezzlement, bribery, forgery, violence, and murder. All of these except the last one involve the State or the Treasury in some way, and will be presided over by one of the six junior praetors, according to the lots. The murder court will try all cases of murder, arson, magic, poison, perjury, and a new crime which I will call judicial murder—that is, exile achieved through the agency of a court. I expect that the murder court will be the busiest, though the simplest. And I will see it presided over by a man who has been aedile, though not yet praetor. The consuls will appoint him.”


  Hortensius sat horrified, for his greatest victories had been fought in one of the Assemblies, where his style and his ability to sway a big crowd had made of him a legend; juries of the size staffing a court were too intimate to suit him.


  “Genuine advocacy will die!” he cried.


  “What does that matter?” asked Sulla, looking astonished. “More important by far is the judicial process, and I intend to take that off the Assemblies, Quintus Hortensius, make no mistake about it! However, from the Assembly of the People I will seek a law to sanction the establishment of my standing courts, and by the provisions of that law all three Assemblies will formally hand over their juridical duties to my standing courts.”


  “Excellent!” said the historian Lucius Cornelius Sisenna. “Every man tried in court will therefore be tried by the consent of the Assemblies! That means a man will not be able to appeal to an Assembly after the court has delivered its verdict.”


  “Exactly, Sisenna! It renders the appeal process null and void, and eliminates the Assemblies as judges of men.”


  “That is disgusting!” shouted Catulus. “Not only disgusting, but absolutely unconstitutional! Every Roman citizen is entitled to an appeal!”


  “Appeal and trial are one and the same, Quintus Lutatius,” said Sulla, “and part of Rome’s new constitution.”


  “The old constitution was good enough in matters like this!”


  “In matters like this history has shown us all too clearly that the provisions of the old constitution led to many a man who ought to have been convicted getting off because some Assembly was persuaded by some trick rhetoric to overturn a legal court decision. The political capital made out of such Assembly trials and appeals was odious, Quintus Lutatius. Rome is too big and too busy these days to be mired down in customs and procedures invented when Rome was little more than a village. I have not denied any man a fair trial. I have in fact made his trial fairer. And made the procedure simpler.”


  “The juries?’’ asked Sisenna.


  “Will be purely senatorial—one more reason why I need a pool of at least four hundred men in the Senate. Jury duty was a burden, and will be a burden when there are seven courts to staff. However, I intend to reduce the size of juries. The old fifty-one—man jury will be retained only in cases of the highest crimes against the State. In future jury size will depend on the number of men available to sit, and if for any reason there is an even number of men on a jury, then a tied decision will count as an acquittal. The Senate is already divided into decuries of ten men, each headed by a patrician senator. I will use these decuries as the jury base, though no decury will be permanently seconded to duty in one particular court. The jury for each individual trial in any court will be selected by lot after the trial date has been set.”


  “I like it,” said the younger Dolabella.


  “I hate it!” cried Hortensius. “What happens if my decury is drawn for jury duty while I myself am occupied in acting for a defendant in another trial?’’


  “Why, then you’ll just have to learn to fit both in,” said Sulla, smiling mirthlessly. “Whores do it, Hortensius! You ought to be able to.”


  “Oh, Quintus, shut your mouth!” breathed Catulus.


  “Who decides the number of men to staff a particular jury?” asked the younger Dolabella.


  “The court president,” said Sulla, “but only to a limited extent. The real determination will depend upon the number of decuries available. I would hope to see a figure between twenty-five and thirty-five men. Not all of a decury will be seconded at once—that would keep jury numbers even.”


  “The six junior praetors will be each given presidency of a court by lot,” said Metellus Pius. “Does that mean the old system will still prevail to decide who will be urban and who foreign praetor?”


  “No, I will abolish giving urban praetor to the man at the top of the poll, and foreign praetor to the man who comes in second,” said Sulla. “In future, all eight jobs will be decided purely by the lots.”


  But Lepidus wasn’t interested in which praetor would get what; he asked the question he already knew the answer to, just to make Sulla say it. “You therefore intend to remove all court participation from the knights?’’


  “Absolutely. With one brief intermission, the control of Rome’s juries has rested with the knights since the time of Gaius Gracchus. That will stop! Gaius Gracchus neglected to incorporate a clause in his law which allowed a corrupt knight juror to be prosecuted. Senators are fully liable under the law, I will make sure of that!”


  “So what is left for the urban and foreign praetors to do?” asked Metellus Pius.


  “They will be responsible for all civil litigation,” said Sulla, “as well as, in the case of the foreign praetor, criminal litigation between non—Romans. However, I am removing the right of the urban and foreign praetor to make a judgment in a civil case himself—instead, he will pass the case to a single judge drawn by lot from a panel of senators and knights, and that man will act as iudex. His decision will be binding on all of the parties, though the urban or foreign praetor may elect to supervise the proceedings.”


  Catulus now spoke because Hortensius, still red-faced and angry at Sulla’s gibe, would not ask. “As the constitution stands at the moment, Lucius Cornelius, only a legally convoked Assembly can pass a sentence of death. If you intend to remove all trials from the Assemblies, does this mean you will empower your courts to levy a death sentence?”


  “No, Quintus Lutatius, it does not. It means the opposite. The death sentence will no longer be levied at all. Future sentences will be limited to exiles, fines, and/or confiscation of some or all of a convicted man’s property. My new laws will also regulate the activity of the damages panel—this will consist of between two and five of the jurors chosen by lot, and the court president.”


  “You have named seven courts,” said Mamercus. “Treason, extortion, embezzlement, bribery, forgery, violence, and murder. But there is already a standing court in existence for cases of public violence under the lex Plautia. I have two questions: one, what happens to this court? and two, what happens in cases of sacrilege?”


  “The lex Plautia is no longer necessary,” said Sulla. He leaned back, looking pleased; the House seemed happy at the idea of having criminal procedures removed from the comitia. “Crimes of violence will be tried either in my violence court or in the treason court if the magnitude is great enough. As for sacrilege, offenses of this nature are too infrequent to warrant a standing court. A special court will be convened when necessary, to be presided over by an ex-aedile. Its conduct, however, will be the same as the permanent courts—no right of appeal to the Assemblies. If the matter concerns the un—chastity of a Vestal Virgin, the sentence of being buried alive will continue to be enforced. But her lover or lovers will be tried in a separate court and will not face a death sentence.”


  He cleared his throat, continued. “I am nearly done for today. First of all, a word about the consuls. It is not good for Rome to see the consuls embroiled in foreign wars. These two men during their year in office should be directly responsible for the welfare and well-being of Rome and Italy, nothing else. Now that the tribunes of the plebs have been put in their proper place, I hope to see the consuls more active in promulgating laws. And secondly, conduct within the Senate itself. In future, a man may rise to his feet to speak if he so wishes, but he will no longer be permitted to stride up and down the floor as he does so. He must speak from his allocated place, either seated or standing. Noise will not be tolerated. No applause, no drumming of feet, no calls or outcries will be tolerated. The consuls will levy a fine of one thousand denarii upon any man who infringes my new standards of conduct within the House.”


  A small group of senators clustered below the Curia Hostilia steps after Sulla had dismissed the meeting; some of them (like Mamercus and Metellus Pius) were Sulla’s men to the last, whereas others (like Lepidus and Catulus) agreed that Sulla was at best an evil necessity.


  “There’s no doubt,” said the Piglet, “that these new courts will take a great burden off the legislating bodies—no more fiddling about trying to induce the Plebeian Assembly to enact a special court to try someone, no more worrying about some unknown knight taking a bribe—yes, they are good reforms.”


  “Oh come, Pius, you’re old enough to remember what it was like during the couple of years after Caepio the Consul gave the courts back to the Senate!” cried Philippus. “I was never not on some jury or other, even during the summer!” He turned to Marcus Perperna, his fellow censor. “You remember, surely.”


  “Only too well,’’ said Perperna with feeling.


  “The trouble with you two,” said Catulus, “is that you want the Senate to control juries, but you complain when it’s your turn to serve. If we of the Senate want to dominate the trial process, then we have to be prepared to take the pain along with the pleasure.”


  “It won’t be as difficult now as it was then,” said Mamercus pacifically. “There are more of us.”


  “Go on, you’re the Great Man’s son-in-law, he pulls your strings and you howl like a dog or bleat like a sheep!” snapped Philippus. “There can’t be enough of us! And with permanent courts there will be no delays—at least back then we could hold things up by getting the Assemblies to dither about for a few market intervals while we had a holiday. Now, all the president of a court has to do is empanel his jury! And we won’t even know in advance whether we’ll be sitting on it, so we won’t be able to plan a thing. Sulla says the lots won’t be drawn until after the trial date has been set. I can see it now! Two days into a lovely summer laze by the sea, and it’s off back to Rome to sit on some wretched jury!”


  “Jury duty ought to have been split,” said Lepidus. “Keep the important courts for the Senate—you know, extortion and treason. The murder court could function properly on knight jurors—it would probably function properly if its juries were drawn from the Head Count!”


  “What you mean,” said Mamercus acidly, “is that juries trying senators should be composed of senators, whereas juries trying the rest of the world on charges like witchcraft or poisoning are not important enough for senators.”


  “Something like that,” said Lepidus, smiling.


  “What I’d like to know,” said the Piglet, deeming it time to change the subject a little, “is what else he plans to legislate.”


  “I’d be willing to bet it won’t be to our advantage!” said Hortensius.


  “Rubbish!” said Mamercus, not a bit dismayed at being called Sulla’s puppet. “Everything he’s done so far has strengthened the influence of the Senate and tried to bring Rome back to the old values and the old customs.”


  “It may be,” said Perperna thoughtfully, “that it is too late to go back to the old ways and the old customs. A lot of what he’s abolished or changed has been with us long enough to deserve being lumped in with the rest of the mos maiorum. These days the Plebeian Assembly is like a club for playing knucklebones or dice. That won’t last because it can’t last. The tribunes of the plebs have been Rome’s major legislators for centuries.”


  “Yes, what he did to the tribunes of the plebs isn’t at all popular,” said Lepidus. “You’re right. The new order of things in the Plebeian Assembly can’t last.”


  *


  On the Kalends of October the Dictator produced new shocks; he shifted the sacred boundary of Rome exactly one hundred feet in the vicinity of the Forum Boarium, and thus made Rome a little bit larger. No one had ever tampered with the pomerium after the time of the Kings of Rome; to do so was considered a sign of royalty, it was an un—Republican act. But did that stop Sulla? Not in the least. He would shift the pomerium, he announced, because he now declared the Rubico River the official boundary between Italy and Italian Gaul. That river had been so regarded for a very long time, but the last formal fixing of the boundary had been at the Metaurus River. Therefore, said Sulla blandly, he could justifiably be said to have enlarged the territory of Rome within Italy, and he would mark the event by moving Rome’s pomerium an infinitesmal hundred feet.


  “Which as far as I’m concerned,” said Pompey to his new (and very pregnant) wife, “is splendid!”


  Aemilia Scaura looked puzzled. “Why?” she asked.


  She did a lot of asking why and might thus have irritated a less egotistical man, but Pompey adored being asked why.


  “Because, my darling little roly—poly girl who looks as if she has swallowed a giant melon whole”—he tickled her tummy with a leer and a wink—“I own most of the Ager Gallicus south of Ariminum, and it now falls officially into Umbria. I am now one of the biggest landowners in all Italy, if not the very biggest. I’m not sure. There are men who own more land thanks to their holdings in Italian Gaul, like the Aemilii Scauri—your tata, my delectable wee pudding—and the Domitii Ahenobarbi, but I inherited most of the Lucilian estates in Lucania, and with the southern half of the Ager Gallicus added to my lands in Umbria and northern Picenum, I doubt I have a rival inside Italy proper! There are many going around deploring the Dictator’s action, but he’ll get no criticism from me.”


  “I can’t wait to see your lands,” she said wistfully, putting her hand on the mound of her abdomen. “As soon as I am able to travel, Magnus—you promised.”


  They were sitting side by side on a couch, and he turned to tip her over with a gentle push in just the right place, then pinched her lips painlessly between his fingers and kissed her all over her ecstatic face.


  “More!” she cried when he finished. His head hung over hers, his impossibly blue eyes twinkled. “And who’s the greedy little piggy—wiggy?” he asked. “The greedy little piggy—wiggy should know better, shouldn’t she?”


  She fell into cascades of giggles, which provoked him to tickle her because he liked the sound of them so; but soon he wanted her so badly that he had to get up and move away.


  “Oh, bother this wretched baby!” she cried crossly.


  “Soon, my adorable kitten,” he managed to say cheerfully. “Let’s get rid of Glabrio before we try for our own.”


  And indeed Pompey had been continent, determined that no one, least of all Aemilia Scaura’s stiff and haughty Caecilius Metellus relatives, should be able to say that he was not the most considerate and kindest of husbands; Pompey wanted badly to join the clan.


  Learning that Young Marius had made an intimate of Praecia, Pompey had taken to visiting her sumptuous house, for he deemed it no comedown to sample someone else’s leavings provided that the someone else had been famous, or stuffed with clout, or awesomely noble. Praecia was, besides, a sexual delight sure to please him in ways he knew very well Aemilia Scaura would not when her turn came. Wives were for the serious business of making babies, though poor Antistia had not even been accorded that joy.


  If he liked being married—which he did—it was because Pompey had the happy knack of knowing how to make a wife besotted. He paid her compliments galore, he didn’t care how silly what he said might sound were Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus to overhear (he just made very sure he never said things like that in the hearing of Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus), and he maintained a jolly, good—tempered attitude which disposed her to love him. Yet—clever Pompey!—he allowed her to have moods, to weep, to carp a trifle, to chastise him. And if neither Antistia nor Aemilia Scaura knew that he manipulated them while they thought they did the manipulating, then that was all for the good; all parties were satisfied, and strife was nonexistent.


  His gratitude to Sulla for bestowing Scaurus Princeps Senatus’s daughter upon him knew almost no bounds. He understood that he was more than good enough for Scaurus’s daughter, but it also reinforced his positive opinion of himself to know that a man like Sulla considered him good enough for Scaurus’s daughter. Of course he was quite aware that it suited Sulla to bind him by a tie of marriage, and that too contributed to his positive opinion of himself; Roman aristocrats like Glabrio could be thrown aside at the Dictator’s whim, but the Dictator was concerned enough about Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus to give him what he had taken from Glabrio. Sulla might (for example) have given Scaurus’s daughter to his own nephew, Publius Sulla, or to the much-favored Lucullus.


  Pompey had set his heart against belonging to the Senate, but it was no part of his plans to alienate himself from the circle of the Dictator; rather, his dreams had taken a fresh direction, and he now saw himself becoming the sole military hero in the history of the Republic who would seize proconsular commands without being at the very least a senator. They said it couldn’t be done. They had sneered at him, smirked at him, mocked him. But those were dangerous activities when they were aimed at Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus! In the years to come he would make every last one of them suffer—and not by killing them, as Marius might have—nor by proscribing them, as Sulla would have. He would make them suffer by forcing them to come to him, by maneuvering them into a position so invidious that the pain of being nice to him would well-nigh kill their fine opinions of themselves. And that was far sweeter to Pompey than seeing them die!


  So it was that Pompey managed to contain his desire for this delectable sprig of the gens Aemilia, contented himself with many visits to Praecia, and consoled himself by eyeing Aemilia Scaura’s belly, never again to be filled with any but his progeny.


  She was due to have her baby at some time early in December, but toward the end of October she went into a sudden and terrible labor. Thus far her pregnancy had been uneventful, so this very late miscarriage came as a shock to everyone, including her doctors. The scrawny male child who came so prematurely into the world died the day after, and was not long survived by Aemilia Scaura, who bled her way inexorably from pain to eternal oblivion.


  Her death devastated Pompey. He had genuinely loved her in his proprietary, unselective fashion; if Sulla had searched Rome for the right bride for Pompey in a conscious effort to please him, he could not have chosen better than the giggly, slightly dense, completely ingenuous Aemilia Scaura. The son of a man called The Butcher and himself called Kid Butcher, Pompey’s exposure to death had been lifelong, and not conditioned by impulses of compassion or mercy. A man lived, a man died. A woman lived, a woman died. Nothing was certain. When his mother died he had cried a little, but until the death of Aemilia Scaura only the death of his father had profoundly affected him.


  Yet his wife’s death smote Pompey almost to joining her upon her funeral pyre; Varro and Sulla were never sure afterward whether Pompey’s struggle to leap into the flames was genuine or only partly genuine, so frantic and grief—stricken was he. In truth, Pompey himself didn’t know. All he did know was that Fortune had favored him with the priceless gift of Scaurus’s daughter, then snatched the gift away before it could be enjoyed.


  Still weeping desolately, the young man quit Rome through the Colline Gate, a second time because of sudden death. First his father, now Aemilia Scaura. To a Pompeius from northern Picenum, there was only one alternative. To go home.


  *


  “Rome now has ten provinces,” said Sulla in the House the day after the funeral of his stepdaughter. He was wearing the senatorial mourning, which consisted of a plain white toga and a tunic bearing the thin purple stripe of a knight rather than the senator’s broad purple stripe. Had Aemilia Scaura been his blood daughter he could not easily have gone about public business for ten days, but the absence of any close blood relationship obviated that. A good thing; Sulla had a schedule.


  “Let me list them for you, Conscript Fathers: Further Spain, Nearer Spain, Gaul-across-the-Alps, Italian Gaul, Macedonia together with Greece, Asia, Cilicia, Africa together with Cyrenaica, Sicily, and Sardinia together with Corsica. Ten provinces for ten men to govern. If no man remains in his province for more than one year, that will leave ten men for ten provinces at the beginning of every year—two consuls and eight praetors just coming out of office.”


  His gaze lighted upon Lepidus, to whom he appeared to address his next remarks—for no better reason, it seemed, than random selection. “Each governor will now routinely be assigned a quaestor except for the governor of Sicily, who will have two quaestors, one for Syracuse and one for Lilybaeum. That leaves nine quaestors for Italy and Rome out of the twenty. Ample. Each governor will also be assigned a full staff of public servants, from lictors and heralds to scribes, clerks, and accountants. It will be the duty of the Senate—acting on advice from the Treasury—to assign each governor a specific sum to be called the stipend—and this stipend will not be added to for any reason during the year. It therefore represents the governor’s salary, and will be paid to him in advance. Out of it he must pay his staff and expenses of office, and must present a full and proper accounting of it at the end of his year’s governorship, though he will not be obliged to refund any part of it he has not spent. It is his the moment it is paid over to him, and what he does with it is his own business. If he wishes to invest it in Rome in his own name before he leaves for his province, that is permitted. However, he must understand that no more moneys will be forthcoming! A further word of warning is necessary. As his stipend becomes his personal property the moment it is paid over, it can legally be attached by lien if the new governor is in debt. I therefore advise all potential governors that their public careers will be jeopardized if they get themselves into debt. A penniless governor going out to his province will be facing heavy criminal charges when he returns home!”


  A glare around the chamber, then Sulla went back to business. “I am removing all say in the matters of wars, provinces and other foreign affairs from the Assemblies. From now on the Assemblies will be forbidden to so much as discuss wars, provinces and other foreign affairs, even in contio. These matters will become the exclusive prerogative of the Senate.”


  Another glare. “In future, the Assemblies will pass laws and hold elections. Nothing else. They will have no say in trials, in foreign affairs, or in any military matter.”


  A small murmur started as everyone took this in. Tradition was on Sulla’s side, but ever since the time of the Brothers Gracchi the Assemblies had been used more and more to obtain military commands and provinces—or even to strip men appointed by the Senate of their military commands and provinces. It had happened to the Piglet’s father when Marius had taken the command in Africa off him, and it had happened to Sulla when Marius had taken the command against Mithridates off him. So this new legislation was welcome.


  Sulla transferred his gaze to Catulus. “The two consuls should be sent to the two provinces considered most volatile or endangered. The consular provinces and the praetorian ones will be apportioned by the casting of lots. Certain conventions must be adhered to if Rome is to keep her good name abroad. If ships or fleets are levied from provinces or client kingdoms, the cost of such levies must be deducted from the annual tribute. The same law applies to the levying of soldiers or military supplies.”


  Marcus Junius Brutus, so long a mouse, took courage. “If a governor is heavily committed to a war in his province, will he be obliged to give up his province at the end of one year?”


  “No,” said Sulla. He was silent for a moment, thinking, then said, “It may even be that the Senate will have no other choice than to send the consuls of the year to a foreign war. If Rome is assailed on all sides, it is hard to see how this can be avoided. I only ask the Senate to consider its alternatives very carefully before committing the consuls of the year to a foreign campaign, or before extending a governor’s term of office.”


  When Mamercus lifted up his hand to speak, the senators pricked up their ears; by now he was so well known as Sulla’s puppet asker—of—questions that everyone knew this meant he was going to ask something which Sulla thought best to introduce via the medium of a question.


  “May I discuss a hypothetical situation?” Mamercus asked.


  “By all means!” said Sulla genially.


  Mamercus rose to his feet. As he was this year’s foreign praetor and therefore held curule office, he was sitting on the podium at the far end of the hall where all the curule magistrates sat, and so could be seen by every eye when he stood up. Sulla’s new rule forbidding men to leave their place when they spoke made the men on the curule podium the only ones who could be seen by all.


  “Say a year comes along,” said Mamercus carefully, “when Rome does indeed find herself assailed on all sides. Say that the consuls and as many of the praetors of the year as can be spared have gone to fight during their tenure of office—or say that the consuls of the year are not militarily skilled enough to be sent to fight. Say that the governors are depleted—perhaps one or two killed by barbarians, or dead untimely from other causes. Say that among the Senate no men can be found of experience or ability who are willing or free to take a military command or a governorship. If you have excluded the Assemblies from debating the matter and the decision as to what must be done rests entirely with the Senate, what ought the Senate to do?’’


  “Oh, what a splendid question, Mamercus!” Sulla exclaimed, just as if he hadn’t worded it himself. He ticked the points off on his fingers. “Rome is assailed on all sides. No curule magistrates are available. No consulars or ex-praetors are available. No senator of sufficient experience or ability is available. But Rome needs another military commander or governor. Is that right? Have I got it right?’’


  “That is right, Lucius Cornelius,” said Mamercus gravely.


  “Then,” said Sulla slowly, “the Senate must look outside its ranks to find the man, must it not? What you are describing is a situation beyond solution by normal means. In which case, the solution must be found by abnormal means. In other words, it is the duty of the Senate to search Rome for a man of known exceptional ability and experience, and give that man all the legal authorities necessary to assume a military command or a governorship.”


  “Even if he’s a freedman?” asked Mamercus, astonished.


  “Even if he’s a freedman. Though I would say he was more likely to be a knight, or perhaps a centurion. I knew a centurion once who commanded a perilous retreat, was awarded the Grass Crown, and afterward given the purple-bordered toga of a curule magistrate. His name was Marcus Petreius. Without him many lives would have been lost, and that particular army would not have been able to fight again. He was inducted into the Senate and he died in all honor during the Italian War. His son is among my own new senators.”


  “But the Senate is not legally empowered to give a man outside its own ranks imperium to command or govern!” objected Mamercus.


  “Under my new laws the Senate will be legally empowered to do so—and ought to do so, in fact,” said Sulla. “I will call this governorship or military command a ‘special commission,’ and I will bestow the necessary authority upon the Senate to grant it—with whatever degree of imperium is considered necessary!—to any Roman citizen, even a freedman.”


  “What is he up to?’’ muttered Philippus to Flaccus Princeps Senatus. “I’ve never heard the like!”


  “I wish I knew, but I don’t,” said Flaccus under his breath.


  But Sulla knew, and Mamercus guessed; this was one more way to bind Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, who had refused to join the Senate, but because of all those veterans of his father’s was still a military force to be reckoned with. It was no part of Sulla’s plan to allow any man to lead an army on Rome; he would be the last, he had resolved on that. Therefore if times changed and Pompey became a threat, a way had to be open for Pompey’s considerable talents to be legally harnessed by the legal body responsible—the Senate. Sulla intended to legislate what amounted to pure common sense.


  *


  “It remains for me to define treason,” the Dictator said a few days later. “Until my new law courts came into being some time ago, there were several different kinds of treason, from perduellio to maiestas minuta—big treasons, little treasons, and treasons in between. And what all of these treasons lacked was true specificity. In future all charges of treason will be tried in the quaestio de maiestate, my standing treason court. A charge of treason, as you will shortly see, will be largely limited to men given provincial governorships or commands in foreign wars. If a civilian Roman generates treason within Rome or Italy, then that man will be the object of the only trial process I will allow an Assembly to conduct. Namely, that man will be tried perduellio in the Centuries, and will in consequence face the old penalty—death tied to a cross suspended from an unlucky tree.”


  He let that sink in a little, then continued. “Any and all of the following will be treasonable:


  “A provincial governor may not leave his province.


  “A provincial governor may not permit his armies to march beyond the provincial frontier.


  “A provincial governor may not start a war on his own initiative.


  “A provincial governor may not invade the territory of a client king without formal permission from the Senate.


  “A provincial governor may not intrigue with a client king or any body of foreign nationals in order to change the status quo of any foreign country.


  “A provincial governor may not recruit additional troops without the consent of the Senate.


  “A provincial governor may not make decisions or issue edicts within his own province that will alter his province’s status without the formal consent of the Senate.


  “A provincial governor may not remain in his province for more than thirty days after the arrival in that province of his Senate—appointed successor.


  “That is all.” Sulla smiled. “On the positive side of things, a man with imperium will continue to hold that imperium until he crosses the sacred boundary of Rome. This has always been so. I now reaffirm it.”


  “I do not see,” said Lepidus angrily, “why all these specific rules and regulations are necessary!”


  “Oh come, Lepidus,” said Sulla wearily, “you’re sitting here looking straight at me. Me! A man who did almost every ‘may not’ on my list! I was justified! I had been illegally deprived of my imperium and my command. But I am here now passing laws which will make it impossible for any man to deprive another of his imperium and his command! Therefore the situation I was in cannot happen again. Therefore those men who break any of my ‘may nots’ will be guilty of treason. No man can be permitted to so much as toy with the idea of marching on Rome or leading his army out of his province in the direction of Rome. Those days are over. And I am sitting here to prove it.”


  *


  On the twenty-sixth day of October, Sulla’s nephew, Sextus Nonius Sufenas (who was Sulla’s sister’s younger boy) put on the first performance of what were to become annual victory games, the ludi Victoriae; they culminated at the Circus Maximus on the first day of November, which was the anniversary of the battle at the Colline Gate. They were good but not magnificent games, save that for the first time in a dozen decades the Trojan Game was performed. The crowd loved it because of its novelty—a complex series of maneuvers on horseback carried out by youths who had to be of noble birth. Greece, however, was not amused. Sufenas had combed Greece for athletes, dancers, musicians and entertainers, so that the Olympic Games in Olympia, celebrated at about the same time of year, were an absolute disaster. And—juicy scandal!—the younger son of Antonius Orator, Gaius Antonius Hybrida, utterly disgraced himself by driving a chariot in one of the races; if it was a social cachet for a nobleman to participate in the Trojan Game, it was an horrific solecism for a nobleman to drive a chariot.


  On the Kalends of December, Sulla announced the names of the magistrates for the coming year. He would be senior consul himself, with Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius the Piglet as his junior. Loyalty was rewarded at last. The elder Dolabella received Macedonia as his province, and the younger Dolabella was given Cilicia. Though well provided by the lots with a quaestor in the person of Gaius Publicius Malleolus, the younger Dolabella insisted upon taking none other than Gaius Verres along as his senior legate. Lucullus remained in the east serving under Thermus, the governor of Asia, but Gaius Scribonius Curio came home to a praetorship.


  It was now time for Sulla to begin the most massive undertaking of all—the awarding of land to his veterans. During the next two years the Dictator intended to demobilize one hundred and twenty thousand men belonging to twenty-three legions. During his first consulship at the end of the Italian War he had handed over the rebel lands of Pompeii, Faesulae, Hadria, Telesia, Grumentum and Bovianum to his Italian War veterans, but that had been a tiny task compared to the present one.


  The program was meticulously worked out, and incorporated graduations of reward according to the length of a man’s service, his rank, and his personal valor. Primus pilus centurions in his Mithridatic legions (they all had many decorations into the bargain) were each given five hundred iugera of prime land, whereas the ranker soldiers of Carboan legions which had deserted to Sulla received the smallest pensions, ten iugera of less desirable land.


  He began with the confiscated lands of Etruria in the areas which had belonged to Volaterrae and Faesulae, punished yet again. Because Etruria had by now established what amounted to a tradition of opposition to Sulla, he did not at first concentrate his veterans in enclosed soldier—communities; instead he scattered them far and wide, thinking thereby to contain future rebellion. This turned out to be a mistake. Volaterrae rose almost at once, shut its gates after lynching many of Sulla’s veterans, and prepared to withstand a siege. As the town lay in a deep ravine yet was raised up on a very high, flat—topped hill in the middle of the ravine, Volaterrae looked forward to a long defiance. Sulla went there in person to establish his blockade, stayed for three months, then went back to Rome when he saw how long and wearisome a job reducing Volaterrae was going to be.


  He learned from this lesson, however, and changed his mind about how his veterans would be settled on their lands; his later colonies were just that, cohesive nuclei of ex-soldiers able to stick together in the face of bitter local opposition. His one overseas experiment occurred on Corsica, where he set up two separate soldier colonies, thinking to civilize the place and eliminate the Corsican curse, banditry. A futile hope.


  *


  The new law courts settled down well, providing the perfect arena for a new legal star, the young man Marcus Tullius Cicero. Quintus Hortensius (who had thriven in the trial atmosphere of the Assemblies) took time to telescope his act down to the intimate size of the open—air courtroom; whereas Cicero found it ideal. At the end of the old year Cicero appeared alone for the defendant in a preliminary hearing before the younger Dolabella, who was praetor urbanus. The object of the hearing was to decide whether the sum of money known as sponsio should be lodged, or whether the case could proceed without it. Cicero’s advocate opponents were formidable—Hortensius and Philippus. But he won, Hortensius and Philippus lost, and Cicero embarked upon a forensic career which was to have no equal.


  It was in June of the year that Sulla was senior consul with Metellus Pius as his junior consul that a twenty-six-year-old nobleman of patrician family, Marcus Valerius Messala Niger, appealed to his good friend, the twenty-six-year-old Marcus Tullius Cicero, to act on behalf of a man who was Niger’s friend as well as his client.


  “Sextus Roscius Junior, from Ameria,” said Messala Niger to Cicero. “He’s charged with murdering his father.”


  “Oh!” said Cicero, astonished. “You’re a good advocate, my dear Niger. Why not defend him yourself? Murder is juicy, but very easy, you know. No political overtones.”


  “That’s what you think,” said Messala Niger grimly. “This case has more political pitfalls than a ditch has sharpened stakes! There is only one man who has a chance of winning, and that man is you, Marcus Tullius. Hortensius recoiled in horror.”


  Cicero sat up straighter, a gleam of interest in his dark eyes; he used one of his favorite tricks, dipping his head and shooting Messala Niger a keen glance from under his brows. “A murder case so complicated? How?”


  “Whoever takes on the defense of Roscius of Ameria will be taking on Sulla’s whole system of proscription,” said Messala Niger. “In order to get Roscius off, it will be necessary to prove that Sulla and his proscriptions are utterly corrupt.”


  The generous mouth with the full lower lip pursed into a soundless whistle. “Ye gods!”


  “Ye gods, indeed. Still interested?”


  “I don’t know….” Cicero frowned, at war with himself; preservation of his skin was mandatory, and yet a case so difficult had the potential to win him legal laurels no other kind of case could. “Tell me about it, Niger. Then I’ll see.”


  Niger settled down to tell his story cleverly enough that Cicero’s interest would be stimulated further. “Sextus Roscius is my own age, and I’ve known him since we were at school together. We both served in our six campaigns under Lucius Caesar and then Sulla in Campania. Roscius’s father owned most of Ameria, including no less than thirteen river frontage properties along the Tiber—fabulously rich! Roscius is his only son. But there are also two cousins, sons of his brother, who are the real villains of the piece. Old Roscius went to Rome on a visit at the beginning of the year, and was murdered in Rome. I don’t know whether the cousins did it, nor does Roscius. Probable, but not necessary.” Messala Niger grimaced. “The news of the father’s murder came to Ameria through an agent of the cousins, certainly. And the most suspicious part about it is that this agent didn’t tell poor Roscius at all! Instead he told the cousins, who hatched a plot to filch all the property off my friend Roscius.”


  “I think I begin to see,” said Cicero, whose mind was razor—keen when it came to the criminal perfidies of men.


  “Volaterrae had just revolted, and Sulla was there conducting the initial stages of the siege. With him was Chrysogonus.”


  There was no need to inform Cicero who was this Chrysogonus; all of Rome knew the infamous bureaucrat in charge of the lists, the books, and all the data pertaining to Sulla’s proscriptions.


  “The cousins rode to Volaterrae and were granted an interview with Chrysogonus, who was willing to make a deal with them—but for a huge price. He agreed to forge Roscius’s dead father’s name on one of the old proscription lists. He would then ‘happen to see’ a routine report on the murder, and pretend to ‘remember’ that this name was a proscribed one. That is what transpired. Roscius’s father’s properties—worth a cool six million—were immediately put up for auction by Chrysogonus, who bought them all himself—for two thousand, if you please.”


  “I love this villain!” cried Cicero, looking as alert as a huntsman’s hound.


  “Well, I do not! I loathe the man!” said Messala Niger.


  “Yes, yes, he’s loathsome! But what happened next?”


  “All of this occurred before Roscius even knew his father was dead. The first intimation he had was when Cousin Two appeared bearing Chrysogonus’s proscription order, and evicted Roscius from his father’s properties. Chrysogonus kept ten of the thirteen estates for himself and installed Cousin Two on them as his live—in manager and agent. The other three estates Chrysogonus signed over to Cousin One as outright payment. The blow for poor Roscius was a twin one, of course—not only did he learn that his father had been proscribed months before, but also that he was murdered.”


  “Did he believe this tissue of lies?” asked Cicero.


  “Absolutely. Why should he not have? Everyone with two sesterces to rub together expected to find himself named on a proscription list, whether he lived in Rome or in Ameria. Roscius just believed! And got out.”


  “Who smelled the rotten carcass?”


  “The elders of the town,” said Messala Niger. “A son is never as sure of his father’s worth and nature as his father’s friends are, which is not illogical. A man’s friends know him without the concomitant emotional distortions suffered by his son.”


  “True,” said Cicero, who didn’t get on with his own father.


  “So the friends of the old man held a conference, and agreed that there had not been a Marian, Cinnan or Carboan bone in the old man’s entire body. They agreed to ride to Volaterrae and seek an audience with Sulla himself, beg him to reverse the proscription and allow Roscius to inherit. They gathered up masses of evidence and set off at once.”


  “Accompanied by which cousin?” asked Cicero shrewdly.


  “Quite correct,” said Messala Niger, smiling. “They were joined by Cousin One, who actually had the temerity to assume command of the mission! In the meantime Cousin Two rode at the gallop for Volaterrae to warn Chrysogonus what was in the wind. Thus it was that the deputation never got to see Sulla. It was waylaid by Chrysogonus, who took all the details—and all the masses of evidence!—from them, and promised them that he would see the Dictator reverse his proscription. Don’t worry! was his cry. Everything will be right and Roscius will inherit.”


  “Did no one suspect that he was talking to the real owner of ten of the thirteen estates?’’ asked Cicero incredulously.


  “Not a one, Marcus Tullius.”


  “It’s a sign of the times, isn’t it?”


  “I fear so.”


  “Go on, please.”


  “Two months went by. At the end of them old man Roscius’s friends realized that they had been neatly tricked, for no order rescinding the proscription came through, and Cousin One and Cousin Two were now known to be living on the confiscated property as if they owned it. A few enquiries revealed that Cousin One was the outright owner of three, and Chrysogonus of the other ten. That terrified everyone, as everyone assumed Sulla was a part of the villainy.”


  “Do you believe he was?” asked Cicero.


  Messala Niger thought long, finally shook his head. “No, Cicero, I doubt it.”


  “Why?” asked the born lawyer.


  “Sulla is a hard man. Frankly, he terrifies me. They say that in his youth he murdered women for their money, that he got into the Senate over their bodies. Yet I knew him slightly when I was in the army—too junior to be on close terms, of course, but he was always around, always busy, always in control of the job—and he struck me as aristocratically scrupulous. Do you know what I mean by that?”


  Cicero felt a tinge of red creeping under his skin, but pretended he was at ease. Did he know what the patrician nobleman Marcus Valerius Messala Niger meant by aristocratic scrupulousness? Oh, yes! No one understood better than Cicero, who was a New Man, and envied patricians like Messala Niger and Sulla very much.


  “I think so,” he said.


  “He has a dark side to him, Sulla. He’d probably kill you or me without a qualm if it suited him. But he would have a patrician’s reasons for killing us. He wouldn’t do it because he coveted thirteen lush properties on the banks of the Tiber. If it occurred to him to go to an auction of proscribed property and he was able to pick up some very cheap estates, he would. I don’t say he wouldn’t. But conspire to enrich himself or his freedman in a dishonorable way when nothing as vital as his career was at stake? No. I don’t think so. His honor matters to him. I see it in his laws, which I think are honorable laws. I may not agree with him that the tribunes of the plebs must be legislated out of all their power, but he’s done it legally and openly. He’s a Roman patrician.”


  “So Sulla doesn’t know,” said Cicero thoughtfully.


  “I believe that to be the truth.”


  “Pray continue, Marcus Valerius.”


  “About the time that the elders of Ameria began to think that Sulla was a part of the conspiracy, my friend Roscius became more vocal. The poor fellow really was utterly flattened for months, you know. It took a long time for him to say anything. But the moment he did begin to say things, there were several attempts on his life. So two months ago he fled to Rome and sought shelter with his father’s old friend, the retired Vestal Metella Balearica. You know, the sister of Metellus Nepos. His other sister was the wife of Appius Claudius Pulcher—she died giving birth to that frightful monster of a child, Publius Clodius.”


  “Get on with it, Niger,” said Cicero gently.


  “The fact that Roscius knew such powerful people as Metellus Nepos and a retired Vestal Virgin of the Caecilii Metelli gave the two cousins some sleepless nights, it would appear. They began to believe that Roscius just might manage to see Sulla in person. But they didn’t dare murder Roscius, not without risking being found out if the Caecilii Metelli insisted upon an enquiry. So they decided it was better to destroy Roscius’s reputation, by fabricating evidence that he had murdered his own father. Do you know a fellow called Erucius?’’


  Cicero’s face twisted in contempt. “Who doesn’t? He’s a professional accusator.”


  “Well, he came forward to charge Roscius with the murder of his father. The witnesses to old Roscius’s death were his slaves, and of course they had been sold along with the rest of his estate to Chrysogonus. Therefore there was no likelihood that they would appear to tell the real story! And Erucius is convinced that no advocate of ability will take on Roscius’s defense because every advocate will be too afraid of Sulla to dare say damning things about the proscription process.”


  “Then Erucius had better look to his laurels,” said Cicero briskly. “I’ll defend your friend Roscius gladly, Niger.”


  “Aren’t you worried that you’ll offend Sulla?”


  “Pooh! Rubbish! Nonsense! I know exactly how to do it—and do it, I will! I predict, in fact, that Sulla will thank me,” said Cicero blithely.


  Though other cases had been heard in the new Murder Court, the trial of Sextus Roscius of Ameria on a charge of parricide created a huge stir. Sulla’s law stipulated that it be presided over by an ex-aedile, but in that year it was under the presidency of a praetor, Marcus Fannius. Fearlessly Cicero aired the story of Roscius in his actio prima, and left no juror or spectator in any doubt that his main defense was the corruption behind Sulla’s proscriptions.


  Then came the final day of the trial, when Cicero himself was to give his final address to the jury. And there, seated on his ivory curule chair to one side of the president’s tribunal, was Lucius Cornelius Sulla.


  The presence of the Dictator dismayed Cicero not a jot; instead, it pushed him to hitherto undreamed—of heights of eloquence and brilliance.


  “There are three culprits in this hideous affair,” he said, declaiming not to the jury, but to Sulla. “The cousins Titus Roscius Capito and Titus Roscius Magnus are obvious, but actually secondary. What they did, they could not have done without the proscriptions. Without Lucius Cornelius…... Chrysogonus,” he said, pausing so long between the second and the third names that even Messala Niger began to think he might say, “Sulla.”


  On went Cicero. “Who exactly is this ‘golden child’? This Chrysogonus? Let me tell you! He is a Greek. There is no disgrace in that. He is an ex-slave. There is no disgrace in that. He is a freedman. There is no disgrace in that. He is the client of Lucius Cornelius Sulla. There is no disgrace in that. He is rich. There is no disgrace in that. He is powerful. There is no disgrace in that. He is the administrator of the proscriptions. There is no disgrace in that—ooops! Ooops, ooops! I beg your collective pardons, Conscript Fathers! You see what happens when one bumps along in a rhetorical rut for too long? I got carried away! I could have gone on saying ‘There is no disgrace in that’ for hours! And oh, what a rhetorical ravine I would have dug for myself!”


  Fairly launched, Cicero paused to revel consciously in what he was doing. “Let me say it again. He is the administrator of the proscriptions. And in that there is a monumental, a gigantic, an Olympian disgrace! Do all of you see this splendid man on his curule chair—this model of every Roman virtue, this general without rival, this lawmaker who has brokennew bounds of statesmanship, this brilliant jewel in the crown of the illustrious gens Cornelia? Do all of you see him? Sitting so calmly, Zeus—like in his detachment? Do all of you see him? Then look well!”


  Now Cicero turned away from Sulla to glare at the jury from under his brows, a rather sticklike figure, so thin was he even in his toga; and yet he seemed to tower, to have the thews of Hercules and the majesty of Apollo.


  “Some years ago this splendid man bought himself a slave. To be his steward. An excellent steward, as things turned out. When this splendid man’s late wife was forced to flee from Rome to Greece, his steward was there to help and console. His steward was there in complete charge of this splendid man’s dependents—wife and children and grandchildren and servants—while our great Lucius Cornelius Sulla strode up the Italian peninsula like a titan. His steward was trusted, and did not betray that trust. So he was freed, and took for himself the first two parts of a mighty name—Lucius Cornelius. As is the custom, for his third name he kept his own original name—Chrysogonus. The golden child. Upon whose head was heaped honor after honor, trust after trust, responsibility after responsibility. He was now not merely the freedman steward of a great household, but also the director, the administrator, the executor of that process which was designed to fulfill two aims: the first, to see a just and rightful punishment meted out to all those traitors who followed Marius, who followed Cinna, who even followed an insect as small as Carbo; and the second, to use the property and estates of traitors as fuel to fan poor impoverished Rome into the flame of prosperity again.”


  Back and forth across the open space left in front of Marcus Fannius’s tribunal did Cicero stride, his left arm raised to hold his toga at its left shoulder, his right arm limply by his side. No one moved. Every eye was fixed upon him, men breathed in shallow gasps thinking they didn’t breathe at all.


  “So what did he do, this Chrysogonus? All the while keeping his oily smiling bland face toward his employer, his patron, he slithered to exact his revenge on this one who had insulted him, on that one who had impeded him—he toiled mightily in the secret marches of the night with forger’s pen and patron’s trust to slip in this name and that name whose property he slavered for, to conspire with worms and vermin to enrich himself at the expense of his patron, at the expense of Rome. Ah, members of the jury, but he was cunning! How he plotted and schemed to cover his tracks, how he smarmed and greased in the presence of his patron, how he manipulated his little army of pimps and panders—how industriously he worked to make sure that his noble and illustrious patron could have no idea of what was really going on! For that is what happened. Given trust and authority, he abused both in the vilest and most despicable ways.”


  The tears began to flow; Cicero sobbed aloud, wrung his hands, stood hunched over in a paroxysm of pain. “Oh, I cannot look at you, Lucius Cornelius Sulla! That it should be I—a mean and simple man from the Latin countryside—a hick, a hayseed, a bucolic shyster—that it should have to be I who must draw the wool from your eyes, who must open them to the—the—what adjective can I find adequate to describe the level of the treachery of your most esteemed client, Lucius Cornelius Chrysogonus? Vile treachery! Disgusting treachery! Despicable treachery! But none of those adjectives is low enough!”


  The easy tears were dashed away. “Why did it have to be me? Would that it could have been anybody else! Would that it had been your Pontifex Maximus or your Master of the Horse—great men both, and hung about with honors! But instead the lot has fallen to me. I do not want it. But I must accept it. Because, members of the jury, which do you think I would rather do? Spare the great Lucius Cornelius Sulla this agony by saying nothing about the treachery of Chrysogonus, or spare the life of a man who, though accused of murdering his own father, has actually done nothing to warrant the charge? Yes, you are right! It must be the embarrassment, the public mortification of an honorable and distinguished and legendary man—because it cannot be the unjust conviction of an innocent man.” He straightened, drew himself up. “Members of the jury, I now rest my case.”


  The verdict, of course, was a foregone conclusion: ABSOLVO. Sulla rose to his feet and strolled toward Cicero, who found the crowd around him melting away.


  “Well done, my skinny young friend,” the Dictator said, and held out his hand. “What an actor you would have made!”


  So exhilarated that he felt as if his feet were floating free in air, Cicero laughed, clasped the hand fervently. “What an actor I am, you mean! For what is superlative advocacy except acting out one’s own words?”


  “Then you’ll end the Thespis of Sulla’s standing courts.”


  “As long as you forgive me for the liberties I had to take in this case, Lucius Cornelius, I will be anything you like.”


  “Oh, I forgive you!” said Sulla airily. “I think I could forgive almost anything if it meant I sat through a good show. And with only one exception, I’ve never seen a better amateur production, my dear Cicero. Besides, I’ve been wondering how to get rid of Chrysogonus for some time—I’m not entirely a fool, you know. But it can be ticklish.” The Dictator looked around. “Where is Sextus Roscius?”


  Sextus Roscius was produced.


  “Sextus Roscius, take back your lands and your reputation, and your dead father’s reputation,” said Sulla. “I am very sorry that the corruption and venality of one I trusted has caused you so much pain. But he will answer for it.”


  “Thanks to the brilliance of my advocate, Lucius Cornelius, it has ended well,” said Sextus Roscius shakily.


  “There is an epilogue yet to play,” said the Dictator, jerked his head at his lictors, and walked away in the direction of the steps which led up onto the Palatine.


  The next day Lucius Cornelius Chrysogonus, who was a Roman citizen of the tribe Cornelia, was pitched headlong from the Tarpeian Rock.


  “Think yourself lucky,” said Sulla to him beforehand. “I could have stripped you of your citizenship and had you flogged and crucified. You die a Roman death because you cared so well for my womenfolk when times were hard. I can do nothing more for you than that. I hired you originally because I knew you were a toad. What I didn’t count on was becoming so busy that I was unable to keep an eye on you. But sooner or later it comes out. Bye—bye, Chrysogonus.”


  The two cousins Roscius—Capito and Magnus—disappeared from Ameria before they could be apprehended and brought to trial; no further trace of them was ever discovered. As for Cicero, he was suddenly a great name and a hero besides. No one else had taken on the proscriptions and won.


  2


  Having been freed from his flaminate and ordered to do military duty under the governor of Asia Province, Marcus Minucius Thermus, Gaius Julius Caesar left for the east a month short of his nineteenth birthday, accompanied by two new servants and his German freedman, Gaius Julius Burgundus. Though most men heading for Asia Province sailed, Caesar had decided to go by land, a distance of eight hundred miles along the Via Egnatia from Apollonia in western Macedonia to Callipolis on the Hellespont. As it was summer by the calendar and the seasons, the journey was not uncomfortable, though devoid for the most part of the inns and posting houses so prevalent throughout Italy; those who went overland to Asia camped.


  Because flamen Dialis was not allowed to travel, Caesar had been obliged to travel in his mind, which had devoured every book set in foreign parts, and imagined what the world might look like. Not, he soon learned, as it really was; but the reality was so much more satisfying than imagination! As for the act of travel—even Caesar, so eloquent, could not find the words to describe it. For in him was a born traveler, adventurous, curious, insatiably eager to sample everything. As he went he talked to the whole world, from shepherds to salesmen, from mercenaries looking for work to local chieftains. His Greek was Attic and superlative, but all those odd tongues he had picked up from infancy because his mother’s insula contained a polyglot mixture of tenants now stood him in good stead; not because he was lucky enough to find people who spoke them as he went along, but because his intelligence was attuned to strange words and accents, so he was able to hear the Greek in some strange patois, and discern foreign words in basic Greek. It made him a good traveler, in that he was never lost for means of communication.


  It would have been wonderful to have had Bucephalus to ride, of course, but young and trusty Flop Ears the mule was not a contemptuous steed in any way save appearance; there were times when Caesar fancied it owned claws rather than hooves, so surefooted was it on rough terrain. Burgundus rode his Nesaean giant, and the two servants rode very good horses—if he himself was on his honor not to bestride any mount except Flop Ears, then the world would have to accept this as an eccentricity, and understand from the caliber of his servants’ horses that he was not financially unable to mount himself well. How shrewd Sulla was! For that was where it hurt—Caesar liked to make a good appearance, to dazzle everyone he encountered. A little difficult on a mule!


  The first part of the Via Egnatia was the wildest and most inhospitable, for the road, unpaved but well surveyed, climbed the highlands of Candavia, tall mountains which probably hadn’t changed much since well before the time of Alexander the Great. A few flocks of sheep, and once in the distance a sight of mounted warriors who might have been Scordisci, were all the evidence of human occupation the travelers saw. From Macedonian Edessa, where the fertile river valleys and plains offered a better livelihood, men became more numerous and settlements both larger and closer together. In Thessalonica, Caesar sought and was given accommodation in the governor’s palace, a welcome chance to bathe in hot water—ablutions since leaving Apollonia had been in river or lake, and very cold, even in summer. Though invited to stay longer, Caesar remained only one day there before journeying on.


  Philippi—the scene of several battles of fame and recently occupied by one of the sons of King Mithridates—he found interesting because of its history and its strategic position on the flanks of Mount Pangaeus; though even more interesting was the road to the east of it, where he could see the military possibilities inherent in the narrow passes before the countryside flattened a little and the terrain became easier again. And finally there lay before him the Gulf of Melas, mountain—ringed but fertile; a crust of ridge beyond it and the Hellespont came into view, more than merely a narrow strait. It was the place where Helle tumbled from the back of the Golden Ram and gave her name to the waters, it was the site of the Clashing Rocks which almost sank the Argo, it was the place where armies of Asiatic kings from Xerxes to Mithridates had poured in their thousands upon thousands from Asia into Thrace. The Hellespont was the true crossroads between East and West.


  In Callipolis, Caesar took ship at last for the final leg of his journey, aboard a vessel which had room to accommodate the horses, the mule and the pack animals, and which was sailing direct to Pergamum. He was hearing now of the revolt of Mitylene and the siege which was under way, but his orders were to report in Pergamum; he could only hope he would be posted to a war zone.


  But the governor, Marcus Minucius Thermus, had other duties in mind for Caesar. “It’s vital that we contain this rebellion,” he said to this new junior military tribune, “because it’s caused by the new system of taxation the Dictator has put into Asia Province. Island states like Lesbos and Chios were very well off under Mithridates, and they’d love to see the end of Rome. Some cities on the mainland feel much the same. If Mitylene succeeds in holding out for a year, we’ll have other places thinking they can revolt too. One of the difficulties in containing Mitylene is its double harbor, and the fact that we don’t have a proper fleet. So you, Gaius Julius, are going to see King Nicomedes in Bithynia and levy a fleet from him. When you’ve gathered it, I want you to sail it to Lesbos and put it at the disposal of my legate, Lucullus, who is in charge of the investment.”


  “You’ll have to forgive my ignorance, Marcus Minucius,” said Caesar, “but how long does it take to gather a fleet, and how many vessels of what kind do you want?’’


  “It takes forever,” said Thermus wearily, “and you’ll get whatever the King can scrape together—or it might be more accurate to say that you’ll get as little as the King can escape with. Nicomedes is no different from any other oriental potentate.”


  The nineteen-year-old frowned, not pleased at this answer, and proceeded to demonstrate to Thermus that he owned a great deal of natural—though not unattractive—arrogance. “That’s not good enough,” he said. “What Rome wants, Rome must have.”


  Thermus couldn’t help himself; he laughed. “Oh, you have a lot to learn, young Caesar!” he said.


  That didn’t sit well. Caesar compressed his lips and looked very like his mother (whom Thermus didn’t know, or he might have understood Caesar better). “Well, Marcus Minucius, why don’t you tell me your ideal delivery date and your ideal fleet composition?” he asked haughtily. “Then I will take it upon myself to deliver your ideal fleet on your ideal date.”


  Thermus’s jaw dropped, and for a moment he genuinely didn’t know how best to answer. That this superb self-confidence did not provoke a fit of anger in him, he himself found interesting; nor this time did the young man’s arrogance provoke laughter. The governor of Asia Province actually found himself believing that Caesar truly thought himself capable of doing what he said. Time and King Nicomedes would rectify the mistake, but that Caesar could make it was indeed interesting, in view of the letter from Sulla which Caesar had presented to him.


  He has some claim on me through marriage, this making him my nephew, but I wish to make it abundantly clear that I do not want him favored. In fact, do not favor him! I want him given difficult things to do, and difficult offices to occupy. He owns a formidable intelligence coupled with high courage, and it’s possible he’ll do extremely well.


  However, if I exclude Caesar’s conduct during the course of two interviews with me, his history to date has been uninspiring, thanks to his being the flamen Dialis. From this he is now released, legally and religiously. But it means that he has not done military service, so his valor may simply be verbal.


  Test him, Marcus Minucius, and tell my dear Lucullus to do the same. If he breaks, you have my full permission to be as ruthless as you like in punishing him. If he does not break, I expect you to give him his due.


  I have a last, if peculiar, request. If at any time you witness or learn that Caesar has ridden a better animal than his mule, send him home at once in disgrace.


  In view of this letter, Thermus, recovering from his utter stupefaction, said in even tones, “All right, Gaius Julius, I’ll give you a time and a size. Deliver the fleet to Lucullus’s camp on the Anatolian shore to the north of the city on the Kalends of November. You won’t stand a chance of prising one vessel but of old Nicomedes by then, but you asked for a delivery date, and the Kalends of November would be ideal—we’d be able to cut off both harbors before the winter—and give them a hard one. As to size: forty ships, at least half of which should be decked triremes or larger. Again, you’ll be lucky if you get thirty ships, and of those, about five decked triremes.”


  Thermus looked stern. “However, young Caesar, since you opened your mouth, I feel it my duty to warn you that if you are late or if the fleet is less than ideal, it will go against you in my report to Rome.”


  “As it should,” said Caesar, undismayed.


  “You may have rooms here in the palace for the time being,” said Thermus cordially; despite Sulla’s giving him permission, it was no part of Thermus’s policy to antagonize someone related to the Dictator.


  “No, I’m off to Bithynia today,” said Caesar, moving toward the door.


  “There’s no need to overdo it, Gaius Julius!”


  “Perhaps not. But there’s every need to get going,” said Caesar, and got going.


  It was some time before Thermus went back to his endless paperwork. What an extraordinary fellow! Very well mannered, but in that inimitable way only patricians of the great families seemed to own; the young man left it in no doubt that he liked all men and felt himself superior to none, while at the same time knowing himself superior to all save (perhaps) a Fabius Maximus. Impossible to define, but that was the way they were, especially the Julians and the Fabians. So good-looking! Having no sexual liking for men, Thermus pondered about Caesar in that respect; looks of Caesar’s kind very often predisposed their possessors toward a sexual liking for men. Yet, he decided, Caesar had not behaved preciously at all.


  The paperwork reproached silently and Thermus went back to it; within moments he had forgotten all about Gaius Julius Caesar and the impossible fleet.


  *


  Caesar went overland from Pergamum without permitting his tiny entourage a night’s rest in a Pergamum inn. He followed the course of the Caicus River to its sources before crossing a high ridge and coming down to the valley of the Macestus River, known as the Rhyndacus closer to the sea; the latter, it seemed from talking to various locals, he would do better not to aim for. Instead he turned off the Rhyndacus parallel to the coast of the Propontis and went to Prusa. There was, he had been told, just a chance that King Nicomedes was visiting his second—largest city. Prusa’s position on the flanks of an imposing snow—covered massif appealed to Caesar strongly, but the King was not in residence. On went Caesar to the Sangarius River, and, after a short ride to the west of it, came to the principal royal seat of Nicomedia dreaming upon its long, sheltered inlet.


  So different from Italy! Bithynia, he had discovered, was soft in climate rather than hot, and amazingly fertile thanks to its series of rivers, all flowing more strongly at this time of year than Italian rivers. Clearly the King ruled a prosperous realm, and his people wanted for nothing. Prusa had contained no poverty—stricken inhabitants; nor, it turned out, did Nicomedia.


  The palace stood upon a knoll above the town, yet within the formidable walls. Caesar’s initial impression was of Greek purity of line, Greek colors, Greek design—and considerable wealth, even if Mithridates had ruled here for several years while the Bithynian king had retreated to Rome. He never remembered seeing the King in Rome, but that was not surprising; Rome allowed no ruling king to cross the pomerium, so Nicomedes had rented a prohibitively expensive villa on the Pincian Hill and done all his negotiating with the Senate from that location.


  At the door of the palace Caesar was greeted by a marvelously effeminate man of unguessable age who eyed him up and down with an almost slavering appreciation, sent another effeminate fellow off with Caesar’s servants to stable the horses and the mule, and conducted Caesar to an anteroom where he was to wait until the King had been informed and his accommodation decided upon. Whether Caesar would succeed in obtaining an immediate audience with the King, the steward (for so he turned out to be) could not say.


  The little chamber where Caesar waited was cool and very beautiful, its walls unfrescoed but divided into a series of panels formed by plaster moldings, the cornices gilded to match the panel borders and pilasters. Inside the panels the color was a soft shell—pink, outside them a deep purplish—red.


  The floor was a marble confection in purples and pinks, and the windows—which looked onto what seemed to be the palace gardens—were shuttered from the outside, thus loomed as framed landscapes of exquisite terraces, fountains, blooming shrubs. So lush were the flowers that their perfumes seeped into the room; Caesar stood inhaling, his eyes closed.


  What opened them was the sound of raised voices coming from beyond a half—opened door set into one wall: a male voice, high and lisping, and a female voice, deep and booming.


  “Jump!” said the woman. “Upsy—daisy!”


  “Rubbish!” said the man. “You degrade it!”


  “Oozly—woozly—soozly!” said the woman, and produced a huge whinny of laughter.


  “Go away!” from the man.


  “Diddums!” from the woman, laughing again.


  Perhaps it was bad manners, but Caesar didn’t care; he moved to a spot from which his eyes could see what his ears were already hearing. The scene in the adjacent chamber—obviously some sort of private sitting room—was fascinating. It involved a very old man, a big woman perhaps ten years younger, and an elderly, roly—poly dog of some smallish breed Caesar didn’t recognize. The dog was performing tricks—standing on its hind legs to beg, lying down and squirming over, playing dead with all four feet in the air. Throughout its repertoire it kept its eyes fixed upon the woman, evidently its owner.


  The old man was furious. “Go away, go away, go away!” he shouted. As he wore the white ribbon of the diadem around his head, the watcher in the other room deduced he was King Nicomedes.


  The woman (the Queen, as she also wore a diadem) bent over to pick up the dog, which scrambled hastily to its feet to avoid being caught, ran round behind her, and bit her on her broad plump bottom. Whereupon the King fell about laughing, the dog played dead again, and the Queen stood rubbing her buttock, clearly torn between anger and amusement. Amusement won, but not before the dog received her well-aimed foot neatly between its anus and its testicles. It yelped and fled, the Queen in hot pursuit.


  Alone (apparently he didn’t know the next—door room was occupied, nor had anyone yet told him of Caesar’s advent), the King’s laughter died slowly away. He sat down in a chair and heaved a sigh, it would seem of satisfaction.


  Just as Marius and Julia had experienced something of a shock when they had set eyes upon this king’s father, so too did Caesar absorb King Nicomedes the Third with considerable amazement. Tall and thin and willowy, he wore a floor—length robe of Tyrian purple embroidered with gold and sewn with pearls, and flimsy pearl—studded golden sandals which revealed that he gilded his toenails. Though he wore his own hair—cut fairly short and whitish—grey in color—he had caked his face with an elaborate maquillage of snow—white cream and powder, carefully drawn in soot—black brows and lashes, artificially pinkened his cheeks, and heavily carmined his puckered old mouth.


  “I take it,” said Caesar, strolling into the room, “that Her Majesty got what she deserved.”


  The King of Bithynia goggled. There before him stood a young Roman, clad for the road in plain leather cuirass and kilt. He was very tall and wide—shouldered, but the rest of him looked more slender, except that the calves of his legs were well developed above finely turned ankles wrapped around with military boots. Crowned by a mop of pale gold hair, the Roman’s head was a contradiction in terms, as its cranium was so large and round that it looked bulbous, whereas its face was long and pointed. What a face! All bones—but such splendid bones, stretched over with smooth pale skin, and illuminated by a pair of large, widely spaced eyes set deep in their sockets. The fair brows were thinnish, the fair lashes thick and long; the eyes themselves could be, the King suspected, disquieting, for their light blue irises were ringed with a blue so dark it appeared black, and gave the black pupils a piercing quality softened at the moment by amusement. To the individual taste of the King, however, all else was little compared to the young man’s mouth, full yet disciplined, and with the most kissable, dented corners.


  “Well, hello!” said the King, sitting upright in a hurry, his pose one of bridling seductiveness.


  “Oh, stop that!” said Caesar, inserting himself into a chair opposite the King’s.


  “You’re too beautiful not to like men,” the King said, then looked wistful. “If only I were even ten years younger!”


  “How old are you?” asked Caesar, smiling to reveal white and regular teeth.


  “Too old to give you what I’d like to!”


  “Be specific—about your age, that is.”


  “I am eighty.”


  “They say a man is never too old.”


  “To look, no. To do, yes.”


  “Think yourself lucky you can’t rise to the occasion,” said Caesar, still smiling easily. “If you could, I’d have to wallop you—and that would create a diplomatic incident.”


  “Rubbish!” scoffed the King. “You’re far too beautiful to be a man for women.”


  “In Bithynia, perhaps. In Rome, certainly not.”


  “Aren’t you even tempted?”


  “No.”


  “What a disgraceful waste!”


  “I know a lot of women who don’t think so.”


  “I’ll bet you’ve never loved one of them.”


  “I love my wife,” said Caesar.


  The King looked crushed. “I will never understand Romans!” he exclaimed. “You call the rest of the world barbarian, but it is you who are not civilized.”


  Draping one leg over the arm of his chair, Caesar swung its foot rhythmically. “I know my Homer and Hesiod,” he said.


  “So does a bird, if you teach it.”


  “I am not a bird, King Nicomedes.”


  “I rather wish you were! I’d keep you in a golden cage just to look at you.”


  “Another household pet? I might bite you.”


  “Do!” said the King, and bared his scrawny neck.


  “No, thanks.”


  “This is getting us nowhere!” said the King pettishly.


  “Then you have absorbed the lesson.”


  “Who are you?”


  “My name is Gaius Julius Caesar, and I’m a junior military tribune attached to the staff of Marcus Minucius Thermus, governor of Asia Province.”


  “Are you here in an official capacity?”


  “Of course.”


  “Why didn’t Thermus notify me?”


  “Because I travel faster than heralds and couriers do, though why your own steward hasn’t announced me I don’t know,” said Caesar, still swinging his foot.


  At that moment the steward entered the room, and stood aghast to see the visitor sitting with the King.


  “Thought you’d get in first, eh?” asked the King. “Well, Sarpedon, abandon all hope! He doesn’t like men.” His head turned back to Caesar, eyes curious. “Julius. Patrician?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you a relative of the consul who was killed by Gaius Marius? Lucius Julius Caesar?”


  “He and my father were first cousins.”


  “Then you’re the flamen Dialis!”


  “I was the flamen Dialis. You’ve spent time in Rome.”


  “Too much of it.” Suddenly aware the steward was still in the room, the King frowned. “Have you arranged accommodation for our distinguished guest, Sarpedon?”


  “Yes, sire.”


  “Then wait outside.”


  Bowing severally, the steward eased himself out backward.


  “What are you here for?’’ asked the King of Caesar.


  The leg was returned to the floor; Caesar sat up squarely. “I’m here to obtain a fleet.”


  No particular expression came into the King’s eyes. “Hmm! A fleet, eh? How many ships are you after, and what kind?”


  “You forgot to ask when by,” said this awkward visitor.


  “Add, when by.”


  “I want forty ships, half of which must be decked triremes or larger, all collected in the port of your choice by the middle of October,” said Caesar.


  “Two and a half months away? Oh, why not just cut off both my legs?” yelled Nicomedes, leaping to his feet.


  “If I don’t get what I want, I will.”


  The King sat down again, an arrested look in his eyes. “I remind you, Gaius Julius, that this is my kingdom, not a province of Rome,” he said, his ridiculously carmined mouth unable to wear such anger appropriately. “I will give you whatever I can whenever I can! You ask! You don’t demand.”


  “My dear King Nicomedes,” said Caesar in a friendly way, “you are a mouse caught in the middle of a path used by two elephants—Rome and Pontus.” His eyes had ceased to smile, and Nicomedes was suddenly hideously reminded of Sulla. “Your father died at an age too advanced to permit you tenure of this throne before you too were an old man. The years since your accession have surely shown you how tenuous your position is—you’ve spent as many of them in exile as you have in this palace, and you are only here now because Rome in the person of Gaius Scribonius Curio put you back. If Rome, which is a great deal further away from Pontus than you are, is well aware that King Mithridates is far from finished—and far from being an old man!—then you too must know it. The land of Bithynia has been called Friend and Ally of the Roman People since the days of the second Prusias, and you yourself have tied yourself inextricably to Rome. Evidently you’re more comfortable ruling than in exile. That means you must co-operate with Rome and Rome’s requests. Otherwise, Mithridates of Pontus will come galumphing down the path toward Rome galumphing the opposite way—and you, poor little mouse, will be squashed flat by one set of feet—or the other.”


  The King sat without a thing to say, crimson lips agape, eyes wide. After a long and apparently breathless pause, he took air into his chest with a gasp, and his eyes filled with tears. “That isn’t fair!” he said, and broke down completely.


  Exasperated beyond endurance, Caesar got to his feet, one hand groping inside the armhole of his cuirass for a handkerchief; he walked across to the King and thrust the piece of cloth at him. “For the sake of the position you hold, compose yourself! Though it may have commenced informally, this is an audience between the King of Bithynia and Rome’s designated representative. Yet here you sit bedizened like a saltatrix tonsa, and snivel when you hear the unvarnished truth! I was not brought up to chastise venerable grandfathers who also happen to be Rome’s client kings, but you invite it! Go and wash your face, King Nicomedes, then we’ll begin again.”


  Docile as a child, the King of Bithynia got up and left.


  In a very short time he was back, face scrubbed clean, and accompanied by several servants bearing trays of refreshments.


  “The wine of Chios,” said the King, sitting down and beaming at Caesar without, it seemed, resentment. “Twenty years old!”


  “I thank you, but I’d rather have water.”


  “Water?”


  The smile was back in Caesar’s eyes. “I am afraid so. I have no liking for wine.”


  “Then it’s as well that the water of Bithynia is renowned,” said the King. “What will you eat?”


  Caesar shrugged indifferently. “It doesn’t matter.”


  King Nicomedes now bent a different kind of gaze upon his guest; searching, unaffected by his delight in male beauty. So he looked beyond what had previously fascinated him in Caesar, down into the layers below. “How old are you, Gaius Julius?”


  “I would prefer that you call me Caesar.”


  “Until you begin to lose your wonderful head of hair,” said the King, betraying the fact that he had been in Rome long enough to learn at least some Latin.


  Caesar laughed. “I agree it is difficult to bear a cognomen meaning a fine head of hair! I’ll just have to hope that I follow the Caesars in keeping it into old age, rather than the Aurelians in losing it.” He paused, then said, “I’m just nineteen.”


  “Younger than my wine!” said the King in a voice of wonder. “You have Aurelius in you too? Orestes or Cotta?”


  “My mother is an Aurelia of the Cottae.”


  “And do you look like her? I don’t see much resemblance in you to Lucius Caesar or Caesar Strabo.”


  “I have some characteristics from her, some from my father. If you want to find the Caesar in me, think not of Lucius Caesar’s younger brother, but his older one—Catulus Caesar. All three of them died when Gaius Marius came back, if you remember.”


  “Yes.” Nicomedes sipped his Chian wine pensively, then said, “I usually find Romans are impressed by royalty. They seem in love with the philosophy of being Republican, but susceptible to the reality of kingship. You, however, are not a bit impressed.”


  “If Rome had a king, sire, I’d be it,” said Caesar simply.


  “Because you’re a patrician?”


  “Patrician?” Caesar looked incredulous. “Ye gods, no! I am a Julian! That means I go back to Aeneas, whose father was a mortal man, but whose mother was Venus—Aphrodite.”


  “You are descended from Aeneas’s son, Ascanius?”


  “We call Ascanius by the name Iulus,” said Caesar.


  “The son of Aeneas and Creusa?”


  “Some say so. Creusa died in the flames of Troy, but her son did escape with Aeneas and Anchises, and did come to Latium. But Aeneas also had a son by Lavinia, the daughter of King Latinus. And he too was called Ascanius, and Iulus.”


  “So which son of Aeneas are you descended from?”


  “Both,” said Caesar seriously. “I believe, you see, that there was only one son—the puzzle lies in who mothered him, as everyone knows his father was Aeneas. It is more romantic to believe that Iulus was the son of Creusa, but more likely, I think, that he was the son of Lavinia. After Aeneas died and Iulus grew up, he founded the city of Alba Longa on the Alban Mount—uphill from Bovillae, you might say. Iulus died there, and left his family behind to continue to rule—the Julii. We were the Kings of Alba Longa, and after it fell to King Servius Tullius of Rome, we were brought into Rome as her foremost citizens. We are still Rome’s foremost citizens, as is demonstrated by the fact that we are the hereditary priests of Jupiter Latiaris, who is older by far than Jupiter Optimus Maximus.”


  “I thought the consuls celebrated those rites,” said King Nicomedes, revealing more knowledge of things Roman.


  “Only at his annual festival, as a concession to Rome.”


  “Then if the Julii are so august, why haven’t they been more prominent during the centuries of the Republic?’’


  “Money,” said Caesar.


  “Oh, money!” exclaimed the King, looking enlightened. “A terrible problem, Caesar! For me too. I just haven’t the money to give you your fleet—Bithynia is broke.”


  “Bithynia is not broke, and you will give me my fleet, O king of mice! Otherwise—splosh! You’ll be spread as thin as a wafer under an elephant’s foot.”


  “I haven’t got it to give you!”


  “Then what are we doing sitting wasting time?” Caesar stood. “Put down your cup, King Nicomedes, and start up the machinery!” A hand went under the King’s elbow. “Come on, up with you! We will go down to the harbor and see what we can find.”


  Outraged, Nicomedes shook himself free. “I wish you would stop telling me what to do!”


  “Not until you do it!”


  “I’ll do it, I’ll do it!”.


  “Now. There’s no time like the present.”


  “Tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow might see King Mithridates appear over the hill.”


  “Tomorrow will not see King Mithridates! He’s in Colchis, and two thirds of his soldiers are dead.”


  Caesar sat down, looking interested. “Tell me more.”


  “He took a quarter of a million men to teach the savages of the Caucasus a lesson for raiding Colchis. Typical Mithridates! Couldn’t see how he could lose fielding so many men. But the savages didn’t even need to fight. The cold in the high mountains did the work for them. Two thirds of the Pontic soldiers died of exposure,” said Nicomedes.


  “Rome doesn’t know this.” Caesar frowned. “Why didn’t you inform the consuls?”


  “Because it’s only just happened—and anyway, it is not my business to tell Rome!”


  “While you’re Friend and Ally, it most definitely is. The last we heard of Mithridates, he was up in Cimmeria reshaping his lands at the north of the Euxine.”


  “He did that as soon as Sulla ordered Murena to leave Pontus alone,” nodded Nicomedes. “But Colchis had been refractory with its tribute, so he stopped off to rectify that and found out about the barbarian incursions.”


  “Very interesting.”


  “So as you can see, there is no elephant.”


  Caesar’s eyes twinkled. “Oh yes there is! An even larger elephant. It’s called Rome.”


  The King of Bithynia couldn’t help it; he doubled up with laughter. “I give in, I give in! You’ll have your fleet!”


  Queen Oradaltis walked in, the dog at her heels, to find her ancient husband without his face painted, and crying with laughter. Also decently separated by some feet from a young Roman who looked just the sort of fellow who would be sitting in much closer proximity to one like King Nicomedes.


  “My dear, this is Gaius Julius Caesar,” said the King when he sobered a little. “A descendant of the goddess Aphrodite, and far better born than we are. He has just maneuvered me into giving him a large and prestigious fleet.”


  The Queen (who had no illusions whatsoever about Nicomedes) inclined her head regally. “I’m surprised you haven’t just given him the whole kingdom,” she said, pouring herself a goblet of wine and taking up a cake before she sat down.


  The dog bumbled over to Caesar and dumped itself on his feet, gazing up adoringly. When Caesar bent to give it a resounding pat, it collapsed, rolled over, and presented its fat belly to be scratched.


  “What’s his name?” asked Caesar, who clearly liked dogs.


  “Sulla,” said the Queen.


  A vision of her sandaled toe administering a kick to Sulla’s private parts rose up before Caesar’s inner gaze; it was now his turn to double up with laughter.


  Over dinner he learned of the fate of Nysa, only child of the King and Queen, and heir to the Bithynian throne.


  “She’s fifty and childless,” said Oradaltis sadly. “We refused to allow Mithridates to marry her, naturally, but that meant he made it impossible for us to find a suitable husband for her elsewhere. It is a tragedy.”


  “May I hope to meet her before I leave?” asked Caesar.


  “That is beyond our power,” sighed Nicomedes. “When I fled to Rome the last time Mithridates invaded Bithynia, I left Nysa and Oradaltis here in Nicomedia. So Mithridates carried our girl off as a hostage. He still has her in his custody.”


  “And did he marry her?”


  “We think not. She was never a beauty, and she was even then too old to have children. If she defied him openly he may have killed her, but the last we heard she was alive and being held in Cabeira, where he keeps women like the daughters and sisters he won’t permit to marry,” said the Queen.


  “Then we’ll hope that when next the two elephants collide on that path, King Nicomedes, the Roman elephant wins the encounter. If I’m not personally a part of the war, I’ll make sure whoever is in command knows whereabouts Princess Nysa is.”


  “By then I hope I’ll be dead,” said the King, meaning it.


  “You can’t die before you get your daughter back!”


  “If she should ever come back it will be as a Pontic puppet, and that is the reality,” said Nicomedes bitterly.


  “Then you had better leave Bithynia to Rome in your will.”


  “As the third Attalus did with Asia, and Ptolemy Apion with Cyrenaica? Never!” declared the King of Bithynia.


  “Then it will fall to Pontus. And Pontus will fall to Rome, which means Bithynia will end up Roman anyway.”


  “Not if I can help it.”


  “You can’t help it,” said Caesar gravely.


  *


  The next day the King escorted Caesar down to the harbor, where he was assiduous in pointing out the complete absence of ships rigged for fighting.


  “You wouldn’t keep a navy here,” said Caesar, not falling for it. “I suggest we ride for Chalcedon.”


  “Tomorrow,” said the King, more enchanted with his difficult guest in every passing moment.


  “We’ll start today,” said Caesar firmly. “It’s—what? Forty miles from here? We won’t do it in one ride.”


  “We’ll go by ship,” said the King, who loathed traveling.


  “No, we’ll go overland. I like to get the feel of terrain. Gaius Marius—who was my uncle by marriage—told me I should always journey by land if possible. Then if in future I should campaign there, I would know the lie of the land. Very useful.”


  “So both Marius and Sulla are your uncles by marriage.”


  “I’m extraordinarily well connected,” said Caesar solemnly.


  “I think you have everything, Caesar! Powerful relatives, high birth, a fine mind, a fine body, and beauty. I am very glad I am not you.”


  “Why?”


  “You’ll never not have enemies. Jealousy—or envy, if you prefer to use that term to describe the coveting of characteristics rather than love—will dog your footsteps as the Furies did poor Orestes. Some will envy you the beauty, some the body or its height, some the birth, some the mind. Most will envy you all of them. And the higher you rise, the worse it will become. You will have enemies everywhere, and no friends. You will be able to trust neither man nor woman.”


  Caesar listened to this with a sober face. “Yes, I think that is a fair comment,” he said deliberately. “What do you suggest I do about it?”


  “There was a Roman once in the time of the Kings. His name was Brutus,” said the King, displaying yet more knowledge of Rome. “Brutus was very clever. But he hid it under a facade of brutish stupidity, hence his cognomen. So when King Tarquinius Superbus killed men in every direction, it never once occurred to him to kill Brutus. Who deposed him and became the first consul of the new Republic.”


  “And executed his own sons when they tried to bring King Tarquinius Superbus back from exile and restore the monarchy to Rome,” said Caesar. “Pah! I’ve never admired Brutus. Nor will I emulate him by pretending I’m stupid.”


  “Then you must take whatever comes.”


  “Believe me, I intend to take whatever comes!”


  “It’s too late to start for Chalcedon today,” said the King slyly. “I feel like an early dinner, then we can have some more of this wonderfully stimulating conversation, and ride at dawn.”


  “Oh, we’ll ride at dawn,” said Caesar cheerfully, “but not from here. I’m leaving for Chalcedon in an hour. If you want to come, you’ll have to hurry.”


  Nicomedes hurried, for two reasons: the first was that he knew he had to keep a strict eye on Caesar, who was highhanded; and the second that he was fathoms deep in love with the young man who continued to profess that he had no weakness for men.


  He found Caesar being thrown up into the saddle of a mule.


  “A mule?”


  “A mule,” said Caesar, looking haughty.


  “Why?”


  “It’s an idiosyncrasy.”


  “You’re on a mule, and your freedman rides a Nesaean?”


  “So your eyes obviously tell you.”


  Sighing, the King was helped tenderly into his two—wheeled carriage, which followed Caesar and Burgundus at a steady walk. However, when they paused for the night under the roof of a baron so old he had never expected to see his sovereign again, Caesar apologized to Nicomedes.


  “I’m sorry. My mother would say I didn’t stop to think. You’re very tired. We ought to have sailed.”


  “My body is devastated, that’s true,” said Nicomedes with a smile. “However, your company makes me young again.”


  Certainly when he joined Caesar to break his fast on the morning after they had arrived in Chalcedon (where there was a royal residence), he was bright and talkative, seemed well rested.


  “As you can see,” he said, standing on the massive mole which enclosed Chalcedon’s harbor, “I have a neat little navy. Twelve triremes, seven quinqueremes, and fourteen undecked ships. Here, that is. I have more in Chrysopolis and in Dascylium.”


  “Doesn’t Byzantium take a share of the Bosporan tolls?”


  “Not these days. The Byzantines used to levy the tolls—they were very powerful, used to have a navy almost the equal of the Rhodians. But after the fall of Greece and then Macedonia, they had to keep a large land army to repel the Thracian barbarians, who still raid them. Simply, Byzantium couldn’t afford to keep a navy as well as an army. So the tolls passed to Bithynia.”


  “Which is why you have several neat little navies.”


  “And why I have to retain my neat little navies! I can donate Rome ten triremes and five quinqueremes altogether, from what is here and what is elsewhere. And ten undecked ships. The rest of your fleet I’ll hire.”


  “Hire?” asked Caesar blankly.


  “Of course. How do you think we raise navies?”


  “As we do! By building ships.”


  “Wasteful—but then you Romans are that,” said the King. “Keeping your own ships afloat when you don’t need them costs money. So we Greek—speaking peoples of Asia and the Aegean keep our fleets down to a minimum. If we need more in a hurry, we hire them. And that is what I’ll do.”


  “Hire ships from where?” asked Caesar, bewildered. “If there were ships to be had along the Aegean, I imagine Thermus would have commandeered them already.”


  “Of course not from the Aegean!” said Nicomedes scornfully, delighted that he was teaching something to this formidably knowledgeable youth. “I’ll hire them from Paphlagonia and Pontus.”


  “You mean King Mithridates would hire ships to his enemy?”


  “Why would he not? They’re lying idle at the moment, and costing him money. He doesn’t have all those soldiers to fill them, and I don’t think he plans an invasion of Bithynia or the Roman Asian province this year—or next year!”


  “So we will blockade Mitylene with ships belonging to the kingdom Mitylene so badly wants to ally itself with,” said Caesar, shaking his head. “Extraordinary!”


  “Normal,” said Nicomedes briskly.


  “How do you go about the business of hiring?”


  “I’ll use an agent. The most reliable fellow is right here in Chalcedon.”


  It occurred to Caesar that perhaps if ships were being hired by the King of Bithynia for Rome’s use, it ought to be Rome paying the bill, but as Nicomedes seemed to regard the present situation as routine, Caesar wisely held his tongue; for one thing, he had no money, and for another, he wasn’t authorized to find the money. Best then to accept things as they were. But he began to see why Rome had problems in her provinces, and with her client kings. From his conversation with Thermus, he had assumed Bithynia would be paid for this fleet at some time in the future. Now he wondered exactly how long Bithynia would have to wait.


  “Well, that’s all fixed up,” said the King six days later. “Your fleet will be waiting in Abydus harbor for you to pick it up on the fifteenth day of your October. That is almost two months away, and of course you will spend them with me.”


  “It is my duty to see to the assembling of the ships,” said Caesar, not because he wished to avoid the King, but because he believed it ought to be so.


  “You can’t,” said Nicomedes.


  “Why?”


  “It isn’t done that way.”


  Back to Nicomedia they went, Caesar nothing loath; the more he had to do with the old man, the more he liked him. And his wife. And her dog.


  *


  Since there were two months to while away, Caesar planned to journey to Pessinus, Byzantium, and Troy. Unfortunately the King insisted upon accompanying him to Byzantium, and upon a sea journey, so Caesar never did get to either Pessinus or Troy; what ought to have been a matter of two or three days in a ship turned into almost a month. The royal progress was tediously slow and formal as the King called into every tiny fishing village and allowed its inhabitants to see him in all his glory—though, in deference to Caesar, without his maquillage.


  Always Greek in nature and population, Byzantium had existed for six hundred years upon the tip of a hilly peninsula on the Thracian side of the Bosporus, and had a harbor on the horn—shaped northern reach as well as one on the southern, more open side. Its walls were heavily fortified and very high, its wealth manifest in the size and beauty of its buildings, private as well as public.


  The Thracian Bosporus was more beautiful than the Hellespont—and more majestic, thought Caesar, having sailed through the Hellespont. That King Nicomedes was the city’s suzerain became obvious from the moment the royal barge was docked; every man of importance came flocking to greet him. However, it did not escape Caesar that he himself got a few dark looks, or that there were some present who did not like to see the King of Bithynia on such good terms with a Roman. Which led to another dilemma. Until now Caesar’s public associations with King Nicomedes had all been inside Bithynia, where the people knew their ruler so well that they loved his whole person, and understood him. It was not like that in Byzantium, where it soon became obvious that everyone assumed Caesar was the King of Bithynia’s boyfriend.


  It would have been easy to refute the assumption—a few words here and there about silly old fools who made silly old fools of themselves, and what a nuisance it was to be obliged to dicker for a fleet with a silly old fool. The trouble was, Caesar couldn’t bring himself to do that; he had grown to love Nicomedes in every way except the one way Byzantium assumed he did, and he couldn’t hurt the poor old man in that one place he himself was hurting most—his pride. But there were cogent reasons why he ought to make the true situation clear, first and foremost because his own future was involved. He knew where he was going—all the way to the top. Bad enough to attempt that hard climb hiding a part of his nature which was real; but worse by far to attempt it knowing that the inference was quite unjustified. If the King had been younger he might have decided upon a direct appeal, for though Nicomedes condemned the Roman intolerance of homosexuality as un—Hellenic, barbarian even, he would out of his naturally warm and affectionate nature have striven to dispel the illusion. But at his advanced age, Caesar couldn’t be sure that the hurt this request would produce would not also be too severe. In short, life, Caesar was discovering after that enclosed and sheltered adolescence he had been forced to endure, could hand a man conundrums to which there were no adequate answers.


  Byzantine resentment of Romans was due, of course, to the occupation of the city by Fimbria and Flaccus four years earlier, when they—appointed by the government of Cinna—had decided to head for Asia and a war with Mithridates rather than for Greece and a war with Sulla. It made little difference to the Byzantines that Fimbria had murdered Flaccus, and Sulla had put paid to Fimbria; the fact remained that their city had suffered. And here was their suzerain fawning all over another Roman.


  Thus, having arrived at what decisions he could, Caesar set out to make his own individual impression on the Byzantines, intending to salvage what pride he could. His intelligence and education were a great help, but he was not so sure about that element of his nature that his mother so deplored—his charm. It did win over the leading citizens of the city and it did much to mollify their feelings after the singular boorishness and brutishness of Flaccus and Fimbria, but he was forced in the end to conclude that it probably strengthened their impressions of his sexual leanings—male men weren’t supposed to be charming.


  So Caesar embarked upon a frontal attack. The first phase of this consisted in crudely rebuffing all the overtures made to him by men, and the second phase in finding out the name of Byzantium’s most famous courtesan, then making love to her until she cried enough.


  “He’s as big as a donkey and as randy as a goat,” she said to all her friends and regular lovers, looking exhausted. Then she smiled and sighed, and stretched her arms voluptuously. “Oh, but he’s wonderful! I haven’t had a boy like him in years!”


  And that did the trick. Without hurting King Nicomedes, whose devotion to the Roman youth was now seen for what it was. A hopeless passion.


  Back to Nicomedia, to Queen Oradaltis, to Sulla the dog, to that crazy palace with its surplus of pages and its squabbling, intriguing staff.


  “I’m sorry to have to go,” he said to the King and Queen at their last dinner together.


  “Not as sorry as we are to see you go,” said Queen Oradaltis gruffly, and stirred the dog with her foot.


  “Will you come back after Mitylene is subdued?’’ asked the King. “We would so much like that.”


  “I’ll be back. You have my word on it,” said Caesar.


  “Good!” Nicomedes looked satisfied. “Now, please enlighten me about a Latin puzzle I have never found the answer to: why is cunnus masculine gender, and mentula feminine gender?’’


  Caesar blinked. “I don’t know!”


  “There must surely be a reason.”


  “Quite honestly, I’ve never thought about it. But now that you’ve drawn it to my attention, it is peculiar, isn’t it?”


  “Cunnus should be cunna—it’s the female genitalia, after all. And mentula should be mentulus—it’s a man’s penis, after all. Below so much masculine bluster, how hopelessly confused you Romans are! Your women are men, and your men, women.” And the King sat back, beaming.


  “You didn’t choose the politest words for our private parts,” said Caesar gravely. “Cunnus and mentula are obscenities.” He kept his face straight as he went on. “The answer is obvious, I would have thought. The gender of the equipment indicates the sex it is intended to mate with—the penis is meant to find a female home, and a vagina is meant to welcome a male home.”


  “Rubbish!” said the King, lips quivering.


  “Sophistry!” said the Queen, shoulders shaking.


  “What do you have to say about it, Sulla?” asked Nicomedes of the dog, with which he was getting on much better since the advent of Caesar—or perhaps it was that Oradaltis didn’t use the dog to tease the old man so remorselessly these days.


  Caesar burst out laughing. “When I get home, I will most certainly ask him!”


  *


  The palace was utterly empty after Caesar left; its two aged denizens crept around bewildered, and even the dog mourned.


  “He is the son we never had,” said Nicomedes. “No!” said Oradaltis strongly. “He is the son we could never have had. Never.”


  “Because of my family’s predisposition?”


  “Of course not! Because we aren’t Romans. He is Roman.”


  “Perhaps it would be better to say, he is himself.”


  “Do you think he will come back, Nicomedes?’’ A question which seemed to cheer the King up. He said very firmly, “Yes, I believe he will.”


  *


  When Caesar arrived in Abydus on the Ides of October, he found the promised fleet riding at anchor—two massive Pontic sixteeners, eight quinqueremes, ten triremes, and twenty well-built but not particularly warlike galleys.


  “Since you wish to blockade rather than pursue at sea,” said part of the King’s letter to Caesar, “I have given you as your minor vessels broad—beamed, decked, converted merchantmen rather than the twenty undecked war galleys you asked for. If you wish to keep the men of Mitylene from having access to their harbor during the winter, you will need sturdier vessels than lightweight galleys, which have to be drawn up on shore the moment a storm threatens. The converted merchantmen will ride out all but gales so terrible no one will be on the sea. The two Pontic sixteeners I thought might come in handy, if for no other reason than they look so fearsome and daunting. They will break any harbor chain known, so will be useful when you attack. Also, the harbor master at Sinope was willing to throw them in for nothing beyond food and wages for their crews (five hundred men apiece), as he says the King of Pontus can find absolutely no work for them to do at the moment. I enclose the bill on a separate sheet.”


  The distance from Abydus on the Hellespont to the Anatolian shore of the island of Lesbos just to the north of Mitylene was about a hundred miles, which, said the chief pilot when Caesar applied to him for the information, would take between five and ten days if the weather held and every ship was genuinely seaworthy.


  “Then we’d better make sure they all are,” said Caesar.


  Not used to working for an admiral (for such, Caesar supposed, was his status until he reached Lesbos) who insisted that his ships be gone over thoroughly before the expedition started, the chief pilot assembled Abydus’s three shipwrights and inspected each vessel closely, with Caesar hanging over their shoulders badgering them with ceaseless questions.


  “Do you get seasick?’’ asked the chief pilot hopefully.


  “Not as far as I know,” said Caesar, eyes twinkling.


  Ten days before the Kalends of November the fleet of forty ships sailed out into the Hellespont, where the current—which always flowed from the Euxine into the Aegean—bore them at a steady rate toward the southern mouth of the strait at the Mastusia promontory on the Thracian side, and the estuary of the Scamander River on the Asian side. Not far down the Scamander lay Troy—fabled Ilium, from the burning ruins of which his ancestor Aeneas had fled before Agamemnon could capture him. A pity that he hadn’t had a chance to visit this awesome site, Caesar thought, then shrugged; there would be other chances.


  *


  The weather held, with the result that the fleet—still keeping well together—arrived off the northern tip of Lesbos six days early. Since it was no part of Caesar’s plan to get to his destination on any other day than the Kalends of November, he consulted the chief pilot again and put the fleet snugly into harbor within the curling palm of the Cydonian peninsula, where it could not be seen from Lesbos. The enemy on Lesbosdid not concern him: he wanted to surprise the besieging Roman army. And cock a snook at Thermus.


  “You have phenomenal luck,” said the chief pilot when the fleet put out again the day before the Kalends of November.


  “In what way?”


  “I’ve never seen better sailing conditions for this time of the year—and they’ll hold for several days yet.”


  “Then at nightfall we’ll put in to whatever sheltering bay we can find on Lesbos. At dawn tomorrow I’ll take a fast lighter to find the army,” said Caesar. “There’s no point in bringing the whole fleet down until I find out whereabouts the commander wants to base it.”


  *


  Caesar found his army shortly after the sun had risen on the following day, and went ashore to find Thermus or Lucullus, whoever was in command. Lucullus, as it turned out. Thermus was still in Pergamum.


  They met below the spot where Lucullus was supervising the construction of a wall and ditch across the narrow, hilly spit of land on which stood the city of Mitylene.


  It was Caesar of course who was curious; Lucullus was just testy, told no more than that a strange tribune wanted to see him, and deeming all unknown junior officers pure nuisances. His reputation in Rome had grown over the years since he had been Sulla’s faithful quaestor, the only legate who had agreed to the march on Rome that first time, when Sulla had been consul. And he had remained Sulla’s man ever since, so much so that Sulla had entrusted him with commissions not usually given to men who had not been praetor; he had waged war against King Mithridates and he had stayed in Asia Province after Sulla went home, holding it for Sulla while the governor, Murena, had busied himself conducting an unauthorized war against Mithridates in the land of Cappadocia.


  Caesar saw a slim, fit-looking man of slightly more than average height, a man who walked a little stiffly—not, it seemed, because there was anything wrong with his bones, but rather because the stiffness was in his mind. Not a handsome man—but definitely an interesting-looking one—he had a long, pale face surmounted by a thatch of wiry, waving hair of that indeterminate color called mouse—brown. When he came close enough to see his eyes, Caesar discovered they were a clear, light, frigid grey.


  The commander’s brows were knitted into a frown. “Yes?”


  “I am Gaius Julius Caesar, junior military tribune.”


  “Sent from the governor, I presume?”


  “Yes.”


  “So? Why did you have to ask for. me? I’m busy.”


  “I have your fleet, Lucius Licinius.”


  “My fleet?”


  “The one the governor told me to obtain from Bithynia.”


  The cold regard became fixed. “Ye gods!”


  Caesar stood waiting.


  “Well, that is good news! I didn’t realize Thermus had sent two tribunes to Bithynia,” said Lucullus. “When did he send you? In April?”
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  “As far as I know, I’m the only one he sent.”


  “Caesar—Caesar … You can’t be the one he sent at the end of Quinctilis, surely!”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “And you have a fleet already?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then you’ll have to go back, tribune. King Nicomedes has palmed you off with rubbish.”


  “This fleet contains no rubbish. I have forty ships I have personally inspected for seaworthiness—two sixteeners, eight quinqueremes, ten triremes, and twenty converted merchantmen the King said would be better for a winter blockade than light undecked war galleys,” said Caesar, hugging his delight inside himself so secretly not a scrap of it showed.


  “Ye gods!” Lucullus now inspected this junior military tribune as minutely as he would a freak in a sideshow at the circus. A faint turn began to work at tugging the left corner of his mouth upward, and the eyes melted a little. “How did you manage that?”


  “I’m a persuasive talker.”


  “I’d like to know what you said! Nicomedes is as tight as a miser’s clutch on his last sestertius.”


  “Don’t worry, Lucius Licinius, I have his bill.”


  “Call me Lucullus, there are at least six Lucius Liciniuses here.” The general turned to walk toward the seashore. “I’ll bet you have the bill! What is he charging us for sixteeners?”


  “Only the food and wages of their crews.”


  “Ye gods! Where is this magical fleet?”


  “About a mile upshore toward the Hellespont, riding at anchor. I thought it would be better to come ahead myself and ask you whether you want it moored here, or whether you’d rather it went straight on to blockade the Mitylene harbors.”


  Some of the stiffness had gone from Lucullus’s gait. “I think we’ll put it straight to work, tribune.” He rubbed his hands together. “What a shock for Mitylene! Its men thought they’d have all winter to bring in extra provisions.”


  When the two men reached the lighter and Lucullus stepped nimbly on board, Caesar hung back.


  “Well, tribune? Aren’t you coming?”


  “If you wish. I’m a little new to military etiquette, so I don’t want to make any mistakes,” said Caesar frankly.


  “Get in, man, get in!”


  It was not until the twenty oarsmen, ten to a side, had turned the open boat into the north and commenced the long, easy strokes which ate up distance that Lucullus spoke again.


  “New to military etiquette? You’re well past seventeen, tribune, are you not? You didn’t say you were a contubernalis.’’


  Stifling a sigh (he could see that he would be tired of explaining long before explanations were no longer necessary), Caesar said in matter—of—fact tones, “I am nineteen, but this is my first campaign. Until June I was the flamen Dialis.’’


  But Lucullus never wanted lavish details; he was too busy and too intelligent. So he nodded, taking for granted all the things most men wanted elaborated. “Caesar … Was your aunt Sulla’s first wife?”


  “Yes.”


  “So he favors you.”


  “At the moment.”


  “Well answered! I am his loyalest follower, tribune, and I say that as a warning I owe to you, considering your relationship to him. I do not permit anyone to criticize him.”


  “You’ll hear no criticisms from me, Lucullus.”


  “Good.”


  A silence fell, broken only by the uniform grunt of twenty oarsmen dipping simultaneously into the water. Then Lucullus spoke again, with some amusement.


  “I would still like to know how you prised such a mighty fleet out of King Nicomedes.”


  And that secret delight suddenly popped to the surface in a manner Caesar had not yet learned to discipline; he said something indiscreet to someone he didn’t know. “Suffice it to say that the governor annoyed me. He refused to believe that I could produce forty ships, half of them decked, by the Kalends of November. I was injured in my pride, and undertook to produce them. And I have produced them! The governor’s lack of faith in my ability to live up to my word demanded it.”


  This answer irritated Lucullus intensely; he loathed having cocksure men in his army at any level, and he found the statement detestably arrogant. He therefore set out to put this cocksure child in his place. “I know that painted old trollop Nicomedes extremely well,” he said in a freezing voice. “Of course you are very pretty, and he is very notorious. Did he fancy you?’’ But, as he had no intention of permitting Caesar to reply, he went on immediately. “Yes, of course he fancied you! Oh, well done for you, Caesar! It isn’t every Roman who has the nobility of purpose to put Rome ahead of his chastity. I think we’ll have to call you the face that launched forty ships. Or should that be arse?”


  The anger flared up in Caesar so quickly that he had to drive his nails into his palms to keep his arms by his sides; in all his life he had never had to fight so hard to keep his head. But keep it he did. At a price he was never to forget. His eyes turned to Lucullus, wide and staring. And Lucullus, who had seen eyes like that many times before, lost his color. Had there been anywhere to go he would have stepped back out of reach; instead he held his ground. But not without an effort.


  “I had my first woman,” said Caesar in a flat voice, “at about the time I had my fourteenth birthday. I cannot count the number I have had since. This means I know women very well. And what you have just accused me of, Lucius Licinius Lucullus, is the kind of trickery only women need employ. Women, Lucius Licinius Lucullus, have no other weapon in their arsenal than to use their cunni to get what they want—or what some man wants them to get for him. The day I need to resort to sexual trickery to achieve my ends, Lucius Licinius Lucullus, is the day that I will put my sword through my belly. You have a proud name. But compared to mine it is less than the dust. You have impugned my dignitas. I will not rest until I have extirpated that stain. How I obtained your fleet is not your affair. Or Thermus’s! You may rest assured, however, that it was obtained honorably and without my needing to bed the King—or the Queen, for that matter. The sex of the one being exploited is of little moment. I do not reach my goals by such methods. I reach them by using my intelligence—a gift which, it seems to me, few men own. I should therefore go far. Further, probably, than you.”


  Having finished, Caesar turned his back and looked at the receding siegeworks which were making a ruin of the outskirts of Mitylene. And Lucullus, winded, could only be thankful that the verbal exchange had taken place in Latin; otherwise the oarsmen would have spread its gist far and wide. Oh, thank you, Sulla! What a hornet you have sent to enliven our placid little investment! He will be more trouble than a thousand Mitylenes.


  The rest of the trip was accomplished in a stony silence, Caesar withdrawn into himself and Lucullus cudgeling his brains to think of a way by which he could retrieve his position without sacrificing his good opinion of himself—for it was absolutely inconceivable that he, the commanding officer of this war, could lower himself to apologize to a junior military tribune. And, as a satisfactory solution continued to elude him, at the end of the short journey he scaled the ladder up onto the deck of the nearest sixteener having to pretend Caesar didn’t exist.


  When he was standing firmly on the deck he held his right hand, palm outward, to halt Caesar’s progress up the ladder.


  “Don’t bother, tribune,” he said coldly. “Return to my camp and find your quarters. I don’t want to see you.”


  “Am I at liberty to find my servants and horses?”


  “Of course.”


  *


  If Burgundus, who knew his master as well as anyone, was sure that something had gone very wrong during the time Caesar had been away from the fleet, he was wise enough not to remark upon Caesar’s pinched, glazed expression as they set off by land toward Lucullus’s camp.


  Caesar himself remembered nothing of the ride, nor of the layout of the camp when he rode into it. A sentry pointed down the via principalis and informed the new junior military tribune that he would find his quarters in the second brick building on the right. It was not yet noon, but it felt as if the morning had contained a thousand hours, and the kind of weariness Caesar now found in himself was entirely new—dark, frightful, blind.


  As this was a permanent camp not expected to be struck before the next spring, its inhabitants were housed more solidly and comfortably than under leather. For the rankers, endless rows of stout wooden huts, each containing eight soldiers; for the noncombatants, bigger wooden huts each containing eighty men; for the general, a proper house almost big enough to be called a mansion, built of sun—dried bricks; for the senior legates, a similar house; for the middle rank of officers, a squarer mud—brick pile four storeys in height; and for the junior military tribunes, the same kind of edifice, only smaller.


  The door was open and voices issued from within when Caesar loomed there, hesitating, his servants and animals waiting in the road behind him.


  At first he could see little of the interior, but his eyes were quick to respond to changes in the degree of available light, so he was able to take in the scene before anyone noticed him. A big wooden table stood in the middle of the room, around which, their booted feet on its top, sat seven young men. Who they were he didn’t know; that was the penalty for being the flamen Dialis. Then a pleasant—faced, sturdily built fellow on the far side of the table glanced at the doorway and saw Caesar.


  “Hello!” he said cheerfully. “Come in, whoever you are.”


  Caesar entered with far more assurance than he felt, the effect of Lucullus’s accusation still lingering in his face; the seven who stared at him saw a deadly Apollo, not a lyrical one. The feet came down slowly. After that initial welcome, no one said a word. Everyone just stared.


  Then the pleasant—faced fellow got to his feet and came round the table, his hand outstretched. “Aulus Gabinius,” he said, and laughed. “Don’t look so haughty, whoever you—are! We’ve got enough of those already.”


  Caesar took the hand, shook it strongly. “Gaius Julius Caesar,” he said, but could not answer the smile. “I think I’m supposed to be billeted here. A junior military tribune.”


  “We knew they’d find an eighth somewhere,” said Gabinius, turning to face the others. “That’s all we are—junior military tribunes—the scum of the earth and a thorn in our general’s side. We do occasionally work! But since we’re not paid, the general can’t very well insist on it. We’ve just eaten dinner. There’s some left. But first, meet your fellow sufferers.”


  The others by now had come to their feet.


  “Gaius Octavius.” A short young man of muscular physique, Gaius Octavius was handsome in a rather Greek way, brown of hair and hazel of eye—except for his ears, which stuck straight out like jug handles. His handshake was nicely firm.


  “Publius Cornelius Lentulus—plain Lentulus.” One of the haughty ones, obviously, and a typical Cornelian—brown of coloring, homely of face. He looked as if he had trouble keeping up, yet was determined to keep up—insecure but dogged.


  “The fancy Lentulus—Lucius Cornelius Lentulus Niger. We call him Niger, of course.” Another of the haughty ones, another typical Cornelian. More arrogant than plain Lentulus.


  “Lucius Marcius Philippus Junior. We call him Lippus—he’s such a snail.” The nickname was an unkindness, as Lippus did not have bleary eyes; rather, his eyes were quite magnificently large and dark and dreamy, set in a far better-looking face than Philippus owned—from his Claudian grandmother, of course, whom he resembled. He gave an impression of easygoing placidity and his handshake was gentle, though not weak.


  “Marcus Valerius Messala Rufus. Known as Rufus the Red.” Not one of the haughty ones, though his patrician name was very haughty. Rufus the Red was a red man—red of hair and red of eye. He did not, however, seem to be red of disposition.


  “And, last as usual because we always seem to look over the top of his head, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus.”


  Bibulus was the haughtiest one of all, perhaps because he was by far the smallest, diminutive in height and in build. His features lent themselves to a natural expression of superiority, for his cheekbones were sharp, as was his bumpy Roman nose; the mouth was discontented and the brows absolutely straight above slightly prominent, pale grey eyes. Hair and brows were white—fair, having no gold in them, which made him seem older than his years, numbering twenty-one.


  Very occasionally two individuals upon meeting generate in that first glance a degree of dislike which has no foundation in fact or logic; it is instinctive and ineradicable. Such was the dislike which flared between Gaius Julius Caesar and Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus in their first exchange of glances. King Nicomedes had spoken of enemies—here was one, Caesar was sure.


  Gabinius pulled the eighth chair from its position against the wall and set it at the table between his own and Octavius’s.


  “Sit down and eat,” he said.


  “I’ll sit, gladly, but forgive me if I don’t eat.”


  “Wine, you’ll have some wine!”


  “I never touch it.”


  Octavius giggled. “Oh, you’ll love living here!” he cried. “The vomit is usually wall to wall.”


  “You’re the flamen Dialis!” exclaimed Philippus’s son.


  “I was the flamen Dialis,” said Caesar, intending to say no more. Then he thought better of that, and went on, “If I give you the details now, no one need ever ask about it again.” He told the story crisply, his words so well chosen that the rest of them—no scholars, any—soon realized the new tribune was an intellectual, if not a scholar.


  “Quite a tale,” said Gabinius when it was over.


  “So you’re still married to Cinna’s daughter,” said Bibulus.


  “Yes.”


  “And,” said Octavius, giving a whoop of laughter, “we are now hopelessly locked in the ancient combat, Gabinius! Caesar makes it four patricians! War to the death!”


  The rest gave him withering glances, and he subsided.


  “Just come out from Rome, have you?” asked Rufus.


  “No, from Bithynia.”


  “What were you doing in Bithynia?” asked plain Lentulus.


  “Gathering a fleet for the investment of Mitylene.”


  “I’ll bet that old pansy Nicomedes liked you,” sneered Bibulus. Knowing that it was a breach of manners calculated to offend most of those in the room, he had tried not to say it; but somehow his tongue could not resist.


  “He did, as a matter of fact,” said Caesar coolly.


  “Did you get your fleet?” Bibulus pressed.


  “Naturally,” said Caesar with a haughtiness Bibulus could never have matched.


  The laughter was sharp, like Bibulus’s face. “Naturally? Don’t you mean, un—naturally?”


  No one actually saw what happened next. Six pairs of eyes only found focus after Caesar had moved around the table and picked Bibulus up bodily, holding him at arm’s length, feet well clear of the floor. It looked ridiculous, comedic; Bibulus’s arms were swinging wildly at Caesar’s smiling face but were too short to connect—a scene straight out of an inspired mime.


  “If you were not as insignificant as a flea,” said Caesar, “I would now be outside pounding your face into the cobbles. Unfortunately, Pulex, that would be tantamount to murder. You’re too insignificant to allow me to beat you to a pulp. So stay out of my way, fleabite!” Still holding Bibulus clear of the floor, he looked about until he found something that would do—a cabinet six feet tall. Without seeming to exert much effort, he popped Bibulus on top, gracefully avoiding the boot Bibulus aimed at him. “Kick your feet up there for a while, Pulex.”


  Then he was gone, out into the road.


  “Pulex really suits you, Bibulus!” said Octavius, laughing. “I shall call you Pulex from now on, you deserve it. How about you, Gabinius? Going to call him Pulex?”


  “I’d rather call him Podex!” snapped Gabinius, red-faced with anger. “What possessed you to say that, Bibulus? It was utterly uncalled for, and it makes every one of us look bad!” He glared at the others. “I don’t care what the rest of you do, but I’m going out to help Caesar unload.”


  “Get me down!” said Bibulus from the top of the cabinet.


  “Not I!” said Gabinius scornfully.


  In the end no one volunteered; Bibulus had to drop cleanly to the floor, for the flimsy unit was too unstable to permit of his lowering himself by his hands. In the midst of his monumental rage he also knew bewilderment and mortification—Gabinius was right. What had possessed him? All he had succeeded in doing was making a churl of himself—he had lost the esteem of his companions and could not console himself that he had won the encounter, for he had not. Caesar had won it easily—and with honor—not by striking a man smaller than himself, but rather by showing that man’s smallness up. It was only natural that Bibulus should resent size and muscularity in others, as he had neither; the world, he well knew, belonged to big and imposing men. Just the look of Caesar had been enough to set him off—the face, the body, the height—and then, to cap those physical advantages, the fellow had produced a spate of fluent, beautifully chosen words! Not fair!


  He didn’t know whom he hated most—himself, or Gaius Julius Caesar. The man with everything. Bellows of mirth were floating in from the road, too intriguing for Bibulus to resist. Quietly he crept to the side of the doorway and peered around it furtively. There stood his six fellow tribunes holding their sides, while the man who had everything sat upon the back of a mule! Whatever he was saying Bibulus could not hear, but he knew the words were witty, funny, charming, likable, irresistible, fascinating, interesting, superbly chosen, spellbinding.


  “Well,’’ he said to himself as he slunk toward the privacy of his room, “he will never, never, never be rid of this flea!”


  *


  As winter set in and the investment of Mitylene slowed to that static phase wherein the besiegers simply sat and waited for the besieged to starve, Lucius Licinius Lucullus finally found time to write to his beloved Sulla.


  I hold out high hopes for an end to this in the spring, thanks to a very surprising circumstance about which I would rather tell you a little further down the columns. First, I would like you to grant me a favor. If I do manage to end this in the spring, may I come home? It has been so long, dear Lucius Cornelius, and I need to set eyes on Rome—not to mention you. My brother, Varro Lucullus, is now old enough and experienced enough to be a curule aedile, and I have a fancy to share the curule aedileship with him. There is no other office a pair of brothers can share and earn approbation. Think of the games we will give! Not to mention the pleasure. I am thirty-eight now, my brother is thirty-six—almost praetor time, yet we have not been aediles. Our name demands that we be aediles. Please let us have this office, then let me be praetor as soon afterward as possible. If, however, you feel my request is not wise or not deserved, I will of course understand.


  Thermus seems to be managing in Asia Province, having given me the siege of Mitylene to keep me busy and out of his hair. Not a bad sort of fellow, really. The local peoples all like him because he has the patience to listen to their tales of why they can’t afford to pay the tribute, and I like him because after he’s listened so patiently, he insists they pay the tribute.


  These two legions I have here are composed of a rough lot of fellows. Murena had them in Cappadocia and Pontus, Fimbria before him. They have an independence of mind which I dislike, and am busy knocking out of them. Of course they resent your edict that they never be allowed to return to Italy because they condoned Fimbria’s murder of Flaccus, and send a deputation to me regularly asking that it be lifted. They get nowhere, and by this know me well enough to understand that I will decimate them if they give me half an excuse. They are Rome’s soldiers, and they will do as they are told. I become very testy when rankers and junior tribunes think they are entitled to a say—but more of that anon.


  It seems to me at this stage that Mitylene will have softened to a workable consistency by the spring, when I intend a frontal assault. I will have several siege towers in place, so it ought to succeed. If I can beat this city into submission before the


  summer, the rest of Asia Province will lie down tamely.


  The main reason why I am so confident lies in the fact that I have the most superb fleet from—you’ll never guess!—Nicomedes! Thermus sent your nephew by marriage, Gaius Julius Caesar, to obtain it from Nicomedes at the end of Quinctilis. He did write to me to that effect, though neither of us expected to see the fleet before March or even April of next year. But apparently, if you please, Thermus had the audacity to laugh at young Caesar’s confidence that he would get the fleet together quickly. So Caesar pokered up and demanded a fleet size and delivery date from Thermus in the most high—handed manner possible. Forty ships, half of them decked quinqueremes or triremes, delivered on the Kalends of November. Such were Thermus’s orders to this haughty young fellow.


  But would you believe it, Caesar turned up in my camp on the Kalends of November with a far better fleet than any Roman could ever have expected to get from the likes of Nicomedes? Including two sixteeners, for which I have to pay no more than food and wages for their crews! When I saw the bill, I was amazed—Bithynia will make a profit, but not an outrageous one. Which makes me honor—bound to return the fleet as soon as Mitylene falls. And to pay up. I hope to pay up out of the spoils, of course, but if these should fail to be as large as I expect, is there any chance you could persuade the Treasury to make me a special grant?


  I must add that young Caesar was arrogant and insolent when he handed the fleet over to me. I was obliged to put him in his place. Naturally there is only one way he could possibly have extracted such a magnificent fleet in such a short time from old pansy Nicomedes—he slept with him. And so I told him, to put him in his place. But I doubt there is any way in the world to put Caesar in his place! He turned on me like a hooded snake and informed me that he didn’t need to resort to women’s tricks to obtain anything—and that the day he did was the day he would put his sword through his belly. He left me wondering how to discipline him—not usually a problem I have, as you know. In the end I thought perhaps his fellow junior military tribunes might do it for me. You remember them—you must have seen them in Rome before they set out for service. Gabinius, two Lentuli, Octavius, Messala Rufus, Bibulus, and Philippus’s son.


  I gather tiny Bibulus did try. And got put up on top of a tall cabinet for his pains. The ranks in the junior tribunes’ quarters have been fairly split since—Caesar has acquired Gabinius, Octavius, and Philippus’s son—Rufus is neutral—and the two Lentuli and Bibulus loathe him. There is always trouble among young men during siege operations, of course, because of the boredom, and it’s difficult to flog the young villains to do any work. Even for me. But Caesar spells trouble above and beyond the usual. I detest having to bother myself with people on this low level, but I have had no choice on several occasions. Caesar is a handful. Too pretty, too self-confident, too aware of what is, alas, a very great intelligence.


  However, to give Caesar his due, he’s a worker. He never stops. How I don’t quite know, but almost every ranker in the camp seems to know him—and like him, more’s the pity. He just takes charge. My legates have taken to avoiding him because he won’t take orders on a job unless he approves of the way the job is being done. And unfortunately his way is always the better way! He’s one of those fellows who has it all worked out in his mind before the first blow is struck or the first subordinate ordered to do a thing. The result is that all too often my legates end up with red faces.


  The only way so far that I have managed to prick his confidence is in referring to how he obtained his wonderful fleet from old Nicomedes at such a bargain price. And it does work, to the extent that it angers him hugely. But will he do what I want him to do—physically attack me and give me an excuse to court—martial him? No! He’s too clever and too self-controlled. I don’t like him, of course. Do you? He had the impudence to inform me that my birth compared to his is less than the dust!


  Enough of junior tribunes. I ought to find things to say about grander men—senior legates, for example. But I am afraid that about them I can think of nothing.


  I hear that you have gone into the matchmaking business, and have found Pompeius Kid Butcher a wife far above his own standing. You might, if you have the time, find me a bride. I have been away since my thirtieth birthday, now I am almost of praetor’s age and have no wife, let alone son to succeed me. The trouble is that I prefer good wine, good food and good times to the sort of woman a Licinius Lucullus must marry. Also, I like my women very young, and who is so hard up that he would give me his thirteen-year-old? If you can think of anyone, let me know. My brother absolutely refuses to act as a matchmaker, so you can imagine how happy I was to learn that you have gone into the business.


  I love you and miss you, dear Lucius Cornelius.


  Late in March, Marcus Minucius Thermus arrived from Pergamum, and agreed that Lucullus should attack. When he heard all the details about Caesar’s Bithynian fleet he roared with laughter, though Lucullus was still unable to see the funny side of it; he was too plagued by complaints passed up the command chain about his unruly, scrapping junior military tribunes.


  There was, however, a very old and unwritten army law: if a man is a constant source of trouble, put him somewhere in the battle sure to see him dead by the end of it. And, making his plans for the assault on Mitylene, Lucullus resolved to abide by this ancient army law. Caesar would have to die. Full command in the coming battle had been left with him; Thermus would be present only as an observer.


  It was not extraordinary for a general to call all ranks of his officers to a final council, but rare enough in the case of Lucullus to cause some comment. Not that anyone thought it odd to see the junior military tribunes present; they were inordinately troublesome, and clearly the general did not trust them. Normally they served, chiefly as messengers, under his legionary tribunes, and it was as such that he appointed them when he came to the fine details at the end of his war council. Except for Caesar, to whom he said coldly,


  “You are a pain in the podex, but I note that you like to work hard. I have therefore decided to give you command of a special cohort composed of all the worst elements in the Fimbriani. This cohort I will hold in reserve until I see whereabouts the fiercest resistance is. Then I will order it into that section of the battle. It will be your job as their commander to see that they reverse the situation.”


  “You’re a dead man,” said Bibulus complacently as they sat in their quarters after the council.


  “Not I!” said Caesar cheerfully, splitting a hair from his head with his sword, and another with his dagger.


  Gabinius, who liked Caesar enormously, looked worried. “I wish you weren’t such a prominent sort of mentula,” he said. “If you would only pipe down and make yourself inconspicuous, you wouldn’t be singled out. He’s given you a job he ought not to have given to a junior, especially one who has never served in a campaign before. All of his own troops are Fimbriani and under permanent sentence of exile. He’s gathered together the ones who resent it most, then put you in charge of them! If he was going to give you command of a cohort, it ought to have been of men from Thermus’s legions.”


  “I know all that,” said Caesar patiently. “Nor can I help it if I’m a prominent sort of mentula—ask any of the camp women.”


  That provoked a chuckle from some, dark looks from others; those who loathed him might have forgiven him more easily had he not, over the course of the winter, earned an enviable reputation among the female camp followers—made more novel and amusing by his insistence that the lucky woman be so clean she shone.


  “Aren’t you worried at all?” asked Rufus the Red.


  “No,” said Caesar. “I have luck as well as talent. Wait and see.” He slid sword and dagger into their scabbards carefully, then prepared to carry them to his room. As he passed by Bibulus he tickled him under the chin. “Don’t be afraid, little Pulex,” he said, “you’re so small the enemy will never notice you.”


  “If he wasn’t so sure of himself, I might find him more bearable,” said plain Lentulus to Lentulus Niger as they trod together up the stairs to their rooms.


  “Something will cut him down to size,” said Niger.


  “Then I hope I’m there to see it,” said plain Lentulus, and shivered. “It’s going to be nasty tomorrow, Niger.”


  “Most of all for Caesar,” said Niger, and smiled with sour satisfaction. “Lucullus has thrown him to the arrows.”


  There were six siege towers drawn close to the walls of Mitylene, each big enough to permit the passage of hundreds of troops through them and onto the top of the walls quickly enough to meet the defenders and hurl them down. Unfortunately for Lucullus, the defenders were well aware that their chances of withstanding such an assault were less than their chances of winning a pitched battle outside their walls.


  Halfway through the night Lucullus was woken with the news that the city’s gates were all open and that sixty thousand men were pouring out to take up stations in the space between Mitylene’s walls and the ditch and siege wall Lucullus had built.


  Bugles blew, drums rolled, horns blared: the Roman camp became a scene of frenzied activity as Lucullus summoned his soldiers to arms. He now had all four of Asia’s legions, as Thermus had brought the other two with him; these had not been a part of Fimbria’s army and so would be entitled to return to Rome with Thermus at the conclusion of his term in office. Thus their presence in the siege camp at Mitylene had served to remind the Fimbriani of their permanent exile, and stirred up fresh discontent. Now that a pitched battle was inevitable, Lucullus feared that the Fimbriani would not stand and fight. Which made it more imperative than ever that Caesar’s cohort of the most aggressive malcontents be separated from the rest of the army.


  Lucullus had twenty-four thousand men, against Mitylene’s sixty thousand. But among the seasoned Mitylene warriors would be many old men and little boys—as there always were when a city marshaled its people to fight a force of besiegers.


  “I’m a fool, I should have thought of this!” said an angry Lucullus to Thermus.


  “What’s more to the point, how did they know we were going to attack today?” asked Thermus.


  “Spies, probably among the camp women,” said Lucullus. “I will have all of them killed later.” He returned to the business at hand. “The worst of it is that it’s still too dark to see how they’ve drawn themselves up. I’ll have to keep them at bay until I’ve worked out a plan.”


  “You’re a brilliant tactician, Lucullus,” said Thermus. “It will go well, despite this.”


  At dawn Lucullus stood at the top of one of the towers along his own walls, examining the massed formations of enemy; his troops were already in No Man’s Land, clustered along the edge of his ditch, from the bottom of which the hundreds of thousands of sharpened stakes had been hastily removed. Lucullus wanted no impaled Roman soldiers if his army should be forced back. One good thing, it would have to be a fight to the death. Lucullus’s wall would prevent his own troops fleeing the field. Not that he anticipated this; the Fimbriani—when they were in the mood to fight—were as good as any troops he had ever commanded.


  Before the sun rose he was in No Man’s Land himself, with his command chain around him receiving their orders.


  “I can’t address the army, it would never hear me,” he said, tight—lipped. “So everything depends on your hearing me now, and on your absolute obedience. As your orientation point you will use the great north gate of Mitylene, as it is right in the center of our sphere of operation. My army will be drawn up in the shape of a crescent moon, with the wings forward of the center. But in the middle of the hollow exactly opposite the gate I want a forward—thrusting peak. This peak will advance ahead of all other units at a walk, its objective the gate. My tactic is to use the peak to divide the enemy host in two, and to enclose each half within the loops of my crescent. That means the men must keep the shape of their formation, the wing tips almost level with the peak. I have no cavalry, so I must ask the men at the ends of the crescent to behave like cavalry wings. Fast and heavy.”


  Perhaps seventy men were gathered around him as he stood on a small box to give him sufficient height to see everyone; the cohort centurions were there as well as the officers. His frowning gaze rested upon Caesar and the pilus prior centurion who commanded that cohort of rebels he had originally intended as arrow fodder. Lucullus had no trouble in remembering the name of the pilus prior—Marcus Silius—an aggressive, ill—mannered upstart who was always the ringleader of the deputations the men of the Fimbriani sent regularly to petition him. This was no time to exact revenge; what he needed was to make a decision based firmly in good sense. And what he had to decide was whether this cohort ought to form the spearhead of that central peak—a cohort sure to die almost to its last man—or be buried at the back of one of the two crescent curves where it could do little save form a reinforcement. He made up his mind.


  “Caesar and Silius—you will take your cohort to the head of the peak and drive toward the gate. Once you reach the gate, hold your ground no matter what they throw at you.” And he went on to make the rest of his dispositions.


  “The gods help me, that cunnus Lucullus has given me a pretty baby to lead us,” growled Silius to Caesar out of the side of his mouth as they waited for Lucullus to end.


  From a seasoned centurion Caesar took the slur without so much as a flicker of irritation. Instead, he laughed. “Would you rather be led by a pretty baby who sat at Gaius Marius’s knee for two years hearing how to fight, or by some ostensibly skilled legate who doesn’t know his military arse from his military elbow?”


  Gaius Marius! That was the one name echoed in the heart of every Roman soldier like a joy—bell. The gaze Marcus Silius bent upon his commander was searching, even a little mollified. “And what was you to Gaius Marius?” he asked.


  “He was my uncle. And he believed in me,” said Caesar.


  “But this is your first campaign—and your first battle!” Silius objected.


  “Know everything, Silius, don’t you? Then you’d better add this. I won’t let you or your men down. But if you let me down, I’ll have the lot of you flogged,” said Caesar.


  “You got a deal,” said Silius promptly, and slipped off to tell his junior centurions what to do.


  Lucullus was not the kind of general who wasted time. The moment his officers knew what was expected of them and had put their men into formation, he sounded the advance. It was clear to him that the enemy had no actual plan of battle, for they simply waited in a huge mass spread along the ground under their walls, and when the Roman army began to walk, made no attempt to charge it. They would take its assault on their shields and then fight. Their numbers, they were sure, would win the day.


  As shrewd as he was truculent, Silius spread the word from one end of his six hundred men to the other: their commander was a pretty baby who also happened to be Gaius Marius’s nephew—and Gaius Marius had believed in him.


  Caesar walked alone in front of the standard, his big rectangular shield on his left arm, his sword still in its metal scabbard; Marius had told him that it must not be drawn until the last moment before the enemy was engaged, because,


  “You can’t afford to look down at the ground, whether you’re advancing at a run or a walk,” he had mumbled out of the unparalyzed corner of his mouth. “If you’re carrying the thing unsheathed in your right hand and you stumble into a hole or trip over a rock, you’ll end in wounding yourself.”


  Caesar was not afraid, even in the most secret corner of himself, and it never occurred to him for one moment that he might be killed. Then he became aware that his men were singing:


  “We—are—the Fim—bri—ani!


  Be—ware—the Fim—bri—ani!


  We—trapped—the King—of—Pontus!


  We—are—the best—there—is!’’


  Fascinating, mused Caesar as the waiting hordes of Mitylene came closer and closer. It must be four years since Fimbria died, four years in which they’ve fought for two Licinii, Murena and then Lucullus. He was a wolfshead, Fimbria. But they still think of themselves as his men. They are not—and I suspect they never will be—the Liciniani. How they felt about Murena, I don’t know. But they loathe Lucullus! Well, who doesn’t? He’s such a stiff—rumped aristocrat. And he doesn’t believe it’s useful to have his soldiers love him. How wrong he is.


  At exactly the correct moment Caesar signaled the bugler to play “launch spears,” and kept cool enough not to duck when over a thousand of them whistled above his head in two volleys which sorely distressed and unsettled the men of Mitylene. Now follow up!


  He drew his sword and flashed it in the air, heard the peculiar scrape of six hundred swords being pulled out of their sheaths, and then he walked calmly into the enemy like a senator into a Forum crowd, shield round and not a thought in his head for what was happening at his back. Short, double—edged and razor—sharp, the gladius was not a weapon to swing about one’s head and slash downward; Caesar used it as it was meant to be used, held at groin level with its blade a hypotenuse and its wicked point upward, outward. Stab and thrust, thrust and stab.


  The enemy didn’t like this form of attack, aimed at precious loins, and the cohort of Fimbriani troublemakers just kept on advancing, which gave the men of Mitylene scant room to wield their longer swords above their heads. Shock hurled them back, the pressure of the Romans kept them back for long enough to see Lucullus’s peak at the hollow middle of his crescent bury itself deep in the enemy ranks.


  After that they took courage and stood to fight by any means they could, all haters of Rome, and determined to die before their beloved Mitylene would fall once more into Roman hands.


  A big part of it, Caesar soon discovered, was bluff. When a man came at you, you displayed no terror nor gave ground; for if you did, you lost the encounter mentally and your chances of dying were far greater. Attack, attack, always attack. Look invincible, then it was the enemy soldiers who gave ground. He reveled in it, blessed with fine reflexes and a phenomenally accurate eye, and for a long time he fought on without pausing to think what was happening behind him.


  Then, he discovered, there was room even in the hottest contest for intelligence; he was the cohort’s commander, and he had almost forgotten its existence. But how to turn about and see what was going on without being cut down? How to gain a vantage spot from which he could assess the situation? His arm was tiring a little, though the low sword stance and the light weight of the sword staved off the kind of fatigue the enemy were obviously suffering as they waved their far heavier weapons around; their swings were becoming progressively wilder and their slashes less enthusiastic.


  A heap of enemy dead lay to one side of where he stood, pushed there by the eddying movements of those who still lived and fought. Caesar put everything he had into a sudden flurry of aggression and seized the opportunity this gave him to spring up onto the mound of bodies. His legs were vulnerable, but nothing higher, and the pile was wide enough once he gained its summit to turn around without guarding his legs.


  A cheer went up from his men when they saw him, and that gladdened him. But he could see that his cohort was now cut off; Lucullus’s spearhead had done its work, yet had not been backed up strongly enough. We are an island in the midst of enemy, he thought. Thanks to Lucullus. But we will stand, and we will not die! Coming down in a series of savage leaps which confused the enemy, he ranged himself beside Marcus Silius, soldiering on.


  “We’re cut off—blow ‘form square,’ ” he said to the cohort bugler, who fought alongside the standard—bearer.


  It was done with formidable precision and speed—oh, these were good troops! Caesar and Silius worked their way inside the square and went around its perimeter cheering the men on and seeing that any weak spots were strengthened.


  “If only I had my mule, I could find out what was going on all over the field,” said Caesar to Silius, “but junior military tribunes in charge of mere cohorts don’t ride. That’s a mistake.”


  “Easy fixed!” said Silius, who now looked at Caesar with great respect. He whistled up a dozen reserves standing nearby. “We’ll build you a tribunal out of men and shields.”


  A short time later Caesar was standing at full stretch on top of four men who held their shields over their heads, having attained this lofty height by a series of human steps.


  “Watch out for enemy spears!” shouted Silius to him.


  It now became apparent that the outcome of the battle was still hotly disputed, but that Lucullus’s tactics were basically sound; the enemy looked as if it might find itself rolled up by the Roman wings, closing inexorably.


  “Give me our standard!” Caesar yelled, caught it when the bearer flung it into the air, and waved it on high in the direction of Lucullus, clearly visible on a white horse. “There, that should at least inform the general that we’re alive and holding our ground as ordered,” he said to Silius when he jumped down, having given two thwarted spearmen a rude gesture with his hand as he did so. “My thanks for providing the tribunal. Hard to know who’ll win.”


  Not long after that the men of Mitylene launched an all—out offensive on Caesar’s square.


  “We’ll never hold,” said Silius.


  “We’ll hold, Silius! Squeeze everybody up as tight as a fish’s anus,” said Caesar. “Come on, Silius, do it!”


  He forced his way to where the brunt of the attack was falling, Silius with him, and there laid about left and right, sensing the enemy’s desperation. This marooned cohort of Romans must die to serve as an example to the rest of the field. Someone loomed beside him; Caesar heard Silius gasp, and saw the saber coming down. How he managed to fend his own opponent off with his shield and deflect the blow which would have cleaved Silius’s head in two, Caesar never afterward understood—only that he did it, and then killed the man with his dagger, though that arm still carried his shield.


  The incident seemed to form a kind of watershed, for after it the cohort slowly found the enemy pressure lessening, and was able some time later to continue its advance. The barred gate was reached; in its shelter the Fimbriani turned to face the far—distant Roman wall, exultant—nothing would dislodge them now!


  Nothing did. At about an hour before sunset Mitylene gave up the fight, leaving thirty thousand dead soldiers upon the field, mostly old men and little boys. Mercilessly just, Lucullus then executed every woman of Lesbos in the Roman camp, while at the same time he allowed the women of Mitylene to visit the shambles of the battlefield to gather in their dead for proper burial.


  *


  It took, Caesar learned, a full month to tidy up the aftermath of battle, and was harder work than preparing for the fray. His cohort—with whom he now associated himself at all times—had decided that he was worthy of Gaius Marius’s favor (of course he didn’t tell them that Gaius Marius’s favor had manifested itself in the form of a flaminate), and that it was Caesar’s to command. Several days before the ceremony at which the general, Lucullus, and the governor, Thermus, awarded military decorations to those who had earned them, the pilus prior centurion Marcus Silius had gone to Lucullus and Thermus and formally sworn that Caesar had personally saved his life in battle, then held the ground on which it happened until after the contest was over; he also swore that it was Caesar who saved the cohort from certain death.


  “If it had been a full legion you would have won the Grass Crown,” said Thermus as he fitted the chaplet of oak leaves on Caesar’s big golden head by pulling its open ends further apart, “but as only a cohort was involved, the best Rome can do is to give you the corona civica.” After a moment’s thought, he went on to say, “You realize, Gaius Julius, that winning the Civic Crown automatically promotes you to the Senate, and entitles you to other distinctions under the Republic’s new laws. It would certainly seem that Jupiter Optimus Maximus is determined to have you in the Senate! The seat you lost when you ceased to be the flamen Dialis is now returned to you.”


  Caesar was the only man at the battle of Mitylene so honored, and his the only cohort given phalerae to adorn its vexillum; Marcus Silius was awarded a full set of nine golden phalerae, which he proudly strapped on the front of his leather cuirass. He already had nine silver phalerae (now switched to adorn the back of his cuirass), five broad silver armillae, and two gold torcs suspended from his front shoulder straps.


  “I’ll give Sulla this,” said Silius to Caesar as they stood together among the other decorated soldiers on the tribunal while the army saluted them, “he may have denied us the chance to go home, but he was too fair a man to take our decorations off us.” He eyed Caesar’s oak leaf chaplet admiringly. “You’re a real soldier, pretty baby,” he said. “I never saw a better.”


  And that, said Caesar to himself afterward, was worthier praise than all the platitudes and congratulations Lucullus and Thermus and the legates heaped upon him during the banquet they gave in his honor. Gabinius, Octavius, Lippus and Rufus were very pleased for him, and the two Lentuli very quiet. Bibulus, who was not a coward but had not won anything because he had done routine messenger service throughout the battle, could not stay quiet.


  “I might have known it,” he said bitterly. “You did not one thing any of us could not have done, were we lucky enough to have found ourselves in the same situation. But you, Caesar, have all the luck. In every way.”


  Caesar laughed merrily as he chucked Bibulus under the chin, a habit he had fallen into; it was Gabinius who protested.


  “That is to deny a man the proper merit of his actions,” he said angrily. “Caesar shamed every last one of us with the amount of work he did during the winter, and he shamed every last one of us on the battlefield by doing more hard work! Luck? Luck, you small—minded, envious fool, had nothing to do with it!”


  “Oh, Gabinius, you shouldn’t let him irk you,” said Caesar, who could afford to be gracious—and knew it annoyed Bibulus almost to a fit of tears. “There is always an element of luck. Special luck! It’s a sign of Fortune’s favor, so it only belongs to men of superior ability. Sulla has luck. He’s the first one to say it. But you wait and see! Caesar’s luck will become proverbial.”


  “And Bibulus’s nonexistent,” said Gabinius more calmly.


  “Probably,” said Caesar, his tone indicating that this was a matter which neither interested nor provoked him.


  *


  Thermus, Lucullus, their legates, officials and tribunes returned to Rome at the end of June. The new governor of Asia Province, Gaius Claudius Nero, had arrived in Pergamum and taken over, and Sulla had given Lucullus permission to come home, at the same time informing him that he and his brother, Varro Lucullus, would be curule aediles the next year.


  “By the time you come home,” ended Sulla’s letter, “your election as curule aedile will be over. Please excuse me from the role of matchmaker—I seem not to have my usual luck in that particular area. You will by now have heard that Pompeius’s new wife has died. Besides, if your taste runs to little girls, my dear Lucullus, then you’re better off doing your own dirty work. Sooner or later you’ll find some impoverished nobleman willing to sell you his underaged daughter. But what happens when she grows up a bit? They all do!”


  It was Marcus Valerius Messala Rufus who arrived in Rome to find a marriage in the making. His sister—of whom he was very fond—had, as he knew from her tear—stained letters, been summarily divorced by her husband. Though she continued to vow that she loved him with every breath she took, the divorce made it plain that he did not love her at all. Why, no one understood. Valeria Messala was beautiful, intelligent, well educated and not boring in any way; she didn’t gossip, she wasn’t spendthrift, nor did she ogle other men.


  One of the city’s wealthiest plutocrats died late in June, and his two sons put on splendid funeral games to his memory in the Forum Romanum. Twenty pairs of gladiators clad in ornamental silver were to fight; not one after the other, as was customary, but in two conflicts of ten pairs each—a Thracian pitted against a Gaul. These were styles, not nationalities—the only two styles practiced at that time—and the soldiers of the sawdust had been hired from the best gladiatorial school in Capua. Pining for a little diversion, Sulla was eager to go, so the brothers mourning their dead father were careful to install a comfortable enclosure in the middle of the front row facing north wherein the Dictator could dispose himself without being crushed up against people on either side.


  Nothing in the mos maiorum prevented women from attending, nor from sitting among the men; funeral games were held to be a kind of circus, rather than a theatrical performance. And her cousin Marcus Valerius Messala Niger, fresh from his triumph of having engaged Cicero to defend Roscius of Ameria, thought that it might cheer poor divorced Valeria Messala up if he took her to see the gladiators fight.


  Sulla was already ensconced in his place of honor when the cousins arrived, and the seating was almost filled; the first ten pairs of men were already in the sawdust—cushioned ring, going through their exercises and flexing their muscles as they waited for the bereaved brothers to decide the games should start with the prayers and the sacrifice carefully chosen to please the dead man. But at such affairs it was very useful to have highborn friends, and especially to have an aunt who was both an ex-Vestal and the daughter of Metellus Balearicus. Sitting with her brother, Metellus Nepos, his wife, Licinia, and their cousin Metellus Pius the Piglet (who was consul that year, and hugely important), the ex-Vestal Caecilia Metella Balearica had saved two seats which no one quite had the courage to usurp.


  In order to reach them, Messala Niger and Valeria Messala had to work their way past those already sitting in the second row, and therefore directly behind the Dictator. He was, everyone noted, looking rested and well, perhaps because Cicero’s tact and skill had enabled him to quash a great deal of lingering feeling about the proscriptions—and eliminate a problem—by throwing Chrysogonus off the Tarpeian Rock. All of the Forum was thronged, the ordinary people perched on every roof and flight of steps, and those with clout in the wooden bleachers surrounding the ring, a roped—off square some forty feet along a side.


  It wouldn’t have been Rome had not the latecomers been subjected to considerable abuse for pushing their way past those already comfortably seated; though Messala Niger didn’t care a hoot, poor Valeria found herself muttering a series of apologies as she pressed on. Then she had to pass directly behind Rome’s Dictator; terrified that she might bump him, she fixed her eyes on the back of his head and his shoulders. He was wearing his silly wig, of course, and a purple-bordered toga praetexta, his twenty-four lictors crouched on the ground forward of the front row. And as she passed Valeria noticed a fat and fleecy sausage of purple wool adhering to the white folds of toga across Sulla’s left shoulder; without stopping to think, she picked it off.


  He never showed a vestige of fear in a crowd, always seemed above that, oblivious to danger. But when he felt the light touch Sulla flinched, leaped out of his chair and turned around so quickly that Valeria stepped back onto someone’s toes. The last ember of terror still dying out of his eyes, he took in the sight of a badly frightened woman, red-haired and blue-eyed and youthfully beautiful.


  “I beg your pardon, Lucius Cornelius,” she managed to say, wet her lips, sought for some explanation for her conduct. Trying to be light, she held out the sausage of purple fluff and said, “See? It was on your shoulder. I thought if I picked it off, I might also pick off some of your luck.” Her eyes filled with quick tears, resolutely blinked away, and her lovely mouth shook. “I need some luck!”


  Smiling at her without opening his lips, he took her outstretched hand in his and gently folded her fingers around the innocent cause of so much fear. “Keep it, lady, and may it bring you that luck,” he said, and turned away to sit down again.


  But all through the gladiatorial games he kept twisting around to look at where Valeria sat with Messala Niger, Metellus Pius and the rest of that party; and she, very conscious of his searching scrutiny, would smile at him nervously, then blush and look away.


  “Who is she?” he asked the Piglet as the crowd, well pleased with the magnificent display, was slowly dispersing.


  Of course the whole party had noticed (along with a lot of other people), so Metellus Pius did not dissimulate. “Valeria Messala,” he said. “Cousin of Niger and sister of Rufus, who is at the moment returning from the siege of Mitylene.”


  “Ah!” said Sulla, nodding. “As wellborn as she is truly beautiful. Recently divorced, isn’t she?”


  “Most unexpectedly, and for no reason. She’s very cut up about it, as a matter of fact.”


  “Barren?” asked the man who had divorced one wife for that.


  The Piglet’s lip curled contemptuously. “I doubt it, Lucius Cornelius. More likely lack of use.”


  “Hmm!” Sulla paused to think, then said briskly, “She must come to dinner tomorrow. Ask Niger and Metellus Nepos too—and yourself, of course. But not the other women.”


  *


  So it was that when the junior military tribune Marcus Valerius Messala Rufus arrived in Rome he found himself summoned to an audience with the Dictator, who didn’t mince matters. He was in love with Rufus’s sister, he said, and wished to marry her.


  “What could I say?’’ asked Rufus of his cousin Niger.


  “I hope you said, delighted,” said Niger dryly.


  “I said, delighted.”


  “Good!”


  “But how does poor Valeria feel? He’s so old and ugly! I wasn’t even given a chance to ask her, Niger!”


  “She’ll be happy enough, Rufus. I know he’s nothing much to look at, but he’s the unofficial King of Rome—and he’s as rich as Croesus! If it doesn’t do anything else for her, it will be balm to the wound of her undeserved divorce,” said Niger strongly. “Not to mention how advantageous the marriage will be for us! I believe he’s arranging for me to be a pontifex, and you an augur. Just hold your tongue and be thankful.”


  Rufus took his cousin’s sound advice, having ascertained that his sister genuinely thought Sulla attractive and desirable, and did want the marriage.


  Invited to the wedding, Pompey found a moment to have some private speech with the Dictator.


  “Half your luck,” said that young man gloomily.


  “Yes, you haven’t had too much luck with wives, have you?” asked Sulla, who was enjoying his wedding feast immensely, and feeling kindly disposed toward most of his world.


  “Valeria is a very nice woman,” Pompey vouchsafed.


  Sulla’s eyes danced. “Left out, Pompeius?”


  “By Jupiter, yes!”


  “Rome is absolutely stuffed with beautiful noblewomen. Why not pick one out and ask her tata for her hand?”


  “I’m no good at that sort of warfare.”


  “Rubbish! You’re young—rich—handsome—and famous,” said Sulla, who liked to tick things off. “Ask, Magnus! Just ask! It would be a fussy father who turned you down.”


  “I’m no good at that sort of warfare,” Pompey repeated.


  The eyes which had been dancing now surveyed the young man shrewdly; Sulla knew perfectly well why Pompey wouldn’t ask. He was too afraid of being told that his birth wasn’t good enough for this or that patrician young lady. His ambition wanted the best and his opinion of himself insisted he have the best, but that niggling doubt as to whether a Pompeius from Picenum would be considered good enough held him back time after time. In short, Pompey wanted someone’s tata to ask him. And nobody’s tata had.


  A thought popped into Sulla’s mind, of the sort which had led him to dower Rome with a stammering Pontifex Maximus.


  “Do you mind a widow?” he asked, eyes dancing again.


  “Not unless she’s as old as the Republic.”


  “I believe she’s about twenty-five.”


  “That’s acceptable. The same age as me.”


  “She’s dowerless.”


  “Her birth concerns me a lot more than her fortune.” “Her birth,” said Sulla happily, “is absolutely splendid on both sides. Plebeian, but magnificent!”


  “Who?” demanded Pompey, leaning forward. “Who?” Sulla rolled off the couch and stood looking at him a little tipsily. “Wait until I’ve had my nuptial holiday, Magnus. Then come back and ask me again.”


  *


  For Gaius Julius Caesar his return had been a kind of triumph he thought perhaps the real thing later on might never equal. He was not only free, but vindicated. He had won a major crown.


  Sulla had sent for him at once, and Caesar had found the Dictator genial; the interview took place just before his wedding—which all of Rome was talking about, but not officially. Thus Caesar, bidden seat himself, did not mention it.


  “Well, boy, you’ve outdone yourself.”


  What did one say? No more candor after Lucullus! “I hope not, Lucius Cornelius. I did my best, but I can do better.”


  “I don’t doubt it, it’s written all over you.” Sulla directed a rather sly glance at him. “I hear that you succeeded in assembling a fleet of unparalleled excellence in Bithynia.”


  Caesar couldn’t help it; he flushed. “I did as I was told. Exactly,” he said, teeth shut.


  “Smarting about it, eh?”


  “The accusation that I prostituted myself to obtain that fleet is unjustified.”


  “Let me tell you something, Caesar,” said the Dictator, whose lined and sagging face seemed softer and younger than it had when Caesar had last seen him over a year ago. “We have both been the victims of Gaius Marius, but you at least are fully freed of him at—what age? Twenty?”


  “Just,” said Caesar.


  “I had to suffer him until I was over fifty years old, so think yourself lucky. And, if it’s any consolation, I don’t give a rush who a man sleeps with if he serves Rome well.”


  “No, it is no consolation!” snapped Caesar. “Not for Rome—not for you—not for Gaius Marius!—would I sell my honor.”


  “Not even for Rome, eh?”


  “Rome ought not to ask it of me if Rome is who and what I believe her to be.”


  “Yes, that’s a good answer,” said Sulla, nodding. “A pity it doesn’t always work out that way. Rome—as you will find out—can be as big a whore as anyone else. You’ve not had an easy life, though it hasn’t been as hard as mine. But you’re like me, Caesar. I can see it! So can your mother. The slur is present. And you will have to live with it. The more famous you become, the more eminent your dignitas, the more they’ll say it. Just as they say I murdered women to get into the Senate. The difference between us is not in nature, but in ambition. I just wanted to be consul and then consular, and perhaps censor. My due. The rest was foisted on me, mostly by Gaius Marius.”


  “I want no more than those things,” said Caesar, surprised.


  “You mistake my meaning. I am not talking about actual offices, but about ambition. You, Caesar, want to be perfect. Nothing must happen to you that makes you less than perfect. It isn’t the unfairness of the slur concerns you—what rankles is that it detracts from your perfection. Perfect honor, perfect career, perfect record, perfect reputation. In suo anno all the way and in every way. And because you require perfection of yourself, you will require perfection from all around you—and when they prove imperfect, you’ll cast them aside. Perfection consumes you as much as gaining my birthright did me.”


  “I do not regard myself as perfect!”


  “I didn’t say that. Listen to me! I said you want to be perfect. Scrupulous to the highest mathematical power. It won’t change. You won’t change. But when you have to you will do whatever you have to do. And every time you fall short of perfection, you’ll loathe it—and yourself.” Sulla held up a piece of paper. “Here is a decree which I will post on the rostra tomorrow. You have won the Civic Crown. According to my laws that entitles you to a seat in the Senate, a special place at the theater and in the circus, and a standing ovation on every occasion when you appear wearing your Civic Crown. You will be required to wear it in the Senate, at the theater and in the circus. The next meeting of the Senate is half a month away. I will expect to see you in the Curia Hostilia.”


  And the interview was over. But when Caesar reached home he found one more accolade from Sulla. A very fine and leggy young chestnut stallion with a note clipped to its mane that said: “There is no need to ride a mule any longer, Caesar. You have my full permission to ride this beast. He is, however, not quite perfect. Look at his feet.”


  When Caesar looked, he burst out laughing. Instead of neat uncloven hooves, the stallion’s feet were each divided into two toes, a little like a cow’s.


  Lucius Decumius shivered. “You better have him cut!” he said, not seeing any joke. “Don’t want no more like him around!”


  “On the contrary,” said Caesar, wiping his eyes. “I can’t ride him much, he can’t be shod. But young Toes here is going to carry me into every battle I fight! And when he isn’t doing that, he’ll be covering my mares at Bovillae. Lucius Decumius, he’s luck! I must always have a Toes. Then I’ll never lose a battle.”


  His mother saw the changes in him instantly, and wondered why he sorrowed. Everything had gone so well for him! He had come back with the corona civica and had been glowingly mentioned in dispatches. He had even been able to inform her that the drain on his purse had not been as drastic as she had feared; King Nicomedes had given him gold, and his share of the spoils of Mitylene had been the greater because of his Civic Crown.


  “I don’t understand,” said Gaius Matius as he sat in the garden at the bottom of the light well, hands linked about his knees as he stared at Caesar, similarly seated on the ground. “You say your honor has been impeached, and yet you took a bag of gold from the old king. Isn’t that wrong?”


  From anyone else the question would not have been tolerated, but Gaius Matius was a friend since infancy.


  Caesar looked rueful. “Had the accusation come before the gold, yes,” he said. “As it was, when the poor old man gave me the gold it was a simple guest—gift. Exactly what a client king ought to give to an official envoy from his patron, Rome. As he gives tribute, what he bestows upon Rome’s envoys is free and clear.” Caesar shrugged. “I took it with gratitude, Pustula. Life in camp is expensive. My own tastes are not very grand, but one is forever obliged to contribute to the common mess, to special dinners and banquets, to luxuries which everyone else asks for. The wines have to be of the best, the foods ridiculous—and it doesn’t matter that I eat and drink plain. So the gold made a big difference to me. After Lucullus had said what he did to me, I thought about sending the gold back. And then I realized that if I did, I would hurt the King. I can’t possibly tell him what Lucullus and Bibulus said.”


  “Yes, I see.” Gaius Matius sighed. “You know, Pavo, I am so glad I don’t have to become a senator or a magistrate. It’s much nicer being an ordinary knight of the tribuni aerari!”


  But that Caesar could not even begin to comprehend, so he made no comment about it. Instead, he returned to Nicomedes. “I am honor bound to go back,” he said, “and that will only add fuel to the rumors. During the days when I was flamen Dialis I used to think that nobody was interested in the doings of people like junior military tribunes. But it isn’t so. Everyone gossips! The gods know among how many people Bibulus has been busy, tattling the story of my affair with King Nicomedes. I wouldn’t put it past Lucullus either. Or the Lentuli, for that matter. Sulla certainly knew all the juicy details.”


  “He has favored you,” said Matius thoughtfully.


  “He has. Though I can’t quite understand why.”


  “If you don’t know, I have no chance!” An inveterate gardener, Matius noticed two tiny leaves belonging to a just—germinated weed, and busied himself digging this offender out of the grass. “Anyway, Caesar, it seems to me you’ll just have to live the story down. In time it will die. All stories do.”


  “Sulla says it won’t.”


  Matius sniffed. “Because the stories about him haven’t died? Come, Caesar! He’s a bad man. You’re not. You couldn’t be.”


  “I’m capable of murder, Pustula. All men are.”


  “I didn’t say you weren’t, Pavo. The difference is that Sulla is a bad man and you are not.”


  And from that stand Gaius Matius would not be budged.


  *


  Sulla’s wedding came and went; the newly wed pair left Rome to enjoy a holiday in the villa at Misenum. But the Dictator was back for the next meeting of the Senate, to which Caesar had been commanded. He was now, at twenty years of age, one of Sulla’s new senators. A senator for the second time at twenty!


  It ought to have been the most wonderful day of his life, to walk into the filled Senate chamber wearing his chaplet of oak leaves and find the House risen to its feet—including consulars as venerable as Flaccus Princeps Senatus and Marcus Perperna—with hands vigorously applauding in this one permissible infraction of Sulla’s new rules of conduct for the Senate.


  Instead, the young man found his eyes studying face after face for any hint of amusement or contempt, wondering how far the story had spread, and who despised him. His progress was an agony, not helped when he ascended to the back row wherein the pedarii sat—and wherein he fully expected he himself would sit—to find Sulla shouting at him to sit with the men of the middle tier, wherein soldier heroes were located. Of course some men chuckled; it was kindly laughter, and meant to approve of his embarrassment. But of course he took it as derision and wanted to crawl into the furthest, darkest corner.


  Through all of it, he had never wept.


  When he came home after the meeting—a rather boring one—he found his mother waiting in the reception room. Such was not her habit; busy always, she rarely left her office for very long during the day. Now, stomach roiling, she waited for her son in a stilled patience, having no idea of how she could broach a subject he clearly did not wish to discuss. Had she been a talker it would have been easier for her, of course. But words came hard to Aurelia, who let him divest himself of his toga in silence. Then when he made a movement toward his study she knew she had to find something to say or he would leave her; the vexed subject would remain unbroached.


  “Caesar,” she said, and stopped.


  Since he had put on his toga of manhood it had been her custom to address him by his cognomen, mostly because to her “Gaius Julius” was her husband, and his death had not changed the file of references in her mind. Besides which, her son was very much a stranger to her, the penalty she paid for all those years of keeping him at a distance because she feared for him and could not allow herself to be warm or kind.


  He halted, one brow raised. “Yes, Mater?”


  “Sit down. I want to talk to you.”


  He sat, expression mildly enquiring, as if she could have nothing of great moment to say.


  “Caesar, what happened in the east?” she asked baldly.


  The mild enquiry became tinged with a mild amusement. “I did my duty, won a Civic Crown, and pleased Sulla,” he said.


  Her beautiful mouth went straight. “Prevarication,” she said, “does not suit you.”


  “I wasn’t prevaricating.”


  “You weren’t telling me what I need to know either!”


  He was withdrawing, eyes chilling from cool to cold. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”


  “You can tell me more than you have.”


  “About what?”


  “About the trouble.”


  “What trouble?”


  “The trouble I see in your every movement, your every look, your every evasion.”


  “There is no trouble.”


  “I do not believe that.”


  He rose to go, slapping his thighs. “I can’t help what you believe, Mater. There is no trouble.”


  “Sit down!’’


  He sat down, sighing softly.


  “Caesar, I will find out. But I would much rather it came from you than from someone else.”


  His head went to one side, his long fingers locked around themselves, his eyes closed. Then he sighed again, and shrugged. “I obtained a splendid fleet from King Nicomedes of Bithynia. Apparently this was a deed of absolute uniqueness. It was said of me that I obtained it by having sexual relations with the King. So I have returned to Rome the owner of a reputation not for bravery or efficiency or even cunning, but for having sold my body in order to achieve my ends,” he said, eyes still closed.


  She didn’t melt into sympathy, exclaim in horror, or wax indignant. Instead, she sat without saying anything until her son was obliged to open his eyes and look at her. It was a level exchange of glances, two formidable people finding pain rather than consolation in each other, but prepared to negotiate.


  “A grave trouble,” she said.


  “An undeserved slur.”


  “That, of course.”


  “I cannot contend with it, Mater!”


  “You have to, my son.”


  “Then tell me how!”


  “You know how, Caesar.”


  “I honestly don’t,” he said soberly, his face uncertain. “I’ve tried to ignore it, but that’s very difficult when I know what everyone is thinking.”


  “Who is the source?” she asked.


  “Lucullus.”


  “Oh, I see…. He would be believed.”


  “He is believed.”


  For a long moment she said nothing more, eyes thoughtful. Her son, watching her, marveled anew at her self-containment, her ability to hold herself aloof from personal issues. She opened her lips and began to speak very slowly and carefully, weighing each word before she uttered it.


  “You must ignore it, that is first and foremost. Once you discuss it with anyone, you place yourself on the defensive. And you reveal how much it matters to you. Think for a little, Caesar. You know how serious an allegation it is in the light of your future political career. But you cannot let anybody else see that you appreciate its seriousness! So you must ignore it for the rest of your days. The best thing is that it has happened now, rather than ten years further on—a man of thirty would find the allegation far harder to contend with than a man of twenty. For that you must be grateful. Those ten years will see many events. But never a repetition of the slur. What you have to do, my son, is to work very hard to dispel the slur.” The ghost of a smile lit her remarkable eyes. “Until now, your philanderings have been restricted to the ordinary women of the Subura. I suggest, Caesar, that you lift your gaze much higher. Why, I have no idea, but you do have an extraordinary effect on women! So from now on, your peers must know of your successes. That means you must concentrate upon women who matter, who are well known. Not the courtesans like Praecia, but noblewomen. Great ladies.”


  “Deflower lots of Domitias and Licinias, you mean?’’ he asked, smiling broadly.


  “No!” she said sharply. “Not unmarried girls! Never, never unmarried girls! I mean the wives of important men.”


  “Edepol!” cried her son.


  “Fight fire with fire, Caesar. There is no other way. If your love affairs are not public knowledge, everyone will assume you are intriguing with men. So they must be as scandalous and generally known as possible. Establish a reputation as Rome’s most notorious womanizer. But choose your quarry very carefully.” She shook her head in puzzlement. “Sulla used to be able to cause women to make absolute fools of themselves over him. On at least one occasion he paid a bitter price—when Dalmatica was the very young bride of Scaurus. He avoided her scrupulously, but Scaurus punished him anyway by preventing his being elected praetor. It took him six years to be elected, thanks to Scaurus.”


  “What you’re trying to say is that I’ll make enemies.”


  “Am I?” She considered it. “No, what I think I mean to say is that Sulla’s trouble arose out of the fact that he did not cuckold Scaurus. Had he, Scaurus would have found it much harder to be revenged—it’s impossible for a man who is a laughingstock to appear admirable. Pitiable, yes. Scaurus won that encounter because Sulla allowed him to appear noble—the forgiving husband, still able to hold his head up. So if you choose a woman, you must always be sure that it’s her husband is the goose. Don’t choose a woman who might tell you to jump in the Tiber—and never choose one clever enough to lead you on until she is able to tell you to jump in the Tiber absolutely publicly.”


  He was staring at her with a kind of profound respect as new on his face as it was inside his mind. “Mater, you are the most extraordinary woman! How do you know all this? You’re as upright and virtuous as Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi, yet here you are giving your own son the most dreadful advice!”


  “I have lived a long time in the Subura,” she said, looking pleased. “Besides, that is the point. You are my son, and you have been maligned. What I would do for you I would not do for anyone else, even for my daughters. If I had to, I would kill for you. But that wouldn’t solve our problem. So instead I am very happy to kill a few reputations. Like for like.”


  Almost he scooped her into his arms, but the old habits were too strong; so he got to his feet and took her hand, kissed it. “I thank you, Mater. I would kill for you with equal ease and pleasure.” A thought struck him, made him shiver with glee. “Oh, I can’t wait for Lucullus to marry! And that turd Bibulus!”


  *


  The following day brought women into Caesar’s life again, though not in a philandering context.


  “We are summoned by Julia,” said Aurelia before her son left to see what was going on in the Forum Romanum.


  Aware he had not yet found the time to see his beloved aunt, Caesar made no protest.


  The day was fine and hot but the hour early enough to make the walk from the Subura to the Quirinal an enjoyable one. Caesar and Aurelia stepped out up the Vicus ad Malum Punicum, the street which led to the temple of Quirinus on the Alta Semita. There in the lovely precinct of Quirinus stood the Punic apple tree itself, planted by Scipio Africanus after his victory over Carthage. Alongside it grew two extremely ancient myrtle trees, one for the patricians and one for the plebeians. But in the chaotic events which had followed the Italian War the patrician myrtle had begun to wither; it was now quite dead, though the plebeian tree flourished still. It was thought that this meant the death of the Patriciate, so sight of its bare dry limbs brought Caesar no pleasure. Why hadn’t someone planted a new patrician myrtle?


  The hundred talents Sulla had permitted Julia to retain had provided her with quite a comfortable private dwelling in a lane running between the Alta Semita and the Servian Walls. It was fairly large and had the virtue of being newly built; Julia’s income was sufficient to provide enough slaves to run it, and more than enough to permit her life’s necessities. She could even afford to support and house her daughter-in-law, Mucia Tertia. Scant comfort to Caesar and Aurelia, who mourned her sadly changed circumstances.


  She was almost fifty years old, but nothing seemed to change Julia herself. Having moved to the Quirinal, she took not to weaving on her loom or spinning wool, but to doing good works. Though this was not a poor district—nor even closely settled—she still found families in need of help, for reasons which varied from an excessive intake of wine to illness. A more presumptuous, tactless woman might have been rebuffed, but Julia had the knack; the whole of the Quirinal knew where to go if there was trouble.


  There were no good deeds today, however. Julia and Mucia Tertia were waiting anxiously.


  “I’ve had a letter from Sulla,” said Mucia Tertia. “He says I must marry again.”


  “But that contravenes his own laws governing the widows of the proscribed!” said Aurelia blankly.


  “When one makes the laws, Mater, it isn’t at all difficult to contravene them,” said Caesar. “A special enactment for some ostensible reason, and the thing is done.”


  “Whom are you to marry?” asked Aurelia.


  “That’s just it,” said Julia, frowning. “He hasn’t told her, poor child. We can’t even decide from his letter whether he has someone in mind, or whether he just wants Mucia to find her own husband.”


  “Let me see it,” said Caesar, holding out his hand. He read the missive at a glance, gave it back. “He gives nothing away, does he? Just orders you to marry again.”


  “I don’t want to marry again!” cried Mucia Tertia.


  A silence fell, which Caesar broke. “Write to Sulla and tell him that. Make it very polite, but very firm. Then see what he does. You’ll know more.”


  Mucia shivered. “I couldn’t do that.”


  “You could, you know. Sulla likes people to stand up to him.”


  “Men, maybe. But not the widow of Young Marius.”


  “What do you want me to do?” asked Caesar of Julia.


  “I have no idea,” Julia confessed. “It’s just that you’re the only man left in the family, so I thought you ought to be told.”


  “You genuinely don’t want to many again?” he asked Mucia.


  “Believe me, Caesar, I do not.”


  “Then as I am the paterfamilias, I will write to Sulla.”


  At which moment the old steward, Strophantes, shuffled into the room. “Domino., you have a visitor,” he said to Julia.


  “Oh, bother!” she exclaimed. “Deny me, Strophantes.”


  “He asked specifically to see the lady Mucia.”


  “Who asked?” Caesar demanded sharply.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus.”


  Caesar looked grim. “The prospective husband, I presume!”


  “But I’ve never so much as met Pompeius!” cried Mucia Tertia.


  “Nor have I,” said Caesar.


  Julia turned to him. “What do we do?”


  “Oh, we see him, Aunt Julia.” And Caesar nodded to the old man. “Bring him in.”


  Back went the steward to the atrium, where the visitor stood oozing impatience and attar of roses.


  “Follow me, Gnaeus Pompeius,” said Strophantes, wheezing.


  *


  Ever since Sulla’s wedding Pompey had waited for further news of this mysterious bride the Dictator had found for him. When he heard that Sulla had returned to Rome after his nuptial holiday he expected to be summoned, but was not. Finally, unable to wait a moment longer, he went to Sulla and demanded to know what was happening, what had eventuated.


  “About what?” asked Sulla innocently.


  “You know perfectly well!” snarled Pompey. “You said you had thought of someone for me to marry!”


  “So I did! So I did!” Sulla chuckled gleefully. “My, my, the impatience of youth!”


  “Will you tell me, you malicious old tormentor?”


  “Names, Magnus! Don’t call the Dictator names!”


  “Who is she?”


  Sulla gave in. “Young Marius’s widow, Mucia Tertia,” he said. “Daughter of Scaevola Pontifex Maximus and Crassus Orator’s sister, Licinia. There’s far more Mucius Scaevola in her than genuine Licinius Crassus because her maternal grandfather was really the brother of her paternal grandfather. And of course she’s closely related to Scaevola the Augur’s girls called Mucia Prima and Mucia Secunda—hence her given name of Mucia Tertia, even though there’s fifty years in age between her and the other two. Mucia Tertia’s mother is still alive, of course. Scaevola divorced her for adultery with Metellus Nepos, whom she married afterward. So Mucia Tertia has two Caecilius Metellus half brothers—Nepos Junior and Celer. She’s extremely well connected, Magnus, don’t you agree? Too well connected to remain the widow of a proscribed man for the rest of her life! My dear Piglet, who is her cousin, has been making these noises at me for some time.” Sulla leaned back in his chair. “Well, Magnus, will she do?”


  “Will she do?” gasped Pompey. “Rather!”


  “Oh, splendid.” The mountain of work on his desk seemed to beckon; Sulla put his head down to study some papers. After a moment he lifted it to look at Pompey in apparent bewilderment. “I wrote to tell her she was to marry again, Magnus, so there’s no impediment,” he said. “Now leave me alone, will you? Just make sure I get an invitation to the wedding.”


  And Pompey had rushed home to bathe and change while his servants chased in a panic to find out whereabouts Mucia Tertia was living these days, then Pompey rushed straight to Julia’s house blinding all those he encountered with the whiteness of his toga, and leaving a strong aroma of attar of roses in his wake. Scaevola’s daughter! Crassus Orator’s niece! Related to the most important Caecilii Metelli! That meant that the sons she would give him would be related by blood to everyone! Oh, he didn’t care one iota that she was Young Marius’s widow! He would not even care if she was as ugly as the Sibyl of Cumae!


  Ugly? She wasn’t ugly at all! She was very strange and very beautiful. Red-haired and green-eyed, but both on the dark side, and skin both pale and flawless. And what about those eyes? No others like them anywhere! Oh, she was a honey! Pompey fell madly in love with her at first glance, before a word was spoken.


  Little wonder, then, that he hardly noticed the other people in the room, even after introductions were made. He drew up a chair beside Mucia Tertia’s and took her nerveless hand in his.


  “Sulla says that you are to marry me,” he said, smiling at her with white teeth and brilliantly shining blue eyes.


  “This is the first I know about it,” she said, unaccountably feeling her antipathy begin to fade; he was so patently happy—and really very attractive.


  “Oh well, that’s Sulla for you,” he said, catching his breath on a gasp of sheer delight. “But you have to admit that he does have everyone’s best interests at heart.”


  “Naturally you would think so,” said Julia in freezing tones.


  “What are you complaining about? He didn’t do too badly by you compared to all the other proscribed widows,” said the tactless man in love, gazing at his bride—to—be.


  Almost Julia answered that Sulla had been responsible for the death of her only child, but then she thought better of it; this rather silly fellow was too well known to belong to Sulla to hope that he would see any other side.


  And Caesar, sitting in a corner, took in his first experience of Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus unobserved. To look at, not a true Roman, that was certain; the Picentine taint of Gaul was all too obvious in his snub nose, his broad face, the dent in his chin. To listen to, not a true Roman, that was certain; his total lack of subtlety was amazing. Kid Butcher. He was well named.


  “What do you think of him?’’ asked Aurelia of Caesar as they trudged back to the Subura through the noon heat.


  “More germane to ask, what does Mucia think of him?”


  “Oh, she likes him enormously. Considerably more than ever she liked Young Marius.”


  “That wouldn’t be hard, Mater.”


  “No.”


  “Aunt Julia will find it lonely without her.”


  “Yes. But she’ll just find more to do.”


  “A pity she has no grandchildren.”


  “For which, blame Young Marius!” said Aurelia tartly.


  They had almost reached the Vicus Patricius before Caesar spoke again. “Mater, I have to go back to Bithynia,” he said.


  “Bithynia? My son, that isn’t wise!”


  “I know. But I gave the King my word.”


  “Isn’t it one of Sulla’s new rules for the Senate that any senator must seek permission to leave Italy?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then that’s good,” said Aurelia, sounding pleased. “You must be absolutely candid about where you’re going to the whole House. And take Eutychus with you as well as Burgundus.”


  “Eutychus?” Caesar stopped to stare at her. “But he’s your steward! You won’t manage easily without him. And why?”


  “I’ll manage without him. He’s from Bithynia, my son. You must tell the Senate that your freedman who is still your steward is obliged to travel to Bithynia to see to his business affairs, and that you must accompany him, as is the duty of any proper patron.”


  Caesar burst out laughing. “Sulla is absolutely right! You ought to have been a man. And so Roman! Subtle. Hit them in the face with my destination instead of pretending I’m going to Greece and then being discovered in Bithynia. One always is discovered in a lie, I find.” A different thought occurred to him. “Speaking of subtlety, that fellow Pompeius is not, is he? I wanted to hit him when he said what he did to poor Aunt Julia. And ye gods, can he brag!”


  “Incessantly, I suspect,” said Aurelia.


  “I’m glad I met him,” said her son soberly. “He showed me an excellent reason why the slur upon my reputation might prove a good thing.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Nothing has served to put him in his place. He has one—but it is not as high or as inviolate as he thinks. Circumstances have conspired to inflate his opinion of himself to insufferable heights. What he’s wanted so far has always been given to him. Even a bride far above his merits. So he’s grown into the habit of assuming it will be forever thus. But it won’t, of course. One day things will go hideously wrong for him. He will find the lesson intolerable. At least I have already had the lesson.”


  “You really think Mucia is above his merits?”


  “Don’t you?” asked Caesar, surprised.


  “No, I don’t. Her birth is immaterial. She was the wife of Young Marius, and she was that because her father knowingly gave her to the son of a complete New Man. Sulla doesn’t forget that kind of thing. Nor forgive it. He’s dazzled that gullible young man with her birth. But he’s neglected toexpound upon all his reasons for giving her away to someone beneath her.”


  “Cunning!”


  “Sulla is a fox, like all red men since Ulysses.”


  “Then it’s as well I intend to leave Rome.”


  “Until after Sulla steps down?’’


  “Until after Sulla steps down. He says that will be after he superintends the election of the year after next’s consuls—perhaps eleven months from now, if he holds his so—called elections in Quinctilis. Next year’s consuls are to be Servilius Vatia and Appius Claudius. But who he intends for the year after, I don’t know. Catulus, probably.”


  “Will Sulla be safe if he steps down?”


  “Perfectly,” said Caesar.
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  “You’ll have to go to Spain,” said Sulla to Metellus Pius. “Quintus Sertorius is rapidly taking the whole place over.”


  Metellus Pius gazed at his superior somewhat reprovingly. “Surely not!” he said in reasonable tones. “He has fruh—fruh—friends among the Lusitani and he’s quite strong west of the Baetis, buh—buh—but you have good governors in both the Spanish provinces.”


  “Do I really?” asked Sulla, mouth turned down. “Not anymore! I’ve just had word that Sertorius has trounced Lucius Fufidius after that fool was stupid enough to offer him battle. Four legions! Yet Fufidius couldn’t beat Sertorius in command of seven thousand men, only a third of whom were Roman!”


  “He bruh—bruh—brought the Romans with him from Mauretania last spring, of course,” said Metellus Pius. “The rest are Lusitani?”


  “Savages, dearest Piglet! Not worth one hobnail on the sole of a Roman caliga! But quite capable of beating Fufidius.”


  “Oh… Edepol!”


  For some reason beyond the Piglet, this delightfully mild expletive sent Sulla into paroxysms of laughter; some time elapsed before the Dictator could compose himself sufficiently to speak further upon the vexing subject of Quintus Sertorius.


  “Look, Piglet, I know Quintus Sertorius of old. So do you! If Carbo could have kept him in Italy, I might not have won at the Colline Gate because I may well have found myself beaten long before then. Sertorius is at least Gaius Marius’s equal, and Spain is his old stamping ground. When Luscus drove him out of Spain last year, I’d hoped to see the wretched fellow degenerate into a Mauretanian mercenary and trouble us never again. But I ought to have known better. First he took Tingis off King Ascalis, then he killed Paccianus and stole his Roman troops. Now he’s back in Further Spain, busy turning the Lusitani into crack Roman troops. It will have to be you who goes to govern Further Spain—and at the start of the New Year, not in spring.” He picked up a single sheet of paper and waved it at Metellus Pius gleefully. “You can have eight legions! That’s eight less I have to find land for. And if you leave late in December, you can sail direct to Gades.”


  “A great command,” said the Pontifex Maximus with genuine satisfaction, not at all averse to being out of Rome on a long campaign—even if that meant he had to fight Sertorius. No religious ceremonies to perform, no sleepless nights worrying as to whether his tongue would trip him up. In fact, the moment he got out of Rome, he knew his speech impediment would disappear—it always did. He bethought himself of something else. “Whom will you send to govern Nearer Spain?”


  “Marcus Domitius Calvinus, I think.”


  “Not Curio? He’s a guh—guh—guh—good general.”


  “I have Africa in mind for Curio. Calvinus is a better man to support you through a major campaign, Piglet dear. Curio might prove too independent in his thinking,” said Sulla.


  “I do see what you mean.”


  “Calvinus can have a further six legions. That’s fourteen altogether. Surely enough to tame Sertorius!”


  “In no time!” said the Piglet warmly. “Fuh—fuh—fear not, Lucius Cornelius! Spain is suh—suh—safe!”


  Again Sulla began to laugh. “Why do I care? I don’t know why I care, Piglet, and that’s the truth! I’ll be dead before you come back.”


  Shocked, Metellus Pius put out his hands in protest. “No! Nonsense! You’re still a relatively young man!”


  “It was foretold that I would die at the height of my fame and power,” said Sulla, displaying no fear or regret. “I shall step down next Quinctilis, Pius, and retire to Misenum for one last, glorious fling. It won’t be a long fling, but I am going to enjoy every single moment!”


  “Prophets are un—Roman,” said Metellus Pius austerely. “We both know they’re more often wrong than right.”


  “Not this prophet,” said Sulla firmly. “He was a Chaldaean, and seer to the King of the Parthians.”


  Deeming it wiser, Metellus Pius gave the argument up; he settled instead to a discussion of the coming Spanish campaign.


  *


  In truth, Sulla’s work was winding down to inertia. The spate of legislation was over and the new constitution looked as if it would hold together even after he was gone; even the apportioning of land to his veterans was beginning to arrive at a stage where Sulla himself could withdraw from the business, and Volaterrae had finally fallen. Only Nola—oldest and best foe among the cities of Italy—still held out against Rome.


  He had done what he could, and overlooked very little. The Senate was docile, the Assemblies virtually impotent, the tribunes of the plebs mere figureheads, his courts a popular as well as a practical success, and the future governors of provinces hamstrung. The Treasury was full, and its bureaucrats mercilessly obliged to fall into proper practices of accounting. If the Ordo Equester didn’t think the loss of sixteen hundred knights who had fallen victim to Sulla’s proscriptions was enough of a lesson, Sulla drove it home by stripping the knights of the Public Horse of all their social privileges, then directed that all men exiled by courts staffed by knight juries should come home.


  He had crotchets, of course. Women suffered yet again when he forbade any female guilty of adultery to remarry. Gambling (which he abhorred) was forbidden on all events except boxing matches and human footraces, neither of which drew a crowd, as he well knew. But his chief crotchet was the public servant, whom he despised as disorganized, slipshod, lazy, and venal. So he regulated every aspect of the working lives of Rome’s secretaries, clerks, scribes, accountants, heralds, lictors, messengers, the priestly attendants called calatores, the men who reminded other men of yet other men’s names—nomenclatores—and general public servants who had no real job description beyond the fact that they were apparitores. In future, none of these men would know whose service they would enter when the new magistrates came into office; no magistrate could ask for public servants by name. Lots would be drawn three years in advance, and no group would consistently serve the same sort of magistrate.


  He found new ways to annoy the Senate, having already banned every noisy demonstration of approbation or disapproval and changed the order in which senators spoke; now he put a law on the tablets which severely affected the incomes of certain needy senators by limiting the amount of money provincial delegations could spend when they came to Rome to sing the praises of an ex-governor, which meant these delegations could not (as they had in the past) give money to certain needy senators.


  It was a full program of laws which covered every aspect of Roman public life as well as much Roman life hitherto private. Everyone knew the parameters of his lot—how much he could spend, how much he could take, how much he paid the Treasury, who he could marry, whereabouts he would be tried, and what he would be tried for. A massive undertaking executed, it seemed, virtually single—handed. The knights were down, but military heroes were up, up, up. The Plebeian Assembly and its tribunes were down, but the Senate was up, up, up. Those closely related to the proscribed were down, but men like Pompey the Great were up, up, up. The advocates who had excelled in the Assemblies (like Quintus Hortensius) were down, but the advocates who excelled in the more intimate atmosphere of the courts (like Cicero) were up, up, up.


  “Little wonder that Rome is reeling, though I don’t hear a single voice crying Sulla nay,” said the new consul, Appius Claudius Pulcher, to his colleague in the consulship, Publius Servilius Vatia.


  “One reason for that,” said Vatia, “lies in the good sense behind so much of what he has legislated. He is a wonder!”


  Appius Claudius nodded without enthusiasm, but Vatia didn’t misinterpret this apathy; his colleague was not well, had not been well since his return from the inevitable siege of Nola which he seemed to have supervised on and off for a full ten years. He was, besides, a widower burdened with six children who were already notorious for their lack of discipline and a distressing tendency to conduct their tempestuous and deadly battles in public.


  Taking pity on him, Vatia patted his back cheerfully. “Oh, come, Appius Claudius, look at your future more brightly, do! It’s been long and hard for you, but you’ve finally arrived.”


  “I won’t have arrived until I restore my family’s fortune,” said Appius Claudius morosely. “That vile wretch Philippus took everything I had and gave it to Cinna and Carbo—and Sulla has not given it back.”


  “You should have reminded him,” said Vatia reasonably. “He has had a great deal to do, you know. Why didn’t you buy up big during the proscriptions?”


  “I was at Nola, if you remember,” said the unhappy one.


  “Next year you’ll be sent to govern a province, and that will set all to rights.”


  “If my health holds up.”


  “Oh, Appius Claudius! Stop glooming! You’ll survive!”


  “I can’t be sure of that” was the pessimistic reply. “With my luck, I’ll be sent to Further Spain to replace Pius.”


  “You won’t, I promise you,” soothed Vatia. “If you won’t ask Lucius Cornelius on your own behalf, I will! And I’ll ask him to give you Macedonia. That’s always good for a few bags of gold and a great many important local contracts. Not to mention selling citizenships to rich Greeks.”


  “I didn’t think there were any,” said Appius Claudius.


  “There are always rich men, even in the poorest countries. It is the nature of some men to make money. Even the Greeks, with all their political idealism, failed to legislate the wealthy man out of existence. He’d pop up in Plato’s Republic, I promise you!”


  “Like Crassus, you mean.”


  “An excellent example! Any other man would have plummeted into obscurity after Sulla cut him dead, but not our Crassus!”


  They were in the Curia Hostilia, where the New Year’s Day inaugural meeting of the Senate was being held because there was no temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and the size of the Senate had grown sufficiently to render places like Jupiter Stator and Castor’s too small for a comfortable meeting that was to be followed by a feast.


  “Hush!” said Appius Claudius. “Sulla is going to speak.”


  “Well, Conscript Fathers,” the Dictator commenced, voice jovial, “basically it is all done. It was my avowed intention to set Rome back on her feet and make new laws for her that fulfilled the needs of the mos maiorum. I have done so. But I will continue as Dictator until Quinctilis, when I will hold the elections for the magistrates of next year. This you already know. However, I believe some of you refuse to credit that a man endowed with such power would ever be foolish enough to step down. So I repeat that I will step down from the Dictatorship after the elections in Quinctilis. This means that next year’s magistrates will be the last personally chosen by me. In future years all the elections will be free, open to as many candidates as want to stand. There are those who have consistently disapproved of the Dictator’s choosing his magistrates, and putting up only as many names for voting as there are jobs to fill. But—as I have always maintained!—the Dictator must work with men who are prepared to back him wholeheartedly. The electorate cannot be relied upon to return the best men, nor even the men who are overdue for office and entitled to that office by virtue of their rank and experience. So as the Dictator I have been able to ensure I have both the men I wish to work with and to whom office was morally and ethically owed. Like my dear absent Pontifex Maximus, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius. He continues to be worthy of my favor, for he is already on the way to Further Spain, there to contend with the outlawed felon, Quintus Sertorius.”


  “He’s rambling a bit,” said Catulus clinically.


  “Because he has nothing to say,” said Hortensius.


  “Except that he will stand down in Quinctilis.”


  “And I am actually beginning to believe that.”


  *


  But that New Year’s Day, so auspiciously begun, was to end with some long—delayed bad news from Alexandria.


  Ptolemy Alexander the Younger’s time had finally come at the beginning of the year just gone, the second year of Sulla’s reign. Word had arrived then from Alexandria that King Ptolemy Soter Chickpea was dead and his daughter Queen Berenice now ruling alone. Though the throne came through her, under Egyptian law she could not occupy it without a king. Might, the embassage from Alexandria humbly asked, Lucius Cornelius Sulla grant Egypt a new king in the person of Ptolemy Alexander the Younger?


  “What happens if I deny you?’’ asked Sulla.


  “Then King Mithridates and King Tigranes will win Egypt,” said the leader of the delegation. “The throne must be occupied by a member of the Ptolemaic dynasty. If Ptolemy Alexander is not made King and Pharaoh, then we will have to send to Mithridates and Tigranes for the elder of the two bastards, Ptolemy Philadelphus who was called Auletes because of his piping voice.”


  “I can see that a bastard might be able to assume the title of King, but can he legally become Pharaoh?” asked Sulla, thus revealing that he had studied the Egyptian monarchy.


  “Were he the son of a common woman, definitely not’’ was the answer. “However, Auletes and his younger brother are the sons of Ptolemy Soter and Princess Arsinoe, the royal concubine who was the eldest legitimate daughter of the King of Nabataea. It has long been the custom for all the small dynasts of Arabia and Palestina to send their oldest daughters to the Pharaoh of Egypt as his concubines, for that is a more august and respectable fate than marriage to other small dynasts—and brings greater security to their fathers, who all need Egyptian co-operation to carry on their trading activities up the Sinus Arabicus and across the various deserts.”


  “So you’re saying that Alexandria and Egypt would accept one of the Ptolemaic bastards because his mother was royal?’’


  “In the event that we cannot have Ptolemy Alexander, that is inevitable, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Mithridatid and Tigranic puppets,” said Sulla thoughtfully.


  “As their wives are the daughters of Mithridates, that too is inevitable. Tigranes is now too close to the Egyptian border for us to insist the Ptolemy bastards divorce these girls. He would invade in the name of Mithridates. And Egypt would fall. We are not militarily strong enough to deal with a war of that magnitude. Besides which, the girls have sufficient Ptolemaic blood to pass on the throne. In the event,” said the delegation’s leader suavely, “that the child of Ptolemy Soter and his concubine the daughter of the King of Idumaea fails to grow up and provide Auletes with a wife of half—Ptolemaic blood.”


  Sulla looked suddenly brisk and businesslike. “Leave it with me, I’ll attend to the matter. We can’t have Armenia and Pontus in control of Egypt!”


  His own deliberations were already concluded long since, so without delay Sulla set off for the villa on the Pincian Hill and an interview with Ptolemy Alexander.


  “Your day has arrived,” said the Dictator to his hostage, no longer such a very young man; he had turned thirty-five.


  “Chickpea is dead?” asked Ptolemy Alexander eagerly.


  “Dead and entombed. Queen Berenice rules alone.”


  “Then I must go!” Ptolemy Alexander squawked, agitated. “I must go! There is no time to be wasted!”


  “You can go when I say you can go, not a moment before,” said Sulla harshly. “Sit down, Your Majesty, and listen to me.”


  His Majesty sat with his draperies flattening limply around him like a pricked puffball, his eyes very strange between the solid lines of stibium he had painted on both upper and lower lids, extended out toward the temples in imitation of the antique Eye of Egypt, the wadjet; as he had also painted in thick black brows and whitened the area between them and the black line of the upper lids, Sulla found it absolutely impossible to decide what Ptolemy Alexander’s real eyes held. The whole effect, he decided, was distinctly sinister—and probably intended to be.


  “You cannot talk to a king as to an inferior,” said His Majesty stiffly.


  “There is no king in all the world who is not my inferior,” Sulla answered contemptuously. “I rule Rome! That makes me the most powerful man between the Rivers of Ocean and Indus. So you will listen, Your Majesty—and without interrupting me! You may go to Alexandria and assume the throne. But only upon certain conditions. Is that understood?”


  “What conditions?’’


  “That you make your will and lodge it with the Vestal Virgins here in Rome. It need only be a simple will. In the event that you die without legitimate issue, you will bequeath the Kingdom of Egypt to Rome.”


  Ptolemy Alexander gasped. “I can’t do that!”


  “You can do anything I say you must do—if you want to rule in Alexandria. That is my price. Egypt to fall to Rome if you die without legitimate issue.”


  The unsettling eyes within their embossed ritual framework slid from side to side, and the richly carmined mouth—full and self-indulgent—worked upon itself in a way which reminded Sulla of Philippus. “All right, I agree to your price.” Ptolemy Alexander shrugged. “I don’t subscribe to the old Egyptian religion, so what can it matter to me after I’m dead?”


  “Excellently reasoned!” said Sulla heartily. “I brought my secretary with me so you’d be able to make out the document here and now. With every royal seal and your personal cartouche attached, of course. I want no arguments from the Alexandrians after you’re dead.” He clapped for a Ptolemaic servant, and asked that his own secretary be summoned. As they waited he said idly, “There is one other condition, actually.”


  “What?” asked Ptolemy Alexander warily.


  “I believe that in a bank at Tyre you have a sum of two thousand talents of gold deposited by your grandmother, the third Queen Cleopatra. Mithridates got the money she left on Cos, but not what she left at Tyre. And King Tigranes has not yet managed to subdue the cities of Phoenicia. He’s too busy with the Jews. You will leave those two thousand talents of gold to Rome.”


  One look at Sulla’s face informed His Majesty that there could be no argument; he shrugged again, nodded.


  Flosculus the secretary came, Ptolemy Alexander sent one of his own slaves for his seals and cartouche, and the will was soon made and signed and witnessed.


  “I will lodge it for you,” said Sulla, rising, “as you cannot cross the pomerium to visit Vesta.”


  Two days later Ptolemy Alexander the Younger departed from Rome with the delegation, and took ship in Puteoli for Africa; it was easier to cross the Middle Sea at this point and then to hug the African coast from the Roman province to Cyrenaica, and Cyrenaica to Alexandria. Besides which, the new King of Egypt wanted to go nowhere near Mithridates or Tigranes, and did not trust to his luck.


  In the spring an urgent message had come from Alexandria, where Rome’s agent (a Roman ostensibly in trade) had written that King Ptolemy Alexander the Second had suffered a disaster. Arriving safely after a long voyage, he had immediately married his half sister cum first cousin, Queen Berenice. For exactly nineteen days he had reigned as King of Egypt, nineteen days during which, it seemed, he conceived a steadily increasing hatred of his wife. So early on the nineteenth day of his reign, apparently considering this female creature a nonentity, he murdered his forty-year-old wife/sister/cousin/queen. But she had reigned for a long time in conjunction with her father, Chickpea; the citizens of Alexandria adored her. Later during the nineteenth day of his reign the citizens of Alexandria stormed the palace, abducted King Ptolemy Alexander the Second, and literally tore him into small pieces—a kind of free—for—all fun—for—all celebration staged in the agora. Egypt was without king or queen, and in a state of chaos.


  “Splendid!” cried Sulla as he read his agent’s letter, and sent off an embassage of Roman senators led by the consular and ex-censor Marcus Perperna to Alexandria, bearing King Ptolemy Alexander the Second’s last will and legal testament. His ambassadors were also under orders to call in at Tyre on the way home, there to pick up the gold.


  From that day to this New Year’s Day of the third year of Sulla’s reign, nothing further had been heard.


  “Our entire journey has been dogged by ill luck,” said Marcus Perperna. “We were shipwrecked off Crete and taken captive by pirates—it took two months for the cities of Peloponnesian Greece to raise our ransoms, and then we had to finish the voyage by sailing to Cyrene and hugging the Libyan coast to Alexandria.”


  “In a pirate vessel?” asked Sulla, aware of the gravity of this news, but nonetheless inclined to laugh; Perperna looked so old and shrunken—and terrified!


  “As you so shrewdly surmise, in a pirate vessel.”


  “And what happened when you reached Alexandria?”


  “Nothing good, Lucius Cornelius. Nothing good!” Perperna heaved a huge sigh. “We found the Alexandrians had acted with celerity and efficiency. They knew exactly whereabouts to send after King Ptolemy Alexander was murdered.”


  “Send for what, Perperna?”


  “Send for the two bastard sons of Ptolemy Soter Chickpea, Lucius Cornelius. They petitioned King Tigranes in Syria to give them both young men—the elder to rule Egypt, and the younger to rule Cyprus.”


  “Clever, but not unexpected,” said Sulla. “Go on.”


  “By the time we reached Alexandria, King Ptolemy Auletes was already on the throne, and his wife—the daughter of King Mithridates—was beside him as Queen Cleopatra Tryphaena. His younger brother—whom the Alexandrians have decided to call Ptolemy the Cyprian—was sent to be regent of Cyprus. His wife—another daughter of Mithridates—went with him.”


  “And her name is?”


  “Mithridatidis Nyssa.”


  “The whole thing is illegal,” said Sulla, frowning.


  “Not according to the Alexandrians!”


  “Go on, Perperna, go on! Tell me the worst.”


  “Well, we produced the will, of course. And informed the Alexandrians that we had come formally to annex the Kingdom of Egypt into the empire of Rome as a province.”


  “And what did they say to that, Perperna?”


  “They laughed at us, Lucius Cornelius. By various methods their lawyers proceeded to prove that the will was invalid, then they pointed to the King and Queen upon their thrones and showed us that they had found legitimate heirs.”


  “But they’re not legitimate!”


  “Only under Roman law, they said, and denied that it applied to Egypt. Under Egyptian law—which seems to consist largely of rules made up on the spur of the moment to support whatever the Alexandrians have in mind—the King and Queen are legitimate.”


  “So what did you do, Perperna?”


  “What could I do, Lucius Cornelius? Alexandria was crawling with soldiers! We thanked our Roman gods that we managed to get out of Egypt alive, and with our persons intact.”


  “Quite right,” said Sulla, who did not bother venting his spleen upon unworthy objects. “However, the fact remains that the will is valid. Egypt now belongs to Rome.” He drummed his fingers on his desk. “Unfortunately there isn’t much Rome can do at the present time. I’ve had to send fourteen legions to Spain to deal with Quintus Sertorius, and I’ve no wish to add to the Treasury’s expenses by mounting another campaign at the opposite end of the world. Not with Tigranes riding roughshod over most of Syria and no curb in the vicinity now that the Parthian heirs are so embroiled in civil war. Have you still got the will?”


  “Oh yes, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “Then tomorrow I’ll inform the Senate what’s happened and give the will back to the Vestals against the day when Rome can afford to annex Egypt by force—which is the only way we’re going to come into our inheritance, I think.”


  “Egypt is fabulously rich.”


  “That’s no news to me, Perperna! The Ptolemies are sitting on the greatest treasure in the world, as well as one of the world’s richest countries.” Sulla assumed the expression which indicated he was finished, but said, it appeared as an afterthought, “I suppose that means you didn’t obtain the two thousand talents of gold from Tyre?’’


  “Oh, we got that without any trouble, Lucius Cornelius,” said Perperna, shocked. “The bankers handed it over the moment we produced the will. On our way home, as you instructed.”


  Sulla roared with laughter. “Well done for you, Perperna! I can almost forgive you the debacle in Alexandria!” He got up, rubbing his hands together in glee. “A welcome addition to the Treasury. And so the Senate will see it, I’m sure. At least poor Rome didn’t have to pay for an embassage without seeing an adequate financial return.”
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  *


  All the eastern kings were being troublesome—one of the penalties Rome was forced to endure because her internecine strife had made it impossible for Sulla to remain in the east long enough to render both Mithridates and Tigranes permanently impotent. As it was, no sooner had Sulla sailed home than Mithridates was back intriguing to annex Cappadocia, and Lucius Licinius Murena (then governor of Asia Province and Cilicia) had promptly gone to war against him—without Sulla’s knowledge or permission, and in contravention of the Treaty of Dardanus. For a while Murena had done amazingly well, until self-confidence had led him into a series of disastrous encounters with Mithridates on his own soil of Pontus. Sulla had been obliged to send the elder Aulus Gabinius to order Murena back to his own provinces. It had been Sulla’s intention to punish Murena for his cavalier behavior, but then had come the confrontation with Pompey; so Murena had had to be allowed to return and celebrate a triumph in order to put Pompey in his place.


  In the meantime, Tigranes had used the six years just gone by to expand his kingdom of Armenia southward and westward into lands belonging to the King of the Parthians and the rapidly disintegrating Kingdom of Syria. He had begun to see his chance when he learned that old King Mithradates of the Parthians was too ill to proceed with a projected invasion of Syria—and too ill to prevent the barbarians called Massagetae from taking over all his lands to the north and east of Parthia itself, as well as to prevent one of his sons, Gotarzes, from usurping Babylonia.


  As Tigranes himself had once predicted, the death of King Mithradates of the Parthians had provoked a war of succession complicated by the fact that the old man had had three official queens—two his paternal half sisters, and the third none other than a daughter of Tigranes called Automa. While various sons of various mothers fought over what remained, yet another vital satrapy seceded—fabulously rich Elymais, watered by the eastern tributaries of the Tigris, the rivers Choaspes and Pasitigris; the silt—free harbors to the east of the Tigris—Euphrates delta were lost, as was the city of Susa, one of the Parthian royal seats. Uncaring, the sons of old King Mithradates warred on.


  So did Tigranes. His first move (in the year Gaius Marius died) was to invade in succession the petty kingdoms of Sophene, Gordyene, Adiabene, and finally Osrhoene. These four little states conquered, Tigranes now owned all the lands bordering the eastern bank of the Euphrates from above Tomisa all the way down to Europus; the big cities of Amida, Edessa and Nisibis were now also his, as were the tolls levied along the great river. But rather than entrust such commercial enterprises as toll collecting to his own Armenians, Tigranes wooed and won over the Skenite Arabs who controlled the arid regions between the Euphrates and the Tigris south of Osrhoene, and exacted tolls on every caravan which passed across their territory. Nomad Bedouins though they were, Tigranes moved the Skenite Arabs into Edessa and Carrhae and appointed them the collectors of Euphrates tolls at Samosata and Zeugma. Their king—whose royal title was Abgar—was now the client of Tigranes, and the Greek—speaking populations of all the towns the King of Armenia had overcome were forced to emigrate to those parts of Armenia where the Greek language was hitherto unknown. Tigranes desperately wanted to be the civilized ruler of a Hellenized kingdom—and what better way to Hellenize it than to implant colonies of Greek speakers within its borders?


  As a child Tigranes had been held hostage by the King of the Parthians and had lived in Seleuceia—upon—Tigris, far away from Armenia. At the time of his father’s death he was the only living son, but the King of the Parthians had demanded a huge price for releasing the youth Tigranes—seventy valleys in the richest part of Armenia, which was Media Atropatene. Now Tigranes marched into Media Atropatene and took back the seventy valleys, stuffed with gold, lapis lazuli, turquoise and fertile pastures.


  He now found, however, that he lacked sufficient Nesaean horses to mount his growing numbers of cataphracts. These strange cavalrymen were clad from head to foot in steel—mesh armor—as were their horses, which needed to be large to carry the weight. So in the following year Tigranes invaded Media itself, the home of the Nesaean horse, and annexed it to Armenia. Ecbatana, summer royal seat of the Kings of the Parthians—and before them, the summer royal seat of the Kings of Media and Persia, including Alexander the Great—was burned to the ground, and its magnificent palace sacked.


  Three years had gone by. While Sulla marched slowly up the Italian peninsula, Tigranes had turned his attention to the west and crossed the Euphrates into Commagene. Unopposed, he occupied all the lands of northern Syria between the Amanus Mountains and the Libanus Mountains, including mighty Antioch and the lower half of the valley of the Orontes River. Even a part of Cilicia Pedia fell to him, around the eastern shore of the Sinus Issicus.


  Syria was genuine Hellenized territory, its populace a fully Greek—speaking one powerfully under the influence of Greek customs. No sooner had he established his authority in Syria than Tigranes uplifted whole communities of these hapless Greek—speakers and sent them and their families to live in his newly built capital of Tigranocerta. Most favored were the artisans, not one of whom was allowed to remain in Syria. However, the King understood the need to protect his Greek imports from his Median—speaking native peoples, who were directed under pain of death to treat the new citizens with care and kindness.


  And while Sulla was legislating to have himself appointed Dictator of Rome, Tigranes formally adopted the title he had hungered for all his life—King of Kings. Queen Cleopatra Selene of Syria—youngest sister and at one time wife of Ptolemy Soter Chickpea—who had managed to rule Syria through several Seleucid husbands, was taken from Antioch and made to live in the humblest circumstances in a tiny village on the Euphrates; her place in the palace at Antioch was taken by the satrap Magadates, who was to rule Syria in the name of Tigranes, King of Kings.


  King of Kings, thought Sulla cynically; all those eastern potentates thought themselves King of Kings. Even, it seemed, the two bastard sons of Ptolemy Soter Chickpea, who now ruled in Egypt and Cyprus with their Mithridatid wives. But the will of the dead Ptolemy Alexander the Second was genuine; no one knew that better than Sulla did, for he was its witness. Sooner or later Egypt would belong to Rome. For the moment Ptolemy Auletes must be allowed to reign in Alexandria; but, vowed Sulla, that puppet of Mithridates and Tigranes would never know an easy moment! The Senate of Rome would send regularly to Alexandria demanding that Ptolemy Auletes step down in favor of Rome, the true owner of Egypt.


  As for King Mithridates of Pontus—interesting, that he had lost two hundred thousand men in the freezing cold of the Caucasus—he would have to be discouraged yet again from trying to annex Cappadocia. Complaining by letter to Sulla that Murena had plundered and burned four hundred villages along the Halys River, Mithridates had proceeded to take the Cappadocian bank of the Halys off poor Cappadocia; to make this ploy look legitimate, he had given King Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia a new bride, one of his own daughters. When Sulla discovered that the girl was a four-year-old child, he sent yet another messenger to see King Mithridates and order him in Rome’s name to quit Cappadocia absolutely, bride or no bride. The messenger had returned very recently, bearing a letter from Mithridates promising to do as he was told—and informing Sulla that the King of Pontus was going to send an embassage to Rome to ratify the Treaty of Dardanus into watertight legality.


  “He’d better make sure his embassage doesn’t dawdle,” said Sulla to himself as he terminated all these thoughts of eastern kings by going to find his wife. It was in her presence—for she wasn’t very far away—that he ended his audible reflections by saying, “If they do dawdle, they won’t find me here to dicker with them—and good luck dickering with the Senate!”


  “I beg your pardon, my love?” asked Valeria, startled.


  “Nothing. Give me a kiss.”


  *


  Her kisses were nice enough. Just as she was nice enough, Valeria Messala. So far Sulla had found this fourth marriage a pleasant experience. But not a stimulating one. A part of that was due to his age and his illnesses, he was aware; but a larger part of it was due to the seductive and sensuous shortcomings of aristocratic Roman women, who just could not relax sufficiently in bed to enter into the kind of sexual cavorting the Dictator hankered after. His prowess was flagging: he needed to be stimulated! Why was it that women could love a man madly, yet not enter wholeheartedly into his sexual wants?


  “I believe,” said Varro, who was the hapless recipient of this question, “that women are passive vessels, Lucius Cornelius. They are made to hold things, from a man’s penis to a baby. And the one who holds things is passive. Must be passive! Otherwise the hold is not stable. It is the same with animals. The male is the active participant, and must rid himself of his excessive desires by rutting with many different females.”


  He had come to inform Sulla that Pompey was coming to Rome on a brief visit, and to enquire whether Sulla would like to see the young man. Instead of being given an audience, however, he found himself the audience, and had not yet managed to find the right moment to put his own query forward.


  The darkened brows wriggled expressively. “Do you mean, my dear Varro, that a decently married man must rut with half of female Rome?”


  “No, no, of course not!” gasped Varro. “All females are passive, so he could not find satisfaction!”


  “Then do you mean that if a man wants his fleshly urges gratified to complete satiation, he ought to seek his sexual partners among men?” Sulla asked, face serious.


  “Ooh! Ah! Um!” squeaked Varro, writhing like a centipede pinned through its middle. “No, Lucius Cornelius, of course not! Definitely not!”


  “Then what is a decently married man to do?’’


  “I am a student of natural phenomena, I know, but these are questions I am not qualified or skilled enough to answer!” babbled Varro, wishing he had not decided to visit this uncomfortable, perplexing man. The trouble was that ever since the months during which he, Varro, had anointed Sulla’s disintegrating face, Sulla had displayed a great fondness for him, and tended to become offended if Varro didn’t call to pay his respects.


  “Calm down, Varro, I’m teasing you!” said Sulla, laughing.


  “One never knows with you, Lucius Cornelius.” Varro wet his lips, began to formulate in his mind the words which would put his announcement of Pompey’s advent in the most favorable light; no fool, Varro was well aware that the Dictator’s feelings toward Pompey were ambivalent.


  “I hear,” said Sulla, unconscious of all this mental juggling of a simple sentence, “that Varro Lucullus has managed to get rid of his adoptive sister—your cousin, I believe.”


  “Terentia, you mean?” Varro’s face lit up. “Oh, yes! A truly wonderful stroke of luck!”


  “It’s a long time,” said the smiling Sulla, who adored all sorts of gossip these days, “since a woman as rich as Terentia has had so much trouble finding a husband.”


  “That’s not quite the situation,” said Varro, temporizing. “One can always find a man willing to marry a rich woman. The trouble with Terentia—who is Rome’s worst shrew, I grant you!—has forever been that she refused to look at any of the men her family found for her.”


  Sulla’s smile had become a grin. “She preferred to stay at home and make Varro Lucullus’s life a misery, you mean.”


  “Perhaps. Though she likes him well enough, I think. Her nature is at fault—and what can she do about that, since it was given to her at her birth?”


  “Then what happened? Love at first sight?”


  “Certainly not. The match was proposed by our swindling friend, Titus Pomponius who is now called Atticus because of his affection for Athens. Apparently he and Marcus Tullius Cicero have known each other for many years. Since you regulated Rome, Lucius Cornelius, Atticus visits Rome at least once a year.’’


  “I am aware of it,” said Sulla, who didn’t hold Atticus’s financial flutterings against him any more than he did Crassus’s—it was the way Crassus had manipulated the proscriptions for his own gain caused his fall from Sulla’s grace.


  “Anyway, Cicero’s legal reputation has soared. So have his ambitions. But his purse is empty. He needed to marry an heiress, though it looked as if she would have to be one of those abysmally undistinguished girls our less salubrious plutocrats seem to produce in abundance. Then Atticus suggested Terentia.” Varro stopped to look enquiringly at Sulla. “Do you know Marcus Tullius Cicero at all?” he asked.


  “Quite well when he was a lad. My late son—who would be about the same age had he lived—befriended him. He was thought a prodigy then. But between my son’s death and the case of Sextus Roscius of Ameria, I saw him only as a contubernalis on my staff in Campania during the Italian War. Maturity hasn’t changed him. He’s just found his natural milieu, is all. He’s as pedantic, talkative, and full of his own importance as he ever was. Qualities which stand him in good stead as an advocate! However, I admit freely that he has a magnificent turn of phrase. And he does have a mind! His worst fault is that he’s related to Gaius Marius. They’re both from Arpinum.”


  Varro nodded. “Atticus approached Varro Lucullus, who agreed to press Cicero’s suit with Terentia. And much to his surprise, she asked to meet Cicero! She had heard of his courtroom prowess, and told Varro Lucullus that she was determined to marry a man who was capable of fame. Cicero, she said, might be such a one.”


  “How big is her dowry?”


  “Enormous! Two hundred talents.”


  “The line of her suitors must stretch right round the block! And must contain some very pretty, smooth fellows. I begin to respect Terentia, if she’s been proof against Rome’s most expert fortune hunters,” said Sulla.


  “Terentia,” said her cousin deliberately, “is ugly, sour, cantankerous and parsimonious. She is now twenty-one years old, and still single. I know girls are supposed to obey their paterfamilias and marry whomsoever they are told to marry, but there is no man—alive or dead!—who could order Terentia to do anything she didn’t want to do.”


  “And poor Varro Lucullus is such a nice man,” said Sulla, highly entertained.


  “Precisely.”


  “So Terentia met Cicero?”


  “She did indeed. And—you could have bowled all of us over with a feather!—consented to marry him.”


  “Lucky Cicero! One of Fortune’s favorites. Her money will come in very handy.”


  “That’s what you think,” said Varro grimly. “She’s made up the marriage contract herself and retained complete control of her wealth, though she did agree to dower any daughters she might have, and contribute toward funding the careers of any sons. But as for Cicero—he’s not the man to get the better of Terentia!”


  “What’s he like as a person these days, Varro?”


  “Pleasant enough. Soft inside, I think. But vainglorious. Insufferably conceited about his intellect and convinced it has no peer. An avid social climber … Hates to be reminded that Gaius Marius is his distant relative! If Terentia had been one of those abysmally undistinguished daughters of our less salubrious plutocrats, I don’t think he would have looked at her. But her mother was a patrician and once married to Quintus Fabius Maximus, which means Fabia the Vestal Virgin is her half sister. Therefore Terentia was ‘good enough,’ if you know what I mean.” Varro pulled a face. “Cicero is an Icarus, Lucius Cornelius. He intends to fly right up into the realm of the sun—a dangerous business if you’re a New Man without a sestertius.”


  “Whatever is in the air of Arpinum, it seems to breed such fellows,” said Sulla. “As well for Rome that this New Man from Arpinum has no military skills!”


  “Quite the opposite, I have heard.”


  “Oh, I know it! When he was my contubernalis he acted as my secretary. The sight of a sword made him ashen. But I’ve never had a better secretary! When is the wedding?”


  “Not until after Varro Lucullus and his brother celebrate the ludi Romani in September.” Varro laughed. “There’s no room in their world at the moment for anything except planning the best games Rome has seen in a century—if at all!”


  “A pity I won’t be in Rome to see them,” said Sulla, who did not look brokenhearted.


  A small silence fell, which Varro took advantage of before Sulla could think of some other subject. “Lucius Cornelius, I wondered if you knew that Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus is coming to Rome shortly?” he asked diffidently. “He would like to call to see you, but understands how busy you are.”


  “Never too busy to see Magnus!” said Sulla cheerfully. He directed a keen look at Varro. “Still running round after him with a pen and paper to record his every fart, Varro?”


  A deep red suffused Varro’s skin; when dealing with Sulla one didn’t always know how he would see even the most innocent things. Did he, for example, think that Varro’s time would be better spent recording the deeds (or farts) of Lucius Cornelius Sulla? So he said, very humbly, “I do from time to time. It started as an accident because we were together when war broke out, and I was not proof against Pompeius’s enthusiasm. He said I should write history, not natural history. And that is what I do. I am not Pompeius’s biographer!”


  “Very well answered!”


  Thus it was that when Varro left the Dictator’s house on the Palatine, he had to pause to wipe the sweat from his face. They talked endlessly about the lion and the fox in Sulla; but personally Varro thought the worst beast he harbored was a common cat.


  He had done well, however. When Pompey arrived in Rome with his wife and took up residence in his family’s house on the Carinae, Varro was able to say that Sulla would be glad to see Pompey, and would allocate him sufficient time for a cozy chat. That was Sulla’s phrase—but uttered with tongue in cheek, Varro knew. A cozy chat with Sulla could turn out to be a walk along a tightrope above a pit of burning coals.


  Ah, but the self-confidence and conceit of youth! Pompey, still some months short of his twenty-seventh birthday, breezed off to see Sulla with no misgivings whatsoever.


  “And how’s married life?” asked the Dictator blandly.


  Pompey beamed. “Wonderful! Glorious! What a wife you found for me, Lucius Cornelius! Beautiful—educated—sweet. She’s pregnant. Due to drop my first son later this year.”


  “A son, eh? Are you sure it will be a son, Magnus?”


  “Positive.”


  Sulla chuckled. “Well, you’re one of Fortune’s favorites, Magnus, so I suppose it will be a son. Gnaeus Junior … The Butcher, Kid Butcher, and Baby Butcher.”


  “I like that!” exclaimed Pompey, not at all offended.


  “You’re establishing a tradition,” said Sulla gravely.


  “We certainly are! Three generations!”


  Pompey sat back, pleased. Then, noted the watching Sulla, a different look came into the wide blue eyes; the happiness fled, replaced by a wary and thoughtful calculation as Pompey turned something over in his mind. Sulla waited without speaking until it came out.


  “Lucius Cornelius…”


  “Yes?”


  “That law you promulgated—the one about making the Senate look outside of its own ranks if no military commander could be found among the senators …”


  “The special commission, you mean?”


  “That’s the one.”


  “What about it?”


  “Would it apply to me?”


  “It could do.”


  “But only if no one within the Senate volunteered.”


  “It doesn’t quite say that, Magnus. It says if no capable and experienced commander within the Senate volunteers.”


  “And who—decides that?”


  “The Senate.”


  Another silence fell. Then Pompey said, idly it seemed, “It would be nice to have lots of clients within the Senate.”


  “It is always nice to have those, Magnus.”


  At which point Pompey transparently decided to change the subject. “Who will be the consuls for next year?” he asked.


  “Catulus, for one. Though I haven’t decided yet whether he’s to be senior or junior consul. A year ago, it seemed a clear—cut decision. Now I’m not so sure.”


  “Catulus is like Metellus Pius—a stickler.”


  “Perhaps. Neither as old nor as wise, unfortunately.”


  “Do you think Metellus Pius can beat Sertorius?”


  “At first, probably not,” said Sulla, smiling. “However, don’t hold my Piglet too lightly, Magnus. It takes him a while to get into stride. But once he finds his stride he’s very good.”


  “Pah! He’s an old woman!” said Pompey contemptuously.


  “I’ve known some doughty old women in my time, Magnus.”


  Back to the changed subject: “Who else will be consul?’’


  “Lepidus.”


  “Lepidus?” Pompey gaped.


  “Don’t you approve?”


  “I didn’t say I didn’t approve, Lucius Cornelius. As a matter of fact, I think I do! I just didn’t think your mind was inclined his way. He hasn’t been obsequious enough.”


  “Is that what you believe? That I give the big jobs only to men willing to wash my arse?”


  Give Pompey his due, he was never afraid. So, much to Sulla’s secret amusement, he continued. “Not really. But you certainly haven’t given the big jobs to men who have made it as obvious as Lepidus has that he doesn’t approve of you.”


  “Why should I?” asked Sulla, looking amazed. “I’m not fool enough to give the big jobs to men who might undermine me!”


  “Then why Lepidus?”


  “I’m due to retire before he takes office. And Lepidus,” said Sulla deliberately, “is aiming high. It has occurred to me that it might be better to make him consul while I’m still alive.”


  “He’s a good man.”


  “Because he questioned me publicly? Or despite that?”


  But “He’s a good man” was as far as Pompey was prepared to go. In truth, though he found the appointment of Lepidus not in character for Sulla, he was only mildly interested. Of far more interest was Sulla’s provision for the special commission. When he had heard of it he had wondered what he himself might have had to do with it, but it had been no part of Pompey’s plans at that stage to ask Sulla. Now, almost two years since the law had been passed, he thought it expedient to enquire rather than ask. The Dictator was right, of course. A man found it hard enough to gain his objectives as a member of the Senate; but seeking his objectives from that body when a man was not a member of it would prove extremely difficult indeed.


  Thus after Pompey took his leave of Sulla and commenced the walk home, he strolled along deep in thought. First of all, he would have to establish a faction within the Senate. And after that he would have to create a smaller group of men willing—for a price, naturally—to intrigue actively and perpetually on his behalf, even engage in underhand activities. Only—where to begin?


  Halfway down the Kingmakers’ Stairs, Pompey halted, turned, took them lithely two at a time back up onto the Clivus Victoriae, no mean feat in a toga. Philippus! He would begin with Philippus.


  Lucius Marcius Philippus had come a long way since the day he had paid a visit to the seaside villa of Gaius Marius and told that formidable man that he, Philippus, had just been elected a tribune of the plebs, and what might he do for Gaius Marius?—for a price, naturally. How many times inside his mind Philippus had turned his toga inside out and then back again, only Philippus knew for certain. What other men knew for certain was that he had always managed to survive, and even to enhance his reputation. At the time Pompey went to see him, he was both consular and ex-censor, and one of the Senate’s elders. Many men loathed him, few genuinely liked him, but he was a power nonetheless; somehow he had succeeded in persuading most of his world that he was a man of note as well as clout.


  He found his interview with Pompey both amusing and thought—provoking, never until now having had much to do with Sulla’s pet, but well aware that in Pompey, Rome had spawned a young man who deserved watching. Philippus was, besides, financially strapped again. Oh, not the way he used to be! Sulla’s proscriptions had proven an extremely fruitful source of property, and he had picked up several millions’ worth of estates for several thousands. But, like a lot of men of his kind, Philippus was not a handy manager; money seemed to slip away faster than he could gather it in, and he lacked the ability to supervise his rural money—making enterprises—as well as the ability to choose reliable staff.


  “In short, Gnaeus Pompeius, I am the opposite of men like Marcus Licinius Crassus, who still has his first sestertius and now adds them up in millions upon millions. His people tremble in their shoes whenever they set eyes on him. Mine smile slyly.”


  “You need a Chrysogonus,” said the young man with the wide blue gaze and the frank, open, attractive face.


  Always inclined to run to fat, Philippus had grown even softer and more corpulent with the years, and his brown eyes were almost buried between swollen upper lids and pouched lower ones. These eyes now rested upon his youthful adviser with startled and wary surprise: Philippus was not used to being patronized.


  “Chrysogonus ended up impaled on the needles below the Tarpeian Rock!”


  “Chrysogonus had been extremely valuable to Sulla in spite of his fate,” said Pompey. “He died because he had enriched himself from the proscriptions—not because he enriched himself by stealing directly from his patron. Over the many years he worked for Sulla, he worked indefatigably. Believe me, Lucius Marcius, you do need a Chrysogonus.”


  “Well, if I do, I have no idea how to find one.”


  “I’ll undertake to find one for you if you like.”


  The buried eyes now popped out of their surrounding flesh. “Oh? And why would you be willing to do that, Gnaeus Pompeius?”


  “Call me Magnus,” said Pompey impatiently.


  “Magnus.”


  “Because I need your services, Lucius Marcius.”


  “Call me Philippus.”


  “Philippus.”


  “How can I possibly serve you, Magnus? You’re rich beyond most rich men’s dreams—even Crassus’s, I’d venture! You’re—what?—in your middle twenties somewhere?—and already famous as a military commander, not to mention standing high in Sulla’s favor—and that is hard to achieve. I’ve tried, but I never have.”


  “Sulla is going,” said Pompey deliberately, “and when he goes I’ll sink back into obscurity. Especially if men like Catulus and the Dolabellae have anything to do with it. I’m not a member of the Senate. Nor do I intend to be.”


  “Curious, that,” said Philippus thoughtfully. “You had the opportunity. Sulla put your name at the top of his first list. But you spurned it.”


  “I have my reasons.”


  “I imagine you do!”


  Pompey got up from his chair and strolled across to the open window at the back of Philippus’s study, which, because of the peculiar layout of Philippus’s house (perched as it was near the bend in the Clivus Victoriae) looked not onto a peristyle garden but out across the lower Forum Romanum to the cliff of the Capitol. And there above the pillared arcade in which dwelt the magnificent effigies of the Twelve Gods, Pompey could see the beginnings of a huge building project; Sulla’s Tabularium, a gigantic records house in which would repose all of Rome’s accounts and law tablets. Other men, thought Pompey contemptuously, might build a basilica or a temple or a porticus, but Sulla builds a monument to Rome’s bureaucracy! He has no wings on his imagination. That is his weakness, his patrician practicality.


  “I would be grateful if you could find a Chrysogonus for me, Magnus,” said Philippus to break the long silence. “The only trouble is that I am not a Sulla! Therefore I very much doubt that I would succeed in controlling such a man.”


  “You’re not soft in anything except appearance, Philip—pus,” said the Master of Tact. “If I find you just the right man, you will control him. You just can’t pick staff, that’s all.”


  “And why should you do this for me, Magnus?”


  “Oh, that’s not all I intend to do for you!” said Pompey, turning from the window with a smile all over his face.


  “Really?”


  “I take it that your chief problem is maintaining a decent cash flow. You have a great deal of property, as well as several schools for gladiators. But nothing is managed efficiently, and therefore you do not enjoy the income you ought. A Chrysogonus will go far toward fixing that! However, it’s very likely that—as you’re a man of famously expensive habits—even an expanded income from all your estates and schools will not always prove adequate for your needs.”


  “Admirably stated!” said Philippus, who was enjoying this interview, he now discovered, enormously.


  “I’d be willing to augment your income with the gift of a million sesterces a year,” said Pompey coolly.


  Philippus couldn’t help it. He gasped. “A million?”


  “Provided you earn it, yes.”


  “And what would I have to do to earn it?’’


  “Establish a Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus faction within the Senate of sufficient power to get me whatever I want whenever I want it.” Pompey, who never suffered from bashfulness or guilt or any kind of self-deprecation, had no difficulty in meeting Philippus’s gaze when he said this.


  “Why not join the Senate and do it for yourself? Cheaper!”


  “I refuse to belong to the Senate, so that’s not possible. Besides which, I’d still have to do it. Much better then to do it behind the scenes. I won’t be sitting there to remind the senators that I might have any interest in what’s going on beyond the interest of a genuine Roman patriot—knight.”


  “Oh, you’re deep!” Philippus exclaimed appreciatively. “I wonder does Sulla know all the sides to you?”


  “Well, I’m why, I believe, he incorporated the special commission into his laws about commands and governorships.”


  “You believe he invented the special commission because you refused to belong to the Senate?”


  “I do.”


  “And that is why you want to pay me fatly to establish a faction for you within the Senate. Which is all very well. But to build a faction will cost you far more money than what you pay me, Magnus. For I do not intend to disburse sums to other men out of my own money—and what you pay me is my own money.”


  “Fair enough,” said Pompey equably.


  “There are plenty of needy senators among the pedarii. They won’t cost you much, since all you need them for is a vote. But it will be necessary to buy some of the silver—tongues on the front benches too, not to mention a few more in the middle.” Philippus looked thoughtful. “Gaius Scribonius Curio is relatively poor. So is the adopted Cornelius Lentulus—Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Clodianus. They both itch for the consulship, but neither has the income to attain it. There are a number of Lentuli, but Lentulus Clodianus is the senior of the branch. He controls the votes of those backbenchers in the Lentulus clientele. Curio is a power within himself—an interesting man. But to buy them will take a considerable amount of money. Probably a million each. If Curio will sell himself. I believe he will for enough, but not blindly, and not completely. Lucius Gellius Poplicola would sell his wife, his parents and his children for a million, however.”


  “I’d rather,” said Pompey, “pay them an annual income, as I will you. A million now might buy them, yes, but I think they would be happier if they knew that there was a regular quarter million coming in every year. In four years, that’s the million. But I am going to need them for longer than four years.”


  “You’re generous, Magnus. Some might say foolishly so.”


  “I am never foolish!” snapped Pompey. “I will expect to see a return for my money in keeping with the amount of it!”


  For some time they discussed the logistics of payments and the amounts necessary to people the back benches with willing—nay, eager!—Pompeian voters. But then Philippus sat back with a frown, and fell silent.


  “What is it?” asked Pompey a little anxiously.


  “There’s one man you can’t do without. The trouble is he’s already got more money than he knows what to do with. So he can’t be bought and he makes great capital out of that fact.”


  “You mean Cethegus.”


  “I do indeed.”


  “How can I get him?”


  “I haven’t the faintest idea.”


  Pompey rose, looking brisk. “Then I’d better see him.”


  “No!” cried Philippus, alarmed. “Cethegus is a patrician Cornelian, and such a smooth and syrupy sort of man that you’d make an enemy out of him—he can’t deal with the direct approach. Leave him to me. I’ll sound him out, find what he wants.”


  Two days later, Pompey received a note from Philippus. It contained only one sentence: “Get him Praecia, and he’s yours.”


  Pompey held the note within the flame of a lamp until it kindled, shaking with anger. Yes, that was Cethegus! His payment was his future patron’s humiliation! He required that Pompey should become his pimp.


  *


  Pompey’s approach to Mucia Tertia was very different from his tactics in dealing with Aemilia Scaura—or Antistia, for that matter. This third wife was infinitely above numbers one and two. First of all, she had a mind. Secondly, she was enigmatic; he could never work out what she was thinking. Thirdly, she was quite wonderful in bed—what a surprise! Luckily he hadn’t made a fool of himself at the outset by calling her his wee pudding or his delectable honeypot; such terms had actually teetered on the tip of his tongue, but something in her face had killed them before he articulated them. Little though he had liked Young Marius, she had been Young Marius’s wife, and that had to count for much. And she was Scaevola’s daughter, Crassus Orator’s niece. Six years of living with Julia had to count for something too. So all Pompey’s instincts said Mucia Tertia must be treated more like an equal, and not at all like a chattel.


  Therefore when he sought Mucia Tertia out, he did as he always did; gave her a lingering tongue—seeking kiss accompanied by a light and appreciative fondling of one nipple. Then—going away to sit where he could see her face, a smile of enslaved love and devotion. And after that—straight to the subject.


  “Did you know I used to have a mistress in Rome?” he asked.


  “Which one?” was her answer, solemn and matter—of—fact; she rarely smiled, Mucia Tertia.


  “So you know of them all,” he said comfortably.


  “Only of the two most notorious. Flora and Praecia.”


  Clearly Pompey had forgotten Flora ever existed; he looked perfectly blank for several moments, then laughed and held his hands out. “Flora? Oh, she was forever ago!”


  “Praecia,” said Mucia Tertia in a level voice, “was my first husband’s mistress too.”


  “Yes, I knew that.”


  “Before or after you approached her?”


  “Before.”


  “You didn’t mind?”


  He could be quick, as he was now: “If I haven’t minded his widow, why should I mind his ex-mistress?”


  “True.” She drew several skeins of finest woolen thread further into the light, and inspected them carefully. Her work, a piece of embroidery, lay in her swelling lap. Finally she chose the palest of the various purplish shades, broke off a length, and after sucking it to moisten it and rolling it between her fingers, held it up to ease it through the large eye of a needle. Only when the chore was done did she return her attention to Pompey. “What is it you have to say about Praecia?”


  “I’m establishing a faction in the Senate.”


  “Wise.” The needle was poked through the coarse fabric on which a complicated pattern of colored wools was growing, from wrong side to right side, then back again; the junction, when it was finished, would be impossible to detect. “Who have you begun with, Magnus? Philippus?”


  “Absolutely correct! You really are wonderful, Mucia!”


  “Just experienced,” she said. “I grew up surrounded by talk of politics.”


  “Philippus has undertaken to give me that faction,” Pompey went on, “but there’s one person he couldn’t buy.”


  “Cethegus,” she said, beginning now to fill in the body of a curlique already outlined with deeper purple.


  “Correct again. Cethegus.”


  “He’s necessary.”


  “So Philippus assures me.”


  “And what is Cethegus’s price?”


  “Praecia.”


  “Oh, I see.” The curlique was filling in at a great rate. “So Philippus has given you the job of acquiring Praecia for the King of the Backbenchers?”


  “It seems so.” Pompey shrugged. “She must speak well of me, otherwise I imagine he’d have given the job to someone else.”


  “Better of you than of Gaius Marius Junior.”


  “Really?” Pompey’s face lit up. “Oh, that’s good!”


  Down went work and needle; the deep green eyes, so far apart and doelike, regarded their lord and master inscrutably. “Do you still visit her, Magnus?”


  “No, of course not!” said Pompey indignantly. His small spurt of temper died, he looked at her uncertainly. “Would you have minded if I had said yes?”


  “No, of course not.” The needle went to work again.


  His face reddened. “You mean you wouldn’t be jealous?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Then you don’t love me!” he cried, jumping to his feet and walking hastily about the room.


  “Sit down, Magnus, do.”


  “You don’t love me!” he cried a second time.


  She sighed, abandoned her embroidery. “Sit down, Gnaeus Pompeius, do! Of course I love you.”


  “If you did you’d be jealous!” he snapped, and flung himself back into his chair.


  “I am not a jealous person. Either one is, or one is not. And why should you want me to be jealous?’’


  “It would tell me that you loved me.”


  “No, it would only tell you that I am a jealous person,” she said with magnificent logic. “You must remember that I grew up in a very troubled household. My father loved my mother madly, and she loved him too. But he was always jealous of her. She resented it. Eventually his moods drove her into the arms of Metellus Nepos, who is not a jealous person. So she’s happy.”


  “Are you warning me not to become jealous of you?”


  “Not at all,” she said placidly. “I am not my mother.”


  “Do you love me?”


  “Yes, very much.”


  “Did you love Young Marius?’’


  “No, never.” The pale purple thread was all used up; a new one was broken off. “Gaius Marius Junior was not uxorious. You are, delightfully so. Uxoriousness is a quality worthy of love.”


  That pleased him enough to return to the original subject. “The thing is, Mucia, how do I go about something like this? I am a procurer—oh, why dress it up in a fancy name? I am a pimp!”


  She chuckled. Wonder of wonders, she chuckled! “I quite see how difficult a position it puts you in, Magnus.”


  “What ought I to do?”


  “As is your nature. Take hold of it and do it. You only lose control of events when you stop to think or worry how you’ll look. So don’t stop to think—and stop worrying about how you’ll look. Otherwise you’ll make a mess of it.”


  “Just go and see her and ask her.”


  “Exactly.” The needle was threaded again, her eyes lifted to his with another ghost of a smile in them. “However, there is a price for this advice, my dear Magnus.”


  “Is there?”


  “Certainly. I want a full account of how your meeting with Praecia goes.”


  *


  The timing of this negotiation, it turned out, was exactly right. No longer possessed of either Young Marius or Pompey, Praecia had fallen into a doldrums wherein both stimulus and interest were utterly lacking. Comfortably off and determined to retain her independence, she was now far too old to be a creature of driving physical passions. As was true of so many of her less well-known confederates in the art of love, Praecia had become an expert in sham. She was also an astute judge of character and highly intelligent. Thus she went into every sexual encounter from a superior position of power, sure of her capacity to please, and sure of her quarry. What she loved was the meddling in the affairs of men that normally had little or nothing to do with women. And what she loved most was political meddling. It was balm to intellect and disposition.


  When Pompey’s arrival was announced to her, she didn’t make the mistake of automatically assuming he had come to renew his liaison with her, though of course it crossed her mind because she had heard that his wife was pregnant.


  “My dear, dear Magnus!” she said with immense affability when he entered her study, and held out her hands to him.


  He bestowed a light kiss on each before retreating to a chair some feet away from where she reclined on a couch, heaving a sigh of pleasure so artificial that Praecia smiled.


  “Well, Magnus?” she asked.


  “Well, Praecia!” he said. “Everything as perfect as ever, I see—has anyone ever found you and your surroundings less than perfect? Even if the call is unexpected?’’


  Praecia’s tablinum —she gave it the same name a man would have—was a ravishing production in eggshell blue, cream, and precisely the right amount of gilt. As for herself—she rose every day of her life to a toilet as thorough as it was protracted, and she emerged from it a finished work of art.


  Today she wore a quantity of tissue—fine draperies in a soft sage—green, and had done up her pale gold hair like Diana the Huntress, in disciplined piles with straying tendrils which looked absolutely natural rather than the result of much tweaking with the aid of a mirror. The beautiful cool planes of her face were not obviously painted; Praecia was far too clever to be crude when Fortune had been so kind, even though she was now forty.


  “How have you been keeping?” Pompey asked.


  “In good health, if not in good temper.”


  “Why not good temper?”


  She shrugged, pouted. “What is there to mollify it? You don’t come anymore! Nor does anyone else interesting.”


  “I’m married again.”


  “To a very strange woman.”


  “Mucia, strange? Yes, I suppose she is. But I like her.”


  “You would.”


  He searched for a way into saying what he had to say, but could find no trigger and thus sat in silence, with Praecia gazing at him mockingly from her half—sitting, half—lying pose. Her eyes—which were held to be her best feature, being very large and rather blindly blue—positively danced with this derision.


  “I’m tired of this!” Pompey said suddenly. “I’m an emissary, Praecia. Not here on my own behalf, but on someone else’s.”


  “How intriguing!”


  “You have an admirer.”


  “I have many admirers.”


  “Not like this one.”


  “And what makes him so different? Not to mention how he managed to send you to procure my services!’’


  Pompey reddened. “I’m caught in the middle, and I hate it! But I need him and he doesn’t need me. So I’m here on his behalf.”


  “You’ve already said that.”


  “Take the barb out of your tongue, woman! I’m suffering enough. He’s Cethegus.”


  “Cethegus! Well, well!” said Praecia purringly.


  “He’s very rich, very spoiled, and very nasty,” said


  Pompey. “He could have done his own dirty work, but it amuses him to make me do it for him.”


  “It’s his price,” she said, “to make you act as his pimp.”


  “It is indeed.”


  “You must want him very badly.”


  “Just give me an answer! Yes or no?”


  “Are you done with me, Magnus?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then my answer to Cethegus is yes.”


  Pompey rose to his feet. “I thought you’d say no.”


  “In other circumstances I would have loved to say no, but the truth is that I’m bored, Magnus. Cethegus is a power in the Senate, and I enjoy being associated with men of power. Besides, I see a new kind of power in it for me. I shall arrange it so that those who seek favors from Cethegus will have to do so through cultivating me. Very nice!”


  “Grr!” said Pompey, and departed.


  He didn’t trust himself to see Cethegus; so he saw Lucius Marcius Philippus instead.


  “Praecia is willing,” he said curtly.


  “Excellent, Magnus! But why look so unhappy?”


  “He made me pimp for him.”


  “Oh, I’m sure it wasn’t personal!”


  “Not much it wasn’t!”


  *


  In the spring of that year Nola fell. For almost twelve years that Campanian city of Samnite persuasion had held out against Rome and Sulla, enduring one siege after another, mostly at the hands of this year’s junior consul, Appius Claudius Pulcher. So it was logical that Sulla ordered Appius Claudius south to accept Nola’s submission, and logical too that Appius Claudius took great pleasure in telling the city’s magistrates the details of Sulla’s unusually harsh conditions. Like Capua, Faesulae and Volaterrae, Nola was to keep no territory whatsoever; it all went to swell the Roman ager publicus. Nor were the men of Nola to be given the Roman citizenship. The Dictator’s nephew, Publius Sulla, was given authority in the area, an added gall in view of last year’s mission to sort out the tangled affairs of Pompeii, where Publius Sulla’s brand of curt insensitivity had only ended in making a bad situation worse.


  But to Sulla the submission of Nola was a sign. He could depart with his luck intact when the place where he had won his Grass Crown was no more. So the months of May and June saw a steady trickle of his possessions wending their way to Misenum, and a team of builders toiled to complete certain commissions at his villa there—a small theater, a delightful park complete with sylvan dells, waterfalls and many fountains, a huge deep pool, and several additional rooms apparently designed for parties and banquets. Not to mention six guest suites of such opulence that all Misenum was talking: who could Sulla be thinking of entertaining, the King of the Parthians?


  Then came Quinctilis, and the last in the series of Sulla’s mock elections. To Catulus’s chagrin, he was to be the junior consul; the senior was Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, a name no one had expected to hear in the light of his independent line in the Senate since Sulla had assumed the Dictatorship.


  At the beginning of the month Valeria Messala and the twins left for the Campanian countryside; everything at the villa was ready. In Rome, no one anticipated surprises. Sulla would go—as he had come and as he had prevailed—in an aura of dense respectability and ceremony. Rome was about to lose her first dictator in a hundred and twenty years, and her first—ever dictator who had held the office for longer than six months.


  The ludi Apollinares, games first staged by Sulla’s remote ancestor, came and went; so did the elections. And the day after the curule elections a huge crowd gathered in the lower Forum Romanum to witness Sulla’s laying down of his self-inflicted task. He was going to do this in public rather than within the Curia Hostilia of the Senate—from the rostra, an hour after dawn.


  He did it with dignity and an impressive majesty, first dismissing his twenty-four lictors with extreme courtesy and (for Sulla) costly gifts, then addressing the crowds from the rostra before going with the electors to the Campus Martius, where he oversaw the repeal of Flaccus Princeps Senatus’s law appointing him Dictator. He went home from the Centuriate Assembly a private citizen, shorn of imperium and official auctoritas.


  “But I should like some of you to see me leave Rome,” he said to the consuls Vatia and Appius Claudius, to Catulus, Lepidus, Cethegus, Philippus. “Be at the Porta Capena an hour after dawn tomorrow. Nowhere else, mind! Watch me say goodbye to Rome.”


  They obeyed him to the letter, of course; Sulla might now be a privatus stripped of all magisterial power, but he had been the Dictator for far too long for any man to believe he truly lacked power. Sulla would be dangerous as long as he lived.


  Everyone bidden to the Porta Capena therefore came, though the three most favored Sullan protégés—Lucullus, Mamercus and Pompey—were not in Rome. Lucullus was on business for his games in September and Mamercus was in Cumae, while Pompey had gone back to Picenum to await the birth of his first child. When Pompey later heard of the events at the Capena Gate, he was profoundly thankful for his absence; Lucullus and Mamercus felt exactly the opposite.


  The marketplace inside the gate was jammed with busy folk going about their various activities—selling, buying, peddling, teaching, strolling, flirting, eating. Of course the party in uniformly purple-bordered togas was eyed with great interest; the usual volley of loud, anti—upper—class, derogatory insults was thrown from every direction, but the curule senators had heard it all before, and took absolutely no notice. Positioning themselves close to the imposing arch of the gate, they waited, talking idly.


  Not long afterward came the strains of music—pipes, little drums, tuneful flutes, outlining and filling in an unmistakably Bacchic lay. A flutter ran through the marketplace throng, which separated, stunned, to permit the progress of the procession now appearing from the direction of the Palatine. First came flower—decked harlots in flame—colored togas, thumping their wrists against jingling tambourines, dipping their hands into the swollen sinuses of their togas to strew the route with drifts of rose petals. Then came freaks and dwarves, faces pugged or painted, some in horn—bedecked masks sewn with bells, capering on malformed legs and clad in the motley of centunculi, vividly patched coats like fragmented rainbows. After them came the musicians, some wearing little more than flowers, others tricked out like prancing satyrs or fanciful eunuchs. In their midst, hedged about by giggling, dancing children, staggered a fat and drunken donkey with its hooves gilded, a garland of roses about its neck and its mournful ears poking out of holes in a wide—brimmed, wreathed hat. On its purple-blanketed back sat the equally drunken Sulla, waving a golden goblet which slopped an endless rain of wine, robed in a Tyrian purple tunic embroidered with gold, flowers around his neck and atop his head. Beside the donkey walked a very beautiful but obviously male woman, his thick black hair just sprinkled with white, his unfeminine physique draped in a semi—transparent saffron woman’s gown; he bore a large golden flagon, and every time the goblet in Sulla’s right hand descended in his direction he topped up its splashing purple contents.


  Since the slope toward the gate was downward the procession gained a certain momentum it could not brake, so when the archway loomed immediately before it and Sulla started shouting blearily for a halt, everyone fell over squealing and shrieking, the women’s legs kicking in the air and their hairy, red-slashed pudenda on full display. The donkey staggered and cannoned into the wall of a fountain; Sulla teetered but was held up by the travestied flagon—bearer alongside him, then toppled slowly into those strong arms. Righted, the Dictator commenced to walk toward the stupefied party of curule senators, though as he passed by one wildly flailing pair of quite lovely female legs, he bent to puddle his finger inside her cunnus, much to her hilarious and apparently orgasmic delight.


  As the escort regained its feet and clustered, singing and playing music and dancing still—to the great joy of the gathering crowd—Sulla arrived in front of the consuls to stand with his arm about his beautiful supporter, waving the cup of wine in an expansive salute.


  “Tacete!” yelled Sulla to the dancers and musicians. They quietened at once. But no other voices filled the silence.


  “Well, it’s here at last!” he cried—to whom, no one could be sure: perhaps to the sky. “My first day of freedom!”


  The golden goblet described circles in the air as the richly painted mouth bared its gums in the broadest and happiest of smiles. His whole face beneath the absurd ginger wig was painted as white as the patches of intact skin upon it, so that the livid areas of scar tissue were gone. But the effect was not what perhaps he had hoped, as the red outline of his mouth had run up into the many deep fissures starting under nose and on chin and foregathering at the lips; it looked like a red gash sewn loosely together with wide red stitches. But it smiled, smiled, smiled. Sulla was drunk, and he didn’t care.


  “For thirty years and more,” he said to the slack—featured Vatia and Appius Claudius, “I have denied my nature. I have denied myself love and pleasure—at first for the sake of my name and my ambition, and later—when these had run their course—for the sake of Rome. But it is over. Over, over, over! I hereby give Rome back to you—to all you little, cocksure, maggot—minded men! You are at liberty once more to vent your spleen on your poor country—to elect the wrong men, to spend the public moneys foolishly, to think not beyond tomorrow and your own gigantic selves. In the thirty years of one generation I predict that you and those who succeed you will bring ruin beyond redemption upon Rome’s undeserving head!”


  His hand went up to touch the face of his supporter, very tenderly and intimately. “You know who this is, of course, any of you who go to the theater. Metrobius. My boy. Always and forever my boy!” And he turned, pulled the dark head down, kissed Metrobius full upon the mouth.


  Then with a hiccough and a giggle he allowed himself to be helped back to his drunken ass, and hoisted upon it. The tawdry procession re-formed and weaved off through the gate down the common line of the Via Latina and the Via Appia, with half the people from the marketplace following and cheering.


  No one in the senatorial party knew where to look, especially after Vatia burst into noisy tears. So for want of firmer guidance they drifted off in ones and twos, Appius Claudius trying to give comfort to the devastated Vatia.


  “I don’t believe it!” said Cethegus to Philippus.


  “I think we must,” said Philippus. “That’s why he invited us to this parade of travesties. How else could he begin to shake us loose from his bonds?”


  “Shake us loose? What do you mean?”


  “You heard him. For thirty years and more he has denied his nature. He fooled me. He fooled everyone who matters. And what an exquisite revenge this day has been for a ruined childhood! Rome has been controlled, directed and healed by a deviate. We’ve been diddled by a mountebank. How he must have laughed!”


  *


  He did laugh. He laughed all the way to Misenum, carried in a flower—decked litter with Metrobius by his side and accompanied by his Bacchic revelers, all invited to stay in his villa as his guests for as long as they wanted. The party had been augmented by Roscius the comedian and Sorex the arch—mime, as well as many lesser theatrical lights.


  They descended upon the newly renovated villa which once had been a fitting home for Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi and teemed irreverently through its hallowed portals, Sulla in their midst still riding upon his inebriated ass.


  “Liber Pater!” they called him, saluting him with blown kisses and little trills on their pipes; and he, so drunk he was only half conscious, chuckled and whinnied and whooped.


  The party went on for a market interval, notable mainly for the enormous amounts of food and wine that were consumed and the number of uninvited guests who poured in from all the surrounding villas and villages. Their host, rollicking and carousing, took them to his heart and introduced them to sexual high jinks most of them had never even heard of.


  Only Valeria was left out of things, entirely of her own choice; she had taken one look at the arrival of her husband and fled to her own rooms, there to lock herself in and weep. But, said Metrobius after he had persuaded her to open her door,


  “It won’t always be so unbearable, lady. He’s been looking forward to this for so long that you must give him his head. In a few days’ time he’ll pay for it—he’ll be terribly ill and not at all inclined to be the life of the party.”


  “You’re his lover,” she said, feeling nothing beyond a black, despairing confusion.


  “I have been his lover for more years than you have seen the sun,” said Metrobius gently. “I belong to him. I always have. But so do you belong to him.”


  “Love between men is disgusting!”


  “Nonsense. That’s your father and your brother and all of those cousins talking. How do you know? What have you seen of life, Valeria Messala, beyond the dismally confined isolation of a Roman noblewoman’s lot? My presence doesn’t mean you’re not necessary to him, any more than your presence means I’m not necessary to him. If you want to stay, you’re going to have to accept the fact that there have been—and still are!—many loves in Sulla’s life.”


  “I don’t have much choice, really,” she said, almost to herself. “Either I go back to my brother’s house, or I learn to get on amid this riotous assemblage.”


  “That is so,” he said, smiled at her with understanding and considerable affection, then leaned across to caress the back of her neck, which somehow he seemed to know ached from the effort of holding up her proud patrician head.


  “You’re far too good for him,” she said, surprising herself.


  “All that I am, I owe to him,” said Metrobius gravely. “If it had not been for him I would be nothing more than an actor.”


  “Well, there seems no alternative other than to join this circus! Though if you don’t mind, not at its height. I have not the sinews or the training for such revelry. When you think he needs me, tell me.”


  And so they left it. As Metrobius had predicted, some eight days after the commencement of his binge Sulla’s underlying ailments asserted themselves and the revelers were sent home. The arch—mime, Sorex, and Roscius the comedian slunk away to their suites and hid, while Valeria and Metrobius and Lucius Tuccius dealt with the ravages his breakout had inflicted upon Sulla. Who was sometimes grateful, and sometimes very difficult to help.


  But, returned eventually to some vestige of tranquillity and health, the ex-Dictator applied himself to the writing of his memoirs; a paean, he informed Valeria and Metrobius, to Rome and men like Catulus Caesar—as well as to himself—besides being a metaphorical assassination of Gaius Marius, Cinna, Carbo, and their followers.


  *


  By the end of the old year and the end of the consulships of Vatia and Appius Claudius, Sulla’s regimen at Misenum was so well established that the whole villa oscillated through his cycles in a fairly placid way. For a while he would scribble away at his memoirs, chuckling whenever his pen produced a particularly apt and vitriolic phrase at Gaius Marius’s expense; while writing his book on the war against Jugurtha he was delirious with pleasure at the thought that now in his own words he admitted it was his personal feat in capturing Jugurtha won the war—and that Marius had deliberately suppressed this fact. Then the pen and paper would be put away and Sulla would embark upon an orgy of privately staged comedies and mimes, or else would throw a gigantic party lasting a whole market interval. He varied all these activities with others as they occurred to his ever—fertile imagination, including mock hunts with naked young boys and girls the quarry, competitions to see who could come up with the most bizarre posture for sexual intercourse, elaborate charades wherein the participants were able to requisition almost anything by way of costume or trapping. He held joke parties, nude parties by moonlight, daytime parties beside his vast white marble swimming pool while the revelers watched, enraptured, the sport of naked youths and maidens in the water. There seemed no end to his invention, nor an end to his passion for novelties of every sexual kind; though it was noticed that he indulged in no practices involving cruelty or animals, and that upon discovering one guest so inclined, he had the man driven from his house.


  There could be no doubt, however, that his physical well-being was deteriorating. After the New Year had come and gone, his own sexual prowess flagged badly; by the end of February nothing had the power to stimulate him. And when this happened, his mood and temper took a turn for the worse.


  Only one of his highborn Roman friends sought out Sulla’s company after the move to Misenum. Lucullus. Who had been in Africa with his brother during Quinctilis, personally supervising the capture of beasts for their games at the beginning of September. When he returned to Rome halfway through Sextilis he found the city still in an uproar constantly fueled by reports of the newest extravagances at the villa in Misenum, and was subjected to scandalized litanies of Sulla’s behavior.


  “All you who judge him, look first to yourselves,” Lucullus said stiffly. “He is entitled to do whatever he chooses.”


  But it was not until several days after the conclusion of the ludi Romani in September that Lucullus could spare time to visit Sulla, whom he found in one of his more lucid intervals, at work on the memoirs and full of glee at what he was doing to the reputation and deeds of Gaius Marius.


  “You’re the only one, Lucullus,” he said, a trace of the old Sulla flickering in his rheumy, pain—racked eyes.


  “No one has any right to criticize you!” Lucullus said, nostrils pinched. “You gave up everything for Rome.”


  “True, I did. And I don’t deny it was hard. But my dear boy, if I hadn’t denied myself for all those years I wouldn’t be enjoying this present excess half so much!”


  “I can see where it might have its attractions,” Lucullus said, eyes following the gyrations of an exquisite female child just budding into puberty as she danced naked for Sulla in the sun outside his window.


  “Yes, you like them young, don’t you?” Sulla chuckled, leaned forward to grasp Lucullus by the arm. “You’d better stay to see the end of her dance. Then you can take her for a walk.”


  “What have you done with their mothers?”


  “Nothing. I buy them from their mothers.”


  Lucullus stayed. And came back often.


  But in March, his fires dead, Sulla became extremely hard to handle, even for Metrobius and Valeria, who had learned to work as a team. Somehow—she didn’t quite know how—Valeria had found herself pregnant. By Sulla, she hoped. But couldn’t tell him, and dreaded the day when her condition became apparent. It had happened about the turn of the year, when Lucullus had produced some peculiar fungi he said he had found in Africa and the inner circle of friends had eaten of them, including Valeria. In some nightmarish dream she half—remembered every man present enjoying her, from Sulla to Sorex and even Metrobius. It was the only incident she could blame, and fear ruled her after she realized its appalling outcome.


  Sulla’s temper tantrums were terrible, endless hours of screaming and ranting during which he had to be restrained from doing harm to all who strayed across his path, from the children he used as playthings for his friends to the old women who did most of the laundering and cleaning up; as he kept a company of his Sullani always by him, those who did restrain him understood full well that they imperiled themselves.


  “He cannot be allowed to kill people!” cried Metrobius.


  “Oh, I wish he’d reconcile himself to what’s happening!” said Valeria, weeping.


  “You’re not well yourself, lady.”


  An imprudent thing to say in a kind voice; out tumbled the story of the pregnancy, and Metrobius too remembered.


  “Who knows?’’ he laughed, delighted, “I might still produce a child! The chance is one in four.”


  “Five.”


  “Four, Valeria. The child cannot be Sulla’s.”


  “He’ll kill me!”


  “Take each day as it comes and say nothing to Sulla,” the actor said firmly. “The future is impenetrable.”


  Shortly after this Sulla developed a pain in the region of his liver that gave him no peace. Up and down the long expanse of the atrium he shuffled day and night, unable to sit, unable to lie, unable to rest. His sole comfort was the white marble bath near his room, in which he would float until the whole cycle began again with the pacing, pacing, pacing, up and down the atrium. He whinged and whimpered, would get himself to the wall and have to be dissuaded from beating his head against it, so great was his torment.


  “The silly fellow who empties his chamber pot started to spread a story that Lucius Cornelius is being eaten up by worms,” said Tuccius the doctor to Metrobius and Valeria, his face a study in contempt. “Honestly, the ignorance of most people about the way bodies work and what constitutes a disease almost drives me to the wineskin! Until this pain began, Lucius Cornelius availed himself of the latrine. But now he’s forced to use a chamber pot, and its contents are busy with worms. Do you think I can convince the servants that worms are natural, that everyone has them, that they live inside our bowels in a lifelong companionship? No!”


  “The worms don’t eat?” whispered Valeria, chalk—white.


  “Only what we have already eaten,” said Tuccius. “No doubt the next time I visit Rome, I’ll hear the story there too. Servants are the most efficient gossips in the world.”


  “I think you’ve relieved my mind,” said Metrobius.


  “I do not intend to, only to disabuse you of servants’ tales should you hear them. The reality is serious enough. His urine,” Lucius Tuccius went on, “tastes sweeter than honey, and his skin smells of ripe apples.”


  Metrobius grimaced. “You actually tasted his urine?”


  “I did, but only after I performed an old trick that was shown to me by a wisewoman when I was a child. I put some of his urine in a dish outside, and every kind of insect swarmed to drink it. Lucius Cornelius is pissing concentrated honey.”


  “And losing weight almost visibly,” said Metrobius.


  Valeria gasped, gagged. “Is he dying?”


  “Oh, yes,” said Lucius Tuccius. “Besides the honey—I do not know what that means save that it is mortal—his liver is diseased. Too much wine.”


  The dark eyes glistened with tears; Metrobius winked them away. His lip quivered, he sighed. “It is to be expected.”


  “What will we do?” asked the wife.


  “Just see it out, lady.” Together they watched Lucius Tuccius patter away to deal with the patient. Then Metrobius said sad words in a voice which held no trace of sadness. “So many years I have loved him. Once a very long time ago I begged him to keep me with him, even though it would have meant I exchanged a comfortable life for a hard one. He declined.”


  “He loved you too much,” said Valeria sentimentally.


  “No! He was in love with the idea of his patrician birth. He knew where he was going, and where he was going mattered more than I did by far.” He turned to look down into her face, brows up. “Haven’t you yet realized that love always means different things to different people, and that love given is not always returned in like measure? I have never blamed him. How could I when I am not inside his skin? And at the last, having sent me away so many times, he acknowledged me before his colleagues. ‘My boy!’ I would endure it all again to hear him say those words to men like Vatia and Lepidus.”


  “He won’t see my child.”


  “I doubt he’ll see you increase, lady.”


  The dreadful bout of pain passed away, to be succeeded by a fresh crotchet. This was the financial plight of the city of Puteoli. Not very far from Misenum, Puteoli was dominated by the family Granius, who for generations had been its bankers and shipping magnates, and who considered themselves its owners. Unaware of the magnitude of Sulla’s excesses—let alone his many illnesses—one of the city officials came begging an audience. His complaint, the message he gave the steward said, was that a Quintus Granius owed the town treasury a vast sum of money but refused to pay it, and could Sulla help?


  No worse name than Granius could have sounded in Sulla’s ears, unless it were Gaius Marius. And indeed there were close ties of blood and marriage between the Marii and Gratidii and Tullii of Arpinum and the Granii of Puteoli; Gaius Marius’s first wife had been a Grania. For this reason several Granii had found themselves proscribed, and those Granii who were not proscribed kept very still in case Sulla remembered their existence. Among the lucky escapees was this Quintus Granius. Who now found himself taken into custody by a troop of Sullani, and haled before Sulla in his villa at Misenum.


  “I do not owe these sums,” said Quintus Granius sturdily, his whole stance proclaiming that he would not be budged.


  Seated on a curule chair, Sulla in toga praetexta and full Roman majesty glared. “You will do as the magistrates of Puteoli direct! You will pay!” he said.


  “No I will not pay! Let Puteoli prosecute me in a court of law and test their case as it must be tested,” said Quintus Granius.


  “Pay, Granius!”


  “No!”


  That uncertain temper, shredded as easily these days as a dandelion airball, disintegrated. Sulla came to his feet shaking with rage, both hands bunched into fists. “Pay, Granius, or I will have you strangled here and now!”


  “You may have been Dictator of Rome,” said Quintus Granius contemptuously, “but these days you have no more authority to order me to do anything than I have to order you! Go back to your carousing and leave Puteoli to sort out its own messes!”


  Sulla’s mouth opened to scream the command that Granius be strangled, but no sound came out; a wave of faintness and horrible nausea assailed him, he reeled a little. Righting himself cost him dear, but he managed it, and his eyes turned to the captain of the waiting Sullani. “Strangle this fellow!” he whispered.


  Before the captain could move, Sulla’s mouth opened again. A great gout of blood came flying out of it to land in far—flung splatters many feet from where Sulla stood making a cacophony of ghastly noises, the last of the blood dripping down his snowy folded front. Then the next wave took hold of him, he retched hideously and puked another dark red fountain, sinking slowly to his knees as men ran in all directions crying out in horror—all directions, that is, save toward Sulla, whom they were convinced was being eaten up by worms.


  Within moments Lucius Tuccius was there, and Metrobius, and a white—faced Valeria. Sulla lay in terrible straits still vomiting blood while his lover held his head and his wife crouched in a fever of trembling, not knowing what to do. A barked command from Tuccius and servants brought armloads of towels, eyes distended as they took in the condition of the room and the worse condition of their master, choking and retching, trying to speak, both hands fastened like a vise upon Metrobius’s blood—covered arm.


  Forgotten, Quintus Granius stayed no longer. While the Sullani huddled terrified and their captain tried to get some spirit into them, the banker from Puteoli walked out of the room, out of the house, down the path to where his horse still stood. He mounted, turned its head, and rode away.


  Much time went by before Sulla ceased his awful activity, before he could be lifted from the floor and carried, a surprisingly light weight, away from the blood—ruined room in the arms of Metrobius. The Sullani fled too, leaving the shaken servants to make order out of a dreadful chaos.


  The worst of it, Sulla found—for he was quite conscious and aware of what was happening—was that the blood kept trying to choke him; it welled up his gullet constantly, even when he was not retching. Appalling! Terrifying! In a frenzy of fear and helplessness he clung to Metrobius as to a chunk of cork in the midst of the sea, his eyes staring up into that dark beloved face with desperate intensity and so much anguished appeal, all he had left to communicate with while the tide of blood kept on rising out of him. On the periphery of his vision he could see Valeria’s white frightened skin in which the blue of her eyes was so vivid it was startling, and the set features of his doctor.


  Is this dying? he asked himself, and knew that it was. But I don’t want to die this way! Not spewing and airless, soiled and incapable of disciplining my unruly body to get the business over and done with in admirable control and a decent meed of Roman dignity. I was the uncrowned King of Rome. I was crowned with the grass of Nola. I was the greatest man between the Rivers of Ocean and Indus. Let my dying be worthy of all these things! Let it not be a nightmare of blood, speechlessness, fear!


  He thought of Julilla, who had died alone in a welter of blood. And of Nicopolis, who had died with less blood but more agony. And of Clitumna, who had died with broken neck and broken bones. Metellus Numidicus, scarlet in the face and choking—I did not know how awful that is! Dalmatica, crying out his name in Juno Sospita. His son, the light of his life, Julilla’s boy who had meant more to him than anyone else ever, ever, ever… He too had died an airless death.


  I am afraid. So afraid! I never thought I would be. It is inevitable, it cannot be avoided, it is over soon enough, and I will never see or hear or feel or think again. I will be no one. Nothing. There is no pain in that fate. It is the fate of a dreamless ignorance. It is eternal sleep. I, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, who was the uncrowned King of Rome yet crowned with the grass of Nola, will cease to be except in the minds of men. For that is the only immortality, to be remembered in the world of the living. I had almost finished my memoirs. Only one more little book left to write. More than enough for future historians to judge me. And more than enough to kill Gaius Marius for all of time. He did not live to write his memoirs. I did. So I will win. I have won! And of all my victories, victory over Gaius Marius means the most to me.


  For perhaps an hour the bleeding continued remorselessly, made Sulla suffer horribly; but then it went away, and he could rest more easily. Consciousness clung, he was able to look upon Metrobius and Valeria and Lucius Tuccius with a clarity of vision he had not enjoyed in many moons, as if at the last this greatest of senses was given back to him to mirror his own going in the faces he knew best. He managed to speak.


  “My will. Send for Lucullus, he must read it after I am dead. He is my executor and the guardian of my children.”


  “I have already sent for him, Lucius Cornelius,” said the Greek actor softly.


  “Have I given you enough, Metrobius?”


  “Always, Lucius Cornelius.”


  “I do not know what love is. Aurelia used to say that I knew it but did not perceive my knowledge. I am not so sure. I dreamed the other night of Julilla and our son. He came to me and begged me to join his mother. I should have known then. I didn’t. I just wept. Him, I did love. More than I loved myself. Oh, how I have missed him!”


  “That is about to be healed, dear Lucius Cornelius.”


  “One reason to look forward to death, then.”


  “Is there anything you want?”


  “Only peace. A sense of… Fulfillment.”


  “You are fulfilled.”


  “My body.”


  “Your body, Lucius Cornelius?”


  “The Cornelians are inhumed. But not me, Metrobius. It is in my will, but you must assure Lucullus I mean it. If my body is laid in a tomb, some speck of Gaius Marius’s ashes might come and rest upon it. I threw them away. I ought not to have done that. Who knows where they lurk, waiting to defile me? They went floating down the Anio, I saw them smother the eddies like powdered cobwebs. But a wind came, and the unwetted bits on top flew away. So I cannot be sure. I must be burned. You will tell Lucullus that I meant it, that I must be burned and my ashes gathered beneath a tight canopy to shut out the air, and then sealed with wax inside a jar where Gaius Marius cannot get at them. I will be the only Cornelian to be burned.”


  “It will be done, I promise.”


  “Burn me, Metrobius! Make Lucullus burn me!”


  “I will, Lucius Cornelius. I will.”


  “I wish I knew what love was!”


  “But you do, of course you do! Love made you deny your nature and give yourself to Rome.”


  “Is that love? It cannot be. Dry as dust. Dry as my ashes. The only Cornelian to be burned, not buried.”


  The engorged, ruptured blood vessels at the bottom of his gullet had not done with bleeding; a fresh spate of vomiting gore assailed Sulla soon after, and lasted for many hours with little let. He was sinking, having lost over half his life—force, and the lucid intervals within his mind dwindled. Over and over when he was able he begged Metrobius to make sure no atom of Gaius Marius could ever touch his own remains, and then would ask what love was, and why he didn’t know it.


  Lucullus arrived in time to see him die, though no speech had Sulla left, nor even any awareness. The strange bleached eyes with the outer ring of darkness and the black, black pupils had quite lost their usual menace, just looked washed out and overcome with weariness. His breathing had become too shallow to detect by all save a mirror held to his lips, and the white skin could look no whiter because of loss of blood than it normally did. But the mulberry—colored scar tissue blazed, the hairless scalp had lost tension and was wrinkled like a wind—buffeted sea, and the mouth lay sagging against the bones of jaw and chin. Then a change came over the eyes; the pupils began to expand, to blot out the irises and join up the outer edges of darkness. Sulla’s light went out, the watchers saw it go, and stared in disbelief at the sheen of gold spread across his wide—open eyes.


  Lucius Tuccius leaned over and pushed down the lids and Metrobius put the coins upon them to keep them closed, while Lucullus slid the single denarius inside Sulla’s mouth to pay for Charon’s boat ride.


  “He died hard,” said Lucullus, rigidly controlled.


  Metrobius wept. “Everything came hard to Lucius Cornelius. To have died easily would not have been fitting.”


  “I will escort his body to Rome for a State funeral.”


  “He would want that. As long as he is cremated.”


  “He will be cremated.”


  Numbed with grief, Metrobius crept away after that to find Valeria, who had not proven strong enough to wait for the end.


  “It is all over,” he said.


  “I did love him,” she said, small—voiced. “I know all Rome thought I married him for convenience, to see him dower my family with honors. But he was a great man and he was very good to me. I loved him, Metrobius! I did truly love him!”


  “I believe you,” Metrobius said, sat down near her and took her hand, began to stroke it absently.


  “What will you do now?” she asked.


  Roused from his reverie, he looked down at her hand, fine and white and long—fingered. Not unlike Sulla’s hand. Well, they were both patrician Romans. He said, “I will go away.”


  “After the funeral?”


  “No, I can’t attend that. Can you imagine Lucullus’s face if I turned up among the chief mourners?”


  “But Lucullus knows what you meant to Lucius Cornelius! He knows! No one better!”


  “This will be a State funeral, Valeria. Nothing can be allowed to diminish its dignity, least of all a Greek actor with a well-used arse.” That came out sounding bitter; then Metrobius shrugged. “Frankly, I don’t think Lucius Cornelius would like me there. As for Lucullus, he’s a great aristocrat. What went on here in Misenum permitted him to indulge some of his own less admirable impulses. He likes to deflower children.” The dark face looked suddenly sick. “At least Sulla’s vices were the usual ones! He condoned it in Lucullus, but he didn’t do it himself.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “To Cyrenaica. The golden backwater of the world.”


  “When?”


  “Tonight. After Lucullus has started Sulla on his last journey and the house is quiet.”


  “How do you get to Cyrenaica?”


  “From Puteoli. It’s spring. There will be ships going to Africa, to Hadrumetum. From there I’ll hire my own transport.”


  “Can you afford to?”


  “Oh, yes. Sulla could leave me nothing in his will, but he gave me more than enough in life. He was odd, you know. A miser except to those he loved. That’s the saddest thing of all, that even at the end he doubted his capacity to love.” He lifted his gaze from her hand to her face, his eyes shadowing as certain thoughts began to swim in the mind they reflected. “And you, Valeria? What about you?”


  “I must go back to Rome. After the funeral I will return to my brother’s house.”


  “That,” said Metrobius, “may not be a good idea. I have a better one.”


  The drowned blue eyes were innocent of guile; she looked at him in genuine bewilderment. “What?”


  “Come to Cyrenaica with me. Have your child and call me its father. Whichever one of us quickened you—Lucullus, Sorex, Roscius or I—makes no difference to me. It has occurred to me that Lucullus was one of the four of us and he knows as well as I do that Sulla could not have been your child’s father. I think Rome spells disaster for you, Valeria. Lucullus will denounce you. It is a way of discrediting you. Don’t forget that alone among Lucullus’s equals in birth, you can indict him for practices his colleagues would condemn.”


  “Ye gods!”


  “You must come with me.”


  “They wouldn’t let me!”


  “They’ll never know. I’ll inform Lucullus that you’re too ill to travel with Sulla’s cortege, that I’ll send you to Rome before the funeral. Lucullus is too busy at the moment to remember his own frail position, and he doesn’t know about your child. So if you are to escape him it must be now, Valeria.”


  “You’re right. He would indeed denounce me.”


  “He might even have you killed.”


  “Oh, Metrobius!”


  “Come with me, Valeria. As soon as he’s gone you and I will walk out of this house. No one will see us go. Nor will anyone ever find out what happened to you.” Metrobius smiled wryly. “After all, I was just Sulla’s boy. You, a Valeria Messala, were his wife. Far above me!”


  But she didn’t think she was above him at all. Months ago she had fallen in love with him, even though she understood it was not in him to return that love. So she said, “I will come.”


  The hand he still held was patted gladly, then placed in her lap. “Good! Stay here for the present. Lucullus must not set eyes on you. Get a few things together, but nothing more than will fit on the back of a pack mule. Make sure you take only dark plain gowns, and that your cloaks have hoods. You must look like my wife, not the wife of Lucius Cornelius Sulla.”


  Off he went, leaving Valeria Messala to look at a future vastly different from the one she had contemplated would be hers after Sulla’s obsequies were over. Never having understood the threat she posed to Lucullus, she knew she had cause to be very grateful to the actor. To go with Metrobius might mean the pain of seeing him love men when she longed for him to love her; but he would regard the child as his own, and she could offer him a family life he might in time come to appreciate more than the tenuous affairs he had enjoyed with men other than Sulla. Yes, better that by far than the agony of never seeing him again! Or the finality of death. Without, she had thought until now, good reason, she had feared the cold and haughty Lucullus. Rightly so.


  Rising, she began to sort through her many chests of rich garments, choosing the plainest and darkest things. Of money she had none, but her jewels were glorious. Apparently Metrobius had plenty of money, so the jewels could be her dowry. A hedge against hard times in the future. Cyrenaica! The golden backwater of the world. It sounded wonderful.


  *


  Sulla’s funeral reduced his triumph to utter insignificance. Two hundred and ten litters loaded down to creaking point with myrrh, frankincense, cinnamon, balsam, nard and other aromatics—the gift of Rome’s women—were carried by black—garbed bearers. And because Sulla’s corpse was so shrunken and mummified by loss of blood that it could not be displayed, a group of sculptors had set to work and fashioned out of cinnamon and frankincense an effigy of Sulla sitting on his bier, preceded by a lictor made from the same spices. There were floats depicting every aspect of his life except the first thirty-three disreputable years and the last few disreputable months. There he was before the walls of Nola receiving his Grass Crown from the hands of a centurion; there he was standing sternly over a cowering King Mithridates making sure the Treaty of Dardanus was signed; there he was winning battles, legislating laws, capturing Jugurtha, executing the Carboan prisoners after the Colline Gate. A special vehicle displayed the more than two thousand chaplets and wreaths made from pure gold which had been given to him by towns and tribes and kings and countries everywhere. His ancestors rode, clad in black, in black—and—gilt chariots drawn by splendid black horses, and his chubby little five-year-old twins Faustus and Fausta walked amid the chief mourners.


  The day was suffocating and overcast, the air exuded unshed rain. But the biggest funeral procession Rome had ever seen got under way from the house overlooking the Circus Maximus, wended its way down through the Velabrum to the Forum Romanum, where Lucullus—a powerful and famous speaker—gave the eulogy from the top of the rostra, standing alongside the cunning bier on which the frankincense and cinnamon Sulla sat upright behind his spicy lictor and the horrible wizened old corpse lay below in a special compartment. For the second time in three years Rome wept to see his twins deprived of a parent, and broke into applause when Lucullus told Rome that he was the children’s guardian, and would never see them want. Sentiment clouded every watering eye; had it not, Rome would have perceived that Faustus and Fausta were now old enough to reveal that in physique and faces and coloring they were going to take after their maternal great—uncle, the awesome but unhandsome Quintus Caecilius Metellus Numidicus. Whom their father had called Piggle—wiggle. And murdered in a fit of rage after Aurelia had repudiated him.


  As if under the spell of some enchantment, the rain held off as the procession got under way again, this time up the Clivus Argentarius, through the Fontinalis Gate beyond which lay the mansion which had once belonged to Gaius Marius, and down to the Campus Martius. There Sulla’s tomb already waited in sumptuous isolation on the Via Lata adjacent to the ground on which met the Centuriate Assembly. At the ninth hour of daylight the bier was deposited on top of the huge, well-ventilated pyre, its kindling and logs interspersed with the contents of those two hundred and ten litters of spices. Never would Sulla smell sweeter than when, according to his wishes, his mortal remains burned.


  Just as the torches licked at the kindling all around the base of the pyre, a huge wind arose; the miniature mountain went up with a roar, and blazed so fiercely the mourners gathered around it had to move away, shielding their faces. Then as the fire died down it began to rain at last, a solid downpour which quenched and cooled the coals so quickly that Sulla’s ashes were collected a few short moments after the holocaust. Into an exquisite alabaster jar ornamented with gold and gems all that was left of Sulla went; Lucullus dispensed with the canopy Sulla had asked for to shelter his remains from contamination by a stray granule of Gaius Marius, for the rain continued unabated, and no stray granules of any dust floated on the air.


  The jar was deposited carefully inside the tomb, built and masoned and sculpted within four days out of multicolored marbles, round in shape and supported by fluted columns crowned with the new kind of capital Sulla had brought back from Corinth and had made so popular—delicate sprays of acanthus leaves. His name and titles and deeds were carved upon a panel facing the road, and beneath them was his simple epitaph. He had composed it himself, and it said:


  NO BETTER FRIEND • NO WORSE ENEMY


  “Well, I’m very glad that’s over,” said Lucullus to his brother as they trudged home through the tempest, soaked to their skins and shivering with cold.


  He was a worried man: Valeria Messala had not arrived in Rome. Her brother, Rufus, her cousins Niger and Metellus Nepos, and her great—aunt the retired Vestal were all beginning to ask agitated questions; Lucullus had been obliged to inform them that he had sent to Misenum for her, only to be told by an exhausted messenger on a winded horse that she had disappeared.


  Almost a month went by before Lucullus called off the now frantic search, which had included a careful combing of the shore for some miles north and south of the villa, and of every wood and grove between Neapolis and Sinuessa. Sulla’s last wife had vanished. And so had her jewels.


  “Robbed and murdered,” said Varro Lucullus.


  His brother (who kept some things even from this beloved person) made no answer. His luck, he told himself, bade fair to be as good as Sulla’s, for he had not got as far as the day of the funeral before he realized how dangerous Valeria Messala might be. She knew too much about him, whereas he knew virtually nothing about her. He would have had to kill her. How providential therefore that someone had done it for him! Fortune favored him.


  The disappearance of Metrobius concerned him not at all—if indeed he had bothered to think about it, which he did not. Rome had more than enough tragedy queens to stop up the gap; her theater world was stuffed with them. Of more moment to Lucullus by far was the fact that he no longer had access to unlimited supplies of motherless little girls. Oh, how he would miss Misenum!


  PART V


  from SEXTILIS (AUGUST) 80 B.C.


  until SEXTILIS (AUGUST) 77 B.C.
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  This time, Caesar sailed to the east. His mother’s steward, Eutychus (really his steward, but Caesar never made the mistake of thinking that), soft and semi—sedentary for years, discovered that traveling with Gaius Julius Caesar was no leisurely progress. On land—particularly when the road was as respectable as the Via Appia—he would cover forty miles in a day, and anyone who did not keep up was left behind. Only dread of disappointing Aurelia enabled Eutychus to hang on, especially during the first few days, when the steward’s fat smooth legs and pampered bottom dissolved into one enormous pain.


  “You’re saddlesore!” laughed Caesar unsympathetically when he found Eutychus weeping miserably after they stopped at an inn near Beneventum.


  “It’s my legs hurt the worst,” sniffled Eutychus.


  “Of course they do! On a horse they’re unsupported weight, they just dangle off the end of your behind and flop about—particularly true of yours, Eutychus! But cheer up! By the time we get to Brundisium they’ll feel much better. So will you. Too much easy Roman living.”


  The thought of reaching Brundisium did nothing to elevate the steward’s mood; he burst into a fresh spate of tears at the prospect of a heaving Ionian Sea.


  “Caesar’s a beggar,” said Burgundus, grinning, after Caesar had departed to make sure their accommodation was clean.


  “He’s a monster!” wailed Eutychus. “Forty miles a day!’’


  “You’re lucky. This is just the beginning. He’s going easy on us. Mostly because of you.”


  “I want to go home!”


  Burgundus reached out to give the steward’s shoulder a clumsy pat. “You can’t go home, Eutychus, you know that.” He shivered, grimaced, his wide and slightly vacant-looking eyes filled with horror. “Come on, dry your face and try to walk a bit. It’s better to suffer with him than go back to face his mother—brrr! Besides, he’s not as unfeeling as you think he is. Right at this moment he’s arranging for a nice hot bath for your nice sore arse.”


  Eutychus survived, though he wasn’t sure he would survive the sea crossing. Caesar and his small entourage took nine days to cover the three hundred and seventy miles between Rome and Brundisium, where the relentless young man shepherded his hapless flock onto a ship before any of them could find the breath to petition him for a few days’ rest first. They sailed to the lovely island of Corcyra, took another ship there for Buthrotum in Epirus, and then rode overland through Acarnania and Delphi to Athens. This was a Greek goat path, not a Roman road; up and down the tall mountains, through wet and slippery forests.


  “Obviously even we Romans don’t move armies along this route,’’ Caesar observed when they emerged into the awesome vale of Delphi, more a gardened lap on a seated massif. The idea had to be finished before he could gaze about and admire; he said, “That’s worth remembering. An army could move along it if the men were stouthearted. And no one would know because no one would believe it. Hmmm.”


  Caesar liked Athens, and Athens liked him. In contrast to his noble contemporaries, he had nowhere solicited hospitality from the owners of large houses or estates, contenting himself with hostelries where available, and a camp beside the road where they were not. So in Athens he had found a reasonable-looking inn below the Acropolis on its eastern side, and taken up residence. Only to find himself summoned immediately to the mansion of Titus Pomponius Atticus. He didn’t know the man, of course, though (like everyone else in Rome) he knew the history of the famous financial disaster Atticus and Crassus had suffered the year after Gaius Marius died.


  “I insist you stay with me,” said the urbane man—of—the—world, who (despite that earlier miscalculation) was a very shrewd judge of his peers. One look at Caesar told him what reports had hinted; here was someone who was going to matter.


  “You are too generous, Titus Pomponius,” Caesar said with a wide smile. “However, I prefer to remain independent.”


  “Independence in Athens will only give you food poisoning and dirty beds,” Atticus answered.


  The cleanliness fanatic changed his mind. “Thank you, I will come. I don’t have a large following—two freedmen and four servants, if you have room for them.”


  “More than enough room.”


  And so it was arranged. As were dinner parties and tourist expeditions; Caesar found an Athens suddenly opened to him that demanded a longer stay than expected. Epicurean and lover of luxury though Atticus was reputed to be, he was not soft, so there were plenty of opportunities to engage in some rough scrambling up cliffs and mountain shoulders of historical note, and good hard gallops across the flats at Marathon. They rode down to Corinth, up to Thebes, looked at the marshy foreshores of Lake Orchomenus where Sulla had won the two decisive battles against the armies of Mithridates, explored the tracks which had enabled Cato the Censor to circumvent the enemy at Thermopylae—and the enemy to circumvent the last stand of Leonidas.


  “Stranger, go tell the Spartans that here we lie, obedient to their command,’’ Caesar read off the stone commemorating that valiant last stand. He turned to Atticus. “The whole world can quote this inscription, but it has a resonance here on the spot that it doesn’t when read off a piece of paper.”


  “Would you be content to be so remembered, Caesar?”


  The long, fair face closed up. “Never! It was a stupid and futile gesture, a waste of brave men. I will be remembered, Atticus, but not for stupidity or futile gestures. Leonidas was a Spartan king. I am a patrician Roman of the Republic. The only real meaning his life had was the manner in which he threw it away. The meaning of my life will lie in what I do as a living man. How I die doesn’t matter, provided I die like a Roman.”


  “I believe you.”


  Because he was a natural scholar and very well educated, Caesar found himself with much in common with Atticus, whose tastes were intellectual and eclectic. They found themselves with a similar taste in literature and works of art, and spent hours poring over a Menander play or a Phidias statue.


  “There are not, however, very many good paintings left in Greece,” Atticus said, shaking his head sadly. “What Mummius didn’t carry off to Rome after he sacked Corinth—not to mention Aemilius Paullus after Pydna!—have successfully vanished in the decades since. If you want to see the world’s best paintings, Caesar, you must go to the house of Marcus Livius Drusus in Rome,”


  “I believe Crassus owns it now.”


  Atticus’s face twisted; he disliked Crassus, colleagues in speculation though they had been. “And has probably dumped the paintings in a dusty heap somewhere in the basement, where they will lie until someone drops a hint to him that they’re worth more than tutored slaves on the market or insulae bought up cheap.”


  Caesar grinned. “Well, Atticus my friend, we can’t all be men of culture and refinement! There’s room for a Crassus.”


  “Not in my house!”


  “You’re not married,” said Caesar toward the end of his time in Athens. He had his ideas as to why Atticus had avoided the entanglements of matrimony, but the statement as he put it was not insulting because the answer did not need to be revealing.


  Atticus’s long, ascetic and rather austere face produced a faint moue of disgust. “No, Caesar. Nor do I intend to marry.”


  “Whereas I have been married since I was thirteen. And to a girl who is still not old enough to take to my bed. That is a strange fate.”


  “Stranger than most. Cinna’s younger daughter. Whom you would not divorce, even for Jupiter Optimus Maximus.”


  “Even for Sulla, you mean,” said Caesar, laughing. “It was very fortunate. I escaped Gaius Marius’s net—with Sulla’s active connivance!—and ceased to be the flamen Dialis.”


  “Speaking of marriages, are you acquainted with Marcus Tullius Cicero?” asked Atticus.


  “No. I’ve heard of him, of course.”


  “You ought to get on well together, but I suspect you may not,” said Atticus thoughtfully. “Cicero is touchy about his intellectual abilities, and dislikes rivals. You may well be his intellectual superior.”


  “What has this to do with marriage?”


  “I’ve just found him a wife.”


  “How splendid,” said Caesar, uninterested.


  “Terentia. Varro Lucullus’s adoptive sister.”


  “A dreadful woman, I hear.”


  “Indeed. But socially better than he could have hoped for.”


  Caesar made up his mind; time to go, when one’s host was reduced to aimless conversation. Whose fault that was, the guest knew. His reading of this Roman plutocrat in self-imposed exile was that Atticus’s sexual preferences were for young boys, which imposed upon Caesar a degree of reserve normally foreign to his outgoing nature. A pity. There might otherwise have grown out of this first meeting a deep and lasting friendship.


  From Athens, Caesar took the Roman-built military road north from Attica through Boeotia and Thessaly and the pass at Tempe, with a casual salute to Zeus as they rode at Caesar’s remorseless pace past the distant peak of Mount Olympus. From Dium just beyond the party took ship again and sailed from island to island until it reached the Hellespont. From there to Nicomedia was a voyage of three days.


  His reception in the palace at Nicomedia was ecstatic. The old King and Queen had quite given up hope of ever seeing him again, especially after word had come from Mitylene that Caesar had gone back to Rome in company with Thermus and Lucullus. But it was left to Sulla the dog to express the full extent of the joy Caesar’s advent provoked. The animal tore about the palace yelping and squealing, would leap up at Caesar, race over to the King and Queen to tell them who was here, then back to Caesar; its antics quite paled the royal hugs and kisses into insignificance.


  “He almost talks,” said Caesar when the dog finally let him sink into a chair, so winded that it contented itself with sitting on his feet and producing a series of strangled noises. He leaned down to give the dog’s belly a rub. “Sulla, old man, I never thought I’d be so glad to see your ugly face!”


  *


  His own parents, Caesar reflected much later that evening, when he had retired to his room and lay unclothed upon his bed, had always been rather distant figures. A father rarely home who when he was home seemed more intent upon conducting some sort of undeclared war upon his wife than in establishing a rapport with any of his children; and a mother who was unfailingly just, unsparingly critical, unable to give physical affection. Perhaps, thought Caesar from his present vantage point, that had been a large part of his father’s inexplicable but patent disapproval of his mother—her fleshly coolness, her aloofness. What the young man could not see, of course, was that the real root of his father’s dissatisfaction had lain in his wife’s unstinting love for her work as landlady—work he considered utterly beneath her. Because they had never not known Aurelia the landlady, Caesar and his sisters had no idea how this side of her had galled their father. Instead, they had equated their father’s attitude with their own starvation for hugs and kisses; for they could not know how pleasurable were the nights their parents spent together. When the dreadful news had come of the father’s death—borne as it had been by the bearer of his ashes—Caesar’s immediate reaction had been to take his mother in his arms and comfort her. But she had wrenched herself away and told him in clipped accents to remember who he was. It had hurt until the detachment he had inherited from her asserted itself, told him that he could have expected no other behavior from her.


  And perhaps, thought Caesar now, that was no more than a sign of something he had noticed all around him—that children always wanted things from their parents that their parents were either not willing to give, or incapable of giving. His mother was a pearl beyond price, he knew that. Just as he knew how much he loved her. And how much he owed her for pointing out to him perpetually where the weaknesses lay within him—not to mention for giving him some wonderfully worldly and unmaternal advice.


  And yet—and yet… How lovely it was to be greeted with hugs and kisses and unquestioning affection, as Nicomedes and Oradaltis had greeted him today. He didn’t go so far as to wish consciously that his own parents had been more like them; he just wished that they had been his parents.


  This mood lasted until he broke the night’s fast with them on the next morning, and the light of day revealed the wish’s manifest absurdity. Sitting looking at King Nicomedes, Caesar superimposed his own father’s face upon the King’s (in deference to Caesar, Nicomedes had not painted himself), and wanted to laugh. As for Oradaltis—a queen she might be, but not one—tenth as royal as Aurelia. Not parents, he thought then: grandparents.


  It was October when he had arrived in Nicomedia and he had no plans to move on quickly, much to the delight of the King and Queen, who strove to fall in with all their guest’s wishes, be it to visit Gordium, Pessinus, or the marble quarries on the island of Proconnesus. But in December, when Caesar had been in Bithynia two months, he found himself asked to do something very difficult and passing strange.


  *


  In March of that year the new governor of Cilicia, the younger Dolabella, had started out from Rome to go to his province in the company of two other Roman noblemen and a retinue of public servants. The more important of his two companions was his senior legate, Gaius Verres; the less important was his quaestor, Gaius Publicius Malleolus, apportioned to his service by the lots.


  One of Sulla’s new senators through election as quaestor, Malleolus was by no means a New Man; there had been consuls in his family, there were imagines in his atrium. Of money, however, there was little; only some lucky buys in the proscriptions had enabled the family to pin their hopes on the thirty-year-old Gaius, whose duty was to restore the family’s old status by rising to the consulship. Knowing how small Gaius’s salary would be and how expensive maintaining the younger Dolabella’s life—style was going to be, his mother and sisters sold their jewels to plump out Malleolus’s purse, which he intended to plump out further when he reached his province. And the women had eagerly pushed on him the greatest family treasure left, a magnificent collection of matching gold and silver plate. When he gave a banquet for the governor, the ladies said, it would increase his standing to use the family plate.


  Unfortunately Gaius Publicius Malleolus was not as mentally capable as earlier men of his clan had been; he possessed a degree of gullible naivete that did not bode well for his survival in the forefront of the younger Dolabella’s retinue. No slouch, the senior legate Gaius Verres had assessed Malleolus accurately before the party had got as far as Tarentum, and cultivated the quaestor with such charm and winning ways that Malleolus deemed Verres the best of good fellows.


  They traveled together with another governor and his party going to the east: the new governor of Asia Province, Gaius Claudius Nero; a patrician Claudius, he had more wealth but far less intelligence than that prolific branch of the patrician Claudii cognominated Pulcher.


  Gaius Verres was hungry again. Though he had (thanks to prior knowledge of the area) done very well out of proscribing major landowners and magnates around Beneventum, he owned a genuine passion for works of art which Beneventum had not assuaged. The proscribed of Beneventum had been on the whole an untutored lot, as content with a mawkish Neapolitan copy of some sentimental group of nymphs as with a Praxiteles or a Myron. At first Verres had watched and waited for the proscription of the grandson of the notorious Sextus Perquitienus, whose reputation as a connoisseur was quite unparalleled among the knights, and whose collection thanks to his activities as a tax—farmer in Asia was perhaps even better than the collection of Marcus Livius Drusus. Then the grandson had turned out to be Sulla’s nephew; the property of Sextus Perquitienus was forever safe.


  Though his family was not distinguished—his father was a pedarius on the back benches of the Senate, the first Verres to belong to that body—Gaius Verres had done remarkably well thanks to his instinct for being where the money was and his ability to convince certain important men of his worth. He had easily fooled Carbo but had never managed to fool Sulla, though Sulla had not scrupled to use him to ruin Samnium. Unfortunately Samnium was as devoid of great works of art as Beneventum; that side of Verres’s insatiably avaricious character remained unappeased.


  The only place to go, decided Verres, was to the east, where a Hellenized world had scattered statues and paintings literally everywhere from Alexandria to Olympia to Pontus to Byzantium. So when Sulla had drawn the lots for next year’s governors, Verres had weighed up his chances and opted for cultivating the younger Dolabella. His cousin the elder Dolabella was in Macedonia—a fruitful province when it came to works of art—but the elder Dolabella was a hard man, and had his own aims. Gaius Claudius Nero, going to Asia Province, was a bit of a stickler for the right thing. Which left the next governor of Cilicia, the younger Dolabella. Exactly the material for a Gaius Verres, as he was greedy, unethical, and a secret participant in vices which involved dirty smelly women of the most vulgar kind and substances capable of enhancing sensuous awareness. Long before the journey to the east actually began, Verres had made himself indispensable to Dolabella in pursuing his secret vices.


  Luck, thought Verres triumphantly: he had Fortune’s favor! Men like the younger Dolabella were not many, nor on the whole did they usually rise so high. Had not the elder Dolabella proven militarily helpful to Sulla, the younger would never have gained praetorship and province. Of course praetorship and province had been grabbed at, but the younger Dolabella lived in constant fear; so when Verres showed himself as sympathetic as he was resourceful, Dolabella sighed in relief.


  While the party had traveled in conjunction with Claudius Nero, Verres had metaphorically bound his itching hands to his sides and resisted the impulse to snatch this work from a Greek sanctuary and that work from a Greek agora. In Athens especially it had been difficult, so rich was the treasure trove all around; but Titus Pomponius Atticus sat like a huge spider at the center of the Roman web which enveloped Athens. Thanks to his financial acumen, his blood ties to the Caecilii Metelli, and his many gifts to Athens, Atticus was not a man to offend, and his condemnation of the kind of Roman who plundered works of art was well known.


  But when they left Athens by ship there came the parting of the ways with Claudius Nero, who was anxious to reach Pergamum and not by nature a Grecophile. So Claudius Nero’s ship sped as fast as it could to Asia Province, while Dolabella’s ship sailed to the tiny island of Delos.


  Until Mithridates had invaded Asia Province and Greece nine years earlier, Delos had been the epicenter of the world’s slave trade. There all the bulk dealers in slaves had set up shop, there came the pirates who provided the eastern end of the Middle Sea with most of its slaves. As many as twenty thousand slaves a day had changed hands in the old Delos, though that had not meant an endless parade of slave—filled vessels choking up the neat and commodious Merchant Harbor. The trading was done with bits of paper, from transfers of ownership of slaves to the moneys paid over. Only special slaves were transported to Delos in person; the island was purely for middlemen.


  There had used to be a large Italo—Roman population there, as well as many Alexandrians and a considerable number of Jews; the largest building on Delos was the Roman agora, wherein the Romans and Italians who conducted business on Delos had located their offices. These days it was windswept and almost deserted, as was the western side of the isle, where most of the houses clustered because the weather was better. In terraces up the slopes of Mount Cynthus were the precincts and temples of those gods imported to Delos during the years when it had lain under the patronage of the Ptolemies of Egypt and the Seleucids of Syria. A sanctuary of Artemis, sister of Apollo, lay closest to the smaller of the two harbors, the Sacred Harbor, in which only the ships of pilgrims anchored. Beyond this, going north, was the mighty and wonderful precinct of Apollo—huge, beautiful, stuffed with some of the greatest works of art known. And between Apollo’s temple and the Sacred Lake lay the white Naxian marble lions which flanked the Processional Way linking the two.


  Verres went wild with delight, could not be prised from his explorations. He flitted from one temple to another, marveling at the image of Ephesian Artemis loaded down with bulls’ testicles like sterile pendulous breasts, astonished at the goddess Ma from Comana, at Sidonian Hecate, at Alexandrian Serapis, literally drooling at images in gold and chryselephantine, at gem—studded oriental thrones on which, it seemed, the original occupants must have sat cross—legged. But it was inside the temple of Apollo that he found the two statues he could not resist—a group of the satyr Marsyas playing his rustic pipes to an ecstatic Midas and an outraged Apollo, and an image in gold and ivory of Leto holding her divine babies said to have been fashioned by Phidias, master of chryselephantine sculpture. Since these two works of art were small, Verres and four of his servants stole into the temple in the middle of the night before Dolabella was due to sail, removed them from their plinths, wrapped them tenderly in blankets, and stowed them in that part of the ship’s hold wherein were deposited the belongings of Gaius Verres.


  “I’m glad Archelaus sacked this place, and then Sulla after him,” said a pleased Verres to Malleolus at dawn. “If the slave trade still made a hive of activity out of Delos, it would be far harder to walk about undetected and do a little acquiring, even in the night marches.”


  A little startled, Malleolus wondered what Verres meant, but a look at that perversely beautiful honey—colored face did not encourage him to ask. Not half a day later, he knew. For a wind had risen suddenly which prevented Dolabella’s sailing, and before it had blown itself out the priests of Apollo’s precinct had come to Dolabella crying that two of the god’s most prized treasures had been stolen. And (having remarked for how long Verres had prowled about them, stroking them, rocking them on their bases, measuring them with his eyes) they accused Verres of the deed. Horrified, Malleolus realized that the allegation was justified. Since he liked Verres, it went hard with Malleolus to go to Dolabella and report what Verres had said, but he did his duty. And Dolabella insisted that Verres return the works.


  “This is Apollo’s birthplace!” he said, shivering. “You can’t pillage here. We’ll all die of disease.”


  Balked and in the grip of an overmastering rage, Verres “returned” the works by tossing them over the side of the ship onto the stony shore. Vowing that Malleolus would pay. But only to himself; much to Malleolus’s surprise, Verres came to thank him for preventing the deed.


  “I have such a lust for works of art that it is a great trouble to me,” said Verres, golden eyes warm and moist. “Thank you, thank you!”


  His lust was not to be thwarted again, however. In Tenedos (which Dolabella had a fancy to visit because of the part the isle had played in the war against Troy) Verres appropriated the statue of Tenes himself, a beautiful wooden creation so old it was only remotely humanoid. His new technique was candid and unapologetic: “I want it, I must have it!” he would say, and into the ship’s hold it would go while Dolabella and Malleolus sighed and shook their heads, unwilling to cause a rift in what was going to be a long and necessarily closely knit association. In Chios and in Erythrae the looting occurred again; so did Verres’s services to Dolabella and Malleolus, the latter now being steadily drawn into a corruption which Verres had already made irresistible to Dolabella. So when Verres decided to remove every work of art from the temple and precinct of Hera in Samos, he was able to persuade Dolabella to hire an extra ship—and to order the Chian admiral Charidemus, in command of a quinquereme, to escort the new governor of Cilicia’s flotilla on the rest of its journey to Tarsus. No pirates must capture the swelling number of treasures! Halicarnassus lost some statues by Praxiteles—the last raid Verres made in Asia Province, now buzzing like an angry swarm of wasps. But Pamphylia lost the wonderful Harper of Aspendus and most of the contents of the temple of Artemis at Perge—here, deeming the statue of the goddess a poorly executed thing, Verres contented himself with stripping its coat of gold away and melting it down into nicely portable ingots.


  And so at last they came to Tarsus, where Dolabella was glad to settle into his palace and Verres glad to commandeer a villa for himself wherein the treasures he had pillaged could be put on display for his delectation. His appreciation of the works was genuine, he had no intention of selling a single one; simply, in Gaius Verres the obsessions and amoralities of the fanatical collector reached a height hitherto unknown.


  Gaius Publicius Malleolus too was glad to find himself a nice house beside the river Cydnus; he unpacked his matching gold and silver plate and his moneybags, for he intended to augment his fortune by lending money at exorbitant rates of interest to those who could not borrow from more legitimate sources. He found Verres enormously sympathetic—and enormously helpful.


  By this time Dolabella had sunk into a torpor of gratified sensuality, his thought processes permanently clouded by the Spanish fly and other aphrodisiac drugs Verres supplied him, and content to leave the governing of his province to his senior legate and his quaestor. Displaying sufficient sense to leave the art of Tarsus alone, Verres concentrated upon revenge. It was time to deal with Malleolus.


  He introduced a subject close to the hearts of all Romans—the making of a will.


  “I lodged my new one with the Vestals just before I left,” said Verres, looking particularly attractive with the light of a chandelier turning his softly curling hair into old gold. “I presume you did the same, Malleolus?”


  “Well, no,” Malleolus answered, flustered. “I confess the thought never occurred to me.”


  “My dear fellow, that’s insanity!” cried Verres. “Anything can happen to a man away from home, from pirates to illnesses to shipwreck—look at the Servilius Caepio who drowned on his way home twenty-five years ago—he was a quaestor, just like you!” Verres slopped more fortified wine into Malleolus’s beautiful vermeil cup. “You must make a will!”


  And so it went while Malleolus grew drunker and drunker—and Verres appeared to. When the senior legate decided Dolabella’s foolish quaestor was too befuddled to read what he was signing, Verres demanded paper and pen, wrote out the dispositions Gaius Publicius Malleolus dictated, and then assisted him to sign and seal. The will was tucked into a pigeonhole in Malleolus’s study and promptly forgotten by its author. Who, not four days later, died of an obscure malady the Tarsian physicians finally elected to call food poisoning. And Gaius Verres, producing the will, was surprised and enchanted to discover that his friend the quaestor had left him everything he owned, including the family plate.


  “Dreadful business,” he said to Dolabella sadly. “It’s a very nice legacy, but I’d rather poor Malleolus was still here.”


  Even through his aphrodisiac—induced haze Dolabella sensed a touch of hypocrisy, but confined his words to wondering how he was going to get another quaestor from Rome in a hurry.


  “No need!” said Verres cheerfully. “I was Carbo’s quaestor, and good enough at the job to be prorogued as his proquaestor when he went to govern Italian Gaul. Appoint me proquaestor.’’


  And so the affairs of Cilicia—not to mention Cilicia’s public purse—passed into the hands of Gaius Verres.


  All through the summer Verres worked industriously, though not for the good of Cilicia; it was his own activities that benefited, particularly the moneylending he had taken over from Malleolus. However, the art collection remained static. Even Verres at that point in his career was not quite confident enough to foul his own nest by stealing from towns and temples in Cilicia itself. Nor could he—at least while Claudius Nero remained its governor—begin again to plunder Asia Province; the island of Samos had sent an angry deputation to Pergamum to complain to Claudius Nero about the pillaging of Hera’s sanctuary, only to be told regretfully that it was not in Claudius Nero’s power to punish or discipline the legate of another governor, so the Samians would have to refer their complaint to the Senate in Rome.


  It was late in September that Verres had his inspiration; he then lost no time in turning fancy into fact. Both Bithynia and Thrace abounded in treasures, so why not increase his art collection at the expense of Bithynia and Thrace? Dolabella was persuaded to appoint him ambassador—at—large and issue him with letters of introduction to King Nicomedes of Bithynia and King Sadala of the Thracian Odrysiae. And off Verres set at the start of October, overland from Attaleia to the Hellespont. This route avoided Asia Province and might besides yield a little gold from temples along the way, even if no desirable art.


  It was an embassage composed entirely of villains; Verres wanted no honest, upright characters along. Even the six lictors (to whom as an ambassador with propraetorian status Verres was entitled) he chose with great care, sure they would aid and abet him in all his nefarious undertakings. His chief assistant was a senior clerk on Dolabella’s staff, one Marcus Rubrius; Verres and Rubrius had already had many dealings together, including the procurement of Dolabella’s dirty smelly women. His slaves were a mixture of big fellows to heft heavy statues around and little fellows to wriggle into locked rooms, and his scribes were only there to catalogue whatever he purloined.


  The journey overland was disappointing, as Pisidia and that part of Phrygia he traversed had been thoroughly looted by the generals of Mithridates nine years before. He debated swinging wider onto the Sangarius to see what he could filch at Pessinus, but in the end elected to head straight for Lampsacus on the Hellespont. Here he could commandeer one of Asia Province’s warships to act as escort, and sail along the Bithynian coast loading whatever he found and fancied onto a good stout freighter.


  The Hellespont was a small slice of No Man’s Land. Technically it belonged to Asia Province, but the mountains of Mysia cut it off on the landward side, and its ties were more with Bithynia than with Pergamum. Lampsacus was the chief port on the Asian side of the narrow straits, almost opposite to Thracian Callipolis; here the various armies which crossed the Hellespont made their Asian landfall. In consequence Lampsacus was a big and busy port, though a great measure of its economic prosperity lay in the abundance and excellence of the wine produced in the Lampsacan hinterland.


  Nominally under the authority of the governor of Asia Province, it had long enjoyed independence, Rome being content with a tribute. There was—as always in every prosperous settlement on every shore of the Middle Sea—a contingent of Roman merchants who lived there permanently, but the government and the major wealth of Lampsacus rested with its native Phocaean Greeks, none of whom held the Roman citizenship; they were all socii, allies.


  Verres had diligently researched every likely place along his route, so when his embassage arrived in Lampsacus he was well aware of its status and the status of its leading citizens. The Roman cavalcade which rode into the port city from the hills behind it caused an immediate stir almost verging on a panic; six lictors preceded the important Roman personage, who was also accompanied by twenty servants and a troop of one hundred mounted Cilician cavalry. Yet no warning of its advent had been received, and no one knew what its purpose in Lampsacus might be.


  One Ianitor was chief ethnarch that year; word that a full Roman embassage was awaiting him in the agora sent Ianitor flying there posthaste, together with some of the other city elders.


  “I’m not sure how long I’ll be staying,” said Gaius Verres, looking handsome, imperious, and not a little arrogant, “but I require fitting lodgings for myself and my people.”


  It was impossible, Ianitor explained hesitantly, to find a house large enough to take everyone, but he himself would of course accommodate the ambassador, his lictors and body servants, while the rest were boarded with other households. Ianitor then introduced his fellow elders, including one Philodamus, who had been chief ethnarch of Lampsacus during Sulla’s time there.


  “I hear,” said the clerk Marcus Rubrius low—voiced to Verres as they were being escorted to the mansion of Ianitor, “that the old man Philodamus has a daughter of such surpassing beauty and virtue that he keeps her shut away. Name of Stratonice.”


  Verres was no Dolabella when it came to bodily appetites. As with his statues and paintings, he liked his women to be pure and perfect works of art, Galateas come to life. In consequence he tended when not in Rome to go for long periods without sexual satisfaction, since he would not content himself with inferior types of women, even famous courtesans like Praecia. As yet he was unmarried, intending when he did to own a bride of splendid lineage and peerless beauty—a modern Aurelia. This trip to the east was going to cement his fortune and make it possible to negotiate a suitable marital alliance with some proud Caecilia Metella or Claudia Pulchra. A Julia would have been the best, but all the Julias were taken.


  Thus it was months since Verres had enjoyed a sexual flutter, nor had he expected to find one in Lampsacus. But Rubrius had made it his business to find out the weaknesses of Verres—aside from inanimate works of art—and had done a little whispering in any gossipy-looking ears as soon as the embassage had ridden into town. To find that Philodamus had a daughter, Stratonice, who was quite the equal of Aphrodite herself.


  “Make further enquiries,” said Verres curtly, then put on his most charmingly false smile as he came to Ianitor’s door, where the chief ethnarch waited in person to welcome him.


  Rubrius nodded and went off in the wake of the slave to his own quarters, less august by far; he was, after all, a very minor official with no ambassadorial status.


  After dinner that afternoon Rubrius reappeared at the house of Ianitor and sought a private interview with Verres.


  “Are you comfortable here?” asked Rubrius.


  “More or less. Not like a Roman villa, however. A pity none of the Roman citizens in Lampsacus ranks among the richest. I hate making do with Greeks! They’re too simple for my taste. This Ianitor lives entirely on fish—didn’t even produce an egg or a bird for dinner! But the wine was superb. How have you progressed in the matter of Stratonice?”


  “With great difficulty, Gaius Verres. The girl is a paragon of every virtue, it seems, but perhaps that’s because her father and brother guard her like Tigranes the women in his harem.”


  “Then I’ll have to go to dinner at Philodamus’s place.”


  Rubrius shook his head emphatically. “I’m afraid that won’t produce her, Gaius Verres. This town is Phocaean Greek to its core. The women of the family are not shown to guests.”


  The two heads drew together, honey—gold and greying black, and the volume of the conversation dropped to whispers.


  “My assistant Marcus Rubrius,” said Verres to Ianitor after Rubrius had gone, “is poorly housed. I require better quarters for him. I hear that after yourself, the next man of note is one Philodamus. Please see that Marcus Rubrius is relocated in the house of Philodamus first thing tomorrow.”


  “I won’t have the worm!” snapped Philodamus to Ianitor when Ianitor told him what Verres wanted. “Who is this Marcus Rubrius? A grubby little Roman clerk! In my days I’ve housed Roman consuls and praetors—even the great Lucius Cornelius Sulla when he crossed the Hellespont that last time! In fact, I’ve never housed anyone as unimportant as Gaius Verres himself! Who is he after all, Ianitor? A mere assistant to the governor of Cilicia!”


  “Please, Philodamus, please!” begged Ianitor. “For my sake! For the sake of our city! This Gaius Verres is a nasty fellow, I feel it in my bones. And he has a hundred mounted troopers with him. In all Lampsacus we couldn’t raise half that many competent professional soldiers.”


  So Philodamus gave in and Rubrius transferred his lodgings. But it had been a mistake to give in, as Philodamus soon discovered. Rubrius hadn’t been inside the house for more than a few moments before he was demanding to see the famous beautiful daughter, and, denied this privilege, immediately began to poke and pry through Philodamus’s spacious dwelling in search of her. This proving fruitless, Rubrius summoned Philodamus to him in his own house as if he had been a servant.


  “You’ll give a dinner for Gaius Verres this afternoon—and serve something other than course after course of fish! Fish is fine in its place, but a man can’t live on it. So I want lamb, chicken, other fowls, plenty of eggs, and the very best wine.”


  Philodamus kept his temper. “But it wasn’t easy,” he said to his son, Artemidorus.


  “They’re after Stratonice,” said Artemidorus, very angry.


  “I think so too, but they moved so quickly in foisting this Rubrius clod on me that I had no opportunity to get her out of the house. And now I can’t. There are Romans creeping round our front door and our back door.”


  Artemidorus wanted to be present at the banquet for Verres, but his father, looking at that stormy face, understood that his presence would worsen the situation; after much cajoling, the young man agreed to hie himself off and eat elsewhere. As for Stratonice, the best father and son could do was to lock her in her own room and put two strong servants inside with her.


  Gaius Verres arrived with his six lictors, who were posted on duty in front of the house while a party of troopers was sent to watch the back gate. And no sooner was the Roman ambassador comfortable upon his couch than he demanded that Philodamus fetch his daughter.


  “I cannot do that, Gaius Verres,” said the old man stiffly. “This is a Phocaean town, which means our womenfolk are never put in the same room as strangers.”


  “I’m not asking that she eat with us, Philodamus,” said Verres patiently. “I just want to see this paragon all of your Phocaean town talks about.”


  “I do not know why they should, when they have never seen her either,” Philodamus said.


  “No doubt your servants gossip. Produce her, old man!”


  “I cannot, Gaius Verres.”


  Five other guests were present, Rubrius and four fellow clerks; no sooner had Philodamus refused to produce his child than they all shouted to see her. The more Philodamus denied them, the louder they shouted.


  When the first course came in Philodamus seized the chance to leave the room, and sent one of his servants to the house where Artemidorus was eating, begging that he come home to help his father. No sooner had the servant gone than Philodamus returned to the dining room, there to continue obdurately refusing to show the Romans his daughter. Rubrius and two of his companions got up to look for the girl; Philodamus stepped across their path. A pitcher of boiling water had been set upon a brazier near the door, ready to be poured into bowls in which smaller bowls of food might be reheated after the trip from the kitchen. Rubrius grabbed the pitcher and tipped boiling water all over Philodamus’s head. While horrified servants fled precipitately, the old man’s screams mingled with the shouts and jeers of the Romans, forming up to go in search of Stratonice.


  Into this melee the sounds of another intruded. Artemidorus and twenty of his friends had arrived outside his father’s door, only to find Verres’s lictors barring their entry. The prefect of the decury, one Cornelius, had all the lictor’s confidence in his own inviolability; it never occurred to him for a moment that Artemidorus and his band would resort to force to remove them from before the door. Nor perhaps would they have, had Artemidorus not heard the frightful screams of his scalded father. The Lampsacans moved in a mass. Several of the lictors sustained minor hurts, but Cornelius died of a broken neck.


  The banquet participants scattered when Artemidorus and his friends ran into the dining room, clubs in their hands and murder on their faces. But Gaius Verres was no coward. Pushing them contemptuously to one side, he quit the house in company with Rubrius and his fellow clerks to find one dead lictor sprawled in the road surrounded by his five frightened colleagues. Up the street the ambassador hustled them, the body of Cornelius lolling in their midst.


  By this the whole town was beginning to stir, and Ianitor himself stood at his open front door. His heart sank when he saw what the Romans carried, yet he admitted them to his house—and prudently barred the gate behind them. Artemidorus had stayed to tend to his father’s injuries, but two of his friends led the rest of the band of young men to the city square, calling on others to meet them as they marched. All the Greeks had had enough of Gaius Verres, and even a fervent speech from Publius Tettius (the town’s most prominent Roman resident) could not dissuade them from retaliation. Tettius and his houseguest Gaius Terentius Varro were swept aside, and the townspeople surged off in the direction of Ianitor’s house.


  There they demanded entry. Ianitor refused, after which they battered at the gate with a makeshift ram to no effect, and decided instead to burn the place down. Kindling and logs of wood were piled against the front wall and set alight. Only the arrival of Publius Tettius, Gaius Terentius Varro and some other Roman residents of Lampsacus prevented disaster; their impassioned pleading cooled the hottest heads down sufficiently to see that immolation of a Roman ambassador would end in worse than the violation of Stratonice. So the fire (which had gained considerable hold on the front part of Ianitor’s house) was put out, and the men of Lampsacus went home.


  A less arrogant man than Gaius Verres would have fled from the seething Greek city as soon as he deemed it safe to leave, but Gaius Verres had no intention of running; instead he sat down calmly and wrote to Gaius Claudius Nero, the governor of Asia Province, steeled in his resolve not to be beaten by a pair of dirty Asian Greeks.


  “I demand that you proceed forthwith to Lampsacus and try the two socii Philodamus and Artemidorus for the murder of a Roman ambassador’s chief lictor,” he said.


  But swift though the letter’s journey to Pergamum was, it was still slower than the detailed report Publius Tettius and Gaius Terentius Varro had jointly provided to the governor.


  “I will certainly not come to Lampsacus,” said Claudius Nero’s reply to Verres. “I have heard the real story from my own senior legate, Gaius Terentius Varro, who considerably outranks you. A pity perhaps that you weren’t burned to death. You are like your name, Verres—a pig.”


  The rage in which Verres wrote his next missive added venom and power to his pen; this one was to Dolabella in Tarsus and it reached Tarsus in a scant seven days, couriered by a petrified trooper who was so afraid of what Verres might do to him if he tarried that he was fully prepared to do murder in order to obtain a fresh horse every few hours.


  “Go to Pergamum at once, and at a run,” Verres instructed his superior without formal salute or evidence of respect. “Fetch Claudius Nero to Lampsacus without a moment’s delay to try and execute the socii who murdered my chief lictor. If you don’t, I will have words to say in Rome about certain debaucheries and drugs. I mean it, Dolabella. And you may tell Claudius Nero that if he does not come to Lampsacus and convict these Greek fellatores, I will accuse him of sordid practices as well. And I’ll make the charges stick, Dolabella. Don’t think I won’t. If I die for it, I’ll make the charges stick.”


  *


  When word of the events in Lampsacus reached the court of King Nicomedes, matters had arrived at an impasse; Gaius Verres was still living in the house of Ianitor and moving freely about the city, Ianitor had been ordered to notify the Lampsacan elders that Verres would remain right where he was, and everyone knew Claudius Nero was coming from Pergamum to try the father and son.


  “I wish there was something I could do,” said the worried King to Caesar.


  “Lampsacus falls within Asia Province, not Bithynia,” said Caesar. “Anything you did do would have to be in diplomatic guise, and I’m not convinced it would help those two unfortunate socii.”


  “Gaius Verres is an absolute wolfshead, Caesar. Earlier in the year he robbed sanctuaries of their treasures all over Asia Province, then went on to steal the Harper of Aspendus and the golden skin of Artemis at Perge.”


  “How to endear Rome to her provinces,” said Caesar, lifting his lip contemptuously.


  “Nothing is safe from the man—including, it seems, virtuous daughters of important Greek socii.”


  “What is Verres doing in Lampsacus, anyway?”


  Nicomedes shivered. “Coming to see me, Caesar! He carries letters of introduction to me and to King Sadala in Thrace—his governor, Dolabella, has endowed him with ambassadorial status. I imagine his true purpose is to steal our statues and paintings.”


  “He won’t dare while I’m here, Nicomedes,” soothed Caesar.


  The old king’s face lit up. “That is what I was going to say. Would you go to Lampsacus as my ambassador so that Gaius Claudius Nero understands Bithynia is watching carefully? I daren’t go myself—it might be seen as an armed threat, even if I went without a military escort. My troops are much closer to Lampsacus than are the troops of Asia Province.”


  Caesar saw the difficulties this would mean for him before Nicomedes had finished speaking. If he went to Lampsacus to observe events on official behalf of the King of Bithynia, the whole of Rome would assume he was indeed on intimate terms with Nicomedes. Only how could he avoid going? It was, on the surface, a very reasonable request.


  “I mustn’t appear to be acting for you, King,” he said seriously. “The fate of the two socii is firmly in the hands of the governor of Asia Province, who would not appreciate the presence of a twenty-year-old Roman privatus claiming to be the representative of the King of Bithynia.”


  “But I need to know what happens in Lampsacus from someone detached enough not to exaggerate and Roman enough not to side with the Greeks automatically!” Nicomedes protested.


  “I didn’t say I wouldn’t go. I will go. But as a Roman privatus pure and simple—a fellow who chanced to be in the vicinity and whose curiosity got the better of him. That way the hand of Bithynia will not be seen at all, yet I’ll be able to provide you with a full report when I return. Then if you feel it necessary, you can lodge a formal complaint with the Senate in Rome, and I will testify.”


  Caesar departed the next day, riding overland with no one for company save Burgundus and four servants; he might then have come from anywhere and be on the road to anywhere. Though he wore a leather cuirass and kilt, his favored apparel for riding, he had taken care to pack toga and tunic and senatorial shoes, and to take with him the slave whom he employed to make new Civic Crowns for him out of oak leaves. Unwilling though he was to flaunt himself in the name of King Nicomedes, he fully intended to flaunt himself in his own name.


  It was the very end of December when he rode into Lampsacus on the same road Verres had used, to find himself unnoticed; the whole town was down at the quay watching Claudius Nero and Dolabella tie up their considerable fleet. Neither governor was in a good mood, Dolabella because he writhed in the grip of Verres permanently, and Claudius Nero because Dolabella’s indiscreet activities now threatened to compromise him also. Their grim faces did not lighten when they learned that suitable lodgings were not to be had, as Ianitor still housed Verres and the only other commodious mansion in Lampsacus belonged to Philodamus, the accused. Publius Tettius had solved the problem by evicting a colleague from his establishment and offering it to Claudius Nero and Dolabella to share between them.


  When Claudius Nero received Verres (who was already waiting at the commandeered dwelling when the governor arrived), he learned that he was expected to preside over the court—and to accept Verres as organizer of the prosecution, as a witness, as a member of the jury, and as an ambassador whose official propraetorian status was unimpaired by the events in Lampsacus.


  “Ridiculous!” he said to Verres in the hearing of Dolabella, Publius Tettius, and the legate Gaius Terentius Varro.


  “What do you mean?” Verres demanded.


  “Roman justice is famous. What you propose is a travesty. I have acquitted myself well in my province! As things stand at the moment, I am likely to be replaced in the spring. The same can be said of your superior, Gnaeus Dolabella. I can’t speak for him”—Claudius Nero glanced toward the silent Dolabella, who avoided his gaze—“but for myself, I intend to quit my province with a reputation as one of its better governors. This case will probably be my last major one, and I won’t condone a travesty.”


  The handsome face of Verres grew flintlike. “I want a quick conviction!” he cried. “I want those two Greek socii flogged and beheaded! They murdered a Roman lictor in the course of his duty! If they are allowed to get away with it, Rome’s authority is further undermined in a province which still hankers to be ruled by King Mithridates.”


  It was a good argument, but it was not the reason why Gaius Claudius Nero ended in yielding. He did that because he had not the strength or the backbone to resist Verres in a face—to—face confrontation. With the exception of Publius Tettius and his houseguest Gaius Terentius Varro, Verres had succeeded in winning over the entire Roman contingent who lived in Lampsacus, and had worked their feelings into a state which threatened the town’s peace for many moons to come. It was Roman versus Greek with a vengeance; Claudius Nero was just not capable of resisting the pressures now exerted upon him.


  In the meantime Caesar had managed to find accommodation in a small hostelry adjacent to the wharves. As dirty as it was mean, it catered mainly to sailors, and was the only place willing to take him in: he was a detested Roman. Had it not been so cold he would gladly have camped; were he not determined to maintain his independence, he might have sought shelter in a Roman resident’s house. As it was, the harborside inn it must be. Even as he and Burgundus took a stroll before what they suspected was going to be a bad supper, the town heralds were abroad crying that the trial of Philodamus and Artemidorus was to be held on the morrow in the marketplace.


  The morrow saw Caesar in no hurry; he wanted everyone assembled for the hearing before he made his grand entrance on the scene. And when he did arrive he created a small sensation—a Roman nobleman, a senator, a war hero—and owning no loyalty to any of the Roman participants. None of these knew his face well enough to assign it a name, especially now Caesar was clad not in laena and apex, but in a snowy toga with the broad purple stripe of the senator on the right shoulder of his tunic and the maroon leather shoes of the senator on his feet. Added to which, he wore a chaplet of oak leaves upon his head, so every Roman including both governors was obliged to get to his feet and applaud Caesar’s advent.


  “I am Gaius Julius Caesar, nephew of Lucius Cornelius Sulla the Dictator,” he said to Claudius Nero guilelessly, holding out his right hand. “Just passing through when I heard about this fuss! Thought I’d better turn up to see if you needed an extra man on the jury.”


  The name brought instant recognition, of course, more due to flamen Dialis than siege of Mitylene; these men had not been in Rome when Lucullus returned, did not know the fine details of Mitylene’s surrender. Caesar’s offer of jury duty was declined, but he was accommodated on a chair hastily found for one who was not only a war hero, but also the Dictator’s nephew by marriage.


  The trial began. Of Roman citizens to serve as jurors there was no lack, for Dolabella and Claudius Nero had brought a large number of minor officials with them as well as a full cohort of Roman soldiers from Pergamum—Fimbriani who recognized Caesar at once, and hailed him joyfully. Yet another reason why neither governor was pleased to have him sitting there.


  Though Verres had organized the prosecution, the actual role of prosecutor was taken by a local Roman resident, a usurer who needed Claudius Nero’s lictors to extract money from delinquent clients—and was aware that if he did not consent to prosecute, the lictors would cease to be forthcoming. All of Greek Lampsacus congregated about the perimeter of the court, muttering, glaring, shaking an occasional fist. Despite which, no one among them had volunteered to plead for Philodamus and Artemidorus, who were therefore obliged to conduct their own case under an alien system of law.


  It was, thought the expressionless Caesar, a complete travesty. Claudius Nero, the titular president of the court, made no attempt to run it; he sat mumchance and let Verres and Rubrius do that. Dolabella was on the jury and kept making pro—Verres comments in a loud voice, as did Verres himself, also on the jury. When the Greek onlookers realized that Philodamus and Artemidorus were not going to be allowed the proper amount of court time to conduct their defense, some among them began to shout abuse; but there were five hundred armed Fimbriani stationed in the square, more than a match for any rioting crowd.


  The verdict when it came was no verdict: the jury ordered a retrial, this being the only way the majority of them could register their disapproval of the cavalier proceedings without bringing down a Verrine storm about their heads.


  And when he heard the retrial ordered, Verres panicked. If Philodamus and Artemidorus did not die, he suddenly realized, they could indict him in Rome with a whole indignant town to back them up—and possibly a Roman senator war hero to testify for them; Verres had gained the distinct impression that Gaius Julius Caesar was not on his side. The young man had given nothing away by look or comment, but that in itself indicated opposition. And he was related to Sulla, the Dictator of Rome! It was also possible that Gaius Claudius Nero would regain his courage were Verres to be tried in a Roman court inside Rome; any allegations Verres might make about Claudius Nero’s personal conduct would then sound like a smear campaign to discredit an important witness.


  That Claudius Nero was thinking along the same lines became apparent when he announced that he would schedule the retrial for early summer, which probably meant a new governor in Asia Province—and a new governor in Cilicia. Despite the death of a Roman lictor, Philodamus and Artemidorus suddenly had an excellent chance of going free. And if they went free, they would come to Rome to prosecute Gaius Verres. For, as Philodamus had said when he had addressed the jury,


  “We socii know that we are under the care of Rome and that we must answer to the governor, to his legates and officials, and through him to the Senate and People of Rome. If we are not willing to lie down under Roman rule, we understand that there must be reprisals, and that many of us will suffer. But what are we alien subjects of Rome to do when Rome permits a man who is no greater than a governor’s assistant to lust after our children and snatch them from us for his own evil purposes? My son and I did no more than defend his sister and my daughter from a wicked lout! No one intended that any man should die, and it was not a Greek hand struck the first blow. I was scalded by boiling water in my own house while I tried to prevent the companions of Gaius Verres from carrying my child off to pain and dishonor. Had it not been for the arrival of my son and his friends, my daughter would indeed have been carried off to pain and dishonor. Gaius Verres did not behave like a civilized member of a civilized people. He behaved like the barbarian he is.”


  The verdict of a retrial, delivered as it had been by an all—Roman jury loudly urged by Dolabella and Verres throughout the trial to do its duty and convict, emboldened the Greek crowd to speed Claudius Nero and his court out of the marketplace with jeers, boos, hisses, angry gestures.


  “You’ll schedule the retrial for tomorrow,” said Verres to Claudius Nero.


  “Next summer,” said Claudius Nero faintly.


  “Not if you want to be consul, my friend,” said Verres. “I will pull you down with great pleasure—never doubt that for a moment! What goes for Dolabella goes for you. Do as I say in this or be prepared to take the consequences. For if Philodamus and Artemidorus live to indict me in Rome, I will have to indict you and Dolabella in Rome long before the Greeks can get there. I will make sure you’re both convicted of extortion. So neither of you would be on hand to testify against me.”


  The retrial occurred the day following the trial. Between bribing those members of the jury willing to take a bribe and threatening those who were not, Verres got no sleep; nor did Dolabella, compelled to accompany Verres on his rounds.


  That hard night’s work tipped the balance. By a small majority of the jurors, Philodamus and Artemidorus were convicted of the murder of a Roman lictor. Claudius Nero ordered their immediate dispatch. Kept at a distance by the cohort of Fimbriani, the Greek crowd watched helplessly as father and son were stripped and flogged. The old man was unconscious when his head was lopped from his shoulders, but Artemidorus retained his faculties until his end, and wept not for his own fate or for his father’s, but for the fate of his orphaned sister.


  At the end of it Caesar walked fearlessly into the densely packed mass of Greek Lampsacans, all weeping with shock, beyond anger now. No other Roman went near them; escorted by Fimbriani, Claudius Nero and Dolabella were already shifting their belongings down to the quay. But Caesar had a purpose. It had not taken him long to decide who in the crowd were the influential ones, and these men he sought out.


  “Lampsacus isn’t big enough to stage a revolt,” he said to them, “but revenge is possible. Don’t judge all Romans by this sorry lot, and hold your tempers. I give you my word that when I return to Rome, I will prosecute the governor Dolabella and make sure that Verres is never elected a praetor. Not for gifts or for honors. Just for my own satisfaction.”


  After that he went to the house of Ianitor, for he wanted to see Gaius Verres before the man quit Lampsacus.


  “Well, if it isn’t the war hero!” cried Verres cheerfully when Caesar walked in.


  He was overseeing his packing.


  “Do you intend to take possession of the daughter?” Caesar asked, disposing himself comfortably in a chair.


  “Naturally,” said Verres, nodding at a slave who brought in a little statue for him to inspect. “Yes, I like it. Crate it.” His attention returned to Caesar. “Anxious to set eyes on the cause of all this fuss, are you?”


  “Consumed with curiosity. She ought to outdo Helen.”


  “So I think.”


  “Is she blonde, I wonder? I’ve always thought Helen must have been blonde. Yellow hair has the edge.”


  Verres eyed Caesar’s thatch appreciatively, lifted a hand to pat his own. “You and I ought to know!”


  “Where do you intend to go from Lampsacus, Gaius Verres?”


  The tawny brows rose. “To Nicomedia, of course.”


  “I wouldn’t,” said Caesar gently.


  “Really? And why not?” asked Verres, deceptively casual.


  Caesar bent his gaze to study his own nails. “Dolabella will bite the dust as soon as I return to Rome, which will be in the spring of this year or the next. I will prosecute him myself. And I will prosecute you. Unless, that is, you return to Cilicia now.”


  Caesar’s blue eyes lifted; the honeyed eyes of Verres met them. For a long moment neither man moved.


  Then Verres said, “I know who you remind me of. Sulla.”


  “Do I?”


  “It’s your eyes. Not as washed out as Sulla’s, but they have the same look. I wonder will you go as far as Sulla?”


  “That is on the laps of the gods. I would rather say, I hope no one forces me to go as far as Sulla.”


  Verres shrugged. “Well, Caesar, I am no Gaius Marius, so it won’t be me.”


  “You are certainly no Gaius Marius,” Caesar agreed calmly. “He was a great man until his mind gave way. Where are you going from Lampsacus, have you decided?”


  “To Cilicia with Dolabella,” said Verres with another shrug.


  “Oh, very wise! Would you like me to send someone down to the port to inform Dolabella? I’d hate to see him sail off and leave you behind.”


  “If you wish,” said Verres indifferently.


  Off went Caesar to find Burgundus and instruct him what to tell Dolabella. As he returned to the room through an inner door, Ianitor brought in a muffled form through the door onto the street.


  “This is Stratonice?” asked Verres eagerly.


  Ianitor brushed the tears from his cheeks. “Yes.”


  “Leave us alone with her, Greek.”


  Ianitor fled.


  “Shall I unveil her for you while you stand at a suitably remote distance to take all of her in at once?’’ asked Caesar.


  “I prefer to do it myself,” said Verres, moving to the girl’s side; she had made no sound, no attempt to run away.


  The hood of her heavy cloak fell forward over her face, impossible to see. Like Myron anxious to check the result of a bronze casting, Verres twitched the cloak from her with a trembling hand. And stared, and stared.


  It was Caesar broke the silence; he threw back his head and laughed until he cried. “I had a feeling!” he said when he was able, groping for a handkerchief.


  The body she owned was shapeless, poor Stratonice. Her eyes were slits, her snub nose spread across her face, the reddish hair atop her flat—backed skull was sparse to the point of semi—baldness, her ears were vestigial and she had a badly split harelip. Of reasoning mentality she had very little, poor Stratonice.


  Face scarlet, Verres turned on his heel.


  “Don’t miss your ship!” Caesar called after him. “I’d hate to have to spread the end of this story all over Rome, Verres!”


  The moment Verres had gone Caesar sobered. He came across to the mute and immobile creature, picked up her cloak from the floor and draped it about her tenderly.


  “Don’t worry, my poor girl,” he said, not sure she could even hear him. “You’re quite safe.” He called then for Ianitor, who came in immediately. “You knew, ethnarch, didn’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then why in the name of Great Zeus didn’t you speak out if they wouldn’t? They died for nothing!”


  “They died because they elected death as the preferable alternative,” said Ianitor.


  “And what will become of the wretched creature now?’’


  “She will be well looked after.”


  “How many of you knew?”


  “Just the city’s elders.”


  Unable to find anything to say in answer to that, Caesar left Ianitor’s house, and left Lampsacus.


  *


  Gaius Verres hurried down to the port, stumbling. How dared they, those stupid, stupid Greeks? Hiding her away as if she was Helen of Troy, when all the time she was a gorgon.


  Dolabella was not pleased at having to delay his departure while various crates and trunks belonging to Verres were loaded; Claudius Nero had already gone, and the Fimbriani with him.


  “Quin taces!” snarled Verres when his superior asked where was the beauteous Stratonice. “I left her behind in Lampsacus. They deserve each other.”


  His superior was feeling the pinch of some time without the stimulating sexual sessions he had grown to rely upon; Verres soon found himself back in Dolabella’s good graces, and spent the voyage from Lampsacus to Pergamum planning. He would return Dolabella to his usual condition and spend the rest of his term in Tarsus using up the gubernatorial stipend. So Caesar thought he’d prosecute, did he? Well, he wouldn’t get the chance. He, Verres, would get in first! The moment Dolabella returned to Rome, he, Verres, would find a prosecutor with a prestigious name and testify Dolabella into permanent exile. Then there would be no one to contest the set of account books Verres intended to present to the Treasury. A pity that he hadn’t managed to get to Bithynia and Thrace, but he had really done very nicely.


  “I believe,” he said to Dolabella after they left Pergamum behind, “that Miletus has some of the finest wool in the world, not to mention rugs and tapestries of rare quality. Let’s stop in at Miletus and look at what’s available.”


  *


  “I can’t get over the fact that those two socii died for nothing,” said Caesar to Nicomedes and Oradaltis. “Why? Tell me why they just didn’t produce the girl and show Verres what she was? That would have been the end of the affair! Why did they insist upon turning what ought to have been a comedy with Verres the butt into a tragedy as great as anything Sophocles dreamed of?”


  “Pride, mostly,” said Oradaltis, tears in her eyes. “And perhaps a sense of honor.”


  “It might have been understandable if the girl had looked presentable when she was a baby, but from the moment of her birth they would have known what she was. Why didn’t they expose her? No one would have condemned them for it.”


  “The only person who might have been able to enlighten you, Caesar, died in the marketplace of Lampsacus,” said Nicomedes. “There must have been a good reason, at least inside the mind of Philodamus. A vow to some god—a wife and mother determined to keep the child—a self-inflicted pain—who can tell? If we knew all the answers, life would hold no mysteries. And no tragedies.”


  “I could have wept when I saw her. Instead I laughed myself sick. She couldn’t tell the difference, but Verres could. So I laughed. He’ll hear it inside his head for years, and fear me.”


  “I’m surprised we haven’t seen the man,” said the King.


  “You won’t see him,” said Caesar with some satisfaction. “Gaius Verres has folded his tents and slunk back to Cilicia.”


  “Why?”


  “I asked him to.”


  The King decided not to probe this remark. Instead he said, “You wish you could have done something to avert the tragedy.”


  “Of course. It’s an actual agony to have to stand back and watch idiots wreak havoc in Rome’s name. But I swear to you, Nicomedes, that I will never behave so myself when I have the age and the authority!”


  “You don’t need to swear. I believe you.”


  This report had been given before Caesar went to his rooms to remove the ravages of his journey, these being unusually trying. Each of the three nights he had spent in the harborside inn he had woken to find a naked whore astride him and the traitor inside the gates of his body so lacking in discernment that, freed by sleep from his mind’s control, it enjoyed itself immensely. With the result that he had picked up an infestation of pubic lice. The discovery of his crop of tiny vermin had induced a horror and disgust so great that he had been able to keep no food down since, and only a sensible sensitivity about the effects of questionable substances upon his genitalia had prevented his seizing anything offered to kill the things. So far they had defied him by living through a dip in every freezing body of water he had encountered between Lampsacus and Nicomedia, and all through his talk with the old King he had been aware of the dreadful creatures prowling through the thickets of his body hair.


  Now, clenching teeth and fists, he rose abruptly to his feet. “Please excuse me, Nicomedes. I have to rid myself of some unwelcome visitors,” he said, attempting a light tone.


  “Crab lice, you mean?” asked the King, who missed very little, and could speak freely because Oradaltis and her dog had departed some time before.


  “I’m driven mad! Revolting, sickening things!”


  Nicomedes strolled from the room with him.


  “There is really only one way to avoid picking up vermin when you travel,” said the King. “It’s painful, especially the first time you have it done, but it does work.”


  “I don’t care if I have to walk on hot coals, tell me and I’ll do it!” said Caesar with fervor.


  “There are those in your peculiar society who will condemn you as effeminate!” Nicomedes said wickedly.


  “No fate could be worse than these pests. Tell me!”


  “Have all your body hair plucked, Caesar. Under the arms and in the groin, on the chest if you have hair there. I will send the man who attends to me and Oradaltis to you if you wish.”


  “At once, King, at once!” Up went Caesar’s hand to his head. “What about my hair hair?”


  “Have you visitors there too?”


  “I don’t think so, but I itch everywhere.”


  “They’re different visitors, and can’t survive in a bed. I wouldn’t think you’ll ever play host to them because you’re so tall. They can’t crawl upward, you see, so the people who pick them up from others are always the same height or shorter than the original host.” Nicomedes laughed. “You’d catch them from Burgundus, but from few others. Unless your Lampsacan whores slept with you head to head.”


  “My Lampsacan whores attacked me in my sleep, but I can assure you that they got short shrift the moment I woke!”


  An extraordinary conversation, but one Caesar was to thank his luck for many times in the years to come. If plucking out his body hair would keep these clinging horrors away, he would pluck, pluck, pluck.


  The slave Nicomedes sent to him was an expert; under different circumstances Caesar would have banished him from such an intimate task, for he was a perfect pansy. Under the prevailing circumstances, however, Caesar found himself eager to experience his touch.


  “I’ll just take a few out every day,” lisped Demetrius.


  “You’ll take the lot out today,” said Caesar grimly. “I’ve drowned all I could find in my bath, but I suppose their eggs stick. That seems to be why I haven’t managed to get rid of all of them so far. Pah!”


  Demetrius squealed, appalled. “That isn’t possible!” he cried. “Even when I do it, it’s hideously painful!”


  “The lot today,” said Caesar.


  So Demetrius continued while Caesar lay naked, apparently in no distress. He had self-discipline and great courage, and would have died rather than flinch, moan, weep, or otherwise betray his agony. And when the ordeal was over and sufficient time had passed for the pain to die down, he felt wonderful. He also liked the look of his hairless body in the big silver mirror King Nicomedes had provided for the palace’s principal guest suite. Sleek. Unashamed. Amazingly naked. And somehow more masculine rather than less. How odd!


  Feeling like a man released from slavery, he went to the dining room that evening with his new pleasure in himself adding a special light to face and eyes; King Nicomedes looked, and gasped. Caesar responded with a wink.


  *


  For sixteen months he remained in or around about Bithynia, an idyll he was to remember as the most wonderful period of his life until he reached his fifty-third year and found an even more wonderful one. He visited Troy to do homage to his ancestor Aeneas, he went to Pessinus several times, and back to Byzantium, and anywhere, it seemed, save Pergamum and Tarsus, where Claudius Nero and Dolabella remained an extra year after all.


  Leaving aside his relationship with Nicomedes and Oradaltis, which remained an enormously satisfying and rewarding experience for him, the chief joy of that time lay in his visit to a man he hardly remembered: Publius Rutilius Rufus, his great—uncle on his mother’s side.


  Born in the same year as Gaius Marius, Rutilius Rufus was now seventy—nine years old, and had been living in an honorable exile in Smyrna for many years. He was as active as a fifty-year-old and as cheerful as a boy, mind as sharp as ever, sense of humor as keenly developed as had been that of his friend and colleague, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus Princeps Senatus.


  “I’ve outlived the lot of them,” Rutilius Rufus said with gleeful satisfaction after his eyes and mind had approved the look of this fine young great—nephew.


  “That doesn’t cast you down, Uncle?”


  “Why should it? If anything, it cheers me up! Sulla keeps writing to beg me to return to Rome, and every governor and other official he sends out here comes to plead in person.”


  “But you won’t go.”


  “I won’t go. I like my chlamys and my Greek slippers much more than I ever liked my toga, and I enjoy a reputation here in Smyrna far greater than any I ever owned in Rome. It’s a thankless and savage place, young Caesar—what a look of Aurelia you have! How is she? My ocean pearl found on the mud flats of Ostia … That was what I always called her. And she’s widowed, eh? A pity. I brought her and your father together, you know. And though you may not know it, I found Marcus Antonius Gnipho to tutor you when you were hardly out of diapers. They used to think you a prodigy. And here you are, twenty-one years old, a senator twice over, and Sulla’s most prized war hero! Well, well!”


  “I wouldn’t go so far as to say I’m his most prized war hero,” said Caesar, smiling.


  “Oh, but you are! I know! I sit here in Smyrna and hear everything. Sulla writes to me. Always did. And when he was settling the affairs of Asia Province he visited me often—it was I gave him his model for its reorganization. Based it on the program Scaurus and I evolved years ago. Sad, his illness. But it hasn’t seemed to stop him meddling with Rome!”


  He continued in the same vein for many days, hopping from one subject to another with the lightness of an easy heart and the interest of a born gossip, a spry old bird the years had not managed to strip of plumage or the ability to soar. If he had a favorite topic, that was Aurelia; Caesar filled in the gaps in his knowledge of her with gracefully chosen words and evident love, and learned in return many things about her he had not known. Of her relationship with Sulla, however, Rutilius Rufus had little to tell and refused to speculate, though he had Caesar laughing over the confusion as to which of his nieces had borne a red-haired son to a red-haired man.


  “Gaius Marius and Julia were convinced it was Aurelia and Sulla, but it was Livia Drusa, of course, with Marcus Cato.”


  “That’s right, your wife was a Livia.”


  “And the older of my two sisters was the wife of Caepio the Consul, who stole the Gold of Tolosa. You are related to the Servilii Caepiones by blood, young man.”


  “I don’t know the family at all.”


  “A boring lot no amount of Rutilian blood could leaven. Now tell me about Gaius Marius and the flaminate he wished upon you.”


  Intending to remain only a few days in Smyrna, Caesar ended in staying for two months; there was so much Rutilius Rufus wanted to know, and so much Rutilius Rufus wanted to tell. When finally he took his leave of the old man, he wept.


  “I shall never forget you, Uncle Publius.”


  “Just come back! And write to me, Caesar, do. Of all the pleasures my life still holds, there is none to equal a rich and candid correspondence with a genuinely literate man.”


  *


  But every idyll must end, and Caesar’s came to a conclusion when he received a letter from Tarsus in April of the year Sulla died; he was in Nicomedia.


  “Publius Servilius Vatia, who was consul last year, has been sent to govern Cilicia,” Caesar said to the King and Queen. “He requests my services as a junior legate—it seems Sulla has personally recommended me to him.”


  “Then you don’t have to go,” said Oradaltis eagerly.


  Caesar smiled. “No Roman has to do anything, and that is really true from highest to lowest. Service in any institution is voluntary. But there are certain considerations which do tend to influence our decisions, voluntary in name though the duty may be. If I want a public career, I must serve in my ten campaigns, or else steadily for a full six years. No one is ever going to be able to accuse me of circumventing our unwritten laws.”


  “But you’re already a senator!”


  “Only because of my military career. And that in turn means I must continue my military career.”


  “Then you’re definitely going,” said the King.


  “At once.”


  “I’ll see about a ship.”


  “No. I shall ride overland through the Cilician Gates.”


  “Then I’ll provide you with a letter of introduction to King Ariobarzanes in Cappadocia.”


  The palace began to stir, and the dog to mourn; poor Sulla knew the signs that Caesar was about to depart.


  And once more Caesar found himself committed to return. The two old people pestered him until he agreed he would, then disarmed him by bestowing Demetrius the hair—plucker upon him.


  However, before he left Caesar tried yet again to convince King Nicomedes that the best course for Bithynia after his death would be as a Roman province.


  “I’ll think about it” was as far as Nicomedes would go.


  Caesar now cherished little hope that the old King would decide in favor of Rome; the events in Lampsacus were too fresh in every non—Roman mind—and who could blame the King if he could not face the idea of bequeathing his realm to the likes of Gaius Verres?


  *


  The steward Eutychus was sent back to Aurelia in Rome; Caesar traveled with five servants (including Demetrius the hair—plucker) and Burgundus, and traveled hard. He crossed the Sangarius River and rode first to Ancyra, the largest town in Galatia. Here he met an interesting man, one Deiotarus, leader of the segment Tolistobogii.


  “We’re all quite young these days,” said Deiotarus. “King Mithridates murdered the entire Galatian thanehood twenty years ago, which left our people without chieftains. In most countries that would have led to the disintegration of the people, but we Galatians have always preferred a loose confederation. So we survived until the young sons of the chieftains grew up.”


  “Mithridates won’t trap you again,” said Caesar, who thought this Gaul was as cunning as he was clever.


  “Not while I’m here, anyway,” said Deiotarus grimly. “I at least have had the advantage of spending three years in Rome, so I’m more sophisticated than my father ever was—he died in the massacre.”


  “Mithridates will try again.”


  “I don’t doubt it.”


  “You won’t be tempted?”


  “Never! He’s still a vigorous man with many years left to rule, but he seems incapable of learning what I know for a fact—that Rome must win in the end. I would rather be in a position where Rome was calling me Friend and Ally.”


  “That’s right thinking, Deiotarus.”


  On Caesar went to the Halys River, followed its lazy red stream until Mount Argaeus dominated the sky; from here to Eusebeia Mazaca was only forty miles northward across the wide shallow slope of the Halys basin.


  Of course he remembered Gaius Marius’s many tales of this country, of the vividly painted town lying at the foot of the gigantic extinct volcano, of the brilliant blue palace and that meeting with King Mithridates of Pontus. But these days Mithridates skulked in Sinope and King Ariobarzanes sat more or less firmly on the Cappadocian throne.


  Less rather than more, thought Caesar after meeting him. For some reason no one could discover, the kings of Cappadocia had been as weak a lot as the kings of Pontus had been strong. And Ariobarzanes was no exception to the rule. He was patently terrified of Mithridates, and pointed out to Caesar how Pontus had stripped the palace and the capital of every treasure, down to the last golden nail in a door.


  “But surely,” said Caesar to the timid king, a small and slightly Syrian-looking man, “the loss of those two hundred thousand soldiers in the Caucasus will strap Mithridates for many years to come. No proprietor of armies can afford the loss of such a huge number of men—especially men who were not only fully trained, but veterans of a good campaign. For they were, isn’t that right?”


  “Yes. They had fought to regain Cimmeria and the northern reaches of the Euxine Sea for Mithridates the summer before.”


  “Successfully, one hears.”


  “Indeed. His son Machares was left in Panticapaeum to be satrap. A good choice. I believe his chief task is to recruit a new army for his father.”


  “Who prefers Scythian and Roxolanian troops.”


  “They are superior to mercenaries, certainly. Both Pontus and Cappadocia are unfortunate in that the native peoples are not good soldiers. I am still forced to rely upon Syrian and Jewish mercenaries, but Mithridates has had hordes of warlike barbarians at his disposal now for almost thirty years.”


  “Have you no army at the moment, King Ariobarzanes?”


  “At the moment I have no need of one.”


  “What if Mithridates marches without warning?”


  “Then I will be off my throne once more. Cappadocia, Gaius Julius, is very poor. Too poor to afford a standing army.”


  “You have another enemy. King Tigranes.”


  Ariobarzanes twisted unhappily. “Do not remind me! His successes in Syria have robbed me of my best soldiers. All the Jews are staying home to resist him.”


  “Then don’t you think you should at least be watching the Euphrates as well as the Halys?”


  “There is no money,” said the King stubbornly.


  Caesar rode away shaking his head. What could be done when the sovereign of a land admitted himself beaten before the war began? His quick eyes noticed many natural advantages which would give Ariobarzanes untold opportunities to pounce upon an invader, for the countryside when not filled with towering snowcapped peaks was cut up into the most bizarre gorges, just as Gaius Marius had described. Wonderful places militarily as well as scenically, yet perceived by the King as no more than ready—made housing for his troglodytes.


  “How do you feel now that you’ve seen a great deal more of the world, Burgundus?” Caesar asked his hulking freedman as they picked their way down into the depths of the Cilician Gates between soaring pines and roaring cascades.


  “That Rome and Bovillae, Cardixa and my sons are grander than any waterfall or mountain,” said Burgundus.


  “Would you rather go home, old friend? I will send you home gladly,” said Caesar.


  But Burgundus shook his big blond head emphatically. “No, Caesar, I’ll stay.” He grinned. “Cardixa would kill me if I let anything happen to you.”


  “But nothing is going to happen to me!”


  “Try and tell her that.”


  *


  Publius Servilius Vatia was installed in the governor’s palace at Tarsus so comfortably by the time Caesar arrived before the end of April that he looked as if he had always been there.


  “We are profoundly glad to have him,” said Morsimus, captain of the Cilician governor’s guard and a Tarsian ethnarch.


  Dark hair grizzled by the passage of twenty years since he had accompanied Gaius Marius to Cappadocia, Morsimus had been on hand to welcome Caesar, to whom the Cilician felt more loyalty than ever he could to a mere Roman governor; here was the nephew by marriage of both his heroes, Gaius Marius and Lucius Cornelius Sulla, and he would do whatever he could to assist the young man.


  “I gather Cilicia suffered greatly under Dolabella and Verres,” said Caesar.


  “Terribly. Dolabella was out of his mind on drugs most of the time, which left Verres to do precisely what he fancied.”


  “Nothing was done to eject Tigranes from eastern Pedia?”


  “Nothing at all. Verres was too preoccupied with usury and extortion. Not to mention the pilfering of temple artifacts he considered wouldn’t be missed.”


  “I shall prosecute Dolabella and Verres as soon as I go home, so I shall need your help in gathering evidence.”


  “Dolabella will probably be in exile by the time you get home,” Morsimus said. “The governor had word from Rome that the son of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus and the lady Dalmatica is assembling a case against Dolabella even now, and that Gaius Verres is covering himself in glory by supplying young Scaurus with all his evidence—and that Verres will testify in court.”


  “The slippery fellator! That means I won’t be able to touch him. And I don’t suppose it matters who prosecutes Dolabella, as long as he gets his just deserts. If I’m sorry it won’t be me, that’s because I’m late into the courts thanks to my priesthood, and victory against Dolabella and Verres would have made me famous.” He paused, then said, “Will Vatia move against King Tigranes?”


  “I doubt it. He’s here specifically to eliminate pirates.”


  A statement confirmed by Vatia himself when Caesar sought an interview. An exact contemporary of Metellus Pius the Piglet (who was his close cousin into the bargain), Vatia was now fifty years old. Originally Sulla had intended that Vatia be consul with Gnaeus Octavius Ruso nine years earlier, but Cinna had beaten him in that election, and Vatia, like Metellus Pius, had had to wait a long time for the consulship which was his by birthright. His reward for unswerving loyalty to Sulla had been the governorship of Cilicia; he had preferred this province to the other consular province, Macedonia, which had in consequence gone to his colleague in the consulship, Appius Claudius Pulcher.


  “Who never got to Macedonia,” said Vatia to Caesar. “He fell ill in Tarentum on his way, and returned to Rome. Luckily this happened before the elder Dolabella had left Macedonia, so he’s been instructed to stay there until Appius Claudius is well enough to relieve him.”


  “What’s the matter with Appius Claudius?”


  “Something long—standing, is all I know. He wasn’t a fit man during our consulship—never cheered up no matter what I said! But he’s so impoverished he has to govern. If he doesn’t, he won’t be able to repair his fortune.”


  Caesar frowned, but kept his thoughts to himself. These dwelt upon the limitations inherent in a system which virtually forced a man sent to govern a province into a career of clerical crime; tradition had hallowed the right of a governor to sell citizenships, contracts, immunities from taxation and tithe, and pop the proceeds into his own hungry purse. Senate and Treasury unofficially condoned these activities in order to keep Rome’s costs down, one of the reasons why it was so hard to get a jury of senators to convict a governor of extortion in his province. But exploited provinces meant hatred of Rome, a rolling reckoning for the future.


  “I take it we are to go to war against the pirates, Publius Servilius?’’ Caesar asked.


  “Correct,” said the governor, surrounded by stacks of paper; clearly he enjoyed the clerical side of his duties, though he was not a particularly avaricious man and did not need to augment his fortune by provincial exploitation. Particularly when he was to go to war against the pirates, whose ill—gotten gains would give the governor of Cilicia plenty of legitimate spoils.


  “Unfortunately,” Vatia went on, “I will have to delay my campaign because of the straits to which my province has been reduced by the activities of my predecessor in this office. This year will have to be devoted to internal affairs.”


  “Then do you need me?” asked Caesar, too young to relish the idea of a military career spent at a desk.


  “I do need you,” said Vatia emphatically. “It will be your business to raise a fleet for me.”


  Caesar winced. “In that I do have some experience.”


  “I know. That’s why I wanted you. It will have to be a superior fleet, large enough to split into several flotillas if necessary. The days when pirates skipped round in open little hemioliai and myoparones have almost gone. These days they man fully decked triremes and biremes—even quinqueremes!—and are massed in fleets under the command of admirals—strategoi they call these men. They cruise the seas like navies, their flagships encrusted in gilt and purple. In their hidden bases they live like kings, employing chained gangs of free men to serve their wants. They have whole arsenals of weapons and every luxury a rich man in Rome might fancy. Lucius Cornelius made sure the Senate understood why he was sending me to a remote, unimportant place like Cilicia. It is here the pirates have their main bases, so it is here we must begin to clear them out.”


  “I could make myself useful by discovering whereabouts the pirate strongholds are—I’m sure I’d have no trouble managing that as well as the raising of a fleet.”


  “That won’t be necessary, Caesar. We already know the location of the biggest bases. Coracesium is notorious—though so well fortified by nature and by men that I doubt whether I or any other man will ever succeed in taking it. Therefore I intend to begin at the far end of my territory—in Pamphylia and Lycia. There is a pirate king called Zenicetes who controls the whole of the Pamphylian gulf, including Attaleia. It is he who will first feel Rome’s wrath.”


  “Next year?’’ asked Caesar.


  “Probably,” said Vatia, “though not before the late summer, I think. I cannot start to war against the pirates until Cilicia is properly regulated again and I am sure I have the naval and military strength to win.”


  “You expect to be prorogued for several years.”


  “The Dictator and the Senate have assured me I will not be hurried. I am to have however many years prove necessary. Lucius Cornelius is now retired, of course, but I do not believe the Senate will go against his wishes.”


  *


  Off went Caesar to raise a fleet, but not with enthusiasm; it would be more than a year before he saw action, and his assessment of Vatia’s character was that when war did come, Vatia would lack the speed and initiative the campaign called for. In spite of the fact that Caesar bore no love for Lucullus, there was no doubt in his mind that this second general he was serving under was no match in mind or ability for Lucullus.


  It was, however, an opportunity to do more traveling, and that was some compensation. The naval power without rival at this eastern end of the Middle Sea was Rhodes, so to Rhodes did Caesar betake himself in May. Always loyal to Rome (it had successfully defied King Mithridates nine years before), Rhodes could be relied upon to contribute vessels, commanders and crews to Vatia’s coming campaign, though not marine troops; the Rhodians did not board enemy ships and turn a naval engagement into a land—style fight.


  Luckily Gaius Verres had not had time to visit Rhodes, so Caesar found himself welcomed and the island’s war leaders willing to talk. Most of the dickering revolved around whether Rome was to pay Rhodes for its participation, which was unfortunate. Vatia felt none of the allied cities, islands and communities called upon to provide ships was entitled to any sort of payment in moneys; his argument was that every contributor would directly benefit from removal of the pirates, so ought to donate its services free of charge. Therefore Caesar was obliged to negotiate within his superior’s parameters.


  “Look at it this way,” he said persuasively. “Success means enormous spoils as well as relief from raids. Rome isn’t in a position to pay you, but you will share in the division of the spoils, and these will pay for your participation—and give you something over as profit. Rhodes is Friend and Ally of the Roman People. Why jeopardize that status? There are really only two alternatives—participation or nonparticipation. And you must decide now which it is going to be.”


  Rhodes yielded. Caesar got his ships, promised for the summer of the following year.


  From Rhodes he went to Cyprus, unaware that the ship he passed sailing into the harbor of Rhodus bore a precious Roman cargo; none other than Marcus Tullius Cicero, worn down by a year of marriage to Terentia and the delicate negotiations he had brought to a successful conclusion in Athens when his younger brother, Quintus, married the sister of Titus Pomponius Atticus. Cicero’s own union had just produced a daughter, Tullia, so he had been able to depart from Rome secure in the knowledge that his wife was fully occupied in mothering her babe. On Rhodes lived the world’s most famous teacher of rhetoric, Apollonius Molon, and to his school was Cicero going. He needed a holiday from Rome, from the courts, from Terentia and from his life as it was. His voice had gone, and Apollonius Molon was known to preach that an orator’s vocal and physical apparatus had to equal his mental skills. Though he loathed travel and feared that any absence from Rome would undermine his forensic career, Cicero was looking forward very much to this self-imposed exile far from his friends and family. Time for a rest.


  For Caesar there was to be no rest—not that one of Caesar’s temperament needed a rest. He disembarked in Paphos, which was the seat of Cyprus’s ruler, Ptolemy the Cyprian, younger brother of the new King of Egypt, Ptolemy Auletes. More a wastrel than a nonentity, the regent Ptolemy’s long residence at the courts of Mithridates and Tigranes showed glaringly during Caesar’s first interview with him. Not merely did he understand nothing; he wasn’t interested in understanding anything. His education seemed to have been entirely overlooked and his latent sexual preferences had asserted themselves the moment he left the custody of the kings, so that his palace was not unlike the palace of old King Nicomedes. Except that Ptolemy the Cyprian was not a likable man. The Alexandrians, however, had accurately judged him when he had first arrived in Alexandria with his elder brother and their wives; though the Alexandrians had not opposed his appointment as regent of Cyprus, they had sent a dozen efficient bureaucrats to Cyprus with him. It was these men, as Caesar discovered, who really ruled Cyprus on behalf of the island’s owner, Egypt.


  Having artfully evaded the advances of Ptolemy the Cyprian, Caesar devoted his energies to the Alexandrian bureaucrats. Not easy men to deal with—and no lovers of Rome—they could see nothing for Cyprus in Vatia’s coming campaign, and clearly had taken umbrage because Vatia had sent a junior legate twenty-one years old as his petitioner.


  “My youth,” said Caesar haughtily to these gentlemen, “is beside the point. I am a decorated war hero, a senator at an age when routine admission to the Senate is not permitted, and Publius Servilius Vatia’s chief military assistant. You ought to think yourselves lucky I deigned to drop in!”


  This statement was duly taken note of, but bureaucratic attitudes did not markedly change for the better. Argue like a politician though he did, Caesar could get nowhere with them.


  “Cyprus is affected by piracy too. Why can’t you see that the pirate menace will be eliminated only if all the lands which suffer from their depredations club together to eliminate them? Publius Servilius Vatia’s fleet has to be large enough to act like a net, sweeping the pirates before it into some place from which there is no way out. There will be enormous spoils, and Cyprus will be able to rejoin the trading markets of the Middle Sea. As you well know, at present the Cilician and Pamphylian pirates cut Cyprus off.”


  “Cyprus does not need to join the trading markets of the Middle Sea,” said the Alexandrian leader. “Everything Cyprus produces belongs to Egypt, and goes there. We tolerate no pirates on the seas between Cyprus and Egypt.”


  Back to the regent Ptolemy for a second interview. This time, however, Caesar’s luck asserted itself; the regent was in the company of his wife, Mithridatidis Nyssa. Had Caesar known what was the physical style of the Mithridatidae he would have seen that this young lady was a typical member of her house—large in frame, yellow of hair, eyes a greenish gold. Her charms were of coloring and voluptuousness rather than in any claim to true beauty, but Caesar instantly appreciated her charms. So, she made it obvious, did she appreciate Caesar’s charms. And when the silly interview with Ptolemy the Cyprian was over, she strolled out with her husband’s guest on her arm to show him the spot where the goddess Aphrodite had risen from the foam of the sea to embark upon her divine course of earthly havoc.


  “She was my thirty-nine—times great—grandmother,” said Caesar, leaning on the white marble balustrade which fenced the official site of the goddess’s birth off from the rest of the shore.


  “Who? Not Aphrodite, surely!”


  “Surely. I am descended from her through her son, Aeneas.”


  “Really?” The slightly protuberant eyes studied his face as if searching for some sign of this staggeringly august lineage.


  “Very much really, Princess.”


  “Then you belong to Love,” purred the daughter of Mithridates, and put out one long, spatulate finger to stroke Caesar’s sun—browned right arm.


  The touch affected him, though he did not show it. “I’ve never heard it put that way before, Princess, but it makes sense,” he said, smiling, looking out to the jewel of the horizon where the sapphire of the sea met the aquamarine of the sky.


  “Of course you belong to Love, owning such an ancestress!”


  He turned his head to gaze at her, eyes almost at the same level as hers, so tall was she. “It is remarkable,” he said in a soft voice, “that the sea produces so much foam at this place yet at no other, though I can see nothing to account for it.” He pointed first to the north and then to the south. “See? Beyond the limits of the fence there is no foam!”


  “It is said she left it to be here always.”


  “Then the bubbles are her essence.” He shrugged off his toga and bent to unbuckle his senatorial shoes. “I must bathe in her essence, Princess.”


  “If you were not her thirty-nine—times great—grandson, I would tell you to beware,” said the Princess, watching him.


  “Is it religiously forbidden to swim here?”


  “Not forbidden. Only unwise. Your thirty-nine—times great—grandmother has been known to smite bathers dead.”


  He returned unsmitten from his dip to find she had made a sheet out of her robe to cover the spiky shore grasses, and lay waiting for him upon it. One bubble was left, clinging to the back of his hand; he leaned over to press it gently against her virginally smooth nipple, laughed when it burst and she jumped, shivered uncontrollably.


  “Burned by Venus,” he said as he lay down with her, wet and exhilarated from the caress of that mysterious sea—foam. For he had just been anointed by Venus, who had even arranged for this superb woman to be on hand for his pleasure, child of a great king and (as he discovered when he entered her) his alone. Love and power combined, the ultimate consummation.


  “Burned by Venus,” she said, stretching like a huge golden cat, so great was the goddess’s gift.


  “You know the Roman name of Aphrodite,” said the goddess’s descendant, perfectly poised on a bubble of happiness.


  “Rome has a long reach.”


  The bubble vanished, but not because of what she said; the moment was over, was all.


  Caesar got to his feet, never enamored of lingering once the lovemaking was done. “So, Mithridatidis Nyssa, will you use your influence to help me get my fleet?’’ he asked, though he did not tell her why this request caused him to chuckle.


  “How very handsome you are,” she said, lying on her elbow, head propped on her hand. “Hairless, like a god.”


  “So are you, I note.”


  “All court women are plucked, Caesar.”


  “But not court men?”


  “No! It hurts.”


  He laughed. Tunic on, he dealt with his shoes, then began the difficult business of arranging his toga without assistance. “Up with you, woman!” he said cheerfully. “There’s a fleet to be obtained, and a hairy husband to convince that all we’ve been doing is looking at the sea—foam.”


  “Oh, him!” She started to dress. “He won’t care what we’ve been doing. Surely you noticed that I was a virgin!”


  “Impossible not to.”


  Her green—gold eyes gleamed. “I do believe,” she said, “that if I were not in a position to help you raise your fleet, you would have spared me hardly a glance.”


  “I have to deny what you say,” he stated, but tranquilly. “I was once accused of doing exactly that to raise a fleet, and what I said then is still true—I would rather put my sword through my belly than employ women’s tricks to achieve my ends. But you, dear and lovely Princess, were a gift from the goddess. And that is a very different thing.”


  “I have not angered you?”


  “Not in the least, though you’re a sensible girl to have assumed it. Do you get your good sense from your father?”


  “Perhaps. He’s a clever man. But he’s a fool too.”


  “In what way?”


  “His inability to listen to advice from others.” She turned to walk with him toward the palace. “I’m very glad you came to Paphos, Caesar. I was tired of being a virgin.”


  “But you were a virgin. Why then with me?’’


  “You are the descendant of Aphrodite, therefore you are more than a mere man. I am the child of a king! I can’t give myself to a mere man, only to one of royal and divine blood.”


  “I am honored.”


  *


  The negotiations for the fleet took some time, time Caesar didn’t grudge. Every day he and Ptolemy the Cyprian’s unenjoyed wife made a pilgrimage to the birthplace of Aphrodite, and every day Caesar bathed in her essence before expending some of his own essence in Ptolemy the Cyprian’s greatly enjoyed wife. Clearly the Alexandrian bureaucrats had a great deal more respect for Mithridatidis Nyssa than for her husband—which may have had something to do with the fact that King Tigranes was just across the water in Syria. Egypt was remote enough to consider itself safe, but Cyprus was a different matter.


  He parted from the daughter of King Mithridates amicably, and with a regret which haunted him for a long time. Aside from his physical pleasure in her, he found that he liked and esteemed her unselfconscious assurance, her knowledge that she was any man’s equal because she was the child of a great king. A man could not exactly wipe his feet upon a Roman woman, Caesar reflected, but a Roman woman was nonetheless no man’s equal. So upon leaving Paphos, he gave Mithridatidis Nyssa an exquisitely carved cameo of the goddess, though he could ill afford the rare and costly striated stone it was worked upon.


  Understanding much of this, she was immensely pleased, as she wrote to her elder sister, Cleopatra Tryphaena, in Alexandria:


  I suppose I will never see him again. He is not the kind of man who goes anywhere or does anything without an excellent reason, and by reason, I mean a man’s reason. I think he might have loved me a little. But that would never draw him back to Cyprus. No woman will ever come between him and his purpose.


  I had not met a Roman before, though I understand that in Alexandria they are to be met fairly frequently, so you probably know quite a few. Is his difference because he is a Roman? Or because he is himself alone? Perhaps you can tell me. Though I think I know what you will answer.


  I liked best the unassailable quality he owned; and his calmness, which was not matter—of—fact. Admittedly with my help, he got his fleet. I know, I know, he used me! But there are times, dear Tryphaena, when one does not mind being used. He loved me a little. He prized my birth. And there is not a woman alive who could resist the way he laughs at her.


  It was a very pleasant interlude. I miss him, the wretch! Do not worry about me. To be on the safe side, I took the medicine after he left. Was I married in truth rather than in name only, I might have been tempted not to—Caesar blood is better blood than Ptolemy. As it is, there will never be children for me, alas.


  I am sorry for your difficulties, and sorry too that we were not reared to understand the situation in Egypt. Not, mind you, that our father, Mithridates, and our uncle, Tigranes, would have cared about these difficulties. We are simply their way to obtain an interest in Egypt, since we do have the necessary Ptolemaic blood to establish our claims. But what we could not know was this business about the priests of Egypt and their hold upon the common people, those of true Egyptian blood rather than Macedonian. It is almost as if there were two countries called Egypt, the land of Macedonian Alexandria and the Delta, and the land of the Egyptian Nile.


  I do think, dearest Tryphaena, that you ought to proceed to make your own negotiations with the Egyptian priests. Your husband Auletes is not a man for men, so you do have hope of children. You must bear children! But that you cannot do under Egyptian law until after you are crowned and anointed, and you cannot be crowned and anointed until the Egyptian priests agree to officiate. I know the Alexandrians pretended to the embassage from Rome that you were crowned and anointed—they had the security of knowing that Marcus Perperna and his other ambassadors are ignorant of Egyptian laws and ways. But the people of Egypt know you have not been confirmed in the monarchy. Auletes is a silly man, somewhat deficient in true intellect and quite without political acumen. Whereas you and I are our father’s daughters, and better blessed.


  Go to the priests and begin to negotiate. In your own name. It is clear to me that you will achieve nothing—even children—until the priests are brought around. Auletes chooses to believe that he is more important than they, and that the Alexandrians are powerful enough to end in defeating the priests. He is wrong. Or perhaps it might be best to say, Auletes believes it is more important to be the Macedonian King than the Egyptian Pharaoh—that if he is King, he must also end in becoming Pharaoh. From your letters to me, I am aware that you have not fallen into this trap. But it is not enough. You must also negotiate. The priests understand that our husbands are the last of the line, and that to establish rival dynasts of Egyptian blood after almost a thousand years of foreign invasions and foreign rulers would be more perilous than sanctioning the last of the Ptolemies. So I imagine that what they really want is to be deferred to rather than ignored or held lightly. Defer to them, dearest Tryphaena. And make your husband defer to them! After all, they have custody of the Pharaoh’s treasure labyrinths, of Nilotic income, and of the Egyptian people. The fact that Chickpea succeeded in sacking Thebes seven years ago is beside the point. He was crowned and anointed, he was Pharaoh. And Thebes is not the whole of the Nile!


  In the meantime continue to take the medicine and do not antagonize either your husband or the Alexandrians. As long as they remain your allies, you have a basis for your negotiations with the priests in Memphis.


  By the end of Sextilis, Gaius Julius Caesar had returned to Vatia in Tarsus and could present him with agreements to provide ships and crews at his demand from all the important naval cities and territories in Vatia’s bailiwick. Clearly Vatia was pleased, especially at the agreement with Cyprus. But he had no further military duties for his young subordinate, and was besides the harbinger of the news that Sulla was dead in Rome.


  “Then, Publius Servilius,” said Caesar, “with your leave I would like to return home.”


  Vatia frowned. “Why?”


  “For several reasons,” said Caesar easily. “First—and most importantly—I am of little use to you—unless, that is, you intend to mount an expedition to eject King Tigranes from eastern Pedia and Euphratic Cappadocia?”


  “Such are not my orders, Gaius Julius,” said Vatia stiffly. “I am to concentrate upon governing my province and eliminating the pirate menace. Cappadocia and eastern Pedia must wait.”


  “I understand. In which case, you have no military duties for me in the near future. My other reasons for wishing to return home are personal. I have a marriage to consummate and a career in the law courts to embark upon. My time as flamen Dialis has meant that I am already long in the tooth to begin as an advocate. I mean to become consul in my year. It is my birthright. My father was praetor, my uncle consul, my cousin Lucius consul. The Julii are once more in the forefront.”


  “Very well, Gaius Julius, you may go home,” said Vatia, who was sensitive to these arguments. “I will be happy to commend you to the Senate, and to classify your gathering of my fleet as campaign duty.”


  2


  The death of Sulla had marked the end of amicable relations between the consuls Lepidus and Catulus. Not a pair who by nature were intended to get on together, the actual passing of the Dictator saw the first instance of their falling out; Catulus proposed that Sulla be given a State funeral, whereas Lepidus refused to countenance the expenditure of public funds to bury one whose estate could well afford to bear this cost. It was Catulus who won the ensuing battle in the Senate; Sulla was interred at the expense of the Treasury he had, after all, been the one to succeed in filling.


  But Lepidus was not without support, and Rome was starting to see those return whom Sulla had forced to flee. Marcus Perperna Veiento and Cinna’s son, Lucius, were both in Rome shortly after the funeral was over. Somehow Perperna Veiento had succeeded in evading actual proscription despite his tenure of Sicily at the advent of Pompey—probably because he had not stayed to contest possession of Sicily with Pompey, and had not enough money to make him an alluring proscription prospect. Young Cinna, of course, was penniless. But now that the Dictator was dead both men formed the nucleus of factions secretly opposed to the Dictator’s policies and laws, and naturally preferred to side with Lepidus rather than with Catulus.


  Not only the senior consul but also armed with a reputation of having stood up to Sulla in the Senate, Lepidus considered himself in an excellent position to lessen the stringency of some of Sulla’s legislation now that the Dictator was dead, for his senatorial supporters actually outnumbered those who were for Catulus.


  “I want,” said Lepidus to his great friend Marcus Junius Brutus, “to go down in the history books as the man who regulated Sulla’s laws into a form more acceptable to everyone—even to his enemies.”


  Fortune had favored both of them. Sulla’s last handpicked list of magistrates had included as a praetor the name of Brutus, and when the consuls and praetors had assumed office on the previous New Year’s Day, the lots to determine which provinces would go to which executives had been good to both Lepidus and Brutus; Lepidus had drawn Gaul-across-the-Alps and Brutus Italian Gaul, their terms as governors to commence at the end of their terms in office—that is, on the next New Year’s Day. Gaul-across-the-Alps had not recently been a consul’s province, but two things had changed that: the war in Spain against Quintus Sertorius (not going well) and the state of the Gallic tribes, now stirring into revolt and thus threatening the land route to Spain.


  “We’ll be able to work our provinces as a team,” Lepidus had said eagerly to Brutus once the lots were drawn. “I’ll wage war against rebellious tribes while you organize Italian Gaul to send me supplies and whatever other support I might need.”


  Thus both Lepidus and Brutus looked forward to a busy and rewarding time as governors next year. Once Sulla was buried, Lepidus had gone ahead with his program to soften the harshest of Sulla’s laws, while Brutus, president of the Violence court, coped with the amendments to Sulla’s laws for that court instituted in the previous year by Sulla’s praetor Gnaeus Octavius. Apparently with Sulla’s consent, Gnaeus Octavius had legislated to compel some of the proscription profiteers to give back property obtained by violence, force, or intimidation—which of course also meant removing the names of the original owners from the lists of the proscribed. Approving of Gnaeus Octavius’s measure, Brutus had continued his work with enthusiasm.


  In June, Sulla’s ashes now enclosed in the tomb on the Campus Martius, Lepidus announced to the House that he would seek the House’s consent to a lex Aemilia Lepida giving back some of the land Sulla had sequestrated from towns in Etruria and Umbria in order to bestow it upon his veterans.


  “As you are all aware, Conscript Fathers,” Lepidus said to an attentive Senate, “there is considerable unrest to the north of Rome. It is my opinion—and the opinions of many others!—that most of this unrest stems out of our late lamented Dictator’s fixation upon punishing the communities of Etruria and Umbria by stripping from them almost every last iugerum of town land. That the House was not always in favor of the Dictator’s measures, the House clearly showed when it opposed the Dictator’s wish to proscribe every citizen in the towns of Arretium and Volaterrae. And it is to our credit that we did manage to dissuade the Dictator from doing this, even though the incident occurred when he was at the height of his power. Well, do not think that my new law has anything good to offer Arretium and Volaterrae! They actively supported Carbo, which means they will get nothing from me. No, the communities I am concerned about were at most involuntary hosts to Carbo’s legions. I speak about places like Spoletium and Clusium, at the moment seething with resentment against Rome because they have lost their town lands, yet were never traitorous! Just the hapless victims of civil war, in the path of someone’s army.”


  Lepidus paused to look along the tiers on both sides of the Curia Hostilia, and was satisfied at what his eyes saw. A little more feeling in his voice, he continued.


  “Any place which actively supported Carbo is not at issue here, and the lands of these traitors are more than enough to settle Sulla’s soldiers upon. I must emphasize that. With very few exceptions, Italy is now Roman to the core, its citizens enfranchised and distributed across the full gamut of the thirty-five tribes. Yet many of the districts of Etruria and Umbria in particular are still being treated like rebellious old—style Allies, for during those times it was always Roman practice to confiscate a district’s public lands. But how can Rome usurp the lands of proper, legal Romans? It is a contradiction! And we, Conscript Fathers of Rome’s senior governing body, cannot continue to condone such practices. If we do, there will be yet another rebellion in Etruria and Umbria—and Rome cannot afford to wage another war at home when she is so pressed abroad! At the moment we have to find the money to support fourteen legions in the field against Quintus Sertorius. And obviously this is where our precious money must go. My law to give back their lands to places like Clusium and Tuder will calm the people of Etruria and Umbria before it is too late.”


  The Senate listened, though Catulus spoke out strongly against the measure and was followed by the most pro—Sullan and conservative elements, as Lepidus had expected.


  “This is the thin end of the wedge!” cried Catulus angrily. “Marcus Aemilius Lepidus intends to pull down our newly formed constitution a piece at a time by starting with measures he knows will appeal to this House! But I say it cannot be allowed to happen! Every measure he succeeds in having sent to the People with a senatus consultant attached will embolden him to go further!”


  But when neither Cethegus nor Philippus came out in support of Catulus, Lepidus felt he was going to win. Odd perhaps that they had not supported Catulus; yet why question such a gift? He therefore went ahead with another measure in the House before he had succeeded in obtaining a senatus consultum of approval for his bill to give back the sequestrated lands.


  “It is the duty of this House to remove our late lamented Dictator’s embargo upon the sale of public grain at a price below that levied by the private grain merchants,” he said firmly, and with the doors of the Curia Hostilia opened wide so that those who listened outside could hear. “Conscript Fathers, I am a sane, decent man! I am not a demagogue. As senior consul I have no need to woo our poorest citizens. My political career is at its zenith—I am not a man on the rise. I can afford to pay whatever the private grain merchants ask for their wheat. Nor do I mean to imply that our late lamented Dictator was wrong when he fixed the price of public grain to the price asked by the private grain merchants. I think our late lamented Dictator did not realize the consequences, is all. For what in actual fact has happened? The private grain merchants have raised their prices because there is now no governmental policy to oblige them to keep their prices down! After all, Conscript Fathers, what businessman can resist the prospect of greater profits? Do kindness and humanity dictate his actions? Of course not! He’s in business to make a profit for himself and his shareholders, and mostly he is too myopic to see that when he raises the price of his product beyond the capacity of his largest market to pay for it, he begins to erode his whole profit basis.


  “I therefore ask you, members of this House, to give my lex Aemilia Lepida frumentaria your official stamp of approval, enabling me to put it before the People for ratification. I will go back to our old, tried—and—true method, which is to have the State offer public grain to the populace for the fixed price of ten sesterces the modius. In years of plenty that price still enables the State to make a good profit, and as years of plenty outnumber years of scarcity, in the long run the State cannot suffer financially.”


  Again the junior consul Catulus spoke in opposition. But this time support for him was minimal; both Cethegus and Philippus were in unequivocal favor of Lepidus’s measure. It therefore got its senatus consultum at the same session as Lepidus brought it up. Lepidus was free to promulgate his law in the Popular Assembly, and did. His reputation rose to new heights, and when he appeared in public he was cheered.


  But his lex agraria concerning the sequestrated lands was a different matter; it lingered in the House, and though he put it to the vote at every meeting, he continued to fail to secure enough votes to obtain a senatus consultum—which meant that under Sulla’s constitution he could not take it to an Assembly.


  “But I am not giving up,” he said to Brutus over dinner at Brutus’s house.


  He ate at Brutus’s house regularly, for in truth he found his own house unbearably empty these days. At the time the proscriptions had begun, he, like most of Rome’s upper classes, had very much feared he would be proscribed; he had remained in Rome during the years of Marius, Cinna and Carbo—and he was married to the daughter of Saturninus, who had once attempted to make himself King of Rome. It had been Appuleia herself who had suggested that he divorce her at once. They had three sons, and it was of paramount importance that the family fortunes remain intact for the younger two of these boys; the oldest had been adopted into the ranks of Cornelius Scipio and was bound to prosper, that family being closely related to Sulla and uniformly in Sulla’s camp. Scipio Aemilianus (namesake of his famous ancestor) was fully grown at the time Appuleia suggested the divorce, and the second son, Lucius, was eighteen. The youngest, Marcus, was only nine. Though he loved Appuleia dearly, Lepidus had divorced her for the sake of their sons, thinking that at some time in the future when it was safe, he would remarry her. But Appuleia was not the daughter of Saturninus for nothing; convinced that her presence in the lives of her ex-husband and her sons would always place them in jeopardy, she committed suicide. Her death was a colossal blow to Lepidus, who never really recovered emotionally. And so whenever he could he spent his private hours in the house of another man: especially the house of his best friend, Brutus.


  “Exactly right! You must never give up,” said Brutus. “A steady perseverance will wear the Senate down, I’m sure of it.”


  “You had better hope that senatorial resistance crumbles quickly,” said the third diner, seated on a chair opposite the lectus medius.


  Both men looked at Brutus’s wife, Servilia, with a concern tempered by considerable respect; what Servilia had to say was always worth hearing.


  “What precisely do you mean?’’ asked Lepidus.


  “I mean that Catulus is girding himself for war.”


  “How did you find that out?” asked Brutus.


  “By keeping my ears pricked,” she said with expressionless face. Then she smiled in her secretive, buttoned—up way. “I popped around to visit Hortensia this morning, and she’s not the sister of our greatest advocate for no reason—like him, she’s an inveterate talker. Catulus adores her, so he talks to her too much—and she talks to anyone with the skill to pump her.”


  “And you, of course, have that skill,” said Lepidus.


  “Certainly. But more importantly I have the interest to pump her. Most of her female visitors are more fascinated by gossip and women’s matters, whereas Hortensia would far rather talk politics. So I make it my business to see her often.”


  “Tell us more, Servilia,” said Lepidus, not understanding what she was saying. “Catulus is girding himself for what war? Nearer Spain? He’s to go there as governor next year, complete with a new army. So I suppose it’s not illogical that he’s—er, girding himself for war, as you put it.”


  “This war has nothing to do with Spain or Sertorius,” said Brutus’s wife. “Catulus is talking of war in Etruria. According to Hortensia, he’s going to start persuading the Senate to arm more legions to deal with the unrest there.”


  Lepidus sat up straight on the lectus medius. ”But that’s insanity! There is only one way to keep the peace in Etruria, and that’s to give its communities back a good proportion of what Sulla took away from them!”


  “Are you in touch with any of the local leaders in Etruria?” asked Servilia.


  “Of course.”


  “The diehards or the moderates?”


  “The moderates, I suppose, if by diehards you mean the leaders of places like Volaterrae and Faesulae.”


  “That’s what I mean.”


  “I thank you for your information, Servilia. Rest assured, I will redouble my efforts to settle matters in Etruria.”


  *


  Lepidus did redouble his efforts, but could not prevent Catulus from exhorting the house to start recruiting the legions he believed would be necessary to put down the brewing revolt in Etruria. Servilia’s timely warning, however, enabled Lepidus to canvass support among the pedarii and the senior backbenchers like Cethegus; the House, listening to Catulus’s impassioned diatribe, was lukewarm.


  “In fact, Quintus Lutatius,” said Cethegus to Catulus, “we are more concerned about the lack of amity between you and our senior consul than we are about hypothetical revolts in Etruria. It seems to us that you have adopted an inflexible policy of opposing whatever our senior consul wants. I find that sad, especially so soon after Lucius Cornelius Sulla went to so much trouble to forge new bonds of co-operation between the various members and factions within the Senate of Rome.”


  Squashed, Catulus subsided. Not, as it turned out, for very long. Events conspired to make him seem right and to kill any chance Lepidus had of obtaining that elusive senatus consultum for his law giving back much of the sequestrated lands. For at the end of June the dispossessed citizens of Faesulae attacked the soldier settlements all around it, threw the veterans off their allotments, and killed those who resisted.


  The deaths of several hundred loyal Sullan legionaries could not be ignored, nor could Faesulae be allowed to get away with outright rebellion. At a moment when the Senate should have been turning its attention toward preparing for the elections to be held in Quinctilis, the Senate forgot all about elections. The lots had been cast to determine which consul would conduct the curule balloting (they fell upon Lepidus), this being a new part of Sulla’s constitution, but nothing further was done. Instead, the House instructed both consuls to recruit four new legions each and proceed to Faesulae to put the insurrection down.


  The meeting was preparing to break up when Lucius Marcius Philippus rose and asked to speak. Lepidus, who held the fasces for the month of Quinctilis, made his first major mistake: he decided to allow Philippus to have his say.


  “My dear fellow senators,” said Philippus in stentorian tones, “I beg you not to put an army into the hands of Marcus Aemilius Lepidus! I do not request. I do not ask. I beg! For it is plain to me that our senior consul is plotting revolution—has been plotting revolution ever since he was inaugurated! Until our beloved Dictator died, he did and said nothing. But the moment our beloved Dictator died, it started. He refused to countenance the voting of State funds to bury Sulla! Of course he lost—but I for one never believed he thought he could win! He used the funeral debate as a signal to all his supporters that he was about to legislate treasonous policies. And he proceeded to legislate treasonous policies! He proposed to give back sequestrated lands to people who had deserved to lose them! And when this body stalled, he sought the adulation of every Class lower than the Second by a trick every demagogue has used, from Gaius Gracchus to Lepidus’s father-in-law Saturninus—he legislated cheap State grain! Rome was not supposed to vote money to honor the dead body of her greatest citizen—oh, no! But Rome was supposed to spend far more of her public money to dower her worthless proletarii with cheap grain—oh, yes!”


  Lepidus was not the only man stunned by this attack; the whole House was sitting bolt upright in shock. Philippus swept on.


  “Now, my fellow senators, you want to give this man four legions and send him off to Etruria? Well, I refuse to let you do that! For one thing, the curule elections are due to be held shortly and the lot fell upon him to hold them. Therefore he must remain in Rome to do his duty, not go haring off to raise an army! I remind you that we are about to hold our first free elections in some years, and that it is imperative we hold them on time and with due legality. Quintus Lutatius Catulus is perfectly capable of recruiting and waging war against Faesulae and any other Etrurian communities which may choose to side with Faesulae. It is against Sulla’s laws for both consuls to be absent from Rome in order to wage war. Indeed, it was to prevent that from happening that our beloved Dictator incorporated his clause about the specially commissioned command into his opus! We have been provided with the constitutional means to give command in our wars to the most competent man available, even if he is not a member of the Senate. Yet here I find you giving a vital command to a man who has no decent war record! Quintus Lutatius is tried and true, we know him to be competent in military matters. But Marcus Aemilius Lepidus? He’s unversed and unproven! He is also, I maintain, a potential revolutionary. You cannot give him legions and send him to wage war in an area where the words out of his own mouth have indicated a treasonous interest in favoring that area over Rome!”


  Lepidus had listened slack—jawed to the opening sentences of this speech, but then with sudden decision had turned to his clerk and snatched the wax tablet and stylus from those hands; for the remainder of the time Philippus spoke he took notes. Now he rose to answer, the tablet held where he could refer to it.


  “What is your motive in saying these things, Philippus?” he asked, not according Philippus the courtesy of his full name. “I confess myself at a loss to divine your motive—but you have one, of that I am sure! When the Great Tergiversator rises in this House to deliver one of his magnificently worded and delivered speeches, rest assured there is always a hidden motive! Some fellow is paying him to turn his toga yet again! How rich he has become!—how fat!—how contented!—how sunk in a private mire of voluptuousness!—and always in the pay of some creature who needs a senatorial mouthpiece!”


  The wax tablet was lifted a little; Lepidus glared sternly across its top at the silent senators. Even Catulus, a glance in his direction showed, was flabbergasted by Philippus’s speech. Whoever was behind him, it was definitely not Catulus or any member of his faction.


  “I will deal with Philippus’s points in order, Conscript Fathers. One, my passivity before the Dictator died. That is not true! As everyone here knows! Cast your minds back!


  “Two, the voting of public funds to pay for the Dictator’s funeral. Yes, I was opposed. So were many other men. And why not? Are we to have no voices?


  “As for—three—my opposition being a signal to my—do I have any?—supporters that I would undo everything Lucius Cornelius Sulla knitted up—what absolute rubbish! I have attempted to have two laws enacted and succeeded with one alone. But have I given the slightest indication to anybody that I intend to overturn Sulla’s entire body of laws? Have you heard me criticizing the new court system? Or the new regulations governing the public servants? The Senate? The election process? The new treason laws restraining the actions of provincial governors? The restricted functions of the Assemblies? Even the severely curtailed tribunate of the plebs? No, Conscript Fathers, you have not! Because I do not intend to tamper with these provisions!’’


  The last sentence was thundered out, so much so that not a few of the men who listened jumped. He paused to allow everyone to recover, then pressed on.


  “Four, the allegation that my law returning some sequestrated lands—some, not all!—to their original owners is a treasonous one. That too is rubbish. My lex Aemilia Lepida does not say that any confiscated lands belonging to genuinely treasonous towns or districts should be given back. It concerns only lands belonging to places whose participation in the war against Carbo was innocent or involuntary.”


  Lepidus dropped his voice, put much feeling into it. “My fellow senators, stop to think for a moment, please! If we are to see a truly united and properly Roman Italy, we must cease to inflict the old penalties we imposed upon the Italian Allies upon men who under the law are now as Roman as we are ourselves! If Lucius Cornelius Sulla erred anywhere, it was in that. In a man of his age it was perhaps understandable. But it is unpardonable for the majority of us, at least twenty years his junior, to think along the same lines he did. I remind you that Philippus here is also an old man, with an old man’s outmoded prejudices. When he was censor he displayed his prejudices flagrantly by refusing to do what Sulla in actual fact did do—distribute the new Roman citizens right across the thirty-five tribes.”


  He was beginning to sway them, for indeed this was a much younger body than it had been ten years ago. Feeling the worst of his anxiety lift, Lepidus continued.


  “Five, my grain law. That too righted a very manifest wrong. I believe that had Lucius Cornelius Sulla stayed on as the Dictator for a longer period of time, he would have seen this for himself and done what I did—legislated to return cheap grain to the lower classes. The grain merchants were greedy. None can deny it! And indeed this body was wise enough to see the good sense behind my grain law, for you authorized its passage, and thus removed the likelihood that with this coming harvest Rome might have seen violence and riots. For you cannot take away from the common people a privilege that has been with them long enough for them to assume it is a right!


  “Six, my function as the consul chosen by lot to supervise the curule elections. Yes, the lot did fall upon me, and under our new constitution that means I alone can officiate at the curule elections. But, Conscript Fathers, it was not I who asked to be directed to take four legions and put down the revolt at Faesulae as my first order of business! It was you directed me! Of your own free will! Unsolicited by me! It did not occur to you—nor did it occur to me!—that business of the nature of the curule elections should take precedence over open revolt within Italy. I confess that I assumed I was first to help put down open revolt, and only then hold the curule elections. There is plenty of time before the end of the year for elections. After all, it is only the beginning of Quinctilis.


  “Seven, it is not expressly against the laws of Sulla that both consuls should be absent from Rome in order to wage war. Even to wage war outside Italy. According to Lucius Cornelius Sulla, the first duty of the consuls is to care for Rome and Italy. Neither Quintus Lutatius Catulus nor I will be exceeding his authority. The clause providing for the specially commissioned non—senatorial commander can only be brought into being if the legally elected magistrates and all other competent senators are not available to wage war.


  “And finally, point number eight,” said Lepidus. “How am I less qualified to command in a war than Quintus Lutatius Catulus? Each of us last saw service during the Italian War, as legates. Neither of us left Rome during the years of Cinna and Carbo. Both of us maintained an honest and obdurate neutrality which Lucius Cornelius Sulla most definitely did not punish us for—after all, here we are, his last pair of personally chosen consuls! Our military experience is much of a muchness. There is nothing to say which of us may shine the brighter in the field against Faesulae. It is in Rome’s interests to hope that both of us shine with equal brightness, is it not?


  Normal Roman practice says that if the consuls are willing to assume the mantle of military command at the directive of the Senate, then the consuls must do so. The consuls were so directed by the Senate. The consuls have done so. There is no more to be said.”


  But Philippus was not done. Displaying neither frustration nor anger, smoothly and reasonably he turned the debate around into a lament against the obvious enmity which had flared between the consuls, and labored this point through what seemed like half a hundred concrete examples from mere asides to major clashes. The sun had set (which meant that technically the Senate had to end its deliberations), but both Catulus and Lepidus were unwilling to postpone a decision until the following day, so the clerks of the House kindled torches and Philippus droned on. It was very well done. By the time that Philippus reached his peroration, the senators would have agreed to practically anything to be allowed to go home for food and sleep.


  “What I propose,” he said at last, “is that each of the consuls swears an oath to the effect that he will not turn his army into an instrument of personal revenge against the other. Not a very big thing to ask! But I for one would rest easier if I knew such an oath had been taken.”


  Lepidus rose to his feet wearily. “My personal opinion of your proposal, Philippus, is that it is without a doubt the silliest thing I have ever heard of! However, if it will make the House any happier and allow Quintus Lutatius and me to go about our tasks more expeditiously, then I for one am willing to swear.”


  “I am in full accord, Marcus Aemilius,” said Catulus. “Now may we all go home?”


  *


  “What do you think Philippus was up to?” asked Lepidus. of Brutus over dinner the following day.


  “Truly I do not know,” said Brutus, shaking his head.


  “Have you any idea, Servilia?” the senior consul asked.


  “Not really, no,” she answered, frowning. “My husband gave me a general outline of what had been said last night, but I might be able to learn more if you could possibly provide me with a copy of the verbatim proceedings—that is, if the clerks took them down.”


  So high had Lepidus’s opinion of Servilia’s political acumen become that he saw nothing untoward in this request, and agreed to give her the document on the morrow before he left Rome to recruit his four legions.


  “I am beginning to think,” said Brutus, “that you stand no chance to improve the lot of the Etrurian and Umbrian towns which weren’t directly involved in Carbo’s war. There are just too many men like Philippus in the Senate, and they don’t want to hear what you have to say.”


  The pacifying of at least some of the Umbrian districts mattered to Brutus, who was the largest landowner in Umbria after Pompey; he wanted no soldier settlements adjoining his own lands. These were mostly around Spoletium and Iguvium, two areas already sequestrated. That they had not yet received any veteran settlers was due to two factors: the torpor of the commissions set up to deal with apportionment, and the departure of fourteen of Sulla’s old legions for service in the Spains twenty months ago. It was only this second factor had enabled Lepidus to bring on his legislation; had all twenty-three of Sulla’s legions remained in Italy to be demobilized as originally planned, then Spoletium and Iguvium would have seen their full complement of veterans already.


  “What Philippus had to say yesterday was an absolute shock,” said Lepidus, flushing with anger at the memory of it. “I just can’t believe those idiots! I truly thought that when I answered Philippus, I would win them around—I spoke good sense, Servilia, plain good sense! And yet they let Philippus bluff them into extracting that ridiculous oath we all had to swear this morning up in Semo Sancus Dius Fidius!”


  “Which means they’re ready to be swayed even more,” she said. “What worries me is that you won’t be in the House to counter the old mischief—maker the next time he speaks—and speak, he will! He’s hatching something.”


  “I don’t know why we call him old,” said Brutus, who was prone to digress. “He isn’t really that old—fifty-eight. And though he looks as if he might be carried off tomorrow by an apoplexy, it’s my guess he won’t be. That would be too good to be true!”


  But Lepidus was tired of digressions and speculations, and suddenly got down to serious business. “I’m off to Etruria to recruit,” he said, “and I’d like you to join me as soon as possible, Brutus. We had planned to work as a team next year, but I think it behooves us to start now. There’s nothing coming up in your court which won’t wait until next year and a new judge, so I shall ask that you be seconded to me as my senior legate immediately.”


  Servilia looked concerned. “Is it wise to recruit your men in Etruria?” she asked. “Why not go to Campania?”


  “Because Catulus got in ahead of me and took Campania for himself. Anyway, my own lands and contacts are in Etruria, not south of Rome. I’m comfortable there, I know many more people.”


  “But that’s what perturbs me, Lepidus. I suspect Philippus might make much of it, continue to throw doubts into everyone’s minds as to your ultimate intentions. It doesn’t look good to be recruiting in an area seething with potential revolt.”


  “Let Philippus!” said Lepidus scornfully.


  *


  The Senate let Philippus. As Quinctilis passed into Sextilis and recruitment proceeded at a great rate, Philippus made it his duty to keep a watchful eye upon Lepidus through, it seemed, an amazingly large and efficient network of agents. No time did he waste upon watching Catulus in Campania; his four legions were filling up rapidly with Sulla’s oldest retainers, bored with civilian life and farming, eager for a new campaign not too far from home. The trouble was that the men enlisting in Etruria were not Sulla’s veterans. Rather they were green young men of the region, or else veterans who had fought for Carbo and his generals and managed to be missing from the ranks when surrender occurred. Most of Sulla’s men resettled in Etruria elected to remain on their allotments to protect them, or else hied themselves off to Campania to enlist in the legions of Catulus.


  All through September did Philippus roar in the House while both Catulus and Lepidus, their enlistments filled, bent their energies to training and refining their armies. Then at the very beginning of October, Philippus managed to weary the Senate into demanding that Lepidus return to hold the curule elections in Rome. The summons went north to Lepidus’s camp outside Saturnia, and Lepidus’s answer came back by the same courier.


  “I cannot leave at this juncture,” it said baldly. “You must either wait for me or appoint Quintus Lutatius in my stead.”


  Quintus Lutatius Catulus was ordered to return from Campania—but not to hold the elections; it was no part of Philippus’s plan to allow Lepidus this grace, and Cethegus had allied himself with Philippus so firmly that whatever Philippus wanted was assented to by three quarters of the House.


  In all this no move had yet been made against Faesulae, which had locked its gates and sat back to see what happened, very pleased that Rome could not seem to agree upon what to do.


  A second summons was dispatched to Lepidus demanding that he return to Rome at once to hold the elections; again Lepidus refused. Both Philippus and Cethegus now informed the senators that Lepidus must be considered to be in revolt, that they had proof of his dealings and agreements with the refractory elements in Etruria and Umbria—and that his senior legate, the praetor Marcus Junius Brutus, was equally involved.


  Said Servilia in a letter to Lepidus:


  I believe I have finally managed to work out what is behind Philippus’s conduct, though I have been able to find no definite proof of my suspicions. However, you may take it that whatever and whoever is behind Philippus is also behind Cethegus.


  I studied the verbatim text of that first speech Philippus made over and over again, and had many a cozy chat with every woman in a position to know something. Except for the loathsome Praecia, who is now queening it in the Cethegus menage, it would appear exclusively. Hortensia knows nothing because I believe Catulus her husband knows nothing. However, I finally obtained the vital clue from Julia, the widow of Gaius Marius—you perceive how far I have extended my net pursuing my enquiries!


  Her once—upon—a—time daughter-in-law, Mucia Tertia, is now married to that young upstart from Picenum, Gnaeus Pompeius who has the temerity to call himself Magnus. Not a member of the Senate, but very rich, very brash, very anxious to excel. I had to be extremely careful that I did not give Julia any impression that I might be sniffing for information, but she is a frank person once she reposes her trust in someone, and she was inclined to do so from the outset because of my husband’s father’s loyalty to Gaius Marius—whom, you might remember, he accompanied into exile during Sulla’s first consulship.


  It turns out too that Julia has detested Philippus ever since he sold himself to Gaius Marius many years ago; apparently Gaius Marius despised the man even as he used him. So when at my third visit (I thought it wise to establish Julia’s full trust before mentioning Philippus in more than a passing fashion) I drew the conversation around to the present situation and Philippus’s possible motives in making you his victim, Julia mentioned that she thought from something Mucia Tertia had said to her during her last visit to Rome that Philippus is now in the employ of Pompeius! As is none other than Cethegus!


  I enquired no further. It really wasn’t necessary. From the time of that initial speech, Philippus has harped tirelessly upon Sulla’s special clause authorizing the Senate to look outside its own ranks for a military commander or a governor should a good man not be available within its own ranks. Still puzzled as to what this could have to do with the present situation? I confess I was! Until, that is, I sat and mentally reviewed Philippus’s conduct over the past thirty-odd years.


  I concluded that Philippus is simply working for his master, if his master be in truth Pompeius. Philippus is not a Gaius Gracchus or a Sulla; he has no grand strategy in mind whereby he will manipulate the Senate into dismissing all of you currently embroiled in this campaign against Faesulae and appointing Pompeius in your stead. He probably knows quite well that the Senate will not do that under any circumstances—there are too many capable military men sitting on the Senate’s benches at the moment. If both the consuls should fail—and at this stage it is difficult to see why either of you should—there is none other than Lucullus ready to step into the breach, and he is a praetor this year, so has the imperium already.


  No, Philippus is merely making as big a fuss as he can in order to have the opportunity to remind the Senate that Sulla’s special commission clause does exist. And presumably Cethegus is willing to support him because he too somehow is caught in Pompeius’s toils. Not from want of money, obviously! But there are other reasons than money, and Cethegus’s reasons could be anything.


  Therefore, my dear Lepidus, it seems to me that you are to some extent an incidental victim, that your courage in speaking up for what you believe even though it runs counter to most of the Senate has presented Philippus with a target he can use to justify whatever colossal amount it is that Pompeius is paying him. He’s simply lobbying for a man who is not a senator but deems it worthwhile to have a strong faction within the Senate against the day when hi§ services might be needed.


  In fairness, I could be completely wrong. However, I do not think I am.


  “It makes a great deal more sense than anything else I’ve heard,” said Lepidus to his correspondent’s husband after he had read her letter out loud for Brutus’s benefit.


  “And I agree with Servilia,” said Brutus, awed. “I doubt she’s wrong. She rarely is.”


  “So, my friend, what do I do? Return to Rome like a good boy, hold the curule elections and pass then into obscurity—or do I attempt what the Etrurian leaders want of me and lead them against Rome in open rebellion?”


  It was a question Lepidus had asked himself many times since he had reconciled himself to the fact that Rome would never permit him to restore Etruria and Umbria to some semblance of normality and prosperity. Pride was in his dilemma, and a certain driving need to stand out from the crowd, albeit that crowd be composed of Roman consulars. Since the death of his wife the value of his actual life had diminished in his own eyes to the point where he held it of scant moment; he had quite lost sight of the real reason for her suicide, which was that their sons should be freed from political reprisals at any time in the future. Scipio Aemilianus and Lucius were with him wholeheartedly and young Marcus was still a child; he it was who fulfilled the Lepidus family’s tradition by being the male child born with a caul over his face, and everyone knew that phenomenon meant he would be one of Fortune’s favorites throughout a long life. So why ought Lepidus worry about any of his sons?


  For Brutus the dilemma was somewhat different, though he did not fear defeat. No, what attracted Brutus to the Etrurian scheme was the culmination of eight years of marriage to the patrician Servilia: the knowledge that she considered him plain, humdrum, unexciting, spineless, contemptible. He did not love her, but as the years went by and his friends and colleagues esteemed her opinions on political matters more and more, he came to realize that in her woman’s shell there resided a unique personage whose approval of him mattered. In this present situation, for instance, she had written not to him but to the consul, Lepidus. Passing him over as unimportant. And that shamed him. As he now understood it shamed her also. If he was to retrieve himself in her eyes, he would have to do something brave, high—principled, distinctive.


  Thus it was that Brutus finally answered Lepidus’s question instead of evading it. He said, “I think you must attempt what the elders want of you and lead Etruria and Umbria against Rome.”


  “All right,” said Lepidus, “I will. But not until the New Year, when I am released from that silly oath.”


  *


  When the Kalends of January arrived, Rome had no curule magistrates; the elections had not been held. On the last day of the old year Catulus had convened the Senate and informed it that on the morrow it would have to send the fasces to the temple of Venus Libitina and appoint the first interrex. This temporary supreme magistrate called the interrex held office for five days only as custodian of Rome; he had to be patrician, the leader of his decury of senators, and in the case of the first interrex, the senior patrician in the House. On the sixth day he was succeeded as interrex by the second most senior patrician in the House also leader of his decury; the second interrex was empowered to hold the elections.


  So at dawn on New Year’s Day the Senate formally appointed Lucius Valerius Flaccus Princeps Senatus the first interrex and those men who intended to stand for election as consuls and praetors went into a flurry of hasty canvassing. The interrex sent a curt message to Lepidus ordering him to leave his army and return to Rome forthwith, and reminding him that he had sworn an oath not to turn his legions upon his colleague.


  At noon on the third day of Flaccus Princeps Senatus’s term, Lepidus sent back his reply.


  I would remind you, Princeps Senatus, that I am now proconsul, not consul. And that I kept my oath, which does not bind me now I am proconsul, not consul. I am happy to give up my consular army, but would remind you that I am now proconsul and was voted a proconsular army, and will not give up this proconsular army. As my consular army consisted of four legions and my proconsular army also consists of four legions, it is obvious that I do not have to give up anything.


  However, I am willing to return to Rome under the following circumstances: that I am re-elected consul; that every last iugerum of sequestrated land throughout Italy be returned to its original owner; that the rights and properties of the sons and grandsons of the proscribed be restored to them; and that their full powers be restituted to the tribunes of the plebs.


  “And that,” said Philippus to the members of the Senate, “should tell even the densest senatorial dunderhead what Lepidus intends! In order to give him what he demands, we would have to tear down the entire constitution Lucius Cornelius Sulla worked so hard to establish, and Lepidus knows very well we will not do that. This answer of his is tantamount to a declaration of war. I therefore beseech the House to pass its senatus consultant de re publica defendenda.”


  But this required impassioned debate, and so the Senate did not pass its Ultimate Decree until the last day of Flaccus’s term as first interrex. Once it was passed the authority to defend Rome against Lepidus was formally conferred upon Catulus, who was ordered to return to his army and prepare for war.


  On the sixth day of January, Flaccus Princeps Senatus stood down and the Senate appointed its second interrex, who was Appius Claudius Pulcher, still lingering in Rome recovering from his long illness. And since Appius Claudius was actually feeling much better, he flung himself into the task of convening the Centuriate Assembly and holding the curule elections. These would occur, he announced, within the Servian Walls on the Aventine in two days’ time, this site being outside the pomerium but adequately protected from any military action by Lepidus.


  “It’s odd,” said Catulus to Hortensius just before he left for Campania, “that after so many years of not enjoying the privilege of free choice in the matter of our magistrates, we should find it so difficult to hold an election at all. Almost as if we were drifting into the habit of allowing someone to do everything for us, like a mother for her babies.”


  “That,” said Hortensius in freezing tones, “is sheer fanciful claptrap, Quintus! The most I am prepared to concede is that it is an extraordinary coincidence that our first year of free choice in the matter of our magistrates should also throw up a consul who ignored the tenets of his office. We are now conducting these elections, I must point out to you, and the governance of Rome will proceed in future years as it was always intended to proceed!”


  “Let us hope then,” said Catulus, offended, “that the voters will choose at least as wisely as Sulla always did!”


  But it was Hortensius who had the last word. “You are quite forgetting, my dear Quintus, that it was Sulla chose Lepidus!”


  On the whole the leaders of the Senate (including Catulus and Hortensius) professed themselves pleased with the wisdom of the electors. The senior consul was an elderly man of sedentary habit but known ability, Decimus Junius Brutus, and the junior consul was none other than Mamercus. Clearly the electors held the same high opinion of the Cottae as Sulla had, for last year Sulla had picked Gaius Aurelius Cotta as one of his praetors, and this year the voters returned his brother Marcus Aurelius Cotta among the praetors; the lots made him praetor peregrinus.


  Having remained in Rome to see who was returned, Catulus promptly offered supreme command in the war against Lepidus to the new consuls. As he expected, Decimus Brutus refused on the grounds of his age and lack of adequate military experience; it was Mamercus who was bound to accept. Just entering his forty-fourth year, Mamercus had a fine war record and had served under Sulla in all his campaigns. But unforeseen events and Philippus conspired against Mamercus. Lucius Valerius Flaccus the Princeps Senatus, colleague in the second—last consulship of Gaius Marius, dropped dead the day after he stepped down from office as first interrex, and Philippus proposed that Mamercus be appointed as a temporary Princeps Senatus.


  “We cannot do without a Leader of the House at this present time,” Philippus said, “though it has always been the task of the censors to appoint him. By tradition he is the senior patrician in the House, but legally it is the right of the censors to appoint whichever patrician senator they consider most suitable. Our senior patrician senator is now Appius Claudius Pulcher, whose health is not good and who is proceeding to Macedonia anyway. We need a Leader of the House who is young and robust—and present in Rome! Until such time as we elect a pair of censors, I suggest that we appoint Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus as a caretaker Princeps Senatus. I also suggest that he should remain within Rome until things settle down. It therefore follows that Quintus Lutatius Catulus should retain his command against Lepidus.”


  “But I am going to Nearer Spain to govern!” cried Catulus.


  “Not possible,” said Philippus bluntly. “I move that we direct our good Pontifex Maximus Metellus Pius, who is prorogued in Further Spain, to act as governor of Nearer Spain also until we can see our way clear to sending a new governor.”


  As everyone was in favor of any measure which kept the stammering Pontifex Maximus a long way from Rome and religious ceremonies, Philippus got his way. The House authorized Metellus Pius to govern Nearer Spain as well as his own province, made Mamercus a temporary Princeps Senatus, and confirmed Catulus in his command against Lepidus. Very disappointed, Catulus took himself off to form up his legions in Campania, while an equally disappointed Mamercus remained in Rome.


  *


  Three days later word came that Lepidus was mobilizing his four legions and that his legate Brutus had gone to Italian Gaul to put its two garrison legions at Bononia, the intersection of the Via Aemilia and the Via Annia, where they would be perfectly poised to reinforce Lepidus. Still toying with revolt because they had suffered the loss of all their public lands, Clusium and Arretium could be expected to offer Brutus every assistance in his march to join Lepidus—and to block any attempt by Catulus to prevent his joining up with Lepidus.


  Philippus struck.


  “Our supreme commander in the field, Quintus Lutatius Catulus, is still to the south of Rome—has not in fact yet left Campania. Lepidus is moving south from Saturnia already,” said Philippus, “and will be in a position to stop our commander-in-chief sending any of his troops to deal with Brutus in Italian Gaul. Besides which, I imagine our commander-in-chief will need all four of his legions to contain Lepidus himself. So what can we possibly do about Brutus, who holds the key to Lepidus’s success in his hands? Brutus must be dealt with—and dealt with smartly! But how? At the moment we have no other legions under the eagles in Italy, and the two legions of Italian Gaul belong to Brutus. Not even a Lucullus—were he still in Rome instead of on his way to govern Africa Province—could assemble and mobilize at least two legions quickly enough to confront Brutus.”
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  The House listened gloomily, having finally been brought to realize that the years of civil strife were not over just because Sulla had made himself Dictator and striven mightily with his laws to stop another man from marching on Rome. With Sulla not dead a year yet, here was another man coming to impose his will upon his hapless country, here were whole tracts of Italy in arms against the city the Italians had wantedto belong to so badly in every way. Perhaps there were some among the voiceless ranks who were honest enough to admit that it was largely their own fault Rome was brought to this present pass; but if there were, not one of them spoke his thoughts aloud. Instead, everyone gazed at Philippus as if at a savior, and trusted to him to find a way out.


  “There is one man who can contain Brutus at once,” said Philippus, sounding smug. “He has his father’s old troops—and indeed his own old troops!—working for him on his estates in northern Picenum and Umbria. A much shorter march to Brutus than from Campania! He has been Rome’s loyal servant in the past, as was his father Rome’s loyal servant before him. I speak, of course, of the young knight Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. Victor at Clusium, victor in Sicily, victor over Africa and Numidia. It was not for nothing that Lucius Cornelius Sulla permitted this young knight to triumph! This young knight is our brightest hope! And he is in a position to contain Brutus within days!”


  The newly appointed temporary Princeps Senatus and junior consul shifted on his curule chair, frowning. “Gnaeus Pompeius is not a member of the Senate,” Mamercus said, “and I cannot like the idea of giving any kind of command to someone outside our own.”


  “I agree with you completely, Mamercus Aemilius!” said Philippus instantly. “No one could like it. But can you offer a better alternative? We have the constitutional power in times of emergency to look outside the Senate for our military answer, and this power was given to us by none other than Sulla himself. No more conservative man than Sulla ever lived, nor a man more attached to the perpetuation of the mos maiorum. Yet he it was who foresaw just this present situation—and he it was who provided us with an answer.”


  Philippus stayed by his stool (as Sulla had directed all speakers must), but he turned around slowly in a circle to look at the tiers of senators on both sides of the House. As orator and presence he had grown in stature since the time when he had set out to ruin Marcus Livius Drusus; these days there were no ludicrous temper tantrums, no storms of abuse.


  “Conscript Fathers,” he said solemnly, “we have no time to waste in debate. Even as I speak, Lepidus is marching on Rome. May I respectfully ask the senior consul Decimus Junius Brutus to put a motion before the House? Namely, that this body authorize the knight Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus to raise his old legions and march to contend with Marcus Junius Brutus in the name of the Senate and People of Rome. Further, that this body confer a propraetorian status upon the knight Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus.”


  Decimus Brutus had opened his mouth to consent when Mamercus prevented him, one hand on the senior consul’s arm. “I will agree to your putting that motion before the House for a vote, Decimus Junius,” he said, “but not until Lucius Marcius Philippus has clarified one phrase he used in wording his motion! He said, ‘to raise his old legions’ instead of specifying how many legions! No matter how stellar Gnaeus Pompeius’s military record might be, he is not a member of the Senate! He cannot be given the authority to raise legions in Rome’s name to however many he may himself consider enough. I say that the motion must specify the exact number of legions this House authorizes Gnaeus Pompeius to raise, and I say further that the number of legions be limited to two. Brutus the governor of Italian Gaul has two legions of relatively inexperienced soldiers, the permanent garrison of that province. It ought not to take more than two legions of hoary old Pompeian veterans to deal with Brutus.”


  This perceptive opposition did not please Philippus, but he deemed it wise to accede; Mamercus was of that slow and steady kind who somehow always managed to accumulate a lot of senatorial clout—and he was married to Sulla’s daughter.


  “I beg the House’s pardon!” cried Philippus. “How sloppy of me! And I thank our esteemed Princeps Senatus and junior consul for his timely intervention. I meant to say two legions, of course. Let the motion be put to the House, Decimus Junius, with that exact number of legions.”


  The motion was put, and the motion was passed without one single dissenting voice. Cethegus had raised his arms above his head in a stretch and a yawn, the signal to all his followers on the back benches that they were to vote in the affirmative. And because the motion dealt with war, the senatorial resolution carried the force of law with it; in war and in foreign matters the various Assemblies of the Roman People no longer had a say.


  *


  It was, after all that political maneuvering, a hasty and pathetic little war, hardly deserving of the name. Even though Lepidus had started out to march on Rome considerably earlier than Catulus left Campania, still Catulus beat him to Rome and occupied the Campus Martius. When Lepidus did appear across the river in Transtiberim (he had come down the Via Aurelia), Catulus barred and garrisoned all the bridges, and thereby forced Lepidus to march north to the Mulvian Bridge. Thus it was that the two armies came to grips on the northeastern side of the Via Lata under the Servian Walls of the Quirinal; in that place most of the fighting occurred. Some fierce clashes of arms elevated the battle beyond a rout, but Lepidus turned out to be a hopeless tactician, incapable of deploying his men logically and quite incapable of winning.


  An hour after the two sides met, Lepidus was in full retreat back to the Mulvian Bridge, with Catulus in hot pursuit. North of Fregenae he turned and fought Catulus again, but only to secure his flight to Cosa. From Cosa he managed to escape to Sardinia, accompanied by twenty thousand of his foot soldiers and fifteen hundred cavalry troopers. It was his intention to restructure his army in Sardinia, then return to Italy and try again. With him went his middle son, Lucius, the Carboan ex-governor Marcus Perperna Veiento, and Cinna’s son. But Lepidus’s eldest son, Scipio Aemilianus, declined to leave Italy. Instead he barricaded himself and his legion inside the old and formidable fortress on the Alban Mount above Bovillae, and there withstood siege.


  The much-publicized return to Italy from Sardinia never came to pass. The governor of Sardinia was an old ally of Lucullus’s, one Lucius Valerius Triarius, and he resisted Lepidus’s occupation bitterly. Then in April of that unhappy year Lepidus died still in Sardinia; his troops maintained that what killed him was a broken heart, mourning for his dead wife. Perperna Veiento and Cinna’s son took ship from Sardinia to Liguria, and thence marched their twenty thousand foot and fifteen hundred horse along the Via Domitia to Spain and Quintus Sertorius. With them went Lucius, Lepidus’s middle son.


  The eldest son, Scipio Aemilianus, proved the most militarily competent of the rebels, and held out in Alba Longa for some time. But eventually he was forced to surrender; following orders from the Senate, Catulus executed him.


  If ignominy was to set the standard of events, Brutus fared far the worst. While ever he heard nothing from Lepidus he held his two legions in Italian Gaul at the major intersection of Bononia; and thus allowed Pompey to steal a march on him. That young man (now some twenty-eight years old) had of course already been mobilized when Philippus secured him his special commission from the Senate. But instead of bringing his two legions up from Picenum to Ariminum and then inland along the Via Aemilia, Pompey chose to go down the Via Flaminia toward Rome. At the intersection of this road with the Via Cassia north to Arretium and thence to Italian Gaul, he turned onto the Via Cassia. By doing this he prevented Brutus from joining Lepidus—had Brutus ever really thought he might.


  When he heard of Pompey’s approach up the Via Cassia, Brutus retreated into Mutina. This big and extremely well-fortified town was stuffed with clients of the Aemilii, Lepidus as well as Scaurus. It therefore welcomed Brutus gladly. Pompey duly arrived; Mutina was invested. The city held out until Brutus heard of the defeat and flight of Lepidus, and his death in Sardinia. Once it became clear that Lepidus’s troops were now absolutely committed to Quintus Sertorius in Spain, Brutus despaired. Rather than put Mutina through any further hardship, he surrendered.


  “That was sensible,” said Pompey to him after Pompey had entered the city.


  “Both sensible and expedient,” said Brutus wearily. “I fear, Gnaeus Pompeius, that I am not by nature a martial man.”


  “That’s true.”


  “I will, however, go to my death with grace.”


  The beautiful blue eyes opened even wider than usual. ‘ To your death?’’ asked Pompey blankly. ‘ There is no need for that, Marcus Junius Brutus! You’re free to go.”


  It was Brutus’s turn to open his eyes wide. “Free? Do you mean it, Gnaeus Pompeius?”


  “Certainly!” said Pompey cheerfully. “However, that does not mean you’re free to raise fresh resistance! Just go home.”


  “Then with your permission, Gnaeus Pompeius, I will proceed to my own lands in western Umbria. My people there need calming.”


  “That’s fine by me! Umbria is my patch too.”


  But after Brutus had ridden out of Mutina’s western gate, Pompey sent for one of his legates, a man named Geminius who was a Picentine of humble status and inferior rank; Pompey disliked subordinates whose station in life was equal to his own.


  “I’m surprised you let him go,” said Geminius.


  “Oh, I had to let him go! My standing with the Senate is not yet so high that I can order the execution of a Junius Brutus without overwhelming evidence. Even if I do have a propraetorian imperium. So it’s up to you to find that overwhelming evidence.”


  “Only tell me what you want, Magnus, and it will be done.”


  “Brutus says he’s going to his own estates in Umbria. Yet he’s chosen to head northwest on the Via Aemilia! I would have said that was the wrong way, wouldn’t you? Well, perhaps he’s heading cross—country. Or perhaps he’s looking for more troops. I want you to follow him at once with a good detachment of cavalry—five squadrons ought to be enough,” said Pompey, picking his teeth with a thin sliver of wood. “I suspect he’s looking for more troops, probably in Regium Lepidum. Your job is to arrest him and execute him the moment he seems treasonous. That way there can be no doubt that he’s a double traitor, and no one in Rome can object when he dies. Understood, Geminius?’’


  “Completely.”


  What Pompey did not explain to Geminius was the ultimate reason for this second chance for Brutus. Kid Butcher was aiming for the command in Spain against Sertorius, and his chances of getting it were much greater if he could find an excuse for not demobilizing. Could he make it appear that Italian Gaul was potentially rebellious right along the length of the Via Aemilia, then he had every excuse for lingering there with his army now that the war was over. He would be far enough away from Rome not to seem to present any threat to the Senate, yet he would still be under arms. Ready to march for Spain.


  Geminius did exactly as he was told. When Brutus arrived in the township of Regium Lepidum some distance to the northwest of Mutina, he was welcomed joyfully. As the name of the place indicated, it was populated by clients of the Aemilii Lepidi, and naturally it offered to fight for Brutus if he wished. But before Brutus could answer, Geminius and his five squadrons of cavalry rode in through the open gates. There in the forum of Regium Lepidum, Geminius publicly adjudged Marcus Junius Brutus an enemy of Rome, and cut his head off.


  Back went the head to Pompey in Mutina, together with a laconic message from Geminius to the effect that he had surprised Brutus in the act of organizing a fresh insurrection, and that in Geminius’s opinion Italian Gaul was unstable.


  Off went Pompey’s report to the Senate:


  For the time being I consider it my duty to garrison Italian Gaul with my two legions of veterans. The troops Brutus commanded I disbanded as disloyal, though I did not punish them beyond removing their arms and armor. And their two eagles of course. I consider the conduct of Regium Lepidum a symptom of the general unrest north of the border, and hope this explains my decision to stay.


  I have not dispatched the head of the traitor Brutus with this record of my deeds because he was at the time of his death a governor with a propraetorian imperium, and I don’t think the Senate would want to pin it up on the rostra. Instead, I have sent the ashes of body and head to his widow for proper interment. In this I hope I have not erred. It was no part of my intentions to execute Brutus. He brought that fate upon himself.


  May I respectfully request that my own imperium be permitted to stand for the time being? I can perform a useful function here in Italian Gaul by holding the province for the Senate and People of Rome.


  The Senate under Philippus’s skillful guidance pronounced those men who had taken part in Lepidus’s rebellion sacer, but because the horrors of the proscriptions still lingered, did not exact any reprisals against their families; the crude pottery jar containing his ashes in her lap, the widow of Marcus Junius Brutus could relax. Her six-year-old son’s fortune was safe, though it would be up to her to ensure that he did not suffer political odium when he grew up.


  Servilia told the child of his father’s death in a way which gave him to understand that he was never to admire or assist his father’s murderer, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, the Picentine upstart. The boy listened, nodding solemnly. If the news that he now had no father upset him or grieved him, he gave no sign.


  He had not yet sprung into speedy growth, but remained a weedy, undersized little boy with spindly legs and a pouting face. Very dark of hair and eye and olive of skin, he had produced a certain juvenile prettiness which his besotted mama saw as permanent beauty, and his tutor spoke highly of his ability to read and write and calculate (what the tutor did not say, however, was that little Brutus entirely lacked an original bent, and imagination). Naturally Servilia had no intention of ever sending Brutus to school with other boys; he was too sensitive, too intelligent, too precious—someone might pick on him!


  Only three members of her family had come to pay their condolences to Servilia, though two of those were, strictly speaking, not close relatives.


  After the last of their various parents, grandparents and others had died, the only surviving person linked to them by blood, Uncle Mamercus, had placed the six orphaned children of his brother and sister in the charge of a Servilius Caepio cousin and her mother. These two women, Gnaea and Porcia Liciniana, now came to call—a courtesy Servilia could well have done without. Gnaea remained the dour and silent subordinate of her overpowering mother; at almost thirty years of age, she was even plainer and flatter of chest than she had been in her late adolescence. Porcia Liciniana dominated the conversation. As she had done all of her life.


  “Well, Servilia, I never thought to see you a widow at such an early age, and I’m sorry for you,” said this formidable lady. “It always seemed remarkable to me that Sulla spared your husband and his father from the proscription lists, though I assumed that was because of you. It might have been awkward—even for Sulla!—to proscribe the father-in-law of his own son-in-law’s niece, but he really ought to have done so. Old Brutus stuck to Gaius Marius and then Carbo like a moth melted into a wax candle. It had to have been his son’s marriage to you saved them both. And you would think the son would have learned, wouldn’t you? But no! Off he went to serve an idiot like Lepidus! Anyone with any sense could have seen that business would never prosper.”


  “Quite so,” said Servilia colorlessly.


  “I’m sorry too,” said Gnaea gruffly, contributing her mite.


  But the glance Servilia bestowed upon this poor creature held neither love nor pity; Servilia despised her, though she did not loathe her as she did the mother.


  “What will you do now?’’ asked Porcia Liciniana.


  “Marry again as soon as I can.”


  “Marry again! That is not fitting for one of your rank. I did not remarry after I was widowed.”


  “I imagine no one asked you,” said Servilia sweetly.


  Thick—skinned though she was, Porcia Liciniana nonetheless felt the sting of the acid in this statement, and rose majestically to her feet. “I’ve done my duty and paid my condolences,” she said. “Come, Gnaea, it’s time to go. We mustn’t hinder Servilia in her search for a new husband.”


  “And good riddance to you, you old verpa!” said Servilia to herself after they had gone.


  Quite as unwelcome as Porcia Liciniana and Gnaea was her third visitor, who arrived shortly afterward. The youngest of the six orphans, Marcus Porcius Cato was Servilia’s half brother through their common mother, sister to Drusus and Mamercus.


  “My brother Caepio would have come,” said young Cato in his harsh and unmelodic voice, “except that he’s out of Rome with Catulus’s army—a contubernalis, if you know that term.”


  “I know it,” said Servilia gently.


  But the thickness of Porcia Liciniana’s skin was as air compared to Marcus Porcius Cato’s, so this sally was ignored. He was now sixteen years old and a man, but he still lived in the care of Gnaea and her mother, as did his full sister, Porcia.


  Mamercus had sold Drusus’s house as too large some time ago; they all occupied Cato’s father’s house these days.


  Though the massive size of his blade—thin eagle’s nose would never allow him to be called handsome, Cato was actually a most attractive youth, clear—skinned and wide—shouldered. His large and expressive eyes were a soft grey, his closely cropped hair an off—red that shaded to chestnut, and his mouth quite beautiful. To Servilia, however, he was an absolute monster—loud, slow to learn, insensitive, and so pugnaciously quarrelsome that he had been a thorn in the side of his older siblings from the time he began to walk and talk.


  Between them lay ten years of age and different fathers, but more than that; Servilia was a patrician whose family went back to the time of the Kings of Rome, whereas Cato’s branch of his family went back to a Celtiberian slave, Salonia, who had been the second wife of Cato the Censor. To Servilia, this slur her mother had brought upon her own and her husband’s families was an intolerable one, and she could never set eyes upon any of her three younger siblings without grinding her teeth in rage and shame. For Cato these feelings were undisguised, but for Caepio, supposed to be her own full brother (she knew he was not), what she felt had to be suppressed. For decency’s sake. Rot decency!


  Not that Cato felt any social stigma; he was inordinately proud of his great—grandfather the Censor, and considered his lineage impeccable. As noble Rome had forgiven Cato the Censor this second marriage (founded as it had been in a sly revenge against his snobbish son by his first wife, a Licinia), young Cato could look forward to a career in the Senate and very likely the consulship.


  “Uncle Mamercus turned out to have picked you an unsuitable husband,” said Cato.


  “I deny that,” said Servilia in level tones. “He suited me well. He was, after all, a Junius Brutus. Plebeian, perhaps, but absolutely noble on both sides.”


  “Why can you never see that ancestry is far less important than a man’s deeds?” demanded Cato.


  “It is not less important, but more.”


  “You’re an insufferable snob!”


  “I am indeed. I thank the gods for it.”


  “You’ll ruin your son.”


  “That remains to be seen.”


  “When he’s a bit older I’ll take him under my wing. That will knock all the social pretensions out of him!”


  “Over my dead body.”


  “How can you stop me? The boy can’t stay plastered to your skirts forever! Since he has no father, I stand in loco parentis.”


  “Not for very long. I shall remarry.”


  “To remarry is unbecoming for a Roman noblewoman! I would have thought you would have set out to emulate Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi.”


  “I am too sensible. A Roman noblewoman of patrician stock must have a husband to ensure her pre-eminence. A husband, that is, who is as noble as she is.”


  He gave vent to a whinnying laugh. “You mean you’re going to marry some overbred buffoon like Drusus Nero!”


  “It’s my sister Lilla who is married to Drusus Nero.”


  “They dislike each other.”


  “My heart bleeds for them.”


  “I shall marry Uncle Mamercus’s daughter,” said Cato smugly.


  Servilia stared, snorted. “You will not! Aemilia Lepida was contracted to marry Metellus Scipio years ago, when Uncle Mamercus was with his father, Pius, in Sulla’s army. And compared to Metellus Scipio, Cato, you’re a complete mushroom!”


  “It makes no difference. Aemilia Lepida might be engaged to Metellus Scipio, but she doesn’t love him. They fight all the time, and who does she turn to when he makes her unhappy? To me, of course! I shall marry her, be sure of it!”


  “Is there nothing under the sun that can puncture your unbelievable complacence?” she demanded.


  “If there is, I haven’t met it,” he said, unruffled.


  “Don’t worry, it’s lying in wait somewhere.”


  Came another of those loud, neighing laughs. “You hope!”


  “I don’t hope. I know.”


  “My sister Porcia is all settled,” Cato said, not wanting to change the subject, simply imparting fresh information.


  “To an Ahenobarbus, no doubt. Young Lucius?”


  “Correct. To young Lucius. I like him! He’s a fellow with the right ideas.”


  “He’s almost as big an upstart as you are.”


  “I’m off,” said Cato, and got up.


  “Good riddance!” Servilia said again, but this time to its object’s face rather than behind his back.


  Thus it was that Servilia went to her empty bed that night plunged into a mixture of gloom and determination. So they did not approve of her intention to remarry, did they? So they all considered her finished as a force to be reckoned with, did they?


  “They’re wrong!” she said aloud, then fell asleep.


  In the morning she went to see Uncle Mamercus, with whom she had always got on very well.


  “You are the executor of my husband’s will,” she said. “I want to know what becomes of my dowry.”


  “It’s still yours, Servilia, but you won’t need to use it now you’re a widow. Marcus Junius Brutus has left you sufficient money in your own right to live comfortably, and his son is now a very wealthy young boy.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of continuing to live alone, Uncle. I want to remarry if you can find me a suitable husband.”


  Mamercus blinked. “A rapid decision.”


  “There is no point in delaying.”


  “You can’t marry again for another nine months, Servilia.”


  “Which gives you plenty of time to find someone for me,” said the widow. “He must be at least as wellborn and wealthy as Marcus Junius, but preferably somewhat younger.”


  “How old are you now?”


  “Twenty-seven.”


  “So you’d like someone about thirty?”


  “That would be ideal, Uncle Mamercus.”


  “Not a fortune—hunter, of course.”


  She raised her brows. “Not a fortune—hunter!”


  Mamercus smiled. “All right, Servilia, I’ll start making enquiries on your behalf. It ought not to be difficult. Your birth is superlative, your dowry is two hundred talents, and you have proven yourself fertile. Your son will not be a financial burden for any new husband, nor will you. Yes, I think we ought to be able to do quite well for you!”


  “By the way, Uncle,” she said as she rose to go, “are you aware that young Cato has his eye on your daughter?”


  “What?”


  “Young Cato has his eye on Aemilia Lepida.”


  “But she’s already engaged—to Metellus Scipio!”


  “So I told Cato, but he seems not to regard this engagement as an impediment. I don’t think, mind you, that Aemilia Lepida has any idea in her mind of exchanging Metellus Scipio for Cato. But I would not be doing my duty to you, Uncle, if I failed to inform you what Cato is going around saying.”


  “They’re good friends, it’s true,” said Mamercus, looking perturbed, “but he’s exactly Aemilia Lepida’s age! That usually means girls aren’t interested.”


  “I repeat, I don’t know that she is interested. All I’m saying is that Cato is interested. Nip it in the bud, Uncle—nip it in the bud!”


  And that, said Servilia to herself as she emerged into the quiet street on the Palatine where Mamercus and Cornelia Sulla lived, will put you in your place, Marcus Porcius Cato! How dare you look as high as Uncle Mamercus’s daughter! Patrician on both sides!


  Home she went, very pleased with herself. In many ways she was not sorry that life had served this turn of widowhood upon her; though at the time she married him Marcus Junius Brutus had not seemed too old, eight years of marriage had aged him in her eyes, and she had begun to despair of bearing other children. One son was enough, but there could be no denying several girls would contribute much; if well dowered they would find eligible husbands who would prove of use politically to her son. Yes, the death of Brutus had been a shock. But a grief it was not.


  Her steward answered the door himself.


  “What is it, Ditus?”


  “Someone has called to see you, domina.”


  “After all these years, you Greek idiot, you ought to know better than to phrase your announcement that way!” she snapped, enjoying his involuntary shiver of fear. “Who has called to see me?’’


  “He said he was Decimus Junius Silanus, lady.”


  “He said he was Decimus Junius Silanus. Either he is who he says he is, or he is not. Which is it, Epaphroditus?”


  “He is Decimus Junius Silanus, lady.”


  “Did you put him in the study?”


  “Yes, lady.”


  Off she went still wrapped in her black palla, frowning as she strove to place a face together with the name Decimus Junius Silanus. The same Famous Family as her late husband, but of the branch cognominated Silanus because the original bearer of that nickname had been, not ugly like the leering Silanus face which spouted water into every one of Rome’s drinking and washing fountains, but apparently too handsome. Owning the same reputation as the Memmii, the Junii Silani men continued to be too handsome.


  He had called, he said, extending his hand to the widow, to give her his condolences and offer her whatever assistance he might. “It is very difficult for you, I imagine,” he ended a little lamely, and blushed.


  Certainly from his face he could not be mistaken for any but a Junius Silanus, for he was fair of hair and blue of eye and quite startlingly handsome. Servilia liked blond men who were handsome. She placed her hand in his for exactly the proper length of time, then turned and shed her palla upon the back of her late husband’s chair, revealing herself clad in more black. The color suited her because her skin was clear and pale, yet her eyes and hair were as jet as her widow’s weeds. She also had a sense of style which meant she dressed smartly as well as becomingly, and she looked to the dazzled man as elegantly perfect in the flesh as she had in his memory.


  “Do I know you, Decimus Junius?” she asked, gesturing that he sit on the couch, and herself taking up residence on a chair.


  “You do, Servilia, but it was some years ago. We met at a dinner party in the house of Quintus Lutatius Catulus in the days before Sulla became Dictator. We didn’t talk for long, but I do remember that you had recently given birth to a son.”


  Her face cleared. “Oh, of course! Please forgive me for my rudeness.” She put a hand to her head, looked sad. “It’s just that so much has happened to me since then.”


  “Think nothing of it,” he said warmly, then sat without a thing to say, his eyes fixed upon her face.


  She coughed delicately. “May I offer you some wine?”


  “Thank you, no.”


  “I see you have not brought your wife with you, Decimus Junius. Is she well?”


  “I have no wife.”


  “Oh!”


  Behind her closed and alluringly secretive face, the thoughts were racing. He fancied her! There could be no doubt about it, he fancied her! For some years, it seemed. An honorable man too. Knowing she was married, he had not ventured to increase his acquaintance with her or with her husband. But now that she was a widow he intended to be the first and stave off competition. He was very wellborn, yes—but was he wealthy? The eldest son, since he bore the first name of Decimus: Decimus was the first name of the eldest son in the Junii Silani. He looked to be about thirty, and that was right also. But was he wealthy? Time to fish.


  “Are you in the Senate, Decimus Junius?”


  “This year, actually. I’m a city quaestor.”


  Good, good! He had at least a senatorial census. “Where are your lands, Decimus Junius?”


  “Oh, all over the place. My chief country estate is in Campania, twenty thousand iugera fronting onto the Volturnus between Telesia and Capua. But I have river frontage lands on the Tiber, a very big place on the Gulf of Tarentum, a villa at Cumae and another at Larinum,” he said eagerly, keen to impress her.


  Servilia leaned back infinitesimally in her chair and exhaled very cautiously. He was rich. Extremely rich.


  “How is your little boy?” he asked.


  That obsession she could not conceal, it flamed behind her eyes and suffused her face with a passion that sat ill upon her naturally enigmatic features. “He misses his father, but I think he understands.”


  Decimus Junius Silanus rose to his feet. “It is time I went, Servilia. May I come again?”


  Her creamy lids fell over her eyes, the black lashes fanning upon her cheeks. A faint pink came into them, a faint smile turned up the corners of her little folded mouth. “Please do, Decimus Junius. It would please me greatly,” she said.


  And so much for you, Porcia Liciniana! she said to herself exultantly as she let her visitor personally out of her house. I have found my next husband, though I have not yet been a widow for a month! Wait until I tell Uncle Mamercus!


  *


  Said Lucius Marcius Philippus to Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus in a letter written a month after the death of Marcus Junius Brutus:


  It is true that we are into the second half of the year, but things are proceeding quite well, all considered. I had hoped to tie Mamercus permanently to Rome, but after word came that Brutus as well as Lepidus was dead, he refused to believe that his role as Princeps Senatus tied him to Rome any longer, and asked the Senate for permission to prepare for the war against Sertorius. Our senatorial goats promptly turned into sheep and gave Mamercus the four legions belonging to Catulus, these still being under arms in Capua waiting for discharge. Catulus, I hasten to add, is well satisfied with his little campaign against Lepidus; he (undeservedly) earned an imposing military reputation without needing to venture further from Rome than the Campus Martius, and urged the Senate to give Mamercus the governance of Nearer Spain and the command against Sertorius.


  It is possible that Mamercus might be what Spain needs. Therefore I must ensure that he never gets there. For I must procure for you a special commission in Spain before Lucullus can come back from Africa. Fortunately I think the right tool to foil Mamercus’s ambitions has just come into my hand. He—yes, naturally it is a man—is one of this year’s crop of twenty quaestors, by name Gaius Aelius Staienus. And he was assigned by lot to the army of the consul, no less! In other words he has been in Capua working for Catulus since the beginning of his term, and in future he will be working for Mamercus.


  A trustier, bigger villain you are unlikely to meet, my dear Magnus! Quite up there with Gaius Verres—who, having secured the conviction and exile of the younger Dolabella by testifying against him in the prosecution brought by young Scaurus, now struts around Rome engaged to a Caecilia Metella, if you please! The daughter of Metellus Caprarius the Billy—goat, and sister of those three up—and—coming young men who are, alas, the best the Caecilii Metelli have produced in this generation. Quite a comedown.


  Anyway, my dear Magnus, I have approached our villain Gaius Aelius Staienus and secured his services. We didn’t get around to precise amounts of money, but he won’t come cheap. He will, however, do whatever has to be done. Of that I am sure. His idea is to foment a mutiny among the troops as soon as Mamercus has been in Capua long enough for it to appear that Mamercus is the reason for the mutiny. I did venture to say that these were Sulla’s veterans and I didn’t think they’d turn on their beloved Sulla’s son-in-law, but Staienus just laughed at my doubts. My misgivings quite melted away, it was such a hearty and confident laugh. Not to mention that one cannot but expect great things from a man who arranged his own adoption into the Aelii, and tries to have people call him Paetus rather than Staienus! He impresses all sorts of men, but particularly those of low class, who approve of his style of oratory and are easily enflamed by it.


  Thus having until I found Staienus opposed the Mamercus command, I have now changed my tune and press for it eagerly. Every time I see the dear fellow I ask him why he’s still lingering in Rome instead of taking himself off to Capua to train his troops. I think we can be sure that by September at the latest Mamercus will be the victim of a massive mutiny. And the moment I hear of it, I will start urging the Senate to turn its mind toward the special commission clause.


  Luckily things continue to go from bad to worse in the Spains, which will make my task easier. So be patient and sanguine, my dear Magnus, do! It will happen, and it will happen early enough in the year for you to cross the Alps before the snows close the passes.


  *


  The mutiny when it came a little after the beginning of the month Sextilis was very cleverly engineered by Gaius Aelius Staienus, for it was neither bloody nor bitter, and smacked of such sincerity that its victim, Mamercus, found himself unwilling to discipline the men. A deputation had come to him and announced with absolute firmness that the legions would not go to Spain under any general save Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus because they believed no one except Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus could beat Quintus Sertorius.


  “And perhaps,” said Mamercus to the House when he came to Rome to report—he was shaken enough to speak honestly—“they are quite right! I confess I do not blame them. They were very properly respectful. Enlisted men of their experience have a nose for such matters, and it is not as if they do not know me. If they think I cannot deal with Quintus Sertorius, then I too must wonder if I can. If they think Gnaeus Pompeius is the only man for the job, then I must wonder if they are not right.”


  Those quiet and frank words had a profound effect upon the senators, who found themselves—even in their front ranks—bereft of indignation and the inclination to debate. Which made it easy for Philippus to be heard.


  “Conscript Fathers,” he commenced with love in his voice, “it is high time we took stock of the situation in Spain with no passion and no prejudices. What a sober and uplifting experience it has been for me to listen to our very dear and very intelligent junior consul, our Princeps Senatus, Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Livianus! Let me therefore continue in that same measured and thoughtful vein.”


  Round he went in a circle, looking into every face he could manage to see from his position in the front row on the left side.


  “The early successes of Quintus Sertorius after he re-entered Spain to join the Lusitani three and a half years ago were fairly easy to understand. Men like Lucius Fufidius held him lightly and offered battle precipitately. But by the time that our Pontifex Maximus, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius, arrived to govern Further Spain, and his colleague Marcus Domitius Calvinus arrived to govern Nearer Spain, we knew Quintus Sertorius was going to be hard to beat. And then in that first campaigning summer Sertorius’s legate Lucius Hirtuleius attacked Calvinus’s six legions with a mere four thousand men!—and trounced him. Calvinus died on the field. So did most of his troops. Sertorius himself moved against Pius, though he preferred to concentrate upon Pius’s valued legate, Thorius. Thorius died on the field and his three legions were badly mauled. Our beloved Pius was forced to retreat for the winter into Olisippo on the Tagus, with Sertorius on his tail.


  “The following year—which was last year—saw no big battles. But no big successes either! Pius spent the time trying to stay out of Sertorius’s clutches while Hirtuleius overran central Spain and established Sertorius’s ascendancy among the Celtiberian tribes. Sertorius already had the Lusitani in the palm of his hand, and now almost all of Spain bade fair to being his—save for the lands between the Baetis River and the Orospeda Mountains, where Pius concentrated himself too strongly to tempt Sertorius.


  “But last year’s governor of Gaul-across-the-Alps, Lucius Manlius, thought he could deal a blow at Sertorius. So he crossed the Pyrenees into Nearer Spain with four good legions. Hirtuleius met him on the Iberus River and beat him so soundly Lucius Manlius was forced to retreat immediately back into his own province. Where, he soon discovered, he was no longer safe! Hirtuleius followed him and inflicted a second defeat.


  “This year has been no better for us, Conscript Fathers. Nearer Spain has not yet received a governor and Further Spain remains with the prorogued Pius, who has not moved west of the Baetis nor north of the Orospeda. Unopposed, Quintus Sertorius marched through the pass at Consabura into Nearer Spain and has set up a capital at Osca—for he has actually had the audacity to organize his occupation of Rome’s territories along Roman lines! He has an official capital city and a senate—even a school in which he intends to have the children of barbarian chieftains taught Latin and Greek so that they will be able to take their places as the leaders of Sertorian Spain! His magistrates bear Roman titles, his senate consists of three hundred men. And now he has been joined by Marcus Perperna Veiento and the forces of Lepidus that managed to escape from Sardinia.”


  None of this was new, all of it was well known. But no one had drawn it all together and condensed it into a few moments of crisp, dispassionate speech. The House heaved a collective sigh and huddled down on its stools, defenseless.


  “Conscript Fathers, we have to send Nearer Spain a governor! We did try, but Lepidus made it impossible for Quintus Lutatius to go, and a mutiny has made it impossible for our Princeps Senatus to go. It is obvious to me that this next governor will have to be a very special man. His duties must be first to make war, and only after that to govern. In fact, almost his sole duty will be to make war! Of the fourteen legions which went with Pius and Calvinus two and a half years ago, it seems perhaps seven are left, and all of these are with Pius in Further Spain. Nearer Spain is garrisoned—by Quintus Sertorius. There is no one in the province to oppose him.


  “Whoever we send to Nearer Spain will have to bring an army with him—we cannot take troops off Pius. And we have the nucleus of that army sitting in Capua, four good legions mostly composed of Sullan veterans. Who have steadfastly refused to go to Spain under the command of any other man than Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. Who is not a senator, but a knight.”


  Philippus paused for a long time, unmoving, to let this sink in. When he resumed his voice was brisker, more practical.


  “So there, my fellow senators, we have one suggestion, courtesy of the Capuan army—Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. However, the law as Lucius Cornelius Sulla wrote it stipulates that command must go first to someone who is a member of the Senate, who is willing to take the command, and who is militarily qualified to take the command. I intend to discover now if there is such a man in the Senate.”


  He turned to the curule podium and looked at the senior consul. “Decimus Junius Brutus, do you want the command?”


  “No, Lucius Marcius, I do not. I am too old, too untalented.”


  “Mamercus?”


  “No, Lucius Marcius, I do not. My army is disaffected.”


  “Urban praetor?”


  “Even if my magistracy permitted me to leave Rome for more than ten days, I do not,” said Gnaeus Aufidius Orestes.


  “Foreign praetor?”


  “No, Lucius Marcius, I do not,” said Marcus Aurelius Cotta.


  After which six more praetors declined.


  Philippus turned then to the front rows and began to ask the consulars.


  “Marcus Tullius Decula?”


  “No.”


  “Quintus Lutatius Catulus?”


  “No.”


  And so it went, one nay after another.


  Philippus presumed to ask himself, and answered: “No, I do not! I am too old, too fat—and too militarily inept.”


  He turned then from one side of the House to the other. “Is there any man present who feels himself qualified to take this high command? Gaius Scribonius Curio, what about you?”


  Nothing would Curio have liked better than to say yes: but Curio had been bought, and honor dictated his reply. “No.”


  There was one very young senator in attendance who had to sit on both his hands and bite his itching tongue to remain still and silent, but he managed it because he knew Philippus would never countenance his appointment. Gaius Julius Caesar was not going to draw attention to himself until he stood at least an outside chance of winning.


  “So then,” said Philippus, “it comes back to the special commission and to Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. With your own ears you have heard man after man disqualify himself. Now it may be that among those senators and promagistrates at this moment on duty abroad, there is a suitable man. But we cannot afford to wait! The situation must be dealt with now or we will lose the Spains! And it is very clear to me that the only man available and suitable is Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus! A knight rather than a senator. But he has been under arms since his sixteenth year, and since his twentieth year he has led his own legions into battle after battle! Our late lamented Lucius Cornelius Sulla preferred him over all other men. Rightly so! Young Pompeius Magnus has experience, talent, a huge pool of veteran soldiers, and Rome’s best interests at heart.


  “We own the constitutional means to appoint this young man governor of Nearer Spain with a proconsular imperium, to authorize him to command however many legions we see fit, and to overlook his knight status. However, I would like to request that we do not word his special commission to suggest that we deem him to have already served as consul. Non pro consule, sed pro consulibus—not as a consul after his year in office, but rather on behalf of the consuls of the year. That way he is permanently reminded of his special commission.”


  Philippus sat down; Decimus Junius Brutus the senior consul stood up. “Members of this house, I will see a division. Those in favor of granting a special commission with a proconsular imperium and six legions to Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, knight, stand to my right. Those opposed, stand to my left.”


  No one stood to Decimus Brutus’s left, even the very young senator Gaius Julius Caesar.


  PART VI


  from SEPTEMBER 77 B.C.


  until WINTER 72—71 B.C.
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  There was no one with whom Pompey could share the news when Philippus’s letter arrived in Mutina, and no one when the Senate’s decree came through on the Ides of Sextilis. He was still trying to persuade Varro that the expedition to Spain would be as interesting as it was beneficial to an up—and—coming author of natural and man—made phenomena, but Varro’s responses to his many missives were lukewarm. Varro’s children had arrived at an age he found delightful and he had no wish to absent himself from Rome for what might be a long time.


  The new proconsul who had never been consul was very well prepared, and knew exactly how he intended to proceed. First, he wrote to the Senate and informed it that he would take three of the four legions which had belonged to Catulus and then to Mamercus, and three legions made up of his own veterans. However, he said, the kind of war Metellus Pius was waging in Further Spain did not seem to be an attacking one, and the emphasis had shifted from the Further to the Nearer province since Metellus Pius’s early days; therefore he requested that the Senate instruct Metellus Pius to give up one of his seven legions to Pompey. That worthy’s brother-in-law, Gaius Memmius, was now a tribune of the soldiers with Metellus Pius, but the following year would see him old enough to stand for quaestor; would it be possible that Gaius Memmius be allowed to stand for quaestor in absentia, and then join Pompey’s staff as quaestor for Nearer Spain?


  The Senate’s assent (it was now clay in Philippus’s hands) came back before Pompey quit Mutina, bolstering his conviction that whatever he wanted would be given to him. Now the father of a son almost two years old and a daughter born earlier in this year, Pompey had left Mucia Tertia at his stronghold in Picenum and issued firm orders that she was not to visit Rome in his absence. He expected a long campaign and could see no virtue in exposing his beautiful and enigmatic wife to temptation.


  Though he had already raised a thousand horse—troopers from among his old cavalry units, it was Pompey’s intention to add to their number by recruiting in Gaul-across-the-Alps, one good reason why he preferred to go to Spain by the land route. He was also a poor sailor, dreaded the sea, and did not trust it as a way of reaching his new province, though the winter winds favored it.


  Every map had been studied, every trader and frequenter of the land route to Spain had been interviewed. The Via Domitia was, however, fraught with difficulties: as Pompey now knew. After Marcus Perperna Veiento had crossed with the remnants of Lepidus’s army from Sardinia to Liguria and headed off in the direction of Spain, he had taken great delight in working as much mischief for Rome along the way as he could. The result was that all the principal tribes of Gaul-across-the-Alps were in revolt—Helvii, Vocontii, Salluvii, Volcae Arecomici.


  The worst aspect of tribal unrest in the further Gallic province lay in the delays Pompey would suffer as he fought his way to Spain through territory full of hostile and formidably warlike peoples. Of eventual success he had no doubt, but he desperately wanted to arrive in Nearer Spain before this coming winter cracked down; if he was to make sure that he and not Metellus Pius won the war against Sertorius, he could not afford to spend a whole year getting to Spain, and that seemed a likely prospect given the unrest in Gaul-across-the-Alps. All the passes through the Alps were in the custody of one or another of the tribes at present in revolt; the headhunting Salluvii controlled the lofty ranges of the Alpes Maritimae closest to the sea, the Vocontii occupied the valley of the Druentia River and the Mons Genava Pass, the Helvii guarded the middle reaches of the Rhodanus Valley, and the Volcae Arecomici lay athwart the Via Domitia to Spain below the central massif of the Cebenna.


  It would add laurels to his brow if he suppressed all these barbarian insurrections, of course—but not laurels of high enough quality. They lay in the purlieu of Sertorius. Therefore—how to avoid a long and costly transit of Gaul-across-the-Alps?


  The answer had occurred to Pompey before he marched from Mutina in the first part of September: he would avoid the usual roads by blazing a new one. The largest of the northern tributaries which fed into the Padus River was the Duria Major, which came down rushing and roaring from the highest alps of all, those towering between the bowl of western Italian Gaul and the lakes and rivers feeding eastern Gallia Comata—Lake Lemanna, the upper Rhodanus River, and the mighty Rhenus River which divided the lands of the Gauls from the lands of the Germans. The beautiful cleft carved out of the mountains by the Duria Major was always known as the Vale of the Salassi because it was inhabited by a Gallic tribe called the Salassi; when a generation ago gold had been found in the stream as an alluvium and Roman prospectors had begun to cull it, the Salassi had so strenuously resisted this Roman intrusion that no one any longer tried to retrieve the gold much further up the Vale than the town of Eporedia.


  But at the very top of the Vale of the Salassi there were said to be two passes across the Alpes Penninae. One was a literal goat track which led over the very highest mountains and down to a settlement of the tribe Veragri called Octodurum, and then followed the source—stream of the Rhodanus until it entered the eastern end of Lake Lemanna; because of its ten—thousand—foot altitude this pass was only open during summer and early autumn, and was too treacherous to permit the passage of an army. The second pass lay at an altitude of about seven thousand feet and was wide enough to accommodate wagons, though its road was not paved or Roman—surveyed; it led to the northern sources of the Isara River and the lands of the Allobroges, then to the Rhodanus about halfway down its course to the Middle Sea. The German Cimbri had fled through this pass after their defeat by Gaius Marius and Catulus Caesar at Vercellae, though their progress had been slow and most of them had been killed by the Allobroges and the Ambarri further west.


  During the first interview Pompey conducted with a group of tamed Salassi, he abandoned any thought of the higher pass; but the lower one interested him mightily. A path wide enough for wagons—no matter how rough or perilous it might prove to be—meant that he could traverse it with his legions—and, he hoped, his cavalry. The season was about a month behind the calendar, so he would cross the Alpes Graiae in high summer if he got going by early September, and the chances of snow even at seven thousand feet were minimal. He decided not to cart any baggage by wagon, trusting that he would be able to find his heavier provisions and equipment around Narbo in the far Gallic province, and thus commandeered every mule he could find to serve as a pack animal.
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  “We’re going to move fast, no matter how difficult the terrain,” he told his assembled army at dawn on the day he marched. “The less warning the Allobroges have of our advent, the better our chances of not becoming bogged down in a war I’d much rather not fight. Nothing must be allowed to prevent us reaching the Pyrenees before the lowest pass into Spain is closed! Gaul-across-the-Alps morally belongs to the Domitii Ahenobarbi—and as far as I’m concerned, they can keep it! We want to be in Nearer Spain by winter. And be in Nearer Spain by winter we will be!”


  The army crossed the lower of the two passes at the top of the Vale of the Salassi at the end of September and encountered surprisingly little opposition from either the route itself or the people who lived along it. When Pompey descended into the Isara valley and the lands of the fierce Allobroges, he caught them so much by surprise that they brandished their spears in the direction of his dust and never succeeded in catching up with him. It was not until he reached the Rhodanus itself that he chanced upon organized opposition. This came from the Helvii, who lived on the great river’s western bank and in part of the Cebenna massif behind. But they proved easy meat for Pompey, who defeated several contingents of Helvii warriors sent against him, then demanded and took hostages against future good behavior. The Vocontii and Salluvii courageous enough to venture down onto the Rhodanus plains met the same fate, as did the Volcae Arecomici after Pompey’s army had crossed the causeway through the marshes between Arelate and Nemausus. Past the last danger, Pompey then bundled up his cache of several hundred child hostages and sent them to Massilia for custody.


  Before winter he had crossed the Pyrenees and found himself an excellent campsite among the civilized Indigetes around the township of Emporiae. Pompey was into Nearer Spain, but barely. The proconsul who had never been a senator—let alone a consul—sat down to write to the Senate of his adventures since leaving Italian Gaul, with heavy emphasis upon his own courage and daring in blazing a new way across the Alps, and upon the ease with which he had defeated Gallic opposition.


  Missing the finishing touches Varro had always applied to his bald and fairly limited prose, Pompey then wrote to the other proconsul, Metellus Pius the Piglet in Further Spain.


  I have arrived at Emporiae and gone into winter camp. I intend to spend the winter toughening my troops for next year’s campaigns. I believe the Senate has ordered you to give me one of your legions. By now my brother-in-law Gaius Memmius will have been elected quaestor. He is to be my quaestor, and can lead your donated legion to me.


  Obviously the best way to defeat Quintus Sertorius is for us to work in concert. That is why the Senate did not appoint one of the two of us senior to the other. We are to be co-commanders and work together.


  Now I have spent a great deal of time talking to men who know Spain, and I have devised a grand strategy for us in this coming year. Sertorius does not care to penetrate the Further province east of the Baetis because it is so densely settled and Romanized. There are not enough savages there to make it receptive to Sertorius.


  It behooves you, Quintus Caecilius, to look after your Further province and do nothing which might provoke Sertorius to invade your lands east of the Baetis. I will eject him from coastal Nearer Spain this year. It will not be an arduous campaign from the point of view of supplies, as this coastal area contains excellent forage growing on good terrain. I will march south in the spring, cross the Iberus River and head for New Carthage, which I ought to reach comfortably by midsummer. Gaius Memmius will take the one legion you owe me and march from the Baetis via Ad Fraxinum and Eliocroca to New Carthage, which of course is still our town. Just isolated from the rest of the Nearer province by Sertorius’s forces. After I join up with Gaius Memmius in New Carthage we will return to winter at Emporiae, strengthening the various coastal towns as we go.


  The following year I will eject Sertorius from inland Nearer Spain and drive him south and westinto the lands of the Lusitani. In the third year, Quintus Caecilius, we will combine our two armies and crush him on the Tagus.


  When Metellus Pius received this communication midway through January he retired to his study in the house he occupied in the town of Hispalis, there to peruse it in private. He didn’t laugh; its contents were too serious. But smile sourly he did, unaware that Sulla had once got a letter not unlike this one, full of airy information about a country Sulla knew far better than Pompey did. Ye gods, the young butcher was sure of himself! And so patronizing!


  Three years had now gone by since Metellus Pius and his eight legions had arrived in Further Spain, three years which had seen Sertorius outgeneral and outthink him. No one had a more profound respect for Quintus Sertorius and his legate Lucius Hirtuleius than did Metellus Pius the Piglet. And no one knew better than he how hard it would be—even for a Pompey—to beat Sertorius and Hirtuleius. As far as he was concerned, the tragedy lay in the fact that Rome had not given him long enough. According to Aesop slow but steady won the race, and Metellus Pius was the embodiment of slow but steady. He had licked his wounds and reorganized his forces to absorb the loss of one legion, then skulked in his province without provoking Sertorius. Very deliberately. For while he waited and assembled the intelligence reports detailing Sertorius’s movements, he thought. He did not believe it impossible to beat Sertorius; rather, he believed Sertorius could not be beaten by orthodox military methods. And, he had become convinced, the answer lay at least partly in establishing a more cunning and devious intelligence network—the kind of intelligence network which would make it impossible for Sertorius to anticipate his troop movements. On the surface, a tall order, as the natives were the key to intelligence for both himself and Sertorius. But not an insuperable task! Metellus Pius was working out a way.


  Now Pompey had entered upon the Spanish stage, empowered by the Senate (or rather, by Philippus) with an equal imperium, and quite sure his own talents far outshone Sertorius, Hirtuleius and Metellus Pius combined. Well, time would teach Pompey what Metellus Pius knew full well Pompey was not at the moment willing to hear; time and a few defeats. Oh, there could be no doubt that the young man was as brave as a lion—but the Piglet had known Sertorius since his eighteenth year, and knew that Sertorius too was as brave as a lion. What was more important by far, he was Gaius Marius’s military heir; he understood the art of war as few in the history of Rome ever had. However, Metellus Pius had begun to sniff out Sertorius’s weakness, and was almost sure it lay in his ideas about himself. Could those royal and magical ideas be undermined, Sertorius might unravel.


  But Sertorius would not unravel, Metellus Pius decided, because a Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus opposed him on a battlefield.


  His son came in, having knocked and been bidden to enter; Metellus Pius was a stickler for the correct etiquette. Known to everyone as Metellus Scipio (though in private his father addressed him as Quintus), the son’s full name was majestic: Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Cornelianus Scipio Nasica. Now nineteen years old, he had traveled out the year before to join his father’s staff as a contubernalis, very pleased that—as his own father had done before him—he could serve his military training under his father. The paternal bond was not a close blood tie, for Metellus Pius had adopted the eldest son of his wife Licinia’s sister, married to Scipio Nasica. Why the elder Licinia was fertile enough to have produced many children and the younger Licinia barren, the Piglet did not know. These things happened, and when they did a man either divorced his barren wife or—if he loved her, as the Piglet did his Licinia—adopted.


  On the whole the Piglet was pleased at the result of this adoption, though he might perhaps have wished that the boy was ever so slightly more intelligent and considerably less naturally arrogant. But the latter could be expected; Scipio Nasica was arrogant. Tall and well built, Metellus Scipio owned a certain haughtiness of expression which had to serve as a substitute for good looks, of which he had none. His eyes were blue—grey and his hair quite light, so he didn’t look at all like his adoptive father. And if some of his contemporaries (like young Cato) had been heard to say that Metellus Scipio always walked around as if he had a bad smell under his nose, it was generally agreed that he did have something to turn up his nose about. Since his tenth birthday he had been contracted in betrothal to the daughter of Mamercus and his first wife, a Claudia Pulchra, and though the two young people did a great deal of squabbling, Metellus Scipio was genuinely very attached to Aemilia Lepida, as she was to him.


  “A letter from Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus in Emporiae,” said Metellus Pius to his son, waving it in the air but showing no inclination to allow his son to read it.


  The superior expression on Metellus Scipio’s face increased; he sniffed contemptuously. “It is an outrage, Father,” he said.


  “In one way yes, Quintus my son. However, the contents of his letter have cheered me up considerably. Our brilliant young military prodigy obviously deems Sertorius a military dunce—no equal for himself!”


  “Oh, I see.” Metellus Scipio sat down. “Pompeius thinks he’ll wrap Sertorius up in one short campaign, eh?”


  “No, no, my son! Three campaigns,” said the Piglet gently.


  *


  Sertorius had spent the winter in his new capital of Osca together with his most valued legate, Lucius Hirtuleius, another extremely capable legate, Gaius Herennius, and the relative newcomer, Marcus Perperna Veiento.


  When Perperna had first arrived things had not gone well, for Perperna had automatically assumed that his gift of twenty thousand infantry and fifteen hundred cavalry would remain in his own personal command.


  But, “I cannot allow that,” had Sertorius said.


  Perperna had reacted with outrage. “They are my men, Quintus Sertorius! It is my prerogative to say what happens to them and how they should be used! And I say they still belong to me!”


  “Why are you trying to emulate Caepio the Consul before the battle of Arausio?” asked Sertorius. “Don’t even think of it, Veiento! In Spain there is only one commander-in-chief and one consul—me!”


  This had not ended the matter. Perperna maintained to all and sundry that Sertorius did not have the right to refuse him an equal status or take his army off him.


  Then Sertorius had aired it before his senate. “Marcus Perperna Veiento wishes to make war against the Roman presence in Spain as a separate entity and with a rank equal to mine,” he said. “He will not take orders from me or follow my strategies. I ask you, Conscript Fathers, to inform this man that he must subordinate himself to me or leave Spain.”


  Sertorius’s senate was happy so to inform Perperna, but still Perperna had refused to accept defeat. Sure that right and custom were on his side, he appealed to his army in assembly. And was told by his men in no uncertain terms that Sertorius was in the right of it. They would serve Quintus Sertorius, not Perperna.


  So Perperna had finally subsided. It had seemed to everyone (including Sertorius) that he gave in with good grace and held no grudges. But underneath his placid exterior Perperna smouldered still, keeping the coals of his outrage from dying out. As far as he was concerned, in Roman terms he ranked exactly with Quintus Sertorius: both of them had been praetors, neither consul.


  Unaware that Perperna still boiled, Sertorius proceeded that winter Pompey had arrived in Spain to draw up his plans for the coming year’s campaign.


  “I don’t know Pompeius at all,” said the commander-in-chief without undue concern. “However, after looking at his career, I don’t think he’ll be hard to beat. Had I deemed Carbo capable of winning against Sulla, I would have remained in Italy. He had some good men in Carrinas, Censorinus and Brutus Damasippus, but by the time he himself deserted—which is really when we might have seen what Pompeius was made of—he left an utterly demoralized command and soldiery behind. Even if one goes back to Pompeius’s earliest battles it becomes obvious that he has never faced a truly able general or an army with an indestructable spirit.”


  “All that will change!” said Hirtuleius, grinning.


  “It certainly will. What do they call him? Kid Butcher? Well, I don’t think I’ll glorify him to that extent—I’ll just call him a kid. He’s cocksure and conscienceless, and he has no respect for Roman institutions. If he did, he wouldn’t be here with an imperium equal to the old woman’s in Further Spain. He manipulated the Senate into giving him this command when he has absolutely no right to it, no matter what special clauses Sulla might have incorporated into his laws. So it’s up to me to show him his proper place. Which is not nearly as high as he thinks.”


  “What will he do, any idea?” asked Herennius.


  “Oh, the logical thing,” said Sertorius cheerfully. “He’ll march down the east coast to take it off us.”


  “What about the old woman?’’ asked Perperna, who had adopted Sertorius’s name for Metellus Pius with glee.
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  “Well, he hasn’t exactly shone so far, has he? Just in case Pompeius’s advent has emboldened him, however, we’ll pin him down in his province. I’ll mass the Lusitani on his western borders. That will oblige him to leave the Baetis and take up residence on the Anas, an extra hundred miles on the march from the coast of Nearer Spain if he’s tempted to aid Pompeius. I don’t think he will be tempted, mind you. The old woman is unadventurous and cautious. And why would he strain at the bit to help a kid who has managed to prise identical imperium out of the Senate? The old woman is a stickler, Perperna. He’ll do his duty to Rome no matter who has been given identical imperium. But he won’t do one iota more. With the Lusitani swarming on the far side of the Anas, he’ll see his first duty as containing them.”


  The meeting broke up and Sertorius went to feed his white fawn. This creature, magical enough by virtue of its rare color, had assumed enormous importance in the eyes of his native Spanish followers, who regarded it as evidence of Sertorius’s divinely bestowed magical powers. He had not lost his knack with wild animals over the years, and by the time he arrived in Spain the second time he was well aware of the profound effect his ability to snap his fingers and call up wild creatures to him had on the native peoples. The white fawn, apparently motherless, had come to him two years ago out of the mountains in central Spain, tiny and demure; dazzled by its beauty, he had gone down on his knees to it without pausing to think what he was doing, only concerned to put his arms around it and comfort it. But his Spaniards had murmured in awe and looked at him quite differently from that day forward. For the white fawn, they were convinced, was no one less than a personification of their chief goddess, Diana, who was showing Sertorius her special favor and raising him above all other men. And he had known who the white fawn was! For he had gone down on his knees in humble worship.


  The white fawn had been with him ever since, followed him about like a dog. No other man or woman would it permit to go near it; only Sertorius. And—more magical still!—it had never grown, remained a dainty ruby-eyed mite which frisked and cavorted around Sertorius begging to be hugged and kissed, and slept on a sheepskin at the side of his bed. Even when he campaigned it was with him. During battles he tied it to a post in some safe place, for if he left it free it would always try to reach him in the fray, and he could not afford the risk of its dying; did it die, his Spaniards would deem him deserted by the goddess.


  In truth he had begun to think himself that the white fawn was a sign of divine blessing, and believed in it more and more; he called it, of course, Diana, and referred to himself when he spoke to it as Daddy.


  “Daddy’s here, Diana!” he called.


  And Diana came to him eagerly, asking to be kissed. He knelt down to its level and put his arms about its shivering form, put his lips to the soft sleekness of its head, one hand pulling on its ear in rhythmic caresses it loved. He always excluded it from his house when he conferred with his legates, and it would mope, sure it had in some inexplicable way offended Daddy. The frenzy of guilt and contrition with which it greeted him afterward had to be dealt with in extra hugs and many murmured words of love; only then would it eat. Perhaps understandably, he thought more of Diana than he did of his German wife and his half—German son—there was nothing god—given about them. Only his mother did he love more than he did Diana, and her he had not seen in seven years.


  The white fawn nosing contentedly at its rich dried grasses (for winter in Osca meant snow and ice, not grazing), Sertorius sat down on a boulder outside his back door and tried to insert himself inside Pompey’s mind. A kid! Did Rome truly believe that a kid from Picenum could defeat him! By the time he rose he had concluded that Rome and the Senate had been tricked by the shell game Philippus performed so well. For of course Sertorius maintained contact with certain people inside Rome—and they were neither humble nor obscure. Beneath Sulla’s blanket many malcontents moved invisibly, and some of them had made it their business to keep Sertorius informed. Since the appointment of Pompey the tenor of these communications had changed a little; a few important men were beginning to hint that if Quintus Sertorius could defeat the new champion of the Senate, Rome might be glad to welcome him home as the Dictator.


  But he had thought of something else too, and privately summoned Lucius Hirtuleius to see him.


  “We’ll make absolutely sure the old woman stays in Further Spain,” he said to Hirtuleius, “for it may be that the Lusitani won’t be discouragement enough. I want you and your brother to take the Spanish army to Laminium in the spring and station yourselves there. Then if the old woman does decide to try to help the kid, you’ll contain him. Whether he attempts to break out of his province via the headwaters of the Anas or the Baetis, you’ll be in his way.”


  The Spanish army was just that, forty thousand Lusitanian and Celtiberian tribesmen whom Sertorius and Hirtuleius had painfully but successfully trained to fight like Roman legions. Sertorius had other Spanish forces which he had retained in their native guise, superb at ambush and guerrilla warfare; but he had known from the beginning that if he was to beat Rome in Spain, he must also have properly trained Roman legions at his disposal. Many men of Roman or Italian nationality had drifted to enlist under him since Carbo’s final defeat, but not enough. Thus had Sertorius generated his Spanish army.


  “Can you do without us against Pompeius?” asked Hirtuleius.


  “Easily, with Perperna’s men.”


  “Then don’t worry about the old woman. My brother and I will make sure he stays in Further Spain.”


  *


  “Now remember,” said Metellus Pius to Gaius Memmius as that worthy prepared to march for New Carthage, “that your troops are more precious than your own skin. If things should take a turn for the worse—that is, if Pompeius should not do as well as he thinks he will—get your men into shelter strong enough to keep them safe from attack. You’re a good reliable fellow, Memmius, and I’m sorry to lose you. But don’t forget your men.”


  Handsome face solemn, Pompey’s new quaestor who happened to be his brother-in-law as well led his single legion eastward across country commonly held to be the richest and most fertile on earth—richer than Campania, richer than Egypt, richer than Asia Province. With exactly the right summer and winter climates, lavish water from rivers fed by perpetual snow and deep alluvial soils, Further Spain was a breadbasket, green in spring and early summer, golden at the bountiful harvest. Its beasts were fat and productive, its waters teemed with fish.


  With Gaius Memmius there journeyed two men who were neither Roman nor Spanish; an uncle and nephew of almost the same age, both named Kinahu Hadasht Byblos. By blood they were Phoenician and by nationality citizens of the great city port of Gades, which had been founded as a Phoenician colony nearly a thousand years before and still kept its Punic roots and customs very much in the foreground of Gadetanian life. The rule of the Carthaginians had not been difficult to accept, as the Carthaginians were also of Punic stock. Then had come the Romans, who proved to suit the people of Gades too; Gades prospered, and gradually the noble Gadetani had come to understand that the destiny of their city was inextricably bound to Rome’s. Any civilized people of the Middle Sea was preferable to domination by the barbarian tribesmen of eastern and central Spain, and the chief fear of the Gadetani remained that Rome would eventually deem Spain not worth the keeping, would withdraw. It was for that reason that the uncle and nephew named Kinahu Hadasht Byblos traveled with Gaius Memmius and his single legion to make themselves useful in any way they could. Memmius had gladly handed them the responsibility for procuring supplies, and used them also as interpreters and sources of information. Because he could not comfortably pronounce their Punic name, and because they spoke Latin (quite well, both of them!) with a lisp emerging from their own lisping language, Pompey’s new quaestor had nicknamed them Balbus, which indicated a speech impediment; though he couldn’t work out why, Memmius had learned that they were enormously pleased to be dowered with a Latin cognomen.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius has instructed me to proceed through Ad Fraxinum and Eliocroca,” said Memmius to the elder Balbus. “Is that really the way we ought to go?”


  “I think so, Gaius Memmius,” said the foreign-looking Balbus, whose hooked nose and high cheekbones proclaimed his Semitic blood, as did his very large dark eyes. “It means we’ll follow the Baetis almost all the way to its western sources, then cross the Orospeda Mountains where they are narrowest. It is a watershed, but if we march from Ad Fraxinum to Basti we can pick up a road leading across the watershed to Eliocroca on the far side. From Eliocroca we descend rapidly onto the Campus Spartarius. That is what the Romans call the plains of the Contestani around New Carthage. There are no advantages to going any other way.”


  “How much opposition are we likely to encounter?”


  “None until we cross the Orospeda. Beyond that, who knows?”


  “Are the Contestani for us or against us?”


  Balbus shrugged in a very foreign way. “Can one be sure of any Spanish tribe? The Contestani have always dwelt in proximity to civilized men, which ought to count for something. But one must call Sertorius a civilized man too, and all the Spanish admire him very much.”


  “Then we shall see what we shall see,” said Memmius, and worried no more about it; first reach Eliocroca.


  Until Gaius Marius had opened up the mines in the ranges between the Baetis and the Anas (called the Marian Mountains after him), the Orospeda Mountains had been the chief source of lead and silver exploited by Rome. As a result the southern part of the ranges was thin of forest, and that included Memmius’s line of march. Altogether he had a distance of three hundred miles to negotiate, two hundred less than Pompey, but because the terrain was more difficult Memmius had started out somewhat earlier than Pompey, in mid—March. At the end of April, not having hurried at all, he came down from the Orospeda to the little town of Eliocroca on a southern branch of the Tader River; the Campus Spartarius stretched before him.


  Having been in Spain too long to trust any native people, Memmius tightened his ranks up and marched defensively toward New Carthage, some thirty miles away to the southwest. Wisely, as he soon discovered. Not far down the good mining road from Eliocroca he found the Contestani lying in wait for him, and promised an offering to Jupiter Optimus Maximus of a bull calf if he kept his legion intact until he could reach safety. Safety obviously was New Carthage itself; Gaius Memmius wasted no time thinking about remaining anywhere outside its island peninsula.


  They were a very long twenty-five miles, but the two hundred Gallic cavalry he had with him he sent ahead to guard the approach to the bridge between the mainland and the city, deeming his plight hopeless only if the Contestani cut him off at that one narrowest point. He had started at a brisk pace from Eliocroca at dawn, encountered the massed tribesmen five miles further on, then fought his way crablike with his cohorts in square on the road, the men forming its sides within the moving column spelling the men on its exposed sides. Foot soldiers themselves and unused to pitched battle, the Contestani could not break his formation. When he reached the bridge he found it uncontested and passed across to safety, his legion intact.


  The elder Balbus he sent to Gades aboard a dowdy ship which reeked of garum, the malodorous fish paste so prized by every cook in the world; the letter Balbus carried to Metellus Pius was a whiffy one, but no less important for that. It explained the situation, asked for help, and warned Metellus Pius that New Carthage could not last out until winter unless it got food. The younger Balbus he sent on a more perilous mission, to penetrate the boiling tribes north of New Carthage and try to reach Pompey.


  *


  Pompey left the vicinity of Emporiae fairly early in April, his local advisers having informed him that the volume of the Iberus would be low enough by the end of April to allow him to ford it comfortably.


  He had satisfactorily solved the problem of his legates by commissioning none but Picentines or Italians and investing as his two senior legates Lucius Afranius and Marcus Petreius, both viri militares from Picenum who had been under Pompeian eagles for some years. Caesar’s messmate from Mitylene, Aulus Gabinius, came from a Picentine family; Gaius Cornelius was not one of the patrician Cornelii, nor was Decimus Laelius related to the Laelii who had risen into prominence under Scipio Africanus and Scipio Aemilianus. Militarily all had proven themselves or showed promise, but socially none of them save perhaps Aulus Gabinius (whose father and uncle were senators) could hope to advance in Rome without large rations of Pompey’s patronage.


  Things went very well. Advancing rapidly down the coast, Pompey and his six legions and his fifteen hundred cavalrymen actually reached Dertosa on the north bank of the Iberus before encountering any opposition at all. As Pompey began to ford the Iberus some two legions commanded by Herennius attempted to thwart him, but were easily beaten off; Pompey’s chest swelled and he proceeded south in optimistic mood. Not far down the road Herennius reappeared, this time reinforced by two legions under Perperna, but when the soldiers in their vanguard began to fall, they drew off southward in a hurry.


  Pompey’s scouts were excellent. As he moved steadily further from the Iberus they brought him word that Herennius and Perperna had gone to earth in the big enemy town of Valentia, almost a hundred miles to the south of Pompey’s position. As Valentia lay on the Turis River and the wide alluvial plains of the Turis were rich and intensively farmed, Pompey increased his speed. When he reached Saguntum—near the mouth of a small, short river which lay in the midst of fairly poor country—he learned from his trusty scouts that Sertorius himself was completely out of range, could not possibly assist Herennius and Perperna to hold Valentia. Apparently afraid that Metellus Pius was going to invade northern Spain from the headwaters of the Tagus, Sertorius had positioned his own army on the upper reaches of the Salo at Segontia, where he would be able to intercept the Piglet as he emerged from the narrow bridge of mountains which separated the Tagus from the Iberus. Crafty, thought Pompey smugly, but you really ought to be within hailing distance of Herennius and Perperna, Sertorius!


  It was now the middle of May, and Pompey was learning how cruelly hot the long summer of the Spanish lowlands could be. He was also learning how much water his men could drink in one short day, and how quickly they could devour his food supplies. With the harvest still several months off, foraging for grain had yielded little from the granaries of whattowns he had passed through once he left the Iberus. This coast—which had looked so rich on his maps and sounded so rich when his advisers spoke of it—was no Italy; if he had always thought of the Adriatic coast as poor and underpopulated, it was fairer and denser by far than the littoral of eastern Spain.


  Protesting itself loyal to Rome, Saguntum was unable to give him grain. Pirates had raided its storage silos, the people of the town would eat sparingly until their crops came in. Thus Valentia and the plains of the Turis beckoned; Pompey struck camp and marched.


  If the sight of the formidable crags inland gave even a remote promise of how tortuous and difficult it would be for any army to march through central Spain, then Sertorius, sitting in Segontia in early May, could not hope to relieve Valentia before the end of June—and that, his scouts assured Pompey, only if Sertorius learned to fly! Unable to credit that any general could lead men faster than he could, Pompey believed his scouts, who may have been genuinely of that opinion—or who more likely were secretly working for Sertorius. Be that as it may, not one day south of Saguntum, Pompey learned that Sertorius and his army were already between him and Valentia—and busy attacking the loyal Roman town of Lauro!


  What Pompey could not have been brought to understand was that Sertorius knew every kink, every valley, every pass and every track between the Middle Sea and the mountains of western Spain—and that he could move through them at seemingly incredible speed because each village and hamlet he encountered would if asked give him all its food, would push him onward with a love which amounted to adulation. No Celtiberian or Lusitanian welcomed the Roman presence in Spain; every Celtiberian and Lusitanian realized that Rome was in Spain only to exploit the country’s riches. That this bright white hope, Sertorius, was himself a Roman the native Spanish peoples saw as a special gift from their gods. For who knew how to fight the Romans better than a Roman?


  When the scouts reported back that Sertorius led but two small legions, Pompey gasped. The cheek of it! The gall of it! To lay siege to a Roman town not far from six crack Roman legions and fifteen hundred horse—! It beggared description!


  Off went Pompey to Lauro in a fever of anticipation, exultant because Fortune had given him Sertorius as his adversary so early in the war.


  A cool dispassionate look at Lauro and Sertorius’s lines from atop a vantage point to the north of the little plain was more than enough to reinforce Pompey’s confidence. A mile to the east of Lauro’s walls lay the sea, while to the west there reared a high but flat—topped hill. To one looking down on the situation from Pompey’s superior height, the hill to the west was the ideal base from which to conduct operations. Yet Sertorius had quite ignored it! Mind made up, Pompey hustled his army west of the city walls intent upon occupying the hill, and sure that the hill was already his. Riding upon his big white bedizened Public Horse, the twenty-nine-year-old general led his troops and cavalry himself—and at the double—striding out in front so that those who were massed atop Lauro’s walls would be sure to see him in person.


  Though he was looking at the hill all the way to its foot, Pompey had actually arrived there before he saw its flat top bristling with spears. And suddenly the air was rent by boos, jeers, catcalls: Sertorius and his men were shouting down to Pompey that he’d have to be speedier than that if he wanted to take a hill from Quintus Sertorius!


  “Did you think I wouldn’t realize you’d make for it, kid?” came one lone voice from the top. “You’re too slow! Think you’re as clever as Africanus and as brave as Horatius Cocles, don’t you, kid? Well, Quintus Sertorius says you’re an amateur! You don’t know what real soldiering is! But stay in the vicinity, kid, and let a professional show you!”


  Not foolish enough to attempt to storm Sertorius in such an impregnable position, Pompey had no other choice than to retreat. Eyes straight ahead, aware that his face was burning, he wheeled his horse and ploughed straight through the ranks of his own men and did not stop until he stood once more upon his original vantage point. By now the sun was past its zenith, but the day was long enough to fit one more maneuver into the hours left, and pride dictated that Pompey should fit it in.


  Chest heaving as he fought to discipline his emotions, he surveyed the scene again. Below him his own army stood at ease, gulping the last of the water from shrinking, wrinkled skins athwart each water donkey, and all too obviously talking to each other as they exposed their steaming heads to the drying rays of the sun and leaned upon their spears or shields. Talking about their lovely young general and his humiliation, wondering if this was going to be the first campaign their lovely young general couldn’t win. Wishing they had made their wills, no doubt.


  He hadn’t wanted Afranius or Petreius with him, couldn’t even bear the thought of the younger ones, especially Aulus Gabinius. But now he beckoned to Afranius and Petreius to ride up to him, and when they had ranged themselves one on either side of his Public Horse, he pointed with a stick at the scene in the distance. Not one word did his senior legates say, just waited dumbly to be told what Pompey wanted to do next.


  “See where Sertorius is?” Pompey asked, but rhetorically only; he didn’t expect a reply. “He’s busy along the walls, I think sapping them. His camp is right there. He’s come down from his hill, I see! He doesn’t really want it, he’s interested in taking the town. But I won’t fall for that trick again!” This was said through clenched teeth. “The distance we have to march before we engage him is about a mile, and the length of his line is about half that—he’s spread awfully thin, which is to our advantage. If he’s to stand any chance at all he’ll have to tighten up when he sees us coming—and we have to presume that he thinks he stands a chance, or he wouldn’t be there. He can scatter either west or east, or in both directions at once. I imagine he’ll go both ways—I would.” That popped out; Pompey reddened, but went on smoothly. “We’ll advance on him with our wings projecting ahead of our center, cavalry distributed equally between them on their tips, infantry—one legion to each wing—forming the densest part of the wings closest to the center, where I’ll put my other four legions. When an army is approaching across flat ground it’s hard to tell how far ahead of the center the wings are, and we’ll extend them further forward the closer we get. If he holds me light—and he seems to hold me light!—he won’t believe me capable of military guile. Until my wings enfold him on both sides and prevent his escaping to either the west or the east. We’ll roll him up against the walls, which leaves him nowhere to go.”


  Afranius ventured a remark. “It will work,” he said.


  Petreius nodded. “It will work,” he said.


  That was all the confirmation Pompey needed. At the foot of his vantage point he had the buglers blow “form ranks and fall into line,” and left Afranius and Petreius to issue his orders to the other legates and the leading centurions. Himself he busied in summoning six mounted heralds.


  Thus it was that by the time Afranius and Petreius returned to him it was too late and too public to dissuade him from what he had done; appalled, Afranius and Petreius watched the heralds ride away, hoping desperately that for Pompey’s sake Pompey’s new maneuver worked.


  While the army moved out, the heralds under a flag of truce rode right up to the outer defenses of Sertorius’s camp. There they brayed their message to the inhabitants of Lauro standing on top of Lauro’s walls.


  “Come out, all you people of Lauro!” they bellowed. “Come out! Line your battlements and watch while Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus teaches this renegade wolfshead who calls himself a Roman what being a true Roman is! Come out and watch Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus inflict absolute defeat upon Quintus Sertorius!”


  It was going to work! thought Pompey, smarting enough to ride once again in the forefront of his army. His wings extended further and further forward as the legions advanced, and still Sertorius made no move to order his men to flee east and west. They would be enclosed! Sertorius and all his soldiers would die, die, die! Oh, Sertorius would learn in the most painful and final way what it was like to anger Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus!


  The six thousand men Sertorius had held in reserve completely hidden from Pompey’s scouts as well as from Pompey’s high vantage point had fallen on Pompey’s unprotected rear and were tearing it into pieces before Pompey in the vanguard even knew. When he was apprised of it, there was nothing he could do to avert disaster. His wings were now so far forward that he was powerless to reverse their thrust, and they had turned inward, were busy engaging Sertorius’s men under Lauro’s walls—their battlements now black with observers of the debacle, thanks to Pompey’s heralds. When attempt after attempt to wheel failed, the most Pompey and his legates could do was to struggle frantically to form the four legions of the center into square. To make matters worse, squadrons of Sertorian cavalry were riding into view from behind Lauro and falling upon Pompey’s horse from the rear of his wing tips. Disaster piled upon disaster.


  But they were good men and ably served by good centurions, those veteran Roman legions Pompey led; they fought back bravely, though their mouths gaped from lack of water and a terrible dismay had filled their hearts because someone had outgeneraled their lovely young man, and they hadn’t thought there was anyone alive could do that. So Pompey and his legates managed in the end to form their square, and somehow even to pitch a camp.


  At dusk Sertorius drew off, left them to finish the camp amid mountainous heaps of dead. And amid jeers and boos which now came not only from Sertorius’s soldiers, but also from the citizens of Lauro. Pompey couldn’t even escape to weep in private, found himself too mortified to throw his scarlet general’s cape over his head and weep beneath its cover. Instead he forced himself to move here and there with smiles and encouraging words, cheering the parched men up, trying to think where he might find water, unable to think how he might extricate himself from shame.


  In the first light of dawn he sent to Sertorius and asked for time to dispose of his dead. His request was granted with sufficient generosity to enable him to shift his camp clear of the reeking field, and to a site well provided with potable water. But then a black depression descended upon him and he left it to his legates to count and bury the dead in deep pits and trenches; there was no timber nearby for burning, no oil either. As they toiled he withdrew to his command tent while his uninjured men—terribly, terribly few—constructed a stout camp around him to keep Sertorius at bay after the armistice was ended. Not until sunset, the battle now a day into the past, did Afranius venture to seek an audience. He came alone.


  “It will be the nundinae before we’re finished with the burial details,” said the senior legate in a matter—of—fact voice.


  The general spoke, equally matter—of—fact. “How many dead are there, Afranius?”


  “Ten thousand foot, seven hundred horse.”


  “Wounded?”


  “Five thousand fairly seriously, almost everybody else with cuts or bruises or scratches. Those troopers who lived are all right, but they’re short of mounts. Sertorius preferred to kill their horses.”


  “That means I’m down to four legions of foot—one legion of which is seriously wounded—and eight hundred troopers who cannot all be provided with horses.”


  “Yes.”


  “He whipped me like a cur.”


  Afranius said nothing, only looked at the leather wall of the tent with expressionless eyes.


  “He’s Gaius Marius’s cousin, isn’t he?”


  “That’s right.”


  “I suppose that accounts for it.”


  “I suppose it does.”


  Nothing more was said for quite a long time. Pompey broke the silence. “How can I explain this to the Senate?” It came out half whisper, half whimper.


  Afranius transferred his gaze from the tent wall to his commander’s face, and saw a man a hundred years old. His heart smote him, for he genuinely did love Pompey, as friend and overlord. Yet what alarmed him more than his natural grief for friend and overlord was his sudden conviction that if Pompey was not shored up, not given back his confidence and his inborn arrogance, the rest of him would waste away and die. This grey—faced old man was someone Afranius had never met.


  So Afranius said, “If I were you, I’d blame it on Metellus Pius. Say he refused to come out of his province to reinforce you. I’d triple the number of men in Sertorius’s army too.”


  Pompey reared back in horror. “No, Afranius! No! I could not possibly do that!”


  “Why?” asked Afranius, amazed; a Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus in the throes of moral or ethical dilemmas was an utter unknown.


  “Because,” said Pompey in a patient voice, “I am going to need Metellus Pius if I am to salvage anything out of this Spanish commission. I have lost nearly a third of my forces, and I cannot ask the Senate for more until I can claim at least one victory. Also because it is possible someone who lives in Lauro will escape to Rome. His story will have credence when he tells it. And because, though I am not a sage, I do believe that truth will out at exactly the worst moment.”


  “Oh, I understand!” cried Afranius, enormously relieved; Pompey was not experiencing moral or ethical scruples, he was just seeing the facts as the facts were. “Then you already know what you have to explain to the Senate,” he added, puzzled.


  “Yes, yes, I know!” snapped Pompey, goaded. “I simply don’t know how to explain it! In words, I mean! Varro isn’t here, and who else is there with the right words?”


  “I think,” said Afranius delicately, “that your own words are probably the right words for news like this. The connoisseurs of literature in the Senate will just assume that you’ve chosen a plain style for the plain truth—that’s how their minds work, if you ask me. As for the rest of them—they’re not connoisseurs, so they won’t see anything wrong with your words anyway.”


  This splendidly logical and pragmatic analysis went far toward cheering Pompey up, superficially at least. The deeper and more cruelly lacerated layers, incorporating as they did pride, dignitas, confidence, and many complicated images of self, would be slow to mend; some layers would mend maimed, some layers would perhaps not mend at all.


  Thus Pompey sat down to begin his report to the Senate with his nostrils assailed by the perpetual stench of rotting flesh, and did not spare himself even by omitting his rashness in sending heralds to cry to the citizens of Lauro, let alone his mistaken tactics on the battlefield itself. He then sent the draft, written with a stylus upon wax smeared and gouged by many erasures, to his secretary, who would copy it in fair script (with no spelling or grammatical errors) in ink upon paper. Not that he finished the missive; Lauro wasn’t finished.


  Sixteen days went by. Sertorius continued his investment of Lauro while Pompey did not move out of his camp. That this inertia could not last Pompey was well aware; he was rapidly running out of food, and his mules and horses were growing thinner almost as one looked at them. Yet he couldn’t retreat—not with Lauro under siege and Sertorius doing exactly as he liked. He had no choice but to forage. Upon pain of threatened torture his scouts swore to him that the fields to the north were entirely free of Sertorian patrols, so he ordered a large and well-armed expedition of cavalry to forage in the direction of Saguntum.


  The men had not been gone for two hours when a frantic message for help came: Sertorius’s men were swarming everywhere, picking off the troopers one by one. Pompey sent a full legion to the rescue, then spent the next hours pacing up and down the ramparts of his camp looking anxiously northward.


  Sertorius’s heralds gave him the verdict at sunset.


  “Go home, kid! Go back to Picenum, kid! You’re fighting real men now! You’re an amateur! How does it feel to run up against a professional? Want to know where your foraging party is, kid? Dead, kid! Every last one of them! But you needn’t worry about burying them this time, kid! Quintus Sertorius will bury them for you, free of charge! He’s got their arms and armor in payment for the service, kid! Go home! Go home!”


  It had to be a nightmare. It could not truly be happening! Where had the Sertorian forces come from when none of those who had fought on the battlefield, even the hidden cavalry, had moved from the siegeworks before Lauro?


  “These were not his legionaries or his regular cavalry, Gnaeus Pompeius,” said the chief scout, shivering in dread. “These were his guerrillas. They come out of nowhere, they ambush, they kill, they vanish again.”


  Thoroughly disenchanted with his Spanish scouts, Pompey had all of them executed and vowed that in future he~ ~would use his own Picentines as scouts; better to use men he trusted who didn’t know the countryside than men he couldn’t trust even if they did know the countryside. That was the first lesson of warfare in Spain he had really absorbed, though it was not to be the last. For he was not going home to Picenum! He was going to stay in Spain and have it out with Sertorius if he died in the effort! He would fight fire with fire, stone with stone, ice with ice. No matter how many blunders he made, no matter how many times that brilliant personification of anti—Roman evil might run tactical rings around him, he would not give up. Sixteen thousand of his soldiers were dead and almost all his cavalry. But he would not give up until the last man and the last horse were dead.


  The Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus who retreated slowly from Lauro at the end of Sextilis with the screams of the dying city echoing in his ears was a very different one from the man who had strutted south in the spring so full of his own importance, so confident, so careless. The new Gnaeus Pompeius could even listen with a look of alert interest on his face to the stentorian voices of the Sertorian heralds who dogged his footsteps detailing to his soldiers the hideous fate in store for the women of Lauro when they reached their new owners in far—western Lusitania. No other Sertorian personnel even bothered about his footsteps as he hastened north past Saguntum, past Sebelaci, past Intibili, across the Iberus. In less than thirty days Pompey brought his exhausted, half—starved men into their winter camp at Emporiae, and moved no more that awful year. Especially after he heard that Metellus Pius had won the only battle he had been called upon to fight—and won it brilliantly.


  It was after Metellus Pius had seen Balbus Senior and read Memmius’s letter that he began to think about how he might extricate Memmius from his incarceration in New Carthage. There had been changes in the man Sertorius dismissed as an old woman too, changes wrought by the crushing blow to his pride the Senate had dealt him in bestowing an equal imperium upon Kid Butcher, of all people. Perhaps nothing less than this monumental insult could have stripped away sufficient layers of the Piglet’s defensive armor to allow the metal inside to show, for the Piglet had been cursed—or blessed—with an autocratic father of superb courage, incredible haughtiness and a stubbornness that had sometimes amounted to intellectual imbecility. Metellus Numidicus had been cheated of his war against Jugurtha by Gaius Marius, cheated time and time again—or so he had seen it—by that same New Man. And in turn cheated his son of anything more than a reputation for filial devotion in piously striving to have his hugely admired father recalled from an exile inflicted by Gaius Marius. Then just when the son might have congratulated himself that he stood highest in Sulla’s estimation, along came the twenty-two-year-old Pompey with a bigger and better army to offer.


  His punctilious attention to what was the proper thing for a Roman nobleman to do forbade Metellus Pius the satisfaction of trying to make his tormentor, Pompey, look insignificant by any underhanded means. And so without his realizing it a new and better general was busy jerking and tugging himself free of the Piglet’s tired old stammering skin. To make Pompey look small by winning more battles more decisively was unimpeachable, a fitting revenge because it emerged out of what a Roman nobleman could be when he was pushed to it by a Picentine upstart. Or an upstart from Arpinum, for that matter!


  Having learned that particular lesson very early on, he chose his scouts from among the ranks of his own Roman men and the men of Phoenician Gades who feared the Spanish barbarians far more than they did the Romans. So it was that Metellus Pius had learned the whereabouts of Lucius Hirtuleius and his younger brother not very long after they had sat themselves down with the Spanish army in the neighborhood of Laminium, in south—central Spain. With one of his new sour smiles, the Piglet leaned back and appreciated this strategy to the full before flicking a mental obscene gesture in the direction of Laminium and vowing that ten years would not see him fool enough to venture up the headwaters of either Anas or Baetis. Let Hirtuleius rot from sheer inactivity!


  He had ensconced himself on the Anas fairly close to its mouth, thinking that it was wiser to let the Lusitani see how well prepared he was to deal with them than to reside more comfortably along the Baetis, a hundred miles to the east. But he had busied himself to such purpose by June that he felt the defenses of his province were in good enough state to resist the wall of waiting Lusitani without his personal presence on the Anas—and without more than two of his six remaining legions to garrison his fortifications.


  By now the old woman of the Further province knew perfectly well who were Sertorius’s informants; so he proceeded to put his new policies about intelligence into practice, and leaked in the most innocent way to these men the news that he was moving away from his position on the lower Anas. Not up the headwaters of the Anas or the Baetis—and thus into the arms of Lucius Hirtuleius at Laminium—but to relieve Gaius Memmius in New Carthage. He would (the informants were telling Hirtuleius not many days later) cross the Baetis from Italica to Hispalis, then move up the Singilis River toward the massif of the Solorius, cross it on its northwestern flank at Acci, proceed thence to Basti, and so down onto the Campus Spartarius through Eliocroca.


  In actual fact this was the way Metellus Pius might have gone; but what was important to him was that Hirtuleius should believe it. The Piglet was well aware that Herennius, Perperna and Sertorius himself were thoroughly absorbed in teaching Pompey a much-needed lesson, and that Sertorius reposed full confidence in the ability of Hirtuleius and the Spanish army to pen the Piglet up inside his own provincial sty. But New Carthage was a way out of his own provincial sty that could possibly lead to a northward march from New Carthage to relieve Pompey at Lauro; the five legions the Piglet would have were a possible tipping of the balance from Sertorius’s way to Pompey’s. The march of Metellus Pius could therefore not be allowed to happen.


  What Metellus Pius hoped was that Hirtuleius would decide to leave Laminium and come down onto the easy terrain between the Anas and the Baetis. Away from the crags in which any Sertorian general was likely to be victorious, Hirtuleius would be easier to beat. No Sertorian general trusted the peoples of the Further province east of the Baetis, which was why Sertorius had never attempted to invade that area. So when Hirtuleius heard the news of Metellus Pius’s projected march, he would have to intercept it before Metellus Pius could cross the Baetis into safe territory. Of course Hirtuleius’s most prudent course would have been to travel well to the north of the Further province and wait to intercept Metellus Pius on the Campus Spartarius itself, this certainly being country friendly to Sertorius. But Hirtuleius was too canny to make this logical move; if he left central Spain for a place so far away, all the Piglet had to do was to double back and romp through the pass at Laminium, then choose the quickest line of march to join Pompey at Lauro.


  There was only one thing Hirtuleius could do: move down onto the easy terrain between the Anas and the Baetis, and stop Metellus Pius before he crossed the Baetis. But Metellus Pius marched more quickly than Hirtuleius thought he could, was already close to Italica and the Baetis when Hirtuleius and the Spanish army were still a hard day’s slog away.


  So Hirtuleius hurried, unwilling to let his prey slip across the broad deep river.


  The month was Quinctilis and southern Spain was in the grip of that summer’s first fierce heat wave; the sun sprang up from behind the Solorius Mountains fully armed to smite lands not yet recovered from the previous day’s onslaught—and only slightly relieved by the breathless, humid night. With extraordinary solicitude for his troops, Metellus Pius gently inserted them into big, airy, shady tents, encouraged them to hold cloths soaked in cold spring water to brows and napes of necks, made sure they had drunk well of that same cold spring water, then issued each man with a novel item of extra equipment to carry into battle—a skin full of cold water strapped to his belt.


  Even when the merciless sun was glinting off the forest of Hirtuleius’s spears rapidly approaching down the road from the north, Metellus Pius kept his men in the shade of their tents and made sure there were enough tubs of cold water to keep the cold compresses coming. At the very last moment he moved, his soldiers fresh and keen, chattering cheerfully to each other as they marched into position about how they would manage to help each other snatch a much-needed drink in the middle of the fight.


  The Spanish army had tramped ten hard miles in the sun already. Though it was well provided with water donkeys, it had not the time to pause and drink before battle was joined. His men wilting, Hirtuleius stood no chance of winning. At one time he and Metellus Pius actually fought hand—to—hand—a rare occurrence in any conflict since the days of Homer—and though Hirtuleius was younger and stronger, his well-watered and well-cooled opponent got the better of him. The struggle carried them apart before the contest came to an end, but Hirtuleius bore a wound in his thigh and Metellus Pius the glory. Within an hour it was over. The Spanish army broke and fled into the west, leaving many dead or exhausted upon the field; Hirtuleius had to cross the Anas into Lusitania before he could allow his men to stop.


  “Isn’t that nice?” asked Metellus Pius of his son as they stood surveying the diminishing dust to the west of Italica.


  “Tata, you were wonderful!” cried the young man, forgetting that he was too grown up to use the diminutive of childhood.


  The Piglet swelled, huffed. “And now we’ll all have a good swim in the river and a good night’s sleep before we march tomorrow for Gades,” he said happily, composing letters in his mind to the Senate and to Pompey.


  Metellus Scipio stared. “Gades? Why Gades?”


  “Certainly Gades!” Metellus Pius shoved his son between the shoulder blades. “Come on, lad, into the shade! I’ll have no man down with sunstroke, I need every last one of you. Don’t you fancy a long sea voyage to escape this heat?”


  “A long sea voyage? To where?”


  “To New Carthage, of course, to relieve Gaius Memmius.”


  “Father, you are absolutely beyond a doubt brilliant!”


  And that, reflected the Piglet as he drew his son into the shade of the command tent, was every bit as thrilling to hear as the rousing volley of cheers and the shouts of “Imperator!” with which his army had greeted him after the battle was over. He had done it! He had inflicted a decisive defeat upon Quintus Sertorius’s best general.


  *


  The fleet which put out from Gades was a very big one, and formidably guarded by every warship the governor could commandeer. The transports were loaded with wheat, oil, salt fish, dried meat, chickpea, wine, even salt—all intended to make sure New Carthage did not starve because of the Contestani blockade from land and the pirate blockade from sea.


  And having revictualed New Carthage, Metellus Pius loaded Gaius Memmius’s legion aboard the empty transports, then sailed at a leisurely pace up the eastern coast of Nearer Spain, amused to see the pirate craft his fleet encountered scuttle out of the way. The pirates may have defeated Gaius Cotta in a fleet—to—fleet engagement several years before in these same waters, but they had little appetite for salt Piglet.


  The Piglet was going, of course—exemplary Roman nobleman that he was—to deliver Gaius Memmius and the legion to Pompey in Emporiae: and if he was also going to crow a little and to be just a trifle too sympathetic about Pompey’s ignominious summer in the field, well… The Piglet considered Pompey owed him that for trying to steal his thunder.


  Just after the fleet passed the great pirate stronghold of Dianium it put in to a deserted cove to anchor for the night; a small boat came stealing out of Dianium and made for the Roman ships. In it was the younger Balbus, full of news.


  “Oh, how good it is to be back among friends!” he said in his soft, lisping Latin to Metellus Pius, Metellus Scipio and Gaius Memmius (not to mention his uncle, very pleased to see him safe and well).


  “I take it that you didn’t manage to make contact with my colleague Gnaeus Pompeius,” said Metellus Pius.


  “No, Quintus Caecilius. I got no further than Dianium. The whole coast from the mouth of the Sucro to the Tader is just boiling with Sertorius’s men, and I look too much like a man of Gades—I would have been captured and tortured for sure. In Dianium there are many Punic-looking fellows, however, so I thought it wiser to lie low there and hear whatever I could hear.”


  “And what did you hear, Balbus Minor?”


  “Oh, I not only heard! I also saw! Something extremely interesting,” said Balbus the nephew, eyes shining. “Not two market intervals ago a fleet sailed in. It had come all the way from Pontus, and it belonged to King Mithridates.”


  The Romans tensed, leaned forward.


  “Go on,” said Metellus Pius softly.


  “On board the flagship were two envoys from the King, both Roman deserters—I think they had been legates commanding some of Fimbria’s troops. Lucius Magius and Lucius Fannius.”


  “I’ve seen their names,” said Metellus Pius, “on Sulla’s proscription lists.”


  “They had come to offer Quintus Sertorius—he arrived in person to confer with them four days after they sailed in—three thousand talents of gold and forty big warships.”


  “What was the price?’’ growled Gaius Memmius.


  “That when Quintus Sertorius becomes the Dictator of Rome, he confirms Mithridates in all the possessions he already has and allows him to expand his kingdom further.”


  “When Sertorius is Dictator of Rome?” gasped Metellus Scipio, staggered. “That will never happen!”


  “Be quiet, my son! Let the good Balbus Minor continue,” said his father, who kept his own outrage concealed.


  “Quintus Sertorius agreed to the King’s terms, with one proviso—that Asia Province and Cilicia remain Rome’s.”


  “How did Magius and Fannius take that?”


  “Very well, according to my source. I suppose they expected it, as Rome is not to lose any of her provinces. They consented on the King’s behalf, though they said the King would have to hear from them in person before confirming it formally.”


  “Is the Pontic fleet still in Dianium?”


  “No, Quintus Caecilius. It stayed only nine days, then it sailed away again.”


  “Did any gold or ships change hands?’’


  “Not yet. In the spring. However, Quintus Sertorius did send the King evidence of his good faith.”


  “In what form?”


  “He presented the King with a full century of crack Spanish guerrilla troops under the command of Marcus Marius, a young man he esteems highly.”


  The Piglet frowned. “Marcus Marius! Who is he?”


  “An illegitimate son of Gaius Marius got on a woman of the Baeturi when he was governor propraetore of the Further province forty-eight years ago.”


  “Then this Marcus Marius is not so young,” said Gaius Memmius.


  “True. I am sorry, I misled you.” Balbus looked abject.


  “Ye gods, man, it’s not a prosecutable offense!” said the Piglet, amused. “Go on, go on!”


  “Marcus Marius has never left Spain. Though he speaks good Latin and was properly educated—Gaius Marius knew of him, and had left him well provided for—his inclinations are toward the Spanish barbarian cause. He has been, as a matter of fact, Quintus Sertorius’s most successful guerrilla commander—he specializes in the guerrilla attack.”


  “So Sertorius has sent him off to teach Mithridates how to ambush and raid,” said Metellus Scipio. “Thank you, Sertorius!”


  “And will the money and ships be delivered to Dianium?” asked Metellus Pius.


  “Yes. In the spring, as I have said.”


  This amazing piece of news provided food for thought and for Metellus Pius’s pen all the way to Emporiae. Somehow he had never considered that Sertorius’s ambitions extended further than setting himself up as a Romanized King of All Spain; his cause had seemed absolutely inseparable from the native Spanish cause.


  “But,” he said to Pompey when he reached Emporiae, “I think it’s high time we looked at Quintus Sertorius more closely. The conquest of Spain is only his first step. Unless you and I can stop him, he’s going to arrive on Rome’s doorstep with his nice white diadem all ready to tie round his head. King of Rome! And ally of Mithridates and Tigranes.”


  After all that purring anticipation, it had not proven possible for Metellus Pius to twist his own thin knife in Pompey’s glaringly obvious wounds. He had taken one look at the erstwhile Kid Butcher’s empty face and empty eyes and understood that instead of reminding him of his shortcomings, he would have to subject him to extensive spiritual and mental repairs. Numidicus the father would have said that his own honor demanded that the knife be twisted anyway, but Pius the son had lived too long in his father’s shadow to have quite such a rarefied idea of his honor.


  With the object of effecting extensive repairs to Pompey’s shattered image of himself, the Piglet craftily sent his tactless and haughty son off into Narbonese Gaul with Aulus Gabinius, there to recruit cavalry and horses; he had a talk to Gaius Memmius to enlist him as an ally, and sent Afranius and Petreius to start reorganizing Pompey’s skeletal army. For some days he kept conversation and thoughts away from the last season’s campaigns, glad that the news from Dianium had given conversation and thoughts such a dynamic fresh turn.


  Finally, with December almost upon him and a pressing need to return to his own province, the old woman from Further Spain got down to business.


  “I do not think it necessary to dwell upon events already in the past,” he said crisply. “What ought to concern both of us is next year’s campaigns.”


  Pompey had always liked Metellus Pius well enough, though he now found himself wishing his colleague had rubbed him raw, crowed and exulted; he might then have been able to dismiss his opinions as worthless and healthily hated his person. As it was, the genuine kindness and consideration only drove his own inadequacy home harder. Clearly the Piglet did not deem him important enough to despise. He was just another junior military tribune who had come a cropper on his first lone mission, had to be picked up, dusted off, and set astride his horse again.


  However, at least this attitude meant they could sit together amicably. In pre-Sertorian times Pompey would have taken over what was obviously going to be a war conference; but the post-Sertorian Pompey simply sat and waited for Metellus Pius to produce a plan.


  “This time,” said the Piglet, “we will both march for the Sucro and Sertorius. Neither of us has a big enough army to do the job unassisted. However, I can’t move through Laminium because Hirtuleius and the Spanish army will be back there lying in wait for me. So I will have to go by a very devious route indeed, and with as much stealth as possible. Not that word of my coming won’t reach Sertorius, and therefore Hirtuleius. But Hirtuleius will have to move from Laminium to contain me, and he won’t do that until Sertorius orders him to. Sertorius is a complete autocrat in all matters military.”


  “So what way can you go?” asked Pompey.


  “Oh, far to the west, through Lusitania,” said the Piglet cheerfully. “I shall fetch up eventually at Segovia.”


  “Segovia! But that’s at the end of the earth!”


  “True. It will throw sand in Sertorius’s eyes beautifully, however, as well as avoiding Hirtuleius. Sertorius will think I am about to move into the upper Iberus and try to take it off him while he’s busy dealing with you. He’ll send Hirtuleius to stop me because Hirtuleius at Laminium will be more than a hundred miles closer to Segovia than he.”


  “What do you want me to do, precisely?’’ asked this new and much humbler Pompey.


  “Stay in camp here in Emporiae until May. It will take me two months to reach Segovia, so I’ll be moving long before you. When you do march, proceed with extreme caution. The most vital part of the whole strategy is that you look as if you’re moving with purpose and completely independently of me. But that you do not reach the Turis and Valentia until the end of June.”


  “Won’t Sertorius try to stop me at Saguntum or Lauro?”


  “I doubt it. He doesn’t work the same territory twice. You are now in a position to know Saguntum and Lauro well.”


  Pompey turned dull red in the face, but said nothing.


  The Piglet went on as if he noticed no change in Pompey’s complexion. “No, he’ll let you reach the Turis and Valentia this time. They will be new to you, you see. Herennius and the traitor Perperna are still occupying Valentia, but I don’t think they’ll stay to let you besiege them—Sertorius doesn’t like making his stand in coastal cities, he prefers his mountain strongholds—they are impossible to take.”


  Metellus Pius paused to study Pompey’s face, faded back to its new pinched whiteness, and was profoundly thankful to see that his eyes were interested. Good! He was taking it in.


  “From Segovia I will march for the Sucro, where I expect Sertorius will maneuver you into battle.”


  Frowning, Pompey turned this over in his mind, which, the Piglet now realized, was still functioning well; it was just that Pompey no longer possessed the confidence to make his own plans. Well, a couple of victories and that would come back! Pompey’s nature was formed, couldn’t be unformed. Just battered.


  “But a march from Segovia to the Sucro will take you right down the middle of the driest country in Spain!” Pompey protested. “It’s an absolute desert! And until you reach the Sucro itself you’ll be crossing ridge after ridge instead of following valley floors. An awful march!”


  “That’s why I shall make it,” said Metellus Pius. “No one has ever chosen the route voluntarily before, and Sertorius will certainly not expect me to do so. What I hope is to reach the Sucro before his scouts sniff my presence.” His brown eyes surveyed Pompey with pleasure. “You’ve studied your maps and reports intensively, Pompeius, to know the lay of the land so well.”


  “I have, Quintus Caecilius. It can’t substitute for actual experience, but it’s the best one can do until the experience is accumulated,” said Pompey, pleased at this praise.


  “You’re already accumulating experience, don’t worry about that!” said Metellus Pius heartily.


  “Negative experience,” muttered Pompey.


  “No experience is negative, Gnaeus Pompeius, provided it leads to eventual success.”


  Pompey sighed, shrugged. “I suppose so.” He looked down at his hands. “Where do you want me when you reach the Sucro? And when do you think that will be?”


  “Sertorius himself won’t move north from the Sucro to the Turis,” said Metellus Pius firmly. “Herennius and Perperna may try to contain you at Valentia or on the Turis somewhere, but I think their orders will be to fall back to Sertorius on the Sucro. I shall aim to be in Sertorius’s vicinity at the end of Quinctilis. That means that if you reach the Turis by the end of June, you must find a good excuse to linger there for one month. Whatever happens, don’t keep marching south to find Sertorius himself until the end of Quinctilis! If you do, I won’t be there to reinforce you. Sertorius’s aim is to remove you and your legions from the war completely—that would leave him with vastly superior numbers to deal with me. I would go down.”


  “Last year saw you come up, Quintus Caecilius.”


  “That might have been a freak occurrence, and I hope that is what Sertorius will call it. Rest assured that if I meet Hirtuleius and am victorious again, I will endeavor to conceal my success from Sertorius until I can join my forces to yours.”


  “In Spain, difficult, I’m told. Sertorius hears everything.”


  “So they maintain. But I too have been in Spain for some years now, and Sertorius’s advantages are melting away. Be of good cheer, Gnaeus Pompeius! We will win!”


  *


  To say that Pompey was in a better frame of mind after the old woman from the Further province left to take his fleet back to Gades was perhaps a slight exaggeration, but there certainly had been a stiffening in his spine. He removed himself from his quarters to join Afranius, Petreius and the more junior legates in putting the finishing touches to his restructured army. As well, he thought, that he had insisted on taking one of the Piglet’s legions away from him! Without it, he could not have campaigned. The exact number of his soldiers offered him two alternatives: five under—strength legions, or four normal strength. Since he was far from being a military dunce, Pompey elected five under—strength legions because five were more maneuverable than four. It came hard to look his surviving troops in the eye—this being the first time he had really done so since his defeat—but to his gratified surprise, he learned that none of them held the deaths of so many of their comrades against him. Instead they seemed to have settled into a dour determination that Sertorius would not prosper, and were as willing as always to do whatever their lovely young general wanted.


  As the winter in the lowlands was a mild and unusually dry one, Pompey welded his new units together by leading them up the Iberus a little way and reducing several of Sertorius’s towns—Biscargis and Celsa fell with satisfying thumps. At this point, it being the end of March, Pompey withdrew again to Emporiae and began to prepare for his expedition down the coast.


  A letter from Metellus Pius informed him that after taking delivery of his forty warships and three thousand talents of gold in Dianium, Sertorius himself had departed into Lusitania with Perperna to help Hirtuleius train more men to fill the reduced ranks of the Spanish army, leaving Herennius in charge of Osca.


  Pompey’s own intelligence network had markedly improved, thanks to the efforts of uncle and nephew Balbus (now in his service), and his Picentine scouts were faring better than he had expected.


  Not until after the beginning of May did he move, and then he proceeded with extreme caution. A man of the land himself, he noted automatically as he crossed the Iberus at Dertosa that this rich and extensively farmed valley looked very dry for the time of year, and that the wheat coming up in the fields was sparser than it ought to be, was not yet eared.


  Of the enemy there was no sign, but that fact did not fill Pompey with pleasure on this second march into the south. It merely made him more cautious still, his column defensive. Past Saguntum and Lauro he hurried with averted face; Saguntum stood, but Lauro was a blackened ruin devoid of life. At the end of June, having sent a message he hoped would reach Metellus Pius in Segovia, he reached the wider and more fertile valley of the Turis River, on the far bank of which stood the big, well-fortified city of Valentia.


  Here, drawn up on the narrow flats between the river and the city, Pompey found Herennius and Perperna waiting for him. In number, his Picentine scouts informed him, they were stronger than he, but had the same five legions; some thirty thousand men to Pompey’s twenty thousand. Their greatest advantage was in cavalry, which his scouts estimated at a thousand Gallic horse. Though Metellus Scipio and Aulus Gabinius had tried strenuously to recruit cavalry in Narbonese Gaul during the early winter, Pompey’s troopers numbered only four hundred.


  At least he could be sure that what his Picentine scouts told him was reliable, and when they assured him that there was little difference between scouting in Italy and scouting in Spain, he believed them. So, secure in the knowledge that no Sertorian cohorts lurked behind him ready to outflank him or fall upon his rear, Pompey committed his army to the crossing of the Turis. And to battle on its southern bank.


  The river was more a declivity than a steep—sided trench, thus presented no obstacle even when battle was joined; its bed was rock—hard, its waters ankle deep. There was no particular tactical advantage to be seized by either side, so what developed was a conventional clash which the army with better spirit and strength would win. The only innovation Pompey used had arisen out of his deficiency in cavalry; correctly assuming that Perperna and Herennius would use their superiority in horse to roll up his flanks, Pompey had put troops bearing old—fashioned phalanx spears on the outside of his wings and ordered these men to use the fearsome fifteen—foot—long weapons against mounts rather than riders.


  The struggle was hotly contested and very drawn out. By no means as gifted a general as either Sertorius or Hirtuleius, Herennius did not see until it was too late that he was getting the worst of it; Perperna, to his west, was ignoring his every order. The two men had, in fact, not been able before the battle began to agree upon how it should be conducted; they ended in fighting as two separate entities, though this Pompey could not discern, only learned of later.


  The end of it was a heavy defeat for Herennius, but not for Perperna. Deciding that it was better to die if Sertorius insisted he must continue the war in tandem with this treacherous, odious man Perperna, Herennius threw his life away on the field, and the heart went out of the three legions and the cavalry directly under his command. Twelve thousand men died, leaving Perperna and eighteen thousand survivors to retreat to Sertorius on the Sucro.


  Mindful of Metellus Pius’s warning that he must not reach the Sucro until the end of Quinctilis, Pompey did not attempt to pursue Perperna. The victory, so decisive and complete, had done his wounded self the world of good. How wonderful it was to hear his veterans cheering him again! And to wreath the eagles and the standards in well-earned laurels!


  Valentia of course was now virtually defenseless, only its walls between the inhabitants and Roman vengeance. So Pompey sat down before it and subjected it to a merciless inspection which revealed more than enough weaknesses to suit his purpose. A few mines—a fire along a section made of wood—finding and cutting off the water supply—and Valentia surrendered. With some of his newly learned caution, Pompey removed every morsel of food from the city and hid the lot in an abandoned quarry beneath a carpet of turf; he then sent the entire citizenry of Valentia to the slave market in New Carthage—by ship, as the Roman fleet of Further Spain just happened (thanks to the foresight of a certain Roman Piglet) to be cruising in those waters, and no one had seen a sign of the forty Pontic triremes Sertorius now possessed. And six days before the end of Quinctilis did Pompey march for the Sucro, where he found Sertorius and Perperna enclosed in two separate camps on the plain between him and the river itself.


  Pompey now had to contend with a distressing dilemma. Of Metellus Pius he had heard nothing, and could not therefore assume that reinforcements were nearby. Like the situation on the Turis, the lay of the land bestowed no tactical advantage upon Sertorius; no hills, big forests, handy groves or ravines lay in even remote proximity, which meant that Sertorius had nowhere to hide cavalry or guerrillas. The closest town was little Saetabis five miles to the south of the river, which was wider than the Turis and notorious for quicksands.


  If he delayed battle until Metellus Pius joined him—always provided that Metellus Pius was coming—then Sertorius might retreat to more suitably Sertorian country—or divine that Pompey was stalling in the expectation of reinforcements. On the other hand, if he engaged Sertorius he was grossly outnumbered, almost forty thousand against twenty thousand. Neither side now had many horse, thanks to Herennius’s losses.


  In the end it was fear Metellus Pius would not come that decided Pompey to commit himself to battle—or so he told himself, refusing to admit that his old greedy self was whispering inside his head that if he did fight now, he wouldn’t have to share the laurels with a Piglet. The clash with Herennius and Perperna was only a prelude to this engagement with Sertorius, and Pompey burned to expunge the memory of Sertorius’s taunts. Yes, his confidence had returned! So at dawn on the second—last day of Quinctilis, having constructed a formidable camp in his rear, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus marched his five legions and four hundred horse onto the plain opposite Sertorius and Perperna, and deployed them for battle.


  *


  On the Kalends of April, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius the Piglet had left his comfortable quarters outside Italica on the western bank of the Baetis and headed for the Anas River. With him went all six of his legions—a total of thirty-five thousand men—and a thousand Numidian light horse. Since the aristocratic fluid coursing through his veins was undiluted by any good farming blood, he failed to notice as he went that the cultivated lands he traversed did not look as verdant, nor the sprouting crops as lush, as in other years. He had abundant grain in his supply column, and all the other foodstuffs necessary to vary the diet of his men and maintain their good health.


  There was no waiting wall of Lusitani on the Anas when he reached it some hundred and fifty miles from its mouth; that pleased him, for it meant no word had come to them of his whereabouts, that they still waited for him by the sea. Though big settlements were nonexistent this far upstream, there were small hamlets, and the soil of the river valley was being tilled. Word of his arrival would certainly go downstream to the massed tribesmen; but by the time they got here, he intended to be far away from the Anas. They could pursue him, but they would not catch him!


  The Roman snake wound on through the rolling uplands at a good pace, heading now for the Tagus at Turmuli. Occasional skirmishes of a purely local nature did happen, but were swished away like flies from a horse’s rump. As Segovia was his penultimate destination, the Piglet did not attempt to follow the Tagus further upstream but continued to march cross—country instead, somewhere to the north of northwest.


  The road he was following throughout was nothing more than a primitive wagon trail, but in the manner of such things it took the line of least resistance across this western plateau; its altitude varied only in the hundreds of feet, and never got above two thousand five hundred. As the region was unknown to him, the Piglet gazed about in fascination, exhorting his team of cartographers and geographers to chart and describe everything minutely. Of people there were few; any the Romans chanced upon were immediately killed.


  Onward they pressed through beautiful mixed forests of oak, beech, elm and birch, sheltered from the increasing heat of the sun. The victory against Hirtuleius last year had put marvelous heart into the men, and had also endowed their general with a new attitude toward their comfort. Resolved that they must not suffer any more than possible—and aware too that he was well on time—the old woman of the Further province made sure the pace he set did not tire his soldiers to the point whereat a good meal and a good night’s rest had not the power to restore them.


  The Roman column passed between two much higher ranges and emerged into the lands which ran down to the Durius, the least well known to the Romans of all Spain’s major rivers. Ahead of him had he continued on the same course was big and prosperous Salamantica, but Metellus Pius now turned to the northeast and hugged the slopes of the mountains on his right, unwilling to provoke the tribe of Vettones whose gold workings had caused the great Hannibal to sack Salamantica one hundred and forty-five years before. And on the Kalends of June, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius brought his army to a halt outside Segovia.


  Hirtuleius had beaten him to Segovia nonetheless—not very surprising. Laminium lay only two hundred miles away, whereas Metellus Pius had needed to cover a distance of six hundred miles. Presumably someone at Turmuli on the Tagus had sent a message to Sertorius that the Romans were passing through—but not up the Tagus. Sertorius had (as the old woman of the Further province had surmised) assumed that the Roman objective was the upper Iberus, a ploy to lure Sertorius away from the east coast and Pompey, or else a genuine attempt to strike at Sertorius’s loyalest heartlands. Hirtuleius had been ordered to intercept the old woman before he could reach Sertorius’s heartlands. Of one thing Metellus Pius was sure: they had not guessed whereabouts he was really going. To have guessed that, Sertorius would have had to hold a much higher opinion of the old woman’s ability—and subtlety!—than he did.


  The first thing was to get the army into a very strongly fortified camp. As prudent as always, Metellus Pius made his men dig and build clad in their armor—an extra burden no legionary welcomed—but, as their centurions told them, Hirtuleius was in the neighborhood. They worked in a frenzy, burrowing and raising mounds like a vast colony of insects. The wagons, oxen, mules and horses had been brought in while the red flags were being planted and the surveying was still going on, then were left under the care of a skeleton crew because noncombatants were also being pressed into service. Thirty-five thousand men labored with such logic and organization that the camp was finished in one day, though each side measured one mile in length, the timber—reinforced ramparts were twenty-five feet high, there were towers every two hundred paces, and the ditch in front of the walls was twenty feet deep. Only when the four gates made of solid logs were slammed shut and the sentries posted did the general heave a sigh of relief; his army was safe from attack.


  The day had not passed without incident, however. Lucius Hirtuleius had found the idea of the old woman from the Further province cozily ensconced behind trenches, walls and palisades too much to stomach, so he had launched a cavalry sortie from his own camp aimed at forcing the old woman to break off his construction. But Metellus Pius had not been in Spain for three and a half years for nothing; he was learning to think like his enemy. Deliberately paring away six hundred Numidian light horse from his column many miles before he reached Segovia, he instructed them to follow on with great stealth, then position themselves where a potential attacker could not see them. No sooner was the sortie under way than out they came from under the nearby trees and chased Hirtuleius back to his own camp.


  For the full eight days of a nundinum nothing further happened. The men had to rest, to feel as if no enemy forces would dare to disturb their tranquillity, to sleep the nights away and spend the long hours of sunlight in a mixture of exercise and recreation. From where his command tent stood at the junction of the via praetoria and the via principalis (it occupied a knoll within the flat expanse of the camp so the general could see over the tops of its buildings to all four walls), the general walked the length of both main streets, dived off into the alleyways lined by oiled cowhide tents or slab huts, and everywhere talked to his men, explained to them carefully what he was going to do next, let them see that he was superbly confident.


  He was not a warm man, nor one who felt comfortable when dealing with his subordinates or inferiors, yet nor was he so cold that he could render himself proof against overt affection. Ever since the battle on the Baetis when he had cared for his soldiers so scrupulously, they had looked at him differently; shyly at first, then more and more openly. And they looked at him with love, and told him how grateful they were to him for giving them the chance of that victory with his care, his forethought. Nor did it make any difference to them that his motives for this care had been entirely practical, founded not in love for them but in the desire to beat Hirtuleius. They knew better. He had fussed and clucked like the old woman Sertorius called him so derisively; he had betrayed a personal interest in their well-being.


  Since then they had sailed with him from Gades to Emporiae and back again, and they had marched six hundred miles through unknown country riddled with barbarians; and always he had kept them safe. So by the time that Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius walked the streets and alleys of his camp at Segovia, he had thawed in the glow of this extraordinary affection, and understood that time, his own mind and a properly Roman attitude to detail had dowered him with an army he would weep to part from. They were his. What he did not quite come to terms with was the fact that he was also theirs. His son never did come to terms with this last fact, and found it difficult to accompany his father on these strolls around what was a veritable town. Metellus Scipio was more snob than stickler, incapable by nature of eliciting or accepting the affection of those who were not his peers—even, it might be said, of those who were not directly related to him through blood or adopted blood.


  By the time that their general led them out to tempt Lucius Hirtuleius into battle, his men knew why he had crammed six full legions and a thousand horse into a camp considerably smaller than it ought to have been. He wanted Hirtuleius to think that there were only five under—strength legions with him, and to think too that he had built his camp so stoutly because his army had been obliged to travel without all the adjuncts it needed; some of the Numidian cavalry troopers had been heard to pass remarks to this effect while they chased Hirtuleius’s cavalry away during the sortie.


  Taking a deliberate leaf out of Scipio Africanus’s book, he chose the kind of ground to form up on that a general in command of ill—equipped troops in cheerless spirits would choose—cut up by tiny watercourses, a trifle uneven, impeded by bushes and small trees. And it was plain to Hirtuleius that in order to cover the front presented by forty thousand superbly armed Spanish soldiers in top condition, Metellus Pius had been obliged to thin out his center. To compensate for this his wings straggled too far forward, with the Numidian cavalry at their tips behaving as if they were commanded by someone who could not control them. In two minds as to whether he would fight that day when his scouts had come to tell him that the old woman’s army was marching out of its camp, Hirtuleius surveyed the opposition and the ground, grunted contemptuously, and elected to give battle after all.


  The old woman’s wings engaged Hirtuleius first, which was exactly what he wanted. Forward he charged for that thin center, intent upon punching a hole in it through which he would pull three legions in a hurry, then turn and fall upon its rear. But the moment the Spanish army inserted itself between those unruly wings, Metellus Pius sprang his trap. His best men were hidden within the wings; some suddenly moved to reinforce his center, others turned to fight on the flanks. Before he could attempt to extricate himself, Lucius Hirtuleius found himself rolled neatly into a milling mass of bewildered men, and lost the battle. He and his younger brother died on the field, and the soldiers of Metellus Pius, singing a victory paean, cut the beloved Spanish army of Sertorius into pieces. Very few of its men survived; those who did fled into Lusitania howling the awful news of defeat, and came no more to fight for Quintus Sertorius. Their fellow tribesmen, cheated of their quarry at the mouth of the Anas, had followed the Romans at first, then decided to invade the Further province, even to cross the Baetis. But when the word spread of the fate of the Spanish army, they keened a terrible dirge at the passing of their great chance, then melted away into the forests.


  Little more than a village perched atop a crag high above the plateau, Segovia could not hold out against Metellus Pius for one single day. Its people were put to the sword and its buildings went up in flames. Metellus Pius wanted no one left alive to fly eastward to warn Sertorius that his Spanish army was dead.


  As soon as his centurions pronounced the men fit and rested enough to leave, Metellus Pius commenced his march to the mouth of the Sucro River. Time dictated that he should cross the formidable massif behind Segovia without trying to find a way around it: the Juga Carpetana (as it was called) proved difficult but not impossible to conquer even for the ox—drawn wagons, and the passage was a short one, some twenty-five miles. Miaccum followed Segovia, and Sertobriga followed Miaccum; Metellus Pius and his army passed far enough to the south of them to delude their inhabitants into thinking they saw Hirtuleius and the Spanish army returning to Laminium.


  After that it was a weary trek through country so arid even the sheep seemed to avoid it, but there were riverbeds at regular intervals which yielded water below the ground, and the distance to the upper Sucro, still flowing, was not so great that the army of Further Spain stood in any danger. The heat of course was colossal, and of shade there was none. But Metellus Pius marched only by night, as the moon was full enough, and by day made his men sleep in the shade of their tents.


  What instinct caused him to cross the Sucro to its northern bank the moment he encountered that river he never afterward knew, for lower down its course the bed turned out to be a shifting mire of sandy gravel which would have proven time—consuming to ford. As it was, his legions were on the northern side of the stream when, stirring into activity just before sunset, he and his men heard in the distance the unmistakable sounds of battle. It was the second—last day of Quinctilis.


  *


  From dawn until an hour before sunset Quintus Sertorius watched Pompey’s legions drawn up in battle formation, wondering as the day dragged on if Pompey would stay the course, or whether he would commence to march away. It was this latter alternative Sertorius wanted; the moment Pompey’s back was turned, he would have found out soon enough that he had made a terrible blunder. As it was, either the kid was smart enough to know what he was doing, or else some lucky divinity stood by his shoulder and persuaded him to wait on for hour after hour in the frightful sun.


  Things were not going well for Sertorius, despite the many advantages he enjoyed—the superior ability of his troops to endure the heat, plenty of water to drink and splash around, an intimate knowledge of the surrounding countryside. For one thing, he had heard nothing from Lucius Hirtuleius once he had reached Segovia beyond a curt note saying Metellus Pius was not there, but that he would wait for thirty days to see whether the old woman turned up before he proceeded as ordered to join Sertorius. For another, his scouts posted on the highest hills in the district had discerned no column of dust coming down the dry valley of the Sucro to indicate that Hirtuleius was on his way. And—by far the biggest worry of all!—Diana had disappeared.


  The little white fawn had been with him all the way from Osca, unperturbed by the scuffle and chaos of an army on the march, unperturbed too by the summer sun (which ought to have burned her, as she was albino, but never did—one more sign of her divine origins). And then when he had located himself here by the Sucro, with Herennius and Perperna in good position near Valentia to soften Pompey up, Diana disappeared. One night he had gone to sleep in his command tent knowing the animal was curled up on its sheepskin rug beside his pallet, only to find when he awoke at dawn that it had vanished.


  At first he had not fretted about its absence. Beautifully trained, it never soiled the interior of any building with urine or droppings, so Sertorius had simply assumed that it had gone off to do its business. But while he broke his fast it also broke its fast, and during the summer it was always hungriest after the respite of darkness. Yet it did not come back to eat.


  That had been thirty-three days ago. His alarm growing, Sertorius had quietly searched further and further afield without result, then finally had needed to ask other people if they had seen it. Immediately the news had spread—it seemed like a fire in tinder—dry scrub—until the whole camp had scattered panic—stricken to look for Diana; Sertorius had been driven to issue a harsh order that discipline must be maintained even if he disappeared.


  The creature meant so much, especially to the Spaniards. When day succeeded day without a sign of it, morale plummeted, the decline fueled by that stupid disaster at Valentia which Perperna had brought on when he refused to work with poor loyal Gaius Herennius. Sertorius knew well enough that the fault lay with Perperna, but his people were convinced the fault lay in Diana’s disappearance. The white fawn was Sertorius’s luck, and now his luck was gone.


  It was almost sunset when Sertorius committed his army to battle, secure in the knowledge that his troops were in much better condition to fight than Pompey’s, obviously suffering from the long wait under the summer sun. Pompey himself was commanding his right with Lucius Afranius on the left and the center under some legate Sertorius suspected was new to Spain, as no one among his scouts could put a name to the face. Their encounter outside Lauro the previous year had given Sertorius a profound contempt for Pompey’s generalship, so he elected to fight opposite Pompey himself, which left Perperna to deal with Afranius; his center belonged to Sertorius as well.


  Things went excellently for Sertorius from the beginning, and looked even better when Pompey was carried from the field just as the sun set, one thigh scoured to ribbons by a barbed spear. Behind him he left his big white Public Horse, dead by the same spear. Despite the valiant attempts of young Aulus Gabinius to rally it, Pompey’s rudderless right began to retreat.


  Unfortunately Perperna was not doing nearly as well against Afranius, who punched a hole in his lines and reached Perperna’s camp. Sertorius was forced to go to Perperna’s rescue in person, and only contrived to eject Afranius from the camp after sustaining heavy losses. Darkness had fallen as the full moon rose, but the battle went on by moonlight and torchlight despite the dust; Sertorius was determined that he would not break off the engagement until he stood in a strong enough position to win on the morrow.


  Thus it was that when hostilities did cease, Sertorius had good cause to look forward to the next dawn.


  “I’ll string the kid’s carcass from a tree and leave it for the birds,” he said, smiling nastily. Then, with an eager yet despairing look: “I don’t suppose Diana has come back?”


  No, Diana had not come back.


  As soon as it was light enough to see, battle was joined again. Pompey was still in command, lying on a stretcher held at shoulder height by some of his tallest men. Formed anew during the night, his army was drawn together tightly and had obviously been ordered to minimize its losses by not incurring any risks—just the sort of enemy Sertorius detested most.


  And then a little after sunrise a fresh face and a fresh army strolled onto the battlefield: Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius, marching out of the west and through Perperna’s ranks as if they did not exist. For the second time in less than a day Perperna’s camp fell. Metellus Pius pressed on toward the camp of Sertorius. Time to go.


  As he and Perperna beat a hasty retreat, Sertorius was heard to wail desolately, “If that wretched old woman had not arrived, I would have kicked the kid all the way back to Rome!”


  The retreat ended in the foothills to the west of Saetabis. Here order began once more to emerge from disorder as Sertorius, trying to ignore Perperna, counted his losses—perhaps four thousand men all told—and put the men (mostly Perperna’s) from badly mauled cohorts among cohorts in need of a few extra men. It had been Perperna’s intention to make a formal protest about this, to complain loudly that Sertorius was deliberately undermining his authority, but one look at the set face with the maimed orbit decided him to leave well enough alone. For the time being.


  Here too Sertorius finally got the news that Lucius and Gaius Hirtuleius had been killed at Segovia, together with the entire Spanish army. A crushing blow, and one Sertorius had never expected. Not when the enemy had been the old woman from the Further province! And how cunning, to march so circuitously that his real intentions had never even been suspected, to hustle himself past Miaccum and Sertobriga in the distance pretending to be Hirtuleius, to march then by the light of the moon and raise no dust to give his presence away as he came down the Sucro!


  My Spaniards are right, he thought. When Diana disappeared I lost my luck. Fortune no longer favors me. If Fortune ever did.


  The kid and the old woman, he was informed, had evidently decided there was no point in continuing to march southward; after they had cleaned up the field and looted hapless Saetabis of all its food, their armies had turned into the north. Well, that was good thinking. Sextilis was upon them and they had a long way to go before the kid could insert himself into winter camp. Only what did the old woman intend to do? Was he going back to Further Spain, or was he marching all the way north with the kid? Aware of an awful lassitude he did not know how to shake off, Quintus Sertorius decided his wounds were now licked sufficiently to heal; he would follow the old woman and the kid as they headed north, do what damage he could without risking another outright confrontation.


  His camp was dismembered and his army moving out, its guerrilla units in the lead, when two little children of the area came to him shyly, their bare feet even browner than their naked bodies, nostrils and ears pierced by shining balls of gold. In between them, a precious strand of family rope around its neck, was a dirt—encrusted brown fawn. The tears sprang unbidden to Quintus Sertorius’s remaining eye—how nice, how kind! They had heard of the loss of his beautiful goddess—given white fawn, and come to offer him their own pet as a replacement.


  He squatted down to their level, his face turned away so that they only saw its good side, would not be frightened by its bad side. To his great surprise, the creature they led began to leap and struggle at his advent; animals never shied away from Quintus Sertorius!


  “Did you bring me your pet?” he asked gently. “Thank you, thank you! But I can’t take it, you know. I’m off to fight the Romans, and I’d much rather you kept it safe with you.”


  “But it’s yours,” said the girl—child.


  “Mine? Oh no! Mine was white.”


  “It’s white,” she said, spat on her hand, and rubbed the juice into its coat. “See?”


  At this moment the fawn managed to pull its neck free of the rope and launched itself at Sertorius. Tears pouring down the right side of his face—the good side—he took it into his arms, hugged it, kissed it, could not let it go. “Diana! My Diana! Diana, Diana!”


  When the children had been sent off with their precious bit of family rope put into a big bag of gold carried by a slave under instructions to deliver everything to their parents, Quintus Sertorius bathed his fawn in the nearby spring and looked it over, crooning and clucking. Whatever the reason for its original disappearance might have been, it had clearly not prospered in the wild. Some large cat had attacked it, for it bore the deep and half—healed marks of vicious claws on both sides of its rump, as if it had been pounced on from behind and dragged down. How it had managed to escape only the Goddess knew—or had contrived at. Its poor little trotters were worn and bloodied, its ears shredded along their edges, its muzzle torn. The children had found it when they took the family sheep out to graze, and it had come straight up to them, put its nose in the girl—child’s grimy hands and sighed in shivering relief.


  “Well, Diana,” said Sertorius as he put it into a box upon the tray of a wagon, “I hope you’ve learned that the wilds are for the wild. Did you smell a stag, was that it? Or did the camp dogs bait you? In future, my girl, you’ll travel like this. I can’t bear the thought of losing you again.”


  Word had flown swifter than birds on the wing; Diana was back! And so was Quintus Sertorius’s luck.


  *


  Pompey and Metellus Pius left Valentia behind, continuing north to Saguntum. The food they had plundered from Saetabis (there was nothing else to plunder) was a welcome addition to their dwindling supplies, and so was Pompey’s cache in the disused quarry outside Valentia. They had agreed that both would march together up the east coast to Emporiae, and that Metellus Pius would winter that year in Narbonese Gaul; though his men had not voiced any complaint at their thousand—mile detour to reinforce Pompey, the Piglet thought that another five-hundred-mile walk would do them for the year. Besides, he wanted to be in the thick of the action in the spring, and he knew that the annihilation of the Spanish army would keep the Further province safe from any raiding Lusitani.


  Saguntum had sent them an embassage to inform them that it would do whatever possible to assist them, and was still stoutly Roman in sentiment. Not surprising: it had been Saguntum’s Roman (and Massiliote) affiliations which had caused the outbreak of the second Punic war against Carthage a century and a half earlier. Of food, however, the town had little to offer, and this the two generals believed. The harvest was poor because the rains of winter had not come to give the crops their best drink of the growing season, nor had the late spring rains come to send them shooting up heavy with ears of grain.


  It was therefore imperative that the two armies move as swiftly as possible to the Iberus, where the harvest was later and richer. If they could reach it by the end of Sextilis it would be theirs, not Sertorius’s. The embassage from Saguntum had therefore been thanked and sent home; Metellus Pius and Pompey would not be staying.


  Pompey’s leg wound was healing, but slowly; the barbs of the spear which had inflicted it had torn chunks out of sinews and tendons as well as muscles, and much tissue had to grow and reknit before he would be able to bear any weight on it. The loss of his Public Horse he seemed to feel, thought the Piglet, more than he did the use of his leg or the loss of its beauty. Well, a horse was more beautiful than a man’s leg. Pompey wouldn’t find one to match it this side of the rosea rura in Sabine country. Spanish horses were small and underbred.


  His spirits were down again, not unnaturally. Not only had Metellus Pius been the sole reason for the victory on the Sucro, but Metellus Pius had also slaughtered Sertorius’s best general and best army. Even Lucius Afranius, Marcus Petreius and Pompey’s new legate, Lucius Titurius Sabinus, had fared better than poor Pompey himself. All very well to say that it was upon Pompey personally that the brunt of Sertorius’s venom had fallen; Pompey knew he hadn’t met the test. And now, his scouts told him, the renegade Marian was dogging their footsteps as they marched north, no doubt waiting for his next opportunity. His guerrilla units were already in evidence, harrying what foraging parties were sent out, but Pompey had learned as much wisdom as the Piglet in this respect, so the two armies suffered very little. On the other hand, they obtained very little in the way of food.


  Then—apparently quite by accident—they ran into the army of Quintus Sertorius on the plains of the coast just after they had passed Saguntum. And Sertorius decided to engage them, making sure that he and his own legions faced Pompey. Pompey was the weak link, not Metellus Pius.


  The strategy was a mistake. Sertorius would have done far better to have contained Metellus Pius himself and left Pompey to Perperna; Pompey appeared on the field on his stretcher, unwilling to have it said that, like Achilles, he skulked in his tent while his allies got on with the battle. Hostilities began in the early afternoon, and it was all over by nightfall. Though he had sustained a slight wound on his arm, Metellus Pius had carried the day. He inflicted losses of five thousand upon Perperna but experienced few himself. Poor Pompey’s ill luck continued to dog him; his cavalry was killed to the last man and his casualties stood at six thousand—a legion and a half. That they could claim the engagement as a victory for Rome was due to Perperna’s losses plus the three thousand men who died fighting for Sertorius.


  “He’ll be back at dawn,” said the Piglet cheerfully when he came to see how Pompey was.


  “He’ll withdraw, surely,” said Pompey. “It didn’t go well for him, but it went disastrously for Perperna.”


  “He’ll be back, Gnaeus Pompeius. I know him.”


  Oh, the pain! Oh, the gall! The wretched Piglet knew him!


  And he was right, of course. Sertorius was back in the morning, determined to win. This time he rectified his mistake and concentrated his own energies upon Metellus Pius, whose camp he attacked as soon as it was light enough to see. But the old woman was ready for him. He had put Pompey and his men in the camp as well, and trounced Sertorius. Looking a lot younger and fitter these days, Metellus Pius chased Sertorius into Saguntum, while Pompey on his stretcher was carried back to his tent.


  But the action had brought Pompey a personal grief, despite its success. Gaius Memmius—brother-in-law, friend, quaestor—was killed, the first of Pompey’s legates to perish.


  While he wept huddled in the back of a mule—drawn cart, Metellus Pius commanded the march north, leaving Sertorius and Perperna to do whatever they wanted, which was probably to exact reprisals on the inhabitants of Saguntum. They wouldn’t stay long, of that Metellus Pius was sure; Saguntum could hardly feed itself, let alone an army.


  *


  At the end of Sextilis the two Roman armies reached the Iberus only to find the harvest—such as it was—safely in the granaries of Sertorius’s formidable mountain strongholds, and the earth burned to a uniformly black desert. Sertorius had not stayed long in Saguntum. He had outmaneuvered them and got to the Iberus first, there to wreak devastation.


  Emporiae and the lands of the Indigetes were in little better condition; two winters of Pompey’s occupation had made the purses of the people fat, but their harvest was lean.


  “I shall send my quaestor Gaius Urbinius to the Further province to recruit enough troops to keep my lands safe,” said the Piglet, “but if we are to break Sertorius’s back, then I have to be close to you in spring. So, as we thought, it will have to be Narbonese Gaul for me.”


  “The harvest isn’t good there either.”


  “True. But they haven’t had an army quartered on them for many years, so they’ll have enough to spare for me.” The Piglet frowned. “What worries me more is what you’re going to do. I don’t think there’s enough here to fatten your men up—and if you can’t fatten them up in winter, they’ll stay very thin.”


  “I’m off to the upper Durius,” said Pompey calmly.


  “Ye gods!”


  “Well, it’s a good way west of Sertorius’s towns, so it ought to be easier to reduce the local fortresses than it would be places like Calagurris or Vareia. The Iberus belongs to Sertorius from end to end. But the Durius doesn’t. The few native Spaniards I trust tell me that the country isn’t as high nor the cold as perishing as it is nearer to the Pyrenees.”


  “The Vaccei inhabit the region, and they’re warlike.”


  “Oh, tell me what Spanish tribe isn’t?” asked Pompey wearily, shifting his aching leg.


  The Piglet was nodding thoughtfully. “You know, Pompeius, the more I think about it, the better I like it,” he said. “You go there! Just make sure you start before winter makes it too hard to cross the watershed at the top end of the Iberus.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll beat the winter. But first,” he said grimly, “I have a letter to write.”


  “To Rome and the Senate.”


  “That’s right, Pius. To Rome and the Senate.” The blue eyes, older and warier these days, stared into the Piglet’s brown ones. “The thing is, will you let me write and speak for you too?’’


  “You most definitely can,” said Metellus Pius.


  “You’re sure you wouldn’t rather write for yourself?”


  “No, it’s better that it comes from you. You’re the one those couch—fat experts gave the special commission. I’m just an ordinary old governor in the throes of a frightful war. They won’t take any notice of me, they know perfectly well that I’m one of the old retainers. It’s you they don’t know, Magnus. You they probably don’t quite trust. You’re not one of them. Write to them! And give them a fright, Magnus!”


  “Don’t worry, I will.”


  The Piglet got up. “Well, I’ll take myself off to Narbo first thing tomorrow. Every day less I’m here means less of your food I eat.”


  “Won’t you at least polish up my prose? Varro used to.”


  “No, not I!” said the Piglet, and laughed. “They know my literary style. Give them something they’ve never seen before.”


  Pompey gave them something they had never seen before.


  To the Senate and People of Rome:


  I write this from Emporiae on the Nones of October in the consulship of Lucius Octavius and Gaius Aurelius Cotta. On the Ides of October I commence my march up the Iberus River to the Durius River and its confluence with the Pisoraca River, where there is a town called Septimanca in the middle of a fertile highland. There I hope to winter my men in enough comfort to keep their bellies full. Luckily I do not have nearly as many men as I did two years ago when I arrived in Emporiae. I am down to four legions of less than four thousand men each, and I have no cavalry.


  Why do I have to march my fourteen thousand men some five hundred miles through hostile territory to winter them? Because there is nothing to eat in eastern Spain. That is why. Then why do I not buy in food from Gaul or Italian Gaul since the winds at this time of year favor shipping it in my direction? Because I have no money. No money for food and no money for ships. That is why. I have no other choice than to rob food from Spanish tribesmen who will, I hope, prove weak enough to let themselves be robbed by fourteen thousand hungry Roman men. That is why I have to march so far, to find tribesmen I hope will prove weak enough. There is no food to be had on the Iberus without reducing one of Sertorius’s strongholds, and I am not in a position to do that. How long did it take Rome to reduce Numantia? And Numantia is a hen coop of a place compared to Calagurris or Clunia. Nor was Numantia commanded by a Roman.


  You know from my dispatches that I have not had a good two years in the field, though my colleague Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus has had more success. Quintus Sertorius takes some getting used to. This is his country. He knows it and he knows the people. I do not. I did my best. I do not believe that anyone else you might have sent could have done better. My colleague Pius took three years to hatch his first victory. I at least have collaborated in two victories in my second year, when my colleague Pius and I combined our forces and beat Sertorius on the Sucre River, then again near Saguntum.


  My colleague Pius and I believe we will win. I do not just say that. We will win. But in order to win, we need a bit of help from home. We need more legions. We need money. I do not say “moremoney” because I for one have not received any money at all. Nor I believe has my colleague Pius received any money beyond his stipend for his first year as governor. Yes, I can hear you now: win a few victories and sack a few cities and there is your money. Well, Spain is not like that. There is no money in Spain. The best I or anyone else can hope for when we take a town is a bit of food. There is no money. In case you are having a bit of trouble reading this, I will say that again. THERE IS NO MONEY. When you sent me here you gave me six legions and fifteen hundred cavalry and enough money to pay everyone and find my supplies for about half a year. That was two years ago. My war chest was empty in half a year. That was a year and a half ago. But no more money. No more troops either.


  You know—I know you know because my colleague Pius and I both reported it in our dispatches—that Quintus Sertorius has made a pact with King Mithridates of Pontus. He has agreed to confirm King Mithridates in all his conquests and allow Pontus more conquests when he is Dictator of Rome. Now that should tell you that Quintus Sertorius is not going to stop when he is King of Spain. He intends to be King of Rome too, no matter what title he likes to award himself. There are only two people who can stop him. My colleague Pius and I. I say that because we are here on the spot and we have the chance to stop him. But we cannot stop him with what we have. He has all the manpower Spain can offer and he has the Roman skills to turn barbarian Spaniards into good Roman soldiers. If he had not these two things, he would have been stopped years ago. But he is still here and still recruiting and training. My colleague Pius and I cannot recruit in Spain. No one in his right mind would join our armies. We cannot pay our men. We cannot even keep their bellies full. And the gods be my witness, there are no spoils to share.


  I can beat Sertorius. If I cannot do it any other way, then I will be the drop of water that wears down the hardest stone to a hollow shell a child can break with a toy hammer. My colleague Pius feels the same. But I cannot beat Sertorius unless I am sent more soldiers and more cavalry AND SOME MONEY. My soldiers here have not been paid in a year and a half, and I owe the dead as well as the living. I did bring a lot of my own money with me, but I have spent it all buying supplies.


  I do not apologize for my troop losses. They were the result of a miscalculation not helped by the information I received in Rome. Namely, that six legions and fifteen hundred horse were more than enough to deal with Sertorius. I ought to have had ten legions and three thousand cavalry. Then I would have beaten him in the first year and Rome would be the richer in men and money. You ought to think about that, you miserly lot.


  And here is something else for you to think about. If I am not able to stay in Spain and my colleague Pius is therefore unable to come out of his little corner of Spain, what do you think will happen? I will go back to Italy. Dragging Quintus Sertorius and his armies along in my wake like the tail on a comet. Now you think about that long and hard. And send me some legions and some cavalry AND SOME MONEY.


  By the way, Rome owes me a Public Horse.


  The letter reached Rome at the end of November, a time of flux in Sulla’s reorganized Senate. The consuls of the year were drawing to the end of their tenure in office and the consuls—elect were feeling their coming power. Because of Lucius Octavius’s state of chronic ill health, only one consul, Gaius Aurelius Cotta, occupied the curule chair. Mamercus Princeps Senatus read Pompey’s letter to the silent senators, as this was one privilege Sulla had not stripped from the Leader of the House.


  It was Lucius Licinius Lucullus, senior consul—elect for the next year, who rose to reply; his junior colleague was the present consul’s middle brother, Marcus Aurelius Cotta, and neither of the Cottae wanted to answer that bald, comfortless letter.


  “Conscript Fathers, you have just listened to a soldier’s report rather than the meretricious missive of a politician.”


  “A soldier’s report? I’d rather call it as incompetently written as its author is an incompetent commander!” said Quintus Hortensius, holding his nose with his fingers as if to shut out a bad smell.


  “Oh, pipe down, Hortensius!” said Lucullus wearily. “I do not need to have what I am about to say punctuated by the smart remarks of a stay—at—home general! When you can leap off your dining couch and abandon your pretty fish to outsoldier Quintus Sertorius, I’ll not only give you the floor, I’ll strew rose petals before your pudgy flat feet! But until your sword is as sharp as your tongue, keep your tongue where it belongs—behind your gourmandizing teeth!”


  Hortensius subsided, looking sour.


  “It is not the meretricious missive of a politician. Nor does it spare us politicians. On the other hand it does not spare its writer either. It isn’t full of excuses, and the statement about battles won and lost is fully supported by the dispatches we have received regularly from Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius.


  “Now I have never been to Spain. Some of you sitting here do know the place, but many more of you are in my boat, and know it not at all. In the old days the Further province always had the reputation of being good pickings for a governor—rich, well ordered, peaceful, yet amply provided with barbarians on two frontiers so that the wars a governor might feel free to wage were fairly easily managed. The Nearer province has never enjoyed the same reputation—the pickings are lean and the native peoples in a perpetual state of unrest. Therefore the governor of Nearer Spain could only look forward to an empty purse and much aggravation from the mountain—dwelling tribesmen.


  “However, all that changed when Quintus Sertorius arrived. He already knew Spain well, from his missions for Gaius Marius to a military tribunate under Titus Didius—during which, I remind you, he won the Grass Crown, though still a youngster. And when this remarkable and absolutely formidable man arrived back in Spain as a Marian rebel fleeing retribution, the Nearer province became literally ungovernable, and the Further province ungovernable west of the Baetis. As Gnaeus Pompeius’s letter says, it took the excellent governor of Further Spain almost three years to win a battle against one of Sertorius’s adherents, Hirtuleius—not against Sertorius himself. What the letter does not reproach us with is the fact that due to strife inside Italy, we neglected to send Nearer Spain a governor at all for nearly two years. That, Conscript Fathers, was tantamount to handing Sertorius the Nearer province as a gift!”


  Lucullus paused to look directly at Philippus, who was leaning forward on his stool and smiling broadly. It galled Lucullus to be doing Philippus’s work for him; but he was a fair man, and it came better from the consul—elect than from one even the stupidest senator now realized was Pompey’s lobbyist.


  “When, Conscript Fathers, you gave your special commission to Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, I was governing Africa Province and you could find no capable senator willing to undertake the task of uprooting Quintus Sertorius. You sent Gnaeus Pompeius off with six legions and fifteen hundred cavalry. I tell you frankly that I would not have consented to go with less than ten full legions and three thousand cavalry—the figures Gnaeus Pompeius gives in his letter as adequate for the job. The correct figures!


  “If one examines Gnaeus Pompeius’s military record, it is impressive. And Pompeius is young enough to be flexible, adaptable, all the qualities men lose along with their youthful enthusiasm. Against any other enemy of Rome, six legions and fifteen hundred cavalry would probably have been sufficient. But Quintus Sertorius is a very special case. We have not seen his like since Gaius Marius, and I personally rank him a better general than Marius. So the initial defeats of Pompeius are not so very surprising. His luck was out, was all. For he ran up against one of the best military minds Rome has ever produced. Do you doubt that? You ought not! It is the truth.


  “However, even the finest military minds think in a certain way. The governor of the Further province, our good Pius, has now been in Spain long enough to have begun to understand the way Sertorius thinks. I congratulate Pius for that. Frankly, I did not think he had it in him! Yet he cannot beat Sertorius alone. The theater of war is too vast—it is Italy during the Italian War all over again. One man cannot be north and south at the same time, and between the two regions is a dry and mountainous barrier.


  “You sent the second man—a mere knight upon whom you put a kind of unnamed military crown—to govern the Nearer province. How did you phrase it, Philippus?—non pro-consule, sed pro consulibus. You gave him to understand that you were sending him adequately staffed and adequately remunerated. Oh, make no mistake, he was eager for the job! At twenty-nine years of age and already a hoary veteran, which one of us military fellows would not have been? He was eager for the job, and may well have been eager enough to have gone off even less well provided! You might have got him as cheaply as four legions and five hundred cavalry!”


  “A pity we didn’t,” said Catulus. “He’s lost more men than that since he’s been there.”


  “Hear, hear!” cried Hortensius.


  “And that,” said Lucullus, ignoring the brothers-in-law this time, “brings me to the crux of the matter. How can Rome hope to stop a man like Quintus Sertorius when Rome is not willing to send the money or the men to Spain that would ensure he was stopped? Not even a Quintus Sertorius could have coped with the war Pompeius and Pius might have brought to bear on him on two fronts had each of them commanded ten legions and three thousand horse! Pompeius’s letter accuses this body of losing the war—and I agree with that judgement! How can this body expect miracles when it will not pay the magicians to work them? No money, no reinforcements—it cannot go on! This body must find the money to pay the woefully inadequate legions of Pompeius and Pius, and it must also find the money to give Pompeius at least two more legions. Four would be better.”


  Gaius Cotta spoke from the curule chair. “I agree with every last thing you’ve said, Lucius Licinius. But we do not have the money, Lucius Licinius. We just do not have the money.”


  “Then we have to find it,” said Lucullus.


  “Find it from where?” asked Gaius Cotta. “It is three years since we saw any significant revenues from Spain, and since the Contestani rose up we have seen no revenues at all.


  The Further province cannot mine the Marian Mountains or the southern Orospeda, and the Nearer province now cannot mine around New Carthage. The days when the Treasury’s share of the gold, silver, lead and iron from Spain amounted to twenty thousand talents are gone, as are the mines themselves. Added to which, the events of the last fifteen years have reduced our income from Asia Province to its lowest level since we inherited the place over fifty-five years ago. We are at war in Illyricum, Macedonia and Gaul-across-the-Alps. We even hear rumors that King Mithridates is rising again, though no one can be sure. And should Nicomedes of Bithynia die, the situation in the east will become more precarious still.”


  “To deny our governors in Spain money and troops because we foresee events at the other end of Our Sea that may well not come to pass, Gaius Cotta, is absolute idiocy,” said Lucullus.


  “No, Lucius Lucullus!” Cotta snapped, angered. “I do not need to foresee anything to know that we do not have the money to send to Spain, let alone the troops! Gnaeus Pompeius and Quintus Pius must put up with things the way they are!’’


  The long face grew flintlike. “Then,” said Lucullus in freezing tones, “there will be a new comet in Rome’s sky. Its head will be loyal enough, for that will be a bankrupt Gnaeus Pompeius hurrying home with his tatterdemalion army. But the tail—ah, the tail! The tail will be Quintus Sertorius and the barbarians of Spain he holds in utter thrall. Joined along the way by Volcae, Salluvii, Vocontii, Allobroges, Helvii—and no doubt by the Boii and Insubres of Italian Gaul—not to mention the Ligures and Vagienni!”


  Absolute silence greeted this Parthian shot.


  Deciding it was time to break Sulla’s rule, Philippus got to his feet and walked deliberately into the middle of the Curia Hostilia floor. There he looked at everybody in turn, from an ashen Cethegus to the flinching figures of Catulus and Hortensius. Then he turned to the curule podium and gazed at the discomfited Gaius Cotta, whose face reflected his state of mind.


  “I suggest, Conscript Fathers,” Philippus said, “that we summon the heads of the Treasury and the tax experts and see how we can find a considerable sum of money the honorable consul says we do not have. I also suggest that we find some legions and a squadron or two of cavalry.”


  *


  When Pompey arrived before Septimanca in the lands of the Vaccei he found it smaller than his informants had thought, though it looked prosperous enough. It was situated on a bluff above the Pisoraca River, but not invulnerably so; at Pompey’s advent the whole district surrendered without a fight. Surrounded by interpreters, he endeavored to soothe Septimancan fears and convince the chieftains of the region that he would eventually pay in full for what he took, and that his men would behave.


  Clunia, some miles to the north of the sources of the Durius, was the westernmost of Sertorius’s strongholds, but some of the settlements to the south of the same reach of that river had heard of the fate of Segovia and sent to Pompey at Septimanca the moment he arrived there, fervently assuring him of their loyalty to Rome and offering him whatever he needed. So after a conference with his legates, interpreters and locals, he dispatched Lucius Titurius Sabinus and fifteen cohorts to winter at Termes, Celtiberian in populace but no longer keen to serve Sertorius.


  In fact (as Pompey told Metellus Pius in a letter sent to wish him felicitations for the New Year) the ground swell was now beginning. If in the next campaign season they could damage Sertorius so badly he visibly reeled, places like Septimanca and Termes anxious to submit would increase. The war would go on in Sertorius’s heartland of the Iberus; there would be no more expeditions to the lower east coast.


  The spring came early to the upper Durius, and Pompey did not linger. Leaving the people of Septimanca and Termes to plant their crops (with something extra in case the Romans came back next winter), the reunited four very under—strength legions set off up the Pisoraca to Pallantia, which had declared for Sertorius, apparently for no other reason than that the rival Septimanca had declared for Rome.


  Metellus Pius pulled up stakes in Narbonese Gaul early as well, and marched up the Iberus with the intention of eventually joining Pompey marching down. His most important task, however, was to open the route between the Iberus and central Spain to Roman use, so when he reached the Salo—a big tributary of the Iberus flowing from the Juga Carpetana—he turned up it and one by one subdued the Sertorian towns along it. At the end of this crisp campaign he now had a quick way home to his own province, and had cut Sertorius off from the headwaters of both the Tagus and the Anas, which meant isolation from the tribes of Lusitania.


  Pallantia turned out to be a hard nut to crack, so Pompey settled down to besiege it in the manner of Scipio Aemilianus before Numantia—as he informed the town through a relentless barrage of heralds. To retaliate, Pallantia sent to Sertorius in Osca, and Sertorius responded by bringing his own army to besiege the besiegers. It was clear that he wanted nothing to do with the old woman of the Further province, whose efforts up the Salo he chose to ignore as he passed by; Sertorius was as certain as ever that Pompey was the weak link in the Roman chain.


  Neither side was interested in a direct confrontation at Pallantia, where Pompey concentrated upon reducing the town and Sertorius upon reducing Pompey’s ranks. So while Pompey piled logs and tinder against Pallantia’s stout wooden walls, Sertorius picked off Pompey’s men a few at a time. And at the beginning of April Pompey withdrew, leaving Sertorius to help the town repair its burned section of fortifications before setting off in pursuit.


  A month later Pompey and Metellus Pius met before one of Sertorius’s strongest towns, Calagurris on the upper Iberus.


  With the Piglet came a chest of money for Pompey and two more legions plus six thousand extra men formed into cohorts to plump out his existing legions to full strength. And with all that largesse from Rome came his new proquaestor, none other than Marcus Terentius Varro.


  Oh, how glad he was to see that shiny pate with the fringe of dark hair above its ears! Pompey wept unashamedly.


  “I’d gone before Varro and your reinforcements reached Narbo,” said the Piglet as the three of them sat in Pompey’s tent over a much-needed goblet of watered wine, “but I picked him up when I came out of the Salo valley into the Iberus. And I’m pleased to say he handed me a full war chest too, Magnus.”


  Pompey’s chest expanded; he exhaled a huge sigh of relief. “I take it then that my letter worked,” he said to Varro.


  “Worked?” Varro laughed. “I’d rather say it lit a fire under the Senate hotter than any since Saturninus declared that he was King of Rome! I wish you could have seen everybody’s faces when Lucullus started itemizing the number of Gallic tribes which were sure to tack themselves on to Sertorius’s comet tail when he followed you toward Rome!”


  “Lucullus?” asked Pompey, astonished.


  “Oh, he was your champion, Magnus!”


  “Why? I didn’t think he was fond of me.”


  “He probably isn’t. But I think he was afraid someone might suggest sending him to replace you in Spain. He’s a very good military man, but the last thing he wants is to be sent to Spain. Who in full possession of his wits would want Spain?”


  “Who indeed,” said the Piglet, smiling.


  “So I now have six legions, and both of us can issue some pay,” said Pompey. “How much did we get, Varro?”


  “Enough to give the living and the dead their back pay, and to pay the living for a part of this year. But unfortunately not enough to keep on paying them. I’m sorry, Magnus. It was the best Rome could do.”


  “I wish I knew where Sertorius kept his treasure! I’d make sure it was the next town I attacked, and I wouldn’t rest until his moneybags were in my war chest,” said Pompey.


  “I doubt Sertorius has any funds either, Magnus,” said the Piglet, shaking his head.


  “Rubbish! He got three thousand talents of gold from King Mithridates not more than a year ago!”


  “Swallowed up already, is my guess. Don’t forget that he has no provinces to bring in a regular income, and he hasn’t the slaves to work the mines. Nor do the Spanish tribes have money.”


  “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”


  A small and comfortable silence fell. Metellus Pius broke it suddenly, as if reaching a decision he had mulled over in his mind for some time. He drew a breath of sufficient dimension to make Pompey and Varro look at him.


  “Magnus, I have an idea,” he said.


  “I’m listening.”


  “We’ve just agreed Spain is impoverished, Spaniards and Romans alike. Even the Punic Gadetanians are suffering. Wealth is an unattainable dream to most men who live in Spain. Now I happen to have a tiny treasure which belongs to the Further province, and has sat in a trunk in the governor’s residence at Castulo since Scipio Africanus put it there. I have no idea why none of our more avaricious governors took it, but they didn’t take it. It amounts to one hundred talents of gold coins minted by Hannibal’s brother-in-law, Hasdrubal.”


  “That’s why they didn’t take it,” said Varro, grinning. “How could any Roman get rid of Carthaginian gold coins without someone asking questions?”


  “You’re right.”


  “So, Pius, you have a hundred talents in Carthaginian gold coins,” said Pompey. “What do you intend to do with them?”


  “I have a little more than that, actually. I also have twenty thousand iugera of prime river frontage land on the Baetis which a Servilius Caepio took off some local nobleman in payment for tax arrears. It too has been sitting there in Rome’s name for decades, bringing in a little in lease money.”


  Pompey saw the point, “You’re going to offer the gold and the land as a reward to anyone who turns Quintus Sertorius in.”


  “Absolutely correct.”


  “That’s a brilliant idea, Pius! Whether we like it or not, it seems to me that we’ll never manage to crush Sertorius on a battlefield. He’s just too clever. He also has enormous reserves of men to draw on, and they don’t mind whether he pays them or not. All they want is to see the end of Rome. But there are a few greedy men around any army camp or national capital. If you offer a reward you bring the war right inside Sertorius’s palace walls. And you make it a war of nerves. Do it, Pius! Do it!”


  Pius did it. The proclamations went out within a market interval from one end of Spain to the other: a hundred talents of gold coins and twenty thousand iugera of prime river frontage land on the Baetis to the lucky man who laid information directly leading to the death or capture of Quintus Sertorius.


  That it smote Sertorius hard was made apparent to Metellus Pius and Pompey very soon, for they heard that when Sertorius learned of the reward he immediately dismissed his bodyguard of Roman troops and replaced it with a detachment of his loyalest Oscan Spaniards, then removed himself from the company of his Roman and Italian adherents. Actions which wounded the Romans and Italians to the quick. How dared Quintus Sertorius assume it would be a Roman or an Italian to betray him! Chief among the offended Romans and Italians was Marcus Perperna Veiento.


  *


  Amid this war of nerves the actual war ground on inexorably. Working now as a team, Pompey and Metellus Pius reduced some of Sertorius’s towns, though Calagurris had not fallen; Sertorius and Perperna had turned up with thirty thousand men and sat back to pick off the Roman besiegers in much the same way as Sertorius had dealt with Pompey before Pallantia. In the end lack of supplies forced Pompey and Metellus Pius to pull out of the investment of Calagurris, not Sertorius’s harassment; their twelve legions just could not be fed.


  Supplies were a perpetual problem, thanks to the previous year’s poor harvest. And as spring turned into summer, and summer blazed on toward the coming harvest, a freakish disaster played havoc with the war of attrition Pompey and Metellus Pius were intent upon waging. The whole of the western end of the Middle Sea underwent a frightful shortage of food when scanty rains in winter and late spring were succeeded, just as the crops struggled to mature, by a deluge which stretched from Africa to the Alps, from Oceanus Atlanticus to Macedonia and Greece. The harvest did not exist: not in Africa, in Sicily, in Sardinia, in Corsica, in Italy, in Italian Gaul, in Gaul-across-the-Alps, or in Nearer Spain. Only in Further Spain did some crops survive, though not with the usual abundance.


  “The only comfort,” said Pompey to the Piglet at the end of Sextilis, “is that Sertorius will run short of food too.”


  “His granaries are full from earlier years,” said the Piglet gloomily. “He’ll survive far more easily than we will.”


  “I can go back to the upper Durius,” said Pompey doubtfully, “but I don’t think the area can feed six full legions.”


  Metellus Pius made up his mind. “Then I am going back to my province, Magnus. Nor do I think you will need me next spring. What has still to be done in Nearer Spain, you can do for yourself. There won’t be food for my men in Nearer Spain, but if you can get inside some of Sertorius’s bigger strongholds you’ll manage to provision your own men. I can take two of your legions to Further Spain with me and winter them there. If you want them back in the spring I’ll send them to you—but if you think you won’t be able to feed them, I’ll keep them. It will be difficult, but the Further province is not as badly hit as every other place west of Cyrenaica. Rest assured, whoever stays with me will be well fed.”


  Pompey accepted the offer, and Metellus Pius marched with eight legions for his own province far earlier in the year than he had planned or wanted to. The four legions Pompey kept were sent at once to Septimanca and Termes, while Pompey, lingering with Varro and the cavalry on the lower Iberus (thanks to the deluge grazing for horses was no longer a problem, so Pompey was sending his troopers to Emporiae to winter under the command of Varro), sat down to write to the Senate in Rome for the second time. And even though he now had Varro, he kept the prose his own.


  To the Senate and People of Rome:


  I am aware that the general shortage of grain must be affecting Rome and Italy as badly as it is affecting me. I have sent two of my legions to the Further province with my colleague Pius, who is in better case than Nearer Spain.


  This letter is not to ask for food. I will manage to keep my men alive somehow, just as I will manage to wear Quintus Sertorius down. This letter is to ask for money. I still owe my men about one year of pay, and am tired of never catching up for the future.


  Now although I am at the western end of the earth, I do hear what is going on elsewhere. I know that Mithridates invaded Bithynia in early summer, following on the death of King Nicomedes. I know that the tribes to the north of Macedonia are boiling from one end of the Via Egnatia to the other. I know that the pirates are making it impossible for Roman fleets to bring grain from eastern Macedonia and Asia Province back to Italy to help overcome the present food crisis. I know that the consuls of this year, Lucius Lucullus and Marcus Cotta, have been compelled to go out to fight Mithridates during their consulship. I know that Rome is pressed for money. But I also know that you offered the consul Lucullus seventy—two millions of sesterces to pay for a fleet—and that he declined your offer. So you do have at least seventy—two millions of sesterces under a flagstone in the Treasury floor, don’t you? That’s what really annoys me. That you value Mithridates higher than you do Sertorius. Well, I don’t. One is an eastern potentate whose only real strength is in numbers. The other is a Roman. His strength is in that. And I know which man I’d rather be fighting. In fact, I wish you’d offered the job of putting Mithridates down to me. I might have jumped at it after this thankless business in Spain, an address no one remembers.


  I cannot continue in Spain without some of those seventy—two millions of sesterces, so I suggest you lever up that flagstone in the Treasury floor and scoop a few bags of money out. The alternative is simple. I will discharge my soldiers here in Nearer Spain—all the men of the four legions I still have with me—and leave them to fend for themselves. It is a long way home. Without the structure of command and the comfort of knowing they are led, I believe few of them will elect to march home. The majority of them will do what I would myself in the same situation. They will go to Quintus Sertorius and offer to enlist in his armies because he will feed them and he will pay them regularly. It is up to you. Either send me money, or I will discharge my troops on the spot.


  By the way, I have not been paid for my Public Horse.


  Pompey got his money; the senators understood an ultimatum when it was put to them in such downright, forthright language. The whole country groaned, but was in no condition to deal with an invasion by Quintus Sertorius, especially reinforced by four legions of Pompeian troops. So salutary was the shock of Pompey’s letter that Metellus Pius also received money. It only remained for the two Roman generals to find food.


  Back came Pompey’s two legions from Further Spain, bringing a huge column of supplies with them, and back to his war of attrition went Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. He took Pallantia at last, then moved on to Cauca, where he begged the townspeople to take in his sick and wounded and succor them. The townspeople agreed; but Pompey disguised his best soldiers as sick and wounded, and took Cauca from within. One after the other Sertorius’s strongholds fell, yielding their stores of grain to Pompey. When winter came, only Calagurris and Osca still held out.


  Pompey received a letter from Metellus Pius.


  I am delighted, Pompeius. This year’s campaigning by you and you alone has broken Sertorius’s back. Perhaps the victories in the field were mine, but the determination has been all yours. At no time did you give up, at no time did you allow Sertorius the room to breathe. And always it was you Sertorius himself attacked, whereas I had the luck to face first Hirtuleius—a good man, but not in Sertorius’s class—and then Perperna—a pure mediocrity.


  However, I would like to commend the soldiers of our legions. This has been the most thankless and bitter of all Rome’s wars, and our men have had to endure hideous hardships. Yet neither of us has experienced discontent or mutiny, though the pay has been years late and the booty nonexistent. We have sacked cities to scrabble like rats for the last grain of wheat. Yes, two wonderful armies, Gnaeus Pompeius, and I wish I was confident that Rome will reward them as they ought to be rewarded. But I am not. Rome cannot be defeated. Battles she may lose, wars she does not. Perhaps our gallant troops are the reason for that, if one takes their loyalty, their good behavior and their absolute determination to grind on into account. We generals and governors can only do so much; in the end, I believe the credit must go to Rome’s soldiers.


  I do not know when you plan to go home. It may be, I suppose, that as the Senate gave you your special command, the Senate will take it away. For myself, I am the Senate’s governor in the Further province, and in no hurry to return home. It is easier for the Senate at the moment to prorogue me if I request it than to find Further Spain a new governor. So I will request that I be prorogued for at least two more years. Before I leave I would like to set my province on its feet properly, and make it safe from the Lusitani.


  I do not look forward upon my eventual return to Rome to engaging in a fresh conflict—a clash with the Senate to procure lands on which to settle my veterans. Yet I refuse to see my men go unrewarded. Therefore what I plan to do is to settle my men in Italian Gaul, but on the far side of the Padus, where there are tremendous expanses of good tilling soil and rich pastures at present in the hands of Gauls. It is not Roman land per se so the Senate will not be interested, and I will back my veterans against a pack of Insubres any day. I have already discussed this with my centurions, who profess themselves well pleased. My soldiers will not have to mill about aimlessly for up to several years waiting for a committee of land commissioners and bureaucrats to survey and chat and cull lists and chat and apportion and chat, and end in accomplishing nothing. The more I see of committees, the more convinced I am that the only thing a committee can organize is a catastrophe.


  I wish you well, dear Magnus.


  Pompey wintered that year among the Vascones, a powerful tribe which occupied the western end of the Pyrenees, and whose men were now thoroughly disenchanted with Sertorius. Because they were good to his soldiers, Pompey kept his army busy in building a stronghold for them, having elicited an oath from them to the effect that Pompaelo (as he called this new focus for a town) would always remain loyal to the Senate and People of Rome.


  *


  That winter was a bitter one for Quintus Sertorius. Perhaps he had always known that his was a lost cause; certainly he knew he had never been one of Fortune’s favorites. But he could not consciously admit these facts to himself in so many words. Instead he told himself that things had gone all his way as long as he had managed to delude his Roman adversaries that they could win against him in the field. His downfall had arrived when the old woman and the kid saw through the ploy and adopted a policy of trying to avoid battle. Fabian strategy.


  The offer of a reward for betrayal had cut him to the heart, for Quintus Sertorius was a Roman, and understood the cupidity which lived somewhere inside the most reasonable and decent of men. He could no longer trust any of his Roman or Italian confederates, brought up in the same traditions as he, whereas his Spanish people were as yet innocent of that particular fault civilization brought along with it. Always alert now for a hand stealing toward a knife or a certain look on a face, his temper began to shred under the strain. Aware that this new behavior must seem peculiar and atypical to his Spaniards, he strove mightily to control his moods; and in order to control them, he began to use wine as a pacifier.


  Then—cruelest blow of his life—word came from Nersae that his mother was dead. The ultimate betrayal. Not if the bloodied bodies of his German wife and the son he had deliberately excluded from a Roman education had been laid at his feet would he have mourned as he mourned for his mother, Maria. For days he shut himself in his darkened room, only Diana the white fawn and an endless number of wine flagons for company. The years of absence, the loss! The loss! The guilt.


  When he finally emerged a strange iron had entered into him. Hitherto the epitome of courtesy and kindness, he now revealed a Sertorius who was surly and suspicious even of his Spaniards, and quick to insult even his closest friends. Physically could he seem to feel Pompey prising apart the hold he had kept on Spain as Pompey pursued his policy of attrition with smooth efficiency, physically could he seem to feel his world disintegrating. And then, fed by the insidious phantoms in his wine, the paranoia in him erupted. When he heard that some of his Spanish chieftains were surreptitiously removing their sons from his famous school in Osca, he descended with his bodyguards upon its light—filled and peaceful colonnades and killed many of the children who remained. It was the beginning of his end.


  Marcus Perperna Veiento had never forgotten or forgiven the way Sertorius had wrested control of his army from him, nor could he cope with the natural superiority in this Marian renegade from the Sabine mountains. Every time they fought a battle it was brought home to Perperna anew that he had neither the talent nor the devotion of his soldiers that Sertorius possessed in such abundance. Oh, but it came hard to admit that he could not surpass Sertorius in anything! Except, as it turned out, in treachery.


  From the moment he learned of the reward being offered by Metellus Pius, his course was set. That Sertorius would make it so easy for him by lashing out in all directions was a piece of luck he hadn’t counted on, but seized nonetheless.


  Perperna threw a feast—to relieve the monotony of life in wintry Osca, he explained lightly, inviting his Roman and Italian cronies. And inviting Sertorius, of course. He wasn’t sure Sertorius would come until he actually saw that familiar bulk and divided face come through his door, but then he rushed forward and eagerly ushered his principal guest to the locus consularis upon his own couch, and made sure his slaves plied the man with undiluted fortified wine.


  Everyone present was a party to the plot; the atmosphere crackled with emotions. Chiefly fear, apprehension. So the wine flowed unwatered down every throat until Perperna began to think that no one would remain sober enough to do the deed. The little white fawn had come with its master, of course—he never stirred without it these days—and settled itself on the couch between him and Perperna, an affront which angered Perperna with a peculiar intensity considering the real purpose of the gathering. So as soon as he could he removed himself from the lectus medius, thrust the part—Roman, part—Spanish Marcus Antonius down in his place. A low fellow got on some peasant by one of the great Antonii, he had never been acknowledged by his father, let alone been showered with the usual openhanded Antonian generosity.


  The conversation grew coarser, the roistering more vulgar, with Antonius at its forefront. Sertorius, who detested obscene language and jokes, took no part in the banter. He cuddled Diana and drank, the readable side of his face aloof, withdrawn. Then one of the others made a particularly crude remark which appealed to everybody except Sertorius, who threw himself backward on the couch with a grimace of disgust. Fearing that he would get up and leave, Perperna in a panic gave the signal, though the noise was so uproarious he didn’t know whether it would be heard.


  Down onto the floor he threw his silver goblet, so hard that it gave forth a ringing clatter and bounced high into the air. Absolute silence fell immediately. But Antonius was quicker by far than the unsuspecting, wine—soaked Sertorius; he drew a Roman legionary’s big dagger from under his tunic, hurled himself upon Sertorius and stabbed him in the chest. Diana squealed and scrabbled away, Sertorius began to struggle upright. All the company surged forward to pin the stricken man down by arms and legs, while Antonius plied his dagger up and down, up and down. Sertorius had made no outcry, but had he cried out no one would have come to help him; his Spanish bodyguards waiting outside Perperna’s door had been murdered earlier in the night.


  Still squealing, the white fawn jumped up on the couch as the assassins drew back, satisfied; it began to nose frantically at its master, covered in blood, perfectly still. Now this was a task Perperna felt himself qualified to do! Seizing the knife Marcus Antonius had dropped, he plunged it into Diana’s left side just behind the foreleg. The white fawn collapsed in a tangle athwart the dead Sertorius, and when the jubilant party picked him up to throw him out the door of Perperna’s house like a piece of unwanted furniture, they pitched Diana after him.


  *


  Pompey heard the news in what, he decided afterward, was actually a predictable way, though at the time it struck him as noisome, disgusting. For Marcus Perperna Veiento sent him Sertorius’s head as fast as a horse and rider could gallop from Osca to Pompaelo. With the gruesome trophy came a note which informed Pompey that he and Metellus Pius owed Perperna one hundred talents of gold and twenty thousand iugera of land. A second letter to the same effect had been dispatched to Metellus Pius, Perperna said.


  Pompey replied on his own behalf, and sent a courier in a hurry to Metellus Pius bearing a copy:


  It brings me no joy to learn that Quintus Sertorius died at the hands of a worm like you, Perperna. He was sacer, but he deserved a better fate at nobler hands.


  I take great pleasure in denying you the reward, which was not offered for a head. It was offered to anyone willing to lay information leading to our apprehending or killing Quintus Sertorius. If the copy of our reward poster you happened to see did not specify the laying of information, then blame the scribe. But I certainly did not see any poster neglecting to say the laying of information. You, Perperna, come from a consular family, belonged to the Senate of Rome and were a praetor. You ought to have known better.


  As I presume you will succeed Quintus Sertorius in the command, it gives me great pleasure to lay information with you that the war will go on until the last traitor is dead and the last insurgent has been sold into slavery.


  When Spain learned of the death of Quintus Sertorius, his Spanish adherents vanished into Lusitania and Aquitania; even some of his Roman and Italian soldiers deserted Perperna’s cause. Undeterred, Perperna marshaled all those who had elected to remain and in May ventured out of Osca to give battle to Pompey, whose curt reply to his petition for the reward had angered him greatly. Who did the Picentine upstart think he was, to answer on behalf of a Caecilius Metellus? Though the Caecilius Metellus had not answered at all.


  The battle was no contest. Perperna stumbled upon one of Pompey’s legions foraging in the country south of Pompaelo; its men were scattered, and hampered too by several dozen oxcarts. Seeing the last army of Sertorius bearing down on them, Pompey’s men fled into the confines of a steep gulch.


  Perperna, elated, followed them. Only when every last man was inside the gulch did Pompey spring his trap; down from its sides thousands of his soldiers leaped out of concealment, and massacred the last army of Quintus Sertorius.


  Some soldiers found Perperna hiding in a thicket and brought him to Aulus Gabinius, who at once brought him to Pompey. Grey with terror, Perperna tried to bargain for his life by offering Pompey all of Quintus Sertorius’s private papers—which, he whimpered, would confirm the fact that there were many important men in Rome who were anxious to see Sertorius win, reconstruct Rome on Marian principles.


  “Whatever they might be,” said Pompey, face wooden, blue eyes expressionless.


  “What might be?’’ asked Perperna, shivering.


  “Marian principles.”


  “Please, Gnaeus Pompeius, I beg of you! Only let me give you these papers, and you’ll see for yourself how right I am!”


  “Very well, give them to me,” said Pompey laconically.


  Looking immensely relieved, Perperna told Aulus Gabinius whereabouts to look for the papers (he had carried them along with him, fearing to leave them in Osca), and waited with scarcely concealed impatience until the detail came back again. Two of the men bore a large chest between them, and put it on the ground at Pompey’s feet.


  “Open it,” said Pompey.


  He squatted down and rustled through the packed scrolls and papers inside for a very long time, occasionally spreading a sheet out to read it, nodding to himself as he muttered. The vaster bulk of what the chest contained he merely glanced at, but some of the shorter papers he also merely glanced at caused him to raise his brows. He stood up when the chest was empty and a huge pile of documents lay higgledy—piggledy on the trampled grass.


  “Push all that rubbish together and burn it here and now in front of me,” said Pompey to Aulus Gabinius.


  Perperna gasped, but said nothing.


  When the contents of the chest were blazing fiercely, Pompey thrust his chin toward Gabinius, a look of profound satisfaction on his face. “Kill this worm,” he said.


  Perperna died under a Roman legionary’s sword, and the war in Spain was over in the moment his head rolled and jumped across the blood—soaked ground.


  “So that’s that,” said Aulus Gabinius.


  Pompey shrugged. “Good riddance,” he said.


  Both of them had been standing looking down at Perperna’s disembodied face, its eyes goggling in horrified surprise; now Pompey turned away and began to walk back to the rest of his legates, who had known better than to intrude themselves when they had not been summoned.


  “Did you have to burn the papers?” asked Gabinius.


  “Oh, yes.”


  “Wouldn’t it have been better to have brought them back to Rome? Then all the traitors would have been flushed out.”


  Pompey shook his head, laughed. “What, keep the Treason Court busy for the next hundred years?” he asked. “Sometimes it is wiser to keep one’s own counsel. A traitor does not cease to be a traitor because the papers which would have indicted him have gone up in smoke.”


  “I don’t quite understand.”


  “I mean they’ll keep, Aulus Gabinius. They’ll keep.”


  *


  Though the war was over, Pompey was too meticulous a man to pack up and march home bearing Perperna’s head on a spear. He liked to clean up his messes, which principally meant killing anyone he thought might prove a threat or a danger in the future. Among those who perished were Sertorius’s German wife and son, whom Pompey found in Osca when he accepted the capitulation of that frowning fortress in June. The thirty-year-old man who was pointed out to him as Sertorius’s son looked enough like him to make the tale credible, though he spoke no Latin and conducted himself like a Spaniard of the Illergetes.


  On hearing of Sertorius’s death, Clunia and Uxama repented of their submissions to Pompey, shut their gates and prepared to withstand siege. Pompey was happy to oblige them. Clunia fell. Uxama fell. So eventually did Calagurris, where the appalled Romans discovered that the men of the town had eaten their own women and children rather than surrender; Pompey had every living Calagurrian executed, then put not only the town but the entire district to the torch.


  Of course all through this, communications had flown back and forth between the victorious general and Rome. Not all the letters were official ones, nor all the documents for public dissemination; chief among Pompey’s correspondents was Philippus, who was crowing mightily in the Senate. The consuls of the year were two of Pompey’s secret clients, Lucius Gellius Poplicola and Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Clodianus, which meant that Pompey was able to petition them to secure the Roman citizenship for those Spaniards who had assisted him significantly. At the top of Pompey’s list was the same outlandish name, twice written; Kinahu Hadasht Byblos, uncle and nephew, aged thirty-three and twenty-eight respectively, citizens in good standing of Gades, Punic merchant princes. But they did not assume Pompey’s name, for it was no part of Pompey’s plan to let loose a flood of Spanish Gnaeus Pompeius This and That upon Rome. The Gadetanian uncle and nephew were put in the clientship of one of Pompey’s more recent legates, Lucius Cornelius Lentulus, a cousin of the consul. So they entered into Roman life and annals as Lucius Cornelius Balbus Major and Lucius Cornelius Balbus Minor.


  Still Pompey refused to hurry. The mines around New Carthage were reopened, the Contestani punished for attacking dear, dead Gaius Memmius: his sister was now a widow. He would have to do something about that when he returned to Rome! Slowly the province of Nearer Spain was carefully pieced together, given a properly organized bureaucracy, a tax structure, succinct rules and laws, and all the other adjuncts necessary to pronounce a place Roman.


  Then in the autumn Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus bade farewell to Spain, devoutly hoping he would never need to return. He had quite recovered his self-confidence and his good opinion of himself, though never again would he face any military adversary without a premonitory shudder, never again would he enter into any war unless he knew he outnumbered the enemy by several legions at least. And never again would he fight another Roman!


  At the crest of the pass through the Pyrenees the victorious general set up trophies, including armor which had belonged to Quintus Sertorius and the armor in which Perperna had lost his head. They hung sturdily stapled to tall poles with crossarms, pteryges flapping in the mournful mountain wind, a mute reminder to all who crossed from Gaul into Spain that it did not pay to go to war with Rome. Alongside the various trophies Pompey erected a cairn which bore a tablet on which he set forth his name, his title, his commission, the number of towns he had taken and the names of the men who had been rewarded with the Roman citizenship.


  After which he descended into Narbonese Gaul and spent the winter there feasting on shrimps and dug—mullets. Like his war, that year had seen a turn for the better; the harvests were good in both the Spains—but bountiful in Narbonese Gaul.


  *


  He did not plan to reach Rome until the middle of the year at the earliest, though not because he came home feeling any sense of failure. Simply, he didn’t know what to do next, where to go next, what pillar of Roman tradition and veneration to tumble. On the twenty-eighth day of September he would turn thirty-five years old, no longer the fresh—faced darling of the legions. Thus it behooved him to find a goal suitable for a man, not a boy. But what goal? Something the Senate would hate to give him, of that there could be no doubt. He could feel the answer lurking in the mazes of that part of his mind he shrank from exploring, but still it eluded him.


  Then he shrugged, cast all those thoughts away. There were more immediate things to do, such as opening up the new road he had pioneered across the Alps—survey it, pave it, make it—what? The Via Pompeia? That sounded good! But who wanted to die leaving the name of a road as his monument to glory? No, better to die leaving just the name itself. Pompey the Great. Yes, that said it all.


  PART VII


  from SEPTEMBER 78 B.C.


  until JUNE 71 B.C.
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  1


  Caesar had seen no reason to hurry home after he left the service of Publius Servilius Vatia; rather, his journey was a tour of exploration of those parts of Asia Province and Lycia he had not yet visited. However, he was back in Rome by the end of September in the year Lepidus and Catulus were consuls to find Rome acutely apprehensive about the conduct of Lepidus, who had left the city to recruit in Etruria before doing what he was supposed to do—hold the curule elections. Civil war was in the air, everyone talked it.


  But civil war—real or imagined—was not high on Caesar’s list of priorities. He had personal matters to attend to.


  His mother seemed not to have aged at all, though there had been a change in her; she was very sad.


  “Because Sulla is dead!” her son accused, a challenge in his voice that went back to the days when he had thought Sulla was her lover.


  “Yes.”


  “Why? You owed him nothing!”


  “I owed him your life, Caesar.”


  “Which he put in jeopardy in the first place!”


  “I am sorry he is dead,” said Aurelia flatly.


  “I am not.”


  “Then let us change the subject.”


  Sighing, Caesar leaned back in his chair, acknowledging himself defeated. Her chin was up, a sure sign that she would not bend no matter what brilliant arguments he used.


  “It is time I took my wife into my bed, Mater.”


  Aurelia frowned. “She’s barely sixteen.”


  “Too young for a girl to marry, I agree. But Cinnilla has been married for nine years, and that makes her situation quite different. When she greeted me I could see in her eyes that she is ready to come to my bed.”


  “Yes, I think you’re right, my son. Though your grandfather would have said that the union of two patricians is fraught with peril in childbirth. I would have liked to see her just a little more grown up before she dealt with that.”


  “Cinnilla will be fine, Mater.”


  “Then when?”


  “Tonight.”


  “But there should be some sort of reinforcement of marriage first, Caesar. A family dinner—both your sisters are in Rome.”


  “There will be no family dinner. And no fuss.”


  Nor was there. Having been told no fuss, Aurelia didn’t mention the coming change in her status to her daughter-in-law, who, when she went to go to her own little room, found herself detained by Caesar in a suddenly empty triclinium.


  “It’s this way today, Cinnilla,” Caesar said, taking her by the hand and leading her toward the master’s sleeping cubicle.


  She went pale. “Oh! But I’m not ready!”


  “For this, no girl ever is. A good reason to get it over and done with. Then we can settle down together comfortably.”


  It had been a good idea to give her no time to spend in thinking about what was to come, though of course she had thought of little else for four long years. He helped her off with her clothes, and because he was incurably neat folded them carefully, enjoying this evidence of feminine occupation of a room that had known no mistress since Aurelia had moved out after his father died. Cinnilla sat on the edge of the bed and watched him do this, but when he began to divest himself of his own clothes she shut her eyes.


  Done, he sat beside her and took both her hands in his, resting them upon his bare thigh.


  “Do you know what will happen, Cinnilla?”


  “Yes,” she said, eyes still closed.


  “Then look at my face.”


  The big dark eyes opened, fixed themselves painfully on his face, which was smiling and, she fancied, full of love.


  “How pretty you are, wife, and how nicely made.” He touched her breasts, full and high, with nipples almost the color of her tawny skin. Her hands came up to caress his, she sighed.


  Arms about her now, he kissed her, and this she found just wonderful, so long dreamed of, so much better than the dreams. She opened her lips to him, kissed him back, caressed him, found herself lying alongside him on the bed, her body responding with delicious flinches and shivers to this full—length contact with his. His skin, she discovered, was quite as silky as her own, and the pleasure it gave her to feel it warmed her to the quick.


  Though she had known exactly what would happen, imagination was no substitute for reality. For so many years she had loved him, made him the focus of her life, that to be his wife in flesh as well as at law was glorious. Worth the wait, the wait which had become a part of her state of exaltation. In no hurry, he made sure she was absolutely ready for him, and did nothing to her that belonged to more sophisticated realms than the dreams of virgin girls. He hurt her a little, but not nearly enough to spoil her spiraling excitement; to feel him within her was best of all, and she held him within her until some magical and utterly unexpected spasm invaded every part of her. That, no one had told her about. But that, she understood, was what made women want to remain married.


  When they rose at dawn to eat bread still hot from the oven and water cold from the stone cistern in the light—well garden, they found the dining room filled with roses and a flagon of light sweet wine on the sideboard. Tiny dolls of wool and ears of wheat hung from the lamps. Then came Aurelia to kiss them and wish them well, and the servants one by one, and Lucius Decumius and his sons.


  “How nice it is to be properly married at last!” said Caesar.


  “I quite agree,” said Cinnilla, who looked as beautiful and fulfilled as any bride ought to look after her wedding night.


  Gaius Matius, last to arrive, found the little celebratory breakfast enormously touching. None knew better than he how many women Caesar had enjoyed; yet this woman was his wife, and how wonderful it was to see that he was not disappointed. For himself, Gaius Matius doubted that he could have gratified a girl of Cinnilla’s age after living with her as a sister for nine long years. But evidently Caesar was made of sterner stuff.


  *


  It was at the first meeting of the Senate Caesar attended that Philippus succeeded in persuading that body to summon Lepidus back to Rome to hold the curule elections. And at the second meeting he heard Lepidus’s curt refusal read out, to be followed by the senatorial decree ordering Catulus back to Rome.


  But between that meeting and the third one Caesar had a visit from his brother-in-law, Lucius Cornelius Cinna.


  “There will be civil war,” young Cinna said, “and I want you to be on the winning side.”


  “Winning side?”


  “Lepidus’s side.”


  “He won’t win, Lucius. He can’t win.”


  “With all of Etruria and Umbria behind him he can’t lose!”


  “That’s the sort of thing people have been saying since the beginning of the world. I only know one person who can’t lose.”


  “And who might that be?” Cinna demanded, annoyed.


  “Myself.”


  A statement Cinna saw as exquisitely funny; he rolled about with laughter. “You know,” he said when he was able, “you really are an odd fish, Caesar!”


  “Perhaps I’m not a fish at all. I might be a fowl, which would certainly make an odd-looking fish. Or I might be a side of mutton on a hook in a butcher’s stall.”


  “I never know when you’re joking,” said Cinna uncertainly.


  “That’s because I rarely joke.”


  “Rubbish! You weren’t serious when you said you were the only man who couldn’t lose!”


  “I was absolutely serious.”


  “You won’t join Lepidus?”


  “Not if he were poised at the gates of Rome, Lucius.”


  “Well, you’re wrong. I’m joining him.”


  “I don’t blame you. Sulla’s Rome beggared you.”


  And off went young Cinna to Saturnia, where Lepidus and his legions lay. Issued this time by Catulus on behalf of the Senate, the second summons went to Lepidus, and again Lepidus refused to return to Rome. Before Catulus went back to Campania and his own legions, Caesar asked for an interview.


  “What do you want?” asked the son of Catulus Caesar coldly; he had never liked this too—beautiful, too—gifted young man.


  “I want to join your staff in case there’s war.”


  “I won’t have you on my staff.”


  Caesar’s eyes changed, assumed the deadly look Sulla’s used to get. “You don’t have to like me, Quintus Lutatius, to use me.”


  “How would I use you? Or to put it better, what use would you be to me? I hear you’ve already applied to join Lepidus.”


  “That’s a lie!”


  “Not from what I hear. Young Cinna went to see you before he left Rome and the two of you fixed it all up.”


  “Young Cinna came to wish me well, as is the duty of a brother-in-law after his sister’s marriage has been consummated.”


  Catulus turned his back. “You may have convinced Sulla of your loyalty, Caesar, but you’ll never convince me that you’re anything other than a troublemaker. I won’t have you because I won’t have any man on my staff whose loyalty is suspect.”


  “When—and if!—Lepidus marches, cousin, I will fight for Rome. If not as a member of your staff, then in some other capacity. I am a patrician Roman of the same blood family as you, and nobody’s client or adherent.” Halfway to the door, Caesar paused. “You would do well to file me in your mind as a man who will always abide by Rome’s constitution. I will be consul in my year—but not because a loser like Lepidus has made himself Dictator of Rome. Lepidus doesn’t have the courage or the steel, Catulus. Nor, I might add, do you.”


  Thus it was that Caesar remained in Rome while events ran at an ever—accelerating rate toward rebellion. The senatus consultum de re publica defendenda was passed, Flaccus Princeps Senatus died, the second interrex held elections, and finally Lepidus marched on Rome. Together with several thousand others of station high and low and in between, Caesar presented himself in full armor to Catulus on the Campus Martius; he was sent as a part of a group of several hundred to garrison the Wooden Bridge from Transtiberim into the city. Because Catulus would sanction no kind of command for this winner of the Civic Crown, Caesar did duty as a man in the ranks. He saw no action, and when the battle under the Servian Walls of the Quirinal was over, he betook himself home without bothering to volunteer for the chase after Lepidus up the coast of Etruria.


  Catulus’s arrogance and spite were not forgotten. But Gaius Julius Caesar was a patient hater; Catulus’s turn would come when the time was right. Until then, Catulus would wait.


  *


  Much to Caesar’s chagrin, when he had arrived in Rome he found the younger Dolabella already in exile and Gaius Verres strutting around oozing virtue and probity. Verres was now the husband of Metellus Caprarius’s daughter—and very popular with the knight electors, who thought his giving evidence against the younger Dolabella was a great compliment to the disenjuried Ordo Equester—here was a senator who was not afraid to indict one of his fellow senators!


  However, Caesar let it be known through Lucius Decumius and Gaius Matius that he would act as advocate for anyone in the Subura, and busied himself during the months which saw the downfall of Lepidus and Brutus—and the rise of Pompey—with a series of court cases humble enough, yet highly successful. His legal reputation grew, connoisseurs of advocacy and rhetoric began to attend whichever court it was he pleaded before—mostly the urban or foreign praetor’s, but occasionally the Murder Court. Contrive to smear him though Catulus did, people listened to Catulus less and less because they liked what Caesar had to say, not to mention how he said it.


  When some of the cities of Macedonia and central Greece approached him to prosecute the elder Dolabella (back from his extended governorship because Appius Claudius Pulcher had finally arrived in his province), Caesar consented. This was the first really important trial he had undertaken, for it was to be heard in the quaestio de repetundae—the Extortion Court—and involved a man of highest family and great political clout. He knew little of the circumstances behind this elder Dolabella’s governorship, but proceeded to interview possible witnesses and gather evidence with meticulous care. His ethnarch clients found him a delight; scrupulously considerate of their rank, always pleasant and easy to get on with. Most amazing of all did they find his memory—what he had heard he never forgot, and would often seize upon some tiny, inadvertent statement which turned out to be far more important than anyone had realized.


  “However,” he said to his clients on the morning that the trial opened, “be warned. The jury is composed entirely of senators, and senatorial sympathies are very much on Dolabella’s side. He’s seen as a good governor because he managed to keep the Scordisci at bay. I don’t think we can win.”


  They didn’t win. Though the evidence was so strong only a senatorial jury hearing the case of a fellow senator could have ignored it—Caesar’s oratory was superb—the verdict was ABSOLVO. Caesar didn’t apologize to his clients, nor were they disappointed in his performance. Both the forensic presentation and Caesar’s speeches were hailed as the best in at least a generation, and men flocked to ask him to publish his speeches.


  “They will become textbooks for students of rhetoric and the law,” said Marcus Tullius Cicero, asking for copies for himself. “You shouldn’t have lost, of course, but I’m very glad I got back from abroad in time to hear you best Hortensius and Gaius Cotta.”


  “I’m very glad too, Cicero. It’s one thing to be gushed over by Cethegus, quite another to be asked crisply by an advocate of your standing for copies of my work,” said Caesar, who was indeed pleased that Cicero should ask.


  “You can teach me nothing about oratory,” said Cicero, quite unconsciously beginning to demolish his compliment, “but rest assured, Caesar, that I shall study the way you investigated your case and presented your evidence very closely.” They strolled up the Forum together, Cicero still talking. “What fascinates me is how you’ve managed to project your voice. In normal conversation it’s so deep! Yet when you speak to a crowd you pitch it high and clear, and it carries splendidly. Who taught you that?’’


  “No one,” said Caesar, looking surprised. “I just noticed that men with deep voices were harder by far to hear than men with higher voices. So since I like to be heard, I turned myself into a tenor.”


  “Apollonius Molon—I’ve been studying with him for the last two years—says it all depends on the length of a man’s neck what sort of voice he has. The longer the neck, the deeper the voice. And you do have a long, scraggy neck! Luckily,” he added complacently, “my neck is exactly the right length.”


  “Short,” said Caesar, eyes dancing.


  “Medium,” said Cicero firmly.


  “You look well, and you’ve put on some much-needed weight.”


  “I am well. And itching to be back in the courts. Though,” said Cicero thoughtfully, “I do not think I will match my skills against yours. Some titans should never clash. I fancy the likes of Hortensius and Gaius Cotta too.”


  “I expected better of them,” said Caesar. “If the jury hadn’t made up its mind before the trial began instead of paying attention to my case, they would have lost, you know. They were sloppy and clumsy.”


  “I agree. Gaius Cotta is your uncle, is he not?”


  “Yes. Not that it matters. He and I enjoy a clash.”


  They stopped to buy a pasty from a vendor who had been selling his famous savory snacks for years outside the State House of the flamen Dialis.


  “I believe,” said Cicero, wolfing his pasty down (he liked his food), “that there is still considerable legal doubt about your erstwhile flaminate. Aren’t you tempted to use it and move into that commodious and very nice house behind Gavius’s stall there? I understand you live in an apartment in the Subura. Not the right address for an advocate with your style, Caesar!”


  Caesar shuddered, threw the remainder of his turnover in the direction of a begging bird. “Not if I lived in the meanest hovel on the Esquiline, Cicero, would I be tempted!” he declared.


  “Well, I must say I’m glad to be on the Palatine these days,” Cicero said, starting on his second pasty. “My brother, Quintus, has the old family house on the Carinae,” he said grandly, just as if his family had owned it for generations rather than bought it when he had been a boy. He thought of something, and giggled. “Speaking of acquittals and the like, you heard what Quintus Calidius said after a jury of his peers convicted him in the Extortion Court, didn’t you?”


  “I’m afraid I missed it. Do enlighten me.”


  “He said he wasn’t surprised he lost, because the going rate to bribe a jury in these days of Sulla’s all—senatorial courts is three hundred thousand sesterces, and he just couldn’t lay his hands on that kind of cash.”


  Caesar saw the funny side too, and laughed. “Then I must remember to stay out of the Extortion Court!”


  “Especially when Lentulus Sura is foreman of the jury.”


  As Publius Cornelius Lentulus Sura had been the foreman of the elder Dolabella’s jury, Caesar’s brows rose. “That is handy to know, Cicero!”


  “My dear fellow, there is absolutely nothing I can’t tell you about our law courts!” said Cicero, waving one hand in a magnificent gesture. “If you have any questions, just ask me.”


  “I will, be sure of it,” said Caesar. He shook hands with Cicero and walked off in the direction of the despised Subura.


  Quintus Hortensius ducked out from behind a convenient column to join Cicero while he was still watching Caesar’s tall form diminishing in the distance.


  “He was very good,” said Hortensius. “Give him a few more years of experience, my dear Cicero, and you and I will have to look to our laurels.”


  “Give him an honest jury, my dear Hortensius, and your laurels would have been off your head this morning.”


  “Unkind!”


  “It won’t last, you know.”


  “What?”


  “Juries composed entirely of senators.”


  “Nonsense! The Senate is back in control forever.”


  “That is nonsense. There’s a swell in the community to have their powers restored to the tribunes of the plebs. And when they have their old powers back, Quintus Hortensius, the juries will be made up of knights again.”


  Hortensius shrugged. “It makes no difference to me, Cicero. Senators or knights, a bribe is a bribe—when necessary.”


  “I do not bribe my juries,” said Cicero stiffly.


  “I know you don’t. Nor does he.” Hortensius flapped his hand in the direction of the Subura. “But it’s an accepted custom, my dear fellow, an accepted custom!”


  “A custom which can afford an advocate no satisfaction. When I win a case I like to know I won it on my merits, not on how much money my client gave me to dole out in bribes.”


  “Then you’re a fool and you won’t last.”


  Cicero’s good-looking but not classically handsome face went stiff. The brown eyes flashed dangerously. “I’ll outlast you, Hortensius! Never doubt it!”


  “I am too strong to move.”


  “That was what Antaeus said before Hercules lifted him off the ground. Ave, Quintus Hortensius.”


  *


  At the end of January in the following year, Cinnilla gave birth to Caesar’s daughter, Julia, a frost—fair and delicate mite who pleased father and mother enormously.


  “A son is a great expense, dearest wife,” said Caesar, “whereas a daughter is a political asset of infinite value when her lineage is patrician on both sides and she has a good dowry. One can never know how a son will turn out, but our Julia is perfect. Like her grandmother Aurelia, she will have her pick of dozens of suitors.”


  “I can’t see much prospect for the good dowry,” said the mother, who had not had an easy time of it during labor, but was now recovering well.


  “Don’t worry, Cinnilla my lovely! By the time Julia is old enough to marry, the dowry will be there.”


  Aurelia was in her element, having taken charge of the baby and fallen head—over—heels in love with this grandchild. She had four others by now, Lia’s two sons by their different fathers and Ju—Ju’s daughter and son, but none of them lived in her house. Nor were they the progeny of her son, the light of her life.


  “She will keep her blue eyes, they’re very pale,” said Aurelia, delighted baby Julia had thrown to her father’s side, “and her hair has no more color than ice.”


  “I’m glad you can see hair,” said Caesar gravely. “To me she looks absolutely bald—and that, since she’s a Caesar and therefore supposed to have a thick head of hair, is not welcome.”


  “Rubbish! Of course she has hair! Wait until she’s one year old, my son, and then you’ll see that she has a thick head of hair. It will never darken much. She’ll be silver rather than gold, the precious little thing.”


  “She looks as homely as poor Gnaea to me.”


  “Caesar, Caesar! She’s newborn! And she’s going to look very like you.”


  “What a fate,” said Caesar, and departed.


  He proceeded to the city’s most prestigious inn, on the corner of the Forum Romanum and the Clivus Orbius; he had received a message that his clients who had commissioned him to prosecute the elder Dolabella were back in Rome, and anxious to see him.


  “We have another case for you,” said the leader of the Greek visitors, Iphicrates of Thessalonica.


  “I’m flattered,” said Caesar, frowning. “But who is there you could be interested in prosecuting? Appius Claudius Pulcher hasn’t been governor long enough to bring a case against him, surely, even if you could persuade the Senate to consent to trying a governor still in office.”


  “This is an odd task which has nothing to do with Macedonian governors,” said Iphicrates. “We want you to prosecute Gaius Antonius Hybrida for atrocities he committed while he was a prefect of cavalry under Sulla ten years ago.”


  “Ye gods! After all this time, why?”


  “We do not expect to win, Caesar. That is not the object of our mission. Simply, our experiences under the elder of the two Dolabellae has brought home to us forcibly that there are some Romans put over us who are little better than animals. And we think it high time that the city of Rome was made aware of this. Petitions are useless. No one bothers to read them, least of all the Senate. Charges of treason or extortion are rarefied businesses in courts only the upper classes of Rome bother to attend. What we want is to attract the attention of the knights, and even of the lower classes. So we thought of a trial in the Murder Court, a juicy arena all classes attend. And when we cast around for a suitable subject, the name of Gaius Antonius Hybrida leaped to every mind immediately.”


  “What did he do?” Caesar asked.


  “He was the prefect of cavalry in charge of the districts of Thespiae, Eleusis and Orchomenus during the time when Sulla or some of his army lived in Boeotia. But he did very little soldiering. Instead he found delight in terrible pleasures—torture, maiming, rape of women and men, boys and girls, murder.”


  “Hybrida?”


  “Yes, Hybrida.”


  “Well, I always knew he was a typical Antonian—drunk more than sober, incapable of keeping any money in his purse, avid for women and food in enormous excess.” An expression of distaste appeared on Caesar’s face. “But torture? Even for an Antonian, that’s not usual. I’d believe it quicker of an Ahenobarbus!”


  “Our evidence is absolutely unassailable, Caesar.”


  “I suppose he must get it from his mother. She wasn’t a Roman, though I always heard she was a decent enough woman. An Apulian. But the Apulians are not barbarians, and what you describe is pure barbarism. Even Gaius Verres didn’t go so far!”


  “Our evidence is absolutely unassailable,” said Iphicrates again. He looked a little sly. “Now perhaps you understand our plight: who in Rome’s highest circles will believe us unless all of Rome is talking, and all of Rome sees our evidence with its own eyes?”


  “You have victims for witnesses?”


  “Dozens of them if necessary. People of unimpeachable virtue and standing. Some without eyes, some without ears, some without tongues, some without hands—or feet—or legs—or genitals—or wombs—or arms—or skin—or noses—or combinations of these. The man was a beast. So were his cronies, though they do not matter, as they were not of the high nobility.”


  Caesar looked sick. “His victims lived, then.”


  “Most of them lived, that is true. Antonius, you see, thought that what he did was an art. And the art lay in inflicting the most pain and dismemberment without death ensuing. Antonius’s greatest joy was to ride back into one of his towns months later to see that his victims still lived.”


  “Well, it will be awkward for me, but I will certainly take the case,” said Caesar sternly.


  “Awkward? How, awkward?”


  “His elder brother, Marcus, is married to my first cousin once removed—the daughter of Lucius Caesar, who was consul and later murdered by Gaius Marius. There are three little boys—Hybrida’s nephews—who are my first cousins twice removed. It is not considered good form to prosecute members of one’s own family, Iphicrates.”


  “But is the actual relationship one which extends to Gaius Antonius Hybrida? Your cousin is not married to him.”


  “True, and it is for that reason I will take the case. But many will disapprove. The blood does link in Julia’s three sons.”


  It was Lucius Decumius he chose to talk to, rather than to Gaius Matius or someone else closer to his rank.


  “You hear everything, dad. But have you heard of this?”


  Having been dowered with a physical apparatus incapable of looking older when he was younger and younger when he was older, Lucius Decumius remained ever the same; Caesar was hard put to calculate his age, which he guessed at around sixty.


  “A bit, not much. His slaves don’t last beyond six months, yet you never sees them buried. I always gets suspicious when I never sees them buried. Usually means all sorts of nasty antics.”


  “Nothing is more despicable than cruelty to a slave!”


  “Well, you’d think so, Caesar. You got the world’s best mother, you been brought up right.”


  “It should not have to do with how one is brought up!” said Caesar angrily. “It surely has to do with one’s innate nature. I can understand such atrocities when they’re perpetrated by barbarians—their customs, traditions and gods ask things of them which we Romans outlawed centuries ago. To think of a Roman nobleman—one of the Antonii!—taking pleasure in inflicting such suffering—oh, dad, I find it hard to believe!”


  But Lucius Decumius merely looked wise. “It’s all around you, Caesar, and you knows it is. Maybe not quite so horrible, but that’s mostly because people is afraid of getting caught. You just consider for a moment! This Antonius Hybrida, he’s a Roman nobleman just like you say. The courts protects him and his own sort protects him. What’s he got to be afraid of, once he starts? All what stops most people starting, Caesar, is the fear of getting caught. Getting caught means punishment. And the higher a man is, the further he’s got to fall. But just sometimes you finds a man with the clout to be whatever he wants to be who goes ahead and is what he wants to be. Like Antonius Hybrida. Not many like him in any place. Not many! But there’s always some, Caesar. Always some.”


  “Yes, you’re right. Of course you’re right.” The eyelids fell tiredly, blocked out Caesar’s thoughts. “What you’re saying is that such men must be brought to book. Punished.”


  “Unless you wants a lot more of the same. Let one off and two more gets daring.”


  “So I must bring him to book. That won’t be easy.”


  “It won’t be easy.”


  “Aside from dark rumors of disappearing slaves, what else do you know about him, dad?”


  “Not much, except that he’s hated. Tradesmen hates him. So do ordinary people. When he pinches a sweet little girl as he walks down the street, he pinches too hard, makes her cry.”


  “And where does my cousin Julia fit into all this?”


  “Ask your mother, Caesar, not me!”


  “I can’t ask my mother, Lucius Decumius!”


  Lucius Decumius thought about that, and nodded. “No, you can’t, right enough.” He paused to ponder. “Well, that Julia’s a silly woman—not one of your smarter Julias for sure! Her Antonius is a bit of a lad, if you follows me, but not cruel. Thoughtless. Don’t know when to give his boys a good kick up the arse, little beggars.”


  “You mean his boys run wild?”


  “As a forest boar.”


  “Let me see…. Marcus, Gaius, Lucius. Oh, I wish I knew more about family matters! I don’t listen to the women talking, is the trouble. My mother could tell me in an instant.... But she’s too clever, dad, she’d want to know why I’m interested, and then she’d try to persuade me not to take the case. After which we’d quarrel. Far better that when she does learn I’m taking the case, it’s an accomplished fact.” He sighed, looked rueful. “I think I’d better hear more about Hybrida’s brother’s boys, dad.”


  Lucius Decumius screwed up his eyes, pursed his lips. “I sees them about the Subura—shouldn’t be scampering in the Subura with no pedagogue or servant, but they does. Steal food from the shops, more to torment than because they wants it.”


  “How old are they?”


  “Can’t tell you exactly, but Marcus looks about twelve in size and acts five in mind, so put him at seven or eight. The other two is littler.”


  “Yes, they’re hulking brutes, all the Antonii. I take it the father of these boys hasn’t much money.”


  “Always on the edge of disaster, Caesar.”


  “I won’t do him or his boys any good if I prosecute, then.”


  “You won’t.”


  “I have to take the case, dad.”


  “Well, I knows that!”


  “What I need are some witnesses. Preferably free men—or women—or children—who are willing to testify. He must be doing it here too. And his victims won’t all be vanished slaves.”


  “I’ll go looking, Caesar.”


  His womenfolk knew the moment he came in the front door that some trouble had come upon him, but neither Aurelia nor Cinnilla tried to discover its nature. Under more normal circumstances Aurelia certainly would have, but the baby occupied her attention more than she would have cared to admit, so she missed the significance of Caesar’s mood. And therefore the chance to talk him out of prosecuting Gaius Antonius Hybrida, whose nephews were Caesar’s close cousins.


  *


  The Murder Court was the logical venue, but the more Caesar thought about the case the less he liked the idea of a trial in the Murder Court. For one thing, the president was the praetor Marcus Junius Juncus, who resented his allocation to an ex-aedile’s court, but no ex-aediles had volunteered this year; Caesar had already clashed with him during a case he had pleaded in January. The other great difficulty was the un—Roman litigants. It was very difficult indeed in any court to get a favorable verdict when the plaintiffs were foreign nationals and the defendant a Roman of high birth and standing. All very well for his clients to say that they didn’t mind losing the case, but Caesar knew a judge like Juncus would ensure the proceedings were kept quiet, the court shoved away somewhere designed to discourage a large audience. And the worst of it was that the tribune of the plebs Gnaeus Sicinius was monopolizing Forum audiences by agitating ceaselessly for a full restoration of all the powers which had used to belong to the tribunes of the plebs. Nobody was interested in anything else, especially after Sicinius had come out with a witticism already going down in the collection of every literary dilettante who amassed political witticisms.


  “Why,” the consul Gaius Scribonius Curio had asked him, exasperated, “is it that you harass me and my colleague Gnaeus Octavius, you harass the praetors, the aediles, your fellow tribunes of the plebs, Publius Cethegus, all our consulars and great men, bankers like Titus Atticus, even the poor quaestors!—and yet you never say a word against Marcus Licinius Crassus? Isn’t Marcus Crassus worthy of your venom? Or is it Marcus Crassus who is putting you up to your antics? Go on, Sicinius, you yapping little dog, tell me why you leave Crassus alone!”


  Well aware that Curio and Crassus had had a falling—out, Sicinius pretended to give the question serious consideration before answering.


  “Because Marcus Crassus has hay wrapped around both his horns,” he said gravely.


  The very large audience had collapsed on the ground laughing, appreciating every nuance. The sight of an ox with hay wrapped around one horn was common enough; the hay was a warning that the animal might look placid, but it would suddenly gore with the hayed horn. Oxen with hay wrapped around both horns were avoided like lepers. Had Marcus Crassus not possessed the unruffled, bovine look and build of an ox, the remark would not have been so apt; but what made it so hilarious was the inference that Marcus Crassus was such a prick he had two of them.


  Therefore, how to attract away some of Sicinius’s devoted following? How to give the case the audience it deserved? And while Caesar chewed these matters over, his clients journeyed back to Boeotia to gather evidence and witnesses in the exact way Caesar had instructed; the months went on, the clients returned, and still Caesar had not applied to Juncus to hear the case.


  “I do not understand!” cried Iphicrates, disappointed. “If we do not hurry, we may not be heard at all!”


  “I have a feeling there’s a better way,” said Caesar. “Be patient with me a little longer, Iphicrates. I promise I will make sure you and your colleagues don’t have to wait in Rome for more months. Your witnesses are well hidden?”


  “Absolutely, just as you ordered. In a villa outside Cumae.”


  And then one day early in June, the answer came. Caesar had paused by the tribunal of the praetor peregrinus, Marcus Terentius Varro Lucullus. The younger brother of the man most of Rome deemed her brightest man of the future was very like Lucullus—and very devoted to him. Separated as children by the vicissitudes of fortune, the bond had not weakened; rather, it had grown much stronger. Lucullus had delayed his climb up the cursus honorum so that he could be curule aedile in tandem with Varro Lucullus, and together they had thrown games of such brilliance that people still talked about them. It was commonly believed that both the Luculli would achieve the consulship in the near future; they were as popular with the voters as they were aristocratic.


  “How goes your day?” Caesar asked, smiling; he liked the foreign praetor, in whose court he had pleaded many little cases with a confidence and freedom few other judges engendered. Varro Lucullus was extremely knowledgeable about law, and a man of great integrity.


  “My day goes boringly,” said Varro Lucullus, answering the smile with one of his own.


  Somehow Caesar’s brilliant idea was born and reached full maturity between his question and Varro Lucullus’s answer; that was usually what happened, the lightning perception of how to go about some difficult thing after months of puzzling.


  “When are you leaving Rome to hear the rural assizes?”


  “It’s traditional for the foreign praetor to pop up on the Campanian seaside just as summer reaches its most unendurable pitch,” said Varro Lucullus, and sighed. “However, it looks as if I’ll be tied down in Rome for at least another month.”


  “Then don’t cut it short!” said Caesar.


  Varro Lucullus blinked; one moment he had been talking to a man whose legal acumen and ability he prized highly, the next moment he was gazing at the space where Caesar had been.


  “I know how to do it!” Caesar was saying shortly afterward to Iphicrates in the private parlor he had hired at his inn.


  “How?” asked the important man of Thessalonica eagerly.


  “I knew I was right to delay, Iphicrates! We’re not going to use the Murder Court, nor will we lay criminal charges against Gaius Antonius Hybrida.”


  “Not lay criminal charges?” gasped Iphicrates. “But that is the whole object!”


  “Nonsense! The whole object is to create a huge stir in Rome. We won’t do that in Juncus’s court, nor will his court enable us to steal Sicinius’s Forum audiences. Juncus will tuck himself away in the smallest, most airless corner of the Basilica Porcia or Opimia, everyone compelled to be present will faint from the heat, and no one who is not compelled to be present will be there at all. The jury will hate us and Juncus will gallop through the proceedings, egged on by jurors and advocates.”


  “But what other alternative is there?”


  Caesar leaned forward. “I will lay this case before the foreign praetor as a civil suit,” he said. “Instead of charging Hybrida with murder, I will sue him for damages arising out of his conduct while a prefect of cavalry in Greece ten years ago. And you will lodge an enormous sponsio with the foreign praetor—a sum of money far greater than Hybrida’s whole fortune. Could you raise two thousand talents? And be prepared if something goes wrong to lose them?”


  Iphicrates drew a breath. “The sum is indeed enormous, but we came prepared to spend whatever it takes to make Rome see that she must cease to plague us with men like Hybrida—and the elder Dolabella. Yes, Caesar,” said Iphicrates deliberately, “we will raise two thousand talents. It will take some doing, but we will find it here in Rome.”


  “All right, then we lodge two thousand talents in sponsio with the foreign praetor in the civil suit against Gaius Antonius Hybrida. That will create a sensation in itself. It will also demonstrate to the whole of Rome that we are serious.”


  “Hybrida won’t be able to find a quarter of that sum.”


  “Absolutely right, Iphicrates, he won’t. But it is in the jurisdiction of the foreign praetor to waive the lodgement of sponsio if he considers there is a case to be answered. And if there’s one thing about Varro Lucullus, it’s that he is fair. He will waive Hybrida’s matching sum, I’m sure of it.”


  “But if we win and Hybrida has not lodged two thousand talents as his matching sponsio, what happens?”


  “Then, Iphicrates, he has to find it! Because he has to pay it! That’s how a civil suit works under Roman law.”


  “Oh, I see!” Iphicrates sat back and linked his arms about his knees, smiling gently. “Then if he loses, he’s a beggar. He will have to leave Rome a bankrupt—and he will never be able to return, will he?”


  “He will never be able to return.”


  “On the other hand, if we lose, he takes our two thousand?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Do you think we will lose, Caesar?”


  “No.”


  Then why are you warning me that something could go wrong? Why do you say we must be prepared to forfeit our money?”


  Frowning, Caesar tried to explain to this Greek what he, a Roman through and through, had absorbed from infancy. “Because Roman law is not as watertight as it seems. A lot depends on the judge, and the judge under Sulla’s law cannot be Varro Lucullus. In that respect, I pin my faith upon Varro Lucullus’s integrity, that he will choose a judge prepared to be dispassionate. And then there is another risk. Sometimes a brilliant advocate will find a hole in the law that can let in an entire ocean—Hybrida will be defended by the best advocates in Rome.” Caesar tensed, held his hands like claws. “If I can be inspired to find an answer to our problem, do you think there is no one else capable of being inspired to find an answer to Hybrida’s problem? That is why men like me enjoy legal practice, Iphicrates, when judge and process are free from taint or bias! No matter how conclusive and watertight we think our case is, beware of the bright fellow on the other side. What if Cicero defends? Formidable! Mind you, I don’t think he’ll be tempted when he learns the details. But Hortensius wouldn’t be so fussy. You must remember too that one side has to lose. We are fighting for a principle, and that is the most dangerous reason of all for going to law.”


  “I will consult with my colleagues and give you our answer tomorrow,” said Iphicrates.


  The answer was that Caesar should proceed to ask the foreign praetor to hear a civil suit against Gaius Antonius Hybrida. Down to Varro Lucullus’s tribunal went Caesar with his clients, there to apply to lodge a sponsio of two thousand talents, the sum in damages being demanded from Hybrida.


  Varro Lucullus sat mute, deprived of breath, then shook his head in wonder and held out his hand to examine the bank draft. “This is real and you are serious,” he said to Caesar.


  “Absolutely, praetor peregrinus.’’


  “Why not the Extortion Court?”


  “Because the suit does not involve extortion. It involves murder—but more than murder! It involves torture, rape, and permanent maiming. After so many years, my clients do not wish to seek criminal justice. They are seeking damages on behalf of the people of Thespiae, Eleusis and Orchomenus whom Gaius Antonius Hybrida damaged. These people are incapable of working, of earning their livings, of being parents or husbands or wives. To support them in comfort and with kindness is costing the other citizens of Thespiae, Eleusis and Orchomenus a fortune that my clients consider Gaius Antonius Hybrida should be paying. This is a civil suit, praetor peregrinus, to recover damages.”


  “Then present your evidence in brief, advocate, so that I may decide whether there is a case to be answered.”


  “I will offer before your court and the judge you appoint the testimony of eight victims or witnesses of atrocities. Six of these will be residents of the towns of Thespiae, Eleusis and Orchomenus. The other two are residents of the city of Rome, one a freedman citizen, the other a Syrian national.”


  “Why do you offer Roman testimony, advocate?”


  “To show the court that Gaius Antonius Hybrida is still indulging in his atrocious practices, praetor peregrinus.”


  Two hours later Varro Lucullus accepted the suit in his court and lodged the Greek sponsio. A summons was issued against Gaius Antonius Hybrida to appear to answer the charges on the morrow. After which Varro Lucullus appointed his judge. Publius Cornelius Cethegus. Keeping his face straight, Caesar cheered inside. Brilliant! The judge was a man so wealthy he based his whole power upon the claim that he could not be bought, a man so cultivated and refined that he wept when a pet fish or a lapdog died, a man who covered his head with his toga so he couldn’t see a chicken being decapitated in the marketplace. And a man who had no love whatsoever for the Antonii. Would Cethegus consider that a fellow senator must be protected, no matter what the crime? Or the civil suit? No, not Cethegus! After all, there was no possibility of loss of Roman citizenship or of exile. This was civil litigation, only money at stake.


  Word ran round the Forum Romanum quicker than feet could run; a crowd began to gather within moments of Caesar’s appearance before the foreign praetor’s tribunal. As Caesar stimulated interest by enlarging upon the injuries Hybrida’s victims had sustained, the crowd grew, hardly able to wait for the case to begin on the morrow—could there truly be such awful sights to be seen as a flayed man and a woman whose genitalia had been so cut up she couldn’t even urinate properly?


  News of the case beat Caesar home, as he could see from his mother’s face.


  “What is this I hear?” she demanded, bristling. “You’re acting in a case against Gaius Antonius Hybrida? That is not possible! There is a blood tie.”


  “There is no blood tie between Hybrida and me, Mater.”


  “His nephews are your cousins!”


  “They are his brother’s children, and the blood tie is from their mother. Consanguinity could only matter if it were Hybrida’s sons—did he have any, that is!—who were my cousins.”


  “You can’t do this to a Julia!”


  “I dislike the family implication, Mater, but there is no direct involvement of a Julia.”


  “The Julii Caesares have allied themselves in marriage with the Antonii! That is reason enough!”


  “No, it is not! And more fool the Julii Caesares for seeking an alliance with the Antonii! They’re boors and wastrels! For I tell you, Mater, that I would not let a Julia of my own family marry any Antonius,” said Caesar, turning his shoulder.


  “Reconsider, Caesar, please! You will be condemned.”


  “I will not reconsider.”


  The result of this confrontation was an uncomfortable meal that afternoon. Helpless to contend with two such steely opponents as her husband and her mother-in-law, Cinnilla fled back to the nursery as soon as she could, pleading colic, teething, rashes, and every other baby ailment she could think of. Which left Caesar, chin up, to ignore Aurelia, chin up.


  Some did voice disapproval, but Caesar was by no means setting a precedent in taking this case; there had been many others in which consanguinity was in much higher degree than the technical objections men like Catulus raised in the prosecution of Gaius Antonius Hybrida.


  Of course Hybrida could not ignore the summons, so he was waiting at the foreign praetor’s tribunal with a retinue of famous faces in attendance, including Quintus Hortensius and Caesar’s uncle, Gaius Aurelius Cotta. Of Marcus Tullius Cicero there was no sign, even in the audience; until, Caesar noticed out of the corner of his eye, the moment in which Cethegus opened the hearing. Trust Cicero not to miss such scandalous goings—on! Especially when the legal option of a civil suit had been chosen.


  Hybrida was uneasy, Caesar saw that at once. A big, muscular fellow with a neck as thick as a corded column, Hybrida was a typical Antonius; the wiry, curly auburn hair and red-brown eyes were as Antonian as the aquiline nose and the prominent chin trying to meet across a small, thick mouth. Until he had heard about Hybrida’s atrocities Caesar had dismissed the brutish face as that of a lout who drank too much, ate too much, and was overly fond of sexual pleasures. Now he knew better. It was the face of a veritable monster.


  Things got off to a bad start for Hybrida when Hortensius elected to take a high hand and demanded that the suit forthwith be dismissed, alleging that if the matter was one—tenth as serious as the suit indicated, it should be heard before a criminal court. Varro Lucullus sat expressionless, unwilling to intervene unless his judge asked for his advice. Which Cethegus was not about to do. Sooner or later his turn would have come up to preside over this court, and he had not looked forward to some monotonous argument about a purse of moneys. Now here he was with a veritable plum of a case—one which might repel him, but would at least not bore him. So he dealt smartly with Hortensius and got things under way with smooth authority.


  By noon Cethegus was ready to hear the witnesses, whose appearance created a sensation. Iphicrates and his companions had chosen the victims they had brought all the way from Greece with an eye to drama as well as to pity. Most moving was a man who could not testify on his own behalf at all; Hybrida had removed most of his face—and his tongue. But his wife was as articulate as she was filled with hatred, and a damning witness. Cethegus sat listening to her and looking at her poor husband green—faced and sweating. After their testimony concluded he adjourned for the day, praying he got home before he was sick.


  But it was Hybrida who tried to have the last word. As he left the area of the tribunal he grasped Caesar by the arm and detained him.


  “Where did you collect this sorry lot?” he asked, assuming an expression of pained bewilderment. “You must have had to comb the world! But it won’t work, you know. What are they, after all? A handful of miscreant misfits! That’s all! A mere handful anxious to take hefty Roman damages instead of existing on piddling Greek alms!”


  “A mere handful?” roared Caesar at the top of his voice, and stilling the noise of the dispersing crowd, which turned to hear what he said. “Is that all? I say to you, Gaius Antonius Hybrida, that one would be too many! Just one! Just one man or woman or child despoiled in this frightful way is one too many! Just one man or woman or child plundered of youth and beauty and pride in being alive is one too many! Go away! Go home!”


  Gaius Antonius Hybrida went home, appalled to discover that his advocates had no wish to accompany him. Even his brother had found an excuse to go elsewhere. Though he did not walk alone; beside him trotted a small plump man who had become quite a friend in the year and a half since he had joined the Senate. This man’s name was Gaius Aelius Staienus, and he was hungry for powerful allies, hungry to eat free of charge at someone else’s table, and very hungry for money. He had had some of Pompey’s money last year, when he had been Mamercus’s quaestor and incited a mutiny—oh, not a nasty, bloody mutiny! And it had all worked out extremely well in the end, with not a whiff of suspicion stealing his way.


  “You’re going to lose,” he said to Hybrida as they entered Hybrida’s very nice mansion on the Palatine.


  Hybrida was not disposed to argue. “I know.”


  “But wouldn’t it be nice to win?” asked Staienus dreamily. “Two thousand talents to spend, that’s the reward for winning.”


  “I’m going to have to find two thousand talents, which will bankrupt me for more years than I have left to live.”


  “Not necessarily,” said Staienus in a purring voice. He sat down in Hybrida’s cliental chair, and looked about. “Have you any of that Chian wine left?’’ he asked.


  Hybrida went to a console table and poured two undiluted goblets from a flagon, handed one to his guest, and sat down. He drank deeply, then gazed at Staienus. “You’ve got something boiling in your pot,” he said. “What is it?”


  “Two thousand talents is a vast sum. In fact, one thousand talents is a vast sum.”


  “That’s true.” The gross little mouth peeled its thick lips back to reveal Hybrida’s small and perfect white teeth. “I am not a fool, Staienus! If I agree to split the two thousand talents equally with you, you’ll guarantee to get me off. Is that right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Then I agree. You get me off, and one thousand of those Greek talents are yours.”


  “It’s simple, really,” said Staienus thoughtfully. “You have Sulla to thank for it, of course. But he’s dead, so he won’t care if you thank me instead.”


  “Stop tormenting me and tell me!”


  “Oh, yes! I forgot that you prefer to torment others than be tormented yourself.” Like many small men suddenly given a position of power, Staienus was incapable of concealing his pleasure at owning power, even though this meant that when the affair was over, so was his friendship with Hybrida. No matter how successful his ploy. But he didn’t care. A thousand talents was reward enough. What was friendship with a creature like Hybrida anyway?


  “Tell me, Staienus, or get out!”


  “The ius auxilii ferendi” was what Staienus said.


  “Well, what about it?”


  “The original function of the tribunes of the plebs, and the only function Sulla didn’t take off them—to rescue a member of the plebs from the hands of a magistrate.”


  “The ius auxilii ferendi!” cried Hybrida, amazed. For a moment his pouting face lightened, then darkened again. “They wouldn’t do it,” he said.


  “They might,” said Staienus.


  “Not Sicinius! Never Sicinius! All it takes is one veto within the college and the other nine tribunes of the plebs are powerless. Sicinius wouldn’t stand for it, Staienus. He’s a wretched nuisance, but he’s not bribable.”


  “Sicinius,” said Staienus happily, “is not popular with any of his nine colleagues. He’s made such a thorough nuisance of himself—and stolen their thunder in the Forum!—that they’re sick to death of him. In fact the day before yesterday I heard two of them threaten to throw him off the Tarpeian Rock unless he shut up about restoring their rights.”


  “You mean Sicinius could be intimidated?”


  “Yes. Definitely. Of course you’ll have to find a goodly sum of cash between now and tomorrow morning, because none of them will be in it unless they’re well rewarded. But you can do that—especially with a thousand talents coming in because of it.”


  “How much?’’ asked Hybrida.


  “Nine times fifty thousand sesterces. That’s four hundred and fifty thousand. Can you do it?”


  “I can try. I’ll go to my brother, he doesn’t want scandal in the family. And there are a few other sources. Yes, Staienus, I believe I can do it.”


  And so it was arranged. Gaius Aelius Staienus had a busy evening bustling from the house of one tribune of the plebs to another—Marcus Atilius Bulbus, Manius Aquillius, Quintus Curius, Publius Popillius, and on through nine of the ten. He did not go near the house of Gnaeus Sicinius.


  The hearing was due to recommence two hours after dawn; by then the Forum Romanum had already experienced high drama, so it promised to be quite a day for the Forum frequenters, who were ecstatic. Just after dawn his nine fellow tribunes of the plebs had ganged up on Gnaeus Sicinius and physically hauled him to the top of the Capitol, where they beat him black and blue, then held him over the end of the overhanging ledge called the Tarpeian Rock and let him look down at the needle—sharp outcrop below. No more of this perpetual agitating to see the powers of the tribunate of the plebs restored! they cried to him as he dangled, and got an oath from him that he would in future do as his nine colleagues told him. Sicinius was then packed off home in a litter.


  And not more than a very few moments after Cethegus opened the second day’s proceedings in the suit against Hybrida, nine tribunes of the plebs descended upon Varro Lucullus’s tribunal shouting that a member of the Plebs was being detained against his will by a magistrate.


  “I appeal to you to exercise the ius auxilii ferendi!” cried Hybrida, arms extended piteously.


  “Marcus Terentius Varro Lucullus, we have been appealed to by a member of the Plebs to exercise the ius auxilii ferendi!” said Manius Aquillius. “I hereby notify you that we so exercise it!”


  “This is a manifest outrage!” Varro Lucullus shouted, leaping to his feet. “I refuse to allow you to exercise that right! Where is the tenth tribune?”


  “At home in bed, very sick,” sneered Manius Aquillius, “but you can send to him if you like. He won’t veto us.”


  “You transgress justice!” yelled Cethegus. “An outrage! A shame! A scandal! How much has Hybrida paid you?”


  “Release Gaius Antonius Hybrida, or we will take hold of every last man who objects and throw him from the Tarpeian Rock!” cried Manius Aquillius.


  “You are obstructing justice!” said Varro Lucullus.


  “There can be no justice in a magistrate’s court, as you well know, Varro Lucullus,” said Quintus Curius. “One man is not a jury! If you wish to proceed against Gaius Antonius, then do so in a criminal court, where the ius auxilii ferendi does not apply!”


  Caesar stood without moving, nor did he try to object. His clients huddled in his rear, shivering. Face stony, he turned to them and said softly, “I am a patrician, and not a magistrate. We must let the praetor peregrinus deal with this. Say nothing!”


  “Very well, take your member of the Plebs!” said Varro Lucullus, hand on Cethegus’s arm to restrain him.


  “And,” said Gaius Antonius Hybrida, standing in the midst of nine tribunes of the plebs bent on war, “since I have won the case, I will take the sponsio lodged by our Greek—loving Caesar’s clients here.”


  The reference to Greek love was a deliberate slur which brought back to Caesar in one red flash all the pain of that accusation concerning King Nicomedes. Without hesitating, he walked through the ranks of the tribunes of the plebs and took Hybrida’s throat between his hands. Hybrida had always considered himself a Hercules among men, but he could neither break the hold nor manage to come at his taller assailant, whose strength he would not have believed were he not its victim. It took Varro Lucullus and his six lictors to drag Caesar off him, though some men in the crowd wondered afterward at the inertia of the nine tribunes of the plebs, who made no move to help Hybrida at all.


  “This case is dismissed!” bawled Varro Lucullus at the top of his lungs. “There is no suit! I, Marcus Terentius Varro Lucullus, so declare it! Plaintiffs, take back your sponsio! And every last mother’s son of you go home!”


  “The sponsio! The sponsio belongs to Gaius Antonius!” cried another voice: Gaius Aelius Staienus.


  “It does not belong to Hybrida!” Cethegus yelled. “The case has been dismissed by the praetor peregrinus, in whose jurisdiction it lies! The sponsio returns to its owners, there is no wager!”


  “Will you take your member of the Plebs and quit my tribunal!” said Varro Lucullus through his teeth to the tribunes of the plebs. “Go, get out of here, all of you! And I take leave to tell you that you have done the cause of the tribunate of the plebs no good by this scandalous miscarriage of its original purpose! I will do my utmost to keep you muzzled forever!”


  Off went the nine men with Hybrida, Staienus trailing after them howling for the lost sponsio, Hybrida tenderly feeling his bruised throat.


  While the excited crowd milled, Varro Lucullus and Caesar looked at each other.


  “I would have loved to let you strangle the brute, but I hope you understand that I could not,” said Varro Lucullus.


  “I understand,” said Caesar, still shaking. “I thought I was well in control! I’m not a hot man, you know. But I don’t care for excrement like Hybrida calling me a deviate.”


  “That’s obvious,” said Varro Lucullus dryly, remembering what his brother had had to say on the subject.


  Caesar too now paused to recollect whose brother he was with, but decided that Varro Lucullus was quite capable of making up his own mind.


  “Do you believe,” said Cicero, rushing up now that the violence appeared to be at an end, “the gall of that worm? To demand the sponsio, by all the gods!”


  “It takes a lot of gall to do that,” said Caesar, pointing to the mutilated man and his spokeswoman wife.


  “Disgusting!” cried Cicero, sitting down on the steps of the tribunal and mopping his face with his handkerchief.


  “Well,” said Caesar to Iphicrates, who hovered uncertainly, “at least we managed to save your two thousand talents. And I would say that if what you wanted was to create a stir in Rome, you have succeeded. I think the Senate will be very careful in future whom it sends to govern Macedonia. Now go back to your inn, and take those poor unfortunates with you. I’m just sorry that the citizens of their towns will have to continue supporting them. But I did warn you.”


  “I am sorry about only one thing,” said Iphicrates, moving away. “That we failed to punish Gaius Antonius Hybrida.”


  “We didn’t succeed in ruining him financially,” said Caesar, “but he will have to leave Rome. It will be a long time before he dares to show his face in this city again.”


  “Do you think,” asked Cicero, “that Hybrida actually bribed nine tribunes of the plebs?’’


  “I for one am sure of it!” snapped Cethegus, whose anger was slow to cool. “Apart from Sicinius—little though I love that man!—this year’s tribunes of the plebs are a shabby lot!”


  “Why should they be splendid?” asked Caesar, whose anger had cooled completely. “There’s no glory to be had in the office these days. It’s a dead end.”


  “I wonder,” asked Cicero, loath to abandon the direction of his thoughts, “how much nine tribunes of the plebs cost Hybrida?”


  Cethegus pursed his lips. “About forty thousand each.”


  Varro Lucullus’s eyes danced. “You speak with such absolute authority, Cethegus! How do you know?”


  The King of the Backbenchers set his ire aside; it did not become his style, though, he assured himself, it was excusable. He proceeded to answer the foreign praetor with raised brows and the customary drawl in his voice. “My dear praetor peregrinus, there is nothing I do not know about the cupidity of senators! I could give you every bribable senator’s price down to the last sestertius. And for that shabby lot, forty thousand each.”


  And that, as Hybrida was busy discovering, was what Gaius Aelius Staienus had paid; he had kept ninety thousand sesterces for himself.


  “Give them back!” said the man who loved to torture and mutilate his fellow men. “Give the extra money back, Staienus, or I’ll tear your eyes out with my own fingers! I’ll be three hundred and sixty thousand sesterces out of purse as it is—you and your two thousand talents!”


  “Don’t forget,” said the uncowed Staienus, looking vicious, “that it was my idea to use the ius auxulii ferendi. I’ll keep the ninety thousand. As for you—thank all the gods that you’re not stripped of your whole fortune!”


  *


  The sensation of the almost—hearing took some time to die away, and there were several long—lasting results of it. One was that that year’s College of Tribunes of the Plebs went down in the annals of political diarists as the most shameful ever; one other was that Macedonia did remain in the hands of responsible—if warlike—governors; Gnaeus Sicinius spoke no more in the Forum about restoring its full powers to the tribunate of the plebs; Caesar’s fame as an advocate soared; and Gaius Antonius Hybrida absented himself from Rome and the places Romans frequented for several years. In fact, he went on a little trip to the island of Cephallenia in the Ionian Sea, where he found himself the only civilized man (if such he could be called) in the whole region, and discovered too several incredibly ancient grave mounds rilled with treasure—exquisitely chased and inlaid daggers, masks made of pure gold, electrum flagons, rock—crystal cups, heaps of jewelry. Greater by far in value than two thousand talents. Great enough to assure him the consulship when he returned home, if he had to buy every single vote.


  *


  No stirring incidents enlivened the next year for Caesar, who remained in Rome and practiced as an advocate with resounding success. Cicero was not in Rome that year, however. Elected quaestor, he drew the lot for Lilybaeum in western Sicily, where he would work under the governor, Sextus Peducaeus. As his quaestorship meant he was now a member of the Senate, he was willing to leave Rome (though he had hoped for a job within Italy, and cursed his luck in the lots) and plunge himself enthusiastically into his work, which was mostly to do with the grain supply. It was a poor year, but the consuls had dealt with the coming shortage in an effective way; they bought huge quantities of grain still in storage in Sicily, and sold it cheaply in Rome by enacting a lex frumentaria.


  Like almost everyone else literate, Cicero adored both to write and receive letters, and had been an avid correspondent for many years before this one, his thirty-first. But it was to this time in western Sicily that the enduring focus of his epistolary efforts was to date; that is, the steady flow of letters between him and the erudite plutocrat, Titus Pomponius Atticus. Thanks to Atticus, the loneliness of those many months in insular Lilybaeum was alleviated by a steady flow of information and gossip about everything and everyone in Rome.


  Said Atticus in a missive sent toward the end of Cicero’s Sicilian exile:


  The expected food riots never happened, only because Rome is fortunate in her consuls. I had a few words with Gaius Cotta’s brother, Marcus, who is now consul—elect for next year. In this nation of clever men, I asked, why are the common people still obliged from time to time to subsist on millet and turnips? It is high time, I said, that Rome levied against the private growers of Sicily and our other grain provinces and forced them to sell to the State rather than hang on for higher prices from the private grain merchants, for all too often that simply means the grain sits ensiloed in Sicily when it ought to be feeding the common people. I disapprove of stockpiling for profit when that affects the well-being of a nation full of clever men. Marcus Cotta listened to me with great attention, and promised to do something about it next year. As I do not have shares in grain, I can afford to be patriotic and altruistic. And stop laughing, Marcus Tullius.


  Quintus Hortensius, our most self-important plebeian aedile in a generation, has given magnificent games. Along with a free distribution of grain to the populace. He intends to be consul in his year! Of course your absence has meant he is enjoying a high time of it in the law courts, but young Caesar always manages to give him a fright, and often filches his laurels. He doesn’t like it, and was heard to complain the other day that he wished Caesar would depart from Rome too. But those bits of Hortensical nonsense are as nothing compared to the banquet he gave on the occasion of his (yes, it has finally happened!) inauguration as an augur. He served roast peacock. You read aright: roast peacock. The birds (six of them all told) had been roasted and carved down to the eunuch’s nose, then the cooks somehow reassembled all the feathers over the top, so that they were carried in head—high on golden platters in all their fine plumage, tails fanned out and crests nodding. It created a sensation, and other gourmets like Cethegus, Philippus and the senior consul—elect, Lucullus, sat there contemplating suicide. However, dear Marcus, the actual eating of the birds was an anticlimax. An old army boot would have tasted—and chewed!—better.


  The death of Appius Claudius Pulcher in Macedonia last year has led to a most amusing situation. That family never seems to have much luck, does it? First, nephew Philippus when he was censor stripped Appius Claudius of everything, then Appius Claudius wasn’t enterprising enough to buy up big at the proscription auctions, then he became too ill to govern his province, then he caps a bitter life by getting to his province at last, doing very well in military terms, and expiring before he could fix his fortune.


  The six children he has left behind we all know only too well, of course. Frightful! Especially the youngest members. But Appius Claudius, the oldest son, is turning out to be very clever and enterprising.


  First, the moment his father’s back was turned he gave the oldest girl, Claudia, to Quintus Marcius Rex, though she had no dowry whatsoever. I believe Rex paid through the nose for her! Like all the Claudii Pulchri she is a ravishing piece of goods, and that certainly helped. We expect that Rex will fare reasonably well as her husband, as she is reputed to be the only one of the three girls with a nice disposition.


  Three boys are a difficulty, no one denies that. And adoption is out of the question. The youngest boy (who calls himself plain Publius Clodius) is so repulsive and wild that no one can be found willing to adopt him. Gaius Claudius, the middle boy, is an oaf. Unadoptable too. So there is young Appius Claudius, just twenty years of age, obliged to fund not only his own career in the Senate, but the careers of two younger brothers as well. What Quintus Marcius Rex was compelled to contribute can be but a drop in the empty Claudius Pulcher bucket.


  Yet he has done remarkably well, dear Marcus Tullius. Knowing that he would be refused by every tata with a grain of sense, he looked around for a rich bride and went a—wooing—guess who? None other than that dismally plain spinster, Servilia Gnaea! You know who I mean—she was, you might say, hired by Scaurus and Mamercus to live with Drusus’s six orphans. Had no dowry and the most terrifying mother in Rome, a Porcia Liciniana. But it appears Scaurus and Mamercus dowered Gnaea with a full two hundred talents to be paid to her the moment Drusus’s orphans were all grown. And they are grown! Marcus Porcius Cato, the youngest of the brood, aged eighteen at the moment, lives in his father’s house and has declared his independence.


  When the twenty-year-old Appius Claudius Pulcher came a—wooing, Servilia Gnaea grabbed him. She is, they say, all of thirty-two years old now, and an old maid to her core. I do not believe the rumor that she shaves! Her mother does, but that everybody knows. The best part about Appius Claudius’s bargain is that his mother-in-law, the aforementioned Porcia Liciniana, has retired to a commodious seaside villa which, it seems, Scaurus and Mamercus bought against this day at the time they hired the daughter. So Appius Claudius does not have to live with his mother-in-law. The two hundred talents will come in handy.


  But that is not the best of it, Marcus. The best is that Appius Claudius has married off his youngest sister, Clodilla, to none other than Lucullus! All of fifteen years old—he and Lucullus say. I’d make her fourteen, but I might be wrong. What a match! Thanks to Sulla, Lucullus is fabulously rich, and has besides control of the fortunes of The Heavenly Twins. Oh, I am not implying that our upright, downright Lucullus would embezzle from Faustus and Fausta—but what is to stop him popping the interest in his purse?


  Thus due to the amazing energy and enterprise of this twenty-year-old youth, the fortunes of the family Appius Claudius Pulcher have taken an astonishing turn for the better. All of Rome is laughing, but not without sincere admiration. He is worth watching, our Appius Claudius! Publius Clodius, aged fourteen—then Clodilla is fifteen—is already a menace, and his big brother will do nothing to discipline him. He’s very good-looking and precocious, he’s dangerous with girls and up to all kinds of mischief. I believe, however, that he is intellectually brilliant, so he may settle down in time and become a model of the patrician Roman nobleman.


  And what else have I got to tell you? Oh, yes. That famous pun of Gnaeus Sicinius’s about Marcus Crassus—you will not have forgotten the hay on both Crassus’s horns!—is even cleverer than we thought at the time. It has just come out that Sicinius has been heavily in debt to Crassus for years. So the pun contained yet another nuance. Faenum is “hay’’ and faenerator is “moneylender.” The hay wrapped round Crassus’s horns is loan money! Rome learned of the additional nuance because Sicinius is a ruined man and cannot pay Crassus back. I wasn’t aware that Crassus lent money, but his nose is clean, alas. He lends only to senators and does not levy interest. His way of building up a senatorial clientele. I think it will pay to watch friend Crassus. Do not borrow money from him, Marcus! Interest—free is a great temptation, but Crassus calls in his debts whenever he feels like it—no notice whatsoever—and he expects to be paid at once. If he isn’t paid, you’re ruined. And there is not a thing the censors (if we had censors) could do about it, because he charges no interest. Quod erat demonstrandum: he cannot be called a usurer. He’s just a thoroughly nice fellow busy helping his senatorial friends out.


  And I believe that is all. Terentia is well, as is little Tullia. What a nice child your daughter is! Your brother is much as always. How I wish he could learn to get on better with my sister! But I think both you and I have given up on that. Pomponia is a termagant, Quintus is a real country squire. By that I mean he is stubborn, frugal, and proud. And wants to be master of his house.


  Keep well. I will write again before I leave Rome to go back to Epirus, where my cattle ranch is thriving. Too wet for sheep, of course—their feet rot. But everyone is so keen to grow wool that they forget how much cowhide the world consumes. Cattle as an investment are underestimated.


  2


  At the end of Sextilis, Caesar received an urgent summons from Bithynia. King Nicomedes was dying, and asking for him. This was exactly what Caesar needed; Rome was growing daily more suffocating, the courts duller. And though the news from Bithynia was not happy, it was to be expected. Within one day of reading Oradaltis’s note, he was packed and ready to go.


  Burgundus would be with him as always, Demetrius who plucked his body hair could not be left behind nor could the Spartan Brasidas, who made his Civic Crowns out of oak leaves. In fact, this time Caesar traveled with more state than of yore; his importance was increasing, and he now found himself in need of a secretary, several scribes, several personal servants, and a small escort of his own freedmen. Therefore it was with twenty persons in his entourage that he left for the east. An expensive exercise. He was now twenty-five years old, and he had been in the Senate for five of those years.


  “But don’t think,” said Burgundus to the new members of the party, “that you’re going to travel in comfort. When Gaius Julius moves, he moves!”


  *


  Nicomedes was still alive when Caesar reached Bithynia, though he could not recover from this illness.


  “It’s really nothing more nor less than plain old age,” said Queen Oradaltis, weeping. “Oh, I shall miss him! I have been his wife since I was fifteen. How will I manage without him?”


  “You will because you have to,” said Caesar, drying her eyes. “I see that dog Sulla is still brisk enough, so you’ll have his company. From what you tell me, Nicomedes will be glad to go. I for one dread the idea of lingering beyond my usefulness.”


  “He took to his bed for good ten days ago,” said Oradaltis, pattering down a marble corridor, “and the physicians say he may go at any time—today, tomorrow, next month—no one knows.”


  When he set eyes on the wasted figure in the big carven bed, Caesar could not believe he would last beyond that day. Little was left save skin and bone, and nothing at all of the King’s physical individuality; he was dry and wrinkled as a winter apple. But when Caesar spoke his name he opened his eyes at once, held out his hands and smiled gummily, the tears falling.


  “You came!” he cried, voice surprisingly strong.


  “How could I not?” asked Caesar, sitting down on the edge of the bed to take both skeletal claws in a firm grip. “When you ask me to come, I come.”


  With Caesar there to carry him from bed to couch and couch to chair somewhere in the sun and out of the wind, Nicomedes brightened, though the use of his legs was gone permanently and he would drop into a light doze halfway through a sentence, then wake up long moments later with no memory of what he had been saying. His ability to eat solid foods had gone; he existed upon beakers of goat’s milk mixed with fortified wine and honey, and dribbled more of them down his outside than he managed to drink. It is interesting, thought the fastidious and immaculate Caesar, that when this is happening to someone so beloved, the usual reactions are not present. I am not repelled. I am not tempted to command a servant to clean him up. Rather, it is a pleasure to care for him. I would empty his chamber pot gladly.


  “Have you heard from your daughter?” Caesar asked him on one of his better days.


  “Not directly. However, it seems she is still alive and well at Cabeira.”


  “Can’t you negotiate with Mithridates to bring her home?”


  “At the price of the kingdom, Caesar, you know that.”


  “But unless she comes home there is no heir anyway.”


  “Bithynia has an heir right here,” said Nicomedes.


  “In Nicomedia? Who?”


  “I thought of leaving Bithynia to you.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes, you. To be King.”


  “No, my dear old friend, that isn’t possible.”


  “You would make a great king, Caesar. Wouldn’t you like to rule your own land?”


  “My own land is Rome, Nicomedes, and like all Romans, I was brought up to believe in the Republic.”


  The King’s bottom lip trembled. “Can’t I tempt you?”


  “No.”


  “Bithynia needs someone young and very strong, Caesar. I can think of no one but you!”


  “There is Rome herself.”


  “And Romans like Gaius Verres.”


  “That’s true. But there are also Romans like me. Rome is the only answer, Nicomedes. Unless you want to see Pontus rule.”


  “Anything is preferable to that!”


  “Then leave Bithynia to Rome.”


  “Can you draw up my testament in a properly Roman fashion?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then do so, Caesar. I will leave my kingdom to Rome.”


  *


  Halfway through December, King Nicomedes III of Bithynia died. One hand was given to Caesar and the other to his wife, though he did not wake from his long dream to say goodbye.


  The will had been couriered to Rome soon enough that Caesar had received a reply from the Senate before the eighty—five-year-old King died, to the effect that the governor of Asia Province, Marcus Junius Juncus, was being notified, and would journey to Bithynia to begin incorporating Bithynia into Asia Province after the King was dead; as Caesar intended to stay until this happened, Caesar was to inform Juncus when it had.


  That was a disappointment; Bithynia’s first governor would not be a nice or understanding man.


  “I want every treasure and work of art in the whole kingdom catalogued,” said Caesar to the widowed queen, “also the contents of the treasury, the size of the fleets, the size of the army, and every suit of armor, sword, spear, piece of artillery and siege engine you have.”


  “It will be done, but why?” asked Oradaltis, frowning.


  “Because if the governor of Asia Province thinks to enrich his own purse by appropriating as much as one spear or one drachma, I want to know,” said Caesar grimly. “I will then make it my business to prosecute him in Rome, and I’ll secure a conviction too! Because while you’re cataloguing everything, you will make sure you have at least six of the most important Romans in your land as witnesses that the catalogue is correct. That will render the document hard evidence even a senatorial jury cannot ignore.”


  “Oh, dear! Will I be safe?” asked the Queen.


  “In person, quite safe. However, if you can bear to uproot yourself and move into a private house—preferably not here in Nicomedia or in Chalcedon or Prusa—taking everything you want with you, then you ought to survive in peace and comfort for the rest of your life.”


  “You dislike this Marcus Junius Juncus very much.”


  “I dislike him very much.”


  “Is he a Gaius Verres?”


  “I doubt that, Oradaltis. Just ordinarily venal. Thinking himself the first official representative of Rome on the scene, I imagine he’ll steal whatever he decides Rome will let him get away with,” said Caesar calmly. “Rome will demand a catalogue of everything from him, but it’s my guess that the list you make and the list he makes won’t tally. Then we’ll have him!”


  “Won’t he suspect the existence of a catalogue?”


  Caesar laughed. “Not he! Eastern realms are not prone to be so precise—precision is Roman. Of course knowing I’m here he’ll think I’ve skimmed the place first, so it won’t even cross his mind that I might have conspired with you to trap him.”


  By the end of December it was all done. The Queen shifted her residence to the little fishing village of Rheba, around the corner of the Bosporus on the Euxine shore. Here Nicomedes had maintained a private villa which his queen thought an ideal place for a retired ruler to occupy.


  “When Juncus demands to annex your villa, you will show him a copy of the deed of ownership and inform him that the original is in the hands of your bankers. Where will you bank?”


  “I had thought Byzantium. It will be closest to me.”


  “Excellent! Byzantium is not a part of Bithynia, so Juncus won’t be able to get a look at your accounts—or his hands on your funds. You will also inform Juncus that the contents of your villa are yours, a part of your dowry. That will prevent his taking anything away from you. So don’t list anything you do take with you in the catalogue! If anyone is entitled to skim the place, it’s you.”


  “Well, I must think of Nysa too,” said the old woman wistfully. “Who knows? Perhaps one day before I am dead, my daughter will be returned to me.”


  Word came that Juncus had sailed into the Hellespont and would arrive in Nicomedia some days hence; he intended to pause en route to inspect Prusa, said his messenger. Caesar established the Queen in her villa, made sure that the treasury yielded her enough to provide her with an adequate income, lodged Oradaltis’s funds and the catalogue with her chosen bankers in Byzantium, and then took ship from Byzantium with his retinue of twenty. He would hug the Thracian coast of the Propontis all the way to the Hellespont, and thus avoid encountering Marcus Junius Juncus, the governor of Asia Province—and the governor now of Bithynia.


  Caesar was not going back to Rome. Instead he planned to sail to Rhodes, and there study with Apollonius Molon for a year or two. Cicero had convinced him that this would put an additional polish on his oratory, though he was well aware how good his oratory already was. He didn’t miss Rome as Cicero always did, nor did he miss his family. Very pleasant and reassuring though possession of that family was, his wife and child and mother were there to wait for him, and would be there when eventually he returned. It never occurred to him that one or more of them might be snatched from him by death while he was away.


  This trip, he was discovering, was an expensive one, and he had refused to allow Nicomedes or Oradaltis to give him money. He had asked for a keepsake only, and been given a genuine emerald from Scythia rather than the much paler, cloudier stones from the Sinus Arabicus; a flattish cabochon the size of a hen’s egg, it had the King and Queen of Bithynia engraved in profile upon it. Not for sale at any price, nor for any need. However, Caesar never worried about money. For the time being he had sufficient, and the future, he was convinced, would look after itself; an attitude which drove his careful mother to distraction. But retinues of twenty and hired ships did multiply by a factor of ten those early journeys he had made!


  In Smyrna he spent time with Publius Rutilius Rufus again, and was highly entertained by the old man’s stories of Cicero, who had visited him on his way back to Rome from Rhodes.


  “An amazing kind of mushroom!” was Rutilius Rufus’s verdict to Caesar. “He’ll never be happy in Rome, you know, though he worships the place. I would call him the salt of the earth—a decent, warmhearted and old—fashioned fellow.”


  “I know what you mean,” nodded Caesar. “The trouble is, Uncle Publius, that he has a superbly able mind and much ambition.”


  “Like Gaius Marius.”


  “No,” said Caesar firmly. “Not like Gaius Marius.”


  *


  In Miletus he learned how Verres had stolen the finest wools and tapestries and rugs the city owned, and advised the ethnarch to lodge a complaint with the Senate in Rome.


  “Though,” he said, preparing to embark for the voyage to Halicarnassus, “you were lucky he didn’t pilfer your art and despoil your temples as well. That was what he did elsewhere.”


  The ship he had hired in Byzantium was a neat enough cargo vessel of some forty oars, high in the poop where the two great rudder oars resided, and having a cabin for his use on the deck amidships. Thirty assorted mules and horses—including the Nesaean and his own beloved Toes—were accommodated in stalls between his cabin and the poop. As they never sailed more than fifty miles without putting in at another port, readying to sail again was something of a fussy ordeal as horses and mules were brought back on board and settled down.


  Miletus was no different from Smyrna, Pitane, half a dozen earlier ports of call; everyone in the harborside area knew that this particular ship was on hire to a Roman senator, and everyone was hugely interested. Look, there he was! The lovely young man in the pristine toga who walked as if he owned the world! Well, and didn’t he own the world? He was a Roman senator. Of course the lesser lights in his retinue contributed to the talk, so that all the habitual loiterers around the Miletus harborfront knew that he was a high aristocrat, a brilliant man, and single—handedly responsible for persuading King Nicomedes of Bithynia to leave his realm to Rome when he died. Little wonder then that Caesar himself was always glad when the gangplanks were away, the anchors up, and the ship cast off to put out to sea again.


  But it was a beautiful day and the water was calm, a good breeze blew to fill the great linen sail and spare the oarsmen, and Halicarnassus, the captain assured Caesar as they stood together on the poop, would be reached on the following day.


  Some seven or eight miles down the coast, the tip of a promontory jutted into the sea; Caesar’s ship sailed placidly between it and a looming island.


  “Pharmacussa,” said the captain, pointing to the island.


  They passed it close inshore with Iasus on the mainland much further away, on a course which would skirt the next peninsula on that dissected coast. A very small place, Pharmacussa was shaped like a lopsided pair of woman’s breasts, the southernmost mound being the bigger of the two.


  “Does anyone live there?” asked Caesar idly.


  “Not even a shepherd and his sheep.”


  The island had almost slid by when a low, sleek war galley emerged from behind the bigger breast, moving very fast, and on a course to intercept Caesar’s ship.


  “Pirates!” squawked the captain, face white.


  Caesar, who had turned his head to look down their wake, nodded. “Yes, and another galley coming up our rear. How many men aboard the one in front?’’ he asked.


  “Fighting men? At least a hundred, armed to the teeth.”


  “And on the one behind?”


  The captain craned his neck. “It’s a bigger ship. Perhaps one hundred and fifty.”


  “Then you do not recommend that we resist.”


  “Ye gods, Senator, no!” the man gasped. “They would kill us as soon as look at us! We must hope they’re looking for a ransom, because they know from our lie in the water that we’re not carrying cargo.”


  “Do you mean they’re aware there’s someone aboard us who will fetch a good ransom?”


  “They know everything, Senator! They have spies in every port around the Aegean. It’s my guess the spies rowed out from Miletus yesterday with a description of my vessel and the news that she carries a Roman senator.”


  “Are the pirates based on Pharmacussa, then?”


  “No, Senator. It would be too easy for Miletus and Priene to scour them out. They’ve just been hiding there for a few days—on the lookout for a likely victim. It’s never necessary to wait more than a few days. Something juicy always comes along. We’re unlucky. This being winter and usually stormy, I’d hoped to escape pirates. But the weather has been too good, alas!”


  “What will they do with us?”


  “Take us back to their base and wait for the ransom.”


  “Whereabouts is their base likely to be?”


  “Lycia, probably. Somewhere between Patara and Myra.”


  “Quite a long way from here.”


  “Several days’ sail.”


  “Why so far away?”


  “It’s absolutely safe there—a haven for pirates! Hundreds of hidden coves and valleys—there are at least thirty big pirate settlements in the area.”


  Caesar looked unperturbed, though the two galleys were now closing on his ship very quickly; he could see the armed men lining each gunwale, and hear their shouts. “What’s to stop me sailing back with a fleet after I’ve been ransomed and capturing the lot of them?’’


  “You’d never find the right cove, Senator. There are hundreds, and they all look exactly the same. A bit like the old Knossus labyrinth, only linear rather than square.’’


  Summoning his body servant, Caesar asked calmly for his toga, and when the terrified man came back bearing an off—white armful, Caesar stood while he draped it.


  Burgundus appeared. “Do we fight, Caesar?”


  “No, of course not. It’s one thing to fight when the odds are even remotely favorable, quite another when the odds indicate that to fight is suicide. We’ll go tamely, Burgundus. Hear me?”


  “I hear.”


  “Then make sure you tell everyone—I want no foolhardy heroes.” Back he turned to the captain. “So I’d never locate the right cove again, eh?”


  “Never, Senator, believe me. Many have tried.”


  “In Rome we were led to believe Publius Servilius Vatia got rid of the pirates when he conquered the Isauri. He was even let call himself Vatia Isauricus, so great was his campaign.”


  “Pirates are like swarming insects, Caesar. Smoke them out all you like, but as soon as the air is clear again, they’re back.”


  “I see. Then when Vatia put—ooops, Vatia Isauricus !—put an end to the reign of King Zenicetes of the pirates, he only scraped the scum off the surface. Is that correct, Captain?”


  “Yes and no. King Zenicetes was just one pirate chieftain. As for the Isauri”—the captain shrugged—“none of us who sail these waters could ever understand why a great Roman general went to war against an inland tribe of Pisidian savages thinking he was striking a blow at piracy! Perhaps a few Isauric grandsons have joined the pirates, but the Isauri are too far from the sea to be concerned with piracy and pirates.”


  Both warships were now alongside, and men were pouring on board the merchantman.


  “Ah! Here comes the leader,” said Caesar coolly.


  A tall, youngish man clad in a Tyrian purple tunic heavily embroidered with gold pushed his way between the milling hordes on the deck and mounted the plank steps to the poop. He was not armed, nor did he look at all martial.


  “Good day to you,” said Caesar.


  “Am I mistaken in thinking that you are the Roman senator Gaius Julius Caesar, winner of the Civic Crown?’’


  “No, you are not mistaken.”


  The pirate chieftain’s light green eyes narrowed; he put a manicured hand up to his carefully curled yellow hair. “You’re very collected, Senator,” the pirate said, his Greek indicating that perhaps he came from one of the isles of the Sporades.


  “I see no point in being anything else,” said Caesar, lifting his brows. “I presume you will allow me to ransom myself and my people, so I have little to fear.”


  “That’s true. But it doesn’t stop my captives from shitting themselves in terror.”


  “Not this captive!”


  “Well, you’re a war hero.”


  “What happens now—er—I didn’t quite catch the name?”


  “Polygonus.” The pirate turned to look at his men, who had gathered the merchantman’s crew into one group and Caesar’s twenty attendants into another.


  Like their chief, the rest of the pirates were dandies; some sported wigs, some used hot tongs to produce rolling curls in their long locks, some were painted like whores, some preferred exquisitely close shaves and the masculine look, and all were very well dressed.


  “What happens now?’’ Caesar repeated.


  “Your crew is put aboard my ship, I put a crew of my own men at the oars of your ship, and we all row south as fast as we can, Senator. By sunset we’ll be off Cnidus, but we’ll keep on going. Three days from now you’ll be safe in my home, where you will live as my guest until your ransom is paid.”


  “Won’t it be easier to allow some of my servants to leave the ship here? A lighter could take them back to Miletus—that is a rich city, it ought not to have too much difficulty raising my ransom. How much is my ransom, by the way?”


  The chieftain ignored the second question for the moment; he shook his head emphatically. “No, we’ve had our last ransom from Miletus for a while. We distribute the burden around because sometimes the ransomed men are slow to pay it back to whichever community scraped it together. It’s the turn of Xanthus and Patara—Lycia. So we’ll let you send your servants off when we get to Patara.” Polygonus tossed his head to make his curls float. “As for the sum—twenty silver talents.” —


  Caesar reared back in horror. “Twenty silver talents?” he cried, outraged. “Is that all I’m worth?”


  “It’s the going rate for senators, all pirates have agreed. You’re too young to be a magistrate.”


  “I am Gaius Julius Caesar!” said the captive haughtily. “Clearly, fellow, you fail to understand! I am not only a patrician, I am also a Julian! And what does being a Julian mean, you ask? It means that I am descended from the goddess Aphrodite through her son, Aeneas. I come from consular stock, and I will be consul in my year. I am not a mere senator, fellow! I am the winner of a Civic Crown—I speak in the House—I sit on the middle tier—and when I enter the House every man—including consulars and censors!—must rise to his feet and applaud me. Twenty silver talents? I am worthy fifty silver talents!”


  Polygonus had listened fascinated to all this; his captives were never like this one! So sure of himself, so unafraid, so—arrogant! Yet there was something in the handsome face Polygonus liked—could that be a twinkle in the eyes? Was this Gaius Julius Caesar mocking him? But why should he mock in a way which meant he was going to have to pay back more than double his proper ransom? He was serious—he had to be serious! However ... Surely that was a twinkle in his eyes!


  “All right, Your Majesty, fifty silver talents it is!” said Polygonus, his own eyes twinkling.


  “That’s better,” said Caesar. And turned his back.


  *


  Three days later—having encountered no Rhodian or other city fleet patrolling the empty seas—Caesar’s staff were put ashore opposite Patara. Polygonus had sailed aboard his own galley; Caesar had seen no more of him. But he came to supervise the off—loading of Caesar’s staff into a lighter.


  “You can keep the lot except for one if you like,” said the pirate leader. “One’s enough to raise a ransom.”


  “One is not appropriate for a man of my importance,” said Caesar coldly. “I will keep three men only—my body servant Demetrius and two scribes. If I have to wait a long time I shall need someone to copy out my poetry. Or perhaps I’ll write a play. A comedy! Yes, I should have plenty of material for a comedy. Or perhaps a farce.”


  “Who will lead your people?”


  “My freedman, Gaius Julius Burgundus.”


  “The giant? What a man! He’d fetch a fortune as a slave.”


  “He did in his day. He’ll have to have his Nesaean horse,” Caesar went on, tones fussy, “and the others must have their mounts too. They will have to keep some state, I insist upon that.”


  “You can insist all you like, Your Majesty. The horses are good ones, I’ll keep them.”


  “You will not!” snapped Caesar. “You’re getting fifty talents in ransom, so you can hand the horses over. I’ll just keep Toes for myself—unless your roads are paved? Toes isn’t shod, so he can’t be ridden on sealed roads.”


  “You,” said Polygonus, awed, “are beyond a joke!”


  “Put the horses ashore, Polygonus,” said Caesar.


  The horses went ashore. Burgundus was acutely unhappy at leaving Caesar so poorly attended in the custody of these villains, but knew better than to argue. His job was to find the ransom.


  And then it was onward into eastern Lycia, hugging a coast as lonely and desolate as any in the world. No roads, hamlets or fishing villages, only the mighty mountains of the Solyma plunging from permanently snowcapped heights all the way into the water. The coves were upon them before their presence could be spied out, and then were only tiny indentations in some mountain flank, a sliver of reddish—yellow sand running up against a reddish—yellow cliff. But never a sign of a pirate settlement! Intriguing! Caesar remained without moving from the poop from the time his ship sailed past the river on which stood Patara and Xanthus, watching the coast slide by hour after hour.


  At sunset the two galleys and the merchantman they escorted veered inshore toward one of innumerable similar-looking coves, and were run up on the sand until they beached. Only when he had leaped down and was walking on the shifting ground did Caesar see what no one could have from the water; the cliff at the back of the cove was actually two cliffs, a flange of one concealing the gap between them, and in behind them a big hollow bowl of low—lying land. The pirate lair!


  “It’s winter, and the fifty talents we’ll get for you means we can afford to have a lovely holiday instead of sailing in the early spring storms,” said Polygonus, joining Caesar as he strolled through the gap in the cliffs.


  His men were already rigging rollers beneath the prows of the galleys and the cargo vessel; while Caesar and Polygonus watched, the three ships were pulled up from the sand and between the cliffs, then brought to permanent rest propped on struts inside the hidden valley.


  “Do you always do this?” asked Caesar.


  “Not if we’re going out again, but that would be unusual. While we’re out on the prowl we don’t come home.”


  “A very nice arrangement you have here!” said Caesar, voice full of appreciation.


  The hollow bowl was perhaps a mile and a half in width and about half that in length, more or less oval in shape. At its terminus furthest from the cove, a thin waterfall tumbled from hidden heights above into a pool; the pool turned into a stream and meandered down to the cove, though it could not be seen from the water. The pirates (or Mother Earth) had gouged a thin channel for it at the very end of the sands, below the cliff.


  A well-built and properly organized town filled most of the valley. Stone houses three and four storeys high lined gravel streets, several very large stone silos and warehouses stood opposite the place where the ships were grounded, and a marketplace with a temple provided a focus for communal life.


  “How many people do you have?” asked Caesar.


  “Including wives and mistresses and children—and lovers for some of the men!—about—oh, a thousand plus five hundred. Then there are the slaves.”


  “How many slaves?”


  “Two thousands, or thereabouts. We don’t lift a finger for ourselves,” said Polygonus proudly.


  “I’m surprised there’s not an insurrection when the men are absent. Or are the women and the male lovers fearsome warriors?”


  The pirate chieftain laughed scornfully. “We’re not fools, Senator! Every slave is chained permanently. And since there is no escape, why rise?”


  “That wouldn’t stop me,” said Caesar.


  “You’d be caught when we came back. There are no spare ships here to sail away in.”


  “Perhaps it’s I who would catch you when you came back.”


  “Then I’m very glad that all of us will be here until your ransom arrives, Senator! You’ll do no rising.”


  “Oh!” said Caesar, looking disappointed. “Do you mean to say I am to provide you with fifty talents and not even be offered a little feminine diversion while I wait? I don’t rise for men, but I’m rather famous with women.”


  “I’ll bet you are, if such is your preference,” Polygonus said, chuckling. “Never fear! If you want women, we have them.”


  “Do you have a library in this wonderful little haven?”


  “There are a few books around, though we’re not scholars.”


  The two men arrived outside a very large house. “This is my place. You’ll stay here—I prefer to keep you under my eye, I think. You’ll have your own suite of rooms, of course.”


  “A bath would be most welcome.”


  “Since I have all the comforts of the Palatine, a bath you shall have, Senator.”


  “I wish you’d call me Caesar.”


  “Caesar it is.”


  The suite of rooms was big enough to accommodate Demetrius and the two scribes as well as Caesar, who was soon luxuriating in a bath of exactly the right temperature, a little above tepid.


  “You’ll have to shave me as well as pluck me for however many days we’re here, Demetrius,” said Caesar, combing the slight waves of his pale hair downward from the crown. He put down the mirror, made of chased gold encrusted with gems, shaking his head. “There’s a fortune in this house.”


  “They have stolen many fortunes,” said Demetrius.


  “And no doubt stored much of the loot away in some of these many buildings. They’re not all inhabited.” And off drifted Caesar to join Polygonus in the dining room.


  The food was excellent and varied, the wine superb.


  “You keep a good cook,” said Caesar. *


  “I see you eat abstemiously and drink no wine,” said Polygonus.


  “I am passionate about nothing except my work.”


  “What, not your women?”


  “Women,” said Caesar, washing his hands, “are work.”


  “I’ve never heard them called that before!” laughed Polygonus. “You’re an odd fish, Caesar, to save your passions for work.” He patted his belly and sniffed appreciatively at the contents of his rock—crystal goblet. “For myself, the only thing I like about piracy is the delightful life it brings me when I’m not sailing the sea. But most of all, I love good wine!”


  “I don’t dislike the taste,” said Caesar, “but I detest the sensation of losing my wits, and I notice that even half a cup of watered wine takes the edge off them.”


  “But when you wake up, that’s as good as you’re going to feel all day!” cried Polygonus.


  Caesar grinned. “Not necessarily.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “For instance, my dear fellow, I will wake completely sober and in my normal robust health on the morning of the day I sail in here with a fleet at my command, capture this place, and take all of you into my custody. I can assure you that when I look at you in chains, I will feel infinitely better than I did when I woke up! But even that is relative. For on the day I crucify you, Polygonus, I will feel as I have never felt before!”


  Polygonus roared with laughter. “Caesar, you are the most entertaining guest I’ve ever housed! I love your sense of humor!”


  “How terribly nice of you to say so. But you won’t laugh when I crucify you, my friend.”


  “It can’t happen.”


  “It will happen.”


  A vision of gold and purple, hands loaded down with rings and chest flashing with necklaces, Polygonus lay back on his couch and laughed again. “Do you think I didn’t see you standing on your ship watching the shore? Rubbish, Caesar, rubbish! No one can find his way back!”


  “You do.”


  “That’s because I’ve done it a thousand times. For the first hundred times I lost myself over and over again.”


  “I can believe that. You’re not nearly as intelligent as I.”


  That cut: Polygonus sat up. “Clever enough to have captured a Roman senator! And to bleed him of fifty talents!”


  “Your egg isn’t hatched yet.”


  “If this egg doesn’t hatch, it will sit here and rot!”


  Shortly after this spirited exchange Polygonus flounced off, leaving his prisoner to find his own way back to his rooms. There a very pretty girl waited for him, a gift very much appreciated—after Caesar sent her to Demetrius to make sure she was clean.


  *


  For forty days he remained in the pirate hideout; no one restricted his freedom to wander where he willed, talk to whomsoever he fancied. His fame spread from one end of the place to the other, and soon everyone knew that he believed he would sail back after he had been ransomed, would capture and crucify them all.


  “No, no, only the men!” said Caesar, smiling with great charm at a party of women come to quiz him. “How could I crucify beauty such as I see here?”


  “Then what will you do with us?” the most forward female asked, eyes inviting.


  “Sell you. How many women and children are here?”


  “A thousand.”


  “A thousand. If the average price you fetch in whatever slave market I send you to is one thousand three hundred sesterces each, then I will have repaid my ransom to those obliged to find it, and made them a small profit. But you women and children are far more beautiful than one usually finds in a small town, so I expect an average price of two thousand sesterces each. That will give my ransomers a fat profit.”


  The women dissolved into giggles; oh, he was lovely!


  In fact, everyone liked him enormously. He was so pleasant, so jolly and good—humored, and he never displayed the slightest sign of fear or depression. He would joke with everyone, and joked so often about crucifying the men and selling the women and children into slavery that it became almost a constant entertainment. His eyes twinkled, his lips twitched, he thought it as hugely funny as they did. The first girl talked of his prowess as a lover, which meant that many of the women cast lures in his direction; but it didn’t take the men long to find out that he was scrupulous about the women he selected—never a woman belonging permanently to someone else.


  “The only men I cuckold are my peers,” he would say in a lordly voice, looking every inch the aristocrat.


  “Friends?” they would ask, guffawing.


  “Enemies,” Caesar would answer.


  “Well, and aren’t we your enemies?”


  “My enemies, yes. But not my peers, you low collection of absolute scum!” he would say.


  At which point everybody would fall about laughing, loving the way he insulted them with such affectionate good humor.


  And then one afternoon as he dined with Polygonus, the pirate chieftain sighed.


  “I’ll be sorry to lose you, Caesar.”


  “Ah! The ransom has been found.”


  “It will arrive with your freedman tomorrow.”


  “How do you arrange that? I must presume he will be guided here, since you say the place cannot be found.”


  “Oh, he has had some of my men with him the whole time. When the last talent was in the last bag, I received a message. They’ll be here tomorrow about noon.”


  “And then I can go?”


  “Yes.”


  “What about my hired ship?”


  “It too.”


  “The captain? His sailors?”


  “They’ll be on board. You’ll sail at dusk, westward.”


  “So you included my hired ship in your price.”


  “Certainly not!” said Polygonus, astonished. “The captain raised ten talents to buy back his ship and crew.”


  “Ah!” breathed Caesar. “Another debt I must in honor pay.”


  As predicted, Burgundus arrived at noon the following day, the fortieth of Caesar’s imprisonment.


  “Cardixa will allow me to continue being the father of her sons,” said Burgundus, wiping the tears from his eyes. “You look very well, Caesar.”


  “They were considerate hosts. Who raised the ransom?”


  “Patara half, Xanthus half. They weren’t happy, but they didn’t dare refuse. Not so soon after Vatia.”


  “They’ll get their money back, and sooner than they think.”


  *


  The whole pirate town turned out to see Caesar off, some of the women openly weeping. As did Polygonus.


  “I’ll never have another captive like you!” he sighed.


  “That’s very true,” said Caesar, smiling. “Your career as a pirate is over, my friend. I’ll be back before the spring.”


  As always, Polygonus found this exquisitely funny, and was still sniggering as he stood on the sandy little beach to watch the captain of Caesar’s hired ship maneuver its bow into the west. Of light there was little.


  “Don’t stop, Captain!” the pirate leader shouted. “If you do, you’ll have my escort up your arse!”


  And out from behind the mountain flank to the east it came, a hemiolia capable of keeping up with any craft that sailed.


  But by dawn it wasn’t there, and the river upon which stood Patara lay ahead.


  “Now to soothe some financial fears,” said Caesar. He looked at the captain. “By the way, I will repay you the ten talents you had to outlay to ransom your ship and crew.”


  Obviously the captain didn’t believe it lay in Caesar’s power to do this. “An unfortunate voyage!” he mourned.


  “I predict that when it’s over you’ll sail back to Byzantium a very happy man,” said Caesar. “Now get me ashore.”


  His visit was very quickly over, he was back and waiting to leave on the following day before all the horses and mules had been loaded aboard. With him was the rest of his entourage. He looked brisk. “Come, Captain, hustle yourself!”


  “To Rhodus?”


  “To Rhodus, of course.”


  That voyage took three days, calling at Telmessus on the first night and Caunus on the second. Caesar refused to allow his animals to be off—loaded in either place.


  “I’m in too big a hurry—they’ll survive,” he said. “Oh, my luck! Favored by Fortune as always! Thanks to my career as a raiser of fleets, I know exactly where to go and whom to see when we reach Rhodus!”


  He did indeed, with the result that he had collected the men he wanted to see not two hours after his ship had tied up.


  “I need a fleet of ten triremes and about five hundred good men,” he said to the group of Rhodians congregated in the offices of the harbormaster.


  “For what reason?” asked the young admiral Lysander.


  “To accompany me back to the headquarters of the pirate chief Polygonus. I intend to capture the place.”


  “Polygonus? You’ll never find his lair!”


  “I’ll find it,” said Caesar. “Come, let me have the fleet! There will be some rich pickings for Rhodes.”


  Neither his enthusiasm nor his confidence persuaded the men of Rhodes to agree to this wild scheme; it was Caesar’s authority that earned him his ten triremes and five hundred soldiers. They knew him of old, and some of Vatia’s clout still clung to him. Though King Zenicetes had burned his eyrie on top of Mount Termessus when Vatia arrived to capture it, Rhodian respect for Vatia had grown a thousandfold; unperturbed at what seemed the loss of untold plunder, Vatia had simply waited for the ashes to cool, then sieved the lot, and so retrieved the melted precious metals. If Vatia could do that, then his erstwhile legate, Caesar, might be likely to have some of Vatia’s style. Therefore, the men of Rhodes concluded, Caesar was worth a bet.


  At the mouth of Patara’s river the fleet moored on the last night before the search for Polygonus’s lair would begin; Caesar went into the city and commandeered every empty merchantman to follow in the Rhodian wake. And all the next day he stood on the poop of his hired ship, eyes riveted on the cove—scalloped coast sliding by for hour after hour.


  “You see,” he said to his captain, “before Polygonus left Patara I knew enough from listening to the pirates talk to have an idea what the coves were going to look like. So in my mind I set a definition of what I was going to call a cove, and what I would not. Then I simply counted every cove.”


  “I was looking for landmarks—rocks in the sea shaped like this or that, an oddly shaped mountain—that sort of thing,” said the captain, and sighed. “I am lost already!”


  “Landmarks are deceptive, a man’s memory of them treacherous. Give me numbers any day,” said Caesar, smiling.


  “What if you’ve missed your count?”


  “I haven’t.”


  Nor had he. The cove wherein the five hundred soldiers from Rhodes landed looked exactly like every other. The fleet had lain all night to the west of it, undetected, though as it turned out Polygonus had set no watches. All four of his war galleys were drawn up inside the hidden bowl; he deemed himself safe. But the sun had scarcely risen before he and his men were standing in the chains they had used to confine their slaves.


  “You can’t say I didn’t warn you,” said Caesar to Polygonus, wearing a stout set of manacles.


  “I’m not crucified yet, Roman!”


  “You will be. You will be!”


  “How did you find this place?”


  “Arithmetic. I counted every cove between Patara and here.” Caesar turned, beckoning to the Rhodian admiral Lysander. “Come, let’s see what sort of fortune Polygonus has salted away.”


  Many fortunes, as it turned out. Not only were the granaries almost full, but of other foodstuffs there were enough to feed all of Xanthus and Patara for the rest of that winter and spring. One big building was crammed with priceless fabrics and purples, with citrus—wood tables of rarest grain, with golden couches and the finest of chairs. Another building contained chest after chest of coins and jewelry. Much of the jewelry was Egyptian in make, rich with faience, beryl, carnelian, sard, onyx, lapis lazuli and turquoise. One small chest when opened revealed several thousand ocean pearls, some of them as big as pigeon’s eggs, others in rare colors.


  “I’m not truly surprised,” said Lysander. “Polygonus has been raiding these sea—lanes for twenty years, and he’s a well-known hoarder. What I didn’t realize was that he must also have been raiding the shipping between Cyprus and Egypt.”


  “Because of the ocean pearls and the jewelry?’’


  “One doesn’t see such stuff elsewhere.”


  “And the Alexandrians on Cyprus had the gall to tell me that their shipping was safe!”


  “They dislike outsiders knowing their weaknesses, Caesar.”


  “That, I soon understood.” Caesar huffed, pleased. “Well, Lysander, let’s divide the spoils.”


  “Strictly speaking, Caesar, we are your agents. Provided you pay us for the hire of men and ships, the spoils belong to you,” said Lysander.


  “Some but by no means all, my friend. I want no questions asked of me in the House that I cannot answer with an unmistakable ring of truth. So I will take a thousand talents in coin for the Treasury of Rome, five hundred talents more in coin for myself, and a handful of these pearls if I may choose whichever ones I fancy. I suggest that the few remaining coins and all the jewelry go to Rhodes as her share. The warehouse of furniture and fabrics you can sell, but I would like the sum realized used to build a temple in Rhodus to honor my ancestress, Aphrodite.”


  Lysander blinked. “Most generous, Caesar! Why not take the whole chest of pearls for yourself? It would keep you free from money worries for the rest of your life.”


  “No, Lysander, I’ll take just one handful. I like wealth as much as the next man, but too much might turn me into a miser.” Caesar bent to run his hands through the pearls, picking out this one and that: twenty the dark and iridescent colors of the scum on the Palus Asphaltites in Palestina; a pearl the size of a strawberry that was the same color and shape as a strawberry; a dozen the color of the harvest moon; one giant with purple in it; and six perfect silver—cream ones. “There! I can’t sell them, you know, without all of Rome wondering where they came from. But I can give them away to certain women when I need to.”


  “Your fame will spread, to be so unavaricious.”


  “I want no word of it spoken, Lysander, and I do mean that! My continence has absolutely nothing to do with lack of avarice. It has to do with my reputation in Rome, and with a vow I made that I would never lay myself open to charges of extortion or the theft of Rome’s property.” He shrugged. “Besides, the more money I have, the faster I’ll throw it away.”


  “And Patara and Xanthus?”


  “Receive the women and children to sell into slavery, plus all the food stored here. They should get back far more than they had to find to ransom me from the slave sales, and the food is a bonus. But with your permission I will take ten more talents for the captain of my ship. He too had to pay a ransom.” One hand on Lysander’s shoulder, Caesar guided him out of the building. ‘ The ships from Xanthus and Patara will be here by dusk. May I suggest that you put Rhodus’s share on board your galleys before they arrive? I’ll have my clerks catalogue everything. Send the money for Rome to Rome under escort.”


  “What do you want done with the pirate men?”


  “Load them on board Pataran or Xanthian ships, and give them to me to take to Pergamum. I’m not a curule magistrate, so I have not the power to execute in the provinces. That means I must take the men to the governor in Pergamum and ask him for permission to do what I promised I would do—crucify them.”


  “Then I’ll put Rome’s share on board my own galleys. It’s a small enough cargo. The moment the seas are safe—early summer, perhaps—I’ll send the money to Rome from Rhodus.” Lysander thought of something else. “I’ll send four of my ships with you to Pergamum as an escort. You’ve brought Rhodes so much wealth that Rhodes will be delighted to oblige you in everything.”


  “Just remember that I did! Who knows? One day I may need to call in the favor,” said Caesar.


  The pirates were being led off toward the beach; Polygonus, last in the endless line, gave Caesar a grave salute.


  “What luxury—loving fellows they were,” said Caesar, shaking his head. “I had always thought of pirates as dirty, unschooled and in love with fighting. But these men were soft.”


  “Of course,” said Lysander. “Their savagery is overrated. How often do they need to fight for what they pillage, Caesar? Rarely. When they do fight it is under the supervision of their own admirals, who are remarkably skilled. The smaller pirates like Polygonus don’t attack convoys. They prey on unescorted merchantmen. The pirates who sail in fleets are mostly to be found around Crete. But when you live behind the walls of the Solyma like Polygonus, you tend to regard yourself as permanently secure—literally an independent kingdom.”


  “Rhodes could do more than it does to arrest the pirate menace,” said Caesar.


  But Lysander shook his head, chuckled. “Blame Rome for that! It was Rome insisted we reduce the size of our fleets when Rome took on the burden of ruling the eastern end of our great sea. She thought she could police everything, including the shipping lanes. But she’s too parsimonious to spend the necessary money. Rhodes is under her direction these days. So we do as we are bidden. If we were to strike out independently with sufficient naval power to eradicate the pirates, Rome would begin to think that she was hatching her own Mithridates.”


  And that, reflected Caesar, was inarguable.


  *


  Marcus Junius Juncus was not in Pergamum when Caesar reached the river Caicus and moored in the city port; it was nearing the end of March by Roman reckoning, which meant that winter was not yet over, though the voyage up the coast had been uneventful. The city of Pergamum looked magnificent upon its lofty perch, but even from the lowlands of the river traces of snow and ice could be seen upon temple roofs and palace eaves.


  “Where is the governor? In Ephesus?” asked Caesar when he found the proquaestor, Quintus Pompeius (closer by blood to the branch Rufus than to Pompey’s branch).


  “No, he’s in Nicomedia,” said Pompeius curtly. “I was just on my way to join him, actually. You’re lucky to catch any of us here, we’ve been so busy in Bithynia. I came back to fetch some cooler clothes for the governor—we didn’t expect Nicomedia to be warmer than Pergamum.”


  “Oh, it always is,” said Caesar gravely, and managed to refrain from asking the proquaestor of Asia Province did he not have more urgent things to do than fetch cooler clothing for Juncus? “Well, Quintus Pompeius,” he went on affably, “if you like, I’ll carry the governor’s clothing. I’m giving you a little work to do before you can leave. See those ships there?”


  “I see them,” said Pompeius, none too pleased at being told by a younger man that he would have to do this, and not do that.


  “There are some five hundred pirates on board who need to be incarcerated somewhere for a few days. I’m off to Bithynia to obtain formal permission from Marcus Junius to crucify them.”


  “Pirates? Crucify?”


  “That’s right. I captured a pirate stronghold in Lycia—with the aid of ten ships of the Rhodian navy, I hasten to add.”


  “Then you can stay here and look after your own wretched prisoners!” snapped Pompeius. “I’ll ask the governor!”


  “I’m very sorry, Quintus Pompeius, but that’s not the way it’s done,” said Caesar gently. “I am a privatus, and I was a privatus when I captured the men. I must see the governor in person. Lycia is a part of his province, so I must explain the circumstances myself. That is the law.”


  The tussle of wills was prolonged a few moments more, but there was never any doubt as to who would win; off went Caesar in a fast Rhodian galley to Nicomedia, leaving Pompeius behind to deal with the pirate prisoners.


  And, thought Caesar sadly as he cooled his heels in a small palace anteroom until the busy Marcus Junius Juncus had time to see him, things had already changed almost beyond recognition. The gilding was still there, the frescoes and other objects of art which could not be removed without leaving obvious damage behind, but certain familiar and beloved statues were gone from hallways and chambers, as were several paintings.


  The light was fading when Juncus flounced into the room; evidently he had paused to eat dinner before releasing a fellow senator from his long wait.


  “Caesar! How good to see you! What is it?” the governor asked, holding out his hand.


  “Ave, Marcus Junius. You’ve been busy.”


  “That’s right, you know this palace like the look of your hand, don’t you?” The words were smooth enough, but the inference was plain.


  “Since it was I sent you word when King Nicomedes died, you must know that.”


  “But you didn’t have the courtesy to wait here for me.”


  “I am a privatus, Marcus Junius, I would only have been in your way. A governor is best left to his own devices when he has a task to do as important as incorporating a new province into Rome’s flock,” said Caesar.


  “Then what are you doing here now?” Juncus eyed his visitor with intense dislike, remembering their little exchanges in the Murder Court—and who had mostly won them.


  “I was captured by pirates off Pharmacussa two months ago.”


  “Well, that happens to many. I presume that you managed to ransom yourself, since you’re standing before me. But there’s nothing I can do to help you recover the ransom, Caesar. However, if you insist I will have my staff enter a complaint with the Senate in Rome.”


  “I am able to do that myself,” said Caesar pleasantly. “I am not here to complain, Marcus Junius. I’m here to request your permission to crucify five hundred captured pirates.”


  Juncus stared. “What?”


  “As you so perceptively perceived, I ransomed myself. Then in Rhodus I requisitioned a small fleet and some soldiers, went back to the pirate stronghold, and captured it.”


  “You had no right to do that! I am the governor, it was my job!” snapped Juncus.


  “By the time I had sent word to Pergamum—I have just come from Pergamum, where I left my prisoners—and a message had been forwarded to you here in Nicomedia, Marcus Junius, the winter would have been over, and Polygonus the pirate vanished from his base to do his campaigning. I may be a privatus, but I acted as all members of the Senate of Rome are expected to—I proceeded to ensure that Rome’s enemies did not escape Rome’s retribution.”


  This swift retort gave Juncus pause; he had to search for the proper answer. “Then you are to be commended, Caesar.”


  “So I think.”


  “And you’re asking me for permission to crucify five hundred good strong men? I can’t do that! Your captives are now mine. I shall sell them into slavery.”


  “I pledged them my word that they would be crucified,” said Caesar, lips tightening.


  “You pledged them your word?” asked Juncus, genuinely aghast. “They’re outlaws and thieves!”


  “It would not matter to me if they were barbarians and apes, Marcus Junius! I swore that I would crucify them. I am a Roman and my word is my bond. I must fulfill my word.”


  “The promise was not yours to give! As you’ve pointed out, you’re a privatus. I do agree that you acted correctly in moving to ensure that Rome’s enemies did not escape retribution. But it is my prerogative to say what will happen to prisoners in my sphere of auctoritas. They will be sold as slaves. And that is my last word on the subject.”


  “I see,” said Caesar, eyes glassy. He got up.


  “Just a moment!” cried Juncus.


  Caesar faced him again. “Yes?”


  “I presume there was booty?’’


  “Yes.”


  “Then where is it? In Pergamum?”


  “No.”


  “You can’t keep it for yourself!”


  “I did not. Most of it went to the Rhodians, who provided the manpower and seapower for the exercise. Some went to the citizens of Xanthus and Patara, who provided the fifty talents for my ransom. My share I donated to Aphrodite, asking that the Rhodians build a temple in her honor. And Rome’s share is on its way to Rome.”


  “And what about my share?”


  “I wasn’t aware you were entitled to one, Marcus Junius.”


  “I am the governor of the province!”


  “The haul was rich, but not that rich. Polygonus was no King Zenicetes.”


  “How much did you send to Rome?”


  “A thousand talents in coin.”


  “Then there was enough.”


  “For Rome, yes. For you, no,” said Caesar gently.


  “As governor of the province, it was my job to send Rome’s share to the Treasury!”


  “Minus how much?”


  “Minus the governor’s share!”


  “Then I suggest,” said Caesar, smiling, “that you apply to the Treasury for the governor’s share.”


  “I will! Never think I will not!”


  “I never would, Marcus Junius.”


  “I will complain to the Senate about your arrogance, Caesar! You have taken the governor’s duties upon yourself!”


  “That is true,” said Caesar, walking out. “And just as well. Otherwise the Treasury would be a thousand talents the poorer.”


  *


  He hired a horse and rode overland to Pergamum through a melting landscape, Burgundus and Demetrius hard put to keep up. On and on without pausing to rest he rode, his anger fueling his tired head and aching muscles. Just seven days after leaving Pergamum he was back—and two full days ahead of the Rhodian galley, still traversing the Hellespont.


  “All done!” he cried cheerfully to the proquaestor Pompeius. “I hope you’ve made the crosses! I haven’t any time to waste.”


  “Made the crosses?” asked Pompeius, astonished. “Why would I cause crosses to be made for men Marcus Junius will sell?”


  “He was inclined that way at first,” said Caesar lightly, “but after I had explained that I had given my word they would be crucified, he understood. So let’s start making those crosses! I was due to commence studying with Apollonius Molon two months ago. Time flies, Pompeius, so up and into it!”


  The bewildered proquaestor found himself hustled as Juncus never did, but could not move quickly enough to satisfy Caesar, who ended in buying timber from a yard and then set the pirates to making their own crosses.


  “And make them properly, you scum, for hang on them you will! There’s no worse fate than lingering for days because a cross is not well made enough to hasten death.”


  “Why didn’t the governor elect to sell us as slaves?” asked Polygonus, who was unhandy with tools and therefore not progressing in his cross making. “I was sure he would.”


  “Then you were wrong,” said Caesar, taking the bolts from him and beginning to fasten crosspiece to tree. “How did you ever manage to forge a successful career as a pirate, Polygonus? You are hopelessly incompetent!”


  “Some men,” said Polygonus, leaning on a spade, “make very successful careers out of being incompetent.”


  Caesar straightened, cross bolted. “Not I!” he said.


  “I realized that some time ago,” said Polygonus, sighing.


  “Go on, start digging!”


  “What are those for?’’ Polygonus asked, allowing Caesar to take his spade while he himself pointed at a pile of wooden pins.


  “Wedges,” grunted Caesar, soil flying. “When this hole is deep enough to take the weight of cross and man together, your cross will be dropped in it. But the earth here is too loose to fix it firmly upright, so we’ll hammer wedges into the ground all around the base. Then when the job’s done and you’re dead, your cross will come out easily the moment the wedges are removed. That way, the governor can save all these wonderful instruments of an ignominious death for the next lot of pirates I capture.”


  “Don’t you get out of breath?”


  “I have sufficient breath to work and talk at the same time. Come, Polygonus, help me drop your final resting place in the hole…. There!” Caesar stood back. “Now shove one of the wedges into the hole—the cross is leaning.” He put down the spade and picked up a mallet. “No, no, on the other side! Toward the lean! You’re no engineer, are you?”


  “I may not be an engineer,” said Polygonus, grinning, “but I have engineered my executioner into making my cross!”


  Caesar laughed. “Do you think I’m not aware of that, friend? However, there is a price to pay. As any good pirate should know.”


  Amusement fled; Polygonus stared. “A price?”


  “The rest will have their legs broken. They’ll die quickly.


  You, on the other hand, I will provide with a little rest for your feet so there’s not too much weight dragging you down. It is going to take you days to die, Polygonus!”


  When the Rhodian galley which had followed Caesar from Nicomedia rowed into the river leading to the port of Pergamum, the oarsmen gaped and shivered. Men died—even by execution—in Rhodes, but Roman—style justice was not a part of Rhodian life; Rhodes was Friend and Ally, not part of a Roman province. So the sight of five hundred crosses in a field lying fallow between the port and the sea was as strange as it was monstrous. A field of dead men—all save one, the leader, whose head was adorned with the irony of a diadem. He still moaned and cried out.


  Quintus Pompeius had remained in Pergamum, unwilling to leave until Caesar was gone. It was the sight of those crosses, as if a forest had been devised wherein no tree differed from its fellows in the slightest degree. Crucifixions happened—this was the death meted out to a slave, never to a free man—but never en masse. Yet there in neat rows, uniformly spaced apart, stood a regimented death. And the man who could organize and achieve it in such a short time was not a man to ignore. Or leave in charge of Pergamum, however unofficially. Therefore Quintus Pompeius waited until Caesar’s fleet sailed for Rhodes and Patara.


  *


  The proquaestor arrived in Nicomedia to find the governor elated; Juncus had found a cache of gold bullion in a dungeon beneath the palace and appropriated it for himself, unaware that Caesar and Oradaltis had put it there to trap him.


  “Well, Pompeius, you’ve worked very hard to incorporate Bithynia into Asia Province,” said Juncus magnanimously, “so I shall accede to your request. You may call yourself Bithynicus.”


  As this raised Pompeius (Bithynicus) to a state of exaltation almost equal to the governor’s, they reclined to eat dinner in a positive glow of well-being.


  It was Juncus who brought up the subject of Caesar, though not until the last course had been picked over.


  “He’s the most arrogant mentula I’ve ever encountered,” he said, lips peeled back. “Denied me a share of the spoils, then had the temerity to ask for my permission to crucify five hundred hale and hearty men who will at least fetch me some compensation when I sell them in the slave market!”


  Pompeius stared at him, jaw dropped. “Sell them?”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “But you ordered the pirates crucified, Marcus Junius!”


  “I did not!”


  Pompeius (Bithynicus) shriveled visibly. “Cacat!’’


  “What’s the matter?” Juncus repeated, stiffening.


  “Caesar arrived back in Pergamum seven days after he had gone to see you and told me that you had consented to his crucifying the men. I admit I was a bit surprised, but it never occurred to me that he was lying! Marcus Junius, he crucified the lot of them!”


  “He wouldn’t dare!”


  “He did dare! With such complete assurance—so relaxed! He pushed me around like a bond servant! I even said to him that I was surprised to hear you’d consented, and did he look uncomfortable or guilty? No! Truly, Marcus Junius, I believed every word he said! Nor did you send a message to the contrary,” he added craftily.


  Juncus was beyond anger; he wept. “Those men were worth two million sesterces on the market! Two million, Pompeius ! And he sent a thousand talents to the Treasury in Rome without even reporting to me first, or offering me a share! Now I’m going to have to apply to the Treasury for a share, and you know what a circus that is! I’ll be lucky if the decision comes through before my first great—grandchild is born! While he—the fellator!—must have appropriated thousands of talents for himself! Thousands!”


  “I doubt it,” said Pompeius (Bithynicus), trying to look anywhere but at the desolate Juncus. “I had some speech with the senior captain of the Rhodian ships, and it appears that Caesar really did give all the loot to Rhodes, Xanthus and Patara. The haul was rich, but not an Egyptian treasure. The Rhodian believed Caesar took very little for himself, and that seems to be the common belief among all those concerned. One of his own freedmen said Caesar liked money well enough, but was too clever to prize it ahead of his political skin, and informed me with a sly smile that Caesar would never find himself arraigned in the Extortion Court. It also appears that the man had pledged the pirates he would crucify them while he was living at their stronghold waiting to be ransomed. It may be difficult to prove he took a thing from the pirate spoils, Marcus Junius.”


  Juncus dried his eyes, blew his nose. “I can’t prove he took anything in Nicomedia or elsewhere in Bithynia, either. But he did! He must have! I’ve known virtuous men in my time, and I would swear he isn’t among them, Pompeius! He’s too sure of himself to be virtuous. And far too arrogant. He acts as if he owns the world!”


  “According to the pirate leader—who thought Caesar very strange—he acted as if he owned the world while he was held a prisoner. Used to sweep around insulting everybody with high good humor! The ransom was levied at twenty talents, which apparently outraged Caesar! He was worth at least fifty talents, he said—and made them set the ransom at fifty talents!”


  “So that’s why he said fifty talents! I noticed it at the time, but I was too angry with him to take him up on it, and then I forgot.” Juncus shook his head. “That probably explains him, Pompeius. The man’s mad! Fifty talents is a censor’s ransom. Yes, I believe the man is mad.”


  “Or perhaps he wanted to frighten Xanthus and Patara into paying up quickly,” said Pompeius.


  “No! He’s mad, and the madness comes out in self-importance. He’s never been any different.” A bitter look descended upon Juncus’s countenance. “But his motives are irrelevant. All I want is to make him pay for what he’s done to me! Oh, I don’t believe it! Two million sesterces!”


  *


  If Caesar suffered any misgivings about the accumulating enmity his activities were provoking, he concealed them perfectly; when his ship finally docked in Rhodus he paid off the captain with a most generous bonus, hired a comfortable but not pretentious house on the outskirts of the city, and settled to studying with the great Apollonius Molon.


  Since this big and independent island at the foot of Asia Province was a crossroads for the eastern end of the Middle Sea, it was constantly bombarded with news and gossip, so there was no need for any visiting Roman student to feel cut off from Rome or from developments in any part of the Roman world. Thus Caesar soon learned of Pompey’s letter to the Senate and the Senate’s reaction—including the championship of Lucullus; and he learned that last year’s senior consul, Lucius Octavius, had died in Tarsus soon after he had arrived there early in March to govern Cilicia, It was too soon to know what the Senate planned to do about a replacement. The testamentary gift of Bithynia had pleased everyone in Rome from highest to lowest, but, Caesar learned in Rhodes, not everyone had wanted this new land to be a part of Asia Province, and the battle was not over just because Juncus had been ordered to go ahead with incorporation. Both Lucullus and Marcus Cotta, now the consuls, were in favor of making Bithynia a separate province with a separate governor, and Marcus Cotta had his eye on the post in the following year.


  Of more interest to the Rhodians, however, was more local news; what was happening in Pontus and Cappadocia held an importance for them that Rome and Spain could not. It was said that after King Tigranes had invaded Cappadocia four years ago, not one citizen had been left in Eusebeia Mazaca, so many had the King deported to resettle in Tigranocerta; the Cappadocian king who had not impressed Caesar when he saw him had been living in exile in Alexandria since the invasion, giving as his reason for this peculiar choice of location the fact that Tarsus was too close to Tigranes, and Rome too expensive for his purse.


  There were plenty of rumors that King Mithridates was busy mobilizing a new and vast army in Pontus, so angry had the King been at the news that Bithynia had fallen to Rome’s lot in a will; but no one had any details, and Mithridates was still definitely well within his own borders.


  Marcus Junius Juncus came in for his share of gossip too. About him it was being said that he had alienated some of the most important Roman citizens in Bithynia—particularly those resident in Heracleia on the Euxine—and that formal complaints had been sent off to the Senate in Rome alleging that Juncus was plundering the country of its greatest treasures.


  Then at the beginning of June the whole of Asia Province jolted, shuddered; King Mithridates was on the march, had overrun Paphlagonia and reached Heracleia, just on the Bithynian border. Word had flown to Rome that the King of Pontus intended to take Bithynia for himself. Blood, birth and proximity all dictated that Bithynia belonged to Pontus, not to Rome, and King Mithridates would not lie down while Rome usurped Bithynia! But at Heracleia the vast Pontic horde stopped short, and there remained; as usual, having thrown down the challenge to Rome, Mithridates had balked and now lay still, waiting to see what Rome would do.


  Marcus Junius Juncus and Quintus Pompeius (Bithynicus) fled back to Pergamum, where they spent more time writing lengthy reports to the Senate than attempting to ready Asia Province for another war against the King of Pontus. With no governor in Cilicia thanks to the death of Lucius Octavius, the two legions stationed in Tarsus made no move to march to the aid of Asia Province, and Juncus did not summon them. The two legions of the Fimbriani stationed in Ephesus and Sardes were recalled to Pergamum, but were moved no closer to Bithynia than Pergamum. Speculation had it that Juncus intended to defend his own skin, not Bithynia.


  In Rhodus, Caesar listened to the gossip but made no effort to journey to Pergamum, more concerned, it seemed, at the talk that Asia Province wanted no more truck with Mithridates but was not willing to fight him either—unless the governor issued firm orders. And the governor made no attempt to issue firm orders about a thing. The harvest would begin in Quinctilis in the southern part of the province and by Sextilis the northern parts would also be reaping. Yet Juncus did nothing, made no move to commandeer grain against the possibility of war.


  Word came during Sextilis that both the consuls, Lucullus and Marcus Cotta, had been authorized by the Senate to deal with Mithridates; suddenly Bithynia was a separate province and given to Marcus Cotta, while Cilicia went to Lucullus. No one could say what the fate of Asia Province would be, its governor only a praetor and caught between the two consuls of the year. Outranked by Lucullus and Marcus Cotta, Juncus would have to do as he was told. But he was not a Lucullus man; he wasn’t efficient nor beyond reproach. Things boded ill for Juncus.


  Not many days later Caesar received a letter from Lucullus’s brother, Varro Lucullus.


  Rome is in an uproar, as you can imagine. I write to you, Caesar, because you are out of things at the moment, because I need to air my thoughts on paper and am not a diarist, and because I can think of no one I would rather write to. I am doomed to remain here in Rome no matter what happens short of the deaths of both the consuls, and since the senior consul is my brother and the junior consul is your uncle, neither of us will want that. Why am I doomed to remain in Rome? I have been elected senior consul for next year! Isn’t that excellent? My junior colleague is Gaius Cassius Longinus—a good man, I think.


  Some local news first. You have probably heard that our mutual friend Gaius Verres succeeded in smarming up to the electorate and the lot officials so successfully that he is urban praetor. But have you heard how he managed to turn that usually thankless job into a profit—making one? After the plutocrat Lucius Minucius Basilus died without leaving a will behind him, Verres had to hear the plea of his closest relative to inherit. This closest relative is a nephew, one Marcus Satrius. But guess who contested? None other than Hortensius and Marcus Crassus, each of whom had rented a rich property from Basilus during his lifetime. They now came before Verres and alleged that Basilus would have left them these properties had he made a will! And Verres upheld their claims! Off went Hortensius and Marcus Crassus the richer, off went wretched Satrius the poorer. As for Gaius Verres—well, you don’t think he found for Hortensius and Marcus Crassus out of the goodness of his heart, do you?


  Of course we have the annual nuisance among our ten tribunes of the plebs. This year’s specimen is a peculiar man, Lucius Quinctius. Fifty years old and self-made, likes to dress when not obliged to be togate in a full—length robe of Tyrian purple, and full of detestable affectations of speech and manner. The college had not been in office for one full day before Quinctius was haranguing the Forum crowds about restoring the full powers of the tribunate, and in the House he concentrated his venom upon my brother.


  Quinctius is now very quiet and well behaved. My dear brother Lucullus dealt with him beautifully, using a two—pronged attack (as he put it). The first prong consisted in throwing last year’s tribune of the plebs, Quintus Opimius, to the dogs—the dogs being Catulus and Hortensius, who prosecuted Opimius for constantly exceeding his authority and succeeded in having him fined a sum exactly equal to his whole fortune. Opimius has been obliged to retire from public life, a ruined man. The second prong consisted in Lucullus’s sweetly reasonable and relentless whispering in Quinctius’s ear, to the effect that if Quinctius didn’t shut up and would not tone down his behavior, he too would be thrown to Catulus and Hortensius, and he too would be fined a sum exactly equal to his whole fortune. The exercise took some time, but it worked.


  In case you think you are gone and absolutely forgotten, you are not, my dear Caesar. All of Rome is talking about the little flirtation you had with some pirates, and how you crucified them against the orders of the governor. What, I hear you ask, it’s known in Rome already? Yes, it is! And no, Juncus didn’t talk. His proquaestor, that Pompeius who has actually had the effrontery to add Bithynicus to his utterly undistinguished name, wrote the story to everyone. Apparently his intention was to make Juncus the hero, but such is popular caprice that everyone—even Catulus!—deems you the hero. In fact, there was some talk about giving you a Naval Crown to add to your Civic Crown, but Catulus was not prepared to go that far, and reminded the Conscript Fathers that you were a privatus, therefore were not eligible for military decorations.


  Pirates have been the subject of much discussion in the House this year, but please put your mental emphasis on the word discussion. Whether it is because Philippus seems in the grip of a permanent lethargy, or because Cethegus has largely absented himself from meetings, or because Catulus and Hortensius are more interested in the courts than in the Senate these days, I do not know: but the fact remains that this year’s House has proven itself a slug. Make a decision? Oh, impossible! Speed things up? Oh, impossible!


  Anyway, in January our praetor Marcus Antonius agitated to be given a special commission to eradicate piracy from Our Sea. His chief reason for demanding that this job be given to him appears to lie in the fact that his father, the Orator, was given a similar command thirty years ago. There can be no doubt that piracy has grown beyond a joke, and that in this time of grain shortages we must protect shipments of grain from the east to Italy. However, most of us were inclined to laugh at the thought of Antonius—not a monster like brother Hybrida, admittedly, but an amiable and feckless idiot, certainly—being given a huge command like eradicating piracy from one end of Our Sea to its other.


  Beyond interminable discussion, nothing happened. Save that Metellus the eldest son of the Billy—goat Caprarius (he is a praetor this year) also thought it a good idea, and began to lobby for the same job. When Metellus’s lobbying became a threat to Antonius, Antonius went to see—guess who? Give up? Praecia! You know, the mistress of Cethegus. She has Cethegus absolutely under her dainty foot—so much so that when the lobbyists need Cethegus these days, they rush round to pay court to Praecia. One can only assume that Praecia must harbor a secret craving for big, beefy cretins—more mentula than mente —because it ended in Antonius’s getting the job! Little Goat retired from the arena maimed in self-esteem, but will live to fight again another day, I predict. Cethegus was so lavish in his support that Antonius got an unlimited imperium on the water and a regular proconsular imperium on the land. He was told to recruit one legion of land troops—though his fleets, he was told, he would have to requisition from the port cities in whatever area he happens to be cruising unlimitedly. This year, the western end of Our Sea.


  If the complaints the House is beginning to get from the port cities of the west are anything to go by, then it would seem that Marcus Antonius is better at raising sums of money than eradicating pirates. So far, his pirate tally is considerably less than yours! He fought an engagement off the coast of Campania which he claimed as a great victory, but we have seen no proof like ship’s beaks or prisoners. I believe he has shaken his fist at Lipara and roared lustily at the Baleares, but the east coast of Spain remains firmly in the hands of Sertorius’s pirate allies, and Liguria is untamed. Most of his time and energy (according to the complaints) is expended upon riotous and luxurious living. Next year, he informs the Senate in his latest dispatch, he will transfer himself to the eastern end of Our Sea, to Gytheum in the Peloponnese. From this base he says he will tackle Crete, where all the big pirate fleets harbor. My thought is that Gytheum is reputed to have an unparalleled climate and some very beautiful women.


  Now to Mithridates.


  The news that King Nicomedes had actually died failed to reach Rome until March—delayed by winter storms, it seems. Of course the will was safely lodged with the Vestals and Juncus had already received his instructions to proceed with incorporation of Bithynia into the Asia Province the moment you informed him the King was dead, so the House presumed all was in train. But hard on the heels of this news came a formal letter from King Mithridates, who said that Bithynia belonged to Nysa, the aged daughter of King Nicomedes, and that he was marching to put Nysa on the throne. No one took it seriously; the daughter hadn’t been heard of in years. We sent Mithridates a stiff note refusing to countenance any pretender on the Bithynian throne, and ordering him to stay within his own borders. Usually when we prod him he behaves like a snail, so no one thought any more about the matter.


  Except for my brother, that is. His nose, refined by all those years of living and fighting in the east, sniffed coming war. He even tried to speak about the possibility in the House, but was—not howled down—more snored out. His province for next year was Italian Gaul. When he drew it in the New Year’s Day lots he was delighted; his worst fear until that moment had been that the Senate would take Nearer Spain off Pompeius and give it to him! Which was why he always spoke up so vigorously for Pompeius in the House—oh, he didn’t want Nearer Spain!


  Anyway, when at the end of April we learned that Lucius Octavius had died in Tarsus, my brother asked that he be given Cilicia as his province, and that Italian Gaul be given to one of the praetors. There was going to be war with King Mithridates, he insisted. And what was senatorial reaction to these forebodings? Lethargy! Smothered yawns! You would have thought that Mithridates had never massacred eighty thousand of us in Asia Province not fifteen years ago! Or taken the whole place over until Sulla threw him out. The Conscript Fathers discussed, discussed, discussed…. But could come to no conclusions.


  When the news came that Mithridates was on the march and had arrived at Heracleia with three hundred thousand men, you’d think something would have happened! Well, nothing did. The House couldn’t agree what ought to be done, let alone who ought to be sent east—at one stage Philippus got up and suggested the command in the east should be given to Pompeius Magnus! Who (to give him his due) is far more interested in retrieving his tattered reputation in Spain.


  Finally my poor Lucullus did something he despised himself for doing—he went to see Praecia. As you can quite imagine, his approach to the woman was very different from Marcus Antonius’s! Lucullus is far too stiff—necked to smarm, and far too proud to beg. So instead of expensive presents, languishing sighs, or protestations of undying love and lust, he was very crisp and businesslike. The Senate, he said, was comprised of fools from one back tier clear to the other, and he was fed up wasting his breath there. Whereas he had always heard that Praecia was as formidably intelligent as she was well educated. Did she see why it was necessary that someone be sent to deal with Mithridates as soon as possible—and did she see that the best person for the job was Lucius Licinius Lucullus? If she did see both of these facts, would she please kick Cethegus up the arse to do something about the situation? Apparently she loved being told she was more intelligent and better educated than anyone in the Senate (one presumes she lumped Cethegus in with the rest!), for she must have given Cethegus a thundering great kick up the arse—things happened in the House immediately!


  Italian Gaul was put aside to be given to a praetor (as yet not named), and Cilicia awarded to my brother. With orders to proceed to the east during his consulship, and to take over as governor of Asia Province on the first day of next year without relinquishing Cilicia. Juncus was supposed to stay on in Asia Province, prorogued yet again, but that was canceled. He is to come home at the end of the year; there have been so many complaints about his conduct in poor Bithynia that the House agreed unanimously to recall him.


  There is only one legion of troops in Italy. Its men were being recruited and trained to be sent to Spain, but will now go east with Lucullus. The kick Praecia administered to Cethegus was so hard that the Conscript Fathers voted Lucullus the sum of seventy—two million sesterces to assemble fleets, whereas Marcus Antonius wasn’t offered any money at all. Marcus Cotta was appointed governor of the new Roman province of Bithynia, but he has Bithynia’s navy at his disposal, so is quite well off for ships—he wasn’t offered any money either! What have we come to, Caesar, when a woman has more power than the consuls?


  My dear brother covered himself in glory by declining the seventy—two millions. He said that the provisions Sulla had made in Asia Province would be adequate for his needs—he would levy his fleets upon the various cities and districts of Asia Province, then deduct the cost from the tributes. Since money is almost nonexistent, the Conscript Fathers voted my brother their sincere thanks.


  It is now the end of Quinctilis, and Lucullus and Marcus Cotta will be leaving for the east in less than a month. Luckily under Sulla’s constitution the consuls—elect outrank the urban praetor, so Cassius and I basically will be in charge of Rome, rather than the awful Gaius Verres.


  The expedition will sail all the way—not so huge an undertaking with only one legion to transport—because it is faster in summer than marching across Macedonia. I think too that my brother doesn’t want to get bogged down in a campaign west of the Hellespont, as Sulla did. He believes that Curio is well and truly capable of dealing with a Pontic invasion of Macedonia—last year Curio and Cosconius in Illyricum worked as a team to such effect that they rolled up the Dardani and the Scordisci, and Curio is now making inroads on the Bessi.


  Lucullus ought to arrive in Pergamum around the end of September, though what will happen after that I do not know. Nor, I suspect, does my brother Lucullus.


  And that, Caesar, brings you up to date. Please write whatever news you hear—I do not think Lucullus will have the time to keep me informed!


  The letter made Caesar sigh; suddenly breathing exercises and rhetoric were not very stimulating. However, he had received no summons from Lucullus, and doubted he ever would. Especially if the tale of his pirate coup was all over Rome. Lucullus would have approved the deed—but not the doer. He liked things bureaucratically tidy, officially neat. A privatus adventurer usurping the governor’s authority would not sit well with Lucullus, for all he would understand why Caesar had acted.


  I wonder, thought Caesar the next day, if the wish is father to the actuality? Can a man influence events by the power of his unspoken desires? Or is it rather the workings of Fortune? I have luck, I am one of Fortune’s favorites. And here it is yet again. The chance! And offered while there is no one to stop me. Well, no one except the likes of Juncus, who doesn’t matter.


  Rhodus now insisted that King Mithridates had launched not one invasion, but three, each originating at Zela in Pontus, where he had his military headquarters and trained his vast armies. The main thrust he was definitely heading himself, three hundred thousand foot and horse rolling down the coast of Paphlagonia toward Bithynia, and supported by his general—cousins Hermocrates and Taxiles—as well as a fleet of one thousand ships, a good number of them pirate craft, under the command of his admiral—cousin Aristonicus. But a second thrust commanded by the King’s nephew Diophantus was proceeding into Cappadocia, its eventual target Cilicia; there were a hundred thousand troops involved. Then there was a third thrust, also one hundred thousand strong, under the command of a general—cousin, Eumachus, and the bastard son of Gaius Marius sent to the King by Sertorius, Marcus Marius. This third force was under orders to penetrate Phrygia and try to enter Asia Province by the back door.


  A pity, sighed Caesar, that Lucullus and Marcus Cotta would not hear this news soon enough; the two legions which belonged to Cilicia were already on their way by sea to Pergamum at the command of Lucullus, which left Cilicia unprotected against an invasion by Diophantus. So there was nothing to do there except hope that events contrived to slow Diophantus down; he would meet little opposition in Cappadocia, thanks to King Tigranes.


  The two legions of Fimbriani were already in Pergamum with the craven governor, Juncus, and there was no likelihood that Juncus would send them south to deal with Eumachus and Marcus Marius; he would want them where they could ensure his own escape when Asia Province fell to Mithridates for the second time in less than fifteen years. And with no strong Roman to command them, the people of Asia Province would not resist. Could not resist. It was now the end of Sextilis, but Lucullus and Marcus Cotta were at sea for at least another month—and that month, thought Caesar, would prove the vital one as far as Asia Province was concerned.


  “There is no one else,” said Caesar to himself.


  The other side of Caesar answered: “But I will get no thanks if I am successful.”


  “I don’t do it for thanks, but for satisfaction.”


  “Satisfaction? What do you mean by satisfaction?”


  “I mean I must prove to myself that I can do it.”


  “They won’t adore you the way they adore Pompeius Magnus.”


  “Of course they won’t! Pompeius Magnus is a Picentine of no moment, he could never be a danger to the Republic. He has not the blood. Sulla had the blood. And so do I.”


  “Then why put yourself at risk? You could end in being had up for treason—and it’s no use saying there is no treason! There doesn’t have to be. Your actions will be open to interpretation, and who will be doing the interpreting?” .


  “Lucullus.”


  “Exactly! He’s already got you marked as a born troublemaker and he’ll see this in the same light, even if he did award you a Civic Crown. Don’t congratulate yourself because you were sensible enough to give most of the pirate spoils away—you still kept a fortune that you didn’t declare, and men like Lucullus will always suspect you of keeping that fortune.”


  “Even so, I must do it.”


  “Then try to do it like a Julius, not a Pompeius! No fuss, no fanfares, no shouting, no puffing yourself up afterward, even if you are completely successful.”


  “A quiet duty for the sake of satisfaction.”


  “Yes, a quiet duty for the sake of satisfaction.”


  *


  He summoned Burgundus.


  “We’re off to Priene at dawn tomorrow. Just you, me, and the two most discreet among the scribes. A horse and a mule each—Toes and a shod horse for me, however, as well as a mule. You and I will need our armor and weapons.”


  Long years of serving Caesar had insulated Burgundus against surprise, so he displayed none. “Demetrius?” he asked.


  “I won’t be away long enough to need him. Besides, he’s best left here. He’s a gossip.”


  “Do I seek passage for us, or hire a ship?’’


  “Hire one. Small, light, and very fast.”


  “Fast enough to outdistance pirates?”


  Caesar smiled. “Definitely, Burgundus. Once is enough.”


  The journey occupied four days—Cnidus, Myndus, Branchidae, Priene at the mouth of the Maeander River. Never had Caesar enjoyed a sea voyage more, whipping along in a sleek undecked boat powered by fifty oarsmen who rowed to the beat of a drum, their chests and shoulders massively developed by years of this same exercise; the boat carried a second crew equally good, and they spelled each other before real tiredness set in, eating and drinking hugely in between bouts of rowing.


  They reached Priene early enough on the fourth day for Caesar to seek out the ethnarch, a man of Aethiopian name, Memnon.


  “I presume you wouldn’t be an ethnarch so soon after the reign of Mithridates in Asia Province if you had sympathized with his cause,” said Caesar, brushing aside the customary courtesies. “Therefore I must ask you—do you welcome the idea of another term under Mithridates?’’


  Memnon flinched. “No, Caesar!”


  “Good. In which case, Memnon, I require much of you, and in the shortest period of time.”


  “I will try. What do you require?”


  “Call up the militia of Priene yourself and send to every town and community from Halicarnassus to Sardes to call up its militia. I want as many men as you can find as quickly as you can. Four legions, and all under their usual officers. The assembly point will be Magnesia—by—the—Maeander eight days from now.”


  Light broke; Memnon beamed. “The governor has acted!”


  “Oh, absolutely,” said Caesar. “He’s placed me in command of the Asian militia, though unfortunately he can spare no other Roman staff. That means, Memnon, that Asia Province will have to fight for itself instead of sitting back and letting Roman legions take all the glory.”


  “Not before time!” said Memnon, a martial spark in his eye.


  “I feel the same way. Good local militia, Roman—trained and Roman—equipped, are much underestimated. But after this I can assure you they won’t be.”


  “Whom do we fight?” asked Memnon.


  “A Pontic general named Eumachus and a renegade Spaniard named Marcus Marius—no relation to my uncle the great Gaius Marius,” lied Caesar, who wanted his militia full of confidence, not awed by that name.


  So off went Memnon to organize the calling up of the Asian militia, without asking to see an official piece of paper or even pausing to wonder if Caesar was who and what he said he was. When Caesar was doing the pushing, nobody thought to question him.


  That night after he retired to his rooms in Memnon’s house, Caesar conferred with Burgundus.


  “You won’t be with me on this campaign, old friend,” he said, “and there’s no use protesting that Cardixa wouldn’t speak to you again if you weren’t on hand to protect me. I need you to do something far more important than standing on the sidelines of a battle wishing you were a Roman legionary—or a militiaman. I need you to ride for Ancyra to see Deiotarus.”


  “The Galatian thane,” said Burgundus, nodding. “Yes, I remember him.”


  “And he’s bound to remember you. Even among the Gauls of Galatia, men don’t come as big as you. I’m sure he knows more about the movements of Eumachus and Marcus Marius than I do, but it isn’t to warn him that I’m sending you. I want you to tell him that I’m organizing an army of Asian militia and will try to lure the Pontic forces down the Maeander. Somewhere along the Maeander I hope to trap and defeat them. If I do, they’ll retreat back into Phrygia before re-forming their ranks and then trying to invade again. I want you to tell Deiotarus that he will never have a better opportunity to wipe this Pontic army out than if he catches it in Phrygia attempting to re-form. In other words, tell him, he will be acting in concert with me. If I in Asia Province and he in Phrygia both do our jobs well, then there will be no invasion of Asia Province or Galatia this year.”


  “How do I travel, Caesar? I mean, looking like what?”


  “I think you ought to look like a war god, Burgundus. Put on the gold armor Gaius Marius gave you, stuff the biggest purple feathers you can find in the marketplace into the crest of your helmet, and sing some frightful German song as loudly as you can. If you encounter Pontic soldiers, ride right through the middle of them as if they didn’t exist. Between you and the Nesaean, you’ll be the personification of martial terror.”


  “And after I’ve seen Deiotarus?”


  “Return to me along the Maeander.”


  *


  The hundred thousand Pontic men who had set out with Eumachus and Marcus Marius from Zela in the spring were under orders to concentrate upon infiltrating Asia Province as their first priority, but to travel in a more or less direct line between Zela in Pontus and any Phrygian backwater meant traversing Galatia, and Mithridates was not sure about Galatia. A new generation of chieftains had arisen to replace those he had murdered at a feast almost thirty years ago, and Pontic authority over Galatia was at best a tenuous thing. Eventually it would be necessary to deal with this odd outcrop of misplaced Gauls, but not first of all. His best men Mithridates had reserved for his own divisions, so the soldiers under the command of Eumachus and Marcus Marius were not properly seasoned. A campaign down the Maeander against disorganized communities of Asian Greeks would stiffen the troops, endow them with confidence.


  As a result of these cogitations, the King of Pontus kept Eumachus and Marcus Marius and their army with him as he marched into Paphlagonia. He was, he congratulated himself, superbly well equipped for this sally against Rome; in Pontic granaries there lay two million medimni of wheat, and one medimnus produced two one—pound loaves of bread a day for thirty days. Therefore in wheat alone he had sufficient in storage to feed all his people and all his armies for several years. Therefore it mattered to him not at all that he carried an extra hundred thousand men with him into Paphlagonia. Petty details about how these enormous quantities of grain and other foodstuffs were to be transported he did not concern himself with; that lay in the domain of underlings, whom he simply assumed would wave their conjuring sticks and transport. In reality these hirelings had neither the training nor the practical imagination to do what came naturally to a Roman praefectus fabrum—though no Roman general would have dreamed of moving an army over long distances if it numbered more than ten legions all told.


  Consequently by the time that Eumachus and Marcus Marius split their hundred thousand men away from the three hundred thousand belonging to Mithridates, supplies were running so short that the King was obliged to send snakelike trails of men back many miles to struggling oxcarts and make these men carry heavy loads of foods on their shoulders to feed the army. Which in turn meant a percentage of the soldiers were always exhausted from having to work as porters. The fleet was bringing supplies to Heracleia, the King was told; in Heracleia all would be set to rights, the King was told.


  However, Heracleia was scant comfort to Eumachus and Marcus Marius, who left the main forces to march inland down the Billaeus River, crossed a range of mountains and emerged in the valley of the Sangarius. In this fertile part of Bithynia they ate well at the expense of the local farmers, but soon were heading into heavily forested uplands where only small vales and pockets lay under cultivation.


  Thus what brought Eumachus and Marcus Marius to the parting of their ways was their inability to feed one hundred thousand Pontic soldiers.


  “You won’t need the whole army to deal with a few Asian Greeks,” said Marcus Marius to Eumachus, “and certainly you won’t need cavalry. So I’m going to remain on the Tembris River with some of the foot and all the horse. We’ll farm and we’ll forage, and wait for news of you. Just make sure you’re back by winter—and that you’re marching half the people of Asia Province with you as food porters! It isn’t far from the upper Tembris to the lands of the Galatian Tolistobogii, so in the spring we’ll fall on them and annihilate them. Which will give us plenty of Galatian food to eat next year.”


  “I don’t think the King my cousin would like to hear you belittle his glorious military venture by speaking of it in terms of food,” said Eumachus, not fiercely or haughtily; he was too afraid of Mithridates ever to feel fierce or haughty.


  “The King your cousin is in bad need of some good Roman training, then he’d appreciate how hard it is to feed so many men on a march,” said Marcus Marius, unimpressed. “I was sent to teach you lot the art of ambush and raid, but so far all I’ve done is general an army. I’m not a professional at it. But I do have common sense, and common sense says half of this force has to stay somewhere on a river where there’s enough flat land to farm and yield sustenance. Hard luck if speaking of a campaign in terms of food upsets the King! If you want my opinion, he doesn’t even live on the same earth the rest of us do.”


  More time was wasted while Marcus Marius relocated himself, for Eumachus refused to leave until he was sure whereabouts he would find Marius on his return. Thus it was the beginning of September before he and some fifty thousand infantrymen crossed the Dindymus Mountains and picked up one of the tributaries of the Maeander. Naturally the further downstream the army moved the better foraging and food became, a stimulus to continue until the whole of this rich part of the world belonged once more to King Mithridates of Pontus.


  Because most of the biggest towns along the ever—winding river lay on its south bank, Eumachus marched on its north bank, following a paved road which had started in the town of Tripolis. Promising the soldiers that they would be allowed to sack when Asia Province was secured, Eumachus bypassed Nysa, the first big city they encountered, and continued downstream in the direction of Tralles. It was impossible to keep the men entirely together on the march, since food had constantly to be found, and sometimes attractions like a flock of succulent young sheep or fat geese would send several hundred men whooping and chasing until every last animal was caught and slaughtered, by which time troop unrest had spread.


  In fact, the pleasant and placid progress through rich land had produced an element of festival. The scouts Eumachus sent out reported back twice a day, always with the same news: no sign of opposition. That, thought Eumachus scornfully, was because no focus of resistance existed south of Pergamum! All the Roman legions (even those of Cilicia) were garrisoned on the outskirts of Pergamum to protect the governor’s precious person; this had been known to every Pontic general for some time, and Marcus Marius had confirmed it by sending scouts to the Caicus.


  So lulled and secure was Eumachus that he was not concerned when one evening his scouts failed to report back at their usual time, an hour before sunset. The city of Tralles was now somewhat closer than Nysa was behind, and the gently tilting undulations of the river valley which threw the Maeander into so many wandering, winding turns were flushed gold, long light upon harvest stubble. Eumachus gave the order to halt for the night. No fortifications were thrown up, no organized routine went into the making of a general camp; what happened resembled starlings settling, a process fraught with chatter, squabbles, relocations.


  There was just enough light to see by when out of the dim shadows four legions of Asian militia in properly Roman rank and file fell upon the supping Pontic army and slaughtered its unprepared soldiers piecemeal. Though they outnumbered the Asian militiamen by more than two to one, the Pontic troops were so taken unaware that they could put up no resistance.


  Provided with horses and by sheer chance located on the far side of the Pontic camp from Caesar’s attack, Eumachus and his senior legates managed to get away, rode without caring about the fate of the army for the Tembris River and Marcus Marius.


  But luck was not with King Mithridates that year. Eumachus arrived back at the Tembris just in time to see Deiotarus and the Galatian Tolistobogii descend upon Marcus Marius’s half of the invasion force. This was a cavalry battle in the main, but it never developed into a bitter contest; the largely Sarmatian and Scythian levies which had enlisted with Mithridates fought best on open steppe, could not maneuver in the steep—sided valley of the upper Tembris, and fell in thousands.


  By December, the remnants of the Phrygian army had struggled back to Zela under the command of Eumachus; Marcus Marius himself had set out to find Mithridates, preferring to tell the King in person what had happened than detail it in a report.


  *


  The Asian militia was jubilant, and joined with the whole population of the Maeander valley in victory celebrations which lasted for many days.


  In his speech to the troops before the battle Caesar had harped upon the fact that Asia Province was defending itself, that Rome was far away and incapable of helping, that for once the fate of Asia Province depended wholly upon the Asian Greeks of that land. Speaking in the colloquial Greek of the region, he worked upon the feelings of patriotism and self-help to such effect that the twenty thousand men of Lydia and Caria whom he led to ambush the camping Eumachus were so fired that the battle was almost an anticlimax. For four nundinae he had drilled and disciplined them, for four nundinae he had imbued them with a consciousness of their own worth, and the results were everything that he could possibly have hoped for.


  “No more Pontic armies will come this year,” he said to Memnon at the victory feast in Tralles two days after the defeat of Eumachus, “but next year you may see more. I have taught you what to do and how to do it. Now it’s up to the men of Asia Province to defend themselves. Rome, I predict, will be so caught up on other fronts that there won’t be legions or generals available for duty anywhere in Asia Province. But you know now that you can look after yourselves.”


  “That we do, Caesar, and we owe it to you,” said Memnon.


  “Nonsense! All you really needed was someone to get you started, and it was my good fortune that I was to hand.”


  Memnon leaned forward. “It is our intention to build a temple to Victory as close to the site of the battle as the flood—plain permits—there is talk of a small hill upon the outskirts of Tralles. Would you allow us to erect a statue of you within the temple so that the people never forget who led them?”


  Not if Lucullus had been present to veto the request would Caesar have declined this singular honor. Tralles was a long way from Rome and not one of Asia Province’s biggest cities; few if any Romans of his own class would ever visit a temple to Victory which could claim no distinctions of age or (probably) great art. But to Caesar this honor meant a great deal. At the age of twenty-six he would have a life—sized statue of himself in full general’s regalia inside a victory temple. For at twenty-six he had led an army to victory.


  “I would be delighted,” he said gravely.


  “Then tomorrow I will send Glaucus to see you and take all the measurements. He’s a fine sculptor who works out of the studios in Aphrodisias, but since he is in the militia he’s here with us now. I’ll make sure he brings his painter with him to make some colored sketches. Then you need not stay for further sittings if you have things to do elsewhere.”


  Caesar did have things to do elsewhere. Chief among these was a journey to see Lucullus in Pergamum before news of the victory near Tralles reached him by other means. As Burgundus had come back from Galatia seven days before the battle, he was able to send the German giant to Rhodes escorting the two scribes and his precious Toes. The journey to Pergamum he would make alone.


  He rode the hundred and thirty miles without stopping for longer than it took to change horses, which he did often enough to get ten miles an hour out of those he rode during daylight, and seven miles an hour out of those he rode during the night. The road was a good Roman one, and though the moon was thin, the sky was cloudless; his luck. Having started out from Tralles at dawn the day after the victory feast had ended, he arrived in Pergamum three hours after dark on the same day. It was the middle of October.


  Lucullus received him at once. Caesar found it significant that he did so unaccompanied by Caesar’s uncle Marcus Cotta, who was also in the governor’s palace; in the consul’s favor, however, of Juncus there was no sign either.


  Caesar found his outstretched hand ignored. Nor did Lucullus bid him sit down; the interview was conducted throughout with both men on their feet.


  “What brings you so far from your studies, Caesar? Have you encountered more pirates?” Lucullus asked, voice cold.


  “Not pirates,” said Caesar in a businesslike manner, “but an army belonging to Mithridates. It came down the Maeander fifty thousand strong. I heard about its advent before you arrived in the east, but I thought it pointless to notify the governor, whose access to information was better than mine, but who had made no move to defend the Maeander valley. So I had Memnon of Priene call up the Asian militia—which, as you know, he is authorized to do provided he has been so instructed by Rome. And he had no reason to assume I was not acting for Rome. By the middle of September the local city leaders of Lydia and Caria had assembled a force of twenty thousand men, which I put through drills and exercises in preparation for combat. The Pontic army entered the province in the latter part of September. Under my command, the Asian militia defeated Prince Eumachus near the city of Tralles three days ago. Almost all the Pontic soldiers were killed or captured, though Prince Eumachus himself got away. I understand that another Pontic army under the Spaniard Marcus Marius will be dealt with by the tetrarch Deiotarus of the Tolistobogii. You should receive word as to whether Deiotarus has succeeded within the next few days. That is all,” Caesar ended.


  The long face with the chilly grey eyes did not thaw. “I think that is quite enough! Why didn’t you notify the governor? You had no way of knowing what he planned.”


  “The governor is an incompetent and venal fool. I have already experienced his quality. Had he been willing to take control—which I doubt—nothing would have been done quickly enough. I knew that. And that is why I didn’t notify him. I didn’t want him underfoot because I knew I could do what had to be done far better than he could.”


  “You exceeded your authority, Caesar. In fact, you had no authority to exceed.”


  “That’s true. Therefore I exceeded nothing.”


  “This is not a contest in sophistry!”


  “Better perhaps if it was. What do you want me to say? I am not very old, Lucullus, but I have already seen more than enough of these fellows Rome sends to her provinces endowed with imperium, and I do not believe that Rome is better served by blind obedience to the likes of Juncus, the Dolabellae or Verres than it is by men of my kind, imperium or not. I saw what had to be done and I did it. I might add, I did it knowing I would get no thanks. I did it knowing I would be reprimanded, perhaps even put on trial for a little treason.”


  “Under Sulla’s laws, there is no little treason.”


  “Very well then, a big treason.”


  “Why have you come to see me? To beg for mercy?”


  “I’d sooner be dead!”


  “You don’t change.”


  “Not for the worse, anyway.”


  “I cannot condone what you’ve done.”


  “I didn’t expect you to.”


  “Yet you came to see me. Why?”


  “To report to the magistrate in command, as is my duty.”


  “I presume you mean your duty as a member of the Senate of Rome,” said Lucullus, “though that was surely owed to the governor as much as to me. However, I am not unjust, and I see that Rome has cause to be grateful for your swift action. In similar circumstances I might have acted in a similar way—could I have assured myself I was not flouting the governor’s imperium. To me, a man’s imperium is far more important than his quality. I have been blamed by some for the fact that King Mithridates is at large to commence this third war against Rome because I refused to aid Fimbria in capturing Mithridates at Pitane, and—it is commonly said—thereby allowed Mithridates the room to escape. You would have collaborated with Fimbria on the premise that the end justifies the means. But I did not see my way clear to acknowledging the outlawed representative of an illegal Roman government. I stand by my refusal to help Fimbria. I stand by every Roman man endowed with imperium. And to conclude, I find you far too much like the other youth with big ideas, Gnaeus Pompeius who calls himself Magnus. But you, Caesar, are infinitely more dangerous than any Pompeius. You are born to the purple.”


  “Odd,” Caesar interrupted. “I said the same thing myself.”


  Lucullus gave him a withering look. “I will not prosecute you, Caesar, but nor will I commend you. The battle fought at Tralles will be reported very briefly in my dispatches to Rome, and described as conducted by the Asian militia under local command. Your name will not be mentioned. Nor will I appoint you to my staff, nor will I permit any other governor to appoint you to his staff.”


  Caesar had listened to this with wooden face and distant eyes, but when Lucullus indicated by an abrupt gesture that he was finished, Caesar’s expression changed, became mulish.


  “I do not insist that I be mentioned in dispatches as the commander of the Asian militia, but I do absolutely insist that I be named in dispatches as present for the entire duration of the campaign on the Maeander. Unless I am listed, I will not be able to claim it as my fourth campaign. I am determined to serve in ten campaigns before I stand for election as quaestor.”


  Lucullus stared. “You don’t have to stand as quaestor! You are already in the Senate.”


  “According to Sulla’s law, I must be quaestor before I can be praetor or consul. And before I am quaestor, I intend to have ten campaigns listed.”


  “Many men elected quaestor have never served in the obligatory ten campaigns. This isn’t the time of Scipio Africanus and Cato the Censor! No one is going to bother to count up how many campaigns you’ve served in when your name goes up for the quaestorian elections.”


  “In my case,” said Caesar adamantly, “someone will make it his business to count up my campaigns. The pattern of my life is set. I will get nothing as a favor and much against bitter opposition. I stand above the rest and I will outdo the rest. But never, I swear, unconstitutionally. I will make my way up the cursus honorum exactly as the law prescribes. And if I am listed as having served in ten campaigns, in the first of which I won a Civic Crown, then I will come in at the top of the quaestor’s poll. Which is the only place I would find acceptable after so many years a senator.”


  Eyes flinty, Lucullus looked at the handsome face with its Sullan eyes and understood he could go so far, no further. “Ye gods, your arrogance knows no bounds! Very well, I will list you in dispatches as present for the duration of the campaign and also present at the battle.”


  “Such is my right.”


  “One day, Caesar, you will overextend yourself.”


  “Impossible!” said Caesar, laughing.


  “It’s remarks like that make you so detestable.”


  “I fail to see why when I speak the truth.”


  “One further thing.”


  About to go, Caesar stayed. “Yes?”


  “This winter the proconsul Marcus Antonius is moving his theater of command against the pirates from the western end of Our Sea to its eastern end. I believe he means to concentrate upon Crete. His headquarters will be at Gytheum, where some of his legates are already working hard—Marcus Antonius has to raise a vast fleet. You, of course, are our best gatherer of ships, as I know from your activities in Bithynia and Vatia Isauricus from your activities in Cyprus. Rhodes has obliged you twice! If you wish to add another campaign to your count, Caesar, then report to Gytheum at once. Your rank, I will inform Marcus Antonius, will be junior military tribune, and you will board with Roman citizens in the town. If I hear that you have set up your own establishment or exceeded your junior status in any way, I swear to you, Gaius Julius Caesar, that I will have you tried in Marcus Antonius’s military court! And do not think I can’t persuade him! After you—a relative!—prosecuted his brother, he doesn’t love you at all. Of course you can refuse the commission. Such is your right as a Roman. But it’s the only military commission you’ll get anywhere after I write a few letters. I am the consul. That means my imperium overrules every other imperium, including the junior consul’s—so don’t look for a commission there, Caesar!”


  “You forget,” said Caesar gently, “that the aquatic imperium of Marcus Antonius is unlimited. On water, I believe he would outrank even the senior consul of the year.”


  “Then I’ll make sure I’m never upon the same piece of water as the one where Antonius is bobbing up and down,” said Lucullus tiredly. “Go and see your uncle Cotta before you leave.”


  “What, no bed for the night?”


  “The only bed I’d give you, Caesar, belonged to Procrustes.”


  Said Caesar to his uncle Marcus Aurelius Cotta some moments later: “I knew dealing with Eumachus would land me in hot water, but I had no idea Lucullus would go as far as he has. Or perhaps I ought to say that I thought either I would be forgiven or tried for treason. Instead, Lucullus has concentrated upon personal retaliations aimed at hampering my career.”


  “I have no genuine influence with him,” said Marcus Cotta. “Lucullus is an autocrat. But then, so are you.”


  “I can’t stay, Uncle. I’m ordered to leave at once for—oh, Rhodes I suppose, preparatory to relocating myself at Gytheum—in a boardinghouse which has to be run by a Roman citizen! Truly, your senior colleague’s conditions are extraordinary! I will have to send my freedmen home, including Burgundus—I am not to be allowed to live in any kind of state.”


  “Most peculiar! Provided his purse is fat enough, even a contubernalis can live like a king if he wants. And I imagine,” said Marcus Cotta shrewdly, “that after your brush with the pirates, you can afford to live like a king.”


  “No, I’ve been strapped. Clever, to pick on Antonius. I am not beloved of the Antonii.” Caesar sighed. “Fancy his giving me junior rank! I ought at least to be a tribunus militum, even if of the unelected kind.”


  “If you want to be loved, Caesar—oh, rubbish! What am I doing, advising you? You know more answers than I know questions, and you know perfectly well how you want to conduct your life. If you’re in hot water, it’s because you stepped into the cauldron of your own free will—and with both eyes wide open.”


  “I admit it, Uncle. Now I must go if I’m to find a bed in the town before all the landlords bolt their doors. How is my uncle Gaius?”


  “Not prorogued for next year in Italian Gaul, despite the fact it needs a governor. He’s had enough. And he expects to triumph.”


  “I wish you luck in Bithynia, Uncle.”


  “I suspect I’m going to need it,” said Marcus Cotta.


  *


  It was the middle of November when Caesar arrived in the small Peloponnesian port city of Gytheum, to find that Lucullus had wasted no time; his advent was anticipated and the terms of his junior military tribunate spelled out explicitly.


  “What on earth have you done?” asked the legate Marcus Manius, who was in charge of setting up Antonius’s headquarters.


  “Annoyed Lucullus,” said Caesar briefly.


  “Care to be more specific?”


  “No.”


  “Pity. I’m dying of curiosity.” Manius strolled down the narrow, cobbled street alongside Caesar. “I thought first I’d show you where you’ll be lodging. Not a bad place, actually. Two old Roman widowers named Apronius and Canuleius who share a huge old house. Apparently they were married to sisters—women of Gytheum—and moved in together after the second sister died. I thought of them immediately when the orders came through because they have lots of room to spare, and they’ll spoil you. Funny old codgers, but very nice. Not that you’ll be in Gytheum much. I don’t envy you, chasing ships from the Greeks! But your papers say you’re the best there is, so I daresay you’ll manage.”


  “I daresay I will,” agreed Caesar, smiling.


  Collecting warships in the Peloponnese was not entirely unenjoyable, however, for one soaked in the Greek classics: did sandy describe Pylos, did titans build the walls of Argos? There was a certain quality of ageless dreaming about the Peloponnese that rendered the present irrelevant, as if the gods themselves were mere nurselings compared to the generations of men who had lived here. And while he was very good at incurring the enmity of the Roman great, when Caesar dealt with humbler men he found himself much liked.


  The fleets grew slowly through the winter, but at a rate Caesar thought Antonius would find hard to criticize. Instead of accepting promises, the best gatherer of ships in the world would commandeer any warlike vessels he saw on the spot, then tie the towns down to signed contracts guaranteeing delivery of newly built galleys to Gytheum in April. Marcus Antonius, Caesar thought, would not be ready to move before April, as he wasn’t expected to sail from Massilia until March.


  In February the Great Man’s personal entourage began to dribble in, and Caesar—brows raised, mouth quivering—got a far better idea of how Marcus Antonius campaigned. When Gytheum did not prove to own a suitable residence, the entourage insisted that one be built on the shore looking down the Laconian Gulf toward the beautiful island of Cythera; it had to be provided with pools, waterfalls, fountains, shower baths, central heating and imported multicolored marble interiors.


  “It can’t possibly be finished until summer,” said Caesar to Manius, eyes dancing, “so I was thinking of offering the Great Man room and board with Apronius and Canuleius.”


  “He won’t be happy when he finds his house unfinished,” said Manius, who thought the situation as funny as Caesar did. “Mind you, the locals are adopting a praiseworthily Greek attitude toward sinking their precious town funds into that vast sybaritic eyesore—they’re planning on renting it for huge sums to all sorts of would—be potentates after Antonius has moved on.”


  “I shall make it my business to spread the fame of the vast sybaritic eyesore far and wide,” said Caesar. “After all, this is one of the best climates in the world—ideal for a long rest cure or a secret espousal of unmentionable vices.”


  “I’d like to see them get their money back,” said Man—ius. “What a waste of everyone’s resources! Though I didn’t say that.”


  “Eh?” shouted Caesar, hand cupped around his ear.


  When Marcus Antonius did arrive, it was to find Gytheum’s commodious and very safe habor filling up with ships of all kinds (Caesar had not been too proud to accept merchantmen, knowing that Antonius had a legion of land troops to shunt about), and his villa only half finished. Nothing, however, could dent his uproariously jolly mood; he had been drinking unwatered wine to such effect that he had not been sober since leaving Massilia. As far as his fascinated legate Marcus Manius and his junior military tribune Gaius Julius Caesar could see, Antonius’s idea of a campaign was to assault the private parts of as many women as he could find with what, so rumor had it, was a formidable weapon. A victory was a howl of feminine protest at the vigor of the bombardment and the size of the ram.


  “Ye gods, what an incompetent sot!” said Caesar to the walls of his pleasant and comfortable room in the house of Canuleius and Apronius; he dared not say it to any human listener.


  He had, of course, seen to it that Marcus Manius mentioned his fleet—gathering activities in dispatches, so when his mother’s letter arrived at the end of April not many days after Antonius, the news it contained presented a merciful release from duty in Gytheum without the loss of a campaign credit.


  Caesar’s eldest uncle, Gaius Aurelius Cotta, returned from Italian Gaul early in the new year, dropped dead on the eve of his triumph. Leaving behind him—among many other things—a vacancy in the College of Pontifices, for he had been in length of years the oldest serving pontifex. And though Sulla had laid down that the college should consist of eight plebeians and seven patricians, at the time of Gaius Cotta’s death it contained nine plebeians and only six patricians, due to Sulla’s need to reward this man and that with pontificate or augurship. Normally the death of a plebeian priest meant that the college replaced him with another plebeian, but in order to arrange the membership as Sulla had laid down, the members of the college decided to co-opt a patrician. And their choice had fallen upon Caesar.


  As far as Aurelia could gather, Caesar’s selection hinged upon the fact that no Julian had been a member of the College of Pontifices or the College of Augurs since the murders of Lucius Caesar (an augur) and Caesar Strabo (a pontifex) thirteen years before. It had been generally accepted that Lucius Caesar’s son would fill the next vacancy in the College of Augurs, but (said Aurelia) no one had dreamed of Caesar for the College of Pontifices. Her informant was Mamercus, who had told her that the decision had not been reached with complete accord; Catulus opposed him, as did Metellus the eldest son of the Billy—goat. But after many auguries and a consultation of the prophetic books, Caesar won.


  The most important part of his mother’s letter was a message from Mamercus, that if he wanted to make sure of his priesthood, Caesar had better get back to Rome for consecration and inauguration as soon as he possibly could; otherwise it was possible Catulus might sway the college to change its mind.


  His fifth campaign recorded, Caesar packed his few belongings with no regrets. The only people he would miss were his landlords, Apronius and Canuleius, and the legate Marcus Manius.


  “Though I must confess,” he said to Manius, “that I wish I could have seen the vast sybaritic eyesore standing on the cove in all its ultimate glory.”


  “To be pontifex is far more important,” said Manius, who had not realized quite how important Caesar was; to Manius he had always seemed a down—to—earth and unassuming fellow who was very good at everything he did and a glutton for work. “What will you do after you’ve been inducted into the college?”


  “Try to find some humble propraetor with a war on his hands he can’t handle,” said Caesar. “Lucullus is proconsul now, which means he can’t order the other governors about.”


  “Spain?”


  “Too prominent in dispatches. No, I’ll see if Marcus Fonteius needs a bright young military tribune in Gaul-across-the-Alps. He’s a vir militaris, and they’re always sensible men. He won’t care what Lucullus thinks of me as long as I can work.” The fair face looked suddenly grim. “But first things first, and first is Marcus Junius Juncus. I shall prosecute him in the Extortion Court.”


  “Haven’t you heard?” asked Manius.


  “Heard what?”


  “Juncus is dead. He never got back to Rome. Shipwrecked.”


  3


  He was a Thracian who was not a Thracian.


  In the year that Caesar left Gytheum to assume his pontificate, this Thracian who was not a Thracian turned twenty-six, and entered upon the stage of history.


  His birth was respectable, though not illustrious, and his father, a Vesuvian Campanian, had been one of those who applied within sixty days to a praetor in Rome under the lex Plautia Papiria passed during the Italian War, and had been awarded the Roman citizenship because he had not been one of those Italians who had borne arms against Rome.


  Nothing in the boy’s farming background could explain the boy’s passion for war and everything military, but it was obvious to the father that when this second son turned seventeen he would enlist in the legions. However, the father was not without some influence, and was able to procure the boy a cadetship in the legion Marcus Crassus had recruited for Sulla after he landed in Italy and began his war against Carbo.


  The boy thrived under a martial regimen and distinguished himself in battle before he had his eighteenth birthday; he was transferred to one of Sulla’s veteran legions, and in time was promoted to junior military tribune. Offered a discharge at the end of the last campaign in Etruria, he elected instead to join the army of Gaius Cosconius, sent to Illyricum to subdue the tribes collectively called Delmatae.


  At first he had found the locale and the style of warfare exhilarating, and added armillae and phalerae to his growing number of military decorations. But then Cosconius had become mired in a siege which lasted over two years; the port city of Salonae refused to yield or to fight. For the boy who was by now becoming a young man, the investment of Salonae was an intolerably boring and uneventful waste of his time. His course was set: he intended to espouse a career in the army as a vir militaris—a Military Man. Gaius Marius had started out as a Military Man, and look where he ended! Yet here he was sitting for month after month outside an inert mass of brick and tile, doing nothing, going nowhere.


  He asked for a transfer to Spain because (like many of his companions) he was fascinated by the exploits of Sertorius, but the legate in command of his legion was not sympathetic, and refused him. Boredom piled upon boredom; he applied a second time for a transfer to Spain. And was refused a second time. After that blow his conduct deteriorated. He gained a name for insubordination, drinking, absence from camp without permission. All of which disappeared when Salonae fell and the general Cosconius began to collaborate with Gaius Scribonius Curio, governor of Macedonia, in a massive sweep aimed at subduing the Dardani. Now this was more like it!


  The incident which brought about the young man’s downfall was classified as insurrection, and the unsympathetic legate turned out to be a secret enemy. The young man—along with a number of others—was arraigned in Cosconius’s military court and tried for the crime of mutiny. The court found against him. Had he been an auxiliary or any kind of non—Roman, his sentence would automatically have consisted of flogging and execution. But because he was a Roman and an officer with junior tribunician status—and was the owner of many decorations for valor—the young man was offered two alternatives. He would lose his citizenship, of course; but he could choose to be flogged and exiled permanently from Italy, or he could choose to become a gladiator. Understandably he chose to be a gladiator. That way, he could at least go home. Being a Campanian, he knew all about gladiators; the gladiatorial schools were concentrated around Capua.


  Shipped to Aquileia along with some seven other men convicted in the same mutiny who had also elected a gladiatorial fate, he was acquired by a dealer and sent to Capua for auction. However, it was no part of his intentions to advertise his erstwhile Roman citizen status. His father and older brother did not like the sport of gladiatorial combat and never went to funeral games; he could live in fairly close proximity to his father’s farm without their ever knowing it. So he picked a ring name for himself, a good, short, martial—sounding name with splendid fighting connotations: Spartacus. Yes, it rolled off the tongue well: Spartacus. And he vowed that Spartacus would become a famous gladiator, be asked for up and down the length of Italy, turn into a local Capuan hero with girls hanging off his arm and more invitations to dinner than he could handle.


  In the Capuan market he was sold to the lanista of a famous school owned by the consular and ex-censor Lucius Marcius Philippus, for the look of him was wonderfully appealing: he was tall, had magnificently developed calves, thighs, chest, shoulders and arms, a neck like a bull, skin like a sun-drenched girl’s except for a few interesting-looking scars; and he was handsome in a fair-haired, grey-eyed way; and he moved with a certain princely grace, bore himself regally. The lanista who paid one hundred thousand sesterces for him on behalf of Philippus (who naturally was not present—Philippus had never set eyes on any of the five hundred gladiators he owned and rented out so profitably) thought from the look of him that Spartacus was a born gladiator. Philippus couldn’t lose.


  There were only two styles of gladiator, the Thracian and the Gaul. Looking at Spartacus, the lanista was hard put to decide which kind he ought to be trained as; usually the man’s physique dictated the answer, but Spartacus was so splendid he could be either. However, Gauls bore more scars and ran a slightly higher risk of permanent maiming, and the price had been a long one. Therefore the lanista elected to make Spartacus a Thracian. The more beautiful he remained in the ring, the higher his hiring price would be after he began to gain a reputation. His head was noble, would look better bare. A Thracian wore no helmet.


  Training began. A cautious man, the lanista made sure that Spartacus’s athletic prowess was the equal of his looks before commissioning his armor, which was silver—plated and embossed with gold. He wore a scarlet loincloth held at the waist by a broad black leather sword belt, and carried the curved saber of a Thracian cavalryman. His shins were protected by greaves which extended well up each thigh, which meant he moved more awkwardly and slowly than his opponent, the Gaul—and needed more intelligence and coordination to manage these contraptions. Upon his right arm he wore a leather sleeve encrusted with metal scales, held in place by straps across neck and chest; it projected down over the back of his right hand to the knuckles. His outfit was completed by a small, round shield.


  It all came easily to Spartacus. Of course he was a bit of a mystery (his seven fellow convicts had gone elsewhere from Aquileia) as he would never speak of his military career, and what the Aquileian agent had said in his letter was sketchy in the extreme. But he spoke Campanian Latin as well as Campanian Greek, he was modestly literate, and he knew his way around an army. All of which began to disturb the lanista, who foresaw complications. Spartacus was too much the warrior, even in the practice ring with wooden sword and leather buckler. The first arm he broke in several places might have been a mistake, but when his tally of badly broken bones had put five doctores out of commission for some months, the lanista sent for Spartacus.


  “Look,” the man said in a reasonable voice, “you must learn to think of soldiering in the ring as a game, not a war. What you’re doing is a sport! The Etrusci invented it a thousand years ago, and it’s been passed down the ages as an honorable and highly skilled profession. It doesn’t exist anywhere in the world outside of Italy. Some man dies and his relatives put on—not the games Achilles celebrated for Patroclus, running and jumping, boxing and wrestling—but a solemn contest of athletic ability in the guise of warrior sport.”


  The fair young giant stood listening with expressionless face, but the lanista noticed that the fingers of his right hand kept opening and closing, as if wishing for the feel of a sword.


  “Are you listening to me, Spartacus?”


  “Yes, lanista.”


  “The doctor is your trainer, not your enemy. And let me tell you, a good doctor is hard to come by! Thanks to your misguided enthusiasm I’m five doctores poorer than I was a month ago, and I can’t replace them with men anything like as good as they were. Oh, they’ll all live! But two of them are permanently out of a job! Spartacus, you are not fighting the enemies of Rome, and shedding buckets of blood is not the object of the game! People come to see a sport—a physical activity of thrust and parry, power and grace, skill and intelligence. The nicks and cuts and slashes all gladiators sustain bleed quite freely enough to thrill the audience, which doesn’t come to see two men kill each other—or cut off arms! It comes to see a sport. A sport, Spartacus! A contest of athletic prowess. If the audience wanted to see men kill and maim each other, it would go to a battlefield—the gods know we’ve had more than our share of battlefields in Campania!” He stopped to eye Spartacus. “Now did that sink in? Do you understand better?”


  “Yes, lanista,” said Spartacus.


  “Then go away and train some more, like a good boy! Take out your ardor on the bolsters and the swinging wooden men—and next time you face a doctor with your toy sword, put your mind on making a beautiful movement through the air with it, not a nasty crunchy sound of bones breaking!”


  As Spartacus was quite intelligent enough to understand what the lanista had tried to explain to him, for some time after their chat he did turn his mind to the rituals and ceremonies of pure movement—even found it a challenge he could enjoy. The wary and apprehensive doctores who faced him were gratified to see that he did not try to break their limbs, but instead concentrated upon the various traceries of movement which so thrilled a crowd. It took the lanista a longer time to believe that Spartacus was cured of his bloodthirstiness, but at the end of six months he put his problem gladiator on a list of five pairs who were to fight at the funeral games of one of the Guttae of Capua. Because it was a local performance the lanista could attend it himself, see for himself how Spartacus shaped up in the ring.


  The Gaul who faced Spartacus (they were the third pair on) was a good match for him; a little taller, equally splendid of body. Naked except for a small patch of cloth covering his genitalia, the Gaul fought with a very long, slightly curved shield and a straight, two—edged sword. The chief glory of his apparel was his helmet, a splendid silver cap with cheek flaps and a neck guard, and surmounted by a leaping enameled fish larger than a conventional plume would have been.


  Spartacus had never seen the Gaul before, let alone spoken to him; in a huge establishment like Philippus’s school the only men one got to know were one’s doctores, the lanista, and fellow pupils at the same stage of development. But he had been told beforehand that this first opponent was an experienced fighter of some fourteen bouts who had gained much popularity in Capua, the arena he usually occupied.


  It went well for a few moments as Spartacus in his clumsier gear moved in slow circles just out of the Gaul’s reach. Looking upon his handsome face and Herculean body, some of the women in the crowd sighed audibly, made kissing sounds; Spartacus was forming the nucleus of a future band of devoted female followers. But as the lanista did not allow a new man access to women until he had earned this bonus in the ring, the kissing sounds affected Spartacus, took his mind off the Gaul just a little. He raised his small round shield a foot too high, and the Gaul, moving like an eel, chopped a neat gash in his left buttock.


  That was the end of it. And the end of the Gaul. So fast that no one in the crowd saw more than a blur, Spartacus whirled on his left heel and brought his curved saber down against the side of his opponent’s neck. The blade went in far enough to sever the spinal column; the Gaul’s head fell over sideways, flopped against his shoulder and hung there with horrified eyes still blinking their lids and mouth aping the kissing sounds thrown to Spartacus. There were screams, shouts, tremendous ripples and eddies in the crowd as some fainted and some fled and some vomited.


  Spartacus was marched back to the barracks.


  “That does it!” said the lanista. “You’ll never, never make a gladiator!”


  “But he wounded me!” protested Spartacus.


  The lanista shook his head. “How can someone so clever be so stupid?” he asked. “Stupid, stupid, stupid! With your looks and your natural ability, you could have been the most famous gladiator in all of Italy—earned yourself an easy competence, me a pat on the back, and Lucius Marcius Philippus a huge fortune! But you haven’t got it in you, Spartacus, because you’re so stupid! So clever and so stupid! You’re out of here today.”


  “Out of here? Where to?’’ the Thracian demanded, still angry. “I have to serve my time as a gladiator!”


  “Oh, you will,” said the lanista. ”But not here. Lucius Marcius Philippus owns another school further out of Capua, and that’s where I’m sending you. It’s a cozy little establishment—about a hundred gladiators, ten or so doctores, and the best—known lanista in the business. Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Batiatus. Old Batiatus the barbarian. He’s from Illyricum. After me, Spartacus, you’ll find Batiatus a cup of pure poison.”


  “I’ll survive,” said Spartacus, unimpressed. “I have to.” At dawn the next day a closed box—cart came for the deportee, who entered it quickly, then discovered when the bolt on the door slammed home that the only other communication between interior and exterior was narrow gaps between the ill—fitting planks. He was a prisoner who couldn’t even see where he was going! A prisoner! So alien and horrific was the concept to a Roman that by the time the cart turned in through the enormously high and formidably barred gates of the gladiatorial school run by Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Batiatus, the prisoner was bruised, grazed and half senseless from beating himself against the planks.


  *


  That had been a year ago. His twenty-fifth birthday had passed at the other school, and his twenty-sixth inside the walls of what its inmates referred to as the Villa Batiatus. No pampering at the Villa Batiatus! The exact number of men held there varied slightly from time to time, but the record books usually said one hundred gladiators—fifty Thracians and fifty Gauls. To Batiatus they were not individuals, just Thracians and Gauls. All of them had come from other schools after some kind of offense—mostly associated with violence or rebellion—and they lived like mine slaves except that when inside the Villa Batiatus they were not chained, and they were well fed, comfortably bedded, even provided with women.


  But it was genuine slavery. Each man knew he was inside the Villa Batiatus until he died, even if he survived the ring; once too old to fight, a man was put to work as a doctor or a servant. They were not paid, nor were their bouts spaced far enough apart to allow wounds to heal when business for Batiatus was brisk—and business for Batiatus was almost always brisk. For he was the bottom—price man; anyone who had a few sesterces to rub together and a wish to honor a dead relative with funeral games could hire a couple of Batiatus’s men. Because of the low price, most of the engagements were fairly local.


  Escape from the Villa Batiatus was virtually impossible. Its interior was divided into many small areas each walled and barred off from every other area, and no part wherein gladiators moved was actually adjacent to the immensely high outside walls, all of which were topped by inward—angled iron spikes. Escape on the outside (they were often outside on engagements) was also virtually impossible; each man was chained at wrists and ankles, wore an iron collar around his neck, traveled in a windowless prison cart, and when on foot was escorted everywhere by a party of archers carrying small composite bows, arrows at the ready. Only in the moment a man entered the ring was he freed from his chains, and then the archers were stationed nearby.


  How different from the kind of life an ordinary soldier of the sawdust lived! He was free to come and go from his barracks, was coddled and made much of, the idol of a good many women, and aware he was banking a sizable nest egg. He fought no more than five or six bouts in a year, and after five years or thirty bouts—whichever came first—he retired. Even free men sometimes elected to become gladiators, though the bulk were deserters or mutineers from the legions, and a very few were sent to the schools already enslaved. All this care and cosseting arose out of the fact that a trained gladiator was a very expensive investment, had to be preserved and kept happy to earn the owner of his school a nice fat profit.


  At the school of Batiatus things were different. He didn’t care whether a man bit the sawdust during his first bout or fought regularly for ten years. Men much over twenty were not accepted as gladiators, and ring life lasted ten years at the most; it was a young man’s sport. Even Batiatus didn’t send grizzled men into the ring; the crowd (and the bereaved doing the hiring) liked its combatants supple, unset. Once retired from the ring, a man in the Villa Batiatus simply went on existing and enduring there. A desperate fate considering that when an ordinary gladiator retired, he was free to do what he liked where he liked; usually he went to Rome or some other big city, and hired himself out as a bouncer, a bodyguard, or a bully-boy.


  *


  The Villa Batiatus was a place of unyielding routines which were heralded by the clanging of an iron bar on an iron circle and rotated according to a schedule painted too high on the main exercise yard wall to be defaced. The hundred or however many men were locked at sunset into barred stone cells holding between seven and eight, each having no communication with its neighbors—even sound did not penetrate the walls. No man remained with the same group; sleeping arrangements were staggered so that each man moved each evening to six or seven new companions. After ten days he was shuffled yet again, and so crafty were the permutations Batiatus had worked out that a new man had to wait for a year before he succeeded in getting to know every other man. The cells were clean and equipped with big comfortable beds as well as an anteroom which contained a bath, running water and plenty of chamber pots. Warm in winter and cool in summer, the cells were used only between sunset and sunrise. They were serviced during the day by domestic slaves with whom the men had no contact.


  At sunrise the men were roused by the sound of bolts sliding back, and commenced the day’s routines. For all that day a gladiator would associate with the men he had shared a cell with on the previous night, though talk was forbidden. Each group broke its fast in the walled—off yard directly in front of its cell; if it was raining, a hide shelter was rigged overhead. Then the group would work together in the practice drills, after which a doctor would divide them, Gaul against Thracian if that were possible, and put them to dueling with wooden swords and leather shields. This was followed by the main meal of the day—cooked meats, plenty of fresh bread, good olive oil, fruit and vegetables in season, eggs, salt fish, some sort of pulse porridge sopped up with bread, and all the water a man could drink. Wine, even sparse enough to be a mere flavoring, was never served. After the meal they rested in silence for two hours before being set to polishing armor, working leather, repairing boots, or some other gladiatorial maintenance; any tools were scrupulously logged and collected afterward, and archers watched. A third and lighter meal followed a hard exercise workout, then it was time for each man to move to his new set of companions.


  Batiatus kept forty women slaves whose only duty aside from soft work in the kitchens was to assuage the sexual appetites of the gladiators, who were visited by these women every third night. Again, a man took his turn with all forty; in numbered order, the seven or eight women deputed to a cell would file into the cell under escort and each go straight to an assigned bed—nor could she remain in that bed once intercourse had taken place. Most of the men were capable of at least three or four sexual encounters during the night, but each time had to be with a different woman. Well aware that in this activity lay the greatest danger of some form of affection growing up, Batiatus set a watch on the lucky cells (a duty no servant minded, as the cells were lit for the night) and made sure the women moved on and the men did not try to strike up conversations.


  Not all hundred gladiators were in residence at once. From one third to one half of them were on the road—an existence all of them loathed, as conditions were not as comfortable as inside the Villa Batiatus, and of women there were none. But the absence of a group allowed the women days of rest (strictly rostered—Batiatus had a passion for rosters and tricky permutations) and also gave those who were heavily pregnant time to have their babies before returning to duty. Duty was excused them only during the last month before labor and the first month after it, which meant that the women strove not to fall pregnant, and that many who did immediately procured abortions. Every baby born was removed from its mother at once; if a female it was thrown away on the Villa Batiatus rubbish heap, and if a male was taken to Batiatus himself for inspection. He always had a few women clients anxious to purchase a male baby.


  The leader of the women was a genuine Thracian by name of Aluso. She was a priestess of the Bessi, she was warlike, she had been one of Batiatus’s whores for nine years, and she hated Batiatus more fiercely than any gladiator in the school. The female child she had borne during her first year at the Villa Batiatus would under her tribal culture have been her successor as priestess, but Batiatus had ignored her frenzied pleas to be allowed to keep the baby, who had been thrown out with the rubbish. After that Aluso had taken the medicine and no other babies followed. But she nursed her outrage, and swore by terrible gods that Batiatus would die a piece at a time.


  All of this meant that Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Batiatus was one of the most efficient and meticulous men the city of gladiators had ever known. Nothing escaped him—no precaution was overlooked—no detail left unattended to. And in that side of him lay a part of the reason why this school for unsatisfactory gladiators was so successful. The other part of the reason lay in Batiatus’s personal skill as a lanista. He trusted no one, he deputed nothing better done himself. So he kept the only key to the stone fortress wherein the armor and weapons were stored; he took all the bookings; he made all the travel arrangements; he picked every archer, slave, armorer, cook, laundress, whore, doctor and assistant personally; he kept the accounts; and he alone ever saw the school’s owner, Lucius Marcius Philippus—who never visited his establishment, but rather made Batiatus come to Rome. Batiatus was also the only one of Philippus’s old employees who had survived the colossal shaking up Pompey had instituted some years before; in fact, so impressed was Pompey by Batiatus that he asked him to take over as Philippus’s general manager. But Batiatus had smiled and declined; he loved his work.


  *


  Yet the end of the Villa Batiatus was in sight when Spartacus and seven other gladiators returned from an engagement in Larinum at the end of the month Sextilis in the year Caesar left Gytheum and the service of Marcus Antonius to assume his pontificate.


  Larinum had been a fascinating experience, even for eight men kept cooped up in a prison cart and chained for every moment save those spent fighting in the ring. At the end of the previous year one of Larinum’s most prominent men, Statius Albius Oppianicus, had been prosecuted by his stepson, Aulus Cluentius Habitus, for attempting to murder him. The trial had taken place in Rome, and a horrific story of mass murder going back over twenty years had tumbled out. Oppianicus, the whole of Rome had learned, was responsible for the murders of his wives, sons, brothers, in—laws, cousins, and others, each killing committed or commissioned in order to accumulate money and power. A friend of the fabulously rich aristocrat Marcus Licinius Crassus, Oppianicus had nearly been acquitted; the tribune of the plebs Lucius Quinctius became involved, and a huge sum of money had been set aside to bribe the jury of senators. That Oppianicus had ended in being convicted was due to the avarice of his appointed briber, the same Gaius Aelius Staienus who had proven so useful to Pompey a few years earlier—and kept ninety thousand sesterces for himself when Gaius Antonius Hybrida had hired him to bribe nine tribunes of the plebs. For Staienus was incapable of honorably fulfilling the most dishonorable commissions; he kept the money Oppianicus gave him to bribe the jury and let Oppianicus be condemned.


  Larinum could still find little to talk about except the perfidy of Oppianicus, even when gladiators were in town to stage funeral games—there had been too many funeral games in Larinum, was the trouble. So while they ate chained up to a table in the courtyard of a local inn, the gladiators had listened to the four archers marveling, and looked interested. Though they were not allowed to speak to each other, of course they did. Time and much practice had enabled them to carry on snatches of shortened conversation, and mass murder among the upper classes of Larinum was wonderful cover.


  Despite the huge obstacles the obsessive meticulousness of Batiatus had thrown up everywhere, Spartacus—now the veteran of more than twelve months as a resident of the Villa Batiatus—was gathering together the threads of a plot aimed at a mass escape—and a mass murder. He finally knew everybody and had learned how to communicate with people he couldn’t see daily—or even monthly. If Batiatus had created a complicated web which kept his whores and his gladiators from getting to know each other well, Spartacus had constructed an equally complicated web which enabled whores and gladiators to pass on ideas and information and pass back comments, favorable or critical. In fact, the Batiatus system had allowed Spartacus to make positive use of this enforced indirect contact; it meant personalities were not thrown together often enough to clash—or to contemplate supplanting Spartacus as the leader of the coming insurrection.


  He had started to send out feelers at the beginning of the summer, and now at the end of it his plans were in place. Every gladiator without exception had agreed that if Spartacus could engineer a breakout, he would be a part of it, and the whores—a vital part of Spartacus’s scheme—had also agreed.


  There were two Roman deserters whose understanding of military discipline and methods were almost the equal of Spartacus’s, and through the whisper network he had appointed them his deputies in the escape. They fought as Gauls and had adopted the ring names of Crixus and Oenomaus because the audiences disliked Latin names which reminded them that most of their sawdust heroes were Roman military outlaws. As chance would have it, both Crixus and Oenomaus were with Spartacus in Larinum, a boon for Spartacus, who had been able to move the date of his projected breakout forward in time.


  They would go eight days after the return from Larinum, no matter how many or how few gladiators were actually at the Villa Batiatus. As this was the day after the nundinae the number was likely to be higher than lower, enhanced by the fact that Batiatus curtailed his show bookings during September, when he was accustomed to take his annual vacation and pay his annual visit to Philippus.


  The Thracian priestess Aluso had become Spartacus’s most fervid ally; after the plot had been agreed to by everyone, whichever men were in the same cell as Spartacus contrived with the aid of the other women to ensure that Spartacus and Aluso were able to spend the whole night together if Aluso was one of the women’s detail. In voices more breath than noise they had gone over the innumerable factors involved, and Aluso vowed that through the agency of her women, she would keep all the men in a fever of enthusiasm. She had been stealing kitchen implements for Spartacus since early summer, so cunningly that when they were finally missed one of the cooks was blamed; no one suspected a gladiators’ revolt. A cleaver—a small carving knife—a hank of stout twine—a glass jar since smashed to slivers—a meat hook. A modest haul, but enough for eight men. All of these were held in the women’s quarters, which the women cleaned themselves. But on the night before the breakout the women delegated to visit Spartacus’s cell carried the implements concealed within their scanty clothing; Aluso was not among them.


  Morning dawned. The eight men left their cell to eat in their enclosure. Clad only in loincloths, they carried nothing, but tucked inside the V of scarlet cloth each man wore was asection of twine about three feet long. The archer, an assistant doctor and two ex-gladiators who now served as yardsmen were garroted so quickly that the iron door of the cell still gaped open; Spartacus and his seven companions grabbed the weapons from their beds and were scattering along the row of cells using a key found on the archer before anyone knew what was happening. Each group of gladiators had dallied and grumbled on rising, shuffled and delayed, so that none had finished moving from cell to yard before eight silent athletes were among them. A cleaver flashed, a knife was plunged into a chest, a wicked chunk of broken glass sliced through a throat, and the eight pieces of twine were passed on.


  It was done without a word, a shout, a warning; Spartacus and the other gladiators now held the row of cells and the yards leading from them. Some of the dead men carried keys, more gates leading further into the labyrinth were unlocked, and the seventy men who were imprisoned in the Villa Batiatus at the time streamed silently onward, outward. There was a shed in which axes and tools were kept; a muffled jangle, and anything useful was in a gladiator’s hand. Another flaw in Batiatus’s ground plan now lay revealed, for the high internal walls kept what was going on limited to the immediate vicinity. Batiatus ought to have erected watch towers and put his archers in them.


  The alarm was given when the men reached the kitchens, but that was far too late. Possessed now of every sharp instrument the kitchens owned, the gladiators used pot lids to ward off arrows and went after everyone left alive. Including Batiatus, who had meant to leave on his vacation the previous day but instead had stayed because he had found a discrepancy in his books. The men kept him alive until they had liberated the women, who tore him apart a little at a time under the clinical supervision of Aluso; she ate his heart with relish.


  And by the time the sun had risen Spartacus and his sixty-nine companions had taken the Villa Batiatus. The weapons were removed from storage and every cart was yoked up to oxen or to mules. The food from the kitchens and all the spare armaments were piled into the wagons, the main gates were thrown open, and the little expedition marched bravely out into the world.


  Knowing Campania of old, Spartacus’s planning had not been confined to the taking of the Villa Batiatus. It stood beside the route from Capua to Nola some seven miles out of the city; Spartacus turned away from Capua and headed in the direction of Nola. Not far along the road they encountered another wagon train and attacked it, for no other reason than that they wanted no one alive to report which way they had gone. To the delight of all, the wagons turned out to be loaded with weapons and armor for another gladiatorial school. There were now more items useful for a war than people to wear or wield them.


  Soon the cavalcade left the main road to take a deserted track which headed west of south toward Mount Vesuvius.


  Clad in an archer’s scaly jacket and carrying a Thracian’s saber, Aluso moved to join Spartacus at the front of the column. She had washed off Batiatus’s blood, but still licked her chops with the purring content of a cat every time she thought of how she had eaten his heart.


  “You look like Minerva,” said Spartacus, smiling; he had found nothing to criticize in Aluso’s treatment of Batiatus.


  “I feel like myself for the first time in ten years.” And she jiggled the big leather bag dangling from her waist; it held the head of Batiatus, which she intended to scarify and transform its skull into her drinking cup, as was the custom of her tribe.


  “You’ll be my woman only, if that pleases you.”


  “It pleases me if I can be a part of your war councils.”


  They spoke in Greek since Aluso knew no Latin, and spoke with the ease of those who had enjoyed each other’s bodies without any emotional clouding of simple passion, united in the pleasure of being free, of walking unchained and unsupervised.


  *


  Vesuvius was impressively different from other peaks. It stood alone amid the rolling plenty of Campania not far from the shores of Crater Bay, sloping upward in easy planes for three thousand feet neatly patched with vineyards, orchards, vegetable and wheat fields; the soil was deep and rich. For several thousand more feet above the tilled slopes there reared a rocky, dissected tower dotted with trees hardy enough to dig their knobby toes into crevices, but devoid of habitation or cultivation.


  Spartacus knew every inch of the mountain. His father’s farm lay on its western flank, and he and his older brother had played for years amid the crags of the upper peak. So he led his train with purpose ever upward until he reached a bowl—shaped hollow high among the rocks on the northern side. The edges of the hollow were steep and it was difficult getting the carts inside it, but in its bottom grew lush grass, and there was room for a much larger collection of people and animals than Spartacus owned. Yellow smears of sulphur stained the escarpment and the smells which a mound in the middle exhaled were noisome; yet that meant the grasses had never been grazed and shepherds never brought their flocks here. The place was thought to be haunted, a fact Spartacus did not impart to his followers.


  For several hours he concentrated upon getting his camp organized, shelters built out of the planks dismembered from prison wagons, women set to preparing food, men deputed to this task and that. But when the sun had sunk lower than the western rim of the round hollow, he called everyone together.


  “Crixus and Oenomaus, stand one to each side of me,” he said, “and Aluso, as chieftain of the women, as our priestess and as my woman, sit at my feet. The rest of you will face us.”


  He waited until the group had sorted itself out, then raised himself higher than Crixus and Oenomaus by jumping upon a rock.


  “We are free for the moment, but we must never forget that under the law we are slaves. We have murdered our keepers and our owner, and when the authorities find out we will be hunted down. Never before have we been able to gather as a people and discuss our purposes, our fate, our future.”


  He drew a deep breath. “First of all, I will keep no man or no woman against his or her will. Those of a mind to seek their own ways separate from mine are at liberty to go at any time. I ask for no vows, no oaths, no ceremonies swearing fidelity to me. We have been prisoners, we have felt chains, we have been given no privileges accorded to free men, and the women have been forced into harlotry. So I will do nothing to bind you.


  “This here”—he waved his hand about to indicate the camp—“is a temporary shelter. Sooner or later we will have to leave it. We were seen climbing the mountain, and the news of our deed will soon follow us.”


  A gladiator squatting on his haunches in the front row—Spartacus didn’t know his name—raised a hand to speak.


  “I see that we will be pursued and hunted down,” said the fellow, frowning. “Would it not be better to disband now? If we scattered in a hundred directions, some of us at least will manage to escape. If we stay together, we will be captured together.”


  Spartacus nodded. “There is truth in what you say. However, I’m not in favor of it. Why? Chiefly because we have no money, no clothes other than what Batiatus issued us—and they brand us for what we are—and nothing to help us except weapons, which would be dangerous if we were scattered. Batiatus had no money on the premises, not one single sestertius. But money is a vital necessity, and I think we have to stay together until we find it.”


  “How can we do that?” asked the same fellow.


  The smile Spartacus gave him was rueful but charming. “I have no idea!” he said frankly. “If this were Rome we could rob someone. But this is Campania, and full of careful farmers who keep everything in a bank or buried where we’d never find it.” He spread his hands in an appeal. “Let me tell you what I would like us to do, then everyone can think about it. Tomorrow at this same time we’ll meet and vote.”


  No more enlightened than the rest, Crixus and Oenomaus nodded vigorously.


  “Tell us, Spartacus,” said Crixus.


  The light was dying little by little, but Spartacus atop his rock seemed to concentrate the last rays of the sun upon himself, and looked like a man worth following. Determined, sure, strong, reliable.


  “You all know the name Quintus Sertorius,” he said. “A Roman in revolt against the system which produces men like Batiatus. He has gathered Spain to himself, and soon he will be marching to Rome to be the Dictator and found a new style of Republic. We know that because we heard people talking whenever we were sent somewhere to fight. We learned too that many in Italy want Quintus Sertorius at the head of Rome. Especially the Samnites.”


  He paused, wet his lips. “I know what I am going to do! I am going to Spain to join Quintus Sertorius. But if it is at all possible I would bring him another army—an army which would already have struck blows against the Rome of Sulla and his heirs. I am going to recruit among the Samnites, the Lucanians, and all the others in Italy who would rather see a new Rome than watch their heritage run away to nothing. I will recruit among the slaves of Campania too, and offer them full citizenship rights in the Rome of Quintus Sertorius. We have more weapons than we can use—unless we recruit more men. And when Rome sends troops against us we will defeat them and take their gear too!”


  He shrugged. “I have nothing to lose but my life, and I have vowed that never again will I endure the kind of existence Batiatus forced upon me. A man—even a man enslaved!—must have the right to associate freely with his fellows, to move in the world. Prison is worse than death. I will never go back to any prison!”


  He broke down, wept, dashed the tears away impatiently. “I am a man, and I will make my mark! But all of you should be saying that too! If we stay together and form the nucleus of an army, then we stand a chance to defend ourselves and make a great mark. If we scatter in a hundred directions, every last one of us will have to run, run, run. Why run like deer if we can march like men? Why not carve ourselves a place in the Rome of Quintus Sertorius by softening up Italy for him, then marching to join him as he comes? Rome has few troops in Italy, we know that. Which of us hasn’t heard the Capuans complaining that their livelihood is dwindling because the legionary camps are empty? Who is there to stop us? I was a military tribune once. Crixus, Oenomaus, and many of you here belonged to Rome’s legions. Is there anything that the likes of Lucullus or Pompeius Magnus knows about forming and running an army that I do not, or Crixus, or Oenomaus, or any of you? It isn’t a difficult business to run an army! So why don’t we become an army? We can win victories! There are no veteran legions in Italy to stop us, just cohorts of raw recruits. It is we who will attract experienced soldiers, the Samnites and Lucanians who fought to be free of Rome. And between us we will train the inexperienced who join us—does it follow that a slave is necessarily a man without martial ability or valor? Servile armies have brought Rome to the brink of ruin several times, and only fell because they were not led by men who understand how Rome fights. They were not led by Romans!”


  Both mighty arms went up above his head; Spartacus closed his hands into fists and shook them. “I will lead our army! And I will lead it to victory! I will bring it to Quintus Sertorius wreathed in laurels and with Rome in Italy beneath its foot!” Down came the arms. “Think about what I have said, I ask nothing more.”


  The little band of gladiators and women said nothing when Spartacus jumped down, but the looks directed at him were glowing and Aluso was smiling at him fiercely.


  “They will vote for you tomorrow,” she said.


  “Yes, I think they will.”


  “Then come with me now to the spring of water. It needs to be purified if it is to give life to many.”


  Quite how she understood what she was doing Spartacus did not know, but was awed to discover that after she had muttered her incantations and dug with the severed hand of Batiatus at the crumbling walls to one side of the hot, smelly fountain which gushed out of a cleft, a second spate of water appeared—cool, sweet, quenching.


  “It is an omen,” said Spartacus.


  *


  In twenty days a thousand volunteers had accumulated inside the hollow near the top of Vesuvius, though it remained a mystery to Spartacus how word had flown around when he had as yet sent no messengers or recruiting teams into the surrounding countryside. Perhaps a tenth of those who arrived to join the gladiators were escaped slaves, but by far the majority were free men of Samnite nationality. Nola wasn’t far away, and Nola hated Rome. So did Pompeii, Neapolis, and all the other partisans of Italy who had fought to the death against Sulla, first in the Italian War, then for Pontius Telesinus. Rome might delude herself that she had crushed Samnium; but that, thought Spartacus as he entered Samnite name after Samnite name on his recruitment list, would never happen until the last Samnite was no more. Many of them arrived wearing armor and carrying weapons, hoary veterans who spat at the mention of Sulla’s name or made the sign to ward off the Evil Eye at the mention of Cethegus and Verres, the two who had scorched the Samnite heartlands.


  “I have something to show you,” said Crixus to Spartacus, voice eager; it was the morning of the last day of September.


  Drilling a century of slaves, Spartacus handed the task to another gladiator and moved off with Crixus, who was dragging anxiously at his arm. “What is it?” he asked.


  “Better to see for yourself,” said Crixus as he led Spartacus to a gap in the crater wall which allowed a far and sweeping view of Vesuvius’s northern slopes.


  Two Samnites were on sentry duty, and turned excited faces toward their leader. “Look!” said one.


  Spartacus looked. Below him for a thousand feet the crags and pockets of the upper mountain presented an inhospitable mien; below that lay ordered fields. And through the wheat stubble there wound a column of Roman soldiers led by four mounted men in the Attic helmets and contoured cuirasses of high officers, the man riding alone behind three riding abreast wearing the looped and ritually knotted scarlet sash of high imperium around his glittering chest.


  “Well, well! They’ve sent a praetor against us at the very least!” said Spartacus with a chuckle.


  “How many legions?” asked Crixus, looking worried.


  Spartacus stared, astonished. “Legions? You were in them, Crixus, you ought to be able to tell!”


  “That’s just it! I was in them. When you’re in them, you never get to see what you look like.”


  Spartacus grinned, ruffled Crixus’s hair. “Rest easy, there’s no more than half a legion’s worth down there—five cohorts of the greenest troops I’ve ever seen. Notice how they straggle, can’t keep a straight line or an even distance apart? What’s more important, they’re being led by someone just as green! See how he rides behind his legates? Sure sign! A confident general is always out in front.”


  “Five cohorts? That’s at least two and a half thousand men.”


  “Five cohorts that have never been in a legion, Crixus.”


  “I’ll sound general quarters.”


  “No, stay here with me. Let them think we haven’t noticed them. If they hear bugles and shouting, they’ll stop and camp down there on the slopes. Whereas if they think they’ve stolen a march on us, that idiot leading them will keep on coming until he’s among the rocks and realizes he can’t make a camp. By then it will be too late to re-form and march down again—the whole lot will have to doss down in little groups wherever they can find the room. Idiots! If they’d gone round to the south, they could have used the track right up to our hollow.”


  By the time darkness fell Spartacus had established beyond doubt that the punitive expedition was indeed composed of raw recruits, and that the general was a praetor named Gaius Claudius Glaber; the Senate had ordered him to pick up five cohorts in Capua as he passed through—and keep on marching until he found the rebels and flushed them out of their Vesuvian hole.


  By dawn the punitive expedition no longer existed. Throughout the night Spartacus had sent silent raiding parties down into the crags, some even lowered on ropes, to kill swiftly and noiselessly. So green indeed were these recruits that they had shed their armor and piled their arms together before cuddling up to campfires which betrayed where every pocket of them slept, and so green was Gaius Claudius Glaber that he thought the lie of the land a greater protection than a proper camp. Closer to dawn than to dusk some of the more wakeful soldiers began to understand what was going on, and gave the alarm. The stampede began.


  Spartacus struck then in force, using his women followers as torchbearers to light his way. Half Glaber’s troops died, the other half fled—but left their arms and armor behind them. Chief among the fugitives were Glaber and his three legates.


  Two thousand eight hundred sets of infantry equipment went to swell the cache in the hollow; Spartacus stripped his growing army of its gladiatorial accoutrements in favor of legionary gear and added Glaber’s baggage train to his carts and animals. Volunteers were now streaming in, most of them trained soldiers; when his tally grew to five thousand, Spartacus decided the hollow on Vesuvius had outlived its usefulness and moved his legion out.


  He knew exactly where he was going.


  *


  Thus it was that when the praetors Publius Varinius and Lucius Cossinius marched two legions of recruits out of camp in Capua and headed off along the Nola road, they encountered a well laid out Roman fortification not far from the devastated Villa Batiatus. Varinius, the senior in command, was experienced. So was Cossinius, his second-in-command. One look at the men of their two legions had horrified them; so raw were these recruits that their basic training had only just begun! To add to the praetors’ difficulties the weather was cold, wet, and windy, and some kind of virulent respiratory infection was raging through the ranks. When Varinius saw the workmanlike structure beside the Nola road he knew at once that it belonged to the rebels—but also knew that his own men were not capable of attacking it. Instead he put the two legions into a camp alongside the rebels.


  No one knew a name then, nor any details about the rebels save that they had extirpated the gladiatorial school of Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Batiatus (who appeared on its books as the proprietor), gone to earth on Mount Vesuvius, and had been joined by some thousands of discontented Samnites, Lucanians, and slaves. From the disgraced Glaber had come the news that the rebels now owned every scrap of his gear, and that they were well enough led to have gone about destroying Glaber’s five cohorts like experts.


  However, some thorough scouting revealed to Varinius and Cossinius that the force inside the rebel camp numbered only about five thousand, and that a certain proportion were women. Heartened, Varinius deployed his two legions for battle the next morning, secure in the knowledge that even with sick raw troops he had the numbers to win. It was still raining hard.


  When the battle was over Varinius didn’t know whether to blame his defeat upon the sheer terror the sight of the rebels had inspired in his men, or upon the illness which caused so many of his legionaries to lay down their arms and refuse to fight, pleading that they couldn’t, they just couldn’t. Worst blow of all was that Cossinius had been killed trying to rally a group of would—be deserters—and that a great deal of equipment had been spirited off the field by the rebels. There was no point in pursuing the rebels, who had marched off through the rain in the direction of their camp. Varinius wheeled his bedraggled and demoralized column about and went back to Capua, where he wrote to the Senate frankly, not sparing himself—but not sparing the Senate either. There were no experienced troops in Italy, he said, except for the rebels.


  He did have a name to illuminate his report: Spartacus, a Thracian gladiator.


  For six market intervals Varinius concentrated upon the training of his miserable soldiers, most of whom had survived the battle, but seemed less likely to survive the respiratory disease which still raged through their ranks. He commandeered the services of some old Sullan veteran centurions to help him train, though he couldn’t persuade them to enlist. The Senate thought it prudent to begin recruiting four more legions, and assured Varinius that he had its support in whatever measures he felt called upon to execute. A fourth praetor out of that year’s group of eight was dispatched from Rome to act as Varinius’s senior legate: Publius Valerius. One fled, one dead, one vanquished; the fourth was not a happy man.


  Varinius thought his men sufficiently well trained to begin operations at the end of November, and led them out of Capua to attack Spartacus’s camp. Only to find it deserted. Spartacus had stolen away, yet one more indication that, Thracian or no, he was a military man in the Roman manner. Illness still dogged poor Varinius. As he led his two under—strength legions south he had to watch helplessly as whole cohorts were forced to abandon the march, their centurions promising to catch up with him as soon as the men felt better. Near Picentia, just before the ford across the Silarus River, he caught up with the rebels at last; only to see in horror that Spartacus’s legion had mushroomed into an army. Five thousand less than two months ago—twenty-five thousand now! Not daring to attack, Varinius was obliged to watch this suddenly great force cross the Silarus and march off along the Via Popillia into Lucania.


  When the sick cohorts caught up and the stricken men still with him showed signs of recovering, Varinius and Valerius held a conference. Did they follow the rebels into Lucania or return to Capua to spend the winter training a bigger army?


  “What you really mean,” said Valerius, “is whether we would do better to give battle now, even though outnumberedbadly, or whether we can raise enough extra men during the winter to make delaying a confrontation until the spring a wiser move.”


  “I don’t think there is a decision to make,” said Varinius. “We have to follow them now. By the spring they’re likely to be doubled in strength—and every man they add to their ranks will be a Lucanian veteran.”


  So Varinius and Valerius followed, even when the evidence told them that Spartacus had departed from the Via Popillia and was moving steadily into the wilds of the Lucanian mountains. For eight days they followed without seeing more than old signs, pitching a stout camp each and every night. Taxing work, but the prudent alternative.


  On the ninth evening the same process was begun amid the grumbles of men who had not been legionaries long enough to understand the necessity or the advantages of a safe camp. And while the earth walls were being piled up out of the refuse thrown from the ditches, Spartacus attacked. Outnumbered and outgeneraled, Varinius had no choice other than to retreat, though he left his beautifully caparisoned Public Horse behind along with most of his soldiers. Of the eighteen cohorts he had started with from Capua, only five returned out of Lucania; having crossed the Silarus into Campania again, Varinius and Valerius left these five cohorts to guard the ford under the command of a quaestor, Gaius Toranius.


  The two praetors journeyed back to Rome, there to exhort the Senate to train more men as quickly as possible. The situation was undeniably growing more serious every day, but between Lucullus and Marcus Cotta in the east and Pompey in Spain, many of the senators felt that the recruiting process was a waste of time. The Italian well was dry. Then in January came the news that Spartacus had issued out of Lucania with forty thousand men organized into eight efficient legions. The rebels had rolled over poor Gaius Toranius at the Silarus, killed him and every man in his five cohorts. Campania lay at the mercy of Spartacus, who, said the report, was busy trying to persuade towns of Samnite population to come over to his side, declare for a free Italy.


  The tribunes of the Treasury were told very succinctly to cease their noises of complaint and start finding the money to lure veterans out of retirement. The praetor Quintus Arrius (who had been scheduled to replace Gaius Verres as governor of Sicily) was instructed to hustle himself to Capua and begin organizing a proper consular army of four legions, stiffened as much as possible with veteran intakes. The new consuls, Lucius Gellius Poplicola and Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Clodianus, were formally given the command in the war against Spartacus.


  *


  All of this Spartacus gradually discovered from the time he had re-entered Campania. As his army was still growing, he had learned to weld it on the march, forming and drilling new cohorts as he went. It had been a grief when Oenomaus was killed during the successful attack on the camp of Varinius and Valerius, but Crixus was still very much alive and other capable legates were rising to the surface. The Public Horse which had belonged to Varinius made a wonderful mount for a supreme commander! Showy. Every morning Spartacus kissed its nose and stroked its flowing silvery mane before leaping upon its back; he called it Batiatus.


  Certain that towns like Nola and Nuceria would rally behind him, he had sent his ambassadors to see their magistrates at once, explaining that he was intent upon helping Quintus Sertorius establish a new Italian Republic, and asking for donations of men, materiel, money. Only to be told firmly that no city of Campania or any other region in Italy would support the cause of Quintus Sertorius—or of Spartacus the gladiator general.


  “We do not love the Romans,” said the magistrates of Nola, “and we are proud of the fact that we held out longer against Rome than any other place in all of Italy. But no more. Never again. Our prosperity is gone, all our young men are dead. We will not join you against Rome.”


  When Nuceria returned the same answer Spartacus held a small conference with Crixus and Aluso.


  “Sack them,” said the Thracian priestess. “Teach them that it is wiser to join us.”


  “I agree,” said Crixus, “though my reason is different. We have forty thousand men, enough equipment to outfit every last one, and plenty to eat. But we have nothing else, Spartacus. It is all very well to promise our troops lives of distinction and wealth under the government of Quintus Sertorius, but it might be better to give them some of that wealth right now. If we sack any town which refuses to join us, we will terrify the towns we have still to reach—and we will please our legions. Women, plunder—there’s not a soldier born who doesn’t love a sack!”


  His temper frayed by what he saw as unappreciative rejection, Spartacus made up his mind more quickly than the old Spartacus of pregladiatorial days would have; that had been a different life, he a different sort of man. “Very well. We attack Nuceria and Nola. Tell the men to have no mercy.”


  The men had no mercy. Looking at the results, Spartacus decided that there was much merit in sacking towns. Nuceria and Nola had yielded treasure as well as money, food, women; if he continued to sack, he would be able to present Quintus Sertorius with a huge fortune as well as an army! And if he did, then it seemed likely that Quintus Sertorius the Dictator of Rome would make Spartacus the Thracian gladiator his Master of the Horse.


  Therefore the huge fortune had to be obtained before he left Italy. Requests were still pouring in from whole districts of men anxious to join him, and telling of rich pickings in parts of Lucania, Bruttium and Calabria which had not been touched by the Italian War. So from Campania the rebels journeyed south to sack Consentia in Bruttium and then Thurii and Metapontum on the Gulf of Tarentum. Much to Spartacus’s delight, all three towns were possessed of staggering wealth.


  When Aluso had finished scarifying the skull of Batiatus, he had given her a sheet of silver with which to line it; but after Consentia, Thurii and Metapontum, he told her to throw the silver on the nearest rubbish heap, replace it with gold. And there was a certain seduction in all this—as well as the ever—present seduction of Aluso, who thought like a barbarian but had terrible magic and stood to him as the talisman of his luck. As long as he had Aluso by his side, he was one of Fortune’s favorites.


  Yes, she was wonderful. She could find water, she sensed when disaster was looming, she always gave him the right advice. Growing heavy with his child, her rich red mouth a perfect foil for flaxen hair and wild white wolf’s pallid eyes, ankles and wrists clashing with the gold she loaded upon them, he thought her perfect, not the least because she was a Thracian and he had become a Thracian. They belonged together; she was the personification of this strange new life.


  Early in April he was marching into eastern Samnium, sure that here at least the towns would join him. But Asernia, Bovianum, Beneventum and Saepinum all rejected his overtures—we won’t join you, we don’t want you, go away! Nor were they worth sacking. Verres and Cethegus had left nothing. However, individual Samnites kept flocking to join his army, which had now swelled to ninety thousand men.


  So many people, Spartacus was finding out, were difficult to manage. Though the troops were organized into proper Roman legions and were armed in Roman style, he could never seem to find enough capable legates and tribunes to keep an iron control over soldierly impulses, wine, the hideous strife the female camp followers provoked. Time, he decided, to march for Italian Gaul, Gaul-across-the-Alps, and Quintus Sertorius in Nearer Spain. Not to the west of the Apennines—he had no desire to venture anywhere near the city of Rome. He would proceed up the Adriatic littoral through regions which had fought bitterly against Roman control of the peninsula—Marrucini, Vestini, Frentani, southern Picentines. Many of their men would join him!


  But Crixus didn’t want to go to Nearer Spain. Nor did the thirty thousand men in his division of the army.


  “Why go so far?” he asked. “If what you say about Quintus Sertorius is true, then one day he will arrive in Italy. It’s better that he finds us in Italy still, with our foot on Rome’s neck. The distance from here to Spain is half as far again as a thousand miles, and we’d be marching the whole way through barbarian tribes who would see us as just another lot of Romans. My men and I are against the idea of leaving Italy.”


  “If you and your men are against the idea of leaving Italy,” said Spartacus angrily, “then don’t leave Italy! What do I care? I’ve close to a hundred thousand men to look after, and that’s far too many! So off you go, Crixus—the further, the better! Take your thirty thousand idiots, stay in Italy!”


  So when Spartacus and seventy thousand soldiers—together with a vast baggage train and forty thousand women, not to mention babies and young children—turned north to cross the Tifernus River, Crixus and his thirty thousand followers turned south in the direction of Brundisium. It was the end of April.


  *


  At about the same moment, the consuls Gellius and Clodianus left Rome to pick up their troops from Capua, Quintus Arrius the ex-praetor having told the Senate that the four legions of new soldiers assembled in Capua were as good as they were ever going to be; he could not guarantee that they were battleworthy, but he hoped they were.


  When the consuls reached Capua they were informed of the split between Spartacus and Crixus, and of the new direction into the north that Spartacus himself was taking. A plan was developed; Quintus Arrius would take one legion south to deal with Crixus at once, Gellius would take the second legion and shadow Spartacus from behind until Arrius could rejoin him, while Clodianus took the other two legions on a rapid march past Rome, then east on the Via Valeria to emerge on the Adriatic coast well to the north of Spartacus. The two consuls would then have Spartacus between them and could close the jaws of their pincer.


  Some days later came splendid news from Quintus Arrius. Though outnumbered five to one, he had concealed himself in ambush on Mount Garganus in Apulia and fallen upon the undisciplined, jostling mass of men Crixus led into the trap. Crixus himself and all thirty thousand of his followers were killed, those who survived the ambush by execution afterward; Quintus Arrius had no intention of leaving live enemy in his wake.


  Gellius was not so lucky. What Arrius had done to Crixus, Spartacus did to him. The troops of the single legion Gellius possessed scattered in wild panic the moment they saw a vast force descending upon them—a good thing, as it turned out, for those who stayed were slaughtered. And at least they fled without abandoning arms or armor, so that when the reunited Arrius and Gellius managed to round them up they still had their equipment and could (theoretically, anyway) fight again without needing to return to Capua.


  The course Arrius and Gellius took after their defeat was of no moment to Spartacus; he marched immediately into the north to deal with Clodianus, of whose ploy he had been informed by a captured Roman tribune. At Hadria on the Adriatic coast the two armies met with much the same result for Clodianus as for Gellius. The troops of Clodianus dispersed in panic. Victor on both fields, Spartacus continued his northward progress unopposed.


  Nothing daunted, Gellius, Clodianus and Arrius collected their men and tried again at Firmum Picenum. Again they were defeated. Spartacus marched into the Ager Gallicus. He crossed the Rubico into Italian Gaul at the end of Sextilis and started up the Via Aemilia toward Placentia and the western Alps. Quintus Sertorius, here we come!


  The valley of the Padus was lush, rich countryside which provided forage aplenty and towns with granaries full to overflowing. As he now systematically sacked towns likely to yield good plunder, Spartacus did not endear himself or his army to the citizens of Italian Gaul.


  At Mutina, halfway to the Alps, the vast army encountered the governor of Italian Gaul, Gaius Cassius Longinus, who tried valiantly to block their progress with a single legion. Gallant though the action was, it could not but fail; Cassius’s legate Gnaeus Manlius came up two days later with Italian Gaul’s other legion and suffered the same fate as Cassius. On both occasions the Roman troops had stayed to fight, which meant that Spartacus collected over ten thousand sets of arms and armor on the field.


  The last Roman to whom Spartacus had personally spoken—and if he spoke to none, then nor did anyone else in that vast and terrifying horde—had been the tribune captured during the first defeat of Gellius months before. Neither at Hadria nor at Firmum Picenum did he so much as see Gellius, Clodianus or Arrius at close quarters. But now at Mutina he had two high—ranking Roman prisoners, Gaius Cassius and Gnaeus Manlius, and he fancied the idea of speaking with them: time to let a couple of members of the Senate see the man of whom all Italy and Italian Gaul was talking! Time to let the Senate know who he was. For he had no intention of killing or detaining Cassius and Manlius; he wanted them to return to Rome and report in person.


  He had, however, loaded his prisoners down with chains, and made sure that when they were brought into his presence he was seated on a podium and wearing a plain white toga.


  Cassius and Manlius stared, but it was when Spartacus addressed them in good, Campanian—accented Latin that they realized what he was.


  “You’re an Italian!” said Cassius.


  “I’m a Roman,” Spartacus corrected him.


  No Cassius was easily cowed; the clan was warlike and very fierce, and if an occasional Cassius committed a military blunder, no Cassius had ever run away. So this Cassius proved himself a true member of his family by lifting one manacled arm and shaking his fist at the big, handsome fellow on the podium.


  “Free me from the indignity of these bonds and you’ll soon be a dead Roman!” he snarled. “A deserter from the legions, eh? Put in the ring as a Thracian!”


  Spartacus flushed. “I’m no deserter,” he said stiffly. “In me you see a military tribune who was unjustly convicted of mutiny in Illyricum. And you find your bonds an indignity? Well, how do you think I found my bonds when I was sent to the kind of school run by a worm like Batiatus? One set of chains deserves another, Cassius the proconsul!”


  “Kill us and get it over and done with,” said Cassius.


  “Kill you? Oh, no, I have no intention of doing that,” said Spartacus, smiling. “I’m going to set you free now that you’ve felt the indignity of bonds. You will go back to Rome and you will tell the Senate who I am, and where I’m going, and what I intend to do when I get there—and what I will be when I come back.”


  Manlius moved as if to answer; Cassius turned his head and glared; Manlius subsided.


  “Who you are—a mutineer. Where you’re going—to perdition. What you’re going to do when you get there—rot. What you’ll be when you come back—a mindless shade without substance or shadow,” sneered Cassius. “I’d be glad to tell the Senate all of that!”


  “Then tell the Senate this while you’re about it!” snapped Spartacus, rising to his feet and ripping off the immaculate toga; he raked his feet on it with the relish of a dog raking its hind legs after defaecation, then kicked it off the podium. “In my train I have eighty thousand men, all properly armed and trained to fight like Romans. Most of them are Samnites and Lucanians, but even the slaves who enlisted under me are brave men. I have thousands of talents in plunder. And I am on my way to join Quintus Sertorius in Nearer Spain. Together he and I will inflict total defeat upon Rome’s armies and generals in both the Spains, and then Quintus Sertorius and I will march back to Italy. Your Rome doesn’t stand a chance, proconsul! Before the next year has passed, Quintus Sertorius will be the Dictator of Rome, and I will be his Master of the Horse!”


  Cassius and Manlius had listened to this with a series of expressions chasing each other across their faces—fury, awe, anger, bewilderment, amazement—and finally, when they were sure Spartacus had ended, amusement! Both men threw their heads back and roared with unfeigned laughter while Spartacus stood feeling a slowly rising tide of red suffuse his cheeks. What had he said that they found so funny? Did they laugh at his temerity? Did they think him mad?


  “Oh, you fool!” said Cassius when he was able, the tears of hilarity running like a freshet. “You great bumpkin! You booby! Don’t you have an intelligence network? Of course you don’t! You’re not a Roman commander’s anus! What’s the difference between this horde of yours and a horde of barbarians? Nothing, and that is the simple truth! I can’t believe you don’t know, but you really don’t know!”


  “Know what?” asked Spartacus, his color gone. There had been no room for rage at the derision in Cassius’s voice, at the epithets he hurled; all that filled Spartacus’s mind was fear.


  “Sertorius is dead! Assassinated by his own senior legate Perperna last winter. There is no rebel army in Spain! Just the victorious legions of Metellus Pius and Pompeius Magnus, who will soon be marching back to Italy to put paid to you and your whole horde of barbarians!” And Cassius laughed again.


  Spartacus didn’t stay to hear, he fled from the room with his hands clapped against his ears and sought out Aluso.


  Now the mother of Spartacus’s son, Aluso could find nothing to say to console him; he covered his head in folds of his scarlet general’s cape snatched from the couch, and wept, wept, wept.


  “What can I do?’’ he asked her, rocking back and forth. “I have an army with no objective, a people with no home!”


  Hair hanging in strings over her face, knees wide apart as she squatted with her blood—cup and her knucklebones and the grisly tattered hand of Batiatus, Aluso whipped the bones with the hand, stared and muttered.


  “Rome’s great enemy in the west is dead,” she said at last, “but Rome’s great enemy in the east still lives. The bones say we must march to join Mithridates.”


  Oh, why hadn’t he thought of that for himself? Spartacus threw away the general’s cape, looked at Aluso with wide, tear—blurred eyes. “Mithridates! Of course Mithridates! We will march across the eastern Alps into Illyricum, cross Thrace to the Euxine and join ourselves to Pontus.” He wiped his nose with the back of his hand, snuffled, gazed at Aluso wildly. “In Thrace is your homeland, woman. Would you rather stay there?’’


  She snorted scornfully. “My place is with you, Spartacus. Whether they know it or not, the Bessi are a defeated people. No tribe in the world is strong enough to resist Rome forever, only a great king like Mithridates. No, husband, we will not stay in Thrace. We will join ourselves to King Mithridates.”


  *


  One of the many problems about an army as huge as that one belonging to Spartacus was the sheer impossibility of direct communication with all its members. He gathered the vast crowd together as best he could and did his utmost to make sure that all his men and their women understood why they were going to turn in their tracks and march back down the Via Aemilia toward Bononia, where they would take the Via Annia northeast to Aquileia and Illyricum. Some did understand, but many did not, either because they hadn’t heard Spartacus himself and so had received a garbled version of what he said, or because they owned all an Italian’s fear and detestation of the eastern potentate. Quintus Sertorius was Roman. Mithridates was a savage who ate Italian babies and would enslave everyone.


  The march resumed, this time eastward, but as Bononia came closer discontent among the soldiers and their camp followers grew. If Spain was an eternity away, what was Pontus? Many of the Samnites and Lucanians—and they were a majority in the army—spoke Oscan and Latin, but little or no Greek; how would they get on in a place like Pontus without Greek?


  At Bononia a hundred-strong deputation of legates, tribunes, centurions and men from the ranks came to see Spartacus.


  “We will not leave Italy” was what they said.


  “Then I will not desert you,” said Spartacus, swallowing a terrible disappointment. “Without me you will disintegrate. The Romans will kill all of you.”


  When the deputation left he turned as always to Aluso. “I am defeated, woman, but not by an external enemy, even Rome. They are too afraid. They do not understand.”


  Her bones were not lying happily. She scattered them angrily, then scooped them up and put them in their pouch. What they said she would not tell him; some things were better left in the minds and hearts of women, who were closer to the earth.


  “Then we will go to Sicily,” she said. “The slaves of that place will rise for us, as they have risen twice before. Perhaps the Romans will leave us to occupy Sicily in peace if we promise to sell them enough grain at a cheap enough price.”


  The uncertainty in her she could not disguise; sensing it, for one wild moment Spartacus toyed with the idea of deflecting his army south onto the via Cassia and marching on the city of Rome. But then the reason in what Aluso suggested won out. She was right. She was always right. Sicily it must be.


  4


  To become a pontifex was to enter the most exclusive enclave of political power in Rome; the augurship came a close second and there were some families whose augurships were as jealously guarded and prized as any family guarded and prized its pontificate, but always the pontificate came out that little bit ahead. So when Gaius Julius Caesar was inducted into the College of Pontifices he knew that he had moved more surely toward his ultimate goal, the consulship, and that this inauguration more than made up for his failure as the flamen Dialis. No one would ever be able to point the finger at him and imply that his status was in doubt, that perhaps he ought to be the flamen Dialis in fact; his position as a co-opted pontifex told everybody he was firmly ensconced at the very core of the Republic.


  


  [image: img24.jpg]


  


  His mother, he learned, had befriended Mamercus and his wife Cornelia Sulla, and moved these days more freely among the high nobles her exile to an insula in the Subura had driven away; she was so enormously respected, so admired. The odium of her marriage to Gaius Marius had removed his Aunt Julia from the position she might otherwise have come to occupy with increasing age—that of the modern Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi. And it now seemed as if his mother might inherit the title! These days she dined with women like Catulus’s wife, Hortensia, and Hortensius’s wife, Lutatia, with young matrons like Servilia—the widow of a Brutus and the wife of Decimus Junius Silanus (by whom she now had two little girls to add to Brutus’s son)—and with several Licinias, Marcias, Cornelia Scipiones and Junias.


  “It’s wonderful, Mater, but why?” he asked, eyes twinkling.


  Her beautiful eyes gleamed, the creases at the corners of her mouth compressed until little dimples popped up in her cheeks. “Why do you expect answers to rhetorical questions?” she asked. “You know as well as I do, Caesar. Your career is accelerating, and I am helping.” She gave a slight cough. “Besides, most of these women seem to me to be utterly lacking in common sense. So they tend to come to me with their problems.” She thought about that statement, amended it: “All, that is, except Servilia. Now she is a very structured woman! Knows exactly where she’s going. You ought to meet her, Caesar.”


  He looked indescribably bored. “Thank you, Mater, but no. I am extremely grateful for every little bit of help you can give me, but that does not mean I’ll join the sweet—watered—wine—and—little—cakes circle. The only women aside from you and Cinnilla who interest me are the wives of men I intend to cuckold. As I have no quarrel with Decimus Junius Silanus, I fail to see why I should cultivate his wife. The patrician Servilii are insufferable!”


  “This one isn’t insufferable,” said Aurelia, but not in the tone of voice which suggested she had an end to pursue. Instead she changed the subject. “I haven’t seen any evidence that you intend to settle back into city life.”


  “That’s because I don’t. I have just enough time to join Marcus Fonteius in Gaul-across-the-Alps for a quick campaign, so that’s where I’m off to. I’ll be back by next June—I’m going to stand for election as one of the tribunes of the soldiers.”


  “Sensible,” she approved. “I’m told that you’re a superlative soldier, so you’ll do well in an official capacity.”


  He winced. “Unkind and unfair, Mater!”


  *


  Fonteius, who like most of the Transalpine governors had based himself in Massilia, was perfectly willing to keep Caesar busy for ten months. He had sustained a bad leg wound fighting the Vocontii, and chafed at the thought of watching all his work go for nothing because he could not ride. So when Caesar arrived Fonteius handed him the province’s two legions and told him to finish the campaign up the Druentia River; Fonteius would occupy himself dealing with the supply lines to Spain. After the news of the death of Sertorius came, the governor breathed a sigh of relief and embarked in tandem with Caesar upon a sweeping campaign up the Rhodanus valley into the lands of the Allobroges.


  Born soldiers both, Fonteius and Caesar got on famously together, and admitted freely to each other at the end of the second campaign that there was no joy quite like working with a man of eminent military sense. So when Caesar returned to Rome in his habitual headlong fashion, he rode in the knowledge that his record now stood at seven campaigns—only three to go! He had loved his time in Gaul, never having ventured west of the Alps before, and found it considerably easier dealing with the Gauls themselves because (thanks to his old tutor, Marcus Antonius Gnipho, to Cardixa and to some of his mother’s tenants) he spoke several Gallic dialects fluently. Deeming no Roman conversant with their tongues, the Salluvian and Vocontian scouts tended to slip into Gallic whenever they wished to exchange information not for Roman ears; but Caesar understood very quickly, learned much he wasn’t supposed to—and never gave himself away.


  It was a good time to be standing for election as a tribune of the soldiers. The presence of Spartacus meant that his duty in the consuls’ legions would be within Italy. But first he had to get himself elected—don the specially chalked, snow—white toga of the candidate and move among the electors in every marketplace and basilica in Rome, not to mention arcades and colonnades, guilds and colleges, the porticus and the portico. Since there were twenty-four tribunes of the soldiers elected annually by the Assembly of the People, it was not a particularly difficult feat to be voted in, but Caesar had set himself a much harder task than mere election: he was resolved to be the candidate who polled the highest number of votes in every election he would contest as he climbed the cursus honorum. Thus he put himself through much that the average candidate for that lowest of all magistracies deemed superfluous effort. Nor would he avail himself of the services of a privately employed nomenclator, that arch—recollector of people’s names; Caesar would be his own nomenclator, never forget a face or the name associated with it. A man flattered by instant placing of his name with his face after some years had elapsed since the last meeting was very prone to think highly of such a brilliant, courteous, capable fellow—and vote for him. Curiously most candidates forgot the Subura, just looked blank and dismissed it as a low—life infestation Rome would be better without; but Caesar, who had lived in the Subura all his life, knew that it abounded with men of the lowest end of the First Class and the upper end of the Second Class. Not one of whom was unknown to him. Not one of whom would refuse to vote for him.


  He was returned at the head of the poll, and like the twenty quaestors elected at the same convocation of the Assembly of the People, he would commence his duties on the fifth day of December rather than on New Year’s Day. The lots which would give him his legion placement (with five others, he would be assigned to one of the consuls’ four legions) would not be drawn until he took office, nor could he make a nuisance of himself by visiting a consular legion ahead of his time; even Capua was off—limits. Distressing, considering the disastrous military events of that particular year!


  By the end of Quinctilis it was glaringly obvious even to the most obtuse senator that the consuls Gellius and Clodianus were incapable of halting Spartacus. With Philippus leading the chorus (difficult for him, since Gellius and Clodianus belonged to Pompey as much as he did himself), the Senate tactfully told the consuls that they were being removed from command in the war against Spartacus; they were needed in Rome to govern, and it was now clear that the war should go to a man endowed with a full proconsular imperium—a man who had personal access to retired veterans and the clout to inspire them to return to the eagles. A man with a good war record, and preferably of Sullan convictions. A man who not only belonged to the Senate, but had been at the least a praetor.


  Of course everyone inside the Senate and outside it knew that there was only one candidate for the job, only one candidate sitting idle in Rome without province abroad or war of some kind already on his hands, only one candidate with the necessary veteran resources and war record: Marcus Licinius Crassus. Urban praetor the year before, he had declined to take a governorship, pleading as his excuse the fact that Rome needed him more at home than in some foreign place. In anyone else such lethargy and lack of true political zeal would have been instantly condemned; but Marcus Crassus was allowed his foibles. Had to be allowed them! Most of the Senate was in debt to him for some trifling loan or another.


  Not that he agitated for the job. That was not his style. Instead he sat back in his suite of offices behind the Macellum Cuppedenis and waited. A suite of offices sounded most imposing—until the curious man visited Crassus’s establishment. No expensive pictures hung on its walls, no comfortable couches were positioned around, no spacious halls permitted clients to cluster and chat, no servants hovered to offer Falernian wine or rare cheeses. Such was known to happen: Titus Pomponius Atticus, for instance—that ex-partner of Crassus’s who now so loathed him—conducted his multifarious businesses in exquisite premises. Crassus, however, did not even begin to understand the need a harried businessman’s animus might have to surround itself with beautiful comfortable things. To Crassus wasted space was wasted money, money spent on pretty offices was wasted money. When he was in his suite of rooms he occupied a desk in one corner of a crowded hall, shoved about or sidled around by all the toiling accountants, scribes and secretaries who shared the same area; it may have been just a trifle inconvenient, but it meant his staff was permanently under his eye—and his eye missed nothing.


  No, he didn’t agitate for the job, and he had no need to buy himself a senatorial lobby. Let Pompeius Magnus waste his money on that sort of exercise! Not necessary when one was willing to lend a needy senator whatever amount of cash he wanted—and interest—free. Pompeius would never see his money back. Whereas Crassus could call in his loans at any time and not be out of purse.


  In September the Senate finally acted. Marcus Licinius Crassus was asked if he would assume a full proconsular imperium, take unto himself eight legions, and command in the war against the Thracian gladiator Spartacus. It took him several days to reply, which he finally did in the House with all his customary brevity and deliberateness. To Caesar, watching appreciatively from his seat on the opposite side of the Curia Hostilia, it was a lesson in the power of presence and the powerful stench of money.


  Crassus was quite tall but never looked it, so wide was he. Not that he was fat. Rather, he was built like an ox, with thick wrists and big hands, a mighty neck and shoulders. In a toga he was sheer bulk until one saw the muscles in the exposed right forearm, felt the solid oak of it in a handshake. His face was big and broad, expressionless but not unpleasantly so, and the light grey eyes had a habit of resting upon their objective with a mild kindness. Hair and brows were pale brown, not quite mouse—colored, and his skin went dark in the sun quickly.


  He spoke now in his normal voice, which was surprisingly high (Apollonius of Molon would have said that was because his neck was short, reflected Caesar), and said, “Conscript Fathers, I am sensible of the honor you accord me in offering me this high command. I would like to accept, but… ”


  He paused, gaze ambling affably from one face to another. “I am a humble man, and I am very aware that whatever influence I have is due to a thousand men of the knightly order who cannot make their presence directly felt inside this House. I could not accept this high command without being sure that they consented to it. Therefore I humbly ask this House to present a senatus consultum to the Assembly of the People. If that body votes me my command, I will be happy to accept.”


  Clever Crassus! applauded Caesar.


  If the Senate gave, the Senate could take away. As it had in the case of Gellius and Clodianus. But if the Assembly of the People was asked to ratify a decree handed down from the Senate—and did ratify it—then only the Assembly of the People could unmake it. Not impossible, by any means. But between the tribunes of the plebs drawn claw and fang by Sulla and the general apathy of the House in making decisions, a law passed in the Assembly of the People would put Crassus in a very strong position. Clever, clever Crassus!


  No one was surprised when the House obediently handed down its senatus consultant, nor when the Assembly of the People voted overwhelmingly to ratify it. Marcus Licinius Crassus was more solidly commander in the war against Spartacus than Pompey in Nearer Spain; Pompey’s imperium was bestowed by Senate alone, it was not a law on Rome’s tablets.


  With the same efficiency that had made a huge success out of an enterprise as dubious as training dirt—cheap slaves in expensive skills, Marcus Crassus went to work at once upon this new challenge.


  The first thing he did was to announce the names of his legates: Lucius Quinctius, that fifty-two-year-old nuisance to consuls and law courts; Marcus Mummius, almost of praetor’s age; Quintus Marcius Rufus, somewhat younger but in the Senate; Gaius Pomptinus, a young Military Man; and Quintus Arrius, the only veteran of the war against Spartacus whom Crassus cared to keep.


  He then declared that as the consuls’ legions were reduced from four to two by casualties and desertions, he would use only the top twelve of the twenty-four tribunes of the soldiers, but not the present year’s tribunes of the soldiers; their term was almost expired, and he thought nothing would be worse for these unsatisfactory legions than to change their immediate commanders scarcely a month into the campaign. Therefore he would call up next year’s tribunes of the soldiers early. He also asked for one of next year’s quaestors by name—Gnaeus Tremellius Scrofa, of an old praetorian family.


  In the meantime he removed himself to Capua and sent out agents among his veteran soldiers from the days when he fought Carbo and the Samnites. He needed to enlist six legions very quickly. Some of his critics remembered that his soldiers hadn’t liked his reluctance to share the spoils of towns like Tuder, and predicted that he would get few volunteers. But whether it was memories or hearts the years had softened, his veterans flocked to Crassus’s eagles. By the beginning of November, when word had come that the Spartacani had turned around and were heading back down the Via Aemilia again, Crassus was almost ready to move.


  First, however, it was time to deal with the remnants of the consuls’ legions, who had never been shifted from the camp at Firmum Picenum after the combined defeat of Gellius and Clodianus. They comprised twenty cohorts (which were the number of cohorts in two legions) but were the survivors of four legions, so few of them had fought together as a legionary unit. It had not been possible to transfer them to Capua until Crassus’s own six legions were formed and organized; so few legions had been raised during the past years that half of the camps around Capua had been closed and dismantled.


  When Crassus sent Marcus Mummius and the twelve tribunes of the soldiers to pick up these twenty cohorts from Firmum Picenum, he was aware that Spartacus and his Spartacani were drawing close to Ariminum. Mummius was issued strict orders. He was to avoid any sort of contact with Spartacus, thought to be still well to the north of Firmum Picenum. Unfortunately for Mummius, Spartacus had moved his troops independently of his camp followers and his baggage train once he reached Ariminum, knowing that a threat to his rear was nonexistent. Thus it was that at about the same moment as Mummius arrived at the camp built by Gellius and Clodianus, so did the leading echelons of the Spartacani.


  A clash was inevitable. Mummius did his best, but there was little either he or his tribunes of the soldiers (Caesar was among them) could do. None of them knew the troops, the troops had never been properly trained, and they feared Spartacus the way children feared nursery bogeys. To call what ensued a battle was impossible; the Spartacani just rolled through the camp as if it didn’t exist, while the panicked soldiers of the consuls’ legions scattered in all directions. They threw down their weapons and pulled off their shirts of mail and helmets, anything which would slow their flight; the tardy perished, the fleet of foot got away. Not bothering to pursue, the Spartacani streamed onward, merely pausing to pick up abandoned arms and armor and strip the corpses of those who had not escaped.


  “There was nothing you could have done to avert this,” said Caesar to Mummius. “The fault lay in our intelligence.”


  “Marcus Crassus will be furious!” cried Mummius, despairing.


  “I’d call that an understatement,” said Caesar grimly. “But the Spartacani are an undisciplined lot, all the same.”


  “Over a hundred thousand!”


  They were camped atop a hill not far from the vast collection of people still rolling southward; Caesar, whose eyes saw into far distances, pointed.


  “Of soldiers he has not more than eighty thousand, maybe less. What we’re looking at now are camp followers—women, children, even men who don’t seem to be bearing arms. And there are at least fifty thousand of them. Spartacus has a millstone around his neck. He has to drag the families and personal effects of his soldiers with him. You’re looking at a homeless people, not an army, Mummius.”


  Mummius turned away. “Well, there’s no reason to linger here. Marcus Crassus has to be informed what happened. The sooner, the better.”


  “The Spartacani will be gone in a day or two. Might I suggest that we remain here until they are gone, then gather up the men of the consuls’ legions? If they’re let, they’ll disappear forever. I think Marcus Crassus would be better pleased to see them, whatever their state of disarray,” said Caesar.


  Arrested, Mummius looked at his senior tribune of the soldiers. “You’re a thinking sort of fellow, Caesar, aren’t you? You’re quite right. We should round the wretches up and bring them back with us. Otherwise our general’s fury will know no bounds.”


  *


  Five cohorts lay dead among the ruins of the camp, as did most of the centurions. Fifteen cohorts had survived. It took Mummius eleven days to track them down and muster them, not as difficult a task as Mummius for one had feared; their wits were more scattered than their persons.


  Clad only in tunics and sandals, the fifteen cohorts were marched to Crassus, now in camp outside Bovianum. He had caught a detachment of Spartacani which had wandered off to the west of the main body and killed six thousand, but Spartacus himself was now well on his way toward Venusia, and Crassus had not deemed it clever to follow him into country unfavorable to a much smaller force. It was now the beginning of December, but as the calendar was forty days ahead of the seasons, winter was yet to come.


  The general listened to Mummius in an ominous silence. Then: “I do not hold you to blame, Marcus Mummius,” he said, “but what am I to do with fifteen cohorts of men who cannot be trusted and have no stomach for a fight?”


  No one answered. Crassus knew exactly what he was going to do, despite his question. Every man present understood that, but no man present other than Crassus knew what he was going to do.


  Slowly the mild eyes traveled from one face to another, lingered upon Caesar’s, moved on.


  “How many are they by head?” he asked.


  “Seven thousand five hundred, Marcus Crassus. Five hundred soldiers to the cohort,” said Mummius.


  “I will decimate them,” said Crassus.


  A profound silence fell; no one moved a muscle.


  “Parade the whole army tomorrow at sunrise and have everything ready. Caesar, you are a pontifex, you will officiate. Choose your victim for the sacrifice. Ought it to be to Jupiter Optimus Maximus, or to some other god?”


  “I think we should offer to Jupiter Stator, Marcus Crassus. He is the stayer of fleeing soldiers. And to Sol Indiges. And Bellona. The victim ought to be a black bull calf.”


  “Mummius, your tribunes of the soldiers will see to the lots. Except for Caesar.”


  After which the general dismissed his staff, who moved out of the command tent without finding a single word to say to each other. Decimation!


  At sunrise Crassus’s six legions were assembled side by side in their ranks; facing them, paraded in ten rows each of seven hundred and fifty men, stood the soldiers who were to be decimated. Mummius had worked feverishly to devise the quickest and simplest method of procedure, as the most important numerical division for decimation was the decury often men; it went without saying that Crassus himself had been an enormous help with the logistics.


  They stood as Mummius and his tribunes of the soldiers had rounded them up, clad only in tunics and sandals, but each man held a cudgel in his right hand and had been numbered off from one to ten for the lots. Branded cowards, they looked cowards, for not one among them could stand without visibly shaking, every face was a study in terror, and the sweat rolled off them despite the early morning chill.


  “Poor things,” said Caesar to his fellow tribune of the soldiers, Gaius Popillius. “I don’t know which appalls them more—the thought of being the one to die, or the thought of being one of the nine who must kill him. They’re not warlike.”


  “They’re too young,” said Popillius, a little sadly.


  “That’s usually an advantage,” said Caesar, who wore his pontifical toga today, a rich and striking garment composed entirely of broad scarlet and purple stripes. “What does one know at seventeen or eighteen? There are no wives and children at home to worry about. Youth is turbulent, in need of an outlet for violent impulses. Better battle than wine and women and tavern brawls—in battle, the State at least gets something out of them that’s useful to the State.”


  “You’re a hard man,” said Popillius.


  “No. Just a practical one.”


  Crassus was ready to begin. Caesar moved to where the ritual trappings were laid out, drawing a fold of toga over his head. Every legion carried its own priest and augur, and it was one of the military augurs who inspected the black bull calf’s liver. But because decimation was confined to the imperium of a proconsular general, it required a higher religious authority than legionary Religious, which was why Caesar had been deputed, and why Caesar had to verify the augur’s findings. Having announced in a loud voice that Jupiter Stator, Sol Indiges and Bellona were willing to accept the sacrifice, he then said the concluding prayers. And nodded to Crassus that he could begin.


  Assured of divine approval, Crassus spoke. A tall tribunal had been erected to one side of the guilty cohorts, on which stood Crassus and his legates. The only tribune of the soldiers who was a part of this group was Caesar, the officiating priest; the rest of them were clustered around a table in the middle of the space between the veteran legions and the cohorts to be decimated, for it was their duty to apportion the lots.


  “Legates, tribunes, cadets, centurions and men of the ranks,” cried Crassus in his high, carrying voice, “you are gathered here today to witness a punishment so rare and so severe that it is many generations since it was last exacted. Decimation is reserved for soldiers who have proven themselves unworthy to be members of Rome’s legions, who have deserted their eagles in the most craven and unpardonable fashion. I have ordered that the fifteen cohorts standing here in their tunics shall be decimated for very good reason: since they were inducted into military service at the beginning of this year they have consistently fled from the scene of every battle they were asked to fight. And now in their last debacle they have committed the ultimate soldier’s crime—they abandoned their weapons and armor on the field for the enemy to pick up and use. None of them deserves to live, but it is not within my power to execute every single man. That is the prerogative of the Senate, and the Senate alone. So I will exercise my right as the proconsular commander-in-chief to decimate their ranks, hoping that by doing so, I will inspire those men left alive to fight in future like Roman soldiers—and to show the rest of you, my loyal and constant followers, that I will not tolerate cowardice! And may all our gods bear witness that I will have avenged the good name and honor of every Roman soldier!”


  As Crassus reached his peroration, Caesar tensed. If the men of the six legions assembled to watch cheered, then Crassus had the army’s consent; but if his speech was greeted by silence, he was going to be in for a mutinous campaign. No one ever liked decimation. That was why no general practiced it. Was Crassus, so shrewd in business and politics, as shrewd in his judgement of Rome’s veteran soldiers?


  The six legions cheered wholeheartedly. Watching him closely, Caesar saw a tiny sagging of relief in Crassus; so even he had not been sure!


  The dispersal of the lots began. There were seven hundred and fifty decuries, which meant that seven hundred and fifty men would die. A very long drawn—out procedure which Crassus and Mummius had speeded up with some excellent organization. In a huge basket lay seven hundred and fifty tablets—seventy—five of them were numbered I, seventy—five were numbered II, and so on, up to the number X. They had been thrown in at random, then shuffled well. The tribune of the soldiers Gaius Popillius had been deputed to count seventy—five of these jumbled little two—inch squares of thin wood into each of ten smaller baskets, one of which he gave to each of the ten remaining tribunes of the soldiers to disperse.


  That was why the guilty cohorts had been arranged in ten well-spaced rows, seventy—five well-spaced decuries to the row. A tribune of the soldiers simply walked from one end of his row to the other, stopping before each decury and pulling a tablet from his basket. He called out the number, the man allocated it stepped forward, and he then passed on to the next decury.


  Behind him the slaughter began. Even in this was order, meticulousness. Centurions from Crassus’s own six legions who did not know any of the men in the guilty cohorts had been ordered to supervise the actual executions. Few of the centurions who had belonged to the fifteen cohorts had lived, but those who did live had not been excused the punishment, so they took their chances with the rankers. Death was meted out to the man who had drawn the lot by the other nine men of his decury, who were required to beat him to death with their cudgels. In that way no one escaped suffering, be they the nine who lived or the one who died.


  The supervising centurions knew how it should be done, and said so. “You, kneel and don’t flinch,” to the condemned man. “You, strike his head to kill,” to the man farthest left. “You, strike to kill,” to the next man, and so along the nine, who were all forced to bring down their knob—headed sticks upon the back of the kneeling man’s defenseless cranium. That was as kind as the punishment could be, and at least stripped it of any element of the mindless mob beating wildly at all parts of the victim’s body. Because none of these men had the heart to kill, not every blow was a killing one, and some blows missed entirely. But the supervising centurions kept on barking, barking, barking to strike hard and strike accurately, and as the process proceeded down the line of decuries it became more workmanlike, quicker. Such is repetition combined with resignation to the inevitable.


  In thirteen hours the decimation was done, the last of it in darkness lit by torches. Crassus dismissed his footsore and bored army, obliged to stand until the last man was dead. The seven hundred and fifty corpses were distributed across thirty pyres and burned; instead of being sent home to the relatives, the ashes were tipped into the camp latrine trenches. Nor would their wills be honored. What money and property they left was forfeited to the Treasury, to help pay for all those abandoned weapons, helmets, shields, shirts of mail and legionary gear.


  Not one man who had witnessed the first decimation in long years was left untouched by it; on most its effect was profound. Now fourteen somewhat under—strength cohorts, the wretched men who had lived through it swallowed both fear and pride to work frantically at becoming the kind of legionaries Crassus demanded. Seven more cohorts of properly trained recruits came from Capua before the army moved on and were incorporated into the fourteen to make two full—strength legions. As Crassus still referred to them as the consuls’ legions, the twelve tribunes of the soldiers were appointed to command them, with Caesar, the senior, at the head of Legio I.


  *


  While Marcus Crassus decimated the ranks of those who could not screw up the courage to face the Spartacani, Spartacus himself was holding funeral games for Crixus outside the city of Venusia. It was not his custom to take prisoners, but he had plucked three hundred men of the consuls’ legions (and some others he intended to keep alive for the moment) from their camp at Firmum Picenum; all the way to Venusia he trained them as gladiators, half as Gauls, half as Thracians. Then dressing them in the finest equipment, he made them fight to the death in honor of Crixus. The ultimate victor he dispatched in an equally Roman way—he had the man first flogged and then beheaded. Having drunk the blood of three hundred enemy men, the shade of Crixus was eminently satisfied.


  The funeral games of Crixus had served another purpose; as his enormous host feasted and relaxed, Spartacus went among them in a more personal way than he had outside Mutina, and persuaded everyone that the answer to the vexed question of a permanent and fruitful home lay in Sicily. Though he had stripped every granary and silo bare along the route of his march, and laid in great stores of cheeses, pulses, root vegetables and durable fruits, and drove with him thousands of sheep, pigs, hens and ducks, keeping his people from starving haunted him far more than the specter of any Roman army. Winter was coming; they must, he resolved, be established in Sicily before the very cold weather descended.


  So in December he moved south again to the Gulf of Tarentum, where the hapless communities of that rich plain of many rivers suffered the loss of autumn harvest and early winter vegetables. At Thurii—a city he had already sacked on his first visit to the area—he turned his host inland, marched up the valley of the Crathis and emerged onto the Via Popillia. No Roman troops lay in wait; using the road to cross the Bruttian mountains comfortably, he came down to the small fishing port of Scyllaeum.


  And there across the narrow strait it loomed—Sicily! One tiny sea voyage and the long travels were over. But what a hideous voyage it was! Scylla and Charybdis inhabited those perilous waters. Just outside the Bay of Scyllaeum, Scylla lashed and gnashed her triple sets of teeth in each of her six heads, while the dogs’ heads girdling her loins slavered and howled. And if a ship was lucky enough to sneak by her as she slept, yet there remained Sicilian Charybdis, roaring round and round and round in a huge, sucking whirlpool of greed.


  Not, of course, that Spartacus himself believed in such tall tales; but without his realizing it he was losing whole layers of his Romanness, peeling them away like onion scales down to a kernel more primitive, more childlike. His life had not been lived in a truly Roman fashion since he had been expelled from the legions of Cosconius, and that was almost five years ago. The woman he had taken up with believed implicitly in Scylla and Charybdis, so did many of his followers, and sometimes—just sometimes—he saw the frightful creatures in his dreams.


  As well as harboring a big fishing fleet which pursued the migrating tunny twice a year, Scyllaeum accommodated pirates. The proximity of the Via Popillia and Roman legions passing to and from Sicily prohibited to any large pirate fleets a haven there, but the few small—scale freebooters who used Scyllaeum were in the act of beaching their trim, undecked little vessels for the winter when that huge tumult of people descended upon the place.


  Leaving his army to gorge itself on fish, Spartacus sought out the leader of the local pirates at once and asked him if he knew any pirate admirals who had command of big numbers of big ships. Why yes, several! was the answer.


  “Then bring them to see me,” said Spartacus. “I need an immediate passage to Sicily for some thousands of my best soldiers, and I’m willing to pay a thousand talents of silver to any men who guarantee to ship us over within the month.”
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  Though Crixus and Oenomaus were dead, two replacements had risen to the surface of the polyglot collection of men Spartacus used as his legates and tribunes. Castus and Gannicus were both Samnites who had fought with Mutilus during the Italian War and Pontius Telesinus during the war against Sulla; they were martial by nature and had some experience of command. Time had taught Spartacus that his host refused to march as an army unless the enemy threatened—many men had women, quite a few children, some even parents in the train. It was therefore impossible for one man to control or direct such wayward masses; instead, Spartacus had split the host into three divisions with three separate baggage columns, commanding the largest and foremost himself, and giving the other two to Castus and Gannicus.


  When word came that two pirate admirals were coming to see him, Spartacus summoned Aluso, Castus and Gannicus.


  “It looks as if I’ll have ships enough to transport twenty thousand men across to Pelorus very soon,” he said, “but it’s the vast bulk of my people I’m going to have to leave behind who concern me. Some months might go by before I can bring them to Sicily. What do you think about leaving them here in Scyllaeum? Is there food enough? Or ought I to send everyone left behind back to Bradanus country? The local farmers and fishermen are saying it’s going to be a cold winter.”


  Castus, who was older and more seasoned than Gannicus, gave this some deliberate thought before answering.


  “Actually, Spartacus, it’s not bad pickings hereabouts. West of the harbor is a little sort of promontory, flat and fertile. I reckon the whole lot of us could last there without digging too deep into the supplies for—oh, a month, maybe two months. And if twenty thousand of the biggest eaters are in Sicily, three months.”


  Spartacus made up his mind. “Then everyone will stay here. Move the camps to the west of the town and start the women and children growing things. Even cabbages and turnips will help.”


  When the two Samnites had gone, Aluso turned her wild wolf’s eyes upon her husband and growled in the back of her throat. It always made his hackles rise, that eerie animalistic way she had whenever the prophetic spirit invaded her.


  “Beware, Spartacus!” she said.


  “What is there to beware of?” he asked, frowning.


  She shook her head and growled again. “I do not know. Something. Someone. It is coming through the snow.”


  “It won’t snow for at least a month, perhaps longer,” he said gently. “By then I’ll be in Sicily with the pick of my men, and I doubt the campaign in Sicily will extend us. Is it those who will wait here ought to beware?’’


  “No,” she said positively, “it is you.”


  “Sicily is soft and not well defended. I won’t stand in any danger from militiamen and grain barons.”


  She stiffened, then shivered. “You will never get there, Spartacus,” she said. “You will never get to Sicily.”


  But the morrow gave the lie to that, for two pirate admirals arrived in Scyllaeum, and both were so famous he even knew their names: Pharnaces and Megadates. They had commenced their pirate careers far to the east of Sicily, in the waters of the Euxine Sea. For the last ten years, however, they had controlled the seas between Sicily and Africa, raiding anything smaller than a well-guarded Roman grain fleet. When they felt like it they even sailed into the harbor of Syracuse—right under the nose of the governor!—to pick up provisions and vintage wine.


  Both of them, thought the astonished Spartacus, looked like sleekly successful merchants—pallid, plump, finicky.


  “You know who I am,” he said bluntly. “Will you do business with me despite the Romans?”


  They exchanged sly smiles.


  “We do business everywhere and with everyone despite the Romans,” said Pharnaces.


  “I need passage for twenty thousand of my soldiers between here and Pelorus.”


  “A very short journey, but one winter makes hazardous,” said Pharnaces, evidently the spokesman.


  “The local fishermen tell me it’s quite possible.”


  “Indeed, indeed.”


  “Then will you help me?”


  “Let me see…. Twenty thousand men at two hundred and fifty per ship—it’s only a matter of miles, they won’t care if they’re packed in like figs in a jar—is eighty ships.” Pharnaces grimaced slightly. “That many of large enough size we do not have, Spartacus. Twenty ships between us.”


  “Five thousand at a time,” said Spartacus, brow wrinkled. “Well, it will have to be four trips, that’s all! How much, and when can you start?”


  Like twin lizards, they blinked in perfect unison.


  “My dear fellow, don’t you haggle?” asked Megadates.


  “I don’t have time. How much, and when can you start?”


  Pharnaces took over again. “Fifty silver talents per ship^ ^per voyage—four thousand in all,” he said.


  It was Spartacus’s turn to blink. “Four thousand! That’s just about all the money I’ve got.”


  “Take it or leave it,” said the admirals in perfect unison.


  “If you guarantee to have your ships here within five days I’ll take it,” said Spartacus.


  “Give us the four thousand in advance and we guarantee it,” said Pharnaces.


  Spartacus looked cunning. “Oh no you don’t!” he exclaimed. “Half now, the other half when the job’s finished.”


  “Done!” said Pharnaces and Megadates in perfect unison.


  Aluso had not been allowed to attend the meeting. For reasons he wasn’t sure of, Spartacus found himself reluctant to tell her what had transpired; perhaps what she saw for him was a watery grave, if he was never to reach Sicily. But of course she got it out of him, and to his surprise nodded happily.


  “A good price,” she said. “You’ll recoup your money when you reach Sicily.”


  “I thought you said I wasn’t going to reach Sicily!”


  “That was yesterday, and the vision lied. Today I see with clarity, and all is well.”


  So two thousand talents of silver were dug out of the carts and loaded aboard the beautiful gilded quinquereme with the purple and gold sail that had brought Pharnaces and Megadates to Scyllaeum. Its mighty oars beating the water, it crawled out of the bay.


  “Like a centipede,” said Aluso.


  Spartacus laughed. “You’re right, a centipede! Perhaps that’s why it doesn’t fear Scylla.”


  “It’s too big for Scylla to chew.”


  “Scylla is a clump of wicked rocks,” said Spartacus.


  “Scylla,” said Aluso, “is an entity.”


  “In five days’ time I will know for sure.”


  Five days later the first five thousand men were assembled in Scyllaeum port itself, each man with his gear beside him, his armor on his back, his helmet on his head, his weapons at his side, and a ghastly fear in his chest. He was to sail between Scylla and Charybdis! Only the fact that most of the men had talked to the fishermen gave them the courage to go through with it; the fishermen swore Scylla and Charybdis existed, but knew the charms to soothe them to sleep and promised to use them.


  Though the weather had been good for all five days and the sea calm, the twenty pirate ships didn’t come. Brow knotted, Spartacus conferred with Castus and Gannicus and decided to keep his five thousand men where they were overnight. Six days, seven days, eight days. Still the pirate ships didn’t come. Ten days, fifteen days. The five thousand men had long since been sent back to their camps, but every day Spartacus was to be seen standing on the high point at the harbor entrance, hand shading his eyes, peering into the south. They would come! Must come!


  “You have been swindled,” said Aluso on the sixteenth day, when Spartacus showed no sign of going to his lookout.


  The tears welled up, he swallowed convulsively. “I have been swindled,” he said.


  “Oh, Spartacus, the world is full of cheats and liars!” she cried. “At least what we have done has been done in good faith, and you are a father to these poor people! I see a home for us there across the water, I see it so clearly I can almost touch it! And yet we will never reach it. The first time I read the bones I saw that, but later the bones too lied to me. Cheats and liars, cheats and liars!” Her eyes glowed, she growled. “But beware of him who comes out of the snow!”


  Spartacus didn’t hear. He was weeping too bitterly.


  “I am a laughingstock,” said Spartacus to Castus and Gannicus later in the day. “They sailed off with our money knowing they wouldn’t come back. Two thousand talents for a few moments’ work.”


  “It wasn’t your fault,” said Gannicus, usually the silent one. “Even in business there’s supposed to be honor.”


  Castus shrugged. “They’re not businessmen, Gannicus. All they do is take. A pirate is an undisguised thief.”


  “Well,” said Spartacus, sighing, “it’s done. What matters now is our own future. We must continue to exist in Italy until the summer, when we will commandeer every fishing boat between Campania and Rhegium and take ourselves across to Sicily.”


  The existence of a new Roman army in the peninsula was known, of course, but Spartacus had wandered the land with virtual impunity for so long now that he took little notice of Roman military efforts. His scouts had grown lazy, and he himself not so much lazy as indifferent. Over the time that he had shepherded his vast flock, he had come to see his purpose in an unmartial light. He was the patriarch in search of a home for his children, neither king nor general. And now he would have to start them moving again. But where to? They ate so much!


  *


  When Crassus began his own march into the south, he went at the head of a military organization dedicated to one end—the extirpation of the Spartacani. Nor for the moment was he in any hurry. He knew exactly whereabouts his quarry was, and had guessed that its objective was Sicily. Which made no difference to Crassus. If he had to fight the Spartacani in Sicily, all the better. He had been in touch with the governor (still Gaius Verres) and been assured that the slaves of Sicily were in no condition to foment a third uprising against Rome even if the Spartacani came. Verres had put the militia on alert and stationed them around Pelorus, conserving his Roman troops for whatever shape a campaign might assume, and sure that Crassus would arrive hard on the heels of the Spartacani to take the brunt of the action.


  But nothing happened. The whole enormous mass of Spartacani continued to camp around Scyllaeum, it seemed because no shipping was available. Then Gaius Verres wrote.


  I have heard a curious tale, Marcus Crassus. It seems that Spartacus approached the pirate admirals Pharnaces and Megadates and asked them to ferry twenty thousand of his best troops from Scyllaeum to Pelorus. The pirates agreed to do this for a price of four thousand talents—two thousand to be paid as a deposit, the other two thousand upon completion of the job.


  Spartacus gave them two thousand talents and off they sailed. Laughing their heads off! For no more than a promise they had enriched themselves mightily. While some may say that they were fools for not proceeding with the scheme and thereby earning themselves another two thousand talents, it appears Pharnaces and Megadates preferred the fortune they had got for doing no work at all. They had formed a poor opinion of Spartacus himself, and foresaw a risk in trying to earn the other two thousand.


  My own personal opinion is that Spartacus is a rank amateur, a hayseed. Pharnaces and Megadates gulled him as easily as a Roman trickster can gull an Apulian. Had there been a decent army in Italy last year it would have rolled him up, I am sure of it. All he has on his side are sheer numbers. But when he faces you, Marcus Crassus, he will not prosper. Spartacus has no luck, whereas you, dear Marcus Crassus, have proven yourself one of Fortune’s favorites.


  When he read that final sentence, Caesar burst out laughing. “What does he want?” he asked, handing the note back to Crassus. “Is he in need of a loan? Ye gods, that man eats money!”


  “I wouldn’t lend to him,” said Crassus. “Verres won’t last.”


  “I hope you’re right! How does he know so much about what happened between the pirate strategoi and Spartacus?”


  Crassus grinned; it worked a small miracle upon his big smooth face, which suddenly looked young and naughty. “Oh, I daresay they told him all about it when he applied for his cut of the two thousand talents.”


  “Do you think they gave him a cut?”


  “Undoubtedly. He lets them use Sicily as their base.”


  They were sitting alone in the general’s command tent, in a stout camp pitched beside the Via Popillia outside Terina, a hundred miles from Scyllaeum. It was the beginning of February, and winter had begun; two braziers produced a glow of heat.


  Just why Marcus Crassus had settled upon the twenty-eight-year-old Caesar as his particular friend was a source of great debate among his legates, who were more puzzled than jealous. Until Crassus had begun to share his leisure moments with Caesar he had owned no friends at all, therefore no legate felt himself passed over or supplanted. The conundrum arose out of the incongruity of the relationship, for there were sixteen years between them in age, their attitudes to money lay at opposite poles, they looked inappropriate when seen together, and no mutual literary or artistic leaning existed. Men like Lucius Quinctius had known Crassus for years, and had had close dealings with him both political and commercial without ever being able to claim a deep—seated friendship. Yet from the time Crassus had co-opted this year’s tribunes of the soldiers two months too early, he had sought Caesar out, made overtures and found them reciprocated.


  The truth was actually very simple. Each man had recognized in the other someone who was going to matter in the future, and each man nursed much the same political ambitions. Had this recognition not taken place, the friendship could not have come about. But once it existed other factors came into play to bind them more tightly. The streak of hardness which was so evident in Crassus also lay in the smoother, utterly charming Caesar; neither man cherished illusions about his noble world; both had burrowed deeply into mines of common sense and neither cared very much about personal luxuries.


  The differences between them were superficial, though they were blinding: Caesar the handsome rake developing a formidable reputation as a womanizer versus Crassus the absolutely faithful family man; Caesar the brilliant intellectual with style and flair versus Crassus the plodding pragmatist. An odd couple. That was the verdict among the fascinated observers, who all from that time on began to see Caesar as a force to be reckoned with; for if he was not, why would Marcus Crassus have bothered with him?


  “It will snow tonight,” said Crassus. “In the morning we’ll march. I want to use the snow, not become hampered by it.”


  “It would make so much sense,” said Caesar, “if our calendar and the seasons coincided! I can’t abide inaccuracy!”


  Crassus stared. “What provoked that remark?”


  “The fact that it’s February and we’re only beginning to feel winter.”


  “You sound like a Greek. Provided one knows the date and waggles a hand outside the door to feel the temperature, what can it matter?’’


  “It matters because it’s slipshod and untidy!” said Caesar.


  “If the world was too tidy it would be hard to make money.”


  “Harder to hide it, you mean,” said Caesar with a grin.


  *


  When Scyllaeum drew near the scouts reported that Spartacus still camped within the little promontory beyond the port, though there were signs that he might move fairly soon. His Spartacani had eaten the region out.


  Crassus and Caesar rode ahead with the army’s engineers and an escort of troopers, aware that Spartacus owned no cavalry; he had tried to train some of his foot soldiers to ride, and for a while had attempted to tame the wild horses roaming the Lucanian forests and mountains, but had had no success with either men or mounts.


  The snow was falling steadily in a windless afternoon when the two Roman noblemen and their company began to prowl the country just behind the triangular outthrust wherein lay the Spartacani; if any watch had been set it was a halfhearted one, for they encountered no other men. The snow of course was a help, it muffled noise and coated horses and riders in white.


  “Better than I hoped,” said Crassus with much satisfaction as the party turned to ride back to camp. “If we build a ditch and a wall between those two ravines, we’ll shut Spartacus up in his present territory very nicely.”


  “It won’t hold them for long,” said Caesar.


  “Long enough for my purposes. I want them hungry, I want them cold, I want them desperate. And when they break out, I want them heading north into Lucania.”


  “You’ll accomplish the last, at any rate. They’ll try at our weakest point, which won’t be to the south. No doubt you’ll want the consuls’ legions doing most of the digging.”


  Crassus looked surprised. “They can dig, but alongside everybody else. Ditch and wall have to be finished within one market interval, and that means the hoariest old veterans will be plying spades too. Besides, the exercise will keep them warm.”


  “I’ll engineer it for you,” Caesar offered, but without expectation of assent.


  Sure enough, Crassus declined. “I would rather you did, but it isn’t possible. Lucius Quinctius is my senior legate. The job has to go to him.”


  “A pity. He’s got too much office and oratory in him.”


  Office and oratory or no, Lucius Quinctius tackled the job of walling the Spartacani in with huge enthusiasm. Luckily he had the good sense to lean on the expertise of his engineers; Caesar was right in thinking him no fortification architect.


  Fifteen feet wide and fifteen feet deep, the ditch dived into the ravines at either end, and the earth removed from it was piled up into a log—reinforced wall topped with a palisade and watchtowers. From ravine to ravine, the ditch, wall, palisade and watchtowers extended for a distance of eight miles, and were completed in eight days despite constant snow. Eight camps—one for each legion—were spaced at regular intervals beneath the wall; the general would have ample soldiers to man his eight miles of fortifications.


  Spartacus became aware that Crassus had arrived the moment activity began—if he had not been aware earlier—but seemed almost uninterested. All of a sudden he bent the energies of his men toward constructing a huge fleet of rafts which apparently he intended should be towed behind Scyllaeum’s fishing boats. To the watching Romans it appeared that he pinned his faith on an escape across the strait, and thought the scheme foolproof enough to ignore the fact that his landward escape route was rapidly being cut off. Came the day when this mass exodus by water began; those Romans not obliged by duty to be elsewhere climbed the flank of nearby Mount Sila for the best view of what happened in Scyllaeum harbor. A disaster. Those rafts which remained afloat long enough to load with people could not negotiate the entrance, let alone the open strait beyond; the fishing boats were not built to tow such heavy, unwieldy objects.


  “At least it doesn’t seem as if many of them drowned,” said Caesar to Crassus as they watched from Mount Sila.


  “That,” said Crassus, voice detached, “Spartacus probably thinks a pity. Fewer mouths to feed.”


  “I think,” said Caesar, “that Spartacus loves them. The way a self-appointed king might love his people.”


  “Self-appointed?”


  “Kings who are born to rule care little for their people,” said Caesar, who had known a king born to rule. He pointed to where the shores of the bay were scenes of frenzied activity. “I tell you, Marcus Crassus, that man loves every last ungrateful individual in his vast horde! If he didn’t, he would have cut himself off from them a year ago. I wonder who he really is?”


  “Starting with what Gaius Cassius had to say, I’m having that question investigated,” said Crassus, and prepared to descend. “Come on, Caesar, you’ve seen enough. Love! If he does, then he’s a fool.”


  “Oh, he’s definitely that,” said Caesar, following. “What have you found out?”


  “Almost everything except his real name. That may not come to light. Some fool of an archivist, thinking Sulla’s Tabularium would hold military records as well as everything else, didn’t bother to put them in a waterproof place. They’re indecipherable, and Cosconius doesn’t remember any names. At the moment I’m chasing his minor tribunes.”


  “Good luck! They won’t remember any names either.”


  Crassus gave a grunt which might have been a short laugh. “Did you know there’s a myth about him running around Rome—that he’s a Thracian?”


  “Well, everybody knows he’s a Thracian. Thracian or Gaul—there are only the two kinds.” Caesar’s laugh rang out joyously. “However, I take it that this myth is being assiduously disseminated by the Senate’s agents.”


  Crassus stopped, turned to gaze back and up at Caesar, a look of startled surprise on his face. “Oh, you are clever!”


  “It’s true, I am clever.”


  “Well, and doesn’t it make sense?”


  “Certainly,” said Caesar. “We’ve had quite enough renegade Romans of late. We’d be fools to add one more to a list that includes such military luminaries as Gaius Marius, Lucius Cornelius Sulla and Quintus Sertorius, wouldn’t we? Better by far to have him a Thracian.”


  “Huh!” Crassus emitted a genuine grunt.


  “I’d dearly love to set eyes on him!”


  “You may when we bring him to battle. He rides a very showy dappled grey horse tricked out with red leather tack and every kind of knightly knob and medallion. It used to belong to Varinius. Besides, Cassius and Manlius saw him at close quarters, so we have a good description. And he’s a distinctive kind of fellow—very big, tall, and fair.”


  *


  A grim duel began which went on for over a month, Spartacus trying to break through Crassus’s fortifications and Crassus throwing him back. The Roman high command knew that food must be running very short in the Spartacani camps when every soldier Spartacus possessed—Caesar had estimated the total at seventy thousand—attacked along the entire eight—mile front, trying to find the Roman weak point. It seemed to the Spartacani that they had found it toward the middle of the wall, where the ditch appeared to have crumbled under an onslaught of spring water; Spartacus poured men across and over the wall, only to run them into a trap. Twelve thousand Spartacani died, the rest receded.


  After that the Thracian who was not a Thracian tortured some prisoners he had saved from the consuls’ legions, scattering his teams of men with red-hot pincers and pokers where he thought the maximum number of Roman soldiers would see the atrocity and hear the screams of their comrades. But after experiencing the horror of decimation Crassus’s legions feared him a great deal more than they pitied the poor fellows being ripped and burned, and coped with it by electing not to watch, stuffing their ears with wool. Desperate, Spartacus produced his most prestigious prisoner, the primus pilus centurion of Gellius’s old second legion, and nailed him to a cross through wrist and ankle joints without according him the mercy of broken limbs to help him die. Crassus’s answer was to set his best archers along the top of his wall; the centurion died in a blizzard of arrows.


  As March came in Spartacus sent the woman Aluso to sue for terms of surrender. Crassus saw her in his command hut, in the presence of his legates and tribunes of the soldiers.


  “Why hasn’t Spartacus come himself?” asked Crassus.


  She gave him a compassionate smile. “Because without my husband the Spartacani would disintegrate,” she said, “and he does not trust you, Marcus Crassus, even under truce.”


  “Then he’s cleverer these days than he was when he let the pirates swindle him out of two thousand talents.”


  But Aluso was not the kind to rise to any bait, so she did not answer, even with a look. Her appearance was, Caesar thought, deliberately contrived to unsettle a civilized reception committee; she appeared the archetypal barbarian. Her flaxen hair streamed wild and stringy over back and shoulders, she wore some kind of blackish felt tunic with long sleeves, and beneath it tight—legged trousers. Over the clothing of arms and ankles she blazed with golden chains and bracelets, had loaded the long lobes of her ears with more gold, and her henna—stained fingers with rings. Around her neck she wore several loops of tiny bird skulls strung together, and from the solid gold belt at her trim waist there dangled grisly trophies—a severed hand still owning some nails and shreds of skin, a child’s skull, the backbone of a cat or dog complete with tail. The whole was finished with a magnificent wolf pelt, paws knotted on her chest, the head with bared teeth and jewels for eyes perched above her brow.


  With all this, she was not unattractive to the silent men who watched her, though none would have called her beautiful; her kind of face with its light, mad-looking eyes was too alien.


  On Crassus, however, she failed to make the impression she had striven for. Crassus was proof against any attraction save money. So he stared at her in exactly the same way as he stared at everyone, with what seemed a gentle calmness.


  “Speak, woman,” he said.


  “I am to ask you for terms of surrender, Marcus Crassus. We have no food left, and the women and children are starving in order that our soldiers may eat. My husband is not the kind of man who can bear to see the helpless suffer. He would rather give himself and his army up. Only tell me the terms and I will tell him. And then tomorrow I will come back with his answer.”


  The general turned his back. Over his shoulder he said, his Greek far purer than hers, “You may tell your husband that there are no terms under which 1 would accept his surrender. I will not permit him to surrender. He started this. Now he can see it through to the bitter end.”


  She gasped, prepared for every contingency but that one. “I cannot tell him that! You must let him surrender!”


  “No,” said Crassus, back still turned. His right hand moved, its fingers snapped. “Take her away, Marcus Mummius, and see her through our lines.”


  It was some time later before Caesar could catch Crassus on his own, though he burned to discuss the interview.


  “You handled it brilliantly,” he said. “She was so sure she would unsettle you.”


  “Silly woman! My reports say she’s a priestess of the Bessi, though I’d rather call her a witch. Most Romans are superstitious—I’ve noticed you are, Caesar!—but I am not. I believe in what I can see, and what I saw was a female of some slight intelligence who had got herself up as she imagined a gorgon might look.” He laughed spontaneously. “I remember being told that when he was a young man Sulla went to a party dressed as Medusa. On his head he wore a wig of living snakes, and he frightened the life out of everyone there. But you know, and I know, that it wasn’t the snakes frightened the life out of anyone. It was—simply Sulla. Now if she had that quality, I might have quaked in my boots.”


  “I agree. But she does have the second sight.”


  “Many people have the second sight! I’ve known dear old grannies as dithery and fluffy as lambs who had the second sight, and grand-looking advocates you wouldn’t think had a single corner of their minds that wasn’t solid law. Anyway, what makes you think she has the second sight?’’


  “Because she came to the interview more frightened of you than you could ever have been of her.”


  *


  For a month the weather had been “set,” as the mother of Quintus Sertorius might have put it—nights well below freezing point, days not much warmer, blue skies, snow turned to ice underfoot. But after the Ides of March had gone there came a terrible storm which started as sleet and ended with snow piling up and up. Spartacus seized his chance.


  Where the wall and ditch fused into the ravine closest to Scyllaeum—and the oldest of Crassus’s veteran legions had its camp—the whole one hundred thousand Spartacani left alive hurled themselves into a frantic struggle to bridge the ditch and climb over the wall. Logs, stones, the dead bodies of humans and animals, even large pieces of loot were flung into the trench, heaped up to surmount the palisade. Like the shades of the dead the enormous mass of people rolled in wave after wave across this makeshift passage and fled into the teeth of the storm. No one opposed them; Crassus had sent the legion a message not to take up arms, but to remain quietly inside its camp.


  Disorganized and haphazard, the flight unraveled what little structure the Spartacani host had owned beyond hope of knitting it up again. While the fighting men—better led and disciplined—floundered north on the Via Popillia with Spartacus, Castus and Gannicus, the bulk of the women, children, aged and noncombatants became so lost they entered the forests of Mount Sila; amid the tangles of low branches, rocks, undergrowth, most of them lay down and died, too cold and too hungry to struggle on. Those who did survive to see better weather came eventually upon Bruttian settlements, were recognized for what they were, and killed at once.


  Not that the fate of this segment of the Spartacani held any interest for Marcus Licinius Crassus. When the snow began to lessen he struck camp and moved his eight legions out onto the Via Popillia in the wake of the Spartacani soldiers.


  His progress was as plodding as an ox, for he was always methodical, always in possession of his general’s wits. There was no use in chasing; cold, hunger and lack of real purpose would combine to slow the Spartacani down, as would the size of their army. Better to have the baggage train in the middle of the legionary column than run the risk of losing it. Sooner or later he would catch up.


  His scouts, however, were very busy, very swift. As March ground to its end they reported to Crassus that the Spartacani, having reached the river Silarus, had divided into two forces. One, under Spartacus, had continued up the Via Popillia toward Campania, while the other, under Castus and Gannicus, had struck east up the valley of the middle Silarus.


  “Good!” said Crassus. “We’ll leave Spartacus alone for the moment and concentrate on getting rid of the two Samnites.”


  The scouts then reported that Castus and Gannicus had not gone very far; they had encountered the prosperous little town of Volcei and were eating well for the first time in two months. No need to hurry!


  When the four legions preceding Crassus’s baggage train came up, Castus and Gannicus were too busy feasting to notice. The Spartacani had spread without making more than an apology for a camp on the foreshores of a little lake which at this time of the year contained sweet, potable water; by autumn the same locale would have held few charms. Behind the lake was a mountain. Crassus saw immediately what he had to do, and decided not to wait for the four legions which followed the baggage train.


  “Pomptinus and Rufus, take twelve cohorts and sneak around the far side of the mountain. When you’re in position, charge downhill. That will take you right into the middle of their—camp? As soon as I see you I’ll attack from the front. We’ll squash them between us like a beetle.”


  The plan should have worked. It would have worked, except for the vagaries of chance the best scouts could not divine. For when they saw how much food Volcei could provide, Castus and Gannicus sent word to Spartacus to retrace his footsteps, join the revelry. Spartacus duly retraced his footsteps and appeared on the far side of the lake just as Crassus launched his attack. The men belonging to Castus and Gannicus bolted into the midst of the newcomers, and all the Spartacani promptly vanished.


  Some generals would have clawed the air, but not Crassus. “Unfortunate. But eventually we’ll succeed,” he said, unruffled.


  A series of storms slowed everybody down. The armies of both sides lingered around the Silarus, though it appeared that it was now Spartacus’s turn to leave the Via Popillia, while Castus and Gannicus used the road to march into Campania. Crassus lurked well in the rear, a fat spider bent on getting fatter. He too had decided to split his forces now that his eight legions were reunited; the baggage train, he knew, was safe. Two legions of infantry and all the cavalry were put under the command of Lucius Quinctius and Tremellius Scrofa, and ordered to be ready to follow whichever segment of Spartacani left the Via Popillia, while Crassus himself would pursue the segment on the road.


  Like a millstone he ground on; as his legion was attached to the general’s division, Caesar could only marvel at the absolute tenacity and method of this extraordinary man. At Eburum, not far north of the Silarus, he caught Castus and Gannicus at last, and annihilated their army. Thirty thousand died on the field, tricked and trapped; only a very few managed to slip through the Roman lines and flee inland to find Spartacus.


  Greatest pleasure of all to every soldier in the victorious army was what Crassus discovered among the tumbled heaps of Spartacani baggage after the battle; the five eagles which had been taken when various Roman forces had been defeated, twenty-six cohort standards, and the fasces belonging to five praetors.


  “Look at that!” cried Crassus, actually beaming. “Isn’t it a wonderful sight?”


  The general now displayed the fact that when he needed to, he could move very fast indeed. Word came from Lucius Quinctius that he and Scrofa had been ambushed—though without grievous losses—and that Spartacus was still nearby.


  Crassus marched.


  *


  The grand undertaking had foundered. Left in the possession of Spartacus was the part of the army marching with him up to the sources of the Tanagrus River; that, and Aluso, and his son.


  When his defeat of Quinctius and Scrofa proved indecisive because their cavalry—fleeter by far than infantry—mustered and allowed the Roman foot to withdraw, Spartacus made no move to leave the area. Three little towns had provided his men with ample food for the moment, but what the next valley and the one after that held, he no longer had any idea. It was approaching spring; granaries were low, no vegetables had yet formed and plumped after the hard winter, the hens were scrawny, and the pigs (crafty creatures!) had gone into hiding in the woods. An obnoxious local from Potentia, the closest town, had taken great pleasure in journeying out to see Spartacus in order to tell him that Varro Lucullus was expected any day to land in Brundisium from Macedonia, and that the Senate had ordered him to reinforce Crassus immediately.


  “Your days are numbered, gladiator!” said the local with glee. “Rome is invincible!”


  “I should cut your throat,” said the gladiator wearily.


  “Go ahead! I expect you to! And I don’t care!”


  “Then I won’t give you the satisfaction of a noble death. Just go home!”


  Aluso was listening. After the fellow had taken himself off (very disappointed that his lifeblood had not streamed out upon the ground) she moved close to Spartacus and put her hand gently upon his arm.


  “It finishes here,” she said.


  “I know, woman.”


  “I see you fall in battle, but I cannot see a death.”


  “When I fall in battle I’ll be dead.”


  He was so very tired, and the catastrophe at Scyllaeum still haunted him. How could he look his men in the face knowing that it had been his own misguided carelessness which had ended in their being penned in by Crassus? The women and children were gone and he knew they would not reappear. They had all died from starvation somewhere in the wild Bruttian countryside.


  With no idea whether what the man from Potentia had told him about Varro Lucullus was true or not, he knew that it cut him off from Brundisium nonetheless. Crassus controlled the Via Popillia; the news of Castus and Gannicus had reached him even before he ambushed Quinctius and Scrofa. Nowhere to go. Nowhere, that is, except one last battlefield. And he was glad, glad, glad…. Neither birth nor ability had tailored him for such an enormous responsibility, the lives and welfare of a whole people. He was just an ordinary Roman of Italian family who had been born on the slopes of Mount Vesuvius, and ought to have spent his life there alongside his father and his brother. Who did he think he was, to attempt to give birth to a new nation? Not noble enough, not educated enough, not grand enough. But there was some honor in dying a free man on a battlefield; he would never go back to a prison. Never.


  When word came that Crassus and his army were approaching, he took Aluso and his son and put them in a wagon harnessed to six mules far enough away from where he intended to make his last stand to ensure that they would elude pursuit. He would have preferred that they leave immediately, but Aluso refused, saying she must wait for the outcome of the conflict. In the covered rear of the vehicle lay gold, silver, treasures, coin; a guarantee that his wife and child would prosper. That they might be killed he understood. Yet their fates were on the laps of the gods, and the gods had been passing strange.


  Some forty thousand Spartacani formed up to meet Crassus. Spartacus made no speech to them before the battle, but they cheered him deafeningly as he rode down their ranks on beautiful dappled grey Batiatus. He took his place beneath the standard of his people—the leaping enameled fish of a Gaul’s fighting helmet—turned in the saddle to raise both hands in the air, fists clenched, then slid out of the horse’s saddle. His sword was in his right hand, the curved saber of a Thracian gladiator; he closed his eyes, raised it, and brought it down into Batiatus’s neck. Blood sprayed and gushed, but the lovely creature made no protest. Like a sacrificial victim it went down on its knees, rolled over, died.


  There. No need for a speech. To kill his beloved horse told his followers everything. Spartacus did not intend to leave the field alive; he had dispensed with his means of escape.


  As battles went it was straight, uncomplicated, extremely bloody. Taking their example from Spartacus, most of his men fought until they dropped, some in death, some in utter exhaustion. Spartacus himself killed two centurions before an unknown in the struggling mass cut the hamstrings in one leg. Unable to stand, he fell to his knees, but fought on doggedly until a huge pile of bodies by his side tumbled over and buried him.


  Fifteen thousand Spartacani survived to flee the field; six thousand went in the direction of Apulia, the rest south toward the Bruttian mountains.


  *


  “Over in just six months, and a winter campaign at that,” said Crassus to Caesar. “I’ve lost very few men all considered, and Spartacus is dead. Rome has her eagles and fasces back, and a lot of the plunder will prove impossible to return to its original owners: We’ll all do quite well out of it.”


  “There is a difficulty, Marcus Crassus,” said Caesar, who had been delegated to inspect the field for men still alive.


  “Oh?”


  “Spartacus. He isn’t there.”


  “Rubbish!” said Crassus, startled. “I saw him fall!”


  “So did I. I even memorized exactly where the spot was. I can take you straight to it—in fact, come with me now and I will! But he isn’t there, Marcus Crassus. He isn’t there.”


  “Odd!” The general huffed, pursed his lips, thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Well, what does it really matter? His army’s gone, that’s the main thing. I can’t celebrate a triumph over an enemy classified as slave. The Senate will give me an ovation, but it’s not the same. Not the same!” He sighed. “What about his woman, the Thracian witch?”


  “We haven’t found her either, though we did round up quite a few camp followers who had huddled together out of the way. I questioned them about her—and found out that her name is Aluso—but they swore she had climbed into a red-hot, sizzling chariot drawn by fiery snakes and driven off into the sky.”


  “Shades of Medea! I suppose that makes Spartacus Jason!” Crassus turned to walk with Caesar toward the heap of dead that had buried the fallen Spartacus. “I think somehow the pair of them got away. Don’t you?”


  “I’m sure they did,” said Caesar.


  “Well, we’ll have to scour the countryside for Spartacani anyway. They might come to light.”


  Caesar made no reply. His own opinion was that they would never come to light. He was clever, the gladiator. Too clever to try to raise another army. Clever enough to become anonymous.


  All through the month of May the Roman army tracked down Spartacani in the fastnesses of Lucania and Bruttium, ideal locations for brigandry which made it imperative that every surviving Spartacanus be captured. Caesar had estimated those who escaped southward at about nine or ten thousand, but all he and the other hunting details managed to find were some six thousand six hundred all told. The rest would probably become brigands, contribute to the perils of journeying down the Via Popillia to Rhegium without an armed escort.


  “I can keep on going,” he said to Crassus on the Kalends of June, “though the catch will become progressively smaller and harder to snare.”


  “No,” said Crassus with decision. “I want my army back in Capua by the next market day. Including the consuls’ legions. The curule elections are due next month and I intend to be back in Rome in plenty of time to stand for the consulship.”


  That was no surprise; Caesar in fact did not consider it worthy of comment. Instead he continued on the subject of the fugitive Spartacani. “What about the six thousand or so who fled northeast into Apulia?”


  “They got as far as the border of Italian Gaul, actually,” said Crassus. “Then they ran into Pompeius Magnus and his legions returning from Spain. You know Magnus! He killed the lot.”


  “So that only leaves the prisoners here. What do you want to do with them?”


  “They’ll go with us as far as Capua.” The face Crassus turned upon his senior tribune of the soldiers was its usual phlegmatic self, but the eyes held an obdurate coldness. “Rome doesn’t need these futile slave wars, Caesar. They’re just one more drain on the Treasury. Had we not been lucky, five eagles and five sets of fasces might have been lost forever, a stain on Rome’s honor I for one would have found unendurable. In time men like Spartacus might be blown up out of all proportion by some enemy of Rome’s. Other men might strive to emulate him, never knowing the grubby truth. You and I know that Spartacus was a product of the legions, far more a Quintus Sertorius than a maltreated slave. Had he not been a product of the legions he could never have gone as far as he did. I do not want him turning into some sort of slave hero. So I will use Spartacus to put a stop to the whole phenomenon of slave uprisings.”


  “It was far more a Samnite than a slave uprising.”


  “True. But the Samnites are a curse Rome will have to live with forever. Whereas slaves must learn their place. I have the means to teach them their place. And I will. After I finish with the remnants of the Spartacani, there will be no more slave uprisings in our Roman world.”


  Used to thinking so quickly and summing men up so well that he had arrived at the answer long before anyone else, Caesar found himself absolutely unable to guess what Crassus was up to.


  “How will you accomplish that?” he asked.


  The accountant took over. “It was the fact that there are six thousand six hundred prisoners gave me the idea,” Crassus said. “The distance between Capua and Rome is one hundred and thirty-two miles, each of five thousand feet. That is a total of six hundred and sixty thousand feet. Divided by six thousand six hundred, a distance of one hundred feet. I intend to crucify one Spartacanus every hundred feet between Capua and Rome. And they will remain hanging from their crosses until they rot away to bare bones.”


  Caesar drew a breath. “A terrible sight.”


  “I have one question,” said Crassus, his smooth and un—lined brow creasing. “Do you think I ought to put all the crosses on one side of the road, or alternate between both sides?”


  “One side of the road,” said Caesar instantly. “Definitely on one side of the road only. That is, provided by road you mean the Via Appia rather than the Via Latina.”


  “Oh yes, it has to be the Via Appia. Straight as an arrow for miles and miles, and not as many hills.”


  “Then one side of the road. The eye will take the sight in better that way.” Caesar smiled. “I have some experience when it comes to crucifixion.”


  “I heard about that,” said Crassus seriously. “However, I can’t give you the job. It’s not a fitting one for a tribune of the soldiers. He’s an elected magistrate. By rights it belongs to the praefectus fabrum.’’


  As the praefectus fabrum —the man who looked after all the technical and logistic factors involved in army supply—was one of Crassus’s own freedmen and brilliant at his work, neither Caesar nor Crassus doubted that it would be a smooth operation.


  *


  Thus it was that at the end of June when Crassus, his legates, his tribunes of the soldiers and his own appointed military tribunes rode up the Via Appia from Capua escorted by a single cohort of troops, the left—hand side of the ancient and splendid road was lined with crosses all the way. Every hundred feet another Spartacanus slumped from the ropes which cruelly bound arms at the elbow and legs below the knees. Nor had Crassus been kind. The six thousand six hundred Spartacani died slowly with unbroken limbs, a soughing of moans from Capua to the Capena Gate of Rome.


  Some people came to sightsee. Some brought a recalcitrant slave to look upon Crassus’s handiwork and point out that this was the right of every master, to crucify. But many upon looking turned immediately to go home again, and those who were obliged to travel on the Via Appia anywhere between Capua and Rome were grateful that the crosses adorned only one side of the road. As the distance rendered the sight more bearable, the popular spot for those who lived in Rome to see was from the top of the Servian Walls on either side of the Capena Gate; the view extended for miles, but the faces were blurs.


  They hung there for eighteen months enduring the slow cycle of decay that took them from living skin and muscle to clacking bones, for Crassus would not permit that they be taken down until the very last day of his consulship.


  And, thought Caesar in some wonder, surely no other military campaign in the whole history of Rome had been so rounded, so neat, so finite: what had begun with a decimation had ended with a crucifixion.


  PART VIII


  from MAY 71 B.C.


  until MARCH 69 B.C.
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  When Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus reached the border at the Rubico River, he didn’t halt his army. That part of the Ager Gallicus he owned lay in Italy, and to Italy he would go, no matter what Sulla’s laws said. His men were starved to see their homes, and there were still more among them who were his Picentine and Umbrian veterans than there were others. Outside Sena Gallica he put them into a vast camp under orders not to stray without leave from a tribune and proceeded then to Rome with a cohort of foot to escort him down the Via Flaminia.


  The answer had come to him shortly after he began the long march from Narbo to his new pass across the Alps, and he wondered then at his denseness in not seeing it sooner. Three times he had been given a special commission: once by Sulla, twice by the Senate; twice with propraetorian status, once with proconsular status. He was, he knew, undoubtedly the First Man in Rome. But he also knew that no one who mattered would ever admit the fact. So he would have to prove it to everyone, and the only way he could do that was to bring off some coup so staggering in its audacity and so glaringly unconstitutional that after it was done all men would have to accord him his rightful title of the First Man in Rome.


  He who was still a knight would force the Senate to make him consul.


  His opinion of the Senate grew progressively lower, and his liking for that body remained nonexistent. The members of it could be bought as easily as cakes from a bakery, and its inertia was so monumental that it could hardly move out of the way of its own downfall. When he had begun to march his men from Tarentum to Rome in order to force Sulla to give him a triumph, Sulla had backed down! At the time he hadn’t seen it that way—such was Sulla’s effect on people—but he now understood that indeed the affair had been a victory for Magnus, not for Sulla. And Sulla had been a far more formidable foe than ever the Senate could be.


  During his last year in the west he had followed the news about the successes of Spartacus with sheer disbelief; even though he owned the consuls Gellius and Clodianus, still he found it impossible to credit the degree of their incompetence in the field—and all they could do to excuse themselves was to harp about the poor quality of their soldiers! It had been on the tip of his pen to write and tell them that he could have generaled an army of eunuchs better, but he had refrained; there was no point in antagonizing men one had paid a long price for.


  The two further items he had learned about in Narbo only served to reinforce his incredulity. The first item came in letters from Gellius and Clodianus: the Senate had stripped them of the command in the war against Spartacus. The second item came from Philippus: after blackmailing the Senate into procuring a law from the Assembly of the People, Marcus Licinius Crassus had deigned to accept the command, together with eight legions and a good amount of cavalry. Having campaigned with Crassus, Pompey deemed him mediocre in the extreme, and his troops mediocre too. So Philippus’s news only served to make him shake his head in a quiet despair. Crassus wouldn’t defeat Spartacus either.


  Just as he left Narbo there arrived the final verification of his impression of the war against Spartacus—so poor was the quality of Crassus’s troops that he had decimated them! And that, as every commander knew from history and his manuals of military method, was a last measure doomed to failure—it utterly destroyed morale. Nothing could stiffen the backbones of men so cowardly that they had earned the punishment of decimation. Yet wasn’t it just like big, lumbering Crassus to believe decimation could cure his army’s ailments?


  He began to toy with the thought of arriving back in Italy in time to clean up Spartacus, and out of that like a thunderclap had burst THE IDEA. Of course the Senate would beg him on bended knee to accept yet another special commission—the extirpation of the Spartacani. But this time he would insist that he be made consul before he took on the job. If Crassus could blackmail the Conscript Fathers into a command legalized by the People, then what hope did the Conscript Fathers have of withstanding Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus? Proconsul (non pro consule, sed pro consulibus) was just not good enough anymore! Was he to become the Senate’s perpetual workhorse perpetually palmed off with an imperium outside of true senatorial power? No! Never again! He didn’t at all mind the idea of entering the Senate if he could do so as consul. To the best of his recollection, no one had ever managed to do that. It was a first, a mighty big first—and it would demonstrate to the whole world that he was the First Man in Rome.


  Right across the miles of the Via Domitia he had indulged in one fantasy after another, so happy and affable that Varro (to name only one) couldn’t understand what was going through his mind. At times Pompey had been tempted to say something, then would sheer away, resolve to hug this delicious scheme to himself. Varro and the rest would find out soon enough.


  The mood of joyous anticipation continued to prevail after the new pass had been surveyed and paved and the army descended the Vale of the Salassi into Italian Gaul. Down the Via Aemilia, and still Pompey whistled and chirped blithely. Then at the little town of Forum Popillii, well inside Italy, the awful blow fell. He and his six legions literally ran into a jostling mob of draggled men armed in a nonissue manner which betrayed that they were Spartacani. To round them up and kill them all was easy; what came hard was to learn that Marcus Crassus had annihilated the army of Spartacus in a battle fought less than a month before. The war against Spartacus was over.


  His chagrin was obvious to every last one of his legates, who all assumed that he had whistled and chirped his way down the Via Aemilia because he had expected to go straight into another campaign. That he had planned to demand to be made consul because of this campaign occurred to no one. For several days he gloomed; even Varro avoided his company.


  Oh, Pompey was thinking, why didn’t I hear this while I was still in Gaul-across-the-Alps? I will have to use the threat of my undischarged army, but I have brought that army inside the borders of Italy contrary to Sulla’s constitution. And Crassus still has an army in the field. If I was in Gaul-across-the-Alps I could skulk there until Crassus celebrated his ovation and his troops returned to civilian life. I could have used my tame senators to block the curule elections until I made my move. As it is, I’m in Italy. So it will have to be the threat of my army.


  Those several gloomy days, however, were succeeded by a new mood; Pompey led his men into their camp at Sena Gallica not whistling and chirping exactly, but not glooming either. Reflection had led him to ask himself a very important question: what were the men of Crassus’s army anyway? Answer: the scum of Italy, too craven to stand and fight. Why should the fact that Crassus had won change that? The six thousand fugitives he had encountered at Forum Popillii were pathetic. So perhaps decimation had stiffened the backbones of Crassus’s men a bit—but could it last? Could it match the splendid courage and perseverance of men who had slogged through the Spanish heat and cold for years without pay, without booty, without decent food, without thanks from the precious Senate? No. The final answer was a loud and definite NO!


  And as Rome grew closer Pompey’s mood gradually soared back toward its earlier happiness.


  “What exactly are you thinking?” Varro demanded as he and Pompey rode together down the middle of the road.


  “That I am owed a Public Horse. The Treasury never paid me for my dear dead Snowy.”


  “Isn’t that your Public Horse?” asked Varro, pointing at the chestnut gelding Pompey bestrode.


  “This nag?” Pompey snorted contemptuously. “My Public Horse has to be white.”


  “Actually it’s not a nag, Magnus,” said the owner of part of the rosea rura, an acknowledged expert on horseflesh. “It’s really an excellent animal.”


  “Just because it belonged to Perperna?”


  “Just because it belongs to itself!”


  “Well, it’s not good enough for me.”


  “Was that really what you were thinking about?”


  “Yes. What did you think I was thinking about?”


  “That’s my question! What?”


  “Why don’t you hazard a guess?”


  Varro wrinkled his brow. “I thought I had guessed when we ran across those Spartacani outside Forum Popillii—I thought you were planning on another special commission and were very disappointed when you discovered Spartacus was no more. Now—I just don’t know!”


  “Well, Varro, wonder on. I think in this I will keep my counsel for the present,” said Pompey.


  *


  The cohort Pompey had chosen to escort him to Rome was one made up of men whose homes were in Rome. This kind of common sense was typical of Pompey—why haul men off to Rome who would rather be elsewhere? So after he had got them into a small camp on the Via Recta, Pompey allowed them to don civilian garb and go into the city. Afranius, Petreius, Gabinius, Sabinus and the other legates quickly drifted off in their wake, as did Varro, anxious to see his wife and children.


  That left Pompey alone in command of the Campus Martius—or at least his segment of it. To his left as he looked in the direction of the city but closer to it was another small camp. The camp of Marcus Crassus. Also, it would appear, escorted by about one cohort. Like Pompey, Crassus flew a scarlet flag outside his command tent to indicate that the general was in residence.


  Unfortunate, unfortunate … Why did there have to be another army inside Italy? Even an army of cowards? It was no part of Pompey’s plans actually to fight a civil war; somehow he could never feel comfortable with that idea. It wasn’t loyalty or patriotism made him reject the idea, it was more that he did not feel inside himself the emotions men like Sulla felt. To Sulla there had been absolutely no alternative. Rome was the citadel inside which dwelt his heart, his honor, his very source of life. Whereas Pompey’s citadel always had been and always would be Picenum. No, he wouldn’t fight a civil war. But he had to make it look as if he would.


  He sat down to draft his letter to the Senate.


  To the Senate of Rome:


  I, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, received a special commission from you six years ago to put down the revolt of Quintus Sertorius in Nearer Spain. As you know, in conjunction with my colleague in the Further province, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius, I succeeded in putting that revolt down, and in bringing about the death of Quintus Sertorius. Also of his various legates, including the vile Marcus Perperna Veiento.


  I am not the bearer of great spoils. There were no great spoils to be had in a country devastated by a long series of catastrophes. The war in Spain has been one war Rome has had to fight at a loss. Nevertheless I ask for a triumph, secure in the knowledge that I did as you commanded, and that many thousands of Rome’s enemies are dead through me. I ask for this triumph to be awarded to me without any delay so that I can put myself up as a candidate for the consulship in the curule elections to be held in Quinctilis.


  He had intended to draft the letter so that Varro could look it over and compose something fairer, more diplomatic. But after reading this very short note through several times, Pompey came to the conclusion that it could not be bettered. Hit ‘em hard!


  Philippus arrived just as he was sitting back, satisfied.


  “Good!” cried Pompey, rising to his feet and shaking Philippus by the hand (a limp and sweaty exercise). “I have a letter for you to read. You can take it to the Senate for me.”


  “Requesting your well-deserved triumph?” Philippus asked, sitting down with a sigh; he had walked out to the Via Recta because litters were so slow, but he had forgotten how far it was and how hot a June day could be, even if by the seasons it was still spring.


  “A little more than that,” said Pompey, handing over his wax tablet with a grin.


  “Something to drink first, my dear fellow, please?”


  It took Philippus some time to decipher Pompey’s dreadful schoolboy writing; he got the gist of the last sentence at exactly the same moment as he took his first big, thirsty gulp of well-watered wine, and choked. He was coughing and spluttering so badly that Pompey had to get up and thump him on the back, and it was some time before Philippus could compose himself sufficiently to comment.


  But he didn’t comment. Instead he looked at Pompey as if he had never seen him before. It was a genuinely exploratory gaze that took in the muscular frame still clad in cuirass and kilt, the fair and faintly freckled skin, the enormously attractive face with its dented chin and thatch of bright gold Alexandrian hair. And the eyes—wide, candid, eager, such a vivid blue! Pompeius Magnus, the New Alexander. Where did it come from, the gall which must have fueled this demand? The father had been a very strange man, yet the son always contrived to convince people that he was not strange at all. Oh, but the son was far stranger than the father! Few things came as a surprise to Lucius Marcius Philippus. But this was more than a mere surprise. This was the kind of shock could carry a man off!


  “You’re surely not serious?” he asked faintly.


  “Why shouldn’t I be serious?”


  “Magnus, what you ask cannot be done! It—is—just—not—possible! It goes against every law, written and unwritten! No one can be consul without being in the Senate! Even Young Marius and Scipio Aemilianus were not elected consul until after they were in the Senate! You could I suppose argue that Scipio Aemilianus set a precedent by being consul before he was praetor, and Young Marius had never been so much as quaestor. But he was put into the Senate well ahead of the elections! And Sulla has absolutely eliminated all such precedents! Magnus, I beg of you, don’t send that letter!”


  “I want to be consul!” said Pompey, his small mouth growing thin and ringed with white.


  “The gale of laughter it will provoke will waft your letter straight back to you! It cannot be done!”


  Pompey sat down, swung one shapely leg over the arm of his chair and jiggled its booted foot. “Of course it can be done, Philippus!” he said sweetly. “I have six legions of the best and toughest troops in the world to say it can be done.”


  The breath went out of Philippus with an audible whoof! He began to shake. “You wouldn’t!” he cried.


  “I would, you know.”


  “But Crassus has eight legions sitting in Capua! It would be another civil war!”


  “Pah!” said Pompey, still jiggling his foot. “Eight legions of cowards. I’d eat them for dinner.”


  “That’s what you said about Quintus Sertorius.”


  The foot stopped. Pompey went pale, stiffened. “Don’t ever say that to me again, Philippus.”


  “Oh, cacat!” groaned Philippus, wringing his hands. “Magnus, Magnus, I beg you, don’t do this! Where did you get the idea that Crassus is commanding an army of cowards? Because of the consuls’ legions, the decimation? Well, disabuse yourself! He forged himself a splendid army, as loyal to him as yours is to you. Marcus Crassus is no Gellius or Clodianus! Haven’t you heard what he did on the Via Appia between Capua and Rome?’’


  “No,” said Pompey, beginning to look just the slightest bit uncertain. “What did he do?’’


  “There are six thousand six hundred Spartacani hanging on six thousand six hundred crosses along the Via Appia between Capua and Rome—that’s one cross every hundred feet, Magnus! He decimated the survivors of the consuls’ legions to show them what he thought of craven troops, and he crucified the survivors of Spartacus’s army to show every slave in Italy what happens to slaves who rebel. Those are not the actions of a man you can dismiss lightly, Magnus! Those are the actions of a man who might deplore civil war—it doesn’t do his businesses any good!—but who, if the Senate so commands him, would take up arms against you. And stand a very good chance of destroying you!’’


  The uncertainty passed; Pompey’s face set mulishly. “I will have my scribe make a fair copy of my letter, Philippus, and you will read it out in the House tomorrow.”


  “You’ll ruin yourself!”


  “I won’t.”


  The interview was clearly at an end; Philippus got up. He wasn’t out of the tent before Pompey was busy writing again. This time he addressed Marcus Licinius Crassus.


  Greetings and a thousand congratulations, my old friend and colleague of the days fighting Carbo. While I was pacifying Spain, I hear that you have been pacifying Italy. They tell me you have welded a fine body of fighting men out of consular cravens and taught all of us how best to deal with rebellious slaves.


  Once again, a thousand congratulations. If you are planning to be in your quarters this evening, may I pop in for a nice chat?


  “Now what does he want?” demanded Crassus of Caesar.


  “Interesting,” said Caesar, handing Pompey’s letter back. “I don’t think much of his literary style.”


  “He doesn’t have a literary style! He’s a barbarian,”


  “And do you plan to be in this evening so our friend can pop in for his ‘nice chat’? I wonder is that phrase innocent, or is it full of guile?”


  “Knowing Pompeius, he thinks the phrase is the correct one. And yes, I certainly plan to be in this evening,” said Crassus.


  “With me or without me?” Caesar asked.


  “With you. Do you know him?”


  “I met him once a long time ago, but I very much doubt he’ll remember me or the occasion.”


  A statement Pompey confirmed when he arrived several hours later. “Have I met you, Gaius Julius? I don’t remember.”


  Caesar’s laughter was spontaneous, but not mocking. “I’m not surprised, Gnaeus Pompeius. You only had eyes for Mucia.”


  Light dawned. “Oh! You were there in Julia’s house when I went to meet my wife! Of course!”


  “How is she? I’ve not seen her in years.”


  “I keep her in Picenum,” said Pompey, unaware that this way of putting the matter might sound odd. “We have a boy and a girl these days—and more soon, I hope. I haven’t seen her in years either, Gaius Julius.”


  “Caesar. I prefer to be called Caesar.”


  “That’s good, because I much prefer being called Magnus.”


  “I imagine you do!”


  Crassus decided it was time he got a word in. “Sit down, Magnus, please. You look very brown and fit for an old man—is it thirty-five now?”


  “Not until the second—last day of September.”


  “That’s to split hairs. You’ve packed more into your first thirty-five years than most men do into twice that many, so I dread to think what seventy will bring for you. Spain all tidy?”


  “Beautifully tidy. But,” said Pompey magnanimously, “I had some extremely competent help, you know.”


  “Yes, he surprised everyone, old Pius. Never did a thing until he went out to Spain.” Crassus got up. “A drop of wine?”


  Pompey laughed. “Not unless the vintage has improved, you incurable tightpurse!”


  “It never varies,” said Caesar.


  “Vinegar.”


  “Just as well I don’t drink wine, spending a whole campaign with him, isn’t it?” asked Caesar, smiling.


  “You don’t drink wine? Ye gods!” At a loss, Pompey turned to Crassus. “Have you applied for your triumph yet?” he asked.


  “No, I don’t qualify for a triumph. The Senate prefers to call the war against Spartacus a slave war, so all I qualify for is an ovation.” Crassus cleared his throat, looked a little cast down. “However, I have applied for an ovation. To be held as soon as possible. I want to lay down my imperium in time to stand for the consular elections.”


  “That’s right, you were praetor two years ago, so there’s no impediment, is there?” Pompey looked cheerful. “I doubt you’ll have trouble getting in, after your resounding victory. Ovation one day, consul the next, I daresay.”


  “That’s the idea,” said Crassus, who hadn’t smiled yet. “I have to persuade the Senate to grant me land for at least half of my troops, so being consul will be a help.”


  “That it will,” said Pompey cordially, and got up. “Well, I must go. I like to get in a decent walk, keeps me from seizing up—getting to be an old man, as you say!”


  And off he went, leaving Crassus and Caesar looking at each other blankly.


  “What was all that about?” asked Crassus.


  “I have a funny feeling,” said Caesar thoughtfully, “that we are going to find out.”


  *


  As a messenger had delivered the scribe—copied, neat and tidy version of Pompey’s letter early in the afternoon, Philippus did not expect any further word from Pompey until after he had read the letter out in the Senate. But he had only just risen from the dinner couch late that same afternoon when another messenger arrived from Pompey to summon him back to the Campus Martius. For a wild moment Philippus contemplated sending a curt refusal; then he thought of the wonderful annual lump sum Pompey still paid him, sighed, and ordered a litter. No more walking!


  ‘‘If you’ve changed your mind about my reading out your letter tomorrow, Magnus, all you had to do was notify me! Why am I here for the second time in one day?”


  “Oh, don’t worry about the letter!” said Pompey impatiently. “Just read the thing out and let them have their laugh. They’ll be laughing on the other side of their faces soon enough. No, it’s not for that I wanted to see you. I have a job for you that’s far more important, and I want you to get started on it at once.”


  Philippus frowned. “What job?” he asked.


  “I’m going to drive Crassus onto my side,” said Pompey.


  “Oho! And how do you plan to do that?”


  “I won’t be doing it. You and the rest of my lobby will. I want you to swing the Senate away from granting land to Crassus for his troops. But you have to do it now, before he’s allowed his ovation, and well before the curule elections. You have to maneuver Crassus into a position which will prevent his offering the use of his army to the Senate if the Senate decides it must squash me with force. I didn’t know how to go about it until I went to see Crassus a short time ago. And he let it drop that he’s running for consul because he believes as consul he’ll be in a better position to demand land for his veterans. You know Crassus! There’s not a chance in the world that he’d pay for land himself, but he can’t discharge his soldiers without some sort of settlement. He probably won’t ask for much—after all, it was a short campaign. And that’s the tack you’re going to adopt—that a six months’ campaign isn’t worth giving away the ager publicus for, especially as the enemy was servile. If the booty was worth his army’s while, then it might be content with that. But I know Crassus! Most of the booty won’t be entered on the list for the Treasury. He can’t help himself—he has to try to keep the lot. And get compensation for his men out of the State.”


  “As a matter of fact I heard the booty wasn’t great,” said Philippus, smiling. “Crassus declared that Spartacus paid out almost everything he had to the pirates when he tried to hire them to take his men to Sicily. But from other sources I’ve heard this wasn’t so, that the sum he paid was half what he had in cash.”


  “That’s Crassus!” said Pompey with a reminiscent grin. “I tell you, he can’t help himself. How many legions has he got? Eight? Twenty percent to the Treasury, twenty percent to Crassus, twenty percent to his legates and tribunes, ten percent to the cavalry and centurions, and thirty percent to the foot soldiers. That would mean each foot soldier would get about a hundred and eighty—five sesterces. Wouldn’t pay the rent for long, would it?”


  “I didn’t realize you were so good at arithmetic, Magnus!”


  “Always better at that than reading and writing.”


  “How much will your men get from booty?’’


  “About the same. But the tally’s honest, and they know it is. I always have a few representatives from the ranks present when I tot up booty. Makes them feel better, not so much to know their general’s honest as because they think themselves honored. Those of mine who don’t already have land will get land. From the State, I hope. But if not from the State, I’ll give them some of my land.”


  “That’s remarkably generous of you, Magnus.”


  “No, Philippus, it’s just forethought. I’m going to need these men—and their sons!—in the future, so I don’t mind being generous now. But when I’m an old man and I’ve fought my last campaign, I can assure you I won’t be willing to stand the damage myself.” Pompey looked determined. “My last campaign is going to bring in more money than Rome has seen in a hundred years. I don’t know what campaign it’s going to be, except that I’ll pick a rich one. Parthia’s what I’m thinking of. And when I bring the wealth of Parthia back to Rome, I expect Rome to give my veterans land. My career so far has put me badly out of purse—well, you know how much I pay out each and every year to you and the rest of my lobby in the Senate!”


  Philippus hunched himself defensively in his chair. “You’ll get your money’s worth!”


  “You’re not wrong about that, my friend. And you can start tomorrow,” said Pompey cheerfully. “The Senate must refuse to give Crassus land for his troops. I also want the curule elections delayed. And I want my application to be allowed to run for the consulship tabled in the House and kept tabled. Is that clear?”


  “Perfectly.” The hireling got up. “There’s only one real difficulty, Magnus. Crassus has a great many senators in debt to him, and I doubt we can turn them onto our side.”


  “We can—if we give those men who don’t owe Crassus much the money to pay him back. See how many owe him forty thousand sesterces or less. If they’re our creatures or might be willing to be our creatures, instruct them to pay Crassus back immediately. If nothing else tells him how serious his situation is, that will,” said Pompey.


  “Even so, I wish you’d let me postpone your letter!”


  “You will read my letter out tomorrow, Philippus. I don’t want anyone deluded about my motives. I want the Senate and Rome to know here and now that I am going to be consul next year.”


  Rome and the Senate knew by the following noon, for at that hour Varro erupted into Pompey’s tent, breathless and disheveled.


  “You’re not serious!” Varro gasped, throwing himself into a chair and flapping a hand in front of his flushed face.


  “I am.”


  “Water, I need water.” With a huge effort Varro pulled himself out of the chair and went to the table where Pompey kept his liquid refreshments. He downed a goodly draft, refilled his beaker and went back to his chair. “Magnus, they’ll swat you like a moth!”


  Pompey dismissed this with a contemptuous gesture, staring at Varro eagerly. “How did they take it, Varro? I want to hear every last detail!”


  “Well, Philippus lodged an application to speak with the consul Orestes—who has the fasces for June—before the meeting, and as it was he who had requested the meeting be convened in the first place, he spoke as soon as the auguries were over. He got up and read out your letter.”


  “Did they laugh?”


  Startled, Varro lifted his head from his water. “Laugh? Ye gods, no! Everyone sat there absolutely stunned. Then the House began to buzz, softly at first, then louder and louder until the place was in an uproar. The consul Orestes finally managed to establish order, and Catulus asked to speak. I imagine you know pretty much what he had to say.”


  “Out of the question. Unconstitutional. An affront to every legal and ethical precept in the history of Rome.”


  “All that, and a great deal more. By the time he finished he was literally foaming at the mouth.”


  “What happened after he finished?’’


  “Philippus gave a really magnificent speech—one of the best I’ve ever heard him give, and he’s a great orator. He said you’d earned the consulship, that it was ridiculous to ask a man who had been propraetor twice and proconsul once to crawl into the House under a vow of silence. He said you’d saved Rome from Sertorius, you’d turned Nearer Spain into a model province, you’d even opened up a new pass across the Alps, and that all of those things—plus a lot more—proved that you had always been Rome’s loyalest servant. I can’t go into all his flights of fancy—ask him for a copy of his speech, he read it out—but he made a profound impression, I can tell you that.


  “And then,” Varro went on, looking puzzled, “he changed horses! It was very odd! One moment he was talking about letting you run for consul, the next moment he was talking about the habit we had got into of doling out little pieces of Rome’s precious ager publicus to appease the greed of common soldiers, who thanks to Gaius Marius now expected as a matter of course to be rewarded with public land after the smallest and meanest campaign. How this land was being given to these soldiers not in Rome’s name, but in the general’s name! The practice would have to stop, he said. The practice was creating private armies at the expense of Senate and People, because it gave soldiers the idea that they belonged to their general first, with Rome coming in a bad second.”


  “Oh, good!” purred Pompey. “Did he stop there?”


  “No, he didn’t,” said Varro sipping his water. He licked his lips, a nervous reaction; the idea was beginning to occur to him that Pompey was behind all of it. “He went on to refer specifically to the campaign against Spartacus, and to Crassus’s report to the House. Mincemeat, Magnus! Philippus made mincemeat out of Crassus! How dared Crassus apply for land for the veterans of a six months’ campaign! How dared Crassus apply for land to reward soldiers who had had to be decimated before they found the courage to fight! How dared Crassus apply for land to give to men who had only done what any loyal Roman was expected to do—put down an enemy threatening the homeland! A war against a foreign power was one thing, he said, but a war against a felon leading an army of slaves conducted on Italian soil was quite another. No man was entitled to ask for rewards when he had literally been defending his home. And Philippus ended by begging the House not to tolerate Crassus’s impudence, nor encourage Crassus to think he could buy personal loyalty from his soldiers at the expense of Rome.”


  “Splendid Philippus!” beamed Pompey, leaning forward. “So what happened after that?”


  “Catulus got up again, but this time he spoke in support of Philippus. How right Philippus was to demand that this practice started by Gaius Marius of giving away State land to soldiers should stop. It must stop, said Catulus! The ager publicus of Rome had to stay in the public domain, it could not be used to bribe common soldiers to be loyal to their commanders.”


  “And did the debate end there?”


  “No. Cethegus was given leave to speak, and he backed both Philippus and Catulus without reservation, he said. After him, so did Curio, Gellius, Clodianus, and a dozen others. After which the House worked itself into such a state that Orestes decided to terminate the meeting,” Varro ended.


  “Wonderful!” cried Pompey.


  “This is your doing, Magnus, isn’t it?”


  The wide blue eyes opened even wider. “My doing? Whatever can you mean, Varro?”


  “You know what I mean,” said Varro, tight—lipped. “I confess I’ve only just seen it, but I have seen it! You’re using all your senatorial employees to drive a wedge between Crassus and the House! And if you succeed, you will have succeeded in removing Crassus’s army from the Senate’s command. And if the Senate has no army to command, Rome cannot teach you the lesson you so richly deserve, Gnaeus Pompeius!”


  Genuinely hurt, Pompey gazed beseechingly at his friend. “Varro, Varro! I deserve to be consul!”


  “You deserve to be crucified!”


  Opposition always hardened Pompey; Varro could see the ice forming. And, as always, it unmanned him. So he said, trying to retrieve his lost ground, “I’m sorry, Magnus, I spoke in anger. I retract that. But surely you can see what a terrible thing you are doing! If the Republic is to survive, every man of influence in it must avoid undermining the constitution. What you have asked the Senate to allow you to do goes against every principle in the mos maiorum. Even Scipio Aemilianus didn’t go so far—and he was directly descended from Africanus and Paullus!”


  But that only made matters worse. Pompey got up, stiff with outrage. “Oh, go away, Varro! I see what you’re saying! If a prince of the blood didn’t go so far, how dare a mere mortal from Picenum? I will be consul!”


  *


  The effect the doings of that meeting of the Senate had on Marcus Terentius Varro was as nothing compared to the effect it had on Marcus Licinius Crassus. His report came from Caesar, who had restrained Quintus Arrius and the other senatorial legates after the meeting concluded, though Lucius Quinctius took some persuading.


  “Let me tell him,” Caesar begged. “You’re all too hot, and you’ll make him hot. He has to remain calm.”


  “We never even got a chance to speak our piece!” cried Quinctius, smacking his fist into the palm of his other hand. “That verpa Orestes let everyone talk who was in favor, then closed the meeting before a single one of us could answer!”


  “I know that,” said Caesar patiently, “and rest assured, we’ll all get our chance at the next meeting. Orestes did the sensible thing. Everyone was in a rage. And we’ll have the floor first next time. Nothing was decided! So let me tell Marcus Crassus, please.”


  And so, albeit reluctantly, the legates had gone to their own homes, leaving Caesar to stride out briskly for the Campus Martius and Crassus’s camp. Word of the meeting had flown about like a wind; as he slipped neatly through the crowds of men in the lower Forum Romanum on his way to the Clivus Argentarius, Caesar heard snatches of talk which all revolved around the prospect of yet another civil war. Pompey wanted to be consul—the Senate wouldn’t have it—Crassus wasn’t going to get his land—it was high time Rome taught these presumptuous generals a much-needed lesson—what a terrific fellow Pompey was—and so on.


  “... And there you have it,” Caesar concluded.


  Crassus had listened expressionless to the crisp and succinct summary of events Caesar presented to him, and now that the tale was over he maintained that expressionless mask. Nor did he say anything for some time, just gazed out of the open aperture in his tent wall at the quiet beauty of the Campus Martius. Finally he gestured toward the scene outside and said without turning to face Caesar, “Lovely, isn’t it? You’d never think a cesspool like Rome was less than a mile down the Via Lata, would you?”


  “Yes, it is lovely,” said Caesar sincerely.


  “And what do you think about the not so lovely events in the Senate this morning?”


  “I think,” said Caesar quietly, “that Pompeius has got you by the balls.”


  That provoked a smile, followed by a silent laugh. “You are absolutely correct, Caesar.” Crassus pointed in the direction of his desk, where piles of filled moneybags lay all over its surface. “Do you know what those are?”


  “Money, certainly. I can’t guess what else.”


  “They represent every small debt a senator owed me,” said Crassus. “Fifty repayments altogether.”


  “And fifty fewer votes in the House.”


  “Exactly.” Crassus heaved his chair around effortlessly and put his feet up among the bags atop his desk, leaned back with a sigh. “As you say, Caesar, Pompeius has got me by the balls.”


  “I’m glad you’re taking it calmly.”


  “What’s the point in ranting and raving? That wouldn’t help. Couldn’t change a thing. More importantly, is there anything that will change the situation?”


  “Not from a testicular aspect, for sure. But you can still work within the parameters Pompeius has set—it’s possible to move about, even with someone’s hairy paw wrapped around your poor old balls,” said Caesar with a grin.


  Crassus answered it. “Quite so. Who would have thought Pompeius had that kind of brilliance?’’


  “Oh, he’s brilliant. In an untutored way. But it was not a politic ploy, Crassus. He hit you with the stunning hammer first and then stated his terms. If he owned any political sense, he would have come to you first and told you what he intended to do. Then it might have been arranged in peace and quiet, without all of Rome stirred into a fever pitch at the prospect of another civil war. The trouble with Pompeius is that he has no idea how other people think, or how they’re going to react. Unless, that is, their thoughts and reactions are the same as his own.”


  “You are probably right, but I think it has more to do with Pompeius’s self-doubt. If he absolutely believed he could force the Senate to let him be consul, he would have come to me before he moved. But I’m less important to him than the Senate, Caesar. It’s the Senate he has to sway. I’m just his tool. So what can it matter to him if he stuns me first? He’s got me by the balls. If I want land for my veterans, I have to inform the Senate that it can’t rely on me or my soldiers to oppose Pompeius.” Crassus shifted his booted feet; the bags of money chinked.


  “What do you intend to do?”


  “I intend,” said Crassus, swinging his feet off the desk and standing up, “sending you to see Pompeius right now. I don’t need to tell you what to say. Negotiate, Caesar.”


  Off went Caesar to negotiate.


  One of the few certainties, he thought wryly, was that he would find each general at home; until triumph or ovation was held, no general could cross the pomerium into the city, for to do so was to shed imperium automatically, thereby preventing triumph or ovation. So while legates and tribunes and soldiers could come and go as they pleased, the general himself was obliged to remain on the Campus Martius.


  Sure enough, Pompey was at home—if a tent could be called a home. His senior legates Afranius and Petreius were with him, looked at Caesar searchingly; they had heard a little about him—pirates and the like—and knew that he had won the Civic Crown at twenty years of age. All things which made viri militares like Afranius and Petreius respect a man mightily; and yet this dazzling fellow, immaculate enough to be apostrophized a dandy, didn’t look the type. Togate rather than clad in military gear, nails trimmed and buffed, senatorial shoes without a scuff or a smear of dust, hair perfectly arranged, he surely could not have walked from Crassus’s quarters to Pompey’s through wind and sun!


  “I remember you said you didn’t drink wine. Can I offer you water?” asked Pompey, gesturing in the direction of a chair.


  “Thank you, I require nothing except a private conversation,” said Caesar, seating himself.


  “I’ll see you later,” said Pompey to his legates.


  He waited until he saw the two disappointed men well out of hearing down the path toward the Via Recta before he directed his attention at Caesar. “Well?” he asked in his abrupt manner.


  “I come from Marcus Crassus.”


  “I expected to see Crassus himself.”


  “You’re better off dealing with me.”


  “Angry, is he?”


  Caesar’s brows lifted. “Crassus? Angry? Not at all!”


  “Then why can’t he come to see me himself?”


  “And set all of Rome chattering even harder than it already is?” asked Caesar. “If you and Marcus Crassus are to do business, Gnaeus Pompeius, better that you do so through men like me, who are the soul of discretion and loyal to our superiors.”


  “So you’re Crassus’s man, eh?”


  “In this matter, yes. In general I am my own man.”


  “How old are you?” asked Pompey bluntly.


  “Twenty-nine in Quinctilis.”


  “Crassus would call that splitting hairs. You’ll be in the Senate soon, then.”


  “I’m in the Senate now. Have been for almost nine years.”


  “Why?”


  “I won a Civic Crown at Mitylene. Sulla’s constitution says that military heroes enter the Senate,” said this dandy.


  “Everyone always refers to Rome’s constitution as Sulla’s constitution,” said Pompey, deliberately ignoring unwelcome information like a Civic Crown. He had never won a major crown himself, and it hurt. “I’m not sure I’m grateful to Sulla!”


  “You ought to be. You owe him your various special commissions,” said Caesar, “but after this little episode, I very much doubt that the Senate will ever be willing to award another special commission to a knight.”


  Pompey stared. “What do you mean?”


  “Just what I say. You can’t force the Senate into letting you become consul and expect the Senate to forgive you, Gnaeus Pompeius. Nor can you expect to control the Senate forever. Philippus is an old man. So is Cethegus. And when they go, who will you use in their stead? The seniors in the Senate will all be men of Catulus’s persuasion—the Caecilii Metelli, the Cornelii, the Licinii, the Claudii. So a man wanting a special commission will have to go to the People, and by the People I do not mean patricians and plebeians combined. I mean the Plebs. Rome used to work almost exclusively through the Plebeian Assembly. I predict that in the future, that is how she will work again. Tribunes of the plebs are so enormously useful—but only if they have their legislating powers.” Caesar coughed. “It’s also cheaper to buy tribunes of the plebs than it is the high fliers like Philippus and Cethegus.”


  All of that sank in; impassively Caesar watched it vanish thirstily below Pompey’s surface. He didn’t care for the fellow, but wasn’t sure exactly why. Having had much childhood exposure to Gauls, it was not the Gaul in him Caesar objected to. So what was it? While Pompey sat there digesting what he had said, Caesar thought about the problem, and came to the conclusion that it was simply the man he didn’t care for, not what he represented. The conceit, the almost childish concentration on self, the lacunae in a mind which obviously held no respect for the Law.


  “What does Crassus have to say to me?” demanded Pompey.


  “He’d like to negotiate a settlement, Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  “Involving what?”


  “Wouldn’t it be better if you put forward your requirements first, Gnaeus Pompeius?”


  “I do wish you’d stop calling me that! I hate it! I am Magnus to the world!”


  “This is a formal negotiation, Gnaeus Pompeius. Custom and tradition demand that I address you by praenomen and nomen. Are you not willing to put forward your requirements first?”


  “Oh, yes, yes!” snapped Pompey, not sure exactly why he could feel his temper fraying, except that it had to do with this smooth, polished fellow Crassus had sent as his representative. Everything Caesar had said so far made eminent good sense, but that only made the situation more maddening. He, Magnus, was supposed to be calling the tune, but this interview wasn’t coming up to expectation. Caesar behaved as if it were he had the power, he the upper hand. The man was prettier than dead Memmius and craftier than Philippus and Cethegus combined—and yet he had won the second highest military decoration Rome could award—and from an incorruptible like Lucullus, at that. So he had to be very brave, a very good soldier. Had Pompey also known the stories about the pirates, the will of King Nicomedes and the battle on the Maeander, he might have decided to conduct this interview along different lines; Afranius and Petreius had heard some of it, but—typical Pompey!—he had heard nothing. Therefore the interview proceeded with more of the real Pompey on display than would otherwise have been the case.


  “Your requirements?” Caesar was prompting.


  “Are purely to persuade the Senate to pass a resolution that will let me run for consul.”


  “Without membership in the Senate?”


  “Without membership in the Senate.”


  “What if you do persuade the Senate to allow you to run for consul, and then lose at the elections?’’


  Pompey laughed, genuinely amused. “I couldn’t lose if I tried!” he said.


  “I hear the competition is going to be fierce. Marcus Minucius Thermus, Sextus Peducaeus, Lucius Calpurnius Piso Frugi, Marcus Fannius, Lucius Manlius—as well as the two leading contenders at this stage, Metellus Little Goat and Marcus Crassus,” said Caesar, looking amused.


  None of the names meant much to Pompey except the last one; he sat up straight. “You mean he still intends to run?”


  “If, as seems likely, Gnaeus Pompeius, you are going to ask him to withhold the use of his army from the Senate, then he must run for consul—and must be elected,” said Caesar gently. “If he isn’t consul next year, he’ll be prosecuted for treason before January has run its course. As consul, he cannot be made to answer for any action until his consulship and any proconsulship which follows are over and he is once more a privatus. So what he has to do is to succeed in being elected consul, and then succeed in restoring full powers to the tribunate of the plebs. After that he will have to persuade one tribune of the plebs to pass a law validating his action in withholding his army from the Senate’s use—and persuade the other nine not to veto. Then when he does become a privatus again, he can’t be prosecuted for the treason you are asking him to commit.”


  A whole gamut of expressions chased each other across Pompey’s face—puzzlement, enlightenment, bewilderment, total confusion, and finally fear. “What are you trying to say?’’ he cried, out of his depth and beginning to feel an awful sense of suffocation.


  “I am saying—and very clearly, I think!—that if either of you is to avoid prosecution for treason due to the games you intend to play with the Senate and two armies which actually belong to Rome, both of you will have to be consul next year, and both of you will have to work very hard to restore the tribunate of the plebs to its old form,” said Caesar sternly. “The only way either of you can escape the consequences is by procuring a plebiscite from the Plebeian Assembly absolving both of you from any guilt in the matter of armies and senatorial manipulation. Unless, that is, Gnaeus Pompeius, you have not brought your own army across the Rubico into Italy?”


  Pompey shuddered. “I didn’t think!” he cried.


  “Most of the Senate,” Caesar said in conversational tones, “is composed of sheep. No one is unaware of that fact. But it does blind some people to another fact—that the Senate has a certain number of wolves in its fold. I do not number Philippus among the senatorial wolves. Nor Cethegus, for that matter. But Metellus Little Goat should rightly be cognominated Big Wolf, and Catulus has fangs for tearing, not molars for ruminating. So does Hortensius, who might not be consul yet, but whose clout is colossal and whose knowledge of the law is formidable. Then we have my youngest and brightest uncle, Lucius Cotta. You might say even I am a senatorial wolf! Any one of the men I’ve named—but more likely all of them combined—is quite capable of prosecuting you and Marcus Crassus for treason. And you will have to stand your trial in a court juried by senators. Having thumbed your nose at a great many senators. Marcus Crassus might get off, but you won’t, Gnaeus Pompeius. I’m sure you have a huge following in the Senate, but can you hold it together after you’ve dangled the threat of civil war in its face and forced it to accede to your wishes? You may hold your faction together while you’re consul and then proconsul, but not once you’re a privatus again. Not unless you keep your army under its eagles for the rest of your life—and that, since the Treasury won’t pay for it, would not be possible, even for a man with your resources.”


  So many ramifications! The awful sense of suffocation was increasing; for a moment Pompey felt himself back on the field at Lauro, helpless to prevent Quintus Sertorius from running rings around him. Then he rallied, looked tough and absolutely determined. “How much of what you’ve said does Marcus Crassus himself understand?”


  “Enough,” said Caesar tranquilly. “He’s been in the Senate a long time, and in Rome even longer. He’s in and out of the law courts, he knows the constitution backward. It’s all there in the constitution! Sulla’s and Rome’s.”


  “So what you’re saying is that I have to back down.” Pompey drew a breath. “Well, I won’t! I want to be consul! I deserve to be consul, and I will be consul!”


  “It can be arranged. But only in the way I’ve outlined,” Caesar maintained steadily. “Both you and Marcus Crassus in the curule chairs, restoration of the tribunate of the plebs and an exculpatory plebiscite, followed by another plebiscite to give land to the men of both armies.” He shrugged lightly. “After all, Gnaeus Pompeius, you have to have a colleague in the consulship! You can’t be consul without a colleague. So why not a colleague laboring under the same disadvantages and suffering the same risks? Imagine if Metellus Little Goat were to be voted in as your colleague! His teeth would be fixed in the back of your neck from the first day. And he would marshal every reserve he could to make sure you didn’t succeed in your attempts to restore the tribunate of the plebs. Two consuls in a very close collaboration are extremely difficult for the Senate to resist. Especially if they have ten united, rejuvenated tribunes of the plebs to back them up.”


  “I see what you’re saying,” said Pompey slowly. “Yes, it would be a great advantage to have an amenable colleague. All right. I will be consul with Marcus Crassus.”


  “Provided,” said Caesar pleasantly, “that you don’t forget the second plebiscite! Marcus Crassus must get that land.”


  “No problem! I can get land for my men too, as you say.”


  “Then the first step has been taken.”


  Until this shattering discussion with Caesar, Pompey had assumed that Philippus would mastermind his candidacy for the consulship, would do whatever was necessary; but now Pompey wondered. Had Philippus seen all the consequences? Why hadn’t he said anything about prosecutions for treason and the necessity to restore the tribunate of the plebs? Was Philippus perhaps a little tired of being a paid employee? Or was he past his prime?


  “I’m a dunce about politics,” said Pompey with what he tried to make engaging frankness. “The trouble is, politics don’t fascinate me. I’m far more interested in command, and I was thinking of the consulship as a sort of huge civilian command. You’ve made me see it differently. And you make sense, Caesar. So tell me this—how do I go about it? Should I just keep on lodging letters through Philippus?’’


  “No, you’ve done that, you’ve thrown down your challenge,” said Caesar, apparently not averse to acting as Pompey’s political adviser. “I presume you’ve given Philippus orders to delay the curule elections, so I won’t go into that. The Senate’s next move will be aimed at trying to get the upper hand. It will give you and Marcus Crassus firm dates—you for your triumph, Marcus Crassus for his ovation. And of course the senatorial decree will instruct each of you to disband your army the moment your celebrations are over. That’s quite normal.”


  He sat there, thought Pompey, not a scrap differently from the way he had the moment he arrived; he displayed no thirst, no discomfort in that vast toga from the heat of the day, no sign of a sore behind from the hard chair or a sore neck from looking at Pompey slightly to one side. And the words which gave voice to the thoughts were as well chosen as the thoughts were well organized. Yes, Caesar definitely bore watching.


  Caesar continued. “The first move will have to come from you. When you get the date for your triumph, you must throw up your hands in horror and explain that you’ve just remembered you can’t triumph until Metellus Pius comes home from Further Spain, because you and he agreed to share one triumph between the two of you—no spoils worth speaking of, and so forth. But the moment you give this excuse for not disbanding your army, Marcus Crassus will throw his hands up in horror and protest that he cannot disband his army if that leaves only one fully mobilized army inside Italy—yours. You can keep this farce going until the end of the year. It won’t take the Senate many moons to realize that neither of you has any intention of disbanding his army, but that both of you are to some extent legalizing your positions. Provided neither of you makes a militarily aggressive move in Rome’s direction, you both look fairly good.”


  “I like it!” said Pompey, beaming.


  “I’m so glad. It’s less strain to preach to the converted. Now where was I?” Caesar frowned, pretended to think. “Oh, yes! Once the Senate understands that neither army is going to be disbanded, it will issue the appropriate consulta to allow both of you to stand for the consulship in absentia—for of course neither of you can enter Rome to lodge your candidacies in person to the election officer. Only the lots will show whether the election officer will be Orestes or Lentulus Sura, but I can’t see much difference between them.”


  “How do I get around the fact that I’m not in the Senate?” asked Pompey.


  “You don’t. That’s the Senate’s problem. It will be solved with a senatus consultum to the Assembly of the People allowing a knight to seek election as consul. I imagine the People will pass it happily—all those knights will consider it a tremendous win!”


  “And Marcus Crassus and I can disband our armies when we’ve won election,” said Pompey, satisfied.


  “Oh, no,” said Caesar, shaking his head gently. “You keep your armies under their eagles until the New Year. Therefore you won’t celebrate triumph and ovation until the latter half of December. Let Marcus Crassus ovate first. Then you can triumph on the last day of December.”


  “It all makes perfect sense,” said Pompey, and frowned. “Why didn’t Philippus explain things properly?”


  “I haven’t any idea,” said Caesar, looking innocent.


  “I think I do,” said Pompey grimly.


  Caesar rose, pausing to arrange the folds of his toga just so, utterly absorbed in the task. Finished, he walked with his graceful, straight—shouldered gait to the flap of the tent. In the entrance he paused, looked back, smiled. “A tent is a most impermanent structure, Gnaeus Pompeius. It looks good for the general awaiting his triumph to set up an impermanent structure. But I don’t think it’s quite the impression you should be striving to make from now on. May I suggest that you hire an expensive villa on the Pincian Hill for the rest of the year? Bring your wife down from Picenum? Entertain? Breed a few pretty fish? I will make sure Marcus Crassus does the same. You’ll both look as if you’re prepared to live on the Campus Martius for the rest of your lives if necessary.”


  Then he was gone, leaving Pompey collecting composure and thoughts. The military holiday was over; he would have to sit down with Varro and read law. Caesar seemed to know every nuance, yet he was six years younger. If the Senate had its share of wolves, was Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus going to be a sheep? Never! By the time New Year’s Day came around, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus would know his law and his Senate!


  *


  “Ye gods, Caesar, you’re clever!” said Crassus feebly when Caesar had ended his tale of Pompey. “I didn’t think of half that! I don’t say I wouldn’t have worked it all out eventually, but you must have done it between my tent and his. A villa on the Pincian, indeed! I have a perfectly good house on the Palatine I’ve just spent a fortune redecorating—why spend money on a villa on the Pincian? I’m comfortable in a tent.”


  “What an incurable cheeseparer you are, Marcus Crassus!” said Caesar, laughing. “You’ll rent a villa on the Pincian at least as expensive as Pompeius’s and move Tertulla and the boys into it at once. You can afford it. Look on it as a necessary investment. It is! You and Pompeius are going to have to seem like bitter opponents for the next almost six months.”


  “And what are you going to do?’’ asked Crassus.


  “I’m going to find myself a tribune of the plebs. Preferably a Picentine one. I don’t know why, but men from Picenum are attracted to the tribunate of the plebs, and make very good ones. It shouldn’t be difficult. There are probably half a dozen members of this year’s college who hail from Picenum.”


  “Why a Picentine?”


  “For one thing, he’ll be inclined to favor Pompeius. They’re a clannish lot, the Picentines. For another, he’ll be a fire—eater. They’re born breathing fire in Picenum!”


  “Take care you don’t end up with burned hands,” said Crassus, already thinking about which of his freedmen would drive the hardest bargain with the agents who rented villas on the Pincian Hill. What a pity he’d never thought of investing in real estate there! An ideal location. All those foreign kings and queens looking for Roman palaces—no, he wouldn’t rent! He’d buy! Rent was a disgraceful waste; a man never saw a sestertius’s return.


  2


  In November the Senate gave in. Marcus Licinius Crassus was informed that he would be allowed to stand in absentia for the consulship. Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus was informed that the Senate had sent a decree to the Assembly of the People asking that body to waive the usual requirements—membership in the Senate, the quaestorship and praetorship—and legislate to allow him to stand for the consulship. As the Assembly of the People had passed the necessary law, the Senate was pleased to inform Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus that he would be allowed to stand in absentia for the consulship, et cetera, et cetera.


  When a candidate stood for office in absentia, canvassing was difficult. He couldn’t cross the pomerium into the city to meet the voters, chat to everyone in the Forum, pose modestly nearby when some tribune of the plebs called a contio of the Plebeian Assembly to discuss the merits of this favored candidate—and lambaste his rivals. Because in absentia required special permission from the House, it was rarely encountered, but never before had two candidates for the consulship both stood in absentia. However, as things turned out the usual disadvantages mattered not a bit. Debate in the Senate—even under the threat of those two undischarged armies—had been as feverishly hot as it had been protracted;when the House gave in at last, every other candidate for the consulship had withdrawn from the contest as a protest against the blatant illegality of Pompey’s candidature. If there were no other candidates, Pompey and Crassus would look what they were: dictators in disguise.


  Many and varied were the threats called down upon Pompey’s head and Crassus’s head, mostly in the form of prosecution for treason the moment imperium was lost; so when the tribune of the plebs Marcus Lollius Palicanus (a man from Picenum) called a special meeting of the Plebeian Assembly in the Circus Flaminius on the Campus Martius, every senator who had turned his back on Pompey and Crassus sat up with a shock of realization. They were going to wriggle out of treason charges by bringing back the full powers of the tribunate of the plebs and having ten grateful tribunes of the plebs legislate them immunity from the consequences of their actions!


  Many in Rome wanted to see the restoration, most people because the tribunate of the plebs was a hallowed institution in proper harmony with the mos maiorum, and not a few people because they missed the vigor and buzz of the old days in the lower Forum Romanum when some militant demagogue fired up the Plebs until fists swung and hired ex-gladiators waded into the fray. So Lollius Palicanus’s meeting, widely advertised as being to discuss the restoration of the tribunate of the plebs, was bound to attract crowds. But when the news got round that the consular candidates Pompey and Crassus were going to speak in support of Palicanus, enthusiasm reached heights unknown since Sulla had turned the Plebeian Assembly into a rather attenuated men’s club.


  Used for the less well patronized games, the Circus Flaminius held a mere fifty thousand people; but on the day of Palicanus’s meeting every bleacher was full. Resigned to the fact that no one save those lucky enough to be within a couple of hundred feet would hear a word, most of those who had streamed out along the bank of the Tiber had only come so that they could tell their grandchildren that they had been there on the day two consular candidates who were also military heroes had promised to restore the tribunate of the plebs. Because they would do it! They would!


  Palicanus opened the meeting with a rousing speech aimed at procuring the most possible votes for Pompey and Crassus at the curule elections; those close enough to hear were those high enough in the classes to have a worthwhile vote. All Palicanus’s nine colleagues were present, and all spoke in support of Pompey and Crassus. Then Crassus appeared to great applause and spoke to great applause. A nice series of preliminary entertainments before the main performance. And here he came, Pompey the Great! Clad in glittering golden armor as bright as the sun, looking absolutely gorgeous. He did not have to be an orator; for all the crowd cared, he might have recited gibberish. The crowd had come to see Pompey the Great, and went home deliriously satisfied. No surprise then that when the curule elections took place on the day before the Nones of December, Pompey was voted in as senior consul and Crassus as his junior. Rome was going to have a consul who had never been a member of the Senate—and Rome had preferred him to his more elderly and orthodox colleague.


  *


  “So Rome has her first consul who was never a senator,” said Caesar to Crassus after the election gathering had dispersed. He was sitting with Crassus on the loggia of the Pincian villa where once King Jugurtha of Numidia had sat plotting; Crassus had bought the property after he saw the long list of illustrious foreign names who had rented it over the years. Both of them were looking at the public slaves clearing up the enclosures, bridges and voting platforms from the Saepta.


  “For no other reason than that he wanted to be consul,” said Crassus, aping the peevish note Pompey put into his voice whenever he was thwarted. “He’s a big baby!”


  “In some ways, yes.” Caesar turned his head to glance at Crassus’s face, which bore its usual placid expression. “It’s you who’ll have to do the governing. He doesn’t know how.”


  “Oh, don’t I know! Though he must have absorbed something by now from Varro’s handy little instant manual on senatorial and consular conduct,” said Crassus, and grunted. “I ask you! The senior consul having to peruse a manual of behavior! I have these wonderful visions of what Cato the Censor would say.”


  “He’s asked me to draft the law returning all its powers to the tribunate of the plebs, did he tell you?’’


  “When does he ever tell me anything?”


  “I declined.”


  “Why?”


  “First of all, because he assumed he’d be senior consul.”


  “He knew he’d be senior consul!”


  “And secondly, you’re perfectly capable of drafting any law the pair of you might want to promulgate—you were urban praetor!”


  Crassus shook his huge head, put his hand on Caesar’s arm. “Do it, Caesar. It will keep him happy! Like all spoiled big babies, he has a gift for using the right people to achieve his ends. If you decline because you don’t care to be used, that’s all right by me. But if you’d like the challenge and you think it would add to your legislative experience, then do it. No one is going to know—he’ll make sure of that.”


  “How right you are!” laughed Caesar, then sobered. “I would like to do it, as a matter of fact. We haven’t had decent tribunes of the plebs since I was a boy—Sulpicius was the last. And I can foresee a time when all of us might need tribunician laws. It has been very interesting for a patrician to associate with the tribunes of the plebs the way I have been lately. Palicanus has a replacement ready for me, by the way.”


  “Who?”


  “A Plautius. Not one of the old family Silvanus. This one is from Picenum and seems to go back to a freedman. A good fellow. He’s prepared to do whatever I need done through the newly revitalized Plebeian Assembly.”


  “The tribunician elections haven’t been held yet. Plautius may not get in,” said Crassus.


  “He’ll get in,” said Caesar confidently. “He can’t lose—he’s Pompeius’s man.”


  “And isn’t that an indictment of our times?”


  “Pompeius is lucky having you for a colleague, Marcus Crassus. I keep seeing Metellus Little Goat there instead. A disaster! But I am sorry that you haven’t the distinction of being senior consul.”


  Crassus smiled, it seemed without rancor. “Don’t worry, Caesar. I am reconciled.” He sighed. “However, it would be nice to see Rome mourn my passing more than she does Pompeius’s passing when we leave office.”


  “Well,” said Caesar, rising, “it’s time I went home. I have devoted little time to the women of my family since I came back to Rome, and they’ll be dying to hear all the election news.”


  *


  But one glance at his reception room caused Caesar to rue his decision to go home; it appeared to be full of women! A count of heads reduced full to six—his mother, his wife, his sister Ju—Ju, his Aunt Julia, Pompey’s wife, and another woman closer inspection placed as his cousin Julia called Julia Antonia because she was married to Marcus Antonius, the pirate eradicator. Everyone’s attention was focused on her, not surprising: she was perched on the edge of a chair with her legs stretched out rigidly before her, and she was bawling.


  Before Caesar could move any further, someone gave him a tremendous buffet in the small of the back, and he whipped around to see a big, unmistakably Antonian child standing there grinning. Not for long! Caesar’s hand went out to grasp the boy painfully by his nose, dragged him forward. Howls quite as loud as those his mother was producing erupted from his gaping mouth, but he wasn’t about to curl into a helpless ball; he lashed out with one big foot at Caesar’s shins, doubled his hands into fists and swung with both of them. At the same time two other, smaller boys dived on Caesar too, pummeling his sides and chest, though the immense folds of toga prevented this triple assault from inflicting any real damage.


  Then too quickly for anyone to see how it was done, all three boys were rendered hors de combat. The two smaller ones Caesar dealt with by banging their heads together with an audible crack and throwing them heavily against the wall; the biggest boy got a wallop on the side of the face that made his eyes water, and was marched to join his brothers in a jerking progress punctuated by resounding kicks on his backside.


  The bawling mother had ceased her plaints when all this had begun, and now leaped from her chair to descend upon the tormentor of her darling precious sons.


  “Sit down, woman!’‘ roared Caesar in a huge voice.


  She tottered back to her chair and collapsed, bawling.


  He turned back to where the three boys half—lay, half—sat against the wall, blubbering as lustily as their mother.


  “If any one of you moves, he’ll wish he’d never been born. This is my house, not the Pincian menagerie, and while you’re guests in it you’ll behave like civilized Romans, not Tingitanian apes. Is that quite clear?”


  Holding the crumpled disorder of dirty toga around him, he walked through the midst of the women to the door of his study. “I am going to rectify the damage,” he said in the deceptively quiet tones his mother and wife recognized as temper reined in by an iron hold, “and when I return, I expect to see a beautiful peace descended. Shut that wretched woman up if you have to gag her, and give her sons to Burgundus. Tell Burgundus he has my full permission to strangle them if necessary.”


  Caesar was not gone long, but when he returned it was to find the boys vanished and the six women sitting bolt upright in utter silence. Six pairs of enormous eyes followed him as he went to sit between his mother and his wife.


  “Well, Mater, what’s the trouble?” he asked pleasantly.


  “Marcus Antonius is dead,” Aurelia explained, “by his own hand, in Crete. You know that he was defeated by the pirates twice on the water and once on the land, and lost all his ships and men. But you may not know that the pirate strategoi Panares and Lasthenes literally forced him to sign a treaty between Rome and the Cretan people. The treaty has just arrived in Rome, accompanied by poor Marcus Antonius’s ashes. Though the Senate hasn’t had time to meet about it, they are already saying around the city that Marcus Antonius has disgraced his name forever—people are even beginning to refer to him as Marcus Antonius Creticus! But they don’t mean Crete, they mean Man of Chalk.”


  Caesar sighed, his face betraying exasperation rather than sorrow. “He wasn’t the right man for that job,” he said, not willing to spare the feelings of the widow, a vastly silly woman. “I saw it when I was his tribune in Gytheum. However, I confess I didn’t see precisely what the end would be. But there were plenty of signs.” He looked at Julia Antonia. “I’m sorry for you, lady, but I fail to see what I can do for you.”


  “Julia Antonia came to see if you would organize Marcus Antonius’s funeral rites,” said Aurelia.


  “But she has a brother. Why can’t Lucius Caesar do it?” asked Caesar blankly.


  “Lucius Caesar is in the east with the army of Marcus Cotta, and your cousin Sextus Caesar refuses to have anything to do with it,” said Aunt Julia. “In the absence of Gaius Antonius Hybrida, we are the closest family Julia Antonia has in Rome.”


  “In that case I will organize the obsequies. It would be wise, however, to make it a very quiet funeral.”


  Julia Antonia rose to go, shedding handkerchiefs, brooches, pins, combs in what seemed an endless cascade; she seemed now to hold no umbrage against Caesar for his summary treatment of her sons—or for his dispassionate appraisal of her late husband’s ability. Evidently she liked being roared at and told to behave, reflected Caesar as he escorted her toward the door. No doubt the late Marcus Antonius had obliged her! A pity he hadn’t also disciplined his children, as the mother was incapable of it. Her boys were fetched from Burgundus’s quarters, where they had undergone a salutary experience; the sons of Cardixa and Burgundus had dwarfed them completely. Like their mother they seemed not to have taken permanent offense. All three eyed Caesar warily.


  “There’s no need to be afraid of me unless you’ve stepped over the mark of common decent behavior,” said Caesar cheerfully, his eyes twinkling. “If I catch you doing that—watch out!”


  “You’re very tall, but you don’t look all that strong to me,” said the oldest boy, who was the handsomest of the three, though his eyes were too close together for Caesar’s taste. However, they stared at him straightly enough, and their expression did not lack courage or intelligence.


  “One day you’ll encounter a tiny little fellow who slaps you flat on your back before you can move a finger,” said Caesar. “Now go home and look after your mother. And do your homework instead of prowling through the Subura getting up to mischief and stealing from people who’ve done you no harm. Homework will benefit you more in the long run.”


  Mark Antony blinked. “How do you know about that?”


  “I know everything,” said Caesar, shutting the door on them. He returned to the rest of the women and sat down again. “The invasion of the Germans,” he said, smiling. “What a frightful tribe of little boys! Does no one supervise them?”


  “No one,” said Aurelia. She heaved a sigh of pure pleasure. “Oh, I did enjoy watching you dispose of them! My hand had been itching to administer a good spanking ever since they arrived.”


  Caesar’s eyes were resting on Mucia Tertia, who looked, he thought, marvelously attractive; marriage to Pompey obviously agreed with her. Mentally he added her name to his list of future conquests—Pompey had more than asked for it! But not yet. Let the abominable Kid Butcher first climb even higher. Caesar had no doubt he could succeed with Mucia Tertia; he had caught her staring at him several times. No, not yet. She needed more time to ripen on Pompey’s vine before he snipped her off. At the moment he had enough on his plate dealing with Metella Little Goat, who was the wife of Gaius Verres. Now ploughing her furrow was one exercise in horticulture he found enormously gratifying!


  His sweet little wife was watching him, so he removed his eyes from Mucia Tertia and focused them on her instead. When he dropped one lid in a wink Cinnilla had to suppress a giggle, and demonstrated that she had inherited one characteristic from her father; she blushed scarlet. A dear lady. Never jealous, though of course she heard the rumors—and probably believed them. After all these years she must surely know her Caesar! But she was too shaped by Aurelia ever to bring up the subject of his philanderings, and naturally he did not. They had nothing to do with her.


  With his mother he was not so circumspect—it had been her idea in the first place to seduce the wives of his peers. Nor was he above asking her advice from time to time, when some woman proved difficult. Women were a mystery he suspected would always remain a mystery, and Aurelia’s opinions were worth hearing. Now that she mixed with her peers from Palatine and Carinae she heard all the gossip and faithfully reported it to him free of embellishments. What he liked of course was to drive his women out of their minds for love of him before dropping them; it rendered them useless to their cuckolded husbands ever after.


  “I suppose all of you gathered to console Julia Antonia,” he said, wondering if his mother would have the gall to offer him sweet watered wine and little cakes.


  “She arrived at my house trailing trinkets and those awful boys,” said Aunt Julia, “and I knew I couldn’t cope with all four of them. So I brought them here.”


  “And you were visiting Aunt Julia?” asked Caesar of Mucia Tertia, his smile devastating.


  She drew a breath, caught it, coughed. “I visit Julia a lot, Gaius Julius. The Quirinal is very close to the Pincian.”


  “Yes, of course.” He gave much the same smile to Aunt Julia, who was by no means impervious to it, but naturally saw it in a different way.


  “I suspect I’ll see a great deal more of Julia Antonia in the future, alas,” said Aunt Julia, sighing. “I wish I had your technique with her sons!”


  “Her visits won’t go on for long, Aunt Julia, and I’ll make it my business to have a little word with the boys, don’t worry. Julia Antonia will be married again in no time.”


  “No one would have her!” said Aurelia, snorting.


  “There are always men peculiarly susceptible to the charms of utterly helpless women,” said Caesar. “Unfortunately she’s a bad picker. So whoever she marries will prove no more satisfactory a husband than did Marcus Antonius the Man of Chalk.””


  “In that, my son, you are definitely right.”


  He turned his attention to his sister Ju—Ju, who had said not one word so far; she had always been the silent member of the family, despite owning a lively disposition. “I used to accuse Lia of being a bad picker,” he said, “but I didn’t give you a chance to show me what sort of picker you were, did I?”


  She gave him back his own smile. “I am very well content with the husband you picked for me, Caesar. However, I’m quite prepared to admit that the young men I used to fancy before I married have all turned out rather disappointing.’’


  “Then you’d better let Atius and me pick your daughter’s husband when the time comes. Atia is going to be very beautiful. And intelligent, which means she won’t appeal to everyone.”


  “Isn’t that a pity?” asked Ju—Ju.


  “That she’s intelligent, or that men don’t appreciate it?”


  “The latter.”


  “I like intelligent women,” said Caesar, “but they’re few and far between. Don’t worry, we’ll find Atia someone who does appreciate her qualities.”


  Aunt Julia rose. “It will be dark soon, Caesar—I know you prefer to be called that, even by your mother. But it still comes hard to me! I must go.”


  “I’ll ask Lucius Decumius’s boys to find you a litter and escort you,” said Caesar.


  “I have a litter,” said Aunt Julia. “Mucia isn’t allowed to go out on foot, so we traveled between the Quirinal and the Subura in extreme comfort—or we would have had we not shared the conveyance with Julia Antonia, who nearly washed us away. We also have some stout fellows to escort us.”


  “And I came by litter too,” said Ju—Ju.


  “Degenerate!” sniffed Aurelia. “You’d all do better to walk.”


  “I’d love to walk,” said Mucia Tertia softly, “but husbands don’t see things the way you do, Aurelia. Gnaeus Pompeius thinks it unseemly for me to walk.”


  Caesar’s ears pricked. Aha! Some faint discontent! She was feeling constricted, too hedged about. But he said nothing, simply waited and chatted to everyone while a servant ran up to the crossroads square to summon the litters.


  “You don’t look well, Aunt Julia” was the last subject he broached, and leaving it until he was handing her into her side of the roomy conveyance Pompey had provided for Mucia Tertia.


  “I’m growing old, Caesar,” she said in a whisper, giving his hand a squeeze. “Fifty-seven. But there’s nothing the matter except that my bones ache when the weather’s cold. I’m beginning to dread winters.”


  “Are you warm enough up there on the outer Quirinal?” he asked sharply. “Your house is exposed to the north wind. Shall I have your cellar fitted with a hypocausis?”


  “Save your money, Caesar. If I need it, I can afford to install a furnace myself,” she said, and shut the curtains.


  “She isn’t well, you know,” he said to his mother as they went back into the apartment.


  Aurelia thought about that, then gave measured judgement. “She’d be well enough, Caesar, if she had more to live for. But husband and son are both dead. She has no one except us and Mucia Tertia. And we are not enough.”


  The reception room was ablaze with the little flames of lamps and the shutters had been closed against the chill wind percolating down the light well. It looked warm and cheery, and there on the floor with Cinnilla was Caesar’s daughter, almost six years old. An exquisite child, fine—boned and graceful, so fair she had a silver look.


  When she saw her father her great blue eyes sparkled; she held out her arms. “Tata, tata!” she cried. “Pick me up!”


  He picked her up, pressed his lips against her pale pink cheek. “And how’s my princess today?”


  And while he listened with every sign of fascination to a litany of small and girlish doings, Aurelia and Cinnilla watched them both. Cinnilla’s thoughts got no further than the fact that she loved them, but Aurelia’s dwelt upon that word, princess. She is exactly that, a princess. Caesar will go far, and one day he will be very rich. The suitors will be unnumbered. But he won’t be as kind to her as my mother and stepfather/uncle were to me. He will give her to the man he needs the most no matter how she feels about it. So I must train her to accept her fate, to go to it gracefully and in good spirits.


  *


  On the twenty-fourth day of December, Marcus Crassus finally celebrated his ovation. Since there had been an undeniable Samnite element in Spartacus’s army, he had won two concessions from the Senate: instead of going afoot he was allowed to ride a horse; and instead of wearing the lesser crown of myrtle he was allowed to wear the triumphator’s crown of laurel. A good crowd turned out to cheer him and his army, marched up from Capua for the occasion, though there were broad winks and many digs in the ribs at sight of the spoils, a poor collection. The whole of Rome knew Marcus Crassus’s besetting sin.


  The numbers who attended Pompey’s triumph on the last day of December were much greater, however. Somehow Pompey had managed to endear himself to the people of Rome, perhaps because of his relative youth, his golden beauty, that fancied resemblance to Alexander the Great, and a certain happy cast to his features. For the love they felt forPompey was not of the same kind as the love they had used to feel for Gaius Marius, who continued (despite all Sulla’s efforts) to remain the favorite person in living memory.


  At about the same time that the curule elections were being held in Rome early in December, Metellus Pius finally crossed the Alps into Italian Gaul with his army, which he proceeded to disband before settling its troops in the wide rich lands to the north of the Padus River. Whether because he had sensed something in Pompey toward the end of their period together in Spain that had caused him to suspect that Pompey would not be content with a return to obscurity, the Piglet had remained obdurately aloof from the troubles in Rome. When written to in appeal by Catulus, Hortensius and the other prestigious Caecilii Metelli, he had refused to discuss matters which, he maintained, his long absence in Spain disqualified him from commenting upon. And when he did reach Rome at the end of January he celebrated a modest triumph with those troops who had accompanied him to Rome for the occasion, and took his seat in a Senate supervised by Pompey and Crassus as if nothing whatsoever was amiss. It was an attitude which spared him much pain, though it also meant he never did receive as much credit for the defeat of Quintus Sertorius as he deserved.


  The lex Pompeia Licinia de tribunicia potestate was tabled in the House early in January under the aegis of Pompey, who held the fasces as senior consul. The popularity of this law, restoring as it did full powers to the tribunate of the plebs, flattened senatorial opposition. All those whom Pompey and Crassus had thought to hear roaring against it in the House contented themselves with a few bleats; the senatus consultum recommending to the Assembly of the People that the law be passed was obtained by a near unanimous vote. Some had quibbled that it should by rights have gone to the Centuriate Assembly for ratification, but Caesar, Hortensius and Cicero all asserted firmly that only a tribal assembly could ratify measures involving the tribes. Within the three stipulated market days, the lex Pompeia Licinia passed into law. Once more the tribunes of the plebs could veto laws and magistrates, bring forward plebiscites having the force of law in their Plebeian Assembly without the senatorial blessing of a senatus consultum, and even prosecute for treason, extortion and other gubernatorial transgressions.


  Caesar was speaking in the House on a regular basis now; since he was always worth listening to—witty, interesting, brief, pungent—he soon gathered a following, and was asked with ever increasing frequency to publish his speeches, considered every bit as good as Cicero’s. Even Cicero had been heard to say that Caesar was the best orator in Rome—after himself, that is.


  Anxious to utilize some of his newly restored powers, the tribune of the plebs Plautius announced in the Senate that he was going to legislate in the Plebeian Assembly to give back their citizenships and rights to those condemned with Lepidus and with Quintus Sertorius. Caesar rose at once to speak in favor of the law, and pleaded with very moving eloquence to extend this measure to include all those proscribed by Sulla. Yet when the Senate refused to grant the extension and endorsed the Plautian law only in respect of those outlawed for following Lepidus and Sertorius, Caesar looked strangely cheerful, not at all put out.


  “The House turned you down, Caesar,” said Marcus Crassus, puzzled, “yet here I find you positively purring!”


  “My dear Crassus, I knew perfectly well they’d never sanction a pardon for Sulla’s proscribed!” said Caesar, smiling. “It would mean too many important men who got fat off the proscriptions must give everything back. No, no! However, it looked very much as if the Catulus rump was going to succeed in blocking pardons for the Lepidans and Sertorians, so I made that measure look modest enough to seem inviting by harping on Sulla’s proscribed. If you want something done and you think it’s going to be opposed, Marcus Crassus, always go much further than what you want. The opposition becomes so incensed by the additions that it quite loses sight of the fact that it originally opposed the lesser measure.”


  Crassus grinned. “You’re a politician to the core, Caesar. I hope some of your opponents don’t study your methods too closely, or you’ll find life harder than it is.”


  “I love politics,” said Caesar simply.


  “You love everything you do, so you jump in boots and all. That’s your secret. Well, that and the size of your mind.”


  “Don’t flatter me, Crassus, my head is quite large enough,” said Caesar, who loved to pun on the fact that “head” meant what resided on a man’s shoulders—and also meant what resided between a man’s legs.


  “Too big, if you ask me,” said Crassus, laughing. “You’d better be a little more discreet in your dealings with other men’s wives, at least for the time being. I hear our new censors are going to examine the sentorial rolls the way a sedulous nursemaid looks for nits.”


  *


  There were censors for the first time since Sulla had cut that office from the list of magistracies; an unlikely, peculiar pair in Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Clodianus and Lucius Gellius Poplicola. Everyone knew they were Pompey’s hirelings, but when Pompey had mooted their names in the House, the more appropriate men who had planned to run for censor—Catulus and Metellus Pius, Vatia Isauricus and Curio—all withdrew, leaving the field clear for Clodianus and Gellius.


  Crassus’s prediction was right. It was normal censorial practice to let all the State contracts first, but after letting the sacred contracts for feeding the Capitoline geese and chickens and other religious matters, Clodianus and Gellius proceeded to the senatorial rolls. Their findings were read out at a special contio they called from the rostra in the lower Forum Romanum, and created a huge stir. No less than sixty-four senators were expelled, most of them for being under suspicion of having taken bribes (or given out bribes) when on jury duty. Many of the jurors at the trial of Statius Albius Oppianicus were expelled, and the successful prosecutor of Oppianicus, his stepson Cluentius, was demoted by being transferred from his rural tribe to urban Esquilina. But more sensational by far were the expulsions of one of last year’s quaestors, Quintus Curius, last year’s senior consul, Publius Cornelius Lentulus Sura, and Gaius Antonius Hybrida, the Monster of Lake Orchomenus.


  It was not impossible for an expelled senator to re-enter the House, but he could not expect to do it through the offices of the censors who had expelled him; he had to stand for election as either a quaestor or a tribune of the plebs. A wearisome business for Lentulus Sura, who had already been consul! And not one he contemplated immediately, for Lentulus Sura was in love, and didn’t care very much about the Senate. Shortly after his expulsion he married the feckless Julia Antonia. Caesar had been right. Julia Antonia was a poor picker of husbands, and Lentulus Sura a worse choice than Marcus Antonius the Man of Chalk.


  The Senate finished with, Clodianus and Gellius went back to contract letting, this time civilian rather than sacred. These mostly concerned the farming of provincial taxes and tithes, though they also covered the erection or restoration of numerous State—owned buildings and public facilities, from the refurbishment of latrines to circus bleachers, bridge making, basilicae. Again there was a huge stir; the censors announced that they were abandoning the system of taxation Sulla had brought in to relieve Asia Province.


  Lucullus and Marcus Cotta had pursued their war against King Mithridates to what seemed a successful conclusion, though the laurels definitely belonged to Lucullus. The year of the Pompey and Crassus consulship saw Mithridates obliged to flee to the court of his son-in-law Tigranes of Armenia (where Tigranes refused to see him), and Lucullus just about in full possession of Pontus as well as Cappadocia and Bithynia; only Tigranes remained to be dealt with. His hands free to bury themselves in some much-needed administrative work, Lucullus promptly began to see to the tangled financial affairs of Asia Province, which he had been governing in tandem with Cilicia for three years. And cracked down on the tax^ ^farming publicani so hard that on two occasions he exercised his right within his province to execute and had several of these men beheaded, as had Marcus Aemilius Scaurus some years earlier.


  The squeals of outrage in Rome were enormous, especially when Lucullus’s reforms made it even more difficult for the tax—farmers to operate at a maximum profit than had Sulla’s. A member of the arch—conservative senatorial rump, Lucullus had never been popular in high business circles, which meant that men like Crassus and Atticus loathed him. Perhaps because alone among the current crop of generals Lucullus bade fair to eclipsing him, Pompey too disliked Lucullus.


  It was therefore no surprise when Pompey’s pair of tame censors announced that Sulla’s system in Asia Province was to be abandoned; things would go back to the way they had been in the old pre-Sullan days.


  But all of this made no difference to Lucullus, who ignored the censorial directives. While ever he was governor of Asia Province, he said, he would continue with Sulla’s system, which was a model and ought to be implemented in every one of Rome’s provinces. The hastily shaped companies which had marshaled men to go out to Asia Province faltered, voices were raised in Forum and Senate, and all the most powerful knights thundered that Lucullus must be dismissed as governor.


  Still Lucullus continued to ignore directives from Rome, and to ignore his precarious position. More important to him by far was the tidying up which always followed in the wake of big wars; by the time he left his two provinces they would be proper.


  Though he was not by nature or inclination attracted to arch—conservative senators like Catulus and Lucullus, Caesar nonetheless had cause to be grateful to Lucullus; he had received a letter from Queen Oradaltis of Bithynia.


  My daughter has come home, Caesar. I’m sure you know that Lucius Licinius Lucullus has had great success in his war against King Mithridates, and that for a year now he has been campaigning in Pontus itself. Among the many fortresses the King maintained, Cabeira had always been thought to be his strongest. But this year it fell to Lucullus, who found all sorts of horrible things—the dungeons were full of political prisoners and potentially dangerous relatives who had been tortured, or used as specimens by the King in his constant experimentations with poison. I will not dwell upon such hideous matters, I am too happy.


  Among the women Lucullus found in residence was Nysa. She had been there for nearly twenty years, and has come home to me a woman of more than sixty. However, Mithridates had treated her well according to his lights—she was held to be no different from the small collection of minor wives and concubines he kept in Cabeira. He also kept some of his sisters there whom he didn’t wish to see marry or have any opportunity to bear children, so my poor girl had plenty of spinsterly company. For that matter, the King has so many wives and concubines that those in Cabeira had also been living like spinsters for years! A colony of old maids.


  When Lucullus opened up their prison he was very kind to all the women he found, and took exquisite care that there should be no masculine offense offered to them. The way Nysa tells it, he behaved as did Alexander the Great toward the mother, wives and other harem members of the third King Darius. I believe Lucullus sent the Pontic women to his ally in Cimmeria, the son of Mithridates called Machares.


  Nysa he freed completely the moment he discovered who she was. But more than that, Caesar. He loaded her down with gold and presents and sent her back to me under an escort of troops sworn to honor her. Can you imagine this aged, never very beautiful woman’s pleasure at journeying through the countryside as free as any bird?


  Oh, and to see her again! I knew nothing until she walked through the front door of my villa in Rheba, glowing like a young girl. She was so happy to see me! My last wish has come true, I have my daughter back.


  She came just in time. My dear old dog, Sulla, died of antiquity a month before her advent, and I despaired. The servants tried desperately to persuade me to get another dog, but you know how it is. You think of all the special wonders and laughable antics that beloved pet has owned, his place in your family life, and it seems such a betrayal to bury him, then hurry some other creature into his basket. I’m not saying it’s wrong to do so, but a little time has to go by before the new pet takes on characteristics special to him, and I very much fear I would have been dead before any new pet became a person in his own right.


  No need for dying now! Nysa wept to find her father gone, of course, but we have settled down here together in such harmony and delight—we both handline fish from the jetty and stroll through the village for our constitutional. Lucullus did invite us to live in the palace at Nicomedia, but we have decided to remain where we are. And we have a dear little pup named Lucullus.


  Please, Caesar, try to find the time to journey to the east again! I would so much like you to meet Nysa, and I miss you dreadfully.


  3


  It was last year’s tribune of the plebs, Marcus Lollius Palicanus, whom the delegates from all the cities of Sicily except Syracuse and Messana approached to prosecute Gaius Verres. But Palicanus referred them to Pompey, and Pompey in turn referred them to Marcus Tullius Cicero as the ideal man for that particular job.


  Verres had gone to Sicily as its governor after his urban praetorship, and—mostly thanks to Spartacus—remained its governor for three years. He had only just returned to Rome when the Sicilian delegation sought out Cicero during January. Both Pompey and Palicanus were personally concerned; Palicanus had gone to the assistance of some of his clients when Verres persecuted them, and Pompey had amassed a considerable number of clients in Sicily during his occupation of it on Sulla’s behalf.


  Quaestor in Lilybaeum under Sextus Peducaeus the year before Verres arrived to govern Sicily in Peducaeus’s place, Cicero had developed an enormous fondness for Sicily too. Not to mention having amassed a nice little retinue of clients. Yet when the Sicilians came to see him, he backed away.


  “I never prosecute,” he explained. “I defend.”


  “But Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus recommended you! He said you were the only man who could win. Please, we beg of you, break your rule and prosecute Gaius Verres! If we do not win, Sicily could well rise up against Rome.”


  “Raped the place, did he?” asked Cicero clinically.


  “Yes, he raped it. But having raped it, Marcus Tullius, he then dismembered it. We have nothing left! All our works of art are gone from every temple, paintings and statues both, and any valuables in the hands of private owners—what can we say about a man who actually had the temerity to enslave a free woman famous for her tapestry work and make her run a factory for his profit? He stole the moneys the Treasury of Rome gave him to purchase grain, then commandeered the grain from the growers without paying for it! He has stolen farms, estates, even inheritances. The list is endless!”


  This catalogue of perfidies startled Cicero greatly, but still he shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I do not prosecute.”


  The spokesman drew a breath. “Then we will go home,” he said. “We had thought that a man so knowledgeable about Sicily’s history that he went to great trouble to rediscover the whereabouts of the tomb of Archimedes would see our plight, and help. But you have lost your affection for Sicily, and clearly you do not value Gnaeus Pompeius as he values you.”


  To be reminded of Pompey and of a famous coup—he had indeed rediscovered the lost tomb of Archimedes outside the city of Syracuse—was too much. Prosecution in Cicero’s opinion was a waste of his talents, for the (highly illegal) fees were always far less than the inducements offered by some sweating ex-governor or publicanus in danger of losing everything. Nor (such was the mentality of men) was it popular to prosecute! The prosecuting advocate was always seen as a nasty piece of work determined to make a ruin out of some hapless individual’s life, whereas the defending advocate who got the hapless individual off was a popular hero. It made not the slightest difference that most of these hapless individuals were cunning, avaricious and guilty to the extreme; any threat to a man’s right to conduct his life as he saw fit was bound to be considered an infringement of his personal entitlements.


  Cicero sighed. “Very well, very well, I will take the case!” he said. “But you must remember that the defending attorneys speak after the prosecuting team, so that the jury has clean forgotten every word the prosecution said by the time it is given the directive to find a verdict. You must also remember that Gaius Verres is very highly connected. His wife is a Caecilia Metella, the man who should have been consul this year is his brother-in-law, he has another brother-in-law who is the present governor of Sicily—you’ll get no help from that quarter, and nor will I!—and every other Caecilius Metellus will be on his side. If I prosecute, then Quintus Hortensius will defend, and other advocates almost as famous will join him as his juniors. I said I will take the case. That does not mean I think I can win.”


  The delegation had hardly left his house before Cicero was regretting his decision; who needed to offend every Caecilius Metellus in Rome when his chances of becoming consul rested on the slender base of personal ability in the law courts? He was as much a New Man as his detested fellow man from Arpinum, Gaius Marius, but he didn’t have a soldiering bone in his body and a New Man’s progress was harder if he could not earn fame on the battlefield.


  Of course he knew why he had accepted; that absurd loyalty he felt he owed to Pompey. The years might be many and the legal accolades multiple, but how could he ever forget the careless kindness of a seventeen-year-old cadet toward the cadet his father despised? As long as he lived Cicero would be grateful to Pompey for helping him through that ghastly, miserable military experience in the ranks of Pompey Strabo’s cadets; for shielding him from Pompey Strabo’s indifferent cruelties and terrifying rages. No other hand had been raised to assist him, yet young Pompey, the general’s son, had raised his hand. He had been warm that winter thanks to Pompey, he had been given clerical duties thanks to Pompey, he had never needed to lift a sword in battle thanks to Pompey. And he could never, never forget it.


  So off to the Carinae he betook himself to see Pompey.


  “I just wanted to tell you,” he said in a voice of doom, “that I have decided to prosecute Gaius Verres.”


  “Oh, splendid!” said Pompey heartily. “A lot of Verres’s victims are—or sometimes were—my clients. You can win, I know you can. And name your favors.”


  “I need no favors from you, Magnus, and you can never be in any doubt that it is I who owe you.”


  Pompey looked startled. “You do? On what account?”


  “You made my year with your father’s army bearable.”


  “Oh, that!” Laughing, Pompey shook Cicero by the arm. “I hardly think that’s worth a lifetime’s gratitude.”


  “To me it is,” said Cicero, tears in his eyes. “We shared a lot during the Italian War.”


  Perhaps Pompey was remembering less palatable things they had shared, like the search for his father’s naked and insulted body, for he shook his head as if to banish the Italian War from his mind, and gave Cicero a beaker of excellent wine. “Well, my friend, you just let me know what I can do to assist you now.”


  “I will,” said Cicero gratefully.


  “All those Little Goat men of the Caecilii Metelli will be against this prosecution, of course,” said Pompey thoughtfully. “So will Catulus, Hortensius, others.”


  “And you’ve just mentioned the main reason why I have to get this case heard early enough in the year. I daren’t run the risk of having the case bound over until next year—Little Goat and Hortensius will be consuls then, everyone seems to be saying.”


  “A pity in a way,” said Pompey. “Next year there may well be knight juries again, and that would go against Verres.”


  “Not if the consuls rig the court behind the scenes, Magnus. Besides, there’s no guarantee our praetor Lucius Cotta will find in favor of knight juries. I was talking to him the other day—he thinks his enquiries into the composition of court juries are going to take months—and he’s not convinced knight juries will be any better than senatorial ones. Knights can’t be prosecuted for taking bribes.”


  “We can change the law,” said Pompey, who, having no respect for the law, thought that whenever it became inconvenient it should be changed—to suit himself, naturally.


  “That could prove difficult.”


  “I don’t see why.”


  “Because,” said Cicero patiently, “to change that law would mean enacting another law in one of the two tribal Assemblies—both dominated by knights.”


  “They’ve indemnified Crassus and me against our action last year,” said Pompey, unable to distinguish the difference between one law and another.


  “That is because you’ve been very nice to them, Magnus. And they want you to go on being very nice to them. A law making them culpable for accepting bribes is quite a separate pot of stew.”


  “Oh, well, perhaps as you say Lucius Cotta won’t find in favor of knight juries. It was just a thought.”


  Cicero rose to go. “Thank you again, Magnus.”


  “Keep me informed.”


  *


  One month later Cicero notified the urban praetor, Lucius Cotta, that he would be prosecuting Gaius Verres in the Extortion Court on behalf of the cities of Sicily, and that he would be asking for the sum of forty-two and a half million sesterces—one thousand seven hundred talents—in damages, as well as for the restoration of all works of art and valuables stolen from Sicily’s temples and citizens.


  Though he had come back from Sicily swaggering, confident that his position as the brother-in-law of Metellus Little Goat would be adequate protection against possible prosecution, when Gaius Verres heard that Cicero—Cicero, who never prosecuted!—had lodged an intention to prosecute, he panicked. Word was sent immediately to his brother-in-law Lucius Metellus the governor of Sicily to bury any evidence Verres himself might have overlooked in his rush to remove his plunder from the island. Significantly, neither Syracuse nor Messana had joined with the other cities to press charges; that was due to the fact that Syracuse and Messana had aided and abetted Verres, and shared in the proceeds of his nefarious activities. But how fortunate that the new governor was his wife’s middle brother!


  The two brothers left in Rome, Quintus called Little Goat (who was certain to be consul next year) and the youngest of the three sons of Metellus Caprarius, Marcus, hastily conferred with Verres to see what could be done to avert the disaster of a trial, and agreed to bring Quintus Hortensius into the case. Certainly Hortensius would lead the defense if the matter came to court, but at this stage what was needed was a ploy aimed at averting a trial, especially one conducted by Cicero.


  In March, Hortensius lodged a complaint with the urban praetor; Cicero, he alleged, was not the proper man to prosecute any case against Gaius Verres. Instead of Cicero, Hortensius nominated Quintus Caecilius Niger, a relative of the Little Goats who had been Verres’s quaestor in Sicily during the middle one of his three years as governor. The only way Cicero’s fitness to prosecute could be determined was to hold a special hearing called a divinatio—guesswork (so named because the judges at this special hearing reached a conclusion without hard evidence being presented—that is, they arrived at a finding by guesswork). Each prospective prosecutor was required to tell the judges why he ought to be the chief prosecutor, and after listening to Caecilius Niger, who spoke poorly, and Cicero, the judges found in favor of Cicero and directed that the case be heard quickly.


  Verres, the two Metellus Little Goats and Hortensius had to think again.


  “You’ll be praetor next year, Marcus,” said the great advocate to the youngest brother, “so we’ll have to make sure the lots fall on you to become president of the Extortion Court. This year’s president, Glabrio, loathes Gaius Verres. And if for no other reason than that he loathes you, Verres, Glabrio won’t allow the slightest breath of scandal to touch his court—yes, what I’m saying is that if the case is heard this year and Glabrio is court president, we won’t be able to bribe the jury. And don’t forget that this year Lucius Cotta will be watching every important jury like a cat a mouse. Because this case will attract a lot of attention, I think Lucius Cotta is going to base much of his opinion about the fitness of all—senator juries on it. As for Pompeius and Crassus—they don’t love us at all!”


  “You mean,” said Gaius Verres, whose brass—colored beauty was looking a little tarnished these days, “that we have to get my case held over until next year, when Marcus will be president of the Extortion Court.”


  “Exactly,” said Hortensius. “Quintus Metellus and I will be the consuls next year—a great help! It won’t be difficult for us to rig the lots to give Marcus the Extortion Court, and it makes no difference whether next year’s juries are senatorial or equestrian—we’ll bribe!”


  “But it’s only April,” said Verres gloomily. “I don’t see how we can stall proceedings until the end of the year.”


  “Oh, we can,” said Hortensius confidently. “In these cases where evidence has to be gathered at a far distance from Rome—and up and down a country as big as Sicily!—it takes any prosecutor six to eight months to prepare his case. I know Cicero hasn’t begun because he’s still here in Rome, and hasn’t sent any agents out to Sicily yet. Naturally he’ll hope to pull in evidence and witnesses fast, and that’s where Lucius Metellus comes in—as the governor of Sicily, he will put every obstacle possible in the path of Cicero or his agents.”


  Hortensius beamed. “I predict that Cicero won’t be ready before October, if then. Of course that’s time enough for a trial. But we won’t let it be! Because we will apply to try another case in Glabrio’s court ahead of yours, Gaius Verres. The victim will have to be someone who has left a trail of hard evidence behind him that we can gather very quickly. Some poor wretch who extorted in a minor way, not an important fish like the governor of a province. We should choose the prefect of an administrative district in—say, Greece. I have a victim in mind—we will have enough evidence to satisfy the urban praetor that we have a case by the end of Quinctilis. Cicero can’t possibly be ready by then. But we will be!”


  “Which victim are you thinking of?’’ asked Metellus Little Goat, looking relieved; naturally he and his brothers had shared in Gaius Verres’s profits, but that didn’t mean he was willing to suffer a brother-in-law exiled and disgraced for extortion.


  “I’m thinking of that Quintus Curtius who was Varro Lucullus’s legate, and was prefect of Achaea while Varro Lucullus was governor of Macedonia. If Varro Lucullus hadn’t been so busy in Thrace conquering the Bessi and taking boat rides down the Danubius all the way to the sea, he would have ensured that Curtius was prosecuted himself. But by the time he came home and found out about Curtius’s little peculations he deemed it too late and too minor to bother about, so he never instituted proceedings. But the evidence is there for the gathering, and Varro Lucullus would be delighted to help land our little fish. I’ll lodge an application with the urban praetor to have the case against Quintus Curtius heard this year in the Extortion Court,” said Hortensius.


  “Which means,” said Verres eagerly, “that Lucius Cotta will direct Glabrio to hear whichever of the two cases is ready first, and as you say, it will be Curtius. Then once you’re in court you’ll drag the proceedings out until the end of the year! Cicero and my trial will have to wait. Brilliant, Quintus Hortensius, absolutely brilliant!”


  “Yes, I think it’s pretty cunning,” said Hortensius smugly.


  “Cicero will be furious,” said Metellus Little Goat.


  “I’d adore to see that!” said Hortensius.


  But they didn’t see Cicero worked into a fury after all. The moment he heard that Hortensius had applied to try an ex-prefect of Achaea in the Extortion Court, he understood exactly what Hortensius was aiming at. Dismay smote him, followed by despair.


  His beloved cousin Lucius Cicero was visiting from Arpinum, and saw the instant that Cicero entered his study how disturbed he was. “What’s wrong?” asked Lucius Cicero.


  “Hortensius! He’s going to have another case ready to be heard in the Extortion Court before I can assemble my evidence to try Gaius Verres.” Cicero sat down, the picture of depression. “We’ll be held over until next year—and I’d be willing to bet my entire fortune that the Metelli Little Goats have already cooked it up with Hortensius to make sure Marcus Little Goat is the praetor in charge of next year’s Extortion Court.”


  “And Gaius Verres will be acquitted,” said Lucius Cicero.


  “Bound to be! Can’t not be!”


  “Then you’ll have to be ready first,” said Lucius Cicero.


  “What, before the end of Quinctilis? That’s the date our friend Hortensius has asked the urban praetor to put aside. I can’t be ready by then! Sicily is huge, the present governor is Verres’s brother-in-law and will impede me wherever I go—I can’t, can’t, can’t do it, I tell you!”


  “Of course you can,” said Lucius Cicero, standing up and looking brisk. “Dear Marcus Tullius, when you sink your teeth into a case no one is smoother or better organized. You’re so orderly and logical, you have such method! And you know Sicily very well, you have friends there—including many who suffered at the hands of the frightful Gaius Verres. Yes, the governor will try to slow you down, but all those people Verres injured will be trying even harder to speed you up! It is the end of April now. Get your work in Rome finished within two market intervals. While you do that I will arrange for a ship to take us to Sicily, and to Sicily the pair of us will go by the middle of May. Come on, Marcus, you can do it!”


  “Would you really come with me, Lucius?” asked Cicero, face lightening. “You’re almost as well organized as I am, you’d be the most tremendous help to me.” His natural enthusiasm was returning; suddenly the task didn’t seem quite so formidable. “I’ll have to see my clients. I don’t have enough money to hire fast ships and gallop all over Sicily in two—wheeled gigs harnessed to racing mules.” He slapped one hand on his desk. “By Jupiter, Lucius, I’d love to do it! If only to see the look on Hortensius’s face!”


  “Then do it we will!” cried Lucius, grinning. “Fifty days from Rome to Rome, that’s all the time we’ll be able to spare. Ten days to travel, forty days to gather evidence.”


  And while Lucius Cicero went off to the Porticus Aemilia in the Port of Rome to talk to shipping agents, Cicero went round to the house on the Quirinal where his clients were staying.


  He knew the senior of them well-Hiero of Lilybaeum, who had been ethnarch of that important western Sicilian port city when Cicero had been quaestor there.


  “My cousin Lucius and I are going to have to gather all our Sicilian evidence within fifty days,” Cicero explained, “if I am to beat Hortensius’s case into court. We can do it—but only if you’re willing to bear the expense.” He flushed. “I am not a rich man, Hiero, I can’t afford speedy transport. There may be some people I have to pay for information or items I need, and there will certainly be witnesses I’ll have to bring to Rome.”


  Hiero had always liked and admired Cicero, whose time in Lilybaeum had been a joy for every Sicilian Greek doing business with Rome’s quaestor, for Cicero was quick, brilliant, innovative when it came to account books and fiscal problems, and a splendid administrator. He had also been liked and admired because he was such a rarity: an honest man.


  “We are happy to advance you whatever you need, Marcus Tullius,” said Hiero, “but I think now is a good time to discuss the matter of your fee. We have little to give except cash moneys, and I understand Roman advocates are averse to accepting cash moneys—too easy for the censors to trace. Art works and the like are the customary donatives, I know. But we have nothing left worthy of you.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that!” said Cicero cheerfully. “I know exactly what I want as a fee. I intend to run for plebeian aedile for next year. My games will be adequate, but I cannot compete with the really rich men who are usually aediles. Whereas I can win a great deal of popularity if I distribute cheap grain. Pay me in grain, Hiero—it is the one thing made of gold that springs out of the ground each and every year as a fresh crop. I will buy it from you out of my aedilieian fines, but they won’t run to more than two sesterces the modius. If you guarantee to sell me grain for that price to the amount I require, I will ask no other fee of you. Provided, that is, I win your case.”


  “Done!” said Hiero instantly, and turned his attention to making out a draft on his bank for ten talents in Cicero’s name.


  *


  Marcus and Lucius Cicero were away exactly fifty days, during which time they worked indefatigably gathering their evidence and witnesses. And though the governor, various pirates, the magistrates of Syracuse and Messana (and a few Roman tax—farmers) tried to slow their progress down, there were far more people—some of great influence—interested in speeding them up. While the quaestorian records in Syracuse were either missing or inadequate, the quaestorian records in Lilybaeum yielded mines of evidence. Witnesses came forward, so did accountants and merchants, not to mention grain farmers. Fortune favored Cicero too; when it came time to go home and only four days of the fifty were left, the weather held so perfectly that he, Lucius and all the witnesses and records were able to make the voyage to Ostia in a sleek, light, open boat. They arrived in Rome on the last day of June, with a month left in which to get the case organized.


  In the course of that month Cicero stood as a candidate for plebeian aedile as well as working on the lawsuit. How he fitted everything in was afterward a mystery to him; but the truth was that Cicero never functioned better than when his desk was so loaded with work that he could hardly see over the top of it. Decisions flickered like shafts of lightning, everything fell into place, the silver tongue and the golden voice produced wit and wisdom spontaneously, the fine-looking head, so massive and bulbous, struck everyone who saw it as noble, and the striking person who sometimes cowered inside Cicero’s darkest corner was on full display. During the course of that month he even devised a completely new technique for conducting a trial, a technique which would do what so far Roman legal procedures had never managed to do—get an overwhelming mass of hard and damning evidence in front of a jury so quickly and effectively that it left the defense with no defense.


  His reappearance from Sicily after what seemed an absence of scant days had Hortensius gasping, especially as gathering a case against the hapless Quintus Curtius had not proven as easy as Hortensius had surmised—even with the willing assistance of Varro Lucullus, Atticus and the city of Athens. However, a moment’s cool reflection served to convince Hortensius that Cicero was bluffing. He couldn’t possibly be ready to go before September at the earliest!


  Nor had Cicero found everything in Rome to his satisfaction upon his return. Metellus Little Goat and his youngest brother had put in some excellent work on Cicero’s Sicilian clients, who were now certain that Cicero had lost interest in the case—he had accepted an enormous bribe from Gaius Verres, whispered the Metelli Little Goats through carefully chosen agents. It took Cicero several interviews with Hiero and his colleagues to learn why they were all atwitter. Once he did find out, to allay their fears was not difficult.


  Quinctilis brought the three sets of elections, with the curule Centuriate Assembly ones held first. As far as Cicero’s case was concerned, the results were dismal; Hortensius and Metellus Little Goat were next year’s consuls and Marcus Little Goat was successfully returned as one of the praetors. Then came the elections in the Assembly of the People; the fact that Caesar was elected a quaestor at the top of the poll hardly impinged upon Cicero’s consciousness. After which the twenty-seventh day of Quinctilis rolled round, and Cicero found himself elected plebeian aedile together with a Marcus Caesonius (no relation to the Julii with the cognomen of Caesar); they thought they would deal well together, and Cicero was profoundly glad that his colleague was a very wealthy man.


  Thanks to the present consuls, Pompey and Crassus, so many things were going on in Rome that summer that elections were of no moment; instead of deliberately puffing them up into the position of prime importance, the electoral officers and the Senate wanted everything to do with elections over and done with. Therefore on the day following the Plebeian Assembly elections—the last of the three—the lots were cast to see what everyone was going to do next year. No surprise whatsoever then that the lots magically bestowed the Extortion Court on Marcus Little Goat! Everything was now set up to exonerate Gaius Verres early in the New Year.


  On the last day of Quinctilis, Cicero struck. As no comitia meetings had been scheduled, the urban praetor’s tribunal was open and Lucius Aurelius Cotta in personal attendance. Forth marched Cicero with his clients in tow, announced that he had completely prepared his case against Gaius Verres, and demanded that Lucius Cotta and the president of the Extortion Court, Manius Acilius Glabrio, should schedule a day to begin the trial as soon as they saw fit. Preferably very quickly.


  The entire Senate had watched the duel between Cicero and Hortensius with bated breath. The Caecilius Metellus faction was in a minority, and neither Lucius Cotta nor Glabrio belonged to it; in fact, most of the Conscript Fathers were dying to see Cicero beat the system set up by Hortensius and the Metelli Little Goats to get Verres off. Lucius Cotta and Glabrio were therefore delighted to oblige Cicero with the earliest possible hearing.


  The first two days of Sextilis were feriae—which did not preclude the hearing of criminal trials—but the third day was more difficult—on it was held the procession of the Crucified Dogs. When the Gauls had invaded Rome and attempted to establish a bridgehead on the Capitol four hundred years earlier, the watchdogs hadn’t barked; what woke the consul Marcus Manlius and enabled him to foil the attempt was the cackling of the sacred geese. Ever since that night, on the anniversary day a solemn cavalcade wound its way around the Circus Maximus. Nine dogs were crucified on nine crosses made of elder wood, and one goose was garlanded and carried on a purple litter to commemorate the treachery of the dogs and the heroism of the geese. Not a good day for a criminal trial, dogs being chthonic animals.


  So the case against Gaius Verres was scheduled to begin on the fifth day of Sextilis, in the midst of a Rome stunned by summer and stuffed with visitors agog to see all the special treats Pompey and Crassus had laid on. Stiff competition, but no one made the mistake of thinking that the trial of Gaius Verres would attract no onlookers, even if it continued through Crassus’s public feast and Pompey’s victory games.


  Under Sulla’s laws governing his new standing courts the general trial procedure originated by Gaius Servilius Glaucia was preserved, though considerably refined—refined to the detriment of speed. It occurred in two sections, the actio prima and the actio secunda, with a break in between the two actiones of several days, though the court president was at liberty to make the break much longer if he so desired.


  The actio prima consisted of a long speech from the chief prosecutor followed by an equally long speech from the chief of the defense, then more long speeches alternating between the prosecution and the defense until all the junior advocates were used up. After that came the prosecution’s witnesses, each one being cross—examined by the defense and perhaps re-examined by the prosecution. If one side or the other filibustered, the hearing of witnesses could become very protracted. Then came the witnesses for the defense, with the prosecution cross—examining each one, and perhaps the defense re-examining. After that came a long debate between the chief prosecutor and the chief defender; these long debates could also occur between each witness if either side desired. The actio prima finally ended with the last speech delivered by the chief defense counsel.


  The actio secunda was more or less a repetition of the actio prima, though witnesses were not always called. Here there occurred the greatest and most impassioned orations, for after the concluding speeches of prosecution and defense the jury was required to give its verdict. No time for discussion of this verdict was allowed to the jury, which meant that the verdict was handed down while the jurors still had the words of the chief defense counsel ringing in their ears. This was the principal reason why Cicero loved to defend, hated to prosecute.


  But Cicero knew how to win the case against Gaius Verres: all he needed was a court president willing to accommodate him.


  “Praetor Manius Acilius Glabrio, president of this court, I wish to conduct my case along different lines than are the custom. What I propose is not illegal. It is novel, that is all. My reasons lie in the extraordinary number of witnesses I will call, and in the equally extraordinary number of different offenses with which I am going to charge the defendant Gaius Verres,” said Cicero. “Is the president of the court willing to listen to an outline of what I propose?’’


  Hortensius rushed forward. “What’s this, what’s this?” he demanded. “I ask again, what is this? The case against Gaius Verres must be conducted on the usual lines! I insist!”


  “I will listen to what Marcus Tullius Cicero proposes,” said Glabrio, and added gently, “without interruptions.”


  “I wish to dispense with the long speeches,” said Cicero, “and concentrate upon one offense at a time. The crimes of Gaius Verres are so many and so varied that it is vital the members of the jury keep each crime straight in their heads. By dealing with one crime at a time, I wish to assist the court in keeping everything straight, that is all. So what I propose to do is briefly to outline one particular crime, then present each of my witnesses plus my evidence to do with that crime. As you see, I intend to work alone—I have absolutely no assistant advocates. The actio prima in the case of Gaius Verres should not contain any long speeches by either the prosecution or the defense. It is a waste of the court’s time, especially in light of the fact that there is at least one more case for this court to hear before this year is ended—that of Quintus Curtius. So I say, let the actio secunda contain all the magnificent speeches! It is only after all the magnificent speeches of the actio secunda have been given that the jury hands down its verdict, so I do not see how my colleague Quintus Hortensius can object to my asking for an actio prima procedure which will enable the jury to listen to our impassioned oratory during the actio secunda as if it had never heard any of what we said before! Because it won’t have heard any of it! Oh, the freshness! The anticipation! The pleasure!”


  Hortensius was now looking a little uncertain; there was sound sense in what Cicero was saying. After all, Cicero hadn’t asked for anything which might detract from the defense’s entitlement to the last word, and Hortensius found himself very much liking the idea of being able to deliver his absolute best as a shock of juridical surprise at the end of the actio secunda. Yes, Cicero was right! Get the boring stuff over as quickly as possible in the actio prima, and save the Alexandrian lighthouse stuff for the grand finale.


  Thus when Glabrio looked at him enquiringly, Hortensius was able to say smoothly, “Pray ask Marcus Tullius to enlarge further.”


  “Enlarge further, Marcus Tullius,” said Glabrio.


  “There is little more to say, Manius Acilius. Only that the defending advocates be allowed not one drip more of time to speak than I spend speaking—during the actio prima only, of course! I am willing to concede the defense as much time as they wish during the actio secunda. Since I see a formidable array of defending advocates, whereas I alone staff the prosecution, that will give the defense as much of an advantage as I think they ought to have. I ask only this: that the actio prima be conducted as I have outlined it.”


  “The idea has considerable merit, Marcus Tullius,” said Glabrio. “Quintus Hortensius, how do you say?”


  “Let it be as Marcus Tullius has outlined,” said Hortensius.


  Only Gaius Verres looked worried. “Oh, I wish I knew what he was up to!” he whispered to Metellus Little Goat. “Hortensius ought not to have agreed!”


  “By the time the actio secunda comes around, Gaius Verres, I can assure you that the jury will have forgotten everything the witnesses said,” his brother-in-law whispered back.


  “Then why is Cicero insisting on these changes?”


  “Because he knows he’s going to lose, and he wants to make some sort of splash. How else than by innovation? Caesar used the same tack when he prosecuted the elder Dolabella—insisted on innovations. He got a great deal of praise, but he lost the case. Just as Cicero will. Don’t worry! Hortensius will win!”


  *


  The only remarks of a general nature Cicero made before he plunged into an outline of the first category of Gaius Verres’s crimes were to do with the jury.


  “Remember that the Senate has commissioned our urban praetor, Lucius Aurelius Cotta, to enquire into the composition of juries—and has agreed to recommend his findings to the Assembly of the People to be ratified into law. Between the days of Gaius Gracchus and our Dictator, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, the Senate completely lost control of a hitherto uncontested right—to staff the juries of Rome’s criminal courts. That privilege Gaius Gracchus handed to the knights—and we all know the result of that ! Sulla handed the new standing courts back to the Senate. But as the sixty-four men our censors have expelled have shown, we senators have not honored the trust Sulla reposed in us. Gaius Verres is not the only person on trial here today. The Senate of Rome is also on trial! And if this senatorial jury fails to conduct itself in an honorable and honest way, then who can blame Lucius Cotta if he recommends that jury duty be taken off us Conscript Fathers? Members of this jury, I beseech you not to forget for one moment that you carry an enormous responsibility on your shoulders—and the fate!—and the reputation!—of the Senate of Rome.”


  And after that, having neatly confined the defense to the same time span as he used himself, Cicero plunged into hearing his witnesses and presenting his inanimate evidence. One by one they testified: grain thefts to the amount of three hundred thousand modii in just one year from just one small district, let alone the amounts looted from other districts; thefts of property which reduced the farmers of just one district from two hundred and fifty to eighty in three years, let alone the thefts of property from many other districts; embezzlement of the Treasury’s moneys intended for the purchase of grain; usury at twenty-four and more percent; the destruction or alteration of tithe records; the looting of statues and paintings from temples; the dinner guest who in front of his host prised the jewels out of ornamented cups; the dinner guest who on his way out scooped up all the gold and silver plate and popped it in bags the easier to carry it away; the building of a ship free of charge in which to carry back some of his loot to Rome; the condoning of pirate bases and cuts of pirate profits; the overturning of wills; and on, and on, and on.


  Cicero had records, documents, wax tablets with the changed figures still visible—and witnesses galore, witnesses who could not be intimidated or discredited during cross—examination. Nor had Cicero produced witnesses to grain thefts within just one district, but within many districts, and the catalogue of works by Praxiteles, Phidias, Polyclitus, Myron, Strongylion and every other famous sculptor which Verres had looted was supported by bills of “sale” that saw the owner of a Praxiteles Cupid obliged virtually to give it away to Verres. The evidence was massive and absolutely damning. It came like a flood, one category of theft or misuse of authority or exploitation after another for nine full days; the actio prima concluded on the fourteenth day of Sextilis.


  Hortensius was shaking when he left the court, but when Verres tried to speak to him he shook his head angrily. “At your place!” he snapped. “And bring your brothers-in-law!”


  The house of Gaius Verres lay in the best part of the Palatine; though it was actually one of the biggest properties on that hill, the amount of art crammed into it made it look as small and overcrowded as the yard of a sculptural mason in the Velabrum. Where no statues could stand or paintings hang there were cupboards in which resided vast collections of gold and silver plate, or jewelry, or folded lengths of gloriously worked embroidery and tapestry. Citrus—wood tables of rarest grain supported on pedestals of ivory and gold jostled against gilded chairs or collided with fabulous couches. Outside in the peristyle garden were jammed the bigger statues, mostly bronzes, though gold and silver glittered there too. A clutter representing fifteen years of plundering and many fortunes.


  The four men gathered in Verres’s study, no less a jumble, and perched wherever the precious objects allowed them.


  “You’ll have to go into voluntary exile,” said Hortensius.


  Verres gaped. “You’re joking! There’s the actio secunda still to come! Your speeches will get me off!”


  “You fool!” roared Hortensius. “Don’t you understand? I was tricked, bamboozled, hoodwinked, gulled—any word you like to describe the fact that Cicero has ruined any chance I ever had to win this wretched case! A year could go by between actio prima and actio secunda, Gaius Verres, I and my assistants could deliver the world’s best oratory for a month, Gaius Verres—and still the jury would not have forgotten that utter landslide of evidence! I tell you straight, Gaius Verres, that if I had known a tithe of your crimes before I started, I would never have agreed to defend you! You make Mummius or Paullus look like a tyro! And what have you done with so much money? Where is it, for Juno’s sake? How could any man have spent it when that man pays a pittance for a Praxiteles Cupid and mostly doesn’t pay at all? I’ve defended a lot of unmitigated villains in my time, but you win all the prizes! Go into voluntary exile, Gaius Verres!”


  Verres and the Metelli Little Goats had listened to this tirade with jaws dropped.


  Hortensius rose to his feet. “Take what you can with you into exile, but if you want my advice, leave the art works you looted from Sicily behind. You’ll never be able to carry more than you stole from Hera of Samos anyway. Concentrate on paintings and small stuff. And ship your money out of Rome at dawn tomorrow—don’t leave it a moment longer.” He walked to the door, threading his way through the precious artifacts. “I will take my ivory sphinx by Phidias, however. Where is it?”


  “Your what?” gasped Verres. “I don’t owe you anything—you didn’t get me off!”


  “You owe me one ivory sphinx by Phidias,” said Hortensius, “and you ought to be thanking your good luck I didn’t make it more. If nothing else is worth it to you, the advice I’ve just given you most definitely is. My ivory sphinx, Verres. Now!’’


  It was small enough for Hortensius to tuck under his left arm, hidden by folds of toga; an exquisite piece of work that was perfect down to the last detail in a feathered wing and the minute tufts of fur protruding between the clawed toes.


  “He’s cool,” said Marcus Little Goat after Hortensius went.


  “Ingrate!” snarled Verres.


  But the consul—elect Metellus Little Goat frowned. “He’s right, Gaius. You’ll have to leave Rome by tomorrow night at the latest. Cicero will have the court seal this place as soon as he hears you’re moving things out—why on earth did you have to keep it all here?”


  “It isn’t all here, Quintus. These are just the pieces I can’t bear not to see every day. The bulk of it is stored on my place at Cortona.”


  “Do you mean there’s more! Ye gods, Gaius, I’ve known you for years, but you never cease to surprise me! No wonder our poor sister complains you ignore her! So this is only the stuff you can’t bear not to see every day? And I’ve always thought you kept this place looking like a curio shop in the Porticus Margaritaria because you didn’t even trust your slaves!’’


  Verres sneered. “Your sister complains, does she? And what right does she have to complain, when Caesar’s been keeping her cunnus well lubricated for months? Does she think I’m a fool? Or so blind I can’t see beyond a Myron bronze?” He got up. “I ought to have told Hortensius where most of my money went—your face would have been mighty red, wouldn’t it? The three Little Goats are expensive in—laws, but you most of all, Quintus! The art I’ve managed to hang on to, but who gobbled up the proceeds from sales of grain, eh? Well, now’s the end of it! I’ll take my sphinx—stealing advocate’s advice and go into voluntary exile, where with any luck what I manage to take with me will stay mine! No more money for the Little Goats, including Metella Capraria! Let Caesar keep her in the style to which she’s accustomed—and I wish you luck prising money out of that man! Don’t expect to see your sister’s dowry returned. I’m divorcing her today on grounds of her adultery with Caesar.”


  The result of this speech was the outraged exit of both his brothers-in-law; for a moment after they had gone Verres stood behind his desk, one finger absently caressing the smooth painted planes of a marble cheek belonging to a Polyclitus Hera. Then, shrugging, he shouted for his slaves. Oh, how could he bear to part with one single item contained in this house? Only the salvation of his skin and the knowledge that keeping some was better than losing all enabled him to walk with his steward from one precious object to the next. Go, stay, go, go, stay …


  “When you’ve hired the wagons—and if you blab about it to anyone, I’ll crucify you!—have them brought round to the back lane at midnight tomorrow. And everything had better be properly crated, hear me?”


  *


  As Hortensius had predicted, Cicero had Glabrio seal the abandoned house of Gaius Verres on the morning after his secret departure, and sent to his bank to stop the transfer of funds. Too late, of course; money was the most portable of all treasures, requiring nothing more than a piece of paper to be presented at the other end of a man’s journey.


  “Glabrio is empaneling a committee to fix damages, but I’m afraid they won’t be huge,” said Cicero to Hiero of Lilybaeum. “He’s cleaned his money out of Rome. However, it looks as if most of what he stole from Sicily’s temples has been left behind—not so with all the jewels and plate he stole from individual owners, alas, though even that he couldn’t entirely spirit away, there was so much of it. The slaves he left behind—a poor lot, but their hatred of him has proven useful—say that what is in his house here in Rome is minute compared to what he has hidden away on his estate near Cortona. I imagine that’s where the brothers Metelli have gone, but I borrowed a tactic from my friend Caesar, who travels faster than anyone else I know. The court’s expedition will reach Cortona first, I predict. So we may find more belonging to Sicily there.”


  “Where has Gaius Verres gone?” asked Hiero, curious.


  “It seems he’s heading for Massilia. A popular place for the art lovers among our exiles,” said Cicero.


  “Well, we are delighted to have our national heritage back,” said Hiero, beaming. “Thank you, Marcus Tullius, thank you!”


  “I believe it will be I who ends in thanking you—that is,” said Cicero delicately, “if you are pleased enough with my conduct of the case to honor our agreement about the grain next year? The Plebeian Games will not be held until November, so your price need not come from this year’s harvest.”


  “We are happy to pay you, Marcus Tullius, and I promise you that your distribution of grain to the people of Rome will be magnificent.”


  “And so,” said Cicero later to his friend Titus Pomponius Atticus, “this rare venture into the realm of prosecution has turned out to be a bonus I badly needed. I’ll buy my grain at two sesterces the modius, and sell it for three sesterces. The extra sestertius will more than pay for transportation.”


  “Sell it for four sesterces the modius,” said Atticus, “and pop a bit of money into your own purse. It needs fattening.”


  But Cicero was shocked. “I couldn’t do that, Atticus! The censors could say I had enriched myself by illegally taking fees for my services as an advocate.”


  Atticus sighed. “Cicero, Cicero! You will never be rich, and it will be entirely your own fault. Though I suppose it’s true that you can take the man out of Arpinum, but you can never take Arpinum out of the man. You think like a country squire!”


  “I think like an honest man,” said Cicero, “and I’m very proud of that fact.”


  “Thereby implying that I am not an honest man?”


  “No, no!” cried Cicero irritably. “You’re a businessman of exalted rank and Roman station—what rules apply to you are not the rules apply to me. I’m not a Caecilius, but you are!”


  Atticus changed the subject. “Are you going to write the case against Verres up for publication?” he asked.


  “I had thought of doing so, yes.”


  “Including the great speeches of an actio secunda that never happened? Did you compose anything ahead of time?”


  “Oh yes, I always have rough notes of my speeches months before their delivery dates. Though I shall modify the actio secunda speeches to incorporate a lot of the things I discussed during the actio prima. Titivated up, naturally.”


  “Naturally,” said Atticus gravely.—


  “Why do you ask?”


  “I’m thinking of establishing a hobby for myself, Cicero. Business is boring, and the men I deal with even more boring than the business I do. So I’m opening a little shop with a big workshop out back—on the Argiletum. Sosius will have some competition, because I intend to become a publisher. And if you don’t object, I would like the exclusive right to publish all your future work. In return to you of a payment of one tenth of what I make on every copy of your works I sell.”


  Cicero giggled. “How delicious! Done, Atticus, done!”


  4


  It was in April, shortly after the newly elected censors had confirmed Mamercus as Princeps Senatus, that Pompey announced he would celebrate votive victory games commencing in Sextilis and ending just before the ludi Romani were due to begin on the fourth day of September. His satisfaction in making this announcement was apparent to all, though not every scrap of it was due to the victory games themselves; Pompey had brought off a marital coup of enormous significance to a man from Picenum. His widowed sister, Pompeia, was to wed none other than the dead Dictator’s nephew, Publius Sulla sive Sextus Perquitienus. Yes, the Pompeii of northern Picenum were rising up in the Roman world! His grandfather and father had had to make do with the Lucilii, whereas he had allied himself with the Mucii, the Licinii, and the Cornelii! Tremendously satisfying!


  But Crassus didn’t care a scrap whom Pompey’s sister chose as her second husband; what upset him was the victory games.


  “I tell you,” Crassus said to Caesar, “he intends to keep the countryfolk spending up big in Rome for over two months, and right through the worst of summer! The shopkeepers are going to put up statues to him all over the city—not to mention old grannies and daddies who love to take in lodgers during summer and earn a few extra sesterces!”


  “It’s good for Rome. And good for money.”


  “Yes, but where am I in all this?” asked Crassus, squeaking.


  “You’ll just have to create a place for yourself.”


  “Tell me how—and when? Apollo’s games last until the Ides of Quinctilis, then there are three sets of elections five days apart—curule, People, Plebs. On the Ides of Quinctilis he intends to hold his wretched parade of the Public Horse. And after the plebeian elections there’s an ocean of time for shopping—but not enough time to go home to the country and come back again!—until his victory games begin in the middle of Sextilis. They last for fifteen days! What conceit! And after they end it’s straight into the Roman games! Ye gods, Caesar, his public entertainments are going to keep the bumpkins in town for closer to three months than two! And has my name been mentioned? No! I don’t exist!”


  Caesar looked tranquil. “I have an idea,” he said.


  “What?’’ demanded Crassus. “Dress me up as Pollux?’’


  “And Pompeius as Castor? I like it! But let’s be serious. Anything you do, my dear Marcus, is going to have to cost more than Pompeius is outlaying for his entertainments. Otherwise whatever you do won’t eclipse him. Are you willing to spend a huge fortune?”


  “I’d be willing to pay almost anything to go out of office looking better than Pompeius!” Crassus snorted. “After all, I am the richest man in Rome—have been for two years now.”


  “Don’t delude yourself,” said Caesar. “You just talk about your wealth, and no one has come up with a bigger figure. But our Pompeius is a typical landed rural nobleman—very closemouthed about what he’s worth. And he’s worth a lot more than you are, Marcus, so much I guarantee. When the Ager Gallicus was officially brought within the boundary of Italy, the price of it soared. He owns—owns, not leases or rents!—several million iugera of the best land in Italy, and not only in Umbria and Picenum. He inherited all that magnificent property the Lucilii used to own on the Gulf of Tarentum, and he came back from Africa in time to pick up some very nice river frontage on the Tiber, the Volturnus, the Liris and the Aternus. You are not the richest man in Rome, Crassus. I assure you that Pompeius is.”


  Crassus was staring. “That’s not possible!”


  “It is, you know. Just because a man doesn’t shout to the world how much he’s worth doesn’t mean he’s poor. You shout about your money to everyone because you started out poor. Pompeius has never been poor in his life—and never will be poor. When he gives his land to his veterans he looks glamorous, but I’d be willing to bet that all he really gives them is tenure of it, not title to it. And that everyone pays him a tithe of what their land produces. Pompeius is a kind of king, Crassus! He didn’t choose to call himself Magnus for no reason. His people regard him as their king. Now that he’s senior consul, he just believes his kingdom has grown.”


  “I’m worth ten thousand talents,” said Crassus gruffly.


  “Two hundred and fifty million sesterces to an accountant,” said Caesar, smiling and shaking his head. “Would you draw ten percent of that in annual profits?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “Then would you be willing to forgo this year’s profits?”


  “You mean spend a thousand talents?”


  “I mean exactly that.”


  The idea hurt; Crassus registered his pain visibly. “Yes—if in so doing I can eclipse Pompeius. Not otherwise.”


  “The day before the Ides of Sextilis—which is four days before Pompeius’s victory games begin—is the feast of Hercules Invictus. As you remember, Sulla dedicated a tenth of his fortune to the god by giving a public feast on five thousand tables.”


  “Who could forget that day? The black dog drank the first victim’s blood. I’d never seen Sulla terrified before. Nor after, for that matter. His Grass Crown fell in the defiled blood.”


  “Forget the horrors, Marcus, for I promise you there will be no black dogs anywhere near when you dedicate a tenth of your fortune to Hercules Invictus! You’ll give a public banquet on ten thousand tables!” said Caesar. “Those who might otherwise have preferred the comfort of a seaside holiday to watching one spectacle after another will all stay in Rome—a free feast is top of everyone’s priorities.”


  “Ten thousand tables? If I heaped every last one of them feet high in licker—fish, oysters, freshwater eels and dug—mullets by the cartload, it would still not cost me more than two hundred talents,” said Crassus, who knew the price of everything. “And besides, a full belly today might make a man think he’ll never be hungry again, but on the morrow that same man will be hungry. Feasts vanish in a day, Caesar. So does the memory of them.”


  “Quite right. However,” Caesar went on dreamily, “those two hundred talents leave eight hundred still to be spent. Let us presume that in Rome between Sextilis and November there will be about three hundred thousand Roman citizens. The normal grain dole provides each citizen with five modii—that is, one medimnus—of wheat per month, at a price of fifty sesterces. A cheap rate, but not as cheap as the actual price of the grain, of course. The Treasury makes at least a little profit, even in the lean years. This year, they tell me, will not be lean. Nor—such is your luck!—was last year a lean one. Because it is out of last year’s crop you will have to buy.”


  “Buy?” asked Crassus, looking lost.


  “Let me finish. Five modii of wheat for three months … Times three hundred thousand people … Is four and a half million modii. If you buy now instead of during summer, I imagine you could pick up four and a half million modii of wheat for five sesterces the modius. That is twenty-two and a half million sesterces—approximately eight hundred talents. And that, my dear Marcus,” Caesar ended triumphantly, “is where the other eight hundred talents will go! Because, Marcus Crassus, you are going to distribute five modii of wheat per month for three months to every Roman citizen free of charge. Not at a reduced price, my dear Marcus. Free!”


  “Spectacular largesse,” said Crassus, face expressionless.


  “I agree, it is. And it has one great advantage over every ploy Pompeius has devised. His entertainments will have finished over two months before your final issue of free grain. If memories are short, then you have to be the last man left on the field. Most of Rome will eat free bread thanks to Marcus Licinius Crassus between the month when the prices soar and the time when the new harvest brings them down again. You’ll be a hero! And they’ll love you forever!”


  “They might stop calling me an arsonist,” grinned Crassus.


  “And there you have the difference between your wealth and Pompeius’s,” said Caesar, grinning too. “Pompeius’s money doesn’t float as cinders on Rome’s air. It really is high time that you smartened up your public image!”


  *


  As Crassus chose to go about purchasing his vast quantity of wheat with stealth and personal anonymity and said not a word about intending to dedicate a tenth of his wealth to Hercules Invictus on the day before the Ides of Sextilis, Pompey proceeded with his own plans in sublime ignorance of the danger that he would find himself eclipsed.


  His intention was to make all of Rome—and Italy—aware that the bad times were over; and what better way to do that than to give the whole country over to feasting and holidaymaking? The consulship of Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus would live in the memory of the people as a time of prosperity and freedom from anxiety—no more wars, no more famines, no more internal strife. And though the element of self spoiled his intentions, they were genuine enough. The ordinary people, who were not important and therefore did not suffer during the proscriptions, spoke these days with wistful longing for the time when Sulla had been the Dictator; but after the consulship of Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus was over, Sulla’s reign would not loom so large in memory.


  At the beginning of Quinctilis Rome began to fill up with country people, most of whom were looking for lodgings until after the middle of September. Nor did as many as usual leave for the seashore, even among the upper classes. Aware that crime and disease would both be on the increase, Pompey devoted some of his splendid organizational talents to diminishing crime and disease by hiring ex-gladiators to police the alleys and byways of the city, by making the College of Lictors keep an eye on the shysters and tricksters who frequented the Forum Romanum and other major marketplaces, by enlarging the swimming holes of the Trigarium, and plastering vacant walls with warning notices about good drinking water, urinating and defaecating anywhere but in the public latrines, clean hands and bad food.


  Unsure how many of these countryfolk understood how amazing it was that Rome’s senior consul had been a knight at the time he was elected (and did not become a senator until he, was inaugurated on New Year’s Day), Pompey had resolved to use the parade of the Public Horse to reinforce this fact. Thus had his tame censors Clodianus and Gellius revived the transvectio, as the parade was called, though it had not been held after the time of Gaius Gracchus. Until the consulship of Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, who wanted to make a public splash with his Public Horse.


  It began at dawn on the Ides of Quinctilis in the Circus Flaminius on the Campus Martius, where the eighteen hundred holders of the Public Horse offered to Mars Invictus—Undefeated Mars—whose temple lay within the Circus. The offering made, the knights mounted their Public Horses and rode in solemn procession, century by century, through the gate in the vegetable markets, along the Velabrum into the Vicus Iugarius, and thence into the lower Forum Romanum. They turned to ride up the Forum to where, on a specially erected tribunal in front of the temple of Castor and Pollux, the censors sat to review them. Each man when he drew close to the tribunal was expected to dismount and lead his Public Horse up to the censors, who minutely inspected it and him. Did it or he not measure up to the ancient equestrian standards, then the censors were at liberty to strip the knight of his Public Horse and expel him from the eighteen original Centuries. It had been known to happen in the past; Cato the Censor had been famous for the stringency of his inspections.


  So novel was the transvectio that most of Rome tried to jam into the Forum Romanum to watch it, though many had to content themselves with seeing the parade pass by between the Circus Flaminius and the Forum. Every vantage point was solid with people—roofs, plinths, porticoes, steps, hills, cliffs, trees. Vendors of food, fans, sunshades and drinks scrambled through the masses in the most precarious way crying their wares, banging people on the head with the corners of their neck—slung open boxes, giving back as much abuse as they collected, each one with a slave in attendance to replenish the box or keep some sticky—fingered member of the crowd from pilfering the goods or the proceeds. Toddlers were held out to piss on those below them, babies howled, children dived this way and that through the masses, gravy dribbled down tunics in a nice contrast to custard cascades, fights broke out, the susceptible fainted or vomited, and everybody ate nonstop. A typical Roman holiday.


  The knights rode in eighteen Centuries, each one preceded by its ancient emblem—wolf, bear, mouse, bird, lion, and so on. Because of the narrowness of some parts of the route they could ride no more than four abreast, which meant that each Century held twenty-five rows, and the whole procession stretched for nearly a mile. Each man was clad in his armor, some suits of incredible antiquity and therefore bizarre appearance; others (like Pompey’s, whose family had nudged into the eighteen original Centuries and did not own ancient armor they would have cared to try to pass off as Etruscan or Latin) magnificent with gold and silver. But nothing rivaled the Public Horses, each a splendid example of horseflesh from the rosea rura, and mostly white or dappled grey. They were bedizened with every medallion and trinket imaginable, with ornate saddles and bridles of dyed leather, fabulous blankets, brilliant colors. Some horses had been trained to pick up their feet in high—stepping prances, others had manes and tails braided with silver and gold.


  It was beautifully staged, and all to show off Pompey. To have examined every man who rode, no matter how rapid the censors were, was manifestly impossible; the parade would have taken thirty summer hours to ride past the tribunal. But Pompey’s Century had been placed as one of the first, so that the censors solemnly went through the ritual of asking each of some three hundred men in turn what his name was, his tribe, his father’s name, and whether he had served in his ten campaigns or for six years, after which his financial standing (previously established) was approved, and he led his horse off to obscurity.


  When the fourth Century’s first row dismounted, Pompey was in its forefront; a hush fell over the Forum specially induced by Pompey’s agents in the crowd. His golden armor flashing in the sun, the purple of his consular degree floating from his shoulders mixed with the scarlet of his general’s degree, he led his big white horse forward trapped in scarlet leather and golden phalerae, his own person liberally bedewed with knight’s brasses and medallions, and the scarlet plumes in his Attic helmet a twinkling mass of dyed egret’s feathers.


  “Name?” asked Clodianus, who was the senior censor.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus!” hollered Pompey.


  “Tribe?”


  “Clustumina!”


  “Father?”


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Strabo, consul!”


  “Have you served in your ten campaigns or for six years?”


  “Yes!” screamed Pompey at the top of his voice. “Two in the Italian War, one defending the city at the Siege of Rome, two with Lucius Cornelius Sulla in Italy, one in Sicily, one in Africa, one in Numidia, one defending Rome from Lepidus and Brutus, six in Spain, and one cleaning up the Spartacani! They are sixteen campaigns, and every one of them beyond cadet status took place under my own generalship!”


  The crowd went berserk, shouting, cheering, applauding, feet drumming, arms flailing; wave after wave of acclamation smote the stunned ears of the censors and the rest of the parade, setting horses plunging and some riders on the cobbles.


  When the noise finally died down—it took some time to do so, because Pompey had walked out into the center of the open space in front of Castor’s, his bridle looped over his arm, and turned in slow circles applauding the crowds—the censors rolled up their screeds and sat regally nodding while the sixteen Centuries behind Pompey’s rode past at a trot.


  “A splendid show!” snarled Crassus, whose Public Horse was the property of his elder boy, Publius, now twenty. He and Caesar had watched from the loggia of Crassus’s house, this having originally belonged to Marcus Livius Drusus, and owning a superb view of the lower Forum. “What a farce!”


  “But brilliantly staged, Crassus, brilliantly staged! You must hand Pompeius top marks for inventiveness and crowd appeal. His games should be even better.”


  “Sixteen campaigns! And all beyond his cadetship he claims he generaled himself! Oh yes, for about a market interval after his daddy died at the Siege of Rome and during which he did nothing except ready his daddy’s army to march back to Picenum—and Sulla generaled him in Italy, so did Metellus Pius—and Catulus was the general against Lepidus and Brutus—and what do you think about that last claim, that he ‘cleaned up the Spartacani’? Ye gods, Caesar, if we interpreted our own careers as loosely as he’s interpreted his, we’re all generals!”


  “Console yourself with the fact that Catulus and Metellus Pius are probably saying much the same thing,” said Caesar, who hurt too. “The man’s a parvenu from an Italian backwater. ’’


  “I hope my ploy with the free grain works!”


  “It will, Marcus Crassus, I promise you it will.”


  *


  Pompey went home to his house on the Carinae exultant, but the mood didn’t last. On the following morning Crassus’s heralds began proclaiming the news that on the feast of Hercules Invictus, Marcus Licinius Crassus the consul would dedicate a tenth of everything he owned to the god, that there would be a public feast laid out on ten thousand tables, and that the bulk of the donation would be used up in giving every Roman citizen in Rome five free modii of wheat during September, October and November.


  “How dared he!” gasped Pompey to Philippus, who had come to compliment him upon his performance at the transvectio—and to see how the Great Man would swallow Crassus’s ploy.


  “It’s very clever,” said Philippus in an apologetic voice, “especially because Romans are so quick at reckoning up how much anything costs. Games are too abstruse, but food is common knowledge. They know the price of everything from a licker—fish to a salt sprat. Even when they can’t afford the salt sprat, they’ll ask its cost in the market. Human curiosity. They’ll all know how much Crassus paid for his wheat too, not to mention how many modii he’s had to buy. We’ll be deafened by clicking abacuses.”


  “What you’re trying to say without actually saying it is that they’ll conclude Crassus has spent more on them than I have!” said Pompey, a red glint in his blue eyes.


  “I am afraid so.”


  “Then I’ll have to set my agents to gossiping about how much games cost.” Pompey glanced at Philippus from under his lids. “How much will Crassus lay out? Any idea?”


  “A thousand talents or thereabouts.”


  “Crassus? A thousand talents?”


  “Easily.”


  “He’s too much the miser!”


  “Not this year, Magnus. Your generosity and showmanship have evidently stung our big ox into goring with both his horns.”


  “What can I do?”


  “Very little except turn on absolutely wondrous games.”


  “You’re holding something back, Philippus.”


  The fat jowls wobbled, the dark eyes flickered. Then he sighed, shrugged. “Oh well, better it comes from me than from one of your enemies. It’s the free grain will win for Crassus.”


  “What do you mean? Because he’s filling empty bellies? There are no empty bellies in Rome this year!”


  “He’ll distribute five modii of free grain to every Roman citizen in Rome during September, October and November. Count up! That’s two one—pound loaves a day for ninety days. And the vast majority of those ninety days will occur long after your entire—gamut of entertainment is over. Everyone will have forgotten you and what you did. Whereas until the end of November, every Roman mouth taking a bite out of a loaf of bread will make an invocation of thanks to Marcus Licinius Crassus. He can’t lose, Magnus!” said Philippus.


  It had been a long time since Pompey had last thrown a tantrum, but the one he threw for the sole edification of Lucius Marcius Philippus was one of his best. The hair came out in hanks, the cheeks and neck were raw with scratches, the body covered in bruises where he had dashed various parts of his anatomy against the floor or the walls. Tears ran like rain, he broke furniture and art into small pieces, his howls threatened to lift the roof. Mucia Tertia, hurrying to see what had happened, took one look and fled again. So did the servants. But Philippus sat in a fascinated appreciation until Varro arrived.


  “Oh, Jupiter!” whispered Varro.


  “Amazing, isn’t it?” asked Philippus. “He’s a lot quieter now. You ought to have seen him a few moments ago. Awesome!”


  “I’ve seen him before,” said Varro, edging around the prone figure on the black—and—white marble tiles to join Philippus on his couch. “It’s the news about Crassus, of course.”


  “It is. When have you seen him like this?”


  “When he couldn’t fit his elephants through the triumphal gate,” said Varro, voice too low for the supine Pompey to hear; he was never sure how much of a Pompey tantrum was contrived, how much an actual travail which really did blot out conversation and action around him. “Also when Carrinas slipped through his siege at Spoletium. He can’t bear to be thwarted.”


  “The ox gored with both horns,” said Philippus pensively.


  “The ox,” said Varro tartly, “has three horns these days, and the third is—so feminine rumor has it!—far the biggest.”


  “Ah! It has a name, then.”


  “Gaius Julius Caesar.”


  Pompey sat up immediately, clothing shredded, scalp and face bleeding. “I heard that!” he said, answering Varro’s unspoken debate about his tantrums. “What about Caesar?”


  “Only that he masterminded Crassus’s campaign to win huge popularity,” said Varro.


  “Who told you?’’ Pompey climbed lithely to his feet and accepted Philippus’s handkerchief.


  “Palicanus.”


  “He’d know, he was one of Caesar’s tame tribunes,” said Philippus, wincing as Pompey blew his nose productively.


  “Caesar’s thick with Crassus, I know,” said Pompey, tones muffled; he emerged from the handkerchief and tossed it to a revolted Philippus. “It was he did all the negotiating last year. And suggested that we restore the tribunate of the plebs.” This was said with an ugly look at Philippus, who had not suggested it.


  “I have enormous respect for Caesar’s ability,” said Varro.


  “So does Crassus—and so do I.” Pompey still looked ugly. “Well, at least I know where Caesar’s loyalties lie!”


  “Caesar’s loyalties lie with Caesar,” said Philippus, “and you should never forget that. But if you’re wise, Magnus, you’ll keep Caesar on a string despite his ties to Crassus. You’ll never not need a Caesar, especially after I’m dead—and that can’t be far off. I’m too fat to see seventy. Lucullus fears Caesar, you know! Now that takes some doing. I can think of only one other man whom Lucullus feared. Sulla. You look at Caesar closely. Sulla!”


  “If you say I ought to keep him on a string, Philippus, then I will,” said Pompey magnanimously. “But it will be a long time before I forget that he spoiled my year as consul!”


  *


  Between the end of Pompey’s victory games (which were a great success, chiefly because Pompey’s tastes in theater and circus were those of a common man) and the beginning of the ludi Romani, the Kalends of September intervened, and on the Kalends of September the Senate always held a meeting. It was always a significant session, and this year’s session followed that tradition; Lucius Aurelius Cotta revealed his findings at it.


  “I have acquitted myself of the commission which you laid upon me early in the year, Conscript Fathers,” Lucius Cotta said from the curule dais, “I hope in a manner you will approve. Before I go into details, I will briefly outline what I intend to ask you to recommend into law.”


  No scrolls or papers resided in his hands, nor did his urban praetor’s clerk seem to have documents. As the day was exceedingly hot (it still being midsummer by the seasons), the House breathed a faint sigh of relief; he was not going to make it a long—drawn meeting. But then, he was not a long—drawn person; of the three Cottae, Lucius was the youngest and the brightest.


  “Candidly, my fellow members of this House,” Lucius Cotta said in his clear, carrying voice, “I was not impressed by the record of either senators or knights in the matter of jury duty. When a jury is composed entirely of senators, it favors those of the senatorial order. And when a jury is composed of knights who own the Public Horse, it favors the equestrian order. Both kinds of jurors are susceptible to bribes, chiefly because, I believe, all a man’s fellow jurors are of his own kind—either senatorial or equestrian.


  “What I propose to do,” he said, “is to divide jury duty up more equitably than ever before. Gaius Gracchus took juries off the Senate and gave them to the eighteen Centuries of the First Class who own a Public Horse and a census of at least four hundred thousand sesterces per annum in income. Now it is incontrovertible that with few exceptions every senator comes from a family within the ranks of the eighteen Centuries at the top end of the First Class. What I am saying is that Gaius Gracchus did not go far enough. Therefore I propose to make every jury a three—way forum by having each jury composed of one—third senators, one—third knights of the Public Horse, and one—third tribuni aerarii—the knights who comprise the bulk of the First Class, and have a census of at least three hundred thousand sesterces per annum in income.”


  A hum began, but not of outrage; the faces turned like flowers toward the sun of Lucius Cotta were astonished, but in a thoughtful way.


  Lucius Cotta grew persuasive. “It seems to me,” he said, “that we of the Senate grew sentimental over the years which elapsed between Gaius Gracchus and the dictatorship of Lucius Cornelius Sulla. We remembered with longing the privilege of jury duty without remembering the reality of jury duty. Three hundred of us to staff every jury, against fifteen hundred knights of the Public Horse. Then Sulla gave us back our beloved jury duty, and even though he enlarged the Senate to cope with this, we soon learned that each and every one of us resident in Rome was perpetually chained to some jury or other. Because, of course, the standing courts have greatly added to jury duty. Trial processes were far less numerous when most trial processes had to be individually enacted by an Assembly. I think Sulla had reasoned out that the smaller size of each jury and the greater size of the Senate itself would overcome the vexations of perpetual jury duty, but he underestimated the problem.


  “I entered upon my enquiry convinced of that one fact only—that the Senate, even in its enlarged condition, is not a body numerous enough to provide juries for every trial. And yet, Conscript Fathers, I was loath to hand the courts back to the knights of the eighteen Public Horse Centuries. To do that, I felt, would have been a betrayal of two things—my own senatorial order, and the truly excellent system of justice which Sulla gave us in his permanent standing courts.”


  Everyone was leaning forward now, rapt: Lucius Cotta was speaking absolute sense!


  “At first, then, I thought of dividing jury duty equally between the Senate and the eighteen senior Centuries, with each jury composed of fifty percent senators and fifty percent knights. However, a few calculations showed me that the onus of duty for senators was still too heavy.”


  Face very serious, eyes shining, both hands out, Lucius Cotta changed his thrust slightly. “If a man is to come to sit in judgement on his fellow man,” he said quietly, “no matter what his rank or status might be, then he should come fresh, eager, interested. That is not possible when a man has to serve on too many juries. He grows jaded, skeptical, disinterested—and more prone to accept bribes. For what other compensation, he might ask himself, can he obtain except a bribe? The State does not pay its jurors. Therefore the State ought not to have the right to suck up huge quantities of any man’s time.”


  There were nods and murmurs of approval; the House liked where Lucius Cotta was going very much.


  “I am aware that many of you were thinking along these lines, that jury duty ought to be given to a larger body of men than the Senate. I am aware, naturally, that for a short time once before the juries were divided between the two orders. But, as I have said already, none of the solutions which had occurred to us until now went far enough. If there are eighteen hundred minus the membership of the Senate in the eighteen senior Centuries, then the knight pool is reasonably wide, and one knight might perhaps sit on one jury in any year.”


  Lucius Cotta paused, well satisfied with what his eyes saw. He went on more briskly. “A man of the First Class, my fellow senators, is just that. A man of the First Class. A prominent citizen of means, with an income of no less than three hundred thousand sesterces per annum. Yet because Rome is now ancient, some things have not changed, or else have continued in the old way but with extra people or functions tacked on. Like the First Class. At the very beginning we had only the eighteen senior Centuries, but because we doggedly kept those eighteen Centuries to only one hundred men in each, we had to expand the First Class by tacking on more Centuries. When we got to seventy—three extra Centuries tacked on, we decided to expand the First Class in a different way—not by keeping on adding more Centuries, but by increasing the number of men in each Century beyond the old one hundred. So we ended up with what I might call a top—light First Class! Just one thousand eight hundred men in the senior eighteen Centuries, and many thousands of men in the seventy—three other Centuries.


  “So why not, I asked myself, offer public duty to these many, many thousands of men of the First Class who are not senior enough in family or name to belong to the eighteen Centuries of the Public Horse? If these more junior men were to form one third of each and every jury empaneled, the burden of duty for one man would be extremely light, yet a great incentive for the vast body of more junior knights we call the tribuni aerarii. Imagine if you will a jury of, say, fifty-one men: seventeen senators, seventeen knights of the Public Horse, and seventeen tribuni aerarii. The seventeen senators have the clout of experience, legal knowledge and long association with jury duty. The seventeen knights of the Public Horse have the clout of distinguished family and great wealth. And the seventeen tribuni aerarii have the clout of freshness, a new and different experience, membership in the First Class of Roman citizens, and at least considerable wealth.”


  Both the hands went out again; Lucius Cotta dropped the right one and extended the left toward the massive bronze doors of the Curia Hostilia. “That is my solution, Conscript Fathers! A tripartite jury of equal numbers of men from all three orders within the First Class. If you award me a senatus consultum, I will draft my measure in properly legal fashion and present it to the Assembly of the People.”


  Pompey held the fasces for the month of September, and sat upon his curule chair at the front of the dais. Beside him was an empty chair—that of Crassus.


  “How says the senior consul—elect?’’ Pompey asked correctly of Quintus Hortensius.


  “The senior consul—elect commends Lucius Cotta for this splendid piece of work,” said Hortensius. “Speaking as a curule magistrate—elect and as an advocate in the courts, I applaud this eminently sensible solution to a vexed problem.”


  “The junior consul—elect?” asked Pompey.


  “I concur with my senior colleague,” said Metellus Little Goat, who had no reason to oppose the measure now that the case of Gaius Verres was in the past and Verres himself vanished.


  And so it went through the ranks of those asked to speak; no one could find fault. There were some who were tempted to find fault, of course, but every time they thought of how much jury duty finding fault was likely to let them in for, they shuddered and ended in saying nothing.


  *


  “It really is splendid,” said Cicero to Caesar as the exodus from the House drew them together. “We’re both men who like to work with honest juries. How cunning Lucius Cotta was! Two segments of the jury would have to be bribed to secure the right verdict—which is more expensive by far than half!—and what one segment accepted, the other two would be inclined to deny. I predict, my dear Caesar, that while jury bribery may not entirely disappear, there will be considerably less of it. The tribuni aerarii will regard it as a matter of honor to behave decently and justify their incorporation. Yes indeed, Lucius Cotta has been very clever!”


  Caesar took great pleasure in reporting this to his uncle over dinner in his own triclinium. Neither Aurelia nor Cinnilla was present; Cinnilla was into her fourth month of pregnancy and suffering an almost constant sickness of the stomach, and Aurelia was caring for little Julia, who was also ailing in a minor way. So the two men were alone, and not ungrateful for it.


  “I admit that the bribery aspect did occur to me,” said Lucius Cotta, smiling, “but I couldn’t very well be blunt in the House when I wanted the measure approved.”


  “True. Nonetheless it has occurred to most, and as far as Cicero and I are concerned, it’s a terrific bonus. On the other hand, Hortensius may well privately deplore it. Bribery aside, the best part about your solution is that it will preserve Sulla’s standing courts, which I believe are the greatest advance in Roman justice since the establishment of trial and jury.”


  “Oh, very nice praise, Caesar!” Lucius Cotta glowed for a moment, then put his wine cup on the table and frowned. “You’re in Marcus Crassus’s confidence, Caesar, so perhaps you can allay my fears. In many ways this has been a halcyon year—no wars on the horizon we’re not winning comfortably, the Treasury under less stress than it has been in a very long time, a proper census being taken of all the Roman citizens in Italy, a good harvest in Italy and the provinces, and something like a nice balance struck between old and new in government. If one leaves aside the unconstitutionality of Magnus’s consulship, truly this year has been a good one. As I walked here through the Subura, I got a feeling that the ordinary Roman people—the sort who rarely get to exercise a vote and find Crassus’s free grain a genuine help in stretching their income—are happier than they have been in at least a generation. I agree that they’re not the ones who suffer when heads roll and the gutters of the Forum run with blood, but the mood that kind of thing engenders infects them too, even though their own heads are not in jeopardy.”


  Pausing for breath, Lucius Cotta took a mouthful of wine.


  “I think I know what you’re going to say, Uncle, but say it anyway,” said Caesar.


  “It’s been a wonderful summer, especially for the lowly. A host of entertainments, food enough to eat to bursting point and take home sackloads to feed every member of the family to bursting point, lion hunts and performing elephants, chariot races galore, every farce and mime known to the Roman stage—and free wheat! Public Horses on parade. Peaceful elections held on time for once. Even a sensational trial wherein the villain got his just deserts and Hortensius a smack in the eye. Cleaned up swimming holes in the Trigarium. Not nearly as much disease as everyone expected, and no outbreak of the summer paralysis. Crimes and confidence tricks quite depressed!” Lucius Cotta smiled. “Whether they deserve it or not, Caesar, most of the credit—and the praise!—is going to the consuls. People’s feelings about them are as romantic as they are fanciful. You and I, of course, know better. Though one cannot deny that they’ve been excellent consuls—legislated only to save their necks, and for the rest, left well enough alone. And yet—and yet—there are rumors growing, Caesar. Rumors that all is not amicable between Pompeius and Crassus. That they’re not speaking to each other. That when one is obliged to be present somewhere, the other will be absent. And I’m concerned, because I believe that the rumors are true—and because I believe that we of the upper class owe the ordinary people one short little perfect year.”


  “Yes, the rumors are true,” said Caesar soberly.


  “Why?”


  “Chiefly because Marcus Crassus stole Pompeius’s thunder and Pompeius cannot bear to be eclipsed. He thought that between the Public Horse farce and his votive games, he’d be everyone’s hero. Then Crassus provided three months of free grain. And demonstrated to Pompeius that he’s not the only man in Rome with an absolutely vast fortune. So Pompeius has retaliated by cutting Crassus out of his life, consular and private. He should, for instance, have notified Crassus that there was a meeting of the Senate today—oh, everyone knows there’s always a meeting on the Kalends of September, but the senior consul calls it, and must notify his juniors.”


  “He notified me,” said Lucius Cotta.


  “He notified everyone except Crassus. And Crassus interpreted that as a direct insult. So he wouldn’t go. I tried to reason with him, but he refused to budge.”


  “Oh, cacat!” cried Lucius Cotta, and flopped back on his couch in disgust. “Between the pair of them, they’ll ruin what would otherwise be a year in a thousand!”


  “No,” said Caesar, “they won’t. I won’t let them. But if I do manage to patch up a peace between them, it won’t last long. So I’ll wait until the end of the year, Uncle, and bring some Cottae into my schemes. At the end of the year we’ll force them to stage some sort of public reconciliation that will bring tears to every eye. That way, it’s exeunt omnes on the last day of the year with everybody singing their lungs out—Plautus would be proud of the production.”


  “You know,” said Lucius Cotta thoughtfully, straightening up, “when you were a boy, Caesar, I had you in my catalogue of men as what Archimedes might have called a prime mover—you know, ‘Give me a place to stand, and I will shift the whole globe!’ That was genuinely how I saw you, and one of the chief reasons why I mourned when you were made flamen Dialis. So when you managed to wriggle out of it, I put you back where I used to have you in my catalogue of men. But it hasn’t turned out the way I thought it would. You move through the most complicated system of gears and cogs! For such a young man, you’re very well known at many levels from the Senate to the Subura. But not as a prime mover. More in the fashion of a lord high chamberlain in an oriental court—content to be the mind behind events, but allowing other men to enjoy the glory.” He shook his head. “I find that so odd in you!”


  Caesar had listened to this with tight mouth and two spots of color burning in his normally ivory cheeks. “You didn’t have me wrongly catalogued, Uncle,” he said. “But I think perhaps my flaminate was the best thing could have happened to me, given that I did manage to wriggle out of it. It taught me to be subtle as well as powerful, it taught me to hide my light when showing it might have snuffed it out, it taught me that time is a more valuable ally than money or mentors, it taught me the patience my mother used to think I would never own—and it taught me that nothing is wasted! I am still learning, Uncle. I hope I never stop! And Lucullus taught me that I could continue to learn by developing ideas and launching them through the agency of other men. I stand back and see what happens. Be at peace, Lucius Cotta. My time to stand forth as the greatest prime mover of them all will come. I will be consul in my year, even. But that will only be my beginning.”


  *


  November was a cruel month, even though its weather was as fair and pleasant as any May when season and calendar coincided. Aunt Julia suddenly began to sicken with some obscure complaint none of the physicians including Lucius Tuccius could diagnose. It was a syndrome of loss—weight, spirit, energy, interest.


  “I think she’s tired, Caesar,” said Aurelia.


  “But not tired of living, surely!” cried Caesar, who couldn’t bear the thought of a world without Aunt Julia.


  “Oh yes,” answered Aurelia. “That most of all.”


  “She has so much to live for!”


  “No. Her husband and her son are dead, so she has nothing to live for. I’ve told you that before.” And, wonder of wonders, the beautiful purple eyes filled with tears. “I half understand. My husband is dead. If you were to die, Caesar, that would be my end. I would have nothing to live for.”


  “It would be a grief, certainly, but not an end, Mater,” he said, unable to believe he meant that much to her. “You have grandchildren, you have two daughters.”


  “That is true. Julia does not, however.” The tears were dashed away. “But a woman’s life is in her men, Caesar, not in the women she has borne or the children they bear. No woman truly esteems her lot, it is thankless and obscure. Men move and control the world, not women. So the intelligent woman lives her life through her men.”


  He sensed a weakening in her, and struck. “Mater, just what did Sulla mean to you?”


  And, weakened, she answered. “He meant excitement and interest. He esteemed me in a way your father never did, though I never longed to be Sulla’s wife. Or his mistress, for that matter. Your father was my true mate. Sulla was my dream. Not because of the greatness in him, but because of the agony. Of friends he had none who were his peers. Just the Greek actor who followed him into retirement, and me, a woman.” The weakness left her, she looked brisk. “But enough of that! You may take me to see Julia.”


  Julia looked and sounded a shadow of her old self, but sparked a little when she saw Caesar, who understood a little better what his mother had told him: the intelligent woman lived through men. Should that be? he wondered. Ought not women have more? But then he envisioned the Forum Romanum and the Curia Hostilia filled half with women, and shuddered. They were for pleasure, private company, service, and usefulness. Too bad if they wanted more!


  “Tell me a Forum story,” said Julia, holding Caesar’s hand.


  Her own hand, he noted, grew more and more to resemble a talon, and his nostrils, so attuned to that exquisite perfume she had always exuded, these days sensed a sourness in it, an underlying odor it could not quite disguise. Not exactly age. The word death occurred to him; he pushed it away and glued a smile to his face.


  “Actually I do have a Forum story to tell you—or rather, a basilica story,” he said lightly.


  “A basilica? Which one?”


  “The first basilica, the Basilica Porcia which Cato the Censor built a hundred years ago. As you know, one end of its ground floor has always been the headquarters of the College of Tribunes of the Plebs. And perhaps because the tribunes of the plebs are once more enjoying their full powers, this year’s lot decided to improve their lot. Right in the middle of their space is a huge column which makes it just about impossible for them to conduct a meeting of more than their ten selves. So Plautius, the head of the college, decided to get rid of the pillar. He called in our most distinguished firm of architects, and asked it if there was any possibility the column could be dispensed with. And after much measuring and calculating, he got his answer: yes, the column could be dispensed with and the building would remain standing comfortably.”


  Julia lay on her couch with her body fitted around Caesar, sitting on its edge; her big grey eyes, sunk these days into bruised-looking orbits, were fixed on his face. She was smiling, genuinely interested. “I cannot imagine where this story is going,” she said, squeezing his hand.


  “Nor could the tribunes of the plebs! The builders brought in their scaffolds and shored the place up securely, the architects probed and tapped, everything was ready to demolish the pillar. When in walked a young man of twenty-three—they tell me he will be twenty-four in December—and announced that he forbade the removal of the pillar!


  ” ‘And who might you be?’ asked Plautius.


  ‘“I am Marcus Porcius Cato, the great—grandson of Cato the Censor, who built this basilica,’ said the young man.


  ” ‘Good for you!’ said Plautius. ‘Now shift yourself out of the way before the pillar comes down on top of you!’


  “But he wouldn’t shift, and nothing they could do or say would make him shift. He set up camp right there beneath the offending obstacle, and harangued them unmercifully while ever there was someone present to harangue. On and on and on, in a voice which, says Plautius—and I agree with him, having heard it for myself—could shear a bronze statue in half.”


  Aurelia now looked as interested as Julia, and snorted. “What rubbish!” she said. “I hope they vetoed him!”


  “They tried. He refused to accept the veto. He was a full member of the Plebs and his great—grandfather built the place, they would disturb it over his dead body. I give him this—he hung on like a dog to a rat! His reasons were endless, but mostly all revolved around the fact that his great—grandfather had built the Basilica Porcia in a certain way, and that certain way was sacred, hallowed, a part of the mos maiorum.’’


  Julia chuckled. “Who won?” she asked.


  “Young Cato did, of course. The tribunes of the plebs just couldn’t stand that voice anymore.”


  “Didn’t they try force? Couldn’t they throw him off the Tarpeian Rock?” asked Aurelia, looking scandalized.


  “I think they would have loved to, but the trouble was that by the time they might have been driven to use force, word had got around, and so many people had gathered every day to watch the struggle that Plautius felt it would do the tribunes of the plebs more harm in the eyes of the populace to use real force than any good removal of the column might have brought them. Oh, they threw him out of the building a dozen times, but he just came back! And it became clear that he would never give up. So Plautius held a meeting and all ten members of the college agreed to suffer the continued presence of the pillar,” said Caesar.


  “What does this Cato look like?’’ asked Julia.


  Caesar wrinkled his brow. “Difficult to describe. He’s as ugly as he is pretty. Perhaps the closest description is to say that he reminds me of a highly bred horse trying to eat an apple through a latticework trellis.”


  “All teeth and nose,” said Julia instantly.


  “Exactly.”


  “I can tell you another story about him,” said Aurelia.


  “Go ahead!” said Caesar, noting Julia’s interest.


  “It happened before young Cato turned twenty. He had always been madly in love with his cousin Aemilia Lepida—Vlamercus’s daughter. She was already engaged to Metellus Scipio when Metellus Scipio went out to Spain to serve with his father, but when he came back some years before his father, he and Aemilia Lepida fell out badly. She broke off the engagement and announced that she was going to marry Cato instead. Mamercus was furious! Especially, it seems, because my friend Servilia—she’s Cato’s half sister—had warned him about Cato and Aemilia Lepida. Anyway, it all turned out fine in the end, because Aemilia Lepida had no intention of marrying Cato. She just used him to make Metellus Scipio jealous. And when Metellus Scipio came to her and begged to be forgiven, Cato was out, Metellus Scipio was in again. Shortly afterward they were married. Cato, however, took his rejection so badly that he tried to kill both Metellus Scipio and Aemilia Lepida, and when that was frustrated, he tried to sue Metellus Scipio for alienating Aemilia Lepida’s affections! His half brother Servilius Caepio—a nice young man, just married to Hortensius’s daughter—persuaded Cato that he was making a fool of himself, and Cato desisted. Except, apparently, that for the next year he wrote endless poetry I am assured was all very bad.”


  “It’s funny,” said Caesar, shoulders shaking.


  “It wasn’t at the time, believe me! Whatever young Cato may turn out to be like later on, his career to date indicates that he will always have the ability to irritate people intensely,” said Aurelia. “Mamercus and Cornelia Sulla—not to mention Servilia!—detest him. So these days, I believe, does Aemilia.”


  “He’s married to someone else now, isn’t he?” asked Caesar.


  “Yes, to an Attilia. Not a terribly good match, but then, he doesn’t have a great deal of money. His wife bore a little girl last year.”


  And that, decided Caesar, studying his aunt, was as much diverting company as she could tolerate for the moment.


  “I don’t want to believe it, but you’re right, Mater. Aunt Julia is going to die,” he said to Aurelia as soon as they left Julia’s house.


  “Eventually, but not yet, my son. She’ll last well into the new year, perhaps longer.”


  “Oh, I hope she lasts until after I leave for Spain!”


  “Caesar! That’s a coward’s hope,” said his remorseless mother. “You don’t usually shirk unpleasant events.”


  He stopped in the middle of the Alta Semita, both hands out and clenched into fists. “Oh, leave me alone!” he cried, so loudly that two passersby glanced at the handsome pair curiously. “It’s always duty, duty, duty! Well, Mater, to be in Rome to bury Aunt Julia is one duty I don’t want!” And only custom and courtesy kept him at his mother’s side for the rest of that uncomfortable walk home; he would have given almost anything to have left her to find her own way back to the Subura.


  Home wasn’t the happiest of places either. Now into her sixth month of pregnancy, Cinnilla wasn’t very well. The “all day and all night sickness” as Caesar phrased it, trying to make a joke, had disappeared, only to be succeeded by a degree of swelling in the feet and legs which both distressed and alarmed the prospective mother. Who was obliged to spend most of her time in bed, feet and legs elevated. Not only was Cinnilla uncomfortable and afraid; she was cross too. An attitude of mind the whole household found difficult to cope with, as it did not belong in Cinnilla’s nature.


  Thus it was that for the first time during his periods of residence in Rome, Caesar elected to spend his nights as well as his days elsewhere than the apartment in the Subura. To stay with Crassus was not possible; Crassus could only think of the cost of feeding an extra mouth, especially toward the end of the most expensive year of his life. And Gaius Matius had recently married, so the other ground—floor apartment of Aurelia’s insula (which would have been the most convenient place to stay) was also not available. Nor was he in the mood for dalliance; the affair with Caecilia Metella Little Goat had been abruptly terminated when Verres decamped to Massilia, and no one had yet appealed to him as a replacement. Truth to tell, the frail state of physical well-being in both his aunt and his wife did not encourage dalliance. So he ended in renting a small four—roomed apartment down the Vicus Patricius from his home, and spent most of his time there with Lucius Decumius for company. As the neighborhood was quite as unfashionable as his mother’s insula, his political acquaintances would not have cared to visit him there, and the secretive side of him liked that anyway. The forethought in him also saw its possibilities when the mood for dalliance returned; he began to take an interest in the place (it was in a good building) and acquire a few nice pieces of furniture and art. Not to mention a good bed.


  *


  At the beginning of December he effected a most touching reconciliation. The two consuls were standing together on the rostra waiting for the urban praetor Lucius Cotta to convene the Assembly of the People; it was the day upon which Cotta’s law reforming the jury system was to be ratified. Though Crassus held the fasces for December and was obliged to attend, Pompey was not about to permit a public occasion of such moment to pass without his presence. And as the consuls could not very well stand one to either end of the rostra without provoking much comment from the crowd, they stood together. In silence, admittedly, but at least in apparent amity.


  Along to attend the meeting came Caesar’s first cousin, young Gaius Cotta, the son of the late consul Gaius Cotta. Though he was not yet a member of the Senate, nothing could have prevented his casting his vote in the tribes; the law belonged to his Uncle Lucius. But when he saw Pompey and Crassus looking more like a team than they had done in months, he cried out so loudly that the noise and movement around him stilled. Everyone looked his way.


  “Oh!” he cried again, more loudly still. “My dream! My dream has come true!”


  And he bounded onto the rostra so suddenly that Pompey and Crassus automatically stepped apart. Young Gaius Cotta planted himself between them, one arm around each, and gazed at the throng in the well of the Comitia with tears streaming down his face.


  “Quirites!” he shouted, “last night I had a dream! Jupiter Optimus Maximus spoke to me out of cloud and fire, soaked me and burned me! Far below where I stood I could see the two figures of our consuls, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus and Marcus Licinius Crassus. But they were not as I saw them today, standing together. Instead they stood one to the east and one to the west, stubbornly looking in opposite directions. And the voice of the Great God said to me out of the cloud and the fire, ‘They must not leave their consular office disliking each other! They must leave as friends!’ ”


  An utter silence had fallen; a thousand faces looked up at the three men. Gaius Cotta let his arms fall from about the consuls and stepped forward, then turned to face them.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius, Marcus Licinius, will you not be friends?” the young man asked in a ringing voice.


  For a long moment no one moved. Pompey’s expression was stern, so was Crassus’s.


  “Come, shake hands! Be friends!” shouted Gaius Cotta.


  Neither consul moved. Then Crassus rotated toward Pompey and held out one massive hand.


  “I am delighted to yield first place to a man who was called Magnus before he so much as had a beard, and celebrated not one but two triumphs before he was a senator!” Crassus yelled.


  Pompey emitted a sound somewhere between a squeal and a yelp, grabbed at Crassus’s paw and wrung both it and his forearm, face transfigured. They stepped toward each other and fell on each other’s necks. And the crowd went wild. Soon the news of the reconciliation was speeding into the Velabrum, into the Subura, into the manufactories beyond the swamp of the Palus Ceroliae; people came running from everywhere to see if it was true that the consuls were friends again. For the rest of that day the two of them walked around Rome together, shaking hands, allowing themselves to be touched, accepting congratulations.


  *


  “There are triumphs, and then again, there are triumphs,” said Caesar to his uncle Lucius and his cousin Gaius. ‘Today was the better kind of triumph. I thank you for your help.”


  “Was it hard to convince them that they had to do it?” asked the young Gaius Cotta.


  “Not really. If that pair understand nothing else, they always understand the importance of popularity. Neither of them is an adept at the art of compromise, but I split the credit equally between them, and that satisfied them. Crassus had to swallow his pride and say all those nauseating things about dear Pompeius. But on the other hand he reaped the accolades for being the one to hold out his hand first and make the concessions. So, as in the duel about pleasing the people, it was Crassus won. Luckily Pompeius doesn’t see that. He thinks he won because he stood aloof and forced his colleague to admit his superiority.”


  “Then you had better hope,” said Lucius Cotta, “that Magnus doesn’t find out who really won until after the year is over.”


  “I’m afraid it disrupted your meeting, Uncle. You’ll never keep a crowd still enough to vote now.”


  “Tomorrow will do just as well.”


  The two Cottae and Caesar left the Forum Romanum via the Vestal Stairs onto the Palatine, but halfway up Caesar stopped and turned to look back. There they were, Pompey and Crassus, surrounded by hordes of happy Romans. And happy themselves, the breach forgotten.


  “This year has been a watershed,” said Caesar, beginning to ascend the rest of the steps. “All of us have crossed some kind of barrier. I have the oddest feeling that none of us will enjoy the same life again.”


  “Yes, I know what you mean,” said Lucius Cotta. “My stab at the history books happened this year, with my jury law. If I ever decide to run for consul, I suspect it will be an anticlimax.”


  “I wasn’t thinking along the lines of anticlimax,” said Caesar, laughing.


  “What will Pompeius and Crassus do when the year is ended?” asked young Gaius Cotta. “They say neither of them wants to go out to govern a province.”


  “That’s true enough,” said Lucius Cotta. “Both of them are returning to private life. Why not? They’ve each had great campaigns recently—they’re both so rich they don’t need to stuff provincial profits in their purses—and they crowned their dual consulship with laws to exonerate them from any suspicion of treason and laws to grant their veterans all the land they want. I wouldn’t go to govern a province if I were in their boots!”


  “You’d find their boots more uncomfortable than they’re worth,” said Caesar. “Where can they go from here? Pompeius says he’s returning to his beloved Picenum and will never darken the doors of the Senate again. And Crassus is absolutely driven to earn back the thousand talents he spent this year.” He heaved a huge and happy sigh. “And I am going to Further Spain as its quaestor, under a governor I happen to like.”


  “Pompeius’s ex-brother-in-law, Gaius Antistius Vetus,” said young Cotta with a grin.


  Caesar didn’t mention his most devout wish: that he leave for Spain before Aunt Julia died.


  *


  But that was not to be. He was summoned to her bedside on a blustery night midway through February; his mother had been staying in Julia’s house for some days.


  She was conscious, and could still see; when he entered the room her eyes lit up a little. “I waited for you,” she said.


  His chest ached with the effort of keeping his emotions under control, but he managed to smile as he kissed her, then sat upon the edge of her bed, as he always did. “I wouldn’t have let you go,” he said lightly.


  “I wanted to see you,” she said; her voice was quite strong and distinct.


  “You see me, Aunt Julia. What can I do for you?”


  “What would you do for me, Gaius Julius?”


  “Anything in the world,” he said, and meant it.


  “Oh, that relieves me! It means you will forgive me.”


  “Forgive you?” he asked, astonished. “There’s nothing to forgive, absolutely nothing!”


  “Forgive me for not preventing Gaius Marius from making you the flamen Dialis,” she said.


  “Aunt Julia, no one could stop Gaius Marius from doing what he wanted to do!” Caesar cried. “Rome’s outskirts are ornamented with the tombs of the men who tried! It never for one moment occurred to me to blame you! And you mustn’t blame yourself.”


  “I won’t if you don’t.”


  “I don’t. You have my word on it.”


  Her eyes closed, tears oozed from beneath their lids. “My poor son,” she whispered. “It is a terrible thing to be the son of a great man…. I hope you have no sons, for you will be a very great man.”


  His gaze met his mother’s, and he suddenly saw a tinge of jealousy in her face.


  The response was savage and immediate; he gathered Julia into his arms and put his cheek to hers. “Aunt Julia,” he said into her ear, “what will I do without your arms around me and all your kisses?” And there! his eyes were saying to his mother, she was the source of my juvenile hugs and kisses, not you! Never you! How can I live without Aunt Julia?


  But Aunt Julia didn’t answer, nor did she lift her lids to look at him. She neither spoke nor looked again, but died still clasped in his arms several hours later.


  Lucius Decumius and his sons were there, so was Burgundus; he sent his mother home with them, and himself walked through the bustling crowds of day without seeing a single person. Aunt Julia was dead, and no one save he and his family knew of it. The wife of Gaius Marius was dead, and no one save he and his family knew of it. Just when the tears should have come this thought came, and the tears were driven inward forever. Rome should know of her death! And Rome would know of her death!


  “A quiet funeral,” said Aurelia when he entered her apartment at the going down of the sun.


  “Oh no!” said Caesar, who looked enormously tall, filled with light and power. “Aunt Julia is going to have the biggest woman’s funeral since the death of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi! And all the ancestral masks will come out, including the masks of Gaius Marius and his son.”


  She gasped. “Caesar, you can’t! Hortensius and Metellus Little Goat are consuls, Rome has gone conservative with a vengeance! Some Hortensian tribune of the plebs will have you thrown from the Tarpeian Rock if you display the imagines of two men their Rome brands as traitors!”


  “Let them try,” said Caesar scornfully. “I will send Aunt Julia to the darkness with all the honor and public acclaim she ought to have.”


  And that resolution of course made the grief easier to bear; Caesar had something concrete to do, an outlet he found worthier of that lovely lady than bouts of tears and a constant feeling of irreplaceable loss. Keep busy, keep working. Work for her.


  He knew how he was going to get away with it, of course. Which was to make it impossible for any of the magistrates to foil him or prosecute him, no matter how they tried. But preferably to make it impossible for them to try at all. The funeral was arranged with Rome’s most prestigious undertakers, and the price agreed upon was fifty talents of silver; for this huge amount of money everyone agreed to participate despite the fact that Caesar intended to display the masks of Gaius Marius and Young Marius for all of Rome to see. Actors were hired, chariots for them to ride in: the ancestors would include King Ancus Marcius, Quintus Marcius Rex, Iulus , that early Julian consul, Sextus Caesar and Lucius Caesar, and Gaius Marius and his son.


  But that was not the most important arrangement; he would trust no one except Lucius Decumius and his Brethren of the crossroads college to do that. Which was to spread the word as far and wide as possible through Rome that the great Julia, widow of Gaius Marius, had died and would be buried at the third hour in two days’ time. Everyone who wanted to come must come. For Gaius Marius there had been no public funeral, and for his son only the sight of a head rotting away on the rostra. Therefore Julia’s obsequies would be splendid, and Rome could do her long overdue mourning for the Marii by attending Julia’s rites.


  He caught all the magistrates napping, for no one informed them what was going to happen, and none of the magistrates had planned to be present at Julia’s funeral. But Marcus Crassus came, and so did Varro Lucullus, and Mamercus with Cornelia Sulla, and none other than Philippus. So too did Metellus Pius the Piglet come. Plus the two Cottae, of course. All of them had been warned; Caesar wanted no one unwillingly compromised.


  And Rome turned out en masse, thousands upon thousands of ordinary people who cared nothing for interdictions and decrees of outlawry or sacrilege. Here was a chance at last to mourn for Gaius Marius, to see that beloved fierce face with its gigantic eyebrows and its stern frown worn by a man who was as tall and as broad as Gaius Marius had been. And Young Marius too, so comely, so impressive! But more impressive still was Gaius Marius’s living nephew, robed in a mourning toga as black as the coats of the horses which drew the chariots, his golden hair and pale face a striking contrast to the pall of darkness around him. So good-looking! So godlike! This was Caesar’s first appearance before a huge crowd since the days when he had supported crippled old Marius, and he needed to ensure that the people of Rome would not forget him. He was the only heir Gaius Marius had left, and he intended that every man and woman who came to Julia’s funeral would know who he was: Gaius Marius’s heir.


  He gave her eulogy from the rostra; it was the first time he had spoken from that lofty perch, the first time he had looked down upon a sea of faces whose eyes were all directed at him. Julia herself had been exquisitely prepared for her last and most public appearance, so artfully made up and padded that she looked like a young woman; her beauty alone made the crowd weep. Three other very beautiful women were near her on the rostral platform, one in her fifties whom Lucius Decumius’s agents were busy whispering here and there was Caesar’s mother, one of about forty whose red-gold hair proclaimed her Sulla’s daughter, and a very pregnant little dark girl sitting in a black sedan chair who turned out to be Caesar’s wife. On her lap there sat the most ravishing silver—fair child perhaps seven years old; it was not difficult to tell that this was Caesar’s daughter.


  “My family,” cried Caesar from the rostra in his high—pitched orator’s voice, “is one of women! There are no men of my father’s generation left alive, and of the men in my own generation, I am the only one here in Rome today to mourn the passing of my family’s most senior woman. Julia, whose name was never shortened or added to, for she was the eldest of her Julian peers, and graced the name of her gens so incomparably that Rome knows no other woman like her. She had beauty, a gentle disposition, all the loyalty a man could ask for in a wife or mother or aunt, the warmth of a loving nature, the kindness of a generous spirit. The only other woman to whom I might compare her also lost her husband and her children long before she died—I mean, of course, another great patrician woman, Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi. Their careers were not unalike in that Cornelia and Julia both suffered the loss of a son whose head was removed from his body, and neither of whom was allowed burial. And who can tell which woman’s sorrows were the greater, when one suffered the deaths of all her sons but knew not the disgrace of a dishonored husband, and the other suffered the death of her only child but knew the disgrace of a dishonored husband and poverty in her old age? Cornelia lived into her eighties, Julia expired in her fifty-ninth year. Was that lack of courage on Julia’s part, or an easier life on Cornelia’s? We will never know, people of Rome. Nor should we ever ask. They were two great and illustrious women.


  “But I am here to honor Julia, not Cornelia. Julia of the Julii Caesares, whose lineage was greater than any other Roman woman’s. For in her were joined the Kings of Rome and the founding Gods of Rome. Her mother was Marcia, the youngest daughter of Quintus Marcius Rex, the august descendant of the fourth King of Rome, Ancus Marcius, and who is remembered every day in this great city with gratitude and praise, for he it was who brought Rome fresh sweet water to gush out of fountains in every public square and crossroads. Her father was Gaius Julius Caesar, the younger son of Sextus Julius Caesar. Patricians of the tribe Fabia, once the Kings of Alba Longa, and descended from Iulus , who was the son of Aeneas, who was the son of the goddess Venus. In her veins there ran the blood of a mighty and powerful goddess, and the blood of Mars and Romulus too—for who was Rhea Silvia, the mother of Romulus and Remus? She was Julia! Thus in my blood—aunt Julia the supreme mortal power of kings conjoined with the immortal power of the gods who hold even the greatest kings in thrall.


  “When she was eighteen years old, she married a man of whom every last one of you knows, and many of you knew as a living man. She married Gaius Marius, consul of Rome an unprecedented seven times, called the Third Founder of Rome, the conqueror of King Jugurtha of Numidia, the conqueror of the Germans, and winner of the earliest battles in the Italian War. And until this indisputably mighty man died at the height of his power, she remained his loyal and faithful wife. By him she had her only child, Gaius Marius Junior, who was senior consul of Rome at the age of twenty-six.


  “It is not her fault that neither husband nor son kept his reputation untarnished after death. It is not her fault that an interdiction was placed upon her and that she was forced to move from her home of twenty-eight years to a far meaner house exposed to the bitter north winds which whistle across the outer Quirinal. It is not her fault that Fortune left her little to live for save to help the people of her new district in their troubles. It is not her fault that she died untimely. It is not her fault that the life masks of her husband and son were forbidden ever to be displayed again.


  “When I was a child I knew her well, for I was Gaius Marius’s boy during that terrible year when his second stroke left him a helpless cripple. Every day I went to her house to do my duty to her husband and to receive her sweet thanks. From her I had a love I have known from no other woman, for my mother had to be my father too, and could not permit herself the luxury of hugs and kisses, for they are not the province of a father. But I had Aunt Julia for those, and though I live to be a thousand years old, I will never forget a single hug, a single kiss, a single loving glance from her beautiful grey eyes. And I say to you, people of Rome, mourn for her! Mourn for her as I do! Mourn for her fate and for the sadness of an undeservedly sad life. And mourn too for the fates of her husband and her son, whose imagines I show you on this unhappy day. They say I am not allowed to show you the Marian masks, that I can be stripped of my rank and my citizenship for committing this outrageous crime of displaying here in the Forum—which knew both men so well!—two inanimate things made of wax and paint and someone else’s hair! And I say to you that if it be so ordered, if I be stripped of my rank and my citizenship for displaying the Marian masks, then so be it! For I will honor this aunt of my blood as she ought to be honored, and that honor is all wrapped up in her devotion to the Marii, who were husband and son. I show these imagines for Julia’s sake, and I will permit no magistrate in this city to remove them from her funeral procession! Step forward, Gaius Marius, step forward, Gaius Marius Junior! Honor your wife and mother, Julia of the Julii Caesares, daughter of kings and gods!”


  The crowd had wept desolately, but when the actors wearing the masks of Gaius Marius and Young Marius stepped forward to make their obesiances to the stiff still figure on the bier, a murmuring began that swelled into a chorus of exclamations and then exploded into a full—throated roar. And Hortensius and Metellus Little Goat, watching appalled from the top of the Senate House steps, turned away in defeat. Gaius Julius Caesar’s crime would have to be suffered in legal and disciplinary silence, for Rome wholeheartedly approved.


  “It was brilliant,” said Hortensius to Catulus a little later. “Not only did he defy Sulla’s and the Senate’s laws, but he used the opportunity to remind every last face in that crowd that he is descended from kings and gods!”


  “Well, Caesar, you got away with it,” said Aurelia at the end of that very long day.


  “I knew I would,” he said, dropping his black toga on the floor with a sigh of sheer weariness. “The conservative rump of the Senate may be in power this year, but not one member of it can be sure that next year’s electors will feel the same way. Romans like a change of government. And Romans like a man with the courage of his convictions. Especially if he elevates old Gaius Marius to the pedestal from which the people of this city have never torn him down, no matter how many of his statues toppled.”


  Moving like an ancient dropsical woman, Cinnilla dragged herself into the room and went to sit at Caesar’s side on the couch. “It was wonderful,” she said, pushing her hand into his. “I am glad I felt well enough to attend the eulogy, even if I couldn’t get any further. And how well you spoke!”


  Turning side on, he cupped her face in his fingers and pushed a stray strand of hair away from her brow. “My poor little one,” he said tenderly, “not much longer to go now.” He swept her feet from the floor and placed them in his lap. “You ought not to sit with your legs dangling, you know that.”


  “Oh, Caesar, it has been so long! I carried Julia with no trouble whatsoever, yet here I am this second time in such a mess! I don’t understand it,” she said, eyes filling with tears.


  “I do,” said Aurelia. “This one is a boy. I carried both my girls without trouble, but you, Caesar, were a burden.”


  “I think,” said Caesar, putting Cinnilla’s feet on the couch beside him and rising, “that I’ll go to my own apartment to sleep tonight.”


  “Oh, please, Caesar, don’t!” begged his wife, face puckering. “Stay here tonight. I promise we won’t talk of babies and women’s troubles. Aurelia, you must stop or he’ll leave us.”


  “Pah!” said Aurelia, getting up from her chair. “Where is Eutychus? What all of us need is a little food.”


  “He’s settling Strophantes in,” said Cinnilla sadly, her face clearing when Caesar, resigned, sank back onto the couch. “Poor old man! They’re all gone.”


  “So will he be soon,” said Caesar.


  “Oh, don’t say that!”


  “It’s in his face, wife. And it will be a mercy.”


  “I hope,” said Cinnilla, “that I don’t live to be the last one left. That is the worst fate of all, I think.”


  “A worse fate,” said Caesar, who didn’t want to be reminded of painful things, “is to speak of nothing except gloom.”


  “It’s just Rome,” she said, smiling to reveal that little pink crease of inner lip. “You’ll be better when you get to Spain. You’re never really as happy in Rome as you are when you’re traveling.”


  “Next nundinus, wife, by sea at the start of winter. You are quite right. Rome isn’t where I want to be. So how about having this baby anytime between now and the next nundinus! I’d like to see my son before I leave.”


  *


  He saw his son before he left at the next nundinus, but the child when finally the midwife and Lucius Tuccius managed to remove it from the birth canal had obviously been dead for several days. And Cinnilla, swollen and convulsing, one side paralyzed from a massive stroke, died at almost the same moment as she put forth her stillborn boy.


  No one could believe it. If Julia had been a shock and a grief, the loss of Cinnilla was unbearable. Caesar wept as he never had in his life before, and cared not who saw him. Hour after hour, from the moment of that first horrible convulsion until it was time to bury her too. One was possible. Two was a nightmare from which he never expected to awaken. Of the dead child he had neither room nor inclination to think; Cinnilla was dead, and she had been a part of his family life from his fourteenth year, a part of the pain of his flaminate, the chubby dark mite whom he had loved as a sister for as long as he had loved her as a wife. Seventeen years! They had been children together, the only children in that house.


  Her death smote Aurelia as Julia’s could not, and that iron woman wept as desolately as her son did. A light had gone out that would dim the rest of her life. Part grandchild, part daughter-in-law, a sweet little presence left only in echoes, an empty loom, half of an empty bed. Burgundus wept, Cardixa wept, their sons wept, and Lucius Decumius, Strophantes, Eutychus, all the servants who scarcely remembered Aurelia’s apartment without Cinnilla there. The tenants of the insula wept, and a great many people in the Subura.


  This funeral was different from Julia’s. That had been a glory of sorts, a chance for the orator to show off a great woman and his own family. There were similarities; Caesar extracted the Cornelius Cinna imagines from the storage room in which he had hidden them alongside the masks of the two Marii, and they were worn by actors to scandalize Hortensius and Metellus Little Goat anew; and though it was not accepted practice to eulogize a young woman from the rostra, Caesar went through that public ordeal too. But not in a kind of glory. This time he spoke softly, and confined his remarks to the pleasure he had known in her company and the years during which she had consoled him for the loss of his boy’s freedom. He talked about her smile and those dismal hairy garments she had dutifully woven for her destiny as flaminica Dialis. He talked about his daughter, whom he held in his arms while he spoke. He wept.


  And he ended by saying, “I know nothing of grief beyond what I feel inside myself. That is grief’s tragedy—that each of us must always deem his or her own grief greater than anyone else’s. But I am prepared to confess to you that perhaps I am a cold, hard man whose greatest love is for his own dignitas. So be it. Once I refused to divorce Cinna’s daughter. At the time I thought I refused to obey Sulla’s command to divorce her for my own private benefit and the possibilities it opened up. Well, I have explained to you what grief’s tragedy is. But that tragedy is as nothing to the tragedy of never knowing how much someone has meant to you until after that someone is dead.”


  No one cheered the imago of Lucius Cornelius Cinna, nor those of his ancestors. But Rome wept so deeply that for the second time in two nundinae, Caesar’s enemies found themselves rendered impotent.


  *


  His mother was suddenly years older, absolutely heartbroken. A difficult business for the son, whose attempts to comfort her with hugs and kisses were still repulsed.


  Am I so cold and hard because she is so cold and hard? But she isn’t cold and hard with anyone except me! Oh, why does she do this to me? Look how she grieves for Cinnilla. And how she grieved for awful old Sulla.


  If I were a woman, my child would be such a consolation. But I am a Roman nobleman, and a Roman nobleman’s children are at best on the periphery of his life. How many times did I see my father? And what did I ever have to talk to him about?


  “Mater,” he said, “I give you little Julia to be your own. She’s almost exactly the same age now as Cinnilla was when she came to live here. In time she’ll fill the largest part of your vacant space. I won’t try to suborn her away from you.”


  “I’ve had the child since she was born,” said Aurelia, “and I know all that.”


  Old Strophantes shuffled in, looked rheumily at mother and son, shuffled out again.


  “I must write to Uncle Publius in Smyrna,” Aurelia said. “He’s another one who has outlived everybody, poor old man.”


  “Yes, Mater, you do that.”


  “I don’t understand you, Caesar, when you behave like the child who cries because he’s eaten all his honey cake yet thinks it ought never to diminish.”


  “And what has provoked that remark?”


  “You said it during Julia’s funeral oration. That I had to be both mother and father to you, which meant I couldn’t give you the hugs and kisses Julia did. When I heard you say that, I was relieved. You understood it at last. But now I find you just as bitter as ever. Accept your lot, my son. You mean more to me than life, than little Julia, than Cinnilla, than anyone. You mean more to me than your father did. And more by far than Sulla ever could have, even had I weakened. If there cannot be peace between us, can’t we at least declare a truce?”


  He smiled wryly. “Why not?” he asked.


  “You’ll come good once you get out of Rome, Caesar.”


  “That’s what Cinnilla said.”


  “She was right. Nothing will ever blow away your grief at this death, but a brisk sea voyage will blow away the rubbish cluttering up your mind. It will function again. It can’t not.”


  It can’t not, echoed Caesar, riding the short miles between Rome and Ostia, where his ship waited. That is a truth. My spirit might be bruised to pulp, but my mind is unharmed. New things to do, new people to meet, a new country to explore—and no sign of Lucullus! I will survive.
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  AUTHOR’S AFTERWORD


  Fortune’s Favorites, though by no means the last book in this series, does mark the end of that period of Roman history wherein the ancient sources are a little thin, due to the absence of Livy and Cassius Dio, not to mention Cicero at his most prolific. In effect, this has meant that in the first three books I have been able to encompass almost all the historical events from one end of the Mediterranean to the other. So Fortune’s Favorites also marks a turning point in how I treat my subject, which is the fall of the Roman Republic. The books still to come will have to concentrate upon fewer aspects than the full sweep of the history of the time, which I think will be an advantage to both reader and writer.


  However, even Fortune’s Favorites is enriched by increasing ancient source material, as marked by the appearance as characters of. two animals—the dog belonging to the wife of King Nicomedes of Bithynia, and the famous pet fawn of Quintus Sertorius. Both are attested; the dog by Strabo, the fawn by Plutarch.


  Fortune’s Favorites also arrives at the beginning of a period of Roman history flirted with by Hollywood, to the detriment of history, if not Hollywood. The reader will find a rather different version of Spartacus than the celluloid one. I have neither the room nor the inclination to argue here why I have chosen to portray Spartacus in the way I have; scholars will be able to see the why—and the who—of my argument in the text.


  The glossary has been completely rewritten specifically to suit this book; please note that some of the general articles, like steel and wine, have been lifted out. As the books go on, I would have to keep increasing the size of the glossary did I not cull the entries, and time and space dictate the impossibility of a glossary which would eventually be longer than the book.


  For those interested readers, the glossaries of the earlier books if combined with this one will yield information on most things. The entries on the governmental structure of Republican Rome will always be incorporated, though in a changing form as various laws and men worked upon it. Only those places and/or peoples about which the reader might want to refresh his or her knowledge are included. The most interesting new entries concern ships, which are now becoming more important. Hence find bireme, hemiolia, merchantman, myoparo, quinquereme, sixteener and trireme in the glossary of Fortune’s Favorites.


  Of the drawings, both the “youthened” young Pompey and the Pompey in his thirties are taken from authenticated busts. The young man Caesar is a “youthened’’ drawing taken from a bust of the middle—aged man—a somewhat easier exercise than with Pompey, as Caesar kept his figure. The drawing of Sulla is taken from a bust. Dissension rages as to which of two extant busts is actually Sulla: one is of a handsome man in his late thirties, the other is of an old man. I think both are Sulla. Ears, nose, chin, face shape and face folds are identical. But the handsome mature man is now wearing a wig of tight curls (that it is a wig is confirmed by two tongues of absolutely straight hair projecting down in front of the ears), has lost his teeth (a phenomenon which lengthens the chin, of course), and at some time in the recent past has lost a great deal of weight. As Sulla was at most sixty-two when he died, illness must have taken a terrible toll—a fact quite consistent with what Plutarch has to say. Lucius Licinius Lucullus is also an authenticated bust.


  Which leaves Metellus Pius, Quintus Sertorius, and Crassus, all drawn from unidentified portrait busts of Republican date. In The First Man in Rome, I “youthened’’ an anonymous bust to suit the young Sertorius; that bust is now drawn as it was, except that I have removed the left eye and replaced it with scar tissue (taken from a photograph in one of my medical textbooks).


  Alone among the really great men of that time, Marcus Licinius Crassus has no authenticated likeness passed down to our time. So I chose an unidentified bust of a thickset, placid-looking man to portray, as what we know of Crassus strongly suggests that he was a heavy, phlegmatic individual—at least on his surface. Otherwise the jokes about oxen would have had little point.


  King Nicomedes is not an authenticated likeness; though there are coin profiles, debate still rages as to whether there were two kings after Nicomedes II (the King Nicomedes whom Marius met in 97 B.C.), Nicomedes III and Nicomedes IV, or whether the two reigns separated by an exile in Rome were both Nicomedes III. I think the last Nicomedes to reign was Nicomedes III. Be that as it may, I chose to draw from an unidentified bust of Republican date which in profile looks somewhat Nicomedian, though the bust wears no diadem, therefore cannot have been a king. Chiefly I wanted my readers to see what the diadem looked like when worn.


  To save people the trouble of writing to me, I am aware that Suetonius describes Caesar’s eyes as “nigris vegetisque oculis,” usually translated as “keen black eyes” or “piercing black eyes” or “lively black eyes.” However, Suetonius also calls him fair, and was writing a hundred and fifty years after Caesar’s death; a length of time which could well have meant those portrait busts kept up by repainting no longer reflected the true eye color. To be both fair and black-eyed is very rare. Caesar’s great—nephew, Augustus, was also fair; his eyes are said to have been grey, a color more in keeping with fairness. Pale eyes with a dark ring around the outside of the iris always have a piercing quality, so I elected to depart from Suetonius’s eye color rather than from his general description of a fair man; Plutarch, disappointingly unforthcoming about Caesar’s looks, does mention Caesar’s white skin. Velleius Paterculus says Caesar “surpassed all others in the beauty of his person.” It is from Suetonius that one discovers he was tall and slender, but excellently built. I wouldn’t like any of my readers to think that I have succumbed to the temptations of a lady novelist and endowed a major historical character with a physical appeal he did not in fact have! Poor Caesar really did have everything—brains, beauty, height, and a good body.


  One further comment and I will desist from the portrait busts: the drawings are rendered exactly to scale, so those faces with preternaturally large eyes simply reflect the whim of the original sculptor, who perhaps chose to flatter his sitter by making the eyes too large. Big eyes were the greatest mark of beauty to a Roman.


  To enlighten those who may scratch their heads because Pompey’s letters to the Senate differ markedly from Sallust, and Cicero’s court speeches from the published speeches which have come down to us: there is considerable doubt about the veracity of Sallust on the subject of Pompey’s correspondence, and Cicero rewrote his speeches for publication. I have therefore elected to stay with my own words. On the subject of elephants, it must be borne in mind that the Romans were acquainted with African pachyderms, not Indian ones, and that the African species was both larger and far less amenable to taming.


  Those who would like a bibliography are welcome to write to me care of my publishers.


  The next book in the series will be called Caesar’s Women.


  GLOSSARY


  ABSOLVO The term employed by a jury when voting for the acquittal of the accused. It was used in the courts, not in the Assemblies.


  aedile There were four Roman magistrates called aediles; two were plebeian aediles, two were curule aediles. Their duties were confined to the city of Rome. The plebeian aediles were created first (in 494 B.C.) to assist the tribunes of the plebs in their duties, but, more particularly, to guard the rights of the Plebs to their headquarters, the temple of Ceres in the Forum Boarium. The plebeian aediles soon inherited supervision of the city’s buildings as a whole, as well as archival custody of all plebiscites passed in the Plebeian Assembly, together with any senatorial decrees (consulta) directing the passage of plebiscites. They were elected by the Plebeian Assembly. Then in 367 B.C. two curule aediles were created to give the patricians a share in custody of public buildings and archives; they were elected by the Assembly of the People. Very soon, however, the curule aediles were as likely to be plebeians by status as patricians. From the third century B.C. downward, all four were responsible for the care of Rome’s streets, water supply, drains and sewers, traffic, public buildings, monuments and facilities, markets, weights and measures (standard sets of these were housed in the basement of the temple of Castor and Pollux), games, and the public grain supply. They had the power to fine citizens and non—citizens alike for infringements of any regulation appertaining to any of the above, and deposited the moneys in their coffers to help fund the games. Aedile—plebeian or curule—was not a part of the cursus honorum, but because of its association with the games was a valuable magistracy for a man to hold just before he stood for office as praetor.


  Aeneas Prince of Dardania, in the Troad. He was the son of King Anchises and the goddess Aphrodite (Venus to the Romans). When Troy (Ilium to the Romans) fell to the forces of Agamemnon, Aeneas fled the burning city with his aged father perched upon his shoulder and the Palladium under one arm. After many adventures, he arrived in Latium and founded the race from whom true Romans implicitly believed they were descended. His son, variously called Ascanius or Iulus , was the direct ancestor of the Julian family.


  aether That part of the upper atmosphere permeated by godly forces, or the air immediately around a god. It also meant the sky, particularly the blue sky of daylight.


  Ager Gallicus Literally, Gallic land. The exact location and dimensions of the Ager Gallicus are not known, but it lay on the Adriatic shores of Italy partially within peninsular Italy and partially within Italian Gaul. Its southern border was possibly the Aesis River, its northern border not far beyond Ariminum. Originally the home of the Gallic tribe of Senones who settled there after the invasion of the first King Brennus in 390 B.C., it came into the Roman ager publicus when Rome took control of that part of Italy. It was distributed in 232 B.C. by Gaius Flaminius, and passed out of Roman public ownership.


  ager publicus Land vested in Roman public ownership, most of it acquired by right of conquest or confiscated from its original owners as a punishment for disloyalty. This latter was particularly common within Italy itself. Roman ager publicus existed in every overseas province, in Italian Gaul, and inside the Italian peninsula. Responsibility for its disposal (usually in the form of large leaseholds) lay in the purlieus of the censors, though much of the foreign ager publicus lay unused.


  Agger An agger was a double rampart bearing formidable fortifications. The Agger was a part of Rome’s Servian Walls, and protected the city on its most vulnerable side, the Campus Esquilinus.


  agora The open space, usually surrounded by colonnades or some kind of public buildings, which served any Greek or Hellenic city as its public meeting place and civic center. The ,Roman equivalent was a forum.


  Ague The old name for the rigors of malaria.


  Allies Any nation or people or individual formally invested with the title “Friend and Ally of the Roman People’’ was an Ally. The term usually carried with it certain privileges in trade, commerce and political activities. (See also Italian Allies, socii).


  AMOR Literally, “love.” Because it is “Roma” spelled backward, the Romans of the Republic commonly believed it was Rome’s vital secret name, never to be uttered aloud in that context.


  Anatolia Roughly, modern Asian Turkey. It incorporated the ancient regions of Bithynia, Mysia, Asia Province, Phrygia, Pisidia, Pamphylia, Cilicia, Paphlagonia, Galatia, Pontus, Cappadocia, and Armenia Parva.


  Ancus Marcius The fourth King of Rome, claimed by the family Marcius (particularly that branch cognominated Rex) as its founder—ancestor; unlikely, since the Marcii were plebeians. Ancus Marcius is said to have colonized Ostia, though there is some doubt as to whether he did this, or whether he took the salt pits at the mouth of the Tiber from their Etruscan owners by force of arms. Rome under his rule flourished. His one lasting public work was the building of the Wooden Bridge, the Pons Sublicius. He died in 617 B.C., leaving sons who did not inherit the throne—a source of later trouble.


  animus The Oxford Latin Dictionary has the best definition, so I will quote it: “The mind as opposed to the body, the mind or soul as constituting with the body the whole person.” There are further definitions, but this one is pertinent to the way animus is used herein. One must be careful, however, not to attribute belief in the immortality of the soul to Romans.


  arcade A long line of shops on both sides of a narrow walkway within a roofed building. The Covered Bazaar in Istanbul is probably very like (if much larger than) an ancient arcade.


  Armenia Magna In ancient times, Armenia Magna extended from the southern Caucasus to the Araxes River, east to the corner of the Caspian Sea, and west to the sources of the Euphrates. It was immensely mountainous and very cold.


  Armenia Parva Though called Little Armenia, this small land occupying the rugged and mountainous regions of the upper Euphrates and Arsanius Rivers was not a part of the Kingdom of Armenia. Until taken over by the sixth King Mithridates of Pontus, it was ruled by its own royal house, but always owed allegiance to Pontus, rather than to Armenia proper.


  armillae The wide bracelets, of gold or of silver, awarded as prizes for valor to Roman legionaries, centurions, cadets and military tribunes of more junior rank.


  Arvernian Pertaining to the Gallic tribe Arverni, who occupied lands in and around the northern half of the central massif of the Cebenna, in Gaul-across-the-Alps.


  Assembly (comitia) Any gathering of the Roman People convoked to deal with governmental, legislative, judicial, or electoral matters. In the time of Sulla there were three true Assemblies—the Centuries, the People, and the Plebs. The Centuriate Assembly marshaled the People, patrician and plebeian, in their Classes, which were filled by a means test and were economic in nature. As this was originally a military assemblage, each Class gathered in the form of Centuries (which, excepting for the eighteen senior Centuries, by the time of Sulla numbered far in excess of one hundred men per century, as it had been decided to limit the number of Centuries). The Centuriate Assembly met to elect consuls, praetors, and (every five years usually) censors. It also met to hear charges of major treason (perduellio),and could pass laws. Because of its originally military nature, the Centuriate Assembly was obliged to meet outside the pomerium, and normally did so on the Campus Martius at a place called the saepta. It was not usually convoked to pass laws or hear trials. The Assembly of the People (comitia populi tributa) allowed the full participation of patricians, and was tribal in nature. It was convoked in the thirty-five tribes into which all Roman citizens were placed. Called together by a consul or praetor, it normally met in the lower Forum Romanum, in the Well of the Comitia. It elected the curule aediles, the quaestors, and the tribunes of the soldiers. It could formulate and pass laws, and conduct trials until Sulla established his standing courts.The Plebeian Assembly (comitia plebis tributa or concilium plebis) met in the thirty-five tribes, but did not allow the participation of patricians. The only magistrate empowered to convoke it was the tribune of the plebs. It had the right to enact laws (strictly, plebiscites) and conduct trials, though thelatter more or less disappeared after Sulla established his standing courts. Its members elected the plebeian aediles and the tribunes of the plebs. The normal place for its assemblage was in the Well of the Comitia. (See also voting and tribe.)
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  atrium The main reception room of a Roman domus, or private house. It mostly contained an opening in the roof (the compluvium) above a pool (the impluvium) originally intended as a water reservoir for domestic use. By the time of the late Republic, the pool had become ornamental only.


  auctoritas A very difficult Latin term to translate, as it meant far more than the English word “authority” implies. It carried nuances of pre-eminence, clout, public importance and—above all—the ability to influence events through sheer public reputation. All the magistracies possessed auctoritas as an intrinsic part of their nature, but auctoritas was not confined to those who held magistracies; the Princeps Senatus, Pontifex Maximus, other priests and augurs, consulars, and even some private individuals outside the ranks of the Senate also owned auctoritas. Though the King of the Backbenchers, Publius Cornelius Cethegus, never held a magistracy, his auctoritas was formidable.


  augur A priest whose duties concerned divination. He and his fellow augurs comprised the College of Augurs, an official State body which had numbered twelve members (usually six patricians and six plebeians) until in 81 B.C. Sulla increased it to fifteen members, always intended thereafter to contain at least one more plebeian than patrician. Originally augurs were co-opted by their fellow augurs, but in 104 B.C. Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus brought in a law compelling election of future augurs by an assembly of seventeen tribes chosen from the thirty-five by lot. Sulla removed election in 81 B.C., going back to co-optation. The augur did not predict the future, nor did he pursue his auguries at his own whim; he inspected the proper objects or signs to ascertain whether or not the projected undertaking was one meeting with the approval of the gods, be the undertaking a contio (q.v.), a war, a new law, or any other State business, including elections. There was a standard manual of interpretation to which the augur referred: augurs “went by the book.” The augur wore the toga trabea (see that entry), and carried a curved staff called the lituus.


  auxiliary A legion of non—citizens incorporated into a Roman army was called an auxiliary legion; its soldiers were also known as auxiliaries, and the term extended to cover cavalry units as well. By the time of Sulla’s dictatorship, auxiliary infantry had more or less disappeared, whereas auxiliary cavalry was still very much in evidence.


  Bacchic Pertaining to the god Bacchus (in Greek, Dionysos), who was the patron of wine, and therefore by extension the patron of carousing. During the early and middle Republic excesses of a Bacchic nature were frowned upon, and even legislated against; by the time of Sulla, however, some degree of tolerance had crept in.


  barbarian Derived from a Greek word having strong onomatopoeic overtones; on first hearing these peoples speak, the Greeks thought they sounded “bar—bar,” like animals barking. It was not a word used to describe any people settled around the Mediterranean Sea, but referred to races and nations deemed uncivilized, lacking in an admirable or desirable culture. Gauls, Germans, Scythians, Sarmatians and other peoples of the Steppes were considered barbarian.


  basilica A large building devoted to public activities such as courts of law, and also to commercial activities in shops and offices. The basilica was two—storeyed and clerestory—lit, and incorporated an arcade of shops under what we might call verandah extensions along either length side. Though the aediles looked after these buildings once erected, their actual building was undertaken at the expense of a prominent Roman nobleman. The first basilica was put up by Cato the Censor on the Clivus Argentarius next door to the Senate House, and was known as the Basilica Porcia; as well as accommodating banking institutions, it was also the headquarters of the College of the Tribunes of the Plebs. At the time of this book, there also existed the Basilica Aemilia, the Basilica Sempronia, and the Basilica Opimia, all on the borders of the lower Forum Romanum.


  Bellona The Italian goddess of war. Her temple lay outside the pomerium of Rome on the Campus Martius, and was vowed in 296 B.C. by the great Appius Claudius Caecus. A group of special priests called fetiales conducted her rituals. A large vacant piece of land lay in front of the temple, known as Enemy Territory.


  bireme A ship constructed for use in naval warfare, and intended to be rowed rather than sailed (though it was equipped with a mast and sail, usually left ashore if action was likely). Some biremes were decked or partially decked, but most were open. It seems likely that the oarsmen did sit in two levels at two banks of oars, the upper bank and its oarsmen accommodated in an outrigger, and the lower bank’s oars poking through ports in the galley’s sides. Built of fir or another lightweight pine, the bireme could be manned only in fair weather, and fight battles only in very calm seas. It was much longer than it was wide in the beam (the ratio was about 7:1), and probably averaged about 100 feet (30 meters) in length. Of oarsmen it carried upward of one hundred. A bronze—reinforced beak made of oak projected forward of the bow just below the waterline, and was used for ramming and sinking other vessels. The bireme was not designed to carry marines or grapple to engage other vessels in land—style combat. Throughout Greek, Republican Roman and Imperial Roman times, all ships were rowed by professional oarsmen, never by slaves. The slave oarsman was a product of Christian times. Boreas The north wind.


  Brothers Gracchi See Gracchi.


  caelum grave et pestilens Malaria.


  Calabria Confusing for modern Italians! Nowadays Calabria is the toe of the boot, but in ancient times Calabria was the heel. Brundisium was its most important city, followed by Tarentum. Its people were the Illyrian Messapii.


  Campus Esquilinus The area of flattish ground outside the Servian Walls and the double rampart of the Agger. It lay between the Porta Querquetulana and the Colline Gate, and was the site of Rome’s necropolis.


  Campus Lanatarius An area of flattish ground inside the Servian Walls on that part of the Aventine adjacent to the walls. It lay between the Porta Raudusculana and the Porta Naevia. Here were extensive stockyards and slaughtering yards.


  Campus Martius The Field of Mars. Situated north of the Servian Walls, the Campus Martius was bounded by the Capitol on its south and the Pincian Hill on its east; the rest of it was enclosed by a huge bend in the Tiber River. In Republican times it was not inhabited as a suburb, but was the place where triumphing armies bivouacked, the young were trained in military exercises, horses engaged in chariot racing were stabled and trained, the Centuriate Assembly met, and market gardening vied with public parklands. At the apex of the river bend lay the public swimming holes called the Trigarium, and just to the north of the Trigarium were medicinal hot springs called the Tarentum. The Via Lata (Via Flaminia) crossed the Campus Martius on its way to the Mulvian Bridge, and the Via Recta bisected it at right angles to the Via Lata. Capena Gate The Porta Capena. One of Rome’s two most important gates in the Servian Walls (the other was the Porta Collina, the Colline Gate). It lay beyond the Circus Maximus, and outside it was the common highway which branched into the Via Appia and the Via Latina about half a mile from the gate.


  capite censi Literally, the Head Count. See that entry.


  career A dungeon. The other name for the Tullianum was simply Career.


  Carinae One of Rome’s more exclusive addresses. Incorporating the Fagutal, the Carinae was the northern tip of the Oppian Mount on its western side; it extended between the Velia and the Clivus Pullius. Its outlook was southwestern, across the swamps of the Palus Ceroliae toward the Aventine.


  cartouche The personal hieroglyphs peculiar to each individual Pharaoh of Egypt, enclosed within an oval (or rectangular with rounded corners) framing line. The practice continued through to rulers of the Ptolemaic dynasty.


  Cassiterides The Tin Isles. Now known as the Scilly Isles, off the southwestern tip of Cornwall, England. The tin mined in Cornwall was shipped to the Cassiterides, which was used as a way station. Crassus’s father voyaged there in 95 B.C.


  Castor The never—forgotten Heavenly Twin. Though the imposing temple in the Forum Romanum was properly the temple of Castor and Pollux (also called the Dioscuri), it was always referred to by Romans as Castor’s. This led to many jokes about dual enterprises in which one of the two prime movers was consistently overlooked. Religiously, Castor and Pollux were among the principal deities worshipped by Romans, perhaps because, like Romulus and Remus, they were twins.


  cavalry Horse—mounted soldiers. By the time of the late Republic, all cavalry incorporated into Roman armies was auxiliary in nature: that is, composed of non—citizens. Germans, Gauls, Thracians, Galatians and Numidians commonly formed Roman cavalry units, as these were all peoples numbering horse—riding tribes among them. There seems at most times to have been adequate volunteers to fill cavalry ranks; Gauls and Numidians apparently were the most numerous. The cavalry was formed into regiments of five hundred horsemen, each regiment divided into ten squadrons of fifty troopers. They were led by officers of their own nationality, but the overall commander of cavalry was always Roman.


  cavea See the entry on theaters.


  cella A room without a specific name (or function, in domestic dwellings). A temple room was always just a cella.


  Celtiberian The general term covering the tribes inhabiting northern and north—central Spain. As the name suggests, racially they were an admixture of migratory Celts from Gaul and the more ancient indigenous Iberian stock. Their towns were almost all erected upon easily fortified crags, hills or rocky outcrops, and they were past masters at guerrilla warfare.


  censor The censor was the most august of all Roman magistrates, though he lacked imperium and was therefore not entitled to be escorted by lictors. Two censors were elected by the Centuriate Assembly to serve for a period of five years (called a lustrum); censorial activity was, however, mostly limited to the first eighteen months of the lustrum, which was ushered in by a special sacrifice, the suovetaurilia, of pig, sheep and ox. No man could stand for censor unless he had been consul first, and usually only those consulars of notable auctoritas and dignitas bothered to stand. The censors inspected and regulated membership in the Senate and the Ordo Equester, and conducted a general census of Roman citizens throughout the Roman world. They had the power to transfer a citizen from one tribe to another as well as one Class to another. They applied the means test. The letting of State contracts for everything from the farming of taxes to public works was also their responsibility. In 81 B.C. Sulla abolished the office, apparently as a temporary measure.


  census Every five years the censors brought the roll of the citizens of Rome up to date. The name of every Roman citizen male was entered on these rolls, together with informationabout his tribe, his economic class, his property and means, and his family. Neither women nor children were formally registered as being Roman citizens, though there are cases documented in the ancient sources that clearly show some women awarded the Roman citizenship in their own right. The city of Rome’s census was taken on the Campus Martius at a special station erected for the purpose; those living elsewhere in Italy had to report to the authorities at the nearest municipal registry, and those living abroad to the provincial governor. There is some evidence, however, that the censors of 97 B.C., Lucius Valerius Flaccus and Marcus Antonius Orator, changed the manner in which citizens living outside Rome but inside Italy proper were enrolled.


  centunculus A coat or quilt made out of patches in many colors.


  Centuriate Assembly See the entry under Assembly.


  centurion The regular professional officer of both Roman citizen and auxiliary infantry legions. It is a mistake to equate him with the modern noncommissioned officer; centurions enjoyed a relatively exalted status uncomplicated by modern social distinctions. A defeated Roman general hardly turned a hair if he lost even senior military tribunes, but tore his hair out in clumps if he lost centurions. Centurion rank was graduated; the most junior commanded an ordinary century of eighty legionaries and twenty noncombatant assistants, but exactly how he progressed in what was apparently a complex chain of progressive seniority is not known. In the Republican army as reorganized by Gaius Marius, each cohort had six centuriones (singular, centurio), with the most senior man, the pilus prior, commanding the senior century of his cohort as well as the entire cohort. The ten men commanding the ten cohorts which made up a full legion were also ranked in seniority, with the legion’s most senior centurion, the primus pilus (this term was later reduced to primipilus), answering only to his legion’s commander (either one of the elected tribunes of the soldiers, or one of the general’s legates). During Republican times promotion to centurion was up from the ranks. The centurion had certain easily recognizable badges of office: he wore greaves on his shins, a shirt of scales rather than chain links, a helmet crest projecting sideways rather than front—to—back, and carried a stout knobkerrie of vine wood. He also wore many decorations.


  century Any grouping of one hundred men. Most importantly, the Roman legion was organized in basic units of one hundred men called centuries. The Classes of the Centuriate Assembly were also organized in centuries, but with steadily increasing population these centuries came eventually to contain far more than one hundred men. chlamys The cloaklike outer garment worn b^ Greek men.


  chryselephantine A work of art fashioned in gold and ivory.


  chthonic Pertaining to the Underworld, and ill—omened.


  Cimbri A Germanic people originally inhabiting the upper or northern half of the Jutland peninsula (modern Denmark). Strabo says that a sea—flood drove them out in search of a new homeland about 120 B.C. In combination with the Teutones and a mixed group of Germans and Celts (the Marcomanni—Cherusci—Tigurini) they wandered Europe in search of this homeland until they ran foul of Rome. In 102 and 101 B.C. Gaius Marius utterly defeated them, and the migration disintegrated.


  Circus Flaminius The circus situated on the Campus Martius not far from the Tiber and the Forum Holitorium. It was built in 221 B.C., and sometimes served as a place for a comitial meeting, when the Plebs or the People had to meet outside the pomerium. It seems to have been well used as a venue for the games, but for events pulling in smaller attendances than the Circus Maximus. It held about fifty thousand spectators.


  Circus Maximus The old circus built by King Tarquinius Priscus before the Republic began. It filled the whole of the Vallis Murcia, a declivity between the Palatine and Aventine Mounts. Even though its capacity was about one hundred and fifty thousand spectators, there is ample evidence that during Republican times freedman citizens were classified as slaves when it came to admission to the Circus Maximus, and were thus denied. Just too many people wanted to go to the circus games. Women were permitted to sit with men.


  citizenship For the purposes of this series of books, the Roman citizenship. Possession of it entitled a man to vote in his tribe and his Class (if he was economically qualified to belong to a Class) in all Roman elections. He could not be flogged, he was entitled to the Roman trial process, and he had the right of appeal. The male citizen became liable for military service on his seventeenth birthday. After the lex Minicia of 91 B.C., the child of a union between a Roman citizen of either sex and a non—Roman was forced to assume the citizenship of the non—Roman parent.


  citocacia A mild Latin profanity, meaning “stinkweed.”


  citrus wood The most prized cabinet wood of the Roman world. It was cut from vast galls on the root system of a cypresslike tree, Callitris quadrivavis vent., which grew in the highlands of North Africa all the way from the Oasis of Ammonium and Cyrenaica to the far Atlas of Mauretania. Though termed citrus, the tree was not botanically related to orange or lemon. Most citrus wood was reserved for making tabletops (usually mounted upon a single chryselephantine pedestal), but it was also turned as bowls. No tabletops have survived to modern times, but enough bowls have for us to see that citrus wood was certainly the most beautiful timber of all time.


  Classes These were five in number, and represented the economic divisions of property—owning or steady—income—earning Roman citizens. The members of the First Class were the richest, the members of the Fifth Class the poorest. Those Roman citizens who belonged to the capite censi, or Head Count, were too poor to qualify for a Class status, and so could not vote in the Centuriate Assembly. In actual fact, it was rare for the Third Class to be called upon to vote in the Centuriate Assembly, let alone members of the Fourth or Fifth Class!


  client In Latin, cliens. The term denoted a man of free or freed status (he did not have to be a Roman citizen) who pledged himself to a man he called his patron. In the most solemn and binding way, the client undertook to serve the interests and obey the wishes of his patron. In return he received certain favors—usually gifts of money, or a job, or legal assistance. The freed slave was automatically the client of his ex-master until discharged of this obligation—if he ever was. A kind of honor system governed the client’s conduct in relation to his patron, and was adhered to with remarkable consistency. To be a client did not necessarily mean that a man could not also be a patron; more that he could not be an ultimate patron, as technically his own clients were also the clients of his patron. During the Republic there were no formal laws concerning the client—patron relationship because they were not necessary—no man, client or patron, could hope to succeed in life were he known as dishonorable in this vital function. However, there were laws regulating the foreign client—patron relationship; foreign states or client—kings acknowledging Rome as patron were legally obliged to find the ransom for any Roman citizen kidnapped in their territories, a fact that pirates relied on heavily for an additional source of income. Thus, not only individuals could become clients; whole towns and even countries often were.


  client—king A foreign monarch might pledge himself as a client in the service of Rome as his patron, thereby entitling his kingdom to be known as a Friend and Ally of the Roman People. Sometimes, however, a foreign monarch pledged himself as the client of a Roman individual, as did certain rulers to Lucullus and Pompey.


  clivus A hilly street.


  cognomen The last name of a Roman male anxious to distinguish himself from all his fellows possessed of an identical first ] and family [(nomen)] name. He might adopt one for himself, as did Pompey with the cognomen Magnus, or simply continue to bear a cognomen which had been in the family for generations, as did the Julians cognominated Caesar. In some families it became necessary to have more than one cognomen: for example, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Cornelianus Scipio Nasica, who was the adopted son of Metellus Pius the Piglet. Quintus was his first name ‘, Caecilius his family name ; Metellus Pius were cognomina belonging to his adoptive father; Cornelianus indicated that he was by blood a Cornelian; and Scipio Nasica were the cognomina of his blood father. As things turned out, he was always known as Metellus Scipio, a neat compromise to both blood and adoptive family. The cognomen often pointed up some physical characteristic or idiosyncrasy—jug ears, flat feet, hump back, swollen legs—or else commemorated some great feat—as in the Caecilii Metelli who were cognominated Dalmaticus, Balearicus, Macedonicus, Numidicus, these being related to a country each man had conquered. The best cognomina were heavily sarcastic—Lepidus, meaning a thoroughly nice fellow, attached to a right bastard—or extremely witty—as with the already multiple—cognominated Gaius Julius Caesar Strabo Vopiscus, who earned an additional name, Sesquiculus, meaning he was more than just an arsehole, he was an arsehole and a half.


  cohort The tactical unit of the legion. It comprised six centuries, and each legion owned ten cohorts. When discussing troop movements, it was more customary for the general to speak of his army in terms of cohorts than legions, which perhaps indicates that, at least until the time of Caesar, the general deployed or peeled off cohorts in battle. The maniple, formed of two centuries (there were three maniples to the cohort), ceased to have any tactical significance from the time of Marius.


  college A body or society of men having something in common. Rome owned priestly colleges (such as the College of Pontifices), political colleges (as the College of Tribunes of the Plebs), civil colleges (as the College of Lictors), and trade colleges (for example, the Guild of Undertakers). Certain groups of men from all walks of life, including slaves, banded together in what were called crossroads colleges to look after the city of Rome’s major crossroads and conduct the annual feast of the crossroads, the Compitalia.


  colonnade A roofed walkway flanked by one row of outer columns when attached to a building in the manner of a verandah, or, if freestanding (as a colonnade often was), by a row of columns on either side. comitia See the entry under Assembly. Comitia The large round well in which meetings of the comitia were held. It was located in the lower Forum Romanum adjacent to the steps of the Senate House and the Basilica Aemilia, and proceeded below ground level in a series of steps, forming tiers upon which men stood; comitial meetings were never conducted seated. When packed, the well could hold perhaps three thousand men. The rostra, or speaker’s platform, was grafted into one side.


  CONDEMNO The word employed by a jury to deliver a verdict of “guilty.” It was a term confined to the courts; both courts and Assemblies had their own vocabularies.


  confarreatio The oldest and strictest of the three forms of Roman marriage. By the time of Sulla, the practice of confarreatio was confined to patricians, and then was not mandatory. One of the chief reasons why confarreatio lost much popularity lay in the fact that the confarreatio bride passed from the hand of her father to the hand of her husband, and thus had far less freedom than women married in the usual way; she could not control her dowry or conduct business. The other main reason for the unpopularity of confarreatio lay in the extreme difficulty of dissolving it; divorce (diffarreatio) was so legally and religiously arduous that it was more trouble than it was worth unless the circumstances left no alternative.


  Conscript Fathers When it was established by the Kings of Rome (traditionally by Numa Pompilius), the Senate consisted of one hundred patricians entitled patres—“fathers.” Then when plebeian senators were added during the first years of the Republic, they were said to be conscripti—“chosen without a choice.” Together, the patrician and plebeian members were said to be patres et conscripti; gradually the once—distinguishing terms were run together, and all members of the Senate were simply the Conscript Fathers.


  consul The consul was the most senior Roman magistrate owning imperium, and the consulship (modern scholars do not refer to it as the “consulate” because a consulate is a modern diplomatic institution) was the top rung on the cursus honorum. Two consuls were elected each year by the Centuriate Assembly, and served for one year. They entered office on New Year’s Day (January 1). One was senior to the other; he was the one who had polled his requisite number of Centuries first. The senior consul held the fasces (q.v.) for the month of January, which meant his junior colleague looked on. In February the junior consul held the fasces, and they alternated month by month throughout the year. Both consuls were escorted by twelve lictors, but only the lictors of the consul holding the fasces that month shouldered the actual fasces as they preceded him wherever he went. By the last century of the Republic, a patrician or a plebeian could be consul, though never two patricians together. The proper age for a consul was forty-two, twelve years after entering the Senate at thirty, though there is convincing evidence that Sulla in 81 B.C. accorded patrician senators the privilege of standing for consul two years ahead of any plebeian, which meant the patrician could be consul at forty years of age. A consul’s imperium knew no bounds; it operated not only in Rome and Italy, but throughout the provinces as well, and overrode the imperium of a proconsular governor. The consul could command any army.


  consular The name given to a man after he had been consul. He was held in special esteem by the rest of the Senate, and until Sulla became dictator was always asked to speak or give his opinion in the House ahead of the praetors, consuls—elect, etc. Sulla changed that, preferring to exalt magistrates in office and those elected to coming office. The consular, however, might at any time be sent to govern a province should the Senate require the duty of him. He might also be asked to take on other duties, like caring for the grain supply.


  consultum The term for a senatorial decree, though it was expressed more properly as a senatus consultant. It did not have the force of law. In order to become law, a consultant had to be presented by the Senate to any of the Assemblies, tribal or centuriate, which then voted it into law—if the members of the Assembly requested felt like voting it into law. Sulla’s reformations included a law that no Assembly could legislate a bill unless it was accompanied by a senatus consultum. However, many senatorial consulta (plural) were never submitted to any Assembly, therefore were never voted into law, yet were accepted as laws by all of Rome; among these consulta were decisions about provincial governors, declaration and conduct of wars, and all to do with foreign affairs. Sulla in 81 B.C. gave these senatorial decrees the formal status of laws.


  contio This was a preliminary meeting of a comitial Assembly in order to discuss the promulgation of a projected law, or any other comitial business. All three Assemblies were required to debate a measure in contio, which, though no voting took place, had nonetheless to be convoked by the magistrate empowered.


  contubernalis A military cadet: a subaltern of lowest rank and age in the hierarchy of Roman military officers, but excluding the centurions. No centurion was ever a cadet, he was an experienced soldier.


  corona civica Rome’s second—highest military decoration. A crown or chaplet made of oak leaves, it was awarded to a man who had saved the lives of fellow soldiers and held the ground on which he did this for the rest of the duration of a battle. It could not be awarded unless the saved soldiers swore a formal oath before their general that they spoke the truth about the circumstances. L. R. Taylor argues that among Sulla’s constitutional reforms was one relating to the winners of major military crowns; that, following the tradition of Marcus Fabius Buteo, he promoted these men to membership in the Senate, which answers the vexed question of Caesar’s senatorial status (complicated as it was by the fact that, while flamen Dialis, he had been a member of the Senate from the time he put on the toga virilis). Gelzer agreed with her—but, alas, only in a footnote.


  corona graminea or obsidionalis Rome’s highest military decoration. Made of grass (or sometimes a cereal such as wheat, if the battle took place in a field of grain) taken from the battlefield and awarded “on the spot,” the Grass Crown conferred virtual immortality on a man, for it had been won on very few occasions during the Republic. The man who won it had to have saved a whole legion or army by his personal efforts. Both Quintus Sertorius and Sulla were awarded Grass Crowns.


  cubit A Greek and Asian measurement of length not popular among Romans; it was normally held to be the distance between a man’s elbow and the tips of his fingers, and was probably about 18 inches (450mm).


  cuirass Armor encasing a man’s upper body without having the form of a shirt. It consisted of two plates of bronze, steel, or hardened leather, the front one protecting thorax and abdomen, the other the back from shoulders to lumbar spine. The plates were held together by straps or hinges at the shoulders and along each side under the arms. Some cuirasses were exquisitely tailored to the contours of an individual’s torso, while others fitted any man of a particular size and physique. The men of highest rank—generals and legates—wore cuirasses tooled in high relief and silver—plated (sometimes, though rarely, gold—plated). Presumably as an indication of imperium, the general and perhaps the most senior of his legates wore a thin red sash around the cuirass about halfway between the nipples and waist; the sash was ritual1^ knotted and looped.


  cultarius Scullard’s spelling: the O.L.D. prefers cultrarius. He was a public servant attached to religious duties, and his only job appears to have been to cut the sacrificial victim’s throat. However, in Republican Rome this was undoubtedly a full—time job for several men, so many were the ceremonies requiring sacrifice of an animal victim. He probably also helped dispose of the victim and was custodian of his tools. cunnus An extremely offensive Latin profanity—“cunt.” Cuppedenis Markets Specialized markets lying behind the upper Forum Romanum on its eastern side, between the Clivus Orbius and the Carinae/Fagutal. In it were vended luxury items like pepper, spices, incense, ointments and unguents and balms; it also served as the flower market, where a Roman (all Romans loved flowers) could buy anything from a bouquet to a garland to go round the neck or a wreath to go on the head. Until sold to finance Sulla’s campaign against King Mithridates, the actual land belonged to the State.


  Curia Hostilia The Senate House. It was thought to have been built by the shadowy third king of Rome, Tullus Hostilius, hence its name: “the meeting—house of Hostilius.”


  cursus honorum See the entry on magistrates.


  curule chair The sella curulis was the ivory chair reserved exclusively for magistrates owning imperium: at first I thought only the curule aedile sat in one, but it seems that at some stage during the evolution of the Republic, imperium (and therefore the curule chair) was also conferred upon the two plebeian aediles. Beautifully carved in ivory, the chair itself had curved legs crossing in a broad X, so that it could be folded up. It was equipped with low arms, but had no back.


  DAMNO The word employed by a comitial Assembly to indicate a verdict of “guilty.” It was not used in the courts, perhaps because the courts did not have the power to execute a death penalty.


  decury A group of ten men. The tidy—minded Romans tended to subdivide groups containing several hundred men into tens for convenience in administration and direction. Thus the Senate was organized in decuries (with a patrician senator as the head of each decury), the College of Lictors, and probably all the other colleges of specialized public servants as well. It has been suggested that the legionary century was also divided into decuries, ten men messing together and sharing a tent, but evidence points more to eight soldiers. As a legionary century contained eighty soldiers, not one hundred, this would give ten groups of eight soldiers. But perhaps each eight legionaries were given two of the century’s twenty noncombatants as servants and general factotums, thus bringing each octet up to a decury.


  demagogue Originally a Greek concept, the demagogue was a politician whose chief appeal was to the crowds. The Roman demagogue (almost inevitably a tribune of the plebs) preferred the arena of the Comitia well to the Senate House, but it was no part of his policy to “liberate the masses,” nor on the whole were those who flocked to listen to him composed of the very lowly. The term simply indicated a man of radical rather than ultra-conservative bent.


  denarius Plural, denarii. Save for a very rare issue or two of gold coins, the denarius was the largest denomination of coin under the Republic. Of pure silver, it contained about 3.5 grams of the metal, and was about the size of a dime—very small. There were 6,250 denarii to one silver talent. Of actual coins in circulation, there were probably more denarii than sesterces.


  diadem This was not a crown or a tiara, but simply a thick white ribbon about one inch (25mm) wide, each end embroidered and often finished with a fringe. It was the symbol of the Hellenic sovereign; only King and/or Queen could wear it. The coins show that it was worn either across the forehead or behind the hairline, and was knotted at the back below the occiput; the two ends trailed down onto the shoulders.


  dies religiosi Days of the year regarded as ill-omened. On them nothing new ought to be done, nor religious ceremonies conducted. Some dies religiosi commemorated defeats in battle, on three dies religiosi the mundus (underworld gate) was left open, on others certain temples were closed, on yet others the hearth of Vesta was left open. The days after the Kalends, Nones and Ides of each month were dies religiosi, and thought so ill-omened that they had a special name: Black Days.


  diffarreatio See the entry on confarreatio.


  dignitas Like auctoritas (q.v.), the Latin dignitas has connotations not conveyed by the English word derived from it, “dignity.” It was a man’s personal standing in the Roman world rather than his public standing, though his public standing was enormously enhanced by great dignitas. It gave the sum total of his integrity, pride, family and ancestors, word, intelligence, deeds, ability, knowledge, and worth as a man. Of all the assets a Roman nobleman possessed, dignitas was likely to be the one he was most touchy about, and protective of. I have elected to leave the term untranslated in my text.


  diverticulum In the two earlier books, I used this term to mean only the “ring roads” around the city of Rome that linked all the arterial roads together. In Fortune’s Favorites it is also used to indicate sections where an arterial road bifurcated to connect with important towns not serviced by the arterial road itself, then fused together again, as with the two diverticula on the Via Flaminia which must have already existed by the late Republic, though not generally conceded to exist until imperial times. Did the diverticulum to Spoletium not exist, for example, neither Carrinas nor Pompey would have been able to fetch up there so quickly.


  divinatio Literally, guesswork. This was a special hearing by a specially appointed panel of judges to determine the fitness of a man to prosecute another man. It was not called into effect unless a man’s fitness was challenged by the defense. The name referred to the fact that the panel of judges arrived at a decision without the presentation of hard evidence—that is, they arrived at a conclusion by guesswork.


  doctor The man who was responsible for the training and physical fitness of gladiators.


  drachma The” name I have elected to use when speaking of Hellenic currency rather than Roman, because the drachma most closely approximated the denarius in weight at around 4 grams. Rome, however, was winning the currency race because of the central and uniform nature of Roman coins; during the late Republic, the world was beginning to prefer to use Roman coins rather than Hellenic.


  Ecastor! Edepol! The most genteel and inoffensive of Roman exclamations of surprise or amazement, roughly akin to “Gee!” or “Wow!” Women used “Ecastor!” and men “Edepol!” The roots suggest they invoked Castor and Pollux.


  electrum An alloy of gold and silver. In times dating back to before the Republic electrum was thought to be a metal in itself, and like the electrum rod in the temple of Jupiter Feretrius on the Capitol, it was left as electrum. By the time of the Republic, however, it was known to be an alloy, and was separated into its gold and silver components by cementationwith salt, or treatment with a metallic sulphide.


  Epicurean Pertaining to the philosophical system of the Greek Epicurus. Originally Epicurus had advocated a kind of hedonism so exquisitely refined that it approached asceticism on its left hand, so to speak; a man’s pleasures were best sampled one at a time, and strung out with such relish that any excess defeated the exercise. Public life or any other stressful work was forbidden. These tenets underwent considerable modification in Rome, so that a Roman nobleman could call himself an Epicure yet still espouse his public career. By the late Republic, the chief pleasure of an Epicurean was food.


  epulones A minor order of priests whose business was to organize senatorial banquets after festivals of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and also to arrange the public banquets during games and some feast days.


  equestrian Pertaining to the knights.


  ethnarch The general Greek word for a city or town magistrate. There were other and more specific names in use, but I do not think it necessary to compound confusion in readers by employing a more varied terminology.


  Euxine Sea The modern Black Sea. Because of the enormous number of major rivers which flowed into it (especially in times before water volume was regulated by dams), the Euxine Sea contained less salt than other seas; the current through Thracian Bosporus and Hellespont always flowed from the Euxine toward the Mediterranean (the Aegean)—which made it easy to quit the Euxine, but hard to enter it.


  exeunt omnes Literally, “Everybody leave!” It has been a stage direction employed by playwrights since drama first came into being.


  faction The following of a Roman politician is best described as a faction; in no way could a man’s followers be described as a political party in the modern sense. Factions formed around men owning auctoritas and dignitas, and were purely evidence of that individual’s ability to attract and hold followers. Political ideologies did not exist, nor did party lines. For that reason I have avoided (and will continue to avoid) the terms Optimate and Popularis, as they give a false impression of Roman political solidarity to a party—acclimatized modern reader.


  Faesulae Modern Fiesole. Possibly because it was settled by the Etruscans before Rome became a power, it was always deemed a part of Etruria; in actual fact it lay north of the Arnus River, in what was officially Italian Gaul.


  fasces The fasces were bundles of birch rods ritually tied together in a crisscross pattern by red leather thongs. Originally an emblem of the Etruscan kings, they passed into the customs of the emerging Rome, persisted in Roman life throughout the Republic, and on into the Empire. Carried by men called lictors (q.v.), they preceded the curule magistrate (and the propraetor and proconsul as well) as the outward symbol of his imperium. Within the pomerium only the rods went into the bundles, to signify that the curule magistrate had the power to chastise, but not to execute; outside the pomerium axes were inserted into the bundles, to signify that the curule magistrate or promagistrate did have the power to execute. The only man permitted to insert the axes into the midst of the rods inside the pomerium was the dictator. The number of fasces indicated the degree of imperium: a dictator had twenty-four, a consul and proconsul twelve, a praetor and propraetor six, and the aediles two. Sulla, incidentally, was the first dictator to be preceded by twenty-four lictors bearing twenty-four fasces; until then, dictators had used the same number as consuls, twelve.


  fasti The fasti were originally days on which business could be transacted, but came to mean other things as well: the calendar, lists relating to holidays and festivals, and the list of consuls (this last probably because Romans preferred to reckon up their years by remembering who had been the consuls in any given year). The entry in the glossary to The First Man in Rome contains a fuller explanation of the calendar than space permits me here—under fasti, of course.


  fellator Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa! My fault entirely that in the two previous volumes of this series, I managed to give the man on the receiving end the wrong name! It does happen that one becomes confused, as I do by opposites, left and right, and clockwise versus anticlockwise. A cerebral aberration of sorts. The fact remains that I was wrong. The fellator was the man sucking the penis, the irrumator the man whose penis was being sucked. Fellator sucker, irrumator suckee.


  feriae Holidays. Though attendance at public ceremonies on such holidays was not obligatory, feriae traditionally demanded that business, labor and lawsuits not be pursued, and that quarrels, even private ones, should be avoided. The rest from normal labors on feriae extended to slaves and also some animals, including oxen but excluding equines of all varieties. fetiales A special college of priests whose duties were to serve Bellona, the goddess of war. Though it was an honor to be appointed a fetialis, during the late Republic the rites of making war or peace as pertaining to Bellona were much neglected; it was Caesar’s great—nephew, Augustus, who brought the college back to full practice.


  filibuster A modern word for a political activity at least as old as the Senate of Rome. It consisted, then as now, of “talking a motion out”: the filibusterer droned on and on about everything from his childhood to his funeral plans, thus preventing other men from speaking until the political danger had passed. And preventing the taking of a vote!


  flamen The flamines (plural) were probably the oldest of Rome’s priests in time, dating back at least as far as the Kings. There were fifteen flamines, three major and twelve minor. The three major flaminates were Dialis (Jupiter Optimus Maxi—mus), Martialis (Mars), and Quirinalis (Quirinus). Save for the poor flamen Dialis—his nature is discussed fully in the text—none of the flamines seemed terribly hedged about with prohibitions or taboos, but all three major flamines qualified for a public salary, a State house, and membership in the Senate. The wife of the flamen was known as the flaminica. The flamen and flaminica Dialis had to be patrician in status, though I have not yet discovered whether this was true of the other flamines, major or minor. To be on the safe side, I elected to stay with patrician appointments.


  Fortuna One of Rome’s most worshipped and important deities. Generally thought to be a female force, Fortuna had many different guises; Roman godhead was usually highly specific. Fortuna Primigenia was Jupiter’s firstborn, Fors Fortuna was of particular importance to the lowly, Fortuna Virilis helped women conceal their physical imperfections from men, Fortuna Virgo was worshipped by brides, Fortuna Equestris looked after the knights, and Fortuna Huiusque Diei (“the fortune of the present day”) was the special object of worship by military commanders and prominent politicians having military backgrounds. There were yet other Fortunae. The Romans believed implicitly in luck, though they did not regard luck quite as we do; a man made his luck, but was—even in the case of men as formidably intelligent as Sulla and Caesar—very careful about offending Fortuna, not to mention superstitious. To be favored by Fortuna was considered a vindication of all a man stood for.


  forum The Roman meeting place, an open area surrounded by buildings, many of which were of a public nature. Forum Boarium The meat markets, situated at the starting—post end of the Circus Maximus, below the Germalus of the Palatine. The Great Altar of Hercules and several different temples to Hercules lay in the Forum Boarium, which was held to be peculiarly under his protection. Forum Holitorium The vegetable markets, situated on the bank of the Tiber athwart the Servian Walls between the river and the flank of the Capitoline Mount. There were three gates in the walls at the Forum Holitorium—the Porta Triumphalis (used only to permit the triumphal parade into the city), the Porta Carmentalis, and the Porta Flumentana. It is generally thought that the Servian Walls of the Forum Holitorium were crumbled away to nothing by the late Republic, but I do not believe this; the threat of the Germans alone caused many repairs to the Servian Walls.


  Forum Romanum This long open space was the center of Roman public life, and was largely devoted, as were the buildings around it, to politics, the law, business, and religion. I do not believe that the free space of the Forum Romanum was choked with a permanent array of booths, stalls and barrows; the many descriptions of constant legal and political business in the lower half of the Forum would leave little room for such apparatus. There were two very large market areas on the Esquiline side of the Forum Romanum, just removed from the Forum itself by one barrier of buildings, and in these, no doubt, most freestanding stalls and booths were situated. Lower than the surrounding districts, the Forum was rather damp, cold, sunless—but very much alive in terms of public human activity.


  freedman A manumitted slave. Though technically a free man (and, if his former master was a Roman citizen, himself a Roman citizen), the freedman remained in the patronage of his former master, who had first call on his time and services. He had little chance to exercise his vote in either of the two tribal Assemblies, as he was invariably placed into one of two vast urban tribes, Suburana or Esquilina. Some slaves of surpassing ability or ruthlessness, however, did amass great fortunes and power as freedmen, and could therefore be sure of a vote in the Centuriate Assembly; such freedmen usually managed to have themselves transferred into rural tribes as well, and thus exercised the complete franchise.


  free man A man born free and never sold into outright slavery, though he could be sold as a nexus or debt slave. The latter was rare, however, inside Italy during the late Republic.


  games In Latin, ludi. Games were a Roman institution and pastime which went back at least as far as the early Republic, and probably a lot further. At first they were celebrated only when a general triumphed, but in 336 B.C. the ludi Romani became an annual event, and were joined later by an ever—increasing number of other games throughout the year. All games tended to become longer in duration as well. At first games consisted mostly of chariot races, then gradually came to incorporate animal hunts, and plays performed in specially erected temporary theaters. Every set of games commenced on the first day with a solemn but spectacular religious procession through the Circus, after which came a chariot race or two, and then some boxing and wrestling, limited to this first day. The succeeding days were taken up with theatricals; comedy was more popular than tragedy, and eventually the freewheeling Atellan mimes and farces most popular of all. As the games drew to a close, chariot racing reigned supreme, with animal hunts to vary the program. Gladiatorial combats did not form a part of Republican games (they were put on by private individuals, usually in connection with a dead relative, in the Forum Romanum rather than in the Circus). Games were put on at the expense of the State, though men ambitious to make a name for themselves dug deeply into their private purses while serving as aediles to make “their” games more spectacular than the State—allocated funds permitted. Most of the big games were held in the Circus Maximus, some of the smaller ones in the Circus Flaminius. Free Roman citizen men and women were permitted to attend (there was no admission charge), with women segregated in the theater but not in the Circus; neither slaves nor freedmen were allowed admission, no doubt because even the Circus Maximus, which held 150,000 people, was not large enough to contain freedmen as well as free men.


  Gaul, Gauls A Roman rarely if ever referred to a Celt as a Celt; he was known as a Gaul. Those parts of the world wherein Gauls lived were known as some kind of Gaul, even when the land was in Anatolia (Galatia). Before Caesar’s conquests, Gaul-across-the-Alps—that is, Gaul west of the Italian Alps—was roughly divided into two parts: Gallia Comata or Long-haired Gaul, neither Hellenized nor Romanized, and a coastal strip with a bulging extension up the valley of the river Rhodanus which was known as The Province, and both Hellenized as well as Romanized. The name Narbonese Gaul (which I have used in this book) did not become official until the principate of Augustus, though Gaul around the port of Narbo was probably always known as that. The proper name for Gaul-across-the-Alps was Transalpine Gaul. That Gaul more properly known as Cisalpine Gaul because it lay on the Italian side of the Alps I have elected to call Italian Gaul. It too was divided into two parts by the Padus River (the modern Po); I have called them Italian Gaul—across—the—Padus and Italian Gaul—this—side—of—the—Padus. There is also no doubt that the Gauls were racially closely akin to the Romans, for their languages were of similar kind, as were many of their technologies. What enriched the Roman at the ultimate expense of the Gaul was his centuries—long exposure to other Mediterranean cultures.


  gens A man’s clan or extended family. It was indicated by his nomen, such as Cornelius or Julius, but was feminine in gender, hence they were the gens Cornelia and the gens Julia.


  gig A two—wheeled vehicle drawn by either two or four animals, more usually mules than horses. Within the limitations of ancient vehicles—springs and shock absorbers did not exist—the gig was very lightly and flexibly built, and was the vehicle of choice for a Roman in a hurry because it was easy for a team to draw, therefore speedy. However, it was open to the elements. In Latin it was a cisia. The carpentum was a heavier version of the gig, having a closed coach body.


  gladiator There is considerable wordage within the pages of this book about gladiators, so I will not enlarge upon them here. Suffice it to say that during Republican times there were only two kinds of gladiator, the Thracian and the Gaul, and that gladiatorial combat was not usually “to the death.” The thumbs—up, thumbs—down brutality of the Empire crowds did not exist, perhaps because the State did not own or keep gladiators under the Republic, and few of them were slaves; they were owned by private investors, and cost a great deal of money to acquire, train and maintain. Too much money to want them dead or maimed in the ring. Almost all gladiators during the Republic were Romans, usually deserters or mutineers from the legions. It was very much a voluntary occupation.


  governor A very useful English term to describe the pro—magistrate—proconsul or propraetor—sent to direct, command and manage one of Rome’s provinces. His term was set at one year, but very often it was prorogued, sometimes (as in the case of Metellus Pius in Further Spain) for many years.


  Gracchi The Brothers Gracchi, Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus and his younger brother, Gaius Sempronius Gracchus. They were the sons of Cornelia (daughter of Scipio Africanus and Aemilia Paulla) and Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus (consul in 177 and 163 B.C., censor in 169 B.C.), and the consulship, high military command and the censorship were thus their birthright. Neither man advanced beyond the tribunate of the plebs, due to a peculiar combination of high ideals, iconoclastic thinking, and a tremendous sense of duty to Rome. Tiberius Gracchus, a tribune of the plebs in 133 B.C., set out to right the wrongs he saw in the way the Roman State was administering its ager publicus; his aim was to give it to the civilian poor of Rome, thus encouraging them by dowering them with land to breed sons and work hard. When the end of the year saw his work still undone, Tiberius Gracchus flouted custom by attempting to run for the tribunate of the plebs a second time. He was clubbed to death on the Capitol. Gaius Gracchus, ten years Tiberius’s junior, was elected a tribune of the plebs in 123 B.C. More able than his brother, he had also profited from his mistakes, and bade fair to alter the whole direction of the ultra-conservative Rome of his time. His reforms were much wider than Tiberius’s, and embraced not only the ager publicus, but also cheap grain for the populace (a measure aimed not only at the poor, for he adopted no means test), regulation of service in the army, the founding of Roman citizen colonies abroad, public works throughout Italy, removal of the courts from the Senate, a new system to farm the taxes of Asia Province, and an enhancement of citizen status for Latins and Italians. When his year as a tribune of the plebs finished, Gaius Gracchus emulated his brother and ran for a second term. Instead of being killed for his presumption, he got in. At the end of his second term he determined to run yet again, but was defeated in the elections. Helpless to intervene, he had to see all his laws and reforms begin to topple. Prevented from availing himself of peaceful means, Gaius Gracchus resorted to violence. Many of his partisans were killed when the Senate passed its first—ever “ultimate decree,” but Gaius Gracchus himself chose to commit suicide before he could be apprehended.


  The glossary attached to The Grass Crown contains a much fuller article on the Gracchi.


  guild An organized body of professionals, tradesmen, or slaves. One of the purposes behind the organization of guilds lay in protective measures to ensure the members received every advantage in business or trade practices, another to ensure the members were cared for properly in their places of work, and one interesting one, to ensure that the members had sufficient means at their deaths for decent burial.


  Head Count The capite censi or proletarii: the lowly of Rome. Called the Head Count because at a census all the censors did was to “count heads.” Too poor to belong to a Class, the urban Head Count usually belonged to an urban tribe, and therefore owned no worthwhile votes. This rendered them politically useless beyond ensuring that they were fed and entertained enough not to riot. Rural Head Count, though usually owning a valuable tribal vote, rarely could afford to come to Rome at election time. Head Count were neither politically aware nor interested in the way Rome was governed, nor were they particularly oppressed in an Industrial Revolution context. I have sedulously avoided the terms “the masses” or “the proletariat” because of post-Marxist preconceptions not applicable to the ancient lowly. In fact, they seem to have been busy, happy, rather impudent and not at all servile people who had an excellent idea of their own worth and scant respect for the Roman great. However, they had their public heroes; chief among them seems to have been Gaius Marius—until the advent of Caesar, whom they adored. This in turn might suggest that they were not proof against military might and the concept of Rome as The Greatest.


  Hellenic, Hellenized Terms relating to the spread of Greek culture and customs after the time of Alexander the Great. It involved life—style, architecture, dress, industry, government, commercial practices and the Greek language.


  hemiolia A very swift, light bireme of small size, much favored by pirates in the days before they organized themselves into fleets and embarked upon mass raiding of shipping and maritime communities. The hemiolia was not decked, and carried a mast and sail aft, thus reducing the number of oars in the upper bank to the forward section of the ship.


  herm A stone pedestal designed to accommodate a bust or small sculpture. It was chiefly distinguished by possessing male genitals on its front side, usually erect.


  horse, Nesaean The largest kind of horse known to the ancients. How large it was is debatable, but it seems to have been at least as large as the mediaeval beast which carried an armored knight, as the Kings of Armenia and the Parthians both relied on Nesaeans to carry their cataphracts (cavalry clad in chain mail from head to foot, as were the horses). Its natural home was to the south and west of the Caspian Sea, in Media, but by the time of the late Republic there were some Nesaean horses in most parts of the ancient world.


  Horse, October On the Ides of October (this was about the time the old campaigning season finished), the best war—horses of that year were picked out and harnessed in pairs to chariots. They then raced on the sward of the Campus Martius, rather than in one of the Circuses. The right—hand horse of the winning team was sacrificed to Mars on a specially erected altar adjacent to the course of the race. The animal was killed with a spear, after which its head was severed and piled over with little cakes, while its tail and genitalia were rushed to the Regia in the Forum Romanum, and the blood dripped onto the altar inside the Regia. Once the ceremonies over the horse’s cake—heaped head were concluded, it was thrown at two competing crowds of people, one comprising residents of the Subura, the other residents of the Via Sacra. The purpose was to have the two crowds fight for possession of the head. If the Via Sacra won, the head was nailed to the outside wall of the Regia; if the Subura won, the head was nailed to the outside wall of the Tunis Mamilia (the most conspicuous building in the Subura). What was the reason behind all this is not known; the Romans of the late Republic may well not have known themselves, save that it was in some way connected with the close of the campaigning season. We are not told whether the war—horses were Public Horses or not, but we might be pardoned for presuming they were Public Horses.


  Horse, Public A horse which belonged to the State—to the Senate and People of Rome. Going all the way back to the Kings of Rome, it had been governmental policy to provide the eighteen hundred knights of the eighteen most senior Centuries with a horse to ride into battle—bearing in mind the fact that the Centuriate Assembly had originally been a military gathering, and the senior Centuries cavalrymen. The right of these senior knights to a Public Horse was highly regarded and defended.


  hubris The Greek word for overweening pride in self.


  hypocausis In English, hypocaust. A form of central heating having a floor raised on piles and heated from a furnace (the early ones were wood—fired) below. The hypocaust began to heat domestic dwellings about the time of Gaius Marius, and was also used to heat the water in baths, both public and domestic.


  ichor The fluid which coursed through the veins of the gods; a kind of divine blood.


  Ides The third of the three named days of the month which represented the fixed points of the month. Dates were reckoned backward from each of these points—Kalends, Nones, Ides. The Ides occurred on the fifteenth day of the long months (March, May, July and October), and on the thirteenth day of the other months. The Ides were sacred to Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and were marked by the sacrifice of a sheep on the Arx of the Capitol by the flamen Dialis.


  Ilium The Latin name for Homer’s city of Troy.


  Illyricum The wild and mountainous lands bordering the Adriatic Sea on its eastern side. The native peoples belonged to an Indo—European race called Illyrians, were tribalized, and detested first Greek and then Roman coastal incursions. Republican Rome bothered little about Illyricum unless boilingtribes began to threaten eastern Italian Gaul, when the Senate would send an army to chasten them.


  imago, imagines An imago was a beautifully tinted mask made of refined beeswax, outfitted with a wig, and startlingly lifelike (anyone who has visited a waxworks museum will understand how lifelike wax images can be made, and there is no reason to think a Roman imago was very much inferior to a Victorian wax face). When a Roman nobleman reached a certain level of public distinction, he acquired the ius imaginis, which was the right to have a wax image made of himself. Some modern authorities say the ius imaginis was bestowed upon a man once he attained curule office, which would mean aedile. Others plump for praetor, still others for consul. I plump for consul, also the Grass or Civic Crown, a major flaminate, and Pontifex Maximus. All the imagines belonging to a family were kept in painstakingly wrought miniature temples in the atrium of the house, and were regularly sacrificed to. When a prominent man or woman of a family owning the ius imaginis died, the wax masks were brought out and worn by actors selected because they bore a physical resemblance in height and build to the men the masks represented. Women of course were not entitled to the ius imaginis—even Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi.


  imperator Literally, the commander-in-chief or general of a Roman army. However, the term (first attested to in the career of Lucius Aemilius Paullus) gradually came to be given only to a general who won a great victory; his troops had to have hailed him imperator on the field before he qualified for a triumph. Imperator is the root of the word “emperor.”


  imperium Imperium was the degree of authority vested in a curule magistrate or promagistrate. It meant that a man owned the authority of his office, and could not be gainsaid provided he was acting within the limits of his particular level of imperium and within the laws governing his conduct. Imperium was conferred by a lex curiata, and lasted for one year only. Extensions for prorogued governors had to be ratified by the Senate and/or People. Lictors shouldering fasces indicated a man’s imperium; the more lictors, the higher the imperium.


  in absentia In the context used in these books, a candidacy for office approved of by Senate (and People, if necessary) and an election conducted in the absence of the candidate himself. He may have been waiting on the Campus Martius because imperium prevented his crossing the pomerium, as with Pompey and Crassus in 70 B.C., or he may have been on military service in a province, as with Gaius Memmius when elected quaestor.


  in loco parentis Still used today, though in a somewhat watered-down sense. To a Republican Roman, in loco parentis (literally, in the place of a parent) meant a person assumed the full entitlements of a parent as well as the inherent responsibilities.


  insula An island. Because it was surrounded on all sides by streets, lanes or alleyways, an apartment building was known as an insula. Roman insulae were very tall (up to one hundred feet—thirty meters—in height) and most were large enough to incorporate an internal light well; many were so large they contained multiple light wells. The insulae to be seen today at Ostia are not a real indication of the height insulae attained within Rome; we know that Augustus tried fruitlessly to limit the height of Roman city insulae to one hundred feet.
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  in suo anno Literally, in his year. The phrase was used of men who attained curule office at the exact age the law and custom prescribed for a man holding that office. To be praetor and consul in suo anno was a great distinction, for it meant that a man gained election at his first time of trying—many consuls and not a few praetors had to stand several times before they were successful, while others were prevented by circumstances from seeking office at this youngest possible age. Those who bent the law to attain office at an age younger than that prescribed were also not accorded the distinction of being in suo anno.


  interrex “Between the kings.” The patrician senator, leader of his decury, appointed to govern for five days when Rome had no consuls. The term is more fully explained in the text.


  Iol Modern Cherchel, in Algeria.


  Italia The name given to all of peninsular Italy. Until Sulla regulated the border with Italian Gaul east of the Apennines by fixing it at the Rubico River, the Adriatic side probably ended at the Metaurus River.


  Italian Allies Certain states and/or tribes within peninsular Italy were not gifted with the Roman citizenship until after they rose up against Rome in 91 B.C. (a war detailed in The Grass Crown). They were held to be socii, that is, allies of Rome. It was not until after Sulla became dictator at the end of 82 B.C. that the men of the Italian Allies were properly regulated as Roman citizens.


  Italian Gaul See the entry under Gaul.


  iudex The Latin term for a judge.


  iugerum, iugera The Roman unit of land measurement. In modern terms the iugerum consisted of 0.623 (five eighths) of an acre, or 0.252 (one quarter) of a hectare. The modern reader used to acres will get close enough by dividing the number of iugera in two; if more accustomed to hectares, divide the number of iugera by four.


  Iulus Strictly speaking, the Latin alphabet owned no J. The equivalent was consonantal /, pronounced more like the English Y. If rendered in English, Iulus would be Julus. Iulus was the son of Aeneas (q.v.) and was believed by the members of the gens Julia to be their direct ancestor. The identity of his mother is of some import. Virgil says Iulus was actually Ascanius, the son of Aeneas by his Trojan wife, Creusa, and had accompanied Aeneas on all his travels. On the other hand, Livy says Iulus was the son of Aeneas by his Latin wife, Lavinia. What the Julian family of Caesar’s day believed is not known. I shall go with Livy; Virgil was too prone to tamper with history in order to please his patron, Augustus.


  ius In the sense used in this book, an incontrovertible right or entitlement at law and under the mos maiorum. Hence the ius auxilii ferendi (q.v.), the ius imaginis (see imago), and so forth.


  ius auxilii ferendi The original purpose of the tribunate of the plebs was to protect members of the Plebs from discriminatory actions by the Patriciate, this latter group of aristocrats then forming both the Senate and the magistracy. The ius auxilii ferendi was the right of any plebeian to claim to the tribunes of the plebs that he must be rescued from the clutches of a magistrate.


  Jupiter Stator That aspect of Jupiter devoted to halting soldiers who were fleeing the field of battle. It was a military cult of generals. The chief temple to Jupiter Stator was on the corner of the Velia where the Via Sacra turned at right angles to run down the slope toward the Palus Ceroliae; it was large enough to be used for meetings by the Senate.


  Kalends The first of the three named days of each month which represented the fixed points of the month. Dates were reckoned backward from each of these points—Kalends, Nones, Ides. The Kalends always occurred on the first day of the month. They were sacred to Juno, and originally had been timed to coincide with the appearance of the New Moon.


  knights The equites, the members of what Gaius Gracchus named the Ordo Equester. Under the Kings of Rome, the equites had formed the cavalry segment of the Roman army; at this time horses were both scarce and expensive, with the result that the eighteen original Centuries comprising the knights were dowered with the Public Horse by the State. As the Republic came into being and grew, the importance of Roman knight cavalry diminished, yet the number of knight Centuries in the Classes increased. By the second century B.C., Rome no longer fielded horse of her own, and the knights became a social and economic group having little to do with military matters. The knights were now defined by the censors in economic terms alone, though the State continued to provide a Public Horse for each of the eighteen hundred most senior equites. The original eighteen Centuries were kept at one hundred men each, but the rest of the knights’ Centuries (between seventy—one and seventy—three) swelled within themselves to contain many more than one hundred men apiece. Until 123 B.C., all senators were knights as well, but in that year Gaius Gracchus split the Senate off as a separate body of three hundred men. It was at best an artificial kind of process; all non—senatorial members of senatorial families were still classified as knights, and the senators were not put into three senator—only Centuries, but left for voting purposes in whatever Centuries they had always occupied. The insoluble puzzle is: who were the tribuni aerarii? A knight’s census was 400,000 sesterces, presumably income, and the tribunus aerarius had a census of 300,000 sesterces. At first I thought they were possibly senior public servants—Treasury supervisors and the like—but I have swung round to thinking that Mommsen was right. He suggested that there were at least two echelons of knight of the First Class: those with a census of 400,000 sesterces, and those with a census of 300,000 sesterces; and that the lesser—incomed knights were the tribuni aerarii. Does that mean only the eighteen hundred knights owning the Public Horse possessed a census of 400,000 sesterces or more? I would doubt that too. There were many thousands of very rich men in Rome, and no census could so neatly divide one income group from another at a round—figure cutoff point. Perhaps it went more that a senior knight dowered with the Public Horse had to have at least 400,000 sesterces income for census purposes. Whereas the other seventy—plus Centuries of the First Class contained a mixture of full knights and tribuni aerarii. The Centuries of juniors, one imagines, contained more census—rated tribuni aerarii than the Centuries of seniors. But no one knows for certain! There was nothing to stop a knight who qualified for the (entirely unofficial) senatorial means test of one million sesterces becoming a senator under the old system, wherein the censors filled vacancies in the Senate; that by and large knights did not aspire to the Senate was purely because of the knightly love of trade and commerce, forbidden fruit for senators, who could only dabble in land and property. When Sulla reorganized senatorial admission by regulating it through election to the quaestorship, presumably the electoral officers (whose duty it was to accept or deny a candidacy) inspected the candidate’s means. But I also suspect that quite a few men firmly ensconced in the Senate did not have one million sesterces income!


  Lake Nemi A small volcanic lake in the Via Appia flank of the Alban Hills. In a grove of sacred trees on its shore stood Diana’s temple, served by a priest called Rex Nemorensis. He was an escaped slave who succeeded to the priesthood by first defiling the grove by breaking off a bough from a tree, then killing the existing Rex Nemorensis in combat.


  lanista The proprietor of a gladiatorial school, though not necessarily its actual owner. It was the lanista who saw to the overall running of the school; he may sometimes have supervised the training of the men, but that was more properly the duty of the men called doctores.


  Lar, Lares These were among the most Roman of all gods, having no form, shape, sex, number, or mythology. They were numina. There were many different kinds of Lares, who might function as the protective spirits or forces of a locality (as with crossroads and boundaries), a social group (as with the family’s private Lar, the Lar Familiaris), sea voyages (the Lares Permarini), or a whole nation (Rome had public Lares, the Lares Praestites). By the late Republic, however, people had come to think of the Lares as two young men accompanied by a dog; they were depicted in this way in statues. It is doubtful, however, whether a Roman actually believed that there were only two of them, or that they owned this form and sex; more perhaps that the increasing complexity of life made it convenient to tag them.


  latifundia Large tracts of public land leased by one person and run as a single unit in the manner of a modern ranch. The activity was pastoral rather than agricultural. Latifundia were usually staffed by slaves who tended to be chained up in gangs and locked at night into barracks called ergastula. Latium That region of Italy in which Rome was situated; it received its name from the original inhabitants, the Latini. Its northern boundary was the Tiber River, its southern a point extending inland from the seaport of Circeii; on the east it bordered the more mountainous lands of the Sabines and the Marsi. When the Romans completed the conquest of the Volsci and the Aequi around 300 B.C., Latium became purely Roman.


  lectus funebris The imposing couch upon which the corpse of a man or woman of family rich enough to afford a proper funeral was arranged after the undertakers had dressed and improved the looks of the corpse. It possessed legs, was painted black or made of ebony, trimmed with gilt, and covered in black quilts and cushions.


  legate A legatus. The most senior members of a Roman general’s staff were his legates. All men classified as legates were members of the Senate; they answered only to the general, and were senior to all types of military tribune. Not every legate was a young man, however. Some were consulars who apparently volunteered for some interesting war because they hankered after a spell of army life, or were friends of the general.


  legion Legio. The legion was the smallest Roman military unit capable of fighting a war on its own, though it was rarely called upon to do so. It was complete within itself in terms of manpower, equipment, facilities to make war. Between two and six legions clubbed together constituted an army; the times when an army contained more than six legions were unusual. The total number of men in a full—strength legion was about six thousand, of whom perhaps five thousand were actually soldiers, and the rest were classified as noncombatants. The internal organization of a legion consisted of ten cohorts of six centuries each; under normal circumstances there was a modest cavalry unit attached to each legion, though from the time of Sulla downward the cavalry tended more to be grouped together as a whole body separate from the infantry. Each legion was in charge of some pieces of artillery, though artillery was not employed on the field of battle; its use was limited to siege operations. If a legion was one of the consuls’ legions it was commanded by up to six elected tribunes of the soldiers, who spelled each other. If a legion belonged to a general not currently a consul, it was commanded by one of the general’s legates, or else by the general himself. Its regular officers were the centurions, of whom it possessed some sixty. Though the troops belonging to a legion camped together, they did not live together en masse; they were divided into units of eight men who tented and messed together. See also cohort, legionary This is the correct English word to describe an ordinary soldier (miles gregarius) in a Roman legion. “Legionnaire,” which I have sometimes seen used, is more properly applied to a soldier in the French Foreign Legion, or to a member of the American Legion.


  lex, leges A law or laws. The word lex also came to be applied to the plebiscite , passed by the Plebeian Assembly. A lex was not considered valid until it had been inscribed on bronze or stone and deposited in the vaults below the temple of Saturn. However, residence therein must have been brief, as space was limited and the temple of Saturn also housed the Treasury. After Sulla’s new Tabularium was finished, laws were deposited there instead of (probably) all over the city. A law was named after the man or men who promulgated it and then succeeded in having it ratified, but always (since lex is feminine gender) with the feminine ending to his name or their names. This was then followed by a general description of what the law was about. Laws could be—and sometimes were—subject to repeal at a later date.


  lex Caecilia Didia There were actually two laws, but only one is of relevance to this volume. Passed by the consuls of 98 B.C., the relevant one stipulated that three nundinae or market days had to elapse between the first contio to discuss a law in any of the Assemblies and the day of its ratification by vote of the Assembly. There is some debate as to whether the period consisted of twenty-four or seventeen days; I have elected seventeen.


  lex Domitia de sacerdotiis Passed in 104 B.C. by Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, later Pontifex Maximus. It specified that new pontifices and augurs must be elected by a tribal Assembly comprising seventeen of the thirty-five tribes chosen by lot. Until this law, pontifices and augurs were co-opted by the college members. Sulla once dictator repealed it.


  lex frumentaria The general term for a grain law. There were many such, commencing with Gaius Gracchus. All grain laws pertained to the public grain supply—that is, the grain bought by the State and distributed by the aediles. Most such laws provided cheap grain, but some took cheap grain away.


  lex Genucia Passed in 342 B.C. by the tribune of the plebs Lucius Genucius. It stipulated that a period of ten years must elapse between one man’s holding the same office twice. There were two other leges Genuciae, not referred to in this book.


  lex Minicia de liberis Passed about 91 B.C. There is some doubt as to whether its author was a Minicius or a Minucius. It laid down that the children of a marriage between a Roman citizen and a non—Roman citizen, irrespective of which parent was the Roman citizen, must take the citizen status of the non—Roman parent.


  lex Plautia Papiria Passed in 89 B.C. as a supplementary measure to Lucius Caesar’s law granting the Roman citizenship to Italian socii not directly embroiled in the war between Rome and the Italian Allies. This supplementary law laid down that an Italian resident within peninsular Italy but not in his original municipium who had not taken up arms against Rome could be granted the full citizenship if he applied to a praetor in Rome within sixty days of the law’s ratification. Phew!


  lex rogata A law promulgated in an Assembly by direct cooperation between the presiding magistrate and the members of the Assembly. In other words, the law was not presented to the Assembly in a cut—and—dried, fully drafted state, but was drafted during contio in the Assembly.


  lex sumptuaria Any law regulating the purchase and consumption of luxuries. They were popular laws among magistrates who deplored luxury—loving tendencies, but rarely worked in practice. The most common articles legislated against were spices, peppers, perfumes, incenses, imported wines, and genuine Tyrian purple. Sulla’s sumptuary law even stipulated how much a family could spend on a funeral or a banquet.


  lex Villia annalis Passed in 180 B.C. by the tribune of the plebs Lucius Villius. It stipulated certain minimum ages at which the curule magistracies could be held (presumably thirty-nine for praetors and forty-two for consuls), and apparently also stipulated that two years must elapse between a man’s holding the praetorship and the consulship.


  LIBERO The word used in Assembly trials to register a verdict of acquittal.


  Liber Pater The original Italian fertility god who looked after the sperm of men and the germination of crops. He became identified with wine and good times, with Bacchus and with Dionysos, but he does not appear to have been held lightly. The Italian Allies when pursuing their war against Rome adopted Liber Pater as their tutelary god.


  licker—fish A freshwater bass of the Tiber River. The creature was to be found only between the Wooden Bridge and the Pons Aemilius, where it lurked around the outflows of the great sewers and fed upon what they disgorged. Apparently it was so well fed that it was notoriously hard to catch. This may have been why it was so prized as a delicacy by Rome’s Epicureans.


  lictor The man who formally attended a curule magistrate as he went about his official business by preceding him in single file to clear a way, or by being on hand as he conducted his business in case he needed to employ restraint or chastise. The lictor had to be a Roman citizen and was a State employee, though he does not seem to have been of high social status, and was probably so poorly paid that he relied upon his magistrate’s generosity with gratuities. On his left shoulder he bore the bundle of rods called fasces (q.v.). Within the city of Rome he wore a plain white toga, changing to a black toga for funerals; outside Rome he wore a scarlet tunic cinched by a broad black leather belt bossed in brass, and inserted the axes into the fasces. There was a College of Lictors, though the site of lictorial headquarters is not known. I placed it behind the temple of the Lares Praestites on the eastern side of the Forum Romanum adjacent to the great inn on the corner of the Clivus Orbius, but there is no factual evidence of any kind to support this location. Within the college the lictors (there must have been at least three hundred of them) were organized into de—curies of ten men, each headed by a prefect, and the decuries were collectively supervised by several college presidents.


  litter A covered cubicle equipped with legs upon which it rested when lowered to the ground. A horizontal pole on each corner projected forward and behind the conveyance; it was carried by four to eight men who picked it up by means of these poles. The litter was a slow form of transport, but it was by far the most comfortable known in the ancient world. I imagine it was considerably more comfortable than most modern transport!


  ludi The games. See that entry.


  Lusitani The peoples of far western and northwestern Spain. Less exposed to Hellenic and Roman culture than the Celtiberians, the Lusitani were probably somewhat less Celtic than Iberian in racial content, though the two strains were mixed in them. Their organization was tribal, and they seem to have farmed as well as grazed.


  macellum A market.


  magistrates The elected representatives of the Senate and People of Rome. They embodied the executive arm of the government, and with the exception of the tribunes of the soldiers, they all belonged to the Senate automatically from the time of Sulla’s dictatorship downward. The accompanying diagram most clearly shows the nature of each magistracy, its seniority, who did the electing, and whether a magistrate owned imperium. The cursus honorum, or Way of Honor, proceeded in a straight line from quaestor through praetor to consul; censor, both kinds of aedile and tribune of the plebs were ancillary to the cursus honorum. Save for the censor, all magistrates served for one year only. The dictator was a special case explained in this book.


  Magna Mater The Great Mother. As Kubaba Cybele, the great earth goddess was imported from ancient Carchemish to Phrygia, where her chief sanctuary came into being at Pessinus. In 204 B.C., toward the end of the second Punic War, the navel stone of the Great Mother at Pessinus was brought to Rome, and the cult of the Great Mother was ever after an important one. Her temple was on the Palatine overlooking the Circus Maximus, her priests were eunuchs, and her rites were flagellatory.


  maiestas Treason. The refinements of treason introduced by Saturninus (q.v.) in 103 B.C. were largely cancelled by the law Sulla put on the tablets when dictator; this spelled out with absolute clarity the offenses Rome would hitherto find to be treasonous. See also perduellio.


  malaria This pestilential disease, caused by four varieties of Plasmodium and vectored by the female Anopheles mosquito, was endemic throughout Italy. The Romans knew that it occurred in different manifestations: quartan and tertian, and a more serious form having no regular rhythmic recurrence of the rigors. All were the ague. The Romans also knew that malaria was most common wherever there was swampy ground, hence their fear of the Pomptine Marshes and the Fucine Lake. What they did not realize was that infection took place through the bite of a mosquito.


  manumission The act of freeing a slave. If the slave’s master was a Roman citizen, this act automatically endowed the freed slave with the citizenship. His vote, however, tended to be worthless. The manumitted slave took the name of his old master as his own, adding to it as a cognomen his own name—hence Lucius Cornelius Chrysogonus, Sulla’s infamous freed—man. A slave might be manumitted in one of several ways: by buying his freedom out of his earnings; as a special gesture of the master’s on some great family occasion like a coming—of—age birthday; after an agreed number of years in service; and in a will. Most slaves found the Roman citizenship highly desirable despite its limitations, chiefly on behalf of their free—born descendants. It was not at all uncommon for men with skills to sell themselves into slavery, particularly among the Greeks. For the rest of his life the freed slave had to wear a slightly conical skullcap on the back of his head—the Cap of Liberty. See also freedman.


  Marsi One of the most important Italian peoples. The Marsi lived around the shores of the Fucine Lake, which belonged to them, and their territory extended into the high Apennines. Their history indicates that until the time of the Italian War they had always been loyal to Rome. The Marsi worshipped snakes, and were famous as snake charmers.


  measures and weights Most measurements were based upon body parts, hence the foot, the hand, the pace. The Roman foot at 296mm was just slightly short of 12 inches, and it was divided into 12 inches. 5 feet made up a pace, and the Roman mile at 1,000 paces was about 285 feet short of the English mile, thus there were 20 Roman miles for every 19 English—too small a difference to make it necessary in my text to specify miles (or feet) as Roman.


  Area was measured in iugera (see that entry).


  Grains such as wheat were dry—measured rather than weighed, as they poured like fluids; the dry measures were the medimnus and the modius (see those entries).


  The bulk container was the amphora, which held about 25 liters (6 American gallons), and was the volume of a Roman cubic foot. Ships’ cargoes were always expressed in amphorae.


  The Roman pound, or libra, weighed about 7/10ths of an English pound at 327 grams, and was divided into 12 ounces . Heavy weights were measured in the talent (see that entry).


  medimnus A dry measure for grains and other pourable solids. It equalled 5 modii and occupied a volume of 10 U.S. gallons, and weighed about 65 Roman pounds (47.5 English pounds). This provided sufficient grain for two one—Roman—pound loaves of bread per day for about 30 days, given that the waste husked off the grain in grinding was replaced by water and other ingredients. The ordinary Roman who lived in one or two rooms in an insula did not normally grind his flour and bake his bread at home; he came to an arrangement with his local baker (as indeed was done in many parts of Europe until relatively recently), who took a cut of the grain ration as his price. Perhaps the final result was that one medimnus of wheat provided the ordinary Roman with one large loaf per day for 30 days?


  Mentula A choice Latin obscenity for the penis.


  merchantman A cargo ship. Much shorter in length and broader in the beam than a war galley (the ratio was about 4:1), it was stoutly built of some pinus like fir, and was designed to be sailed more than rowed, though it was always equipped with a bank of oars for use when becalmed or being chased by pirates. The single sail was cross—rigged; sometimes a smaller sail was rigged forward of the mainsail on a foremast. Steerage was usually in the form of two large rudder oars, one on either side at the stern. High in the poop, it was decked to protect its cargo, and usually had a cabin amidships as well as a cabin aft. Cargo was loaded in amphorae if grain or wine; these large earthenware jars with pointed bottoms were stowed in the hold embedded in sawdust to prevent their shifting in heavy seas. The average merchantman seems to have carried about 100 tons of cargo. Though able to stay at sea night and day—and in the hands of a good captain able to sail across open sea—the merchantman when possible hugged the coast, and its captain was more likely to want to put into port at dusk than to sail on. Perhaps the only merchantmen which regularly stayed at sea and crossed open waters were the ships of large grain fleets. These often doubled as troop transports.


  Middle Sea The name I have used for the Mediterranean Sea. My observant readers will notice a new term now creeping into the narrative: Our Sea. Mare nostrum (our sea) is what it came to be called as the Republic neared its end.


  miles gloriosus Miles means soldier, and at first glance gloriosus might seem to mean glorious. But it commonly meant boastful or vainglorious, as it did in the hands of the playwright.


  Military Man The vir militaris. What might be called a “career soldier.” His whole life revolved around the army, and he continued to serve in the army after his obligatory number of years or campaigns had expired. If he entered the Roman political arena he relied upon his military reputation to catch votes, but many Military Men never bothered to enter the political arena at all. However, if a Military Man wanted to general an army, he had no choice but to attain the praetorship, which was the lowest magistracy carrying command of an army with it. Gaius Marius, Quintus Sertorius, Titus Didius, Gaius Pomptinus, Publius Ventidius were all Military Men; but Caesar the Dictator, the greatest military man of them all, was never a Military Man.


  minim A bright vermilion pigment made from cinnabar (mercuric sulphide) which the triumphing general painted on his face, apparently to ape the terracotta face of the statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus in his temple on the Capitol.


  Minutus Meager in size.


  modius The customary measure of grain. A modius occupied 2 U.S. gallons or 8 liters, and weighed about 13 (presumably Roman) pounds. The public grain was doled out in increments of 5 modii per month, this equaling one medimnus (see this entry also for information about bread). mos maiorum The established order of things, used to describe the habits and customs of government and public institutions. Perhaps the best definition is to say that the mos maiorum was Rome’s unwritten constitution. Mos meant established custom; and in this context maiores meant ancestors or forebears. To sum up, the mos maiorum was how things had always been done—and how they should always be done in the future too!


  mundus A beehive—shaped pit which was divided into two parts and normally kept covered. Its exact purpose is a mystery, but it seems to have been believed in late Republican times to be an entranceway to the Underworld. The lid was removed thrice in the year on dies religiosi (q.v.) in order to allow the shades of the dead to walk the city.


  myoparo A small war galley much favored by pirates before they began to band together in much larger ships to sail as properly admiraled fleets capable of attacking and beating professional navies. The myoparo is somewhat mysterious as to its size and type, but it seems to have been an improvement upon the hemiolia (q.v.) and preferred to the hemiolia. The only drawing of it is not informative, though it does seem to indicate that the myoparo had only one bank of oars rowed over the top of the gunwale rather than through ports, and also possessed mast and sail.


  nefas Sacrilege; an impious or sacrilegious act.


  Nesaean horse See horse, Nesaean.


  nobleman Nobilis. A man and his descendants were described as noble once he had achieved the consulship. This was an artificial aristocracy invented by the plebeians in order to cut the inarguably noble patricians down to size; once the first century of the Republic was over, more plebeians reached the consulship than did patricians. Nobility mattered enormously.


  nomen The family, clan, or gentilicial name—the name of the gens in (for men) masculine form. Cornelius, Julius, Domitius, Licinius were all nomina (plural).


  Nones The second of the three named days of the month which represented the fixed points of the month. Dates were reckoned backward from each of these points—Kalends, Nones, Ides. The Nones occurred on the seventh day of the long months (March, May, July and October), and on the fifth day of the other months. The Nones were sacred to Juno.


  non pro consule, sed pro consulibus The famous phrase of Lucius Marcius Philippus when proposing that Pompey be given command of Nearer Spain in the war against Quintus Sertorius. As a piece of hair—splitting it was brilliant, and reconciled many in the Senate to Pompey who were obdurately against a proconsular command going to a man outside the Senate. It said, more or less, “not as a man after his consulship, but as a man acting on behalf of the consuls of the year.”


  numen, numina, numinous Pertaining to gods who were absolutely spirits or forces, having no bodies, faces, sex, or mythology. See the glossary of The First Man in Rome for much fuller explanation.


  nundinum The interval between one market day and the next; the eight—day Roman week. Save for the Kalends, Nones and Ides, the days of the Roman calendar were not named; on the calendars themselves they are allocated a letter between A and H, with A (presumably) being the market day. When the Kalends of January coincided with the market day, the whole year was considered to be unlucky, but this did not happen regularly because of intercalations and the fact that the eight—day round of letters was continued on without an interruption between last day of the old year and first (Kalends) day of the new year.


  nundinus, nundinae (plural) The market day, occurring every eighth day; the singular, nundinus, was less used than the plural, nundinae. Under normal circumstances the courts were open on nundinae, but the Assemblies were not.


  October Horse See Horse, October.


  Olympia The famous temple and precinct of Zeus was nowhere near Mount Olympus in Thessaly; it lay on the Alpheus River in the district of Elis, in the western Peloponnese.


  opus incertum The oldest of several ways in which the Romans built their walls. A facing of irregular small stones mortared together was constructed with a hollow interior or cavity; this was filled with a mortar composed of black pozzolana and lime mixed through an aggregate of rubble and small stones . Even in the time of Sulla, opus incertum was still the most popular way to build a wall. It was probably also cheaper than brick.


  Ordo Equester The name given to the knights by Gaius Gracchus. See the entry on knights.


  Oscan The language spoken by the Samnites, Campani, Lucani, Apuli, Bruttii and other Italian peoples of the more southern part of the Italian peninsula; it was the chief language of > central Italy even during the latter decades of the Republic. It was Indo—European, but not closely allied to Latin; some of the peoples who spoke Oscan used a Latin alphabet to write it, but more (including the widest group of Oscan speakers, the Samnites) used an alphabet derived from Etruscan. Many Romans could speak and understand Oscan. The Atellan mimes were sometimes staged in Rome with the cast speaking in Oscan.


  paean A song or hymn of praise, sometimes composed in honor of a living man, more often relating to the gods.


  pantheon, The word used nowadays to encompass collectively the whole array of gods in a polytheistic system of religious belief.


  Parvus So small as to be of no account.


  paterfamilias The head of the family unit. His right to do as he pleased with the various members of his family was rigidly protected at law.


  patrician, Patriciate The Patriciate was the original Roman aristocracy. To an ancestor—revering, birth—conscious people like the Romans, the importance of belonging to patrician stock can hardly be overestimated. The older among the patrician families were aristocrats before the Kings of Rome, the youngest among them (the Claudii) apparently emerging at the very beginning of the Republic. All through the Republic they kept the title of patrician, as well as a prestige unattainable by any plebeian—and this in spite of the nobility, the “new aristocracy” ennobled above mere plebeian status by having consuls in the family. However, by the last century of the Republic a patrician owned little distinction beyond his blood; the wealth and energy of the great plebeian families had steadily eroded original patrician rights. Sulla, a patrician himself, seems to have tried in small ways to elevate the patrician above his plebeian brothers, but did not dare legislate major privileges. Yet entitlement and privilege under the constitution mattered not a scrap to most Romans: they knew the patrician was better. During the last century of the Republic the following patrician families were still producing senators, and some praetors and consuls: Aemilius, Claudius, Cornelius, Fabius (but through adoption only), Julius, Manlius, Pinarius, Postumius, Sergius, Servilius, Sulpicius, and Valerius.


  patron, patronage Republican Roman society was organized into a system of patronage and clientship (see also client). Though perhaps the smallest businessmen and the lowly of Rome were not always participants in the system, it was nevertheless prevalent at all levels in society, and not all patrons were from the upper echelons of society. The patron undertook to offer protection and favors to those who acknowledged themselves his clients. Freed slaves were in the patronage of their ex-masters. No woman could be a patron. Many patrons were clients of patrons more powerful than themselves, which technically made their clients also the clients of their patron. The patron might do nothing for years to obtain help or support from a client, but one day the client would be called upon to do his patron a favor—vote for him, or lobby for him, or perform some special task. It was customary for the patron to see his clients at dawn in his house on “business” days in the calendar; at these matinees the clients would ask for help or favor, or merely attend to offer respect, or offer services. A rich or generous patron often bestowed gifts of money upon his clients when they assembled at such times. If a man became the client of another man whom in earlier days he had hated to the point of implacable enmity, that client would thereafter serve his erstwhile enemy, now his patron, with complete fidelity, even to death (vide Caesar the Dictator and Curio the Younger).


  Pavo A peacock.


  pedarius A senatorial backbencher (see entry on the Senate).


  People of Rome This term embraced every single Roman who was not a member of the Senate; it applied to patricians as well as plebeians, and to the Head Count as well as to the First Class.


  perduellio High treason. Until first Saturninus and then Sulla redefined treason and passed new treason laws, perduellio was the only form treason had in Roman law. Old enough to be mentioned in the Twelve Tables (q.v.), it required a trial process in the Centuriate Assembly, a most cumbersome affair. It carried an automatic death penalty, of crucifixion on a cross tied to an unlucky tree (that is, a tree which had never borne fruit).


  peristyle An enclosed garden or courtyard which was surrounded by a colonnade and formed the outdoor area of a house.


  phalerae Round, chased, ornamented silver or gold discs about 3 to 4 inches (75 to 100mm) in diameter. Originally they were worn as insignia by Roman knights, and also formed a part of the trappings of a knight’s horse. Gradually they came to be military decorations awarded for exceptional bravery in battle. Normally they were given in sets of nine (three rows of three each) upon a decorated leather harness of straps designed to be worn over the mail shirt or cuirass. piaculum A sacrifice made as atonement for some offense.


  Picenum That part of the eastern Italian peninsula roughly occupying the area of the Italian leg’s calf muscle. Its western boundary formed the crest of the Apennines; Umbria lay to the north, and Samnium to the south. The original inhabitants were of Italiote and Illyrian stock, but there was a tradition that Sabines had migrated east of the Apennine crest and settled in Picenum, bringing with them as their tutelary god Picus, the woodpecker, from which the region got its name. A tribe of Gauls called the Senones also settled in the area at the time Italy was invaded by the first King Brennus in 390 B.C. Politically Picenum fell into two parts: northern Picenum, closely allied to southern Umbria, was under the sway of the great family called Pompeius; and Picenum south of the Flosis or Flussor River was under the sway of peoples allied to the Samnites.


  pilum, pila The Roman infantry spear, especially as modified by Gaius Marius. It had a very small, wickedly barbed head of iron and an upper shaft of iron; this was joined to a shaped wooden stem which fitted the hand comfortably. Marius modified it by introducing a weakness into the junction between iron and wooden sections, so that when the pilum lodged in an enemy shield or body, it broke apart, and thus could not be hurled back by the enemy. After a battle all the broken pila were collected from the field; they were easily mended by the artificers.


  plebeian, Plebs All Roman citizens who were not patricians were plebeians; that is, they belonged to the Plebs (the e is short, so that Plebs rhymes with webs, not glebes). At the beginning of the Republic no plebeian could be a priest, a magistrate, or even a senator. This situation lasted only a very short while; one by one the exclusively patrician institutions crumbled before the onslaught of the Plebs, who far outnumbered the patricians—and several times threatened to secede. By the late Republic there was very little if any advantage to being a patrician—except that everyone knew patrician was better.


  Plebeian Assembly See the entry under Assemblies.


  podex An impolite word for the posterior fundamental orifice: an arsehole rather than an anus.


  Pollux The ever—forgotten Heavenly Twin. See Castor.


  pomerium The sacred boundary enclosing the city of Rome. Marked by white stones called cippi, it was reputedly inaugurated by King Servius Tullius, and remained without change until Sulla’s dictatorship. The pomerium did not exactly follow the Servian Walls, one good reason why it is doubtful that the Servian Walls were built by King Servius Tullius—who would certainly have caused his walls to follow the same line as his pomerium. The whole of the ancient Palatine city of Romulus was enclosed within the pomerium, whereas the Aventine lay outside it. So too did the Capitol. Tradition held that the pomerium might be enlarged, but only by a man who significantly increased the size of Roman territory. In religious terms, Rome herself existed only inside the pomerium; all outside it was merely Roman territory.


  pontifex Many Latin etymologists think that in very early times the pontifex was a maker of bridges (pans: bridge), and that the making of bridges was considered a mystical art putting the maker in close touch with the gods. Be that as it may, by the time the Republic came along the pontifex was a priest. Incorporated into a special college, he served as an adviser to Rome’s magistrates and comitia in all religious matters—and would inevitably himself become a magistrate. At first all pontifices had to be patrician, but a lex Ogulnia of 300 B.C. stipulated that half the College of Pontifices had to be plebeian. During periods when the pontifices (and augurs) were co-opted into the college by other members, new appointees tended to be well under senatorial age; the early twenties were common. Thus the appointment of Caesar at twenty-seven years of age was not at all unusual or remarkable.


  Pontifex Maximus The head of Rome’s State-administered religion, and most senior of all priests. He seems to have been an invention of the infant Republic, a typically masterly Roman way of getting round an obstacle without demolishing it and ruffling feelings. In the time of the Kings of Rome, the Rex Sacrorum had been the chief priest, this being a title held by the King himself. Apparently considering it unwise to abolish the Rex Sacrorum, the anti—monarchical rulers of the new Republic of Rome simply created a new priest whose role and status were superior to the Rex Sacrorum. This new priest was given the title of Pontifex Maximus. To reinforce his statesmanlike position, it was laid down that he should be elected, not co-opted (the other priests were all co-opted). At first he was probably required to be a patrician, but soon could as easily be a plebeian. He supervised all the members of the various priestly colleges—and the Vestal Virgins. The State gave him its most imposing house as his residence, but in Republican times he shared this residence with the Vestal Virgins, apparently on a half-and-half basis. His official headquarters had the status of an inaugurated temple: the little old Regia in the Forum Romanum just outside his State house. popa He was a public servant attached to religious duties, and his only job appears to have been to wield the big stunning hammer; the cutting of the beast’s throat was the province of the cultarius (see that entry).


  population of Rome A vexed question upon which much ink has been expended by modern scholars. I think there is a tendency to underestimate the number of people who actually dwelt inside Rome herself, few if any of the scholars admitting to a number as great as one million. The general consensus seems to be half a million. However, we do know the dimensions of the Republican city inside the Servian Walls: in width, one-plus kilometers, in length, two-plus kilometers. Then as now, Rome was a city of apartment dwellers, and that is a strong clue to the actual population. Of Roman citizens—that is, males on the census rolls—there were perhaps a quarter of a million; plus wives and children; and plus slaves. It was an absolutely penurious household which did not have at least one slave in service; the Head Count seem to have owned slaves too. Then there were the non—citizens, of whom Rome had hordes: Jews, Syrians, Greeks, Gauls, all sorts. With wives, children, and slaves. Rome teemed with people, its insulae were multitudinous. Non—citizens, wives, children and slaves must have pushed that quarter—million well above a million. Otherwise the insulae would have been half empty and the city smothered in parks. I think two million is closer to the mark.


  porta A city or town gate. Rome’s gates were all equipped with mighty oak doors and portcullises.


  portico The word I have chosen to indicate a large covered porch forming an entrance to a building or temple.


  porticus Not a porch, but a whole building incorporating some sort of large central courtyard. The actual building was usually longer than wide, and constructed on a colonnade principle. The Porticus Margaritaria in the upper Forum Romanum was a squarer version of the porticus, and housed Rome’s most expensive shops. The Porticus Aemilia in the Port of Rome was a very long building which housed firms and agents dealing with shipping, import and export.


  praefectus fabrum One of the most important men in a Roman army, technically the praefectus fabrum was not even a part of it; he was a civilian appointed to the post by the general. The praefectus fabrum was responsible for equipping and supplying the army in all respects, from its animals and their fodder to its men and their food. Because he let out contracts to businessmen and manufacturers for equipment and supplies, he was a very powerful figure—and unless he was a man of superior integrity, in a perfect position to enrich himself. The evidence of Caesar’s praefectus fabrum, the Gadetanian banker Lucius Cornelius Balbus, indicates just how important and powerful these suppliers of armies were.


  praenomen A Roman man’s first name. There were very few praenomina (plural) in use, perhaps twenty, and half of them were not common, or else were confined to the men of one particular gens, as with Mamercus, confined to the Aemilii Lepidi, and Appius, confined to the patrician Claudii. Each gens or clan favored certain praenomina only, perhaps two or three out of the twenty. A modern scholar can often tell from a man’s praenomen whether he was a genuine member of the gens: the Julii, for instance, favored Sextus, Gaius and Lucius only, with the result that a man called Marcus Julius is highly suspect. The Licinii favored Publius, Marcus and Lucius; the Pompeii favored Gnaeus, Sextus and Quintus; the Cornelii favored Publius, Lucius and Gnaeus; the Servilii of the patrician gens favored Quintus and Gnaeus. One of the great puzzles for modern scholars concerns that Lucius Claudius who was Rex Sacrorum during the late Republic; Lucius was not a patrician Claudian praenomen, yet the Rex Sacrorum was certainly a patrician Claudius. I have postulated that there was a certain branch of the Claudii bearing the praenomen Lucius which always traditionally provided Rome with her Rex Sacrorum. The whole subject of praenomina has me in stitches whenever I watch one of those Hollywood Roman epics; they always get it wrong!


  praetor This magistracy ranked second in the hierarchy of Roman magistrates. At the very beginning of the Republic, the two highest magistrates of all were known as praetors. By the end of the fourth century B.C., however, the term consul had come into being for the highest magistrates, and praetors were relegated to second—best. One praetor was the sole representative of this position for many decades thereafter; he was obviously the praetor urbanus, as his duties were confined to the city of Rome, thus freeing up the two consuls for duties as war leaders outside the city. In 242 B.C. a second praetor, the praetor peregrinus, was created to cope with matters relating to foreign nationals and Italy rather than Rome. As Rome acquired her overseas provinces more praetors were created to govern them, going out to do so in their year of office rather than afterward as propraetors. By the last century of the Republic there were six praetors elected in most years, eight in others, depending upon the State’s needs. Sulla brought the number of praetors up to eight during his dictatorship, and limited duty during their year in actual office to his law courts.


  praetor peregrinus I have chosen to translate this as the foreign praetor because he dealt with non-citizens. By the time of Sulla his duties were confined to litigation and the dispensation of legal decisions; he traveled all over Italy as well as hearing cases involving non—citizens within Rome herself.


  praetor urbanus The urban praetor, whose duties by the late Republic were almost all to do with litigation. Sulla further refined this by confining the urban praetor to civil rather than criminal suits. His imperium did not extend beyond the fifth milestone from Rome, and he was not allowed to leave Rome for longer than ten days at a time. If both the consuls were absent from Rome, he was Rome’s senior magistrate, therefore empowered to summon the Senate, make decisions about execution of government policies, even organize the defenses of the city under threat of attack.


  Princeps Senatus The Leader of the House. He was appointed by the censors according to the rules of the mos maiorum: he had to be a patrician, the leader of his decury, an interrex more times than anyone else, of unimpeachable morals and integrity, and have the most auctoritas and dignitas. The title Princeps Senatus was not given for life, but was subject to review by each new pair of censors. Sulla stripped the Leader of the House of a considerable amount of his auctoritas, but he continued to be prestigious.


  privatus Used within the pages of this book to describe a man who was a senator but not currently a magistrate.


  proconsul One serving the State with the imperium of a consul but not in office as consul. Proconsular imperium was normally bestowed upon a man after he finished his year as consul and went to govern a province proconsule. A man’s tenure of a proconsulship was usually for one year only, but it was very commonly


  prorogued (q.v.), sometimes for several years; Metellus Pius was proconsul in Further Spain from 79 to 71 B.C. Proconsular imperium was limited to the proconsul’s province or command, and was lost the moment he stepped across the pomerium into Rome.


  Procrustes A mythological Greek gentleman of dubious tastes. In his stronghold somewhere in Attica (said to be on the road to the Isthmus of Corinth) he kept two beds, one too short for the average man, and one too long. Having lured the traveler into his lair, he overpowered his victim and then popped the poor fellow on whichever of the two beds fitted least. If the victim was too short for the long bed, Procrustes stretched him out until he did measure up; if the victim was too tall for the short bed, Procrustes lopped bits off his extremities until he did measure up. Theseus killed him by treating him as he had treated all his victims.


  proletarii Those Roman citizens who were too poor to give the State anything by way of taxes, duties, or service. The only thing they could give the State was proles—children. See Head Count.


  promagistrate One serving the State in a magisterial role without actually being a magistrate. The offices of quaestor, praetor and consul (the three magistracies of the formal cursus honorum) were the only three relevant.


  propraetor One serving the State with the imperium of a praetor but not in office as a praetor. Propraetorian imperium was normally bestowed upon a man after he had finished his year as praetor and went to govern a province propraetore. Tenure of a propraetorship was usually for one year, but could be prorogued.


  proquaestor One serving the State as a quaestor but not in office as a quaestor. The office did not carry imperium, but under normal circumstances a man elected to the quaestorship would, if asked for personally by a governor who ended in staying in his province for more than one year, remain in the province as proquaestor until his superior went home.


  prorogue This meant to extend a man’s tenure of promagisterial office beyond its normal time span of one year. It affected proconsuls and propraetors, but also quaestors. I include the word in this glossary because I have discovered that modern English language dictionaries of small or even medium size neglect to give this meaning in treating the word “prorogue.”


  province Originally this meant the sphere of duty of a magistrate or promagistrate holding imperium, and therefore applied as much to consuls and praetors in office inside Rome as it did to those abroad. Then the word came to mean the place where the imperium was exercised by its holder, and finally was applied to that place as simply meaning it was in the ownership (or province) of Rome.


  pteryges The leather straps which depended from the waist to the knees as a kilt, and from the shoulders to the upper arms as sleeves; they were sometimes fringed at their ends, and ornamented with metallic bosses as well as tooling. The traditional mark of the senior officers and generals of the Roman army, they were not worn by the ranks.


  publicani Tax—farmers, or contracted collectors of Rome’s public revenues. Such contracts were let by the censors about every five years, though it would seem that Sulla when dictator suspended this when he terminated the office of censor. No doubt he provided some other means of letting contracts.


  Public Horse See Horse, Public.


  public servants The more research I do, the more I come to see that Rome had many public servants. However, the Senate and Assemblies—that is, government—traditionally abominated public servants, and many of Rome’s public transactions were conducted by firms and/or individuals in the private business sector. This privatization was an ongoing thing throughout the Republic, and was usually effected through the censors, praetors, aediles and quaestors. Contracts were let, a price for the particular service was agreed to. All this notwithstanding, of public servants there were many—clerks, scribes, secretaries, accountants, general factotums, religious attendants, public slaves, electoral officers, comitial officers, lictors—not to mention the legions. Cavalry might be considered to be “on hire.” Pay and conditions were probably not good, but aside from the public slaves all public servants seem to have been Roman citizens. The bulk of clerical employees were apparently Greek freedmen.


  Pulex A flea.


  Punic Pertaining to Carthage and the Carthaginians. It derives from the original homeland of the Carthaginians—Phoenicia.


  Pusillus Absolutely infinitesimal in size.


  Pythagorean Pertaining to the philosophical system originated by Pythagoras. In Rome of the late Republic he had a reputation as a bit of a ratbag—that is, eccentric enough to be considered slightly potty. He taught that the soul was doomed to transmigrate from one kind of organism to another (even plants) for all eternity unless when imprisoned within a man that man espoused a way of life designed to free the soul: he preached rules of silence, chastity, contemplation, vegetarianism, etc. Women were as welcome to participate in the way of life as men. The Neopythagorean cult practiced in Rome had departed from true Pythagoreanism, but the preoccupation with numbers and a way of life was still strong. Unfortunately among the foods Pythagoreans advocated consuming in large quantities were beans; the result was a great deal of methane in the air around a Pythagorean. He or she was therefore very often the butt of unsympathetic wits. A medical friend of mine maintains that excessive amounts of fava beans can promote excessive bleeding in childbirth.


  quaestio A court of law or judicial investigatory panel.


  quaestor The lowest rung on the senatorial cursus honorum. It was always an elected office, but until Sulla laid down during his dictatorship that in future the quaestorship would be the only way a man could enter the Senate, it was not necessary for a man to be quaestor in order to be a senator. Sulla increased the number of quaestors from perhaps twelve to twenty, and laid down that a man could not be quaestor until he was thirty years of age. The chief duties of a quaestor were fiscal. He might be (chosen by the lots) seconded to Treasury duty within Rome, or to collecting customs, port dues and rents elsewhere in Italy, or serve as the manager of a provincial governor’s moneys. A man going to govern a province could ask for a quaestor by name. The quaestor’s year in office began on the fifth day of December.


  Quinctilis Originally the fifth month when the Roman New Year had begun in March, it retained the name after January New Year made it the seventh month. We know it, of course, as July; so did the Romans—after the death of the great Julius.


  quinquereme A very common and popular form of ancient war galley: also known as the “five.” Like the bireme and the trireme (q.v.), it was much longer than it was broad in the beam, and was designed for no other purpose than to conduct war at sea. It used to be thought that the quinquereme had five banks of oars, but it is now almost universally agreed that no galley ever had more than three banks of oars, and more commonly perhaps had only two banks. The “five” was most likely called a “five” because it had five men on each oar, or else if it had two banks of oars put three men on the upper oars and two men on the lower. If there were five men on an oar, only the man on the tip or end of the oar had to be highly skilled; he guided the oar and did the really hard work, while the other four provided little beyond muscle—power. However, five men on an oar meant that at the commencement of the sweep the rowers had to stand, falling back onto the seat as they pulled. A “five” wherein the rowers could remain seated would have needed three banks of oars as in the trireme, two men on each of the two upper banks, and one man on the lowest bank. It seems that all three kinds of quinqueremes were used, each community or nation having its preference. For the rest, the quinquereme was decked, the upper oars lay within an outrigger, and a mast and sail were part of the design, though usually left ashore if battle was expected. The oarsmen numbered about 270, the sailors perhaps 30, and if the admiral believed in boarding rather than or as well as ramming, some 120 marines could be carried along with fighting towers and catapults. Like its smaller sister galleys, the “five” was rowed by professional oarsmen, never slaves.


  Quirites Roman citizens of civilian status.


  quod erat demonstrandum “That was the thing to be proved.”


  Regia The ancient little building in the Forum Romanum, oddly shaped and oriented toward the north, that served as the offices of the Pontifex Maximus and the headquarters of the College of Pontifices. It was an inaugurated temple and contained shrines or altars or artifacts of some of Rome’s oldest and most shadowy gods—Opsiconsiva, Vesta, Mars of the sacred shields and spears. Within the Regia the Pontifex Maximus kept his records. It was never his residence. Republic The word was originally two words—res publica—meaning the thing which constitutes the people as a whole: that is, the government.


  Rex Sacrorum During the Republic, he was the second—ranking member of the College of Pontifices. A relic of the days of the Kings of Rome, the Rex Sacrorum had to be a patrician, and was hedged around with as many taboos as the flamen Dialis.


  rhetoric The art of oratory, something the Greeks and Romans turned into a science. An orator was required to speak according to carefully laid out rules and conventions which extended far beyond mere words; body language and movements were an intrinsic part of it. There were different styles of rhetoric; the Asianic was florid and dramatic, the Attic more restrained and intellectual in approach. It must always be remembered that the audience which gathered to listen to public oration—be it concerned with politics or with the law courts—was composed of connoisseurs of rhetoric. The men who watched and listened did so in an extremely critical way; they had learned all the rules and techniques themselves, and were not easy to please.


  Ria Plutarch (writing in Greek almost two hundred years later) gives the name of Quintus Sertorius’s mother as Rhea; but this is not a Latin gentilicial name. However, even today “Ria” is a diminutive commonly used in Europe for women named “Maria.” It was some years before I discovered that my Dutch housekeeper, Ria, was actually Maria. Maria would be the name of a female member of the Marii, Gaius Marius’s gens. The attachment of Quintus Sertorius to Gaius Marius from his earliest days in military service right through to the end which saw even his loyalest adherents recoil in horror makes me wonder about that name, Rhea. Sertorius, says Plutarch also, was very devoted to his mother. Why then should not Sertorius’s mother have been a Maria called Ria for short, and a close blood relative of Gaius Marius’s? To have her this answers many questions. As part of my novelist’s license I have chosen to assume that Sertorius’s mother was a blood relative of Marius’s. However, this is pure speculation, albeit having some evidence to support it. In this Roman series I have severely limited my novelist’s imagination, and do not allow it to contradict history.


  Roma The proper title in Latin of Rome. It is feminine.


  Romulus and Remus The twin sons of Rhea Silvia, daughter of the King of Alba Longa, and the god Mars. Her uncle Amulius, who had usurped the throne, put the twins in a basket made of rushes and set it adrift on the Tiber (shades of Moses?). They were washed up beneath a fig tree at the base of the Palatine Mount, found by a she—wolf, and suckled by her in a cave nearby. Faustulus and his wife Acca Larentia rescued them and raised them to manhood. After deposing Amulius and putting their grandfather back on his throne, the twins founded a settlement on the Palatine. Once its walls were built and solemnly blessed, Remus jumped over them—apparently an act of horrific sacrilege. Romulus put him to death. Having no people to live in his Palatine town, Romulus then set out to find people, which he did by establishing an asylum in the depression between the two humps of the Capitol. This asylum attracted criminals and escaped slaves, which says something about the original Romans! However, he still had no women. These were obtained by tricking the Sabines of the Quirinal into bringing their women to a feast; Romulus and his desperadoes kidnapped them. Romulus ruled for a long time. Then one day he went hunting in the Goat Swamps of the Campus Martius and was caught in a terrible storm; when he didn’t come home, it was believed he had been taken by the gods and made immortal.


  rosea rura The most fertile piece of ground in Italy lay outside the Sabine city of Reate. It was called the rosea rura. Apparently it was not tilled, perhaps because it grew a wonderful kind of grass which regenerated so quickly it was very difficult to overgraze. Many thousands of mares grazed on it, and stud donkeys which fetched huge prices at auction; the object of the pastoral rosea rura activities was the breeding of mules, these being the best mules available.


  rostra A rostrum (singular) was the reinforced oak beak of a war galley used to ram other ships. When in 338 B.C. the consul Gaius Maenius attacked the Volscian fleet in Antium harbor, he defeated it completely. To mark the end of the Volsci as a rival power to Rome, Maenius removed the beaks of the ships he had sent to the bottom or captured and fixed them to the Forum wall of the speaker’s platform, which was tucked into the side of the Well of the Comitia. Ever after, the speaker’s platform was known as the rostra—the ships’ beaks. Other victorious admirals followed Maenius’s example, but when no more beaks could be put on the wall of the rostra, they were fixed to tall columns erected around the rostra.


  Roxolani A people inhabiting part of the modem Ukraine and Rumania, and a sept of the Sarmatae. Organized into tribes, they were horse—people who tended to a nomadic way of life except where coastal Greek colonies of the sixth and fifth centuries B.C. impinged upon them sufficiently to initiate them into agriculture. All the peoples who lived around the Mediterranean despised them as barbarians, but after he conquered the lands around the Euxine Sea, King Mithridates VI used them as troops, mostly cavalry.


  Sabines The Oscan—speaking people of unknown racial origin who lived to the north and east of Rome between the Quirinal Hill inside Rome and the crest of the Apennines. Their ties to Rome went back to the apocryphal “rape,” and they resisted Roman incursions into their lands for several centuries. The chief Sabine towns were Reate, Nersae and Amiternum. Sabines were famous for their integrity, bravery, and independence.


  sacer Though it more usually meant sacred to a god, sacer in the sense used in this book meant one whose person and property had been forfeited to a god because some divine law had been profaned; Sulla used the term in his proscriptions because Roma was a goddess.


  saepta “The sheepfold.” During the Republic this was simply an open area on the Campus Martius not far from the Via Lata. Here the Centuriate Assembly met. The saepta was divided up for the occasion by temporary fences so that the five Classes could vote in their Centuries.


  salii A college of priests in service to Mars; the name meant “leaping dancers.” There were twenty-four of them in two colleges of twelve. They had to be patrician. saltatrix tonsa This delicious political slur was most famously used by Cicero to describe Lucius Afranius, a Picentine adherent of Pompey’s. It translates as a “barbered dancing—girl”: that is, a male homosexual who dressed as a woman and sold his sexual favors. In a day when slander and defamation were not charges pursuant at law, anything went in the political slur department!


  Samnites, Samnium Rome’s most obdurate enemies among the peoples of Italy lived in lands lying between Latium, Campania, Apulia, Picenum and the Adriatic, though as a people the Samnites spilled into southern Picenum and southern Campania. The area was largely mountainous and not particularly fertile; its towns tended to be poor and small, and numbered among them Caieta, Aeclanum and Bovianum. The two really prosperous cities, Aesernia and Beneventum, were Latin Rights colonies seeded by Rome. Besides the true Samnites, peoples called Frentani, Paeligni, Marrucini and Vestini inhabited parts of Samnium. Several times during Rome’s history the Samnites inflicted hideous defeats upon Roman armies; no Roman general thought of them lightly. Whenever there seemed a chance that some insurgent movement might overthrow Rome, the Samnites enlisted in its ranks.


  Sarmatians A people, probably of Germanic stock, the Sarmatians occupied the steppelands on the northwestern side of the Euxine Sea—the modern Ukraine—though originally they had lived to the east of the Tanais (the Don). They were nomadic in habit and all rode horses. The tribal culture permitted a rare equality of women with men; the women attended councils and fought as warriors. By the last century B.C. they had lost several subgroups which became nations in themselves, principally the Roxolani (q.v.) and the Iazyges, who settled further south. Mithridates used Sarmatae as cavalry troops in his armies.


  satrap The title given by the Kings of Persia to their provincial or territorial governors. Alexander the Great seized upon the term and employed it, as did the later Arsacid Kings of the Parthians and the Kings of Armenia. The region administered by a satrap was called a satrapy.


  Saturninus Lucius Appuleius Saturninus, tribune of the plebs in 103, 100 and 99 B.C. His early career was marred by an alleged grain swindle while he was quaestor of the grain supply at Ostia, and the slur remained with him throughout the rest of his life. During his first term as a tribune of the plebs he allied himself with Gaius Marius and succeeded in securing lands in Africa for resettlement of Marius’s veteran troops. He also defined a new kind of treason, “maiestas minuta” or “little treason,” and set up a special court to try cases of it. His second term as a tribune of the plebs in 100 B.C. was also in alliance with Marius, for whom he obtained more land for veterans from the German campaign. But eventually Saturninus became more of an embarrassment to Marius than a help, so Marius repudiated him publicly; Saturninus then turned against Marius. Toward the end of 100 B.C., Saturninus began to woo the Head Count, as there was a famine at the time, and the Head Count was restless. He passed a grain law which he could not implement, as there was no grain to be had. When the elections were held for the tribunate of the plebs for 99 B.C., Saturninus ran again, only to be defeated. His boon companion, Gaius Servilius Glaucia, arranged the murder of one of the lucky candidates, and Saturninus took the dead man’s place. He was tribune of the plebs for the third time. Stirred by the famine and Saturninus’s oratory, the Forum crowds became dangerous enough to force Marius and Scaurus Princeps Senatus into an alliance which resulted in the passing of the Senate’s Ultimate Decree. Apprehended after the water supply to the Capitol was cut off, Saturninus and his friends were imprisoned in the Senate House until they could be tried. But before the trials could take place, they were killed by a rain of tiles from the Senate House roof. All of Saturninus’s laws were then annulled. It was said ever after that Saturninus had aimed at becoming King of Rome. His daughter, Appuleia, was married to the patrician Marcus Aemilius Lepidus. For a fuller narration of the career of Saturninus, see the entry in the glossary of The Grass Crown.


  Scipio Africanus Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus was born in 236 B.C. and died around the end of 184 B.C. A patrician of august family, he distinguished himself as a very young man in battle, then at the age of twenty-six, still a private citizen, he was invested with a proconsular imperium by the People rather than the Senate, and dispatched to fight the Carthaginians in Spain. Here for five years he did brilliantly, winning for Rome her two Spanish provinces. Consul at the early age of thirty-one, he ignored senatorial opposition and invaded Africa via Sicily. Both Sicily and Africa eventually fell, and Scipio was invited to assume the cognomen Africanus. He was elected censor and appointed Princeps Senatus in 199 B.C., and was consul again in 194 B.C. As farsighted as he was brilliant, Scipio Africanus warned Rome that Antiochus the Great of Syria would invade Greece; when it happened he went as his brother Lucius’s legate to fight the invader. But Cato the Censor, a rigid moralist, had always condemned the Scipiones for running a morally loose army, and embarked upon a persecution of Africanus and his brother which seems to have caused Africanus’s early death. Scipio Africanus was married to Aemilia Paulla, the sister of the conqueror of Macedonia. One of his two daughters was Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi. His two sons failed to prosper.


  Scythians A nomadic, horse—mounted people of probable Germanic stock who lived in the Asian steppelands to the east of the Tanais River (the Don), and extended as far south as the Caucasus. They were socially well organized enough to have kings, and were famous goldsmiths.


  secret name of Rome Rome, presumably in the guise of goddess Roma, had a secret name. This secret name was apparently guarded by a special goddess, Diva Angerona, whose statue (located on the altar in the shrine of Volupia) had a bandage across its mouth. There were arcane rites celebrated in which the name was uttered, but the taboo was strictly enforced and the danger of uttering the secret name was believed in even by the most sophisticated people. It seems most thought the secret name was Amor, which is Roma spelled backward. Amor means “love.”


  sedan chair An open chair on a frame designed to be carried by two to four men. A sedan chair could probably be hired like a taxi.


  Seleucid The adjective of lineage attached to the royal house of Syria, whose sovereigns were descended from Seleucus Nicator, one of Alexander the Great’s companions, though not one of his known generals. After Alexander’s death he cemented a kingdom which eventually extended from Syria and Cilicia to Media and Babylonia, and had two capitals, Antioch and Seleuceia—on—Tigris, and two wives, the Macedonian Stratonice and the Bactrian Apama. By the last century B.C. the Kingdom of the Parthians had usurped the eastern lands, and Rome most of Cilicia; the kingdom of the Seleucids was then purely Syria.


  Senate Properly, senatus. This was originally a patricians—only body which first contained one hundred members and then three hundred. Because of its antiquity the legal definitions of its rights, powers and duties were mostly nonexistent. Membership in the Senate was for life (unless a man was expelled by the censors for inappropriate behavior or impoverishment), which predisposed it to the oligarchical form it acquired. Throughout its history, its members fought strenuously to preserve their pre-eminence in government. Until Sulla prevented access to the Senate save by the quaestorship, appointment was in the purlieus of the censors, though from the middle Republic down the quaestorship if held before admission to the Senate was soon followed by admission to the Senate; the lex Atinia provided that tribunes of the plebs should automatically enter the Senate upon election. There was a means test of entirely unofficial nature; a senator was supposed to enjoy an income of a million sesterces. Senators alone were entitled to wear the latus clavus on their tunics; this was a broad purple stripe down the right shoulder. They wore closed shoes of maroon leather, and a ring which had originally been made of iron, but later came to be gold. Senatorial mourning consisted of wearing the knight’s narrow stripe on the tunic. Only men who had held a curule magistracy wore a purple-bordered toga; ordinary senators wore plain white. Meetings of the Senate had to be held in properly inaugurated premises; the Senate had its own curia or meetinghouse, the Curia Hostilia, but was prone also to meet elsewhere at the whim of the man convening the meeting—presumably he always had well-founded reasons for choosing a venue other than the Senate House, like a necessity to meet outside the pomerium. The ceremonies and meeting and feast on New Year’s Day were always held in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Sessions could go on only between sunrise and sunset, and could not take place on days when any of the Assemblies met, though were permissible on comitial days if no Assembly did meet. Until Sulla reorganized this as he did so much else, the rigid hierarchy of who spoke in what turn had always placed the Princeps Senatus and consulars ahead of men already elected to office but not yet in office, whereas after Sulla consuls—elect and praetors—elect spoke ahead of these men; under both systems a patrician always preceded a plebeian of exactly equal rank in the speaking hierarchy. Not all members of the house were accorded the privilege of speaking. The senatores pedarii (I have used a British parliamentary term, backbenchers, to describe them, as they sat behind the men allowed to speak) could vote, but were not called upon in debate. No restrictions were placed upon the time limit or content of a man’s speech, so filibustering was common. If an issue was unimportant or everyone was obviously in favor of it, voting might be by voice or a show of hands, but a formal vote took place by the division of the House, meaning that the senators left their stations and grouped themselves to either side of the curule dais according to their yea or nay, and were then physically counted. Always an advisory rather than a true legislating body, the Senate issued its consulta or decrees as requests to the various Assemblies. If the issue was serious, a quorum had to be present before a vote could be taken, though we do not know what precise number constituted a quorum. Certainly most meetings were not heavily attended, as there was no rule which said a man appointed to the Senate had to attend meetings, even on an irregular basis. In some areas the Senate reigned supreme, despite its lack of legislating power: the fiscus was controlled by the Senate, as it controlled the Treasury; foreign affairs were left to the Senate; and the appointment of provincial governors, the regulation of provincial affairs, and the conduct of wars were left for the sole attention of the Senate.


  senatus consultant de re publica defendenda The Senate’s Ultimate Decree, so known because Cicero shortened its proper title to senatus consultum ultimum. Dating from 121 B.C., when Gaius Gracchus resorted to violence to prevent the overthrow of his laws, in civil emergencies the Senate overrode all other governmental bodies by passing the senatus consultum de re publica defendenda. This Ultimate Decree proclaimed the Senate’s sovereignty and established what was, in effect, martial law. It was really a way to sidestep appointing a dictator.


  Servian Walls Mums Servii Tullii. Republican Romans believed that the formidable walls enclosing the city of Rome had been erected in the time of King Servius Tullius. However, evidence suggests that they were not built until after Rome was sacked by the Gauls in 390 B.C. Down to the time of Caesar the Dictator they were scrupulously kept up.


  sesterces The Latin singular is sestertius, the Latin plural is sestertii. Roman accounting practices were established in sesterces, though the denarius seems to have been a more common coin. In Latin writing, sesterces were abbreviated as HS. A small silver coin, the sestertius was worth a quarter of a denarius.


  Sextilis Originally the sixth month when the Roman NewYear had begun in March, it kept its name after January New Year made it the eighth month. We know it, of course, as August; so too did the Romans—but not until the reign of Augustus.


  Sibylline Books The Roman State possessed a series of prophecies written in Greek and called the Sibylline Books. Legend had it that the famous Sibyl at Cumae offered to sell the books to King Tarquinius Priscus of Rome, and he refused. So she burned one of the books (they were written on palm leaves). He refused again, she burned another book. Eventually he bought the remainder, which were placed in the care of a special college of minor priests, and only consulted when Senate or People commanded it, usually in the face of some major crisis. Sulla raised the number of priests in the college from ten to fifteen; they were thereafter known as the quindecimviri sacris faciundis. The books, however, were lost in the fire which destroyed Jupiter’s temple on July 6 of 83 B.C. Sulla ordered that a search of the world’s sibyls be made and the books reassembled. This was done.


  sive Either, or.


  sixteener With the sixteener we enter the world of the ancient dreadnoughts, the supergalleys. That there were more than three banks of oars is now not believed possible: two arrangements were feasible, namely a bireme of two banks and eight men per oar, or a trireme of three banks with six men to each of the upper banks of oars and four men on the lowest bank. One bank of oars is equally as impossible as four because the sweep and angle of an oar prevents its being operated by more than eight men. If the oar were designed to be operated by eight men, it would have been about 57 feet long; a six—man oar measured about 45 feet long. With a length growing close to 200 feet, the beam of a sixteener was probably about 25 to 28 feet, which enabled the deck to accommodate a large body of marines and several pieces of artillery, as well as several tall towers. There seems evidence to suggest that the sixteener owned fewer oars than a smaller galley, number of oars being compensated for by the increased power of each oar. The number of oarsmen probably lay in the vicinity of 500 to 800, and the sixteener may have been able to accommodate 400 marines. The supergalley was not of any use in genuine naval warfare; her size and unseaworthiness made her useful only for boarding or for firing missiles, though even the vastest galleys were equipped with rams. King Mithridates VI was enormously fond of sixteeners, as is recounted in The First Man in Rome. For those perusers of the glossary whose curiosity is piqued as to how big the ancient naval architects and shipwrights could make galleys, wait for later books in this series! I might have Cleopatra dig Ptolemy IV s “forty” river barge out of mothballs.


  socius, socii A socius was a man of a citizenship having allied status with Rome.


  Sol Indiges One of the most ancient Italian gods, apparently (as the Sun) the husband of Tellus (the Earth). Though little is known of his cult, he was apparently enormously reverenced. Oaths sworn by him were very serious affairs.


  spelt A very fine, soft white flour used for making cakes, never bread. It was ground from the variety of wheat now known as Triticum spelta.


  sponsio In cases of civil litigation where judgement was arrived at by one man rather than by a jury, the urban or foreign praetor could only allow the case to be heard after a sum of money called sponsio was lodged with him before the hearing began. This was either the sum being asked for in damages, or the sum of money in dispute. In bankruptcy or nonpayment of debts cases, the sum owed became the sponsio. Until Sulla was dictator, if the sum concerned could not be found by either the plaintiff or the defendant, the praetor could not allow the case to be heard. This meant many cases which ought to have been heard were not. Sulla fixed this by allowing the urban or foreign praetor to waive the lodgement of sponsio. He had first done this, incidentally, in 88 B.C. when he tried to shore up the constitution before leaving for the war against Mithridates; but these laws were quickly repealed. The law he put on the tablets as dictator remained in effect.


  stibium The ancient version of mascara. A black antimony—based powder soluble in water, stibium was used to darken the brows and/or lashes, or to draw a line around the perimeter of the eye. It would be interesting to know just how recently a more benign substance than stibium replaced it, but, alas, no work of reference tells me.


  stimulus, stimuli To the Romans a stimulus was a sharpened wooden stake placed in the bottom of a trench or ditch as part of defense fortifications. It could also mean a sharp instrument used to goad an animal. And by extension, a stimulus was something causing acute mental pain or worry.


  strategoi A Greek word in the plural. A military commander or general.


  Subura The poorest and most densely populated part of the city of Rome. It lay to the east of the Forum Romanum in the declivity between the Oppian spur of the Esquiline Mount and the Viminal Hill. Its people were notoriously polyglot and independent of mind; many Jews lived in the Subura, which at the time of Sulla contained Rome’s only synagogue. Suetonius says Caesar the Dictator lived in the Subura.


  Sulpicius Publius Sulpicius Rufus had been a conservative and moderate sort of man throughout his time in the Senate, and including the first part of his tribunate of the plebs in 88 B.C. It would seem that the news that King Mithridates had not distinguished between Italians and Romans when he murdered 80,000 of them in Asia Province caused Sulpicius to change his views about many things, including the limitations conservative and anti—Italian elements in Rome were placing upon the admission of the newly enfranchised Italians into the Roman rolls. Sulpicius turned militant radical, allying himself with Gaius Marius. He passed four laws, the most important of which stipulated that all the new Roman citizens must be distributed equally across the whole thirty-five tribes, but the most disturbing of which took the command of the war against Mithridates away from Sulla; he gave it to Marius instead. This provoked Sulla into marching on Rome that first time. Together with Marius, Old Brutus and some others, Sulpicius fled from the city after Sulla took it over. The rest of the refugees escaped overseas, probably because it was no part of Sulla’s intentions to apprehend them, but Sulpicius was taken in the Latin port of Laurentum and killed on the spot. His head was sent to Rome; Sulla fixed it to the rostra in an attempt to cow the newly elected consul Cinna. All four of Sulpicius’s laws were repealed by Sulla.


  sumptuary law Any law attempting to regulate the purchase or consumption of luxuries.


  tabled Of a law, and used in the British parliamentary sense. When a drafted proposed law or amendment or paper is tabled, it is “put on the table’’ for inspection, discussion, and thought. It then remains tabled until passed or rejected.


  talent This was the load a man could carry. Bullion and very large sums of money were expressed in talents, but the term was not confined to precious metals and money. In modern terms the talent weighed about 50 to 55 pounds (25 kilograms). A talent of gold weighed the same as a talent of silver, but was far more valuable, of course.


  Tarpeian Rock Its precise location is still hotly debated, but we do know that it was quite visible from the lower Forum Romanum, as people being thrown off it could be seen from the rostra. Presumably it was an overhang at the top of the Capitoline cliffs, but since the drop was not much more than eighty feet, the Tarpeian Rock must have been located directly over some sort of jagged outcrop—we have no evidence that anyone ever survived the fall. It was the traditional place of execution for Roman citizen traitors and murderers, who were either thrown from it or forced to jump from it. The tribunes of the plebs were particularly fond of threatening to throw obstructive senators from the Tarpeian Rock. I have located it on a line from the temple of Ops.


  tata The Latin diminutive for “father”—akin to our “daddy.” I have, by the way, elected to use the almost universal “mama” as the diminutive for “mother,” but the actual Latin was “mamma.”


  Tellus The Roman earth goddess, of undeniably Italian origin. After the navel stone of Magna Mater was imported from Pessinus in 205 B.C., worship of Tellus was neglected. Tellus had a big temple on the Carinae, in earlier days imposing; by the last century B.C. it was dilapidated. tergiversator Thank you, Professor Erich Gruen! You have given me much valued information and much food for thought—but “tergiversator” I especially prize, even if it is a small point. “Tergiversator” is a very imposing word for a political turncoat.


  tetrarch The chief of a fourth section of any state or territory. The three tribes of Galatia—Tolistobogii, Trocmi, and Volcae Tectosages—were each divided into four parts, and each of the four parts was headed by a tetrarch.


  Teutones See the entry entitled Cimbri.


  theaters Republican Rome owned no permanent structures devoted to the staging of plays. Whenever the games included theatricals, temporary wooden structures had to be built for the occasion, and dismantled after the games were over. The old conviction that theater was morally degrading, a corrupting force, never quite died. A reflection of this can be seen in the fact that women were not allowed to sit with men, and were relegated to the very back rows of the audience. Only public pressure had obliged the magistrates to include plays in the public entertainments put on during games; the Roman people adored comedy, farces and mimes. The wooden theaters were built like permanent stone ones—amphitheatrical in shape, with a raised stage, wings, flies, and concealed entrances and exits for the actors. The scenae (backdrops) were as high as the top tier of the cavea (auditorium). The cavea was a semicircle of stepped tiers, which left a semicircular vacant space called the orchestra between the front row of the audience and the stage.


  Thrace Loosely, that part of Balkan Europe between the Hellespont and a line just east of Philippi; it had coasts on both the Aegean and the Euxine Seas, and extended north as far as the mouth of the Danubius (the Danube). The Romans considered that its western boundary was the river Nestus. Thrace never really got itself organized, and remained until Roman occupation a place of partially allied Germano—Illyrian—Celtic tribes long enough settled in the area to warrant the name Thracian. Both the Greeks and the Romans considered the Thracians utterly barbaric. After 129 B.C. the strip of Thrace along the Aegean seaboard was governed by Rome as a part of Macedonia. For Rome had built the Via Egnatia, the great highway between the Adriatic and the Hellespont, and needed to protect this quickest way to move her soldiers between west and east. Thrace’s largest city by far was the old Greek colony of Byzantium, on the Thracian Bosporus, but it of course was not inhabited by Thracians; nor was any other seaport. The Bessi constituted the most warlike and Roman—hating tribal confraternity, but the Odrysiae were slightly more Hellenized, and had a king who strove to placate Rome.


  Tingitanian ape The Barbary ape, a macaque, terrestrial and tailless. Monkeys and primates were not common around the Mediterranean, but the macaque still found on Gibraltar was always present in North Africa.


  toga The garment only a full citizen of Rome was entitled to wear. Made of lightweight wool, it had a peculiar shape (which is why the togate “Romans” in Hollywood movies never look right). After exhaustive and brilliant experimentation, Dr. Lillian Wilson of Johns Hopkins worked out a size and shape which produced a perfect-looking toga. To fit a man 5 feet 9 inches (175cm) tall having a waist of 36 inches (89.5cm), the toga was about 15 feet (4.6m) wide, and 7 feet 6 inches (2.25m) long. The length measurement is draped on the man’s height axis and the much bigger width measurement is wrapped around him. However, the shape was far from being a simple rectangle! It looked like this:
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  Unless the toga is cut as illustrated, it will absolutely refuse to drape the way it does on the togate men of the ancient statues. The Republican toga of the last century B.C. was very large (the size varied considerably during the thousand years it was the customary garb of the Roman). And a man draped in his toga could not have worn a loincloth or other undergarment! toga Candida The specially whitened toga worn by those seeking office as an elected magistrate. Its stark whiteness was achieved by bleaching the garment in the sun for many days, then working finely powdered chalk through it. toga praetexta The purple-bordered toga of the curule magistrate. It continued to be worn by these men after their term in office was over. It was also the toga worn by children of both sexes. toga trabea Cicero’s “particolored toga.” It was the striped toga of the augur, and very likely of the pontifex also. Like the toga praetexta, it had a purple border all the way around it, but it was also striped in broad bands of alternating red and purple down its length. toga virilis The plain white toga of a Roman male. It was also called the toga alba, or the toga pura.


  togate The correct English-language term to describe a man clad in his toga.


  torc A thick round necklace or collar, usually of gold. It didn’t quite form a full circle, as it had a gap about an inch wide interrupting it; this was worn at the front. The torc was the mark of a Gaul or Celt, though some Germans wore it also. The ends of the torc at the gap were normally finished in some decorative way, with knobs, animal heads, twists, swirls. Smaller versions of the torc were awarded as Roman military decorations and worn on the shoulders of the shirt or cuirass.


  transvectio The parade of the Public Horse held on the Ides of Quinctilis (July). Abandoned as part of the aftermath of Gaius Gracchus, it was revived in 70 B.C. by Pompey, who wanted to make it clear that he was a knight.


  tribe Tribus. By the beginning of the Republic, tribus to a Roman was not an ethnic grouping of his people, but a political grouping of service only to the State. There were thirty-five tribes altogether; thirty-one were rural, only four urban. The sixteen really old tribes bore the names of the various original patrician gentes, indicating that the citizens who belonged to these tribes were either members of the patrician families, or had once lived on land owned by the patrician families. When Roman-owned territory in the peninsula began to expand during the early and middle Republic, tribes were added to accommodate the new citizens within the Roman body politic. Full Roman citizen colonies also became the nuclei of fresh tribes. The four urban tribes were supposed to have been founded by King Servius Tullius, though they probably originated somewhat later. The last tribe of the thirty-five was created in 241 B.C. Every member of a tribe was entitled to register one vote in a tribal Assembly, but his vote counted only in helping to determine which way the tribe as a whole voted, for a tribe delivered just one vote, the majority of its members. This meant that in no tribal Assembly could the huge number of citizens enrolled in the four urban tribes sway the vote, as the urban tribes delivered only four of the thirty-five ultimate votes. Members of rural tribes were not disbarred from living in Rome, nor were their progeny obliged to be enrolled in an urban tribe. Most senators and knights of the First Class belonged to rural tribes. It was a mark of distinction.


  tribune, military Those on the general’s staff who were not elected tribunes of the soldiers but who ranked above cadets and below legates were called military tribunes. If the general was not a consul in office, military tribunes might command legions. Otherwise they did staff duties for the general. Military tribunes also served as cavalry commanders.


  tribune of the plebs These magistrates came into being early in the history of the Republic, when the Plebs was at complete loggerheads with the Patriciate. Elected by the tribal body of plebeians formed as the concilium plebis or comitia plebis tributa (the Plebeian Assembly), they took an oath to defend the lives and property of members of the Plebs, and to rescue a member of the Plebs from the clutches of a (patrician in those days) magistrate. By 450 B.C. there were ten tribunes of the plebs. A lex Atinia de tribunis plebis in senatum legendis in 149 B.C. provided that a man elected to the tribunate of the plebs automatically entered the Senate. Because they were not elected by the People (that is, by the patricians as well as by the plebeians), they had no power under Rome’s unwritten constitution and were not magistrates in the same way as tribunes of the soldiers, quaestors, curule aediles, praetors, consuls, and censors; their magistracies were of the Plebs and their power in office resided in the oath the whole Plebs took to defend the sacrosanctity—the inviolability—of its elected tribunes. The power of the office also lay in the right of its officers to interpose a veto (intercessio) against almost any aspect of government: a tribune of the plebs could veto the actions or laws of his nine fellow tribunes, or any—or all!—other magistrates, including consuls and censors; he could veto the holding of an election; he could veto the passing of any law; and he could veto any decrees of the Senate, even those dealing with war and foreign affairs. Only a dictator (and perhaps an interrex) was not subject to the tribunician veto. Within his own Plebeian Assembly, the tribune of the plebs could even exercise the death penalty if his right to proceed about his duties was denied him. The tribune of the plebs had no imperium, and the authority vested in the office did not extend beyond the first milestone outside the city of Rome. Custom dictated that a man should serve only one term as a tribune of the plebs, but Gaius Gracchus put an end to that; even so, it was not usual for a man to stand more than once. As the real power of the office was vested in negative action—the veto—tribunician contribution to government tended to be more obstructive than constructive. The conservative elements in the Senate loathed the tribunate of the plebs. The College of Tribunes of the Plebs entered office on the tenth day of December each year, and had its headquarters in the Basilica Porcia. Sulla as dictator in 81 B.C. stripped the tribunate of the plebs of all its powers save the right to rescue a member of the Plebs from the clutches of a magistrate, but the consuls Pompey and Crassus restored all the powers of the office in 70 B.C. It was too important to do without. See also the entry under auxilii ferendi. And Plebs, of course.


  tribune of the soldiers Two dozen young men aged between twenty-five and twenty-nine years of age were elected each year by the Assembly of the People to serve as the tribuni militum, or tribunes of the soldiers. They were true magistrates, the only ones too young to belong to the Senate, and were the governmental representatives of the consuls’ legions (the four legions which belonged to the consuls in office). Six tribunes of the soldiers were allocated to each of the four legions, and normally commanded them. The command was shared in such a way that there was always a tribune of the soldiers on duty as commander, but apparently one of the six (probably by lot or by his number of votes) was senior to the others.


  tribuni aerarii These were men of knight’s status whose census at 300,000 sesterces made them junior to the knights of a 400,000 sesterces census. See the entry on knights for further information.


  triclinium The dining room of a Roman house or apartment. By preference it was square in shape, and possessed three couches arranged to form a U. Standing in the doorway one looked into the hollow of the U; the couch on the left was called the lectus summus, the couch forming the middle or bottom of the U was the lectus medius, and the couch on the right was the lectus imus. Each couch was very broad, perhaps 4 or 5 feet, and at least twice that long. One end of the couch had a raised arm forming a head, the other end did not. In front of the couches (that is, inside the hollow of the U) was a narrow table also forming a U. The male diners reclined on their left elbows, supported by bolsters; they were not shod, and could call for their feet to be washed. The host of the dinner reclined at the left end of the lectus medius, which was the end having no arm; the guest of honor reclined at the other end of the same couch, in the spot called the locus consularis. At the time of these books it was rare for women to recline alongside the men unless the dinner party was a men’s affair and the female guests were of low virtue. Respectable women sat on upright chairs inside the double U of couches and tables; they entered the room with the first course and left as soon as the last course was cleared away. Normally they drank only water, as women drinking wine were thought of low moral virtue. See the illustration.
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  trireme With the bireme, the commonest and most favored of all the ancient war galleys. By definition a trireme had three banks of oars, and with the advent of the trireme about 600 B.C came the invention of the projecting box above the gunwale called an outrigger (later galleys, even biremes, often were fitted with outriggers). In a trireme every oar was much the same length at about 15 feet (5m), this being relatively short; only one rower manned an oar. The average trireme was about 130 feet long, and the beam was no wider than 13 feet (excluding the outrigger): the ratio was therefore about 10:1. The rower in the lowest bank the Greeks called a thalamite; he worked his oar through a port in the hull so close to the water line that it was fitted with a leather cuff to keep the sea out. There were about 27 thalamites per side, giving a total of 54 thalamite oars. The rower in the middle bank was called a zygite; he worked his oar through a port just below the gunwale. Zygites equaled thalamites in number. The outrigger rower was a thranite; he sat above and outboard of the zygite on a special bench within the outrigger housing. His oar projected from a gap in the bottom of the outrigger perhaps two feet beyond the ship’s side. Because trh outrigger could maintain its projection width when the hull narrowed aft, there were 31 thranite rowers to 27 thalamites and 27 zygites per side. A trireme was therefore powered by about 170 oars; the thranites in the outriggers had to work the hardest due to the fact that their oars hit the water at a sharper angle. With the invention of the trireme there had arrived a vessel absolutely suited for ramming, and rams now became two—pronged, bigger, heavier, and better armored. By 100 B.C. the genuine ship of the line in a war—going fleet was the trireme, as it combined speed, power, and maneuverability. Most triremes were decked, and could carry a complement of up to perhaps 50 marines. The trireme, mainly built from some kind of pine, was still light enough to be dragged out of the water at night; it could also be portaged quite long distances on rollers by its crew. In order to prevent waterlogging adding to its weight, the trireme was routinely beached overnight. If a ship of the line was well looked after, its warfaring life was a minimum of twenty years in length; a city or community (Rhodes, for example) maintaining a standing navy always provided shipsheds for out—of—the—water storage of the fleet. It is the dimensions of these shipsheds as investigated by archaeologists which has confirmed that, no matter how many the oars, the average war galley never grew to be much larger than 180 feet in length and 20 feet in the beam.


  troglodytes In ancient times, people who lived not so much in caves as in dwellings they carved out of soft rocks. The Egyptian side of the Sinus Arabicus (now the Red Sea) was reputed to have troglodytes, and the soft tufa stone of the Cappadocian gorges provided homes for the local peoples from times before recorded history.


  trophy Captured enemy gear of sufficiently imposing appearance or repute. It was the custom of the Roman general to set up trophies (usually suits of armor, standards) if he won a significant victory. He might choose to do so on the actual field of battle as a memorial, or as Pompey did on the crest of a mountain pass, or else inside a temple he vowed and built in Rome.


  tunic The ubiquitous article of clothing for all the ancient Mediterranean peoples, including the Greeks and the Romans. A Roman tunic tended to be rather loose and shapeless, made without darts to give it a waisted look; it covered the body from the shoulders and upper arms to the knees. Sleeves were probably set in (the ancients knew how to sew, cut cloth, and make clothing comfortable), and sometimes long. The tunic was usually belted with a cord or with buckled leather, and the Romans wore theirs longer at the front than at the back by about three inches. Upper—class Roman men were probably togate if outside the doors of their own homes, but there is little doubt that men of lower classes only wore their togas on special occasions, such as the games or elections. If the weather was wet, a cloak of some kind was preferred to a toga. The knight wore a narrow purple stripe down the right (bared to show the tunic) shoulder called the angustus clavus; the senator’s purple stripe, the latus clavus, was wider. Anyone on a census lower than 300,000 sesterces could not wear a stripe at all. The customary material for a tunic was wool.


  Twelve Tables A bit like the Ten Commandments. These twelve tablets (the originals were perhaps made of wood, but the later version was certainly of bronze) were a codified system of laws drawn up about 450 B.C. during the early Republic by a committee called the decemviri legibus scribundis; from them all Roman law descended. They covered most aspects of law, civil as well as criminal, but in a rather small—town way, and must often have amused the schoolboys of the last century B.C. as they learned their XII Tables off by heart. Law by then had become far more sophisticated.


  Venus Erucina That aspect of Venus which ruled the act of love, particularly in its freest and least moral sense. On the feast of Venus Erucina prostitutes offered to her, and the temple of Venus Erucina outside the Colline Gate of Rome was accustomed to receive gifts of money from successful prostitutes.


  Venus Libitina That aspect of Venus (the goddess of the life—force) which ruled the extinction of the life—force. An underworld deity of great importance in Rome. Her temple was sited beyond the Servian Walls more or less at the central point of Rome’s vast necropolis (cemetery) on the Campus Esquilinus. Its exact location is not known. The temple precinct was large and had a grove of trees, presumably cypresses, as they are associated with death. In this precinct Rome’s undertakers and funeral directors had their headquarters, operating, it would seem likely, from stalls or booths. The temple itself contained a register of Roman citizen deaths and was rich thanks to the accumulation of the coins which had to be paid to register a death. Should Rome for whatever reason cease to have consuls,—the fasces of the consuls were deposited on a special couch inside the temple; the axes which were only inserted into the consuls’ fasces outside Rome were also kept in the temple. I imagine that Rome’s burial clubs, of which there were many, were in some way connected with Venus Libitina.


  vermeil Silver plated with gold.


  verpa A Latin obscenity used more in verbal abuse than as a sign of contempt. It referred to the penis—apparently in the erect state only, when the foreskin is drawn back—and had a homosexual connotation. Note Servilia’s choice of this epithet to hurl at another woman—the bossy, overpowering Portia Liciniana.


  Vesta, Vestal Virgins Vesta was a very old and numinous Roman goddess having no mythology and no image. She was the hearth, the center of family life, and Roman society was cemented in the family. Her official public cult was personally supervised by the Pontifex Maximus, but she was so important that she had her own pontifical college, the six Vestal Virgins. The Vestal Virgin was inducted at about seven or eight years of age, took vows of complete chastity, and served for thirty years, after which she was released from her vows and sent back into the general community still of an age to bear children. Few retired Vestals ever did marry; it was thought unlucky to do so. The chastity of the Vestal Virgins was Rome’s public luck: a chaste college was favored by Fortune. When a Vestal was accused of unchastity she was formally brought to trial in a specially convened court; her alleged lover or lovers were tried in a separate court. If convicted, she was cast into an underground chamber dug for the purpose; it was sealed over, and she was left there to die. In Republican times the Vestal Virgins shared the same residence as the Pontifex Maximus, though sequestered from him and his family. The temple of Vesta was near this house, and was small, round, and very old. It was adjacent to the Regia of the Pontifex Maximus and to the well of Juturna, which in early days had supplied the Vestals with water they had to draw from the well each day in person; by the late Republic this ritual was a ritual only. A fire burned permanently inside Vesta’s temple to symbolize the hearth; it was tended by the Vestals, and could not be allowed to go out for any reason.


  vexillum A flag or banner. The study of flags nowadays is called vexillology.


  via A main thoroughfare or highway. vicus A good—sized street.


  Villa Publica A parklike piece of land on the Campus Martius; it fronted onto the Vicus Pallacinae, and was the place where the various components and members of the triumphal parade forgathered before the parade commenced. viri capitales The three young men of presenatorial age who were deputed to look after Rome’s prisons and asylums. As Rome was a society which did not imprison save on a purely temporary basis, this was not a very onerous task. The viri capitales, however, seem to have lingered in the lower Forum Romanum on days when there were no public or Senate meetings and the praetors’ tribunals were not open, apparently so some sort of public figure of authority was available for citizens in need of protection or help. This Cicero reveals in his pro Cluentio.


  vir militaris See the entry under Military Man.


  voting Roman voting was timocratic, in that the power of the vote was powerfully influenced by economic status, and in that voting was not “one man, one vote” style. Whether an individual was voting in the Centuries or in the Tribes, his own personal vote could only influence the verdict of the Century or Tribe in which he polled. Election outcomes were determined by the number of Century or Tribal votes going a particular way: thus in the Centuries of the First Class there were only 91 votes all told, the number of Centuries the First Class contained, and in the tribal Assemblies only 35 votes all told, the number of Tribes. Juridical voting was different. A juror’s vote did have a direct bearing on the outcome of a trial, as the jury was supposed to have an odd number of men comprising it, and the decision was a majority one, not a unanimous one. If for some reason the jury was even in number and the vote was tied, the verdict had to be adjudged as for acquittal. Jury voting was timocratic also, however, in that a man without high economic status had no chance to sit on a jury.


  Wooden Bridge Rome’s oldest bridge, the Pons Sublicius, spanned the Tiber downstream of Tiber Island, and was the only one made of wood. It was reputed to have been built in the time of King Ancus Marcius.


  yoke The yoke was the crossbeam or tie which rested upon the necks of a pair of oxen or other animals in harness to draw a load. In human terms it came to mean the mark of servility, of submission to the superiority and domination of others. There was a yoke called the Tigillum located somewhere on the Carinae inside the city of Rome; the young of both sexes were required to pass beneath it, perhaps a sign of submission to the burdens of adult life. However, it was in military terms that the yoke came to have its greatest metaphorical significance. Very early Roman (or possibly even Etruscan) armies forced a defeated enemy to pass beneath the yoke: two spears were planted upright in the ground, and a third spear was lashed from one to the other as a crosstie; the whole apparatus was too low for a man to pass under walking upright, he had to bend right over. Other people in Italy than the Romans also had the custom, with the result that from time to time a Roman army was made to pass under the yoke, as when the Samnites were victorious at the Caudine Forks. To acquiesce to passing under the yoke was regarded as an intolerable humiliation for Rome; so much so that the Senate and People usually preferred to see an army stand and fight until the last man in it was dead. That at least was honorable defeat.


  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO ROMAN MASCULINE NAMES


  To some extent, the pronunciation of classical Latin is still debated, but there are definite conventions among scholars. Liturgical Latin and medieval Latin are pronounced somewhat differently than classical Latin. None of which need worry the reader unduly. The aim of this little section is simply to offer guidelines for those readers without Latin.


  One convention adhered to in pronouncing classical Latin is to sound the consonantal v like our English w: thus, the word veritas is properly pronounced weritas. But the rule is not hard and fast, even among scholars, so in the interests of reader comfort, I shall proceed to ignore it.


  The diphthong ae should not be pronounced as in “say,” but rather as in “eye”; this convention I have adhered to.


  We have several more consonants in English than the Latin language did. The one which concerns the reader most is j. It has been customary in the English language for centuries to spell those Latin words commencing in consonantal i with a j. Thus, Julius should really be lulius, and pronounced Yoo-lee-uss, not Joo-lee-uss. However, I have elected to go with English j.


  The Latin g has only one sound, which I shall call guh, as in “gain”—”get”—”give”—”gone”—”gun.” The other g sound in English, which I shall call juh, as in “ginger,” is never used in pronouncing Latin.


  Rather than adopt one of the current lexicographic systems of pronunciation, I have elected to use a phonetic system of my own, rhyming the Latin with some ordinary English word pronounced identically on both sides of the Atlantic as well as in the Antipodes—where possible!


  And, last but by no means least, none of it really matters save to the purist. The most important thing is that the reader discover and enjoy the world of Republican Rome. Do not feel uncomfortable with the names. Latin is a major root of the English language, and that is a major help in itself. (Note: in some cases I have given the standard English pronunciation first, and put the more correct pronunciation in parentheses, in the lists below.)


  The Praenomen (the First Name)


  
    
      	
        Appius

      

      	
        Ah-pee-uss (ah as in “pa,” “ma”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aulus

      

      	
        Ow-luss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gaius

      

      	
        Gye-uss (gye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gnaeus

      

      	
        Nye-uss (nye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucius

      

      	
        Loo-shuss (more correctly, Loo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Mamercus

      

      	
        Mah-mer-kuss (mah as in “pa”—mer as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manius

      

      	
        Mah-nee-uss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcus

      

      	
        Mar-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Publius

      

      	
        Pub-lee-uss (pub has the same u sound as “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Quintus

      

      	
        Kwin-tuss (kwin as in “twin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servius

      

      	
        Ser-vee-uss (ser as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sextus

      

      	
        Sex-tuss (sex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        Spurius

      

      	
        Spoo-ree-uss (spoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tiberius

      

      	
        Tye-beer-ee-uss (more correctly, Tee-bear-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Titus

      

      	
        Tye-tuss (more correctly, Tee-tuss)

      
    

  


  The Nomen (the Family or Gentilicial Name, Indicating the Gens)


  
    
      	
        Aelius

      

      	
        Eye-lee-uss (eye as in “eye”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aemilius

      

      	
        Eye-mil-ee-uss (mil as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Annius

      

      	
        An-nee-uss (an as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antistius

      

      	
        Ahn-tist-ee-uss (ahn as in “gone”—list as in “fist”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antonius

      

      	
        An-toh-nee-uss (an as in “tan”—toh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Appuleius

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lay-ee-uss (poo as in “too”—lay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aquillius

      

      	
        Ah-kwill-ee-uss (kwill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atilius

      

      	
        Ah-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelius

      

      	
        Or-ree-lee-uss (more correctly, Ow-ray-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Baebius

      

      	
        Bye-bee-uss (bye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Billienus

      

      	
        Bill-ee-ay-nuss (bill as in “will”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caecilius

      

      	
        Kye-kill-ee-uss (kye as in “eye”—kill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelius

      

      	
        Kye-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Calpurnius

      

      	
        Kahl-purr-nee-uss (kahl as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cassius

      

      	
        Kass-ee-uss (kass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        Claudius

      

      	
        Klaw-dee-uss (klaw as in “paw”)—the English way; Klow-dee-uss (klow as in “cow”)—the correct Latin way

      
    


    
      	
        Clodius

      

      	
        Kloh-dee-uss (kloh as in “so”)’

      
    


    
      	
        Coelius

      

      	
        Koy-lee-uss (koy as in “boy”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cornelius

      

      	
        Kor-nee-lee-uss (strictly, Kor-nay-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Curtius

      

      	
        Koor-tee-uss (koor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decius

      

      	
        Deck-ee-uss (deck as in “peck”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decumius

      

      	
        Deck-oo-mee-uss (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Didius

      

      	
        Did-ee-uss (did as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Domitius

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-uss (dom as in “torn”—it as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Equitius

      

      	
        Ay-kwit-ee-uss (ay as in “say”—kwit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabius

      

      	
        Fay-bee-uss (strictly, Fab-ee-uss, fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabricius

      

      	
        Fab-rick-ee-uss (fab as in “cab”—rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fannius

      

      	
        Fan-nee-uss (fan as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Flavius

      

      	
        Flay-vee-uss (strictly, Flah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Fraucus

      

      	
        Frow-kuss (frow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fulvius

      

      	
        Full-vee-uss (strictly, Fool-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Furius

      

      	
        Few-ree-uss (strictly, Foo-ree-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Gavius

      

      	
        Gah-vee-uss (gah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Granius

      

      	
        Grah-nee-uss (grah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gratidius

      

      	
        Grah-tid-ee-uss (tid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Herennius

      

      	
        Her-en-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Hortensius

      

      	
        Hor-ten-see-uss (hor as in “or”—ten as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Julius

      

      	
        Joo-lee-uss (joo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Junius

      

      	
        Joo-nee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Labienus

      

      	
        Lab-ee-ay-nuss (lab as in “cab”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinius

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-uss (lick as in “kick”—in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Livius

      

      	
        Liv-ee-uss (liv as in “spiv”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucilius

      

      	
        Loo-kill-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lusius

      

      	
        Loo-see-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lutatius

      

      	
        Loo-tah-tee-uss (tah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Macrinus

      

      	
        Mah-kree-nuss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Maelius

      

      	
        Mye-lee-uss (mye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Magius

      

      	
        Mah-gee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mallius

      

      	
        Mah-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Mamilius

      

      	
        Mah-mill-ee-uss (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manlius

      

      	
        Mahn-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Marcius

      

      	
        Mar-shuss (more correctly, Mar-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Marius

      

      	
        Mah-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Matius

      

      	
        Mat-ee-uss (mat as in “pat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Memmius

      

      	
        Mem-ee-uss (mem as in “them”)

      
    


    
      	
        Minucius

      

      	
        Min-oo-kee-uss (min as in “sin”—oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mucius

      

      	
        Mew-shuss (more correctly, Moo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Nonius

      

      	
        Noh-nee-uss (noh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Norbanus

      

      	
        Nor-bah-nuss (nor as in “or”—bah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Octavius

      

      	
        Ock-tay-vee-uss (more correctly, Ock-tah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Opimius

      

      	
        Oh-pee-mee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Oppius

      

      	
        Op-ee-uss (op as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Papirius

      

      	
        Pah-pee-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Perquitienus

      

      	
        Pair-kwit-ee-ay-nuss (pair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Petreius

      

      	
        Pet-ray-uss (pet as in “yet”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plautius

      

      	
        Plow-tee-uss (plow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plotius

      

      	
        Ploh-tee-uss (ploh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pompeius

      

      	
        Pom-pay-ee-uss (pom as in “torn”—pay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pomponius

      

      	
        Pom-poh-nee-uss (poh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Popillius

      

      	
        Pop-ill-ee-uss (pop as in “top”—ill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Poppaedius

      

      	
        Pop-eye-dee-uss (pop as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Porcius

      

      	
        Por-shuss (more correctly, Por-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Postumius

      

      	
        Poh-stoo-mee-uss (poh as in “so”—stoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilius

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Saufeius

      

      	
        Sow-fay-ee-uss (sow as in “cow”—fay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sempronius

      

      	
        Sem-proh-nee-uss (sem as in “hem”—proh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sergius

      

      	
        Sair-gee-uss (sair as in “air”—the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sertorius

      

      	
        Sair-tor-ee-uss (tor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilius

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Siccius

      

      	
        Sick-ee-uss (sick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sosius

      

      	
        Soh-see-uss (soh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicius

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-uss (sool as in “fool”—pick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Terentius

      

      	
        Tair-en-tee-uss (fair as in “air”—en as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Thorius

      

      	
        Thor-ee-uss (thor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Titius

      

      	
        Tit-ee-uss (tit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullius

      

      	
        Too-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Turpilius

      

      	
        Tur-pill-ee-uss (tur as in “fur”—pill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vagiennius

      

      	
        Vah-gee-en-ee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vettius

      

      	
        Vet-ee-uss (vet as in “yet”)

      
    

  


  The Cognomen (the Last Name, Surname, or Distinguishing Name)


  These names had definite meanings, so I shall give the meanings where we know them, as well as a guide to pronunciation.


  
    
      	
        Africanus

      

      	
        Ah-frick-ah-nuss “of Africa”

      
    


    
      	
        Agelastus

      

      	
        Ah-gel-ah-stuss “never smiles” (the g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ahala

      

      	
        Ah-hah-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Ahenobarbus

      

      	
        Ah-hay-noh-barb-uss “red-or bronze bearded”

      
    


    
      	
        Albinus

      

      	
        Ahl-bee-nuss “whitish”

      
    


    
      	
        Augur

      

      	
        Ow-goor (goor as in “good”) “an augur”

      
    


    
      	
        Balearicus

      

      	
        Bah-lay-ah-rick-uss “of the Balearic Isles”

      
    


    
      	
        Bambalio

      

      	
        Bahm-bah-lee-oh unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Bestia

      

      	
        Best-ee-ah (best as in “rest”) “the beast”

      
    


    
      	
        Brocchus

      

      	
        Broh-kuss “buck-toothed”

      
    


    
      	
        Brutus

      

      	
        Broo-tuss “animal stupidity

      
    


    
      	
        Caecus

      

      	
        Kye-kuss “blind”

      
    


    
      	
        Caepio

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh “the onion vendor”

      
    


    
      	
        Caesar

      

      	
        See-zar (Latin, Kye-sar) “a fine head of hair

      
    


    
      	
        Caesoninus

      

      	
        Kye-soh-nee-nuss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caldus

      

      	
        Kahl-duss “lukewarm”

      
    


    
      	
        Calvus

      

      	
        Kahl-vuss “bald”

      
    


    
      	
        Camillus

      

      	
        Kah-mill-uss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caprarius

      

      	
        Kah-prah-ree-uss “billy goat”

      
    


    
      	
        Carbo

      

      	
        Kar-boh “burned out” or “cinder”

      
    


    
      	
        Cato

      

      	
        Kay-toh (Latin, Kah-toh) “shrewd but up-tight

      
    


    
      	
        Catulus

      

      	
        Kah-too-luss “pup” or “cub”

      
    


    
      	
        Cicero

      

      	
        Siss-er-oh (Latin, Kick-er-oh) “chick-pea”

      
    


    
      	
        Cotta

      

      	
        Kot-tah (kot as in “pot”) “wine splash”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Crassus

      

      	
        Krass-uss (krass as in “ass”) “thick”

      
    


    
      	
        Cunctator

      

      	
        Koonk-tah-tor “he who holds back”

      
    


    
      	
        Dalmaticus

      

      	
        Dahl-mah-tee-kuss “of Dalmatia”

      
    


    
      	
        Dentatus

      

      	
        Den-tah-tuss (den as in “ten”) “born with teeth”

      
    


    
      	
        Diadematus

      

      	
        Dee-ah-dem-ah-tuss “of a royal head-band

      
    


    
      	
        Dives

      

      	
        Dee-vays “the heavenly one”

      
    


    
      	
        Drusus

      

      	
        Droo-suss (droo as in “too”) unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Eburnus

      

      	
        Ay-boor-nuss “made of ivory”

      
    


    
      	
        Fimbria

      

      	
        Fim-bree-ah (fim as in “Him”) “hair worn in a fringe”

      
    


    
      	
        Flaccus

      

      	
        Flah-kuss “big ears”

      
    


    
      	
        Galba

      

      	
        Gahl-bah “potbelly”

      
    


    
      	
        Getha

      

      	
        Gay-thah “from the ends of the earth”

      
    


    
      	
        Glaucia

      

      	
        Glow-kee-ah (glow as in “cow”) “grey-green”

      
    


    
      	
        Gracchus

      

      	
        Grah-kuss “jackdaw”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Laenas

      

      	
        Lye-nahss (sibilant ending “priestly mantle”

      
    


    
      	
        Lentulus

      

      	
        Len-too-luss (len as in “ten” “tardy” or “slow”

      
    


    
      	
        Lepidus

      

      	
        Lep-id-uss (lep as in “step”) “a wonderful fellow”

      
    


    
      	
        Limetanus

      

      	
        Lim-ay-tah-nuss (lim as in “dim”) “of a boundary”

      
    


    
      	
        Longinus

      

      	
        Long-gee-nuss (the g as in “get”) “in the far distance

      
    


    
      	
        Lucullus

      

      	
        Loo-kull-uss (kull as in “pull”) “a little grove of trees”

      
    


    
      	
        Macedonicus

      

      	
        Mahn-ked-on-ee-kuss “of Macedonia’’

      
    


    
      	
        Mactator

      

      	
        Mahk-tah-tor “slaughterman”

      
    


    
      	
        Magnus

      

      	
        Mahg-nuss “great”

      
    


    
      	
        Mancinus

      

      	
        Mahn-kee-nuss “of a cripple”

      
    


    
      	
        Margarita

      

      	
        Mar-gah-ree-tah “pearl”

      
    


    
      	
        Maximus

      

      	
        Mahx-ee-muss “greatest”

      
    


    
      	
        Meminius

      

      	
        Mem-in-ee-uss (mem as in “hem”) “of the Gallic Meminii” “hem”)

      
    


    
      	
        Merula

      

      	
        Me-roo-lah (me as in “met”) “blackbird”

      
    


    
      	
        Metellus

      

      	
        Met-ell-uss (met as in “get”) “a liberated mercenary”

      
    


    
      	
        Mus

      

      	
        Moos “rat” or “mouse”

      
    


    
      	
        Nasica

      

      	
        Nah-see-kah “nosy”

      
    


    
      	
        Nerva

      

      	
        Nair-vah (nair as in “air”) “stringy” or “tough”

      
    


    
      	
        Numidicus

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-kuss (mid as in “bid”) “of Numidia”

      
    


    
      	
        Orator

      

      	
        Oh-rah-tor “the public speaker’’

      
    


    
      	
        Orestes

      

      	
        Oh-rest-ays (rest as in “nest”) “mother died in birth”

      
    


    
      	
        Paullus

      

      	
        Pow-luss (pow as “cow”) “wee one” or “trifle”

      
    


    
      	
        Philippus

      

      	
        Fill-ip-uss (fill as in “will”) “of Philippi”

      
    


    
      	
        Pipinna

      

      	
        Pip-in-ah (pip as in “hip) “little boy’s penis”

      
    


    
      	
        Piso

      

      	
        Pee-soh “I grind down”

      
    


    
      	
        Porcella

      

      	
        Por-kell-ah “piglet” or “little girl’s genitals”

      
    


    
      	
        Postumus

      

      	
        Poss-too-muss (poss as in “boss”) “born after father died”

      
    


    
      	
        Pulcher

      

      	
        Pool-ker “beautiful”

      
    


    
      	
        Ravilla

      

      	
        Rah-vill-ah (vill as in “will”) “talked himself hoarse”

      
    


    
      	
        Reginus

      

      	
        Ray-gee-nuss (the “of a queen” g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rex

      

      	
        Rayx “king”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufinus

      

      	
        Roo-fee-nuss “of a red-haired family”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufus

      

      	
        Roo-fuss (fuss as in “puss”) “red-haired”

      
    


    
      	
        Ruso

      

      	
        Roo-soh “a country bumpkin”

      
    


    
      	
        Saturninus

      

      	
        Sah-tur-nee-nuss “of Saturn”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaevola

      

      	
        Skye-voh-lah “left-handed”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaurus

      

      	
        Skow-russ (show as in “cow”) “puffy feet” or “dropsical”

      
    


    
      	
        Scipio

      

      	
        Skee-pee-oh “a ceremonial rod”

      
    


    
      	
        Serranus

      

      	
        Se-rah-nuss (se as in “set”) “of a saw” or “serrated”

      
    


    
      	
        Sesquiculus

      

      	
        Say-skwee-koo-luss “an arsehole and a half”

      
    


    
      	
        Siculus

      

      	
        See-koo-luss “of Sicily”

      
    


    
      	
        Silanus

      

      	
        See-lah-nuss “ugly puggy face”

      
    


    
      	
        Silo

      

      	
        See-loh “snub-nosed”

      
    


    
      	
        Stichus

      

      	
        Stick-uss (stick as in “kick”) slave’s name (Greek)

      
    


    
      	
        Strabo

      

      	
        Stray-boh (Latin, Strah-boh) “cross-eyed”

      
    


    
      	
        Sulla

      

      	
        Soo-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Tubero

      

      	
        Too-bear-oh “hump” or “morally bad”

      
    


    
      	
        Varro

      

      	
        Vah-roh “bandy-legged”

      
    


    
      	
        Vatia

      

      	
        Vah-tee-ah “knock-kneed”

      
    


    
      	
        Verrucosis

      

      	
        Ve-roo-koh-sus (ve as in “vet”) “covered in warts”

      
    


    
      	
        Vopiscus

      

      	
        Voh-piss-kuss “survivor of twins”

      
    

  


  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO OTHER NAMES AND TERMS


  Because the guide to pronunciation of male names should familiarize the reader with general Latin pronunciation, the list which follows is considerably abbreviated.


  
    
      	
        Achaeans

      

      	
        Ah-kye-ans

      
    


    
      	
        Achilles

      

      	
        Ah-kill-ees

      
    


    
      	
        Adherbal

      

      	
        Ahd-her-bahl

      
    


    
      	
        Aedile

      

      	
        eye-deel (English, ee-dyel or ay-dyel)

      
    


    
      	
        Aedui

      

      	
        Eye-doo-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Aeneas

      

      	
        Eye-nay-ahs (English, An-ee-ass or Ay-nee-ass)

      
    


    
      	
        Aeschylus

      

      	
        Eye-skee-luss (English, Ee-skee-luss)

      
    


    
      	
        ager publicus

      

      	
        ah-ger (the g as in “got”) pub-lee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Agger

      

      	
        Ag-er (ag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        Allobroges

      

      	
        Al-oh-broh-gays (at as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ambrones

      

      	
        Am-broh-nays (am as in “ham’’)

      
    


    
      	
        Amor

      

      	
        Ah-mor

      
    


    
      	
        Anopaea

      

      	
        Ah-noh-pye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Antigone

      

      	
        Ant-ig-oh-nay (ant as in “pant”—ig as in “pig”)

      
    


    
      	
        Apulia

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Aqua

      

      	
        ah-kwah

      
    


    
      	
        Aquae Sextiae

      

      	
        Ah-kwye Sex-tee-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Arausio

      

      	
        Ah-row-see-oh (row as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ariadne

      

      	
        Ah-ree-ahd-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Aricia

      

      	
        Ah-rick-ee-ah (rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Arpinum

      

      	
        Ar-pee-noom (oom is “short”—like the u in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atuatuci

      

      	
        Ah-too-ah-too-kee

      
    


    
      	
        Auctoritas

      

      	
        owk-tor-ee-tahss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Augur

      

      	
        ow-goor (ow as in “cow”—the g as in “good”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (English, Awe- ree-lee-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Baetis

      

      	
        Bye-tiss

      
    


    
      	
        Baiae

      

      	
        Bye-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Berenice

      

      	
        Bear-en-ee-kay (English, Bear-en-eye-kee)

      
    


    
      	
        Biga

      

      	
        bee-gah

      
    


    
      	
        Bithynia

      

      	
        Bith-in-ee-ah (bith as in “pith”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boii

      

      	
        Boy-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Boiohaemum

      

      	
        Boy-oh-hye-moom (oo sounded like the u in “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boiorix

      

      	
        Boy-or-ix

      
    


    
      	
        Bomilcar

      

      	
        Bom-ill-kar (bom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Bona Dea

      

      	
        Boh-nah Day-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Boni

      

      	
        bonny (as in Scots “bonny”)

      
    


    
      	
        Brundisium

      

      	
        Broon-dis-ee-oom (dis as in “this”)

      
    


    
      	
        Burdigala

      

      	
        Boor-dee-gah-lah (boor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelian

      

      	
        Kye-lee-ahn

      
    


    
      	
        Campania

      

      	
        Kam-pah-nee-ah (kam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Campus

      

      	
        kam-puss (same then as now)

      
    


    
      	
        Capena

      

      	
        Kap-ay-nah (kap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        capite censi

      

      	
        kap-it-ayken-see(ken as n “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Capua

      

      	
        Kap-oo-ah (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Career

      

      	
        kar-ker

      
    


    
      	
        Carinae

      

      	
        Ka-reen-eye (ka as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        Celt

      

      	
        Kelt (as in “spelt”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cercina

      

      	
        Ker-kee-nah (ker as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Charybdis

      

      	
        Kah-rib-dis (rib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cherusci

      

      	
        Ker-oos-kee

      
    


    
      	
        Cilicia

      

      	
        Kill-ick-ee-ah (English, Sill-ish-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Cimbri

      

      	
        Kim-bree (kirn as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        Circei

      

      	
        Ker-kay-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Cloaca

      

      	
        kloh-ah-kah (kloh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Confarreatio

      

      	
        kon-fah-ray-ah-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        Consultant

      

      	
        kon-sool-toom

      
    


    
      	
        Contio

      

      	
        kon-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        Corona

      

      	
        kor-oh-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Cottabus

      

      	
        kot-ah-buss (kot-as in “pot”)

      
    


    
      	
        Croesus

      

      	
        Kree-suss

      
    


    
      	
        Culibonia

      

      	
        kool-ee-bon-ee-ah (bon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cumae

      

      	
        Koo-mye

      
    


    
      	
        Cunnus

      

      	
        koo-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        Curia

      

      	
        koo-ree-ah

      
    


    
      	
        cursus honorunt

      

      	
        koor-suss hon-or-oom (hon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Curule

      

      	
        koo-rool

      
    


    
      	
        Danae

      

      	
        Dan-ah-ay (dan as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        Dignitas

      

      	
        deen-yee-tahss (sibilant ending)

      
    


    
      	
        Domus

      

      	
        dom-uss (dom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Druentia

      

      	
        Droo-en-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Epaphroditus

      

      	
        Ep-ah-froh-dee-tuss (English, Ep-afroh-dye-tuss)

      
    


    
      	
        Euxine

      

      	
        Erx-een (English, Yewx-een)

      
    


    
      	
        Fasces

      

      	
        fass-kays (fass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fasti

      

      	
        fah-stee

      
    


    
      	
        Fauces Suburae

      

      	
        Fow-kays (fow as in “cow”) Soo-boo-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Felix

      

      	
        Fay-licks

      
    


    
      	
        Fellator

      

      	
        fell-ah-tor (fell as in “sell”)

      
    


    
      	
        Flamen

      

      	
        flah-men (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        flamen Dialis

      

      	
        flah-men Dee-ah-lis

      
    


    
      	
        Flumen

      

      	
        floo-men (floo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fortuna

      

      	
        For-too-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Forum

      

      	
        for-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Boarium

      

      	
        Boh-ah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Frumentarium

      

      	
        Froo-men-tah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Holitorium

      

      	
        Hol-it-or-ee-oom (hoi as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Piscinum

      

      	
        Piss-kee-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Romanum

      

      	
        Roh-mah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Gades

      

      	
        Gah-days

      
    


    
      	
        Gaetuli

      

      	
        Gye-too-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia

      

      	
        Gal-ee-ah (gal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia Comata

      

      	
        Com-ah-tah (com as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Garum

      

      	
        ga-room (ga as in “gap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Garumna

      

      	
        Gah-room-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Gauda

      

      	
        Gow-dah (gow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gens

      

      	
        gens (the g as in “get”—word rhymes with “hens”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germalus

      

      	
        Ger-mah-luss (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germani

      

      	
        Ger-mah-nee (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Getorix

      

      	
        Gay-tor-ix (ix as in “six”)

      
    


    
      	
        Halicyae

      

      	
        Hal-ee-kee-eye (hal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hiempsal

      

      	
        Hee-emp-sal

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania

      

      	
        Hiss-pah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Citerior

      

      	
        Kit-er-ee-or (kit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Ulterior

      

      	
        Ool-ter-ee-or

      
    


    
      	
        Hubris

      

      	
        hoo-briss

      
    


    
      	
        Lampsas

      

      	
        Yamp-sahss (yamp as in “lamp”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lamus

      

      	
        Yah-muss

      
    


    
      	
        Icosium

      

      	
        Ee-koh-see-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Illyricum

      

      	
        Ill-ir-ee-coom (ir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Imagines

      

      	
        im-ah-gee-nays (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Imago

      

      	
        im-ah-goh (im as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        Imperator

      

      	
        im-pair-ah-tor

      
    


    
      	
        Imperium

      

      	
        im-pair-ee-oom (English, im-peer-ee-oom)

      
    


    
      	
        Insula

      

      	
        in-soo-lah

      
    


    
      	
        Lol

      

      	
        Yol (as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Irrumator

      

      	
        irr-oo-mah-tor (irr as in “stir-rup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Iugera

      

      	
        yew-gair-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Iugerum

      

      	
        yew-gair-oom (yew as in “few”)

      
    


    
      	
        Juba

      

      	
        Joo-bah

      
    


    
      	
        Jugurtha

      

      	
        Joo-goor-thah (English, Joo-ger-thuh)

      
    


    
      	
        Julia

      

      	
        Joo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Julilla

      

      	
        Joo-lil-lah

      
    


    
      	
        Juturna

      

      	
        Joo-toor-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Lares

      

      	
        Lah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Permarini

      

      	
        Pair-mah-ree-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Praestites

      

      	
        Prye-stit-ays (stit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lautumiae

      

      	
        Low-too-mee-eye (low as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinia

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Lugdunum

      

      	
        Loog-doo-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Macellum

      

      	
        mack-ell-oom (mack as in “tack”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcia

      

      	
        Mar-kee-ah (English, Marsh-uh or Mar-see-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcomanni

      

      	
        Mar-koh-mah-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Marrucini

      

      	
        Mar-oo-kee-nee (heavy r—mar as in “tar”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marsi

      

      	
        Mar-see

      
    


    
      	
        Masinissa

      

      	
        Mah-sin-iss-ah (sin as in “tin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mastanabal

      

      	
        Mah-stan-ah-bahl (stan as in “ran”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mauretania

      

      	
        Mow-ret-ah-nee-ah (mow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mentula

      

      	
        men-too-lah (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        mentulam coco

      

      	
        men-too-lahm kah-koh

      
    


    
      	
        Metrobius

      

      	
        Met-roh-bee-uss (met as in “set”)

      
    


    
      	
        Micipsa

      

      	
        Mick-ip-sah

      
    


    
      	
        Milo

      

      	
        Mee-loh (English, Mye-loh)

      
    


    
      	
        Misenum

      

      	
        Mee-say-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Mithridates

      

      	
        Mith-rid-ah-tays (English, Mith-rid-ay-tees)

      
    


    
      	
        Muluchath

      

      	
        Moo-loo-kath

      
    


    
      	
        Myrto

      

      	
        Meer-toh

      
    


    
      	
        Nabataea

      

      	
        Nah-bah-tye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Nabdalsa

      

      	
        Nab-dahl-sah (nab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Naevius

      

      	
        Nye-vee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Narbo

      

      	
        Nor-boh or Nah-boh

      
    


    
      	
        Neapolis

      

      	
        Nay-ah-pol-iss (pol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Nefas

      

      	
        neff-ahss (neff as in “left”—ahss as in “arse”)

      
    


    
      	
        Nemo

      

      	
        nay-moh

      
    


    
      	
        Nicopoiis

      

      	
        Nick-op-ol-iss

      
    


    
      	
        Numantia

      

      	
        Noo-man-tee-ah (man as in “man”)

      
    


    
      	
        Numidia

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-ah (mid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ocelum

      

      	
        Ock-ell-oom (ock as in “sock”)

      
    


    
      	
        Odysseus

      

      	
        Odd-iss-oos (English, Odd-iss-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Oedipus

      

      	
        Ee-dee-puss (American, Ed-ee-puss)

      
    


    
      	
        Oppidum

      

      	
        op-id-oom (op as in “hop”—id as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        opus incertum

      

      	
        op-uss in-ker-toom

      
    


    
      	
        Oxyntas

      

      	
        Ox-in-tahss (in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paeligni

      

      	
        Pye-leen-yee

      
    


    
      	
        Pamphylia

      

      	
        Pam-fee-lee-ah (pam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paphlagonia

      

      	
        Paff-la-goh-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Papyrus

      

      	
        pap-eye-russ (pap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Patavium

      

      	
        Pat-ah-vee-oom (pat as in “cat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paterfamilias

      

      	
        pat-er-fam-ill-ee-ahss

      
    


    
      	
        Patrae

      

      	
        Pat-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Penates

      

      	
        Pen-ah-tays (pen as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Perseus

      

      	
        Per-soos (English, Per-see-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Phalerae

      

      	
        fal-er-eye (fal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Phrygia

      

      	
        Fridge-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Picenum

      

      	
        Pee-kay-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Pilum

      

      	
        pee-loom

      
    


    
      	
        Placentia

      

      	
        Plah-ken-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Plebs

      

      	
        rhymes with “webs”

      
    


    
      	
        Podex

      

      	
        poh-dex (dex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pomerium

      

      	
        poh-mair-ee-oom

      
    


    
      	
        praefectus fabrutn

      

      	
        prye-feck-tuss fab-room (fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Praenomen

      

      	
        prye-noh-men

      
    


    
      	
        Praetor

      

      	
        prye-tor

      
    


    
      	
        praetor peregrinus

      

      	
        pair-egg-ree-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        praetor urbanus

      

      	
        oor-bah-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        primus inter pares

      

      	
        pree-muss in-ter pah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Princeps Senatus

      

      	
        Prin-keps Sen-ah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        Priscilla

      

      	
        Priss-kill-ah (English, Priss-ill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Privatus

      

      	
        pree-vah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        Pteryges

      

      	
        terry-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy

      

      	
        Tol-em-ee (tol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Apion

      

      	
        Ah-pee-on

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Euergetes

      

      	
        Er-air-get-ays

      
    


    
      	
        Puteoli

      

      	
        Poo-tay-oh-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Pyrrhus

      

      	
        Pirr-uss (pirr as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Reate

      

      	
        Ray-ah-tay

      
    


    
      	
        Regia

      

      	
        Ray-gee-ah (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Remus

      

      	
        Rem-uss (rem as in “hem”—English, Ree-muss)

      
    


    
      	
        Rhenus

      

      	
        Ray-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        Rhodanus

      

      	
        Rod-an-uss (rod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Roma

      

      	
        Roh-mah

      
    


    
      	
        Romulus

      

      	
        Roh-moo-luss

      
    


    
      	
        Rostra

      

      	
        roh-strah

      
    


    
      	
        Rusicade

      

      	
        Roo-see-kah-day

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilia

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Saepta

      

      	
        sye-p-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Sagum

      

      	
        sag-oom (sag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        saltatrix tonsa

      

      	
        sal-tah-tricks ton-sah (ton as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Samnium

      

      	
        Sam-nee-oom (sam as in “ham”) Satrap sat-rap

      
    


    
      	
        Scordisci

      

      	
        Skor-disk-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Scylax

      

      	
        Skee-lacks (English, Sky-lacks)

      
    


    
      	
        Scylla

      

      	
        Skee-lah (English, Skill-uh or Sill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-ah (sair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia Caepionis

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh-niss

      
    


    
      	
        Smaragdus

      

      	
        smah-rag-duss

      
    


    
      	
        Smyrna

      

      	
        Smeer-nah (English, Smur-nuh—smur as in “fur”)

      
    


    
      	
        Stibium

      

      	
        stib-ee-oom (stib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        Stimulus

      

      	
        stim-oo-luss (stim as in “dim”)

      
    


    
      	
        Subura

      

      	
        Soo-boo-rah

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicia

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Suovetaurilia

      

      	
        soo-of-et-ow-rill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Syrtis

      

      	
        Seer-tiss (seer as in “leer”)

      
    


    
      	
        Taprobane

      

      	
        Tap-roh-bah-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Tarpeian

      

      	
        Tar-pay-ee-an

      
    


    
      	
        Tata

      

      	
        tah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Teutobod

      

      	
        Ter-toh-bod (bod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Teutones

      

      	
        Ter-toh-nays

      
    


    
      	
        Thermopylae

      

      	
        Ther-mop-ee-lye

      
    


    
      	
        Torc

      

      	
        tork

      
    


    
      	
        Tribuni

      

      	
        trib-oo-nee (trib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni aerarii

      

      	
        eye-rah-ree-ee

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni militum

      

      	
        mill-it-oom (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni plebis

      

      	
        pleb-iss (pleb as in “web”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullianum

      

      	
        Tool-ee-ah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Tusculum

      

      	
        Tuss-koo-loom (tuss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tyrrhenian

      

      	
        Tir-ray-nee-an (tir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ubus

      

      	
        Oo-buss

      
    


    
      	
        Ulysses

      

      	
        Oo-liss-ays (English, Yew-liss-ees)

      
    


    
      	
        Utica

      

      	
        Oo-tee-kah

      
    


    
      	
        Vediovis

      

      	
        Ved-ee-of-iss (ved as in “bed”—of as in “of”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velabrum

      

      	
        Vel-ab-room (vel as in “sell”—ab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velia

      

      	
        Vel-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Vercellae

      

      	
        Ver-kell-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Via

      

      	
        vee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia Scauri

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah Skow-ree (skow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Annia

      

      	
        Ah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Appia

      

      	
        Ah-pee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Domitia

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-ah (dom as in “tom”—it as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Flaminia

      

      	
        Flam-in-ee-ah (flam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Lata

      

      	
        Lah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Latina

      

      	
        Lat-ee-nah (lat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Nova

      

      	
        Noh-vah

      
    


    
      	
        via praetoria

      

      	
        prye-tor-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        via principalis

      

      	
        prin-kip-ah-liss

      
    


    
      	
        Via Sacra

      

      	
        Sack-ran

      
    


    
      	
        Via Salaria

      

      	
        Sal-ah-ree-ah (sal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Tiburtina

      

      	
        Tib-er-tee-nah (lib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus

      

      	
        vee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Patricii

      

      	
        Pat-rick-ee-ee (pat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Tuscus

      

      	
        Tuss-kuss (as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Volcae Tectosages

      

      	
        Vol-kye Teck-toh-sah-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Volscian

      

      	
        Vol-skee-an

      
    

  


  SOME EVENTS IN THE HISTORY OF ROME PRIOR TO THE FIRST MAN IN ROME


  (Note: All dates are B.C.)


  ca. 1100 A refugee from Troy, Aeneas established himself in Latium.


  Son. Iulus, became King of Alba Longa.


  753—775 Romulus first King of Rome: built the Palatine city.


  715—673 Numa Pompilius second King: created 100 senators, priestly colleges, made


  10—month year a 12—month year.


  673—642 Tullus Hostilius third King: built Senate House.


  642—617 Ancus Marcius fourth King: built Wooden Bridge, fortified Janiculum, seized


  salt flats at Ostia for Rome.


  616—578 Tarquinius Priscus fifth King: built Circus Maximus, sewered central Rome,


  enlarged Senate to 300, created Tribes and Classes, established the census


  578—534 Servius Tullius sixth King: created pomerium, built Agger.


  534—510 Tarquinius Superbus seventh King: finished temple of Jupiter Optimus


  Maximus, destroyed Gabii.


  509 Tarquinius Superbus expelled, monarchy abolished. THE REPUBLIC OF


  ROME BEGINS. Brutus and Valerius first chief magistrates (called


  praetors, not consuls).


  508 Pontifex Maximus created to overpower Rex Sacrorum.


  500 Titus Larcius the first—ever dictator.


  494 First secession of Plebs: 2 tribunes of the plebs and 2 plebeian aediles created.


  471 Second secession of Plebs: Plebeian Assembly made tribal.


  459 Number of tribunes of the plebs raised from 2 to 10.


  456 Third secession of Plebs: plebeians granted land.


  451 Decemviri codified the XII Tables of Roman Law.


  449 Fourth secession of Plebs: lex Valeria Horatia defined sacrosanctity of tribunes


  of the plebs.


  447 Assembly of the People created: 2 quaestors created.


  445 Leges Canuleiae: (a) replaced consuls with military tribunes owning consular


  powers, (b) allowed marriage between patricians and plebeians.


  443 Censors elected for the first time.


  439 Maelius, would—be King of Rome, killed by Servilius Ahala.


  421 Quaestors raised to 4, office opened to plebeians.


  396 Introduction of pay for Rome’s soldiers. It was not increased until Caesar


  doubled it when dictator.


  390 Gauls sacked Rome, Capitol saved by warning of geese.


  367 The consulship restored. 2 curule aediles created.


  366 First plebeian consul. Praetor urbanus created.


  356 First plebeian dictator. Censorship opened to plebeians.


  351 First plebeian censor.


  343—341 First Samnite War. Rome concludes peace.


  342 Leges Genuciae: (a) debt relief, (b) no man to hold same office more than once


  in 10 years, (c) both consuls could be plebeian.


  339 Leges Publiliae: (a) one censor had to be plebeian, (b) all laws passed in


  Centuriate Assembly had to be sanctioned by Senate, (c) plebiscites were given some validity at law.


  337 First plebeian praetor urbanus.


  326—304 Second Samnite War (defeat at Caudine Forks, the yoke).


  300 Leges Ogulniae: opened priestly colleges to plebeians.


  298—290 Third Samnite War. Rome now established ascendancy.


  289 Mint and tresviri monetales (3 minters) created.


  287 lex Hortensia: plebiscites were now fully binding laws.


  267 Quaestors raised from 6 to 8.


  264 First gladiators fight in Rome (not at Circus!).


  264—242 First Punic War (against Carthage). Peace gives Rome Sicily, Sardinia and Corsica as her first provinces.


  253 First plebeian Pontifex Maximus.


  242 Praetor peregrinus created, raising praetors to 2.


  241 Centuriate Assembly reforms slightly decreased power of First Class. Last


  2 tribes were created: total now 35.


  227 Praetors raised from 2 to 4. Quaestors raised from 6 to 10.


  218—201 Second Punic War. Hannibal in command of Carthaginians.


  270—206 Scipio Africanus victorious in Spain.


  202 Last old—style dictator was briefly in office.


  197 The Spains became provinces: praetors 6, quaestors 12.


  180 Lex Villia annalis regulated the curule magistracies.


  171 First treason court set up temporarily.


  169 Lex Voconia barred women from major inheritances in wills. Quarrel between Senate and Knights: the censors refused to accept tenders from firms given contracts by previous censors. Profits were exorbitant. Censors were then nearly convicted of high treason by knights.


  149 Lex Atinia automatically promoted tribunes of the plebs to the Senate. Lex


  Calpurnia set up permanent extortion court.


  149—146 Third Punic War. Africa became a Roman province.


  147 Macedonia annexed as a Roman province.


  144 Praetor Q. Martius Rex built Rome’s first aqueduct.


  139 Lex Gabinia introduced secret ballot at all elections.


  137 Lex Cassia introduced secret ballot for court juries.


  133 Tiberius Gracchus tribune of the plebs: murdered.


  123 Gaius Gracchus tribune of the plebs.


  122 Gaius Gracchus tribune of the plebs again.


  121 Senate passed first—ever Ultimate Decree to deal with Gaius Gracchus: he


  suicided, his followers were executed.


  121 King Mithridates V of Pontus murdered by his wife. Young Mithridates


  fled to mountains to hide.


  120 Homelands of German Cimbri and Teutones inundated. The great


  migration began.


  129 Gaius Marius, tribune of the plebs, passed a lex Maria to narrow voting


  gangways (making bribery more difficult).


  125 Young Mithridates seized power, became King of Pontus.


  113 The German Cimbri defeated Papirius Carbo in Noricum.


  122 Rome declared war on Jugurtha of Numidia.


  121 Rome reached peaceful agreement with Jugurtha.


  110 Aulus Postumius Albinus invaded Numidia without any authorization: the war against Jugurtha begins....
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  Rome, 68 BC


  Caesar has returned to Rome. Having cut his teeth campaigning in the East, his sites are now set on a new battlefield: the Forum Romanum. This war will be waged with rhetoric and seduction, weapons Caesar will wield with cunning and ruthlessness. Cuckolding political enemies is but a tactic in a broader strategy: Caesar knows that the key to Rome lies with its noblewomen. Whether the powerful, vindictive Servilia, whose son Brutus deeply resents his mother’s passionate and destructive relationship with Caesar, or his own daughter Julia, Caesar is prepared to sacrifice them all on the altar of his own ambition. Caesar’s women will make his name, and one of them will seal his fate.
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  “Brutus, I don’t like the look of your skin. Come here to the light, please.”


  The fifteen-year-old made no sign that he had heard, simply remained hunched over a single sheet of Fannian paper with his reed pen, its ink long since dried, poised in midair.


  “Come here, Brutus. At once,” said his mother placidly.


  He knew her, so down went the pen; though he wasn’t mortally afraid of her, he wasn’t about to court her displeasure. One summons might be safely ignored, but a second summons meant she expected to be obeyed, even by him. Rising, he walked across to where Servilia stood by the window, its shutters wide because Rome was sweltering in an unseasonably early heatwave.


  Though she was short and Brutus had recently begun to grow into what she hoped was going to be tallness, his head was not very far above hers; she put up one hand to clutch his chin, and peered closely at several angry red lumps welling under the skin around his mouth. Her hand released him, moved to push the loose dark curls away from his brow: more eruptions!


  “How I wish you’d keep your hair cut!” she said, tugging at a lock which threatened to obscure his sight—and tugging hard enough to make his eyes water.


  “Mama, short hair is unintellectual,” he protested.


  “Short hair is practical. It stays off your face and doesn’t irritate your skin. Oh, Brutus, what a trial you’re becoming!”


  “If you wanted a crop-skulled warrior son, Mama, you should have had more boys with Silanus instead of a couple of girls.”


  “One son is affordable. Two sons stretch the money further than it wants to go. Besides, if I’d given Silanus a son, you wouldn’t be his heir as well as your father’s.” She strode across to the desk where he had been working and stirred the various scrolls upon it with impatient fingers. “Look at this mess! No wonder your shoulders are round and you’re swaybacked. Get out onto the Campus Martius with Cassius and the other boys from school, don’t waste your time trying to condense the whole of Thucydides onto one sheet of paper.”


  “I happen to write the best epitomes in Rome,” said her son, his tone lofty.


  Servilia eyed him ironically. “Thucydides,” she said, “was no profligate with words, yet it took him many books to tell the story of the conflict between Athens and Sparta. What advantage is there in destroying his beautiful Greek so that lazy Romans can crib a bare outline, then congratulate themselves that they know all about the Peloponnesian War?’’


  “Literature,” Brutus persevered, “is becoming too vast for any man to encompass without resorting to summaries.”


  “Your skin is breaking down,” said Servilia, returning to what really interested her.


  “That’s common enough in boys my age.”


  “But not in my plans for you.”


  “And may the Gods help anyone or anything not in your plans for me!” he shouted, suddenly angry.


  “Get dressed, we’re going out” was all she answered, and left the room.


  When he entered the atrium of Silanus’s commodious house, Brutus was wearing the purple-bordered toga of childhood, for he would not officially become a man until December and the feast of Juventas arrived. His mother was already waiting, and watched him critically as he came toward her.


  Yes, he definitely was round-shouldered, sway-backed. Such a lovely little boy he had been! Lovely even last January, when she had commissioned a bust of him from Antenor, the best portrait sculptor in all Italia. But now puberty was asserting itself more aggressively, his early beauty was fading, even to her prejudiced gaze. His eyes were still large and dark and dreamy, interestingly heavy-lidded, but his nose wasn’t growing into the imposing Roman edifice she had hoped for, remaining stubbornly short and bulb-tipped like her own. And the skin which had been so exquisitely olive-colored, smooth and flawless, now filled her with dread—what if he was going to be one of the horribly unlucky ones and produced such noxious pustules that he scarred? Fifteen was too soon! Fifteen meant a protracted infestation. Pimples! How disgusting and mundane. Well, beginning tomorrow she would make enquiries among the physicians and herbalists—and whether he liked it or not, he was going to the Campus Martius every day for proper exercise and tutoring in the martial skills he would need when he turned seventeen and had to enrol in Rome’s legions. As a contubernalis, of course, not as a mere ranker soldier; he would be a cadet on the personal staff of some consular commander who would ask for him by name. His birth and status assured it.


  The steward let them out into the narrow Palatine street; Servilia turned toward the Forum and began to walk briskly, her son hurrying to keep up.


  “Where are we going?” he asked, still chafing because she had dragged him away from epitomizing Thucydides.


  “To Aurelia’s.”


  Had his mind not been wrestling with the problem of how to pack a mine of information into a single sentence—and had the day been more clement—his heart would have leaped joyously; instead he groaned. “Oh, not up into the slums today!”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s such a long way, and such a dismal address!”


  “The address may be dismal, my son, but the lady herself is impeccably connected. Everyone will be there.” She paused, her eyes sliding slyly sideways. “Everyone, Brutus, everyone.”


  To which he answered not a word.


  Her progress rendered easier by two ushering slaves, Servilia clattered down the Kingmakers’ Steps into the pandemonium of the Forum Romanum, where all the world adored to gather, listen, watch, wander, rub shoulders with the Mighty. Neither Senate nor one of the Assemblies was meeting today and the courts were on a short vacation, but some of the Mighty were out and about nonetheless, distinguished by the bobbing red-thonged bundles of rods their lictors carried shoulder-high to proclaim their imperium.


  “It’s so hilly, Mama! Can’t you slow down?” panted Brutus as his mother marched up the Clivus Orbius on the far side of the Forum; he was sweating profusely.


  “If you exercised more, you wouldn’t need to complain,” said Servilia, unimpressed.


  Nauseating smells of foetor and decay assailed Brutus’s nostrils as the towering tenements of the Subura pressed in and shut out the light of the sun; peeling walls oozed slime, the gutters guided dark and syrupy trickles into gratings, tiny unlit caverns that were shops passed by unnumbered. At least the dank shade made it cooler, but this was a side of Rome young Brutus could happily have done without, “everyone” notwithstanding.


  Eventually they arrived outside a quite presentable door of seasoned oak, well carved into panels and owning a brightly polished orichalcum knocker in the form of a lion’s head with gaping jaws. One of Servilia’s attendants plied it vigorously, and the door opened at once. There stood an elderly, rather plump Greek freedman, bowing deeply as he let them in.


  It was a gathering of women, of course; had Brutus only been old enough to put on his plain white toga virilis, graduate into the ranks of men, he would not have been allowed to accompany his mother. That thought provoked panic—Mama must succeed in her petition, he must be able to continue to see his darling love after December and manhood! But betraying none of this, he abandoned Servilia’s skirts the moment the gushing greetings began and slunk off into a quiet corner of the squeal-filled room, there to do his best to blend into the unpretentious decor.


  “Brutus, ave,” said a light yet husky voice.


  He turned his head, looked down, felt his chest cave in. “Ave, Julia.”


  “Here, sit with me,” the daughter of the house commanded, leading him to a pair of small chairs right in the corner. She settled in one while he lowered himself awkwardly into the other, herself as graceful and composed as a nesting swan.


  Only eight years old—how could she already be so beautiful? wondered the dazzled Brutus, who knew her well because his mother was a great friend of her grandmother’s. Fair like ice and snow, chin pointed, cheekbones arched, faintly pink lips as delicious as a strawberry, a pair of widely opened blue eyes that gazed with gentle liveliness on all that they beheld; if Brutus had dipped into the poetry of love, it was because of her whom he had loved for—oh, years! Not truly understanding that it was love until quite recently, when she had turned her gaze on him with such a sweet smile that realization had dawned with the shock of a thunderclap.


  He had gone to his mother that very evening, and informed her that he wished to marry Julia when she grew up.


  Servilia had stared, astonished. “My dear Brutus, she’s a mere child! You’d have to wait nine or ten years for her.”


  “She’ll be betrothed long before she’s old enough to marry,” he had answered, his anguish plain. “Please, Mama, as soon as her father returns home, petition for her hand in marriage!”


  “You may well change your mind.”


  “Never, never!”


  “Her dowry is minute.”


  “But her birth is everything you could want in my wife.”


  “True.” The black eyes which could grow so hard rested on his face not unsympathetically; Servilia appreciated the strength of that argument. So she had turned it over in her mind for a moment, then nodded. “Very well, Brutus, when her father is next in Rome, I’ll ask. You don’t need a rich bride, but it is essential that her birth match your own, and a Julia would be ideal. Especially this Julia. Patrician on both sides.”


  And so they had left it to wait until Julia’s father returned from his post as quaestor in Further Spain. The most junior of the important magistracies, quaestor. But trust Servilia to know that Julia’s father had filled it extremely well. Odd that she had never met him, considering how small a group the true aristocrats of Rome were. She was one; he was another. But, feminine rumor had it, he was something of an outsider among his own kind, too busy for the social round most of his peers cultivated whenever they were in Rome. It would have been easier to sue for his daughter’s hand on Brutus’s behalf did she know him already, though she had little doubt what his answer would be. Brutus was highly eligible, even in the eyes of a Julian.


  *


  Aurelia’s reception room could not compare to a Palatine atrium, but it was quite large enough comfortably to hold the dozen or so women who had invaded it. Open shutters looked out onto what was commonly regarded as a lovely garden, thanks to Gaius Matius in the other ground-floor apartment; his was the hand had found roses able to bloom in the shade, coaxed grapevines into scaling the twelve storeys of latticed walls and balconies, trimmed box bushes into perfect globes, and rigged a cunning gravity feed to the chaste marble pool that allowed a rearing two-tailed dolphin to spout water from its fearsome mouth.


  The walls of the reception room were well kept up and painted in the red style, the floor of cheap terrazzo had been burnished to an appealing reddish-pink glow, and the ceiling had been painted to simulate a cloud-fluffed noon sky, though it could claim no expensive gilding. Not the residence of one of the Mighty, but adequate for a junior senator, Brutus supposed as he sat watching Julia, watching the women; Julia caught him, so he looked too.


  His mother had seated herself next to Aurelia on a couch, where she managed to display herself to good advantage despite the fact that her hostess was, even at the age of fifty-five, still held one of Rome’s great beauties. Aurelia’s figure was elegantly slim and it suited her to be in repose, for one didn’t notice then that when she moved it was too briskly for grace. No hint of grey marred her ice-brown hair, and her skin was smooth, creamy. It was she who had recommended Brutus’s school to Servilia, for she was Servilia’s chief confidante.


  From that thought Brutus’s mind skipped to school, a typical digression for a mind which did tend to wander. His mother had not wished to send Brutus to school, afraid her little boy would be exposed to children of inferior rank and wealth, and worried that his studious nature would be laughed at. Better that Brutus have his own tutor at home. But then Brutus’s stepfather had insisted that this only son needed the stimulus and competition of a school. “Some healthy activity and ordinary playmates’’ was how Silanus had put it, not precisely jealous of the first place Brutus held in Servilia’s heart, more concerned that when Brutus matured he should at least have learned to associate with various kinds of people. Naturally the school Aurelia recommended was an exclusive one, but pedagogues who ran schools had a distressingly independent turn of mind that led them to accept bright boys from less rarefied backgrounds than a Marcus Junius Brutus, not to mention two or three bright girls.


  With Servilia for mother, it was inevitable that Brutus should hate school, though Gaius Cassius Longinus, the fellow pupil of whom Servilia approved most, was from quite as good a family as a Junius Brutus. Brutus, however, tolerated Cassius only because to do so kept his mother happy. What had he in common with a loud and turbulent boy like Cassius, enamored of war, strife, deeds of great daring? Only the fact that he had quickly become teacher’s pet had managed to reconcile Brutus to the awful ordeal of school. And fellows like Cassius.


  Unfortunately the person Brutus most yearned to call friend was his Uncle Cato; but Servilia refused to hear of his establishing any kind of intimacy with her despised half brother. Uncle Cato was descended, she never tired of reminding her son, from a Tusculan peasant and a Celtiberian slave, whereas in Brutus were united two separate lines of exalted antiquity, one from Lucius Junius Brutus, the founder of the Republic (who had deposed the last King of Rome, Tarquinius Superbus), and the other from Gaius Servilius Ahala (who had killed Maelius when Maelius had attempted to make himself King of Rome some decades into the new Republic). Therefore a Junius Brutus who was through his mother also a patrician Servilius could not possibly associate with upstart trash like Uncle Cato.


  “But your mother married Uncle Cato’s father and had two children by him, Aunt Porcia and Uncle Cato!” Brutus had protested on one occasion.


  “And thereby disgraced herself forever!” snarled Servilia. “I do not acknowledge either that union or its progeny—and neither, my lad, will you!”


  End of discussion. And the end of all hope that he might be allowed to see Uncle Cato any more frequently than family decency indicated. What a wonderful fellow Uncle Cato was! A true Stoic, enamored of Rome’s old austere ways, averse to splash and show, quick to criticize the pretensions to potentatic grandeur of men like Pompey. Pompey the Great. Another upstart dismally lacking in the right ancestors. Pompey who had murdered Brutus’s father, made a widow of his mother, enabled a lightweight like sickly Silanus to climb into her bed and sire two bubble-headed girls Brutus grudgingly called sisters—


  “What are you thinking, Brutus?’’ asked Julia, smiling.


  “Oh, nothing much,” he answered vaguely.


  “That’s an evasion. I want the truth!”


  “I was thinking what a terrific fellow my Uncle Cato is.”


  Her wide brow crinkled. “Uncle Cato?”


  “You wouldn’t know him, because he’s not old enough to be in the Senate yet. In fact, he’s almost as close to my age as he is to Mama’s.”


  “Is he the one who wouldn’t permit the tribunes of the plebs to pull down an obstructing column inside the Basilica Porcia?’’


  “That’s my Uncle Cato!” said Brutus proudly.


  Julia shrugged. “My father said it was stupid of him. If the column had been demolished, the tribunes of the plebs would have enjoyed more comfortable headquarters.”


  “Uncle Cato was in the right. Cato the Censor put the column there when he built Rome’s first basilica, and there it belongs according to the mos maiorum. Cato the Censor allowed the tribunes of the plebs to use his building as their headquarters because he understood their plight—because they are magistrates elected by the Plebs alone, they don’t represent the whole People, and can’t use a temple as their headquarters. But he didn’t give them the building, only the use of a part of it. They were grateful enough then. Now they want to alter what Cato the Censor paid to build. Uncle Cato won’t condone the defacement of his great-grandfather’s landmark and namesake.”


  Since Julia was by nature a peacemaker and disliked argument, she smiled again and rested her hand on Brutus’s arm, squeezing it affectionately. He was such a spoiled baby, Brutus, so stuffy and full of self-importance, yet she had known him for a long time, and—though she didn’t quite know why—felt very sorry for him. Perhaps it was because his mother was such a—a snaky person?


  “Well, that happened before my Aunt Julia and my mother died, so I daresay no one will ever demolish the column now,” she said.


  “Your father’s due home,” said Brutus, mind veering to marriage.


  “Any day.” Julia wriggled happily. “Oh, I do miss him!”


  “They say he’s stirring up trouble in Italian Gaul on the far side of the river Padus,” said Brutus, unconsciously echoing the subject becoming a lively debate among the group of women around Aurelia and Servilia.


  “Why should he do that?” Aurelia was asking, straight dark brows knitted. The famous purple eyes were glowering. “Truly, there are times when Rome and Roman noblemen disgust me! Why is it my son they always single out for criticism and political gossip?’’


  “Because he’s too tall, too handsome, too successful with the women, and too arrogant by far,” said Cicero’s wife, Terentia, as direct as she was sour. “Besides,” added she who was married to a famous wordsmith and orator, “he has such a wonderful way with both the spoken and the written word.”


  “Those qualities are innate, none of them merits the slanders of some I could mention by name!” snapped Aurelia.


  “Lucullus, you mean?” asked Pompey’s wife, Mucia Tertia.


  “No, he at least can’t be blamed for it,” Terentia said. “I imagine King Tigranes and Armenia are occupying him to the exclusion of anything in Rome save the knights who can’t make enough out of gathering the taxes in his provinces.”


  “Bibulus is who you mean, now he’s back in Rome,” said a majestic figure seated in the best chair. Alone among a colorful band, she was clad from head to foot in white, so draped that it concealed whatever feminine charms she might have owned. Upon her regal head there reared a crown made of seven layered sausages rolled out of virgin wool; the thin veil draped upon it floated as she swung to look directly at the two women on the couch. Perpennia, chief of the Vestal Virgins, snorted with suppressed laughter. “Oh, poor Bibulus! He never can hide the nakedness of his animosity.”


  “Which goes back to what I said, Aurelia,” from Terentia. “If your tall, handsome son will make enemies of tiny little fellows like Bibulus, he only has himself to blame when he’s slandered. It is the height of folly to make a fool of a man in front of his peers by nicknaming him the Flea. Bibulus is an enemy for life.”


  “What ridiculous nonsense! It happened ten years ago, when both of them were mere youths,” said Aurelia.


  “Come now, you’re well aware how sensitive tiny little men are to canards based on their size,” said Terentia. “You’re from an old political family, Aurelia. Politics is all about a man’s public image. Your son injured Bibulus’s public image. People still call him the Flea. He’ll never forgive or forget.”


  “Not to mention,” said Servilia tartly, “that Bibulus has an avid audience for his slurs in creatures like Cato.”


  “What precisely is Bibulus saying?” Aurelia asked, lips set.


  “Oh, that instead of returning directly from Spain to Rome, your son has preferred to foment rebellion among the people in Italian Gaul who don’t have the Roman citizenship,” said Terentia.


  “That,” said Servilia, “is absolute nonsense!”


  “And why,” asked a man’s deep voice, “is it nonsense, lady?”


  The room fell still until little Julia erupted out of her corner and flew to leap at the newcomer. “Tata! Oh, tata!”


  Caesar lifted her off the ground, kissed her lips and her cheek, hugged her, smoothed her frosty hair tenderly. “How is my girl?” he asked, smiling for her alone.


  But “Oh, tata!” was all Julia could find to say, tucking her head into her father’s shoulder.


  “Why is it nonsense, lady?” Caesar repeated, swinging the child comfortably into the crook of his right arm, the smile now that he gazed upon Servilia gone even from his eyes, which looked into hers in a way acknowledging her sex, yet dismissing it as unimportant.


  “Caesar, this is Servilia, wife of Decimus Junius Silanus,” said Aurelia, apparently not at all offended that her son had so far found no time to greet her.


  “Why, Servilia?” he asked again, nodding at the name.


  She kept her voice cool and level, measured out her words like a jeweler his gold. “There’s no logic in a rumor like that. Why should you bother to foment rebellion in Italian Gaul? If you went among those who don’t have the citizenship and promised them that you would work on their behalf to get the franchise for them, it would be fitting conduct for a Roman nobleman who aspires to the consulship. You would simply be enlisting clients, which is proper and admirable for a man climbing the political ladder. I was married to a man who did foment rebellion in Italian Gaul, so I am in a position to know how desperate an alternative it is. Lepidus and my husband Brutus deemed it intolerable to live in Sulla’s Rome. Their careers had foundered, whereas yours is just beginning. Ergo, what could you hope to gain by fomenting rebellion anywhere?”


  “Very true,” he said, a trace of amusement creeping into the eyes she had judged a little cold until that spark came.


  “Certainly true,” she answered. “Your career to date—at least insofar as I know it—suggests to me that if you did tour Italian Gaul talking to non-citizens, you were gathering clients.”


  His head went back, he laughed, looked magnificent—and, she thought, knew very well that he looked magnificent. This man would do nothing without first calculating its effect on his audience, though the instinct telling her that was purely that, an instinct; he gave not a vestige of his calculation away. “It is true that I gathered clients.”


  “There you are then,” said Servilia, producing a smile of her own at the left corner of her small and secretive mouth. “No one can reproach you for that, Caesar.” After which she added grandly, and in the most condescending tone, “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure the correct version of the incident is circulated.”


  But that was going too far. Caesar was not about to be patronized by a Servilian, patrician branch of the clan or no; his eyes left her with a contemptuous flick, then rested on Mucia Tertia among the women, who had all listened enthralled to this exchange. He put little Julia down and went to clasp both Mucia Tertia’s hands warmly.


  “How are you, wife of Pompeius?” he asked.


  She looked confused, muttered something inaudible. Soon he passed to Cornelia Sulla, who was Sulla’s daughter and his own first cousin. One by one he worked his way around the group, all of whom he knew save for Servilia. Who watched his progress with great admiration once she had coped with the shock of his cutting her. Even Perpennia succumbed to the charm, and as for Terentia—that redoubtable matron positively simpered! But then remained only his mother, to whom he came last.


  “Mater, you look well.”


  “I am well. And you,” she said in that dryly prosaic deep voice of hers, “look healed.”


  A remark which wounded him in some way, thought Servilia, startled. Aha! There are undercurrents here!


  “I am fully healed,” he said calmly as he sat down on the couch next to her, but on the far side of her from Servilia. “Is this party for any reason?” he asked.


  “It’s our club. We meet once every eight days at someone’s house. Today is my turn.”


  At which he rose, excusing himself on grounds of travel stains, though Servilia privately thought she had never seen a more immaculate traveler. But before he could leave the room Julia came up to him leading Brutus by the hand.


  “Tata, this is my friend Marcus Junius Brutus.”


  The smile and the greeting were expansive; Brutus was clearly impressed (as no doubt he was meant to be impressed, thought Servilia, still smarting). “Your son?” asked Caesar over Brutus’s shoulder.


  “Yes.”


  “And do you have any by Silanus?” he asked.


  “No, just two daughters.”


  One brow flew up; Caesar grinned. Then he was gone.


  And somehow after that the rest of the party was—not quite an ordeal, more an insipid affair. It broke up well before the dinner hour, with Servilia a deliberate last to leave.


  “I have a certain matter I wish to discuss with Caesar,” she said to Aurelia at the door, with Brutus hanging behind her making sheep’s eyes at Julia. “It wouldn’t be seemly for me to come with his clients, so I was wondering if you would arrange that I see him in private. Fairly soon.”


  “Certainly,” said Aurelia. “I’ll send a message.”


  No probing from Aurelia, nor even evidence of curiosity. That was a woman strictly minded her own business, thought the mother of Brutus with some gratitude, and departed.


  *


  Was it good to be home? Over fifteen months away. Not the first time nor the longest time, but this time had been official, and that made a difference. Because Governor Antistius Vetus had not taken a legate to Further Spain with him, Caesar had been the second most important Roman in the province—assizes, finances, administration. A lonely life, galloping from one end of Further Spain to the other at his usual headlong pace; no time to form real friendships with other Romans. Typical perhaps that the one man he had warmed to was not a Roman; typical too that Antistius Vetus the governor had not warmed to his second-in-command, though they got on well enough together and shared an occasional, rather business-filled conversation over dinner whenever they happened to be in the same city. If there was one difficulty about being a patrician of the Julii Caesares, it was that all his seniors to date were only too aware how much greater and more august his ancestry was than theirs. To a Roman of any kind, illustrious ancestors mattered more than anything else. And he always reminded his seniors of Sulla. The lineage, the obvious brilliance and efficiency, the striking physical appearance, the icy eyes…


  So was it good to be home? Caesar stared at the beautiful tidiness of his study, every surface dusted, every scroll in its bucket or pigeonhole, the pattern of elaborate leaves and flowers in the marquetry of his desk top on full display, only a ram’s horn inkstand and a clay cup of pens to obscure it.


  At least the initial entry into his home had been more bearable than he had anticipated. When Eutychus had opened the door upon a scene of chattering women, his first impulse had been to run, but then he realized this was an excellent beginning; the emptiness of a home without his darling Cinnilla there would remain internal, need not be spoken. Sooner or later little Julia would bring it up, but not in those first moments, not until his eyes had grown accustomed to Cinnilla’s absence, and would not fill with tears. He hardly remembered this apartment without her, who had lived as his sister before she was old enough to be wife, a part of his childhood as well as his manhood. Dear lady she had been, who now was ashes in a cold dark tomb.


  His mother walked in, composed and aloof as always.


  “Who’s been spreading rumors about my visit to Italian Gaul?” he asked, drawing up a chair for her close to his own.


  “Bibulus.”


  “I see.” He sat down, sighing. “Well, that was only to be expected, I suppose. One can’t insult a flea like Bibulus the way I insulted him and not become his enemy for the rest of one’s days. How I disliked him!”


  “How he continues to dislike you.”


  “There are twenty quaestors, and I had luck. The lots gave me a post far from Bibulus. But he’s almost exactly two years older than me, which means we’ll always be in office together as we rise up the cursus honorum.”


  “So you intend to take advantage of Sulla’s dispensation for patricians, and stand for curule office two years earlier than plebeians like Bibulus,” said Aurelia, making it a statement.


  “I’d be a fool not to, and a fool I am not, Mater,” said her son. “If I run for election as a praetor in my thirty-seventh year, I will have been in the Senate for sixteen of those years without counting the flamen Dialis years. That is quite long enough for any man to wait.”


  “But still six years off. In the meantime, what?”


  He twisted restlessly. “Oh, I can feel the walls of Rome hemming me in already, though I passed through them only hours ago! Give me a life abroad any day.”


  “There are bound to be plenty of court cases. You’re a famous advocate, quite up there with Cicero and Hortensius. You’ll be offered some juicy ones.”


  “But inside Rome, always inside Rome. Spain,” said Caesar, leaning forward eagerly, “was a revelation to me. Antistius Vetus proved a lethargic governor who was happy to give me as much work as I was willing to take on, despite my lowly status. So I did all the assizes throughout the province, as well as managed the governor’s funds.”


  “Now the latter duty,” said his mother dryly, “must have been a trial to you. Money doesn’t fascinate you.”


  “Oddly enough, I found it did when it was Rome’s money. I took some lessons in accounting from the most remarkable fellow—a Gadetanian banker of Punic origin named Lucius Cornelius Balbus Major. He has a nephew almost as old as he is, Balbus Minor, who is his partner. They did a lot of work for Pompeius Magnus when he was in Spain, and now they seem to own most of Gades. What the elder Balbus doesn’t know about banking and other things fiscal doesn’t matter. It goes without saying that the public purse was a shambles. But thanks to Balbus Major, I tidied it up splendidly. I liked him, Mater.” Caesar shrugged, looked wry. “In fact, he was the only true friend I made out there.”


  “Friendship,” said Aurelia, “goes both ways. You know more individuals than the rest of noble Rome put together, but you let no Roman of your own class draw too close to you. That’s why the few true friends you make are always foreigners or Romans of the lower classes.”


  Caesar grinned. “Rubbish! I get on better with foreigners because I grew up in your apartment block surrounded by Jews, Syrians, Gauls, Greeks, and the Gods know what else.”


  “Blame it on me,” she said flatly.


  He chose to ignore this. “Marcus Crassus is my friend, and you can’t call him anything but a Roman as noble as I am myself.”


  She riposted with “Did you make any money at all in Spain?”


  “A little here and there, thanks to Balbus. Unfortunately the province was peaceful for a change, so there were no nice little border wars to fight with the Lusitani. Had there been, I suspect Antistius Vetus would have fought them himself anyway. But rest easy, Mater. My piratical nest egg is undisturbed, I have enough laid by to stand for the senior magistracies.”


  “Including curule aedile?’’ she asked, tone foreboding.


  “Since I’m a patrician and therefore can’t make a reputation as a tribune of the plebs, I don’t have much choice,” he said, and took one of the pens from its cup to place it straight on the desk; he never fiddled, but sometimes it was necessary to have something other than his mother’s eyes to look at. Odd. He had forgotten how unnerving she could be.


  “Even with your piratical nest egg in reserve, Caesar, curule aedile is ruinously expensive. I know you! You won’t be content to give moderately good games. You’ll insist on giving the best games anyone can remember.”


  “Probably. I’ll worry about that when I come to it in three or four years,” he said tranquilly. “In the meantime, I intend to stand at next month’s elections for the post of curator of the Via Appia. No Claudius wants the job.”


  “Another ruinously expensive enterprise! The Treasury will grant you one sestertius per hundred miles, and you’ll spend a hundred denarii on every mile.”


  He was tired of the conversation; she was, as she always had been whenever they exchanged more than a few sentences, beginning to harp on money and his disregard for it. “You know,” he said, picking up the pen and putting it back in the cup, “nothing ever alters. I had forgotten that. While I was away I had started to think of you as every man dreams his mother must be. Now here is the reality. A perpetual sermon on my tendency to extravagance. Give it up, Mater! What matters to you does not matter to me.”


  Her lips thinned, but she stayed silent for a few moments; then as she rose to her feet she said, “Servilia wishes to have a private interview with you as soon as possible.”


  “What on earth for?” he asked.


  “No doubt she’ll tell you when you see her.”


  “Do you know?”


  “I ask no questions of anyone save you, Caesar. That way, I am told no lies.”


  “You acquit me of lying, then.”


  “Naturally.”


  He had begun to get up, but sank back into his chair and plucked another pen from the cup, frowning. “She’s interesting, that one.” His head went to one side. “Her assessment of the Bibulus rumor was astonishingly accurate.”


  “If you remember, several years ago I told you she was the most politically astute woman of my acquaintance. But you weren’t impressed enough by what I said to want to meet her.”


  “Well, now I have met her. And I’m impressed—though not by her arrogance. She actually presumed to patronize me.”


  Something in his voice arrested Aurelia’s progress to the door; she swung round to stare at Caesar intently. “Silanus is not your enemy,” she said stiffly.


  That provoked a laugh, but it died quickly. “I do sometimes fancy a woman who is not the wife of an enemy, Mater! And I think I fancy her just a little. Certainly I must find out what she wants. Who knows? Maybe it’s me.”


  “With Servilia, impossible to tell. She’s enigmatic.”


  “I was reminded a trifle of Cinnilla.”


  “Do not be misled by romantic sentiment, Caesar. There is no likeness whatsoever between Servilia and your late wife.” Her eyes misted. “Cinnilla was the sweetest girl. At thirty-six, Servilia is no girl, and she’s far from sweet. In fact, I’d call her as cold and hard as a slab of marble.”


  “You don’t like her?”


  “I like her very well. But for what she is.” This time Aurelia reached the door before turning. “Dinner will be ready shortly. Are you eating here?”


  His face softened. “How could I disappoint Julia by going anywhere today?” He thought of something else, and said, “An odd boy, Brutus. Like oil on the surface, but I suspect that somewhere inside is a very peculiar sort of iron. Julia seemed rather proprietary about him. I wouldn’t have thought he’d appeal to her.”


  “I doubt he does. But they’re old friends.” This time it was her face softened. “Your daughter is extraordinarily kind. In which respect she takes after her mother. There’s no one else from whom she could have inherited that characteristic.”


  *


  As it was impossible for Servilia to walk slowly, she went home at her usual brisk pace, Brutus still toiling to keep up, but without voicing a complaint; the worst of the heat had gone out of the sun, and he was, besides, once more immersed in hapless Thucydides. Julia was temporarily forgotten. So was Uncle Cato.


  Normally Servilia would have spoken to him occasionally, but today he may as well not have been with her for all the notice she took of him. Her mind was fixed on Gaius Julius Caesar. She had sat with a thousand worms crawling through her jaw the moment she saw him, stunned, blasted, unable to move. How was it that she had never seen him before? The smallness of their circle ought to have guaranteed that they met. But she had never even set eyes on him! Oh, heard about him—what Roman noblewoman hadn’t? For most, the description of him sent them running to find any ploy which might introduce him to them, but Servilia was not a woman of that kind. She had simply dismissed him as another Memmius or Catilina, someone who slew women with a smile and traded on that fact. One look at Caesar was enough to tell her he was no Memmius, no Catilina. Oh, he slew with a smile and traded on that fact—no argument there! But in him was much more. Remote, aloof, unattainable. Easier now to understand why the women he indulged with a brief affair pined away afterward, and wept, and despaired. He gave them what he didn’t value, but he never gave them himself.


  Owning a quality of detachment, Servilia passed then to analysis of her reaction to him. Why him, when for thirty-six years no man had really meant more to her than security, social status? Of course she did have a penchant for fair men. Brutus had been chosen for her; she met him first on her wedding day. That he was very dark had been as big a disappointment as the rest of him turned out to be. Silanus, a fair and strikingly handsome man, had been her own choice. One which continued to satisfy her on a visual level, though in every other respect he too had proven a sad disappointment. Not a strong man, from his health to his intellect to his backbone. No wonder he hadn’t managed to sire any sons on her! Servilia believed wholeheartedly that the sex of her offspring was entirely up to her, and her first night in Silanus’s arms had made her resolve that Brutus would remain an only son. That way, what was already a very considerable fortune would be augmented by Silanus’s very considerable fortune too. A pity that it was beyond her power to secure a third and far greater fortune for Brutus! Caesar forgotten because her son had intruded, Servilia’s mind dwelled with relish upon those fifteen thousand talents of gold her grandfather Caepio the Consul had succeeded in stealing from a convoy in Narbonese Gaul some thirty-seven years ago. More gold than the Roman Treasury held had passed into Servilius Caepio’s keeping, though it had long ago ceased to be actual gold bullion. Instead it had been converted into property of all kinds: industrial towns in Italian Gaul, vast wheatlands in Sicily and Africa Province, apartment buildings from one end of the Italian Peninsula to the other, and sleeping partnerships in the business ventures senatorial rank forbade. When Caepio the Consul died it all went to Servilia’s father, and when he was killed during the Italian War it went to her brother, the third to bear the name Quintus Servilius Caepio during her lifetime. Oh yes, it had all gone to her brother Caepio! Her Uncle Drusus had made sure he inherited, though Uncle Drusus had known the truth. And what was the truth? That Servilia’s brother Caepio was only her half brother: in reality he was the first child her mother had borne to that upstart Cato Salonianus, though at the time she had still been married to Servilia’s father. Who found himself with a cuckoo in the Servilius Caepio nest, a tall, long-necked, red-haired cuckoo with a nose which proclaimed to all of Rome whose child he was. Now that Caepio was a man of thirty, his true origins were known to everyone in Rome who mattered. What a laugh! And what justice! The Gold of Tolosa had passed in the end to a cuckoo in the Servilius Caepio nest.


  *


  Brutus winced, wrenched out of his preoccupation; his mother had ground her teeth as she strode along, a hideous sound which caused all who heard it to blanch and flee. But Brutus couldn’t flee. All he could hope was that she ground her teeth for some reason unconnected with him. So too hoped the slaves who preceded her, rolling terrified eyes at each other as their hearts pattered and the sweat suddenly poured off them.


  None of this did Servilia so much as notice, her short and sturdy legs opening and closing like the shears of Atropos as she stormed along. Wretched Caepio! Well, it was too late for Brutus to inherit now. Caepio had married the daughter of Hortensius the advocate, of one of Rome’s oldest and most illustrious plebeian families, and Hortensia was healthily pregnant with their first child. There would be many more children; Caepio’s fortune was so vast even a dozen sons couldn’t dent it. As for Caepio himself, he was as fit and strong as were all the Cato breed of that ludicrous and disgraceful second marriage Cato the Censor had contracted in his late seventies, to the daughter of his slave, Salonius. It had happened a hundred years ago, and Rome at the time had fallen down laughing, then proceeded to forgive the disgusting old lecher and admit his slave-offspring into the ranks of the Famous Families. Of course Caepio might die in an accident, as his blood father, Cato Salonianus, had done. Came the sound of Servilia’s teeth again: faint hope! Caepio had survived several wars unscathed, though he was a brave man. No, it was bye-bye to the Gold of Tolosa. Brutus would never inherit the things it had purchased. And that just wasn’t fair! At least Brutus was a genuine Servilius Caepio on his mother’s side! Oh, if only Brutus could inherit that third fortune, he would be richer than Pompeius Magnus and Marcus Crassus combined!


  Some few feet short of the Silanus front door both slaves bolted for it, pounded on it, vanished the moment they scrambled inside. So that by the time Servilia and her son were admitted, the atrium was deserted; the household knew Servilia had ground her teeth. She therefore received no warning as to who waited for her in her sitting room, just erupted through its entrance still fulminating about Brutus’s ill luck in the matter of the Gold of Tolosa. Her outraged eyes fell upon none other than her half brother, Marcus Porcius Cato. Brutus’s much-beloved Uncle Cato.


  He had adopted a new conceit, taken to wearing no tunic under his toga because in the early days of the Republic no one had worn a tunic under his toga. And, had Servilia’s eyes been less filled with loathing of him, she might have admitted that this startling and extraordinary fashion (which he could prevail on no one to emulate) suited him. At twenty-five years of age he was at the peak of his health and fitness, had lived hard and sparingly as an ordinary ranker soldier during the war against Spartacus, and ate nothing rich, drank nothing save water. Though his short and waving hair was a red-tinged chestnut and his eyes were large and a light grey, his skin was smooth and tanned, so he contrived to look wonderful in exposing all of the right side of his trunk from shoulder to hip. A lean and hard and nicely hairless man, he had well-developed pectoral muscles, a flat belly, and a right arm which produced sinewy bulges in the proper places. The head on top of a very long neck was beautifully shaped, and the mouth was distractingly lovely. In fact, had it not been for his amazing nose, he might have rivaled Caesar or Memmius or Catilina for spectacular good looks. But the nose reduced everything else to sheer insignificance, so enormous, thin, sharp and beaked was it. A nose with a life of its own, so people said, awed into worship.


  “I was just about to go,” Cato announced in a loud, harsh, unmusical voice.


  “A pity you hadn’t,” said Servilia through her teeth (which she did not grind, though she wanted to).


  “Where’s Marcus Junius? They said you took him with you.”


  “Brutus! Call him Brutus, like everyone else!”


  “I do not approve of the change this past decade has brought to our names,” he said, growing louder. “A man may have one or two or even three nicknames, but tradition demands that he be referred to by his first and family names alone, not by a nickname.”


  “Well, I for one am profoundly glad of the change, Cato! As for Brutus, he isn’t available to you.”


  “You think I’ll give up,” he went on, his tone now achieving its habitual hectoring mode, “but I never will, Servilia. While there is life in me, I’ll never give up on anything. Your son is my blood nephew, and there is no man in his world. Whether you like it or not, I intend to fulfill my duty to him.”


  “His stepfather is the paterfamilias, not you.”


  Cato laughed, a shrill whinny. “Decimus Junius is a poor puking ninny, no more fit than a dying duck to have supervision of your boy!”


  Few chinks in his enormously thick hide though Cato had, Servilia knew where every one of them was. Aemilia Lepida, for example. How Cato had loved her when he was eighteen! As silly as a Greek over a young boy. But all Aemilia Lepida had been doing was using Cato to make Metellus Scipio come crawling.


  Servilia said, apropos of nothing, “I saw Aemilia Lepida at Aurelia’s today. How well she looks! A real little wife and mother. She says she’s more in love with Metellus Scipio than ever.”


  The barb visibly lodged; Cato went white. “She used me as bait to get him back,” he said bitterly. “A typical woman—sly, deceitful, unprincipled.”


  “Is that how you think of your own wife?” asked Servilia with a broad smile, eyes dancing.


  “Atilia is my wife. If Aemilia Lepida had honored her promise and married me, she would soon have found out that I tolerate no woman’s tricks. Atilia does as she’s told and lives an exemplary life. I will permit nothing less than perfect behavior.”


  “Poor Atilia! Would you order her killed if you smelled wine on her breath? The Twelve Tables allow you to do so, and you’re an ardent supporter of antique laws.”


  “I am an ardent supporter of the old ways, the customs and traditions of Rome’s mos maiorum,” he blared, the nose squeezing its nostrils until they looked like blisters on either side of it. “My son, my daughter, she and I eat food she has personally seen prepared, live in rooms she has personally seen tended, and wear clothing she has personally spun, woven and sewn.”


  “Is that why you’re so bare? What a drudge she must be!”


  “Atilia lives an exemplary life,” he repeated. “I do not condone farming the children out to servants and nannies, so she has the full responsibility for a three-year-old girl and a one-year-old boy. Atilia is fully occupied.”


  “As I said, she’s a drudge. You can afford enough servants, Cato, and she knows that. Instead, you pinch your purse and make her a servant. She won’t thank you.” The thick white eyelids lifted, Servilia’s ironic black gaze traveled from his toes to his head. “One day, Cato, you might come home early and discover that she’s seeking a little extramarital solace. Who could blame her? You’d look so pretty wearing horns on your head!”


  But that shaft went wide; Cato simply looked smug. “Oh, no chance of that,” he said confidently. “Even in these inflated times I may not exceed my great-grandfather’s top price for a slave, but I assure you that I choose people who fear me. I am scrupulously just—no servant worth his salt suffers under my care!—but every servant belongs to me, and knows it.”


  “An idyllic domestic arrangement,” said Servilia, smiling. “I must remember to tell Aemilia Lepida what she’s missing.” She turned her shoulder, looking bored. “Go away, Cato, do! You’ll get Brutus over my dead body. We may not share the same father—I thank the Gods for that mercy!—but we do share the same kind of steel. And I, Cato, am far more intelligent than you.” She managed to produce a sound reminiscent of a cat’s purr. “In fact, I am more intelligent by far than either of my half brothers.”


  This third barb pierced him to the marrow. Cato stiffened, his beautiful hands clenched into fists. “I can tolerate your malice when it’s aimed at me, Servilia, but not when your target is Caepio!” he roared. “That is an undeserved slur! Caepio is your full brother, not my full brother! Oh, I wish he was my full brother! I love him more than anyone else in the world! But I will not permit that slur, especially coming from you!”


  “Look in your mirror, Cato. All of Rome knows the truth.”


  “Our mother was part Rutilian—Caepio inherited his coloring from that side of her family!”


  “Rubbish! The Rutilians are sandy-fair, on the short side, and quite lacking the nose of a Cato Salonianus.” Servilia snorted contemptuously. “Like to like, Cato. From the time of your birth, Caepio gave himself to you. You’re peas from the same pod, and you’ve stayed as thick as pea soup all your lives. Won’t be parted, never argue—Caepio is your full brother, not mine!”


  Cato got up. “You’re a wicked woman, Servilia.”


  She yawned ostentatiously. “You just lost the battle, Cato. Goodbye, and good riddance.”


  He flung his final word behind him as he left the room: “I will win in the end! I always win!”


  “Over my dead body you’ll win! But you’ll be dead before me.”


  After which she had to deal with another of the men in her life: her husband, Decimus Junius Silanus, whom she had to admit Cato had summed up neatly as a puking ninny. Whatever was the matter with his gut, he did have a tendency to vomit, and he was inarguably a shy, resigned, rather characterless man. All of his goods, she thought to herself as she watched him pick his way through dinner, are on his countertop. He’s just a pretty face, there’s nothing behind. Yet that is so obviously not true of another pretty face, the one belonging to Gaius Julius Caesar. Caesar… I am fascinated with him, by him. For a moment there I thought I was fascinating him too, but then I let my tongue run away with me, and offended him. Why did I forget he’s a Julian? Even a patrician Servilian like me doesn’t presume to arrange the life or the affairs of a Julian….


  The two girls she had borne Silanus were at dinner, tormenting Brutus as usual (they deemed Brutus a weed). Junia was a little younger than Caesar’s Julia, seven, and Junilla was almost six. Both were medium brown in coloring, and extremely attractive; no fear they would displease their husbands! Very good looks and fat dowries were an irresistible combination. They were, however, already formally betrothed to the heirs of two great houses. Only Brutus was uncommitted, though he had made his own choice very clear. Little Julia. How odd he was, to have fallen in love with a child! Though she did not usually admit it to herself, this evening she was in a mood for truth, and acknowledged that Brutus was sometimes a puzzle to her. Why for instance did he persist in fancying himself an intellectual? If he didn’t pull himself out of that particular slough, his public career would not prosper; unless like Caesar they also had tremendous reputations as brave soldiers, or like Cicero had tremendous reputations in the law courts, intellectuals were despised. Brutus wasn’t vigorous and swift and outgoing like either Caesar or Cicero. A good thing perhaps that he would become Caesar’s son-in-law. Some of that magical energy and charm would rub off, had to rub off. Caesar…


  Who sent her a message the following day that he would be pleased to see her privately in his rooms on the lower Vicus Patricii, two floors up in the apartment building between the Fabricius dye works and the Suburan Baths. At the fourth hour of day on the morrow, one Lucius Decumius would be waiting in the ground-floor passage to conduct her upstairs.


  *


  Though Antistius Vetus’s term as governor of Further Spain had been extended, Caesar had not been honor-bound to remain there with him; Caesar had not bothered to secure a personal appointment, just taken his chances of a province in the lots. In one way it might have been enjoyable to linger in Further Spain, but the post of quaestor was too junior to serve as the basis for a great Forum reputation. Caesar was well aware that the next few years of his life must be spent as much as possible in Rome: Rome must constantly see his face, Rome must constantly hear his voice.


  Because he had won the Civic Crown for outstanding valor at the age of twenty, he had been admitted to the Senate ten years before the customary age of thirty, and was allowed to speak inside that chamber from the very beginning instead of existing under the law of silence until he was elected a magistrate of higher rank than quaestor. Not that he had abused this extraordinary privilege; Caesar was too shrewd to make himself a bore by adding himself to a list of speakers already far too long. He didn’t have to use oratory as a means of attracting attention, as he carried a visible reminder of his near-unique position on his person. Sulla’s law stipulated that whenever he appeared on public business, he must wear the Civic Crown of oak leaves upon his head. And everyone at sight of him was obliged to rise and applaud him, even the most venerable consulars and censors. It set him apart and above, two states of being he liked very much. Others might cultivate as many influential intimates as they could; Caesar preferred to walk alone. Oh, a man had to have hordes of clients, be known as a patron of tremendous distinction. But rising to the top—he was determined he would!—by bonding himself to a clique was not a part of Caesar’s plans. Cliques controlled their members.


  There were the boni, for example: the “good men.” Of all the many factions in the Senate, they had the most clout. They could often dominate the elections, staff the major courts, cry loudest in the Assemblies. Yet the boni stood for nothing! The most one could say about them was that the only thing they had in common with each other was a rooted dislike of change. Whereas Caesar approved of change. There were so many things screaming out for alteration, amendment, abolition! Indeed, if service in Further Spain had shown Caesar anything, it was that change had to come. Gubernatorial corruption and rapacity would kill the empire unless they were curbed; and that was only one change among the many he wanted to see. Wanted to implement. Every aspect of Rome desperately needed attention, regulation. Yet the boni traditionally and adamantly opposed change of the most minor kind. Not Caesar’s sort of people. Nor was Caesar popular with them; their exquisitely sensitive noses had sniffed out the radical in Caesar a long time ago.


  In fact, there was only one sure road to where Caesar was going: the road of military command. Yet before he could legally general one of Rome’s armies he would have to rise at least as high as praetor, and to secure election as one of these eight men who supervised the courts and system of justice required that the next six years be spent inside the city. Canvassing, electioneering, struggling to cope with the chaotic political scene. Keeping his person at the forefront of his world, gathering influence, power, clients, knight supporters from the commercial sphere, followers of all sorts. As himself and solely for himself, not as one of the boni or any other group which insisted its members think alike—or preferably not bother to think at all.


  Though Caesar’s ambition extended beyond leading his own faction; he wanted to become an institution called the First Man in Rome. Primus inter pares, the first among his equals, all things to all men, owning the most auctoritas, the most dignitas; the First Man in Rome was clout personified. Whatever he said was listened to, and no one could pull him down because he was neither King nor Dictator; he held his position by sheer personal power, was what he was through no office, no army at his back. Old Gaius Marius had done it the hard way, by conquering the Germans, for he had owned no ancestors to tell men he deserved to be the First Man in Rome. Sulla had the ancestors, but did not earn the title because he made himself Dictator. Simply, he was Sulla—great aristocrat, autocrat, winner of the awesome Grass Crown, undefeated general. A military legend hatched in the political arena, that was the First Man in Rome.


  Therefore the man who would be the First Man in Rome could not belong to a faction; he had to create a faction, stand forth in the Forum Romanum as no one’s minion, yet a most fearsome ally. In this Rome of today, being a patrician made it easier, and Caesar was a patrician. His remote ancestors had been members of the Senate when it had consisted of a mere hundred men who advised the King of Rome. Before Rome so much as existed, his ancestors had been kings themselves, of Alba Longa on the Alban Mount. And before that, his thirty-nine times great-grandmother was the Goddess Venus herself; she had borne Aeneas, King of Dardania, who had sailed to Latin Italia and set up a new kingdom in what would one day be the home domain of Rome. To come from such stellar stock predisposed people to look to a man as leader of their faction; Romans liked men with ancestors, and the more august the ancestors were, the better a man’s chances to create his own faction.


  Thus it was that Caesar understood what he had to do between now and the consulship, nine years away. He had to predispose men to look upon him as worthy to become the First Man in Rome. Which didn’t mean conciliating his peers; it meant dominating those who were not his peers. His peers would fear him and hate him, as they did all who aspired to be called the First Man in Rome. His peers would fight his ambition tooth and nail, stop at nothing to bring him down before he was too powerful ever to bring down. That was why they loathed Pompey the Great, who fancied himself the present First Man in Rome. Well, he wouldn’t last. The title belonged to Caesar, and nothing, animate or inanimate, would stop his taking it. He knew that because he knew himself.


  *


  At dawn on the day after he arrived home, it was gratifying to discover that a tidy little band of clients had presented themselves to pay him their compliments; his reception room was full of them, and Eutychus the steward was beaming all over his fat face at sight of them. So too was old Lucius Decumius beaming, chirpy and angular as a cricket, hopping eagerly from foot to foot when Caesar emerged from his private rooms.


  A kiss on the mouth for Lucius Decumius, much to the awe of many who witnessed their meeting.


  “I missed you more than anyone except Julia, dad,” said Caesar, enfolding Lucius Decumius in a huge hug.


  “Rome are not the same without you either, Pavo!” was the reply, and using the old nickname of Peacock he had given Caesar when Caesar had been a toddler.


  “You never seem to get any older, dad.”


  That was true. No one really knew what age Lucius Decumius actually owned, though it had to be closer to seventy than sixty. He would probably live forever. Of the Fourth Class only and the urban tribe Suburana, he would never be important enough to have a vote which counted in any Assembly, yet Lucius Decumius was a man of great influence and power in certain circles. He was the custodian of the crossroads college which had its headquarters in Aurelia’ s insula, and every man who lived in the neighborhood, no matter how high his Class, was obliged to pay his respects at least from time to time inside what was as much a tavern as a religious meeting place. As custodian of his college, Lucius Decumius wielded authority; he had also managed to accumulate considerable wealth due to many nefarious activities, and was not averse to lending it at very reasonable rates of interest to those who might one day be able to serve Lucius Decumius’s ends—or the ends of his patron, Caesar. Caesar whom he loved more than either of his two stout sons, Caesar who had shared some of his questionable adventures when a boy, Caesar, Caesar…


  “Got your rooms down the road all ready for you,” said the old man, grinning broadly. “New bed—very nice.”


  The rather icy pale-blue eyes lit up; Caesar returned the grin together with a wink. “I’ll sample it before I pass my personal verdict on that, dad. Which reminds me—would you take a message to the wife of Decimus Junius Silanus?”


  Lucius Decumius frowned. “Servilia?”


  “I see the lady is famous.”


  “Couldn’t not be. She’s a hard woman on her slaves.”


  “How do you know that? I imagine her slaves frequent a crossroads college on the Palatine.”


  “Word gets round, word gets round! She’s not above ordering crucifixion when she thinks they needs a lesson. Has it done in the garden under all eyes. Mind you, she do have ’em flogged first, so they don’t last long once they’re tied up on a cross.”


  “That’s thoughtful of her,” said Caesar, and proceeded to relay the message for Servilia. He did not make the mistake of thinking that Lucius Decumius was trying to warn him against getting involved with her, nor had the presumption to criticize his taste; Lucius Decumius was simply doing his duty and passing on relevant information.


  Food mattered little to Caesar—no gourmet, and certainly not of the Epicurean persuasion—so as he passed from client to client he chewed absently on a bread roll crisp and fresh from Aurelia’s baker down the road, and drank a beaker of water. Aware of Caesar’s open-handedness, his steward had already gone the rounds with platters of the same rolls, watered wine for those who preferred it to plain water, little bowls of oil or honey for dipping. How splendid to see Caesar’s clientele increasing!


  Some had come for no other reason than to show him they were his to command, but others had come for a specific purpose: a reference for a job they wanted, a position for a properly schooled son in some Treasury or Archives slot, or what did Caesar think of this offer for a daughter, or that offer for a piece of land? A few were there to ask for money, and they too were obliged with ready cheerfulness, as if Caesar’s purse was as deep as Marcus Crassus’s when in actual fact it was extremely shallow.


  Most of the clients departed once the courtesies had been exchanged and some conversation had passed. Those who remained needed a few lines of writing from him, and waited while he sat at his desk dispensing papers. With the result that more than four of the lengthening spring hours had passed before the last of the visitors left, and the rest of the day belonged to Caesar. They had not gone far, of course; when he came out of his apartment an hour later, having dealt with his more pressing correspondence, they attached themselves to him to escort him wherever his business might lead him. A man with clients had to show them off publicly!


  Unfortunately no one of significance was present in the Forum Romanum when Caesar and his retinue arrived at the bottom of the Argiletum and walked between the Basilica Aemilia and the steps of the Curia Hostilia. And there it lay, the absolute center of the entire Roman world: the lower Forum Romanum, a space liberally sprinkled with objects of reverence or antiquity or utility. Some fifteen months since he had seen it. Not that it had changed. It never did.


  The Well of the Comitia yawned in front of him, a deceptively small circular tier of broad steps leading down below ground level, the structure in which both Plebeian and Popular Assemblies met. When jam-packed it could hold about three thousand men. In its back wall, facing the side of the Curia Hostilia steps, was the rostra, from which the politicians addressed the crowd clustered in the Well below. And there was the venerably ancient Curia Hostilia itself, home of the Senate through all the centuries since King Tullus Hostilius had built it, too tiny for Sulla’s larger enrollment, looking shabby despite the wonderful mural on its side. The Pool of Curtius, the sacred trees, Scipio Africanus atop his tall column, the beaks of captured ships mounted on more columns, statues galore on imposing plinths glaring furiously like old Appius Claudius the Blind or looking smugly serene like wily and brilliant old Scaurus Princeps Senatus. The flagstones of the Sacra Via were more worn than the travertine paving around it (Sulla had replaced the paving, but the mos maiorum forbade any improvement in the road). On the far side of the open space cluttered by two or three tribunals stood the two dowdy basilicae Opimia and Sempronia, with the glorious temple of Castor and Pollux to their left. How meetings and courts and Assemblies managed to occur between so many groups of impedimenta was a mystery, but they did—always had, always would.
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  To the north there reared the bulk of the Capitol, one hump higher than its twin, an absolute confusion of temples with gaudily painted pillars, pediments, gilded statues atop orange-tiled roofs. Jupiter Optimus Maximus’s new home (the old one had burned down some years earlier) was still a-building, Caesar noted with a frown; Catulus was definitely a tardy custodian of the process, never in enough of a hurry. But Sulla’s enormous Tabularium was now well and truly finished, filling in the whole front-central side of the mount with arcaded storeys and galleries designed to house all of Rome’s archives, laws, accounts. And at the bottom of the Capitol were other public premises—the temple of Concord, and next to it the little old Senaculum, in which foreign delegations were received by the Senate.


  In the far corner beyond the Senaculum, dividing the Vicus Iugarius from the Clivus Capitolinus, lay Caesar’s destination. This was the temple of Saturn, very old and large and severely Doric except for the garish colors bedaubing its wooden walls and pillars, home of an ancient statue of the God that had to be kept filled with oil and swaddled with cloth to prevent its disintegration. Also—and more germane to Caesar’s purpose—it was the home of the Treasury of Rome.


  The temple itself was mounted atop a podium twenty steps high, a stone infrastructure within which lay a labyrinth of corridors and rooms. Part of it was a repository for laws once they had been engraved on stone or bronze, as Rome’s largely unwritten constitution demanded that all laws be deposited there; but time and the plethora of tablets now dictated that a new law be whisked in one entrance and out another for storage elsewhere.


  By far the bulk of the space belonged to the Treasury. Here in strong rooms behind great internal iron doors lay Rome’s tangible wealth as bullion—ingots of gold and silver amounting to many thousands of talents. Here in dingy offices lit by flickering oil lamps and grilles high in the outside walls there worked the nucleus of the civil servants who kept Rome’s public account books, from those senior enough to qualify as tribuni aerarii to humble ledger-enterers and even humbler public slaves who swept the dusty floors but usually contrived to ignore the cobwebs festooning the walls.


  Growth of Rome’s provinces and profits had long rendered Saturn too small for its fiscal purpose, but Romans were loath to give up anything once designated as a place for some governmental enterprise, so Saturn floundered on as the Treasury. Subhoards of coined money and bullion had been relegated to other vaults beneath other temples, the accounts belonging to years other than the current one had been banished to Sulla’s Tabularium, and as a consequence Treasury officials and underlings had proliferated. Another Roman anathema, civil servants, but the Treasury was, after all, the Treasury; the public moneys had to be properly planted, cultivated and harvested, even if that did mean abhorrently big numbers of public employees.


  While his entourage hung back to watch bright-eyed and proud, Caesar strolled up to the great carved door in the side wall of Saturn’s podium. He was clad in spotless white toga with the broad purple stripe of the senator on the right shoulder of his tunic, and he wore a chaplet of oak leaves around his head because this was a public occasion and he had to wear his Civic Crown on all public occasions. Whereas another man might have gestured to an attendant to ply the knocker, Caesar did that himself, then waited until the door opened cautiously and a head appeared around it.


  “Gaius Julius Caesar, quaestor of the province of Further Spain under the governorship of Gaius Antistius Vetus, wishes to present the accounts of his province, as law and custom demand,” said Caesar in a level voice.


  He was admitted, and the door closed behind him; all the clients remained outside in the fresh air.


  “I believe you only got in yesterday, is that right?” asked Marcus Vibius, Treasury chief, when Caesar was conducted into his gloomy office.


  “Yes.”


  “There isn’t any hurry about these things, you know.”


  “As far as I’m concerned there is. My duty as quaestor is not ended until I have presented my accounts.”


  Vibius blinked. “Then by all means present them!”


  Out from the sinus of Caesar’s toga came seven scrolls, each one sealed twice, once with Caesar’s ring and once with Antistius Vetus’s ring. When Vibius went to break the seals on the first scroll, Caesar stopped him.


  “What is it, Gaius Julius?”


  “There are no witnesses present.”


  Vibius blinked again. “Oh well, we don’t usually worry too much about trifles like that,” he said easily, and picked up the scroll with a wry smile.


  Caesar’s hand came out, wrapped itself around Vibius’s wrist. “I suggest you commence to worry about trifles like that,” said Caesar pleasantly. “These are the official accounts of my quaestorship in Further Spain, and I require witnesses throughout my presentation. If the time isn’t convenient to produce witnesses, then give me a time which is convenient, and I will come back.”


  The atmosphere inside the room changed, became frostier. “Of course, Gaius Julius.”


  But the first four witnesses were not to Caesar’s taste, and it was only after some twelve had been inspected that four were found who did suit Caesar’s taste. The interview then proceeded with a speed and cleverness which had Marcus Vibius gasping, for he was not used to quaestors with a grasp of accounting, nor to a memory so good it enabled its owner to reel off whole screeds of data without consultation of written material. And by the time that Caesar was done, Vibius was sweating.


  “I can honestly say that I have rarely, if ever, seen a quaestor present his accounts so well,” Vibius admitted, and wiped his brow. “All is in order, Gaius Julius. In fact, Further Spain ought to give you a vote of thanks for sorting out so many messes.” This was said with a conciliatory smile; Vibius was beginning to understand that this haughty fellow intended to be consul, so it behooved him to flatter.


  “If all is in order, I will have an official paper from you to say so. Witnessed.”


  “I was about to do it.”


  “Excellent!” said Caesar heartily.


  “And when will the moneys arrive?” asked Vibius as he ushered his uncomfortable visitor out.


  Caesar shrugged. “That is not in my province to control. I imagine the governor will wait to bring all the moneys with him at the end of his term.”


  A tinge of bitterness crept into Vibius’s face. “And isn’t that typical?” he exclaimed rhetorically. “What ought to be Rome’s this year will remain Antistius Vetus’s for long enough for him to have turned it over as an investment in his name, and profited from it.”


  “That is quite legal, and not my business to criticize,” said Caesar gently, screwing up his eyes as he emerged into bright Forum sunshine.


  “Ave, Gaius Julius!” snapped Vibius, and shut the door.


  During the hour that this interview had consumed, the lower Forum had filled up a little, people scurrying about to complete their tasks before midafternoon and dinnertime arrived. And among the fresh faces, noted Caesar with an inward sigh, was that belonging to Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, whom he had once lifted effortlessly and put on top of a lofty cupboard in front of six of his peers. Then apostrophized as a flea. Not without reason! They had taken but one look at each other and detested each other; it did happen that way from time to time. Bibulus had offered him the kind of insult which called for physical retaliation, secure because his diminutive size prevented Caesar’s hitting him. He had implied that Caesar obtained a magnificent fleet from old King Nicomedes of Bithynia by prostituting himself to the King. In other circumstances Caesar might not have let his temper slip, but it had happened almost immediately after the general Lucullus had implied the same thing. Twice was once too many; up went Bibulus onto the cupboard, with some pungent words accompanying him. And that had been the start of almost a year living in the same quarters as Bibulus while Rome in the person of Lucullus showed the city of Mitylene in Lesbos that it could not defy its suzerain. The lines had been divided. Bibulus was an enemy.


  He hadn’t changed in the ten years which had elapsed since then, thought Caesar as the new group approached, Bibulus in its forefront. The other branch of the Famous Family Calpurnius, cognominated Piso, was filled with some of Rome’s tallest fellows; yet the branch cognominated Bibulus (it meant spongelike, in the sense of soaking up wine) was physically opposite. No member of the Roman nobility would have had any difficulty in deciding which Famous Family branch Bibulus belonged to. He wasn’t merely small, he was tiny, and possessed of a face so fair it was bleak—jutting cheekbones, colorless hair, invisible brows, a pair of silver-grey eyes. Not unattractive, but daunting.


  Clients excluded, Bibulus was not alone; he was walking side by side with an extraordinary man who wore no tunic under his toga. Young Cato, from the coloring and the nose. Well, that friendship made sense. Bibulus was married to a Domitia who was the first cousin of Cato’s brother-in-law, Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus. Odd how all the obnoxious ones stuck together, even in marriage. And as Bibulus was a member of the boni, no doubt that meant Cato was too.


  “In search of a little shade, Bibulus?” asked Caesar sweetly as they met, his eyes traveling from his old enemy to his very tall companion, who thanks to the position of the sun and the group did actually cast his shadow across Bibulus.


  “Cato will put all of us in the shade before he’s done” was the reply, uttered coldly.


  “The nose will be a help in that respect,” said Caesar.


  Cato patted his most prominent feature affectionately, not at all put out, but not amused either; wit escaped him. “No one will ever mistake my statues for anyone else’s,” he said.


  “That is true.” Caesar looked at Bibulus. “Planning to run for any office this year?” he asked.


  “Not I!”


  “And you, Marcus Cato?”


  “Tribune of the soldiers,” said Cato tersely.


  “You’ll do well. I hear that you won a large collection of decorations as a soldier in Poplicola’s army against Spartacus.”


  “That’s right, he did!” snapped Bibulus. “Not everyone in Poplicola’s army was a coward!”


  Caesar’s fair brows lifted. “I didn’t say that.”


  “You didn’t have to. You chose Crassus to campaign with.”


  “I had no choice in the matter, any more than Marcus Cato will have a choice when he’s elected a tribune of the soldiers. As military magistrates, we go where Romulus sends us.”


  Whereupon the conversation foundered and would have ceased except for the arrival of another pair far more congenial to Caesar at least: Appius Claudius Pulcher and Marcus Tullius Cicero.


  “Barely here, I see, Cato!” said Cicero merrily.


  Bibulus had had enough, and took himself and Cato off.


  “Remarkable,” said Caesar, watching the diminishing Cato. “Why no tunic?”


  “He says it’s part of the mos maiorum, and he’s trying to persuade all of us to go back to the old ways,” said Appius Claudius, a typical member of his family, being a dark and medium-sized man of considerable good looks. He patted Cicero’s midriff and grinned. “All right for fellows like himself and Caesar, but I can’t think exposure of your hide would impress a jury,” he said to Cicero.


  “Pure affectation,” said Cicero. “He’ll grow out of it.” The dark, immensely intelligent eyes rested on Caesar and danced. “Mind you, I remember when your sartorial affectations upset a few of the boni, Caesar. Those purple borders on your long sleeves?’’


  Caesar laughed. “I was bored, and it seemed like something bound to irritate Catulus at the time.”


  “It did, it did! As leader of the boni, Catulus fancies himself the custodian of Rome’s customs and traditions.”


  “Speaking of Catulus, when does he plan to finish Jupiter Optimus Maximus? I can’t see any progress at all.”


  “Oh, it was dedicated a year ago,” said Cicero. “As to when it can be used—who knows? Sulla did leave the poor fellow in severe financial difficulties over the job, you know that. Most of the money he has to find out of his own purse.”


  “He can afford it, he sat comfortably in Rome making money out of Cinna and Carbo while Sulla was in exile. Giving Catulus the job of rebuilding Jupiter Optimus Maximus was Sulla’s revenge.”


  “Ah, yes! Sulla’s revenges are still famous, though he’s been dead ten years.”


  “He was the First Man in Rome,” said Caesar.


  “And now we have Pompeius Magnus claiming the title,” said Appius Claudius, his contempt showing.


  What Caesar might have said in answer to this was not said, for Cicero spoke.


  “I’m glad you’re back in Rome, Caesar. Hortensius is getting a bit long in the tooth, hasn’t been quite the same since I beat him in the Verres case, so I can do with some decent competition in the courts.”


  “Long in the tooth at forty-seven?” asked Caesar.


  “He lives high,” said Appius Claudius.


  “So do they all in that circle.”


  “I wouldn’t call Lucullus a high liver at the moment.”


  “That’s right, you’re not long back from service with him in the East,” said Caesar, preparing to depart by inclining his head toward his retinue.


  “And glad to be out of it,” said Appius Claudius with feeling. He snorted a chuckle. “However, I sent Lucullus a replacement!”


  “A replacement?”


  “My little brother, Publius Clodius.”


  “Oh, that will please him!” said Caesar, laughing too.


  *


  And so Caesar left the Forum somewhat more comfortable with the thought that the next few years would be spent here in Rome. It wouldn’t be easy, and that pleased him. Catulus, Bibulus and the rest of the boni would make sure he suffered. But there were friends too; Appius Claudius wasn’t tied to a faction, and as a patrician he would favor a fellow patrician.


  But what about Cicero? Since his brilliance and innovation had sent Gaius Verres into permanent exile, everyone knew Cicero, who labored under the extreme disadvantage of having no ancestors worth speaking of. A homo novus, a New Man. The first of his respectable rural family to sit in the Senate. He came from the same district as Marius had, and was related to him; but some flaw in his nature had blinded him to the fact that outside of the Senate, most of Rome still worshiped the memory of Gaius Marius. So Cicero refused to trade on that relationship, shunned all mention of his origins in Arpinum, and spent his days trying to pretend that he was a Roman of the Romans. He even had the wax masks of many ancestors in his atrium, but they belonged to the family of his wife, Terentia; like Gaius Marius, he had married into the highest nobility and counted on Terentia’s connections to ease him into the consulship.


  The best way to describe him was as a social climber, something his relative Gaius Marius had never been. Marius had married the older sister of Caesar’s father, Caesar’s beloved Aunt Julia, and for the same reasons Cicero had married his ugly Terentia. Yet to Marius the consulship had been a way to secure a great military command, nothing else. Whereas Cicero saw the consulship itself as the height of his ambitions. Marius had wanted to be the First Man in Rome. Cicero just wanted to belong by right to the highest nobility in the land. Oh, he would succeed! In the law courts he had no peer, which meant he had built up a formidable group of grateful villains who wielded colossal influence in the Senate. Not to mention that he was Rome’s greatest orator, which meant he was sought after by other men of colossal influence to speak on their behalf.


  No snob, Caesar was happy to accept Cicero for his own merits, and hoped to woo him into that Caesar faction. The trouble was that Cicero was an incurable vacillator; that immense mind saw so many potential hazards that in the end he was likely to let timidity make his decisions for him. And to a man like Caesar, who had never let fear conquer his instincts, timidity was the worst of all masters. Having Cicero on his side would make political life easier for Caesar. But would Cicero see the advantages allegiance would bring him? That was on the lap of the Gods.


  Cicero was besides a poor man, and Caesar didn’t have the money to buy him. His only source of income aside from his family lands in Arpinum was his wife; Terentia was extremely wealthy. Unfortunately she also controlled her own funds, and refused to indulge Cicero’s taste for artworks and country villas. Oh, for money! It removed so many difficulties, especially for a man who wanted to be the First Man in Rome. Look at Pompey the Great, master of untold wealth. He bought adherents. Whereas Caesar for all his illustrious ancestry did not have the money to buy adherents or votes. In that respect, he and Cicero were two of a kind. Money. If anything could defeat him, thought Caesar, it was lack of money.


  *


  On the following morning Caesar dismissed his clients after the dawn ritual and walked alone down the Vicus Patricii to the suite of rooms he rented in a tall insula located between the Fabricius dye works and the Suburan Baths. This had become his bolt-hole after he returned from the war against Spartacus, when the living presence of mother and wife and daughter within his own home had sometimes rendered it so overpoweringly feminine that it proved intolerable. Everyone in Rome was used to noise, even those who dwelled in spacious houses upon the Palatine and Carinae—slaves shouted, sang, laughed and squabbled as they went about their work, and babies howled, small children screamed, womenfolk chattered incessantly when they weren’t intruding to nag or complain. Such a normal situation that it scarcely impinged upon most men at the head of a household. But in that respect Caesar chafed, for in him resided a genuine liking for solitude as well as little patience for what he regarded as trivia. Being a true Roman, he had not attempted to reorganize his domestic environment by forbidding noise and feminine intrusions, but rather avoided them by giving himself a bolt-hole.


  He liked beautiful objects, so the three rooms he rented on the second floor of this insula belied their location. His only real friend, Marcus Licinius Crassus, was an incurable acquisitor of estates and properties, and for once Crassus had succumbed to a generous impulse, sold Caesar very cheaply sufficient mosaic flooring to cover the two rooms Caesar himself used. When he had bought the house of Marcus Livius Drusus, Crassus had rather despised the floor’s antiquity; but Caesar’s taste was unerring, he knew nothing so good had been produced in fifty years. Similarly, Crassus had been pleased to use Caesar’s apartment as practice for the squads of unskilled slaves he (very profitably) trained in prized and costly trades like plastering walls, picking out moldings and pilasters with gilt, and painting frescoes.


  Thus when Caesar entered this apartment he heaved a sigh of sheer satisfaction as he gazed around the perfections of study-cum-reception-room and bedroom. Good, good! Lucius Decumius had followed his instructions to the letter and arranged several new items of furniture exactly where Caesar had wanted. They had been found in Further Spain and shipped to Rome ahead of time: a glossy console table carved out of reddish marble with lion’s feet legs, a gilded couch covered in Tyrian purple tapestry, two splendid chairs. There, he noted with amusement, was the new bed Lucius Decumius had mentioned, a commodious structure in ebony and gilt with a Tyrian purple spread. Who could guess, looking at Lucius Decumius, that his taste was quite up there with Caesar’s?


  The owner of this establishment didn’t bother checking the third room, which was really a section of the balcony rimming the interior light well. Either end of it had been walled off for privacy from the neighbors, and the light well itself was heavily shuttered, allowing air but forbidding prying eyes any sight of its interior. Herein the service arrangements were located, from a man-sized bronze bath to a cistern storing water to a chamber pot. There were no cooking facilities and Caesar did not employ a servant who lived in the apartment. Cleaning was in the care of Aurelia’s servants, whom Eutychus sent down regularly to empty the bath water and keep the cistern filled, the chamber pot sweet, the linen washed, the floors swept, and every other surface dusted.


  Lucius Decumius was already there, perched on the couch, his legs swinging clear of the exquisitely colored merman on the floor, his eyes upon a scroll he held between his hands.


  “Making sure the College accounts are in order for the urban praetor’s audit?” asked Caesar, closing the door.


  “Something like that,” Lucius Decumius answered, letting the scroll fly shut with a snap.


  Caesar crossed to consult the cylinder of a water clock. “According to this little beast, it’s time to go downstairs, dad. Perhaps she won’t be punctual, especially if Silanus has no love of chronometers, but somehow the lady didn’t strike me as a person who ignores the passage of time.”


  “You won’t want me here, Pavo, so I’ll just shove her in the door and go home,” said Lucius Decumius, exiting promptly.


  Caesar seated himself at his desk to write a letter to Queen Oradaltis in Bithynia, but though he wrote as expeditiously as he did everything else, he had not done more than put paper in front of him when the door opened and Servilia entered. His assessment was right: she was not a lady who ignored time.


  Rising, he went round the desk to greet her, intrigued when she extended her hand the way a man would. He shook it with exactly the courteous pressure such small bones demanded, but as he would have shaken a man’s hand. There was a chair ready at his desk, though before she arrived he had not been sure whether to conduct this interview across a desk or more cozily ensconced in closer proximity. His mother had been right: Servilia was not easy to read. So he ushered her to the chair opposite, then returned to his own. Hands clasped loosely on the desk in front of him, he looked at her solemnly.


  Well preserved if she was nearing thirty-seven years of age, he decided, and elegantly dressed in a vermilion robe whose color skated perilously close to the flame of a prostitute’s toga and yet contrived to appear unimpeachably respectable. Yes, she was clever! Thick and so black its highlights shone more blue than red, her hair was pulled back from a center parting to meet a separate wing covering the upper tip of each ear, the whole then knotted into a bun on the nape of her neck. Unusual, but again respectable. A small, somewhat pursed mouth, good clear white skin, heavily lidded black eyes fringed with long and curling black lashes, brows he suspected she plucked heavily, and—most interesting of all—a slight sagging in the muscles of her right cheek that he had also noticed in the son, Brutus.


  Time to break the silence, since it appeared she was not about to do so. “How may I help you, domina?” he asked formally.


  “Decimus Silanus is our paterfamilias, Gaius Julius, but there are certain things pertaining to the affairs of my late first husband, Marcus Junius Brutus, that I prefer to deal with myself. My present husband is not a well man, so I try to spare him extra burdens. It is important that you do not misunderstand my actions, which may seem on the surface to usurp duties more normally in the sphere of the paterfamilias,” she said with even greater formality.


  The expression of aloof interest his face had displayed since he sat down did not change; Caesar merely leaned back a little in his chair. “I will not misunderstand,” he said.


  Impossible to say she relaxed at that, for she had not seemed from the moment of her entry to be anything other than relaxed. Yet a more assured tinge crept into her wariness; it looked at him out of her eyes. “You met my son, Marcus Junius Brutus, the day before yesterday,” she said.


  “A nice boy.”


  “I think so, yes.”


  “Still technically a child.”


  “For some few months yet. This matter concerns him, and he insists it will not wait.” A faint smile touched the left corner of her mouth, which seemed from watching her speak to be more mobile than the right corner. “Youth is impetuous.”


  “He didn’t seem impetuous to me,” said Caesar.


  “Nor is he in most things.”


  “So I am to gather that your errand is on behalf of something young Marcus Junius Brutus wants?”


  “That is correct.”


  “Well,” said Caesar, exhaling deeply, “having established the proper protocol, perhaps you’ll tell me what he wants.”


  “He wishes to espouse your daughter, Julia.”


  Masterly self-control! applauded Servilia, unable to detect any reaction in eyes, face, body.


  “She’s only eight,” said Caesar.


  “And he not yet officially a man. However, he wishes it.”


  “He may change his mind.”


  “So I told him. But he assures me he will not, and he ended in convincing me of his sincerity.”


  “I’m not sure I want to betroth Julia yet.”


  “Whyever not? My own daughters are both contracted already, and they are younger than Julia.”


  “Julia’s dowry is very small.”


  “No news to me, Gaius Julius. However, my son’s fortune is large. He doesn’t need a wealthy bride. His own father left him extremely well provided for, and he is Silanus’s heir too.”


  “You may yet have a son to Silanus.”


  “Possibly.”


  “But not probably, eh?”


  “Silanus throws daughters.”


  Caesar leaned forward again, still appearing detached. “Tell me why I should agree to the match, Servilia.”


  Her brows rose. “I should have thought that was self-evident! How could Julia look higher for a husband? On my side Brutus is a patrician Servilius, on his father’s side he goes back to Lucius Junius Brutus, the founder of the Republic. All of which you know. His fortune is splendid, his political career will certainly carry him to the consulship, and he may well end in being censor now that the censorship is restored. There is a blood relationship through the Rutilii as well as through both the Servilii Caepiones and the Livii Drusi. There is also amicitia through Brutus’s grandfather’s devotion to your uncle by marriage, Gaius Marius. I am aware that you are closely related to Sulla’s family, but neither my own family nor my husband had any quarrel with Sulla. Your own dichotomy between Marius and Sulla is more pronounced than any Brutus can lay claim to.”


  “Oh, you argue like an advocate!” said Caesar appreciatively, and finally smiled.


  “I will take that as a compliment.”


  “You should.”


  Caesar got up and walked round the desk, held out his hand to help her rise.


  “Am I to have no answer, Gaius Julius?”


  “You will have an answer, but not today.”


  “When, then?” she asked, walking to the door.


  A faint but alluring perfume came stealing from her as she preceded Caesar, who was about to tell her he would give her his answer after the elections when he suddenly noticed something that fascinated him into wanting to see her again sooner than that. Though she was irreproachably covered up as her class and status demanded, the back of her robe had sagged to expose the skin over neck and spine to the middle of her shoulder blades, and there like a finely feathered track a central growth of black fuzz traveled down from her head to disappear into the depths of her clothing. It looked silky rather than coarse and lay flat against her white skin, but it was not lying as it was intended to lie because whoever had dried her back after her bath hadn’t cared enough to smooth it carefully into a crest along the well-padded knobs of her spine. How it cried out for that small attention!


  “Come back tomorrow, if that is convenient,” said Caesar, reaching past her to open the door.


  No attendant waited on the minute stair landing, so he walked her down two flights to the vestibule. But when he would have taken her outside, she stopped him.


  “Thank you, Gaius Julius, this far will do,” she said.


  “You’re sure? It’s not the best neighborhood.”


  “I have an escort. Until tomorrow, then.”


  Back up the stairs to the last lingering tendrils of that subtle perfume and a feeling that somehow the room was emptier than it had ever been. Servilia… She was deep and every layer was differently hard, iron and marble and basalt and adamas. Not at all nice. Not feminine, either, despite those large and shapely breasts. It might prove disastrous to turn one’s back on her, for in his fancy she had two faces like Janus, one to see where she was going and one to see who followed behind. A total monster. Little wonder everyone said Silanus looked sicker and sicker. No paterfamilias would intercede for Brutus; she hadn’t needed to explain that to him. Clearly Servilia managed her own affairs, including her son, no matter what the law said. So was betrothal to Julia her idea, or did it indeed stem from Brutus? Aurelia might know. He would go home and ask her.


  And home he went, still thinking about Servilia, what it would be like to regulate and discipline that thin line of black fuzz down her back.


  “Mater,” he said, erupting into her office, “I need an urgent consultation, so stop what you’re doing and come into my study!”


  Down went Aurelia’s pen; she stared at Caesar in amazement. “It’s rent day,” she said.


  “I don’t care if it’s quarter day.”


  He was gone before he had quite finished that short sentence, leaving Aurelia to abandon her accounts in a state of shock. Not like Caesar! What had gotten into him?


  “Well?’’ she asked, stalking into his tablinum to find him standing with his hands behind his back and rocking from heels to toes and back again. His toga lay in a massive heap on the floor, so she bent to pick it up, then tossed it out the door into the dining room before shutting herself in.


  For a moment he acted as if she hadn’t yet arrived, then started, glanced at her in mingled amusement and—exhilaration? before moving to seat her in the chair she always used.


  “My dear Caesar, can’t you stay still, even if you can’t sit down? You look like an alley cat with the wind in its tail.”


  That struck him as exquisitely funny; he roared with laughter. “I probably feel like an alley cat with the wind in its tail!”


  Rent day disappeared; Aurelia realized from what interview with whom Caesar must just have emerged. “Oho! Servilia!”


  “Servilia,” he echoed, and sat down, suddenly recovering from that fizzing state of exaltation.


  “In love, are we?” asked the mother clinically.


  He considered that, shook his head. “I doubt it. In lust, perhaps, though I’m not even sure of that. I dislike her, I think.”


  “A promising beginning. You’re bored.”


  “True. Certainly bored with all these women who gaze adoringly and lie down to let me wipe my feet on them.”


  “She won’t do that for you, Caesar.”


  “I know, I know.”


  “What did she want to see you for? To start an affair?”


  “Oh, we haven’t progressed anywhere as far along as that, Mater. In fact, I have no idea whether my lust is reciprocated. It may well not be, because it only really began when she turned her back on me to go.”


  “I grow more curious by the moment. What did she want?”


  “Guess,” he said, grinning.


  “Don’t play games with me!”


  “You won’t guess?”


  “I’ll do more than refuse to guess, Caesar, if you don’t stop acting like a ten-year-old. I shall leave.”


  “No, no, stay there, Mater, I’ll behave. It just feels so good to be faced with a challenge, a little bit of terra incognita.”


  “Yes, I do understand that,” she said, and smiled. “Tell me.”


  “She came on young Brutus’s behalf. To ask that I consent to a betrothal between young Brutus and Julia.”


  That obviously came as a surprise; Aurelia blinked several times. “How extraordinary!”


  “The thing is, Mater, whose idea is it? Hers or Brutus’s?”


  Aurelia put her head on one side and thought. Finally she nodded and said, “Brutus’s, I would think. When one’s dearly loved granddaughter is a mere child, one doesn’t expect things like that to happen, but upon reflection there have been signs. He does tend to look at her like a particularly dense sheep,”


  “You’re full of the most remarkable animal metaphors today, Mater! From alley cats to sheep.”


  “Stop being facetious, even if you are in lust for the boy’s mother. Julia’s future is too important.”


  He sobered instantly. “Yes, of course. Considered in the crudest light, it is a wonderful offer, even for a Julia.”


  “I agree, especially at this time, before your own political career is anywhere near its zenith. Betrothal to a Junius Brutus whose mother is a Servilius Caepio would gather you immense support among the boni, Caesar. All the Junii, both the patrician and the plebeian Servilii, Hortensius, some of the Domitii, quite a few of the Caecilii Metelli—even Catulus would have to pause.”


  “Tempting,” said Caesar.


  “Very tempting if the boy is serious.”


  “His mother assures me he is.”


  “I believe he is too. Nor does he strike me as the kind to blow hot and cold. A very sober and cautious boy, Brutus.”


  “Would Julia like it?” asked Caesar, frowning.


  Aurelia’s brows rose. “That’s an odd question coming from you. You’re her father, her marital fate is entirely in your hands, and you’ve never given me any reason to suppose you would consider letting her marry for love. She’s too important, she’s your only child. Besides, Julia will do as she’s told. I’ve brought her up to understand that things like marriage are not hers to dictate.”


  “But I would like her to like the idea.”


  “You are not usually a prey to sentiment, Caesar. Is it that you don’t care much for the boy yourself?” she asked shrewdly.


  He sighed. “Partly, perhaps. Oh, I didn’t dislike him the way I dislike his mother. But he seemed a dull dog.”


  “Animal metaphors!”


  That made him laugh, but briefly. “She’s such a sweet little thing, and so lively. Her mother and I were so happy that I’d like to see her happy in her marriage.”


  “Dull dogs make good husbands,” said Aurelia.


  “You’re in favor of the match.”


  “I am. If we let it go, another half as good may not come Julia’s way. His sisters have snared young Lepidus and Vatia Isauricus’s eldest son, so there are two very eligible matches gone already. Would you rather give her to a Claudius Pulcher or a Caecilius Metellus? Or Pompeius Magnus’s son?”


  He shuddered, flinched. “You’re absolutely right, Mater. Better a dull dog than ravening wolf or mangy cur! I was rather hoping for one of Crassus’s sons.”


  Aurelia snorted. “Crassus is a good friend to you, Caesar, but you know perfectly well he’ll not let either of his boys marry a girl with no dowry to speak of.”


  “Right again, Mater.” He slapped his hands on his knees, a sign that he had made up his mind. “Marcus Junius Brutus let it be, then! Who knows? He might turn out as irresistibly handsome as Paris once he’s over the pimple stage.”


  “I do wish you didn’t have a tendency to levity, Caesar!” said his mother, rising to go back to her books. “It will hamper your career in the Forum, just as it does Cicero’s from time to time. The poor boy will never be handsome. Or dashing.”


  “In which case,” said Caesar with complete seriousness, “he is lucky. They never trust fellows who are too handsome.”


  “If women could vote,” said Aurelia slyly, “that would soon change. Every Memmius would be King of Rome.”


  “Not to mention every Caesar, eh? Thank you, Mater, but I prefer things the way they are.”


  *


  Servilia did not mention her interview with Caesar when she returned home, either to Brutus or Silanus. Nor did she mention that on the morrow she was going to see him again. In most households the news would have leaked through the servants, but not in Servilia’s domain. The two Greeks whom she employed as escorts whenever she ventured out were old retainers, and knew her better than to gossip, even among their compatriots. The tale of the nursemaid she had seen flogged and crucified for dropping baby Brutus had followed her from Brutus’s house to Silanus’s, and no one made the mistake of deeming Silanus strong enough to cope with his wife’s temperament or temper. No other crucifixion had happened since, but of floggings there were sufficient to ensure instant obedience and permanently still tongues. Nor was it a household wherein slaves were manumitted, could don the Cap of Liberty and call themselves freedmen or freedwomen. Once you were sold into Servilia’s keeping, you stayed a slave forever.


  Thus when the two Greeks accompanied her to the bottom end of the Vicus Patricii the following morning, they made no attempt to see what lay inside the building, nor dreamed of creeping up the stairs a little later to listen at doors, peer through keyholes. Not that they suspected a liaison with some man; Servilia was too well known to be above reproach in that respect. She was a snob, and it was generally held by her entire world from peers to servants that she would deem Jupiter Optimus Maximus beneath her.


  Perhaps she would have, had the Great God accosted her, but a liaison with Gaius Julius Caesar certainly occupied her mind most attractively as she trod up the stairs alone, finding it significant that this morning the peculiar and rather noisome little man of yesterday was not in evidence. The conviction that something other than a betrothal would come of her interview with Caesar had not occurred until, as he had ushered her to the door, she sensed a change in him quite palpable enough to trigger hope—nay, anticipation. Of course she knew what all of Rome knew, that he was fastidious to a fault about the condition of his women, that they had to be scrupulously clean. So she had bathed with extreme care and limited her perfume to a trace incapable of disguising natural odors underneath; luckily she didn’t sweat beyond a modicum, and never wore a robe more than once between launderings. Yesterday she had worn vermilion: today she chose a rich deep amber, put amber pendants in her ears and amber beads around her neck. I am tricked out for a seduction, she thought, and knocked upon the door,


  He answered it himself, saw her to the chair, sat behind his desk just as he had yesterday. But he didn’t look at her as he had yesterday; today the eyes were not detached, not cold. They held something she had never seen in a man’s eyes before, a spark of intimacy and ownership that did not set her back up or make her dismiss him as lewd or crude. Why did she think that spark honored her, distinguished her from all her fellow women?


  “What have you decided, Gaius Julius?” she asked.


  “To accept young Brutus’s offer.”


  That pleased her; she smiled broadly for the first time in his acquaintance with her, and revealed that the right corner of her mouth was definitely less strong than the left. “Excellent!” she said, and sighed through a smaller, shyer smile.


  “Your son means a great deal to you.”


  “He means everything to me,” she said simply.


  There was a sheet of paper on his desk; he glanced down at it. “I’ve drawn up a proper legal agreement to the betrothal of your son and my daughter,” he said, “but if you prefer, we can keep the matter more informal for a while, at least until Brutus is further into his manhood. He may change his mind.”


  “He won’t, and I won’t,” answered Servilia. “Let us conclude the business here and now.”


  “If you wish, but I should warn you that once an agreement is signed, both parties and their guardians at law are fully liable at law for breach-of-promise suits and compensation equal to the amount of the dowry.”


  “What is Julia’s dowry?” Servilia asked.


  “I’ve put it down at one hundred talents.”


  That provoked a gasp. “You don’t have a hundred talents to dower her, Caesar!”


  “At the moment, no. But Julia won’t reach marriageable age until after I’m consul, for I have no intention of allowing her to marry before her eighteenth birthday. By the time that day arrives, I will have the hundred talents for her dowry.”


  “I believe you will,” said Servilia slowly. “However, it means that should my son change his mind, he’ll be a hundred talents poorer.”


  “Not so sure of his constancy now?’’ asked Caesar, grinning.


  “Quite as sure,” she said. “Let us conclude the business.”


  “Are you empowered to sign on Brutus’s behalf, Servilia? It did not escape me that yesterday you called Silanus the boy’s paterfamilias.”


  She wet her lips. “I am Brutus’s legal guardian, Caesar, not Silanus. Yesterday I was concerned that you should think no worse of me for approaching you myself rather than sending my husband. We live in Silanus’s house, of which he is indeed the paterfamilias. But Uncle Mamercus was the executor of my late husband’s will, and of my own very large dowry. Before I married Silanus, Uncle Mamercus and I tidied up my affairs, which included my late husband’s estates. Silanus was happy to agree that I should retain control of what is mine, and act as Brutus’s guardian. The arrangement has worked well, and Silanus doesn’t interfere.”


  “Never?” asked Caesar, eyes twinkling.


  “Well, only once,” Servilia admitted. “He insisted I should send Brutus to school rather than keep him at home to be tutored privately. I saw the force of his argument, and agreed to try it. Much to my surprise, school turned out to be good for Brutus. He has a natural tendency toward what he calls intellectualism, and his own pedagogue inside his own house would have reinforced it.”


  “Yes, one’s own pedagogue does tend to do that,” said Caesar gravely. “He’s still at school, of course.”


  “Until the end of the year. Next year he’ll go to the Forum and a grammaticus. Under the care of Uncle Mamercus.”


  “A splendid choice and a splendid future. Mamercus is a relation of mine too. Might I hope that you allow me to participate in Brutus’s rhetorical education? After all, I am destined to be his father-in-law,” said Caesar, getting up.


  “That would delight me,” said Servilia, conscious of a vast and unsettling disappointment. Nothing was going to happen! Her instincts had been terribly, dreadfully, horribly wrong!


  He went round behind her chair, she thought to assist her departure, but somehow her legs refused to work; she had to continue to sit like a statue and feel ghastly.


  “Do you know,” came his voice—or a voice, so different and throaty was it—”that you have the most delicious little ridge of hair as far down your backbone as I can see? But no one tends it properly, it’s rumpled and lies every which way. That is a shame, I thought so yesterday.”


  He touched the nape of her neck just below the great coil of her hair, and she thought at first it was his fingertips, sleek and languorous. But his head was immediately behind hers, and both his hands came round to cup her breasts. His breath cooled her neck like a breeze on wet skin, and it was then she understood what he was doing. Licking that growth of superfluous hair she hated so much, that her mother had despised and derided until the day she died. Licking it first on one side and then the other, always toward the ridge of her spine, working slowly down, down. And all Servilia could do was to sit a prey to sensations she had not imagined existed, burned and drenched in a storm of feeling.


  Married though she had been for eighteen years to two very different men, in all her life she had never known anything like this fiery and piercing explosion of the senses reaching outward from the focus of his tongue, diving inward to invade breasts and belly and core. At some stage she did manage to get up, not to help him untie the girdle below her breasts nor to ease the layers of her clothing off her shoulders and eventually to the floor—those he did for himself—but to stand while he followed the line of hair with his tongue until it dwindled to invisibility where the crease of her buttocks began. And if he produced a knife and plunged it to the hilt in my heart, she thought, I could not move an inch to stop him, would not even want to stop him. Nothing mattered save the ongoing gratification of a side of herself she had never dreamed she owned.


  His own clothing, both toga and tunic, remained in place until he reached the end of his tongue’s voyage, when she felt him step back from her, but could not turn to face him because if she let go the back of the chair she would fall.


  “Oh, that’s better,” she heard him say. “That’s how it must be, always. Perfect.”


  He came back to her and turned her round, pulling her arms to circle his waist, and she felt his skin at last, put up her face for the kiss he had not yet given her. But instead he lifted her up and carried her to the bedroom, set her down effortlessly on the sheets he had already turned down in readiness. Her eyes were closed, she could only sense him looming over her, but they opened when he put his nose to her navel and inhaled deeply.


  “Sweet,” he said, and moved down to mons veneris. “Plump, sweet and juicy,” he said, laughing.


  How could he laugh? But laugh he did; then as her eyes widened at the sight of his erection, he gathered her against him and kissed her mouth at last. Not like Brutus, who had stuck his tongue in so far and so wetly it had revolted her. Not like Silanus, whose kisses were reverent to the point of chasteness. This was perfect, something to revel in, join in, linger at. One hand stroked her back from buttocks to shoulders; the fingers of the other gently explored between the lips of her vulva and set her to shivering and shuddering. Oh, the luxury of it! The absolute glory of not caring what kind of impression she was making, whether she was being too forward or too backward, what he was thinking of her! Servilia didn’t care, didn’t care, didn’t care. This was for herself. So she rolled on top of him and put both her hands around his erection to guide it home, then sat on it and ground her hips until she screamed her ecstasy aloud, as transfixed and pinioned as a woodland creature on a huntsman’s spear. Then she fell forward and lay against his chest as limp and finished as that woodland creature killed.


  Not that he was finished with her. The lovemaking continued for what seemed hours, though she had no idea when he attained his own orgasm or whether there were several or just the one, for he made no sound and remained erect until suddenly he ceased.


  “It really is very big,” she said, lifting his penis and letting it drop against his belly.


  “It really is very sticky,” he said, uncoiled lithely and disappeared from the room.


  When he returned her sight had come back sufficiently to perceive that he was hairless like the statue of a god, and put together with the care of a Praxiteles Apollo.


  “You are so beautiful,” she said, staring.


  “Think it if you must, but don’t say it” was his answer.


  “How can you like me when you have no hair yourself?”


  “Because you’re sweet and plump and juicy, and that line of black down ravishes me.” He sat upon the edge of the bed and gave her a smile that made her heart beat faster. “Besides which, you enjoyed yourself. That’s at least half the fun of it as far as I’m concerned.”


  “Is it time to go?” she asked, sensitive to the fact that he made no move to lie down again.


  “Yes, it’s time to go.” He laughed. “I wonder if technically this counts as incest? Our children are engaged to be married.”


  But she lacked his sense of the ridiculous, and frowned. “Of course not!”


  “A joke, Servilia, a joke,” he said gently, and got up. “I hope what you wore doesn’t crease. Everything is still on the floor in the other room.”


  While she dressed, he began filling his bath from the cistern by dipping a leather bucket into it and tossing the water out from the bucket into the bath tirelessly. Nor did he stop when she came to watch.


  “When can we meet again?” she asked.


  “Not too often, otherwise it will pall, and I’d rather it didn’t,” he said, still ladling water.


  Though she was not aware of it, this was one of his tests; if the recipient of his lovemaking proceeded with tears or many protestations to show him how much she cared, his interest waned.


  “I agree with you,” she said.


  The bucket stopped in mid-progress; Caesar gazed at her, arrested. “Do you really?”


  “Absolutely,” she said, making sure her amber earrings were properly hooked into place. “Do you have any other women?”


  “Not at the moment, but it can change any day.” This was the second test, more rigorous than the first.


  “Yes, you do have a reputation to maintain, I can see that.”


  “Can you really?”


  “Of course.” Though her sense of humor was vestigial, she smiled a little and said, “I understand what they all say about you now, you see. I’ll be stiff and sore for days.”


  “Then let’s meet again the day after the Popular Assembly elections. I’m standing for curator of the Via Appia.”


  “And my brother Caepio for quaestor. Silanus of course will stand for praetor in the Centuries before that.”


  “And your other brother, Cato, will no doubt be elected a tribune of the soldiers.”


  Her face squeezed in, mouth hard, eyes like stone. “Cato is not my brother, he’s my half brother,” she said.


  “They say that of Caepio too. Same mare, same stallion.”


  She drew a breath, looked at Caesar levelly. “I am aware of what they say, and I believe it to be true. But Caepio bears my own family’s name, and since he does, I acknowledge him.”


  “That’s very sensible of you,” said Caesar, and returned to emptying his bucket.


  Whereupon Servilia, assured that she looked passable if not as unruffled as she had some hours before, took her departure.


  Caesar entered the bath, his face thoughtful. That was an unusual woman. A plague upon seductive feathers of black down! Such a silly thing to bring about his downfall. Down fall. A good pun, if inadvertent. He wasn’t sure he liked her any better now they were lovers, yet he knew he was not about to give her her congé. For one thing, she was a rarity in other ways than in character. Women of his own class who could behave between the sheets without inhibition were as scarce as cowards in a Crassus army. Even his darling Cinnilla had preserved modesty and decorum. Well, that was the way they were brought up, poor things. And, since he had fallen into the habit of being honest with himself, he had to admit that he would make no move to have Julia brought up in any other way. Oh, there were trollops among his own class, women who were as famous for their sexual tricks as any whore from the late great Colubra to the ageing Praecia. But when Caesar wanted an uninhibited sexual frolic, he preferred to seek it among the honest and open, earthy and decent women of the Subura. Until today and Servilia. Who would ever have guessed it? She wouldn’t gossip about her fling, either. He rolled over in the bath and reached for his pumice stone; no use working with a strigilis in cold water, a man needed to sweat in order to scrape.


  “And how much,” he asked the drab little bit of pumice, “do I tell my mother about this? Odd! She’s so detached I usually find no difficulty in talking to her about women. But I think I shall don the solid-purple toga of a censor when I mention Servilia.”


  *


  The elections were held on time that year, the Centuriate to return consuls and praetors first, then the full gamut of patricians and plebeians in the Popular Assembly to return the more minor magistrates, and finally the tribes in the Plebeian Assembly, which restricted its activities to the election of plebeian aediles and tribunes of the plebs.


  Though it was Quinctilis by the calendar and therefore ought to have been high summer, the seasons were dragging behind because Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus had not been prone to insert those extra twenty days each second February for many years. Perhaps not so surprising then that Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus—Pompey the Great—was moved to visit Rome to behold the due process of electoral law in the Plebeian Assembly, since the weather was springish and halcyon.


  Despite his claim that he was the First Man in Rome, Pompey detested the city, and preferred to live upon his absolutely vast estates in northern Picenum. There he was a virtual king; in Rome he was uncomfortably aware that most of the Senate detested him even more than he did Rome. Among the knights who ran Rome’s business world he was extremely popular and had a large following, but that fact couldn’t soothe his sensitive and vulnerable image of himself when certain senatorial members of the boni and other aristocratic cliques made it clear that they thought him no more than a presumptuous upstart, a non-Roman interloper.


  His ancestry was mediocre, but by no means nonexistent, for his grandfather had been a member of the Senate and married into an impeccably Roman family, the Lucilii, and his father had been the famous Pompey Strabo, consul, victorious general of the Italian War, protector of the conservative elements in the Senate when Rome had been threatened by Marius and Cinna. But Marius and Cinna had won, and Pompey Strabo died of disease in camp outside the city. Blaming Pompey Strabo for the epidemic of enteric fever which had ravaged besieged Rome, the inhabitants of the Quirinal and Viminal had dragged his naked body through the streets tied behind an ass. To the young Pompey, an outrage he had never forgiven.


  His chance had come when Sulla returned from exile and invaded the Italian Peninsula; only twenty-two years old, Pompey had enlisted three legions of his dead father’s veterans and marched them to join Sulla in Campania. Well aware that Pompey had blackmailed him into a joint command, the crafty Sulla had used him for some of his more dubious enterprises as he maneuvered toward the dictatorship, then held it. Even after Sulla retired and died, he looked after this ambitious, cocksure sprig by introducing a law which allowed a man not in the Senate to be given command of Rome’s armies. For Pompey had taken against the Senate, and refused to belong to it. There had followed the six years of Pompey’s war against the rebel Quintus Sertorius in Spain, six years during which Pompey was obliged to reassess his military ability; he had gone to Spain utterly confident that he would beat Sertorius in no time flat, only to find himself pitted against one of the best generals in the history of Rome. In the end he simply wore Sertorius down. So the Pompey who returned to Italia was a much changed person: cunning, unscrupulous, bent on showing the Senate (which had kept him shockingly short of money and reinforcements in Spain) that he, who did not belong to it, could grind its face in the dust.


  Pompey had proceeded to do so, with the connivance of two other men—Marcus Crassus, victor against Spartacus, and none other than Caesar. With the twenty-nine-year-old Caesar pulling their strings, Pompey and Crassus used the existence of their two armies to force the Senate into allowing them to stand for the consulship. No man had ever been elected to this most senior of all magistracies before he had been at the very least a member of the Senate, but Pompey became senior consul, Crassus his colleague. Thus this extraordinary, underaged man from Picenum attained his objective in the most unconstitutional way, though it had been Caesar, six years his junior, who showed him how to do it.


  To compound the Senate’s misery, the joint consulship of Pompey the Great and Marcus Crassus had been a triumph, a year of feasts, circuses, merriment and prosperity. And when it was over, both men declined to take provinces; instead, they retired into private life. The only significant law they had passed restored full powers to the tribunes of the plebs, whom Sulla had legislated into virtual impotence.


  Now Pompey was in town to see next year’s tribunes of the plebs elected, and that intrigued Caesar, who encountered him and his multitudes of clients at the corner of the Sacra Via and the Clivus Orbius, just entering the lower Forum.


  “I didn’t expect to see you in Rome,” said Caesar as they joined forces. He surveyed Pompey from head to foot openly, and grinned. “You’re looking well, and very fit besides,” he said. “Keeping your figure into middle age, I see.”


  “Middle age?” asked Pompey indignantly. “Just because I’ve already been consul doesn’t mean I’m in my dotage! I won’t turn thirty-eight until the end of September!”


  “Whereas I,” said Caesar smugly, “have very recently turned thirty-two—at which age, Pompeius Magnus, you were not consul either.”


  “Oh, you’re pulling my leg,” said Pompey, calming down. “You’re like Cicero, you’ll joke your way onto the pyre.”


  “That witty I wish I was. But you haven’t answered my serious question, Magnus. What are you doing in Rome for no better reason than to see the tribunes of the plebs elected? I wouldn’t have thought you’d need to employ tribunes of the plebs these days.”


  “A man always needs a tribune of the plebs or two, Caesar.”


  “Does he now? What are you up to, Magnus?”


  The vivid blue eyes opened wide, and the glance Pompey gave Caesar was guileless. “I’m not up to anything.”


  “Oh! Look!” cried Caesar, pointing at the sky. “Did you see it, Magnus?”


  “See what?” asked Pompey, scanning the clouds.


  “That bright pink pig flying like an eagle.”


  “You don’t believe me.”


  “Correct, I don’t believe you. Why not make a clean breast of it? I’m not your enemy, as you well know. In fact, I’ve been of enormous help to you in the past, and there’s no reason why I oughtn’t help your career along in the future. I’m not a bad orator, you have to admit that.”


  “Well…” began Pompey, then fell silent.


  “Well what?”


  Pompey stopped, glanced behind at the crowd of clients who followed in their wake, shook his head, and detoured slightly to lean against one of the pretty marble columns which propped up the arcade outside the Basilica Aemilia’s main chamber. Understanding that this was Pompey’s way of avoiding eavesdroppers, Caesar ranged himself alongside the Great Man to listen while the horde of clients remained, eyes glistening and dying of curiosity, too far away to hear a word.


  “What if one of them can read our lips?’’ asked Caesar.


  “You’re joking again!”


  “Not really. But we could always turn our backs on them and pretend we’re pissing into Aemilia’s front passage.”


  That was too much; Pompey cried with laughter. However, when he sobered, noted Caesar, he did turn sufficiently away from their audience to present his profile to it, and moved his lips as furtively as a Forum vendor of pornography.


  “As a matter of fact,” muttered Pompey, “I do have one good fellow among the candidates this year.”


  “Aulus Gabinius?”


  “How did you guess that?”


  “He hails from Picenum, and he was one of your personal staff in Spain. Besides, he’s a good friend of mine. We were junior military tribunes together at the siege of Mitylene.” Caesar pulled a wry face. “Gabinius didn’t like Bibulus either, and the years haven’t made him any fonder of the boni.”


  “Gabinius is the best of good fellows,” said Pompey.


  “And remarkably capable.”


  “That too.”


  “What’s he going to legislate for you? Strip Lucullus’s command off him and hand it to you on a golden salver?”


  “No, no!” snapped Pompey. “It’s too soon for that! First I need a short campaign to warm my muscles up.”


  “The pirates,” said Caesar instantly.


  “Right this time! The pirates it is.”


  Caesar bent his right knee to tuck its leg against his column and looked as if nothing more was going on than a nice chat about old times. “I applaud you, Magnus. That’s not only very clever, it’s also very necessary.”


  “You’re not impressed with Metellus Little Goat in Crete?”


  “The man’s a pigheaded fool, and venal into the bargain. He wasn’t brother-in-law to Verres for nothing—in more ways than one. With three good legions, he barely managed to win a land battle against twenty-four thousand motley and untrained Cretans who were led by sailors rather than soldiers.”


  “Terrible,” said Pompey, shaking his head gloomily. “I ask you, Caesar, what’s the point in fighting land battles when the pirates operate at sea? All very well to say that it’s their land bases you need to eradicate, but unless you catch them at sea you can’t destroy their livelihood—their ships. Modern naval warfare isn’t like Troy, you can’t burn their ships drawn up on the shore. While most of them are holding you off, the rest form skeleton crews and row the fleet elsewhere.”


  “Yes,” said Caesar, nodding, “that’s where everyone has made his mistake so far, from both Antonii to Vatia Isauricus. Burning villages and sacking towns. The task needs a man with a true talent for organization.”


  “Exactly!” cried Pompey. “And I am that man, I promise you! If my self-inflicted inertia of the last couple of years has been good for nothing else, it has given me time to think. In Spain I just lowered my horns and charged blindly into the fray. What I ought to have done was work out how to win the war before I set one foot out of Mutina. I should have investigated everything beforehand, not merely how to blaze a new route across the Alps. Then I would have known how many legions I needed, how many horse troopers, how much money in my war chest—and I would have learned to understand my enemy. Quintus Sertorius was a brilliant tactician. But, Caesar, you don’t win wars on tactics. Strategy is the thing, strategy!”


  “So you’ve been doing your homework on the pirates, Magnus?”


  “Indeed I have. Exhaustively. Every single aspect, from the largest to the smallest. Maps, spies, ships, money, men. I know how to do the job,” said Pompey, displaying a different kind of confidence than he used to own. Spain had been Kid Butcher’s last campaign. In future he would be no butcher of any sort.


  Thus Caesar watched the ten tribunes of the plebs elected with great interest. Aulus Gabinius was a certainty, and indeed came in at the top of the poll, which meant he would be president of the new College of Tribunes of the Plebs which would enter office on the tenth day of this coming December.


  Because the tribunes of the plebs enacted most new laws and were traditionally the only legislators who liked to see change, every powerful faction in the Senate needed to “own” at least one tribune of the plebs. Including the boni, who used their men to block all new legislation; the most powerful weapon a tribune of the plebs had was the veto, which he could exercise against his fellows, against all other magistrates, and even against the Senate. That meant the tribunes of the plebs who belonged to the boni would not enact new laws, they would veto them. And of course the boni succeeded in having three men elected—Globulus, Trebellius and Otho. None was a brilliant man, but then a boni tribune of the plebs didn’t need to be brilliant; he simply needed to be able to articulate the word “Veto!”


  Pompey had two excellent men in the new College to pursue his ends. Aulus Gabinius might be relatively ancestorless and a poor man, but he would go far; Caesar had known that as far back as the siege of Mitylene. Naturally Pompey’s other man was also from Picenum: a Gaius Cornelius who was not a patrician any more than he was a member of the venerable gens Cornelia. Perhaps he was not as tied to Pompey as Gabinius was, but he certainly would not veto any plebiscite Gabinius might propose to the Plebs.


  Interesting though all of this was for Caesar, the one man elected who worried him the most was tied neither to the boni nor to Pompey the Great. He was Gaius Papirius Carbo, a radical sort of man with his own axe to grind. For some time he had been heard to say in the Forum that he intended to prosecute Caesar’s uncle, Marcus Aurelius Cotta, for the illegal retention of booty taken from Heracleia during Marcus Cotta’s campaign in Bithynia against Rome’s old enemy, King Mithridates. Marcus Cotta had returned in triumph toward the end of that famous joint consulship of Pompey and Crassus, and no one had questioned his integrity then. Now this Carbo was busy muddying old waters, and as a tribune of the fully restored Plebs he would be empowered to try Marcus Cotta in a specially convened Plebeian Assembly court. Because Caesar loved and admired his Uncle Marcus, Carbo’s election was a big worry.


  The last ballot tile counted, the ten victorious men stood on the rostra acknowledging the cheers; Caesar turned away and plodded home. He was tired: too little sleep, too much Servilia. They had not met again until the day after the elections in the Popular Assembly some six days earlier, and, as predicted, both had something to celebrate. Caesar was curator of the Via Appia (“What on earth possessed you to take that job on?’’ Appius Claudius Pulcher had demanded, astonished. “It’s my ancestor’s road, but that big a fool I am not! You’ll be poor in a year”), and Servilia’s so-called full brother Caepio had been elected one of twenty quaestors. The lots had given him duty inside Rome as urban quaestor, which meant he didn’t have to serve in a province.


  So they had met in a mood of satisfaction as well as mutual anticipation, and had found their day in bed together so immensely pleasurable that neither of them was willing to postpone another. They met every day for a feast of lips, tongues, skin, and every day found something new to do, something fresh to explore. Until today, when more elections rendered a meeting impossible. Nor would they find time again until perhaps the Kalends of September, for Silanus was taking Servilia, Brutus and the girls to the seaside resort of Cumae, where he had a villa. Silanus too had been successful in this year’s elections; he was to be urban praetor next year. That very important magistracy would raise Servilia’s public profile too; among other things, she was hoping that her house would be chosen for the women-only rites of Bona Dea, when Rome’s most illustrious matrons put the Good Goddess to sleep for the winter.


  And it was time too that he told Julia that he had arranged her marriage. The formal ceremony of betrothal would not take place until after Brutus donned his toga virilis in December, but the legalities were done, Julia’s fate was sealed. Why he had put the task off when such was never his custom niggled at the back of his mind; he had asked Aurelia to break the news, but Aurelia, a stickler for domestic protocol, had refused. He was the paterfamilias; he must do it. Women! Why did there have to be so many women in his life, and why did he think the future held even more of them? Not to mention more trouble because of them?


  Julia had been playing with Matia, the daughter of his dear friend Gaius Matius, who occupied the other ground-floor apartment in Aurelia’s insula. However, she came home sufficiently ahead of the dinner hour for him to find no further excuse for not telling her, dancing across the light-well garden like a young nymph, draperies floating around her immature figure in a mist of lavender blue. Aurelia always dressed her in soft pale blues or greens, and she was right to do so. How beautiful she will be, he thought, watching her; perhaps not the equal of Aurelia for Grecian purity of bones, but she had that magical Julia quality which Aurelia, so pragmatic and sensible and Cottan, did not. They always said of the Julias that they made their men happy, and he could believe that every time he saw his daughter. The adage was not infallible; his younger aunt (who had been Sulla’s first wife) had committed suicide after a long affair with the wine flagon, and his cousin Julia Antonia was on her second ghastly husband amid increasing bouts of depression and hysterics. Yet Rome continued to say it, and he was not about to contradict it; every nobleman with sufficient wealth not to need a rich bride thought first of a Julia.


  When she saw her father leaning on the sill of the dining room window her face lit up; she came flying across to him and managed to make her scramble up and over the wall into his arms a graceful exercise.


  “How’s my girl?” he asked, carrying her across to one of the three dining couches, and putting her down beside him.


  “I’ve had a lovely day, tata. Did all the right people get in as tribunes of the plebs?”


  The outer corners of his eyes pleated into fans of creases as he smiled; though his skin was naturally very pale, many years of an outdoor life in forums and courts and fields of military endeavor had browned its exposed surfaces, except in the depths of those creases at his eyes, where it remained very white. This contrast fascinated Julia, who liked him best when he wasn’t in the midst of a smile or a squint, and displayed his fans of white stripes like warpaint on a barbarian. So she got up on her knees and kissed first one fan and then the other, while he leaned his head toward her lips and melted inside as he never had for any other female, even Cinnilla.


  “You know very well,” he answered her, the ritual over, “that all the right people never get in as tribunes of the plebs. The new College is the usual mixture of good, bad, indifferent, ominous and intriguing. But I do think they’ll be more active than this year’s lot, so the Forum will be busy around the New Year.”


  She was well versed in political matters, of course, since both father and grandmother were from great political families, but living in the Subura meant her playmates (even Matia next door) were not of the same kind, had scant interest in the machinations and permutations of Senate, Assemblies, courts. For that reason Aurelia had sent her to Marcus Antonius Gnipho’s school when she turned six; Gnipho had been Caesar’s private tutor, but when Caesar donned the laena and apex of the flamen Dialis on arrival of his official manhood, Gnipho had returned to conducting a school with a noble clientele. Julia had proven a very bright and willing pupil, with the same love of literature her father owned, though in mathematics and geography her ability was less marked. Nor did she have Caesar’s astonishing memory. A good thing, all who loved her had concluded wisely; quick and clever girls were excellent, but intellectual and brilliant girls were a handicap, not least to themselves.


  “Why are we in here, tata?” she asked, a little puzzled.


  “I have some news for you that I’d like to tell you in a quiet place,” said Caesar, not lost for how to do it now that he had made up his mind to do it.


  “Good news?”


  “I don’t quite know, Julia. I hope so, but I don’t live inside your skin, only you do that. Perhaps it won’t be such good news, but I think after you get used to it you won’t find it intolerable.”


  Because she was quick and clever, even if she wasn’t a born scholar, she understood immediately. “You’ve arranged a husband for me,” she said.


  “I have. Does that please you?”


  “Very much, tata. Junia is betrothed, and lords it over all of us who aren’t. Who is it?”


  “Junia’s brother, Marcus Junius Brutus.”


  He was looking into her eyes, so he caught the swift flash of a creature stricken before she turned her head away and gazed straight ahead. Her throat worked, she swallowed.


  “Doesn’t that please you?” he asked, heart sinking.


  “It’s a surprise, that’s all,” said Aurelia’s granddaughter, who had been reared from her cradle to accept every lot Fate cast her way, from husbands to the very real hazards of childbearing. Her head came round, the wide blue eyes were smiling now. “I’m very pleased. Brutus is nice.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Oh, tata, of course I’m sure!” she said, so sincerely that her voice shook. “Truly, tata, it’s good news. Brutus will love me and take care of me, I know that.”


  The weight of his heart eased, he sighed, smiled, took her little hand and kissed it lightly before enfolding her in a hug. It never occurred to him to ask her if she could learn to love Brutus, for love was not an emotion Caesar enjoyed, even the love he had known for Cinnilla and for this exquisite sprite. To feel it left him vulnerable, and he hated that.


  Then she skipped off the couch and was gone; he could hear her calling in the distance as she sped to Aurelia’s office.


  “Avia, avia, I am to marry my friend Brutus! Isn’t that splendid? Isn’t that good news?”


  Then came the long-drawn-out moan that heralded a bout of tears. Caesar listened to his daughter weep as if her heart was broken, and knew not whether joy or sorrow provoked it. He came out into the reception room as Aurelia ushered the child toward her sleeping cubicle, face buried in Aurelia’s side.


  His mother’s face was unperturbed. “I do wish,” she said in his direction, “that female creatures laughed when they’re happy! Instead, a good half of them cry. Including Julia.”


  2


  Fortune certainly continued to favor Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, reflected Caesar early in December, smiling to himself. The Great Man had indicated a wish to eradicate the pirate menace, and Fortune obediently connived to gratify him when the Sicilian grain harvest arrived in Ostia, Rome’s port facility at the mouth of the Tiber River. Here the deep-drafted freighters unloaded their precious cargo into barges for the final leg of the grain journey up the Tiber to the silo facilities of the Port of Rome itself. Here was absolute security, home at last.


  Several hundred ships converged on Ostia to discover no barges waiting; the quaestor for Ostia had mistimed things so badly that he had allowed the barges an extra trip upstream to Tuder and Ocriculum, where the Tiber Valley harvest was demanding transportation downstream to Rome. So while captains and grain tycoons fulminated and the hapless quaestor ran in ever-decreasing circles, an irate Senate directed the sole consul, Quintus Marcius Rex, to rectify matters forthwith.


  It had been a miserable year for Marcius Rex, whose consular colleague had died soon after entering office. The Senate had immediately appointed a suffect consul to take his place, but he too died, and too quickly even to insert his posterior into his curule chair. A hurried consultation of the Sacred Books indicated that no further measures ought to be taken, which left Marcius Rex to govern alone. This had utterly ruined his plan to proceed during his consulship to his province, Cilicia, bestowed on him when hordes of lobbying knight businessmen had succeeded in having it taken off Lucullus.


  Now, just when Marcius Rex was hoping to leave for Cilicia at last, came the grain shambles in Ostia. Red with temper, he detached two praetors from their law courts in Rome and sent them posthaste to Ostia to sort things out. Each preceded by six lictors in red tunics bearing the axes in their fasces, Lucius Bellienus and Marcus Sextilius bore down on Ostia from the direction of Rome. And at precisely the same moment, a pirate fleet numbering over one hundred sleek war galleys bore down on Ostia from the Tuscan Sea.


  The two praetors arrived to find half the town burning, and pirates busily forcing the crews of laden grain ships to row their vessels back onto the sea lanes. The audacity of this raid—whoever could have dreamed that pirates would invade a place scant miles from mighty Rome?—had taken everyone by surprise. No troops were closer than Capua, Ostia’s militia was too concerned with putting out fires on shore to think of marshaling resistance, and no one had even had the sense to send an urgent message for help to Rome.


  Neither praetor was a man of decision, so both stood stunned and disorientated amid the turmoil on the docks. There a group of pirates discovered them, took them and their lictors prisoner, loaded them on board a galley, and sailed merrily off in the wake of the disappearing grain fleet. The capture of two praetors—one no less than the uncle of the great patrician nobleman Catilina—together with their lictors and fasces would mean at least two hundred talents in ransom!


  The effect of the raid inside Rome was as predictable as it was inevitable: grain prices soared immediately; crowds of furious merchants, millers, bakers and consumers descended upon the lower Forum to demonstrate against governmental incompetence; and the Senate went into a huddle with the Curia doors shut so that no one outside would hear how dismal the debate within was bound to be. And dismal it was. No one even wanted to open it.


  When Quintus Marcius Rex had called several times to no avail for speakers, there finally rose—it seemed with enormous reluctance—the tribune of the plebs-elect Aulus Gabinius, who looked, thought Caesar, even more the Gaul in that dim, filtered light. That was the trouble with all the men from Picenum—the Gaul in them showed more than the Roman. Including Pompey. It wasn’t so much the red or gold hair many of them sported, nor the blue or green eyes; plenty of impeccably Roman Romans were very fair. Including Caesar. The fault lay in Picentine bone structure. Full round faces, dented chins, short noses (Pompey’s was even snubbed), thinnish lips. Gaul, not Roman. It put them at a disadvantage, proclaimed to the whole of their world that they might protest all they liked that they were descended from Sabine migrants, but the truth was that they were descended from Gauls who had settled in Picenum over three hundred years ago.


  The reaction among the majority of the senators who sat on their folding stools was palpable when Gabinius the Gaul rose to his feet: distaste, disapproval, dismay. Under normal circumstances his turn to speak would have been very far down the hierarchy. At this time of year he was outranked by fourteen incumbent magistrates, fourteen magistrates-elect, and some twenty consulars—if, of course, everyone was present. Everyone was not. Everyone never was. Nonetheless, to have a tribunician magistrate open the debate was almost unprecedented.


  “It hasn’t been a good year, has it?” Aulus Gabinius asked the House after completing the formalities of addressing those above and below him in the pecking order. “During the past six years we have attempted to wage war against the pirates of Crete alone, though the pirates who have just sacked Ostia and captured the grain fleet—not to mention kidnapped two praetors and their insignia of office—don’t hail from anywhere half as far away as Crete, do they? No, they patrol the middle of Our Sea from bases in Sicily, Liguria, Sardinia and Corsica. Led no doubt by Megadates and Pharnaces, who for some years have enjoyed a really delightful little pact with various governors of Sicily like the exiled Gaius Verres, whereby they can go wherever they please in Sicilian waters and harbors. I imagine they rounded up their allies and shadowed this grain fleet all the way from Lilybaeum. Perhaps their original intention was to raid it at sea. Then some enterprising person in their pay at Ostia sent them word that there were no barges at Ostia, nor likely to be for eight or nine days. Well, why settle for capturing a part only of the grain fleet by attempting to raid it at sea? Better to do the job while it lay intact and fully laden in Ostia harbor! I mean, the whole world knows Rome keeps no legions in her home territory of Latium! What was to stop them at Ostia? What did stop them at Ostia? The answer is very short and simple—nothing!”


  This last word was bellowed; everyone jumped, but no one replied. Gabinius gazed about and wished Pompey was present to hear him. A pity, a great pity. Still, Pompey would love the letter Gabinius intended to send him this night!


  “Something has got to be done,” Gabinius went on, “and by that I do not mean the usual debacle so exquisitely personified by the campaign our chief Little Goat is still waging in Crete. First he barely manages to defeat some Cretan rabble in a land battle, then he lays siege to Cydonia, which eventually capitulates—but he lets the great pirate admiral Panares go free! So a couple more towns fall, then he lays siege to Cnossus, within whose walls the great pirate admiral Lasthenes is skulking. When the fall of Cnossus looks inevitable, Lasthenes destroys what treasures he can’t carry away with him, and escapes. An efficient siege operation, eh? But which disaster causes our chief Little Goat more sorrow? The flight of Lasthenes or the loss of the treasure trove? Why, the loss of the treasure trove, of course! Lasthenes is only a pirate, and pirates don’t ransom each other. Pirates expect to be crucified like the slaves they once were!”


  Gabinius the Gaul from Picenum paused, grinning savagely in the way a Gaul could. He drew a deep breath, then said, “Something has got to be done!” And sat down.


  No one spoke. No one moved.


  Quintus Marcius Rex sighed. “Has no one anything to say?” His eyes roamed from one tier to another on both sides of the House, and rested nowhere until they encountered a derisive look on Caesar’s face. Now why did Caesar stare like that?


  “Gaius Julius Caesar, you were once captured by pirates, and you managed to get the better of them. Have you nothing to say?” asked Marcius Rex.


  Caesar rose from his seat on the second tier. “Just one thing, Quintus Marcius. Something has got to be done.” And sat down.


  The sole consul of the year lifted both hands in the air as a gesture of defeat, and dismissed the meeting.


  “When do you intend to strike?” asked Caesar of Gabinius as they left the Curia Hostilia together.


  “Not quite yet,” said Gabinius cheerfully. “1 have a few other things to do first, so does Gaius Cornelius. I know it’s customary to start one’s year as a tribune of the plebs with the biggest things first, but I consider those bad tactics. Let our esteemed consuls-elect Gaius Piso and Manius Acilius Glabrio warm their arses on their curule chairs first. I want to let them think Cornelius and I have exhausted our repertoire before I so much as attempt to reopen today’s subject.”


  “January or February, then.”


  “Certainly not before January,” said Gabinius.


  “So Magnus is fully prepared to take on the pirates.”


  “Down to the last bolt, nail and skin of water. I can tell you, Caesar, that Rome will never have seen anything like it.”


  “Then roll on, January.” Caesar paused, turned his head to look at Gabinius quizzically. “Magnus will never succeed in getting Gaius Piso on his side, he’s too glued to Catulus and the boni, but Glabrio is more promising. He’s never forgotten what Sulla did to him.”


  “When Sulla forced him to divorce Aemilia Scaura?’’


  “Precisely. He’s the junior consul next year, but it’s handy to have at least one consul in thrall.”


  Gabinius chuckled. “Pompeius has something in mind for our dear Glabrio.”


  “Good. If you can divide the consuls of the year, Gabinius, you can go a lot further, a lot faster.”


  *


  Caesar and Servilia resumed their liaison after she returned from Cumae at the end of October, no less absorbed in it and in each other. Though Aurelia tried to fish from time to time, Caesar confined his information about the progress of the affair to a minimum, and gave his mother no real indication how serious a business it was, nor how intense. He still disliked Servilia, but that couldn’t affect their relationship because liking wasn’t necessary. Or perhaps, he thought, liking would have taken something vital away from it.


  “Do you like me?’’ he asked Servilia the day before the new tribunes of the plebs assumed office.


  She fed him one breast at a time, and delayed her answer until both nipples had popped up and she could feel the heat start to move downward through her belly.


  “I like no one,” she said then, climbing on top of him. “I love or I hate.”


  “Is that comfortable?”


  Because she lacked a sense of humor, she did not mistake his question for a reference to their present juxtaposition, but went straight to its real meaning. “Far more comfortable than liking, I’d say. I’ve noticed that when people like each other, they become incapable of acting as they ought. They delay telling each other home truths, for example, it seems out of fear that home truths will wound. Love and hate permit home truths.”


  “Would you care to hear a home truth?” he asked, smiling as he kept absolutely still; that drove her to distraction when her blood was afire and she needed him to move inside her.


  “Why don’t you just shut up and get on with it, Caesar?”


  “Because I want to tell you a home truth.”


  “All right, then, tell it!” she snapped, kneading her own breasts when he would not. “Oh, how you love to torment!”


  “You like being on top a great deal more than being underneath, or sideways, or any other way,” he said.


  “That’s true, I do. Now are you happy? Can we get on with it?”


  “Not yet. Why do you like being on top best?”


  “Because I’m on top, of course,” she said blankly.


  “Aha!” he said, and rolled her over. “Now I’m on top.”


  “I wish you weren’t.”


  “I am happy to gratify you, Servilia, but not when it means I also gratify your sense of power.”


  “What other outlet do I have to gratify my sense of power?” she asked, wriggling. “You’re too big and too heavy this way!”


  “You’re quite right about comfort,” he said, pinning her down. “Not liking someone means one is not tempted to relent.”


  “Cruel,” she said, eyes glazing.


  “Love and hate are cruel. Only liking is kind.”


  But Servilia, who did not like anyone, had her own method of revenge; she raked her carefully tended nails from his left buttock to his left shoulder, and drew five parallel lines with his blood.


  Though she wished she hadn’t, for he took both her wrists and ground their bones, then made her lie beneath him for what seemed an eternity ramming himself home deeper and deeper, harder and harder; when she cried and screamed at the end, she scarcely knew whether agony or ecstasy provoked her, and for some time was sure her love had turned to hate.


  The worst of that encounter did not occur until after Caesar went home. Those five crimson tracks were very sore, and his tunic when he peeled it away showed that he was still bleeding. The cuts and scratches he had sustained in the field from time to time told him that he would have to ask for someone to wash and dress the damage or run the risk of festering. If Burgundus had been in Rome it would have been easy, but these days Burgundus lived in the Caesar villa at Bovillae with Cardixa and their eight sons, caring for the horses and sheep Caesar bred. Lucius Decumius wouldn’t do; he was not clean enough. And Eutychus would blab the story to his boyfriend, his boyfriend’ s boyfriends and half the members of the crossroads college. His mother, then. It would have to be his mother.


  Who looked and said, “Ye immortal Gods!”


  “I wish I was one, then it wouldn’t hurt.”


  Off she went to bring two bowls, one half-full of water and the other half-full of fortified but sour wine, together with wads of clean Egyptian linen.


  “Better linen than wool, wool leaves fluff behind in the depths of the wounds,” she said, beginning with the strong wine. Her touch wasn’t tender, but it was thorough enough to make his eyes water; he lay on his belly, as much of him covered as her sense of decency dictated, and endured her ministrations without a sound. Anything capable of festering after Aurelia got through with it, he consoled himself, would kill a man from gangrene.


  “Servilia?” she asked some time later, finally satisfied that she had got enough wine into the tracks to cow any festering thing lurking there, and beginning afresh with water.


  “Servilia.”


  “What sort of relationship is this?” she demanded.


  “Not,” he said, and shook with laughter, “a comfortable one.”


  “So much I see. She might end in murdering you.”


  “I trust I preserve sufficient vigilance to prevent that.”


  “Bored you’re not.”


  “Definitely not bored, Mater.”


  “I do not think,” she finally pronounced as she patted the water dry, “that this relationship is a healthy one. It might be wise to end it, Caesar. Her son is betrothed to your daughter, which means the two of you will have to preserve the proprieties for many years to come. Please, Caesar, end it.”


  “I’ll end it when I’m ready, not before.”


  “No, don’t get up yet!” Aurelia said sharply. “Let it dry properly first, then put on a clean tunic.” She left him and began to hunt through his chest of clothes until she found one which satisfied her sniffing nose. “It’s plain to see Cardixa isn’t here, the laundry girl isn’t doing her job as she ought. I shall have something to say about that tomorrow morning.” Back to the bed she came, and tossed the tunic down beside him. “No good will come of this relationship, it isn’t healthy,” she said.


  To which he answered nothing. By the time he had swung his legs off the bed and plunged his arms into the tunic, his mother was gone. And that, he told himself, was a mercy.


  *


  On the tenth day of December the new tribunes of the plebs entered office, but it was not Aulus Gabinius who dominated the rostra. That privilege belonged to Lucius Roscius Otho of the boni, who told a cheering crowd of senior knights that it was high time they had their old rows at the theater restored for their exclusive use. Until Sulla’s dictatorship they had enjoyed sole possession of the fourteen rows just behind the two front rows of seats still reserved for senators. But Sulla, who loathed knights of all kinds, had taken this perquisite away from them together with sixteen hundred knight lives, estates and cash fortunes. Otho’s measure was so popular it was carried at once, no surprise to Caesar, watching from the Senate steps. The boni were brilliant at currying favor with the knights; it was one of the pillars of their continuing success.


  The next meeting of the Plebeian Assembly interested Caesar far more than Otho’s equestrian honeycomb: Aulus Gabinius and Gaius Cornelius, Pompey’s men, took over. The first order of business was to reduce the consuls of the coming year from two to one, and the way Gabinius did it was deliciously clever. He asked the Plebs to give the junior consul, Glabrio, governance of a new province in the East to be called Bithynia-Pontus, then followed this up by asking the Plebs to send Glabrio out to govern it the day after he was sworn into office. That would leave Gaius Piso on his own to deal with Rome and Italia. Hatred of Lucullus predisposed the knights who dominated the Plebs to favor the bill because it stripped Lucullus of power—and of his four remaining legions. Still commissioned to fight the two kings Mithridates and Tigranes, he now had nothing save an empty title.


  Caesar’s own feelings about it were ambivalent. Personally he detested Lucullus, who was such a stickler for the correct way to do things that he deliberately elected incompetence in others if the alternative was to ignore proper protocols. Yet the fact remained that he had refused to allow the knights of Rome complete freedom to fleece the local peoples of his provinces. Which of course was why the knights hated him so passionately. And why they were in favor of any law which disadvantaged Lucullus. A pity, thought Caesar, sighing inwardly. That part of himself longing for better conditions for the local peoples of Rome’s provinces wanted Lucullus to survive, whereas the monumental injury Lucullus had offered his dignitas by implying that he had prostituted himself to King Nicomedes demanded that Lucullus fall.


  Gaius Cornelius was not quite as tied to Pompey as Gabinius was; he was one of those occasional tribunes of the plebs who genuinely believed in righting some of Rome’s most glaring wrongs, and that Caesar liked. Therefore Caesar found himself silently willing Cornelius not to give up after his first little reform was defeated. What he had asked the Plebs to do was to forbid foreign communities to borrow money from Roman usurers. His reasons were sensible and patriotic. Though the moneylenders were not Roman officials, they employed Roman officials to collect when debts became delinquent. With the result that many foreigners thought the State itself was in the moneylending business. Rome’s prestige suffered. But of course desperate or gullible foreign communities were a valuable source of knight income; little wonder Cornelius failed, thought Caesar sadly.


  His second measure almost failed, and showed Caesar that this Picentine fellow was capable of compromise, not usual in the breed. Cornelius’s intention was to stop the Senate’s owning the power to issue decrees exempting an individual from some law. Naturally only the very rich or the very aristocratic were able to procure an exemption, usually granted when the senatorial mouthpiece had a meeting specially convened, then made sure it was filled with his creatures. Always jealous of its prerogatives, the Senate opposed Cornelius so violently that he saw he would lose. So he amended his bill to leave the power to exempt with the Senate—but only on condition that a quorum of two hundred senators was present to issue a decree. It passed.


  By now Caesar’s interest in Gaius Cornelius was growing at a great rate. The praetors earned his attention next. Since Sulla’s dictatorship their duties had been confined to the law, both civil and criminal. And the law said that when a praetor entered office he had to publish his edicta, the rules and regulations whereby he personally would administer justice. The trouble was that the law didn’t say a praetor had to abide by his edicta, and the moment a friend needed a favor or there was some money to be made, the edicta were ignored. Cornelius simply asked the Plebs to stop up the gap, compel praetors to adhere to their edicta as published. This time the Plebs saw the sense of the measure as clearly as Caesar did, and voted it into law.


  Unfortunately all Caesar could do was watch. No patrician might participate in the affairs of the Plebs. So he couldn’t stand in the Well of the Comitia, or vote in the Plebeian Assembly, or speak in it, or form a part of a trial process in it. Or run for election as a tribune of the plebs. Thus Caesar stood with his fellow patricians on the Curia Hostilia steps, as close to the Plebs in session as he was permitted to go.


  Cornelius’s activities presented an intriguing aspect of Pompey, whom Caesar had never thought the slightest bit interested in righting wrongs. But perhaps after all he was, given Gaius Cornelius’s dogged persistence in matters which couldn’t affect Pompey’s plans either way. More likely, however, Caesar concluded, that Pompey was merely indulging Cornelius in order to throw sand in the eyes of men like Catulus and Hortensius, leaders of the boni. For the boni were adamantly opposed to special military commands, and Pompey was once again after a special command.


  The Great Man’s hand was more evident—at least to Caesar—in Cornelius’s next proposal. Gaius Piso, doomed to govern alone now that Glabrio was going to the East, was a choleric, mediocre and vindictive man who belonged completely to Catulus and the boni. He would rant against any special military command for Pompey until the Senate House rafters shook, with Catulus, Hortensius, Bibulus and the rest of the pack baying behind. Owning little attractive apart from his name, Calpurnius Piso, and his eminently respectable ancestry, Piso had needed to bribe heavily to secure election. Now Cornelius put forward a new bribery law; Piso and the boni felt a cold wind blowing on their necks, particularly when the Plebs made its approval plain enough to indicate that it would pass the bill. Of course a boni tribune of the plebs could interpose his veto, but Otho, Trebellius and Globulus were not sure enough of their influence to veto. Instead the boni shifted themselves mightily to manipulate the Plebs—and Cornelius—into agreeing that Gaius Piso himself should draft the new bribery law. Which, thought Caesar with a sigh, would produce a law endangering no one, least of all Gaius Piso. Poor Cornelius had been outmaneuvered.


  When Aulus Gabinius took over, he said not one word about the pirates or a special command for Pompey the Great. He preferred to concentrate on minor matters, for he was far subtler and more intelligent than Cornelius. Less altruistic, certainly. The little plebiscite he succeeded in passing that forbade foreign envoys in Rome to borrow money in Rome was obviously a less sweeping version of Cornelius’s measure to forbid the lending of money to foreign communities. But what was Gabinius after when he legislated to compel the Senate to deal with nothing save foreign delegations during the month of February? When Caesar understood, he laughed silently. Clever Pompey! How much the Great Man had changed since he entered the Senate as consul carrying Varro’s manual of behavior in his hand so he wouldn’t make embarrassing mistakes! For this particular lex Gabinia informed Caesar that Pompey planned to be consul a second time, and was ensuring his dominance when that second year arrived. No one would poll more votes, so he would be senior consul. That meant he would have the fasces—and the authority—in January. February was the junior consul’s turn, and March saw the fasces back with the senior consul. April went to the junior consul. But if February saw the Senate confined to foreign affairs, then the junior consul would have no chance to make his presence felt until April. Brilliant!


  *


  In the midst of all this pleasurable turbulence, a different tribune of the plebs inserted himself into Caesar’s life far less enjoyably. This man was Gaius Papirius Carbo, who presented a bill to the Plebeian Assembly asking that it arraign Caesar’s middle uncle, Marcus Aurelius Cotta, on charges of stealing the spoils from the Bithynian city of Heracleia. Unfortunately Marcus Cotta’s colleague in the consulship that year had been none other than Lucullus, and they were well known to be friends. Knight hatred of Lucullus inevitably prejudiced the Plebs against any close friend or ally, so the Plebs allowed Carbo to have his way. Caesar’s beloved uncle would stand trial for extortion, but not in the excellent standing court Sulla had established. Marcus Cotta’s jury would be several thousand men who all hungered to tear Lucullus and his cronies down.


  “There was nothing to steal!” Marcus Cotta said to Caesar. “Mithridates had used Heracleia as his base for months, then the place withstood siege for several months more—when I entered it, Caesar, it was as bare as a newborn rat! Which everybody knew! What do you think three hundred thousand soldiers and sailors belonging to Mithridates left? They looted Heracleia far more thoroughly than Gaius Verres looted Sicily!”


  “You don’t need to protest your innocence to me, Uncle,” said Caesar, looking grim. “I can’t even defend you because it’s trial by the Plebs and I’m a patrician.”


  “That goes without saying. However, Cicero will do it.”


  “He won’t, Uncle. Didn’t you hear?”


  “Hear what?”


  “He’s overwhelmed by grief. First his cousin Lucius died, then his father died only the other day. Not to mention that Terentia has some sort of rheumatic trouble which Rome at this season makes worse, and she rules that particular roost! Cicero has fled to Arpinum.”


  “Then it will have to be Hortensius, my brother Lucius, and Marcus Crassus,” said Cotta.


  “Not as effective, but it will suffice, Uncle.”


  “I doubt it, I really do. The Plebs are after my blood.”


  “Well, anyone who is a known friend of poor Lucullus’s is a target for the knights.”


  Marcus Cotta looked ironically at his nephew. “Poor Lucullus?” he asked. “He’s no friend of yours!”


  “True,” said Caesar. “However, Uncle Marcus, I can’t help but approve of his financial arrangements in the East. Sulla showed him the way, but Lucullus went even further. Instead of allowing the knight publicani to bleed Rome’s eastern provinces dry, Lucullus has made sure Rome’s taxes and tributes are not only fair, but also popular with the local communities. The old way, with the publicani permitted to squeeze mercilessly, might mean bigger profits for the knights, but it also means a great deal of animosity for Rome. I loathe the man, yes. Lucullus not only insulted me unpardonably, he denied me the military credit I was entitled to as well. Yet as an administrator he’s superb, and I’m sorry for him.”


  “A pity the pair of you didn’t get on, Caesar. In many ways you’re as like as twins.”


  Startled, Caesar stared at his mother’s half brother. Most of the time he never saw much of a family resemblance between Aurelia and any of her three half brothers, but that dry remark of Marcus Cotta’s was Aurelia! She was there too in Marcus Cotta’s large, purplish-grey eyes. Time to go, when Uncle Marcus turned into Mater. Besides, he had an assignation with Servilia to keep.


  But that too turned out to be an unhappy business.


  If Servilia arrived first, she was always undressed and in the bed waiting for him. But not today. Today she sat on a chair in his study, and wore every layer of clothing.


  “I have something to discuss,” she said.


  “Trouble?’’ he asked, sitting down opposite her.


  “Of the most basic and, thinking about it, inevitable kind. I am pregnant.”


  No identifiable emotion entered his cool gaze; Caesar said, “I see,” then looked at her searchingly. “This is a difficulty?”


  “In many ways.” She wet her lips, an indication of nervousness unusual in her. “How do you feel about it?”


  He shrugged. “You’re married, Servilia. That makes it your problem, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes. What if it’s a boy? You have no son.”


  “Are you sure it’s mine?” he countered quickly.


  “Of that,” she said emphatically, “there can be no doubt. I haven’t slept in the same bed as Silanus for over two years.”


  “In which case, the problem is still yours. I would have to take a chance on its being a boy, because I couldn’t acknowledge it as mine unless you divorced Silanus and married me before its birth. Once it’s born in wedlock to Silanus, it’s his.”


  “Would you be prepared to take that chance?” she asked.


  He didn’t hesitate. “No. My luck says it’s a girl.”


  “I don’t know either. I didn’t think of this happening, so I didn’t concentrate on making a boy or a girl. It will indeed take its chances as to its sex.”


  If his own demeanor was detached, so, he admitted with some admiration, was hers. A lady well in control.


  “Then the best thing you can do, Servilia, is to hustle Silanus into your bed as soon as you possibly can. Yesterday, I hope?”


  Her head moved slowly from side to side, an absolute negative. “I am afraid,” she said, “that is out of the question. Silanus is not a well man. We ceased to sleep together not through any fault of mine, I do assure you. Silanus is incapable of sustaining an erection, and the fact distresses him.”


  To this news Caesar reacted: the breath hissed between his teeth. “So our secret will soon be no secret,” he said.


  To give her credit, she felt no anger at Caesar’s attitude, nor condemned him as selfish, uninterested in her plight. In many ways they were alike, which perhaps was why Caesar could not grow emotionally attached to her: two people whose heads would always rule their hearts—and their passions.


  “Not necessarily,” she said, and produced a smile. “I shall see Silanus today when he comes home from the Forum. It may be that I will be able to prevail upon him to keep the secret.”


  “Yes, that would be better, especially with the betrothal of our children. I don’t mind taking the blame for my own actions, but I can’t feel comfortable with the idea of hurting either Julia or Brutus by having the result of our affair common gossip.” He leaned forward to take her hand, kissed it, and smiled into her eyes. “It isn’t a common affair, is it?”


  “No,” said Servilia. “Anything but common.” She wet her lips again. “I’m not very far along, so we could continue until May or June. If you want to.”


  “Oh yes,” said Caesar, “I want to, Servilia.”


  “After that, I’m afraid, we won’t be able to meet for seven or eight months.”


  “I shall miss it. And you.”


  This time it was she who reached for a hand, though she did not kiss his, just held it and smiled at him. “You could do me a favor during those seven or eight months, Caesar.”


  “Such as?”


  “Seduce Cato’s wife, Atilia.”


  He burst out laughing. “Keep me busy with a woman who stands no chance of supplanting you, eh? Very clever!”


  “It’s true, I am clever. Oblige me, please! Seduce Atilia!”


  Frowning, Caesar turned the idea over in his mind. “Cato isn’t a worthy target, Servilia. What is he, twenty-six years old? I agree that in the future he might prove a thorn in my side, but I’d rather wait until he is.”


  “For me, Caesar, for me! Please! Please!”


  “Do you hate him so much?”


  “Enough to want to see him broken into tiny pieces,” she said through her teeth. “Cato doesn’t deserve a political career.”


  “Seducing Atilia won’t prevent his having one, as you well know. However, if it means so much to you—all right.”


  “Oh, wonderful! Thank you!” She huffed happily, then thought of something else. “Why have you never seduced Bibulus’s wife, Domitia? Him you certainly owe the pleasure of wearing horns, he is already a dangerous enemy. Besides, his Domitia is my half sister Porcia’s husband’s cousin. It would hurt Cato too.”


  “A bit of the bird of prey in me, I suppose. The anticipation of seducing Domitia is so great I keep postponing the actual deed.”


  “Cato,” she said, “is far more important to me.”


  Bird of prey, nothing, she thought to herself on the way back to the Palatine. Though he may see himself as an eagle, Servilia thought, his conduct over Bibulus’s wife is plain feline.


  Pregnancy and children were a part of life, and, with the exception of Brutus, just a something which had to be endured with a minimum of inconvenience. Brutus had been hers alone; she had fed him herself, changed his diapers herself, bathed him herself, played with him and amused him herself. But her attitude to her two daughters had been far different. Once she dropped them, she handed them to nursemaids and more or less forgot about them until they grew sufficiently to need a more sternly Roman supervision. This she applied without much interest, and no love. When each of them turned six, she sent them to Marcus Antonius Gnipho’s school because Aurelia had recommended it as suitable for girls, and she had not had cause to regret this decision.


  Now, seven years later, she was going to have a love child, the fruit of a passion which ruled her life. What she felt for Gaius Julius Caesar was not alien to her nature, that being an intense and powerful one well suited to a great love; no, its chief disadvantage stemmed from him and his nature, which she read correctly as unwilling to be dominated by emotions arising out of personal relationships of any kind. This early and instinctive divination had saved her making the mistakes women commonly made, from putting his feelings to the test, to expecting fidelity and overt demonstrations of interest in anything beyond what happened between them in that discreet Suburan apartment.


  Thus she had not gone that afternoon to tell him her news in any anticipation that it would provoke joy or add a proprietary feeling of ownership in him, and she had been right to discipline herself out of hope. He was neither pleased nor displeased; as he had said, this was her business, had nothing to do with him. Had she anywhere, buried deep down, cherished a hope that he would want to claim this child? She didn’t think so, didn’t walk home conscious of disappointment or depression. As he had no wife of his own, only one union would have needed the legality of divorce—hers to Silanus. But look at how Rome had condemned Sulla for summarily divorcing Aelia. Not that Sulla had cared once the young wife of Scaurus was freed by widowhood. Not that Caesar would have cared. Except that Caesar had a sense of honor Sulla had not; oh, it wasn’t a particularly honorable sense of honor, it was too bound up in what he thought of himself and wanted from himself to be that. Caesar had set a standard of conduct for himself which embraced every aspect of his life. He didn’t bribe his juries, he didn’t extort in his province, he was not a hypocrite. All no more and no less than evidence that he would do everything the hard way; he would not resort to techniques designed to render political progress easier. His self-confidence was indestructible; he never doubted for one moment his ability to get where he intended to go. But claim this child as his own by asking her to divorce Silanus so he could marry her before the child was born? No, that he wouldn’t even contemplate doing. She knew exactly why. For no other reason than that it would demonstrate to his Forum peers that he was under the thumb of an inferior—a woman.


  She wanted desperately to marry him, of course, though not to acknowledge the paternity of this coming child. She wanted to marry him because she loved him with mind as much as body, because in him she recognized one of the great Romans, a fitting husband who would never disappoint her expectations of his political and military performance any more than his ancestry and dignitas could do aught than enhance her own. He was a Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus, a Gaius Servilius Ahala, a Quintus Fabius Maximus Cunctator, a Lucius Aemilius Paullus. Of the true patrician aristocracy—a quintessential Roman—possessed of immense intellect, energy, decision and strength. An ideal husband for a Servilia Caepionis. An ideal stepfather for her beloved Brutus.


  The dinner hour was not far away when she arrived home, and Decimus Junius Silanus, the steward informed her, was in his study. What was the matter with him? she wondered as she entered the room to find him writing a letter. At forty years of age he looked closer to fifty, lines of physical suffering engraved down either side of his nose, his prematurely grey hair toning into grey skin. Though he was striving to acquit himself well as urban praetor, the demands of that duty were sapping an already fragile vitality. His ailment was mysterious enough to have defeated the diagnostic skills of every physician Rome owned, though the consensus of medical opinion was that its progress was too slow to suggest an underlying malignancy; no one had found a palpable tumor, nor was his liver enlarged. The year after next he would be eligible to stand for the consulship, but Servilia for one now believed he had not the stamina to mount a successful campaign.


  “How are you today?” she asked, sitting in the chair in front of his desk.


  He had looked up and smiled at her when she entered, and now laid down his pen with some pleasure. His love for her had grown no less with the accumulation of almost ten years of marriage, but his inability to be a husband to her in all respects ate at him more corrosively than his disease. Aware of his innate defects of character, he had thought when the disease clamped down after the birth of Junilla that she would turn on him with reproaches and criticisms; but she never had, even after the pain and burning in his gut during the night hours forced him to move to a separate sleeping cubicle. When every attempt at love-making had ended in the ghastly embarrassment of impotence, it had seemed kinder and less mortifying to remove himself physically; though he would have been content to cuddle and kiss, Servilia in the act of love was not cozy and not prone to dalliance.


  So he answered her question honestly by saying, “No better and no worse than usual.”


  “Husband, I want to talk to you,” she said.


  “Of course, Servilia.”


  “I am pregnant, and you have good cause to know that the child is not yours.”


  His color faded from grey to white, he swayed. Servilia leaped to her feet and went to the console table where two carafes and some silver goblets resided, poured un-watered wine into one and stood supporting him while he sipped at it, retching slightly.


  “Oh, Servilia!” he exclaimed after the stimulant had done its work and she had returned to her chair.


  “If it is any consolation,” she said, “this fact has nothing to do with your own illness and disabilities. Were you as virile as Priapus, I would still have gone to this man.”


  The tears gathered in his eyes, poured faster and faster down his cheeks.


  “Use your handkerchief, Silanus!” snapped Servilia.


  Out it came, mopped away. “Who is he?” he managed to ask.


  “In good time. First I need to know what you intend to do about my situation. The father will not marry me. To do so would diminish his dignitas, and that matters more to him than I ever could. I do not blame him, you understand.”


  “How can you be so rational?” he asked in wonder.


  “I can see little point in being anything else! Would you rather I had rushed in squalling and screaming, and made what is still our business everyone’s business?”


  “I suppose not,” he said tiredly, and sighed. The handkerchief was tucked away. “No, of course not. Except that it might have proved you are human. If anything about you worries me, Servilia, it is your lack of humanity, your inability to understand frailty. You bore on like an auger applied to the framework of your life with the skill and drive of a professional craftsman.”


  “That is a very muddled metaphor,” said Servilia.


  “Well, it was what I always sensed in you—and perhaps what I envied in you, for I do not have it myself. I admire it enormously. But it isn’t comfortable, and it prevents pity.”


  “Don’t waste your pity on me, Silanus. You haven’t answered my question yet. What do you intend to do about my situation?”


  He got up, supporting himself by holding on to the back of his chair until he was sure his legs would hold him up. Then he paced up and down the room for a moment before looking at her. So calm, so composed, so unaffected by disaster!


  “Since you don’t intend to marry the man, I think the best thing I can do is move back into our bedroom for enough time to make the child’s origin look like my doing,” he said, going back to his chair.


  Oh, why couldn’t she at least accord him the gratification of seeing her relax, or look relieved, or happy? No, not Servilia! She simply looked exactly the same, even within her eyes.


  “That,” she said, “is sensible, Silanus. It is what I would have done in your situation, but one never knows how a man will see what touches his pride.”


  “It touches my pride, Servilia, but I would rather my pride remained intact, at least in the eyes of our world. No one knows?”


  “He knows, but he won’t air the truth.”


  “Are you very far along?’’


  “No. If you and I resume sleeping together, I doubt anyone will be able to guess from the date of the child’s birth that it is anyone’s but yours.”


  “Well, you must have been discreet, for I’ve heard not one rumor, and there are always plenty of people to let slip rumors like that to the cuckolded husband.”


  “There will be no rumors.”


  “Who is he?” Silanus asked again.


  “Gaius Julius Caesar, of course. I would not have surrendered my reputation to anyone less.”


  “No, of course you wouldn’t have. His birth is as great as rumor says his procreative equipment is,” said Silanus bitterly. “Are you in love with him?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “I can understand why, for all that I dislike the man. Women do tend to make fools of themselves over him.”


  “I,” said Servilia flatly, “have not made a fool of myself.”


  “That’s true. And do you intend to go on seeing him?”


  “Yes. I will never not see him.”


  “One day it will come out, Servilia.”


  “Probably, but it suits neither of us to have our affair made public, so we will try to prevent that.”


  “For which I should be grateful, I suppose. With any luck, I’ll be dead before it does.”


  “I do not wish you dead, husband.”


  Silanus laughed, but its note was not amused. “For which I ought to be grateful! I wouldn’t put it past you to speed my quittance if you thought it might serve your purposes.”


  “It does not serve my purposes.”


  “I understand that.” His breath caught. “Ye gods, Servilia, your children are formally contracted to be married! How can you hope to keep the affair secret?”


  “I fail to see why Brutus and Julia endanger us, Silanus. We do not meet anywhere in their vicinity.”


  “Or anyone else’s vicinity, obviously. As well that the servants are afraid of you.”


  “Indeed.”


  He put his head between his hands. “I would like to be alone now, Servilia.”


  She rose immediately. “Dinner will be ready shortly.”


  “Not for me today.”


  “You should eat,” she said on the way to the door. “It has not escaped me that your pain lessens for some hours after you eat, especially when you eat well.”


  “Not today! Now go, Servilia, go!”


  Servilia went, well satisfied with this interview, and in better charity with Silanus than she had expected to be.


  *


  The Plebeian Assembly convicted Marcus Aurelius Cotta of peculation, fined him more than his fortune was worth, and forbade him fire and water within four hundred miles of Rome.


  “Which denies Athens to me,” he said to his younger brother, Lucius, and to Caesar, “but the thought of Massilia is revolting. So I think I’ll go to Smyrna, and join Uncle Publius Rutilius.”


  “Better company than Verres,” said Lucius Cotta, aghast at the verdict.


  “I hear that the Plebs is going to vote Carbo consular insignia as a token of its esteem,” said Caesar, lip curling.


  “Including lictors and fasces?” asked Marcus Cotta, gasping.


  “I admit we can do with a second consul now that Glabrio’s gone off to govern his new combined province, Uncle Marcus, but though the Plebs may be able to dispense purple-bordered togas and curule chairs, it’s news to me that it can bestow imperium!” snapped Caesar, still shaking with anger. “This is all thanks to the Asian publicani!”


  “Leave it be, Caesar,” said Marcus Cotta. “Times change, it is as simple as that. You might call this the last backlash of Sulla’s punishment of the Ordo Equester. Lucky for me that we all recognized what might happen, and transferred my lands and money to Lucius here.”


  “The proceeds will follow you to Smyrna,” said Lucius Cotta. “Though it was the knights brought you down, there were elements in the Senate contributed their mite as well. I acquit Catulus and Gaius Piso and the rest of the rump, but Publius Sulla, his minion Autronius and all that lot were assiduous in helping Carbo prosecute. So was Catilina. I shan’t forget.”


  “Nor shall I,” said Caesar. He tried to smile. “I love you dearly, Uncle Marcus, you know that. But not even for you will I put horns on Publius Sulla’s head by seducing Pompeius’s hag of a sister.”


  That provoked a laugh, and the fresh comfort of each man’s reflecting that perhaps Publius Sulla was already reaping a little retribution by being obliged to live with Pompey’s sister, neither young nor attractive, and far too fond of the wine flagon.


  *


  Aulus Gabinius finally struck toward the end of February. Only he knew how difficult it had been to sit on his hands and delude Rome into thinking he, the president of the College of Tribunes of the Plebs, was a lightweight after all. Though he existed under the odium of being a man from Picenum (and Pompey’s creature), Gabinius was not precisely a New Man. His father and his uncle had sat in the Senate before him, and there was plenty of respectable Roman blood in the Gabinii besides. His ambition was to throw off Pompey’s yoke and be his own man, though a strong streak of common sense told him that he would never be powerful enough to lead his own faction. Rather, Pompey the Great wasn’t great enough. Gabinius hankered to ally himself with a more Roman man, for there were many things about Picenum and the Picentines exasperated him, particularly their attitude toward Rome. Pompey mattered more than Rome did, and Gabinius found that hard to take. Oh, it was natural enough! In Picenum Pompey was a king, and in Rome he wielded immense clout. Most men from a particular place were proud to follow a fellow countryman who had established his ascendancy over people generally considered better.


  That Aulus Gabinius, fair of face and form, was dissatisfied with the idea of owning Pompey as master could be laid at no one else’s door than Gaius Julius Caesar’s. Much of an age, they had met at the siege of Mitylene and liked each other at once. Truly fascinated, Gabinius had watched young Caesar demonstrate a kind of ability and strength that told him he was privileged to be the friend of a man who would one day matter immensely. Other men had the looks, the height, the physique, the charm, even the ancestors; but Caesar had much more. To own an intellect like his yet be the bravest of the brave was distinction enough, for formidably intelligent men usually saw too many risks in valor. It was as if Caesar could shut anything out that threatened the enterprise of the moment. Whatever the enterprise was, he found exactly the right way to utilize only those qualities in himself able to conclude it with maximum effect. And he had a power Pompey would never have, something which poured out of him and bent everything to the shape he wanted. He counted no cost, he had absolutely no fear.


  And though in the years since Mitylene they had not seen much of each other, Caesar continued to haunt Gabinius. Who made up his mind that when the day came that Caesar led his own faction, Aulus Gabinius would be one of his staunchest adherents. Though how he was going to wriggle out of his cliental obligations to Pompey, Gabinius didn’t know. Pompey was his patron, therefore Gabinius had to work for him as a proper client should. All of which meant that he struck with more intention of impressing the relatively junior and obscure Caesar than Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, the First Man in Rome. His patron.


  He didn’t bother going to the Senate first; since the full restoration of the powers of the tribunes of the plebs, that was not mandatory. Better to strike the Senate without warning by informing the Plebs first, and on a day no one could suspect might produce earthshaking changes.


  Some five hundred men only were dotted around the Well of the Comitia when Gabinius ascended the rostra to speak; these were the professional Plebs, that nucleus which never missed a meeting and could recite whole memorable speeches by heart, not to mention detail plebiscites of note going back a generation at least.


  The Senate House steps were not well populated either; just Caesar, several of Pompey’s senatorial clients including Lucius Afranius and Marcus Petreius, and Marcus Tullius Cicero.


  “If we had ever needed reminding how serious the pirate problem is to Rome, then the sack of Ostia and the capture of our first consignment of Sicilian grain a mere three months ago ought to have administered a gigantic stimulus!” Gabinius told the Plebs—and the watchers on the Curia Hostilia steps.


  “And what have we done to clear Our Sea of this noxious infestation?’’ he thundered. “What have we done to safeguard the grain supply, to ensure that the citizens of Rome do not suffer famines, or have to pay more than they can afford for bread, their greatest staple? What have we done to protect our merchants and their vessels? What have we done to prevent our daughters’ being kidnapped, our praetors’ being abducted?


  “Very little, members of the Plebs. Very, very little!”


  Cicero moved closer to Caesar, touched his arm. “I am intrigued,” he said, “but not mystified. Do you know where he’s going, Caesar?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  On went Gabinius, enjoying himself highly.


  “The very little we have done since Antonius the Orator attempted his pirate purge over forty years ago started in the aftermath of our Dictator’s reign, when his loyal ally and colleague Publius Servilius Vatia went out to govern Cilicia under orders to flush out the pirates. He had a full proconsular imperium, and the authority to raise fleets from every city and state affected by pirates, including Cyprus and Rhodes. He began in Lycia, and dealt with Zenicetes. It took him three years to defeat one pirate! And that pirate was based in Lycia, not among the rocks and crags of Pamphylia and Cilicia, where the worst pirates are. The remainder of his time in the governor’s palace at Tarsus was devoted to a beautiful small war against a tribe of inland Pamphylian soil-scratching peasants, the Isauri. When he defeated them, took their two pathetic little towns captive, our precious Senate told him to tack an extra name onto Publius Servilius Vatia—Isauricus, if you please! Well, Vatia isn’t very inspiring, is it? Knock-knees for a cognomen! Can you blame the poor fellow for wanting to go from being Publius of the plebeian family Servilius who has Knock-knees, to Publius Servilius Knock-knees the Conqueror of the Isauri? You must admit that Isauricus adds a trifle more luster to an otherwise dismal name!”


  To illustrate his point, Gabinius pulled his toga up to show his shapely legs from midthigh downward, and minced back and forth across the rostra with knees together and feet splayed wide apart; his audience responded by laughing and cheering.


  “The next chapter in this saga,” Gabinius went on, “happened in and around the island of Crete. For no better reason than that his father the Orator—a far better and abler man who still hadn’t managed to do the job!—had been commissioned by the Senate and People of Rome to eliminate piracy in Our Sea, the son Marcus Antonius collared the same commission some seven years ago, though this time the Senate alone issued it, thanks to our Dictator’s new rules. In the first year of his campaign Antonius pissed undiluted wine into every sea at the western end of Our Sea and claimed a victory or two, but never did produce tangible evidence like spoils or ship’s beaks. Then, filling his sails with burps and farts, Antonius caroused his way to Greece. Here for two years he sallied forth against the pirate admirals of Crete, with what disastrous consequences we all know. Lasthenes and Panares just walloped him! And in the end, a broken Man of Chalk—for that too is what Creticus means!—he took his own life rather than face the Senate of Rome, his commissioner.


  “After which came another man with a brilliant nickname—that Quintus Caecilius Metellus who is the grandson of Macedonicus and the son of Billy Goat—Metellus Little Goat. It would seem, however, that Metellus Little Goat aspires to be another Creticus! But will Creticus turn out to mean the Conqueror of the Cretans, or a Man of Chalk? What do you think, fellow plebeians?’’


  “Man of Chalk! Man of Chalk!” came the answer.


  Gabinius finished up conversationally. “And that, dear friends, brings us up to the present moment. It brings us to the debacle at Ostia, the stalemate in Crete, the inviolability of every pirate bolt-hole from Gades in Spain to Gaza in Palestina! Nothing has been done! Nothing!”


  His toga being a little rumpled from demonstrating how a knock-kneed man walked, Gabinius paused to adjust it.


  “What do you suggest we do, Gabinius?” called Cicero from the Senate steps.


  “Why hello there, Marcus Cicero!” said Gabinius cheerfully. “And Caesar too! Rome’s best pair of orators listening to the humble pratings of a man from Picenum. I am honored, especially since you stand just about alone up there. No Catulus, no Gaius Piso, no Hortensius, no Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus?”


  “Get on with it, man,” said Cicero, in high good humor.


  “Thank you, I will. What do we do, you ask? The answer is simple, members of the Plebs. We find ourselves a man. One man only. A man who has already been consul, so that there can be no doubt about his constitutional position. A man whose military career has not been fought from the front benches of the Senate like some I could name. We find that man. And by we, fellow plebeians, I mean we of this assemblage. Not the Senate! The Senate has tried all the way from knock-knees to chalky substances without success, so I say the Senate must abrogate its power in this matter, which affects all of us. I repeat, we find ourselves a man, a man who is a consular of established military ability. We then give this man a commission to clear Our Sea of piracy from the Pillars of Hercules to the mouths of Nilus, and to clear the Euxine Sea as well. We give him three years to do this, and within three years he must have done this—for if he has not, members of the Plebs, then we will prosecute him and exile him from Rome forever!”


  Some of the boni had come running from whatever business engaged them, summoned by clients they put in the Forum to monitor even the least suspicious Assembly meeting. Word was spreading that Aulus Gabinius was speaking about a pirate command, and the boni—not to mention many other factions—knew that meant Gabinius was going to ask the Plebs to give it to Pompey. Which could not be allowed to happen. Pompey must never receive another special command, never! It allowed him to think he was better and greater than his equals.


  With the freedom to look around that Gabinius had not, Caesar noted Bibulus descend to the bottom of the Well, with Cato, Ahenobarbus and young Brutus behind him. An interesting quartet. Servilia wouldn’t be pleased if she heard her son was associating with Cato. A fact Brutus obviously understood; he looked hunted and furtive. Perhaps because of that he didn’t seem to listen to what Gabinius was saying, though Bibulus, Cato and Ahenobarbus had anger written large in their faces.


  Gabinius ploughed on. “This man must have absolute autonomy. He must exist under no restrictions whatsoever from Senate or People once he begins. That of course means that we endow him with an unlimited imperium—but not just at sea! His power must extend inward for fifty miles on all coasts, and within that strip of land his powers must override the imperium of every provincial governor affected. He must be given at least fifteen legates of pro-praetorian status and have the freedom to choose and deploy them himself, without hindrance from anyone. If necessary he must be granted the whole contents of the Treasury, and be given the power to levy whatever he needs from money to ships to local militia in every place his imperium encompasses. He must have as many ships, fleets, flotillas as he demands, and as many of Rome’s soldiers.”


  At which point Gabinius noticed the newcomers, and gave a huge, stagy start of surprise. He looked down into Bibulus’s eyes, then grinned delightedly. Neither Catulus nor Hortensius had arrived, but Bibulus, one of the heirs apparent, was enough.


  “If we give this special command against the pirates to one man, members of the Plebs,” cried Gabinius, “then we may at last see the end of piracy! But if we allow certain elements in the Senate to cow us or prevent us, then we and no other body of Roman men will be directly responsible for whatever disasters follow on our failure to act. Let us get rid of piracy for once and for all! It’s time we dispensed with half-measures, compromises, sucking up to the self-importance of families and individuals who insist that the right to protect Rome is theirs alone! It’s time to finish with doing nothing! It’s time to do the job properly!”


  “Aren’t you going to say it, Gabinius?” Bibulus shouted from the bottom of the Well.


  Gabinius looked innocent. “Say what, Bibulus?”


  “The name, the name, the name!”


  “I have no name, Bibulus, just a solution.”


  “Rubbish!” came the harsh and blaring voice of Cato. “That is absolute rubbish, Gabinius! You have a name, all right! The name of your boss, your Picentine upstart boss whose chief delight is destroying every tradition and custom Rome owns! You’re not up there saying all of this out of patriotism, you’re up there serving the interests of your boss, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus!”


  “A name! Cato said a name!” cried Gabinius, looking overjoyed. “Marcus Porcius Cato said a name!” Gabinius leaned forward, bent his knees, got his head as close to Cato below as he could, and said quite softly, “Weren’t you elected a tribune of the soldiers for this year, Cato? Didn’t the lots give you service with Marcus Rubrius in Macedonia? And hasn’t Marcus Rubrius departed for his province already? Don’t you think you should be making a nuisance of yourself with Rubrius in Macedonia, rather than being a nuisance in Rome? But thank you for giving us a name! Until you suggested Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, I had no idea which man would be best.”


  Whereupon he dismissed the meeting before any of the boni tribunes of the plebs could arrive.


  Bibulus turned away with a curt jerk of his head to the other three, lips set, eyes glacial. When he reached the surface of the lower Forum he put his hand out, clutched Brutus’s forearm.


  “You can run a message for me, young man,” he said, “then go home. Find Quintus Lutatius Catulus, Quintus Hortensius and Gaius Piso the consul. Tell them to meet me at my house now.”


  Not very many moments later the three leading members of the boni sat in Bibulus’s study. Cato was still there, but Ahenobarbus had gone; Bibulus deemed him too much of an intellectual liability in a council containing Gaius Piso, who was quite dense enough without reinforcements.


  “It’s been too quiet, and Pompeius Magnus has been too quiet,” said Quintus Lutatius Catulus, a slight and sandy-colored man whose Caesar ancestry showed less in him than his mother’s Domitius Ahenobarbus.


  Catulus’s father, Catulus Caesar, had been a greater man opposing a greater enemy, Gaius Marius, and he had perished in his own way during the hideous slaughter Marius had inflicted on Rome at the beginning of his infamous seventh consulship. The son had been caught in an invidious position after he chose to remain in Rome throughout the years of Sulla’s exile, for he had never truly expected Sulla to overcome Cinna and Carbo. So after Sulla became Dictator, Catulus had trodden very warily until he managed to convince the Dictator of his loyalty. It was Sulla had appointed him consul with Lepidus, who rebelled—one more unhappy chance. Though he, Catulus, had defeated Lepidus, it was Pompey who got the job fighting Sertorius in Spain, a far more important enterprise. Somehow that kind of thing had become the pattern of Catulus’s life: never quite enough in the forefront to excel the way his formidable father had.


  Embittered and now well into his fifties, he listened to the story Bibulus told without having the faintest idea how to combat what Gabinius was proposing to do beyond the traditional technique of uniting the Senate in opposition to any special commands.


  Much younger, and fueled by a greater reservoir of hatred for the pretty fellows who would stand above all others, Bibulus knew too many senators would be inclined to favor the appointment of Pompey if the task was as vital as eradication of the pirates. “It won’t work,” he said to Catulus flatly.


  “It has to work!” Catulus cried, striking his hands together. “We cannot allow that Picentine oaf Pompeius and all his minions to run Rome as a dependency of Picenum! What is Picenum except an outlying Italian state full of so-called Romans who are actually descended from Gauls? Look at Pompeius Magnus—he’s a Gaul! Look at Gabinius—he’s a Gaul! Yet we genuine Romans are expected to abase ourselves before Pompeius Magnus? Elevate him yet again to a position more prestigious than genuine Romans can condone? Magnus! How could a patrician Roman like Sulla have permitted Pompeius to assume a name meaning great?”


  “I agree!” snapped Gaius Piso fiercely. “It’s intolerable !’’


  Hortensius sighed. “Sulla needed him, and Sulla would have prostituted himself to Mithridates or Tigranes if that had been the only way back from exile to rule in Rome,” he said, shrugging his shoulders.


  “There’s no point in railing at Sulla,” said Bibulus. “We have to keep our heads, or we’ll lose this battle. Gabinius has circumstances on his side. The fact remains, Quintus Catulus, that the Senate hasn’t dealt with the pirates, and I don’t think the good Metellus in Crete will succeed either. The sack of Ostia was all the excuse Gabinius needed to propose this solution.”


  “Are you saying,” asked Cato, “that we won’t manage to keep Pompeius out of the command Gabinius is suggesting?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “Pompeius can’t win against the pirates,” said Gaius Piso, smiling sourly.


  “Exactly,” said Bibulus. “It may be that we’ll have to watch the Plebs issue that special command, then sit back and bring Pompeius down for good after he fails.”


  “No,” said Hortensius. “There is a way of keeping Pompeius out of the job. Put up another name to the Plebs that it will prefer to Pompeius’s.”


  A small silence fell, broken by the sharp sound of Bibulus’s hand cracking down on his desk. “Marcus Licinius Crassus!” he cried. “Brilliant, Hortensius, brilliant! He’s quite as good as Pompeius, and he has massive support among the knights of the Plebs. All they really care about is losing money, and the pirates lose them millions upon millions every year. No one in Rome will ever forget how Crassus handled his campaign against Spartacus. The man’s a genius at organization, as unstoppable as an avalanche, and as ruthless as old King Mithridates.”


  “I don’t like him or anything he stands for, but he does have the blood,” from Gaius Piso, pleased. “Nor are his chances any less than Pompeius’s.”


  “Very well then, we ask Crassus to volunteer for the special command against the pirates,” said Hortensius with satisfaction. “Who will put it to him?”


  “I will,” said Catulus. He looked at Piso sternly. “In the meantime, senior consul, I suggest that your officers summon the Senate into session at dawn tomorrow. Gabinius didn’t convoke another meeting of the Plebs, so we’ll bring the matter up in the House and secure a consultum directing the Plebs to appoint Crassus.”


  *


  But someone else got in first, as Catulus was to discover when he tracked Crassus down at his home some hours later.


  Caesar had left the Senate steps in a hurry, and went straight from the Forum to Crassus’s offices in an insula behind the Macellum Cuppedenis, the spice and flower markets which the State had been compelled to auction off into private ownership years before; it had been the only way to fund Sulla’s campaigns in the East against Mithridates. A young man at the time, Crassus had not owned the money to buy it; during Sulla’s proscriptions it fell at another auction, and by then Crassus was in a position to buy heavily. Thus he now owned a great deal of very choice property behind the eastern fringe of the Forum, including a dozen warehouses wherein merchants stored their precious peppercorns, nard, incenses, cinnamon, balms, perfumes and aromatics.


  He was a big man, Crassus, taller than he looked because of his width, and there was no fat on him. Neck, shoulders and trunk were thickset, and that combined with a certain placidity in his face had caused all who knew him to see his resemblance to an ox—an ox which gored. He had married the widow of both his elder brothers, a Sabine lady of fine family by name of Axia who had become known as Tertulla because she had married three brothers; he had two promising sons, though the elder, Publius, was actually Tertulla’s son by his brother Publius. Young Publius was ten years from the Senate, while the son of Crassus’s loins, Marcus, was some years younger than that. No one could fault Crassus as a family man; his uxoriousness and devotion were famous. But his family was not his abiding passion. Marcus Licinius Crassus had only one passion—money. Some called him the richest man in Rome, though Caesar, treading up the grimy narrow stairs to his lair on the fifth floor of the insula, knew better. The Servilius Caepio fortune was almost infinitely larger, and so too the fortune of the man he went to see Crassus about, Pompey the Great.


  That he had chosen to walk up five flights of stairs rather than occupy more commodious premises lower down was typical of Crassus, who understood his rents exquisitely well. The higher the floor, the lower the rent. Why fritter away a few thousands of sesterces by himself using profitable lower floors which could be rented out? Besides, stairs were good exercise. Nor did Crassus bother with appearances; he sat at a desk in one corner of a room in permanent turmoil with all his senior staff beneath his eyes, and cared not a whit if they jostled his elbow or talked at the tops of their voices.


  “Time for a little fresh air!” shouted Caesar, jerking his head in the direction of the doorway behind him.


  Crassus got up immediately to follow Caesar down and out into a different kind of turmoil, that of the Macellum Cuppedenis.


  They were good friends, Caesar and Crassus, had been since Caesar had served with Crassus during the war against Spartacus. Many wondered at this peculiar association, for the differences between them blinded observers to the far greater similarities. Under those two very contrasting facades existed the same kind of steel, which they understood even if their world did not.


  Neither man did what most men would have done, namely to go over to a famous snack bar and buy spiced minced pork encased in a deliciously light and flaky pastry made by covering flour dough with cold lard, folding it and rolling it, then more lard, and repeating the process many times. Caesar as usual wasn’t hungry, and Crassus deemed eating anywhere outside his own home a waste of money. Instead, they found a wall to lean on between a busy school of boys and girls taking their lessons in the open air and a booth devoted to peppercorns.


  “All right, we’re well protected against eavesdroppers,” said Crassus, scratching his scalp; it had quite suddenly made itself visible after his year as Pompey’s junior consul when most of his hair fell out—a fact Crassus blamed on the worry of having to earn an extra thousand talents to replace what he had spent on making sure he ended up the consul with the best reputation among the people. That his baldness was more likely due to his age did not occur to him; he would turn fifty this year. Irrelevant. Marcus Crassus blamed everything on worries about money.


  “I predict,” said Caesar, eyes on an adorable little dark girl in the impromptu classroom, “that you will receive a visit this evening from none other than our dear Quintus Lutatius Catulus.”


  “Oh?” asked Crassus, his gaze fixed on the extortionate price chalked on a wooden card propped up against a glazed ceramic jar of peppercorns from Taprobane. “What’s in the wind, Caesar?”


  “You should have abandoned your ledgers and come to today’s meeting of the Plebeian Assembly,” said Caesar.


  “Interesting, was it?”


  “Fascinating, though not unexpected—by me, at any rate. I had a little conversation with Magnus last year, so I was prepared. I doubt anyone else was save for Afranius and Petreius, who kept me company on the Curia Hostilia steps. I daresay they thought someone might smell which way the wind was blowing if they stood in the Well of the Comitia. Cicero kept me company too, but out of curiosity. He has a wonderful nose for sensing which meetings might be worth attending.”


  No fool politically either, Crassus withdrew his gaze from the costly peppercorns and stared at Caesar. “Oho! What’s our friend Magnus up to?”


  “Gabinius proposed to the Plebs that it should legislate to give an unlimited imperium and absolutely unlimited everything else to one man. Naturally he didn’t name the man. The object of this unlimited everything is to put an end to the pirates,” said Caesar, smiling when the little girl slammed her wax tablet down on the head of the little boy next to her.


  “An ideal job for Magnus,” said Crassus.


  “Of course. I understand, incidentally, that he’s been doing his homework for over two years. However, it won’t be a popular commission with the Senate, will it?”


  “Not among Catulus and his boys.”


  “Nor among most members of the Senate, I predict. They’ll never forgive Magnus for forcing them to legitimize his desire to be consul.”


  “Nor will I,” said Crassus grimly. He drew a breath. “So you think Catulus will ask me to run for the job in opposition to Pompeius, eh?”


  “Bound to.”


  “Tempting,” said Crassus, his attention attracted to the school because the little boy was bawling and the pedagogue was trying to avert a free-for-all among his pupils.


  “Don’t be tempted, Marcus,” said Caesar gently.


  “Why not?”


  “It wouldn’t work, Marcus. Believe me, it wouldn’t work. If Magnus is as prepared as I think Magnus is, then let him have the job. Your businesses suffer the effects of piracy as much as any businesses do. If you’re clever, you’ll stay in Rome and reap the rewards of pirate-free waterways. You know Magnus. He’ll do the job, and he’ll do it properly. But everyone else will wait and see. You can use the however many months this general skepticism will give you to prepare for the good times to come,” said Caesar.


  That was, as Caesar well knew, the most compelling argument he could have put forward.


  Crassus nodded and straightened. “You’ve convinced me,” he said, and glanced up at the sun. “Time to put in a bit more work on those ledgers before I go home to receive Catulus.”


  The two men picked their way unconcernedly through the chaos which had descended upon the school, with Caesar giving the small cause of it all a companionable grin as he passed her. “Bye-bye, Servilia!” he said to her.


  Crassus, about to go the other way, looked startled. “Do you know her?” he asked. “Is she a Servilia?”


  “No, I don’t know her,” called Caesar, already fifteen feet away. “But she does remind me vividly of Julia’s prospective mother-in-law!”


  *


  Thus it was that when Piso the consul convoked the Senate at dawn the next morning, the leading lights of that body had found no rival general to put up against Pompey; Catulus’s interview with Crassus had foundered.


  News of what was in the wind had spread from one back tier clear across to the other, of course, and opposition from all sides had hardened, much to the delight of the boni. The demise of Sulla was just too recent for most men to forget how he had held the Senate to ransom, despite his favors; and Pompey had been his pet, his executioner. Pompey had killed too many senators of Cinnan and Carboan persuasion, then killed Brutus too, and had forced the Senate to allow him to be elected consul without ever having been a senator. That last crime was the most unforgivable of all. The censors Lentulus Clodianus and Poplicola were still influential in Pompey’s favor, but his most powerful employees, Philippus and Cethegus, were gone, the one into retirement as a voluptuary, the other through the offices of death.


  Not surprising then that when they entered the Curia Hostilia this morning in their solid-purple censors’ togas, Lentulus Clodianus and Poplicola resolved after looking at so many set faces that they would not speak up for Pompey the Great today. Nor would Curio, another Pompeian employee. As for Afranius and old Petreius, their rhetorical skills were so limited that they were under orders not to try. Crassus was absent.


  “Isn’t Pompeius coming to Rome?” asked Caesar of Gabinius when he realized Pompey himself was not there.


  “On his way,” said Gabinius, “but he won’t appear until his name is mentioned in the Plebs. You know how he hates the Senate.”


  Once the auguries had been taken and Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus had conducted the prayers, Piso (who held the fasces for February because Glabrio had vanished east) began the meeting.


  “I realize,” he said from his curule chair on the elevated platform at the far end of the chamber, “that today’s meeting is not, under the recent legislation of Aulus Gabinius, tribune of the plebs, germane to February’s business. In one way! But in another, as it concerns a foreign command, it definitely is. All of which is beside the point. Nothing in that lex Gabinia can prevent this body’s meeting to discuss urgent affairs of any kind during the month of February!”


  He rose to his feet, a typical Calpurnius Piso, being tall, very dark, and possessed of bushy eyebrows. “This same tribune of the plebs, Aulus Gabinius from Picenum”—he gestured with one hand at the back of Gabinius ‘s head, below him and on the far left end of the tribunician bench—”yesterday, without first notifying this body, convoked the Assembly of the Plebs and told its members—or those few who were present, anyway—how to get rid of piracy. Without consulting us, without consulting anyone! Toss unlimited imperium, money and forces into one single man’s lap, he said! Not mentioning any names, but which one of us can doubt that only one name was inside his Picentine head? This Aulus Gabinius and his fellow Picentine tribune of the plebs, Gaius Cornelius of no distinguished family despite his nomen, have already given us who have inherited Rome as our responsibility more trouble than enough since they entered office. I, for example, have been forced to draft counter-legislation for bribery at the curule elections. I, for example, have been cunningly deprived of my colleague in this year’s consulship. I, for example, have been accused of numberless crimes to do with electoral bribery.


  “All of you present here today are aware of the seriousness of this proposed new lex Gabinia, and aware too how greatly it infringes every aspect of the mos maiorum. But it is not my duty to open this debate, only to guide it. So as it is too early in the year for any magistrates-elect to be present, I will proceed first to this year’s praetors, and ask for a spokesman.”


  As the debating order had already been worked out, no praetor offered his services, nor did any aedile, curule or plebeian; Gaius Piso passed to the ranks of the consulars in the front rows on either side of the House. That meant the most powerful piece of oratorical artillery would fire first: Quintus Hortensius.


  “Honored consul, censors, magistrates, consulars and senators,” he began, “it is time once and for all to put paid to these so-called special military commissions! We all know why the Dictator Sulla incorporated that clause in his amended constitution—to purchase the services of one man who did not belong to this august and venerable body—a knight from Picenum who had the presumption to recruit and general troops in Sulla’s employ while still in his early twenties, and who, having tasted the sweetness of blatant unconstitutionality, continued to espouse it—though espouse the Senate he would not! When Lepidus revolted he held Italian Gaul, and actually had the temerity to order the execution of a member of one of Rome’s oldest and finest families—Marcus Junius Brutus. Whose treason, if treason it really was, this body defined by including Brutus in its decree outlawing Lepidus. A decree which did not give Pompeius the right to have Brutus’s head lopped off by a minion in the marketplace at Regium Lepidum! Nor to cremate the head and body, then casually send the ashes to Rome with a short, semiliterate note of explanation!


  “After which, Pompeius kept his precious Picentine legions in Mutina until he forced the Senate to commission him—no senator, no magistrate!—with a proconsular imperium to go to Spain, govern the nearer province in the Senate’s name and make war on the renegade Quintus Sertorius. When all the time, Conscript Fathers, in the further province we had an eminent man of proper family and background, the good Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus, already in the field against Sertorius—a man who, I add, did more to defeat Sertorius than this extraordinary and unsenatorial Pompeius ever did! Though it was Pompeius who took the glory, Pompeius who collected the laurels!”


  Quite a good-looking man of imposing presence, Hortensius turned slowly in a circle and seemed to look into every pair of eyes, a trick he had used to good effect in law courts for twenty and more years. “Then what does this Picentine nobody Pompeius do when he returns to our beloved country? Against every provision of the constitution, he brings his army across the Rubico and into Italia, where he sits it down and proceeds to blackmail us into allowing him to stand for consul! We had no choice. Pompeius became consul. And even today, Conscript Fathers, I refuse with every fiber of my being to accord him that abominable name of Magnus he awarded himself! For he is not great! He is a boil, a carbuncle, a putrid festering sore in Rome’s maltreated hide!


  “How dare Pompeius assume he can blackmail this body yet again? How dare he put his fellating minion Gabinius up to this? Unlimited imperium and unlimited forces and unlimited money, if you please! When all the time the Senate has an able commander in Crete doing an excellent job! An excellent job, I repeat! An excellent job! Excellent, excellent!” Hortensius’s Asianic style of oratory was now in full flight, and the House had settled down (particularly as it was in agreement with every word he said) to listen to one of its all-time great speakers. “I tell you, fellow members of this House, that I will never, never, never consent to this command, no matter whose name might be put up to fill it! Only in our time has Rome ever needed to resort to unlimited imperium, unlimited commands! They are unconstitutional and unconscionable and unacceptable! We will clear Our Sea of pirates, but we will do it the Roman way, not the Picentine way!”


  At which point Bibulus began to cheer and drum his feet, and the whole House joined him. Hortensius sat down, flushed with a sweet victory.


  Aulus Gabinius had listened impassively, and at the end shrugged his shoulders, lifted his hands. “The Roman way,” he said loudly when the cheering died down, “has degenerated to such a point of ineffectuality that it might better be called the Pisidian way! If Picenum is what the job needs, then Picenum it has to be. For what is Picenum, if it is not Rome? You draw geographical boundaries, Quintus Hortensius, which do not exist!”


  “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” screamed Piso, leaping to his feet and down off the curule dais to face the tribunician bench beneath it. “You dare to prate of Rome, you Gaul from a nest of Gauls? You dare to lump Gaul with Rome? Beware then, Gabinius the Gaul, that you do not suffer the same fate as Romulus, and never return from your hunting expedition!”


  “A threat!” shouted Gabinius, leaping to his feet. “You hear him, Conscript Fathers? He threatens to kill me, for that is what happened to Romulus! Killed by men who weren’t his bootlace, lurking in the Goat Swamps of the Campus Martius!”


  Pandemonium broke out, but Piso and Catulus quelled it between them, unwilling to see the House dissolve before they had had their say. Gabinius had returned to his perch on the end of the bench where the tribunes of the plebs sat, and watched bright-eyed as the consul and the consular went their rounds, soothing, clucking, persuading men to put their behinds back on their stools.


  And then, when quiet had more or less returned and Piso was about to ask Catulus his opinion, Gaius Julius Caesar rose to his feet. As he wore his corona civica and therefore ranked with any consular in the speaking order, Piso, who disliked him, threw him a dirty look which invited him to sit down again. Caesar remained standing, Piso glaring.


  “Let him speak, Piso!” cried Gabinius. “He’s entitled!”


  Though he didn’t exercise his oratorical privilege in the House very often, Caesar was acknowledged as Cicero’s only real rival; Hortensius’s Asianic style had fallen out of favor since the advent of Cicero’s plainer but more powerful Athenian style, and Caesar too preferred to be Attic. If there was one thing every member of the Senate had in common, it was a connoisseur’s appreciation for oratory. Expecting Catulus, they all opted for Caesar.


  “As neither Lucius Bellienus nor Marcus Sextilius has yet been returned to our bosom, I believe I am the only member of this House present here today who has actually been captured by pirates,” he said in that high, absolutely clear voice he assumed for public speech. “It makes me, you might say, an expert on the subject, if expertise can be conveyed by firsthand experience. I did not find it an edifying experience, and my aversion began in the moment I saw those two trim war galleys bearing down on my poor, plodding merchant vessel. For, Conscript Fathers, I was informed by my captain that to attempt armed resistance was as certain to produce death as it was bound to be futile. And I, Gaius Julius Caesar, had to yield my person to a vulgar fellow named Polygonus, who had been preying upon merchantmen in Lydian, Carian and Lycian waters for over twenty years.


  “I learned a lot during the forty days I remained the prisoner of Polygonus,” Caesar went on in more conversational tones. “I learned that there is an agreed sliding scale of ransom for all prisoners too valuable to be sent to the slave markets or chained up to wait on these pirates back home in their lairs. For a mere Roman citizen, slavery it is. A mere Roman citizen isn’t worth two thousand sesterces, which is the bottom price he could fetch in the slave markets. For a Roman centurion or a Roman about halfway up the hierarchy of the publicani, the ransom is half a talent. For a top Roman knight or publicanus, the price is one talent. For a Roman nobleman of high family who is not a member of the Senate, the price is two talents. For a Roman senator of pedarius status, the ransom is ten talents. For a Roman senator of junior magisterial status—quaestor or aedile or tribune of the plebs—the ransom is twenty talents. For a Roman senator who has held a praetorship or consulship, the ransom is fifty talents. When captured complete with lictors and fasces, as in the case of our two latest praetor victims, the price goes up to one hundred talents each, as we have learned only days ago. Censors and consuls of note fetch a hundred talents. Though I am not sure what value pirates put on consuls like our dear Gaius Piso here—perhaps one talent? I wouldn’t pay more for him myself, I do assure you. But then, I am not a pirate, though I sometimes wonder about Gaius Piso in that respect!


  “One is expected during one’s imprisonment,” Caesar continued in that same casual manner, “to blanch in fear and fall down with great regularity to beg for one’s life. Not something these Julian knees of mine are accustomed to doing—nor did. I spent my time spying out the land, assessing possible resistance to attack, discovering what was guarded and whereabouts. And I also spent my time assuring everyone that when my ransom was found—it was fifty talents—I would return, capture the place, send the women and children to the slave markets, and crucify the men. They thought that a wonderful joke. I would never, never find them, they told me. But I did find them, Conscript Fathers, and I did capture the place, and I did send the women and children to the slave markets, and I did crucify all the men. I could have brought back the beaks of four pirate ships to adorn the rostra, but since I used the Rhodians for my expedition, the beaks stand now on a column in Rhodus next door to the new temple of Aphrodite that I caused to be built by my share of the spoils.


  “Now Polygonus was only one of hundreds of pirates at that end of Our Sea, and not even a major pirate, if they are to be graded. Mind you, Polygonus had been having such a lucrative time of it working on his own with a mere four galleys that he saw no point in joining forces with other pirates to form a little navy under a competent admiral like Lasthenes or Panares—or Pharnaces or Megadates, to move a little closer to home. Polygonus was happy to pay five hundred denarii to a spy in Miletus or Priene in return for information as to which ships were worth boarding. And how assiduous his spies were! No fat pickings escaped their attention. Among his hoard were many items of jewelry made in Egypt, which indicates that he raided vessels between Pelusium and Paphos too. So his network of spies must have been enormous. Paid only for information which found him good prey, of course, not routinely paid. Keep men short and their noses keen, and in the end it’s cheaper as well as more effective.


  “Noxious and of great nuisance value though they are, however, pirates like Polygonus are a minor affair compared to the pirate fleets under their pirate admirals. They don’t need to wait for lone ships to come along, or ships in unarmed convoys. They can attack grain fleets escorted by heavily armed galleys. And then they proceed to sell back to Roman middlemen what was Rome’s in the first place, already bought and paid for. Little wonder Roman bellies are empty, half of that vacuum from lack of grain, half because what grain there is sells at three and four times what it should, even from the aedile’s dole list.”


  Caesar paused, but no one interrupted, even Piso, face red at the insult tossed his way as if no moment. “I do not need to labor one point,” he said evenly, “because I can see no merit in laboring it. Namely, that there have been provincial governors appointed by this body who have actively connived with pirates to allow them port facilities, food, even vintage wines on stretches of coast that otherwise would have been closed to pirate tenancy. It all came out during the trial of Gaius Verres, and those of you sitting here today who either engaged in this practice or let others engage in it know well who you are. And if the fate of my poor uncle Marcus Aurelius Cotta is anything to go by, be warned that the passage of time is no guarantee that crimes, real or imagined, will not one day be put to your accounts.


  “Nor am I about to labor another point so obvious that it is very old, very tired, very threadbare. Namely, that so far Rome—and by Rome I mean both the Senate and the People!—has not even touched the problem of piracy, let alone begun to scotch it. There is absolutely no way one man in one piddling little spot, be that spot Crete or the Baleares or Lycia, can hope to terminate the activities of pirates. Strike at one place, and all that happens is that the pirates pick up their gear and sail off somewhere else. Has Metellus in Crete actually succeeded in cutting off a pirate head? Lasthenes and Panares are but two of the heads this monster Hydra owns, and theirs are still on their shoulders, still sailing the seas around Crete.


  “What it needs,” cried Caesar, his voice swelling, “is not just the will to succeed, not just the wish to succeed, not just the ambition to succeed! What it needs is an all-out effort in every place at one and the same moment, an operation masterminded by one hand, one mind, one will. And hand and mind and will must belong to a man whose prowess at organization is so well known, so well tested, that we, the Senate as well as the People of Rome, can give the task to him with confidence that for once our money and our manpower and our materiel will not be wasted!”


  He drew in a breath. “Aulus Gabinius suggested a man. A man who is a consular and whose career says that he can do the job as it must be done. But I will go one better than Aulus Gabinius, and name that man! I propose that this body give command against the pirates with unlimited imperium in all respects to Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus!”


  “Three cheers for Caesar!” Gabinius shouted, leaping onto the tribunician bench with both arms above his head. “I say it too! Give the command in the war against piracy to our greatest general, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus!”


  All outraged attention swung from Caesar to Gabinius, with Piso in the lead; off the curule dais he jumped, grabbed wildly at Gabinius, hauled him down. But Piso’s body temporarily gave Gabinius the cover he needed, so he ducked under one flailing fist, tucked his toga around his thighs for the second time in two days, and bolted for the doors with half the Senate in pursuit.


  Caesar picked his way between upended stools to where Cicero sat pensively with his chin propped up on one palm; he turned the stool next to Cicero the right way up, and sat down too.


  “Masterly,” said Cicero.


  “Nice of Gabinius to divert their wrath from my head to his,” said Caesar, sighing and stretching his legs out.


  “It’s harder to lynch you. There’s a barrier built into their minds because you’re a patrician Julian. As for Gabinius, he’s—how did Hortensius put it?—a fellating minion. Add as understood, Picentine and Pompeian. Therefore he may be lynched with impunity. Besides, he was closer to Piso than you, and he didn’t win that,” Cicero ended, pointing to the chaplet of oak leaves Caesar wore. “I think there will be many times when half of Rome may want to lynch you, Caesar, but it would be an interesting group succeeded. Definitely not led by the likes of Piso.”


  Sounds of shouting and violence outside rose in volume; the next thing Piso flew back into the chamber with various members of the professional Plebs behind him. Catulus in his wake dodged around the back of one of the open doors, and Hortensius around the other. Piso fell under a tackle and was dragged outside again, head bleeding.


  “I say, it looks as if they’re in earnest,” Cicero observed with clinical interest. “Piso might be lynched.”


  “I hope he is,” said Caesar, not moving.


  Cicero giggled. “Well, if you won’t stir to help, I fail to see why I should.”


  “Oh, Gabinius will talk them out of it, that will make him look wonderful. Besides, it’s quieter up here.”


  “Which is why I transferred my carcass up here.”


  “I take it,” said Caesar, “that you’re in favor of Magnus’s getting this gigantic command?”


  “Definitely. He’s a good man, even if he isn’t one of the boni. There’s no one else has a hope. Of doing it, I mean.”


  “There is, you know. But they wouldn’t give the job to me anyway, and I really do think Magnus can do it.”


  “Conceit!” cried Cicero, astonished.


  “There is a difference between truth and conceit.”


  “But do you know it?”


  “Of course.”


  They fell silent for a while, then as the noise began to die away both men rose, descended to the floor of the chamber, and sallied out into the portico.


  There it became clear that victory had gone to the Pompeians; Piso sat bleeding on a step being tended by Catulus, but of Quintus Hortensius there was no sign.


  “You!” cried Catulus bitterly as Caesar ranged alongside him. “What a traitor to your class you are, Caesar! Just as I told you all those years ago when you came begging to serve in my army against Lepidus! You haven’t changed. You’ll never change, never! Always on the side of these ill-born demagogues who are determined to destroy the supremacy of the Senate!”


  “At your age, Catulus, I would have thought you’d come to see that it’s you ultraconservative sticks with your mouths puckered up like a cat’s anus will do that,” said Caesar dispassionately. “I believe in Rome, and in the Senate. But you do it no good by opposing changes that your own incompetence have made necessary.”


  “I will defend Rome and the Senate against the likes of Pompeius until the day I die!”


  “Which, looking at you, may not be so far off.”


  Cicero, who had gone to hear what Gabinius on the rostra was saying, returned to the bottom of the steps. “Another meeting of the Plebs the day after tomorrow!” he called, waving farewell.


  “There’s another one who will destroy us,” said Catulus, lip curling contemptuously. “An upstart New Man with the gift of the gab and a head too big to fit through these doors!”


  *


  When the Plebeian Assembly met, Pompey was standing on the rostra next to Gabinius, who now proposed his lex Gabinia de piratis persequendis with a name attached to the man: Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. Everybody’s choice, so much was clear from all the cheering. Though he was a mediocre speaker, Pompey had something in its way more valuable, which was a fresh and open, honest and engaging look about him, from the wide blue eyes to the wide frank smile. And that quality, reflected Caesar, watching and listening from the Senate steps, I do not have. Though I do not think I covet it. His style, not mine. Mine works equally well with the people.


  Today’s opposition to the lex Gabinia de piratis persequendis was going to be more formal, though possibly no less violent; the three conservative tribunes of the plebs were very much in evidence on the rostra, Trebellius standing a little in front of Roscius Otho and Globulus to proclaim that he was their leader.


  But before Gabinius went into the details of his bill, he called upon Pompey to speak, and none of the senatorial rump from Trebellius to Catulus to Piso tried to stop him; the whole crowd was on his side. It was very well done of its kind. Pompey began by protesting that he had been under arms in Rome’s service since his boyhood, and he was profoundly weary of being called upon to serve Rome yet again with yet another of these special commands. He went on to enumerate his campaigns (more campaigns than he had years, he sighed wistfully), then explained that the jealousy and hatred increased each time he did it again, saved Rome. And oh, he didn’t want yet more jealousy, yet more hatred! Let him be what he most wanted to be—a family man, a country squire, a private gentleman. Find someone else, he beseeched Gabinius and the crowd, both hands outstretched.


  Naturally no one took this seriously, though everyone did approve heartily of Pompey’s modesty and self-deprecation. Lucius Trebellius asked leave of Gabinius, the College president, to speak, and was refused. When he tried anyway, the crowd drowned his words with boos, jeers, catcalls. So as Gabinius proceeded, he produced the one weapon Gabinius could not ignore.


  “I interpose my veto against the lex Gabinia de piratis persequendis!” cried Lucius Trebellius in ringing tones.


  Silence fell.


  “Withdraw your veto, Trebellius,” said Gabinius.


  “I will not. I veto your boss’s law!”


  “Don’t force me to take measures, Trebellius.”


  “What measures can you take short of throwing me from the Tarpeian Rock, Gabinius? And that cannot change my veto. I will be dead, but your law will not be passed,” said Trebellius.


  This was the true test of strength, for the days had gone when meetings could degenerate into violence with impunity for the man convoking the meeting, when an irate Plebs could physically intimidate tribunes into withdrawing their vetoes while the man in charge of the Plebs remained an innocent bystander. Gabinius knew that if a riot broke out during this proper meeting of the Plebs, he would be held accountable at law. Therefore he solved his problem in a constitutional way none could impeach.


  “I can ask this Assembly to legislate you out of your office, Trebellius,” answered Gabinius. “Withdraw your veto!”


  “I refuse to withdraw my veto, Aulus Gabinius.”


  There were thirty-five tribes of Roman citizen men. All the voting procedures in the Assemblies were arrived at through the tribes, which meant that at the end of several thousand men’s voting, only thirty-five actual votes were recorded. In elections all the tribes voted simultaneously, but when passing laws the tribes voted one after the other, and what Gabinius was seeking was a law to depose Lucius Trebellius. Therefore Gabinius called the thirty-five tribes to vote consecutively, and one after the other they voted to depose Trebellius. Eighteen was the majority, so eighteen votes were all Gabinius needed. In solemn quiet and perfect order, the ballot proceeded inexorably: Suburana, Sergia, Palatina, Quirina, Horatia, Aniensis, Menenia, Oufentina, Maecia, Pomptina, Stellatina, Clustumina, Tromentina, Voltinia, Papiria, Fabia... The seventeenth tribe to vote was Cornelia, and the vote was the same. Deposition.


  “Well, Lucius Trebellius?” asked Gabinius, turning to his colleague with a big smile. “Seventeen tribes in succession have voted against you. Do I call upon the men of Camilla to make it eighteen and a majority, or will you withdraw your veto?”


  Trebellius licked his lips, looked desperately at Catulus, Hortensius, Piso, then at the remote and aloof Pontifex Maximus, Metellus Pius, who ought to have honored his membership in the boni, but since his return from Spain four years ago was a changed man—a quiet man—a resigned man. Despite all of which, it was to Metellus Pius that Trebellius addressed his appeal.


  “Pontifex Maximus, what ought I to do?” he cried.


  “The Plebs have shown their wishes in the matter, Lucius Trebellius,” said Metellus Pius in a clear, carrying voice which did not stammer once. “Withdraw your veto. The Plebs have instructed you to withdraw your veto.”


  “I withdraw my veto,” Trebellius said, turned on his heel and retreated to the back of the rostra platform.


  But having outlined his bill, Gabinius now seemed in no hurry to pass it. He asked Catulus to speak, then Hortensius.


  “Clever little fellow, isn’t he?” asked Cicero, a trifle put out that no one was asking him to speak. “Listen to Hortensius! In the Senate the day before yesterday, he said he’d die before any more special commands with unlimited imperium would pass! Today he’s still against special commands with unlimited imperium, but if Rome insists on creating this animal, then Pompeius and no one else should have its leash put into his hand. That certainly tells us which way the Forum wind is blowing, doesn’t it?”


  It certainly did. Pompey concluded the meeting by shedding a few tears and announcing that if Rome insisted, then he supposed he would have to shoulder this new burden, lethal though the exhaustion it produced would be. After which Gabinius dismissed the meeting, the vote as yet untaken. However, the tribune of the plebs Roscius Otho had the last word. Angry, frustrated, longing to kill the whole Plebs, he stepped to the front of the rostra and thrust his clenched right fist upward, then very slowly extended its medicus finger to its full length, and waggled it.


  “Shove it up your arse, Plebs!” laughed Cicero, appreciating this futile gesture enormously.


  “So you’re happy to allow the Plebs a day to consider, eh?” he asked Gabinius when the College came down from the rostra.


  “I’ll do everything exactly as it ought to be done.”


  “How many bills?”


  “One general, then one awarding the command to Gnaeus Pompeius, and a third detailing the terms of his command.”


  Cicero tucked his arm through Gabinius’s and began to walk. “I loved that little bit at the end of Catulus’s speech, didn’t you? You know, when Catulus asked the Plebs what would happen if Magnus was killed, with whom would the Plebs replace him?”


  Gabinius doubled up with laughter. “And they all cried with one voice, ‘You, Catulus! You and no one but you!’ ”


  “Poor Catulus! The veteran of an hour-long rout fought in the shade of the Quirinal.”


  “He got the point,” said Gabinius.


  “He got shafted,” said Cicero. “That’s the trouble with being a rump. You contain the posterior fundamental orifice.”


  *


  In the end Pompey got more than Gabinius had originally asked for: his imperium was maius on sea and for fifty miles inland from every coast, which meant his authority overrode the authority of every provincial governor and those with special commands like Metellus Little Goat in Crete and Lucullus in his war against the two kings. No one could gainsay him without revocation of the act in the Plebeian Assembly. He was to have five hundred ships at Rome’s expense and as many more as he wanted in levies from coastal cities and states; he was to have one hundred and twenty thousand Roman troops and as many more as he considered necessary in levies from the provinces; he was to have five thousand horse troopers; he was to have twenty-four legates with propraetorian status, all of his own choice, and two quaestors; he was to have one hundred and forty-four million sesterces from the Treasury at once, and more when he wanted more. In short, the Plebs awarded him a command the like of which had never been seen.


  But, to do him justice, Pompey wasted no time puffing out his chest and rubbing his victory in to people like Catulus and Piso; he was too eager to begin what he had planned down to the last detail. And, if he needed further evidence of the people’s faith in his ability to do away with piracy on the high seas once and for all, he could look with pride to the fact that on the day the leges Gabiniae were passed, the price of grain in Rome dropped.


  Though some wondered at it, he did not choose his two old lieutenants from Spain among his legates—that is, Afranius and Petreius. Instead, he attempted to soothe the fears of the boni by picking irreproachable men like Sisenna and Varro, two of the Manlii Torquati, Lentulus Marcellinus and the younger of his wife Mucia Tertia’s two half brothers, Metellus Nepos. It was to his tame censors Poplicola and Lentulus Clodianus, however, that he gave the most important commands, Poplicola of the Tuscan Sea and Lentulus Clodianus of the Adriatic Sea. Italy reposed between them, safe and secure.


  He divided the Middle Sea into thirteen regions, each of which he allocated a commander and a second-in-command, fleets, troops, money. And this time there would be no insubordination, no assuming initiative by any of his legates.


  “There can be no Arausio,” he said sternly in his command tent, his legates assembled before the great enterprise began. “If one of you so much as farts in a direction I have not myself in person instructed as the right direction for farting, I will cut out your balls and send you to the eunuch markets in Alexandria,” he said, and meant it. “My imperium is maius, and that means I can do whatever I like. Every last one of you will have written orders so detailed and complete that you don’t have to decide for yourselves what’s for dinner the day after tomorrow. You do as you’re told. If any man among you isn’t prepared to do as he’s told, then speak up now. Otherwise it’s singing soprano at the court of King Ptolemy, is that understood?”


  “He may not be elegant in his phraseology or his metaphors,” said Varro to his fellow literatus, Sisenna, “but he does have a wonderful way of convincing people that he means what he says.”


  “I keep visualizing an almighty aristocrat like Lentulus Marcellinus trilling out his tonsils for the delectation of King Ptolemy the Flautist in Alexandria,” said Sisenna dreamily.


  Which set both of them to laughing.


  Though the campaign was not a laughing matter. It proceeded with stunning speed and absolute efficiency in exactly the way Pompey had planned, and not one of his legates dared do aught else than as his written orders dictated. If Pompey’s campaign in Africa for Sulla had astonished everyone with its speed and efficiency, this campaign cast that one into permanent shade.


  He began at the western end of the Middle Sea, and he used his fleets, his troops, and—above all—his legates to apply a naval and military broom to the waters. Sweeping, sweeping, ever sweeping a confused and helpless heap of pirates ahead of the broom; every time a pirate detachment broke for cover on the African or the Gallic or the Spanish or the Ligurian coast, it found no refuge at all, for a legate was waiting for it. Governor-designate of both the Gauls, the consul Piso issued orders that neither province was to provide Pompey with aid of any kind, which meant that Pompey’s legate in the area, Pomponius, had to struggle to achieve results. But Piso too bit the dust when Gabinius threatened to legislate him out of his provinces if he didn’t desist. His debts mounting with frightening rapidity, Piso needed the Gauls to recoup his losses, so he desisted.


  Pompey himself followed the broom from west to east, timing his visit to Rome in the middle to coincide with Gabinius’s actions against Piso, and looked more gorgeous than ever when he publicly prevailed upon Gabinius not to be such a cad.


  “Oh, what a poseur!” exclaimed Caesar to his mother, but not in any spirit of criticism.


  Aurelia, however, was not interested in Forum doings. “I must talk to you, Caesar,” she said, ensconced in her chair in his tablinum.


  Amusement fled; Caesar stifled a sigh. “What about?”


  “Servilia.”


  “There’s nothing to say, Mater.”


  “Did you make a remark to Crassus about Servilia?” was his mother’s reply.


  Caesar frowned. “To Crassus? No, of course not.”


  “Then why did Tertulla come to see me on a fishing expedition? She did, yesterday.” Aurelia grunted a laugh. “Not one of Rome’s more expert fisherwomen, Tertulla! Comes of her Sabine background, I suppose. The hills are not fishing territory for any save the real experts with a willow rod.”
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  “I swear I didn’t, Mater.”


  “Well, Crassus has an inkling, and passed his inkling on to his wife. I take it that you still prefer to keep the union a secret? With a view to resuming it once this child is born?”


  “That is my intention.”


  “Then I suggest you throw a little dust in Crassus’s eyes, Caesar. I don’t mind the man, nor do I mind his Sabine wife, but rumors have to start somewhere, and this is a start.”


  The frown kept gathering. “Oh, bother rumors! I’m not particularly concerned about my own part in this, Mater, but I bear poor Silanus no grudges, and it would be far better if our children remained in ignorance of the situation. Paternity of the child isn’t likely to be called into doubt, as both Silanus and I are very fair, and Servilia very dark. However the child turns out, it will look as likely to be his as mine, if it does not resemble its mother.”


  “True. And I agree with you. Though I do wish, Caesar, that you had chosen some other object than Servilia!”


  “I have, now that she’s too big to be available.”


  “Cato’s wife, you mean?”


  He groaned. “Cato’s wife. A desperate bore.”


  “She’d have to be to survive in that household.”


  Both his hands came to rest on the desk in front of him; he looked suddenly businesslike. “Very well, Mater, do you have any suggestions?”


  “I think you ought to marry again.”


  “I don’t want to marry again.”


  “I know that! But it is the best way to throw a little dust in everyone’s eyes. If a rumor looks likely to spread, create a new rumor which eclipses it.”


  “All right, I’ll marry again.”


  “Have you any particular woman you’d like to marry?”


  “Not a one, Mater. I am as clay in your hands.”


  That pleased her immensely; she huffed contentedly. “Good!”


  “Name her.”


  “Pompeia Sulla.”


  “Ye gods, no!” he cried, appalled. “Any woman but her!”


  “Nonsense. Pompeia Sulla is ideal.”


  “Pompeia Sulla’s head is so empty you could use it as a dice box,” said Caesar between his teeth. “Not to mention that she’s expensive, idle, and monumentally silly.”


  “An ideal wife,” Aurelia contended. “Your dalliances won’t worry her, she’s too stupid to add one and one together, and she has a fortune of her own adequate enough for all her needs. She is besides your own first cousin once removed, being the daughter of Cornelia Sulla and the granddaughter of Sulla, and the Pompeii Rufi are a more respectable branch of that Picentine family than Magnus’s branch. Nor is she in the first flush of youth—I would not give you an inexperienced bride.”


  “Nor would I take one,” said Caesar grimly. “Has she any children?”


  “No, though her marriage to Gaius Servilius Vatia lasted for three years. I don’t think, mind you, that Gaius Vatia was a particularly well man. His father—Vatia Isauricus’s elder brother, in case you need reminding—died too young to enter the Senate, and about all the political good Rome got from the son was to give him a suffect consulship. That he died before he could assume office was typical of his career. But it does mean Pompeia Sulla is a widow, and therefore more respectable than a divorced woman.”


  He was coming around to the idea, she could see that, and sat now without flogging her argument to the death; the notion was planted, and he could tend it for himself. “How old is she now?” he asked slowly.


  “Twenty-two, I believe.”


  “And Mamercus and Cornelia Sulla would approve? Not to mention Quintus Pompeius Rufus, her half brother, and Quintus Pompeius Rufus, her full brother?’’


  “Mamercus and Cornelia Sulla asked me if you’d be interested in marrying her, that’s how the thought occurred to me,” said Aurelia. “As for her brothers, the full one is too young to be consulted seriously, and the half one is only afraid that Mamercus will ship her home to him instead of allowing Cornelia Sulla to shelter her.”


  Caesar laughed, a wry sound. “I see the family is ganging up on me!” He sobered. “However, Mater, I can’t see a young fowl as exotic as Pompeia Sulla consenting to live in a ground-floor apartment right in the middle of the Subura. She might prove a sore trial for you. Cinnilla was as much your child as your daughter-in-law, she would never have disputed your right to rule this particular roost had she lived to be a hundred. Whereas a daughter of Cornelia Sulla might have grander visions.”


  “Do not worry about me, Caesar,” said Aurelia, getting to her feet well satisfied; he was going to do it. “Pompeia Sulla will do as she’s told, and suffer both me and this apartment.”


  Thus did Gaius Julius Caesar acquire his second wife, who was the granddaughter of Sulla. The wedding was a quiet one, attended only by the immediate family, and it took place in Mamercus’s domus on the Palatine amid scenes of great rejoicing, particularly on the part of the bride’s half brother, freed from the prospective horror of having to house her.


  Pompeia was very beautiful, all of Rome said it, and Caesar (no ardent bridegroom) decided Rome was right. Her hair was dark red and her eyes bright green, some sort of breeding compromise between the red-gold of Sulla’s family and the carrot-red of the Pompeii Rufi, Caesar supposed; her face was a classic oval and her bones well structured, her figure good, her height considerable. But no light of intelligence shone out of those grass-colored orbs, and the planes of her face were smooth to the point of highly polished marble. Vacant. House to let, thought Caesar as he carried her amid a reveling band of celebrants all the way from the Palatine to his mother’s apartment in the Subura, and making it look far lighter work than it was. Nothing compelled him to carry her, he had to do that only to lift her across the threshold of her new home, but Caesar was ever a creature out to prove he was better than the rest of his world, and that extended to feats of strength his slenderness belied.


  Certainly it impressed Pompeia, who giggled and cooed and threw handfuls of rose petals in front of Caesar’s feet. But the nuptial coupling was less a feat of strength than the nuptial walk had been; Pompeia belonged to that school of women who believed all they had to do was lie on their backs, spread their legs, and let it happen. Oh, there was some pleasure in lovely breasts and a delightful dark-red thatch of pubic hair—quite a novelty!—but she wasn’t juicy. She wasn’t even grateful, and that, thought Caesar, put even poor Atilia ahead of her, though Atilia was a drab flat-chested creature quite quenched by five years of marriage to the ghastly young Cato.


  “Would you like,” he asked Pompeia, lifting himself up on an elbow to look at her, “a stick of celery?”


  She blinked her preposterously long, dark lashes. “A stick of celery?” she asked vaguely.


  “To crunch on while I work,” he said. “It would give you something to do, and I’d hear you doing it.”


  Pompeia giggled because some infatuated youth had once told her it was the most delicious sound, tinkling water over gemstones in the bed of a little brook. “Oh, you are silly!” she said.


  Back he flopped, but not on top of her. “You are absolutely right,” he said. “I am indeed silly.”


  And to his mother, in the morning: “Do not expect to see much of me here, Mater.”


  “Oh dear,” said Aurelia placidly. “Like that, is it?”


  “I’d rather masturbate!” he said savagely, and left before he could get a tongue-lashing for vulgarity.


  *


  Being curator of the Via Appia, he was learning, made far greater demands on his purse than he had expected, despite his mother’s warning. The great road connecting Rome with Brundisium cried out for some loving care, as it was never adequately maintained. Though it had to endure the tramp of numberless armies and the wheels of countless baggage trains, it was so old it had become rather taken for granted; beyond Capua especially it suffered.


  The Treasury quaestors that year were surprisingly sympathetic, though they included young Caepio, whose relationship to Cato and the boni had predisposed Caesar to think he would have to battle ceaselessly for funds. Funds were forthcoming; just never enough. So when the cost of bridge making and resurfacing outran his public funds, Caesar contributed his own. Nothing unusual about that; Rome always expected private donations too.


  The work, of course, appealed to him enormously, so he supervised it himself and did all the engineering. After he married Pompeia he hardly visited Rome. Naturally he followed Pompey’s progress in that fabulous campaign against the pirates, and had to admit that he could scarcely have bettered it himself. This went as far as applauding Pompey’s clemency as the war wound itself up along the Cilician coast, and Pompey dealt with his thousands of captives by resettling them in deserted towns far from the sea. He had, in fact, done everything the right way, from ensuring that his friend and amanuensis Varro was decorated with a Naval Crown to supervising the sharing out of the spoils in such a way that no legate was able to snaffle more than he was entitled to, and the Treasury plumped out considerably. He had taken the soaring citadel of Coracesium the best way, by bribery from within, and when that place fell, no pirate left alive could delude himself that Rome did not now own what had become Mare Nostrum, Our Sea. The campaign had extended into the Euxine, and here too Pompey carried all before him. Megadates and his lizardlike twin, Pharnaces, had been executed; the grain supply to Rome was organized and out of future danger.


  Only in the matter of Crete had he failed at all, and that was due to Metellus Little Goat, who adamantly refused to honor Pompey’s superior imperium, snubbed his legate Lucius Octavius when he arrived to smooth things over, and was generally held to have been the cause of Lucius Cornelius Sisenna’s fatal stroke. Though Pompey could have dispossessed him, that would have meant going to war against him, as Metellus made plain. So in the end Pompey did the sensible thing, left Crete to Metellus and thereby tacitly agreed to share a tiny part of the glory with the inflexible grandson of Metellus Macedonicus. For this campaign against the pirates was, as Pompey had said to Caesar, simply a warm-up, a way to stretch his muscles for a greater task.


  Thus Pompey made no move to return to Rome; he lingered in the province of Asia during the winter, and engaged himself in settling it down, reconciling it to a new wave of tax-farmers his own censors had made possible. Of course Pompey had no need to return to Rome, preferred to be elsewhere; he had another trusty tribune of the plebs to replace the retiring Aulus Gabinius—in fact he had two. One, Gaius Memmius, was the son of his sister and her first husband, that Gaius Memmius who had perished in Spain during service with Pompey against Sertorius. The other, Gaius Manilius, was the more able of the pair, and assigned the most difficult task: to obtain for Pompey the command against King Mithridates and King Tigranes.


  It was, thought Caesar, feeling it prudent to be in Rome during that December and January, an easier task than Gabinius had faced—simply because Pompey had so decisively trounced his senatorial opposition by routing the pirates in the space of one short summer; at a fraction of the cost his campaign might have incurred; and too quickly to need land grants for troops, bonuses for contributing cities and states, compensation for borrowed fleets. At the end of that year, Rome was prepared to give Pompey anything he wanted.


  In contrast, Lucius Licinius Lucullus had endured an atrocious year in the field, suffering defeats, mutinies, disasters. All of which placed him and his agents in Rome in no position to counter Manilius’s contention that Bithynia, Pontus and Cilicia should be given to Pompey immediately, and that Lucullus should be stripped of his command completely, ordered back to Rome in disgrace. Glabrio would lose his control of Bithynia and Pontus, but that could not impede Pompey’s appointment, as Glabrio had greedily rushed off to govern his province early in his consulship, and done Piso no service thereby. Nor had Quintus Marcius Rex, the governor of Cilicia, accomplished anything of note. The East was targeted for Pompey the Great.


  Not that Catulus and Hortensius didn’t try. They fought an oratorical battle in Senate and Comitia, still opposing these extraordinary and all-embracing commands.


  Manilius was proposing that Pompey be given imperium maius again, which would put him above any governor, and also proposing to include a clause which would allow Pompey to make peace and war without needing to ask or consult either Senate or People. This year, however, Caesar did not speak alone in support of Pompey. Now praetor in the Extortion Court, Cicero thundered forth in House and Comitia; so did the censors Poplicola and Lentulus Clodianus, and Gaius Scribonius Curio, and—a real triumph!—the consulars Gaius Cassius Longinus and no less than Publius Servilius Vatia Isauricus himself! How could Senate or People resist? Pompey got his command, and was able to shed a tear or two when he got the news as he toured his dispositions in Cilicia. Oh, the weight of these remorseless special commissions! Oh, how he wanted to go home to a life of peace and tranquillity! Oh, the exhaustion!


  3


  Servilia gave birth to her third daughter at the beginning of September, a fair-haired mite whose eyes promised to stay blue. Because Junia and Junilla were so much older and therefore used to their names by now, this Junia would be called Tertia, which meant Third and had a nice sound. The pregnancy had dragged terribly after Caesar had elected not to see her halfway through May, not helped because she was heaviest when the weather was hottest, and Silanus did not deem it wise to leave Rome for the seaside because of her condition at her age. He had continued to be kind and considerate. No one watching them could have suspected all was not well between them. Only Servilia recognized a new look in his eyes, part wounded and part sad, but as compassion was not a part of her nature, she dismissed it as a simple fact of life and did not soften toward him.


  Knowing that the gossip grapevine would convey the news of his daughter’s arrival to Caesar, Servilia made no attempt to get in touch with him. A hard business anyway, and now compounded by Caesar’s new wife. What a shock that had been! Out of the blue, a fireball roaring down from a clear sky to flatten her, kill her, reduce her to a cinder. Jealousy ate at her night and day, for she knew the young lady, of course. No intelligence, no depth—but so beautiful with her off-red hair and vivid green eyes! A granddaughter of Sulla’s too. Rich. All the proper connections and a foot in each senatorial camp. How clever of Caesar to gratify his senses as well as enhance his political status! For having no way to ascertain her beloved’s frame of mind, Servilia assumed automatically that this was a love match. Well, rot him! How could she live without him? How could she live knowing some other woman meant more to him than she did? How could she live?


  Brutus saw Julia regularly, of course. At sixteen and now officially a man, Brutus was revolted by his mother’s pregnancy. He, a man, had a mother who was still—was still… Ye gods, the embarrassment, the humiliation!


  But Julia saw things differently, and told him so. “How nice for her and Silanus,” the nine-year-old had said, smiling tenderly. “You mustn’t be angry with her, Brutus, truly. What happens if after we’ve been married for twenty or so years, we should have an extra child? Would you understand your oldest son’s anger?”


  His skin was worse than it had been a year ago, always in a state of eruption, yellow sores and red sores, sores which itched or burned, needed to be scratched or squeezed or torn at. Self-hate had fueled his hatred of his mother’s condition, and was hard to put by now at this reasonable and charitable question. He scowled, growled, but then said reluctantly, “I would understand his anger, yes, because I feel it. But I do see what you mean.”


  “Then that’s a beginning, it will do,” said the little sage. “Servilia isn’t quite a girl anymore, avia explained that to me, and said that she would need lots of help and sympathy.”


  “I’ll try,” said Brutus, “for you, Julia.” And took himself home to try.


  All of which paled into insignificance when Servilia’s chance came not two weeks after she had borne Tertia. Her brother Caepio called to see her with interesting news.


  One of the urban quaestors, he had been earmarked earlier in the year to assist Pompey in his campaign against the pirates, a task he had not thought would necessitate his leaving Rome.


  “But I’ve been sent for, Servilia!” he cried, happiness shining in eyes and smile. “Gnaeus Pompeius wants quite a lot of money and accounts brought to him in Pergamum, and I am to make the journey. Isn’t that wonderful? I can go overland through Macedonia and visit my brother Cato. I miss him dreadfully!”


  “How nice for you,” said Servilia listlessly, not in the least interested in Caepio’s passion for Cato, as it had been a part of all their lives for twenty-seven years.


  “Pompeius doesn’t expect me before December, so if I get going immediately I can have quite a long time with Cato before I have to move on,” Caepio continued, still in that mood of happy anticipation. “The weather will hold until I leave Macedonia, and I can continue on by road.” He shivered. “I hate the sea!”


  “Safe from pirates these days, I hear.”


  “Thank you, I prefer terra firma.”


  Caepio then proceeded to acquaint himself with baby Tertia, gooing and clucking as much out of genuine affection as out of duty, and comparing his sister’s child to his own, also a girl.


  “Lovely little thing,” he said, preparing to depart. “Most distinguished bones. I wonder where she gets those from?”


  Oh, thought Servilia. And here was I deluding myself that I am the only one to see a likeness to Caesar! Still, Porcius Cato though his blood was, Caepio had no malice in him, so his remark had been an innocent one.


  Her mind clicked from that thought into an habitual sequel, Caepio’s manifest unworthiness to inherit the fruits of the Gold of Tolosa, followed by a burning resentment that her own son, Brutus, could not inherit. Caepio, the cuckoo in her family nest. Cato’s full brother, not her full brother.


  It had been months since Servilia had been able to concentrate on anything beyond Caesar’s perfidy in marrying that young and delectable nincompoop, but those reflections on the fate of the Gold of Tolosa now flowed into a completely different channel unclouded by Caesar-induced emotions. For she glanced out of her open window and saw Sinon prancing blithely down the colonnade on the far side of the peristyle garden. Servilia loved this slave, though not in any fleshly sense. He had belonged to her husband, but not long after their marriage she had asked Silanus sweetly if he would transfer Sinon’s ownership to her. The deed accomplished, she had summoned Sinon and informed him of the change in his status, expecting horror, hoping for something else. She had got that something else, and loved Sinon ever since. For he had greeted her news with joy.


  “It takes one to know one,” he had remarked impudently.


  “If it does, Sinon, bear this in mind: I am your superior, I have the power.”


  “I understand,” he answered, smirking. “That’s good, you know. As long as Decimus Junius remained my master, there was always the temptation to take things too far, and that might well have resulted in my downfall. With you as my mistress, I will never forget to watch my step. Very good, very good! But do remember, domina, that I am yours to command.”


  And command him she had from time to time. Cato, she knew from childhood, was afraid of absolutely nothing except large and hairy spiders, which reduced him to gibbering panic. So Sinon was often allowed to prowl out of Rome in search of large and hairy spiders, and was paid extremely well to introduce them into Cato’s house, from his bed to his couch to his desk drawers. Not once had he been detected at the business, either. Cato’s full sister, Porcia, who was married to Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, had an abiding horror of fat beetles. Sinon caught fat beetles and introduced them into that household. Then sometimes Servilia would instruct him to dump thousands of worms or fleas or flies or crickets or roaches into either residence, and send anonymous notes containing worm curses or flea curses or whatever curse was relevant. Until Caesar had entered her life, such activities had kept her amused. But since Caesar had entered her life, those diversions had not been necessary, and Sinon’s time had become all his own. He toiled not, save in the procurement of insect pests, as the mantle of the lady Servilia wrapped him round.


  “Sinon!” she called.


  He stopped, turned, came skipping up the colonnade and round the corner to her sitting room. Quite a pretty fellow, he had a certain grace and insouciance which made him likable to those who did not know him well; Silanus, for instance, still thought highly of him, and so did Brutus. Slight in build, he was a brown person—brown skin, light brown eyes, light brown hair. Pointed ears, pointed chin, pointed fingers. No wonder many of the servants made the sign to ward off the Evil Eye when Sinon appeared. There was a satyr quality to him.


  “Domina?” he asked, stepping over the sill.


  “Close the door, Sinon, then close the shutters.”


  “Oh, goody, work!” he said, obeying.


  “Sit down.”


  He sat, gazing at her with a mixture of cheek and expectation. Spiders? Roaches? Perhaps she would graduate to snakes?


  “How would you like your freedom, Sinon, with a fat purse of gold to go with it?’’ she asked.


  That he did not expect. For a moment the satyr vanished to reveal another quasi-human less appealing underneath, some creature out of a children’s nightmare. Then it too disappeared, he merely looked alert and interested.


  “I would like that very much, domina.”


  “Have you any idea what I would ask you to do that could earn such a reward?”


  “Murder at the very least,” he answered without hesitation.


  “Quite so,” said Servilia. “Are you tempted?”


  He shrugged. “Who would not be, in my position?”


  “It takes courage to do murder.”


  “I am aware of that. But I have courage.”


  “You’re a Greek, and Greeks have no sense of honor. By that I mean they do not stay bought.”


  “I would stay bought, domina, if all I had to do was murder and then could disappear with my fat purse of gold.”


  Servilia was reclining on a couch, and did not alter her position in the slightest through all of this. But having got his answer, she straightened; her eyes grew absolutely cold and still. “I do not trust you because I trust nobody,” she said, “yet this is not a murder to be done in Rome, or even in Italia. It will have to be done somewhere between Thessalonica and the Hellespont, an ideal spot from which to disappear. But there are ways I can keep hold of you, Sinon, do not forget that. One is to pay you some of your reward now, and send the rest to a destination in Asia Province.”


  “Ah, domina, but how do I know you will keep your side of the bargain?” Sinon asked softly.


  Servilia’s nostrils flared, an unconscious hauteur. “I am a patrician Servilius Caepio,” she said.


  “I appreciate that.”


  “It is the only guarantee you need that I will keep my side of the bargain.”


  “What do I have to do?”


  “First of all, you have to procure a poison of the best kind. By that I mean a poison which will not fail, and a poison which will not be suspected.”


  “I can do that.”


  “My brother Quintus Servilius Caepio leaves for the East in a day or so,” said Servilia, level-voiced. “I will ask him if you may accompany him, as I have business for you to do in Asia Province. He will agree to take you, of course. There is no reason why he should not. He will be carrying scrip and accounts for Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus in Pergamum, and he will have no ready money to tempt you. For it is imperative, Sinon, that you do what I require you to do and then go without disturbing one single tiny thing. His brother Cato is a tribune of the soldiers in Macedonia, and his brother Cato is a far different fellow. Suspicious and hard, ruthless when offended. No doubt his brother Cato will go east to arrange my brother Caepio’s obsequies, it is in character for him to do so. And when he arrives, Sinon, there must be no suspicion that anything more than illness has put paid to the life of my brother Quintus Servilius Caepio.”


  “I understand,” said Sinon, not moving a muscle.


  “Do you?”


  “Fully, domina.”


  “You may have tomorrow to find your tool. Is that possible?”


  “That is possible.”


  “Good. Then you may run round the corner now to my brother Quintus Servilius Caepio’s house, and ask him to visit me today on a matter of some urgency,” said Servilia.


  Sinon left. Servilia lay back on her couch, closed her eyes and smiled.


  She was still like that when Caepio returned not long after; their houses were in close proximity.


  “What is it, Servilia?” he asked, concerned. “Your servant seemed most anxious.”


  “Dear me, I hope he didn’t frighten you!” said Servilia sharply.


  “No, no, I assure you.”


  “You didn’t take a dislike to him?”


  Caepio blinked. “Why should I?”


  “I have no idea,” said Servilia, patting the end of her couch. “Sit down, brother. I have a favor to ask you, and something to make sure you have done.”


  “The favor?”


  “Sinon is my most trusted servant, and I have some business in Pergamum for him to do. I should have thought of it when you were here earlier, but I didn’t, so I do apologize for having to drag you back. Would you mind if Sinon traveled in your party?’’


  “Of course not!” cried Caepio sincerely.


  “Oh, splendid,” purred Servilia.


  “And what was I supposed to do?”


  “Make your will,” said Servilia.


  He laughed. “Is that all? What sensible Roman doesn’t have a will lodged with the Vestals the moment he becomes a man?”


  “But is yours current? You have a wife and a baby daughter, but no heir in your own house.”


  Caepio sighed. “Next time, Servilia, next time. Hortensia was disappointed to produce a girl first, but she’s a dear little thing, and Hortensia had no trouble in labor. There’ll be sons.”


  “So you’ve left it all to Cato,” said Servilia, making it a statement.


  The face so like Cato’s registered horror. “To Cato?” he asked, voice squeaking. “I can’t leave the Servilius Caepio fortune to a Porcius Cato, much and all as I love him! No, no, Servilia! It’s left to Brutus because Brutus won’t mind being adopted as a Servilius Caepio, won’t mind taking the name. But Cato?’’ He laughed. “Can you see our baby brother Cato consenting to bear any other name than his own?”


  “No, I can’t,” said Servilia, and laughed a little too. Then her eyes filled, her lips quivered. “What a morbid conversation! Still, it was one I had to have with you. One never knows.”


  “Cato is my executor, however,” said Caepio, preparing to leave this same room for the second time within an hour. “He’ll make sure Hortensia and baby Servilia Caepionis inherit as much as the lex Voconia lets me leave them, and he’ll make sure Brutus is properly endowed.”


  “What a ridiculous subject this is!” said Servilia, rising to see him to the door, and surprising him with a kiss. “Thank you for letting Sinon go with you, and thank you even more for allaying my fears. Futile fears, I know. You’ll be back!”


  She closed the door behind him and stood for a moment so weak that she swayed. Right, she had been right! Brutus was his heir because Cato would never consent to being adopted into a patrician clan like Servilius Caepio! Oh, what a wonderful day this was! Even Caesar’s defection wasn’t hurting the way it had a few hours before.


  *


  Having Marcus Porcius Cato on one’s staff, even if his duties were technically confined to the consuls’ legions, was an ordeal the governor of Macedonia could never have imagined until it happened. If the young man had been a personal appointment, home he would have gone no matter if his sponsor had been Jupiter Optimus Maximus; but as the People had appointed him through the medium of the Popular Assembly, there was nothing Governor Marcus Rubrius could do save suffer the continuing presence of Cato.


  But how could one deal with a young man who poked and pried, questioned incessantly, wanted to know why this was going there, why that was worth more on the books than in the marketplace, why so-and-so was claiming tax exemptions? Cato never stopped asking why. If he was reminded tactfully that his inquisitions were not relevant to the consuls’ legions, Cato would simply answer that everything in Macedonia belonged to Rome, and Roma as personified by Romulus had elected him one of her magistrates. Ergo, everything in Macedonia was legally and morally and ethically his business.


  Governor Marcus Rubrius was not alone. His legates and his military tribunes (elected or unelected), his scribes, wardens, bailiffs, publicani, mistresses and slaves all detested Marcus Porcius Cato. Who was a fiend for work, couldn’t even be gotten rid of by being sent to some outpost of the province, because he’d come back in two or three days at most, his task well done.


  A great deal of his conversation—if a loud harangue could be called a conversation—revolved around his great-grandfather, Cato the Censor, whose frugality and old-fashioned ways Cato esteemed immensely. And since Cato was Cato, he actually emulated the Censor in every way save one: he walked everywhere instead of riding, he ate abstemiously and drank nothing but water, his habit of living was no better than that of a ranker soldier, and he kept only one slave to attend to his needs.


  So what was that one transgression of his great-grandfather’s tenets? Cato the Censor had abhorred Greece, Greeks and things Greek, whereas young Cato admired them, and made no secret of his admiration. This let him in for considerable chaffing from those who had to bear his presence in Grecian Macedonia, all of them dying to pierce his incredibly thick skin. But none of the chaffing so much as made a dent in Cato’s integument; when someone twitted him about betraying his great-grandfather’s precepts by espousing Greek modes of thought, that person found himself ignored as unimportant. Alas, what Cato did consider important was what drove his superiors, peers and inferiors maddest: living soft, he called it, and was as likely to criticize evidence of living soft in the governor as in a centurion. Since he dwelled in a two-roomed mud brick house on the outskirts of Thessalonica and shared it with his dear friend Titus Munatius Rufus, a fellow tribune of the soldiers, no one could say Cato himself lived soft.


  He had arrived in Thessalonica during March, and by the end of May the governor came to the conclusion that if he didn’t get rid of Cato somehow, murder would be done. The complaints kept piling up on the gubernatorial desk from tax-farming publicani, grain merchants, accountants, centurions, legionaries, legates, and various women Cato had accused of unchastity.


  “He even had the gall to tell me that he had kept himself chaste until he married!” gasped one lady to Rubrius; she was an intimate friend. “Marcus, he stood me up in the agora in front of a thousand smirking Greeks and lambasted me about the behavior appropriate to a Roman woman living in a province! Get rid of him, or I swear I’ll pay someone to assassinate him!”


  Luckily for Cato, it was somewhat later on the same day that he happened to pass a remark to Marcus Rubrius about the presence in Pergamum of one Athenodorus Cordylion.


  “How I would love to hear him!” barked Cato. “Normally he’s located in Antioch and Alexandria; this present tour is unusual.”


  “Well,” said Rubrius, tongue tripping rapidly in the wake of a brilliant idea, “why don’t you take a couple of months off and go to Pergamum to hear him?”


  “I couldn’t do that!” said Cato, shocked. “My duty is here.”


  “Every tribune of the soldiers is entitled to leave, my dear Marcus Cato, and none is more deserving of leave than you. Go, do! I insist upon it. And take Munatius Rufus with you.”


  So Cato went, accompanied by Munatius Rufus. Thessalonica’s Roman contingent went almost mad with joy, for Munatius Rufus so hero-worshiped Cato that he imitated him assiduously. But exactly two months after departing he was back in Thessalonica, the only Roman whom Rubrius had ever known to take a casual suggestion of how long to be away so literally. And with him in his train came none other than Athenodorus Cordylion, Stoic philosopher of some renown, ready to play Panaetius to Cato’s Scipio Aemilianus. Being a Stoic, he didn’t expect or want the kind of luxuries Scipio Aemilianus had poured upon Panaetius—which was just as well. The only change he made in Cato’s way of living was that he, Munatius Rufus and Cato rented a three-roomed mud brick house instead of a two-roomed one, and that there were three slaves in it instead of two. What had prompted this eminent philosopher to join Cato? Simply that in Cato he had seen someone who would one day matter enormously, and to join the Cato household would ensure his own name was remembered. If it hadn’t been for Scipio Aemilianus, who would ever remember the name of Panaetius?


  The Roman element in Thessalonica had groaned mightily when Cato returned from Pergamum; Rubrius demonstrated that he was not prepared to suffer Cato by declaring that he had urgent business in Athens, and departing in a hurry. No consolation for those he left behind! But then Quintus Servilius Caepio arrived en route to Pergamum in Pompey’s service, and Cato forgot about tax-farmers and living soft, so happy was he to see this beloved brother.


  The bond between them had been created shortly after Cato’s birth, at which time Caepio was only three years old. Ailing, their mother (she was to die within two months) gave baby Cato into toddler Caepio’s willing hands. Nothing save duty had parted them since, though even in duty they had usually managed to stay together. Perhaps the bond would naturally have weakened as they grew, had it not been that their Uncle Drusus was stabbed to death in the house they had all shared; when it happened Caepio was six and Cato barely three. That ghastly ordeal forged the bond in fires of horror and tragedy so intense it endured afterward even stronger. Their childhood had been lonely, war torn, unloving, humorless. No close relatives were left, their guardians aloof, and the two oldest of the six children involved, Servilia and Servililla, loathed the two youngest, Cato and his sister Porcia. Not that the battle between oldest and youngest was weighted in favor of the two Servilias! Cato might have been the littlest, but he was also the loudest and the most fearless of all six.


  Whenever the child Cato was asked, “Whom do you love?,” his answer was the same: “I love my brother.” And if he was pressed to qualify this statement by declaring whom else he loved, his answer was always the same: “I love my brother.”


  In truth he never had loved anybody else except for that awful experience with Uncle Mamercus’s daughter, Aemilia Lepida; and if loving Aemilia Lepida had taught Cato nothing else, it taught him to detest and mistrust women—an attitude helped along by a childhood spent with Servilia.


  Whereas what he felt for Caepio was totally ineradicable, completely reciprocated, heartfelt, a matter of sinew and blood. Though he never would admit, even to himself, that Caepio was more than half a brother. There are none so blind as those who will not see, and none blinder than Cato when he wanted to be blind.


  They journeyed everywhere, saw everything, Cato for once the expert. And if the humble little freedman Sinon who traveled in Caepio’s train on Servilia’s business had ever been tempted to treat her warning about Cato lightly, one look at Cato made him understand entirely why she had thought Cato worth mentioning as a danger to Sinon’s real business. Not that Sinon was drawn to Cato’s attention; a member of the Roman nobility did not bother with introductions to inferiors. Sinon looked from behind a crowd of servants and underlings, and made sure he did absolutely nothing to provoke Cato into noticing him.


  But all good things must come to an end, so at the beginning of December the brothers parted and Caepio rode on down the Via Egnatia, followed by his retinue. Cato wept unashamedly. So did Caepio, all the harder because Cato walked down the road in their wake for many miles, waving, weeping, calling out to Caepio to take care, take care, take care….


  Perhaps he had had a feeling of imminent danger to Caepio; certainly when Caepio’s note came a month later, its contents did not surprise him as they ought to have done.


  My dearest brother, I have fallen ill in Aenus, and I fear for my life. Whatever is the matter, and none of the local physicians seem to know, I worsen every day.


  Please, dear Cato, I beg you to come to Aenus and be with me at my end. It is so lonely, and no one here can comfort me as your presence would. I can ask to hold no hand dearer than yours while I give up my last breath. Come, I beg of you, and come soon. I will try to hang on.


  My will is all in order with the Vestals, and as we had discussed, young Brutus will be my heir. You are the executor, and I have left you, as you stipulated, no more than the sum of ten talents. Come soon.


  When informed that Cato needed emergency leave immediately, Governor Marcus Rubrius put no obstacles in his path. The only advice he offered was to go by road, as late-autumn storms were lashing the Thracian coast, and there had already been several shipwrecks reported. But Cato refused to listen; by road his journey could not take less than ten days no matter how hard he galloped, whereas the screaming winds from the northwest would fill the sails of a ship and speed it along so swiftly he could hope to reach Aenus in three to five days. And, having found a ship’s captain rash enough to agree to take him (for a very good fee) from Thessalonica to Aenus, the feverish and frantic Cato embarked. Athenodorus Cordylion and Munatius Rufus came too, each man accompanied by only one slave.


  The voyage was a nightmare of huge waves, breaking masts, tattered sails. However, the captain had carried extra masts and sails with him; the little ship ploughed and wallowed on, afloat and, it seemed to Athenodorus Cordylion and Munatius Rufus, powered in some inscrutable way out of the mind and will of Cato. Who, when harbor was reached at Aenus on the fourth day, didn’t even wait for the ship to tie up. He leaped the few feet from ship to dock and began running madly through the driving rain. Only once did he pause, to discover from an astonished and shelterless peddler whereabouts lay the house of the ethnarch, for there he knew Caepio would be.


  He burst into the house and into the room where his brother lay, an hour too late to hold that hand while Caepio knew he was holding it. Quintus Servilius Caepio was dead.


  Water pooling around him on the floor, Cato stood by the bed looking down at the core and solace of his entire life, a still and dreadful figure bleached of color, vigor, force. The eyes had been closed and weighted down with coins, a curved silver edge protruded between the slightly parted lips; someone else had given Caepio the price of his ferry ride across the river Styx, thinking Cato would not come.


  Cato opened his mouth and produced a sound which terrified everyone who heard it, neither wail nor howl nor screech, but an eldritch fusion of all three, animal, feral, hideous. All those present in the room recoiled instinctively, shook as Cato threw himself onto the bed, onto dead Caepio, covered the dreaming face with kisses, the lifeless body with caresses, while the tears poured until nose and mouth ran rivers as well, and those dreadful noises erupted out of him time and time again. And the paroxysm of grief went on without let, Cato mourning the passing of the one person in his world who meant everything, had been comfort in an awful childhood, anchor and rock to boy and man. Caepio it had been who drew his three-year-old eyes away from Uncle Drusus bleeding and screaming on the floor, turned those eyes into the warmth of his body and took the burden of all those ghastly hours upon his six-year-old shoulders; Caepio it had been who listened patiently while his dunce of a baby brother learned every fact the hardest way, by repeating it endlessly; Caepio it had been who reasoned and coaxed and cajoled during the unbearable aftermath of Aemilia Lepida’s desertion, persuaded him to live again; Caepio it had been who took him on his first campaign, taught him to be a brave and fearless soldier, beamed when he had received armillae and phalerae for valor on a field more usually famous for cowardice, for they had belonged to the army of Clodianus and Poplicola defeated thrice by Spartacus; Caepio it had always, always been.


  Now Caepio was no more. Caepio had died alone and friendless, with no one to hold his hand. The guilt and remorse sent Cato quite mad in that room where Caepio lay dead. When people tried to take him away, he fought. When people tried to talk him away, he just howled out. For almost two days he refused to move from where he lay covering Caepio, and the worst of it was that no one—no one!—even began to understand the terror of this loss, the loneliness his life would now forever be. Caepio was gone, and with Caepio went love, sanity, security.


  But finally Athenodorus Cordylion managed to pierce the madness with words concerning a Stoic’s attitudes, the behavior fitting to one who, like Cato, professed Stoicism. Cato got up and went to arrange his brother’s funeral, still clad in rough tunic and smelly sagum, unshaven, face smeared and crusted with the dried remains of so many rivers of grief. The ten talents Caepio had left him in his will would be spent on this funeral, and when no matter how he tried to spend all of it with the local undertakers and spice merchants, all he could procure amounted to one talent, he spent another talent on a golden box studded with jewels to receive Caepio’s ashes, and the other eight on a statue of Caepio to be erected in the agora of Aenus.


  “But you won’t get the color of his skin or his hair or his eyes right,” said Cato in that same hard harsh voice, even harsher from the noises his throat had produced, “and I do not want this statue to look like a living man. I want everyone who sees it to know that he is dead. You will craft it in Thasian marble of solid grey and you will polish it until my brother glitters under the light of the moon. He is a shade, and I want his statue to look like a shade.”


  The funeral was the most impressive this small Greek colony just to the east of the mouth of the Hebrus had ever seen, with every woman drawn into service as a professional mourner, and every stick of aromatic spice Aenus contained burned upon Caepio’s pyre. When the obsequies were over, Cato gathered up the ashes himself and placed them in the exquisite little box, which never left his person from that day until he arrived in Rome a year later and, as was his duty, gave the box to Caepio’s widow.


  He wrote to Uncle Mamercus in Rome with instructions to act on as much of Caepio’s will as was necessary before he himself returned, and was quite surprised to find he didn’t need to write to Rubrius in Thessalonica. The ethnarch had most correctly notified Rubrius of Caepio’s death the day it happened, and Rubrius had seen his chance. So with his letter of condolences to Cato there arrived all Cato’s and Munatius Rufus’s possessions. It’s nearly the end of your year of service, chaps, said the governor’s scribe’s perfect handwriting, and I wouldn’t ask either of you to come back here when the weather’s closed in and the Bessi have gone home to the Danubius for the winter! Take a long vacation in the East, get over it the right way, the best way.


  “I will do that,” said Cato, the box between his hands. “We will journey east, not west.”


  But he had changed, as both Athenodorus Cordylion and Titus Munatius Rufus saw, both with sadness. Cato had always been a working lighthouse, a strong and steady beam turning, turning. Now the light had gone out. The face was the same, the trim and muscular body no more bowed or cramped than of yore. But now the hectoring voice had a tonelessness absolutely new, nor did Cato become excited, or enthused, or indignant, or angry. Worst of all, the passion had vanished.


  Only Cato knew how strong he had needed to be to go on living. Only Cato knew what Cato had resolved: that never again would he lay himself open to this torture, this devastation. To love was to lose forever. Therefore to love was anathema. Cato would never love again. Never.


  And while his shabby little band of three free men and three attendant slaves plodded on foot down the Via Egnatia toward the Hellespont, a freedman named Sinon leaned upon the rail of a neat little ship bearing him down the Aegaean before a brisk but steady winter wind, his destination Athens. There he would take passage for Pergamum, where he would find the rest of his bag of gold. Of that last fact he had no doubt. She was too crafty not to pay up, the great patrician lady Servilia. For a moment Sinon toyed with the idea of blackmail, then he laughed, shrugged, tossed an expiatory drachma into the briskly foaming wake as an offering to Poseidon. Carry me safely, Father of the Deep! I am not only free, I am rich. The lioness in Rome is quiet. I will not wake her to seek more money. Instead, I will increase what is legally mine already.


  *


  The lioness in Rome learned of her brother’s death from Uncle Mamercus, who came round to see her the moment he received Cato’s letter. She shed tears, but not too many; Uncle Mamercus knew how she felt, no one better. The instructions to the branch of her bankers in Pergamum had gone not long after Caepio, a risk she had decided to take before the deed happened. Wise Servilia. No curious accountant or banker would wonder why after the death of Caepio his sister sent a large sum of money to a freedman named Sinon who would pick it up in Pergamum.


  And, said Brutus to Julia later that day, “I am to change my name, isn’t that amazing?”


  “Have you been adopted in someone’s will?” she asked, quite aware of the usual manner in which a man’s name would change.


  “My Uncle Caepio died in Aenus, and I am his heir.” The sad brown eyes blinked away a few tears. “He was a nice man, I liked him. Mostly I suppose because Uncle Cato adored him. Poor Uncle Cato was there an hour too late. Now Uncle Cato says he’s not coming home for a long time. I shall miss him.”


  “You already do,” said Julia, smiling and squeezing his hand.


  He smiled at her and squeezed back. No need to worry about Brutus’s conduct toward his betrothed; it was as circumspect as any watchful grandmother could want. Aurelia had given up any kind of chaperonage very soon after the engagement contract was signed. Brutus was a credit to his mother and stepfather.


  Not long turned ten (her birthday was in January), Julia was profoundly glad that Brutus was a credit to his mother and stepfather. When Caesar had told her of her marital fate she had been appalled, for though she pitied Brutus, she knew that no amount of time or exposure to him would turn pity into affection of the kind that held marriages together. The best she could say of him was that he was nice. The worst she could say of him was that he was boring. Though her age precluded any romantic dreams, like most little girls of her background she was very much attuned to what her adult life would be, and therefore very much aware of marriage. It had proven hard to go to Gnipho’s school and tell her classmates of her betrothal, for all that she had used to think it would give her great satisfaction to put herself on a par with Junia and Junilla, as yet the only betrothed girls there. But Junia’s Vatia Isauricus was a delightful fellow, and Junilla’s Lepidus dashingly handsome. Whereas what could one say about Brutus? Neither of his half sisters could abide him—at least not to hear them talk at school. Like Julia, they deemed him a pompous bore. Now here she was to marry him! Oh, her friends would tease her unmercifully! And pity her.


  “Poor Julia!” said Junia, laughing merrily.


  However, there was no point in resenting her fate. She had to marry Brutus, and that was that.


  “Did you hear the news, tata?” she asked her father when he came home briefly after the dinner hour had ended.


  It was awful now that Pompeia lived here. He never came home to sleep, rarely ate with them, passed through. Therefore to have news which might detain him long enough for a word or two was wonderful; Julia seized her chance.


  “News?” he asked absently.


  “Guess who came to see me today?” she asked gleefully.


  Her father’s eyes twinkled. “Brutus?”


  “Guess again!”


  “Jupiter Optimus Maximus?”


  “Silly! He doesn’t come as a person, only as an idea.”


  “Who, then?” he asked, beginning to shift about restlessly. Pompeia was home; he could hear her in the tablinum, which she had made her own because Caesar never worked there anymore.


  “Oh, tata, please please stay a little while longer!”


  The big blue eyes were strained with anxiety; Caesar’s heart and conscience smote him. Poor little girl, she suffered from Pompeia more than anyone else because she didn’t see much of tata.


  Sighing, he picked her up and carried her to a chair, sat himself down and put her on his knee. “You’re growing quite tall!” he said, surprised.


  “I hope so.” She began to kiss his white fans.


  “Who came to see you today?” he asked, keeping very still.


  “Quintus Servilius Caepio.”


  His head jerked, turned. “Who?”


  “Quintus Servilius Caepio.”


  “But he’s quaestoring Gnaeus Pompeius!”


  “No, he isn’t.”


  “Julia, the only member of that family left alive is not here in Rome!” said Caesar.


  “I am afraid,” said Julia softly, “that the man you mean is no longer alive. He died in Aenus in January. But there is a new Quintus Servilius Caepio, because the will names him and he must soon be formally adopted.”


  Caesar gasped. “Brutus?”


  “Yes, Brutus. He says he’ll now be known as Quintus Servilius Caepio Brutus rather than Caepio Junianus. The Brutus is more important than the Junius.”


  “Jupiter!”


  “Tata, you’re quite shocked. Why?”


  His hand went to his head, he gave his cheek a mock slap. “Well, you wouldn’t know.” Then he laughed. “Julia, you will marry the richest man in Rome! If Brutus is Caepio’s heir, then the third fortune he adds to his inheritance pales the other two into insignificance. You’ll be wealthier than a queen.”


  “Brutus didn’t say anything like that.”


  “He probably doesn’t really know. Not a curious young man, your betrothed,” said Caesar.


  “I think he likes money.”


  “Doesn’t everyone?” asked Caesar rather bitterly. He got to his feet and put Julia in the chair. “I’ll be back shortly,” he said, dashed through the door into the dining room, and then, so Julia presumed, into his study.


  The next thing Pompeia came flying out looking indignant, and stared at Julia in outrage.


  “What is it?” asked Julia of her stepmother, with whom she actually got on quite well. Pompeia was good practice for dealing with Brutus, though she acquitted Brutus of Pompeia’s stupidity.


  “He just threw me out!” said Pompeia.


  “Only for a moment, I’m sure.”


  It was indeed only for a moment. Caesar sat down and wrote a note to Servilia, whom he hadn’t seen since May of the preceding year. Of course he had meant to get around to seeing her again before now (it was March), but time got away, he was frying several other fish. How amazing. Young Brutus had fallen heir to the Gold of Tolosa!


  Definitely it was time to be nice to his mother. This was one betrothal could not be broken for any reason.


  II


  from MARCH of 73 B.C.

  until QUINCTILIS of 65 B.C.
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  1


  The trouble with Publius Clodius was not lack of birth, intellect, ability or money; it was lack of direction, both in the sense of where he wanted to go and in the sense of firm guidance from his elders. Instinct told him he was born to be different, but that was not a novel thought in one springing from the patrician Claudii. If any Roman clan could be said to be stuffed with individualists, it was that of the patrician Claudii. Odd, considering that of all the patrician Famous Families, the Claudian was the youngest, having appeared at about the same time as King Tarquinius Superbus was deposed by Lucius Junius Brutus, and the era of the Republic began. Of course the Claudii were Sabines, and Sabines were fierce, proud, independent, untamable, warlike; they had to be, for they hailed from the Apennines to the north and east of Roman Latium, a cruelly mountainous area whose pockets of kindness were few and far between.


  Clodius’s father had been that Appius Claudius Pulcher who never managed to recoup his family fortune after his nephew, the censor Philippus, had thrown him out of the Senate and confiscated all his property as punishment for his stubborn loyalty to the exiled Sulla. His mother, the awesomely noble Caecilia Metella Balearica, had died giving birth to him, the sixth child in six years—three boys and three girls. The vicissitudes of war and always managing to be in the wrong place at the wrong time had meant that Appius Claudius Senior was never home, and that in turn had meant that Clodius’s oldest brother, Appius Claudius Junior, was usually the only voice of authority available. Though all five of his charges were turbulent, self-willed and full of a desire to wreak havoc, baby Publius was the worst of them. Had he sampled some nonexistent firm discipline, perhaps Publius would have been less subject to the whims which dominated his childhood, but as all five of his elder siblings spoiled him atrociously, he did precisely as he liked, and very early in his life was convinced that of any Claudian who ever lived, he was the most different.


  At about the moment that his father died in Macedonia, he told big brother Appius that he would in future spell his name the popular way, Clodius, and would not use the family cognomen of Pulcher. Pulcher meant beautiful, and it was true that most of the Claudii Pulchri were handsome or beautiful; the original owner of the nickname, however, had received it because he owned a singularly unbeautiful character. “What a beauty!” people had said of him, and Pulcher stuck.


  Naturally Publius Clodius had been allowed to popularize the spelling of his name; the precedent had been set with his three sisters, the eldest of whom was known as Claudia, the middle as Clodia, and the youngest as Clodilla. Big brother Appius so doted on his charges that he could never resist granting any of them whatever they wanted. For example, if the adolescent Publius Clodius liked to sleep with Clodia and Clodilla because he had nightmares, why not? Poor little things, no mother and no father! Big brother Appius mourned for them. A fact which littlest brother Publius Clodius was well aware of, and used ruthlessly.


  At about the time that young Publius Clodius had put on his toga virilis and officially become a man, big brother Appius had brilliantly retrieved the tottering family fortune by marrying the spinster lady Servilia Gnaea; she had looked after six other noble orphans, those belonging to the Servilius Caepio, Livius Drusus and Porcius Cato menage. Her dowry was as immense as her lack of beauty. But they had care of orphans in common and she turned out to suit sentimental big brother Appius, who promptly fell in love with his thirty-two-year-old bride (he was twenty-one), settled down to a life of uxorious content, and bred children at the rate of one a year, thus living up to Claudian tradition.


  Big brother Appius had also managed to provide extremely well for his three dowerless sisters: Claudia went to Quintus Marcius Rex, soon to be consul; Clodia went to their first cousin Quintus Caecilius Metellus Celer (who was also the half brother of Pompey’s wife, Mucia Tertia); and Clodilla went to the great Lucullus, fully thrice her age. Three enormously wealthy and prestigious men, two of whom were old enough to have already cemented familial power, and Celer not needing to do so because he was the senior grandson of Metellus Balearicus as well as the grandson of the distinguished Crassus Orator. All of which had worked out particularly well for young Publius Clodius, as Rex had not managed to sire a son on Claudia, even after some years of marriage; Publius Clodius therefore confidently expected to be Rex’s heir.


  At the age of sixteen Publius Clodius went for his tirocinium fori, his apprenticeship as legal advocate and aspiring politician in the Forum Romanum, then spent a year on the parade grounds of Capua playing at soldiers, and returned to Forum life aged eighteen. Feeling his oats and aware that the girls thought him swoonable, Clodius looked around for a feminine conquest who fitted in with his ideas of his own specialness, which were growing by leaps and bounds. Thus he conceived a passion for Fabia—who was a Vestal Virgin. To set one’s sights on a Vestal was frowned upon, and that was just the sort of amorous adventure Clodius wanted. In every Vestal’s chastity resided Rome’s luck; most men recoiled in horror from the very thought of seducing a Vestal. But not Publius Clodius.


  No one in Rome asked or expected the Vestal Virgins to lead sequestered lives. They were permitted to go out to dinner parties provided the Pontifex Maximus and the Chief Vestal gave approval of the venue and the company, and they attended all the priestly banquets as the equals of priests and augurs. They were permitted to have masculine visitors in the public parts of the Domus Publica, the State-owned house they shared with the Pontifex Maximus, though it was required to be a chaperoned business. Nor were the Vestals impoverished. It was a great thing for a family to have a Vestal in its ranks, so girls not needed to cement alliances by marriage were often given up to the State as Vestals. Most came with excellent dowries; those unprovided for were dowered by the State.


  Also aged eighteen, Fabia was beautiful, sweet-natured, merry and just a little stupid. The perfect target for Publius Clodius, who adored to make mischief of the kind which made people stiffen with outraged disapproval. To woo a Vestal would be such a lark! Not that Clodius intended to go as far as actually deflowering Fabia, for that would lead to legal repercussions involving his own much-beloved hide. All he really wanted was to see Fabia pine away from love and want of him.


  The trouble began when he discovered that he had a rival for Fabia’s affections: Lucius Sergius Catilina, tall, dark, handsome, dashing, charming—and dangerous. Clodius’s own charms were considerable, but not in Catilina’s league; he lacked the imposing height and physique, for one, nor did he radiate an ominous power. Ah yes, Catilina was a formidable rival. About his person hung many rumors never proven, glamorous and evil rumors. Everyone knew he had made his fortune during Sulla’s proscriptions by proscribing not only his brother-in-law (executed) but also his brother (exiled). It was said he had murdered his wife of that moment, though if he had, no one tried to make him answer for the crime. And, worst of all, it was said he had murdered his own son when his present wife, the beauteous and wealthy Orestilla, had refused to marry a man who already had a son. That Catilina’s son had died and that Catilina had married Orestilla everyone knew. Yet had he murdered the poor boy? No one could say for certain. Lack of confirmation did not prevent much speculation, however.


  There were probably similar motives behind Catilina’s siege of Fabia and Clodius’s attempted siege. Both men liked making mischief, tweaking Rome’s prudish nose, provoking a furor. But between the thirty-four-year-old man of the world Catilina and the eighteen-year-old inexpert Clodius lay the success of the one and the failure of the other. Not that Catilina had laid siege to Fabia’s hymen; that reverenced scrap of tissue remained intact, and Fabia therefore technically chaste. Yet the poor girl had fallen desperately in love with Catilina, and yielded everything else. After all, what was the harm in a few kisses, the baring of her breasts for a few more kisses, even the application of a finger or tongue to the deliciously sensitive parts of her pudenda? With Catilina whispering in her ear, it had seemed innocent enough, and the resulting ecstasy something she was to treasure for the rest of her term as a Vestal—and even further than that.


  The Chief Vestal was Perpennia, unfortunately not a strict ruler. Nor was the Pontifex Maximus resident in Rome; he of course was Metellus Pius, waging war against Sertorius in Spain. Fonteia was next in seniority, after her the twenty-eight-year-old Licinia, then Fabia at eighteen, followed by Arruntia and Popillia, both aged seventeen. Perpennia and Fonteia were almost the same age, around thirty-two, and looking forward to retirement within the next five years. Therefore the most important thing on the minds of the two senior Vestals was their retirement, the decline in value of the sestertius, and the consequent worry as to whether what had been plump fortunes would run to comfort in old age; neither woman contemplated marriage after her term as a Vestal had finished, though marriage was not forbidden to an ex-Vestal, only thought to be unlucky.


  And this was where Licinia came in. Third in age among the six, she was the most comfortably off, and though she was more closely related to Licinius Murena than to Marcus Licinius Crassus, the great plutocrat was nonetheless a cousin and a friend. Licinia called him in as senior consultant in financial matters, and the three senior Vestals spent many a cozy hour huddled together with him discussing business, investments, unhandy fathers when it came to profitably safe dowries.


  While all the time right under their noses Catilina was dallying with Fabia, and Clodius was trying. At first Fabia did not understand what the youth was about, for compared to Catilina’s smooth expertise, Clodius’s advances were clumsily callow. Then when Clodius pounced on her murmuring endearments through little kisses all over her face, she made the mistake of laughing at his absurdity, and sent him away with the sound of her chuckles booming in his ears. That was not the right way to handle Publius Clodius, who was used to getting what he wanted, and had never in his entire life been laughed at. So huge was the insult to his image of himself that he determined on immediate revenge.


  He chose a very Roman method of revenge: litigation. But not the relatively harmless kind of litigation Cato, for instance, had elected after Aemilia Lepida had jilted him when he was eighteen. Cato had threatened breach of promise. Publius Clodius laid charges of unchastity, and in a community which on the whole abhorred the death penalty for crimes, even against the State, this was the one crime which still carried an automatic death penalty.


  He didn’t content himself with revenge upon Fabia. Charges of unchastity were laid against Fabia (with Catilina), Licinia (with Marcus Crassus), and Arruntia and Popillia (both with Catilina). Two courts were set up, one to try the Vestals, with Clodius himself prosecuting the Vestals, and one to try the accused lovers, with Clodius’s friend Plotius (he too had popularized his name, from Plautius to Plotius) prosecuting Catilina and Marcus Crassus.


  All those charged were acquitted, but the trials caused a great stir, and the ever-present Roman sense of humor was highly tickled when Crassus got off by declaring simply that he had not been after Licinia’s virtue, but rather her snug little property in the suburbs. Believable? The jury certainly thought so.


  Clodius worked very hard to convict the women, but he faced a particularly able and learned defense counsel in Marcus Pupius Piso, who was assisted by a stunning retinue of junior advocates. Clodius’s youth and lack of hard evidence defeated him, particularly after a large panel of Rome’s most exalted matrons testified that all three accused Vestals were virgo intacta. To compound Clodius’s woes, both judge and jury had taken against him; his cockiness and feral aggression, unusual in such a young man, set everyone’s back up. Young prosecutors were expected to be brilliant, but a trifle humble, and “humble” was not a word in Clodius’s vocabulary.


  “Give up prosecuting” was Cicero’s advice—kindly meant—after it was all over. Cicero of course had attended as part of Pupius Piso’s defense team, for Fabia was his wife’s half sister. “Your malice and your prejudices are too naked. They lack the detachment necessary for a successful career as a prosecutor.”


  That remark did not endear Cicero to Clodius, but Cicero was a very small fish. Clodius itched to make Catilina pay, both for beating him to Fabia and for wriggling out of a death penalty.


  To make matters worse, after the trials people who might have been expected to help him shunned Clodius instead. He also had to endure a rare tongue-lashing from big brother Appius, very put out and embarrassed.


  “It’s seen as sheer spite, little Publius,” big brother Appius said, “and I can’t change people’s minds. You have to understand that nowadays people recoil in horror at the mere thought of a convicted Vestal’s fate—buried alive with a jug of water and a loaf of bread? And the fate of the lovers—tied to a forked stake and flogged to death? Awful, just awful! To have secured the conviction of any one of them would have taken a mountain of evidence that couldn’t be refuted, whereas you couldn’t even produce a small hillock of evidence! All four of those Vestals are connected to powerful families whom you have just antagonized mortally. I can’t help you, Publius, but I can help myself by leaving Rome for a few years. I’m going east to Lucullus. I suggest you do the same.”


  But Clodius was not about to have anyone decide the future course of his life, even big brother Appius. So he sneered, turned his shoulder. And sentenced himself thereby to four years of skulking around a city which snubbed him unmercifully, while big brother Appius in the East accomplished deeds which showed all of Rome that he was a true Claudian when it came to making mischief. But as his mischief contributed greatly to the discomfiture of King Tigranes, Rome admired it—and him—enormously.


  Unable to convince anyone that he was capable of prosecuting some villain, and spurned by villains in need of defense counsel, Publius Clodius had a hideous time of it. In others the snubbing might have led to a self-examination bearing positive fruit when it came to reforming character, but in Clodius it merely contributed to his weaknesses. It deprived him of Forum experience and banished him to the company of a small group of young noblemen commonly dismissed as ne’er-do-wells. For four years Clodius did nothing save drink in low taverns, seduce girls from all walks of life, play at dice, and share his dissatisfactions with others who also bore grudges against noble Rome.


  In the end it was boredom drove him to do something constructive, for Clodius didn’t really have the temperament to be content with a daily round owning no purpose. Thinking himself different, he knew he had to excel at something. If he didn’t, he would die as he was living, forgotten, despised. That just wasn’t good enough. Wasn’t grand enough. For Publius Clodius the only acceptable fate was to end up being called the First Man in Rome. How he was going to achieve this he didn’t know. Except that one day he woke up, head aching from too much wine, purse empty from too much losing at dice, and decided that the degree of his boredom was too great to bear a moment longer. What he needed was action. Therefore he would go where there was action. He would go to the East and join the personal staff of his brother-in-law Lucius Licinius Lucullus. Oh, not to earn himself a reputation as a brave and brilliant soldier! Military endeavors did not appeal to Clodius in the least. But attached to Lucullus’s staff, who knew what opportunities might not present themselves? Big brother Appius hadn’t earned the admiration of Rome by soldiering, but by stirring up so much trouble for Tigranes in Antioch that the King of Kings had rued his decision to put Appius Claudius Pulcher in his place by making him kick his heels for months waiting for an audience.


  *


  Off went Publius Clodius to the East not long before big brother Appius was due to return; it was the beginning of the year immediately after the joint consulship of Pompey and Crassus. The same year Caesar left for his quaestorship in Further Spain.


  Carefully choosing a route which would not bring him face-to-face with big brother Appius, Clodius arrived at the Hellespont to find that Lucullus was engaged in pacifying the newly conquered kingdom of King Mithridates, Pontus. Having crossed the narrow strait into Asia, he set off cross-country in pursuit of brother-in-law Lucullus. Whom Clodius thought he knew: an urbane and punctilious aristocrat with a genuine talent for entertaining, immense wealth no doubt now increasing rapidly, and a fabled love of good food, good wine, good company. Just the kind of superior Clodius fancied! Campaigning in Lucullus’s personal train was bound to be a luxurious affair.


  He found Lucullus in Amisus, a magnificent city on the shores of the Euxine Sea in the heart of Pontus. Amisus had withstood siege and been badly mauled in the process; now Lucullus was busy repairing the damage and reconciling the inhabitants to the rule of Rome rather than the rule of Mithridates.


  When Publius Clodius turned up on his doorstep, Lucullus took the pouch of official letters (all of which Clodius had prised open and read with glee) from him, then proceeded to forget he existed. An absent directive to make himself useful to the legate Sornatius was as much time as Lucullus could spare for his youngest brother-in-law before returning to what occupied his thoughts most: his coming invasion of Armenia, the kingdom of Tigranes.


  Furious at this offhand dismissal, Clodius hied himself off—but not to make himself useful to anyone, least of all a nobody like Sornatius. Thus while Lucullus got his little army into marching mode, Clodius explored the byways and alleys of Amisus. His Greek of course was fluent, so there was no impediment in the way of his making friends with anyone he met as he drifted around, and he met many intrigued by such an unusual, egalitarian and oddly un-Roman fellow as he purported to be.


  He also gathered much information about a side of Lucullus he didn’t know at all—about his army, and about his campaigns to date.


  King Mithridates had fled two years before to the court of his son-in-law Tigranes when he was unable to contend with the Roman remorselessness in war, and feeling the pinch of those quarter-million seasoned troops he had lost in the Caucasus on a pointless punitive expedition against the Albanian savages who had raided Colchis. It had taken Mithridates twenty months to persuade Tigranes to see him, longer still to persuade Tigranes to help him recover his lost lands of Pontus, Cappadocia, Armenia Parva and Galatia.


  Naturally Lucullus had his spies, and knew perfectly well that the two kings were reconciled. But rather than wait for them to invade Pontus, Lucullus had decided to go on the offensive and invade Armenia proper, strike at Tigranes and prevent his aiding Mithridates. His original intention had been to leave no sort of garrison in Pontus, trusting to Rome and Roman influence to keep Pontus quiet. For he had just lost his governorship of Asia Province, and now learned from the letters brought by Publius Clodius that the enmity he had stirred in the breasts of the Ordo Equester back in Rome was growing by leaps and bounds. When the letters not only told him that the new governor of Asia Province was a Dolabella, but also that Dolabella was to “supervise” Bithynia too, Lucullus understood much. Obviously the knights of Rome and their tame senators preferred incompetence to success in war. Publius Clodius, concluded Lucullus dourly, was no harbinger of good luck!
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  The nine commissioners sent from Rome before his power there waned were scattered all over Pontus and Cappadocia, including the man Lucullus loved best in all the world now that Sulla was dead—his younger brother, Varro Lucullus. But commissioners owned no troops, and it seemed from the tone of the letters Publius Clodius carried that they would not last long in the job. Therefore, decided Lucullus, he had no choice other than to leave two of his four legions behind in Pontus to garrison it in case Mithridates tried to win back his kingdom unassisted by Tigranes. The legate he esteemed most was repairing the ravages wreaked upon the isle of Delos, and while he knew Sornatius was a good man, Lucullus wasn’t sure enough of his military capabilities to leave him without someone else at his side. The other senior legate, Marcus Fabius Hadrianus, would have to stay in Pontus too.


  Having made up his mind that two of his four legions must remain in Pontus, Lucullus also knew which two legions they would have to be—not a welcome prospect. The legions belonging to the province of Cilicia would stay in Pontus. Leaving him to march south with the two legions of Fimbriani. Wonderful troops! He absolutely loathed them. They had been in the East for sixteen years now, and were sentenced never to return to Rome or Italy because their record of mutiny and murder was such that the Senate refused to allow them to go home. Perpetually on the boil, they were dangerous men, but Lucullus, who had used them off and on for many years, dealt with them by flogging them pitilessly during campaigns and indulging their every sensual whim during winter rests. Thus they soldiered for him willingly enough, even grudgingly admired him. Yet they preferred still to nominate themselves as the troops of their first commander, Fimbria, hence the Fimbriani. Lucullus was happy to have it so. Did he want them known as the Liciniani or the Luculliani? Definitely not.


  *


  Clodius had fallen so in love with Amisus that he decided he would elect to remain behind in Pontus with the legates Sornatius and Fabius Hadrianus; campaigning had lost its lure for Clodius the moment he heard Lucullus planned a thousand-mile march.


  But it was not to be. His orders were to accompany Lucullus in his personal train. Oh well, thought Clodius, at least he would live in relative luxury! Then he discovered Lucullus’s idea of campaigning comfort. Namely, that there was none. The sybaritic Epicurean Clodius had known in Rome and Amisus had utterly vanished; Lucullus on the march at the head of the Fimbriani was no better off than any ranker soldier, and if he was no better off, nor was any member of his personal staff. They walked, they didn’t ride—the Fimbriani walked, they didn’t ride. They ate porridge and hard bread—the Fimbriani ate porridge and hard bread. They slept on the ground with a sagum for cover and earth heaped into a pillow—the Fimbriani slept on the ground with a sagum for cover and earth heaped into a pillow. They bathed in icicle-fringed streams or else chose to stink—the Fimbriani bathed in icicle-fringed streams or else chose to stink. What was good enough for the Fimbriani was good enough for Lucullus.


  But not good enough for Publius Clodius, who not many days out from Amisus took advantage of his relationship with Lucullus and complained bitterly.


  The General’s pale-grey eyes looked him up and down without expression, as cold as the thawing landscape the army traversed. “If you want comfort, Clodius, go home,” he said.


  “I don’t want to go home, I just want comfort!” said Clodius.


  “One or the other. With me, never both,” said his brother-in-law, and turned his back contemptuously.


  That was the last conversation Clodius had with him. Nor did the dour little band of junior legates and military tribunes who surrounded the General encourage the kind of companionship Clodius now learned he could hardly do without. Friendship, wine, dice, women, and mischief; they were the things Clodius craved as the days turned into what seemed like years and the countryside continued as bleak and inhospitable as Lucullus.


  They paused briefly in Eusebeia Mazaca, where Ariobarzanes Philoromaios, the King, donated what he could to the baggage train and wished Lucullus a doleful well. Then it was on into a landscape convulsed by chasms and gorges of every color at the warm end of the rainbow, a tumbled mass of tufa towers and boulders perched precariously on fragile stone necks. Skirting these gorges more than doubled the length of the march, but Lucullus plodded on, insisting that his army cover a minimum of thirty miles a day. That meant they marched from sunup to sundown, pitched camp in semidarkness and pulled camp in semidarkness. And every night a proper camp, dug and fortified against—whom? WHOM? Clodius wanted to shout to the pallid sky floating higher above them than any sky had a right to do. Followed by a WHY? roaring louder than the thunder of endless spring storms.


  They came down at last to the Euphrates at Tomisa crossing to find its eerie milky-blue waters a seething mass of melted snows. Clodius heaved a sigh of relief. No choice now! The General would have to rest while he waited for the river to go down. But did he? No. The moment the army halted, the Euphrates began to calm and slow, turn itself into a tractable, navigable waterway. Lucullus and the Fimbriani boated it into Sophene, and the moment the last man was across, back it went to foaming torrent.


  “My luck,” said Lucullus, pleased. “It is an omen.”


  The route now passed through slightly kinder country, in that the mountains were somewhat lower, good grass and wild asparagus covered the slopes, and trees grew in small groves where pockets of moisture gave their roots succor. But what did that mean to Lucullus? An order that in easy terrain like this and with asparagus to chomp on, the army could move faster! Clodius had always considered himself as fit and agile as any other Roman, used to walking everywhere. Yet here was Lucullus, almost fifty years of age, walking the twenty-two-year-old Publius Clodius into the ground.


  They crossed the Tigris, a minor matter after the Euphrates, for it was neither as broad nor as swift. And then, having marched over a thousand miles in two months, the army of Lucullus came in sight of Tigranocerta.


  It had not existed thirty years ago. King Tigranes had built it to cater to his dreams of glory and a far vaster realm: a splendid city of stone with high walls, citadels, towers, squares and courts, hanging gardens, exquisite glazed tiles of aquamarine and acid-yellow and brazen red, immense statues of winged bulls, lions, curly-bearded kings under tall tiaras. The site had been chosen with a view to everything from ease of defense to internal sources of water and a nearby tributary of the Tigris which carried away the contents of the vast sewers Tigranes had constructed in the manner of Pergamum. Whole nations had fallen to fund its construction; wealth proclaimed itself even in the far distance as the Fimbriani came over a ridge and saw it, Tigranocerta. Vast, high, beautiful. Because he craved a Hellenized realm, the King of Kings had started out to build in the Greek fashion, but all those years of Parthian-influenced childhood and young manhood were too strong; when Doric and Ionic perfection palled, he added the gaudy glazed tiles, the winged bulls, the monolithic sovereigns. Then, still dissatisfied with all those low Greek buildings, he added the hanging gardens, the square stone towers, the pylons and the power of his Parthian upbringing.


  Not in twenty-five years had anyone dared to bring King Tigranes bad news; no one wanted his head or his hands chopped off, which was the King’s reaction to the bearer of bad news. Someone, however, had to inform him that a Roman army was approaching rapidly out of the mountains to the west. Understandably, the military establishment (run by a son of Tigranes named Prince Mithrabarzanes) elected to send a very junior officer with this shockingly bad news. The King of Kings flew into a panic—but not before he had the messenger hanged. Then he fled, so hastily that he left Queen Cleopatra behind together with his other wives, his concubines, his children, his treasures, and a garrison under Mithrabarzanes. Out went the summonses from the shores of the Hyrcanian Sea to the shores of the Middle Sea, anywhere and everywhere Tigranes ruled: send him troops, send him cataphracts, send him desert Bedouins if no other soldiers could be found! For it had never occurred to Tigranes that Rome, so beleaguered, might invade Armenia to knock on the gates of his brand-new capital city.


  While his father skulked in the mountains between Tigranocerta and Lake Thospitis, Mithrabarzanes led the available troops to meet the Roman invaders, assisted by some nearby tribes of Bedouins. Lucullus trounced them and sat down before Tigranocerta to besiege it, though his army was far too small to span the length of its walls; he concentrated upon the gates and vigilant patrols. As he was also extremely efficient, very little traffic passed from inside to outside of the city walls, and none the other way. Not, he was sure, that Tigranocerta could not withstand a long siege; what he was counting on was the unwillingness of Tigranocerta to withstand a long siege. The first step was to defeat the King of Kings on a battlefield. That would lead to the second step, the surrender of Tigranocerta, a place filled with people who had no love for—though great terror of—Tigranes. He had populated this new capital city far from northern Armenia and the old capital of Artaxata with Greeks imported against their will from Syria, Cappadocia, eastern Cilicia; it was a vital part of the program of Hellenization that Tigranes was determined to inflict upon his racially Median peoples. To be Greek in culture and language was to be civilized. To be Median in culture and illiterate in Greek was inferior, primitive. His answer was to kidnap Greeks.


  Though the two great kings were reconciled, Mithridates was too cagey to be with Tigranes—instead, he lay with an army of a mere ten thousand men to the north and west of where Tigranes had fled; his opinion of Tigranes as a military man was not high. With him was his best general, his cousin Taxiles, and when they heard that Lucullus was besieging Tigranocerta and that Tigranes was gathering an immense force to relieve it, Mithridates sent his cousin Taxiles to see the King of Kings.


  “Do not attack the Romans!” was the Mithridatic message.


  Tigranes was inclined to heed this advice, even after he had assembled one hundred and twenty thousand infantry from places as far apart as Syria and the Caucasus, and twenty-five thousand of the awesome cavalry known as cataphracts, horses and riders clad from head to foot in chain mail. He lay some fifty miles from his capital in a cozy valley, but he needed to move. Most of his supplies were in Tigranocertan granaries and storehouses, so he knew he must establish fortified contact with the city if his vast forces were to eat. And that, he reasoned, should not be too difficult if indeed, as his spies had reported to him, the Roman army did not have the strength to embrace the entire perimeter of so great a place as Tigranocerta.


  He had not, however, believed the reports which said the Roman army was minute. Until he himself rode to the top of a high hill behind his capital and actually saw for himself what gnat was impudent enough to sting him.


  “Too large to be an embassage, but too small to be an army” was how he put it, and issued orders to attack.


  But vast eastern armies were not entities a Marius or a Sulla would have desired for one moment, even had those two Roman generals ever had such military largesse offered to them. Forces must be small, flexible, maneuverable—easily supplied, easily controlled, easily deployed. Lucullus had two legions of superb if disreputable soldiers who knew his tactics as well as he did, plus a very neat contingent of twenty-seven hundred horsemen from Galatia who had been with him for years.


  The siege had not been without Roman losses, chiefly because of a mysterious Zoroastrian fire King Tigranes possessed. It was called naphtha by the Greeks, and it came from a Persian fastness somewhere on the southwest of the Hyrcanian Sea. Small light lumps of it lobbed onto the siege towers and shelter sheds roared through the air ablaze and splattered as they landed, flaring up so hot and so incandescent that nothing could extinguish them or the fires which spread from them. They burned and maimed—but worse than that, they terrified. No one had ever experienced anything like them before.


  Thus when Tigranes moved his mighty force to attack the gnat, he failed to understand what a difference mood could make to the gnat. Every Roman in that tiny army was fed up—fed up with a monotonous diet, Zoroastrian fire, no women, cataphracts lumbering on their huge Nesaean horses to badger foraging parties, Armenia in general and Tigranocerta in particular. From Lucullus to the Fimbriani to the Galatian cavalry, all of them hungered for a battle. And cheered themselves hoarse when the scouts reported that King Tigranes was in the offing at last.


  Promising Mars Invictus a special sacrifice, Lucullus girded his loins for the fray at dawn on the sixth day of Roman October. Siege lines abandoned, the General occupied a hill which intervened between the advancing Armenian giant and the city, and made his dispositions. Though he couldn’t know that Mithridates had sent Taxiles to warn the King of Kings not to engage the Romans, Lucullus did know exactly how to tempt Tigranes into an engagement: huddle his little force together and appear to be terrified by the size of the Armenian giant. Since all the eastern kings were convinced an army’s strength was in numbers, Tigranes would attack.


  Tigranes did attack. What developed was a debacle. No one on the Armenian side, including Taxiles, seemed to comprehend the value of high ground. Nor, so much was clear to Lucullus as the seething host flowed up his hill, had anyone in the Armenian chain of command thought to develop tactics or a strategy. The monster was unleashed; no more was necessary.


  Taking his time, Lucullus dealt out frightful punishment from the top of his hill, worried only that the mountains of dead would end in hemming him in, foil a complete victory. But when he put his Galatian cavalry to clearing lines through the Armenian fallen, the Fimbriani spread outward and downward like scythes through a field of wheat. The Armenian front disintegrated, pushing thousands of Syrian and Caucasian foot soldiers into the ranks of the mailed cataphracts until horses and riders fell, or they themselves were crushed. More of the Armenian host died that way than the berserk Fimbriani had the numbers to kill.


  Said Lucullus in his report to the Senate in Rome: “Over one hundred thousand Armenian dead, and five Roman dead.”


  King Tigranes fled a second time, so certain he would be captured that he gave his tiara and diadem to one of his sons to keep, exhorting the princeling to gallop faster because he was younger and lighter. But the youth entrusted tiara and diadem to an obscure-looking slave, with the result that the Armenian symbols of sovereignty came into the possession of Lucullus two days later.


  The Greeks forced to live in Tigranocerta opened the gates of the city, so overjoyed that they carried Lucullus shoulder-high. Privation was a thing of the past; the Fimbriani dived with equal glee into soft arms and soft beds, ate and drank, wenched and pillaged. The booty was staggering. Eight thousand talents of gold and silver, thirty million medimni of wheat, untold treasures and art works.


  And the General became human! Fascinated, Publius Clodius saw the Lucullus he had known in Rome emerge out of the hard-bitten, coldly ruthless man of months past. Manuscripts were piled up for his delectation alongside exquisite children he retained for his own pleasure, never happier than when he could sexually initiate girls just flowering into puberty. Median girls, not Greek! The spoils were divided at a ceremony in the marketplace with Lucullan fairness: each of the fifteen thousand men received at least thirty thousand sesterces in money, though of course it would not be paid over until the loot had been converted into cold, hard Roman cash. The wheat fetched twelve thousand talents; canny Lucullus sold the bulk of it to King Phraates of the Parthians.


  Publius Clodius was not about to forgive Lucullus for those months of footslogging and living hard, even when his own share of the booty came in at a hundred thousand sesterces. Somewhere between Eusebeia Mazaca and the crossing at Tomisa he added his brother-in-law’s name to the list he kept of those who would pay for offending him. Catilina. Cicero the small fish. Fabia. And now Lucullus. Having seen the gold and silver piled in the vaults—indeed, having assisted in counting it—Clodius concentrated at first upon working out how Lucullus had managed to cheat everyone when the spoils were divided. A mere thirty thousand for each legionary, each cavalryman? Ridiculous! Until his abacus told him that eight thousand talents divided by fifteen thousand men yielded only thirteen thousand sesterces each—so where had the other seventeen thousand come from? Sale of the wheat, said the General laconically when Clodius applied to him for elucidation.


  This wasted exercise in arithmetic did give Clodius an idea, however. If he had assumed Lucullus was cheating his men, what would they think if someone sowed a seed or two of discontent?


  Until Tigranocerta had been occupied, Clodius had been given no chance to cultivate the acquaintance of anyone outside the small and untalkative group of legates and tribunes around the General. Lucullus was a stickler for protocol, disapproved of fraternization between ranker soldiers and his staff. But now, with winter setting in and this new Lucullus prepared to give all who served him the time of their lives, supervision ceased. Oh, there were jobs to do: Lucullus ordered every actor and dancer rounded up, for example, and forced them to perform for his army. A circus holiday far from home for men who would never see home again. Entertainments were plentiful. So was wine.


  The leader of the Fimbriani was a primus pilus centurion who headed the senior of the two Fimbriani legions. His name was Marcus Silius, and like the rest he had marched, an ordinary legionary not yet old enough to shave, east across Macedonia with Flaccus and Fimbria seventeen years before. When Fimbria won the struggle for supremacy, Marcus Silius had applauded the murder of Flaccus at Byzantium. He had crossed into Asia, fought against King Mithridates, been handed over to Sulla when Fimbria fell from power and suicided, and fought for Sulla, for Murena, and then for Lucullus. With the others he had gone to besiege Mitylene, by which time his rank was pilus prior, very high in the tortuous gradations of centurions. Year had succeeded year; fight had succeeded fight. They had all been mere striplings when they left Italy, for Italy by then was exhausted of seasoned troops; now in Tigranocerta they had been under the eagles for half of the years they had lived, and petition after petition for an honorable discharge had been denied them. Marcus Silius, their leader, was a bitter man of thirty-four who just wanted to go home.


  It hadn’t been necessary for Clodius to ascertain this information now; even legates as sour as Sextilius did speak from time to time, and usually about Silius or the primus pilus centurion of the other Fimbriani legion, Lucius Cornificius, who was not of the rising family with that name.


  Nor was it hard to find Silius’s lair inside Tigranocerta; he and Cornificius had commandeered a minor palace which had belonged to a Tigranic son, and moved in together with some very delectable women and enough slaves to serve a cohort.


  Publius Clodius, patrician member of an august clan, went visiting, and like the Greeks before Troy, he bore gifts. Oh, not the size of wooden horses! Clodius brought a little bag of mushrooms Lucullus (who liked to experiment with such substances) had given him, and a flagon of superlative wine so large it took three servants to manhandle it.


  His reception was wary. Both the centurions knew well enough who he was; what relationship he bore to Lucullus; how he had done on the march, in the camp before the city, during the battle. None of which impressed them any more than the person of Clodius did, for he was of no more than average size and far too mediocre of physique to stand out in any crowd. What they did admire was his gall: he barged in as if he owned the place, ensconced himself chattily on a big tapestry cushion between the couches where each man lay wrapped around his woman of the moment, produced his bag of mushrooms and proceeded to tell them what was going to happen when they partook of this unusual fare.


  “Amazing stuff!” said Clodius, mobile brows flying up and down in a comical manner. “Do have some, but chew it very slowly and don’t expect anything to happen for quite a long time.”


  Silius made no attempt to avail himself of this invitation; nor, he was quick to note, did Clodius set an example by chewing one of the shrunken little caps, slowly or otherwise.


  “What do you want?” he asked curtly.


  “To talk,” said Clodius, and smiled for the first time.


  That was always a shock for those who had never seen the smiling Publius Clodius; it transformed what was otherwise a rather tense and anxious face into something suddenly so likable, so appealing, that smiles tended to break out all around. As smiles did in the moment Clodius triggered his, from Silius, Cornificius, both the women.


  But a Fimbrianus was not to be caught so easily. Clodius was the Enemy, a far more serious enemy than any Armenian or Syrian or Caucasian. So after his smile died, Silius maintained his independence of mind, remained skeptical of Clodius’s motives.


  All of which Clodius half expected, had planned for. It had come to his notice during those four humiliating years he had slunk around Rome that anyone highborn was going to be viewed with extreme suspicion by those beneath him, and that on the whole those beneath him could find absolutely no reasonable reason why someone highborn would want to slum it. Rudderless, ostracized by his peers, and desperate for something to do, Clodius set out to remove mistrust among his inferiors. The thrill of victory when he succeeded was warming, but he had also found a genuine pleasure in low company; he liked being better educated and more intelligent than anyone else in the room, it gave him an advantage he would never have among his peers. He felt a giant. And he transmitted a message to his inferiors that here was a highborn chap who really did care, who really was attracted to simpler people, simpler circumstances. He learned to wriggle in and make himself at home. He basked in a new kind of adulation.


  His technique consisted in talk. No big words, no inadvertent allusions to obscure Greek dramatists or poets, not one indication that his company or his drink or his surroundings did not please him tremendously. And while he talked, he plied his audience with wine and pretended to consume huge amounts of it himself—yet made sure that at the end he was the soberest man in the room. Not that he looked it; he was adept at collapsing under the table, falling off his stool, bolting outside to vomit. The first time he worked on his chosen quarry they preserved a measure of skepticism, but he’d be back to try again, then be back a third and a fourth time, until eventually even the wariest man present had to admit that Publius Clodius was a truly wonderful fellow, someone ordinary who had been unfortunate enough to be born into the wrong sphere. After trust was established, he discovered he could manipulate everyone to his heart’s content provided that he never betrayed his inner thoughts and feelings. The lowly he courted, he soon decided, were urban hayseeds, uncouth, ignorant, unread—desperately eager to be esteemed by their betters, longing for approval. And just waiting to be shaped.


  Marcus Silius and Lucius Cornificius were no different from any tavernload of Roman urban lowly, even if they had left Italy at seventeen. Hard they were, cruel they were, ruthless they were. But to Publius Clodius the two centurions seemed as malleable as clay in the hands of a master sculptor. Easy game. Easy…


  Once Silius and Cornificius admitted to themselves that they liked him, that he amused them, then Clodius began to defer to them, to ask their opinions on this and that—always choosing things they knew, could feel authoritative about. And after that he let them see that he admired them—their toughness, their stamina in their job, which was soldiering, and therefore of paramount importance to Rome. Finally he became their equal as well as their friend, one of the boys, a light in the darkness; he was one of Them, but as one of Us he was in a position to bring every plight he saw to the attention of Them in Senate and Comitia, on Palatine and Carinae. Oh, he was young, still a bit of a boy! But boys grew up, and when he turned thirty Publius Clodius would enter the hallowed portals of the Senate; he would ascend the cursus honorum as smoothly as water flowing over polished marble. After all, he was a Claudian, a member of a clan which had never skipped the consulship through all the many generations of the Republic. One of Them. Yet one of Us.


  It was not until his fifth visit that Clodius got around to the subject of booty and Lucullus’s division of the spoils.


  “Miserable skinflint!” said Clodius, slurring his words.


  “Eh?” asked Silius, pricking up his ears.


  “My esteemed brother-in-law Lucullus. Palming off troops like your chaps with a pittance. Thirty thousand sesterces each when there were eight thousand talents in Tigranocerta!”


  “Did he palm us off?’’ asked Cornificius, astonished. “He has always said he preferred to divide the spoils on the field instead of after his triumph because the Treasury couldn’t cheat us!”


  “That’s what he intends you to think,” said Clodius, his cup of wine slopping drunkenly. “Can you do sums?”


  “Sums?”


  “You know, add and subtract and multiply and divide.”


  “Oh. A bit,” said Silius, not wanting to seem untutored.


  “Well, one of the advantages of having your own pedagogue when you’re young is that you have to do sum after sum after sum after sum. Flogged raw if you don’t!” Clodius giggled. “So I sat down and did a few sums, like multiplying talents into good old Roman sesterces, then dividing by fifteen thousand. And I can tell you, Marcus Silius, that the men in your two legions should have got ten times thirty thousand sesterces each! That supercilious, haughty mentula of a brother-in-law of mine went out into that marketplace looking generous and proceeded to shove his fist right up every Fimbrianus arse!” Clodius smacked his right fist into his left palm. “Hear that? Well, that’s soft compared to Lucullus’s fist up your arses!”


  They believed him not only because they wanted to believe him, but also because he spoke with such absolute authority, then proceeded to reel off one set of figures after another as quickly as he could blink, a litany of Lucullus’s peculations since he had come east six years before to take command of the Fimbriani yet again. How could anyone who knew so much be wrong? And what was in it for him to lie? Silius and Cornificius believed him.


  After that it was easy. While the Fimbriani roistered their way through winter in Tigranocerta, Publius Clodius whispered in the ears of their centurions, and their centurions whispered in the ears of the rankers, and the rankers whispered in the ears of the Galatian troopers. Some of the men had left women behind in Amisus, and when the two Cilician legions under Sornatius and Fabius Hadrianus marched from Amisus to Zela, the women trailed behind as soldiers’ women always do. Hardly anyone could write, and yet the word spread all the way from Tigranocerta to Pontus that Lucullus had consistently cheated the army of its proper share in the booty. Nor did anyone bother to check Clodius’s arithmetic. It was preferable to believe they had been cheated when the reward for thinking so was ten times what Lucullus said they were to get. Besides which, Clodius was so brilliant! He was incapable of making an arithmetical or statistical mistake! What Clodius said was sure to be right! Clever Clodius. He had learned the secret of demagoguery: tell people what they want most to hear, never tell them what they don’t want to hear.


  *


  In the meantime Lucullus had not been idle, despite voyages into rare manuscripts and underaged girls. He had made quick trips to Syria, and sent all the displaced Greeks back to their homes. The southern empire of Tigranes was disintegrating, and Lucullus intended to be sure that Rome inherited. For there was a third eastern king who represented a threat to Rome, King Phraates of the Parthians. Sulla had concluded a treaty with his father giving everything west of the Euphrates to Rome, and everything east of the Euphrates to the Kingdom of the Parthians.


  When Lucullus sold the thirty million medimni of wheat he found in Tigranocerta to the Parthians, he had done so to prevent its filling Armenian bellies. But as barge after barge sped down the Tigris toward Mesopotamia and the Kingdom of the Parthians, King Phraates sent him a message asking for a fresh treaty with Rome along the same lines: everything west of the Euphrates to be Rome’s, everything east to belong to King Phraates. Then Lucullus learned that Phraates was also treating with the refugee Tigranes, who was promising to hand back those seventy valleys in Media Atropatene in return for Parthian aid against Rome. They were devious, these eastern kings, and never to be trusted; they owned eastern values, and eastern values shifted about like sand.


  At which point visions of wealth beyond any Roman dream suddenly popped into Lucullus’s mind. Imagine what would be found in Seleuceia-on-Tigris, in Ctesiphon, in Babylonia, in Susa! If two Roman legions and fewer than three thousand Galatian cavalrymen could virtually eliminate an Armenian grand army, four Roman legions and the Galatian horse could conquer all the way down Mesopotamia to the Mare Erythraeum! What could the Parthians offer by way of resistance that Tigranes had not? From cataphracts to Zoroastrian fire, the army of Lucullus had dealt with everything. All he needed to do was fetch the two Cilician legions from Pontus.


  Lucullus made up his mind within moments. In the spring he would invade Mesopotamia and crush the Kingdom of the Parthians. What a shock that would be for the knights of the Ordo Equester and their senatorial partisans! Lucius Licinius Lucullus would show them. And show the entire world.


  Off went a summons to Sornatius in Zela: bring the Cilician legions to Tigranocerta immediately. We march for Babylonia and Elymais. We will be immortal. We will drag the whole of the East into the province of Rome and eliminate the last of her enemies.


  Naturally Publius Clodius heard all about these plans when he visited the wing of the main palace wherein Lucullus had set up his residence. In fact, Lucullus was feeling more kindly disposed toward his young brother-in-law these days, for Clodius had kept out of his way and hadn’t tried to make mischief among the junior military tribunes, a habit he had fallen into on the march from Pontus the year before.


  “I’ll make Rome richer than she’s ever been,” said Lucullus happily, his long face softer these days. “Marcus Crassus prates on about the wealth to be had for the taking in Egypt, but the Kingdom of the Parthians makes Egypt look impoverished. From the Indus to the Euphrates, King Phraates exacts tribute. But after I’m done with Phraates, all that tribute will flow into our dear Rome. We’ll have to build a new Treasury to hold it!”


  Clodius hastened to see Silius and Cornificius.


  “What do you think of his idea?” asked Clodius prettily.


  The two centurions thought very little of it, as they made clear through Silius.


  “You don’t know the plains,” he said to Clodius, “but we do. We’ve been everywhere. A summer campaign working down the Tigris all the way to Elymais? In that kind of heat and humidity? Parthians grow up in heat and humidity. Whereas we’ll die.”


  Clodius’s mind had been on plunder, not climate, but he thought of climate now. A march into sunstroke and sweat cramps under Lucullus? Worse than anything he had endured so far!


  “All right,” he said briskly, “then we had better make sure the campaign never happens.”


  “The Cilician legions!” said Silius instantly. “Without them we can’t march into country as flat as a board. Lucullus knows that. Four legions to form a perfect defensive square.”


  “He’s sent off to Sornatius already,” said Clodius, frowning.


  “His messenger will travel like the wind, but Sornatius won’t muster for a march in under a month,” said Cornificius confidently. “He’s on his own in Zela, Fabius Hadrianus went off to Pergamum.”


  “How do you know that?” asked Clodius, curious.


  “We got our sources,” said Silius grinning. “What we have to do is send someone of our own to Zela.”


  “To do what?”


  “To tell the Cilicians to stay where they are. Once they hear where the army’s going, they’ll down tools and refuse to budge. If Lucullus was there he’d manage to shift them, but Sornatius don’t have the clout or the gumption to deal with mutiny.”


  Clodius pretended to look horrified. “Mutiny?” he squeaked.


  “Not really proper mutiny,” soothed Silius. “Those chaps will be happy to fight for Rome—provided they does it in Pontus. So how can it be classified as a proper mutiny?”


  “True,” said Clodius, appearing relieved. “Whom can you send to Zela?” he asked.


  “My own batman,” said Cornificius, rising to his feet. “No time to waste, I’ll get him started now.”


  Which left Clodius and Silius alone.


  “You’ve been a terrific help to us,” said Silius gratefully. “We’re real glad to know you, Publius Clodius.”


  “Not as glad as I am to know you, Marcus Silius.”


  “Knew another young patrician real well once,” said Silius, reflectively turning his golden goblet between his hands.


  “Did you?’’ asked Clodius, genuinely interested; one never knew where such conversations led, what might emerge to become grist in a Clodian mill. “Who? When?”


  “Mitylene, a good eleven or twelve years ago.” Silius spat on the marble floor. “Another Lucullus campaign! Never seem to get rid of him. We was herded together into one cohort, the chaps Lucullus decided were too dangerous to be reliable—we still thought a lot about Fimbria in those days. So Lucullus decided to throw us to the arrows, and put this pretty baby in command. Twenty, I think he was. Gaius Julius Caesar.”


  “Caesar?” Clodius sat up alertly. “I know him—well, I know of him, anyway. Lucullus hates him.”


  “Did then too. That’s why he was thrown to the arrows along with us. But it didn’t work out that way. Talk about cool! He was like ice. And fight? Jupiter, he could fight! Never stopped thinking, that was what made him so good. Saved my life in that battle, not to mention everyone else’s. But mine was personal. Still don’t know how he managed to do it. I thought I was ashes on the fire, Publius Clodius, ashes on the fire.”


  “He won a Civic Crown,” said Clodius. “That’s how I remember him so well. There aren’t too many advocates appear in a court wearing a crown of oak leaves on their heads. Sulla’s nephew.”


  “And Gaius Marius’s nephew,” said Silius. “Told us that at the start of the battle.”


  “That’s right, one of his aunts married Marius and the other one married Sulla.” Clodius looked pleased. “Well, he’s some sort of cousin of mine, Marcus Silius, so that accounts for it.”


  “Accounts for what?”


  “His bravery and the fact you liked him!”


  “Did like him too. Was sorry when he went back to Rome with Thermus and the Asian soldiers.”


  “And the poor old Fimbriani had to stay behind as always,” said Clodius softly. “Well, be of good cheer! I’m writing to everyone I know in Rome to get that senatorial decree lifted!”


  “You,” said Silius, his eyes filling with tears, “are the Soldiers’ Friend, Publius Clodius. We won’t forget.”


  Clodius looked thrilled. “The Soldiers’ Friend? Is that what you call me?”


  “That’s what we call you.”


  “I won’t forget either, Marcus Silius.”


  *


  Halfway through March a frostbitten and exhausted messenger arrived from Pontus to inform Lucullus that the Cilician legions had refused to move from Zela. Sornatius and Fabius Hadrianus had done everything they could think of, but the Cilicians would not budge, even after Governor Dolabella sent a stern warning. Nor was that the only unsettling news from Zela. Somehow, wrote Sornatius, the troops of the two Cilician legions had been led to believe that Lucullus had cheated them of their fair share in all booty divided since Lucullus had returned to the East six years earlier. It was undoubtedly the prospect of the heat along the Tigris had caused the mutiny, but the myth that Lucullus was a cheat and a liar had not helped.


  The window at which Lucullus sat looked out across the city in the direction of Mesopotamia; Lucullus stared blindly toward the distant horizon of low mountains and tried to cope with the dissolution of what had become a possible, tangible dream. The fools, the idiots! He, a Licinius Lucullus, to exact petty sums from men under his command? He, a Licinius Lucullus, to descend to the level of those grasping get-rich-quick publicani in Rome? Who had done that? Who had spread a rumor like that? And why hadn’t they been able to see for themselves that it was untrue? A few simple calculations, that was all it would have taken.


  His dream of conquering the Kingdom of the Parthians was over. To take fewer than four legions into absolutely flat country would be suicide, and Lucullus was not suicidal. Sighing, he rose to his feet, went to find Sextilius and Fannius, the most senior legates with him in Tigranocerta.


  “What will you do, then?” asked Sextilius, stunned.


  “I’ll do what lies in my power with the forces I have,” said Lucullus, the stiffness growing in every moment. “I’ll go north after Tigranes and Mithridates. I’ll force them to retreat ahead of me, pen them into Artaxata, and break them into little pieces.”


  “It’s too early in the year to go so far north,” said Lucius Fannius, looking worried. “We won’t be able to leave until—oh, Sextilis by the calendar. Then all we’ll have is four months. They say there’s no land under five thousand feet, and the growing season lasts a bare summer. Nor will we be able to take much with us in supplies—I believe the terrain is solid mountain. But you will go west of Lake Thospitis, of course.”


  “No, I will go east of Lake Thospitis,” Lucullus answered, now fully encased in his icy campaigning shell. “If four months is all we have, we can’t afford to detour two hundred miles just because the going is a trifle easier.”


  His legates looked upset, but neither argued. Long accustomed to that look on Lucullus’s face, they didn’t think any argument would sway him. “In the meantime what will you do?” asked Fannius.


  “Leave the Fimbriani here to wallow,” said Lucullus with contempt. “They’ll be pleased enough at that news!”


  *


  Thus it was that early in the month of Sextilis the army of Lucullus finally left Tigranocerta, but not to march south into the heat. This new direction (as Clodius learned from Silius and Cornificius) did not precisely please the Fimbriani, who would have preferred to loiter in Tigranocerta pretending to be on garrison duty. But at least the weather would be bearable, and there wasn’t a mountain in all of Asia could daunt a Fimbrianus! They had climbed them all, said Silius complacently. Besides which, four months meant a nice short campaign. They’d be back in snug Tigranocerta by winter.


  Lucullus himself led the march in stony silence, for he had discovered on a visit to Antioch that he was removed from his governorship of Cilicia; the province was to be given to Quintus Marcius Rex, senior consul of the year, and Rex was anxious to leave for the East during his consulship. With, Lucullus was outraged to hear, three brand-new legions accompanying him! Yet he, Lucullus, couldn’t prise a legion out of Rome when his very life had depended on it!


  “All right for me,” said Publius Clodius smugly. “Rex is my brother-in-law too, don’t forget. I’m just like a cat—land on my feet every time! If you don’t want me, Lucullus, I’ll take myself off to join Rex in Tarsus.”


  “Don’t hurry!” snarled Lucullus. “What I failed to tell you is that Rex can’t start for the East as early as he planned. The junior consul died, then the suffect consul died; Rex is glued to Rome until his consulship is over.”


  “Oh!” said Clodius, and took himself off.


  Once the march began it had become impossible for Clodius to seek out Silius or Cornificius without being noticed; during this initial stage he lay low among the military tribunes, said and did nothing. He had a feeling that as time went on opportunity would arrive, for his bones said Lucullus had lost his luck. Nor was he alone in thinking this; the tribunes and even the legates were also beginning to mutter about Lucullus’s bad luck.


  His guides had advised that he march up the Canirites, the branch of the Tigris which ran close to Tigranocerta and rose in the massif southeast of Lake Thospitis. But his guides were all Arabs from the lowlands; search as he would, Lucullus had found no one in the region of Tigranocerta who hailed from that massif southeast of Lake Thospitis. Which should have told him something about the country he was venturing into, but didn’t because his spirit was so bruised by the failure of the Cilician legions that he wasn’t capable of detachment. He did, however, retain enough coolness of mind to send some of his Galatian horsemen ahead. They returned within a market interval to inform him that the Canirites had a short course which ended in a sheer wall of alp no army could possibly cross, even on foot.


  “We did see one nomad shepherd,” said the leader of the patrol, “and he suggested we march for the Lycus, the next big Tigris tributary south. Its course is long, and winds between the same mountain wall. He thinks its source is kinder, that we should be able to cross to some of the lower land around Lake Thospitis. And from there, he says, the going will be easier.”


  Lucullus frowned direfully at the delay, and sent his Arabs packing. When he asked to see the shepherd with a view to making him the guide, his Galatians informed him sadly that the rascal had slipped away with his sheep and could not be found.


  “Very well, we march for the Lycus,” said the General.


  “We’ve lost eighteen days,” said Sextilius timidly.


  “I am aware of that.”


  And so, having found the Lycus, the Fimbriani and the cavalry began to follow it into ever-increasing heights, an ever-decreasing valley. None of them had been with Pompey when he blazed a new route across the western Alps, but if one had been, he could have told the rest that Pompey’s path was infant’s work compared to this. And the army was climbing, struggling between great boulders thrown out by the river, now a roaring torrent impossible to ford, growing narrower, deeper, wilder.


  They rounded a corner and emerged onto a fairly grassy shoulder which sat like a park, not quite a bowl but at least offering some grazing for the horses, growing thin and hungry. But it couldn’t cheer them, for its far end—it was apparently the watershed—was appalling. Nor would Lucullus permit them to tarry longer than three days; they had been over a month on their way, and were actually very little further north than Tigranocerta.


  The mountain on their right as they started out into this frightful wilderness was a sixteen-thousand-foot giant, and they were ten thousand feet up its side, gasping at the weight of their packs, wondering why their heads ached, why they could never seem to fill their chests with precious air. A new little stream was their only way out, and the walls rose on either side of it so sheer even snow could not find a foothold. Sometimes it took a whole day to negotiate less than a mile, scrambling up and over rocks, clinging to the edge of the boiling cataract they followed, trying desperately not to fall in to be bashed and mashed to pulp.


  No one saw the beauty; the going was too dreadful. And it never seemed to grow less dreadful as the days dragged on and the cataract never calmed, just widened and deepened. At night it was perishing, though full summer was here, and during the day they never felt the sun, so enormous were the mountain walls which hemmed them in. Nothing could be worse, nothing.


  Until they saw the bloodstained snow, just when the gorge they had been traversing started to widen a trifle, and the horses managed to nibble at a little grass. Less vertical now, if almost as tall, the mountains held sheets and rivers of snow in their crevices. Snow which looked exactly as snow did on a battlefield after the slaughter was over, brownish pink with blood.


  Clodius bolted for Cornificius, whose legion preceded the senior legion under Silius.


  “What does it mean?” cried Clodius, terrified.


  “It means we’re going to certain death,” said Cornificius.


  “Have you never seen it before?”


  “How could we have seen it before, when it’s here as an omen for the lot of us?’’


  “We must turn back!” shivered Clodius.


  “Too late for that,” said Cornificius.


  So they struggled on, a little more easily now because the river had managed to carve two verges for itself, and the altitude was decreasing. But Lucullus announced they were too far east, so the army, still staring at the bloodstained snow all around them on the heights, turned to climb once more. Nowhere had they found evidence of life, though everyone had been ordered to capture any nomad who might appear. How could anyone live looking at bloodstained snow?


  Twice they climbed up to ten and eleven thousand feet, twice they stumbled downward, but the second pass was more welcome, for the bloodstained snow disappeared, became ordinary beautiful white snow, and on top of the second pass they looked across the distance to see Lake Thospitis dreaming exquisitely blue in the sun.


  Weak at the knees, the army descended to what seemed the Elysian Fields, though the altitude still lay at five thousand feet and of harvest there was none, for no one lived to plough soil which remained frozen until summer, and froze again with the first breath of autumn wind. Of trees there were none, but grass grew; the horses fattened if the men didn’t, and at least there was wild asparagus again.


  Lucullus pressed on, understanding that in two months he had not managed to get more than sixty miles north of Tigranocerta. Still, the worst was over; he could move faster now. Skirting the lake, he found a small village of nomads who had planted grain, and he took every ear of it to augment his shrinking supplies. Some few miles further on he found more grain, took that too, along with every sheep his army discovered. By this time the air didn’t feel as thin—not because it wasn’t as thin, but because everyone had grown used to the altitude.


  The river which ran out of more snowcapped peaks to the north into the lake was a good one, fairly wide and placid, and it headed in the direction Lucullus wanted to go. The villagers, who spoke a distorted Median, had told him through his captive Median interpreter that there was only one more ridge of mountains left between him and the valley of the Araxes River, where Artaxata lay. Bad mountains? he asked. Not as bad as those from which this strange army had issued, was the reply.


  Then as the Fimbriani left the river valley to climb into fairly rolling uplands, much happier at this terrain, a troop of cataphracts bore down on them. Since the Fimbriani felt like a good fight, they rolled the massive mailed men and horses into confusion without the help of the Galatians. After that it was the turn of the Galatians, who dealt capably with a second troop of cataphracts. And watched and waited for more.


  More did not come. Within a day’s march they understood why. The land was quite flat, but as far as the eye could see in every direction it consisted of a new obstacle, something so weird and horrific they wondered what gods they had offended, to curse them with such a nightmare. And the bloodstains were back—not in snow this time, but smeared across the landscape.


  What they looked at were rocks. Razor-edged rocks ten to fifty feet high, tumbled remorselessly without interruption on top of each other and against each other, leaning every way, no reason or logic or pattern to their distribution.


  Silius and Cornificius sought an interview with the General.


  “We can’t cross those rocks,” said Silius flatly.


  “This army can cross anything, it’s already proved that,” Lucullus answered, very displeased at their protest.


  “There’s no path,” said Silius.


  “Then we will make one,” said Lucullus.


  “Not through those rocks we won’t,” said Cornificius. “I know, because I had some of the men try. Whatever those rocks are made of is harder than our dolabrae.”


  “Then we will simply climb over them,” said Lucullus.


  He would not bend. The third month was drawing to a finish; he had to reach Artaxata. So his little army entered the lava field fractured by an inland sea in some remote past age. And shivered in fear because “those rocks” were daubed with blood-red lichen. It was painfully slow work, ants toiling across a plain of broken pots. Only men were not ants; “those rocks” cut, bruised, punished cruelly. Nor was there any way around them, for in every direction more snowy mountains reared on the horizon, sometimes nearer, sometimes farther away, always hemming them into this terrible travail.


  Clodius had decided somewhere just to the north of Lake Thospitis that he didn’t care what Lucullus said or did, he was going to travel with Silius. And when (learning from Sextilius that Clodius had deserted to fraternize with a centurion) the General ordered him back to the front of the march, Clodius refused.


  “Tell my brother-in-law,” he said to the tribune dispatched to fetch him home, “that I am happy where I am. If he wants me up front, then he’ll have to clap me in irons.”


  A reply which Lucullus deemed it wiser to ignore. In truth the staff was delighted to be rid of the whining, trouble-making Clodius. As yet no suspicion existed of Clodius’s part in the mutiny of the Cilician legions, and as the Fimbriani had confined their protest about “those rocks” to an official one delivered by their head centurions, no suspicion existed of a Fimbriani mutiny.


  Perhaps there never would have been a Fimbriani mutiny had it not been for Mount Ararat. For fifty miles the army suffered the fragmented lava field, then emerged from it onto grass again. Bliss! Except that from east to west across their path loomed a mountain the like of which no one had ever seen. Eighteen thousand feet of solid snow, the most beautiful and terrible mountain in the world, with another cone, smaller yet no less horrifying, on its eastern flank.


  The Fimbriani lay down their shields and spears and looked. And wept.


  This time it was Clodius who led the deputation to the General, and Clodius was not about to be cowed.


  “We absolutely refuse to march another step,” he said, Silius and Cornificius nodding behind him.


  It was when Lucullus saw Bogitarus step into the tent that he knew himself beaten, for Bogitarus was the leader of his Galatian horsemen, a man whose loyalty he could not question.


  “Are you of the same mind, Bogitarus?” Lucullus asked.


  “I am, Lucius Licinius. My horses can’t cross a mountain like that, not after the rocks. Their feet are bruised to the hocks, they’ve cast shoes faster than my smiths can cope with, and I’m running out of steel. Not to mention that we’ve had no charcoal since we left Tigranocerta, so I have no charcoal left either. We would follow you into Hades, Lucius Licinius, but we will not follow you onto that mountain,” said Bogitarus.


  “Thank you, Bogitarus,” said Lucullus. “Go. You Fimbriani can go too. I want to speak to Publius Clodius.”


  “Does that mean we turn back?” asked Silius suspiciously.


  “Not back, Marcus Silius, unless you want more rocks. We’ll turn west to the Arsanias, and find grain.”


  Bogitarus had already gone; now the two Fimbriani centurions followed him, leaving Lucullus alone with Clodius.


  “How much have you had to do with all this?” asked Lucullus.


  Bright-eyed and gleeful, Clodius eyed the General up and down contemptuously. How worn he looked! Not hard to believe now that he was fifty. And the gaze had lost something, a cold fixity which had carried him through everything. What Clodius saw was a crust of weariness, and behind it a knowledge of defeat.


  “What have I had to do with all this?’’ he asked, and laughed. “My dear Lucullus, I am its perpetrator! Do you really think any of those fellows have such foresight? Or the gall? All this is my doing, and nobody else’s.”


  “The Cilician legions,” said Lucullus slowly.


  “Them too. My doing.” Clodius bounced up and down on his toes. “You won’t want me after this, so I’ll go. By the time I get to Tarsus, my brother-in-law Rex ought to be there.”


  “You’re going nowhere except back to mess with your Fimbriani minions,” said Lucullus, and smiled dourly. “I am your commander, and I hold a proconsular imperium to fight Mithridates and Tigranes. I do not give you leave to go, and without it you cannot go. You will remain with me until the sight of you makes me vomit.’”’


  Not the answer Clodius wanted, or had expected. He threw Lucullus a furious glare, and stormed out.


  *


  The winds and snow began even as Lucullus turned west, for the campaigning season was over. He had used up his time of grace getting as far as Ararat, not more than two hundred miles from Tigranocerta as a bird would have flown. When he touched the course of the Arsanias, the biggest of the northern tributaries of the Euphrates, he found the grain already harvested and the sparse populace fled to hide in their troglodyte houses dug out of tufa rock, together with every morsel of any kind of food. Defeated by his own troops Lucullus may have been, but adversity was something he had come to know well, and he was not about to stop here where Mithridates and Tigranes could find him all too easily when spring arrived.


  He headed for Tigranocerta, where there were supplies and friends, but if the Fimbriani had expected to winter there, they were soon disillusioned. The city was quiet and seemed contented under the man he had left there to govern, Lucius Fannius. Having picked up grain and other foodstuffs, Lucullus marched south to besiege the city of Nisibis, situated on the river Mygdonius, and in drier, flatter country.


  Nisibis fell on a black and rainy night in November, yielding much plunder as well as a wealth of good living. Ecstatic, the Fimbriani settled down with Clodius as their mascot, their good-luck charm, to spend a delightful winter beneath the snow line. And when Lucius Fannius materialized not a month later to inform his commander that Tigranocerta was once more in the hands of King Tigranes, the Fimbriani carried an ivy-decked Clodius shoulder-high around the Nisibis marketplace, attributing their good fortune to him; here they were safe, spared a siege at Tigranocerta.


  In April, with winter nearing its end and the prospect of a new campaign against Tigranes some comfort, Lucullus learned that he had been stripped of everything save an empty title, commander in the war against the two kings. The knights had used the Plebeian Assembly to take away his last provinces, Bithynia and Pontus, and then deprived him of all four of his legions. The Fimbriani were to go home at last, and Manius Acilius Glabrio, the new governor of Bithynia-Pontus, was to have the Cilician troops. The commander in the war against the two kings had no army with which to continue his fight. All he had was his imperium.


  Whereupon Lucullus resolved to keep the news of their fully honorable discharge from the Fimbriani. What they didn’t know couldn’t bother them. But of course the Fimbriani knew they were free to go home; Clodius had intercepted the official letters and discovered their contents before they reached Lucullus. Hard on the heels of the letter from Rome came letters from Pontus informing him that King Mithridates had invaded. Glabrio wouldn’t inherit the Cilician legions after all; they had been annihilated at Zela.


  When orders went out to march for Pontus, Clodius came to see Lucullus. “The army refuses to move out of Nisibis,” he announced.


  “The army will march for Pontus, Publius Clodius, to rescue those of its compatriots left alive,” said Lucullus.


  “Ah, but it isn’t your army to command anymore!” crowed the jubilant Clodius. “The Fimbriani have finished their service under the eagles, they’re free to go home as soon as you produce their discharge papers. Which you’ll do right here in Nisibis. That way, you can’t cheat them when the spoils of Nisibis are divided.”


  At which moment Lucullus understood everything. His breath hissed, he bared his teeth and advanced on Clodius with murder in his eyes. Clodius dodged behind a table, and made sure he was closer to the door than Lucullus.


  “Don’t you lay a finger on me!” he shouted. “Touch me and they’ll lynch you!”


  Lucullus stopped. “Do they love you so much?” he asked, hardly able to believe that even ignoramuses like Silius and the rest of the Fimbriani centurions could be so gullible.


  “They love me to death. I am the Soldiers’ Friend.”


  “You’re a trollop, Clodius, you’d sell yourself to the lowest scum on the face of this globe if that meant you’d be loved,” said Lucullus, his contempt naked.


  Why exactly it occurred to him at that moment, and in the midst of so much anger, Clodius never afterward understood. But it popped into his head, and he said it gleefully, spitefully: “I’m a trollop? Not as big a trollop as your wife, Lucullus! My darling little sister Clodilla, whom I love as much as I hate you! But she is a trollop, Lucullus. I think that’s why I love her so desperately. Thought you had her first, didn’t you, all of fifteen years old when she married you? Lucullus the pederast, despoiler of the little girls and little boys! Thought you got to Clodilla first, eh? Well, you didn’t!” screamed Clodius, so carried away that foam gathered at the corners of his mouth.


  Lucullus was grey. “What do you mean?” he whispered.


  “I mean that I had her first, high and mighty Lucius Licinius Lucullus! I had her first, and long before you! I had Clodia first too. We used to sleep together, but we did more than just sleep! We played a lot, Lucullus, and the play grew greater as I grew greater! I had them both, I had them hundreds of times, I paddled my fingers inside them and then I paddled something else inside them! I sucked on them, I nibbled at them, I did things you can’t imagine with them! And guess what?” he asked, laughing. “Clodilla deems you a poor substitute for her little brother!”


  There was a chair beside the table separating Clodius from Clodilla’s husband; Lucullus seemed suddenly to lose all the life in him and fell against it, into it. He gagged audibly.


  “I dismiss you from my service, Soldiers’ Friend, because the time has come to vomit. I curse you! Go to Rex in Cilicia!”


  *


  After a tearful parting from Silius and Cornificius, Clodius went. Of course the Fimbriani centurions loaded their Friend down with gifts, some of them very precious, all useful. He jogged off on the back of an exquisite small horse, his retinue of servants equally well mounted, and with several dozen mules bearing the booty. Thinking himself headed in a direction minus danger, he declined Silius’s offer of an escort.


  All went well until he crossed the Euphrates at Zeugma, his destination Cilicia Pedia and then Tarsus. But between him and Cilicia Pedia’s flat and fertile river plains lay the Amanus Mountains, a piddling coastal range after the massifs Clodius had recently struggled across; he regarded them with contempt. Until a band of Arab brigands waylaid him down a dry gulch and filched all his gifts, his bags of money, his exquisite small horses. Clodius finished his journey alone and on the back of a mule, though the Arabs (who thought him terrifically funny) had given him enough coins to complete his journey to Tarsus.


  Where he found his brother-in-law Rex had not yet arrived! Clodius usurped a suite in the governor’s palace and sat down to review his hate list: Catilina, Cicero, Fabia, Lucullus—and now Arabs. The Arabs would pay too.


  It was the end of Quinctilis before Quintus Marcius Rex and his three new legions arrived in Tarsus. He had traveled with Glabrio to the Hellespont, then elected to march down through Anatolia rather than sail a coast notorious for pirates. In Lycaonia, he was able to tell an avid Clodius, he had received a plea of help from none other than Lucullus, who had managed to get the Fimbriani moving after the Soldiers’ Friend departed, and set off for Pontus. At Talaura, well on his way, Lucullus was attacked by a son-in-law of Tigranes named Mithradates, and learned that the two kings were rapidly bearing down on him.


  “And would you believe he had the temerity to send to me for help?” asked Rex.


  “He’s your brother-in-law too,” said Clodius mischievously.


  “He’s persona non grata in Rome, so naturally I refused. He had also sent to Glabrio for help, I believe, but I imagine he was refused in that quarter as well. The last I heard, he was in retreat and intending to return to Nisibis.”


  “He never got there,” said Clodius, better informed about the end of Lucullus’s march than about events in Talaura. “When he reached the crossing at Samosata, the Fimbriani baulked. The last we’ve heard in Tarsus is that he’s now marching for Cappadocia, and from there he intends to go to Pergamum.”


  Of course Clodius had discovered from reading Lucullus’s mail that Pompey the Great was the recipient of an unlimited imperium to clear the pirates from the Middle Sea, so he left the subject of Lucullus and proceeded to the subject of Pompey.


  “And what do you have to do to help the obnoxious Pompeius Magnus sweep up his pirates?” he asked.


  Quintus Marcius Rex sniffed. “Nothing, it appears. Cilician waters are under the command of our mutual brother-in-law Celer’s brother, your cousin Nepos, barely old enough to be in the Senate. I am to govern my province and keep out of the way.”


  “Hoity-toity!” gasped Clodius, seeing more mischief.


  “Absolutely,” said Rex stiffly.


  “I haven’t seen Nepos in Tarsus.”


  “You will. In time. The fleets are ready for him. Cilicia is the ultimate destination of Pompeius’s campaign, it seems.”


  “Then I think,” said Clodius, “that we ought to do a little good work in Cilician waters before Nepos gets here, don’t you?”


  “How?” asked Claudia’s husband, who knew Clodius, but still lived in ignorance of Clodius’s ability to wreak havoc. What flaws he saw in Clodius, Rex dismissed as youthful folly.


  “I could take out a neat little fleet and go to war on the pirates in your name,” said Clodius.


  “Well…”


  “Oh, go on!”


  “I can’t see any harm in it,” said Rex, wavering.


  “Let me, please!”


  “All right then. But don’t annoy anyone except pirates!”


  “I won’t, I promise I won’t,” said Clodius, who was seeing in his mind’s eye enough pirate booty to replace what he had lost to those wretched Arab brigands in the Amanus.


  *


  Within a market interval of eight days, Clodius the admiral set sail at the head of a flotilla rather than a fleet, some ten well-manned and properly decked biremes which neither Rex nor Clodius thought Metellus Nepos would miss when he turned up in Tarsus.


  What Clodius didn’t take into account was the fact that Pompey’s broom had been sweeping so energetically that the waters off Cyprus and Cilicia Tracheia (which was the rugged western end of that province, wherein so many pirates had their land bases) swarmed with refugee pirate fleets of far larger size than ten biremes. He hadn’t been at sea for five days when one such fleet hove in sight, surrounded his flotilla, and captured it. Together with Publius Clodius, a very short-lived admiral.


  And off he was hied to a base in Cyprus that was not very far from Paphos, its capital and the seat of its regent, that Ptolemy known as the Cyprian. Of course Clodius had heard the story of Caesar and his pirates, and at the time had thought it brilliant. Well, if Caesar could do that sort of thing, so too could Publius Clodius! He began by informing his captors in a lordly voice that his ransom was to be set at ten talents rather than the two talents custom and pirate scales said was the right ransom for a young nobleman like Clodius. And the pirates, who knew more of the Caesar story than Clodius did, solemnly agreed to ask for a ransom of ten talents.


  “Who is to ransom me?” asked Clodius grandly.


  “In these waters, Ptolemy the Cyprian” was the answer.


  He tried to play Caesar’s role around the pirate base, but he lacked Caesar’s physical impressiveness; his loud boasts and threats somehow came out ludicrously, and while he knew Caesar’s captors had also laughed, he was quite acute enough to divine that this lot absolutely refused to believe him even after the revenge Caesar had taken. So he abandoned that tack, and began instead to do what none did better: he went to work to win the humble folk to his side, create trouble at home. And no doubt he would have succeeded—had the pirate chieftains, all ten of them, not heard what was going on. Their response was to throw him into a cell and leave him with no audience beyond the rats which tried to steal his bread and water.


  He had been captured early in Sextilis, and wound up in that cell not sixteen days later. And in that cell he lived with his ratty companions for three months. When finally he was released it was because the Pompeian broom was so imminent that the settlement had no alternative than to disband. And he also discovered that Ptolemy the Cyprian, on hearing what ransom Clodius thought himself worth, had laughed merrily and sent a mere two talents—which was all, said Ptolemy the Cyprian, Publius Clodius was really worth. And all he was prepared to pay.


  Under ordinary circumstances the pirates would have killed Clodius, but Pompey and Metellus Nepos were too near to risk a death sentence: word had got out that capture did not mean an automatic crucifixion, that Pompey preferred to be clement. So Publius Clodius was simply abandoned when the fleet and its horde of hangers-on departed. Several days later one of Metellus Nepos’s fleets swept past; Publius Clodius was rescued, returned to Tarsus and Quintus Marcius Rex.


  The first thing he did once he’d had a bath and a good meal was to review his hate list: Catilina, Cicero, Fabia, Lucullus, Arabs, and now Ptolemy the Cyprian. Sooner or later they’d all bite the dust—nor did it matter when, how long he would have to wait. Revenge was such a delicious prospect that the when of it hardly mattered. The only important thing to Clodius was that it should happen. Would happen.


  He found Quintus Marcius Rex in an ill humor, but not at his, Clodius’s, failure. To Rex, the failure was his own. Pompey and Metellus Nepos had utterly eclipsed him, had commandeered his fleets and left him to twiddle his thumbs in Tarsus. Now they were mopping up rather than sweeping; the pirate war was over and all the pickings had gone elsewhere.


  “I understand,” said Rex savagely to Clodius, “that after he’s made a grand tour of Asia Province he is to come here to Cilicia and ‘tour the dispositions,’ was how he put it.”


  “Pompeius or Metellus Nepos?” asked Clodius, bewildered.


  “Pompeius, of course! And as his imperium outranks mine even in my own province, I’ll have to follow him around with a sponge in one hand and a chamber pot in the other!”


  “What a prospect,” said Clodius clinically.


  “It’s a prospect I cannot abide!” snarled Rex. “Therefore Pompeius will not find me in Cilicia. Now that Tigranes is incapable of holding anywhere southwest of the Euphrates, I am going to invade Syria. It pleased Lucullus to set up a Lucullan puppet on the Syrian throne—Antiochus Asiaticus, he calls himself! Well, we shall see what we shall see. Syria belongs in the domain of the governor of Cilicia, so I shall make it my domain.”


  “May I come with you?” asked Clodius eagerly.


  “I don’t see why not.” The governor smiled. “After all, Appius Claudius created a furor while he kicked his heels in Antioch waiting for Tigranes to give him an audience. I imagine that the advent of his little brother will be most welcome.”


  *


  It wasn’t until Quintus Marcius Rex arrived in Antioch that Clodius began to see one revenge was at hand. “Invasion” was the term Rex had employed, but of fighting there was none; Lucullus’s puppet Antiochus Asiaticus fled, leaving Rex—King—to do his own kingmaking by installing one Philippus on the throne. Syria was in turmoil, not least because Lucullus had released many, many thousands of Greeks, all of whom had flocked home. But some came home to discover that their businesses and houses had been taken over by the Arabs whom Tigranes had winkled out of the desert, and to whom he had bequeathed the vacancies created by the Greeks he had kidnapped to Hellenize his Median Armenia. To Rex it mattered little who owned what in Antioch, in Zeugma, in Samosata, in Damascus. But to his brother-in-law Clodius it came to matter greatly. Arabs, he hated Arabs!


  To work went Clodius, on the one hand by whispering in Rex’s ear about the perfidies of the Arabs who had usurped Greek jobs and Greek houses, and on the other hand by visiting every single discontented and dispossessed Greek man of influence he could find. In Antioch, in Zeugma, in Samosata, in Damascus. Not an Arab ought to remain in civilized Syria, he declared. Let them go back to the desert and the desert trade routes, where they belonged!


  It was a very successful campaign. Soon murdered Arabs began to appear in gutters from Antioch to Damascus, or floated down the broad Euphrates with their outlandish garb billowing about them. When a deputation of Arabs came to see Rex in Antioch, he rebuffed them curtly; Clodius’s whispering campaign had succeeded.


  “Blame King Tigranes,” Rex said. “Syria has been inhabited by Greeks in all its fertile and settled parts for six hundred years. Before that, the people were Phoenician. You’re Skenites from east of the Euphrates, you don’t belong on the shores of Our Sea. King Tigranes has gone forever. In future Syria will be in the domain of Rome.”


  “We know,” said the leader of this delegation, a young Skenite Arab who called himself Abgarus; what Rex failed to understand was that this was the hereditary title of the Skenite King. “All we ask is that Syria’s new master should accord us what has become ours. We did not ask to be sent here, or to be toll collectors along the Euphrates, or inhabit Damascus. We too have been uprooted, and ours was a crueler fate than the Greeks’.”


  Quintus Marcius Rex looked haughty. “I fail to see how.”


  “Great governor, the Greeks went from one kindness to another. They were honored and paid well in Tigranocerta, in Nisibis, in Amida, in Singara, everywhere. But we came from a land so hard and harsh, so stung by sand and barren that the only way we could keep warm at night was between the bodies of our sheep or before the smoky fire given off by a wheel of dried dung. And all that happened twenty years ago. Now we have seen grass growing, we have consumed fine wheaten bread every day, we have drunk clear water, we have bathed in luxury, we have slept in beds and we have learned to speak Greek. To send us back to the desert is a needless cruelty. There is prosperity enough for all to share here in Syria! Let us stay, that is all we ask. And let those Greeks who persecute us know that you, great governor, will not condone a barbarity unworthy of any man who calls himself Greek,” said Abgarus with simple dignity.


  “I really can’t do anything to help you,” said Rex, unmoved. “I’m not issuing orders to ship all of you back to the desert, but I will have peace in Syria. I suggest you find the worst of the Greek troublemakers and sit down with them to parley.”


  Abgarus and his fellow delegates took part of that advice, though Abgarus himself never forgot Roman duplicity, Roman connivance at the murder of his people. Rather than seek out the Greek ringleaders, the Skenite Arabs first of all organized themselves into well-protected groups, and then set about discovering the ultimate source of growing discontent among the Greeks. For it was bruited about that the real culprit was not Greek, but Roman.


  Learning a name, Publius Clodius, they then found out that this young man was the brother-in-law of the governor, came from one of Rome’s oldest and most august families, and was a cousin by marriage of the conqueror of the pirates, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. Therefore he could not be killed. Secrecy was possible in the desert wastes, but not in Antioch; someone would sniff the plot out and tell.


  “We will not kill him,” said Abgarus. “We will teach him a severe lesson.”


  Further enquiries revealed that Publius Clodius was a very strange Roman nobleman indeed. He lived, it turned out, in an ordinary house among the slums of Antioch, and he frequented the kind of places Roman noblemen usually avoided. But that of course made him accessible. Abgarus pounced.


  Bound, gagged and blindfolded, Publius Clodius was carried to a room without windows, a room without murals or decorations or differences from half a million such rooms in Antioch. Nor was Publius Clodius allowed to see beyond a glimpse as the cloth over his eyes was removed along with his gag, for a sack was slipped over his head and secured around his throat. Bare walls, brown hands, they were all he managed to take in before a less complete blindness descended; he could distinguish vague shapes moving through the rough weave of the bag, but nothing more.


  His heart tripped faster than the heart of a bird; the sweat rolled off him; his breath came short and shallow and gasping. Never in all his life had Clodius been so terrified, so sure he was going to die. But at whose hands? What had he done?


  The voice when it came spoke Greek with an accent he now recognized as Arabic; Clodius knew then that he would indeed die.


  “Publius Clodius of the great Claudius Pulcher family,” said the voice, “we would dearly love to kill you, but we realize that is not possible. Unless, that is, after we free you, you seek vengeance for what will be done here tonight. If you do try to seek vengeance, we will understand that we have nothing to lose by killing you, and I swear by all our gods that we will kill you. Be wise, then, and quit Syria after we free you. Quit Syria, and never come back as long as you live.”


  “What—you—do?’’ Clodius managed to say, knowing that whatever it was could not be less than torture and flogging.


  “Why, Publius Clodius,” said the voice, unmistakably amused, “we are going to make you into one of us. We are going to turn you into an Arab.”


  Hands lifted the hem of his tunic (Clodius wore no toga in Antioch; it cramped his style too much) and removed the loincloth Romans wore when out and about the streets clad only in a tunic. He fought, not understanding, but many hands lifted him onto a flat hard surface, held his legs, his arms, his feet.


  “Do not struggle, Publius Clodius,” said the voice, still amused. “It isn’t often our priest has something this large to work on, so the job will be easy. But if you move, he might cut off more than he intends to.”


  Hands again, pulling at his penis, stretching it out—what was happening? At first Clodius thought of castration, wet himself and shit himself, all amid outright laughter from the other side of the bag depriving him of sight; after which he lay perfectly still and shrieked, screamed, babbled, begged, howled. Where was he, that they didn’t need to gag him?


  They didn’t castrate him, though what they did was hideously painful, something to the tip of his penis.


  “There!” said the voice. “What a good boy you are, Publius Clodius! One of us forever. You should heal very well if you don’t dip your wick in anything noxious for a few days.”


  On went the loincloth over the shit, on went the tunic, and then Clodius knew no more, though afterward he never knew whether his captors had knocked him out or whether he had fainted.


  He woke up in his own house, in his own bed, with an aching head and something so sore between his legs that it was the pain registered first, before he remembered what had happened. Pain forgotten, he leaped from the bed and, gasping with terror that perhaps nothing remained, he put his hands beneath his penis and cradled it to see what was there, how much was left. All of it, it seemed, except that something odd glistened purply between crusted streaks of blood. Something he usually saw only when he was erect. Even then he didn’t really understand, for though he had heard of it, he knew no people save for Jews and Egyptians who were said to do it, and he knew no Jews or Egyptians. The realization dawned very slowly, but when it did Publius Clodius wept. The Arabs did it too, for they had made him into one of them. They had circumcised him, cut off his foreskin.


  *


  Publius Clodius left on the next available ship for Tarsus, sailing serenely through waters free at last from pirates thanks to Pompey the Great. In Tarsus he took ship for Rhodus, and in Rhodus for Athens. By then he had healed so beautifully that it was only when he held himself to urinate that he remembered what the Arabs had done to him. It was autumn, but he beat the gales across the Aegaean Sea, landed in Athens. From there he rode to Patrae, crossed to Tarentum, and faced the fact that he was almost home. He, a circumcised Roman.


  The journey up the Via Appia was the worst leg of his trip, for he understood how brilliantly the Arabs had dealt with him. As long as he lived, he could never let anyone see his penis; if anyone did, the story would get out and he would become a laughingstock, an object of such ridicule and merriment that he would never be able to brazen it out. Urinating and defaecating he could manage; he would just have to learn to control himself until absolute privacy was at hand. But sexual solace? That was a thing of the past. Never again could he frolic in some woman’s arms unless he bought her but didn’t know her, used her in the darkness and kicked her out lightless.


  Early in February he arrived home, which was the house big brother Appius Claudius owned on the Palatine, thanks to his wife’s money. When he walked in, big brother Appius burst into tears at sight of him, so much older and wearier did he seem; the littlest one of the family had grown up, and clearly not without pain. Naturally Clodius wept too, so that some time went by before his tale of misadventure and penury tumbled out. After three years in the East, he returned more impoverished than when he had left; to get home, he had had to borrow from Quintus Marcius Rex, who had not been pleased, either at this summary, inexplicable desertion or at Clodius’s insolvency.


  “I had so much!” mourned Clodius. “Two hundred thousand in cash, jewels, gold plate, horses I could have sold in Rome for fifty thousand each—all gone! Snaffled by a parcel of filthy, stinking Arabs!”


  Big brother Appius patted Clodius’s shoulder, stunned at the amount of booty: he hadn’t done half as well out of Lucullus! But of course he didn’t know of Clodius’s relationship with the Fimbriani centurions, or that that was how most of Clodius’s haul had been acquired. He himself was now in the Senate and thoroughly at ease with his life, both domestically and politically. His term as quaestor for Brundisium and Tarentum had been officially commended, a great start to what he hoped would be a great career. And he was also the bearer of great news for Publius Clodius, news he revealed as soon as the emotion of meeting calmed down.


  “There’s no need to worry about being penniless, my dearest little brother,” said Appius Claudius warmly. “You’ll never be penniless again!”


  “I won’t? What do you mean?” asked Clodius, bewildered.


  “I’ve been offered a marriage for you—such a marriage! In all my days I never dreamed of it, I wouldn’t have looked in that direction without Apollo’s appearing to me in my sleep—and Apollo didn’t. Little Publius, it’s wonderful! Incredible!”


  When Clodius turned white at this marvelous news, Appius Claudius put the reaction down to happy shock, not terror.


  “Who is it?” Clodius managed to say. Then, “Why me?”


  “Fulvia!” big brother Appius trumpeted. “Fulvia! Heiress of the Gracchi and the Fulvii; daughter of Sempronia, the only child of Gaius Gracchus; great-granddaughter of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi; related to the Aemilii, the Cornelii Scipiones—”


  “Fulvia? Do I know her?” asked Clodius, looking stupefied.


  “Well, you may not have noticed her, but she’s seen you,” said Appius Claudius. “It was when you prosecuted the Vestals. She couldn’t have been more than ten years old—she’s eighteen now.”


  “Ye gods! Sempronia and Fulvius Bambalio are the most remote pair in Rome,” said Clodius, dazed. “They can pick and choose from anyone. So why me?”


  “You’ll understand better when you meet Fulvia,” said Appius Claudius, grinning. “She’s not the granddaughter of Gaius Gracchus for nothing! Not all Rome’s legions could make Fulvia do something Fulvia doesn’t want to do. Fulvia picked you herself.”


  “Who inherits all the money?” asked Clodius, beginning to recover—and beginning to hope that he could manage to talk this divine plum off the tree and into his lap. His circumcised lap.


  “Fulvia inherits. The fortune’s bigger than Marcus Crassus’s.”


  “But the lex Voconia—she can’t inherit!”


  “My dear Publius, of course she can!” said Appius Claudius. “Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi procured a senatorial exemption from the lex Voconia for Sempronia, and Sempronia and Fulvius Bambalio procured another one for Fulvia. Why do you think Gaius Cornelius, the tribune of the plebs, tried so hard to strip the Senate of the right to grant personal exemptions from laws? One of his biggest grudges was against Sempronia and Fulvius Bambalio for asking the Senate to allow Fulvia to inherit.”


  “Did he? Who?” asked Clodius, more and more bewildered.


  “Oh, of course! You were in the East when it happened, and too busy to pay attention to Rome,” said Appius Claudius, beaming fatuously. “It happened two years ago.”


  “So Fulvia inherits the lot,” said Clodius slowly.


  “Fulvia inherits the lot. And you, dearest little brother, are going to inherit Fulvia.”


  *


  But was he going to inherit Fulvia? Dressing with careful attention to the way his toga was draped and his hair was combed, making sure his shave was perfect, Publius Clodius set off the next morning to the house of Sempronia and her husband, who was the last member of that clan of Fulvii who had so ardently supported Gaius Sempronius Gracchus. It was, Clodius discovered as an aged steward conducted him to the atrium, not a particularly large or expensive or even beautiful house, nor was it located in the best part of the Carinae. The temple of Tellus (a dingy old structure being let go to rack and ruin) excluded it from the view across the Palus Ceroliae toward the mount of the Aventine, and the insulae of the Esquiline reared not two streets away.


  Marcus Fulvius Bambalio, the steward had informed him, was indisposed; the lady Sempronia would see him. Well aware of the adage that all women looked like their mothers, Clodius felt his heart sink at his first sight of the illustrious and elusive Sempronia. A typical Cornelian, plump and homely. Born not long before Gaius Sempronius Gracchus perished by his own hand, the only surviving child of that entire unlucky family had been given as a debt of honor to the only surviving child of Gaius Gracchus’s Fulvian allies, for they had lost everything in the aftermath of that futile revolution. They were married during the fourth of Gaius Marius’s consulships, and while Fulvius (who had preferred to assume a new cognomen, Bambalio) set out to make a new fortune, his wife set out to become invisible. She succeeded so well that even Juno Lucina had not been able to find her, for she was barren. Then in her thirty-ninth year she attended the Lupercalia, and was lucky enough to be struck by a piece of flayed goat skin as the priests of the College danced and ran naked through the city. This cure for infertility never failed, nor did it for Sempronia. Nine months later she bore her only child, Fulvia.


  “Publius Clodius, welcome,” she said, indicating a chair.


  “Lady Sempronia, this is a great honor,” said Clodius, on his very best behavior.


  “I suppose Appius Claudius has informed you?’’ she asked, eyes assessing him, but face giving nothing away.


  “Yes.”


  “And are you interested in marrying my daughter?”


  “It is more than I could have hoped for.”


  “The money, or the alliance?”


  “Both,” he said, seeing no point in dissimulation; no one knew better than Sempronia that he had never seen her daughter.


  She nodded, not displeased. “It is not the marriage I would have chosen for her, nor is Marcus Fulvius overjoyed.” A sigh, a shrug. “However, Fulvia is not the grandchild of Gaius Gracchus for nothing. In me, none of the Gracchan spirit and fire ever dwelled. My husband too did not inherit the Fulvian spirit and fire. Which must have angered the gods. Fulvia took both our shares. I do not know why her fancy alighted on you, Publius Clodius, but it did, and a full eight years ago. Her determination to marry you and no one else began then, and has never faded. Neither Marcus Fulvius nor I can deal with her, she is too strong for us. If you will have her, she is yours.”


  “Of course he’ll have me!” said a young voice from the open doorway to the peristyle garden.


  And in came Fulvia, not walking but running; that was her character, a mad dash toward what she wanted, no time to ponder.


  To Clodius’s surprise, Sempronia got up immediately and left. No chaperon? How determined was Fulvia?


  Speech was impossible for Clodius; he was too busy staring. Fulvia was beautiful! Her eyes were dark blue, her hair a funny streaky pale brown, her mouth well shaped, her nose perfectly aquiline, her height almost his own, and her figure quite voluptuous. Different, unusual, like no Famous Family in Rome. Where had she come from? He knew the story of Sempronia at the Lupercalia, of course, and thought now that Fulvia was a visitation.


  “Well, what do you have to say?” this extraordinary creature demanded, seating herself where her mother had been.


  “Only that you leave me breathless.”


  She liked that, and smiled to reveal beautiful teeth, big and white and fierce. “That’s good.”


  “Why me, Fulvia?” he asked, his mind now fixing itself on the chief difficulty, his circumcision.


  “You’re not an orthodox person,” she said, “and nor am I. You feel. So do I. Things matter to you the way they did to my grandfather, Gaius Gracchus. I worship my ancestry! And when I saw you in court struggling against insuperable odds, with Pupius Piso and Cicero and the rest sneering at you, I wanted to kill everyone who ground you down. I admit I was only ten years old, but I knew I had found my own Gaius Gracchus.”


  Clodius had never considered himself in the light of either of the Brothers Gracchi, but Fulvia now planted an intriguing seed: what if he embarked on that sort of career—an aristocratic demagogue out to vindicate the underprivileged? Didn’t it blend beautifully with his own career to date? And how easy it would be for him, who had a talent for getting on with the lowly that neither of the Gracchi had owned!


  “For you, I will try,” he said, and smiled delightfully.


  Her breath caught, she gasped audibly. But what she said was strange. “I’m a very jealous person, Publius Clodius, and that will not make me an easy wife. If you so much as look at another woman, I’ll tear your eyes out.”


  “I won’t be able to look at another woman,” he said soberly, switching from comedy to tragedy faster than an actor could change masks. “In fact, Fulvia, it may be that when you know my secret, you won’t look at me either.”


  This didn’t dismay her in the least; instead she looked fascinated, and leaned forward. “Your secret?”


  “My secret. And it is a secret. I won’t ask you to swear to keep it, because there are only two kinds of women. Those who would swear and then tell happily, and those who would keep a secret without swearing. Which kind are you, Fulvia?”


  “It depends,” she said, smiling a little. “I think I am both. So I won’t swear. But, Publius Clodius, I am loyal. If your secret doesn’t diminish you in my eyes, I will keep it. You are my chosen mate, and I am loyal. I would die for you.”


  “Don’t die for me, Fulvia, live for me!” cried Clodius, who was falling in love more rapidly than a child’s cork ball could tumble down a cataract.


  “Tell me!” she said, growling the words ferociously.


  “While I was with my brother-in-law Rex in Syria,” Clodius began, “I was abducted by a group of Skenite Arabs. Do you know what they are?”


  “No.”


  “They’re a race out of the Asian desert, and they had usurped many of the positions and properties the Greeks of Syria had owned before Tigranes transported the Greeks to Armenia. When these Greeks returned after Tigranes fell, they found themselves destitute. The Skenite Arabs controlled everything. And I thought that was terrible, so I began to work to have the Greeks restored and the Skenite Arabs returned to the desert.”


  “Of course,” she said, nodding. “That is your nature, to fight for the dispossessed.”


  “My reward,” said Clodius bitterly, “was to be abducted by these people of the desert, and subjected to something no Roman can abide—something so disgraceful and ludicrous that if it became known, I would never be able to live in Rome again.”


  All sorts of somethings chased through that intense dark blue gaze as Fulvia reviewed the alternatives. “What could they have done?” she asked in the end, absolutely bewildered. “Not rape, sodomy, bestiality. Those would be understood, forgiven.”


  “How do you know about sodomy and bestiality?”


  She looked smug. “I know everything, Publius Clodius.”


  “Well, it wasn’t any of them. They circumcised me.”


  “What did they do?”


  “You don’t know everything after all.”


  “Not that word, anyway. What does it mean?”


  “They cut off my foreskin.”


  “Your what?” she asked, revealing deeper layers of ignorance.


  Clodius sighed. “It would be better for Roman virgins if the wall paintings didn’t concentrate on Priapus,” he said. “Men are not erect all the time.”


  “I know that!”


  “What you don’t seem to know is that when men are not erect, the bulb on the end of their penis is covered by a sheath called the foreskin,” said Clodius, beads of sweat on his brow. “Some peoples cut it off, leaving the bulb on the end of the penis permanently exposed. That’s called circumcision. The Jews and the Egyptians do it. So, it appears, do the Arabs. And that is what they did to me. They branded me an outcast, as un-Roman!”


  Her face looked like a boiling sky, changing, turning. “Oh! Oh, my poor, poor Clodius!” she cried. Her tongue came out, wet her lips. “Let me look!” she said.


  The very thought of that caused twitches and stirs; Clodius now discovered that circumcision did not produce impotence, a fate which permanent limpness since Antioch had seemed to promise. He also discovered that in some ways he was a prude. “No, you most definitely can’t look!” he snapped.


  But she was on her knees in front of his chair, and her hands were busy parting the folds of toga, pushing at his tunic. She looked up at him in mingled mischief, delight and disappointment, then waved at a bronze lamp of an impossibly enormous Priapus, the wick protruding from his erection. “You look like him,” she said, and giggled. “I want to see you down, not up!”


  Clodius leaped out of the chair and rearranged his clothing, panicked eyes on the door in case Sempronia came back. But she did not, nor it seemed had anyone else witnessed the daughter of the house inspecting what were to be her goods.


  “To see me down, you’ll have to marry me,” he said.


  “Oh, my darling Publius Clodius, of course I’ll marry you!” she cried, getting to her feet. “Your secret is safe with me. If it really is such a disgrace, you’ll never be able to look at another woman, will you?”


  “I’m all yours,” said Publius Clodius, dashing away his tears. “I adore you, Fulvia! I worship the ground you walk on!”


  *


  Clodius and Fulvia were married late in Quinctilis, after the last of the elections. They had been full of surprises, starting with Catilina’s application to stand in absentia for next year’s consulship. But though Catilina’s return from his province was delayed, other men from Africa had made it their business to be in Rome well before the elections. It seemed beyond any doubt that Catilina’s governorship of Africa was distinguished only for its corruption; the African farmers—tax and otherwise—who had come to Rome were making no secret of their intention to have Catilina prosecuted for extortion the moment he arrived home. So the supervising consul of the curule elections, Volcatius Tullus, had prudently declined to accept Catilina’s in absentia candidacy on the grounds that he was under the shadow of prosecution.


  Then a worse scandal broke. The successful candidates for next year’s consulships, Publius Sulla and his dear friend Publius Autronius, were discovered to have bribed massively. Gaius Piso’s lex Calpurnia dealing with bribery might be a leaky vessel, but the evidence against Publius Sulla and Autronius was so ironclad that not even slipshod legislation could save them. Whereupon the guilty pair promptly pleaded guilty and offered to conclude a deal with the existing consuls and the new consuls-elect, Lucius Cotta and Lucius Manlius Torquatus. The upshot of this shrewd move was that the charges were dropped in return for payment of huge fines and an oath sworn by both men that neither of them would ever again stand for public office; that they got away with it was thanks to Gaius Piso’s bribery law, which provided for such solutions. Lucius Cotta, who wanted a trial, was livid when his three colleagues voted that the miscreants could keep both citizenship and residency as well as the major portions of their immense fortunes.


  None of which really concerned Clodius, whose target was, as eight years earlier, Catilina. Mind running riot with dreams of revenge at last, Clodius prevailed upon the African plaintiffs to commission him to prosecute Catilina. Wonderful, wonderful! Catilina’s comeuppance was at hand just when he, Clodius, had married the most exciting girl in the world! All his rewards had come at once, not least because Fulvia turned out to be an ardent partisan and helper, not at all the demure little stay-at-home bride other men than Clodius might perhaps have preferred.


  At first Clodius worked in a frenzy to assemble his evidence and witnesses, but the Catilina case was one of those maddening affairs wherein nothing happened quickly enough, from finding the evidence to locating the witnesses. A trip to Utica or Hadrumetum took two months, and the job needed many such trips to Africa. Clodius fretted and chafed, but then, said Fulvia, “Think a little, darling Publius. Why not drag the case out forever? If it isn’t concluded before next Quinctilis, then for the second year in a row, Catilina won’t be allowed to run for the consulship, will he?”


  Clodius saw the point of this advice immediately, and slowed down to the pace of an African snail. He would secure Catilina’s conviction, but not for many moons to come. Brilliant!


  He then had time to think about Lucullus, whose career was ending in disaster. Through the lex Manilia, Pompey had been dowered with Lucullus’s command against Mithridates and Tigranes, and had proceeded to exercise his rights. He and Lucullus had met at Danala, a remote Galatian citadel, and quarreled so bitterly that Pompey (who had until then been reluctant to squash Lucullus under the weight of his imperium maius) formally issued a decree outlawing Lucullus’s actions, then banished him from Asia. After which Pompey re-enlisted the Fimbriani; free though they were at last to go home, the Fimbriani couldn’t face such a major dislocation after all. Service in the legions of Pompey the Great sounded good.


  Banished in circumstances of awful humiliation, Lucullus went back to Rome at once, and sat himself down on the Campus Martius to await the triumph he was certain the Senate would grant him. But Pompey’s tribune of the plebs,, his nephew Gaius Memmius, told the House that if it tried to grant Lucullus a triumph, he would pass legislation in the Plebeian Assembly to deny Lucullus any triumph; the Senate, said Memmius, had no constitutional right to grant such boons. Catulus, Hortensius and the rest of the boni fought Memmius tooth and nail, but could not marshal sufficient support; most of the Senate was of the opinion that its right to grant triumphs was more important than Lucullus, so why allow concern for Lucullus to push Memmius into creating an unwelcome precedent?


  Lucullus refused to give in. Every day the Senate met, he petitioned again for his triumph. His beloved brother, Varro Lucullus, was also in trouble with Memmius, who sought to convict him for peculations alleged to have occurred years and years before. From all of which it might safely be assumed that Pompey had become a nasty enemy of the two Luculli—and of the boni. When he and Lucullus had met in Danala, Lucullus had accused him of walking in to take all the credit for a campaign he, Lucullus, had actually won. A mortal insult to Pompey. As for the boni, they were still adamantly against these special commands for the Great Man.


  It might have been expected that Lucullus’s wife, Clodilla, would visit him in his expensive villa on the Pincian Hill outside the pomerium, but she didn’t. At twenty-five she was now a complete woman of the world, had Lucullus’s wealth at her disposal and no one save big brother Appius to supervise her activities. Of lovers she had many, of reputation none savory.


  Two months after Lucullus’s return, Publius Clodius and Fulvia visited her, though not with the intention of effecting a reconciliation. Instead (with Fulvia listening avidly) Clodius told his youngest sister what he had told Lucullus in Nisibis—that he, Clodia and Clodilla had done more than just sleep together. Clodilla thought it a great joke.


  “Do you want him back?” asked Clodius.


  “Who, Lucullus?” The great dark eyes widened, flashed. “No, I do not want him back! He’s an old man, he was an old man when he married me ten years ago—had to fill himself up with Spanish fly before he could get a stir out of it!”


  “Then why not go out to the Pincian and see him, tell him you’re divorcing him?” Clodius looked demure. “If you fancy a little revenge, you could confirm what I told him in Nisibis, though he might choose to make the story public, and that could be hard for you. I’m willing to take my share of the outrage, so is Clodia. But both of us will understand if you’re not.”


  “Willing?” squeaked Clodilla. “I’d love it! Let him spread the story! All we have to do is deny it, with many tears and protestations of innocence. People won’t know what to believe. Everyone is aware of the state of affairs between you and Lucullus. Those on his side will believe his version of events. Those in the middle will vacillate.


  And those on our side, like brother Appius, will think us shockingly injured.”


  “Just get in first and divorce him,” said Clodius. “That way, even if he also divorces you, he can’t strip you of a hefty share in his wealth. You’ve no dowry to fall back on.”


  “How clever,” purred Clodilla.


  “You could always marry again,” said Fulvia.


  The dark and bewitching face of her sister-in-law twisted, became vicious. “Not I!” she snarled. “One husband was one too many! I want to manage my own destiny, thank you very much! It’s been a joy to have Lucullus in the East, and I’ve salted away quite a snug little fortune at his expense. Though I do like the idea of getting in first with the divorce. Brother Appius can negotiate a settlement which will give me enough for the rest of my life.”


  Fulvia giggled gleefully. “It will set Rome by the ears!’’


  It did indeed set Rome by the ears. Though Clodilla divorced Lucullus, he then publicly divorced her by having one of his senior clients read out his proclamation from the rostra. His reasons, he said, were not merely because Clodilla had committed adultery with many men during his absence; she had also had incestuous relations with her brother Publius Clodius and her sister Clodia.


  Naturally most people wanted to believe it, chiefly because it was so deliciously awful, but also because the Claudii/Clodii Pulchri were an outlandish lot, brilliant and unpredictable and erratic. Had been for generations! Patricians, say no more.


  Poor Appius Claudius took it very hard, but had more sense than to be pugnacious about it; his best defense was to stalk around the Forum looking as if the last thing in the world he wanted to talk about was incest, and people took the hint. Rex had remained in the East as one of Pompey’s senior legates, but Claudia, his wife, adopted the same attitude as big brother Appius. The middle one of the three brothers, Gaius Claudius, was rather intellectually dull for a Claudian, therefore not considered a worthy target by the Forum wits. Luckily Clodia’s husband, Celer, was another absentee on duty in the East, as was his brother, Nepos; they would have been more awkward, asked some difficult questions. As it was, the three culprits went about looking both innocent and indignant, and rolled on the floor laughing when no outsiders were present. What a gorgeous scandal!


  Cicero, however, had the last word. “Incest,” he said gravely to a large crowd of Forum frequenters, “is a game the whole family can play.”


  *


  Clodius was to rue his rashness when finally the trial of Catilina came on, for many of the jury looked at him askance, and allowed their doubts to color their verdict. It was a hard and bitter battle which Clodius for one fought valiantly; he had taken Cicero’s advice about the nakedness of his prejudices and his malice seriously, and conducted his prosecution with skill. That he lost and Catilina was acquitted couldn’t even be attributed to bribery, and he had learned enough not to imply bribery when the verdict of ABSOLVO came in. It was, he concluded, just the luck of the lots and the quality of the defense, which had been formidable.


  “You did well, Clodius,” said Caesar to him afterward. “It wasn’t your fault you lost. Even the tribuni aerarii on that jury were so conservative they made Catulus look like a radical.” He shrugged. “You couldn’t win with Torquatus leading the defense, not after the rumor that Catilina planned to assassinate him last New Year’s Day. To defend Catilina was Torquatus’s way of saying he didn’t choose to believe the rumor, and the jury was impressed. Even so, you did well. You presented a neat case.”


  Publius Clodius rather liked Caesar, recognizing in him another restless spirit, and envying him a kind of self-control Clodius was unhappily aware he didn’t own. When the verdict came in, he had been tempted to scream and howl and weep. Then his eyes fell on Caesar and Cicero standing together to watch, and something in their faces gave him pause. He would have his revenge, but not today.


  To behave like a bad loser could benefit no one save Catilina.


  “At least it’s too late for him to run for the consulship,” said Clodius to Caesar, sighing, “and that’s some sort of victory.”


  “Yes, he’ll have to wait another year.” They walked up the Sacra Via toward the inn on the corner of the Clivus Orbius, with the imposing facade of Fabius Allobrogicus’s arch across the Sacred Way filling their eyes. Caesar was on his way home, and Clodius heading for the inn itself, where his clients from Africa were lodging.


  “I met a friend of yours in Tigranocerta,” said Clodius.


  “Ye gods, who could that have been?”


  “A centurion by name of Marcus Silius.”


  “Silius? Silius from Mitylene? A Fimbrianus?”


  “The very one. He admires you very much.”


  “It’s mutual. A good man. At least now he can come home.’’


  “It appears not, Caesar. I had a letter from him recently, written from Galatia. The Fimbriani have decided to enlist with Pompeius.”


  “I wondered. These old campaigners weep a lot about home, but when an interesting campaign crops up, somehow home loses its allure.” Caesar extended his hand with a smile. “Ave, Publius Clodius. I intend to follow your career with interest.”


  Clodius stood outside the inn for some time, staring into nothing. When he finally entered, he looked as if he was prefect of his school—upright, honor-bound, incorruptible.


  III
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  Marcus Licinius Crassus was now so rich that he had begun to be called by a second cognomen, Dives, which just meant fabulously wealthy. And when together with Quintus Lutatius Catulus he was elected censor, nothing was missing from his career save a great and glorious military campaign. Oh, he had defeated Spartacus and earned an ovation for it, but six months in the field against a gladiator in whose army were many slaves rather took the gloss off his victory. What he hankered after was something more in the line of Pompey the Great—savior of his country, that kind of campaign. And that kind of reputation. It hurt to be eclipsed by an upstart!


  Nor was Catulus an amicable colleague in the censorship, for reasons which escaped the bewildered Crassus. No Licinius Crassus had ever been apostrophized as a demagogue or any other sort of political radical, so what was Catulus prating about?


  “It’s your money,” said Caesar, to whom he addressed this peevish question. “Catulus is boni, he doesn’t condone commercial activities for senators. He’d dearly love to see himself in tandem with another censor and both of them busy investigating you. But since you’re his colleague, he can’t very well do that, can he?”


  “He’d be wasting his time if he tried!” said Crassus indignantly. “I do nothing half the Senate doesn’t do! I make my money from owning property, which is well within the province of every or any senator! I admit I have a few shares in companies, but I am not on a board of directors, I have no vote in how a company will conduct its business. I’m simply a source of capital. That’s unimpeachable!”


  “I realize all that,” said Caesar patiently, “and so does our beloved Catulus. Let me repeat: it’s your money. There’s old Catulus toiling away to pay for the rebuilding of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, never managing to increase the family fortune because every spare sestertius has to go into Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Whereas you just keep on making money. He’s jealous.”


  “Then let him save his jealousy for men who deserve it!” growled Crassus, unmollified.


  Since stepping down from the consulship he had shared with Pompey the Great, Crassus had gone into a new kind of business, one pioneered forty years earlier by a Servilius Caepio: namely, the manufacture of arms and armaments for Rome’s legions in a series of townships north of the Padus River in Italian Gaul. It was his good friend Lucius Calpurnius Piso, the armaments gatherer for Rome during the Italian War, who had drawn Crassus’s attention to it. Lucius Piso had recognized the potential in this new industry, and espoused it so wholeheartedly that he succeeded in making a great deal of money out of it. His ties of course were to Italian Gaul anyway, for his mother had been a Calventia from Italian Gaul. And when Lucius Piso died, his son, another Lucius Piso, continued both in this activity and in the warm friendship with Crassus. Who had finally been brought to see the advantages in owning whole towns devoted to the manufacture of chain mail, swords, javelins, helmets, daggers; senatorially proper too.


  As censor Crassus was now in a position to help his friend Lucius Piso as well as young Quintus Servilius Caepio Brutus, the heir to the Servilius Caepio manufactories in Feltria, Cardianum, Bellunum. Italian Gaul on the far side of the Padus had been Roman for so long by now that its citizens, many of them Gauls but many more of mixed stock due to intermarriage, had come to harbor much resentment because they were still being denied the citizenship. Only three years earlier there had been stirrings, quietened after the visit of Caesar returning from Spain. And Crassus saw his duty very clearly once he became censor and had charge of the rolls of Roman citizens: he would help his friends Lucius Piso and Caepio Brutus and establish a huge clientele for himself by giving the full Roman citizenship to everyone on the far side of the Padus in Italian Gaul. Everyone south of the Padus had the full citizenship—it didn’t seem right to deny people of exactly the same blood just because they were located on the wrong side of a river!


  But when he announced his intention to enfranchise all of Italian Gaul, his fellow censor Catulus seemed to go mad. No, no, no! Never, never, never! Roman citizenship was for Romans, and Gauls were not Romans! There were already too many Gauls calling themselves Romans, like Pompey the Great and his Picentine minions.


  “The old, old argument,” said Caesar, disgusted. “The Roman citizenship must be for Romans only. Why can’t these idiot boni see that all the peoples of Italia everywhere are Romans? That Rome herself is really Italia?”


  “I agree with you,” said Crassus, “but Catulus doesn’t.”


  Crassus’s other scheme was not favored either.


  He wanted to annex Egypt, even if that meant going to war—with himself at the head of the army, of course. On the subject of Egypt, Crassus had become such an authority that he was encyclopaedic. And every single fact he learned only served to confirm what he had suspected, that Egypt was the wealthiest nation in the world.


  “Imagine it!” he said to Caesar, face for once anything but bovine and impassive. “Pharaoh owns everything! There’s no such thing as freehold land in Egypt—it’s all leased from Pharaoh, who collects the rents. All the products of Egypt belong to him outright, from grain to gold to jewels to spices and ivory! Only linen is excluded. It belongs to the native Egyptian priests, but even then Pharaoh takes a third of it for himself. His private income is at least six thousand talents a year, and his income from the country another six thousand talents. Plus extra from Cyprus.”


  “I heard,” said Caesar, for no other reason than that he wanted to bait the Crassus bull, “that the Ptolemies have been so inept they’ve run through every drachma Egypt possesses.”


  The Crassus bull did snort, but derisively rather than angrily. “Rubbish! Absolute rubbish! Not the most inept Ptolemy could spend a tenth of what he gets. His income from the country keeps the country—pays for his army of bureaucrats, his soldiers, his sailors, police, priests, even his palaces. They haven’t been to war in years except on each other, and then the money simply goes to the victor, not out of Egypt. His private income he puts away, and all the treasures—the gold, the silver, the rubies and ivory and sapphires, the turquoise and carnelian and lapis lazuli—he never even bothers to convert into cash, they all get put away too. Except for what he gives to the artisans and craftsmen to make into furniture or jewelry.”


  “What about the theft of the golden sarcophagus of Alexander the Great?’’ asked Caesar provocatively. “The first Ptolemy called Alexander was so impoverished he took it, melted it down into gold coins and replaced it with the present rock-crystal sarcophagus.”


  “And there you have it!” said Crassus scornfully. “Truly, all these ridiculous stories! That Ptolemy was in Alexandria for about five days all told before he fled. And do you mean to tell me that in the space of five days he removed an object of solid gold weighing at least four thousand talents, cut it into pieces small enough to fit into a goldsmith’s beaker-sized furnace, melted all those little pieces down in however many furnaces, and then stamped out what would have amounted to many millions of coins? He couldn’t have done it inside a year! Not only that, but where’s your common sense, Caesar? A transparent rock-crystal sarcophagus big enough to contain a human body—yes, yes, I am aware Alexander the Great was a tiny fellow!—would cost a dozen times what a solid-gold sarcophagus would cost. And take years to fashion once a big enough piece was found. Logic says someone found that big enough piece, and by coincidence the replacement happened while Ptolemy Alexander was there. The priests of the Sema wanted the people to actually see Alexander the Great.”


  “Ugh!” said Caesar.


  “No, no they preserved him perfectly. I believe he’s quite as beautiful today as he was in life,” said Crassus, thoroughly carried away.


  “Leaving aside the questionable topic of how well preserved Alexander the Great is, Marcus, there’s never smoke without some fire. One is forever hearing tales of this or that Ptolemy down the centuries having to flee shirtless, without two sesterces to rub together. There cannot be nearly as much money and treasure as you say there is.”


  “Aha!” cried Crassus triumphantly. “The tales are based on a false premise, Caesar. What people fail to understand is that the Ptolemaic treasures and the country’s wealth are not kept in Alexandria. Alexandria is an artificial graft on the real Egyptian tree. The priests in Memphis are the custodians of the Egyptian treasury, which is located there. And when a Ptolemy—or a Cleopatra—needs to fly the coop, they don’t head down the delta to Memphis, they sail out of the Cibotus Harbor at Alexandria and they head for Cyprus or Syria or Cos. Therefore they can’t lay their hands on more funds than there are in Alexandria.”


  Caesar looked terrifically solemn, sighed, leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. “My dear Crassus, you have convinced me,” he said.


  It was only then that Crassus calmed down enough to see the ironic gleam in Caesar’s eyes, and burst out laughing. “Wretch! You’ve been teasing me!”


  “I agree with you about Egypt in every respect,” said Caesar. “The only trouble is that you’ll never manage to talk Catulus into this venture.”


  Nor did he talk Catulus into it, while Catulus talked the Senate out of it. The result was that after less than three months in office and long before they could revise the roll of the Ordo Equester, let alone take a census of the people, the censorship of Catulus and Crassus ceased to be. Crassus resigned publicly and with much to say about Catulus, none of it complimentary. So short a term had it been, in fact, that the Senate decided to have new censors elected in the following year.


  *


  Caesar acquitted himself as a good friend ought by speaking in the House in favor of both Crassus’s proposals, enfranchisement of the Trans-Padane Gauls and the annexation of Egypt, but his chief interest that year lay elsewhere: he had been elected one of the two curule aediles, which meant that he was now permitted to sit in the ivory curule chair, and was preceded by two lictors bearing the fasces. It had happened “in his year,” an indication that he was exactly as far up the cursus honorum of public magistracies as he was supposed to be. Unfortunately his colleague (who polled far fewer votes) was Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus.


  They had very different ideas as to what the curule aedileship consisted of, and that went for every aspect of the job. Together with the two plebeian aediles, they were responsible for the general upkeep of the city of Rome: the care of streets, squares, gardens, marketplaces, traffic, public buildings, law and order, the water supply including fountains and basins, land registers, building ordinances, drainage and sewers, statues displayed in public places, and temples. Duties were either carried out by all four together, or else amicably assigned to one or more among them.


  Weights and measures fell to the lot of the curule aediles, who had their headquarters in the temple of Castor and Pollux, a very central location on the Vestal fringe of the lower Forum; the set of standard weights and measures was kept under the podium of this temple, always referred to simply as “Castor’s,” Pollux being quite overlooked. The plebeian aediles were located much farther away, in the beautiful temple of Ceres at the foot of the Aventine, and perhaps because of this seemed to pay less attention to the duties involved in caring for Rome’s public and political center.


  One duty all four shared was most onerous of all: the grain supply in all its aspects, from the moment in which it was taken off the barges until it disappeared into an entitled citizen’s sack to be carried home. They also were responsible for buying in grain, paying for it, tallying it on arrival, and collecting the money for it. They kept the list of citizens entitled to low-priced State grain, which meant they had a copy of the roll of Roman citizens. They issued the chits from their booth in the Porticus Metelli on the Campus Martius, but the grain itself was stored in huge silos lining the cliffs of the Aventine along the Vicus Portae Trigeminae at the Port of Rome.


  The two plebeian aediles of that year were no competition for the curule aediles, with Cicero’s younger brother, Quintus, the senior of the pair.


  “Which means undistinguished games from them,” said Caesar to Bibulus, and sighing as he said it. “It appears they’re not going to do much about the city either.”


  Bibulus eyed his colleague with sour dislike. “You may disabuse yourself of any grand pretensions in the curule aediles as well, Caesar. I will contribute to good games, but not great games. My purse won’t run to that any more than yours will. Nor do I intend to undertake any surveys of the sewers, or have the adjutages inspected along every branch of the water supply, or put a new coat of paint on Castor’s, or go rushing around the markets checking every pair of scales.”


  “What do you intend to do?” asked Caesar, lifting his lip.


  “I intend to do what is necessary, and nothing more.”


  “Don’t you think checking scales is necessary?”


  “I do not.”


  “Well,” said Caesar, grinning nastily, “I think it’s very appropriate that we’re located in Castor’s. If you want to be Pollux, go right ahead. But don’t forget Pollux’s fate—never to be remembered and never to be mentioned.”


  Which was not a good start. However, always too busy and too well organized to bother with those who declared themselves unwilling to co-operate, Caesar went about his duties as if he were the only aedile in Rome. He had the advantage of owning an excellent network of reporters of transgressions, for he enlisted Lucius Decumius and his crossroads brethren as informers, and cracked down very hard on merchants who weighed light or measured short, on builders who infringed boundaries or used poor materials, on landlords who had cheated the water companies by inserting bigger-bore adjutage pipes from the mains into their properties than the law prescribed. He fined ruthlessly, and fined heavily. No one escaped, even his friend Marcus Crassus.


  “You’re beginning to annoy me,” said Crassus grumpily as February commenced. “So far you’ve cost me a fortune! Too little cement in some building mix, too few beams in that insula I’m putting up on the Viminal—and it does not encroach on public land, I don’t care what you say! Fifty thousand sesterces in fines just because I tapped into the sewer and put private latrines into my new flats on the Carinae? That’s two talents, Caesar!”


  “Break the law and I’ll get you for it,” said Caesar, not at all contrite. “I need every sestertius I can put into my fine chest, and I’m not about to exempt my friends.”


  “If you continue like this, you won’t have any friends.”


  “What you’re saying, Marcus, is that you’re a fine-weather friend,” said Caesar, a little unfairly.


  “No, I am not! But if you’re after money to fund spectacular games, then borrow it, don’t expect every businessman in Rome to foot the bill for your public extravaganzas!” cried Crassus, goaded. “I’ll lend you the money, and I won’t charge you interest.”


  “Thank you, but no,” said Caesar firmly. “If I did that, I’d be the fine-weather friend. If I have to borrow, I’ll go to a proper moneylender and borrow.”


  “You can’t, you’re in the Senate.”


  “I can, Senate or no. If I get thrown out of the Senate for borrowing from usurers, Crassus, it will go down to fifty members overnight,” said Caesar. His eyes gleamed. “There is something you can do for me.”


  “What?”


  “Put me in touch with some discreet pearl merchant who might want to pick up the finest pearls he’s ever seen for less by far than he’ll sell them for.”


  “Oho! I don’t remember your declaring any pearls when you tabulated the pirate booty!”


  “I didn’t, nor did I declare the five hundred talents I kept. Which means my fate is in your hands, Marcus. All you have to do is lodge my name in the courts and I’m done for.”


  “I won’t do that, Caesar—if you stop fining me,” said Crassus craftily.


  “Then you’d better go down to the praetor urbanus this moment and lodge my name,” said Caesar, laughing, “because you won’t buy me that way!”


  “Is that all you kept, five hundred talents and some pearls?’’


  “That’s all.”


  “I don’t understand you!”


  “That’s all right, nor does anyone else,” said Caesar, and prepared to depart. “But look up that pearl merchant for me, like a good chap. I’d do it myself—if I knew whereabouts to start. You can have a pearl as your commission.”


  “Oh, keep your pearls!” said Crassus, disgusted.


  *


  Caesar did keep one pearl, the huge strawberry-shaped and strawberry-colored one, though why he didn’t quite know, for it would probably have doubled the five hundred talents he got for all the others. Just some instinct, and that was even after the eager buyer had seen it.


  “I’d get six or seven million sesterces for it,” the man said wistfully.


  “No,” said Caesar, tossing it up and down in his hand, “I think I’ll keep it. Fortune says I should.”


  Profligate spender though he was, Caesar was also capable of totting up the bill, and when by the end of February he had totted up the bill, his heart sank. The aedile’s chest would probably yield five hundred talents; Bibulus had indicated that he would contribute one hundred talents toward their first games, the ludi Megalenses in April, and two hundred talents toward the big games, the ludi Romani, in September; and Caesar had close to a thousand talents of his own money—which represented all he had in the world aside from his precious land, and that he would not part with. That kept him in the Senate.


  According to his reckoning, the ludi Megalenses would cost seven hundred talents, and the ludi Romani a thousand talents. Seventeen hundred all told, just about what he had. The trouble was that he intended to do more than give two lots of games; every curule aedile had to give the games, all the distinction a man could earn was in their magnificence. Caesar wanted to stage funeral games for his father in the Forum, and he expected them to cost five hundred talents. He would have to borrow, then offend everyone who voted for him by keeping on, fining for his aedile’s chest. Not prudent! Marcus Crassus tolerated it only because, despite his stinginess and his rooted conviction that a man helped his friends even at the expense of the State, he really did love Caesar.


  “You can have what I got, Pavo,” said Lucius Decumius, who was there to watch Caesar work over his figures.


  Though he looked tired and a little discouraged, out flashed a special smile for this odd old man who was such a huge part of his life. “Go on, dad! What you’ve got wouldn’t hire a single pair of gladiators.”


  “I got close to two hundred talents.”


  Caesar whistled. “I can see I’m in the wrong profession! Is that what you’ve salted away all these years guaranteeing peace and protection for the residents of the outer Via Sacra and the Vicus Fabricii?”


  “It mounts up,” said Lucius Decumius, looking humble.


  “You keep it, dad, don’t give it to me.”


  “Where you going to get the rest from, then?”


  “I’ll borrow it against what I make as propraetor in a good province. I’ve written to Balbus in Gades, and he’s agreed to give me letters of reference to the right people here in Rome.”


  “Can’t you borrow it from him?”


  “No, he’s a friend. I can’t borrow from my friends, dad.”


  “Oh, you are a strange one!” said Lucius Decumius, shaking his grizzled head. “That’s what friends are for.”


  “Not to me, dad. If something happens and I can’t pay the money back, I’d rather owe strangers. I couldn’t bear the thought that my idiocies meant any of my friends were out of purse.”


  “If you can’t pay it back, Pavo, I’d say Rome was done.”


  Some of the care lifted, Caesar drew a breath. “I agree, dad. I’ll pay it back, have no fear. Therefore,” he went on happily, “what am I worrying about? I’ll borrow however much it takes to be the greatest curule aedile Rome has ever seen!”


  This Caesar proceeded to do, though at the end of the year he was a thousand talents in debt rather than the five hundred he had estimated. Crassus helped by whispering in these obliging moneylending ears that Caesar was a good prospect, so ought not to be charged extortionate rates of interest, and Balbus helped by putting him in touch with men who were prepared to be discreet as well as not too greedy. Ten percent simple interest, which was the legal rate. The only difficulty was that he had to begin to pay the loan back within a year—otherwise the interest would go from simple to compound; he would be paying interest on the interest he owed as well as on the capital borrowed.


  *


  The ludi Megalenses were the first games of the year and religiously the most solemn, perhaps because they heralded the arrival of spring (in years when the calendar coincided with the seasons) and emerged out of the terrible second war Rome had fought against Carthage, when Hannibal marched up and down Italy. It was then that the worship of Magna Mater, the Great Asian Earth Mother, was introduced to Rome, and her temple was erected on the Palatine looking directly down on the Vallis Murcia, in which lay the Circus Maximus. In many ways it was an inappropriate cult for conservative Rome; Romans abhorred eunuchs, flagellatory rites, and what was considered religious barbarism. However, the deed was done in the moment the Vestal Virgin Claudia miraculously pulled the barge bearing Magna Mater’s Navel Stone up the Tiber, and now Rome had to suffer the consequences as castrated priests bleeding from self-inflicted wounds screeched and trumpeted their way through the streets on the fourth day of April, towing the Great Mother’s effigy and begging alms from all those who came to watch this introduction to the games.


  The games themselves were more typically Roman, and lasted for six days, from the fourth to the tenth day of April. The first day consisted of the procession, then a ceremony at Magna Mater’s temple, and finally some events in the Circus Maximus. The next four days were devoted to theatrical performances in a number of temporary wooden structures put up for the purpose, while the last day saw the procession of the Gods from the Capitol to the Circus, and many hours of chariot racing in the Circus.


  As senior curule aedile, it was Caesar who officiated at the first day’s events, and Caesar who offered the Great Mother an oddly bloodless sacrifice, considering that Kubaba Cybele was a bloodthirsty lady; the offering was a dish of herbs.


  Some called these games the patrician games, for on the first evening patrician families feasted each other and kept their guest lists absolutely patrician; it was always thought an auspicious omen for the Patriciate when the curule aedile who made the sacrifice was a patrician, as was Caesar. Bibulus of course was plebeian in rank, and felt utterly ostracized on that opening day; Caesar had filled the special seating on the great wide steps of the temple with patricians, doing special honor to the Claudii Pulchri, so intimately connected to the presence of Magna Mater in Rome.


  Though on this first day the celebrating aediles and the official party did not descend into the Circus Maximus, but rather watched from Magna Mater’s temple steps, Caesar had elected to put on a pageant in the Circus instead of trying to entertain the crowd which had followed the Goddess’s bloody procession with the usual fare of boxing matches and foot races. Time did not permit chariot racing. Caesar had tapped into the Tiber and channeled water across the Forum Boarium to create a river inside the Circus, with the spina doing duty as Tiber Island and separating this cunning stream. While the vast crowd oohed and aahed its total enchantment, Caesar depicted the Vestal Claudia’s feat of strength. She towed the barge in from the Forum Boarium end where on the last day the starting gates for the chariots would be installed, took it once entirely around the spina, then brought it to rest at the Capena end of the stadium. The barge glittered with gilt and had billowing purple embroidered sails; all the eunuch priests were assembled on its deck around a glassy black ball representing the Navel Stone, while high on the poop stood Magna Mater’s statue in her chariot drawn by a pair of lions, absolutely lifelike. Nor did Caesar employ a strongman dressed as a Vestal for Claudia; he used a slight and slender, beautiful woman of Claudia’s type, and concealed the men who pushed the barge, shoulders bent to it in waist-deep water, with a gilded false hull.


  The crowd went home ecstatic after this three-hour show. Caesar stood surrounded by delighted patricians, accepting their fulsome compliments for his taste and imagination. Bibulus took the hint and left in a huff because everyone ignored him.


  There were no fewer than ten wooden theaters erected from the Campus Martius to the Capena Gate, the largest of which held ten thousand, the smallest five hundred. And instead of being content to have them look what they were, temporary, Caesar had insisted they be painted, decorated, gilded. Farces and mimes were staged in the bigger theaters, Terence and Plautus and Ennius in the smaller ones, and Sophocles and Aeschylus in the littlest, very Greek-looking auditorium; every thespian taste was catered for. From early in the morning until nearly dusk, all ten theaters played for four whole days, a feast. Literally a feast, as Caesar served free refreshments during the intervals.


  On the last day the procession assembled on the Capitol and wended its way down through the Forum Romanum and the Via Triumphalis to the Circus Maximus, parading gilded statues of some Gods like Mars and Apollo—and Castor and Pollux. Since Caesar had paid for the gilding, it was perhaps not surprising that Pollux was much smaller in size than his twin, Castor. Such a laugh!


  Though the games were supposed to be publicly funded and the chariot races were dearest to every spectator’s heart, in actual fact there was never State money for the entertainments themselves. This hadn’t stopped Caesar, who produced more chariot races on that last day of the ludi Megalenses than Rome had ever seen. It was his duty as senior curule aedile to start the races, each one comprising four chariots—Red, Blue, Green and White. The first race was for cars drawn by four horses poled up abreast, but other races saw two horses poled up abreast, or two or three horses harnessed in tandem one after the other; Caesar even put on races with unyoked horses ridden bareback by postilions.


  The course of each race was five miles long, consisting of seven laps around the central division of the spina, a narrow and tall ridge adorned with many statues and showing at one end seven golden dolphins, at the other seven golden eggs perched in big chalices; as each lap ended one dolphin’s nose was pulled down to bring its tail up, and one golden egg was taken from its chalice. If the twelve hours of day and the twelve hours of night were of equal length, then each race took one quarter of an hour to run, which meant the pace was fast and furious, a wild gallop. Spills when they happened usually occurred rounding the metae, where each driver, reins wound many times about his waist and a dagger tucked into them to free him if he crashed, fought with skill and courage to keep on the inside, a shorter course.


  The crowd adored that day, for instead of long breaks after each race, Caesar kept them coming with hardly an interruption; the bookmakers scrambling through the excited spectators taking bets had to work in a frenzy to keep up. Not a single bleacher was vacant, and wives sat on husbands’ laps to jam more in. No children, slaves or even freedmen were allowed, but women sat with men. At Caesar’s games more than two hundred thousand free Romans jammed into the Circus Maximus, while thousands more watched from every vantage point on Palatine and Aventine.


  “They’re the best games Rome has ever seen,” said Crassus to Caesar at the end of the sixth day. “What a feat of engineering to do that to the Tiber, then remove it all and have dry ground again for the chariot races.”


  “These games are nothing,” replied Caesar with a grin, “nor was it particularly difficult to use a Tiber swollen from the rains. Wait until you see the ludi Romani in September. Lucullus would be devastated if only he’d cross the pomerium to see.”


  But between the ludi Megalenses and the ludi Romani he did something else so unusual and spectacular that Rome talked about it for years. When the city was choked with vacationing rural citizens who had poured into town for the great games early in September, Caesar put on funeral games in memory of his father, and used the entire Forum Romanum. Of course it was hot and cloudless, so he tented the whole area over with purple sailcloth, hitching its edges to the buildings on either side if they were high enough; where there were no buildings to serve as supports, he propped up the massive fabric structure with great poles and guy ropes. An exercise in engineering he relished, both devising and supervising it himself.


  But when all this incredible construction began, a wild rumor went round that Caesar intended to display a thousand pairs of gladiators. Catulus summoned the Senate into session.


  “What are you really planning, Caesar?” demanded Catulus to a packed House. “I’ve always known you intended to undermine the Republic, but a thousand pairs of gladiators when there are no legions to defend our beloved city? This isn’t secretly mining a tunnel, this is using a battering ram!”


  “Well,” drawled Caesar, rising to his feet on the curule dais, “it is true that I do own a mighty battering ram, and also true that I have secretly mined many a tunnel, but always the one with the other.” He pulled the front neckline of his tunic away from his chest and put his head down to address the space thus created, and shouted, “Isn’t that right, O battering ram?” His hand fell, his tunic flattened, and he looked up with his sweetest smile. “He says that’s right.”


  Crassus emitted a sound somewhere between a mew and a howl, but before his laugh could gather force Cicero’s bellow of mirth overtook it; the House dissolved in a gale of hilarity which left Catulus as speechless as his face was purple.


  Whereupon Caesar proceeded to display the number he had always meant to display, three hundred and twenty pairs of gladiators gorgeously clad in silver.


  But before the funeral games actually got under way, another sensation outraged Catulus and his colleagues. When the day dawned and the Forum appeared from the houses on the edge of the Germalus to look like Homer’s gently heaving wine-dark sea, those who came early to get the best places discovered something else than a tent had been added to the Forum Romanum. During the night Caesar had restored every statue of Gaius Marius to its pedestal or plinth, and put Gaius Marius’s trophies of war back inside the temple to Honor and Virtue he had built on the Capitol. But what could the arch-conservative senators actually do about it? The answer was, nothing. Rome had never forgotten—nor learned to stop loving—the magnificent Gaius Marius. Out of everything Caesar did during that memorable year when he was curule aedile, the restoration of Gaius Marius was deemed his greatest act.


  Naturally Caesar didn’t waste this opportunity to remind all the electors who and what he was; in every little arena wherein some of his three hundred and twenty pairs of sawdust soldiers clashed—at the bottom of the Comitia well, in the space between the tribunals, near the temple of Vesta, in front of the Porticus Margaritaria, on the Velia—he had his father’s ancestry proclaimed, all the way back to Venus and to Romulus.


  Two days after this, Caesar (and Bibulus) staged the ludi Romani, which at this time ran for twelve days. The parade from the Capitol through the Forum Romanum to the Circus Maximus took three hours to pass. The chief magistrates and the Senate led it off, with bands of beautifully mounted youths following, then all the chariots which were to race and the athletes who were to compete; many hundreds of dancers and mummers and musicians; dwarves tricked out as satyrs and fauns; every prostitute in Rome clad in her flame-colored toga; slaves bearing hundreds of gorgeous silver or gold urns and vases; groups of mock warriors in bronze-belted scarlet tunics wearing fabulous crested helmets on their heads and brandishing swords and spears; the sacrificial animals; and then, in last and most honored place, all twelve major Gods and many other Gods and heroes riding on open litters of gold and purple, realistically painted, clad in exquisite clothes.


  Caesar had decorated the whole of the Circus Maximus, and gone one better than for any of his other entertainments by using millions of fresh flowers. As Romans adored flowers, the vast audience was ravished almost to swooning point, drowned in the perfume of roses, violets, stocks, wallflowers. He served free refreshments, thought of novelties of all kinds from rope walkers to fire belchers to scantily clad women who seemed to be able almost to turn themselves inside out.


  Each day of the games saw something else new and different, and the chariot races were superb.


  Said Bibulus to any who remembered him enough to comment, “He told me I’d be Pollux to his Castor. How right he was! I may as well have saved my precious three hundred talents—they only served to pour food and wine down two hundred thousand greedy throats, while he took the credit for the rest.”


  Said Cicero to Caesar, “On the whole I dislike games, but I must confess yours were splendid. To have the most lavish in history is laudable enough in one way, but what I really liked about your games was that they weren’t vulgar.”


  Said Titus Pomponius Atticus, knight plutocrat, to Marcus Licinius Crassus, senatorial plutocrat, “It was brilliant. He managed to give business to everybody. What a year the flower growers and wholesalers have had! They’ll vote for him for the rest of his political career. Not to mention bakers, millers—oh, very, very clever!”


  And said young Caepio Brutus to Julia, “Uncle Cato is really disgusted. Of course he is a great friend of Bibulus’s. But why is it that your father always has to make such a splash?”


  *


  Cato loathed Caesar.


  When he had finally returned to Rome at the time Caesar took up his duties as curule aedile, he executed his brother Caepio’s will. This necessitated a visit to see Servilia and Brutus, who at almost eighteen years of age was well embarked on his Forum career, though he had undertaken no court case yet.


  “I dislike the fact that you are now a patrician, Quintus Servilius,” said Cato, punctilious in his use of the correct name, “but as I was not willing to be anyone other than a Porcius Cato, I suppose I must approve.” He leaned forward abruptly. “What are you doing in the Forum? You should be in the field with someone’s army, like your friend Gaius Cassius.”


  “Brutus,” said Servilia stiffly, emphasizing the name, “has received an exemption.”


  “No one ought to be exempt unless he’s crippled.”


  “His chest is weak,” said Servilia.


  “His chest would soon improve if he got out and did his legal duty, which is to serve in the legions. So would his skin.”


  “Brutus will go when I consider him well enough.”


  “Doesn’t he have a tongue?” Cato demanded, but not in the fierce way he would have before leaving for the East, though it still came out aggressively. “Can’t he speak for himself? You smother this boy, Servilia, and that is un-Roman.”


  To all of which Brutus listened mumchance, and in a severe dilemma. On the one hand he longed to see his mother lose this—or any other—battle, but on the other hand he dreaded military duty. Cassius had gone off gladly, while Brutus developed a cough which kept getting worse. It hurt to see himself lessened in his Uncle Cato’s eyes, but Uncle Cato didn’t tolerate weakness or frailty of any kind, and Uncle Cato, winner of many decorations for valor in battle, would never understand people who didn’t thrill when they picked up a sword. So now he began to cough, a thick hacking sound which started at the base of his chest and reverberated all the way to his throat. That of course produced copious phlegm, which enabled him to look wildly from his mother to his uncle, mumble an excuse, and leave.


  “See what you’ve done?” asked Servilia, teeth bared.


  “He needs exercise and a bit of life in the open air. I also suspect you’re quacking his skin, it looks appalling.”


  “Brutus is not your responsibility!”


  “Under the terms of Caepio’s will, he most certainly is.”


  “Uncle Mamercus has already been through everything with him, he doesn’t need you. In fact, Cato, no one needs you. Why don’t you take yourself off and jump into the Tiber?”


  “Everyone needs me, so much is plain. When I left for the East, your boy was starting to go to the Campus Martius, and for a while it looked as if he might actually learn to be a man. Now I find a mama’s lapdog! What’s more, how could you let him contract himself in marriage to a girl with no dowry to speak of, another wretched patrician? What sort of weedy children will they have?’’


  “I would hope,” said Servilia icily, “that they have sons like Julia’s father and daughters like me. Say what you will about patricians and the old aristocracy, Cato, in Julia’s father you see everything a Roman ought to be, from soldier to orator to politician. Brutus wanted the match, actually, it wasn’t my idea, but I wish I had thought of it. Blood as good as his own—and that is far more important than a dowry! However, for your information her father has guaranteed a dowry of one hundred talents. Nor does Brutus need a girl with a big dowry, now that he’s Caepio’s heir.”


  “If he’s prepared to wait years for a bride, he could have waited a few more and married my Porcia,” said Cato. “That is an alliance I would have applauded wholeheartedly! My dear Caepio’s money would have gone to the children of both sides of his family.”


  “Oh, I see!” sneered Servilia. “The truth will out, eh, Cato? Wouldn’t change your name to get Caepio’s money, but what a brilliant scheme to get it through the distaff side! My son marry the descendant of a slave? Over my dead body!”


  “It might happen yet,” said Cato complacently.


  “If that happened, I’d feed the girl hot coals for supper!” Servilia tensed, understanding that she was not doing as well against Cato as she used to—he was cooler, more detached, and more difficult to wound. She produced her nastiest barb. “Aside from the fact that you, the descendant of a slave, are Porcia’s father, there’s her mother to think of too. And I can assure you that I will never let my son marry the child of a woman who can’t wait for her husband to come home!”


  In the old days he would have flown at her verbally, shouted and badgered. Today he stiffened, said nothing for a long moment.


  “I think that statement needs elucidating,” he said at last.


  “I am happy to oblige. Atilia has been a very naughty girl.”


  “Oh, Servilia, you are one of the best reasons why Rome needs a few laws on the books to oblige people to hold their tongues!”


  Servilia smiled sweetly. “Ask any of your friends if you doubt me. Ask Bibulus or Favonius or Ahenobarbus, they’ve been here to witness the carryings-on. It’s no secret.”


  His mouth drew in, lips disappearing. “Who?” he asked.


  “Why, that Roman among Romans, of course! Caesar. And don’t ask which Caesar—you know which Caesar has the reputation. My darling Brutus’s prospective father-in-law.”


  Cato rose without a word.


  He went home immediately to his modest house in a modest lane at the viewless center of the Palatine, wherein he had installed his philosopher friend, Athenodorus Cordylion, in the only guest suite before he had remembered to greet his wife and children.


  Reflection confirmed Servilia’s malice. Atilia was different. For one thing, she smiled occasionally and presumed to speak before being spoken to; for another, her breasts had filled out, and that in some peculiar way revolted him. Though three days had elapsed since his arriving in Rome, he had not visited her sleeping cubicle (he preferred to occupy the master sleeping cubicle alone) to assuage what even his revered great-grandfather Cato the Censor had deemed a natural urge, not only permissible between man and wife (or slave and master), but really quite an admirable urge.


  Oh, what dear kind benevolent God had prevented him? To have put himself inside his legal property not knowing that she had become someone else’s illegal property—Cato shivered, had to force down his rising gorge. Caesar. Gaius Julius Caesar, the worst of a decayed and degenerate lot. What on earth had he seen in Atilia, whom Cato had chosen because she was the absolute opposite of round, dark, adorable Aemilia Lepida? Cato knew himself to be a little intellectually slow because it had been drummed into him from infancy that he was, but he didn’t have to search very far for Caesar’s reason. Patrician though he was, that man was going to be a demagogue, another Gaius Marius. How many wives of the stalwart traditionalists had he seduced? Rumor was rife. Yet here was he, Marcus Porcius Cato, not old enough yet to be in the Senate—but obviously deemed a future enemy of note. That was good! It said he, Marcus Porcius Cato, had the strength and will to be a great force in Forum and Senate. Caesar had cuckolded him! Not for one moment did it occur to him that Servilia was the cause, for he had no idea Servilia lived on intimate terms with Caesar.


  Well, Atilia may have admitted Caesar into her bed and between her legs, but she hadn’t admitted Cato since the day it happened. What Caepio’s death had begun, Atilia’s treachery finished. Never care! Never, never care. To care meant endless pain.


  He did not interview Atilia. He simply summoned his steward to his study and instructed the man to pack her up and throw her out at once, send her back to her brother.


  A few words scrawled on a sheet of paper, and the deed was done. She was divorced, and he would not give back one sestertius of an adultress’s dowry. As he waited in his study he heard her voice in the distance, a wail, a sob, a frantic scream for her children, and all the time his steward’s voice overriding hers, the noise of slaves falling over each other to do the master’s bidding. Finally came the front door opening, closing. After which, his steward’s knock.


  “The lady Atilia is gone, domine.”


  “Send my children to me.”


  They came in not many moments later, bewildered at the fuss but unaware what had taken place. That both were his he could not deny, even now that doubt gnawed. Porcia was six years old, tall and thin and angular, with his chestnut hair in a thicker and curlier version, his grey and well-spaced eyes, his long neck, his nose in a smaller form. Cato Junior was two years younger, a skinny little boy who always reminded Cato of what he himself had been like in the days when that Marsian upstart Silo had held him out the window and threatened to drop him on sharp rocks; except that Cato Junior was timid rather than doughty, and tended to cry easily. And, alas, already it was apparent that Porcia was the clever one, the little orator and philosopher. Useless gifts in a girl.


  “Children, I have divorced your mother for infidelity,” said Cato in his normal harsh voice, and without expression. “She has been unchaste, and proven herself unfit to be wife or mother. I have forbidden her entry to this house, and I will not allow either of you to see her again.”


  The little boy hardly understood all these grown-up words, save that something awful had just happened, and that Mama was at the heart of it. His big grey eyes filled with tears; his lip wobbled. That he did not burst into howls was purely due to his sister’s sudden grip on his arm, the signal that he must control himself. And she, small Stoic who would have died to please her father, stood straight and looked indomitable, no tear or wobble of the lip.


  “Mama has gone into exile,” she said.


  “That is as good a way of putting it as any.”


  “Is she still a citizen?’’ asked Porcia in a voice very like her father’s, no lilt or melody to it.


  “I cannot deprive her of that, Porcia, nor would I want to. What I have deprived her of is any participation in our lives, for she does not deserve to participate. Your mother is a bad woman. A slut, a whore, a harlot, an adultress. She has been consorting with a man called Gaius Julius Caesar, and he is all that the Patriciate stands for—corrupt, immoral, outmoded.”


  “Will we truly never see Mama again?”


  “Not while you live under my roof.”


  The intent behind the grown-up words had finally sunk in; four-year-old Cato Junior began to wail desolately. “I want my mama! I want my mama! I want my mama!”


  “Tears are not a right act,” said the father, “when they are shed for unworthy reasons. You will behave like a proper Stoic and stop this unmanly weeping. You cannot have your mother, and that is that. Porcia, take him away. The next time I see him I expect to see a man, not a silly runny-nosed baby.”


  “I will make him understand,” she said, gazing at her father in blind adoration. “As long as we are with you, Pater, everything is all right. It is you we love most, not Mama.”


  Cato froze. “Never love!” he shouted. “Never, never love! A Stoic does not love! A Stoic does not want to be loved!”


  “I didn’t think Zeno forbade love, just wrong acts,” said the daughter. “Is it not a right act to love all that is good? You are good, Pater. I must love you, Zeno says it is a right act.”


  How to answer that? “Then temper it with detachment and never let it rule you,” he said. “Nothing which debases the mind must rule, and emotions debase the mind.”


  When the children had gone, Cato too left the room. Not far down the colonnade were Athenodorus Cordylion, a flagon of wine, some good books, and even better conversation. From this day on, wine and books and conversation must fill every void.


  Ah, but it cost Cato dearly to meet the brilliant and feted curule aedile as he went about his duties so stunningly well, and with such a flair!


  “He acts as if he’s King of Rome,” said Cato to Bibulus.


  “I think he believes he’s King of Rome, dispensing grain and circuses. Everything in the grand manner, from the easy way he has with ordinary people to his arrogance in the Senate.”


  “He is my avowed enemy.”


  “He’s the enemy of every man who wants the proper mos maiorum, no man to stand one iota taller than any of his peers,” said Bibulus. “I will fight him until I die!”


  “He’s Gaius Marius all over again,” said Cato.


  But Bibulus looked scornful. “Marius? No, Cato, no! Gaius Marius knew he could never be King of Rome—he was just a squire from Arpinum, like his equally bucolic cousin Cicero. Caesar is no Marius, take my word for it. Caesar is another Sulla, and that is far, far worse.”


  *


  In July of that year Marcus Porcius Cato was elected one of the quaestors, and drew a lot for the senior of the three urban quaestors; his two colleagues were the great plebeian aristocrat Marcus Claudius Marcellus and a Lollius from that Picentine family Pompey the Great was happily thrusting into the heart of Roman dominance of Senate and Comitia.


  With some months to go before he actually took office or was allowed to attend the Senate, Cato occupied his days in studying commerce and commercial law; he hired a retired Treasury bookkeeper to teach him how the tribuni aerarii who headed that domain did their accounting, and he ground away at what did not come at all naturally until he knew as much about State finances as Caesar knew, unaware that what cost him so much pain had been taken in almost instantly by his avowed enemy.


  The quaestors took their duty lightly and never bothered to concern themselves overmuch with an actual policing of what went on in the Treasury; the important part of the job to the average urban quaestor was liaison with the Senate, which debated and then deputed where the State’s moneys were to go. It was accepted practice to cast a cursory eye over the books Treasury staff let them see from time to time, and to accept Treasury figures when the Senate considered Rome’s finances. The quaestors also did their friends and families favors if these people were in debt to the State by turning a blind eye to the fact or ordering their names erased from the official records. In short, the quaestors located in Rome simply permitted the permanent Treasury staff to go about their business and get the work done. And certainly neither the permanent Treasury staff nor Marcellus and Lollius, the two other urban quaestors, had any idea that things were about to change radically.


  Cato had no intention of being lax. He intended to be more thorough within the Treasury than Pompey the Great within Our Sea. At dawn on the fifth day of December, the day he took office, he was there knocking at the door in the side of the basement to the temple of Saturn, not pleased to learn that the sun was well up before anyone came to work.


  “The workday begins at dawn,” he said to the Treasury chief, Marcus Vibius, when that worthy arrived breathless after a harried clerk had sent for him urgently.


  “There is no rule to that effect,” said Marcus Vibius smoothly. “We work within a timetable we set for ourselves, and it’s flexible.”


  “Rubbish!” said Cato scornfully. “I am the elected custodian of these premises, and I intend to see that the Senate and People of Rome get value for every sestertius of their tax moneys. Their tax moneys pay you and all the rest who work here, don’t forget!”


  Not a good beginning. From that point on, however, things for Marcus Vibius just got worse and worse. He had a zealot on his hands. When on the rare occasions in the past he had found himself cursed with an obstreperous quaestor, he had proceeded to put the fellow in his place by withholding all specialized knowledge of the job; not having a Treasury background, quaestors could do only what they were allowed to do. Unfortunately that tack didn’t stop Cato, who revealed that he knew quite as much about how the Treasury functioned as Marcus Vibius did. Possibly more.


  With him Cato had brought several slaves whom he had seen trained in various aspects of Treasury pursuits, and every day he was there at dawn with his little retinue to drive Vibius and his underlings absolutely mad. What was this? Why was that? Where was so-and-so? When had such-and-such? How did whatever happen? And on and on and on. Cato was persistent to the point of insult, impossible to fob off with pat answers, and impervious to irony, sarcasm, abuse, flattery, excuses, fainting fits.


  “I feel,” gasped Marcus Vibius after two months of this, when he had gathered up his courage to seek solace and assistance from his patron, Catulus, “as if all the Furies are hounding me harder than ever they hounded Orestes! I don’t care what you have to do to shut Cato up and ship him out, I just want it done! I have been your loyal and devoted client for over twenty years, I am a tribunus aerarius of the First Class, and now I find both my sanity and my position imperiled. Get rid of Cato!”


  The first attempt failed miserably. Catulus proposed to the House that Cato be given a special task, checking army accounts, as he was so brilliant at checking accounts. But Cato simply stood his ground by recommending the names of four men who could be temporarily employed to do a job no elected quaestor should be asked to do. Thank you, he would stick to what he was there for.


  After that Catulus thought of craftier ploys, none of which worked. While the broom sweeping out every corner of the Treasury never wore down or wore out. In March the heads began to roll. First one, then two, then three and four and five Treasury officials found Cato had terminated their tenure and emptied out their desks. Then in April the axe descended: Cato fired Marcus Vibius, and added insult to injury by having him prosecuted for fraud.


  Neatly caught in the patron’s trap, Catulus had no alternative other than to defend Vibius personally in court. One day’s airing of the evidence was enough to tell Catulus that he was going to lose. Time to appeal to Cato’s sense of fitness, to the time-honored precepts of the client-and-patron system.


  “My dear Cato, you must stop,” said Catulus as the court broke up for the day. “I know poor Vibius hasn’t been as careful as perhaps he ought, but he’s one of us! Fire all the clerks and bookkeepers you like, but leave poor Vibius in his job, please! I give you my solemn word as a consular and an ex-censor that from now on Vibius will behave impeccably. Just drop this awful prosecution! Leave the man something!”


  This had been said softly, but Cato had only one vocal volume, and that was top of his voice. His answer was shouted in his usual stentorian tones, and arrested all progress out of the area. Every face turned; every ear cocked to listen.


  “Quintus Lutatius, you ought to be ashamed of yourself!” yelled Cato. “How could you be so blind to your own dignitas as to have the effrontery to remind me you’re a consular and ex-censor, then try to wheedle me out of doing my sworn duty? Well, let me tell you that I will be ashamed if I have to summon the court’s bailiffs to eject you for attempting to pervert the course of Roman justice! For that is what you’re doing, perverting Roman justice!”


  Whereupon he stalked off, leaving Catulus standing bereft of speech, so nonplussed that when the case resumed the following day he didn’t appear for the defense at all. Instead, he tried to acquit himself of his patron’s duty by talking the jury into a verdict of ABSOLVO even if Cato succeeded in producing more damning evidence than Cicero had to convict Verres. Bribe he would not; talk was both cheaper and more ethical. One of the jurors was Marcus Lollius, Cato’s colleague in the quaestorship. And Lollius agreed to vote for acquittal. He was, however, extremely ill, so Catulus had him carried into court on a litter. When the verdict came in, it was ABSOLVO. Lollius’s vote had tied the jury, and a tied jury meant acquittal.


  Did that defeat Cato? No, it did not. When Vibius turned up at the Treasury, he found Cato barring his path. Nor would Cato consent to re-employ him. In the end even Catulus, summoned to preside over the unpleasantly public scene outside the door into the Treasury, had to give up. Vibius had lost his position, and that was going to be that. Then Cato refused to give Vibius the pay owing to him.


  “You must!” cried Catulus.


  “I must not!” cried Cato. “He cheated the State, he owes the State far more than his pay. Let it help to compensate Rome.”


  “Why, why, why?” Catulus demanded. “Vibius was acquitted!”


  “I am not,” shouted Cato, “going to take the vote of a sick man into account! He was out of his head with fever.”


  And so in the end it had to be left. Absolutely sure that Cato would lose, the survivors in the Treasury had been planning all kinds of celebrations. But after Catulus shepherded the weeping Vibius away, the survivors in the Treasury took the hint. As if by magic every account and every set of books settled into perfect order; debtors were made to rectify years of neglected repayments, and creditors were suddenly reimbursed sums outstanding for years. Marcellus, Lollius, Catulus and the rest of the Senate took the hint too. The Great Treasury War was over, and only one man stood on his feet: Marcus Porcius Cato. Whom all of Rome was praising, amazed that the Government of Rome had finally produced a man so incorruptible he couldn’t be bought. Cato was famous.


  “What I don’t understand,” said a shaken Catulus to his much loved brother-in-law Hortensius, “is what Cato intends to make of his life! Does he really think he can vote-catch by being utterly incorruptible? It will work in the tribal elections, perhaps, but if he continues as he’s begun, he’ll never win an election in the Centuries. No one in the First Class will vote for him.”


  Hortensius was inclined to temporize. “I understand what an invidious position he put you in, Quintus, but I must say I do rather admire him. Because you’re right. He’ll never win a consular election in the Centuries. Imagine the kind of passion it needs to produce Cato’s sort of integrity!”


  “You,” snarled Catulus, losing his temper, “are a fish-fancying dilettante with more money than sense!”


  *


  But having won the Great Treasury War, Marcus Porcius Cato set out to find fresh fields of endeavor, and succeeded when he started perusing the financial records stored in Sulla’s Tabularium. Out of date they might be, but one set of accounts, very well kept, suggested the theme of his next war. These were the records itemizing all those who during Sulla’s dictatorship had been paid the sum of two talents for proscribing men as traitors to the State. In themselves they spoke no more than figures could, but Cato began to investigate each person on the list who had been paid two talents (and sometimes several lots of two talents) with a view to prosecuting those who turned out to have extracted it by violence. At the time it had been legal to kill a man once he was proscribed, but Sulla’s day had gone, and Cato thought little of the legal chances these hated and reviled men would stand in today’s courts—even if today’s courts were Sulla’s brainchild.


  Sadly, one small canker ate at the righteous virtue of Cato’s motives, for in this new project he saw an opportunity to make life very difficult for Gaius Julius Caesar. Having finished his year as curule aedile, Caesar had been given another job; he was appointed as the iudex of the Murder Court.


  It never occurred to Cato that Caesar would be willing to co-operate with a member of the boni by trying those recipients of two talents who had murdered to get them; expecting the usual sort of obstructive tactics that court presidents used to wriggle out of trying people they didn’t think ought to be on trial, Cato discovered to his chagrin that Caesar was not only willing, but even prepared to be helpful.


  “You send them, I’ll try them,” said Caesar to Cato cheerfully.


  Despite the fact that all of Rome had buzzed when Cato divorced Atilia and sent her back dowerless to her family, citing Caesar as her lover, it was not in Caesar’s nature to feel at a disadvantage in these dealings with Cato. Nor was it in Caesar’s nature to suffer qualms of conscience or pity at Atilia’s fate; she had taken her chances, she could always have said no. Thus the president of the Murder Court and the incorruptible quaestor did well together.


  Then Cato abandoned the small fish, the slaves, freed-men and centurions who had used those two-talent rewards to found fortunes. He decided to charge Catilina with the murder of Marcus Marius Gratidianus. It had happened after Sulla won the battle at the Colline Gate of Rome, and Marius Gratidianus had been Catilina’s brother-in-law at the time. Later, Catilina inherited the estate.


  “He’s a bad man, and I’m going to get him,” said Cato to Caesar. “If I don’t, he’ll be consul next year.”


  “What do you suspect he might do if he were consul?” Caesar asked, curious. “I agree that he’s a bad man, but—”


  “If he became consul, he’d set himself up as another Sulla.”


  “As Dictator? He couldn’t.”


  These days Cato’s eyes were full of pain, but they looked into Caesar’s cold pale orbs sternly. “He’s a Sergius; he has the oldest blood in Rome, even including yours, Caesar. If Sulla had not had the blood, he couldn’t have succeeded. That’s why I don’t trust any of you antique aristocrats. You’re descended from kings and you all want to be kings.”


  “You’re wrong, Cato. At least about me. As to Catilina—well, his activities under Sulla were certainly abhorrent, so why not try? I just don’t think you’ll succeed.”


  “Oh, I’ll succeed!” shouted Cato. “I have dozens of witnesses to swear they saw Catilina lop Gratidianus’s head off.”


  “You’d do better to postpone the trial until just before the elections,” Caesar said steadily. “My court is quick, I don’t waste any time. If you arraign him now, the trial will be over before applications close for the curule elections. That means Catilina will be able to stand if he’s acquitted. Whereas if you arraign him later, my cousin Lucius Caesar as supervisor would never permit the candidacy of a man facing a murder charge.”


  “That,” said Cato stubbornly, “only postpones the evil day. I want Catilina banished from Rome and any dream of being consul.”


  “All right then, but be it on your own head!” said Caesar.


  The truth was that Cato’s head had been just a little turned and swollen by his victories to date. Sums of two talents were pouring into the Treasury now because Cato insisted on enforcing the law the consul/censor Lentulus Clodianus had put on the tablets some years before, requiring that all such moneys be paid back no matter how peacefully they had been collected. Cato could foresee no obstacles in the case of Lucius Sergius Catilina. As quaestor he didn’t prosecute himself, but he spent much thought on choosing a prosecutor—Lucius Lucceius, close friend of Pompey’s and an orator of great distinction. This, as Cato well knew, was a shrewd move; it proclaimed that Catilina’s trial was not at the whim of the boni, but an affair all Roman men must take seriously, as one of Pompey’s friends was collaborating with the boni. Caesar too!


  When Catilina heard what was in the wind, he shut his teeth together and cursed. For two consular elections in a row he had seen himself denied the chance to stand because of a trial process; now here he was again, on trial. Time to see an end to them, these twisted persecutions aimed at the heart of the Patriciate by mushrooms like Cato, descended from a slave. For generations the Sergii had been excluded from the highest offices in Rome due to poverty—a fact that had been as true of the Julii Caesares until Gaius Marius permitted them to rise again. Well, Sulla had permitted the Sergii to rise again, and Lucius Sergius Catilina was going to put his clan back in the consul’s ivory chair if he had to overthrow the whole of Rome to do so! He had, besides, a very ambitious wife in the beauteous Aurelia Orestilla; he loved her madly and he wanted to please her. That meant becoming consul.


  It was when he understood that the trial would come on well before the elections that he decided on a course of action: this time he would be acquitted in time to stand—if he could ensure acquittal. So he went to see Marcus Crassus and struck a bargain with that senatorial plutocrat. In return for Crassus’s support throughout the trial, he undertook when consul to push Crassus’s two pet schemes through the Senate and the Popular Assembly. The Trans-Padane Gauls would be enfranchised, and Egypt formally annexed into the empire of Rome as Crassus’s private fief.


  Though his name was never bruited as one of Rome’s outstanding advocates for technique, brilliance or oratorical skills, Crassus nonetheless had a formidable reputation in the courts because of his doggedness and his immense willingness to defend even the humblest of his clients to the top of his bent. He was also very much respected and cultivated in knight circles because so much Crassus capital underlay all kinds of business ventures. And these days all juries were tripartite, consisting of one third of senators, one third of knights belonging to the Eighteen, and one third of knights belonging to the more junior tribuni aerarii Centuries. It was therefore safe to say that Crassus had tremendous influence with at least two thirds of any jury, and that this influence extended to those senators who owed him money. All of which meant that Crassus didn’t need to bribe a jury to secure the verdict he wanted; the jury was disposed to believe that whatever verdict he wanted was the right verdict to deliver.


  Catilina’s defense was simple. Yes, he had indeed lopped off the head of his brother-in-law, Marcus Marius Gratidianus; he did not deny the deed because he could not deny the deed. But at the time he had been one of Sulla’s legates, and he had acted under Sulla’s orders. Sulla had wanted Marius Gratidianus’s head to fire into Praeneste as a missile aimed at convincing Young Marius that he couldn’t succeed in defying Sulla any longer.


  Caesar presided over a court which listened patiently to the prosecutor Lucius Lucceius and his team of supporting counsel, and realized very soon that it was a court which had no intention of convicting Catilina. Nor did it. The verdict came in ABSOLVO by a large majority, and even Cato afterward was unable to find hard evidence that Crassus had needed to bribe.


  “I told you so,” said Caesar to Cato.


  “It isn’t over yet!” barked Cato, and stalked off.


  *


  There were seven candidates for the consulship when the nominations closed, and the field was an interesting one. His acquittal meant Catilina had declared himself, and he had to be regarded as a virtual certainty for one of the two posts. As Cato had said, he had the blood. He was also the same charming and persuasive man he had been at the time he wooed the Vestal Virgin Fabia, so his following was very large. If too it consisted of too many men who skated perilously close to ruin, that did not negate its power. Besides which, it was now generally known that Marcus Crassus supported him, and Marcus Crassus commanded very many of the First Class of voters.


  Servilia’s husband Silanus was another candidate, though his health was not good; had he been hale and hearty, he would have had little trouble in gathering enough votes to be elected. But the fate of Quintus Marcius Rex, doomed to be sole consul by the deaths of his junior colleague and then the suffect replacement, intruded into everyone’s mind. Silanus didn’t look as if he would last out his year, and no one thought it wise to let Catilina hold the reins of Rome without a colleague, Crassus notwithstanding.


  Another likely candidate was the vile Gaius Antonius Hybrida, whom Caesar had tried unsuccessfully to prosecute for the torture, maiming and murder of many Greek citizens during Sulla’s Greek wars. Hybrida had eluded justice, but public opinion inside Rome had forced him to go into a voluntary exile on the island of Cephallenia; the discovery of some grave mounds had yielded him fabulous wealth, so when he returned to Rome to find himself expelled from the Senate, Hybrida simply started again. First he re-entered the Senate by becoming a tribune of the plebs; then in the following year he bribed his way into a praetorship, ardently supported by that ambitious and able New Man Cicero, who had cause to be grateful to him. Poor Cicero had found himself in a severe financial embarrassment brought about by his passion for collecting Greek statues and installing them in a plethora of country villas; it was Hybrida who lent him the money to extricate himself. Ever since then Cicero spoke up for him, and was doing so at the moment so strenuously that it could safely be deduced that he and Hybrida were planning to run as a team for the consulship, Cicero lending their campaign respectability and Hybrida putting up the money.


  The man who might have offered Catilina the stiffest competition was undoubtedly Marcus Tullius Cicero, but the trouble was that Cicero had no ancestors; he was a homo novus, a New Man. Sheer legal and oratorical brilliance had pushed him steadily up the cursus honorum, but much of the First Class of the Centuries deemed him a presumptuous hayseed, as did the boni. Consuls ought to be men of proven Roman origins, and from illustrious families. Though everyone knew Cicero to be an honest man of high ability (and knew Catilina to be extremely shady), still and all the feeling in Rome was that Catilina deserved the consulship ahead of Cicero.


  After Catilina was acquitted, Cato held a conference with Bibulus and Ahenobarbus, who had been quaestor two years before; all three were now in the Senate, which meant they were now fully entrenched within the ultra-conservative rump, the boni.


  “We cannot permit Catilina to be elected consul!” brayed Cato. “He’s seduced the rapacious Marcus Crassus into supporting him.”


  “I agree,” said Bibulus calmly. “Between the two of them, they’ll wreak havoc on the mos maiorum. The Senate will be full of Gauls, and Rome will have another province to worry about.”


  “What do we do?” asked Ahenobarbus, a young man more famous for the quality of his temper than his intellect.


  “We seek an interview with Catulus and Hortensius,” Bibulus said, “and between us we work out a way to swing opinion in the First Class from the idea of Catilina as consul.” He cleared his throat. “However, I suggest that we appoint Cato the leader of our deputation.”


  “I refuse to be a leader of any kind!” yelled Cato.


  “Yes, I know that,” Bibulus said patiently, “but the fact remains that ever since the Great Treasury War you’ve become a symbol to most of Rome. You may be the youngest of us, but you’re also the most respected. Catulus and Hortensius are well aware of that. Therefore you will act as our spokesman.”


  “It ought to be you” from Cato, annoyed.


  “The boni are against men thinking themselves better than their peers, and I am of the boni, Marcus. Whoever is the most suitable on a particular day is the spokesman. Today, that’s you.”


  “What I don’t understand,” said Ahenobarbus, “is why we have to seek an audience at all. Catulus is our leader, he ought to be summoning us.”


  “He’s not himself,” Bibulus explained. “When Caesar humiliated him in the House over that battering-ram business, he lost clout.” The cool silvery gaze transferred to Cato. “Nor were you very tactful, Marcus, when you humiliated him in public while Vibius was on trial for fraud. Caesar was self-evident, but a man loses huge amounts of clout when his own adherents upbraid him.”


  “He shouldn’t have said what he did to me!”


  Bibulus sighed. “Sometimes, Cato, you’re more a liability than an asset!”


  The note asking Catulus for an audience was under Cato’s seal, and written by Cato. Catulus summoned his brother-in-law Hortensius (Catulus was married to Hortensius’s sister, Hortensia, and Hortensius was married to Catulus’s sister, Lutatia) feeling a small glow of pleasure; that Cato should seek his help was balm to his wounded pride.


  “I agree that Catilina cannot be allowed the consulship,” he said stiffly. “His deal with Marcus Crassus is now public property because the man can’t resist an opportunity to boast, and at this stage he’s convinced he can’t lose. I’ve been thinking a lot about the problem, and I’ve come to the conclusion that we ought to use Catilina’s boasting of his alliance with Marcus Crassus. There are many knights who esteem Crassus, but only because there are limitations to his power. I predict that droves of knights won’t want to see Crassus’s influence increased by an influx of clients from across the Padus, as well as from all that Egyptian money. If they thought Crassus would share Egypt with them, it would be different, but luckily everyone knows Crassus won’t share. Though technically Egypt would belong to Rome, in actual fact it would become the private kingdom of Marcus Licinius Crassus to rape to his heart’s content.”


  “The trouble is,” said Quintus Hortensius, “that the rest of the field is horribly unappealing. Silanus, yes—if he were a well man, which he’s so obviously not. Besides which, he declined to take a province after his term as praetor on the grounds of ill health, and that won’t impress the voters. Some of the candidates—Minucius Thermus, for example—are hopeless.”


  “There’s Antonius Hybrida,” said Ahenobarbus.


  Bibulus’s lip curled. “If we take Hybrida—a bad man, but so monumentally inert that he won’t do the State any harm—we also have to take that self-opinionated pimple Cicero.”


  A gloomy silence fell, broken by Catulus.


  “Then the real decision is, which one of two unpalatable men is the preferable alternative?” he said slowly. “Do the boni want Catilina with Crassus triumphantly pulling his strings, or do we want a low-class braggart like Cicero lording it over us?”


  “Cicero,” said Hortensius.


  “Cicero,” said Bibulus.


  “Cicero,” said Ahenobarbus.


  And, very reluctantly from Cato, “Cicero.”


  “Very well,” said Catulus, “Cicero it is. Ye Gods, I’ll find it hard to hang on to my gorge in the House next year! A jumped-up New Man as one of Rome’s consuls. Tchah!”


  “Then I suggest,” said Hortensius, pulling a face, “that we all eat very sparingly before meetings of the Senate next year.”


  The group dispersed to go to work, and for a month they worked very hard indeed. Much to Catulus’s chagrin it became obvious that Cato, barely thirty years old, was the one who had the most clout. The Great Treasury War and all those proscription rewards safely back in the State coffers had made a terrific impression on the First Class, who had been the ones to suffer most under Sulla’s proscriptions. Cato was a hero to the Ordo Equester, and if Cato said to vote for Cicero and Hybrida, then that was whom every knight lower than the Eighteen would vote for!


  The result was that the consuls-elect were Marcus Tullius Cicero in senior place and Gaius Antonius Hybrida as his junior colleague. Cicero was jubilant, never really understanding that he owed his victory to circumstances having nothing to do with merit or integrity or clout. Had Catilina not been a candidate, Cicero would never have been elected at all. But as no one told him this, he strutted around Forum Romanum and Senate in a daze of happiness liberally larded with conceit. Oh, what a year! Senior consul in suo anno, the proud father of a son at last, and his fourteen-year-old daughter, Tullia, formally betrothed to the wealthy and august Gaius Calpurnius Piso Frugi. Even Terentia was being nice to him!


  *


  When Lucius Decumius heard that the present consuls, Lucius Caesar and Marcius Figulus, proposed to legislate the crossroads colleges out of existence, he was thrown into a panic-stricken rage and horror, and ran immediately to see his patron, Caesar.


  “This,” he said wrathfully, “is just not fair! When has we ever done anything wrong? We minds our own business!”


  A statement which threw Caesar into a dilemma, for he of course knew the circumstances leading to the proposed new law.


  It all went back to the consulship of Gaius Piso three years earlier, and to the tribunate of the plebs of Pompey’s man, Gaius Manilius. It had been Aulus Gabinius’s job to secure the eradication of the pirates for Pompey; now it became Gaius Manilius’s job to secure the command against the two kings for Pompey. In one way an easier job, thanks to Pompey’s brilliant handling of the pirates, yet in another way a more difficult job, as those opposed to special commands could see only too clearly that Pompey was a man of enormous ability who might just use this new commission to make himself Dictator when he returned victorious from the East. And with Gaius Piso as sole consul, Manilius faced an adamant and irascible foe in the Senate.


  At first glance Manilius’s initial bill seemed harmless and irrelevant to Pompey’s concerns: he merely asked the Plebeian Assembly to distribute Rome’s citizen freedmen across the full gamut of the thirty-five tribes, instead of keeping them confined to two urban tribes, Suburana and Esquilina. But no one was fooled. Manilius’s bill directly affected senators and senior knights, as they were both the major slave owners and those who had multitudes of freedmen in their clienteles.


  A stranger to the way Rome worked might have been pardoned for assuming that the law of numbers would ensure that any measure altering the status of Rome’s freedmen would make no difference, for the definition of abject poverty in Rome was a man’s inability to own one slave—and there were few indeed who did not own one slave. Therefore on the surface any plebiscite distributing freedmen across all thirty-five tribes should have little effect on the top end of society. But such was not the case.


  The vast majority of slave owners in Rome kept no more than that single slave, or perhaps two slaves. But these were not male slaves; they were female. For two reasons: the first, that her master could enjoy a female slave’s sexual favors, and the second, that a male slave was a temptation to the master’s wife, and the paternity of his children suspect in consequence. After all, what need had a poor man for a male slave? Servile duties were domestic—washing, fetching water, preparing meals, assisting with the children, emptying chamber pots—and not well done by men. Attitudes of mind didn’t change just because a person was unlucky enough to be slave rather than free; men liked to do men’s things, and despised the lot of women as drudgery.


  Theoretically every slave was paid a peculium and got his or her keep besides; the little sum of money was hoarded to buy freedom. But practically, freedom was something only the well-to-do master could afford to bestow, especially since manumission carried a five percent tax. With the result that the bulk of Rome’s female slaves were never freed while useful (and, fearing destitution more than unpaid labor, they contrived to remain useful even after they grew old). Nor could they afford to belong to a burial club enabling them to buy a funeral after death, together with decent interment. They wound up in the lime pits without so much as a grave marker to say they had ever existed.


  Only those Romans with a relatively high income and a number of households to maintain owned many slaves. The higher a Roman’s social and economic status, the more servants in his employ—and the more likely he was to have males among them. In these echelons manumission was common and a slave’s service limited to between ten and fifteen years, after which he (it was usually he) became a freedman in the clientele of his previous master. He donned the Cap of Liberty and became a Roman citizen; if he had a wife and adult children, they too were freed.


  His vote, however, was useless unless—as did happen from time to time—he made a large amount of money and bought himself membership in one of the thirty-one rural tribes, as well as being economically qualified to belong to a Class in the Centuries. But the great majority remained in the urban tribes of Suburana and Esquilina, which were the two most enormous tribes Rome owned, yet were able to deliver only two votes in the tribal Assemblies. This meant that a freedman’s vote could not affect a tribal Assembly vote result.


  Gaius Manilius’s projected bill therefore had huge significance. Were Rome’s freedmen to be distributed across the thirty-five tribes, they might alter the outcome of tribal elections and legislation, and this despite the fact that they were not in a majority among the citizens of Rome. The prospective danger lay in the fact that freed-men lived inside the city; were they to belong to rural tribes, they could by voting in these rural tribes outnumber the genuine rural tribe members present inside Rome during a vote. Not such a problem for the elections, held during summer when many rural people were inside Rome, but a serious peril for legislation. Legislation happened at any time of year, but was particularly prevalent during December, January and February, the months which saw the lawmaking pinnacle of the new tribunes of the plebs—and months when rural citizens did not come to Rome.


  Manilius’s bill went down to decisive defeat. The freedmen remained in those two gigantic urban tribes. But where it spelled trouble for men like Lucius Decumius lay in the fact that Manilius had sought out Rome’s freedmen to drum up support for his bill. And where did Rome’s freedmen congregate? In crossroads colleges, as they were convivial places as stuffed with slaves and freedmen as they were with ordinary Roman lowly. Manilius had gone from one crossroads college to another, talking to the men his law would benefit, persuading them to go to the Forum and support him. Knowing themselves possessed of worthless votes, many freedmen had obliged him. But when the Senate and the senior knights of the Eighteen saw these masses of freedmen descend on the Forum, all they could think of was the danger. Anyplace where freedmen gathered ought to be outlawed. The crossroads colleges would have to go.


  A crossroads was a hotbed of spiritual activity, and had to be guarded against evil forces. It was a place where the Lares congregated, and the Lares were the myriad wraiths which peopled the Underworld and found a natural focus for their forces at a crossroads. Thus each crossroads had a shrine to the Lares, and once a year around the start of January a festival called the Compitalia was devoted to the placation of the Lares of the crossroads. On the night before the Compitalia every free resident of the district leading to a crossroads was obliged to hang up a woolen doll, and every slave a woolen ball; in Rome the shrines were so overwhelmed by dolls and balls that one of the duties of the crossroads colleges was to rig up lines to hold them. Dolls had heads, and a free person had a head counted by the censors; balls had no heads, for slaves were not counted. Slaves were, however, an important part of the festivities. As on the Saturnalia, they feasted as equals with the free men and women of Rome, and it was the duty of slaves (stripped of their servile insignia) to make the offering of a fattened pig to the Lares. All of which was under the authority of the crossroads colleges and the urban praetor, their supervisor.


  Thus a crossroads college was a religious brotherhood. Each one had a custodian, the vilicus, who made sure that the men of his district gathered regularly in rent-free premises close to the crossroads and the Lares shrine; they kept the shrine and the crossroads neat, clean, unattractive to evil forces. Many of Rome’s intersections did not have a shrine, as these were limited to the major junctions.


  One such crossroads college lay in the ground-floor apex of Aurelia’s insula under the care of Lucius Decumius. Until Aurelia had tamed him after she moved into her insula, Lucius Decumius had run an extremely profitable side business guaranteeing protection to the shop owners and factory proprietors in his district; when Aurelia exerted that formidable strength of hers and demonstrated to Lucius Decumius that she was not to be gainsaid, he solved his quandary by moving his protection business to the outer Sacra Via and the Vicus Fabricii, where the local colleges were lacking in such enterprise. Though his census was of the Fourth Class and his tribe urban Suburana, Lucius Decumius was definitely a power to be reckoned with.


  Allied with his fellow custodians of Rome’s other crossroads colleges, he had successfully fought Gaius Piso’s attempt to close down all the crossroads colleges because Manilius had exploited them. Gaius Piso and the boni had therefore been forced to look elsewhere for a victim, and chose Manilius himself, who managed to survive a trial for extortion, then was convicted of treason and exiled for life, his fortune confiscated to the last sestertius.


  Unfortunately the threat to the crossroads colleges did not go away after Gaius Piso left office. The Senate and the knights of the Eighteen had got it into their heads that the existence of crossroads colleges provided rent-free premises wherein political dissidents might gather and fraternize under religious auspices. Now Lucius Caesar and Marcius Figulus were going to ban them.


  Which led to Lucius Decumius’s wrathful appearance at Caesar’s rooms on the Vicus Patricii.


  “It isn’t fair!” he repeated.


  “I know, dad,” said Caesar, sighing.


  “Then what are you going to do about it?” the old man demanded.


  “I’ll try, dad, that goes without saying. However, I doubt there’s anything I can do. I knew you’d come to see me, so I’ve already talked to my cousin Lucius, only to learn that he and Marcius Figulus are quite determined. With very few exceptions, they intend to outlaw every college, sodality and club in Rome.”


  “Who gets excepted?’’ Lucius Decumius barked, jaw set.


  “Religious sodalities like the Jews. Legitimate burial clubs. The colleges of civil servants. Trade guilds. That’s all.”


  “But we’re religious!”


  “According to my cousin Lucius Caesar, not religious enough. The Jews don’t drink and gossip in their synagogues, and the Salii, the Luperci, the Arval Brethren and others rarely meet at all. Crossroads colleges have premises wherein all men are welcome, including slaves and freedmen. That makes them potentially very dangerous, it’s being said.”


  “So who’s going to care for the Lares and their shrines?”


  “The urban praetor and the aediles.”


  “They’re already too busy!”


  “I agree, dad, I agree wholeheartedly,” said Caesar. “I even tried to tell my cousin that, but he wouldn’t listen.”


  “Can’t you help us, Caesar? Honestly?”


  “I’ll be voting against it and I’ll try to persuade as many others as I can to do the same. Oddly enough, quite a few of the boni oppose the law too—the crossroads colleges are a very old tradition, therefore to abolish them offends the mos maiorum. Cato is shouting about it loudly. However, it will go through, dad.”


  “We’ll have to shut our doors.”


  “Oh, not necessarily,” said Caesar, smiling.


  “I knew you wouldn’t let me down! What does we do?”


  “You’ll definitely lose your official standing, but that merely puts you at a financial disadvantage. I suggest you install a bar and call yourselves a tavern, with you as its proprietor.”


  “Can’t do that, Caesar. Old Roscius next door would complain to the urban praetor in a trice—we’ve been buying our wine from him since I was a boy.”


  “Then offer Roscius the bar concession. If you close your doors, dad, he’s severely out of purse.”


  “Could all the colleges do it?”


  “Throughout Rome, you mean?”


  “Yes.”


  “I don’t see why not. However, due to certain activities I won’t name, you’re a wealthy college. The consuls are convinced the colleges will have to shut their doors because they’ll have to pay ground-floor rents. As you will to my mother, dad. She’s a businesswoman, she’ll insist. In your case you might get a bit of a discount, but others?” Caesar shrugged. “I doubt the amount of wine consumed would cover expenses.”


  Brows knitted, Lucius Decumius thought hard. “Does the consuls know what we does for a real living, Caesar?”


  “If I didn’t tell them—and I didn’t!—then I don’t know who would.”


  “Then there’s no problem!” said Lucius Decumius cheerfully. “We’re most of us in the same protection business.” He huffed with great content. “And we’ll go on caring for the crossroads too. Can’t have the Lares running riot, can we? I’ll call a meeting of us custodians—we’ll beat ’em yet, Pavo!”


  “That’s the spirit, dad!”


  And off went Lucius Decumius, beaming.


  *


  Autumn that year brought torrential rains to the Apennines, and the Tiber flooded its valley for two hundred miles. It had been some generations since the city of Rome had suffered so badly. Only the seven hills protruded out of the waters; the Forum Romanum, Velabrum, Circus Maximus, Forums Boarium and Holitorium, the whole of the Sacra Via out to the Servian Walls and the manufactories of the Vicus Fabricii drowned. The sewers back-washed; buildings with unsafe foundations crumbled; the sparsely settled heights of Quirinal, Viminal and Aventine became vast camps for refugees; and respiratory, diseases raged. Miraculously the incredibly ancient Wooden Bridge survived, perhaps because it lay farthest downstream, whereas the Pons Fabricius between Tiber Island and the Circus Flaminius perished. As this happened too late in the year to stand for next year’s tribunate of the plebs, Lucius Fabricius, who was the current promising member of his family, announced that he would stand next year for the tribunate of the plebs. Care of bridges and highways into Rome lay with the tribunes of the plebs, and Fabricius was not about to allow any other man to rebuild what was his family’s bridge! The Pons Fabricius it was; and the Pons Fabricius it would remain.


  And Caesar received a letter from Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, conqueror of the East.


  Well, Caesar, what a campaign. Both the kings rolled up and everything looking good. I can’t understand why Lucullus took so long. Mind you, he couldn’t control his troops, yet here I’ve got every man who served under him, with never a peep out of them. Marcus Silius sends his regards, by the way. A good man.


  What a strange place Pontus is. I now see why King Mithridates always had to use mercenaries and northerners in his army. Some of his Pontic people are so primitive that they live in trees. They also brew some sort of foul liquor out of twigs, of all things, though how they manage to drink it and stay alive I don’t know. Some of my men were marching through the forest in eastern Pontus and found big bowls of the stuff on the ground. You know soldiers! They guzzled the lot, had a fine time of it. Until they all fell over dead. Killed them!


  The booty is unbelievable. I took all those so-called impregnable citadels he built all over Armenia Parva and eastern Pontus, of course. Not very hard to do. Oh, you mightn’t know who I mean by “he.” Mithridates. Yes, well, the treasures he’d managed to salt away filled every one of them—seventy-odd, all told—to the brim. It will take years to ship the lot back to Rome; I’ve got an army of clerks taking inventory. It’s my reckoning that I’ll double what’s in the Treasury and then double Rome’s income from tributes from now on.


  I brought Mithridates to battle in a place in Pontus I renamed Nicopolis—already had a Pompeiopolis—and he went down badly. Escaped to Sinoria, where he grabbed six thousand talents of gold and bolted down the Euphrates to find Tigranes. Who wasn’t having a good time of it either! Phraates of the Parthians invaded Armenia while I was tidying up Mithridates, and actually laid siege to Artaxata. Tigranes beat him off, and the Parthians went back home. But it finished Tigranes. He wasn’t in a fit state to hold me off, I can tell you! So he sued for a separate peace, and wouldn’t let Mithridates enter Armenia. Mithridates went north instead, headed for Cimmeria. What he didn’t know was that I’ve been having some correspondence with the son he’d installed in Cimmeria as satrap—called Machares.


  Anyway, I let Tigranes have Armenia, but tributary to Rome, and took everything west of the Euphrates off him along with Sophene and Corduene. Made him pay me the six thousand talents of gold Mithridates filched, and asked for two hundred and forty sesterces for each of my men.


  What, wasn’t I worried about Mithridates? The answer is no. Mithridates is well into his sixties. Well past it, Caesar. Fabian tactics. I just let the old boy run, couldn’t see he was a danger anymore. And I did have Machares. So while Mithridates ran, I marched. For which blame Varro, who doesn’t have a bone in his body isn’t curious. He was dying to dabble his toes in the Caspian Sea, and I thought, well, why not? So off we went northeastward.


  Not much booty and far too many snakes, huge vicious spiders, giant scorpions. Funny how our men will fight all manner of human foes without turning a hair, then scream like women over crawlies. They sent me a deputation begging me to turn back when the Caspian Sea was only miles away. I turned back. Had to. I scream at crawlies too. So does Varro, who by this was quite happy to keep his toes dry.


  You probably know that Mithridates is dead, but I’ll tell you how it actually happened. He got to Panticapaeum on the Cimmerian Bosporus, and began levying another army. He’d had the forethought to bring plenty of daughters with him, and used them as bait to draw Scythian levies—offered them to the Scythian kings and princes as brides.


  You have to admire the old boy’s persistence, Caesar. Do you know what he intended to do? Gather a quarter of a million men and march on Italia and Rome the long way! He was going to go right round the top end of the Euxine and down through the lands of the Roxolani to the mouth of the Danubius. Then he intended to march up the Danubius gathering all the tribes along the way into his forces—Dacians, Bessi, Dardani, you name them. I hear Burebistas of the Dacians was very keen. Then he was going to cross to the Dravus and Savus, and march into Italia across the Carnic Alps!


  Oh, I forgot to say that when he got to Panticapaeum he forced Machares to commit suicide. Bloodthirsty for his own kin, can never understand that in eastern kings. While he was busy raising his army, Phanagoria (the town on the other side of the Bosporus) revolted. The leader was another son of his, Pharnaces. I’d also been writing to him. Of course Mithridates put the rebellion down, but he made one bad mistake. He pardoned Pharnaces. Must have been running out of sons. Pharnaces repaid him by rounding up a fresh lot of revolutionaries and storming the fortress in Panticapaeum. That was the end, and Mithridates knew it. So he murdered however many daughters he had left, and some wives and concubines and even a few sons who were still children. Then he took an enormous dose of poison. But it wouldn’t work; he’d been too successful all those years of deliberately poisoning himself to become immune. The deed was done by one of the Gauls in his bodyguard. Ran the old man through with a sword. I buried him in Sinope.


  In the meantime, I was marching into Syria, getting it tidied up so Rome can inherit. No more kings of Syria. I for one am tired of eastern potentates. Syria will become a Roman province, much safer. I also like the idea of putting good Roman troops against the Euphrates—ought to make the Parthians think a bit. I also settled the strife between the Greeks displaced by Tigranes and the Arabs displaced by Tigranes. The Arabs will be quite handy, I think, so I did send some of them back to the desert. But I made it worth their while. Abgarus—I hear he made life so hard in Antioch for young Publius Clodius that Clodius fled, though exactly what Abgarus did I can’t find out—is the King of the Skenites, then I put someone with the terrific name of Sampsiceramus in charge of another lot, and so forth. This sort of thing is really enjoyable work, Caesar; it gives a lot of satisfaction. No one out here is very practical, and they squabble and quarrel with each other endlessly. Silly. It’s such a rich place you’d think they’d learn to get on, but they don’t. Still, I can’t repine. It does mean that Gnaeus Pompeius from Picenum has kings in his clientele! I have earned that Magnus, I tell you. The worst part of it all turns out to be the Jews. A very strange lot. They were fairly reasonable until the old Queen, Alexandra, died a couple of years ago. But she left two sons to fight out the succession, complicated by the fact that their religion is as important to them as their state. So one son has to be High Priest, as far as I can gather. The other one wanted to be King of the Jews, but the High Priest one, Hyrcanus, thought it would be nice to combine both offices. They had a bit of a war, and Hyrcanus was defeated by brother Aristobulus. Then along comes an Idumaean prince named Antipater, who whispered in Hyrcanus’s ear and then persuaded Hyrcanus to ally himself with King Aretas of the Nabataeans. The deal was that Hyrcanus would hand over twelve Arab cities to Aretas that the Jews were ruling. They then laid siege to Aristobulus in Jerusalem, which is their name for Hierosolyma.


  I sent my quaestor, young Scaurus, to sort the mess out. Ought to have known better. He picked Aristobulus as the one in the right, and ordered Aretas back to Nabataea. Then Aristobulus ambushed him at Papyron or some such place, and Aretas lost. I got to Antioch to find that Aristobulus was the King of the Jews, and Scaurus didn’t know what to do. The next thing, I’m getting presents from both sides. You should see the present Aristobulus sent me—well, you will at my triumph. A magical thing, Caesar, a grapevine made of pure gold, with golden bunches of grapes all over it.


  Anyway, I’ve ordered both camps to meet me in Damascus next spring. I believe Damascus has a lovely climate, so I think I’ll winter there and finish sorting out the mess between Tigranes and the King of the Parthians. The one I’m interested to meet is the Idumaean, Antipater. Sounds like a clever sort of fellow. Probably circumcised. They almost all are, the Semites. Peculiar practice. I’m attached to my foreskin, literally as well as metaphorically. There! That came out quite well. That’s because I’ve still got Varro with me, as well as Lenaeus and Theophanes of Mitylene. I hear Lucullus is crowing because he brought back this fabulous fruit called a cherry to Italia, but I’m bringing back all sorts of plants, including this sweet and succulent sort of lemon I found in Media—an orange lemon, isn’t that strange? Ought to grow well in Italia, likes a dry summer, fruits in winter.


  Well, enough prattle. Time to get down to business and tell you why I’m writing. You’re a very subtle and clever chap, Caesar, and it hasn’t escaped my notice that you always speak up for me in the Senate, and to good effect. No one else did over the pirates. I think I’ll be another two years in the East, ought to fetch up at home about the time you’ll be leaving office as praetor, if you’re going to take advantage of Sulla’s law letting patricians stand two years early.


  But I’m making it my policy to have at least one tribune of the plebs in my Roman camp until after I get home. The next one is Titus Labienus, and I know you know him because you were both on Vatia Isauricus’s staff in Cilicia ten or twelve years ago. He’s a very good man, comes from Cingulum, right in the middle of my patch. Clever too. He tells me the pair of you got on well together. I know you won’t be holding a magistracy, but it might be that you can lend Titus Labienus a hand occasionally. Or he might be able to lend you a hand—feel free. I’ve told him all this. The year after—the year of your praetorship, I imagine—my man will be Mucia’s younger brother, Metellus Nepos. I ought to arrive home just after he finishes his term, though I can’t be sure.


  So what I’d like you to do, Caesar, is hold a watch for me and mine. You’re going to go far, even if I haven’t left you much of the world to conquer! I’ve never forgotten that it was you who showed me how to be consul, while corrupt old Philippus couldn’t be bothered.


  Your friend from Mitylene, Aulus Gabinius, sends you his warm regards.


  Well, I might as well say it. Do what you can to help me get land for my troops. It’s too early for Labienus to try, the job will go to Nepos. I’m sending him home in style well before next year’s elections. A pity you can’t be consul when the fight to get my land is on, a bit too early for you. Still, it might drag out until you’re consul-elect, and then you can be a real help. It isn’t going to be easy.


  Caesar laid the long letter down and put his chin in his hand, having much to think about. Though he found it naive, he enjoyed Pompey’s bald prose and casual asides; they brought Magnus into the room in a way that the polished essays Varro wrote for Pompey’s senatorial dispatches never did.


  When he had first met Pompey on that memorable day Pompey had turned up to claim Mucia Tertia at Aunt Julia’s, Caesar had detested him. And in some ways he probably never would warmly like the man. However, the years and exposure had somewhat softened his attitude, which now, he decided, contained more like than dislike. Oh, one had to deplore the conceit and the rustic in him, and his patent disregard for due process of the law. Nonetheless he was gifted and so eminently capable. He hadn’t put a foot wrong very often, and the older he became, the more unerring his step. Crassus loathed him of course, which was a difficulty. That left him, Caesar, to steer a course between the two.


  Titus Labienus. A cruel and barbarous man. Tall, muscular, curly-headed, hook-nosed, snapping black eyes. Absolutely at home on a horse. Quite what his remote ancestry was had flummoxed more Romans than merely Caesar; even Pompey had been heard to say that he thought Mormolyce had snatched the mother’s newborn babe out of its cradle and substituted one of her own to be brought up as Titus Labienus’s heir. Interesting that Labienus had informed Pompey how well he had gotten on with Caesar in the old days. And it was true enough. Two born riders, they had shared many a gallop through the countryside around Tarsus, and talked endlessly about cavalry tactics in battle. Yet Caesar couldn’t warm to him, despite the man’s undeniable brilliance. Labienus was someone to be used but never trusted.


  Caesar quite understood why Pompey was concerned enough about Labienus’s fate as a tribune of the plebs to enlist Caesar in a support role; the new College was a particularly weird mixture of independent individuals who would probably fly off in ten tangents and spend more time vetoing each other than anything else. Though in one respect Pompey had erred; if Caesar had been planning his assortment of tame tribunes of the plebs, then Labienus would have been saved for the year Pompey started to press for land for his veterans. What Caesar knew of Metellus Nepos indicated that he was too Caecilian; he wouldn’t have the necessary steel. For that kind of work, a fiery Picentine without ancestors and nowhere to go save up yielded the best results.


  Mucia Tertia. Widow of Young Marius, wife of Pompey the Great. Mother of Pompey’s children, boy, girl, boy. Why had he never got round to her? Perhaps because he still felt about her the way he had about Bibulus’s wife, Domitia: the prospect of cuckolding Pompey was so alluring he kept postponing the actual deed. Domitia (the cousin of Cato’s brother-in-law, Ahenobarbus) was now an accomplished fact, though Bibulus hadn’t heard about it yet. He would! What fun! Only—did Caesar really want to annoy Pompey in a way he understood Pompey particularly would loathe? He might need Pompey, just as Pompey might need him. What a pity. Of all the women on his list, Caesar fancied Mucia Tertia most. And that she fancied him he had known for years. Now… was it worth it? Probably not. Probably not. Conscious of a twinge of regret, Caesar mentally erased Mucia Tertia’s name from his list.


  Which turned out to be just as well. With the year drawing to its close, Labienus returned from his estates in Picenum and moved into the very modest house he had recently bought on the Palatium, which was the less settled and more unfashionable side of the Palatine. And the very next day hied himself off to see Caesar just sufficiently too late for anyone left in Aurelia’s apartment to assume he was Caesar’s client.


  “But let’s not talk here, Titus Labienus,” said Caesar, and drew him back toward the door. “I have rooms down the street.”


  “This is very nice,” said Labienus, ensconced in a comfortable chair and with weak watered wine at his elbow.


  “Considerably quieter,” said Caesar, sitting in another chair but not with the desk between them; he did not wish to give this man the impression that business was the order of the day. “I am interested to know,” he said, sipping water, “why Pompeius didn’t conserve you for the year after next.”


  “Because he didn’t expect to be in the East for so long,” said Labienus. “Until he decided he couldn’t abandon Syria with the Jewish question unsettled, he really thought he’d be home by next spring. Didn’t he tell you that in his letter?”


  So Labienus knew all about the letter. Caesar grinned. “You know him at least as well as I do, Labienus. He did ask me to give you any assistance I could, and he also told me about the Jewish difficulties. What he neglected to mention was that he had planned to be home earlier than he said he was going to be.”


  The black eyes flashed, but not with laughter; Labienus had little sense of humor. “Well, that’s it, that’s the reason. So instead of a brilliant tribunate of the plebs, I’m going to have no more to do than legislate to allow Magnus to wear full triumphal regalia at the games.”


  “With or without minim all over his face?”


  That did provoke a short laugh. “You know Magnus, Caesar! He wouldn’t wear minim even during his triumph itself.”


  Caesar was beginning to understand the situation a little better. “Are you Magnus’s client?” he asked.


  “Oh, yes. What man from Picenum isn’t?”


  “Yet you didn’t go east with him.”


  “He wouldn’t even use Afranius and Petreius when he cleaned up the pirates, though he did manage to slip them in after some of the big names when he went to war against the kings. And Lollius Palicanus, Aulus Gabinius. Mind you, I didn’t have a senatorial census, which is why I couldn’t stand as quaestor. A poor man’s only way into the Senate is to become tribune of the plebs and then hope he makes enough money before the next lot of censors to qualify to stay in the Senate,” said Labienus harshly.


  “I always thought Magnus was very open-handed. Hasn’t he offered to assist you?”


  “He saves his largesse for those in a position to do great things for him. You might say that under his original plans, I was on a promise.”


  “And it isn’t a very big promise now that triumphal regalia is the most important thing on his tribunician schedule.”


  “Exactly.”


  Caesar sighed, stretched his legs out. “I take it,” he said, “that you would like to leave a name behind you after your year in the College is over.”


  “I would.”


  “It’s a long time since we were both junior military tribunes under Vatia Isauricus, and I’m sorry the years since haven’t been kind to you. Unfortunately my own finances don’t permit of a trifling loan, and I do understand that I can’t function as your patron. However, Titus Labienus, in four years I will be consul, which means that in five years I will be going to a province. I do not intend to be a tame governor in a tame province. Wherever I go, there will be plenty of military work to do, and I will need some excellent people to work as my legates. In particular, I will need one legate who will have propraetorian status whom I can trust to campaign as well without me as with me. What I remember about you is your military sense. So I’ll make a pact with you here and now. Number one, that I’ll find something for you to do during your tribunate of the plebs that will make your year a memorable one. And number two, that when I go as proconsul to my province, I’ll make sure you come with me as my chief legate with propraetorian status,” said Caesar.


  Labienus drew a breath. “What I remember about you, Caesar, is your military sense. How odd! Mucia said you were worth watching. She spoke of you, I thought, with more respect than she ever does of Magnus.”


  “Mucia?”


  The black gaze was very level. “That’s right.”


  “Well, well! How many people know?” asked Caesar.


  “None, I hope.”


  “Doesn’t he lock her up in his stronghold while he’s away? That’s what he used to do.”


  “She’s not a child anymore—if she ever was,” said Titus Labienus, eyes flashing again. “She’s like me, she’s had a hard life. You learn from a hard life. We find ways.”


  “Next time you see her, tell her that the secret is safe with me,” said Caesar, smiling. “If Magnus finds out, you’ll get no help from that quarter. So are you interested in my proposition?”


  “I most certainly am.”


  After Labienus departed Caesar continued to sit without moving. Mucia Tertia had a lover, and she hadn’t needed to venture outside Picenum to find him. What an extraordinary choice! He couldn’t think of three men more different from each other than Young Marius, Pompeius Magnus and Titus Labienus. That was a searching lady. Did Labienus please her more than the other two, or was he simply a diversion brought about by loneliness and lack of a wide field to choose from?


  Nothing surer than that Pompey would find out. The lovers might delude themselves no one knew, but if the affair had been going on in Picenum, discovery was inevitable. Pompey’s letter did not indicate anyone had tattled yet, but it was only a matter of time. And then Titus Labienus stood to lose everything Pompey might have given him, though clearly his hopes of Pompey’s favor had already waned. Maybe his intriguing with Mucia Tertia had arisen out of disillusionment with Pompey? Very possible.


  All of which scarcely mattered; what occupied Caesar’s mind was how to make Labienus’s year as a tribune of the plebs a memorable one. Difficult if not impossible in this present climate of political torpor and uninspiring curule magistrates. About the only thing capable of kindling a fire beneath the rear ends of these slugs was a fearsomely radical land bill suggesting that every last iugerum of Rome’s ager publicus be given away to the poor, and that wouldn’t please Pompey at all—Pompey needed Rome’s public lands as a gift for his troops.


  When the new tribunes of the plebs entered office on the tenth day of December, the diversity among its members became glaringly obvious. Caecilius Rufus actually had the temerity to propose that the disgraced ex-consuls-elect Publius Sulla and Publius Autronius be allowed to stand for the consulship in the future; that all nine of his colleagues vetoed Caecilius’s bill came as no surprise. No surprise either was the response to Labienus’s bill giving Pompey the right to wear full triumphal regalia at all public games; it swept into law.


  The surprise came from Publius Servilius Rullus when he said that every last iugerum of Rome’s ager publicus both in Italy and abroad be given away to the poor. Shades of the Gracchi! Rullus lit the fire turning senatorial slugs into ravening wolves.


  “If Rullus succeeds, when Magnus comes home there’ll be no State land left for his veterans,” said Labienus to Caesar.


  “Ah, but Rullus neglected to mention that fact,” replied Caesar, unruffled. “As he chose to present his bill in the House before taking it to the Comitia, he really ought to have made mention of Magnus’s soldiers.”


  “He didn’t have to mention them. Everyone knows.”


  “True. But if there’s one thing every man of substance detests, it’s land bills. The ager publicus is sacred. Too many senatorial families of enormous influence rent it and make money out of it. Bad enough to propose giving some of it away to a victorious general’s troops, but to demand that all of it be given away to Head Count vermin? Anathema! If Rullus had only come out and said directly that what Rome no longer owns cannot be awarded to Magnus’s troops, he might have gained support from some very peculiar quarters. As it is, the bill will die.”


  “You’ll oppose it?” asked Labienus.


  “No, no, certainly not! I shall support it vociferously,” said Caesar, smiling. “If I support it, quite a lot of the fence-sitters will jump down to oppose it, if for no other reason than that they don’t like what I like. Cicero is an excellent example. What’s his new name for men like Rullus? Popularis—for the People rather than for the Senate. That rather appeals to me. I shall endeavor to be labeled a Popularis.”


  “You’ll annoy Magnus if you speak up for it.”


  “Not once he reads the covering letter I’ll send him together with a copy of my speech. Magnus knows a ewe from a ram.”


  Labienus scowled. “All of this is going to take a lot of time, Caesar, yet none of it involves me. Where am I going?”


  “You’ve passed your bill to award Magnus triumphal regalia at the games, so now you’ll sit on your hands and whistle until the fuss over Rullus abates. It will! Remember that it’s best to be the last man left on his feet.”


  “You have an idea.”


  “No,” said Caesar.


  “Oh, come!”


  Caesar smiled. “Rest easy, Labienus. Something will occur to me. It always does.”


  *


  When he went home Caesar sought out his mother. Her minute office was one room Pompeia never invaded; if nothing else about her mother-in-law frightened her, Aurelia’s affinity for the lightning totting up of figures certainly did. Besides, it had been a clever idea to give his study over for Pompeia’s use (Caesar had his other apartment in which to work). Tenure of the study and the master sleeping cubicle beyond it kept Pompeia out of the other parts of Aurelia’s domain. Sounds of feminine laughter and chatter emanated from the study, but no one appeared from that direction to hinder Caesar’s progress.


  “Who’s with her?” he asked, seating himself in the chair on the far side of Aurelia’s desk.


  The room was indeed so small that a stouter man than Caesar could not have squeezed into the space this chair occupied, but the hand of Aurelia was very evident in the economy and logic with which she had organized herself: shelves for scrolls and papers where she wouldn’t hit her head on them as she rose from her own chair, tiered wooden trays on those parts of her desk not needed for her actual work, and leather book buckets relegated to the room’s remote corners.


  “Who’s with her?” he repeated when she didn’t answer.


  Down went her pen. His mother looked up reluctantly, flexed her right hand, sighed. “A very silly lot,” she said.


  “That I do not need to be told. Silliness attracts more silliness. But who?”


  “Both the Clodias. And Fulvia.”


  “Oh! Racy as well as vacant. Is Pompeia intriguing with men, Mater?”


  “Definitely not. I don’t permit her to entertain men here, and when she goes out I send Polyxena with her. Polyxena is my own woman, quite impossible to bribe or suborn. Of course Pompeia takes her own idiotic girl with her too, but both of them combined are no match for Polyxena, I assure you.”


  Caesar looked, his mother thought, very tired. His year as president of the Murder Court had been an extremely busy one, and acquitted with all the thoroughness and energy for which he was becoming famous. Other court presidents might dally and take protracted vacations, but not Caesar. Naturally she knew he was in debt—and for how much—though time had taught her that money was a subject sure to create tension between them. So while she burned to quiz him about money matters, she bit her tongue and managed not to say a word. It was true that he did not allow himself to become depressed over a debt now mounting rapidly because he could not afford to pay back the principal; that some inexplicable part of him genuinely believed the money would be found; yet she also knew that money could lie like a grey shadow at the back of the most sanguine and optimistic of minds. As it lay like a grey shadow at the back of his mind, she was certain.


  And he was still heavily involved with Servilia. That was a relationship nothing seemed able to destroy. Besides which, Julia, menstruating regularly now that her thirteenth birthday was a month away, was displaying less and less enthusiasm for Brutus. Oh, nothing could provoke the girl into rudeness or even covert discourtesy, but instead of becoming more enamored of Brutus now that her womanhood was upon her, she was unmistakably cooling, the child’s affection and pity replaced by—boredom? Yes, boredom. The one emotion no marriage could survive.


  All these were problems which gnawed at Aurelia, while others merely niggled. For instance, this apartment had become far too small for a man of Caesar’s status. His clients could no longer gather all at once, and the address was a bad one for a man who would be senior consul within five years. Of that last fact Aurelia harbored no doubts whatsoever. Between the name, the ancestry, the manner, the looks, the charm, the ease and the intellectual ability, whatever election Caesar contested would see him returned at the top of the poll. He had enemies galore, but none capable of destroying his power base among the First and the Second Classes, vital for success in the Centuries. Not to mention that among the Classes too low to count in the Centuries he stood high above all his peers. Caesar moved among the Head Count as readily as among the consulars. However, it was not possible to broach the subject of a suitable house without money’s raising its ugly face. So would she, or would she not? Ought she, or ought she not?


  Aurelia drew a deep breath, folded her hands one over the other on the table in front of her. “Caesar, next year you will be standing for praetor,” she said, “and I foresee one very severe difficulty.”


  “My address,” he said instantly.


  Her smile was wry. “One thing I can never complain about—your astuteness.”


  “Is this the prelude to another argument about money?”


  “No, it is not. Or perhaps it would be better to say, I hope not. Over the years I have managed to save a fair amount, and I could certainly borrow against this insula comfortably. Between the two, I could give you enough to purchase a good house on the Palatine or the Carinae.”


  His mouth went thin. “That is most generous of you, Mater, but I will not accept money from you any more than I will from my friends. Understood?”


  Amazing to think she was in her sixty-second year. Not one single wrinkle marred the skin of face or neck, perhaps because she had plumped out a trifle; where age showed at all was in the creases which ran down either side of her nostrils to meet the corners of her mouth.


  “I thought you’d say that,” she said, composure intact. Then she remarked, apropos it seemed of nothing, “I hear that Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus is ailing.”


  That startled him. “Who told you so?”


  “Clodia, for one. Her husband, Celer, says the whole family is desperately worried. And Aemilia Lepida, for another. Metellus Scipio is very cast down by the state of his father’s health. He hasn’t been well since his wife died.”


  “It’s certainly true that the old boy hasn’t been attending any meetings of late,” said Caesar.


  “Nor will he in the future. When I said he is ailing, I really meant he is dying.”


  “And?” asked Caesar, for once baffled.


  “When he dies, the College of Pontifices will have to co-opt another Pontifex Maximus.” The large and lustrous eyes which were Aurelia’s best feature gleamed and narrowed. “If you were to be appointed Pontifex Maximus, Caesar, it would solve several of your most pressing problems. First and foremost, it would demonstrate to your creditors that you are going to be consul beyond any doubt. That would mean your creditors would be more willing to carry your debts beyond your praetorship if necessary. I mean, if you draw Sardinia or Africa as your province in the praetor’s lots, you won’t be able to recoup your losses as a praetor governor. Should that happen, I would think your creditors will grow very restless indeed.”


  The ghost of a smile kindled his eyes, but he kept his face straight. “Admirably summed up, Mater,” he said.


  She went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “Secondly, Pontifex Maximus would endow you with a splendid residence at the expense of the State, and as it is a lifetime position, the Domus Publica would be yours for life. It is within the Forum itself, very large and eminently suitable. So,” his mother ended, her voice as level and unexcited as ever, “I have begun to canvass on your behalf among the wives of your fellow priests.”


  Caesar sighed. “It’s an admirable plan, Mater, but one which you cannot bring to fruition any more than I can. Between Catulus and Vatia Isauricus—not to mention at least half the others in the College!—I don’t stand a chance. For one thing, the post normally goes to someone who has already been consul. For another, all the most conservative elements in the Senate adorn this College. They do not fancy me.”


  “Nevertheless I shall go to work,” said Aurelia.


  At which precise moment Caesar realized how it could be done. He threw his head back and roared with laughter. “Yes, Mater, by all means go to work!” he said, wiping away tears of mirth. “I know the answer—oh, what a furor it’s bound to create!”


  “And the answer is?”


  “I came to see you about Titus Labienus, who is—as I’m sure you know—Pompeius Magnus’s tame tribune of the plebs this year. Just to air my thoughts aloud. You’re so clever that I find you a most useful wall for bouncing ideas off,” he said.


  One thin black brow flew up, the corners of her mouth quivered. “Why, thank you! Am I a better wall to bounce off than Servilia?’’


  Again he cried with laughter. It was rare for Aurelia to succumb to innuendo, but when she did she was as witty as Cicero. “Seriously,” he said when he could, “I know how you feel about that liaison, but acquit me of stupidity, please. Servilia is politically acute. She is also in love with me. However, she is not of my family, nor is she entirely to be trusted. When I use her as a wall, I make very sure I’m in complete Control of the balls.”


  “You ease my mind enormously,” said Aurelia blandly. “What is this brilliant inspiration, then?”


  “When Sulla nullified the lex Domitia de sacerdotiis, he went one step further than custom and tradition dictated by also removing the office of Pontifex Maximus from tribal election by the People. Until Sulla, the Pontifex Maximus had always been elected, he was never co-opted by his fellow priests. I’ll have Labienus legislate to return the choice of priests and augurs to the People in their tribes. Including the office of Pontifex Maximus. The People will love the idea.”


  “They love anything which ablates a law of Sulla’s.”


  “Precisely. Then all I have to do,” said Caesar, rising, “is get myself elected Pontifex Maximus.”


  “Have Titus Labienus enact the law now, Caesar. Don’t put it off! No one can be sure how much longer Metellus Pius has to live. He’s lonely without his Licinia.”


  Caesar took his mother’s hand and raised it to his lips. “Mater, I thank you. The matter will be expedited, because it’s a law can benefit Pompeius Magnus. He’s dying to be a priest or an augur, but he knows he’ll never be co-opted. Whereas at an election he’ll bolt in.”


  *


  The volume of laughter and chatter from the study had risen, Caesar noticed as he entered the reception room; he had intended to leave immediately, but on the spur of the moment decided to visit his wife instead.


  Quite a gathering, he thought, standing unobserved in the doorway from the dining room. Pompeia had completely redecorated the once-austere room, which was now overfilled with couches mattressed in goose down, a plethora of purple cushions and coverlets, many precious yet commonplace knick-knacks, paintings and statues. What had been an equally austere sleeping cubicle, he noted gazing through its open door, now bore the same cloyingly tasteless touch.


  Pompeia was reclining on the best couch, though not alone; Aurelia might forbid her to entertain men, but could not prevent visits from Pompeia’s full brother, Quintus Pompeius Rufus Junior. Now in his early twenties, he was a wild blade of increasingly unsavory reputation. No doubt it was through his offices that she had come to know ladies of the Claudian clan, for Pompeius Rufus was the best friend of none other than Publius Clodius, three years older but no less wild.


  Aurelia’s ban forbade the presence of Clodius himself, but not of his two younger sisters, Clodia and Clodilla. A pity, thought Caesar clinically, that the undisciplined natures of these two young matrons were fueled by a considerable degree of good looks. Clodia, married to Metellus Celer (the elder of Mucia Tertia’s two half brothers) was marginally more beautiful than her younger sister, Clodilla, now divorced from Lucullus amid shock waves of scandal. Like all the Claudii Pulchri they were very dark, with large and luminous black eyes, long and curling black lashes, a profusion of waving black hair, and faintly olive—but perfect—skins. Despite the fact that neither was tall, both had excellent figures and dress sense, moved with grace. And they were quite well read, again especially Clodia, who had a taste for poetry of high order. They sat side by side on a couch facing Pompeia and her brother, each with her robe falling away from gleaming shoulders to give more than a hint of deliciously shaped plump breasts.


  Fulvia was not unlike them physically, though her coloring was paler and reminded Caesar of his mother’s ice-brown hair, purplish eyes, dark brows and lashes. A very positive and dogmatic young lady, imbued with a lot of rather silly ideas stemming from her romantic attachment to the Brothers Gracchi—grandfather Gaius and great uncle Tiberius. Her marriage to Publius Clodius had not met with her parents’ approval, Caesar knew. Which had not stopped Fulvia, determined to have her way. Since her marriage she had become intimate with Clodius’s sisters, to the detriment of all three.


  None of these young women, however, worried Caesar as much as the two ripe and shady ladies who together occupied a third couch: Sempronia Tuditani, wife of one Decimus Junius Brutus and mother of another (an odd choice of friend for Fulvia—the Sempronii Tuditani had been obdurate enemies of both the Gracchi, as had the family of Decimus Junius Brutus Callaicus, grandfather of Sempronia Tuditani’s husband); and Palla, who had been wife to both the censor Philippus and the censor Poplicola, and had borne each of them a son. Sempronia Tuditani and Palla had to be fifty years old, though they employed every artifice known to the cosmetics industry to disguise the fact, from painted and powdered complexions to stibium around the eyes and carmine on their cheeks and mouths. Nor had they been content to allow the bodily subsidence of middle age; they starved themselves assiduously to be stick-thin, and wore flimsy, floating robes they fancied brought back their long-vanished youth. The result of all this tampering with the ageing process, reflected Caesar with an inward grin, was as unsuccessful as it was ludicrous. His own mother, the merciless onlooker decided, was far more attractive, though at least ten years their senior. Aurelia, however, did not court the company of men, whereas Sempronia Tuditani and Palla were aristocratic whores who never lacked for masculine attention because they were famous for giving by far the best fellatio in Rome, including that obtainable from professionals of both sexes.


  Their presence meant, Caesar concluded, that Decimus Brutus and young Poplicola also frequented the vicinity of Pompeia. Of Decimus Brutus perhaps no more was to be said than that he was young, bored, high-spirited and up to the usual mischief, from too much wine and too many women to the dice box and the gaming table. But young Poplicola had seduced his stepmother and tried to murder his father the censor, and had been formally relegated to penury and obscurity. He would never be permitted to enter the Senate, but since Publius Clodius’s marriage to Fulvia and Clodius’s subsequent access to almost unlimited money, young Poplicola was starting to be seen again in high circles.


  It was Clodia who noticed Caesar first. She sat up much straighter on her couch, thrust out her breasts and gave him an alluring smile.


  “Caesar, how absolutely divine to see you!” she purred.


  “I return the compliment, of course.”


  “Do come in!” said Clodia, patting her couch.


  “I’d love to, but I’m afraid I’m on my way out.”


  And that, Caesar decided as he let himself out the front door, was a room full of trouble.


  *


  Labienus beckoned, but first he would have to see Servilia, who had probably been waiting in his apartment down the road for some time, he realized. Women! Today was a day of women, and mostly women with nuisance value. Except for Aurelia, of course. Now there was a woman! A pity, thought Caesar, bounding up the stairs to his apartment, that none other measures up to her.


  Servilia was waiting, though she was far too sensible to reproach Caesar for his tardiness, and far too pragmatic to expect an apology. If the world belonged to men—and it did—then undoubtedly it was Caesar’s oyster.


  No word was exchanged between them for some time. First came several luxurious and languorous kisses, then a sighing subsidence into each other’s arms on the bed, freed from clothing and care. She was so delicious, so intelligent and untrammeled in her ministrations, so inventive. And he was so perfect, so receptive and powerful in his attentions, so unerring. Thus, absolutely content with each other and fascinated by the fact that familiarity had bred not contempt but additional pleasure, Caesar and Servilia forgot their worlds until the level of water in the chronometer had dripped away quite a lot of time.


  Of Labienus he would not speak; of Pompeia he would, so he said as they lay entwined, “My wife is keeping odd company.”


  The memory of those frenzied months of wasted jealousy had not yet faded from Servilia’s mind, so she loved to hear any word from Caesar that indicated dissatisfaction. Oh, it was only scant moments after they were reconciled following the birth of Junia Tertia that Servilia understood Caesar’s marriage was a sham. Still and all, the minx was delectable, and proximity was her ally; no woman of Servilia’s age could rest in perfect surety when her rival was almost twenty years her junior.


  “Odd company?” she asked, stroking voluptuously.


  “The Clodias and Fulvia.”


  “That’s to be expected, considering the circles Brother Pompeius moves in.”


  “Ah, but today there were additions to the menagerie!”


  “Who?”


  “Sempronia Tuditani and Palla.”


  “Oh!” Servilia sat up, the delight of Caesar’s skin evaporating. She frowned, thought, then said, “Actually that shouldn’t have surprised me.”


  “Nor me, considering who Publius Clodius’s friends are.”


  “No, I didn’t mean through that connection, Caesar. You know of course that my younger sister, Servililla, has been divorced by Drusus Nero for infidelity.”


  “I had heard.”


  “What you don’t know is that she’s going to marry Lucullus.”


  Caesar sat up too. “That’s to exchange a dunderhead for an imbecile in the making! He conducts all manner of experiments with substances which distort reality, has done for years. I believe one of his freedmen has no duty other than to procure every kind of soporific and ecstatic for him—syrup of poppies, mushrooms, brews concocted from leaves, berries, roots.”


  “Servililla says he likes the effect of wine, but dislikes its aftereffects intensely. Those other substances apparently don’t produce the same painful aftereffects.” Servilia shrugged. “Anyway, it seems Servililla isn’t complaining. She thinks she’ll get to enjoy all that money and taste without a watchful husband to cramp her style.”


  “He divorced Clodilla for adultery—and incest.”


  “That was Clodius’s doing.”


  “Well, I wish your sister the best of luck,” said Caesar. “Lucullus is still stuck on the Campus Martius demanding the triumph the Senate keeps refusing him, so she won’t see much of Rome from the inside of the walls.”


  “He’ll get his triumph soon,” said Servilia confidently. “My spies tell me that Pompeius Magnus doesn’t want to have to share the Campus Martius with his old enemy when he comes home from the East positively covered in glory.” She snorted. “Oh, what a poseur! Anyone with any sense can see that Lucullus did all the hard work! Magnus just had to harvest the results of that hard work.”


  “I agree, little though I care for Lucullus.” Caesar cupped a hand around one breast. “It is not like you to digress, my love. What has this to do with Pompeia’s friends?’’


  “They call it the Clodius Club,” said Servilia, stretching. “Servililla told me all about it. Publius Clodius, of course, is its president. The chief—indeed, I suppose one would have to call it the only—aim of the Clodius Club is to shock our world. That’s how the members entertain themselves. They’re all bored, idle, averse to work, and possessed of far too much money. Drinking and wenching and gambling are tame. Shocks and scandals are the Club’s sole purpose. Hence raffish women like Sempronia Tuditani and Palla, allegations of incest, and the cultivation of such peerless specimens as young Poplicola. The male members of the Club include some very young men who ought to know better—like Curio Junior and your cousin Marcus Antonius. I hear one of their favorite pastimes is to pretend they’re lovers.”


  It was Caesar’s turn to snort. “I’d believe almost anything of Marcus Antonius, but not that! How old is he now, nineteen or twenty? Yet he’s got more bastards littered through every stratum of Roman society than anyone else I know.”


  “Conceded. But littering Rome with bastards isn’t nearly shocking enough. A homosexual affair—particularly between the sons of such pillars of the conservative establishment!—adds a certain luster.”


  “So this is the institution to which my wife belongs!” Caesar sighed. “How am I to wean her away, I wonder?’’


  That was not an idea which appealed to Servilia, who got out of bed in a hurry. “I fail to see how you can, Caesar, without provoking exactly the kind of scandal the Clodius Club adores. Unless you divorce yourself by divorcing her.”


  But this suggestion offended his sense of fair play; he shook his head emphatically. “No, I’ll not do that without more cause than idle friendships she can’t turn into anything worse because my mother keeps too sharp an eye on her. I pity the poor girl. She hasn’t a scrap of intelligence or sense.”


  The bath beckoned (Caesar had given in and installed a small furnace to provide hot water); Servilia decided to hold her peace on the subject of Pompeia.


  *


  Titus Labienus had to wait until the morrow, when he saw Caesar in Caesar’s apartment.


  “Two items,” said Caesar, leaning back in his chair.


  Labienus looked alert.


  “The first is bound to win you considerable approval in knight circles, and will sit very well with Magnus.”


  “It is?”


  “To legislate the return of selection of priests and augurs to the tribes in the Comitia.”


  “Including, no doubt,” said Labienus smoothly, “election of the Pontifex Maximus.”


  “Edepol, you’re quick!”


  “I heard Metellus Pius is likely to qualify for a State funeral any time.”


  “Quite so. And it is true that I have a fancy to become Pontifex Maximus. However, I do not think my fellow priests want to see me at the head of their College. The electors, on the other hand, may not agree with them. Therefore, why not give the electors the chance to decide who the next Pontifex Maximus will be?”


  “Why not, indeed?” Labienus watched Caesar closely. There was much about the man appealed to him strongly, yet that streak of levity which could rise to his surface on scant provocation was, in Labienus’s opinion, a flaw. One never really knew just how serious Caesar was. Oh, the ambition was boundless, but like Cicero he could sometimes give off strong signals that his sense of the ridiculous might intervene. However, at the moment Caesar’s face seemed serious enough, and Labienus knew as well as most that Caesar’s debts were appalling. To be elected Pontifex Maximus would enhance his credit with the usurers. Labienus said, “I imagine you want a lex Labiena de sacerdotiis enacted as soon as possible.”


  “I do. If Metellus Pius should die before the law is changed, the People might decide not to change it. We’ll have to be quick, Labienus.”


  ‘‘Ampius will be glad to be of assistance. So will the rest of the tribunician College, I predict. It’s a law in absolute accord with the mos maiorum, a great advantage.” The dark eyes flashed. “What else do you have in mind?”


  A frown came. “Nothing earthshaking, unfortunately. If Magnus came home it would be easy. The only thing I can think of sure to create a stir within the Senate is to propose a bill restoring the rights of the sons and grandsons of Sulla’s proscribed. You won’t get it through, but the debates will be noisy and well attended.”


  This idea obviously appealed; Labienus was grinning broadly as he rose to his feet. “I like it, Caesar. It’s a chance to pull Cicero’s jauntily waving tail!”


  “It isn’t the tail matters in Cicero’s anatomy,” said Caesar. “The tongue is the appendage needs amputation. Be warned, he’ll make mincemeat of you. But if you introduce the two bills together, you’ll divert attention from the one you really want to get through. And if you prepare yourself with great care, you might even be able to make some political capital out of Cicero’s tongue.”


  2


  The Piglet was dead. Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus, loyal son to Metellus Piggle-wiggle and loyal friend to Sulla the Dictator, died peacefully in his sleep of a wasting disorder which defied diagnosis. The acknowledged leading light of Roman medicine, Sulla’s doctor Lucius Tuccius, asked the Piglet’s adopted son for permission to do an autopsy.


  But the adopted son was neither as intelligent nor as reasonable as his father; the blood son of Scipio Nasica and the elder of Crassus Orator’s two Licinias (the younger was his adoptive mother, wife of the Piglet), Metellus Scipio was chiefly famous for his hauteur and sense of aristocratic fitness.


  “No one will tamper with my father’s body!” he said through his tears, and clutching his wife’s hand convulsively. “He will go to the flames unmutilated!”


  The funeral was, of course, conducted at State expense, and was as distinguished as its object. The eulogy was given from the rostra by Quintus Hortensius after Mamercus, father of Metellus Scipio’s wife, Aemilia Lepida, declined that honor. Everyone was there, from Catulus to Caesar, from Caepio Brutus to Cato; it was not, however, a funeral which attracted a huge crowd.


  And on the day after the Piglet was committed to the flames, Metellus Scipio held a meeting with Catulus, Hortensius, Vatia Isauricus, Cato, Caepio Brutus and the senior consul, Cicero.


  “I heard a rumor,” said the bereaved son, red-eyed but now tearless, “that Caesar intends to put himself up as a candidate for Pontifex Maximus.”


  “Well, that surely can’t come as a surprise,” said Cicero. “We all know who pulls Labienus’s strings in Magnus’s absence, though at this moment I’m uncertain as to whether Magnus even has any interest in who pulls Labienus’s strings. Popular election to choose all priests and augurs can’t benefit Magnus, whereas it gives Caesar a chance he could never have had when the College of Pontifices chose its own Pontifex Maximus.”


  “It never did choose its own Pontifex Maximus,” said Cato to Metellus Scipio. “The only unelected Pontifex Maximus in history—your father—was personally chosen by Sulla, not the College.”


  Catulus had a different objection to make against what Cicero said. “How blind you can be about our dear heroic friend Pompeius Magnus!” he threw at Cicero. “No advantage to Magnus? Come, now! Magnus hankers to be a priest or augur himself. He’d get what he hankers after from a Popular election, but never from co-optation within either College.”


  “My brother-in-law is right, Cicero,” said Hortensius. “The lex Labiena de sacerdotiis suits Pompeius Magnus very well.”


  “Rot the lex Labiena!” cried Metellus Scipio.


  “Don’t waste your emotions, Quintus Scipio,” said Cato in his harsh and toneless voice. “We’re here to decide how to prevent Caesar’s declaring his candidacy.”


  Brutus sat with his eyes traveling from one angry face to another, bewildered as to why he had been invited to such a senior gathering. He had assumed it was part of Uncle Cato’s relentless war against Servilia for control of her son, a war which frightened yet attracted him, the more so as he got older. Of course it did occur to him to wonder if perhaps, thanks to his engagement to Caesar’s daughter, they thought to have him there to quiz him about Caesar; but as the discussion proceeded and no one applied to him for information, he was forced eventually to conclude that his presence was indeed simply to annoy Servilia.


  “We can ensure your election to the College as an ordinary pontifex easily,” said Catulus to Metellus Scipio, “by persuading anyone tempted to stand against you not to stand.”


  “Well, that’s something, I suppose,” said Metellus Scipio.


  “Who intends to stand against Caesar?” asked Cicero, another member of this group who didn’t quite know why he had been invited. He presumed it was at Hortensius’s instigation, and that his function might be to find a loophole which would prevent Caesar’s candidacy. The trouble was he knew there was no loophole. The lex Labiena de sacerdotiis had not been drafted by Labienus, so much was certain. It bore all the stamps of Caesar’s drafting skill. It was watertight.


  “I’m standing,” said Catulus.


  “So am I,” said Vatia Isauricus, quiet until now.


  “Then, as only seventeen of the thirty-five tribes vote in religious elections,” said Cicero, “we will have to rig the lots to ensure both of your tribes are chosen, but that Caesar’s tribe is not. That increases your chances.”


  “I disapprove of bribery,” said Cato, “but I think this is one time we have to bribe.” He turned to his nephew. “Quintus Servilius, you’re by far the richest man here. Would you be willing to put up money in such a good cause?”


  Brutus broke out in a cold sweat. So this was why!


  He wet his lips, looked hunted. “Uncle, I would love to help you,” he said, voice trembling, “but I dare not! My mother controls my purse strings, not I.”


  Cato’s splendid nose thinned, its nostrils turned to blisters? “At twenty years of age, Quintus Servilius?” he blared.


  All eyes were upon him, amazed; Brutus shrank down in his chair. “Uncle, please try to understand!” he whimpered.


  “Oh, I understand,” said Cato contemptuously, and deliberately turned his back. “It seems then,” he said to the rest, “that we will have to find the money to bribe from out of our own purses.” He shrugged. “As you know, mine is not plump. However, I will donate twenty talents.”


  “I can’t really afford anything,” said Catulus, looking miserable, “because Jupiter Optimus Maximus takes every spare sestertius I have. But from somewhere I will find fifty talents.”


  “Fifty from me,” said Vatia Isauricus curtly.


  “Fifty from me,” said Metellus Scipio.


  “And fifty from me,” said Hortensius.


  Cicero now understood perfectly why he was there, and said, voice beautifully modulated, “The penurious state of my finances is too well known for me to think you expect anything more from me than an onslaught of speeches to the electors. A service I am extremely happy to provide.”


  “Then there only remains,” said Hortensius, his voice quite as melodious as Cicero’s, “to decide which of the two of you will finally stand against Caesar.”


  But here the meeting ran into an unexpected snag; neither Catulus nor Vatia Isauricus was willing to stand down in favor of the other, for each believed absolutely that he must be the next Pontifex Maximus.


  “Utter stupidity!” barked Cato, furious. “You’ll end in splitting the vote, and that means Caesar’s chances improve. If one of you stands, it’s a straight battle. Two of you, and it becomes a three-way battle.”


  “I’m standing,” said Catulus, looking mulish.


  “And so am I,” said Vatia Isauricus, looking pugnacious.


  On which unhappy note the congress broke up. Bruised and humiliated, Brutus wended his way from the sumptuous dwelling of Metellus Scipio to his betrothed’s unpretentious apartment in the Subura. There was really nowhere else he wanted to go, as Uncle Cato had rushed off without so much as acknowledging his nephew’s existence, and the thought of going home to his mother and poor Silanus held no appeal whatsoever. Servilia would prise all the details out of him as to where he had been and what he had done and who was there and what Uncle Cato was up to; and his stepfather would simply sit like a battered doll minus half its stuffing.


  His love for Julia only increased with the passage of the years. He never ceased to marvel at her beauty, her tender consideration for his feelings, her kindness, her liveliness. And her understanding. Oh, how grateful he was for the last!


  Thus it was to her that he poured out the story of the meeting at Metellus Scipio’s, and she, dearest and sweetest pet, listened with tears in her eyes.


  “Even Metellus Scipio suffered little parental supervision,” she said at the end of the story, “while the others are far too old to remember what it was like when they lived at home with the paterfamilias.”


  “Silanus is all right,” said Brutus gruffly, fighting tears himself, “but I am so terribly afraid of my mother! Uncle Cato isn’t afraid of anyone, that’s the trouble.”


  Neither of them had any idea of the relationship between her father and his mother—any more than, indeed, did Uncle Cato. So Julia felt no constraints about communicating her dislike of Servilia to Brutus, and said, “I do understand, Brutus dear.” She shivered, turned pale. “She has no compassion, no comprehension of her strength or her power to dominate. I think she is strong enough to blunt the shears of Atropos.”


  “I agree with you,” said Brutus, sighing.


  Time to cheer him up, make him feel better about himself. Julia said, smiling and reaching out to stroke his shoulder-length black curls, “I think you handle her beautifully, Brutus. You stay out of her way and do nothing to annoy her. If Uncle Cato had to live with her, he might understand your situation.”


  “Uncle Cato did live with her,” said Brutus dolefully.


  “Yes, but when she was a girl,” said Julia, stroking.


  Her touch triggered an impulse to kiss her, but Brutus did not, contenting himself with caressing the back of her hand as she drew it away from his hair. She was not long turned thirteen, and though her womanhood was now manifested by two exquisite little pointed bumps inside the bosom of her dress, Brutus knew she was not yet ready for kisses. He was also imbued with a sense of honor that had come from all his reading of the conservative Latin writers like Cato the Censor, and he deemed it wrong to stimulate a physical response in her that would end in making life for both of them uncomfortable. Aurelia trusted them, never supervised their meetings. Therefore he could not take advantage of that trust.


  Of course it would have been better for both of them had he done so, for then Julia’s increasing sexual aversion to him would have surfaced at an early enough age to make the breaking of their engagement an easier business. But because he did not touch or kiss her, Julia could find no reasonable excuse for going to her father and begging to be released from what she knew would be a ghastly marriage, no matter how obedient a wife she forced herself to be.


  The trouble was that Brutus had so much money! Bad enough at the time of the betrothal, but a hundred times worse now that he had inherited the fortune of his mother’s family as well. Like everyone else in Rome, Julia knew the story of the Gold of Tolosa, and what it had bought for the Servilii Caepiones. Brutus’s money would be such a help to her father, of that there could be no doubt. Avia said it was her duty as her father’s only child to make his life in the Forum more prestigious, to increase his dignitas. And there was only one way in which a girl could do this: she had to marry as much money and clout as she could. Brutus may not have been any girl’s idea of marital bliss, but in respect of money and clout he had no rival. Therefore she would do her duty and marry someone whom she just didn’t want to make love to her. Tata was more important.


  Thus when Caesar came to visit later that afternoon, Julia behaved as if Brutus were the fiancé of her dreams.


  “You’re growing up,” said Caesar, whose presence in his home was rare enough these days that he could see her evolving.


  “Only five years to go,” she said solemnly.


  “Is that all?”


  “Yes,” she said with a sigh; “that’s all, tata.”


  He settled her into the crook of his arm and kissed the top of her head, unaware that Julia belonged to that type of girl who could dream of no more wonderful husband than one exactly like her father: mature, famous, handsome, a shaper of events.


  “Any news?” he asked.


  “Brutus came.”


  He laughed. “That is not news, Julia!”


  “Perhaps it is,” she said demurely, and related what she had been told about the meeting at the house of Metellus Scipio.


  “The gall of Cato!” he exclaimed when she was done, “to demand large amounts of money from a twenty-year-old boy!”


  “They didn’t get anywhere, thanks to his mother.”


  “You don’t like Servilia, do you?”


  “I’m in Brutus’s shoes, tata. She terrifies me.”


  “Why, exactly?”


  This she found difficult to elucidate for the benefit of one famous for his love of undeniable facts. “It’s just a sort of feeling. Whenever I see her, I think of an evil black snake.”


  He shook with mirth. “Have you ever seen an evil black snake, Julia?”


  “No, but I’ve seen pictures of them. And of Medusa.” She closed her eyes and turned her face into his shoulder. “Do you like her, tata?”


  That he could answer with perfect truth. “No.”


  “Well then, there you are,’’ said his daughter.


  “You’re quite right,” said Caesar. “There indeed I am!”


  *


  Naturally Aurelia was fascinated when Caesar recounted the story to her a few moments later.


  “Isn’t it nice to think that even mutual detestation of you can’t obliterate ambition in either Catulus or Vatia Isauricus?” she asked, smiling slightly.


  “Cato’s right, if they both stand they’ll split the vote. And if I have learned nothing else, I now know they’ll rig the lots. No Fabian voters in this particular election!”


  “But both their tribes will vote.”


  “I can deal with that provided that they both stand. Some of their natural partisans will see the strength of an argument from me that they should preserve their impartiality by voting for neither.”


  “Oh, clever!”


  “Electioneering,” said Caesar pensively, “is not merely a matter of bribery, though none of those hidebound fools can see that. Bribery is not a tool I dare use, even if I had the wish or the money to go in for it. If I am a candidate for an election, there will be half a hundred senatorial wolves baying for my blood—no vote or record or official will go uninvestigated. But there are many other ploys than bribery.”


  “It’s a pity that the seventeen tribes which will vote will not be chosen until immediately beforehand,” said Aurelia. “If they were selected a few days in advance, you could import some rural voters. The name Julius Caesar means a great deal more to any rural voter than either Lutatius Catulus or Servilius Vatia.”


  “Nonetheless, Mater, something can be done along those lines. There’s bound to be at least one urban tribe—Lucius Decumius will prove invaluable there. Crassus will enlist his tribe if it’s chosen. So will Magnus. And I do have influence in other tribes than Fabia.”


  A small silence fell, during which Caesar’s face became grim; if Aurelia had been tempted to speak, sight of that change in his expression would have deterred her. It meant he was debating within himself whether to broach a less palatable subject, and the chances of that happening were greater if she effaced herself as much as possible. What less palatable subject could there be than money? So Aurelia held her peace.


  “Crassus came to see me this morning,” said Caesar at last.


  Still she said nothing.


  “My creditors are restless.”


  No word from Aurelia.


  “The bills are still coming in from the days of my curule aedileship. That means I haven’t managed to pay back anything I took as a loan.”


  Her eyes dropped to look at the surface of the desk.


  “That includes the interest on the interest. There’s talk among them of impeaching me to the censors, and even with one of them my uncle, the censors would have to do what the law says they must. I would lose my seat in the Senate and all my goods would be sold up. That includes my lands.”


  “Has Crassus any suggestions?” she ventured to asked.


  “That I get myself elected Pontifex Maximus.”


  “He wouldn’t lend you money himself?”


  “That,” said Caesar, “is a last resort as far as I’m concerned. Crassus is a great friend, but he’s not got hay on his horns for nothing. He lends without interest, but he expects to be paid the moment he calls a loan in. Pompeius Magnus will be back before I’m consul, and I need to keep Magnus on my side. But Crassus detests Magnus, has done ever since their joint consulship. I have to tread a line between the pair of them. Which means I dare not owe either of them money.”


  “I see that. Will Pontifex Maximus do it?”


  “Apparently so, with opponents as prestigious as Catulus and Vatia Isauricus. Victory would tell my creditors I will be praetor, and I will be senior consul. And that when I go to my consular province I’ll recoup my losses, if not before. They’ll be paid in the end, if not in the beginning. Though compound interest is ghastly and ought to be outlawed, it does have one advantage: creditors charging compound interest stand to make huge profits when a debt is paid, even if only in part.”


  “Then you had better be elected Pontifex Maximus.”


  “So I think.”


  *


  The election to choose a new Pontifex Maximus and a fresh face for the College of Pontifices was set for twenty-four days’ time. Who would own the fresh face was no mystery; the only candidate was Metellus Scipio. Both Catulus and Vatia Isauricus declared themselves available for election as Pontifex Maximus.


  Caesar threw himself into campaigning with as much relish as energy. Like Catilina, the name and ancestry were an enormous help, despite the fact that neither of the other two candidates was a New Man, or even one of the moderately prominent boni. The post normally went to a man who had already been consul, but this advantage both Catulus and Vatia Isauricus held was negated to some extent at least by their ages: Catulus was sixty-one and Vatia Isauricus sixty-eight. In Rome the pinnacle of a man’s ability, skills and prowess was considered to be his forty-third year, the year in which he ought to become consul. After that he was inevitably something of a has-been, no matter how huge his auctoritas or dignitas. He might be censor, Princeps Senatus, even consul a second time ten years further along, but once he attained the age of sixty he was inarguably past his prime. Though Caesar had not yet been praetor, he had been in the Senate for many years, he had been a pontifex for over a decade, he had shown himself a curule aedile of magnificence, he wore the Civic Crown on all public occasions, and he was known by the voters to be not only one of Rome’s highest aristocrats, but also a man of huge ability and potential. His work in the Murder Court and as an advocate had not gone unnoticed; nor had his scrupulous care of his clients. Caesar in short was the future. Catulus and Vatia Isauricus were definitely the past—and tainted, both of them, with the faint odium of having enjoyed Sulla’s favor. The majority of the voters who would turn up were knights, and Sulla had mercilessly persecuted the Ordo Equester. To counteract the undeniable fact that Caesar was Sulla’s nephew by marriage, Lucius Decumius was deputed to trot out the old stories of Caesar’s defying Sulla by refusing to divorce Cinna’s daughter, and almost dying from disease when in hiding from Sulla’s agents.


  Three days before the election Cato summoned Catulus, Vatia Isauricus and Hortensius to a meeting at his house. This time there were no mushrooms like Cicero or youths like Caepio Brutus present. Even Metellus Scipio would have been a liability.


  “I told you,” said Cato with his usual lack of tact, “that it was a mistake for both of you to stand. I’m asking now that one of you step down and throw his weight behind the other.”


  “No,” said Catulus.


  “No,” said Vatia Isauricus.


  “Why can’t you understand that both of you split the vote?” cried Cato, pounding his fist on the dowdy table which served him as a desk. He looked gaunt and unwell, for last night had seen a heavy session with the wine flagon; ever since Caepio’s death Cato had turned to wine for solace, if solace it could be called. Sleep evaded him, Caepio’s shade haunted him, the occasional slave girl he used to assuage his sexual needs revolted him, and even talking to Athenodorus Cordylion, Munatius Rufus and Marcus Favonius could occupy his mind only for a short period at a time. He read and he read and he read, yet still his loneliness and unhappiness came between him and the words of Plato, Aristotle, even his own great-grandfather, Cato the Censor. Thus the wine flagon, and thus his shortness of temper as he glared at the two unyielding elderly noblemen who refused to see the mistake they were making.


  “Cato is right,” said Hortensius, huffing. He too was not very young anymore, but as an augur he could not stand for Pontifex Maximus. Ambition could not cloud his wits, though his high living was beginning to. “One of you might beat Caesar, but both of you halve the votes either man alone could get.”


  “Then it’s time to bribe,” said Catulus.


  “Bribe?” yelled Cato, pounding the table until it shook. “There’s no point in even starting to bribe! Two hundred and twenty talents can’t buy you enough votes to beat Caesar!”


  “Then,” said Catulus, “why don’t we bribe Caesar?”


  The others stared at him.


  “Caesar is close to two thousand talents in debt, and the debt is mounting every day because he can’t afford to pay back a sestertius,” said Catulus. “You may take it from me that my figures are correct.”


  “Then I suggest,” said Cato, “that we report his situation to the censors and demand that they act immediately to remove Caesar from the Senate. That would get rid of him forever!”


  His suggestion was greeted with gasps of horror.


  “My dear Cato, we can’t do that!” bleated Hortensius. “He may be a pestilence, but he’s one of us!”


  “No, no, no! He is not one of us! If he isn’t stopped he will tear all of us down, so I promise you!” roared Cato, fist hammering the defenseless table again. “Turn him in! Turn him in to the censors!”


  “Absolutely not,” said Catulus.


  “Absolutely not,” said Vatia Isauricus.


  “Absolutely not,” said Hortensius.


  “Then,” said Cato, looking cunning, “prevail upon someone well outside the Senate to turn him in—one of his creditors.”


  Hortensius closed his eyes. A stauncher pillar of the boni than Cato did not exist, but there were times when the Tusculan peasant and the Celtiberian slave in him succeeded in overcoming truly Roman thought. Caesar was a kinsman to all of them, even Cato, no matter how remote the blood link might be—though in Catulus it was very close, come to think of it.


  “Forget anything like that, Cato,” Hortensius said, opening his eyes wearily. “It is un-Roman. There is no more to be said.”


  “We will deal with Caesar in the Roman way,” said Catulus. “If you are willing to divert the money you were to contribute toward bribing the electorate into bribing Caesar, then I will go to Caesar myself and offer it to him. Two hundred and twenty talents will make a fine first payment to his creditors. I am confident Metellus Scipio will agree.”


  “Oh, so am I!” snarled Cato between his teeth. “However, you spineless lot of fools, you can count me out! I wouldn’t contribute a lead forgery to Caesar’s purse!”


  *


  Thus it was that Quintus Lutatius Catulus sought an interview with Gaius Julius Caesar in his rooms on the Vicus Patricii between the Fabricius dye works and the Suburan Baths. It took place on the day before the election, quite early in the morning. The subtle splendor of Caesar’s office took Catulus aback; he hadn’t heard that his first cousin once removed had a fine eye for furniture and superior taste, nor had he imagined a side like that to Caesar. Is there nothing the man hasn’t been gifted with? he asked himself, sitting down on a couch before he could be bidden occupy the client’s chair. In which assumption he did Caesar an injustice; no one of Catulus’s rank would have been relegated to the client’s chair.


  “Well, tomorrow is the big day,” said Caesar, smiling as he handed a rock-crystal goblet of watered wine to his guest.


  “That’s what I’ve come to see you about,” said Catulus, and took a sip of what turned out to be an excellent vintage. “Good wine, but I don’t know it,” he said, sidetracked.


  “I grow it myself, actually,” said Caesar.


  “Near Bovillae?”


  “No, in a little vineyard I own in Campania.”


  “That accounts for it.”


  “What was it you wished to discuss, cousin?” asked Caesar, not about to be sidetracked into oenology.


  Catulus drew a deep breath. “It has come to my attention, Caesar, that your financial affairs are in a state of acute embarrassment. I’m here to ask you not to stand for election as the Pontifex Maximus. In return for doing me that favor, I will undertake to give you two hundred silver talents.” He reached into the sinus of his toga and withdrew a small rolled paper which he extended to Caesar.


  Not so much as a glance did Caesar give it, nor did he make any attempt to take it. Instead, he sighed.


  “You would have done better to use the money to bribe the electors,” he said. “Two hundred talents would have helped.”


  “This seemed more efficient.”


  “But wasted, cousin. I don’t want your money.”


  “You can’t afford not to take it.”


  “That is true. But I refuse to take it nonetheless.”


  The little roll remained in Catulus’s extended hand. “Do please reconsider,” he said, two spots of crimson beginning to show in his cheeks.


  “Put your money away, Quintus Lutatius. When the election is held tomorrow I will be there in my particolored toga to ask the voters to return me as Pontifex Maximus. No matter what.”


  “I beg you, Gaius Julius, one more time. Take the money!’’


  “I beg you, Quintus Lutatius, one more time. Desist!”


  Whereupon Catulus threw the rock-crystal goblet down on the floor and walked out.


  Caesar sat for a moment gazing at the starred pink puddle spreading across the minute checkerboard of mosaic tiles; then he rose, went to the service room for a rag, and wiped the mess up. The goblet fell into small crazed pieces the moment he put his hand upon it, so he carefully collected all the fragments into the rag, bunched it into a parcel, and threw it into the refuse container in the service room. Armed with a fresh rag, he then completed his cleaning.


  *


  “I was glad he threw the goblet down so hard,” said Caesar to his mother the next morning at dawn when tie called to receive her blessing.


  “Oh, Caesar, how can you be glad? I know the thing well—and I know how much you paid for it.”


  “I bought it as perfect, yet it turned out to be flawed.”


  “Ask for your money back.”


  Which provoked an exclamation of annoyance. “Mater, Mater, when will you learn? The crux of the matter has nothing to do with buying the wretched thing! It was flawed. I want no flawed items in my possession.”


  Because she just didn’t understand, Aurelia abandoned the subject. “Be successful, my dearest son,” she said, kissing his brow. “I won’t come to the Forum, I’ll wait here for you.”


  “If I lose, Mater,” he said with his most beautiful smile, “you’ll wait for a long time! If I lose, I won’t be able to come home at all.”


  And off he went, clad in his priest’s toga of scarlet and purple stripes, with hundreds of clients and every Suburan man streaming after him down the Vicus Patricii, and a feminine head poking out of every window to wish him luck.


  Faintly she heard him call to his windowed well-wishers: “One day Caesar’s luck will be proverbial!”


  After which Aurelia sat at her desk and totted up endless columns of figures on her ivory abacus, though she never wrote one answer down, nor remembered afterward that she had worked so diligently with nothing to show for it.


  He didn’t seem to be away very long, actually; later she learned it had been all of six springtime hours. And when she heard his voice issuing jubilantly from the reception room, she hadn’t the strength to get up; he had to go to find her.


  “You regard the new Pontifex Maximus!” he cried from the doorway, hands clasped above his head.


  “Oh, Caesar!” she said, and wept.


  Nothing else could have unmanned him, for in all his life he could never remember her shedding a tear. He gulped, face collapsing, stumbled into the room and lifted her to her feet, his arms about her, her arms about him, both of them weeping.


  “Not even for Cinnilla,” he said when he was able.


  “I did, but not in front of you.”


  He used his handkerchief to mop his face, then performed the same service for her. “We won, Mater, we won! I’m still in the arena, and I still have a sword in my hand.”


  Her smile was shaky, but it was a smile. “How many people are out in the reception room?” she asked.


  “A terrible crush, that’s all I know.”


  “Did you win by much?”


  “In all seventeen tribes.”


  “Even in Catulus’s? And Vatia’s?”


  “I polled more votes in their two tribes than they did put together, can you imagine it?”


  “This is a sweet victory,” she whispered, “but why?”


  “One or the other of them ought to have stepped down. Two of them split their vote,” said Caesar, beginning to feel that he could face a room jammed with people. “Besides which, I was Jupiter Optimus Maximus’s own priest when I was young, and Sulla stripped me of it. The Pontifex Maximus belongs to the Great God too. My clients did a lot of talking in the Well of the Comitia before the vote was taken, and right up until the last tribe polled.” He grinned. “I told you, Mater, that there is more to electioneering than mere bribery. Hardly a man who voted wasn’t convinced I would be lucky for Rome because I have always belonged to Jupiter Optimus Maximus.”


  “It could as easily have gone against you. They might have concluded that a man who had been flamen Dialis would be unlucky for Rome.”


  “No! Men always wait for someone to tell them how they ought to feel about the Gods. I just made sure I got in before the opposition thought of that tack. Needless to say, they didn’t.”


  *


  Metellus Scipio had not lived in the Domus Publica of the Pontifex Maximus since his marriage to Aemilia Lepida some years before, and the Piglet’s barren Licinia had died before him. The State residence of the Pontifex Maximus was vacant.


  Naturally no one at the Piglet’s funeral had thought it in good taste to remark on the fact that this one un-elected Pontifex Maximus had been inflicted upon Rome by Sulla as a wicked joke because Metellus Pius stammered dreadfully whenever he was under stress. This tendency to stammer had led to every ceremony’s being fraught with the additional tension of wondering whether the Pontifex Maximus would get all the words out properly. For every ceremony had to be perfect, in word as well as in execution; were it not perfect, it had to begin all over again.


  The new Pontifex Maximus was hardly likely to stumble over a word, the more so as it was well known that he drank no wine. Yet another of Caesar’s little electoral ploys, to have that morsel of information well bruited about during the pontifical election. And to have comments made about old men like Vatia Isauricus and Catulus beginning to wander. After nearly twenty years of having to worry about stammers, Rome was delighted to see a Pontifex Maximus in office who would give none but flawless performances.


  Hordes of clients and enthusiastic supporters came to offer their help in moving Caesar and his family to the Domus Publica in the Forum Romanum, though the Subura was desolate at the prospect of losing its most prestigious inhabitant. Especially old Lucius Decumius, who had worked indefatigably to see the thing done, yet knew his life would never be the same again with Caesar gone.


  “You’re always welcome, Lucius Decumius,” said Aurelia.


  “Won’t be the same,” said the old man gloomily. “I always knew you was here next door, that you was all right. But down there in the Forum among the temples and the Vestals! Ugh!”


  “Cheer up, dear friend,” said the lady in her sixties with whom Lucius Decumius had fallen in love during her nineteenth year. “He doesn’t intend to rent this apartment or give up his rooms down the Vicus Patricii. He says he still needs his bolt-holes.”


  That was the best news Lucius Decumius had heard in days! Off he went to tell his Crossroads Brethren that Caesar would still be a part of the Subura, skipping like a little boy.


  *


  It worried Caesar not a scrap that he now stood firmly and legally at the head of an institution filled mostly with men who detested him. His investiture in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus concluded, he summoned the priests of his own College to a meeting which he held then and there. This he chaired with such efficiency and detachment that priests like Sextus Sulpicius Galba and Publius Mucius Scaevola breathed sighs of delighted relief, and wondered if perhaps the State religion would benefit from Caesar’s elevation to Pontifex Maximus, obnoxious and all as he was politically. Uncle Mamercus, getting old and wheezy, just smiled; none knew better than he how good Caesar was at getting things done.


  Each second year was supposed to see twenty extra days inserted into the calendar to keep it in step with the seasons, but a series of Pontifices Maximi like Ahenobarbus and Metellus Pius had neglected this duty, within the sphere of the College. In future these extra twenty days would be intercalated without fail, Caesar announced firmly. No excuses or religious quibbles would be tolerated. He then went on to say that he would promulgate a law in the Comitia which would intercalate an extra hundred days and finally bring the calendar and the seasons into perfect step. At the moment the season of summer was just beginning when the calendar said that autumn was just about over. This scheme caused mutters of outrage from some, but no violent opposition; all present (including Caesar) knew that he would have to wait until he was consul to have any chance of passing the law at all.


  During a lull in the proceedings Caesar gazed about at the interior of Jupiter Optimus Maximus with a frown.


  Catulus was still struggling to complete its rebuilding, and the work had fallen far behind schedule once the shell was up. The temple was habitable but uninspiring, and quite lacked the splendor of the old structure. Many of the walls were plastered and painted but not adorned with frescoes or suitably elaborate moldings, and clearly Catulus did not have the enterprise—or perhaps the turn of mind—to badger foreign states and princes into donating wonderful objects of art to Jupiter Optimus Maximus as a part of their homage to Rome. No solid or even skinned gold statues, no glorious Victories driving four-horsed chariots, no Zeuxis paintings—not even as yet an image of the Great God to replace the ancient terracotta giant sculpted by Vulca before Rome was more than an infant crawling onto the world stage. But for the moment Caesar held his peace. Pontifex Maximus was a lifetime job, and he was not yet thirty-seven years old.


  After the meeting concluded with his announcement that he would hold his inaugural feast in the temple of the Domus Publica in eight days’ time, he began the short downhill walk from the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus to the Domus Publica. Long used to the inevitable crowd of clients who accompanied him everywhere and thus able to shut out their chatter, he moved more slowly than his wont, deep in thought. That he did in truth belong to the Great God was inarguable, which meant he had won this election at the Great God’s behest. Yes, he would have to administer a public kick to Catulus’s backside, and bend his own mind to the urgent problem of how to fill the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus with beauty and treasures in a day and age wherein the best of everything went into private houses and peristyle gardens instead of into Rome’s temples, and wherein the best artists and artisans obtained far greater incomes working in private employment than for the pittance the State was prepared to pay them for working on public buildings.


  He had left the most important interview until last, deeming it better to establish his authority within the College of Pontifices before he saw the Vestal Virgins. All the priestly and augural Colleges were a part of his responsibility as titular and actual head of Roman religion, but the College of Vestal Virgins enjoyed a unique relationship with the Pontifex Maximus. Not only was he their paterfamilias; he also shared a house with them.


  The Domus Publica was extremely old and had endured no fires. Generations of wealthy Pontifices Maximi had poured money and care into it, even knowing that whatever portable they gave, from chryselephantine tables to inlaid Egyptian couches, could not later be removed for the benefit of family heirs.


  Like all the very early Republican Forum buildings, the Domus Publica lay at an odd angle to the vertical axis of the Forum itself, for in the days when it had been built all sacred or public structures had to be oriented between north and south; the Forum, a natural declivity, was oriented from northeast to southwest. Later buildings were erected on the Forum line, which made for a tidier, more attractive overall landscape. As one of the Forum’s largest edifices, the Domus Publica was also rather glaringly obvious to the eye, and did not gladden it. Partly obscured by the Regia and the offices of the Pontifex Maximus, the tall facade on its ground floor was built of unrendered tufa blocks with rectangular windows; the top floor, added by that quirky Pontifex Maximus Ahenobarbus, was opus incertum brickwork with arched windows. An unhappy combination which would—at least from the front aspect of the Sacra Via—be vastly improved by the addition of a proper and imposing temple portico and pediment. Or so thought Caesar, deciding in that moment what his contribution to the Domus Publica would be. It was an inaugurated temple, therefore no law existed to prevent his doing this.


  In shape the building was more or less square, though it had a jog on either side which widened it. Behind it was the little thirty-foot-high cliff forming the lowest tier of the Palatine. On top of that cliff was the Via Nova, a busy street of taverns, shops and insulae; an alley ran behind the Domus Publica and gave access to the substructure of the Via Nova buildings. All these premises reared high above the level of the cliff, so that their back windows had a wonderful view of what went on inside the Domus Publica courtyards. They also completely blocked any afternoon sun the residence of the Pontifex Maximus and the Vestal Virgins might have received, which meant that the Domus Publica, already handicapped by its low-lying location, was sure to be a cold place to live in. The Porticus Margaritaria, a gigantic rectangular shopping arcade just uphill from it and oriented on the Forum axis, actually abutted onto its rear end, and sliced off a corner of it.


  However, no Roman—even one as logical as Caesar—found anything odd in peculiarly shaped buildings, missing a corner here, sprouting an excrescence there; what could be built on a straight line was, and what had to go around adjacent structures already there, or boundaries so ancient the priests who had defined them had probably followed the track of a hopping bird, went around them. If one looked at the Domus Publica from that point of view, it really wasn’t very irregular. Just huge and ugly and cold and damp.


  His escort of clients hung back in awe when Caesar strode up to the main doors, which were of bronze cast in sculpted panels telling the story of Cloelia. Under normal circumstances they were not used, as both sides of the building had entrances. Today, however, was not a normal day. Today the new Pontifex Maximus took possession of his domain, and that was an act of great formality. Caesar pounded three times with the flat of his right hand upon the right-hand leaf of the door, which opened immediately. The Chief Vestal admitted him with a low reverence, then closed it upon the sighing, teary-eyed horde of clients, who now reconciled themselves to a long wait outside, and started thinking of snacks and gossip.


  Perpennia and Fonteia had been retired for some years; the woman who was now the Chief Vestal was Licinia, close cousin of Murena and remoter cousin of Crassus.


  “But,” she said as she led Caesar up the curving central ramp of the vestibule to another set of beautiful bronze doors at its top, “I intend to retire as soon as possible. My cousin Murena is standing for consul this year, and begged me to remain Chief Vestal long enough to assist him in his canvassing.”


  A plain and pleasant woman, Licinia, though not nearly strong enough to fill her position adequately, Caesar knew. As a pontifex he had had dealings with the adult Vestals over the years, and as a pontifex he had deplored their fate since the day Metellus Pius the Piglet had become their paterfamilias. First Metellus Pius had spent ten years fighting Sertorius in Spain, then he had returned aged beyond his years and in no mood to worry about the six female creatures whom he was supposed to care for, supervise, instruct, advise. Nor had his doleful, negative wife been of much help. And, in the way things usually did happen, none of the three women who had in turn become Chief Vestal could cope without firm guidance. As a consequence the College of Vestal Virgins was in decline. Oh, the sacred fire was rigorously tended and the various festivals and ceremonies conducted as was proper. But the scandal of Publius Clodius’s accusations of unchastity still hung like a pall over the six women thought to be a personification of Rome’s good luck, and none of them old enough to have been in the College when it had occurred had emerged from it without terrible scars.


  Licinia struck the right-hand door three times with the flat of her right hand, and Fabia admitted them to the temple with a low reverence. Here within these hallowed portals the Vestal Virgins had assembled to greet their new paterfamilias on the only ground within the Domus Publica which was common to both lots of tenants.


  So what did their new paterfamilias do? Why, he gave them a cheerful, unreligious smile and walked straight through their midst in the direction of a third set of double doors at the far end of the dimly lit hall!


  “Outside, girls!” he said over his shoulder.


  In the chilly precinct of the peristyle garden he found a sheltered spot where three stone benches lay alongside each other in the colonnade, then—effortlessly, it seemed—he lifted one around to face the other two. He sat upon it in his gorgeous scarlet-and-purple-striped toga, now wearing the scarlet-and-purple-striped tunic of the Pontifex Maximus beneath it, and with a casual flap of his hand indicated that they were to sit. A terrified silence fell, during which Caesar looked his new women over.


  Object of the amorous intentions of both Catilina and Clodius, Fabia was held to be the prettiest Vestal Virgin in generations. Second in seniority, she would succeed Licinia when that lady retired soon. Not a very satisfactory prospect as Chief Vestal; had the College been inundated with candidates when she had been admitted to it, she would never have been admitted at all. But Scaevola, who had been Pontifex Maximus at the time, had no other alternative than to stifle his wish that a plain girl child would be offered, and take this ravishing scion of Rome’s oldest (albeit now entirely adoptive) Famous Family, the Fabii. Odd. She and Cicero’s wife, Terentia, shared the same mother. Yet Terentia possessed none of Fabia’s beauty or sweetness of nature—though she was very much the more intelligent of the two. At the present moment Fabia was twenty-eight years old, which meant that the College would keep her for another eight to ten years.


  Then there were two the same age, Popillia and Arruntia. Both charged with unchastity by Clodius, citing Catilina. Far plainer than Fabia, thanks the Gods! When they had stood trial the jury had found no difficulty in deeming them completely innocent, though they had been but seventeen. A worry! Three of these present six would retire within two years of each other, which left the new Pontifex Maximus with the job of finding three new little Vestals to replace them. However, that was ten years away. Popillia of course was a close cousin of Caesar’s, whereas Arruntia, of a less august family, had almost no blood tie to him. Neither had ever recovered from the stigma of alleged unchastity, which meant they clung together and led very sequestered lives.


  The two replacements for Perpennia and Fonteia were still children, again of much the same age, eleven.


  One was a Junia, sister of Decimus Brutus, daughter of Sempronia Tuditani. Why she had been offered to the College at six years of age was no mystery: Sempronia Tuditani couldn’t stomach a potential rival, and Decimus Brutus was proving ruinously expensive. Most of the little girls came healthily provided for by their families, but Junia was dowerless. Not an insuperable problem, as the State was always willing to provide a dowry for those who lacked one from their families. She would be quite attractive once the pangs of puberty were done with —how did these poor creatures cope with that in such a restricted and motherless environment?


  The other child was a patrician from an old though somewhat decayed family, a Quinctilia who was very fat. She too was dowerless. An indication, thought Caesar grimly, of the present College’s reputation: no one who could dower a girl well enough to get her a reasonable husband was going to give her to the Vestals. Costly for the State, and bad luck as well. Of course they had been offered a Pompeia, a Lucceia, even an Afrania, a Lollia, a Petreia; Pompey the Great was desperate to entrench himself and his Picentine followers within Rome’s most revered institutions. But old and sick though he had been, the Piglet was not about to accept any of that stock! Preferable by far to have the State dower children with the proper ancestors —or at least a father who had won the Grass Crown, like Fonteia.


  The adult Vestals knew Caesar about as well as he knew them, a knowledge acquired mostly through attendance at the formal banquets and functions held within the priestly Colleges —not, therefore, a deep or even a particularly friendly knowledge. Some private feasts in Rome might degenerate into affairs of too much wine and too many personal confidences, but never the religious ones. The six faces turned in Caesar’s direction held —what? It would take time to find out. Yet his breezy and cheerful manner had thrown them a little off balance. That was deliberate on his part; he didn’t want them shutting him out or concealing things from him, and none of these Vestals had been born when there was last a young Pontifex Maximus in the person of the famous Ahenobarbus. Essential then to make them think that the new Pontifex Maximus would be a paterfamilias to whom they could turn with real security. Never a salacious glance from him, never the familiarity of touch from him, never an innuendo from him. Nor, on the other hand, any coldness, lack of sympathy, off-putting formality, awkwardness.


  Licinia coughed nervously, wet her lips, ventured to speak. “When will you be moving in, domine?”


  He was, of course, in truth their lord, and he had already decided that it was fitting they should always address him as such. He could call them his girls, but they would never have any excuse to call him their man.


  “Perhaps the day after tomorrow,” he said with a smile, stretching his legs out and sighing.


  “You will want to be shown over the whole building.”


  “Yes, and again tomorrow, when I bring my mother.”


  They had not forgotten that he had a highly respected mother, nor were they ignorant of all the aspects of his family structure, from the engagement of his daughter and Caepio Brutus to the dubious folk with whom his empty-headed wife associated. His answer told them clearly what the pecking order would be: mother first. That was a relief!


  “And your wife?” asked Fabia, who privately thought Pompeia very beautiful and alluring.


  “My wife,” said Caesar coolly, “is not important. I doubt that you’ll ever see her, she leads a busy social life. Whereas my mother is bound to be interested in everything.” He said the last with another of those wonderful smiles, thought for a moment, and added, “Mater is a pearl beyond price. Don’t be afraid of her, and don’t be afraid to talk to her. Though I am your paterfamilias, there are corners of your lives which you will prefer to discuss with a woman. Until now you have had either to go outside this house or confine such discussions to yourselves. Mater has a fount of experience and a mine of common sense. Bathe in the one, and delve in the other. She never gossips, even to me.”


  “We look forward to her advent,” said Licinia formally.


  “As for you two,” said Caesar, addressing the children, “my daughter isn’t much older than you, and she’s another pearl beyond price. You’ll have a friend to play with.”


  Which produced shy grins, but no attempt at conversation. He and his family, he saw with an inward sigh, had a long way to go before these hapless victims of the mos maiorum managed to settle down and accept the new order.


  For some moments more he persevered, looking absolutely at ease, then he rose. “All right, girls, that’s enough for one day. Licinia, you may show me over the Domus Publica, please.”


  He commenced by walking out into the middle of the sunless peristyle garden and gazing about.
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  “This, of course, is the public courtyard,” said Licinia. “You know it from the functions you have attended here.”


  “At none of which I’ve ever had the leisure or the isolation to see it properly,” said Caesar. “When something belongs to you, you regard it through different eyes.”


  Nowhere was the height of the Domus Publica more apparent than from the middle of this main peristyle; it was walled up on all four sides to the apex of the roofs. A covered colonnade of deep-red Doric pillars surrounded it, with the arched and shuttered windows of the top floor rearing above its beautifully painted back walls, done in the red style and displaying against that rich background some of the famous Vestals and their deeds, the faces faithfully reproduced because Chief Vestals were quite entitled to own imagines, wax masks tinted to lifelike truth surmounted by wigs accurate in color and style.


  “The marble statues are all by Leucippus, and the bronzes by Strongylion,” said Licinia. “They were the gift of one of my own ancestors, Crassus Pontifex Maximus.”


  “And the pool? It’s lovely.”


  “Donated by Scaevola Pontifex Maximus, domine.”


  Obviously someone gardened, but Caesar knew who was going to be the new guiding light: Gaius Matius. At which moment he turned to observe the back wall, and saw what seemed like hundreds of windows peering down from the Via Nova, most of them filled with faces; everyone knew that today the new Pontifex Maximus underwent inauguration, and was bound to call in to see his residence and his charges, the Vestals.


  “You have absolutely no privacy,” he said, pointing.


  “None, domine, from the main peristyle. Our own peristyle was added by Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus, and he built its walls so high we are invisible.” She sighed. “Alas, we get no sun.”


  They moved then into the only public room, the cella between the building’s two sides that constituted the temple. Though it contained no statues, it too was frescoed and lavishly gilded; the light unfortunately was too dim to appreciate the quality of the work the way it demanded. Down either side, each on a precious stand, marched a row of miniature temples, the cabinets in which lived the imagines of the Chief Vestals since the order had been started in the misty days of the earliest kings of Rome. No use opening one to peer in at the color of Claudia’s skin or the way she had worn her hair; the light was too poor.


  “We will have to see what we can do about that,” said Caesar, proceeding back to the vestibule, the first room he had entered.


  Here, he realized now, the antiquity of the place showed best, for it was so old Licinia could not tell him exactly why it was the way that it was, or what the purpose of its features might have been. The floor rose ten feet from the outer doors to the temple doors in three separate ramps tiled with a truly fabulous mosaic of what he guessed might be glass or faience in convoluted but abstract patterns. Dividing the ramps from each other and giving them their curving outline were two amygdalae, almond-shaped wells paved with time-blackened blocks of tufa, each one containing at its ritual middle a pedestal of polished black stone upon which stood the halves of a hollow spherical rock lined with garnet-colored crystals glittering like beads of blood. On either side of the outer doors lay another tufa-paved well, inner edge curved. The walls and ceiling were much newer, a complex riot of plaster flowers and lattices, painted in shades of green and picked out with gilt.


  “The sacred car upon which we move our dead passes easily down either side ramp—Vestals use one, the Pontifex Maximus the other—but we do not know who used the central ramp, or what for. Perhaps the death car of the King, but I do not know. It is a mystery,” said Licinia.


  “There must be answers somewhere,” said Caesar, fascinated. He gazed at the Chief Vestal with brows raised. “Where now?”


  “Whichever side you prefer to see first, domine.”


  “Then let it be your side.”


  The half of the Domus Publica which accommodated the Vestals also housed an industry, plain to see when Licinia ushered Caesar into an L-shaped room fifty feet long. What would have been the atrium or reception room of an ordinary domus was here the workplace of the Vestals, who were the formal custodians of Roman wills. It had been most intelligently converted to serve its purpose, with box shelves to the lofty ceiling for book buckets or unprotected scrolls, desks and chairs, ladders and stools, and a number of stands from which hung big sheets of Pergamum parchment made up of smaller rectangles carefully and minutely sewn together.


  “We accept custody of the will through there,” said the Chief Vestal, pointing toward the area closest to the outside doors through which entered those who wished to lodge their wills within the Atrium Vestae. “As you can see, it is walled off from the main part of the room. Would you like to look, domine?”


  “Thank you, I know the spot well,” said Caesar, executor of many wills.


  “Today, of course, being feriae, the doors are closed and no one is on duty. Tomorrow we’ll be busy.”


  “And this part of the room contains the wills.”


  “Oh, no!” gasped Licinia, horrified. “This is just our record room, domine.”


  “Record room?”


  “Yes. We keep a record of every will lodged with us as well as the testament itself—name, tribe, address, age when lodged, and so forth. When the will is executed it leaves us. But the records never do. Nor do we ever discard them.”


  “So all these book buckets and pigeonholes are stuffed with records, nothing but records?”


  “Yes.”


  “And these?’’ he asked, walking across to one of the stands to count the number of parchment sheets suspended from it.


  “Those are our master plans, an instruction manual for finding everything from which names belong to which tribes, to lists of municipia, towns all over the world, maps of our storage system. Some of them contain the full roll of Roman citizens.”


  The stand held six parchment sheets two feet wide and five feet long, each of them written upon both sides, the script clear and fine and darkly delineated, quite the equal of any trained Greek scribe’s writing that Caesar had ever known. His eyes roamed the room and counted thirty stands in all. “They list more than you’ve told me.”


  “Yes, domine. We archive everything we can, it interests us to do so. The first Aemilia who was ever a Vestal was wise enough to know that the everyday tasks, tending the sacred fire and carrying all of our water from the well—it was the Fountain of Egeria in those days, admittedly a lot farther away than Juturna—were not enough to keep our minds busy and our intentions and our vows pure. We had been custodians of wills when all the Vestals were daughters of the King, but under Aemilia we expanded the work we did, and commenced to archive.”


  “So here I see a veritable treasure-house of information.”


  “Yes, domine.”


  “How many wills do you have in your care?”


  “About a million.”


  “All listed here,” he said, hand sweeping around the high, crammed walls.


  “Yes and no. The current wills are confined to pigeonholes; we find it easier to consult a naked scroll than to struggle in and out of book buckets all the time. We keep things well dusted. The buckets contain the records of wills departed from our custody.”


  “How far do your records go back, Licinia?”


  “To the two youngest daughters of King Ancus Marcius, though not in the detail Aemilia instituted.”


  “I begin to understand why that unorthodox fellow Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus installed your plumbing and reduced the taking of water from the Well of Juturna to a ritual daily pitcherful. You have more important work to do, though at the time Ahenobarbus did it, he created a furor.”


  “We will never cease to be grateful to Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus,” said Licinia, leading the way to a flight of stairs. “He added the second storey not only to make our lives healthier and more comfortable, but also to give us room to store the wills themselves. They used to be in the basement, we had nowhere else. Even so, storage is once again a problem. In earlier times wills were confined to Roman citizens, and mostly citizens who lived within Rome herself at that. These days we accept almost as many wills from citizens and non-citizens who live all over the world.” She coughed and sniffled as she reached the top of the stairs and opened the door into a vast cavern lit from windows on one side only, that looking at the House of Vesta.


  Caesar understood her sudden attack of respiratory distress; the place exuded a miasma of paper particles and bone-dry dust.


  “Here we store the wills of Roman citizens, perhaps three quarters of a million,” said Licinia. “Rome, there. Italia, here. The various provinces of Rome, there and there and there. Other countries, over here. And a new . section for Italian Gaul, here. It became necessary after the Italian War, when all the communities south of the Padus River were enfranchised. We had to expand our section for Italia too.”


  They were pigeonholed in rank after rank of wooden box shelves, each one tagged and labeled, perhaps fifty to one single box; he withdrew a specimen from Italian Gaul, then another and another. All different in size and thickness and the sort of paper, all sealed with wax and someone’s insignia. This one hefty—a lot of property! That one slender and humble—perhaps a tiny cottage and a pig to bequeath.


  “And where are the wills of non-citizens stored?” he asked as Licinia descended the stairs ahead of him.


  “In the basement, domine, together with the records of all army wills and deaths on military service. We do not, of course, ever have custody of soldiers’ wills themselves—they remain in the care of the legion clerks, and when a man finishes his time, they destroy his will. He then makes a new one and lodges it with us.” She sighed mournfully. “There is still space down there, but I fear it won’t be long before we have to shift some of the provincial citizen wills to the basement, which also has to house quite a lot of sacred equipment we and you need for ceremonies. So where,” she enquired plaintively, “will we go when the whole of the basement is as full as it was for Ahenobarbus?”


  “Luckily, Licinia, it won’t be your worry,” said Caesar, “though it will undoubtedly be mine. How extraordinary to think that feminine Roman efficiency and attention to detail has bred a repository the like of which the world has never known before! Everyone wants his will kept safe from prying eyes and tampering pens. Where else is that possible except in the Atrium Vestae?”


  The largeness of this observation escaped her, she was too busy shocking herself at discovery of an omission. “Domine, I forgot to show you the section for women’s wills!” she cried.


  “Yes, women do make wills,” he said, preserving gravity. “It is a great comfort to realize that you segregate the sexes, even in death.” When this sailed somewhere miles above her head, he thought of something else. “It amazes me that so many people lodge their wills here in Rome, yet may dwell in places up to several months’ journey away. I would have thought all the movable property and coin would have vanished by the time the will itself could be executed.”


  “I do not know, domine, because we never find out things like that. But if people do it, then surely they must feel secure in doing it. I imagine,” she concluded simply, “that everyone fears Rome and Roman retribution. Look at the will of King Ptolemy Alexander! The present King of Egypt is terrified of Rome because he knows Egypt really belongs to Rome from that will.”


  “True,” said Caesar solemnly.


  From the workplace (where, he noticed, even the two child Vestals were now busy at some task, feriae notwithstanding) he was conducted to the living quarters. These were, he decided, very adequate compensation for a conventual existence. However, the dining room was country style, chairs round a table.


  “You don’t have men to dine?” he asked.


  Licinia looked horrified. “Not in our own quarters, domine! You are the only man who will ever enter here.”


  “What about doctors and carpenters?”


  “There are good women doctors, also women craftsmen of all kinds. Rome bears no prejudices against women in trades.”


  “So much I don’t know, despite the fact that I’ve been a pontifex for over ten years,” said Caesar, shaking his head.


  “Well, you were not in Rome during our trials,” said Licinia, her voice trembling. “Our private entertaining and living habits were publicly aired then. But under normal circumstances only the Pontifex Maximus among the priests concerns himself with how we live. And our relatives and friends, naturally.”


  “True. The last Julia in the College was Julia Strabo, and she died untimely. Do many of you die untimely, Licinia?”


  “Very few these days, though I believe death here was common before we had water and plumbing laid on. Would you like to see the bathrooms and latrines? Ahenobarbus believed in hygiene for everyone, so he gave the servants baths and latrines too.”


  “A remarkable man,” said Caesar. “How they reviled him for changing the law—and getting himself elected Pontifex Maximus at the same time! I remember Gaius Marius telling me there was an epidemic of marble-latrine-seat jokes after Ahenobarbus finished with the Domus Publica.”


  Though Caesar was reluctant, Licinia insisted that he should see the Vestal sleeping arrangements.


  “Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus thought of it after he came back from Spain. You see?” she asked, conducting him through a series of curtained archways leading off her own sleeping cubicle. “The only way out is through my room. We all used to have doors onto the passageway, but Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus bricked them up. He said we must be protected from all allegations.”


  Lips tight, Caesar said nothing; they retraced their steps back to the Vestal workplace. There he returned to the subject of wills, which fascinated him.


  “Your figures shocked me,” he said, “but I realize they ought not. All my life has passed in the Subura, and how many times I have seen it for myself, that Head Count man owning a single slave solemnly parading down to the Atrium Vestae to lodge his will. Nothing to leave but a brooch, some chairs and a table, a prized haybox oven, and his slave. Tricked out in his citizen’s toga and bearing his grain chit as proof of his Roman status, as proud as Tarquinius Superbus. He can’t vote in the Centuries and his urban tribe makes his comitial vote worthless, but he can serve in our legions and he can lodge his will.”


  “You neglected to say, domine, how many times he arrives with you at his side as his patron,” said Licinia. “It does not escape us which patrons find the time to do this, and which just send one of their freedmen.”


  “Who comes in person?” asked Caesar, curious.


  “You and Marcus Crassus, always. Cato too, and the Domitii Ahenobarbi. Of the rest, hardly any.”


  “No surprise in those names!”


  Time to change the subject while a loud voice would enable all the toiling white-clad figures to hear him. “You work very hard,” he said. “I’ve lodged enough wills and demanded enough of them for probate, but it never occurred to me what an enormous task it is to care for Rome’s last testaments. You are to be commended.”


  Thus it was a very pleased and happy Chief Vestal who let him into the vestibule again, and handed him the keys to his domain.


  Wonderful!


  The L-shaped reception room was a mirror-image twin of the Vestal workplace, fifty feet on its long side. No expense or luxury had been spared, from the glorious frescoes to the gilding to the furniture and art objects littered everywhere. Mosaic floor, fabulous ceiling of plaster roses and gold honeycomb, colored marble pilasters engaging the walls and colored marble sheaths on the sole freestanding column.


  A study and sleeping cubicle for the Pontifex Maximus, and a smaller suite for his wife. A dining room which held a full six couches. A peristyle garden off to one side, adjacent to the Porticus Margaritaria and on full view to the windows of the Via Nova insulae. The kitchen could feed thirty diners; though it was within the main structure, most of the outside wall was missing, and the dangerous cooking fires were in the yard. As was a cistern large enough to wash the clothes and serve as a reservoir in case of fire.


  “Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus tapped into the Cloaca Maxima, which made him very popular with the Via Nova too,” said Licinia, smiling because she was talking about her idol. “When he put the sewer down our back alley, it enabled the insulae to use it, and the Porticus Margaritaria as well.”


  “And the water?’’ asked Caesar.


  “The Forum Romanum on this side abounds with springs, domine. One feeds your cistern, another the cistern in our yard.”


  There were servants’ quarters both upstairs and downstairs, including a suite which would house Burgundus, Cardixa and their unmarried sons. And how ecstatic Eutychus would be to have his own little nest!


  However, it was the front section of the top storey which put the final touch on Caesar’s gratitude for being dowered with the Domus Publica. The front stairs ascended between the reception room and his study, and conveniently divided the area into two. He would give all the rooms anterior to the stairs to Pompeia, which meant they need never see her or hear her from one market day clear through to the next! Julia could have the spacious suite behind the front stairs for her use, as there were two guest suites reached by the back stairs.


  So whom did Caesar plan to install in the wife’s suite downstairs? Why, his mother, naturally. Whom else?


  *


  “What do you think?” he asked his mother as they walked up the Clivus Orbius after their inspection on the following day.


  “It is superb, Caesar.” She frowned. “Only one aspect does worry me—Pompeia. Too easy for people to creep upstairs! The place is vast, no one will see who comes and goes.”


  “Oh, Mater, don’t sentence me to keeping her downstairs right next door to me!” he cried.


  “No, my son, I won’t do that. However, we have to find a way to police Pompeia’s comings and goings. In the apartment it was so easy to make sure Polyxena attended her the moment she ventured out the door, but here? We’d never know. Nor can she smuggle men into the apartment, whereas here? We’d never know.”


  “Well,” said Caesar with a sigh, “my new position carries a good number of public slaves with it. On the whole they’re lazy and irresponsible because they’re not supervised and no one thinks to praise them if they do good work. That will most definitely change. Eutychus is getting old, but he’s still a wonderful steward. Burgundus and Cardixa can come back from Bovillae with their four youngest. Their four oldest can caretake Bovillae. It will be your job to organize a new regimen and a better frame of mind among the servants, both those we bring with us and those already here. I won’t have the time, so it must devolve upon you.”


  “I understand that,” she said, “but it doesn’t answer our problem with Pompeia.”


  “What that amounts to, Mater, is adequate supervision. We both know you can’t put just one servant on door duty or any kind of watch. He goes to sleep, from boredom if not from weariness. Therefore we’ll put two on permanent duty at the bottom of the front stairs. Day and night. And we set them some sort of task—folding linens without a crease, polishing knives and spoons, washing dishes, mending clothes—you know the duties better than I do. A certain amount must be done on each shift. Luckily there is a good-sized alcove between the beginning of the stairs and the end wall. I’ll put a loudly creaking door on it to shut it from view of the reception room, and that means whoever uses the stairs has to open it first. If our sentries should doze off, that at least will alert them. When Pompeia appears at the bottom to go out, one of them will notify Polyxena immediately. As well for us that Pompeia hasn’t got the gumption to run off before Polyxena can be found! If her friend Clodia tries to put her up to that, it will only happen once, I can assure you. For I shall inform Pompeia conduct of that kind is a good way to be divorced. I shall also instruct Eutychus to put servants on sentry duty who won’t collude with each other to accept bribes.”


  “Oh, Caesar, I hate it!” cried Aurelia, striking her hands together. “Are we legionaries guarding the camp from attack?”


  “Yes, Mater, I rather think we are. Her own silly fault. She’s mixing in the wrong circles and refuses to abandon them.”


  “As the result of which we are obliged to imprison her.”


  “Not really. Be fair! I haven’t forbidden her access to her women friends, either here or elsewhere. She and they can come and go as they please, including beauties like Sempronia Tuditani and Palla. And the appalling Pompeius Rufus. But Pompeia is now the wife of Caesar Pontifex Maximus, a social elevation of no mean order. Even for Sulla’s granddaughter. I can’t trust her good sense, because she hasn’t any. We all know the story of Metella Dalmatica and how she managed despite Scaurus Princeps Senatus to make Sulla’s life a misery when he was trying to be elected to the praetorship. Sulla spurned her then—evidence of his instinct for self-preservation, if nothing else. But can you see Clodius or Decimus Brutus or young Poplicola behaving with Sulla’s circumspection? Hah! They’d whip Pompeia off in a trice.”


  “Then,” said Aurelia with decision, “when you see Pompeia to inform her of the new rules, I suggest you have her mother there as well. Cornelia Sulla is a splendid person. And she knows what a fool Pompeia is. Reinforce your authority with the authority her mother wields. It is no use bringing me into it, Pompeia detests me for chaining her to Polyxena.”


  No sooner decided upon than done. Though the move to the Domus Publica took place the next day, Pompeia had been fully acquainted with the new rules before she and her handful of personal servants set eyes upon her palatial suite upstairs. She had wept, of course, and protested the innocence of her intentions, but to no avail. Cornelia Sulla was sterner than Caesar, and adamant that in the event of a fall from grace, her daughter would not be welcome to return to Uncle Mamercus’s house divorced on grounds of adultery. Fortunately Pompeia was not the type to nurse grudges, so by the time the move occurred she was completely immersed in the transfer of her tasteless but expensive knickknacks, and planning shopping trips to overfill those areas she considered denuded.


  Caesar had wondered how Aurelia would cope with the change from landlady of a thriving insula to doyenne of the closest thing Rome had to a palace. Would she insist upon continuing to keep her books? Would she break the ties of more than forty years in the Subura? But by the time the afternoon of his inaugural feast came round, he knew that he need not have worried about that truly remarkable lady. Though she would personally audit, she said, the insula’s accounts would now be done by a man whom Lucius Decumius had found and vouched for. And it turned out that most of the work she had done was not on behalf of her own property; to fill in her days she had acted as agent for more than a dozen other landlords. How horrified her husband would have been if he had known that! Caesar just chuckled.


  In fact, he realized, his elevation to Pontifex Maximus had given Aurelia a new lease on life. She was absolutely everywhere on both sides of the building, had established ascendancy over Licinia effortlessly and painlessly, made herself liked by all six Vestals, and would soon be, her son thought with silent laughter, absorbed in improving the efficiency not only of the Domus Publica, but also of its testamentary industry.


  “Caesar, we ought to be charging a fee for this service,” she said, looking determined. “So much work and effort! Rome’s purse should see a return.”


  But that he refused to countenance. “I agree that a fee would increase the Treasury’s profits, Mater, but it would also deprive the lowly of one of their greatest pleasures. No. On the whole, Rome has no trouble with her proletarii. Keep their bellies full and the games coming, and they’re content. If we begin to charge them for the entitlements of their citizenship, we’ll turn the Head Count into a monster which would devour us.”


  *


  As Crassus had predicted, Caesar’s election as Pontifex Maximus quietened his creditors magically. The office besides gave him a considerable income from the State, as was also true of the three major flamines, Dialis, Martialis and Quirinalis. Their three State residences stood on the opposite side of the Sacra Via from the Domus Publica, though of course there was no flamen Dialis, had not been since Sulla had let Caesar take off the helmet and cape of Jupiter Optimus Maximus’s special priest; that had been the bargain, no new flamen Dialis until after Caesar’s death. No doubt his State house had been let go to rack and ruin since it had lost Merula as tenant twenty-five years ago. As it was in his province now, he would have to see it, decide what needed to be done, and allocate the funds for repairs from the unused salary Caesar would have collected had he lived in it and practised as flamen.


  After that, he’d rent it for a fortune to some aspiring knight dying to have a Forum Romanum address. Rome would see a return.


  But first he had to deal with the Regia and the offices of the Pontifex Maximus.


  The Regia was the oldest building in the Forum, for it was said to have been the house of Numa Pompilius, second King of Rome. No priests save the Pontifex Maximus and the Rex Sacrorum were permitted to enter it, though the Vestals served as the attendants of the Pontifex Maximus when he offered to Ops, and when the Rex Sacrorum sacrificed his ram on the dies agonales he employed the usual priestlings to help him and clean up afterward.


  Thus when Caesar entered it he did so with flesh crawling and hair on end, so awesome an experience was it. Earthquakes had necessitated its rebuilding on at least two occasions during the Republic, but always on the same foundations, and always in the same unadorned tufa blocks. No, thought Caesar, gazing around, the Regia had never been a house. It was too small and it had no windows. The shape, he decided, was probably deliberate, too strange to have been anything other than a part of some ritual mystery. It was a quadrilateral of the kind the Greeks termed a trapezium, having no side parallel to any other. What religious meaning had it held for those people who had lived so long ago? It didn’t even face in any particular direction, if to do so meant considering one of its four walls a front. And perhaps that was the reason. Face no compass point and offend no God. Yes, it had been a temple from its inception, he was sure. This was where King Numa Pompilius had celebrated the rites of infant Rome.


  There was one shrine against the shortest wall; that of course was to Ops, a numen with no face and no substance and no sex (for convenience, Ops was spoken of as feminine) who directed the forces which kept Rome’s Treasury replete and her people full-bellied. The roof at the far end contained a hole below which in a minute courtyard there grew two laurel trees, very slender and branchless until they poked out of the hole to drink up a little sun. This court was not walled off to the ceiling, the builder having contented himself with a waist-high tufa surround. And between the surround and the end wall there lay stacked neatly in four rows the twenty-four Shields of Mars, with the twenty-four Spears of Mars racked in the Sacra Via corner.


  How fitting that it should be Caesar finally to come here as the servant of this place! He, a Julian descended from Mars. With an invocation to the God of War he carefully peeled off the covers of soft hide that hid one row of shields, and gazed down on them with breath suspended in awe. Twenty-three of them were replicas; one was the actual shield which had fallen from the sky at the behest of Jupiter to protect King Numa Pompilius from his foes. But the replicas were of the same age, and no one except King Numa Pompilius would ever know which was the genuine shield. He had done that on purpose, so the legend went, to confuse potential thieves; for only the real shield had the real magic. The only others like them were in wall paintings in Crete and the Peloponnese of Greece; they were almost man-high and shaped like two teardrops joined to form a slender waist, made from beautifully turned frames of hardwood upon which were stretched the hides of black-and-white cattle. That they were still in reasonably good condition was probably only because they were taken out for an airing every March and every October, when the patrician priests called Salii did their war dance through the streets to mark the opening and closing of the old campaign season. And here they were, his shields. His spears. He had never seen them at close quarters before, because at the age when he might have come to belong to the Salii, he had been flamen Dialis instead. The place was dirty and dilapidated—he would have to speak to Lucius Claudius, the Rex Sacrorum, about smartening up his bevy of priestlings! A stench of old blood lay everywhere, despite the hole in the roof, and the floor was smothered in rat droppings. That the Sacred Shields had not suffered was truly a miracle. By rights the rats ought to have eaten every scrap of hide off them centuries ago. A haphazard collection of book buckets stacked against the longest wall had not been so lucky, but some dozen stone tablets ranged next to them would defeat the sharpest incisors. Well, no time like the present to start repairing the ravages of time and rodents!


  “I suppose,” he said to Aurelia over dinner that afternoon, “that I can’t introduce a busy little dog or a couple of needy mother cats into the Regia, it might contravene our religious laws. So how can I get rid of the rats?”


  “I would say their presence in the Regia contravened our religious laws quite as much as any dog or cat would,’’ said Aurelia. “However, I do see what you mean. It is not a great difficulty, Caesar. The two old women who take care of the public latrine across the road from us in the Subura Minor can tell me the name of the man who makes their rat traps. Very clever! A sort of longish small box with a door on one end. The door is poised on a balance, and the balance is connected to a string, and the string is connected to a piece of cheese impaled on a hooked spike at the back of the box. When the rat tries to remove the cheese, the door falls down. The trick is to make sure that the fellow you depute to take the rats out of the box and kill them isn’t afraid of them. If he is, they escape.”


  “Mater, you know everything! May I leave the acquisition of a few rat traps to you?”


  “Certainly, ‘* she said, pleased with herself.


  “There were never any rats in your insula.”


  “I should hope not! You know perfectly well that dear Lucius Decumius is never without a dog.”


  “And every one of them named Fido.”


  “And every one of them an excellent ratter.”


  “I notice that our Vestals prefer to keep cats.”


  “Very handy animals provided they are females.” She looked mischievous. “One can of course understand why they keep no males, but it is the female cats which hunt, you know. Unlike dogs in that respect. Their litters are a nuisance, so Licinia tells me, but she is very firm, even with the children when they plead. The kittens are drowned at birth.”


  “And Junia and Quinctilia drown in tears.”


  “We must all,” said Aurelia, “grow used to death. And to not getting the desire of our hearts.”


  As this was inarguable, Caesar changed the subject. “I was able to rescue some twenty book buckets and their contents, a little mangled but reasonably intact. It would seem that my predecessors did think to put the contents into new buckets whenever the old ones started to disintegrate from the rats, but it would have been more sensible, surely, to have eliminated the rats. For the time being I’ll keep the documents here in my study—I want to read them and catalogue them.”


  “Archives, Caesar?”


  “Yes, but not of the Republic. They date back to some of the earliest kings.”


  “Ah! I understand why they interest you so much. You’ve always had a passion for ancient laws and archives. But can you read them? Surely they’re indecipherable.”


  “No, they’re in good sound Latin of the kind written about three hundred years ago, and they’re on Pergamum parchment. I imagine one of the Pontifices Maximi of that era deciphered the originals and made these copies.” He leaned back on his couch. “I also found stone tablets, inscribed in the same writing as that on the stele in the well of the Lapis Niger. So archaic one can hardly recognize the language as Latin. A precursor of it, I suppose, like the song of the Salii. But I shall decipher them, never fear!”


  His mother gazed at him fondly enough, yet with a little sternness too. “I hope, Caesar, that in the midst of all this religious and historical exploration you find the time to remember that you are standing for election as praetor this year. You must pay proper attention to the duties of the Pontifex Maximus, but you cannot neglect your career in the Forum.”


  *


  He had not forgotten, nor did the vigor and pace of his election campaign suffer because the lamps in his study burned until very late each night while he worked his way through what he had decided to call the Commentaries of the Kings. And thank all the Gods for that unknown Pontifex Maximus who had deciphered and copied them onto Pergamum parchment! Just where or what the originals were, Caesar did not know. They were certainly not in the Regia, nor were they similar to the stone tablets he had found. Those, he decided from his preliminary work, were annalistic and dated from the earliest kings, perhaps even from Numa Pompilius. Or Romulus? What a thought! Chilling. Nothing on parchment or stone was a history of the times, however. Both related to laws, rules, religious rites, precepts, functions and functionaries. At some moment soon they would have to be published; all of Rome must know what lay in the Regia. Varro would be ecstatic, and Cicero fascinated. Caesar would plan a dinner party.


  *


  As if to cap what had been an extraordinary year of ups and downs for Caesar, when the curule elections were held early in Quinctilis, he came in at the top of the praetors’ poll. Not one Century failed to name him, which meant he was able to rest secure long before the last man returned was sure he had been elected. Philippus, his friend from Mitylene days, would be a colleague; so too would Cicero’s irascible younger brother, tiny Quintus Cicero. But, alas, Bibulus was a praetor too.


  When the lots were cast to decide which man should have which job, Caesar’s victory was complete. His name was on the first ball out of the spout; he would be urban praetor, the most senior man among the eight. That meant Bibulus couldn’t annoy him (he had received the Violence Court)—but he could certainly annoy Bibulus!


  Time to break Domitia’s heart by discarding her. She had turned out to be discreet, so as yet Bibulus had no idea. But he would the moment she started weeping and wailing. They all did. Except Servilia. Perhaps that was why she alone had lasted.


  IV


  from JANUARY 1

  until DECEMBER 5 of 63 B.C.
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  It was Cicero’s misfortune to enter upon his year as consul in the midst of a severe economic depression, and as economics was not his speciality, he faced his year of office in a rather gloomy mood. Not the sort of consulship he had hoped for! He wanted people to say of him after his year was over that he had given Rome the same kind of halcyon prosperity commonly attributed to the joint consulship of Pompey and Crassus seven years earlier. With Hybrida as his junior colleague, it was inevitable all the credit would go to him, which meant he wouldn’t need to end on bad terms with Hybrida, as Pompey had with Crassus—and vice versa.


  Rome’s economic troubles emanated from the East, which had been closed to Roman businessmen for over twenty years. First King Mithridates had conquered it, then when Sulla wrested it off him, Sulla introduced praiseworthy financial regulations there and thus prevented the knight community of Rome from going back to the old days of milking the East dry. Added to which, the problem of piracy on the high seas did not encourage business ventures east of Macedonia and Greece. Consequently those who farmed taxes, lent money, or traded in goods and commodities like wheat, wine and wool kept their capital at home; a phenomenon which increased when the war against Quintus Sertorius broke out in Spain and a series of droughts diminished the harvest. Both ends of Our Sea became risky or impracticable areas for business endeavors.


  All of these things had contrived to concentrate capital and investment within Rome and Italy for twenty years. No seductive overseas opportunities presented themselves to Rome’s knight-businessmen, who as a result had little need to find large amounts of money. The borrowing interest rate was low, rents were low, inflation was high, and creditors were in no hurry to call in debts.


  Cicero’s misfortune was to be laid entirely at Pompey’s door. First the Great Man had cleaned up the pirates, then he chased Kings Mithridates and Tigranes out of those areas which used to be a part of Rome’s business sphere. He also abolished Sulla’s financial regulations, though Lucullus had persisted in retaining them—the sole reason why the knights had lobbied to remove Lucullus and give his command to Pompey. And so just as Cicero and Hybrida assumed office, a literal wealth of business opportunities was opening up in the East. Where once had been Asia Province and Cilicia were now four provinces; Pompey had added the new provinces of Bithynia-Pontus and Syria to the empire. He set them up the same way as the other two by giving the great companies of publicani based in Rome the right to farm their taxes, tithes and tributes. Private contracts let out by the censors saved the State the burden of gathering taxes and prevented the proliferation of civil servants. Let the publicani have the headaches! All the Treasury wanted was its stipulated share of the profits.


  Capital flowed out of Rome and Italy in obedience to the new drive to obtain control of these eastern business ventures. As a result the interest rate went up dramatically, usurers suddenly called in old debts, and credit was hard to come by. In the cities rents soared; in the country farmers were strapped by mortgage repayments. Inevitably the price of grain—even that supplied by the State—increased. Huge amounts of money were pouring out of Rome, and nobody in government knew how to control the situation.


  Informed by friends like the knight plutocrat Titus Pomponius Atticus (who had no intention of letting Cicero in on too many commercial secrets) that the money drain was due to resident alien Jews in Rome sending the proceeds home, Cicero quickly brought in a law forbidding the Jews to send any money home. Of course it had little effect, but what else he could do the senior consul did not know—nor was Atticus about to enlighten him.


  It was not in Cicero’s nature to turn his year as consul into a mission he now saw would be as vain as it would prove unpopular, so instead he turned his attention toward matters he regarded as well within his sphere of excellence; the economic situation would solve itself given time, whereas laws required a personal touch. His year meant that for once Rome had a legislating consul in office, so he would legislate.


  First he attacked the law the consul Gaius Piso had brought in four years earlier against electoral bribery in the consular polls. Himself guilty of massive bribery, Piso had been forced into legislating against it. Perhaps not illogically, what Piso passed leaked in all directions, but after Cicero patched up the worst of the holes it began to look quite presentable.


  And where to from that? Ah! Ah yes, men returning from a term governing a praetorian province who had extorted in that province and intended to wriggle out of prosecution by getting elected consul in absentia! Praetors sent out to govern provinces were more likely to extort than consul-governors; there were eight of them and only two consul-governors, which meant that the majority of them knew their only chance to make a fortune governing a province was as a praetor-governor. Yet how, after squeezing his province dry, was a returning praetor-governor to avoid prosecution for extortion? If he was a strong contender for the consulship, then the best way was to petition the Senate to be allowed to stand for the consular elections in absentia. No holder of imperium could be prosecuted. Provided a returning praetor-governor did not cross the sacred boundary into the city of Rome itself, he retained the imperium Rome had given him to govern his province. So he could sit on the Campus Martius just outside the city, imperium intact, petition the Senate to stand for consul in absentia, conduct his campaign from the Campus Martius, and then, if he was lucky enough to be elected consul, he walked straight into a fresh imperium. This ploy meant he managed to elude prosecution for two more years, by which time the wrathful provincials who had originally intended to prosecute him would have given up and gone home. Well, thundered Cicero in the Senate and Comitia, that sort of thing must cease! Therefore he and his junior colleague, Hybrida, proposed to forbid any returning praetor-governor standing for consul in absentia.


  Let him come inside Rome, take his chances with prosecution! And as the Senate and People deemed this excellent, the new law passed.


  Now what else could he do? Cicero thought of this and that, all useful little laws which would enhance his reputation. Though not, alas, make his reputation. As consul rather than as legal luminary. What Cicero needed was a crisis, and not an economic one.


  *


  That the second half of his term as senior consul would give him that hungered-for crisis did not occur to Cicero even when the lots gave him the duty of presiding over the elections held in the month of Quinctilis. Nor did he at first fully appreciate the ramifications which were to emerge from his wife’s invasion of his privacy not long before those elections.


  Terentia marched into his study with her customary lack of ceremony, and oblivious to the sanctity of his thought processes.


  “Cicero, stop that whatever-it-is you’re doing!” she barked.


  The pen went down immediately; he looked up without being foolish enough to betray his creative distress. “Yes, my dear, what is it?” he enquired mildly.


  She dumped herself down in the client’s chair, looking grim. However, as she always looked grim, he had no idea of the cause of this particular grimness; he just hoped devoutly that it was nothing he had done.


  “I had a visitor this morning,” she said.


  It was on the tip of his tongue to ask whether having a visitor had tickled her fancy, but he kept that normally unruly organ silent; if no one else had the power to still it utterly, Terentia certainly did. So he merely assumed an air of interest and waited for her to go on.


  “A visitor,” she repeated. She then sniffed. “Not one of my circle, I do assure you, husband! Fulvia.”


  “Publius Clodius’s wife?” he asked, astonished.


  “No, no! Fulvia Nobilioris.”


  Which elucidation did not decrease his surprise, as the Fulvia she meant was distinctly shady. Of excellent family, but divorced in disgrace, lacking an income, and currently attached to that Quintus Curius who had been expelled from the Senate in the famous purge of Poplicola and Lentulus Clodianus seven years before. A most inappropriate visitor for Terentia to receive! Terentia was as renowned for her rectitude as she was for her sourness.


  “Goodness gracious me! What on earth did she want?”


  “I quite liked her, actually,” said Terentia reflectively. “She is no more and no less than a Hapless Victim of Men.”


  And how was he expected to answer that? Cicero compromised with an inarticulate bleat.


  “She came to see me because that is the correct procedure for a woman to adopt when she wishes to speak to a married man of your prominence.”


  And a man married to you, Cicero added silently.


  “Naturally you will wish to see her for yourself, but I shall give you what information she gave me,” said the lady whose glance could turn Cicero to stone. “It appears that her—her—her protector, Curius, has been behaving most oddly of late. Since his expulsion from the Senate his financial circumstances have been so embarrassed he can’t even run for the tribunate of the plebs to get back into public life. Yet all of a sudden he’s begun to talk wildly of coming into riches and a high position. This,” Terentia went on in a voice of doom, “appears to stem from his conviction that Catilina and Lucius Cassius will be consuls next year.”


  “So that’s the way Catilina’s wind blows, is it? Consul with a fat and torpid fool like Lucius Cassius,” said Cicero.


  “Both of them will declare themselves candidates tomorrow when you open the election tribunal.”


  “All very well, my dear, but I fail to see how a joint consulship of Catilina and Lucius Cassius can promote Curius to sudden wealth and eminence.”


  “Curius is talking of a general cancellation of debts.”


  Cicero’s jaw dropped. “They wouldn’t be such idiots!”


  “Why not?” asked Terentia, contemplating the matter coolly. “Only consider, Cicero! Catilina knows that if he doesn’t get in this year, his chances are over. It looks like quite a battle if all the men who are thinking of standing do stand. Silanus is much improved in health and will definitely be running, so dear Servilia tells me. Murena is being backed by many influential people, and, so dear Fabia tells me, is using his Vestal connection through Licinia to the maximum. Then there’s your friend Servius Sulpicius Rufus, highly favored by the Eighteen and the tribuni aerarii, which means he’ll poll well in the First Class. What can Catilina and a running partner like Lucius Cassius offer against such an array of solid worth as Silanus, Murena and this Sulpicius? Only one of the consuls can be a patrician, which means the vote for a patrician will be split between Catilina and Sulpicius. If I had a vote, I’d be choosing Sulpicius ahead of Catilina.”


  Frowning, Cicero forgot his terror of his wife and spoke to her as he would have to a Forum colleague. “So Catilina’s platform is a general cancellation of debts, is that what you’re saying?”


  “No, that’s what Fulvia is saying.”


  “I must see her at once!” he cried, getting up.


  “Leave it to me, I’ll send for her,” said Terentia.


  Which meant, of course, that he would not be permitted to speak to Fulvia Nobilioris alone; Terentia intended to be there hanging on every word—and every look.


  The trouble was that Fulvia Nobilioris volunteered very little more than Terentia had already told him, just couched her story in a highly emotional and scatterbrained way. Curius was up to his ears in debt, gambling heavily, drinking a great deal; he was always closeted with Catilina, Lucius Cassius and their cronies, and would return home from one of these sessions promising his mistress all kinds of future prosperity.


  “Why are you telling me, Fulvia?” Cicero asked, as much at a loss as she appeared to be, for he couldn’t work out why she was so terrified. A general cancellation of debt was bad news, but—


  “You’re the senior consul!” she whimpered, weeping and beating her breast. “I had to tell someone’.”


  “The trouble is, Fulvia, that you’ve given me not one iota of proof that Catilina plans a general cancellation of debt. I need a pamphlet, a reliable witness! All you’ve give me is a story, and I can’t go to the Senate with nothing more tangible than a story told to me by a woman.”


  “But it is wrong, isn’t it?” she asked, wiping her eyes.


  “Yes, very wrong, and you’ve acted very correctly in coming to me. But I need proof,” said Cicero.


  “The best I can offer you are some names.”


  “Then tell me.”


  “Two men who used to be centurions of Sulla’s—Gaius Manlius and Publius Furius. They own land in Etruria. And they’ve been telling people who plan to come to Rome for the elections that if Catilina and Cassius are made consuls, debt will cease to exist.”


  “And, how, Fulvia, am I to connect two ex-centurions from Sulla’s legions with Catilina and Cassius?”


  “I don’t know!”


  Sighing, Cicero rose to his feet. “Well, Fulvia, I do most sincerely thank you for coming to me,” he said. “Keep on trying to find out exactly what’s going on, and the moment you locate real evidence that the scent of the fish markets is stealing onto the Campus Martius at election time, tell me.” He smiled at her, he hoped platonically. “Continue to work through my wife, she will keep me informed.”


  When Terentia ushered the visitor from the room, Cicero sat down again to ponder. Not that this luxury was allowed him for very long: Terentia bustled in moments later.


  “What do you really think?” she asked.


  “I wish I knew, my dear.”


  “Well,” she said, leaning forward eagerly because she liked nothing better than to offer her husband political advice, “I’ll tell you what I think! I think Catilina is plotting revolution.”


  Cicero gaped. “Revolution?” he squeaked.


  “That’s right, revolution.”


  “Terentia, it’s a far cry from an electoral policy based in a general cancellation of debt to revolution!” he protested.


  “No, it is not, Cicero. How can legally elected consuls initiate a revolutionary measure like a general cancellation of debt? You know well enough that is the ploy of men who overthrow the State. Saturninus. Sertorius. It means dictators and masters of the horse. How could legally elected consuls hope to legislate such a measure? Even if they brought it before the People in their tribes, at least one tribune of the plebs would veto it in contio, let alone in formal promulgation. And do you think those in favor of a general cancellation of debt do not understand all that? Of course they do! Anyone who would vote for consuls advocating such a policy is painting himself in the color of a revolutionary.”


  “Which,” said Cicero heavily, “is red. The color of blood. Oh, Terentia, not during my consulship!”


  “You must prevent Catilina’s standing,” said Terentia.


  “I can’t do that unless I have proof.”


  “Then we’ll just have to find proof.” She rose and headed for the door. “Who knows? Perhaps Fulvia and I between us will be able to persuade Quintus Curius to testify.”


  “That would be a help,” said Cicero, a little dryly.


  *


  The seed was sown; Catilina was planning revolution, had to be planning revolution. And though the events of the coming months seemed to confirm this, Cicero was never to know in his heart of hearts whether the concept of revolution occurred to Lucius Sergius Catilina before or after those fateful elections.


  The seed being sown, the senior consul went to work to unearth all the information he could. He sent agents to Etruria, and agents to that other traditional nucleus of revolution, Samnite Apulia. And sure enough, they all reported back that it was indeed being bruited about that if Catilina and Lucius Cassius were elected the consuls, they would bring in a general cancellation of debt. As to more tangible evidence of revolution, like the amassing of arms or the covert recruitment of forces, none was forthcoming. However, Cicero told himself, he had enough to try.


  The curule elections for consuls and praetors were to be held on the tenth day of Quinctilis; on the ninth day Cicero summarily postponed them until the eleventh, and summoned the Senate into session on the tenth.


  The senatorial turnout was splendid, of course; curiosity piqued, all those not prostrated by illness or absent from Rome came early enough to see for themselves that the much-admired Cato really did sit there before a meeting with a bundle of scrolls at his feet and one spread out between his hands, reading slowly and intently.


  “Conscript Fathers,” said the senior consul after the rites were concluded and the rest of the formalities over, “I have summoned you here rather than to elections in the saepta to help me unravel a mystery. I apologize to those of you who are thereby inconvenienced, and can only hope that the result of our session enables the elections to proceed tomorrow.”


  They were avid for an explanation, so much was easy to see, but for once Cicero was in no mood to toy with his audience. What he hoped to do was to air the thing, make Catilina and Lucius Cassius see that their ploy was futile now that it was generally known, and nip in the bud any plans Catilina might be nourishing. Not for one moment did he truly think there was more to Terentia’s vision of revolution than a lot of idle talk over too many flagons of wine, and some economic measures more usually associated with revolution than with law-abiding consuls. After Marius, Cinna, Carbo, Sulla, Sertorius and Lepidus, even Catilina must surely have learned that the Republic was not so easily destroyed. He was a bad man---everyone knew that—but until he was elected consul he held no magistracy, he was possessed neither of imperium nor a ready-made army, and he had nothing like the number of clients in Etruria of a Marius or a Lepidus. Therefore, what Catilina needed was a fright to bring him into line.


  No one, the senior consul thought as his gaze roamed from tier to tier on both sides of the House, no one had any idea what was in the wind. Crassus was sitting impassively, Catulus looked a little old and his brother-in-law Hortensius a little the worse for wear, Cato had his hackles up like an aggressive dog, Caesar was patting the top of his head to make sure his definitely thinning hair did hide his scalp, Murena undoubtedly chafed at the delay, and Silanus was not as fit and spry as his electioneering agents were insisting he was. And there at last among the consulars sat the great Lucius Licinius Lucullus, triumphator. Cicero, Catulus and Hortensius had waxed eloquent enough to persuade the Senate that Lucullus must be allowed his triumph, which meant that the real conqueror of the East was free now to cross the pomerium and take his rightful place in Senate and Comitia.


  “Lucius Sergius Catilina,” said Cicero from the cu-rule dais, “I would appreciate it if you would stand up.”


  At first Cicero had thought to accuse Lucius Cassius as well, but after deliberation he had decided it was better to focus entirely on Catilina. Who stood now looking the picture of bewildered concern. Such a handsome man! Tall and beautifully built, every inch the great patrician aristocrat. How Cicero loathed them, the Catilinas and the Caesars! What was the matter with his own eminently respectable birth, why did they dismiss him as a pernicious growth on the Roman body?


  “I am standing, Marcus Tullius Cicero,” said Catilina gently.


  “Lucius Sergius Catilina, do you know two men named Gaius Manlius and Publius Furius?’’


  “I have two clients by those names.”


  “Do you know where they are at the moment?”


  “In Rome, I hope! They should be on the Campus Martius right now voting for me. Instead, I imagine they’re sitting somewhere in a tavern.”


  “Whereabouts were they recently?”


  Catilina raised both black brows. “Marcus Tullius, I do not require that my clients report their every move to me! I know you’re a nonentity, but do you have so few clients that you have no idea of the protocol governing the client-patron bond?”


  Cicero went red. “Would it surprise you to learn that Manlius and Furius have been seen recently in Faesulae, Volaterrae, Clusium, Saturnia, Larinum and Venusia?”


  A blink from Catilina. “How could it surprise me, Marcus Tullius? They both have land in Etruria, and Furius has land in Apulia as well.”


  “Would it surprise you then to learn that both Manlius and Furius have been telling anyone important enough to have a vote which counts in the Centuriate elections that you and your named colleague, Lucius Cassius, intend legislating a general cancellation of debt once you assume office as consuls?”


  That provoked an amazed laugh. When he sobered, Catilina stared at Cicero as if Cicero had suddenly gone mad. “It does indeed surprise me!” he said.


  Beginning to stir the moment Cicero had pronounced that awful phrase, a general cancellation of debt, the House now broke into audible murmuring. Of course there were those present who desperately needed such a radical measure now that the moneylenders were pressing for full payment—including Caesar, the new Pontifex Maximus—but few who did not appreciate the horrific economic repercussions a general cancellation of debt entailed. Despite their problems generating a constant cash flow, the members of the Senate were innately conservative creatures when it came to radical change of any kind, including how money was structured. And for every financially distressed senator, there were three who stood to lose far more from a general cancellation of debt than they stood to gain, men like Crassus, Lucullus, the absent Pompeius Magnus. Therefore it was not astonishing that both Caesar and Crassus were now leaning forward like leashed hounds.


  “I have been making full enquiries in both Etruria and Apulia, Lucius Sergius Catilina,” said Cicero, “and it grieves me to say that I believe these rumors are true. I believe you do intend to cancel debts.”


  Catilina’s response was to laugh and laugh and laugh. The tears poured down his face; he held his sides; he tried valiantly to control his mirth and lost the battle several times. Seated not far away, Lucius Cassius chose red-faced indignation as his reaction.


  “Rubbish!” Catilina cried when he could, mopping his face with a fold of toga because he couldn’t command himself enough to locate his handkerchief. “Rubbish, rubbish, rubbish!”


  “Will you take an oath to that effect?’’ asked Cicero.


  “No, I will not!” snapped Catilina, drawing himself up. “I, a patrician Sergius, to take an oath on the unfounded and malicious yammerings of an immigrant from Arpinum? Just who do you think you are, Cicero?’’


  “I am the senior consul of the Senate and People of Rome,” said Cicero with painful dignity. “If you remember, I am the man who defeated you in last year’s curule election! And as senior consul, I am the head of this State.”


  Another fit of laughter, then: “They say Rome has two bodies, Cicero! One is feeble and has a moron’s head, the other is strong but has no head at all. What do you think that makes you, O head of this State?’’


  “No moron, Catilina, and that is sure! I am Rome’s father and guardian in this year, and I intend to do my duty, even in situations as bizarre as this one! Do you absolutely deny that you plan to cancel all debts?”


  “Of course I do!”


  “But you will not take an oath to that effect.”


  “I most definitely will not.” Catilina drew a breath. “No, I will not! However, O head of this State, your despicable conduct and unfounded accusations this morning would tempt many a man in my shoes to say that if Rome’s strong but headless body were to find a head, it could do worse than to pick mine! At least mine is Roman! At least mine has ancestors! You are setting out to ruin me, Cicero, ruin my chances at what was yesterday a fair and unsullied election! I stand here defamed and impugned, the utterly innocent victim of a presumptuous upstart from the hills, neither Roman nor noble!”


  It took a huge effort not to react to these taunts, but Cicero maintained his calm. Did he not, he would lose the encounter. Seeing, as he did from this moment on, that Fulvia Nobilioris was right. That Terentia was right. He could laugh, he could deny it, but Lucius Sergius Catilina was plotting revolution. An advocate who had faced down (and acted for) many a villain could not mistake the face and body language of a man brazening it out, adopting aggression and derision and wounded virtue as the best of all possible defenses. Catilina was guilty, Cicero knew it.


  But did the rest of the House know it?


  “May I have some comments, Conscript Fathers?”


  “No, you may not!” shouted Catilina, leaping up from his place to assume a position in the middle of the black-and-white floor, where he stood and shook his fist at Cicero. Then he strode up the House to the great doors, turned there and faced the ranks of enthralled senators.


  “Lucius Sergius Catilina, you are breaking this body’s standing orders!” Cicero cried, suddenly aware that he was about to lose control of the meeting. “Return to your seat!”


  “I will not! Nor will I remain here one moment longer to listen to this impudent mushroom with no ancestors accuse me of what I interpret to be treason! And, Conscript Fathers, I serve notice on this House that at dawn tomorrow I will be at the saepta to contest the curule election for consul! I sincerely hope that all of you come to your senses and direct the moronic head of this State to do the duty the lots gave him, and hold the elections! For I warn you, if the saepta is empty tomorrow morning, you had better come there with your lictors, Marcus Tullius Cicero, arrest me and charge me with perduellio! Maiestas will not do for one whose forefathers belonged to the hundred men who advised King Tullus Hostilius!”


  Catilina turned to the doors, wrenched them open, disappeared.


  “Well, Marcus Tullius Cicero, what do you intend to do now?” asked Caesar, leaning back with a yawn. “He’s right, you know. On the slenderest of pretexts, you have virtually impeached him.”


  Vision blurred, Cicero sought a face which said its owner was on his side, its owner believed him. Catulus? No. Hortensius? No. Cato? No. Crassus? No. Lucullus? No. Poplicola? No.


  He squared his shoulders; he stood straight. “I will see a division of this House,” he said, voice hard. “All those who think that the curule elections should be held tomorrow and that Lucius Sergius Catilina should be allowed to stand for office as consul, pass to my left. All those who think that the curule elections should be further postponed pending investigation of Lucius Sergius Catilina’s candidacy, pass to my right.”


  It was a forlorn hope, despite Cicero’s cunning in putting his motion with the result he wanted to his right; no senator was happy passing to the left, regarded as un-propitious. But for once prudence outweighed superstition. The House passed without a single exception to the left, thereby allowing the election to take place on the morrow, and Lucius Sergius Catilina to stand for the office of consul.


  Cicero dismissed the meeting, wanting only to reach home before he broke down and wept.


  *


  Pride dictated that Cicero should not back down, so he presided over the curule elections with a cuirass beneath his toga after placing several hundreds of young men conspicuously around the vicinity of the saepta to prevent trouble’s breaking out. Among them was Publius Clodius, whose hatred for Catilina was far stronger than the mild irritation Cicero provoked in him. And where Clodius was, naturally, so too were young Poplicola, young Curio, Decimus Brutus, and Mark Antony—all members of the now-thriving Clodius Club.


  And, Cicero saw with huge relief, what the senators had not chosen to believe, the whole of the Ordo Equester definitely did. Nothing could be more appalling to a knight-businessman than the specter of a general cancellation of debt, even if he was in debt himself. One by one the Centuries voted solidly for Decimus Junius Silanus and Lucius Licinius Murena as consuls for the next year. Catilina lagged behind Servius Sulpicius, though he did get more votes than Lucius Cassius.


  “You malicious slanderer!” snarled one of the present year’s praetors, the patrician Lentulus Sura, as the Centuries broke up after a long day electing two consuls and eight praetors.


  “What?” asked Cicero blankly, oppressed by the weight of that wretched cuirass he had chosen to wear, and dying to release a waist grown too thick for armored comfort.


  “You heard me! It’s your fault Catilina and Cassius didn’t get in, you malicious slanderer! You deliberately frightened the voters away from them with your wild rumors about debt! Oh, very clever! Why prosecute them and thereby give them a chance to answer? You found the perfect weapon in the political arsenal, didn’t you? The irrefutable allegation! Smear, slur, muddy! Catilina was right about you—you’re an impudent mushroom with no ancestors! And it’s high time peasants like you were put in their place!”


  Cicero stood slack-jawed as Lentulus Sura strode away, feeling tears begin to form. He was right about Catilina, he was right! Catilina would end in destroying Rome and the Republic.


  “If it’s any consolation, Cicero,” said a placid voice at his elbow, “I shall keep my eyes open and my nose well primed for the next few months. Upon reflection, I think you may well be correct about Catilina and Cassius. They are not pleased this day!”


  He turned to see Crassus standing there, and lost his temper at last. “You!” he cried in a voice filled with loathing. “It’s you responsible! You got Catilina off at his last trial! Bought the jury and gave him to understand that there are men inside Rome who’d love to see him title himself Dictator!”


  “I didn’t buy the jury,” said Crassus, seeming unoffended.


  “Tchah!” spat Cicero, and stormed off.


  “What was all that about?’’ asked Crassus of Caesar.


  “Oh, he thinks he has a crisis on his hands, and he cannot see why no one in the Senate agrees with him.”


  “But I was telling him I did agree with him!”


  “Leave it, Marcus. Come and help me celebrate my electoral win at the Domus Publica of the Pontifex Maximus. Such a nice address! As for Cicero, the poor fellow has been dying to sit at the center of a sensation, and now that he thinks he’s found one, he can’t flog up a morsel of interest in it. He would adore to save the Republic,” said Caesar, grinning.


  *


  “But I am not giving up!” cried Cicero to his wife. “I am not defeated! Terentia, keep in close touch with Fulvia, and do not let go! Even if she has to listen at doors, I want her to find out everything she can—who Curius sees, where he goes, what he does. And if, as you and I think, revolution is brewing, then she must persuade Curius that the best thing he can do is to work in with me.”


  “I will, never fear,” she said, face quite animated. “The Senate will rue the day it chose to side with Catilina, Marcus. I’ve seen Fulvia, and I know you. In many ways you are an idiot, but not when it comes to sniffing out villains.”


  “How am I an idiot?” he asked indignantly.


  “Writing rubbishy poetry, for one. For another, trying to earn a reputation as a connoisseur of art. Overspending, most especially on a parade of villas you’d never have time to live in even if you traveled constantly, which you don’t. Spoiling Tullia atrociously. Sucking up to the likes of Pompeius Magnus.”


  “Enough!”


  She desisted, watching him through eyes which never lit up with love. Which was a pity, for the truth was that she loved him very well. But she knew all of his many weaknesses, yet had none of her own. Though she had no ambition to be deemed the new Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi, she owned all the virtues of the Roman matron, which made her extremely difficult to live with for a man of Cicero’s character. Frugal, industrious, cool, hardheaded, uncompromising, outspoken, afraid of no one, and aware she was any man’s equal in mental sinew. That was Terentia, who suffered no fool gladly, even her husband. She didn’t begin to comprehend his insecurity and sense of inferiority, for her own birth was impeccable and her ancestry Roman through and through. To Terentia, he would do best to relax and ride into the heart of Roman society on her trailing skirts; instead, he kept pushing her into domestic obscurity and flying off at a thousand tangents in search of an aristocracy he just couldn’t claim.


  “You ought to ask Quintus over,” she said.


  But Cicero and his younger brother were as incompatible as Cicero and Terentia, so the senior consul turned down the corners of his mouth and shook his head. “Quintus is as bad as the rest of them, he thinks I’m making a mountain out of a bucket of sand. Though I shall see Atticus tomorrow, he did believe. But then, he’s a knight and has common sense.” He thought for a moment, said, “Lentulus Sura was very rude to me today at the saepta. I cannot begin to understand why. I know a lot of the Senate blames me for ruining Catilina’s chances, but there was something so odd about Lentulus Sura. It seemed to—to matter too much.”


  “Him and his Julia Antonia and those frightful lumps of stepsons!” said Terentia scornfully. “A more shiftless lot one would have to look hard to find. I don’t know which of them annoys me more, Lentulus or Julia Antonia or her awful sons.”


  “Lentulus Sura’s done well enough, considering the censors expelled him seven years ago,” said Cicero, temporizing. “Got back into the Senate through the quaestor-ship and has done it all over again. He was consul before his expulsion, Terentia. It must be a shocking comedown to have to be praetor again at this time of life.”


  “Like his wife, he’s feckless,” said Terentia unsympathetically.


  “Be that as it may, today was odd.”


  Terentia snorted. “In more ways than just Lentulus Sura.”


  “Tomorrow I shall find out what Atticus knows, and that is likely to be interesting,” said Cicero, yawning until his eyes began to water. “I’m tired, my dear. Might I ask you to send our darling Tiro in? I’ll give him dictation.”


  “You must be tired! Not like you to prefer someone else doing the scribbling, even Tiro. I will send him in, but only for a little while. You need sleep.”


  As she got up from her chair Cicero held out his hand to her impulsively, and smiled. “Thank you, Terentia, for everything! What a difference it makes to have you on my side.”


  She took the proffered hand, squeezed it hard, and gave him a rather shy grin, boyish and immature. “Think nothing of it, husband,” she said, then whisked herself off before the mood in the room could become emotionally sloppy.


  *


  Had someone asked Cicero whether he loved his wife and his brother, he would have answered instantly in the affirmative, and there would have been truth in that answer. But neither Terentia nor Quintus Cicero lay as close to his heart as several other people, only one of them his relation by blood. That of course was his daughter, Tullia, a warm and sparkling contrast to her mother. His son was still too young to have wormed his way into Cicero’s strong affections; perhaps little Marcus never would, as he was more like brother Quintus in nature, impulsive, quick-tempered, strutting, and no prodigy.


  Who then were the others?


  The name which sprang first to Cicero’s mind would have been Tiro. Tiro was his slave, but also literally a part of his family, as did happen in a society wherein slaves were not so much inferior beings as unfortunates subject to the laws of ownership and status. Because a Roman’s domestic slaves lived in such close—indeed, almost intimate—proximity to the free persons of the household, it was in many ways an extended-family situation, and carried all the advantages and disadvantages of that state. The interweaving of personalities was complex, major and minor storms came and went, power bases existed on both free and servile sides, and it was a hard master who could remain impervious to servile pressures. In the Tullius household Terentia was the one a slave had to look out for, but even Terentia was unable to resist Tiro, who could calm little Marcus down as easily as he could persuade Tullia that her mother was right.


  He had come to the Tullius household young, a Greek who had sold himself into bondage as an alternative preferable to stagnation in a poor and obscure Boeotian town. That he would take Cicero’s fancy was inevitable, for he was as tender and kind as he was brilliant at his secretarial work, the sort of person one could not help but love. As Tiro was abidingly thoughtful and considerate, not even the nastiest and most selfish among his fellow slaves in the Tullius household could accuse him of currying favor with the master and mistress; his sweetness spilled over into his relations with his fellow slaves and made them love him too.


  However, Cicero’s affection for him outweighed all others. Not only were Tiro’s Greek and Latin superlatively good, but so were his literary instincts, and when Tiro produced a faint look of disapproval at some phrase or choice of adjective, his master paused to reconsider the offending item. Tiro took flawless shorthand, transcribed into neat and lucid writing, and never presumed to alter one word.


  At the time of the consulship, this most perfect of all servants had been in the bosom of the family for five years. He was of course already emancipated in Cicero’s will, but in the normal scheme of things his service as a slave would continue for ten more years, after which he would pass into Cicero’s clientele as a prosperous freed-man; his wage was already high, and he was always the first to receive another raise in his stips. So what it boiled down to in the Tullius household was simply, how could it exist without Tiro? How could Cicero exist without Tiro?


  Second on the list was Titus Pomponius Atticus. That was a friendship which went back many, many years. He and Cicero had met in the Forum when Cicero had been a youthful prodigy and Atticus training to take over his father’s multiple businesses, and after the death of Sulla’s eldest son (who had been Cicero’s best friend), it was Atticus who took young Sulla’s place, though Atticus was four years the older of the two. The family name of Pomponius had considerable distinction, for the Pomponii were in actual fact a branch of the Caecilii Metelli, and that meant they belonged at the very core of high Roman society. It also meant that, had Atticus wanted it, a career in the Senate and perhaps the consulship were not unattainable. But Atticus’s father had hankered after senatorial distinction, and suffered for it as the factions which controlled Rome during those terrible years had come and gone. Firmly placed in the ranks of the Eighteen—the eighteen senior Centuries of the First Class—Atticus had abjured both Senate and public office. His inclinations went hand in hand with his desires, which were to make as much money as possible and pass into history as one of Rome’s greatest plutocrats.


  In those early days he had been, like his father before him, simple Titus Pomponius. No third name. Then in the troubled few years of Cinna’s rule, Atticus and Crassus had formed a plan and a company to mine the taxes and goods of Asia Province, Sulla having wrested it back from King Mithridates. They had milked the necessary capital from a horde of investors, only to find that Sulla preferred to regulate Asia Province’s administration in a way which prevented the Roman publicani from profiting. Both Crassus and Atticus were forced to flee their creditors, though Atticus managed to take his own personal fortune with him, and therefore had the wherewithal to live extremely comfortably while in exile. He settled in Athens, and liked it so well that it ever afterward held first place in his heart.


  It was no real problem to establish himself with Sulla after that formidable man returned to Rome as its Dictator, and Atticus (now so called because of his preferences for the Athenian homeland, Attica) became free to live in Rome. Which he did for some of the time, though he never relinquished his house in Athens, and went there regularly. He also acquired huge tracts of land in Epirus, that part of Greece on the coast of the Adriatic Sea to the north of the Gulf of Corinth.


  Atticus’s predilection for young male lovers was well known, but remarkably free from taint in such a homophobic place as Rome. That was because he indulged it only when he traveled to Greece, wherein such preferences were the norm, and actually added to a man’s reputation. When in Rome, he betrayed neither by word nor look that he practised Greek love, and this rigid self-control enabled his family, friends and social peers to pretend that there was no different side to Titus Pomponius Atticus. Important too because Atticus had become enormously wealthy and a great power in financial circles. Among the publicani (who were businessmen bidding for public contracts) he was the most powerful and the most influential. Banker, shipping magnate, merchant prince, Atticus mattered immensely. If he couldn’t quite make a man consul, he could certainly go a long way toward visibly assisting that man, as he had Cicero during Cicero’s campaign.


  He was also Cicero’s publisher, having decided that money was a little boring, and literature a refreshing change. Extremely well educated, he had a natural affinity for men of letters, and admired Cicero’s way with words as few others could. It both amused and satisfied him to become a patron of writers—and also enabled him to make money out of them. The publishing house which he set up on the Argiletum as a rival establishment to the Sosii thrived. His connections provided him with an ever-widening pool of new talent, and his copyists produced highly prized manuscripts.


  Tall, thin and austere looking, he might have passed as the father of none other than Metellus Scipio, though the blood links were not close, as Metellus Scipio was a Caecilius Metellus only by virtue of adoption. The resemblance did mean, however, that all the members of the Famous Families understood his bloodline was unimpeachable and of great antiquity.


  He genuinely loved Cicero, but was proof against Ciceronian weaknesses—in which he followed the example set by Terentia, also wealthy, also unwilling to help Cicero out when his finances needed supplementing. On the one occasion when Cicero had drummed up the courage to ask Atticus for a trifling loan, his friend had refused so adamantly that Cicero never asked again. From time to time he half-hoped Atticus would offer, but Atticus never did. Quite willing to procure statues and other works of art for Cicero during his extensive travels in Greece, Atticus also insisted on being paid for them—and for the cost of shipping them to Italy. What he didn’t charge for, Cicero supposed, was his time in finding them. In the light of all this, was Atticus incurably stingy? Cicero didn’t think so, for unlike Crassus he was a generous host and paid good wages to his slaves as well as to his free employees. It was more that money mattered to Atticus, that he saw it as a commodity meriting huge respect, and could not bear to bestow it gratuitously upon those who did not hold it in equal respect. Cicero was an arty fellow, a fritterer, a dilettante, a blower hot and cold. Therefore he did not—could not—esteem money as it deserved.


  Third on the list was Publius Nigidius Figulus, of a family quite as old and venerated as Atticus’s. Like Atticus, Nigidius Figulus (the nickname Figulus meant a worker in clay, a potter, though how the first Nigidius to bear it had earned it, the family did not know) had abjured public life. In Atticus’s case, public life would have meant giving up all commercial activities not arising out of the ownership of land, and Atticus loved commerce more than he did politics. In Nigidius Figulus’s case, public life would have eaten too voraciously into his greatest love, which was for the more esoteric aspects of religion. Acknowledged the chief expert on the art of divination as practised by the long-gone Etruscans, he knew more about the liver of a sheep than any butcher or veterinarian. He knew about the flight of birds, the patterns in lightning flashes, the sounds of thunder or earth movements, numbers, fireballs, shooting stars, eclipses, obelisks, standing stones, pylons, pyramids, spheres, tumuli, obsidian, flint, sky eggs, the shape and color of flames, sacred chickens, and all the convolutions an animal intestine could produce.


  He was of course one of the custodians of Rome’s prophetic books and a mine of information for the College of Augurs, no member of which was an authority on the subject of augury, as augurs were no more and no less than elected religious officials who were legally obliged to consult a chart before pronouncing the omens auspicious or inauspicious. It was Cicero’s most ardent wish to be elected an augur (he was not fool enough to think he stood a chance of being elected a pontifex); when he was, he had vowed, he would know more about augury than any of the fellows who, whether elected or co-opted, calmly rode into religious office because their families were entitled.


  Having first cultivated Nigidius Figulus because of his knowledge, Cicero soon succumbed to the charm of his nature, unruffled and sweet, humble and sensitive. No snob despite his social pre-eminence, he enjoyed quick wit and lively company, and thought it wonderful to spend an evening with Cicero, famous for wit and always lively company. Like Atticus, Nigidius Figulus was a bachelor, but unlike Atticus, he had chosen this state for religious reasons; he firmly believed that to introduce a woman into his household would destroy his mystical connections to the world of invisible forces and powers. Women were earth people. Nigidius Figulus was a sky person. And air and earth never mixed, never enhanced each other any more than they consumed each other. He also had a horror of blood save in a holy place, and women bled. Thus all his slaves were male, and he had put his mother to live with his sister and her husband.


  *


  Cicero had intended to see Atticus and Atticus only on the day following the curule elections, but family matters intruded. Brother Quintus had been elected a praetor. Naturally that called for a celebration, especially as Quintus had followed his older brother’s example and got himself elected in suo anno, exactly the right age (he was thirty-nine). This second son of a humble squire from Arpinum lived in the house on the Carinae which the old man had bought when he first moved his family to Rome in order to give the prodigy Marcus all the advantages his intellect demanded. So it was that Cicero and his family trudged from the Palatine to the Carinae shortly before the dinner hour, though this fraternal obligation did not negate a talk with Atticus—he would be there because Quintus was married to Atticus’s sister, Pomponia.


  There was a strong likeness between Cicero and his brother, but Cicero himself was inarguably the more attractive of the two. For one thing, he was physically much taller and better built; Quintus was tiny and sticklike. For another, Cicero had kept his hair, whereas Quintus was very bald on top. Quintus’s ears seemed to protrude more than Cicero’s, though that was actually a visual illusion due to the massive size of Cicero’s skull, which dwarfed these appendages. They were both brown-eyed and brown-haired, and had good brown skins.


  In one other respect they had much in common: both men had married wealthy termagants whose near relations had despaired of ever giving them away in wedlock. Terentia had been justly famous for being impossible to please as well as such a difficult person that no one, however needy, could summon up the steel to ask for her in marriage even if she had been willing. It had been she who chose Cicero, rather than the other way around. As for Pomponia-well, Atticus had twice thrown up his hands in exasperation over her! She was ugly, she was fierce, she was rude, she was bitter, she was truculent, she was vengeful, and she could be cruel. His feet firmly on the commercial ladder thanks to Atticus’s support, her first husband had divorced her the moment he could do without Atticus, leaving her back on Atticus’s doorstep. Though the ground for divorce was barrenness, all of Rome assumed (correctly) that the real ground was lack of desire to cohabit. It was Cicero who suggested that brother Quintus might be prevailed upon to marry her, and he and Atticus between them had done the persuading. The union had taken place thirteen years before, the groom being considerably younger than the bride. Then ten years after the wedding Pomponia gave the lie to barrenness by producing a son, also Quintus.


  They fought constantly, and were already using their poor little boy as ammunition in their never-ending struggle for psychic supremacy, pushing and pulling the hapless child from one side to the other and back again. It worried Atticus (this son of his sister’s was his heir) and it worried Cicero, but neither man succeeded in convincing the antagonists that the real sufferer was little Quintus. Had brother Quintus only owned the sense to be a doormat like Cicero, bent over backward to placate his wife and strive never to draw her attention toward himself, the marriage might have worked better than that of Cicero and Terentia, for what Pomponia wanted was simple dominance, whereas what Terentia wanted was political clout. But, alas, brother Quintus was far more like their father than Cicero was; he would be master in his own house no matter what.


  The war was going well, so much was plain when Cicero, Terentia, Tullia and two-year-old Marcus entered the house. It was the steward bore Tullia and baby Marcus off to the nursery; Pomponia was too busy screaming at Quintus, and Quintus equally engrossed in shouting her down.


  “Just as well,” roared Cicero in his loudest Forum voice, “that the temple of Tellus is right next door! Otherwise there’d be yet more neighbors complaining.”


  Did that stop them? Not at all! They continued as if the newcomers didn’t exist, until Atticus too arrived. His technique to terminate the battle was as direct as it was elementary: he simply strode forward, grabbed his sister by the shoulders and shook her until her teeth rattled.


  “Go away, Pomponia!” he snapped. “Go on, take Terentia somewhere and pour your troubles out in her ear!”


  “I shake her too,” said brother Quintus plaintively, “but it doesn’t work. She just knees me in the you-know-whats.”


  “If she kneed me,” said Atticus grimly, “I’d kill her.”


  “If I killed her, you’d see me tried for murder.”


  “True,” said Atticus, grinning. “Poor Quintus! I’ll have another talk with her and see what I can do.”


  Cicero did not participate in this exchange, as he had beaten a retreat before Atticus’s advent, and emerged now from the direction of the study with a scroll opened between his hands.


  “Writing again, brother?” he asked, looking up.


  “A tragedy in the style of Sophocles.”


  “You’re improving, it’s quite good.”


  “I hope I’m improving! You’ve usurped the family reputation for speeches and poetry, which leaves me to choose from history, comedy and tragedy. I haven’t the time for the research history demands, and tragedy comes easier to me than comedy, given the kind of atmosphere I live in.”


  “I would have thought that called for farce,” said Cicero demurely.


  “Oh, shut up!”


  “There are always philosophy and natural science.”


  “My philosophy is simple and natural science baffling, so it still comes down to history, comedy or tragedy.”


  Atticus had wandered off, and spoke now from the far end of the atrium. “What’s this, Quintus?” he asked, a hint of laughter in his voice.


  “Oh, bother, you found it before I could show it to you!” cried Quintus, hurrying to join him, Cicero in his wake. “Now I’m a praetor, it’s permitted.”


  “Indeed it is,” said Atticus gravely, only his eyes betraying his mirth.


  Cicero shoved between them and stood at the proper distance to absorb its glory fully, face solemn. What he gazed at was a gigantic bust of Quintus, so much larger than life that it could never be displayed in a public place, for only the gods might exceed the actual stature of a man. Whoever had done it had worked in clay, then baked it before applying the colors, which made it both good and bad. Good because the likeness was speaking and the colors beautifully tinted, bad because clay-work was cheap and the chances of breakage into shards considerable. None knew better than Cicero and Atticus that Quintus’s purse would not run to a bust in marble or bronze.


  “Of course it isn’t permanent,” said Quintus, beaming, “but it will do until I can afford to use it as the mold for a really splendid bronze. I had the man who is making my imago do it—it always seems such a shame to have one’s wax likeness shut up in a cupboard for none to see.” He glanced sideways at Cicero, still staring raptly. “What do you think, Marcus?” he asked.


  “I think,” said Cicero deliberately, “that this is the first time in my life that I’ve ever seen the half manage to be bigger than the whole.”


  Too much for Atticus, who laughed until he had to sit down on the floor, where Cicero joined him. Which left poor Quintus with only two choices: fly into a monumental huff or join the mockers in their amusement. Since he was not Cicero’s brother for nothing, he selected merriment.


  After that it was time for dinner, which a mollified Pomponia attended together with Terentia and the peacemaker Tullia, who dealt with her aunt-by-marriage better than anyone else could.


  “So when’s the wedding?” asked Atticus, who hadn’t seen Tullia in so long that her grown-up appearance had come as quite a surprise. Such a pretty girl! Soft brown hair, soft brown eyes, a great look of her father, and a lot of his wit. She had been engaged to young Gaius Calpurnius Piso Frugi for some years, and it was a good match in more ways than merely money and clout; Piso Frugi was by far the most appealing member of a clan more famous for nastiness than niceness, hardness than gentleness.


  “Two more years,” Tullia answered with a sigh.


  “A long wait,” said Atticus sympathetically.


  “Too long,” said Tullia, sighing again.


  “Well, well,” from Cicero jovially, “we shall see, Tullia. Perhaps we can move it forward a bit.”


  Which reply sent all three ladies back to Pomponia’s sitting room in a fever of anticipation, already planning the wedding.


  “Nothing like nuptials to keep women happy,” said Cicero.


  “She’s in love, Marcus, and that’s rare in arranged unions. As I rather gather Piso Frugi feels the same way, why not let them set up house together before Tullia turns eighteen?’’ Atticus asked, smiling. “What is she now, sixteen?”


  “Almost.


  “Then let them marry at the end of this year.”


  “I agree,” said brother Quintus gruffly. “It’s nice to see them together. They get on so well that they’re friends.”


  Neither of his listeners commented on this remark, but to Cicero it represented the perfect opportunity to change the subject from marriage and women to Catilina—not only more interesting, but also easier to deal with.


  “Do you believe that he intended to cancel debts?” he asked Atticus anxiously.


  “I’m not sure I believed it, Marcus, but I certainly could not afford to ignore it,” said Atticus frankly. “The accusation is enough to frighten most men in business, especially at the moment, with credit so hard to get and interest rates so high. Oh, there are plenty who would welcome it, but they’re never in the majority, and they’re rarely at the top of the business heap. A general cancellation of debt is most appealing to little men and men without enough liquid assets to maintain a good cash flow.”


  “What you’re saying is that the First Class turned away from Catilina and Lucius Cassius from prudence,” said Cicero.


  “Absolutely.”


  “Then Caesar was right,” Quintus butted in to say. “You virtually impeached Catilina in the House on the slenderest of pretexts. In other words, you started a rumor.”


  “No, I did not!” Cicero yelled, pounding the bolster beneath his left elbow. “I did not! I wouldn’t be so irresponsible! Why are you being so dense, Quintus? That pair were planning to overthrow good government, whether they planned to do it as consuls or as revolutionaries! As Terentia correctly said, men do not plan a general cancellation of debt unless they’re wooing the men of Classes lower than the First. It’s the typical ploy of men who want to set up a dictatorship.”


  “Sulla was Dictator, but he didn’t cancel debts,” said Quintus stubbornly.


  “No, all he did was cancel the lives of two thousand knights!” cried Atticus. “The confiscation of their estates filled the Treasury, and enough newcomers got fat on the proceeds to make other economic measures unnecessary.”


  “He didn’t proscribe you,” said Quintus, bristling.


  “I should hope not! Sulla was feral, but never a fool.”


  “Meaning I am?”


  “Yes, Quintus, you are a fool,” said Cicero, saving Atticus the trouble of finding a tactful answer. “Why do you always have to be so aggressive? No wonder you and Pomponia can’t get on—you’re as like as two peas in a pod!”


  “Grrr!” snarled Quintus, subsiding.


  “Well, Marcus, the damage is done,” said Atticus pacifically, “and there’s every chance that you were right to act before the elections. I think your source of information is suspect because I know the lady a little—but on the other hand, I’d be willing to bet that what she knows about economics could be easily written on the head of a pin. Pluck a phrase like a general cancellation of debt out of thin air? Impossible! No, insofar as it goes, I believe you had sufficient reason to act.”


  “Whatever you do,” cried Cicero, suddenly aware that both his companions knew too much about Fulvia Nobilioris, “do not ever mention her name to anyone! Or even hint that I have a spy in Catilina’s camp! I want to go on using her.”


  Even Quintus could see the sense in this appeal, and agreed to keep Fulvia Nobilioris to himself. As for Atticus, that eminently logical man was fully in favor of a continued watch on the activities of those around Catilina.


  “It may be that Catilina himself isn’t involved” was the last comment from Atticus, “but certainly his circle warrants our attention. Etruria and Samnium have been constantly boiling since the Italian War, and the fall of Gaius Marius only exacerbated the situation. Not to mention Sulla’s measures.”


  *


  Thus it was that Quintus Cicero escorted the various ladies of both households to the seaside with their offspring in Sextilis, while Marcus Cicero himself remained in Rome to monitor events; the Curius ménage did not have the money for vacations at Cumae or Misenum, so Fulvia Nobilioris had to suffer the summer heat. A burden for Cicero too, but one he suspected would be well worth it.


  The Kalends of September came and went with no more than a perfunctory meeting of the Senate, traditionally bound to sit on this day. After which most of the senators went back to the seaside, as the calendar was so far ahead of the season that the hottest weather was yet to come. Caesar stayed in town; so did Nigidius Figulus and Varro, for an identical reason: the new Pontifex Maximus had announced the finding of what he called the Stone Annals and the Commentaries of the Kings. After convoking the College of Priests on the last day of Sextilis to inform them first and give them an opportunity to examine both the tablets and the manuscript, he then used the meeting of the Senate on the Kalends of September to display his discovery. Most people just yawned (even some of the priests), but Cicero, Varro and Nigidius Figulus were among those who thought it thrilling, and spent much of the first half of September poring over these antique documents.


  Still mildly besotted with the spaciousness and luxury of his new house, Caesar gave a dinner party on the Ides of that month for Nigidius Figulus, Varro, Cicero and two of the men with whom he had messed as a junior military tribune before the walls of Mitylene, Philippus Junior and Gaius Octavius. Philippus was two years older than Caesar and would be a praetor next year too, but Octavius’s age lay between them, which meant his first chance to become praetor would not fall until the year after; this of course because patrician Caesar could occupy curule office two years earlier than any plebeian.


  Old Philippus, malign and amoral, famous chiefly for the number of times he had switched allegiances from one faction to another, was still alive and still occasionally attended meetings of the Senate, but his days as a force in that body were long past. Nor would his son ever replace him, thought Caesar, either for vice or power. “Young” Philippus was too much the Epicurean, too addicted to the exquisitely regulated pleasures of the dining couch and the gentler arts, happy to do his duty in the Senate and ascend the cursus honorum because it was his right, but never in a way likely to breed enmity in any political faction. He could get on with Cato as easily as he got on with Caesar, though he much preferred Caesar’s company to Cato’s. He had been married to a Gellia, and upon her death had chosen not to wed again, preferring not to inflict a stepmother upon his son and daughter.


  Between Caesar and Gaius Octavius lay an extra incentive for friendship: after the death of Octavius’s first wife (an Ancharia from the wealthy praetorian family) he had sued for the hand of Caesar’s niece, Alia, daughter of Caesar’s younger sister. Her father, Marcus Atius Balbus, had asked Caesar’s opinion about the alliance because Gaius Octavius was not of a noble family, merely a hugely wealthy one, from Velitrae in the Latin homelands. Remembering Octavius’s loyalty at Mitylene and aware that he loved the beautiful and delightful Alia madly, Caesar advocated the match. There was a stepdaughter, luckily a nice little girl with no malice in her, but no son of that first marriage to spoil the inheritance of any son Alia might have to Octavius. So the deed was done and Alia installed in one of Rome’s loveliest houses, albeit peculiarly situated on the wrong side of the Palatium at the end of a lane called the Ox Heads. And in October of the year before last Atia had borne her first child—alas, a girl.


  Naturally the conversation revolved around the Stone Annals and the Commentaries of the Kings, though in deference to Octavius and Philippus, Caesar made considerable efforts to deflect his three more scholarly guests from this marvel.


  “Of course you are acknowledged the great authority on ancient law,” said Cicero, prepared to concede superiority in an area he thought of little moment in modern Rome.


  “I thank you,” said Caesar gravely.


  “A pity there’s not more information about the day-to-day activities of the King’s court,” said Varro, freshly returned from a long period in the East as Pompey’s resident natural scientist and part-time biographer.


  “Yes, but between the two documents we now have an absolutely clear picture of the trial procedure for perduellio, and that in itself is fascinating,” said Nigidius Figulus, “considering maiestas.”


  “Maiestas was Saturninus’s invention,” said Caesar.


  “He only invented maiestas because no one could-get a conviction for treason in the old form,” said Cicero quickly.


  “A pity Saturninus didn’t know of the existence of your finds then, Caesar,” said Varro dreamily. “Two judges and no jury makes a big difference to a trial outcome!”


  “Rubbish!” cried Cicero, sitting up straight. “Neither the Senate nor Comitia would permit a criminal trial without a jury!”


  “What I find most interesting,” said Nigidius Figulus, “is that there are only some four men alive today who could qualify as judges. You, Caesar. Your cousin Lucius Caesar. Fabius Sanga. And Catilina, oddly enough! All the other patrician families were not around when Horatius was tried for the murder of his sister.”


  Philippus and Octavius were looking a little lost as well as rather bored, so Caesar made another effort to change the subject.


  “When’s the big day?” he asked Octavius.


  “About a market interval to go.”


  “And will it be a boy or a girl?’’


  “We think a boy this time. A third girl between two wives would be a cruel disappointment,” said Gaius Octavius with a sigh.


  “I remember that before Tullia was born I was sure she was a boy,” said Cicero, grinning. “Terentia was sure too. As it was, we had to wait fourteen years for my son.”


  “That long between tries, was it, Cicero?’’ asked Philippus.


  To which Cicero vouchsafed no answer beyond a blush; like most ambitious social-climbing New Men, he was habitually prudish unless a witticism too stunning to resist sprang to mind. The entrenched aristocrats could afford a salty tongue; Cicero could not.


  “The woman whose husband caretakes the Old Meeting Houses says it will be a boy,” said Octavius. “She tied Atia’s wedding ring to a thread and held it over Atia’s belly. It rotated rapidly to the right—a sure sign, she says.”


  “Well, let’s hope she’s right,” from Caesar. “My older sister threw boys, but girls do run in the family.”


  “I wonder,” asked Varro, “how many men were actually tried for perduellio back in the days of Tullus Hostilius?”


  Caesar stifled a sigh; to invite three scholars and only two Epicureans to a dinner clearly did not work. Luckily the wine was superlative and so were the Domus Publica cooks.


  *


  The news from Etruria came not many days after that dinner with the Pontifex Maximus, and was conveyed by Fulvia Nobilioris.


  “Catilina has sent Gaius Manlius to Faesulae to recruit an army,” she said to Cicero, perched on the edge of a couch and mopping a forehead dewed with sweat, “and Publius Furius is in Apulia doing the same.”


  “Proof?” asked Cicero sharply, his own brow suddenly moist.


  “I have none, Marcus Tullius.”


  “Did Quintus Curius tell you?”


  “No. I overheard him talking to Lucius Cassius last night after dinner. They thought I had gone to bed. Since the elections they’ve all been very quiet, even Quintus Curius. It was a blow to Catilina, and I think he’s taken some time to recover. Last night was the first time I’ve heard a whisper of anything.”


  “Do you know when Manlius and Furius began their operations?’’


  “No.”


  “So you have no idea how far advanced recruitment might be? Would it, for instance, be possible for me to get confirmation if I sent someone to Faesulae?’’


  “I don’t know, Marcus Tullius. I wish I did!”


  “What of Quintus Curius? Is he keen on outright revolution?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “Then try to find out, Fulvia,” Cicero said, careful to keep the exasperation out of his voice and manner. “If we can persuade him to testify before the Senate, its members would have no choice but to believe me.”


  “Rest assured, husband, Fulvia will do her best,” said Terentia, and ushered the visitor out.


  Positive that all insurgent forces would be willing to recruit slaves, Cicero sent a very sharp and presentable fellow north to Faesulae with instructions to volunteer. Aware that many in the House deemed him gullible and overeager for a crisis to distinguish his consulship, Cicero borrowed this slave from Atticus; the fellow could therefore testify that he was not under obligation to Cicero personally. But, alas, when he returned he had little to offer. Something was definitely going on, and not only in Faesulae. The trouble was that slaves, he had been told when he started to fish for information, did not belong in Etruria, a place of free men owning sufficient free men to serve the interests of Etruria. Just what that answer meant was difficult to say, as of course Etruria was as liberally dowered with slaves as any other place inside or outside Italy. The whole world depended on slaves!


  “If it is indeed an uprising, Marcus Tullius,” Atticus’s servant concluded, “then it is an uprising limited to free men.”


  “What next?” asked Terentia over dinner.


  “I honestly don’t know, my dear. The thing is, do I convene the Senate and try again, or do I wait until I can gather several free-man agents together and produce some hard evidence?”


  “I have a feeling that hard evidence is going to be very difficult to find, husband. No one in northern Etruria trusts any outsider, free or servile. They’re clannish and secretive.”


  “Well,” said Cicero, sighing, “I shall summon the House into session the day after tomorrow. If it serves no other purpose, it will at least tell Catilina that my eye is still upon him.”


  It served no other purpose, exactly as Cicero had foreseen. Those senators not still at the seaside were skeptical at best and downright insulting at worst. Especially Catilina, who was present and vocal but remarkably cool for a man whose hopes for the consulship had been permanently dashed. This time he made no attempt to rant at Cicero or at adversity; he simply sat on his stool and answered patiently, calmly. A good tactic which impressed the skeptics and allowed the partisans to gloat. Little wonder then that what might otherwise have been a rowdy and heated debate gradually dwindled to an inertia leavened only by the sudden eruption of Gaius Octavius through the doors, whooping and dancing.


  “I have a son! I have a son!”


  Thankful for an excuse to close the meeting, Cicero dismissed his clerks and joined the crowd around Octavius.


  “Is the horoscope auspicious?” asked Caesar. “Mind you, they are never not.”


  “More miraculous than auspicious, Caesar. If I am to believe what the astrologer fellow says, my son Gaius Octavius Junior will end in ruling the world.” The proud father chuckled. “But I fell for it! Gave the astrologer a bonus as well as a fee.”


  “My natal horoscope just had lots to say about mysterious illnesses of the chest, if I am to believe my mother,” said Caesar. “She never will show it to me.”


  “And mine said I would never make money,” said Crassus.


  “Fortune-telling keeps the women happy,” said Philippus.


  “Who intends to come with me to register the birth with Juno Lucina?” Octavius asked, still beaming.


  “Who else than Uncle Caesar Pontifex Maximus?” Caesar threw an arm about Octavius’s shoulders. “And after that, I demand to be shown my new nephew.”


  *


  Eighteen days of October had ground away without significant information from either Etruria or Apulia, nor a word from Fulvia Nobilioris. An occasional letter from the agents both Cicero and Atticus had dispatched held out little hope of hard evidence, though every one of these missives vowed something was definitely going on. The chief trouble seemed to lie in the fact that there was no real nucleus, just stirs and shudders in this village, then in that village, on some Sullan centurion’s foundering farm or in some Sullan veteran’s low tavern. Yet the moment a strange face showed itself, everyone walked about whistling innocently. Inside the walls of Faesulae, Arretium, Volaterrae, Aesernia, Larinum and all the other urban settlements of Etruria and Apulia, nothing was visible save economic depression and grinding poverty. There were houses and farms for sale to cover hopeless debts everywhere, but of their erstwhile owners, not a sign.


  And Cicero was tired, tired, tired. He knew it was busily happening under his nose, yet he couldn’t prove it and he was now beginning to believe he never would until the day of revolt arrived. Terentia too was in despair, a state which surprisingly seemed to make her easier to live with; though his fleshly urges were never strong, these days Cicero found himself wanting to retire early and seek a solace in her body which he found as mystifying as it was incongruous.


  Both of them were sunk into a deep sleep when Tiro came to wake them shortly after the middle hour of night on that eighteenth day of October.


  “Domine, domine!” the beloved slave whispered from the door, his charmingly elfin face above the lamp turned into a visage from the underworld. “Domine, you have visitors!”


  “What’s the hour?” Cicero managed, swinging his legs off the bed on one side as Terentia stirred and opened her eyes.


  “Very late, domine.”


  “Visitors, did you say?’’


  “Yes, domine.”


  Terentia was struggling to sit up on her side of the bed, but made no move to dress; well she knew that whatever was afoot would not include her, a woman! Nor could she go back to sleep. She would just have to contain herself until Cicero could return to inform her what the trouble was.


  “Who, Tiro?’’ asked Cicero, pushing his head into a tunic.


  “Marcus Licinius Crassus and two other noblemen, domine.”


  “Ye gods!”


  No time for ablutions or footwear; Cicero hurried out to the atrium of the house he now felt was too small and too humdrum for one who would from the end of this year call himself a consular.


  Sure enough, there was Crassus—accompanied by Marcus Claudius Marcellus and Metellus Scipio, of all people! The steward was busy kindling lamps, Tiro had produced writing paper, pens and wax tablets just in case, and noises from outside indicated that wine and refreshments would appear shortly.


  “What’s amiss?” asked Cicero, dispensing with ceremony.


  “You were right, my friend,” said Crassus, and held out both hands. His right contained an open sheet of paper; his left held several letters still folded and sealed. He passed the open sheet across. “Read that and you’ll know what’s amiss.”


  It was very short, but authored by someone well schooled, and it was addressed to Crassus.


  I am a patriot who has by mischance become embroiled in an insurrection. That I send these letters to you rather than to Marcus Cicero arises out of your standing in Rome. No one has believed Marcus Cicero. I hope everyone will believe you. The letters are copies; I could not make off with the originals. Nor dare I tell you any names. What I can tell you is that fire and revolution are coming to Rome. Get out of Rome, Marcus Crassus, and take all who do not wish to be killed with you.


  Though he couldn’t compete with Caesar when it came to swift and silent reading, Cicero wasn’t that far behind; in a shorter time than it had taken Crassus to read the note, Cicero looked up.


  “Jupiter, Marcus Crassus! How did you come by this?”


  Crassus sat down in a chair heavily, Metellus Scipio and Marcellus going together to a couch. When a servant offered him wine, Crassus waved it aside.


  “We were having a late dinner at my place,” he said, “and I’m afraid I got carried away. Marcus Marcellus and Quintus Scipio had a scheme in mind to increase their family fortunes, but they didn’t want to break senatorial precedents, so they came to me for advice.”


  “True,” said Marcellus warily; he didn’t trust Cicero not to blab about unsenatorial business ventures.


  But the last thing on Cicero’s mind was the thin line between proper senatorial practices and illegal ones, so he said, “Yes, yes!” impatiently, and to Crassus, “Go on!”


  “Someone hammered on the door about an hour ago, but when my steward went to answer it there was no one outside. At first he didn’t notice the letters, which had been put on the step. It was the noise made by the pile falling over drew his attention to them. The one I’ve opened was addressed to me personally, as you can see for yourself, though I opened it more out of curiosity than from any presentiment of alarm—who would choose such an odd way to deliver mail, and at such an hour?’’ Crassus looked grim. “When I’d read it and shown it to Marcus and Quintus here, we decided the best thing to do was bring everything to you at once. You’re the one who’s been making all the fuss.”


  Cicero took the five unopened packets and sat down with an elbow on the peacock-grained citrus-wood table he had paid half a million sesterces for, heedless of its depreciation should he scratch it. One by one he held the letters up to the light, examining the cheap wax closures.


  “A wolf seal in ordinary red wax,” he said, sighing. “You can buy them in any shop.” His fingers slipped beneath the edge of the paper of the last in the pile, he tugged sharply and broke the little round wax emblem in half while Crassus and the other two watched eagerly. “I’ll read it out,” he said then, opening the single sheet of paper. “This one isn’t signed, but I see it’s addressed to Gaius Manlius.” He began to pore over the squiggles.


  “You will start the revolution five days before the Kalends of November by forming up your troops and invading Faesulae. The town will come over to you in mass, so you have assured us. We believe you. Whatever else you do, make straight for the arsenal. At dawn of this same day your four colleagues will also move: Publius Furius against Volaterrae, Minucius against Arretium, Publicius against Saturnia, Aulus Fulvius against Clusium. By sunset we expect that all these towns will be in your hands, and our army much bigger. Not to mention better equipped from the arsenals.


  “On the fourth day before the Kalends, those of us in Rome will strike. An army is not necessary. Stealth will serve us better. We will kill both the consuls and all eight praetors. What happens to the consuls-elect and the praetors-elect depends on their good sense, but certain powers in the business sphere will have to die: Marcus Crassus, Servilius Caepio Brutus, Titus Atticus. Their fortunes will fund our enterprise with money to spare.


  “We would have preferred to wait longer, build up our strength and our forces, but we cannot afford to wait until Pompeius Magnus is close enough to move against us before we are ready for him. His turn will come, but first things are first. May the Gods be with you.”


  Cicero put the letter down to gaze at Crassus in horror. “Jupiter, Marcus Crassus!” he cried, hands trembling. “It is upon us in nine days!”


  The two younger men looked ashen in the flickering light, eyes passing from Cicero to Crassus and back again, minds obviously unable to assimilate anything beyond the word “kill.”


  “Open the others,” said Crassus.


  But these proved to be much the same as the first, addressed to each of the other four men mentioned by name in Gaius Manlius’s.


  “He’s clever,” said Cicero, shaking his head. “Nothing put down in the first person singular for me to level at Catilina, no word of who in Rome is involved. All I really have are the names of his military henchmen in Etruria, and as they’re already committed to revolution, they can’t matter. Clever!”


  Metellus Scipio licked his lips and found his voice. “Who wrote the letter to Marcus Crassus, Cicero?” he asked.


  “I would think Quintus Curius.”


  “Curius? That Curius who was thrown out of the Senate?”


  “The same.”


  “Then can we get him to testify?” Marcellus asked.


  It was Crassus who shook his head. “No, we daren’t. All they’d have to do was kill him and we’d be right back where we are at the moment except that we’d lack an informer at all.”


  “We could put him in protective custody even before he testified,” said Metellus Scipio.


  “And shut his mouth?” asked Cicero. “Protective custody at any stage is likely to shut his mouth. The most important thing is to push Catilina into declaring himself.”


  Whereupon Marcellus said, frowning, “What if the ringleader isn’t Catilina?”


  “That’s a point,” said Metellus Scipio.


  “What do I have to do to get it through all your thick skulls that the only man it can be is Catilina?” yelled Cicero, striking the precious surface of his table so hard that the gold and ivory pedestal beneath it shivered. “It’s Catilina! It’s Catilina!”


  “Proof, Marcus,” said Crassus. “You need proof.”


  “One way or another I will get proof,” said Cicero, “but in the meantime we have a revolution in Etruria to put down. I will summon the Senate into session tomorrow at the fourth hour.”


  “Good,” said Crassus, lumbering to his feet. “Then I’m for home and bed.”


  “What about you?” asked Cicero on the way to the door. “Do you believe Catilina is responsible, Marcus Crassus?”


  “Very probably, but not certainly” was the answer.


  “And isn’t that typical?” asked Terentia some moments later, sitting up straight. “He wouldn’t commit himself to an alliance with Jupiter Optimus Maximus!”


  “Nor will many in the Senate, I predict,” sighed Cicero. “However, my dear, I think it’s time you sought Fulvia out. We’ve heard nothing from her in many days.” He lay down. “Blow out the lamp, I must try to sleep.”


  *


  What Cicero hadn’t counted on was the full degree of doubt in the Senate’s mind as to Catilina’s masterminding what certainly did appear to be a brewing insurrection. Skepticism he expected, but not outright opposition, yet outright opposition was what he got when he produced and read his letters. He had thought that bringing Crassus into the story would procure a senatus consultant de re publica defendenda—the decree proclaiming martial law—but the House denied him.


  “You should have retained the letters unbroken until this body assembled,” said Cato harshly. He was now a tribune of the plebs-elect, and entitled to speak.


  “But I opened them in front of unimpeachable witnesses!”


  “No matter,” said Catulus. “You usurped the Senate’s prerogative.”


  Through all of it Catilina had sat with exactly the right series of emotions reflected on face and in eyes—indignation, calm, innocence, mild exasperation, incredulity.


  Tried beyond endurance, Cicero turned to face him. “Lucius Sergius Catilina, will you admit that you are the prime mover in these events?” he asked, voice ringing round the rafters.


  “No, Marcus Tullius Cicero, I will not.”


  “Is there no man present who will support me?” the senior consul demanded, looking from Crassus to Caesar, Catulus to Cato.


  “I suggest,” said Crassus after a considerable silence, “that this House request the senior consul to further investigate all sides of this matter. It would not be surprising if Etruria revolted, I will give you that, Marcus Tullius. But when even your colleague in the consulship says the whole thing is a practical joke and then announces that he’s going back to Cumae tomorrow, how can you expect the rest of us to fly into a panic?’’


  And so it was left. Cicero must find further evidence.


  “It was Quintus Curius who got the letters to Marcus Crassus,” said Fulvia Nobilioris early the following morning, “but he will not testify for you. He’s too afraid.”


  “Have you and he talked?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then can you give me any names, Fulvia?”


  “I can only tell you the names of Quintus Curius’s friends.”


  “Who are?”


  “Lucius Cassius, as you know. Gaius Cornelius and Lucius Vargunteius, who were expelled from the Senate with my Curius.”


  Her words suddenly linked up with a fact buried at the back of Cicero’s mind. “Is the praetor Lentulus Sura a friend?” he asked, remembering that man’s abuse of him at the elections. Yes, Lentulus Sura had been one of the seventy-odd men expelled by the censors Poplicola and Clodianus! Even though he had been consul.


  But Fulvia knew nothing about Lentulus Sura. “Though,” she said, “I have seen the younger Cethegus—Gaius Cethegus?—with Lucius Cassius from time to time. And Lucius Statilius and the Gabinius nicknamed Capito too. They are not close friends, mind you, so it’s hard to say if they’re in on the plot.”


  “And what of the uprising in Etruria?’’


  “I only know that Quintus Curius says it will happen.”


  “Quintus Curius says it will happen,” Cicero repeated to Terentia when she returned from seeing Fulvia Nobilioris off the premises. “Catilina is too clever for Rome, my dear. Have you ever in your life known a Roman who could keep a secret? Yet every way I turn, I’m baffled. How I wish I came from noble stock! If my name was Licinius or Fabius or Caecilius, Rome would be under martial law right now, and Catilina would be a public enemy. But because my name is Tullius and I hail from Arpinum—Marius country, that!—nothing I say carries any weight.”


  “Conceded,” said Terentia.


  Which provoked a rueful glance from Cicero, but no comment. A moment later he slapped his hands upon his thighs and said, “Well, then I just have to keep on trying!”


  “You’ve sent enough men to Etruria to sniff something out.”


  “One would think. But the letters indicate that rebellion isn’t concentrated in the towns, that the towns are to be taken over from bases outside in the country.”


  “The letters also indicate a shortage of armaments.”


  “True. When Pompeius Magnus was consul and insisted there must be stocks of armaments north of Rome, many of us didn’t like the idea. I admit that his arsenals are as hard to get into as Nola, but if the towns revolt—well…”


  “The towns haven’t revolted so far. They’re too afraid.”


  “They’re full of Etrurians, and Etrurians hate Rome.”


  “This revolt is the work of Sulla’s veterans.”


  “Who don’t live in the towns.”


  “Precisely.”


  “So shall I try again in the Senate?”


  “Yes, husband. You have nothing to lose, so try again.”


  *


  Which he did a day later, the twenty-first day of October. His meeting was thinly attended, yet one more indication what Rome’s senators thought of the senior consul—an ambitious New Man out to make much from very little and find himself a cause serious enough to produce several speeches worth publishing for posterity. Cato, Crassus, Catulus, Caesar and Lucullus were there, but much of the space of the three tiers on either side of the floor was unoccupied. However, Catilina was flaunting himself, solidly hedged around by men who thought well of him, deemed him persecuted. Lucius Cassius, Publius Sulla the Dictator’s nephew, his crony Autronius, Quintus Annius Chilo, both the sons of dead Cethegus, the two Sulla brothers who were not of the Dictator’s clan but well connected nonetheless, the witty tribune of the plebs-elect Lucius Calpurnius Bestia, and Marcus Porcius Laeca. Are they all in on it? asked Cicero of himself. Am I looking at the new order in Rome? If so, I don’t think much of it. All these men are villains.


  He drew a deep breath and began…. “I am tired of saying a mouthful like senatus consultum de re publica defendenda,” he announced an hour of well-chosen words later, “so I am going to coin a new name for the Senate’s ultimate decree, the only decree the Senate can issue as binding on all Comitia, government bodies, institutions and citizens. I am going to call it the Senatus Consultum Ultimum. And, Conscript Fathers, I want you to issue a Senatus Consultum Ultimum.”


  “Against me, Marcus Tullius?” Catilina asked, smiling.


  “Against revolution, Lucius Sergius.”


  “But you have proven neither point, Marcus Tullius. Give us proof, not words!”


  It was going to fail again.


  “Perhaps, Marcus Tullius, we would be more prepared to take credence of rebellion in Etruria if you would cease this personal attack on Lucius Sergius,” said Catulus. “Your accusations against him have absolutely no basis in fact, and that in turn casts huge shadows of doubt on any unusual state of unrest northwest of the Tiber. Etruria is old hat, and Lucius Sergius clearly a scapegoat. No, Marcus Tullius, we will not believe a word of it without far more concrete evidence than pretty speeches.”


  “I have the concrete evidence!” boomed a voice from the door, and in walked the ex-praetor Quintus Arrius.


  Knees sagging, Cicero sat down abruptly on his ivory chair of office and gaped at Arrius, disheveled from the road and still clad in riding gear.


  The House was murmuring and beginning to look at Catilina, who sat amid his friends seeming stunned.


  “Come up on the dais, Quintus Arrius, and tell us.”


  “There is revolution in Etruria,” said Arrius simply. “I have seen it for myself. Sulla’s veterans are all off their farms and busy training volunteers, mostly men who have lost their homes or properties in these hard times. I found their camp some miles out of Faesulae.”


  “How many men under arms, Arrius?’’ asked Caesar.


  “About two thousand.”


  That produced a sigh of relief, but faces soon fell again when Arrius went on to explain that there were similar camps at Arretium, Volaterrae and Saturnia, and that there was every chance Clusium also was involved.


  “And what of me, Quintus Arrius?” asked Catilina loudly. “Am I their leader, though I sit here in Rome?”


  “Their leader, as far as I can gather, Lucius Sergius, is a man called Gaius Manlius, who was one of Sulla’s centurions. I did not hear your name, nor have I any evidence to incriminate you.”


  Whereupon the men around Catilina began to cheer, and the rest of the House to look relieved. Swallowing his chagrin, the senior consul thanked Quintus Arrius and asked the House again to issue its Senatus Consultum Ultimum, permit him and his government to move against rebellious troops in Etruria.


  “I will see a division,” he said. “All those who approve the issuance of a Senatus Consultum Ultimum to deal with rebellion in Etruria please pass to my right. All those opposed, please pass to my left.”


  Everyone passed to the right, including Catilina and all his supporters, Catilina with a look which said, Now do your worst, you Arpinate upstart!


  “However,” said the praetor Lentulus Sura after everyone had returned to his place, “troop concentrations do not necessarily mean an uprising is seriously intended, at least for the time being. Did you hear a date of any kind, Quintus Arrius—five days before the Kalends of November, for instance, that being the date in those famous letters sent to Marcus Crassus?”


  “I heard no date,” said Arrius.


  “I ask,” Lentulus Sura went on, “because the Treasury is not in a position at the moment to find large sums of money for massive recruitment campaigns. May I suggest, Marcus Tullius, that for the present moment you exercise your—er—’Senatus Consultum Ultimum’ in a restrained way?’’


  The faces staring at him approved, so much was easy to see; Cicero therefore contented himself with a measure expelling every professional gladiator from Rome.


  “What, Marcus Tullius, no directive to issue arms to all this city’s citizens registered to bear them in times of emergency?” asked Catilina sweetly.


  “No, Lucius Sergius, I do not intend to order that until I have proven you and yours public enemies!” snapped Cicero. “Why should I hand weapons to anyone I think will end in turning those weapons against all loyal citizens?’’


  “This person is pernicious!” cried Catilina, hands stretched out. “He has not one iota of proof, yet still he persists in a malicious persecution of me!”


  But Catulus was remembering how he and Hortensius had felt the year before, when they had conspired to exclude Catilina from the chair in which they had virtually installed Cicero as the preferable alternative. Was it possible that Catilina was the prime mover? Gaius Manlius was his client. So was one of the other revolutionaries, Publius Furius. Perhaps it might be wise to discover whether Minucius, Publicius and Aulus Fulvius were also clients of his. After all, none of those who sat around Catilina was a pillar of rectitude! Lucius Cassius was a fat fool, and as for Publius Sulla and Publius Autronius—hadn’t they been stripped of office as consuls before they could take office? And had there not been a wild rumor at the time that they were planning to assassinate Lucius Cotta and Torquatus, their replacements? Catulus decided to open his mouth.


  “Leave Marcus Tullius alone, Lucius Sergius!” he commanded wearily. “We may be obliged to put up with a little private war between the pair of you, but we need not put up with a privatus trying to tell the legally elected senior consul how to implement his—er—’Senatus Consultum Ultimum.’ I happen to agree with Marcus Tullius. From now on the troop concentrations in Etruria will be monitored closely. Therefore no one in this city needs to be issued arms at the moment.”


  “You’re getting there, Cicero,” said Caesar as the House disbanded. “Catulus is having second thoughts about Catilina.”


  “And what about you?”


  “Oh, I think he’s a genuine bad man. That’s why I asked Quintus Arrius to do a little investigating in Etruria.”


  “You put Arrius up to it?”


  “Well, you weren’t managing, were you? I picked Arrius because he soldiered with Sulla, and Sulla’s veterans love him dearly. There are few faces from Rome’s upper echelons capable of lulling suspicion in those discontented veteran farmers, but Arrius’s face is one of them,” said Caesar.


  “Then I am obliged to you.”


  “Think nothing of it. Like all my kind, I am reluctant to abandon a fellow patrician, but I’m not a fool, Cicero. I want no part of insurrection, nor can I afford to be identified with a fellow patrician who does. My star is still rising. A pity that Catilina’s has set, but it has set. Therefore Catilina is a spent force in Roman politics.” Caesar shrugged. “I can have no truck with spent forces. The same might be said for many of us, from Crassus to Catulus. As you now observe.”


  “I have men stationed in Etruria. If the uprising does take place five days before the Kalends, Rome will know within a day.”


  *


  But Rome didn’t know within a day. When the fourth day before the Kalends of November rolled round, nothing whatsoever happened. The consuls and praetors who according to the letters were to be killed went about their business unmolested, and no word of rebellion came from Etruria.


  Cicero existed in a frenzy of doubt and expectation, his mood not helped by Catilina’s constant derision, nor by the sudden coolness he felt emanating from Catulus and Crassus. What had happened? Why did no word come?


  The Kalends of November arrived; still no word. Not that Cicero had been entirely idle during those awful days when he had to wait upon events. He hedged the city in with detachments of troops from Capua, posted a cohort at Ocriculum, another at Tibur, one at Ostia, one at Praeneste, and two at Veii; more than that he could not do because more troops ready enough to fight were just not available, even at Capua.


  Then after noon on the Kalends everything happened at once. A frantic message for help came from Praeneste, which proclaimed itself under attack. And a frantic message finally arrived from Faesulae, also under attack. The uprising had indeed begun five days earlier, exactly as the letters had indicated. As the sun was setting further messages told of restless slaves in Capua and Apulia. Cicero summoned the Senate for dawn on the morrow.


  Astonishing how convenient the process of triumphing could be! For fifty years the presence of a triumphator’s army on the Campus Martius during a time of crisis for Rome had managed to extricate the city from peril. This present crisis was no different. Quintus Marcius Rex and Metellus Little Goat Creticus were both on the Campus Martius awaiting their triumphs. Of course neither man had more than a legion with him, but those legions were veteran. With the full agreement of the Senate, Cicero sent orders to the Campus Martius that Metellus Little Goat was to proceed south to Apulia and relieve Praeneste on the way, and that Marcius Rex was to proceed north to Faesulae.


  Cicero had eight praetors at his disposal, though within his mind he had excluded Lentulus Sura; he instructed Quintus Pompeius Rufus to go to Capua and commence recruiting troops from among the many veterans settled on land in Campania. Now, who else? Gaius Pomptinus was a Military Man and a good friend besides, which meant he was best retained in Rome for serious duty. Cosconius was the son of a brilliant general, but not adequate in the field at all. Roscius Otho was a great friend of Cicero’s, but more effective as a favor currier than a general or a recruiter. Though Sulpicius was not a patrician, he seemed nonetheless to sympathize a little with Catilina, and the patrician Valerius Flaccus was another Cicero could not quite bring himself to trust. Which left only the praetor urbanus, Metellus Celer. Pompey’s man and utterly loyal.


  “Quintus Caecilius Metellus Celer, I order you to go to Picenum and commence recruiting soldiers there,” said Cicero.


  Celer rose, frowning. “Naturally I am glad to do so, Marcus Tullius, but there is a problem. As urban praetor I cannot be out of Rome for more than ten days at a time.”


  “Under a Senatus Consultum Ultimum, you can do anything the State instructs you to do without breaking law or tradition.”


  “I wish I agreed with your interpretation,” Caesar interrupted, “but I do not, Marcus Tullius. The ultimate decree extends only to the crisis, it does not dislocate normal magisterial functions.”


  “I need Celer to deal with the crisis!” snapped Cicero.


  “You have five other praetors as yet unused,” said Caesar.


  “I am the senior consul, I will send the praetor best suited!”


  “Even if you act illegally?”


  “I am not acting illegally! The Senatus Consultum Ultimum overrides all other considerations, including ‘normal magisterial functions,’ as you call Celer’s duties!” Face reddening, Cicero had begun to shout. “Would you question the right of a formally appointed dictator to send Celer out of the city for more than ten days at a time?”


  “No, I would not,” said Caesar, very cool. “Therefore, Marcus Tullius, why not do this thing the proper way? Rescind the toy you’re playing with and ask this body to appoint a dictator and a master of the horse to go to war against Gaius Manlius.”


  “What a brilliant idea!” drawled Catilina, sitting in his customary place and surrounded by all the men who supported him.


  “The last time Rome had a dictator, she ended up with his ruling her like a king!” cried Cicero. “The Senatus Consultum Ultimum was devised to deal with civil crises in a way which does not throw one man into absolute control!”


  “What, are you not in control, Cicero?” asked Catilina.


  “I am the senior consul!”


  “And making all the decisions, just as if you were dictator,” gibed Catilina.


  “I am the instrument of the Senatus Consultum Ultimum!”


  “You’re the instrument of magisterial chaos,” said Caesar. “In not much more than a month, the new tribunes of the plebs take office, and the few days before and after that event require that the urban praetor be present in Rome.”


  “There’s no law on the tablets to that effect!”


  “But there is a law to say that the urban praetor cannot be absent from Rome for more than ten days at a time.”


  “All right, all right!” Cicero yelled. “Have it your own way! Quintus Caecilius Metellus Celer, I order you to Picenum, but require that you return to Rome every eleventh day! You will also return to Rome six days before the new tribunes of the plebs enter office, and remain in Rome until six days after they enter office!”


  At which moment a scribe handed the irate senior consul a note. Cicero read it, then laughed. “Well, Lucius Sergius!” he said to Catilina, “another little difficulty seems to be forming for you! Lucius Aemilius Paullus intends to prosecute you under the lex Plautia de vi, so he has just announced from the rostra.” Cicero cleared his throat ostentatiously. “I am sure you know who Lucius Aemilius Paullus is! A fellow patrician, and a fellow revolutionary at that! Back in Rome after some years in exile and well behind his little brother Lepidus in terms of public life, but apparently desirous of showing that he no longer harbors a rebellious bone in his noble body. You would have it that only us jumped-up New Men are against you, but you cannot call an Aemilius jumped up, now can you?”


  “Oh, oh, oh!” drawled Catilina, one brow raised. He put out his right hand and made it flutter and tremble. “See how I quake, Marcus Tullius! I am to be prosecuted on a charge of inciting public violence! Yet when have I done that?” He remained seated, but gazed around the tiers looking terribly wounded. “Perhaps I ought to offer myself into some nobleman’s custody, eh, Marcus Tullius? Would that please you?” He stared at Mamercus. “Ho there, Mamercus Aemilius Lepidus Princeps Senatus, will you take me into your house as your prisoner?”


  Head of the Aemilii Lepidi and therefore closely related to the returned exile Paullus, Mamercus simply shook his head, grinning. “I don’t want you, Lucius Sergius,” he said.


  “Then how about you, senior consul?” Catilina asked Cicero.


  “What, admit my potential murderer to my house? No, thank you!” said Cicero.


  “What about you, praetor urbanus?”


  “Can’t be done,” said Metellus Celer. “I’m off to Picenum in the morning.”


  “Then how about a plebeian Claudius? Will you volunteer, Marcus Claudius Marcellus? You were quick enough to follow your master Crassus’s lead a few days ago!”


  “I refuse,” said Marcellus.


  “I have a better idea, Lucius Sergius,” said Cicero. “Why not take yourself out of Rome and openly join your insurrection?’’


  “I will not take myself out of Rome, and it is not my insurrection,” said Catilina.


  “In which case, I declare this meeting closed,” said Cicero. “Rome is protected to the best of our abilities. All we can do now is wait and see what happens next. Sooner or later, Catilina, you will betray yourself.”


  “Though I do wish,” he said to Terentia later, “that my pleasure-loving colleague Hybrida would return to Rome! Here it is an officially declared state of emergency, and where is Gaius Antonius Hybrida? Still lolling on his private beach at Cumae!”


  “Can’t you command him to return under the Senatus Consultum Ultimum?’’ asked Terentia.


  “I suppose so.”


  “Then do it, Cicero! You may need him.”


  “He’s pleading gout.”


  “The gout is in his head” was Terentia’s verdict.


  *


  Some five hours before dawn of the seventh day of November, Tiro again woke Cicero and Terentia from a deep sleep.


  “You have a visitor, domina,” said the beloved slave.


  Famous for her rheumatism, the wife of the senior consul showed no sign of it as she leaped from her bed (decently clad in a nightgown, of course—no naked sleepers in Cicero’s house!).


  “It’s Fulvia Nobilioris,” she said, shaking Cicero. “Wake up, husband, wake up!” Oh, the joy of it! She was in on a war council at last!


  “Quintus Curius sent me,” Fulvia Nobilioris announced, her face old and bare because she had not had time to apply makeup.


  “He’s come around?” asked Cicero sharply.


  “Yes.” The visitor took the cup of unwatered wine Terentia gave her and sipped at it, shuddering. “They met at midnight in the house of Marcus Porcius Laeca.”


  “Who met?”


  “Catilina, Lucius Cassius, my Quintus Curius, Gaius Cethegus, both the Sulla brothers, Gabinius Capito, Lucius Statilius, Lucius Vargunteius and Gaius Cornelius.”


  “Not Lentulus Sura?”


  “No.”


  “Then it appears I was wrong about him.” Cicero leaned forward. “Go on, woman, go on! What happened?”


  “They met to plan the fall of Rome and further the rebellion,” said Fulvia Nobilioris, a little color returning to her cheeks as the wine took effect. “Gaius Cethegus wanted to take Rome at once, but Catilina wants to wait until uprisings are under way in Apulia, Umbria and Bruttium. He suggested the night of the Saturnalia, and gave as his reason that it is the one night of the year when Rome is topsy-turvy, slaves ruling, free households serving, everyone drunk. And he thinks it will take that long to swell the revolt.”


  Nodding, Cicero saw the point of this: the Saturnalia was held on the seventeenth day of December, six market intervals from now. By which time all of Italy might be boiling. “So who won, Fulvia?” he asked.


  “Catilina, though Cethegus did succeed in one respect.”


  “And that is?” the senior consul prompted gently when she stopped, began to shake.


  “They agreed that you should be murdered immediately.”


  He had known since the letters that he was not intended to live, but to hear it now from the lips of this poor terrified woman gave it an edge and a horror Cicero felt for the first time. He was to be murdered immediately! Immediately! “How and when?” he asked. “Come, Fulvia, tell me! I’m not going to haul you into court, you’ve earned rewards, not punishment! Tell me!”


  “Lucius Vargunteius and Gaius Cornelius will present themselves here at dawn with your clients,” she said.


  “But they’re not my clients!” said Cicero blankly.


  “I know. But it was decided that they would ask to become your clients in the hope that you would support their return to public life. Once inside, they are to ask for a private interview in your study to plead their case. Instead, they are to stab you to death and make their escape before your clients know what has happened,” said Fulvia.


  “Then that’s simple,” said Cicero, sighing with relief. “I will bar my doors, set a watch in the peristyle, and refuse to see my clients on grounds of illness. Nor will I stir outside all day. It’s time for councils.” He got up to pat Fulvia Nobilioris on the hand. “I thank you most sincerely, and tell Quintus Curius his intervention has earned him a full pardon. But tell him too that if he will testify to all this in the House the day after tomorrow, he will be a hero. I give him my word that I will not let a thing happen to him.”


  “I will tell him.”


  “What exactly does Catilina plan for the Saturnalia?”


  “They have a large cache of arms somewhere—Quintus Curius does not know the place—and these will be distributed to all the partisans. Twelve separate fires are to be started throughout the city, including one on the Capitol, two on the Palatine, two on the Carinae, and one at either end of the Forum. Certain men are to go to the houses of all the magistrates and kill them.”


  “Except for me, dead already.”


  “Yes.”


  “You’d better go, Fulvia,” said Cicero, nodding to his wife. “Vargunteius and Cornelius may arrive a little early, and we don’t want them to set eyes on you. Did you bring an escort?”


  “No,” she whispered, white-faced again.


  “Then I will send Tiro and four others with you.”


  “A pretty plot!” barked Terentia, marching into Cicero’s study the moment she had organized the flight of Fulvia Nobilioris.


  “My dear, without you I would have been dead before now.”


  “I am well aware of it,” Terentia said, sitting down. “I have issued orders to the staff, who will bolt and bar everything the moment Tiro and the others return. Now print a notice I can have put on the front door that you are ill and won’t receive.”


  Cicero printed obediently, handed it over and let his wife take care of the logistics. What a general of troops she would have made! Nothing forgotten, everything battened down.


  “You will need to see Catulus, Crassus, Hortensius if he’s returned from the seaside, Mamercus, and Caesar,” she said after all the preparations were finished.


  “Not until this afternoon,” said Cicero feebly. “Let’s make sure first that I’m out of danger.”


  Tiro was posted upstairs in a window which gave a good view of the front door, and was able to report an hour after dawn that Vargunteius and Cornelius had finally gone away, though not until they had tried several times to pick the lock of Cicero’s stout front door.


  “Oh, this is disgusting!” the senior consul cried. “I, the senior consul, barred into my own house? Send for all the consulars in Rome, Tiro! Tomorrow I’ll have Catilina running.”


  Fifteen consulars turned up—Mamercus, Poplicola, Catulus, Torquatus, Crassus, Lucius Cotta, Vatia Isauricus, Curio, Lucullus, Varro Lucullus, Volcatius Tullus, Gaius Marcius Figulus, Glabrio, Lucius Caesar and Gaius Piso. Neither of the consuls-elect nor the urban praetor-elect, Caesar, was invited; Cicero had decided to keep the council of war advisory only.


  “Unfortunately,” he said heavily when all the men were accommodated in an atrium too small for comfort—he would have to earn the money somehow to buy a bigger house!—”I can’t prevail upon Quintus Curius to testify, and that means I have no solid case. Nor will Fulvia Nobilioris testify, even if the Senate was to agree to hear evidence from a woman.”


  “For what it’s worth, Cicero, I now believe you,” said Catulus. “I don’t think you could have conjured up those names out of your imagination.”


  “Why, thank you, Quintus Lutatius!” snapped Cicero, eyes flashing. “Your approbation warms my heart, but it doesn’t help me decide what to say in the Senate tomorrow!”


  “Concentrate on Catilina and forget the rest of them’’ was Crassus’s advice. “Pull one of those terrific speeches out of your magic box and aim it at Catilina. What you have to do is push him into quitting Rome. The rest of his gang can stay—but we’ll keep a very good eye on them. Chop off the head Catilina would graft on the neck of Rome’s strong but headless body.”


  “He won’t leave if he hasn’t already,” said Cicero gloomily.


  “He might,” said Lucius Cotta, “if we can manage to persuade certain people to avoid his vicinity in the House. I’ll undertake to go and see Publius Sulla, and Crassus can see Autronius, he knows him well. They’re by far the two biggest fish in the Catilina pool, and I’d be willing to bet that if they were seen to shun him when they enter the House, even those whose names we’ve heard today would desert him. Self-preservation does tend to undermine loyalty.” He got up, grinning. “Shift your arses, fellow consulars! Let’s leave Cicero to write his greatest speech.”


  That Cicero had labored to telling effect was evident on the morrow, when he convened the Senate in the temple of Jupiter Stator on the corner of the Velia, a site difficult to attack and easy to defend. Guards were ostentatiously posted everywhere outside, and that of course drew a large and curious audience of professional Forum frequenters. Catilina came early, as Lucius Cotta had predicted he would, so the technique of ostracizing him was blatant. Only Lucius Cassius, Gaius Cethegus, the tribune of the plebs-elect Bestia and Marcus Porcius Laeca sat by him, glaring furiously at Publius Sulla and Autronius.


  Then a visible change swept over Catilina. He turned first to Lucius Cassius, whispered in his ear, then whispered to each of the others. All four shook their heads violently, but Catilina prevailed. Silently they got up and left his vicinity.


  Whereupon Cicero launched into his speech, the tale of a meeting at night to plan the fall of Rome, complete with all the names of the men present and the name of the man in whose house the meeting took place. Every so often Cicero demanded that Lucius Sergius Catilina quit Rome, rid the city of his evil presence.


  Only once did Catilina interrupt.


  “Do you want me to go into voluntary exile, Cicero?” he asked loudly because the doors were open and the crowd outside straining to hear every word. “Go on, Cicero, ask the House whether I should go into voluntary exile! If it says I must, then I will!”


  To which Cicero made no answer, just swept on. Go away, leave, quit Rome, that was his theme.


  And after all the uncertainty, it turned out to be easy. As Cicero finished Catilina rose and gathered majesty around him.


  “I’m going, Cicero! I’m quitting Rome! I don’t even want to stay here when Rome is being run by a lodger from Arpinum, a resident alien neither Roman nor Latin! You’re a Samnite bumpkin, Cicero, a rough peasant from the hills without ancestors or clout! Do you think you have forced me to leave? Well, you haven’t! It is Catulus, Mamercus, Cotta, Torquatus! I leave because they have deserted me, not because of anything you say! When a man’s peers desert him, he is truly finished. That is why I go.” There were confused sounds from outside as Catilina swept through the middle of the Forum frequenters, then silence.


  Senators now got up to shift away from those Cicero had named in his speech, even a brother from a brother—Publius Cethegus had clearly decided to divorce himself from Gaius as well as from the conspiracy.


  “I hope you’re happy, Marcus Tullius,” said Caesar.


  *


  It was a victory, of course it was a victory, and yet it seemed to fizzle, even after Cicero addressed the Forum crowd from the rostra the next day. Apparently stung by Catilina’s concluding remarks, Catulus got up when the House met two days after that and read out a letter from Catilina which protested his innocence and consigned his wife, Aurelia Orestilla, to the care and custody of Catulus himself. Rumors began to circulate that Catilina was indeed going into voluntary exile, and had headed out of Rome on the Via Aurelia (the right direction) with only three companions of no note, including his childhood friend Tongilius. This completed the backlash; men now began to swing from believing Catilina guilty to thinking him victimized.


  Life might have become steadily more intolerable for Cicero had it not been for independent news from Etruria only a few days later. Catilina had not proceeded into exile in Massilia; instead he had donned the toga praetexta and insignia of a consul, clad twelve men in scarlet tunics and given them fasces complete with the axes. He had been seen in Arretium with a sympathizer, Gaius Flaminius of that decayed patrician family, and he now sported a silver eagle he declared was the original one Gaius Marius had given to his legions. Always Marius’s chief source of strength, Etruria was rallying to that eagle.


  That of course terminated the disapproval of consulars like Catulus and Mamercus (Hortensius it seemed had decided that gout at Misenum was preferable to a headache in Rome, but the gout of Antonius Hybrida at Cumae was rapidly becoming an unseemly excuse for staying away from Rome and his duty as junior consul).


  However, some of the senatorial smaller fry were still of the opinion that events had been Cicero’s doing all along, that it was actually Cicero’s tireless persecution had pushed Catilina over the edge. Among these was the younger brother of Celer, Metellus Nepos, soon to assume office as tribune of the plebs. Cato, who would also be a tribune of the plebs, commended Cicero—which only made Nepos scream louder, because he loathed Cato.


  “Oh, when was an insurrection ever such a contentious and tenuous affair?” cried Cicero to Terentia. “At least Lepidus declared himself! Patricians, patricians! They can do no wrong! Here am I with a pack of villains on my hands and no way to convict them of tinkering with the water adjutages, let alone treason!”


  “Cheer up, husband,” said Terentia, who apparently enjoyed seeing Cicero grimmer than she usually was herself. “It has begun to happen, and it will go on happening, you just wait and see. Soon all the doubters from Metellus Nepos to Caesar will have to admit that you are right.”


  “Caesar could have helped me more than he has,” said Cicero, very disgruntled.


  “He did send Quintus Arrius,” said Terentia, who approved of Caesar these days because her half sister, Fabia the Vestal, was full of praise for the new Pontifex Maximus.


  “But he doesn’t back me in the House, he keeps picking on me for the way I interpret the Senatus Consultum Ultimum. It seems to me he still thinks Catilina has been wronged.”


  “Catulus thinks that too, yet there’s no love lost between Catulus and Caesar,” said Terentia.


  *


  Two days later word came to Rome that Catilina and Manlius had finally joined forces, and that they had two full legions of good experienced troops plus some thousands more still in training. Faesulae hadn’t crumbled, which meant its arsenal was intact, nor had any of the other major towns in Etruria consented to donating the contents of their arsenals to Catilina’s cause. An indication that much of Etruria had no faith in Catilina.


  The Popular Assembly ratified a senatorial decree and declared both Catilina and Manlius public enemies; this meant they were stripped of their citizenship and its perquisites, including trial for treason if they were apprehended. Gaius Antonius Hybrida having finally returned to Rome—gouty toe and all—Cicero promptly instructed him to take charge of the troops recruited in Capua and Picenum—all veterans of earlier wars—and march to oppose Catilina and Manlius outside Faesulae. Just in case the gouty toe continued to be a handicap, the senior consul had the forethought to give Hybrida an excellent second-in-command, the vir militaris Marcus Petreius. Cicero himself took responsibility for organizing the defenses of the city of Rome, and began now to dole out those armaments—though not to people he or Atticus or Crassus or Catulus (now thoroughly converted) deemed suspect. What Catilina was currently plotting no one knew, though Manlius sent a letter to the triumphator Rex, still in the field in Umbria; it came as a surprise that Manlius would write so, but it could change nothing.


  At which point, with Rome poised to repel an attack from the north, and Pompeius Rufus in Capua and Metellus Little Goat in Apulia ready to deal with anything in the south from a force of gladiators to a slave uprising, Cato chose to upset Cicero’s stratagems and imperil the city’s ability to cope after the coming changeover of consuls. November was drawing to an end when Cato got up in the House and announced that he would institute proceedings against the junior consul-elect, Lucius Licinius Murena, for gaining office through bribery. As tribune of the plebs-elect, he shouted, he felt he could not spare the time to run a criminal trial himself, so the defeated candidate Servius Sulpicius Rufus would prosecute, with his son (barely a man) as second prosecutor, and the patrician Gaius Postumius as third. The trial would take place in the Bribery Court, as the prosecutors were all patrician and therefore could not use Cato and the Plebeian Assembly.


  “Marcus Porcius Cato, you can’t!” cried Cicero, aghast, and leaping to his feet. “The guilt or innocence of Lucius Murena is beside the point! We have rebellion on our heads! That means we cannot afford to enter the New Year minus one of the new consuls! If you intended to do this, why now, why so late in the year?”


  “A man’s duty is his duty,” said Cato, unmoved. “The evidence has only just come to light, and I vowed months ago in this House that if it came to my attention that a consular candidate had bribed, I would personally make sure he was charged and prosecuted. It makes no difference to me what Rome’s situation is at the New Year! Bribery is bribery. It must be eradicated at any cost.”


  “The cost is likely to be the fall of Rome! Postpone it!”


  “Never!” yelled Cato. “I am not your or anyone else’s puppet on strings! I see my duty and I do it!”


  “No doubt you’ll be doing your duty and arraigning some poor wretch while Rome sinks beneath the Tuscan Sea!”


  “Until the moment the Tuscan Sea drowns me!”


  “May the gods preserve us from any more like you, Cato!”


  “Rome would be a better place if there were more like me!”


  “Any more like you and Rome wouldn’t work!” Cicero shouted, arms raised, hands clawing at the sky. “When wheels are so clean they squeak, Marcus Porcius Cato, they also seize up! Things run a great deal better with a little dirty grease!”


  “And isn’t that the truth,” said Caesar, grinning.


  “Postpone it, Cato,” said Crassus wearily.


  “The matter is now entirely out of my hands,” said Cato smugly. “Servius Sulpicius is determined.”


  “And to think I once thought well of Servius Sulpicius!” said Cicero to Terentia that evening.


  “Oh, Cato put him up to it, husband, nothing surer.”


  “What does Cato want? To see Rome fall all because justice must be done forthwith? Can’t he see the danger in having only one consul take office on New Year’s Day—and a consul as sick as Silanus into the bargain?” Cicero smacked his hands together in anguish. “I am beginning to think that one hundred Catilinas do not represent the threat to Rome that one Cato does!”


  “Well, then you’ll just have to see that Sulpicius doesn’t convict Murena,” said Terentia, ever practical. “Defend Murena yourself, Cicero, and get Hortensius and Crassus to back you.”


  “Consuls in office do not normally defend consuls-elect.”


  “Then create a precedent. You’re good at that. It’s also lucky for you, I’ve noticed it before.”


  “Hortensius is still in Misenum with his big toe padded.”


  “Then get him back, if you have to kidnap him.”


  “And get the case over and done with. You’re quite right, Terentia. Valerius Flaccus is iudex in the Bribery Court—a patrician, so we’ll just have to hope that he has the sense to see my side rather than Servius Sulpicius’s.”


  “He will,” said Terentia, grinning savagely. “It isn’t Sulpicius he’ll blame. It’s Cato, and no patrician really esteems Cato unless he thinks himself cheated out of the consulship, like Servius Sulpicius.”


  A hopeful but cunning gleam entered Cicero’s eyes. “I wonder if Murena would be so grateful when I get him off that he’d give me a splendid new house?”


  “Don’t you dare, Cicero! You need Murena, not the other way around. Wait for someone considerably more desperate before you demand fees of that kind.”


  So Cicero refrained from hinting to Murena that he needed a new house, and defended the consul-elect for no greater reward than a nice little painting by a minor Greek of two centuries ago. Grumbling and moaning, Hortensius was dragged back from Misenum, and Crassus entered the fray with all his thoroughness and patience. They were a triumvirate of defense counsels too formidable for the chagrined Servius Sulpicius Rufus, and managed to get Murena acquitted without needing to bribe the jury—never a consideration, with Cato standing there watching every move.


  What else could possibly happen after that? wondered Cicero as he trotted home from the Forum to see whether Murena had sent the painting round yet. What a good speech he had given! The last speech, of course, before the jury gave its verdict. One of Cicero’s greatest assets was his ability to change the tenor of his address after he had gauged the mood of the jury—men he mostly knew well, naturally. Luckily Murena’s jury consisted of fellows who loved wit and loved to laugh. Therefore he had couched his speech humorously, got huge fun out of deriding Cato’s adherence to the (generally unpopular) Stoic philosophy founded by that awful old Greek nuisance, Zeno. The jury were absolutely thrilled, adored every word of it, every nuance—and especially his brilliant impersonation of Cato, from voice to stance to hand aping Cato’s gigantic nose. As for when he managed to wriggle out of his tunic—the entire panel had fallen on the ground in mirth.


  “What a comedian we have for senior consul!” said Cato loudly after the verdict came in ABSOLVO. Which only made the jury laugh more, and deem Cato a bad loser.


  “Reminds me of the story I heard about Cato in Syria after his brother Caepio died,” said Atticus over dinner that afternoon.


  “What story?” asked Cicero dutifully; he really wasn’t at all interested in hearing anything about Cato, but he had cause to be grateful to Atticus, foreman of the jury.


  “Well, he was walking down the road like a beggar, three slaves plus Munatius Rufus and Athenodorus Cordylion, when the gates of Antioch loomed in the distance. And outside the city he saw a huge crowd approaching, cheering. ‘See how my fame goes ahead of me?’ he asked Munatius Rufus and Athenodorus Cordylion. ‘The whole of Antioch has come out to do me homage because I am such a perfect example of what every Roman should be—humble, frugal, a credit to the mos maiorum’ Munatius Rufus—he told me the story when we ran into each other in Athens—said he rather doubted this, but old Athenodorus Cordylion believed every word, started bowing and scraping to Cato. Then the crowd arrived, hands full of garlands, maidens strewing rose petals. The ethnarch spoke: ‘And which of you is the great Demetrius, freed-man of the glorious Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus?’ he asked. Whereupon Munatius Rufus and the three slaves fell on the road laughing, and even Athenodorus Cordylion found Cato’s face so funny he joined in. But Cato was livid! Couldn’t see the funny side of it at all, especially since Magnus’s freedman Demetrius was such a perfumed ponce!”


  It was a good story, and Cicero laughed sincerely.


  “I hear Hortensius hobbled back to Misenum quick-smart.”


  “It’s his spiritual home—all those bumbling fish.”


  “And no one has surrendered to take advantage of the Senate’s amnesty, Marcus. So what will happen next?”


  “I wish I knew, Titus, I wish I knew!”


  *


  That the next development should emerge from the presence in Rome of a deputation of Allobroges, Gallic tribesmen from far up the Rhodanus in Further Gaul, no one could have predicted. Led by one of their tribal elders known in Latin as Brogus, they had arrived to protest to the Senate against their treatment by a series of governors like Gaius Calpurnius Piso, and by certain moneylenders masquerading as bankers. Unaware of the lex Gabinia which now confined the hearing of such deputations to the month of February, they had not succeeded in getting a dispensation to speed up their petition. So it was either back to Further Gaul, or remain in Rome for two more months spending a fortune on inn charges and bribes to needy senators. They had therefore decided to go home, return at the beginning of February. Nor was the mood a happy one among them, from the meanest Gallic slave all the way up to Brogus. As he said to his best friend among the Romans, the freedman banker Publius Umbrenus, “It seems a lost cause, Umbrenus, but we will return if I can persuade the tribes to be patient. There are those among us who talk of war.”


  “Well, Brogus, there is a long Allobrogan tradition of war on Rome,” said Umbrenus, a brilliant idea beginning to blossom in his head. “Look at how you made Pompeius Magnus hop when he went to Spain to fight Sertorius.”


  “War with Rome is futile, I believe,” said Brogus gloomily. “The legions are like the millstone, they grind on relentlessly. Kill them in a battle and tell yourself you’ve defeated them, and there they are the next season to do it all over again.”


  “What about,” said Umbrenus softly, “if you had Rome’s backing in a war?”


  Brogus gasped. “I don’t understand!”


  “Rome isn’t a cohesive whole, Brogus, it’s split into many factions. Right at this moment as you know, there is a powerful faction led by some very clever men which has chosen to dispute the rule of the Senate and People of Rome as they exist.”


  “Catilina?”


  “Catilina. What if I could secure a guarantee from Catilina that after he is Dictator in Rome, the Allobroges are awarded full possession of all the Rhodanus Valley north of, say, Valentia?”


  Brogus looked thoughtful. “A tempting offer, Umbrenus.”


  “A genuine offer, I do assure you.”


  Brogus sighed, smiled. “The only trouble is, Publius, that we have no way of knowing how high you stand in the estimation of a man like the great aristocrat Catilina.”


  Under different circumstances Umbrenus might have taken exception to this assessment of his clout, but not now, not while that brilliant idea continued to grow. So he said, “Yes, I see what you mean, Brogus. Of course I see what you mean! Would it allay your fears if I were to arrange that you meet a praetor who is a patrician Cornelius, whose face you know well?’’


  “That would allay my fears,” said Brogus.


  “Sempronia Tuditani’s house would be ideal—it’s close and her husband is away. But I don’t have time to guide you there, so it had better be behind the temple of Salus on the Alta Semita two hours from now,” said Umbrenus, and ran from the room.


  How he managed to get the thing together in those two hours Publius Umbrenus couldn’t recollect later, but get it together he did. It necessitated seeing the praetor Publius Cornelius Lentulus Sura, the senators Lucius Cassius and Gaius Cethegus, and the knights Publius Gabinius Capito and Marcus Caeparius. As the second hour ended, Umbrenus arrived in the alley behind the temple of Salus—a desolate spot—with Lentulus Sura and Gabinius Capito.


  Lentulus Sura stayed only long enough to give Brogus a lordly greeting; he was clearly uneasy and very anxious to get away. It was therefore left to Umbrenus and Gabinius Capito to deal with Brogus, Capito acting as spokesman for the conspirators. The five Allobroges listened attentively, but when Capito finally finished the Gauls hedged, looking timid and wary.


  “Well, I don’t know…” said Brogus.


  “What would it take to convince you we mean what we say?” asked Umbrenus.


  “I’m not sure,” Brogus said, looking confused. “Let us think on it tonight, Umbrenus. Could we meet here at dawn tomorrow?”


  And so it was agreed.


  Back went the Allobroges to the inn on the Forum’s edge, a curious coincidence, for just uphill from it on the Sacra Via was the triumphal arch erected by Quintus Fabius Maximus Allobrogicus, who had (temporarily) conquered this selfsame tribe of Gauls many decades ago, and taken their name to add to his own. Brogus and his fellow Allobroges therefore gazed at a structure which reminded them that they were in the clientele of Allobrogicus’s descendants. Their present patron was Quintus Fabius Sanga, the great-grandson.


  “It sounds attractive indeed,” said Brogus to his companions as he stared at the arch. “However, it could also mean disaster. If any of the hotbloods learn about this proposal, they won’t stop to think, they’ll go to war at once. Whereas my bones say no.”


  As the deputation contained no hotbloods, the Allobroges decided to see their patron, Quintus Fabius Sanga.


  A wise decision, as things turned out. Fabius Sanga went straight to Cicero.


  “We have them at last, Quintus Fabius!” cried Cicero.


  “In what way?” asked Sanga, who was not bright enough to seek higher office, and in consequence needed to have everything explained.


  “Go back to the Allobroges and tell them that they must ask for letters from Lentulus Sura—I was right, I was right!—and from three other high-ranking conspirators as well. They must insist they be taken to see Catilina himself in Etruria—a logical request, considering what they’re being asked to do. It also means a trip out of Rome, and the presence of a guide from among the conspirators.”


  “What’s the importance of the guide?” asked Sanga, blinking.


  “Only that having one of the conspirators with them will make it more prudent for the party to leave Rome by stealth and in the middle of the night,” said Cicero patiently.


  “Is it necessary that they leave by night?”


  “Very necessary, Quintus Fabius, believe me! I’ll post men at either end of the Mulvian Bridge, easier to do at night. When the Allobroges and their conspirator guide are on the bridge, my men will pounce. We’ll have hard evidence at last—the letters.”


  “You don’t intend to harm the Allobroges?” asked Sanga, quite alarmed at anyone’s pouncing on anyone.


  “Of course not! They’ll be party to the plan, and make sure you instruct them not to offer any resistance. You might also tell Brogus to insist he keep the letters himself, and surround himself with his own tribesmen in case any conspirator who goes along tries to destroy my hard evidence.” Cicero looked sternly at Fabius Sanga. “Is it all clear, Quintus Fabius? Can you remember all that without getting muddled?”


  “Lead me through it again,” said Sanga.


  Sighing, Cicero did so.


  And by the end of the following day Cicero heard from Sanga that Brogus and his Allobroges had taken custody of three letters, one from Lentulus Sura, one from Gaius Cethegus, and one from Lucius Statilius. When asked to write, Lucius Cassius had refused and appeared uneasy. Did Cicero think three letters would be enough?


  Yes, yes! Cicero sped back by his fleetest servant.


  And so in the second quarter of the night a little cavalcade started out of Rome on the Via Lata, which turned into the great north road, the Via Flaminia, after it crossed the Campus Martius on its way to the Mulvian Bridge. With Brogus and the Allobroges traveled their guide, Titus Volturcius of Croton, as well as one Lucius Tarquinius and the knight Marcus Caeparius.


  All went well until the party reached the Mulvian Bridge about four hours before dawn, and hastened onto its stone paving. As the last horse trotted onto the bridge proper, the praetor Flaccus at the south end flashed his lamp to the praetor Pomptinus at the north end; both praetors, each backed by a century of good volunteer city militia, moved swiftly to block the bridge. Marcus Caeparius drew his sword and tried to fight, Volturcius gave in, and Tarquinius, a strong swimmer, leaped off the bridge into the darkness of the Tiber. The Allobroges stood obediently in a huddle, the reins of their horses held as firmly as the letters Brogus carried in a pouch at his waist.


  *


  Cicero was waiting when Pomptinus, Valerius Flaccus, the Allobroges, Volturcius and Caeparius arrived at his house just before dawn. So too was Fabius Sanga waiting—not very bright, perhaps, but exquisitely conscious of his patron’s duty.


  “Have you the letters, Brogus?’’ asked Fabius Sanga.


  “Four of them,’’ said Brogus, opening his pouch and producing three slender scrolls plus one folded and sealed single sheet.


  “Four?” Cicero asked eagerly. “Did Lucius Cassius change his mind?’’


  “No, Marcus Tullius, The folded one is a private communication from the praetor Sura to Catilina, so I was told.”


  “Pomptinus,” said Cicero, standing straight and tall, “go to the houses of Publius Cornelius Lentulus Sura, Gaius Cornelius Cethegus, Publius Gabinius Capita and Lucius Statilius. Command them to come here to my house at once, but don’t give them any idea why, is that understood? And take your militia with you.”


  Pomptinus nodded solemnly; the events of that night seemed almost dreamlike, he hadn’t yet realized what had actually happened when he apprehended the Allobroges on the Mulvian Bridge.


  “Flaccus, I need you here as a witness,” said Cicero to his other praetor, “but send your militia to take up station around the temple of Concord. I intend to summon the Senate into session there as soon as I’ve done a few things here.”


  All eyes watched him, including, he noticed wryly, Terentia’s from a dark corner. Well, why not? She had stuck by him through all of it; she had earned her backseat at the play. After some thought he sent the Allobroges (save Brogus) to the dining room for food and wine, and sat down with Brogus, Sanga and Valerius Flaccus to wait for Pomptinus and the men he had been ordered to summon. Volturcius was no danger—he huddled in the corner farthest from Terentia and wept—but Caeparius looked as if he might still have some fight left in him. Cicero ended in locking him into a cupboard, wishing he had sent him off under guard—if Rome had only possessed some secure place to put him, that is!


  “The truth is,” said Lucius Valerius Flaccus, swinging the cupboard key, “that your impromptu prison is undoubtedly more secure than the Lautumiae.”


  Gaius Cethegus arrived first, looking wary and defiant; not very many moments later Statilius and Gabinius Capita came in together, with Pomptinus just behind them. The wait for Lentulus Sura was much longer, but eventually he too came through the door, face and body betraying nothing beyond annoyance.


  “Really, Cicero, this is too much!” he cried before he set eyes on the others. His start was minuscule, but Cicero saw it.


  “Join your friends, Lentulus,” said Cicero.


  Someone began hammering on the outside door. Clad in armor because of their nocturnal mission, Pomptinus and Valerius Flaccus drew their swords.


  “Open it, Tiro!” said Cicero.


  But it was not danger or assassins in the street; in walked Catulus, Crassus, Curio, Mamercus and Servilius Vatia.


  “When we were summoned to the temple of Concord by express command of the senior consul,” said Catulus, “we decided it was better to seek out the senior consul first.”


  “You’re very welcome indeed,” said Cicero gratefully.


  “What’s going on?” asked Crassus, looking at the conspirators.


  As Cicero explained there were more knocks on the door; more senators piled in, bursting with curiosity.


  “How does the word get around so quickly?” Cicero demanded, unable to conceal his jubilation.


  But finally, the room packed, the senior consul was able to get down to business, tell the story of the Allobroges and the capture at the Pons Mulvius, display the letters.


  “Then,” said Cicero very formally, “Publius Cornelius Lentulus Sura, Gaius Cornelius Cethegus, Publius Gabinius Capito and Lucius Statilius, I place you under arrest pending a full investigation of your part in the conspiracy of Lucius Sergius Catilina.” He turned to Mamercus. “Princeps Senatus, I give these three scrolls into your custody and request that you do not break their seals until the entire Senate is assembled in the temple of Concord. It will then be your duty as Princeps Senatus to read them out.” He held up the folded sheet for all to see. “This letter I will open here and now, under all your eyes. If it compromises its author, the praetor Lentulus Sura, then there is nothing to stop our going ahead with our investigation. If it is innocent, then we must decide what we do with the three scrolls before the Senate meets.”


  “Go ahead, Marcus Tullius Cicero,” said Mamercus, caught up in this nightmare moment, hardly able to believe that Lentulus Sura, once consul, twice praetor, could really be involved.


  Oh, how good it was to be the center of all eyes in a drama as huge and portentous as this one! thought Cicero as, consummate actor that he was, he broke the wax seal everyone had identified as Lentulus Sura’s with a hard, loud crack. It seemed to take him forever to unfold the sheet, glance at it, assimilate its contents before beginning to read it out.


  “Lucius Sergius, I beg you to change your mind. I know you do not wish to taint our enterprise with a slave army, but believe me when I say that if you do admit slaves into the ranks of your soldiers, you will have a landslide of men and victory within days. All Rome can send against you are four legions, one each from Marcius Rex and Metellus Creticus, and two under the command of that drone Hybrida.


  “It has been prophesied that three members of the gens Cornelia will rule Rome, and I know that I am the third of those three men named Cornelius. I understand that your name, Sergius, is much older than the name Cornelius, but you have already indicated that you would prefer to rule in Etruria than in Rome. In which case, reconsider your stand on slaves. I condone it. Please consent to it.”


  He ended in the midst of a silence so profound that it seemed not even a breath disturbed the air of that crowded room.


  Then Catulus spoke, hard and angry. “Lentulus Sura, you’re done for!” he snapped. “I piss on you!”


  “I think,” said Mamercus heavily, “that you should open the scrolls now, Marcus Tullius.”


  “What, and have Cato accuse me of tampering with State’s evidence?” asked Cicero, opening his eyes wide and then crossing them. “No, Mamercus, they stay sealed. I wouldn’t want to annoy our dear Cato, no matter how right an act opening them might be!”


  The praetor Gaius Sulpicius was there, Cicero noted. Good! Give him a job too, let it not look as if he played favorites, let there be absolutely nothing for Cato to find fault with.


  “Gaius Sulpicius, would you go to the houses of Lentulus Sura, Cethegus, Gabinius and Statilius, and see if they contain any arms? Take Pomptinus’s militia with you, and have them continue the search to Porcius Laeca’s residence—also Caeparius, Lucius Cassius, this Volturcius here, and one Lucius Tarquinius. I say let your men continue the search after you personally have inspected the houses of the senatorial conspirators because I will need you in the Senate as soon as possible. You can report your findings to me there.”


  No one was interested in eating or drinking, so Cicero let Caeparius out of the cupboard and summoned the Allobroges from the dining room. What fight Caeparius might have owned before being shut away had quite deserted him; Cicero’s cupboard had proved to be almost airtight, and Caeparius came out of it gibbering.


  A praetor holding office yet a traitor! And once a consul too. How to deal with it in a way which would reflect well upon that upstart New Man, that lodger, that resident alien from Arpinum? In the end Cicero crossed the room to Lentulus Sura’s side and took the man’s limp right hand in his own firm clasp.


  “Come, Publius Cornelius,” he said with great courtesy, “it is time to go to the temple of Concord.”


  “How odd!” said Lucius Cotta as the crocodile of men streamed across the lower Forum from the Vestal Stairs to the temple of Concord, separated from the Tullianum execution chamber by the Gemonian Steps.


  “Odd? What’s odd?” asked Cicero, still leading the nerveless Lentulus Sura by the hand.


  “Right at this moment the contractors are putting the new statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on its plinth inside his temple. Long overdue! It’s nearly three years since Torquatus and I vowed it.” Lucius Cotta shivered. “All those portents!”


  “Hundreds of them in your year,” said Cicero. “I was sorry to see the old Etruscan wolf lose her suckling babe to lightning. I used to love the look on her face, so doggy! Giving Romulus her milk, but not a bit concerned about him.”


  “I never understood why she didn’t give suck to two babes,” said Cotta, then shrugged. “Oh well, perhaps among the Etrusci the legend only called for one child. The statue certainly predates Romulus and Remus, and we still have the wolf herself.”


  “You’re right,” said Cicero as he helped Lentulus Sura mount the three steps to the porch of the very low temple, “it is an omen. I hope orienting the Great God to the east means good!” At the door he came to an abrupt halt. “Edepol, what a crush!”


  The word had flown. Concord was bursting at the seams to contain every senator present in Rome, for the sick came too. This choice of venue wasn’t entirely capricious, though Cicero had a tic about concord among the orders of Roman men; no meeting dealing with the consequences of treason was supposed to be held in the Curia Hostilia, and as this treason ran the full gamut of the orders of Roman men, Concord was a logical place to meet. Unfortunately the wooden tiers put inside temples like Jupiter Stator when the Senate assembled there just did not fit inside Concord. Everyone had to stand where he fetched up, wishing for better ventilation.


  Eventually Cicero managed to produce some kind of crowded order by having the consulars and magistrates sit on stools in front of the senators of pedarius or minor rank. He sent the curule magistrates to the middle rear, then between the two rows of stools facing each other he put the Allobroges, Volturcius, Caeparius, Lentulus Sura, Cethegus, Statilius, Gabinius Capita and Fabius Sanga.


  “The arms were stored in the house of Gaius Cethegus!” said the praetor Sulpicius, entering breathless. “Hundreds and hundreds of swords and daggers. A few shields, no cuirasses.”


  “I am an ardent collector of weapons,” said Cethegus, bored.


  Frowning, Cicero pondered on another logistical problem this confined space had generated. “Gaius Cosconius,” he said to that praetor, “I hear you’re brilliant at shorthand. Candidly, I can see no room whatsoever in here for half a dozen scribes, so I’ll dispense with the professionals. Choose three pedarii who are also capable of taking down the proceedings verbatim. That divides the task among four of you, and four will have to be enough. I doubt this will be a long meeting, so you’ll have time after it to compare notes and get a draft together.”


  “Will you look at him and listen to him?’’ whispered Silanus to Caesar—an odd choice of confidant given the relationship between them, but probably, Caesar decided, there was no one else jammed near Silanus he deemed worth speaking to, including Murena. “In his glory at last!” Silanus made a noise Caesar interpreted as disgust. “Well, I for one find this business unspeakably sordid!”


  “Even squires from Arpinum must have their day,” said Caesar. “Gaius Marius started a tradition.”


  Finally and fussily Cicero opened his meeting with the prayers and the offerings, the auspices and the salutations. But his prior assessment was right; it was not a protracted affair. The guide Titus Volturcius listened to Fabius Sanga and Brogus testify, then wept and demanded to be allowed to tell all. Which he did, answering every question, incriminating Lentulus Sura and the other four more and more heavily. Lucius Cassius, he explained, had departed very suddenly for Further Gaul, Volturcius guessed on his way to Massilia and a voluntary exile. Others too had fled, including the senators Quintus Annius Chilo, the Brothers Sulla, and Publius Autronius. Name after name tumbled out, knights and bankers, minions, leeches. By the time Volturcius got to the end of his litany, there were some twenty-seven Roman men importantly involved, from Catilina all the way down to himself (and the Dictator’s nephew, Publius Sulla—not named—was sweating profusely).


  After which Mamercus Princeps Senatus broke the seals on the letters and read them out. Almost an anticlimax.


  Looking forward to playing the role of great advocate in howling chase of the truth, Cicero questioned Gaius Cethegus first. But, alas, Cethegus broke down and confessed immediately.


  Next came Statilius, with a similar result.


  After that it was Lentulus Sura’s turn, and he didn’t even wait for the questioning to begin before he confessed.


  Gabinius Capito fought back for some time, but confessed just as Cicero was getting into stride.


  And finally came Marcus Caeparius, who erupted into frenzied weeping and seemed to confess between bouts of sobbing.


  Though it came hard to Catulus, when the business was over he moved a vote of thanks to Rome’s brilliant and vigilant senior consul, the words sticking a little, but emerging quite as clearly as Caeparius’s confession.


  “I hail you as pater patriae—father of our country!” was Cato’s contribution.


  “Is he serious or sarcastic?’’ asked Silanus of Caesar.


  “With Cato, who knows?”


  Cicero was then given the authority to issue warrants for the apprehension of the conspirators not present, after which it was time to farm out the five conspirators present to senatorial custody.


  “I will take Lentulus Sura,” said Lucius Caesar sadly. “He is my brother-in-law. By family he should go to another Lentulus, perhaps, but by right he falls to me.”


  “I’ll take Gabinius Capito,” said Crassus.


  “And I Statilius,” said Caesar.


  “Give me young Cethegus,” said Quintus Cornificius.


  “And I’ll have Caeparius,” said old Gnaeus Terentius.


  “What do we do with a treasonous praetor in office?” asked Silanus, who looked very grey in that airless atmosphere.


  “We command that he doff his insignia of office and dismiss his lictors,” said Cicero.


  “I don’t believe that’s legal,” said Caesar, a little wearily. “No one has the power to terminate the office of a curule magistrate before the last day of his year. Strictly, you can’t arrest him.”


  “We can under a Senatus Consultum Ultimum!” snapped Cicero, nettled. Why was Caesar always picking fault? “If you prefer, don’t call it a termination! Just think of it as the removal of his curule trappings!”


  Whereupon Crassus, fed up with the crush and dying to get out of Concord, interrupted this acrimonious exchange to move that a public thanksgiving be celebrated for the discovery of the plot without bloodshed within the city walls. But he didn’t name Cicero.


  “While you’re about it, Crassus, why don’t you vote our dear Marcus Tullius Cicero a Civic Crown?” snarled Poplicola.


  “Now that,” said Silanus to Caesar, “is definitely ironic.”


  “Oh, the Gods be thanked, he’s finally breaking the meeting up” was Caesar’s reply. “Couldn’t he have thought of a reason why we could meet in Jupiter Stator or Bellona?”


  “Here tomorrow at the second hour of day!” cried Cicero to a chorus of groans, then rushed from the temple to mount the rostra and deliver a reassuring speech to the large and expectant crowd.


  “I don’t know why he’s in such a tearing hurry,” said Crassus to Caesar as they stood flexing their muscles and breathing deeply of the sweet outside air. “He can’t go home tonight, his wife’s hosting the Bona Dea.”


  “Yes, of course,” said Caesar, sighing. “My wife and mother are off there, not to mention all my Vestals. And Julia too, I suppose. She’s growing up.”


  “I wish Cicero would.”


  “Oh, come, Crassus, he’s in his element at last! Let him have his little victory. It’s not really a very big conspiracy, and it stood about as much chance of succeeding as Pan competing against Apollo. A tempest inside a bottle, no more.”


  “Pan against Apollo? He won, didn’t he?”


  “Only because Midas was the judge, Marcus. For which he wore a pair of ass’s ears ever after.”


  “Midas always sits in judgement, Caesar.”


  “The power of gold.”


  “Exactly.”


  They began to move up the Forum, not the least bit tempted to stop and hear Cicero’s address to the People.


  “You’ve family involved, of course,” said Crassus when Caesar ignored the Via Sacra and headed toward the Palatine too.


  “Indeed I have. One very silly cousin and her three strapping lout sons.”


  “Will she be at Lucius Caesar’s, do you think?”


  “Definitely not. Lucius Caesar is too punctilious. He’s got his sister’s husband there in custody. So, with my mother at Cicero’s house celebrating the Bona Dea, I thought I’d look in on Lucius and tell him I’ll go straight over to see Julia Antonia.”


  “I don’t envy you,” said Crassus, grinning.


  “Believe me, I don’t envy myself!”


  *


  He could hear Julia Antonia before he knocked on the door of Lentulus Sura’s very nice house, and squared his shoulders. Why did it have to be the Bona Dea tonight? Julia Antonia’s entire circle of friends would be at Cicero’s house, and Bona Dea was not the sort of deity one ignored in favor of a distressed friend.


  All three of Antonius Creticus’s boys were ministering to their mother with a degree of patience and kindness Caesar found surprising—which didn’t stop her leaping to her feet and throwing herself on Caesar’s chest.


  “Oh, cousin!” she howled. “What am I to do? Where will I go? They’ll confiscate all Sura’s property! I won’t even have a roof over my head!”


  “Leave the man alone, Mama,” said Mark Antony, her eldest, pulling her clutching fingers away and escorting her back to her chair. “Now sit there and keep your misery to yourself, it’s not going to help us out of this predicament.”


  Perhaps because she had already worn herself into exhaustion, Julia Antonia obeyed; her youngest, Lucius, a rather fat and clumsy fellow, sat on the chair next to her, took her hands in his and began to make soothing noises.


  “It’s his turn,” said Antony briefly, and drew his cousin outside into the peristyle, where the middle son, Gaius, joined them.


  “It’s a pity the Cornelii Lentuli comprise the majority of Cornelians in the Senate these days,” said Caesar.


  “And none of them will be a bit happy to claim a traitor in the bosom of the family,” said Mark Antony grimly. “Is he a traitor?”


  “Beyond any shadow of doubt, Antonius.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “I just said so! What’s the matter? Worried that it will come out you’re involved too?” asked Caesar, suddenly anxious.


  Antony flushed darkly, but said nothing; it was Gaius who answered, stamping his foot.


  “We’re not involved! Why is it that everyone—including you!—always believes the worst of us?”


  “It’s called earning a reputation,” said Caesar patiently. “All three of you have shocking reputations—gambling, wine, whores.” He looked at Mark Antony ironically. “Even the occasional boyfriend.”


  “It isn’t true about me and Curio,” said Antony uncomfortably. “We only pretend to be lovers to annoy Curio’s father.”


  “But it’s all a part of earning a reputation, Antonius, as you and your brothers are about to find out. Every hound in the Senate is going to be sniffing around your arses, so I suggest that if you are involved, even remotely, you tell me so now.”


  All three of Creticus’s sons had long ago concluded that this particular Caesar had the most disconcerting eyes of anyone they knew—piercing, cold, omniscient. It meant they didn’t like him because those eyes put them on the defensive, made them feel less than they secretly believed they were. And he never bothered to condemn them for what they deemed minor failings; he came around only when things were really bad, as now. Thus his appearances were reminiscent of a harbinger of doom, tended to strip them of the ability to fight back, defend themselves.


  So Mark Antony answered sulkily, “We’re not even remotely involved. Clodius said Catilina was a loser.”


  “And whatever Clodius says is right, eh?’’


  “Usually.”


  “I agree,” said Caesar unexpectedly. “He’s shrewd.”


  “What will happen?” asked Gaius Antonius abruptly.


  “Your stepfather will be tried for treason and convicted,” Caesar said. “He’s confessed, had to. Cicero’s praetors caught the Allobroges with two incriminating letters of his, and they’re not forgeries, I can assure you.”


  “Mama is right, then. She’ll lose everything.”


  “I shall try to see that she doesn’t, and there will be a good number of men who will agree with me. It’s time Rome stopped punishing a man’s family for his crimes. When I’m consul I shall try to put a law on the tablets to that effect.’’ He began to move back toward the atrium. “There’s nothing I can do for your mother personally, Antonius. She needs female company. As soon as my mother comes home from the Bona Dea, I’ll send her over.’’ In the atrium he gazed around. “A pity Sura didn’t collect art, you might have had a few things to salt away before the State arrives to collect. Though I meant what I said, I will do my best to ensure that the little Sura has is not confiscated. I suppose that’s why he joined the conspiracy, to increase his fortune.”


  “Oh, undoubtedly,” said Antony, ushering Caesar to the door. “He was forever moaning about how badly expulsion from the Senate had ruined him—and that he’d done nothing to warrant it. He’s always maintained that the censor Lentulus Clodianus had it in for him. Some family squabble going back to when Clodianus was adopted into the Lentuli.”


  “Do you like him?” asked Caesar, stepping across the threshold.


  “Oh, yes! Sura is a splendid fellow, the best of men!”


  And that was interesting, he thought, making his way back to the Forum and the Domus Publica. Not every stepfather would have managed to make himself liked by that trio of young men! They were such typical Antonii. Heedless, passionate, impulsive, prone to indulge their lusts of whatever kind. No political heads on any of those broad shoulders! Massive brutes, all three of them, and ugly in a way that women seemed to find enormously attractive. What on earth would they do to the Senate when they were old enough to stand for quaestor? Provided, that is, that they had the money to stand. Creticus had suicided in disgrace, though no one had moved to indict him posthumously for crimes against the State; he had lacked sense and judgement, not loyalty to Rome. However, his estate was eroded when Julia Antonia married Lentulus Sura, a man without children of his own—but without a large fortune either. Lucius Caesar had a son and a daughter; the Antonii could hope for nothing there. Which meant that it would be up to him, Caesar, to try to improve the Antonian fortune. How he was going to do this he had no idea, but he would do it. Money always appeared when it was desperately needed.


  *


  The fugitive Lucius Tarquinius who had jumped off the Mulvian Bridge into the Tiber was apprehended on the road to Faesulae and brought to Cicero before the Senate met in Concord the day after the Bona Dea. His house being closed to him, Cicero had spent the night with Nigidius Figulus, who had most thoughtfully asked Atticus and Quintus Cicero to dinner. They had spent a pleasant evening made more pleasant when Terentia sent a message to say that after the fire on the altar to Bona Dea had gone out, a huge flare of flame suddenly roared up, which the Vestals had taken to mean that Cicero had saved his country.


  What a delightful thought that was! Father of his country. Savior of his country. He, the lodger from Arpinum.


  He was not, however, entirely at ease. Despite his reassuring speech to the People from the rostra, this morning’s clients who had managed to track him down to the house of Nigidius Figulus were edgy, anxious, even afraid. How many ordinary people inside Rome were in favor of a new order—and a general cancellation of debt? Many, it seemed; Catilina might well have been able to take the city from within on the night of the Saturnalia. All those hopes in all those financially distressed breasts were permanently dashed as of yesterday, and those who had harbored those hopes were today aware that there would be no respite. Rome seemed peaceful; yet Cicero’s clients insisted there were violent undercurrents. So did Atticus. And here am I, thought Cicero, conscious of a tiny panic, responsible for arresting five men! Men with clout and clients, especially Lentulus Sura. But Statilius was from Apulia, and Gabinius Capito from southern Picenum—two places with a history of revolt or devotion to an Italian rather than a Roman cause. As for Gaius Cethegus—his father had been known as the King of the Backbenchers! Enormous wealth and clout there. And he, Cicero, the senior consul, was solely responsible for their arrest and detention. For producing the hard evidence which had caused all five to break down and confess. Therefore he would be responsible for their condemnation at trial, and that was going to be a long, drawn-out process during which violent undercurrents might boil to the surface. None of this year’s praetors would want the duty of being president of a specially convened Treason Court—treason trials had been so thin on the ground of late that no praetor had been assigned to it in two years. Therefore his prisoners would continue to live under custody in Rome until well into the New Year, which also meant new tribunes of the plebs like Metellus Nepos yammering that Cicero had exceeded his authority, and other tribunes of the plebs like Cato hovering to pounce on any legal slip.


  If only, thought Cicero, conducting his prisoner Tarquinius to the temple of Concord, those wretched men didn’t have to stand trial! They were guilty; everyone knew that from their own mouths. They would be condemned; they could not be acquitted by the most lenient or corrupt jury. And eventually they would be—executed? But the courts couldn’t execute! The best the courts could do was pronounce permanent exile and confiscate all property. Nor could a trial in the Popular Assembly produce a death sentence. To get that would necessitate trial in the Centuries under perduellio, and who was to say what verdict that might bring in, with phrases like “a general cancellation of debt” still passing from mouth to mouth? Sometimes, thought the Champion of the Courts as he plodded along, trials were a wretched nuisance.


  Lucius Tarquinius had little new to offer when questioning began in the temple of Concord. Cicero retained the privilege of asking the questions himself, and took Tarquinius through the steps leading up to apprehension at the Mulvian Bridge. After which the senior consul threw questions open to the House, feeling that it might be prudent to allow someone else a little glory.


  What he didn’t expect was the answer Tarquinius gave to the first such question, put to him by Marcus Porcius Cato.


  “Why were you with the Allobroges in the first place?” Cato asked in his loud, harsh voice.


  “Eh?” from Tarquinius, a cheeky fellow with scant respect for his senatorial betters.


  “The Allobroges had a guide in the person of Titus Volturcius. Marcus Caeparius said he was present to report the result of the meeting between the Allobroges and Lucius Sergius Catilina back to the conspirators in Rome. So why were you there, Tarquinius?”


  “Oh, I really didn’t have much to do with the Allobroges, Cato!” said Tarquinius cheerfully. “I just traveled with the party because it was safer and more amusing than going north on my own. No, I had different business with Catilina.”


  “Did you now? And what business was that?” asked Cato.


  “I was carrying a message from Marcus Crassus to Catilina.”


  The crowded little temple fell absolutely silent.


  “Say that again, Tarquinius.”


  “I was carrying a message from Marcus Crassus to Catilina.”


  A buzz of voices arose, growing in volume until Cicero had to have his chief lictor pound the fasces on the floor.


  “Silence!” he roared.


  “You were carrying a message from Marcus Crassus to Catilina,” Cato repeated. “Then where is it, Tarquinius?”


  “Oh, it wasn’t written down!” chirped Tarquinius, seeming happy. “I had it inside my head.”


  “Do you still have it inside your head?” asked Cato, gazing now at Crassus, who sat on his stool looking stunned.


  “Yes. Want to hear it?”


  “Thank you.”


  Tarquinius went up on his toes and jigged. ‘“Marcus Crassus says to be of good cheer, Lucius Catilina. Rome is not fully united against you, there are more and more important people coming over,’ ” chanted Tarquinius.


  “He’s as cunning as a sewer rat!” growled Crassus. “Accuse me, and that automatically means that in order to clear myself, I will have to spend a great deal of my fortune getting men like him acquitted!”


  “Hear, hear!” cried Caesar.


  “Well, Tarquinius, I won’t do it!” said Crassus. “Pick on someone more vulnerable. Marcus Cicero knows well enough that I was the first person in this whole body of men to come to him with specific evidence. And accompanied by two unimpeachable witnesses, Marcus Marcellus and Quintus Metellus Scipio.”


  “That is absolutely so,” said Cicero.


  “It is so,” said Marcellus.


  “It is so,” said Metellus Scipio.


  “Then, Cato, do you wish to take this matter any further?’’ asked Crassus, who detested Cato.


  “No, Marcus Crassus, I do not. It is clearly a fabrication.”


  “Does the House agree?” Crassus demanded.


  A show of hands revealed that the House agreed.


  “Which means,’’ said Catulus, “that our dear Marcus Crassus is a big enough fish to spit out the hook without even tearing his mouth. But I have the same accusation to level at a much smaller fish! I accuse Gaius Julius Caesar of being party to the conspiracy of Catilina!”


  “And I join with Quintus Lutatius Catulus in leveling that accusation!” roared Gaius Calpurnius Piso.


  “Evidence?’’ asked Caesar, not even bothering to get up.


  “Evidence will be forthcoming,” said Catulus smugly.


  “What does it consist of? Letters? Verbal messages? Sheer imagination?”


  “Letters!” said Gaius Piso.


  “Then where are these letters?” asked Caesar, unruffled. “To whom are they addressed, if I am supposed to have written them? Or are you having trouble forging my handwriting, Catulus?’’.


  “It’s correspondence between you and Catilina!” cried Catulus.


  “I think I did write to him once,” said Caesar pensively. “It would have been when he was propraetor in Africa Province. But I definitely haven’t written to him since.”


  “You have, you have!” said Piso, grinning. “We’ve got you, Caesar, wriggle how you like! We’ve got you!”


  “Actually,” said Caesar, “you haven’t, Piso. Ask Marcus Cicero what help I gave his case against Catilina.”


  “Don’t bother, Piso,” said Quintus Arrius. “I am happy to tell what Marcus Cicero can confirm. Caesar asked me to go to Etruria and talk to the Sullan veterans around Faesulae. He knew no one else of sufficient standing had their trust, which is why he asked me. I was happy to oblige him, though I kicked my own arse for not thinking of it for myself. I didn’t think. It takes a man like Caesar to see events clearly. If Caesar was a part of the conspiracy, he would never have acted.”


  “Quintus Arrius speaks the truth,” said Cicero.


  “So sit down and shut up, the pair of you!” Caesar snapped. “If a better man beat you in the election for Pontifex Maximus, Catulus, then accept it! And, Piso, it must have cost you a large fortune to bribe your way out of conviction in my court! But why paint yourselves in shabby colors out of simple spite? This House knows you, this House knows what you’re capable of!”


  There might have been more to say on that subject, save that a messenger came sprinting to inform Cicero that a band of freedmen belonging to Cethegus and Lentulus Sura were recruiting through the city with some success, and that when they had sufficient men they intended to attack the houses of Lucius Caesar and Cornificius, rescue Lentulus Sura and Cethegus, set them up as consuls, then rescue the other prisoners and take over the city.


  “This kind of thing,” said Cicero, “is going to go on until the trials are over! Months of it, Conscript Fathers, months of it! Start thinking how we can reduce the time, I beg you!”


  He dissolved the meeting and had his praetors call up the city militia; detachments were sent to all the houses of the custodians, every important public place was garrisoned, and a group of knights of the Eighteen, including Atticus, went to the Capitol to defend Jupiter Optimus Maximus.


  “Oh, Terentia, I don’t want my year as consul to end in uncertainty and possible failure, not after such a triumph!” cried Cicero to his wife when he got home.


  “Because while ever those men are inside Rome and Catilina in Etruria with an army, the whole thing still hangs in the balance,” she said.


  “Exactly, my dear.”


  “And you will end like Lucullus—do all the hard work, then see Silanus and Murena take the credit because they’ll be the consuls when it’s finally concluded.”


  Actually that hadn’t occurred to him, but as his wife said it so succinctly, he shuddered. Yes, that was how it would turn out, all right! Cheated by time and tradition.


  “Well,” he said, squaring his shoulders, “if you will excuse my absence from the dining room, I think I must retire to my study and lock myself in until I can come up with an answer.”


  “You know the answer already, husband. However, I understand. What you need to do is screw up your courage. While you attempt that, keep it in your mind that the Bona Dea is on your side.”


  *


  “Rot them, I say!” said Crassus to Caesar, quite violently for such a placid man. “At least half of those fellatores sat there hoping Tarquinius would make his charges stick! Lucky for me that it was my doorstep Quintus Curius chose for his batch of letters! Otherwise, today I would have been in serious trouble.”


  “My defense was more tenuous,” said Caesar, “but happily so were the accusations. Stupid! Catulus and Piso only got the idea to accuse me when Tarquinius accused you. Had they thought of it last night, they could have forged some letters. Or else they should have said nothing until they managed to forge letters.


  “One of the few things which always cheer me up, Marcus, is how thick one’s enemies are! I find it a great consolation that I will never meet an adversary as clever as I am myself.”


  Though he was used to Caesar’s making statements like that, Crassus nonetheless found himself staring at the younger man with fascination. Did he never doubt himself? If he did, Crassus had never seen a sign of it. Just as well he was a cool man, Caesar. Otherwise Rome might find herself wishing for a thousand Catilinas.


  “I’m not attending tomorrow,” said Crassus then.


  “I wish you would! It promises to be interesting.”


  “I don’t care if it’s more riveting than two perfectly matched gladiators! Cicero can have his glory. Pater patriae! Tchah!” he snorted.


  “Oh, Cato was being sarcastic, Marcus!”


  “I know that, Caesar! What annoys me is that Cicero took him literally.”


  “Poor man. It must be awful always to have to stand on the outside looking in.”


  “Are you feeling all right, Caesar? Pity? You?”


  “Oh, I have a streak of pity occasionally. That Cicero rouses it is no mystery. He’s such a vulnerable target.”


  *


  Despite his having to organize the militia and think of how to extract himself from the dilemma of time, Cicero had also given thought to turning the temple of Concord into a more acceptable venue for the Senate to occupy. Thus when the senators turned up at dawn on the following day, the fifth one of December, they found that carpenters had toiled to some effect. There were three tiers on either side, taller but narrower, and a dais at the end for the curule magistrates, with a bench in front of it for the tribunes of the plebs.


  “You won’t be able to sit on your stools, the tiers are too narrow, but you can use the tiers themselves as seats,” said the senior consul. He pointed to the top of the side and end walls. “I’ve also installed plenty of ventilators.”


  Perhaps three hundred men had come, a few less than on the earlier days; after a short interval of settling like hens in a roost, the Senate indicated it was ready for the day’s business.


  “Conscript Fathers,” said Cicero solemnly, “I have convened this body yet again to discuss something we dare not put off, nor turn away from. Namely, what to do with our five prisoners.


  “In many ways the situation resembles the one which existed thirty-seven years ago, after Saturninus and his rebel confederates surrendered their occupation of the Capitol. No one knew what to do with them! No one was willing to take custody of such desperate fellows when the city of Rome was known to harbor many sympathizers—the house of a man agreeing to take custody might burn to the ground, he himself die, his prisoner be freed. So in the end the traitor Saturninus and his fourteen senior henchmen were locked up in our beloved Senate House, the Curia Hostilia. No windows, solid bronze doors. Impregnable. Then a group of slaves led by one Scaeva mounted the roof, tore off the tiles and used them to kill the men inside. A deplorable deed—but a great relief too! Once Saturninus was dead, Rome calmed down and the trouble went away. I admit the presence of Catilina in Etruria is an additional complication, but first and foremost we need to calm the city of Rome!”


  Cicero paused, knowing perfectly well that some of the men who listened were among the band Sulla had urged up onto the Curia Hostilia roof, and that no slaves had been among them. The owner of the slave Scaeva had been there, Quintus—Croton?—and after the tumult had died down enough to be deemed well and truly over, Croton had freed Scaeva with lavish public praise for his deed—and thereby shifted the blame. A story Sulla never denied, most especially after he became Dictator. Slaves were so handy!


  “Conscript Fathers,” said Cicero sternly, “we are sitting on a volcano! Five men lie under arrest in various houses, five men who in front of you and inside this House broke down and freely confessed to all their crimes. Confessed to high treason! Yes, they convicted themselves out of their own mouths after seeing proof so concrete its mere existence damned them! And as they confessed they also damned other men, men now under warrants for capture whenever and wherever they might be found. Consider then what will happen when they are found. We will have anything up to twenty men in custody in ordinary Roman houses until they have undergone the full and atrociously slow trial process.


  “Yesterday we saw one of the evils arising from this awful situation. A group of men banded together and managed to recruit more men so that our self-confessed traitors might be freed from custody, the consuls murdered, and them installed as consuls instead! In other words, the revolution is going to go on while ever self-confessed traitors remain inside Rome and the army of Catilina remains inside Italia. By quick action, I averted yesterday’s attempt. But I will remain consul for less than another month. Yes, Conscript Fathers, the annual upheaval is almost upon us, and we are not in fit condition to deal with a change in magistrates.


  “My chief ambition is to depart from office, with the city’s end of this catastrophe properly tidied up, thereby spelling to Catilina the very clear message that he has no allies inside Rome with power enough to help him. And there is a way….”


  The senior consul stopped for that to sink in, wishing that his old enemy and friend Hortensius was in the House. Hortensius would see the beauty of the argument, whereas most of the others would see only the expedience. As for Caesar, well… Cicero wasn’t even sure he cared to receive Caesar’s approbation, as lawyer or man. Crassus hadn’t bothered to come, and he was the last of the men Cicero cared to impress with his legal reasoning.


  “Until Catilina and Manlius are defeated or surrender, Rome continues to exist under the martial law of a Senatus Consultum Ultimum. Just as Rome still lay under a Senatus Consultum Ultimum when Saturninus and his minions perished in the Curia Hostilia. It meant that no one could be held accountable for taking matters to their inevitable end and executing those rebels. The Senatus Consultum Ultimum extended indemnity to all who participated in the throwing of the tiles, slaves though they were, for a slave’s master is accountable at law for his slave’s actions, therefore all the men who owned those slaves could have faced prosecution for murder. Except for the Senatus Consultum Ultimum. The blanket decree which in a state of emergency the Senate of Rome is authorized to issue in order to preserve the well-being of the State, no matter what it takes to preserve that well-being.


  “Consider our self-confessed traitors here in Rome, plus the other traitors we are looking for because they fled before they could be apprehended. All guilty out of the mouths of the five men we have in custody, not to mention the testimony you have heard from Quintus Curius, Titus Volturcius, Lucius Tarquinius and Brogus of the Allobroges. Under the conditions of an existing Senatus Consultum Ultimum, these self-confessed traitors do not have to be tried. Because at present we are in the midst of a dire emergency, this august body of men, the Senate of Rome, has been empowered to do whatever is necessary to preserve the well-being of Rome. To keep these men in custody pending a trial process and then have to air them in the public Forum during that trial is tantamount to stirring up a fresh rebellion! Especially if Catilina and Manlius, formally declared public enemies, are still at liberty in Italia with an army. That army could even descend on our city in an attempt to free the traitors during their trials!”


  Did he have them? Yes, decided Cicero. Until he looked at Caesar, who was sitting very straight on the bottom step, mouth thin, two spots of scarlet burning in his pale cheeks. He would meet opposition from Caesar, a very great speaker. Urban praetor-elect, which meant he would speak early unless the order changed.


  He had to ram his point home before Caesar spoke! But how? Cicero’s eyes wandered along the back tier behind Caesar until they lighted upon little old Gaius Rabirius, in the Senate for forty years without ever once standing for a magistracy, which meant he was still a pedarius. The quintessential backbencher. Not that Rabirius was the sum of all manly virtues! Thanks to many shady deals and immoralities, Rabirius was little loved by most of Rome. He was also one of that band of noblemen who had sneaked onto the Curia Hostilia roof, torn off the tiles, shelled Saturninus….


  “If this body were to decide the fate of the five men in our custody and of those men who fled, its members would be as free from legal blame as—as—why, trying to arraign dear Gaius Rabirius on charges that he murdered Saturninus! Manifestly ridiculous, Conscript Fathers. The Senatus Consultum Ultimum covers all, and allows all too. I am going to advocate that in full debate this House should reach a decision today on the fate of our five self-confessed prisoners, guilty out of their own mouths. To hold them for trial would, in my opinion, be to imperil Rome. Let us debate here today and decide what to do with them under the existing blanket protection of the Senatus Consultum Ultimum! Under that decree we can order them executed. Or we can order them into a permanent exile, confiscate their property, forbid them fire and water within Italia for the rest of their lives.”


  He drew a breath, wondering about Cato, also sure to oppose it. Yes, Cato sat rigid and glaring. But as a tribune of the plebs-elect, he was very far down the speaking hierarchy indeed.


  “Conscript Fathers, it is not my business to make a decision on this matter. I have done my duty in outlining the legalities of the situation to you, and in informing you what you can do under a Senatus Consultum Ultimum. Personally I am in favor of a decision here today, not a trial process. But I refuse to indicate exactly what this body should do with the guilty men. That is better from some other man than I.”


  A pause, a challenging look at Caesar, another at Cato. “I direct that the order of speaking be not in elected magistracy, but in age and wisdom and experience. Therefore I will ask the senior consul-elect to speak first, then the junior consul-elect, after which I will ask an opinion from every consular present here today. Fourteen all told, by my count. After which the praetors-elect will speak, beginning with the urban praetor-elect, Gaius Julius Caesar. Following the praetors-elect, the praetors will speak, then aediles-elect and aediles, plebeian ahead of curule. After which it will be the turn of the tribunes of the plebs-elect, and finally the current tribunes of the plebs. I pend a decision on ex-praetors, as I have already enumerated sixty speakers, though three current praetors are in the field against Catilina and Manlius. Therefore I make it fifty-seven speakers without calling on ex-praetors.”


  “Fifty-eight, Marcus Tullius.” How could he have overlooked Metellus Celer, urban praetor?


  “Ought you not to be in Picenum with an army?”


  “If you recollect, Marcus Tullius, you yourself deputed me to Picenum on the condition that I returned to Rome every eleventh day, and for twelve days around the tribunician changeover.”


  “So I did. Fifty-eight speakers, then. That means no one has the time at his disposal to make a reputation as a dazzling orator, is that understood? This debate must finish today! I want to see a division before the sun sets. Therefore I give you fair warning, Conscript Fathers, that I will cut you short if you start to orate.” Cicero looked at Silanus, senior consul-elect.


  “Decimus Junius, begin the debate.”


  “Mindful of your caution about time, Marcus Tullius, I will be brief,” said Silanus, sounding a little helpless; the man who spoke first was supposed to set the tenor and carry all succeeding speakers his way. Cicero could do it, always. But Silanus wasn’t sure he could, especially because he had no idea which way the House would go on this issue.


  Cicero had made it as plain as he dared that he was advocating the death penalty—but what did everybody else want? So in the end Silanus compromised by advocating “the extreme penalty,” which everybody assumed was death. He managed not to mention a trial process in any way whatsoever, which everybody took to mean that there should be no trial process.


  Then came Murena’s turn; he too favored “the extreme penalty.”


  Cicero of course didn’t speak, and Gaius Antonius Hybrida was in the field. Thus the next in line was the Leader of the House, Mamercus Princeps Senatus, senior among the consulars. Uncomfortably he elected “the extreme penalty.” Then the consulars who had been censors—Gellius Poplicola, Catulus, Vatia Isauricus, a worried Lucius Cotta—”the extreme penalty.” After which came consulars who had not been censors, in order of seniority—Curio, the two Luculli, Piso, Glabrio, Volcatius Tullus, Torquatus, Marcius Figulus. “The extreme penalty.” Very properly, Lucius Caesar abstained.


  So far so good. Now it was Caesar’s turn, and since few knew his views as well as Cicero did, what he had to say came as a surprise to many. Including, it was plain to see, Cato, who had not looked for such a disconcerting, unwelcome ally.


  “The Senate and People of Rome, who together constitute the Republic of Rome, do not make any allowances for the punishment of full citizens without trial,” said Caesar in that high, clear, carrying voice. “Fifteen people have just advocated the death penalty, yet not one has mentioned the trial process. It is clear that the members of this body have decided to abrogate the Republic in order to go much further back in Rome’s history for a verdict on the fate of some twenty-one citizens of the Republic, including a man who has been consul once and praetor twice, and who actually is still a legally elected praetor at this moment. Therefore I will not waste this House’s time in praising the Republic or the trial and appeal processes every citizen of the Republic is entitled to undergo before his peers can enforce a sentence of any kind. Instead, since my ancestors the Julii were Fathers during the reign of King Tullus Hostilius, I will confine my remarks to the situation as it was during the reign of the kings.”


  The House was sitting up straighter now. Caesar went on. “Confession or no, a sentence of death is not the Roman way. It was not the Roman way under the kings, though the kings put many men to death even as we do today—by murder during public violence. King Tullus Hostilius, warlike though he was, hesitated to approve a formal sentence of death. It looked bad, he could see that so clearly that it was he who advised Horatius to appeal when the duumviri damned him for the murder of his sister, Horatia. The hundred Fathers—ancestors of our Republican Senate—were not inclined to be merciful, but they took the royal hint, thereby establishing a precedent that the Senate of Rome has no business doing Romans to death. When Romans are done to death by men in government—who does not remember Marius and Sulla?—it means that good government has perished, that the State is degenerate.


  “Conscript Fathers, I have little time, so I will just say this: let us not go back to the time of the kings if that means execution! Execution is no fitting punishment. Execution is death, and death is merely an eternal sleep. Any man must suffer more if he is sentenced to a living exile than if he dies! Every day he must think of his reduction to non-citizen, poverty, contempt, obscurity. His public statues come tumbling down; his imago cannot be worn in any family funeral procession, nor displayed anywhere. He is an outcast, disgraced and ignoble. His sons and grandsons must always hang their heads in shame, his wife and daughters weep. And all of this he knows, for he is still alive, he is still a man, with all a man’s feelings and weaknesses. And all a man’s strengths, now of little use to him save as torment. Living death is infinitely worse than real death. I do not fear death, so long as it be sudden. What I fear is some political situation which could result in permanent exile, the loss of my dignitas. And if I am nothing else, I am a Roman to the tiniest bone, the most minute scrap of tissue. Venus made me, and Venus made Rome.”


  Silanus was looking confused, Cicero angry, everyone else very thoughtful, even Cato.


  “I appreciate what the learned senior consul has had to say about what he insists on calling the Senatus Consultum Ultimum—that under its shelter all normal laws and procedures are suspended. I understand that the learned senior consul’s chief concern is the present welfare of Rome, and that he considers the continued residence of these self-confessed traitors within our city walls to be a peril. He wants the business concluded as quickly as is possible. Well, so do I! But not with a death sentence, if we must go back to the time of the kings. I do not worry about our learned senior consul, or any of the fourteen brilliant men sitting here who have already been consul. I do not worry about next year’s consuls, or this year’s praetors, or next year’s praetors, or all the men sitting here who have already been praetor and may still hope to be consul.”


  Caesar paused, looked extremely grave. “What worries me is some consul of the future, ten or twenty years down the road of time. What kind of precedent will he see in what we do here today? Indeed, what kind of precedent is our learned senior consul taking when he cites Saturninus? On the day when we-all-really-know-who illegally executed Roman citizens without a trial, those self-appointed executioners desecrated an inaugurated temple, for that is what the Curia Hostilia is! Rome herself was profaned. My, my, what an example! But it is not our learned senior consul worries me! It is some less scrupulous and less learned consul of the future.


  “Let us keep a cool head and look at this business with our eyes open and our thinking apparatus detached. There are other punishments than death. Other punishments than exile in a luxurious place like Athens or Massilia. How about Corfinium or Sulmo or some other formidably fortified Italian hill town? That’s where we’ve put our captured kings and princes for centuries. So why not Roman enemies of the State too? Confiscate their property to pay such a town extremely well for the trouble, and simultaneously make sure they cannot escape. Make them suffer, yes! But do not kill them!”


  When Caesar sat down no one spoke, even Cicero. Then the senior consul-elect, Silanus, got to his feet, looking sheepish.


  “Gaius Julius, I think you mistake what I meant by saying ‘the extreme penalty,’ and I think everyone else made the same mistake. I did not mean death! Death is un-Roman. No, I meant much what you mean, actually. Life imprisonment in a house in an impregnable Italian hill town, paid for by property confiscation.”


  And so it went, everyone now advocating a stringent confinement paid for by confiscation of property.


  When the praetors were finished, Cicero held up his hand. “There are just too many ex-praetors present here to allow everyone to speak, and I did not count ex-praetors in that total of fifty-eight men. Those who wish to contribute nothing new to the debate, please hold up your hands in response to the two questions I will put to you now: those in favor of a death sentence?”


  None, as it turned out. Cicero flushed.


  “Those in favor of strict custody in an Italian town and complete confiscation of property?’’


  All save one, as it turned out.


  “Tiberius Claudius Nero, what do you have to say?”


  “Only that the absence of the word ‘trial’ from all these speeches today disturbs me greatly. Every Roman man, self-confessed traitor or not, is entitled to a trial, and these men must be tried. But I do not think they should be tried before Catilina is either defeated or surrenders. Let the chief perpetrator stand trial first of all.”


  “Catilina,” said Cicero gently, “is no longer a Roman citizen! Catilina is not entitled to trial under any law of the Republic.”


  “He should be tried too,” said Claudius Nero stubbornly, and sat down.


  Metellus Nepos, president of the new College of Tribunes of the Plebs to go into office in five days’ time, spoke first. He was tired, he was ravenous; eight hours had gone by, which really wasn’t bad considering the importance of the subject and the number of men who had already spoken. But what he dreaded was Cato, who would follow him—when was Cato not long-winded, prolix, awkward and utterly boring? So he rattled off his speech supporting Caesar, and sat down with a glare for Cato.


  It never occurred to Metellus Nepos that the only reason Cato stood in the House today a tribune of the plebs-elect was due entirely to him, Metellus Nepos. When Nepos had returned from the East after a delightful campaign as one of Pompey the Great’s senior legates, he traveled in some style. Naturally. He was one of the most important Caecilii Metelli, he was extremely rich and had managed to enrich himself even more since going east, and he was Pompey’s brother-in-law into the bargain. So he had journeyed up the Via Appia at his leisure, well before the elections and well before the summer’s heat. Men in a hurry rode or drove, but Nepos had had enough of hurrying; his choice of locomotion was a huge litter borne by no less than twelve men. In this fabulous equipage he lolled on a down mattress covered in Tyrian purple, and had a servant crouched in one corner to minister to him with food and drink, a chamber pot, reading materials.


  As he never stuck his head between the litter’s curtains, he never noticed the humble pedestrians his cavalcade frequently encountered, so of course he never noticed a group of six extremely humble pedestrians headed in the opposite direction. Three of the six were slaves. The other three were Munatius Rufus, Athenodorus Cordylion, and Marcus Porcius Cato, on their way to Cato’s estate in Lucania for a summer of studying and freedom from children.


  For a long time Cato simply stood on the side of the road watching the parade amble by, counting the number of people, counting the number of vehicles. Slaves, dancing girls, concubines, guards, loot, cook-wagons, libraries on wheels and wine cellars on wheels.


  “Ho, soldier, who travels like Sampsiceramus the potentate?” Cato cried to a guard when the parade had nearly passed.


  “Quintus Caecilius Metellus Nepos, brother-in-law of Magnus!” called the soldier.


  “He’s in a terrific hurry,” said Cato sarcastically.


  But the soldier took the remark seriously. “Yes, he is, pilgrim! He’s running for the tribunate of the plebs in Rome!”


  Cato walked on a little way south, but before the sun was halfway down the western sky, he turned around.


  “What’s the matter?” asked Munatius Rufus.


  “I must return to Rome and stand for the tribunate of the plebs,” said Cato through clenched teeth. “There must be someone in that buffoon’s College to make life difficult for him—and for his all-powerful master, Pompeius Magnus!”


  Nor had Cato done badly in the elections; he had come in second to Metellus Nepos. Which meant that when Metellus Nepos sat down, Cato got up.


  “Death is the only penalty!” he shouted.


  The room froze, every eye turned upon Cato in wonder. He was such a stickler for the mos maiorum that it had occurred to no one to doubt that his speech would follow along the line either of Caesar’s or Tiberius Claudius Nero’s.


  “Death is the only penalty, I say! What is all this rubbish about law and the Republic? When has the Republic sheltered the likes of self-confessed traitors under her skirts? No law is ever made for self-confessed traitors. Laws are made for lesser beings. Laws are made for men who may transgress them, but do so with no harm intended to their country, the place which bred them and made them what they are.


  “Look at Decimus Junius Silanus, weak and vacillating fool! When he thinks Marcus Tullius wants a death sentence, he suggests ‘the extreme penalty’! Then when Caesar speaks, he changes his mind—what he meant was what Caesar said! How could he ever offend his beloved Caesar? And what of this Caesar, this overbred and effeminate fop who boasts he is descended from Gods and then proceeds to defaecate all over mere men? Caesar, Conscript Fathers, is the real prime mover in this business! Catilina? Lentulus Sura? Marcus Crassus? No, no, no! Caesar! It’s Caesar’s plot! Wasn’t it Caesar who tried to have his uncle Lucius Cotta and his colleague Lucius Torquatus assassinated on their first day in office as consuls three years ago? Yes, Caesar preferred Publius Sulla and Autronius to his own blood uncle! Caesar, Caesar, always and ever Caesar! Look at him, senators! Better than all the rest of us put together! Descended from Gods, born to rule, eager to manipulate events, happy to push other men into the furnace while he skulks in the shade! Caesar! I spit on you, Caesar! I spit!”


  And he actually tried to do so. Most of the senators sat with their jaws sagging, so amazing was this hate-filled diatribe. Everyone knew Cato and Caesar disliked each other; most knew Caesar had cuckolded Cato. But this blistering torrent of farfetched abuse? This implication of treason? What on earth had gotten into Cato?


  “We have five guilty men in our custody who have confessed to their crimes and to the crimes of sixteen other men not in our custody. Where is the need for a trial? A trial is a waste of time and good State money! And, Conscript Fathers, wherever there is a trial, is also the possibility of bribery. Other juries in other cases quite as serious as this have acquitted in the face of manifest guilt! Other juries have reached out greedy hands to take vast fortunes from the likes of Marcus Crassus, Caesar’s friend and financial backer! Is Catilina to rule Rome? No! Caesar is to rule, with Catilina as his master of the horse and Crassus free to do as he likes in the Treasury!”


  “I hope you have proof of all this,” said Caesar mildly; he was well aware that calm drove Cato to distraction.


  “I will get proof, never fear!” Cato shouted. “Where there is wrongdoing, one can always find proof! Look at the proof which found five men traitors! They saw it, they heard it, and they all confessed. Now that is proof! And I will find proof of Caesar’s implication in this conspiracy and in the one of three years ago! No trial for the guilty five, I say! No trial for any of them! Nor ought they escape from death! Caesar argues for clemency on philosophical grounds. Death, he says, is merely an eternal sleep. But do we know that for certain? No, we do not! No one has ever come back from death to tell us what happens after we die! Death is cheaper. And death is final. Let the five die today!”


  Caesar spoke again, still mildly. “Unless the treason be perduellio, Cato, death is not a legal penalty. And if you do not intend to try these men, how can you decide whether they committed perduellio or maiestas? You seem to argue perduellio, but are you?’’


  “This is not the time or the place for legal quibbling, even if you had no other reason behind your drive for clemency, Caesar!” blared Cato. “They must die, and they must die today!”


  On he went, oblivious to the passage of time. Cato was in stride, the harangue would continue until he saw to his satisfaction that his sheer grinding monotony had worn everyone down. The House flinched; Cicero almost wept. Cato was going to rant on until the sun set, and the vote would not be taken today.


  It wanted an hour before sunset was due when a servant sidled into the chamber and unobtrusively handed Caesar a folded note.


  Cato pounced. “Ah! The traitor is revealed!” he roared. “He sits receiving treasonous notes under our very eyes—that is the extent of his arrogance, his contempt for this House! I say you are a traitor, Caesar! I say that note contains proof!”


  While Cato thundered, Caesar read. When he looked up his face bore a most peculiar expression—mild anguish? Or amusement!


  “Read it out, Caesar, read it out!” screamed Cato.


  But Caesar shook his head. He folded the note, got up from his seat, crossed the floor to where Cato sat on the middle tier of the other side, and handed him the note with a smile. “I think you might prefer to keep its contents to yourself,” he said.


  Cato was not a good reader. The endless squiggles unseparated save into columns (and sometimes a word would be continued onto the line below, an additional confusion) took a long time to decipher. And while he mumbled and puzzled, the senators sat in some gratitude for this relative silence, dreading Cato’s resumption (and dreading that indeed the note would be construed as treasonous).


  A shriek erupted from Cato’s throat; everybody jumped. Then he screwed the piece of paper up and threw it at Caesar.


  “Keep it, you disgusting philanderer!”


  But Caesar didn’t get the note. When it fell well short of where he sat, Philippus snatched it up—and immediately opened it. A better reader than Cato, he was guffawing within moments; as soon as he finished he handed it on down the line of praetors-elect in the direction of Silanus and the curule dais.


  Cato realized he had lost his audience, busy laughing, reading, or dying of curiosity. “It is typical of this body that something so contemptible and petty should prove more fascinating than the fate of traitors!” he cried. “Senior consul, I demand that the House instruct you under the terms of the existing Senatus Consultum Ultimum to execute the five men in our custody at once, and to pass a death sentence on four more men—Lucius Cassius Longinus, Quintus Annius Chilo, Publius Umbrenus and Publius Furius—to become effective the moment any or all of them are captured.”


  Of course Cicero was as eager to read Caesar’s note as any other man present, but he saw his chance, and took it.


  “Thank you, Marcus Porcius Cato. I will see a division on your motion that the five men in our custody be executed at once, and that the four other men so named be executed immediately after they are apprehended. All those favoring a death sentence, pass to my right. Those not in favor, pass to my left.”


  The senior consul-elect, Decimus Junius Silanus, husband of Servilia, got the note just before Cicero put his motion. It said:


  Brutus has just rushed in to tell me that my low-life half brother Cato has accused you of treason in the House, even admitting he has absolutely no proof! My most precious and darling man, take no notice. It’s spite because you stole Atilia and put horns upon his head—not to mention that I know she told him he was pipinna compared to you. A fact that I am well able to vouch for myself. The rest of Rome is pipinna compared to you.


  Remember that Cato is not so much as the dirt beneath a patrician’s feet, that he is no more than the descendant of a slave and a cantankerous old peasant who sucked up to patricians enough to get himself made censor—whereupon he deliberately ruined as many patricians as he could. This Cato would love to do the same. He loathes all patricians, but you in particular. And did he know what lies between us, Caesar, he would loathe you more.


  Keep up your courage, ignore the pernicious weed and all his minions. Rome is better served by one Caesar than half a hundred Catos and Bibuluses. As their wives could all testify!


  Silanus looked at Caesar with grey dignity and no other emotion. Caesar’s face was sad, but not contrite. Then Silanus rose and passed to Cicero’s right; he would not vote for Caesar.


  Nor did many vote for Caesar, though not everyone passed to the right. Metellus Celer, Metellus Nepos, Lucius Caesar, several of the tribunes of the plebs including Labienus, Philippus, Gaius Octavius, both Luculli, Tiberius Claudius Nero, Lucius Cotta, and Torquatus stood to Cicero’s left, together with some thirty of the pedarii from the back bench. And Mamercus Princeps Senatus.


  “I note that Publius Cethegus is among those voting for his brother’s execution,” said Cicero, “and that Gaius Cassius is among those voting for his cousin’s execution. The vote is near enough to unanimous.”


  “The bastard! He always exaggerates!” growled Labienus.


  “Why not?” asked Caesar, shrugging. “Memories are short and verbatim reports prone to reflect statements like that, as Gaius Cosconius and his scribes are not likely to want to record names.”


  “Where’s the note?” asked Labienus, avid to see it.


  “Cicero’s got it now.”


  “Not for long!” said Labienus, turned, walked up to the senior consul pugnaciously, and wrested it from him. “Here, it belongs to you,” he said, holding it out to Caesar.


  “Oh, do read it first, Labienus!” said Caesar, laughing. “I fail to see why you shouldn’t know what everyone else knows, even the lady’s husband.”


  Men were returning to their seats, but Caesar stood until Cicero recognized him.


  “Conscript Fathers, you have indicated that nine men must die,” said Caesar without emotion. “That is, according to the argument put forward by Marcus Porcius Cato, infinitely the worst punishment the State can decree. In which case, it should be enough. I would like to move that nothing more is done. That no property should be confiscated. The wives and children of the condemned men will never again set eyes on their faces. Therefore that too is punishment enough for harboring a traitor in their bosoms. They should at least continue to have the wherewithal to live.”


  “Well, we all know why you’re advocating mercy!” howled Cato. “You don’t want to have to support gutter-dirt like the three Antonii and their trollop of a mother!”


  Lucius Caesar, brother of the trollop and uncle of the gutter-dirt, launched himself at Cato from one side, and Mamercus Princeps Senatus from the other. Which brought Bibulus, Catulus, Gaius Piso and Ahenobarbus to Cato’s defense, fists swinging. Metellus Celer and Metellus Nepos joined the fray, while Caesar stood grinning.


  “I think,” he said to Labienus, “that I ought to ask for tribunician protection!”


  “As a patrician, Caesar, you’re not entitled to tribunician protection,” Labienus said solemnly.


  Finding the fight impossible to break up, Cicero decided to break the meeting up instead; he grabbed Caesar by the arm and hustled him out of the temple of Concord.


  “For Jupiter’s sake, Caesar, go home!” he begged. “What a problem you can be!”


  “That cuts both ways,” said Caesar, glance contemptuous, and made a move to re-enter the temple.


  “Go home, please!”


  “Not unless you give me your word that there will be no confiscation of property.”


  “I give you my word gladly! Just go!”


  “I’m going. But don’t think I won’t hold you to your word.”


  *


  He had won, but that speech of Caesar’s swirled remorselessly through Cicero’s mind as he plodded with his lictors and a good party of militia to the house of Lucius Caesar, where Lentulus Sura still lodged. He had sent four of his praetors to fetch Gaius Cethegus, Statilius, Gabinius Capito and Caeparius, but felt he must collect Lentulus Sura himself; the man had been consul.


  Was the price too high? No! The moment these traitors were dead Rome would quieten magically; any thought of insurrection would vanish from all men’s imaginations. Nothing deterred like execution. If Rome executed more often, crime would diminish. As for the trial process, Cato was right on both counts. They were guilty out of their own mouths, so to try them was a waste of State money. And the trouble with the trial process was that it could so easily and deftly be tampered with, provided someone was prepared to put up enough cash to meet the jury’s price. Tarquinius had accused Crassus, and though logic said Crassus could not be involved in any way—it had been he, after all, who gave Cicero the first concrete evidence—the seed was sown in Cicero’s mind. What if Crassus had been involved, then thought better of it, and craftily engineered those letters?


  Catulus and Gaius Piso had accused Caesar. So had Cato. None of them with one iota of proof, and all of them Caesar’s implacable enemies. But the seed was sown. What about that item Cato produced about Caesar’s conspiring to assassinate Lucius Cotta and Torquatus nearly three years before? There had been a wild rumor about an assassination plot at the time, though the culprit at the time had been said to be Catilina. Then Lucius Manlius Torquatus had shown his disbelief of the rumor by defending Catilina at his extortion trial. No hint of Caesar’s name then. And Lucius Cotta was Caesar’s uncle. Yet… Other Roman patricians had conspired to kill close relatives, including Catilina, who had murdered his own son. Yes, patricians were different. Patricians obeyed no laws save those they respected. Look at Sulla, Rome’s first true dictator—and a patrician. Better than the rest. Certainly better than a Cicero, a lodger from Arpinum, a mere resident alien, a despised New Man.


  He would have to watch Crassus, decided Cicero. But he would have to watch Caesar even more closely. Look at Caesar’s debts—who stood to gain more than Caesar by a general cancellation of debt? Wasn’t that reason enough to back Catilina? How else could he hope to extricate himself from an otherwise inevitable ruin? He would need to conquer vast tracts as yet untouched by Rome, and Cicero for one deemed that impossible. Caesar was no Pompey; he had never commanded armies. Nor would Rome be tempted to endow him with special commissions! In fact, the more Cicero thought about Caesar, the more convinced he became that Caesar had been a part of the Catilinarian conspiracy, if only because victory for Catilina meant that his burden of debt would be removed.


  Then as he was returning to the Forum with Lentulus Sura (whom again he led by the hand like a child), another Caesar intruded. Neither as gifted nor as dangerous as Gaius, Lucius Caesar was still a formidable man: consul the year before, an augur, and likely to be elected censor at some time in the future. He and Gaius were close cousins, and they liked each other.


  But Lucius Caesar had stopped in his tracks, incredulity written on his face as his eyes took in the sight of Cicero leading Lentulus Sura by the hand.


  “Now?” he asked Cicero.


  “Now,” said Cicero firmly.


  “Without preparation? Without mercy? Without a bath, clean clothes, the right frame of mind? Are we barbarians?”


  “It has to be now,” Cicero said miserably, “before the sun sets. Don’t try to obstruct me, please.”


  Lucius Caesar stepped out of the way ostentatiously. “Oh, the Gods preserve me from obstructing Roman justice!” he said, sneering. “Have you broken the news to my sister that her husband is to die without a bath, without clean clothes?”


  “I haven’t the time!” cried Cicero for something to say. Oh, this was awful! He was only doing his duty! But he couldn’t say that to Lucius Caesar, could he? What could he say?


  “Then I had better go to her house while it’s still in Sura’s name!” Lucius Caesar snapped. “No doubt you’ll be convening the Senate tomorrow to dispose of all the property.”


  “No, no!” Cicero said, almost weeping. “I’ve given your cousin Gaius my solemn word that there will be no confiscation of property.”


  “Big of you,” said Lucius Caesar. He looked at his brother-in-law Lentulus Sura, lips parted as if to say something; then he shut them firmly, shook his head, and turned away. Nothing could help, nor did he think Lentulus Sura capable of hearing. Shock had parted him from his wits.


  *


  Trembling from that encounter, Cicero proceeded down the Vestal Steps into the lower Forum, which was jammed with people—and not all of them professional Forum frequenters, either. As his lictors pushed a path through those masses of people, Cicero fancied he caught glimpses of faces he knew. Was that young Decimus Brutus Albinus? Surely that wasn’t Publius Clodius! Gellius Poplicola’s outcast son? Why would any of them be mingling cheek by jowl with the ordinary folk of Rome’s back streets?


  There was a feeling in the air, and its nature frightened the already shaken Cicero. People were growling, their eyes were dark, their faces sullen, their bodies hard to move aside for Rome’s senior consul and the victim he led by the hand. A frisson of terror flashed up Cicero’s spine, almost caused him to turn about and run. But he couldn’t. This was his doing. He had to see it through now. He was the father of his country; he had single-handedly saved Rome from a nest of patricians.


  On the far side of the Gemonian Steps, which led up onto the Arx of the Capitol, lay Rome’s ramshackle, tumbledown (and only) prison, the Lautumiae; its first and most ancient building was the Tullianum, a tiny, three-sided relic of the days of the kings. In the wall facing onto the Clivus Argentarius and the Basilica Porcia was its only door, a thick wooden ugliness always kept closed and locked.


  But this evening it stood wide open, its aperture filled by half-naked men, six of them. Rome’s public executioners. They were slaves, of course, and lived in barracks on the Via Recta outside the pomerium together with Rome’s other public slaves. Where their lot differed from the other tenants of that barracks lay in the fact that Rome’s public executioners did not cross the pomerium into the city except to perform their duty. A duty normally confined to putting their big, brawny hands around foreign necks only, snapping them; a duty normally occurring only once or twice in any year, during a triumphal parade. It was a very long time since the necks they would break had belonged to Romans. Sulla had killed many Romans, but never officially inside the Tullianum. Marius had killed many Romans, but never officially inside the Tullianum.


  Luckily the physical location of the execution chamber did not permit the entire front of that crowd to witness what happened, and by the time Cicero had assembled his five wretched condemned and placed a solid wall of lictors and militia between them and the masses, there was little indeed to see.


  When Cicero mounted the few steps to stand outside the door, the smell hit him. Fierce, foetid, an overwhelming stench of decay. For no one ever cleaned out the execution chamber. A man went in; he approached a hole in the middle of the floor, and descended into the depths below. There some feet down his executioners waited to break his neck. After which his body simply lay there and rotted. The next time the chamber was needed, the executioners shoved the moldering remains into an open conduit which joined the sewers.


  Gorge rising, Cicero stood ashen-faced as the five men filed inside, Lentulus Sura first, Caeparius last. None of them so much as spared him a glance, for which he was very grateful. The inertia of shock held them fast.


  It took no more than a few moments. One of the executioners emerged from the door and nodded to him. I can leave now, thought Cicero, and walked behind his lictors and militia to the rostra.


  From its top he gazed down on the crowd stretching away to the limit of his vision, and wet his lips. He was within the pomerium, Rome’s sacred boundary, and that meant he could not use the word “dead” as part of an official pronunciation.


  What could he say instead of “dead”? After a pause he threw his arms wide and shouted, “Vivere!” “They have lived!” Past perfect, over and done with, finished.


  No one cheered. No one booed. Cicero climbed down and began to walk in the direction of the Palatine while the crowd dispersed mostly toward the Esquiline, the Subura, the Viminal. When he reached the little round House of Vesta a large group of knights of the Eighteen led by Atticus appeared, torches kindled because it was growing quite dark. And they hailed him as the savior of his country, as pater patriae, as a hero straight out of myth. Balm to his animus! The conspiracy of Lucius Sergius Catilina was no more, and he alone had exposed it, killed it.


  V
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  Caesar stalked home to the Domus Publica in a towering rage, Titus Labienus almost running to keep up with him. A peremptory jerk of Caesar’s head had summoned Pompey’s tame tribune of the plebs to accompany him, for what reason Labienus didn’t know; he went because in Pompey’s absence Caesar was his controller.


  The invitation to help himself to liquid refreshments was given by another jerk of Caesar’s head; Labienus poured wine, sat down, and watched Caesar pace the confines of his study.


  Finally Caesar spoke. “I will make Cicero wish he had never been born! How dared he presume to interpret Roman law! And how did we ever elect such a swan senior consul?”


  “What, didn’t you vote for him?”


  “Neither for him nor for Hybrida.”


  “You voted for Catilina?” Labienus asked, surprised.


  “And Silanus. Candidly, there was no one I really wanted to vote for, but one can’t not vote, that’s to avoid the issue.” The red spots still burned in Caesar’s cheeks, and the eyes were, thought Labienus with unusual imagination, frozen yet on fire.


  “Sit down, man, do! I know you don’t touch wine, but tonight is exceptional. A drink will do you good.”


  “A drink never does any good,” Caesar said emphatically; he did, however, sit down. “If I am not in error, Titus, your uncle Quintus Labienus perished under a tile in the Curia Hostilia thirty-seven years ago.”


  “Together with Saturninus, Lucius Equitius and the rest, yes.”


  “And how do you feel about that?”


  “How else than that it was as unforgivable as unconstitutional? They were Roman citizens, and they had not been tried.”


  “True. However, they were not officially executed. They were murdered to avoid keeping them alive to undergo a trial process neither Marius nor Scaurus could be sure would not cause far worse violence. Naturally it was Sulla who solved the dilemma by murder. He was Marius’s right hand in those days—very quick, very clever, very ruthless. So fifteen men died, there were no incendiary treason trials, the grain fleet arrived, Marius distributed it dirt-cheap, Rome settled down full-bellied, and later on Scaeva the slave got all the credit for murdering those fifteen men.”


  Labienus frowned, added more water to his wine. “I wish I knew where you’re going.”


  “I know where, Labienus, which is what matters,” said Caesar, smiling to reveal clenched teeth. “Consider if you will that dubious piece of relatively recent Republican expedience, the senatus consultum de re publica defendenda—or, as Cicero so cutely renamed it, the Senatus Consultum Ultimum. Invented by the Senate when no one wanted a dictator appointed to make the decisions. And it did serve the Senate’s purpose in the aftermath of Gaius Gracchus, not to mention Saturninus, Lepidus and some others.”


  “I still don’t know where you’re going,” said Labienus.


  Caesar drew a breath. “Now here is the Senatus Consultum Ultimum again, Labienus. But look what’s happened to it! In Cicero’s mind for one it has become respectable, inevitable, and highly convenient. Seduce the Senate into passing it, and then beneath its shelter proceed to flout both constitution and mos maiorum! Without altering it at law in any way, Cicero has employed his Senatus Consultum Ultimum to crush Roman windpipes and snap Roman necks without trial—without ceremony—without even common decency! Those men went to their deaths faster than soldiers are cut down in a lost battle! Not unofficially beneath a rain of tiles from a roof, but with the full sanction of the Senate of Rome! Which at Cicero’s urging took upon itself the functions of judge and jury! How do you think it must have looked to that crowd in the Forum this evening, Labienus? I will tell you how it looked. As if from this day forward, no Roman citizen can ever again be sure that he will be accorded his absolutely inalienable right to a trial before any condemnation. And that so-called brilliant man, that conceited and feckless fool Cicero, actually thinks he has extricated the Senate from a very difficult situation in the best and most suitable way! I will grant him that for the Senate it was the easy way. But for the vast majority of Roman citizens of every kind from the First Class to the Head Count, what Cicero engineered today spells the death of an inalienable right should the Senate decide under a future Senatus Consultum Ultimum that Roman men must die without a trial, without due process of the law! What’s to stop its happening again, Labienus? Tell me what?”


  Suddenly short of breath, Labienus managed to put his goblet down on the desk without spilling its contents, then stared at Caesar as if he had never seen him before. Why did Caesar see so many ramifications when no one else had? Why hadn’t he, Titus Labienus, understood better what Cicero was actually doing? Ye gods, Cicero hadn’t understood! Only Caesar had. Those who voted against execution had done so because their hearts could not approve, or else had groped after the truth like blind men debating the nature of an elephant.


  “When I spoke this morning I made a terrible mistake,” Caesar went on angrily. “I chose to be ironic, I didn’t think it right to inflame feelings. I decided to be clever, to point out the insanity of Cicero’s proposal by talking of the time of the kings and saying that Cicero was abrogating the Republic by dragging us back to the time of the kings. It wasn’t simple enough. I ought to have been down on a child’s level, slowly spelling out manifest truths. But I deemed them grown and educated men of some little intelligence, so I chose to be ironic. Never realizing that they wouldn’t fully follow where my argument was going, why I was taking that tack. I ought to have been blunter then than I am now to you, but I didn’t want to set their backs up because I thought rage would blind them! They were already blind, I had nothing to lose! I don’t often make mistakes, but I made one this morning, Labienus. Look at Cato! The one man I felt sure would support me, little though he likes me. What he said made absolutely no sense. But they chose to follow him like a lot of eunuchs after Magna Mater.”


  “Cato is a yapping dog.”


  “No, Labienus, he’s just the worst kind of fool there is. He thinks he’s not a fool.”


  “That’s true of most of us.”


  Up went Caesar’s brows. “I am not a fool, Titus.”


  Then Titus was to soften it, of course. “Granted.” Why was it that when one was in the company of a man who did not drink wine, wine lost its allure? Labienus poured himself water. “No point in going over lost ground now, Caesar. I believe you when you say you’ll make Cicero wish he’d never been born, but how?”


  “Simple. I will ram his Senatus Consultum Ultimum somewhere down around his golden tonsils,” said Caesar dreamily, his smile not reaching his eyes.


  “But how? How, how, how?”


  “You have four days left of your year as a tribune of the plebs, Labienus, and they are just enough if we act quickly. We can allow tomorrow to organize ourselves and refine our roles. The day after will see the first phase. The two days following that are for the final phase. The business won’t have finished by then, but it will have gone far enough. And you, my dear Titus Labienus, will quit your tribunate in an absolute blaze of glory! If nothing else recommends your name to posterity, I promise you that the events of the next four days surely will!”


  “What do I have to do?”


  “Nothing this evening, except perhaps—do you have access to—no, you wouldn’t. I’ll frame it differently. Can you manage to get hold of a bust or a statue of Saturninus? Or of your uncle Quintus Labienus?’’


  “I can go one better than that,” said Labienus promptly. “I know where there’s an imago of Saturninus.”


  “An imago! But he was never praetor!”


  “True,” said Labienus, grinning. “The trouble with being a great nobleman, Caesar, is that you can have no idea how our minds work, we ambitious up-and-coming Picentines, Samnites, New Men from Arpinum and the like. We just can’t wait to see our features exquisitely formed and tinted like life in beeswax, with real hair of exactly the right color and style! So as soon as we have the money in our purses we sneak off to one of the craftsmen in the Velabrum, and we commission an imago. I know men who will never even belong to the Senate who have imagines. How else do you think Magius of the Velabrum got so rich?’’


  “Well, in this situation I’m very pleased you up-and-coming men of Picenum commission imagines,” Caesar said briskly. “Get Saturninus’s likeness, and find an actor to wear it to good effect.”


  “Uncle Quintus had an imago too, so I’ll hire an actor to wear his. I can also get busts of both men.”


  “In which case I have nothing further for you until dawn tomorrow, Labienus. Then I promise I’ll work you remorselessly until the time comes to depart your tribunate.”


  “Is it to be just you and me?”


  “No, there will be four of us,” said Caesar, rising to escort Labienus to the front door. “What I plan needs you, me, Metellus Celer and my cousin Lucius Caesar.”


  Which didn’t help elucidate matters for Titus Labienus, who left the Domus Publica intrigued, baffled, and wondering how his curiosity and excitement were ever going to let him sleep.


  *


  Caesar had abandoned all idea of sleep. He returned to his study so immersed in thought that Eutychus, his steward, had to clear his throat several times in the doorway before his presence was noticed.


  “Ah, excellent!” said the Pontifex Maximus. “I am at home to no one, Eutychus, even my mother. Is that understood?’’


  “Edepol!” cried the steward, plump hands going to plumper face. “Domine, Julia is most anxious to speak to you at once.”


  “Tell her I know what she wants to speak to me about, and that I will be happy to see her for as long as she likes on the first day of the new tribunate of the plebs. But not a moment before.”


  “Caesar, that’s five days off! Truly, I don’t think the poor little girl can wait five days!”


  “If I say she must wait twenty years, Eutychus, then she must wait twenty years,” was Caesar’s reply, coldly given. “Five days are not twenty years. All family and domestic matters must wait for five days. Julia has a grandmother, she is not dependent upon me. Is that absolutely clear?”


  “Yes, domine,” whispered the steward, carefully shutting the door and creeping away down the passage to where Julia stood, face pale, hands locked in each other. “I’m sorry, Julia, he says he will see no one until the day the new tribunes of the plebs enter office.”


  “Eutychus, he didn’t!”


  “He did. He refuses to see even the lady Aurelia.”


  Who appeared at that moment from the direction of the Atrium Vestae, eyes hard, mouth thin. “Come,” she said to Julia, drawing her into the suite belonging to the mother of the Pontifex Maximus.


  “You’ve heard,” said Aurelia, pushing Julia into a chair.


  “I don’t know quite what I’ve heard,” said Julia distractedly. “I asked to speak to tata, and he said no!”


  That gave Aurelia pause. “Did he? How odd! It is not like Caesar to refuse to face facts or people.”


  “Eutychus says he won’t see anyone, even you, until five days from now, avia. He was quite specific, we must all wait until the day the new tribunes of the plebs enter office.”


  Frowning, Aurelia began to pace the room; nor did she answer for some time. Eyes misted but tears held back resolutely, Julia watched her grandmother. The trouble is, she thought, that the three of us are so dauntingly different from each other!


  Julia’s mother had died when she was barely seven years old, which meant Aurelia had been mother as well as grandmother for most of her formative years. Not very approachable, perpetually busy, strict and unsparing, Aurelia had nonetheless given Julia what all children need most, an unshakable sense of security and belonging. Though she laughed but little, she had an acute wit which could pop out at the most disconcerting moments, and she thought no less of Julia because Julia loved to laugh. Every care had been lavished upon the child’s upbringing, from guidance in such matters as tasteful dress to merciless training in good manners. Not to mention the unsentimental and unvarnished way Aurelia had taught Julia to accept her lot—and to accept it gracefully, with pride, without developing a sense of injury or resentment.


  “There is no point in wishing for a different or a better world” was Aurelia’s perpetual moral. “For whatever reason, this world is the only one we have, and we must live in it as happily and pleasantly as we can. We cannot fight Fortune or Fate, Julia.”


  Caesar was not at all like his mother except in his steel, nor was Julia unaware of the friction which could scratch into being between them on sometimes scant provocation. But for his daughter he was the beginning and the end of that world Aurelia had disciplined her into accepting: not a god, but definitely a hero. To Julia, no one was as perfect as her father, as brilliant, as educated, as witty, as handsome, as ideal, as Roman. Oh, she was well acquainted with his failings (though he never visited them upon her), from that terrifying temper to what she thought of as his besetting sin, which was to play with people the way a cat played with a mouse in every sense—pitiless and cool, a smile of sheer pleasure on his face.


  “There is a compelling reason for Caesar’s withdrawal from us,” said Aurelia suddenly, ceasing to pace. “It is not that he is afraid to confront us, of that I am now absolutely sure. I can only assume that his motives have nothing to do with us.”


  “Nor probably,” said Julia, enlightened, “anything to do with what is preying on our minds.”


  Aurelia’s beautiful smile flashed. “You grow more perceptive every day, Julia. Quite so, quite so.”


  “Then, avia, until he has time to see us, I will have to talk to you. Is it true, what I heard in the Porticus Margaritaria?’’


  “About your father and Servilia?’’


  “Is that it? Oh!”


  “What did you think it was, Julia?”


  “I couldn’t catch it all, because as soon as people saw me they stopped talking. What I gathered was that tata is involved in some great scandal with a woman, and that it all came out in the Senate today.”


  Aurelia grunted. “It certainly did.” And without mincing matters she told Julia of the events in the temple of Concord.


  “My father and Brutus’s mother,” said Julia slowly. “What a muddle!” She laughed. “But how close he is, avia! All this time, and neither Brutus nor I has ever suspected. What on earth does he see in her?”


  “You’ve never liked her.”


  “No, indeed!”


  “Well, that’s understandable. You’re so much on Brutus’s side you couldn’t like her.”


  “Do you?”


  “For what she is, I like her very well.”


  “Yet tata told me he didn’t like her, and he doesn’t lie.”


  “He definitely does not like her. I have no idea—nor, frankly, do I want to have any idea!—what holds him to her, except that it is very strong.”


  “I imagine she’s excellent in bed.”


  “Julia!”


  “I’m not a child anymore,” said Julia with a chuckle. “And I do have ears.”


  “For what’s bruited about the shops of the Porticus Margaritaria?’’


  “No, for what’s said in my stepmother’s rooms.”


  Aurelia stiffened dangerously. “I’ll soon put a stop to that!”


  “Don’t avia, please!” cried Julia, putting her hand on her grandmother’s arm. “You mustn’t blame poor Pompeia, and it isn’t her, anyway. It’s her friends. I know I’m not grown up yet, but I always think of myself as much older and wiser than Pompeia. She’s like a pretty puppy, she sits there wagging her tail and grinning all over her face as the conversation wafts far above her head, so terribly anxious to please and belong. They torment her dreadfully, the Clodias and Fulvia, and she never can see how cruel they are.” Julia looked thoughtful. “I love tata to death and I’ll hear no word against him, but he’s cruel to her too. Oh, I know why! She’s far too stupid for him. They ought never to have married, you know.”


  “I was responsible for that marriage.”


  “And for the best of reasons, I’m sure,” said Julia warmly. Then she sighed. “Oh, but I do wish you’d picked someone a great deal cleverer than Pompeia Sulla!”


  “I picked her,” said Aurelia grimly, “because she was offered to me as a bride for Caesar, and because I thought the only way I could make sure Caesar didn’t marry Servilia was to get in first.”


  *


  After comparing notes in later days, a goodly number of the members of the Senate discovered that they had preferred not to linger in the lower Forum to witness the execution of Lentulus Sura and the others.


  One such was the senior consul-elect, Decimus Junius Silanus; another was the tribune of the plebs-elect, Marcus Porcius Cato.


  Silanus reached his house some time ahead of Cato, whose progress was retarded by people wishful of congratulating him for his speech and his stand against Caesar’s blandishments.


  The fact that he was obliged to let himself in the front door prepared Silanus for what he found inside: a deserted atrium with nary a servant in sight or sound. Which meant everyone servile already knew what had happened during the debate. But did Servilia? Did Brutus? Face drawn because the pain in his gut was gnawing and griping, Silanus forced his legs to hold him up and went immediately to his wife’s sitting room. ‘


  She was there, poring over some of Brutus’s accounts, and looked up with an expression of simple irritation.


  “Yes, yes, what is it?” she growled.


  “Then you don’t know,” he said.


  “Don’t know what?”


  “That your message to Caesar fell into the wrong hands.”


  Her eyes widened. “What do you mean?”


  “The precious fellow you so love to have run your errands because he sucks up to you so cleverly isn’t clever enough,” said Silanus with more iron in his voice than Servilia had ever heard. “He came prancing into Concord and didn’t have the sense to wait. So he handed your note to Caesar at the worst possible moment, which was the moment your esteemed half brother Cato had reserved to accuse Caesar of masterminding Catilina’s conspiracy. And when in the midst of this drama Cato saw that Caesar was anxious to read the piece of paper he had been handed, Cato demanded that Caesar read it out to the whole House. He assumed it contained evidence of Caesar’s treason, you see.”


  “And Caesar read it out,” said Servilia tonelessly.


  “Come, come, my dear, is that all you know about Caesar after so much intimacy with the man?’’ asked Silanus, lip curling. “He’s not so unsubtle, nor so little in command of himself. No, if anyone came out of the affair looking the victor, it was Caesar. Of course it was Caesar! He simply smiled at Cato and said that he rather thought Cato would prefer that the contents of the note remain private. He got up and gave Cato the note so courteously, so pleasantly—oh, it was well done!”


  “Then how was I exposed?” whispered Servilia.


  “Cato just couldn’t believe what his eyes saw. It took him ages to decipher those few words, while we all waited with bated breath. Then he crushed your message into a ball and threw it at Caesar like a missile. But of course the distance was too great. Philippus grabbed it from the floor and read it. Then he passed it along the praetors-elect until it reached the curule dais.”


  “And they roared with laughter,” said Servilia between her teeth. “Oh, they would!”


  “Pipinna,’’ he mocked.


  Another woman would have flinched, but not Servilia, who snarled. “Fools!”


  “The hilarity made it hard for Cicero to make himself heard when he demanded a division.”


  Even in the midst of her travail her avidity for politics showed. “A division? For what?”


  “To decide the fate of our captive conspirators, poor souls. Execution or exile. I voted to execute, that’s what your note forced me to do. Caesar had advocated exile, and had the House on his side until Cato spoke up for execution. Cato swung everyone around. The division went for execution. Thanks to you, Servilia. If your note hadn’t silenced Cato he would have filibustered until sunset, and the vote wouldn’t have been taken until tomorrow. My feeling is that by tomorrow the House would have seen the sense of Caesar’s argument. If I were Caesar, my dear, I’d cut you up and feed you to the wolves.”


  That disconcerted her, but her contempt for Silanus eventually made her dismiss this opinion. “When are the executions to take place?”


  “They’re taking place right at this moment. I deemed it best to come home and warn you before Cato could arrive.”


  She leaped to her feet. “Brutus!”


  But Silanus, not without satisfaction, had cocked his ear in the direction of the atrium, and now smiled sourly. “Too late, my dear, far too late. Cato is upon us.”


  Still Servilia made a move toward the door, only to stop short of it when Cato erupted through it, the first finger and thumb of his right hand pincered agonizingly into Brutus’s earlobe.


  “Get in here and look at her, your strumpet of a mother!” bellowed Cato, releasing Brutus’s ear and pushing him so hard in the small of the back that he staggered and would have fallen were it not for Silanus, who steadied him. The lad looked so appalled and bewildered that he probably had not even begun to understand what was happening, thought Silanus as he moved away.


  Why do I feel so strange? then asked Silanus of himself. Why am I in some secret corner so delighted by this, so vindicated? Today my world has learned that I am a cuckold, and yet I find that of much less moment than I find this delicious retribution, my wife’s hugely deserved comeuppance. I hardly find it in me to blame Caesar. It was her, I know it was her. He doesn’t bother with the wives of men who haven’t irritated him politically, and until today I have never irritated him politically. It was her, I know it was her. She wanted him, she went after him. That’s why she gave Brutus to his daughter! To keep Caesar in the family. He wouldn’t marry her, so she beggared her pride. Quite a feat for Servilia, that! And now Cato, the man she loathes most in all the world, is privy to both her passions—Brutus and Caesar. Her days of peace and self-satisfaction are over. From now on there will be a hideous war, just as in her childhood. Oh, she’ll win! But how many of them will live to see her triumph? I for one will not, for which I am profoundly glad. I pray I am the first to go.


  “Look at her, your strumpet of a mother!” Cato bellowed again, slapping Brutus viciously about the head.


  “Mama, Mama, what is it?” Brutus whimpered, ears ringing and eyes watering.


  ” ‘Mama, Mama!’ ” Cato mimicked, sneering. ” ‘Mama, Mama!’ What a dimwit you are, Brutus, what a lapdog, what an apology for a man! Brutus the baby, Brutus the booby! ‘Mama, Mama!’ ” Slapping Brutus’s head viciously.


  Servilia moved with the speed and style of a striking snake, straight for Cato, and so suddenly that she was upon him before he could swing his attention away from Brutus. Between them she went with both hands up, fingers crooked into claws, took Cato’s face in their embrace and dug her nails into his flesh until they sank like grapples. Had he not instinctively screwed his eyes shut she would have blinded him, but her talons raked him from brow to jawline on right side and on left side, gouged down to muscle and then kept on going along his neck and into his shoulders.


  Even a warrior like Cato retreated, thin howls of terrible pain dying away as his opening eyes took in the sight of a Servilia more frightful than anything except dead Caepio’s face, a Servilia whose lips were peeled back from her teeth and whose eyes blazed murder. Then under the distended gaze of her son, her husband and her half brother she lifted her dripping fingers to her mouth and luxuriously sucked Cato’s flesh from them. Silanus gagged and fled. Brutus fainted. Which left Cato glaring at her between rivers of blood.


  “Get out and don’t ever come back,” she said softly.


  “I will end in owning your son, never doubt it!”


  “If you so much as try, Cato, what I’ve done to you today will look like the kiss of a butterfly.”


  “You are monstrous!”


  “Just get out, Cato.”


  Cato got out, holding folds of toga against his face and neck.


  “Now why didn’t I think to tell him that it was I sent Caepio to his death?’’ she wondered as she squatted down beside the inanimate form of her son. “Never mind,” she went on, wiping Cato from her fingers before she began to minister to Brutus, “I have that little item saved for another time.”


  He came to full consciousness slowly, perhaps because inside his mind there now dwelled an absolute terror of his mother, who could eat Cato’s flesh with relish. But eventually he had no other choice than to open his eyes and stare up at her.


  “Get up and sit on the couch.”


  Brutus got up and sat on the couch.


  “Do you know what all that was about?”


  “No, Mama,” he whispered.


  “Not even when Cato called me a strumpet?”


  “No, Mama,” he whispered.


  “I am not a strumpet, Brutus.”


  “No, Mama.”


  “However,” said Servilia, disposing herself in a chair from which she could move quickly to Brutus’s side if she needed, “you are definitely old enough to understand the ways of the world, so it is time I enlightened you about certain matters anyway. What all that was about,” she went on in conversational tones, “is the fact that for some years Julia’s father has been my lover.”


  He leaned forward and dropped his head into his hands, quite unable to put two thoughts together, a hapless mass of misery and bewildered pain. First, all that in Concord while he stood at its doors listening—then, reporting to his mother—then, a blissful interval of wrestling with the writings of Fabius Pictor—then, Uncle Cato charging in and seizing his ear—then, Uncle Cato shouting at his mother—then, Mama attacking Uncle Cato, and—and—The full horror of what his mother had done after that struck Brutus afresh; he shivered and shuddered, wept desolately behind his hands.


  Now this. Mama and Caesar were lovers, had been lovers for years. How did he feel about this? How was he supposed to feel about this? Brutus liked guidance; he hated the rudderless sensation of having to make a decision—especially a decision about emotions—without having first learned how people like Plato and Aristotle regarded these unruly, illogical and mystifying entities. Somehow he didn’t seem able to feel anything about this. All that between Mama and Uncle Cato over this! But why? Mama was a law unto herself; surely Uncle Cato realized that. If Mama had a lover, there would be good reason. And if Caesar was Mama’s lover, there would be good reason. Mama did nothing without good reason. Nothing!


  Further than that he hadn’t managed to get when Servilia, tired of his silent weeping, spoke. “Cato,” she said, “is not all there, Brutus. He never was, even as a baby. Mormolyce got at him. He hasn’t improved with the passage of time. He’s thick, narrow, bigoted and unbelievably complacent. It is none of his business what I do with my life, any more than you are his business.”


  “I never realized how much you hate him,” said Brutus, lifting his hands from his face to look at her. “Mama, you’ve scarred him for life! For life!”


  “Good!” she said, looking genuinely pleased. Then her eyes fully assimilated the picture her son presented, and she winced. Because of the pimples he couldn’t shave, had to content himself with a close clipping of his dense black beard; between the huge pimples and the snot smeared everywhere, he was more than merely ugly. He was ghastly. Her hand scrabbled behind her until it located a small soft cloth near the wine and water flagons; she tossed it to him. “Wipe your face and blow your nose, Brutus, please! I do not acknowledge Cato’s criticisms of you, but there are certainly times when you disappoint me dreadfully.”


  “I know,” he whispered, “I know.”


  “Oh well, never mind!” she said bracingly, got up and went to stand behind him, her arm about his bent shoulders. “You have birth, wealth, education and clout. And you are not yet twenty-one years old. Time is bound to improve you, my son, but time will not do the same for Cato. Nothing can improve Cato.”


  Her arm felt like a cylinder of hot lead, but he didn’t dare shrug it off. He straightened a little. “May I go, Mama?”


  “Yes, provided that you understand my position.”


  “I understand it, Mama.”


  “What I do is my affair, Brutus, nor am I about to offer you one single excuse for the relationship between Caesar and me. Silanus knows. He has known for a very long time. That Caesar, Silanus and I have preferred to keep our secret is logical.”


  Light broke on Brutus. “Tertia!” he gasped. “Tertia is Caesar’s daughter, not Silanus’s! She looks like Julia.”


  Servilia regarded her son with some admiration. “How very perspicacious of you, Brutus. Yes, Tertia belongs to Caesar.”


  “And Silanus knows.”


  “From the beginning.”


  “Poor Silanus!”


  “Don’t waste your pity on undeserving objects.”


  A tiny spark of courage crept into Brutus’s breast. “And what of Caesar?” he asked. “Do you love him?”


  “More than anyone in this world except for you.”


  “Oh, poor Caesar!” said Brutus, and escaped before she could say another word, his heart pounding at his temerity.


  Silanus had made sure that this only male child had a large and comfortable suite of rooms for himself, with a pleasant outlook onto the peristyle. Here Brutus fled, but not for long. After washing his face, trimming his beard back to a minimal stubble, combing his hair and summoning his servant to assist him into his toga, he left Silanus’s brooding house. He did not walk Rome’s streets alone, however. As darkness had fallen, he went escorted by two slaves bearing torches.


  “May I see Julia, Eutychus?” he asked at Caesar’s door.


  “It is very late, domine, but I will find out if she is up,” said the steward respectfully, admitting him into the house.


  Of course she would see him; Brutus trod up the stairs and knocked upon her door.


  When she opened it she took him into her arms and just held him, her cheek against his hair. And the most exquisite feelings of utter peace and infinite warmth seeped through him from skin to bones; Brutus finally understood what some people meant when they said there was nothing lovelier than coming home. Home was Julia. His love for her welled up and up and up; the tears slid from beneath his lowered lids in healing bliss; he clung to her and inhaled the smell of her, delicate as all else about her. Julia, Julia, Julia…


  Without conscious volition his hands slid around her back, he lifted his head from her shoulder and groped for her mouth with his own, so fumbling and inexpert that she did not understand his intention until it was too late to draw away without hurting his feelings. So Julia experienced her first kiss at least filled with pity for its giver, and found it not nearly as unpleasant as she had feared. His lips felt quite nice, soft and dry, and with her eyes closed she could not see his face. Nor did he attempt further intimacies. Two more of the same kind of kisses, then he released her.


  “Oh, Julia, I love you so!”


  What could she say except, “I love you too, Brutus”? ‘ Then she drew him inside and seated him on a couch, though she very properly went to a chair some distance away, and left the door a little ajar.


  Her sitting room was large and, at least in Brutus’s eyes, especially beautiful. Her hand had been upon it, and her hand was not ordinary. The frescoes were of airy birds and frail flowers in pale clear colors, the furniture was slender and graceful, and there was not one touch of Tyrian purple to be seen, nor any gilt.


  “Your mother and my father,” she said.


  “What does it mean?”


  “For them, or for us?”


  “For us. How can we know what it means for them?”


  “I suppose,” she said slowly, “it can do us no harm. There are no laws forbidding them love because of us, though I imagine it will be frowned upon.”


  “My mother’s virtue is above reproach, and this doesn’t change that!” snapped Brutus, sounding truculently defensive.


  “Of course it doesn’t change that. My father represents a unique circumstance in your mother’s life. Servilia is no Palla or Sempronia Tuditani.”


  “Oh, Julia, it’s so wonderful that you always understand!”


  “Understanding them is easy, Brutus. My father can’t be lumped in with other men, just as your mother is a singularity among women.” She shrugged. “Who knows? Perhaps their relationship was inevitable, given the sort of people they are.”


  “You and I have a half sister in common,” said Brutus abruptly. “Tertia is your father’s, not Silanus’s.”


  Julia stilled, then gasped, then laughed in delight. “Oh, I have a sister! How lovely!”


  “Don’t, Julia, please don’t! Neither of us can ever admit to that, even within our families.”


  Her smile wobbled, faded. “Oh. Yes, of course you’re right, Brutus.” Tears gathered but did not fall. “I must never show it to her. All the same,” she said more brightly, “I know.”


  “Though she does look like you, she’s not a bit like you, Julia. In nature Tertia takes after my mother.”


  “Oh, rubbish! How can you tell at four years of age?”


  “Easily,” said Brutus grimly. “She’s going to be betrothed to Gaius Cassius because his mother and my mother compared our horoscopes. Our lives are closely linked, apparently through Tertia.”


  “And Cassius must never know.”


  That provoked a derisive snort from Brutus. “Oh, come now, Julia! Do you think someone won’t tell him? Though it can’t matter to him. Caesar’s blood is better than Silanus’s.”


  And there, thought Julia, was his mother talking! She went back to the original subject. “About our parents,” she said.


  “You think what lies between them cannot affect us?”


  “Oh, it must affect us. But I think we ought to ignore it.”


  “Then that,” he said, rising to his feet, “is what we will do. I must go, it’s very late.” At her door he lifted her hand and kissed it. “In four more years we will be married. It’s hard to wait, but Plato says the waiting will enhance our union.”


  “Does he?’’ asked Julia, looking blank. “I must have missed that bit.”


  “Well, I’m interpreting between the lines.”


  “Of course. Men have a superior ability to do that, I’ve noticed it quite often.”


  *


  Night was just beginning to yield to day when Titus Labienus, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Celer and Lucius Julius Caesar arrived at the Domus Publica to find Caesar wide awake and apparently none the worse for lack of sleep. Water, mild sweet wine, new-baked bread, virgin oil and an excellent honey from Hymettos had been placed on a console table at the back of the room, and Caesar waited patiently until his guests had helped themselves. He himself sipped something steaming from a carved stone cup, though he ate nothing.


  “What’s that you’re drinking?” asked Metellus Celer, curious.


  “Very hot water with a little vinegar.”


  “Ye gods, how vile!”


  “One gets used to it,” said Caesar tranquilly.


  “Why would one want to?”


  “Two reasons. The first, that I believe it is good for my health, which I intend to keep in rude excellence until I am an old man, and the second, that it inures my palate to all manner of insults from rancid oil to sour bread.”


  “I’ll grant you the first reason, but what’s the virtue in the second unless you’ve espoused Stoicism? Why should you ever have to put up with poor food?”


  “On campaign one often has to—at least, the way I campaign. Does Pompeius Magnus do you prouder, does he, Celer?”


  “I should hope so! And every other general I’ve served under! Remind me not to campaign with you!”


  “Well, in winter and spring the drink isn’t quite so vile. I replace the vinegar with lemon juice.”


  Celer rolled his eyes; Labienus and Lucius Caesar laughed.


  “All right, time to get down to business,” said Caesar as he seated himself behind his desk. “Please forgive my patron’s pose, but it seems more logical for me to sit where I can see all of you, and all of you can see me.”


  “You are forgiven,” said Lucius Caesar gravely.


  “Titus Labienus was here last night, so I have his reasons for voting with me yesterday,” Caesar said, “and I understand completely why you voted with me, Lucius. However, I am not entirely privy to your motives, Celer. Tell me now.”


  The long-suffering husband of his own first cousin, Clodia, Metellus Celer was also the brother-in-law of Pompey the Great, as the mother of Celer and his younger brother, Metellus Nepos, was also Mucia Tertia’s mother. Devoted to each other, Celer and Nepos were liked and esteemed, for they were charming and convivial men.


  To Caesar, Celer had never seemed particularly radical in his political leanings, until now respectably conservative. How he answered was critical to success; Caesar could not hope to carry out what he planned unless Celer was prepared to back him to the hilt.


  Handsome face grim, Celer leaned forward, hands clenched into fists. “To begin with, Caesar, I disapprove of mushrooms like Cicero dictating policy to genuine Romans. Nor for one single moment will I condone the execution of Roman citizens without a trial! It does not escape me that Cicero’s ally turned out to be another quasi-Roman, Cato of the Saloniani. What are we coming to when those who presume to interpret our laws are descended from slaves or ancestorless bumpkins?”


  An answer which—did Celer realize it?—also dismissed his relative by marriage Pompey the Great. However, provided no one was crass enough to mention this fact, it might conveniently be ignored.


  “What can you do, Gaius?” asked Lucius Caesar.


  “Quite a lot. Labienus, you will excuse me if I recapitulate what I said to you last night. Namely, exactly what it was Cicero did. The execution of citizens without trial is not the crux of the issue, but rather a by-product of it. The real crime lies in Cicero’s interpretation of the senatus consultum de re publica defendenda. I do not believe that this ultimate decree was ever intended as a blanket protection enabling the Senate or any other body of Roman men to do precisely as it likes. That is Cicero’s own interpretation.


  “The ultimate decree was invented to deal with a civil disturbance of short duration, that of Gaius Gracchus. The same can be said of its employment during the revolution of Saturninus, though its shortcomings were more obvious then than when it was first used. It was invoked by Carbo against Sulla when he landed in Italia, and against Lepidus too. In the case of Lepidus, it was reinforced by Sulla’s constitution, which gave the Senate full and clear powers in all matters relating to war, if not to civil disturbances. The Senate chose to call Lepidus a war.


  “That is not so today,” Caesar continued sternly. “The Senate is once more constrained by the three Comitia. Nor did any of the five men who were executed last night lead armed troops against Rome. In fact, none so much as picked up a weapon against any Roman, unless you count Caeparius’s resisting what he might have thought a simple attack on the Mulvian Bridge in the middle of the night. They were not declared public enemies. And, no matter how many arguments are advanced to prove their treasonous intentions, even now they are dead their intentions remain just that—no more and no less than intentions. Intentions, not concrete deeds! The letters were letters of intent, written before the fact.


  “Who can say what the arrival of Catilina outside Rome might have done to their intentions? And with Catilina gone from the city, what happened to their intention to kill the consuls and praetors? Two men—neither of them among last night’s five dead men!—are said to have tried to enter Cicero’s house to murder him. Yet our consuls and our praetors are hale and hearty to this day! There’s not a scratch on them! Are we now to be executed without trial because of our intentions?”


  “Oh, I wish you’d said that yesterday!” sighed Celer.


  “So do I. However, I very much doubt that any argument had the power to move them once Cato got into stride. For all his fine words about keeping our speeches short, Cicero never even tried to stop his talking. I wish he’d continued until sunset.”


  “Blame Servilia that he didn’t,” said Lucius Caesar, mentioning the unmentionable.


  “Don’t worry, I do,” said Caesar, tight-lipped.


  “Well, if you plan to murder her, just make sure you don’t tell her so in a letter,” Celer contributed, grinning. “Intent is all you need these days.”


  “That is precisely my point. Cicero has converted the Senatus Consultum Ultimum into a monster which can turn on any of us.”


  “I fail to see what we can do in hindsight,” said Labienus.


  “We can turn the monster against Cicero, who undoubtedly at this moment is scheming to have the Senate ratify his claim to the title pater patriae,” said Caesar, curling his lip. “He says he’s saved his country, whereas I maintain that his country is in no real danger, Catilina and his army notwithstanding. If ever a revolution was doomed to fail, this one is it. Lepidus was dismal enough. I’d call Catilina an outright joke, except that some good Roman soldiers will have to die putting him down.”


  “What do you intend?” asked Labienus. “What can you?”


  “I mean to cast the whole concept of the Senatus Consultum Ultimum into disrepute. You see, I intend to try someone for high treason who acted under its protection,” Caesar said.


  Lucius Caesar gasped. “Cicero?”


  “Certainly not Cicero—or Cato, for that matter. It’s far too soon to attempt retaliation against any of the men involved in this latest version. Were we to try, we’d find our own necks throttled. The time for that will come, cousin, but not yet. No, we’ll go after someone well known to have acted criminally under a far earlier Senatus Consultum Ultimum. Cicero was thoughtful enough to name our quarry in the House. Gaius Rabirius.”


  Three pairs of eyes widened, but no one spoke for some time.


  “Murder, you mean, surely,” said Celer eventually. “Gaius Rabirius was inarguably one of those on the Curia Hostilia roof, but that wasn’t treason. It was murder.”


  “That’s not what the law says, Celer. Think about it. Murder becomes treason when it is done to usurp the legal prerogatives of the State. Therefore the murder of a Roman citizen being held for trial on charges of high treason is itself treasonous.”


  “I begin to see where you’re going,” said Labienus, eyes glittering, “but you’d never succeed in getting into court.”


  “Perduellio is not a court offense, Labienus. It must be tried in the Centuriate Assembly,” said Caesar.


  “You’d never get it there either, even with Celer as urban praetor.”


  “I disagree. There is a way to get it before the Centuries. We begin with a trial process far older than the Republic, yet no less Roman law than any law of the Republic. It’s all in the ancient documents, my friend. Even Cicero will not be able to contest the legality of what we do. He’ll be able to counter it by sending it to the Centuries, is all.”


  “Enlighten me, Caesar, I’m no student of ancient law,” said Celer, beginning to smile.


  “You are renowned as an urban praetor who has scrupulously adhered to his edicts,” said Caesar, choosing to keep his audience on tenterhooks a little longer. “One of your edicts says that you will agree to try any man if his accusator acts within the law. At dawn on the morrow Titus Labienus will appear at your tribunal and demand that Gaius Rabirius be tried perduellionis for the murders of Saturninus and Quintus Labienus in the form outlined during the reign of King Tullus Hostilius. You will inspect his case, and—how perspicacious of you!—you will just happen to have a copy of my dissertation on ancient procedures for high treason under your elbow. This will confirm that Labienus’s application to charge Rabirius perduellionis for these two murders is within the letter of the law.”


  His audience sat fascinated; Caesar drained what was left of his water and vinegar, now tepid, and continued.


  “The procedure for the only trial which has come down to us during the reign of Tullus Hostilius—that of Horatius for the murder of his sister—calls for a hearing before two judges only. Now there are only four men in today’s Rome who qualify as judges because they come from families installed among the Fathers at the time the trial took place. I am one and you are another, Lucius. The third is Catilina, officially a public enemy. And the fourth is Fabius Sanga, at present well on his way to the lands of the Allobroges in the company of his clients. You, Celer, will therefore appoint me and Lucius as the judges, and direct that the trial take place immediately on the Campus Martius.”


  “Are you sure about your facts?’’ asked Celer, brow wrinkling. ‘ The Valerii are attested at that time, and certainly the Servilii and Quinctilii came from Alba Longa after its destruction, just as the Julii did.”


  Lucius Caesar chose to answer. “The trial of Horatius took place well before Alba Longa was sacked, Celer, which disqualifies the Servilii and the Quinctilii. The Julii emigrated to Rome when Numa Pompilius was still on the throne. They were banished from Alba by Cluilius, who usurped the Alban kingship from them. As for the Valerii”—Lucius Caesar shrugged—”they were Rome’s military priests, which disqualifies them too.”


  “I stand corrected,” chuckled Celer, vastly diverted, “but can only plead that I am, after all, a mere Caecilius!”


  “Sometimes,” said Caesar, acknowledging this hit, “it pays to choose your ancestors, Quintus. Caesar’s luck that no one from Cicero to Cato will be able to dispute your choice of judges.”


  “It will provoke a furor,” said Labienus with satisfaction.


  “That it will, Titus.”


  “And Rabirius will follow Horatius’s example by appealing.”


  “Of course. But first we’ll put on a wonderful show with all the ancient trappings on full display—the cross fashioned out of an unlucky tree—the forked stake for the flogging—three lictors bearing the rods and axes to represent the original three Roman tribes—the veil for Rabirius’s head and the ritual bindings for his wrists—superb theater! Spinther will die of envy.”


  “But,” said Labienus, reverting to gloom, “they’ll keep on finding excuses to delay Rabirius’s appeal in the Centuries until public resentment dies down. Rabirius’s case won’t be heard while anyone remembers the fate of Lentulus Sura and the others.”


  “They can’t do that,” said Caesar. “The ancient law prevails, so an appeal has to be held immediately, just as Horatius’s appeal was held immediately.”


  “I take it that we damn Rabirius,” said Lucius Caesar, “but I’m out of my depth, cousin. What’s the point?”


  “First of all, our trial is very different from a modern trial as set up by Glaucia. In modern eyes it will seem a farce. The judges decide what evidence they want to hear, and they also decide when they’ve heard enough. Which we will after Labienus has presented his case to us. We will decline to allow the accused to present any evidence in his own defense. It is vital that justice be seen not to be done! For what justice did those five men executed yesterday receive?”


  “And secondly?” asked Lucius Caesar.


  “Secondly, the appeal goes on straightaway, which means the Centuries will still be boiling. And Cicero is going to panic. If the Centuries damn Rabirius, his own neck is at risk. Cicero isn’t stupid, you know, just a trifle obtuse when his conceit and his certainty that he’s right get the better of his judgement. The moment he hears what we’re doing, he’ll understand exactly why we’re doing it.”


  “In which case,” said Celer, “if he has any sense he’ll go straight to the Popular Assembly and procure a law invalidating the ancient procedure.”


  “Yes, I believe that’s how he’ll approach it.” Caesar looked at Labienus. “I noted that Ampius and Rullus voted with us in Concord yesterday. Do you think they’d co-operate with us? I need a veto in the Popular Assembly, but you’ll be busy on the Campus Martius with Rabirius. Would Ampius or Rullus be prepared to exercise his veto on our behalf?”


  “Ampius certainly, because he’s tied to me and we’re both tied to Pompeius Magnus. But I think Rullus would co-operate too. He’d do anything he fancied might make Cicero and Cato suffer. He blames them for the death of his land bill.”


  “Rullus then, with Ampius in support. Cicero will ask the Popular Assembly for a lex rogata plus quam perfecta so that he can legally punish us for instituting the ancient procedure. I add that he’ll have to invoke his precious Senatus Consultum Ultimum to hurry it into law at once—thereby focusing public attention on the ultimate decree just when he’ll be wishing it burned and forgotten. Whereupon Rullus and Ampius will interpose their vetoes. After which I want Rullus to take Cicero to one side and propose a compromise. Our senior consul is such a timid soul that he’ll grasp at any proposal likely to avoid violence in the Forum—provided it allows him to get half of what he’s after.”


  “You ought to hear Magnus on the subject of Cicero during the Italian War,” said Labienus contemptuously. “Our heroic senior consul fainted at the sight of a sword.”


  “What’s Rullus’s deal to be?” asked Lucius Caesar, frowning at Labienus, whom he deemed a necessary evil.


  “First, that the law Cicero procures not render us liable for prosecution later. Secondly, that Rabirius’s appeal to the Centuries take place the following day so that Labienus can continue as prosecutor while still a tribune of the plebs. Thirdly, that the appeal be conducted according to the rules of Glaucia. Fourthly, that the death sentence be replaced by exile and a fine.” Caesar sighed luxuriously. “And fifthly, that I am appointed the appeal judge in the Centuries, with Celer as my personal custos.”


  Celer burst out laughing. “Jupiter, Caesar, that’s clever!”


  “Why bother to change the sentence?” asked Labienus, still disposed to be gloomy. “The Centuries haven’t convicted a man on a charge of perduellio since Romulus was a boy.”


  “You’re unduly pessimistic, Titus.” Caesar folded his hands loosely together on the desk top. “What we have to do is fan the feelings already simmering inside most of those who watched the Senate deny a Roman’s inalienable right to trial. This is one issue wherein the First and Second Classes will not consent to follow the example of the Senate, even among the ranks of the Eighteen. The Senatus Consultum Ultimum gives the Senate too much power, and there’s not a knight or a moderately affluent man out there who doesn’t understand that. It’s been war between the Orders since the Brothers Gracchi. Rabirius isn’t at all liked, he’s an old villain. Therefore his fate won’t matter nearly as much to the Centuriate voters as their own threatened right to trial. I think there’s a very good chance indeed that the Centuries will choose to damn Gaius Rabirius.”


  “And send him into exile,” said Celer a little unhappily. “I know he’s an old villain, Caesar, but he is old. Exile would kill him.”


  “Not if the verdict is never delivered,” said Caesar.


  “How can it not be delivered?”


  “That rests entirely with you, Celer,” Caesar said, smiling wickedly. “As urban praetor, you’re in charge of protocol for meetings on the Campus Martius. Including keeping an eye on the red flag you have to hoist atop the Janiculum when the Centuries are outside the walls. Just in case invaders are sighted.”


  Celer began to laugh again. “Caesar, no!”


  “My dear fellow, we’re under a Senatus Consultum Ultimum because Catilina is in Etruria with an army! The wretched decree wouldn’t exist if Catilina didn’t have an army, and five men would be alive today. Under more normal conditions no one even bothers to look at the Janiculum, least of all the urban praetor—he’s quite busy down at ground level, not up on a tribunal. But with Catilina and an army expected to descend on Rome any day, the moment that red flag comes down panic will ensue. The Centuries will abandon the vote and flee home to arm against the invaders, just as in the days of the Etrusci and the Volsci. I suggest,” Caesar went on demurely, “that you have someone on the Janiculum ready to lower the red flag, and arrange some sort of signal system—a fire, perhaps, if the sun isn’t far enough west, or a flashing mirror if it is.”


  “All very well,” said Lucius Caesar, “but what will such a tortuous sequence of events accomplish if Rabirius is not to be convicted and the Senatus Consultum Ultimum continues to be in effect until Catilina and his army are defeated? What lesson do you really think to teach Cicero? Cato is a lost cause, he’s too thick to learn from anything.”


  “About Cato you’re right, Lucius. But Cicero is different. As I’ve already said, he’s a timid soul. At present he’s carried away by the floodwaters of success. He wanted a crisis during his term as consul, and he got one. It hasn’t yet occurred to him that there’s any possibility of personal disaster involved. But if we drive it home to him that the Centuries would have convicted Rabirius, he will understand the message, believe me.”


  “But what exactly is the message, Gaius?”


  “That no man who acts under the shelter of a Senatus Consultum Ultimum is safe from retribution at some time in the future. That no senior consul can hoodwink a body of men as important as the Senate of Rome into sanctioning the execution of Roman citizens without a trial, let alone an appeal. Cicero will get the message, Lucius. Every man in the Centuries who votes to damn Rabirius will be telling Cicero that he and the Senate are not the arbiters of a Roman’s fate. They will also be telling him that in executing Lentulus Sura and the others without trial, he has lost their confidence as well as their admiration. And that last, to Cicero, will be worse by far than any other aspect of the whole business,” said Caesar.


  “He’ll hate you for this!” cried Celer.


  Up went both fair brows; Caesar looked haughty. “What can that be to me?” he asked.


  *


  The praetor Lucius Roscius Otho had been a tribune of the plebs in the service of Catulus and the boni, and had earned the dislike of nearly all Roman men by returning the fourteen rows of theater seats just behind the senatorial seats to the knights of the Eighteen. But his affection had been given to Cicero on the day when a theater full of people had whistled and booed him viciously for reserving those delectable seats at law, and Cicero had talked the angry crowd of lesser beings around.


  Praetor responsible for foreign litigation, Otho was in the lower Forum when he saw that savage-looking fellow Titus Labienus stride up to Metellus Celer’s tribunal and start talking very insistently. Curiosity piqued, Otho strolled over in time to hear the last part of Labienus’s demand that Gaius Rabirius be tried for high treason according to the law during the reign of King Tullus Hostilius. When Celer produced Caesar’s fat dissertation on ancient laws and started checking the validity of Labienus’s contentions, Otho decided it was time he repaid a part of his debt to Cicero by informing him what was going on.


  As it happened Cicero had slept late, for on the night after the execution of the conspirators he had not been able to sleep at all; then yesterday’s day had been stuffed full of people calling round to compliment him, a kind of excitement more conducive to sleep by far.


  Thus he had not emerged from his sleeping cubicle when Otho came banging on his front door, though he came quickly enough into the atrium when he heard the racket—such a small house!


  “Otho, my dear fellow, I’m so sorry!” Cicero cried, beaming at the praetor while he ran his hands through his tousled hair to smooth it. “Blame the events of the past few days—last night I finally had a really good rest.” His bubbling sense of well-being began to fade a little when he took in Otho’s perturbed expression. “Is Catilina on his way? Has there been a battle? Have our armies been defeated?”


  “No, no, nothing to do with Catilina,” said Otho, shaking his head. “It’s Titus Labienus.”


  “What about Titus Labienus?’’


  “He’s down in the Forum at Metellus Celer’s tribunal asking that he be allowed to prosecute old Gaius Rabirius perduellionis for the murders of Saturninus and Quintus Labienus.”


  “He’s what!”


  Otho repeated his statement.


  Cicero’s mouth went dry; he could feel the blood drain from his face, feel his heart begin to trip and stammer while his chest emptied of air. One hand went out, grasped Otho by the arm. “I don’t believe it!”


  “You had better, because it’s happening, and Metellus Celer was looking as if he was going to approve the case. I wish I could say I understood what exactly was going on, but I didn’t. Labienus kept quoting King Tullus Hostilius, something about an ancient trial process, and Metellus Celer got busy poring over a huge scroll he said was something to do with ancient laws. I don’t quite know why my left thumb started to prick, but it did. That’s terrible trouble coming! I thought I’d better run and tell you at once.”


  But he ended talking to vacant space; Cicero had vanished shouting for his valet. Within no time he was back, clad in all the majesty of his purple-bordered toga.


  “Did you see my lictors outside?”


  “They’re there, playing dice.”


  “Then we’re off.”


  Normally Cicero liked to amble behind his twelve white-clad lictors; it enabled everybody to see him properly and admire. But this morning his escort was exhorted to move at the double, not merely once, but every time it slackened its pace. The distance to the lower Forum was not great, but to Cicero it seemed as far as Rome to Capua. He itched to abandon majesty and run, though he preserved enough sense not to do so. Well he remembered that it was he who had introduced the name Gaius Rabirius into his speech opening the debate in Concord; he also remembered that he had done so in order to illustrate any individual’s immunity from the consequences of any actions performed while a Senatus Consultum Ultimum was in force. Now here was Titus Labienus—Caesar’s tame tribune of the plebs, not Pompey’s!—applying to prosecute Gaius Rabirius for the murders of Quintus Labienus and Saturninus! But not on a charge of murder. On an antique charge of perduellio, the same perduellio Caesar had described during his speech in Concord.


  By the time Cicero’s entourage streamed hastily across the space between Castor’s temple and the urban praetor’s tribunal, a small crowd had gathered about the tribunal to listen avidly. Not that anything important was being discussed as Cicero arrived; Labienus and Metellus Celer were speaking of some woman or other.


  “What is it? What’s going on?” demanded Cicero breathlessly.


  Celer raised his brows in surprise. “The normal business of this tribunal, senior consul.”


  “Which is?”


  “To adjudicate in civil disputes and decide whether criminal charges merit trial,” said Celer, emphasizing the word “trial.”


  Cicero flushed. “Don’t play games with me!” he said nastily. “I want to know what’s going on!”


  “My dear Cicero,” drawled Celer, “I can assure you that you are the last person in the world I’d choose to play games with.”


  “WHAT IS GOING ON?”


  “The good tribune of the plebs Titus Labienus here has brought a charge of perduellio against Gaius Rabirius for the murders of his uncle Quintus Labienus and Lucius Appuleius Saturninus thirty-seven years ago. He wishes to prosecute under the procedure in force during the reign of King Tullus Hostilius, and after perusing the relevant documents, I have decided according to my own edicts published at the beginning of my term as urban praetor that Gaius Rabirius may be so tried,” said Celer without drawing a breath. “At the moment we are waiting for Gaius Rabirius to appear before me. As soon as he comes I will charge him and appoint the judges for his trial, which I will set in motion immediately.”


  “This is ridiculous! You can’t!”


  “Nothing in the relevant documents or my own edicts says I can’t, Marcus Cicero.”


  “This is aimed at me!”


  Celer’s face registered stagy astonishment. “What, Cicero, were you on the Curia Hostilia roof pelting tiles thirty-seven years ago?”


  “Will you stop being deliberately obtuse, Celer? You’re acting as Caesar’s puppet, and I had thought better of you than that you could be bought by the likes of Caesar!”


  “Senior consul, if we had a law on our tablets which forbade baseless allegations under pain of a large fine, you’d be paying up right now!” said Celer fiercely. “I am urban praetor of the Senate and People of Rome, and I will do my job! Which is exactly what I was trying to do until you barged in telling me how to do my job!” He turned to one of his four remaining lictors, listening to this exchange with grins on their faces because they esteemed Celer and enjoyed working for him.


  “Lictor, pray summon Lucius Julius Caesar and Gaius Julius Caesar to this tribunal.”


  At which moment his two missing lictors appeared from the direction of the Cannae. Between them shuffled a little man who looked ten years older than the seventy he acknowledged, wizened and unappealing of mien, scrawny of body. Ordinarily he wore an expression of sour and furtive satisfaction, but as he approached Celer’s tribunal under official escort his face betrayed nothing beyond fuddled bewilderment. Not a nice man, Gaius Rabirius, but something of a Roman institution even so.


  Shortly afterward the two Caesars appeared with suspicious promptness, looking so magnificent together that the growing crowd oohed its admiration. Both were tall, fair and handsome; both were dressed in the purple-and-scarlet-striped toga of the major religious Colleges; but whereas Gaius wore the purple-and-scarlet-striped tunic of the Pontifex Maximus, Lucius carried the lituus of an augur—a curved staff crowned by a curlicue. They looked sumptuous. And while Metellus Celer formally charged the stupefied Gaius Rabirius with the murders of Quintus Labienus and Saturninus under the perduellio of King Tullus Hostilius, the two Caesars stood to one side watching impassively.


  “There are only four men who may act as judges in this trial,” cried Celer in a ringing voice, “and I will summon them in turn! Lucius Sergius Catilina, step forward!”


  “Lucius Sergius Catilina is under interdiction,” answered the urban praetor’s chief lictor.


  “Quintus Fabius Maximus Sanga, step forward!”


  “Quintus Fabius Maximus Sanga is out of the country.”


  “Lucius Julius Caesar, step forward!”


  Lucius Caesar stepped forward.


  “Gaius Julius Caesar, step forward!”


  Caesar stepped forward.


  “Fathers,” said Celer solemnly, “you are hereby directed to try Gaius Rabirius for the murders of Lucius Appuleius Saturninus and Quintus Labienus according to the lex regia de perduellionis of King Tullus Hostilius. I further direct that the trial take place two hours from now on the Campus Martius in the grounds adjacent to the saepta.


  “Lictor, I hereby direct that you summon from your College three of your colleagues to act as the representatives of the three original tribes of Roman men, one for Tities, one for Ramnes, and one for Luceres. I further direct that they shall attend the court as its servants.”


  Cicero tried again more sweetly. “Quintus Caecilius,” he said very formally to Celer, “you cannot do this! A trial perduellionis this actual day? In two hours? The accused must have time to assemble his defense! He must choose his advocates and find the witnesses who will testify for him.”


  “Under the lex regia de perduellionis of King Tullus Hostilius there are no such provisions,” said Celer. “I am merely the instrument of the law, Marcus Tullius, not its originator. All I am allowed to do is to follow procedure, and procedure in this case is clearly defined in the documents of the period.”


  Without a word Cicero turned on his heel and quit the vicinity of the urban praetor’s tribunal, though whereabouts he was going from there he had absolutely no idea. They were serious! They intended to try that pathetic old man under an archaic law Rome typically had never expunged from the tablets! Oh, why was it that in Rome everything archaic was reverenced, nothing archaic tampered with? From rude thatched huts to laws dating back to the earliest kings to obstructing columns within the Basilica Porcia, it was ever the same: what had always been there must always be there.


  Caesar was at back of it, of course. It had been he who had discovered the missing pieces which made sense not only of the trial of Horatius—the oldest known trial in Rome’s history—but also of his appeal. And cited both in the House the day before yesterday. But what exactly did he hope to accomplish? And why was a man of the boni like Celer aiding and abetting him? Titus Labienus was understandable, so too Lucius Caesar. Metellus Celer was inexplicable.


  His footsteps had taken him in the direction of Castor’s, so he decided to go home, shut himself up and think, think, think. Normally the organ which produced Cicero’s thought had no difficulty with the process, but now Cicero wished he knew exactly where that organ was—head, chest, belly? If he knew, he might be able to shock it into functioning by beating it, or fomenting it, or purging it….


  At which precise moment he almost collided with Catulus, Bibulus, Gaius Piso and Metellus Scipio, hastening down from the Palatine. He hadn’t even noticed their approach! What was the matter with him?


  While they climbed the endless steps to Catulus’s house, the closest, Cicero told the other four his story, and when at last they were settled in Catulus’s spacious study he did something he rarely did, drank off a whole beaker of unwatered wine. Eyes starting to focus then, he realized one person was missing.


  “Where’s Cato?”


  The other four looked rather uncomfortable, then exchanged resigned glances which indicated to Cicero that he was about to be informed of something the rest would much rather have kept to themselves.


  “I suppose you’d have to classify him as walking wounded,” said Bibulus. “Someone scratched his face to ribbons.”


  “Cato?”


  “It’s not what you’re thinking, Cicero.”


  “What is it, then?”


  “He had an altercation with Servilia over Caesar, and she went for him like a lioness.”


  “Ye gods!”


  “Don’t gossip about it, Cicero,” said Bibulus sternly. “It will be hard enough for the poor fellow when he does appear in public without all of Rome knowing who and why.”


  “It’s that bad?”


  “It’s worse.”


  Catulus smacked his hand down on the desk so loudly everyone jumped. “We are not here to exchange news about Cato!” he snapped. “What we’re here for is to stop Caesar.”


  “That,” said Metellus Scipio, “is becoming a refrain. Stop Caesar this, stop Caesar that—but we never do stop him.”


  “What’s he after?” asked Gaius Piso. “I mean, why try an old fellow under some antique law on a trumped-up charge he won’t have any trouble refuting?”


  “It’s Caesar’s way of getting Rabirius before the Centuries,” said Cicero. “Caesar and his cousin will damn Rabirius, and he’ll appeal to the Centuries.”


  “I don’t see the point of any of it,” said Metellus Scipio.


  “They’re charging Rabirius with high treason because he was one of the men who killed Saturninus and his confederates and was indemnified from the consequences under the Senatus Consultum Ultimum of that time,” said Cicero patiently. “In other words, Caesar is attempting to show the People that a man isn’t safe from any action he took under a Senatus Consultum Ultimum, even after thirty-seven years. It’s his way to tell me that one day he’ll prosecute me for the murder of Lentulus Sura and the others.”


  That produced a silence which hung so heavily Catulus broke it by getting up from his chair and beginning to pace.


  “He’ll never succeed.”


  “In the Centuries, I agree. But it will produce a lot of interest, Rabirius’s appeal will be crowded,” said Cicero, looking miserable. “Oh, I wish Hortensius was in Rome!”


  “He’s on his way back, as a matter of fact,” said Catulus. “Someone in Misenum started a rumor that there was going to be a slave uprising in Campania, so he packed up two days ago. I’ll send a messenger to find him on the road and tell him to hurry.”


  “Then he’ll be with me to defend Rabirius when he appeals.”


  “We’ll just have to stall the appeal,” said Piso.


  Cicero’s superior knowledge of the ancient documents provoked him into throwing Piso a contemptuous glare. “We can’t postpone anything!” he growled. “It has to be held immediately after the trial before the two Caesars is finished.”


  “Well, it all sounds like a tempest in a bottle to me,” said Metellus Scipio, whose ancestry was far greater than his intellect.


  “It’s far from that,” said Bibulus soberly. “I know you generally don’t see anything even when it’s rammed under your snooty nose, Scipio, but surely you’ve noticed the mood of the People since we executed the conspirators? They don’t like it! We’re senators, we’re on the inside, we understand all the nuances of situations like Catilina. But even a lot of the knights of the Eighteen are grumbling that the Senate has usurped powers that the courts and the Assemblies no longer have. This trumped-up trial of Caesar’s gives the People the opportunity to congregate in a public place and voice their displeasure very loudly.”


  “By damning Rabirius at appeal?” asked Lutatius Catulus, a little blankly. “Bibulus, they’d never do that! The two Caesars can—and no doubt will—pronounce a death sentence on Rabirius, but the Centuries absolutely refuse to damn, always have. Yes, they’ll grumble, perhaps, but the thing will die a natural death. Caesar won’t succeed in the Centuries.”


  “1 agree he shouldn’t,” said Cicero unhappily, “yet why am I haunted by a feeling that he will? He’s got another trick in the sinus of his toga, and I can’t work out what it is.”


  “Die a natural death or not, Quintus Catulus, are you inferring that we just have to sit tamely on the side of the battlefield and watch Caesar stir up trouble?” asked Metellus Scipio.


  Cicero answered. “Of course not!” he said testily; Metellus Scipio really was thick! “I agree with Bibulus that the People aren’t happy at the moment. Therefore we can’t allow Rabirius’s appeal to proceed immediately. The only way to prevent that is to nullify the lex regia de perduellionis of King Tullus Hostilius. So this morning I’ll call the Senate together and ask for a decree directing the Popular Assembly to nullify. It won’t take long to procure the decree, I’ll make sure of that. Then I’ll convoke the Popular Assembly at once.” He closed his eyes, shivered. “I am afraid, however, that I’ll have to use the Senatus Consultum Ultimum in order to bypass the Didian Law. We just can’t wait seventeen days for ratification. Nor can we allow contiones.”


  Bibulus frowned. “I don’t pretend to have your knowledge of the law, Cicero, but surely the Senatus Consultum Ultimum doesn’t extend to the Popular Assembly unless the Popular Assembly is meeting to do something about Catilina. I mean, we know the trial of Rabirius is all to do with Catilina, but the only Popular Assembly voters who share our knowledge are senators, and there won’t be enough of them in the Comitia to carry the vote.”


  “The Senatus Consultum Ultimum functions in the same way as a dictator,” said Cicero firmly. “It replaces all normal comitial and public activities.”


  “The tribunes of the plebs will veto you,” said Bibulus.


  Cicero looked smug. “Under a Senatus Consultum Ultimum, they can’t veto.”


  *


  “What do you mean, Marcus Tullius, I can’t veto?” asked Publius Servilius Rullus three hours later in the Popular Assembly.


  “My dear Publius Servilius, Rome lies under a Senatus Consultum Ultimum, which means the tribunician veto is suspended,” said Cicero.


  Attendance was mediocre, as many of the Forum frequenters had preferred to rush out to the Campus Martius to see what the Caesars were doing to Gaius Rabirius. But those who had remained within the pomerium to see how Cicero was going to handle the Caesar attack were not limited to senators and the clients of Catulus’s faction. Perhaps more than half of the gathering, seven hundred strong, belonged to the opposing side. And among them, Cicero noted, were the likes of Mark Antony and his hulking brothers, young Poplicola, Decimus Brutus, and none other than Publius Clodius. Very busy talking to anyone prepared to listen. Restlessness followed in their wake, and darkling looks, and audible growls.


  “Now just a moment, Cicero,” said Rullus, dropping formality, “what’s all this about a Senatus Consultum Ultimum? There is one, yes, but it is purely concerned with revolt in Etruria and the activities of Catilina. It is not meant to obstruct the normal functioning of the Popular Assembly! We are here to consider the passing of a law to nullify the lex regia de perduellionis of King Tullus Hostilius—a matter having nothing to do with revolt in Etruria or with Catilina! First you inform us that you intend to invoke your Senatus Consultum Ultimum to overturn normal comitial procedure! You want to waive contiones, you want to bypass the Didian Law. And now you inform us that legally elected tribunes of the plebs cannot exercise their power of veto!”


  “Precisely,” said Cicero, chin up.


  From the floor of the Comitia well the rostra was an imposing edifice rising some ten feet above the level of the Forum. Its top was large enough to accommodate forty standing men, and this morning the space was occupied by Cicero and his twelve lictors, by the urban praetor Metellus Celer and his six lictors, by the praetors Otho and Cosconius and their twelve-lictors, and by three tribunes of the plebs—Rullus, Ampius and one man from the Catulus faction, Lucius Caecilius Rufus.


  One of those cold winds confined to the Forum was blowing, which might have accounted for the fact that Cicero looked quite small huddled inside the massive folds of his purple-bordered toga; though he was held the greatest orator Rome had ever produced, the rostra didn’t suit his style nearly as well as the more intimate theaters of Senate chamber and court, and he was miserably aware of it. The florid and exhibitionistic style of Hortensius suited the rostra far better, but Cicero could not be comfortable in widening his performance to a Hortensian scale. Nor was there time to orate properly. He would just have to battle on.


  “Praetor urbanus,” cried Rullus to Metellus Celer, “do you agree with the senior consul’s interpretation of the Senatus Consultum Ultimum at present in force to deal with revolt in Etruria and conspiracy in Rome?”


  “No, tribune, I do not,” said Celer with weighty conviction.


  “Why?”


  “I cannot agree with anything that prevents a tribune of the plebs from exercising the rights given to him by the Roman Plebs!”


  When Celer said this, Caesar’s supporters roared approval.


  “Then, praetor urbanus,” Rullus went on, “is it your opinion that the Senatus Consultum Ultimum at present in force cannot forbid a tribunician veto in this Assembly on this morning?”


  “Yes, that is my opinion!” Celer cried.


  As the crowd’s restlessness increased, Otho came closer to Rullus and Metellus Celer. “It’s Marcus Cicero who is right!” he shouted. “Marcus Cicero is the greatest lawyer of our day!’’


  “Marcus Cicero is a turd!” someone called.


  “Dictator Turd!” called someone else. “Dictator Turd!”


  “Cicero’s a tur-urd! Cicero’s a tur-urd! Cicero’s a tur-urd!”


  “Order! I will have order!” yelled Cicero, beginning to be afraid of the crowd.


  “Cicero’s a tur-urd, Cicero’s a tur-urd, Dic-a-tator Tur-urd!”


  “Order! Order!”


  “Order,” cried Rullus, “will be restored when the tribunes of the plebs are allowed to exercise their rights without interference from the senior consul!” He walked to the edge of the rostra and looked down into the well. “Quirites, I hereby propose that we enact a law to investigate the nature of the Senatus Consultum Ultimum our senior consul has used to such telling effect for the last few days! Men have died because of it! Now we are told that tribunes of the plebs are not allowed to veto because of it! Now we are told that tribunes of the plebs are once again the ciphers they were under Sulla’s constitution! Is today’s debacle the prelude to another Sulla in the person of this spouter and touter of the Senatus Consultum Ultimum? He flourishes it like a magic wand! Whoosh! and impediments vanish into nothing! Bring in a Senatus Consultum Ultimum—chain and gag the men you haven’t done to death—end the right of Romans to assemble in their tribes to enact laws or veto them—and forbid the trial process entirely! Five men have died without a trial, another man is on trial at the Campus Martius right now, and our Dictator Turd the senior consul is using his putrefied Senatus Consultum Ultimum to subvert justice and turn all of us into slaves! We rule the world, but Dictator Turd is out to rule us! It is my right to exercise the veto I was given by a true congress of Roman men, but Dictator Turd says I can’t!” He swung round on Cicero viciously. “What’s your next move, Dictator Turd? Am I to be sent to the Tullianum to have my neck squashed to pulp without a trial? Without a trial, without a trial, without a trial, WITHOUT A TRIAL!”


  Someone in the Comitia well took the chant up, and before Cicero’s appalled eyes even the Catulus faction joined in: “Without a trial! Without a trial! Without a trial!’’ over and over and over.


  Yet there was no violence. Owning volatile tempers, Gaius Piso and Ahenobarbus ought by rights to have assaulted someone by now, but instead they stood transfixed. Quintus Lutatius Catulus looked at them and at Bibulus in sick horror, finally understanding the full extent of opposition to the execution of the conspirators. Hardly realizing that he did so, he put his right arm up to Cicero on the rostra in a mute command to cease, to back down immediately.


  Cicero stepped forward so quickly he almost tripped, hands held with palms out to implore calm and quiet.


  When the noise died enough for him to be heard, he visibly licked his lips and swallowed. “Praetor urbanus,” he cried, “I accede to your superior position as interpreter of law! Let your opinion be adopted! The Senatus Consultum Ultimum does not extend to the tribunician right to veto in a matter having nothing to do with revolt in Etruria or conspiracy in Rome!”


  Though as long as he lived he would never cease to fight, in that moment Cicero knew he had lost.


  Numbed and perished, he accepted the proposal Caesar had instructed Rullus to put forward, not sure why he was apparently being let off so lightly. Rullus even agreed to the waiving of preliminary discussions and the seventeen-day waiting period stipulated by the lex Caecilia Didia! But couldn’t the idiots in the crowd see that if the Senatus Consultum Ultimum could not forbid the tribunician veto, it also could not waive contiones or the waiting period of the Didian Law? Oh yes, of course the hand of Caesar was in it—why else was Caesar to be the judge at Rabirius’s appeal? But what exactly was Caesar after?


  “Not everyone is against you, Marcus,” said Atticus as they walked up the Alta Semita to Atticus’s magnificent house right on top of the Quirinal heights.


  “But too many are,” said Cicero miserably. “Oh, Titus, we had to get rid of those wretched conspirators!”


  “I know.” Atticus stopped at a place where a large expanse of vacant ground permitted a wonderful view of the Campus Martius, the sinuous curve of the Tiber, the Vatican plain and hill beyond. “If Rabirius’s trial is still on, we’ll see it from here.”


  But the grassy space adjacent to the saepta was quite deserted; whatever old Rabirius’s fate, it was already decided.


  “Who did you send to hear the two Caesars?” asked Atticus.


  “Tiro in a toga.”


  “Risky for Tiro.”


  “Yes, but I can trust him to give me an exact account, and I can’t say that of anyone else other than you. You, I needed in the Popular Assembly.” Cicero gave a grunt of what might have been laughter or pain. “The Popular Assembly! What a travesty.”


  “You have to admit Caesar’s clever.”


  “I do that! But what makes you say it now, Titus?”


  “His condition that the penalty in the Centuries be altered from death to exile and a fine. Now that they don’t have to see Rabirius flogged and beheaded, I think the Centuries will vote to convict him.”


  It was Cicero’s turn to stop. “They wouldn’t!”


  “They will. Trial, Marcus, trial! Men outside the Senate don’t possess real political forethought, they see politics as it affects their own hides! So they have no idea how dangerous it would have been for Rome to keep those men alive to undergo trial in the full glare of the Forum. All they see is how their own hides are threatened when citizens are executed—even self-confessed traitors!—without benefit of trial or appeal.”


  “My actions saved Rome! I saved my country!”


  “And there are plenty who agree with you, Marcus, believe me. Wait until feelings die down and you’ll see. At the moment those feelings are being worked on by some genuine experts, from Caesar to Publius Clodius.”


  “Publius Clodius?”


  “Oh yes, very much so. He’s collecting quite a following, didn’t you know it? Of course he specializes in attracting the lowly, but he also has quite a bit of influence among the more minor businessmen. Entertains them lavishly and gives them a lot of custom—presents for the lowly, for instance,” said Atticus.


  “But he’s not even in the Senate yet!”


  “He will be in twelve months.”


  “Fulvia’s money must be a help.”


  “It is.”


  “How do you know so much about Publius Clodius? Through your friendship with Clodia? And why are you friends with Clodia?”


  “Clodia,” said Atticus deliberately, “is one of those women I like to call professional virgins. They pant and palpitate and pout at every man they meet, but let a man try to assault their virtue and they run screaming, usually to a besotted husband. So they prefer to mix intimately with men who are no danger to their virtue—homosexuals like me.”


  Cicero swallowed, tried vainly not to blush, didn’t know where to look. This was the first time he had ever heard Atticus speak that word, let alone admit it applied to him.


  “Don’t be embarrassed, Marcus,” said Atticus with a laugh. “Today isn’t an ordinary day, is all. Forget I said it.”


  *


  Terentia did not mince matters, but the words she used were all of a variety permitted to women of her quality.


  “You saved your country,” she said harshly at the end of it.


  “Not until Catilina is defeated in the field.”


  “How can you think he won’t be?”


  “Well, my armies certainly don’t seem to be doing much at the moment! Hybrida’s gout is still the chief thing on his mind, Rex has found a comfortable billet in Umbria, the Gods only know what Metellus Creticus is doing in Apulia, and Metellus Celer is intent on fueling Caesar’s fire here in Rome.”


  “It will be finished by the New Year, wait and see.”


  What Cicero most wanted to do was to pillow his head on his wife’s very nice breast and weep until his eyes were sore, but that, he understood, would not be permitted. So he stilled his wobbling lip and drew a long breath, unable to look at Terentia for fear she’d comment on the glisten of tears.


  “Tiro has reported?” she asked.


  “Oh, yes. The two Caesars pronounced a sentence of death on Rabirius after the most disgraceful display of partisan bigotry in the history of Rome. Labienus was allowed to run rampant—he even had actors there wearing the masks of Saturninus and Uncle Quintus, who came out of it looking like Vestals rather than the traitors they were. And he had Quintus’s two sons—both over forty!—there weeping like little children because Gaius Rabirius deprived them of their tata! The audience howled in sympathy and threw flowers. Not surprising, it was a scintillating performance. The two Caesars had the cant down pat—’Go, lictor, tie his hands! Go, lictor, attach him to the stake and scourge him! Go, lictor, transfix him on a barren tree!’ Tchah!”


  “But Rabirius appealed.”


  “Of course.”


  “And it is to be tomorrow in the Centuries. According to Glaucia, I hear, but limited to one hearing only because of the lack of witnesses and evidence.” Terentia snorted. “If that in itself can’t tell the jury what a lot of nonsense the charge is, then I despair of Roman intellect!”


  “I despaired of it some time ago,” said Cicero wryly. He got to his feet, feeling very old. “If you’ll excuse me, my dear, I won’t eat. I’m not hungry. It’s getting toward sunset, so I’d better go and see Gaius Rabirius. I’ll be defending him.”


  “With Hortensius?”


  “And Lucius Cotta, I hope. He makes a useful first man up, and he works particularly well with Hortensius.”


  “You’ll speak last, naturally.”


  “Naturally. An hour and a half should be ample, if Lucius Cotta and Hortensius will agree to less than an hour each.”


  *


  But when Cicero saw the condemned man at his very luxurious and fortresslike residence on the Carinae, he discovered that Gaius Rabirius had other ideas for his defense.


  The day had taken it out of the old man; he shook and blinked rheumily as he settled Cicero in a comfortable chair in his big and dazzling atrium. The senior consul gazed about like a rustic on his first visit to Rome, wondering whether he would be able to afford to adopt this kind of decor in his new house when he found the money to buy one; the room cried out to be copied in a consular’s residence, though perhaps not so ostentatiously. Its ceiling was awash with glittering gem-studded golden stars, its walls had been sheeted in real gold, its pillars had been gold-sheathed too, and even the long shallow impluvium pool was tiled with gold squares.


  “Like my atrium, eh?” asked Gaius Rabirius, looking lizardlike.


  “Very much,” said Cicero.


  “Pity I don’t entertain, eh?”


  “A great pity. Though I see why you live in a fortress.”


  “Waste of money, entertaining. I put my fortune on my walls, safer than a bank if you live in a fortress.”


  “Don’t the slaves try to peel it off?”


  “Only if they fancy crucifixion.”


  “Yes, that would deter them.”


  The old man clenched both hands around the lion’s head ends on the gilded arms of his gilded chair. “I love gold,” he said. “Such a pretty color.”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “So you want to lead my defense, eh?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “And how much are you going to cost me?”


  It was on the tip of Cicero’s tongue to say a sheet of gold ten by ten would do nicely, thank you, but he smiled instead. “I regard your case as so important for the future of the Republic, Gaius Rabirius, that I will defend you for nothing.”


  “So you should, too.”


  And thus much for gratitude at obtaining the services of Rome’s greatest advocate free of charge. Cicero swallowed. “Like all my fellow senators, Gaius Rabirius, I’ve known you for years, but I don’t know a great deal about you aside from”—he cleared his throat—”er, what might be called common gossip. I shall need to ask you some questions now in order to prepare my speech.”


  “Won’t give you any answers, so save your breath. Make it up.”


  “Out of common gossip?”


  “Like my being in on Oppianicus’s activities in Larinum, you mean? You did defend Cluentius.”


  “But never mentioned you, Gaius Rabirius.”


  “Good thing you didn’t. Oppianicus died long before Cluentius was tried, how would anyone know the true story? You did a lovely bit of embroidering lies, Cicero, which is why I don’t mind your leading my defense. No, no, don’t mind at all! You managed to imply that Oppianicus murdered more of his relations than rumor says Catilina has. All for gain! Yet Oppianicus didn’t have walls of gold in his house. Interesting, eh?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” said Cicero feebly. “I never saw his house.”


  “I own half of Apulia and I’m a hard man, but I don’t deserve to be sent into exile for something Sulla put me and fifty other fellows up to. Lots of more important fish than me were on the Curia Hostilia roof. Lots of names like Servilius Caepio and Caecilius Metellus. Front bench most of them were, or would be in the future.”


  “Yes, I realize that.”


  “You want to go last before the jury votes.”


  “I always do. I thought Lucius Cotta first, then Quintus Hortensius, with me last.”


  But the old horror reared back, outraged. “Only three!” he gasped. “Oh no you don’t! Want to grab all the glory, eh? I’m having seven of you. Seven’s my lucky number.”


  “The judge in your case,” said Cicero slowly and clearly, “will be Gaius Caesar, and the Glaucian format one actio only—no witnesses are willing to come forward to testify, so there’s no point in two actiones, Gaius Caesar says. Caesar will allow the prosecution two hours, and the defense three hours. But if seven defense advocates are to speak, each of us will hardly get into stride before it’s time to stop!”


  “More likely less time will sharpen your presentation,” said Gaius Rabirius adamantly. “That’s the trouble with all you would-be-if-you-could-be fellows! Love to hear the sound of your voice. Two thirds of the words you dribble would be better not uttered at all—and that goes for you too, Marcus Cicero. Waffle, waffle.”


  I want to get out of here! thought Cicero wildly. I want to spit in his eye and tell him to go hire Apollo! Why did I ever ever ever put the idea into Caesar’s head by using this awful old mentula as my example?


  “Gaius Rabirius, please reconsider!”


  “Won’t. Absolutely won’t, so there! I’m going to have Lucius Lucceius and the boy Curio, Aemilius Paullus, Publius Clodius, Lucius Cotta, Quintus Hortensius and you. Like it or lump it, Marcus Cicero, that is how it’s going to be. Seven is my lucky number. Everyone says I’ll go down, but I know I won’t if I have seven on my team.” He snorted with laughter. “Even better if each of you only spoke for one seventh of an hour! Hee hee!”


  Cicero got up and left without another word.


  *


  But seven was indeed his lucky number. It suited Caesar to be the perfect iudex, scrupulous to a fault in accommodating the defense in all agreed Glaucian respects. They got their three hours to speak, Lucceius and young Curio nobly sacrificing enough of their time to permit both Hortensius and Cicero a full half hour each. But on the first day the trial commenced late and then ended early, which left Hortensius and Cicero to conclude Gaius Rabirius’s defense on the ninth day of that awful December, the last day of Titus Labienus’s tribunate of the plebs.


  Meetings in the Centuries were at the mercy of the weather, as there was no kind of roofed structure to protect the Quirites from sun or rain or wind. Sun was by far the least tolerable, but in December, summer though the season actually was, a fine day might be bearable. Postponement was at the discretion of the presiding magistrate; some insisted upon holding elections (trials in the Centuries were extremely rare) no matter how hard the rain was pelting down, which may have been why Sulla had transferred the election month from November, more likely to be rainy, to July and the full heat of summer, traditionally dry.


  Both days of Gaius Rabirius’s trial turned out to be perfect: a clear sunny sky and a slightly chill breeze. Which ought to have predisposed the jury, four thousand strong, toward charity. Especially since the appellant was such a pitiful object as he stood huddled inside his toga producing a wonderful imitation of a tremulous palsy, both clawlike hands fastened around a support one of the lictors had rigged up for him. But the mood of the jury was ominous from the beginning, and Titus Labienus brilliant as he single-handedly ran his case for the allocated two hours, complete with actors wearing the masks of Saturninus and Quintus Labienus, and his two cousins sitting on full view weeping loudly throughout. There were also many voices whispering through the crush, perpetually reminding the First and Second Classes that their right to trial was at peril, that the conviction of Rabirius would teach men like Cicero and Cato to tread warily in future, and teach bodies like the Senate to stick to finance, wrangling and foreign affairs.


  The defense fought hard, but had no trouble in seeing that the jury was not prepared to listen, let alone weep at the sight of poor little old Gaius Rabirius clinging to his perch. When the second day’s proceedings commenced on time, Hortensius and Cicero knew they would have to be at the top of their form if Rabirius was to be exonerated. Unfortunately neither man was. The gout, which plagued a great many of those fish-fancying individuals addicted to the pleasures of the dining couch and the wine flagon, refused to leave Hortensius alone; he had besides been forced to complete his journey from Misenum at a pace not beneficial to the well-being of an exquisitely painful big toe. He spoke for his half hour glued to the same spot and leaning heavily on a stick, which didn’t suit his oratory at all. After which Cicero delivered one of the limpest speeches of his career, constrained by the time limit and his consciousness that some at least of what he said would have to defend his own reputation rather than Rabirius’s—in a carefully engineered way, of course.


  Thus most of the day was still in reserve when Caesar cast the lots to see which Century of Juniors in the First Class would take the prerogative and vote first; only the thirty-one rural tribes could participate in this draw, and whichever tribe drew the lot was called upon to vote before the normal routine began. All activity was suspended then until the votes of this Century having praerogativa were counted and the result announced to the waiting Assembly. Tradition had it that whichever way the Juniors of the chosen rural tribe voted would reflect the outcome of the election. Or the trial. Therefore much depended upon which tribe drew the lot and set the precedent. Were it Cicero’s tribe of Cornelia or Cato’s tribe of Papiria, trouble was afoot.


  “Clustumina iuniorum!” The Juniors of the tribus Clustumina.


  The tribe of Pompey the Great—a good omen, thought Caesar as he left his tribunal to proceed inside the saepta and take his stand at the end of the right-hand bridge connecting voters with the baskets wherein their little wax-coated wooden tablets were deposited.


  Nicknamed the Sheepfold because it bore a strong resemblance to the structure farmers used for culling and sorting their sheep, the saepta were a roofless maze of portable wooden palisades and corridors moved to suit the functions of a particular Assembly. The Centuries always voted in the saepta and sometimes the tribes held their elections there too, if the presiding magistrate felt that the Well of the Comitia was too small to handle the number of voters, and disliked using Castor’s temple instead.


  And here I approach my fate, thought Caesar soberly as he drew near the entrance of the odd-looking compound; the verdict will go whichever way the Clustumina Juniors poll, I know it in my very bones. LIBERO for acquittal, DAMNO for conviction. DAMNO, it must be DAMNO!


  At which portentous moment he encountered Crassus lingering alongside the entrance looking less impassive than usual. Good! If this business did not move the immovable Crassus, then it would surely fail in its purpose. But he was moved, clearly moved.


  “One day,” said Crassus as Caesar paused, “I expect some yokel shepherd with a dye-stick in his hand to daub a spot of vermilion on my toga and tell me I can’t go in to vote a second time when I try. They mark sheep, why not Romans?’’


  “Is that what you were just thinking?”


  A tiny spasm passed across the Crassus face, an indication of surprise. “Yes. But then I decided marking us wasn’t Roman.”


  “You’re quite right,” said Caesar, needing to exert every ounce of will he owned in order not to laugh, “though it might prevent the tribes from trotting through several times, especially those rascally urbanites from Esquilina and Suburana.”


  “What difference does it make?” asked Crassus, bored. “Sheep, Caesar, sheep. Voters are sheep. Baaaa!”


  Caesar rushed inside still dying to laugh; that would teach him to believe men—even close friends like Crassus—appreciated the solemnity of this occasion!


  The verdict of the Clustumina Juniors was DAMNO, and tradition indicated they were right as two by two the Centuries filed through the palisaded corridors, up over the two bridges, to deposit tablets bearing the letter D. Caesar’s associate in the scrutineering was his custos, Metellus Celer; when both men were sure that the eventual verdict would indeed be DAMNO, Celer relinquished his bridge to Cosconius and left.


  There followed a dangerously long wait—had Celer forgotten his mirror, had the sun gone behind a cloud, was his accomplice on the Janiculan Hill dozing? Come on, Celer, hurry up!


  “ARM! ARM! INVADERS ARE UPON US! ARM! ARM! INVADERS ARE UPON US! ARM! ARM!”


  Barely in the nick of time.


  Thus ended the trial and appeal of old Gaius Rabirius, in a mad scramble of fleeing voters back behind the safety of the Servian Walls, there to arm and disperse in military Centuries to the places where the duty roster put them.


  But Catilina and his army never came.


  *


  If Cicero plodded rather than ran back to the Palatine, he had every excuse. Hortensius had departed the moment his speech was done, carried moaning to his litter, but pride forbade the less secure and far less wellborn Cicero that luxury. Face sternly composed, he waited for his Century to vote, his tablet firmly marked with an L for LIBERO—not too many Ls among the voters on this terrible day! Not even in his own Century could he persuade its members to vote for acquittal. And was forced, face sternly composed, to witness the opinion of the men of the First Class: that thirty-seven years were not long enough to prevent damnation.


  The clarion call to arms had burst upon him as a miracle, though like everyone else he half-expected Catilina to bypass the armies in the field against him, swoop on Rome. Despite which, he plodded. Death seemed suddenly preferable to the fate he now understood Caesar had in store for him. One day when Caesar or some tribune of the plebs minion deemed the time right, Marcus Tullius Cicero would stand where Gaius Rabirius stood, accused of treason; the most he could hope for was that it would be maiestas, not perduellio. Exile and the confiscation of all his property, the removal of his name from the roll of Roman citizens, his son and daughter branded as of a tarnished family. He had lost more than a battle; he had lost the war. He was Carbo, not Sulla.


  But, he said to himself as finally he climbed those endless steps up to the Palatine, I must never admit it. I must never allow Caesar or anyone else to believe that I am a broken man. I saved my country, and I will maintain that until I die! Life goes on. I will behave as if nothing whatsoever threatens me, even in my mind.


  Thus he greeted Catulus in the Forum the next day cheerfully; they were there to see the first performance of the new tribunes of the plebs. “I thank all the Gods for Celer!” he said, smiling.


  “I wonder,” said Catulus, “whether Celer lowered the red flag on his own initiative, or whether Caesar ordered it?”


  “Caesar ordered it?” asked Cicero blankly.


  “Grow up, Cicero! It can’t have been any part of Caesar’s intentions to convict Rabirius, that would have spoiled a sweet victory.” Face pinched and drawn, Catulus looked very ill and very old. “I am so terribly afraid! He’s like Ulysses, his life strand is so strong that it frays all those it rubs against. I am losing my auctoritas, and when it’s finally gone I’ll have nowhere to go except into death.”


  “Rubbish!” Cicero exclaimed warmly.


  “Not rubbish, just unpalatable fact. You know, I think I could forgive the man if only he wasn’t so sure of himself, so arrogant, so insufferably confident! My father was a full Caesar, and there are echoes of him in this one. But only echoes.” He shivered. “This one has a far better mind, and no brakes. No brakes at all. I am afraid.”


  “A pity Cato won’t be here today,” said Cicero to change the subject. “Metellus Nepos will have no competition on the rostra. Odd how those brothers have suddenly espoused Popularist ideas.”


  “Blame Pompeius Magnus,” said Catulus contemptuously.


  As he had cherished a soft spot for Pompey ever since their joint service under Pompey Strabo during the Italian War, Cicero might have taken up cudgels in the absent conqueror’s defense; instead, he gasped in shock. “Look!”


  Catulus turned to see Marcus Porcius Cato marching across the open space between the Pool of Curtius and the Well of the Comitia, wearing a tunic beneath his toga. Everyone who had noticed him was gaping, and not because of the tunic. From the top of his brow to where his neck merged into his shoulders, there ran on right and left sides ragged crimson stripes, puckered and oozing.


  “Jupiter!” squawked Cicero.


  “Oh, how I love him!” cried Catulus, almost running to meet Cato, and taking his right hand. “Cato, Cato, why did you come?”


  “Because I am a tribune of the plebs and today is the first day of my term,” said Cato in his normal stentorian tones.


  “But your face!” Cicero protested.


  “Faces mend, wrong acts don’t. Were I not on the rostra to contend with Nepos, he’d run riot.” And to the sound of applause he ascended the rostra to take his place with the other nine men about to enter office. Not that he acknowledged the acclamation; he was too busy glaring at Metellus Nepos. Pompey’s man. Scum!


  Because the whole People (patricians as well as plebeians) did not elect the tribunes of the plebs and because they served only the interests of the plebeian part, meetings of the Plebeian Assembly were not “official” in the same way as meetings of the Popular or the Centuriate Assembly. Therefore they began and ended with scant ceremony; the auspices were not taken, nor the ritual prayers said. These omissions added considerably to the popularity of the Plebeian Assembly. Things got off to a rousing start, no boring litanies and clucking augurs to put up with.


  Today’s convocation of the Plebeian Assembly was extremely well attended, between the festering sore of executions without trial and the balm of knowing sparks were going to fly. The old tribunes of the plebs exited quite gracefully, Labienus and Rullus getting all the cheers. After which the meeting proper began.


  Metellus Nepos got in first, which surprised no one; Cato was a retaliator rather than an initiator. Nepos’s subject was juicy—the execution of citizens without trial—and his presentation of it splendid from irony to metaphor to hyperbole.


  “Therefore I propose a plebiscite so gentle, so merciful, so unobtrusive that no man present can possibly do other than agree to vote it into law!” Nepos said at the end of a long speech which had reduced its audience now to tears, now to laughter, now to deep thought. “No death sentences, no exile, no fines. Fellow members of the Plebs, all I propose is that any man who has executed Roman citizens without trial be forbidden ever to speak in public again! Isn’t that sweet justice? A voice forever stilled, a power to move masses rendered impotent! Will you join me? Will you muzzle megalomaniacs and monsters?”


  It was Mark Antony who led the cheering, which rolled down upon Cicero and Catulus like an avalanche. Only Cato’s voice could have surmounted it; only Cato’s voice did.


  “I interpose my veto!” he howled.


  “To protect your own neck!” said Nepos scornfully as the roar died away so everyone could hear what followed. He looked Cato up and down with ostentatious surprise. “Not that there’s too much left of your neck, Cato! What happened? Did you forget to pay the whore before you left, or did you need her to do that to you before anything happened below your navel?’’


  “How can you call yourself a noble Caecilius Metellus?” Cato asked. “Go home, Nepos, go home and wash the excrement from your mouth! Why should we be forced to listen to putrid innuendo in a holy assemblage of Roman men?’’


  “Why should we be forced to lie down under a flimsy senatorial decree which gives the men in power the right to execute men more Roman by far than they are themselves? 1 never heard that Lentulus Sura had a slave for a great-grandam, or that Gaius Cethegus’s father still had pig shit behind his ears!”


  “I refuse to engage in a slanging match, Nepos, and that is that! You can rant and rave from here until next December, and it won’t make a scrap of difference!” bellowed Cato, the stripes on his face standing out like dark red ropes. “I interpose my veto, and there is nothing you can say will alter that!”


  “Of course you interpose your veto! If you neglect to, Cato, you’ll never speak in public again! It was you and no one else who talked the Senate of Rome around from clemency to barbarism! Not terribly surprising, really. Your great-grandam was a moist barbarian morsel, so they say. Very tasty for a silly old man from Tusculum who ought to have stayed in Tusculum and tickled his pigs, not gone to Rome to tickle a barbarian piggy-wiggy!”


  And if that can’t cause a fight, thought Nepos, nothing on earth can! If I were he, I’d be insisting on daggers at close quarters. The Plebs are lapping the insults up as dogs do vomit, and that means I’m winning. Hit me, Cato, punch me in the eye!


  Cato did nothing of the kind. With an heroically Stoic effort only he knew the cost of, he turned and retreated to the back of the rostra. For a moment the crowd was tempted to boo this craven act, but Ahenobarbus got in before Mark Antony and began to cheer madly at this magnificent display of self-control and contempt.


  Lucius Calpurnius Bestia saved the day and the victory for Nepos by beginning to attack Cicero and his Senatus Consultum Ultimum in the most savagely witty way. The Plebs sighed ecstatically, and the meeting proceeded with plenty of vim and vigor.


  When Nepos thought the audience had had enough of citizen execution, he changed his tack.


  “Speaking of a certain Lucius Sergius Catilina,” said he in a conversational tone, “it has not escaped my attention that absolutely nothing is happening on the war front. There they are scattered around Etruria, Apulia and Picenum, beautifully separated by many lusciously safe miles, Catilina and his so-called adversaries. Who have we got, now?” he asked, and held up his right hand with fingers splayed wide. “Well, there’s Hybrida and his throbbing toe.” He tucked one finger away. “There’s the second Man of Chalk, Metellus of the goaty branch.” Away with another finger. “And there’s a King up there, Rex the doughty foe of—who? Who? Oh, petunias, I can’t seem to remember!” The only digits left were thumb and little finger. At which point he abandoned his count and used the hand to slap his forehead loudly. “Oh! Oh! How could I forget my own big brother? He’s supposed to be there, but he came to Rome to participate in a right act! I daresay I will just have to forgive him, the naughty fellow.”


  This sally brought Quintus Minucius Thermus forward. “Where are you going, Nepos?” he asked. “What’s the mischief this time?”


  “Mischief? I?” Nepos recoiled theatrically. “Thermus, Thermus, don’t let the fire under your big arse bring you to the boil, please! With a name like that, tepid suits you, my darling one!” he fluted, fluttering his eyelashes at Thermus outrageously while the Plebs howled with laughter. “No, sweetheart, I was just trying to remind our excellent fellow plebeians here that we do have some armies in the field to fight Catilina—when they find him, that is. The north of our peninsula is a big place, easy to get lost in. Especially considering the morning fog on Father Tiber—makes it hard for them to find a place to empty their porphyry chamber pots!’’


  “Do you have any suggestions?” asked Thermus dangerously. He was striving valiantly to follow Cato’s example, but Nepos was now blowing him kisses, and the crowd was hysterical.


  “Well, piggykins, as a matter of fact I do!” said Nepos brightly. “I was just standing watching the patterns on Cato’s face—pipinna, pipinna!—when another face swam before my eyes—no, dear one, not yours! See over there? That soldierly man on the plinth fourth from the end among the busts of the consuls? Lovely face, I always think! So fair, such beautiful blue eyes! Not as gorgeous as yours, of course, but not bad all the same.” Nepos cupped his hands around his mouth and hollered. “Ho there, Quiris—yes, you, right at the back near the busts of the consuls! Can you read the name on that one? Yes, that’s right, the one with the gold hair and the big blue eyes! What’s that? Pompeius? Which Pompeius? Manus, did you say? Magus, is it? Oh, Magnus! Thank you, Quiris, thank you! The name is Pompeius Magnus!”


  Thermus clenched his fists. “Don’t you dare!” he snarled.


  “Dare what?” asked Nepos innocently. “Though I do admit that Pompeius Magnus dares anything. Does he have any peers on a battlefield? I think not. And he’s over in Syria getting ready to come home, all his battles finished. The East is conquered, and Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus did the conquering. Which is more than you can say for the goaty Metellus and the kingly Rex! I wish I had gone to war with either of them rather than with Pompeius Magnus! What piddling foes they must have encountered to qualify for triumphs! I could have been a genuine hero if I’d gone to war with them, I could have been like Gaius Caesar and hidden my thinning hair with a chaplet of oak leaves!”


  Nepos paused to salute Caesar, standing on the Curia Hostilia steps wearing his chaplet of oak leaves.


  “I suggest, Quirites, that we bring in a small plebiscite to fetch Pompeius Magnus home, and give him a special command to crush the reason why we’re still enduring a never-ending Senatus Consultum Ultimum! I say, bring Pompeius Magnus home to finish what the gouty one can’t even begin—Catilina!”


  And the cheering started again until Cato, Thermus, Fabricius and Lucius Marius interposed their vetoes.


  President of the College and therefore convener of the meeting, Metellus Nepos decided enough had been done. He closed it well satisfied with what he had accomplished, and went off arm in arm with his brother, Celer, cheerfully acknowledging the plaudits of the overjoyed Plebs.


  “How would you,” said Caesar as he joined them, “like to be going bald when your cognomen means a fine thick head of hair?’’


  “Your tata shouldn’t have married an Aurelia Cottae,” said Nepos unrepentantly. “Never met an Aurelius Cotta yet who didn’t look like an egg on top by the time he was forty.”


  “You know, Nepos, until today I never realized that you had such a talent for demagoguery. Up there on the rostra you had style. They ate out of your hand. And I loved your performance so much I have forgiven you for the slap at my hair.”


  “I thoroughly enjoyed myself, I must confess. However, I’ll never get a thing done with Cato bawling out his veto.”


  “I agree. You’ll have an utterly frustrating year of it. But at least when it comes time to stand for higher office, the electors will remember you with great affection. I might even give you my vote.”


  The Brothers Metelli were going to the Palatine, but strolled the short distance up the Via Sacra to the Domus Publica to keep Caesar company.


  “I take it you’re returning to the fray in Etruria?” Caesar asked Celer.


  “Off tomorrow at the crack of dawn. I’d like to think I’ll get a chance to fight Catilina, but our commander-in-chief Hybrida wants me to maintain a holding action on the borders of Picenum. Too far for Catilina to march without stumbling over someone else first.” Celer squeezed his brother’s wrist fondly. “The bit about morning fog on Father Tiber was wonderful, Nepos.”


  “Are you serious about bringing Pompeius home?” asked Caesar.


  “In practical terms there’s not much sense in it,” said Nepos seriously, “and I’m prepared to admit to you that I mostly said it to watch the rump react. However, if he left his army behind and came home alone he could make the trip in a month or two, depending upon how quickly he got the summons.”


  “In two months even Hybrida will have brought Catilina to battle,” Caesar said.


  “You’re right, of course. But after listening to Cato today, I’m not sure I want to spend a whole year in Rome being vetoed. You summed it up when you said I’d have an utterly frustrating time of it.” Nepos sighed. “One cannot reason with Cato! He won’t be talked round to anyone else’s point of view no matter how much sense it makes, and no one can intimidate him either.”


  “They say,” from Celer, “that he even had good training for the day when his fellow tribunes of the plebs get so incensed with him that they hold him out over the end of the Tarpeian Rock. When Cato was two years old the Marsian leader Silo used to hold him out over a cluster of sharp rocks and threaten to drop him, but the little monster just hung there and defied him.”


  “Yes, that’s Cato,” said Caesar grinning. “It’s a true story, so Servilia vows. Now back to your tribunate, Nepos. Do I read you alright? Are you thinking of resigning?”


  “More of creating a terrific fuss, forcing the Senate to invoke the Senatus Consultum Ultimum against me.”


  “By harping on bringing Pompeius home.”


  “Oh, I don’t think that would boot Catulus’s rump over the edge, Caesar!”


  “Exactly.”


  “However,” said Nepos demurely, “if I were to propose a bill to the full People to fire Hybrida for incompetence and bring our Magnus home with the same imperium and dispositions as he’s had in the East, that would start them rumbling. Then if I added a little extra to the bill—say that Magnus be permitted to keep his imperium and his armies in Etruria and stand for the consulship next year in absentia—do you think that would be enough to cause a major eruption?”


  Caesar began to laugh. “I’d say the whole of Italia would be covered in fiery clouds!”


  “You’re known as a meticulous lawyer, Pontifex Maximus. Would you be willing to help me work out the details?”


  “I might.”


  “Let’s keep it in mind just in case January rolls round to find Hybrida still unable to close with Catilina. I’d love to exit from the tribunician stage under interdiction!”


  “You’ll stink worse than the inside of a legionary’s helmet, Nepos, but only to people like Catulus and Metellus Scipio.”


  “Bear in mind too, Caesar, that it will have to be the whole People, which means I can’t convoke the meeting. I’ll need at least a praetor for that:”


  “I wonder,” Caesar asked Celer, “which praetor your brother could be thinking of?’’


  “No idea,” said Celer solemnly.


  “And after you’re forced to flee under interdiction, Nepos, you’ll go east to join Pompeius Magnus.”


  “East to join Pompeius Magnus,” Nepos agreed. “That way they won’t have the courage to enforce the interdiction when I come home with the selfsame Pompeius Magnus.”


  The Brothers Metelli saluted Caesar affectionately and went their way, leaving Caesar staring after them. Excellent allies! The trouble was, he thought with a sigh as he let himself inside his front door, that one never knew when things might change. The allies of this month could turn out to be the enemies of next month. One never knew.


  *


  Julia was easy. When Caesar sent for her, she hurled herself at him and hugged him.


  “Tata, I understand everything, even why you couldn’t see me for five days. How brilliant you are! You’ve put Cicero in his place for good and all.”


  “Do you think so? I find most people don’t know their place well enough to find it when someone like me puts them in it.”


  “Oh,” said Julia doubtfully.


  “And what about Servilia?”


  She sat on his lap and began to kiss his white fans. “What is there to say, tata! Speaking of places, it isn’t my place to stand in judgement on you, and I at least do know where my place is. Brutus feels as I do. We intend to go on as if nothing has changed.” She shrugged. “Really, nothing has.”


  “What a wise little bird I have in my nest!” Caesar’s arms tightened; he squeezed her so hard she had to gasp for breath. “Julia, no father could ever have asked for such a daughter! I am blessed. I wouldn’t accept Minerva and Venus rolled in one as a replacement for you.”


  In all her life she had never been as happy as she was at that moment, but was a wise enough little bird not to weep. Men disliked women who wept; men liked women who laughed and made them laugh. To be a man was so very difficult—all that public strife, forced to fight tooth and nail for everything, enemies lurking everywhere. A woman who gave the men in her life more joy than anguish would never lack for love, and Julia knew now that she would never lack for love. She was not Caesar’s daughter for nothing; some things Aurelia could not teach her, but they were things she had learned for herself.


  “I take it then,” said Caesar, cheek on her hair, “that our Brutus won’t punch me in the eye when we next meet?”


  “Of course he won’t! If Brutus thought the worse of you for it, he would have to think the worse of his mother.”


  “Very true.”


  “Have you seen Servilia during the past five days, tata?’’


  “No.”


  A little silence fell; Julia stirred, screwed up her courage to speak.


  “Junia Tertia is your daughter.”


  “I believe so.”


  “I wish I could know her!”


  “It isn’t possible, Julia. I don’t know her.”


  “Brutus says she’s like her mother in nature.”


  “If that is the case,” said Caesar, tipping Julia off his lap and getting to his feet, “it’s better that you don’t know her.”


  “How can you be together with someone you dislike?”


  “Servilia?”


  “Yes.”


  His wonderful smile bloomed for her, his eyes creased up at their corners and obliterated those white fans. “If I knew that, little bird, I would be as good a father as you are a daughter. Who knows? I don’t. Sometimes I think even the Gods don’t begin to understand. It may be that all of us search for some kind of emotional completion in another person, though I believe we never find it. And our bodies make demands at loggerheads with our minds, just to complicate things. As for Servilia”—he shrugged wryly—”she’s my disease.”


  And he was gone. Julia stood for a moment very still, her heart full. Today she had crossed a bridge, the bridge between girlhood and adulthood. Caesar had held out his hand to her, and helped her to his side of it. He had opened his innermost self to her, and somehow she knew he had never done that with anyone before, even with her mother. When she did move she danced, and was still dancing when she reached the hall outside Aurelia’s rooms.


  “Julia! Dancing is vulgar!”


  And that, thought Julia, was avia. Suddenly she felt so sorry for her grandmother that she flung both arms about Aurelia’s stiffening form and kissed her smackingly on both cheeks. Poor, poor avia! How much in life she must have missed, and no wonder she and tata quarreled with such regularity!


  *


  “It would be more convenient for me if you came to my house in future,” said Servilia to Caesar as she marched into his rooms on the lower Vicus Patricii.


  “It isn’t your house, Servilia, it’s Silanus’s, and the poor wretch has enough trouble looming without having to watch me invade his house to copulate with his wife!” snapped Caesar. “I enjoyed doing that to Cato, but I won’t do it to Silanus. For a great patrician lady, you sometimes have the ethics of a brat from the Suburan gutter!”


  “Have it your own way,” said Servilia, sitting down.


  To Caesar this reaction was significant; dislike Servilia he might, but by now he knew her very well, and the fact that she chose to sit fully clad rather than automatically stood to disrobe herself told him she was not nearly as sure of her ground as her attitude suggested. So he sat down too, in a chair from which he could watch her and in which she could see him from head to toe. His pose was graceful and curule, left foot back, right extended, left arm draped along the chair back, right hand lying in his lap, head level but chin up.


  “By rights I ought to strangle you,” he said after a pause.


  “Silanus thought you’d chop me into pieces and feed me to the wolves.”


  “Did he now? That’s interesting.”


  “Oh, he was all on your side! How you men do stick together! He actually had the temerity to be angry with me because—though I fail to see why!—my letter to you forced him to vote to execute the conspirators. A nonsense if ever I heard one!”


  “You fancy yourself a political expert, my dear, but the truth is that you’re a political ignoramus. You can never watch senatorial politics in action, and there’s a vast difference between senatorial politics and comitial politics. I suppose men go about their public life armed with the knowledge that sooner or later they’ll wear a pair of horns, but no man expects to have to don his horns in the Senate during a critical debate,” said Caesar harshly. “Of course you forced him to vote for execution! Had he voted with me, the whole House would have assumed that he was my pander. Silanus is not a well man, but he is a proud one. Why else do you think he kept silent after he was informed what was occurring between us? A note read by half the Senate, and that the important half? You really did rub his nose in it, didn’t you?”


  “I see you’re on his side as much as he’s on yours.”


  He gave an explosive sigh and rolled his eyes ceilingward. “The only side I’m on, Servilia, is my own.”


  “You would be!”


  A silence fell; he broke it.


  “Our children surpass us for maturity. They’ve taken it very well, and very sensibly.”


  “Have they?” she asked indifferently.


  “You’ve not spoken to Brutus about it?”


  “Not since the day it happened and Cato arrived to inform Brutus that his mother is a slut. ‘Strumpet’ is the word he used, actually.” She smiled reminiscently. “I made mincemeat of his face.”


  “Ah, so that’s the answer! Next time I see Cato I must tell him that I feel for him. I too have sampled your claws.”


  “Only where the marks are not on public display.”


  “I see I must be thankful for small mercies.”


  She leaned forward eagerly. “Did he look frightful? Did I scar him badly?”


  “Shockingly. He looked as if a harpy had been at him.” A grin came. “Come to think of it, ‘harpy’ is a better word for you than ‘slut’ or ‘strumpet.’ However, don’t congratulate yourself too much. Cato has good skin, so in time the marks will disappear.”


  “You don’t scar easily either.”


  “Because Cato and I have the same kind of skin. War experience teaches a man what will stay and what will go.” Another explosive sigh. “What am I going to do with you, Servilia?”


  “Perhaps to ask that question is putting your left shoe on your right foot, Caesar. The initiative might belong to me, not to you.”


  That provoked a chuckle. “Rubbish,” he said gently.


  She went pale. “You mean I love you more than you love me.”


  “I don’t love you at all.”


  “Then why are we together?”


  “You please me in bed, which is rare in women of your class. I like the combination. And you have more between your ears than most women, even though you’re a harpy.”


  “Is that where you think it is?” she asked, desperate to get him away from her failings.


  “What?”


  “Our thinking apparatus.”


  “Ask any army surgeon or soldier and he’ll tell you. It’s blows to the head damage our thinking apparatus. Cerebrum, the brain. What all the philosophers argue about isn’t cerebrum, it’s animus. The animating spirit, the soul. The part which can conceive ideas bearing no relation to our senses, from music to geometry. The part which soars. That’s in a place we do not know. Head, chest, belly…” He smiled. “It might even live in our big toes. Logical, when you think of how gout can destroy Hortensius.”


  “I believe you have answered my question. I now know why we are together.”


  “Why?”


  “Because of that. I am your hone. You sharpen your wits on me, Caesar.”


  She got out of the chair and began to remove her clothing. Suddenly Caesar wanted her badly, but not to cradle her or treat her tenderly. One didn’t tame a harpy by kindness. A harpy was a grotesque one took on the floor with teeth in her neck and her claws locked behind her back, then took again, and again.


  Rough usage always did tame her; she became soft and slightly kittenish after he transferred her from the floor to the bed.


  “Have you ever loved any woman?” she asked then.


  “Cinnilla,” he said abruptly, and closed his eyes on tears.


  “Why?” asked the harpy. “There was nothing special about her, she wasn’t witty or intelligent. Though she was patrician.”


  In answer he turned on his side away from her, and pretended to nap. Talk to Servilia about Cinnilla? Never!


  Why did I love her so, if that is what it was I felt? Cinnilla was mine from the time I took her hand and led her home from the house of Gaius Marius in the days when he had become a demented shadow of himself. How old was I, thirteen? And she was all of seven, the adorable little thing. So dark and plump and sweet… The way her upper lip folded under when she smiled, and she smiled a lot. Gentleness personified. No cause of her own, unless her cause was I. Did I love her so much because we were children together first? Or was it that in chaining me to a priesthood and marrying me to a child he didn’t know, old Gaius Marius gifted me with something so precious I will never meet it again?


  He sat up convulsively and slapped Servilia so hard on the behind that she wore the mark for the rest of the day.


  “Time to go,” he said. “Go on, Servilia, go! Go now!”


  She went without a word, and she hurried, something in his face filling her with the same kind of terror she inspired in Brutus. As soon as she had gone Caesar turned his head into the pillow and wept as he had not wept since Cinnilla died.


  *


  The Senate didn’t meet again that year. Not an unusual state of affairs, as no formal schedule of meetings existed; they were called by a magistrate, and usually by the consul with the fasces for that month. It being December, Antonius Hybrida was supposed to be in the chair, but Cicero was filling in for him, and Cicero had had his fill. Nor was there any news from Etruria worth ferreting the senators out of their burrows. The craven lot! Besides, the senior consul just couldn’t be sure what else Caesar might do if given half a chance. Every comitial day Metellus Nepos kept trying to fire Hybrida, and Cato kept vetoing him. Atticus and Cicero’s other knightly adherents in the Eighteen were working hard to bring people around to the Senate’s point of view, yet there were many dark faces and darker looks on all sides.


  The one factor Cicero had not counted on was the young men; deprived of their beloved stepfather, the Antonii had enlisted the members of the Clodius Club. Under normal circumstances no one of Cicero’s age and standing would have noticed them, but the conspiracy of Catilina and its outcome had pushed them out of the shadows their youth created. And what huge clout they had! Oh, not among the First Class, but at all levels below that, certainly.


  Young Curio was a case in point. Wild to a fault, he had even been imprisoned in his room by the elder Curio, at his wits’ end to cope with the consequences of Curio’s drinking, gambling and sexual exploits. That hadn’t worked. Mark Antony had broken him out and the two of them had been seen in a low tavern losing at dice, drinking, and kissing voluptuously. Now young Curio had a cause, and suddenly he displayed a side not associated with idle vice. Young Curio was cleverer by far than his father, and a brilliant orator. Every day he was in the Forum making trouble.


  Then there was Decimus Junius Brutus Albinus, son and heir of a family bound by tradition to oppose every Popularist cause; Decimus Brutus Callaicus had been one of the most obdurate enemies of the Brothers Gracchi, allied to the non-Gracchan branch of the clan Sempronius, cognominated Tuditanus. Amicitia persisted from one generation to the next, which meant that young Decimus Brutus should have been supporting men like Catulus, not destructive agitators like Gaius Caesar. Instead, there was Decimus Brutus in the Forum egging Metellus Nepos on, cheering Caesar when he appeared, and making himself absolutely charming to all sorts of people from freedmen to the Fourth Class. Another extremely intelligent and capable young man who apparently was lost to the principles upheld by the boni—and kept low company!


  As for Publius Clodius—well… Since the trial of the Vestals a full ten years earlier, everyone had known Clodius to be Catilina’s most vocal enemy. Yet here he was, complete with hordes and hordes of clients (how did he come to have more clients than his oldest brother, Appius Claudius?), stirring up trouble for Catilina’s enemies! Usually squiring his wretched wife on his arm, in itself a colossal affront! Women didn’t frequent the Forum; women didn’t listen to comitial meetings from a prominent place; women didn’t raise their voices to shout encouragement and bawdy abuse. Fulvia did all of those—and the crowd apparently loved it, if for no other reason than that she was the granddaughter of Gaius Gracchus, who had left no male progeny.


  Until the execution of their stepfather, no one had ever taken the Antonii seriously. Or was it that men looked no further than the scandals trailing in their wake? None of the three owned the ability or brilliance of young Curio or Decimus Brutus or Clodius, but they had something in its way more appealing to the crowd, the same fascination exerted by outstanding gladiators or charioteers: sheer physical power, a dominance arising out of brute strength. Mark Antony was in the habit of appearing clad only in a tunic, which garb allowed people to see the massive calves and biceps, the width of the shoulders, the flatness of the belly, the vault of the chest, the forearms like oak; he also pulled that tunic very tightly across his front, thereby displaying the outline of his penis so revealingly that the whole world knew it was not looking at padding. Women sighed and swooned; men swallowed miserably and wished they were dead. He was very ugly in the face, with a big beaky nose which strove to meet a huge and aggressive chin across a small but thick-lipped mouth; his eyes were too close together and his cheeks fleshy. But the auburn hair was thick, crisp and curling, and women joked that it was terrific fun to find his mouth for a kiss without being turtle-nipped by his nose and chin. In short, Mark Antony (and his brothers, though to a lesser extent) didn’t have to be a great orator or a courtroom eel; he simply rolled along like the awesome monster he was.


  Several very good reasons why Cicero chose not to convene the Senate for the rest of his year—had Caesar himself not been sufficient cause to lie low.


  However, on the last day of December as the sun neared its rest, the senior consul went to meet the People in the Popular Assembly and lay down his insignia of office. He had worked long and hard on his valediction, intending to exit from the consular stage with a speech the like of which Rome had never heard. His honor demanded it; so did his self-esteem. Even if Antonius Hybrida had been in Rome he would have presented no competition, but as it was, Cicero had the stage to himself. How lovely!


  “Quirites,” he began in his most mellifluous voice, “this has been a momentous year for Rome—”


  “Veto, veto!” shouted Metellus Nepos from the Comitia well. “I veto any speeches, Cicero! No man who executed Roman citizen men without a trial can be allowed the opportunity to justify what he did! Shut your mouth, Cicero! Take the oath and get off the rostra!”


  For a long moment there was absolute silence. Of course the senior consul had hoped that the turnout would be large enough to warrant transferring the venue from the Well of the Comitia to the rostra of Castor’s temple, but it was not. Atticus had worked to some effect; all those knightly supporters of Cicero were present, and looked to outnumber the opposition. But that Metellus Nepos would veto something as traditional as the outgoing consul’s right to speak had not occurred to Cicero. And there could be no way around it, numbers or not. For the second time in a short period, Cicero wished with all his heart that Sulla’s law forbidding the tribunician veto was still in effect. But it was not. How then could he say something? Anything? Everything!


  In the end he began to swear his oath according to the age-old formula, then as it concluded: “I also swear that by my single-handed efforts I saved my country, that I, Marcus Tullius Cicero, consul of the Senate and People of Rome, have ensured the maintenance of legal government and preserved Rome from her enemies!”


  Whereupon Atticus began to cheer, and his followers took it up resoundingly. Nor were the young men present to boo and bay; it was New Year’s Eve, apparently they had better things to do than watch Cicero relinquish office. Some sort of win, thought Marcus Tullius Cicero as he descended the rostral steps and held out his arms to Atticus. The next thing he was shoulder-high, a wreath of laurel sat on his head, and the crowd chaired him all the way to the Kingmakers’ Stairs. A pity Caesar wasn’t there to witness it. But, like all the incoming magistrates, Caesar could not attend. Tomorrow was his day, when he and the new magistrates would be sworn into office in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus and begin what (in Caesar’s case, anyway) Cicero very much feared would be a calamitous year for the boni.


  The morrow confirmed that foreboding. No sooner was the formal swearing-in ceremony concluded and the calendar adjusted than the new praetor urbanus, Gaius Julius Caesar, left that first meeting of the Senate to hurry to the Well of the Comitia and call the Popular Assembly into session. That it was prearranged was obvious; only those of Popularist view were waiting for him, from the young men to his senatorial adherents and the inevitable throng of men little better than Head Count, relics of all those years in the Subura—skullcapped Jews with the citizenship who with Caesar’s connivance had managed to get themselves enrolled in a rural tribe, freedmen, a multitude of small tradesmen and businessmen also inserted into rural tribes, and on the fringes wives and sisters and daughters and aunts.


  The naturally deep voice vanished; Caesar adopted that high, clear tenor tone which carried so well as far as the crowd extended. “People of Rome, I have called you here today to witness my protest against an insult to Rome of such magnitude that the Gods are weeping! Over twenty years ago the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus burned down. In my youth I was flamen Dialis, the special priest of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and now in my prime I am the Pontifex Maximus, dedicated to the service of the Great God once again. Today I have had to swear my oath of office inside the new premises Lucius Cornelius Sulla Felix commissioned Quintus Lutatius Catulus to build eighteen years ago. And, People of Rome, I was ashamed! Ashamed! I abased myself before the Great God, I wept beneath the shelter of my toga praetexta, I could not look up at the face of the Great God’s exquisite new statue—commissioned and paid for by my uncle Lucius Aurelius Cotta and his colleague in the consulship, Lucius Manlius Torquatus! Yes, until scant days ago the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus even lacked its effigy of the Great God!”


  Never insignificant even in the midst of the largest crush of people, Caesar now that he was urban praetor seemed nonetheless to have grown both in stature and magnificence; the sheer force which lived within him poured out of him, caught hold of every listener, dominated, enthralled.


  “How can this be?” he asked the crowd. “Why is the guiding spirit of Rome so neglected, so insulted, so denigrated! Why are the temple walls devoid of the greatest art our times can offer? Why are there no gorgeous gifts from foreign kings and princes? Why do Minerva and Juno exist as air, as numina, as nothings? No statue of either one, even in cheap baked clay! Where is the gilt? Where are the golden chariots? Where the glorious moldings, the fabulous floors?”


  He paused, drew a breath, looked like thunder. “I can tell you, Quirites! The money for them resides in Catulus’s purse! All the millions of sesterces the Treasury of Rome has supplied to Quintus Lutatius Catulus have never left his personal bank account! I have been to the Treasury and asked for the records, and there are none! None, that is, describing the fate of the many, many sums paid out to Catulus over the years! Sacrilege! That is what it amounts to! The man entrusted with re-creating the house of Jupiter Optimus Maximus in greater beauty and glory than ever before has scuttled off with the funds!”


  The diatribe went on while the audience grew more indignant; what Caesar said was true, hadn’t everyone seen it for himself?


  Down from the Capitol came Quintus Lutatius Catulus at a run, followed by Cato, Bibulus and the rest of the boni.


  “There he is!” shouted Caesar, pointing. “Look at him! Oh, the gall! The temerity of the man! However, Quirites, you have to grant him courage, don’t you? Look at the barefaced swindler run! How can he move so fast with all that State money dragging him down? Quintus Lutatius Peculatus the embezzler! Embezzler!”


  “What is the meaning of this, praetor urbanus?” Catulus demanded, breathless. “Today is feriae, you can’t call a meeting!”


  “As Pontifex Maximus I am at perfect liberty to convene the People to discuss a religious topic at any time on any day! And this is definitely a religious topic. I am explaining to the People why Jupiter Optimus Maximus lacks a fit home, Catulus.”


  Catulus had heard that derisive “Embezzler!” and needed no further information to draw the correct conclusions. “Caesar, I will have your skin for this!” he cried, shaking a fist.


  “Oh!” gasped Caesar, shrinking back in mock alarm. “Do you hear him, Quirites! I expose him as a sacrilegious wolfer-down of Rome’s public moneys, and he threatens to flay me! Come, Catulus, why not admit what everyone in Rome knows for a fact? The proof is there for all the world to see—more proof by far than you had to offer when you accused me of treason in the House! All any man has to do is look at the walls, the floors, the empty plinths and the absence of gifts to see what humiliation you have inflicted on Jupiter Optimus Maximus!”


  Catulus stood bereft of words, for in truth he had no idea how in an angry public meeting he could possibly explain his position—the position Sulla had put him in! People never had any real concept of the horrifying expense involved in building an edifice as huge and eternal as the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Whatever he tried to say in his own defense would come out sounding like a tissue of laughably feeble lies.


  “People of Rome,” said Caesar to the glowering crowd, “I move that we take up in contio the consideration of two laws, one to impeach Quintus Lutatius Catulus for the embezzlement of State funds, and another to try him for sacrilege!”


  “I veto any discussion of either matter!” roared Cato.


  Whereupon Caesar shrugged, held out his hands in a gesture which clearly asked what any man could do once Cato started to veto, and cried loudly, “I dismiss this meeting! Go home, Quirites, and offer sacrifices to the Great God—pray that he allows Rome to continue standing when men steal his funds and break the sacred contracts!”


  He came down from the rostra lightly, gave the boni a happy grin, and walked away up the Sacra Via surrounded by hundreds of indignant people, all obviously pleading with him not to close the matter, to go ahead and prosecute Catulus.


  Bibulus became aware that Catulus was breathing jerkily and in great gasps, and moved to support him. “Quickly!” he snapped to Cato and Ahenobarbus, shrugging himself out of his toga. The three of them made a stretcher of it, forced the protesting Catulus to lie down, and with Metellus Scipio on the fourth corner carried Catulus home. His face was more grey than blue, a good sign perhaps, but it was with relief that they got the leader of the boni home and into his bed, wife Hortensia fluttering distractedly. He would be all right—this time.


  “But how much more can poor Quintus Catulus take?’’ Bibulus asked as they emerged into the Clivus Victoriae.


  “Somehow,” said Ahenobarbus between his teeth, “we have to shut that irrumator Caesar up for good! If there’s no other way, then let it be murder!”


  “Don’t you mean fellator?” asked Gaius Piso, so afraid of the look, on Ahenobarbus’s face that he groped for anything to lighten the atmosphere. Not normally a prudent man, he sensed disaster now, and had a thought for his own fate.


  “Caesar on the giving end?” asked Bibulus scornfully. “Not he! Uncrowned kings don’t give, they take!”


  “Here we go again,” sighed Metellus Scipio. “Stop Caesar this, and stop Caesar that. But we never do.”


  “We can, and we will,” said silvery, diminutive Bibulus. “A little bird told me that very shortly Metellus Nepos is going to propose that we bring Pompeius back from the East to deal with Catilina—and that he should be given imperium maius. Imagine that, if you can! A general inside Italia owning a degree of imperium never before given to anyone save a dictator!”


  “How does that help us with Caesar?” asked Metellus Scipio.


  “Nepos can’t bring a bill like that before the Plebs, he’ll have to go to the People. Do you think for a moment that Silanus or Murena would consent to convoke a meeting designed to award Pompeius an imperium maius? No, it will be Caesar.”


  “So?”


  “So we’ll make sure the meeting is a violent one. Then, as Caesar will be responsible at law for any violence, we’ll charge him under the lex Plautia de vi. In case you’ve forgotten, Scipio, I am the praetor in charge of the Violence Court! Not only am I willing to pervert justice in any way I can to get Caesar sent down, I’d even walk up to Cerberus and give each head a pat!”


  “Bibulus, that’s brilliant!” said Gaius Piso.


  “And for once,” said Cato, “there will be no protestations from me that justice is not being done. If Caesar is convicted, justice will be done!”


  “Catulus is dying,” said Cicero abruptly. He had hung on the outskirts of the group, painfully aware that no member of it considered him of sufficient moment to include him in their plotting. He, the lodger from Arpinum. Savior of his country, yet forgotten the day after leaving office.


  The rest turned to look at him, startled.


  “Rubbish!” barked Cato. “He’ll recover.”


  “I daresay he will this time. But he’s dying,” maintained Cicero stubbornly. “Not long ago he said to me that Caesar was fraying his life strand like tough string a gossamer thread.”


  “Then we must get rid of Caesar!” cried Ahenobarbus. “The higher he goes, the more insufferable he becomes.”


  “The higher he goes, the further he has to fall,” said Cato. “For as long as I am alive and he is alive, I will be shoving at my lever to bring about that fall, and so I solemnly swear it by all our Gods.”


  *


  Oblivious to this massive amount of ill will the boni were directing at his person, Caesar went home to a dinner party. Licinia had given up her vows, and Fabia was now the Chief Vestal. The changeover had been marked by ceremonies and an official banquet for all the priestly colleges, but on this New Year’s Day the Pontifex Maximus was giving a much smaller dinner: just the five Vestals; Aurelia; Julia; and Fabia’s half sister, Cicero’s wife, Terentia. Cicero had been invited, but declined. So too did Pompeia Sulla decline; like Cicero, she pleaded a prior commitment. The Clodius Club was celebrating. However, Caesar had good reason to know that she could not imperil her good name. Polyxena and Cardixa were stuck to her more firmly than burrs to an ox.


  My little harem, thought Caesar in some amusement, though his mind quailed when his eyes rested on the sour, forbidding Terentia. Impossible to think of Terentia in that context, whimsy or no!


  Enough time had gone by for the Vestals to have lost their shyness. This was especially true of the two children, Quinctilia and Junia, who obviously worshiped him. He teased them, laughed and joked with them, was never on his dignity with them, and seemed to understand a great deal of what went on in their girlish minds. Even the two dour ones, Popillia and Arruntia, now had good cause to know that with Gaius Caesar in the other half of the Domus Publica, there would be no lawsuits alleging unchastity.


  Astonishing, thought Terentia as the meal progressed merrily, that a man with such a shocking reputation for philandering could handle this clutch of extremely vulnerable women so deftly. On the one hand he was approachable, even affectionate; on the other hand he gave them absolutely no hope. They would all spend the rest of their lives in love with him, no doubt, but not in a tortured sense. He gave them absolutely no hope. And interesting that not even Bibulus had produced a canard about Caesar and his clutch of Vestal women. Not in more than a century had there been a Pontifex Maximus so punctilious, so devoted to the job; he had enjoyed the position for less than a year so far, but already his reputation in it was unassailable. Including his reputation anent Rome’s most precious possession, her consecrated virgins.


  Naturally Terentia’s chief loyalty was to Cicero, and no one had suffered for him more through the Catilina business than his wife. Since the night of the fifth day of December she had woken to listen to his mumbling nightmares, heard him repeat Caesar’s name over and over, and never without anger or pain. It was Caesar and no one else who had ruined Cicero’s triumph; it was Caesar who had fanned the smoldering resentment of the People. Metellus Nepos was a gnat grown fangs because of Caesar. And yet from Fabia came another view of Caesar, and Terentia was too cool a woman not to appreciate its justice, its authenticity. Cicero was a far nicer man, a more worthy man. Ardent and sincere, he brought boundless enthusiasm and energy into everything he did, and no one could impugn his honesty. However, Terentia decided with a sigh, not even a mind as huge as Cicero’s could outthink a mind like Caesar’s. Why was it that these incredibly old families could still throw up a Sulla or a Caesar? They ought to have been worn out centuries ago.


  Terentia came out of her reverie when Caesar ordered the two little girls to bed.


  “It’s up with the sparrows in the morning, no more holidays.” He nodded to the hovering Eutychus. “See the ladies safely home, and make sure the servants are awake to take charge of them at the Atrium Vestae door.”


  Off they went, lissome Junia several feet in front of the waddling Quinctilia. Aurelia watched them go with a mental sigh: that child ought to be put on a diet! But when she had issued instructions to this effect some months earlier, Caesar had grown angry and forbidden it.


  “Let her be, Mater. You are not Quinctilia, and Quinctilia is not you. If the poor little puppy is happy eating, then she shall eat. For she is happy! There are no husbands waiting in the wings, and I would have her continue to like being a Vestal.”


  “She’ll die of overeating!”


  “Then so be it. I will only approve when Quinctilia herself elects to starve.”


  What could one do with a man like that? Aurelia had shut her mouth tightly and desisted.


  “No doubt,” she said now with a touch of acid in her voice, “you are going to choose Minucia from among the candidates to fill Licinia’s place.”


  The fair brows rose. “What leads you to that conclusion?”


  “You seem to have a soft spot for fat children.”


  Which didn’t have the desired effect; Caesar laughed. “I have a soft spot for children, Mater. Tall, short, thin, fat—it makes little difference. However, since you’ve brought the subject up, I’m pleased to say that the Vestal slough is over. So far I’ve had five offers of very suitable children, all of the right blood, and all furnished with excellent dowries.”


  “Five?” Aurelia blinked. “I had thought there were three.”


  “Are we permitted to know their names?” asked Fabia.


  “I don’t see why not. The choice is mine, but I don’t move in a feminine world, and I certainly don’t pretend to know everything about the domestic situations within families. Two of them, however, don’t matter; I’m not seriously considering them. And one of them is Minucia, as it happens,” said Caesar, quizzing his mother wickedly.


  “Then who are you considering?”


  “An Octavia of the branch using Gnaeus as a praenomen.”


  “That would be the grandchild of the consul who died in the Janiculan fortress when Marius and Cinna besieged Rome.”


  “Yes. Does anyone have any information to offer?”


  No one did. Caesar produced the next name, a Postumia.


  Aurelia frowned; so did Fabia and Terentia.


  “Ah! What’s wrong with Postumia?”


  “It’s a patrician family,” said Terentia, “but am I correct in assuming this girl is of the Albinus branch, last consul over forty years ago?’’


  “Yes.”


  “And she is turned eight?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then don’t take her. It’s a household much addicted to the wine flagon, and all the children—far too many of them! I really can’t think what the mother was about!—are allowed to lap unwatered wine from the time they’re weaned. This girl has already drunk herself senseless on several occasions.”


  “Dear me!”


  “So who’s left, tata?” asked Julia, smiling.


  “Cornelia Merula, the great-granddaughter of the flamen Dialis Lucius Cornelius Merula,” said Caesar solemnly.


  Every pair of eyes looked at him accusingly, but it was Julia who answered.


  “You’ve been teasing us!” she chuckled. “I thought you were!”


  “Oh?” asked Caesar, lips twitching.


  “Why would you look any further, tata?”


  “Excellent, excellent!” said Aurelia, beaming. “The great-grandmother still rules that family, and every generation has been brought up in the most religious way. Cornelia Merula will come willingly, and adorn the College.”


  “So I think, Mater,” said Caesar.


  Whereupon Julia rose. “I thank you for your hospitality, Pontifex Maximus,” she said gravely, “but I ask your leave to go.”


  “Brutus coming round?’’


  She blushed. “Not at this hour, tata!”


  “Julia,” said Aurelia when she had gone, “will be fourteen in five days’ time.”


  “Pearls,” said Caesar promptly. “At fourteen she can wear pearls, Mater, is that right?”


  “Provided they’re small.”


  He looked wry. “Small is all they can be.” Sighing, he got up. “Ladies, thank you for your company. There’s no need to go, but I must. I have work to do.”


  “Well! A Cornelia Merula for the College!” Terentia was saying as Caesar shut the door.


  Outside in the corridor he leaned against the wall and for several moments laughed silently. What a tiny world they lived in! Was that good or bad? At least they were a pleasant group, even if Mater was growing a little curmudgeonly, and Terentia always had been. But thank the Gods he didn’t have to do that often! More fun by far to engineer Metellus Nepos’s move to get himself banished than to make small talk with women.


  *


  Though when Caesar convened the Popular Assembly early in the morning of the fourth day of January, he had no idea that Bibulus and Cato intended to use the meeting to bring about a worse fall from grace than Metellus Nepos’s: his own fall.


  Even when he and his lictors arrived in the lower Forum very early, it was evident that the Well of the Comitia was not going to hold the crowd; Caesar turned immediately in the direction of the temple of Castor and Pollux and issued orders to the small group of public slaves who waited nearby in case they were needed.


  Many thought Castor’s the most imposing temple in the Forum, for it had been rebuilt less than sixty years ago by Metellus Dalmaticus Pontifex Maximus, and he had built in the grand style. Large enough inside for the full Senate to hold a meeting there very comfortably, the floor of its single chamber stood twenty-five feet above the ground, and within its podium lay a warren of rooms. A stone tribunal had once stood in front of the original temple, but when Metellus Dalmaticus tore it down and started again he incorporated this structure into the whole, thus creating a platform almost as large as the rostra some ten feet off the ground. Instead of bringing the wonderful flight of shallow marble steps all the way from the entrance to the temple itself to the level of the Forum, he had stopped them at the platform. Access from the Forum to the platform was via two narrow sets of steps, one on either side. This allowed the platform to serve as a rostrum, and Castor’s to serve as a voting place; the assembled People or Plebs stood below in the Forum and looked up.


  The temple itself was completely surrounded by fluted stone columns painted red, each surmounted by an Ionic capital painted in shades of rich blue with gilded edges to the volutes. Nor had Metellus Dalmaticus enclosed the chamber by walls within the columns; one could look straight through Castor’s, it soared airy and free as the two young Gods to whom it was dedicated.


  As Caesar stood watching the public slaves deposit the big, heavy tribunician bench on the platform, someone touched his arm.


  “A word to the wise,” said Publius Clodius, dark eyes very bright. “There’s going to be trouble.”


  Caesar’s own eyes had already absorbed the fact that there were many in the idling crowd whose faces were not familiar save in one way: they belonged to Rome’s multitude of bully-boys, the ex-gladiators who upon being liberated drifted from places like Capua to find seedy employment in Rome as bouncers, bailiffs, bodyguards.


  “They’re not my men,” said Clodius.


  “Whose, then?”


  “I’m not sure because they’re too cagey to say. But they all have suspicious bulges beneath their togas—cudgels, most likely. If I were you, Caesar, I’d have someone call out the militia in a hurry. Don’t hold your meeting until it’s guarded.”


  “Many thanks, Publius Clodius,” said Caesar, and turned away to speak to his chief lictor.


  Not long afterward the new consuls appeared. Silanus’s lictors bore the fasces, whereas Murena’s dozen walked with left shoulders unburdened. Neither man was happy, for this meeting, the second of the year, was also the second one called into being by a mere praetor; Caesar had got in before the consuls, a great insult, and Silanus had not yet had an opportunity to address the People in his laudatory contio. Even Cicero had fared better! Thus both waited stony-faced as far from Caesar as they could, while their servants placed their slender ivory chairs to one side of the platform’s center, occupied by the curule chair belonging to Caesar and—ominous presence!—the tribunician bench.


  One by one the other magistrates trickled in and found a spot to sit. Metellus Nepos when he came perched on the very end of the tribunician bench adjacent to Caesar’s chair, winking at Caesar and nourishing the scroll containing his bill to summon Pompey home. Eyes everywhere, the urban praetor told off the clotting groups in the crowd, now three or four thousand strong. Though the very front area was reserved for senators, those just behind and to either side were ex-gladiators. Elsewhere were groups he thought belonged to Clodius, including the three Antonii and the rest of the young blades who belonged to the Clodius Club. Also Fulvia.


  His chief lictor approached and bent down to Caesar’s chair. “The militia are beginning to arrive, Caesar. As you directed, I’ve put them out of sight behind the temple.”


  “Good. Use your own initiative, don’t wait for my command.”


  “It’s all right, Caesar!” said Metellus Nepos cheerfully. “I heard that the crowd was full of strange tough faces, so I’ve got a few tough faces of my own out there.”


  “I don’t think, Nepos,” said Caesar, sighing, “that’s a very clever idea. The last thing I want is another war in the Forum.”


  “Isn’t it high time?” asked Nepos, unimpressed. “We haven’t had a good brawl in more years than I’ve been out of diapers.”


  “You’re just determined to go out of office with a roar.”


  “That I am! Though I would love to wallop Cato before I go!”


  Last to arrive, Cato and Thermus ascended the steps on the side where Pollux sat his painted marble horse, picked their way between the praetors with a grin for Bibulus, and attained the bench. Before Metellus Nepos knew what had happened, the two newcomers had each lifted him beneath an elbow and whisked him to the middle of the bench. They then sat down between him and Caesar, with Cato next to Caesar and Thermus next to Nepos. When Bestia tried to flank Nepos on his other side, Lucius Marius shoved his way between them. Metellus Nepos thus sat alone amid his enemies, as did Caesar when Bibulus suddenly shifted his ivory seat to Caesar’s side of a startled Philippus.


  Alarm was spreading; the two consuls were looking uneasy, and the uninvolved praetors were clearly wishing the platform stood three times farther off the ground than it did.


  But the meeting got under way at last with the prayers and auguries. All was in order. Caesar spoke briefly to the effect that the tribune of the plebs Quintus Caecilius Metellus Nepos wished to present a bill for discussion by the People.


  Metellus Nepos rose, pulling the ends of his scroll apart. “Quirites, it is the fourth day of January in the year of the consulship of Decimus Junius Silanus and Lucius Licinius Murena! To the north of Rome lies the great district of Etruria, where the outlaw Catilina struts with an army of rebels! In the field against him is Gaius Antonius Hybrida, commander-in-chief of a force at least twice the size of Catilina’s! But nothing happens! It is now almost two months since Hybrida left Rome to deal with this pathetic collection of veteran soldiers so old their knees creak, but nothing has happened! Rome continues to exist under a Senatus Consultum Ultimum while the ex-consul in charge of her legions bandages his toe!”


  The scroll came into play, but seriously; Nepos was not foolish enough to think that this assemblage would appreciate a clown. He cleared his throat and launched immediately into the details. “I hereby propose that the People of Rome relieve Gaius Antonius Hybrida of his imperium and his command! I hereby ask the People of Rome to install Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus in his place as commander-in-chief of the armies! I hereby direct that the People of Rome endow Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus with an imperium maius effective within all Italia except the city of Rome herself! I further direct that Gnaeus Pompeius be given whatever moneys, troops, equipment and legates he requires, and that his special command together with his imperium maius not be terminated until he thinks the time right to lay them down!”


  Cato and Thermus were on their feet as the last word left Nepos’s mouth. “Veto! Veto! I interpose my veto!” cried both men in unison.


  A rain of stones came out of nowhere, whizzing viciously at the assembled magistrates, and the bully-boys charged through the ranks of the senators in the direction of both sets of steps. Curule chairs overturned as consuls, praetors and aediles fled up the broad marble stairs into the temple, with all the tribunes of the plebs except for Cato and Metellus Nepos after them. Clubs and cudgels were out; Caesar wrapped his toga about his right arm and retreated between his lictors, dragging Nepos with him.


  But Cato hung on longer, it seemed miraculously preserved, still shouting that he vetoed with every higher step he took until Murena dashed out from among the columns and pulled him forcibly inside. The militia waded into the fray with shields round and staves thudding, and gradually those louts who had attained the platform were driven down again. Senators now scurried up the two flights of steps, making for the shelter of the temple. And. below in the Forum a full-scale riot broke out as a whooping Mark Antony and his boon companion Curio fell together on some twenty opponents, their friends piling in after them.


  “Well, this is a good start to the year!” said Caesar as he walked into the center of the light-filled temple, carefully redraping his toga.


  “It is a disgraceful start to the year!” snapped Silanus, his blood coursing fast enough through his veins to banish belly pain. “Lictor, I command you to quell the riot!”


  “Oh, rubbish!” said Caesar wearily. “I have the militia here, I marshaled them when I saw some of the faces in the crowd. The trouble won’t amount to much now we’re off the rostra.”


  “This is your doing, Caesar!” snarled Bibulus.


  “To hear you talk, Flea, it’s always my doing.”


  “Will you please come to order?” Silanus shouted. “I have summoned the Senate into session, and I will have order!”


  “Hadn’t you better invoke the Senatus Consultum Ultimum, Silanus?” asked Nepos, looking down to find that he still held his scroll. “Better still, as soon as the fuss dies down outside, let me finish my proper business before the People.”


  “Silence!” Silanus tried to roar; it came out more like a bleat. The Senatus Consultum Ultimum empowers me as the consul with the fasces to take all the measures I deem necessary to protect the Res Publica of Rome!” He gulped, suddenly needing his chair. But it lay on the platform below, he had to send a servant to fetch it. When someone unfolded it and set it down for him, he collapsed into it, grey and sweating.


  “Conscript Fathers, I will see an end to this appalling affair at once!” he said then. “Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, you have the floor. Kindly explain the remark you made to Gaius Julius Caesar.”


  “I don’t have to explain it, Decimus Silanus, it’s manifest,” said Bibulus, pointing to a darkening swelling on his left cheek. “I accuse Gaius Caesar and Quintus Metellus Nepos of public violence! Who else stands to gain from rioting in the Forum? Who else would want to see chaos? Whose ends does it serve except theirs?”


  “Bibulus is right!” yelled Cato, so elated by the brief crisis that for once he forgot the protocol of names. “Who else stood to gain? Who else needs a Forum running with blood? It’s back to the good old days of Gaius Gracchus, Livius Drusus, that filthy demagogue Saturninus! You’re both Pompeius’s minions!”


  Growls and rumbles came from all sides, for there were none among the hundred-odd senators inside the temple who had voted with Caesar during that fateful division on the fifth day of December when five men were condemned to death without trial.


  “Neither the tribune of the plebs Nepos nor I as urban praetor had anything to gain from violence,” said Caesar, “nor were those who threw the stones known to us.” He looked derisively at Marcus Bibulus. “Had the meeting I convoked progressed peacefully, Flea, the outcome would have been a resounding victory for Nepos. Do you genuinely think the serious voters who came today would want a dolt like Hybrida in charge of their legions if they were offered Pompeius Magnus? The violence began when Cato and Thermus vetoed, not before. To use the power of the tribunician veto to prevent the People from discussing laws in contio or registering their votes is in absolute violation of everything Rome stands for! I don’t blame the People for starting to shell us! It’s months since they’ve been acknowledged to have any rights at all!”


  “Speaking of rights, every tribune of the plebs has the right to exercise his veto at his discretion!” bellowed Cato.


  “What a fool you are, Cato!” cried Caesar. “Why do you think Sulla took the veto off the likes of you? Because the veto was never intended to serve the interests of a few men who control the Senate! Every time you yap another veto, you insult the intelligence of all those thousands out there in the Forum cheated by you of their right to listen—calmly!—to laws presented to them—calmly!—then to vote—calmly!—one way or the other!”


  “Calm? Calm? It wasn’t my veto disturbed the calm, Caesar, it was your bully-boys!”


  “I wouldn’t soil my hands on such rabble!”


  “You didn’t have to! All you had to do was issue orders.”


  “Cato, the People are sovereign,” said Caesar, striving to be more patient, “not the Senate’s rump and its few tribunician mouthpieces. You don’t serve the interests of the People, you serve the interests of a handful of senators who think they own and rule an empire of millions! You strip the People of their rights and this city of her dignitas! You shame me, Cato! You shame Rome! You shame the People! You even shame your boni masters, who use your naïveté and sneer at your ancestry behind your back! You call me a minion of Pompeius Magnus? I am not! But you, Cato, are no more and no less than a minion of the boni!”


  “Caesar,” said Cato, striding to stand with his face only inches from Caesar’s, “you are a cancer in the body of Roman men! You are everything I abominate!” He turned to the stunned group of senators and held out his hands to them, the healing stripes on his face giving him in that filtered light the savagery of a fierce cat. “Conscript Fathers, this Caesar will ruin us all! He will destroy the Republic, I know it in my bones! Don’t listen to him prate of the People and the People’s rights! Instead, listen to me! Drive him and his catamite Nepos out of Rome, forbid them fire and water within the bounds of Italia! I will see Caesar and Nepos charged with violent crime, I will see them outlawed!”


  “Listening to you, Cato,” said Metellus Nepos, “only reminds me that any violence in the Forum is better than letting you run rampant vetoing every single meeting, every single proposal, every single word!”


  And for the second time in a month someone took Cato off-guard to do things to his face. Metellus Nepos simply walked up to him, threw every ounce of himself into his hand, and slapped Cato so hard that Servilia’s scratches burst and bled anew.


  “I don’t care what you do to me with your precious piddling Senatus Consultum Ultimum!” Nepos yelled at Silanus. “It’s worth dying in the Tullianum to know I’ve walloped Cato!”


  “Get out of Rome, go to your master Pompeius!” panted Silanus, helpless to control the meeting, his own feelings, or the pain.


  “Oh, I intend to!” said Nepos scornfully, turned on his heel and walked out. “You’ll see me again!” he called as he clattered down the steps. “I’ll be back with brother-in-law Pompeius at my side! Who knows? It might be Catilina ruling Rome by then, and you’ll all be deservedly dead, you shit-arsed sheep!”


  Even Cato was silenced, another of his scant supply of togas rapidly bloodying beyond redemption.


  “Do you need me further, senior consul?” asked Caesar of Silanus in conversational tones. ‘The sounds of strife appear to be dying away outside, and there’s nothing more to be said here, is there?” He smiled coldly. “Too much has been said already.”


  “You are under suspicion of inciting public violence, Caesar,” said Silanus faintly. “While ever the Senatus Consultum Ultimum remains in effect, you are disbarred from all meetings and all magisterial business.” He looked at Bibulus. “I suggest, Marcus Bibulus, that you start preparing your case to prosecute this man de vi today.”


  Which set Caesar laughing. “Silanus, Silanus, get your facts correct! How can this flea prosecute me in his own court? He’ll have to get Cato to do his dirty work for him. And do you know something, Cato?” asked Caesar softly of the furious grey eyes glaring at him between folds of toga. “You don’t stand a chance. I have more intelligence in my battering ram than you do in your citadel!” He pulled his tunic away from his chest and bent his head to address the space created. “Isn’t that right, O battering ram?” A sweet smile for the assembled refugees, then: “He says that’s right. Conscript Fathers, good day.”


  *


  “That,” said Publius Clodius, who had been eavesdropping just outside, “was a stunning performance, Caesar! I had no idea you could get so angry.”


  “Wait until you enter the Senate next year, Clodius, and you will see more. Between Cato and Bibulus, I may never be whole of temper again.” He stood on the platform amid a shambles of broken ivory chairs and gazed across the Forum, almost deserted. “I see the villains have all gone home.”


  “Once the militia entered the scene, they lost most of their enthusiasm.” Clodius led the way down the side steps beneath the equestrian statue of Castor. “I did find out one thing. They’d been hired by Bibulus. He’s a rank amateur at it too.”


  “The news doesn’t surprise me.”


  “He planned it to compromise you and Nepos. You’ll go down in Bibulus’s court for inciting public violence, wait and see,” said Clodius, waving at Mark Antony and Fulvia, who were sitting together on the bottom tier of Gaius Marius’s plinth, Fulvia busy patting Antony’s right knuckles with her handkerchief.


  “Oh, wasn’t that terrific?” asked Antony, one eye puffed up so badly he couldn’t see out of it.


  “No, Antonius, it wasn’t terrific!” said Caesar tartly.


  “Bibulus intends to have Caesar prosecuted under the lex Plautia de vi—his own court, no less,” said Clodius. “Caesar and Nepos got the blame.” He grinned. “No surprise, really, with Silanus holding the fasces. I don’t imagine you’re very popular in that quarter, all considered.” And he began to hum a well-known ditty about a wronged and broken-hearted husband.


  “Oh, come home with me, the lot of you!” Caesar chuckled, slapping at Antony’s knuckles and Fulvia’s hand. “You can’t sit here like alley thieves until the militia sweep you up, and any moment now those heroes still drifting around the inside of Castor’s are going to poke their noses out to sniff the air. I’m already accused of fraternizing with ruffians, but if they see me with you, they’ll send me packing immediately. Not being Pompeius’s brother-in-law, I’ll have to join Catilina.”


  And of course during the short walk to the residence of the Pontifex Maximus—a matter of moments only—Caesar’s equilibrium returned. By the time he had ushered his raffish guests into a part of the Domus Publica Fulvia didn’t know nearly as well as she did Pompeia’s suite upstairs, he was ready to deal with disaster and upset all Bibulus’s plans.


  *


  The next morning at dawn the new praetor urbanus took up position on his tribunal, his six lictors (who already thought him the best and most generous of magistrates) standing off to one side with fasces grounded like spears, his table and curule chair arranged to his liking, and a small staff of scribes and messengers waiting for orders. Since the urban praetor dealt with the preliminaries of all civil litigation as well as heard applications for prosecutions on criminal charges, a number of potential litigants and advocates were already clustered about the tribunal; the moment Caesar indicated he was open for business, a dozen people surged forward to do battle for first served, Rome not being a place where people lined up in an orderly fashion and were content to take their turn. Nor did Caesar try to regulate the insistent clamor. He selected the loudest voice, beckoned, and prepared to listen.


  Before more than a few words had tumbled out, the consular lictors appeared with the fasces but without the consul.


  “Gaius Julius Caesar,” said the chief of Silanus’s lictors as his eleven companions shoved the little crowd away from the vicinity of the tribunal, “you have been disbarred under the Senatus Consultum Ultimum still in effect. Please desist this moment from all praetorian business.”


  “What do you mean?” asked the advocate who had been about to lay his case before Caesar—not a prominent lawyer, simply one of the hundreds who haunted the lower Forum touting for business. “I need the urban praetor!”


  “The senior consul has deputed Quintus Tullius Cicero to take over the urban praetor’s duties,” said the lictor, not pleased at this interruption.


  “But I don’t want Quintus Cicero, I want Gaius Caesar! He’s urban praetor, and he doesn’t dally and dither the way most of Rome’s praetors do! I want my case sorted out this morning, not next month or next year!”


  The cluster about the tribunal was growing now in leaps and bounds, the Forum frequenters attracted by the sudden presence of so many lictors and an angry individual protesting.


  Without a word Caesar rose from his chair, signed to his personal servant to fold it and pick it up, and turned to the six lictors he called his own. Smiling, he went to each of them in turn and dropped a handful of denarii into each right palm.


  “Pick up your fasces, my friends, and take them to the temple of Venus Libitina. Lie them where they belong when the man who should be preceded by them is deprived of his office by death or disbarment. I’m sorry our time together has been so short, and I thank you most sincerely for your kind attentions.”


  From his lictors he proceeded to his scribes and messengers, giving each man a sum of money and a word of thanks.


  After which he drew the folds of his purple-bordered toga praetexta off his left arm and shoulder, rolling the vast garment into a loose ball as he stripped it away; not as much as one corner of it touched the ground, so handily was the disrobing done. The servant holding the chair received the bundle; Caesar nodded to him to go.


  “Your pardon,” he said then to the swelling throng, “it seems I am not to be permitted to perform the duties I was elected by you to do.” The knife went in: “You must content yourselves with half a praetor, Quintus Cicero.”


  Lurking some distance away with his own lictors, Quintus Cicero gasped in outrage.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” shouted Publius Clodius from the rear of the crowd, pushing his way to the front as Caesar prepared to leave his tribunal.


  “I am disbarred, Publius Clodius.”


  “For what?”


  “Being under suspicion of inciting violence during a meeting of the People I had convened.”


  “They can’t do that!” cried Clodius theatrically. “First you have to be tried, and then you have to be convicted!”


  “There is a Senatus Consultum Ultimum in effect.”


  “What’s that got to do with yesterday’s meeting?”


  “It came in handy,” said Caesar, leaving his tribunal.


  And as he walked in his tunic in the direction of the Domus Publica, the entire gathering turned to escort him. Quintus Cicero took his place on the urban praetor’s tribunal to find he had no customers; nor did he all day.


  But all day the crowd in the Forum grew, and as it grew became ugly. This time there were no ex-gladiators to be seen, just many respectable inhabitants of the city liberally interspersed with men like Clodius, the Antonii, Curio, Decimus Brutus—and Lucius Decumius and his crossroads brethren of all walks from the Second Class to the Head Count. Two praetors beginning to try criminal cases looked across a sea of faces and decided the omens were not auspicious; Quintus Cicero packed up and went home early.


  Most unnerving of all, no one left the Forum during the night, which was lit by many little fires to keep out the chill; from the houses on the Germalus of the Palatine the effect was eerily reminiscent of a camping army, and for the first time since the empty-bellied masses had filled the Forum during the days which led to the rebellion of Saturninus, those in power understood how many ordinary people there were in Rome—and how few the men in power were by comparison.


  At dawn Silanus, Murena, Cicero, Bibulus and Lucius Ahenobarbus clustered at the top of the Vestal Steps and gazed at what looked like fifteen thousand people. Then someone below in that horrifying gathering saw them, shouted, pointed; the whole ocean of people turned as if beginning the first great encirclement of a whirlpool, and the little group of men stepped back instinctively, realizing that what they saw was a potential dance of death. Then as every face fixed on them, every right arm went up to shake a fist at them, seaweed oscillating in the swell.


  “All that for Caesar!” whispered Silanus, shivering.


  “No,” said the praetor Philippus, joining them. “All that for the Senatus Consultum Ultimum and the execution of citizens without trial. Caesar’s just the final blow.” He gave Bibulus a scorching glare. “What fools you are! Don’t you know who Caesar is? I’m his friend, I know! Caesar is the one person in Rome you daren’t attempt to destroy publicly! All your lives you’ve spent up here on the heights looking down on Rome like gods on a seething pestilence, but all his life he’s spent among them and been thought of as one of them. There’s hardly a person in this enormous city that man doesn’t know—or maybe it would be better to say that everyone in this enormous city thinks Caesar knows them. It’s a smile and a wave and a cheerful greeting wherever he goes—and to the whole world, not merely to valuable voters. They love him! Caesar’s not a demagogue—he doesn’t need to be a demagogue! In Libya they tie men down and let ants kill them. Yet you’re stupid enough to stir up Rome’s ants! Rest assured, it’s not Caesar they’ll kill!”


  “I’ll order out the militia,” said Silanus.


  “Oh, rubbish, Silanus! The militia are down there with the carpenters and bricklayers!”


  “Then what do we do? Bring the army home from Etruria?’’


  “By all means, if you want Catilina in hot pursuit!”


  “What can we do?”


  “Go home and bar your doors, Conscript Fathers,” Philippus said, turning away. “That at least is what I intend to do.”


  But before anyone could find the strength to take this advice, a huge roar went up; the faces and fists aimed at the top of the Vestal stairs swung away.


  “Look!” squeaked Murena. “It’s Caesar!”


  The crowd was somehow compressing itself to create an empty corridor which began at the Domus Publica and opened before Caesar as he walked clad in a plain white toga in the direction of the rostra. He made no acknowledgment of the deafening ovation, nor looked to either side, and when he reached the top of the speaker’s platform he made no movement of the body nor gesture of the hand which the watchers on the Palatine could classify as encouragement to the masses now turned to see him.


  When he began to speak the noise died utterly away, though what he said was inaudible to Silanus and the rest, now standing with twenty magistrates and at least a hundred senators. He talked for perhaps an hour, and as he talked the crowd seemed to grow ever calmer. Then he dismissed them with a wave of his hand and a smile so wide his teeth flashed. Limp with relief and amazement, the audience at the top of the Vestal Steps watched that enormous crowd begin to disperse, to stream into the Argiletum and the area around the Markets, up the Via Sacra to the Velia and those parts of Rome beyond. Everyone obviously discussing Caesar’s speech, but no one angry anymore.


  “As Princeps Senatus,” said Mamercus stiffly, “I hereby call the Senate into session in the temple of Jupiter Stator. An appropriate location, for what Caesar has done is to stay open revolt. At once!” he snapped, rounding on a shrinking Silanus. “Senior consul, send your lictors to fetch Gaius Caesar, since you sent them to strip him of his office.”


  When Caesar entered the temple of Jupiter Stator, Gaius Octavius and Lucius Caesar began to applaud; one by one others joined in, until even Bibulus and Ahenobarbus had at least to pretend they were clapping. Of Cato there was no sign.


  Silanus rose from his seat. “Gaius Julius Caesar, on behalf of this House I wish to thank you for ending a most dangerous situation. You have acted with perfect correctness, and you are to be commended.”


  “What a bore you are, Silanus!” cried Gaius Octavius. “Ask the man how he did it, or we’ll all die of curiosity!”


  “The House wishes to know what you said, Gaius Caesar.”


  Still in his plain white toga, Caesar shrugged. “I simply told them to go home and be about their business. Did they want to be deemed disloyal? Uncontrollable? Who did they think they were, to gather in such numbers all because of a mere praetor who had been disciplined? I told them that Rome is well governed, and everything would turn out to their satisfaction if they had a little patience.”


  “And there,” whispered Bibulus to Ahenobarbus, “is the threat beneath the fair words!”


  “Gaius Julius Caesar,” said Silanus very formally, “assume your toga praetexta and return to your tribunal as praetor urbanus. It is clear to this House that you have acted in all ways as you ought, and that you did so at the meeting of the People the day before yesterday by noting the malcontents in that assembly and having the militia ready to act. There will be no trial under the lex Plautia de vi for the events of that day.”


  Nor did one voice in the temple of Jupiter Stator raise itself to protest.


  “What did I tell you?” said Metellus Scipio to Bibulus as they left the senatorial session. “He beat us again! All we did was spend a lot of money hiring ex-gladiators!”


  Cato rushed up, breathless and looking very much the worse for wear. “What is it? What happened?” he asked.


  “What happened to you?’’ asked Metellus Scipio.


  “I was ill,” said Cato briefly, which Bibulus and Metellus Scipio interpreted correctly as a long night with Athenodorus Cordylion and the wine flagon.


  “Caesar beat us as usual,” said Metellus Scipio. “He sent the crowd home and Silanus has reinstated him. There will be no trial in Bibulus’s court.”


  Cato literally screamed, so loudly that the last of the senators flinched, turned to one of the pillars outside Jupiter Stator and punched it until the others managed to hold his arm down and pull him away.


  “I will not rest, I will not rest, I will not rest,” he kept saying as they led him up the Clivus Palatinus and through the lichen-whiskered Porta Mugonia. “If I have to die to do it, I will ruin him!”


  “He’s like the phoenix,” said Ahenobarbus gloomily. “Rises out of the ashes of every funeral pyre we put him on.”


  “One day he won’t rise again. I’m with Cato, I’ll never rest until he’s ruined,” vowed Bibulus.


  “You know,” said Metellus Scipio thoughtfully, eyeing Cato’s swelling hand and freshly opened face, “at this stage you must bear more wounds due to Caesar than to Spartacus.”


  “And you, Scipio,” said Gaius Piso savagely, “are asking for a drubbing!”


  *


  January was almost done when word came at last from the north. Since early December Catilina had been moving steadily into the Apennines, only to discover that Metellus Celer and Marcius Rex lay between him and the Adriatic coast. There was no escape from Italy, he would have to stand and fight—or surrender. Surrender was inconceivable, so he staked his all on a single battle within a narrow valley near the town of Pistoria. But Gaius Antonius Hybrida did not take the field against him; that honor was reserved for the Military Man, Marcus Petreius. Oh, the pain in his toe! Hybrida never left the safety of his cozy command tent. Catilina’s soldiers fought desperately, over three thousand of them electing to die where they stood. As did Catilina, killed holding the silver eagle which had once belonged to Gaius Marius. Men said that when he was found among the bodies he wore the same glittering smile he had turned on everyone from Catulus to Cicero.


  No more excuses: the Senatus Consultum Ultimum was finally lifted. Not even Cicero could summon up the courage to advocate that it be kept in force until the rest of the conspirators were dealt with. Some of the praetors were sent to mop up pockets of resistance, including Bibulus to the lands of the Paeligni in mountainous Samnium, and Quintus Cicero to equally craggy Bruttium.


  Then in February the trials began. This time there would be no executions, nor any men condemned to exile out of hand; the Senate decided to set up a special court.


  An ex-aedile, Lucius Novius Niger, was appointed its president after no one else could be found willing to take the job; those praetors remaining in Rome gleefully pleaded huge loads of work in their own courts, from Caesar to Philippus. That Novius Niger was willing lay in his nature and his circumstances, for he was one of those irritating creatures possessed of far more ambition than talent, and he saw the job as a certain way to attain the consulship. His edicts when he published them were most imposing: no one would be uninspected, no one would be cosseted, no one would buy his way out with bribery, the jury roster would smell sweeter than a bank of violets in Campania. His last edict did not find as much favor. He announced that he would pay a two-talent reward for information leading to a conviction—the reward to be paid out of the fine and property confiscation, of course. No cost to the Treasury! But, most people thought, this was too uncomfortably close to the techniques of Sulla’s proscriptions. Thus when the president of the special court opened it, the professional Forum frequenters tended to think poorly of him.


  Five men went on trial first, all certain to be condemned: the Brothers Sulla, Marcus Porcius Laeca, and the two who had tried to assassinate Cicero, Gaius Cornelius and Lucius Vargunteius. To assist the court, the Senate went into session with Quintus Curius, Cicero’s secret agent, timing their cross-examination of Curius to coincide with Novius Niger’s opening his hearings. Naturally Novius Niger attracted a far larger congregation, as he set himself up in the largest area of vacant Forum space.


  One Lucius Vettius was the first—and last—informer. A minor knight of bare tribunus aerarius status, he went to Novius Niger and announced that he had more than enough information to earn that tidy fifty thousand sesterces of reward money. Testifying before the court, he confessed that in the early stages of the conspiracy he had toyed with the idea of joining it, but, “I knew where my allegiance belonged,” he said, sighing. “I am a Roman, I couldn’t harm Rome. Rome means too much to me.”


  After a great deal more of the same, he dictated a list of men he swore had been involved beyond a shadow of a doubt.


  Novius Niger sighed too. “Lucius Vettius, not one of these names is very inspiring! It seems to me that this court’s chances of securing sufficient evidence to start proceedings are slim. Is there no one against whom you can produce really concrete evidence? Like a letter, or unimpeachable witnesses other than yourself?”


  “Well…” said Vettius slowly, then suddenly shivered and shook his head emphatically. “No, no one!” he said loudly.


  “Come now, you’re under the full protection of my court,” said Novius Niger, scenting prey. “Nothing can happen to you, Lucius Vettius, I give you my word! If you do know of any concrete evidence, you must tell me!”


  “Big, big fish,” muttered Lucius Vettius.


  “No fish is too big for me and my court.”


  “Well…”


  “Lucius Vettius, spit it out!”


  “I do have a letter.”


  “From whom?”


  “From Gaius Caesar.”


  The jury sat up straight, the onlookers began to buzz.


  “From Gaius Caesar, but to whom?”


  “Catilina. It’s in Gaius Caesar’s own handwriting.”


  Whereupon a small group of Catulus’s clients in the crowd began to cheer, only to be drowned by boos, jeers, invective. Some time elapsed before the court’s lictors could establish order and allow Novius Niger to resume his cross-examination.


  “Why have we heard nothing of this before, Lucius Vettius?”


  “Because I’m afraid, that’s why!” the informer snapped. “I don’t fancy the thought of being responsible for incriminating a big fish like Gaius Caesar.”


  “In this court, Lucius Vettius, I am the big fish, not Gaius Caesar,” said Novius Niger, “and you have incriminated Gaius Caesar. You are in no danger. Please go on.”


  “With what?” asked Vettius. “I said I had a letter.”


  “Then you must produce it before this court.”


  “He’ll say it’s a forgery.”


  “Only the court can say that. Produce the letter.”


  “Well…”


  By now almost everybody in the lower Forum was either around Novius Niger’s court or hurrying to it; the word was flying that as usual Caesar was in trouble.


  “Lucius Vettius, I command you to produce that letter!” said Novius Niger in a goaded voice; he then went on to say something extremely foolish. “Do you think that men like Gaius Caesar are above the power of this court because they have an ancestry a thousand years old and multitudes of clients? Well, they are not! If Gaius Caesar wrote a letter to Catilina in his own hand, I will try him in this court and convict him!”


  “Then I’ll go home and get it,” said Lucius Vettius, convinced.


  While Vettius went on his errand, Novius Niger declared a recess. Everyone not busy talking excitedly (Caesar watching was becoming the best entertainment in years) rushed off to buy a little something to eat or drink, the jury sat at ease being waited on by the court servants, and Novius Niger strolled over to chat with the jury foreman, tremendously pleased with his idea to pay for information.


  Publius Clodius was somewhat more purposeful. He hied himself across the Forum to the Curia Hostilia, where the Senate was sitting, and talked his way inside. Not a very difficult business for one who next year would be strolling through its portals as of right.


  Just inside the doors he paused, discovering that Vettius’s alto in court was keeping perfect harmony with Curius’s baritone in the Senate.


  “I tell you I heard it from Catilina’s own lips!” Curius was saying to Cato. “Gaius Caesar was a central figure in the whole conspiracy, from its beginning right up to its end!”


  Seated on the curule dais to one side of the presiding consul, Silanus, and slightly behind him, Caesar rose to his feet.


  “You’re lying, Curius,” he said very calmly. “We all know which men in this revered body will stop at nothing to see me permanently ejected from it. But, Conscript Fathers, I give leave to tell you that I never was and never would have been a part of such a hole-in-the-corner, appallingly bungled affair! Anyone who credits this pathetic fool’s story is a bigger fool than he is! I, Gaius Julius Caesar, willingly to consort with a raggle-taggle lot of wine bibbers and gossips? I, so scrupulous in my attention to duty and to my own dignitas, to stoop to plotting with the likes of Curius here? I, the Pontifex Maximus, to connive at handing Rome to Catilina! I, a Julian descended from the founders of Rome, to consent to Rome’s being governed by worms like Curius and tarts like Fulvia Nobilioris?”


  The words came out with the crack of a whip, and no one tried to interrupt.


  “I am well used to the mud-slinging of politics,” he went on, still in that calm but punishing voice, “but I am not going to stand idly by while someone pays the likes of Curius to bandy my name about in connection with a business I wouldn’t be caught dead participating in! For someone is paying him! And when I find out who, senators, they will pay me! Here you all sit, as brilliant and wondrous as a collection of hens in a roost listening to the sordid details of a so-called conspiracy, while there are some hens here conspiring far more viciously to destroy me and my good name! To destroy my dignitas!” He drew a breath. “Without my dignitas, I am nothing. And I give every last one of you a solemn warning---do not tamper with my dignitas! To defend it, I would tear this venerable chamber down around your ears! I would pile Pelion on top of Ossa and steal Zeus’s thunder to strike every last one of you dead! Don’t try my patience, Conscript Fathers, for I tell you now that I am no Catilina! If I conspired to unseat you, down you’d go!”


  He turned to Cicero. “Marcus Tullius Cicero, this is the last time I will ask this question: did I or did I not furnish you with assistance in the uncovering of this conspiracy?”


  Cicero swallowed; the House sat in absolute silence. No one had ever seen or heard anything quite like that speech, and no one wanted to draw attention to himself. Even Cato.


  “Yes, Gaius Julius, you did assist me,” said Cicero.


  “Then,” said Caesar in a less steely voice, “I demand that this House forthwith refuse to pay Quintus Curius one sestertius of the reward money he was promised. Quintus Curius has lied. He deserves no consideration.”


  And such was the fear inside every senator that the House agreed unanimously not to pay Quintus Curius one sestertius of the promised reward.


  Clodius stepped forward. “Noble Fathers,” he said in a loud voice, “I crave your pardon for intruding, but I must ask the noble Gaius Julius to accompany me to the court of Lucius Novius Niger as soon as he can do so.”


  About to seat himself, Caesar looked instead at a dumbstruck Silanus. “Senior consul, it seems I am wanted elsewhere, I suspect on the same kind of business. In which case, remember what I have said. Remember every word! Pray excuse me.”


  “You are excused,” whispered Silanus, “and so are you all.”


  Thus it was that when Caesar left the Curia Hostilia with Clodius trotting alongside him, the entire company of senators streamed in their wake.


  “That,” said Clodius, panting a little, “was absolutely the best wigging I have ever heard! There must be shit all over the Senate House floor.”


  “Don’t talk nonsense, Clodius, tell me what’s happening in Niger’s court,” said Caesar curtly.


  Clodius obliged. Caesar stopped walking.


  “Lictor Fabius!” he called to his chief lictor, hurrying his five companions to keep ahead of Caesar in the mood for war.


  The three pairs of men stopped, received orders.


  Then down on Novius Niger’s court Caesar descended, scattering the onlookers in every direction, straight through the ranks of the jury to where Lucius Vettius stood with a letter in his hand.


  “Lictors, arrest this man!”


  Letter and all, Lucius Vettius was taken into custody and marched out of Novius Niger’s court in the direction of the urban praetor’s tribunal.


  Novius Niger got to his feet so quickly that his much-prized ivory chair fell over. “What is the meaning of this?” he shrilled.


  “WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?” roared Caesar.


  Everyone backed away; the jury shifted uneasily, shivered.


  “Who do you think are?” Caesar repeated more softly, but in a voice which could be heard halfway across the Forum. “How dare you, a magistrate of mere aedilician rank, admit evidence into your court concerning your senior in the hierarchy? Evidence, what is more, from the mouth of a paid informer? Who do you think you are? If you don’t know, Novius, then I will tell you. You are a legal ignoramus who has no more right to preside over a Roman court than the dirtiest trollop hawking her fork outside Venus Erucina’s! Don’t you understand that it is absolutely unheard of for a junior magistrate to act in a way which could result in the trial of his senior? What you were stupid enough to say to that piece of sewer refuse Vettius deserves impeachment! That you, a mere aedilician magistrate, would attempt to convict me, the urban praetor, in your court? Brave words, Novius, but impossible to fulfill. If you have cause to believe that a magistrate senior to yourself is criminally implicated in proceedings going on in your court, then you suspend your court immediately and you take the whole matter to that senior magistrate’s peers. And since I am the praetor urbanus, you go to the consul with the fasces. This month, Lucius Licinius Murena; but today, Decimus Junius Silanus.”


  The avid crowd hung on every word while Novius Niger stood, face ashen, his hopes for a future consulship tumbling down about his incredulous ears.


  “You take the whole matter to your senior’s peers, Novius, you do not dare to continue the business of your court! You do not dare to continue to admit evidence about your senior, grinning all over your face! You have held me up before this body of men as if you have the right to do so! You do not. Hear me? You do not! How glorious a precedent you set! Is this what senior magistrates are to expect from their juniors in the future?’’


  One hand went out, pleading; Novius Niger wet his lips and tried to speak.


  “Tace, inepte!” cried Caesar. “Lucius Novius Niger, in order to remind you and every other junior magistrate of his place in Rome’s scheme of public duties, I, Gaius Julius Caesar, praetor urbanus, do hereby sentence you to one market interval of eight days in the cells of the Lautumiae. That should prove long enough to think about what is your rightful place, and to think of how you will manage to convince the Senate of Rome that you should be allowed to continue as iudex in this special court. You will not leave your cell for one moment. You will not be allowed to bring in food, or have your family visit you. You will not be let have reading or writing materials. And while I am aware that no cell in the Lautumiae has a door of any kind, let alone one which locks, you will do as you are told. When the lictors are not watching you, half of Rome will be.” He nodded to the court lictors abruptly. “Take your master to the Lautumiae, and put him in the most uncomfortable cell you can find. You will stay on guard until I send lictors to relieve you. Bread and water, nothing else, and no light after dark.”


  Then without a backward glance it was across to the tribunal belonging to the urban praetor, where Lucius Vettius waited atop its platform, a lictor on either side. Caesar and the four lictors still attending him mounted the steps, now avidly trailed by all the members of Novius Niger’s court, from the jury to the scribes to the accused. Oh, what fun! But what could Caesar do to Lucius Vettius save put him in the next cell to Novius Niger?


  “Lictor,” he said to Fabius, “unbind your rods.”


  And to Vettius, still clutching the letter, “Lucius Vettius, you have conspired against me. Whose client are you?”


  The crowd twittered and fluttered, amazed, awestruck, torn between watching Caesar deal with Vettius and watching Fabius the lictor squatting down to dismember the bundle of birch rods tied in a ritual crisscross pattern with red leather thongs. Thin and slightly whippy, thirty for the thirty Curiae lay within the neat circular bundle, for they had been trimmed and turned until each one was as round as the whole cylinder called the fasces.


  Vettius’s eyes had widened; he couldn’t seem to tear them from Fabius and the rods.


  “Whose client are you, Vettius?” Caesar repeated sharply.


  It came out in an agony of fear. “Gaius Calpurnius Piso’s.”


  “Thank you, that is all I need to know.” Caesar turned to face the men assembled below him, front ranks filled with senators and knights. “Fellow Romans,” he said, pitching his voice high, “this man on my tribunal has borne false witness against me in the court of a judge who had no right to admit his evidence. Vettius is a tribunus aerarius, he knows the law. He knows he ought not to have done that, but he was hungry to put the sum of two talents in his bank account—plus whatever his patron Gaius Piso promised him in addition, of course. I do not see Gaius Piso here to answer, which is just as well for Gaius Piso. Were he here, he would join Lucius Novius in the Lautumiae. It is my right as the praetor urbanus to exercise the power of coercitio upon this Roman citizen Lucius Vettius. I hereby do so. He cannot be flogged with a lash, but he can be beaten with a rod. Lictor, are you ready?”


  “Yes, praetor urbanus,” said Fabius, who in all his long career as one of the ten prefects of the College of Lictors had never before been called upon to untie his fasces.


  “Choose your rod.”


  Because ravenous animalcules chewed through the rods no matter how carefully they were tended—and these were among the most revered objects Rome owned—the fasces were regularly retired amid great ceremony to be ritually burned, and were replaced by new bundles. Thus Fabius had no difficulty unlashing his rods, nor needed to sort through them to find one sturdier than the rest. He simply picked the one closest to his trembling hand, and stood up slowly.


  “Hold him,” said Caesar to two others, “and remove his toga.”


  “Where? How many?” whispered Fabius urgently.


  Caesar ignored him. “Because this man is a Roman citizen, I will not diminish his standing by stripping away his tunic or baring his backside. Lictor, six strokes to his left calf, and six strokes to his right calf.” His voice dropped to ape Fabius’s whisper. “And make them hard or it’ll be your turn, Fabius!” He twitched the letter from Vettius’s slack grasp, glanced briefly at its contents, then walked to the edge of the tribunal and held it out to Silanus, who was substituting this day for Murena (and wishing he too had had the sense to come down with a blinding headache). “Senior consul, I give this evidence to you for your perusal. The handwriting is not mine.” Caesar looked contemptuous. “Nor is it written in my style—vastly inferior! It reminds me of Gaius Piso, who never could string four words together.”


  The beating was administered to yelps and skips from Vettius; the chief lictor Fabius had liked Caesar enormously from the days when he had served him as curule aedile and then as judge in the Murder Court. He had thought he knew Caesar. Today was a revelation, so Fabius hit hard.


  While it went on Caesar strolled down from the tribunal and went into the back of the crowd, where those of humble origin stood enthralled. Anyone wearing a shabby or homespun toga to the number of twenty individuals he tapped on the right shoulder, then brought the group back to wait just below his platform.


  The chastisement was over; Vettius stood dancing and sniffling from pain of two kinds, one for the bruises on his calves, the other for the bruises on his self-esteem. Quite a number of those who had witnessed his humiliation knew him, and had cheered Fabius on deliriously.


  “I understand that Lucius Vettius is something of a furniture fancier!” Caesar said then. “To be beaten with a rod leaves no lasting memory of wrongdoing, and Lucius Vettius must be made to remember today for a long time to come! I therefore order that a part of his property be confiscated. Those twenty Quirites I touched on the shoulder are authorized to accompany Lucius Vettius back to his house, and there to select one item of furniture each. Nothing else is to be touched—not slaves nor plate nor gilding nor statuary. Lictors, escort this man to his house, and see that my orders are carried out.”


  Off went the hobbling and howling Vettius under guard, followed by twenty delighted beneficiaries, already chortling among themselves and dividing the spoils—who needed a bed, who a couch, who a table, who a chair, who had the room to fit in a desk?


  One of the twenty turned back as Caesar came down off his tribunal. “Do we get mattresses for the beds?” he yelled.


  “A bed’s no use without a mattress, no one knows that better than I, Quiris!” laughed Caesar. “Mattresses go with beds and bolsters go with couches, but no cloths to cover them, understand?”


  Caesar went home, though only to attend to his person; it had been an eventful day, the time had gone nowhere, and he had an assignation with Servilia.


  *


  An ecstatic Servilia was an exhausting experience. She licked and kissed and sucked in a frenzy, opened herself and tried to open him, drained him dry then demanded more.


  It was, thought Caesar as he lay flat on his back, mind cooling into sleep, the best and only way to eliminate the kind of driving tension days like today provoked.


  But though temporarily sated, Servilia had no intention of letting Caesar sleep. Annoying that he had no pubic hair to tweak; she pinched the loose skin of his scrotum instead.


  “That woke you up!”


  “You’re a barbarian, Servilia.”


  “I want to talk.”


  “I want to sleep.”


  “Later, later!”


  Sighing, he rolled onto his side and threw his leg over her to keep his spine straight. “Talk away.”


  “I think you’ve beaten them,” she said, paused, then added, “for the time being, anyway.”


  “For the time being is correct. They’ll never let up.”


  “They would if you’d grant them room for their dignitas too.”


  “Why should I? They don’t know the meaning of the word. If they want to preserve their own dignitas, they should leave mine alone.” He made a noise both scornful and exasperated. “It’s one thing after another, and the older I get, the faster I have to run. My temper is fraying too easily.”


  “So I gather. Can you mend it?”


  “I’m not sure I want to. My mother used to say that that and my lack of patience were my two worst faults. She was a merciless critic, and a strict disciplinarian. By the time I went to the East I thought I’d beaten both faults. But I hadn’t met Bibulus or Cato then, though I did encounter Bibulus very quickly after. On his own I could deal with him. Allied to Cato, he’s a thousand times more intolerable.”


  “Cato needs killing.”


  “Leaving me with no formidable enemies? My dear Servilia, I am not wishing either Cato or Bibulus dead! The more opposition a man has, the better his mind works. I like opposition. No, what worries me is inside myself. That temper.”


  “I think,” said Servilia, stroking his leg, “that you have a very peculiar sort of temper, Caesar. Most men are blinded by rage, whereas you seem to think more lucidly. It’s one of the reasons why I love you. I am the same.”


  “Rubbish!” he said, laughing. “You’re coldblooded, Servilia, but your emotions are strong. You think you’re planning lucidly when your temper is provoked, but those emotions get in the way. One day you’ll plot and plan and scheme to achieve some end or other, only to find that having attained it, the consequences are disastrous. The knack is in going exactly as far as is necessary, and not one fraction of an inch further. Make the whole world tremble in fear of you, then show it mercy as well as justice. A hard act for one’s enemies to follow.”


  “I wish you had been Brutus’s father.”


  “Had I been, he would not be Brutus.”


  “That’s what I mean.”


  “Leave him alone, Servilia. Let go of him a little more. When you appear he palpitates like a rabbit, yet he’s not all weakling, you know. Oh, there’s no lion in him, but I think he has some wolf and some fox. Why see him as a rabbit because in your company he is a rabbit?’’


  “Julia is fourteen now,” she said, going off at a tangent.


  “True. I must send Brutus a note to thank him for his gift to her. She loved it, you know.”


  Servilia sat up, astonished. “A Plato manuscript?”


  “What, you thought it an unsuitable present?” He grinned and pinched her as hard as she had pinched him. “I gave her pearls, and she liked them very well. But not as much as Brutus’s Plato.”


  “Jealous?”


  That made him laugh outright. “Jealousy,” he said, sobering, “is a curse. It eats, it corrodes. No, Servilia, I am many, many things, but I am not jealous. I was delighted for her, and very grateful to him. Next year I’ll give her a philosopher.” His eyes quizzed her wickedly. “Much cheaper than pearls too.”


  “Brutus both fosters and harbors his fortune.”


  “An excellent thing in Rome’s wealthiest young man,” agreed Caesar gravely.


  *


  Marcus Crassus returned to Rome after a long absence overseeing his various business enterprises just after that memorable day in the Forum, and eyed Caesar with new respect.


  “Though I can’t say that I’m sorry I found good excuse to absent myself after Tarquinius accused me in the House,” he said. “I agree it’s been an interesting interlude, but my tactics are very different from yours, Caesar. You go for the throat. I prefer to amble off and plough my furrows like the ox I’m always said to resemble.”


  “Hay tied well in place.”


  “Naturally.”


  “Well, as a technique it certainly works. It’s a fool tries to bring you down, Marcus.”


  “And a fool tries to bring you down, Gaius.” Crassus coughed. “How far in debt are you?”


  Caesar frowned. “If anyone other than my mother knows, you do. But if you insist upon hearing the figure aloud, about two thousand talents. That’s fifty million sesterces.”


  “I know that you know that I know how many sesterces there are in two thousand talents,” said Crassus with a grin.


  “What are you getting at, Marcus?”


  “You’re going to need a really lucrative province next year, is what I’m getting at. They won’t let you fix the lots, you’re too controversial. Not to mention that Cato will be hovering like a vulture above your carcass.” Crassus wrinkled his brow. “Quite frankly, Gaius, I can’t see how you’ll do it even if the lots are favorable. Everywhere is pacified! Magnus has cowed the East, Africa hasn’t been a danger since—oh, Jugurtha. Both the Spains are still suffering from Sertorius. The Gauls have nothing much to offer either.”


  “And Sicily, Sardinia and Corsica aren’t worth mentioning,” said Caesar, eyes dancing.


  “Absolutely.”


  “Have you heard I’m going to be dunned at law?”


  “No. What I do hear is that Catulus—he’s much better, so they say, he’ll be back making a nuisance of himself in Senate and Comitia shortly—is organizing a campaign to prorogue all the current governors next year, leaving this year’s praetors with no provinces at all.”


  “Oh, I see!” Caesar looked thoughtful. “Yes, I should have taken a move like that into consideration.”


  “It might go through.”


  “It might, though I doubt it. There are a few of my fellow praetors who wouldn’t take at all kindly to being deprived of a province, particularly Philippus, who might be a bit of an indolent Epicurean, but knows his worth too. Not to mention me.”


  “Be warned, is all.”


  “I am, and I thank you.”


  “Which doesn’t take away from your difficulties, Caesar. I don’t see how you can begin to pay your debts from a province.”


  “I do. My luck will provide, Marcus,” said Caesar tranquilly. “I want Further Spain because I was quaestor there, and I know it well. The Lusitani and the Callaici are all I need! Decimus Brutus Callaicus—how easily they award those empty titles!—barely touched the fringes of northwestern Iberia. And northwestern Iberia, in case you’ve forgotten—you shouldn’t, you were in Spain—is where all the gold comes from. Salamantica has been stripped, but places like Brigantium haven’t even seen a Roman yet. But they’ll see this Roman, so much I promise!”


  “So you’ll stake your chances on your luck in the lots.” Crassus shook his head. “What a strange fellow you are, Caesar! I don’t believe in luck. In all my life I’ve never offered a gift to Goddess Fortuna. A man makes his own luck.”


  “I agree unconditionally. But I also believe that Goddess Fortuna has her favorites among Roman men. She loved Sulla. And she loves me. Some men, Marcus, have Goddess-given luck as well as what they make for themselves. But none have Caesar’s luck.”


  “Does your luck include Servilia?”


  “Come as a surprise, did it?”


  “You hinted at it once. That’s playing with a firebrand.”


  “Ah, Crassus, she’s marvelous in bed!”


  “Huh!” grunted Crassus. He propped his feet up on a nearby chair and scowled at Caesar. “I suppose one can expect nothing else from a man who publicly talks to his battering ram. Still and all, you’ll have more latitude to exercise your battering ram in the months to come. I predict people like Bibulus, Cato, Gaius Piso and Catulus will be licking their wounds for a long time.”


  “That,” said Caesar, eyes twinkling, “is what Servilia says.”


  2


  Publius Vatinius was a Marsian from Alba Fucentia. His grandfather was a humble man who had made a very wise decision and emigrated from the lands of the Marsi well before the Italian War broke out. Which in turn meant that his son, a young man then, was not called upon to take up arms against Rome, and consequently upon the conclusion of hostilities could apply to the praetor peregrinus for the Roman citizenship. The grandfather died, and his son moved back to Alba Fucentia possessed of a citizenship so shabby it was hardly worth the paper it was written on. Then when Sulla became Dictator he distributed all these new citizens across the thirty-five tribes, and Vatinius Senior was admitted into the tribe Sergia, one of the very oldest. The family fortunes prospered mightily. What had been a small merchant business became a large landholding one, for the Marsian country around the Fucine Lake was rich and productive, and Rome close enough down the Via Valeria to provide a market for the fruits, vegetables and fat lambs the Vatinius properties produced. After which Vatinius Senior went in for growing grapes, and was shrewd enough to pay a huge sum for vine stock yielding a superb white wine. By the time Publius Vatinius was twenty, his father’s lands were worth many millions of sesterces, and produced nothing save this famous Fucentine nectar.


  Publius Vatinius was the only child, and Fortune did not seem to favor him. When he was a lad he succumbed to what was called the Summer Disease, and emerged from it with the muscles below the knees of both legs so wasted that the only way he could walk was to pinch his thighs together tightly and fling his lower legs to each side; the resulting gait was reminiscent of a duck’s. He then developed swelling lumps in his neck which sometimes abscessed, burst, and left terrible scars. He was therefore not a pretty sight. However, what had been denied his physical appearance was given instead to his nature and his mind. The nature was truly delightful, for he was witty, joyous, and very hard to ruffle. The mind was so acute it had early perceived that his best defense was to draw attention to his unsightly diseases, so he made a joke of himself and allowed others to do the same.


  Because Vatinius Senior was relatively young to have a grown son, Publius Vatinius was not really needed at home, nor would he ever be able to stride around the properties the way his father did; Vatinius Senior concentrated upon training more remote relatives to take over the business, and sent his son to Rome to become a gentleman.


  The vast upheavals and dislocations which followed in the wake of the Italian War had created a before-and-after situation which saw these newly prosperous families—and there were many of them—patronless. Every enterprising senator and knight of the upper Eighteen was looking for clients, yet prospective clients aplenty went unnoticed. As had the Vatinius family. But not once Publius Vatinius, a little old at twenty-five, finally arrived in Rome. Having settled in and settled down in lodgings on the Palatine, he looked about for a patron. That his choice fell on Caesar said much about his inclinations and his intelligence. Lucius Caesar was actually the senior of the branch, but Publius Vatinius went to Gaius because his unerring nose said Gaius was going to be the one with the real clout.


  Of course Caesar had liked him instantly, and admitted him as a client of great value, which meant Vatinius’s Forum career got under way in a most satisfactory manner. The next thing was to find Publius Vatinius a bride, since, as Vatinius said, “The legs don’t work too well, but there’s nothing wrong with what hangs between them.”


  Caesar’s choice fell on the eldest child of his cousin Julia Antonia, her only daughter, Antonia Cretica. Of dowry she had none, but by birth she could guarantee her husband public prominence and admission to the ranks of the Famous Families. Unfortunately she was not a very prepossessing female creature, nor was she bright of intellect; her mother always forgot she existed, so wrapped up was she in her three sons, and perhaps too Antonia Cretica’s size and shape proved a maternal embarrassment. At six feet in height she had shoulders nearly as wide as her young brothers’, and while Nature gave her a barrel for a chest, Nature forgot to add breasts. Her nose and chin fought to meet across her mouth, and her neck was as thick as a gladiator’s.


  Did any of this worry the crippled and diminutive Publius Vatinius? Not at all! He espoused Antonia Cretica with zest in the year of Caesar’s curule aedileship, and proceeded to sire a son and a daughter. He also loved her, his massive and ugly bride, and bore with perpetual good humor the opportunities this bizarre alliance offered to the Forum wits.


  “You’re all green with envy,” he would say, laughing. “How many of you climb into your beds knowing you’re going to conquer Italia’s highest mountain? I tell you, when I reach the peak, I am as filled with triumph as she is with me!”


  In the year of Cicero’s consulship he was elected a quaestor, and entered the Senate. Of the twenty successful candidates he had polled last, no surprise given his lack of ancestry, and drew the lot for duty supervising all the ports of Italy save for Ostia and Brundisium, which had their own quaestors. He had been sent to Puteoli to prevent the illegal export of gold and silver, and had acquitted himself very respectably. Thus the ex-praetor Gaius Cosconius, given Further Spain to govern, had personally asked for Publius Vatinius as his legate.


  He was still in Rome waiting for Cosconius to leave for his province when Antonia Cretica was killed in a freak accident on the Via Valeria. She had taken the children to see their grandparents in Alba Fucentia, and was returning to Rome when her carriage ran off the road. Mules and vehicle rolled and tumbled down a steep slope, breaking everything.


  “Try to see the good in it, Vatinius,” said Caesar, helpless before such genuine grief. “The children were in another carriage, you still have them.”


  “But I don’t have her!” Vatinius wept desolately. “Oh, Caesar, how can I live?”


  “By going to Spain and keeping busy,” said his patron. “It is Fate, Vatinius. I too went to Spain having lost my beloved wife, and it was the saving of me.” He got up to pour Vatinius another goblet of wine. “What do you want done with the children? Would you rather they went to their grandparents in Alba Fucentia, or stayed here in Rome?”


  “I’d prefer Rome,” Vatinius said, mopping his eyes, “but they need to be cared for by a relative, and I have none in Rome.”


  “There’s Julia Antonia, who is also their grandmother. Not a very wise mother, perhaps, but adequate for such young charges. It would give her something to do.”


  “You advise it, then.”


  “I think so—for the time being, while you’re in Further Spain. When you come home, I think you should marry again. No, no, I’m not insulting your grief, Vatinius. You won’t ever replace this wife, it doesn’t work that way. But your children need a mother, and it would be better for you to forge a new bond with a new wife by siring more. Luckily you can afford a large family.”


  “You didn’t sire more with your second wife.”


  “True. However, I’m not uxorious, whereas you are. You like a home life, I’ve noticed it. You also have the happy ability to get on with a woman who is not your mental equal. Most men are built so. I am not, I suppose.” Caesar patted Vatinius on the shoulder. “Go to Spain at once, and remain there until at least next winter. Fight a little war if you can—Cosconius isn’t up to that, which is why he’s taking a legate. And find out all you can about the situation in the northwest.”


  “As you wish,” said Vatinius, hauling himself to his feet. “And you’re right, of course, I must marry again. Will you look out for someone for me?”


  “I most certainly will.”


  *


  A letter came from Pompey, written after Metellus Nepos had arrived in the Pompeian fold.


  Still having trouble with the Jews, Caesar! Last time I wrote to you I was planning to meet the old Queen’s two sons in Damascus, which I did last spring. Hyrcanus impressed me as more suitable than Aristobulus, but I didn’t want them to know whom I favored until I’d dealt with that old villain, King Aretas of Nabataea. So I sent the brothers back to Judaea under strict orders to keep the peace until they heard my decision—didn’t want the losing brother intriguing in my rear while I marched on Petra.


  But Aristobulus worked out the right answer, that I was going to give the lot to Hyrcanus, so he decided to prepare for war. Not very smart, but still, I suppose he didn’t have my measure yet. I put the expedition against Petra off, and marched for Jerusalem. Went into camp all around the city, which is extremely well fortified and naturally well placed for defense—cliffy valleys around it and the like.


  No sooner did Aristobulus see this terrific-looking Roman army camped on the hills around than he came running to offer surrender. Along with several asses loaded down with bags of gold coins. Very nice of him to offer them to me, I said, but didn’t he understand that he’d ruined my campaigning plans and cost Rome a much bigger sum of money than he had in his bags? But I’d forgive all if he agreed to pay for the expense of moving so many legions to Jerusalem. That, I said, would mean I wouldn’t have to sack the place to find the money to pay. He was only too happy to oblige.


  I sent Aulus Gabinius to pick up the money and order the gates opened, but Aristobulus’s followers decided to resist. They wouldn’t open the gates to Gabinius, and did some pretty rude things on top of the walls as a way of saying they were going to defy me. I arrested Aristobulus, and moved the army up. That made the city surrender, but there’s a part of the place where this massive temple stands—a citadel, you’d have to call it. A few thousand of the die-hards barricaded themselves in and refused to come out. A hard place to take, and I never was enthusiastic about siege. However, they had to be shown, so I showed them. They held out for three months, then I got bored and took the place. Faustus Sulla was first over the walls—nice in a son of Sulla’s, eh? Good lad. I intend to marry him to my daughter when we get home, she’ll be old enough by then. Fancy having Sulla’s son as my son-in-law! I’ve moved up in the world nicely.


  The temple was an interesting place, not like our temples at all. No statues or anything like that, and it sort of growls at you when you’re inside. Raised my hackles, I can tell you! Lenaeus and Theophanes (I miss Varro terribly) wanted to go behind this curtain into what they call their Holy of Holies. So did Gabinius and some of the others. It was bound to be full of gold, they said. Well, I thought about it, Caesar, but in the end I said no. Never set foot inside, wouldn’t let anyone else either. I’d got their measure by then, you see. Very strange people. Like us the religion is a part of the State, but it’s also different from us. I’d call them religious fanatics, really. So I issued orders that no one was to offend them religiously, from the rankers all the way up to my senior legates. Why stir up a nest of hornets when what I want from one end of Syria to the other is peace, good order, and client kings obedient to Rome, without turning the local customs and traditions upside down? Every place has a mos maiorum.


  I put Hyrcanus in as both King and High Priest, and took Aristobulus prisoner. That’s because I met the Idumaean prince, Antipater, in Damascus. Very interesting fellow. Hyrcanus isn’t impressive, but I rely on Antipater to manipulate him—in Rome’s direction, of course. Oh yes, I didn’t neglect to inform Hyrcanus that he’s there not by the grace of his God but by the grace of Rome, that he’s Rome’s puppet and always under the thumb of the Governor of Syria. Antipater suggested that I sweeten this cup of vinegar by telling Hyrcanus that he ought to channel most of his energies into the High Priesthood—clever Antipater! I wonder does he know I know how much civil power he’s usurped without lifting a warring finger?


  I didn’t leave Judaea quite as big as it was before the two silly brothers focused my attention on such a piddling spot. Anywhere that Jews were in a minority I drafted into Syria as an official part of the Roman province—Samaria, the coastal cities from Joppa to Gaza, and the Greek cities of the Decapolis all got their autonomy and became Syrian.


  I’m still tidying up, but it begins to near the end at last. I’ll be home by the end of this year. Which leads me to the deplorable events of the last year and the beginning of this one. In Rome, I mean. Caesar, I can’t thank you enough for your help with Nepos. You tried. But why did we have to have that sanctimonious fart Cato in office? Ruined everything. And as you know, I haven’t got a tribune of the plebs left worth pissing on. Can’t even find one for next year!


  I am bringing home mountains of loot, the Treasury won’t even begin to hold Rome’s share. There were sixteen thousand talents given in bonuses to my troops alone. Therefore I absolutely refuse to do what I’ve always done in the past, give my soldiers tenure of my own land. This time Rome can give them land. They deserve it, and Rome owes it to them. So if I die trying, I’ll see they get State land. I rely on you to do what you can, and if you happen to have a tribune of the plebs inclined to think your way, I would be happy to share the cost of his hire. Nepos says there’s going to be a big fight over land, not that I didn’t expect it. Too many powerful men leasing public land out for their latifundia. Very shortsighted of the Senate.


  I heard a rumor, by the way, and wondered if you’d heard it too. That Mucia’s being a naughty girl. I asked Nepos, and he flew so high I wondered if he was ever going to come down again. Well, brothers and sisters do tend to stick together, so I suppose it’s natural he didn’t like the question. Anyway, I’m making enquiries. If there’s any truth in it, it’s bye-bye to Mucia. She’s been a good wife and mother, but I can’t say I’ve missed her much since I’ve been away.


  “Oh, Pompeius,” said Caesar as he put the letter down, “you are in a league all of your own!”


  He frowned, thinking of the last part of Pompey’s missive first. Titus Labienus had left Rome to return to Picenum soon after he relinquished office, and presumably had resumed his affair with Mucia Tertia. A pity. Ought he perhaps to write and warn Labienus what was coming? No. Letters were prone to be opened by the wrong people, and there were some who were past masters of the art of resealing them. If Mucia Tertia and Labienus were in danger, they would have to deal with it themselves. Pompey the Great was more important; Caesar was beginning to see all sorts of alluring possibilities after the Great Man came home with his mountains of loot. The land wasn’t going to be forthcoming; his soldiers would go unrewarded. But in less than three years’ time, Gaius Julius Caesar would be senior consul, and Publius Vatinius would be his tribune of the plebs. What an excellent way to put the Great Man in the debt of a far greater man!


  *


  Both Servilia and Marcus Crassus had been right; after that amazing day in the Forum, Caesar’s year as urban praetor became very peaceful. One by one the rest of Catilina’s adherents were tried and convicted, though Lucius Novius Niger was no longer the judge in the special court. After some debate the Senate decided to transfer the trials to Bibulus’s court once the first five had been sentenced to exile and confiscation of property.


  And, as Caesar learned from Crassus, Cicero got his new house. The biggest Catilinarian fish of all had never been named by any of the informers—Publius Sulla. Most people knew, however, that if Autronius had been involved, so had Publius Sulla. The nephew of the Dictator and husband of Pompey’s sister, Publius Sulla had inherited enormous wealth, but not his uncle’s political acumen and certainly not his uncle’s sense of self-preservation. Unlike the rest, he had not entered the conspiracy to increase his fortune; it had been done to oblige his friends and alleviate his perpetual boredom.


  “He’s asked Cicero to defend,” said Crassus, chuckling, “and that puts Cicero in a frightful predicament.”


  “Only if he intends to consent, surely,” said Caesar.


  “Oh, he’s already consented, Gaius.”


  “How do you know all this?”


  “Because our swan of an ex-consul has just been to see me. Suddenly he has the money to buy my house—or hopes he has.”


  “Ah! How much are you asking?”


  “Five million.”


  Caesar leaned back in his chair, shaking his head dolefully. “You know, Marcus, you always remind me of a speculation builder. Every house you build for your wife and children you swear by all the Gods is going to stay theirs. Then along comes someone with more money than sense, offers you a fat profit, and—bang! Wife and children are homeless until the next house is built.”


  “I paid a long price for it,” said Crassus defensively.


  “Not nearly as long as five million!”


  “Well, yes,” said Crassus, then brightened. “Tertulla has taken a dislike to the place, as a matter of fact, so she isn’t brokenhearted at the thought of moving. I’m going to buy on the Circus Maximus side of the Germalus this time—next door to that palace Hortensius maintains to house his fish ponds.”


  “Why has Tertulla taken a dislike to it after all these years?” Caesar asked skeptically.


  “Well, it belonged to Marcus Livius Drusus.”


  “I know that. I also know he was murdered in its atrium.’’


  “There’s something there!” Crassus whispered.


  “And it’s welcome to gnaw at Cicero and Terentia, eh?” Caesar began to laugh. “I told you at the time that it was a mistake to use black marble inside—too many dark corners. And, knowing how little you pay your servants, Marcus, I’d be willing to bet some of them have a fine old time of it moaning and sighing out of the shadows. I would also be willing to bet that when you move, your evil presences will go with you—unless you cough up some solid wage rises, that is.”


  Crassus brought the subject back to Cicero and Publius Sulla. “It appears,” he said, “that Publius Sulla is willing to ‘lend’ Cicero the entire sum if he defends.”


  “And gets him off,” said Caesar gently.


  “Oh, he’ll do that!” This time Crassus laughed, an extremely rare event. “You ought to have heard him! Busy rewriting the history of his consulship, no less. Do you remember all those meetings through September, October and November? When Publius Sulla sat beside Catilina supporting him loudly? Well, according to Cicero that wasn’t Publius Sulla sitting there, it was Spinther wearing his imago!”


  “I hope you’re joking, Marcus.”


  “Yes and no. Cicero now insists that Publius Sulla spent the bulk of those many nundinae looking after his interests in Pompeii! He was hardly in Rome, did you know that?”


  “You’re right, it must have been Spinther wearing his imago.”


  “He’ll convince the jury of it, anyway.”


  At which moment Aurelia poked her head round the door. “When you have the time, Caesar, I would like a word with you,” she said.


  Crassus rose. “I’m off, I have some people to see. Speaking of houses,” he said as he and Caesar walked to the front door, “I must say the Domus Publica is the best address in Rome. On the way to and from everywhere. Nice to pop in knowing there’s a friendly face and a good drop of wine.”


  “You could afford the good drop of wine yourself, you old skinflint!”


  “You know, I am getting old,” said Crassus, ignoring the noun. “What are you, thirty-seven?”


  “Thirty-eight this year.”


  “Brrr! I’ll be fifty-four.” He sighed wistfully. “You know, I did want a big campaign before I retired! Something to rival Pompeius Magnus.”


  “According to him, there are no worlds left to conquer.”


  “What about the Parthians?”


  “What about Dacia, Boiohaemum, all the lands of the Danubius?”


  “Is that where you’re going, is it, Caesar?”


  “I’ve been thinking of it, yes.”


  “The Parthians,” said Crassus positively, stepping through the door. “More gold that way than to the north.”


  “Every race esteems gold most,” said Caesar, “so every race will yield gold.”


  “You’ll need it to pay your debts.”


  “Yes, I will. But gold isn’t the great lure, at least for me. In that respect Pompeius Magnus has things correct. The gold just appears. What’s more important is the length of Rome’s reach.”


  Crassus’s answer was a wave; he turned in the direction of the Palatine and disappeared.


  There was never any point in trying to avoid Aurelia when she wanted a word, so Caesar went straight from the front door to her quarters, now thoroughly imprinted with her hand: none of the handsome decor was visible anymore, covered with pigeonholes, scrolls, papers, book buckets, and a loom in the corner. Suburan accounts no longer interested her; she was helping the Vestals in their archiving.


  “What is it, Mater?” he asked, standing in the doorway.


  “It’s our new Virgin,” she said, indicating a chair.


  He sat down, willing now to listen. “Cornelia Merula?”


  “The very same.”


  “She’s only seven, Mater. How much trouble can she make at that age? Unless she’s wild, and I didn’t think she was.”


  “We have put a Cato in our midst,” said his mother.


  “Oh!”


  “Fabia can’t deal with her, nor can any of the others. Junia and Quinctilia loathe her, and are beginning to pinch and scratch.”


  “Bring Fabia and Cornelia Merula to my office now, please.”


  Not many moments later Aurelia ushered the Chief Vestal and the new little Vestal into Caesar’s office, an immaculate and most imposing setting glowing dully in crimson and purple.


  There was a Cato look to Cornelia Merula, who reminded Caesar of that first time he had ever seen Cato, looking down from Marcus Livius Drusus’s house onto the loggia of Ahenobarbus’s house, where Sulla had been staying. A skinny, lonely little boy to whom he had waved sympathetically. She too was tall and thin; she too had that Catonian coloring, auburn hair and grey eyes. And she stood the way Cato always stood, legs apart, chin out, fists clenched.


  “Mater, Fabia, you may sit down,” said the Pontifex Maximus formally. One hand went out to the child. “You may stand here,” he said, indicating a spot in front of his desk. “Now what’s the trouble, Chief Vestal?” he asked.


  “A great deal, it seems!” said Fabia tartly. “We live too luxuriously—we have too much spare time—we are more interested in wills than Vesta—we have no right to drink water which hasn’t been fetched from the Well of Juturna—we don’t prepare the mola salsa the way it was done during the reigns of the kings—we don’t mince the October Horse’s parts properly—and more besides!”


  “And how do you know what happens to the October Horse’s parts, little blackbird?” Caesar asked the child kindly, preferring to call her that (Merula meant a blackbird). “You haven’t been in the Atrium Vestae long enough to have seen an October Horse’s parts.” Oh, how hard it was not to laugh! The parts of the October Horse which were rushed first to the Regia to allow some blood to drip onto the altar, then to Vesta’s sacred hearth to allow the same, were the genitalia plus the tail complete with anal sphincter. After the ceremonies all of these were cut up, minced, mixed with the last of the blood, then burned; the ashes were used during a Vestal feast in April, the Parilia.


  “My great-grandmother told me,” said Cornelia Merula in a voice which promised one day to be as loud as Cato’s.


  “How does she know, since she isn’t a Vestal?”


  “You,” said the little blackbird, “are in this house under false pretenses. That means I don’t have to answer you.”


  “Do you want to be sent back to your great-grandmother?”


  “You can’t do that, I’m a Vestal now.”


  “I can do it, and I will if you don’t answer my questions.”


  She was not at all cowed; instead, she thought about what he said carefully. “I can only be ejected from the Order if I am prosecuted in a court and convicted.”


  “What a little lawyer! But you are wrong, Cornelia. The law is sensible, so it always makes provision for the occasional blackbird caged up with snow-white peahens. You can be sent home.” Caesar leaned forward, eyes chilly. “Please don’t try my patience, Cornelia! Just believe me. Your great-grandmother would not be amused if you were declared unsuitable and sent home in disgrace.”


  “I don’t believe you,” Cornelia said stubbornly.


  Caesar rose to his feet. “You’ll believe me after I’ve taken you home this very moment!” He turned to Fabia, listening fascinated. “Fabia, pack her things, then send them on.”


  Which was the difference between seven and twenty-seven; Cornelia Merula gave in. “I’ll answer your questions, Pontifex Maximus,” she said heroically, eyes shining with tears, but no tears falling.


  By this time Caesar just wanted to squash her with hugs and kisses, but of course one couldn’t do that, even were it not so important that she be, if not tamed, at least made tractable. Seven or twenty-seven, she was a Vestal Virgin and could not be squashed with hugs and kisses.


  “You said I’m here under false pretenses, Cornelia. What did you mean by that?”


  “Great-grandmother says so.”


  “Is everything great-grandmother says true?’’


  The grey eyes widened in horror. “Yes, of course!”


  “Did great-grandmother tell you why I’m here under false pretenses, or was it simply a statement without facts to back it up?” he asked sternly.


  “She just said so.”


  “I am not here under false pretenses, I am the legally elected Pontifex Maximus.”


  “You are the flamen Dialis,” Cornelia muttered.


  “I was the flamen Dialis, but that was a very long time ago. I was appointed to take your great-grandfather’s place. But then some irregularities in the inauguration ceremonies were discovered, and all the priests and augurs decided I could not continue to serve as flamen Dialis.”


  “You are still the flamen Dialis!”


  “Domine,” he said gently. “I am your lord, little blackbird, which means you behave politely and call me domine.”


  “Domine, then.”


  “I am not still the flamen Dialis.”


  “Yes you are! Domine.”


  “Why?”


  “Because,” said Cornelia Merula triumphantly, “there isn’t a flamen Dialis!”


  “Another decision of the priestly and augural colleges, little blackbird. I am not the flamen Dialis, but it was decided not to appoint another man to the post until after my death. Just to make everything in our contract with the Great God absolutely legal.”


  “Oh.”


  “Come here, Cornelia.”


  She came round the corner of his desk reluctantly, and stood where he pointed, two feet away from his chair.


  “Hold out your hands.”


  She flinched, paled; Caesar understood great-grandmother a great deal better when Cornelia Merula held out her hands as a child does to receive punishment.


  His own hands went out, took hers in a firm warm clasp. “I think it’s time you forgot great-grandmother as the authority in your life, little blackbird. You have espoused the Order of Rome’s Vestal Virgins. You have passed out of great-grandmother’s hands and into mine. Feel them, Cornelia. Feel my hands.”


  She did so, shyly and very timidly. How sad, he thought, that until her eighth year she has clearly never been hugged or kissed by the paterfamilias, and now her new paterfamilias is bound by solemn and sacred laws never to hug or kiss her, child that she is. Sometimes Rome is a cruel mistress.


  “They’re strong, aren’t they?”


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “And much bigger than yours.”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you feel them shake or sweat?”


  “No, domine.”


  “Then there is no more to be said. You and your fate are in my hands, I am your father now. I will care for you as a father, the Great God and Vesta require it. But most of why I will care for you is because you are you, a little girl. You won’t be slapped or spanked, you won’t be shut in dark cupboards or sent to bed without your supper. That is not to say the Atrium Vestae is a place without punishment, only that punishments should be carefully thought out, and always made to fit the crime. If you break something, you will have to mend it. If you soil something, you will have to wash it. But the one crime for which there is no other punishment than being sent home as unsuitable is the crime of sitting in judgement on your seniors. It is not your place to say what the Order drinks, how that drink is obtained, nor which side of the cup is the side to sip from. It is not your place to define what exactly is Vestal tradition or custom. The mos maiorum is not a static thing, it doesn’t stay as it was during the reigns of the kings. Like everything else in the world, it changes to suit the times. So no more criticisms, no more sitting in judgement. Is that understood?’’


  “Yes, domine.”


  He let go her hands, never having put himself closer to her than those two feet. “You may go, Cornelia, but wait outside. I want to speak to Fabia.”


  “Thank you, Pontifex Maximus,” sighed Fabia, beaming.


  “Don’t thank me, Chief Vestal, just cope with these ups and downs sensibly,” said Caesar. “I think in future it might be wise if I take a more active part in the education of the three young girls. Classes once every eight days from an hour after dawn until noon. On, let us say, the third day after the nundinus.”


  The interview was clearly at an end; Fabia rose, made an obeisance, and left.


  “You handled that extremely well, Caesar,” said Aurelia.


  “Poor little thing!”


  “Too many spankings.”


  “What an old horror great-grandmother must be.”


  “Some people live to be too old, Caesar. I hope I do not.”


  “The important thing is, have I banished Cato?”


  “Oh, I think so. Especially if you tutor her. That’s an excellent idea. Not Fabia nor Arruntia nor Popillia has one grain of common sense, and I cannot interfere too much. I am a woman, not the paterfamilias.”


  “How odd, Mater! In all my life I have never been paterfamilias to a male!”


  Aurelia got to her feet, smiling. “For which I am very glad, my son. Look at Young Marius, poor fellow. The women in your hand are grateful for your strength and authority. If you had a son, he would have to live under your shadow. For greatness skips not one but usually many generations in all families, Caesar. You would see him as yourself, and he would despair.”


  *


  The Clodius Club was gathered in the big and beautiful house Fulvia’s money had bought for Clodius right next door to the expensive insula of luxury apartments that represented his most lucrative investment. Everyone of genuine importance was there: the two Clodias, Fulvia, Pompeia Sulla, Sempronia Tuditani, Palla, Decimus Brutus (Sempronia Tuditani’s son), Curio, young Poplicola (Palla’s son), Clodius, and an aggrieved Mark Antony.


  “I wish I were Cicero,” he was saying gloomily, “then I’d have no need to get married.”


  “That sounds like a non sequitur to me, Antonius,” said Curio, smiling. “Cicero’s married, and to a shrew at that.”


  “Yes, but he’s so well known to be able to get people off at trial that they’re even willing to ‘lend’ him five million,” Antony persisted. “If I could get people off at trial, I’d have my five million without needing to marry.”


  “Oho!” said Clodius, sitting up straighten “Who’s the lucky little bride, Antonius?”


  “Uncle Lucius—he’s paterfamilias now because Uncle Hybrida won’t have anything to do with us—refuses to pay my debts. My stepfather’s estate is embarrassed, and there’s nothing left of what my father had. So I have to marry some awful girl who smells of the shop.”


  “Who?” asked Clodius.


  “Her name’s Fadia.”


  “Fadia? I’ve never heard of a Fadia,” said Clodilla, a very contented divorcée these days. “Tell us more, Antonius, do!”


  The massive shoulders lifted in a shrug. “That’s it, really. No one has ever heard of her.”


  “Getting information out of you, Antonius, is like squeezing blood out of a stone,” said Celer’s wife, Clodia. “Who is Fadia?”


  “Her father’s some filthy-rich merchant from Placentia.”


  “You mean she’s a Gaul?” gasped Clodius.


  Another man might have bridled defensively; Mark Antony merely grinned. “Uncle Lucius swears not. Impeccably Roman, he says. I suppose that means she is. The Caesars are experts on bloodlines.”


  “Well, go on!” from Curio.


  “There’s not much more to tell you. Old man Titus Fadius has a son and a daughter. He wants the son in the Senate, and decided the best way he can do that is to find a noble husband for the daughter. The son’s ghastly, apparently, no one would have him. So I’m it.” Antony flashed a smile at Curio, displaying surprisingly small but regular teeth. “You were nearly it, but your father said he’d prostitute his daughter before he’d consent.”


  Curio collapsed, shrieking. “He should hope! Scribonia is so ugly only Appius Claudius the Blind would have been interested.”


  “Oh, do shut up, Curio!” said Pompeia. “We all know about Scribonia, but we don’t know about Fadia. Is she pretty, Marcus?”


  “Her dowry’s very pretty.”


  “How much?” asked Decimus Brutus.


  “Three hundred talents are the going price for the grandson of Antonius Orator!”


  Curio whistled. “If Fadius asked my tata again, I’d be glad to sleep wearing a blindfold! That’s half as much again as Cicero’s five million! You’ll even have a bit left over after you’ve paid all your debts.”


  “I’m not quite Cousin Gaius, Curio!” said Antony, chortling. “I don’t owe more than half a million.” He sobered. “Anyway, none of them are about to let me get my hands on ready cash. Uncle Lucius and Titus Fadius are drawing up the marriage agreements so that Fadia keeps control of her fortune.”


  “Oh, Marcus, that’s dreadful!” cried Clodia.


  “Yes, that’s what I said straight after I refused to marry her on those terms,” Antony said complacently.


  “You refused?” asked Palla, raddled cheeks working like a squirrel nibbling nuts.


  “Yes.”


  “And what happened then?’’


  “They backed down.”


  “All the way?”


  “Not all the way, but far enough. Titus Fadius agreed to pay my debts and give me a cash settlement of a million besides. So I’m getting married in ten days’ time, though none of you has been asked to the wedding. Uncle Lucius wants me to look pure.”


  “No gall, no Gaul!” howled Curio.


  Everyone fell about laughing.


  The meeting proceeded merrily enough for some time, though nothing important was said. The only attendants in the room were poised behind the couch on which lay Pompeia together with Palla, and they both belonged to Pompeia. The younger was her own maid, Doris, and the elder was Aurelia’s valued watchdog, Polyxena. Not one member of the Clodius Club was unaware that everything Polyxena heard would be reported faithfully to Aurelia once Pompeia returned to the Domus Publica, an annoyance of major proportions. In fact, there were many meetings held without Pompeia, either because the mischief being plotted was not for dissemination to the mother of the Pontifex Maximus, or because someone was proposing yet again that Pompeia be ejected. One good reason, however, had permitted Pompeia continued admission: there were times when it was useful to know that a rigid old pillar of society with a great deal of influence in that society was being fed information.


  Today Publius Clodius reached the end of his tether. “Pompeia,” he said, voice hard, “that old spy behind you is an abomination! There’s nothing going on here all of Rome can’t know, but I object to spies, and that means I have to object to you! Go home, and take your wretched spy with you!”


  The luminous and amazingly green eyes filled with tears; Pompeia’s lip trembled. “Oh, please, Publius Clodius! Please!”


  Clodius turned his back. “Go home,” he said.


  An awkward silence fell while Pompeia bundled herself off her couch, into her shoes and out of the room, Polyxena following with her customary wooden expression, and Doris sniffling.


  “That was unkind, Publius,” said Clodia after they had gone.


  “Kindness is not a virtue I esteem!” Clodius snapped.


  “She’s Sulla’s granddaughter!”


  “I don’t care if she’s Jupiter’s granddaughter! I am sick to death of putting up with Polyxena!”


  “Cousin Gaius,” said Antony, “is not a fool. You’ll gain no access to his wife without someone like Polyxena present, Clodius.”


  “I know that, Antonius!”


  “He’s had so much experience himself,” Antony explained with a grin. “I doubt there’s a trick he doesn’t know when it comes to cuckolding husbands.” He sighed happily. “He’s the north wind, but he does adorn our stuffy family! More conquests than Apollo.”


  “I don’t want to cuckold Caesar, I just want to be free of Polyxena!” snarled Clodius.


  Suddenly Clodia began to giggle. “Well, now that the Eyes and Ears of Rome have departed, I can tell you what happened at Atticus’s dinner party the other evening.”


  “That must have been exciting for you, Clodia dear,” young Poplicola said. “Very prim and proper!”


  “Oh, absolutely, especially with Terentia there.”


  “So what makes it worth mentioning?” Clodius asked grumpily, still incensed over Polyxena.


  Clodia’s voice dropped, became fraught with significance. “I was seated opposite Cicero!” she announced.


  “How could you bear such ecstasy?” asked Sempronia Tuditani.


  “How could he bear such ecstasy, you mean!”


  All heads turned her way.


  “Clodia, he didn’t!” cried Fulvia.


  “He certainly did,” Clodia said smugly. “He fell for me as hard as an insula coming down in an earthquake.”


  “In front of Terentia?’’


  “Well, she was round the corner facing the lectus imus, so she had her back to us. Yes, thanks to my friend Atticus, Cicero slipped his leash.”


  “What happened?’’ asked Curio, helpless with laughter.


  “I flirted with him from one end of the dinner to the other, that’s what happened. I flirted outrageously, and he adored it! Not to mention me. Told me he didn’t know there was a woman in Rome so well read. That was after I quoted the new poet, Catullus.” She turned to Curio. “Have you read him? Glorious!”


  Curio wiped his eyes. “Haven’t heard of him.”


  “Brand new—published by Atticus, of course. Comes from Italian Gaul across the Padus. Atticus says he’s about to descend on Rome—I can’t wait to meet him!”


  “Back to Cicero,” said Clodius, seeing Forum possibilities. “What’s he like in the throes of love? I didn’t think he had it in him, frankly.”


  “Oh, very silly and kittenish,” said Clodia, sounding bored. She rolled over on her back and kicked her legs. “Everything about him changes. The pater patriae becomes a Plautus ponce. That was why it was so much fun. I just kept prodding him to make a bigger and bigger fool of himself.”


  “You’re a wicked woman!” said Decimus Brutus.


  “That’s what Terentia thought too.”


  “Oho! So she did notice?”


  “After a while the whole room noticed.” Clodia wrinkled up her nose and looked adorable. “The harder he fell for me, the louder and sillier he became. Atticus was almost paralyzed with laughter.” She shivered theatrically. “Terentia was almost paralyzed with rage. Poor old Cicero! Why do we think he’s old, by the way? To repeat, poor old Cicero! I don’t imagine they were more than a foot from Atticus’s door before Terentia was gnawing on his neck.”


  “She wouldn’t have been gnawing on anything else,” purred Sempronia Tuditani.


  The howl of mirth which went up made the servants in Fulvia’s kitchen at the far end of the garden smile—such a happy house!


  Suddenly Clodia’s merriment changed tenor; she sat up very straight and looked gleefully at her brother. “Publius Clodius, are you game for some delicious mischief?”


  “Is Caesar a Roman?’’


  *


  The next morning Clodia presented herself at the Pontifex Maximus’s front door accompanied by several other female members of the Clodius Club.


  “Is Pompeia in?” she asked Eutychus.


  “She is receiving, domina,” said the steward, bowing as he admitted them.


  And off up the stairs the party went, while Eutychus hurried about his business. No need to summon Polyxena; young Quintus Pompeius Rufus was out of Rome, so there would be no men present.


  It was evident that Pompeia had spent the night weeping; her eyes were puffed and reddened, her demeanor woebegone. When Clodia and the others bustled in, she leaped to her feet.


  “Oh, Clodia, I was sure I’d never see you again!” she cried.


  “My dear, I wouldn’t do that to you! But you can’t really blame my brother, now can you? Polyxena tells Aurelia everything.”


  “I know, I know! I’m so sorry, but what can I do?”


  “Nothing, dear one, nothing.” Clodia seated herself in the manner of a gorgeous bird settling, then smiled around the group she had brought with her: Fulvia, Clodilla, Sempronia Tuditani, Palla, and one other whom Pompeia didn’t recognize.


  “This,” said Clodia demurely, “is my cousin Claudia from the country. She’s down on a holiday.”


  “Ave, Claudia,” said Pompeia Sulla, smiling with her usual vacancy, and thinking that if Claudia was a rustic, she was very much in the mold of Palla and Sempronia Tuditani—wherever she came from must deem her racy indeed, with all that paint and lush bleached hair. Pompeia tried to be polite. “I can see the family likeness,” she said.


  “I should hope so,” said cousin Claudia, pulling off that fantastic head of bright gold tresses.


  For a moment Pompeia looked as if she was about to faint: her mouth dropped open, she gasped for air.


  All of which was too much for Clodia and the others. They screamed with laughter.


  “Sssssh!’’ hissed Publius Clodius, striding in a most unfeminine way to the outer door and slamming its latch home. He then returned to his seat, pursed up his mouth and fluttered his lashes. “My dear, what a divine apartment!” he fluted.


  “Oh, oh, oh!” squeaked Pompeia. “Oh, you can’t!”


  “I can, because here I am,” said Clodius in his normal voice. “And you’re right, Clodia. No Polyxena.”


  “Please, please don’t stay!” said Pompeia in a whisper, face white, hands writhing. “My mother-in-law!”


  “What, does she spy on you here too?”


  “Not usually, but the Bona Dea is happening soon, and it’s being held here. I’m supposed to be organizing it.”


  “You mean Aurelia’s organizing it, surely,” sneered Clodius.


  “Well yes, of course she is! But she’s very meticulous about pretending to consult me because I’m the official hostess, the wife of the praetor in whose house Bona Dea is being held. Oh, Clodius, please go! She’s in and out all the time at the moment, and if she finds my door latched, she’ll complain to Caesar.”


  “My poor baby!” crooned Clodius, enfolding Pompeia in a hug. “I’ll go, I promise.” He went to a magnificent polished silver mirror hanging on the wall, and with Fulvia’s assistance twitched his wig into place.


  “I can’t say you’re pretty, Publius,” said his wife as she put the finishing touches to his coiffure, “but you make a passable woman”—she giggled—”if of somewhat dubious profession!”


  “Come on, let’s go,” said Clodius to the rest of the visitors, “I only wanted to show Clodia that it could be done, and it can!”


  The door latch flipped; the women went out in a cluster with Clodius in its middle.


  Just in time. Aurelia appeared shortly thereafter, with her brows raised. “Who were they, hustling themselves off in a hurry?”


  “Clodia and Clodilla and a few others,” said Pompeia vaguely.


  “You’d better know what sort of milk we’re serving.”


  “Milk?” asked Pompeia, astonished.


  “Oh, Pompeia, honestly!” Aurelia stood just looking at her daughter-in-law. “Is there nothing inside that head except trinkets and clothes?’’


  Whereupon Pompeia burst into tears. Aurelia emitted one of her extremely rare mild expletives (though in a muffled voice), and whisked herself away before she boxed Pompeia’s ears.


  Outside on the Via Sacra the five genuine articles plus Clodius scurried up the road rather than down it toward the lower Forum; safer than encountering someone male they knew very well. Clodius was delighted with himself, and pranced along attracting quite a lot of attention from the well-to-do lady shoppers who frequented the area of the Porticus Margaritaria and the upper Forum. It was therefore with considerable relief that the women managed to get him home without someone’s penetrating his disguise.


  “I’m going to be asked for days to come who was that strange creature with me this morning!” said Clodia wrathfully once the trappings were off and a washed, respectable Publius Clodius had disposed himself on a couch.


  “It was all your idea!” he protested.


  “Yes, but you didn’t have to make a public spectacle of yourself! The understanding was that you’d wrap up well there and back, not simper and wiggle for all the world to wonder at!”


  “Shut up, Clodia, I’m thinking!”


  “About what?”


  “A little matter of revenge.”


  Fulvia cuddled up to him, sensing the change. No one knew better than his wife that Clodius kept a list of victims inside his head, and no one was more prepared to help him than his wife. Of late the list had shrunk; Catilina was no more, and Arabs were probably permanently erased from it. So which one was it?


  “Who?” she asked, sucking his earlobe.


  “Aurelia,” he said between his teeth. “It’s high time someone cut her down to size.”


  “And just how do you plan to do that?” Palla asked.


  “It won’t do Fabia any good either,” he said thoughtfully, “and she’s another needing a lesson.”


  “What are you up to, Clodius?” asked Clodilla, looking wary.


  “Mischief!” he caroled, grabbed for Fulvia and began to tickle her unmercifully.


  *


  Bona Dea was the Good Goddess, as old as Rome herself and therefore owning neither face nor form; she was numen. She did have a name, but it was never uttered, so holy was it. What she meant to Roman women no man could understand, nor why she was called Good. Her worship lay quite outside the official State religion, and though the Treasury did give her a little money, she answered to no man or group of men. The Vestal Virgins cared for her because she had no priestesses of her own; they employed the women who tended her sacred medicinal garden, and they had custody of Bona Dea’s medicines, which were for Roman women only.


  As she had no part in masculine Rome, her huge temple precinct lay outside the pomerium on the slope of the Aventine just beneath an outcropping rock, the Saxum Sacrum or sacred stone, and close to the Aventine water reservoir. No man dared come near, nor myrtle. A statue stood within the sanctuary, but it was not an effigy of Bona Dea, only something put there to trick the evil forces generated by men into thinking that was her. Nothing was what first it seemed in the world of Bona Dea, who loved women and snakes. Her precinct abounded in snakes. Men, it was said, were snakes. And owning so many snakes, what need had Bona Dea for men?


  The medicines Bona Dea was famous for came from a garden all about the temple itself, beds of various herbs here, and elsewhere a sea of diseased rye planted each May Day and harvested under the supervision of the Vestals, who took its smutty ears of grain and made Bona Dea’s elixir from them—while thousands of snakes dozed or rustled amid the stalks, ignored and ignoring.


  On May Day the women of Rome woke their Good Goddess from her six-month winter sleep amid flowers and festivities held in and around her temple. Roman citizen women from all walks of life flocked to attend the mysteries, which began at dawn and were ended by dusk. The exquisitely balanced duality of the Good Goddess was manifest in May birth and rye death, in wine and milk. For wine was taboo, yet had to be consumed in vast quantities. It was called milk and kept in precious silver vessels called honeypots, yet one more ruse to confound male things. Tired women wended their way home replete with milk poured from honeypots, still tingling from the voluptuous dry slither of snakes and remembering the powerful surge of snake muscle, the kiss of a forked tongue, earth broken open to receive the seed, a crown of vine leaves, the eternal female cycle of birth and death. But no man knew or wanted to know what happened at Bona Dea on May Day.


  Then at the beginning of December Bona Dea went back to sleep, but not publicly, not while there was a sun in the sky or one ordinary Roman woman abroad. Because what she dreamed in winter was her secret, the rites were open only to the highest born of Rome’s women. All her daughters might witness her resurrection, but only the daughters of kings might watch her die. Death was sacred. Death was holy. Death was private.


  That this year Bona Dea would be laid to rest in the house of the Pontifex Maximus was a foregone conclusion; the choice of venue was in the province of the Vestals, who were constrained by the fact that this venue had to be the house of an incumbent praetor or consul. Not since the time of Ahenobarbus Pontifex Maximus had there been an opportunity to celebrate the rites in the Domus Publica itself. This year there was. The urban praetor Caesar’s house was selected, and his wife Pompeia Sulla would be the official hostess. The date was to be the third night of December, and on that night no man or male child was permitted to remain in the Domus Publica, including slaves.


  Naturally Caesar was delighted at the choice of his house, and happy to sleep in his rooms on the lower Vicus Patricii; he might perhaps have preferred to use the old apartment in Aurelia’s insula, except that it was at present occupied by Prince Masintha of Numidia, his client and the loser in a court case earlier in the year. That temper definitely frayed easier these days! At one stage he had become so incensed at the lies Prince Juba was busy telling that he had reached out and hauled Juba to his feet by seizing his beard. Not a citizen, Masintha faced flogging and strangling, but Caesar had whisked him away in the care of Lucius Decumius and was still hiding him. Perhaps, thought the Pontifex Maximus as he wandered uphill toward the Subura, just this night he could sample one of those deliciously earthy Suburan women time and the elevation of his fortunes had removed from his ken. Yes, what a terribly good idea! A meal with Lucius Decumius first, then a message to Gavia or Apronia or Scaptia…


  Full darkness had fallen, but for once that part of the Via Sacra which meandered through the Forum Romanum was illuminated by torches; what seemed an endless parade of litters and lackeys converged on the main doors of the Domus Publica from all directions, and the smoky pall of light caught flashes of wondrously hued robes, sparks from fabulous jewelry, glimpses of eager faces. Cries of greeting, giggles, little snatches of conversation floated on the air as the women alighted and passed into the vestibule of the Domus Publica, shaking their trailing garments out, patting their hair, adjusting a brooch or an earring. Many a headache and many a temper tantrum had gone into the business of planning what to wear, for this was the best opportunity of the year to show one’s peers how fashionably one could dress, how expensive the treasures in the jewel box were. Men never noticed! Women always did.


  The guest list was unusually large because the premises were so spacious; Caesar had tented over the main peristyle garden to exclude prying eyes on the Via Nova, which meant the women could congregate there as well as in the atrium temple, the Pontifex Maximus’s vast dining room, and his reception room. Lamps glimmered everywhere, tables were loaded with the most sumptuous and tasty food, the honeypots of milk were bottomless and the milk itself was a superb vintage. Coveys of women musicians sat or walked about playing pipes and flutes and lyres, little drums, castanets, tambourines, silvery rattles; servants passed constantly from one cluster of guests to another with plates of delicacies, more milk.


  Before the solemn mysteries began the mood had to be correct, which meant the party had to have passed beyond its food, milk and chatty stage. No one was in a hurry; there was too much catching up to do as faces long unseen were recognized and hailed, and warm friends clumped to exchange the latest gossip.


  Reptilian snakes had no part in putting the Bona Dea to sleep; her winter soporific was the snakelike whip, a wicked thing ending in a cluster of Medusa-like thongs which would curl as lovingly about a woman’s flesh as any reptile. But the flagellation would be later, after Bona Dea’s winter altar was lit and enough milk had been drunk to dull the pain, raise it instead to a special kind of ecstasy. Bona Dea was a hard mistress.


  Aurelia had insisted that Pompeia Sulla stand alongside Fabia to do door duty and welcome the guests, profoundly glad that the ladies of the Clodius Club were among the last to arrive. Well, of course they would be! It must have taken hours for middle-aged tarts like Sempronia Tuditani and Palla to paint that many layers on their faces—though a mere sliver of time to insert their stringy bodies into so little! The Clodias, she had to admit, were both exquisite: lovely dresses, exactly the right jewelry (and not too much of it), touches only of stibium and carmine. Fulvia as always was a law unto herself, from her flame-colored gown to several ropes of blackish pearls; there was a son about two years old, but Fulvia’s figure had certainly not suffered.


  “Yes, yes, you can go now!” her mother-in-law said to Pompeia after Fulvia had gushed her greetings, and smiled sourly to herself as Caesar’s flighty wife skipped off arm in arm with her friend, chattering happily.


  Not long afterward Aurelia decided everyone was present and left the vestibule. Her anxiety to make sure things were going well would not let her rest, so she moved constantly from place to place and room to room, eyes darting hither and thither, counting servants, assessing the volume of food, cataloguing the guests and whereabouts they had settled. Even in the midst of such a controlled chaos her abacus of a mind told off this and that, facts clicking into place. Yet something kept nagging at her—what was it? Who was missing? Someone was missing!


  Two musicians strolled past her, refreshing themselves between numbers. Their pipes were threaded round their wrists, leaving their hands to cope with milk and honey-cakes.


  “Chryse, this is the best Bona Dea ever,” said the taller one.


  “Isn’t it just?” agreed the other, mumbling through a full mouth. “I wish all our engagements were half as good, Doris.”


  Doris! Doris! That’s who was missing, Pompeia’s maid Doris! The last time Aurelia had seen her was an hour ago. Where was she? What was she up to? Was she smuggling milk on the sly to the kitchen staff, or had she guzzled so much milk herself that she was somewhere in a corner sleeping or sicking up?


  Off went Aurelia, oblivious to the greetings and invitations to join various groups, nose down on a trail only she could follow.


  Not in the dining room, no. Nor anywhere in the peristyle. Definitely not in the atrium or the vestibule. Which left the reception room to search before starting into other territory.


  Perhaps because Caesar’s saffron tent above the peristyle was such a novelty, most of the guests had decided to gather there, and those who remained were ensconced in the dining room or the atrium, both opening directly onto the garden. Which meant that the reception room, enormous and difficult to light because of its shape, was quite deserted. The Domus Publica had proved once more that two hundred visitors and a hundred servants couldn’t crowd it.


  Aha! There was Doris! Standing at the Pontifex Maximus’s front door in the act of admitting a woman musician. But what a musician! An outlandish creature clad in the most expensive gold-threaded silk from Cos, fabulous jewels around her neck and woven through her startling yellow hair. Tucked into the crook of her left arm was a superb lyre of tortoiseshell inlaid with amber, its pegs made of gold. Did Rome own a female musician able to afford a dress or jewels or an instrument like this woman’s? Surely not, else she would have been famous!


  Something was wrong with Doris too. The girl was posturing and simpering, covering her mouth with her hand and rolling her eyes at the musician, in an agony of conspiratorial glee. Making no sound, Aurelia inched her way toward the pair with her back to the wall where the shadows were thickest. And when she heard the musician speak in a man’s voice, she pounced.


  The intruder was a slight fellow of no more than medium height, but he had a man’s strength and a young man’s agility; shrugging off an elderly woman like Caesar’s mother would be no difficulty. The old cunnus! This would teach her and Fabia to torment him! But this wasn’t an elderly woman! This was Proteus! No matter how he twisted and turned, Aurelia hung on.


  Her mouth was open and she was shouting: “Help, help! We are defiled! Help, help! The mysteries are profaned! Help, help!”


  Women came running from everywhere, automatically moving to obey Caesar’s mother as people had snapped to obey her all of her life. The musician’s lyre fell jangling to the floor, both the musician’s arms were pinioned, and sheer numbers defeated him. At which moment Aurelia let go, turned to face her audience.


  “This,” she said harshly, “is a man.”


  By now most of the guests were assembled to stand horror-struck as Aurelia pulled off the golden wig, ripped the flimsy and costly gown away to reveal a man’s hairy chest. Publius Clodius.


  Someone began to scream sacrilege. Wails and cries and shrieks swelled to such a pitch that the entire Via Nova was soon craning from every window; women fled in all directions howling that the rites of Bona Dea were polluted and profaned while the slaves bolted to their quarters, the musicians prostrated themselves tearing out hair and scratching breasts, and the three adult Vestal Virgins flung their veils over their devastated faces to keen their grief and terror away from all eyes save those belonging to Bona Dea.


  By now Aurelia was scrubbing at Clodius’s insanely laughing face with a part of her robe, smearing black and white and red into a streaky muddy brown.


  “Witness this!” she roared in a voice she had never possessed. “I call upon all of you to bear witness that this male creature who violates the mysteries of Bona Dea is Publius Clodius!”


  And suddenly it wasn’t funny anymore. Clodius stopped his cackling, stared at the stony and beautiful face so close to his own, and knew a terrible fear. He was back inside that anonymous room in Antioch, only this time it wasn’t his testicles he was afraid of losing; this time it was his life. Sacrilege was still punishable by death the old way, and not even an Olympus of every great advocate Rome had ever produced would get him off. Light broke on him in a paroxysm of horror: Aurelia was the Bona Dea!


  He marshaled every vestige of strength he owned, tore free of the imprisoning arms, then bolted for the passageway which led between the Pontifex Maximus’s suite of rooms and the triclinium. Beyond lay the private peristyle garden, freedom beckoning from the far side of a high brick wall. Like a cat he leaped for its top, scrabbled and clawed his way up, twisted his body to follow his arms, and fell over the wall onto the vacant ground below.


  “Bring me Pompeia Sulla, Fulvia, Clodia and Clodilla!” snapped Aurelia. “They are suspect, and I will see them!” She bundled up the gold-tissue dress and the wig and handed them to Polyxena. “Put those away safely, they’re evidence.”


  The gigantic Gallic freedwoman Cardixa stood silently waiting for orders, and was instructed to see the ladies off the premises as expeditiously as possible. The rites could not continue, and Rome was plunged into a religious crisis more serious than any in living memory.


  “Where is Fabia?”


  Terentia appeared, wearing a look Publius Clodius would not have cared to see. “Fabia is gathering her wits, she’ll be better soon. Oh, Aurelia, Aurelia, this is shocking! What can we do?”


  “We try to repair the damage, if not for our own sakes, for the sake of every Roman woman. Fabia is the Chief Vestal, the Good Goddess is in her hand. Kindly tell her to go to the Books and discover what we can do to avert disaster. How can we bury Bona Dea unless we expiate this sacrilege? And if Bona Dea is not buried, she will not rise again in May. The healing herbs will not come up, no babies will be born free of blemish, every snake creature will move away or die, the seed will perish, and black dogs will eat corpses in the gutters of this accursed city!”


  This time the audience didn’t scream. Moans and sighs rose and whispered away into the blacknesses behind pillars, inside corners, within every heart. The city was accursed.


  A hundred hands pushed Pompeia, Fulvia, Clodia and Clodilla to the front of the dwindling crowd, where they stood weeping and staring about in confusion; none of them had been anywhere near when Clodius was discovered, they knew only that Bona Dea had been violated by a man.


  The mother of the Pontifex Maximus looked them over, as just as she was merciless. Had they been a part of the conspiracy? But every pair of eyes was wide, frightened, utterly bewildered. No, Aurelia decided, they had not been in on it. No woman above a silly Greek slave like Doris would consent to something so monstrous, so inconceivable. And what had Clodius promised that idiotic girl of Pompeia’s to obtain her co-operation?


  Doris stood between Servilia and Cornelia Sulla, weeping so hard that nose and mouth ran faster than eyes, Her turn in a moment, but first the guests.


  “Ladies, all of you except the four front rows please go outside. This house is unholy, your presence here unlucky. Wait in the street for your conveyances, or walk home in groups. Those at the front I need to bear witness, for if this girl is not put to the test now, she will have to wait to be questioned by men, and men are foolish when they question young women.”


  Doris’s turn came.


  “Wipe your face, girl!” barked Aurelia. “Go on, wipe your face and compose yourself! If you do not, I’ll have you whipped right here!”


  The girl’s homespun gown came into play, the command obeyed because Aurelia’s word was absolute law.


  “Who put you up to this, Doris?”


  “He promised me a bag of gold and my freedom, domina!’’


  “Publius Clodius?”


  “Yes.”


  “Was it only Publius Clodius, or was someone else involved?”


  What could she say to lessen the coming punishment? How could she shrug off at least a part of the blame? Doris thought with the speed and cunning of one who had been sold into slavery after pirates had raided her Lycian fishing village; she had been twelve years old, ripe for rape and suitable for sale. Between that time and Pompeia Sulla she had endured two other mistresses, older and colder than the wife of the Pontifex Maximus. Life in service to Pompeia had turned out to be an Elysian Field, and the little chest beneath Doris’s cot in her very own bedroom within Pompeia’s quarters was full of presents; Pompeia was as generous as she was careless. But now nothing mattered to Doris except the prospect of the lash. If her skin was flayed off her, Astyanax would never look at her again! If men looked, they would shudder.


  “There was one other, domina,” she whispered.


  “Speak up so you can be heard, girl! Who else is involved?’’


  “My mistress, domina. The lady Pompeia Sulla.”


  “In what way?’’ asked Aurelia, ignoring a gasp from Pompeia and a huge murmur from the witnesses.


  “If there are men present, domina, you never let the lady Pompeia out of Polyxena’s sight. I was to let Publius Clodius in and take him upstairs, where they could be alone together.”


  “It’s not true!” wailed Pompeia. “Aurelia, I swear by all our Gods that it isn’t true! I swear it by Bona Dea! I swear it, I swear it, I swear it!”


  But the slave girl clung stubbornly to her story of assignation; she would not be budged.


  An hour later Aurelia gave up. “The witnesses may go home. Wife and sisters of Publius Clodius, you too may go. Be prepared to answer questions tomorrow when one of us will see you. This is a women’s affair; you will be dealt with by women.”


  Pompeia Sulla had collapsed to the ground long since, where she lay sobbing.


  “Polyxena, take the wife of the Pontifex Maximus to her own rooms and do not leave her side for one instant.”


  “Mama!” cried Pompeia to Cornelia Sulla as Polyxena helped her to her feet. “Mama, help me! Please help me!”


  Another beautiful but stony face. “No one can help you save Bona Dea. Go with Polyxena, Pompeia.”


  Cardixa had returned from her duty at the great bronze doors; she had let the tearful guests out, their creased and wilting robes whipping about their bodies in a bitter wind, unable to walk from shock yet doomed to wait a long time for vanished litters and escorts certain they wouldn’t be needed until dawn. So they sat down on the verge of the Via Sacra and huddled together to keep out the cold, gazing through horrified eyes at a city accursed.


  “Cardixa, lock Doris up.”


  “What will happen to me?’’ the girl cried as she was marched away. “Domina, what will happen to me?”


  “You will answer to Bona Dea.”


  The hours of the night wore down toward the thin misery of cock-crow; there were left Aurelia, Servilia and Cornelia Sulla.


  “Come to Caesar’s office and sit. We’ll drink some wine”—a sad laugh—”but we won’t call it milk.”


  The wine, from Caesar’s stock on a console table, helped a little; Aurelia passed a trembling hand across her eyes, pulled her shoulders back and looked at Cornelia Sulla.


  “What do you think, avia?” Pompeia’s mother asked.


  “I think the girl Doris was lying.”


  “So do I,” said Servilia.


  “I’ve always known my poor daughter was very stupid, but I have never known her to be malicious or destructive. She just wouldn’t have the courage to assist a man to violate the Bona Dea, she really wouldn’t.”


  “But that’s not what Rome is going to think,” said Servilia.


  “You’re right, Rome will believe in assignations during a most holy ceremony, and gossip. Oh, it is a nightmare! Poor Caesar, poor Caesar! To have this happen in his house, with his wife! Ye gods, what a feast for his enemies!” cried Aurelia.


  “The beast has two heads. The sacrilege is more terrifying, but the scandal may well prove more memorable,” from Servilia.


  “I agree.” Cornelia Sulla shuddered. “Can you imagine what’s being said along the Via Nova this moment, between the uproar which went on here and the servants all dying to spread the tale as they hunt for litter bearers through the taverns? Aurelia, how can we show the Good Goddess that we love her?”


  “I hope Fabia and Terentia—what an excellent and sensible woman she is!—are busy finding that out right now.”


  “And Caesar? Does he know yet?” asked Servilia, whose mind never strayed far from Caesar.


  “Cardixa has gone to tell him. They speak Arvernian Gallic together if there’s anyone else present.”


  Cornelia Sulla rose to her feet, lifting her brows to Servilia in a signal that it was time to go. “Aurelia, you look so tired. There’s nothing more we can do. I’m going home to bed, and I hope you intend to do the same.”


  *


  Very correctly, Caesar did not return to the Domus Publica before dawn. He went instead first to the Regia, where he prayed and sacrificed upon the altar and lit a fire in the sacred hearth. After that he set himself up in the official domain of the Pontifex Maximus just behind the Regia, lit all the lamps, sent for the Regia priestlings, and made sure there were enough chairs for the pontifices at present in Rome. Then he summoned Aurelia, knowing – she would be waiting for that summons.


  She looked old! His mother, old?


  “Oh, Mater, I am so sorry,” he said, helping her into the most comfortable chair.


  “Don’t be sorry for me, Caesar. Be sorry for Rome. It is a terrible curse.”


  “Rome will mend, all her religious colleges will see to that. More importantly, you must mend. I know how much holding the Bona Dea meant to you. What a wretched, idiotic, bizarre business!”


  “One might expect some rude fellow from the Subura to climb a wall out of drunken curiosity during the Bona Dea, but I cannot understand Publius Clodius! Oh yes, I know he was brought up by that doting fool Appius Claudius—and I am aware Clodius is a mischief-maker. But to disguise himself as a woman to violate Bona Dea? Consciously to commit sacrilege? He must be mad!”


  Caesar shrugged. “Perhaps he is, Mater. It’s an old family, and much intermarried. The Claudii Pulchri do have their quirks! They’ve always been irreverent—look at the Claudius Pulcher who drowned the sacred chickens and then lost the battle of Drepana during our first war against Carthage—not to mention putting your daughter the Vestal in your illegal triumphal chariot! An odd lot, brilliant but unstable. As is Clodius, I think.”


  “To violate Bona Dea is far worse than violating a Vestal.”


  “Well, according to Fabia he tried to do that too. Then when he didn’t succeed he accused Catilina.” Caesar sighed, shrugged. “Unfortunately Clodius’s lunacy is of the sane kind. We can’t brand him a maniac and shut him up.”


  “He will be tried at law?”


  “Since you unmasked him in front of the wives and daughters of consulars, Mater, he will have to be tried.”


  “And Pompeia?”


  “Cardixa said you believed her innocent of complicity.”


  “I do. So do Servilia and her mother.”


  “Therefore it boils down to Pompeia’s word against a slave girl’s—unless, of course, Clodius too implicates her.”


  “He won’t do that,” said Aurelia grimly.


  “Why?”


  “He would then have no choice but to admit that he committed sacrilege. Clodius will deny everything.”


  “Too many of you saw him.”


  “Caked in face paint. I rubbed at it, and revealed Clodius. But I think a parcel of Rome’s best advocates could make most of the witnesses doubt their eyes.”


  “What you are actually saying, I think, is that it would be better for Rome if Clodius were acquitted.”


  “Oh, yes. The Bona Dea belongs to women. She won’t thank Rome’s men for exacting punishment in her name.”


  “He can’t be allowed to escape, Mater. Sacrilege is public.”


  “He will never escape, Caesar. Bona Dea will find him and take him in her own good time.” Aurelia got up. “The pontifices will be arriving soon, I’ll go. When you need me, send for me.”


  Catulus and Vatia Isauricus came in not long after, and Mamercus so quickly behind them that Caesar said nothing until all three were seated.


  “I never cease to be amazed, Pontifex Maximus, at how much information you can fit into one sheet of paper,” said Catulus, “and always so logically expressed, so easy to assimilate.”


  “But not,” said Caesar, “a pleasure to read.”


  “No, not that, this time.”


  Others were stepping through the door: Silanus, Acilius Glabrio, Varro Lucullus, next year’s consul Marcus Valerius Messala Niger, Metellus Scipio, and Lucius Claudius the Rex Sacrorum.


  “There are no others at present in Rome. Do you agree we may start, Quintus Lutatius?’’ Caesar asked.


  “We may start, Pontifex Maximus.”


  “You already have an outline of the crisis in my note, but I will have my mother tell you exactly what happened. I am aware it ought to be Fabia, but at the moment she and the other adult Vestals are searching the Books for the proper rituals of expiation.”


  “Aurelia will be satisfactory, Pontifex Maximus.”


  So Aurelia came and told her story, crisply, succinctly, with eminent good sense and great composure. Such a relief! Caesar, men like Catulus were suddenly realizing, took after his mother.


  “You will be prepared to testify in court that the man was Publius Clodius?” asked Catulus.


  “Yes, but under protest. Let Bona Dea have him.”


  They thanked her uneasily; Caesar dismissed her.


  “Rex Sacrorum, I ask for your verdict first,” said Caesar then.


  “Publius Clodius nefas esse.”


  “Quintus Lutatius?”


  “Nefas esse.’’


  And so it went, every man declaring that Publius Clodius was guilty of sacrilege.


  Today there were no undercurrents arising out of personal feuds or grudges. All the priests were absolutely united, and grateful for a firm hand like Caesar’s. Politics demanded enmity, but a religious crisis did not. It affected everyone equally, needed union.


  “I will direct the Fifteen Custodians to look at the Prophetic Books immediately,” said Caesar, “and consult the College of Augurs for their opinion. The Senate will meet and ask us for an opinion, and we must be ready.”


  “Clodius will have to be tried,” said Messala Niger, whose flesh crawled at the very thought of what Clodius had done.


  “That will require a decree of recommendation from the Senate and a special bill in the Popular Assembly. The women are against it, but you’re right, Niger. He must be tried. However, the rest of this month will be expiatory, not retaliatory, which means the consuls of next year will inherit the business.”


  “And what of Pompeia?” asked Catulus when no one else would.


  “If Clodius does not implicate her—and my mother seems to think he will not—then her part in the sacrilege rests upon the testimony of a slave witness herself involved,” Caesar answered, voice clinical. “That means she cannot be publicly condemned.”


  “Do you feel she was implicated, Pontifex Maximus?”


  “No, I do not. Nor does my mother, who was there. The slave girl is anxious to save her skin, which is understandable. Bona Dea will demand her death—which she has not yet realized—but that is not in our hands. It’s women’s business.”


  “What of Clodius’s wife and sisters?” asked Vatia Isauricus.


  “My mother says they’re innocent.”


  “Your mother is right,” said Catulus. “No Roman woman would profane the mysteries of Bona Dea, even Fulvia or Clodia.”


  “However, I still have something to do about Pompeia,” said Caesar, beckoning to a priestling-scribe holding tablets. “Take this down: ‘To Pompeia Sulla, wife of Gaius Julius Caesar, Pontifex Maximus of Rome: I hereby divorce you and send you home to your brother. I make no claim on your dowry.’ ”


  Nobody said a word, nor found the courage to speak even after the terse document was presented to Caesar for his seal.


  Then as the bearer of the waxen note left to deliver it at the Domus Publica, Mamercus spoke.


  “My wife is her mother, but she will not have Pompeia.”


  “Nor should she be asked to,” said Caesar coolly. “That is why I have directed that she be sent to her elder brother, who is her paterfamilias. He’s governing Africa Province, but his wife is here. Whether they want her or not, they must take her.”


  It was Silanus who finally asked the question everyone burned to. “Caesar, you say you believe Pompeia innocent of any complicity. Then why are you divorcing her?”


  The fair brows rose; Caesar looked genuinely surprised. “Because Caesar’s wife, like all Caesar’s family, must be above suspicion,” he said.


  And some days later when the question was repeated in the House, he gave exactly the same answer.


  *


  Fulvia slapped Publius Clodius from one side of his face to the other until his lip split and his nose bled.


  “Fool!” she growled with every blow. “Fool! Fool! Fool!”


  He didn’t attempt to fight back, nor to appeal to his sisters, who stood watching in anguished satisfaction.


  “Why?” asked Clodia when Fulvia was done.


  It was some time before he could answer, when the bleeding was staunched and the tears ceased to flow. Then he said, “I wanted to make Aurelia and Fabia suffer.”


  “Clodius, you’ve blighted Rome! We are accursed!” cried Fulvia.


  “Oh, what’s the matter with you?” he yelled. “A parcel of women getting rid of their resentment of men, what’s the sense in that? I saw the whips! I know about the snakes! It’s a lot of absolute nonsense!”


  But that only made matters worse; all three women flew at him, Clodius was slapped and punched again.


  “Bona Dea,” said Clodilla between her teeth, “is not a pretty Greek statue! Bona Dea is as old as Rome, she is ours, she is the Good Goddess. Every woman who was there to be a part of your defilement and who is pregnant will have to take the medicine.”


  “And that,” said Fulvia, beginning to weep, “includes me!”


  “No!”


  “Yes, yes, yes!” cried Clodia, administering a kick. “Oh, Clodius, why? There must be thousands of ways to revenge yourself on Aurelia and Fabia! Why commit sacrilege? You’re doomed!”


  “I didn’t think, it seemed so perfect!” He tried to take Fulvia’s hand. “Please don’t harm our child!”


  “Don’t you understand yet?” she shrieked, wrenching away. “You harmed our child! It would be born deformed and monstrous, I must take the medicine! Clodius, you are accursed!”


  “Get out!” Clodilla shouted. “On your belly like a snake!”


  Clodius crawled away on his belly, snakelike.


  *


  “There will have to be another Bona Dea,” said Terentia to Caesar when she, Fabia and Aurelia came to see him in his study. “The rites will be the same, though with the addition of a piacular sacrifice. The girl Doris will be punished in a certain way no woman can reveal, even to the Pontifex Maximus.”


  Thank all the Gods for that, thought Caesar, having no trouble in imagining who would constitute the piacular sacrifice. “So you need a law to make one of the coming comitial days nefasti, and you are asking the Pontifex Maximus to procure it from the Religious Assembly of seventeen tribes?”


  “That is correct,” said Fabia, thinking she must speak if Caesar were not to deem her dependent upon two women outside the Vestal College. “Bona Dea must be held on dies nefasti, and there are no more until February.”


  “You’re right, Bona Dea can’t remain awake until February. Shall I legislate for the sixth day before the Ides?”


  “That would be excellent,” said Terentia, sighing.


  “Bona Dea will go happily to sleep,” comforted Caesar. “I’m sorry that any woman at the feast who is newly pregnant will have to make a harder and a very special sacrifice. I say no more, it is women’s business. Remember too that no Roman woman was guilty of sacrilege. Bona Dea was profaned by a man and a non-Roman girl.”


  “I hear,” Terentia announced, rising, “that Publius Clodius likes revenge. But he will not like Bona Dea’s revenge.”


  Aurelia remained seated, though she did not speak until after the door had closed behind Terentia and Fabia.


  “I’ve sent Pompeia packing,” she said then.


  “And all her possessions too, I hope?”


  “That’s being attended to this moment. Poor thing! She wept so, Caesar. Her sister-in-law doesn’t want to take her, Cornelia Sulla refuses—it’s so sad.”


  “I know.”


  ” ‘Caesar’s wife, like all Caesar’s family, must be above suspicion,’ ” Aurelia quoted.


  “Yes.”


  “It seems wrong to me to punish her for something she knew nothing about, Caesar.”


  “And wrong to me, Mater. Nevertheless, I had no choice.”


  “I doubt your colleagues would have objected had you elected to keep her as your wife.”


  “Probably not. But I objected.”


  “You’re a hard man.”


  “A man who isn’t hard, Mater, is under the thumb of some woman or other. Look at Cicero and Silanus.”


  “They say,” said Aurelia, expanding the subject, “that Silanus is failing fast.”


  “I believe it, if the Silanus I saw this morning is anything to go by.”


  “You may have cause to regret that you will be divorced at the same moment as Servilia is widowed.”


  “The time to worry about that is when my ring goes on her wedding finger.”


  “In some ways it would be a very good match,” she said, dying to know what he really thought.


  “In some ways,” he agreed, smiling inscrutably.


  “Can you do nothing for Pompeia beyond sending her dowry and possessions with her?”


  “Why should I?”


  “No valid reason, except that her punishment is undeserved, and she will never find another husband. What man would espouse a woman whose husband suspects she connived at sacrilege?”


  “That’s a slur on me, Mater.”


  “No, Caesar, it is not! You know she isn’t guilty, but in divorcing her you have not indicated that to the rest of Rome.”


  “Mater, you are fast outwearing your welcome,” he said gently.


  She got up immediately. “Nothing?” she asked.


  “I will find her another husband.”


  “Who could be prevailed upon to marry her after this?”


  “I imagine Publius Vatinius would be delighted to marry her. The granddaughter of Sulla is a great prize for one whose own grandparents were Italians.”


  Aurelia turned this over in her mind, then nodded. “That,” she said, “is an excellent idea, Caesar. Vatinius was such a doting husband to Antonia Cretica, and she was at least as stupid as poor Pompeia. Oh, splendid! He will be an Italian husband, keep her close. She’ll be far too busy to have time for the Clodius Club.”


  “Go away, Mater!” said Caesar with a sigh.


  *


  The second Bona Dea festival passed off without a hitch, but it took a long time for feminine Rome to settle down, and there were many newly pregnant women throughout the city who followed the example of those present at the first ceremony; the Vestals dispensed the rye medicine until their stocks were very low. The number of male babies abandoned on the shards of the Mons Testaceus was unprecedented, and for the first time in memory no barren couples took them to keep and rear; every last one died unwanted. The city ran with tears and put on mourning until May Day, made worse because the seasons were so out of kilter with the calendar that the snakes would not awaken until later, so who would know whether the Good Goddess had forgiven?


  Publius Clodius, the perpetrator of all this misery and panic, was shunned and spat upon. Time alone would heal the religious crisis, but the sight of Publius Clodius was a perpetual reminder. Nor would he do the sensible thing, quit the city; he brazened it out, protesting that he was innocent, that he had never been there.


  It also took time for Fulvia to forgive him, though she did after the ordeal of aborting her pregnancy had faded, but only because she saw for herself that he was as grief stricken about it as she. Then why?


  “I didn’t think, I just didn’t think!” he wept into her lap. “It seemed such a lark.”


  “You committed sacrilege!”


  “I didn’t think of it like that, I just didn’t!” He lifted his head to gaze at her out of red-rimmed, swollen eyes. “I mean, it’s only some silly old women’s binge—everyone gets stinking drunk and makes love or masturbates or something—I just didn’t think, Fulvia!”


  “Clodius, the Bona Dea isn’t like that. It’s sacred! I can’t tell you what exactly it is, I’d shrivel up and give birth to snakes for the rest of time if I did! Bona Dea is for us! All the other Gods of women are for men too, Juno Lucina and Juno Sospita and the rest, but Bona Dea is ours alone. She takes care of all those women’s things men can’t know, wouldn’t want to know. If she doesn’t go to sleep properly she can’t wake properly, and Rome is more than men, Clodius! Rome is women too!”


  “They’ll try me and convict me, won’t they?”


  “So it seems, though none of us wants that. It means men are sneaking in where men do not belong, they are usurping Bona Dea’s godhead.” Fulvia shivered uncontrollably. “It isn’t a trial at the hands of men terrifies me, Clodius. It’s what Bona Dea will do to you, and that can’t be bought off the way a jury can.”


  “There’s not enough money in Rome to buy off this jury.”


  But Fulvia simply smiled. “There will be enough money when the time comes. We women don’t want it. Perhaps if it can be averted, Bona Dea will forgive. What she won’t forgive is the world of men taking over her prerogatives.”


  *


  Just returned from his legateship in Spain, Publius Vatinius jumped at the chance to marry Pompeia.


  “Caesar, I am very grateful,” he said, smiling. “Naturally you couldn’t keep her as your wife, I understand that. But I also know that you wouldn’t offer her to me if you thought her a party to the sacrilege.”


  “Rome may not be so charitable, Vatinius. There are many who think I divorced her because she was intriguing with Clodius.”


  “Rome doesn’t matter to me, your word does. My children will be Antonii and Cornelii! Only tell me how I can repay you.”


  “That,” said Caesar, “will be easy, Vatinius. Next year I go to a province, and the year after I’ll be standing for consul. I want you to stand for the tribunate of the plebs at the same elections.” He sighed. “With Bibulus in my year, there is a strong possibility that I’ll have him as my consular colleague. The only other nobleman of any consequence in our year is Philippus, and I believe that for the time being the Epicurean will outweigh the politician in his case. He hasn’t enjoyed his praetorship. The men who have been praetor earlier are pathetic. Therefore I may well need a good tribune of the plebs, if Bibulus is to be consul too. And you, Vatinius,” Caesar ended cheerfully, “will be an extremely able tribune of the plebs.”


  “A gnat versus a flea.”


  “The nice thing about fleas,” said Caesar contentedly, “is that they crack when one applies a thumbnail. Gnats are far more elusive creatures.”


  “They say Pompeius is about to land in Brundisium.”


  “They do indeed.”


  “And looking for land for his soldiers.”


  “To no avail, I predict.”


  “Mightn’t it be better if I ran for the tribunate of the plebs next year, Caesar? That way I could get land for Pompeius, and he would be very much in your debt. The only tribunes of the plebs he has this year are Aufidius Lurco and Cornelius Cornutus, neither of whom will prevail. One hears he’ll have Lucius Flavius the year after, but that won’t work either.”


  “Oh no,” Caesar said softly, “let’s not make things too easy for Pompeius. The longer he waits the more heartfelt his gratitude will be. You’re my man corpus animusque, Vatinius, and I want our hero Magnus to understand that. He’s been a long time in the East, he’s used to sweating.”


  The boni were sweating too, though they had a tribune of the plebs just entering office who was more satisfactory than Aufidius Lurco and Cornelius Cornutus. He was Quintus Fufius Calenus, who turned out to be more than a match for the other nine put together. At the start of his year, however, it was difficult to see that, which accounted for some of the despondency of the boni.


  “Somehow we have to get Caesar,” said Gaius Piso to Bibulus, Catulus and Cato.


  “Difficult, considering the Bona Dea,” said Catulus, shivering. “He behaved absolutely as he ought, and all of Rome knows it. He divorced Pompeia without claiming her dowry, and that remark about Caesar’s wife having to be above suspicion was so apt it’s passed into Forum lore already. A brilliant move! It says he thinks she’s innocent, yet protocol demands that she go. If you had a wife at home, Piso—or you, Bibulus!—you’d know there’s not a woman in Rome will hear Caesar criticized. Hortensia dins in my ear as hard as Lutatia dins in Hortensius’s. Quite why is beyond me, but the women don’t want Clodius sent for public trial, and they all know Caesar agrees with them. Women,” Catulus finished gloomily, “are an underestimated force in the scheme of things.”


  “I’ll have another wife at home shortly,” said Bibulus.


  “Who?”


  “Another Domitia. Cato has fixed me up.”


  “More like you’re fixing Caesar up,” snarled Gaius Piso. “If I were you, I’d stay single. That’s what I’m going to do.”


  To all of which Cato vouchsafed no comment, simply sat with his chin on his hand looking depressed.


  The year had not turned out to be a wonderful success for Cato, who had been compelled to learn yet another lesson the hard way: that to exhaust one’s competition early on left one with no adversaries to shine against. Once Metellus Nepos left to join Pompey the Great, Cato’s term as a tribune of the plebs dwindled to insignificance. The only subsequent action he took was not a popular one, especially with his closest friends among the boni; when the new harvest saw grain prices soar to a record high, he legislated to give grain to the populace at ten sesterces the modius—at a cost of well over a thousand talents to the Treasury. And Caesar had voted for it in the House, where Cato had most correctly first proposed it. With a very graceful speech suggesting a huge change of heart in Cato, and thanking him for his foresight. How galling to know that men like Caesar understood perfectly that what he had proposed was both sensible and ahead of events, whereas men like Gaius Piso and Ahenobarbus had squealed louder than pigs. They had even accused him of trying to become a bigger demagogue than Saturninus by wooing the Head Count!


  “We’ll have to get Caesar attached for debt,” said Bibulus.


  “We can’t do that with honor,” said Catulus.


  “We can if we don’t have anything to do with it.”


  “Daydreams, Bibulus!” from Gaius Piso. “The only way is to prevent the praetors of this year from having provinces, and when we attempted to prorogue the present governors we were howled down.”


  “There is another way,” said Bibulus.


  Cato lifted his chin from his hand. “How?”


  “The lots for praetorian provinces will be drawn on New Year’s Day. I’ve spoken to Fufius Calenus, and he’s happy to veto the drawing of the lots on the grounds that nothing official can be decided until the matter of the Bona Dea sacrilege is dealt with. And,” said Bibulus contentedly, “since the women are nagging that no action be taken and at least half the Senate is highly susceptible to nagging women, that means Fufius Calenus can go on vetoing for months. All we have to do is whisper in a few moneylending ears that this year’s praetors will never go to provinces.”


  “There’s one thing I have to say for Caesar,” Cato barked, “and that is that he’s sharpened your wits, Bibulus. In the old days you wouldn’t have managed.”


  It was on the tip of Bibulus’s tongue to say something rude to Cato, but he didn’t; he just smiled sickly at Catulus.


  Catulus reacted rather strangely. “I agree to the plan,” he said, “on one condition—that we don’t mention it to Metellus Scipio.”


  “Whyever not?” asked Cato blankly.


  “Because I couldn’t stand the eternal litany—destroy Caesar this and destroy Caesar that, but we never do!”


  “This time,” said Bibulus, “we can’t possibly fail. Publius Clodius will never come to trial.”


  “That means he’ll suffer too. He’s a newly elected quaestor who won’t get duties if the lots aren’t drawn,” said Gaius Piso.


  *


  The war in the Senate to try Publius Clodius broke out just after the New Year’s Day fiasco in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus (much improved inside since last year—Catulus had taken Caesar’s warning seriously). Perhaps because business ground to a halt, it was decided to elect new censors; two conservatives in Gaius Scribonius Curio and Gaius Cassius Longinus were returned, which promised a fairly co-operative censorship—provided the tribunes of the plebs left them alone, which was not a foregone conclusion with Fufius Calenus in office.


  The senior consul was a Piso Frugi adopted into the Pupius branch from the Calpurnius branch of the family, and he was one of those with a nagging wife. He therefore adamantly opposed any trial for Publius Clodius.


  “The cult of Bona Dea is outside the province of the State,” he said flatly, “and I question the legality of anything beyond what has already been done—a pronouncement by the College of Pontifices that Publius Clodius did commit sacrilege. But his crime is not in the statutes. He did not molest a Vestal Virgin, nor attempt to tamper with the persons or rites of any official Roman God. Nothing can take away from the enormity of what he did, but I am one of those who agree with the city’s women—let Bona Dea exact retribution in her own way and her own time.”


  A statement which did not sit at all well with his junior colleague, Messala Niger. “I will not rest until Publius Clodius is tried!” he declared, and sounded as if he meant it. “If there is no law on the tablets, then I suggest we draft one! It isn’t good enough to bleat that a guilty man can’t be tried because our laws don’t have a pigeonhole to fit his crime! It’s easy enough to make room for Publius Clodius, and I move that we do so now!”


  Only Clodius, thought Caesar in wry amusement, could manage to sit on the back benches looking as if the subject concerned everyone save him, while the argument raged back and forth and Piso Frugi came close to blows with Messala Niger.


  In the midst of which Pompey the Great took up residence on the Campus Martius, having disbanded his army because the Senate couldn’t discuss his triumph until the problem of the Bona Dea was solved. His bill of divorcement had preceded him by many days, though no one had seen Mucia Tertia. And rumor said Caesar was the culprit! It therefore gave Caesar great pleasure to attend a special contio in the Circus Flaminius, a venue permitting Pompey to speak. Very poorly, as Cicero was heard to say tartly.


  At the end of January, Piso Frugi began to retreat when the new censors joined the fray, and agreed to draft a bill to enable the prosecution of Publius Clodius for a new kind of sacrilege.


  “It’s a complete farce,” Piso Frugi said, “but farces are dear to every Roman heart, so I suppose it’s fitting. You’re fools, the lot of you! He’ll get off, and that puts him in a far better position than if he continued to exist under a cloud.”


  A good legal draftsman, Piso Frugi prepared the bill himself, which was a severe one if looked at from the point of view of the penalty—exile for life and full forfeiture of all wealth—but also contained a curious clause to the effect that the praetor chosen to preside over the special court had to hand-pick the jury himself—meaning that the court president held Clodius’s fate in his hands. A pro-Clodian praetor meant a lenient jury. A pro-conviction praetor meant the harshest jury possible.


  This put the boni in a cleft stick. On the one hand they didn’t want Clodius tried at all, because the moment it was put in train the praetorian provinces would be drawn; on the other hand they didn’t want Clodius convicted because Catulus thought the Bona Dea affair outside the realm of men and the State.


  “Are Caesar’s creditors at all worried?” asked Catulus.


  “Oh yes,” said Bibulus. “If we can manage to keep vetoing proceedings against Clodius until March, it will really look as if the lots won’t be drawn. Then they’ll act.”


  “Can we keep going another month?”


  “Easily.”


  *


  On the Kalends of February, Decimus Junius Silanus woke from a restless stupor vomiting blood. It was many moons since he had first put the little bronze bell beside his bed, though he used it so rarely that whenever it did ring the whole house woke.


  “This is how Sulla died,” he said wearily to Servilia.


  “No, Silanus,” she said in a bracing tone, “this is no more than an episode. Sulla’s plight was far worse. You’ll be all right. Who knows? It might be your body purging itself.”


  “It’s my body disintegrating. I’m bleeding from the bowel as well, and soon there won’t be enough blood left.” He sighed, tried to smile. “At least I managed to be consul, my house has one more consular imago.”


  Perhaps so many years of marriage did count for something; though she felt no grief, Servilia was stirred enough to reach for Silanus’s hand. “You were an excellent consul, Silanus.”


  “I think so. It wasn’t an easy year, but I survived it.” He squeezed the warm dry fingers. “It’s you I didn’t manage to survive, Servilia.”


  “You’ve been ill since before we married.”


  He fell silent, his absurdly long fair lashes fanned against sunken cheeks. How handsome he is, thought his wife, and how I liked that when I first met him. I am going to be a widow for the second time.


  “Is Brutus here?” he asked some time later, lifting tired lids. “I should like to speak to him.” And when Brutus came he looked beyond the dark unhappy face to Servilia. “Go outside, my dear, fetch the girls and wait. Brutus will bring you in.”


  How she detested being dismissed! But she went, and Silanus made sure she was gone before he turned his head to see her son.


  “Sit down on the foot of my bed, Brutus.”


  Brutus obeyed, his black eyes in the flickering lamplight shining with tears.


  “Is it me you weep for?” Silanus asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Weep for yourself, my son. When I’m gone she’ll be harder to deal with.”


  “I don’t think,” said Brutus, suppressing a sob, “that that is possible, Father.”


  “She’ll marry Caesar.”


  “Oh yes.”


  “Perhaps it will be good for her. He’s the strongest man I have ever met.”


  “Then it will be war between them,” said Brutus.


  “And Julia? How will the two of you fare if they marry?”


  “About the same as we do now. We manage.”


  Silanus plucked feebly at the bedclothes, seemed to shrink. “Oh, Brutus, my time is here!” he cried. “So much I had to say to you, but I’ve left it until too late. And isn’t that the story of my life?”


  Weeping, Brutus fled to fetch his mother and sisters. Silanus managed to smile at them, then closed his eyes and died.


  The funeral, though not held at State expense, was a huge affair not without its titillating side: the lover of the widow presided over the obsequies of the husband and gave a fine eulogy from the rostra as if he had never in his life met the widow, yet knew the husband enormously well.


  “Who was responsible for Caesar’s giving the funeral oration?” asked Cicero of Catulus.


  “Who do you think?”


  “But it isn’t Servilia’s place!”


  “Does Servilia have a place?”


  “A pity Silanus had no sons.”


  “A blessing, more like.”


  They were trudging back from the Junius Silanus tomb, which lay to the south of the city alongside the Via Appia.


  “Catulus, what are we going to do about Clodius’s sacrilege?”


  “How does your wife feel about it, Cicero?”


  “Torn. We men ought never to have stuck our noses in, but as we have, then Publius Clodius must be condemned.” Cicero stopped. “I must tell you, Quintus Lutatius, that I am placed in an extremely awkward and delicate situation.”


  Catulus stopped. “You, Cicero? How?”


  “Terentia thinks I’m having a love affair with Clodia.”


  For a moment Catulus could do no more than gape; then he threw his head back and laughed until some of the other mourners stared at them curiously. They looked quite ridiculous, both in black mourning toga with the thin purple stripe of the knight on the right shoulder of the tunic, officially accoutred for a death; yet the one was howling with mirth, and the other stood in what was obviously furious indignation.


  “And what’s so funny?” asked Cicero dangerously.


  “You! Terentia!” gasped Catulus, wiping his eyes. “Cicero, she doesn’t—you—Clodia!”


  “I’ll have you know that Clodia has been making sheep’s eyes at me for some time,” said Cicero stiffly.


  “That lady,” Catulus said, resuming his walk, “is harder to get inside than Nola. Why do you think Celer puts up with her? He knows how she operates! Coos and giggles and flutters her eyelashes, makes a complete fool of some poor man, then retreats behind her walls and bolts the gates. Tell Terentia not to be so silly. Clodia is probably having fun at your expense.”


  “You tell Terentia not to be so silly.”


  “Thank you, Cicero, but no. Do your own dirty work. I have enough to contend with in Hortensia, I don’t need to cross swords with Terentia.”


  “Nor do I,” said Cicero miserably. “Celer wrote to me, you know. Well, he’s been doing that ever since he went to govern Italian Gaul!”


  “Accusing you of being Clodia’s lover?” asked Catulus.


  “No, no! He wants me to help Pompeius get land for his men. It’s very difficult.”


  “It will be if you enlist in that cause, my friend!” said Catulus grimly. “I can tell you right now that Pompeius will get land for his men over my dead body!”


  “I knew you’d say that.”


  “Then what are you rambling about?”


  Out went Cicero’s arms; he ground his teeth. “I am not in the habit of rambling! But doesn’t Celer know that all of Rome is talking about Clodia and that new poet fellow, Catullus?”


  “Well,” said Catulus comfortably, “if all of Rome is talking about Clodia and some poet fellow, then it can’t take you and Clodia very seriously, can it? Tell Terentia that.”


  “Grrr!” grumped Cicero, and decided to walk in silence.


  *


  Very properly, Servilia left a space of some days between the death of Silanus and a note to Caesar asking for an interview—in the rooms on the Vicus Patricii.


  The Caesar who went to meet her was not the usual Caesar; if the knowledge that this was likely to be a troubled confrontation had not been sufficient to cause a change, then the knowledge that his creditors were suddenly pressing certainly would have. The word was up and down the Clivus Argentarius that there would be no praetorian provinces this year, a state of affairs which turned Caesar from a likely bet into an irretrievable loss. Catulus, Cato, Bibulus and the rest of the boni, of course. They had found a way to deny provinces to the praetors after all, and Fufius Calenus was a very good tribune of the plebs. And if matters could be made worse, the economic situation achieved that; when someone as conservative as Cato saw the need to lower the price of the grain dole, then Rome was in severe straits indeed. Luck, what had suddenly become of Caesar’s luck? Or was Goddess Fortuna simply testing him?


  But it seemed Servilia was not in the mood to sort out her status; she greeted him fully clad and rather soberly, then sat in a chair and asked for wine.


  “Missing Silanus?” he asked.


  “Perhaps I am.” She began to turn the goblet between her hands, round and round. “Do you know anything about death, Caesar?”


  “Only that it must come. I don’t worry about it as long as it’s quick. Were I to suffer Silanus’s fate, I’d fall on my sword.”


  “Some of the Greeks say there is a life after it.”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you believe that?”


  “Not in the conscious sense. Death is an eternal sleep, of that I’m sure. We don’t float away disembodied yet continue to be ourselves. But no substance perishes, and there are worlds of forces we neither see nor understand. Our Gods belong in one such world, and they’re tangible enough to conclude contracts and pacts with us. But we don’t ever belong to it, in life or in death. We balance it. Without us, their world would not exist. So if the Greeks see anything, they see that. And who knows that the Gods are eternal? How long does a force last? Do new ones form when the old ones dwindle? What happens to a force when it is no more? Eternity is a dreamless sleep, even for the Gods. That I believe.”


  “And yet,” said Servilia slowly, “when Silanus died something went out of the room. I didn’t see it go, I didn’t hear it. But it went, Caesar. The room was empty.”


  “I suppose what went was an idea.”


  “An idea?”


  “Isn’t that what all of us are, an idea?”


  “To ourselves, or to others?”


  “To both, though not necessarily the same idea.”


  “I don’t know. I only know what I sensed. What made Silanus live went away.”


  “Drink your wine.”


  She drained the cup. “I feel very strange, but not the way I felt when I was a child and so many people died. Nor the way I felt when Pompeius Magnus sent me Brutus’s ashes from Mutina.”


  “Your childhood was an abomination,” he said, got up and crossed to her side. “As for your first husband, you neither loved him nor chose him. He was just the man who made your son.”


  She lifted her face for his kiss, never before so aware of what constituted Caesar’s kiss because always before she had wanted it too badly to savor and dissect it. A perfect fusion of senses and spirit, she thought, and slid her arms about his neck. His skin was weathered, a little rough, and he smelled faintly of some sacrificial fire, ashes on a darkening hearth. Perhaps, her wondering mind went on through touch and taste, what I try to do is have something of his force with me forever, and the only way I can get it is this way, my body against his, him inside me, the two of us spared for some few moments all knowledge of other things, existing only in each other . . .


  Neither of them spoke then until both of them had slipped in and out of a little sleep; and there was the world again, babies howling, women shrieking, men hawking and spitting, the rumble of carts on the cobbles, the dull clunk of some machine in a nearby factory, the faint tremble which was Vulcan in the depths below.


  “Nothing,” said Servilia, “lasts forever.”


  “Including us, as I was telling you.”


  “But we have our names, Caesar. If they are not forgotten, it is a kind of immortality.”


  “The only one I’m aiming for.”


  A sudden resentment filled her; she turned away from him. “You’re a man, you have a chance at that. But what about me?”


  “What about you?” he asked, pulling her to face him.


  “That,” she said, “was not a philosophical question.”


  “No, it wasn’t.”


  She sat up and linked her arms about her knees, the ridge of down along her spine hidden by a great mass of fallen black hair.


  “How old are you, Servilia?”


  “I’ll soon be forty-three.”


  It was now or never; Caesar sat up too. “Do you want to marry again?” he asked.


  “Oh, yes.”


  “Who?”


  She turned wide eyes to stare at him. “Who else, Caesar?”


  “I can’t marry you, Servilia.”


  Her shock was perceptible; she cringed. “Why?”


  “For one thing, there are our children. It isn’t against the law for us to marry and for our children to marry each other. The degree of blood is permissible. But it would be too awkward, and I won’t do it to them.”


  “That,” she said tightly, “is a prevarication.”


  “No, it isn’t. To me it’s valid.”


  “And what else?”


  “Haven’t you heard what I said when I divorced Pompeia?” he asked. ” ‘Caesar’s wife, like all Caesar’s family, must be above suspicion.’ ”


  “I am above suspicion.”


  “No, Servilia, you’re not.”


  “Caesar, that’s just not so! It’s said of me that I am too proud to ally myself with Jupiter Optimus Maximus.”


  “But you weren’t too proud to ally yourself with me.”


  “Of course not!”


  He shrugged. “And there you have it.”


  “Have what?”


  “You’re not above suspicion. You’re an unfaithful wife.”


  “I am not!”


  “Rubbish! You’ve been unfaithful for years.”


  “But with you, Caesar, with you! Never before with anyone, and never since with anyone else, even Silanus!”


  “It doesn’t matter,” said Caesar indifferently, “that it was with me. You are an unfaithful wife.”


  “Not to you!”


  “How do I know that? You were unfaithful to Silanus. Why not later to me?”


  It was a nightmare; Servilia drew a breath, fought to keep her mind on these incredible things he was saying. “Before you,” she said, “all men were insulsus. And after you, all other men are insulsus.”


  “I won’t marry you, Servilia. You’re not above suspicion, and you’re not above reproach.”


  “What I feel for you,” she said, struggling on, “cannot be measured in terms of the right thing to do or the wrong thing to do. You are unique. Not for any other man—or for a god!—would I have beggared my pride or my good name. How can you use what I feel for you against me?’’


  “I’m not using anything against you, Servilia, I’m simply telling you the truth. Caesar’s wife must be above suspicion.”


  “I am above suspicion!”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “Oh, I don’t believe this!” she cried, shaking her head back and forth, hands wrung together. “You are unfair! Unjust!”


  And clearly the interview was over; Caesar got off the bed. “You must see it that way, of course. But that doesn’t change it, Servilia. Caesar’s wife must be above suspicion.”


  Time went by; she could hear Caesar in the bath, apparently at peace with his world. And finally she dragged herself out of the bed, dressed.


  “No bath?” he asked, actually smiling at her when she went through to the balcony service room.


  “Today I’ll go home to bathe.”


  “Am I forgiven?”


  “Do you want to be?”


  “I am honored to have you as my mistress.”


  “I believe you really do mean that!”


  “I do,” he said sincerely.


  Her shoulders went back, she pressed her lips together. “I will think about it, Caesar.”


  “Good!”


  Which she took to mean that he knew she’d be back.


  And thank all the Gods for a long walk home. How did he manage to do that to me? So deftly, with such horrible civility! As if my feelings were of no moment—as if I, a patrician Servilia Caepionis, could not matter. He made me ask for marriage, then he threw it in my face like the contents of a chamber pot. He turned me down as if I had been the daughter of some rich hayseed from Gaul or Sicily. I reasoned! I begged! I lay down and let him wipe his feet on me! I, a patrician Servilia Caepionis! All these years I’ve held him in thrall when no other woman could—how then was I to know he would reject me? I genuinely thought he would marry me. And he knew I thought he would marry me. Oh, the pleasure he must have experienced while we played out that little farce! I thought I could be cold, but I am not cold the way he is cold. Why then do I love him so? Why in this very moment do I go on loving him? Insulsus. That is what he has done to me. After him all other men are utterly insipid. He’s won. But I will never forgive him for it. Never!


  *


  Having Pompey the Great living in a hired mansion above the Campus Martius was a little like knowing that the only barrier between the lion and the Senate was a sheet of paper. Sooner or later someone would cut a finger and the smell of blood would provoke an exploratory paw. For that reason and no other it was decided to hold a contio of the Popular Assembly in the Circus Flaminius to discuss Piso Frugi’s format for the prosecution of Publius Clodius. Bent on embarrassing Pompey because Pompey so clearly wanted no part of the Clodius scandal, Fufius Calenus promptly asked him what he thought of the clause instructing the judge himself to hand-pick the jury. The boni beamed; anything which embarrassed Pompey served to diminish the Great Man!


  But when Pompey stepped to the edge of the speaker’s platform a huge cheer went up from thousands of throats; apart from the senators and a few senior knights of the Eighteen, everyone had come just to see Pompey the Great, Conqueror of the East. Who over the course of the next three hours managed so thoroughly to bore his audience that it went home.


  “He could have said it all in a quarter of an hour,” whispered Cicero to Catulus. “The Senate is right as always and the Senate must be upheld—that’s all he actually said! Oh, so interminably‘!”


  “He is one of the worst orators in Rome,” said Catulus. “My feet hurt!”


  But the torture wasn’t done, though the senators could now sit down; Messala Niger called the Senate into session on the spot after Pompey concluded.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus,” said Messala Niger in ringing tones, “would you please give this House a candid opinion on the sacrilege of Publius Clodius and the bill of Marcus Pupius Piso Frugi?”


  So strong was fear of the lion that no one groaned at this request. Pompey was seated among the consulars and next to Cicero, who swallowed hard and retreated into a daydream about his new city house and its decor. This time the speech took a mere hour; at its end Pompey sat down on his chair with a thump loud enough to wake Cicero with a start.


  Tanned face gone crimson with the effort of trying to remember the techniques of rhetoric, the Great Man ground his teeth. “Oh, surely I’ve said enough on the subject!”


  “You surely have said enough,” Cicero answered, smiling sweetly.


  The moment Crassus rose to speak, Pompey lost interest and began to quiz Cicero about the more gossipy events in Rome during his absence, but Crassus hadn’t got into stride before Cicero was sitting bolt upright and paying absolutely no attention to Pompey. How wonderful! The bliss! Crassus was praising him to the skies! What a terrific job he’d done when consul to bring the Orders much closer together; knights and senators ought to be happily entwined....


  “What on earth made you do that?” Caesar asked Crassus as they walked along the Tiber towpath to avoid the vegetable vendors of the Forum Holitorium, clearing up at the end of a busy day.


  “Extol Cicero’s virtues, you mean?”


  “I wouldn’t have minded if you hadn’t provoked him into such a long-winded reply about concord among the Orders. Though I do admit he’s lovely to listen to after Pompeius.”


  “That’s why I did it. I loathe the way everyone bows and scrapes to the odious Magnus. If he looks sideways at them, they cringe like dogs. And there was Cicero sitting next to our hero, utterly wilted. So I thought I’d annoy the Great Man.”


  “You did. You managed to avoid him in Asia, I gather.”


  “Assiduously.”


  “Which might be why some people have been heard to say that you packed yourself and Publius off in an easterly direction to avoid being in Rome when Magnus got here.”


  “People never cease to amaze me. I was in Rome when Magnus got here.”


  “People never cease to amaze me. Did you know that I’m the cause of the Pompeius divorce?”


  “What, aren’t you?”


  “For once I am absolutely innocent. I haven’t been to Picenum in years and Mucia Tertia hasn’t been to Rome in years.”


  “I was teasing. Pompeius honored you with his widest grin.” The Crassus throat produced a rumble, the signal that he was about to embark upon a touchy subject. “You’re not doing too well with the loan wolves, are you?”


  “I’m keeping them at bay.”


  “It’s being said in money circles that this year’s praetors will never go to provinces thanks to Clodius.”


  “Yes. But not thanks to Clodius, the idiot. Thanks to Cato, Catulus and the rest of the boni faction.’’


  “You’ve sharpened their wits, I’ll say that.”


  “Have no fear, I’ll get my province,” said Caesar serenely. “Fortune hasn’t abandoned me yet.”


  “I believe you, Caesar. Which is why I’m now going to say something to you that I’ve never said to any other man. Other men have to ask me—but if you find you can’t get out from under your creditors before that province comes along, apply to me for help, please. I’d be putting my money on a certain winner.”


  “Without charging interest? Come, come, Marcus! How could I repay you when you’re powerful enough to obtain your own favors?’’


  “So you’re too stiff-necked to ask.”


  “I am that.”


  “I’m aware how stiff a Julian neck is. Which is why I’ve offered, even said please. Other men fall on their knees to beg. You’d fall on your sword first, and that would be a shame. I won’t mention it again, but do remember. You won’t be asking, because I’ve offered with a please. There is a difference.”


  *


  At the end of February, Piso Frugi convoked the Popular Assembly and put his bill outlining the prosecution of Clodius to the vote. With disastrous consequences. Young Curio spoke from the floor of the Well to such telling effect that the entire gathering cheered him. Then the voting bridges and gangways were erected, only to be stormed by several dozen ardent young members of the Clodius Club led by Mark Antony. They seized possession of them and defied the lictors and Assembly officials so courageously that a full-scale riot threatened. It was Cato who took matters into his own hands by mounting the rostra and abusing Piso Frugi for holding a disorderly meeting. Hortensius spoke up in support of Cato; whereupon the senior consul dismissed the Assembly and called the Senate into session instead.


  Inside the packed Curia Hostilia—every senator had turned up to vote—Quintus Hortensius proposed a compromise measure.


  “From the censors to the junior consul, it’s clear to me that there is a significant segment in this House determined to hie Publius Clodius before a court to answer for the Bona Dea,” said Hortensius in his most reasonable and mellow tones. “Therefore those Conscript Fathers who do not favor trial for Publius Clodius ought to think again. We are about to conclude our second month without being able to do normal business, which is the best way I know to bring government down around our ears. All because of a mere quaestor and his band of youthful rowdies! It cannot be allowed to go on! There’s nothing in our learned senior consul’s law which can’t be adjusted to suit every taste. So if this House will permit me, I will undertake to spend the next few days redrafting it, in conjunction with the two men most implacably opposed to its present form—our junior consul Marcus Valerius Messala Niger and the tribune of the plebs Quintus Fufius Calenus. The next comitial day is the fourth day before the Nones of March. I suggest that Quintus Fufius present the new bill to the People as a lex Fufia. And that this House accompany it with a stern command to the People—put it to the vote, no nonsense!”


  “I am opposed!” shouted Piso Frugi, white-faced with fury.


  “Oh, oh, oh, so am I!” came a high wail from the back tier; down stumbled Clodius to fall to his knees in the middle of the Curia Hostilia floor, hands clasped beseechingly in front of him, groveling and howling. So extraordinary was this performance that the entire jam-packed Senate sat stunned. Was he serious? Was he playacting? Were the tears mirth or grief? No one knew.


  Messala Niger, who held the fasces for February, beckoned to his lictors. “Remove this creature,” he said curtly.


  Publius Clodius was carried out kicking and deposited in the Senate portico; what happened to him after that was a mystery, for the lictors shut the doors in his screaming face.


  “Quintus Hortensius,” said Messala Niger, “I would add one thing to your proposal. That when the People meet on the fourth day before the Nones of March to vote, we call out the militia. Now I will see a division.”


  There were four hundred and fifteen senators in the chamber. Four hundred voted for Hortensius’s proposal; among the fifteen who voted against it were Piso Frugi and Caesar.


  The Popular Assembly took the hint as well, and passed the lex Fufia into law during a meeting distinguished for its calm—and the number of militia distributed about the lower Forum.


  “Well,” said Gaius Piso as the meeting dispersed, “between Hortensius, Fufius Calenus and Messala Niger, Clodius shouldn’t have a great deal of trouble getting off.”


  “They certainly took the iron out of the original bill,” said Catulus, not without satisfaction.


  “Did you notice how careworn Caesar’s looking?” Bibulus asked.


  “His creditors are dunning him unmercifully,” said Cato with glee. “I heard from a broker in the Basilica Porcia that their bailiffs are banging on the Domus Publica door every day, and that our Pontifex Maximus can’t go anywhere without them in attendance. We’ll have him yet!”


  “So far he’s still a free man,” said Gaius Piso, less optimistic.


  “Yes, but we now have censors far less kindly disposed toward Caesar than Uncle Lucius Cotta,” said Bibulus. “They’re aware of what’s going on, but they can’t act before they have proof at law. That won’t happen until Caesar’s creditor’s march up to the urban praetor’s tribunal and demand repayment. It can’t be too far in the future.”


  Nor was it; unless the praetorian provinces were apportioned within the next few days, Caesar on the Nones of March saw his career in ruins. He said not a word to his mother, and assumed such a forbidding expression whenever she was in his vicinity that poor Aurelia dared say nothing which had not to do with Vestal Virgins, Julia or the Domus Publica. How thin he was growing! The weight seemed suddenly to melt away, those angular cheekbones jutted as sharp as knives and the skin of his neck sagged like an old man’s. Day after day Caesar’s mother went to the precinct of Bona Dea to give saucers of real milk to any insomniac snakes, weed the herb garden, leave offerings of eggs on the steps leading up to Bona Dea’s closed temple door. Not my son! Please, Good Goddess, not my son! I am yours, take me! Bona Dea, Bona Dea, be good to my son! Be good to my son!


  The lots were cast.


  Publius Clodius drew a quaestorship at Lilybaeum in western Sicily, yet could not leave Rome to take up his duties there until he had undergone trial.


  It seemed at first as if Caesar’s luck had not deserted him after all. He drew Further Spain as his province, which meant he was endowed with a proconsular imperium and answered to no one except the consuls of the year.


  With the new governor went his stipend, the sum of money the Treasury had set aside for one year of State disbursements to hold the province safe: to pay its legions and civil servants, to keep up its roads, bridges, aqueducts, drains and sewers, public buildings and facilities. The sum for Further Spain amounted to five million sesterces, and was given as a lump to the governor; it became his personal property as soon as it was paid over. Some men chose to invest it in Rome before they left for their province, trusting that the province could be squeezed of enough to fund itself while the stipend turned over nicely in Rome.


  At the meeting of the Senate which included the drawing of the lots Piso Frugi, holding the fasces again, asked Caesar if he would give a deposition to the House concerning the events on the night of Bona Dea’s first festival.


  “I would be happy to oblige you, senior consul, if I had anything to tell. I do not,” Caesar said firmly.


  “Oh, come, Gaius Caesar!” Messala Niger snapped. “You’re being asked very properly for a deposition because you’ll be in your province by the time Publius Clodius is tried. If any man here knows what went on, you do.”


  “My dear junior consul, you just uttered the significant word—man! I wasn’t at the Bona Dea. A deposition is a solemn statement made under oath. It must therefore contain the truth. And the truth is that I know absolutely nothing.”


  “If you know nothing, why did you divorce your wife?”


  This time the whole House answered Messala Niger: ” ‘Caesar’s wife, like all Caesar’s family, must be above suspicion!’ ”


  *


  The day after the lots were drawn the thirty lictors of the Curiae met in their archaic assembly and passed the leges Curiae which endowed each of the new governors with imperium.


  And on the same day during the afternoon dinner hour a small group of important-looking men appeared before the tribunal of the praetor urbanus, Lucius Calpurnius Piso, just in time to prevent his leaving for an overdue meal. With them were a larger number of far seedier individuals who fanned out around the tribunal and politely but firmly ushered the curious out of listening range. Thus ensured privacy, the spokesman of the group demanded that the five million sesterces granted to Gaius Julius Caesar be attached on their behalf as part payment of his debts.


  This particular Calpurnius Piso was not cut from the same cloth as his cousin Gaius Piso; the grandson and son of two men who had made colossal fortunes out of armaments for Rome’s legions, Lucius Piso was also a close relative of Caesar’s. His mother and his wife were both Rutilias, and Caesar’s mother’s mother had been a Rutilia of the same family. Until now Lucius Piso’s path had not crossed Caesar’s very often, but they usually voted the same way in the House, and they liked each other very well.


  So Lucius Piso, now urban praetor, frowned direfully at the little group of creditors and postponed a decision until he had looked carefully through every one of the huge bundle of papers presented to him. A Lucius Piso direful frown was not easy to cope with, for he was one of the tallest and swarthiest men in noble Roman circles, with enormous and bristling black brows; and when he followed that direful frown with a grimace displaying his teeth—some black, some dirty yellow—a witness’s instinctive reaction was to back away in terror, as the urban praetor looked for all the world like a ferocious man-eating something.


  Naturally the usuring creditors had expected a decision to garnish on the spot, but those among them whose mouths had opened to protest, even to insist that the urban praetor hustle himself because he was dealing with pretty influential men, now decided to say nothing and come back in two days’ time, as directed.


  Lucius Piso was also clever, so he didn’t close his tribunal the moment the aggrieved plaintiffs went away; dinner would have to wait. He went on conducting business until the sun had set and his little staff was yawning. By this time there were hardly any people left in the lower Forum, but there were several rather suspicious characters lurking in the Comitia well with their noses poking above the top tier. Moneylenders’ bailiffs? Definitely.


  After a short conversation with his six lictors, off went Lucius Piso up the Via Sacra in the direction of the Velia, his ushers moving with unusual speed; when he passed the Domus Publica he spared it not a glance. Opposite the entrance to the Porticus Margaritaria he paused, bent down to do something to his shoe, and all six lictors clustered around him, apparently to help. Then he got to his feet and proceeded on his way, still well ahead of those suspicious characters, who had stopped when he did.


  What they couldn’t see from so far behind was that the tall figure in the purple-bordered toga was now preceded by five lictors only; Lucius Piso had changed togas with his loftiest lictor and nipped within the Porticus Margaritaria. There he located an exit in its Domus Publica side and emerged into the vacant ground which the shopkeepers used as a rubbish dump. The lictor’s plain white toga he rolled up and tucked into an empty box; scaling the wall of Caesar’s peristyle garden was not work suited to a toga.


  “I hope,” he said, strolling into Caesar’s study clad only in a tunic, “that you keep some decent wine in that terrifically elegant flagon.”


  Few people ever saw an amazed Caesar, but Lucius Piso did.


  “How did you get in?” Caesar asked, pouring wine.


  “The same way rumor says Publius Clodius got out.”


  “Dodging irate husbands at your age, Piso? Shame on you!”


  “No, moneylenders’ bailiffs,” said Piso, drinking thirstily.


  “Ah!” Caesar sat down. “Help yourself, Piso, you’ve earned the entire contents of my cellar. What’s happened?’’


  “Four hours ago I had some of your creditors—the less salubrious ones, I’d say—at my tribunal demanding to garnish your governor’s stipend, and very furtive they were about it too. Their henchmen shooed everyone else away, and they proceeded to state their case in complete privacy. From which I deduced that they didn’t want what they were doing to leak back to you—odd, to say the least.” Piso got up and poured another goblet of wine. “I was watched for the rest of the day, even followed home. So I changed places with my tallest lictor and got in through the shops next door. The Domus Publica is under supervision, I saw that lot as I passed by up the hill.”


  “Then I go out the way you came in. I’ll cross the pomerium tonight and assume my imperium. Once I have my imperium no one can touch me.”


  “Give me an authorization to withdraw your stipend first thing in the morning, and I’ll bring it to you on the Campus Martius. It would be better to invest it here, but who knows what the boni might think of next? They really are out to get you, Caesar.”


  “I’m well aware of it.”


  “I don’t suppose,” said Piso, that direful frown back, “that you could manage to pay the wretches something on account?”


  “I’ll see Marcus Crassus on the way out tonight.”


  “Do you mean to say,” asked Lucius Piso incredulously, “you can go to Marcus Crassus? If you can, why haven’t you done so months ago—years ago?”


  “He’s a friend, I couldn’t ask.”


  “Yes, I can see that, though I wouldn’t be so stiff-necked myself. But then again, I’m not a Julian. Conies very hard for a Julian to be beholden, doesn’t it?”


  “That it does. However, he offered, which makes it easier.”


  “Write out that authorization, Caesar. You can’t send for food, and I’m famished. So it’s home for me. Besides, Rutilia will be worried.”


  “If you’re hungry, Piso, I can feed you,” said Caesar, already writing. “My own staff are completely trustworthy.”


  “No, you’ve a lot to do.”


  The letter was finished, furled, joined with hot melted wax and sealed with Caesar’s ring. “There’s no need to go out over a wall if you’d rather a more dignified exit. The Vestals will be in their own quarters, you can go out through their side door.”


  “I can’t,” said Piso. “I left my lictor’s toga next door. You can give me a leg up.”


  “I’m in your debt, Lucius,” said Caesar as they entered the garden. “Rest assured I won’t forget this.”


  Piso chuckled softly. “Isn’t it just as well people like moneylenders don’t know the ins and outs of Roman nobility? We may fight like cocks between ourselves, but let an outsider try to pluck our feathers, and the ranks close up. As if I’d ever let a slimy lot like that get their hands on my cousin!”


  *


  Julia had gone to bed, so that was one fewer painful farewell Caesar had to make. His mother was difficult enough.


  “We must be grateful to Lucius Piso,” she said. “My uncle Publius Rutilius would approve, were he alive to tell.”


  “That he would, dear old man.”


  “You’ll have to work terribly hard in Spain to clear yourself of debt, Caesar.”


  “I know how to do it, Mater, so don’t worry. And in the meantime, you’ll be safe in case abominations like Bibulus try to pass some law or other permitting creditors to collect from a man’s relatives. I’m going to see Marcus Crassus tonight.”


  She stared. “I thought you wouldn’t.”


  “He offered.”


  Oh, Bona Dea, Bona Dea, thank you! Your snakes will have eggs and milk all year round! But aloud all she said was “Then he is a true friend.”


  “Mamercus will be acting Pontifex Maximus. Keep an eye on Fabia, and make sure the little blackbird doesn’t turn into Cato. Burgundus knows what to pack for me. I’ll be at Pompeius’s hired villa, he won’t mind a little company now he’s eating grass.”


  “So it wasn’t you got at Mucia Tertia?”


  “Mater! How many times have I been to Picenum? Look for a Picentine and you’ll be nearer the mark.”


  “Titus Labienus? Ye gods!”


  “You’re quick!” He took her face between his hands and kissed her mouth. “Look after yourself, please.”


  He made lighter work of the wall than either Lucius Piso or Publius Clodius; Aurelia stood for quite a long time looking at it, then turned and went inside. It was cold.


  Cold it was, but Marcus Licinius Crassus was exactly where Caesar thought he’d be: in his offices behind the Macellum Cuppedenis, toiling diligently away by the light of as few lamps as his fifty-four-year-old eyes would tolerate, a scarf round his neck and a shawl draped across his shoulders.


  “You deserve every sestertius you make,” said Caesar, coming into the vast room so soundlessly that Crassus jumped when he spoke.


  “How did you get in?”


  “Exactly the same question I asked Lucius Piso earlier this evening. He climbed over my peristyle wall. I picked the lock.”


  “Lucius Piso climbed your peristyle wall?”


  “To avoid the bailiffs all around my house. That portion of my creditors who were not recommended either by you or by my Gadetanian friend Balbus went to Piso’s tribunal and petitioned to attach my gubernatorial stipend.”


  Crassus leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. “Your luck really is phenomenal, Gaius. You get the province you wanted, and your more dubious creditors petition your cousin. How much do you want?”


  “I honestly don’t know.”


  “You must know!”


  “It was the one question I forgot to ask Piso.”


  “If that isn’t typical! Were you anyone else, I’d toss you in the Tiber as the worst bet in the world. But somehow I know in my bones that you’re going to be richer than Pompeius. No matter how far you fall, you land on your feet every time.”


  “It must be more than five million, because they asked for the whole sum.”


  “Twenty million,” said Crassus instantly.


  “Explain.”


  “A quarter of twenty million would see them make a worthwhile profit, since you’ve been on compound interest for at least three years. You probably borrowed three million all up.”


  “You and I, Marcus, are in the wrong profession!” said Caesar, laughing. “We have to sail or march halfway round the globe, wave our eagles and swords at savage barbarians, squeeze the local plutocrats harder than a child a puppy, make ourselves thoroughly obnoxious to people who ought to be prospering under us, and then answer to People, Senate and Treasury the moment we get home. When all the time we could be making more right here in Rome.”


  “I make plenty right here in Rome,” said Crassus.


  “But you don’t lend money for interest.”


  “I’m a Licinius Crassus!”


  “Precisely.”


  “You’re dressed for the road. Does that mean you’re off?”


  “As far as the Campus Martius. Once I assume my imperium there’s not a thing my creditors can do. Piso will collect my stipend tomorrow morning and get it to me.”


  “When is he seeing your creditors again?”


  “The day after tomorrow, at noon.”


  “Good. I’ll be at his tribunal when the moneylenders arrive. And don’t flog yourself too hard, Caesar. Very little of my money will go their way, if any at all. I’ll go guarantor for whatever sum Piso arrives at. With Crassus behind you, they’ll have to wait.”


  “Then I’ll leave you in peace. I’m very grateful.”


  “Think nothing of it. I may need you just as badly one day.” Crassus got up and escorted Caesar all the way down to the door, holding a lamp. “How did you see to get up here?” he asked.


  “There’s always light, even in the darkest stairwell.”


  “That only makes it more difficult.”


  “What?”


  “Well, you see,” said the imperturbable one imperturbably, “I thought that the day you become consul for the second time I’d erect a statue to you in a very public place. I was going to have the sculptor make a beast with the parts of a lion, a wolf, an eel, a weasel and a phoenix. But between landing on your feet, seeing in the dark and tomcatting around Rome, I’ll have to have the whole thing painted in tabby stripes.”


  *


  Since no one inside the Servian Walls kept a stable, Caesar walked out of Rome, though not by any route an enterprising usurer might have thought to watch. He ascended the Vicus Patricii to the Vicus ad Malum Punicum, turned onto the Vicus Longus and left the city through the Colline Gate. From there he struck off across the Pincian summit where a collection of wild animals amused the children in fine weather, and so came down to Pompey’s temporary dwelling place from above. It of course had stables beneath its lofty loggia; rather than wake the sleeping soldier, he made a nest for himself in some clean straw and lay wide awake until the sun came up.


  His departures for provinces never seemed to be orthodox, he reflected with a slight smile. Further Spain the last time had been a mist of grief for Aunt Julia and Cinnilla, and Further Spain this time was as fugitive. A fugitive with a proconsular imperium, no less. He had it worked out in his mind already—Publius Vatinius had proven an assiduous scout for information, and Lucius Cornelius Balbus Major was waiting in Gades.


  Balbus was bored, he had written to Caesar. Unlike Crassus, he did not find the making of money fulfilling in itself; Balbus hungered for some new challenge now that he and his nephew were the two wealthiest men in Spain. Let Balbus Minor mind the shop! Balbus Major was keen to study military logistics. So Caesar had nominated Balbus as his praefectus fabrum, a choice which surprised some in the Senate, though not those who knew Balbus Major. This appointee was, at least in Caesar’s eyes, far more important than a senior legate (he had asked for none), as the praefectus fabrum was a military commander’s most trusted assistant, responsible for the equipping and supplying of the army.


  There were two legions in the further province, both of Roman veterans who had preferred not to come home when the war against Sertorius finally ended. They’d be in their thirties now, and very eager for a good campaign. However, two legions would not be quite enough; the first thing Caesar intended to do when he reached his domain was to enlist a full legion of auxiliaries—Spanish troops who had fought with Sertorius. Once they had his measure they’d fight for him just as happily as they had for Sertorius. And then it would be off into unexplored territory. After all, it was ridiculous to think that Rome claimed all of the Iberian Peninsula, yet hadn’t subdued a good third of it. But Caesar would.


  When Caesar appeared at the top of the steps leading from the stables he found Pompey the Great sitting on his loggia admiring the view across the Tiber toward the Vatican Hill and the Janiculum.


  “Well, well!” Pompey cried, leaping to his feet and seizing the unexpected visitor’s hand. “Riding?”


  “No. I walked out too late to bother waking you, so it was a straw bed for me. It’s possible that I’ll have to borrow one or two horses from you when I leave, but only to take me to Ostia. Can you put me up for a few days, Magnus?”


  “Delighted to, Caesar.”


  “So you don’t believe I seduced Mucia?”


  “I know who did that job,” Pompey said grimly. “Labienus, the ingrate! He can whistle!” Caesar was waved to a comfortable chair. “Is that why you haven’t been to see me? Or said no more than ave in the Circus Flaminius?’’


  “Magnus, I’m a mere ex-praetor! You’re the hero of the age, one can’t get any closer than consulars four deep.”


  “Yes, but at least I can talk to you, Caesar. You’re a real soldier, not a couch commander. When the time comes you’ll know how to die, face covered and thighs covered. Death will find nothing to expose in you that isn’t beautiful.”


  “Homer. How well said, Magnus!”


  “Did a lot of reading in the East, got to like it very much. Mind you, I had Theophanes of Mitylene with me.”


  “A great scholar.”


  “Yes, that was more important to me than the fact that he’s richer than Croesus. I took him to Lesbos with me, made him a Roman citizen in the agora at Mitylene in front of all the people. Then I freed Mitylene from tribute to Rome in his name. Went down very well with the locals.”


  “As it ought. I believe Theophanes is a close relative of Lucius Balbus of Gades.”


  “Their mothers were sisters. Know Balbus, do you?”


  “Very well. We met while I was quaestor in Further Spain.”


  “He served as my scout when I was fighting Sertorius. I gave him the citizenship—his nephew too—but there were so many I split them up between my legates so the Senate wouldn’t think I was personally enfranchising half of the Spains. Balbus Major and Balbus Minor got a Cornelius—Lentulus, I think, though not the one they’re calling Spinther these days.” He laughed joyously. “I do love clever nicknames! Fancy being called after an actor famous for playing second leads! Says what the world feels about a man, doesn’t it?”


  “That it does. I’ve made Balbus Major my praefectus fabrum.”


  The vivid blue eyes twinkled. “Astute!”


  Caesar looked Pompey up and down blatantly. “You seem fit for an old man, Magnus,” he said with a grin.


  “Forty-four,” said Pompey, patting his flat belly complacently.


  He did indeed seem fit. The eastern sun had almost joined his freckles up and tried to bleach his mop of bright gold hair—as thick as ever, Caesar noted ruefully.


  “You’ll have to give me a full account of what’s been going on in Rome while I’ve been away.”


  “I would have thought your ears were deaf from the din of that kind of news.”


  “What, from conceited squeakers like Cicero? Pah!”


  “I thought you were good friends.”


  “A man in politics has no real friends,” the Great Man said deliberately. “He cultivates what’s expedient.”


  “Absolutely true,” said Caesar, chuckling. “You heard what I did to Cicero with Rabirius, of course.”


  “I’m glad you stuck the knife in. Otherwise he’d be prating that banishing Catilina was more important than conquering the East! Mind you, Cicero has his uses. But he always seems to think that everyone else has as much time to write thousand-sheet letters as he does. He wrote to me last year, and I did manage to send him back a few lines in my own hand. So what does he do? Takes exception, accuses me of treating him coldly! He ought to go out to govern a province, then he’d learn how busy a man is. Instead, he lies comfortably on his couch in Rome and advises us military types how to conduct our business. After all, Caesar, what did he do? Gave a few speeches in the Senate and the Forum, and sent Marcus Petreius to crush Catilina.”


  “Very succinctly put, Magnus.”


  “Well, now that they’ve decided what to do with Clodius I should get a date for my triumph. At least this time I did the clever thing, and disbanded my army at Brundisium. They can’t say I’m sitting on the Campus Martius trying to blackmail them.”


  “Don’t count on a date for your triumph.”


  Pompey sat up straight. “Eh?”


  “The boni are working against you, have been since they heard you were coming home. They intend to deny you everything—the ratification of your arrangements in the East, your awards of the citizenship, land for your veterans—and I suspect one of their tactics will be to keep you outside the pomerium for as long as possible. Once you can take your seat in the House you’ll be able to counter their moves more effectively. They have a brilliant tribune of the plebs in Fufius Calenus, and I believe he’s set to veto any proposals likely to please you.”


  “Ye gods, they can’t! Oh, Caesar, what’s the matter with them? I’ve increased Rome’s tributes from the eastern provinces—and turned two into four!—from eight thousand talents a year to fourteen thousand! And do you know what the Treasury’s share of the booty is? Twenty thousand talents! It’s going to take two days for my triumphal parade to pass, that’s how much loot I’ve got, that’s how many campaigns I have to show on pageant floats! With this Asian triumph, I will have celebrated triumphs over all three continents, and no one has ever done that before! There are dozens of towns named after me or my victories—towns I founded! I have kings in my clientele!”


  Eyes swimming with tears, Pompey leaned forward in his chair until they fell, hardly able to believe that what he had achieved was not going to be appreciated. “I’m not asking to be made King of Rome!” he said, dashing the tears away impatiently. “What I’m asking for is dog’s piss compared to what I’m giving!”


  “Yes, I agree,” said Caesar. “The trouble is that they all know they couldn’t do it themselves, but they hate to give credit where credit’s due.”


  “And I’m a Picentine.”


  “That too.”


  “So what do they want?”


  “At the very least, Magnus, your balls,” Caesar said gently.


  “To put where they’ve none of their own.”


  “Exactly.”


  This was no Cicero, thought Caesar as he watched the ruddy face harden and set. This was a man who could swat the boni into pulp with one swipe of a paw. But he wouldn’t do it. Not because he lacked the testicular endowments to do it. Time and time again he’d shown Rome that he’d dare—almost anything. But somewhere in a secret corner of his self there lurked an unacknowledged consciousness that he wasn’t quite a Roman. All those alliances with Sulla’s relatives said a lot, as did his patent pleasure in boasting of them. No, he wasn’t a Cicero. But they did have things in common. And I, who am Rome, what would I do if the boni pushed me as hard as they’re going to push Pompeius Magnus? Would I be Sulla or Magnus? What would stop me? Could anything?


  *


  On the Ides of March, Caesar finally left for Further Spain. Reduced to a few words and figures on a single sheet of parchment, his stipend came borne by Lucius Piso himself, and a merry visit ensued with Pompey, who was carefully brought by Caesar to see that Lucius Piso was worth cultivating. The faithful Burgundus, grizzled now, fetched the few belongings Caesar needed: a good sword, good armor, good boots, good wet-weather gear, good snow gear, good riding gear. Two sons of his old war-horse Toes, each with toes instead of uncloven hooves. Whetstones, razors, knives, tools, a shady hat like Sulla’s for the southern Spanish sun. No, not much, really. Three medium-sized chests held it all. There would be luxuries enough in the governor’s residences at Castulo and in Gades.


  So with Burgundus, some valued servants and scribes, Fabius and eleven other lictors clad in crimson tunics and bearing the axes in their fasces, and Prince Masintha muffled inside a litter, Gaius Julius Caesar sailed from Ostia in a hired vessel large enough to accommodate the baggage, mules and horses his entourage made necessary. But this time he would encounter no pirates. Pompey the Great had swept them from the seas.


  Pompey the Great… Caesar leaned on the stern rail between the two huge rudder oars and watched the coast of Italy slip below the horizon, his spirit soaring, his mind gradually letting the homeland and its people go. Pompey the Great. The time spent with him had proven useful and fruitful; liking for the man grew with the years, no doubt of that. Or was it Pompey had grown?


  No, Caesar, don’t be grudging. He doesn’t deserve to be grudged anything. No matter how galling it might be to see a Pompey conquer far and wide, the fact remains that a Pompey has conquered far and wide. Give the man his due, admit that maybe it’s you has done the growing. But the trouble with growing is that one leaves the rest behind, just like the coast of Italia. So few people grow. Their roots reach bedrock and they stay as they are, content. But under me lies nothing I cannot thrust aside, and over me is infinity. The long wait is over. I go to Spain to command an army legally at last; I will put my hands on a living machine which in the right hands—my hands—cannot be stopped, warped, dislocated, ground down. I have yearned for a supreme military command since I sat, a boy, at old Gaius Marius’s knee and listened spellbound to a master of warfare telling stories. But until this moment I did not understand how passionately, how fiercely I have lusted for that military command.


  I will lay my hands on a Roman army and conquer the world, for I believe in Rome, I believe in our Gods. And I believe in myself. I am the soul of a Roman army. I cannot be stopped, warped, dislocated, ground down.


  VI
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  To Gaius Julius Caesar, proconsul in Further Spain, from Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, triumphator; written in Rome on the Ides of May in the consulship of Quintus Caecilius Metellus Celer and Lucius Afranius:


  Well, Caesar, I am consigning this to the Gods and the winds in the hope that the first can endow the second with enough speed to give you a chance. Others are writing, but I am the only one prepared to outlay the money to hire the fastest ship I can find just to carry one letter.


  The boni are in the saddle and our city is disintegrating. I could live with a boni-dominated government if it actually did anything, but a boni government is dedicated to only one end—do absolutely nothing, and block any other faction when it tries to alter that.


  They managed to delay my triumph until the last two days in September, and they did it smoothly too. Announced that I’d done so much for Rome I deserved to triumph on my birthday! So I kicked my heels on the Campus Martius for nine months. Though the reason for their attitude baffles me, I gather their chief objection to me is that I’ve had so many special commands in my lifetime that I am conclusively proven to be a danger to the State. According to them, I’m aiming at being the King of Rome. That is total rubbish! However, the fact that they know it’s total rubbish doesn’t stop their saying it.


  I scratch my head, Caesar; I can’t work them out. If ever there was a pillar of the establishment, it’s surely Marcus Crassus. I mean, I understand that they call me a Picentine upstart, the would-be King of Rome and all the rest of it, but Marcus Crassus? Why make him their target? He’s no danger to the boni; he’s next door to being one himself. Terrifically well born, terrifically rich, and certainly no demagogue. Crassus is harmless! And I say that as a man who doesn’t like him, never did like him, never will like him. Sharing a consulship with him was like lying down in the same bed as Hannibal, Jugurtha and Mithridates. All he did was work to destroy my image in the people’s eyes. Despite which, Marcus Crassus is no threat to the State.


  So what have the boni done to Marcus Crassus to provoke me, of all men, into sticking up for him? They’ve created a real crisis, that’s what. It started when the censors let out the contracts to farm the taxes of my four eastern provinces. Oh, a lot of the blame rests with the publicani themselves! They looked at how much loot I’d brought back from the East, totted up the figures, and decided the East was better than a gold mine. So they submitted tenders for these contracts that were completely unrealistic. Promised the Treasury untold millions, and thought they could so do as well as make a fat profit for themselves. Naturally the censors accepted the highest tenders. It’s their duty to do so. But it wasn’t very long before Atticus and the other publicani plutocrats realized that the sums they had undertaken to pay the Treasury were not feasible. My four eastern provinces couldn’t possibly pay what they were being asked to pay, no matter how hard the publicani squeezed.


  Anyway, Atticus, Oppius and some others went to Marcus Crassus and asked him to petition the Senate to cancel the tax-gathering contracts for the East, then instruct the censors to let out new contracts calling for two thirds of the sums originally agreed on. Well, Crassus petitioned. Never so much as dreaming that the boni would—or could!—persuade the whole House to say a resounding NO. But that is what happened. The Senate said a resounding NO.


  At that stage I confess I chuckled; it was such a pleasure to see Marcus Crassus flattened—oh, he was flattened! All that hay wrapped round both horns, yet Crassus the ox stood there stunned and defeated. But then I saw what a stupid move it was on the part of the boni, and stopped chuckling. It seems they have decided it’s high time the knights were shown for once and for all that the Senate is supreme, that the Senate runs Rome and the knights can’t dictate to it. Well, the Senate may flatter itself that it runs Rome, but you and I know it doesn’t. If Rome’s businessmen are not allowed to do profitable business, then Rome is finished.


  After the House said NO to Marcus Crassus, the publicani retaliated by refusing to pay the Treasury one sestertius. Oh, what a storm that caused! I daresay the knights hoped this would force the Senate to instruct the censors to cancel the contracts because they weren’t being honored—and of course when new tenders were called, the sums tendered would have been much lower. Only the boni control the House, and the House in consequence won’t cancel the contracts. It’s an impasse.


  The blow to Crassus’s standing was colossal, both in the House and among the knights. He’s been their spokesman for so long and with such success that it never occurred to him or them that he wouldn’t get what he asked for. Particularly as his request to reduce the Asian contracts was so reasonable.


  And who do you think the boni had managed to recruit as their chief spokesman in the House? Why, none other than my ex-brother-in-law, Metellus Celer! For years Celer and his little brother Nepos were my loyalest adherents. But ever since I divorced Mucia they’ve been my worst enemies. Honestly, Caesar, you’d think that Mucia was the only wife ever divorced in the history of Rome! I had every right to divorce her, didn’t I? She was an adultress, spent the time I was away in conducting an affair with Titus Labienus, my own client! What was I supposed to do? Close my eyes and pretend I never heard about it because Mucia’s mother is also the mother of Celer and Nepos? Well, I wasn’t about to close my eyes. But the way Celer and Nepos carried on, you’d think it was I committed the adultery! Their precious sister divorced? Ye gods, what an intolerable insult!


  They’ve been making trouble for me ever since. I don’t know how they did it, but they’ve even managed to find another husband for Mucia of sufficiently exalted birth and rank to infer that she was the wronged party! My quaestor Scaurus, if you please. She’s old enough to be his mother. Well, almost. He’s thirty-four and she’s forty-seven. What a match. Though I do think they suit for intelligence, as neither of them has any. I understand Labienus wanted to marry her, but the Brothers Metelli took terrible exception to that idea. So it’s Marcus Aemilius Scaurus, who embroiled me in all that business with the Jews. Rumor has it that Mucia is pregnant, another slur on me. I hope she dies having the brat.


  I have a theory as to why the boni have suddenly become so unbelievably obtuse and destructive. The death of Catulus. Once he was gone, the senatorial rump fell totally into the clutches of Bibulus and Cato. Fancy turning up your toes and dying because you weren’t asked to speak first or second among the consulars during a House debate! But that’s what Catulus did. Leaving his faction to Bibulus and Cato, who don’t have his saving grace, namely the ability to distinguish between mere negativity and political suicide.


  I also have a theory as to why Bibulus and Cato turned on Crassus. Catulus left a priesthood vacant, and Cato’s brother-in-law Lucius Ahenobarbus wanted it. But Crassus nipped in first and got it for his son, Marcus. A mortal insult to Ahenobarbus, as there isn’t a Domitius Ahenobarbus in the College. How picayune. I, by the way, am now an augur. I’m tickled, I can tell you. But I didn’t endear myself to Cato, Bibulus or Ahenobarbus in being elected an augur! It was the second election in a very short space of time that Ahenobarbus lost.


  My own affairs—land for my veterans, ratification of my settlements in the East, and so forth—have foundered. It cost me millions to bribe Afranius into the junior consul’s chair—money wasted, I can tell you! Afranius has turned out to be a better soldier than he is a politician, but Cicero goes around telling everyone he’s a better dancer than he is a politician. This because Afranius got disgustingly drunk at his inauguration banquet on New Year’s Day and pirouetted all over Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Embarrassing for me, as everyone knows I bought him the job in an attempt to control Metellus Celer, who as senior consul has walked over Afranius as if he didn’t exist.


  When Afranius did manage to have my affairs discussed in the House during February, Celer, Cato and Bibulus among them ruined it. They dragged Lucullus out of his retirement, almost imbecilic with mushrooms and the like, and used him to stall me. Oh, I could kill the lot of them! Every day I wish I hadn’t done the right thing and disbanded my army, not to mention paid my troops their share of the spoils while we were still in Asia. Of course that’s being criticized too. Cato said it wasn’t my place to dole out the spoils minus the consent of the Treasury—that is, the Senate—and when I reminded him that I had an imperium maius empowering me to do just about anything I wanted in Rome’s name, he said that my imperium maius had been obtained illegally in the Plebeian Assembly, that it hadn’t been bestowed on me by the People. Arrant nonsense, but the House applauded him!


  Then in March the discussion of my affairs ended. Cato put forward a division in the Senate proposing that no business be discussed until the tax-farming problem is solved—and the idiots voted for it! Knowing that Cato was simultaneously blocking any solution to the tax-farming problem! The result is that nothing whatsoever has been discussed. The moment Crassus brings up the tax-farming problem, Cato filibusters. And the Conscript Fathers think Cato is terrific!


  I can’t work it out, Caesar, I just can’t. What has Cato ever done? He’s only thirty-four years old, he’s held no senior magistracy, he’s a shocking speaker and a prig of the first order. But somewhere along the way the Conscript Fathers have become convinced that he’s utterly incorruptible, and that makes him wonderful. Why can’t they see that incorruptibility is disastrous when it’s allied to a mentality like Cato’s? As for Bibulus—well, he’s incorruptible too, they say. And both never cease to prate that they’re the avowed enemies of all men who stand one fraction of an inch higher than their peers. A laudable objective. Except that some men simply can’t help standing higher than their peers because they’re better. If we were all meant to be equal, we’d all be created exactly the same. We’re not, and that’s a fact there’s no getting around.


  Whichever way I turn, Caesar, I’m howled at by a pack of enemies. Don’t the fools understand that my army might be disbanded, yet its members are right here in Italia? All I have to do is stamp my foot for soldiers to spring up eager to do my bidding. I can tell you, I am sorely tempted. I conquered the East, I just about doubled Rome’s income, and I did everything the right way. So why are they against me?


  Anyway, enough of me and my troubles. This letter is really to warn you that you’re in for trouble too.


  It all started with those terrific reports you keep sending to the Senate—a perfect campaign against the Lusitani and the Callaici; heaps of gold and treasures; proper disposition of the province’s resources and functions; the mines producing more silver, lead and iron than in half a century; relief for the towns Metellus Pius punished—the boni must have spent a fortune sending spies to Further Spain to catch you out. But they haven’t caught you out, and rumor says they never will. Not a whiff of extortion or peculation anywhere near your vicinity, buckets of letters from grateful residents of Further Spain, the guilty punished and the innocent exonerated. Old Mamercus Princeps Senatus—he’s failing badly, by the way—got up in the House and said that your conduct as governor had provided a manual of gubernatorial conduct, and the boni couldn’t refute a word of what he said. How that hurt!


  All of Rome knows you’ll be senior consul. Even if we leave aside the fact that you always come in at the top of the polls, your popularity is growing in leaps and bounds. Marcus Crassus is going around telling every knight in the Eighteen that when you’re senior consul the tax-farming business will soon be sotted out. From which I gather that he knows he’s going to need your services—and knows he’ll get them.


  Well, I need your services too, Caesar. Far more than Marcus Crassus does! All he has at stake is his damaged clout, whereas I need land for my veterans and treaties ratifying my settlements in the East.


  There’s a good chance of course that you’re already on your way home—Cicero certainly seems to think so—but my bones tell me you’re like me, prone to stay until the very last moment so that every thread is woven into place and every tangle combed away.


  The boni have just struck, Caesar, and extremely cunning they have been. All candidates for the consular elections have to declare themselves by the Nones of June at the latest, even though the elections will not take place until the usual five days before the Ides of Quinctilis. Egged on by Celer, Gaius Piso, Bibulus (a candidate himself, of course, but safely inside Rome because he’s like Cicero, never wants to govern a province) and the rest of the boni, Cato succeeded in passing a consultum putting the closing date at the Nones of June. Over five nundinae before the elections instead of the three nundinae custom and tradition have laid down.


  Someone must have whispered that you travel like the wind, because they then produced another ploy to frustrate you—this one in case you arrive in Rome before the Nones of June. Celer asked the House to set a date for your triumph. Very affable he was, full of praise for the splendid job you’ve done as governor. After which he suggested that the date of your triumph be set as the Ides of June! Everyone thought that a splendid idea, so the motion was carried. Yes, you are to triumph eight days later than the closing of the consular candidates’ booth. Wonderful, eh?


  So, Caesar, if you do manage to reach Rome before the Nones of June, you will have to petition the Senate to run for consul in absentia. You can’t cross the pomerium into the city to lodge your candidacy in person without giving up your imperium and thereby your right to triumph. I add that Celer was very careful to point out to the House that Cicero had passed a law forbidding consular candidates to stand in absentia. A gentle reminder I took to mean that the boni intend to oppose your petition to run in absentia. They have got you by the balls, just as you said—with perfect truth!—they’ve got me. I will be working to persuade our senatorial sheep—why do they let themselves be led by a mere handful of men who are not even anything special?—to have you allowed to stand in absentia. So will Crassus, Mamercus Princeps Senatus and many others, I know.


  The main thing is to get to Rome before the Nones of June. Ye gods, can you, even if the winds blow my hired ship to Gades in record time? What I’m hoping is that you’re already well on your way down the Via Domitia. I’ve sent a messenger to meet you if you are, just in case you’re dawdling.


  You have to make it, Caesar! I need you desperately, and I am not ashamed to say so. You’ve hauled me out of boiling water before in a way which preserved the legalities. All I can say is that if you’re not on hand to help me this time, I might have to stamp my foot. I don’t want to do that. If I did, I’d go down in the history books as no better than Sulla. Look how everyone hates him. It’s really uncomfortable to be hated, though Sulla never seemed to mind.


  Pompey’s letter reached Gades on the twenty-first day of May, a remarkably swift passage. And Caesar happened to be in Gades to receive it.


  “It’s fifteen hundred miles by road from Gades to Rome,” he said to Lucius Cornelius Balbus Major, “which means I can’t get to Rome by the Nones of June even if I average a hundred miles a day. Rot the boni!”


  “No man can average a hundred miles a day,” said the little Gadetanian banker, looking anxious.


  “I can in a fast gig harnessed to four good mules, provided I can change teams often enough,” Caesar said calmly. “However, the road isn’t feasible. It will have to be Rome by ship.”


  “The season is wrong. Magnus’s letter proves that. Five days in front of a northeasterly gale.”


  “Ah, Balbus, but I have luck!”


  Caesar did indeed have luck, Balbus reflected. No matter how badly matters appeared to have gone wrong, somehow that magical—and it was magical—luck came to his rescue. Though he seemed to manufacture it himself out of sheer willpower. As if, having made up his mind, he could compel natural and unnatural forces to obey him. The past year and more had been the most exhilarating, the most stimulating experience of Balbus’s entire life, toiling and panting in Caesar’s wake from one end of Spain to the other. Who could ever have thought he would sail before an Atlantic Ocean wind in pursuit of foes convinced they had eluded the reach of Rome? But they hadn’t. Out came the ships from Olisippo, down came the legions. Then more voyages to remote Brigantium, untold treasures, a people feeling for the first time a wind of change, an influence from the Middle Sea that would never again go away. What did Caesar say? It wasn’t the gold, it was the lengthening of Rome’s reach. What did they have, that small race from a little city on the Italian salt route? Why was it they who swept all before them? Not like a gigantic wave, more like a millstone grinding patiently, patiently at whatever was thrown down as grist. They never gave up, the Romans.


  “And what will Caesar’s luck consist of this time?”


  “To begin with, one myoparo. Two teams of the best oarsmen Gades can furnish. No baggage and no animals. As passengers, just you and me and Burgundus. And a strong sou’wester,” said Caesar, grinning.


  “A piddling order,” said Balbus without answering that smile. He rarely smiled; Gadetanian bankers of impeccably Phoenician lineage were not prompted to take life or circumstances lightly. Balbus looked what he was, a subtle, placid man of extraordinary intelligence and ability.


  Caesar was already halfway to the door. “I’m off to find the right myoparo. Your job is to find me a pilot capable of navigating out of sight of land. We’re going the direct route—through the Pillars of Hercules, a stop for food and water at New Carthage, then Balearis Minor. From there we head directly for the strait between Sardinia and Corsica. We have a thousand miles of water to cover, and we can’t hope for the kind of winds which blew Magnus’s letter here in five days. We have twelve days.”


  “Something over eighty miles between sunrise and sunrise. Not so piddling,” said Balbus, rising to his feet.


  “But possible, provided there are no adverse winds. Trust to my luck and the Gods, Balbus! I shall make magnificent offerings to the Lares Permarini and Goddess Fortuna. They’ll listen to me.”


  *


  The Gods listened, though how Caesar managed to squeeze all that he did into five short hours before he set sail from Gades was more than Balbus could fathom. Caesar’s quaestor was a most efficient young man who swung with enormous enthusiasm into organizing the shipping of the governor’s possessions along the land route from Spain to Rome, the Via Domitia; the booty had long gone, accompanied by the single legion Caesar had chosen to march with him in his triumphal parade. Somewhat to his surprise, the Senate had acceded to his request for a triumph without a murmur from the boni, but that mystery was fully explained in Pompey’s letter. No reason to refuse what they had every intention of making sure would be a dismal affair. Dismal it would be. His troops were due to arrive on the Campus Martius by the Ides of June—an ironic twist, given that Celer had assigned that day for the triumph. Were Caesar allowed to run for consul in absentia and the triumph went ahead, it would be a poor triumph indeed. Weary soldiers, no time to manufacture sumptuous floats and displays, booty thrown higgledy-piggledy into wagons. Not the sort of triumph Caesar had bargained for. However, getting to Rome before the Nones of June was the first problem. Pray for a stiff sou’wester!


  And indeed the winds did blow out of the southwest, though they were gentle rather than stiff. A very slight following sea helped the oarsmen, as did a small push from the sail, but it was backbreaking work almost all the way. Caesar and Burgundus rowed a full shift of three hours four times in each sunrise to sunrise, which appealed to the professional oarsmen as much as Caesar’s cheerful friendliness did. The bonus would be worth it, so they put their shoulders to the task and rowed while Balbus and the pilot busied themselves bearing amphorae of water weakly flavored with a good fortified Spanish wine to those who called for it.


  When the pilot brought the myoparo into sight of the Italian coast and there in front of them was the mouth of the Tiber, the crew shouted themselves hoarse, then paired up on each oar and sprinted the trim little monoreme into Ostia Harbor; the voyage had taken twelve days, and the port attained two hours after dawn on the third day of June.


  Leaving Balbus and Burgundus to reward the myoparo pilot and oarsmen, Caesar threw himself across a good hired horse and rode for Rome at the gallop. His journey would end on the Campus Martius, but not his travail; he would have to find someone to hurry into the city and locate Pompey. A conscious decision which would not please Crassus, yet the correct decision. Pompey was right. He needed Caesar more than Crassus did. Besides which, Crassus was an old friend; he would settle down once matters were explained.


  *


  The news that Caesar had arrived outside Rome reached Cato and Bibulus almost as quickly as it did Pompey, for all three were in the House enduring yet another session debating the fate of the Asian tax-farmers. The message was given to Pompey, who whooped so loudly that dozing backbenchers almost fell off their stools, then leaped to his feet.


  “Pray excuse me, Lucius Afranius,” he chortled, already on his way out. “Gaius Caesar is on the Campus Martius, and I must be the first of us to welcome him in person!”


  Which somehow left those remaining in the poorly attended meeting feeling as flat as an Asian publicanus. Afranius, who held the fasces for June, dismissed the assembly for the day.


  “Tomorrow an hour after dawn,” he said, well aware that he would have to hear Caesar’s petition to stand in absentia, and that tomorrow was the last day before the Nones of June, when the electoral officer (Celer) would close his booth.


  “I told you he’d do it,” said Metellus Scipio. “He’s like a piece of cork. No matter how you try to hold him under, up he pops again hardly wet.”


  “Well, there was always a very good chance he’d turn up,” said Bibulus, lips tight. “After all, we don’t even know when he set out from Spain. Just because we heard he was planning to remain in Gades until the end of May doesn’t mean he actually did. He can’t know what’s in store for him.”


  “He will the moment Pompeius reaches the Campus Martius,” Cato said harshly. “Why do you think the Dancer convened another meeting for tomorrow? Caesar will be petitioning to stand in absentia, nothing surer.”


  “I miss Catulus,” said Bibulus. “It’s times like tomorrow his clout would be extremely useful. Caesar did better in Spain than any of us thought he would, so the sheep will be inclined to let the ingrate stand in absentia. Pompeius will urge it, so will Crassus. And Mamercus! I wish he’d die!”


  Cato simply smiled and looked mysterious.


  Whereas Pompey on the Campus Martius had nothing to smile about and no mysteries to contemplate. He found Caesar leaning against the rounded marble wall of Sulla’s tomb, his horse’s bridle over one arm; above his head was that famous epitaph: NO BETTER FRIEND NO WORSE ENEMY. It might, thought Pompey, have been written as much for Caesar as for Sulla. Or for himself.


  “What on earth are you doing here?” Pompey demanded.


  “It seemed as good a place as any to wait.”


  “Haven’t you heard of a villa on the Pincian?”


  “I do not intend to be here long enough.”


  “There’s an inn not far down the Via Lata, we’ll go there. Minicius is a good fellow, and you have to put a roof over your head, Caesar, even if it is for a few days only.”


  “More important to find you before I thought about where to stay, I thought.”


  That melted Pompey’s heart; he too had dismounted (since he had resumed his seat in the Senate he kept a small stable inside Rome), and now turned to stroll down the perfectly straight and wide road which actually was the commencement of the Via Flaminia.


  “I suppose nine months of kicking your heels gave you plenty of time to find out where the inns are located,” said Caesar.


  “I found that out back before I was consul.”


  The inn was a fairly commodious and respectable establishment, its proprietor well used to the sight of famous Roman military men; he greeted Pompey like a long-lost friend, and indicated with some charm that he was aware who Caesar was. They were ushered into a comfortable private parlor where two braziers warmed the smoky air, and were served immediately with water and wine, together with such goodies as roast lamb, sausages, fresh crusty bread and an oil-laced salad.


  “I’m ravenous!” Caesar exclaimed, surprised.


  “Tuck in then. I confess I don’t mind helping you. Minicius prides himself on his food.”


  Between mouthfuls Caesar managed to give Pompey a bald outline of his voyage.


  “A sou’wester at this time of year!” said the Great Man.


  “No, I don’t think I’d call it a noble wind like that. But it was enough to give me a push in the right direction. I gather the boni didn’t expect to see me so soon?”


  “Cato and Bibulus got a nasty jolt, certainly. Whereas others like Cicero seem simply to have assumed you would be well on your way as a matter of course—however, they didn’t have spies in Further Spain to keep them informed of your intentions.” Pompey scowled. “Cicero! What a poseur that man is! Do you know he had the gall to stand up in the House and refer to his banishment of Catilina as an ‘immortal glory’? Every speech he makes contains some sort of sermon on how he saved his country.”


  “I heard you were thick with him,” said Caesar, mopping up his salad oil with a piece of bread.


  “He would have it so. He’s frightened.”


  “Of what?’’ Caesar leaned back with a sigh of content.


  “The change in Publius Clodius’s status. The tribune of the plebs Herennius had the Plebeian Assembly transfer Clodius from the Patriciate to the Plebs. Now Clodius is saying he intends to run for the tribunate of the plebs and exile Cicero for good for the execution of Roman citizens without trial. It’s Clodius’s new purpose in life. And Cicero is white with fear.”


  “Well, I can understand a man like Cicero being terrified of our Clodius. Clodius is a force of nature. Not quite mad, but not quite sane either. However, Herennius is wrong to use the Plebeian Assembly. A patrician can only become a plebeian by adoption.”


  Minicius bustled in to remove the dishes, creating a pause in the conversation Caesar found welcome. Time to get down to business.


  “Is the Senate still stalled among the tax-farmers?” he asked.


  “Eternally, thanks to Cato. But as soon as Celer closes his electoral booth I’m sending my tribune of the plebs Flavius back to the Plebs with my land bill. Emasculated, thanks to that officious fool Cicero! He managed to remove any ager publicus older than the tribunate of Tiberius Gracchus from it, then said that Sulla’s veterans—the very ones who allied themselves with Catilina!—must be confirmed in their land grants, and that Volaterrae and Arretium must be allowed to keep their public lands. Most of the land for my veterans will therefore have to be purchased, and the money is to come out of the increased tributes from the East. Which gave my ex-brother-in-law Nepos a terrific idea. He suggested that all port duties and taxes be removed from the whole of Italia, and the Senate thought that was wonderful. So he got a consultum from the Senate and passed his law in the Popular Assembly.”


  “Clever!” said Caesar appreciatively. “That means the State’s income from Italia has gone down to two items only—the five percent tax on manumission of slaves and the rents from ager publicus.”


  “Makes me look good, doesn’t it? The Treasury will end in seeing not one extra sestertius from my work, between the loss of port revenues, loss of the ager publicus when it’s deeded to my veterans, and the cost of buying in extra land as well.”


  “You know, Magnus,” said Caesar, looking wry, “I am always hoping that the day comes when these brilliant men think more of their homeland than they do of getting back at their enemies. Every political move they make is aimed at some other fellow or done to protect the privileges of a very few, rather than for the sake of Rome and her domains. You’ve exerted yourself mightily to extend Rome’s reach and plump out her public purse. Whereas they extend themselves mightily to put you in your place—at poor Rome’s expense. You said in your letter that you needed me. And here I am at your service.”


  “Minicius!” Pompey bellowed.


  “Yes, Gnaeus Pompeius?” asked the innkeeper, appearing with great alacrity.


  “Fetch us writing materials.”


  “However,” said Caesar as he completed his short letter, “I think it would be better if Marcus Crassus presented my petition to stand in absentia for the consulship. I’ll send this to him by messenger.”


  “Why can’t I present your petition?” Pompey asked, annoyed that Caesar preferred to use Crassus.


  “Because I don’t want the boni to realize that we’ve come to any kind of agreement,” said Caesar patiently. “You will already have set them wondering by dashing out of the House announcing that you were off to see me on the Campus Martius. Don’t underestimate them, Magnus, please. They can tell a radish from a ruby. The bond between you and me must be kept secret for some time to, come.”


  “Yes, I do see that,” said Pompey, a little mollified. “I just don’t want you becoming more committed to Crassus than you are to me. I don’t mind if you help him with the tax-farmers and bribery laws aimed at the knights, but it’s far more important to get land for my soldiers and ratify my settlement of the East.”


  “Quite so,” said Caesar serenely. “Send Flavius to the Plebs, Magnus. It will throw dust in many pairs of eyes.”


  At which moment Balbus and Burgundus arrived. Pompey greeted the Gadetanian banker with great joy, while Caesar concentrated on a very tired looking Burgundus. His mother would say he had been inconsiderate, expecting a man as old as Burgundus to labor at an oar twelve hours a day for twelve days.


  “I’ll be off,” said Pompey.


  Caesar escorted the Great Man to the inn door. “Lie low and make it look as if you’re still fighting your own war unaided.”


  “Crassus won’t like it that you sent for me.”


  “He probably won’t even know. Was he in the House?”


  “No,” said Pompey, grinning. “He says it’s too deleterious to his health. Listening to Cato gives him a headache.”


  *


  When the Senate convened an hour after dawn on the fourth day of June, Marcus Crassus applied to speak. Gracious consent was accorded him by Lucius Afranius, who accepted Caesar’s petition to stand for the consulship in absentia.


  “It’s a very reasonable request,” said Crassus at the end of a workmanlike oration, “which this House ought to approve. Every last one of you is well aware that not the slightest hint of improper conduct in his province is attached to Gaius Caesar, and improper conduct was the cause of our consular Marcus Cicero’s law. Here is a man who did everything correctly, including solving a vexed problem Further Spain had suffered for years: Gaius Caesar brought in the best and fairest debt legislation I have ever seen, and not one individual, debtor or creditor, has complained.”


  “Surely that doesn’t surprise you, Marcus Crassus,” Bibulus drawled. “If anyone knows how to deal with debt, it’s Gaius Caesar. He probably owed money in Spain too.”


  “Then you might well have to apply to him for information, Marcus Bibulus,” said Crassus, unruffled as ever. “If you manage to get yourself elected consul, you’ll be up to your eyebrows in debt from bribing the voters.” He cleared his throat and waited for a reply; not receiving one, he continued. “I repeat, this is a very reasonable request which the House ought to approve.”


  Afranius called for other consular speakers, who all indicated that they agreed with Crassus. Not many of the incumbent praetors fancied adding anything until Metellus Nepos rose.


  “Why,” he asked, “should this House accord any favors to a notorious homosexual? Has everyone forgotten how our gorgeous Gaius Caesar lost his virginity? Face down on a couch in the palace of King Nicomedes, a royal penis stuck up his arse! Do what you like, Conscript Fathers, but if you want to grant a pansy like Gaius Caesar the privilege of becoming consul without showing his pretty face inside Rome, you may count me out! I’ll do no special favors to a man with a well-poked anus!”


  The silence was complete; no one so much as drew a breath.


  “Retract that, Quintus Nepos!” Afranius snapped.


  “Shove it up your own arse, son of Aulus!” cried Nepos, and strode out of the Curia Hostilia.


  “Scribes, you will delete Quintus Nepos’s remarks,” Afranius directed, red-faced at the insults thrown his way. “It has not escaped me that the manners and conduct of members of the Senate of Rome have undergone a marked deterioration over the years I’ve belonged to what used to be an august and respectable body. I hereby ban Quintus Nepos from attendance at meetings of the Senate while I hold the fasces. Now who else has anything to say?”


  “I do, Lucius Afranius,” said Cato.


  “Then speak, Marcus Porcius Cato.”


  It seemed to take Cato an eternity to get himself settled; he shifted, fiddled, cleared his respiratory passages with some deep-breathing exercises, smoothed his hair, adjusted his toga. Finally he opened his mouth to bark words.


  “Conscript Fathers, the state of morals in Rome is a tragedy. We, the men who stand above all others because we are members of Rome’s most senior governing body, are not fulfilling our duty as custodians of Roman morals. How many men here are guilty of adultery? How many wives of men here are guilty of adultery? How many children of men here are guilty of adultery? How many parents of men here are guilty of adultery? My great-grandfather the Censor—the best man Rome has ever produced—held absolute opinions on morality, as he did about everything. He never paid more than five thousand sesterces for a slave. He never pilfered the affections of a Roman woman, nor lay with her. After his wife Licinia died, he contented himself with the services of a slave, as is fitting for a man in his seventies. But when his own son and daughter-in-law complained that the slave had set herself up as queen of the household, he put the girl away and married again. But he would not choose a bride from among his peers, for he deemed himself too aged to be an adequate husband for a Roman noblewoman. So he married the daughter of his freedman Salonius. I am descended from that stock, and proud to say it. Cato the Censor was a moral man, an upright man, an adornment to this State. He used to love thunderstorms because his wife would cling to him in terror, and thus he could permit himself to embrace her in front of the servants and the free members of his household. Because, as we all know, a decent and moral Roman husband ought not to indulge his senses in places and at times not suited to private activities. I have modeled my own life and conduct on my great-grandfather, who when it came time to die forbade the expenditure of large sums of money on his obsequies. He went to a modest pyre and his ashes into a plain glazed jar. His tomb is even plainer, yet it sits on the side of the Via Appia always adorned with flowers brought by some admiring citizen. But what if Cato the Censor were to walk the streets of modern Rome? What would those clear eyes see? What would those perceptive ears hear? What would that formidable and lucid intellect think? I shudder to speak of it, Conscript Fathers, but I fear I must. I do not think he could bear to live in this cesspool we call Rome. Women sit in the gutters so drunk they vomit. Men lurk in alleyways to rob and murder. Children of both sexes prostitute themselves outside Venus Erucina’s. I have even seen what appeared to be respectable men lift their tunics and squat to defaecate in the street when a public latrine is in full sight! Privacy for bodily functions and modesty in conduct are deemed old-fashioned, ridiculous, laughable. Cato the Censor would weep. Then he would go home and hang himself. Oh, how often I have had to resist the temptation to do the same!”


  “Don’t, Cato, don’t resist it a moment longer!” cried Crassus.


  Cato ground on without seeming to notice. “Rome is a stew. But what else can one expect when the men sitting in this House have plundered the wives of other men, or think no more of the sanctity of their flesh than to yield unmentionable orifices to unmentionable acts? Cato the Censor would weep. And look at me, Conscript Fathers! See how I weep? How can a state be strong, how can it contemplate ruling the world, when the men who rule it are degenerate, decadent, filthy running sores? We must stop all this interest in extraneous irrelevancies like the Asian publicani and devote one whole year to weeding Rome’s moral garden!—to putting decency back as our highest priority!—to enacting laws which make it impossible for men to violate other men, for patrician delinquents to boast openly of incestuous relationships, for governors of our provinces to sexually exploit children! Women who commit adultery ought to be executed, as they were in the old days. Women who drink wine ought to be executed, as they were in the old days. Women who appear at public meetings in the Forum to barrack and shout coarse insults ought to be executed—though not as they were in the old days, because in the old days no woman would have dreamed of doing that! Women bear and mother children, they have no other use! But where are the laws we need to enforce a proper moral standard? They do not exist, Conscript Fathers! Yet if Rome is to survive they must come into existence!”


  “You’d think,” Cicero whispered to Pompey, “that he was talking to the inhabitants of Plato’s ideal Republic, not to men who have to wallow in Romulus’s shit.”


  “He’s going to filibuster until after the sun sets,” Pompey said grimly. “What utter rubbish he’s prating! Men are men and women are women. They got up to the same tricks under the first consuls that they do under Celer and Afranius today.”


  “Mind you,” roared Cato, “the present scandalous conditions are a direct result of too much exposure to eastern laxity! Since we extended our reach down Our Sea to places like Anatolia and Syria, we Romans have fallen into disgustingly dirty habits imported from those sinks of iniquity! For every cherry or orange brought back to increase our beloved homeland’s fruitfulness, there are ten thousand evils. It is a wrong act to conquer the world, and I make no bones about saying so. Let Rome continue to be what Rome always was in the old days, a contained and moral place filled with hardworking citizens who minded their own business and cared not a rush what happened in Campania or Etruria, let alone Anatolia or Syria! Every Roman then was happy and content. The change came when greedy and ambitious men lifted themselves above the level set for all men—we must control Campania, we must impose our rule on Etruria, every Italian must become Roman, and all roads must lead to Rome! The worm began to eat—enough money was no longer enough, and power was more intoxicating than wine. Look at the number of State-funded funerals we endure these days! How often in the old days did the State disburse its precious moneys to bury men well able to pay for their own funerals? How often does the State do so today? Sometimes it feels as if we endure one State funeral per nundinum! I was urban quaestor, I know how much public money is wasted on fribbles like funerals and feasts! Why should the State contribute to public banquets so that the Head Count can gorge itself on eels and oysters, take home the leftovers in a sack? I can tell you why! In order that some ambitious man can buy himself the consulship! ‘Oh, but!’ he cries. ‘Oh, but the Head Count can’t give me votes! I am a Roman patriot, I simply like to give pleasure to those who cannot afford pleasure!’ No, the Head Count can’t give him votes! But all the merchants who provide the food and drink can and do give him votes! Look at Gaius Caesar’s flowers when he was curule aedile! Not to mention sufficient refreshments to fill two hundred thousand undeserving bellies! Try to add up, if you can, the number of fish and flower vendors who owe Gaius Caesar their first vote! But it is legal, our bribery laws cannot touch him….”


  At which point Pompey got up and walked out, starting a mass exodus of senators. When the sun went down only four men remained to listen to one of Cato’s best filibusters: Bibulus, Gaius Piso, Ahenobarbus and the hapless consul with the fasces, Lucius Afranius.


  *


  Both Pompey and Crassus sent letters to Caesar on the Campus Martius, where he had taken up residence at the inn of Minicius. Very tired because—despite his massive size and strength—he was no longer young enough to row with impunity for days on end, Burgundus sat quietly in a corner of Caesar’s private parlor watching his beloved master converse softly with Balbus, who had elected to keep him company rather than enter Rome without him.


  The letters arrived carried by the same messenger, and took very little time to read. Caesar looked up at Balbus.


  “Well, it seems I am not to stand for consul in absentia,” he said calmly. “The House appeared willing to grant me the favor, but Cato talked out any possibility of a vote. Crassus is on his way to see me now. Pompeius won’t come. He thinks he’s being watched, and he’s probably right.”


  “Oh, Caesar!” Balbus’s eyes filled, but what he might have said after this was never uttered; Crassus erupted into the room breathing fire.


  “The sanctimonious, puffed-up prig! I detest Pompeius Magnus and I despise idiots like Cicero, but Cato I could kill! What a leader the rump has inherited in him! Catulus would imitate his father and suffocate from fresh plaster fumes if he knew! Who said incorruptibility and honesty are the virtues which matter most? I’d rather deal with the shiftiest, slimiest usurer in the world than piss in Cato’s general direction! He’s a bigger upstart than any New Man who ever strolled down the Via Flaminia sucking a straw! Mentula! Verpa! Cunnus! Pah!”


  To all of this Caesar listened fascinated, a delighted smile spreading from ear to ear. “My dear Marcus, I never thought I’d have to say it to you, but calm down! Why suffer a stroke over the likes of Cato? He won’t win, for all his much-extolled integrity.”


  “Caesar, he’s already won! You can’t be consul in the New Year now, and what’s going to happen to Rome? If she doesn’t get a consul strong enough to squash slugs like Cato and Bibulus, I despair! There won’t be any Rome! And how am I going to protect my standing with the Eighteen if you’re not senior consul?”


  “It’s all right, Marcus, truly. I’ll be senior consul in the New Year, even if I’m saddled with Bibulus for my colleague.”


  The rage vanished; Crassus stared at Caesar slack-jawed. “You mean you’ll give up your triumph?” he squawked.


  “Certainly I will.” Caesar turned in his chair. “Burgundus, it’s time you saw Cardixa and your sons. Go to the Domus Publica and stay there. Give my mother two messages: that I’ll be home tomorrow evening, and pack up my toga Candida and send it to me here tonight. At dawn tomorrow I’ll cross the pomerium into Rome.”


  “Caesar, it’s too great a sacrifice!” moaned Crassus, on the verge of tears.


  “Nonsense! What sacrifice? I’ll have more triumphs—I do not intend to go to a tame province after my consulship, I assure you. You ought to know me by now, Marcus. If I went ahead and triumphed on the Ides, what sort of show would it be? Anything but worthy of me. There’s some pretty stiff competition in Magnus, who took two days to parade. No, when I triumph, it will be at my leisure and without parallel. I am Gaius Julius Caesar, not Metellus Little Goat Creticus. Rome must talk about my parade for generations. I will never consent to being an also-ran.”


  “I don’t believe I’m hearing this! To give up your triumph? Gaius, Gaius, that’s the height of a man’s glory! Look at me! All my life a triumph has eluded me, and it’s the one thing I want before I die!”


  “Then we’ll have to make sure you triumph. Cheer up, Marcus, do. Sit down and drink a beaker of Minicius’s best wine, then let’s have some supper. Rowing twelve hours a day for twelve days gives a man a huge appetite, I’ve found.”


  “I could kill Cato!” said Crassus as he seated himself.


  “As I keep saying to largely deaf ears, death is no fitting punishment, even for Cato. Death cheats one of the best victory, which is to spare one’s enemies the sight of defeat. I love to pit myself against the Catos and Bibuluses. They’ll never win.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  “Simple,” said Caesar, surprised. “They don’t want to win as badly as I do.”


  The rage was gone, but Crassus had not yet managed to put on his normal impassive mien when he said, a little uncomfortably, “I have something less important to tell you, but perhaps you’ll not see it in that light.”


  “Oh?”


  Whereupon Crassus actually quailed. “Later will do. Here we’ve been talking as if your friend over there doesn’t exist.”


  “Ye gods! Balbus, forgive me!” cried Caesar. “Come here and meet a plutocrat more bloated by far than you. Lucius Cornelius Balbus Major, this is Marcus Licinius Crassus.”


  And that, thought Caesar, is a handshake between equals if ever I saw one. I don’t know what pleasure they get out of making money, but between them they could probably buy and sell the whole of the Iberian Peninsula. And how delighted they are finally to meet. Not so odd that they haven’t met before. Crassus’s days in Spain were finished while Balbus was still unknown there. And this is Balbus’s first trip to Rome, where I very much hope he will take up residence.


  The three men made a merry meal, for it seemed that once the imperturbable one was catapulted out of his imperturbability he found it difficult to regain that state of mind. Not until the dishes were removed and the lamps trimmed did Crassus refer again to his other news for Caesar.


  “I have to tell you, Gaius, but you won’t like it,” he said.


  “Like what?’’


  “Nepos made a short speech in the House about your petition.”


  “Not in my favor.”


  “Anything but.” Crassus stopped.


  “What did he say? Come, Marcus, it can’t be that bad!”


  “Worse.”


  “Then you’d best tell me.”


  “He said he wouldn’t grant any kind of favor to a notorious homosexual like you. That was the polite bit. You know Nepos, very salty indeed. The rest was extremely graphic and concerned King Nicomedes of Bithynia.” Crassus stopped again, but when Caesar said nothing he hurried on. “Afranius ordered the scribes to strike the statement from the records, and forbade Nepos to attend any more meetings of the Senate if he’s holding the fasces. He handled the situation quite well, really.”


  Of course Caesar wasn’t staring at either Crassus or Balbus, and the light was dim. He didn’t move, there was no look on his face to cause alarm. Yet why did the temperature of the room seem suddenly so much colder?


  The pause wasn’t long enough to qualify as a silence before Caesar said, voice normal, “That was foolish of Nepos. He’d do the boni more good in the House than barred from it. He must be in on all the boni councils—and very thick with Bibulus. I’ve been waiting years for that canard to be remembered. Bibulus made much of it almost half a lifetime ago, then it seemed to die.” His smile flashed, but there was no amusement in it. “My friends, I predict this is going to be a very dirty election.”


  “It didn’t sit well with the House,” said Crassus. “You could have heard a moth land on a toga. Nepos must have realized he’d harmed himself more than he’d managed to harm you, because when Afranius pronounced sentence he said something equally rude to Afranius—the old ‘son of Aulus’ jibe—and walked out.”


  “I’m disappointed in Nepos, I thought he had more finesse.”


  “Or perhaps he’s cherishing a tendency that way himself,” rumbled Crassus. “It was very funny at the time, but thinking about how he used to carry on during meetings of the Plebs when he was a tribune, he always made much of fluttering his eyelashes and blowing kisses at hulking lumps like Thermus.”


  “All of which,” said Caesar, rising to his feet as Crassus did, “is beside the point. Nepos has eroded my dignitas. That means I’ll have to erode Nepos.”


  When he returned to the parlor after ushering Crassus out, he found Balbus wiping away tears.


  “Grief over something as trite as Nepos?’’ he asked.


  “I know your pride, so I know how it hurts.”


  “Yes,” said Caesar, sighing, “it does hurt, Balbus, though I’d not admit that to any Roman of my own class. One thing were it true, but it isn’t. And in Rome an accusation of homosexuality is very damaging. Dignitas suffers.”


  “I think Rome is wrong,” Balbus said gently.


  “So do I, as a matter of fact. But it’s irrelevant. What matters is the mos maiorum, our centuries of traditions and customs. For whatever reason—and I do not know the reason—homosexuality is not approved of. Never was approved of. Why do you think there was such resistance in Rome to things Greek two hundred years ago?”


  “But it must be here in Rome too.”


  ’’ Wagonloads of it, Balbus, and not only among those who don’t belong to the Senate. It was said of Scipio Africanus by Cato the Censor, and it was certainly true of Sulla. Never mind, never mind! If life were easy, how bored we’d be!”


  *


  Senior consul and electoral officer, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Celer had set up his booth in the lower Forum fairly close to the urban praetor’s tribunal, and there presided to consider the many applications put to him by those desirous of standing for election as praetor or consul. His duties also embraced the other two sets of elections, held later in Quinctilis, which had provided the excuse for Cato to bring the closing date for curule men forward. That way, said Cato, the electoral officer could devote the proper care and consideration to his curule candidates before he needed to cope with the People and the Plebs.


  The man putting himself up as a candidate for any magistracy donned the toga Candida, a garment of blinding whiteness achieved by long days of bleaching in the sun and a final rubbing with chalk. In his train went all his clients and friends, the more important the better. Those of poor memory employed a nomenclator, whose duty it was to whisper the name of every man he met in the candidate’s permanently cocked ear—more awkward these days, as nomenclatores had been officially outlawed.


  The clever candidate mustered his last ounce of patience and prepared himself to listen to anyone and everyone who wanted to talk to him, no matter how long-winded or prolix. If he happened to find a mother and babe, he smiled at the mother and kissed the babe—no votes there, of course, but she might well persuade her husband to vote for him. He laughed loudly when it was called for, he wept copiously at tales of woe, he looked grave and serious when grave and serious subjects were broached; but he never looked bored or uninterested, and he made sure he didn’t say the wrong thing to the wrong person. He shook so many hands that he had to soak his own right hand in cold water every evening. He persuaded his friends famous for their oratory to mount the rostra or Castor’s platform and address the Forum frequenters about what a superb fellow he was, what a pillar of the establishment he was, how many generations of imagines crowded out his atrium—and what a dismal, reprehensible, dishonest, corrupt, unpatriotic, vile, sodomizing, faeces-eating, child-molesting, incestuous, bestial, depraved, fish-fancying, idle, gluttonous, alcoholic lot his opponents were. He promised everything to everybody, no matter how impossible it would prove to deliver those promises.


  Many were the laws Rome had put on her tablets to constrain him: he wasn’t supposed to hire that necessary nomenclator, he couldn’t give gladiatorial shows, he was forbidden to entertain all save his most intimate friends and relatives, he couldn’t hand out presents—and he certainly couldn’t pay out bribe money. So what had happened was that some of the prohibited items (the nomenclator, for example) were winked at, and the ones like gladiatorial shows and banquets had gone by the board, the money they would have cost channeled instead into cash bribery.


  The interesting thing about a Roman was that if he consented to be bought, he stayed bought. There was honor in it, and a man known to have reneged on a bribe was shunned. Hardly anyone below the level of a knight of the Eighteen was impervious to bribes, which provided a handy little sum of much-needed cash. The chief beneficiaries were men of the First Class below the level of the Eighteen senior Centuries, and to a lesser extent the men of the Second Class. The Third, Fourth and Fifth Classes were not worth the expenditure, as they were rarely called upon to vote in the centuriate elections. A man who carried every Century had no real need to bribe the Second Class, so heavily weighted were the Centuries in favor of First Class voters—who were also the richest, as the Centuries were classified on the basis of financial means.


  Tribal elections were more difficult to influence by bribes, but not impossible. No candidate for aedile or tribune of the plebs bothered bribing the members of the four vast urban tribes; he concentrated instead on rural tribes having few members inside Rome at polling time.


  How much a man offered was up to him. It might be a thousand sesterces to each of two thousand voters, or fifty thousand to each of forty voters owning sufficient clout to influence hordes of other men. Clients were obliged to vote for their patrons, but a gift of cash helped there too. A total outlay of two million sesterces was the sum an extremely rich man might contemplate spending, if that; some elections were equally famous for stingy bribers, and spoken of scathingly by those who expected to be bribed.


  The bribes were mostly distributed before polling day, though most candidates who had outlaid vast sums to bribe made sure they had scrutineers as close to the baskets as possible to check what a voter had inscribed on his little tablet. And the danger lay in bribing the wrong person; Cato was famous for rounding up a good number of men to take bribes and then using them to testify in the Bribery Court. This was not dishonorable, as the bribed man would indeed vote the proper way, but then feel no pangs about giving evidence at a prosecution because he had been recruited to do just that before he took the money. For which reason most of the men prosecuted for electoral bribery had succeeded in being elected, from Publius Sulla and Autronius to Murena. Court time was not prone to be wasted on failures.


  Normally there were anything up to ten consular candidates, with six or seven the usual number, and at least half of them from the Famous Families. The electorate usually had a fairly rich and varied choice. But in the year Caesar stood for consul Fortune favored Bibulus and the boni. Most of the praetors in Caesar’s year had been prorogued in their provinces, so were not in Rome to contest an election so heavily weighted in one man’s direction: every political Roman knew Caesar couldn’t lose. And that fact reduced the chances of everyone else. Only one man other than Caesar could become consul, and he would be the junior consul at that. Caesar was certain to come in at the top of the poll, which would make him senior consul. Therefore many men aspiring to be consul decided not to run in Caesar’s year. A defeat was damaging.


  In consequence, the boni decided to stake everything on one man, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, and went round persuading all the potential candidates of old or noble family not to run against Bibulus. He had to be the junior consul! As junior consul, he would be in a position to make Caesar’s life as senior consul a very difficult and frustrating one.


  The result was that there were only four candidates, only two of whom came from noble families—Caesar and Bibulus. The two other candidates were both New Men, and of those two, only one stood any chance at all—Lucius Lucceius, a famous court advocate and loyal adherent of Pompey’s. Naturally Lucceius would bribe, having Pompey’s wealth behind him as well as a considerable fortune of his own. The amount of money tendered as bribes gave Lucceius a chance, but it was an outside one only. Bibulus was a Calpurnius, he had the boni behind him, and he too would undoubtedly bribe.


  *


  Caesar crossed the pomerium into Rome as dawn was breaking.


  Accompanied only by Balbus, he walked down the Via Lata to the Hill of the Bankers, entered the city through the Fontinalis Gate, and came down to the Forum with the Lautumiae prison on his right hand and the Basilica Porcia to his left. He caught Metellus Celer neatly, for the curule electoral officer was seated at his booth and staring raptly at an eagle perched on Castor’s roof, oblivious to any traffic from the direction of the prison.


  “An interesting omen,” Caesar said.


  Celer gasped, choked, swept all his papers into a heap and bounded to his feet. “You’re too late, I’m closed!” he cried.


  “Come now, Celer, that unconstitutional you dare not be. I am here to declare my candidacy for the consulship by the Nones of June. Today you are open, the Senate has decreed it. When I arrived before you, you were seated for business. You will therefore accept my candidacy. No impediment exists.”


  Suddenly the lower Forum was crowded; all of Caesar’s clients were there, and one man so important Celer knew he didn’t dare close his booth. Marcus Crassus strode up to Caesar and ranged himself alongside the brilliantly white left shoulder.


  “Is there any trouble, Caesar?” he growled.


  “None that I know of. Well, Quintus Celer?”


  “You haven’t tendered your province’s accounts.”


  “I have, Quintus Celer. They arrived at the Treasury yesterday morning, with instructions to review them immediately. Do you wish to stroll across to Saturn’s with me now and find out if there are any discrepancies?’’


  “I accept your candidacy for the consulship,” Celer said, and leaned forward. “You fool!” he snarled. “You’ve abandoned your triumph, and for what? You’ll have Bibulus to tie you hand and foot, so much I swear! You should have waited until next year.”


  “By next year there wouldn’t be a Rome if Bibulus were let ride rampant. No, that is not the correct phrase. If Bibulus were to do nothing and forbid everything. Yes, that’s better.”


  “He’ll forbid everything with you as his senior!”


  “A flea may try.”


  Caesar turned away, threw an arm about Crassus’s shoulder and walked into the midst of an ecstatic but weeping throng, as upset by the loss of Caesar’s triumph as it was overjoyed at his appearance inside the city.


  For a moment Celer watched this emotional reception, then gestured curtly to his attendants. “This booth is closed,” he said, and got to his feet. “Lictors, the house of Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus—and be quick for once!”


  It being, the Nones and no meeting of the Senate scheduled, Bibulus was at home when Celer arrived.


  “Guess who just declared himself a candidate?” he said through his teeth as he burst into Bibulus’s study.


  The bony, bald-looking face confronting him went even paler, something opinion said would be impossible. “You’re joking!”


  “I am not joking,” Celer said, throwing himself into a chair with a disagreeable glance at the occupant of the important chair, Metellus Scipio. Why did it have to be that gloomy mentula here? “Caesar crossed the pomerium and laid down his imperium.”


  “But he was to triumph!”


  “I told you,” said Metellus Scipio, “that he’d win. And do you know why he wins all the time? Because he doesn’t stop to count the cost. He doesn’t think like us. None of us would have given up a triumph when the consulship is there every year.”


  “The man’s mad” from a scowling Celer.


  “Very mad or very sane, I’m never sure which,” Bibulus said, and clapped his hands. When a servant appeared he issued orders: “Send for Marcus Cato, Gaius Piso and Lucius Ahenobarbus.”


  “A council of war?’’ asked Metellus Scipio, sighing as if at the prospect of another lost cause.


  “Yes, yes! Though I’m warning you, Scipio, not one single word about Caesar’s always winning! We don’t need a prophet of doom in our midst, and when it comes to prophesying doom you’re in Cassandra’s league.”


  “Tiresias, thank you!” said Metellus Scipio stiffly. “I am not a woman!”


  “Well, he was for a while,” giggled Celer. “Blind too! Been seeing any copulating snakes lately, Scipio?”


  *


  By the time Caesar entered the Domus Publica it was after noon. Everything possible had slowed his progress, so many people had flocked to the Forum to detain him, and he had Balbus to think of; Balbus had to be accorded every distinguished attention, introduced to every prominent man Caesar encountered.


  Then it took a little time to install Balbus in one of the guest suites upstairs, and more time to greet his mother, his daughter, the Vestals. But finally not long before dinner he was able to shut the door of his study on the world and commune with himself.


  The triumph was a thing of the past; he wasted no thought whatsoever upon it. More important by far was to decide what to do next—and to divine what the boni would do next. Celer’s swift departure from the Forum had not escaped him, which meant no doubt that the boni were even now engaged upon a council of war.


  A great pity about Celer and Nepos. They had been excellent allies. But why had they gone to the trouble of antagonizing him so mortally? Pompey was their avowed target, nor did they have any real evidence that Caesar once consul intended to be Pompey’s puppet. Admittedly he had always spoken up for Pompey in the House, but they had never been intimate, nor were they related by blood. Pompey hadn’t offered Caesar a legateship while he was conquering the East; no state of amicitia existed between them. Had the Brothers Metelli been obliged to take on all the enemies of the boni as the price of admission to the ranks? Highly unlikely, given the clout the Brothers Metelli owned. No need for them to woo the boni. The boni would have come crawling.


  Most puzzling was that absolutely scurrilous attack of Nepos’s in the House; it indicated colossal rancor, a very personal feud. Over what? Had they loathed him two years ago when they collaborated with him so splendidly? Definitely not. Caesar was no Pompey, he was not subject to the kind of insecurities which led Pompey to fret about whether people esteemed or despised him; his common sense informed him now that two years ago the feud had not existed. Then why had the Brothers Metelli turned on him to rend him? Why? Mucia Tertia? Yes, by all the Gods, Mucia Tertia! What had she said to her uterine brothers to justify her conduct during Pompey’s absence? Yielding her noble body to the likes of Titus Labienus would not have endeared her to the two most influential Caecilii Metelli left alive, yet they had not only forgiven her, they had championed her against Pompey. Had she blamed Caesar, whom she had known since she married Young Marius twenty-six years before? Had she told them Caesar was her true seducer? The rumor had to have started somewhere. What better source than Mucia Tertia?


  Very well then, the Brothers Metelli were now obdurate foes. Bibulus, Cato, Gaius Piso, Ahenobarbus and a multitude of lesser boni like Marcus Favonius and Munatius Rufus would do anything short of murder to bring him down. Which left Cicero. The world was amply provided with men who could never make up their minds, flirted with this group, flattered that group, and ended in having no allies, few friends. Such was Cicero. Whereabouts Cicero stood at the moment was anybody’s guess; in all probability Cicero himself didn’t know. One moment he adored his dearest Pompey, the next moment he hated everything Pompey was or stood for. What chance did that leave Caesar, who was friendly with Crassus? Yes, Caesar, abandon all hope of Cicero….


  The sensible thing was to form a political alliance with Lucius Lucceius. Caesar knew him well because they had done a great deal of court duty together, most of it with Caesar on the bench. A brilliant advocate, a splendid orator, and a clever man who deserved to ennoble himself and his family. Lucceius and Pompey could afford to bribe, no doubt would bribe. But would it answer? The more Caesar thought about that, the less confident he felt. If only the Great Man had supporters in the Senate and the Eighteen! The trouble was that he did not, particularly in the Senate, an amazing state of affairs that could be directly attributed to his old contempt for the Law and Rome’s unwritten constitution. He had rubbed the Senate’s nose in its own excrement in order to force it to allow him to run for consul without ever having been a senator. And they hadn’t forgotten, any of the Conscript Fathers who had belonged to the Senate in those days. Days not so distant, really. A mere decade. Pompey’s only loyal senatorial adherents were fellow Picentines like Petreius, Afranius, Gabinius, Lollius, Labienus, Lucceius, Herennius, and they just didn’t matter. They couldn’t summon a backbencher vote among them if the backbencher was not a Picentine. Money could buy some votes, but the logistics of distributing enough of it to enough voters would defeat Pompey and Lucceius if the boni also decided to bribe.


  Therefore the boni would be bribing. Oh yes, definitely. And with Cato condoning the bribery, there was no chance of its being discovered unless Caesar himself adopted Cato’s tactics. Which he wouldn’t do. Not from principles, simply from lack of time and lack of knowledge of whom to approach to act as an informer. To Cato it was a perfected art; he’d been doing it for years. So gird your loins, Caesar, you are going to have Bibulus as your junior colleague, love it or loathe it….


  What else might they do? Manage to deny next year’s consuls access to provinces afterward. They might well succeed. At the moment the two Gauls were the consular provinces, due to unrest in the further province among the Allobroges, the Aedui and the Sequani. The Gauls were usually worked in tandem, with Italian Gaul serving as a recruiting and supply base for Gaul-across-the-Alps, the one governor fighting, the other maintaining strengths. This year’s consuls, Celer and Afranius, had been given the Gauls for next year, Celer to do the fighting across the Alps, Afranius backing him up from this side of the Alps. How easy it would be to prorogue them for a year or two. The pattern had been set already, as most of the present governors of provinces were in their second or even third year of tenure.


  Provided the Allobroges had genuinely quietened down—and everyone seemed to think they had—then the strife in Further Gaul was intertribal rather than aimed in Rome’s direction. Over a year earlier the Aedui had complained bitterly to the Senate that the Sequani and the Arverni were making inroads into Aedui territory; the Senate had not listened. Now it was the turn of the Sequani to complain. They had formed an alliance with a German tribe from across the Rhenus, the Suebi, and given King Ariovistus of the Suebi a third of their land. Unfortunately Ariovistus had not thought one third enough. He wanted two thirds. Then the Helvetii began to emerge out of the Alps looking for new homes in the Rhodanus Valley. None of which really interested Caesar, who was happy to let Celer have the responsibility for sorting out the shambles several powerful warring tribes of Gauls could create.


  Caesar wanted Afranius’s province, Italian Gaul. He knew where he was going: into Noricum, Moesia, Dacia, the lands around the river Danubius, all the way to the Euxine Sea. His conquests would link Italy to Pompey’s conquests in Asia, and the fabulous riches of that enormous river would belong to Rome, give Rome a land route to Asia and the Caucasus. If old King Mithridates had thought he could do it moving from east to west, why not Caesar working from west to east?


  The consular provinces were still allocated by the Senate according to a law brought in by Gaius Gracchus; it stipulated that the provinces to be given to the next year’s consuls must be decided before the next year’s consuls had been elected. In that way, the candidates for the next year’s consulships knew which provinces they would be going to in advance.


  Caesar deemed it an excellent law, designed as it was to prevent men’s plotting to secure the province of their choice after they became consul and had consular powers. Under the present circumstances it was best to know as soon as possible which province would be his. If things didn’t go the way he wanted them to go—if the consuls for next year were denied provinces, for example—then the law of Gaius Gracchus gave him at least seventeen months to maneuver, to think and plan how to end with the province he wanted. Italian Gaul, he must get Italian Gaul! Interesting that Afranius might prove to be a worse stumbling block than Metellus Celer. Would Pompey be willing to take a promised prize off Afranius in order to reward a helpful senior consul in Caesar?


  During his time governing Further Spain, Caesar’s thinking had changed a little. The actual experience of governing had been enlightening. So had the chance to be away from Rome herself. At that distance much fell into place that had eluded him until then, and other ideas underwent modification. His goals were unchanged: he would not only be the First Man in Rome, but the greatest of all Rome’s First Men.


  However, he could now see that these goals were impossible to attain in the old, simple way. Men like Scipio Africanus and Gaius Marius had stepped with one stunning, giant stride from the consulship into a military command of such magnitude that it gave them the title, the clout, the enduring fame. Cato the Censor had broken Scipio Africanus after Scipio had become the undeniable First Man in Rome, and Gaius Marius had broken himself after his mind eroded thanks to those strokes. Neither man had been obliged to deal with an organized and massive opposition like the boni. The presence of the boni had radically altered the situation.


  Caesar now understood that he couldn’t get there alone, that he needed allies more powerful than the men of a faction created by himself for himself. His faction was coming along nicely, and it contained men like Balbus, Publius Vatinius (whose wealth and wit made him immensely valuable), the great Roman banker Gaius Oppius, Lucius Piso since Piso had saved him from the moneylenders, Aulus Gabinius, Gaius Octavius (the husband of his niece and an enormously wealthy man as well as a praetor).


  He needed Marcus Licinius Crassus, for one. How extraordinary that his luck had thrown Crassus into his waiting arms; the tax-farming contracts constituted a development no one could have predicted. If as senior consul he solved matters for Crassus, he knew that ever after all the man’s connections would be his.


  But he also needed Pompey the Great. I need the man, I need Pompeius Magnus. But how am I going to bind him to me after I’ve secured his land and ratified his settlement of the East? He’s neither a true Roman nor grateful by nature. Somehow, without subjecting myself to his rule, I have to keep him on my side!


  *


  At which point his mother invaded his privacy.


  “Your timing is exactly right,” he said, smiling at her and rising to assist her into a chair, a compliment he rarely paid her. “Mater, I know where I’m going.”


  “That doesn’t surprise me, Caesar. To the stars.”


  “If not to the stars, certainly to the ends of the earth.”


  She frowned. “No doubt you’ve been told what Metellus Nepos said in the House?”


  “Crassus, actually. Looking very upset.”


  “Well, it had to bubble to the surface again sooner or later. How will you deal with it?”


  His turn to frown. “I’m not quite sure. Though I am very glad I wasn’t there to hear him—I might have killed him, which wouldn’t have been beneficial to my career at all. Ought I, for instance, to blow him lots of kisses and shift the suspicion from my shoulders to his? Crassus thinks him inclined that way.”


  “No,” she said firmly. “Ignore it and him. There are more feminine corpses—well, metaphorically speaking!—strewn in your wake than there were behind Adonis. You have intrigued with no man, nor have your enemies been able to pluck a man’s name out of the air for all their trying. They can do no better than poor old King Nicomedes. It remains the only allegation very nearly twenty-five years later. Time alone renders it thin, Caesar, if you consider it coolly. I realize that your temper is wearing down, but I beg you to hold it in whenever this subject arises. Ignore, ignore, ignore.”


  “Yes, you’re right.” He sighed. “Sulla used to say that no man ever had a harder road to the consulship nor a harder time of it when he finally was consul. But I fear I might eclipse him.”


  “That’s good! He stood above all the rest, and he still does.”


  “Pompeius would hate to be hated the way men hate Sulla, but on thinking about it, Mater, I would rather be hated than sink into obscurity. One never knows what the future will bring. All one can do is be prepared for the worst.”


  “And act,” said Aurelia.


  “Always that. Is dinner ready? I’m still replacing whatever it was I used up rowing.”


  “I came to tell you dinner was ready, actually.” She got up. “I like your Balbus. A terrific aristocrat, am I right?”


  “Like me, he can trace his ancestry back a thousand years. Punic. His real name is astonishing—Kinahu Hadasht Byblos.”


  “Three names? Yes, he’s a nobleman.”


  They walked out into the corridor and turned toward the door of the dining room.


  “No troubles among the Vestals?” he asked.


  “None at all.”


  “And my little blackbird?”


  “Blooming.”


  At which moment Julia came from the direction of the stairs, and Caesar had the tranquillity of mind to see her properly. Oh, she had grown up so much in his absence! So beautiful! Or was that judgement a father’s natural prejudice?


  It really wasn’t. Julia had inherited Caesar’s bones, which he had inherited from Aurelia. She was still so fair that her skin shone transparent and her rich crop of hair had almost no color, a combination which endowed her with an exquisite fragility reflected in huge blue eyes set in faint violet shadows. As tall as the average man, her body was perhaps too slender and her breasts too small for masculine taste, but distance now showed her father that she did have her own allure, and would ravish many men. Would I have wanted her, had I not been her sire? I’m not sure about wanting, but I think I would have loved her. She is a true Julia, she will make her men happy.


  “You’ll be seventeen in January,” he said, having put her chair opposite his own, and Aurelia’s opposite Balbus, who occupied the locus consularis on their couch. “How’s Brutus?”


  She answered with complete composure, though her face, he noted, did not light up at mention of her betrothed’s name. “He’s well, tata.”


  “Making a name for himself in the Forum?”


  “More in publishing circles. His epitomes are prized.” She smiled. “Actually I think he likes business best, so it’s a shame his rank will be senatorial.”


  “With Marcus Crassus as an example? The Senate won’t restrict him if he’s shrewd.”


  “He’s shrewd.” Julia drew a deep breath. “He would do much better in public life if only his mother left him alone.”


  Caesar’s smile held no trace of anger. “I agree with you wholeheartedly, daughter. I keep telling her not to make a rabbit of him, but, alas, Servilia is Servilia.”


  The name caught Aurelia’s attention. “I knew there was something else I had to tell you, Caesar. Servilia wishes to see you.”


  But it was Brutus he saw first; he arrived to visit Julia just as the four of them came out of the dining room.


  Oh, dear! Time certainly hadn’t improved poor Brutus. As hangdog as ever, he shook Caesar’s hand limply and looked everywhere but into Caesar’s eyes, a characteristic which had always irritated Caesar, who deemed it shifty. That awful acne actually seemed worse, though at twenty-three it should surely have been starting to clear up. If he hadn’t been so dark the stubble spread untidily over his cheeks and chin and jawline might not have looked so villainous; no wonder he preferred to scribble rather than orate. Were it not for all that money and an impeccable family tree, who could ever have taken him seriously?


  He was, however, obviously as deeply in love with Julia as he had been years ago. Kind, gentle, faithful, affectionate. His eyes as they rested on her were filled with warmth, and he held her hand as if it might break. No need to worry that her virtue had ever been subjected to siege! Brutus would wait until they were married. In fact, it occurred to Caesar now that Brutus would wait until they were married—that he had had no sort of sexual experience at all. In which case marriage might do much for him in all sorts of ways, including the skin and the spirit. Poor, poor Brutus. Fortune had not been kind to him when she gave him that harpy Servilia as mother. A reflection which led him to wonder how Julia would cope with Servilia as her mother-in-law. Would his daughter be another the harpy rended tooth and claw, cowed into perpetual obedience?


  *


  He met his harpy the next day toward evening in his rooms on the Vicus Patricii. Forty-five years old, though she didn’t look it. The voluptuous figure hadn’t spread, nor the wonderful breasts sagged; in fact, she looked magnificent.


  Expecting a frenzy, instead she offered him a slow and erotic languorousness he found irresistible, a tangled web of the senses she wove in tortuous patterns which reduced him to a helpless ecstasy. When he had first known her, he had been able to sustain an erection for hours without succumbing to orgasm, but she had, he admitted, finally beaten him. The longer he knew her, the less able he was to resist her sexual spell. Which meant that his only defense was to conceal these facts from her. Never yield vital information to Servilia! She would chew on it until she sucked it dry.


  “I hear that since you crossed the pomerium and declared your candidacy, the boni have declared an all-out war,” she said as they lay together in the bath.


  “You surely didn’t expect anything else?”


  “No, of course not. But the death of Catulus has released a brake. Bibulus and Cato are a terrible combination in that they have two assets they can now use without fear of criticism or disapproval—one is the ability to rationalize any atrocious action into virtue, and the other is a complete lack of foresight. Catulus was a vile man because he had a smallness of nature his father never had—that came of owning a Domitia for mother. His father’s mother was a Popillia, much better stock. Yet Catulus did have some idea of what being a Roman nobleman is, and he could upon occasion see the outcome of certain boni tactics. So I warn you, Caesar, his death is a disaster for you.”


  “Magnus said something like that about Catulus too. I’m not asking for guidance, Servilia, but I am interested in your opinion. What would you have me do to counter the boni?”


  “I think the time has come to admit that you can’t win without some very strong allies, Caesar. Until now it’s been a lone battle. From now it must be battle united with other forces. Your camp has been too small. Enlarge it.”


  “With what? Or perhaps that ought to be, with whom?”


  “Marcus Crassus needs you to salvage his clout among the publicani, and Atticus is not fool enough to glue himself to Cicero blindly. He has a soft spot for Cicero, but a softer spot by far for his commercial activities. Money he doesn’t need, but power he craves. Lucky perhaps that political power has never intrigued him, otherwise you’d have some competition. Gaius Oppius is the greatest of all Roman bankers. You already have Balbus, the greatest banker of them all, in your camp. Entice Oppius to your side as well. Brutus is definitely yours, thanks to Julia.”


  She lay with those gorgeous breasts floating gently on the surface of the water, her thick black hair pulled up in unplanned loops to keep it dry, and those big black eyes staring into the layers of her own mind, absolutely inward.


  “And what about Pompeius Magnus?” he asked idly.


  She stiffened; the eyes suddenly focused on him, “No, Caesar, no! Not the Picentine butcher! He doesn’t understand how Rome works, he never did and he never will. There’s a mine of natural ability there, a massive force for good or ill. But he isn’t a Roman! Were he a Roman, he would never have done what he did to the Senate before he became consul. He has no subtle streak, no inner conviction of invincibility. Pompeius thinks rules and laws were meant to be broken for his personal benefit. Yet he hungers for approval and he is perpetually torn by conflicting desires. He wants to be the First Man in Rome for the rest of his life, but he really has no idea of the right way to do that.”


  “It’s true that he didn’t handle his divorce of Mucia Tertia very wisely.”


  “That,” she said, “I put down to Mucia Tertia. One forgets who she is. Scaevola’s daughter, Crassus Orator’s loved niece. Only a Picentine oaf like Pompeius would have locked her up in a fortress two hundred miles from Rome for years on end. So when she cuckolded him, she did it with a peasant like Labienus. She would much rather have had you.”


  “That I’ve always known.’*


  “So too her brothers. That’s why they believed her.”


  “Ah! I thought as much.”


  “However, Scaurus suits her well enough.”


  “So you think I should stay away from Pompeius.”


  “A thousand times, yes! He can’t play the game because he doesn’t know the rules.”


  “Sulla controlled him.”


  “And he controlled Sulla. Never forget that, Caesar.”


  “You’re right, he did. Still and all, Sulla needed him.’’


  “More fool Sulla,” said Servilia scornfully.


  *


  When Lucius Flavius took Pompey’s land bill back to the Plebs any chance of its passing died. Celer was there in the Comitia to torment and harangue; so bitter was the confrontation with poor Flavius that he ended in invoking his right to conduct business unobstructed, and hied Celer off to the Lautumiae. From his cell Celer convoked a meeting of the Senate; then when Flavius barred its door with his own body, Celer ordered the wall pulled down and personally supervised its demolition. Nothing prevented his leaving the cell, the Lautumiae being what it was, but the senior consul preferred to show Lucius Flavius up by ostentatiously conducting his consular and senatorial business from that cell. Frustrated and very angry, Pompey had no choice other than to call his tribune of the plebs to order. With the result that Flavius authorized Celer’s release, and went no more to meetings of the Plebeian Assembly. The land bill was impossible to promulgate.


  In the meantime canvassing for the curule elections proceeded at a hectic pace, public interest stimulated enormously by the return of Caesar. Somehow when Caesar wasn’t in Rome everything tended to be boring, whereas the presence of Caesar guaranteed that fur would fly. Young Curio was up on the rostra or Castor’s platform every time one or the other became vacant, and seemed to have decided to replace Metellus Nepos as Caesar’s most personal critic (Nepos had departed for Further Spain). The tale of King Nicomedes was retold with many witty embellishments—though, said Cicero to Pompey in complete exasperation, “It’s young Curio I’d call effeminate. He was certainly Catilina’s cub, if not something more to Catilina than that.”


  “I thought he belonged to Publius Clodius?” asked Pompey, who always found it difficult to keep track of the intricacies involved in political and social alliances.


  Cicero could not suppress a shiver at mention of that name. “He belongs to himself first,” he said.


  “Are you doing your best to help Lucceius’s candidacy?”


  “Naturally!” Cicero said haughtily.


  As indeed he was, though not without constant awkward chance encounters during escort duty in the Forum.


  Thanks to Terentia, Publius Clodius had become a very bitter and dangerous enemy. Why was it that women made life so hard? If she had only left him alone, Cicero might have avoided testifying against Clodius when his trial for sacrilege finally came on a twelvemonth ago. For Clodius announced that at the time of the Bona Dea he had been in Interamna, and produced some respectable witnesses to confirm this. But Terentia knew better.


  “He came around to see you on the day of the Bona Dea,” she said sternly, “to tell you that he was going to western Sicily as quaestor, and wanted to do well. It was the day of Bona Dea, I know it was! You told me he’d come to ask for a few tips.”


  “My dear, you’re mistaken!” Cicero had managed to gasp. “The provinces weren’t even assigned until three months after that!”


  “Rubbish, Cicero! You know as well as I do that the lots are fixed. Clodius knew where he was going! It’s that trollop Clodia, isn’t it? You won’t testify because of her.”


  “I won’t testify because I have an instinct that this is one sleeping beast I ought not to arouse, Terentia. Clodius has never cared overmuch for me since I helped to defend Fabia thirteen years ago! I disliked him then. I now find him detestable. But he’s old enough to be in the Senate, and he’s a patrician Claudius. His senior brother Appius is a great friend of mine and Nigidius Figulus’s. Amicitia must be preserved.”


  “You’re having an affair with his sister Clodia, and that’s why you refuse to do your duty,” said Terentia, looking mulish.


  “I am not having an affair with Clodia! She’s disgracing herself with that poet fellow, Catullus.”


  “Women,” said Terentia with awful logic, “are not like men, husband. They don’t have just so many arrows in their quivers to shoot. They can lie on their backs and accept an arsenal.”


  Cicero gave in and testified, thereby breaking Clodius’s alibi. And though Fulvia’s money bought the jury (which acquitted him by thirty-one to twenty-five votes), Clodius had neither forgiven nor forgotten. Added to which, when Clodius immediately afterward assumed his seat in the Senate and tried to be witty at Cicero’s expense, Cicero’s unruly tongue had covered him in glory and Clodius in ridicule—yet one more grudge Clodius harbored.


  At the beginning of this year the tribune of the plebs Gaius Herennius—a Picentine, so was he acting on Pompey’s orders?—had begun to make moves to have Clodius’s status changed from patrician to plebeian through the medium of a special act in the Plebeian Assembly. Clodia’s husband, Metellus Celer, had looked on in some amusement, and done nothing to countermand it. Now Clodius was heard everywhere saying that the moment Celer opened the booth for elections in the Plebs, he would be applying to stand as a tribune of the plebs. And that once he was in office he would see Cicero prosecuted for executing Roman citizens without a trial.


  Cicero was terrified, and not ashamed to say so to Atticus, whom he begged to use his influence with Clodia and have her call her little brother off. Atticus had refused, saying simply that no one could control Publius Clodius when he was in the mood for one of his revenges. Cicero was his choice of the moment.


  Despite all of which, those chance encounters happened. If a consular candidate was not allowed to give gladiatorial games in his own name and with his own money, there was nothing to stop someone else’s giving a grand show in the Forum in honor of the candidate’s tata or avus, provided that tata or avus was also an ancestor or relation of the games giver. Therefore none other than Metellus Celer the senior consul was giving gladiatorial games in honor of a mutual ancestor of his and Bibulus’s.


  Clodius and Cicero were both escorting Lucceius as he moved through the lower Forum canvassing mightily, and found themselves thrown together by movements among those immediately surrounding Caesar, canvassing nearby. And since there was nothing else for it than to put on a good face and behave nicely to each other, Cicero and Clodius proceeded to do so.


  “I hear you gave gladiatorial games after you returned from Sicily,” said Clodius to Cicero, his rather bewitching dark face transformed by a big smile, “is that right, Marcus Tullius?”


  “Yes, as a matter of fact I did,” Cicero said brightly.


  “And did you reserve places on the special seating for your Sicilian clients?”


  “Er—no,” said Cicero, flushing; how to explain that they had been extremely modest games and the seating not adequate for his Roman clients?


  “Well, I intend to seat my Sicilian clients. The only trouble is that my brother-in-law Celer isn’t co-operating.”


  “Then why not apply to your sister Clodia? She must have plenty of seats at her disposal, surely. She’s the consul’s wife.”


  “Clodia?” Her brother reared up, his voice becoming loud enough to attract the attention of those in the vicinity who were not already listening to these two avowed enemies being terribly nice to each other. “Clodia? She wouldn’t give me an inch!”


  Cicero giggled. “Well, why should she give you an inch when I hear that you give her six of your inches regularly?’’


  Oh, he’d done it this time! Why was his tongue such a traitor? The whole lower Forum suddenly lay down on the ground in helpless paroxysms of laughter, Caesar leading, while Clodius stood turned to stone and Cicero succumbed to the deliciousness of his own wit even in the midst of a bowel-watering panic.


  “You’ll pay for that!” Clodius whispered, gathered what he could of dignity about him and stalked off with Fulvia on his arm, her face a study in rage.


  “Yes!” she shrieked. “You’ll pay for that, Cicero! I’ll make a rattle out of your tongue one day!”


  An unbearable humiliation for Clodius, who was to find that June was not his lucky month. When his brother-in-law Celer threw open his booth to plebeian candidates and Clodius lodged his name as a candidate for the tribunate of the plebs, Celer refused him.


  “You’re a patrician, Publius Clodius.”


  “I am not a patrician!” said Clodius, hands clenched into fists. “Gaius Herennius procured a special enactment in the Plebs removing my patrician status.”


  “Gaius Herennius wouldn’t know the law if he fell over it,” Celer said coolly. “How can the Plebs strip you of patrician status? It isn’t the prerogative of the Plebs to say anything about the Patriciate. Now go away, Clodius, you’re wasting my time. If you want to be a plebeian, do it the proper way—get yourself adopted by a plebeian.”


  Off went Clodius, fuming. Oh, that list was growing! Now Celer had earned a prominent place on it.


  But revenge could wait. First he had to find a plebeian willing to adopt him, if that was the only way to do it.


  He asked Mark Antony to be his father, but all Antony did was roar with laughter. “I don’t need the million I’d have to charge you, Clodius, not now I’m married to Fadia and her tata has an Antonian grandchild on the way.”


  Curio looked offended. “Rubbish, Clodius! If you think I’m going to go around calling you my son, you’ve got another think coming! I’d look sillier than I’m making Caesar look.”


  “Why are you making Caesar look silly?” Clodius asked, curiosity aroused. “I’d much rather the Clodius Club supported him to the last member.”


  “I’m bored,” Curio said curtly, “and I’d really like to see him lose his temper—they say it’s awesome.”


  Nor was Decimus Brutus about to oblige. “My mother would kill me if my father didn’t,” he said. “Sorry, Clodius.”


  And even Poplicola baulked. “Have you calling me tata! No, Clodius, no!”


  Which of course was why Clodius had preferred to pay Herennius some of Fulvia’s limitless supply of money to procure that act. He hadn’t fancied being adopted; it was too ridiculous.


  Then Fulvia became inspired. “Stop looking among your peers for help,” she said. “Memories in the Forum are long, and they all know it. They won’t do something that might see them laughed at later on. So find a fool.”


  Well, there were any number of those available! Clodius sat down to think, and found the ideal face swimming in front of his gaze. Publius Fonteius! Dying to get into the Clodius Club but constantly rebuffed. Rich, yes; deserving, no. Nineteen years old, no paterfamilias to hamper him, and clever as a bit of wood.


  “Oh, Publius Clodius, what an honor!” breathed Fonteius when approached. “Yes, please!”


  “Of course you understand that I can’t acknowledge you as my paterfamilias, which means that as soon as the adoption is over you’ll have to release me from your authority. It’s very important to me that I keep my own name, you see.”


  “Of course, of course! I’ll do whatever you want.”


  Off went Clodius to see Caesar Pontifex Maximus.


  “I’ve found someone willing to adopt me into the Plebs,” he announced without preamble, “so I need the permission of the priests and augurs to procure a lex Curiata. Can you get it for me?”


  The handsome face considerably above Clodius’s own did not change its mildly enquiring expression, nor was there a shadow of doubt or disapproval in the pale, dark-ringed, piercing eyes. The humorous mouth didn’t twitch. Yet for a long moment Caesar said nothing. Finally, “Yes, Publius Clodius, I can get it for you, but not in time for this year’s elections, I’m afraid.”


  Clodius went white. “Why not? It’s simple enough!”


  “Have you forgotten that your brother-in-law Celer is an augur? He did refuse your application to stand for the tribunate.”


  “Oh.”


  “Be of good cheer, it will happen eventually. The matter can wait until he goes to his province.”


  “But I wanted to be tribune of the plebs this year!”


  “I appreciate that. However, it isn’t possible.” Caesar paused. “There is a fee, Clodius,” he added gently.


  “What?” Clodius asked warily.


  “Persuade young Curio to stop prating about me.”


  Clodius stuck his hand out immediately. “Done!” he said.


  “Excellent!”


  “Are you sure there’s nothing else you want, Caesar?”


  “Only gratitude, Clodius. I think you’ll make a splendid tribune of the plebs because you’re enough of a villain to be aware of the power in Law.” And Caesar turned away with a smile.


  Naturally Fulvia was waiting nearby.


  “Not until Celer goes to his province,” Clodius said to her.


  She put her arms about his waist and kissed him lasciviously, scandalizing several bystanders. “He’s right,” she said. “I do like Caesar, Publius Clodius! He always reminds me of a wild beast pretending to be tamed. What a demagogue he’d make!”


  Clodius experienced a twinge of jealousy. “Forget Caesar, woman!” he snarled. “Remember me, the man you’re married to? I am the one who’ll be the great demagogue!”


  *


  On the Kalends of Quinctilis, nine days before the curule elections, Metellus Celer called the Senate into session to debate the allocation of the consular provinces.


  “Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus has a statement to make,” he said to a crowded House, “so I will give him the floor.”


  Surrounded by boni, Bibulus rose looking as majestic and noble as his diminutive size allowed. “Thank you, senior consul. My esteemed colleagues of the Senate of Rome, I want to tell you a story concerning my good friend the knight Publius Servilius, who is not of the patrician branch of that great family, but shares the ancestry of the noble Publius Servilius Vatia Isauricus. Now Publius Servilius has the four-hundred-thousand-sesterces census, yet relies entirely for this income upon a rather small vineyard in the Ager Falernus. A vineyard, Conscript Fathers, which is so famous for the quality of the wine it produces that Publius Servilius lays it down for years before selling it for a fabulous price to buyers from all over the world. It is said that both King Tigranes and King Mithridates bought it, while King Phraates of the Parthians still does. Perhaps King Tigranes still does too, given that Gnaeus Pompeius mistakenly called Magnus took it upon his own authority to absolve that royal personage of his transgressions—in Rome’s name!—and even let him keep the bulk of his income.”


  Bibulus paused to gaze about. The senators were very quiet, and no one on the back tier was napping. Catullus was right—tell them a story and they’d all stay awake to listen like children to a nursery maid. Caesar sat as always very straight on his seat, face wearing a look of studious interest, a trick he did better than anyone else, telling those who saw him that secretly he was absolutely bored, but too well mannered to let it show.


  “Very good, we have Publius Servilius the respected knight in possession of one small yet extremely valuable vineyard. Yesterday able to qualify for the four-hundred-thousand-sesterces census of a full knight. Today a poor man. But how can that possibly be? How can a man so suddenly lose his income? Was Publius Servilius in debt? No, not at all. Did he die? No, not at all. Was there a war in Campania nobody told us about? No, not at all, A fire, then? No, not at all. A slave uprising? No, not at all. Perhaps a neglectful vigneron? No, not at all.”


  He had them now, except for Caesar. Bibulus lifted himself upon his toes and raised his voice.


  “I can tell you how my friend Publius Servilius lost his sole income, my fellow senators! The answer lies in a large herd of cattle which were being driven from Lucania to—oh, what is that noisome place on the Adriatic coast at the top of the Via Flaminia? Licenum? Ficenum? Pic… Pic… It’s coming, it’s coming! Picenum! Yes, that’s it, Picenum! The cattle were being driven from the vast estates Gnaeus Pompeius mistakenly called Magnus inherited from the Lucilii to the even vaster estates he inherited from his father, the Butcher, in Picenum. Now cattle are useless creatures, really, unless one is in the armaments business or makes shoes and book buckets for a living. No one eats them! No one drinks their milk or makes cheese from it, though I do believe the northern barbarians of Gaul and Germania make something called butter from it, which they smear with equal liberality upon their coarse dark bread and their squeaky wagon axles. Well, they don’t know any better, and they live in lands too chill and inclement to nurture our beautiful olive. But we in this warm and fertile peninsula grow the olive as well as the vine, the two best gifts the Gods gave to men. Why should anyone need to keep cattle in Italy, let alone to drive them hundreds of miles from one pasture to another? Only an armaments king or a cobbler! Which one do you suppose Gnaeus Pompeius mistakenly called Magnus is? Does he make war or shoes? Then again, perhaps he makes war and military boots! He could be both armaments king and cobbler!”


  How fascinating, thought Caesar, maintaining that look of studious interest. Is it me he’s after, or is it Magnus? Or is he killing two birds with the same stone? How utterly miserable the Great Man appears! If he could do it without being noticed, he’d get up right now and leave. But somehow this doesn’t sound like our Bibulus. I wonder who’s writing his speeches these days?


  “The enormous herd of cattle blundered on into Campania, tended by a few scallywag shepherds, if those who escort cattle can be termed shepherds,” said Bibulus in a storytelling manner. “As you all know, Conscript Fathers, every municipium in Italy has its special routes and trails reserved for the movement of livestock from one place to another. Even the forests have trails demarcated for livestock—for moving pigs to the acorns in oak woods during winter—for moving the sheep from high to low grazing as the seasons change—and most of all for driving beasts to the greatest market in Italy, the yards of the Vallis Camenarum outside the Servian Walls of Rome. These routes and trails and tracks are public land, and livestock using them are not allowed to stray onto privately owned lands to destroy privately owned grass, or crops, or… vines.’’


  The pause was very long. “Unfortunately,” said Bibulus with a doleful sigh, “the scallywag shepherds who tended the herd of cattle didn’t quite know whereabouts the proper trail was—though, I add, it is always a good mile wide! The cattle found succulent vines to eat. Yes, my dear friends, those vile and useless beasts belonging to Gnaeus Pompeius mistakenly called Magnus invaded the precious vineyard belonging to Publius Servilius. What they did not eat, they trampled into the ground. And, in case you are not aware of the habits and characteristics of cattle, I will now tell you one more fact about them: their saliva kills foliage, or else, if the plants are young, prevents regrowth for as long as two years. But the vines of Publius Servilius were very, very old. So they died. And my friend the knight Publius Servilius is a broken man. I even find it in me to weep for King Phraates of the Parthians, who will never again drink that noble wine.”


  Oh, Bibulus, can you possibly be going where I think you are going? asked Caesar silently, his face and posture unchanged.


  “Naturally Publius Servilius complained to the men who manage the vast holdings and possessions of Gnaeus Pompeius mistakenly called Magnus,” Bibulus went on with a sob, “only to be told that there was no possibility of compensation being paid for the loss of the world’s finest vineyard. Because—because, Conscript Fathers, the route along which those cattle were being driven had last been surveyed so long before that the boundary markers had vanished! The scallywag shepherds hadn’t erred, because they had no idea where they were supposed to be! Surely not in a vineyard, I hear you say. Quite so. But how easily can any of this be proven in a court of law or before the urban praetor’s tribunal? Does anyone in each municipium even know where the maps are showing the routes and tracks and trails reserved for traveling livestock? And what of the fact that about thirty years ago Rome absorbed the whole of peninsular Italy into her own domains, giving in exchange the full citizenship? Does that make it Rome’s duty to delineate the stock routes and trails and tracks from one end of Italy to the other? I think it does!”


  Cato was leaning forward like a hound on a leash, Gaius Piso had succumbed to silent laughter, Ahenobarbus was snarling; the boni were obviously preparing for a victory.


  “Senior consul, members of this House, I am a peaceful man who has acquitted himself faithfully of his military duty. I have no desire in my prime to march off to a province and make war on hapless barbarians to enrich my own coffers far more than Rome’s. But I am a patriot. If the Senate and People of Rome say I must take up provincial duty after my consulship is over—for I will be consul!—then I will obey. But let it be a truly useful duty! Let it be a quiet and self-effacing duty! Let it be memorable not for the number of floats which roll along in a triumphal parade, but for a desperately needed job finally well done! I ask that this House apportion to next year’s consuls exactly one year of proconsular duty afterward, surveying and properly demarcating the public routes, trails and paths for Italy’s traveling livestock. I cannot restore Publius Servilius’s murdered vines to him, nor hope to heal his rage. But if I can persuade all of you to see that there can be more to proconsular duty than making war in foreign parts, then in some small way I will have made a kind of reparation to my friend the knight Publius Servilius.”


  Bibulus stopped, but did not sit down, apparently thinking of something to add. “I have never asked this body for much during my years as a senator. Grant me this one boon and I will never ask for anything more. You have the word of a Calpurnius Bibulus.”


  The applause was enthusiastic and widespread; Caesar too applauded heartily, but not for Bibulus’s proposal. It had been beautifully done. Far more effective than declining a province in advance. Take on a dolorous, thankless task voluntarily and make anyone who objects look small.


  Pompey continued to sit unhappily while many men gazed on him and wondered that so wealthy and powerful a man could have treated poor Publius Servilius the knight so atrociously; it was Lucius Lucceius who answered Bibulus very strongly and loudly, protesting at anything so ridiculous as a task better suited to professional surveyors contracted out by the censors. Others spoke, but always in praise of Bibulus’s proposal.


  “Gaius Julius Caesar, you’re a highly favored candidate for these elections,” said Celer sweetly. “Do you have anything to add before I call for a division?’’


  “Not a thing, Quintus Caecilius,” said Caesar, smiling.


  Which rather took the wind out of the boni sails. But the motion to assign Italy’s woodland and pasture trails and paths to next year’s consuls passed overwhelmingly. Even Caesar voted for it, apparently perfectly content. What was he up to? Why hadn’t he come roaring out of his cage?


  “Magnus, don’t look so down in the mouth,” said Caesar to Pompey, who had remained in the House after the mass exodus.


  “No one ever told me about this Publius Servilius!” he cried. “Just wait until I get my hands on my stewards!”


  “Magnus, Magnus, don’t be ridiculous! There is no Publius Servilius! Bibulus made him up.”


  Pompey stopped short, eyes as round as his face. “Made him up?” he squeaked. “Oh, that settles it! I’ll kill the cunnus!”


  “You’ll do no such thing,” said Caesar. “Stroll home with me and drink a cup of better wine than Publius Servilius ever made. Remind me to send a pamphlet to King Phraates of the Parthians, would you? I think he’ll love the wine I make. It might be a less wearing way to make money than governing Rome’s provinces—or surveying her traveling stock routes.”


  This lighthearted attitude did much to mend Pompey’s spirits; he laughed, cuffed Caesar on the arm and strolled as bidden.


  “Time we had a talk,” said Caesar, dispensing refreshments.


  “I confess I’ve wondered when we were going to get together.”


  “The Domus Publica is a sumptuous residence, Magnus, but it does have some disadvantages. Everyone sees it—and who goes in and out. The same thing happens at your place, you’re so famous there are always tourists and spies lurking.” A sly smile lit Caesar’s eyes. “So famous are you, in fact, that when I was going to see Marcus Crassus the other day, I noticed whole stalls in the markets selling little busts of you. Are you getting a good royalty? These miniature Pompeiuses were being snapped up faster than the vendors could put them out.”


  “Really?” asked Pompey, eyes sparkling. “Well, well! I’ll have to look. Fancy that! Little busts of me?”


  “Little busts of you.”


  “Who was buying them?”


  “Young girls, mostly,” Caesar said gravely. “Oh, there were quite a few older customers of both sexes, but in the main they were young girls.”


  “An old fellow like me?”


  “Magnus, you’re a hero. The mere mention of your name makes every feminine heart beat faster. Besides,” he added, grinning, “they’re not great works of art. Someone’s made a mold and pops out plaster Pompeii as rapidly as a bitch pops pups. He’s got a team of painters who slap some color on your skin and drench your hair with gaudy yellow, then put in two big blue eyes—you are not quite as you actually look.”


  Give Pompey his due, he could also laugh at himself once he understood that he was being teased without malice. So he leaned back in his chair and laughed until he cried because he knew he could afford to. Caesar didn’t lie. Therefore those busts were selling. He was a hero, and half of Rome’s adolescent female population was in love with him.


  “You see what you miss by not visiting Marcus Crassus?”


  That sobered Pompey. He eased upright, looked grim. “I can’t stand the man!”


  “Who says you have to like each other?’’


  “Who says I have to ally myself with him?”


  “I do, Magnus.”


  “Ah!” Down went the beautiful goblet Caesar had given him, up came two very shrewd blue eyes to stare into Caesar’s paler and less comforting orbs. “Can’t you and I do it alone?”


  “Possibly, but not probably. This city, country, place, idea—call it what you will—is foundering because it’s run by a timocracy dedicated to depressing the aims and ambitions of any man who wants to stand higher than the rest. In some ways that’s admirable, but in other ways it’s fatal. As it will be to Rome unless something is done. There ought to be room for outstanding men to do what they do best, as well as for many other men who are less gifted but nonetheless have something to offer in terms of public duty. Mediocrities can’t govern, that’s the problem. If they could govern, they’d see that putting all their strength into the kind of ludicrous exercise Celer and Bibulus ran in the Senate today accomplishes nothing. Here am I, Magnus, a very gifted and capable man, deprived of the chance to make Rome more than she already is. I am to become a surveyor tramping up and down the peninsula watching teams of men use their gromae to mark out the routes where traveling stock can legally eat with one end and shit with the other. And why am I to become a minor official doing a much-needed job which could be done, as Lucceius said, more efficiently by men contracted at the censors’ booth? Because, Magnus, like you I dream of greater things and know I have the ability to carry them through.”


  “Jealousy. Envy.”


  “Is it? Perhaps some is jealousy, but it’s more complicated than that. People don’t like being outclassed, and that includes people whose birth and status should render them immune. Who and what are Bibulus and Cato? The one is an aristocrat whom Fortune made too small in every way, and the other is a rigid, intolerant hypocrite who prosecutes men for electoral bribery but approves of electoral bribery when it meets his own needs. Ahenobarbus is a wild boar, and Gaius Piso a totally corrupt bumbler. Celer is infinitely more gifted, yet falls down in that same area—he would rather channel his energies into trying to bring you crashing than forget personal differences and think of Rome.”


  “Are you trying to say that they genuinely can’t see their inadequacies? That they really believe themselves as capable as us? That conceited they couldn’t be!”


  “Why not? Magnus, a man has only one instrument whereby to measure intelligence—his own mind. So he measures everyone by the greatest intellect he knows of. His own. When you sweep Our Sea clear of pirates in the space of one short summer, all you’re actually doing is showing him that it can be done. Ergo, he too could have done it. But you didn’t let him. You denied him the opportunity. You forced him to stand by and watch you do it by enacting a special law. The fact that all he’s been doing for years is talk is beside the point. You showed him it can be done. If he admits he couldn’t do it the way you did, then he’s telling himself he’s worthless, and that he won’t do. It isn’t pure conceit. It’s a built-in blindness coupled to misgivings he dare not acknowledge. I call him the revenge of the Gods on men who are genuinely superior.”


  But Pompey was growing restless. Though he was quite capable of assimilating abstract concepts, he just didn’t find the exercise a useful one.


  “All well and good, Caesar, but it doesn’t get us anywhere to speculate. Why do we have to bring Crassus in?”


  A logical and practical question. A pity then that in asking it Pompey rejected an offer of what might have become a deep and enduring friendship. What Caesar had been doing was reaching out to him, one superior sort of man to another. A pity then that Pompey was not the right superior man. His talents and interests lay elsewhere. Caesar’s impulse died.


  “We have to bring Crassus in because neither you nor I has anything like his clout among the Eighteen,” Caesar said patiently, “nor do we know one-thousandth the number of lesser knights Crassus does. Yes, both of us know many knights, senior and junior, so don’t bother to say it. But we’re not in Crassus’s league! He’s a force to be reckoned with, Magnus. I know you’re probably far richer than he is, but you didn’t make your money the way he does to this day. He’s an entirely commercial creature, he can’t help it. Everyone owes Crassus a favor. That is why we need him! At heart all Romans are businessmen. If they’re not, why did Rome rise to dominate the world?”


  “Because of her soldiers and her generals,” Pompey said instantly—and defensively.


  “Yes, that too. Which is where you and I come in. However, war is a temporary condition. Wars can also be more pointless and more costly to a country than any number of bad business ventures. Think of how much richer Rome would be today if she hadn’t had to fight a series of civil wars for the last thirty years. It took your conquest of the East to put Rome back on her financial feet. But the conquering is done. From now on it’s business as usual. Your contribution to Rome in relation to the East is finished. Whereas Crassus’s is only just beginning. That’s where his power comes from. What conquests win, commerce keeps. You win empires for Crassus to preserve and Romanize.”


  “All right, you’ve convinced me,” said Pompey, picking up his goblet. “Let’s say the three of us unite, form a triumvirate. What exactly will that do?’’


  “It endows us with the clout to defeat the boni because it gives us the numbers we need to enact laws in the Assemblies. We won’t get approval from the Senate, basically a body designed to be dominated by ultraconservatives. The Assemblies are the tools of change. What you have to understand is that the boni have learned since Gabinius and Manilius legislated your special commands, Magnus. Look at Manilius. We’ll never get him home, so he stands as an example to would-be tribunes of the plebs of what can happen when a tribune of the plebs defies the boni too much. Celer broke Lucius Flavius, which is why your land bill went down—not to defeat in a vote, it never even got that far. It died because Celer broke you and Flavius. You tried the old way. But these days the boni can’t be bluffed. From now on, Magnus, brute strength is all-important. Three of us have to be better than two of us, simply because three are stronger than two. We can all do things for each other if we’re united, and with me as senior consul we have the most powerful legislator the Republic owns. Don’t underestimate consular power just because consuls don’t usually legislate. I intend to be a legislating consul, and I have a very good man for my tribune of the plebs—Publius Vatinius.”


  Eyes fixed on Pompey’s face, Caesar paused to assess the effect of his argument. Yes, it was sinking in. Pompey was no fool, for all his need to be loved.


  “Consider how long you and Crassus have been struggling to no avail. Has Crassus managed after almost a year of trying to get the Asian tax-farming contracts amended? No. Have you after a year and a half got your settlement of the East ratified or land for your veterans? No. Each of you has tried with all your individual power and strength to move the boni mountain, and each of you has failed. United, you might have succeeded. But Pompeius Magnus, Marcus Crassus and Gaius Caesar united can move the world.”


  “I admit you’re right,” Pompey said gruffly. “It has always amazed me how clearly you see, Caesar, even back in the days when I thought Philippus would be the one to get me what I wanted. He didn’t. You did. Are you a politician, a mathematician, or a magician?”


  “My best quality is common sense,” laughed Caesar.


  “Then we approach Crassus.”


  “No, I approach Crassus,” Caesar said gently. “After the drubbing both of us took in the House today, it won’t come as any surprise that we’re drowning our sorrows together at this moment. We’re not known as natural allies, so let’s keep it that way. Marcus Crassus and I have been friends for years, it will look logical that I form an alliance with him. Nor will the boni be terribly alarmed at that prospect. It’s three of us can win. From now until the end of the year your participation in our triumvirate—I like that word!—is a secret known only among the three of us. Let the boni think they’ve won.”


  “I hope I can keep my temper when I have to mix with Crassus all the time,” sighed Pompey.


  “But you don’t actually have to mix with him at all, Magnus. That’s the beauty of three. I’m there to go between, I’m the link which obviates the need for you and Crassus to see each other much. You’re not colleagues in the consulship, you’re privati.”


  “All right, we know what I want. We know what Crassus wants. But what do you want out of this triumvirate, Caesar?”


  “I want Italian Gaul and Illyricum.”


  “Afranius knows today that he’s prorogued.”


  “He won’t be prorogued, Magnus. That has to be understood.”


  “He’s my client.”


  “Playing second lead to Celer.”


  Pompey frowned. “Italian Gaul and Illyricum for one year?’’


  “Oh, no. For five years.”


  The vivid blue eyes suddenly looked away; the basking lion felt the sun go behind a cloud. “What are you after?”


  “A great command, Magnus. Do you grudge it to me?”


  What Pompey knew of Caesar went under lightning assessment: some story about winning a battle near Tralles years ago—a Civic Crown for bravery—a good but peaceful quaestorship—a brilliant campaign in northwestern Iberia just finished, but nothing really out of the common way. Where was he going? Into the Danubius Basin, presumably. Dacia? Moesia? The lands of the Roxolani? Yes, that would be a great campaign, but not like the conquest of the East. Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus had done battle with formidable kings, not barbarians in war paint and tattoos. Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus had been on the march at the head of armies since the age of twenty-two. Where was the danger? There couldn’t be any.


  The chill rolled off the lion’s fur; Pompey smiled broadly. “No, Caesar, I don’t grudge it to you at all. I wish you luck.”


  *


  Past the stalls displaying those crude busts of Pompey the Great went Gaius Julius Caesar, into the Macellum Cuppedenis, up the five flights of narrow stairs to see Marcus Crassus, who had not been in the Senate this day, rarely bothered to attend. His pride was injured, his dilemma unsolved. Financial ruin was never a consideration, but here he was with all that clout and utterly unable to deliver what was actually a trifle. His position as the brightest and biggest star in Rome’s business firmament was in jeopardy, his reputation in ruins. Every day important knights came asking him why he hadn’t managed to have the tax-farming contracts amended, and every day he had to try to explain that a small group of men were leading the Senate of Rome like a bull with a ring through its nose. Ye gods, he was supposed to be the bull! And more than dignitas was dwindling; many of the knights now suspected he was up to something, that he was deliberately stalling renegotiation of those wretched contracts. And his hair was falling out like a cat’s in spring!


  “Don’t come near me!” he growled to Caesar.


  “Whyever not?” asked Caesar, grinning as he sat down on the corner of the Crassus desk.


  “I have the mange.”


  “You’re depressed. Well, cheer up, I have good news.”


  “Too many people here, but I’m too tired to move.”


  He opened his mouth and bellowed at the crowded room: “Go home, the lot of you! Go on, go home! I won’t even dock your pay, so go, go!”


  They went, fleeing delightedly; Crassus insisted everyone put in every moment of the daylight hours, and they were lengthening into summer, still a long way off. Of course every eighth day was a holiday, so were the Saturnalia, the Compitalia and the major games, but not with pay. You didn’t work, Crassus didn’t pay you.


  “You and I,” said Caesar, “are going into partnership.”


  “It won’t answer,” said Crassus, shaking his head.


  “It will if we’re a triumvirate.”


  The big shoulders tensed, though the face remained impassive. “Not with Magnus!”


  “Yes, with Magnus.”


  “I won’t, and that’s that.”


  “Then say goodbye to the work of years, Marcus. Unless you and I form an alliance with Pompeius Magnus, your reputation as patron of the First Class is utterly destroyed.”


  “Rubbish! Once you’re consul you’ll succeed in having the Asian contracts reduced.”


  “Today, my friend, I received my province. Bibulus and I are to survey and demarcate the traveling livestock routes of Italy.”


  Crassus gaped. “That’s worse than not getting a province! It’s laughingstock material! A Julian—and a Calpurnian for that matter!—forced to do the work of minor officials?”


  “I note you said Calpurnian. So you think it will be Bibulus too. But yes, he’s even willing to diminish his dignitas just to foil me. It was his idea, Marcus, and doesn’t that tell you how serious the situation is? The boni will lie down to be slaughtered if that means I’m slaughtered too. Not to mention you and Magnus. We’re taller than the field of poppies, it’s Tarquinius Superbus all over again.”


  “Then you’re right. We form an alliance with Magnus.”


  And it was as simple as that. No need to delve into the realm of philosophy when dealing with Crassus. Just shove facts under his nose and he’d come round. He even began to look happy about the projected triumvirate when he realized that, as both he and Pompey were privati, he wouldn’t have to make any public appearances hand in hand with the man he detested most in all of Rome. With Caesar acting as go-between, the decencies would be preserved and the three-way partnership would work.


  “I’d better start canvassing for Lucceius,” said Crassus as Caesar removed himself from his perch.


  “Don’t spend too much, Marcus, that horse won’t gallop. Magnus has been bribing heavily for two months, but after Afranius no one will look at his men. Magnus isn’t a politician, he never makes the right moves at the right time. Labienius ought to have been where he put Flavius, and Lucceius ought to have been his first attempt to secure a tame consul.” A cheerful pat for Crassus’s naked pate, and Caesar was off. “It will be Bibulus and I for sure.”


  A prediction the Centuries confirmed five days before the Ides of Quinctilis: Caesar swept into the senior consulship by carrying literally every Century; Bibulus had to wait much longer, as the contest for the junior post was a close one. The praetors were disappointing for the triumvirs, though they could be sure of the support of Saturninus’s nephew after the trial of Gaius Rabirius, and none other than Quintus Fufius Calenus was making overtures, as his debts were beginning to embarrass him badly. The new College of Tribunes of the Plebs was a difficulty, for Metellus Scipio had decided to stand, which gave the boni no less than four staunch allies—Metellus Scipio, Quintus Ancharius, Gnaeus Domitius Calvinus and Gaius Fannius. On the brighter side, the triumvirs definitely had Publius Vatinius and Gaius Alfius Flavus. Two good strong tribunes of the plebs would be enough.


  *


  There then occurred the long and exasperating wait for the New Year, not helped by the fact that Pompey had to lie low while Cato and Bibulus strutted, promising everyone who was prepared to listen that Caesar would get nothing done. Their opposition had become public knowledge through every Class of citizen, though few below the First Class understood exactly what was happening. Distant political thunder rumbled, was all.


  Unruffled, it seemed, Caesar attended the House on all meeting days as senior consul-elect to give his opinion about very little; otherwise his time was devoted almost exclusively to drafting a new land bill for Pompey’s veterans. In November he could see no reason why it should be a secret any longer—let the rump wonder what he and Pompey were to each other, it was time to apply a small amount of pressure. So in December he sent Balbus to see Cicero, his purpose to enlist Cicero’s support for the land bill. If apprising Cicero what was in the wind didn’t send the news far and wide, nothing would.


  Uncle Mamercus died, a personal sorrow for Caesar and the cause of a vacancy in the College of Pontifices.


  “Which,” said Caesar to Crassus after the funeral, “can be of some use to us. I hear Lentulus Spinther desperately wants to be a pontifex.”


  “And might become one if he’s prepared to be a good boy?”


  “Precisely. He’s got clout, he’ll be consul sooner or later, and Nearer Spain lacks a governor. I hear he’s smarting that he didn’t get a province after his praetorship, so we might be able to help him into Nearer Spain on New Year’s Day. Especially if he’s a pontifex by then.”


  “How will you do it, Caesar? There’s a big list of hopefuls.”


  “Rig the lots, of course. I’m surprised you asked. This is where being a triumvirate comes in very handy. Cornelia, Fabia, Velina, Clustumina, Teretina—five tribes already without moving out of our own ranks. Of course Spinther will have to wait until after the land bill is passed before he can go to his province, but I don’t think he’ll object to that. The poor fellow is still playing second leads, the boni sniff with contempt because they’re riding for a fall. It doesn’t pay to overlook important men you might need. But they’ve overlooked Spinther, more fool they.”


  “I saw Celer in the Forum yesterday,” said Crassus, huffing contentedly, “and I thought he looked shockingly ill.”


  That provoked a laugh from Caesar. “It’s not physical, Marcus. His little Nola of a wife has opened every gate she owns as wide as she can for Catullus, the poet fellow from Verona. He, by the way, seems to be flirting with the boni. I have it on good evidence that he invented the story of Publius Servilius’s vineyard for Bibulus. That makes sense, Bibulus being permanently fused to the cobbles of the city of Rome. It takes a rustic to know all about cattle and vines.”


  “So Clodia’s in love at last.”


  “Badly enough to worry Celer!”


  “He’d do best to terminate Pomptinus and go to his province early. For a Military Man, Pomptinus hasn’t acquitted himself very well in Further Gaul.”


  “Unfortunately Celer loves his wife, Marcus, so he doesn’t want to go to his province at all.”


  “They deserve each other” was Crassus’s verdict.


  2


  If anyone thought it significant that Caesar chose to ask Pompey to act as his augur during the night watch at the auguraculum on the Capitol before New Year’s Day dawned, no one was publicly heard to comment. From the middle dark hour until the first light pearled the eastern sky, Caesar and Pompey in their scarlet-and-purple-striped togas stood together but back to back, eyes fixed upon the heavens. Caesar’s luck that the New Year was four months in front of the seasonal year, for it meant that the shooting stars in the constellation Perseus were still tracing their dribbling sparkles down the black vault; of omens and auspices there were many, including a flash of lightning in a cloud off to the left. By rights Bibulus and his augural helper ought to have been present too, but even in that Bibulus took care to demonstrate that he would not co-operate with Caesar. Instead he took the auspices at his home—quite correct, yet not usual.


  After which the senior consul and his friend repaired to their respective houses, there to don the day’s garments. For Pompey, triumphal regalia, this now being permitted him on all festive occasions rather than merely at the games; for Caesar, a newly woven and very white toga praetexta, its border not Tyrian purple but the same ordinary purple it had been in the early days of the Republic, when the Julii had been as prominent as they now were again five hundred years later. For Pompey it had to be a gold senatorial ring, but for Caesar the ring was iron, as it had been for the Julii in the old days. He wore his crown of oak leaves, and the scarlet-and-purple-striped tunic of the Pontifex Maximus.


  No pleasure in walking up the Clivus Capitolinus side by side with Bibulus, who never stopped muttering under his breath that Caesar would get nothing done, that if he died for it he would see Caesar’s consulship a milestone for inactivity and mundanity. No pleasure either in having to seat himself on his ivory chair with Bibulus alongside while the crowd of senators and knights, family and friends hailed them and praised them. Caesar’s luck that his flawless white bull went consenting to the sacrifice, while Bibulus’s bull fell clumsily, tried to get to its feet and splattered the junior consul’s toga with blood. A bad omen.


  In the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus afterward it was Caesar as senior consul who called the Senate into session, Caesar as senior consul who fixed the feriae Latinae, and Caesar as senior consul who cast the lots for the praetors’ provinces. No surprise perhaps that Lentulus Spinther received Nearer Spain.


  “There are some other changes,” the senior consul said in his normal deep voice, as the cella where the statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus stood (facing to the east) was acoustically good enough for any kind of voice to carry. “This year I will return to the custom practised at the beginning of the Republic, and order my lictors to follow me rather than precede me during the months when I do not possess the fasces.”


  A murmur of approval went up, transformed into a gasp of shocked disapproval when Bibulus said, snarling, “Do what you want, Caesar, I don’t care! Just don’t expect me to reciprocate!”


  “I don’t, Marcus Calpurnius!” laughed Caesar, thus throwing the discourtesy of Bibulus’s use of his cognomen into prominence.


  “Anything else?” Bibulus asked, hating his lack of height.


  “Not directly concerning you, Marcus Calpurnius. I have had a very long career in this House, both Senate and service to Jupiter Optimus Maximus, in whose house this House is meeting at this very moment. As flamen Dialis I joined it in my sixteenth year, then after a gap of less than two years I returned to it because I won the corona civica. Do you remember those months before Mitylene, Marcus Calpurnius? You were there too, though you didn’t win a corona civica. Now at forty years of age I am senior consul. Which gives me a total of over twenty-three years as a member of the Senate of Rome.”


  His tones became brisk and businesslike. “Throughout those twenty-three years, Conscript Fathers, I have seen some changes for the better in senatorial procedure, particularly the habit we now have of a permanent verbatim record of our proceedings. Not all of us make use of these records, but certainly I do, and so do other serious politicians. However, they disappear into the archives. I have also known occasions upon which they bore little resemblance to what was actually said.”


  He stopped to look into the serried rows of faces; no one bothered with special wooden tiers for Jupiter Optimus Maximus on New Year’s Day because the meeting was always a short one, comments confined to the senior consul.


  “Consider too the People. Most of our meetings are held with doors wide open, enabling a small number of interested persons gathered outside to listen to us. What happens is inevitable. He who hears best relays what he has heard to those who can’t hear, and as the ripple spreads outward on the Forum pond its accuracy declines. Annoying for the People, but also annoying for us.


  “I now ask you to make two amendments to our records of the proceedings of this House. The first covers both kinds of session, open doors or closed doors. Namely that the scribes transpose their notes to paper, that both consuls and all praetors—if present at the meeting concerned, of course—peruse the written record, then sign it as correct. The second covers only those sessions held with open doors. Namely that the record of the proceedings be posted at a special bulletin area in the Forum Romanum, sheltered from inclement weather. My reasons are founded in concern for all of us, no matter which side of the political or factional fence we might happen to graze. It is as necessary for Marcus Calpurnius as it is for Gaius Julius. It is as necessary for Marcus Porcius as it is for Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  “In fact,” said none other than Metellus Celer, “it is a very good idea, senior consul. I doubt I’ll back your laws, but I will back this, and I suggest the House look favorably upon the senior consul’s proposal.”


  With the result that everyone present save Bibulus and Cato passed to the right when the division came. A little thing, yes, but the first thing, and it had succeeded.


  “So did the banquet afterward,” said Caesar to his mother at the end of a very long day.


  She was bursting with pride in him, naturally. All those years had been worth it. Here he was, seven months away from his forty-first birthday, and senior consul of the Senate and People of Rome. The Res Publica. The specter of debt had vanished when he came home from Further Spain with enough in his share to allow a settlement with his creditors which absolved him from future ruin. That dear little man Balbus had trotted from one office to another armed with buckets of papers and negotiated Caesar out of debt. How extraordinary. It had never occurred to Aurelia for a moment that Caesar wouldn’t have to pay back every last sestertius of years of accumulated compound interest, but Balbus knew how to strike a bargain.


  There was nothing left over to ward off another attack of Caesar’s profligate spending, but at least he owed no money from past spending. And he did have a respectable income from the State, plus a wonderful house.


  She rarely thought of her husband, dead for twenty-five years. Praetor, but never consul. That crown had gone in his generation to his older brother and to the other branch. Who could ever have known the danger in bending over to lace up a boot? Nor the shock of some messenger at the door thrusting a horrible little jar at her—his ashes. And she had not even known him dead. But perhaps if he had lived he would have equipped Caesar with brakes, though she had always been aware her son had none in his nature. Gaius Julius, dearly loved husband, our son is senior consul today, and he will make a mark for the Julii Caesares no other Julius Caesar ever has. And Sulla, what would Sulla have thought? The other man in her life, though they had come no closer to indiscretion than a kiss across a bowl of grapes. How I suffered for him, poor tormented man! I miss them both. Yet how good life has been to me. Two daughters well married, grandchildren, and this—this god for my son.


  How lonely he is. Once I hoped that Gaius Matius in the other ground-floor apartment of my insula would be the friend and confidant he lacks. But Caesar moved on too far too fast. Will he always do that? Is there no one to whom he can turn as an equal? How I pray that one day he’ll find a true friend. Not in a wife, alas. We women don’t have the breadth of vision nor the experience of public life he needs in a true friend. Yet that slur on him about King Nicomedes has meant that he will admit no man as an intimate, he’s too aware of what people would say. In all these years, no other rumor. You’d think that would prove it. But the Forum always has a Bibulus in it. And he has Sulla there as a warning. No old age like Sulla’s for Caesar!


  I understand at last that he’ll never marry Servilia. That he never would have at any time. She suffers, but she has Brutus to vent her frustrations upon. Poor Brutus. I wish Julia loved him, but she doesn’t. How can that marriage work? A thought which clicked a bead into place inside the abacus of her mind.


  But all she said was “Did Bibulus attend the banquet?”


  “Oh yes, he was there. So was Cato, so was Gaius Piso and the rest of the boni. But Jupiter Optimus Maximus is a big place, and they arranged themselves on couches as far from mine as they could. Cato’s dear friend Marcus Favonius was the center of the group, having got in as quaestor at last.” Caesar chuckled. “Cicero informed me that Favonius is now known around the Forum as Cato’s Ape, a delicious double pun. He apes Cato in every way he can, including going bare beneath his toga, but he’s also such a dullard that he shambles along like an ape. Nice, eh?”


  “Apt, certainly. Did Cicero coin it?”


  “I imagine so, but he was suffering from an attack of modesty today, probably due to the fact that Pompeius made him swear to be polite and friendly to me, and he hates it after Rabirius.”


  “You sound desolate,” she said with some irony.


  “I’d really rather have Cicero on my side, but somehow I can’t see that happening, Mater. So I’m prepared.”


  “For what?”


  “The day he decides to join his little faction to the boni.”


  “Would he go that far? Pompeius Magnus wouldn’t like it.”


  “I doubt he’d ever become an ardent member of the boni, they dislike his conceit as much as they dislike mine. But you know Cicero. He’s a grasshopper with an undisciplined tongue, if there is such an animal. Here, there, everywhere, and all the time busy talking himself into trouble. Witness Publius Clodius and the six inches. Terribly funny, but not to Clodius or Fulvia.”


  “How will you deal with Cicero if he becomes an adversary?”


  “Well, I haven’t told Publius Clodius, but I secured permission from the priestly Colleges to allow Clodius to become a plebeian.”


  “Didn’t Celer object? He refused to let Clodius stand as a tribune of the plebs.”


  “Correctly so. Celer is an excellent lawyer. But as to the actuality of Clodius’s status, he doesn’t care one way or the other. Why should he? The only object of Clodius’s nasty streak at the moment is Cicero, who has absolutely no clout with Celer or among the priestly colleges. It’s not frowned on for a patrician to want to become a plebeian. The tribunate of the plebs appeals to men with a streak of the demagogue in them, like Clodius.”


  “Why haven’t you told Clodius you’ve secured permission?”


  “I’m not sure I ever will. He’s unstable. However, if I have to deal with Cicero, I’ll slip Clodius’s leash.” Caesar yawned and stretched. “Oh, I’m tired! Is Julia here?”


  “No, she’s at a girls’ dinner party, and as it’s being held at Servilia’s, I said she could stay the night. Girls of that age can spend days talking and giggling.”


  “She’s seventeen on the Nones. Oh, Mater, how times flies! Her mother has been dead for ten years.”


  “But not forgotten,” Aurelia said gruffly.


  “No, never that.”


  A silence fell, peaceful and warm. With no money troubles to worry her, Aurelia was a pleasure, reflected her son.


  Suddenly she coughed, looked at him with a peculiar gleam in her eyes. “Caesar, the other day I had need to go to Julia’s room to look among her clothes. At seventeen, birthday presents should be clothes. You can give her jewelry—I suggest earrings and necklace in plain gold. But I’ll give her clothes. I know she ought to be weaving the fabric and making them herself—I did at her age—but unfortunately she’s bookish, she’d rather read than weave. I gave up trying to make her weave years ago, it wasn’t worth the energy. What she produced was disgraceful.”


  “Mater, where are you going? I really don’t give a fig what Julia does provided it isn’t beneath a Julia.”


  In answer Aurelia got up. “Wait here,” she ordered, and left Caesar’s study.


  He could hear her mount the stairs to the upper storey, then nothing, then the sound of her footsteps descending again. In she came, both hands behind her back. Highly amused, Caesar tried to stare her out of countenance without success. Then she whipped her hands around and put something on his desk.


  Fascinated, he found himself looking at a little bust of none other than Pompey. This one was considerably better made than the ones he had seen in the markets, but it was still mass-produced in that it was of plaster cast in a mold; the likeness was a more speaking one, and the paint quite delicately applied.


  “I found it tucked among her children’s clothes in a chest she probably never thought anyone would invade. I confess I wouldn’t have myself, had it not occurred to me that there are any number of little girls in the Subura who would get so much wear out of things Julia has long grown out of. We’ve always kept her unspoiled in that she’s had to make do with old clothes when girls like Junia parade in something new every day, but we’ve never allowed her to look shabby. Anyway, I thought I’d empty the chest and send Cardixa off to the Subura with the contents. After finding that, I left well alone.”


  “How much money does she get, Mater?” Caesar asked, picking up Pompey and turning him round between his hands, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth; he was thinking of all those young girls clustered around the stalls in the market, sighing and cooing over Pompey.


  “Very little, as we both agreed when she came of an age to need some money in her purse.”


  “How much do you think this would cost, Mater?”


  “A hundred sesterces at least.”


  “Yes, I’d say that was about right. So she saved her precious money to buy this.”


  “She must have done.”


  “And what do you deduce from it?”


  “That she has a crush on Pompeius, like almost every other girl in her circle. I imagine right at this moment there are a dozen girls clustered around a similar likeness of the same person, Julia included, moaning and carrying on, while Servilia tries to sleep and Brutus toils away over the latest epitome.”


  “For someone who has never in her entire life been indiscreet, Mater, your knowledge of human behavior is astonishing.”


  “Just because I’ve always been too sensible to be silly myself, Caesar, does not mean that I am incapable of detecting silliness in others,” Aurelia said austerely.


  “Why are you bothering to show me this?”


  “Well,” said Aurelia, sitting down again, “on the whole I’d have to say that Julia is not silly. After all, I am her grandmother! When I found that”—pointing at Pompey—”I started to think about Julia in a way I hadn’t done before. We tend to forget that they’re almost grown up, Caesar, and that’s a fact. Next year at this time Julia will be eighteen, and marrying Brutus. However, the older she gets and the closer that wedding comes, the more misgivings I have about it.”


  “Why?”


  “She doesn’t love him.”


  “Love isn’t a part of the contract, Mater,” Caesar said gently.


  “I know that, nor am I prone to be sentimental. I am not being sentimental now. Your knowledge of Julia is superficial because it has to be superficial. You see her often enough, but with you she presents a different face than she does to me. She adores you, she really does. If you asked her to plunge a dagger into her breast, she probably would.”


  He shifted uncomfortably. “Mater, truly!”


  “No, I mean it. As far as Julia is concerned, if you asked her to do that, she would assume that it was necessary for your future welfare. She’s Iphigenia at Aulis. If her death could make the winds blow and fill the sails of your life, she’d go to it without counting the cost to herself. And such,” Aurelia said deliberately, “is her attitude to marrying Brutus, I am convinced of it. She will do it to please you, and be a perfect wife to him for fifty years if he lives that long. But she won’t ever be happy married to Brutus.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t bear that!” he cried, and put the bust down.


  “I didn’t think you could.”


  “She’s never said a word to me.”


  “Nor will she. Brutus is the head of a fabulously rich and ancient family. Marrying him will bring that family into your fold, she knows it well.”


  “I’ll talk to her tomorrow,” he said with decision.


  “No, Caesar, don’t do that. She’ll only assume you’ve seen her reluctance, and protest that you’re wrong.”


  “Then what do I do?”


  An expression of feline satisfaction came over Aurelia’s face; she smiled and purred in the back of her throat. “If I were you, my son, I’d invite poor lonely Pompeius Magnus to a nice little family dinner.”


  Between the dropped jaw and the smile fighting to close it, Caesar looked as he had when a boy. Then the smile won, turned into a roar of laughter. “Mater, Mater,” he said when he was able, “what would I do without you? Julia and Magnus? Do you think it’s possible? I’ve racked myself hollow trying to find a way to bind him to me, but this is one way never crossed my mind! You’re right, we don’t see them grown up. I thought I did when I came home. But Brutus was there—I just took them for granted.”


  “It will work if it’s a love match, but not otherwise,” said Aurelia, “so don’t be hasty and don’t betray by word or look to either of them what hangs upon their meeting.”


  “I won’t, of course I won’t. When do you suggest?”


  “Wait until the land bill is settled, whichever way it goes. And don’t push him, even after they meet.”


  “She’s beautiful, she’s young, she’s a Julia. Magnus will be asking the moment dinner’s over.”


  But Aurelia shook her head. “Magnus won’t ask at all.”


  “Why not?”


  “Something Sulla told me once. That Pompeius was always afraid to ask for the hand of a princess. For that is what Julia is, my son, a princess. The highest born in Rome. A foreign queen would not be her equal in Pompeius’s eyes. So he won’t ask because he is too afraid of being refused. That’s what Sulla said—Pompeius would rather remain a bachelor than risk the injury to his dignitas a refusal would mean. So he’s waiting for someone with a princess for a daughter to ask him. It’s you will have to do the asking, Caesar, not Pompeius. Let him grow very hungry first. He knows she’s engaged to Brutus. We will see what happens when they meet, but don’t allow them to meet too soon.” She rose and plucked the bust of Pompey from the desk. “I’ll put this back.”


  “No, put it on a shelf near her bed and do what you intended to do. Give her clothes away,” said Caesar, leaning back and closing his eyes in content.


  “She’ll be mortified that I’ve discovered her secret.”


  “Not if you scold her for accepting presents from Junia, who has too much money. That way she can continue to gaze on Pompeius Magnus without losing her pride.”


  “Go to bed,” said Aurelia at the door.


  “I intend to. And thanks to you, I am going to sleep as soundly as a siren-struck sailor.”


  “That, Caesar, is carrying alliteration too far.”


  *


  On the second day of January Caesar presented his land bill to the House for its consideration, and the House shuddered at the sight of almost thirty large book buckets distributed around the senior consul’s feet. What had been the normal length of a bill was now seen to be minute by comparison; the lex Iulia agraria ran to well over a hundred chapters.


  As the chamber of the Curia Hostilia was not an acoustically satisfactory place, the senior consul pitched his voice high and proceeded to give the Senate of Rome an admirably concise and yet comprehensive dissection of this massive document bearing his name, and his name alone. A pity Bibulus was uncooperative; otherwise it might have been a lex Iulia Calpurnia agraria.


  “My scribes have prepared three hundred copies of the bill; time prohibited more,” he said. “However, there are enough for a copy between every two senators, plus fifty for the People. I will set up a booth outside the Basilica Aemilia with a legal secretary and an assistant in attendance so that those members of the People who wish to peruse it or query it may do so. Attached to each copy is a summary equipped with useful references to pertinent clauses or chapters in case some readers or enquirers are more interested in some provisions than in others.”


  “You’ve got to be joking!” sneered Bibulus. “No one will bother reading anything half that long!”


  “I sincerely hope everyone reads it,” said Caesar, lifting his brows. “I want criticism, I want helpful suggestions, I want to know what’s wrong with it.” He looked stern. “Brevity may be the core of wit, but brevity in laws requiring length means bad laws. Every contingency must be examined, explored, explained. Watertight legislation is long legislation. You will see few nice short bills from me, Conscript Fathers. But every bill I intend to present to you will have been personally drafted according to a formula designed to cover every foreseeable possibility.”


  He paused to allow comment, but nobody volunteered. “Italia is Rome, make no mistake about that. The public lands of Italia’s cities, towns, municipalities and shires belong to Rome, and thanks to wars and migrations there are many districts up and down this peninsula that have become as underused and underpopulated as any part of modern Greece. Whereas Rome the city has become overpopulated. The grain dole is a burden larger than the Treasury ought to be expected to bear, and in saying this I am not criticizing the law of Marcus Porcius Cato. In my opinion his was an excellent measure. Without it, we would have seen riots and general unrest. But the fact remains that instead of funding an ever-increasing grain dole, we ought to be relieving overpopulation within the city of Rome by offering Rome’s poor more than a chance to join the army.


  “We also have some fifty thousand veteran soldiers wandering up and down the country—including inside this city!—without the wherewithal to settle down in middle age and become peaceful, productive citizens able to procreate legitimately and provide Rome with the soldiers of the future, rather than with fatherless brats hanging on the skirts of indigent women. If our conquests have taught us nothing else, they have surely taught us that it is Romans who fight best, Romans who give generals their victories, Romans who can look with equanimity upon the prospect of a siege ten years long, Romans who can pick up after their losses and begin to fight all over again.


  “What I propose is a law which will distribute every iugerum of public land in this peninsula, save for the two hundred square miles of the Ager Campanus and the fifty square miles of public land attached to the city of Capua, our main training ground for the legions. It therefore includes the public lands attached to places like Volaterrae and Arretium. When I go to fix my boundary stones along Italia’s traveling stock routes, I want to know that they comprise the bulk of public land left in the peninsula outside of Campania. Why not the Campanian lands too? Simply because they have been under lease for a very long time, and it would be highly repugnant to those who lease them to have to do without them. That of course includes the maltreated knight Publius Servilius, who I hope by now has replanted his vines and applied as much manure as those delicate plants can tolerate.”


  Not even that provoked a remark! Because Bibulus’s curule chair was actually a little behind his own, Caesar couldn’t see his face, but found it interesting that he remained silent. Silent too was Cato, back to wearing no tunic beneath his toga since his Ape, Favonius, had entered the House to imitate him. An urban quaestor, the Ape was able to attend every sitting of the Senate.


  “Without dispossessing any person at present occupying our ager publicus under the terms of an earlier lex agraria, I have estimated that the available public lands will provide allotments of ten iugera each to perhaps thirty thousand eligible citizens. Which leaves us with the task of finding sufficient land at present privately owned for another fifty thousand beneficiaries. I am counting on accommodating fifty thousand veteran soldiers plus thirty thousand of Rome’s urban poor. Not including however many veterans are inside the city of Rome, thirty thousand urban poor removed to productive allotments in rural areas will provide relief for the Treasury of seven hundred and twenty talents per year of grain dole moneys. Add the twenty thousand-odd veterans in the city, and the relief approximates the additional burden Marcus Porcius Cato’s law put on public funds.


  “But even accounting for the purchase of so much privately owned land, the Treasury can supply the finance necessary because of enormously increased revenues from the eastern provinces—even if, for example, the tax-farming contracts were to be reduced by, let us say, a third. I do not expect the twenty thousand talents of outright profit Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus added to the Treasury to stretch to buying land because of Quintus Metellus Nepos’s relaxation of duties and tariffs, a munificent gesture which has deprived Rome of revenue she actually needs badly.”


  Did that get a response? No, it didn’t. Nepos himself was still governing Further Spain, though Celer sat among the consulars. Time he took himself to govern his province, Further Gaul.


  “When you examine my lex agraria, you will find that it is not arrogant. No pressure of any kind can be exerted upon present owners of land to sell to the State, nor is there a built-in reduction in land prices. Land bought by the State must be paid for at the value put upon it by our esteemed censors Gaius Scribonius Curio and Gaius Cassius Longinus. Existing deeds of ownership will be accepted as completely legal, with no recourse at law to challenge them. In other words, if a man has shifted his boundary stones and no one has yet quarreled with his action, then they define the extent of his property at sale.


  “No recipient of a grant of land will be able to sell it or move off it for twenty years.


  “And finally, Conscript Fathers, the law proposes that the acquisition and allocation of land reside with a commission of twenty senior knights and senators. If this House gives me a consultum to take to the People, then this House will have the privilege of choosing the twenty knights and senators. If it does not give me a consultum, then the privilege goes to the People. There will also be a committee of five consulars to supervise the work of the commissioners. I, however, have no part in any of it. Neither commission nor committee. There must be no suspicion that Gaius Julius Caesar is out to enrich himself, or become the patron of those the lex Iulia agraria resettles.”


  Caesar sighed, smiled, lifted his hands. “Enough for today, honored members of this House. I give you twelve days to read the bill and prepare for debate, which means that the next session to deal with the lex Iulia agraria will occur sixteen days before the Kalends of February. The House will, however, sit again five days from now, which is the seventh day before the Ides of January.” He looked mischievous. “As I would not like to think any of you is overburdened, I have arranged for the delivery of two hundred and fifty copies of my law to the houses of the two hundred and fifty most senior members of this body. Please don’t forget the more junior senators! Those of you who read swiftly, send your copy on when you’ve finished. Otherwise, may I suggest the junior men approach their seniors and ask to share?”


  Whereupon he dismissed the meeting and went off in the company of Crassus; passing Pompey, he acknowledged the Great Man with a grave inclination of the head, nothing more.


  Cato had more to say as he and Bibulus walked out together than he had during the meeting.


  “I intend to read every line of every one of those innumerable scrolls looking for the catches,” he announced, “and I suggest you do the same, Bibulus, even if you do hate reading law. In fact, we must all read.”


  “He hasn’t left much room to criticize the actual law if it’s as respectable as he makes out. There won’t be any catches.”


  “Are you saying you’re in favor of it?” roared Cato.


  “Of course I’m not!” Bibulus snapped. “What I’m saying is that our blocking it will look spiteful rather than constructive.”


  Cato looked blank. “Do you care?”


  “Not really, but I was hoping for a reworked version of Sulpicius or Rullus—something we could pick at. There’s no point in making ourselves more odious to the People than necessary.”


  “He’s too good for us,” said Metellus Scipio gloomily.


  “No, he isn’t!” yelled Bibulus. “He won’t win, he won’t!”


  *


  When the House met five days later the subject bruited was the Asian publicani; this time there were no buckets full of chapters, merely a single scroll Caesar held in his hand.


  “This matter has been stalled for well over a year, during which a group of desperate tax-farming men has been destroying good Roman government in four eastern provinces—Asia, Cilicia, Syria and Bithynia-Pontus,” said Caesar, voice hard. “The sums the censors accepted on behalf of the Treasury have not been met even so. Every day this disgraceful state of affairs continues is one more day during which our friends the socii of the eastern provinces are squeezed remorselessly, one more day during which our friends the socii of the eastern provinces curse the name of Rome. The governors of these provinces spend their time on the one hand placating deputations of irate socii and on the other having to supply lictors and troops to assist the tax-farmers in squeezing.


  “We have to cut our losses, Conscript Fathers. That simple. I have here a bill to present to the Popular Assembly asking it to reduce the tax revenues from the eastern provinces by one third. Give me a consultum today. Two thirds of something is infinitely preferable to three thirds of nothing.”


  But of course Caesar didn’t get his consultum. Cato talked the meeting out with a discussion of the philosophy of Zeno and the adaptations Roman society had forced upon it.


  Shortly after dawn the next day Caesar convoked the Popular Assembly, filled it with Crassus’s knights, and put the matter to the vote.


  “For,” he said, “if seventeen months of contiones on this subject are not enough, then seventeen years of contiones will not suffice! Today we vote, and that means that release for the publicani need be no further away than seventeen days from now!”


  One look at the faces filling the Well of the Comitia told the boni that opposition would be as perilous as fruitless; when Cato tried to speak he was booed, and when Bibulus tried to speak the fists came up. In one of the quickest votes on record, the Treasury’s revenues from the eastern provinces were reduced by one third, and the crowd of knights cheered Caesar and Marcus Crassus until they were hoarse.


  “Oh, what a relief!” said Crassus, actually beaming.


  “I wish they were all that easy,” said Caesar, sighing. “If I could act as quickly with the lex agraria it would be over before the boni could organize themselves. Yours was the only one I didn’t need to call contiones about. The silly boni didn’t understand that I’d just—do it!”


  “One thing puzzles me, Caesar.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Well, the tribunes of the plebs have been in office for a month, yet you haven’t used Vatinius at all. Now here you are promulgating your own laws. I know Vatinius. A good client I’m sure, but you’ll be charged for every service.”


  “We’ll be charged, Marcus,” Caesar said gently.


  “The whole Forum is confused. A month of tribunes of the plebs without a single law or fuss.”


  “I have plenty of work for Vatinius and Alfius, but not yet. I’m the real lawyer, Marcus, and I love it. Legislating consuls are rare. Why should I let Cicero have all the glory? No, I’ll wait until I’m having real trouble with the lex agraria, then I’ll unleash Vatinius and Alfius. Just to confuse the issue.”


  “Do I really have to read all that paper?’’ asked Crassus.


  “It would be good because you might have some bright ideas. There’s nothing wrong with it from your point of view, of course.”


  “You can’t trick me, Gaius. There is just no way in the world that you can settle eighty thousand people on ten iugera each without using both the Ager Campanus and the Capuan land.”


  “I never thought I would trick you. But I have no intention of pulling the curtain away from that beast’s cage yet.”


  “Then I’m glad I got out of latifundia farming.”


  “Why did you?”


  ‘ Too much trouble, not enough profit. All those iugera with some sheep and some shepherds, a lot of strife chaining up the work gangs—the men in it are fribbles, Gaius. Look at Atticus. Much and all as I detest the man, he’s too clever to graze half a million iugera in Italy. They like to say they graze half a million iugera, and that’s about what it amounts to. Lucullus is a perfect example. More money than sense. Or taste, though he’d dispute it. You’ll get no opposition from me, nor from the knights. Grazing the public land under lease from the State is a recreation for senators, not a business for knights. It might give a senator his million-sesterces census, but what are a million sesterces, Caesar? A piddling forty talents! I can make that in a day on”—he grinned, shrugged—”best not say. You might tell the censors.”


  Caesar picked up the folds of his toga and started to run across the lower Forum in the direction of the Velabrum. “Gaius Curio! Gaius Cassius! Don’t go home, go to your censors’ booth! I have something to report!”


  Under the fascinated gaze of several hundred knights and Forum frequenters, Crassus gathered the folds of his toga about him and set off in pursuit, shouting: “Don’t! Don’t!”


  Then Caesar stopped, let Crassus catch up, and the two of them howled with laughter before setting off in the direction of the Domus Publica. How extraordinary! Two of the most famous men in Rome running all over the place? And the moon wasn’t even waxing, let alone full!


  *


  All through January the duel between Caesar and the boni over the land bill continued unabated. At every meeting set aside in the Senate to discuss it, Cato filibustered. Interested to see whether the technique could still work at all, Caesar finally had his lictors haul Cato out of his place and march him off to the Lautumiae, the boni following in his wake applauding, Cato with his head up and the look of a martyr on his horselike face. No, it wasn’t going to work. Caesar called off his lictors, Cato returned to his place, and the filibuster went on.


  Nothing else for it than to take the matter to the People without that elusive senatorial decree. He would now have to run it in contio right through the month of February, when Bibulus had the fasces and could more legally oppose the consul without them. So would the vote be in February, or March? No one really knew.


  “If you’re so against the law, Marcus Bibulus,” cried Caesar at that first contio in the Popular Assembly, “then tell me why! It isn’t enough to stand there baying that you’ll oppose it, you must tell this lawful assemblage of Roman People what is wrong with it! Here am I offering a chance to people without a chance, doing so without bankrupting the State and without cheating or coercing those who already own land! Yet all you can do is say you oppose, you oppose, you oppose! Tell us why!”


  “I oppose because you’re promulgating it, Caesar, for no other reason! Whatever you do is cursed, unholy, evil!”


  “You’re speaking in riddles, Marcus Bibulus! Be specific, not emotional; tell us why you oppose this absolutely necessary piece of legislation! Give us your criticisms, please!”


  “I have no criticisms to make, yet still I oppose!”


  Considering that several thousand men had packed into the Comitia well, noise from the crowd was minimal. There were new faces in it, it was not composed entirely of knights, nor of young men belonging to Clodius, nor of professional Forum frequenters; Pompey was bringing his veterans into Rome in preparation for a vote or a fight, no one knew which. These were hand-picked men, evenly numbered across the thirty-one rural tribes and therefore immensely valuable as voters. But also handy in a fight.


  Caesar turned to Bibulus and held out his hands, pleading. “Marcus Bibulus, why do you obstruct a very good and very much needed law? Can’t you find it in yourself to help the People rather than hinder them? Can’t you see from all these men’s faces that this isn’t a law the People will refuse? It’s a law that the whole of Rome wants! Are you going to punish Rome because you don’t like me, one single man named Gaius Julius Caesar? Is that worthy of a consul? Is that worthy of a Calpurnius Bibulus?”


  “Yes, it’s worthy of a Calpurnius Bibulus!” the junior consul cried from the rostra. “I am an augur, I know evil when I see it! You are evil, and everything you do is evil! No good can come of any law you pass! For that reason, I hereby declare that every comitial day for the rest of this year is feriae, a holiday, and that therefore no meeting of People or Plebs can be held for the rest of the year!” He drew himself up onto his toes, fists clenched by his sides, the massive pleats of toga upon his left arm beginning to unravel because his elbow was not crooked. “I do this because I know I am right to take recourse in religious prohibitions! For I tell you now, Gaius Julius Caesar, that I don’t care if every single benighted soul in the whole of Italia wants this law! They will not get it in my year as consul!”


  The hatred was so palpable that those not politically attached to either of the consuls shivered, furtively tucked thumb under middle and ring finger to let index and little fingers stick up in two horns—the sign to ward off the Evil Eye.


  “Rub around him like servile animals!” Bibulus screamed to the crowd. “Kiss him, pollute him, offer yourselves to him! If that’s how much you want this law, then go ahead and do it! But you will not get it in my year as consul! Never, never, never!”


  The boos began, jeers, shouts, curses, catcalls, a rising wave of vocal violence so enormous and terrifying that Bibulus pulled what he could of his toga onto his left arm, turned and left the rostra. Though only far enough away to be safe; he and his lictors stood on the Curia Hostilia steps to listen.


  Then magically the abuse changed to cheers which could be heard as far away as the Forum Holitorium; Caesar produced Pompey the Great and led him to the front of the rostra.


  The Great Man was angry, and anger lent him words as well as power delivering them. What he said didn’t please Bibulus, nor Cato, now standing with him.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, will you lend me your support against the opponents of this law?” cried Caesar.


  “Let any man dare draw his sword against your law, Gaius Julius Caesar, and I will take up my shield!” Pompey bellowed.


  Then Crassus was there on the rostra too. “I, Marcus Licinius Crassus, declare that this is the best land law Rome has ever seen!” he shouted. “To those of you assembled here who might be concerned over your property, I give you my word that no man’s property is in danger, and that all men interested can expect to see a profit!”


  Shaken, Cato turned to Bibulus. “Ye gods, Marcus Bibulus, do you see what I see?” he breathed.


  “The three of them together!”


  “It isn’t Caesar at all, it’s Pompeius! We’ve been going for the wrong man!”


  “No, Cato, not that. Caesar is the personification of evil. But I do see what you see. Pompeius is the prime mover. Of course he is! What does Caesar stand to gain except money? He’s working for Pompeius, he’s been working for Pompeius all along. Crassus is in it too. The three of them, with Pompeius the prime mover. Well, it’s his veterans stand to benefit, we knew that. But Caesar threw dust in our eyes with his urban poor—shades of the Gracchi and Sulpicius!”


  The cheering was deafening; Bibulus drew Cato away, walked down the Curia Hostilia steps and into the Argiletum.


  “We change our tactics a little, Cato,” he said as distance made it easier to hear. “From now on we aim first for Pompeius.”


  “He’s easier to break than Caesar,” said Cato between his teeth.


  “Anyone is easier to break than Caesar. But don’t worry, Cato. If we break Pompeius, we break up the coalition. Once Caesar has to fight alone, we’ll get him too.”


  “That was a clever trick, to declare the rest of the year’s comitial days feriae, Marcus Bibulus.”


  “I borrowed it from Sulla. But I intend to go a great deal further than Sulla, I assure you. If I can’t stop their passing laws, I can render those laws illegal,” said Bibulus.


  *


  “I begin to think Bibulus a little demented,” said Caesar to Servilia later that day. “This sudden talk of evil is quite hair-raising. Hatred is one thing, but this is something more. There’s no reason in it, no logic.” The pale eyes looked washed out: Sulla’s eyes. “The People felt it too, and they didn’t like it. Political smears are one thing, Servilia, we all have to cope with them. But the sort of things Bibulus came out with today put the differences between us on an inhuman plane. As if we were two forces, I for evil, he for good. Exactly how it came out that way is a puzzle to me, except that perhaps total lack of reason and logic must appear to the onlooker as a manifestation of good. Men assume evil needs to be reasonable, logical. So without realizing what he did, I believe Bibulus put me at a disadvantage. The fanatic must be a force for good; the thinking man, being detached, seems evil by comparison. Is this all just too preposterous?”


  “No,” she said, standing over him as he lay upon the bed, her hands moving strongly and rhythmically over his back. “I do see what you mean, Caesar. Emotion is very powerful, and it lacks all logic. As if it existed in a separate compartment from reason. Bibulus wouldn’t bend when by all the rules of conduct he should have been embarrassed, disadvantaged, humiliated, forced to bend. He couldn’t tell anyone there why he opposed your bill. Yet he persisted in opposing it, and with such zeal, such strength! I think things are going to get worse for you.”


  “Thank you for that,” he said, turning his head to look at her, and smiling.


  “You’ll get no comfort from me if truth gets in the way.” She ceased, sat down on the edge of the bed until he moved over and made room for her to lie down beside him. Then she said, “Caesar, I realize that this land bill is partly to gratify our dear Pompeius—even a blind man can see that. But today when the three of you were standing side by side, it looked like much more than a disinterested attempt to solve one of Rome’s most persistent dilemmas—what to do with discharged veteran troops.”


  He lifted his head. “You were there,” he said.


  “I was. I have a very nice hiding place between the Curia Hostilia and the Basilica Porcia, so I don’t emulate Fulvia.”


  “What did you think was going on, then? Among the three of us, I mean.”


  Her chin felt a trifle hairy; she must begin to pluck it. That resolution tucked away, she turned her attention to Caesar’s question. “Perhaps when you produced Pompeius it wasn’t anything more than a shrewd political move. But Crassus made me stand up straight, I assure you. It reminded me of when he and Pompeius were consuls together, except that they arranged themselves one on either side of you. Without glaring at each other, without a flicker of discomfort. The three of you looked like three pieces of the same mountain. Very impressive! The crowd promptly forgot Bibulus, and that was a good thing. I confess I wondered. Caesar, you haven’t made a pact with Pompeius Magnus, have you?”


  “Definitely not,” he said firmly. “My pact is with Crassus and a cohort of bankers. But Magnus isn’t a fool, even you admit that. He needs me to get land for his veterans and ratify his settlement of the East. On the other hand, my chief concern is to sort out the financial shambles his conquest of the East has brought to pass. In many ways Magnus has hindered Rome, not helped her. Everyone is spending too much and granting too many concessions to the voters. My policy for this year, Servilia, is to get enough poor out of Rome and the grain dole line to ease the Treasury’s grain burden, and put an end to the impasse over the tax-farming contracts. Both purely fiscal, I assure you. I also intend to go a lot further than Sulla in making it difficult for governors to run their provinces like private domains belonging to them rather than to Rome. All of which should make me a hero to the knights.”


  She was somewhat mollified, for that answer made sense. Yet as Servilia walked home she was conscious still of unease. He was crafty, Caesar. And ruthless. If he thought it politic, he would lie to her. He was probably the most brilliant man Rome had ever produced; she had watched him over the months when he had drafted his lex agraria, and couldn’t believe the clarity of his perception. He had installed a hundred scribes upstairs in the Domus Publica, kept them toiling to make copies of what he dictated without faltering to a room full of them scribbling onto wax tablets. A law weighing a talent, not half a pound. So organized, so decisive.


  Well, she loved him. Even the hideous insult of his rejection had not kept her away. Was there anything could? It was therefore necessary that she think him more brilliant, more gifted, more capable than any other man Rome had produced; to think that was to salve her pride. She, a Servilia Caepionis, to come crawling back to a man who wasn’t the best man Rome had ever produced? Impossible! No, a Caesar wouldn’t ally himself with an upstart Pompeius from Picenum! Particularly when Caesar’s daughter was betrothed to the son of a man Pompeius had murdered.


  Brutus was waiting for her.


  As she wasn’t in a mood for dealing with her son, formerly she would have dismissed him curtly. These days she bore him with more patience, not because Caesar had told her she was too hard on him, but because Caesar’s rejection of her had changed the situation in subtle ways. For once her reason (evil?) had not been able to dominate her emotions (good?), and when she had returned to her house from that awful interview she had let grief and rage and pain pour out of her. The household had been shaken to its bowels, servants fled, Brutus shut in his rooms. Listening. Then she had stormed into Brutus’s study and told him what she thought of Gaius Julius Caesar, who wouldn’t marry her because she had been an unfaithful wife.


  “Unfaithful!” she screamed, hair torn out in clumps, face and chest above her gown scratched to ribbons from those terrible nails. “Unfaithful! With him, only with him! But that isn’t good enough for a Julius Caesar, whose wife must be above suspicion! Do you believe that? I am not good enough!”


  The outburst had been a mistake, it didn’t take her long to discover that. For one thing, it put Brutus’s betrothal to Julia on a firmer footing, no danger now that society would frown at the union of the betrothed couple’s parents—a technical incest for all that no close blood links were involved. Rome’s laws were vague about the degree of consanguinity permissible to a married pair, and were—as so often—more a matter of the mos maiorum than a specific law on the tablets. Therefore a sister might not marry a brother. But when it came to a child marrying an aunt or uncle, only custom and tradition and social disapproval prevented it. First cousins married all the time. Thus no one could have legally or religiously condemned the marriage of Caesar and Servilia on the one hand and of Brutus and Julia on the other. But no doubt whatsoever that it would have been frowned upon! And Brutus was his mother’s son. He liked society to approve of what he did. An unofficial union of his mother and Julia’s father did not carry nearly the same degree of odium; Romans were pragmatic about such things because they happened.


  The outburst had also made Brutus look at his mother as an ordinary woman rather than a personification of power. And implanted a tiny nucleus of contempt for her. He wasn’t shriven of his fear, but he could bear it with more equanimity.


  So now she smiled at him, sat down and prepared to chat. Oh, if only his skin would clear up a little! The scars beneath that unsightly stubble must be frightful, and they at least would never go away even if the pustules eventually did.


  “What is it, Brutus?” she asked nicely.


  “Would you have any objection to my asking Caesar if Julia and I could marry next month?’’


  She blinked. “What’s brought this on?”


  “Nothing, except that we’ve been engaged for so many years, and Julia is seventeen now. Lots of girls marry at seventeen.”


  “That’s true. Cicero let Tullia marry at sixteen—not that he’s any great example. However, seventeen is acceptable to true members of the nobility. Neither of you has wavered.” She smiled and blew him a kiss. “Why not?”


  The old dominance asserted itself. “Would you prefer to ask, Mama, or ought it be me?’’


  “You, definitely,” she said. “How delightful! A wedding next month. Who knows? Caesar and I might be grandparents soon.”


  Off went Brutus to see his Julia.


  “I asked my mother if she would object to us marrying next month,” he said, having kissed Julia tenderly and ushered her to a couch where they could sit side by side. “She thinks it will be delightful. So I’m going to ask your father at the first chance.”


  Julia swallowed. Oh, she had so much counted on another year of freedom! But it was not to be. And, thinking about it, wasn’t it better the way he suggested? The more time went by, the more she would grow to hate the idea. Get it over and done with! So she said, voice soft, “That sounds wonderful, Brutus.”


  “Do you think your father would see us now?” he asked eagerly.


  “Well, it’s grown dark, but he never sleeps anyway. The law distributing land is finished, but he’s working on some other huge undertaking. The hundred scribes are still in residence. I wonder what Pompeia would say if she knew her old rooms have been turned into offices?”


  “Isn’t your father ever going to marry again?”


  “It doesn’t appear so. Mind you, I don’t think he wanted to marry Pompeia. He loved my mother.”


  Brutus’s poor besmirched brow wrinkled. “It seems such a happy state to me, though I’m glad he didn’t marry Mama. Was she so lovely, your mother?”


  “I do remember her, but not vividly. She wasn’t terribly pretty, and tata was away a lot. But I don’t think tata truly thought of her the way most men think of their wives. Perhaps he never will esteem a wife because she’s a wife. My mama was more his sister, I believe. They grew up together, it made a bond.” She rose to her feet. “Come, let’s find avia. I always send her in first, she’s not afraid to beard him.”


  “Are you?”


  “Oh, he’d never be rude to me, or even curt. But he’s so desperately busy, and I love him so much, Brutus! My little concerns must seem a nuisance, I always feel.”


  Well, that gentle, wise sensitivity to the feelings of others was one of the reasons why he loved her so enormously. He was beginning to deal with Mama, and after he was married to Julia he knew it would become easier and easier to deal with Mama.


  But Aurelia had a cold and had gone to bed already; Julia knocked on her father’s study door.


  “Tata, can you see us?” she asked through it.


  He opened it himself, smiling, kissing her cheek, hand out to shake Brutus’s hand. They entered the lamplit room blinking, it was filled with so many little flames, though Caesar used the very best oil and proper linen wicks, which meant no smoke and no overwhelming odor of burning oakum.


  “This is a surprise,” he said. “Some wine?”


  Brutus shook his head; Julia laughed.


  “Tata,” she said, “I know how busy you are, so we won’t take up much of your time. We’d like to marry next month.”


  How did he manage to do that? Absolutely no change came over his face, yet a change had happened. The eyes looking at them remained exactly the same.


  “What’s provoked this?” he asked Brutus.


  Who found himself stammering. “Well, Caesar, we’ve been betrothed for almost nine years, and Julia is seventeen. We haven’t changed our minds, and we love each other very much. A lot of girls marry at seventeen. Junia will, Mama says. And Junilla. Like Julia, they’re betrothed to men, not boys.”


  “Have you been indiscreet?” Caesar asked levelly.


  Even in the ruddy lamplight Julia’s blush was noticeable. “Oh, tata, no, of course not!” she cried.


  “Are you saying then that unless you marry you will succumb to indiscretion?” the advocate pressed.


  “No, tata, no!” Julia wrung her hands, tears gathering. “It isn’t like that!”


  “No, it isn’t like that,” said Brutus, a little angrily. “I have come in all honor, Caesar. Why are you imputing dishonor?’’


  “I’m not,” Caesar said, voice detached. “A father has to ask these things, Brutus. I’ve been a man a very long time, which is why most men are both protective and defensive about their girl children. I’m sorry if I’ve ruffled your feathers, I intended no insult. But it’s a foolish father who won’t ask.”


  “Yes, I see that,” muttered Brutus.


  “Then can we marry?” Julia persisted, anxious to have it fully settled, her fate decided.


  “No,” said Caesar.


  A silence fell during which Julia began to look as if a huge burden had been lifted from her shoulders; Caesar had wasted no time in looking at Brutus, he watched his daughter closely.


  “Why not?” from Brutus.


  “I said eighteen, Brutus, and I meant eighteen. My poor little first wife was married at seven. It matters not that she and I were happy when we did become man and wife. I vowed that any daughter of mine would have the luxury of living out her years as a child as a child. Eighteen, Brutus. Eighteen, Julia.”


  “We tried,” she said when they were outside and the door was shut on Caesar. “Don’t mind too much, Brutus dear.”


  “I do mind!” he said, broke down and wept.


  And having let the devastated Brutus out to mourn all the way home, Julia went back upstairs to her rooms. There she went into her sleeping cubicle—too spacious really for that term—and picked up the bust of Pompey the Great from the shelf where it resided near her bed. She held it cheek to cheek, danced it out into her sitting room, almost unbearably happy. She was still his.


  By the time he reached Decimus Silanus’s house on the Palatine, Brutus had composed himself.


  “Thinking about it, I prefer your marriage this year to next,” Servilia announced from her sitting room as he tried to tiptoe past it.


  He turned in. “Why?” he asked.


  “Well, your wedding next year would take some of the gloss off Junia and Vatia Isaurieus,” she said.


  “Then prepare yourself for a disappointment, Mama. Caesar said no. Eighteen it must be.”


  Servilia stared, arrested. “What?”


  “Caesar said no.”


  She frowned, pursed her lips. “How odd! Now why?”


  “Something to do with his first wife. She was only seven, he said. Therefore Julia must be a full eighteen.”


  “What absolute rubbish!”


  “He’s Julia’s paterfamilias, Mama, he can do as he wills.”


  “Ah yes, but this paterfamilias does nothing from caprice. What’s he up to?”


  “I believed what he said, Mama. Though at first he was quite unpleasant. He wanted to know if Julia and I had—had—”


  “Did he?” The black eyes sparkled. “And have you?”


  “No!”


  “A yes would have knocked me off my chair, I admit it. You lack the gumption, Brutus. You ought to have said yes. Then he would have had no choice other than to let you marry now.”


  “A marriage without honor is beneath us!” Brutus snapped.


  Servilia turned her back. “Sometimes, my son, you remind me of Cato. Go away!”


  *


  In one way Bibulus’s declaration that every comitial day for the rest of the year was a holiday (holidays, however, did not forbid normal business, from market days to courts) was useful. Two years earlier the then consul Pupius Piso Frugi had passed a law, a lex Pupia, forbidding the Senate to meet on a comitial day. It had been done to reduce the power of the senior consul, enhanced by the law of Aulus Gabinius forbidding normal senatorial business during February, the junior consul’s month; most of January was made up of comitial days, which meant the Senate now couldn’t meet on them, thanks to Piso Frugi’s law.


  Caesar needed the Assemblies. Neither he nor Vatinius could legislate from the Senate, which recommended laws, but could not pass them. How then to get around this frustrating edict of Bibulus’s making all comitial days holidays?


  He called the College of Pontifices into session, and directed the quindecimviri sacris faciundis to search the sacred prophetic Books for evidence that this year warranted its comitial days’ being changed to holidays. At the same time the Chief Augur, Messala Rufus, called the College of Augurs into session. The result of all this was that Bibulus was deemed to have overstepped his authority as an augur; the comitial days could not be religiously abolished on one man’s say-so.


  While contiones on the land bill progressed, Caesar decided to broach the matter of Pompey’s settlement of the East. By a neat bit of maneuvering he summoned the Senate to meet on a comitial day toward the end of January, perfectly legal unless an Assembly was meeting. When the four tribunes of the plebs belonging to the boni rushed to summon the Plebeian Assembly to foil Caesar’s ploy, they found themselves detained by members of the Clodius Club; Clodius was happy to oblige the man who had the power to plebeianize him.


  “It is imperative that we ratify the settlements and agreements entered into by Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus in the East,” Caesar said. “If tribute is to flow, it has to be sanctioned by the Roman Senate or one of the Roman Assemblies. Foreign affairs have never been the province of the Assemblies, which understand neither them nor how they are conducted. The Treasury has been severely inconvenienced by the two years of Senate inertia that I am now determined to end. Provincial tributes were set too high by the publicani, who contributed nothing in protest against having to contribute too much. That is now over and done with, but these revenues are by no means the only ones in question. There are kings and potentates all over Rome’s new territories or client states who have agreed to pay large sums to Rome in return for her protection. Take the tetrarch Deiotarus of Galatia, who concluded a treaty with Gnaeus Pompeius that when ratified will bring five hundred talents a year into the Treasury. In other words, by neglecting to ratify this agreement, Rome has so far lost a thousand talents of tribute money from Galatia alone. Then we have others: Sampsiceramus, Abgarus, Hyrcanus, Pharnaces, Tigranes, Ariobarzanes Philopator, plus a host of minor princelings up and down the Euphrates. All committed to large tributes as yet un-collected because the treaties concluded with them have not been ratified. Rome is very rich, but Rome ought to be much richer! In order to pacify and settle Italia alone, Rome needs more than Rome has. I have called you together to ask that we sit on this subject until all the treaties have been examined and the objections thrashed out.”


  He drew a breath and looked straight at Cato. “A word of warning. If this House refuses to deal with the ratification of the East, I will see that the Plebs does so immediately. Nor will I, a patrician, interfere or offer any guidance to the Plebs! This is your only chance, Conscript Fathers. Either do the job now or watch the Plebs reduce it to a shambles. I don’t care either way, for one of these two ways will be implemented!”


  “No!” shouted Lucullus from among the consulars. “No, no, no! “What about my arrangements in the East? Pompeius didn’t do the conquering, I did! All the vile Pompeius did was collect the glory! It was I who subjugated the East, and I had my own settlement ready to implement! I tell you plain, Gaius Caesar, that I will not allow this House to ratify any kind of treaty concluded in the name of Rome by an ancestorless bumpkin from Picenum! Lording it over us like a king! Prancing round Rome in fancy dress! No, no, no!”


  The temper snapped. “Lucius Licinius Lucullus, come here!” Caesar roared. “Stand before this dais!”


  They had never liked each other, though they ought: both great aristocrats, both committed to Sulla. And perhaps that had been the cause of it, jealousy on the part of Lucullus for the younger man, who was Sulla’s nephew by marriage. It was Lucullus who had first implied that Caesar was the catamite of old King Nicomedes, Lucullus who had broadcast it for toads like Bibulus to pick up.


  In those days Lucullus had been a spare, trim, extremely capable and efficient governor and general, but time and a passion for ecstatic and soporific substances—not to mention wine and exotic foods—had wreaked a terrible havoc which showed in the paunchy slack body, the bloated face, the almost blind-looking grey eyes. The old Lucullus would never have responded to that bellowed command; this Lucullus tottered across the tessellated floor to stand looking up at Caesar, mouth agape.


  “Lucius Licinius Lucullus,” said Caesar in a softer voice, though not a kinder, “I give you fair warning. Retract your words or I will have the Plebs do to you what the Plebs did to Servilius Caepio! I will have you arraigned on charges of failing in your commission from the Senate and People of Rome to subjugate the East and see an end of the two kings. I will have you arraigned, and I will see you sent into permanent exile on the meanest and most desolate dropping of land Our Sea possesses, without the wherewithal to so much as put a new tunic on your back! Is that clear? Do you understand? Don’t try me, Lucullus, because I mean what I say!”


  The House was absolutely still. Neither Bibulus nor Cato moved. Somehow when Caesar looked like that it didn’t seem worth the risk. Though this Caesar pointed the way to what Caesar might become if he wasn’t stopped. More than an autocrat. A king. But a king needed armies. Therefore Caesar must never be given the opportunity to have armies. Neither Bibulus nor Cato was quite old enough to have participated in political life under Sulla, though Bibulus remembered him; it was easy these days to see him in Caesar, or what they believed he had been. Pompey was a nothing, he didn’t have the blood. Ye gods, but Caesar did!


  Lucullus crumpled to the ground and wept, dribbling and drooling, begging forgiveness as a vassal might have begged King Mithridates or King Tigranes, while the Senate of Rome looked on the drama, appalled. It wasn’t appropriate; it was a humiliation for every senator present.


  “Lictors, take him home,” said Caesar.


  Still no one spoke; two of the senior consul’s lictors took Lucullus gently by the arms, lifted him to his feet, and assisted him, weeping and moaning, from the chamber.


  “Very well,” said Caesar then, “what is it to be? Does this body wish to ratify the eastern settlement, or do I take it to the Plebs as leges Vatiniae?”


  “Take it to the Plebs!” cried Bibulus.


  “Take it to the Plebs!” howled Cato.


  When Caesar called for a division, hardly anyone passed to the right; the Senate had decided that any alternative was preferable to giving Caesar his way. Let it go to the Plebs, where it would be shown up for what it was: one piece of arrogance authored by Pompey and another piece of arrogance to be laid at Caesar’s door. No one liked being ruled, and Caesar’s attitude that day smacked of sovereignty. Better to die than live under another dictator.


  “They didn’t like that, and Pompeius is extremely unhappy,” said Crassus after what turned out to be a very short meeting.


  “What choice do they give me, Marcus? What ought I to do? Nothing?” Caesar demanded, exasperated.


  “Actually, yes,” said the good friend, in no expectation that his words would be heeded. “They know you love to work, they know you love to get things done. Your year is going to degenerate into a duel of wills. They hate being pushed. They hate being told they’re a lot of dithering old women. They hate any kind of strength that smacks of excessive authority. It’s not your fault you’re a born autocrat, Gaius, but what’s gradually happening is similar to two rams in a field butting head to head. The boni are your natural enemies. But somehow you’re turning the entire House into enemies. I was watching the faces while Lucullus groveled at your feet. He didn’t mean to set an example, he’s too far gone to be so cunning, but an example he was nevertheless. They were all seeing themselves down there begging your forgiveness, while you stood like a monarch.”


  “That’s absolute rubbish!”


  “To you, yes. To them, no. If you want my advice, Caesar, then do nothing for the rest of the year. Drop the ratification of the East, and drop the land bill. Sit back and smile, agree with them and lick their arses. Then they might forgive you.”


  “I would rather,” said Caesar, teeth clenched, “join Lucullus on that dropping in Our Sea than lick their arses!”


  Crassus sighed. “That’s what I thought you’d say. In which case, Caesar, be it on your own head.”


  “Do you mean to desert me?”


  “No, I’m too good a businessman for that. You mean profits for the business world, which is why you’ll get whatever you want from the Assemblies. But you’d better keep an eye on Pompeius, he’s more insecure than I am. He wants so badly to belong.”


  *


  Thus it was that Publius Vatinius took the ratification of the East to the Plebeian Assembly in a series of laws emerging from an initial general one which consented to Pompey’s settlement. The trouble was that the Plebs found this endless legislation very boring after the excitement wore off, and forced Vatinius to be quick. Nor, lacking direction from Caesar (as good as his word—he refused to offer any kind of guidance to Vatinius), did the son of a new Roman citizen from Alba Fucentia understand anything about setting tributes or defining the boundaries of kingdoms. So the Plebs blundered through act after act, consistently setting the tributes too low and defining the boundaries too cloudily. And for their part the boni allowed it all to happen by failing to veto one single aspect of Vatinius’s month-long activity. What they wanted was to complain loud and long after it was finished, and use it as an example of what happened when senatorial prerogatives were usurped by the legislating bodies.


  But “Don’t come crying to me!” was what Caesar said. “You had your chance, you refused to take it. Complain to the Plebs. Or better still, having resigned from your proper duties, teach the Plebs how to frame treaties and set tributes. It seems they’ll be doing it from now on. The precedent has been set.”


  All of which paled before the prospect of the vote in the Popular Assembly about Caesar’s land bill. Sufficient time and contiones having elapsed, Caesar convoked the voting meeting of the Popular Assembly on the eighteenth day of February, despite the fact that this meant Bibulus held the fasces.


  By now Pompey’s hand-picked veterans had all arrived to vote, giving the lex Mia agraria the support it would need to pass. So great was the crowd which assembled that Caesar made no attempt to hold the vote in the Well of the Comitia; he set himself up on the platform attached to the temple of Castor and Pollux, and wasted no time on the preliminaries. With Pompey acting as augur and himself conducting the prayers, he called for the casting of lots to see the order in which the tribes would vote not long after the sun had risen above the Esquiline.


  The moment the men of Cornelia were called to vote first, the boni struck. His fasces-bearing lictors preceding him, Bibulus forced his way through the mass of men around the platform with Cato, Ahenobarbus, Gaius Piso, Favonius and the four tribunes of the plebs he controlled surrounding him, Metellus Scipio in the lead. At the foot of the steps on Pollux’s side his lictors stopped; Bibulus pushed past them and stood on the bottom step.


  “Gaius Julius Caesar, you do not possess the fasces!” he screamed. “This meeting is invalid because I, the officiating consul this month, did not consent to its being held! Disband it or I will have you prosecuted!”


  The last word had scarcely left his mouth when the crowd bellowed and surged forward, too quickly for any of the four tribunes of the plebs to interpose a veto, or perhaps too loudly for a veto to be heard. A perfect target, Bibulus was pelted with filth, and when his lictors moved to protect him their sacred persons were seized; bruised and beaten, they had to watch as their fasces were smashed to pieces by a hundred pairs of bare and brawny hands. The same hands then turned to rend Bibulus, slapping rather than punching, with Cato coming in for the same treatment, and the rest retreating. After which someone emptied a huge basket of ordure on top of Bibulus’s head, though some was spared for Cato. While the mob howled with laughter, Bibulus, Cato and the lictors withdrew.


  The lex Iulia agraria passed into law so positively that the first eighteen tribes all voted their assent, and the meeting then turned its attention to voting for the men Pompey suggested should fill the commission and the committee. An impeccable collection: among the commissioners were Varro, Caesar’s brother-in-law Marcus Atius Balbus, and that great authority on pig breeding Gnaeus Tremellius Scrofa; the five consular committeemen were Pompey, Crassus, Messala Niger, Lucius Caesar and Gaius Cosconius (who was not a consular, but needed to be thanked for his services).


  Convinced they could win after this shocking demonstration of public violence during an illegally convoked meeting, the boni tried the following day to bring Caesar down. Bibulus called the Senate into a closed session and displayed his injuries to the House, together with the bruises and bandages his lictors and Cato sported as they walked slowly up and down the floor to let everyone see what had happened to them.


  “I make no attempt to have Gaius Julius Caesar charged in the Violence Court for conducting a lawless assemblage!” cried Bibulus to the packed gathering. “To do so would be pointless, no one would convict him. What I ask is better and stronger! I want a Senatus Consultum Ultimum! But not in the form invented to deal with Gaius Gracchus! I want a state of emergency declared immediately, with myself appointed Dictator until public violence has been driven from our beloved Forum Romanum, and this mad dog Caesar driven out of Italia forever! I’ll have none of a half measure like the one we endured while Catilina occupied Etruria! I want it done the right way, the proper way! Myself as legally elected Dictator, with Marcus Porcius Cato as my master of the horse! Whatever steps are taken then fall to me—no one in this House can be accused of treason, nor can the Dictator be made to answer for what he does or his master of the horse deems necessary. I will see a division!”


  “No doubt you will, Marcus Bibulus,” said Caesar, “though I wish you wouldn’t. Why embarrass yourself? The House won’t give you that kind of mandate unless you manage to grow a few inches. You wouldn’t be able to see over the heads of your military escort, though I suppose you could draft dwarves. The only violence which erupted you caused. Nor did a riot develop. The moment the People showed you what they thought of your trying to disrupt their legally convened proceedings, the meeting returned to normal and the vote was taken. You were manhandled, but not maimed. The chief insult was a basket of ordure, and that was treatment you richly deserved. The Senate is not sovereign, Marcus Bibulus. The People are sovereign. You tried to destroy that sovereignty in the name of less than five hundred men, most of whom are sitting here today. Most of whom I hope have the sense to deny you your request because it is an unreasonable and baseless request. Rome stands in no danger of civil unrest. Revolution isn’t even above the edge of the farthest horizon one can see from the top of the Capitol. You’re a spoiled and vindictive little man who wants your own way and can’t bear to be gainsaid. As for Marcus Cato, he’s a bigger fool than he is a prig. I noted that your other adherents didn’t linger yesterday to give you more excuse than this slender pretext on which you demand to be created Dictator. Dictator Bibulus! Ye gods, what a joke! I remember you from Mitylene far too well to blanch at the thought of Dictator Bibulus. You couldn’t organize an orgy in Venus Erucina’s or a brawl in a tavern. You’re an incompetent, vainglorious little maggot! Go ahead, take your division! In fact, I’ll move it for you!”


  The eyes so like Sulla’s passed from face to face, lingered on Cicero with the ghost of a menace in them not only Cicero felt. What a power the man had! It radiated out of him, and hardly any senator there didn’t suddenly understand that what would work on anyone else, even Pompey, would never stop Caesar. If they called his bluff, they all knew it would turn out to be no bluff. He was more than merely dangerous. He was disaster.


  When the division was called, only Cato stood to Bibulus’s right; Metellus Scipio and the rest gave in.


  Whereupon Caesar went back to the People and demanded one additional clause for his lex agraria: that every senator be compelled to swear an oath to uphold it the moment it was ratified after the seventeen days’ wait was done. There were precedents, including the famous refusal of Metellus Numidicus which had resulted in an exile some years in duration.


  But times had changed and the People were angry; the Senate was seen as deliberately obstructive, and Pompey’s veterans wanted their land badly. At first a number of senators refused to swear, but Caesar remained determined, and one by one they swore. Except for Metellus Celer, Cato and Bibulus. After Bibulus crumbled it went down to Celer and Cato, who would not, would not, would not.


  “I suggest,” Caesar said to Cicero, “that you persuade that pair to take the oath.” He smiled sweetly. “I have permission from the priests and augurs to procure a lex Curiata allowing Publius Clodius to be adopted into the Plebs. So far I haven’t implemented it. I hope I never have to. But in the long run, Cicero, it depends on you.”


  Terrified, Cicero went to work. “I’ve seen the Great Man,” he said to Celer and Cato, without realizing that he had applied that ironic term to someone other than Pompey, “and he’s out to skin you alive if you don’t swear.”


  “I’d look quite good hanging in the Forum flayed,” said Celer.


  “Celer, he’ll take everything off you! I mean it! If you don’t swear, it means political ruin. There’s no punishment attached for refusing to swear, he’s not so stupid. No one can say you’ve done anything particularly admirable in refusing, it won’t mean a fine or exile. What it will mean is such odium in the Forum that you won’t ever be able to show your face again. If you don’t swear, the People will damn you as obstructive for the sake of obstruction. They’ll take it personally, not as an insult to Caesar. Bibulus should never have shrieked to an entire meeting of the People that they’d never get the law no matter how badly they wanted it. They interpreted that as spite and malice. It put the boni in a very bad light. Don’t you understand that the knights are for it, that it isn’t simply Magnus’s soldiers?”


  Celer was looking uncertain. “I can’t see why the knights are for it,” he said sulkily.


  “Because they’re busy going round Italia buying up land to sell for a fat profit to the commissioners!” snapped Cicero.


  “They’re disgusting!” Cato shouted, speaking for the first time. “I’m the great-grandson of Cato the Censor, I won’t bow down to one of these overbred aristocrats! Even if he does have the knights on his side! Rot the knights!”


  Knowing that his dream of concord between the Orders was a thing of the past, Cicero sighed, held out both hands. “Cato, my dear fellow, swear! I see what you mean about the knights, I really do! They want everything their way, and they exert utterly unscrupulous pressures on us. But what can we do? We have to live with them because we can’t do without them. How many men are there in the Senate? Certainly not enough to stick one’s medicus up in a knightly direction, and that’s what refusal means. You’d be offering anal insult to the Ordo Equester, which is far too powerful to tolerate that.”


  “I’d rather ride out the storm,” said Celer.


  “So would I,” said Cato.


  “Grow up!” cried Cicero. “Ride out the storm? You’ll sink to the bottom, both of you! Make up your minds to it. Swear and survive, or refuse to swear and accept political ruin.” He saw no sign of yielding in either face, girded his loins and went on. “Celer, Cato, swear, I beg of you! After all, what’s at stake if you look at it coldly? What’s more important, to oblige the Great Man this once in something which doesn’t affect you personally, or go down to permanent oblivion? If you kill yourselves politically, you won’t be there to continue the fight, will you? Don’t you see that it’s more important to remain in the arena than get carried out on a shield looking gorgeous in death?”


  And more, and more. Even after Celer came round, it took the beleaguered Cicero another two hours of argument to make the very stubborn Cato give in. But he did give in. Celer and Cato took the oath, and, having taken it, would not forswear it; Caesar had learned from Cinna, and made sure neither man held a stone in his fist to render the swearing void.


  “Oh, what an awful year this is!” Cicero said to Terentia with genuine pain in his voice. “It’s like watching a team of giants battering with hammers at a wall too thick to break! If only I wasn’t here to see it!”


  She actually patted his hand. “Husband, you look absolutely worn down. Why are you staying? If you do, you’ll become ill. Why not set out with me for Antium and Formiae? We could make it a delightful vacation, not return until May or June. Think of the early roses! I know you love to be in Campania for the start of spring. And we could pop in at Arpinum, see how the cheeses and the wool are doing.”


  It loomed deliciously before his gaze, but he shook his head. “Oh, Terentia, I’d give anything to go! It just isn’t possible. Hybrida is back from Macedonia, and half of Macedonia has come to Rome to accuse him of extortion. The poor fellow was a good colleague in my consulship, no matter what they say. Never gave me any real trouble. So I’m going to defend him. It’s the least I can do.”


  “Then promise me that the moment your verdict is in, you’ll leave,” she said. “I’ll go on with Tullia and Piso Frugi—Tullia is keen to see the games in Antium. Besides, little Marcus isn’t well—he complains so of growing pains that I dread his inheriting my rheumatism. We all need a holiday. Please!”


  Such a novelty was it to hear a beseeching Terentia that Cicero agreed. The moment Hybrida’s trial was done, he would join them.


  The problem was that Caesar’s forcing him to remonstrate with Celer and Cato was still at the forefront of Cicero’s mind when he undertook the defense of Gaius Antonius Hybrida. To have acted as Caesar’s lackey smarted; it sat ill with someone whose courage and resolution had saved his country.


  Not therefore so inexplicable that when the moment came to deliver his final speech before the jury found for or against his colleague Hybrida, Cicero found it beyond his control to stick to the subject. He did his habitual good job, lauded Hybrida to the skies and made it clear to the jury that this shining example of the Roman nobility had never pulled the wings off a fly as a child or maimed a considerable number of Greek citizens as a young man, let alone committed any of the crimes alleged by half of the province of Macedonia.


  “Oh,” he sighed as he built up to his peroration, “how much I miss the days when Gaius Hybrida and I were consuls together! What a decent and honorable place Rome was! Yes, we had Catilina skulking in the background ready to demolish our fair city, but he and I coped with that, he and I saved our country! But for what, gentlemen of the jury? For what? I wish I knew! I wish I could tell you why Gaius Hybrida and I stuck by our posts and endured those shocking events! All for nothing, if one looks around Rome on this terrible day during the consulship of a man not fit to wear the toga praetexta! And no, I do not mean the great and good Marcus Bibulus! I mean that ravening wolf Caesar! He has destroyed the concord among the Orders, he has made a mockery of the Senate, he has polluted the consulship! He rubs our noses in the filth which issues from the Cloaca Maxima, he smears it from our tails to our toes, he dumps it on our heads! As soon as this trial is ended I am leaving Rome, and I do not intend to come back for a long time because I just cannot bear to watch Caesar defaecating on Rome! I am going to the seaside, then I am sailing away to see places like Alexandria, haven of learning and good government…”


  The speech ended, the jury voted. CONDEMNO. Gaius Antonius Hybrida was off to exile in Cephallenia, a place he knew well—and that knew him too well. As for Cicero, he packed up and quit Rome that afternoon, Terentia having left already.


  *


  The trial had ended during the morning, and Caesar had been inconspicuously at the back of the crowd to hear Cicero. Before the jury had delivered its verdict he had gone, sending messengers flying in several directions.


  It had been an interesting trial for Caesar in a number of ways, commencing with the fact that he himself had once tried to bring Hybrida down on charges of murder and maiming while the commander of a squadron of Sulla’s cavalry at Lake Orchomenus, in Greece. Caesar had also found himself fascinated by the young man prosecuting Hybrida this time, for he was a protégé of Cicero’s who now had the courage to face Cicero from the opposite side of the legal fence. Marcus Caelius Rufus, a very handsome and well-set-up fellow who had put together a brilliant case and quite cast Cicero into the shadows.


  Within moments of Cicero’s opening his speech in Hybrida’s defense, Caesar knew Hybrida was done for. Hybrida’s reputation was just too well known for anyone to believe he hadn’t pulled the wings off flies when a boy.


  Then came Cicero’s digression.


  Caesar’s temper went completely. He sat in the study at the Domus Publica and chewed his lips as he waited for those he had summoned to appear. So Cicero thought himself immune, did he? So Cicero thought he could say precisely what he liked without fear of reprisal? Well, Marcus Tullius Cicero, you have another think coming! I am going to make life very difficult for you, and you deserve it. Every overture thrown in my face, even now your beloved Pompeius has indicated he would like you to support me. And the whole of Rome knows why you love Pompeius—he saved you from having to pick up a sword during the Italian War by throwing the mantle of his protection around you when you were both cadets serving under Pompeius’s father, the Butcher. Not even for Pompeius will you put your trust in me. So I will make sure I use Pompeius to help haul you down. I showed you up with Rabirius, but more than that—in trying Rabirius, I showed you that your own hide isn’t safe. Now you’re about to find out how it feels to look exile in the face.


  Why do they all seem to believe they can insult me with total impunity? Well, perhaps what I am about to do to Cicero will make them see they can’t. I am not powerless to retaliate. The only reason I have not so far is that I fear I might not be able to stop.


  Publius Clodius arrived first, agog with curiosity, took the goblet of wine Caesar handed him and sat down. He then sprang up, sat down again, wriggled.


  “Can you never sit still, Clodius?’’ Caesar asked.


  “Hate it.”


  “Try.”


  Sensing that some sort of good news was in the offing, Clodius tried, but when he managed to control the rest of his appendages, his goatee continued to wriggle as his chin worked at pushing his lower lip in and out. A sight which Caesar seemed to find intensely amusing, for he finally burst out laughing. The odd thing about Caesar and his merriment, however, was that it failed to annoy Clodius the way—for instance—Cicero’s did.


  “Why,” asked Caesar when his mirth simmered down, “do you persist in wearing that ridiculous tuft?’’


  “We’re all wearing them,” said Clodius, as if that explained it.


  “I had noticed. Except for my cousin Antonius, that is.”


  Clodius giggled. “It didn’t work for poor old Antonius, quite broke his spirit. Instead of sticking out, his goatee stuck up and kept tickling the end of his nose.”


  “Am I allowed to guess why you are all growing hair on the ends of your faces?’’


  “Oh, I think you know, Caesar.”


  “To annoy the boni.”


  “And anyone else who’s foolish enough to react.”


  “I insist that you shave it off, Clodius. Immediately.”


  “Give me one good reason why!” said Clodius aggressively.


  “It might suit a patrician to be eccentric, but plebeians are not sufficiently antique. Plebeians have to obey the mos maiorum.”


  A huge smile of delight spread over Clodius’s face. “You mean you’ve got the consent of the priests and augurs?”


  “Oh, yes. Signed, sealed, and delivered.”


  “Even with Celer still here?”


  “Celer behaved like a lamb.”


  Down went the wine, Clodius leaped to his feet. “I’d better find Publius Fonteius—my adoptive father.”


  “Sit down, Clodius! Your new father has been sent for.”


  “Oh, I can be a tribune of the plebs! The greatest one in the history of Rome, Caesar!”


  A goateed Publius Fonteius arrived on the echo of Clodius’s words, and grinned fatuously when informed that he, aged twenty, would become the father of a man aged thirty-two.


  “Are you willing to release Publius Clodius from your paternal authority and will you shave off that thing?” asked Caesar of him.


  “Anything, Gaius Julius, anything!”


  “Excellent!” said Caesar heartily, and came round his desk to welcome Pompey.


  “What’s amiss?” asked Pompey a trifle anxiously, then stared at the other two men present. “What is amiss?”


  “Not a thing, Magnus, I assure you,” said Caesar, seating himself once more. “I need the services of an augur, is all, and I thought you might like to oblige me.”


  “Anytime, Caesar. But for what?”


  “Well, as I’m sure you know, Publius Clodius has been desirous of abrogating his patrician status for some time. This is his adoptive father, Publius Fonteius. I’d like to get the business done this afternoon, if you’d act as augur.”


  No, Pompey was not a fool. Caesar hadn’t got it out before he understood the object of the exercise. He too had been in the Forum to listen to Cicero, and he had hurt more from it than Caesar had, for whatever insults were heaped on Caesar’s head reflected on him. For years he’d put up with Cicero’s vacillations; nor was he pleased with the way Cicero had shied on every occasion he had asked for help since his return from the East. Savior of his country indeed! Let the conceited nincompoop suffer a little for a change! Oh, how he’d cringe when he knew Clodius was on his tail!


  “I’m happy to oblige,” said Pompey.


  “Then let’s all meet in the Well of the Comitia in one hour’s time,” said Caesar. “I’ll have the thirty lictors of the curiae present, and we’ll get on with it. Minus the beards.”


  Clodius lingered at the door. “Does it happen immediately, Caesar, or do I have to wait for seventeen days?”


  “Since the tribunician elections are not due for some months yet, Clodius, what does it matter?” asked Caesar, laughing. “But to make absolutely sure, we’ll have another little ceremony after three nundinae have elapsed.” He paused. “I presume you’re sui iuris, not under the hand of Appius Claudius still?’’


  “No, he ceased to be my paterfamilias when I married.”


  “Then there is no impediment.”


  Nor was there. Few of the men who mattered in Rome were there to witness the proceedings of adrogatio, with their prayers, chants, sacrifices and archaic rituals. Publius Clodius, formerly a member of the patrician gens Claudia, became a member of the plebeian gens Fonteia for a very few moments before assuming his own name again and continuing to be a member of the gens Claudia—but this time of a new plebeian branch, distinct from the Claudii Marcelli. He was, in effect, founding a new Famous Family. Unable to enter the religious circle, Fulvia watched from the closest spot she could, then joined Clodius afterward to whoop about the lower Forum telling everyone that Clodius was going to be a tribune of the plebs next year—and that Cicero’s days as a Roman citizen were numbered.


  *


  Cicero learned of it in the little crossroads settlement of Tres Tabernae, on his way to Antium; there he met young Curio.


  “My dear fellow,” said Cicero warmly, drawing Curio into his private parlor at the best of the three inns, “the only thing which saddens me to meet you is that it means you haven’t yet resumed your brilliant attacks on Caesar. What happened? Last year so vocal, this year so silent.”


  “1 got bored,” said Curio tersely; one of the penalties of flirting with the boni was that one had to put up with people like Cicero, who also flirted with the boni. He was certainly not about to tell Cicero now that he had stopped attacking Caesar because Clodius had helped him out of a financial embarrassment, and fixed as his price silence on the subject of Caesar. So, having a little venom of his own, he sat down companionably with Cicero and let the conversation flow wherever Cicero wished for some time. Then he asked, “How do you feel about Clodius’s new plebeian status?”


  The effect was all he could have hoped for. Cicero went white, grabbed the edge of the table and hung on for dear life.


  “What did you say?” the savior of his country whispered.


  “Clodius is a plebeian.”


  “When?”


  “Not too many days ago—you will travel by litter, Cicero; you move at the pace of a snail. I didn’t see it myself, but I heard all about it from Clodius, very elated. He’s standing for the tribunate of the plebs, he tells me, though I’m not quite sure why aside from settling his score with you. One moment he was praising Caesar like a god because Caesar had procured him his lex Curiata, the next moment he was saying that as soon as he entered office he’d invalidate all Caesar’s laws. But that’s Clodius!”


  The color now flooded into Cicero’s face, reddening it to the point whereat Curio wondered if he was about to have a stroke. “Caesar made him a plebeian?’’


  “On the same day you let your tongue run away with you at the trial of Hybrida. At noon all was peace and quiet, three hours later there was Clodius screaming his new plebeian status from the rooftops. And that he’d be prosecuting you.”


  “Free speech is dead!” groaned Cicero.


  “You’re only just finding that out?” Curio asked, grinning.


  “But if Caesar made him a plebeian, why is he threatening to invalidate all Caesar’s laws?”


  “Oh, not because he’s vexed with Caesar,” Curio said. “It’s Pompeius he loathes. Caesar’s laws are designed to benefit Magnus, that simple. Clodius deems Magnus a tumor in Rome’s bowels.”


  “Sometimes I agree with him,” Cicero muttered.


  Which didn’t prevent his greeting Pompey with joy when he reached Antium to find the Great Man staying there on his way back to Rome after a quick trip to Campania as a land committeeman.


  “Have you heard that Clodius is now a plebeian?” he asked as soon as he considered it polite to terminate the courtesies.


  “I didn’t hear it, Cicero, I was a part of it,” said Pompey, bright blue eyes twinkling. “I took the auspices, and very fine they were too. The clearest liver! Classical.”


  “Oh, what’s going to happen to me now?” moaned Cicero, his hands writhing.


  “Nothing, Cicero, nothing!” said Pompey heartily. “Clodius is all talk, believe me. Neither Caesar nor I will let him harm a hair of your venerable head.”


  “Venerable?” squawked Cicero. “You and I, Pompeius, are the same age!”


  “Who said I wasn’t venerable too?”


  “Oh, I’m doomed!”


  “Nonsense!” said Pompey, reaching over to pat Cicero’s back between his huddled shoulders. “Give you my word he won’t harm you, truly!”


  A promise Cicero wanted desperately to cling to; but could anyone keep Clodius in check once he had a target in sight?


  “How do you know he won’t harm me?” he asked.


  “Because I told him not to at the adoption ceremony. Time someone told him! He reminds me of a really bumptious and cocky junior military tribune who mistakes a little talent for a lot. Well, I’m used to dealing with those! He just needed smartening up by the man with the real talent—the general.”


  That was it. Curio’s puzzle answered. Didn’t Pompey begin to understand? A man of respectable birth from rural parts didn’t presume to tell a patrician Roman how to behave. If Clodius had not already decided he loathed Pompey, to be treated like a junior military tribune by the likes of Pompeius Magnus at the very moment of his victory would surely have done it.


  *


  Rome during March buzzed, some of it arising from politics and some from the sensational death of Metellus Celer. Still dallying in Rome and leaving his province of Further Gaul to the ministrations of his legate Gaius Pomptinus, Celer seemed not to know what to do for the best. It had been bad enough when Clodia blazed a trail across Rome’s social sky in the throes of her wild affair with Catullus, but that was finished. The poet from Verona was crazed with grief; his howls and sobs could be heard from the Carinae to the Palatine—and his wonderful poems read from the same to the same. Erotic, passionate, heartfelt, luminous—if Catullus had searched forever for a suitable object of a great love, he could not have found a better than his adored Lesbia, Clodia. Her perfidy, cunning, heartlessness and rapacity coaxed words out of him he hadn’t known himself capable of producing.


  She terminated Catullus when she discovered Caelius, about to commence his prosecution of Gaius Antonius Hybrida. What had attracted her to Catullus was present to some extent in Caelius, but in a more Roman mold; the poet was too intense, too volatile, too prone to gloomy depression. Whereas Caelius was sophisticated, witty, innately joyous. He came from good stock and had a rich father who was anxious that his brilliant son should snatch nobility for the Caelius family by attaining the consulship. Caelius was a New Man, yes, but not of the more obnoxious kind. The striking and stormy good looks of Catullus had ravished her, but the powerful thews and equally handsome face belonging to Caelius pleased Clodia more; it could become quite an ordeal to be a poet’s mistress.


  In short, Catullus began to bore Clodia at precisely the moment she spied Caelius. So it was off with the old and on with the new. And how did a husband fit into this frenzied activity? The answer was, not very well. Clodia’s passion for Celer had lasted until she neared thirty, but that was the end of it. Time and increasing self-assurance had weaned her away from her first cousin and childhood companion, prompted her to seek whatever it was she looked for with Catullus, her second essay in illicit love—at least of a glaringly public kind. The incest scandal she, Clodius and Clodilla had provoked had whetted an appetite eventually grown too great not to be indulged. Clodia also found that she adored being despised by all the people she herself despised. Poor Celer was reduced to the role of helpless onlooker.


  She was twelve years older than the twenty-three-year-old Marcus Caelius Rufus when she spied him, not that he had just arrived in Rome; Caelius had flitted in and out since he had come to study under Cicero three years before the consulship. He had flirted with Catilina, been sent in disgrace to assist the governor of Africa Province until the fuss died down because Caelius Senior happened to own a great deal of the wheatlands of the Bagradas River in that province. Recently Caelius had come home to start his Forum career in earnest, and with as much splash as possible. Thus he elected to prosecute the man even Gaius Caesar hadn’t been able to convict, Gaius Antonius Hybrida.


  For Celer the misery just kept on waxing at the same rate as Clodia’s interest in him waned. And then, on top of being shown that he had no choice other than to swear the oath to uphold Caesar’s land bill, he learned that Clodia had a new lover, Marcus Caelius Rufus. The inhabitants of the houses around Celer’s residence had no trouble hearing the frightful quarrels which erupted out of Celer’s peristyle at all hours of day and night. Husband and wife specialized in shouting threats of murder at each other, and there were sounds of blows struck, missiles landing, breaking pottery or glass, frightened servants’ voices, shrieks which froze the blood. It couldn’t last, all the neighbors knew it, and speculated how it would eventually end.


  But who could have predicted such an end? Unconscious, brain herniating out of the splintered depths of a shocking head wound, Celer was hauled naked from his bath by servants while Clodia stood screaming, robe soaked because she had climbed into the bath in an attempt to get him out herself, covered in blood because she had held his head out of the water. When the horrified Metellus Nepos was joined by Appius Claudius and Publius Clodius, she was able to tell them what had happened. Celer had been very drunk, she explained, but insisted on a bath after he vomited—who could ever reason with a drunken man or persuade him not to do what he was determined to do? Repeatedly telling him that he was too drunk to bathe, Clodia accompanied him to the bathroom, and continued to plead with him as he undressed. Then, poised on the top step and about to descend into the tepid water, her husband fell and struck his head on the rear parapet of the tub—sharp, projecting, lethal.


  Sure enough, when the three men went to the bathroom to inspect the scene of the accident, there on the rear parapet were blood, bone, brain. The physicians and surgeons tenderly inserted a comatose Metellus Celer into his bed, and a weeping Clodia refused to leave his side for any reason.


  Two days later he died, never having regained consciousness. Clodia was a widow, and Rome plunged into mourning for Quintus Caecilius Metellus Celer. His brother, Nepos, was his principal heir, but Clodia had been left extremely comfortably off, and no agnate relative of Celer’s was about to invoke the lex Voconia.


  Busy preparing his case for the defense of Hybrida, Cicero had listened fascinated when Publius Nigidius Figulus told him and Atticus (in Rome for the winter) the details Appius Claudius had told him in confidence.


  When the story was done the thought popped into Cicero’s mind; he giggled. “Clytemnestra!” he said.


  To which the other two said not one word, though they seemed distinctly uneasy. Nothing could be proved, there had been no witnesses aside from Clodia. But certainly Metellus Celer had borne the same kind of wound as King Agamemnon had after his wife, Queen Clytemnestra, had plied an axe to murder him in his bath so that she could continue her liaison with Aegisthus.


  So who spread the new nickname of Clytemnestra? That was never established either. But from that time on Clodia was also known as Clytemnestra, and many people implicitly believed that she had murdered her husband in his bath.


  The sensation did not die down after Celer’s funeral, for he left a vacancy in the College of Augurs, and every aspiring man in Rome wanted to contest the election. In the old days when men had been co-opted into the priestly colleges, the new augur would have been Metellus Nepos, the dead man’s brother. Nowadays, who knew? The boni had very vocal supporters, but they were not in the majority. Perhaps aware of this, Nepos was heard saying that he would probably not nominate himself, as he was so brokenhearted he intended to travel abroad for several years.


  The squabbles over the augurship may not have attained the height of those frightful altercations heard from the house of Celer before he died, but they enlivened the Forum mightily. When the tribune of the plebs Publius Vatinius announced that he would stand, Bibulus and the Chief Augur, Messala Rufus, blocked his candidacy very simply. Vatinius had a disfiguring tumor on his forehead; he wasn’t perfect.


  “At least,” Vatinius was heard to say loudly, though it seemed with great good humor, “my wen is where everyone can see it! Now Bibulus’s wen is on his arse, though Messala Rufus goes one better—he has two wens where his balls used to be. I am going to move in the Plebs that all future candidates for an augurship should be required to strip naked and parade up and down the Forum.”


  *


  In April the junior consul Bibulus could enjoy true possession of the fasces for the first time, given February’s foreign affairs. He entered his month well aware that all was not going well with the execution of the lex Iulia agraria: the commissioners were unusually zealous and the five committeemen enormously helpful, but every organized settlement in Italy still retaining public lands was being obstructive, and sale of private lands was tardy because even knightly acquisition of land for resale to the State took time. Oh, the act was so beautifully thought out that things would sort themselves out eventually! The trouble was that Pompey needed to settle more of his veterans at once than could be done.


  “They have to see action,” said Bibulus to Cato, Gaius Piso, Ahenobarbus and Metellus Scipio, “but action isn’t on the horizon as yet. What they need is a very large tract of public land already surveyed and apportioned out in ten-iugera lots by some previous land legislator who didn’t live long enough to implement his law.”


  Cato’s huge nose contracted, his eyes blazed. “They would never dare!” he said.


  “Dare what?” asked Metellus Scipio.


  “They will dare,” Bibulus insisted.


  “Dare what?”


  “Bring in a second land bill to use the Ager Campanus and the Capuan public lands. Two hundred and fifty square miles of land parceled up by almost everyone since Tiberius Gracchus, ready for seizure and settlement.”


  “It will pass,” said Gaius Piso, lips peeled away from teeth.


  “I agree,” said Bibulus, “it will pass.”


  “But we have to stop it,” from Ahenobarbus.


  “Yes, we have to stop it.”


  “How?” asked Metellus Scipio.


  “I had hoped,” said the junior consul, “that my ploy to make all comitial days feriae would answer, though I should have known that Caesar would use his authority as Pontifex Maximus. However, there is one religious ploy neither he nor the Colleges can counter. I may have exceeded my authority as a lone augur in the feriae business, but I will not exceed my authority as both augur and consul if I approach the problem in both roles.”


  They were all leaning forward eagerly. Perhaps Cato was the most publicly prominent one among them, but there could be no doubt that Bibulus’s heroism in choosing to suggest a menial and very belittling proconsulship had given him the edge over Cato in all private meetings of the leaders of the boni. Nor did Cato resent this; Cato had no aspirations to lead.


  “I intend to retire to my house to watch the skies until the end of my year as consul.”


  No one spoke.


  “Did you hear me?’’ asked Bibulus, smiling.


  “We heard, Marcus Bibulus,” said Cato, “but will it work? How can it work?”


  “It’s been done before, and it’s firmly established as a part of the mos maiorum. Besides which, I organized a secret little search of the Sacred Books, and found a prophecy which could easily be interpreted as meaning that this year the sky is going to produce an omen of extreme significance. Just what the sign is the prophecy didn’t say, and that’s what makes the whole ploy possible. Now when the consul retires to his house to watch the skies, all public business must be suspended until he emerges to take up his fasces again. Which I have no intention of doing!”


  “It won’t be popular,” said Gaius Piso, looking worried.


  “At first perhaps not, but we’re all going to have to work hard to make it look more popular than it actually will be. I intend to use Catullus—he’s so good at lampooning, and now that Clodia’s finished with him he can’t do enough to make her or her little brother unhappy. I just wish I could get Curio again, but he won’t oblige. However, we’re not going to concentrate on Caesar, he’s immune. We’re going to set Pompeius Magnus up as our chief target, and for the rest of the year we make absolutely sure that not a day goes by without as many of our adherents in the Forum as we can marshal. Numbers don’t actually mean much. Noise and numbers in the Forum are what count. The bulk of city and country want Caesar’s laws, but they’re hardly ever in the Forum unless there’s a vote or a vital contio.”


  Bibulus looked at Cato. “You have a special job, Cato. On every possible occasion I want you to make yourself so obnoxious that Caesar loses his temper and orders you off to the Lautumiae. For some reason, he loses it more easily if it’s you or Cicero doing the agitating. One must assume both of you have the ability to get under his saddle like burrs. Whenever possible we’ll prearrange things so that we can have the Forum packed with people ready to support you and condemn the opposition. Pompeius is the weak link. Whatever we do has to be designed to make him feel vulnerable.”


  “When do you intend to retire to your house?” Ahenobarbus asked.


  “The second day before the Ides, the only day between the Megalesia and the Ceriala, when Rome will be full of people and the Forum full of sightseers. There’s no point in doing it without the biggest possible audience.”


  “And do you think that all public business will cease when you retire to your house?” asked Metellus Scipio.


  Bibulus raised his brows. “I sincerely hope not! The whole object of the ploy is to force Caesar and Vatinius to legislate in contraindication of the omens. It means that as soon as they’re out of office we can invalidate their laws. Not to mention have them prosecuted for maiestas. Doesn’t a conviction for treason sound wonderful?”


  “What if Clodius becomes a tribune of the plebs?”


  “I can’t see how that can change anything. Clodius has—why I don’t know!—conceived a dislike for Pompeius Magnus. He’ll be our ally next year if he’s elected, not our enemy.”


  “He’s after Cicero too.”


  “Again, what is that to us? Cicero isn’t boni, he’s an ulcer. Ye gods, I’d vote for any law which could shut him up when he begins to prate about how he saved his country! Anyone would think Catilina worse than a combination of Hannibal and Mithridates.”


  “But if Clodius goes after Cicero he’ll also go after you, Cato,” said Gaius Piso.


  “How can he?” Cato asked. “I merely gave my opinion in the House. I certainly wasn’t the senior consul, I hadn’t even gone into office as a tribune of the plebs. Free speech is becoming more perilous, but there’s no law on the tablets yet forbidding a man to say what he thinks during a meeting of the Senate.”


  It was Ahenobarbus who thought of the major difficulty. “I see how we can invalidate any laws Caesar or Vatinius pass between now and the end of the year,” he said, “but first we have to get the numbers in the House. That means it will have to be our men sitting in the curule chairs next year. But whom can we succeed in getting elected as consuls, not to mention praetor urbanus! I understand Metellus Nepos intends to leave Rome to heal his grief, so he’s out. I’ll be praetor, and so will Gaius Memmius, who hates Uncle Pompeius Magnus terrifically. But who for consul? Philippus sits in Caesar’s lap. So does Gaius Octavius, married to Caesar’s niece. Lentulus Niger wouldn’t get in. Nor would Cicero’s little brother Quintus. And anyone who was praetor earlier than that lot can’t succeed either.”


  “You’re right, Lucius, we have to get our own consuls in,” said Bibulus, frowning. “Aulus Gabinius will run, so will Lucius Piso. Both with a foot in the Popularist camp, and both with much electoral clout. We’ll just have to persuade Nepos to stay in Rome, run for augur and then for consul. And our other candidate had better be Messala Rufus. If we don’t have sympathetic curule magistrates next year, we won’t invalidate Caesar’s laws.”


  “What about Arrius, who’s very annoyed with Caesar, I hear, because Caesar won’t back him as a consular candidate?” from Cato.


  “Too old and not enough clout” was the scornful reply.


  “I heard something else,” said Ahenobarbus, not pleased; no one had mentioned his name in connection with the augural vacancy.


  “What?” asked Gaius Piso.


  “That Caesar and Magnus are thinking of asking Cicero to take Cosconius’s place on the Committee of Five. Convenient that he dropped dead! Cicero would suit them better.”


  “Cicero’s too big a fool to accept,” said Bibulus, sniffing.


  “Not even if his darling Pompeius implores?”


  “At the moment I hear Pompeius isn’t his darling,” said Gaius Piso, laughing. “He’s heard who auspicated at the adoption of Publius Clodius!”


  “You’d think that would tell Cicero something about his actual importance in the scheme of things,” sneered Ahenobarbus.


  “Well, there’s a rumor emanating from Atticus that Cicero says Rome is sick of him!”


  “He isn’t wrong,” said Bibulus, sighing theatrically.


  The meeting broke up with great hilarity; the boni were happy.


  *


  Though Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus made his speech announcing that he was retiring to his house to watch the skies publicly from the rostra, and to a large crowd of people mostly gathered in Rome for the spring Games, Caesar chose not to reply publicly. He called the Senate into session and conducted the meeting with doors firmly closed.


  “Marcus Bibulus has most correctly sent his fasces to the temple of Venus Libitina, and there they will reside until the Kalends of May, when I will assume them as is my right. However, this cannot be allowed to descend into one of those years wherein all public business founders. It is my duty to Rome’s electors to fulfill the mandate they gave me—and Marcus Bibulus!—to govern. Therefore I intend to govern. The prophecy Marcus Bibulus quoted from the rostra is one I know, and I have two arguments as to Marcus Bibulus’s interpretation of it: the first, that the actual year is unclear; and the second, that it can be interpreted in at least four ways. So while the quindecimviri sacris faciundis examine the situation and conduct the proper enquiries, I must assume that Marcus Bibulus’s action is invalid. Once again he has taken it upon himself to interpret Rome’s religious mos maiorum to suit his own political ends. Like the Jews, we conduct our religion as a part of the State, and believe that the State cannot prosper if religious laws and customs are profaned. However, we are unique in having legal contracts with our Gods, with whom we retain bargaining power and dicker for concessions. What is important is that we keep divine forces properly channeled, and the best way to do that is to keep to our end of the bargain by doing what lies in our power to maintain Rome’s prosperity and well-being. Marcus Bibulus’s action accomplishes the opposite, and the Gods will not thank him. He will die away from Rome and in cold comfort.”


  Oh, if only Pompey looked more at ease! After a career as long and glorious as his, you’d think he would know things don’t always go smoothly! Yet there’s still a lot of the spoiled baby in him. He wants everything to be perfect. He expects to get what he wants and have approval too.


  “It is up to this House to decide what course I now adopt,” the senior consul went on. “I will call for a vote. Those who feel that all business must cease forthwith because the junior consul has retired to his house to watch the skies, please form on my left. Those who feel that, at least until the verdict of the Fifteen is in, government should continue as normal, please form on my right. I make no further plea for good sense and love of Rome. Conscript Fathers, divide the House.”


  It was a calculated gamble which instinct told Caesar he ought not to postpone; the longer the senatorial sheep pondered Bibulus’s action, the more likely they were to become afraid of defying it. Strike now, and there was a chance.


  But the results surprised everyone; almost the entire Senate passed to Caesar’s right, an indication of the anger men felt at Bibulus’s wanton determination to defeat Caesar, even at the cost of ruining Rome. The few boni on the left stood there stunned.


  “I lodge a strong protest, Gaius Caesar!” Cato shouted as the senators returned to their places.


  Pompey, mood soaring at this resounding victory for good sense and love of Rome, turned on Cato with claws out. “Sit down and shut up, you sanctimonious prig!” he roared. “Who do you think you are, to set yourself up as judge and jury? You’re nothing but an ex-tribune of the plebs who’ll never even make praetor!”


  “Oh! Oh! Oh!” hollered Cato, staggering like a bad actor pierced by a paper dagger. “Listen to the great Pompeius, who was consul before he so much as qualified to stand as a mere tribune of the plebs! Who do you think you are? What, you don’t even know? Then allow me to tell you! An unconstitutional, unprincipled, un-Roman lump of arrogance and fancy, that’s what you are! As to who—you’re a Gaul who thinks like a Gaul—a butcher who is the son of a butcher—a pander who sucks up to patricians to be let negotiate marriages far above him—a ponce who adores to dress up prettily to hear the crowd goo and gush—an eastern potentate who loves to live in palaces—a king who queens it—an orator who could send a rutting ram to sleep—a politician who has to employ competent politicians—a radical worse than the Brothers Gracchi—a general who hasn’t fought a battle in twenty years without at least twice as many troops as the enemy—a general who prances in and picks up the laurels after other and better men have done all the real work—a consul who had to have a book of instructions to know how to act—AND A.MAN WHO EXECUTED ROMAN CITIZENS WITHOUT TRIAL, WITNESS MARCUS JUNIUS BRUTUS!”


  The House just couldn’t help itself. It erupted into cheers, screeches, whistles, cries of joy; feet pounded the floor until the rafters shook, hands crashed together like drums. Only Caesar knew how hard he had to work to sit impassive, hands down at his sides and feet primly together. Oh, what a glorious diatribe! Oh, masterly! Oh, to have lived to hear it was a privilege!


  Then he saw Pompey, and his heart sank. Ye gods, the foolish man was taking the hysterical applause personally! Didn’t he yet understand? No one there would have cared who the target was, or what the subject of the tirade was. It was just the best piece of extemporaneous invective in years! The Senate of Rome would applaud a Tingitanian ape excoriating a donkey if it did it half that well! But there sat Pompey looking more crushed than he must have looked after Quintus Sertorius ran rings round him in Spain. Defeated! Conquered by a tongue of brass. Not until that moment did Caesar realize the extent of the insecurity and hunger to be approved of inside Pompey the Great.


  Time to act. After he dismissed the meeting he stood on the curule dais as the ecstatic senators rushed away talking together excitedly, most of them clustered about Cato patting him on the back, pouring praise on his head. The worst of it was that Pompey sitting on his chair with his head down meant he, Caesar, couldn’t do what he knew was the proper thing to do—congratulate Cato as warmly as if he had been a loyal political ally. Instead he had to look indifferent in case Pompey saw him.


  “Did you see Crassus?” Pompey demanded when they were alone. “Did you see him?” His voice had risen to a squeak. “Lauding Cato to the skies! Which side is the man on?”


  “Our side, Pompeius. You’re too thin-skinned, my friend, if you take the House’s reaction to Cato as a personal criticism. The applause was for a terrific little speech, nothing else. He is usually such a crashing bore, filibustering eternally. But that was so good of its kind.”


  “It was aimed at me! Me!”


  “I wish it had been aimed at me,” said Caesar, holding on to his temper. “Your mistake was not to join in the cheering. Then you could have come out of it looking a thoroughly good sport. Never show a weakness in politics, Magnus, no matter how you feel inside. He got beneath your armor, and you let everyone know it.”


  “You’re on their team too!”


  “No, Magnus, I’m not, any more than Crassus is. Let’s just say that while you were out winning victories for Rome, Crassus and I were serving our apprenticeships in the political arena.” He bent, put a hand beneath Pompey’s elbow, and hauled him to his feet with a strength Pompey had not expected from such a slender fellow. “Come, they’ll have gone.”


  “I can’t show my face in the House ever again!”


  “Rubbish. You’ll be there at the next meeting looking your usual sunny self, and you’ll go up to Cato and shake him by the hand and congratulate him. Just as I will.”


  “No, no, I can’t do it!”


  “Well, I won’t convene the Senate for several days. By the time you need to, you’ll be prepared. Come home with me now and share my dinner. Otherwise you’re going to go back to that huge empty house on the Carinae with no better company than three or four philosophers. You really ought to marry again, Magnus.”


  “I’d quite like to, but I haven’t seen anyone I fancy. It’s not so urgent once a man has a brace of sons and a girl to round the family off. Besides, you’re a fine one to talk! No wife in the Domus Publica either, and you don’t even have a son.”


  “A son would be nice, but not necessary. I’m lucky in my one chick, my daughter. I wouldn’t exchange her for Minerva and Venus rolled in one, and I do not mean that sacrilegiously.”


  “Engaged to young Caepio Brutus, isn’t she?”


  “Yes.”


  When they entered the Domus Publica his host saw Pompey put into the best chair in the study with wine at his fingertips, and excused himself to find his mother.


  “We have a guest for dinner,” Caesar said, poking his head round Aurelia’s door. “Pompeius. Can you and Julia join us in the dining room?’’


  Not a flicker of emotion crossed Aurelia’s face. She nodded and got up from her desk. “Certainly, Caesar.”


  “Will you let us know when dinner’s ready?”


  “Of course,” she said, and pattered away toward the stairs.


  Julia was reading, and didn’t hear her grandmother enter; on principle Aurelia never knocked, as she belonged to that school of parent who considered young persons ought to have some training in continuing to do the proper thing even when they thought themselves alone. It taught self-discipline and caution. The world could be a cruel place; a child was best off when prepared for it.


  “No Brutus today?”


  Julia looked up, smiled, sighed. “No, avia, not today. He has some sort of meeting with his business managers, and I believe the three of them are to dine at Servilia’s afterward. She likes to know what’s going on, even now she’s allowed Brutus to take over his own affairs.”


  “Well, that will please your father.”


  “Oh? Why? I thought he liked Brutus.”


  “He likes Brutus very well, but he has his own guest to eat with us today, and they may want to converse privately. We are banished as soon as the food is taken out, but they couldn’t do that to Brutus, now could they?”


  “Who is it?” Julia asked, not really interested.


  “I don’t really know, he didn’t say.” Hmm, this is difficult! thought Aurelia. How do I get her into her most flattering robe without giving the plot away? She cleared her throat. “Julia, has tata seen you in your new birthday dress?”


  “No, I don’t think he has.”


  “Then why not put it on now? And his silver jewelry? How clever he was to get you silver rather than gold! I have no idea who’s with him, but it’s someone important, so he’ll be pleased if we look our best.”


  Apparently all of that didn’t sound too forced; Julia simply smiled and nodded. “How long before dinner?”


  “Half an hour.”


  *


  “What exactly does Bibulus’s retiring to his house to watch the skies mean to us, Caesar?” Pompey asked. “For instance, could our laws be invalidated next year?’’


  “Not the ones which were ratified before today, Magnus, so you and Crassus are safe enough. It’s my province will be at greatest peril, since I’ll have to use Vatinius and the Plebs—though the Plebs are not religiously constrained, so I very much doubt that Bibulus’s watching the skies can make plebiscites and the activities of tribunes of the plebs look sacrilegious. However, we’d have to fight it in court, and depend upon the urban praetor.”


  The wine, Caesar’s very best (and strongest), was beginning to restore Pompey’s equilibrium, even if his spirits were still low. The Domus Publica suited Caesar, he reflected, all rich dark colors and sumptuous gilt. We fair men look best against such backgrounds.


  “You know of course that we’ll have to legislate another land bill,” Pompey said abruptly. “I’m in and out of Rome constantly, so I’ve seen for myself what it’s like for the commissioners. We need the Ager Campanus.”


  “And the Capuan public lands. Yes, I know.”


  “But Bibulus makes it invalid.”


  “Perhaps not, Magnus,” Caesar said tranquilly. “If I draft it as a supplementary bill attached to the original act, it’s less vulnerable. The commissioners and committeemen wouldn’t change, but that’s not a problem. It will mean that twenty thousand of your veterans can be accommodated there well within the year, plus five thousand Roman Head Count to leaven the new settler bread. We should be able to put twenty thousand more veterans on other lands almost as quickly. Which leaves us with sufficient time to prise places like Arretium free of their lands, and puts far less pressure on the Treasury to buy private land. That’s our argument for taking the Campanian ager publicus, the fact that it’s already in State ownership.”


  “But the rents will cease,” said Pompey.


  “True. Though you and I both know that the rents are not as lucrative as they ought to be. Senators are reluctant to pay up.”


  “So are senators’ wives with fortunes of their own,” Pompey said with a grin.


  “Oh?”


  “Terentia. Won’t pay a sestertius in rent, though she leases whole forests, oak for pigs. Very profitable. Hard as marble, that woman! Ye gods, I feel sorry for Cicero!”


  “How does she get away with it?”


  “Reckons there’s a sacred grove in it somewhere.”


  “Clever fowl!” laughed Caesar.


  “That’s all right, the Treasury isn’t being nice to brother Quintus now he’s returning from Asia Province.”


  “In what way?”


  “Insists on paying him his last stipend in cistophori.”


  “What’s wrong with that? They’re good silver, and worth four denarii each.”


  “Provided you can get anyone to accept them,” Pompey chuckled. “I brought back bags and bags and bags of the things, but I never intended them to be given to people in payment. You know how suspicious people are of foreign coins! I suggested the Treasury melt them down and turn them into bullion.”


  “That means the Treasury doesn’t like Quintus Cicero.”


  “I wonder why.”


  At which point Eutychus knocked to say that dinner was being served, and the two men walked the short distance to the dining room. Unless employed to accommodate a larger party, five of the couches were pushed out of the way; the remaining couch, with two chairs facing its length across a long and narrow table of knee height, sat in the prettiest part of the room, looking out at the colonnade and main peristyle.


  When Caesar and Pompey entered two servants helped them remove their togas, so huge and clumsy that it was quite impossible to recline in them. These were carefully folded and put aside while the men walked to the back edge of the couch, sat upon it, took off their senatorial shoes with the consular crescent buckles, and let the same two servants wash their feet. Pompey of course occupied the locus consularis end of the couch, this being the place of honor. They lay half on their stomachs and half on their left hips, with the left arm and elbow supported by a round bolster. As their feet were at the back edge of the couch, their faces hovered near the table, whatever was upon it well within reach. Bowls were presented for them to wash their hands, cloths to dry them.


  Pompey was feeling much better, didn’t hurt the way he had. He gazed approvingly at the peristyle outside, with its fabulous frescoes of Vestal Virgins and magnificent marble pool and fountains. A pity it didn’t get more sun. Then he began to track the frescoes adorning the dining room walls, which unfolded the story of the battle at Lake Regillus when Castor and Pollux saved Rome.


  And just as he took in the doorway, the Goddess Diana came into the room. She had to be Diana! Goddess of the moonlit night, half not there, moving with such grace and silver beauty that she made no sound. The maiden Goddess unknown by men, who looked upon her and pined away, so chaste and indifferent was she. But this Diana, now halfway across the room, saw him staring and stumbled slightly, blue eyes widening.


  “Magnus, this is my daughter, Julia.” Caesar indicated the chair opposite Pompey’s end of the couch. “Sit there, Julia, and keep our guest company. Ah, here’s my mother!”


  Aurelia seated herself opposite Caesar, while some of the servants began to bring food in, and others set down goblets, poured wine and water. The women, Pompey noted, drank water only.


  How beautiful she was! How delicious, how delightful! And after that little stumble she behaved as a dream creature might, pointing out the dishes their cooks did best, suggesting that he try this or that with a smile containing no hint of shyness, but not sensuously inviting either. He ventured a question about what she did with her days (who cared about her days—what did she do with her nights when the moon rode high and her chariot took her to the stars?) and she answered that she read books or went for walks or visited the Vestals or her friends, an answer given in a deep soft voice like black wings against a luminous sky. When she leaned forward he could see how tender and delicate her chest was, though sight of her breasts eluded him. Her arms were frail yet round, with a tiny dimple in each elbow, and her eyes were set in skin faintly shadowed with violet, a sheen of the moon’s silver on each eyelid. Such long, transparent lashes! And brows so fair they could scarcely be seen. She wore no paint, and her pale pink mouth drove him mad to kiss it, so full and folded was it, with creases at the corners promising laughter.


  For all that either of them noticed, Caesar and Aurelia might not have existed. They spoke of Homer and Hesiod, Xenophon and Pindar, and of his travels in the East; she hung on his words as if his tongue was as gifted as Cicero’s, and plied him with all kinds of questions about everything from the Albanians to the crawlies near the Caspian Sea. Had he seen Ararat? What was the Jewish temple like? Did people really walk on the waters of the Palus Asphaltites? Had he ever seen a black person? What did King Tigranes look like? Was it true that the Amazons had once lived in Pontus at the mouth of the river Thermodon? Had he ever seen an Amazon? Alexander the Great was supposed to have met their Queen somewhere along the river Jaxartes. Oh, what wonderful names they were, Oxus and Araxes and Jaxartes—how did human tongues manage to invent such alien sounds?


  And terse pragmatic Pompey with his laconic style and his scant education was profoundly glad that life in the East and Theophanes had introduced him to reading; he produced words he hadn’t realized his mind had absorbed, and thoughts he hadn’t understood he could think. He would have died rather than disappoint this exquisite young thing watching his face as if it was the fount of all knowledge and the most wonderful sight she had ever beheld.


  The food stayed on the table much longer than busy impatient Caesar usually tolerated, but as day began to turn to night outside in the peristyle he nodded imperceptibly to Eutychus, and the servants reappeared. Aurelia got up.


  “Julia, it’s time we went,” she said.


  Deep in a conversation about Aeschylus, Julia jumped, came back to reality.


  “Oh, avia, is it?” she asked. “Where did the time go?”


  But, noted Pompey, neither by word nor look did she convey any impression that she was unwilling to leave, or resented her grandmother’s termination of what she had told him was a special treat; when her father had guests she was not usually allowed to be in the dining room, as she was not yet eighteen.


  She rose to her feet and held out her hand to Pompey in a friendly way, expecting him to shake it. But though Pompey was not prone to do such things, he took the hand as if it might fall to fragments, raised it to his lips and lightly kissed it.


  “Thank you for your company, Julia,” he said, smiling into her eyes. “Brutus is a very lucky fellow.” And to Caesar after the women had gone, “Brutus really is a very lucky fellow.”


  “I think so,” said Caesar, smiling at a thought of his own.


  “I’ve never met anyone like her!”


  “Julia is a pearl beyond price.”


  After which there didn’t seem to be very much left to say. Pompey took his leave.


  “Come again soon, Magnus,” said Caesar at the door.


  “Tomorrow if you like! I have to go to Campania the day after, and I’ll be away a market interval at least. You were right. It’s not a satisfactory way to live, just three or four philosophers for company. Why do you suppose we house them at all?”


  “For intelligent masculine company not likely to appeal to the women of the house as lovers. And to keep our Greek pure, though I hear Lucullus was careful to pop a few grammatical solecisms in the Greek version of his memoirs to satisfy the Greek literati who will not believe any Roman speaks and writes perfect Greek. For myself, the habit of housing philosophers is not one I’ve ever been tempted to adopt. They’re such parasites.”


  “Rubbish! You don’t house them because you’re a forest cat. You prefer to live and hunt alone.”


  “Oh no,” said Caesar softly. “I don’t live alone. I am one of the most fortunate men in Rome, I live with a Julia.”


  Who went up to her rooms exalted and exhausted, her hand alive with the feel of his kiss. There on the shelf was the bust of Pompey; she walked across to it, took it off the shelf and dropped it into the refuse jar which lived in a corner. The statue was nothing, unneeded now she had seen and met and talked to the real man. Not as tall as tata, yet quite tall enough. Very broad-shouldered and muscular, and when he lay on the couch his belly stayed taut, no middle-aged spread to spoil him. A wonderful face, with the bluest eyes she had ever seen. And that hair! Pure gold, masses of it. The way it stood up from his brow in a quiff. So handsome! Not like tata, who was classically Roman, but more interesting because more unusual. As Julia liked small noses, she found nothing to criticize in that organ. He had nice legs too!


  The next stop was her mirror, a gift from tata that avia did not approve of, for it was mounted on a pivoted stand and its highly polished silver surface reflected the viewer from head to foot. She took off all her clothes and considered herself. Too thin! Hardly any breasts! No dimples! Whereupon she burst into tears, cast herself upon her bed and wept herself to sleep, the hand he had kissed tucked against her cheek.


  *


  “She threw Pompeius’s bust out,” said Aurelia to Caesar the next morning.


  “Edepol! I really thought she liked him.”


  “Nonsense, Caesar, it’s an excellent sign! She is no longer satisfied with a replica, she wants the real man.”


  “You relieve me.” Caesar picked up his beaker of hot water and lemon juice, sipped it with what looked like enjoyment. “He’s coming to dinner again today, used a trip to Campania tomorrow as an excuse for coming back so soon.”


  “Today will complete the conquest,” said Aurelia.


  Caesar grinned. “I think the conquest was complete the moment she walked into the dining room. I’ve known Pompeius for years, and he’s hooked so thoroughly he hasn’t even felt the barb. Don’t you remember the day he arrived at Aunt Julia’s to claim Mucia?”


  “Yes, I do. Vividly. Reeking of attar of roses and as silly as a foal in a field. He wasn’t at all like that yesterday.”


  “He’s grown up a bit. Mucia was older than he. The attraction isn’t the same. Julia is seventeen, he’s now forty-six.” Caesar shuddered. “Mater, that’s nearly thirty years’ difference in ages! Am I being too coldblooded? I wouldn’t have her unhappy.”


  “She won’t be. Pompeius seems to have the knack of pleasing his wives as long as he remains in love with them. He’ll never fall out of love with Julia, she’s his vanished youth.” Aurelia cleared her throat, went a little red. “I am sure you are a splendid lover, Caesar, but living with a woman not of your own family bores you. Pompeius enjoys married life—provided the woman is suitable for his ambitions. He can look no higher than a Julia.”


  He didn’t seem to want to look any higher than a Julia. If anything saved Pompey’s reputation after Cato’s attack, it was the daze Julia induced in him as he went round the Forum that morning, having quite forgotten that he had resolved never to appear in public again. As it was, he drifted here and there to talk to anyone who appeared, and was so transparently unconcerned about the Cato diatribe that many decided yesterday’s reaction had been pure shock. Today there was no resentment and no embarrassment.


  She filled the inside of his eyes; her image transposed itself on every face he looked at. Child and woman all at one. Goddess too. So feminine, so beautifully mannered, so unaffected! Had she liked him? She seemed to, yet nothing in her behavior could he interpret as a signal, a lure. But she was betrothed. To Brutus. Not only callow, but downright ugly. How could a creature so pure and untainted bear all those disgusting pimples? Of course they’d been contracted for years, so the match wasn’t of her asking. In social and political terms it was an excellent union. There were also the fruits of the Gold of Tolosa.


  And after dinner in the Domus Publica that afternoon it was on the tip of Pompey’s tongue to ask for her, Brutus notwithstanding. What held him back? That old dread of lowering himself in the eyes of a nobleman as patrician as Gaius Julius Caesar. Who could give his daughter to anyone in Rome. Had given her to an aristocrat of clout and wealth and ancestry. Men like Caesar didn’t stop to think how the girl might feel, or consider her wishes. Any more, he supposed, than he did himself. His own daughter was promised to Faustus Sulla for one reason only: Faustus Sulla was the product of a union between a patrician Cornelius Sulla—the greatest ever of his family—and the granddaughter of Metellus Calvus the Bald, daughter of Metellus Dalmaticus—who had first been wife to Scaurus Princeps Senatus.


  No, Caesar would have no wish to break off a legal contract with a Junius Brutus adopted into the Servilii Caepiones in order to give his only child to a Pompeius from Picenum! Dying to ask, Pompey would never ask. So oceans deep in love and unable to banish this goddess from the forefront of his mind, Pompey went off to Campania on land committee business and accomplished almost nothing. He burned for her; he wanted her as he had never wanted in his life before. And went back to the Domus Publica for yet another dinner the day after he returned to Rome.


  Yes, she was glad to see him! By this third meeting they had reached a stage whereat she held out her hand expecting him to kiss it lightly, and plunged immediately into a conversation which excluded Caesar and his mother, left to avoid each other’s eyes in case they fell about laughing. The meal proceeded to its end.


  “When do you marry Brutus?” Pompey asked her then, low-voiced.


  “In January or February of next year. Brutus wanted to marry this year, but tata said no. I must be eighteen.”


  “And when are you eighteen?”


  “On the Nones of January.”


  “It’s the beginning of May, so that’s eight months off.”


  Her face changed, a look of distress crept into her eyes. Yet she answered with absolute composure. “Not very long.”


  “Do you love Brutus?”


  That question provoked a tiny inward panic, it reflected itself in her gaze, for she would not—could not?—look away. “He and I have been friends since I was little. I will learn to love him.”


  “What if you fall in love with someone else?’’


  She blinked away what looked suspiciously like moisture. “I can’t let that happen, Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  “Don’t you think it might happen in spite of resolutions?”


  “Yes, I think it might,” she said gravely.


  “What would you do then?”


  “Endeavor to forget.”


  He smiled. “That seems a shame.”


  “It would not be honorable, Gnaeus Pompeius, so I would have to forget. If love can grow, it can also die.”


  He looked very sad. “I’ve seen a lot of death in my time, Julia. Battlefields, my mother, my poor father, my first wife. But it’s never something I can view with dispassion. At least,” he added honestly, “not from where I stand now. I’d hate to see anything that grew in you have to die.”


  The tears were too close, she would have to leave. “Will you excuse me, tata?” she asked of her father.


  “Are you feeling well, Julia?” Caesar asked.


  “A little headache, that’s all.”


  “I think you must excuse me as well, Caesar,” said Aurelia, rising. “If she has a headache, she’ll need some syrup of poppies.”


  Which left Caesar and Pompey alone. An inclination of the head, and Eutychus supervised the clearing away of the dishes. Caesar poured Pompey unwatered wine.


  “You and Julia get on well together,” he said.


  “It would be a stupid man who didn’t get on well with her,” Pompey said gruffly. “She’s unique.”


  “I like her too.” Caesar smiled. “In all her little life she’s never caused a trouble, never given me an argument, never committed a peccatum.”


  “She doesn’t love that awkward, shambling fellow Brutus.”


  “I am aware of it,” Caesar said tranquilly.


  “Then how can you let her marry him?” Pompey demanded, irate.


  “How can you let Pompeia marry Faustus Sulla?”


  “That’s different.”


  “In what way?”


  “Pompeia and Faustus Sulla are in love!”


  “Were they not, would you break the engagement off?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Then there you are.” Caesar refilled the goblet.


  “Still,” Pompey said after a pause, gazing into the rosy depths of his wine, “it seems a special shame with Julia. My Pompeia is a lusty, strapping girl, always roaring round the house. She’ll be able to look after herself. Whereas Julia’s so frail.”


  “An illusion,” said Caesar. “Julia’s actually very strong.”


  “Oh yes, that she is. But every bruise will show.”


  Startled, Caesar turned his head to look into Pompey’s eyes. “That was a very perceptive remark, Magnus. It’s out of character.”


  “Maybe I just see her more clearly than I do other people.”


  “Why should you do that?”


  “Oh, I don’t know….”


  “Are you in love with her, Magnus?”


  Pompey looked away. “What man wouldn’t be?” he muttered.


  “Would you like to marry her?”


  The stem of the goblet, solid silver, snapped; wine went on the table and floor, but Pompey never even noticed. He shuddered, threw the bowl of the vessel down, “I would give everything I am and have to marry her!”


  “Well then,” Caesar said placidly, “I had better get moving.”


  Two enormous eyes fixed themselves on Caesar’s face; Pompey drew a deep breath. “You mean you’d give her to me?”


  “It would be an honor.”


  “Oh!” gasped Pompey, flung himself backward on the couch and nearly fell off it. “Oh, Caesar!—whatever you want, whenever you want it—I’ll take care of her, you’ll never regret it, she’ll be better treated than the Queen of Egypt!”


  “I sincerely hope so!” said Caesar, laughing. “One hears that the Queen of Egypt has been supplanted by her husband’s half sister from an Idumaean concubine.”


  But all and any answers were wasted on Pompey, who continued to lie gazing ecstatically at the ceiling. Then he rolled over. “May I see her?” he asked.


  “I think not, Magnus. Go home like a good fellow and leave me to disentangle the threads this day has woven. The Servilius Caepio cum Junius Silanus household will be in an uproar.”


  “I’ll pay her dowry to Brutus,” Pompey said instantly.


  “You will not,” said Caesar, holding out his hand. “Get up, man, get up!” He grinned. “I confess I never thought to have a son-in-law six years older than I am!”


  “Am I too old for her? I mean, in ten years’ time—”


  “Women,” said Caesar as he guided Pompey in the direction of the door, “are very strange, Magnus. I have often noticed that they don’t seem prone to look elsewhere if they’re happy at home.”


  “Mucia, you’re hinting.”


  “You left her alone for so long, that was the trouble. Don’t do it to my daughter, who wouldn’t betray you if you stayed away for twenty years, but would definitely not thrive.”


  “My military days are done,” said Pompey. He stopped, wet his lips nervously. “When can we marry? She said you wouldn’t let her marry Brutus until she turned eighteen.”


  “What’s suitable for Brutus and suitable for Pompeius Magnus are two different things. May is unlucky for weddings, but if it’s within the next three days the omens aren’t too bad. Two days hence, then.”


  “I’ll come round tomorrow.”


  “You won’t come round again until the wedding day—and don’t chatter about it to anyone, even your philosophers,” said Caesar, shutting the door firmly in Pompey’s face.


  “Mater! Mater!” the prospective father-in-law shouted from the bottom of the front stairs.


  Down came his mother at a clip not appropriate for a respected Roman matron of her years. “Is it?” she asked, hands clasped about his right forearm, her eyes shining.


  “It is. We’ve done it, Mater, we’ve done it! He’s gone home somewhere up in the aether, and looking like a schoolboy.”


  “Oh, Caesar! He’s yours now no matter what!”


  “And that is no exaggeration. How about Julia?”


  “She’ll leave us for the moon when she knows. I’ve been upstairs listening patiently to a weepy jumble of apologies for falling in love with Pompeius Magnus and protests at having to marry a dreary bore like Brutus. It all came out because Pompeius pressed his suit over dinner.” Aurelia sighed through the midst of a huge smile. “How lovely, my son! We’ve succeeded in getting what we want, yet we’ve also made two other people extremely happy. A good day’s work!”


  “A better day’s work than tomorrow will bring.”


  Aurelia’s face fell. “Servilia.”


  “I was going to say, Brutus.”


  “Oh yes, poor young man! But it isn’t Brutus who’ll plunge the dagger in. I’d watch Servilia.”


  Eutychus coughed delicately, slyly concealing his pleasure; trust the senior servants of a household to know which way the wind blew!


  “What is it?” Caesar asked.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus is at the outside door, Caesar, but he refuses to come in. He said he’d like a quick word with you.”


  “I’ve had a brilliant idea!” cried Pompey, feverishly wringing Caesar’s hand.


  “No more visits today, Magnus, please! What idea?”


  “Tell Brutus I’d be delighted to give him Pompeia in exchange for Julia. I’ll dower her with whatever he asks—five hundred, a thousand—makes no difference to me. More important to keep him happy than oblige Faustus Sulla, eh?”


  By an Herculean effort Caesar kept his face straight. “Why, thank you, Magnus. I’ll relay the offer, but don’t do anything rash. Brutus mightn’t feel like marrying anyone for a while.”


  Off went Pompey for the second time, waving cheerfully.


  “What was all that about?” asked Aurelia.


  “He wants to give Brutus his own daughter in exchange for Julia. Faustus Sulla can’t compete with the Gold of Tolosa, it seems. Still, it’s good to see Magnus back in character. I was beginning to wonder at his newfound sensitivity and perception.”


  “You surely won’t mention his offer to Brutus and Servilia?”


  “I’ll have to. But at least I have time to compose a tactful reply to deliver to my future son-in-law. Mind you, it’s as well he lives on the Carinae. Any closer to the Palatine and he’d hear what Servilia said for himself.”


  “When is the wedding to be? May and June are so unlucky!”


  “Two days from now. Make offerings, Mater. So will I. I’d rather it was an accomplished thing before Rome gets to know.” He bent to kiss his mother’s cheek. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must be off to see Marcus Crassus.”


  As she knew perfectly well why he was seeking Crassus without needing to ask, Caesar’s mother went off to swear Eutychus to silence and plan the wedding feast. What a pity secrecy meant no guests. Still, Cardixa and Burgundus could act as witnesses, and the Vestal Virgins help the Pontifex Maximus officiate.


  “Burning the midnight oil as usual?” Caesar asked.


  Crassus jumped, splattering ink across his neat rows of Ms, Cs, Ls and Xs. “Will you please stop picking the lock on my door?”


  “You don’t leave me an alternative, though if you like I’ll rig up a bell and cord for you. I’m quite deedy at that sort of thing,” said Caesar, strolling up the room.


  “I wish you would, it costs money to repair locks.”


  “Consider it done. I’ll be round with a hammer, a bell, some cord and staples tomorrow. You can boast that you have the only Pontifex Maximus-installed bell in Rome.” Caesar pulled a chair around and sat down with a sigh of sheer content.


  “You look like the cat that snatched the dinner quail for his own dinner, Gaius.”


  “Oh, I snatched more than a quail. I made off with a whole peacock.”


  “I’m consumed with curiosity.”


  “Will you lend me two hundred talents, payable as soon as I make my province payable?”


  “Now you’re being sensible! Yes, of course.”


  “Don’t you want to know why?”


  “I told you, I’m consumed with curiosity.”


  Suddenly Caesar frowned. “Actually you mightn’t approve.”


  “If I don’t, I’ll tell you. But I can’t until I know.”


  “I need one hundred talents to pay Brutus for breaking his engagement to Julia, and another hundred talents to give Magnus as Julia’s dowry.”


  Crassus put his pen down slowly and precisely, no expression on his face. The shrewd grey eyes looked sideways at a lamp flame, then turned to rest on Caesar’s face. “I have always believed,” the plutocrat said, “that one’s children are an investment only fully realized if they can bring their father what he cannot have otherwise. I am sorry for you, Gaius, because I know you would prefer that Julia marry someone of better blood. But I applaud your courage and your foresight. Little though I like the man, Pompeius is necessary for both of us. If I had a daughter, I might have done the same thing. Brutus is a little too young to serve your ends, nor will his mother let him fulfill his potential. If Pompeius is married to your Julia, we can have no doubt of him, no matter how the boni prey upon his nerves.” Crassus grunted. “She is, besides, a treasure. She’ll make the Great Man idyllically happy. In fact, were I younger, I’d envy him.”


  “Tertulla would murder you,” Caesar chuckled. He looked at Crassus inquisitively. “What of your sons? Have you decided who will have them yet?”


  “Publius is going to Metellus Scipio’s daughter, Cornelia Metella, so he has to wait a few more years. Not a bad little thing considering tata’s stupidity. Scipio’s mother was Crassus Orator’s elder daughter, so it’s very suitable. As for Marcus, I’ve been thinking of Metellus Creticus’s daughter.”


  “A foot in the camp of the boni is a foot well placed,” said Caesar sententiously.


  “So I believe. I’m getting too old for all this fighting.”


  “Keep the wedding to yourself, Marcus,” said Caesar, rising.


  “On one condition.”


  “Which is?”


  “That I’m there when Cato finds out.”


  “A pity we won’t see Bibulus’s face.”


  “No, but we could always send him a flask of hemlock. He’s going to feel quite suicidal.”


  *


  Having very correctly sent a message ahead to make sure he was expected, Caesar walked early the next morning up to the Palatine to the house of the late Decimus Junius Silanus.


  “An unusual pleasure, Caesar,” purred Servilia, inclining her cheek to receive a kiss.


  Watching this, Brutus said nothing, did not smile. Since the day after Bibulus had retired to his house to watch the skies, Brutus had sensed something wrong. For one thing, he had succeeded in seeing Julia only twice between then and now, and on each occasion she hadn’t really been there at all. For another, he was used to dining at the Domus Publica regularly several times in a market interval, yet of late when he had suggested it, he had been put off on the excuse of important confidential dinner guests. And Julia had looked radiant, so beautiful, so aloof; not exactly uninterested, more as if her interest lay elsewhere, a region inside her mind she had never opened to him. Oh, she had pretended to listen! Yet she hadn’t heard a single word, just gazed into space with a sweet and secret half smile. Nor would she let him kiss her. On the first visit, it had been a headache. On the second, she hadn’t felt like a kiss. Caring and apologetic, but no kiss was no kiss. Had he not known better, he would have thought someone else was kissing her.


  Now here was her father on a formal embassage, heralded by a messenger, and clad in the regalia of the Pontifex Maximus. Had he ruined things by asking to marry Julia a year earlier than arranged? Oh, why did he feel this was all to do with Julia? And why didn’t he look like Caesar? No flaw in that face. No flaw in that body. If there had been, Mama would have lost interest in Caesar long ago.


  The Pontifex Maximus didn’t sit down, but nor did he pace, or seem discomposed.


  “Brutus,” he said, “I know of no way to give bad news that can soften the blow, so I’ll be blunt. I’m breaking your contract of betrothal to Julia.” A slender scroll was placed on the table. “This is a draft on my bankers for the sum of one hundred talents, in accordance with the agreement. I am very sorry.”


  Shock sent Brutus sagging into a chair, where he sat with his poor mouth agape on no word of protest, his large and haunting eyes fixed on Caesar’s face with the same expression in them an old dog has when it realizes that its beloved master is going to have it killed because it is no longer useful. His mouth closed, worked upon speech, but no word emerged. Then the light in his eyes went out as clearly and quickly as a snuffed candle.


  “I am very sorry,” Caesar said again, more emotionally.


  Shock had brought Servilia to her feet, nor for long moments could she find speech either. Her eyes went to Brutus in time to witness the dying of his light, but she had no idea what was really happening to him, for she was as far from Brutus in temperament as Antioch was from Olisippo.


  Thus it was Caesar felt Brutus’s pain, not Servilia. Never conquered by a woman as Julia had conquered Brutus, he could yet understand exactly what Julia had meant to Brutus, and he found himself wondering whether if he had known he would have had the courage to kill like this. But yes, Caesar, you would have. You’ve killed before and you’ll kill again. Yet rarely eye to eye, as now. The poor, poor fellow! He won’t recover. He first wanted my daughter when he was fourteen years old, and he has never changed or wavered. I have killed him—or at least killed what his mother has left alive. How awful to be the rag doll between two savages like Servilia and me. Silanus also, but not as terribly as Brutus. Yes, we’ve killed him. From now on he’s one of the lemures.


  “Why?” rasped Servilia, beginning to pant.


  “I’m afraid I need Julia to form another alliance.”


  “A better alliance than a Caepio Brutus? There’s isn’t one!”


  “Not in terms of eligibility, that’s true. Nor in terms of niceness, tenderness, honor, integrity. It’s been a privilege to have your son in my family for so many years. But the fact remains that I need Julia to form another alliance.”


  “Do you mean you’d sacrifice my son to feather your own political nest, Caesar?” she asked, teeth bared.


  “Yes. Just as you’d sacrifice my daughter to serve your ends, Servilia. We produce children to inherit the fame and enhancement we bring the family, and the price our children pay is to be there to serve our needs and the needs of our families. They never know want. They never know hardship. They never lack literacy and numeracy. But it is a foolish parent who does not bring a child up to understand the price for high birth, ease, wealth and education. The Head Count can love and spoil their children freely. But our children are the servants of the family, and in their turn they will expect from their children what we expect from them. The family is perpetual. We and our children are but a small part of it. Romans create their own Gods, Servilia, and all the truly Roman Gods are Gods of the family. Hearth, storage cupboards, the household, ancestors, parents and children. My daughter understands her function as a part of the Julian family. Just as I did.”


  “I refuse to believe there’s anyone in Rome could offer you more politically than Brutus!”


  “That might be true ten years from now. In twenty years, definitely. But I need additional political clout at this very moment. If Brutus’s father were alive, things would be different. But the head of your family is twenty-four years old, and that applies to Servilius Caepio as much as to Junius Brutus. I need the help of a man in my own age group.”


  Brutus hadn’t moved, nor closed his eyes, nor wept. He even heard all the words exchanged between Caesar and his mother, though he didn’t actually feel them. They were just there, and they meant things he understood. He would remember them. Only why wasn’t his mother angrier?


  In fact Servilia was furiously angry, but time had taught her that Caesar could best her in every encounter if she pitted herself directly against him. After all, nothing he could say could make her angrier. Be controlled, be ready to find the chink, be ready to slip inside and strike.


  “Which man?” she asked, chin up, eyes watchful.


  Caesar, there’s something wrong with you. You’re actually enjoying this. Or you would be if it were not for that poor broken young man over there. In the amount of time it will take you to speak the name, you will see a better sight than the day you told her you wouldn’t marry her. Blighted love can’t kill Servilia. But the insult I’m going to offer her just might….


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus,” he said.


  “Who?”


  “You heard me.”


  “You wouldn’t!” Her head shook. “You wouldn’t!” Her eyes protruded. “You wouldn’t!” Her legs gave way, she tottered to a chair as far from Brutus as she could get. “You wouldn’t!”


  “Why not?” he asked coolly. “Tell me a better political ally than Magnus, and I’ll break the engagement between him and Julia just as readily as I’ve broken this one.”


  “He’s an—an—an upstart! A nobody! An ignoramus!”


  “As to the first, I agree with you. As to the second and third descriptions, I can’t. Magnus is far from a nobody. He’s the First Man in Rome. Nor is he an ignoramus. Whether we like it or not, Servilia, Kid Butcher from Picenum has carved a wider path through Rome’s forest than Sulla managed to. His wealth is astronomical, and his power greater. We should thank our luck that he’d never go as far as Sulla because he doesn’t dare. All he really wants is to be accepted as one of us.”


  “He’ll never be one of us!” she cried, fists clenched.


  “Marrying a Julia is a step in the right direction.”


  “You ought to be flogged, Caesar! There’s thirty years of age between them—he’s an old man and she’s hardly a woman yet!”


  “Oh, shut up!” he said wearily. “I can tolerate you in most of your moods, domina, but not in righteous indignation. Here.”


  He tossed a small object into her lap, then walked over to Brutus. “I really am very sorry, lad,” he said, gently touching the still-hunched shoulder. Brutus didn’t shrug him off; his eyes lifted to Caesar’s face, but the light was gone.


  Ought he to say what he had fully intended to say, that Julia was in love with Pompeius? No. That would be too cruel. There wasn’t enough of Servilia in him to make it worth the pain. Then he thought of saying Brutus would find someone else. But no.


  There was a swirl of scarlet and purple; the door closed behind the Pontifex Maximus.


  The thing in Servilia’s lap was a large strawberry-pink pebble. In the act of pitching it through the open window into the garden, she saw the light catch it alluringly, and stopped. No, not a pebble. Its plump heart shape was not unlike the strawberry of its color, but it was luminous, brilliant, sheened as subtly as a pearl. A pearl? Yes, a pearl! The thing Caesar had tossed in her lap was a pearl as big as the biggest strawberry in any Campanian glade, a wonder of the world.


  Servilia liked jewelry very much, loved ocean pearls most of all. Her rage trickled away as if the rich pink-red pearl sucked it up and fed on it. How sensational it felt! Smooth, cool, voluptuous.


  A sound intruded; Servilia looked up. Brutus had fallen to the floor, unconscious.


  After a semisenseless and wandering Brutus was put into his bed and briskly dosed with a soporific herbal potion, Servilia put on a cloak and went to visit Fabricius the pearl merchant in the Porticus Margaritaria. Who remembered the pearl well, knew exactly where it had come from, secretly marveled at a man who could give this beauty away to a woman neither outstandingly lovely nor even young. He valued it at six million sesterces, and agreed to set it for her in a cage of finest gold wire attached to a heavy gold chain. Neither Fabricius nor Servilia wanted to pierce the dimple at its top; a wonder of the world should be unmarred.


  From the Porticus Margaritaria it was only a step or two to the Domus Publica, where Servilia asked to see Aurelia.


  “Of course you’re on his side!” she said aggressively to Caesar’s mother.


  Aurelia’s finely feathered black brows rose, which made her look very much like her son. “Naturally,” she said calmly.


  “But Pompeius Magnus? Caesar’s a traitor to his own class!”


  “Come now, Servilia, you know Caesar better than that! Caesar will cut his losses, not cut off his nose to spite his face. He does what he wants to do because what he wants to do is what he ought to do. If custom and tradition suffer, too bad. He needs Pompeius, you’re politically acute enough to see that. And politically acute enough to see how perilous it would be to depend on Pompeius without tethering him by an anchor so firm no storm can pry him loose.” Aurelia grimaced. “Breaking the engagement cost Caesar dearly, from what he said when he came home after telling Brutus. Your son’s plight moved him deeply.”


  It hadn’t occurred to Servilia to think of Brutus’s plight because she viewed him as a mortally insulted possession, not as a person. She loved Brutus as much as she loved Caesar, but she saw her son inside her own skin, assumed he felt what she felt, yet could never work out why his behavior over the years was not her behavior. Fancy falling over in a fainting fit!


  “Poor Julia!” she said, mind on her pearl.


  That provoked a laugh from Julia’s grandmother. “Poor Julia, nothing! She’s absolutely ecstatic.”


  The blood drained from Servilia’s face, the pearl vanished. “You surely don’t mean—?”


  “What, didn’t Caesar tell you? He must have felt sorry for Brutus! It’s a love match, Servilia.”


  “It can’t be!”


  “I assure you it is. Julia and Pompeius are in love.”


  “But she loves Brutus!”


  “No, she never loved Brutus, that’s the tragedy of it for him. She was marrying him because her father said she must. Because we all wanted it, and she’s a dear, obedient child.”


  “She’s searching for her father,” Servilia said flatly.


  “Perhaps so.”


  “But Pompeius isn’t Caesar in any way. She’ll rue it.”


  “I believe she’ll be very happy. She understands that Pompeius is very different from Caesar, but the similarities are also there. They’re both soldiers, both brave, both heroic. Julia has never been particularly conscious of her status, she doesn’t worship the Patriciate. What you would find utterly repugnant in Pompeius will not dismay Julia in the least. I imagine she’ll refine him a little, but she’s actually well satisfied with him the way he is.”


  “I’m disappointed in her,” Servilia muttered.


  “Then be glad for Brutus, that he’s free.” Aurelia got up because Eutychus himself brought the sweet wine and little cakes. “Fluid finds its own level, don’t you think?” she asked, pouring wine and water into precious vessels. “If Pompeius pleases Julia—and he does!—then Brutus would not have pleased her. And that is no slur upon Brutus. Look on the business positively, Servilia, and persuade Brutus to do the same. He’ll find someone else.”


  *


  The marriage between Pompey the Great and Caesar’s daughter took place the next day in the temple atrium of the Domus Publica. Because it was an unlucky time for weddings Caesar offered for his daughter everywhere he could think might help her, while his mother had gone the rounds of female deities making offerings too. Though it had long gone out of fashion to marry confarreatio, even among patricians, when Caesar suggested to Pompey that this union be confarreatio, Pompey agreed eagerly.


  “I don’t insist, Magnus, but I would like it.”


  “Oh, so would I! This is the last time for me, Caesar.”


  “I hope so. Divorce from a confarreatio marriage is well-nigh impossible.”


  “There won’t be any divorce,” Pompey said confidently.


  Julia wore the wedding clothes her grandmother had woven herself for her own wedding forty-six years before, and thought them finer and softer than anything to be bought in the Street of the Weavers. Her hair—thick, fine, straight and so long she could sit on it—was divided into six locks and pinned up beneath a tiara identical to those worn by the Vestal Virgins, of seven rolled woolen sausages. The gown was saffron, the shoes and fine veil of vivid flame.


  Both bride and groom had to produce ten witnesses, a difficulty when the ceremony was supposed to be secret.


  Pompey solved his dilemma by enlisting ten Picentine clients visiting the city, and Caesar by drafting Cardixa, Burgundus, Eutychus (all Roman citizens for many years), and the six Vestal Virgins. Because the rite was confarreatio a special seat had to be made by joining two separate chairs and covering them with a sheepskin; both the flamen Dialis and the Pontifex Maximus had to be present, not a trouble because Caesar was Pontifex Maximus and had been flamen Dialis (none other could exist until after his death). Aurelia, who was Caesar’s tenth witness, acted as the pronuba, the matron of honor.


  When Pompey arrived dressed in his gold-embroidered purple triumphal toga, the palm-embroidered triumphal tunic beneath it, the little group sighed sentimentally and escorted him to the sheepskin seat, where Julia already sat, face hidden by her veil. Ensconced beside her, Pompey suffered the folds of an enormous flame-colored veil now draped by Caesar and Aurelia across both their heads; Aurelia took their right hands and bound them together with a flame-colored leather strap, which was the actual joining. From that moment they were married. But one of the sacred cakes made from spelt had to be broken, eaten half by bride and half by groom, while the witnesses solemnly testified that all was in order, they were now man and wife.


  After which Caesar sacrificed a pig on the altar and dedicated all of its succulent parts to Jupiter Farreus, who was that aspect of Jupiter responsible for the fruitful growth of the oldest wheat, emmer, and thereby, since the marriage cake of spelt had been made from emmer, also that aspect of Jupiter responsible for fruitful marriages. To offer all of the beast would please the God, take away the bad luck of marrying in May. Never had priest or father worked as hard as Caesar did to dispel the omens of marriage in May.


  The feast was merry, the little group of guests happy because the happiness of bride and groom was so obvious; Pompey beamed, wouldn’t let his Julia’s hand go. Then they walked from the Domus Publica to Pompey’s vast and dazzling house on the Carinae, Pompey hurrying ahead to make all ready while three small boys escorted Julia and the wedding guests. And there was Pompey waiting on the threshold to carry his new wife across it; inside were the pans of fire and water to which he led her, watched as she passed her right hand through the flames, then through the water, and was unharmed. She was now the mistress of the house, commander of its fire and water. Aurelia and Cardixa, each married only once, took her to the bedchamber, undressed her and put her into the bed.


  After the two old women left, the room was very quiet; Julia sat up in the bed and linked her hands around her knees, a curtain of hair falling forward to hide either side of her face. This was no sleeping cubicle! It was bigger than the Domus Publica dining room. And so very grand! Hardly a surface was untouched by gilt, the color scheme was red and black, the wall paintings a series of panels depicting various Gods and heroes in sexual mode. There was Hercules (who needed to be strong to carry the weight of his erect penis) with Queen Omphale; Theseus with Queen Hippolyta of the Amazons (though she had two breasts); Peleus with the sea goddess Thetis (he was making love to a female bottom half topped by a cuttlefish); Zeus assaulting a distressed-looking cow (Io); Venus and Mars colliding like warships; Apollo about to enter a tree with a knot resembling female parts (Daphne?).


  Aurelia was too strict to have permitted such pictorial activity in her house, but Julia, a young woman of Rome, was neither unfamiliar with nor dismayed by this erotic decor. In some of the houses she visited, erotica was by no means limited to bedrooms. As a child it used to make her giggle, then later it became quite impossible to relate in any way to her and Brutus; being virgin, such art interested and intrigued her without having genuine reality.


  Pompey entered the room in tunica palmata, his feet bare.


  “How are you?” he asked anxiously, approaching the bed as warily as a dog a cat.


  “Very well,” Julia said gravely.


  “Urn—is everything all right?”


  “Oh, yes. I was just admiring the pictures.”


  He blushed, waved his hands about. “Didn’t have time to do anything about it. Sorry,” he muttered.


  “I don’t honestly mind.”


  “Mucia liked them.” He sat down on his side of the bed.


  “Do you have to redecorate your bedroom every time you change wives?” she asked, smiling.


  That seemed to reassure him, for he smiled back. “It’s wise. Women like to put their own touch on things.”


  “So shall I.” She reached out her hand. “Don’t be nervous, Gnaeus—do I call you Gnaeus?”


  The hand was clasped tightly. “I like Magnus better.”


  Her fingers moved in his. “I like it too.” She turned a little toward him. “Why are you nervous?”


  “Because everyone else was just a woman,” he said, pushing the other hand through his hair. “You’re a goddess.”


  To which she made no reply, too filled with first awareness of power; she had just married a very great and famous Roman, and he was afraid of her. That was very reassuring. And very nice. Anticipation began to work in her deliciously, so she lay back upon the pillows and did nothing more than look at him.


  Which meant he had to do something. Oh, this was so important! Caesar’s daughter, directly descended from Venus. How had King Anchises managed when Love manifested herself before him and said he pleased her? Had he trembled like a leaf too? Had he wondered if he was up to the task? But then he remembered Diana walking into the room, and forgot about Venus. Still trembling, he leaned over and pulled the tapestry cover back, the linen sheet below it. And looked at her, white as marble faintly veined with blue, slender limbs and hips, little waist. How beautiful!


  “I love you, Magnus,” she said in that husky voice he found so attractive, “but I’m too thin! I’ll disappoint you.”


  “Disappoint?” Pompey stared now at her face, his own terror of disappointing her vanishing. So vulnerable.


  So young! Well, she would see the quality of his disappointment.


  The outside of one thigh was nearest; he put his lips to it, felt her skin leap and shudder, the touch of her hand in his hair. Eyes closed, he laid his cheek against her flank and inched himself fully onto the bed. A goddess, a goddess… He would kiss every bit of her with reverence, with a delight almost unbearable, this unstained flower, this perfect jewel. The silver tresses were everywhere, hiding her breasts. Tendril by tendril he picked them off, lay them down around her and gazed, ravished, at smooth little nipples so pale a pink that they fused into her skin.


  “Oh, Julia, Julia, I love you!” he cried. “My goddess, Diana of the moon, Diana of the night!”


  Time enough to deal with virginity. Today she should know nothing save pleasure. Yes, pleasure first, all the pleasure he could give her from lips and mouth and tongue, from hands and his own skin. Let her know what marriage to Pompey the Great would always bring her, pleasure and pleasure and pleasure.


  *


  “We have passed a milestone,” said Cato to Bibulus that night in the peristyle garden of Bibulus’s house, where the junior consul sat gazing at the sky. “Not only have they divided up Campania and Italia like eastern potentates, now they seal their unholy bonds with virgin daughters.”


  “Shooting star, left lower quadrant!” rapped Bibulus to the scribe who sat some distance away, patiently waiting to write down the stellar phenomena his master saw, the light of his tiny lamp focused on his wax tablet. Then Bibulus rose, said the prayers which concluded a session of watching the skies, and led Cato inside.


  “Why are you surprised that Caesar should sell his daughter?’’ he asked, not bothering to ascertain of one of the hardest drinkers in Rome whether he wanted water in his wine. “I had wondered how he’d manage to bind Pompeius. I knew he would! But this is the best and cleverest way. One hears she’s absolutely exquisite.”


  “You’ve not seen her either?”


  “No one has, though no doubt that will change. Pompeius will parade her like a prize ewe. What is she, all of sixteen?”


  “Seventeen.”


  “Servilia can’t have been pleased.”


  “Oh, he dealt with her very cleverly too,” said Cato, getting up to replenish his goblet. “He gave her a pearl worth six million sesterces—and paid Brutus the girl’s hundred-talent dowry.”


  “Where did you hear all this?”


  “From Brutus when he came to see me today. At least that’s one good turn Caesar has done the boni. From now on we have Brutus firmly in our camp. He’s even announcing that in future he’ll not be known as Caepio Brutus, simply as Brutus.”


  “Brutus won’t be nearly as much use to us as a marital alliance will be to Caesar,” Bibulus said grimly.


  “For the moment, no. But I have hopes for Brutus now he’s worked free of his mother. The pity of it is that he won’t hear a word against the girl. I offered him my Porcia once she’s of an age to marry, but he declined. Says he’s never going to marry.” Down went the rest of his wine; Cato swung about, hands clenched around the goblet. “Marcus, I could vomit! This is the most coldblooded, loathsome piece of political maneuvering I’ve ever heard of! Ever since Brutus came to see me I’ve been trying to keep a level head, trying to talk in a rational manner—I can’t one moment longer! Nothing we’ve ever done equals this! And it will work for Caesar, that’s the worst of it!”


  “Sit down, Cato, please! I’ve already said it will work for Caesar. Be calm! We won’t beat him by ranting, or by showing our disgust at this marriage. Continue as you started, rationally.”


  Cato did sit down, but not before he poured himself more wine. Bibulus frowned. Why did Cato drink so much? Not that it ever seemed to impair him; perhaps it was his way to maintain strength.


  “Do you remember Lucius Vettius?” Bibulus asked.


  “The knight Caesar had beaten with the rods, then gave away his furniture to scum?”


  “The very one. He came to see me yesterday.”


  “And?”


  “He loathes Caesar,” Bibulus said contemplatively.


  “I’m not surprised. The incident made him a laughingstock.”


  “He offered me his services.”


  “That doesn’t surprise me either. But how can you use him?”


  “To drive a wedge between Caesar and his new son-in-law.”


  Cato stared. “Impossible.”


  “I agree the marriage makes it harder, but it’s not impossible. Pompeius is so suspicious of everybody, including Caesar. Julia notwithstanding,” said Bibulus. “After all, the girl is far too young to be dangerous in herself. She’ll tire the Great Man out, between her physical demands and the tantrums immature females can never resist throwing. Particularly if we can encourage Pompeius to mistrust his father-in-law.”


  “The only way to do that,” said Cato, refilling his goblet, “is to make Pompeius think that Caesar intends to assassinate him.”


  It was Bibulus’s turn to stare. “That we’d never do! I had political rivalry in mind.”


  “We could, you know,” said Cato, nodding. “Pompeius’s sons aren’t old enough to succeed to his position, but Caesar is. With Caesar’s daughter married to him, a great many of Pompeius’s clients and adherents would gravitate to Caesar once Pompeius died.”


  “Yes, they probably would. But how do you propose to put the thought into Pompeius’s mind?”


  “Through Vettius,” Cato said, sipping more slowly; the wine was beginning to do its work, he was thinking lucidly. “And you.”


  “I don’t know where you’re going,” said the junior consul.


  “Before Pompeius and his new bride leave town, I suggest you send for him and warn him that there’s a plot afoot to kill him.”


  “I can do that, yes. But why? To frighten him?”


  “No, to divert suspicion from you when the plot comes out,” said Cato, smiling savagely. “A warning won’t frighten Pompeius, but it will predispose him to believe that there’s a plot.”


  “Enlighten me, Cato. I like the sound of this,” said Bibulus.


  *


  An idyllically happy Pompey proposed to take Julia to Antium for the rest of May and part of June.


  “She’s busy with the decorators right at this moment,” he said to Caesar, beaming fatuously. “While we’re away they’ll transform my house on the Carinae.” He sighed explosively. “What taste she has, Caesar! All light and airy, she says, no vulgar Tyrian purple and a lot less gilt. Birds, flowers and butterflies. I can’t work out why I didn’t think of it for myself! Though I’m insisting that our bedroom be done like a moonlit forest.”


  How to keep a straight face? Caesar managed, though it took considerable effort. “When are you off?” he asked.


  “Tomorrow.”


  “Then we need to have a council of war today.”


  “That’s what I’m here for.”


  “With Marcus Crassus.”


  Pompey’s face fell. “Oh, do we have to have him?”


  “We do. Come back after dinner.”


  By which time Caesar had managed to prevail upon Crassus to leave a series of important meetings to his inferiors.


  They sat outside in the main peristyle, for it was a warm day and this location prevented anyone’s overhearing what was said.


  “The second land bill will go through, despite Cato’s tactics and Bibulus’s sky watch,” Caesar announced.


  “With you as patron of Capua, I note,” said Pompey, nuptial bliss evaporated now there was some hard talking to do.


  “Only in that the bill is a lex Iulia, and I as its author am giving Capua full Roman-citizen status. However, Magnus, it’s you will be down there handing out the deeds to the lucky recipients, and you parading round the town. Capua will consider itself in your clientele, not in mine.”


  “And I’ll be in the eastern parts of the Ager Campanus, which will regard me as patron,” said Crassus contentedly.


  “What we have to discuss today isn’t the second land bill,” said Caesar. “My province for next year needs some talk, as I do not intend to be a proconsular surveyor. Also, we have to own next year’s senior magistrates. If we don’t, a lot of what I’ve passed into law this year will be invalidated next year.”


  “Aulus Gabinius,” said Pompey instantly.


  “I agree. The voters like him because his tribunate of the plebs produced some very useful measures, not to mention enabled you to clean up Our Sea. If all three of us work to that end, we ought to get him in as senior consul. But who for junior?’’


  “What about your cousin, Caesar? Lucius Piso,” said Crassus.


  “We’d have to buy him,” from Pompey. “He’s a businessman.”


  “Good provinces for both of them, then,” said Caesar. “Syria and Macedonia.”


  “But for longer than a year,” Pompey advised. “Gabinius would be happy with that, I know.”


  “I’m not so sure about Lucius Piso,” said Crassus, frowning.


  “Why are Epicureans so expensive?” Pompey demanded.


  “Because they dine on gold and off gold,” said Crassus.


  Caesar grinned. “How about a marriage? Cousin Lucius has a daughter almost eighteen, but she’s not highly sought. No dowry.”


  “Pretty girl, as I remember,” said Pompey. “No sign of Piso’s eyebrows or teeth. Don’t understand the lack of a dowry, though.”


  “At the moment Piso’s suffering,” Crassus contributed. “No wars worth speaking of, and all his money’s tied up in armaments. He had to use Calpurnia’s dowry to keep himself afloat. However, Caesar, I refuse to give up either of my sons.”


  “And if Brutus is to marry my girl, I can’t afford to give up either of my boys!” cried Pompey, bristling.


  Caesar caught his breath, almost choked. Ye gods, he’d been so upset he hadn’t remembered to mention that alliance to Brutus!


  “Is Brutus to marry your girl?’’ asked Crassus skeptically.


  “Probably not,” Caesar interjected coolly. “Brutus wasn’t in a fit state for questions or offers, so don’t count on it, Magnus.”


  “All right, I won’t. But who can marry Calpurnia?”


  “Why not me?” asked Caesar, brows raised.


  Both men stared at him, delighted smiles dawning.


  “That,” said Crassus, “would answer perfectly.”


  “Very well then, Lucius Piso is our other consul.” Caesar sighed. “We won’t do as well among the praetors, alas.”


  “With both consuls we don’t need praetors,” said Pompey. “The best thing about Lucius Piso and Gabinius is that they’re strong men. The boni won’t intimidate them—or bluff them.”


  “There remains,” said Caesar pensively, “the matter of getting me the province I want. Italian Gaul and Illyricum.”


  “You’ll have Vatinius legislate it in the Plebeian Assembly,” said Pompey. “The boni never dreamed they’d be standing against the three of us when they gave you Italy’s traveling stock routes, did they?” He grinned. “You’re right, Caesar. With the three of us united, we can get anything we want from the Assemblies!”


  “Don’t forget Bibulus is watching the skies,” growled Crassus. “Whatever acts you pass are bound to be challenged, even if years from now. Besides, Magnus, your man Afranius has been prorogued in Italian Gaul. It won’t look good to your clients if you connive to take it off him and give it to Caesar.”


  Skin a dull red, Pompey glared at Crassus. “Very beautifully put, Crassus!” he snapped. “Afranius will do as he’s told, he’ll step aside for Caesar voluntarily. It cost me millions to buy him the junior consulship, and he knows he didn’t give value for money! Don’t worry about Afranius, you might have a stroke!”


  “You wish,” said Crassus with a broad smile.


  “I’m going to ask more of you than that, Magnus,” said Caesar, butting in. “I want Italian Gaul from the moment Vatinius’s law is ratified, not from next New Year’s Day. There are things I have to do there, the sooner the better.”


  The lion felt no chill on his hide, too warm from the attentions of Caesar’s daughter; Pompey merely nodded and smiled, never even thought to enquire what things Caesar wanted to do. “Eager to start, eh? I don’t see why not, Caesar.” He began to shift on his seat. “Is that all? I really should get home to Julia, don’t want her thinking I’ve got a girlfriend!” And off he went, chuckling at his own joke.


  “There’s no fool like an old fool,” said Crassus.


  “Be kind, Marcus! He’s in love.”


  “With himself.” Crassus turned his mind from Pompey to Caesar. “What are you up to, Gaius? Why do you need Italian Gaul at once?”


  “I need to enlist more legions, among other things.”


  “Does Magnus have any idea that you’re determined to supplant him as Rome’s greatest conqueror?”


  “No, I’ve managed to conceal that very nicely.”


  “Well, you do certainly have luck, I admit it. Another man’s daughter would have looked and sounded like Terentia, but yours is as lovely inside as she is out. She’ll keep him in thrall for years. And one day he’s going to wake up to find you’ve eclipsed him.”


  “That he will,” said Caesar, no doubt in his voice.


  “Julia or no, he’ll turn into your enemy then.”


  “I’ll deal with that when it happens, Marcus.”


  Crassus emitted a snort. “So you say! But I know you, Gaius. True, you don’t attempt to leap hurdles before they appear. However, there are no contingencies you haven’t thought about years ahead of their happening. You’re canny, crafty, creative and courageous.”


  “Very nicely put!” said Caesar, eyes twinkling.


  “I understand what you plan when you’re proconsul,” Crassus said. “You’ll conquer all the lands and tribes to the north and east of Italia by marching all the way down the Danubius to the Euxine Sea. However, the Senate controls the public purse! Vatinius can have the Plebeian Assembly grant you Italian Gaul together with Illyricum, but you still have to go to the Senate for funds. It won’t be disposed to give them to you, Caesar. Even if the boni didn’t scream in outrage, the Senate traditionally refuses to pay for aggressive wars. That’s where Magnus was unimpeachable. His wars have all been fought against official Roman enemies—Carbo, Brutus, Sertorius, the pirates, the two kings. Whereas you’re proposing to strike first, be the aggressor. The Senate won’t condone it, including many of your own adherents. Wars cost money. The Senate owns the money. And you won’t get it.”


  “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know, Marcus. I don’t plan to apply to the Senate for funds. I’ll find my own.”


  “Out of your campaigns? Very risky!”


  Caesar’s reply was odd. “Are you still determined to annex Egypt?” he asked. “I’m curious.”


  Crassus blinked at the change of subject. “I’d love to, but I can’t. The boni would die to the last man before they’d let me.”


  “Good! Then I have my funds,” said Caesar, smiling.


  “I’m mystified.”


  “All will be revealed in due time.”


  *


  When Caesar called to see Brutus the next morning he found only Servilia, who glowered at him more, he was quick to note, because she felt it called for than because her feelings were permanently injured. Around her neck was a thick gold chain, and depending from it in a cage of gold was the huge strawberry-pink pearl. Her dress was slightly paler, but of the same hue.


  “Where’s Brutus?” he asked, having kissed her.


  “Around at his Uncle Cato’s,” she said. “You did me no good turn there, Caesar.”


  “According to Julia, the attraction has always been present,” he said, sitting down. “Your pearl looks magnificent.”


  “I’m the envy of every woman in Rome. And how is Julia?” she asked sweetly.


  “Well, I haven’t seen her, but if Pompeius is anything to go by, she’s very pleased with herself. Count yourself and Brutus lucky to be out of it, Servilia. My daughter has found her niche, which means a marriage to Brutus wouldn’t have lasted.”


  “That’s what Aurelia said. Oh, I could kill you, Caesar, but Julia was always his idea, not mine. After you and I became lovers I saw their betrothal as a way to keep you, but it was also quite uncomfortable once the news of us got out. Technical incest is not my ambition.” She pulled a face. “Belittling.”


  “Things do tend to happen for the best.”


  “Platitudes,” she said, “do not suit you, Caesar.”


  “They don’t suit anyone.”


  “What brings you here so soon? A prudent man would have stayed away for some time.”


  “I forgot to relay a message from Pompeius,” he said, eyes twinkling wickedly.


  “What message?”


  “That if Brutus liked, Pompeius would be happy to give him his daughter in exchange for my daughter. He was quite sincere.”


  She reared up like an Egyptian asp. “Sincere!” she hissed. “Sincere? You may tell him that Brutus would open his veins first! My son marry the daughter of the man who executed his father?”


  “I shall relay your answer, but somewhat more tactfully, as he is my son-in-law.” He extended his arm to her, a look in his eyes which informed her he was in a mood for dalliance.


  Servilia rose to her feet. “It’s quite humid for this time of year,” she said.


  “Yes, it is. Less clothes would help.”


  “At least with Brutus not here the house is ours,” she said, lying with him in the bed she had not shared with Silanus.


  “You have the loveliest flower,” he remarked idly.


  “Do I? I’ve never seen it,” she said. “Besides, one needs a standard of comparison. Though I am flattered. You must have sniffed at most of Rome’s in your time.”


  “I have gathered many posies,” he said gravely, fingers busy. “But yours is the best, not to mention the most sniffable. So dark it’s almost Tyrian purple, with the same ability to change as the light shifts. And your black fur is so soft. I don’t like you as a person, but I adore your flower.’’


  She spread her legs wider and pushed his head down. “Then worship it, Caesar, worship it!” she cried. “Ecastor, but you’re wonderful!”


  3


  Ptolemy XI Theos Philopator Philadelphus, nicknamed Auletes the Flautist, had ascended the throne of Egypt during the dictatorship of Sulla, not long after the irate citizens of Alexandria had literally torn the previous King of nineteen days limb from limb; this was their retaliation for his murder of their beloved Queen, his wife of nineteen days.


  With the death of this King, Ptolemy Alexander II, there had ended the legitimate line of the Ptolemies. Complicated by the fact that Sulla had held Ptolemy Alexander II hostage for some years, taken him to Rome, and forced him to make a will leaving Egypt to Rome in the event that he died without issue. A tongue-in-cheek testament, as Sulla was well aware that Ptolemy Alexander II was so effeminate he would never sire children. Rome would inherit Egypt, the richest country in the world.


  But the tyranny of distance had defeated Sulla. When Ptolemy Alexander II parted company from himself in the agora at Alexandria, the palace cabal knew how long it would take for the news of his death to reach Rome and Sulla. The palace cabal also knew of two possible heirs to the throne living much closer to Alexandria than Rome. These were the two illegitimate sons of the old King, Ptolemy Lathyrus. They had been brought up first in Syria, then were sent to the island of Cos, where they had fallen into the hands of King Mithridates of Pontus. Who spirited them off to Pontus and in time married them to two of his many daughters, Auletes to Cleopatra Tryphaena, and the younger Ptolemy to Mithridatidis Nyssa. It was from Pontus that Ptolemy Alexander II had escaped and fled to Sulla; but the two illegitimate Ptolemies had preferred Pontus to Rome, and stayed on at the court of Mithridates. Then when King Tigranes conquered Syria, Mithridates sent the two young men and their wives south to Syria and Uncle Tigranes. He also apprised the palace cabal in Alexandria of the whereabouts of the two last-ever Ptolemies.


  Immediately after the death of Ptolemy Alexander II, word was hurried to King Tigranes in Antioch, who gladly obliged by sending both Ptolemies to Alexandria with their wives. There the elder, Auletes, was made King of Egypt, and the younger (henceforth known as Ptolemy the Cyprian) was dispatched to be regent of the island of Cyprus, an Egyptian possession. As their queens were his own daughters, the ageing King Mithridates of Pontus could congratulate himself that eventually Egypt would be ruled by his descendants.


  The name Auletes meant a flautist or piper, but Ptolemy called Auletes had not received the sobriquet because of his undeniable musicality; his voice happened to be very high and fluting. Luckily, however, he was not as effeminate as his younger brother, the Cyprian, who never managed to sire any children: Auletes and Cleopatra Tryphaena confidently expected to give Egypt heirs. But an un-Egyptian and unorthodox upbringing had not inculcated in Auletes a true respect for the native Egyptian priests who administered the religion of that strange country, a strip no more than two or three miles wide that followed the course of the river Nilus all the way from the Delta to the islands of the First Cataract and beyond to the border of Nubia. For it was not enough to be King of Egypt; the ruler of Egypt had also to be Pharaoh, and that he could not be without the agreement of the native Egyptian priests. Failing to understand, Auletes had made no attempt to conciliate them. If they were so important in the scheme of things, why were they living down in Memphis at the junction of the Delta with the river, rather than in the capital, Alexandria? For he never did come to realize that to the native Egyptians, Alexandria was a foreign place having no ties of blood or history to Egypt.


  Extremely exasperating to learn then that all Pharaoh’s wealth was deposited in Memphis under the care of the native Egyptian priests! Oh, as King, Auletes had control of the public income, which was enormous. But only as Pharaoh could he run his fingers through the vast bins of jewels, build pylons out of gold bricks, slide down veritable mountains of silver.


  Queen Cleopatra Tryphaena, the daughter of Mithridates, was far cleverer than her husband, who suffered from the intellectual disadvantages so much breeding of sister with brother and uncle with niece brought in its train. Knowing that they could not produce any offspring until Auletes was at least crowned King of Egypt, Cleopatra Tryphaena set to work to woo the priests. The result was that four years after they had arrived in Alexandria, Ptolemy Auletes was officially crowned. Unfortunately only as King, not as Pharaoh. Thus the ceremonies had been conducted in Alexandria rather than in Memphis. They were followed by the birth of the first child, a daughter named Berenice.


  Then in the same year which had seen the death of old Queen Alexandra of the Jews, another daughter was born; her name was Cleopatra. The year of her birth was ominous, for it saw the beginning of the end for Mithridates and Tigranes, exhausted after the campaigns of Lucullus, and it saw renewed interest from Rome in the annexation of Egypt as a province of the burgeoning empire. The ex-consul, Marcus Crassus, was prowling in the shadows. When little Cleopatra was only four and Crassus became censor, he tried to secure the annexation of Egypt in the Senate. Ptolemy Auletes shivered in fear, paid huge sums to Roman senators to make sure the move failed. Successful bribes. The threat of Rome diminished.


  But with the arrival of Pompey the Great in the East to terminate the careers of Mithridates and Tigranes, Auletes saw his allies to the north vanish. Egypt was worse than alone; her new neighbor on each side was now Rome, ruling both Cyrenaica and Syria. Though this change in the balance of power did solve one problem for Auletes. He had been desirous of divorcing Cleopatra Tryphaena for some time, as his own half sister by the old King, Ptolemy Lathyrus, was now of an age to marry. The death of King Mithridates enabled him to do so. Not that Cleopatra Tryphaena lacked Ptolemaic blood. She had several dollops from her father and her mother. Just not enough of it. When the time came for Isis to endow him with sons, Auletes knew that both Egyptians and Alexandrians would approve of these sons far more if they were of almost pure Ptolemaic blood. And he might at last be created Pharaoh, get his hands on so much treasure that he could afford to buy Rome off permanently.


  So Auletes finally divorced Cleopatra Tryphaena and married his own half sister. Their son, who in time would rule as Ptolemy XII, was born in the year of the consulship of Metellus Celer and Lucius Afranius; his half sister Berenice was then fifteen, and his half sister Cleopatra eight. Not that Cleopatra Tryphaena was murdered, or even banished. She remained in the palace at Alexandria with her two daughters and contrived to stay on good terms with the new Queen of Egypt. It took more than divorce to devastate a child of Mithridates, and she was, besides, maneuvering to secure a marriage between the baby male heir to the throne and her younger girl, Cleopatra. That way the line of King Mithridates in Egypt would not die out.


  Unfortunately Auletes mishandled his negotiations with the native Egyptian priests following the birth of his son; twenty years after arriving in Alexandria he found himself as far from being Pharaoh as he had been when he arrived. He built temples up and down the Nilus; he made offerings to every deity from Isis to Horus to Serapis; he did everything he could think of except the right thing.


  Time then to dicker with Rome.


  Thus it was that at the beginning of February in the year of Caesar’s consulship, a deputation of one hundred Alexandrian citizens came to Rome to petition the Senate to confirm the King of Egypt’s tenure of the throne.


  The petition was duly presented during February, but an answer was not forthcoming. Frustrated and miserable, the deputation—under orders from Auletes to do whatever was necessary, and stay as long as might be needed—settled down to the grinding task of interviewing dozens of senators and trying to persuade them to help rather than hinder. Naturally the only thing the senators were interested in was money. If enough of it changed hands, enough votes might be secured.


  The leader of the deputation was one Aristarchus, who was also the King’s chancellor and leader of the current palace cabal. Egypt was so riddled with bureaucracy that she had been enervated by it for two or three thousand years; it was a habit the new Macedonian aristocracy imported by the first Ptolemy had not been able to break. Instead, the bureaucracy stratified itself in new ways, with the Macedonian stock at the top, those of mixed Egyptian and Macedonian blood in the middle, and the native Egyptians (save for the priests) at the bottom. Further complicated by the fact that the army was Jewish. A wily and subtle man, Aristarchus was the direct descendant of one of the more famous librarians at the Alexandrian Museum, and had been a senior civil servant for long enough to understand how Egypt worked. Since it was no part of the aims of the Egyptian priests to have the country end up being owned by Rome, he had managed to persuade them to augment that portion of Auletes’s income left over from paying to run Egypt, so he had vast resources at his fingertips. Vaster, indeed, than he had given Auletes to understand.


  By the time he had been in Rome for a month he divined that seeking votes among the pedarii and senators who would never rise higher than praetor was not the way to get Auletes his decree. He needed some of the consulars—but not the boni. He needed Marcus Crassus, Pompey the Great and Gaius Caesar. But as he arrived at this decision before the existence of the triumvirate was generally known, he failed to go to the right man among those three. He chose Pompey, who was so wealthy he didn’t need a few thousand talents of Egyptian gold. So Pompey had simply listened with no expression on his face, and concluded the interview with a vague promise that he would think about it.


  Approaching Crassus was not likely to do any good, even if Crassus’s attraction to gold was fabled. It was Crassus who had wanted to annex, and as far as Aristarchus knew he might still want to annex. Which left Gaius Caesar. Whom the Alexandrian decided to approach in the midst of the turmoil over the second agrarian law, and just before Julia married Pompey.


  Caesar was well aware that a Vatinian law passed by the Plebs could endow him with a province, but could not grant him funds to meet any of his expenses. The Senate would dole him out a stipend reduced to bare bones in retaliation for going to the Plebs, and make sure that it was delayed in the Treasury for as long as possible. Not what Caesar wanted at all. Italian Gaul owned a garrison of two legions, and two legions were not enough to do what Caesar fully intended to do. He needed four at least, each up to full strength and properly equipped. But that cost money—money he would never get from the Senate, especially as he couldn’t plead a defensive war. Caesar intended to be the aggressor, and that was not Roman or senatorial policy. It was delightful to have fresh provinces incorporated into the empire, but it could happen only as the result of a defensive war like the one Pompey had fought in the East against the kings.


  He had known whereabouts the money to equip his legions was going to come from as soon as the Alexandrian delegation arrived in Rome, but he bided his time. And made his plans, which included the Gadetanian banker Balbus, fully in his confidence.


  When Aristarchus came to see him at the beginning of May, he received the man with great courtesy in the Domus Publica, and conducted him through the more public parts of the building before settling him in the study. Of course Aristarchus admired, but it was not difficult to see that the Domus Publica did not impress the chancellor of Egypt. Small, dark and mundane: the reaction was written all over him despite his charm. Caesar was interested.


  “I can be as obtuse and roundabout as you wish,” he said to Aristarchus, “but I imagine that after being in Rome for three months without accomplishing anything, you might appreciate a more direct approach.”


  “It is true that I would like to return to Alexandria as soon as possible, Gaius Caesar,” said the obviously pure Macedonian Aristarchus, who was fair and blue-eyed. “However, I cannot leave Rome without bearing positive news for the King.”


  “Positive news you can have if you agree to my terms,” Caesar said crisply. “Would senatorial confirmation of the King’s tenure of his throne plus a decree making him Friend and Ally of the Roman People be satisfactory?’’


  “I had hoped for no more than the first,” said Aristarchus, bracing himself. “To have King Ptolemy Philopator Philadelphus made a Friend and Ally as well is beyond my wildest dreams.”


  “Then expand the horizon of your dreams a little, Aristarchus! It can be done:”


  “At a price.”


  “Of course.”


  “What is the price, Gaius Caesar?”


  “For the first decree confirming tenure of the throne, six thousand gold talents, two thirds of which must be paid before the decree is procured, and the final third one year from now. For the Friend and Ally decree, a further two thousand gold talents payable in a lump sum beforehand,” said Caesar, eyes bright and piercing. “The offer is not negotiable. Take it or leave it.”


  “You have aspirations to be the richest man in Rome,” said Aristarchus, curiously disappointed; he had not read Caesar as a leech.


  “On six thousand talents?” Caesar laughed. “Believe me, chancellor, they wouldn’t make me the richest man in Rome! No, some of it will have to go to my friends and allies, Marcus Crassus and Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. I can obtain the decrees, but not without their support. And one doesn’t expect favors from Romans extended to foreigners without hefty recompense. What I do with my share is my business, but I will tell you that I have no desire to settle down in Rome and live the life of Lucullus.”


  “Will the decrees be watertight?”


  “Oh, yes. I’ll draft them myself.”


  “The total price then is eight thousand gold talents, six thousand of which must be paid in advance, two thousand a year from now,” said Aristarchus, shrugging. “Very well then, Gaius Caesar, so be it. I agree to your price.”


  “All the money is to be paid directly to the bank of Lucius Cornelius Balbus in Gades, in his name,” Caesar said, lifting one brow. “He will distribute it in ways I would prefer to keep to myself. I must protect myself, you understand, so no moneys will be paid in my name, or the names of my colleagues.”


  “I understand.”


  “Very well then, Aristarchus. When Balbus informs me that the transaction is complete, you will have your decrees, and King Ptolemy can forget at last that the previous King of Egypt ever made a will leaving Egypt to Rome.”


  *


  “Ye gods!” said Crassus when Caesar informed him of these events some days later. “How much do I get?”


  “A thousand talents.”


  “Silver, or gold?”


  “Gold.”


  “And Magnus?’’


  “The same.”


  “Leaving four for you, and two more to come next year?”


  Caesar threw back his head and laughed. “Abandon all hope of the two thousand payable next year, Marcus! Once Aristarchus gets back to Alexandria, that’s the end of it. How can we collect without going to war? No, I thought six thousand was a fair price for Auletes to pay for security, and Aristarchus knows it.”


  “Four thousand gold talents will equip ten legions.”


  “Especially with Balbus doing the equipping. I intend to make him my praefectus fabrum again. As soon as word comes from Gades that the Egyptian money has been deposited there, he’ll start for Italian Gaul. Both Lucius Piso and Marcus Crassus—not to mention poor Brutus—will suddenly be earning money from armaments.”


  “But ten legions, Gaius?”


  “No, no, only two extra to begin with. I’ll invest the bulk of the money. This will be a self-funding exercise from start to finish, Marcus. It has to be. He who controls the purse strings controls the enterprise. My time has come, and do you think for one moment that anyone other than I will control this enterprise? The Senate?”


  Caesar got to his feet and lifted his arms toward the ceiling, fists clenched; Crassus suddenly saw how thick the muscles were in those deceptively slender limbs, and felt the hair rise on the back of his neck. The power in the man!


  “The Senate is a nothing! The boni are nothing! Pompeius Magnus is nothing! I am going to go as far as I have to go to become the First Man in Rome for as long as I live! And after I die, I will be called the greatest Roman who ever lived! Nothing and no one will stop me! I swear it by my ancestors, all the way back to Goddess Venus!”


  The arms came down, the fire and the power died. Caesar sat in his chair and looked at his old friend ruefully. “Oh, Marcus,” he said, “all I have to do is get through the rest of this year!”


  His mouth was dry. Crassus swallowed. “You will,” he said.


  *


  Publius Vatinius convoked the Plebeian Assembly and announced to the Plebs that he would legislate to remove the slur of being a surveyor from Gaius Julius Caesar.


  “Why are we wasting a man like Gaius Caesar on a job which might be suited to the talents of our stargazer Bibulus, but is infinitely beneath a governor and general of Gaius Caesar’s caliber? He showed us in Spain what he can do, but that is minute. I want to see him given the chance to sink his teeth into a task worthy of his metal! There’s more to governing than making war, and more to generaling than sitting in a command tent. Italian Gaul has not received a decent governor in a decade and more, with the result that the Delmatae, the Liburni, the Iapudes and all the other tribes of Illyricum have made eastern Italian Gaul a very dangerous place for Romans to live in. Not to mention that the administration of Italian Gaul is a disgrace. The assizes are not held on time if they’re held at all, and the Latin Rights colonies across the Padus are foundering.


  “I am asking you to give Gaius Caesar the province of Italian Gaul together with Illyricum as of the moment this bill becomes ratified!” cried Vatinius, shrunken legs hidden by his toga, face so ruddy that the tumor on his forehead disappeared. “I further ask that Gaius Caesar be confirmed by this body as proconsul in Italian Gaul and Illyricum until March five years hence! And that the Senate be stripped of any authority to alter one single disposition we make in this Assembly! The Senate has abrogated its right to dole out proconsular provinces because it can find no better job for a man like Gaius Caesar than to survey Italia’s traveling livestock routes! Let the stargazer survey mounds of manure, but let Gaius Caesar survey a better prospect!”


  Vatinius’s bill had gone before the Plebs and it stayed with the Plebs, contio after contio; Pompey spoke in favor, Crassus spoke in favor, Lucius Cotta spoke in favor—and Lucius Piso spoke in favor.


  “I can’t manage to persuade one of our craven tribunes to interpose a veto,” said Cato to Bibulus, trembling with anger. “Not even Metellus Scipio, do you believe that? All they answer is that they like living! Like living! Oh, if only I was still a tribune of the plebs! I’d show them!”


  “And you’d be dead, Marcus. The people want it, why I don’t know. Except that I think he’s their long-odds bet. Pompeius was a proven quantity. Caesar is a gamble. The knights think he’s lucky, the superstitious lot!”


  “The worst of it is that you’re still stuck with the traveling stock routes. Vatinius was very careful to point out that one of you would be doing that necessary job.”


  “And I will do it,” Bibulus said loftily.


  “We have to stop him somehow! Is Vettius progressing?”


  Bibulus sighed. “Not as well as I’d hoped. I wish you were more of a natural schemer, Cato, but you aren’t. It was a good idea, but Vettius isn’t the most promising material to work with.”


  “I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”


  “No, don’t!” cried Bibulus, alarmed. “Leave him to me.”


  “Pompeius is to speak in the House, I note. Advocating that the House give Caesar everything he wants. Pah!”


  “He won’t get the extra legion he wants, so much is sure.”


  “Why do I think he will?”


  Bibulus smiled sourly. “Caesar’s luck?” he asked.


  “Yes, I don’t like that attitude. It makes him look blessed.”


  Pompey did speak in favor of Vatinius’s bills to give Caesar a magnificent proconsular command, but only to increase the endowment.


  “It has been drawn to my attention,” said the Great Man to the senators, “that due to the death of our esteemed consular Quintus Metellus Celer, the province of Gaul-across-the-Alps has not been given a new governor. Gaius Pomptinus continues to hold it in this body’s name, apparently to the satisfaction of this body, though not with the approval of Gaius Caesar, or me, or any other proven commander of troops. It pleased you to award a thanksgiving to Pomptinus over our protests, but I say to you now that Pomptinus is not competent to govern Further Gaul. Gaius Caesar is a man of enormous energy and efficiency, as his governorship of Further Spain showed you. What would be a task too big for most men is not big enough for him, any more than it would be for me. I move that this House award Gaius Caesar the governorship of the further Gallic province as well as the nearer, together with its legion. There are many advantages. One governor for these two provinces will be able to move his troops around as they are needed, without his being obliged to distinguish between forces in the two provinces. For three years Further Gaul has been in a state of unrest, and one legion to control those turbulent tribes is ridiculous. But by combining the two provinces under the one governor, Rome will be spared the cost of more legions.”


  Cato’s hand was waving; Caesar, in the chair, smiled broadly and acknowledged him. “Marcus Porcius Cato, you have the floor.”


  “Is that how confident you are, Caesar?” roared Cato. “That you think you can invite me to speak with impunity? Well, it may be so, but at least my protest against this carving up of an empire will go down on our permanent record! How loyally and splendidly the new son-in-law speaks up for his new father-in-law! Is this what Rome has been reduced to, the buying and selling of daughters? Is this how we are to align ourselves politically, by buying or selling a daughter? The father-in-law in this infamous alliance has already used his minion with the wen to secure for himself a proconsulship I and the rest of Rome’s true patriots strove with might and main to deny him! Now the son-in-law wants to contribute another province to tata! One man, one province! That is what the mos maiorum says. Conscript Fathers, don’t you see the danger? Don’t you understand that if you accede to Pompeius’s request, you are putting the tyrant in his citadel with your own hands? Don’t do it! Don’t do it!”


  Pompey had listened looking bored, Caesar with that annoying expression of mild amusement.


  “It makes no difference to me,” Pompey said. “I put forward the suggestion for the best of motives. If the Senate of Rome is to retain its traditional right to distribute our provinces to their governors, then it had better do so. You can ignore me, Conscript Fathers. Feel free! But if you do, Publius Vatinius will take the matter to the Plebs, and the Plebs will award Further Gaul to Gaius Caesar. All I’m saying is that you do the job rather than let the Plebs do it. If you award Further Gaul to Gaius Caesar, then you control the award. You can renew the commission each New Year’s Day or not, as you please. But if the matter goes to the Plebs, Gaius Caesar’s command of Further Gaul will be for five years. Is that what you want? Every time the People or the Plebs passes a law in what used to be the sphere of the Senate, another bit of senatorial power has been nibbled away. I don’t care! You decide.”


  This was the sort of speech Pompey gave best, plain and unvarnished and the better for being so. The House thought about what he had said, and admitted the truth of it by voting to award the senior consul the province of Further Gaul for one year, from next New Year’s Day to the following one, to be renewed or not at the Senate’s pleasure.


  “You fools!” Cato shrieked after the division was over. “You unmitigated fools! A few moments ago he had three legions, now you’ve given him four! Four legions, three of which are veteran! And what is this Caesar villain going to do with them? Use them to pacify his provinces in the plural? No! He’ll use them to march on Italia, to march on Rome, to make himself King of Rome!”


  It was not an unexpected speech, nor for Cato a particularly wounding one; no man present, even among the ranks of the boni, actually believed Cato.


  But Caesar lost his temper, an indication of the tremendous tensions he had been living under for months, released now because he had what he needed.


  He rose to his feet, face flinty, nostrils distended, eyes flashing. “You can yell all you like, Cato!” he thundered. “You can yell until the sky falls in and Rome disappears beneath the waters! Yes, all of you can squeal, bleat, yell, whine, grizzle, criticize, carp, complain! But I don’t care! I have what I wanted, and I got it in your teeth! Now sit down and shut up, all of you pathetic little men! I have what I wanted. And if you make me, I will use it to crush your heads!”


  They sat down and they shut up, simmering.


  *


  Whether that protest against what Caesar saw as injustice was the cause, or whether the cause was an accumulation of many insults including a marriage, from that day onward the popularity of the senior consul and his allies began to wane. Public opinion, angry enough at Bibulus’s watching the skies to have given Caesar the two Gauls, now swung away until it hovered approvingly before Cato and Bibulus, who were quick to seize the advantage.


  They also managed to buy young Curio, who had been released from his promise to Clodius and thirsted to make life difficult for Caesar. At every opportunity he was back on the rostra or on Castor’s platform, satirizing Caesar and his suspect past unmercifully—and in an irresistibly entertaining way. Bibulus too entered the fray by posting witty anecdotes, epigrams, notes and edicts upon (thus adding insult to injury) Caesar’s bulletin board in the lower Forum.


  The laws went through nonetheless; the second land act, the various acts which together made up the leges Vatiniae endowing Caesar with his provinces, and many more inconspicuous but useful measures Caesar had been itching for years to implement. King Ptolemy XI Theos Philopator Philadelphus called Auletes was confirmed in his tenure of the Egyptian throne, and made Friend and Ally of the Roman People. Four thousand talents remained in Balbus’s bank in Gades, Pompey and Crassus having been paid, and Balbus, together with Titus Labienus, hurried north to Italian Gaul to commence work. Balbus would procure armaments and equipment (where possible from Lucius Piso and Marcus Crassus), while Labienus started to enlist the third legion for Italian Gaul.


  His sights set upon a war to the northeast and along the basin of the Danubius, Caesar regarded Further Gaul as a nuisance. He had not recalled Pomptinus, though he detested the man, preferring to deal with troubles along the Rhodanus River by diplomatic means. King Ariovistus of the German Suebi was a new force in Further Gaul; he now held complete sway over the area between Lake Lemanna and the banks of the Rhenus River, which divided Further Gaul from Germania. The Sequani had originally invited Ariovistus to cross into their territory with the promise that he would receive one third of Sequani land. But the Suebi kept pouring across the great river in such numbers that Ariovistus was soon demanding two thirds of the Sequani lands. The domino effect had spread the disturbances to the Aedui, who had been titled Friend and Ally of the Roman People for years. Then the Helvetii, a sept of the great tribe Tigurini, began to issue out of their mountain fastnesses to seek more clement living at a lower altitude in Further Gaul itself.


  War threatened, so much so that Pomptinus established a more or less permanent camp not far from Lake Lemanna, and settled down with his one legion to watch events.


  Caesar’s discerning eye picked Ariovistus as the key to the situation, so in the name of the Senate he began to parley with the German King’s representatives, his object a treaty which would keep what was Rome’s Rome’s, contain Ariovistus, and calm the huge Gallic tribes the German incursion was provoking. That in doing so he was infringing the treaties Rome already had with the Aedui worried him not one bit. More important to establish a status quo spelling the least danger possible to Rome.


  The result was a senatorial decree calling King Ariovistus a Friend and Ally of the Roman People; it was accompanied by lavish gifts from Caesar personally to the leader of the Suebi, and it had the desired effect. Tacitly confirmed in his present position, Ariovistus could sit back with a sigh of relief, his Gallic outpost a fact acknowledged by the Senate of Rome.


  Neither of the Friend and Ally decrees had proven difficult for Caesar to procure; innately conservative and against the huge expense of war, the Senate was quick to see that confirming Ptolemy Auletes meant men like Crassus couldn’t try to snaffle Egypt, and that confirming Ariovistus meant war in Further Gaul had been averted. It was hardly even necessary to have Pompey speak.


  *


  In the midst of all this waning popularity, Caesar acquired his third wife, Calpurnia, the daughter of Lucius Calpurnius Piso. Just eighteen, she turned out to be exactly the kind of wife he needed at this time in his career. Like her father she was tall and dark, a very attractive girl owning an innate calm and dignity which rather reminded Caesar of his mother, who was the first cousin of Calpurnia’s grandmother, a Rutilia. Intelligent and well read, unfailingly pleasant, never demanding, she fitted into life in the Domus Publica so easily that she might always have been there. Much the same age as Julia, she was some compensation for having lost Julia. Particularly to Caesar.


  He had of course handled her expertly. One of the great disadvantages of arranged marriages, particularly those of rapid genesis, was the effect on the new wife. She came to her husband a stranger, and if like Calpurnia she was a self-contained person, shyness and awkwardness built a wall. Understanding this, Caesar proceeded to demolish it. He treated her much as he had treated Julia, with the difference that she was wife, not daughter. His love-making was tender, considerate, and lighthearted; his other contacts with her were also tender, considerate, and light-hearted.


  When she had learned from her delighted father that she was to marry the senior consul and Pontifex Maximus, she had quailed. How would she ever manage? But he was so nice, so thoughtful! Every day he gave her some sort of little present, a bracelet or a scarf, a pair of earrings, some pretty sandals he had seen glitter on a stall in the marketplace. Once in passing he dropped something in her lap (though she was not to know how practised he was at that). The something moved and then mewed a tiny squeak—oh, he had given her a kitten! How did he know she adored cats? How did he know her mother hated them, would never let her have one?


  Dark eyes shining, she held the ball of orange fur against her face and beamed at her husband.


  “He’s a little young yet, but give him to me at the New Year and I’ll castrate him for you,” said Caesar, finding himself quite absurdly pleased at the look of joy on her very appealing face.


  “I shall call him Felix,” she said, still smiling.


  Her husband laughed. “Lucky because he’s fruitful? In the New Year that will be a contradiction in terms, Calpurnia. If he isn’t castrated he’ll never stay at home to keep you company, and I will have yet one more tom to throw my boot at in the middle of the night. Call him Spado, it’s more appropriate.”


  Still holding the kitten, she got up and put one arm about Caesar’s neck, kissed him on the cheek. “No, he’s Felix.”


  Caesar turned his head until the kiss fell on his mouth. “I am a fortunate man,” he said afterward.


  “Where did he come from?’’ she asked, unconsciously imitating Julia by kissing one white fan at the corner of his eye.


  Blinking away tears, Caesar put both arms about her. “I am moved to make love to you, wife, so put Felix down and come with me. You make it easier.”


  A thought he echoed to his mother somewhat later.


  “She makes it easier to live without Julia.”


  “Yes, she does. A young person in the house is necessary, at least for me. I’m glad it’s so for you too.”


  “They’re not alike.”


  “Not at all, which is good.”


  “She liked the kitten better than the pearls.”


  “An excellent sign.” Aurelia frowned. “It will be difficult for her, Caesar. In six months you’ll be gone, and she won’t see you for years.”


  “Caesar’s wife?” he asked.


  “If she liked the kitten better than the pearls, I doubt her fidelity will waver. It would be best if you quicken her before you go—a baby would keep her occupied. However, these things cannot be predicted, and I haven’t noticed that your devotion to Servilia has waned. A man only has so much to go round, Caesar, even you. Sleep with Calpurnia more often, and with Servilia less often. You seem to throw girls, so I worry less about a son.”


  “Mater, you’re a hard woman! Sensible advice which I have no intention of taking.”


  She changed the subject. “I hear that Pompeius went to Marcus Cicero and begged him to persuade young Curio to cease his attacks in the Forum.”


  “Stupid!” Caesar exclaimed, frowning. “I told him it would only give Cicero a false idea of his own importance. The savior of his country is bitten by the boni these days, it gives him exquisite pleasure to decline any offer we make him. He wouldn’t be a committeeman, he wouldn’t be a legate in Gaul next year, he wouldn’t even accept my offer to send him on a trip at State expense. Now what does Magnus do? Offers him money!”


  “He refused the money, of course,” said Aurelia.


  “Despite his mounting debts. I never saw a man so obsessed with owning villas!”


  “Does this mean you will unleash Clodius next year?”


  The eyes Caesar turned on his mother were very cold. “I will definitely unleash Clodius.”


  “What on earth did Cicero say to Pompeius to make you so angry?”


  “The same kind of thing he said during the trial of Hybrida. But unfortunately Magnus displayed sufficient doubt of me to let Cicero think he stood a chance to wean Magnus away from me.”


  “I doubt that, Caesar. It’s not logical. Julia reigns.”


  “Yes, I suppose you’re right. Magnus plays both ends against the middle, he wouldn’t want Cicero knowing all his thoughts.”


  “I’d worry more about Cato, if I were you. Bibulus is the more organized of the pair, but Cato has the clout,” said Aurelia. “It’s a pity Clodius couldn’t eliminate Cato as well as Cicero.”


  “That would certainly guard my back in my absence, Mater! Unfortunately I can’t see how it can be done.”


  “Think about it. If you could eliminate Cato, you’d draw all the teeth fixed in your neck. He’s the fountainhead.”


  *


  The curule elections were held a little later in Quinctilis than usual, and the favored candidates were definitely Aulus Gabinius and Lucius Calpurnius Piso. They canvassed strenuously, but were too canny to give Cato any opportunity to cry bribery. Capricious public opinion swung away from the boni again; it promised to be a good election result for the triumvirs.


  At which point, scant days before the curule elections, Lucius Vettius crawled out from beneath his stone. He approached young Curio, whose Forum speeches were directed mostly in Pompey’s direction these days, and told him that he knew of a plan to assassinate Pompey. Then he followed this up by asking young Curio if he would join the conspiracy. Curio listened intently and pretended to be interested. After which he told his father, for he had not the kidney of a conspirator or an assassin. The elder Curio and his son were always at loggerheads, but their differences went no further than wine, sexual frolics and debt; when danger threatened, the Scribonius Curio ranks closed up.


  The elder Curio notified Pompey at once, and Pompey called the Senate into session. Within moments Vettius was summoned to testify. At first the disgraced knight denied everything, then broke down and gave some names: the son of the future consular candidate Lentulus Spinther, Lucius Aemilius Paullus, and Marcus Junius Brutus, hitherto known as Caepio Brutus. These names were so bizarre no one could believe them; young Spinther was neither a member of the Clodius Club nor famed for his indiscretions, Lepidus’s son had an old history of rebellion but had done nothing untoward since his return from exile, and the very idea of Brutus as an assassin was ludicrous. Whereupon Vettius announced that a scribe belonging to Bibulus had brought him a dagger sent by the housebound junior consul. Afterward Cicero was heard to say that it was a shame Vettius had no other source of a dagger, but in the House everyone understood the significance of the gesture: it was Bibulus’s way of saying that the projected crime had his support.


  “Rubbish!” cried Pompey, sure of one thing. “Marcus Bibulus himself took the trouble to warn me back in May that there was a plot afoot to assassinate me. Bibulus can’t be involved.”


  Young Curio was called in. He reminded everyone that Paullus was in Macedonia, and apostrophized the whole business as a tissue of lies. The Senate was inclined to agree, but felt it wise to detain Vettius for further questioning. There were too many echoes of Catilina; no one wanted the odium of executing any Roman, even Vettius, without trial, so this plot was not going to be allowed to escalate out of senatorial control. Obedient to the Senate’s wishes, Caesar as senior consul ordered his lictors to take Lucius Vettius to the Lautumiae and chain him to the wall of his cell, as this was the only preventative for escape from that rickety prison.


  Though on the surface the affair seemed utterly incongruous, Caesar felt a stirring of disquiet; this was one occasion, self-preservation told him, when every effort ought to be made to keep the People apprised of developments. Matters should not be confined to the interior of the Senate chamber. So after he had dismissed the Conscript Fathers he called the People together and informed them what had happened. And on the following day he had Vettius brought to the rostra for public questioning.


  This time Vettius’s list of conspirators was quite different. No, Brutus had not been involved. Yes, he had forgotten that Paullus was in Macedonia. Well, he might have been wrong about Spinther’s son, it could have been Marcellinus’s son—after all, both Spinther and Marcellinus were Cornelii Lentuli, and both were future consular candidates. He proceeded to trot out new names: Lucullus, Gaius Fannius, Lucius Ahenobarbus, and Cicero. All boni or boni flirts. Disgusted, Caesar sent Vettius back to the Lautumiae.


  However, Vatinius felt Vettius needed sterner handling, so he hied Vettius back to the rostra and subjected him to a merciless inquisition. This time Vettius insisted he had the names correct, though he did add two more: none other than that thoroughly respectable pillar of the establishment, Cicero’s son-in-law Piso Frugi; and the senator Iuventius, renowned for his vagueness. The meeting broke up after Vatinius proposed to introduce a bill in the Plebeian Assembly to conduct a formal enquiry into what was rapidly becoming known as the Vettius Affair.


  By this time none of it made any sense beyond an inference that the boni were sufficiently fed up with Pompey to conspire to assassinate him. However, not even the most perceptive analyst of public life could disentangle the confusion of threads Vettius had—woven? No, tied up in knots.


  Pompey himself now believed there was a plot in existence, but could not be brought to believe that the boni were responsible. Hadn’t Bibulus warned him? But if the boni were not the culprits, who was? So he ended like Cicero, convinced that once Vatinius got his enquiry into the Vettius Affair under way, the truth would out.


  Something else gnawed at Caesar, whose left thumb pricked. If he knew nothing more, he knew that Vettius loathed him, Caesar. So where exactly was the Vettius Affair going to go? Was it in some tortuous way aimed at him? Or at driving a wedge between him and Pompey? Therefore Caesar decided not to wait the month or more until the official enquiry would begin. He would put Vettius back on the rostra for another public interrogation. Instinct told him that it was vital to do so quickly. Maybe then the name of Gaius Julius Caesar would not creep into the proceedings.


  It was not to be. When Caesar’s lictors appeared from the direction of the Lautumiae, they came alone, and hurrying white-faced. Lucius Vettius had been chained to the wall in his cell, but he was dead. Around his neck were the marks of big strong hands, around his feet the marks of a desperate struggle to hang on to life. Because he had been chained it had not occurred to anyone to set a guard on him; whoever had come in the night to silence Lucius Vettius had come and gone unseen.


  *


  Standing by in a mood of pleasant expectation, Cato felt the blood drain from his face, and was profoundly glad the attention of the throng around the rostra was focused upon the angry Caesar, snapping instructions to his lictors to make enquiries of those in the vicinity of the prison. By the time those around him might have turned to him for an opinion as to what was going on, Cato was gone. Running too fast for Favonius to keep up.


  He burst into Bibulus’s house to find that worthy sitting in his peristyle, one eye upon the cloudless sky, the other upon his visitors, Metellus Scipio, Lucius Ahenobarbus and Gaius Piso.


  “How dare you, Bibulus?” Cato roared.


  The four men turned as one, jaws slack.


  “How dare I what?” asked Bibulus, plainly astonished.


  “Murder Vettius!”


  “What?”


  “Caesar just sent to the Lautumiae to fetch Vettius to the rostra, and found him dead. Strangled, Bibulus! Why? Oh, why did you do that? I would never have consented, and you knew I would never have consented! Political trickery is one thing, especially when it’s aimed at a dog like Caesar, but murder is despicable!”


  Bibulus had listened to this looking as if he might faint; as Cato finished he rose unsteadily to his feet, hand outstretched. “Cato, Cato! Do you know me so little? Why would I murder a wretch like Vettius? If I haven’t murdered Caesar, why would I murder anyone?”


  The rage in the grey eyes died; Cato looked uncertain, then held his own hand out. “It wasn’t you?”


  “It wasn’t me. I agree with you, I always have and I always will. Murder is despicable.”


  The other three were recovering from their shock; Metellus Scipio and Ahenobarbus gathered round Cato and Bibulus, while Gaius Piso leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.


  “Vettius is really dead?” Metellus Scipio asked.


  “So Caesar’s lictors said. I believed them.”


  “Who?” asked Ahenobarbus. “Why?”


  Cato moved to where a flagon of wine and some beakers stood on a table, and poured himself a drink. “I really thought it was you, Marcus Calpurnius,” he said, and tipped the beaker up. “I’m sorry. I ought to have known better.”


  “Well, we know it wasn’t us,” said Ahenobarbus, “so who?”


  “It has to be Caesar,” said Bibulus, helping himself to wine.


  “What did he have to gain?” asked Metellus Scipio, frowning.


  “Even I can’t tell you that, Scipio,” said Bibulus. At which moment his gaze rested on Gaius Piso, the only one still sitting. An awful fear filled him; he drew in his breath audibly. “Piso!” he cried suddenly. “Piso, you didn’t!”


  The bloodshot eyes, sunk into Gaius Piso’s fleshy face, blazed scorn. “Oh, grow up, Bibulus!” he said wearily. “How else was this idiocy to succeed? Did you and Cato really think Vettius had the gall and the guts to carry your scheme through? He hated Caesar, yes, but he was terrified of the man too. You’re such amateurs! Full of nobility and high ideals, weaving plots you’ve neither the talent nor the cunning to push to fruition—sometimes you make me sick, the pair of you!”


  “The feeling goes both ways!” Cato shouted, fists doubled.


  Bibulus put his hand on Cato’s arm. “Don’t make it worse, Cato,” he said, the skin of his face gone grey. “Our honor is dead along with Vettius, all thanks to this ingrate.” He drew himself up. “Get out of my house, Piso, and never come back.”


  The chair was overturned; Gaius Piso looked from one face to the next, then deliberately spat upon the flagstones at Cato’s feet. “Vettius was my client,” he said, “and I was good enough to use to coach him in his role! But not good enough to give advice. Well, fight your own fights from now on! And don’t try to incriminate me, either, hear me? Breathe one word, and I’ll testify against the lot of you!’’


  Cato dropped to sit on the stone coping around the fountain playing in the sun, droplets flashing a myriad rainbows; he covered his face with his hand& and rocked back and forth, weeping.


  “Next time I see Piso, I’ll flatten him!” said Ahenobarbus fiercely. “The cur!”


  “Next time you see Piso, Lucius, you’ll be very polite,” said Bibulus, wiping away his tears. “Oh, our honor is dead! We can’t even make Piso pay. If we do, we’re looking at exile.”


  *


  The sensation surrounding the death of Lucius Vettius was all the worse because of its mystery; the brutal murder lent a ring of truth to what might otherwise have been dismissed as a fabrication. Someone had plotted to assassinate Pompey the Great, Lucius Vettius had known who that someone was, and now Lucius Vettius was silenced. Terrified because Vettius had said his name (and also the name of his loyal and loving son-in-law), Cicero shifted the blame to Caesar, and many of the minor boni followed his example. Bibulus and Cato declined to comment, and Pompey blundered from one bewilderment to another. Logic said very loudly and clearly that, the Vettius Affair had no meaning or basis in fact, but those involved were not disposed to think logically.


  Public opinion veered away from the triumvirs yet again, and seemed likely to remain adverse. Rumors about Caesar proliferated. His praetor Fufius Calenus was booed at the theater during the ludi Apollinares; gossip had it that Caesar through Fufius Calenus intended to cancel the right of the Eighteen to the bank of reserved seats just behind the senators. Gladiatorial games funded by Aulus Gabinius were the scene of more unpleasantness.


  Convinced now that his religious tactics were the best way, Bibulus struck. He postponed the curule and Popular elections until the eighteenth day of October, publishing this as an edict on the rostra, the platform of Castor’s and the bulletin board for public notices. Not only was there a stench in the lower Forum arising from the body of Lucius Vettius, said Bibulus, but he had also seen a huge shooting star in the wrong part of the sky.


  Pompey panicked. His tame tribune of the plebs was bidden summon the Plebs into meeting, and there the Great Man spoke at length about the irresponsibility Bibulus was displaying more blatantly than any shooting star could display itself in the night skies. As an augur himself, he informed the despondent crowd, he would swear that there was nothing wrong with the omens. Bibulus was making everything up in order to bring Rome down. The Great Man then talked Caesar into convoking the People and speaking against Bibulus, but Caesar could not summon up the enthusiasm to put his usual fire into his speech, and failed to carry the crowd. What ought to have been an impassioned plea that the People should follow him to Bibulus’s house and there beg that Bibulus put an end to all this nonsense emerged without any passion whatsoever. The People preferred to go to their own homes.


  “Which simply demonstrates their good sense,” Caesar said to Pompey over dinner in the Domus Publica. “We’re approaching this in the wrong way, Magnus.”


  Very depressed, Pompey lay with his chin on his left hand and shrugged. “The wrong way?” he asked gloomily. “There just isn’t a right way, is the trouble.”


  “There is, you know.”


  One blue eye turned Caesar’s way, though the look accompanying it was skeptical. “Tell me this right way, Caesar.”


  “It’s Quinctilis and election time, correct? The games are on, and half of Italia is here to enjoy itself. Hardly anyone in the Forum crowd at the present moment is a regular. How do they know what’s been happening? They hear of omens, junior consuls watching the skies, men murdered in prison, and terrific strife between factions in office as Rome’s magistrates. They look at you and me, and they see one side. Then they look at Cato and hear of Bibulus, and they see another side. It must seem stranger than a Pisidian ritual.”


  “Huh!” said Pompey, chin back on his hand. “Gabinius and Lucius Piso are going to lose, that’s all I know.”


  “You’re undoubtedly right, but only if the elections were to be held now,” said Caesar, brisk and energetic once more. “Bibulus has made a mistake, Magnus. He should have left the elections alone, let them be held now. Were they held now, both the consuls would be solidly boni. By postponing them, he’s given us time and the chance to retrieve our position.”


  “We can’t retrieve our position.”


  “If we agitate against this latest edict, I agree. But we stop agitating against it. We accept the postponement as legitimate, as if we wholeheartedly condone Bibulus’s edict. Then we work to recover our clout with the electorate. By October we’ll be back in favor again, Magnus, wait and see. And in October we’ll have the consuls of our faction, Gabinius and Lucius Piso.”


  “Do you really think so?”


  “I am absolutely sure of it. Go back to your Alban villa and Julia, Magnus, please! Stop worrying about politics in Rome. I shall skulk until I give the House my legislation to stop governors of provinces fleecing their flocks, which won’t be for another two months. We lie low, do nothing and say nothing. That gives Bibulus and Cato nothing to scream about. It will also silence young Curio. Interest dies when nothing happens.”


  Pompey tittered. “I heard that young Curio really rammed his fist up your arse the other day.”


  “By referring to events during the consulship of Julius and Caesar, rather than Caesar and Bibulus?” asked Caesar, grinning.


  “In the consulship of Julius and Caesar is really very good.”


  “Oh, very witty! I laughed when I heard it too. But even that can work in our favor, Magnus. It says something young Curio should have paused to think about before he said it—that Bibulus is not a consul, that I have had to be both consuls. By October that will be very apparent to the electors.”


  “You cheer me enormously, Caesar,” said Pompey with a sigh. He thought of something else. “By the way, Cato seems to have had a severe falling out with Gaius Piso. Metellus Scipio and Lucius Ahenobarbus are siding with Cato. Cicero told me.”


  “It was bound to happen,” said Caesar gravely, “as soon as Cato found out that Gaius Piso had Vettius murdered. Bibulus and Cato are fools, but they’re honorable fools when it comes to murder.”


  Pompey was gaping. “Gaius Piso did it?”


  “Certainly. And he was right to do it. Vettius alive was no threat to us. Vettius dead can be laid at my door. Didn’t Cicero try to persuade you of that, Magnus?”


  “Well…” muttered Pompey, going red.


  “Precisely! The Vettius Affair happened in order to make you doubt me. Then when I began publicly questioning Vettius, and kept on publicly questioning him, Gaius Piso saw that the ploy was going to fail. Hence Vettius’s death, which prevented all conclusions save those founded in sheer speculation.”


  “I did doubt you,” said Pompey gruffly.


  “And very naturally. However, Magnus, do remember that you are of far more use to me alive than dead! It’s true that did you die, I’d inherit a great many of your people. But do you live, your people are bound to support me to the last man. I am no advocate of death.”


  *


  Because the Plebs and the plebeian magistrates did not function under the auspices, Bibulus’s edict could not prevent the election of plebeian aediles or tribunes of the plebs. Those went to the polls at the end of Quinctilis as scheduled, and Publius Clodius was returned as president of the new College of Tribunes of the Plebs. No surprise in that; the Plebs were very prone to admire a patrician who cared so much about the tribunate of the plebs that he would abrogate his status in order to espouse it. Clodius had besides a wealth of clients and followers due to his generosity, and his marriage to Gaius Gracchus’s granddaughter brought him many thousands more. In him, the Plebs saw someone who would support the People against the Senate; did he support the Senate, he would never have abrogated his patrician status.


  Of course the boni succeeded in having three tribunes of the plebs elected, and Cicero was so afraid that Clodius would succeed in trying him for the murder of Roman citizens without trial that he had spent lavishly to secure the election of his devoted admirer Quintus Terentius Culleo.


  “Not,” said Clodius to Caesar, breathless with excitement, “that I’m very worried by any of them. I’ll sweep them into the Tiber!”


  “I’m sure you will, Clodius.”


  The dark and slightly mad-looking eyes flashed. “Do you think you own me, Caesar?’’ Clodius asked abruptly.


  Which question provoked a laugh. “No, Publius Clodius, no! I wouldn’t insult you by dreaming of it, let alone thinking it. A Claudian—even a plebeian one!—belongs to no one save himself.”


  “In the Forum they’re saying that you own me.”


  “Do you care what they’re saying in the Forum?”


  “I suppose not, provided that it doesn’t damage me.” Clodius uncoiled with a sudden leap, sprang to his feet. “Well, I just wanted to ascertain that you didn’t think you owned me, so I’ll be off now.”


  “Oh, don’t deprive me of your company quite yet,” Caesar said gently. “Sit down again, do.”


  “What for?”


  “Two reasons. The first is that I’d like to know what you plan for your year. The second is that I’d like to offer you any help you might need.”


  “Is this a ploy?”


  “No, it’s simply genuine interest. I also hope, Clodius, that you have sufficient sense to realize that help from me might make all the difference to the legality of your laws.”


  Clodius thought about this in silence, then nodded. “I can see that,” he said, “and there is one area in which you can help.”


  “Name it.”


  “I need to establish better contact with real Romans. I mean the little fellows, the herd. How can we patricians know what they want if we don’t know any of them? Which is where you’re so different from the rest, Caesar. You know everyone from the highest to the lowest. How did you do that? Teach me,” said Clodius.


  “I know everyone because I was born and brought up in the Subura. Every day I rubbed shoulders with the little fellows, as you call them. At least I detect no shade of patronage in you. But why do you want to get to know the little fellows? They’re of no use to you, Clodius. They don’t have votes which matter,”


  “They have numbers,” said Clodius.


  What was he after? Apparently interested only as a matter of courtesy, Caesar sat back in his chair and studied Publius Clodius. Saturninus? No, not the same type, Mischief? Certainly. What could he do? A question to which Caesar confessed he could find no answer. Clodius was an innovator, a completely unorthodox person who would perhaps go where no one had been before. Yet what could he do? Did he expect to draw thousands upon thousands of little fellows to the Forum to intimidate the Senate and the First Class into doing whatever it was that the little fellows wanted? But that would happen only if their bellies were empty, and though grain prices were high at the moment, Cato’s law prevented the price’s being handed down to the little fellows. Saturninus had seen a crowd of gigantic proportions and been inspired to use it to further his own end, which was to rule Rome. Yet when he summoned it to do his bidding, it never came. So Saturninus died. If Clodius tried to imitate Saturninus, death would be his fate too. Long acquaintance with the little fellows—what an extraordinary way to describe them!—gave Caesar insight none of his own big fellows could hope to have. Including Publius Clodius, born and brought up on the Palatine. Well, perhaps Clodius wanted to be Saturninus, but if so, all he would discover was that the little fellows could not be massed together destructively. They were just not politically inclined.


  “I met someone you know in the Forum the other day,” Clodius remarked some time later. “When you were trying to persuade the crowd to follow you to Bibulus’s house.”


  Caesar grimaced. “A stupidity on my part,” he said.


  “That’s what Lucius Decumius said.”


  The impassive face lit up. “Lucius Decumius? Now there’s a fascinating little fellow! If you want to know about the little fellows, Clodius, then go to him.”


  “What does he do?”


  “He’s a vilicus, the custodian of the crossroads college my mother has housed since before I was born. A little depressed these days because he and his college have no official standing.”


  “Your mother’s house?” asked Clodius, brow wrinkling.


  “Her insula. Where the Vicus Patricii meets the Subura Minor. These days the college is a tavern, but they still meet there.”


  “I shall look Lucius Decumius up,” said Clodius, sounding well satisfied.


  “I wish you’d tell me what you plan to do as a tribune of the plebs,” said Caesar.


  “I’ll start by making changes to the lex Aelia and the lex Fufia, that’s certain. To permit consuls like Bibulus the use of religious laws as a political ploy is lunatic. After I get through with them, the lex Aelia and the lex Fufia will hold no attraction for the likes of Bibulus.”


  “I applaud that! But do come to me for help in drafting.”


  Clodius grinned wickedly. “Want me to make it a retroactive law, eh? Illegal to watch the skies backward as well as forward?”


  “To shore up my own legislation?” Caesar looked haughty. “I will manage, Clodius, without a retroactive law. What else?”


  “Condemn Cicero for executing Roman citizens without trial, and send him into permanent exile.”


  “Excellent.”


  “I also plan to restore the crossroads colleges and other sorts of brotherhoods outlawed by your cousin Lucius Caesar.”


  “Which is why you want to visit Lucius Decumius. And?”


  “Make the censors conform.”


  “An interesting one.”


  “Forbid the Treasury clerks to engage in private commerce.”


  “Well overdue.”


  “And give the People completely free grain.”


  The breath hissed between Caesar’s teeth. “Oho! Admirable, Clodius, but the boni will never let you get away with it.”


  “The boni will have no choice,” said Clodius, face grim.


  “How will you pay for a free grain dole? The cost would be prohibitive.”


  “By legislating to annex the island of Cyprus. Don’t forget that Egypt and all its possessions—chiefly Cyprus—were left to Rome in King Ptolemy Alexander’s will. You reversed Egypt by getting the Senate to award Ptolemy Auletes tenure of the Egyptian throne, but you didn’t extend your decree to cover his brother of Cyprus. That means Cyprus still belongs to Rome under that old will. We’ve never exercised it, but I intend to. After all, there are no kings in Syria any more, and Egypt can’t go to war alone. There must be thousands and thousands of talents lying around in the palace at Paphos just waiting for Rome to pick them up.”


  It came out sounding quite virtuous, which pleased Clodius immensely. Caesar was a very sharp fellow; he’d be the first to smell duplicity. But Caesar didn’t know about the old grudge Clodius bore Ptolemy the Cyprian. When pirates had captured Clodius, he had made them ask Ptolemy the Cyprian for a ten-talent ransom, trying to emulate Caesar’s conduct with his pirates. Ptolemy the Cyprian had simply laughed, then refused to pay more than two talents for the hide of Admiral Publius Clodius, saying that was all he was worth. A mortal insult. Well, Ptolemy the Cyprian was about to pay considerably more than two talents to satisfy Clodius’s thirst for revenge. The price would be everything he owned, from his regency to the last golden nail in a door.


  Had Caesar known this story, he wouldn’t have cared; he was too busy thinking of a different revenge. “What a splendid idea!” he said affably. “I have just the person to entrust with a delicate mission like the annexation of Cyprus. You can’t send someone with sticky fingers or Rome will end with less than half of what’s there, and the grain dole will suffer. Nor can you go yourself. You’ll have to legislate a special commission to annex Cyprus, and I have just the person for the job.”


  “You do?’’ asked Clodius, taken aback at a kindred malice.


  “Give it to Cato.”


  “Cato?”


  “Absolutely. It must be Cato! He’ll ferret out every stray drachma from the darkest corner, he’ll keep immaculate accounts, he’ll number off every jewel, every golden cup, every statue and painting—the Treasury will get the lot,” said Caesar, smiling like the cat about to break the mouse’s neck. “You must, Clodius! Rome needs a Cato to do this job! You need a Cato to do this job! Commission Cato, and you’ll have the money to pay for a free grain dole.”


  Clodius went whooping away, leaving Caesar to reflect that he had just managed to do the most personally satisfying piece of work in years. The opponent of all special commissions, Cato would find himself hemmed into a corner with Clodius aiming a spear at him from every direction. That was the beauty of the Beauty, as Cicero was prone to refer to Clodius, punning on his nickname. Yes, Clodius was very clever. He had seen the nuances of commissioning Cato immediately. Another man might offer Cato a loophole, but Clodius wouldn’t. Cato would have no choice other than to obey the Plebs, and he would be away for two or three years. Cato, who loathed being out of Rome these days for fear his enemies would take advantage of his absence. The Gods only knew what havoc Clodius was planning for next year, but if he did nothing more to oblige Caesar than eliminate Cicero and Cato, then Caesar for one would not complain.


  “I’m going to force Cato to annex Cyprus!” said Clodius to Fulvia when he got home. His face changed, he scowled. “I ought to have thought of it for myself, but it’s Caesar’s idea.”


  By now Fulvia knew exactly how to deal with Clodius’s more mercurial mood swings. “Oh, Clodius, how truly brilliant you are!” she cooed, worshiping him with her eyes. “Caesar is accustomed to use other people, now here you are using him! I think you ought to go right on using Caesar.”


  Which interpretation sat very well with Clodius, who beamed and started congratulating himself on his perception. “And I will use him, Fulvia. He can draft some of my laws for me.”


  “The religious ones, definitely.”


  “Do you think I ought to oblige him with a favor or two?”


  “No,” said Fulvia coolly. “Caesar’s not fool enough to expect a fellow patrician to oblige him—and by birth you’re a patrician, it’s in your bones.”


  She got up a little clumsily to stretch her legs; her new pregnancy was beginning to hamper her, and she found that a nuisance. Just when Clodius would be at the height of his tribunate, she would be waddling. Not that she intended baby woes to interfere with her presence in the Forum. In fact, the thought of scandalizing Rome afresh by appearing publicly at eight and nine months was delectable. Nor would the birth ordeal keep her away for more than a day or two. Fulvia was one of the lucky ones: she found carrying and bearing children easy. Having stretched her aching legs, she lay down again beside Clodius in time to smile at Decimus Brutus when he came in, looking jubilant because of Clodius’s victory at the polls.


  “I have a name—Lucius Decumius,” said Clodius.


  “For your source of information about the little fellows, you mean?’’ asked Decimus Brutus, lying down on the couch opposite.


  “I mean.”


  “Who is he?” Decimus Brutus began to pick at a plate of food.


  “The custodian of a crossroads college in the Subura. And a great friend of Caesar’s, according to Lucius Decumius, who swears he changed Caesar’s diapers and got up to all sorts of mischief with him when Caesar was a boy.”


  “So?” asked Decimus Brutus, sounding skeptical.


  “So I met Lucius Decumius and I liked him. He also liked me. And,” said Clodius, his voice sinking to a conspiratorial whisper, “I’ve found my way into the ranks of the lowly at last—or at least that segment of the lowly which can be of use to us.”


  The other two leaned forward, food forgotten.


  “If Bibulus has demonstrated nothing else this year,” Clodius went on, “he’s shown what a mockery constitutionality can be. In the name of Law he’s put the triumvirs outside it. The whole of Rome is aware that what he’s really done is to use a religious trick, but it’s worked. Caesar’s laws are in jeopardy. Well, I’ll soon make that sort of trick illegal! And once I do, there will be no impediment to prevent my passing my laws legally.’’


  “Except persuading the Plebs to pass them in the first place,” sneered Decimus Brutus. “I can name a dozen tribunes of the plebs foiled by that factor! Not to mention the veto. There are at least four other men in your College who will adore to veto you.”


  “Which is where Lucius Decumius is going to come in extremely handy!” cried Clodius, his excitement obvious. “We are going to build a following among the lowly which will intimidate our Forum and senatorial opponents to the point whereat no one will have the courage to interpose a veto! No law I care to promulgate will not be passed!”


  “Saturninus tried that and failed,” said Decimus Brutus.


  “Saturninus thought of the lowly as a crowd, he never knew any names or shared drinks with them,” Clodius explained patiently. “He failed to do what a really successful demagogue must do—be selective. I don’t want or need huge crowds of lowly. All I want are several groups of real rascals. Now I took one look at Lucius Decumius and knew I’d found a real rascal. We went off to a tavern on the Via Nova and talked. Chiefly about his resentment at being disqualified as a religious college. He claimed to have been an assassin in his younger days, and I believed him. But, more germane to me, he let it slip that his and quite a few of the other crossroads colleges have been running a protection ploy for—oh, centuries!”


  “Protection ploy?” asked Fulvia, looking blank.


  “They sell protection from robbery and assault to shopkeepers and manufacturers.”


  “Protection from whom?”


  “Themselves, of course!” said Clodius, laughing. “Fail to pay up, and you’re beaten up. Fail to pay up, and your goods are stolen. Fail to pay up, and your machinery is destroyed. It’s perfect.”


  “I’m fascinated,” drawled Decimus Brutus.


  “It’s simple, Decimus. We will use the crossroads brethren as our troops. There’s no need to fill the Forum with vast crowds. All we need are enough at any one time. Two or three hundred at the most, I think. That’s why we have to find out how they’re gathered, where they’re gathered, when they’re gathered. Then we have to organize them like a little army—rosters, everything.”


  “How will we pay them?” Decimus Brutus asked. He was a shrewd and extremely capable young man, despite his appearance of mindless vice; the thought of work which would make life difficult for the boni and all others of boringly conservative inclination he found immensely appealing.


  “We pay them by buying their wine out of our own purses. One thing I’ve learned is that uneducated men will do anything for you if you pay for their drinks.”


  “Not enough,” said Decimus Brutus emphatically.


  “I’m well aware of that,” said Clodius. “I’ll also pay them with two pieces of legislation. One: legalize all of Rome’s colleges, sodalities, clubs and fraternities again. Two: bring in a free grain dole.” He kissed Fulvia and got up. “We are now venturing into the Subura, Decimus, where we will see old Lucius Decumius and start laying our plans for when I enter office on the tenth day of December.”


  *


  Caesar promulgated his law to prevent governors’ extorting in their provinces during the month of Sextilis, sufficiently after the events of the month before to have allowed tempers to cool down. Including his own.


  “I am not acting in a spirit of altruism,” he said to the half-filled chamber, “nor do I object to a capable governor’s enriching himself in acceptable ways. What this lex Iulia does is to prevent a governor’s cheating the Treasury, and protect the people of his province against rapacity. For over a hundred years government of the provinces in the provinces has been a disgrace. Citizenships are sold. Exemptions from taxes, tithes and tributes are sold. The governor takes half a thousand parasites with him to drain provincial resources even further. Wars are fought for no better reason than to ensure a triumph upon the governor’s return to Rome. If they refuse to yield a daughter or a field of grain, those who are not Roman citizens are subjected to the barbed lash, and sometimes decapitated. Payment for military supplies and equipment isn’t made. Prices are fixed to benefit the governor or his bankers or his minions. The practice of extortionate moneylending is encouraged. Need I go further?”


  Caesar shrugged. “Marcus Cato says my laws are not legal due to the activities of my consular colleague in watching the skies. I have not let Marcus Bibulus stand in my way. I will not let him stand in the way of this bill either. However, if this body refuses to give it a consultum of approval, I will not take it to the People. As you see from the number of buckets around my feet, it is an enormous body of law. Only the Senate has the fortitude to plough through it, only the Senate appreciates Rome’s predicament anent her governors. This is a senatorial law, it must have senatorial approval.” He smiled in Cato’s direction. “You might say I am handing the Senate a gift—refuse it, and it will die.”


  Perhaps Quinctilis had acted as a catharsis, or perhaps the degree of rancor and rage had been such that the sheer intensity of emotion could not be maintained a moment longer; whatever the reason might have been, Caesar’s extortion law met with universal approval in the Senate.


  “It is magnificent,” said Cicero.


  “I have no quarrel with the smallest subclause,” said Cato.


  “You are to be congratulated,” said Hortensius.


  “It’s so exhaustive it will last forever,” said Vatia Isauricus.


  Thus the lex Iulia repetundarum went to the Popular Assembly accompanied by a senatus consultum of consent, and passed into law halfway through September.


  “I’m pleased,” said Caesar to Crassus amid the turmoil of the Macellum Cuppedenis, filled to overflowing with country visitors in town for the ludi Romani.


  “You ought to be, Gaius. When the boni can’t find anything wrong, you should demand a new kind of triumph awarded only for the perfect law.”


  “The boni could find absolutely nothing wrong with my land laws either, but that didn’t stop their opposing me,” said Caesar.


  “Land laws are different. There are too many rents and leases at stake. Extortion by governors in their provinces shrinks the Treasury’s revenues. It strikes me, however, that you ought not to have limited your law against extortion to the senatorial class only. Knights extort in the provinces too,” said Crassus.


  “Only with gubernatorial consent. However, when I’m consul for the second time, I’ll bring in a second extortion law aimed at the knights. It’s too long a process drafting extortion laws to permit more than one per consulship.”


  “So you intend to be consul a second time?”


  “Definitely. Don’t you?”


  “I wouldn’t mind, actually,” said Crassus thoughtfully. “I’d still love to go to war against the Parthians, earn myself a triumph at last. I can’t do that unless I’m consul again.”


  “You will be.”


  Crassus changed the subject. “Have you settled on your full list of legates and tribunes for Gaul yet?” he asked.


  “More or less, though not firmly.”


  “Then would you take my Publius with you? I’d like him to learn the art of war under you.”


  “I’d be delighted to put his name down.”


  “Your choice of legate with magisterial status rather stunned me—Titus Labienus? He’s never done a thing.”


  “Except be my tribune of the plebs, you’re inferring,” said Caesar, eyes twinkling. “Acquit me of that kind of stupidity, my dear Marcus! I knew Labienus in Cilicia when Vatia Isauricus was governor. He likes horses, rare in a Roman. I need a really able cavalry commander because so many of the tribes where I’m going are horsed. Labienus will be a very good cavalry commander.”


  “Still planning on marching down the Danubius to the Euxine?”


  “By the time I’m finished, Marcus, the provinces of Rome will marry Egypt. If you win against the Parthians when you’re consul for the second time, Rome will own the world from the Atlantic Ocean to the Indus River.” He sighed. “I suppose that means I’ll also have to subdue Further Gaul somewhere along the way.”


  Crassus looked thunderstruck. “Gaius, what you’re talking about would take ten years, not five!”


  “I know.”


  “The Senate and the People would crucify you! Pursue a war of aggression for ten years? No one has!”


  While they stood talking the crowd swirled around them in an ever-changing mass, quite a few among it with cheery greetings for Caesar, who answered with a smile and sometimes asked a question about a member of the family, or a job, or a marriage. That had never ceased to fascinate Crassus: how many people in Rome did Caesar know? Nor were they always Romans. Liberty-capped freedmen, skullcapped Jews, turbaned Phrygians, longhaired Gauls, shaven Syrians. If they had votes, Caesar would never go out of office. Yet Caesar always worked within the traditional forms. Do the boni know how much of Rome lies in the palm of Caesar’s hand? No, they do not have the slightest idea. If they did, it wouldn’t have been a sky watch. That dagger Bibulus sent to Vettius would have been used. Caesar would be dead. Pompeius Magnus? Never!


  “I’ve had enough of Rome!” Caesar cried. “For almost ten years I’ve been incarcerated here—I can’t wait to get away! Ten years in the field? Oh, Marcus, what a glorious prospect that is! Doing something which comes more naturally to me than anything else, reaping a harvest for Rome, enhancing my dignitas, and never having to suffer the boni carping and criticizing. In the field I’m the man with the authority, no one can gainsay me. Wonderful!”


  Crassus chuckled. “What an autocrat you are.”


  “So are you.”


  “Yes, but the difference is that I don’t want to run the whole world, just the financial side of it. Figures are so concrete and exact that men shy away from them unless they have a genuine talent for them. Whereas politics and war are vague. Every man thinks if he has luck he can be the best at them. I don’t upset the mos maiorum and two thirds of the Senate with my brand of autocracy, it’s as simple as that.”


  *


  Pompey and Julia returned more or less permanently to Rome in time to help Aulus Gabinius and Lucius Calpurnius Piso campaign for the curule elections on the eighteenth day of October. Not having set eyes on his daughter since her marriage, Caesar found himself a little shocked. This was a confident, vital, sparkling and witty young matron, not the sweet and gentle adolescent of his imagination. Her rapport with Pompey was astonishing, though who was responsible for it he could not tell. The old Pompey had vanished; the new Pompey was well read, entranced by literature, spoke learnedly of this painter or that sculptor, and displayed absolutely no interest in quizzing Caesar about his military aims for the next five years. On top of which, Julia ruled! Apparently totally unembarrassed, Pompey had yielded himself to feminine domination. No imprisonment in frowning Picentine bastions for Julia! If Pompey went somewhere, Julia went too. Shades of Fulvia and Clodius!


  “I’m going to build a stone theater for Rome,” the Great Man said, “on land I bought out between the saepta and the chariot stables. This business of erecting temporary wooden theaters five or six times a year whenever there are major games is absolute insanity, Caesar. I don’t care if the mos maiorum says theater is decadent and immoral, the fact remains that Rome falls over itself to attend the plays, and the ruder, the better. Julia says that the best memorial of my conquests I could leave Rome would be a huge stone theater with a lovely peristyle and colonnade attached, and a chamber big enough to house the Senate on its far end. That way, she says, I can get around the mos maiorum—an inaugurated temple for the Senate at one end, and right up the top of the auditorium a delicious little temple to Venus Victrix. Well, it has to be Venus, as Julia is directly descended from Venus, but she suggested we make her Victorious Venus to honor my conquests. Clever chicken!” Pompey ended lovingly, stroking the fashionably arranged mass of hair belonging to his wife. Who looked, thought a tickled Caesar, insufferably smug.


  “Sounds ideal,” said Caesar, sure they wouldn’t listen.


  Nor did they. Julia spoke. “We’ve struck a bargain, my lion and I,” she said, smiling at Pompey as if they shared many thousands of secrets. “I am to have the choice of materials and decorations for the theater, and my lion has the peristyle, the colonnade and the new Curia.”


  “And we’re going to build a modest little villa behind it, alongside the four temples,” Pompey contributed, “just in case I ever get stranded on the Campus Martius again for nine months. I’m thinking of standing for consul a second time one of these days.”


  “Great minds think alike,” said Caesar.


  “Eh?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Oh, tata, you should see my lion’s Alban palace!” cried Julia, hand tucked in Pompey’s. “It’s truly amazing, just like the summer residence of the King of the Parthians, he says.” She turned to her grandmother. “Avia, when are you going to come and stay with us there? You never leave Rome!”


  “Her lion, if you please!” snorted Aurelia to Caesar after the blissful couple had departed for the newly decorated palace on the Carinae. “She flatters him shamelessly!”


  “Her technique,” Caesar said gravely, “is certainly not like yours, Mater. I doubt I ever heard you address my father by any name other than his proper one, Gaius Julius. Not even Caesar.”


  “Love talk is silly.”


  “I’m tempted to nickname her Leo Domitrix.”


  “The lion tamer.” That brought a smile at last. “Well, she is obviously wielding the whip and the chair!”


  “Very lightly, Mater. There’s Caesar in her, her blatancy is actually quite subtle. He’s enslaved.”


  “That was a good day’s work when we introduced them. He’ll guard your back well while you’re away on campaign.”


  “So I hope. I also hope he manages to convince the electors that Lucius Piso and Gabinius ought to be consuls next year.”


  The electors were convinced; Aulus Gabinius was returned as senior consul, and Lucius Calpurnius Piso as his junior colleague. The boni had worked desperately to avert disaster, but Caesar had been right. So firmly boni in Quinctilis, public opinion was now on the side of the triumvirs. Not all the canards in the world about marriages of virgin daughters to men old enough to be their grandfathers could sway the voters, who preferred triumviral consuls to bribes, probably because Rome was empty of rural voters, who tended to rely on bribes for extra spending money at the games.


  Even lacking hard evidence, Cato decided to prosecute Aulus Gabinius for electoral corruption. This time, however, he did not succeed; though he approached every praetor sympathetic to his cause, not one would agree to try the case. Metellus Scipio suggested that he should take it directly to the Plebs, and convened an Assembly to procure a law charging Gabinius with bribery.


  “As no court or praetor is willing to charge Aulus Gabinius, it becomes the duty of the Comitia to do so!” shouted Metellus Scipio to the crowd clustered in the Comitia well.


  Perhaps because the day was chill and drizzling rain, it was a small turnout, but what neither Metellus Scipio nor Cato realized was that Publius Clodius intended to use this meeting as a tryout for his rapidly fruiting organization of the crossroads colleges into Clodian troops. The plan was to use only those members who had that day off work, and to limit their number to less than two hundred. A decision which meant that Clodius and Decimus Brutus had needed to avail themselves of two colleges only, the one tended by Lucius Decumius and the one tended by his closest affiliate.


  When Cato stepped forward to address the Assembly, Clodius yawned and stretched out his arms, a gesture which those who noticed him at all took to mean that Clodius was reveling in the fact that he was now a member of the Plebs and could stand in the Comitia well during a meeting of the Plebs.


  It meant nothing of the kind. As soon as Clodius had finished yawning, some one hundred and eighty men leaped for the rostra and tore Cato from it, dragged him down into the well and began to beat him unmercifully. The rest of the seven hundred Plebs took the hint and disappeared, leaving an appalled Metellus Scipio on the rostra with the three other tribunes of the plebs dedicated to the cause of the boni. No tribune of the plebs possessed lictors or any other kind of official bodyguard; horrified and helpless, the four of them could only watch.


  The orders were to punish Cato but leave him in one piece, and orders were obeyed. The men vanished into the soft rain, job well done; Cato lay unconscious and bleeding, but unbroken.


  “Ye gods, I thought you were done for!” said Metellus Scipio when he and Ancharius managed to bring Cato round.


  “What did I do?” asked Cato, head ringing.


  “You challenged Gabinius and the triumvirs without owning our tribunician inviolability. There’s a message in it, Cato—leave the triumvirs and their puppets alone,” said Ancharius grimly.


  A message which Cicero received too. The closer the time came to Clodius’s stepping into office, the more terrified Cicero grew. Clodius’s constant threats to prosecute were regularly reported to him, but all his appeals to Pompey met with nothing more than absent assurances that Clodius wasn’t serious. Deprived of Atticus (who had gone to Epirus and Greece), Cicero could find no one interested enough to help. So when Cato was attacked in the Well of the Comitia and word got out that Clodius was responsible, poor Cicero despaired.


  “The Beauty is going to have me, and Sampsiceramus doesn’t even care!” he moaned to Terentia, whose patience was wearing so thin that she was tempted to pick up the nearest heavy object and crown him with it. “I don’t begin to understand Sampsiceramus! Whenever I talk to him privately he tells me how depressed he is—then I see him in the Forum with his child bride hanging on his arm, and he’s wreathed in smiles!”


  “Why don’t you try calling him Pompeius Magnus instead of that ridiculous name?” Terentia demanded. “Keep it up, and with that tongue in your mouth, you’re bound to slip.”


  “What can it matter? I’m done for, Terentia, done for! The Beauty will send me into exile!”


  “I’m surprised you haven’t gone down on your knees to kiss that trollop Clodia’s feet.”


  “I had Atticus do it for me, to no avail. Clodia says she has no power over her little brother.’’


  “She’d prefer you to kiss her feet, that’s why.”


  “Terentia, I am not and never have been engaged in an affair with the Medea of the Palatine! You’re usually so sensible—why do you persist in carrying on about a nonsense? Look at her boyfriends! All young enough to be her sons—my dearest Caelius! The nicest lad! Now he moons and drools over Clodia the way half of female Rome moons and drools over Caesar! Caesar! Another patrician ingrate!”


  “He probably has more influence with Clodius than Pompeius does,” she offered. “Why not appeal to him?”


  The savior of his country drew himself up. “I would rather,” he said between his teeth, “spend the rest of my life in exile!”


  *


  When Publius Clodius entered office on the tenth day of December, the whole of Rome waited with bated breath. So too did the members of the inner circle of the Clodius Club, particularly Decimus Brutus, who was Clodius’s general of crossroads college troops. The Well of the Comitia was too small to contain the huge crowd which assembled in the Forum on that first day to see what Clodius was going to do, so he transferred the meeting to Castor’s platform and announced that he would legislate to provide every male Roman citizen with five modii of free wheat per month. Only that part of the crowd—a minute part—belonging to the crossroads colleges Clodius had enlisted knew what was coming; the news broke on most of the listening ears as an utter surprise.


  The roar which went up was heard as far away as the Colline and Capena Gates, deafened those senators standing on the steps of the Curia Hostilia even as their eyes took in the extraordinary sight of thousands of objects shooting into the air—Caps of Liberty, shoes, belts, bits of food, anything people could toss up in exultation. And the cheering went on and on and on, never seemed likely to stop. From somewhere flowers appeared in every hand; Clodius and his nine dazed fellow tribunes of the plebs stood on Castor’s platform smothered in them, Clodius beaming and clasping his hands together over his head. Suddenly he bent and began to throw the flowers back at the crowd, laughing wildly.


  Still bearing the marks of his brutal beating, Cato wept. “It is the beginning of the end,” he said through his tears. “We can’t afford to pay for all that wheat! Rome will be bankrupt.”


  “Bibulus is watching the skies,” said Ahenobarbus. “This new grain law of Clodius’s will be as invalid as everything else passed this year.”


  “Oh, learn sense!” said Caesar, standing close enough to hear. “Clodius isn’t one-tenth as stupid as you are, Lucius Domitius. He’ll keep everything in contio until New Year’s Day. Nothing will go to the vote until December is over. Besides, I still have my doubts about Bibulus’s tactics in relation to the Plebs. Their meetings are not held under the auspices.”


  “I’ll oppose it,” said Cato, wiping his eyes.


  “If you do, Cato, you’ll be dead very quickly,” said Gabinius. “Perhaps for the first time in her history, Rome has a tribune of the plebs without the scruples which caused the fall of the Brothers Gracchi, or the loneliness which led to the death of Sulpicius. I don’t think anyone or anything can cow Clodius.”


  “What next will he think of?’’ asked Lucius Caesar, face white.


  Next came a bill to restore full legality to Rome’s colleges, sodalities, fraternities and clubs. Though it was not as popular with the crowd as the free grain, it was so well received that after this meeting Clodius was chaired on the shoulders of crossroads brethren, shouting themselves hoarse.


  And after that Clodius announced that he would make it utterly impossible for a Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus to disrupt government ever again. The Aelian and Fufian laws were to be amended to permit meetings of People and Plebs and the passing of laws when a consul stayed home to watch the skies; to invalidate them, the consul would have to prove the occurrence of an unpropitious omen within the day on which the meeting took place. Business could not be suspended due to postponed elections. None of the changes were retroactive, nor did they protect the Senate and its deliberations, nor did they affect the courts.


  “He’s strengthening the Assemblies at the entire expense of the Senate,” said Cato drearily.


  “Yes, but at least he hasn’t helped Caesar,” said Ahenobarbus. “I’ll bet that’s a disappointment for the triumvirs!”


  “Disappointment, nothing!” snapped Hortensius.


  “Don’t you recognize the Caesar stamp on legislation by now? It goes just far enough, but not further than custom and tradition allow. He’s much smarter than Sulla, is Caesar. There are no impediments to a consul’s staying home to watch the skies, simply ways around it when he does. And what does Caesar care about the supremacy of the Senate? The Senate isn’t where Caesar’s power lies, it never was and it never will be!”


  “Where’s Cicero?” demanded Metellus Scipio out of the blue. “I haven’t seen him in the Forum since Clodius entered office.”


  “Nor will you, I suspect,” said Lucius Caesar. “He’s quite convinced he’ll hear himself interdicted.”


  “Which he well may be,” said Pompey.


  “Do you condone his interdiction, Pompeius?” asked young Curio.


  “I won’t lift my shield to prevent it, be sure of that.”


  “Why aren’t you down there cheering, Curio?” asked Appius Claudius. “I thought you were very thick with my little brother.”


  Curio sighed. “I think I must be growing up,” he said.


  “You’re likely to sprout like a bean very soon,” said Appius Claudius with a sour grin.


  A remark which Curio understood at Clodius’s next meeting when Clodius announced that he would modify the conditions under which Rome’s censors functioned—Curio’s father was censor.


  No censor, said Clodius, would be able to strike a member of the Senate or a member of the First Class off the rolls without a full and proper hearing and the written consent of both censors. The example Clodius used was ominous for Cicero: he asserted that Mark Antony’s stepfather, Lentulus Sura (who he took considerable trouble to point out had been illegally executed by Marcus Tullius Cicero with the consent of the Senate), had been struck off the senatorial rolls by the censor Lentulus Clodianus for reasons based in personal vengeance. There would be no more senatorial and equestrian purges! cried Clodius.


  With four different laws under discussion throughout December, Clodius left his legislative program at that—and left Cicero on the brink of terror, tottering. Would he, or wouldn’t he indict Cicero? Nobody knew, and Clodius wouldn’t say.


  *


  Not since April had the city of Rome set eyes on the junior consul, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus. But on the last day of December as the sun slid toward its little death, he emerged from his house and went to resign the office which had scarcely seen him either.


  Caesar watched him and his escort of boni approach, his twelve lictors carrying the fasces for the first time in over eight months. How he had changed! Always a tiny fellow, he seemed to have shrunk and crabbed, walked as if something chewed at his bones. The face, pallid and sharp, bore no expression save a look of cold contempt in the silvery eyes as they rested momentarily on the senior consul, and widened; it was more than eight months since Bibulus had seen Caesar, and what he saw quite obviously dismayed him. He had shrunk. Caesar had grown.


  “Everything Gaius Julius Caesar has done this year is null and void!” he cried to the gathering in the Comitia well, only to find its members staring at him in stony disapproval. He shuddered and said nothing more.


  After the prayers and sacrifices Caesar stepped forward and swore the oath that he had acquitted himself of his duties as the senior consul to the best of his knowledge and abilities. He then gave his valediction, about which he had thought for days yet not known what to say. So let it be short and let it have nothing to do with this terrible consulship now ending.


  “I am a patrician Roman of the gens Iulia, and my forefathers have served Rome since the time of King Numa Pompilius. I in my turn have served Rome: as flamen Dialis, as soldier, as pontifex, as tribune of the soldiers, as quaestor, as curule aedile, as judge, as Pontifex Maximus, as praetor urbanus, as proconsul in Further Spain, and as senior consul. Everything in suo anno. I have sat in the Senate of Rome for just over twenty-four years, and watched its power wane as inevitably as does the life force in an old, old man. For the Senate is an old, old man.


  “The harvest comes and goes. Plenty one year, famine the next. So I have seen Rome’s granaries full, and I have seen them empty. I have seen Rome’s first true dictatorship. I have seen the tribunes of the plebs reduced to ciphers, and I have seen them run rampant. I have seen the Forum Romanum under a still cold moon, blanched and silent as the tomb. I have seen the Forum Romanum awash with blood. I have seen the rostra bristling with men’s heads. I have seen the house of Jupiter Optimus Maximus fall in blazing ruins, I have seen it rise again. And I have seen the emergence of a new power, the landless, unendowed and impoverished troops who upon retirement must beseech their country for a pension, and all too often I have seen them denied that pension.


  “I have lived in momentous times, for since I was born forty-one years ago Rome has undergone frightful upheavals. The provinces of Cilicia, Cyrenaica, Bithynia-Pontus and Syria have been added to her empire, and the provinces she already owned have been modified beyond recognition. In my time the Middle Sea has become Our Sea. Our Sea from end to end.


  “Civil war has stalked up and down Italia, not once, but seven times. In my lifetime a Roman first led his troops against the city of Rome, his homeland, though Lucius Cornelius Sulla was not the last man so to march. Yet in my lifetime no foreign foe has set foot on Italian soil. A mighty king who fought Rome for twenty-five years went down to defeat and death. He cost Rome the lives of over one hundred thousand citizens. Even so, he did not cost Rome as many lives as her civil wars have. In my lifetime.


  “I have seen men die bravely, I have seen them die gibbering, I have seen them die decimated, I have seen them die crucified. But ever and always I am most moved by the plight of excellent men and the blight of mediocre men.


  “What Rome has been, is, and will be depends upon us who are Romans. Beloved of the Gods, we are the only people in the history of the world to understand that a force extends two ways—forward and backward, up and down, right and left. Thus Romans have enjoyed a kind of equality with their Gods no other people has. Because no other people understands. We must strive then to understand ourselves. To understand what our position in the world demands of us. To understand that internecine strife and faces turned obdurately to the past will bring us down.


  “Today I pass from the summit of my life, the year of my consulship, into other things. Different heights, for nothing ever remains the same. I am Roman back to the beginning of Rome, and before I am done the world will know this Roman. I pray to Rome. I pray for Rome. I am a Roman.”


  He twitched the edge of his purple-bordered toga over his head. “O almighty Jupiter Optimus Maximus—if you wish to be addressed by this name, otherwise I hail you by whatever name it is you wish to hear—you who are of whichever sex you prefer—you who are the spirit of Rome—I pray that you continue to fill Rome and all Romans with your vital forces, I pray that you and Rome become mightier yet, I pray that we always honor the terms of our contractual agreements with you, and I beg you in all legal ways to honor these same treaties. Long live Rome!”


  No one moved. No one spoke. The faces were impassive.


  Caesar stepped to the back of the rostra and graciously inclined his head to Bibulus.


  “I do swear before Jupiter Optimus Maximus, Jupiter Feretrius, Sol Indiges, Tellus and Janus Clusivius that I, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, did my duty as junior consul of Rome by retiring to my house as the Sacred Books directed and there did watch the skies. I do swear that my colleague in the consulship, Gaius Julius Caesar, is nefas because he violated my edict—”


  “Veto! Veto!” cried Clodius. “That is not the oath!”


  “Then I will speak my piece unsworn!” Bibulus shouted.


  “I veto your piece, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus!” roared Clodius. “I veto you out of office without according you the opportunity to justify a whole year of utter inertia! Go home, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, and watch the skies! The sun has just set on the worst consul in the history of the Republic! And thank your stars that I do not legislate to strike your name from the fasti and replace it with the consulship of Julius and Caesar!”


  Shabby, dismal, sour, thought Caesar, sickened, and turned to walk away without waiting for anyone to catch him up. Outside the Domus Publica he paid his lictors with extreme generosity, thanked them for their year of loyal service, then asked Fabius if he and the others would be willing to accompany him to Italian Gaul for his proconsulship. Fabius accepted on behalf of everyone.


  Chance threw Pompey and Crassus together not so very far behind the tall figure of Caesar disappearing into the gloom of a low and misty dusk.


  “Well, Marcus, we did better together when we were consuls than Caesar and Bibulus have, little though we liked each other,” said Pompey.


  “He’s been unlucky, inheriting Bibulus as colleague through every senior magistracy. You’re right, we did do better, despite our differences. At least we ended our year amicably, neither of us altered as men. Whereas this year has changed Caesar greatly. He’s less tolerant. More ruthless. Colder, and I hate to see that.”


  “Who can blame him? Some were determined to tear him down.” Pompey strolled in silence for a little distance, then spoke again. “Did you understand his speech, Crassus?”


  “I think so. On the surface, at any rate. Underneath, who knows? He layers everything to contain many meanings.”


  “I confess I didn’t understand it. It sounded—dark. As if he was warning us. And what was that about showing the world?”


  Crassus turned his head and produced an astonishingly large and generous smile. “I have a peculiar feeling, Magnus, that one day you will find out.”


  *


  On the Ides of March the ladies of the Domus Publica held an afternoon dinner party. The six Vestal Virgins, Aurelia, Servilia, Calpurnia and Julia gathered in the dining room prepared to have a very pleasant time.


  Acting as the hostess (Calpurnia would never have dreamed of usurping that role), Aurelia served every kind of delicacy she thought might appeal, including treats sticky with honey and laden with nuts for the children. After the meal was over Quinctilia, Junia and Cornelia Merula were sent outside to play in the peristyle, while the ladies drew their chairs together cozily and relaxed now that there were no avid little ears listening.


  “Caesar has been on the Campus Martius now for over two months,” said Fabia, who looked tired and careworn.


  “More importantly, Fabia, how is Terentia bearing up?” asked Servilia. “It’s been several days since Cicero fled.”


  “Oh well, she’s sensible as always, though I do think she suffers more than she lets on.”


  “Cicero was wrong to go,” said Julia. “I know Clodius passed the nonspecific law prohibiting the execution of Roman citizens without a trial, but my li—Magnus says it was a mistake for Cicero to go into exile voluntarily. He thinks that if Cicero had only stayed, Clodius wouldn’t have drummed up the courage to pass a specific law naming Cicero. But with Cicero not there, it was easy. Magnus couldn’t manage to talk Clodius out of it.”


  Aurelia looked skeptical, but said nothing; Julia’s opinion of Pompey and her own were rather too different to bear inspection by a besotted young woman.


  “Fancy looting and burning his beautiful house!” said Arruntia.


  “That’s Clodius, especially with all those peculiar people he seems to have running after him these days,” said Popillia. “He’s so—so crazy!”


  Servilia spoke. “I hear Clodius is going to erect a temple in the spot where Cicero’s house used to be.”


  “With Clodius as High Priest, no doubt! Pah!” spat Fabia.


  “Cicero’s exile can’t last,” said Julia positively. “Magnus is working for his pardon already.”


  Stifling a sigh, Servilia let her gaze meet Aurelia’s. They looked at each other in complete understanding, though neither of them was imprudent enough to smile the smile she wore inside.


  “Why is Caesar still on the Campus Martius?” asked Popillia, easing—the great tiara of wool off her brow and revealing that its pressure left a red mark on fragile skin.


  “He’ll be there for quite some time yet,” Aurelia answered. “He has to make sure his laws stay on the tablets.”


  “Tata says Ahenobarbus and Memmius are flattened,” Calpurnia contributed, smoothing Felix’s orange fur as he lay snoozing in her lap. She was remembering how kind Caesar had been, asking her to stay with him on the Campus Martius regularly. Though she was too well brought up and too aware what sort of man her husband was to be jealous, it still pleased her enormously that he had not invited Servilia to the Campus Martius once. All he had given Servilia was a silly pearl. Whereas Felix was alive; Felix could love back.


  Perfectly aware what Calpurnia was thinking, Servilia made sure her own face remained enigmatic. I am far older and far wiser, I know the pain in parting. My farewells are said. I won’t see him for years. But that poor little sow will never matter to him the way I do. Oh, Caesar, why? Does dignitas mean so much?


  Cardixa marched in unceremoniously. “He’s gone,” she said baldly, huge fists on huge hips.


  The room stilled.


  “Why?” asked Calpurnia, paling.


  “Word from Further Gaul. The Helvetii are emigrating. He’s off to Genava with Burgundus, and traveling like the wind.”


  “I didn’t say goodbye!” cried Julia, tears spilling over. “He will be away so long! What if I never see him again? The danger!”


  “Caesar,” said Aurelia, poking one misshapen finger into fat Felix’s side, “is like him. A hundred lives.”


  Fabia turned her head to where the three little white-clad girls giggled and chased each other outside. “He promised to let them come and say farewell. Oh, they’ll cry so!”


  “Why shouldn’t they cry?” asked Servilia. “Like us, they’re Caesar’s women. Doomed to stay behind and wait for our lord and master to come home.”


  “Yes, that is the way of things,” said Aurelia steadily, and rose to lift the flagon of sweet wine. “As the senior among Caesar’s women, I propose that tomorrow we all go to dig in Bona Dea’s garden.”
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  Caesar’s Women marks the arrival of copious documentation from the ancient sources, which means that I am now writing about a period very much better known to non-scholars than the periods covered by the earlier books in this series.


  Only the richness of the ancient sources has permitted me to dwell more fully in this volume upon the role of Roman women in noble Roman life, as most of the memorable events of the 60s B.C. took place inside the city of Rome. This is therefore a novel about women as well as politics and war, and I am grateful for the opportunity to say more about women than in the other books, particularly because the books yet to come must return to men’s doings in far-flung places. Even so, little is really known about Rome’s noblewomen, though the assumptions I have made all rest upon thorough research. Many of the actual incidents are attested, including Servilia’s pearl and her love letter to Caesar on that fateful December 5 in the Senate—though all we know about the contents of the letter is that they disgusted Cato when he read it.


  Some readers may be disappointed in my depiction of Cicero, but I am glued to the period rather than to modern assessments of Cicero’s worth; the fact remains that in his own time the attitude of his contemporaries was not nearly as flattering to him as later attitudes have been.


  It has not been my habit to use this Note as a forum for scholarly dissertation, nor to defend my interpretation of events. However, I have committed one cardinal sin which does necessitate some little discussion here: namely, the fact that I have chosen to place the trial of Gaius Rabirius after December 5 of 63 B.C. And this despite the personal testimony of Cicero in a letter to Atticus (II-I) written from Rome in June of 60 B.C. There Cicero lists the speeches he made while consul, as Atticus has asked for them (presumably to publish them).


  Cicero lists his speech in defense of Gaius Rabirius as the fourth of the year, seemingly well before the conspiracy of Catilina came to light. And on that evidence, apparently, the later historians and biographers—Plutarch, Suetonius, Cassius Dio et alii—all put Rabirius before Catilina, a placement which reduces the Rabirius affair to a trite, silly sort of thing. The only near contemporary, Sallust, makes absolutely no mention of Rabirius. Did we have some letters of Cicero’s spontaneously written during his consulship, that would be the clincher. But we do not. The reference in Atticus II-I is almost three years later, and written when it looked as if Caesar would arrive in time to stand for election as consul. Also written when Publius Clodius was badgering Cicero with threats of prosecution for the execution of Roman citizens without trial.


  I wish I could say I always believe Cicero, but I do not. Particularly when he’s writing in reflection on events which affected him (and his dignitas) very nearly. Like all politicians and lawyers since the world began—and presumably until it ends—he was a past master at the art of manipulating the facts to make himself look good. No matter how many times one reads the pro Rabirio perduellionis, it is impossible to pinpoint concrete evidence as to what was happening, let alone when. This is further complicated by two facts: the first, that there are lacunae in the surviving speech, and the second, that it is quite unclear how many hearings did actually occur.


  Nor, despite Cicero’s protests elsewhere, was the pro Rabirio a great speech; if read after the Catilinarian orations, it suffers badly. For Cicero to have ended the year’s collection of consular speeches with the pro Rabirio would have reminded all of Rome that the trial of Rabirius was, for Cicero, a hideous hint that no man who had executed citizens without trial was safe from retribution at law. When the letter to Atticus was written in June of 60 B.C., Cicero was beginning to live in fear of Publius Clodius and prosecution. The speeches of Cicero’s year in office would look far better if they ended with the four orations delivered against Catilina. Memories were short. No one knew that more surely than Cicero, who banked on it every time he defended a villain. All his writings after his year as consul show a man determined to demonstrate that his actions against Catilina had saved the Republic, that he was indeed pater patriae. Thus I do not find it impossible to think that Cicero “rearranged” the speeches of 63 B.C. to bury Rabirius in relative obscurity and thereby attempt to ensure that Rabirius did not mar the brilliance of his fight against Catilina, nor highlight the executions which took place on December 5.


  There are those who despise the “novelization of history,” but as a technique of historical exploration and deduction it has something to recommend it—provided that the writer is thoroughly steeped in the history of the period concerned. I cannot possibly lay claim to the in-depth knowledge of a Greenidge on Roman law of Cicero’s time, nor a Lily Ross Taylor on Roman Republican voting Assemblies, nor many other modern authorities on this or that aspect of the late Roman Republic. However, I have done my research: thirteen years of it before I began The First Man in Rome, and continually since (which sometimes leads to my wishing I could rewrite the earlier books!). I work in the correct way, from the ancient sources to the modern scholars, and I make up my own mind from my own work whilst not dismissing opinion and advice from modern Academe.


  The novelist works entirely from a simple premise: to have the story make sense to its readers. This is by no means as easy as it sounds. The characters, all historical, have to be true both to history and psychology. Caesar, for example, does not come across in any of the ancient sources as a creature of whim, despite his flaunting borders on his long sleeves as a young man. He comes across as a man who always had very good reason for his actions. To place the trial of Rabirius before Catilina smacks of, if not caprice, at least pure naughtiness on Caesar’s part. It also endows him with clairvoyance if, as many modern scholars argue, he “ran” the trial of Rabirius to warn Cicero whereabouts a Senatus Consultum Ultimum might take him and the Senate. Caesar was a genius, yes, but not endowed with that kind of prescience. He waited on events, then he acted.


  The trouble with looking back on history is that we do so with the advantage of hindsight. Our interpretations of historical events tend to become warped by our knowledge of what happens next—a knowledge that the people inside the moment cannot possibly have owned. Modern politics indicates that those engaged in it blunder blindly from one decision to another, even after copious advice and some soul-searching. Great statesmen are capable of forethought, but not even the greatest is capable of seeing the future in the way that a clairvoyant purports to. Indeed, the average politician sees no further than the next election, and that must have been particularly true of politicians during the late Roman Republic. They lived in an action-packed atmosphere, they had only one short year in which to make their magisterial mark, they were subject to reprisals out of the blue from political enemies, and the absence of political parties or anything resembling a caucus mechanism predicated against even short-term planning. Individuals tried to plan, but often their own adherents were averse to what was seen as usurpation of other men’s rights and ideas.


  It was the lowering of the red flag on the Janiculum first chewed at me. This was followed closely by the fact that there are strong indications in the ancient sources that Rabirius’s trial (or, as I believe it was, appeal) before the Centuries was going to result in damnation, despite his pathetic appearance and reverenced old age. Why should the lowering of the red flag have caused the Assembly to break up so very precipitately, and why would the Centuries damn a broken old man for something which had happened thirty-seven years earlier? Why, why, why? And how was I going to make the trial believable for a readership which extends from formidable Roman scholars all the way to those who know absolutely nothing about Republican Rome?


  The red flag incident haunted me. For instance, the ancient sources say that Metellus Celer journeyed to the top of the Janiculum and personally ordered the red flag lowered. One of the things I do is time things—pace them out or travel them out. Even in a taxi in modern Rome it’s quite a hike from the vicinity of the Piazza del Popoli to a spot beyond the Hilton Hotel! Celer would either have had to avail himself of a ferry ride, or cut back within the Servian Walls to the Pons Aemilia (the Pons Fabricius was still being rebuilt), take the Via Aurelia and then the branch road to the fortress atop the Janiculum. One imagines it was a journey he could not have made in less than two hours, even well horsed. This is the kind of logistical problem I am faced with all the time in writing an historical novel, and it’s astonishing whereabouts such problems can lead me. If the lowering of the red flag was all Celer’s idea, did he then have to return to the saepta before sounding the alarm, or could he legally depute someone else to watch for the moment in which the red flag came down? How easy would it have been to see the red flag at all if the sun was sliding into the western sky? Did Celer simply pretend the red flag had come down? Or if the ploy was prearranged between him and Caesar, why should he have needed to make the journey at all? Why not have rigged up a signal system to someone on the lookout from the Janiculum? And, since red flags have been associated with danger from time immemorial, why didn’t the Romans raise a red flag whenever danger threatened? Why lower it?


  All of which pales into insignificance when one considers the result of lowering that red flag. The vote, apparently so close to a conclusion, was abandoned immediately; the Centuries fled home to arm against the invader. Now mos maiorum notwithstanding, Republican Romans seem to have been a very independent-minded lot. Tempers flared and fists flew readily, but panic was not a common reaction even when things became very violent. Prior to October 21, the entire populace (save for Cicero) believed Italy was at peace, and it was well into November before most men could be prevailed upon to take real credence in an armed uprising to the north of Rome.


  There is one solution which answers these vexed questions about the red flag with a minimum of illogicality: that its descent provoked instantaneous panic because at the time of the trial of Rabirius, Catilina was known to be in Etruria with an army. A good proportion of those at the saepta depositing their votes would have well remembered Lepidus and the battle beneath the Quirinal, if not the advent of Sulla in 82 B.C. Many must surely have been expecting Catilina to attempt an assault on Rome. Though there were armies in the field against him, he seems generally to have been accepted as a superior military tactician to commanders like Antonius Hybrida. It has never been a great difficulty for one army to slip past another and attack the most vulnerable target. Due to the absence of legions inside the home territory, Rome herself was always very vulnerable. And those who lived in Rome were well aware of it.


  If one accepts that the red flag was lowered because of the presence of Catilina in Etruria with an army, then time telescopes. The trial of Rabirius must have occurred after Catilina joined Manlius and the Sullan rebels, presumably near Faesulae. Of course one might argue that Manlius alone represented sufficient threat, though with Catilina still in Rome (he left on or after November 8) it requires an assumption that Manlius had the clout to march without Catilina. A debatable assumption, to say the least. The date on which Catilina joined Manlius would have been about November 14 to November 18 (the latter being the postulated date Catilina and Manlius were declared public enemies).


  The emphasis now shifts from Celer and the red flag to Caesar and Labienus. The other end of the telescoped time scale is December 9, the last day of Labienus’s tribunate of the plebs. There are approximately sixteen days intervening between the middle of November and the apprehension of the Allobroges on the Mulvian Bridge. These were days during which the Senatus Consultum Ultimum was in force, Catilina and Manlius were officially outlawed, and Rome existed in something of a dilemma as to who exactly within the city was on Catilina’s side. Names were bruited, but no proof was available; the conspirators inside Rome were sitting it out. Possibly the trial of Rabirius happened during those sixteen-odd days rather than after December 5 and the execution of the five conspirators.


  That I have preferred December 6 to December 9—four days altogether—lies in my interpretation of Caesar’s character. On December 5 he had spoken in the House to telling effect, advocating a very harsh brand of clemency for the conspirators. One of them was his relative by marriage, the husband of Lucius Caesar’s sister. Amicitia therefore existed, despite the fact that some years earlier Caesar had sued the brother of Julia Antonia’s first husband; that had been a civil suit, not a criminal charge. In the case of Lentulus Sura, Caesar could not have done anything else than advocate clemency (and though all the ancient sources say every consular recommended the death penalty, one cannot suppose Lucius Caesar did aught else than abstain). It was Cato who turned the tide, and Cato was chief among a mere handful of men (who included Cicero!) able to provoke Caesar into losing his temper. We have examples of how swiftly and with what devastating consequences Caesar could exercise his temper. We also know that Caesar could act with a speed which left his contemporaries breathless. Four days may not have been enough for others, but was that true of Caesar?


  Finally, if one looks at the pro Rabirio perduellionis from the standpoint that it all happened between December 6 and December 9, the only impressive objection is the ponderous pace of Roman litigation. But if the format described in Livy for the trial of Horatius be accepted, then the trial itself before the two judges would have been a very brief affair, and Rabirius’s appeal to the Centuries would have gone on immediately after.


  We do know that there was a huge backlash among the People, even in the First Class, because Roman citizens had been officially executed by the Senate without standing trial and without being proclaimed at law as public enemies. Would not the time immediately after those executions have been the only time the Centuries (traditionally adamantly against damning men they were trying for perduellio) might have been moved to damn an old man for killing Romans without a trial thirty-seven years before? To me, the fact that the Centuries were prepared to damn Rabirius is the clinching argument that the trial occurred just after the summary execution of the five conspirators.


  On the one hand, the trial of Rabirius as it is reported in the ancient sources seems trite and capricious; so much so that ancient and modern scholars scratch their heads as they try to give it the significance it apparently did have, On the other hand, shift its occurrence to the days immediately after December 5, and it makes perfect sense.


  It is also difficult to believe that nothing more than the threats of Publius Clodius had happened to throw Cicero into such a lather of fear about the consequences of those executions. The Clodius of the tribunate of the plebs, the street gangs and Forum violence was still to come; nor in 60 B.C. was it certain Clodius would ever be able to implement his threats, as his attempts to convert from patrician to plebeian status had thus far failed. Apparently they couldn’t succeed without Caesar’s connivance. I believe something earlier and much nastier predisposed Cicero to fear the threats of Clodius—or anyone else. Put Rabirius after December 5, and Cicero’s terror is far more reasonable. It is also from the time of his consulship that Cicero’s hatred of Caesar stemmed. Would a speech advocating clemency have been sufficient to provoke a hatred which lasted until Cicero’s death? Would the trial of Rabirius have been sufficient had it come on before the conspiracy of Catilina?


  That Cicero is very quiet about the trial of Rabirius in his later writings is perhaps not surprising, as he does tend to skirt matters dimming his luster. As late as 58 B.C. there were still many in Rome who deplored the execution of citizens without trial, and attributed the bulk of the blame to Cicero rather than to Cato. Hence Cicero’s flight into exile before he could be impeached by the Plebs.


  And there you have it. Attractive though my hypothesis is in terms of the logic of events and the psychology of the people involved, I am not foolish enough to insist that I am right. All I will say is that within the sphere of what I am trying to do, the trial of Rabirius as I have depicted it makes perfect sense. What it boils down to is whether or not one is prepared to accept Cicero’s chronology in that letter to Atticus of June, 60 B.C. His consular speeches were published in the sequence he outlined, I assume, because all the later ancient writers follow it. But was it the correct sequence, or did Cicero prefer to bury Rabirius and thus make sure the Catilinarian orations crowned his career as consul and pater patriae?


  For the Latin purists, my apologies for using the word boni as an adjective and an adverb as well as as a noun. To keep it a noun would have added immensely to the clumsiness of an English prose style. For the same reason, there may be other infringements of Latin grammar.


  Of necessity there are a few minor chronological and identity discrepancies, such as the exchange between Cicero and Clodius while escorting an electoral candidate.


  Now for a word on the drawings.


  I have managed to scrape up five drawings of women, but none of them are authenticated. During the Republic, women were not hallowed by portrait busts; those few who were cannot be identified because no coin profiles nor descriptions in the ancient sources have come down to us. Aurelia and Julia are both taken from the full-length statue of a crone in the grounds of the Villa Albani; I have used it because the bone structure of the skull so strikingly resembles that of Caesar. I freely confess that I would not have bothered with Julia were it not that some of my more romantic readers will be dying to see what she looked like—and I would prefer that she be properly Roman as to nose, mouth and hairstyle. Pompeia Sulla is drawn from a wonderfully vacant-looking bust possibly of early Empire in date. Terentia is a bust of a Roman matron in the Ny Carlsberg Glypotek, Copenhagen. The most curious one is Servilia. Brutus’s busts all reveal a slight right facial muscle weakness; the bust I used for Servilia has an identical right facial weakness.


  Caesar is becoming easier, as I can now insert some of the lines in the mature face. An authenticated likeness, of course. The young Brutus is taken from a bust in the Naples Museum which is so like the authenticated bust of the mature Brutus in Madrid that there can be little doubt as to who the youth is. Publius Clodius is a “youthened” version of a bust said to be a Claudian of the late Republic. Both Catulus and Bibulus were drawn from unidentified portrait busts of Republican times. Cato is an authenticated likeness, but taken from the marble bust at Castel Gandolfo rather than from the famous bronze found in North Africa; bronze is extremely difficult to draw from. I used the bust of Cicero in the Capitol Museum because it looks like Cicero the fat cat at the height of his fame, and serves as a marvelous contrast to another bust of Cicero I shall use in a later volume. The Pompey is also of the right age, and is a more attractive portrait than the famous one in Copenhagen.


  Two further comments.


  I have not tried to depict the hair of any of these people in a realistic manner. Instead, I have formalized it so that the nature, cut and style are easily discerned.


  The second comment concerns necks. Very few of the extant busts still own necks. Like most people who draw well, I can really draw well only from life. If the neck isn’t there, I have terrible trouble. So my apologies for some of the awful necks.


  Finally, some thank-yous. To my classical editor, Dr. Alanna Nobbs of Macquarie University, Sydney, and to her husband, Dr. Raymond Nobbs. To my friends at Macquarie University. To Joseph Merlino, who found me my very own English-language Mommsen. To Pam Crisp, Kaye Pendleton, Ria Howell, Yvonne Buffett, Fran Johnston and the rest of the “Out Yenna’’ staff, with a special vote of thanks to Joe Nobbs, who keeps me going with everything from chair arms to typewriters. My thanks to Dr. Kevin Coorey, who keeps me going when my bones start crumbling. And, last but by no means least, my thanks to my greatest fan, my beloved husband, Ric Robinson.


  The next book in the series is tentatively called Let the Dice Fly.


  GLOSSARY


  ABSOLVO The term employed by a jury when voting for the acquittal of the accused. It was used in the courts, not in the Assemblies.


  actio Plural, actiones. In the sense used in this book, a complete segment of a trial in a court of law. There were usually two actiones, prima and secunda, separated by a period of some days (the exact duration of this intermission was at the discretion of the court president, the index).


  adamas Diamond.


  adjutage The connection between a water main and the water pipes leading from the main into a building, either publicly or privately owned. The size or bore of the adjutage was strictly regulated by law, and under the authority of the aediles. Romans understood the behavior of water as a volume, but not water pressure. They did, however, appreciate gravity feed, and located their city reservoirs on the highest ground.


  adrogatio The legal act of adoption, in which the adrogatus was formally and legally adopted by the adrogator. At least when the adopted person’s status changed from patrician to plebeian or plebeian to patrician, the ceremony of adrogatio had to take place in the comitia curiata, where the thirty lictors representing the thirty Roman curiae witnessed the adoption and passed a lex curiata of consent to the adoption.


  advocate The term generally used by modern scholars to describe a man active in the Roman law courts. “Lawyer” is considered too modern.


  aedile There were four Roman magistrates called aediles; two were plebeian aediles, two were curule aediles. Their duties were confined to the city of Rome. The plebeian aediles were created first (in 493 B.C.) to assist the tribunes of the plebs in their duties, but more particularly to guard the rights of the Plebs to their headquarters, the temple of Ceres in the Forum Boarium. The plebeian aediles soon inherited supervision of the city’s buildings as a whole, as well as archival custody of all plebiscites passed in the Plebeian Assembly, together with any senatorial decrees (consulta) directing the passage of plebiscites. They were elected by the Plebeian Assembly. Then in 367 B.C. two curule aediles were created to give the patricians a share in custody of public buildings and archives; they were elected by the Assembly of the People. Very soon, however, the curule aediles were as likely to be plebeians by status as patricians. From the third century B.C. downward, all four were responsible for the care of Rome’s streets, water supply, drains and sewers, traffic, public buildings, monuments and facilities, markets, weights and measures (standard sets of these were housed in the basement of the temple of Castor and Pollux), games, and the public grain supply. They had the power to fine citizens and noncitizens alike for infringements of any regulation appertaining to any of the above, and deposited the moneys in their coffers to help fund the games. Aedile—plebeian or curule—was not a part of the cursus honorum, but because of its association with the games was a valuable magistracy for a man to hold before he stood for office as praetor. As the plebeian aediles were elected by the Plebeian Assembly, I have come to believe they did not hold imperium, and therefore were not entitled to sit in the curule chair or have lictors.


  Aeneas Prince of Dardania, in the Troad. He was the son of King Anchises and the Goddess Aphrodite (Venus to the Romans). When Troy (Ilium to the Romans) fell to the forces of Agamemnon, Aeneas fled the burning city with his aged father perched upon his shoulder and the Palladium under one arm. After many adventures, he arrived in Latium and founded the race from whom true Romans implicitly believed they were descended. His son, variously called Ascanius or Iulus, was the direct ancestor of the Julian family; therefore the identity of Iulus’s mother is of some import. Virgil says Iulus was actually Ascanius, the son of Aeneas by his Trojan wife, Creusa, and had accompanied Aeneas on all his travels. On the other hand, Livy says Iulus was the son of Aeneas by his Latin wife, Lavinia. What the Julian family of Caesar’s day believed is not known. I shall go with Livy, who on the whole seems a more reliable source than Virgil; Virgil was very much under the influence of Augustus.


  aether That part of the upper atmosphere permeated by godly forces, or the air immediately around a god. It also meant the sky, particularly the blue sky of daylight.


  ager publicus Land vested in Roman public ownership. Most of it was acquired by right of conquest or confiscated from its original owners as a punishment for disloyalty. This latter was particularly common within Italy itself. Roman ager publicus existed in every overseas province, in Italian Gaul, and inside the Italian Peninsula. Responsibility for its disposal (usually in the form of large leaseholds) lay in the purlieu of the censors, though much of the foreign ager publicus was unused.


  agora The open space, usually surrounded by colonnades or some kind of public buildings, which served any Greek or Hellenic city as its public meeting place and civic center. The Roman equivalent was a forum.


  Alba Longa The city of the Alban Mount supposed to have been founded by Iulus or Ascanius, the son of Aeneas. In the time of King Tullus Hostilius it was attacked by Rome, defeated and razed to the ground. Some of its most prominent citizen families had already migrated to Rome; others were compelled to do so then at the command of King Tullus Hostilius.


  Albanians The members of a tribe occupying the lands between the high Caucasus and the Caspian Sea.


  amanuensis One who takes down in writing the words dictated by another.


  amicitia A condition of formal friendship between families (or states) of equal status; when status was unequal, the bond was more likely to be a client-patron one. Amicitia was traditional and passed on from one generation of a family to the next.


  amphora Plural, amphorae. A pottery vessel, bulbous in shape, with a narrow neck and two large handles on the upper part, and a pointed or conical bottom which prevented its being stood upright on level ground. It was used for the bulk (usually maritime) transport of wine or wheat, its pointed bottom enabling it to be fitted easily into the sawdust which filled the ship’s hold or cart’s interior. It then sat upright during the journey, cushioned and protected. The pointed bottom enabled it to be dragged across level ground by a handler with considerable ease in loading and unloading. The usual size of amphora held about 6 American gallons (25 liters).


  amygdala Plural, amygdalae. Something almond-shaped.


  Anatolia Roughly, modern Asian Turkey. It extended from the south coast of the Black Sea (the Euxine) through to the Mediterranean, and from the Aegean Sea in the west to modern Armenia, Iran and Syria in the east and south. The Taurus and Antitaurus Mountains made its interior and much of its coastline very rugged. Its climate was continental.


  animus The Oxford Latin Dictionary has the best definition, so I will quote it: “The mind as opposed to the body, the mind or soul as constituting with the body the whole person.” There are further definitions, but this one is pertinent to the way animus is used herein. One must be careful, however, not to attribute belief in the immortality of the soul to Romans.


  apex A close-fitting priest’s helmet made of ivory. It covered all the hair but left the ears free, and was surmounted by a wooden spike on which was impaled a disc of wool.


  Arausio In this book, used to mean the battle fought on October 6 of 105 B.C. near the town of Arausio in Further Gaul. A vast mass of migrating German tribes was moving down the east bank of the Rhodanus River (the Rhone) and was opposed by two Roman armies which the Senate had ordered to amalgamate under the authority of the consul of the year, the New Man Gnaeus Mallius Maximus. But the proconsul Quintus Servilius Caepio, a patrician, refused to co-operate with Mallius Maximus because of his low birth, and insisted on keeping his army separate. The result was a defeat for Rome worse than the defeat at Cannae; the number of Roman soldiers killed was said to be over eighty thousand.


  Armenia Magna In ancient times, Armenia Magna extended from the southern Caucasus to the Araxes River, east to the corner of the Caspian Sea, and west to the sources of the Euphrates. It was immensely mountainous and very cold.


  Armenia Parva Though called Little Armenia, this small land occupying the rugged and mountainous regions of the upper Euphrates and Arsanias rivers was not a part of the Kingdom of Armenia. Until taken over by the sixth King Mithridates of Pontus, it was ruled by its own royal house, but always owed allegiance to Pontus rather than to Armenia proper.


  armillae The wide bracelets of gold or of silver awarded as prizes for valor to Roman legionaries, centurions, cadets and military tribunes of more junior rank.


  Assembly (comitia) Any gathering of the Roman People convoked to deal with governmental, legislative, judicial, or electoral matters. In the time of Caesar there were three true Assemblies—the Centuries, the People, and the Plebs.


  The Centuriate Assembly (comitia centuriata) marshaled the People, patrician and plebeian, in their Classes, which were filled by a means test and were economic in nature. As this was originally a military assemblage, each Class gathered in the form of Centuries. The Eighteen (q.v.) numbered only one hundred men each, whereas the other Centuries held many more than a hundred men. The Centuriate Assembly met to elect consuls, praetors, and (every five years, usually) censors. It also met to hear charges of major treason (perduellio) and could pass laws. Because of its originally military nature, the Centuriate Assembly was obliged to meet outside the pomerium, and normally did so on the Campus Martius at a place called the saepta. It was not usually convoked to pass laws or conduct trials.


  The Assembly of the People or Popular Assembly (comitia populi tributa) allowed the full participation of patricians, and was tribal in nature. It was convoked in the thirty-five tribes into which all Roman citizens were placed. Called together by a consul or praetor, it normally met in the Well of the Comitia. It elected the curule aediles, the quaestors, and the tribunes of the soldiers. It could formulate and pass laws; until Sulla established his standing courts, many trials were held in it.


  The Plebeian Assembly (comitia plebis tributa or concilium plebis) met in the thirty-five tribes, but did not allow the participation of patricians. Because it contained a part only of the People, the Plebeian Assembly was not “official” in the same way as the Centuriate and Popular Assemblies. The auspices were not taken nor prayers said. The only magistrate empowered to convoke it was the tribune of the plebs. It had the right to enact laws (strictly, plebiscites) and conduct trials, though the latter were far less common after Sulla established his standing courts. Its members elected the plebeian aediles and the tribunes of the plebs. The normal place for its assemblage was in the Well of the Comitia. See also voting and tribe,


  atrium The main reception room of a Roman domus, or private house. It mostly contained an opening in the roof (the compluvium) above a pool (the impluvium) originally intended as a water reservoir for domestic use. By the time of the late Republic, the pool had become ornamental only.


  auctoritas A very difficult Latin term to translate, as it meant far more than the English word “authority” implies. It carried nuances of pre-eminence, clout, public importance and—above all—the ability to influence events through public office. All the magistracies possessed auctoritas as an intrinsic part of their nature, but auctoritas was not confined to those who held magistracies; the Princeps Senatus, Pontifex Maximus, other priests and augurs, consulars, and even some private individuals outside the ranks of the Senate also owned auctoritas.


  augur A priest whose duties concerned divination. He and his fellow augurs comprised the College of Augurs, an official State body which had numbered twelve members (usually six patricians and six plebeians) until in 81 B.C. Sulla increased it to fifteen members; thereafter it usually contained at least one more plebeian than patrician. Originally augurs were co-opted by their fellow augurs, but in 104 B.C. Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus brought in a law compelling election of future augurs by an Assembly of seventeen tribes chosen from the thirty-five by lot. Sulla removed election in 81 B.C., going back to co-optation, but in 63 B.C. the tribune of the plebs Titus Labienus restored election. The augur did not predict the future, nor did he pursue his auguries at his own whim; he inspected the proper objects or signs to ascertain whether or not the projected undertaking was one meeting with the approval of the Gods, be the undertaking a contio (q.v.), a war, a new law, or any other State business, including elections. There was a standard manual of interpretation to which the augur referred; augurs “went by the book.” The augur wore the toga trabea (q.v.) and carried a staff called the lituus (q.v.).


  auguraculum A station on the Capitol whereat the new consuls stood their night watch to observe the skies before they were inaugurated. a via Grandmother. avus Grandfather.


  bailiff Not a word truly applicable to Roman Republican times, but one I have used to describe men deputed to keep law and order if lictors were not employed, and also to describe men employed by moneylenders to harass a debtor and prevent his absconding.


  bireme A ship constructed for use in naval warfare, and intended to be rowed rather than sailed (though it was equipped with a mast and sail, usually left ashore if action was likely). Some biremes were decked or partially decked, but most were open. It seems likely that the oarsmen sat in two levels at two banks of oars, the upper bank and its oarsmen accommodated in an outrigger, and the lower bank’s oars poking through ports in the galley’s sides. Built of fir or another lightweight pine, the bireme could be manned only in fair weather, and fight battles only in very calm seas. It was much longer than it was wide in the beam (the ratio was about 7:1), and probably averaged about 100 feet (30 meters) in length. Of oarsmen it carried upward of one hundred. A bronze-reinforced beak (rostrum) made of oak projected forward of the bow just below the waterline, and was used for ramming and sinking other vessels. The bireme was not designed to carry marines or grapple to engage other vessels in land-style combat. Throughout Greek and Republican Roman times, the ship was rowed by professional oarsmen, never by slaves.


  boni Literally, “the good men.” It was used of those men who belonged to an ultraconservative faction within and without the Senate of Rome. I have sometimes misused it in its Latin grammatical form because it is so clumsy in English always to use it as a noun; hence I have used it as an adjective or adverb from time to time.


  Brothers Gracchi See Gracchi.


  Campus Martius The Field of Mars. Situated north of the Servian Walls, the Campus Martius was bounded by the Capitol on its south and the Pincian Hill on its east; the rest of it was enclosed by a huge bend in the Tiber River. In Republican times it was not inhabited as a suburb, but was the place where triumphing armies bivouacked, the young were trained in military exercises, horses engaged in chariot racing were stabled and trained, public slaves had their barracks, the Centuriate Assembly met, and market gardening vied with parklands. At the apex of the river bend lay the public swimming holes called the Trigarium, and just to the north of the Trigarium were medicinal hot springs called the Tarentum. The Via Lata (Via Flaminia) crossed the Campus Martius on its way to the Mulvian Bridge, and the Via Recta bisected it at right angles to the Via Lata.


  Carinae One of Rome’s more exclusive addresses. Incorporating the Fagutal, the Carinae was the northern tip of the Oppian Mount on its western side; it extended between the Velia and the Clivus Pullius. Its outlook was southwestern, across the swamps of the Palus Ceroliae toward the Aventine.


  Castor The never-forgotten Heavenly Twin. Though the imposing temple in the Forum Romanum was properly the temple of Castor and Pollux (also called the Dioscuri), it was always referred to by Romans as Castor’s. This led to many jokes about dual enterprises in which one of the two prime movers was consistently overlooked. Religiously, Castor and Pollux were among the principal deities worshiped by Romans, perhaps because, like Romulus and Remus, they were twins.


  catamite A youth used for homosexual purposes.


  Celtiberian The general term covering the tribes inhabiting northern and north-central Spain. As the name suggests, racially they were an admixture of migratory Celts from Gaul and the more ancient indigenous Iberian stock. Their towns were almost all erected upon easily fortified crags, hills or rocky outcrops, and they were past masters at guerrilla warfare.


  censor The censor was the most august of all Roman magistrates, though he lacked imperium and was therefore not entitled to be escorted by lictors. Two censors were elected by the Centuriate Assembly to serve for a period of five years (called a lustrum); censorial activity was, however, mostly limited to the first eighteen months of the lustrum, which was ushered in by a special sacrifice, the suovetaurilia, of pig, sheep and ox. No man could stand for censor unless he had been consul first, and usually only those consulars of notable auctoritas and dignitas bothered to stand. The censors inspected and regulated membership in the Senate and the Ordo Equester, and conducted a general census of Roman citizens throughout the Roman world. They had the power to transfer a citizen from one tribe to another as well as one Class to another. They applied the means test. The letting of State contracts for everything from the farming of taxes to public works was also their responsibility. In 81 B.C. Sulla abolished the office, but the consuls Pompey and Crassus restored it in 70 B.C. The censor wore a solid purple toga, the toga purpurea.


  Centuriate Assembly See Assembly.


  centurion The regular professional officer of both Roman citizen and auxiliary infantry legions. It is a mistake to equate him with the modern non-commissioned officer; centurions enjoyed a relatively exalted status uncomplicated by modern social distinctions. A defeated Roman general hardly turned a hair if he lost even senior military tribunes, but tore his hair out in clumps if he lost centurions. Centurion rank was graduated; the most junior commanded an ordinary century of eighty legionaries and twenty noncombatant assistants, but exactly how he progressed in what was apparently a complex chain of progressive seniority is not known. In the Republican army as reorganized by Gaius Marius, each cohort had six centuriones (singular, centurio), with the most senior man, the pilus prior, commanding the senior century of his cohort as well as the entire cohort. The ten men commanding the ten cohorts which made up a full legion were also ranked in seniority, with the legion’s most senior centurion, the primus pilus (this term was later reduced to primipilus), answering only to his legion’s commander (either one of the elected tribunes of the soldiers or one of the general’s legates). During Republican times promotion to centurion was up from the ranks. The centurion had certain easily recognizable badges of office: he wore greaves on his shins, a shirt of scales rather than chain links, and a helmet crest projecting sideways rather than front-to-back; he carried a stout knobkerrie of vine wood. He also wore many decorations.


  chryselephantine A work of art fashioned in a combination of gold and ivory.


  Circus Flaminius The circus situated on the Campus Martius not far from the Tiber and the Forum Holitorium. Built in 221 B.C., it sometimes served as a place for a comitial meeting, when the Plebs or the People had to meet outside the pomerium. It seems to have been well used as a venue for the games, but for events pulling in smaller attendances than the Circus Maximus, as it could accommodate no more than fifty thousand spectators.


  Circus Maximus The old circus built by King Tarquinius Priscus before the Republic began. It filled the whole of the Vallis Murcia, a declivity between the Palatine and Aventine mounts. Even though its capacity was at least 150,000 spectators, there is ample evidence that during Republican times freedman citizens were classified as slaves when it came to admission to the Circus Maximus, and were thus denied. Just too many people wanted to go to the circus games. Women were permitted to sit with men.


  citizenship For the purposes of this series of books, the Roman citizenship. Possession of it entitled a man to vote in his tribe and his Class (if he was economically qualified to belong to a Class) in all Roman elections. He could not be flogged, he was entitled to the Roman trial process, and he had the right of appeal. The male citizen became liable for military service on his seventeenth birthday. After the lex Minicia of 91 B.C., the child of a union between a Roman citizen of either sex and a non-Roman was forced to assume the citizenship of the non-Roman parent.


  Classes These were five in number, and represented the economic divisions of property-owning or steady-income-earning Roman citizens. The members of the First Class were the richest, the members of the Fifth Class the poorest. Those Roman citizens who belonged to the capite censi or Head Count were too poor to qualify for a Class status, and so could not vote in the Centuriate Assembly. In actual fact, it was rare for the Third Class to be called upon to vote in the Centuriate Assembly, let alone members of the Fourth or Fifth Class!


  client In Latin, cliens. The term denoted a man of free or freed status (he did not have to be a Roman citizen) who pledged himself to a man he called his patron. In the most solemn and binding way, the client undertook to serve the interests and obey the wishes of his patron. In return he received certain favors—usually gifts of money, or a job, or legal assistance. The freed slave was automatically the client of his ex-master until discharged of this obligation—if he ever was. A kind of honor system governed the client’s conduct in relation to his patron, and was adhered to with remarkable consistency. To be a client did not necessarily mean that a man could not also be a patron; more that he could not be an ultimate patron, as technically his own clients were also the clients of his patron. During the Republic there were no formal laws concerning the client-patron relationship because they were not necessary—no man, client or patron, could hope to succeed in life were he known as dishonorable in this vital function. However, there were laws regulating the foreign client-patron relationship: foreign states or client-kings acknowledging Rome as patron were legally obliged to find the ransom for any Roman citizen kidnapped in their territories, a fact that pirates relied on heavily for an additional source of income. Thus, not only individuals could become clients; whole towns and even countries often were.


  clivus A hilly street.


  coercitio The right of a curule magistrate to exact obedience to his directives by punitive measures. A citizen could not appeal against a magistrate invoking coercitio unless he was a plebeian and appealed to all ten tribunes of the plebs to rescue him. The customary measures were fines or confiscation of property; for a magistrate to physically chastise was extremely rare.


  cognomen The last name of a Roman male anxious to distinguish himself from all his fellows possessed of identical first (praenomen) and family (nomen) names. He might adopt one for himself, as did Pompey with the cognomen Magnus, or simply continue to bear a cognomen which had been in the family for generations, as did the Julians cognominated Caesar. In some families it became necessary to have more than one cognomen: for example, Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Cornelianus Scipio Nasica, who was the adopted son of Metellus Pius the Piglet. Quintus was his first name (praenomen), Caecilius was his family name (nomen); Metellus Pius were cognomina belonging to his adoptive father; Cornelianus indicated that he was by blood a Cornelian; and Scipio Nasica were the cognomina of his blood father. As things turned out, he was always known as Metellus Scipio, a neat compromise to both blood and adoptive family. The cognomen often pointed up some physical characteristic or idiosyncrasy—jug ears, flat feet, humpback, swollen legs—or else commemorated some great feat—as in the Caecilii Metelli who were cognominated Dalmaticus, Balearicus, Macedonicus, Numidicus, these being related to a country each man had conquered. The best cognomina were heavily sarcastic—Lepidus, meaning a thoroughly nice fellow, attached to a right bastard—or extremely witty—as with the already multiple-cognominated Gaius Julius Caesar Strabo Vopiscus, who earned an additional name, Sesquiculus, meaning he was more than just an arsehole, he was an arsehole and a half.


  cohort The tactical unit of the legion. It comprised six centuries, and each legion owned ten cohorts. When discussing troop movements, it was more customary for the general to speak of his army in terms of cohorts than legions—which perhaps indicates that, at least until the time of Caesar, the general deployed or peeled off cohorts in battle. The maniple, formed of two centuries (there were three maniples to the cohort), ceased to have any tactical significance from the time of Marius.


  college A body or society of men having something in common. Rome owned priestly colleges (such as the College of Pontifices), political colleges (as the College of Tribunes of the Plebs), civil colleges (as the College of Lictors), and trade colleges (for example, the Guild of Undertakers). Certain groups of men from all walks of life, including slaves, banded together in what were called crossroads colleges to look after the city of Rome’s major crossroads and conduct the annual feast of the crossroads, the Compitalia.


  comitia See Assembly.


  Comitia The large round well in which meetings for the comitia were held. It was located in the lower Forum Romanum adjacent to the steps of the Senate House and the Basilica Aemilia, and proceeded below ground level in a series of steps, forming tiers upon which men stood; comitial meetings were never conducted seated. When packed, the well could hold perhaps two or three thousand men. The rostra, or speaker’s platform, was grafted into one side.


  CONDEMNO The word employed by a jury to deliver a verdict of “guilty.” It was a term confined to the courts; both courts and Assemblies had their own vocabularies.


  confarreatio The oldest and strictest of the three forms of Roman marriage. By the time of Caesar, the practice of confarreatio was confined to patricians, and then was not mandatory. One of the chief reasons why confarreatio lost much popularity lay in the fact that the confarreatio bride passed from the hand of her father to the hand of her husband, and thus had far less freedom than women married in the usual way; she could not control her dowry nor conduct business. The other main reason for the unpopularity of confarreatio lay in the extreme difficulty of dissolving it; divorce (diffareatio) was so legally and religiously arduous that it was more trouble than it was worth unless the circumstances left no alternative.


  Conscript Fathers When it was established by the kings of Rome (traditionally by Romulus himself), the Senate consisted of one hundred patricians entitled patres—”fathers.” Then when plebeian senators were added during the first years of the Republic, they were said to be conscripti—”chosen without a choice.” Together, the patrician and plebeian members were said to be patres et conscripti; gradually the once-distinguishing terms were run together, and all members of the Senate were simply the Conscript Fathers.


  consul The consul was the most senior Roman magistrate owning imperium, and the consulship (modern scholars do not refer to it as the “consulate” because a consulate is a modern diplomatic institution) was the top rung on the cursus honorum. Two consuls were elected each year by the Centuriate Assembly, and served for one year. They entered office on New Year’s Day (January 1). One was senior to the other; he was the one who had polled his requisite number of Centuries first. The senior consul held the fasces (q.v.) for the month of January, which meant his junior colleague looked on. In February the junior consul held the fasces, and they alternated month, by month throughout the year. Both consuls were escorted by twelve lictors, but only the lictors of the consul holding the fasces that month shouldered the actual fasces as they preceded him wherever he went. By the last century of the Republic, a patrician or a plebeian could be consul, though never two patricians together. The proper age for a consul was forty-two, twelve years after entering the Senate at thirty, though there is convincing evidence that Sulla in 81 B.C. accorded patrician senators the privilege of standing for consul two years ahead of any plebeian, which meant the patrician could be consul at forty years of age. A consul’s imperium knew no bounds; it operated not only in Rome and Italy, but throughout the provinces as well, and overrode the imperium of a proconsular governor. The consul could command any army.


  consular The name given to a man after he had been consul. He was held in special esteem by the rest of the Senate, and until Sulla became Dictator was always asked to speak or give his opinion in the House ahead of the praetors, consuls-elect, etc. Sulla changed that, preferring to exalt magistrates in office and those elected to coming office. The consular, however, might at any time be sent to govern a province should the Senate require the duty of him. He might also be asked to take on other duties, like caring for the grain supply.


  consultum The term for a senatorial decree, though it was expressed more properly as a senatus consultum. It did not have the force of law. In order to become law, a consultum had to be presented by the Senate to any of the Assemblies, tribal or centuriate, which then voted it into law—If the members of the Assembly requested felt like voting it into law. However, many senatorial consulta (plural) were never submitted to any Assembly, therefore were never voted into law, yet were accepted as laws by all of Rome; among these consulta were decisions about provincial governors, the declaration and conduct of wars, and all to do with foreign affairs. Sulla in 81 B.C. gave these particular senatorial decrees the formal status of laws.


  contio Plural, contiones. This was a preliminary meeting of a comitial Assembly in order to discuss the promulgation of a projected law, or any other comitial business. All three Assemblies were required to debate a measure in contio, which, though no voting took place, had nonetheless to be convoked by the magistrate empowered.


  contubernalis A military cadet: a subaltern of lowest rank and age in the hierarchy of Roman military officers, but excluding the centurions. No centurion was ever a cadet; he was an experienced soldier.


  corona civica Rome’s second-highest military decoration. A crown or chaplet made of oak leaves, it was awarded to a man who had saved the lives of fellow soldiers and held the ground on which he did this for the rest of the duration of a battle. It could not be awarded unless the saved soldiers swore a formal oath before their general that they spoke the truth about the circumstances. L. R. Taylor argues that among Sulla’s constitutional reforms was one relating to the winners of major military crowns; that, following the tradition of Marcus Fabius Buteo, he promoted these men to membership in the Senate, which answers the vexed question of Caesar’s senatorial status (complicated as it was by the fact that, while flamen Dialis, he had been a member of the Senate from the time he put on the toga virilis). Gelzer agreed with her—but, alas, only in a footnote.


  corpus animusque Body and soul.


  cuirass Armor encasing a man’s upper body without having the form of a shirt. It consisted of two plates of bronze, steel, or hardened leather, the front one protecting thorax and abdomen, the other the back from shoulder to lumbar spine. The plates were held together by straps or hinges at the shoulders and along each side under the arms. Some cuirasses were exquisitely tailored to the contours of an individual’s torso, while others fitted any man of a particular size and physique. The men of highest rank—generals and legates—wore cuirasses tooled in high relief and silver-plated (sometimes, though rarely, gold-plated). Presumably as an indication of imperium, the general and perhaps the most senior of his legates wore a thin red sash around the cuirass about halfway between the nipples and waist; the sash was ritually knotted and looped. cunnus An extremely offensive Latin profanity—“cunt.”


  Cuppedenis Markets Latin: macellum Cuppedenis. Specialized markets lying behind the upper Forum Romanum on its eastern side, between the Clivus Orbius and the Carinae/Fagutal. In it were vended luxury items like pepper, spices, incense, ointments and unguents and balms; it also served as the flower market, where a Roman (all Romans” loved flowers) could buy anything from a bouquet to a garland to go round the neck or a wreath to go on the head. Until sold to finance Sulla’s campaign against King Mithridates, the actual land belonged to the State. It was flanked on its Esquiline side by horrea piperata—warehouses storing spices and aromatics.


  Curia Hostilia The Senate House. It was thought to have been built by the shadowy third King of Rome, Tullus Hostilius, hence its name: “the meeting-house of Hostilius.”


  cursus honorum See magistrates.


  curule chair The sella curulis was the ivory chair reserved exclusively for magistrates owning imperium. Beautifully carved in ivory, the chair itself had curved legs crossing in a broad X, so that it could be folded up. It was equipped with low arms, but had no back.


  curule magistrate A magistrate owning imperium and therefore entitled to sit upon a curule chair. custos An official delegated to supervise during a voting procedure in one of the comitia.


  Dacia A large area of land consisting of Hungary east of the Tisa River, western Rumania and Transylvania. The racial origins of the earliest peoples are cloudy, but by the time Rome of the last century B.C. came to know anything about Dacia its peoples were Celtic, at least in culture and skill in mining and refining metals. Dacians were organized into tribes, lived in a settled way, and practised agriculture. After the rise of King Burebistas during the 60s B.C., Dacian tribes began incursions into Roman-dominated areas of northern Macedonia and Illyricum, and became something of a concern to Rome.


  DAMNO The word employed by a comitial Assembly to indicate a verdict of “guilty.” It was not used in the courts.


  Danubius River Also called the Danuvius by the Romans; to the Greeks it was the Ister, though the Greeks never knew its sources or course until the river approached its outflow into the Euxine (Black) Sea. Romans of Caesar’s time knew vaguely that it was a very great and very long river, and that it flowed through Pannonia, the south of Dacia and the north of Moesia. It is variously known today as the Danube, Donau, Duna, Dunav, Dunarea and Dunay.


  demagogue Originally a Greek concept, the demagogue was a politician whose chief appeal was to the crowds. The Roman demagogue (almost inevitably a tribune of the plebs) preferred the arena of the Comitia well to the Senate House, but it was no part of his policy to “liberate the masses,” nor on the whole were those who flocked to listen to him composed of the very lowly. The term simply indicated a crowd-pleaser.


  denarius Plural, denarii. Save for a very rare issue or two of gold coins, the denarius was the largest denomination of coin under the Republic. Of pure silver, it contained about 3.5 grams of the metal, and was about the size of a dime—very small. There were 6,250 denarii to 1 silver talent. Of actual coins in circulation, the majority were probably denarii.


  diadem This was not a crown or a tiara, but simply a thick white ribbon about 1 inch (25 millimeters) wide, each end embroidered and often finished with a fringe. It was the symbol of the Hellenic sovereign; only the King and/or Queen could wear it. The coins show that it was worn either across the forehead or behind the hairline, and was knotted at the back below the occiput; the two ends trailed down onto the shoulders.


  Didian Law See lex Caecilia Didia.


  dies agonales There were four dies agonales in the Republican calendar: January 9, March 17, May 21 and December 11. The exact meaning of agonalis (plural, agonales) is disputed, but what can be established is that on all four dies agonales the Rex Sacrorum sacrificed a ram in the Regia. The gods involved seem to have been Jupiter, Janus, Mars, Vediovis and Sol Indiges.


  dies nefasti Some fifty-eight days of the Republican calendar were marked nefasti. On them, citizens could not initiate a lawsuit in the urban praetor’s court or jurisdiction, nor could voting meetings of the comitia be held. However, the Senate could meet on dies nefasti, lawsuits in the standing courts could proceed, and contiones could take place in the comitia.


  dies religiosi Unlucky and ill-omened days. There were several kinds, which included the three days of the year on which the mundus (q.v.) was opened to allow the dead to wander; the days when Vesta’s shrine was open in June; and the rites of the Salii (q.v.), priests of Mars. On dies religiosi it was wrong or unlucky to do anything deemed unnecessary, from beginning a marriage or a journey to recruiting soldiers or holding meetings of the comitia. Three of these days each month (the days after the Kalends, the Nones and the Ides) were considered so ill-omened they had a special name, dies atri, or black days.


  dignitas Like auctoritas (q.v.), the Latin dignitas has connotations not conveyed by the English word derived from it, “dignity.” It was a man’s personal clout in the Roman world rather than his public standing, though his public standing was enormously enhanced by great dignitas. It gave the sum total of his integrity, pride, family and ancestors, word, intelligence, deeds, ability, knowledge, and worth as a man. Of all the assets a Roman nobleman possessed, dignitas was likely to be the one he was most touchy about and protective of. I have elected to leave the term untranslated in my text.


  dolabra Plural, dolabrae. This was the legionary’s digging tool, a composite instrument which looked a little like a pick at one end and a mattock at the other. Unless deputed to carry some other kind of tool, each soldier carried one in his pack.


  Doric One of the three Greek architectural orders. The capital of a Doric column (which might be plain or fluted) was the plainest, and looked a little like the underside of a saucer.


  drachma The name I have elected to use when speaking of Hellenic currency rather than Roman, because the drachma most closely approximated the denarius in weight at around 4 grams. Rome, however, was winning the currency race because of the central and uniform nature of Roman coins; during the late Republic, the world was beginning to prefer to use Roman coins rather than Hellenic.


  duumviri Literally, “two men.” It usually referred to two men of equal magisterial rank who were deputed as judges or elected as the senior magistrates of a municipium (q.v.).


  Ecastor! Edepol! The most genteel and inoffensive of Roman exclamations of surprise or amazement, roughly akin to “Gee!” or “Wow!” Women used “Ecastor!” and men “Edepol!” The roots suggest they invoked Castor and Pollux.


  edicta Singular, edictum. These were the rules whereby an elected magistrate outlined the way in which he was going to go about and discharge his magisterial duties. They were published by each magistrate at the beginning of his tenure of office, and he was supposed to abide by them throughout his term. That he often did not led to legislation compelling him to do so.


  Eighteen In this book, used to refer to the eighteen senior Centuries of the First Class. See also knights.


  Elymais A very fertile, large tract of land to the east of the lower Tigris River. It extended from the Mare Erythraeum (q.v.) to the hills around Susa, and lay in the domains of the King of the Parthians.


  Epicurean Pertaining to the philosophical system of the Greek Epicurus. Originally Epicurus had advocated a kind of hedonism so exquisitely refined that it approached asceticism on its left hand, so to speak: a man’s pleasures were best sampled one at a time, and strung out with such relish that any excess defeated the exercise. Public life or any other stressful work was forbidden. These tenets underwent considerable modification in Rome, so that a Roman nobleman could call himself an Epicurean yet still espouse his public career. By the late Republic, the chief pleasures of an Epicurean were food and wine.


  epitome A synopsis or abridgment of a longer work which concentrated more on packing a maximum amount of information into a minimum wordage than on literary style or literary excellence. The object of the epitome was to enable an individual to gather encyclopaedic knowledge without needing to plough through an entire work. Brutus was very well known as an epitomizer.


  equestrian Pertaining to the knights.


  ethnarch The general Greek word for a city or town magistrate. There were other and more specific names in use, but I do not think it necessary to compound confusion in readers by employing a more varied terminology.


  Euxine Sea The modern Black Sea. Because of the enormous number of major rivers which flowed into it (especially in times before water volume was regulated by dams), the Euxine Sea contained less salt than other seas; the current through the Thracian Bosporus and Hellespont always flowed from the Euxine toward the Mediterranean (the Aegean)—which made it easy to quit the Euxine, but hard to enter it.


  faction The following of a Roman politician is best described as a faction; in no way could a man’s followers be described as a political party in the modern sense. A faction formed around a man owning auctoritas and dignitas, and was purely evidence of that individual’s ability to attract and hold followers. Political ideologies did not exist, nor did party lines.


  fasces The fasces were bundles of thirty (one rod for each curia) birch rods ritually tied together in a crisscross pattern by red leather thongs. Originally an emblem of the Etruscan kings, they passed into the customs of the emerging Rome, persisted in Roman life throughout the Republic, and on into the Empire. Carried by men called lictors, the fasces preceded the curule magistrate (and the propraetor and proconsul as well) as the outward symbol of his imperium. Within the pomerium only the rods went into the bundles, to signify that the curule magistrate had the power to chastise, but not to execute; outside the pomerium axes were inserted into the bundles, to signify that the curule magistrate or promagistrate did have the power to execute. The only man permitted to insert the axes into the midst of the rods inside the pomerium was the Dictator. The number of fasces indicated the degree of imperium: a Dictator had twenty-four; a consul or proconsul twelve; a master of the horse, praetor or propraetor six; and the curule aediles two. Sulla, incidentally, was the first Dictator to be preceded by twenty-four lictors bearing twenty-four fasces; until then, dictators had used the same number as consuls, twelve. See also lictor.


  fasti The fasti were originally days on which business could be transacted, but the term came to mean other things as well: the calendar, lists relating to holidays and festivals, and the list of consuls (this last probably because Romans preferred to reckon up their years by remembering who had been the consuls in any given year). The entry in the glossary to The First Man in Rome contains a fuller explanation of the calendar than space permits me here—under fasti, of course.


  fellator Plural, fellatores. The person sucking the penis.


  ferine Holidays. Though attendance at public ceremonies on such holidays was not obligatory, feriae traditionally demanded that business, labor and lawsuits not be pursued, and that quarrels, even private ones, should be avoided. The rest from normal labors on feriae extended to slaves and also some animals, including oxen but excluding equines of all varieties.


  feriae Latinae The annual festival on the Alban Mount, the Latin Festival. It was a movable feast, the date of which was fixed by the incoming consuls of New Year’s Day during the meeting of the Senate called in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. The god was Jupiter Latiarus.


  filibuster A modern word for a political activity at least as old as the Senate of Rome. It consisted, then as now, of “talking a motion out”: the filibusterer droned on and on about everything from his childhood to his funeral plans, thus preventing other men from speaking until the political danger had passed. And preventing the taking of a vote!


  flamen Plural, famines. These men were probably the oldest of Rome’s priests in time, dating back at least as far as the kings. There were fifteen flamines, three major and twelve minor. The three major flaminates were Dialis (Jupiter Optimus Maximus), Martialis (Mars), and Quirinalis (Quirinus). Save for the poor flamen Dialis, none of the flamines seemed terribly hedged about with prohibitions or taboos, but all three major flamines qualified for a public salary, a State house, and membership in the Senate. The wife of the flamen was known as the flaminica. The flamen and flaminica Dialis had to be patrician in status, though I have not yet discovered whether this was true of the other flamines, major or minor. To be on the safe side, I have elected to stay with patrician appointments. The flamen was appointed for life.


  Fortuna One of Rome’s most worshiped and important deities. Generally thought to be a female force, Fortuna had many different guises; Roman godhead was usually highly specific. Fortuna Primigenia was Jupiter’s firstborn, Fors Fortuna was of particular importance to the lowly, Fortuna Virilis helped women conceal their physical imperfections from men, Fortuna Virgo was worshiped by brides, Fortuna Equestris looked after the knights, and Fortuna Huiusque Diei (“the fortune of the present day”) was the special object of worship by military commanders and prominent politicians having military backgrounds. There were yet other Fortunae. The Romans believed implicitly in luck, though they did not regard luck quite as we do; a man made his luck, but was—even in the case of men as formidably intelligent as Sulla and Caesar—very careful about offending Fortuna, not to mention superstitious. To be favored by Fortuna was considered a vindication of all a man stood for.


  forum The Roman meeting place, an open area surrounded by buildings, many of which were of a public nature.


  Forum Romanum This long open space was the center of Roman public life, and was largely devoted, as were the buildings around it, to politics, the law, business, and religion. I do not believe that the free space of the Forum Romanum was choked with a permanent array of booths, stalls and barrows; the many descriptions of constant legal and political business in the lower half of the Forum would leave little room for such apparatus. There were two very large market areas on the Esquiline side of the Forum Romanum, just removed from the Forum itself by one barrier of buildings, and in these, no doubt, most freestanding stalls and booths were situated. Lower than the surrounding districts, the Forum was rather damp, cold, sunless—but very much alive in terms of public human activity. See map on page 37.


  freedman A manumitted slave. Though technically a free man (and, if his former master was a Roman citizen, himself a Roman citizen), the freedman remained in the patronage of his former master, who had first call on his time and services. He had little chance to exercise his vote in either of the two tribal Assemblies, as he was invariably placed into one of the two vast urban tribes, Suburana or Esquilina. Some slaves of surpassing ability or ruthless-ness, however, did amass great fortunes and power as freedmen, and could therefore be sure of a vote in the Centuriate Assembly; such freedmen usually managed to have themselves transferred into rural tribes as well, and thus exercised the complete franchise.


  free man A man born free and never sold into outright slavery, though he could be sold as a nexus or debt slave. The latter was rare, however, inside Italy during the late Republic.


  games In Latin, ludi. Games were a Roman institution and pastime which went back at least as far as the early Republic, and probably a lot further. At first they were celebrated only when a general triumphed, but in 336 B.C. the ludi Romani became an annual event, and were joined later by an ever-increasing number of other games throughout the year. All games tended to become longer in duration as well. At first games consisted mostly of chariot races, then gradually came to incorporate animal hunts, and plays performed in specially erected temporary theaters. Every set of games commenced on the first day with a solemn but spectacular religious procession through the Circus, after which came a chariot race or two, and then some boxing and wrestling, limited to this first day. The succeeding days were taken up with theatricals; comedy was more popular than tragedy, and eventually the freewheeling Atellan mimes and farces most popular of all. As the games drew to a close, chariot racing reigned supreme, with animal hunts to vary the program. Gladiatorial combats did not form a part of Republican games (they were put on by private individuals, usually in connection with a dead relative, in the Forum Romanum rather than in the Circus). Games were put on at the expense of the State, though men ambitious to make a name for themselves dug deeply into their private purses while serving as aediles to make “their” games more spectacular than the State-allocated funds permitted. Most of the big games were held in the Circus Maximus, some of the smaller ones in the Circus Flaminius. Free Roman citizen men and women were permitted to attend (there was no admission charge), with women segregated in the theater but not in the Circus; neither slaves nor freedmen were allowed admission, no doubt because even the Circus Maximus, which held at least 150,000 people, was not large enough to contain freedmen as well as free men.


  Gaul, Gauls A Roman rarely if ever referred to a Celt as a Celt; he called a Celt a Gaul. Those parts of the world wherein Gauls lived were known as some kind of Gaul, even when the land was in Anatolia (Galatia). Before Caesar’s conquests, Further Gaul—that is, Gaul on the western, French side of the Alps—was roughly divided into Gallia Comata or Long-haired Gaul (neither Hellenized nor Romanized), a Mediterranean coastal strip with a bulging extension up the valley of the Rhodanus River (both Hellenized and Romanized) called The Province, and an area around the port city of Narbo called Narbonese Gaul (though it was not so officially called until the Principate of Augustus). I refer to Further Gaul as Further Gaul or Gaul-across-the-Alps, but it was more properly Transalpine Gaul. The Gaul more properly known as Cisalpine Gaul because it lay on the Italian side of the Alps I have elected to call Italian Gaul. Italian Gaul was divided into two parts by the Padus River (the Po). There is no doubt that the Gauls were closely akin to the Romans racially, for their languages were of similar kind and so were many of their technologies, particularly in metalworking. What had enriched the Roman at the ultimate expense of the Gaul was his centuries-long exposure to other Mediterranean cultures.


  gens A man’s clan or extended family. It was indicated by his nomen, such as Cornelius or Julius, but was feminine in gender, hence they were the gens Cornelia and the gens Iulia.


  gladiator A soldier of the sawdust, a professional military athlete who fought in a ring before an audience to celebrate funeral games in honor of the dead. During Republican times there were only two kinds of gladiator, the Gaul and the Thracian; these were styles of combat, not nationalities. Under the Republic, gladiatorial bouts were not fought to the death. Gladiators then were not State owned; few of them were slaves. They were owned by private investors, and cost a great deal of money to acquire, train and maintain—far too much money, indeed, to want to see them dead. The thumbs-up, thumbs-down brutality of the Empire did not exist. A gladiator was recruited young, and fought between five and six bouts a year to a total of thirty bouts maximum. After this he was free to retire (though not automatically endowed with the Roman citizenship) and usually drifted to a big city, where he hired himself out as a bouncer, a bodyguard or a bully-boy. During the Republic almost all gladiators were racially Roman, mostly deserters or mutineers from the legions; occasionally a free man took up the profession for the sheer pleasure of it (he was not compelled to give up his citizenship if he did).


  Gold of Tolosa Perhaps several years after 278 B.C., a segment of the tribe Volcae Tectosages returned from Macedonia to their homeland around Aquitanian Tolosa (modern Toulouse) bearing the accumulated spoils from many sacked temples. These were melted down and stored in the artificial lakes which dotted the precincts of Tolosa’s temples; the gold was left lying undisturbed beneath the water, whereas the silver was regularly hauled out—it had been formed into gigantic millstones which were used to grind the wheat. In 106 B.C. the consul Quintus Servilius Caepio was ordered during his consulship to make war against migrating Germans who had taken up residence around Tolosa. When he arrived in the area he found the Germans gone, for they had quarreled with their hosts, the Volcae Tectosages, and been ordered away. Instead of fighting a battle, Caepio the Consul found a vast amount of gold and silver in the sacred lakes of Tolosa. The silver amounted to 10,000 talents (250 imperial tons) including the millstones, and the gold to 15,000 talents (370 imperial tons). The silver was transported to the port of Narbo and shipped to Rome, whereupon the wagons returned to Tolosa and were loaded with the gold; the wagon train was escorted by one cohort of Roman legionaries, some 520 men. Near the fortress of Carcasso the wagon train of gold was attacked by brigands, the soldier escort was slaughtered, and the wagon train disappeared, together with its precious cargo. It was never seen again. At the time no suspicion attached to Caepio the Consul, but after the odium he incurred over his conduct at the battle of Arausio a year later, it began to be rumored that Caepio the Consul had organized the attack on the wagon train and deposited the gold in Smyrna in his own name. Though he was never tried for the Great Wagon Train Robbery, he was tried for the loss of his army, convicted, and sent into exile. He chose to spend his exile in Smyrna, where he died in 100 B.C. The story of the Gold of Tolosa is told in the ancient sources, which do not state categorically that Caepio the Consul stole it. However, it seems logical. And there is no doubt that the Servilii Caepiones who succeeded Caepio the Consul down to the time of Brutus (the last heir) were fabulously wealthy. Nor is there much doubt that most of Rome thought Caepio the Consul responsible for the disappearance of more gold than Rome had in the Treasury.


  governor A very useful English term to describe the promagistrate—proconsul or propraetor—sent to direct, command and manage one of Rome’s provinces. His term was set at one year, but very often it was prorogued, sometimes (as in the case of Metellus Pius in Further Spain) for many years.


  Gracchi The Brothers Gracchi, Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus and his younger brother, Gaius Sempronius Gracchus. The sons of Cornelia (daughter of Scipio Africanus and Aemilia Paulla) and Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus (consul in 177 and 163 B.C., censor in 169 B.C.), they had the consulship, high military command and the censorship as their birthright. Neither man advanced beyond the tribunate of the plebs, due to a peculiar combination of high ideals, iconoclastic thinking, and a tremendous sense of duty to Rome. Tiberius Gracchus, a tribune of the plebs in 133 B.C., set out to right the wrongs he saw in the way the Roman State was administering its ager publicus; his aim was to give these lands to the civilian poor of Rome, thus encouraging them by dowering them with land to breed sons and work hard. When the end of the year saw his work still undone, Tiberius Gracchus flouted custom by attempting to run for the tribunate of the plebs a second time. He was clubbed to death on the Capitol. Gaius Gracchus, ten years Tiberius’s junior, was elected a tribune of the plebs in 123 B.C. More able than his brother, he had also profited from Tiberius’s mistakes, and bade fair to alter the whole direction of the ultraconservative Rome of his time. His reforms were much wider than Tiberius’s, and embraced not only the ager publicus but also cheap grain for the populace (a measure not exclusively aimed at the poor, for he adopted no means test), regulation of service in the army, the founding of Roman citizen colonies abroad, public works throughout Italy, removal of the courts from the Senate, a new system to farm the taxes of Asia Province, and an enhancement of citizen status for Latins and Italians. When his year as a tribune of the plebs finished, Gaius Gracchus emulated his brother and ran for a second term. Instead of being killed for his presumption, he got in. At the end of his second term he determined to run yet again, but was defeated in the elections. Helpless to intervene, he had to see all his laws and reforms begin to topple. Prevented from availing himself of peaceful means, Gaius Gracchus resorted to violence. Many of his partisans were killed when the Senate passed its first-ever “ultimate decree” (q.v. senatus consultum de re publica defendenda) but Gaius Gracchus himself chose to commit suicide before he could be apprehended. The glossary attached to The Grass Crown contains a much a fuller article on the Gracchi.


  gromaPlural, gromae. An instrument used in surveying.


  harpy A mythical Greek monster. If Virgil is to be believed, Romans thought harpies were birds with the heads of women, though the Greeks thought of them as women with wings and talons. They stole people and food, and left their faeces behind as an insult.


  Head Count The capite censi or proletarii : the lowly of Rome. Called the Head Count because at a census all the censors did was to “count heads.” Too poor to belong to a Class, the urban Head Count usually belonged to an urban tribe, and therefore owned no worthwhile tribal votes either. This rendered them politically useless beyond ensuring that they were fed and entertained enough not to riot. Rural Head Count, though usually owning a valuable tribal vote, rarely could afford to come to Rome at election time. Head Count were neither politically aware nor interested in the way Rome was governed, nor were they oppressed in- an Industrial Revolution context. I have sedulously avoided the terms “the masses” and “the proletariat” because of post-Marxist preconceptions not applicable to the ancient lowly. In fact, they seem to have been busy, happy, rather impudent and not at all servile people who had an excellent idea of their own worth and scant respect for the Roman great. However, they had their public heroes; chief among them seems to have been Gaius Marius--until the advent of Caesar, whom they adored. This in turn might suggest that they were not proof against military might and the concept of Rome as The Greatest.


  Hellenic, Hellenized Terms relating to the spread of Greek culture and customs after the time of Alexander the Great. It involved life-style, architecture, dress, industry, government, commercial practices and the Greek language.


  horse, Nesaean The largest kind of horse known to the ancients. How large it was is not known, but it seems to have been at least as large as the mediaeval beast which carried an armored knight, as the kings of Armenia and the Parthians both relied on Nesaeans to carry their cataphracts (cavalry clad in chain mail from head to foot, as were the horses). Its natural home was to the south and west of the Caspian Sea, in Media, but by the time of the late Republic there were some Nesaean horses in most part of the ancient world.


  Horse, October On the Ides of October (this was about the time the old campaigning season finished), the best war-horses of that year were picked out and harnessed in pairs to chariots. They then raced on the sward of the Campus Martius, rather than in one of the Circuses. The right-hand horse of the winning team was sacrificed to Mars on a specially erected altar adjacent to the course of the race. The animal was killed with a spear, after which its head was severed and piled over with little cakes, while its tail and genitalia were rushed to the Regia in the Forum Romanum, and the blood dripped onto the altar inside the Regia. Once the ceremonies over the horse’s cake-heaped head were concluded, it was thrown at two competing crowds of people, one comprising residents of the Subura, the other residents of the Via Sacra. The purpose was to have the two crowds fight for possession of the head. If the Via Sacra won, the head was nailed to the outside wall of the Regia; if the Subura won, the head was nailed to the outside wall of the Turris Mamilia (the most conspicuous building in the Subura). What was the reason behind all this is not known; the Romans of the late Republic may well not have known themselves, save that it was in some way connected with the close of the campaigning season. We are not told whether the war-horses were Public Horses or not, but we might be pardoned for presuming they were Public Horses.


  Horse, Public A horse which belonged to the State—to the Senate and People of Rome. Going all the way back to the kings of Rome, it had been governmental policy to provide the eighteen hundred knights of the eighteen most senior Centuries with a horse to ride into battle—bearing in mind the fact that the Centuriate Assembly had originally been a military gathering, and the senior Centuries cavalrymen. The right of these senior knights to a Public Horse was highly regarded and defended. That a member of the Senate automatically lost his right to a Public Horse is highly debatable.


  Ides The third of the three named days of the month which represented the fixed points of the month. Dates were reckoned backward from each of these points—Kalends, Nones, Ides. The Ides occurred on the fifteenth day of the long months (March, May, July and October), and on the thirteenth day of the other months. The Ides were sacred to Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and were marked by the sacrifice of a sheep on the Arx of the Capitol by the flamen Dialis.


  Illyricum The wild and mountainous lands bordering the Adriatic Sea on its eastern side. The native peoples belonged to an Indo-European race called Illyrians, were tribalized, and detested first Greek and then Roman coastal incursions. Republican Rome bothered little about Illyricum unless boiling tribes began to threaten eastern Italian Gaul, when the Senate would send an army to chasten them.


  imago Plural, imagines. An imago was a beautifully tinted mask made of refined beeswax, outfitted with a wig, and startlingly lifelike (anyone who has visited a waxworks museum will understand how lifelike wax images can be made, and there is no reason to think a Roman imago was inferior to a Victorian wax face). When a Roman nobleman reached a certain level of public distinction, he acquired the ius imaginis, which was the right to have a wax image made of himself. Some modern authorities say the ius imaginis was bestowed upon a man once he attained curule office, which would mean curule aedile. Others plump for praetor, still others for consul. I plump for praetor, also the Grass or Civic Crown, a major flaminate, and Pontifex Maximus. All the imagines belonging to a family were kept in painstakingly wrought miniature temples in the atrium of the house, and were regularly sacrificed to. When a prominent man or woman of a family owning the ius imaginis died, the wax masks were brought out and worn by actors selected because they bore a physical resemblance in height and build to the men the masks represented. Women of course were not entitled to the ius imaginis—even Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi. The Chief Vestal Virgin, however, was so entitled.


  imperium Imperium was the degree of authority vested in a curule magistrate or promagistrate. It meant that a man owned the authority of his office, and could not be gainsaid provided he was acting within the limits of his particular level of imperium and within the laws governing his conduct. Imperium was conferred by a lex curiata, and lasted for one year only. Extensions for prorogued governors had to be ratified by the Senate and/or People. Lictors shouldering fasces indicated a man’s imperium; the more lictors, the higher the imperium.


  imperium maius A degree of imperium so high that the holder of it outranked even the consuls of the year.


  in absentia In the context used in these books, describes a candidacy for office approved of by the Senate (and People, if necessary) and an election conducted in the absence of the candidate himself. The candidate in absentia may have been waiting on the Campus Martius because imperium prevented his crossing the pomerium, as with Pompey and Crassus in 70 B.C., or he may have been absent on military service in a province, as with Gaius Memmius when elected quaestor.


  inepte An incompetent fool.


  Insubres One of the Gallic tribes of Italian Gaul, concentrated at its western end around Mediolanum and the river Ticinus. Their lands were to the north of the Padus River (the Po), and they did not receive the full Roman citizenship until 49 B.C., when Caesar enfranchised the whole of Italian Gaul.


  insula An island. Because it was surrounded on all sides by streets, lanes or alleyways, an apartment building was known as an insula. Roman insulae were very tall (up to 100 feet—30 meters—in height) and most were large enough to incorporate an internal light well; many were so large they contained multiple light wells. The insulae to be seen today at Ostia are not a real indication of the height insulae attained within Rome; we know that Augustus tried fruitlessly to limit the height of Roman city insulae to 100 feet. See illustration below.
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  insulsus Tasteless, unappetizing, utterly boring.


  in suo anno Literally, “in his year.” The phrase was used of men who attained curule office at the exact age the law and custom prescribed for a man holding that office. To be praetor and consul in suo anno was a great distinction, for it meant that a man gained election at his first time of trying—many consuls and not a few praetors had to stand several times before they were successful, while others were prevented by circumstances from seeking office at this youngest possible age. Those who bent the law to attain office at an age younger than that prescribed were not accorded the distinction of being in suo anno either.


  Ionic One of the three Greek architectural orders. The capital of an Ionic column (it might be plain or fluted) looked like two partially unrolled scrolls (called volutes).


  irrumator Plural, irrumatores. A man having his penis sucked.


  Italian Gaul See Gaul


  iudex A judge at law.


  iugerum Plural, iugera. The Roman unit of land measurement. In modern terms the iugerum consisted of 0.623 (five eighths) of an acre, or 0.252 (one quarter) of a hectare. The modern reader used to acres will get close enough by dividing the number of iugera in two; if more accustomed to hectares, divide the number of iugera by four.


  iuniores Juniors.


  ius In the sense used in this book, an inalienable right or entitlement at law or under the mos maiorum.


  Jupiter Stator That aspect of Jupiter devoted to halting soldiers who were fleeing the field of battle. It was a military cult of generals. The chief temple to Jupiter Stator was on the corner of the Velia where the Via Sacra turned at right angles to run down the slope toward the Palus Ceroliae; it was large enough to be used for meetings by the Senate.


  Kalends The first of the three named days of each month which represented the fixed points of the month. Dates were reckoned backward from each of these points—Kalends, Nones, Ides. The Kalends always occurred on the first day of the month. They were sacred to Juno, and originally had been timed to coincide with the appearance of the New Moon.


  knights The equites, the members of what Gaius Gracchus named the Ordo Equester. Under the kings of Rome, the equites had formed the cavalry segment of the Roman army; at this time horses were both scarce and expensive, with the result that the eighteen original Centuries comprising the knights were dowered with the Public Horse by the State. As the Republic came into being and grew, the importance of Roman knight cavalry diminished, yet the number of knight centuries in the First Class increased. By the second century B.C. Rome no longer fielded horse of her own, and the knights became a social and economic group having little to do with military matters. The knights were now defined by the censors in economic terms alone, though the State continued to provide a Public Horse for each of the eighteen hundred most senior equites. The original eighteen Centuries were kept at one hundred men each, but the rest of the ninety-one equestrian Centuries (that is, the First Class) swelled within themselves to contain many more than one hundred men apiece. These seventy-three swollen Centuries were organized differently than the Eighteen; seventy of them were tribal in nature, a Century of Seniors and a Century of Juniors for each tribe. In voting, one of the Eighteen was never given the praerogativa; this went to one of the tribal Centuries of Juniors. Until 123 B.C. all senators were knights as well, but in that year Gaius Gracchus split the Senate off as a separate body of three hundred men. It was at best an artificial kind of process; all non-senatorial members of senatorial families were still classified as knights, while the senators themselves were not put into three senator-only Centuries, but left for voting purposes in whatever Centuries they had always occupied. The insoluble puzzle is: who were the tribuni aerarii? A knight’s census was 400,000 sesterces, presumably income, whereas the tribunus aerarius had a census of 300,000 sesterces. At first I thought they were possibly senior public servants—Treasury supervisors and the like—but I have swung round to thinking that Mommsen was right. He suggested that there were at least two echelons of knights of the First Class: those with a census of 400,000 sesterces, and those with a census of 300,000 sesterces; and that the lesser-incomed knights were the tribuni aerarii. Does that mean only the eighteen hundred knights owning the Public Horse possessed a census of 400,000 sesterces or more? I would doubt that too. There were many thousands of very rich men in Rome, and no census could so neatly divide one income group from another at a round-figure cutoff point. Perhaps it went more that a senior knight dowered with the Public Horse had to have at least 400,000 sesterces’ income for census purposes. Whereas the other seventy-three Centuries of the First Class contained a mixture of full knights and tribuni aerarii. The Centuries of Juniors, one imagines, contained more census-rated tribuni aerarii than the Centuries of Seniors. But no one knows for certain! There was nothing to stop a knight who qualified for the (entirely unofficial) senatorial means test of one million sesterces from becoming a senator under the old system, wherein the censors filled vacancies in the Senate; that by and large knights did not aspire to the Senate was purely because of the knightly love of trade and commerce—forbidden fruit for senators, who could only dabble in land and property.


  laena A cape rather like a Mexican poncho, cut on the circle and containing a hole through which the head emerged. It was usually made from greasy Ligurian wool, and was therefore fairly waterproof. In this form it was standard issue to the legions (though called the sagum). Doubly thick and particolored, the laena was worn by the flamen Dialis (see flamen).


  Lar Plural, Lares. These were among the most Roman of all gods, having no form, shape, sex, number, or mythology. They were numina. There were many different kinds of Lares, who might function as the protective spirits or forces of a locality (as with crossroads and boundaries), a social group (as with the family’s private Lar, the Lar Familiaris), sea voyages (the Lares Permarini), or a whole nation (Rome had public Lares, the Lares Praestites). By the late Republic, however, people had come to think of the Lares as two young men accompanied by a dog; they were depicted in this way in statues. It is doubtful, however, whether a Roman actually believed that there were only two of them, or that they owned this form and sex; more perhaps that the increasing complexity of life made it convenient to tag them.


  latifundia Large tracts of public land leased by one person and run as a single unit in the manner of a modern ranch. The activity was pastoral rather than agricultural. Latifundia were usually staffed by slaves who tended to be chained up in gangs and locked at night into barracks called ergastula. Running latifundia was a senatorial occupation rather than an equestrian one.


  Latin Rights An intermediate citizen status between the nadir of the Italian Allies and the zenith of the Roman citizenship. Those having the Latin Rights shared many privileges in common with Roman citizens: booty was divided equally, contracts with full citizens could be entered into and legal protection sought for these contracts, marriage was allowed with full citizens, and there was the right to appeal against capital convictions. However, there was no suffragium—no right to vote in any Roman election—nor the right to sit on a Roman jury. After the revolt of Fregellae in 125 B.C., the magistrates of Latin Rights towns and districts were entitled to assume the full Roman citizenship for themselves and their direct descendants.


  legate A legatus. The most senior members of a Roman general’s staff were his legates. All men classified as legates were members of the Senate; they answered only to the general, and were senior to all types of military tribune. Not every legate was a young man, however. Some were consulars who apparently volunteered for some interesting war because they hankered after a spell of army life, or were friends of the general.


  legion Legio. The legion was the smallest Roman military unit capable of fighting a war on its own, though it was rarely called upon to do so. It was complete within itself in terms of manpower, equipment, facilities to make war. Between two and six legions clubbed together constituted an army; the times when an army contained more than six legions were unusual. The total number of men in a full-strength legion was about six thousand, of whom perhaps five thousand were actually soldiers, and the rest were classified as noncombatants. The internal organization of a legion consisted of ten cohorts of six centuries each; under normal circumstances there was a modest cavalry unit attached to each legion, though from the time of Sulla downward the cavalry tended more to be grouped together as a whole body separate from the infantry. Each legion was in charge of some pieces of artillery, though artillery was not employed on the field of battle; its use was limited to siege operations. If a legion was one of the consuls’ legions it was commanded by up to six elected tribunes of the soldiers, who spelled each other. If a legion belonged to a general not currently a consul, it was commanded by one of the general’s legates, or else by the general himself. Its regular officers were the centurions, of whom it possessed some sixty. Though the troops belonging to a legion camped together, they did not live together en masse; they were divided into units of eight men who tented and messed together. See also cohort,


  legionary This is the correct English word to describe an ordinary soldier (miles gregarius) in a Roman legion. “Legionnaire,” which I have sometimes seen used, is more properly applied to a soldier in the French Foreign Legion, or to a veteran of the American Legion.


  lemures The ghosts or spirits of the dead, who dwelled in the underworld.


  lex Plural, leges. A law or laws. The word lex also came to be applied to the plebiscite (plebiscitum), passed by the Plebeian Assembly. A lex was not considered valid until it had been inscribed on bronze or stone and deposited in the vaults below the temple of Saturn. However, residence therein must have been brief, as space was limited and the temple of Saturn also housed the Treasury. After Sulla’s new Tabularium was finished, laws were deposited there instead of (probably) all over the city. A law was named after the man or men who promulgated it and then succeeded in having it ratified, but always (since lex is feminine gender) with the feminine ending to his name or their names. This was then followed by a general description of what the law was about. Laws could be—and sometimes were—subject to repeal at a later date.


  lex Caecilia Didia There were actually two laws by this name, but only one is of relevance to this volume. Passed by the consuls of 98 B.C., the relevant one stipulated that three nundinae or market days had to elapse between the vote of the Assembly that it become law and its actual ratification. There is some debate as to whether the waiting period consisted of twenty-four or seventeen days; I have elected seventeen.


  lex Domitia de sacerdotiis Passed in 104 B.C. by Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, later Pontifex Maximus. It specified that new pontifices and augurs must be elected by a tribal Assembly comprising seventeen of the thirty-five tribes chosen by lot. Until this law, pontifices and augurs were co-opted by the College members. Sulla, once Dictator, repealed it, but the tribune of the plebs Titus Labienus re-enacted it in 63 B.C.


  lex frumentaria The general term for a grain law. There were many such, commencing with Gaius Gracchus. All grain laws pertained to the public grain supply—that is, the grain bought by the State and distributed by the aediles. Most such laws provided cheap grain, but some took cheap grain away.


  lex regia A law passed by one of the kings of Rome, therefore older than any Republican law. Most leges regiae were still perfectly valid at the end of the Republic, as it was not usual for Romans to repeal laws.


  lex rogata A law promulgated in an Assembly by direct co-operation between the presiding magistrate and the members of the Assembly. In other words, the law was not presented to the Assembly in a cut-and-dried, fully drafted state, but was drafted during contio in the Assembly.


  lex rogata plus quam perfecta A law drafted in an Assembly by the convoking magistrate that not only invalidated an act or previous law, but provided that those responsible for doing the act or using the law should be punished.


  lex sumptuaria Any law regulating the purchase and consumption of luxuries. They were popular laws among magistrates who deplored luxury-loving tendencies, but rarely worked in practice. The most common articles legislated against were spices, peppers, perfumes, incenses, imported wines, and genuine Tyrian purple.


  lex Voconia de mulierum hereditatibus Passed in 169 B.C., this law severely curtailed the right of a woman to inherit from a will. Under no circumstances could she be designated the principal heir, even if she was the only child of her father; his nearest agnate relatives (that is, on the father’s side) superseded her. Cicero quotes a case wherein it was argued that the lex Voconia did not apply because the dead man’s property had not been assessed at a census; but the praetor (Gaius Verres) overruled the argument and refused to allow the girl in question to inherit. The law was certainly got around—for we know of several great heiresses—by securing a Senatorial consultum waiving the lex Voconia; or by dying intestate, in which case the old law prevailed and children inherited irrespective of sex or close agnate relatives. Until Sulla as Dictator established permanent quaestiones, there does not appear to have been a court to hear testamentary disputes, which meant the urban praetor must have had the final say.


  LIBERO The word used in Assembly trials to register a verdict of acquittal.


  licker-fish A freshwater bass of the Tiber River. The creature was to be found only between the Wooden Bridge and the Pons Aemilius, where it lurked around the outflows of the great sewers and fed upon what they disgorged. Apparently it was so well fed that it was notoriously hard to catch. This may have been why it was so prized as a delicacy by Rome’s Epicureans.


  lictor The man who formally attended a curule magistrate as he went about his official business by preceding him in single or double file to clear a way, or by being on hand as he conducted his business in case he needed to employ restraint or chastise. The lictor had to be a Roman citizen and was a State employee, though he does not seem to have been of high social status; he was probably so poorly paid that he relied upon his magistrate’s generosity with gratuities. On his left shoulder he bore the bundle of rods called fasces (q.v.). Within the city of Rome he wore a plain white toga, changing to a black toga for funerals; outside Rome he wore a scarlet tunic cinched by a broad black leather belt bossed in brass, and inserted the axes in his rods. There was a College of Lictors, though the site of lictorial headquarters is not known. A tiny collegium existed attached to the front of the Basilica Aemilia, for what purpose is not known; I have made it a waiting station for lictors. Their headquarters I have placed behind the temple of the Lares Praestites on the eastern side of the Forum Romanum, adjacent to the great inn on the corner of the Clivus Orbius, but there is no factual evidence of any kind to support this location. Within the College the lictors (there must have been at least three hundred of them, possibly many more) were organized into decuries of ten men, each headed by a prefect, and the decuries were collectively supervised by several College presidents.


  literatus Plural, literati. A man of letters.


  litter A covered cubicle equipped with legs upon which it rested when lowered to the ground. A horizontal pole on each corner projected forward and behind the conveyance; it was carried by four to eight men who picked it up by means of these poles. The litter was a slow form of transport, but it was by far the most comfortable known in the ancient world. I imagine it was considerably more comfortable than most modern transport!


  lituus The staff carried by an augur. It was perhaps three or four feet (about 1 meter) long, curved in shape, and ended in a curlique.


  ludi The games (q.v.).


  macellum A market. See also Cuppedenis Markets,


  magistrates The elected representatives of the Senate and People of Rome. They embodied the executive arm of government, and with the exception of the tribunes of the soldiers, they all belonged automatically to the Senate from the time of Sulla’s dictatorship downward. The diagram below most clearly shows the nature of each magistracy: its seniority, who did the electing, and whether a magistrate owned imperium or not. The cursus honorum, or Path of Offices, proceeded in a straight line from quaestor through praetor to consul; censor, both kinds of aedile, and tribune of the plebs were ancillary to the cursus honorum. Save for the censor and the Dictator, all magistrates served for one year only. The Dictator was a magistrate appointed by the Senate rather than elected, to deal with a civil or military emergency; he appointed a master of the horse to serve him, and was indemnified against the consequences of his dictatorial actions.
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  maiestas Treason. The refinements of treason introduced by Saturninus (q.v.) in 103 B.C. were largely canceled by the law Sulla put on the tablets when Dictator; this spelled out with absolute clarity the offenses Rome would hitherto find to be treasonous. See also perduellio.


  manumission The act of freeing a slave. If the slave’s master was a Roman citizen, this act automatically endowed the freed slave with the citizenship. His vote, however, tended to be worthless. The manumitted slave took the name of his old master as his own, adding his own name to it as a cognomen—hence Lucius Cornelius Chrysogonus, Sulla’s infamous freedman. A slave might be manumitted in one of several ways: by buying his freedom out of his earnings, as a special gesture of the master’s on some great family occasion like a coming-of-age birthday, after an agreed number of years in service, or in a will. Most slaves found the Roman citizenship highly desirable despite its limitations, chiefly on behalf of their freeborn descendants. It was not at all uncommon for men with skills to sell themselves into slavery, particularly among the Greeks. For the rest of his life the freed slave had to wear a slightly conical skullcap on the back of his head—the Cap of Liberty. See also freedman.


  Mare Erythraeum The modern Persian Gulf. I have not translated it as the Red Sea because what we know today as the Red Sea was known to the Romans as the Sinus Arabicus.


  measures and weights Most measurements were based upon body parts, hence the foot, the hand, the pace. The Roman foot at 296 millimeters was just slightly short of 12 modern inches, and it was divided into 12 inches. Five feet made up a pace, and the Roman mile at 1,000 paces was about 285 feet short of the English mile, thus there were 20 Roman miles for every 19 English—too small a difference to make it necessary in my text to specify miles (or feet) as Roman.


  Area was measured in iugera (see iugerum).


  Grains such as wheat were dry-measured rather than weighed, as they poured like fluids; the dry measures were the medimnus and the modius (q.v.).


  The bulk container was the amphora (q.v.), which held about 6 American gallons (25 liters) and was the volume of a Roman cubic foot. Ship’s cargoes were always expressed in amphorae.


  The Roman pound, or libra, weighed about seven tenths of an English pound at 327 grams, and was divided into 12 ounces (unciae). Heavy weights were measured in the talent (q.v.).


  medicus The middle finger.


  medimnus Plural, medimni. A dry measure for grains and other pourable solids. It equaled 5 modii and occupied a volume of 10 U.S. gallons (40 liters), and weighed about 65 Roman pounds (47.5 English pounds or about 23 kilograms). This provided sufficient grain for two 1-Roman-pound loaves of bread per day for about thirty days, given that the waste husked off the grain in grinding was replaced by water and other ingredients. The ordinary Roman who lived in one or two rooms in an insula did not normally grind his flour and bake his bread at home; he came to an arrangement with his local baker (as indeed was done in many parts of Europe until relatively recently), who took a cut of the grain ration as his price. Perhaps the final result was that one medimnus of wheat provided the ordinary Roman with one large loaf per day for thirty days?


  mentula A choice Latin obscenity for the penis.


  metae The pillars or obelisks at each end of the central dividing strip, the spina, of a circus course.


  Middle Sea The name I have used for the Mediterranean Sea. My observant readers will notice a new term now creeping into the narrative: Our Sea. Mare Nostrum (Our Sea) is what it came to be called as the Republic neared its end.


  Military Man The vir militaris. What might be called a “career officer.” His whole life revolved around the army, and he continued to serve in the army after his obligatory number of years or campaigns had expired. If he entered the Roman political arena he relied upon his military reputation to catch votes, but many Military Men never bothered to enter the political arena at all. However, if a Military Man wanted to general an army, he had no choice other than to attain the praetorship, which was the lowest magistracy carrying command of an army with it. Gaius Marius, Quintus Sertorius, Titus Didius, Gaius Pomptinus and Publius Ventidius were all Military Men; but Caesar the Dictator, the greatest military man of them all, was never a Military Man.


  minim A bright vermilion pigment made from cinnabar (mercuric sulfide) which the triumphing general painted on his face, apparently to ape the terracotta face of the statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus in his temple on the Capitol.


  modius Plural, modii. The customary measure of grain. A modius occupied 2 U.S. gallons or 8 liters, and weighed about 13 (presumably Roman) pounds (approximately 4 kilograms). The public grain was doled out in increments of 5 modii per month, this equaling 1


  medimnus (see this entry also for information about bread).


  Moesia The lands now occupied by Serbia and northwestern Bulgaria. Its peoples were Thracian, tribally organized and living in settlements. They farmed as well as grazed. The Dardani and the Triballi, two of the major tribes, constantly raided the borderlands of Roman Macedonia.


  mola salsa A holy cake made from spelt (the fine white flour of emmer wheat) mixed with salt and water, and not leavened. To make it was the duty of the Vestal Virgins. They had to grow and harvest the emmer themselves, evaporate and make the salt themselves, and fetch the water personally from the well of Juturna. monoreme A ship having one bank of oars. Mormolyce A nursery bogey.


  mos maiorum The established order of things; used to describe the habits and customs of government and public institutions. Perhaps the best definition is to say that the mos maiorum was Rome’s unwritten constitution. Mos meant established custom; and in this context maiores meant ancestors or forebears. To sum up, the mos maiorum was how things had always been done—and how they should always be done in the future too!


  mundus A beehive-shaped pit which was divided into two parts and normally kept covered. Its exact purpose is a mystery, but it seems to have been believed in late Republican times to be an entranceway to the Underworld. The lid was removed thrice in the year on dies religiosi (q.v.) in order to allow the shades of the dead to walk the city. A beehive-shaped pit still exists on the Palatine.


  municipium Plural, municipia. Originally these were districts within Italy which were allies of Rome but did not possess the Roman citizenship. After the citizenship was made universal for all the peoples of the Italian Peninsula, a municipium principally meant a town and its district which had retained some of its self-governing powers, and still owned its public lands. A municipium elected its own magistrates and had its own records and archives and sources of income, though it was liable to inspection by prefects sent from Rome, presumably by the Senate.


  myoparo Plural, myoparones. A small war galley much favored by pirates before they began to band together in much larger ships to sail as properly admiraled fleets capable of attacking and beating professional navies. The myoparo is somewhat mysterious as to its size and type, but it seems to have been an improvement upon the hemiolia and preferred to the hemiolia. The only drawing of it is not informative, though it does seem to indicate that the myoparo had only one bank of oars rowed over the top of the gunwale rather than through ports, and also possessed mast and sail.


  nefas esse “Found to be sacrilegious.”


  Nesaean horse See horse, Nesaean.


  Nola An extremely well fortified city of southern Campania. The first language spoken therein was Oscan, and Nola was always sympathetic to the Samnite cause. When war broke out between the Italian Allies and Rome in 91 B.C., Nola sided with Italia. The name of Nola became synonymous with perpetual resistance to attack, for it continued to resist siege by various Roman generals for over ten years, and was the last place to surrender. Sulla won his Grass Crown outside the walls of Nola. One of the canards about Clodia (sister of Publius Clodius, wife of Metellus Celer, mistress of Catullus and Caelius) was that she was a “Nola in the bedroom”—that is, impossible to take.


  nomen The family, clan, or gentilicial name—the name of the gens in (for men) masculine form. Cornelius, Julius, Domitius, Licinius were all nomina (plural).


  Nones The second of the three named days of the month which represented the fixed points of the month. Dates were reckoned backward from each of these points—Kalends, Nones, Ides. The Nones occurred on the seventh day of the long months (March, May, July and October) and on the fifth day of the other months. The Nones were sacred to Juno.


  Noricum What might today be called the eastern Tyrol and the Yugoslavian Alps. Its people were called the Taurisci, and were Celts. The main settlement was Noreia.


  nundinae The market days, occurring every eighth day; the singular, nundinus, was less used than the plural, nundinae. Under normal circumstances the courts were open on nundinae, but the Assemblies were not.


  nundinum The interval between one market day and the next; the eight-day Roman week. Save for the Kalends, Nones and Ides, the days of the Roman calendar were not named; on the calendars themselves they are allocated a letter between A and H, with A (presumably) being the market day. When the Kalends of January coincided with the market day the whole year was considered to be unlucky, but this did not happen regularly because of intercalations and the fact that the eight-day round of letters was continued on without an interruption between last day of the old year and first (Kalends) day of the new year.


  oakum A crudely tamped-together collection of fibers, in ancient times gathered from woolly seeds, maple “cotton,” or the coarsest fibers of the flax plant. It was occasionally used for caulking, but its main use was for lampwicks.


  October Horse See Horse, October.


  opus incertum The oldest of several ways in which the Romans built composite walls. A facing of irregular small stones mortared together was constructed with a hollow interior or cavity; this was filled with a mortar composed of black pozzolana and lime mixed through an aggregate of rubble and small stones (caementa). Even in the time of Sulla, opus incertum was still the most popular way to build a wall. It was probably also cheaper than brick.


  Ordo Equester The name given to the knights (q.v.) by Gaius Gracchus.


  orichalcum Brass.


  Pannonia A very rich and fertile land occupying modern eastern Austria and Hungary as far east as the Tisa River. Its peoples were Illyrian by race, and organized into tribes which lived in settlements and farmed as well as grazed. The modern Drava and Danube were its principal rivers.


  paterfamilias The head of the family unit. His right to do as he pleased with the various members of his family was rigidly protected at law.


  pater patriae Father of his country.


  patrician, Patriciate The Patriciate was the original Roman aristocracy. To an ancestor-revering, birth-conscious people like the Romans, the importance of belonging to patrician stock can hardly be overestimated. The older among the patrician families were aristocrats before the kings of Rome, the youngest among them (the Claudii) apparently emerging at the very beginning of the Republic. All through the Republic they kept the title of patrician, as well as a prestige unattainable by any plebeian—and this in spite of the nobility, the “new aristocracy” ennobled above mere plebeian status by having consuls in the family. However, by the last century of the Republic a patrician owned little distinction beyond his blood; the wealth and energy of the great plebeian families had steadily eroded original patrician rights. Sulla, a patrician himself, seems to have tried in small ways to elevate the patrician above his plebeian brothers, but did not dare legislate major privileges. Yet entitlement and privilege under the constitution mattered not a scrap to most Romans: they knew the patrician was better. During the last century of the Republic, the following patrician families were still producing senators, and some praetors and consuls: Aemilius, Claudius, Cornelius, Fabius (but through adoption only), Julius, Manlius, Pinarius, Postumius, Sergius, Servilius, Sulpicius, and Valerius.


  patron, patronage Republican Roman society was organized into a system of patronage and clientship (see also client). Though perhaps the smallest businessmen and the lowly of Rome were not always participants in the system, it was nevertheless prevalent at all levels in society, and not all patrons were from the upper echelons of society. The patron undertook to offer protection and favors to those who acknowledged themselves his clients. Freed slaves were in the patronage of their ex-masters. No woman could be a patron. Many patrons were clients of patrons more powerful than themselves, which technically made their clients also the clients of their patrons. The patron might do nothing for years to obtain help or support from a client, but one day the client would be called upon to do his patron a favor—vote for him, or lobby for him, or perform some special task. It was customary for the patron to see his clients at dawn in his house on “business” days in the calendar; at these matinees the clients would ask for help or favor, or merely attend to offer respect, or offer services. A rich or generous patron often bestowed gifts of money upon his clients when they assembled at such times. If a man became the client of another man whom in earlier days he had hated to the point of implacable enmity, that client would thereafter serve his erstwhile enemy, now his patron, with complete fidelity and even to death (vide Caesar the Dictator and Curio the Younger).


  Pavo A peacock. Gaius Matius called Caesar “Pavo.”


  peccatum A minor sin.


  Peculatus An embezzler. Caesar cognominated Catulus this when he alleged Catulus had embezzled funds meant to build Jupiter’s new temple.


  peculium An amount of money paid as a wage or on a regular basis to a person not legally able to own it—a slave, for example, or an underage child earning interest or dividends. The peculium was therefore held by the legal guardian or owner for the person earning it until he was free to manage it for himself.


  pedarius A senatorial backbencher (see Senate).


  People of Rome This term embraced every single Roman who was not a member of the Senate; it applied to patricians as well as plebeians, and to the Head Count as well as to the First Class. However, I have sometimes used it to refer to those whose votes had value.


  perduellio High treason. Until first Saturninus and then Sulla redefined treason and passed new treason laws, perduellio was the only form treason had in Roman law. Old enough to have existed under the kings of Rome, it required a trial or appeal process in the Centuriate Assembly, a most cumbersome affair.


  peristyle An enclosed garden or courtyard which was surrounded by a colonnade and formed the outdoor area of a house.


  phalerae Round, chased, ornamented silver or gold discs about 3 to 4 inches (75 to 100 millimeters) in diameter. Originally they were worn as insignia by Roman knights, and also formed a part of the trappings of a knight’s horse. Gradually they came to be military decorations awarded for exceptional bravery in battle. Normally they were given in sets of nine (three rows of three each) mounted upon a decorated leather harness of straps designed to be worn over the mail shirt or cuirass.


  Picenum That part of the eastern Italian Peninsula roughly occupying the area of the Italian leg’s calf muscle. Its western boundary formed the crest of the Apennines; Umbria lay to the north, and Samnium to the south. The original inhabitants were of Italiote and Illyrian stock, but there was a tradition that Sabines had migrated east of the Apennine crest and settled in Picenum, bringing with them as their tutelary god Picus, the woodpecker, from which the region got its name. A tribe of Gauls called the Senones also settled in the area at the time Italy was invaded by the first King Brennus in 390 B.C. Politically Picenum fell into two parts: northern Picenum, closely allied to southern Umbria, was under the sway of the great family called Pompeius; and Picenum south of the Flosis or Flussor River was under the sway of peoples allied to the Sam-ites.


  Piggy, piggykins, piggle-wiggle, etc. Latin: porcella. Used derisively or affectionately, and pertaining to female genitalia.


  pilus prior See centurion.


  pipinna A little boy’s penis.


  Pisidia, Pisidian This region lay to the south of Phrygia, and was even wilder and more backward. Extremely mountainous and filled with lakes, it was held to have a very healthy climate. Little industry or populous settlement existed; the countryside was heavily forested with magnificent pines. Its people apparently were an ancient and indigenous strain allied to the Thracians, and its language was unique. Those few Pisidians who came to the notice of Rome and Romans were famous for their bizarre religious beliefs.


  plebeian, Plebs All Roman citizens who were not patricians were plebeians; that is, they belonged to the Plebs (the e is short, so that “Plebs” rhymes with “webs,” not “glebes”). At the beginning of the Republic no plebeian could be a priest, a magistrate, or even a senator. This situation lasted only a very short while; one by one the exclusively patrician institutions crumbled before the onslaught of the Plebs, who far outnumbered the patricians—and several times threatened to secede. By the late Republic there was very little if any advantage to being a patrician—except that everyone knew patrician was better.


  Plebeian Assembly See Assembly.


  plebiscite The correct name for a law passed in the Plebeian Assembly.


  podex An impolite word for the posterior fundamental orifice: an arsehole rather than an anus.


  Pollux The ever-forgotten Heavenly Twin. See Castor.


  pomerium The sacred boundary enclosing the city of Rome. Marked by white stones called cippi, it was reputedly inaugurated by King Servius Tullius, and remained without change until Sulla’s dictatorship. The pomerium did not exactly follow the Servian Walls, one good reason why it is doubtful that the Servian Walls were built by King Servius Tullius—who would certainly have caused his walls to follow the same line as his pomerium. The whole of the ancient Palatine city of Romulus was enclosed within the pomerium, whereas the Aventine lay outside it. So too did the Capitol. Tradition held that the pomerium might be enlarged, but only by a man who significantly increased the size of Roman territory. In religious terms, Rome herself existed only inside the pomerium; all outside it was merely Roman territory.


  pontifex Plural, pontifices. Many Latin etymologists think that in very early times the pontifex was a maker of bridges (pans: bridge), and that the making of bridges was considered a mystical art putting the maker in close touch with the Gods. Be that as it may, by the time the Republic came along the pontifex was a priest. Incorporated into a special college, he served as an adviser to Rome’s magistrates and comitia in all religious matters—and would inevitably himself become a magistrate. At first all pontifices had to be patrician, but a lex Ogulnia of 300 B.C. stipulated that half the College of Pontifices had to be plebeian. During periods when the pontifices (and augurs) were co-opted into the College by other members, new appointees tended to be well under senatorial age; the early twenties was common. Thus the appointment of Caesar at twenty-six years of age was not at all unusual or remarkable. The pontifex served for life.


  Pontifex Maximus The head of Rome’s State-administered religion, and most senior of all priests. He seems to have been an invention of the infant Republic, a typically masterly Roman way of getting round an obstacle without demolishing it and ruffling feelings. In the time of the kings of Rome, the Rex Sacrorum had been the chief priest, this being a title held by the King himself. Apparently considering it unwise to abolish the Rex Sacrorum, the anti-monarchical rulers of the new Republic of Rome simply created a new priest whose role and status were superior to the Rex Sacrorum. This new priest was given the title of Pontifex Maximus. To reinforce his statesmanlike position, it was laid down that he should be elected, not co-opted (the other priests were all co-opted). At first he was probably required to be a patrician, but soon could as easily be a plebeian. He supervised all the members of the various priestly Colleges—and the Vestal Virgins. The State gave him its most imposing house as his residence, but in Republican times he shared this residence with the Vestal Virgins, apparently on a half-and-half basis. His official headquarters had the status of an inaugurated temple: the little old Regia in the Forum Romanum just outside his State house. Pontifex Maximus was a lifetime appointment.


  Popular Assembly See Assembly.


  Popularis A term used by Cicero (and later) writers to describe the men of that faction of Senate and People which was, for want of a better description, more liberal in its political views than the faction of the boni, the ultraconservatives. I have attributed its genesis to Cicero, but cannot swear he did coin the term. population of Rome A vexed question upon which much ink has been expended by modern scholars. I think there is a tendency to underestimate the number of people who actually dwelled inside Rome herself, few if any of the scholars admitting to a number as great as one million. The general consensus seems to be half a million. However, we do know the dimensions of the Republican city inside the Servian Walls: in width, one-plus kilometers, in length, two-plus kilometers. Then as now, Rome was a city of apartment dwellers, and that is a strong clue to the actual population. Of Roman citizens—that is, males on the census rolls—there were perhaps a quarter of a million, plus wives and children, and plus slaves. It was an absolutely penurious household which did not have at least one slave in service; the Head Count seem to have owned slaves too. Then there were the non-citizens, of whom Rome had hordes: Jews, Syrians, Greeks, Gauls, all sorts. With wives, children, and slaves. Rome teemed with people; its insulae were multitudinous. Non-citizens, wives, children and slaves must have pushed that quarter million well above a million. Otherwise the insulae would have been half empty and the city smothered in parks. I think two million is closer to the mark.


  portico The word I have chosen to indicate a large covered porch forming an entrance to a building or temple.


  porticus Not a porch, but a whole building incorporating some sort of large central courtyard. The actual building was usually longer than wide, and constructed on a colonnade principle. The Porticus Margaritaria in the upper Forum Romanum housed Rome’s most expensive shops. The Porticus Aemilia in the Port of Rome was a very long building which housed firms and agents dealing with shipping, import and export.


  praefectus fabrum One of the most important men in a Roman army, technically the praefectus fabrum was not even a part of it; he was a civilian appointed to the post by the general. The praefectus fabrum was responsible for equipping and supplying the army in all respects, from its animals and their fodder to its men and their food. Because he let out contracts to businessmen and manufacturers for equipment and supplies, he was a very powerful figure—and, unless he was a man of superior integrity, in a perfect position to enrich himself. The evidence of Caesar’s praefectus fabrum, the Gadetanian banker Lucius Cornelius Balbus, indicates just how important and powerful these suppliers of armies were.


  praenomen A Roman man’s first name. There were very few praenomina (plural) in use, perhaps twenty, and half of them were not common, or else were confined to the men of one particular gens, as with Mamercus, confined to the Aemilii Lepidi. Each gens or clan favored certain praenomina only, perhaps two or three out of the twenty. A modern scholar can often tell from a man’s praenomen whether he was a genuine member of the gens: the Julii, for instance, favored Sextus, Gaius and Lucius only, with the result that a man called Marcus Julius is highly suspect. The Licinii favored Publius, Marcus and Lucius; the Pompeii favored Gnaeus, Sextus and Quintus; the Cornelii favored Publius, Lucius and Gnaeus; the Servilii of the patrician gens favored Quintus and Gnaeus. Appius belonged exclusively to the Claudii. One of the great puzzles for modern scholars concerns that Lucius Claudius who was Rex Sacrorum during the late Republic; Lucius was not a patrician Claudian praenomen, yet the Rex Sacrorum was certainly a patrician Claudius. I have postulated that there was a certain branch of the Claudii bearing the praenomen Lucius which always traditionally provided Rome with her Rex Sacrorum. The whole subject of praenomina has me in stitches whenever I watch one of those Hollywood Roman epics; they always get it wrong!


  praerogativa The right to go first.


  praetor This magistracy ranked second in the hierarchy of Roman magistrates. At the very beginning of the Republic, the two highest magistrates of all were known as praetors. By the end of the fourth century B.C., however, the term consul had come into being for the highest magistrates, and praetors were relegated to second best. One praetor was the sole representative of this position for many decades thereafter; he was obviously the praetor urbanus, as his duties were confined to the city of Rome, thus freeing up the two consuls for duties as war leaders outside the city. In 242 B.C. a second praetor, the praetor peregrinus, was created to cope with matters relating to foreign nationals and Italy rather than Rome. As Rome acquired her overseas provinces more praetors were created to govern them, going out to do so in their year of office rather than afterward as propraetors. By the last century of the Republic there were six praetors elected in most years but eight in some, depending upon the State’s needs. Sulla brought the number of praetors up to eight during his dictatorship, and limited duty during their year in actual office to his law courts.


  praetor peregrinus I have chosen to translate this as “the foreign praetor” because he dealt with non-citizens. By the time of Sulla his duties were confined to litigation and the dispensation of legal decisions; he traveled all over Italy as well as hearing cases involving non-citizens within Rome herself.


  praetor urbanus The urban praetor, whose duties by the late Republic were almost all to do with litigation; Sulla further refined this by confining the urban praetor to civil rather than criminal suits. His imperium did not extend beyond the fifth milestone from Rome, and he was not allowed to leave Rome for longer than ten days at a time. If both the consuls were absent from Rome he was Rome’s senior magistrate, therefore empowered to summon the Senate, make decisions about execution of government policies, even organize the defenses of the city under threat of attack.


  primus pilus See centurion.


  Princeps Senatus The Leader of the House. He was appointed by the censors according to the rules of the mos maiorum: he had to be a patrician, the leader of his decury, an interrex more times than anyone else, of unimpeachable morals and integrity, and have the most auctoritas and dignitas. The title Princeps Senatus was not given for life, but was subject to review by each new pair of censors. Sulla stripped the Leader of the House of a considerable amount of his auctoritas, but he continued to be prestigious.


  privates Plural, privati. Used within the pages of this book to describe a man who was a senator not currently serving as a magistrate.


  proconsul One serving the State with the imperium of a consul but not in office as consul. Proconsular imperium was normally bestowed upon a man after he finished his year as consul and went to govern a province proconsule. A man’s tenure of a proconsulship was usually for. one year only, but it was very commonly prorogued (see prorogue), sometimes for several years; Metellus Pius was proconsul in Further Spain from 79 to 71 B.C. Proconsular imperium was limited to the proconsul’s province or command, and was lost the moment he stepped across the pomerium into Rome.


  proletarii Those Roman citizens who were too poor to give the State anything by way of taxes, duties, or service. The only thing they could give the State was proles—children. See Head Count.


  promagistrate One serving the State in a magisterial role without actually being a magistrate. The offices of quaestor, praetor and consul (the three magistracies of the formal cursus honorum) were the only three relevant.


  pronuba The matron of honor at a wedding. She had to be a woman who had been married only once.


  propraetor One serving the State with the imperium of a praetor but not in office as a praetor. Propraetorian imperium was normally bestowed upon a man after he had finished his year as praetor and went to govern a province propraetore. Tenure of a propraetorship was usually for one year, but could be prorogued.


  proquaestor One serving the State as a quaestor but not in office as a quaestor. The office did not carry imperium, but under normal circumstances a man elected to the quaestorship would, if asked for personally by a governor who ended in staying in his province for more than one year, remain in the province as proquaestor until his superior went home.


  prorogue This meant to extend a man’s tenure of pro-magisterial office beyond its normal time span of one year. It affected proconsuls and propraetors, but also quaestors. I include the word in this glossary because I have discovered that modern English-language dictionaries of small or even medium size neglect to give this meaning in treating the word “prorogue.”


  province Originally this meant the sphere of duty of a magistrate or promagistrate holding imperium, and therefore applied as much to consuls and praetors in office inside Rome as it did to those abroad. Then the word came to mean the place where the imperium was exercised by its holder, and finally was applied to that place as simply meaning it was in the ownership (or province) of Rome.


  publicani Tax-farmers, or contracted collectors of Rome’s public revenues. Such contracts were let by the censors about every five years. Publicani formed themselves into companies, and were usually powerful senior knights.


  Public Horse See Horse, Public.


  pulex A flea.


  Punic Pertaining to Carthage and the Carthaginians. It derives from the original homeland of the Carthaginians—Phoenicia.


  quaestor The lowest rung on the senatorial cursus honorum. It was always an elected office, but until Sulla laid down during his dictatorship that in future the quaestorship would be the only way a man could enter the Senate, it was not necessary for a man to be quaestor in order to be a senator. Sulla increased the number of quaestors from perhaps twelve to twenty, and laid down that a man could not be quaestor until he was thirty years of age. The chief duties of a quaestor were fiscal. He might be (chosen by the lots) seconded to Treasury duty within Rome, or to collecting customs, port dues and rents elsewhere in Italy, or serve as the manager of a provincial governor’s moneys. A man going to govern a province could ask for a quaestor by name. The quaestor’s year in office began on the fifth day of December.


  Quinctilis Originally the fifth month when the Roman New Year had begun in March, it retained the name after January New Year made it the seventh month. We know it, of course, as July; so did the Romans—after the death of the great Julius.


  Quiris A Roman citizen.


  Quirites Roman citizens. The term was apparently reserved for civilians; it was not applied to soldiers.


  Republic The word was originally two words—res publica—meaning the things which constitute the people as a whole; that is, the government.


  Rex Sacrorum During the Republic, he was the second-ranking member of the College of Pontifices. A relic of the days of the kings of Rome, the Rex Sacrorum had to be a patrician, and was hedged around with as many taboos as the flamen Dialis.


  Rhenus River The modern Rhine. In ancient times, it was the natural boundary between Germania and its German tribes, and Gallia and its Gallic tribes. So wide and deep and strong was it that it was considered impossible to bridge.


  rhetoric The art of oratory, something the Greeks and Romans turned into a science. An orator was required to speak according to carefully laid-out rules and conventions which extended far beyond mere words; body language and movements were an intrinsic part of it. There were different styles of rhetoric; the Asianic was florid and dramatic, the Attic more restrained and intellectual in approach. It must always be remembered that the audience which gathered to listen to public oration—be it concerned with politics or with the law courts—was composed of connoisseurs of rhetoric. The men who watched and listened did so in an extremely critical way; they had learned all the rules and techniques themselves, and were not easy to please.


  Rhodanus River The modern Rhone. Its large and fertile valley, inhabited by Celtic tribes of Gauls, came early under Roman influence; after the campaigns of Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus in 122 and 121 B.C., the Rhone Valley up as far as the lands of the Aedui and Ambarri became a part of the Roman province of Transalpine Gaul—that is, of Gaul-across-the-Alps, or Further Gaul.


  Roma The proper title in Latin of Rome. It is feminine.


  Romulus and Remus The twin sons of Rhea Silvia, daughter of the King of Alba Longa, and the god Mars. Her uncle Amulius, who had usurped the throne, put the twins in a basket made of rushes and set it adrift on the Tiber (shades of Moses?). They were washed up beneath a fig tree at the base of the Palatine Mount, found by a she-wolf, and suckled by her in a cave nearby. Faustulus and his wife Acca Larentia rescued them and raised them to manhood. After deposing Amulius and putting their grandfather back on his throne, the twins founded a settlement on the Palatine. Once its walls were built and solemnly blessed, Remus jumped over them—apparently an act of horrific sacrilege. Romulus put him to death. Having no people to inhabit his Palatine town, Romulus then set out to find them, which he did by establishing an asylum in the depression between the two humps of the Capitol. This asylum attracted criminals and escaped slaves—which says something about the original Romans! However, he still had no women. These were obtained by tricking the Sabines of the Quirinal into bringing their women to a feast; Romulus and his desperadoes kidnapped them. Romulus ruled for a long time. Then one day he went hunting in the Goat Swamps of the Campus Martius and was caught in a terrible storm; when he didn’t come home, it was believed he had been taken by the Gods and made immortal.


  rostra A rostrum (singular) was the reinforced oak beak of a war galley used to ram other ships. When in 338 B.C. the consul Gaius Maenius attacked the Volscian fleet in Antium Harbor, he defeated it completely. To mark the end of the Volsci as a rival power to Rome, Maenius removed the beaks of the ships he had sent to the bottom or captured and fixed them to the Forum wall of the speaker’s platform, which was tucked into the side of the Well of the Comitia. Ever after, the speaker’s platform was known as the rostra—the ships’ beaks. Other victorious admirals followed Maenius’s example, but when no more beaks could be put on the wall of the rostra, they were fixed to tall columns erected around the rostra.


  Roxolani A people inhabiting part of the modern Ukraine and Rumania, and a sept of the Sarmatae. Organized into tribes, they were horse people who tended to a nomadic way of life except where coastal Greek colonies of the sixth and fifth centuries B.C. impinged upon them sufficiently to initiate them into agriculture. All the peoples who lived around the Mediterranean despised them as barbarians, but after he conquered the lands around the Euxine Sea, King Mithridates VI used them as troops, mostly cavalry.


  saepta ”The sheepfold.” The word was plural, and referred to the wooden partitions which were used to trans-form the open space of the Campus Martius wherein the Centuries or tribes met to vote into a maze of corridors.


  Salii Colleges of priests in service to Mars; the name meant “leaping dancers.” There were twenty-four of them in two Colleges of twelve. They had to be patrician.


  satrap The title given by the kings of Persia to their provincial or territorial governors. Alexander the Great seized upon the term and employed it, as did the later Arsacid kings of the Parthians and the kings of Armenia. The region administered by a satrap was called a satrapy.


  Saturninus Lucius Appuleius Saturninus, tribune of the plebs in 103, 100 and 99 B.C. His early career was marred by an alleged grain swindle while he was quaestor of the grain supply at Ostia, and the slur remained with him throughout the rest of his life. During his first term as a tribune of the plebs he allied himself with Gaius Marius and succeeded in securing lands in Africa for resettlement of Marius’s veteran troops. He also defined a new kind of treason, maiestas minuta or “little treason,” and set up a special court to try cases of it. His second term as a tribune of the plebs in 100 B.C. was also in alliance with Marius, for whom he obtained more land for veterans from the German campaign. But eventually Saturninus became more of an embarrassment to Marius than a help, so Marius repudiated him publicly; Saturninus then turned against Marius. Toward the end of 100 B.C. Saturninus began to woo the Head Count; there was a famine at the time, the Head Count were restless. He passed a grain law which he could not implement, as there was no grain to be had. When the elections were held for the tribunate of the plebs for 99 B.C., Saturninus ran again, successfully. Stirred by the famine and Saturninus’s oratory, the Forum crowds became dangerous enough to force Marius and Scaurus Princeps Senatus into an alliance which resulted in the passing of the Senate’s Ultimate Decree. Apprehended after the water supply to the Capitol was cut off, Saturninus and his friends were imprisoned in the Senate House until they could be tried. But before the trials could take place, they were killed by a rain of tiles from the Senate House roof. All of Saturninus’s laws were then annulled. It was said ever after that Saturninus had aimed at becoming the King of Rome. His daughter, Appuleia, was married to the patrician Marcus Aemilius Lepidus. For a fuller narration of the career of Saturninus, see the entry in the glossary of The Grass Crown.


  Seleucid The adjective of lineage attached to the royal house of Syria, whose sovereigns were descended from Seleucus Nicator, one of Alexander the Great’s companions, though not one of his known generals. After Alexander’s death he cemented a kingdom which eventually extended from Syria and Cilicia to Media and Babylonia, and had two capitals, Antioch and Seleuceia-on-Tigris, and two wives, the Macedonian Stratonice and the Bactrian Apama. By the last century B.C the Kingdom of the Parthians had usurped the eastern lands, and Rome most of Cilicia; the kingdom of the Seleucids dwindled to Syria alone. Pompey then made Syria a Roman province, which left the last of the Seleucids to occupy the throne of Commagene.


  Senate Properly, senatus. Originally a patricians-only body which first contained one hundred members and then three hundred. Because of its antiquity, legal definition of its rights, powers and duties was nonexistent. Membership in the Senate was for life (unless a man was expelled by the censors for inappropriate behavior or impoverishment), which predisposed it to the oligarchical form it acquired. Throughout its history its members fought strenuously to preserve their pre-eminence in government. Until Sulla prevented access to the Senate save by the quaestorship, appointment was in the purlieu of the censors, though from the middle Republic down the quaestorship if held before admission to the Senate was soon followed by admission to the Senate; the lex Atinia provided that tribunes of the plebs should automatically enter the Senate upon election. There was a means test of entirely unofficial nature; a senator was supposed to enjoy an income of a million sesterces. Senators alone were entitled to wear the latus clavus on their tunics; this was a broad purple stripe down the right shoulder. They wore closed shoes of maroon leather and a ring which had originally been made of iron, but later came to be gold. Senatorial mourning consisted of wearing the knight’s narrow stripe on the tunic. Only men who had held a curule magistracy wore a purple-bordered toga; ordinary senators wore plain white. Meetings of the Senate had to be Held in properly inaugurated premises; the Senate had its own curia or meeting-house, the Curia Hostilia, but was prone also to meet elsewhere at the whim of the man convening the meeting—presumably he always had well-founded reasons for choosing a venue other than the Senate House, such as a necessity to meet outside the pomerium. The ceremonies and meeting and feast on New Year’s Day were always held in the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Sessions could go on only between sunrise and sunset and could not take place on days when any of the Assemblies met, though they were permissible on comitial days if no Assembly did meet. Until Sulla reorganized this as he did so much else, the rigid hierarchy of who spoke in what turn had always placed the Princeps Senatus and consulars ahead of men already elected to office but not yet in office, whereas after Sulla consuls-elect and praetors-elect spoke ahead of these men; under both systems a patrician always preceded a plebeian of exactly equal rank in the speaking hierarchy. Not all members of the House were accorded the privilege of speaking. The senatores pedarii (I have used a British parliamentary term, backbenchers, to describe them, as they sat behind the men allowed to speak) could vote, but were not called upon in debate. No restrictions were placed upon the time limit or content of a man’s speech, so filibustering was common. If an issue was unimportant or everyone was obviously in favor of it, voting might be by voice or a show of hands, but a formal vote took place by a division of the House, meaning that the senators left their stations and grouped themselves to either side of the curule dais according to their yea or nay, and were then physically counted. Always an advisory rather than a true legislating body, the Senate issued its consulta or decrees as requests to the various Assemblies. If the issue was serious, a quorum had to be present before a vote could be taken, though we do not know what precise number constituted a quorum. Certainly most meetings were not heavily attended, as there was no rule which said a man appointed to the Senate had to attend meetings, even on an irregular basis. In some areas the Senate reigned supreme, despite its lack of legislating power: the fiscus was controlled by the Senate, as it controlled the Treasury; foreign affairs were left to the Senate; and the appointment of provincial governors, the regulation of provincial affairs, and the conduct of wars were left for the sole attention of the Senate.


  senatus consultum See consultum.


  senatus consultum de re publica defendenda The Senate’s Ultimate Decree, so known until Cicero shortened its proper title to Senatus Consultum Ultimum. Dating from 121 B.C., when Gaius Gracchus resorted to violence to prevent the overthrow of his laws, the Ultimate Decree meant that in civil emergencies the Senate could override all other governmental bodies by passing it. This Ultimate Decree proclaimed the Senate’s sovereignty and established what was, in effect, martial law. It was really a way to sidestep appointing a dictator.


  Senatus Consultum Ultimum The name more usually given in this book’s times to the senatus consultum de re publica defendenda. It was certainly used by Cicero, to whom I have attributed its genesis, though this is mere guesswork.


  sestertius Plural, sestertii, more generally expressed in English as sesterces. Though the denarius was a more common coin in circulation than the sestertius, Roman accounting procedures were always expressed in sesterces. In Latin texts it is abbreviated as HS. A tiny silver coin weighing less than a gram (of silver, at any rate), the sestertius was worth a quarter of a denarius.


  Sextilis Originally the sixth month when the Roman New Year had begun in March, it kept its name after January New Year made it the eighth month. We know it, of .course, as August; so too did the Romans—but not until the reign of Augustus.


  socius Plural, socii. A socius was a man of a citizenship having allied status with Rome.


  Sol Indiges One of the most ancient Italian gods, apparently (as the Sun) the husband of Tellus (the Earth). Though little is known of his cult, he was apparently enormously reverenced. Oaths sworn by him were very serious affairs.


  spelt A very fine, soft white flour used for making cakes, never bread. It was ground from the variety of wheat now known as Triticum spelta (emmer).


  spina The central dividing strip of a circus course or arena.


  Spinther An actor in Roman theater famous for playing second leads. To call upon his name was to deride the efficacy of a person or deed.


  stibium The ancient version of mascara. A black antimony-based powder soluble in water, stibium was used to darken the brows and/or lashes, or to draw a line around the perimeter of the eye. It would be interesting to know just how recently a more benign substance than stibium replaced it, but, alas, no work of reference tells me.


  stips A small payment for services rendered.


  Stoic An adherent of the school of philosophy founded by the Phoenician Cypriot Zeno in the third century B.C. Stoicism as a philosophical system of thought did not particularly appeal to the Romans. The basic tenet was concerned with nothing beyond virtue (strength of character) and its opposite, weakness of character. Virtue was the only good, weakness of character the only evil. Money, pain, death, and the other things which plague Man were not considered important, for the virtuous man is an essentially good man, and therefore by definition must be a happy and contented man—even if impoverished, in perpetual pain, and under sentence of death. As with everything Greek they espoused, the Romans did not so much modify this philosophy as evade its unpalatable concomitants by some very nice—if specious—reasoning.


  strigilis Sometimes Anglicized to strigil. It was a blunt, rather knifelike instrument with a curved blade, and was used to scrape sweat and dirt off the skin during a hot bath.


  Subura The poorest and most densely populated part of the city of Rome. It lay to the east of the Forum Romanum in the declivity between the Oppian spur of the Esquiline Mount and the Viminal Hill. Its people were notoriously polyglot and independent of mind; many Jews lived in the Subura, which at the time of Sulla contained Rome’s only synagogue. Suetonius says Caesar the Dictator lived in the Subura.


  sui iuris In his own hand, or in control of his own destiny. As distinct from existing under the authority of a paterfamilias (q.v.) or other legal guardian.


  Tace! Plural, tacete. Shut up!


  Tace inepte! Shut up, you fool!


  talent This was the load a man could carry. Bullion and very large sums of money were expressed in talents, but the term was not confined to precious metals and money. In modern terms the talent weighed about 50 to 55 pounds (25 kilograms). A talent of gold weighed the same as a talent of silver, but was far more valuable, of course.


  Taprobane The island of Sri Lanka (Ceylon).


  Tarpeian Rock Its precise location is still hotly debated, but we do know that it was quite visible from the lower Forum Romanum, as people being thrown off it could be seen from the rostra. Presumably it was an overhang at the top of the Capitoline cliffs, but since the drop was not much more than 80 feet, the Tarpeian Rock must have been located directly over some sort of jagged outcrop—we have no evidence that anyone ever survived the fall. It was the traditional place of execution for Roman citizen traitors and murderers, who were either thrown from it or forced to jump from it. The tribunes of the plebs were particularly fond of threatening to throw obstructive senators from the Tarpeian Rock. I have located it on a line from the temple of Ops.


  Tarquinius Superbus Tarquin the Proud, the seventh and last King of Rome. He finished and dedicated the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, but had more of a reputation as a warmaker than a builder. His accession to the throne was a lurid tale of murder and a woman (Tullia, daughter of King Servius Tullius), and his deposition was much the same kind of tale. An uprising of patricians led by Lucius Junius Brutus led to his flight from Rome, and the establishment of the Republic. Tarquin the Proud sought refuge with several local anti-Roman leaders in turn, and eventually died at Cumae. A curious story is told of how Tarquin the Proud finished his war against the city of Gabii: when asked what he wanted done with Gabii’s prominent men, he said not a word; instead, he went into his garden, drew his sword, and lopped the head off every poppy taller than the rest; his son in Gabii interpreted the message correctly, and beheaded every Gabian man of outstanding merit. Few people today know the origins of the so-called Tall Poppy Syndrome, though the phrase is used metaphorically to describe the character assassination of men and women of superior ability or prominence.


  tata The Latin diminutive for “father”—akin to our “daddy.” I have, by the way, elected to use the almost universal “mama” as the diminutive for “mother,” but the actual Latin was mamma.


  terra incognita Unknown land.


  tetrarch The chief of a fourth section of any state or territory. The three tribes of Galatia—Tolistobogii, Trocmi, and Volcae Tectosages—were each divided into four parts, and each of the four parts was headed by a tetrarch.


  Tingitanian ape The Barbary ape, a macaque, terrestrial and tailless. Monkeys and primates were not common around the Mediterranean, but the macaque still found on Gibraltar was always present in North Africa.


  tirocinium fori A youth’s rhetorical and legal apprenticeship in the Forum.


  toga The garment only a full citizen of Rome was entitled to wear. Made of lightweight wool, it had a peculiar shape (which is why the togate “Romans” in Hollywood movies never look right). After exhaustive and brilliant, experimentation, Dr. Lillian Wilson of Johns Hopkins worked out a size and shape which produced a perfect-looking toga. To fit a man 5 feet 9 inches (175 centimeters) tall having a waist of 36 inches (89.5 centimeters), the toga was about 15 feet (4.6 meters) wide, and 7 feet 6 inches (2.25 meters) long. The length measurement is draped on the man’s height axis and the much bigger width measurement is wrapped around him. However, the shape was far from being a simple rectangle! It looked like this:
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  Unless the toga is cut as illustrated, it will absolutely refuse to drape the way it does on the togate men of the ancient statues. The Republican toga of the last century B.C. was very large (the size varied considerably during the thousand years it was the customary garb of the Roman). And a man draped in his toga could not have worn a loincloth or other undergarment!


  toga Candida The specially whitened toga worn by those seeking office as an elected magistrate. Its stark whiteness was achieved by bleaching the garment in the sun for many days, then working finely powdered chalk through it.


  toga praetexta The purple-bordered toga of the curule magistrate. It continued to be worn by these men after their term in office was over. It was also the toga worn by children of both sexes.


  togate The correct English-language term to describe a man clad in his toga.


  toga trabea Cicero’s “particolored toga.” It was the striped toga of the augur, and very likely of the pontifex also. Like the toga praetexta, it had a purple border running all the way around it, but it was also striped in broad bands of alternating red and purple down its length. toga virilis The plain white toga of a Roman male. It was also called the toga alba or the toga pura.


  tribe Tribus. By the beginning of the Republic, tribus to a Roman was not an ethnic grouping of his people, but a political grouping of service only to the State. There were thirty-five tribes altogether; thirty-one were rural, only four urban. The sixteen really old tribes bore the names of the various original patrician gentes, indicating that the citizens who belonged to these tribes were either members of the patrician families or had once lived on land owned by the patrician families. When Roman-owned territory in the peninsula began to expand during the early and middle Republic, tribes were added to accommodate the new citizens within the Roman body politic. Full Roman citizen colonies also became the nuclei of fresh tribes. The four urban tribes were supposed to have been founded by King Servius Tullius, though they probably originated somewhat later. The last tribe of the thirty-five was created in 241 B.C. Every member of a tribe was entitled to register one vote in a tribal Assembly, but his vote counted only in helping to determine which way the tribe as a whole voted, for a tribe delivered just one vote, that of the majority of its members. This meant that in no tribal Assembly could the huge number of citizens enrolled in the four urban tribes sway the vote, as the urban tribes delivered only four of the thirty-five ultimate votes. Members of rural tribes were not disbarred from living in Rome, nor were their progeny obliged to be enrolled in an. urban tribe. Most senators and knights of the First Class belonged to rural tribes. It was a mark of distinction.


  tribune, military Those on the general’s staff who were not elected tribunes of the soldiers but who ranked above cadets and below legates were called military tribunes. If the general was not a consul in office, military tribunes might command legions. Otherwise they did staff duties for the general. Military tribunes also served as cavalry commanders, called prefects.


  tribune of the plebs These magistrates came into being early in the history of the Republic, when the Plebs was at complete loggerheads with the Patriciate. Elected by the tribal body of plebeians formed as the concilium plebis or comitia plebis tributa (the Plebeian Assembly), they took an oath to defend the lives and property of members of the Plebs, and to rescue a member of the Plebs from the clutches of a (patrician in those days) magistrate. By 450 B.C. there were ten tribunes of the plebs. A lex Atinia de tribunis plebis in senatum legendis in 149 B.C. provided that a man elected to the tribunate of the plebs automatically entered the Senate. Because they were not elected by the People (that is, by the patricians as well as by the plebeians), they had no power under Rome’s unwritten constitution and were not magistrates in the same way as tribunes of the soldiers, quaestors, curule aediles, praetors, consuls, and censors; their magistracies were of the Plebs and their power in office resided in the oath the whole Plebs took to defend the sacrosanctity—the inviolability—of its elected tribunes. The power of the office also lay in the right of its officers to interpose a veto against almost any aspect of government: a tribune of the plebs could veto the actions or laws of his nine fellow tribunes, or any—or all!—other magistrates, including consuls and censors; he could veto the holding of an election; he could veto the passing of any law; and he could veto any decrees of the Senate, even those dealing with war and foreign affairs. Only a dictator (and perhaps an interrex) was not subject to the tribunician veto. Within his own Plebeian Assembly, the tribune of the plebs could even exercise the death penalty if his right to proceed about his duties was denied him. The tribune of the plebs had no imperium, and the authority vested in the office did not extend beyond the first milestone outside the city of Rome. Custom dictated that a man should serve only one term as a tribune of the plebs, but Gaius Gracchus put an end to that; even so, it was not usual for a man to stand more than once. As the real power of the office was vested in negative action—the veto (it was called intercessio)—tribunician contribution to government tended to be more obstructive than constructive. The conservative elements in the Senate loathed the tribunes of the plebs, though they always employed a few. The College of Tribunes of the Plebs entered office on the tenth day of December each year, and had its headquarters in the Basilica Porcia. Sulla as Dictator in 81 B.C. stripped the tribunate of the plebs of all its powers save the right to rescue a member of the Plebs from the clutches of a magistrate, but the consuls Pompey and Crassus restored all the powers of the office in 70 B.C. It was too important to do without. See also plebeian,


  tribune of the soldiers Two dozen young men aged between twenty-five and twenty-nine years of age were elected each year by the Assembly of the People to serve as the tribuni militum, or tribunes of the soldiers. They were true magistrates, the only ones too young to belong to the Senate, and were the governmental representatives of the consuls’ legions (the four legions which belonged to the consuls in office). Six tribunes of the soldiers were allocated to each of the four legions, and normally commanded them. The command was shared in such a way that there was always a tribune of the soldiers on duty as commander, but apparently one of the six (probably by lot or by his number of votes) was senior to the others.


  tribuni aerarii Singular, tribunus aerarius. See knights.


  triclinium The dining room. See illustration on facing page. For additional information, see the glossary of any of my earlier Roman books.


  troglodytes In ancient times, people who lived not so much in caves as in dwellings they carved out of soft rocks. The Egyptian side of the Sinus Arabicus (now the Red Sea) was reputed to have troglodytes, and the soft tufa stone of the Cappadocian gorges provided homes for the local peoples from times before recorded history.


  Tullus Hostilius The third King of Rome, and a very shadowy figure. A warlike man, he attacked, captured, and destroyed Alba Longa, then brought its people into Rome and added them to the populace; Alba Longa’s ruling class became a part of Rome’s patriciate. Tullus Hostilius also built the Senate House, called the Curia Hostilia in his honor.


  tunic The ubiquitous article of clothing for all the ancient Mediterranean peoples, including the Greeks and the Romans; trousers were considered the garb of a barbarian. A Roman tunic tended to be rather loose and shapeless, made without darts to give it a waisted look; it covered the body from the shoulders and upper arms to the knees. Sleeves were probably set in (the ancients knew how to sew, cut cloth, and make clothing comfortable), and sometimes long. The tunic was usually belted with a cord or with buckled leather, and the Romans wore theirs longer at the front than at the back by about .3 inches. Upper-class Roman men were probably togate if outside the doors of their own homes, but there is little doubt that men of the lower classes wore their togas only on special occasions, such as the games or elections. If the weather was wet, a cloak of some kind was preferred “to a toga. The knight wore a narrow purple stripe down the right (bared to show the tunic) shoulder called the angustus clavus; the senator’s purple stripe, the latus clavus, was wider. Anyone on a census lower than 300,000 sesterces could not wear a stripe at all. The customary material for a tunic was wool, the usual color the pale oatmeal of un-dyed wool.


  Venus Erucina That aspect of Venus which ruled the act of love, particularly in its freest and least moral sense. On the Feast of Venus Erucina prostitutes offered to her, and the temple of Venus Erucina outside the Colline Gate of Rome was accustomed to receive gifts of money from successful prostitutes.


  verpa A Latin obscenity used in verbal abuse. It referred to the penis—apparently in the erect state only, when the foreskin is drawn back—and had a homosexual connotation.


  Vesta, Vestal Virgins Vesta was a very old and numinous Roman goddess having no mythology and no image. She was the hearth, the center of family life, and Roman society was cemented in the family. Her official public cult was personally supervised by the Pontifex Maximus, but she was so important that she had her own pontifical college, the six Vestal Virgins. The Vestal Virgin was inducted at about seven or eight years of age, took vows of complete chastity, and served for thirty years, after which she was released from her vows and sent back into the general community still of an age to bear children. Few retired Vestals ever did marry; it was thought unlucky to do so. The chastity of the Vestal Virgins was Rome’s public luck: a chaste college was favored by Fortune. When a Vestal was accused of unchastity she was formally brought to trial in a specially convened court; her alleged lover or lovers were tried in a separate court. If convicted, she was cast into an underground chamber dug for the purpose; it was sealed over, and she was left there to die. In Republican times the Vestal Virgins shared the same residence as the Pontifex Maximus, though sequestered from him and his family. The House (Aedes)—it was not an inaugurated temple—of Vesta was near this house, and was small, round, and very old. It was adjacent to the Regia of the Pontifex Maximus and to the well of Juturna, which supplied the Vestals with water they had to draw from the well each day in person; by the late Republic this ritual was a ritual only. A fire burned permanently inside Vesta’s house to symbolize the hearth; it was tended by the Vestals, and could not be allowed to go out for any reason.


  via A main thoroughfare or highway. vicus A good-sized street.


  vilicus An overseer. Used in this book to describe the custodian of a crossroads college.


  virmilitaris See Military Man.


  voting Roman voting was timocratic in that the power of the vote was powerfully influenced by economic status, and in that voting was not “one man, one vote” style. Whether an individual was voting in the Centuries or in the tribes, his own personal vote could influence only the verdict of the Century or tribe in which he polled. Election outcomes were determined by the number of Centuriate or tribal votes going a particular way: thus in the Centuries of the First Class there were only ninety-one votes all told, the number of Centuries the First Class contained, and in the tribal Assemblies only thirty-five votes all told, the number of tribes. Juridical voting was different. A juror’s vote did have a direct bearing on the outcome of a trial, as the jury was supposed to have an odd number of men comprising it and the decision was a majority one, not a unanimous one. If for some reason the jury was even in number and the vote was tied, the verdict had to be adjudged as for acquittal. Jury voting was timocratic also, however, in that a man without high economic status had no chance to sit on a jury.


  Zeno The Greek who founded Stoic philosophy.


  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO ROMAN MASCULINE NAMES


  To some extent, the pronunciation of classical Latin is still debated, but there are definite conventions among scholars. Liturgical Latin and medieval Latin are pronounced somewhat differently than classical Latin. None of which need worry the reader unduly. The aim of this little section is simply to offer guidelines for those readers without Latin.


  One convention adhered to in pronouncing classical Latin is to sound the consonantal v like our English w: thus, the word veritas is properly pronounced weritas. But the rule is not hard and fast, even among scholars, so in the interests of reader comfort, I shall proceed to ignore it.


  The diphthong ae should not be pronounced as in “say,” but rather as in “eye”; this convention I have adhered to.


  We have several more consonants in English than the Latin language did. The one which concerns the reader most is j. It has been customary in the English language for centuries to spell those Latin words commencing in consonantal i with a j. Thus, Julius should really be lulius, and pronounced Yoo-lee-uss, not Joo-lee-uss. However, I have elected to go with English j.


  The Latin g has only one sound, which I shall call guh, as in “gain”—”get”—”give”—”gone”—”gun.” The other g sound in English, which I shall call juh, as in “ginger,” is never used in pronouncing Latin.


  Rather than adopt one of the current lexicographic systems of pronunciation, I have elected to use a phonetic system of my own, rhyming the Latin with some ordinary English word pronounced identically on both sides of the Atlantic as well as in the Antipodes—where possible!


  And, last but by no means least, none of it really matters save to the purist. The most important thing is that the reader discover and enjoy the world of Republican Rome. Do not feel uncomfortable with the names. Latin is a major root of the English language, and that is a major help in itself. (Note: in some cases I have given the standard English pronunciation first, and put the more correct pronunciation in parentheses, in the lists below.)


  The Praenomen (the First Name)


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        Appius

      

      	
        Ah-pee-uss (ah as in “pa,” “ma”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aulus

      

      	
        Ow-luss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gaius

      

      	
        Gye-uss (gye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gnaeus

      

      	
        Nye-uss (nye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucius

      

      	
        Loo-shuss (more correctly, Loo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Mamercus

      

      	
        Mah-mer-kuss (mah as in “pa”—mer as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manius

      

      	
        Mah-nee-uss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcus

      

      	
        Mar-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Publius

      

      	
        Pub-lee-uss (pub has the same u sound as “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Quintus

      

      	
        Kwin-tuss (kwin as in “twin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servius

      

      	
        Ser-vee-uss (ser as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sextus

      

      	
        Sex-tuss (sex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        Spurius

      

      	
        Spoo-ree-uss (spoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tiberius

      

      	
        Tye-beer-ee-uss (more correctly, Tee-bear-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Titus

      

      	
        Tye-tuss (more correctly, Tee-tuss)

      
    

  


  The Nomen (the Family or Gentilicial Name, Indicating the Gens)


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        Aelius

      

      	
        Eye-lee-uss (eye as in “eye”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aemilius

      

      	
        Eye-mil-ee-uss (mil as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Annius

      

      	
        An-nee-uss (an as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antistius

      

      	
        Ahn-tist-ee-uss (ahn as in “gone”—list as in “fist”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antonius

      

      	
        An-toh-nee-uss (an as in “tan”—toh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Appuleius

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lay-ee-uss (poo as in “too”—lay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aquillius

      

      	
        Ah-kwill-ee-uss (kwill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atilius

      

      	
        Ah-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelius

      

      	
        Or-ree-lee-uss (more correctly, Ow-ray-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Baebius

      

      	
        Bye-bee-uss (bye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Billienus

      

      	
        Bill-ee-ay-nuss (bill as in “will”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caecilius

      

      	
        Kye-kill-ee-uss (kye as in “eye”—kill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelius

      

      	
        Kye-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Calpurnius

      

      	
        Kahl-purr-nee-uss (kahl as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cassius

      

      	
        Kass-ee-uss (kass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        Claudius

      

      	
        Klaw-dee-uss (klaw as in “paw”)—the English way; Klow-dee-uss (klow as in “cow”)—the correct Latin way

      
    


    
      	
        Clodius

      

      	
        Kloh-dee-uss (kloh as in “so”)’

      
    


    
      	
        Coelius

      

      	
        Koy-lee-uss (koy as in “boy”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cornelius

      

      	
        Kor-nee-lee-uss (strictly, Kor-nay-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Curtius

      

      	
        Koor-tee-uss (koor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decius

      

      	
        Deck-ee-uss (deck as in “peck”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decumius

      

      	
        Deck-oo-mee-uss (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Didius

      

      	
        Did-ee-uss (did as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Domitius

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-uss (dom as in “torn”—it as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Equitius

      

      	
        Ay-kwit-ee-uss (ay as in “say”—kwit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabius

      

      	
        Fay-bee-uss (strictly, Fab-ee-uss, fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabricius

      

      	
        Fab-rick-ee-uss (fab as in “cab”—rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fannius

      

      	
        Fan-nee-uss (fan as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Flavius

      

      	
        Flay-vee-uss (strictly, Flah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Fraucus

      

      	
        Frow-kuss (frow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fulvius

      

      	
        Full-vee-uss (strictly, Fool-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Furius

      

      	
        Few-ree-uss (strictly, Foo-ree-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Gavius

      

      	
        Gah-vee-uss (gah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Granius

      

      	
        Grah-nee-uss (grah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gratidius

      

      	
        Grah-tid-ee-uss (tid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Herennius

      

      	
        Her-en-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Hortensius

      

      	
        Hor-ten-see-uss (hor as in “or”—ten as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Julius

      

      	
        Joo-lee-uss (joo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Junius

      

      	
        Joo-nee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Labienus

      

      	
        Lab-ee-ay-nuss (lab as in “cab”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinius

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-uss (lick as in “kick”—in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Livius

      

      	
        Liv-ee-uss (liv as in “spiv”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucilius

      

      	
        Loo-kill-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lusius

      

      	
        Loo-see-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lutatius

      

      	
        Loo-tah-tee-uss (tah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Macrinus

      

      	
        Mah-kree-nuss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Maelius

      

      	
        Mye-lee-uss (mye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Magius

      

      	
        Mah-gee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mallius

      

      	
        Mah-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Mamilius

      

      	
        Mah-mill-ee-uss (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manlius

      

      	
        Mahn-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Marcius

      

      	
        Mar-shuss (more correctly, Mar-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Marius

      

      	
        Mah-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Matius

      

      	
        Mat-ee-uss (mat as in “pat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Memmius

      

      	
        Mem-ee-uss (mem as in “them”)

      
    


    
      	
        Minucius

      

      	
        Min-oo-kee-uss (min as in “sin”—oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mucius

      

      	
        Mew-shuss (more correctly, Moo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Nonius

      

      	
        Noh-nee-uss (noh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Norbanus

      

      	
        Nor-bah-nuss (nor as in “or”—bah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Octavius

      

      	
        Ock-tay-vee-uss (more correctly, Ock-tah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Opimius

      

      	
        Oh-pee-mee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Oppius

      

      	
        Op-ee-uss (op as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Papirius

      

      	
        Pah-pee-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Perquitienus

      

      	
        Pair-kwit-ee-ay-nuss (pair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Petreius

      

      	
        Pet-ray-uss (pet as in “yet”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plautius

      

      	
        Plow-tee-uss (plow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plotius

      

      	
        Ploh-tee-uss (ploh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pompeius

      

      	
        Pom-pay-ee-uss (pom as in “torn”—-pay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pomponius

      

      	
        Pom-poh-nee-uss (poh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Popillius

      

      	
        Pop-ill-ee-uss (pop as in “top”—ill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Poppaedius

      

      	
        Pop-eye-dee-uss (pop as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Porcius

      

      	
        Por-shuss (more correctly, Por-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Postumius

      

      	
        Poh-stoo-mee-uss (poh as in “so”—stoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilius

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Saufeius

      

      	
        Sow-fay-ee-uss (sow as in “cow”—fay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sempronius

      

      	
        Sem-proh-nee-uss (sem as in “hem”—proh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sergius

      

      	
        Sair-gee-uss (sair as in “air”—the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sertorius

      

      	
        Sair-tor-ee-uss (tor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilius

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Siccius

      

      	
        Sick-ee-uss (sick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sosius

      

      	
        Soh-see-uss (soh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicius

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-uss (sool as in “fool”—pick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Terentius

      

      	
        Tair-en-tee-uss (fair as in “air”—en as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Thorius

      

      	
        Thor-ee-uss (thor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Titius

      

      	
        Tit-ee-uss (tit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullius

      

      	
        Too-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Turpilius

      

      	
        Tur-pill-ee-uss (tur as in “fur”—pill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vagiennius

      

      	
        Vah-gee-en-ee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vettius

      

      	
        Vet-ee-uss (vet as in “yet”)

      
    

  


  The Cognomen (the Last Name, Surname, or Distinguishing Name)


  These names had definite meanings, so I shall give the meanings where we know them, as well as a guide to pronunciation.


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        Africanus

      

      	
        Ah-frick-ah-nuss “of Africa”

      
    


    
      	
        Agelastus

      

      	
        Ah-gel-ah-stuss “never smiles” (the g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ahala

      

      	
        Ah-hah-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Ahenobarbus

      

      	
        Ah-hay-noh-barb-uss “red-or bronze bearded”

      
    


    
      	
        Albinus

      

      	
        Ahl-bee-nuss “whitish”

      
    


    
      	
        Augur

      

      	
        Ow-goor (goor as in “good”) “an augur”

      
    


    
      	
        Balearicus

      

      	
        Bah-lay-ah-rick-uss “of the Balearic Isles”

      
    


    
      	
        Bambalio

      

      	
        Bahm-bah-lee-oh unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Bestia

      

      	
        Best-ee-ah (best as in “rest”) “the beast”

      
    


    
      	
        Brocchus

      

      	
        Broh-kuss “buck-toothed”

      
    


    
      	
        Brutus

      

      	
        Broo-tuss “animal stupidity

      
    


    
      	
        Caecus

      

      	
        Kye-kuss “blind”

      
    


    
      	
        Caepio

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh “the onion vendor”

      
    


    
      	
        Caesar

      

      	
        See-zar (Latin, Kye-sar) “a fine head of hair

      
    


    
      	
        Caesoninus

      

      	
        Kye-soh-nee-nuss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caldus

      

      	
        Kahl-duss “lukewarm”

      
    


    
      	
        Calvus

      

      	
        Kahl-vuss “bald”

      
    


    
      	
        Camillus

      

      	
        Kah-mill-uss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caprarius

      

      	
        Kah-prah-ree-uss “billy goat”

      
    


    
      	
        Carbo

      

      	
        Kar-boh “burned out” or “cinder”

      
    


    
      	
        Cato

      

      	
        Kay-toh (Latin, Kah-toh) “shrewd but up-tight

      
    


    
      	
        Catulus

      

      	
        Kah-too-luss “pup” or “cub”

      
    


    
      	
        Cicero

      

      	
        Siss-er-oh (Latin, Kick-er-oh) “chick-pea”

      
    


    
      	
        Cotta

      

      	
        Kot-tah (kot as in “pot”) “wine splash”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Crassus

      

      	
        Krass-uss (krass as in “ass”) “thick”

      
    


    
      	
        Cunctator

      

      	
        Koonk-tah-tor “he who holds back”

      
    


    
      	
        Dalmaticus

      

      	
        Dahl-mah-tee-kuss “of Dalmatia”

      
    


    
      	
        Dentatus

      

      	
        Den-tah-tuss (den as in “ten”) “born with teeth”

      
    


    
      	
        Diadematus

      

      	
        Dee-ah-dem-ah-tuss “of a royal head-band

      
    


    
      	
        Dives

      

      	
        Dee-vays “the heavenly one”

      
    


    
      	
        Drusus

      

      	
        Droo-suss (droo as in “too”) unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Eburnus

      

      	
        Ay-boor-nuss “made of ivory”

      
    


    
      	
        Fimbria

      

      	
        Fim-bree-ah (fim as in “Him”) “hair worn in a fringe”

      
    


    
      	
        Flaccus

      

      	
        Flah-kuss “big ears”

      
    


    
      	
        Galba

      

      	
        Gahl-bah “potbelly”

      
    


    
      	
        Getha

      

      	
        Gay-thah “from the ends of the earth”

      
    


    
      	
        Glaucia

      

      	
        Glow-kee-ah (glow as in “cow”) “grey-green”

      
    


    
      	
        Gracchus

      

      	
        Grah-kuss “jackdaw”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Laenas

      

      	
        Lye-nahss (sibilant ending “priestly mantle”

      
    


    
      	
        Lentulus

      

      	
        Len-too-luss (len as in “ten” “tardy” or “slow”

      
    


    
      	
        Lepidus

      

      	
        Lep-id-uss (lep as in “step”) “a wonderful fellow”

      
    


    
      	
        Limetanus

      

      	
        Lim-ay-tah-nuss (lim as in “dim”) “of a boundary”

      
    


    
      	
        Longinus

      

      	
        Long-gee-nuss (the g as in “get”) “in the far distance

      
    


    
      	
        Lucullus

      

      	
        Loo-kull-uss (kull as in “pull”) “a little grove of trees”

      
    


    
      	
        Macedonicus

      

      	
        Mahn-ked-on-ee-kuss “of Macedonia’’

      
    


    
      	
        Mactator

      

      	
        Mahk-tah-tor “slaughterman”

      
    


    
      	
        Magnus

      

      	
        Mahg-nuss “great”

      
    


    
      	
        Mancinus

      

      	
        Mahn-kee-nuss “of a cripple”

      
    


    
      	
        Margarita

      

      	
        Mar-gah-ree-tah “pearl”

      
    


    
      	
        Maximus

      

      	
        Mahx-ee-muss “greatest”

      
    


    
      	
        Meminius

      

      	
        Mem-in-ee-uss (mem as in “hem”) “of the Gallic Meminii” “hem”)

      
    


    
      	
        Merula

      

      	
        Me-roo-lah (me as in “met”) “blackbird”

      
    


    
      	
        Metellus

      

      	
        Met-ell-uss (met as in “get”) “a liberated mercenary”

      
    


    
      	
        Mus

      

      	
        Moos “rat” or “mouse”

      
    


    
      	
        Nasica

      

      	
        Nah-see-kah “nosy”

      
    


    
      	
        Nerva

      

      	
        Nair-vah (nair as in “air”) “stringy” or “tough”

      
    


    
      	
        Numidicus

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-kuss (mid as in “bid”) “of Numidia”

      
    


    
      	
        Orator

      

      	
        Oh-rah-tor “the public speaker’’

      
    


    
      	
        Orestes

      

      	
        Oh-rest-ays (rest as in “nest”) “mother died in birth”

      
    


    
      	
        Paullus

      

      	
        Pow-luss (pow as “cow”) “wee one” or “trifle”

      
    


    
      	
        Philippus

      

      	
        Fill-ip-uss (fill as in “will”) “of Philippi”

      
    


    
      	
        Pipinna

      

      	
        Pip-in-ah (pip as in “hip) “little boy’s penis”

      
    


    
      	
        Piso

      

      	
        Pee-soh “I grind down”

      
    


    
      	
        Porcella

      

      	
        Por-kell-ah “piglet” or “little girl’s genitals”

      
    


    
      	
        Postumus

      

      	
        Poss-too-muss (poss as in “boss”) “born after father died”

      
    


    
      	
        Pulcher

      

      	
        Pool-ker “beautiful”

      
    


    
      	
        Ravilla

      

      	
        Rah-vill-ah (vill as in “will”) “talked himself hoarse”

      
    


    
      	
        Reginus

      

      	
        Ray-gee-nuss (the “of a queen” g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rex

      

      	
        Rayx “king”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufinus

      

      	
        Roo-fee-nuss “of a red-haired family”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufus

      

      	
        Roo-fuss (fuss as in “puss”) “red-haired”

      
    


    
      	
        Ruso

      

      	
        Roo-soh “a country bumpkin”

      
    


    
      	
        Saturninus

      

      	
        Sah-tur-nee-nuss “of Saturn”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaevola

      

      	
        Skye-voh-lah “left-handed”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaurus

      

      	
        Skow-russ (show as in “cow”) “puffy feet” or “dropsical”

      
    


    
      	
        Scipio

      

      	
        Skee-pee-oh “a ceremonial rod”

      
    


    
      	
        Serranus

      

      	
        Se-rah-nuss (se as in “set”) “of a saw” or “serrated”

      
    


    
      	
        Sesquiculus

      

      	
        Say-skwee-koo-luss “an arsehole and a half”

      
    


    
      	
        Siculus

      

      	
        See-koo-luss “of Sicily”

      
    


    
      	
        Silanus

      

      	
        See-lah-nuss “ugly puggy face”

      
    


    
      	
        Silo

      

      	
        See-loh “snub-nosed”

      
    


    
      	
        Stichus

      

      	
        Stick-uss (stick as in “kick”) slave’s name (Greek)

      
    


    
      	
        Strabo

      

      	
        Stray-boh (Latin, Strah-boh) “cross-eyed”

      
    


    
      	
        Sulla

      

      	
        Soo-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Tubero

      

      	
        Too-bear-oh “hump” or “morally bad”

      
    


    
      	
        Varro

      

      	
        Vah-roh “bandy-legged”

      
    


    
      	
        Vatia

      

      	
        Vah-tee-ah “knock-kneed”

      
    


    
      	
        Verrucosis

      

      	
        Ve-roo-koh-sus (ve as in “vet”) “covered in warts”

      
    


    
      	
        Vopiscus

      

      	
        Voh-piss-kuss “survivor of twins”

      
    

  


  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO OTHER NAMES AND TERMS


  Because the guide to pronunciation of male names should familiarize the reader with general Latin pronunciation, the list which follows is considerably abbreviated.


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        Achaeans

      

      	
        Ah-kye-ans

      
    


    
      	
        Achilles

      

      	
        Ah-kill-ees

      
    


    
      	
        Adherbal

      

      	
        Ahd-her-bahl

      
    


    
      	
        aedile

      

      	
        eye-deel (English, ee-dyel or ay-dyel)

      
    


    
      	
        Aedui

      

      	
        Eye-doo-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Aeneas

      

      	
        Eye-nay-ahs (English, An-ee-ass or Ay-nee-ass)

      
    


    
      	
        Aeschylus

      

      	
        Eye-skee-luss (English, Ee-skee-luss)

      
    


    
      	
        ager publicus

      

      	
        ah-ger (the g as in “got”) pub-lee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Agger

      

      	
        Ag-er (ag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        Allobroges

      

      	
        Al-oh-broh-gays (at as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ambrones

      

      	
        Am-broh-nays (am as in “ham’’)

      
    


    
      	
        Amor

      

      	
        Ah-mor

      
    


    
      	
        Anopaea

      

      	
        Ah-noh-pye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Antigone

      

      	
        Ant-ig-oh-nay (ant as in “pant”—ig as in “pig”)

      
    


    
      	
        Apulia

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        aqua

      

      	
        ah-kwah

      
    


    
      	
        Aquae Sextiae

      

      	
        Ah-kwye Sex-tee-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Arausio

      

      	
        Ah-row-see-oh (row as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ariadne

      

      	
        Ah-ree-ahd-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Aricia

      

      	
        Ah-rick-ee-ah (rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Arpinum

      

      	
        Ar-pee-noom (oom is “short”—like the u in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atuatuci

      

      	
        Ah-too-ah-too-kee

      
    


    
      	
        auctoritas

      

      	
        owk-tor-ee-tahss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        augur

      

      	
        ow-goor (ow as in “cow”—the g as in “good”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (English, Awe- ree-lee-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Baetis

      

      	
        Bye-tiss

      
    


    
      	
        Baiae

      

      	
        Bye-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Berenice

      

      	
        Bear-en-ee-kay (English, Bear-en-eye-kee)

      
    


    
      	
        biga

      

      	
        bee-gah

      
    


    
      	
        Bithynia

      

      	
        Bith-in-ee-ah (bith as in “pith”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boii

      

      	
        Boy-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Boiohaemum

      

      	
        Boy-oh-hye-moom (oo sounded like the u in “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boiorix

      

      	
        Boy-or-ix

      
    


    
      	
        Bomilcar

      

      	
        Bom-ill-kar (bom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Bona Dea

      

      	
        Boh-nah Day-ah

      
    


    
      	
        boni

      

      	
        bonny (as in Scots “bonny”)

      
    


    
      	
        Brundisium

      

      	
        Broon-dis-ee-oom (dis as in “this”)

      
    


    
      	
        Burdigala

      

      	
        Boor-dee-gah-lah (boor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelian

      

      	
        Kye-lee-ahn

      
    


    
      	
        Campania

      

      	
        Kam-pah-nee-ah (kam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        campus

      

      	
        kam-puss (same then as now)

      
    


    
      	
        Capena

      

      	
        Kap-ay-nah (kap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        capite censi

      

      	
        kap-it-ayken-see(ken as n “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Capua

      

      	
        Kap-oo-ah (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        career

      

      	
        kar-ker

      
    


    
      	
        Carinae

      

      	
        Ka-reen-eye (ka as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        Celt

      

      	
        Kelt (as in “spelt”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cercina

      

      	
        Ker-kee-nah (ker as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Charybdis

      

      	
        Kah-rib-dis (rib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cherusci

      

      	
        Ker-oos-kee

      
    


    
      	
        Cilicia

      

      	
        Kill-ick-ee-ah (English, Sill-ish-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Cimbri

      

      	
        Kim-bree (kirn as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        Circei

      

      	
        Ker-kay-ee

      
    


    
      	
        cloaca

      

      	
        kloh-ah-kah (kloh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        confarreatio

      

      	
        kon-fah-ray-ah-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        consultant

      

      	
        kon-sool-toom

      
    


    
      	
        contio

      

      	
        kon-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        corona

      

      	
        kor-oh-nah

      
    


    
      	
        cottabus

      

      	
        kot-ah-buss (kot-as in “pot”)

      
    


    
      	
        Croesus

      

      	
        Kree-suss

      
    


    
      	
        culibonia

      

      	
        kool-ee-bon-ee-ah (bon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cumae

      

      	
        Koo-mye

      
    


    
      	
        cunnus

      

      	
        koo-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        curia

      

      	
        koo-ree-ah

      
    


    
      	
        cursus honorunt

      

      	
        koor-suss hon-or-oom (hon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        curule

      

      	
        koo-rool

      
    


    
      	
        Danae

      

      	
        Dan-ah-ay (dan as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        dignitas

      

      	
        deen-yee-tahss (sibilant ending)

      
    


    
      	
        domus

      

      	
        dom-uss (dom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Druentia

      

      	
        Droo-en-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Epaphroditus

      

      	
        Ep-ah-froh-dee-tuss (English, Ep-afroh-dye-tuss)

      
    


    
      	
        Euxine

      

      	
        Erx-een (English, Yewx-een)

      
    


    
      	
        fasces

      

      	
        fass-kays (fass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        fasti

      

      	
        fah-stee

      
    


    
      	
        Fauces Suburae

      

      	
        Fow-kays (fow as in “cow”) Soo-boo-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Felix

      

      	
        Fay-licks

      
    


    
      	
        fellator

      

      	
        fell-ah-tor (fell as in “sell”)

      
    


    
      	
        flamen

      

      	
        flah-men (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        flamen Dialis

      

      	
        flah-men Dee-ah-lis

      
    


    
      	
        flumen

      

      	
        floo-men (floo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fortuna

      

      	
        For-too-nah

      
    


    
      	
        forum

      

      	
        for-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Boarium

      

      	
        Boh-ah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Frumentarium

      

      	
        Froo-men-tah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Holitorium

      

      	
        Hol-it-or-ee-oom (hoi as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Piscinum

      

      	
        Piss-kee-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Romanum

      

      	
        Roh-mah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Gades

      

      	
        Gah-days

      
    


    
      	
        Gaetuli

      

      	
        Gye-too-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia

      

      	
        Gal-ee-ah (gal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia Comata

      

      	
        Com-ah-tah (com as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        garum

      

      	
        ga-room (ga as in “gap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Garumna

      

      	
        Gah-room-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Gauda

      

      	
        Gow-dah (gow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        gens

      

      	
        gens (the g as in “get”—word rhymes with “hens”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germalus

      

      	
        Ger-mah-luss (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germani

      

      	
        Ger-mah-nee (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Getorix

      

      	
        Gay-tor-ix (ix as in “six”)

      
    


    
      	
        Halicyae

      

      	
        Hal-ee-kee-eye (hal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hiempsal

      

      	
        Hee-emp-sal

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania

      

      	
        Hiss-pah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Citerior

      

      	
        Kit-er-ee-or (kit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Ulterior

      

      	
        Ool-ter-ee-or

      
    


    
      	
        hubris

      

      	
        hoo-briss

      
    


    
      	
        lampsas

      

      	
        Yamp-sahss (yamp as in “lamp”)

      
    


    
      	
        lamus

      

      	
        Yah-muss

      
    


    
      	
        Icosium

      

      	
        Ee-koh-see-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Illyricum

      

      	
        Ill-ir-ee-coom (ir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        imagines

      

      	
        im-ah-gee-nays (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        imago

      

      	
        im-ah-goh (im as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        imperator

      

      	
        im-pair-ah-tor

      
    


    
      	
        imperium

      

      	
        im-pair-ee-oom (English, im-peer-ee-oom)

      
    


    
      	
        insula

      

      	
        in-soo-lah

      
    


    
      	
        lol

      

      	
        Yol (as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Irrumator

      

      	
        irr-oo-mah-tor (irr as in “stir-rup”)

      
    


    
      	
        iugera

      

      	
        yew-gair-ah

      
    


    
      	
        iugerum

      

      	
        yew-gair-oom (yew as in “few”)

      
    


    
      	
        Juba

      

      	
        Joo-bah

      
    


    
      	
        Jugurtha

      

      	
        Joo-goor-thah (English, Joo-ger-thuh)

      
    


    
      	
        Julia

      

      	
        Joo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Julilla

      

      	
        Joo-lil-lah

      
    


    
      	
        Juturna

      

      	
        Joo-toor-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Lares

      

      	
        Lah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Permarini

      

      	
        Pair-mah-ree-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Praestites

      

      	
        Prye-stit-ays (stit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lautumiae

      

      	
        Low-too-mee-eye (low as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinia

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Lugdunum

      

      	
        Loog-doo-noom

      
    


    
      	
        macellum

      

      	
        mack-ell-oom (mack as in “tack”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcia

      

      	
        Mar-kee-ah (English, Marsh-uh or Mar-see-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcomanni

      

      	
        Mar-koh-mah-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Marrucini

      

      	
        Mar-oo-kee-nee (heavy r—mar as in “tar”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marsi

      

      	
        Mar-see

      
    


    
      	
        Masinissa

      

      	
        Mah-sin-iss-ah (sin as in “tin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mastanabal

      

      	
        Mah-stan-ah-bahl (stan as in “ran”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mauretania

      

      	
        Mow-ret-ah-nee-ah (mow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        mentula

      

      	
        men-too-lah (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        mentulam coco

      

      	
        men-too-lahm kah-koh

      
    


    
      	
        Metrobius

      

      	
        Met-roh-bee-uss (met as in “set”)

      
    


    
      	
        Micipsa

      

      	
        Mick-ip-sah

      
    


    
      	
        Milo

      

      	
        Mee-loh (English, Mye-loh)

      
    


    
      	
        Misenum

      

      	
        Mee-say-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Mithridates

      

      	
        Mith-rid-ah-tays (English, Mith-rid-ay-tees)

      
    


    
      	
        Muluchath

      

      	
        Moo-loo-kath

      
    


    
      	
        Myrto

      

      	
        Meer-toh

      
    


    
      	
        Nabataea

      

      	
        Nah-bah-tye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Nabdalsa

      

      	
        Nab-dahl-sah (nab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Naevius

      

      	
        Nye-vee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Narbo

      

      	
        Nor-boh or Nah-boh

      
    


    
      	
        Neapolis

      

      	
        Nay-ah-pol-iss (pol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        nefas

      

      	
        neff-ahss (neff as in “left”—ahss as in “arse”)

      
    


    
      	
        nemo

      

      	
        nay-moh

      
    


    
      	
        Nicopoiis

      

      	
        Nick-op-ol-iss

      
    


    
      	
        Numantia

      

      	
        Noo-man-tee-ah (man as in “man”)

      
    


    
      	
        Numidia

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-ah (mid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ocelum

      

      	
        Ock-ell-oom (ock as in “sock”)

      
    


    
      	
        Odysseus

      

      	
        Odd-iss-oos (English, Odd-iss-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Oedipus

      

      	
        Ee-dee-puss (American, Ed-ee-puss)

      
    


    
      	
        oppidum

      

      	
        op-id-oom (op as in “hop”—id as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        opus incertum

      

      	
        op-uss in-ker-toom

      
    


    
      	
        Oxyntas

      

      	
        Ox-in-tahss (in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paeligni

      

      	
        Pye-leen-yee

      
    


    
      	
        Pamphylia

      

      	
        Pam-fee-lee-ah (pam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paphlagonia

      

      	
        Paff-la-goh-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        papyrus

      

      	
        pap-eye-russ (pap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Patavium

      

      	
        Pat-ah-vee-oom (pat as in “cat”)

      
    


    
      	
        paterfamilias

      

      	
        pat-er-fam-ill-ee-ahss

      
    


    
      	
        Patrae

      

      	
        Pat-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Penates

      

      	
        Pen-ah-tays (pen as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Perseus

      

      	
        Per-soos (English, Per-see-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        phalerae

      

      	
        fal-er-eye (fal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Phrygia

      

      	
        Fridge-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Picenum

      

      	
        Pee-kay-noom

      
    


    
      	
        pilum

      

      	
        pee-loom

      
    


    
      	
        Placentia

      

      	
        Plah-ken-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        plebs

      

      	
        rhymes with “webs”

      
    


    
      	
        podex

      

      	
        poh-dex (dex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        pomerium

      

      	
        poh-mair-ee-oom

      
    


    
      	
        praefectus fabrutn

      

      	
        prye-feck-tuss fab-room (fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        praenomen

      

      	
        prye-noh-men

      
    


    
      	
        praetor

      

      	
        prye-tor

      
    


    
      	
        praetor peregrinus

      

      	
        pair-egg-ree-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        praetor urbanus

      

      	
        oor-bah-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        primus inter pares

      

      	
        pree-muss in-ter pah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Princeps Senatus

      

      	
        Prin-keps Sen-ah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        Priscilla

      

      	
        Priss-kill-ah (English, Priss-ill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        privatus

      

      	
        pree-vah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        pteryges

      

      	
        terry-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy

      

      	
        Tol-em-ee (tol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Apion

      

      	
        Ah-pee-on

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Euergetes

      

      	
        Er-air-get-ays

      
    


    
      	
        Puteoli

      

      	
        Poo-tay-oh-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Pyrrhus

      

      	
        Pirr-uss (pirr as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Reate

      

      	
        Ray-ah-tay

      
    


    
      	
        Regia

      

      	
        Ray-gee-ah (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Remus

      

      	
        Rem-uss (rem as in “hem”—English, Ree-muss)

      
    


    
      	
        Rhenus

      

      	
        Ray-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        Rhodanus

      

      	
        Rod-an-uss (rod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Roma

      

      	
        Roh-mah

      
    


    
      	
        Romulus

      

      	
        Roh-moo-luss

      
    


    
      	
        rostra

      

      	
        roh-strah

      
    


    
      	
        Rusicade

      

      	
        Roo-see-kah-day

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilia

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        saepta

      

      	
        sye-p-tah

      
    


    
      	
        sagum

      

      	
        sag-oom (sag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        saltatrix tonsa

      

      	
        sal-tah-tricks ton-sah (ton as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Samnium

      

      	
        Sam-nee-oom (sam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        satrap

      

      	
        sat-rap

      
    


    
      	
        Scordisci

      

      	
        Skor-disk-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Scylax

      

      	
        Skee-lacks (English, Sky-lacks)

      
    


    
      	
        Scylla

      

      	
        Skee-lah (English, Skill-uh or Sill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-ah (sair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia Caepionis

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh-niss

      
    


    
      	
        smaragdus

      

      	
        smah-rag-duss

      
    


    
      	
        Smyrna

      

      	
        Smeer-nah (English, Smur-nuh—smur as in “fur”)

      
    


    
      	
        stibium

      

      	
        stib-ee-oom (stib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        stimulus

      

      	
        stim-oo-luss (stim as in “dim”)

      
    


    
      	
        Subura

      

      	
        Soo-boo-rah

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicia

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        suovetaurilia

      

      	
        soo-of-et-ow-rill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Syrtis

      

      	
        Seer-tiss (seer as in “leer”)

      
    


    
      	
        Taprobane

      

      	
        Tap-roh-bah-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Tarpeian

      

      	
        Tar-pay-ee-an

      
    


    
      	
        tata

      

      	
        tah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Teutobod

      

      	
        Ter-toh-bod (bod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Teutones

      

      	
        Ter-toh-nays

      
    


    
      	
        Thermopylae

      

      	
        Ther-mop-ee-lye

      
    


    
      	
        torc

      

      	
        tork

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni

      

      	
        trib-oo-nee (trib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni aerarii

      

      	
        eye-rah-ree-ee

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni militum

      

      	
        mill-it-oom (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni plebis

      

      	
        pleb-iss (pleb as in “web”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullianum

      

      	
        Tool-ee-ah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Tusculum

      

      	
        Tuss-koo-loom (tuss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tyrrhenian

      

      	
        Tir-ray-nee-an (tir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ubus

      

      	
        Oo-buss

      
    


    
      	
        Ulysses

      

      	
        Oo-liss-ays (English, Yew-liss-ees)

      
    


    
      	
        Utica

      

      	
        Oo-tee-kah

      
    


    
      	
        Vediovis

      

      	
        Ved-ee-of-iss (ved as in “bed”— of as in “of”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velabrum

      

      	
        Vel-ab-room (vel as in “sell”—ab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velia

      

      	
        Vel-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Vercellae

      

      	
        Ver-kell-eye

      
    


    
      	
        via

      

      	
        vee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia Scauri

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah Skow-ree (skow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Annia

      

      	
        Ah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Appia

      

      	
        Ah-pee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Domitia

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-ah (dom as in “tom”—it as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Flaminia

      

      	
        Flam-in-ee-ah (flam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Lata

      

      	
        Lah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Latina

      

      	
        Lat-ee-nah (lat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Nova

      

      	
        Noh-vah

      
    


    
      	
        via praetoria

      

      	
        prye-tor-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        via principalis

      

      	
        prin-kip-ah-liss

      
    


    
      	
        Via Sacra

      

      	
        Sack-ran

      
    


    
      	
        Via Salaria

      

      	
        Sal-ah-ree-ah (sal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Tiburtina

      

      	
        Tib-er-tee-nah (lib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        vicus

      

      	
        vee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Patricii

      

      	
        Pat-rick-ee-ee (pat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Tuscus

      

      	
        Tuss-kuss (as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Volcae Tectosages

      

      	
        Vol-kye Teck-toh-sah-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Volscian

      

      	
        Vol-skee-an
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  54BC


  Caesar’s legions are sweeping across Gaul, brutally subduing the tribes who defy him. But, in Rome, his enemies are plotting his downfall and disgrace. Vindictive schemers like Cato and Bibulus, the spineless Cicero, the avaricious Brutus. Even Pompey, Caesar’s former ally. But all have underestimated Caesar.


  When the Senate refuse to give him his due he marches upon Rome, an army prepared to die for him at his back. Rome is his destiny – a destiny that will impel him to the banks of the Rubicon, and beyond, into legend.
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  For Joseph Merlino


  Kind, wise, perceptive, ethical and moral.


  A truly good man.
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  1


  The orders were that while Caesar and the major part of his army were in Britannia, none but the most urgent communications were to be sent to him; even directives from the Senate had to wait in Portus Itius on the Gallic mainland until Caesar returned from his second expedition to the island at the western end of the world, a place almost as mysterious as Serica.


  But this was a letter from Pompey the Great, who was the First Man in Rome—and Caesar’s son-in-law. So when Gaius Trebatius in Caesar’s office of Roman communications took delivery of the little red leather cylinder bearing Pompey’s seal, he did not post it in one of the pigeonholes to wait for that return from Britannia. Instead he sighed and got to his feet, plump and taut like his ankles because he spent the vastest part of his life sitting or eating. He went through the door and out into the settlement which had been thrown up upon the bones of last year’s army camp, a smaller compound. Not a pretty place! Rows and rows and rows of wooden houses, well-packed earthen streets, even the occasional shop or two. Treeless, straight, regimented.


  Now if this were only Rome, he thought, commencing the long traipse of the Via Principalis, I could hail me a sedan chair and be carried in comfort. But there were no sedan chairs in Caesar’s camps, so Gaius Trebatius, hugely promising young lawyer, walked. Hating it and the system which said that he could do more for his burgeoning career by working for a soldier in the field than he could by strolling—or sedan-chairing—around the Forum Romanum. He didn’t even dare depute a more junior someone else to do this errand. Caesar was a stickler for a man’s doing his own dirty work if there was the remotest chance that delegation might lead to a stuff-up, to use crude army vernacular.


  Oh, bother! Bother, bother! Almost Trebatius turned to go back, then tucked his left hand among the folds of toga arranged on his left shoulder, looked important, and waddled on. Titus Labienus, the reins of a patient horse looped through the crook of one elbow, lounged up against the wall of his house, talking to some hulking Gaul hung with gold and blazing colors. Litaviccus, the recently appointed leader of the Aedui cavalry. The pair of them were probably still deploring the fate of the last leader of the Aedui cavalry, who had fled rather than be dragged across those heaving waters to Britannia. And had been cut down by Titus Labienus for his pains. Some weird and wonderful name—what was it? Dumnorix. Dumnorix… Why did he think that name was connected with a scandal involving Caesar and a woman? He hadn’t been in Gaul long enough to get it all sorted out in his mind, that was the trouble.


  Typical Labienus, to prefer talking to a Gaul. What a true barbarian the man was! No Roman he. Tight, curly black hair. Dark skin with big, oily pores. Fierce yet cold black eyes. And a nose like a Semite’s, hooked, with nostrils that looked as if someone had enlarged them with a knife. An eagle. Labienus was an eagle. He belonged under the standards.


  “Walking some of the fat off, Trebatius?” the barbarian Roman asked, grinning to show teeth as big as his horse’s.


  “Down to the dock,” said Trebatius with dignity.


  “Why?”


  Trebatius itched to inform Labienus that it was none of his business, but he gave a sick smile and answered; Labienus was, after all, the general in the absence of the General. “I’m hoping to catch the mail pinnace. A letter for Caesar.”


  “Who from?”


  The Gaul Litaviccus was following the conversation, bright-eyed. He spoke Latin, then. Not unusual among the Aedui. They’d been under Rome for generations.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus.”


  “Ah!” Labienus hawked and spat, a habit he’d picked up from too many years hobnobbing with Gauls. Disgusting.


  But he lost interest the moment Pompey’s name was said, turned back to Litaviccus with a shrug. Oh, of course! It had been Labienus who trifled with Pompey’s then wife, Mucia Tertia. Or so Cicero swore, giggling. But she hadn’t married Labienus after the divorce. Not good enough. She’d married young Scaurus. At least he had been young at the time.


  Breathing hard, Trebatius walked on until he emerged from the camp gate at the far end of the Via Principalis and entered the village of Portus Itius. A grand name for a fishing village. Who knew what name it had among the Morini, the Gauls in whose territory it lay? Caesar had simply entered it in the army’s books as Journey’s End—or Journey’s Beginning. Take your pick.


  The sweat was rolling down his back, soaking into the fine wool of his tunic; he had been told that the weather in Further Gaul of the Long-hairs was cool and clement, but not this year! Extremely hot, the air laden with moisture. So Portus Itius stank of fish. And Gauls. He hated them. He hated this work. And if he didn’t quite hate Caesar, he had come very close to hating Cicero, who had used his influence to obtain this hotly contested posting for his dear friend, the hugely promising young lawyer Gaius Trebatius Testa.


  Portus Itius didn’t look like any of those delightful little fishing villages along the shores of the Tuscan Sea, with their shady vines outside the wine shops, and an air of having been there since King Aeneas had leaped down from his Trojan ship a millennium before. The songs, the laughter, the intimacy. Whereas here was all wind and blowing sand, strappy grasses plastered against the dunes, the thin wild keening of a thousand thousand gulls.


  But there, still tied up, was the sleek oared pinnace he had hoped to catch before it put out, its Roman crew busy loading the last of a dozen kegs of nails, all it was carrying—or, at its size, could hope to carry.


  When it came to Britannia, Caesar’s fabled luck seemed permanently out; for the second year in a row his ships had been wrecked in a gale more terrible than any gale which blew down the length and breadth of Our Sea. Oh, and this time Caesar had been so sure he had positioned those eight hundred ships in complete safety! But the winds and the tides—what could one do with alien phenomena like tides?—had come along and picked them up and thrown them about like toys. Broken. Still, they belonged to Caesar. Who didn’t rant and rave and call down curses on all winds and tides. Instead, he proceeded to gather up the pieces and put the ships back together again. Hence the nails. Millions of them. No time or personnel for sophisticated shipwrights’ work; the army had to be back in Gaul before winter.


  “Nail ’em!” said Caesar. “All they have to do is make it across thirty-odd miles of Oceanus Atlanticus. Then they can sink, for all I care.”


  Handy for the office of Roman communications, the pinnace which rowed back and forth between Portus Itius and Britannia with a dozen kegs of nails going out and messages going in.


  And to think I might have been over there! said Trebatius to himself, shivering despite the heat, the humidity, and the weight of a toga. Needing a good paper man, Caesar had put him down for the expedition. But at the last moment Aulus Hirtius had taken a fancy to go, all the Gods look after him forever! Portus Itius might be Journey’s End for Gaius Trebatius, but better that than Journey’s Beginning.


  Today they had a passenger; as he and Trogus had organized it (in the colossal hurry Caesar always demanded), Trebatius knew who the Gaul was—or Briton, rather. Mandubracius, King of the Britannic Trinobantes, whom Caesar was returning to his people in return for their assistance. A blue Belgic, quite horrific. His gear was checked in mossy greens and shadowy blues, into which his skin, painted in a complex pattern with rich blue woad, seemed to merge. They did it in Britannia, so Caesar said, to blend into their interminable forests; you could be scant feet from one and never see him. And to frighten each other in battle.


  Trebatius handed the little red cylinder to the—captain? was that the correct term?—and turned to walk back to the office. Thinking, with a sudden rush of saliva, of the roast goose he was going to have for his dinner. There wasn’t much one could say in favor of the Morini, except that their geese were the best in the whole wide world. Not only did the Morini stuff snails, slugs and bread down their throats, they made the poor creatures walk—oh, walking!—until their flesh was so tender it melted in the mouth.


  *


  The pinnace oarsmen, eight to a side, rowed tirelessly in a perfect unison, though no hortator gave them the stroke. Each hour they rested and took a drink of water, then bent their backs again, feet propped against ridges in the boat’s sloshing bottom. Their captain sat in the stern with the rudder oar and a bailing bucket, his attention expertly divided between the two.


  As the soaring, striking white cliffs of Britannia came closer, King Mandubracius, stiffly and proudly sitting in the bow, grew stiffer and prouder. He was going home, though he had been no further from it than the Belgic citadel of Samarobriva, where, like many other hostages, he had been detained until Caesar decided where to send him for safekeeping.


  The Roman expeditionary force to Britannia had taken over a very long, sandy beach which at its back dwindled into the Cantii marshes; the battered ships—so many!—lay behind the sand, propped up on struts and surrounded by all the incredible defenses of a Roman field camp. Ditches, walls, palisades, breastworks, towers, redoubts that seemed to go on for miles.


  The camp commander, Quintus Atrius, was waiting to take charge of the nails, the little red cylinder from Pompey, and King Mandubracius. There were still several hours of daylight left; the chariot of the sun was much slower in this part of the world than in Italia. Some Trinobantes were waiting, overjoyed to see their king, slapping him on the back and kissing him on the mouth, as was their custom. He and the little red cylinder from Pompey would start out at once, for it would take several days to reach Caesar. The horses were brought; the Trinobantes and a Roman prefect of cavalry mounted and rode off through the north gate, where five hundred Aeduan horse troopers swung to enclose them in the midst of a column five horses wide and a hundred long. The prefect kicked his mount to the column’s front, leaving the King and his noblemen free to talk among themselves.


  “You can’t be sure they don’t speak something close enough to our tongue to understand,” said Mandubracius, sniffing the hot damp air with relish. It smelled of home.


  “Caesar and Trogus do, but surely not the others,” said his cousin Trinobellunus.


  “You can’t be sure,” the King repeated. “They’ve been in Gaul now for almost five years, and for most of that among the Belgae. They have women.”


  “Whores! Camp followers!”


  “Women are women. They talk endlessly, and the words sink in.”


  The great forest of oak and beech which lay to the north of the Cantii marshes closed in until the rutted track over which the cavalry column rode grew dim in the distance; the Aedui troopers tensed, cocked their lances, patted their sabers, swung their small circular shields around. But then came a great clearing stubbled with the relics of wheat, the charred black bones of two or three houses standing stark against that tawny background.


  “Did the Romans get the grain?” Mandubracius asked.


  “In the lands of the Cantii, all of it.”


  “And Cassivellaunus?”


  “He burned what he couldn’t gather in. The Romans have been hungry north of the Tamesa.”


  “How have we fared?”


  “We have enough. What the Romans took, they’ve paid for.”


  “Then we’d better see it’s what Cassivellaunus has in store that they eat next.”


  Trinobellunus turned his head; in the long gold light of the clearing, the whorls and spirals of blue paint on his face and bare torso glowed eerily. “We gave our word that we’d help Caesar when we asked him to bring you back, but there is no honor in helping an enemy. We agreed among ourselves that it would be your decision, Mandubracius.”


  The King of the Trinobantes laughed. “We help Caesar, of course! There’s a lot of Cassi land and Cassi cattle will come our way when Cassivellaunus goes down. We’ll turn the Romans to good use.”


  The Roman prefect came back, horse dancing a little because the pace was easy and it was mettlesome. “Caesar left a good camp not far ahead,” he said in slow Atrebatan Belgic.


  Mandubracius raised his brows at his cousin. “What did I tell you?” he asked. And to the Roman, “Is it intact?”


  “All intact between here and the Tamesa.”


  *


  The Tamesa was the great river of Britannia, deep and wide and strong, but there was one place at the end of the tidal reaches where it could be forded. On its northern bank the lands of the Cassi began, but there were no Cassi to contest either the ford or the blackened fields beyond. Having crossed the Tamesa at dawn, the column rode on through rolling countryside where the hills were still tufted with groves of trees, but the lower land was either put to the plough or used for grazing. The column now bore east of north, and so, some forty miles from the river, came to the lands of the Trinobantes. Atop a good broad hill on the border between the Cassi and the Trinobantes stood Caesar’s camp, the last bastion of Rome in an alien land.


  Mandubracius had never seen the Great Man; he had been sent as hostage at Caesar’s demand, but when he arrived at Samarobriva found that Caesar was in Italian Gaul across the Alps, an eternity away. Then Caesar had gone straight to Portus Itius, intending to sail at once. The summer had promised to be an unusually hot one, a good omen for crossing that treacherous strait. But things had not gone according to plan. The Treveri were making overtures to the Germans across the Rhenus, and the two Treveri magistrates, called vergobrets, were at loggerheads with each other. One, Cingetorix, thought it better to knuckle under to the dictates of Rome, whereas Indutiomarus thought a German-aided revolt just the solution with Caesar away in Britannia. Then Caesar himself had turned up with four legions in light marching order, moving as always faster than any Gaul could credit. The revolt never happened; the vergobrets were made to shake hands with each other; Caesar took more hostages, including the son of Indutiomarus, and then marched off back to Portus Itius and a minor gale out of the northwest that blew for twenty-five days without let. Dumnorix of the Aedui made trouble—and died for it—so, all in all, the Great Man was very crusty when his fleet finally set sail two months later than he had scheduled.


  He was still crusty, as his legates well knew, but when he came to greet Mandubracius no one would have suspected it who did not come into contact with Caesar every day. Very tall for a Roman, he looked Mandubracius in the eye from the same height. But more slender, a very graceful man with the massive calf musculature all Romans seemed to own—it came of so much walking and marching, as the Romans always said. He wore a workmanlike leather cuirass and kilt of dangling leather straps, and was girt not with sword and dagger but with the scarlet sash of his high imperium ritually knotted and looped across the front of his cuirass. As fair as any Gaul! His pale gold hair was thin and combed forward from the crown, his brows equally pale, his skin weathered and creased to the color of old parchment. The mouth was full, sensuous and humorous, the nose long and bumpy. But all that one needed to know about Caesar, thought Mandubracius, was in his eyes: very pale blue ringed round with a thin band of jet, piercing. Not so much cold as omniscient. He knew, the King decided, exactly why aid would be forthcoming from the Trinobantes.


  “I won’t welcome you to your own country, Mandubracius,” he said in good Atrebatan, “but I hope you will welcome me.”


  “Gladly, Gaius Julius.”


  At which the Great Man laughed, displaying good teeth. “No, just Caesar,” he said. “Everyone knows me as Caesar.”


  And there was Commius suddenly at his side, grinning at Mandubracius, coming forward to whack him between the shoulder blades. But when Commius would have kissed his lips, Mandubracius turned his head just enough to deflect the salutation. Worm! Roman puppet! Caesar’s pet dog. King of the Atrebates but traitor to Gaul. Busy rushing round doing Caesar’s bidding: it had been Commius who recommended him as a suitable hostage, Commius who worked on all the Britannic kings to sow dissension and give Caesar his precious foothold.


  The prefect of cavalry was there, holding out the little red leather cylinder which the captain of the pinnace had handled as reverently as if it had been a gift from the Roman Gods. “From Gaius Trebatius,” he said, saluted and stepped back, never taking his eyes from Caesar’s face.


  By Dagda, how they love him! thought Mandubracius. It is true, what they say in Samarobriva. They would die for him. And he knows it, and he uses it. For he smiled at the prefect alone, and answered with the man’s name. The prefect would treasure the memory, and tell his grandchildren if he lived to see them. But Commius didn’t love Caesar, because no long-haired Gaul could love Caesar. The only man Commius loved was himself. What exactly was Commius after? A high kingship in Gaul the moment Caesar went back to Rome for good?


  “We’ll meet later to dine and talk, Mandubracius,” said Caesar, lifted the little red cylinder in a farewell gesture, and walked away toward the stout leather tent standing on an artificial knoll within the camp, where the scarlet flag of the General fluttered at full mast.


  *


  The amenities inside the tent were little different from those to be found in a junior military tribune’s quarters: some folding stools, several folding tables, a rack of pigeonholes for scrolls which could be disassembled in moments. At one table sat the General’s private secretary, Gaius Faberius, head bent over a codex; Caesar had grown tired of having to occupy both his hands or a couple of paperweights to keep a scroll unfurled, and had taken to using single sheets of Fannian paper which he then directed be sewn along the left-hand side so that one flipped through the completed work, turning one sheet at a time. This he called a codex, swearing that more men would read what it contained than if it were unrolled. Then to make each sheet easier still to read, he divided it into three columns instead of writing clear across it. He had conceived it for his dispatches to the Senate, apostrophizing that body as a nest of semi-literate slugs, but slowly the convenient codex was coming to dominate all Caesar’s paperwork. However, it had a grave disadvantage which negated its potential to replace the scroll: upon hard use the sheets tore free of the stitching and were easily lost.


  At another table sat his loyalest client, Aulus Hirtius. Of humble birth but considerable ability, Hirtius had pinned himself firmly to Caesar’s star. A small spry man, he combined a love for wading through mountains of paper with an equal love for combat and the exigencies of war. He ran Caesar’s office of Roman communications, made sure that the General knew everything going on in Rome even when he was forty miles north of the Tamesa River at the far western end of the world.


  Both men looked up when the General entered, though neither essayed a smile. The General was very crusty. Though not, it seemed, at this moment, for he smiled at both of them and brandished the little red leather cylinder.


  “A letter from Pompeius,” he said, going to the only truly beautiful piece of furniture in the room, the ivory curule chair of his high estate.


  “You’ll know everything in it,” said Hirtius, smiling now.


  “True,” said Caesar, breaking the seal and prising the lid off, “but Pompeius has his own style, I enjoy his letters. He’s not as brash and untutored as he used to be before he married my daughter, yet his style is still his own.” He inserted two fingers into the cylinder and brought forth Pompey’s scroll. “Ye Gods, it’s long!” he exclaimed, then bent to pick up a tube of paper from the wooden floor. “No, there are two letters.” He studied the outermost edges of both, grunted. “One written in Sextilis, one in September.”


  Down went September on the table next to his curule chair, but he didn’t unroll Sextilis and begin to read; instead he lifted his chin and looked blindly through the tent flap, wide apart to admit plenty of light.


  What am I doing here, contesting the possession of a few fields of wheat and some shaggy cattle with a blue-painted relic out of the verses of Homer? Who still rides into battle driven in a chariot with his mastiff dogs baying and his harper singing his praises?


  Well, I know that. Because my dignitas dictated it, because last year this benighted place and its benighted people thought that they had driven Gaius Julius Caesar from their shores forever. Thought that they had beaten Caesar. I came back for no other reason than to show them that no one beats Caesar. And once I have wrung a submission and a treaty out of Cassivellaunus, I will quit this benighted place never to return. But they will remember me. I’ve given Cassivellaunus’s harper something new to carol. The coming of Rome, the vanishing of the chariots into the fabled Druidic west. Just as I will remain in Gaul of the Long-hairs until every man in it acknowledges me—and Rome—as his master. For I am Rome. And that is something my son-in-law, who is six years older than I, will never be. Guard your gates well, good Pompeius Magnus. You won’t be the First Man in Rome for much longer. Caesar is coming.


  He sat, spine absolutely straight, right foot forward and left foot rucked beneath the X of the curule chair, and opened Pompey the Great’s letter marked Sextilis.


  I hate to say it, Caesar, but there is still no sign of a curule election. Oh, Rome will continue to exist and even have a government of sorts, since we did manage to elect some tribunes of the plebs. What a circus that was! Cato got into the act. First he used his standing as a praetor member of the Plebs to block the plebeian elections, then he issued a stern warning in that braying voice of his that he was going to be scrutinizing every tablet a voter tossed into the baskets—and that if he found one candidate fiddling the results, he’d be prosecuting. Terrified the life out of the candidates!


  Of course all of this stemmed out of the pact my idiotic nevvy Memmius made with Ahenobarbus. Never in the bribery-ridden history of our consular elections have so many bribes been given and taken by so many people! Cicero jokes that the amount of money which has changed hands is so staggering that it’s sent the interest rate soaring from four to eight percent. He’s not far wrong, joke though it is. I think Ahenobarbus, who is the consul supervising the elections—well, Appius Claudius can’t; he’s a patrician—thought that he could do as he liked. And what he likes is the idea of my nevvy Memmius and Domitius Calvinus as next year’s consuls. All that lot—Ahenobarbus, Cato, Bibulus—are still snuffling round like dogs in a field of turds trying to find a reason why they can prosecute you and take your provinces and command off you. Easier if they own the consuls as well as some militant tribunes of the plebs.


  Best to finish the Cato story off first, I suppose. Well, as time went on and it began to look more and more as if we’ll have no consuls or praetors next year, it also became vital that at least we have the tribunes of the plebs. I mean, Rome can suffer through without the senior magistrates. As long as the Senate is there to control the purse strings and there are tribunes of the plebs to push the necessary laws through, who misses the consuls and praetors? Except when the consuls are you or me. That goes without saying.


  In the end the candidates for the tribunate of the plebs went as a body to see Cato and begged that he withdraw his opposition. Honestly, Caesar, how does Cato get away with it? But they went further than mere begging. They made Cato an offer: each candidate would put up half a million sesterces (to be given to Cato to hold) if Cato would not only consent to the election’s being held, but personally supervise it! If Cato found a man guilty of tampering with the electoral process, then he would fine that man the half-million. Very pleased with himself, Cato agreed. Though he was too clever to take their money. He made them give him legally precise promissory notes so they couldn’t accuse him of embezzlement. Cunning, eh?


  Polling day came at last, a mere three nundinae late, and there was Cato watching the activity like a hawk. You have to admit he has the nose to deserve that simile! He found one candidate at fault, ordered him to step down and pay up. Probably thinking that all of Rome would fall over in a swoon at the sight of so much incorruptibility. It didn’t happen that way. The leaders of the Plebs are livid. They’re saying it’s both unconstitutional and intolerable that a praetor should set himself up not as the judge in his own court, but as an undesignated electoral officer.


  Those stalwarts of the business world, the knights, hate the very mention of Cato’s name, while Rome’s seething hordes deem him crazy, between his semi-nudity and his perpetual hangover. After all, he’s praetor in the extortion court! He’s trying people senior enough to have governed a province—people like Scaurus, the present husband of my ex-wife! A patrician of the oldest stock! But what does Cato do? Drags Scaurus’s trial out and out and out, too drunk to preside if the truth is known, and when he does turn up he has no shoes on, no tunic under his toga, and his eyeballs down on his cheeks. I understand that at the dawn of the Republic men didn’t wear shoes or tunics, but it’s news to me that those paragons of virtue pursued their Forum careers hung over.


  I asked Publius Clodius to make Cato’s life a misery, and Clodius did try. But in the end he gave up, came and told me that if I really wanted to get under Cato’s skin, I’d have to bring Caesar back from Gaul.


  Last April, shortly after Publius Clodius came home from his debt-collecting trip to Galatia, he bought Scaurus’s house for fourteen and a half million!. Real estate prices are as fanciful as a Vestal wondering what it would be like to do it. You can get half a million for a cupboard with a chamber pot. But Scaurus needed the money desperately. He’s been poor ever since the games he threw when he was aedile—and when he tried to pop a bit in his purse from his province last year, he wound up in Cato’s court. Where he is likely to be until Cato goes out of office, things go so slow in Cato’s court.


  On the other hand, Publius Clodius is oozing money. Of course he had to find another house, I do see that. When Cicero rebuilt, he built so tall that Publius Clodius lost his view. Some sort of revenge, eh? Mind you, Cicero’s palace is a monument to bad taste. And to think he had the gall to liken the nice little villa I tacked onto the back of my theater complex to a dinghy behind a yacht!


  What it does show is that Publius Clodius got his money out of Prince Brogitarus. Nothing beats collecting in person. It is such a relief these days not to be Clodius’s target. I never thought I’d survive those years just after you left for Gaul, when Clodius and his street gangs ran me ragged. I hardly dared go out of my house. Though it was a mistake to employ Milo to run street gangs in opposition to Clodius. It gave Milo big ideas. Oh, I know he’s an Annius—by adoption, anyway—but he’s like his name, a burly oaf fit to lift anvils and not much else.


  Do you know what he did? Came and asked me to back him when he runs for consul! “My dear Milo,” I said, “I can’t do that! It would be admitting that you and your street gangs worked for me!” He said he and his street gangs had worked for me, and what was the matter with that? I had to get quite gruff with him before he’d go away.


  I’m glad Cicero got your man Varinius off—how Cato as court president must have hated that! I do believe that Cato would go to Hades and lop off one of Cerberus’s heads if he thought that would put you in the boiling soup. The odd thing about Vatinius’s trial is that Cicero used to loathe him—oh, you should have heard the Great Advocate complain about owing you millions and having to defend your creatures! But as they huddled together during the trial, something happened. They ended up like two little girls who’ve just met at school and can’t live without each other. A strange couple, but it’s really rather nice to see them giggling together. They’re both brilliantly witty, so they hone each other.


  We’re having the hottest summer here that anyone can remember, and no rain either. The farmers are in a bad way. And those selfish bastards at Interamna decided they’d dig a channel to drain the Veline lake into the river Nar and have the water to irrigate their fields. The trouble is that the Rosea Rura dried out the moment the Veline lake emptied—can you imagine it? Italia’s richest grazing land utterly devastated! Old Axius of Reate came to see me and demanded that the Senate order the Interamnans to fill the channel up, so I’m going to take it to the House, and if necessary I’ll have one of my tribunes of the plebs push it into law. I mean, you and I are both military men, so we understand the importance of the Rosea Rura to Rome’s armies. What other place can breed such perfect mules—or so many of them? Drought’s one thing, but the Rosea Rura is quite another. Rome needs mules. But Interamna is full of asses.


  Now I come to a very peculiar thing. Catullus has just died.


  Caesar emitted a muffled exclamation; Hirtius and Faberius both glanced at him, but when they saw the expression on his face their heads went back to their work immediately. When the mist cleared from before his eyes, he went back to the letter.


  There’s probably word of it from his father waiting for you back in Portus Itius, but I thought you’d like to know. I don’t think Catullus was the same after Clodia threw him over—what did Cicero call her at Caelius’s trial? “The Medea of the Palatine.” Not bad. Yet I like “the Bargain-Priced Clytemnestra” better. I wonder did she kill Celer in his bath? That’s what they all say.


  I know you were furious when Catullus began writing those wickedly apt lampoons about you after you appointed Mamurra as your new praefectus fabrum—even Julia allowed herself a giggle or two when she read them, and you have no loyaler adherent than Julia. She said that what Catullus couldn’t forgive you was that you had elevated a very bad poet above his station. And that Catullus’s term as a sort of a legate with my nevvy Memmius when he went out to govern Bithynia left his purse emptier than it had been before he set out dreaming of vast riches. Catullus ought to have asked me. I would have told him Memmius is tighter than a fish’s anus. Whereas your most junior military tribunes are rewarded lavishly.


  I know you dealt with the situation—when do you not? Lucky that his tata is such a good friend of yours, eh? He sent for Catullus, Catullus came to Verona, tata said be nice to my friend Caesar, Catullus apologized, and then you charmed the toga off the poor young fellow. I don’t know how you do that. Julia says it’s inborn. Anyway, Catullus came back to Rome, and there were no more lampoons about Caesar. But Catullus had changed. I saw it for myself because Julia surrounds herself with all these poet and playwright people, and I must say they’re good company. Had no fire left, seemed so tired and sad. He didn’t commit suicide. He just went out like a lamp that’s drunk all its oil.


  Like a lamp that’s drunk all its oil… The words on the paper were blurred again; Caesar had to wait until his unshed tears went away.


  I ought not to have done it. He was so vulnerable, and I traded on that fact. He loved his father, and he was a good son. He obeyed. I thought I’d smoothed balm on the wound by having him to dinner and demonstrating not only the breadth of my knowledge of his work, but the depth of my literary appreciation for it. We had such a pleasant dinner. He was so formidably intelligent, and I love that. Yet I ought not to have done it. I killed his animus, his reason for being. Only how could I not? He left me no choice. Caesar can’t be held up to ridicule, even by the finest poet in the history of Rome. He diminished my dignitas, my personal share of Roman glory. Because his work will last. Better he should never have mentioned me at all than to hold me up to public ridicule. And all for the sake of carrion like Mamurra. A shocking poet and a bad man. But he will make an excellent purveyor of supplies for my army, and Ventidius the muleteer will keep an eye on him.


  The tears had gone; reason had asserted itself. He could resume his reading.


  I wish I could say that Julia is well, but the truth is that she’s poorly. I told her there was no need to have children—I have two fine sons by Mucia, and my girl by her is thriving married to Faustus Sulla. He’s just entered the Senate—good young fellow. Doesn’t remind me in the least of Sulla, though. That’s probably a good thing.


  But women do get these gnats in their minds about babies. So Julia’s well on the way, about six months. Never been right since that awful miscarriage she had when I was running for consul. The dearest girl, my Julia! What a treasure you gave me, Caesar. I’ll never cease to be grateful. And of course her health was really why I switched provinces with Crassus. I’d have had to go to Syria myself, whereas I can govern the Spains from Rome and Julia’s side through legates. Afranius and Petreius are absolutely reliable, don’t fart unless I tell them they can.


  Speaking of my estimable consular colleague (though I do admit I got on a lot better with him during our second than our first consulship together), I wonder how Crassus is doing out there in Syria. I have heard that he pinched two thousand talents of gold from the great temple of the Jews in Hierosolyma. Oh, what can you do with a man whose nose can actually smell gold? I was in that great temple once. It terrified me. Not if it had held all the gold in the world would I have pinched as much as one sow of it.


  The Jews have formally cursed him. And he was formally cursed right in the middle of the Capena Gate when he left Rome on the Ides of last November. By Ateius Capito, the tribune of the plebs. Capita sat down in Crassus’s path and refused to move, chanting these hair-raising curses. I had to get my lictors to shift him. All I can say is that Crassus is storing up a mighty load of ill will. Nor am I convinced that he has any idea how much trouble a foe like the Parthians will give him. He still thinks a Parthian cataphract is the same as an Armenian cataphract. Though he’s only ever seen a drawing of a cataphract. Man and horse both clad in chain mail from head to heels. Brrrr!


  I saw your mother the other day. She came to dinner. What a wonderful woman! Not least because she’s so sensible. Still ravishingly beautiful, though she told me she’s past seventy now. Doesn’t look a day over forty-five. Easy to tell where Julia gets her beauty from. Aurelia’s worried about Julia too, and your mama’s not usually the clucking kind. As you know.


  Suddenly Caesar began to laugh. Hirtius and Faberius jumped, startled; it had been a long time since they’d heard their crusty General laugh so joyously.


  “Oh, listen to this!” he cried, looking up from the scroll. “No one’s sent you this item in a dispatch, Hirtius!”


  He bent his head and began to read aloud, a minor miracle to his listeners, for Caesar was the only man either of them knew who could read the continuous squiggles on a piece of paper at first glance.


  “ ‘And now,’ ” he said, voice trembling with mirth, ” ‘I have to tell you about Cato and Hortensius. Well, Hortensius isn’t as young as he used to be, and he’s gone a bit the way Lucullus did before he died. Too much exotic food, unwatered vintage wine and peculiar substances like Anatolian poppies and African mushrooms. Oh, we still put up with him in the courts, but he’s a long way past his prime as an advocate. What would he be now? Pushing seventy? He came late to his praetorship and consulship by quite a few years, as I remember. Never forgave my postponing his consulship by yet another year when I became consul at the age of thirty-six.


  “ ‘Anyway, he thought Cato’s performance at the tribunician election was the greatest victory for the mos maiorum since Lucius Junius Brutus— why do we always forget Valerius?—had the honor of founding the Republic. So Hortensius toddled around to see Cato and asked to marry his daughter, Porcia. Lutatia had been dead for several years, he said, and he hadn’t thought to marry again until he saw Cato dealing with the Plebs. That night after the election he had a dream, he said, in which Jupiter Optimus Maximus appeared to him and told him that he must ally himself with Marcus Cato through a marriage.


  “ ‘Naturally Cato couldn’t say yes, not after the fuss he created when I married Julia, aged seventeen. Porcia’s not even that old. Besides which, Cato’s always wanted his nevvy Brutus for her. I mean, Hortensius is rolling in wealth, but it can’t compare to Brutus’s fortune, now can it? So Cato said no, Hortensius couldn’t marry Porcia. Hortensius then asked if he could marry one of the Domitias—how many ugly freckledy girls with hair like bonfires have Ahenobarbus and Cato’s sister had? Two? Three? Four? Doesn’t matter, because Cato said not a chance of that either! ”


  Caesar looked up, eyes dancing.


  “I don’t know where this story is going, but I’m riveted,” said Hirtius, grinning broadly.


  “Nor do I yet,” said Caesar, and went back to reading. ” ‘Hortensius tottered away supported by his slaves, a broken man. But the next day he was back, with a brilliant idea. Since he couldn’t marry Porcia or one of the Domitias, he said, could he marry Cato’s wife?’ ”


  Hirtius gasped. “Marcia? Philippus’s daughter?”


  “That is who Cato’s married to,” said Caesar solemnly.


  “Your niece is married to Philippus, isn’t she? Atia?”


  “Yes. Philippus was great friends with Atia’s first husband, Gaius Octavius. So after the mourning period was over, he married her. Since she came with a stepdaughter as well as a daughter and a son of her own, I imagine Philippus was happy to part with Marcia. He said he gave her to Cato so he’d have a foot in both my camp and the camp of the boni,” said Caesar, wiping his eyes.


  “Read on,” said Hirtius. “I can’t wait.”


  Caesar read on. ” ‘And Cato said YES! Honestly, Caesar, Cato said yes! He agreed to divorce Marcia and allow her to marry Hortensius— provided, that is, that Philippus said yes too. Off the pair of them went to Philippus’s house to ask him if he’d consent to Cato’s divorcing his daughter so she could marry Quintus Hortensius and make an old man happy. Philippus scratched his chin and said YES! Provided, that is, that Cato was willing personally to give the bride away! It was all done as quick as you can say a phrase like “many millions of sesterces.” Cato divorced Marcia and personally gave her to Hortensius at the wedding ceremony. The whole of Rome is flat on the floor! I mean, things happen every day that are so bizarre you know they have to be true, but the Cato-Marcia-Hortensius-Philippus affair is unique in the annals of Roman scandal, you have to admit that. Everybody—including me!—thinks Hortensius paid Cato and Philippus half of his fortune, though Cato and Philippus are denying it vigorously! ”


  Caesar put the scroll on his lap and wiped his eyes again, shaking his head.


  “Poor Marcia,” said Faberius softly.


  The other two looked at him, astonished.


  “I never thought of that,” said Caesar.


  “She might be a shrew,” said Hirtius.


  “No, I don’t think she is,” Caesar said, frowning. “I’ve seen her, though not since she came of age. Near enough to it, thirteen or fourteen. Very dark, like all that family, but very pretty. A sweet little thing, according to Julia and my mother. Quite besotted with Cato—and he with her, so Philippus wrote at the time. Around about the moment I was sitting in Luca with Pompeius and Marcus Crassus, organizing the preservation of my command and my provinces. She’d been betrothed to a Cornelius Lentulus, but the fellow died. Then Cato came back from annexing Cyprus with two thousand chests of gold and silver, and Philippus—who was consul that year—had him to dinner. Marcia and Cato took one look at each other and that was that. Cato asked for her, which caused a bit of a family ruction. Atia was horrified at the idea, but Philippus thought it might be smart to sit on the fence—married to my niece, father-in-law of my greatest enemy.” Caesar shrugged. “Philippus won.”


  “Cato and Marcia went sour, then,” said Hirtius.


  “No, apparently not. That’s why all of Rome is flat on the floor, to use Pompeius’s phrase.”


  “Then why?” asked Faberius.


  Caesar grinned, but it was not a pleasant thing to see. “If I know my Cato—and I think I do—I’d say he couldn’t bear to be happy, and deemed his passion for Marcia a weakness.”


  “Poor Cato!” said Faberius.


  “Humph!” said Caesar, and returned to Sextilis.


  And that, Caesar, is all for the moment. I was very sorry to hear that Quintus Laberius Durus was killed almost as soon as he landed in Britannia. What superb dispatches you send us!


  He put Sextilis on the table and picked up September, a smaller scroll. Opening it, he frowned; some of the words were smeared and stained, as if water had been spilled on them before the ink had settled comfortably into the papyrus.


  The atmosphere in the room changed, as if the late sun, still shining brilliantly outside, had suddenly gone in. Hirtius looked up, his flesh crawling; Faberius began to shiver.


  Caesar’s head was still bent over Pompey’s second letter, but all of him was immensely still, frozen; the eyes, which neither man could see, were frozen too—they would both have sworn to it.


  “Leave me,” said Caesar in a normal voice.


  Without a word Hirtius and Faberius got up and slipped out of the tent, their pens, dribbling ink, abandoned on their papers.


  Oh, Caesar, how can I bear it? Julia is dead. My wonderful, beautiful, sweet little girl is dead. Dead at the age of twenty-two. I closed her eyes and put the coins on them; I put the gold denarius between her lips to make sure she had the best seat in Charon’s ferry.


  She died trying to bear me a son. Just seven months gone, and no warning of what was to come. Except that she had been poorly. Never complained, but I could tell. Then she went into labor and produced the child. A boy who lived for two days, so he outlived his mother. She bled to death. Nothing stopped that flood. An awful way to go! Conscious almost until the last, just growing weaker and whiter, and she so fair to start with. Talking to me and to Aurelia, always talking. Remembering she hadn’t done this, and making me promise I’d do that. Silly things, like hanging the fleabane up to dry, though that is still months away. Telling me over and over again how much she loved me, had loved me since she was a little girl. How happy I had made her. Not one moment of pain, she said. How could she say that, Caesar? I’d made the pain that killed her, that scrawny skinned-looking thing. But I’m glad he died. The world would never be ready for a man with your blood and mine in him. He would have crushed it like a cockroach.


  She haunts me. I weep, and weep, and still there are more tears. The last part of her to let go of life was her eyes, so huge and blue. Full of love. Oh, Caesar, how can I bear it? Six little years. I’m fifty-two in a few days, yet all I had of her was six little years. I’d planned that she’d let go of me. I didn’t dream it would be the other way around, and so soon. Oh, it would have been too soon if we’d been married for twenty-six years! Oh, Caesar, the pain of it! I wish it had been me, but she made me swear a solemn oath that I’d not follow her. I’m doomed to live. But how? How can I live? I remember her! How she looked, how she sounded, how she smelled, how she felt, how she tasted. She rings inside me like a lyre.


  But this is no good. I can’t see to write, and it’s my place to tell you everything. I know they’ll send this on to you in Britannia. I got your middle Cotta uncle’s son, Marcus—he’s a praetor this year—to call the Senate into session, and I asked the Conscript Fathers to vote my dead girl a State funeral. But that mentula, that cunnus Ahenobarbus wouldn’t hear of it. With Cato neighing nays behind him on the curule dais. Women didn’t have State funerals; to grant my Julia one would be to desecrate the State. They had to hold me back, I would have killed that verpa Ahenobarbus with my bare hands if I could have laid them on him. They still twitch at the thought of wrapping themselves around his throat. It’s said that the House never goes against the will of the senior consul, but the House did. The vote was almost unanimously for a State funeral.


  She had the best of everything, Caesar. The undertakers did their job with love. Well, she was so beautiful, even drained to the color of chalk. So they tinted her skin and did those great masses of silvery hair in the high style she liked, with the jeweled comb I gave her on her twenty-second birthday. By the time she sat at her ease amid the black and gold cushions on her bier, she looked like a goddess. No need with my girl to shove her in the secret compartment below and put a dummy on display. I had her dressed in her favorite lavender blue, the same color she was wearing the first time I ever set eyes on her and thought she was Diana of the Night.


  The parade of her ancestors was more imposing than any Roman man’s. I had Corinna the mime in the leading chariot, wearing a mask of Julia’s face—I had Venus in my temple of Venus Victrix at the top of my theater done with Julia’s face. Corinna wore Venus’s golden dress too. They were all there, from the first Julian consul to Quintus Marcius Rex and Cinna. Forty ancestral chariots, every horse as black as obsidian.


  I was there, even though I’m not supposed to cross the pomerium into the city. I informed the lictors of the thirty Curiae that for this day I was assuming the special imperium of my grain duties, which did permit me to cross the sacred boundary before I accepted my provinces. I think Ahenobarbus was a frightened man. He didn’t put any obstacle in my way.


  What frightened him? The size of the crowds in the Forum. Caesar, I’ve never seen anything like it. Not for a funeral, even Sulla’s. They came to gape at Sulla. But they came to weep for my Julia. Thousands upon thousands of them. Just ordinary people. Aurelia says it’s because Julia grew up in the Subura, among them. They adored her then. And they still do. So many Jews! I didn’t know Rome had them in such numbers. Unmistakable, with their long curled hair and their long curled beards. Of course you were good to them when you were consul. You grew up among them too, I know. Though Aurelia insists that they came to mourn Julia for her own sake.


  I ended in asking Servius Sulpicius Rufus to give the eulogy from the rostra. I didn’t know whom you would have preferred, but I wanted a really great speaker. Yet somehow I couldn’t, when it came down to it, nerve myself to ask Cicero. Oh, he would have done it! For me if not for you. But I didn’t think his heart would have been in it. He can never resist the chance to act. Whereas Servius is a sincere man, a patrician, and a better orator than Cicero when the subject’s not politics or perfidy.


  Not that it mattered. The eulogy was never given. Everything went exactly according to schedule from our house on the Carinae down into the Forum. The forty ancestral chariots were greeted with absolute awe; all you could hear was the sound of thousands weeping. Then when Julia on her bier came past the Regia into the open space of the lower Forum, everyone gasped, choked, began to scream. I’ve been less frightened at barbarian ululations on a battlefield than I was at those bloodcurdling screams. The crowd surged, rushed at the bier. No one could stop them. Ahenobarbus and some of the tribunes of the plebs tried, but they were shoved aside like leaves in a flood. The next thing, the people had carried the bier to the very center of the open space. They began piling up all kinds of things onto a pyre—their shoes, papers, bits of wood. The stuff kept coming from the back of the crowd overhead—I don’t even know where they got it from.


  They burned her right there in the Forum Romanum, with Ahenobarbus having an apoplectic fit on the Senate steps and Servius aghast on the rostra, where the actors had fled to huddle like barbarian women when they know that the legions are going to cut them down. There were empty chariots and bolting horses all over Rome, and the chief mourners had gotten no further than Vesta, where we stood helpless.


  But that wasn’t the end of it by any means. There were leaders of the Plebs in the crowd too, and they went to beard Ahenobarbus on the Senate steps. Julia, they said, was to have her ashes placed in a tomb on the Campus Martius, among the heroes. Cato was with Ahenobarbus. They defied this deputation. No, no! Women were never interred on the Campus Martius! Over their dead bodies would it happen! I really did think Ahenobarbus would have a stroke. But the crowd kept gathering until finally Ahenobarbus and Cato realized that it would be their dead bodies unless they yielded. They had to swear an oath.


  So my dear little girl is to have a tomb on the sward of the Campus Martius among the heroes. I haven’t been able to control my grief enough to set it in train, but I will. The most magnificent tomb there, you have my word on it. The worst of it is that the Senate has forbidden funeral games in her honor. No one trusts the crowd to behave.


  I have done my duty. I have told it all. Your mother took it very hard, Caesar. I remember I said she didn’t look a day over forty-five. But now she looks her full seventy years. The Vestal Virgins are caring for her—your little wife Calpurnia is too. She’ll miss Julia. They were good friends. Oh, here are the tears again. I have wept an ocean. My girl is gone forever. How can I bear it?


  How can I bear it? The sheer shock left Caesar dry-eyed. Julia? How can I bear it?


  How can I bear it? My one chick, my perfect pearl. I am not long turned forty-six, and my daughter is dead in childbirth. That was how her mother died, trying to bear me a son. What circles the world goes in! Oh, Mater, how can I face you when the time comes for me to return to Rome? How can I face the condolences, the trial of strength which must come after the death of a beloved child? They will all want to commiserate, and they will all be sincere. But how can I bear it? To turn upon them a gaze wounded to the quick, show them my pain—I cannot do it. My pain is mine. It belongs to no one else. No one else should see it. I haven’t set eyes on my child for five years, and now I will never set eyes on her again. I can hardly remember what she looked like. Except that she never gave me the slightest pain or heartache. Well, that’s what they say. Only the good die young. Only the perfect are never marred by age or soured by a long life. Oh, Julia! How can I bear it?


  He got up from the curule chair, though he didn’t feel the movement in his legs. Sextilis still lay on the table. September still lay in his hand. Through the flap of the tent, out into the disciplined busyness of a camp on the edge of nowhere at the end of all things. His face was serene, and his eyes when they met those belonging to Aulus Hirtius, loitering purposefully just beyond the flagpole, were Caesar’s eyes. Cool rather than cold. Omniscient, as Mandubracius had observed.


  “Everything all right, Caesar?” Hirtius asked, straightening.


  Caesar smiled pleasantly. “Yes, Hirtius, everything is all right.” He put his left hand up to shade his brow and looked toward the setting sun. “It’s past dinnertime, and there’s King Mandubracius to fete. We can’t have these Britons thinking we’re churlish hosts. Especially when we’re serving them their food. Would you get things started? I’ll be there soon.”


  He turned left to the open space of the camp forum adjoining his command tent, and there found a young legionary, obviously on punishment detail, raking the smoldering remains of a fire. When the soldier saw the General approaching he raked harder, vowed that never again would he be found at fault on parade. But he had never seen Caesar close up, so when the tall figure bore down on him, he paused for a moment to take a good look. Whereupon the General smiled!


  “Don’t put it out completely, lad; I need one live coal,” Caesar said in the broad, slangy Latin of the ranker soldiers. “What did you do to earn this job in such stinking hot weather?”


  “Didn’t get the strap on my helmet fixed, General.”


  Caesar bent, a little scroll in his right hand, and held its corner against a smoking chunk of wood still faintly glowing. It caught; Caesar straightened and kept his fingers on the paper until the flames licked round them. Only when it disintegrated to airy black flakes did he let it go.


  “Never neglect your gear, soldier; it’s all that stands between you and a Cassi spear.” He turned to walk back to the command tent, but threw over his shoulder, laughing, “No, not quite all, soldier! There are your valor and your Roman mind. They’re what really win for you. However, a helmet firmly on your noddle does keep that Roman mind intact!”


  Fire forgotten, the young legionary stared after the General with his jaw dropped. What a man! He’d talked as if to a person! So soft-spoken. And had all the jargon right. But he’d never served in the ranks, surely! How did he know? Grinning, the soldier finished raking furiously, then stamped on the ashes. The General knew, just as he knew the name of every centurion in his army. He was Caesar.


  2


  To a Briton, the main stronghold of Cassivellaunus and his tribe of Cassi was impregnable; it stood on a steep but gently rounded hill, and was encircled by great bulwarks of earth reinforced with logs. The Romans hadn’t been able to find it because it stood in the midst of many miles of dense forest, but with Mandubracius and Trinobellunus as guides, Caesar’s march to it was direct and swift.


  He was clever, Cassivellaunus. After that first pitched battle—lost when the Aedui cavalry overcame their terror of the chariots and discovered they were easier to deal with than German horsemen—the King of the Cassi had adopted true Fabian tactics. He had dismissed his infantry and shadowed the Roman column with four thousand chariots, striking suddenly during some forest leg of the Roman march, chariots erupting from between the trees through spaces barely wide enough to permit their passage, and always attacking Caesar’s foot soldiers, who hadn’t been able to come to terms with their fear of these archaic weapons of war.


  They were frightening, that was inarguable. The warrior stood to the right of his driver, one spear at the ready in his right hand and several more clenched in his left hand, his sword in a scabbard fixed to the short wicker wall by his right side, and he fought almost naked, curlicued from bare head to bare feet with woad. When his spears were gone he drew his sword and ran forward, nimble and fast as a tumbler, on the pole between the pair of little horses which drew the car, while the driver lashed the team into the midst of the Roman soldiers. The warrior then leaped from his superior height on the pole in among the flailing hooves, laying about him with impunity as the soldiers backed away to avoid the plunging horses.


  But by the time Caesar took that last march to the Cassi stronghold, his dour and stoic troops were utterly fed up with Britannia, chariots and short rations. Not to mention the terrible heat. They were used to heat; they could march fifteen hundred miles in heat with no more than an occasional day off to rest, each man carrying his thirty-pound load on a forked stick balanced across his left shoulder, and under the weight of his knee-length chain mail shirt, which he cinched on his hips with his sword and dagger belt to ease its twenty pounds off his shoulders. What they were not used to was the saturation-point humidity; it had snailed them during this second expedition, so much so that Caesar had needed to revise his estimates of how far the men could go during a day’s foot slogging. In ordinary Italian or Spanish heat, upward of thirty miles a day. In Britannic heat, twenty-five miles a day.


  This day, however, was easier. With the Trinobantes and a small detachment of foot left behind to hold his field camp, his men could march free of impedimenta, helmets on their heads, pila in their own hands instead of on each octet’s mule. As they entered the forest, they were ready. Caesar’s orders had been specific: don’t give an inch of ground, take the horses on your shields and have your pila aimed to plug the drivers straight through their blue-painted chests, then go for the warriors with your swords, boys.


  To keep their spirits up, Caesar marched in the middle of the column himself. Mostly he could be found walking, preferring to mount his charger with the toes only when he required additional height to scan the distance. But he usually walked surrounded by his staff of legates and tribunes. Not today. Today he strode along beside Asicius, a junior centurion of the Tenth, joking with those ahead and behind who could hear.


  The chariot attack, when it came, was upon the rear of the four-mile-long Roman column, just far enough in front of the Aedui rearguard to make it impossible for the cavalry to go forward; the road was narrow, the chariots everywhere. But this time the legionaries charged forward with their shields deflecting the horses, launched a volley of javelins at the drivers, then went for the warriors. They were fed up with Britannia, but they were not prepared to go back to Gaul without cutting down a few Cassi charioteers. And a Gallic longsword was no match for the short, upward-thrusting gladius of a Roman legionary when the enemy was at close quarters. The chariots drew off between the trees in disorder and did not appear again.


  After that, the stronghold was easy.


  “Like snitching a rattle off a baby!” said Asicius cheerfully to his general before they went into action.


  Caesar mounted an attack simultaneously on opposite sides of the ramparts, which the legionaries took in their stride while the Aedui, whooping, rode up and over. The Cassi scattered in all directions, though many of them died. Caesar owned their citadel. Together with a great deal of food, enough to pay the Trinobantes back and feed his own men until they quit Britannia forever. But perhaps the greatest Cassi loss was their chariots, gathered inside unharnessed. The elated legionaries chopped them into small pieces and burned them on a great bonfire, while the Trinobantes who had come along made off joyously with the horses. Of other booty there was practically none; Britannia was not rich in gold or silver, and there were certainly no pearls. The plate was Arvernian pottery and the drinking vessels were made of horn.


  Time to return to Gaul of the Long-hairs. The equinox was drawing near (the seasons were, as usual, well behind the calendar) and the battered Roman ships would not sustain the onslaught of those frightful equinoctial gales. Food supply secured, the Trinobantes left behind in possession of most of the Cassi lands and animals, Caesar put two of his four legions in front of the miles-long baggage train and two behind, then marched for his beach.


  “What do you intend to do about Cassivellaunus?” asked Gaius Trebonius, plodding alongside the General; if the General walked, even his chief legate couldn’t ride, worse luck.


  “He’ll be back to try again,” said Caesar tranquilly. “I’ll leave on time, but not without his submission and that treaty.”


  “You mean he’ll try again on the march?”


  “I doubt that. He lost too many men when his stronghold fell. Including a thousand chariot warriors. Plus all his chariots.”


  “The Trinobantes were quick to make off with the horses. They’ve profited mightily.”


  “That’s why they helped us. Down today, up tomorrow.”


  He seemed the same, thought Trebonius, who loved him and worried about him. But he wasn’t. What had that letter contained, the one he burned? They had all noticed a subtle difference; then Hirtius had told them of Pompey’s letters. No one would have dared to read any correspondence Caesar elected not to hand over to Hirtius or Faberius, yet Caesar had gone to the trouble of burning Pompey’s letter. As if burning his boats. Why?


  Nor was that all. Caesar hadn’t shaved. Highly significant in a man whose horror of body lice was so great that he plucked every hair of armpits, chest and groin, a man who would shave in the midst of total turmoil. You could see the scant hair on his head rise at the mere mention of vermin; he drove his servants mad by demanding that everything he wore be freshly laundered, no matter what the circumstances were. He wouldn’t spend one night on an earthen floor because so often the earth contained fleas, for which reason in his personal baggage there were always sections of wooden flooring for his command tent. What fun his enemies in Rome had had with that item of information! The plain unvarnished wood had become marble and mosaic on some of those destructive tongues. Yet he would pick up a huge spider and laugh at its antics as it ran around his hand, something the most decorated centurion in the Tenth would have fainted at the thought of doing. They were, he would explain, clean creatures, respectable housekeepers. Cockroaches, on the other hand, would see him on top of a table, nor could he bear to soil the sole of his boot by crushing one. They were filthy creatures, he would say, shuddering.


  Yet here he was, three days on the road, eleven days since that letter, and he had not shaved. Someone close to him was dead. He was in mourning. Who? Yes, they’d find out when they got back to Portus Itius, but what his silence said was that he would have no conversation about it, nor have it mentioned in his presence even after it became general knowledge. He and Hirtius both thought it must be Julia. Trebonius reminded himself to take that idiot Sabinus to one side and threaten him with circumcision if he offered the General his condolences—what had ever possessed the man to ask Caesar why he wasn’t shaving?


  “Quintus Laberius,” Caesar had answered briefly.


  No, it wasn’t Quintus Laberius. It had to be Julia. Or perhaps his legendary mother, Aurelia. Though why would Pompey have been the one to write the news of that?


  Quintus Cicero—who was, much to everyone’s relief, a far less irksome fellow than his puffed-up-with-importance brother, the Great Advocate—thought it was Julia too.


  “Only how is he going to hold Pompeius Magnus if it is?” Quintus Cicero had asked in the legates’ mess tent over yet one more dinner to which Caesar hadn’t come.


  Trebonius (whose forebears were not even as illustrious as Quintus Cicero’s) was a member of the Senate and therefore well acquainted with political alliances—including those cemented by a marriage—so he had understood Quintus Cicero’s question at once. Caesar needed Pompey the Great, who was the First Man in Rome. The war in Gaul was far from over; Caesar thought that it might even take the full five years of his second command to finish the job. But there were so many senatorial wolves howling for his carcass that he perpetually walked a tightrope above a pit of fire. Trebonius, who loved him and worried about him, found it difficult to believe that any man could inspire the kind of hatred Caesar seemed to generate. That sanctimonious fart Cato had made a whole career out of trying to bring Caesar down, not to mention Caesar’s colleague in his consulship, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, and that boar Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, and the great aristocrat Metellus Scipio, thick as a wooden temple beam.


  They slavered after Pompey’s hide too, but not with the strange and obsessive passion only Caesar seemed to fan in them. Why? Oh, they ought to go on campaign with the man, that would show them! You didn’t doubt even in the darkest corner of your thoughts that things might go crashing when Caesar was in command. No matter how wrong they went, he could always find a way to go on. And a way to win.


  “Why do they pick on him?” Trebonius had asked angrily.


  “Simple,” Hirtius had answered, grinning. “He’s the Alexandrian lighthouse to their little oakum wick poking out of the end of Priapus’s mentula. They pick on Pompeius Magnus because he’s the First Man in Rome, and they don’t believe there ought to be one. But Pompeius is a Picentine descended from a woodpecker. Whereas Caesar is a Roman descended from Venus and Romulus. All Romans worship their aristocrats, but some Romans prefer ’em to be like Metellus Scipio. Every time Cato and Bibulus and the rest of that lot look at Caesar, they see someone who’s better than they are in every possible way. Just like Sulla. Caesar’s got the birth and the ability to swat them like flies. They just want to get in first and swat him.”


  “He needs Pompeius,” Trebonius had said thoughtfully.


  “If he’s to retain his imperium and his provinces,” said Quintus Cicero, dipping his boring campaign bread into a dish of third-rate oil. “Ye Gods, I’ll be glad to have some roast goose in Portus Itius!” he said then, closing the subject.


  *


  The roast goose looked imminent when the army reached its main camp behind that long, sandy beach. Unfortunately Cassivellaunus had other ideas. With what he had left of his own Cassi, he went the rounds of the Cantii and the Regni, the two tribes who lived south of the Tamesa, and marshaled another army. But attacking this camp was to break the Briton hand against a stone wall. The Briton horde, all on foot, bared naked chests to the defenders atop the fortifications and were picked off by javelins like so many targets lined up on a drill field. Nor had the Britons yet learned the lesson the Gauls had: when Caesar led his men out of the camp to fight hand to hand, the Britons stayed to be cut down. For they still adhered to their ancient traditions, which said that a man who left a field of defeat alive was an outcast. That tradition had cost the Belgae on the mainland fifty thousand wasted lives in one battle. Now the Belgae abandoned the field the moment defeat was imminent, and lived to fight again another day.


  Cassivellaunus sued for peace, submitted, and signed the treaty Caesar demanded. Then handed over hostages. It was the end of November by the calendar, the beginning of autumn by the seasons.


  The evacuation began, but after a personal inspection of each of some seven hundred ships, Caesar decided it would have to be in two parts.


  “Something over half the fleet is in good condition,” he said to Hirtius, Trebonius, Sabinus, Quintus Cicero and Atrius. “We’ll put all the cavalry, all the baggage animals save for the century mules, and two of the legions on board that half, and send it to Portus Itius first. Then the ships can come back empty and pick up me and the last three legions.”


  With him he kept Trebonius and Atrius; the other legates were ordered to sail with the first fleet.


  “I’m pleased and flattered to be asked to stay,” Trebonius said, watching those three hundred and fifty ships pushed down into the water.


  These were the vessels Caesar had ordered specially built along the Liger River and then sent out into the open ocean to do battle with the two hundred and twenty solid-oak sailing ships of the Veneti, who thought the Roman vessels ludicrous with their oars and their flimsy pine hulls, their low prows and poops. Toy boats for sailing on a bathtub sea, easy meat. But it hadn’t worked out that way at all.


  While Caesar and his land army picnicked atop the towering cliffs to the north of the mouth of the Liger and watched the action like spectators in the Circus Maximus, Caesar’s ships produced the fangs Decimus Brutus and his engineers had grown during that frantic winter building the fleet. The leather sails of the Veneti vessels were so heavy and stout that the main shrouds were chain rather than rope; knowing this, Decimus Brutus had equipped each of his more than three hundred ships with a long pole to which were fixed a barbed hook and a set of grapples. A Roman ship would row in close to a Veneti ship and maneuver alongside, whereupon its crew would tilt their pole, tangle it among the Veneti shrouds, then sprint away under oar power. Down came the Veneti sails and masts, leaving the vessel helpless in the water. Three Roman ships would then surround it like terriers a deer, board it, kill the crew and set fire to it. When the wind fell, Decimus Brutus’s victory became complete. Only twenty Veneti ships had escaped.


  Now the specially low sides with which these ships had been built came in very handy. It wasn’t possible to load animals as skittish as horses aboard before the ships were pushed into the water, but once they were afloat and held still in the water, long broad gangplanks connected each ship’s side with the beach, and the horses were run up so quickly they had no time to take fright.


  “Not bad without a dock,” said Caesar, satisfied. “They’ll be back tomorrow, then the rest of us can leave.”


  But tomorrow dawned in the teeth of a northwesterly gale which didn’t disturb the waters off the beach very much, but did prevent the return of those three hundred and fifty sound ships.


  “Oh, Trebonius, this land holds no luck for me!” cried the General on the fifth day of the gale, scratching the stubble on his face fiercely.


  “We’re the Greeks on the beach at Ilium,” said Trebonius.


  Which remark seemed to make up the General’s mind; he turned cold pale eyes upon his legate. “I am no Agamemnon,” he said through his teeth, “nor will I stay here for ten years!” He turned and shouted. “Atrius!”


  Up ran his camp prefect, startled. “Yes, Caesar?”


  “Will the nails hold in what we have left here?”


  “Probably, in all except about forty.”


  “Then we’ll use this northwest wind. Sound the bugles, Atrius. I want everyone and everything on board all but the about forty.”


  “They won’t fit!” squeaked Atrius, aghast.


  “We’ll pack ’em in like salt fish in a barrel. If they puke all over each other, too bad. They can all go for a swim in full armor once we reach Portus Itius. We’ll sail the moment the last man and the last ballista are aboard.”


  Atrius swallowed. “We may have to leave some of the heavy equipment behind,” he said in a small voice.


  Caesar raised his brows. “I am not leaving my artillery or my rams behind, nor am I leaving my tools behind, nor am I leaving one soldier behind, nor am I leaving one noncombatant behind, nor am I leaving one slave behind. If you can’t fit them all in, Atrius, I will.”


  They were not hollow words, and Atrius knew it. He also knew that his career depended upon his doing something the General could and would do with complete efficiency and astonishing speed. Quintus Atrius protested no more, but went off instead to sound the bugles.


  Trebonius was laughing.


  “What’s so funny?” asked Caesar coldly.


  No, not the time to share this joke! Trebonius sobered in an instant. “Nothing, Caesar! Nothing at all.”


  The decision had been made about an hour after the sun came up; all day the troops and noncombatants labored, loading the stoutest ships with Caesar’s precious artillery, tools, wagons and mules on the beach. The men waited until the ships were pushed into the choppy sea, doing the pushing themselves, then scrambled aboard up rope ladders. The normal load for one ship was a piece of artillery or some engineer’s device, four mules, one wagon, forty soldiers and twenty oarsmen; but with eighteen thousand soldiers and noncombatants as well as four thousand assorted slaves and sailors, today’s loads were much heavier.


  “Isn’t it amazing?” asked Trebonius of Atrius as the sun went down.


  “What?” asked the camp prefect, knees trembling.


  “He’s happy. Oh, whatever grief he bears is still there, but he’s happy. He’s got something impossible to do.”


  “I wish he’d let them go as soon as they’re loaded!”


  “Not he! He came as a fleet and he’ll go as a fleet. When all those highborn Gauls in Portus Itius see him sail in, they’ll see a man in absolute command. Let the bulk of his army limp in a few ships at a time? Not he! And he’s right, Atrius. We have to show the Gauls that we’re better at everything.” Trebonius looked up at the pinkening sky. “We’ll have three-quarters of a waning moon tonight. He’ll leave when he’s ready, no matter what the hour.”


  A good prediction. At midnight Caesar’s ship put out into the heaving blackness of a following sea, the lamps on its stern and mast twinkling beacons for the other ships to follow as they swung into a swelling teardrop behind him.


  Caesar leaned on the stern rail atop the poop between the two professionals who guided the rudder oars, and watched the myriad firefly lights spreading across the impenetrable darkness of the ocean. Vale Britannia. I will not miss you. But what lies out there in the great beyond, where no man has ever sailed? This is no little sea; this is a mighty ocean. This where the great Neptune lives, not within the bowl of Our Sea. Maybe when I am old and I have done all that my blood and power demand, I shall take one of those solid-oak Veneti ships, hoist its leather sails and go into the West to follow the path of the sun. Romulus was lost in the ignobility of the Goat Swamps on the Campus Martius, yet when he didn’t come home, they thought he had been taken into the realm of the Gods. But I will sail into the mists of forever, and they will know I have been taken into the realm of the Gods. My Julia is there. The people knew. They burned her in the Forum and placed her tomb among the heroes. But first I must do all that my blood and power demand.


  Clouds scudded, but the moon shone well enough and the ships stayed together, so shoved along that the single linen-canvas sails were as swollen as a woman near her time, and the oars were hardly needed. The crossing took six hours; Caesar’s ship sailed into Portus Itius with the dawn, the fleet still in formation behind him. His luck was back. Not one man, animal or piece of artillery became a sacrifice to Neptune.
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  “With all eight legions in Portus Itius, we’ll run out of grain before the year is over,” said Titus Labienus. “The commissioners haven’t had much success finding it. There’s plenty of salt pork, bacon, oil, sweet beet syrup and dried fruit, but the ground crops from wheat to chickpea are very scarce.”


  “Nor can we expect the troops to fight without bread.” Caesar sighed. “The trouble with drought is that it tends to strike everywhere at once. I can’t buy in grain or pulses from the Spains or Italian Gaul; they’re suffering too.” He shrugged. “Well, that leaves only one solution. Spread the legions out for the winter and offer to the Gods for a good harvest next year.”


  “Such a pity the fleet didn’t stay in one piece,” said Quintus Titurius Sabinus tactlessly. “I know we sweltered there, but Britannia had a bountiful harvest. We could have brought a lot of wheat back with us if only we’d had all the ships.”


  The rest of the legates shrank; keeping the fleet safe from harm was Caesar’s responsibility, and though it had been wind, sea and tide which foiled him, it was not politic to make statements in council which Caesar might interpret as reproach or criticism. But Sabinus was lucky, probably because Caesar had deemed him a prating fool from the moment he had reported for duty. He received a glance of contempt, nothing more.


  “One legion to garrison one area,” the General went on.


  “Except in the lands of the Atrebates,” Commius volunteered eagerly. “We haven’t been hit as hard as most places; we can feed two legions if you’ll lend us some of your noncombatants to help us plough and sow in the spring.”


  “If,” Sabinus butted in, voice loaded with irony, “you Gauls above the status of a serf didn’t deem it beneath your dignity to man a plough, you wouldn’t find large-scale farming so difficult. Why not put some of those hordes of useless Druids to it?”


  “I haven’t noticed the Roman First Class behind a plough in quite some time, Sabinus,” the General said placidly, then smiled at Commius. “Good! That means Samarobriva can serve as our winter headquarters this year. But I won’t give you Sabinus for company. I think… that… Sabinus can go to the lands of the Eburones—and take Cotta with him as exactly equal co-commander. He can have the Thirteenth, and set up house inside Atuatuca. It’s a little the worse for wear, but Sabinus can fix it up, I’m sure.”


  Every head bent suddenly, every hand leaped to hide a smile; Caesar had just banished Sabinus to the worst billet in Gaul, in the company of a man he detested, and in “exactly equal” co-command of a legion of raw recruits which just happened to bear a calamitously unlucky number. A bit hard on poor Cotta (an Aurunculeius, not an Aurelius), but someone had to inherit Sabinus, and everyone save poor Cotta was relieved that Caesar hadn’t chosen him.


  The presence of King Commius offended men like Sabinus, of course; he couldn’t understand why Caesar invited any Gaul, no matter how obsequious or trustworthy, to a council. Even if it was only about food and billets. Perhaps had Commius been a more likable or attractive person he might have been better tolerated; alas, he was neither likable nor attractive. In height he was short for a Belgic Gaul, sharp-featured of face, and oddly furtive in his manner. His sandy hair, stiff as a broom because (like all Gallic warriors) he washed it with lime dissolved in water, was drawn into a kind of horse’s tail which stuck straight up in the air, and clashed with the vivid scarlet of his gaudily checkered shawl. Caesar’s legates dismissed him as the kind of sycophant who always popped up where the important men were, without stopping to relate what they saw to the fact that he was the King of a very powerful and warlike Belgic people. The Belgae of the northwest had not abandoned their kings to elect annual vergobrets, yet Belgic kings could be challenged by any aristocrat among their people; it was a status decided by strength, not heredity. And Commius had been King of the Atrebates for a long time.


  “Trebonius,” said Caesar, “you’ll winter with the Tenth and Twelfth in Samarobriva, and have custody of the baggage. Marcus Crassus, you’ll camp fairly close to Samarobriva—about twenty-five miles away, on the border between the Bellovaci and the Ambiani. Take the Eighth. Fabius, you’ll stay here in Portus Itius with the Seventh. Quintus Cicero, you and the Ninth will go to the Nervii. Roscius, you can enjoy some peace and quiet—I’m sending you and the Fifth Alauda down among the Esubii, just to let the Celtae know that I haven’t forgotten they exist.”


  “You’re expecting trouble among the Belgae,” said Labienus, frowning. “I agree they’ve been too quiet. Do you want me to go to the Treveri as usual?”


  “Not quite so far away as Treves. Among the Treveri but adjacent to the Remi. Take the cavalry as well as the Eleventh.”


  “Then I’ll sit myself down on the Mosa near Virodunum. If the snow isn’t ten feet deep, there’ll be plenty of grazing.”


  Caesar rose to his feet, the signal for dismissal. He had called his legates together the moment he came ashore, which meant he wanted the eight legions at present encamped at Portus Itius shifted to their permanent winter quarters immediately. Even so, all the legates were now aware that it had been Julia who died. The news had been contained in many letters to those like Labienus who had not gone to Britannia. But no one said a word.


  “You’ll be nice and cozy,” said Labienus to Trebonius as they walked away. The big horse’s teeth showed. “Sabinus’s stupidity staggers me! If he’d kept his mouth shut, he’d be cozy. Fancy spending the winter up there not so far from the mouth of the Mosa, with the wind shrieking, the sea flooding in, the hills rocks, the flat ground salt fen or peat marsh, and the Germans sniffing up your arse when the Eburones and Nervii aren’t.”


  “They can get to the sea for fish, eels and sea-bird eggs,” said Trebonius.


  “Thank you, I’m happy with freshwater fish, and my servants can keep chickens.”


  “Caesar definitely thinks there’s going to be trouble.”


  “Either that, or he’s cultivating an excuse not to have to return to Italian Gaul for the winter.”


  “Eh?”


  “Oh, Trebonius, he doesn’t want to have to face all those Romans! He’d be accepting condolences from Salona to Ocelum, and spend the whole winter terrified that he might break down.”


  Trebonius stopped, his rather mournful grey eyes startled. “I didn’t know you understood him so well, Labienus.”


  “I’ve been with him since he came among the Long-hairs.”


  “But Romans don’t consider it unmanly to weep!”


  “Nor did he when he was young. But he wasn’t Caesar then in anything but name.”


  “Eh?”


  “It’s not a name anymore,” said Labienus with rare patience. “It’s a symbol.”


  “Oh!” Trebonius resumed walking. “I miss Decimus Brutus!” he said suddenly. “Sabinus is no substitute.”


  “He’ll be back. You all itch for Rome occasionally.”


  “Except you.”


  Caesar’s senior legate grunted. “I know when I’m well off.”


  “So do I. Samarobriva! Imagine, Labienus! I’ll be living in a real house with heated floors and a bathtub.”


  “Sybarite,” said Labienus.
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  Correspondence with the Senate was copious and had to be attended to before anything else, which kept Caesar busy for three days. Outside the General’s wooden house the legions were on the move, not a process which created a great deal of fuss or noise; the paperwork could proceed in tranquillity. Even the torpid Gaius Trebatius was flung into the whirlpool, for Caesar had a habit of dictating to three secretaries at once, pacing between the figures hunched over their waxed tablets, giving each a couple of rapid sentences before going on to the next one, never tangling subjects or thoughts. It was his awesome capacity for work had won Trebatius’s heart. Difficult to hate a man who could keep so many pots on the boil at one and the same time.


  But finally the personal letters had to be dealt with, for more communications from Rome kept coming in every day. It was eight hundred miles from Portus Itius to Rome along roads which were often rivers in Gaul of the Long-hairs until, way down in the Province, the highways of Via Domitia and Via Aemilia took over. Caesar kept a group of couriers perpetually riding or boating between Rome and wherever he was, and expected a minimum of fifty miles a day from them. Thus he received the latest news from Rome in less than two nundinae, and ensured that his isolation did not negate his influence. Which grew and grew in direct proportion to his ever-increasing wealth. Britannia may not have provided much, but Gaul of the Long-hairs had yielded mountains.


  Caesar had a German freedman, Burgundus, whom he had inherited from Gaius Marius when Marius had died in Caesar’s fifteenth year of life. A happy bequest; Burgundus had fitted into adolescence and manhood indispensably. Until as recently as a year ago he had still been with Caesar, who, seeing his age, had retired him to Rome, where he cared for Caesar’s lands, Caesar’s mother and Caesar’s wife. His tribe had been the Cimbri, and though he had been a boy when Marius had annihilated the Cimbri and the Teutones, he knew the story of his people. According to Burgundus, the tribal treasures of the Cimbri and the Teutones had been left for safekeeping among their relatives the Atuatuci, with whom they had stayed over the winter before embarking on their invasion of Italia. Only six thousand of them had made it back to the lands of the Atuatuci out of a horde numbering over three-quarters of a million men, women and children, and there the survivors of Marius’s massacre had settled down, become Atuatuci rather than Cimbri. And there the tribal treasures of the Cimbri and Teutones had remained.


  In his second year in Gaul of the Long-hairs Caesar had gone into the lands of the Nervii, who fought on foot and lived along the Mosa below the lands of the Eburones, to which a dismayed and unhappy Sabinus was at present conveying the Thirteenth Legion and an even more dismayed and unhappy Lucius Aurunculeius Cotta. A battle had been fought, the famous one during which the Nervii stayed on the field to die rather than live as defeated men; but Caesar had been merciful and allowed their women, children and old ones to return unmolested to their undamaged homes.


  The Atuatuci were the next people upstream of the Nervii on the Mosa. Even though Caesar himself had sustained heavy losses, he was able to continue campaigning, and moved next on the Atuatuci. Who retreated inside their oppidum, Atuatuca, a fortress upon a hill overlooking the mighty forest of the Arduenna. Caesar had besieged and taken Atuatuca, but the Atuatuci did not fare as well as the Nervii had. Because they had lied to him and tried to trick him, Caesar massed the whole tribe in a field near the razed oppidum, summoned the slavers who always lurked among the Roman baggage train, and sold the entire tribe in one unculled lot to the highest bidder. Fifty-three thousand Atuatuci had gone on the auction block, a seemingly endless crocodile of bewildered, weeping and dispossessed people who had been driven through the lands of the other tribes all the way to the great slave market of Massilia, where they were divided, culled, and sold again.


  It had been a shrewd move. Those other tribes had all been on the verge of revolt, unable to believe that the Nervii and the Atuatuci in their many thousands would not annihilate the Romans. But the crocodile of captives told a different story; the revolt never happened. Gaul of the Long-hairs began to wonder just who these Romans were, with their tiny little armies of splendidly equipped troops who behaved as if they were one man, didn’t just fall on the enemy in a screaming, undisciplined mass, nor work themselves into a battle frenzy capable of carrying them through anything. They had been feared for generations, but not with realism; until Caesar, they were bogeys to terrify children.


  Inside the Atuatuci oppidum Caesar found the tribal treasures of the Cimbri and Teutones, the masses of gold artifacts and bullion they had brought with them centuries before when they emigrated from the lands of the Scythians, rich in gold, emeralds, sapphires, then left behind in Atuatuca. It was the General’s right to take all the profits from the sale of slaves, but spoils belonged to the Treasury and every echelon of the army from its commander-in-chief to the ranker soldiers. Even so, by the time that the inventories had been done and the great wagon train bearing the booty was on its way under heavy guard to Rome for storage against the day the General triumphed, Caesar knew that his money worries were over for life. Sale of the Atuatuci tribe into slavery had netted him two thousand talents, and his share of the booty would net him more than that. His ranker soldiers would be rich men, his legates able to buy their way to the consulship.


  Which had been only the start. The Gauls mined silver and panned and sluiced for alluvial gold in the rivers which came down from the Cebenna massif. They were consummate artisans and clever steel-smiths; even a confiscated pile of iron-tired wheels or properly cooped barrels represented money. And every sestertius Caesar sent to Rome increased his personal share of public worth and standing—his dignitas.


  The pain of losing Julia would never go away, and Caesar was no Crassus. Money to him was not an end in itself; it was merely a means to the end of enhancing his dignitas, a lifeless commodity which those years of frightful debt as he climbed the magisterial ladder had taught him was of paramount importance in the scheme of things. Whatever enhanced his dignitas would contribute to the dignitas of his dead daughter. A consolation. His efforts and her own instinct to inspire love would ensure that she was remembered for herself, not remembered because she had been the daughter of Caesar and the wife of Pompey the Great. And when he returned to Rome in triumph, he would celebrate the funeral games which the Senate had denied her. Even if, as he had once said to the assembled Conscript Fathers of the Senate on another subject, he had to crush their genitals with his boot to achieve his purpose.


  *


  There were many letters. Some were mainly devoted to business, as was true of those from his most faithful adherent, Balbus the Spanish banker from Gades, and Gaius Oppius the Roman banker. His present wealth had also caught an even shrewder financial magician in his net: Gaius Rabirius Postumus, whose thanks for reorganizing the shambles of the Egyptian public accounting system had been to be stripped naked by King Ptolemy Auletes and his Alexandrian minions, and shoved penniless on a ship bound for Rome. It had been Caesar who lent him the money to get started again. And Caesar who made a vow that one day he would collect the money Egypt owed Rabirius Postumus—in person.


  There were letters from Cicero, squawking and clucking about the welfare of his younger brother, Quintus. Warm with sympathy for Caesar’s loss, for Cicero was, despite all that vainglorious posturing and conceit, a genuinely kind and loving sort of man.


  Ah! A scroll from Brutus! Turning thirty this coming year, and therefore about to enter the Senate as a quaestor. Caesar had written to him just before leaving for Britannia, asking him to join the staff as his personally requested quaestor. Crassus’s older son, Publius, had quaestored for him through several years, and this year he had Publius’s younger brother, Marcus Crassus, as quaestor. A wonderful pair of fellows, but the main duties of a quaestor were to run the finances; Caesar had assumed that sons of Crassus were bound to have accounting talents, but it hadn’t worked out that way. Terrific leading legions, but couldn’t add X and X. Whereas Brutus was a plutocrat in senatorial clothing, had a genius for making money and managing money. At the moment fat Trebatius was doing the figure-work, but, strictly speaking, it was not his job.


  Brutus… Even after so long, Caesar still experienced a twinge of guilt every time he thought of that name. Brutus had loved Julia so much, patiently waited through more than ten years of betrothal for her to grow up to proper marriageable age. But then a veritable gift from the Gods had landed in Caesar’s lap: Julia had fallen madly in love with Pompey the Great, and he with her. Which meant that Caesar could bind Pompey to his cause with the most delicate and silken of ropes, his own daughter. He broke her engagement to Brutus (who had been known by his adopted name of Servilius Caepio in those days) and married her to Pompey. Not an easy situation, quite above and beyond Brutus’s shattered heart. Brutus’s mother, Servilia, had been Caesar’s mistress for years. To keep her sweet after that insult had cost him a pearl worth six million sesterces.


  I thank you for your offer, Caesar. Very kind of you to think of me and remember that I am due for election as a quaestor this year. Unfortunately I am not yet sure that I have my quaestorship, as the elections are still pending. We hope to know in December, when they say the People in their tribes will elect the quaestors and the tribunes of the soldiers. But I doubt we will see any elections for the senior magistrates. Memmius refuses to step down as a candidate for the consulship, and Uncle Cato has sworn that until Memmius does step down, he will allow no curule elections. Do not, by the way, take any notice of those scurrilous rumors going around about Uncle Cato’s divorce from Marcia. Uncle Cato cannot be bought.


  I am going to Cilicia as the personally requested quaestor of the new governor for next year, Appius Claudius Pulcher. He is now my father-in-law. I married his oldest daughter, Claudia, a month ago. A very nice girl.


  Once again, thank you for your kind offer. My mother is well. She is, I understand, writing to you herself.


  Take that! Caesar put the curled single sheet of paper down, blinking not with tears but with shock.


  For six long years Brutus never married. Then my daughter dies, and he is married within nundinae of it. He cherished hope, it seems. Waited for her, sure she would grow very tired of being married to an old man without anything to recommend him beyond his military fame and his money. No birth, no ancestors worth naming. How long would Brutus have waited? I wonder. But she had found her true mate in Pompeius Magnus, nor would he have tired of her. I’ve always disliked myself for hurting Brutus, though I didn’t know how much Julia meant to him until after I had done the deed. Yet it had to be done, no matter who was hurt or how badly. Lady Fortuna gifted me with a daughter beautiful and sprightly enough to enchant the one man I needed desperately. But how can I hold Pompeius Magnus now?


  Like Brutus, Servilia had written only once to, for example, Cicero’s fourteen separate epics. Not a long letter, either. Odd, however, the feeling he experienced when he touched the paper she had touched. As if it had been soaked in some poison designed to be drunk through the fingertips. He closed his eyes and tried to remember her, the sight and the taste, that destructive, intelligent, fierce passion. What would he feel when he saw her again? Almost five years. She would be fifty now to his forty-six. But probably still extremely attractive; she took care of herself, kept her hair as darkly moonless as her heart. For it was not Caesar responsible for the disaster who was Brutus; the blame for Brutus had to be laid squarely at his mother’s door.


  I imagine you’ve already seen Brutus’s refusal. Everything always in order, that’s you, so men first. At least I have a patrician daughter-in-law, though it isn’t easy sharing my house with another woman who is not my own blood daughter and therefore unused to my authority, my way of doing things. Luckily for domestic peace, Claudia is a mouse. I do not imagine Julia would have been, for all her air of fragility. A pity she lacked your steel. That’s why she died, of course.


  Brutus picked Claudia for his wife for one reason. That Picentine upstart Pompeius Magnus was dickering with Appius Claudius to get the girl for his own son, Gnaeus. Who might be half Mucius Scaevola, but doesn’t show it in either his face or his nature. He’s Pompeius Magnus without the mind. Probably pulls the wings off flies. It appealed to Brutus to steal a bride off the man who had stolen his bride from him. He did it too. Appius Claudius not being Caesar. A shoddy consul and no doubt next year a particularly venal governor for poor Cilicia. He weighed the size of my Brutus’s fortune and his impeccable ancestry against Pompeius Magnus’s clout and the fact that Pompeius’s younger boy, Sextus, is the one who’s likely to go farthest, and the scales came down in Brutus’s favor. Whereupon Pompeius Magnus had one of those famous temper tantrums. How did Julia deal with them? You could hear the bellows and screeches all over Rome. Appius then did a very clever thing. He offered Pompeius Magnus his next girl, Claudilla, for Gnaeus. Not yet seventeen, but the Pompeii have never been averse to cradle-snatching. So everybody wound up happy. Appius got two sons-in-law worth as much as the Treasury, two horribly plain and colorless girls got eminent husbands, and Brutus won his little war against the First Man in Rome.


  He’s off to Cilicia with his father-in-law, this year they hope, though the Senate is being sticky about granting Appius Claudius leave to go to his province early. Appius responded by informing the Conscript Fathers that he’d go without a lex curiata if he had to, but go he would. The final decision has not yet been made, though my revolting half brother Cato is yammering about special privileges being extended to patricians. You did me no good turn there, Caesar, when you took Julia off my son. He’s been as thick as syrup with Uncle Cato ever since. I can’t bear the way Cato gloats over me because my son listens more to him these days than he does to me.


  He’s such a hypocrite, Cato. Always prating about the Republic and the mos maiorum and the degeneracy of the old ruling class, yet he can always find a reason why what he wants is a Right Act. The most beautiful thing about having a philosophy, it seems to me, is that it enables its owner to find extenuating circumstances for his own conduct in all situations. Look at his divorcing Marcia. They say every man has a price. I believe that. I also believe that senile old Hortensius coughed up Cato’s price. As for Philippus—well, he’s an Epicure, and the price of infinite pleasure comes high.


  Speaking of Philippus, I had dinner there a few afternoons ago. It’s just as well your niece, Atia, is not a loose woman. Her stepson, young Philippus—a very handsome and well-set-up fellow!—gazed at her all through dinner the way a bull gazes at the cow on the other side of the fence. Oh, she noticed, but she pretended she didn’t. The young man will get no encouragement from her. I just hope Philippus doesn’t notice. Otherwise the cozy nest Atia has found herself will go up in flames. She produced the only occupant of her affections for my inspection after the meal was over. Her son, Gaius Octavius. Your great-nephew, he must be. Aged exactly nine—it was his birthday. An amazing child, I have to admit it. Oh, if my Brutus had looked like that, Julia would never have consented to marry Pompeius Magnus! The boy’s beauty quite took my breath away. And so Julian! If you said he was your son, everybody would believe it. Not that he’s very like you, feature by feature, just that he has— I really don’t know how to describe it. There is something of you about him. On his inside rather than his outside. I was pleased to see, however, that little Gaius Octavius is not utterly perfect. His ears stick out. I told Atia to keep his hair a trifle on the long side.


  And that is all. I do not intend to offer you my condolences for the death of Julia. You can’t make good babies with inferior men. Two tries, neither successful, and the second one cost her life. You gave her to that oaf from Picenum instead of to a man whose breeding was the equal of her own. So be it on your own head.


  Maybe it was the sum of all those years of vitriol armored Caesar now; he put Servilia’s letter down and did no more than rise to wash the touch of it off his hands.


  I think I hate her more than I do her loathsome half brother Cato. The most remorseless, cruel and bitter woman I have ever known. Yet if I saw her tomorrow, our love affair would probably resume. Julia called her a snake; I remember that day well. It was a valid description. That poor, pathetic, spineless boy of hers is now a poor, pathetic, spineless man. Face ruined by festering sores, spirit ruined by one enormous festering sore, Servilia. Brutus didn’t decline a quaestorship with me because of principles or Julia or Uncle Cato’s opposition; he likes money too much, and my legates make a great deal of it. No, Brutus declined because he didn’t want to go to a province wracked by war. To do so might expose him to a battle. Cilicia is at peace. He can potter around it, illegally lending money to provincials, without a flying spear or arrow any closer to him than the Euphrates.


  *


  Two more letters, then he would finish for the day and order his servants to pack up. Time to move to Samarobriva.


  Get it over and done with, Caesar! Read the one from your wife and the one from your mother. They’ll hurt far more with their loving words than Servilia’s savagery ever could.


  So he sat down again in the silence of his private room, no eyes upon him, put the letter from his mother on the table and opened the one from his wife, Calpurnia. Whom he hardly knew. Just a few months in Rome with an immature, rather shy girl who had prized the orange kitten he had given her as much as Servilia prized her six-million-sestertius pearl.


  Caesar, they all say it is my place to write and give you this news. Oh, I wish it were not. I have neither the wisdom nor the years to divine how best to go about it, so please forgive me if, in my ignorance, I make things even harder for you to bear than I know they will be anyway.


  When Julia died, your mama’s heart broke. Aurelia was so much Julia’s mother. She brought her up. And Aurelia was so delighted at her marriage, how happy she was, how lovely her life.


  We here in the Domus Publica live a very sheltered existence, as is fitting in the house of the Vestal Virgins. Though we dwell in the midst of the Forum, excitement and events touch us lightly. We have preferred it that way, Aurelia and I: a sweet and peaceful enclave of women free from scandal, suspicion or reproach. But Julia, who visited us often when she was in Rome, brought a breath of the wide world with her. Gossip, laughter, small jokes.


  When she died, your mama’s heart broke. I was there near Julia’s bedside, and I watched your mama being so strong, for Pompeius’s sake as well as for Julia’s. So kind! So sensible in everything she said. Smiling when she felt it called for. Holding one of Julia’s hands while Pompeius held the other. It was she who banished the doctors when she saw that nothing and no one could save Julia. It was she who gave us peace and privacy for the hours that remained. And after Julia was gone, she yielded her place to Pompeius, left him alone with Julia. She bundled me out of the room and took me home, back to the Domus Publica.


  It isn’t a very long walk, as you know. She said not one word. Then when we got inside our own door, she uttered a terrible cry and began to howl. I couldn’t say she wept. She howled, down on her knees with the tears pouring out in floods, and beat her breast, and pulled her hair. Howling. Scratching her face and neck to bleeding ribbons. The adult Vestals all came running, and there were all of us weeping, trying to get Aurelia to her feet, trying to calm her down, but not able to stop weeping ourselves. I think in the end we all got down on the floor with her, and put our arms about her and about ourselves, and stayed there for most of the night. While Aurelia howled in the most terrible, awful despair.


  But it ended. In the morning she was able to dress and go back to Pompeius’s house, help him attend to all the things which had to be done. And then the poor little baby died, but Pompeius refused to see him or kiss him, so it was Aurelia who made the arrangements for his tiny funeral. He was buried that same day, and she and I and the adult Vestals were his only mourners. He didn’t have a name, and none of us knew what the third praenomen among that branch of the Pompeii is. We knew only Gnaeus and Sextus, both taken. So we decided on Quintus; it sounded right. His tomb will say Quintus Pompeius Magnus. Until then, I have his ashes. My father is attending to the tomb, for Pompeius will not.


  There is no need to say anything about Julia’s funeral, for I know that Pompeius has written it.


  But your mama’s heart was broken. She wasn’t with us anymore, just drifted—you know what she was like, so brisk and martial in her step, but now she just drifted. Oh, it was awful! No matter which one of us she saw—the laundry maid, Eutychus, Burgundus, Cardixa, a Vestal—or me—she would stop and look at us and ask, “Why couldn’t it have been me? Why did it have to be her? I’m no use to anyone! Why couldn’t it have been me?” And what could we say in reply? How could we not weep? Then she would howl, and ask all over again, “Why couldn’t it have been me?”


  That went on for two months, but only in front of us. When people came to pay condolence visits, she pulled herself together and behaved as they expected she would. Though her appearance shocked everyone.


  Then she shut herself in her room and sat upon the floor, rocking back and forth, and humming. With sometimes a huge cry, and the howling would begin again. We had to wash her and change her clothes, and we tried so hard to persuade her to get into her bed, but she would not. She wouldn’t eat. Burgundus pinched her nose while Cardixa poured watered wine down her throat, but that was as far as any of us felt we could go. The very thought of holding her down and forcibly feeding her made all of us sick. We had a conference, Burgundus, Cardixa, Eutychus and the Vestals, and we decided that you would not want her fed by force. If we have erred, please, we beg you, forgive us. What we did was done with the very best of intentions.


  This morning she died. It was not difficult, nor a great agony for her. Popillia the Chief Vestal says it is a mercy. It had been many days since she had any sensible congress with us, yet just before the end she came to her senses and spoke lucidly. Mostly about Julia. She asked all of us—the adult Vestals were there too—to offer sacrifices for Julia to Magna Mater, Juno Sospita and the Bona Dea. Bona Dea seemed to worry her dreadfully; she insisted that we promise to remember Bona Dea. I had to swear that I would give Bona Dea’s snakes eggs and milk all year round, every year. Otherwise Aurelia seemed to think that some terrible disaster would befall you. She didn’t speak your name until just before she died. The last thing she said was “Tell Caesar all of this will go to his greater glory.” Then she closed her eyes and ceased to breathe.


  There is nothing more. My father is dealing with her funeral, and he is writing, of course. But he insisted that I should be the one to tell you. I am so sorry. I will miss Aurelia with every beat of my heart.


  Please take care of yourself, Caesar. I know what a blow this will be, following so closely upon Julia. I wish I understood why these things happen, but I do not. Though somehow I know what her last message to you meant. The Gods torture those they love the best. It will all go to your greater glory.


  There were no tears at this news either.


  Perhaps I already knew that this was how it must finish. Mater, to live on without Julia? Not possible. Oh, why do women have to suffer such unbearable pain? They do not run the world, they are not to blame. Therefore why should they suffer?


  Their lives are so enclosed, so centered upon the hearth. Their children, their home and their men, in that order. Such is their nature. And nothing is crueler for them than to outlive their children. That part of my life is closed forever. I will not open that door again. I have no one left who loves me as a woman loves her son or her father, and my poor little wife is a stranger who loves her cats more than she does me. For why should she not? They have kept her company, they have given her some semblance of love. Whereas I am never there. I know nothing about love, except that it has to be earned. And though I am completely empty, I can feel the strength in me grow. This will not defeat me. It has freed me. Whatever I have to do, I will do. There is no one left to tell me I cannot.


  He gathered up three scrolls: Servilia’s, Calpurnia’s, Aurelia’s.


  The detritus of so many men pulling up their roots and moving on meant many fires, for which Caesar was glad. The last live coal he had needed had been found by chance; fires were rare in hot weather. There was always the eternal flame, but it belonged to Vesta and to take flame from it to use for ordinary purposes required ritual and prayers. Caesar was the Pontifex Maximus; he would not profane that mystery.


  But, as with Pompey’s letter, he had fire to hand. He fed Servilia to it, and watched her burn sardonically. Then Calpurnia, his face impassive. The last to go was Aurelia, unopened, but he didn’t hesitate. Whatever she had said, whenever she had written it, no longer mattered. Surrounded by flakes dancing in the air, Caesar pulled the folds of his purple-bordered toga over his head and said the words of purification.


  2


  It was eighty miles of easy marching from Portus Itius to Samarobriva: the first day on a rutted track through mighty forests of oak, the second day amid vast clearings wherein the soil had been turned for cropping or rich grasses fed naked Gallic sheep and hairy Gallic cattle. Trebonius had gone with the Twelfth much earlier than Caesar, who was the last to go. Left behind with the Seventh, Fabius had already stripped the defenses of a camp big enough to contain eight legions and re-erected them around a camp which could be comfortably held by one legion. Satisfied that this outpost was in good condition to resist attack, Caesar took the Tenth and headed for Samarobriva.


  The Tenth was his favorite legion, the one he liked to work with personally, and though its number was not the lowest, it was the original legion of Further Gaul. When he had raced headlong from Rome in that March of nearly five years ago—covering the seven hundred miles in eight days and fighting his way along a goat-track pass through the high Alps—it was the Tenth he had found with Pomptinus at Genava. By the time the Fifth Alauda and the Seventh had arrived, going the long way under Labienus, Caesar and the Tenth had got to know each other. Typically, not through battle. The army’s most quoted joke about Caesar was that for every action you fought, Caesar would have made you shovel ten thousand wagon-loads of earth and rock. As had been the case at Genava, where the Tenth (later joined by the Fifth Alauda and the Seventh) had dug a sixteen-foot-high wall nineteen miles long to keep the emigrating Helvetii out of the Province. Battles, said the army, were Caesar’s rewards for all that shoveling, building, logging and slogging. Of which none had done more than the Tenth, nor fought more bravely and intelligently in those fairly infrequent battles. Caesar never fought unless he had to.


  There was even evidence of the army’s work as the long and disciplined column of the Tenth swung their feet in unison and sang their marching songs through the lands of the Morini around Portus Itius. For the rutted road through the oak forests was already fortified; on either side of it a hundred paces back loomed a great wall of fallen oaks, and those hundred paces were spider-moled with their stumps.


  Two years before, Caesar had led a few cohorts more than three legions against the Morini to pave his way for the expedition he planned to Britannia. He needed a port on the Morini coast, very near the mysterious island. But though he sent out heralds to ask for a treaty, the Morini hadn’t sent ambassadors.


  They caught him in the midst of building a camp, and Caesar almost went down. Had they been better generaled, the war in Gaul of the Long-hairs might have finished there and then with Caesar and his troops dead. But before they administered that final blow (as Caesar certainly would have), the Morini withdrew into their oak forests. And by the time that Caesar had picked up the pieces and burned his slain, he was furiously angry in the cold and passionless way he had made his own. How to teach the Morini that Caesar would win? That every life he had lost would be paid for with terrible suffering?


  He decided not to retreat. Instead he would go forward, all the way to the salt marshes of the Morini coastline. But not along a narrow track with the ancient oaks overhanging it, perfect shelter for a Belgic horde. No, he would lead his troops upon a broad highway in bright, safe sunlight.


  “The Morini are Druids, boys!” he shouted to his soldiers in assembly. “They believe that every tree has animus—a spirit, a soul! And which tree’s spirit is the most sacred? Nemer! The oak! Which tree forms their temple groves, the nemeton? Nemer! The oak! Which tree does the Druid high priest climb clad in white and under the moon to harvest the mistletoe with his golden sickle? Nemer! The oak! From the branches of which tree do the skeletons hang clacking in the breeze as sacrifices to Esus, their god of war? Nemer! The oak! Under which tree does the Druid set up his altar with his human victim lying face down, and cleave his backbone with a sword to interpret the future through his struggles? Nemer! The oak! Which tree is witness when the Druids build their wicker cages, stuff them with men taken prisoner and burn them to honor Taranis, their thunder god? Nemer! The oak!”


  He paused, seated upon his warhorse with the toes, the vivid scarlet of his general’s cloak lying in ordered folds across its haunches, and he smiled brilliantly. His exhausted troops smiled back, feeling the vigor begin to steal through their sinews.


  “Do we Romans believe that trees have spirits? Do we?”


  “NO!” roared the soldiers.


  “Do we believe in oak knowledge and oak magic?”


  “NO!” roared the soldiers.


  “Do we believe in human sacrifice?”


  “NO!” roared the soldiers.


  “Do we like these people?”


  “NO!” roared the soldiers.


  “Then we will kill their minds and their will to live by showing them that Rome is mightier than the mightiest oak! That Rome is eternal but the oak is not! We will liberate the spirits of their oaks and send them to haunt the Morini until time and men have ended!”


  “YES!” roared the soldiers.


  “Then to your axes!”


  Mile after mile through the oak forest Caesar and his men pushed the Morini backward to their fens, felling the oaks as they went in a swath a thousand feet wide, piling the raw lopped trunks and branches into a great wall on either flank, and counting the tally as each majestic old tree groaned to marry the earth. Almost demented with horror and grief, the Morini could not fight back. They retreated keening until they were swallowed up in their fens, where they huddled and mourned desolately.


  The skies mourned too. On the edge of the salt marshes it began to rain, and it rained until the Roman tents were soaked, the soldiers wet and shivering. Still, what had been done was enough. Satisfied, Caesar had withdrawn to put his men into a comfortable winter camp. But the tale spread; the Belgae and the Celtae rocked in grief, and wondered what sort of men could murder trees yet sleep at night and laugh by day.


  Only their Roman Gods had substance, nor did the Roman soldiers feel the brush of alien wings inside their minds. So on the march from Portus Itius to Samarobriva they swung their legs and sang their songs through the miles of silent, fallen giants, unperturbed.


  And Caesar, striding out with them, looked at the wall of murdered oaks and smiled. He was learning new ways to make war, fascinated with the idea of taking war inside the enemy’s mind. His faith in himself and his soldiers was limitless, but better by far that conquest came inside the enemy mind. That way, the yoke could never be thrown off. Gaul of the Long-hairs would have to bend; Caesar could not.


  *


  The Greeks had a famous joke: that nothing in the world was uglier than a Gallic oppidum, and it was true of Samarobriva, alas. The stronghold lay on the Samara River in the midst of a lush valley, very burned and dry at the moment, yet still more productive than most places. It was the chief oppidum of a Belgic tribe, the Ambiani, who were closely tied to Commius and the Atrebates, their neighbors and kinsmen to the north. To the south and east they bordered the lands of the Bellovaci, a fierce and warlike people who had submitted but stirred ominously.


  Beauty, however, was not high on Caesar’s list of priorities when he campaigned; Samarobriva suited him extremely well. Though Gaul of the Belgae was not rich in stone and the Gauls were poor quarrymen at the best of times, the walls were made of stone, were high, and had not been difficult to fortify further in the Roman manner. They bristled now with towers from which an enemy force could be seen miles away, the several gates were now behind additional ramparts, and an army camp formidably equipped with defenses lay behind the stronghold.


  Inside the stone walls was spacious but not inspiring. No people normally lived there; it was a place for the storage of food and tribal treasures. No proper streets, just windowless warehouses and tall granaries dotted randomly about. It did contain a large wooden house two storeys high; in time of war the chief thane and his nobles lived in it, and at all times it served as a meeting hall for the tribe. Here upstairs Caesar was domiciled in far less comfort than Trebonius enjoyed; during a previous tenancy Trebonius had built himself a stone house above a steamy furnace of coals which heated the floor and the large bath he had installed, together with an Ambiani mistress.


  Neither dwelling possessed a proper latrine situated above a stream of running water which carried the excrement away into a sewer or a river. In that respect the troops were better off; no winter camp of Caesar’s was without such amenities. Latrine pits were acceptable for campaign camps, provided they were dug deep enough and their bottoms covered daily with a thin layer of soil and lime, but even in winter long-term latrine pits bred disease, for they polluted the groundwater. Soldiers had to be fit, not sick. This wasn’t a problem the Gauls understood, for they never congregated in towns, preferring to live in small villages or single homesteads across the countryside. They went to war for a few days at a time, and took their women and slaves with them to deal with all the bodily functions. Only the serfs stayed at home and the Druids in their forest retreats.


  The wooden plank stairs to the meeting hall’s upper storey were on the outside of the building, protected a little from the elements by an overhanging eave. Beneath the stairs Caesar had constructed a latrine so deep it was more a well, digging down until he found an underground stream which he had mined through a tunnel so long it entered the Samara River. Not entirely satisfactory, but the best he could do. This facility Trebonius used as well. A fair trade, said Caesar, for the use of Trebonius’s bath.


  The roof had been thatched, this being the usual Gallic roof on a building of any size, but Caesar had all a Roman’s horror of fire as well as his private horror of rats and bird lice, both of which thought thatch had been invented for their enjoyment. So the thatch had come off, replaced with slate tiles he had brought from the foothills of the Pyrenees. His house was therefore cold, damp and airless, as its small windows were protected by shutters of solid wood instead of fretted Italian shutters permitting an exchange of air. He made do because it was not his custom to remain in Gaul of the Long-hairs for the duration of the six-month furlough the seasons gave his troops. Under, normal circumstances he stayed in whatever oppidum he had chosen for winter headquarters for a few days only before setting out for Italian Gaul and Illyricum, where he ministered to those absolutely Roman provinces in the exquisite degree of comfort provided by the richest man in whatever town he was visiting.


  This winter would be different. He would not be going to Italian Gaul and Illyricum; Samarobriva was home for the next six months. No condolences, especially now that he knew his mother was also dead. Who would be the third? Though, come to think of it, in his life the deaths happened in twos, not threes. Gaius Marius and his father. Cinnilla and Aunt Julia. Now Julia and Mater. Yes, twos. And who besides was left?


  His freedman Gaius Julius Thrasyllus was waiting in the doorway at the top of the stairs, smiling and bowing.


  “I’m here for the whole winter, Thrasyllus. What can we do to make this place more habitable?” he asked, handing over his scarlet cloak.


  There were two servants waiting to unbuckle his leather cuirass and the outer skirt of straps, but first he had to divest himself of the scarlet sash of his high imperium; he and he alone could touch it, and when it was unknotted he folded it carefully and placed it in the jeweled box Thrasyllus held out. His under-dress was scarlet linen cushioned with a stuffing of wool between diamond-shaped stitching, thick enough to soak up the sweat of marching (there were many generals who preferred to wear a tunic on the march, even if they traveled in a gig, but the soldiers had to march in twenty pounds of chain mail, so Caesar wore his cuirass) and thick enough now to be warm. The servants removed his boots and put slippers of Ligurian felt upon his feet, then whisked the military impedimenta away for storage.


  “I suggest you build a proper house like Gaius Trebonius’s, Caesar,” said Thrasyllus.


  “You’re right, I will. I’ll look for a site tomorrow.”


  A smile, then he was gone into the big room wherein couches and other Roman furnishings were scattered.


  She wasn’t there, but he could hear her talking to Orgetorix next door. Best find her when she was occupied, couldn’t overwhelm him with affection. There were times when he liked that, but not this evening. He was bruised in spirit.


  There. Over by the cot, her fabulous mane of fiery hair falling forward so that he couldn’t see much more of his son than a pair of woolly purple socks. Why did she persist in clothing the child in purple? He had voiced his displeasure many times, but she failed to understand, as she was the daughter of a king. To her, the child was the future King of the Helvetii; therefore, purple was his color.


  She sensed him rather than saw him and straightened at once, face all eyes and teeth, so great was her pleasure. Then she frowned at the beard.


  “Tata!” crowed the little boy, holding out his arms.


  He had a look more of Aunt Julia than of Caesar himself, and that alone was enough to melt Caesar’s heart. The same big grey eyes, the same shape to his face, and luckily the same creamy skin instead of a pinkly pallid, freckled Gallic integument. But his hair was entirely his own, much the same color as Sulla’s had been, neither red nor gold. And it promised to deserve the cognomen Caesar, which meant a fine thick head of hair. How Caesar’s enemies had used his thinning hair to ridicule him! A pity then that this little boy would never bear the name Caesar. She had named him after her father, who had been King of the Helvetii: Orgetorix.


  *


  She had been the principal wife of Dumnorix in the days when he had skulked in the background hating his brother, chief vergobret of the Aedui.


  After the survivors of the attempted Helvetian migration had been returned to their alpine lands and Caesar had also dealt with King Ariovistus of the Suebic Germans, he had toured the lands of the Aedui to familiarize himself with the people, for their importance in his scheme of things had grown. They were Celtae, but Romanized, and were the most populous as well as the richest people in all of Further Gaul; the nobility spoke Latin, and they had earned the title Friend and Ally of the Roman People. They also provided Rome with cavalry.


  Caesar’s original intention when he had galloped to Genava had been to put an end to the Helvetian migration and to Germanic incursions across the river Rhenus. As soon as it was done, he would commence his conquest of the river Danubius all the way from its sources to its outflow. But by the time that first campaign in Gaul of the Long-hairs was finished, his plans had changed. The Danubius could wait. First he would ensure Italia’s safety on the west by pacifying the whole of Further Gaul, turning it into a completely loyal buffer between Our Sea and the Germans. It had been Ariovistus the German who worked this radical change; unless Rome conquered and fully Romanized all the tribes of Gaul, it would fall to the Germans. Then the next to go would be Italia.


  Dumnorix had plotted to replace his brother as the most influential man among the Aedui, but after the defeat of his Helvetian allies (he had cemented this alliance with a marriage) he retired to his own manor near Matisco to lick his wounds; it was here that Caesar found him as he returned to Italian Gaul to reorganize his thinking and his army. He had been welcomed by the steward, shown to a suite of rooms, left to himself until he wished to join Dumnorix in the reception room.


  But he had walked into Dumnorix’s reception room at the worst possible moment, the moment in which a big woman, spitting curses, drew back her powerful white arm and punched Dumnorix on the jaw so hard Caesar heard his teeth rattle. Flat on the floor he went, while the woman, a fantastic cloud of red hair swirling about her like a general’s cloak, began to kick him. He came up swinging, was knocked down a second time and kicked again, no force spared. Another equally large but younger woman erupted into the room; she fared no better dealing with Red Hair, who blocked her crosscut and landed an uppercut which sent the newcomer sprawling senseless.


  Enjoying himself hugely, Caesar leaned on the wall to watch.


  Dumnorix wriggled out of the reach of those deadly feet, got to one knee with murder in his eyes, and saw his visitor.


  “Don’t mind me,” said Caesar.


  But that signaled the end of the round, if not the bout. Red Hair planted a vicious kick on the inanimate body of her second victim, then retreated, magnificent breasts heaving, dark blue eyes flashing, to stand staring at the incongruous sight of a Roman in the purple-bordered toga of high estate.


  “I didn’t—expect you—so soon!” panted Dumnorix.


  “So I gather. The lady boxes much better than the athletes at the games. However, if you like I’ll go back to my rooms and let you contend with your domestic crisis in peace. If peace is the right word.”


  “No, no!” Dumnorix straightened his shirt, picked up his shawl, and discovered that it had been wrenched off so violently that the brooch which held it on his left shoulder had torn the sleeve from its armhole. He glared at Red Hair and lifted one fist. “I’ll kill you, woman!”


  She curled her top lip in contempt but said nothing.


  “May I adjudicate?” asked Caesar, removing himself from the wall and strolling to place himself in a strategic position between Dumnorix and Red Hair.


  “Thank you but no, Caesar. I’ve just divorced the she-wolf.”


  “She-wolf. Romulus and Remus were fostered by a she-wolf. I suggest you put her in the field. She’d have no trouble beating the Germans.”


  Her eyes had widened at the name; she strode forward until she was scant inches from Caesar and thrust her chin out. “I am a wronged wife!” she cried. “My people are no use to him now that they are defeated and returned to their own lands, so he has divorced me! For no reason except his own convenience! I am not unfaithful, I am not poor, I am not a serf! He has divorced me for no valid reason! I am a wronged wife!”


  “Is that the competition?” Caesar asked her, pointing at the girl on the floor.


  Up went the top lip again. “Pah!” she spat.


  “Do you have children by this woman, Dumnorix?”


  “No, she’s barren!” cried Dumnorix, seizing on it.


  “I am not barren! What do you believe, that babies pop out of nothing on a Druid altar? Between the whores and the wine, Dumnorix, you’re not man enough to quicken any of your wives!” Up came her fist.


  Dumnorix backed away. “Touch me, woman, and I’ll cut your throat from ear to ear!” Out came his knife.


  “Now, now,” said Caesar reprovingly. “Murder is murder, and better done somewhere else than in front of a proconsul of Rome. However, if you want to box on, I’m willing to act as judge. Equal weapons, Dumnorix. Unless the lady would like a knife?”


  “Yes!” she hissed.


  What might have been said or done then was not, for the girl on the floor began to moan; Dumnorix, clearly besotted with her, rushed to kneel by her side.


  Red Hair turned to watch, while Caesar watched her. Oh, she was something else again! Tall and strapping, yet slender and feminine; her waist, cinched with a golden belt, was tiny between large breasts and hips; and her legs, he thought, lent her most of that imposing height. But it was her hair enraptured him. It poured in rivers of fire over her shoulders and down her back to well below her knees, so thick and rich it had a life of its own. Most Gallic women had wonderful hair, but never so much or so brilliant as this woman’s.


  “You’re of the Helvetii,” he said.


  She swung round to face him, seeming suddenly to see more than a purple-bordered toga. “You are Caesar?” she asked.


  “I am. But you haven’t answered my question.”


  “My father was King Orgetorix.”


  “Ah, yes. He killed himself before the migration.”


  “They forced him to it.”


  “Does this mean you will return to your people?”


  “I cannot.”


  “Why?”


  “I have been divorced. No one will have me.”


  “Yes, that’s worth a punch or two.”


  “He wronged me! I have not deserved it!”


  Dumnorix had managed to get the girl to her feet, and stood with one arm about her waist. “Get out of my house!” he roared at Red Hair.


  “Not until you return my dowry!”


  “I’ve divorced you, I’m entitled to keep it!”


  “Oh, come, Dumnorix,” said Caesar pleasantly. “You’re a rich man, you don’t need her dowry. The lady says she cannot return to her people; therefore the least you can do is enable her to live somewhere in comfort.” He turned to Red Hair. “How much does he owe you?” he asked her.


  “Two hundred cows, two bulls, five hundred sheep, my bed and bedding, my table, my chair, my jewels, my horse, my servants and a thousand gold pieces,” she recited.


  “Give her back her dowry, Dumnorix,” said Caesar in a tone brooking no argument. “I’ll escort her off your lands into the Province and settle her somewhere far from the Aedui.”


  Dumnorix writhed. “Caesar, I couldn’t put you to the trouble!”


  “No trouble, I assure you. It’s on my way.”


  And so it had been arranged. When Caesar departed from the lands of the Aedui he went accompanied by two hundred cows, two bulls, five hundred sheep, a wagon full of furniture and chests, a small crowd of slaves and Red Hair on her high-stepping Italian horse.


  What Caesar’s own entourage thought of this circus they kept to themselves, thankful that for once the General wasn’t sitting in a pitching gig, dictating to two of them at full gallop. Instead he rode beside the lady at a leisurely pace and talked to her all the way from Matisco to Arausio, where he supervised the purchase of a property large enough to graze two hundred cows, two bulls and five hundred sheep, and installed Red Hair and her team of servants in the commodious house upon it.


  “But I have no husband, no protector!” she said.


  “Rubbish!” said he, laughing. “This is the Province; it belongs to Rome. Do you think the whole district of Arausio isn’t aware who settled you here? I’m the governor. No one will touch you. On the contrary, everyone will bend over backward to assist you. You’ll be inundated with offers of help.”


  “I belong to you.”


  “That’s what they’ll think, certainly.”


  She had done a great deal more fulminating during the journey than she had smiling, but now she smiled, her wide mouth showing all its splendid teeth. “And what do you think?” she asked.


  “I think I’d like to use your hair as a toga.”


  “I’ll comb it.”


  “No,” he said, climbing upon his road horse, which had normal hooves. “Wash it. That’s why I made sure your house has a proper bathtub. Learn to use it every day. I’ll see you in the spring, Rhiannon.”


  She frowned. “Rhiannon? That’s not my name, Caesar. You know my name.”


  “Too many x’s for linguistic pleasure. Rhiannon.”


  “It means—”


  “Wronged wife. Quite so.”


  He kicked his horse and cantered away, but back he came in the spring, as he had promised.


  What Dumnorix thought when his wronged wife returned to the lands of the Aedui in Caesar’s train he didn’t say, but it rankled. Especially when it became a delicious joke among the Aedui; the Wronged Wife fell pregnant very quickly, and bore Caesar a son the following winter in her house near Arausio. Which didn’t stop her traveling in the baggage train the next spring and summer. Wherever headquarters were established, there she and her baby made themselves at home and waited for Caesar. It was an arrangement which worked well; Caesar saw just enough of her to keep him fascinated, and she had taken his hint, kept herself and the baby so washed they shone.


  *


  He scooped the child out of the cot and kissed him, held the little flowerlike face against his own scratchy one, then lifted a small hand to kiss its dimpled knuckles.


  “He knew me despite the beard.”


  “I think he’d know you if you turned a different color.”


  “My daughter and my mother are dead.”


  “Yes. Trebonius told me.”


  “We won’t discuss it.”


  “Trebonius said he thought you’d stay here for the winter.”


  “Would you prefer to go back to the Province? I can send you, though I won’t take you.”


  “No.”


  “We’ll build a better house before the snow comes.”


  “I’d like that.”


  As they continued to talk quietly, he walked up and down the room holding the child in the crook of his arm, stroking the red-gold curls, the flawless skin, the fan of lashes drooping on a rosy cheek.


  “He’s asleep, Caesar.”


  “Then I suppose I must put him down.”


  Into the cot well wrapped in soft purple wool, head upon a purple pillow; Caesar remained gazing for a moment, then put his arm about Rhiannon and walked with her from the room.


  “It’s late, but I have dinner ready if you’re hungry.”


  He lifted a tress of hair. “Always, when I see you.”


  “Dinner first. You’re not very enthusiastic about food, so I have to get as much of it into you as I can. Roast venison and roast pork with bubbled skin. Crusty bread still hot from the oven, and six different vegetables from my garden.”


  She was a wonderful housekeeper in a way very different from a Roman woman; of the blood royal, yet down on her knees in her vegetable garden, or making the cheese herself, or turning the mattress on her bed, which always came with her, as did her table and her chair.


  The room was warm from several braziers glowing amid the shadows, and the walls were hung with bear skins and wolf pelts wherever the boards had shrunk and the wind whistled through, and it was, besides, not yet winter. They ate entwined on the same couch, a contact more friendly than fleshly, and then she took her harp, put it upon her knee and played.


  Perhaps, he thought, that was another reason why she still delighted him. They made such wonderful music, the long-haired Gauls, fingers plucking at many more strings than a lyre possessed, music at once wild and delicate, passionate and stirring. And oh, how they could sing! As she began to sing now, some soft and plaintive air as much sound as words, sheer emotion. Italian music was more melodic, yet lacked the untamed improvisation; Greek music was more mathematically perfect, yet lacked the power and the tears. This was music in which words didn’t matter but the voice did. And Caesar, who loved music even more than literature or the visual arts, listened rapt.


  After which making love to her was like an extension of the music. He was the wind roaring through the sky, he was the voyager on an ocean of stars—and found his healing in the song of her body.


  3


  At first it looked as if the breaking Gallic storm would be Celtic after all. Caesar had been snugly ensconced in his new stone house for a month when word came that the Carnute elders, egged on by the Druids, had killed Tasgetius, their king. Not usually something of concern, but in this case very worrying; it had been Caesar’s influence had elevated Tasgetius to the kingship. The Carnutes were peculiarly important over and above their numbers and their wealth, for the center of the Druidic web spread throughout Gaul of the Long-hairs was located in the lands of the Carnutes at a place called Carnutum, the navel of the Druidic earth. It was neither oppidum nor town, more a carefully oriented collection of oak, rowan and hazel groves interspersed with small villages of Druid dwellings.


  Druidic opposition to Rome was implacable. Rome represented a new, different, alluring apostasy bound to collide with and destroy the Druidic ethos. Not because of the coming of Caesar. The feeling and the attitude were well entrenched by this time, the result of almost two hundred years of watching the Gallic tribes of the south succumb to Romanization. The Greeks had been in the Province far longer, but had remained in the hinterland around Massilia and preferred to be indifferent to barbarians. Whereas the Romans were incurably busy people, had the knack of setting the standard and style of living wherever they settled, and had the habit of extending their highly prized citizenship to those who co-operated with them and rendered good service. They fought crisp wars to eliminate undesirable characteristics like taking heads—a favorite pastime among the Salluvii, who lived between Massilia and Liguria— and would always be back to fight another war if they hadn’t done too well in the last one. It had been the Greeks who brought the vine and the olive to the south, but the Romans who had transformed the native peoples of the Province into Roman thinkers: people who no longer honored the Druids, who sent their wellborn sons to study in Rome instead of in Carnutum.


  Thus Caesar’s advent was a culmination rather than a root cause. Because he was Pontifex Maximus and therefore head of the Roman religion, the Chief Druid had asked for an interview with him during his visit to the lands of the Carnutes in that first year Rhiannon had journeyed with him.


  “If Arvernian is acceptable you can send the interpreter away,” said Caesar.


  “I had heard that you speak several of our tongues, but why Arvernian?” the Chief Druid asked.


  “My mother had a servant, Cardixa, from the Arverni.”


  A faint anger showed. “A slave.”


  “Originally, but not for many years.”


  Caesar looked the Chief Druid up and down: a handsome, yellow-haired man in his late forties, dressed simply in a long white linen tunic; he was clean-shaven and devoid of ornament.


  “Do you have a name, Chief Druid?”


  “Cathbad.”


  “I expected you to be older, Cathbad.”


  “I might say the same, Caesar.” It was Caesar’s turn to be looked up and down. “You’re Gallic fair. Is that unusual?”


  “Not very. It’s actually more unusual to be very dark. You can tell from our third names, which often refer to some physical characteristic. Rufus, which indicates red hair, is a common cognomen. Flavus and Albinus indicate blond hair. A man with truly black hair and eyes is Niger.”


  “And you are the high priest.”


  “Yes.”


  “You inherited the position?”


  “No, I was elected Pontifex Maximus. The tenure is for life, as with all our priests and augurs, who are all elected. Whereas our magistrates are elected for the term of one year only.”


  Cathbad blinked, slowly. “So was I elected. Do you really conduct the rituals of your people?”


  “When I’m in Rome.”


  “Which puzzles me. You’ve been the chief magistrate of your people and now you lead armies. Yet you are the high priest. To us, a contradiction.”


  “The two are not irreconcilable to the Senate and People of Rome,” said Caesar genially. “On the other hand, I gather that the Druids constitute an exclusive group within the tribe. What one might call the intellectuals.”


  “We’re the priests, the doctors, the lawyers and the poets,” said Cathbad, striving to be genial.


  “Ah, the professionals! Do you specialize?”


  “A little, particularly those who love to doctor. But all of us know the law, the rituals, the history and the lays of our people. Otherwise we are not Druids. It takes twenty years to make one.”


  They were talking in the main hall of the public building in Cenabum, and quite alone now that the interpreter had been sent away. Caesar had chosen to wear the toga and tunic of the Pontifex Maximus, magnificent-looking garments broadly striped in scarlet and purple.


  “I hear,” said Caesar, “that you write nothing down—that if all the Druids in Gaul were to be killed on the same day, knowledge would also die. But surely you’ve preserved your lore on bronze or stone or paper! Writing isn’t unknown here.”


  “Among the Druids it is, though we can all read and write. But we do not write down anything which pertains to our calling. That we memorize. It takes twenty years.”


  “Very clever!” said Caesar appreciatively.


  Cathbad frowned. “Clever?”


  “It’s an excellent way to preserve life and limb. No one would dare to harm you. Little wonder a Druid can walk fearlessly onto a field of battle and stop the fighting.”


  “That is not why we do it!” Cathbad cried.


  “I realize that. But it’s still clever.” Caesar switched to another touchy subject. “Druids pay no taxes of any kind, is that right?”


  “We pay no taxes, it is true,” said Cathbad, pose subtly stiffer, face stubbornly impassive.


  “Nor serve in the army?”


  “Nor serve as warriors.”


  “Nor put your hands to any menial task.”


  “It’s you who are clever, Caesar. Your words put us in the wrong. We serve, we earn our rewards. I’ve already told you, we are the priests, the doctors, the lawyers and the poets.”


  “You marry?”


  “Yes, we marry.”


  “And are supported by the working people.”


  Cathbad hung on to his temper. “In return for our services, which are irreplaceable.”


  “Yes, I understand that. Very clever!”


  “I had assumed you would be more tactful, Caesar. Why should you go out of your way to insult us?”


  “I don’t insult you, Cathbad. I’m after the facts. We of Rome know very little of the living structure within the Gallic tribes who have not come in contact with us until now. Polybius has written a little about you Druids, and some other lesser men of history mention you. But it is my duty to report on these things to the Senate, and the best way to find out is to ask,” said Caesar, smiling, but not with charm. Cathbad was impervious to it. “Tell me about women.”


  “Women?”


  “Yes. I note that women, like slaves, can be tortured. Whereas no free man, however low his status, can be tortured. I also note that polygamy is permitted.”


  Cathbad drew himself up. “We have ten different degrees of marriage, Caesar,” he said with dignity. “This permits a certain latitude about the number of wives a man may acquire. We Gauls are warlike. Men die in battle. In turn, this means that there are more women among our people than men. Our laws and customs were designed for us, not for Romans.”


  “Quite so.”


  Cathbad drew a breath audibly. “Women have their place. Like men, they have souls, they change places between this world and the other world. And there are priestesses.”


  “Druids?”


  “No, not Druids.”


  “For every difference, there is a similarity,” said Caesar, the smile reaching his eyes. “We elect our priests, a similarity. We do not permit women to hold priesthoods which are important to men, a similarity. The differences are in our status as men—military service, public office, the payment of taxes.” The smile disappeared. “Cathbad, it isn’t Roman policy to disturb the Gods and worshiping practices of other peoples. You and yours stand in no danger from me or from Rome. Except in one single respect. Human sacrifice must cease. Men kill each other everywhere and in every people. But no people around the margins of Our Sea kills men—or women—to please the Gods. The Gods do not demand human sacrifice, and the priests who believe they do are deluded.”


  “The men we sacrifice are either prisoners of war or slaves bought for the specific purpose!” Cathbad snapped.


  “Nevertheless it must stop.”


  “You lie, Caesar! You and Rome do threaten the Gallic way of life! You threaten the souls of our people!”


  “No human sacrifice,” said Caesar, unmoved and immovable.


  Thus it went for several hours more, each man learning about the mind of the other. But when the meeting ended, Cathbad left a worried man. If Rome continued to infiltrate Gaul of the Long-hairs, everything would change; Druidism would dwindle and vanish. Therefore Rome must be driven out.


  *


  Caesar’s response had been to begin negotiating for the elevation of Tasgetius to the Carnute kingship, by chance vacant. Among the Belgae combat would have decided the issue, but among the Celtae—including the Carnutes—the elders decided in council, with the Druids very carefully watching—and lobbying. The verdict had favored Tasgetius by a very narrow margin, and had depended on his undeniable blood claim. Caesar wanted him because he had spent four years in Rome as a child hostage and understood the perils of leading his people into outright war.


  Now all of that was gone. Tasgetius was dead and Cathbad the Chief Druid was running the councils.


  “So,” said Caesar to his legate Lucius Munatius Plancus, “we’ll try a deterrent. The Carnutes are a fairly sophisticated lot, and the murder of Tasgetius may not have been a design for war. They may have killed him for tribal reasons. Take the Twelfth and march for their capital, Cenabum. Go into winter camp outside its walls on the closest dry ground you can find, and watch. Luckily there’s not much forest, so they shouldn’t be able to surprise you. Be ready to deal with trouble, Plancus.”


  Plancus was another of Caesar’s protégés, a man who, like Trebonius and Hirtius, relied heavily upon Caesar to advance his career. “What about the Druids?” he asked.


  “Leave them and Carnutum severely alone, Plancus. I want no religious aspect to this war; that stiffens resistance. Privately I detest the Druids, but it is not my policy to antagonize them any more than I have to.”


  Off went Plancus and the Twelfth, which left Caesar and the Tenth to garrison Samarobriva. For a moment Caesar toyed with the idea of bringing Marcus Crassus and the Eighth into camp with the Tenth, as they were only twenty-five miles away, then decided to leave them where they were. His bones still insisted that the brewing revolt would be among the Belgae, not among the Celtae.


  His bones were right. A formidable adversary has a habit of throwing up men capable of opposing him, and one such capable man was emerging. His name was Ambiorix and he was co-ruler of the Belgic Eburones, the selfsame tribe in whose lands the Thirteenth Legion of raw recruits was wintering inside the fortress of Atuatuca under the “exactly equal” joint command of Sabinus and Cotta.


  Gaul of the Long-hairs was far from united, particularly when it came to congress between the part-German, part-Celtic Belgae of the north and northwest, and the pure Celtic tribes to their south. This lack of congress had benefited Caesar greatly, and was to do so again during the coming war-torn year. For Ambiorix didn’t seek any allies among the Celtae; he went to his fellow Belgae. Which let Caesar fight peoples rather than one united people.


  The Atuatuci were reduced to a handful—no allies there since Caesar had sold the bulk of the tribe into slavery. Nor could Ambiorix hope for co-operation from the Atrebates, with their Roman puppet king, Commius, plotting to use the Romans as a lever to create a new title, High King of the Belgae. The Nervii had gone down badly several years before, but it was a very large and populous tribe which could still field a terrifying number of warriors. Unfortunately the Nervii fought on foot, and Ambiorix was a horseman. Worth seeing what mischief he could brew there, but they wouldn’t follow a horse leader. Ambiorix needed the Treveri, in whose ranks horse soldiers reigned supreme; the Treveri were also the most numerous and powerful people among the Belgae.


  Ambiorix was a subtle man, unusual in the Belgae, with an imposing presence. As tall as a full-blooded German, he had lime-stiffened, flax-fair hair that stood out like the rays around the head of the sun god Helios, his great blond moustache drooped almost to his shoulders, and his face with its fierce blue eyes was nobly handsome. His narrow trousers and long shirt were black, but the big rectangular shawl which he draped around his body and pinned upon his left shoulder bore the Eburone pattern of checks, black and scarlet on a vivid saffron-yellow background. Just above his elbows were twin golden torcs as thick as snakes, just above his wrists were twin golden cuffs studded with lustrous amber, around his neck gleamed a huge golden torc with a horse’s head at either end, the brooch securing his shawl was a great cabochon of amber set in gold, and his belt and baldric were made of gold plates hinged together and set with amber, as were the scabbards of his longsword and dagger. He looked every inch a king.


  But before he could acquire the power to persuade other tribes to join his Eburones, Ambiorix needed a victory. And why look further afield than his own lands to find it? There sat Sabinus, Cotta and the Thirteenth Legion like a guest-gift. The problem was their camp; bitter experience had taught the Gauls that it was virtually impossible to storm and take a properly fortified winter camp. Especially when, as in this case, it was built upon the corpse of a formidable Gallic oppidum which Roman expertise had rendered impregnable. Nor would surrounding Atuatuca and starving it out work; the Romans counted on the enemy’s being clever enough to do that. A Roman winter camp was furnished with good fresh water aplenty, food aplenty and sanitary arrangements which ensured disease was held at bay. What Ambiorix had to do was to lure the Romans out of Atuatuca. His way to secure his end was to attack Atuatuca, being careful to keep his Eburones out of harm’s way.


  What he didn’t expect was that Sabinus would give him a perfect opening by sending a delegation to demand indignantly of the King what he thought he was doing. Ambiorix hurried to answer in person.


  “You’re not going out there to talk to him, surely!” said Cotta when Sabinus began to don his armor.


  “Of course I am. You ought to come along too, co-commander.”


  “Not I!”


  Thus Sabinus went alone save for his interpreter and a guard of honor; the parley took place right outside Atuatuca’s front gate, and Ambiorix was accompanied by fewer men than Sabinus had with him. No danger, no danger at all. What was Cotta on about?


  “Why did you attack my camp?” Sabinus demanded angrily through his interpreter.


  Ambiorix produced an exaggerated shrug and spread his hands, eyes wide with surprise. “Why, noble Sabinus, I was merely doing what every king and chieftain is doing from one end of Gallia Comata to the other,” he said.


  Sabinus felt the blood drain from his face. “What do you mean?” he asked, and wet his lips.


  “Gallia Comata is in revolt, noble Sabinus.”


  “With Caesar himself sitting in Samarobriva? Rubbish!”


  Another shrug, another widening of the blue eyes. “Caesar is not in Samarobriva, noble Sabinus. Didn’t you know? He changed his mind and departed for Italian Gaul a month ago. As soon as he was safely gone the Carnutes murdered King Tasgetius, and the revolt began. Samarobriva is under such huge attack that it is expected to fall very soon. Marcus Crassus was massacred nearby, Titus Labienus is under siege, Quintus Cicero and the Ninth Legion are dead, and Lucius Fabius and Lucius Roscius have withdrawn to Tolosa in the Roman Province. You are alone, noble Sabinus.”


  White-faced, Sabinus nodded jerkily. “I see. I thank you for your candor, King Ambiorix.” He turned and almost ran back through the gate, knees shaking, to tell Cotta.


  Cotta stared at Sabinus with jaw dropped. “I don’t believe a word of it!”


  “You had better, Cotta. Ye Gods, Marcus Crassus and Quintus Cicero are dead, so are their legions!”


  “If Caesar had changed his mind about going to Italian Gaul, Sabinus, he would have let us know,” Cotta maintained.


  “Perhaps he did. Perhaps we never received the message.”


  “Believe me, Sabinus, Caesar is still in Samarobriva! You’ve been told lies designed to make us decide to retreat. Don’t listen to Ambiorix! He’s playing fox to your rabbit.”


  “We have to go before he comes back! Now!”


  The only other man privy to this conversation was the Thirteenth’s primipilus centurion, known as Gorgo because his glance turned soldiers to stone. A hoary veteran who had been in Rome’s legions since Pompey’s war against Sertorius in Spain, Gorgo had been given the Thirteenth by Caesar because of his talent for training and his toughness.


  Cotta looked at him in appeal.


  “Gorgo, what do you think?”


  The head in its fantastic helmet with the great stiff sideways crest nodded several times. “Lucius Cotta is right, Quintus Sabinus,” he said. “Ambiorix is lying. He wants us to panic and pull stakes. Inside this camp he can’t touch us, but the moment we’re on the march we’re vulnerable. If we stick it out here for the winter we’ll survive. If we march, we’re dead men. These are real good boys, but they’re green. They need a well-generaled battle with plenty of company to season them. But if they’re called on to fight without some veteran legions in the line with them, they’ll go down. And I don’t want to see that, Quintus Sabinus, because they are good boys.”


  “I say we march! Now!” Sabinus shouted.


  Nor could he be bent. An hour of reasoning and arguing later Sabinus was still insisting on a retreat. Nor could Cotta and Gorgo be bent. At the end of another hour they were still insisting that the Thirteenth stick it out in the winter camp.


  Sabinus stormed off in search of food, leaving Cotta and Gorgo to look at each other in consternation.


  “The fool!” Cotta cried, not caring that he was insulting a legate in the hearing of a centurion. “Unless you and I can talk him out of retreating, he’ll get us all killed.”


  “Trouble is,” said Gorgo thoughtfully, “he won a battle all on his unaided own, so now he thinks he knows the military manual better than Rutilius Rufus, who wrote it. But the Venelli aren’t Belgae, and Viridovix was a typical thick Gaul. Ambiorix is not typical and not thick either. He’s a very dangerous man.”


  Cotta sighed. “Then we have to keep trying, Gorgo.”


  Keep trying they did. Night fell with Cotta and Gorgo still trying, while Sabinus just grew angrier and more adamant.


  “Oh, give over!” Gorgo yelled in the end, patience exhausted. “For the sake of Mars, try to see the truth, Quintus Sabinus! If we leave this camp we’re all dead men! That includes you as well as me! And you might be ready to die, but I’m not! Caesar is sitting in Samarobriva, and may all the Gods help you when he finds out what’s gone on here for the last twelve hours!”


  The kind of man who wouldn’t stomach the attendance of King Commius at a Roman council was certainly not going to stomach this from a lowly centurion, primipilus veteran or not. Face purple, Sabinus went for him, one hand upraised, and slapped him with an open palm. That was too much for Cotta, who stepped between them and knocked Sabinus off his feet, then fell on him and pounded him unmercifully.


  It was Gorgo who broke them up, aghast. “Please, please!” he cried. “Do you think my boys are deaf, dumb and blind? They know what’s going on between us! Whatever you decide, decide it! This sort of thing isn’t going to help them!”


  On the verge of tears, Cotta stared down at Sabinus. “All right, Sabinus, you win. Not Caesar himself could reason with you once you’ve made up what passes for your mind!”


  *


  It took two days to organize the retreat, for the troops, all very young and inexperienced, couldn’t be persuaded by their centurions not to overload their packs with personal treasures and souvenirs, nor to relinquish their extra gear and souvenirs in the wagons. None of it worth a sestertius, but so precious to seventeen-year-olds keen to cement their yearned-for military careers with memories.


  The march when it did begin was painfully slow, not helped by the sleet driving in their faces behind a howling wind straight off the German Ocean; the ground was both soaked and icy, the wagons kept bogging to the axles and were difficult to extricate. Even so, the day passed and the rugged heights of Atuatuca disappeared behind the shifting mists. Sabinus began to crow over Cotta, who set his lips and said nothing.


  But Ambiorix and the Eburones were there beyond the sleety rain, biding their time with the complacence of men who knew the terrain a great deal better than the Romans did.


  Ambiorix’s plan worked smoothly; he could not afford to let the Roman column, marching down the Mosa, get far enough away from Atuatuca to encounter any of Quintus Cicero’s men, for Quintus Cicero and the Ninth were very much alive. The moment Sabinus led the Thirteenth into a narrow defile, Ambiorix swung his foot soldiers to block the Roman advance and unleashed his horse soldiers on the tail of the column until it turned back on itself and prevented retreat out of the steep-sided gulch, perfect for Ambiorix’s purpose.


  The initial reaction was blind panic as screaming hordes of Eburones swarmed into both ends of the defile, their brilliant yellow shawls abandoned so that they seemed like black shadows out of the Underworld. The unversed troops of the Thirteenth broke formation and tried to flee. Worse was Sabinus, whose fear and dismay drove all military ideas from his head.


  But when the shock wore off, the Thirteenth steadied down, saved from immediate massacre by the narrow confines in which the attack took place. There was nowhere to flee, and once Cotta, Gorgo and his centurions got the milling recruits standing in proper rank and file to resist, the lads discovered to their delight that they could kill the enemy. The peculiar iron of a hopeless situation stiffened their spirits, and they resolved that they would not die alone. And while the troops at the head and the tail of the column held the Eburones at bay, the troops in the middle, helped by the noncombatants and slaves, began to throw up defensive walls.


  At sunset there was still a Thirteenth, hideously smaller but far from defeated.


  “Didn’t I tell you they were good boys?” asked Gorgo of Cotta as they paused to catch their breath; the Eburones had drawn off to mass for another onslaught.


  “I curse Sabinus!” Cotta hissed. “They are good boys! But they’re all going to die, Gorgo, when they deserve to live and put decorations on their standards!”


  “Oh, Jupiter!” came from Gorgo in a moan.


  Cotta swung to look, and gasped. Carrying a stick on which he had tied his white handkerchief, Sabinus was picking his way across the dead at the mouth of the defile to where Ambiorix stood conferring with his nobles.


  Ambiorix, wearing his brilliant yellow shawl because he was one of the leaders, saw Sabinus and walked a few paces forward, holding his longsword in front of him, its tip pointing at the ground. With him went two other chieftains.


  “Truce, truce!” Sabinus shouted, panting.


  “I accept your truce, Quintus Sabinus, but only if you give up your weapons,” said Ambiorix.


  “Spare those of us who are left, I beg you!” said Sabinus, throwing sword and dagger away ostentatiously.


  The answer was a sudden swirling sweep of the longsword; Sabinus’s head soared into the air, parting company with its Attic helmet as well as its body. One of Ambiorix’s companions caught the helmet as it descended, but Ambiorix waited until the head had finished rolling before he walked to it and picked it up.


  “Oh, these shorn Romans!” he cried, unable to wrap Sabinus’s half-inch-long hair about his knuckles. Only by shaping his hand into a claw did he manage to lift the head high and wave it in the direction of the Thirteenth. “Attack!” he screamed. “Take their heads, take their heads!”


  Cotta was killed and decapitated not long after, but Gorgo lived to see the Aquilifer, dying on his feet, summon up some last reserve of strength and fling his hallowed silver Eagle like a javelin behind the dwindling Roman line.


  The Eburones drew off with the darkness, and Gorgo went the rounds of his boys to see how many were still on their feet. Pitifully few: about two hundred out of five thousand.


  “All right, boys,” he said to them as they huddled together in a sea of fallen comrades, “swords out. Kill every man who’s still breathing, then come back to me.”


  “When will the Eburones return?” asked one seventeen-year-old.


  “At dawn, lad, but they won’t find any of us alive to burn in their wicker cages. Kill the wounded, then come back to me. If you find any of our noncombatants or slaves, offer them a choice. Go now and try to get through to the Remi, or stay with us and die with us.”


  While the soldiers went to obey his orders, Gorgo took the silver Eagle and looked about him, eyes used to the darkness. Ah, there! He gouged out a long, pipelike trench in some soft, bloody ground and buried the Eagle, not very deeply. After which he heaved and hauled until the spot was under a pile of bodies, then sat on a rock and waited.


  At about the middle hour of the night, the surviving soldiers of the Thirteenth Legion killed themselves rather than live to be burned in wicker cages.


  *


  There were very few noncombatants or slaves left alive, for all of them had plucked swords and shields from dead legionaries and fought. But those who still lived were let through the enemy lines indifferently, with the result that Caesar got word of the fate of the Thirteenth late the following day.


  “Trebonius, look after things,” he said, clad in good plain steel armor, his scarlet general’s cloak tied to his shoulders.


  “Caesar, you can’t go unprotected!” Trebonius cried. “Take the Tenth; I’ll send for Marcus Crassus and the Eighth to hold Samarobriva.”


  “Ambiorix will be long gone,” said Caesar positively. “He knows a Roman relief force will appear, and he has no intention of imperiling his victory. I’ve sent to Dorix of the Remi to muster his men to arms. I won’t be unprotected.”


  Nor was he. When he reached the Sabis River some distance beyond its sources, Caesar met Dorix and ten thousand Remi cavalry. With Caesar rode a squadron of Aeduan cavalry and one of his crop of new legates, Publius Sulpicius Rufus.


  Rufus gasped in awe as they came over a rise and looked down on the massed Remi horsemen. “Jupiter, what a sight!”


  Caesar grunted. “Pretty to look at, aren’t they?”


  Remi shawls were checkered in brilliant blue and dull crimson with a thin yellow thread interwoven, and Remi trousers were the same; Remi shirts were dull crimson, Remi horse blankets brilliant blue.


  “I didn’t know the Gauls rode such handsome horses.”


  “They don’t,” said Caesar. “You’re looking at the Remi, who went into the business of breeding Italian and Spanish horses generations ago. That’s why they greeted my advent with glee and profuse protestations of friendship. They were finding it very hard to keep their horses—the other tribes were forever raiding their herds. Fighting back turned them into superb cavalrymen themselves, but they lost many horses nonetheless, and were forced to pen their breeding stallions inside veritable fortresses. They also border the Treveri, who lust after Remi mounts. To the Remi, I was a gift from the Gods—I meant Rome had come to stay in Gaul of the Long-hairs. Thus the Remi give me excellent cavalry, and as a thank-you I send Labienus to the Treveri to terrify them.”


  Sulpicius Rufus shivered; he knew exactly what Caesar meant, though he knew Labienus only through the stories forever circulating in Rome. “What’s wrong with Gallic horses?” he asked.


  “They’re not much bigger than ponies. The native stock if unmixed with other breeds is a pony. Very uncomfortable for men as tall as the Belgae.”


  Dorix rode up the hill to greet Caesar warmly, then swung his dish-faced, long-maned marca beside the General.


  “Where’s Ambiorix?” asked Caesar, who had preserved his calm and betrayed no sign of grief since getting the news.


  “Nowhere near the battlefield. My scouts report it’s quite deserted. I’ve brought slaves with me to burn and bury.”


  “Good man.”


  They camped that night and rode on in the morning.


  Ambiorix had taken his own dead; only Roman bodies lay in the defile. Dismounting, Caesar gestured that the Remi and his own squadron of cavalry should stay back. He walked forward with Sulpicius Rufus, and as he walked the tears began to run down his seamed face.


  They encountered the headless body of Sabinus first, unmistakable in its legate’s armor; he had been a smallish man, Cotta much larger.


  “Ambiorix has a Roman legate’s head to decorate his front door,” said Caesar, it seemed oblivious to his tears. “Well, he’ll have no joy from it.”


  Almost all the bodies were headless. The Eburones, like many of the Gallic tribes, Celtae as well as Belgae, took heads as battle trophies to adorn the door posts of their houses.


  “There are traders do an excellent business selling cedar resin to the Gauls,” said Caesar, still weeping silently.


  “Cedar resin?” asked Sulpicius Rufus, weeping too, and finding this dispassionate conversation bizarre.


  “To preserve the heads. The more heads a man has around his door, the greater his warrior status. Some are content to let them wear away to skulls, but the great nobles pickle their trophies in cedar resin. We’ll recognize Sabinus when we see him.”


  The sight of dead bodies and battlefields was not a new experience for Sulpicius Rufus, but his youthful campaigns had all been conducted in the East, where things were, he knew now, very different. Civilized. This was his first visit to Gaul, and he had arrived but two days before Caesar had ordered him to come on this journey into death.


  “Well, they weren’t massacred like helpless women,” said Caesar. “They put up a terrific fight.” He stopped suddenly.


  He had come to the place where the survivors had killed themselves, unmistakably; their heads remained on their shoulders and the Eburones had obviously steered a wide berth around them, perhaps frightened of that kind of courage, alien to their own kind. To die in battle was glorious. To die after it alone in the dark was horrifying.


  “Gorgo!” said Caesar, and broke down completely.


  He knelt beside the grizzled veteran and pulled the body into his arms, crouched there and put his cheek on the lifeless hair, keening and mourning. It had nothing to do with the deaths of his mother and daughter; this was the General grieving for his troops.


  Sulpicius Rufus moved onward, shaken because he could see now how young they had all been, most of them not yet shaving. Oh, what a business! His running eyes flicked from face to face, looking for some sign of life. And found it in the face of a senior centurion, hands still clasped around the handle of his sword, buried in his belly.


  “Caesar!” he shouted. “Caesar, there’s one alive!”


  And so they learned the story of Ambiorix, Sabinus, Cotta and Gorgo before the pilus prior centurion finally let go.


  Caesar’s tears hadn’t dried; he got to his feet.


  “There’s no Eagle,” he said, “but there should be. The Aquilifer threw it inside the defenses before he died.”


  “The Eburones will have taken it,” said Sulpicius Rufus. “They’ve left nothing unturned except those who killed themselves.”


  “Which Gorgo will have known. We’ll find it there.”


  Once the bodies alongside Gorgo were moved, they found the Thirteenth’s silver Eagle.


  “In all my long career as a soldier, Rufus, I’ve never seen a legion killed to the last man,” said Caesar as they turned to where Dorix and the Remi waited patiently. “I knew Sabinus was a puffed-up fool, but because he handled himself so well against Viridovix and the Venelli, I thought him competent. It was Cotta I didn’t think up to it.”


  “You weren’t to know,” said Sulpicius Rufus, at a loss for the right response.


  “No, I wasn’t. But not because of Sabinus. Because of Ambiorix. The Belgae have thrown up a formidable leader. He had to defeat me on his own in order to show the rest of them that he is capable of leading them. Right now he’ll be sniffing at the arses of the Treveri.”


  “What about the Nervii?”


  “They fight on foot, unusual for the Belgae. Ambiorix is a horse leader. That’s why he’ll be wooing the Treveri. Do you feel up to a long ride, Rufus?”


  Sulpicius Rufus blinked. “I don’t have your stamina in the saddle, Caesar, but I’ll do whatever you require.”


  “Good. I must stay here to conduct the funeral rites for the Thirteenth, whose heads are missing and therefore cannot hold the coin to pay Charon. Luckily I’m Pontifex Maximus. I have the authority to draw up the necessary contracts with Jupiter Optimus Maximus and Pluto to pay Charon for all of them in one lump sum.”


  Completely understandable. The only Romans who were deprived of their heads under usual circumstances had also forfeited their Roman citizenship; to have no mouth in which to hold the coin to pay for the ferry ride across the river Styx meant that the dead man’s shade—not a soul but a mindless remnant of life—wandered the earth instead of the Underworld. Invisible demented, akin to the living demented who roamed from place to place being fed and clothed by the compassionate, but were never invited to stay and never knew the comfort of a home.


  “Take my squadron of cavalry and ride for Labienus,” Caesar said, pulling his handkerchief from under the armhole of his cuirass and wiping his eyes, blowing his nose. “He’s on the Mosa not far from Virodunum. Dorix will give you a couple of Remi as guides. Tell Labienus what happened here, and warn him to be very vigilant. And tell him”— Caesar drew a harsh breath—”tell him to give absolutely no quarter.”


  *


  Quintus Cicero knew nothing of the fate of Sabinus, Cotta and the Thirteenth. Camped among the Nervii without benefit of a fortress like Atuatuca, Cicero’s little brother and the Ninth Legion had made themselves as comfortable as possible in the midst of a flat, sleety expanse of pasture as far from the eaves of the forest as they could get, and well removed from the Mosa River.


  It wasn’t all bad. A stream ran through the camp, providing good fresh water where it entered and carrying the latrine sewage away as it chuckled, unfrozen, down to the distant Mosa. Of food they had plenty, and it was more varied than Quintus Cicero for one had expected after that gloomy council in Portus Itius. Wood for heating was not hard to come by, though the parties sent off to the forest to fetch it went heavily armed, stayed alert, and had a signal system in case they needed help.


  The best feature about this winter cantonment was the presence of a friendly village in close proximity; the local Nervian aristocrat, one Vertico, was strongly in favor of a Roman army in Belgica, for he believed that the Belgae had more chance of fending off the Germans if they were allied to Rome. This meant that he was anxious to help in whatever ways he could, and generous to a fault in the matter of women for the Roman troops. Provided a soldier was prepared to pay, women there were. Mouth rugging itself into a smile, Quintus Cicero closed a tolerant eye to all of this, contenting himself with writing to his big brother snug in Rome and wondering on the paper if he ought to demand a share of the commission Vertico undoubtedly extracted from his obliging females, whose ranks kept swelling as word of the largesse to be found in the Ninth’s camp spread far and wide.


  The Ninth was composed of genuine veterans, having been enlisted in Italian Gaul during the last five months of Caesar’s consulship; they had fought their way, they were fond of saying, from the Rhodanus River to Oceanus Atlanticus and from the Garumna in Aquitania to the mouth of the Mosa in Belgica. Despite which, they were all around an age of twenty-three, hard-bitten young men whom nothing frightened. Racially they were akin to the people they had been fighting for five years, for Caesar had culled them from the far side of the Padus River in Italian Gaul, where the people were the descendants of the Gauls who had fallen on Italia some centuries before. So they were on the tall side, fair or red of hair, and light-eyed. Not that this blood kinship had endeared the long-haired Gauls to them; they hated long-haired Gauls, Belgae or Celtae made no difference. Troops can live with respect for an enemy, but not with feelings of love or even pity. Hate is a mandatory emotion for good soldiering.


  But Quintus Cicero’s ignorance went further than oblivion about the fate of the Thirteenth; he also had absolutely no idea that Ambiorix was intriguing in the councils of the Nervii to see what damage he could do en route to his parley with the Treveri. Ambiorix’s lever was simple and extremely effective: once he learned that the Nervian women were hustling themselves off to earn some money (a substance to which they normally had little access) in the Ninth’s winter camp, stirring up the Nervii was easy.


  “Are you really content with dipping your wicks in some Roman soldier’s leavings?” he asked, blue eyes wide with astonishment. “Are your children really yours? Will they speak Nervian or Latin? Will they drink wine or beer? Will they smack their lips at the thought of butter on their bread, or hanker to soak it in olive oil? Will they listen to the lays of the Druids or prefer to see a Roman farce?”


  Several days of this saw Ambiorix a happy man. He then offered to see Quintus Cicero and play the same kind of trick on him as he had on Sabinus. But Quintus Cicero was no Sabinus; he wouldn’t even see Ambiorix’s ambassadors, and when they became insistent he answered dourly through a messenger that he wasn’t going to treat with any longhaired Gauls, no matter how highfalutin’ they were, so take yourselves off (actually not quite so delicately expressed) and leave me alone.


  “Real tactful,” said the primipilus centurion, Titus Pullo, grinning hugely.


  “Pah!” said Quintus Cicero, shifting his meager body on his ivory curule chair. “I’m here to do a job, not crawl up the arses of a lot of uppity savages. If they want to treat, they should go and see Caesar. It’s his job to put up with them, not mine.”


  “The interesting thing about Quintus Cicero,” said Pullo to his pilus prior confederate, Lucius Vorenus, “is that he can say things like that, then turn around and be as nice as a long swig of Falernian to Vertico— without ever seeing that there’s any inconsistency in his behavior.”


  “Well, he likes Vertico,” said Vorenus. “Therefore to him Vertico isn’t an uppity savage. Once you’re on Quintus Cicero’s list of friends, doesn’t matter who you are.”


  Which was more or less what Quintus Cicero was saying on paper to his big brother in Rome. They had corresponded for years, because all educated Romans wrote copiously to all other educated Romans. Even the rankers wrote home regularly to tell their families what life was like and what they’d been doing and what battles they’d fought and what the rest of their tent mates were like. A good number were literate upon enlistment, and those who were not discovered that some at least of winter in camp had to be spent in being tutored. Especially under generals like Caesar, who had sat and listened at Gaius Marius’s knee when a child and absorbed everything Marius had to say about everything. Including the usefulness of legionaries who could read and write.


  “It’s the lettered version of learning to swim,” Marius had mumbled through his twisted mouth. “Saves lives.”


  Odd, thought Quintus Cicero, that big brother Cicero grew more bearable in direct proportion to the amount of distance between them. From winter camp among the Nervii he seemed like a really ideal big brother, whereas when he was a short distance down the Via Tusculana— and likely to arrive on the doorstep unannounced—he was usually a pain in the podex, full of well-meaning advice Quintus just didn’t want to hear while Pomponia was shrilling in the other ear and he was busy walking the tightrope of being nice to Pomponia’s brother, Atticus, yet striving to be master in his own house.


  Not that every letter which arrived from Cicero wasn’t at least half full of advice, but among the Nervii that advice didn’t need to be taken or even listened to. Quintus had perfected the art of knowing the exact syllable which would introduce a sermon, and the exact syllable which would end it, so he just skipped those many sheets and read the interesting bits. Big brother Cicero was, of course, a shocking prude who had never dared to look beyond his fearsome wife, Terentia, since he had married her over twenty-five years ago. So anywhere in his vicinity Quintus had to be similarly abstemious. Among the Nervii, however, there was no one to see what little brother Quintus got up to. And little brother Quintus got up on every possible occasion. Belgic women were on the hefty side and could flatten you with one punch, but they all fought for the attentions of the dear little commander with the lovely manners and the gratifyingly open purse. After living with Pomponia (who could also flatten you with one punch), the Belgic women were an Elysian Field of uncomplicated pleasure.


  But for a day after the ambassadors from King Ambiorix had been sent away unseen and so impolitely, Quintus Cicero was conscious of a peculiar restlessness. Something was wrong; what, he didn’t know. Then his left thumb started pricking and tingling. He sent for Pullo and Vorenus.


  “We’re in for trouble,” he said, “and don’t bother asking me how I know, because I don’t know how I know. Let’s walk around the camp and see what we can do to shore up its defenses.”


  Pullo looked at Vorenus; then they both looked at Quintus Cicero with considerable respect.


  “Send someone to fetch Vertico—I need to see him.”


  That attended to, the three men and an escort of centurions set out to examine the camp with an unsparing eye.


  “More towers,” said Pullo. “We’ve got sixty, we need twice that many.”


  “I agree. And an extra ten feet of height on the walls.”


  “Do we throw up more earth or use logs?” asked Vorenus.


  “Logs. The ground’s full of water and freezing. Logs will be faster. We’ll simply jack the breastworks up another ten feet. Get the men felling trees at once. If we come under attack we won’t be able to get to the forest, so let’s do it now. Just fell ’em and drag ’em in. We can pretty them up here.”


  Off ran one of the centurions.


  “Put a lot more stakes in the bottom of the ditches,” said Vorenus, “since we can’t deepen ‘em.”


  “Definitely. How are we off for charcoal?”


  “We’ve got a bit, but not nearly enough if we want to harden sharpened points in slow fires beyond a couple of thousand,” said Pullo. “The trees will give us all the branches we’ll need.”


  “Then we’ll see how much charcoal Vertico can donate.” The commander pulled thoughtfully at his lower lip. “Siege spears.”


  “Oak won’t work for them,” said Vorenus. “We’ll have to find birches or ash forced to grow straight up.”


  “More stones for the artillery,” said Pullo.


  “Send some men down to the Mosa.”


  Several more centurions ran off.


  “Last,” said Pullo, “what about letting Caesar know?”


  Quintus Cicero had to think about that. Thanks to his big brother, who had loathed Caesar ever since he had opposed the execution of the Catilinarian conspirators, Quintus tended to mistrust Caesar too. Not that these emotions had prevented big brother Cicero from begging that Caesar take Quintus as one of his legates and Gaius Trebatius as a tribune. Nor, though Caesar was well aware how Cicero felt, did Caesar refuse. Professional courtesies between consulars were obligatory.


  But what the family tradition of Caesar-detestation meant was that Quintus Cicero didn’t know the General as well as most of his other legates did, nor had he yet found his feet in his dealings with the General. He had no idea how Caesar would react if one of his senior legates sent a message full of alarm when there was no better reason behind it than a pricking left thumb and a presentiment that big trouble was brewing. He had gone to Britannia with Caesar, an interesting experience, but not one which had allowed him to see what kind of latitude Caesar gave his legates. Caesar had been in personal command from beginning to end of the expedition.


  A lot hinged on what answer he gave Pullo. If he made the wrong decision, he wouldn’t be asked to remain in Gaul an extra year or two; he would suffer the same fate as Servius Sulpicius Galba, who had botched his campaign in the high Alps and had not been asked to stay. No use believing the senatorial dispatches; they had lauded Galba. Though any militarily acute individual who read them could see immediately that Galba hadn’t pleased the General one little bit.


  “I don’t think,” he said to Pullo finally, “that it would do any harm to let Caesar know. If I’m wrong, then I’ll take the reprimand I’ll deserve. But somehow, Pullo, I know I’m not wrong! Yes, I’ll write to Caesar at once.”


  In all of this lay some good luck and some bad luck. The good luck was that the Nervii were not yet mustered to arms and therefore saw no sense in spying on the camp; they simply assumed that its denizens would be going about their normal business. This enabled Quintus Cicero to fell his trees and get them inside, and start building his walls and his extra sixty towers around the perimeter. It also enabled him to lay in a great store of good round two-pound rocks for his artillery. The bad luck was that the Nervian council had decided on war, so a watch had been put on the road south to Samarobriva, a hundred and fifty miles away.


  Carried by the usual courier, Quintus Cicero’s rather diffident and apologetic letter was confiscated along with every other letter the courier carried. Then the courier was killed. Some of the Druids among the Nervii read Latin, so to them went the contents of the courier’s pouch for perusal. But Quintus had written in Greek, another consequence of that pricking thumb. It was only much later that he realized he must have been listening when Vertico had remarked that the Druids of the northern Belgae were schooled in Latin, not in Greek. In other parts of Gaul, the opposite might be true; usefulness determined the language.


  Vertico agreed with Quintus Cicero: there was trouble coming.


  “I’m so well known to be a partisan of Caesar’s that I’m not welcome in the councils these days,” the Nervian thane said, eyes anxious. “But several times during the last two days some of my serfs have seen warriors passing through my land, accompanied by their shield bearers and pack animals—as if going to a general muster. At this time of year they can’t be going to war in someone else’s territory. I think you are the target.”


  “Then,” said Quintus Cicero briskly, “I suggest that you and your people move into camp with us. It may be a little cramped and not what you’re used to, but if we can hold the camp you’ll be safe. Otherwise you might find yourself the first to die. Is that acceptable?”


  “Oh, yes!” cried Vertico, profoundly relieved. “You won’t run short because of us—I’ll bring every grain of wheat we have—all the chickens and livestock—and plenty of charcoal.”


  “Excellent!” said Quintus Cicero, beaming. “We’ll put all of you to work, never think we won’t.”


  *


  Five days after the courier was killed, the Nervii attacked. Perturbed because he should have had a reply, Quintus Cicero had already sent a second letter off, but this courier too was intercepted. Instead of killing him outright, the Nervii tortured him first, and learned that Quintus Cicero and the Ninth were working frantically to strengthen the camp’s fortifications.


  The muster was complete; the Nervii moved immediately. Their progress was very different from a Roman march, even one at the double, for they ran at a tireless lope which ate up the miles, each warrior accompanied by his shield bearer, his body slave and a burdened pony on which were loaded his dozen spears, his mail shirt if he had one, his food, his beer, his checkered shawl of moss green and earthy orange, and a wolf pelt for warmth at night; his two servants carried their own needs upon their backs. Nor did they run in any kind of formation. The fleetest were the first to arrive, the slowest the last to arrive. But the last man of all did not come; he who arrived last to the muster was sacrificed to Esus, the god of battle, his body strung from a branch in the sacred oak grove.


  It took all day for the Nervii to assemble outside the camp, while the Ninth hammered and sawed frantically; the wall and its raised breastworks were quite finished, but the extra sixty towers were still rising and the many thousands of sharpened stakes were still hardening in a hundred charcoal fires wherever there was enough vacant ground.


  “Good, we’ll work all night,” said Quintus Cicero, pleased. “They won’t attack today, they’ll have a proper rest first.”


  A proper rest for the Nervii turned out to be about an hour; the sun had set when they stormed the walls of the camp in their thousands, filling up the ditches with leafy branches, using their gaudy, feather-bedecked spears as hand holds to haul themselves up the log walls. But the Ninth was up on top of the walls, each two men with one of the long siege spears to take the Nervii in the face as they climbed. Other men stood atop the partially finished towers, using this additional height to launch their pila with deadly accuracy. And all the while from within the camp the ballistae lobbed two-pound river rocks over the walls into the boiling masses of warriors.


  Full night brought a cessation to the hostilities, but not to the battle frenzy of the Nervii, who leaped and shrieked and howled for a mile in every direction around the camp; the light of twenty thousand torches banished the darkness and showed up the capering figures wielding them, bare chests coppered, hair like frozen manes, eyes and teeth flashing brief sparks as they turned and reeled, bounced into the air, roared, screamed, flung up their torches, caught them like jugglers.


  “Isn’t this terrific, boys?” Quintus Cicero would shout as he bustled about the camp, checking on the charcoal fires, the artillerymen toiling stripped of their mail shirts, the baggage animals snorting and stamping in their stalls at so much noise. “Isn’t it terrific? The Nervii are giving us all the light we need to finish our towers! Come on, boys, buckle down to it! What do you think this is, the harem of Sampsiceramus?”


  Then his back began to ache, and came an agonizing pain which shot down his left leg and forced him to limp. Oh, not now! Not an attack of that! It sent him crawling to his bed for days on end, a moaning rag. Not now! How could he crawl off to his bed when everyone depended on him? If the commander succumbed, what would happen to morale? So Quintus Cicero clenched his teeth and limped onward, finding from somewhere the resolution to unclench his teeth, smile, joke, tell the men how terrific they were, how nice it was of the Nervii to light up the sky…


  *


  Every day the Nervii attacked, filled up the ditches, tried to scale the walls, and every day the Ninth repulsed them, hooked the leafy branches out of the ditches, killed Nervii.


  Every night Quintus Cicero wrote another letter in Greek to Caesar, found a slave or a Gaul willing to carry it for a huge sum of money, and sent the man off through the darkness.


  Every day the Nervii brought the previous night’s courier to a prominent spot, brandished the letter, capered and shrieked until the courier was put to a fresh torture from the pincers or the knives or the hot irons, when they would fall silent and let the courier’s screams rip through the appalled Roman camp.


  “We can’t give in,” Quintus Cicero would say to the soldiers as he limped his rounds; “don’t give those mentulae the pleasure or the satisfaction!”


  Whereupon the men he addressed would grin, give him a wave, ask about his back, call the Nervii names big brother Cicero would have fainted to hear, and fight on.


  Then came Titus Pullo, face grim. “Quintus Cicero, we have a new problem,” he said harshly.


  “What?” asked the commander, keeping the weariness from his voice and trying to stand straight.


  “They’ve diverted our water. The stream’s dried up.”


  “You know what to do, Pullo. Start digging wells. Upstream from the latrines. And start digging cesspits.” He giggled. “I’d pitch in and help, but I’m afraid I’m not in a digging mood.”


  Pullo’s face softened: was there ever such a cheerful and unquenchable commander as Quintus Cicero, bad back and all?


  Twenty days after that first assault the Nervii were still attacking every morning. The supply of couriers had dried up along with the water, and Quintus Cicero had to face the fact that not one of his messages had got through the Nervian lines. Well, no other choice than to continue resistance. Fight the bastards off during the day, use the nights to repair the damage and make a supply of whatever might come in useful the following dawn—and wonder how long it would be before the dysentery and the fevers commenced. Oh, what he’d do to the Nervii if he lived to get out of this! The men of the Ninth were still unbroken, still in good spirits, still working frantically when they were not fighting frantically.


  The dysentery and the fevers started, but suddenly there were worse problems to cope with.


  The Nervii built a few siege towers—not a patch on Roman siege towers, naturally, but fully capable of wreaking havoc when they were close enough to serve as platforms for Nervii spears. And for a bombardment of Nervii boulders.


  “Where did they get their artillery from?” cried the commander to Vorenus. “If those aren’t trusty Roman ballistae, then I’m not the great Cicero’s little brother!”


  But since Vorenus didn’t know any more than Quintus Cicero did that the artillery came from the abandoned camp of the Thirteenth Legion, the appearance of Roman ballistae was simply an additional worry—did it mean all Gaul was in revolt, that other legions had been attacked and defeated, that even if the messages had gotten through, no one was alive to answer?


  The stones were bearable, but then the Nervii became more innovative. At the same moment as they launched a fresh assault on the walls, they loaded the ballistae with blazing bundles of dry sticks and shot them into the camp. Even the sick were manning the walls, so there were few to put out the fires which began all over that town of wooden houses, few to blindfold the terrified baggage animals and lead them into the open. Slaves, noncombatants and Vertico’s people tried to split themselves in two and cope with this new horror while doing all the other things they had to in order to keep the Ninth fighting atop the walls. But so strong was the Ninth’s morale that the soldiers never even turned their heads to see their precious possessions and food go up in flames, fanned by a bitter early winter wind. They stayed where they were and fought the Nervii to a standstill.


  In the midst of the fiercest attack, Pullo and Vorenus took a bet that each was braver than the other, and demanded that the Ninth be the judges. One of the siege towers was pushed so close that it touched the camp wall; the Nervii began to use it as a bridge to leap onto the defenders. Pullo produced a torch and flung it, rising from behind the shelter of his shield; Vorenus produced another torch and rose even higher from behind his shield to fling it at the siege tower. Back and forth, back and forth, until the siege tower was blazing and the Nervii fled, their stiffened hair in flames. Pullo grabbed a bow and quiver of arrows and demonstrated that he’d served with Cretan archers by nocking and shooting in one fluid movement and never missing. Vorenus countered by stacking pila and throwing them with equal speed and grace—and never missing. Neither man sustained a scratch, and when the attack ebbed the Ninth shook their heads. The verdict was a draw.


  “It’s the turning point as well as the thirtieth day,” said Quintus Cicero when the darkness came and the Nervii wandered off in undisciplined hordes.


  He had summoned a little council: himself, Pullo, Vorenus and Vertico.


  “You mean we’ll win?” asked Pullo, astonished.


  “I mean we’ll lose, Titus Pullo. They’re getting craftier every day, and from somewhere they’ve got hold of Roman gear.” He groaned and beat his fist on his thigh. “Oh, ye Gods, somehow we have to get a message through their lines!” He turned to Vertico. “I won’t ask another man to go, yet someone has to go. And right here and now we have to work out a way to make sure that whichever man we send can survive a search if he’s apprehended. Vertico, you’re the Nervian. How do we do it?”


  “I’ve been thinking,” said Vertico in his halting Latin. “First of all, it has to be someone who can pass for a Nervian warrior. There are Menapii and Condrusi out there too now, but I don’t have access to shawls of the right pattern. Otherwise it would be better to pass the man off as one of them.” He stopped, sighed. “How much food survived the fireballs?”


  “Enough for seven or eight days,” said Vorenus, “though the men are so sick they’re not eating much. Maybe ten days.”


  Vertico nodded. “Then it will have to be this. Someone who can pass for a Nervian warrior because he is Nervian. I’d go myself, but I’d be recognized immediately. One of my serfs is willing to go. He’s a clever fellow, thinks on his feet.”


  “That’s well and good!” growled Pullo, face filthy, tunic of metal scales ripped from neck to sword belt. “I see the sense of it. But it’s the search worries me. We put the last note up the messenger’s rectum, but those bastards still found it. Jupiter! I mean, maybe your man will get through without being accosted, but if he is accosted, he’ll be searched. They’ll find a note no matter where it is, and if they don’t, they’ll torture him.”


  “Look,” said Vertico, wrenching a Nervian spear out of the ground nearby.


  It was not a Roman weapon, but it was workmanlike; a long wooden shaft with a large leaf-shaped iron head. As the long-haired Gauls loved color and decoration, it was not naked. At the place where the thrower held it, the shaft was covered by a woven webbing in the Nervian colors of moss green and earthy orange, and from the webbing, secured by loops, there dangled three goose feathers dyed moss green and earthy orange.


  “I understand why the message has to be in writing. Caesar might not believe a message from the mouth of a Nervian warrior. But write your message in the smallest script upon the thinnest paper, Quintus Cicero. And while you write, I’ll have my women unpick the webbing on a spear which looks used but not warped. Then we’ll wrap the message around the spear shaft and cover it with the webbing.” Vertico shrugged. “That’s the best I can suggest. They search every orifice; they search every scrap of clothing, every strand of hair. But if the webbing is perfect, I don’t think it will occur to them to take it off.”


  Vorenus and Pullo were nodding; Quintus Cicero nodded to them and limped off to his wooden house, unburned. There he sat down as he was and took the thinnest piece of paper he could find. His Greek script was tiny.


  I write in Greek because they have Latin. Urgent. Under attack from Nervii for thirty days. Water sour, latrines infested. Men sick. Holding out, don’t know how. Can’t much longer. Nervii have Roman gear, shooting fireballs. Food up in smoke. Get help to us or we’re dead men. Quintus Tullius Cicero Legatus.


  The Nervian serf belonging to Vertico was a perfect warrior type; had his station in life been higher, he would have been a warrior. But serfs were a superior kind of slave, could be put to torture, and would never be allowed to fight for the tribe. Their lot was to farm; they were lowly enough to use a plough. Yet the man stood calmly and looked unafraid. Yes, thought Quintus Cicero, he would have made a good warrior. More fool the Nervii for not allowing their lowly to fight, but lucky for me and the Ninth. He’ll pass muster.


  “All right,” he said, “we’ve got a chance to get this to Caesar, but how does Caesar get his message to us? I have to be able to tell the men that help is coming or they might go under from sheer despair. It will take Caesar time to find enough legions, but I must be able to say that help is coming.”


  Vertico smiled. “Getting a message in isn’t as difficult as getting one out. When my serf returns, I’ll tell him to attach one yellow feather to the spear bearing Caesar’s answer.”


  “It’ll stick out like dog’s balls!” cried Pullo, aghast.


  “So I would hope. However, I don’t think anyone will be looking too closely at spears flying into the camp. Don’t worry, I’ll tell him not to attach the yellow feather until just before he throws,” said Vertico, grinning.


  *


  Caesar got the spear two days after the Nervian serf passed through the Nervian lines.


  Because the forest to the south of Quintus Cicero’s camp was too dense for a man on an urgent mission to negotiate, the serf had no choice but to travel on the road to Samarobriva. It was so heavily guarded that it was inevitable he would be stopped sooner or later, though he did well, evaded the first three watches. The fourth watch detained him. He was stripped, his orifices probed, his hair, his clothes. But the webbing on the spear was perfect; the message lay beneath it undetected. The serf had lacerated his forehead with a piece of rough bark until it looked like the result of a blow; he swayed, mumbled, rolled his eyes, endured the search ungraciously and tried to kiss the leader of the watch. Deeming him hopelessly concussed, the leader let him go south, laughing.


  It was early evening when he arrived, utterly exhausted; Samarobriva was immediately plunged into a disciplined frenzy of activity. One messenger went at a gallop to Marcus Crassus, twenty-five miles away; he was ordered to bring the Eighth on the double to garrison Samarobriva in the General’s absence. A second messenger galloped for Portus Itius and Gaius Fabius, who was ordered to take the Seventh and march for the lands of the Atrebates; Caesar would meet him on the Scaldis River. A third messenger galloped for the camp of Labienus on the Mosa to apprise him of developments, but Caesar didn’t order his second-in-command to join the rescue mission. He left that decision to Labienus, who he privately thought might be in like case to Quintus Cicero.


  At dawn the whole of Samarobriva could see Marcus Crassus’s column in the distance. Caesar left with the Tenth at once.


  Two legions, each a little under full strength; that was all the General could bring to the relief of Quintus Cicero. Nine thousand precious men, veterans. There could be no more of these stupid mistakes. How many Nervii? Fifty thousand had stayed to die on the field several years before, but it was a very populous tribe. Yes, there could be as many as fifty thousand more around the beleaguered camp of the Ninth. Good legion. Oh, not dead!


  Fabius made good time to the Scaldis; he met up with Caesar as if they were engaged in a complicated drill maneuver upon the Campus Martius. Neither man had needed to wait an hour for the other. Seventy more miles to go. But how many Nervii? Nine thousand men, no matter how veteran, wouldn’t stand a chance in the open.


  Caesar had sent the Nervian serf on ahead in a gig as far as he dared, since he couldn’t ride, under instructions to send the spear back into Quintus Cicero’s camp with a yellow feather tied to it. But he was a serf, not a warrior. He did his best, hoping to get the spear over the breastworks into the Roman camp. Instead it buried itself in the junction between the breastworks and the log wall, and there undetected it remained for two days.


  Quintus Cicero got it scant hours before a column of smoke above the trees told him that Caesar had arrived; he was on the point of despair because no one had seen a spear with a yellow feather on it, though every pair of eyes had searched until they watered, fancied yellow in everything.


  Coming. Only nine thousand men. Can’t just rush in. Need to scout and find a piece of ground where nine thousand can beat many thousands. Bound to be an Aquae Sextiae here somewhere. How many of them are there? Get a message to me with details. Your Greek is good, surprisingly idiomatic. Gaius Julius Caesar Imperator.


  The sight of that yellow feather sent the exhausted Ninth into paroxysms of cheers, and Quintus Cicero into a fit of weeping. Wiping his indescribably dirty face with an equally dirty hand, he sat down, aching back and crippled leg forgotten, and wrote to Caesar while Vertico got another spear and serf ready.


  Estimate sixty thousand. Whole tribe here, serious muster. Not all Nervii. Notice lots of Menapii and Condrusi, hence the numbers. We will last. Find your Aquae Sextiae. Gauls getting a bit careless, got us burning alive in the wicker cages already. Notice more drinking, less enthusiasm. Your Greek isn’t bad either. Quintus Tullius Cicero Legatus Superstes.


  Caesar got the letter at midnight; the Nervii had massed to attack him, but darkness intervened, and that was one night the messenger detection squad forgot to operate. The Tenth and the Seventh were spoiling for a fight, but Caesar wouldn’t oblige them until he found a field and built a camp similar to the one at which Gaius Marius and his thirty-seven thousand men had beaten a hundred and eighty thousand Teutones over fifty years before.


  It took him two more days to find his Aquae Sextiae, but when he did, the Tenth and the Seventh trounced the Nervii—and accorded them no mercy. Quintus Cicero had been right: the length of the siege and its fruitless outcome had eroded both morale and temper. The Nervii were drinking heavily but not eating much, though their two allies, having come later to the war, fared better at Caesar’s Aquae Sextiae.


  The camp of the Ninth was a shambles. Most of its housing had crumbled to ashes; mules and oxen wandered hungrily and added their bellows to the cacophony of cheers which greeted Caesar and his two legions when they marched inside. Not one man in ten was without a wound of some kind, and all of them were sick.


  The Tenth and Seventh set to with a will, undammed the stream and sent good clean water through, cheerfully demolished the log wall to build fires and heat water for baths, took the Ninth’s filthy clothing and washed it, stalled the animals in some measure of comfort, and scoured the countryside for food. The baggage train came up with enough to keep men and animals content, and Caesar paraded the Ninth before the Tenth and the Seventh. He had no decorations with him, but awarded them anyway; Pullo and Vorenus, already possessed of silver torcs and phalerae, got gold torcs and phalerae.


  “If I could, Quintus Cicero, I’d give you the Grass Crown for saving your legion,” said Caesar.


  Quintus Cicero nodded, beaming. “You can’t, Caesar, I know that. Rules are rules. The Ninth saved themselves; I just helped a bit around the edges. Oh, but aren’t they wonderful boys?”


  “The very best.”


  *


  The next day the three legions pulled out, the Tenth and the Ninth headed for the comfort and safety of Samarobriva, the Seventh for Portus Itius. Even had Caesar wanted to, it wasn’t possible to keep the camp among the Nervii going. The land was eaten out where it wasn’t trampled to mud, and most of the Nervii lay dead.


  “I’ll sort out the Nervii in the spring, Vertico,” said Caesar to his partisan. “A pan-Gallic conference. You won’t lose by helping me and mine, so much I promise. Take everything here and what we have left; it’ll tide you over.”


  So Vertico and his people returned to their village, Vertico to resume the life of a Nervian thane, and the serf to go back to his plough. For it was not in the nature of those people to elevate a man above the station he was born to, even as thanks for great services; custom and tradition were too strong. Nor did the serf expect to be rewarded. He did the winter things he was supposed to, obeyed Vertico exactly as before, sat by the fire at night with his wife and children, and said nothing. Whatever he felt and thought he kept to himself.


  *


  Caesar rode upstream along the Mosa with a small escort of cavalry, leaving his legates and legions to find their own way home. It had become imperative that he see Titus Labienus, who had sent a message that the Treveri were too restless to permit of his coming to help, but had not yet summoned up the courage to attack him; his camp bordered the lands of the Remi, which meant he had help close at hand.


  “Cingetorix is worried that his influence among the Treveri is waning,” said Labienus. “Ambiorix is working very hard to swing the men who matter onto Indutiomarus’s side. Slaughtering the Thirteenth did wonders for Ambiorix—he’s now a hero.”


  “His slaughtering the Thirteenth gave the Celtae all sorts of delusions of power too,” Caesar said. “I’ve just had a note from Roscius informing me that the Armorici started massing the moment they heard. Luckily they still had eight miles to go when the news of the defeat of the Nervii reached them.” He grinned. “Suddenly Roscius’s camp lost all its appeal. They turned round and went home. But they’ll be back.”


  Labienus scowled. “And winter’s barely here. Once spring comes, we’re going to be in the shit. And we’re down a legion.”


  They were standing in the weak sun outside Labienus’s good wooden house, looking out over the serried ranks of buildings which spread in three directions before them; the commander’s house was always in the center of the north side, with little behind save storage sheds and depots.


  This was a cavalry camp, so it was much larger than one required to do no more than shelter and protect infantry. The rule of thumb for infantry was half a square mile per legion for a winter sojourn (a short-term camp was a fifth this size), with the men billeted ten to a house— eight soldiers and two servant noncombatants. Each century of eighty soldiers and twenty noncombatants occupied its own little lane, with the centurion’s house at the open end of the lane and a stable for the century’s ten mules and the six oxen or mules which pulled its single wagon closing off the other end. Houses for the legates and military tribunes were ranked along the Via Principalis on either side of the commander’s quarters, together with the quaestor’s quarters (which were bigger because he ran the legion’s supplies, accounts, bank and burial club), surrounded by enough open space to hold issue lines; another open space on the opposite side of the commander’s house served as a forum wherein the legions assembled. It was mathematically so precise that when camp was pitched every man knew exactly where he had to go, and this extended to night camps on the road or field camps when battle was imminent; even the animals knew whereabouts they had to go.


  Labienus’s camp was two square miles in extent, for he had two thousand Aeduan horse troopers as well as the Eleventh Legion. Each trooper had two horses and a groom as well as a beast of burden, so Labienus’s camp accommodated four thousand horses and two thousand mules in snug winter stables, and their two thousand owners in commodious houses.


  Labienus’s camps were inevitably sloppy, for he ruled by fear rather than logic, didn’t care if the stables were not mucked out once a day or if the lanes filled up with rubbish. He also permitted women to live in his winter camp. This Caesar did not object to as much as he did to the look of disorder and the stench of six thousand unclean animals plus ten thousand unclean men. Since Rome couldn’t field its own cavalry, it had to rely upon non-citizen levies, and these foreigners always had their own code. They also had to be let do things their way. Which in turn meant that the Roman citizen infantry also had to be allowed women; otherwise winter camp would have been a nightmare of resentful citizens brawling with indulged non-citizens.


  However, Caesar said nothing. Squalor and terror stalked one on either side of Titus Labienus, but he was brilliant. No one led cavalry better save Caesar himself, whose duties as the General did not permit him to lead cavalry. Nor was Labienus a disappointment when leading infantry. Yes, a very valuable man, and an excellent second-in-command. A pity that he couldn’t tame the savage in himself, that was all. His punishments were so famous that Caesar never gave him the same legion or legions twice during long stays in camp; when the Eleventh heard that it was to winter with Labienus its men groaned, then resolved to be good boys and hoped that the following winter would see it with Fabius or Trebonius, strict commanders yet not unmerciful.


  “The first thing I have to do when I return to Samarobriva is to write to Mamurra and Ventidius in Italian Gaul,” Caesar said. “I’m down to seven legions, and the Fifth Alauda is grossly under-strength because I’ve been tapping it to plump out losses in the others. If we’re going to have a hard year in the field, I need eleven legions and four thousand horse.”


  Labienus winced. “Four legions of raw recruits?” he asked, mouth turning down. “That’s over one-third of the whole army! They’ll be more a hindrance than a help.”


  “Just three raw,” said Caesar placidly. “There’s one legion of good troops sitting in Placentia right at this moment. They’re not blooded, admittedly, but they’re fully trained and itching for a fight. They’re so bored they’ll end up disaffected.”


  “Ah!” Labienus nodded. “The Sixth. Recruited by Pompeius Magnus in Picenum a year ago, yet still waiting to go to Spain. Ye Gods, he’s slow! You’re right about the boredom, Caesar. But they belong to Pompeius.”


  “I shall write to Pompeius and ask to borrow them.”


  “Will he oblige?”


  “I imagine so. Pompeius isn’t under any great duress in the Spains— Afranius and Petreius run both provinces for him well enough. The Lusitani are quiet, so is Cantabria. I’ll offer to blood the Sixth for him. He’ll like that.”


  “Indeed he will. There are two things you can count on with Pompeius—he never fights unless he has the numbers, and he never uses unblooded troops. What a fraud! I abominate the man, I always have!” A small pause ensued, then Labienus asked, “Are you going to enlist another Thirteenth, or skip straight to the Fourteenth?”


  “I’ll enlist another Thirteenth. I’m as superstitious as the next Roman, but it’s essential that the men grow accustomed to thinking of thirteen as just another number.” He shrugged. “Besides, if I have a Fourteenth and no Thirteenth, the Fourteenth will know it’s really the Thirteenth. I’ll keep the new one with me for the year. At the end of it, I guarantee that its men will be flaunting the number thirteen as a good-luck talisman.”


  “I believe you.”


  “I take it, Labienus, that you think our relations with the Treveri will break down completely,” said Caesar as he began to walk down the Via Praetoria.


  “Bound to. The Treveri have always wanted downright, outright war, but until now they’ve been too wary of me. Ambiorix has rather changed that—he’s a brilliant talker, you know. With the result that Indutiomarus is gathering adherents hand over fist. I doubt Cingetorix has the thews to resist now that there are two experts working on the thanes. We can’t afford to underestimate either Ambiorix or Indutiomarus, Caesar.”


  “Can you hold here for the winter?”


  The horse’s teeth gleamed. “Oh, yes. I have a little idea as to how to tempt the Treveri into a battle they can’t win. It’s important to push them into precipitate action. If they delay until the summer, there will be thousands upon thousands of them. Ambiorix is boating across the Rhenus regularly, trying to persuade the Germani to help; and if he succeeds, the Nemetes will decide their lands are safe from German incursions and join the Treveri muster as well.”


  Caesar sighed. “I had hoped Gaul of the Long-hairs would see sense. The Gods know I was clement enough during the early years! If I treated them fairly and bound them with legal agreements, I thought they’d settle down under Rome. It’s not as if they don’t have an example. The Gauls of the Province tried to resist for a century, yet look at them now. They’re happier and better off under Rome than ever they were fighting among themselves.”


  “You sound like Cicero” was Labienus’s comment. “They’re too thick to know when they’re well off. They’ll fight us until they drop.”


  “I fear you’re right. Which is why each year I get harder.”


  They stopped to let a long parade of horses led by grooms cross from one side of the wide thoroughfare to the other, off to the exercise yards.


  “How are you going to tempt the Treveri?” Caesar asked.


  “I need some help from you, and some help from the Remi.”


  “Ask, and you shall receive.”


  “I want it generally known that you’re massing the Remi on their border with the Bellovaci. Tell Dorix to make it look as if he’s hurrying every trooper he’s got in that direction. But I need four thousand of them concealed not too far away. I’m going to smuggle them into my camp at the rate of four hundred a night—ten days to do the job. But before I begin, I’ll convince Indutiomarus’s spies that I’m a frightened man planning to leave because the Remi are withdrawing. Don’t worry, I know who his spies are.” The dark face warped itself, looked terrifying. “All women. After the Remi start coming in, I assure you that not one of them will get any messages out. They’ll be too busy screaming.”


  “And once you have the Remi?”


  “The Treveri will appear to kill me before I can leave. It will take them ten days to muster and two days to get here. I’ll make it in time. Then I’ll open my gates and let six thousand Aedui and Remi cut them up like pork for sausages. The Eleventh can stuff them into the skins.”


  Caesar left for Samarobriva satisfied.


  *


  “No one can beat you,” said Rhiannon, her tone smug.


  Amused, Caesar rolled onto his side and propped his head up on one hand to look at her. “That pleases you?”


  “Oh, yes. You’re the father of my son.” ‘


  “So might Dumnorix have been.”


  Her teeth flashed in the gloom. “Never!”


  “That’s interesting.”


  She pulled her hair out from under her, a difficult and somewhat painful task; it lay then between them like a river of fire. “Did you have Dumnorix killed because of me?” she asked.


  “No. He was intriguing to create trouble during my absence in Britannia, so I ordered him to accompany me to Britannia. He thought that meant I’d kill him over there, away from all eyes which might condemn me for it. He ran away. Whereupon I showed him that if I wanted him killed, I’d have him killed under all eyes. Labienus was pleased to oblige. He never liked Dumnorix.”


  “I don’t like Labienus,” she said, shivering.


  “Not surprising. Labienus belongs to that group of Roman men who believe that the only trustworthy Gaul is a dead one,” said Caesar. “That goes for Gallic women too.”


  “Why didn’t you object when I said Orgetorix would be King of the Helvetii?” she demanded. “He is your son, yet you have no son! At the time Orgetorix was born I didn’t understand how famous and influential you are in Rome. I do now.” She sat up, put her hand on his shoulder. “Caesar, take him! To be king of a people as powerful as the Helvetii is a formidable fate, but to be the King of Rome is a far greater fate.”


  He shrugged her hand off, eyes flashing. “Rhiannon, Rome will have no king! Nor would I consent to Rome’s having a king! Rome is a republic and has been for five hundred years! I will be the First Man in Rome, but that is not to be Rome’s king. Kings are archaic; even you Gauls are realizing that. A people prospers better when it is administered by a group of men who change through the electoral process.” He smiled wryly. “Election gives every qualified man the chance to be the best—or the worst.”


  “But you are the best! No one can beat you! Caesar, you were born to be king!” she cried. “Rome would thrive under your rule—you’d end in being King of the World!”


  “I don’t want to be King of the World,” he said patiently. “Just the First Man in Rome—first among my equals. If I were king, I’d have no rivals, and where’s the fun in that? Without a Cato and a Cicero to sharpen my wits, my mind would stultify.” He leaned forward to kiss her breasts. “Leave things be, woman.”


  “Don’t you want your son to be a Roman?” she asked, snuggling against him.


  “It’s not a matter of wanting. My son is not a Roman.”


  “You could make him one.”


  “My son is not a Roman. He’s a Gaul.”


  She was kissing his chest, winding a rope of hair around his growing penis. “But,” she mumbled, “I’m a princess. His blood is better than it could be with a Roman woman for mother.”


  Caesar rolled on top of her. “His blood is only half Roman—and that the half which cannot be proven. His name is Orgetorix, not Caesar. His name will remain Orgetorix, not Caesar. When the time comes, send him to your people. I rather like the idea that a son of mine will be a king. But not the King of Rome.”


  “What if I were a great queen, so great that even Rome saw my every virtue?”


  “If you were Queen of the World, my dear, it wouldn’t be good enough. You’re not Roman. Nor are you Caesar’s wife.”


  Whatever she might have said in answer to that was not said; Caesar stopped her mouth with a kiss. Because he enchanted her sexually, she left the subject to succumb to her body’s pleasure, but in one corner of her mind she stored the subject for future contemplation.


  And future contemplation was all through that winter, while the great Roman legates passed in and out of Caesar’s stone door, paid court to her son, lay on the dining couches, talking endlessly of armies, legions, supplies, fortifications…


  I do not understand, nor has he made me understand. My blood is far greater than the blood of any Roman woman! I am the daughter of a king! I am the mother of a king! But my son should be the King of Rome, not the King of the Helvetii. Caesar makes no sense with his cryptic answers. How can I hope to understand what he will not teach? Would a Roman woman teach me? Could a Roman woman?


  So while Caesar busied himself with the preparations for his pan-Gallic conference in Samarobriva, Rhiannon sat down with an Aeduan scribe and dictated a letter in Latin to the great Roman lady Servilia. A choice of correspondent which proved that Roman gossip percolated everywhere.


  I write to you, lady Servilia, because I know that you have been an intimate friend of Caesar’s for many years, and that when Caesar returns to Rome, he will resume his friendship. Or so they say here in Samarobriva.


  I have Caesar’s son, who is now three years old. My blood is royal. I am the daughter of King Orgetorix of the Helvetii, and Caesar took me off my husband, Dumnorix of the Aedui. But when my son was born, Caesar said that he would be brought up a Gaul in Gallia Comata, and insisted that he have a Gallic name. I called him Orgetorix, but I would far rather have called him Caesar Orgetorix.


  In our Gallic world, it is absolutely necessary that a man have at least one son. For that reason, men of the nobility have more than one wife, lest one wife prove barren. For what is a man’s career, if he has no son to succeed him? Yet Caesar has no son to succeed him, and will not hear of my son’s succeeding him in Rome. I asked him why. All he would answer was that I am not Roman. I am not good enough, was what he meant. Even were I the Queen of the World, yet not Roman, I would not be good enough. I do not understand, and I am angry.


  Lady Servilia, can you teach me to understand?


  The Aeduan secretary took his wax tablets away to transcribe Rhiannon’s short letter onto paper, and made a copy which he gave to Aulus Hirtius to pass on to Caesar.


  Hirtius’s chance came when he informed Caesar that Labienus had brought the Treveri to battle with complete success.


  “He trounced them,” said Hirtius, face expressionless.


  Caesar glanced at him suspiciously. “And?” he asked.


  “And Indutiomarus is dead.”


  That news provoked a stare. “Unusual! I thought both the Belgae and the Celtae had learned to value their leaders enough to keep them out of the front lines.”


  “Er—they have,” said Hirtius. “Labienus issued orders. No matter who or how many got away, he wanted Indutiomarus. Er—not all of him. Just his head.”


  “Jupiter, the man is a barbarian himself!” cried Caesar, very angry. “War has few rules, but one of them is that you don’t deprive a people of its leaders through murder! Oh, one more thing I’ll have to wrap up in Tyrian purple for the Senate! I wish I could split myself into as many legates as I need and do all their jobs myself! Isn’t it bad enough that Rome should have displayed Roman heads on the Roman rostra? Are we now to display the heads of our barbarian enemies? He did display it, didn’t he?”


  “Yes, on the camp battlements.”


  “Did his men acclaim him imperator?”


  “Yes, on the field.”


  “So he could have had Indutiomarus captured and kept for his triumphal parade. Indutiomarus would have died, but after he had been held in honor as Rome’s guest, and understood the full extent of his glory. There’s some distinction in dying during a triumph, but this was mean— shabby! How do I make it look good in my senatorial dispatches, Hirtius?”


  “My advice is, don’t. Tell it as it happened.”


  “He’s my legate. My second-in-command.”


  “True.”


  “What’s the matter with the man, Hirtius?”


  Hirtius shrugged. “He’s a barbarian who wants to be consul, in the same way Pompeius Magnus wanted to be consul. At any kind of price. Not at peace with the mos maiorum.”


  “Another Picentine!”


  “Labienus is useful, Caesar.”


  “As you say, useful,” he said, staring at the wall. “He expects that I’ll choose him as my colleague when I’m consul again five years from now.”


  “Yes.”


  “Rome will want me, but it won’t want Labienus.”


  “Yes.”


  Caesar began to pace. “Then I have some thinking to do.”


  Hirtius cleared his throat. “There is another matter.”


  “Oh?”


  “Rhiannon.”


  “Rhiannon?”


  “She’s written to Servilia.”


  “Using a scribe, since she can’t write herself.”


  “Who gave me a copy of the letter. Though I haven’t let the courier take the original until you approve it.”


  “Where is it?”


  Hirtius handed it over.


  Yet another letter was reduced to ashes, this one in the brazier. “Fool of a woman!”


  “Shall I have the courier take the original to Rome?”


  “Oh, yes. Make sure I see the answer before Rhiannon gets it, however.”


  “That goes without saying.”


  Down came the scarlet general’s cloak from its T-shaped rack. “I need a walk,” said Caesar, throwing it round his shoulders and tying its cords himself. Then he looked at Hirtius, eyes detached. “Have Rhiannon watched.”


  “Some better news to take out into the cold, Caesar.”


  The smile was rueful. “I need it! What?”


  “Ambiorix has had no luck yet with the Germani. Ever since you bridged the Rhenus they’ve been wary. Not all his pleading and cajoling has seen one German company cross into Gaul.”


  *


  Winter was nearing its end and the pan-Gallic conference was looming when Caesar led four legions into the lands of the Nervii to finish that tribe as a power. His luck was with him; the whole tribe had gathered at its biggest oppidum to debate the question as to whether it ought to send delegates to Samarobriva. Caesar caught the Nervii armed but unprepared, and accorded them no mercy. Those who survived the battle were handed over to his men, together with enormous amounts of booty. This was one engagement from which Caesar and his legates would see no personal profit; it all went to the legionaries, including the sale of slaves. And afterward he laid waste to the Nervian lands, burning everything save the fief belonging to Vertico. The captured tribal leaders were shipped off to Rome to wait for his triumph, kept, as he had said to Aulus Hirtius, in comfort and honor. When came the day of his triumph their necks would be snapped in the Tullianum, but by then they would have learned the measure both of their glory and of Rome’s.


  Caesar had been holding a pan-Gallic conference every year since his coming to Gaul of the Long-hairs. The early ones had been held at Bibracte in the lands of the Aedui. This year’s was the first to be held so far west, and a summons had gone out to every tribe commanding it to send delegates. The purpose was to have an opportunity to speak to the tribal leaders, be they kings, councillors or properly elected vergobrets—an opportunity to persuade them that war with Rome could have only one outcome: defeat.


  This year he hoped for better results. All those who had made war over the past five years had gone down, no matter how great their numbers and their consequent sense of invincibility. Even the loss of the Thirteenth had been turned to advantage. Surely now they would all begin to see the shape of their fate!


  Yet by the time that the opening day of the conference dawned, Caesar’s expectations were already dying. Three of the greatest peoples had not sent delegates: the Treveri, the Senones and the Carnutes. The Nemetes and the Triboci had never come, but their absence was understandable—they bordered the Rhenus River on the opposite shore to the Suebi, the fiercest and far the hungriest of the Germani. So dedicated were they to defending their own lands that they had almost no impact upon thought within Gaul of the Long-hairs.


  The huge wooden hall hung with bear and wolf pelts was full when Caesar, his purple-bordered toga glaringly white amid so much color, mounted the dais to speak. The gathering possessed an alien splendor, each tribe in its traditional regalia: the basically scarlet checks of the Atrebates in the person of King Commius, the orange and emerald speckles of the Cardurci, the crimson and blue of the Remi, the scarlet and blue stripes of the Aedui. But no yellow and scarlet Carnutes, no indigo and yellow Senones, no dark green and light green Treveri.


  “I do not intend to dwell upon the fate of the Nervii,” Caesar said in the high-pitched voice he used for orating, “because all of you know what happened.” He looked toward Vertico, nodded. “That one Nervian is here today is evidence of his good sense. Why fight the inevitable? Ask yourselves who is the real enemy! Is it Rome? Or is it the Germani? The presence of Rome in Gallia Comata must go to your ultimate good. The presence of Rome will ensure that you retain your Gallic customs and traditions. The presence of Rome will keep the Germani on their own bank of the Rhenus. I, Gaius Julius Caesar, have guaranteed to contend with the Germani on your behalf in every treaty I have made with you! For you cannot keep the Germani at bay without Rome’s aid. If you doubt this, ask the delegates from the Sequani.” He pointed to where they sat in their crimson and pink. “King Ariovistus of the Suebi persuaded them to let him settle on one-third of their lands. Wanting peace, they decided that consent was a gesture of friendliness. But give the Germani the tip of your finger and they will end in taking not only your whole arm, but your whole country! Do the Cardurci think this fate will not be theirs because they border the Aquitani in the far southwest? It will be! Mark my words, it will be! Unless all of you accept and welcome the presence of Rome, it will be!”


  The Arvernian delegates occupied a whole row, for the Arverni were an extremely powerful people. The traditional enemies of the Aedui, they occupied the mountainous lands of the Cebenna around the sources of the Elaver, the Caris and the Vigemna; perhaps because of this, their shirts and trousers were palest buff, their shawls checkered in palest blue, buff and dark green. Not easy to see against snow or a rock face.


  One of them, young and clean-shaven, rose to his feet.


  “Tell me the difference between Rome and the Germani,” he said in the Carnute dialect which Caesar was speaking, as it was the universal tongue of the Druids, therefore understood everywhere.


  “No,” said Caesar, smiling. “You tell me.”


  “I see absolutely no difference, Caesar. Foreign domination is foreign domination.”


  “But there are vast differences! The fact that I stand here today speaking your language is one of them. When I came to Gallia Comata I spoke Aeduan, Arvernian and Vocontian. Since then I have gone to the trouble of learning Druidan, Atrebatan and several other dialects. Yes, I have the ear for languages, that is true. But I am a Roman, and I understand that when men can communicate with each other directly, there is no opportunity for an interpreter to distort what is said. Yet I have not asked any of you to learn to speak Latin. Whereas the Germani would force you to speak their tongues, and eventually you would lose your own.”


  “Soft words, Caesar!” said the young Arvernian. “But they point out the greatest danger of Roman domination! It is subtle. The Germani are not subtle. Therefore they are easier to resist.”


  “This is your first pan-Gallic conference, obviously, so I do not know your name,” said Caesar, unruffled. “What is it?”


  “Vercingetorix!”


  Caesar stepped to the very front of the dais. “First of all, Vercingetorix, you Gauls must reconcile yourselves to some foreign presence. The world is shrinking. It has been shrinking since the Greeks and the Punic peoples scattered themselves around the whole rim of the sea Rome now calls Our Sea. Then Rome came upon the scene. The Greeks were never united as one nation. Greece was many little nations, and, like you, they fought among each other until they exhausted the country. Rome was a city-state too, but Rome gradually brought all of Italia under her as one nation. Rome is Italia. Yet the domination of Rome within Italia does not depend upon the solitary figure of a king. All Italia votes to elect Rome’s magistrates. All Italia participates in Rome. All Italia provides Rome’s soldiers. For Rome is Italia. And Rome grows. All Italian Gaul south of the Padus River is now a part of Italia, elects Rome’s magistrates. And soon all Italian Gaul north of the Padus River will be Roman too, for I have vowed it. I believe in unity. I believe that unity is strength. And I would give Gallia Comata the unity of true nationhood. That would be Rome’s gift. The Germani bring no gifts worth having. Did Gallia Comata belong to the Germani, it would go backward. They have no systems of government, no systems of commerce, no systems which permit a people to lean on one single central government.”


  Vercingetorix laughed scornfully. “You rape, you do not govern! There is no difference between Rome and the Germani!”


  Caesar answered without hesitation. “As I have said, there are many differences. I have pointed some of them out. You have not listened, Vercingetorix, because you don’t want to listen. You appeal to passion, not to reason. That will bring you many adherents, but it will render you incapable of giving your adherents what they most need—sage advice, considered opinions. Consider the state of the shrinking world. Consider the place Gallia Comata will have in that shrinking world if Gallia Comata ties herself to Rome rather than to the Germani or to internal strife between her peoples. I do not want to fight you, which is not the same as unwillingness to fight. After five years of Rome in the person of Gaius Julius Caesar, you know that. Rome unifies. Rome brings her citizenship. Rome brings improvements to local life. Rome brings peace and plenty. Rome brings business opportunities, a system of commerce, new opportunities for local industries to sell their wares everywhere Rome is in the world. You Arvernians make the best pottery in Gallia Comata. As a part of Rome’s world, your pots would go much further than Britannia. With Rome’s legions guarding the borders of Gallia Comata, the Arverni could expand their business ventures and increase their wealth shorn of fear of invasion, pillage—and rape.”


  “Hollow words, Caesar! What happened to the Atuatuci? The Eburones? The Morini? The Nervii? Pillage! Slavery! Rape!”


  Caesar sighed, spread his right hand wide, cuddled his left into the folds of his toga. “All those peoples had their chance,” he said evenly. “They broke their treaties, they preferred war to submission. The submission would have cost them little. A tribute, in return for guaranteed peace. In return for no more German raids. In return for an easier, more fruitful way of life. Still worshiping their own Gods, still owning their lands, still free men, still living!”


  “Under foreign domination,” said Vercingetorix.


  Caesar inclined his head. “That’s the price, Vercingetorix. A light Roman hand on the bridle, or a heavy German one. That’s the choice. Isolation is gone. Gallia Comata has entered Our Sea. All of you must realize that. There can be no going back. Rome is here. And Rome will stay. Because Rome too must keep the Germani beyond the Rhenus. Over fifty years ago Gallia Comata was split from end to end by three-quarters of a million Germani. All you could do was to suffer their presence. It was Rome in the person of Gaius Marius saved you then. It is Rome in the person of Gaius Marius’s nephew who will save you now. Accept the continued presence of Rome, I most earnestly beseech you! If you do accept Rome, little will actually change. Ask any of the Gallic tribes in our Province—the Volcae, the Vocontii, the Helvii, the Allobroges. They are no less Gallic for being also Roman. They live at peace, they prosper mightily.”


  “Hah!” sneered Vercingetorix. “Fine words! They’re just waiting for someone to lead them out of foreign domination!”


  “They’re not, you know,” said Caesar conversationally. “Go and talk to them for yourself and you’ll see I’m right.”


  “When I go to talk with them, it won’t be to enquire,” said Vercingetorix. “I’ll offer them a spear.” He laughed, shook his head incredulously. “How can you hope to win?” he asked. “There are a handful of you, that’s all! Rome is a gigantic bluff! The peoples you have encountered until now have been tame, stupid, cowardly! There are more warriors in Gallia Comata than in the whole of Italia and Italian Gaul! Four million Celtae, two million Belgae! I have seen your Roman censuses— you don’t have that many people! Three million, Caesar, not a person more!”


  “Numbers are irrelevant,” said Caesar, who appeared to be enjoying himself. “Rome possesses three things neither the Celtae nor the Belgae own—organization, technology and the ability to tap her resources with complete efficiency.”


  “Oh, yes, your much-vaunted technology! What of it? Did the walls you built to dam out Ocean enable you to take any of the Veneti strongholds? Did they? No! We too are a technological people! Ask your legate Quintus Tullius Cicero! We brought siege towers to bear on him, we learned to use Roman artillery! We are not tame, we are not stupid, we are not cowards! Since you came into Gallia Comata, Caesar, we have learned! And as long as you remain here, we will go on learning! Nor are all Roman generals your equal! Sooner or later you will return to Rome, and Rome will send a fool to Gallia Comata! Another like Cassius at Burdigala! Others like Mallius and Caepio at Arausio!”


  “Or another like Ahenobarbus when he reduced the Arverni to nothing seventy-five years ago,” said Caesar, smiling.


  “The Arverni are more powerful now than they were before Ahenobarbus came!”


  “Vercingetorix of the Arverni, listen to me,” said Caesar strongly. “I have called for reinforcements. Four more legions. That is a total of twenty-four thousand men. I will have them in the field and ready to fight four months from the commencement of the enlistment process. They will all wear chain mail shirts, have superbly made daggers and swords on their belts, helmets on their heads, and pila in their hands. They will know the drills and routines so well they could do them in their sleep. They will have artillery. They will know how to build siege equipment, how to fortify. They will be able to march a minimum of thirty miles a day for days on end. They will be officered by brilliant centurions. They will come wanting to hate you and every other Gaul— and if you push them to fight, they will hate you.


  “I will have a Fifth—a Sixth—a Seventh—an Eighth—a Ninth—a Tenth—an Eleventh—a Twelfth—a Thirteenth—a Fourteenth—and a Fifteenth Legion! All up to strength! Fifty-four thousand foot soldiers! And add to them four thousand cavalry drawn from the Aedui and the Remi!”


  Vercingetorix crowed, capered. “What a fool you are, Caesar! You’ve just told all of us your strength in the field this year!”


  “Indeed I have, though not foolishly. As a warning. I say to you, be sensible and prudent. You cannot win! Why try? Why kill the flower of your manhood in a hopeless cause? Why leave your women so destitute and your lands so vacant that I will have to settle my Roman veterans on them to marry your women and sire Roman children?”


  Suddenly Caesar’s iron control snapped; he grew, towered. Not realizing that he did so, Vercingetorix stepped backward.


  “This year will be a year of total attrition if you try me!” Caesar roared. “Oppose me in the field and you will go down and keep on going down! I cannot be beaten! Rome cannot be beaten! Our resources in Italia— and the efficiency with which I can marshal them!—are so vast that I can make good any losses I sustain in the twinkling of an eye! If I so wish, I can double those fifty-four thousand men! And equip them! Be warned and take heed! I have made you privy to all of this not for today, but for the future! Roman organization, Roman technology and Roman resources alone will see you go down! And don’t pin your hopes on the day when Rome sends a less competent governor to Gallia Comata! Because by the time that day comes, you won’t exist! Caesar will have reduced you and yours to ruins!”


  He swept from the dais and from the hall, leaving the Gauls and his legates stunned.


  “Oh, that temper!” said Trebonius to Hirtius.


  “They needed straight speaking,” said Hirtius.


  “Well, my turn,” said Trebonius, getting to his feet. “How can I follow an act like that?”


  “With diplomatic words,” said Quintus Cicero, grinning.


  “It doesn’t matter a fig what Trebonius prattles on about,” said Sextius. “They’ve got the fear of Caesar in them.”


  “The one named Vercingetorix is spoiling for a fight” from Sulpicius Rufus.


  “He’s young” from Hirtius. “Nor is he popular among the rest of the Arvernian delegates. They were sitting with their teeth on edge and dying to kill him, not Caesar.”


  *


  While the meeting went on in the great hall, Rhiannon sat in Caesar’s stone house with the Aeduan scribe.


  “Read it,” she said to him.


  He broke the seal (which had already been broken; it had been re-sealed with the imprint of Quintus Cicero’s ring, since Rhiannon had no idea what Servilia’s seal looked like), spread the little roll, and pored over it, mumbling, for a long time.


  “Read it!” Rhiannon said, shifting impatiently.


  “As soon as I understand it, I will,” he answered.


  “Caesar doesn’t do that.”


  He looked up, sighed. “Caesar is Caesar. No one else can read at a glance. And the more you talk, the longer I’ll be.”


  Rhiannon subsided, picking at the gold threads woven through her long gown of brownish crimson, dying to know what Servilia said.


  Finally the scribe spoke. “I can start,” he said.


  “Then do so!”


  “Well, I can’t say I ever expected to get a letter writ in rather peculiar Latin from Caesar’s Gallic mistress, but it’s amusing, I must admit. So you have Caesar’s son. How amazing. I have Caesar’s daughter. Like your son, she does not bear Caesar’s name. That is because I was married to Marcus Junius Silanus at the time. His distant relative, another Marcus Junius Silanus, is one of Caesar’s legates this year. My daughter’s name is therefore Junia, and as she is the third Junia, I call her Tertulla.


  “You say you are a princess. Barbarians do have them, I know. You produce this fact as if it could matter. It cannot. To a Roman, the only blood which matters is Roman blood. Roman blood is better. The meanest thief in some back alley is better than you, because he has Roman blood. No son whose mother was not Roman could matter to Caesar, whose blood is the highest in Rome. Never tainted with other blood than Roman. If Rome had a king, Caesar would be that king. His ancestors were kings. But Rome does not have a king, nor would Caesar allow Rome to have a king. Romans bend the knee to no one.


  “I have nothing to teach you, barbarian princess. It is not necessary for a Roman to have a son of his body to inherit his position and carry on the name of his family because a Roman can adopt a son. He does this very carefully. Whoever he adopts will have the necessary blood to carry on his line, and as part of the adoption the new son assumes his name. My son was adopted. His name was Marcus Junius Brutus, but when his uncle, my brother, was killed without an heir, he adopted Brutus in his will. Brutus became Quintus Servilius Caepio, of my own family. That he has preferred of late years to return to the name Marcus Junius Brutus is due to his pride in a Junian ancestor, Lucius Junius Brutus, who banished the last King of Rome and established the Roman res publica.


  “If Caesar has no son, he will adopt a son of Julian blood and impeccably Roman ancestors. That is the Roman way. And knowing this, Caesar will proceed through his life secure in the knowledge that, should he have no son of his body, his last testament will remedy things.


  “Do not bother writing back. I dislike the implication that you class yourself as one of Caesar’s women. You are no more and no less than an expedient.”


  The scribe let the scroll curl up. “That tells us where we barbarians belong, doesn’t it?” he demanded, angry.


  Rhiannon snatched the letter from him and began to tear it into small pieces. “Go away!” she snarled.


  Tears pouring down her face, she went then to see Orgetorix, in the custody of his nurse, one of her own servants. He was busy towing a model of the Trojan Horse around the floor; Caesar had given it to him and shown him how its side opened to disgorge the Greeks, fifty perfectly carved and painted figures each owning a name: red-haired Menelaus; red-haired Odysseus with the short legs; the beautiful Neoptolemus, son of dead Achilles; and even one, Echion, whose head fell forward, broken, when he hit the flags. Caesar had started to teach him the legend and the names, but little Orgetorix had neither the memory nor the wit to immerse himself in Homer, and Caesar gave up. If the child delighted in his gift, it was because of childish reasons: a splendid toy which moved, concealed things, could be stuffed and unstuffed, and excited admiration and envy from all who saw it.


  “Mama!” he said, dropping the cord which was attached to the horse and holding out his arms.


  Her tears dried; Rhiannon carried him to a chair and sat him on her lap. “You don’t care,” she said to him, her cheek on his brilliant curls. “You’re not a Roman, you’re a Gaul. But you will be King of the Helvetii! And you are Caesar’s son!” Her breath hissed, her lips peeled back from her teeth. “I curse you, lady Servilia! You will never have him back again! Tonight I will go to the priestess in the tower of skulls and buy the curse of a long life spent in misery!”


  *


  News came the next day from Labienus: Ambiorix was finally having some success among the Suebic Germans, and the Treveri, far from being subdued, were boiling.


  “Hirtius, I want you and Trogus to continue the conference,” Caesar said as he handed the box containing the sash of his imperium to Thrayllus, packing his gear. “My four new legions have reached the Aedui, and I’ve sent word instructing them to march for the Senones, whom I intend to scare witless. The Tenth and Twelfth will go with me to meet them.”


  “What of Samarobriva?” asked Hirtius.


  “Trebonius can stay to garrison it with the Eighth, but I think it’s politic to shift the site of the conference to some place less tempting to our absent friends the Carnutes. Move the delegates to Lutetia among the Parisii. It’s an island, therefore easily defended. Keep on trying to make the Gauls see reason—and take the Fifth Alauda with you. Also Silanus and Antistius.”


  “Is this war on a grand scale?”


  “I hope not, quite yet. I’d rather have the time to pluck some of the raw cohorts out of the new legions and slip some of my veterans in.” He grinned. “You might say, to quote the words of young Vercingetorix, that I am about to embark upon a gigantic bluff. Though I doubt the Long-hairs will see it that way.”


  Time was galloping, but he must say goodbye to Rhiannon. Whom he found in her sitting room—ah, not alone! Vercingetorix was with her. Goddess Fortuna, you always bring me luck!


  He paused in the doorway unobserved; this was his first opportunity to study Vercingetorix at close quarters. His rank was manifest in the number of massive gold torcs and bracelets he wore, in the sapphire-encrusted belt and baldric, in the size of the sapphire buried in his brooch. That he was clean-shaven intrigued Caesar, for it was very rare among the Celtae. His lime-rinsed hair was almost white and combed to imitate a lion’s mane, and his face, entirely displayed, was all bones, cadaverous. Black brows and lashes—oh, he was different! His body too was thin; a type who lives on his nerves, thought Caesar, advancing into the room. A throwback. Very dangerous.


  Rhiannon’s face lit up, then fell as she took in Caesar’s leather gear. “Caesar! Where are you going?”


  “To meet my new legions,” he said, holding out his right hand to Vercingetorix, who had risen to reveal that he was the usual Celtic six feet in height. His eyes were dark blue and regarded the hand warily.


  “Oh, come!” said Caesar genially. “You won’t die of poison because you touch me!”


  Out came one long, frail hand; the two men performed the universal ritual of greeting, neither of them imprudent enough to turn it into a contest of strength. Firm, brief, not excessive.


  Caesar raised his brows at Rhiannon. “You know each other?” he asked, not sitting.


  “Vercingetorix is my first cousin,” she said breathlessly. “His mother and my mother were sisters. Arverni. Didn’t I tell you? I meant to, Caesar. They both married kings—mine, King Orgetorix; his, King Celtillus.”


  “Ah, yes,” said Caesar blandly. “Celtillus. I would have said he tried to be king, rather than was one. Didn’t the Arverni kill him for it, Vercingetorix?”


  “They did. You speak good Arvernian, Caesar.”


  “My nurse was Arvernian. Cardixa. My tutor, Marcus Antonius Gnipho, was half Salluvian. And there were Aeduan tenants upstairs in my mother’s insula. You might say that I grew up to the sound of Gallic.”


  “You tricked us neatly during those first two years, using an interpreter all the time.”


  “Be fair! I speak no Germanic languages, and a great deal of my first year was occupied with Ariovistus. Nor did I understand the Sequani very well. It’s taken time to pick up the Belgic tongues, though Druidan was easy.”


  “You are not what you seem,” said Vercingetorix, sitting down again.


  “Is anyone?” asked Caesar, and suddenly decided to seat himself too. A few moments spent talking to Vercingetorix might be moments well spent.


  “Probably not, Caesar. What do you think I am?”


  “A young hothead with much courage and some intelligence. You lack subtlety. It isn’t clever to embarrass your elders in an important assembly.”


  “Someone had to speak up! Otherwise they would all have sat there and listened like a lot of students to a famous Druid. I struck a chord in many,” said Vercingetorix, looking satisfied.


  Caesar shook his head slowly. “You did indeed,” he said, “but that isn’t wise. One of my aims is to avert bloodshed—it gives me no pleasure to spill oceans of it. You ought to think things through, Vercingetorix. The end of it all will be Roman rule, make no mistake about that. Therefore why buck against it? You’re a man, not a brute horse! You have the ability to gather adherents, build a great clientele. So lead your people wisely. Don’t force me to adopt measures I don’t want to take.”


  “Lead my people into eternal captivity, that’s what you’re really saying, Caesar.”


  “No, I am not. Lead them into peace and prosperity.”


  Vercingetorix leaned forward, eyes glowing with the same lights as the sapphire in his brooch. “I will lead, Caesar! But not into captivity. Into freedom. Into the old ways, a return to the kings and the heroes. And we will spurn Your Sea! Some of what you said yesterday makes sense. We Gauls need to be one people, not many. I can achieve that. I will achieve that! We will outlast you, Caesar. We will throw you out, and all who try to follow you. I spoke truth too. I said that Rome will send a fool to replace you. That is the way of democracies, which offer mindless idiots a choice of candidates and then wonder why fools are elected. A people needs a king, not men who change every time someone blinks his eye. One group benefits, then another, yet never the whole people. A king is the only answer.”


  “A king is never the answer.”


  Vercingetorix laughed, a high and slightly frenzied sound. “But you are a king, Caesar! It’s there in the way you move, the way you look, the way you treat others. You are an Alexander the Great accidentally given power by the electors. After you, it will fall to ashes.”


  “No,” said Caesar, smiling gently. “I am no Alexander the Great. All I am is a part of Rome’s ongoing pageant. A great part, I know that. I hope that in future ages men will say, the greatest part. Yet only a part. When Alexander the Great died, Macedon died. His country perished with him. He abjured his Greekness and relocated the navel of his empire because he thought like a king. He was the reason for his country’s greatness. He did what he liked and he went where he liked. He thought like a king, Vercingetorix! He mistook himself for an idea. To make it bear permanent fruit, he would have needed to live forever. Whereas I am the servant of my country. Rome is far greater than any man she produces. When I am dead, Rome will continue to produce other great men. I will leave Rome stronger, richer, more powerful. What I do will be used and improved by those who follow me. Fools and wise men in equal number, and that’s a better record than a line of kings can boast. For every great king, there are a dozen utter nonentities.”


  Vercingetorix said nothing, leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “I do not agree,” he said finally.


  Caesar got up. “Then let us hope, Vercingetorix, that we never have to decide the issue upon a battlefield. For if we do, you will go down.” His voice grew warmer. “Work with me, not against me!”


  “No,” said Vercingetorix, eyes still closed.


  Caesar left the room to find Aulus Hirtius.


  “Rhiannon grows more and more interesting,” Caesar said to him. “The young hothead Vercingetorix is her first cousin. In that respect, Gallic nobles are just like Roman nobles. All of them are related. Watch her for me, Hirtius.”


  “Does that mean she’s to come to Lutetia with me?”


  “Oh, yes. We must give her every opportunity to have more congress with cousin Vercingetorix.”


  Hirtius’s small, homely face screwed up, his brown eyes pleading. “Truly, Caesar, I don’t think she’d betray you, no matter who her relatives might be. She dotes on you.”


  “I know. But she’s a woman. She chatters and she does silly things like writing to Servilia—a more stupid action is hard to think of! While I’m away, don’t let her know anything I don’t want her to know.”


  Like everyone else in on the secret, Hirtius was dying to learn what Servilia had said, but Caesar had opened her letter himself, then sealed it again with Quintus Cicero’s ring before anyone had a chance to read it.


  4


  When Caesar appeared leading six legions, the Senones crumbled, capitulating without a fight. They gave hostages and begged forgiveness, then hustled delegates off to Lutetia, where the Gauls under the easygoing supervision of Aulus Hirtius squabbled and brawled, drank and feasted. They also sent frantic warnings to the Carnutes, terrified at the promptness of those four new legions, their businesslike air, their glittering armor, their latest-model artillery. It had been the Aedui who begged Caesar to be kind to the Senones; now the Remi begged him to be kind to the Carnutes.


  “All right,” he said to Cotus of the Aedui and Dorix of the Remi, “I’ll be merciful. What else can I be, anyway? No one has lifted a sword. Though I’d be happier if I believed they meant what they say. But I don’t.”


  “Caesar, they need time,” Dorix pleaded. “They’re like children who have never been gainsaid in anything, but now they have a stepfather who insists on obedience.”


  “They’re certainly children,” said Caesar, quizzing Dorix with his brows.


  “Mine was a metaphor,” said Dorix with dignity.


  “And this is no moment for humor. I take your point. Yet however we look at them, my friends, their future welfare depends upon their honoring the treaties they’ve signed. That is especially true of the Senones and the Carnutes. The Treveri I consider a hopeless case; they’ll have to be subdued by force. But the Celtae of central Gallia Comata are fully sophisticated enough to understand the significance of treaties and the codes they dictate. I wouldn’t want to have to execute men like Acco of the Senones or Gutruatus of the Carnutes—but if they betray me, I will. Have no doubt of it, I will!”


  “They won’t betray you, Caesar,” soothed Cotus. “As you say, they’re Celtae, not Belgae.”


  Almost Caesar’s hand went up to push at his hair in the natural gesture of weary exasperation; it stopped short of his scalp and ran itself around his face instead. Nothing could be permitted to disorder his carefully combed, scant hair. He sighed, sat back and looked at the two Gauls.


  “Do you think I don’t know that every retaliation I have to make is seen as Rome’s heavy foot stamping on their rights? I bend over backward to accommodate them, and in return I’m tricked, betrayed, treated with contempt! The children metaphor is by no means inappropriate, Dorix.” He drew a breath. “I’m warning both of you because both of you came forward to intercede for other tribes: if these new agreements are not honored, I’ll come down hard. It’s treason to break solemn agreements sworn by oath! And if Roman civilian citizens are murdered, I will execute the guilty men as Rome executes all non-citizen traitors and murderers—I’ll flog and behead. Nor am I speaking of minions. I will execute the tribal leaders, be it treason or murder. Clear?”


  He hadn’t lost his temper, but the room felt very cold. Cotus and Dorix exchanged glances, shuffled. “Yes, Caesar.”


  “Then make sure you disseminate my sentiments. Especially to the leaders of the Senones and Carnutes.” He got up. “And now,” he said, smiling, “I can turn my entire mind and all my energies to war with the Treveri and Ambiorix.”


  *


  Even before Caesar left headquarters he was aware that Acco, leader of the Senones, was already in violation of the treaty he had signed only days earlier. What could one do with ignoble noblemen? Men who let other men intercede for them, beg Caesar for mercy, then proceeded to break this fresh treaty as if it meant absolutely nothing? What exactly was a Gaul’s concept of honor? How did Gallic honor work? Why would the Aedui guarantee Acco’s good behavior when Cotus must have known Acco was not an honorable man? And what of Gutruatus of the Carnutes? Him too?


  But first the Belgae. Caesar marched with seven legions and a baggage train to Nemetocenna in the lands of Commius’s Atrebates. Here he sent the baggage train and two legions to Labienus on the Mosa. Commius and the other five accompanied him north along the Scaldis into the lands of the Menapii, who fled without fighting into their salt fens along the shores of the German Ocean. Reprisals were indirect but horrifying. Down came a swath of Menapian oaks, up went every Menapian house in flames. The freshly sown crops were raked out of the ground; the cattle, sheep and pigs slaughtered; the chickens, geese and ducks strangled. The legions ate well, the Menapii were left with nothing.


  They sued for peace and gave hostages. In return Caesar left King Commius and his Atrebatan cavalry behind to garrison the place—a significant message that Commius had just been gifted with the lands of the Menapii to add to his own.


  *


  Labienus had his own problems, but by the time Caesar and his five legions arrived, he had fought the Treveri and won a great victory.


  “I couldn’t have done it without the two legions you sent me,” he admitted cheerfully to Caesar, well aware that this gift could not detract from his own brilliance. “Ambiorix is leading the Treveri these days, and he was all set to attack when the two extra legions appeared. So he drew off and waited for his German reinforcements to come across the Rhenus.”


  “And did they?”


  “If they did, they turned tail and went home again. I didn’t want to wait for them myself, naturally.”


  “Naturally,” said Caesar with the ghost of a smile.


  “I tricked them. It never ceases to amaze me, Caesar, that they fall for the same ploy all over again. I let the Treveri spies among my cavalry think I was frightened and withdrawing”—he shook his head in wonder—”though this time I really did march. They descended on my column in their usual undisciplined hordes—my men wheeled, launched pila, then charged. We killed thousands of them. So many, in fact, that I doubt they’ll ever give us more trouble. What Treveri are left will be too busy in the north, fending off the Germani.”


  “And Ambiorix?”


  “Bolted across the Rhenus with some of Indutiomarus’s close relatives. Cingetorix is back in Treveri power.”


  “Hmmmm,” said Caesar thoughtfully. “Well, Labienus, while the Treveri are licking their wounds, it might be an idea to build another bridge across the Rhenus. Do you fancy a trip to Germania?”


  “After months and months and months in this same stinking camp, Caesar, I’d welcome a trip to Hades!”


  “It is on the nose, Titus, but there’s so much shit on the site that it ought to grow four-hundredfold wheat for the next ten years,” said Caesar. “I’ll tell Dorix to grab it before the Treveri do.”


  *


  Never happier than when he had a massive engineering task to tackle, Caesar bridged the Rhenus a little upstream of the place where he had bridged it two years before. The timbers were still stacked on the Gallic bank of the great river; being oak, they had seasoned rather than rotted.


  If the first bridge had been a hefty structure, the second bridge was even heftier, for this time Caesar didn’t intend to demolish it entirely when he left. For eight days the legions labored, driving piles into the riverbed, setting up the pylons to take the roadway, cushioning them from the swift and pounding current with huge, angled buttresses on the upstream side to divide the waters and take their force off the bridge itself.


  “Is there anything he doesn’t know how to do?” asked Quintus Cicero of Gaius Trebonius.


  “If there is, I don’t know of it. He can even take your wife off you if he fancies her. But he loves engineering best, I think. One of his greatest disappointments is that the Gauls have not yet offered him the chance to make the siege of Numantia look like an easy night in a brothel. Or if you want to get him started, ask him about Scipio Aemilianus’s approach to the siege of Carthage—he’ll tell you exactly what Aemilianus did wrong.”


  “It’s all grist to his mill, you see,” said Fabius, grinning.


  “Do you think he’d take Pomponia off me if I dressed her up and thrust her under his nose?” asked Quintus Cicero wistfully.


  Trebonius and Fabius howled with laughter.


  Marcus Junius Silanus eyed them sourly. “If you ask me, all this is a complete waste of time. We should boat across,” he said. “The bridge accomplishes nothing beyond his personal glory.”


  The old hands turned to stare at him contemptuously; Silanus was one of those who wouldn’t be asked to stay on.


  “Ye-es, we could boat across,” said Trebonius slowly. “But then we’d have to boat back again. What happens if the Suebi—or the Ubii, for that matter—come charging in their millions out of the forest? Caesar never takes stupid risks, Silanus. See how he’s ranged his artillery on the Gallic side? If we have to retreat in a hurry, he’ll shell the bridge into splinters before a single German gets across. One of Caesar’s secrets is speed. Another is to be prepared for every conceivable eventuality.”


  Labienus was snuffing the air, his eagle’s beak flaring. “I can smell the cunni!” he said exultantly. “Oh, there’s nothing like making a German wish he was burning inside a wicker cage!”


  Before anyone could find an appropriate answer for this, up came Caesar, grinning delightedly. “Marshal the troops, boys!” he said. “Time to chase the Suebi into their woods.”


  “What do you mean, chase?” demanded Labienus.


  Caesar laughed. “Unless I miss my guess, Titus, it will come to nothing else.”


  The legions marched in their normal eight-man-wide columns across the great bridge, the rhythmic thump of their feet amplified to a roaring drum roll as the planks vibrated and the echoes bounced off the water below. That their coming could be heard for miles was evident as the legions peeled off to either side on German soil. The Ubii chieftains were waiting in a group, but no German warriors stood behind them.


  “It wasn’t us!” cried their leader, whose name, inevitably, was Herman. “Caesar, we swear it! The Suebi sent men to aid the Treveri, we didn’t! Not one Ubian warrior has crossed the river to help the Treveri, we swear it!”


  “Calm down, Arminius,” said Caesar through his interpreter, and giving the agitated spokesman the Latin version of his name. “If that’s so, you have nothing to fear.”


  With the Ubii leaders stood another aristocrat whose black clothing proclaimed that he belonged to the Cherusci, a powerful tribe living between the Sugambri and the river Albis. Caesar’s eyes kept going to him, fascinated. White skin, red-gold curls and a distinct look of Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Who had, he remembered being told, spied for Gaius Marius among the Germans. He and Quintus Sertorius. How old was this man? Hard to tell with Germans, whose air was soft and skins consequently young. But he could be sixty. Yes, very possible.


  “What’s your name?” he asked through the interpreter.


  “Cornel,” said the Cheruscian.


  “Are you a twin?”


  The pale eyes, so like Caesar’s own, widened and filled with respect. “I was. My brother was killed in a war with the Suebi.”


  “And your father?”


  “A great chieftain, so my mother said. He was of the Celtae.”


  “His name?”


  “Cornel.”


  “And now you lead the Cherusci.”


  “I do.”


  “Do you plan war with Rome?”


  “Never.”


  Whereupon Caesar smiled and turned away to talk to Herman. “Calm down, Arminius!” he repeated. “I accept your word. In which case, retire into your strongholds, make your supplies safe, and do nothing. I want Ambiorix, not war.”


  “The news was shouted down the river while your bridge was still building, Caesar. Ambiorix is gone to his own people, the Eburones. The Suebi have been shouting it constantly.”


  “That’s considerate of them, but I think I’ll look for myself,” said Caesar, smiling. “However, Arminius, while I’ve got you here, I have a proposition for you. The Ubii are horse soldiers, they say the best in Germania, and far better than any Belgic tribe. Have I been misled?”


  Herman swelled proudly. “No, you have not.”


  “But you find it difficult to get good horses, is that right?”


  “Very, Caesar. Some we get from the Cimbric Chersonnese, where the old Cimbri bred huge beasts. And our raids into Belgica are rarely for land. We go for Italian and Spanish horses.”


  “Then,” said Caesar in the most friendly way, “I might be in a position to help you, Arminius.”


  “Help me?”


  “Yes. When next winter comes, send me four hundred of your very best horse soldiers to a place called Vienne, in the Roman Province. Don’t bother mounting them well. They’ll find eight hundred of the very best Remi horses waiting for them, and if they get to Vienne early enough, they’ll have time to train the animals. I will also send you a gift of another thousand Remi horses, with good breeding stallions among them. I’ll pay the Remi out of my own purse. Interested?”


  “Yes! Yes!”


  “Excellent! We’ll talk about it further when I leave.”


  Caesar strolled then to Cornel, who had waited out of earshot with the rest of the chieftains and Caesar’s superintendent of interpreters, Gnaeus Pompeius Trogus.


  “One further thing, Cornel,” he said. “Do you have sons?”


  “Twenty-three, by eleven wives.”


  “And do they have sons?”


  “Those who are old enough do.”


  “Oh, how Sulla would love that!” said Caesar, laughing. “And do you have any daughters?”


  “Six whom I let live. The prettiest ones. That’s why I’m here. One of them is to marry Herman’s eldest son.”


  “You’re right,” Caesar said, nodding wisely. “Six are more than enough to make useful marriages. What a provident fellow you are!” He straightened, sobered. “Stay here, Cornel. On my way back to Gallia Comata I will require treaties of peace and friendship with the Ubii. And it would enormously gratify a very great Roman, long dead, if I also concluded a treaty of peace and friendship with the Cherusci.”


  “But we already have one, Caesar,” said Cornel.


  “Really? When was it made?”


  “About the time I was born. I have it still.”


  “And I haven’t done my homework. No doubt it’s nailed to the wall in Jupiter Feretrius, right where Sulla put it. Unless it perished in the fire.”


  Sulla’s German son was standing lost, but Caesar had no intention of enlightening him. Instead, he gazed about in mock bewilderment. “But I don’t see the Sugambri! Where are they?”


  Herman swallowed. “They’ll be here when you return, Caesar.”


  *


  The Suebi had retreated to the eaves of the Bacenis Forest, a limitless expanse of beech, oak and birch which eventually fused with an even mightier forest, the Hercynian, and spread untrammeled a thousand miles to far Dacia and the sources of the fabulous rivers flowing down to the Euxine Sea. It was said that a man could walk for sixty days and not reach the middle of it.


  Wherever oaks and acorns were, there also were pigs; in this impenetrable fastness the boars were massive, tusked, and mindlessly savage. Wolves slunk everywhere, hunting in packs, afraid of nothing. The forests of Gaul, particularly the Arduenna, still held many boars and wolves, but the forests of Germania contained myths and fables because men had not yet forced them to retreat eastward. Horrifying creatures lived there! Huge elk which had to lean on trees to sleep, so heavy were their horns; aurochs the size of small elephants; and gigantic bears, dowered with claws as long as a man’s fingers, teeth bigger than a lion’s, bears which towered over a man when they stood upright. Deer, wild cattle and wild sheep were their food, but they were not averse to men. The Germani hunted them for their pelts, highly prized for sleeping warmth and highly valued as items of trade.


  No surprise then that the troops regarded the fringes of the Bacenis Forest with trepidation, and promised innumerable rich offerings to Sol Indiges and Tellus if those Gods would only pop the thought into Caesar’s head that he didn’t want to go inside. For they would follow him, but do so in great dread.


  “Well, as the Germani are not Druids, there seems no point in felling their trees,” said Caesar to his apprehensive legates. “Nor do I intend to take my soldiers into that kind of horror. We’ve shown our fangs, and that’s as much as we can do, I think. Back to Gallia Comata.”


  This time, however, the bridge didn’t come down entirely. Only the two hundred feet of it closest to the German bank were demolished; Caesar left the rest still standing, erected a strongly fortified camp equipped with one tower tall enough to see into Germania for miles, and garrisoned it with the Fifth Alauda under the command of Gaius Volcatius Tullus.


  *


  It was the end of September, still high summer by the seasons; the Belgae were on their knees, but one more campaign would see a permanent cessation to Belgic resistance. From his bridge across the Rhenus, Caesar pushed westward into the lands of the Eburones, already devastated. If Ambiorix was there, he would have to be captured. The Eburones were his people, but it was impossible for a king to rule if his people no longer existed. Therefore the Eburones would disappear from the catalogue of the Druids. An objective King Commius of the Atrebates applauded; his lands were increasing rapidly, and he had the people to fill them. The title High King of the Belgae grew ever closer.


  Quintus Cicero, however, was not so lucky. Because he had a happy knack with soldiers, Caesar had given him command of the Fifteenth Legion, the only one still composed entirely of raw troops who had not yet seen battle. Word of the extermination of the Eburones had flown across the river into Germania, with the result that the Sugambri decided to help Caesar in an unofficial capacity. They boated across to Belgica and contributed their mite to Belgic misery. Unfortunately the sight of a poorly formed and unruly Roman column was too much to bear; the Sugambri fell on the Fifteenth with glee, and the Fifteenth panicked so badly that Quintus Cicero and his tribunes could do nothing.


  Two cohorts were needlessly killed in the confusion, but before the Sugambri could kill more, Caesar arrived with the Tenth. Shrieking with mingled joy and alarm, the Sugambri scampered off to leave Caesar and Quintus Cicero trying to restore order. Which took all day.


  “I’ve let you down,” said Quintus Cicero, tears in his eyes.


  “No, not at all. They’re unblooded and nervous. All that German forest. These things happen, Quintus. Had I been with them, I doubt matters would have been different. It’s their vile centurions at fault, not my legate.”


  “If you’d been leading them, you would have seen whose fault it was and not let them fall into total disorder on the march,” said Quintus Cicero, unconsoled.


  Caesar threw an arm about his shoulders and shook him gently. “Perhaps,” he said, “but not surely. Anyway, we shall prove me truth of it. You can have the Tenth. The Fifteenth is going to be stuck with me for many moons to come. I’ll have to go across the Alps to Italian Gaul this autumn, and the Fifteenth will come with me. I’ll march it into stupor and I’ll drill it into puppet dolls. Including its slack centurions.”


  “Does this mean I’ll be packing my trunks with Silanus?” Quintus Cicero asked.


  “I sincerely hope not, Quintus! You’re with me until you ask to go.” His arm tightened, his hand squeezed. “You see, Quintus, I’ve come to think of you as the great Cicero’s big brother. He might fight a superb action in the Forum, but in the field he couldn’t fight his way out of a sack. To each his own. You’re the Cicero I prefer any day.”


  Words which were to stay with Quintus Cicero during the years to come, words which were to cause much pain, greater acrimony, awful rifts within the Tullius Cicero family. For Quintus could never forget them, nor discipline himself not to love the man who said them. Blood ruled. But hearts could ache despite that. Oh, better perhaps that he had never served with Caesar! Yet had he not, the great Cicero would always have dictated his every thought, and Quintus would never have become his own man.


  *


  And so that strife-torn year wore down for Caesar. He put the legions into winter camp very early, two with Labienus in a new camp among the Treveri, two in the lands of the ever-loyal Lingones along the Sequana River, and six around Agedincum, the main oppidum of the Senones.


  He prepared to depart for Italian Gaul, planning to escort Rhiannon and his son as far as her villa outside Arausio, and also planning to find a pedagogue for the boy. What was the matter with him, that he had no interest in the Greeks on the beach at Ilium for ten long years, in the rivalry between Achilles and Hector, in the madness of Ajax, in the treachery of Thersites? Had he asked these things of Rhiannon, she might have answered tartly that Orgetorix was not yet four years old; but as he said nothing of it to her, he went on interpreting the child’s behavior in the light of what he had been at the same age, and didn’t understand that the child of a genius might turn out to be just an ordinary little boy.


  At the end of November he called another pan-Gallic assembly, this one at the Remi oppidum of Durocortorum. The reason for the congress was not discussion. Caesar charged Acco, the leader of the Senones, with conspiring to incite insurrection. He conducted a formal Roman trial in the prescribed manner, though in one hearing only: witnesses, cross-examination of witnesses, a jury composed of twenty-six Romans and twenty-five Gauls, advocates to speak for the prosecution and the defense. Caesar presided himself, with Cotus of the Aedui, who had interceded for the Senones, at his right hand.


  All the Celtae and some of the Belgae came, though the Remi outnumbered all the other delegates (and furnished six of the twenty-five Gallic jurors). The Arverni were led by Gobannitio and Critognatus, their vergobrets, but in the party was—of course, thought Caesar with an inward sigh—Vercingetorix. Who challenged the court immediately.


  “If this is to be a fair trial,” he asked Caesar, “why is there one more Roman juror than Gallic juror?”


  Caesar opened his eyes wide. “There is customarily an odd number of jurors to avoid a drawn decision,” he said mildly. “The lots were cast; you saw them for yourself, Vercingetorix. Besides which, for the purposes of this trial all the jurors are to be regarded as Roman—all have an equal vote.”


  “How can it be equal when there are twenty-six Romans and only twenty-five Gauls?”


  “Would you be happier if I put an extra Gaul on the jury?” asked Caesar patiently.


  “Yes!” snapped Vercingetorix, uncomfortably aware that the Roman legates were laughing at him behind their eyes.


  “Then I will do so. Now sit down, Vercingetorix.”


  Gobannitio rose to his feet.


  “Yes?” asked Caesar, sure of this man.


  “I must apologize for the conduct of my nephew, Caesar. It will not happen again.”


  “You relieve me, Gobannitio. Now may we proceed?”


  The court proceeded through witnesses and advocates (with, noted Caesar, pleased, a wonderful speech in defense of Acco by Quintus Cicero—let Vercingetorix complain about that!) to its verdict, having taken the best part of the day.


  Thirty-three jurors voted CONDEMNO, nineteen ABSOLVO. All the Roman jurors, six Remi and one Lingone had won the day. But nineteen of the Gauls, including the three Aedui on the panel, had voted for acquittal.


  “The sentence is automatic,” said Caesar tonelessly. “Acco will be flogged and decapitated. At once. Those who wish to witness the execution may do so. I sincerely hope this lesson is taken to heart. I will have no more broken treaties.”


  As the proceedings had been conducted entirely in Latin, it was only when the Roman guard formed up on either side of him that Acco truly realized what the sentence was.


  “I am a free man in a free country!” he shouted, drew himself up, and walked between the soldiers out of the room.


  Vercingetorix began to cheer; Gobannitio struck him hard across the face.


  “Be silent, you fool!” he said. “Isn’t it enough?”


  Vercingetorix left the room, left the confines of the hall and strode off until he could neither see nor hear what was done to Acco.


  “They say that’s what Dumnorix said just before Labienus cut him down,” said Gutruatus of the Carnutes.


  “What?” asked Vercingetorix, trembling, face bathed in a chill sweat “What?”


  “ ‘I am a free man in a free country!’ Dumnorix shouted before Labienus cut him down. And now his woman consorts with Caesar. This is not a free country, and we are not free men.”


  “You don’t need to tell me that, Gutruatus. My own uncle, to strike me across the face in front of Caesar! Why did he do this? Are we supposed to shake in fear, get down on our knees and beg Caesar’s forgiveness?”


  “It’s Caesar’s way of telling us that we are not free men in a free country.”


  “Oh, by Dagda and Taranis and Esus, I swear I’ll have Caesar’s head on my doorpost for this!” Vercingetorix cried. “How dare he dress up his actions in such a travesty?”


  “He dares because he’s a brilliant man in command of a brilliant army,” said Gutruatus through his teeth. “He’s walked all over us for five long years, Vercingetorix, and we haven’t got anywhere! You may as well say that he’s finished the Belgae, and the only reason he hasn’t finished the Celtae is that we haven’t gone to war with him the way the Belgae did. Except for the poor Armorici—look at them! The Veneti sold into slavery, the Esubii reduced to nothing.”


  Litaviccus and Cotus of the Aedui appeared, faces grim; Lucterius of the Cardurci joined them, and Sedulius, vergobret of the Lemovices.


  “That’s just the point!” cried Vercingetorix, speaking to his entire audience. “Look at the Belgae—Caesar picked them off one people at a time. Never as a mass of peoples. Eburones one campaign—the Morini another—the Nervii—the Bellovaci—the Atuatuci—the Menapii—even the Treveri. One by one! But what would have happened to Caesar if just the Nervii, the Bellovaci, the Eburones and the Treveri had merged their forces and attacked as one army? Yes, he’s brilliant! Yes, he has a brilliant army! But Dagda he is not! He would have gone down—and never managed to get up again.”


  “What you’re saying,” said Lucterius slowly, “is that we Celtae have to unite.”


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


  Cotus scowled. “And under whose leadership?” he demanded aggressively. “Do you expect the Aedui, for instance, to fight for an Arvernian leader in, for instance, the person of yourself, Vercingetorix?”


  “If the Aedui wish to become a part of the new State of Gallia, yes, Cotus, I expect the Aedui to fight for whoever is made leader.” The dark blue eyes in the skull-like face glowed beneath their strange black brows. “Perhaps the leader would be me, an Arvernian and therefore the traditional enemy of all Aedui. Perhaps the leader might be an Aeduan, in which case I would expect all the Arverni to fight under him, as I would myself. Cotus, Cotus, open your eyes! Don’t you see? It’s the divisions between us, the ancient feuds, will bring us to our knees! There are more of us than of them! Are they braver? No! They’re better organized, that’s all. They work together like some vast machine, turning like teeth through a cog—about face, wheel, form square, launch javelins, charge, march in step! Well, that we cannot change. That we have no time to learn to imitate. But we do have the numbers. If we are united, the numbers cannot lose!”


  Lucterius drew a huge breath. “I’m with you, Vercingetorix!” he said suddenly.


  “So am I,” said Gutruatus. He smiled. “And I know someone else who’ll be with you. Cathbad of the Druids.”


  Vercingetorix stared, amazed. “Cathbad? Then talk to him the moment you get home, Gutruatus! If Cathbad would be willing to organize all the Druids throughout all the peoples—to wheedle, cajole, persuade— half our work would be done.”


  But Cotus was looking steadily more frightened, Litaviccus torn, and Sedulius wary.


  “It will take more than Druid talk to budge the Aedui,” said Cotus, swallowing. “We take our status as Friend and Ally of the Roman People very seriously.”


  Vercingetorix sneered. “Hah! Then you’re fools!” he cried. “It isn’t so very many years ago, Cotus, that this selfsame Caesar showered that German swine Ariovistus with expensive gifts and procured him the title of Friend and Ally from the Roman Senate! Knowing that Ariovistus was raiding the Friend and Ally Aedui—stealing their cattle, their sheep, their women, their lands! Did this selfsame Caesar care about the Aedui? No! All he wanted was a peaceful province!” He clenched his fists, shook them at the sky. “I tell you, every time he mouths his sanctimonious promise to protect us from the Germani, I think of that. And if the Aedui had any sense, so would they.”


  Litaviccus drew a breath, nodded. “All right, I’m with you too,” he said. “I can’t speak for Cotus here—he’s my senior, not to mention vergobret next year with Convictolavus. But I’ll work for you, Vercingetorix.”


  “I can’t promise,” said Cotus, “but I won’t work against you. Nor will I tell the Romans.”


  “More than that I don’t ask for the time being, Cotus,” said Vercingetorix. “Just think about it.” He smiled without humor. “There are more ways of hindering Caesar than in battle. He has complete trust in the Aedui. When he snaps his fingers, he expects an Aeduan response—give me more wheat, give me more cavalry, give, me more of everything! I can understand an old man like you not wanting to draw a sword, Cotus. But if you want to be a free man in a free country, you’d better think of other ways to fight Gaius Julius Caesar.”


  “I’m with you too,” said Sedulius, the last to answer.


  Vercingetorix held out his thin hand, palm up; Gutruatus put his hand on top of it, palm up; then Litaviccus; then Sedulius; then Lucterius; and, finally, Cotus.


  “Free men in a free country,” said Vercingetorix. “Agreed?”


  “Agreed,” they said.


  *


  Had Caesar delayed a day or two more, some of this might have come back to him through Rhiannon. But suddenly Gaul of the Long-hairs was the last place he wanted to be. At dawn the next morning he left for Italian Gaul, the hapless Fifteenth Legion at his back, and Rhiannon on her high-stepping Italian horse. She had not seen Vercingetorix at all, nor did she understand what made Caesar so curt, so distant. Was there another woman? Always, with him! But they never mattered, and none of them had borne him a son. Who rode with his nurse in a wagon, clutching as much of his big Trojan Horse as he could. No, he cared nothing for Menelaus or Odysseus, Achilles or Ajax. But the Trojan Horse was the most wonderful beast in the world, and it belonged to him.


  They had not been a day on the road before Caesar had long outdistanced them, flying like the wind in his gig harnessed to four cantering mules, dictating his senatorial dispatch to one green-faced secretary, and a letter to big brother Cicero to the other. Never becoming confused, reinforcing with Cicero the considerably modified senatorial version of Quintus Cicero and the Sugambri; all those fools in the Senate thought he tampered with the truth, but they wouldn’t suspect it of the official version of Quintus Cicero and the Sugambri.


  He dictated on, pausing patiently when one secretary had to lean out of the gig to vomit. Anything to get the memory of that scene in the hall at Durocortorum out of his mind, anything to forget Acco and that cry echoing Dumnorix. He hadn’t wanted to single Acco out as a victim, but how else were they to learn the protocol and etiquette of civilized peoples? Talk didn’t work. Example didn’t work.


  How else can I force the Celtae to learn the lesson I had to teach the Belgae in letters of blood? For I cannot leave with my task undone, and the years wing by. I cannot return to Rome without my dignitas enhanced by total victory. I am a greater hero now than Pompeius Magnus was at the height of his glory, and all of Rome is at my feet. I will do whatever I have to do, no matter the price. Ah, but the remembrance of cruelty is poor comfort in old age!


  ROME


  from JANUARY until


  APRIL of 52 B.C.
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  New Year’s Day dawned without any magistrates entering office; Rome existed at the whim of the Senate and the ten tribunes of the plebs. Cato had been true to his word and blocked last year’s elections until Pompey’s nephew, Gaius Memmius, stepped down as a consular candidate. But it was not until the end of Quinctilis that Gnaeus Domitius Calvinus and Messala Rufus the augur were returned as consuls for the five months of the year remaining. Once in office, they held no elections for this year’s men, their reason being the street war which broke out between Publius Clodius and Titus Annius Milo. One, Milo, wanted to be consul, and the other, Clodius, wanted to be praetor; but neither man could condone the presence of his enemy as a fellow senior magistrate. Both Clodius and Milo marshaled their gangs, and Rome erupted into constant violence. Which was not to say that everyday life in most of the city was inconvenienced; the terror was confined to the Forum Romanum and the streets nearest it. So remorseless was the urban conflict that the Senate gave up meeting in its own hallowed chamber, the Curia Hostilia, and meetings of the People and the Plebs in their tribal assemblies were not held at all.


  This state of affairs seriously hampered the career of one of Clodius’s greatest friends, Mark Antony. He was turned thirty and should already have gone into office as a quaestor, which carried automatic elevation to the Senate among its benefits and offered an enterprising man many opportunities to plump out his purse. If he was appointed quaestor to a province, he managed the governor’s finances, usually without supervision; he could fiddle the books, sell tax exemptions, adjust contracts. It was also possible to profit from appointment as one of the three quaestors who remained inside Rome to manage the Treasury’s finances; he could (for a price) alter the records to wipe out someone’s debt, or make sure someone else received sums from the Treasury to which he was not entitled. Therefore Mark Antony, always in debt, was hungry to assume his quaestor ship.


  No one had asked for him by name among the governors, which rather annoyed him when he summoned up the energy to think about it. Caesar, the most open-handed of all governors, was his close cousin and should have asked for him by name. He’d asked for the sons of Marcus Crassus by name, yet the only claim they had on him was the great friendship between their father and Caesar. Then this year Caesar had asked for Servilia’s son, Brutus, by name! And been turned down for his pains, a fact which Brutus’s uncle Cato had trumpeted from one end of Rome to the other. While Brutus’s monster of a mother, who reveled in being Caesar’s mistress, tormented her half brother by feeding the gossip network with delicious little titbits about Cato’s selling of his wife to silly old Hortensius!


  Antony’s uncle Lucius Caesar (invited to Gaul this year as one of Caesar’s senior legates) had refused to ask Caesar to name him as quaestor, so Antony’s mother (who was Lucius Caesar’s only sister) had written instead. Caesar’s reply was cool and abrupt: it would do Marcus Antonius a great deal of good to take his chances in the lots, so no, Julia Antonia, I will not request your precious oldest son.


  “After all,” said Antony discontentedly to Clodius, “I did very well out in Syria with Gabinius! Led his cavalry like a real expert. Gabinius never moved without me.”


  “The new Labienus,” said Clodius, grinning.


  The Clodius Club still met, despite the defection of Marcus Caelius Rufus and those two famous fellatrices Sempronia Tuditani and Palla. The trial and acquittal of Caelius on the charge of attempting to poison Clodius’s favorite sister, Clodia, had aged that pair of repulsive sexual acrobats so strikingly that they preferred to stay at home and avoid mirrors.


  While the Clodius Club flourished regardless. The members were meeting, as always, in Clodius’s house on the Palatine, the new one he had bought from Scaurus for fourteen and a half million sesterces. A lovely place, spacious and exquisitely furnished. The dining room, where they all lolled at the moment on Tyrian purple couches, was adorned with startlingly three-dimensional panels of black-and-white cubes sandwiched between softly dreamy Arcadian landscapes. Since the season was early autumn, the big doors onto the peristyle colonnade were flung open, allowing the Clodius Club to gaze at a long marble pool decked with tritons and dolphins, and, atop the fountain in the pool’s center, a stunning sculpture of the merman Amphitryon driving a scallop shell drawn by horses with fish’s tails, superbly painted to lifelike animation.


  Curio the Younger was there; Pompeius Rufus, full brother of Caesar’s abysmally stupid ex-wife, Pompeia Sulla; Decimus Brutus, son of Sempronia Tuditani; and a newer member, Plancus Bursa. Plus the three women, of course. All of them belonged to Publius Clodius: his sisters, Clodia and Clodilla, and his wife, Fulvia, to whom Clodius was so devoted he never moved without her.


  “Well, Caesar’s asked me to come back to him in Gaul, and I’m tempted to go,” said Decimus Brutus, unconsciously rubbing salt into Antony’s wounds.


  Antony stared at him resentfully. Not much to look at aside from a certain air of ruthless competence—slight, of average height, so white-blond that he had earned the cognomen of Albinus. Yet Caesar loved him, esteemed him so much he had been given jobs more properly in the purlieus of senior legates. Why wouldn’t Caesar love his cousin Marcus Antonius? Why?


  *


  The pivot around whom all these people turned, Publius Clodius, was a slight man of average height too, but as dark as Decimus Brutus was fair. His face was impish, with a slightly anxious expression when it wasn’t smiling, and his life had been extraordinarily eventful in a way which perhaps could not have happened to anyone other than a member of that highly unorthodox patrician clan the Claudii Pulchri. Among many other things, he had provoked the Arabs of Syria into circumcising him, Cicero into mercilessly ridiculing him in public, Caesar into permitting him to be adopted into the Plebs, Pompey into paying Milo to start up rival street gangs, and all of noble Rome into believing that he had enjoyed incestuous relations with his sisters, Clodia and Clodilla.


  His greatest failing was an insatiable thirst for revenge. Once a person insulted or injured his dignitas, he put that person’s name on his revenge list and waited for the perfect opportunity to pay the score in full. Among these persons were Cicero, whom he had succeeded in legally banishing for a time; Ptolemy the Cyprian, whom he had pushed into suicide by annexing Cyprus; Lucullus, his dead brother-in-law, whose career as one of Rome’s greatest generals Clodius had sent crashing by instigating a mutiny; and Caesar’s mother, Aurelia, whose celebration of the winter feast of Bona Dea, the Good Goddess of Women, he had mocked and ruined. Though this last revenge still haunted him whenever his enormous self-confidence suffered a check, for he had committed a terrible sacrilege against Bona Dea. Tried in a court of law for it, Clodius was acquitted because his wife and other women bought the jury—Fulvia because she loved him, the other women because they wanted him preserved for Bona Dea’s own revenge. It would come, it would come… and that was what haunted Clodius.


  His latest act of revenge was founded in a very old grudge. Over twenty years ago, aged eighteen, he had charged the beautiful young Vestal Virgin Fabia with unchastity, a crime punishable by death. He lost the case. Fabia’s name went immediately onto his list of victims; the years passed, Clodius waited patiently while others involved, like Catilina, bit the dust. Then, aged thirty-seven and still a beautiful woman, Fabia (who, to add to her score, was the half sister of Cicero’s wife, Terentia) retired. Having served her thirty years, she removed from the Domus Publica to a snug little house on the upper Quirinal, where she intended to live out the rest of her life as an honored ex-Chief Vestal. Her father had been a patrician Fabius Maximus (it was a mother she shared with Terentia), and he had dowered her richly when she had entered the Order at seven years of age. As Terentia, extremely shrewd in all money matters, had always administered Fabia’s dowry with the same efficiency and acumen she brought to the management of her own large fortune (she never let Cicero get his hands on one sestertius of it), Fabia left the Order a very wealthy woman.


  It was this last fact which started the seed germinating in Clodius’s fertile mind. The longer he waited, the sweeter revenge became. And after a whole twenty years he suddenly saw how to crush Fabia completely. Though it was perfectly acceptable for an ex-Vestal to marry, few ever did; it was thought to be unlucky. On the other hand, few ex-Vestals were as attractive as Fabia. Or as wealthy. Clodius cast round in his mind for someone who was as penurious as he was handsome and wellborn, and came up with Publius Cornelius Dolabella. A part-time member of the Clodius Club. And of much the same kind as that other brute, Mark Antony: big, burly, bullish, bad.


  When Clodius suggested that he woo Fabia, Dolabella leaped at the idea. Patrician of impeccable ancestry though he was, every father whose daughter he eyed whisked her out of sight and said a firm no to any proposal of marriage. Like another patrician Cornelius, Sulla, Dolabella had no choice other than to live on his wits. Ex-Vestals were sui iuris-— they answered to no man; they were entirely in charge of their own lives. How fortuitous! A bride of blood as good as his own, still young enough to bear children, very rich—and no paterfamilias to thwart him.


  But where Dolabella differed from that other brute, Antony, lay in his personality. Mark Antony was by no means unintelligent, but he utterly lacked charm; his attractions were of the flesh. Dolabella, to the contrary, possessed an easy, happy, light manner and a great talent for conversation. Antony’s amours were of the “I love you, lie down!” variety, whereas Dolabella’s were more “Let me drink in the sight of your dear, sweet face!”


  The outcome was a marriage. Not only had the ingratiating Dolabella swept Fabia off her feet, he had also swept the female members of Cicero’s household off their feet. That Cicero’s daughter, Tullia (unhappily married to Furius Crassipes), should deem him divine was perhaps not surprising, but that the sour, ugly Terentia should also deem him divine rocked Rome of the gossips to its foundations. Thus Dolabella wooed Fabia with her sister’s fervent blessing; poor Tullia cried.


  Clodius was still enjoying his revenge, for the marriage was a disaster from its first day. A late-thirties virgin cloistered among women for thirty years required a kind of sexual initiation Dolabella was not qualified—or interested enough—to pursue. Though the rupture of Fabia’s hymen could not be classified as a rape, neither was it an ecstasy. Exasperated and bored, Fabia’s money safely his, Dolabella went back to women who knew how to do it and were willing at least to pretend ecstasy. Fabia sat at home and wept desolately, while Terentia kept yapping that she was a fool who didn’t know how to handle a man. Tullia, on the other hand, cheered up enormously and began thinking of divorce from Furius Crassipes.


  However, Clodius’s genuine glee at this latest successful revenge was already beginning to pall; politics were always his first priority.


  He was determined to be the First Man in Rome, but would not go about achieving this end in the usual fashion—the highest political office allied to a degree of military prowess bordering on legendary. Mainly because Clodius’s talents were not martial. His method was demagoguery; he intended to rule through the Plebeian Assembly, dominated by Rome’s knight-businessmen. Others had taken that path, but never the way Clodius intended to.


  Where Clodius differed was in his grand strategy. He did not woo these powerful, plutocratic knight-businessmen. He intimidated them. And in order to intimidate them he employed a section of Roman society which all other men ignored as totally valueless—the proletarii, the Head Count who were the Roman citizen lowly. No money, no votes worth the tablets they were written on, no influence with the mighty, no other reason for existence beyond giving Rome children and enlisting as rankers in Rome’s legions. Even this latter entitlement was relatively recent, for until Gaius Marius had thrown the legions open to men who had no property, Rome’s armies had consisted solely of propertied men. The Head Count were not political people. Far from it. Provided their bellies were full and they were offered regular free entertainment at the games, they had no interest whatsoever in the political machinations of their betters.


  Nor was it Clodius’s intention to turn them into political people. He needed their numbers, that was all; it was no part of his purpose to fill them with ideas of their own worth, or draw their attention to the power their sheer numbers potentially wielded. Very simply, they were Clodius’s clients. They owed him cliental loyalty as the patron who had obtained huge benefits for them: a free issue of grain once a month; complete liberty to congregate in their sodalities, colleges or clubs; and a bit of extra money once a year or so. With the assistance of Decimus Brutus and some lesser lights, Clodius had organized the thousands upon thousands of lowly men who frequented the crossroads colleges which littered Rome. On any one day when he scheduled gangs to appear in the Forum and the streets adjacent to it, he needed at most a mere one thousand men. Due to Decimus Brutus, he had a system of rosters and a set of books enabling him to distribute the load and share out the five-hundred-sestertius fee paid for a sortie among the whole of the crossroads colleges lowly; months would go by before the same man was called again to run riot in the Forum and intimidate the influential Plebs. In that way the faces of his gang members remained anonymous.


  After Pompey the Great had paid Milo to set up rival gangs composed of ex-gladiators and bully-boys, the violence became complicated. Not only did it have to achieve Clodius’s objective, intimidation of the Plebs, it now also had to contend with Milo and his professional thugs. Then after Caesar concluded his pact with Pompey and Marcus Crassus at Luca, Clodius was brought to heel. This had been accomplished by awarding him an all-expenses-paid embassage to Anatolia, which afforded him the chance to make a lot of money during the year he was away. Even after he returned, he was quiet. Until Calvinus and Messala Rufus were elected the consuls at the end of last Quinctilis. At this time the war between Clodius and Milo had broken out afresh.


  *


  Curio was watching Fulvia, but he had been doing that for so many years that no one noticed. Admittedly she was eminently watchable, with her ice-brown hair, her black brows and lashes, her huge dark blue eyes. Several children had only added to her charms, as did a good instinct for what clothing became her. The granddaughter of the great demagogue aristocrat Gaius Gracchus, she was so sure of her place in the highest stratum of society that she felt free to attend meetings in the Forum and barrack in the most unladylike way for Clodius, whom she adored.


  “I hear,” said Curio, wrenching his eyes away from his best friend’s wife, “that the moment you’re elected praetor you intend to distribute Rome’s freedmen across the thirty-five tribes. Is that really true, Clodius?”


  “Yes, it’s really true,” said Clodius complacently.


  Curio frowned, an expression which didn’t suit him. Of an old and noble plebeian family, Scribonius, at thirty-two Curio still had the face of a naughty little boy. His eyes were brown and gleamed wickedly, his skin was smothered in freckles, and his bright red hair stood up on end no matter what his barber did to smooth it down. The urchin look was strengthened when he smiled, for he was missing a front tooth. An exterior very much at odds with Curio’s interior, which was tough, mature, sometimes scandalously courageous, and ruled by a first-class mind. When he and Antony, always boon companions, had been ten years younger, they had tormented Curio’s ultra-conservative consular father unmercifully by pretending to be lovers, and between them had fathered more bastards than, said rumor, anyone else in history.


  But now Curio frowned, so the gap in his teeth didn’t show and the mischief in his eyes was quite missing. “Clodius, to distribute the freedmen across all thirty-five tribes would skew the whole of the tribal electoral system,” he said slowly. “The man who owned their votes—that’s you, if you do it—would be unstoppable. All he’d have to do to secure the election of the men he wanted would be to postpone the elections until there were no country voters in town. At the moment the freedmen can vote in only two urban tribes. But there are half a million of them living inside Rome! If they’re put in equal numbers into all thirty-five tribes, they’ll have the numbers to outvote the few permanent residents of Rome who belong to the thirty-one rural tribes—the senators and knights of the First Class. The true Roman Head Count are confined to the four urban tribes—they don’t vote across all thirty-five tribes! Why, you’d be handing over control of Rome’s tribal elections to a pack of non-Romans! Greeks, Gauls, Syrians, ex-pirates, the detritus of the world, all of them slaves in their own lifetimes! I don’t grudge them their freedom, nor do I grudge them our citizenship. But I do bitterly grudge them control of a congress of true Roman men!” He shook his head, looked fierce. “Clodius, Clodius! They’ll never let you get away with it! Nor, for that matter, will I let you get away with it!”


  “Neither they nor you will be able to prevent me,” Clodius said with insufferable smugness.


  A dour and silent man who had recently entered office as a tribune of the plebs, Plancus Bursa spoke up in his passionless way. “To do that is to play with fire, Clodius,” he said.


  “The whole First Class will unite against you,” Pompeius Rufus, another new tribune of the plebs, said in a voice of doom.


  “But you intend to do it anyway,” said Decimus Brutus.


  “I intend to do it anyway. I’d be a fool if I didn’t.”


  “And a fool my little brother is not,” mumbled Clodia, sucking her fingers lasciviously as she ogled Antony.


  Antony scratched his groin, shifted its formidable contents with the same hand, then blew Clodia a kiss; they were old bedmates. “If you do succeed, Clodius, you’ll own every freedman in Rome,” he said thoughtfully. “They’ll vote for whomever you say. Except that owning the tribal elections won’t procure you consuls in the centuriate elections.”


  “Consuls? Who needs consuls?” asked Clodius loftily. “All I need are ten tribunes of the plebs year after year after year. With ten tribunes of the plebs doing whatever I command them to, consuls aren’t worth a fava bean to a Pythagorean. And praetors will simply be judges in their own courts; they won’t have any legislative powers. The Senate and the First Class think they own Rome. The truth is that anyone can own Rome if he just finds the right way to go about it. Sulla owned Rome. And so will I, Antonius. Through freedmen distributed across the thirty-five tribes and the ten tame tribunes of the plebs they’ll return—because I’ll never let the elections be held while the country bumpkins are in Rome for the games. Why do you think Sulla fixed Quinctilis during the games as the time to hold elections? He wanted the rural tribes—which means the First Class—to control the Plebeian Assembly and the tribunes of the plebs. That way, everybody with clout can own one or two tribunes of the plebs. My way, I’ll own all ten.”


  Curio was staring at Clodius as if he’d never seen him before. “I’ve always known that you’re not quite right in the head, Clodius, but this is absolute insanity! Don’t try!”


  The women, who respected Curio’s opinions greatly, began to shrink together on the couch they shared, Fulvia’s beautiful brown skin paler by the moment. Then she gulped, tried to giggle, thrust out her chin pugnaciously.


  “Clodius always knows what he’s doing!” she cried. “He’s got it all worked out.”


  Curio shrugged. “Be it on your own head, then, Clodius. I still think you’re mad. And I’m warning you, I’ll oppose you.”


  Back came the overindulged, atrociously spoiled youth Clodius had been; he gave Curio a look of burning scorn, sneered, slid off the couch he shared with Decimus Brutus, and flounced out of the room, Fulvia flying after him.


  “They’ve left their shoes behind,” said Pompeius Rufus, whose intellect was on a par with his sister’s.


  “I’d better find him,” said Plancus Bursa, departing too.


  “Take your shoes, Bursa!” cried Pompeius Rufus.


  Which struck Curio, Antony and Decimus Brutus as exquisitely funny; they lay flat out and howled with laughter.


  “You shouldn’t irritate Publius,” said Clodilla to Curio. “He’ll sulk for days.”


  “I wish he’d think!” growled Decimus Brutus.


  Clodia, not as young as she once had been but still a most alluring woman, gazed at the three men with dark eyes wide. “I know you’re all fond of him,” she said, “which means that you really do fear for him. But should you? He’s bounced from one mad scheme to another all his life, and somehow they work to his advantage.”


  “Not this time,” said Curio, sighing.


  “He’s insane,” said Decimus Brutus.


  But Antony had had enough. “I don’t care if they brand the mad sign on Clodius’s forehead,” he growled. “I need to be elected quaestor! I’m scratching for every sestertius I can find, but all I do is get poorer.”


  “Don’t tell me you’ve run through Fadia’s money already, Marcus,” said Clodilla.


  “Fadia’s been dead for four years!” cried Antony indignantly.


  “Rubbish, Marcus,” said Clodia, licking her fingers. “Rome is full of ugly daughters with plutocrat fathers scrambling up the social ladder. Find yourself another Fadia.”


  “At the moment it’s probably going to be my first cousin, Antonia Hybrida.”


  They all sat up to stare, including Pompeius Rufus.


  “Lots of money,” said Curio, head to one side.


  “That’s why I’ll probably marry her. Uncle Hybrida can’t abide me, but he’d rather Antonia married me than a mushroom.” He looked thoughtful. “They say she tortures her slaves, but I’ll soon beat that out of her.”


  “Like father, like daughter,” said Decimus Brutus, grinning.


  “Cornelia Metella is a widow,” Clodilla suggested. “Old, old family. Many thousands of talents.”


  “But what if she’s like dear old tata Metellus Scipio?” asked Antony, red-brown eyes twinkling. “It’s no trouble dealing with someone who tortures her slaves, but pornographic pageants?”


  More laughter, though it was hollow. How could they protect Publius Clodius from himself if he persisted in this scheme?


  *


  Though his beloved Julia had been dead now for sixteen months and his grief had worn itself out to the point whereat he could speak her name without dissolving immediately into tears, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus had not thought of remarriage. There was actually nothing to prevent his relocating himself in his provinces, Nearer and Further Spain, which he would be governing for another three years. Yet he had not moved from his villa on the Campus Martius, still left his provinces to the care of his legates Afranius and Petreius. He was also, of course, curator of Rome’s grain supply, a job which he could use as an excuse for remaining in the vicinity of Rome; but in spite of Clodius’s free grain dole and a recent drought, he had brought the grain supply so tidily into running itself that little was required of him. Like all publicly conducted enterprises, what it had needed was someone with a genius for organization and the clout to ride roughshod over those ghastly ditherers the civil servants.


  The truth was that the situation in Rome fascinated him, and he couldn’t bear to leave until he had sorted out his own desires, his own priorities. Namely, did he want to be appointed Dictator? Ever since Caesar had departed for Gaul, the political arena of Rome’s Forum had become steadily more undisciplined. Yet what that had to do with Caesar, he didn’t honestly know. Certainly it wasn’t Caesar causing it. But sometimes in the midst of a white night he found himself wondering whether, were Caesar still here, it would have come to pass. And that was an enormous worry.


  When he had married Caesar’s daughter he hadn’t thought very much about her father, except as a consummately clever politician who knew how to get his own way. There were many Caesars in the public eye, tremendously wellborn, canny, ambitious, competent. How exactly Caesar had outstripped them all escaped him. The man was some kind of magician; one moment he was standing in front of you, the next moment he was on the far side of a stone wall. You never saw how he did it, it was so fast. Nor how he managed to rise, a phoenix from its ashes, every time his formidable coterie of enemies thought they had burned him for good.


  Take Luca, that funny little timber town on the Auser River just on the Italian Gaul side of the border, where three years ago he had found himself huddled with Caesar and Marcus Crassus and more or less divided the world. But why had he gone? Why did he need to go? Oh, at the time the reasons had seemed mountainous! But now, looking back, they seemed as small as ants’ nests. What he, Pompey the Great, had gained from the conference at Luca he could have achieved unaided. And look at poor Marcus Crassus, dead, degraded, unburied. Whereas Caesar had gone from strength to strength. How did he do that? All through their association, which extended back to before his own campaign against the pirates, it had always seemed that Caesar was his servant. No one gave a better speech, even Cicero, and there had been times when Caesar’s voice had been alone in supporting him. But he had never thought of Caesar as a man who intended to rival him. After all, Caesar had done things the proper way, everything in its time. He had not led legions and forced a partnership with the greatest man in Rome at a mere twenty-two years of age! He had not compelled the Senate to allow him to be consul before he so much as had membership in that august body! He had not wiped Our Sea clean of pirates in a single summer! He had not conquered the East and doubled Rome’s tributes!


  So why now did Pompey’s skin prickle? Why now did he feel the cold wind of Caesar’s breath on the back of his neck? How had Caesar managed to make all of Rome adore him? Once it had been Caesar who drew his attention to the fact that there were stalls in the market devoted to selling little plaster busts of Pompey the Great. Now those selfsame stalls were selling busts of Caesar. Caesar was breaking new ground for Rome; all Pompey had done was plough a fresh furrow in the same old field, the East. Of course Caesar’s remarkable dispatches to the Senate had helped—why hadn’t it occurred to Pompey to keep his short, riveting, a kind of chronicle of events shorn of the slightest excess verbiage? Unapologetic? Full of mentions of other men’s deeds, centurions and junior legates? Caesar’s swept through the Senate like a briskly invigorating wind. They earned him thanksgivings! There were myths about the man. The speed with which he traveled, the way he dictated to several secretaries at once, the ease with which he bridged great rivers and plucked hapless legates from the jaws of death. All so personal!


  Well, Pompey wouldn’t be going to war again just to put Caesar in his place. He’d have to do it from Rome, and before Caesar’s second five years governing the Gauls and Illyricum was over. He, Pompey the Great, was the First Man in Rome. And he was going to remain the First Man in Rome for the rest of his life, Caesar or no Caesar.


  They had been begging him for months to let himself be made Dictator. No one else could deal with the violence, the anarchy, the utter absence of proper procedure. Oh, it always went back to the abominable Publius Clodius! Worse than a parasite under the skin. Imagine it! Dictator of Rome. Elevated above the Law, not answerable for any measures he took as Dictator after he ceased to be Dictator.


  From a practical aspect Pompey had no doubt that he could remedy what ailed Rome; it was simply a question of the proper organization, sensible measures, a light hand on government. No, execution of dictatorial powers did not dismay Pompey in the least. What dismayed him was what being Dictator might do to his reputation in the history books, his status as a popular hero. Sulla had been Dictator. And how they hated him still! Not that he’d cared. Like Caesar (that name again!), his birth was so august that he hadn’t needed to care. A patrician Cornelius could do precisely what he pleased without diminishing his prominence in the history books of the future. Whether they portrayed him as a monster or a hero mattered not to Sulla. Only that he had mattered to Rome.


  But a Pompeius from Picenum who looked far more a Gaul than a true Roman had to be very, very careful. Not for him the glory of patrician ancestry. Not for him automatic election at the top of the polls just because of the family name he bore. All that he was, Pompey had had to carve out for himself, and in the teeth of a father who had been a considerable force in Rome, yet was loathed by all of Rome. Not quite a New Man, but certainly not a Julian or a Cornelian. And on the whole, Pompey felt vindicated. His wives had all been of the very best: an Aemilia Scaura (patrician), a Mucia Scaevola (ancient plebeian), and a Julia Caesaris (top-of-the-tree patrician). Antistia he didn’t count; he’d married her only because her father was the judge in a trial he hadn’t wanted to take place.


  But how would Rome regard him if he consented to be Dictator? The dictatorship was an ancient solution to administrative woes, designed originally to free up the consuls of the year to pursue a war, and the men who had been Dictator down the centuries had mostly been patricians. Its official duration was six months—the length of the old campaign season—though Sulla had remained Dictator for two and a half years, and had not been appointed to free up the consuls. He had forced the Senate to appoint him instead of consuls, then proceeded to have tame consuls elected.


  Nor was it senatorial custom to appoint a dictator to deal with civil woes; for that, the Senate had invented the senatus consultum de re publica defendenda when Gaius Gracchus had tried to overthrow the State in the Forum rather than on the battlefield. Cicero had given it an easier name, the Senatus Consultum Ultimum. Infinitely preferable to a dictator because it did not, theoretically at any rate, empower one single man to do as he liked. For the trouble with a dictator was that the law indemnified him against all his actions while dictator; he could not afterward be brought to trial to answer for some action his fellow senators found odious.


  Oh, why had people put the idea of becoming Dictator in his head? It had been running round there now for a year, and though before Calvinus and Messala Rufus had finally been elected consuls last Quinctilis he had firmly declined, he hadn’t forgotten that the offer had been made. Now the offers were being renewed, and part of him was enormously attracted to the prospect of yet another extraordinary command. He’d piled up so many, all obtained in the teeth of bitter opposition from the senatorial ultra-conservatives. Why not another one? And it the most important one? But he was a Pompeius from Picenum who looked far more a Gaul than a true Roman.


  The diehard sticklers for the mos maiorum were adamantly against the very idea—Cato, Bibulus, Lucius Ahenobarbus, Metellus Scipio, old Curio, Messala Niger, all the Claudii Marcelli, all the Lentuli. Formidable. Top-heavy with clout, though none of them could lay claim to the title of the First Man in Rome, who was a Pompeius from Picenum.


  Should he do it? Could he do it? Would it be a disastrous mistake or the final accolade to crown a remarkable career?


  All this irresolution occurred in his bedchamber, too grand to be termed a sleeping cubicle. Where reposed a huge, highly polished silver mirror he had taken for himself after Julia died because he had hoped to catch a glimpse of her vanishing into its swimming surface. He never had. Now, pacing up and down, he caught sight of himself, saw himself. Stopped, gazed, wept a little. For Julia he had taken care to remain the Pompey of her dreams—slim, lithe, well built. And perhaps he hadn’t ever looked at himself again until this moment.


  Julia’s Pompey had gone. In his place stood a man in his middle fifties, overweight enough to have acquired a second chin, a sagging belly, a lower back creased by rolls of fat. His famously vivid blue eyes had disappeared into the flesh of his face, and the nose he had broken in a fall from a horse scant months ago was spread sideways. Only the hair remained as thick and lustrous as ever, but what had once been gold was now silver.


  His valet coughed from the door.


  “Yes?” asked Pompey, wiping his eyes.


  “A visitor, Gnaeus Pompeius. Titus Munatius Plancus Bursa.”


  “Quickly, my toga!”


  Plancus Bursa was waiting in the study.


  “Good evening, good evening!” cried Pompey, bustling in. He seated himself behind his desk and folded his hands together on its surface, then looked at Bursa with the perky, enquiring gaze he had found a useful tool for thirty years.


  “You’re late. How did it go?” he asked.


  Plancus Bursa cleared his throat loudly; he was not a natural raconteur. “Well, there was no feast following the inaugural session of the Senate, you see. In the absence of consuls, no one thought about the feast. So I went to Clodius’s for dinner afterward.”


  “Yes, yes, but finish with the Senate first, Bursa! How did it go, man?”


  “Lollius suggested that you be appointed Dictator, but just as men started agreeing with him, Bibulus launched into a speech rejecting the proposal. A good speech. He was followed by Lentulus Spinther, then Lucius Ahenobarbus. Over their dead bodies would you be made Dictator—you know the sort of thing. Cicero spoke in favor of you—another good speech. But before anyone could speak in support of Cicero, Cato began a filibuster. Messala Rufus was in the chair, and terminated the meeting.”


  “When’s the next session?” asked Pompey, frowning.


  “Tomorrow morning. Messala Rufus has convened it with the intention of choosing the first Interrex.”


  “Aha. And Clodius? What did you learn from him over dinner?”


  “That he’s going to distribute the freedmen across all thirty-five tribes the moment he’s elected a praetor,” said Bursa.


  “Thereby controlling Rome through the tribunate of the plebs.”


  “Yes.”


  “Who was there at dinner? How did they react?”


  “Curio spoke out against it very strongly. Marcus Antonius said very little. Or Decimus Brutus. Or Pompeius Rufus.”


  “You mean everyone except Curio was for the idea?”


  “Oh, no. Everyone was against it. But Curio summed it up so well all the rest of us could add was that Clodius is insane.”


  “Does Clodius suspect that you’re working for me, Bursa?”


  “None of them has any inkling, Magnus. I’m trusted.”


  Pompey chewed his lower lip. “Hmmm…” He heaved a sigh. “Then we’ll have to think of a way to keep Clodius from suspecting who you work for after the Senate session tomorrow. You’re not going to make life any easier for Clodius at that meeting.”


  Bursa never looked curious, nor did he now. “What do you want me to do, Magnus?”


  “When Messala Rufus has the lots brought out to draw for an interrex, I want you to veto the proceedings.”


  “Veto the appointment of an interrex?” Bursa asked blankly.


  “That’s correct, veto the appointment of an interrex.”


  “May I ask why?”


  Pompey grinned. “Certainly! But I won’t tell you.”


  “Clodius will be furious. He wants an election badly.”


  “Even if Milo runs for consul?”


  “Yes, because he’s convinced Milo won’t get in, Magnus. He knows you’re backing Plautius, and he knows how much money has gone out in bribes for Plautius. And Metellus Scipio, who might have backed Milo with some of his money because he’s so tied to Bibulus and Cato, is running himself. He’s spending his money on his own candidacy. Clodius believes Plautius will be junior consul. The senior consul is bound to be Metellus Scipio,” said Bursa.


  “Then I suggest that you tell Clodius after the meeting that you used your tribunician veto because you know beyond a shadow of a doubt that I’m backing Milo, not Plautius.”


  “Oh, clever!” Bursa exclaimed, animated for once. He thought about it, then nodded. “Clodius will accept that.”


  “Excellent!” beamed Pompey, rising to his feet.


  Plancus Bursa got up too, but before Pompey could move round his desk, the steward knocked and entered.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius, an urgent letter,” he said, bowing.


  Pompey took it, making sure Bursa had no chance to see its seal. After nodding absently to his tame tribune of the plebs, he went back to his desk.


  Bursa cleared his throat again.


  “Yes?” asked Pompey, looking up.


  “A small financial embarrassment, Magnus…”


  “After the Senate meets tomorrow.”


  Satisfied, Plancus Bursa departed in the wake of the steward, while Pompey broke the seal on Caesar’s letter.


  I write this from Aquileia, having dealt with Illyricum. From now on I move westward through Italian Gaul. The cases have piled up in the local assizes; not surprising, since I was obliged to remain on the far side of the Alps last winter.


  Enough chatter. You’re as busy as I am, I know.


  Magnus, my informants in Rome are insisting that our old friend Publius Clodius intends to distribute the freedmen across all thirty-five tribes of Roman men once he is elected praetor. This cannot be allowed to happen, as I am sure you agree. Were it to happen, Rome would be delivered into Clodius’s hands for the rest of his days. Neither you nor I nor any other man from Cato to Cicero would be able to withstand Clodius short of a revolution.


  Were it to happen, there would indeed be a revolution. Clodius would be overpowered, executed, and the freedmen put back where they belong. However, I doubt you want this sort of solution any more than I do. Far better—and far simpler—if Clodius never becomes praetor at all.


  I do not presume to tell you what to do. Only rest assured that I am as much against Clodius’s being elected a praetor as you and all other Roman men.


  I send you greetings and felicitations.


  Pompey went to bed a contented man.


  *


  The following morning brought the news that Plancus Bursa had done precisely as instructed, and used the veto his office as a tribune of the plebs gave him; when Messala Rufus tried to cast the lots to see which of the patrician prefects of each decury of ten senators would become the first Interrex, Bursa vetoed. The whole House howled its outrage, Clodius and Milo loudest of all, but Bursa could not be prevailed upon to withdraw his veto.


  Red with anger, Cato began to shout. “We must have elections! When there are no consuls to enter office on New Year’s Day, this House appoints a patrician senator to serve as interrex for five days. And when his term as first Interrex is over, a second patrician is appointed to serve for five days. It is the duty of this second Interrex to organize the election of our magistrates. What is Rome coming to when any idiot calling himself a tribune of the plebs can stop something as necessary and constitutional as the appointment of an interrex? Condone the appointment of a dictator I will not, but that does not mean I condone a man’s blocking the traditional machinery of the State!”


  “Hear, hear!” shouted Bibulus to thunderous applause.


  None of which made any difference to Plancus Bursa. He refused to withdraw his veto.


  “Why?” demanded Clodius of him after the meeting ended.


  Eyes shifting rapidly from side to side to make sure that no one could hear, Bursa made himself look conspiratorially furtive. “I’ve just discovered that Pompeius Magnus is backing Milo for consul after all,” he whispered.


  Which appeased Publius Clodius, but had no effect on Milo, who knew very well that Pompey was not backing him. Milo marched out to the Campus Martius to ask Clodius’s question of Pompey.


  ‘“Why?” he demanded.


  “Why what?” asked Pompey innocently.


  “Magnus, you can’t fool me! I know whose creature Bursa is—yours! He didn’t dream up a veto out of his own imagination, he was acting under orders—yours! Why?”


  “My dear Milo, I assure you that Bursa wasn’t acting on any orders of mine,” said Pompey rather tartly. “I suggest you ask your why of someone else with whom Bursa associates.”


  “You mean Clodius?” asked Milo warily.


  “I might mean Clodius.”


  A big, brawny man with the face of an ex-gladiator (though he had never been anything as ignoble as a gladiator), Milo tensed his muscles and grew even larger. A display of aggression quite wasted on Pompey— which Milo knew, but did from force of habit. “Rubbish!” he snorted. “Clodius thinks I won’t get in as consul, so he’s all for holding the curule elections as soon as possible.”


  “I think you won’t get in as consul, Milo. But you might find Clodius doesn’t share my opinion. You’ve managed to ingratiate yourself very nicely with the faction of Bibulus and Cato. I’ve heard that Metellus Scipio is reconciled to having you as his junior colleague. I’ve also heard that he’s about to announce this fact to all his many supporters, including knights as prominent as Atticus and Oppius.”


  “So it’s Clodius behind Bursa?”


  “It might be,” said Pompey cautiously. “Bursa’s certainly not acting for me, of that you can be sure. What would I have to gain by it?”


  Milo sneered. “The dictatorship?” he suggested.


  “I’ve already refused the dictatorship, Milo. I don’t think Rome would like me as Dictator. You’re thick with Bibulus and Cato these days so you tell me I’m wrong.”


  Milo, too large a man for a room stuffed with precious relics of Pompey’s various campaigns—golden wreaths, a golden grapevine with golden grapes, golden urns, delicately painted porphyry bowls—took a turn about Pompey’s study. He stopped to look at Pompey, still sitting tranquilly behind his gold and ivory desk.


  “They say Clodius is going to distribute the freedmen across the thirty-five tribes,” he said.


  “I’ve heard the rumor, yes.”


  “He’d own Rome.”


  “True.”


  “What if he didn’t stand for election as a praetor?”


  “Better for Rome, definitely.”


  “A pestilence on Rome! Would it be better for me?”


  Pompey smiled sweetly, got up. “It couldn’t help but be a great deal better for you, Milo, now could it?” he asked, walking to the door.


  Milo took the hint and moved doorward too. “Could that be construed as a promise, Magnus?” he asked.


  “You might be pardoned for thinking so,” said Pompey, and clapped for the steward.


  But no sooner had Milo gone than the steward announced yet another visitor.


  “My, my, I am popular!” cried Pompey, shaking Metellus Scipio warmly by the hand and tenderly depositing him in the best chair. This time he didn’t retreat behind his desk; one wouldn’t treat Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Scipio Nasica like that! Instead, Pompey drew up the second-best chair and seated himself only after pouring wine from the flagon containing a Chian vintage so fine that Hortensius had wept in frustration when Pompey beat him to it.


  Unfortunately the man with the grandest name in Rome did not have a mind to match its breathtaking sweep, though he looked what he was: a patrician Cornelius Scipio adopted into the powerful plebeian house of Caecilius Metellus. Haughty, cool, arrogant. Very plain, which was true of every Cornelius Scipio. His adopted father, Metellus Pius Pontifex Maximus, had had no sons; sadly, Metellus Scipio had no sons either. His only child was a daughter whom he had married to Crassus’s son Publius three years before. Though properly a Caecilia Metella, she was always known as Cornelia Metella, and Pompey remembered her vividly because he and Julia had attended the reception following her wedding. The most disdainful-looking female he had ever seen, he had remarked to Julia, who had giggled and said Cornelia Metella always reminded her of a camel, and that she ought really to have married Brutus, who had the same sort of pedantic, intellectually pretentious mind.


  The trouble was, however, that Pompey never quite knew what someone like Metellus Scipio wanted to hear—should he be jovial, distantly courteous, or crisp? Well, he had started out jovial, so it might as well be jovial.


  “Not a bad drop of wine, eh?” he asked, smacking his lips.


  Metellus Scipio produced a faint moue, of pleasure or pain was impossible to tell. “Very good,” he said.


  “What brings you all the way out here?”


  “Publius Clodius,” Metellus Scipio said.


  Pompey nodded. “A bad business, if it’s true.”


  “Oh, it’s true enough. Young Curio heard it from Clodius’s own lips, and went home to tell his father.”


  “Not well, old Curio, they tell me,” said Pompey.


  “Cancer,” said Metellus Scipio briefly.


  “Tch!” clucked Pompey, and waited.


  Metellus Scipio waited too.


  “Why come to see me?” Pompey asked in the end, tired of so little progress.


  “The others didn’t want me to” from Metellus Scipio.


  “What others?”


  “Bibulus, Cato, Ahenobarbus.”


  “That’s because they don’t know who’s the First Man in Rome.”


  The aristocratic nose managed to turn up a trifle. “Nor do I, Pompeius.”


  Pompey winced. Oh, if only one of them would accord him an occasional “Magnus”! It was so wonderful to hear himself addressed as “Great” by his peers! Caesar called him Magnus. But would Cato or Bibulus or Ahenobarbus or this stiff-rumped dullard? No! It was always plain Pompeius.


  “We’re not getting anywhere yet, Metellus,” he said.


  “I’ve had an idea.”


  “They’re excellent things, Metellus.” Plebeian name again.


  Metellus Scipio cast him a suspicious glance, but Pompey was sitting back in his chair, sipping soberly at his translucent rock-crystal goblet.


  “I’m a very wealthy man,” he said, “and so are you, Pompeius. It occurred to me that between the two of us we might be able to buy Clodius off.”


  Pompey nodded. “Yes, I’ve had the same idea,” he said, and sighed lugubriously. “Unfortunately Clodius isn’t short of money. His wife is one of the wealthiest women in Rome, and when her mother dies she’ll come into a great deal more. He also profited hugely from his embassage to Galatia. Right at this moment he’s building the most expensive villa the world has ever seen, and it’s going ahead in leaps and bounds. Near my little place in the Alban Hills, that’s how I know. Built on hundred-foot-high columns at its front, jutting over the edge of a hundred-foot cliff. The most stunning view across Lake Nemi and the Latin Plain all the way to the sea. He got the land for next to nothing because everyone thought the site unbuildable, then he commissioned Cyrus and now it’s almost finished.” Pompey shook his head emphatically. “No, Scipio, it won’t work.”


  “Then what can we do?” asked Metellus Scipio, crushed.


  “Make a lot of offerings to every God we can think of” was Pompey’s advice. Then he grinned. “As a matter of fact, I sent an anonymous donation of half a million to the Vestals for Bona Dea. That’s one lady doesn’t like Clodius.”


  Metellus Scipio looked scandalized. “Pompeius, the Bona Dea is not in the province of men! A man can’t give Bona Dea gifts!”


  “A man didn’t,” said Pompey cheerfully. “I sent it in the name of my late mother-in-law, Aurelia.”


  Metellus Scipio drained his rock-crystal goblet and got up. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “I could send a donation in the name of my poor daughter.”


  Concern being called for, Pompey displayed it. “How is she? A terrible thing, Scipio, just terrible! To be widowed so young!”


  “She’s as well as can be expected,” he said, walking to the door, where he waited for Pompey to open it for him. “You’re recently widowed too, Pompeius,” he went on as Pompey ushered him through to the front door. “Perhaps you should come and dine with us one afternoon. Just the three of us.”


  Pompey’s face lit up. An invitation to dine with Metellus Scipio! Oh, he’d been to formal dinners there in that rather awful and too-small house, but never with the family! “Delighted any time, Scipio,” he said, and opened the front door himself.


  But Metellus Scipio didn’t go home. Instead, he went to the small and drab house wherein lived Marcus Porcius Cato, who was the enemy of all ostentation. Bibulus was keeping Cato company.


  “Well, I did it,” Metellus Scipio said, sitting down heavily.


  The other two exchanged glances.


  “Did he believe you’d come to discuss Clodius?” asked Bibulus.


  “Yes.”


  “Did he take the bait on your real purpose?”


  “I think so.”


  Stifling a sigh, Bibulus studied Metellus Scipio for a moment, then leaned forward and patted him on the shoulder. “You’re a good man, Scipio,” he said.


  “It’s a right act,” said Cato, draining his plain pottery cup at a gulp. Since he kept the plain pottery flagon close by his elbow on the desk, it was an easy matter to refill it. “Little though any one of us loves the man, we’ve got to nail Pompeius to us as firmly as Caesar did to himself.”


  “Must it be through my daughter?” asked Metellus Scipio.


  “Well, he wouldn’t have my daughter!” said Cato, neighing with laughter. “Pompeius likes patricians, make him feel terribly important. Look at Caesar.”


  “She’ll hate it,” said Metellus Scipio miserably. “Publius Crassus was of the noblest stock; she liked that. And she quite liked Publius Crassus, though she didn’t know him for very long. Off to Caesar almost straight after the wedding, then off to Syria with his father.” He shivered. “I don’t even know how to break the news to her that I want her to marry a Pompeius from Picenum. Strabo’s son!”


  “Be honest, tell her the truth,” advised Bibulus. “She’s needed for the cause.”


  “I don’t really see why, Bibulus,” said Metellus Scipio.


  “Then I’ll go through it again for you, Scipio. We have to swing Pompeius onto our side. You do see that, don’t you?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “All right, I’ll explain that too. It goes back to Luca and the conference Caesar held there with Pompeius and Marcus Crassus. Almost four years ago. April. Because Caesar’s daughter held Pompeius in thrall, Caesar was able to persuade Pompeius to help legislate a second five-year command in Gaul for him. If Pompeius hadn’t done that, Caesar would now be in permanent exile, stripped of everything he owns. And you’d be Pontifex Maximus, Scipio. Do remember that. He also persuaded Pompeius—and Crassus, though that was never as hard—to bring in a law which forbids the Senate to discuss Caesar’s second five-year command before March of two years’ time, let alone remove his command from him! Caesar bribed Pompeius and Crassus with their second consulship, but he couldn’t have done that without Julia to help things along. What was to stop Pompeius’s running for a second consulship anyway?”


  “But Julia’s dead,” objected Metellus Scipio.


  “Yes, but Caesar still holds Pompeius! And as long as Caesar does hold Pompeius, there’s the chance that he’ll manage to prolong his Gallic command beyond its present end. Until, in fact, he steps straight into a second consulship. Which he can do legally in less than four years.”


  “But why do you always harp on Caesar?” asked Metellus Scipio. “Isn’t it Clodius who’s the danger at the moment?”


  Cato banged his empty cup down on the desk so suddenly that Metellus Scipio jumped. “Clodius!” he said contemptuously. “It isn’t Clodius who will bring the Republic down, for all his fine plans! Someone will stop Clodius. But only we boni can stop the real enemy of the boni, Caesar.”


  Bibulus tried again. “Scipio,” he said, “if Caesar manages to survive unprosecuted until he’s consul for the second time, we will never bring him down! He’ll force laws through the Assemblies that will make it impossible for us to arraign him in any court! Because now Caesar is a hero. A fabulously wealthy hero! When he was consul the first time, he had the name and little else. Ten years later, he’ll be let do whatever he likes, because the whole of Rome is full of his creatures and the whole of Rome deems him the greatest Roman who ever lived. He’ll get away with everything he’s done—even the Gods will hear him laughing at us!”


  “Yes, I do see all of that, Bibulus, but I also remember how hard we worked to stop him when he was consul the first time,” said Metellus Scipio stubbornly. “We’d hatch a plot, it usually cost us a lot of money, and every time you’d say the same thing—it would be the end of Caesar. But it never was the end of Caesar!”


  “That’s because,” said Bibulus, hanging on to his patience grimly, “we didn’t have quite enough clout. Why? Because we despised Pompeius too much to make him our ally. But Caesar didn’t make that mistake. I don’t say he doesn’t despise Pompeius to this day—who with Caesar’s ancestry wouldn’t?—but he uses Pompeius. Who has a huge amount of clout. Who even presumes to call himself the First Man in Rome, if you please! Pah! Caesar presented him with his daughter, a girl who could have married anyone, she was so highborn. A Cornelian and a Julian combined. Who was betrothed to Brutus, quite the richest and best-connected nobleman in Rome. Caesar broke that engagement. Enraged Servilia. Horrified everyone who mattered. But did he care? No! He caught Pompeius in his toils, he became unbeatable. Well, if we catch Pompeius in our toils, we’ll become unbeatable! That’s why you’re going to offer him Cornelia Metella.”


  Cato listened, eyes fixed on Bibulus’s face. The best, the most enduring of friends. A very tiny fellow, so silver of hair, brows and lashes that he seemed peculiarly bald. Silver eyes too. Sharp-faced, sharp-minded. Though he could thank Caesar for honing the razor edge on his mind.


  “All right,” said Metellus Scipio with a sigh, “I’ll go home and talk to Cornelia Metella. I won’t promise, but if she says she’s willing, then I’ll offer her to Pompeius.”


  “And that,” said Bibulus when Cato returned from escorting Metellus Scipio off the premises, “is that.” Cato lifted the plain pottery cup to his lips and drank again; Bibulus looked dismayed.


  “Cato, must you?” he asked. “I used to think the wine never went to your head, but that isn’t true anymore. You drink far too much. It will kill you.”


  Indeed Cato never looked well these days, though he was one of those men whose figure hadn’t suffered; he was as tall, as straight, as beautifully built as ever. But his face, which used to be so bright, so innocent, had sunk to ashen planes and fine wrinkles, despite the fact that he was only forty-one years old. The nose, so large that it was famous in a city of large noses, dominated the face completely; in the old days his eyes had done that, for they were widely opened, luminously grey.


  And the short-cut, slightly waving hair was no longer auburn—more a speckled beige.


  He drank and he drank. Especially since he had given Marcia to Hortensius. Bibulus knew why, of course, though Cato had never discussed it. Love was not an emotion Cato could cope with, particularly a love as ardent and passionate as the love he still felt for Marcia. It tormented him, it ate at him. Every day he worried about her; every day he wondered how he could live were she to die, as his beloved brother Caepio had died. So when the addled Hortensius had asked, he saw a way out. Be strong, belong to himself again! Give her away. Get rid of her.


  But it hadn’t worked. He just buried himself with his pair of live-in philosophers, Athenodorus Cordylion and Statyllus, and the three of them spent each night plundering the wine flagons. Weeping over the pompous, priggish words of Cato the Censor as if Homer had written them. Falling into a stuporous sleep when other men were getting out of bed. Not a sensitive man, Bibulus had no idea of the depth of Cato’s pain, but he did love Cato, chiefly for that unswerving strength in the face of all adversity, from Caesar to Marcia. Cato never gave up, never gave in.


  “Porcia will be eighteen soon,” said Cato abruptly.


  “I know,” said Bibulus, blinking.


  “I haven’t got a husband for her.”


  “Well, you had hoped for her cousin Brutus….”


  “He’ll be home from Cilicia by the end of the month.”


  “Do you intend to try for him again? He doesn’t need Appius Claudius, so he could divorce Claudia.”


  Came that neighing laugh. “Not I, Bibulus! Brutus had his chance. He married Claudia and he can stay married to Claudia.”


  “How about Ahenobarbus’s son?”


  The flagon tipped; a thin stream of red wine trickled into the plain pottery cup. The permanently haemorrhage-pinkened eyes looked at Bibulus over the rim of the cup. “How about you, old friend?” he asked.


  Bibulus gasped. “Me?”


  “Yes, you. Domitia’s dead, so why not?”


  “I—I—I never thought—ye Gods, Cato! Me?”


  “Don’t you want her, Bibulus? I admit Porcia doesn’t have a hundred-talent dowry, but she’s not poor. She’s well enough born and very highly educated. And I can vouch for her loyalty.” Down went some of the wine. “Pity, in fact, that she’s the girl and not the boy. She’s worth a thousand of him.”


  Eyes filling with tears, Bibulus reached out a hand across the desk. “Marcus, of course I’ll have her! I’m honored.”


  But Cato ignored the hand. “Good,” he said, and drank until the cup was empty.


  2


  On the seventeenth day of that January, Publius Clodius donned riding gear, strapped on a sword, and went to see his wife in her sitting room. Fulvia was lying listlessly on a couch, her hair undressed, delicious body still clad in a filmy saffron bed robe. But when she saw what Clodius was wearing, she sat up.


  “Clodius, what is it?”


  He grimaced, sat on the edge of her couch and kissed her brow. “Meum mel, Cyrus is dying.”


  “Oh, no!” Fulvia turned her face into Clodius’s linen shirt, rather like the underpinnings of a military man’s cuirass save that it was not padded. Then she lifted her head and stared at him in bewilderment. “But you’re going out of Rome, dressed like that! Why? Isn’t Cyrus here?”


  “Yes, he’s here,” said Clodius, genuinely upset at the prospect of Cyrus’s death, and not because he would then lose the services of Rome’s best architect. “That’s why I’m off to the building site. Cyrus has got it into his head that he made an error in his calculations, and he won’t trust anyone but me to check for him. I’ll be back tomorrow.”


  “Clodius, don’t leave me behind!”


  “I have to,” said Clodius unhappily. “You’re not well, and I’m in a tearing hurry. The doctors say Cyrus won’t last longer than another two or three days, and I have to put the poor old fellow’s mind at rest.” He kissed her mouth hard, got up.


  “Take care!” she cried.


  Clodius grinned. “Always, you know that. I’ve got Schola, Pomponius and my freedman Gaius Clodius for company. And I have thirty armed slaves as escort.”


  The horses, all good ones, had been brought in from the stables outside the Servian Walls at the Vallis Camenarum, and had drawn quite a crowd of onlookers in the narrow lane into which Clodius’s front door opened; so many mounts within Rome were most unusual. In these turbulent times it was customary for contentious men to go everywhere with a bodyguard of slaves or hired toughs, and Clodius was no exception. But this was a lightning trip, it had not been planned, and Clodius expected to be back before he had been missed. The thirty slaves were, besides, all young and trained in the use of the swords they wore, even if they were not equipped with cuirasses or helmets.


  “Where are you off to, Soldiers’ Friend?” called a man from the crowd, grinning widely.


  Clodius paused. “Tigranocerta? Lucullus?” he asked.


  “Nisibis, Lucullus,” the man answered.


  “Those were the days, eh?”


  “Nearly twenty years ago, Soldiers’ Friend! But none of us who were there have ever forgotten Publius Clodius.”


  “Who’s grown old and tame, soldier.”


  “Where are you off to?” the man repeated.


  Clodius vaulted into the saddle and winked at Schola, already mounted. “The Alban Hills,” he said, “but only overnight. I’ll be in Rome again tomorrow.” He turned his horse and rode off down the lane in the direction of the Clivus Palatinus, his three boon companions and the thirty armed slaves falling in behind.


  *


  “The Alban Hills, but only overnight,” said Titus Annius Milo thoughtfully. He pushed a small purse of silver denarii across the table to the man who had called out to Clodius from the crowd. “I’m obliged,” he said, and rose to his feet.


  “Fausta,” he said a moment later, erupting into his wife’s sitting room, “I know you don’t want to come, but you are coming to Lanuvium with me at dawn tomorrow, so pack your things and be ready. That’s not a request, it’s an order.”


  To Milo, the acquisition of Fausta represented a considerable victory over Publius Clodius. She was Sulla’s daughter, and her twin brother, Faustus Sulla, was an intimate of Clodius’s, as was Sulla’s disreputable nephew, Publius Sulla. Though Fausta had not been a member of the Clodius Club, her connections were all in that direction; she had been wife to Pompey’s nephew, Gaius Memmius, until he caught her in a compromising situation with a very young, very muscular nobody. Fausta liked muscular men, but Memmius, although he was quite spectacularly handsome, was a rather thin and weary individual who was quite nauseatingly devoted to his mother, Pompey’s sister. Now Publius Sulla’s wife.


  As he was notably muscular, even if not as young as Fausta was used to, Milo hadn’t found it difficult to woo her and wed her. Clodius had screamed even louder than Faustus or Publius Sulla! Admittedly Fausta wasn’t cured of her predilection for very young, very muscular nobodies; scant months ago Milo had been forced to take a whip to one Gaius Sallustius Crispus for indiscretions with her. What Milo didn’t broadcast to a delighted Rome was that he had also used the whip on Fausta. Brought her to heel very nicely too.


  Unfortunately Fausta hadn’t taken after Sulla, a stunning-looking man in his youth. No, she took after her great-uncle, the famous Metellus Numidicus. Lumpy, dumpy, frumpy. Still, all women were the same with the lights out, so Milo enjoyed her quite as much as he did the other women with whom he dallied.


  Remembering the feel of the whip, Fausta didn’t argue. She cast Milo a look of anguish, then clapped her hands to summon her retinue of servants.


  Milo had vanished, calling for his freedman named Marcus Fustenus, who didn’t bear the name Titus Annius because he had passed into Milo’s clientele after being freed from a school for gladiators. Fustenus was his own name. He was a Roman sentenced to gladiatorial combat for doing murder.


  “Plans are changed a bit, Fustenus,” said Milo curtly when his henchman appeared. “We’re still off to Lanuvium—what a wonderful piece of luck! My reasons for heading down the Via Appia tomorrow are impeccable; I can prove that my plans to be in my hometown to nominate the new flamen have been in place for two months. No one will be able to say I had no right to be on the Via Appia. No one!”


  Fustenus, almost as large an individual as Milo, said nothing, just nodded.


  “Fausta has decided to accompany me, so you’ll hire a very roomy carpentum,” Milo went on.


  Fustenus nodded.


  “Hire lots of other conveyances for the servants and the baggage. We’re going to stay for some time.” Milo flourished a sealed note. “Have this sent round to Quintus Fufius Calenus at once. Since I have to share a carriage with Fausta, I may as well have some decent company on the road. Calenus will do.”


  Fustenus nodded.


  “The full bodyguard, with so many valuables in the wagons.” Milo smiled sourly. “No doubt Fausta will want all her jewels, not to mention every citrus-wood table she fancies. A hundred and fifty men, Fustenus, all cuirassed, helmeted and heavily armed.”


  Fustenus nodded.


  “And send Birria and Eudamas to me immediately.”


  Fustenus nodded and left the room.


  It was already well into the afternoon, but Milo kept sending servants flying hither and thither until darkness fell, at which time he could lie back, satisfied, to eat heartily of a much-delayed dinner. All was in place. Quintus Fufius Calenus had indicated extreme delight at accompanying his friend Milo to Lanuvium; Marcus Fustenus had organized horses for the bodyguard of one hundred and fifty men, wagons and carts and rickety carriages for the baggage and servants, and a most comfortably commodious carpentum for the owners of this impressive entourage.


  At dawn Calenus arrived at the house; Milo and Fausta set off with him on foot to a point just outside the Capena Gate, where the party was already assembled and the carpentum waited.


  “Very nice!” purred Fausta, disposing herself on the well-padded seat with her back to the mules; she knew better than to usurp the seat which allowed its occupants to travel forward. On this Milo and Calenus ensconced themselves, pleased to discover that a small table had been erected between them whereon they could play at dice, or eat and drink. The fourth place, that beside Fausta, was occupied by two servants squeezed together: one female to attend Fausta, one male to wait on Milo and Calenus.


  Like all carriages, the carpentum had no devices to absorb some of the shock of the road, but the Via Appia between Capua and Rome was very well kept, its surface smooth because a new layer of hard-tamped cement dust was laid over its stones and watered at the beginning of each summer. The inconvenience of travel was therefore more vibration than jolt or jar. Naturally the servants in the lesser vehicles were not so well off, but everyone was happy at the thought of going somewhere. About three hundred people started off down the common road which bifurcated into the Via Appia and the Via Latina half a mile beyond the Capena Gate. Fausta had brought along her maids, hairdressers, bathwomen, cosmeticians and laundresses as well as some musicians and a dozen boy dancers; Calenus had contributed his valet, librarian and a dozen other servants; and Milo had his steward, his wine steward, his valet, a dozen menservants, several cooks and three bakers. All of the more exalted slaves had their own slaves to attend them as well. The mood was merry, the pace a reasonable five miles per hour, which would get them to Lanuvium in a little over seven hours.


  *


  The Via Appia was one of Rome’s oldest roads. It belonged to the Claudii Pulchri, Clodius’s own family, for it had been built by his ancestor Appius Claudius the Blind, and its care and upkeep between Rome and Capua was still in the purlieus of the family. As it was the Claudian road, it was also where the patrician Claudii placed their tombs. Generations of dead Claudians lined the road on either side, though of course the tombs of other clans were also present. Not that the outlook was a serried array of tubby round monuments; sometimes a whole mile would go by between them.


  Publius Clodius had been able to ascertain that the dying Cyrus had been mistaken: his calculations were perfect, there was no danger whatsoever that the daring structure the old Greek had designed would tumble to the bottom of the precipice it straddled. Oh, what a site for a villa! A view which would make Cicero choke on his own envious buckets of drool, pay the cunnus back for daring to erect his new house to a height which had blocked Clodius’s view of the Forum Romanum. As Cicero was a compulsive collector of country villas, it wouldn’t be long before he was sneaking down past Bovillae to see what Clodius was doing. And when he did see what Clodius was doing, he’d be greener than the Latin Plain stretched out before him.


  Actually the checking of Cyrus’s measurements had been done so quickly that Clodius might have returned to Rome that same night. But there was no moon, which made riding hazardous; best to go on to his existing villa near Lanuvium, snatch a few hours’ sleep, and start back to Rome shortly after dawn. He had brought no baggage and no servants but there was a skeleton staff at the existing villa, capable of producing a meal for himself, Schola, Pomponius and Gaius Clodius the freedman-the thirty slaves who formed his escort ate what they had brought with them in their saddlebags.


  He was on the Via Appia heading in the direction of Rome by the time the sun came up, and he set a rattling pace; the truth was that Clodius so rarely traveled without Fulvia that her absence set his teeth on edge, made him snappy. He was also worried because she was unwell. Knowing him, his escort exchanged glances and made rueful faces at each other; Clodius minus Fulvia was hard to take.


  At the beginning of the third hour of daylight Clodius went through Bovillae at a canter, scattering various citizens going about their business, with scant regard for their welfare or the fate of the sheep, horses, mules, pigs and chickens in their husbandage; it was market day in Bovillae. Yet a mile beyond that buzzing town all vestige of habitation was gone, though there were but thirteen miles to go to the Servian Walls of Rome. The land on either side of the road belonged to the young knight Titus Sertius Callus, who had more than enough money to resist the many offers he had received for such lush pasturage; the fields were dotted with the beautiful horses he bred, but his luxurious villa lay so far off the road that there was no glimpse of it. The only building on the road was a small tavern.


  “Big party coming,” said Schola, Clodius’s friend for so many years that they had long forgotten how they met.


  “Huh,” grunted Clodius, waving his hand in the air to signal everyone off the road itself.


  The entire party took to the grass verge, which was the custom when two groups met and one contained wheeled conveyances, the other not; the group approaching definitely had many wheeled conveyances.


  “It’s Sampsiceramus moving his harem,” said Gaius Clodius.


  “No, it isn’t,” said Pomponius as the oncoming cavalcade grew closer. “Ye Gods, it’s a small army! Look at the cuirasses!”


  At which moment Clodius recognized the figure on the leading horse: Marcus Fustenus. “Cacat!” he exclaimed. “It’s Milo!”


  Schola, Pomponius and the freedman Gaius Clodius flinched, faces losing color, but Clodius kicked his horse in the ribs and increased his pace.


  “Come on, let’s move as quickly as we can,” he said.


  The carpentum containing Fausta, Milo and Fufius Calenus was in the exact middle of the procession; Clodius nudged his horse onto the road and scowled into the carriage, then was past. A few paces further on he turned his head to see that Milo was craning out of the window, gazing back at him fiercely.


  It was a long gauntlet to run, but Clodius almost made it. The trouble developed when he drew level with the hundred-odd mounted and heavily armed men who brought up the tail of Milo’s entourage. He had no difficulty getting through himself, but when his thirty slaves began to canter by, Milo’s bodyguard swung sideways and put itself across the path of the slaves. Quite a few of Milo’s men carried javelins, began to prick the flanks of Clodius’s horses viciously; within moments several of the slaves were on the ground, while others dragged at their swords, milling about and shrieking curses. Clodius and Milo hated each other, but not as much as their men hated each other.


  “Keep going!” cried Schola when Clodius pulled on his reins. “Clodius, let it happen! We’re past, so keep going!”


  “I can’t leave my men!” Clodius came to a halt, then swung his horse around.


  The two last riders in Milo’s train were his most trusted bully-boys, the ex-gladiators Birria and Eudamas. And the moment Clodius was facing them, about to ride back to his men, Birria lifted the javelin he carried, aimed it casually, and threw it.


  The leaflike head took Clodius high in the shoulder, with so much force behind it that Clodius shot into the air and crashed, knees first, onto the road. He lay on his back, blinking, both hands around the shaft of the spear; his three friends tumbled off their horses and came running.


  With great presence of mind Schola ripped a big square piece off his cloak and folded it into a pad. He nodded to Pomponius, who pulled the spear out in the same moment as Schola pushed his makeshift dressing down onto the wound, now pouring blood.


  The tavern was about two hundred paces away; while Schola held the pad in place, Pomponius and Gaius Clodius lifted Clodius to his feet, hooked their elbows beneath his armpits, and dragged him down the road at a run toward the tavern.


  Milo’s party had come to a halt, and Milo, sword drawn, was standing outside the carriage, staring toward the tavern. The bodyguard had made short work of Clodius’s slaves, eleven of whom lay dead; some crawled about badly injured, while those who could had fled across the fields. Fustenus hurried up from the front of the cavalcade.


  “They’ve taken him to that tavern,” said Milo.


  Behind him the carpentum was the source of bloodcurdling noises: screams, gurgles, squeals, shrieks. Milo stuck his head through the window to see Calenus and the male servant battling with Fausta and her maid, throwing themselves everywhere. Good. Calenus had his work cut out controlling Fausta; he wouldn’t be emerging to see what was going on.


  “Stay there,” said Milo curtly to Calenus, who didn’t have the freedom to look up. “Clodius. There’s a fight. He started it; now I suppose we’ll have to finish it.” He stepped back and nodded to Fustenus, Birria and Eudamas. “Come on.”


  *


  The moment the fracas on the road began, the proprietor of the little tavern sent his wife, his children and his three slaves running out the back door into the fields. So when Pomponius and Gaius Clodius the freedman hauled Clodius through the door, the proprietor was alone, eyes starting from his head in fright.


  “Quick, a bed!” said Schola.


  The innkeeper pointed one shaking finger toward a side room, where the three men lay Clodius on a board frame cushioned by a rough straw mattress. The pad was bright scarlet and dripping; Schola looked at it, then at the innkeeper.


  “Find me some cloths!” he snapped, doing further damage to his cloak and replacing the pad.


  Clodius’s eyes were open; he was panting. “Winged,” he said, trying to laugh. “I’ll live, Schola, but there’s a better chance of it if you and the others go back to Bovillae for help. I’ll be all right here in the meantime.”


  “Clodius, I daren’t!” said Schola in a whisper. “Milo has halted. They’ll kill you!”


  “They wouldn’t dare!” gasped Clodius. “Go! Go!”


  “I’ll stay with you. Two are enough.”


  “All three of you!” ground Clodius between his teeth. “I mean it, Schola! Go!”


  “Landlord,” said Schola, “hold this hard on the wound. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” He gave up his place to the petrified tavern owner, and within moments came the sound of hooves.


  His head was swimming; Clodius closed his eyes, tried not to think of the pain or the blood. “What’s your name, man?” he asked without opening his eyes.


  “Asicius.”


  “Well, Asicius, just make sure there’s firm pressure on the pad and keep Publius Clodius company.”


  “Publius Clodius?” quavered Asicius.


  “The one and only.” Clodius sighed, lifted his lids and grinned. “What a pickle! Fancy meeting Milo.”


  Shadows loomed in the door.


  “Yes, fancy meeting Milo,” said Milo, walking in with Birria, Eudamas and Fustenus behind him.


  Clodius looked at him scornfully, fearlessly. “If you kill me, Milo, you’ll live in exile for the rest of your days.”


  “I don’t think so, Clodius. You might say I’m on a promise from Pompeius.” He pushed Asicius the innkeeper sprawling and leaned over to look at the wound, not bleeding as rapidly. “Well, you won’t die of that,” he said, and jerked his head at Fustenus. “Pick him up and take him outside.”


  “What about him?” asked Fustenus of the whimpering Asicius.


  “Kill him.”


  One swift chop down the center of Asicius’s head and it was done; Birria and Eudamas lifted Clodius off the bed as if he weighed nothing and dragged him out to fling him in the middle of the Via Appia.


  “Take his clothes off,” said Milo, sneering. “I want to see if rumor is right.”


  Sword sharper than a razor, Fustenus sliced Clodius’s riding tunic up the center from hem to neckline; the loincloth followed.


  “Will you look at that?” asked Milo, roaring with laughter. “He is circumcised!” He flipped Clodius’s penis with the tip of his sword, drawing a single drop of precious blood. “Stand him up.”


  Birria and Eudamas obeyed, each with an upper arm so firmly in his grip that Clodius stood, head lolling a little, feet almost clear of the ground. But he didn’t see Milo, he didn’t see Birria or Eudamas or Fustenus; all of his vision was filled by a humble little shrine standing on the opposite side of the road from the tavern. A cairn of pretty stones dry-laid into the shape of a short square column, and at its navel one big single red stone into which were carved the labia and gaping slit of a woman’s vulva. Bona Dea… a shrine to the Good Goddess here beside the Via Appia, thirteen unlucky miles from Rome. Its base littered with bunches of flowers, a saucer of milk, a few eggs.


  “Bona Dea!” croaked Clodius. “Bona Dea, Bona Dea!”


  Her sacred snake poked his wicked head out of the roomy slit in Bona Dea’s vulva, his cold black eyes fixed upon Publius Clodius, who had profaned Bona Dea’s mysteries. His tongue flickered in and out, his eyes never blinked. When Fustenus stuck his sword through Clodius’s belly until it screeched off the bone of his spine and came leaping out of his back, Clodius saw nothing, felt nothing. Nor when Birria skewered him with another javelin, nor when Eudamas let his intestines tumble down upon the blood-soaked road. Until sight and life quit him in the same instant, Clodius and Bona Dea’s snake stared into each other’s souls.


  “Give me your horse, Birria,” said Milo, and mounted; the cavalcade was already some distance down the Via Appia in the direction of Bovillae. Eudamas and Birria perched precariously on one horse; the four men rode to catch it up.


  Satisfied, the sacred snake withdrew his head and returned to his rest, snuggled within Bona Dea’s vulva.


  *


  When Asicius’s family and slaves returned from the fields they found Asicius dead, looked out the door to where the naked body of Publius Clodius lay, and fled again.


  Many, many travelers passed along the Via Appia, and many passed during that eighteenth day of January. Eleven of Clodius’s slaves were dead, eleven more moaned in agony and died slowly; no one stopped to succor them. When Schola, Pomponius and the freedman Gaius Clodius came back with several residents of Bovillae and a cart, they looked down on Clodius and wept.


  “We’re dead men too,” said Schola after they had found the body of the innkeeper. “Milo will not rest until there are no witnesses left alive.”


  “Then we’re not staying here!” said the owner of the cart, turned the vehicle and clattered off.


  Moments later they were all gone. Clodius still lay in the road, his glazed eyes fixed on the shrine of Bona Dea, a lake of congealing blood and a heap of spilled guts around him.


  Not until the middle of the afternoon did anyone pay the slaughter more than a horrified look before hurrying on. But then came an ambling litter, in it the very old Roman senator Sextus Teidius. Displeased when it halted amid a hubbub among his bearers, he poked his head between the curtains and looked straight at the face of Publius Clodius. Out he scrambled, his crutch propped beneath his arm; for Sextus Teidius had but one leg, having lost the other fighting in the army of Sulla against King Mithridates.


  “Put the poor fellow in my litter and run with him to his house in Rome as quickly as you can,” he instructed his bearers, then beckoned to his manservant. “Xenophon, help me walk back to Bovillae. They must know of it! Now I understand why they acted so oddly when we passed through.”


  And so, about an hour before nightfall, Sextus Teidius’s blown bearers brought his litter through the Capena Gate and up the slope of the Clivus Palatinus to where Clodius’s new house stood, looking across the Vallis Murcia and the Circus Maximus to the Tiber and the Janiculum beyond.


  Fulvia came running, hair streaming behind her, too shocked to scream or weep; she parted the curtains of the litter and looked down on the ruins of Publius Clodius, his bowels thrust roughly back inside the great gash in his belly, his skin as white as Parian marble, no clothes to dignify his death, his penis on full display. “Clodius! Clodius!” she shrieked, went on shrieking.


  They put him on a makeshift bier in the peristyle garden without covering his nakedness, while the Clodius Club assembled. Curio, Antony, Plancus Bursa, Pompeius Rufus, Decimus Brutus, Poplicola and Sextus Cloelius.


  “Milo,” growled Mark Antony.


  “We don’t know that,” said Curio, who stood with one hand on Fulvia’s hunched shoulder as she sat on a bench and stared at Clodius without moving.


  “We do know that!” said a new voice.


  Titus Pomponius Atticus went straight to Fulvia and sank down on the bench beside her. “My poor girl,” he said tenderly. “I’ve sent for your I mother; she’ll be here soon.”


  “How do you know?” asked Plancus Bursa, looking wary.


  “From my cousin Pomponius, who was with Clodius today,” said Atticus. “Thirty-four of them encountered Milo and a bodyguard which outnumbered them five to one on the Via Appia.” He indicated Clodius’s body with one hand. “This is the result, though my cousin didn’t see it. Just Birria throwing a spear. That’s the shoulder wound, which wouldn’t have killed him. When Clodius insisted that Pomponius, Schola and Gaius Clodius go to Bovillae for help, he was resting safely in a tavern. By the time they got back—Bovillae was behaving very strangely, wanted nothing to do with it—it was too late. Clodius was dead in the road, the innkeeper dead in his tavern. They panicked. Inexcusable, but that’s what happened. I don’t know where the other two are, but my cousin Pomponius got as far as Aricia, then left them to come to me. They all believe that Milo will have them killed too, of course.”


  “Didn’t anyone see it?” demanded Antony, wiping his eyes. “Oh, a dozen times a month I could have murdered Clodius myself, but I loved him!”


  “It doesn’t seem that anyone saw it,” said Atticus. “It happened on that deserted stretch of road alongside Sertius Callus’s horse farm.” He took Fulvia’s nerveless hand and began to chafe it gently. “Dear girl, it’s so cold out here. Come inside and wait for Mama.”


  “I have to stay with Clodius,” she whispered. “He’s dead, Atticus! How can that be?” She began to rock. “He’s dead! How can that be? How am I going to tell the children?”


  Atticus’s fine dark eyes met Curio’s above her head. “Let your mama deal with things, Fulvia. Come inside.”


  Curio took her, and she went without resisting. Fulvia, who ran madly toward everything, who screamed in the Forum like a man, who fought strenuously for everything she believed in! Fulvia, whom no one had ever before seen go tamely anywhere. In the doorway her knees buckled; Atticus moved swiftly to help Curio, then together they bore her into the house.


  Sextus Cloelius, who ran Clodius’s street gangs these days after serving a stern apprenticeship under Decimus Brutus, was not a nobleman. Though the others knew him, he didn’t attend meetings of the Clodius Club. Now, perhaps because the others were shocked into inertia, he took command.


  “I suggest we carry Clodius’s body just as it is down to the Forum and put it on the rostra,” Cloelius said harshly. “All of Rome should see exactly what Milo did to a man who outshone him the way the sun does the moon.”


  “But it’s dark!” said Poplicola foolishly.


  “Not in the Forum. The word’s spreading, the torches are lit, Clodius’s people are gathering. And I say they’re entitled to see what Milo did to their champion!”


  “You’re right,” said Antony suddenly, and threw off his toga. “Come on, two of you pick up the foot of the bier. I’ll carry the head.”


  Decimus Brutus was weeping inconsolably, so Poplicola and Pompeius Rufus abandoned their togas to obey Antony.


  “What’s the matter with you, Bursa?” asked Antony when the bier tipped dangerously. “Can’t you see Poplicola’s too small to match Rufus? Take his place, man!”


  Plancus Bursa cleared his throat. “Well, actually I was going to return home. The wife’s in a terrible state.”


  Antony frowned, then peeled his lips back from his small and perfect teeth. “What’s a wife when Clodius is dead? Under the cat’s foot, Bursa? Take Poplicola’s place or I’ll turn you into a replica of Clodius!”


  Bursa did as he was told.


  The word was indeed spreading; outside in the lane a small crowd had gathered, armed with spitting torches. When the massive figure of Antony appeared holding both poles projecting from the front of the bier, a murmur went up which changed to a sighing moan as the crowd saw Clodius.


  “See him?” shouted Cloelius. “See what Milo did?”


  A growl began, grew as the three members of the Clodius Club carried their burden to the Clivus Victoriae and paused at the top of the Vestal Steps. A natural athlete, Antony simply turned round, lifted his end of the bier high above his head, and went down the steps backward without looking or stumbling. Below in the Forum a sea of torches waited, men and women moaning and weeping as the magnificent Antony, red-brown curls alive in the flickering light, bore Clodius aloft until he reached the bottom of the steps.


  Across the lower Forum to the well of the Comitia and the rostra grafted into its side; there Antony, Bursa and Pompeius Rufus set the bier’s short legs upon the surface of the rostra.


  Cloelius had stopped in the forefront of the crowd, and now mounted the rostra with his arm thrown about the shoulders of a very old, small man who wept desolately.


  “You all know who this is, don’t you?” Cloelius demanded in a great voice. “You all know Lucius Decumius! Publius Clodius’s loyalest follower, his friend for years, his helper, his conduit to every man who goes, good citizen that he is, to serve in his crossroads college!” Cloelius put his hand beneath Lucius Decumius’s chin, lifted the seamed face so that the light struck his rivers of tears to silver-gilt. “See how Lucius Decumius mourns?”
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  He turned to point a finger at the bulk of the Curia Hostilia, the Senate House, on whose steps a small group of senators had assembled: Cicero, smiling in absolute joy; Cato, Bibulus and Ahenobarbus, sober but not grief stricken; Manlius Torquatus, Lucius Caesar, the stroke-crippled Lucius Cotta, looking troubled.


  “See them?” shrieked Cloelius. “See the traitors to Rome and to you? Look at the great Marcus Tullius Cicero, smiling! Well, we all know that he had nothing to lose by Milo’s doing murder!” He swung aside for a moment; when he turned back, Cicero had gone. “Oh, thinks he might be next, does he? No man deserves death more than the great Cicero who executed Roman citizens without trial and was sent into exile for it by this poor, mangled man I show you here tonight! Everything that Publius Clodius did or tried to do, the Senate opposed! Who do they think they are, the men who people that rotting body? Our betters, that’s who they think they are! Better than me! Better than Lucius Decumius! Better even than Publius Clodius, who was one of them!”


  The crowd was beginning to eddy, the noise of hate rising inexorably as Cloelius worked on its grief and shock, its dreadful sense of loss.


  “He gave you free grain!” Cloelius screamed. “He gave you back your right to congregate in your colleges, the right that man”—pointing at Lucius Caesar—”stripped from you! He gave you friendship, employment, brilliant games!” He pretended to peer into the sea of faces. “There are many freedmen here to mourn, and what a friend he was to all of you! He gave you seats at the games when all other men forbade that, and he was about to give you true Roman citizenship, the right to belong to one of those thirty-one exclusive rural tribes!”


  Cloelius paused, drew a sobbing breath, wiped the sweat from his brow. “But they,” he cried, sweeping the sweat-smeared hand toward the Curia Hostilia steps, “didn’t want that! They knew it meant their days of glory were over! And they conspired to murder your beloved Publius Clodius! So fearless, so determined, that nothing short of death would have stopped him! They knew it. They took it into account. And then they plotted to murder him. Not merely that ex-gladiator Milo—all of them were in on it! All of them killed Publius Clodius! Milo was just their tool! And I say there is only one way to deal with them! Show them how much we care! Show them that we will kill them all before we’re done!” He looked again at the Senate steps, recoiled in mock horror. “See that? See it? They’re gone! Not one of them has the backbone to face you! But will that stop us? Will it?”


  The eddies were swirling, the torches spinning wildly. And the crowd with one voice shouted, “NO!”


  Poplicola was alongside Cloelius, but Antony, Bursa, Pompeius Rufus and Decimus Brutus hung back, uneasy; two were tribunes of the plebs, one recently admitted to the Senate, and one, Antony, not yet a senator. What Cloelius was saying affected them as much as it did the group who had fled from the Senate steps, but there was no stopping Cloelius now, nor any escape.


  “Then let’s show them what we mean to do to them!” Cloelius screamed. “Let’s put Publius Clodius in the Senate House, and dare the rest of them to remove him!”


  A convulsive movement thrust the front ranks onto the top of the rostra; Clodius’s bier was hoisted shoulder-high and carried on a wave of arms up the Senate steps to its ponderous bronze pair of doors, unassailably strong. In one moment they were gone, torn from their enormous hinges; the body of Publius Clodius disappeared inside. Came the sounds of things being ripped apart, splintered, smashed, reduced to fragments.


  Bursa had somehow managed to get away; Antony, Decimus Brutus and Pompeius Rufus stood watching in horror as Cloelius fought his way up the Senate steps to the portico.


  In the midst of which Antony’s eyes found little old Lucius Decumius, still on the rostra, still mourning. He knew him, of course, from Caesar’s days in the Subura, and though Antony was not a merciful man, he always had a soft spot for people he liked. No one else was interested in Lucius Decumius, so he moved to the old man’s side and cuddled him.


  “Where are your sons, Decumius?” he asked.


  “Don’t know, don’t care.”


  “Time an old codger like you was home in bed.”


  “Don’t want to go to bed.” The tear-drenched eyes looked up into Antony’s face and recognized him. “Oh, Marcus Antonius, they’re all gone!” he cried. “She broke their hearts—she broke mine—they’re all gone!”


  “Who broke your heart, Decumius?”


  “Little Julia. Knew her as a baby. Knew Caesar as a baby. Knew Aurelia since she was eighteen years old. Don’t want to feel no more, Marcus Antonius!”


  “Caesar’s still with us, Decumius.”


  “Won’t ever see him again. Caesar said to me, look after Clodius. He said, make sure while I’m away that Clodius don’t come to no harm. But I couldn’t do it. No one could, with Clodius.”


  The crowd emitted a long cry; Antony glanced toward the Curia Hostilia and stiffened. It was so old it had no windows, but high in its side where the beautiful mural adorned it were big grilles to let in air; they glowed now with a red, pulsating light and trickled smoke.


  “Jupiter!” roared Antony to Decimus Brutus and Pompeius Rufus. “They’ve set the place on fire!”


  Lucius Decumius twisted like an eel and was away; aghast, Antony watched him struggle, old man that he was, through the hordes now retreating down the Senate steps and away from the conflagration. Flames were belching out of the doorway, but Lucius Decumius never paused. His figure showed black against the fire, then disappeared inside.


  Sated and exhausted, the crowd went home. Antony and Decimus Brutus walked together to the top of the Vestal Steps and stood to watch as the fire inside the Curia Hostilia consumed Publius Clodius. Beyond it on the Argiletum stood the offices of the Senate, wherein lay the precious records of meetings, the consulta which were the senatorial decrees, the fasti which listed all the magistrates who had ever been in office. Beyond it on the Clivus Argentarius stood the Basilica Porcia, headquarters of the tribunes of the plebs and offices for brokers and bankers, again stuffed with irreplaceable records of all descriptions. Cato the Censor had built it, the first such structure to adorn the Forum, and though it was small, dingy and long eclipsed by finer edifices, it was a part of the mos maiorum. Opposite the Curia Hostilia on the other corner of the Argiletum stood the exquisite Basilica Aemilia, still being restored to absolute magnificence by Lucius Aemilius Paullus.


  But they all went up in flames as Antony and Decimus Brutus watched.


  “I loved Clodius, but he wasn’t good for Rome,” said Mark Antony, utterly depressed.


  “And I! For a long time I truly thought that Clodius might actually make the place work better,” said Decimus Brutus. “But he didn’t know when to stop. His freedmen scheme killed him.”


  “I suppose,” said Antony, turning away at last, “that things will quieten down now. I might be elected a quaestor yet.”


  “And I’m going to Caesar in Gaul. I’ll see you there.”


  “Huh!” grumped Antony. “I’ll probably draw the lot for Sardinia and Corsica.”


  “Oh no,” said Decimus Brutus, grinning. “It’s Gaul for both of us. Caesar’s asked for you, Antonius. Told me in his letter.”


  Which sent Antony home feeling better.


  *


  Other things had happened during that awful night. Some in the crowd, gathered by Plancus Bursa, had gone out to the temple of Venus Libitina beyond the Servian Walls on the Campus Esquilinus, and there removed the fasces laid on their couches because there were no men in office to wield them. They then trudged all the way from the south side of the city to the Campus Martius, and there stood outside Pompey’s villa demanding that he assume the fasces and the dictatorship. But the place was dark, no one answered; Pompey had gone to his villa in Etruria. Footsore, they plodded to the houses of Plautius and Metellus Scipio atop the Palatine and begged them to take the fasces. The doors were bolted, no one answered. Bursa had abandoned them after the fruitless mission to Pompey’s villa, gone home anguished and afraid; at dawn the weary, leaderless group deposited the bundles of rods back in Venus Libitina.


  No one wanted to govern Rome—that was the opinion of every man and woman who went the next day to the Forum to see the smoking ruins of so much precious history. Fulvia’s undertakers were there, gloved, booted and masked, poking through the still-hot embers to find little bits of Publius Clodius. Not much, just enough to cause a rattle inside the priceless jeweled jar Fulvia had provided. Clodius must have a funeral, though it would not be at the expense of the State, and Fulvia, crushed, had yielded to her mother’s command that the Forum be avoided.


  Cato and Bibulus stared, appalled.


  “Oh, Bibulus, Cato the Censor’s basilica is gone, and I do not have the money to rebuild it!” wept Cato, looking at the crumbling, blackened walls. The column which had so inconvenienced the tribunes of the plebs stuck up through the charred beams of the collapsed roof like the stump of a rotten tooth.


  “We can make a start with Porcia’s dowry,” said Bibulus. “I can manage without it, and so can Porcia. Besides, Brutus will be home any day. We’ll get a big donation from him too.”


  “We’ve lost all the Senate records!” Cato said through his sobs. “There are not even those to tell future Romans what Cato the Censor said.”


  “It’s a disaster, yes, Cato, but at least it means we don’t have to worry about the freedmen.”


  Which was the chief sentiment among Rome’s senators.


  Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, who was married to Cato’s sister and had given two of his own sisters to Bibulus as wives, hurried up. A short, squat man with not one hair on his head, Ahenobarbus had neither Cato’s strength of principle nor Bibulus’s sharpness of mind, but he was bullishly stubborn and absolutely faithful to the boni, the Good Men of the Senate’s ultra-conservative faction.


  “I’ve just heard the most amazing rumor!” he said breathlessly.


  “What?” asked Cato apathetically.


  “That Milo sneaked into Rome during the fire!”


  The other two stared.


  “He wouldn’t have that kind of courage,” said Bibulus.


  “Well, my informant swears that he saw Milo watching the blaze from the Capitol, and though the doors of his house are bolted, there’s definitely someone home—and I don’t mean servants.”


  “Who put him up to it?” asked Cato.


  Ahenobarbus blinked. “Did anyone have to? He and Clodius were bound to clash personally sooner or later.”


  “Oh, I think someone put him up to it,” said Bibulus, “and I think I know who that someone was.”


  “Who?” asked Ahenobarbus.


  “Pompeius, of course. Egged on by Caesar.”


  “But that’s conspiracy to murder!” gasped Ahenobarbus. “We all know Pompeius is a barbarian, but he’s a cautious barbarian. Caesar can’t be caught, he’s in Italian Gaul, but Pompeius is here. He’d never put himself voluntarily in that kind of boiling soup.”


  “Provided no one can prove it, why should he care?” asked Cato contemptuously. “He divorced Milo a year and more ago.”


  “Well, well!” said Bibulus, smiling. “It becomes steadily more important that we acquire this Picentine barbarian for our cause, doesn’t it? If he’s obliging enough to wag his tail and turn cartwheels at Caesar’s dictate, think what he could do for us! Where’s Metellus Scipio?”


  “Shut in his house since they begged him to take the fasces.”


  “Then let’s walk round and make him let us in,” said Cato.


  *


  After forty years of enduring friendship, Cicero and Atticus had a falling-out. Whereas Cicero, who had endured paroxysms of fear because of Publius Clodius, thought Clodius’s death the best news Rome could possibly get, Atticus genuinely grieved.


  “I don’t understand you, Titus!” Cicero cried. “You’re one of the most important knights in Rome! You have business interests in almost every sort of enterprise, therefore you were one of Clodius’s chief targets! Yet here you are sniveling because he’s dead! Well, I am not sniveling! I am rejoicing!”


  “No one should rejoice at the untimely loss of a Claudius Pulcher,” said Atticus sternly. “He was brilliant and he was the brother of one of my dearest friends, Appius Claudius. He had wit and he had a good measure of erudition. I enjoyed his company very much, and I’ll miss him. I also pity his poor little wife, who loved him passionately.” Atticus’s bony face took on a wistful look. “Passionate love is rare, Marcus. It doesn’t deserve to be cut off in its prime.”


  “Fulvia?” squawked Cicero, outraged. “That vulgar strumpet who had the gall to barrack for Clodius in the Forum when she was so heavy with child she took up the space of two? Oh, Titus, really! She might be the daughter of Gaius Gracchus’s daughter, but she’s a disgrace to the name Sempronius! And the name Fulvius!”


  Mouth pinched, Atticus got up abruptly. “Sometimes, Cicero, you’re an insufferably puckered-up prude! You ought to watch it—there’s still straw behind your Arpinate ears! You’re a bigoted old woman from the outer fringes of Latium, and no Tullius had ventured to take up residence in Rome when Gaius Gracchus walked the Forum!”


  He stalked out of Cicero’s reception room, leaving Cicero flabbergasted.


  “What’s the matter with you? And where’s Atticus?” barked Terentia, coming in.


  “Gone to dance attendance on Fulvia, I presume.”


  “Well, he likes her, always did. She and the Clodias have always been very broadminded about his affection for boys.”


  “Terentia! Atticus is a married man with a child!”


  “And what’s that got to do with the price of fish?” demanded Terentia. “Truly, Cicero, you’re an old woman!”


  Cicero flinched, winced, said nothing.


  “I want to talk to you.”


  He indicated the door to his study. “In there?” he suggested meekly. “Unless you don’t mind being overheard?”


  “It makes no difference to me.”


  “Then here will do, will it, my dear?”


  She cast him a suspicious glance, but decided that bone was not worth a pick and said, “Tullia wants to divorce Crassipes.”


  “Oh, what’s the matter now?” cried Cicero, exasperated.


  Terentia’s superbly ugly face grew uglier. “The poor girl is beside herself, that’s what’s the matter! Crassipes treats her like dog’s mess on the sole of his boot! And where’s the promise you were so convinced he showed? He’s an idler and a fool!”


  Hands to his face, Cicero gazed at his wife in dismay. “I am aware that he’s a disappointment, Terentia, but it isn’t you who has to find another dowry for Tullia, it’s me! If she divorces Crassipes he’ll keep the hundreds of thousands of sesterces I gave him along with her, and I’ll have to find another lot on top of that! She can’t stay single like the Clodias! A divorced woman is the target for every gossip in Rome.”


  “I didn’t say she intended to stay single,” said Terentia enigmatically.


  Cicero missed the significance of this, concerned only about the dowry. “I know she’s a delightful girl, and luckily she’s attractive. But who will marry her? If she divorces Crassipes, she’ll be trailing two husbands behind her at the age of twenty-five. Without producing a child.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with her baby works,” said Terentia. “Piso Frugi was so sick he didn’t have the energy before he died, and Crassipes doesn’t have the interest. What Tullia needs is a real man.” She snorted. “If she finds one, it will be more than I ever did.”


  Why that statement should have caused a name to pop into his mind instantaneously, Cicero afterward didn’t know. Just that one did. Tiberius Claudius Nero! A full patrician, a wealthy man—and a real man.


  He brightened, forgot Atticus and Fulvia. “I know just the fellow!” he said gleefully. “Too rich to need a big dowry too! Tiberius Claudius Nero!”


  Terentia’s thin-lipped mouth fell open. “Nero?”


  “Nero. Young, but bound to reach the consulship.”


  “Grrr!” snarled Terentia, marching out of the room.


  Cicero looked after her, bewildered. What had happened to his golden tongue today? It could charm no one. For which, blame Publius Clodius.


  “It’s all Clodius’s fault!” he said to Marcus Caelius Rufus when Caelius walked in.


  “Well, we know that,” Caelius said with a grin, threw an arm about Cicero’s shoulders and steered him studyward. “Why are you out here? Unless you’ve taken to keeping the wine out here?”


  “No, it’s right where it always is, in the study,” Cicero said, sighing in relief. He poured wine, mixed it with water, sat down. “What brings you today? Clodius?”


  “In a way,” said Caelius, frowning.


  He was, to use Terentia’s phrase, a real man, Caelius. Tall enough, handsome enough and virile enough to have attracted Clodia and kept her for several years. And he had been the one to do the dropping, for which Clodia had never forgiven him; the result had been a sensational trial during which Cicero, defending Caelius, had aired Clodia’s scandalous behavior so effectively that the jury had been pleased to acquit Caelius of attempting to murder her. The charges had been multiple and gone much further, but Caelius got off and Publius Clodius had never forgiven him.


  This year he was a tribune of the plebs in a very interesting College which was largely pro-Clodius, anti-Milo. But Caelius was pro-Milo, very definitely.


  “I’ve seen Milo,” he said to Cicero.


  “Is it true he came back to town?”


  “Oh, yes. He’s here. Lying low until he sees which way the wind in the Forum is blowing. And rather unhappy that Pompeius chose to vanish.”


  “Everyone I’ve spoken to is siding with Clodius.”


  “I’m not, so much I can assure you!” snapped Caelius.


  “Thank all the Gods there are for that!” Cicero swirled his drink, looked into it, pursed his lips. “What does Milo intend to do?”


  “Start canvassing for the consulship. We had a long talk, and agreed that his best course is to behave as if nothing out of the way happened. Clodius encountered him on the Via Appia and attacked him. Clodius was alive when Milo and his party retreated. Well, that’s the truth of it.”


  “Indeed it is.”


  “As soon as the stink of fire in the Forum dies down, I’m going to call a meeting of the Plebs,” said Caelius, holding out his goblet for more wine-and-water. “Milo and I agreed that the smartest thing to do is to get in first with Milo’s version of what happened.”


  “Excellent!”


  A small silence fell, which Cicero broke by saying diffidently, “I imagine Milo has freed all the slaves who were with him.”


  “Oh, yes.” Caelius grinned. “Can’t you see all the Clodius minions demanding Milo’s slaves be tortured? Yet who can believe anything said under torture? Therefore, no slaves.”


  “I hope it won’t come to trial,” said Cicero. “It ought not to. Self-defense precludes the need for trial.”


  “There’ll be no trial,” said Caelius confidently. “By the time there are praetors to hear the case, it will be a distant memory. One good thing about the present state of anarchy: if some tribune of the plebs who bears Milo a grudge—Sallustius Crispus, for example—tries to institute a trial in the Plebeian Assembly, I’ll veto it. And tell Sallustius what I think of men who seize an unhappy accident as an excuse to get back at a man who flogs another man for plundering his wife’s virtue!”


  They both smiled.


  “I wish I knew exactly where Magnus stands in all this,” said Cicero fretfully. “He’s grown so cagey in his old age that one can never be sure what he thinks.”


  “Pompeius Magnus is suffering from a terminal case of overinflated self-importance,” said Caelius. “I never used to think that Julia was an influence for the good, but now she’s gone I’ve changed my mind. She kept him busy and out of mischief.”


  “I’m inclined to back him for Dictator.”


  Caelius shrugged. “I haven’t made up my mind yet. By rights Magnus ought to back Milo to the hilt, and if he does, then he’s got my support.” He grimaced. “The trouble is, I’m not sure he does intend to back Milo. He’ll wait and see which way the wind in the Forum is blowing.”


  “Then make sure you give a terrific speech for Milo.”


  *


  Caelius did give a terrific speech in support of Milo, who appeared dressed in the blindingly white toga of a consular candidate and stood to listen with a nice mixture of interest and humility. To strike first was a good technique, and Caelius an extremely good orator. When he invited Milo to speak as well, Milo gave a version of the clash on the Via Appia which firmly placed the blame for it on Clodius. As he had worked up his speech very carefully, he sounded splendid. The Plebs went away thoughtful, having been reminded by Milo that Clodius had resorted to violence long before any rival street gangs had come into being, and that Clodius was the enemy of both the First and the Second Classes.


  Milo himself proceeded from the Forum to the Campus Martius; Pompey was definitely home again.


  “I’m very sorry, Titus Annius,” said Pompey’s steward, “but Gnaeus Pompeius is indisposed.”


  A great guffaw of laughter emanated from some inner room, and Pompey’s voice came clearly on its dying echoes: “Oh, Scipio, what a thing to happen!”


  Milo stiffened. Scipio? What was Metellus Scipio doing closeted with Magnus? Milo walked back to Rome in a lather of fear.


  Pompey had been so enigmatic. Had he made a promise? “You might be pardoned for thinking so” was what he had said. At the time it had seemed crystal clear. Do away with Clodius, and I will reward you. But was that really what he meant? Milo licked his lips, swallowed, became conscious that his heart was beating much faster than a brisk walk could provoke in such a fit man as Titus Annius Milo.


  “Jupiter!” he muttered aloud. “He set me up! He’s flirting with the boni; I’m just a handy tool. Yes, the boni like me. But will they go on liking me if they learn to like Magnus better?”


  And to think that he had gone today prepared to tell Pompey he would step down as a candidate for consul! Well, not now. No!


  *


  Plancus Bursa, Pompeius Rufus and Sallustius Crispus called another meeting of the Plebeian Assembly to answer Caelius and Milo. It was equally well attended, and by the same men. The best speaker of the three was Sallust, who followed the rousing speeches of Bursa and Pompeius Rufus with an even better one.


  “Absolute claptrap!” Sallust shouted. “Give me one good reason why a man accompanied by thirty slaves armed only with swords should attack a man whose bodyguard consisted of one hundred and fifty bully-boys in cuirasses, helmets and greaves! Armed with swords, daggers and spears! Rubbish! Nonsense! Publius Clodius wasn’t foolish! Would Caesar himself have attacked were Caesar in a similar situation? No! Caesar does spectacular things with very few men, Quirites, but only if he thinks he can win! What kind of battleground is the Via Appia for a heavily outnumbered civilian? Flat as a board, no shelter, and, on the stretch where it happened, no help either! And why, if it happened the way Milo’s mouthpiece Caelius—and Milo himself!—say it happened, did a defenseless, humble innkeeper die? We are supposed to believe that Clodius killed him! Why? It was Milo stood to gain by the despicable murder of a poor little man like the innkeeper, not Clodius! Milo, who freed his slaves, if you please, and so very generously that they’ve scattered far and wide—can’t be traced, let alone found! But how clever to take along your hysterical wife on a mission of murder! For the only man who might have been able to give us the true story, Quintus Fufius Calenus, was so busy inside a carpentum dealing with a panicked woman that he can say— and I believe him, for I know the lady well!—”


  Chuckles everywhere.


  “—he can say he saw nothing! The only testimony we can ever hear about the circumstances in which Publius Clodius actually died is testimony from Milo and his henchmen, murderers all!”


  Sallust paused, grinning; a neat touch, to disarm Caelius by himself referring to his affair with Fausta. He drew a long breath and launched into his peroration.


  “All of Rome knows that Publius Clodius was a disruptive influence, and there are many of us who deplored his strategies and tactics. But the same can be said for Milo, whose methods are far less constitutional than Clodius’s. Why murder a man who threatens your public career? There are other ways of dealing with such men! Murder is not the Roman way! Murder is inevitably an indication of even nastier things! Murder, Quirites, is the way a man starts to undermine the State! To take it over! A man stands in your path and refuses to get out of it, and you murder him? When you might simply pick him up—is Milo a weakling?—and lift him out of your path? This is Milo’s first murder, but will it be his last? That is the real question we should all be asking ourselves! Who among us can boast a bodyguard like Milo’s, far larger than the mere one hundred and fifty he had with him on the Via Appia? Cuirassed, helmeted, greaved! Swords, daggers, spears! Publius Clodius always had a bodyguard, but not like Milo’s professionals! I say that Milo intends to overthrow the State! It’s he who has created this climate! It’s he who has started on a program of murder! Who will be next? Plautius, another consular candidate? Metellus Scipio? Pompeius Magnus, the greatest threat of all? Quirites, I beg you, put this mad dog down! Make sure his tally of murder remains at one!”


  There were no Senate steps to stand on, but most of the Senate was standing in the well of the Comitia to hear. When Sallust was done, Gaius Claudius Marcellus Major raised his voice from the well.


  “I convoke the Senate at once!” he roared. “The temple of Bellona on the Campus Martius!”


  “Ah, things are happening,” said Bibulus to Cato. “We’re to meet in a venue Pompeius Magnus can attend.”


  “They’ll propose that he be appointed Dictator,” said Cato. “I won’t hear of it, Bibulus!”


  “Nor will I. But I don’t think it will be that.”


  “What, then?”


  “A Senatus Consultum Ultimum. We need martial law, and who better to enforce it than Pompeius? But not as Dictator.”


  Bibulus was right. If Pompey expected to be asked again, and this time officially, to assume the dictatorship, he gave no sign of it when the House met in Bellona an hour later. He sat in his toga praetexta in the front row among the consulars, and listened to the debate with just the right expression of interest.


  When Messala Rufus proposed that the House pass a Senatus Consultum Ultimum authorizing Pompey to raise troops and defend the State—but not as Dictator—Pompey acceded graciously without displaying any chagrin or anger.


  Messala Rufus gave him the chair gratefully; as the senior consul last year, he had perforce been conducting the meetings, but beyond organizing the appointment of an interrex he could do nothing. And in that he had failed.


  Pompey didn’t. The big jars full of water which held the little wooden balls of the lots were brought out on the spot, and the names of all the patrician leaders of the Senate’s decuries were inscribed on the wooden balls. They fitted into one jar; the lid was tied down, the jar spun quickly, and out of the spout near the top a little ball popped. The name on it was Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, who was the first Interrex. But the lots proceeded until every wooden ball was ejected from the jar—not that any member of the Senate wished an endless string of interreges, as had happened last year. The order had to be established, that was all. Everyone confidently expected that the second Interrex, Messala Niger, would successfully hold the elections.


  “I suggest,” said Pompey, “that the College of Pontifices insert an extra twenty-two days in the calendar this year after the month of February. An intercalaris will afford the consuls something fairly close to a full term. Is that possible, Niger?” he asked of Messala Niger, second Interrex and a pontifex.


  “It will be done,” said Niger, beaming.


  “I also suggest that I issue a decree throughout Italia and Italian Gaul that no male Roman citizen between the ages of forty and seventeen be exempted from military service.”


  A chorus of ayes greeted this.


  Pompey dismissed the meeting, well satisfied, and returned to his villa, where he was joined shortly afterward by Plancus Bursa, who had received the nod from Pompey indicating a summons.


  “A few things,” said Pompey, stretching luxuriously,


  “Whatever you want, Magnus.”


  “What I don’t want, Bursa, are elections. You know Sextus Cloelius, of course.”


  “Well enough. He did a good job on the crowd when Clodius burned. Not a gentleman, but very useful.”


  “Good. Without Clodius I understand the crossroads college dissidents are leaderless, but Cloelius ran them for Clodius, and now he can run them for me.”


  “And?”


  “I want no elections,” Pompey said again. “I ask nothing else of Cloelius than that. Milo is still a strong contender for the consulship, and if he should get in, he might manage to be a bigger force in Rome than I’d care to see him become. We just can’t have Claudians murdered, Bursa.”


  Plancus Bursa cleared his throat noisily. “Might I suggest, Magnus, that you acquire a well-armed and very strong bodyguard? And perhaps give it out that Milo has threatened you? That you fear you might become his next victim?”


  “Oh, good thinking, Bursa!” cried Pompey, delighted.


  “Sooner or later,” Bursa said, “Milo will have to be tried.”


  “Definitely. But not yet. Let’s wait and see what happens when the interreges can’t manage to hold elections.”


  *


  By the end of January the second Interrex was out of office and the third Interrex took over. The level of violence in Rome rose to a point whereat no shop or business within a quarter of a mile of the Forum Romanum dared open its doors, which in turn led to job dismissals, which in turn led to fresh violence, which in turn spread further throughout the city. And Pompey, empowered to care for the State in tandem with the tribunes of the plebs, spread his hands wide, opened his once-arresting blue eyes wide, said flatly that as there was no genuine revolution going on, the control of all this rested with the Interrex.


  “He wants to be Dictator,” said Metellus Scipio to Cato and Bibulus. “He doesn’t say it, but he means to be it.”


  “He can’t be let,” said Cato tersely.


  “Nor will he be let,” said Bibulus calmly. “We’ll work out a way to make Pompeius happy, tie him to us, and proceed to where the real enemy is. Caesar.”


  Who had just intruded into Pompey’s nicely turning world in a manner Pompey did not appreciate. On the last day of January he received a letter from Caesar, now in Ravenna.


  I have just heard of the death of Publius Clodius. A shocking affair, Magnus. What is Rome coming to? Very wise of you to get a good bodyguard together. When assassination is so blatant, anyone is a likely victim, and you the most likely victim of all.


  I have several favors to ask of you, my dear Magnus, the first of which I know you won’t mind granting, as my informants tell me you have already personally requested Cicero to bring his influence to bear on Caelius, make him stop stirring up trouble for you and support for Milo. If you would ask Cicero to take the journey to Ravenna—a delightful climate, so no real hardship—I would be grateful. Perhaps if my pleas are joined to yours, he will muzzle Caelius.


  The second favor is more complex. We have been dear friends now for eight years, six of them spent in the mutual delight of sharing our beloved Julia. Seventeen months have gone by since our girl perished, time enough to learn to live without her, even if neither of our lives will ever be the same again. Perhaps now is the time to think about renewing our relationship through marriage ties, a Roman way to show the world that we are in communion. I have already spoken to Lucius Piso, who is happy if I settle a very comfortable fortune on Calpurnia and divorce her. The poor creature is completely isolated in the female world of the Domus Publica, my mother is no longer there to keep her company, and she meets no one. She should be given the chance to find a husband with time to spend with her before she reaches an age when good husbands are not easy to find. Fabia and Dolabella are a good example.


  I understand that your daughter, Pompeia, is not at all happy with Faustus Sulla, especially since his twin, Fausta, married Milo With Publius Clodius dead, Pompeia will be forced into social contacts very much against her taste and her father’s wishes. What I would propose is that Pompeia divorce Faustus Sulla and marry me. I am, as you have good reason to know, a decent and reasonable husband provided my wife keeps herself above suspicion. Dear Pompeia is all that I could ask for in a wife.


  Now I come to you, a widower for seventeen months. How much I wish that I had a second daughter to offer you! Unfortunately I do not. I have one niece, Atia, but when I wrote to ask Philippus how he would feel about divorcing her, he answered that he preferred to keep her, as she is a pearl beyond price, above suspicion. Were there a second Atia, I would cast my net further, but, alas, Atia is my only niece. Atia has a daughter by the late Gaius Octavius, as you know, but again Caesar’s luck is out. Octavia is barely thirteen years old, if that. However, Gaius Octavius had a child by his first wife, Ancharia, and this Octavia is now of marriageable age. A very good and solid senatorial background, and the Octavii, who hail from Velitrae in the Latin homelands, have had consuls and praetors in some of their branches. All of which you know. Both Philippus and Atia would be pleased to give this Octavia to you as a wife.


  Please think deeply, Magnus. I miss my son-in-law greatly! To be your son-in-law would turn the tables nicely.


  The third favor is simple. My governorship of the Gauls and Illyricum will finish some four months before the elections at which I intend to stand for my second term as a consul. As we have both been the targets of the boni and have no love for them from Cato to Bibulus, I do not wish to afford them the chance to prosecute me in some court rigged so hard and fast against me that I will go down. If I have to cross the pomerium into the city of Rome in order to declare my candidacy, I will automatically give up my imperium. Without my imperium, I can be forced to trial in a court of law. Thanks to Cicero, candidates for the consulship cannot stand for it in absentia. But this I need to do. Once I’m consul, I’ll soon deal with any false charges the boni would bring against me.


  But those four months must see me retain my imperium. Magnus, I hear that you will very soon be Dictator. No one could handle that office better. In fact, you will bring it back into luminous distinction after Sulla dirtied it so disgracefully. Rome need not fear proscriptions and murder under the good Pompeius Magnus! If you could see your way clear to procuring me a law enabling me to stand for the consulship in absentia, I would be enormously grateful.


  I have just had a copy of Gaius Cassius Longinus’s report to the Senate on affairs in Syria. A most remarkable document, and better writing than I thought any Cassius was capable of, apart from Cassius Ravilla. The epilogue of poor Marcus Crassus’s progress to Artaxata and the court of the two kings was heartrending.


  Keep well, my dear Magnus, and write to me at once. Rest assured that I remain your most loving friend, Caesar.


  Pompey laid the letter down with trembling hands and then used them to cover his face. How dare he! Just who did Caesar think he was, to offer a man who had had three of the highest-born brides in Rome a girl who was a bigger nobody than Antistia? Oh, well, Magnus, I don’t have a second daughter, and Philippus—ye Gods, Philippus!—won’t divorce my niece for you, but my dog once piddled in your yard, so why don’t you marry this nobody Octavia? After all, she shits in the same latrine as a Julian woman!


  He began to grind his teeth; the fists clenched, unclenched, A moment later his horrified household heard the unmistakable sound of something they hadn’t heard during Julia’s time. A Pompeian temper tantrum. There would be bent metal from precious to base, smashed vessels, tufts of hair, specks of blood and shredded fabric to clear up. Oh, dear! What had the letter from Caesar said?


  But after the spasm was over, Pompey felt much better. He sat down at his ink-splattered desk, found a pen and some untorn paper, and scribbled the draft of an answer for Caesar.


  Sorry, old chap, I love you too, but afraid none of the marriage business is remotely possible. I have another bride in mind for myself, and Pompeia is perfectly happy with Faustus Sulla. Appreciate your dilemma over Calpurnia, but can’t help, really, really can’t help. Glad to send Cicero to Ravenna. He has to listen to you, since you’re the one he owes all the money to. Won’t listen to me, but then I’m a mere Pompeius from that nest of Gauls, Picenum. Happy to oblige with that little law about in absentia. Do it the moment I can, rest assured. Be quite a coup if I can persuade all ten tribunes of the plebs to endorse it, eh?


  A runnel of blood trickled down his face from his lacerated scalp, reminding him that he had made rather a mess of his study. He clapped his hands for his steward.


  “Clean up, will you?” he asked in the tone of an order, and not according Doriscus his name because he never did. “Send my secretary in. I need a good copy made of a letter.”


  3


  When Brutus returned to Rome from Cilicia at the very beginning of February, he had of course first to face his wife, Claudia, and his mother, Servilia. The truth was that he infinitely preferred the company of Claudia’s father to Claudia, but he and Scaptius had done so well in the moneylending business in Cilicia that he had had firmly to decline Appius Claudius’s offer to keep him on as quaestor. Because that vile wretch Aulus Gabinius had passed a law which made it very difficult for Romans to lend money to non-citizen provincials, his return to Rome had become mandatory. As he was a senator now, and so superbly connected to at least half the House, he could procure senatorial decrees to exempt the firm of Matinius et Scaptius from the lex Gabinia. Matinius et Scaptius was a fine old company of usurers and financiers, but nowhere on its books did it record the fact that its real name ought to have been Brutus et Brutus. Senators were not permitted to engage in any business ventures unrelated to the ownership of land, a fribble which at least half the Senate had ways of getting around; most of Rome thought the worst senatorial offender in this respect was the late Marcus Licinius Crassus, but had Crassus been alive, he could have disillusioned most of Rome on that score. By far the worst offender was young Marcus Junius Brutus, who was also, thanks to a testamentary adoption, Quintus Servilius Caepio, heir to the Gold of Tolosa. Not that there was any gold; there had not been any gold for fifty and more years. It had all gone to purchase a commercial empire which was the inheritance of Servilia’s only full brother. Who had died without a male heir fifteen years ago, and made Brutus his heir.


  Brutus loved not so much money itself—that had been poor Crassus’s abetting sin—as what money brought with it. Power. Perhaps understandable in one whose illustrious name could not fix its owner in the center of a blaze of brilliance. For Brutus was not tall, not handsome, not inspiring, not intelligent in the ways Rome admired. As to how he looked, that could not be very much improved, for the dreadful acne which had so diminished him as a youth had not gone away with maturity; the poor empustuled face could not endure a razor in a time and place when and where all men were invariably smoothly shaven. He did the best he could by clipping his dense black beard as closely as possible, but his large, heavy-lidded and very sad brown eyes looked out on his world from the midst of a facial shambles. Knowing it, hating it, he had retreated from any circumstances likely to make him the focus of ridicule, sarcasm, pity. Thus he had—or rather, his mother had—procured exemption from compulsory military service, and appeared but briefly in the Forum to learn the legalities and protocols of public life. This last was not something he was prepared to give up; a Junius Brutus could not do that. For he traced his lineage back to Lucius Junius Brutus, the founder of the Republic, and through his mother to Gaius Servilius Ahala, who had killed Maelius when he tried to restore the monarchy.


  The first thirty years of his life had been spent waiting in the wings to enter upon the only stage he craved: the Senate, and the consulship. Snug within the Senate, he knew that how he looked would not militate against him. The Conscript Fathers of the Senate, his peers, respected familial clout and money far too much. Power would bring him what his face and body could not, nor his pretensions to an intellectualism no deeper than the skin on sheep’s milk. But Brutus wasn’t stupid, though that was what the name Brutus meant—stupid. The founder of the Republic had survived the tyrannies of Rome’s last King by seeming to be stupid. A very big difference. No one appreciated that fact more than did Brutus.


  He felt nothing for his wife, not even repugnance; Claudia was a nice little thing, very quiet and undemanding. Somehow she had managed to carve herself a tiny niche in the house her mother-in-law ran in much the same way as Lucullus had run his army—coldly, unswervingly, inhumanly. Luckily it was large enough to afford Brutus’s wife her own sitting room, and there she had set herself up with her loom and her distaff, her paints and her treasured collection of dolls. Since she spun beautifully and wove at least as well as professional weavers, she was able to draw favorable comment from her mother-in-law, and even allowed to make Servilia lengths of fine and filmy fabrics for her gowns. Claudia painted flowers on bowls, birds and butterflies on plates, then sent them to the Velabrum to be glazed. They made such nice presents, a serious concern for a Claudia Pulchra, who had so many aunts, uncles, cousins, nephews and nieces that a small purse did not extend far enough.


  Unfortunately she was quite as shy as Brutus, so that when he returned from Cilicia—almost a stranger, in fact, as he had married her scant weeks before leaving—she found herself in no position to deflect his attention from his mother. So far he had not visited her sleeping cubicle, which had created a pillow damp from tears each morning, and during dinner (when Brutus attended) Servilia gave her no chance to say a word—had Claudia thought of a word to say.


  Therefore it was Servilia who occupied Brutus’s time and Brutus’s mind whenever he entered the house which was actually his, though he never thought of it as his.


  She was now fifty-two years old, Servilia. Little had changed about her in many years. Her figure was voluptuous but well proportioned, hardly an inch thicker in the waist than it had been before she produced her four children, and her long, thick black hair was still long, thick and black. Two lines had etched themselves one on either side of her nose and ran down past the corners of her small, secretive mouth, but her forehead was uncreased and the skin beneath her chin enviably taut. Caesar, in fact, would have found her no different. Nor did she intend that he would when he returned to Rome.


  He still dictated the terms of her life, though she did not admit that even to herself. Sometimes she ached for him with a dry, awful longing she could not assuage; and sometimes she loathed him, usually when she wrote him an infrequent letter, or heard his name spoken at a dinner party. Ever more and more, these days. Caesar was famous. Caesar was a hero. Caesar was a man, free to do as he pleased, not trammeled by the conventions of a society which Servilia found quite as repressive as Clodia and Clodilla did, but which she would not transgress as they did every day of their lives. So whereas Clodia sat demurely on the bank of the Tiber opposite the Trigarium wherein the young men swam, and sent her rowboat across with a proposition for some lovely naked fellow, Servilia sat among the arid mustiness of her account books and her specially procured verbatim records of meetings of the Senate and plotted, and schemed, and chafed, and yearned for action.


  But why had she associated action with the return of her only son? Oh, he was impossible! No handsomer. No taller. No less enamored of her hateful half brother, Cato. If anything, Brutus was worse. At thirty, he was developing a slight fussiness of manner which reminded Servilia too painfully of that underbred upstart from Arpinum, Marcus Tullius Cicero. He didn’t waddle, but he didn’t stroll either, and a stroll with shoulders back was mandatory for a man to look his best in a toga. Brutus took quick little steps. He was pedantic. A trifle absent. And if her inner eye filled suddenly with a vision of Gaius Julius Caesar, so tall and golden and brazenly beautiful, oozing power, she would snarl at Brutus over dinner, and drive him away to seek solace with that frightful descendant of a slave, Cato.


  Not a happy household. In which, after three or four days had gone by, Brutus spent less and less time.


  It hurt to have to pay good money for a bodyguard, but one glance at the environs of the Forum, followed by a conversation with Bibulus, had decided him to pay that money. Even Uncle Cato, so fearless that he had had the same arm broken several times in the Forum over the years, now employed a bodyguard.


  “Times are fine for ex-gladiators,” Cato brayed. “They can pick and choose. A good man charges five hundred sesterces per nundinae, and then insists on plenty of time off. I exist at the beck and call of a dozen cerebrally deficient soldiers of the sawdust who eat me out of house and home and tell me when I can go to the Forum!”


  “I don’t understand,” said Brutus, wrinkling his brow. “If we’re under martial law and Pompeius is in charge, why hasn’t the violence settled down? What’s being done?”


  “Nothing whatsoever, nephew.”


  “Why?”


  “Because Pompeius wants to be made Dictator.”


  “That doesn’t surprise me. He’s been after absolute power since he executed my father out of hand in Italian Gaul. And poor Carbo, whom he wouldn’t even accord privacy to relieve his bowels before he beheaded him. Pompeius is a barbarian.”


  Cato’s ruined appearance devastated Brutus, a mere eleven years younger than Cato. Thus Cato had never seemed avuncular; more an older brother, wise and brave and so unbelievably strong in himself. Of course Brutus had not known Cato very well during his childhood and young manhood. Servilia would not permit uncle and nephew to fraternize. All that had changed from the day when Caesar had come round in the full regalia of the Pontifex Maximus and calmly announced that he was breaking the engagement between Julia and Brutus in order to marry Julia to the man who had murdered Brutus’s father. Because Caesar had needed Pompey.


  Brutus’s heart had broken that day, never knit itself together again. Oh, he had loved Julia! Waited for her to grow up. Then had to see her go to a man who wasn’t fit for her to wipe her shoes on. But she would see that in time; Brutus had settled back to wait, still loving her. Until she died. He hadn’t seen her in months, and then she died. All he really wanted to believe was that somewhere, in some other time, he would meet her again, and she would love him as much as he loved her. So after her death he soaked himself in Plato, that most spiritual and tender of all philosophers, never having understood until she died what Plato was actually saying.


  And now, gazing at Cato, Brutus understood what he was living through in a way no one else who was close to Cato could ever comprehend; for he gazed at a man whose love had gone to someone else, a man who couldn’t learn to unlove. Sorrow washed over Brutus, made him bend his head. Oh, Uncle Cato, he wanted to cry out, I understand! You and I are twins in a wilderness of the soul, and we cannot find our way into the garden of peace. I wonder, Uncle Cato, if at the moments of our deaths we will think of them, you of Marcia and I of Julia. Does the pain ever go away, do the memories, does the enormity of our loss?


  But he said none of this, just looked at the folds of toga in his lap until the tears went away.


  He swallowed, said rather inaudibly, “What will happen?”


  “One thing will not happen, Brutus. Pompeius will never be made Dictator. I will use my sword to stop my heart in the middle of the Forum before I would see it. There is no place in the Republic for a Pompeius— or a Caesar. They want to be better than all other men, they want to reduce us to pigmies in their shadow, they want to be like—like—like Jupiter. And we free Romans would end in worshiping them as gods. But not this free Roman! I will die first. I mean it,” said Cato.


  Brutus swallowed again. “I believe you, Uncle. But if we cannot cure these ills, can we at least understand how they began? Such trouble! It seems to have been there all my life, and it gets worse.”


  “It started with the Brothers Gracchi, particularly with Gaius Gracchus. It went then to Marius, to Cinna and Carbo, to Sulla, and now to Pompeius. But it isn’t Pompeius I fear, Brutus. It never has been. I fear Caesar.”


  “I never knew Sulla, but people say Caesar is like him,” said Brutus slowly.


  “Precisely,” said Cato. “Sulla. It always comes back to the man with the birthright, which is why no one feared Marius in his day, nor fears Pompeius now. To be a patrician is better. We cannot eradicate that except as my great-grandfather the Censor dealt with Scipio Africanus and Scipio Asiagenus. Pull them down!”


  “Yet I hear from Bibulus that the boni are wooing Pompeius.”


  “Oh, yes. And I approve of it. If you want to catch the king of thieves, Brutus, bait your trap with a prince of thieves. We’ll use Pompeius to bring Caesar down.”


  “I also hear that Porcia is to marry Bibulus.”


  “She is.”


  “May I see her?”


  Cato nodded, fast losing interest; his hand strayed to the wine flagon on his desk. “She’s in her room.”


  Brutus rose and left the study by the door opening onto the small, austere peristyle garden; its columns were severest Doric, of pool or fountain it had none, and its walls were unadorned by frescoes or hung paintings. Down one side of it were ranged the rooms belonging to Cato, Athenodorus Cordylion and Statyllus; down the other side were the rooms belonging to Porcia and her adolescent brother, Marcus Junior. Beyond them were a bathroom and latrine, with the kitchen and a servants’ area at the far end.


  The last time he had seen his cousin Porcia was before he left to go to Cyprus with her father, and that had been six years ago; Cato didn’t encourage her to mix with those who called to see him. A thin, lanky girl, he remembered. Still, why try to remember? He was about to see her.


  Her room was minute, and stunningly untidy. Scrolls, book buckets and papers literally everywhere, and in no sort of order. She was sitting at her table with her head bent over an unfurled book, mumbling her way through it.


  “Porcia?”


  She looked up, gasped, lumbered to her feet; a dozen pieces of paper fluttered to the terrazzo floor, the inkpot went flying, four scrolls disappeared down the gap at the back of the table. It was the den of a Stoic— dismally plain, freezingly cold, utterly unfeminine. No loom or furbelows in Porcia’s quarters!


  But then Porcia was dismally plain and not very feminine, though no one could accuse her of coldness. She was so tall! Somewhere up around Caesar’s height, Brutus fancied, craning his neck. A mop of luridly red, almost kinkily waving hair, a pale yet unfreckled skin, a pair of luminous grey eyes, and a nose which bade fair to outrank her father’s.


  “Brutus! Dear, dear Brutus!” she cried, folding him in a hug that squeezed all the breath out of him and made it difficult for him to touch his toes to the floor. “Oh, tata says it is a right act to love those who are good and a part of the family, so I can love you! Brutus, how good to see you! Come in, come in!”


  Dumped back on the ground again, Brutus watched his cousin flounder about sweeping a stack of scrolls and buckets off an old chair, then hunt for a duster to render its surface less likely to leave grey smears all over his toga. And gradually a smile began to tug at the corners of his doleful mouth; she was such an elephant! Though she wasn’t fat, or even rounded. Flat chest, wide shoulders, narrow hips. Abominably dressed in what Servilia would have called a baby-cack-brown canvas tent.


  And yet, he had decided by the time she had maneuvered both of them onto chairs, Porcia wasn’t dismally plain at all, nor did she, despite that masculine physique, give an impression of mannishness. She crackled with life, and it endowed her with a certain bizarre attractiveness that he fancied most men, once over the initial shock, would appreciate. The hair was fantastic; so were the eyes. And her mouth was lovely, deliciously kissable.


  She heaved a huge sigh, slapped her hands on her knees (far apart, but unselfconsciously so), beamed at him in simple pleasure. “Oh, Brutus! You haven’t changed a bit.”


  His look was wry, but it didn’t put her off-stride in the least; to Porcia, he was what he was, and that was not in any way a handicap. Very strangely brought up, deprived of her mother when she was six years old, unexposed since to the influence of women save for two years of Marcia (who hadn’t noticed her), she had no inbuilt ideas of what beauty was, or ugliness was, or any—to her—abstract state of being. Brutus was her dearly loved first cousin, therefore he was beautiful. Ask any Greek philosopher.


  “You’ve grown,” he said, then realized how that would sound to her—oh, Brutus, think! She too is a freak!


  But clearly she took him literally. She emitted the same neigh of laughter Cato did, and showed the same big, slightly protruding top teeth; her voice too was like his, harsh, loud and unmelodic. “Grown through the ceiling, tata says! I’m taller than he is by quite a bit, though he’s a tall man. I must say,” she whinnied, “that I’m very pleased to be so tall. I find that it gives me a great deal of authority. Odd, that people are awed by accidents of birth and nature, isn’t it? Still, I have found it to be so.”


  The most extraordinary picture was forming in Brutus’s mind, and not the sort of picture that he was prone to conjure up; but it was quite irresistible to envision tiny, frosty Bibulus trying to cover this flaming pillar of fire. Had the incongruity of the match occurred to him?


  “Your father tells me you are to marry Bibulus.”


  “Oh, yes, isn’t it wonderful?”


  “You’re pleased?”


  The fine grey eyes narrowed, in puzzlement rather than anger. “Why would I not be?”


  “Well, he’s very much older than you are.”


  “Thirty-two years,” she said.


  “Isn’t that rather a big gap?” he asked, laboring.


  “It’s irrelevant,” said Porcia.


  “And—and you don’t mind the fact that he’s a foot shorter than you are?”


  “Irrelevant too,” said Porcia.


  “Do you love him?”


  Clearly this was the most irrelevant factor of all, though she didn’t say so. She said, “I love all good people, and Bibulus is good. I’m looking forward to it, I really am. Just imagine, Brutus! I’ll have a much bigger room!”


  Why, he thought, amazed, she’s still a child! She has no idea of marriage whatsoever. “You don’t mind the fact that Bibulus has three sons already?” he asked.


  Another neigh of laughter. “I’m just glad he doesn’t have any daughters!” she said when she could. “Don’t get on with girls, they’re so silly. The two grown-up ones—Marcus and Gnaeus—are nice, but the little one, Lucius—oh, I do like him! We have a marvelous time together. He’s got the most terrific toys!”


  Brutus walked home in a fever of worry for Porcia, but when he tried to talk to Servilia about her, he got short shrift.


  “The girl’s an imbecile!” snapped Servilia. “Still, what can you expect? She’s been brought up by a drunkard and a clutch of fool Greeks! They’ve taught her to despise clothes, manners, good food and good conversation. She walks round in a hair shirt with her head buried in Aristotle. I feel sorry for Bibulus.”


  “Don’t waste your sympathy, Mama,” said Brutus, who knew these days how best to annoy his mother. “Bibulus is very well pleased with Porcia. He’s been given a prize above rubies—a girl who is absolutely pure and unspoiled.”


  “Tchah!” spat Servilia.


  *


  The rioting in Rome continued unabated. February slipped away, a short month, then came Mercedonius, the twenty-two days intercalated by the College of Pontifices at Pompey’s instigation. Each five days a new interrex took office and tried to organize the elections, but without success. Everyone complained; no one got anywhere by complaining. Very occasionally Pompey demonstrated that when he wanted something done, it was done, as with his Law of the Ten Tribunes of the Plebs. Passed halfway through that stormy February, it gave Caesar permission to stand for the consulship four years hence in absentia. Caesar was safe. He would not have to give up his imperium by crossing Rome’s sacred boundary to register his candidacy in person, and thereby offer himself up for prosecution.


  Milo continued to canvass for the consulship, but pressure to have him prosecuted was mounting. Two young Appius Claudiuses agitated constantly in the Forum on behalf of their dead uncle Publius, their chief grievance the fact that Milo had freed his slaves and that these slaves had disappeared into a fog of obscurity. Unfortunately Milo wasn’t receiving the support from Caelius he had enjoyed just after the murder; Cicero had gone obediently to Ravenna and succeeded in muzzling Caelius on his return. Not a good omen for Milo, a worried man.


  Pompey was worried too; opposition in the Senate to his being appointed Dictator was as strong as ever.


  “You’re one of the most prominent boni,” Pompey said to Metellus Scipio, “and I know you don’t mind my being made Dictator. I don’t want the post, mind you! That’s not what I’m saying at all. Only that I can’t understand why Cato and Bibulus won’t have it. Or Lucius Ahenobarbus. Or any of the others. Isn’t it better to have stability at any price?”


  “At almost any price,” said Metellus Scipio cautiously; he was a man charged with a mission, and it had taken hours for him to rehearse it with Cato and Bibulus. Not that his intentions were quite as pure as Cato and Bibulus thought. Metellus Scipio was another worried man.


  “What’s almost?” demanded Pompey, scowling.


  “Well, there is an answer, and I’ve been deputed to put it to you, Magnus.”


  The magical thing had happened! Metellus Scipio was calling him “Magnus”! Oh, joy! Oh, sweet victory! Pompey visibly expanded, a smile growing.


  “Then put it to me, Scipio.” No more “Metellus.”


  “What if the Senate were to agree to your becoming consul without a colleague?”


  “You mean sole consul? No other?”


  “Yes.” Frowning in an effort to remember what he had been told to say, Metellus Scipio went on. “What everyone objects to about the presence of a dictator is a dictator’s invulnerability, Magnus. He can’t be made to answer for anything he enacts while he is Dictator. And after Sulla, no one trusts the post. It isn’t merely the boni who object. The knights of the eighteen senior Centuries object far more, believe me. They were the ones who felt Sulla’s hand—sixteen hundred of them died in Sulla’s proscriptions.”


  “But why should I proscribe anyone?” Pompey asked.


  “I agree, I agree! Unfortunately many don’t.”


  “Why? I’m not Sulla!”


  “Yes, I know that. But there is a kind of man who is convinced that it isn’t the person who fills the role, but the role itself at fault. Do you see what I mean?”


  “Oh, yes. That anyone appointed Dictator would go mad with the power of it.”


  Metellus Scipio leaned back. “Exactly.”


  “I’m not that sort of man, Scipio.”


  “I know, I know! But don’t accuse me, Magnus! The knights of the Eighteen won’t have another Dictator any more than Bibulus and Cato will. All one has to do is say the word ‘proscription’ and men turn white.”


  “Whereas,” said Pompey thoughtfully, “a sole consul in office is still constrained by the system. He can be hauled into court afterward, made to answer.”


  His instructions were to slip the next comment in as if it were a matter of course, and Metellus Scipio did well. He said, as if it were not important, “Not a difficulty for you, Magnus. You’d have nothing to answer for in a court.”


  “That’s true,” said Pompey, brightening.


  “Besides which, the very concept of a consul without a colleague is a first. I mean, there have been times when a consul has served without a colleague for a few months, due to deaths in office and omens forbidding the appointment of more than one suffect consul. Quintus Marcius Rex’s year, for example.”


  “And the year of the consulship of Julius and Caesar!” said Pompey, laughing.


  Since Caesar’s colleague had been Bibulus, who refused to govern with Caesar, this was not a comment which impressed Metellus Scipio; however, he swallowed and let it be. “You might say that to be consul without a colleague is the most extraordinary of all the extraordinary commands you’ve ever been offered.”


  “Do you really think so?” asked Pompey eagerly.


  “Oh, yes. Undoubtedly.”


  “Then why not?” Pompey extended his right hand. “It’s a deal, Scipio, it’s a deal!”


  The two men shook hands, and Metellus Scipio rose to his feet quickly, enormously relieved that he had acquitted himself to what would be the full satisfaction of Bibulus, and determined to remove himself before Pompey asked him some question not on the list he had memorized.


  “You don’t look very happy, Scipio,” said Pompey on the way to the door.


  Now how would he answer this? Was it dangerous ground? A fierce effort at thinking things through decided Metellus Scipio to be frank. “I’m not happy,” he said.


  “Why’s that?”


  “Plancus Bursa is making it generally known that he intends to prosecute me for bribery in the consular campaigning.”


  “Is he?”


  “I’m afraid so.”


  “Dear, dear!” cried Pompey, sounding cluckily concerned. “We can’t have that! Well, if I’m allowed to become consul without a colleague, Scipio, it will be a small matter to fix that up.”


  “Will it?”


  “No trouble, I assure you! I have quite a bit of dirt on our friend Plancus Bursa. Well, he’s no friend of mine really, but you know what I mean.”


  A huge weight lifted off Metellus Scipio. “Magnus, I’d be your friend forever!”


  “Good,” said Pompey contentedly. He opened the front door himself. “By the way, Scipio, would you care to come to dinner tomorrow afternoon?”


  “I’d be delighted.”


  “Do you think poor little Cornelia Metella would care to accompany you?”


  “I think she’d like that very much.”


  Pompey closed the door behind his visitor and strolled back to his study. How useful it was to have a tame tribune of the plebs who no one suspected was a tame tribune of the plebs! Plancus Bursa was worth every sestertius he was being paid. An excellent man. Excellent!


  There loomed before his eyes an image of Cornelia Metella; he stifled a sigh. No Julia she. And she really did look like a camel. Not unhandsome, but insufferably proud! Couldn’t talk, though she spoke incessantly. If it wasn’t Zeno or Epicurus (she disapproved of both systems of thought), it was Plato or Thucydides. Despised mimes, farces, even Aristophanic comedy. Oh, well… she’d do. Not that he intended to ask for her. Metellus Scipio would have to ask him. What was good enough for a Julius Caesar was certainly good enough for a Metellus Scipio.


  Caesar. Who didn’t have a second daughter or a niece. Oh, that one was riding for a fall! And the consul without a colleague was just the man to do the tripping-up. Caesar had his Law of the Ten Tribunes of the Plebs, but that wasn’t to say life was going to be smooth for him. Laws could be repealed. Or made redundant by other, later laws. But for the time being, let Caesar sit back and deem himself safe.


  *


  On the eighteenth day of intercalated Mercedonius, Bibulus got up in the House, meeting on the Campus Martius, and proposed that Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus be put up for election as consul, but without a colleague. The Interrex of the moment was that eminent jurist Servius Sulpicius Rufus, who listened to the House’s reaction with the proper gravity becoming so famous a judge.


  “It’s absolutely unconstitutional!” cried Caelius from the tribunes’ bench, not bothering to stand up. “There is no such man as a consul without a colleague! Why don’t you just make Pompeius the Dictator and be done with it?”


  “Any kind of reasonably legal government is preferable to no government at all, provided it is answerable at law for every one of its actions,” said Cato. “I approve of the measure.”


  “I call upon the House to divide,” said Servius Rufus. “All those in favor of permitting Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus to stand for election as consul without a colleague, please stand to my right. Those against the motion, please stand to my left.”


  Among the few men who stood to Servius Rufus’s left was Brutus, attending his first meeting of the Senate. “I cannot vote for the man who murdered my father,” he said loudly, chin up.


  “Very well,” said Servius Rufus, surveying the bulk of the Senate to his right. “I will summon the Centuries for an election.”


  “Why bother?” yelled Milo, who had also stood to the left. “Are we other consular candidates to be allowed to stand? For the same post, as consul without a colleague?”


  Servius Rufus raised his brows. “Certainly, Titus Annius.”


  “Why not save time, money and a walk out to the Saepta?” Milo went on bitterly. “We all know what the result will be.”


  “I wouldn’t accept the commission on the Senate’s say-so,” said Pompey with immense dignity. “Let there be an election.”


  “There should also be a law overriding the lex Annalis!” shouted Caelius. “It isn’t legal for a man to run again for consul until ten years have elapsed since his last consulship. Pompeius was consul for the second time only two years ago.”


  “Quite right,” said Servius Rufus. “Conscript Fathers, I will see another division on the motion that the House recommend as a decree to the Popular Assembly a lex Caelia allowing Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus to run for consul.”


  Which turned the tables neatly on Caelius.


  *


  By the beginning of March, Pompey the Great was consul without a colleague, and things began to happen. In Capua was sitting a legion destined for Syria; Pompey summoned it to Rome and cracked down on the street wars. Not that much effort was necessary; the moment the Centuries elected Pompey, Sextus Cloelius called off his dogs and reported to Pompey to collect a fat fee, gladly paid.


  The rest of the elections were held, which meant that Mark Antony was officially appointed Caesar’s quaestor—and that there were praetors in office to open the courts and start hearing the massive backlog of cases. No trials had been held since the end of the year before last, thanks to the violence which had prevailed during the five months last year’s praetors had been in office. So men like Aulus Gabinius, ex-governor of Syria, who had been acquitted of treason but still had to face charges of extortion, were finally tried.


  It had been Gabinius who accepted the commission to restore Ptolemy Auletes of Egypt to his throne after the irate Alexandrians had ejected him—not a senatorial commission, more the seizing of an offer and an opportunity. For a price rumored to be ten thousand silver talents. Perhaps that much had been the agreed price, but what was sure was that Gabinius had never been paid anything like it. Which didn’t impress the extortion court; halfheartedly defended by Cicero, Gabinius was convicted and fined the sum of ten thousand talents. Unable to find a tenth of this fabulous sum, Gabinius went into exile.


  But Cicero did better defending Gaius Rabirius Postumus, the little banker who had reorganized the finances of Egypt once its king was back on his throne. His original mission had been to collect the debts Ptolemy Auletes owed certain Roman senators for favors (Gabinius being one of them) and certain Roman moneylenders for contributing heavily to his support during his exile. Returned to Rome penniless, Rabirius Postumus accepted a loan from Caesar and bounced back. Acquitted because Cicero gave a defense as fact filled and damning as his prosecution of Gaius Verres had been years before, Rabirius Postumus was able now to devote himself to Caesar’s cause.


  The breach between Cicero and Atticus had not lasted long, of course; they were back together, writing to each other whenever Atticus went away on business, huddled together whenever both of them happened to be in Rome or the same town.


  “There’s a flurry of laws,” said Atticus, frowning; he was not an ardent Pompey supporter.


  “Some of which none of us like,” said Cicero. “Even poor old Hortensius has started to fight back. And Bibulus and Cato, no surprise. The surprise was that they ever put up the suggestion that Magnus be elected consul without a colleague.”


  “Perhaps,” said Atticus pensively, “they feared that Pompeius would take over the State without benefit of law. That’s basically what Sulla did.”


  “Well, anyway,” said Cicero, brightening, “Caelius and I intend that some of the prime movers in all this should suffer. The moment Plancus Bursa and Pompeius Rufus are out of office as tribunes of the plebs, we intend to prosecute them for inciting violence.” He grimaced. “Since Magnus has put a new violence law on the tablets, we may as well use it.”


  “I can name one man who isn’t pleased with our new consul without a colleague,” said Atticus.


  “Caesar, you mean?” No Caesar lover, Cicero beamed. “Oh, it was prettily done! I kiss Magnus’s hands and feet for it!”


  But Atticus, more rational about Caesar, shook his head. “It wasn’t prettily done at all,” he said sternly, “and it may be that one day we’ll suffer for it. If Pompeius intended that Caesar not be allowed to stand for the consulship in absentia, why did he have the ten tribunes of the plebs pass their law saying Caesar could? Now he legislates a fresh law which forbids any man to stand in absentia, including Caesar.”


  “Huh! Caesar’s creatures screamed loud enough.”


  Since Atticus had been one of those who screamed, he almost said something waspish, then bit his tongue. What was the use? Not all the advocates in history could persuade Cicero to see Caesar’s side of things. Not after Catilina. And, like most worthy country squires, once Cicero held a grudge, he held it. “Fine and good,” he said. “Why should they not? Everyone lobbies. But to say, ‘Ooops! I forgot!’ and tack a codicil onto his law which exempts Caesar, then neglect to have the codicil inscribed on bronze, is disgraceful. Sly and underhanded. I’d have liked the man better if he’d just shrugged and said, Too bad for Caesar; let him put up with it!’ Pompeius has a swollen head and too much power. Power which he isn’t using wisely. Because he’s never used power wisely, not since he marched down the Via Flaminia with three legions—a mere youth of twenty-two!—to help Sulla ride roughshod over Rome. Pompeius hasn’t changed. He’s simply grown older, fatter, and craftier.”


  “Craft is necessary,” said Cicero defensively; he had always been Pompey’s man.


  “Provided that the craft is aimed at men who’ll fall for it. Cicero, I don’t believe Caesar is the right man to choose as a target. Caesar has more craft in his little finger than Pompeius in his whole body, if for no other reason than that he employs it more rationally. But the trouble with Caesar is that he’s also the most direct man I know. Craft doesn’t become a habit, it’s only a necessity as far as Caesar is concerned. Pompeius tangles himself in a web when he practises to deceive. Yes, he manipulates its strands well. But it’s still a web. Caesar weaves a tapestry. I haven’t divined exactly what the pattern is yet, but I fear him. Not for the reasons you do. But I fear him!”


  “Nonsense!” cried Cicero.


  Atticus closed his eyes, sighed. “It looks as if Milo will come to trial. How are you going to reconcile your allegiances then?” he asked.


  “That’s a way of saying that Magnus doesn’t want Milo to get off,” said Cicero uneasily.


  “He doesn’t want Milo to get off.”


  “I don’t think he cares one way or the other.”


  “Cicero, grow up! Of course he cares! He put Milo up to it, you must see that!”


  “I don’t see it.”


  “Have it your own way. Will you defend Milo?”


  “Not the Parthians and the Armenians combined could stop me!” Cicero declared.


  *


  The trial of Milo came on at dead of winter, which by the calendar (even after the insertion of those extra twenty-two days) was the fourth day of April. The court president was a consular, Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, and the prosecutors were the two young Appius Claudiuses assisted by two patrician Valerii, Nepos and Leo, and old Herennius Balbus. The defense was Olympian: Hortensius, Marcus Claudius Marcellus (a plebeian Claudian, not of Clodius’s family), Marcus Calidius, Cato, Cicero and Faustus Sulla, who was Milo’s brother-in-law. Gaius Lucilius Hirrus hovered on Milo’s side, but as he was Pompey’s close cousin he could do no more than hover. And Brutus came forward to offer himself in an advisory capacity.


  Pompey had thought very carefully about how to stage this critical exercise, which was being conducted under his own violence legislation; the charge would not be murder, as no one had seen the murder. There were some innovations, among them the fact that the jury was not chosen until the final day of the case; Pompey personally drew the lots for eighty-one men, only fifty-one of whom would actually serve. By the time the final fifty-one were appointed by the lots and elimination, it would be too late to offer them bribes. The witnesses were to be heard on three consecutive days, after which, on the fourth day, their depositions were to be taken. Each witness was to be cross-examined. At the end of the fourth day, the entire court and all eighty-one potential jurors were to watch their names being inscribed on the little wooden balls, which were then to be locked up in the vaults under the temple of Saturn. And at dawn on the fifth day the fifty-one names would be drawn, with both prosecution and defense entitled to object to fifteen of the names produced.


  Of slave witnesses there were very few, and none for Milo. On that first day the prosecution’s chief witnesses were Atticus’s cousin Pomponius and Gaius Causinius Schola: Clodius’s friends who had been with him. Marcus Marcellus did all the cross-examining for the defense, and did it superbly well. When he began to work on Schola, some of Sextus Cloelius’s gang members began a racket which prevented the court’s hearing what was said. Pompey was not present in the court; he was on the far side of the lower Forum, hearing cases for the fiscus just outside the Treasury doors. Ahenobarbus sent a message across to Pompey, complaining that he could not conduct his court under these circumstances, and adjourned.


  “Disgraceful!” said Cicero to Terentia when he went home. “I sincerely hope that Magnus does something about it.”


  “I’m sure he will,” said Terentia absently; she had other things on her mind. “Tullia is determined, Marcus. She’s going to divorce Crassipes at once.”


  “Oh, why does everything have to happen at once? I can’t even begin to think about starting negotiations with Nero until my case is finished! And it’s important that I do start negotiating—I’ve heard that Nero is thinking of marrying one of the Claudia Pulchra troop.”


  “One thing at a time,” said Terentia with suspicious sweetness. “I don’t think Tullia will be persuaded into another marriage hard on the heels of this one. Nor do I think that she likes Nero.”


  Cicero glared. “She’ll do as she’s told!” he snapped.


  “She’ll do as she wants!” snarled Terentia, sweetness gone. “She’s not eighteen anymore, Cicero, she’s twenty-five. You can’t keep shoving her into loveless marriages tailored to suit your own social-climbing ambitions!”


  “I,” said Cicero, marching off to his study dinnerless, “am going to write my speech in defense of Milo!”


  Rarely, in fact, did the consummate professional advocate Cicero devote the kind of time and care to a speech in someone’s defense that he did to the speech he wrote for Milo. Even in early draft it ranked with his best. Necessary that it do so, as the other members of the defending team had agreed that they would donate all their time to Cicero. On him, therefore, rested the entire onus of speaking so well that the jury voted ABSOLVO. He toiled for some hours rather pleasurably, nibbling on a plate of olives, eggs and stuffed cucumbers, then retired to bed well satisfied with how the speech was shaping up.


  And went off to the Forum the next morning to discover that Pompey had dealt efficiently—if extremely—with the situation. A ring of soldiers stood around the area of open space in the lower Forum where Ahenobarbus had set up his court, and beyond those soldiers were patrols of soldiers moving incessantly; of a gang member there was no sign. Wonderful! thought Cicero, delighted. The proceedings could be conducted in absolute peace and quiet. Watch Marcus Marcellus destroy Schola now!


  If Marcus Marcellus did not quite destroy Schola, he certainly managed to twist his testimony into knots. For three days the witnesses gave their evidence and endured cross-examination; on the fourth day they swore their depositions, and the court watched eighty-one little wooden balls inscribed with eighty-one different names of senators or knights or tribuni aerarii. Including the name of Marcus Porcius Cato, working for the defense and possibly a juror as well.


  Cicero’s speech was perfect; he had rarely done better work. For one thing, it was not often that his co-advocates so generously yielded their time to him. The prosecution would have two hours to sum up, then the defense three hours. A whole three hours all to himself! Oh, what a man could do with that! Cicero looked forward with immense enjoyment to an oratorical triumph.


  Walking home for a consular of Cicero’s standing was always a parade. One’s clients were there in droves; two or three of the fellows who collected Ciceronian witticisms hovered with wax tablets ready in case he uttered one; admirers clustered, talked, speculated about what he would say on the morrow. While he himself laughed, held forth, tried to think of some mot which would set the two or three collectors scribbling madly. Not a good time for the passing of a private message. Yet as Cicero started, puffing a little, up the Vestal Steps, someone brushed past him and slipped a note into his hand. How odd! Though why he didn’t produce the note and read it then and there he didn’t quite know. A feeling.


  Not until he was alone in his study did he open it, peruse it, sit down with wrinkled brow. It was from Pompey, and merely instructed him to present himself at Pompey’s villa on the Campus Martius that evening. Unaccompanied, please. His steward informed him that dinner was ready; he ate it in solitude, not sorry that Terentia was annoyed with him. What could Pompey want? And why so furtive?


  The meal concluded, he started out for Pompey’s villa by the shortest route, which took him nowhere near the Forum; he trotted down the Steps of Cacus into the Forum Boarium, and thus out to the Circus Flaminius, behind which lay Pompey’s theater, hundred-pillared colonnade, senatorial meeting chamber, and villa. Which villa, he remembered with a smile, he had likened to a dinghy behind a yacht. Well, it was. Not small, just dwarfed.


  Pompey was alone, greeted Cicero cheerfully, mixed him an excellent white wine with special spring water.


  “All ready for tomorrow?” the Great Man asked, turned sideways on the couch so that he could see Cicero at its far end.


  “Never readier, Magnus. A beautiful speech!”


  “Guaranteed to get Milo off, eh?”


  “It will go a long way toward doing that, yes.”


  “I see.”


  For a long moment Pompey said nothing at all, just stared ahead past Cicero’s shoulder to where the golden grapes given to him by Aristobulus the Jew stood on a console table. Then he turned his eyes to Cicero and looked at him intently.


  “I don’t want that speech given,” said Pompey.


  Cicero’s jaw dropped. “What?” he asked stupidly.


  “I don’t want that speech given.”


  “But—but—I have to! I’ve been given the whole three hours allocated to the defense’s summing-up!”


  Pompey got up and walked to the great closed doors which connected his study to the peristyle garden; they were of cast bronze and superbly paneled with scenes depicting the battle between the Lapiths and Centaurs. Copied from the Parthenon, of course, only those were marble bas-reliefs.


  He spoke to the left-hand door. “I don’t want that speech given, Marcus,” he said for the third time.


  “Why?”


  “In case it does get Milo off,” said Pompey to a Centaur.


  Cicero’s whole face was prickling; he felt sweat running down the back of his neck, became conscious that his hands were trembling. He licked his lips. “I would appreciate some sort of explanation, Magnus,” he said with as much dignity as he could muster, and clenching his hands to still their shaking.


  “I would have thought,” said Pompey casually to the vein-engorged hindquarters of the Centaur, “that it was obvious. If Milo gets off, he’ll be a hero to at least half of Rome. That means he’ll be elected consul next year. And Milo doesn’t like me anymore. He’ll prosecute me the moment I lay down my imperium, which is in three years’ time. As a respected and vindicated consular, he’ll have clout. I don’t want to have to spend the rest of my life doing what Caesar will spend the rest of his life doing—dodging prosecution on maliciously manufactured charges of everything from treason to extortion. On the other hand, if Milo is convicted, he’ll go into an irreversible exile. I’ll be safe. And that’s why.”


  “But—but—Magnus, I can’t!” Cicero gasped.


  “You can, Cicero. What’s more, you will.”


  Cicero’s heart was behaving strangely, there was a webby mist before his eyes; he sat with them closed and drew a series of deep, strong breaths. Though he was a timid man, he was not at heart a coward. Once a sense of unfairness and injury entered into him, he could develop a surprising steeliness. And that crept into him now as he opened his eyes and stared at Pompey’s podgy back, covered by a thin tunic. This was a warm room.


  “Pompeius, you’re asking me to give of less than my best for a client,” he said. “I do understand why, truly. But I cannot consent to rigging the race as if we were driving chariots at the circus! Milo is my friend. I’ll do my best for him no matter what the outcome might be.”


  Pompey transferred his gaze to a different Centaur; this one had a javelin wielded by a Lapith embedded in its human chest. “Do you like living, Cicero?” he asked conversationally.


  The trembling increased; Cicero had to wipe his brow with a fold of toga. “Yes, I like living,” he whispered.


  “I imagined you did. After all, you haven’t had a second consulship yet, and there’s the censorship as well.” The wounded Centaur was obviously interesting; Pompey bent forward to peer at the spot where the javelin entered. “It’s up to you, Cicero. If you speak well enough to get Milo off tomorrow, it’s all over. Your next sleep will be permanent.”


  Hand on one knob, Pompey tugged it, opened half the door, and went out. Cicero sat on the couch panting, lower lip held firmly in his teeth, knees vibrating. Time passed, he was not sure how much of it. But finally he put both hands on the couch and levered himself upright. His legs held. He extended a foot, began to walk. And kept on walking.


  It was only at the bottom of the Palatine that he fully understood what had just transpired. What Pompey had actually told him. That Publius Clodius had died at his behest; that Milo had been his tool; that the tool’s usefulness was now blunted; and that if he, Marcus Tullius Cicero, did not do as he had been told, he would be as dead as Publius Clodius. Who would do it for Pompey? Sextus Cloelius? Oh, the world was full of Pompey’s tools! But what did he want, this Pompeius from Picenum? And where in all of this was Caesar? Yes, he was there! Clodius could not be allowed to live to be praetor. They had decided it between them.


  In the darkness of his bedroom he began to weep. Terentia stirred, muttered, rolled onto her side. Cicero retreated, wrapped in a thick blanket, to the icy peristyle, and there wept as much for Pompey as for himself. The brisk, competent, oddly offhand seventeen-year-old he had met during Pompey Strabo’s war against the Italians in Picenum had long, long gone. Had he known as far back as then that one day he would need the wretched youth Cicero as his tool? Was that why he had been so kind? Was that why he had saved the wretched youth Cicero’s life? So that one day far in the future he could threaten to remove what he had preserved?


  *


  At dawn Rome woke to bustle and hum, though all through the night the heavy wheeled carts drawn by oxen lumbered through the narrow streets delivering goods. Goods which at dawn were put on display or put to work in some factory or foundry, when Rome rose, yawning, to begin the serious business of making money.


  But on the fifth day of Milo’s trial in Lucius Ahenobarbus’s specially convened violence court, Rome cowered as the sun nudged upward into the sky. Pompey had literally closed the city. Within the Servian Walls no activity began; no snack bar opened its sliding doors onto the street to offer breakfast, no tavern rolled up its shutters, no bakery kindled the ovens, no stall was erected in any marketplace, no school set itself up in a quiet corner, no bank or brokerage firm tuned its abacuses, no purveyor of books or jewels opened his door, no slave or free man went to work, no crossroads college or club or brotherhood of any description met to while away the hours of a day off.


  The silence was stupendous. Every street leading to the Forum Romanum was cordoned off by sour, untalkative bands of soldiers, and within the Forum itself pila bristled above the waving plumes of the Syrian legion’s helmets. Two thousand men garrisoned the Forum itself, three thousand more the city, on that freezing ninth day of April. Walking like somnambulants, the hundred-odd men and few women who were compelled to attend the trial of Milo assembled amid the echoes, shivering with cold, staring about twitchily.


  Pompey had already set up his tribunal outside the doors of the Treasury beneath the temple of Saturn, and there he sat dispensing fiscal justice while Ahenobarbus had his lictors collect the wooden balls from the vaults and brought out the lot jars. Mark Antony challenged the jurors for the prosecution, Marcus Marcellus for the defense; but when Cato’s name was drawn, both sides nodded.


  It took two hours to choose the fifty-one men who sat to hear the summing-up. After which the prosecution spoke for two hours. The elder of the two Appius Claudiuses and Mark Antony (who had remained in Rome to act in this trial) each spoke for half an hour, and Publius Valerius Nepos for an hour. Good speeches, but not in Cicero’s league.


  The jury leaned forward on its folding stools when Cicero walked forward to begin, his scroll in his hand; it was there merely for effect, he never referred to it. When Cicero gave an oration it seemed as if he were composing it as he went along, seamlessly, vividly, magically. Who could ever forget his speech against Gaius Verres, his defenses of Caelius, of Cluentius, of Roscius of Ameria? Murderers, blackguards, monsters, all grist for Cicero’s undiscriminating mill. He had even made the vile Antonius Hybrida sound like every mother’s ideal son.


  “Lucius Ahenobarbus, members of the jury, you see me here to represent the great and good Titus Annius Milo.”


  Cicero paused, stared at the pleasurably expectant Milo, swallowed. “How strange it is to have an audience composed of soldiers! How much I miss the clangor of business as usual….” He stopped, swallowed. “But how wise of the consul Gnaeus Pompeius to make sure that nothing unseemly happened—happens….” He stopped, swallowed. “We are protected. We have nothing to fear, and least of all does my dear friend Milo have anything to fear….” He stopped, waved his scroll aimlessly, swallowed. “Publius Clodius was mad; he burned and plundered. Burned. Look at the places where our beloved Curia Hostilia, Basilica Porcia…” He stopped, he frowned, he pushed the fingers of one hand into the sockets of his eyes. “Basilica Porcia—Basilica Porcia…”


  By this, the silence was so profound that the chink of a pilum brushing against a scabbard sounded like a building crashing down; Milo was gaping at him, that loathesome cockroach Marcus Antonius was grinning, the rising sun was reflecting off the oily bald pate of Lucius Ahenobarbus the way it did off snowfields, blindingly—oh, what is the matter with my mind, why am I seeing that?


  He tried again. “Are we to exist in perpetual misery? No! We have not since the day Publius Clodius burned! On the day Publius Clodius died, we received a priceless gift! The patriot we see here before us simply defended himself, fought for his life. His sympathies have always been with true patriots, his anger directed against the gutter techniques of demagogues….” He stopped, swallowed. “Publius Clodius conspired to take the life of Milo. There can be no doubt of it, no doubt of it at all— no doubt at all—no doubt, no doubt… no—doubt…”


  Face twisted with worry, Caelius crossed to where Cicero stood alone. “Cicero, you’re not well. Let me get you some wine,” he said anxiously.


  The brown eyes staring at him were dazed; Caelius wondered if they even saw him.


  “Thank you, I am well,” said Cicero, and tried again. “Milo does not deny that a fight broke out on the Via Appia, though he does deny that he instigated it. He does not deny that Clodius died, though he does deny that he killed Clodius. All of which is quite immaterial. Self-defense is not a crime. Never a crime. Crime is premeditated. That was Clodius. That was premeditation. Publius Clodius. Him. Not Milo. No, not Milo….”


  Caelius moved back to him. “Cicero, take some wine, please!”


  “No, I am well. Truly, I am well. Thank you…. Take the size of Milo’s party. A carpentum. A wife. The eminent Quintus Fufius Calenus. Baggage. Servants galore. Is that the way a man plots to do murder? Clodius had no wife with him. Isn’t that in itself suspicious? Clodius never moved without his wife. Clodius had no baggage. Clodius was unencumbersome—unencrumbed—unen—unencumbered….”


  Pompey was sitting on his tribunal hearing cases against the fiscus. Pretending the court of Ahenobarbus didn’t exist. I never knew the man. Oh, Jupiter, he will kill me! He will kill me!


  “Milo is a sane man. If it happened the way the prosecution alleges it happened, then we are looking at a madman. But Milo is not mad. It was Clodius who was mad! Everyone knew Clodius was mad! Everyone!”


  He stopped, wiped the sweat out of his eyes. Fulvia swam before his gaze, sitting with her mother, Sempronia. Who was that standing with them? Oh, Curio. They were smiling, smiling, smiling. While Cicero died, died, died.


  “Died. Died. Clodius died. No one denies that. We all have to die. But no one wants to die. Clodius died. Clodius brought it on himself. Milo didn’t kill him. Milo is—Milo is…”


  For a hideous half hour Cicero battled on, stumbling, stopping, faltering, tripping over simple words. Until in the end, his vision filled by Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus dispensing fiscal justice outside Saturn, he stopped for the last time. Couldn’t start again.


  No one on Milo’s side was angry, even Milo. The shock was too enormous, Cicero’s health too suspect. Perhaps he had one of those frightful headaches with flashing lights? It wasn’t his heart; he didn’t have that grey look. Nor his stomach. What was the matter, with him? Was he having a stroke?


  Marcus Claudius Marcellus stepped forward. “Lucius Ahenobarbus, it is clear that Marcus Tullius cannot continue. And that is a tragedy, for we all agreed to give him our time. Not one of us has prepared an address. May I humbly ask this court and its jurors to remember the kind of oration Marcus Tullius has always given? Today he is ill; we will not hear that. But we can remember. And take to your hearts, members of the jury, an unspoken oration which would have shown you, beyond a shadow of a doubt, where the guilt in this sorry business lies. The defense rests its case.”


  Ahenobarbus shifted in his chair. “Members of the jury, I require your votes,” he said.


  The jury busied itself inscribing its little tablets with a letter: A for ABSOLVO, C for CONDEMNO. Ahenobarbus’s lictors collected the tablets and Ahenobarbus counted them with witnesses peering over his shoulder.


  “CONDEMNO by thirty-eight votes to thirteen,” Ahenobarbus announced in a level voice. “Titus Annius Milo, I will appoint a damages panel to assess your fine, but CONDEMNO carries a sentence of exile with it according to the lex Pompeia de vi. It is my duty to instruct you that you are interdicted against fire and water within five hundred miles of Rome. Be advised that three further charges have been laid against you. You will be tried in the court of Aulus Manlius Torquatus on charges of electoral bribery. You will be tried in the court of Marcus Favonius on charges of illegally associating with members of colleges banned under the lex Julia Marcia. And you will be tried in the court of Lucius Fabius on charges of violence under the lex Plautia de vi. Court closed.”


  Caelius led the almost prostrate Cicero away. Cato, who had voted ABSOLVO, crossed to Milo. It was very strange. Not even that showy termagant Fulvia was shrieking victory. People just melted away as if numbed.


  “I’m sorry for it, Milo,” Cato said.


  “Not as sorry as I am, believe me.”


  “I fear you’ll go down in the other courts as well.”


  “Of course. Though I won’t be here to defend myself. I’m leaving for Massilia today.”


  For once Cato wasn’t shouting; his voice was low. “Then you’ll be all right if you’ve prepared for defeat. I hope you noticed that Lucius Ahenobarbus issued no order to seal your house or garnish your finances.”


  “I am grateful. And I’m prepared.”


  “I’m thunderstruck at Cicero.”


  Milo smiled, shook his head. “Poor Cicero!” he said. “I think he’s just discovered some of Pompeius’s secrets. Please, Cato, watch Pompeius! I know the boni are wooing him. I understand why. But in the end you’d do better to ally yourself with Caesar. At least Caesar is a Roman.” But Cato drew himself up in outrage. “Caesar? I will die first!” he shouted, then marched away.


  *


  And at the end of April a wedding took place. Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus married the widow Cornelia Metella, twenty-year-old daughter of Metellus Scipio. The charges Plancus Bursa had threatened to bring against Metellus Scipio never eventuated.


  “Don’t worry, Scipio,” said the bridegroom genially at the wedding dinner, a small affair. “I intend to hold the elections on time in Quinctilis, and I promise that I’ll have you elected as my junior consul for the rest of this year. Six months is long enough to serve without a colleague.”


  Metellus Scipio didn’t know whether to kick him or kiss him.


  *


  Though he kept to his house for a few days, Cicero bounced back, pretended even inside his own mind that it had never happened. That Pompey was the Pompey he had always been. Yes, a headache had struck, one of those ghastly things which warped the mind, snarled the tongue. That was how he explained it to Caelius. To the world he explained that the presence of the troops had thrown him off—how could anyone concentrate in that atmosphere of silence, of military might? And if there were those who remembered that Cicero had endured worse things without being rattled, they held their tongues. Cicero was getting old.


  Milo had settled down to exile in Massilia, though Fausta had gone back to her brother in Rome.


  To Milo in Massilia went a couriered gift: a copy of the speech Cicero had prepared, amended to incorporate rings of soldiers and flowery references to the consul without a colleague.


  “My thanks,” Milo wrote to Cicero. “If you’d actually had the gumption to deliver it, my dear Cicero, I might not at this moment be enjoying the bearded mullets of Massilia.”
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  Some years earlier, after Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus and Marcus Licinius Crassus had completed their year in office together as consuls for the second time, they looked forward to very special proconsular governorships. Caesar’s legate Gaius Trebonius had been a tribune of the plebs while they were still consuls, and had carried a law which gave them enviable provinces for a full five-year term; on their mettle because Caesar was proving the effectiveness of that five-year term in Gaul, Pompey took Syria and Crassus the two Spains.


  Then Julia, never fully well after her miscarriage, began to fail in health even more. Pompey couldn’t take her with him to Syria; custom and tradition forbade it. So Pompey, genuinely in love with his young wife, revised his plans. He still functioned as curator of Rome’s grain supply, which gave him an excellent excuse to remain in close proximity to Rome. If he governed a stable province. Syria was not that. Newest of Rome’s territorial possessions, it bordered the Kingdom of the Parthians, a mighty empire under the rule of King Orodes, who cast wary glances at the Roman presence in Syria. Particularly if Pompey the Great was to be its governor, for Pompey the Great was a famous conqueror. Word traveled, and word had it that Rome was toying with the idea of adding the Kingdom of the Parthians to her own empire. King Orodes was a worried man. He was also a prudent and careful man.


  Thanks to Julia, Pompey asked Crassus to switch provinces with him: Pompey would take both the Spains, Crassus could have Syria. A proposition Crassus agreed to eagerly. Thus it was arranged. Pompey was able to stay in the vicinity of Rome with Julia because he could send his legates Afranius and Petreius to govern Nearer and Further Spain, while Crassus set off for Syria determined to conquer the Parthians.


  When news of his defeat and death at the hands of the Parthians reached Rome it created a furor, not least because the news came from the only noble survivor, Crassus’s quaestor, a remarkable young man named Gaius Cassius Longinus.


  Though he sent an official dispatch to the Senate, Cassius also sent a more candid account of events to Servilia, his fond friend and prospective mother-in-law. Knowing that this candid account would cause Caesar great anguish, Servilia took pleasure in transmitting it to him in Gaul. Hah! Suffer, Caesar! I do.


  I arrived in Antioch just before King Artavasdes of Armenia arrived on a State visit to the governor, Marcus Crassus. Preparations were well in hand for the coming expedition against the Parthians— or so Crassus seemed to think. A conviction I confess I didn’t share once I had seen for myself what Crassus had gotten together. Seven legions, all under-strength at eight cohorts per legion instead of the proper ten, and a mass of cavalry I didn’t feel would ever learn to work together well. Publius Crassus had brought a thousand Aeduan horse troopers with him from Gaul, a gift from Caesar for his bosom friend Crassus that Caesar would have done better to withhold; they didn’t get on with the Galatian horsemen, and they were very homesick.


  Then there was Abgarus, King of the Skenite Arabs. I don’t know why, but I mistrusted him and misliked him from the moment I met him. Crassus, however, thought him wonderful, and would hear nothing against him. It appears Abgarus is a client of Artavasdes of Armenia, and was offered to Crassus as a guide and adviser for the expedition. Along with four thousand light-armed Skenite Arab troops.


  Crassus’s plan was to march for Mesopotamia and strike first at Seleuceia-on-Tigris, the site of the Parthian winter court; since his campaign was to be a winter one, he expected King Orodes of the Parthians to be in residence there, and expected to capture Orodes and all his sons before they could scatter to organize resistance throughout the Parthian empire.


  But King Artavasdes of Armenia and his client Abgarus of the Skenite Arabs deplored this strategy. No one, they said, could beat an army of Parthian cataphracti and Parthian horse archers on flat ground. Those mail-clad warriors on their gigantic mail-clad Median horses could not fight in the mountains effectively, said Artavasdes and Abgarus. Nor did high and rugged terrain suit the horse archers, who ran out of arrows quickly, and needed to be able to gallop across level ground to fire those fabled Parthian shots. Therefore, said Artavasdes and Abgarus, Crassus should march for the Median mountains, not for Mesopotamia. If, fighting alongside the whole Armenian army, he struck at the Parthian heartlands below the Caspian Sea and at the King’s summer capital of Ecbatana, Crassus couldn’t lose, said Artavasdes and Abgarus.


  I thought this was a good plan—and said so—but Crassus refused to consider it. He foresaw no difficulties in beating the cataphracti and horse archers on flat ground. Frankly, I decided that Crassus didn’t want an alliance with Artavasdes because he would have had to share the spoils. You know Marcus Crassus, Servilia— the world does not hold enough money to satiate his lust for it. He didn’t mind Abgarus, not a paramount king and therefore not entitled to a major share of the spoils. Whereas King Artavasdes would be entitled to half of everything. Quite justifiably.


  Be that as it may, Crassus said an emphatic no. The flat terrain of Mesopotamia was more suited to the maneuvers of a Roman army, he maintained; he didn’t want his men mutinying as the troops of Lucullus had done when they saw Mount Ararat in the distance and realized that Lucullus expected them to climb over it. Added to which, a mountain campaign in far-off Media would have to be a summer one. His army, said Crassus, would be ready to march early in April, the beginning of winter. He thought that asking the troops to delay until Sextilis would reduce their enthusiasm. In my view, specious arguments. I saw no evidence of enthusiasm among Crassus’s troops at any time for any reason.


  Greatly displeased, King Artavasdes quit Antioch to go home; he had hoped, of course, to usurp the Parthian kingdom for himself through an alliance with Rome. But having been rejected, he decided to throw in his lot with the Parthians. He left Abgarus in Antioch to spy; from the time Artavasdes vanished, everything Crassus did was reported to the enemy.


  Then in March an embassage arrived from King Orodes of the Parthians. The chief ambassador was a very old man named Vagises. They look so odd, Parthian nobles, with their necks throttled by coiled golden collars from chin down to shoulders; their round, brimless, pearl-encrusted hats like inverted bowls on their heads; their false beards held on by golden wires around their ears; their gold tissue finery sparkling with fabulous jewels and pearls. I think all Crassus saw was the gold, the jewels and the pearls. How much more there must be in Babylonia!


  Vagises asked Crassus to abide by the treaties both Sulla and Pompeius Magnus had negotiated with the Parthians: that everything west of the Euphrates should be in the dominion of Rome, and everything east of the Euphrates in the dominion of the Parthians.


  Crassus actually laughed in their faces! “My dear Vagises,” he said through stifled guffaws, “tell King Orodes that I will indeed think about those treaties—after I’ve conquered Seleuceia-on-Tigris and Babylonia!”


  Vagises said nothing for a moment. Then he held out his right hand, and showed its palm to Crassus. “Hair will grow here, Marcus Crassus, before you set foot in Seleuceia-on-Tigris!” he shrilled. My hackles rose. The way he said it was so eerie that it rang like a prophecy.


  You perceive that Marcus Crassus was not endearing himself to any of these eastern kings, who are very touchy fellows. If any but a Roman proconsul had laughed, the joker would have parted with his head on the instant. Some of us tried to reason with him, but the trouble was that he had Publius there, his own son, who adored him and thought his father could do no wrong. Publius was Crassus’s echo, and he listened to his echo, not to the voices of reason.


  At the beginning of April we marched northeast from Antioch. The army was morose, and consequently slow. The Aeduan horse troopers had been unhappy enough in the fertile valley of the Orontes, but once we got into the poorer pasture around Cyrrhus, they began to behave as if someone had drugged them. Nor were the three thousand Galatians optimistic. In fact, our progress was more like a funeral procession than a march into everlasting glory. Crassus himself traveled apart from the army, in a litter because the road was too rough for a carriage. To give him his due, I doubt that he was entirely well. Publius Crassus fussed about him perpetually. It is not easy for a man of sixty-three to campaign, especially one who has not been to war for almost twenty years.


  Abgarus of the Skenite Arabs was not with us. He had gone ahead a month earlier. We were to meet him on the east bank of the Euphrates at Zeugma, which we reached at the end of the month. As this proves, a very leisurely march. At the beginning of winter the Euphrates is about as low and placid as it gets. I have never seen such a river! So wide and deep and strong! However, we should have had no difficulty crossing it on the bridge of pontoons the engineers put together, I must say, swiftly and efficiently.


  But it was not to be, like so much else on this doomed expedition. Violent storms came roaring out of nowhere. Afraid that the river would rise, Crassus refused to postpone the crossing. So the soldiers crawled on all fours while the pontoons bucked and pitched, the lightning flashed thick as hawsers in a dozen places at once, the thunder set the horses screaming and bolting, and the air became suffused with a sulfurous yellow glow, along with a sweet strange scent I associate with the sea. It was horrifying. Nor did the storms let up. One after another for days. Rain so hard that the ground dissolved into soup, while the river kept rising higher and the crossing continued nonetheless.


  You never saw a more disorganized force than ours was when everyone and everything were finally on the east bank. Nothing was dry, including the wheat and other food supplies in the baggage train. The ropes and springs in the artillery were swollen and flaccid, the charcoal for the smiths was useless, the tents may as well have been made from bridal fabric, and our precious store of fortification timber was split and cracked. Imagine if you can four thousand horses (Crassus refused to allow his troopers two mounts each), two thousand mules and several thousand oxen reduced to wild-eyed terror. It took two nundinae to calm them down, sixteen precious days which should have seen us well along the way to Mesopotamia. The legionaries were in little better condition than the animals. The expedition, they were saying among themselves, was cursed. Just as Crassus himself was cursed. They were all going to die.


  But Abgarus arrived with his four thousand light-armed infantry and horse. We held a council of war. Censorinus, Vargunteius, Megabocchus and Octavius, four of Crassus’s five legates, wanted to follow the course of the Euphrates all the way. It was safer, there was grazing for the animals, and we’d pick up a bit more food as we went. I agreed with them, and was told for my pains that it was not the place of a mere quaestor to advise his seniors.


  Abgarus was against hugging the Euphrates. In case you do not know, it takes a great bend westward below Zeugma, which would admittedly have added many, many miles to the march. From the confluence of the Bilechas and the Euphrates on downward into Mesopotamia its course is fairly straight and in the right direction, southeast.


  Therefore, said Abgarus, we could save at least four or five days of marching if we headed due east from Zeugma across the desert until we came to the Bilechas River. A sharp turn south would then take us down the Bilechas to the Euphrates, and we’d be right where we wanted to be, at Nicephorium. With him as our guide, said Abgarus winningly, we couldn’t get lost, and the march through the desert was short enough to survive comfortably.


  Well, Crassus agreed with Abgarus, and Publius Crassus agreed with tata. We would take the short cut across the desert. Again the four legates tried to persuade Crassus not to, but he wouldn’t be budged. He’d fortified Carrhae and Sinnaca, he said, and these forts were all the protection he needed—though he didn’t believe he needed any protection at all. Quite so, said friend King Abgarus. There would be no Parthians this far north.


  But of course there were. Abgarus had made sure of that. Seleuceia-on-Tigris knew every move we made, and King Orodes was a better strategist by far than poor, money-mad Marcus Crassus.


  I imagine, dearest Rome-bound Servilia, that you do not know a great deal about the Kingdom of the Parthians, so I should tell you that it is a vast conglomeration of regions. Parthia itself is to the east of the Caspian Sea, which is why we say the King of the Parthians, and not the King of Parthia. Under the sway of King Orodes are Media, Media Atropatene, Persia, Gedrosia, Carmania, Bactria, Margiana, Sogdiana, Susiana, Elymais and Mesopotamia. More land than is contained in the Roman provinces.


  Each of these regions is ruled by a satrap who bears the title of the Surenas. Most of them are the sons, nephews, cousins, brothers or uncles of the King. The King never goes to Parthia itself; he reigns in summer from Ecbatana in the softer mountains of Media, visits Susa in the spring or the autumn, and reigns during winter from Seleuceia-on-Tigris in Mesopotamia. That he devotes his time to these most western regions of his huge kingdom is probably due to Rome. He fears us, whereas he does not fear the Indians or the Sericans, both great nations. He garrisons Bactria to keep the Massagetae at bay, as they are tribes, not a nation.


  It so happens that the Surenas of Mesopotamia is an extremely able satrap, and to him Orodes entrusted his campaign against Crassus. King Orodes himself journeyed north to meet with King Artavasdes of Armenia in the Armenian capital, Artaxata, taking enough troops with him to ensure that he was made very welcome in Artaxata. His son Pacorus went with him. The Pahlavi Surenas (for so he is properly called) remained in Mesopotamia to marshal a separate army to deal with us. He had ten thousand horse archers and two thousand mail-clad cataphracti. No foot at all.


  An interesting man, the Pahlavi Surenas. Barely thirty years old—my own age—and a nephew of the King, he is said to be very, very beautiful in a most exquisite and effeminate way. He has no congress with women, preferring boys between thirteen and fifteen. Once they are too grown for his taste, he drafts them into his army or his bureaucracy as esteemed officers. This is acceptable Parthian conduct.


  What worried him as he assembled his men was a fact well known to Crassus and the rest of us—a fact which, Abgarus assured us, would see us win comfortably. Namely that the Parthian horse archer runs out of arrows very quickly. Thus, despite his skill at shooting over his horse’s rump as he flees the field, he is soon useless.


  The Pahlavi Surenas devised a scheme to rectify this. He marshaled enormous camel trains and loaded the camels’ panniers with spare arrows. He then got together some thousands of slaves and trained them in the art of getting fresh arrows to the archers in the midst of battle. So that when he set out north from Seleuceia-on-Tigris to intercept us with his horse archers and his cataphracti, he also took thousands of camels loaded with spare arrows, and thousands of slaves to feed the arrows to the archers in an endless chain.


  How can I possibly know all this? I hear you ask. I will come to that in due time, but here I will simply say that I learned of it from a fascinating prince at the Jewish court, Antipater, whose spies and sources of information are absolutely everywhere.


  There is a crossroads on the Bilechas where the caravan route from Palmyra and Nicephorium meets the caravan route to the upper Euphrates at Samosata and the one which goes through Carrhae to Edessa and Amida. It was for this junction that the army set out to march across the desert.


  We had thirty-five thousand Roman foot, one thousand Aeduan horse and three thousand Galatian horse. They were terrified before they so much as started into the wilderness, and grew more terrified with each day that passed. All I had to do to ascertain this was to ride among them and listen with half an ear: Crassus was cursed, they were all going to die. Mutiny was never a risk, for mutinous troops are, to say the least, energetic. Our men were devoid of hope.


  They simply shuffled on to meet their doom like captives going to the slave markets. The Aeduan cavalry were worst. Never in their lives had they seen a waterless waste, a dun drear landscape without shelter or beauty. They turned their eyes inward and ceased to care about anything.


  Two days out, heading southeast for the Bilechas, we began to see small bands of Parthians, usually horse archers, sometimes cataphracti. Not that they bothered us. They would ride in fairly close, then spur off again. I know now that they were liaising with Abgarus and reporting back about us to the Pahlavi Surenas, who was camped outside Nicephorium, at the confluence of the Bilechas and the Euphrates.


  On the fourth day before the Ides of June we reached the Bilechas, where I begged Marcus Crassus to build a strongly fortified camp and put the troops into it for long enough to enable the legates and tribunes to try to put some stiffening into them. But Crassus wouldn’t hear of it. He was fretful because we’d been on the march so long already; he wanted to reach the canals where the Euphrates and the Tigris almost marry before summer clamped down, and he was beginning to wonder if he was going to succeed. So he ordered the troops to take a quick meal and march on down the Bilechas. It was still early in the afternoon.


  Suddenly I became aware that King Abgarus and his four thousand men had literally disappeared. Gone! Some Galatian scouts came galloping up, shouting that the countryside was swarming with Parthians, but they had barely managed to attract anyone’s attention when a storm of arrows came thrumming from every direction and the soldiers began falling like leaves, like stones—I have never seen anything as fast or as vicious as that hail of arrows.


  Crassus didn’t do anything. He simply let it happen.


  “It’ll be over in a moment,” he shouted from beneath a shelter of shields; “they’ll run out of arrows.”


  They did not run out of arrows. There were Roman soldiers fleeing all over the place, and falling. Falling. Finally Crassus had the buglers blow “form square,” but it was far too late. The cataphracti moved in for the kill, huge men on huge horses dark with chain mail. I discovered that when they advance at a trot—they are too big and ponderous to move at a canter—they jingle like a million coins in a thousand purses. I wonder did Crassus find it music to his ears? The earth shakes as they pound along. The dust rises in a huge column, and they turn and tread it up around them so that they come out of it rather than ride ahead of it.


  Publius Crassus gathered the Aeduan cavalry, who seemed suddenly to come to their senses. Perhaps a battle was the only familiar thing they had to cling to. The Galatians followed, and four thousand of our horsemen charged into the cataphracti like bulls with pepper up their nostrils. The cataphracti broke and fled, Publius Crassus and his horsemen behind them, into the dust fog. During this respite, Crassus managed to form his square. Then we waited for the Aeduans and the Galatians to reappear, praying to every God we knew. But it was the cataphracti who returned. They had Publius Crassus’s head on a spear. Instead of attacking our square, they trotted back and forth along its sides brandishing that awful head. Publius Crassus seemed to look at us; we could see his eyes flash, and his face was quite unmarred.


  His father was devastated—there are no words to tell that story. But it seemed to give him something I had not seen him display since the campaign began. Up and down the square he went, cheering the men on, encouraging them to hold fast, telling them that his own son had purchased the precious moments they had needed with his life, but that the grief was Crassus’s alone.


  “Stand!” he cried, over and over. “Stand!”


  We stood, hideously thinned by the never-ending rain of arrows, until darkness fell and the Parthians drew off. They do not seem to fight at night.


  Having built no camp, we had nothing to keep us there. Crassus elected to retreat at once to Carrhae, about forty miles away to the north. By dawn we began to arrive, straggling, perhaps half the infantry and a handful of horse troopers. Futile! Impossible. Carrhae owned a small fortress, but nothing capable of protecting so many men, so much disorder.


  I daresay that Carrhae has stood there at the junction of the caravan routes to Edessa and Amida for two thousand years, and I daresay it hasn’t changed in those two thousand years. A pathetic little collection of beehive-shaped mud brick houses in the midst of a stony, desolate wilderness—dirty sheep, dirty goats, dirty women, dirty children, dirty river—great wheels of dried dung the only source of warmth in the bitter cold, the only glory the night skies.


  The prefect Coponius was in command of the garrison, a scant cohort strong. As we dribbled in, more and more, he was horrified. We had no food because the Parthians had captured our baggage train; most of the men and horses were wounded. We couldn’t stay in Carrhae, so much was obvious.


  Crassus held a council, and it was decided to retreat at nightfall to Sinnaca, as far away again northeast in the direction of Amida. It was much better fortified and had at least several granaries. The wrong direction entirely! I wanted to yell. But Coponius had brought a man of Carrhae to the council with him. Andromachus. And Andromachus swore huge oaths that the Parthians were lying in wait between Carrhae and Edessa, Carrhae and Samosata, Carrhae and anywhere along the Euphrates. Andromachus then offered to guide us to Sinnaca, and from there to Amida. Bent over with grief for Publius, Crassus accepted the offer. Oh, he was cursed! Whatever decision he made was the wrong one. Andromachus was the local Parthian spy.


  I knew. I knew, I knew, I knew. As the day dragged on I became ever more firmly convinced that to go to Sinnaca under the guidance of Andromachus was to die. So I called my own council. Invited Crassus. He didn’t come. The others did—Censorinus, Megabocchus, Octavius, Vargunteius, Coponius, Egnatius. Plus a disgustingly dirty, tattered group of local soothsayers and magi; Coponius had been in this unspeakable anus of the world for long enough to have gathered them to him as flies gather on a putrescent carcass. I told those who came that they could do whatever they liked, but that as soon as night fell I was riding southwest for Syria, not northeast for Sinnaca. If the Parthians were lying in wait, I’d take my chances. But, I said, I refused to believe they were. No more Skenite guides for me!


  Coponius demurred. So did the others. It was not fit or proper for the General’s legates, tribunes and prefects to abandon him. Nor for the General’s quaestor to abandon him. The only one who agreed with me was the prefect Egnatius.


  No, they said, they would stand by Marcus Crassus.


  I lost my temper—a Cassian flaw, I admit. “Then stay to die!” I shouted. “Those who would rather live had better find a horse in a hurry, because I’m riding for Syria and trusting to none but my own star!”


  The soothsayers squawked and fluttered. “No, Gaius Cassius!” wheezed the most ancient of them, hung with amulets and rodent backbones and horrible agate eyes. “Go, yes, but not yet! The Moon is still in Scorpio! Wait for it to enter Sagittarius!”


  I looked at them. Couldn’t help laughing. “Thank you for the advice,” I said, “but this is desert. I’d far rather have the Scorpion than the Archer!”


  About five hundred of us rode off at a gallop and spent the night between a walk, a trot, a canter and another gallop. By dawn we reached Europus, which the locals call Carchemish. There were no Parthians lying in wait, and the Euphrates was calm enough to boat across, horses and all. We didn’t stop until we reached Antioch.


  Later I learned that the Pahlavi Surenas got everyone who elected to stay with the General. At dawn on the second day before the Ides, as we rode into Europus, Crassus and the army were wandering in circles, getting not one mile closer to Sinnaca, thanks to Andromachus. The Parthians attacked again. It was a rout. A debacle. In a disastrous series of retreats and attempted stands, the Parthians cut them down. Those legates who remained with Crassus died—Censorinus, Vargunteius, Megabocchus, Octavius, Coponius.


  The Pahlavi Surenas had his orders. Marcus Crassus was captured alive. He was to be saved to stand before King Orodes. How it happened no one knows, even Antipater, but shortly after Crassus was taken into custody a fight broke out. Marcus Crassus died.


  Seven silver Eagles passed into the hands of the Pahlavi Surenas at Carrhae. We will never see them again. They have gone with King Orodes to Ecbatana.


  Thus did I find myself the most senior Roman in Syria, and in charge of a province on the verge of panic. Everyone was convinced the Parthians were coming, and there was no army. I spent the next two months fortifying Antioch to withstand anything, and organized a system of watches, lookouts and beacons which would give the entire populace of the Orontes Valley time to take shelter inside the city. Then—would you believe it?—soldiers started to trickle in. Not everyone had died at Carrhae. I collected about ten thousand of them, all told. Enough to make two good legions. And according to my invaluable informant Antipater, ten thousand more who survived the first fight further down the Bilechas were rounded up by the Pahlavi Surenas and sent to the frontier of Bactria beyond the Caspian Sea, where they are to be used to keep the Massagetae from raiding. Arrows do wound, but few men die of them.


  By November I felt secure enough to tour my province. Well, it is mine. The Senate has made no move to relieve me. At the age of thirty, Gaius Cassius Longinus is governor of Syria. An extraordinary responsibility, but not one which is beyond my talents.


  I went to Damascus first, and then to Tyre. Because Tyrian purple is so beautiful, we tend to think that Tyre must be too. But it is a ghastly place. Stinking to the point of constant nausea with dead shellfish. There are huge hills of boiled-down murex remains all around the landward side of Tyre, taller than the buildings, which seem to kiss the sky. How the Tyrians live there on that island of festering death and fabulous incomes I do not know. However, Fortune favors the governor of Syria. I was housed in the villa of the chief ethnarch, Demetrius, a luxurious residence on the seaward side of the city, where the breezes blow down the length of Our Sea and the rotting shellfish are but a memory.


  Here I met the man whose name I have already mentioned: Antipater. About forty-eight years old, and very powerful in the Kingdom of the Jews. Religiously he says he is a Jew, but by blood he is an Idumaean, apparently not quite the same thing as a Judaean. He offended the synod, which is the governing religious body, by marrying a Nabataean princess named Cypros. Since the Jews count citizenship in the mother’s line, it means Antipater’s three sons and daughter are not Jews. All of which in essence means that Antipater, a very ambitious man, cannot become King of the Jews. Nor can his sons. However, nothing will part Antipater from Cypros, who travels everywhere with him. A devoted couple. Their three sons, still adolescent, are formidable for their age. The eldest, Phasael, is impressive enough, but the second boy, Herod, is extraordinary. You might call him a perfect fusion of tortuous cunning and ferocious ruthlessness. I want to govern Syria again ten years from now just to see how Herod has turned out.


  Antipater regaled me with the Parthian side of poor Marcus Crassus’s fatal expedition, and then gave me more interesting news still. The Pahlavi Surenas of Mesopotamia, having done so brilliantly on the Bilechas, was summoned to the summer court at Ecbatana. Do not, if you are a subject of the King of the Parthians, fare better than your king. Orodes was delighted at the defeat of Crassus, but not at all pleased at the innovative generalship of the Pahlavi Surenas, his blood nephew. Orodes put the Pahlavi Surenas to death. In Rome, you triumph following a victory. In Ecbatana, you lose your head following a victory.


  By the time I met Antipater in Tyre, I had two good legions under arms, but no campaign whereby to blood them. That changed very rapidly. The Jews were stirring now that the Parthian menace was gone. Though Aristobulus and his son Antigonus were returned to Rome by Gabinius after their revolt, another son of Aristobulus’s named Alexander decided the time was right to throw Hyrcanus off the Jewish throne Gabinius had put him on. Thanks to Antipater’s work, I add. Well, all Syria knew the governor was a mere quaestor. What an opportunity. Two other high-ranking Jews, Malichus and Peitholaus, conspired to help Alexander.


  So I marched for Hierosolyma, or Jerusalem if you like that name better. Though I didn’t get that far before I met the rebel Jewish army, over thirty thousand strong. The battle took place where the Jordanus River emerges from Lake Gennesarus. Yes, I was outnumbered badly, but Peitholaus, who was in command, had simply herded together an untrained mob of upcountry Galilaeans, put pots on their heads and swords in their hands, and told them to go out and beat two trained, disciplined (and, after Carrhae, chastened) Roman legions. I trounced them, and my troops have regained much of their confidence. They hailed me imperator on the field, though I doubt the Senate will award a mere quaestor a triumph. Antipater advised me to put Peitholaus to death. I followed his advice. Antipater is no Skenite traitor, though it seems many of the Jews would not agree with my evaluation. They want to rule their own little corner of the world without Rome looking over their shoulders. It is Antipater, however, who is the realist. Rome will not be going away.


  Not many of the Galilaeans perished. I sent thirty thousand of them to the slave markets in Antioch, and have thus made my first personal profit from commanding an army. Tertulla is going to marry a much richer man!


  Antipater is a good man. Sensible, subtle and very keen both to please Rome and keep the Jews from killing each other. They seem to suffer enormous internecine conflicts unless an outsider comes along to take their minds off their troubles, like Romans or (in the old days) Egyptians.


  Hyrcanus still has his throne and his high priesthood. The surviving rebels, Malichus and Alexander, came to heel without a murmur.


  And now I come to the last few pages in the book of Marcus Crassus’s remarkable career. He died after Carrhae in that place, yes, but he had yet to make a journey. The Pahlavi Surenas cut off his head and his right hand, and sent them in the midst of an outlandish parade from Carrhae to Artaxata, the capital of Armenia far to the north amid the towering snowy mountains where the Araxes flows down to the Caspian Sea. Here King Orodes and King Artavasdes, having met, decided to be brothers rather than enemies, and to seal their pact with a marriage. Pacorus, the son of Orodes, married Laodice, the daughter of Artavasdes. Some things are the same as in Rome.


  While the festivities were going on in Ataxata, the outlandish parade wended its way north. The Parthians had captured and kept alive a centurion named Gaius Paccianus because he bore a striking physical resemblance to Marcus Crassus—tall, yet so thickset that he seemed short, with that same bovine look to him. They dressed Paccianus in Crassus’s toga praetexta, and before him they put capering clowns dressed as lictors bearing bundles of rods tied together with Roman entrails, adorned with money purses and the heads of his legates. Behind the mock Marcus Crassus pranced dancing girls and whores, musicians singing filthy songs, and some men displaying pornographic books found in the baggage of the tribune Roscius. Crassus’s head and hand came next and, bringing up the rear, our seven Eagles.


  Apparently King Artavasdes of Armenia is a fanatical lover of Greek drama. Orodes also speaks Greek, so several of the most famous Greek plays were staged as part of the entertainment celebrating the wedding of Pacorus and Laodice. The evening on which the parade arrived in Artaxata saw a performance of The Bacchae of Euripides. Well, you know that play. The part of Queen Agave was portrayed by a locally famous actor, Jason of Tralles. But Jason of Tralles is more famous for his hatred of Romans than even for his brilliant interpretation of female roles.


  In the last scene, Agave comes in bearing the head of her son, King Pentheus, upon a platter, having torn his head off herself in a Bacchic frenzy.


  When the time came, in walked Queen Agave. On her platter she bore the head of Marcus Crassus. Jason of Tralles put the platter down, pulled off his mask, and picked up Crassus’s head, an easy thing to do because, like so many bald men, Crassus had grown the hair on the back of his head very long so he could comb it forward. Grinning triumphantly, the actor swung the head back and forth as if it were a lamp.


  “Blessed is the prey I bear, new shorn from the trunk!” he cried out.


  “Who slew him?” chanted the Chorus.


  “Mine was that honor!” shrieked Pomaxarthres, a senior officer in the army of the Pahlavi Surenas.


  They say the scene went down very well.


  The head and the right hand were displayed, and as far as I know are still displayed, on the battlements of Artaxata’s walls. Crassus’s body was left exactly where it had fallen near Carrhae, to be picked clean by the vultures.


  Oh, Marcus! That it should have come to this. Could you not see where it would all end, and how? Ateius Capito cursed you. The Jews cursed you. Your own army believed those curses, and you did nothing to disabuse them. Fifteen thousand good Roman soldiers are dead, ten thousand more sentenced to life on an alien frontier, my Aeduan cavalry are gone, most of the Galatians are gone, and Syria is being governed by an enterprising, insufferably arrogant and conceited young man whose contemptuous words about you are the words which will follow you for all time. The Parthians may have assassinated your person, but Gaius Cassius has assassinated your character. I know which fate I would prefer.


  Your wonderful older son is dead. He too is vulture fodder. In the desert it is not necessary to burn and bury. Old King Mithridates tied Manius Aquillius backward on an ass, then tipped molten gold down his gullet to cure his avarice. Was that what Orodes and Artavasdes planned for you? But you cheated them of that; you died cleanly before they could do it. A poor, hapless centurion, Paccianus, probably suffered that fate in your place. And your eye sockets gaze sightlessly over a vista of endless, freezingly cold mountains toward the icy infinity of the Caucasus.


  Caesar sat, remembering, for a long time. How pleased Crassus had been that the Pontifex Maximus had installed a bell he was too stingy to pay for himself. How competently and placidly he had walled Spartacus in through a time of snows. How difficult it had been to persuade him and Pompey to embrace publicly on the rostra when their first joint consulship ended. How easily he had issued the instructions which had saved Caesar from the hands of the moneylenders and permanent exile. How pleasant the many, many hours they had spent together over the years between Spartacus and Gaul. How desperately Crassus had hungered for a great military campaign and a triumph at the end of it.


  The dear sight of that big, bland, impassive face at Luca.


  All gone. Picked clean by the vultures. Not burned, not entombed. Caesar stiffened. Had anyone thought of it? He pulled paper toward him, dipped his reed pen in the inkwell and wrote to his friend Messala Rufus in Rome to buy the shades of those who had lost their heads a passage to the proper place.


  I am, he thought, screwing up his eyes, become an authority on severed heads.


  *


  Luckily Lucius Cornelius Balbus Major was with Caesar when he received Pompey’s answer to his letter proposing two marriages and requesting legislation to enable him to stand for the consulship in absentia.


  “I am so alone,” Caesar said to Balbus, but without self-pity. Then he shrugged. “Still, it happens as one grows older.”


  “Until,” said Balbus gently, “one retires to enjoy the fruits of one’s labors, and has time to lie back among friends.”


  The perceptive eyes began to twinkle, the generous mouth to curl up at its dented corners. “What an awful prospect! I do not intend to retire, Balbus.”


  “Don’t you think there will ever come a time when there is nothing left to do?”


  “Not for this Roman, if any Roman. When Gaul and my second consulship are over, I must avenge Marcus Crassus. I’m still reeling from that shock, let alone this.” Caesar tapped Pompey’s letter.


  “And the death of Publius Clodius?”


  The twinkle vanished, the mouth set. “The death of Publius Clodius was inevitable. His tampering with the mos maiorum could not be allowed to continue. Young Curio put it best in his letter to me—odd, the disparate people Clodius’s activities managed to throw into the same camp. He said that Clodius was going to hand a congress of Roman men over to a parcel of non-Romans.”


  Balbus, a non-Roman Roman citizen, did not blink. “They say that young Curio is extremely distressed financially.”


  “Do they?” Caesar looked thoughtful. “Do we need him?”


  “At the moment, no. But that might change.”


  “What do you make of Pompeius in the light of his reply?”


  “What do you make of him, Caesar?”


  “I’m not sure, but I do know that I made a mistake in trying to woo him with more marriages. He’s grown very particular in his choice of wives, so much is sure. The daughter of an Octavius and an Ancharia isn’t good enough, or so I read it between his lines. Maybe I ought to have said straight out what I imagined he would see for himself without such bluntness—that as soon as the younger Octavia was of marriageable age, I would be happy to slip the first Octavia out from under him and substitute the second girl. Though the first would have suited him very well. Not a Julian, no, but brought up by a Julian. It shows, Balbus.”


  “I doubt that an air of aristocracy operates as profoundly upon Pompeius as a pedigree,” said Balbus with the ghost of a smile.


  “I wonder whom he has in mind.”


  “That’s really why I’ve come to Ravenna, Caesar. A little bird perched on my shoulder and chirruped that the boni are dangling the widow of Publius Crassus under his nose.”


  Caesar sat up straight. “Cacat!” He relaxed, shook his head. “Metellus Scipio would never do it, Balbus. Besides, I know the young woman. She’s no Julia. I doubt she’d permit the likes of Pompeius to touch the hem of her robe, let alone lift it.”


  “One of the problems,” said Balbus deliberately, “to do with your rise into Rome’s firmament, despite all that the boni have tried to do to prevent it, is that the boni have grown desperate enough to contemplate using Pompeius in much the same way that you use him. And how else can they bind him except through a marriage so stellar that he wouldn’t dare offend them? To dower him with Cornelia Metella is literally to admit him into their ranks. Pompeius would see Cornelia Metella as confirmation from the boni that he is indeed the First Man in Rome.”


  “So you think it’s possible.”


  “Oh, yes. The young woman is a cool person, Caesar. If she saw herself as an absolute necessity, she’d go to the sacrifice as willingly as Iphigenia at Aulis.”


  “Though for far different reasons.”


  “Yes and no. I doubt any man will ever satisfy Cornelia Metella in the way that her own father does, and Metellus Scipio bears some resemblance to Agamemnon. Cornelia Metella is in love with her own aristocracy, to the extent that she would refuse to believe a Pompeius from Picenum could detract from it.”


  “Then,” said Caesar with decision, “I won’t move from this side of the Alps to the far side in a hurry this year. I’ll have to monitor events in Rome too thoroughly.” He clenched his teeth. “Oh, where has my luck gone? In a family famous for breeding more girls than boys, it can’t produce a girl when I need one.”


  “It isn’t your luck carries you through, Caesar,” said Balbus firmly. “You’ll survive.”


  “I take it Cicero is coming to Ravenna?”


  “Very shortly.”


  “Good. Young Caelius has potential he ought not to waste on the likes of Milo.”


  “Who can’t be allowed to become consul.”


  “He belongs to Cato and Bibulus.”


  But when Balbus withdrew, Caesar’s thoughts did not dwell upon events in Rome. They drifted to Syria and to the loss of seven silver Eagles no doubt displayed at this moment with great ostentation in the halls of the Parthian palace at Ecbatana. They would have to be wrested from Orodes, and that meant war with Orodes. Probably also war with Artavasdes of Armenia. Ever since he’d read Gaius Cassius’s letter, a part of Caesar’s mind had stayed in the East, wrestling with the concept of a strategy capable of conquering a mighty empire and two mighty armies. Lucullus had shown that it could be done at Tigranocerta. Then had undone everything. Or rather, had allowed Publius Clodius to undo it. At least that was one good piece of news. Clodius was dead. And there will never be a Clodius in any army of mine. I will need Decimus Brutus, Gaius Trebonius, Gaius Fabius and Titus Sextius. Splendid men all. They know how my mind works, they’re able to lead and to obey. But not Titus Labienus. I do not want him for the Parthian campaign. He can finish his time in Gaul, but after that I am finished with him.


  Knitting up a structure for Gaul of the Long-hairs had proven an extremely difficult business, though Caesar knew how to do it. And one of the linchpins was to forge a good relationship with sufficient Gallic leaders to ensure two things: the first, that the Gauls themselves would feel they had a powerful say in their future; and the second, that the chosen Gallic leaders were absolutely committed to Rome. Not the Acco or Vercingetorix kind, but the Commius and Vertico kind, convinced that the best chance for the preservation of Gallic customs and traditions lay in sheltering behind the Roman shield. Oh, Commius wanted to be High King of the Belgae, yes, but that was permissible. In it were planted the seeds of Belgic fusion into one people rather than many peoples. Rome dealt well with client kings; there were a dozen within the fold.


  But Titus Labienus was not a deep thinker, nor political. And he had conceived a hatred for Commius based on the fact that Commius had preferred not to use Labienus as his conduit to Caesar.


  Aware of this, Caesar had always been careful to keep a distance between Labienus and King Commius of the Atrebates. Though until Hirtius had come in a hurry from Further Gaul yesterday, he hadn’t realized the reason behind Labienus’s request that Gaius Volusenus Quadratus, a military tribune senior enough for a prefecture, be seconded to duty with him over the winter.


  “Another one who hates Commius,” said Hirtius, looking worn out from his journey. “They hatched a plot.”


  “Volusenus hates Commius? Why?” asked Caesar, frowning.


  “It happened during the second expedition to Britannia, I gather. The usual thing. They both fancied the same woman.”


  “Who spurned Volusenus in favor of Commius.”


  “Exactly. Well, why should she not? She was a Briton, and already under Commius’s protection. I remember her. Pretty girl.”


  “Sometimes,” said Caesar wearily, “I wish we just went off somewhere and budded. Women are a complication we men do not need to suffer.”


  “I suspect,” said Hirtius, smiling, “that women often feel the same way.”


  “Which philosophical discussion is not getting us any closer to the truth about Volusenus and Labienus. What sort of plot did they hatch?”


  “The report came to me from Labienus that Commius was preaching sedition.”


  “Is that all? Did Labienus give details?”


  “Only that Commius was going about among the Menapii, the Nervii and the Eburones stirring up a new revolt.”


  “Among three tribes reduced to skeletons?”


  “And that he was thick with Ambiorix.”


  “A convenient name to use. But I would have thought Commius would deem Ambiorix more a threat to his cherished high kingship than an ally willing to put him there.”


  “I agree. Which is why I began to smell rotting fish. A long acquaintance with Commius has convinced me that he knows very well who can assist him onto his throne—you.”


  “What else?”


  “Had Labienus said no more, I might not have stirred out of Samarobriva,” said Hirtius. “It was the last part of his typically curt letter which made me decide to seek more information about this so-called plot from Labienus himself.”


  “What did he say?”


  “That I was not to worry. That he would deal with Commius.”


  “Ah!” Caesar sat forward and linked his hands between his knees. “So you went to see Labienus?”


  “Too late, Caesar. The deed was done. Labienus summoned Commius to a parley. Instead of going himself, he deputed Volusenus to go on his behalf. With a guard of hand-picked centurions from among Labienus’s cronies. Commius—who cannot have suspected any foul play— appeared with a few friends, no troops. I imagine he wasn’t pleased to discover Volusenus there, though what the truth of the matter is I can have no idea. All I know is what Labienus told me with a mixture of pride in his own cleverness at thinking of the scheme, and chagrin that it went amiss.”


  “Are you trying to say,” asked Caesar incredulously, “that Labienus intended to assassinate Commius?”


  “Oh, yes,” said Hirtius simply. “He made no secret of it. According to Labienus, you’re an absolute fool for trusting Commius. Labienus knows he’s plotting sedition.”


  “Without proof which would stand up to close examination?”


  “He could produce none when I pressed the matter, certainly. Just kept insisting he was right and you were wrong. You know the man, Caesar. He’s a force of nature!”


  “What happened?”


  “Volusenus had instructed one of the centurions to do the killing, while the other centurions were to concentrate on making sure none of the Atrebatans escaped. The signal for the centurion to strike was the moment in which Volusenus extended his hand to shake Commius’s.”


  “Jupiter! What are we, adherents of Mithridates? That’s the sort of ploy an eastern king would use! Ohhh… Go on.”


  “Volusenus extended his hand, Commius extended his. The centurion whipped his sword from behind his back and swung it. Either his eye was out or he misliked the task. He caught Commius across the brow, a glancing blow which didn’t even break the bone or render him unconscious. Volusenus drew his sword, but Commius was gone, gushing blood. The Atrebatans formed up around their king and extricated themselves without anyone else’s so much as being wounded.”


  “If I hadn’t heard it from you, Hirtius, I would never have believed it,” said Caesar slowly.


  “Believe it, Caesar, believe it!”


  “So Rome has lost a very valuable ally.”


  “I would think so.” Hirtius produced a slender scroll. “I received this from Commius. It was waiting when I returned to Samarobriva. I haven’t opened it because it is intended for you. Rather than write to you, I came in person.”


  Caesar took the scroll, broke its seal and spread it.


  I have been betrayed, and I have every reason to think that it was your doing, Caesar. You don’t keep men working for you who disobey orders or act on their own initiative to this extent. I had thought you honorable, so I write this with a grief as painful as my head. You can keep your high kingship. I will throw in my lot with my own people, who are above this kind of assassination. We kill each other, yes, but not without honor. You have none. I have made a vow. That never again as long as I live will I come into the presence of a Roman voluntarily.


  “The world at the moment seems to be an endless torment of severed heads,” said Caesar, white about the lips, “but I tell you, Aulus Hirtius, that it would give me great pleasure to lop the head off Labienus’s shoulders! A fraction of an inch at a time. But not before I had him flogged just enough.”


  “What do you intend to do in actuality?”


  “Nothing whatsoever.”


  Hirtius looked shocked. “Nothing?”


  “Nothing.”


  “But—but—you can at least say what happened in your next dispatch to the Senate!” cried Hirtius. “It may not be the kind of punishment you would prefer to dish out to Labienus, but it will certainly kill any hopes he might have of a public career.”


  The expression on Caesar’s face as he turned his head and tucked his chin in was derisive, angrily amused. “I can’t do that, Hirtius! Look at the trouble Cato made for me over the so-called German ambassadors! Were I to breathe a word of this to the Senate or any other persons who would leak it to Cato, my name would stink to the farthest reaches of the sky. Not Labienus’s. Those senatorial dogs wouldn’t waste an expirated breath in baying for Labienus’s hide. They’d be too busy fixing their teeth in mine.”


  “You’re right, of course,” said Hirtius, sighing. “Which means that Labienus will get away with it.”


  “For the moment,” said Caesar tranquilly. “His time will come, Hirtius. When next I see him, he’ll know exactly where he stands in my estimation. And where his career is going to go if I have any say in the matter. As soon as his usefulness in Gaul is over, I’ll divorce him more thoroughly than Sulla did his poor dying wife.”


  “And Commius? Perhaps if I worked very hard, Caesar, I could persuade him to meet with you privately. It wouldn’t take long to make him see your side of it.”


  Caesar shook his head. “No, Hirtius. It wouldn’t work. My relationship with Commius was based on complete mutual trust, and that is gone. From this time forward each of us would look askance at the other. He took a vow never again voluntarily to come into the presence of a Roman. The Gauls take such vows quite as seriously as we do. I’ve lost Commius.”


  *


  Lingering in Ravenna was not a hardship. Caesar kept a villa there because he also kept a school for gladiators there; the climate was considered the best in all Italia and was ague-free, which made Ravenna a wonderful place for hard physical training.


  Keeping gladiators was a profitable hobby, one Caesar found so absorbing he had several thousand, though most of them were billeted in a school near Capua. Ravenna was reserved for the cream of them, the ones Caesar had plans for after they finished their time in the sawdust ring.


  His agents bought or acquired through the military courts none but the most promising fellows, and the five or six years these men spent exhibition-fighting were good years if Caesar was their owner. They were mainly deserters from the legions (offered a choice between disenfranchisement and life as a gladiator), though some were convicted murderers, and a few volunteered their services. These last Caesar would never accept, saying that a free Roman with a taste for battle should enlist in the legions.


  They were well housed, well fed and not overworked, as indeed was true of most gladiatorial schools, which were not prisons. The men came and went as they pleased unless they were booked for a bout, before which they were expected to stay in school, remain sober and train industriously; no man who owned gladiators wanted to see his expensive investment killed or maimed in the ring.


  Gladiatorial combat was an extremely popular spectator sport, though it was not a circus activity; it required a smaller venue like a town marketplace. Traditionally a rich man who had suffered a bereavement celebrated the memory of the dead relative with funeral games, and funeral games consisted of gladiatorial combat. He hired his sawdust soldiers from one of the many gladiatorial schools, usually between four and forty pairs, for whom he paid very heavily. They came to the town, they fought, they departed back to school. And at the end of six years or thirty bouts they retired, having completed their sentence. Their citizenship was secure, they had saved some money, and the really good ones had become public idols whose names were known all over Italia.


  One of the reasons the sport interested Caesar lay in the fate of these men once they had served their time. To Caesar, men with the kind of skills these men had acquired were wasted once they drifted to Rome or some other city and there hired themselves out as bodyguards or bouncers. He preferred to woo them for his legions, but not as rankers. A good gladiator who hadn’t suffered too many blows to the head made an excellent instructor in military training camp, and some made splendid centurions. It also amused him to send deserters from the legions back to the legions as officers.


  Thus the school in Ravenna, where he kept his best men; the majority lived in the school he owned near Capua. The Capuan school of course had not seen him since he assumed his governorships, for the governor of a province could not set foot in Italia proper while ever he commanded an army.


  There were other reasons too why Ravenna saw Caesar for longer than any other place in Illyricum or Italian Gaul. It was close to the Rubicon River, the boundary between Italian Gaul and Italia proper, and the roads between it and Rome, two hundred miles away, were excellent. Which meant fast travel for the couriers who rode back and forth constantly, and comfortable travel for the many people who came from Rome to see Caesar in person, since he could not go to see them.


  After the death of Clodius he followed events in Rome with some anxiety, absolutely sure that Pompey was aiming at the dictatorship. For this reason had he written to Pompey with his marriage and other proposals, though afterward he wished he had not; rejection left a sour taste in the mouth. Pompey had grown so great that he didn’t think it necessary to please anyone save himself, even Caesar. Who perhaps was becoming a trifle too famous these days for Pompey’s comfort. Yet when Pompey’s Law of the Ten Tribunes of the Plebs gave Caesar permission to stand for the consulship in absentia, he wondered if his misgivings about Pompey were simply the imaginings of a man forced to obtain all his news at second hand. Oh, for the chance to spend a month in Rome! But one drip of one hour was impossible. A governor with eleven legions under his command, Caesar was forbidden to cross the river Rubicon into Italia.


  Would Pompey succeed in being appointed Dictator? Rome and the Senate in the persons of men like Bibulus and Cato were resisting it strenuously, but sitting in Ravenna at a distance from the convulsions which wracked Rome every day, it wasn’t difficult to see whose was the hand behind the violence. Pompey’s. Yearning to be Dictator. Trying to force the Senate’s hand.


  Then when the news came that Pompey had been made consul without a colleague, Caesar burst out laughing. As brilliant as it was unconstitutional! The boni had tied Pompey’s hands even as they put the reins of government into them. And Pompey had been naive enough to fall for it. Yet another unconstitutional extraordinary command! While failing to see that in accepting it, he had shown all of Rome—and especially Caesar—that he did not have the sinew or the gall to keep grinding on until he was offered a perfectly constitutional command: the dictatorship.


  You’ll always be a country boy, Pompeius Magnus! Not quite up to every trick in town. They outfoxed you so deftly that you don’t even see what they’ve done. You’re sitting there on the Campus Martius congratulating yourself that you’re the winner. But you are not. Bibulus and Cato are the winners. They exposed your bluff and you backed down. How Sulla would laugh!


  2


  The main oppidum of the Senones was Agedincum on the Icauna River, and here Caesar had concentrated six of his legions for the winter; he was still unsure of that very powerful tribe’s loyalties, particularly in light of the fact that he had been forced to execute Acco.


  Gaius Trebonius occupied the interior of Agedincum himself, and had the high command while Caesar was in Italian Gaul. Which did not mean he had been given the authority to go to war, a fact all the Gallic tribes were aware of. And were counting on.


  In January Trebonius’s energies were absorbed by the most exasperating task a commander knew: he had to find sufficient grain and other supplies to feed thirty-six thousand men. The harvest was coming in, so bountiful this year that, had he had fewer legions to provision, Trebonius would not have needed to go any further than the local fields. As it was, he had to buy far and wide.


  The actual buying-in of grain was in the hands of a civilian Roman, the knight Gaius Fufius Cita; an old resident of Gaul, he spoke the languages and enjoyed a good relationship with the tribes of this central region. Off he trotted with his cartload of money and a heavily armed three-cohort guard to see which Gallic thanes were of a mind to sell at least a part of their harvest. In his wake trundled the high-sided wagons drawn by teams of ten oxen poled up two abreast; as each wagon filled with the precious wheat it peeled off from the column and returned to Agedincum, where it was unloaded and sent back to Fufius Cita.


  Having exhausted the territory to the north of the Icauna and the Sequana, Fufius Cita and his commissioners transferred to the lands of the Mandubii, the Lingones and the Senones. At first the wagons continued to fill in a most satisfactory manner; then as the seemingly endless caravan entered the lands of the Senones, the amount of grain to be had dropped dramatically. The execution of Acco was having an effect; Fufius Cita decided that he would not prosper trying to buy from the Senones, so he moved westward into the lands of the Carnutes. Where sales picked up immediately.


  Delighted, Fufius Cita and his senior commissioners settled down inside Cenabum, the Carnute capital; here was a safe haven for the cartload of money (it was, besides, not nearly as full as it had been) and no need for the three cohorts of troops who had escorted him. He sent them back to Agedincum. Cenabum was almost a second home for Fufius Cita; he would remain there among his Roman friends and conclude his purchasing in comfort.


  Cenabum, in fact, was something of a Gallic metropolis. It permitted some wealthier people—mostly Romans but also a few Greeks—to live inside the walls, and had quite a township outside the walls wherein thrived a metal-working industry. Only Avaricum was larger, and if Fufius Cita sighed a little as he thought of Avaricum, he was actually well content where he was.


  *


  The pact among Vercingetorix, Lucterius, Litaviccus, Cotus, Gutruatus and Sedulius, though made in the highly emotional aftermath of Acco’s execution, had not fallen by the wayside. Each man went off to his people and talked, and if some of them made no reference to unification of all the Gallic peoples under one leadership, they did harp relentlessly on the perfidy and arrogance of the Romans, the unjustifiable death of Acco, the loss of liberty. Very fertile ground to work; Gaul still hungered to throw off the Roman yoke.


  Gutruatus of the Carnutes had needed little to push him into the pact with Vercingetorix; he was well aware that Caesar deemed him as guilty of treason as Acco. The next back to feel the lash and the next head to roll belonged to him. He knew it. Nor did he care, provided that before it happened he had managed to make Caesar’s life a misery. So when he returned to his own lands, he did as he had promised Vercingetorix: he went straight to Carnutum, where the Druids dwelled, and sought Cathbad.


  “You are right,” said Cathbad when the story of Acco was finished. The Chief Druid paused, then added, “Vercingetorix is right too, Gutruatus. We must unite and drive the Romans out as one people. We cannot do it otherwise. I will summon the Druids to a council.”


  “And I,” said Gutruatus, enthusiasm soaring, “will travel among the Carnutes to spread the warcry!”


  “Warcry? What warcry?”


  “The words Dumnorix and Acco both shouted before they were killed. ‘A free man in a free country!’ ”


  “Excellent!” said Cathbad. “But amend it. ‘Free men in a free country!’ That is the beginning of unification, Gutruatus. When a man thinks of men before he thinks in the singular.”


  The Carnutes met in groups, always far from Roman ears, to talk insurrection. And the smithies outside Cenabum began to make nothing but mail shirts, a change of activity which Fufius Cita did not notice any more than his fellow foreign residents did.


  By mid-February the harvest was completely in. Every silo and granary across the country was full; the hams had been smoked, the pork and venison salted, the eggs and beets and apples stored down under the ground, the chickens, ducks and geese penned in, the cattle and sheep removed from the path of any marching army.


  “It’s time to start,” said Gutruatus to his fellow thanes, “and we Carnutes will lead the way. As the leaders of Gallic thought, it behooves us to strike the first blow. And we have to do it while Caesar is on the other side of the Alps. The signs say we’re going to have a hard winter, and Vercingetorix says it is imperative that we keep Caesar from returning to his legions. They won’t venture out of camp without him, especially during the winter. By spring, we will have united.”


  “What are you going to do?” asked Cathbad.


  “Tomorrow at dawn we raid Cenabum and kill every Roman and Greek it shelters.”


  “An unmistakable declaration of war.”


  “To the rest of Gaul, Cathbad, not to the Romans. I don’t intend that news of Cenabum should reach Trebonius. If it did, he’d send word to Caesar immediately. Let Caesar linger on the far side of the Alps until the whole of Gaul is in arms.”


  “Good strategy if it works,” said Cathbad. “I hope you’re more successful than the Nervii were.”


  “We’re Celtae, Cathbad, not Belgae. Besides, the Nervii kept Quintus Cicero from communicating with Caesar for a month. That’s long enough. Another month will see the start of winter.*


  Thus did Gaius Fufius Cita and the foreign traders who lived in Cenabum discover the truth of the old Roman adage that revolt in a province always commenced with the murder of Roman civilians. Under the command of Gutruatus, a group of Carnutes swooped on their own capital, entered it, and killed every foreigner there. Fufius Cita suffered the same fate as Acco: he was publicly flogged and beheaded. Though he died under the lash. Urging on the man who wielded the whip, the Carnutes found nothing to criticize in this. Fufius Cita’s head was a trophy carried in celebration to the grove of Esus and there offered up by Cathbad.


  News in Gaul traveled very swiftly, though the method of its transmission inevitably meant that the further it spread from its source, the more distorted it became. The Gauls simply shouted information from one person to the next across the fields.


  What had commenced as “The Romans inside Cenabum have been massacred!” became “The Carnutes are in open revolt and have killed every Roman in their lands!” by the time it had been shouted from mouth to ear for a distance of one hundred and sixty miles. It flew this far between dawn, when the raid had occurred, and dusk, when it was shouted into the main oppidum of the Arverni, Gergovia, and was heard by Vercingetorix.


  At last! At last! Revolt in central Gaul instead of in the lands of the Belgae or the Celtae of the western coast! These were people he knew, people who would yield him his lieutenants when the great Army of All Gaul came together, people sophisticated enough to understand the value of a mail shirt and a helmet, to understand the way the Romans made war. If the Carnutes had rebelled, it wouldn’t be long before the Senones, the Parisii, the Seussiones, the Bituriges and all the other peoples of central Gaul would boil over. And he, Vercingetorix, would be there to forge them into the Army of All Gaul!


  Of course he had been working himself, but not, as was now manifest, with anything like the success Gutruatus had. The trouble was that the Arverni had not forgotten the disastrous war they had fought seventy-five years ago against the most prominent Ahenobarbus of that time. They had been defeated so completely that the slave markets of the world had received their first bulk consignment of Gallic women and children; the Arvernian men had mostly died.


  “Vercingetorix, it has taken the Arverni these seventy-five years to rise again,” said Gobannitio in council, striving to be patient. “Once we were the greatest of all Gallic peoples. Then in our pride we went to war against Rome. We were reduced to nothing. We yielded supremacy to the Aedui, the Carnutes, the Senones. These peoples still outrank us, but we are steadily overtaking them. So no, we will not fight Rome again.”


  “Uncle, Uncle, times have changed!” cried Vercingetorix. “Yes, we fell! Yes, we were crushed, humiliated, sold into slavery! But we were merely one among many peoples! And still today you talk of the Senones or the Aedui! Of Arvernian power contrasted with Aeduan power, with Carnute power! It can’t be like that anymore! What is happening today is different! We are going to combine and become one people under one warcry—free men in a free country! We are not the Arverni or the Aedui or the Carnutes! We are the Gauls! We are a brotherhood! That is the difference! United, we will defeat Rome so decisively that Rome will never again send her armies to our country. And one day Gaul will march into Italia, one day Gaul will rule the world!”


  “Dreams, Vercingetorix, silly dreams,” said Gobannitio wearily. “There will never be concord among the peoples of Gaul.”


  The upshot of this and many other arguments in the Arvernian council chamber was that Vercingetorix found himself forbidden to enter Gergovia. Not that he moved away from the district. Instead he remained in his house on the outskirts of Gergovia and confined his energies to persuading the younger Arvernian men that he was right. And here he was far more successful. With his cousins Critognarus and Vercassivellaunus following his example, he worked feverishly to make the younger men see where their only salvation lay: in unification.


  Nor did he dream. He planned. Fully aware that the hardest struggle would be to convince the leaders of the other peoples of Gaul that he, Vercingetorix, was the one who must lead the great Army of All Gaul.


  So when the news of the events at Cenabum was shouted into Gergovia, Vercingetorix took it as the omen he had been waiting for. He sent out the call to arms, then walked into Gergovia, took over the council and murdered Gobannitio.


  “I am your king,” he said to the packed chamber of thanes, “and soon I will be King of a united Gaul! I go now to Carnutum to talk to the leaders of the other peoples, and on my way I will call every people to arms.”


  The tribes answered. With winter looming, men began to get out their armor, sharpen their swords, see to dispositions on the home front during a long absence. A huge wave of excitement rolled across central Gaul, and kept on rolling northward into the Belgae and westward into the Aremorici, the Celtic tribes of the Atlantic coast. Southwestward too, into Aquitania. Gaul was going to unite. Gaul united was going to drive the Romans out.


  *


  But it was in the oak grove at Carnutum that Vercingetorix had to fight his most difficult battle; here he had to summon up the power and the persuasiveness to have himself appointed leader. Too early to insist that he be called King—that would come after he had demonstrated the qualities necessary in a king.


  “Cathbad is right,” he said to the assembled chieftains, and careful that he kept Cathbad’s name to the forefront rather than the name of Gutruatus. “We must separate Caesar from his legions until the whole of Gaul is in arms.”


  Many had come whom he hadn’t expected, including Commius of the Atrebates. All five men with whom he had concluded his original pact were there, Lucterius chafing to be started. But it was Commius who turned the tide in Vercingetorix’s favor.


  “I believed in the Romans,” said the King of the Atrebates, lips peeled back from his teeth. “Not because I felt a traitor to my people, but for much the same kind of reasons Vercingetorix gives us here today. Gaul needs to be one people, not many. And I thought the only way to do that was to use Rome. To let Rome, so centralized, so organized, so efficient, do what I thought no Gaul could ever do. Pull us together. Make us think of ourselves as one. But in this Arvernian, this Vercingetorix, I see a man of our own blood with the strength and the purpose we need! I am not Celtic, I am Belgic. But I am first and last a Gaul of Gaul! And I tell you, my fellow kings and princes, I will follow Vercingetorix! I will do as he asks. I will bring my Atrebatan people to his congress and tell them that a man of the Arverni is their leader, that I am merely his lieutenant!”


  It was Cathbad who took the vote, Cathbad who could say to the warlords that Vercingetorix was elected leader of a united attempt to eject Rome from the homelands.


  And Vercingetorix, thin, febrile, glowing, proceeded to show his fellow Gauls that he was a thinker too.


  “The cost of this war will be enormous,” he said, “and all our peoples must share it. The more we share, the more united we will feel. Every man is to go to the muster properly armed and outfitted. I want no brave fools stripping naked to demonstrate their valor; I want every man in mail shirt and helmet, every man carrying a full-sized shield, every man well provided with spears, arrows, whatever is his choice. And each people must work out how much food its men will eat, make sure they are not compelled to return home prematurely because they have no food left. The spoils will not be great; we cannot hope to reap enough to pay for this war. Nor are we going to ask for aid from the Germani. To do that is to open the back door for the wolves as we thrust the wild boars out the front door. Nor can we take from our own—unless our own choose to support Rome. For I warn you, any people which does not join us in this war will be deemed a traitor to united Gaul! No Remi or Lingones have come, so let the Remi and the Lingones beware!” He laughed, a breathless little sound. “With Remi horses, we will be better cavalrymen than the Germani!”


  “The Bituriges aren’t here either,” said Sedulius of the Lemovices. “I heard a rumor that they prefer Rome.”


  “I had noticed their absence,” said Vercingetorix. “Does anyone have more tangible evidence than rumor?”


  The absence of the Bituriges was serious; in the lands of the Bituriges lay the iron mines, and iron to turn into steel had to be found in sufficient quantity to make many, many thousands of mail shirts, helmets, swords, spearheads.


  “I’ll go to Avaricum myself to find out why,” said Cathbad.


  “And what of the Aedui?” asked Litaviccus, who had come with one of the two vergobrets of that year, Cotus. “We’re with you, Vercingetorix.”


  “The Aedui have the most important duty of all, Litaviccus. They have to pretend to be Rome’s Friend and Ally.”


  “Ah!” Litaviccus exclaimed, smiling.


  “Why,” asked Vercingetorix, “should we display all our assets at once? I imagine that as long as Caesar thinks the Aedui are loyal to Rome, he will also think he has a chance to win. He will, as is his habit, royally command that the Aedui give him extra horse troopers, extra infantry, extra grain, extra meat, extra everything he needs. And the Aedui must agree to give him eagerly whatever he commands. Fall over themselves to help. Except that whatever has been promised to Caesar must never arrive.”


  “Always with our profuse apologies,” said Cotus.


  “Oh, always with those,” said Vercingetorix gravely.


  “The Roman Province is a very real danger we ought not to underestimate,” said Lucterius of the Cardurci, frowning. “The Gauls of the Province have been well trained by the Romans—they can fight as auxiliaries in the Roman style, they have warehouses stuffed with armor and armaments, and they can field cavalry. Nor will we ever prise them away from Rome, I fear.”


  “It’s far too early to make statements as defeatist as that! However, we should certainly make sure that the Gauls of the Province are in no condition to aid Caesar. Your job will be to make sure of it, Lucterius, since you come from a people close to the Province. Two months from now, while winter is deep, we will assemble under arms here on the plain before Carnutum. And then—war!”


  Sedulius picked up the cry. “War! War! War!”


  *


  Trebonius in Agedincum was aware that something odd was going on, though he had no idea what. He had heard nothing from Fufius Cita in Cenabum, but nor had he heard a whisper of Fufius Cita’s fate. No Roman or Greek anywhere in the vicinity had survived to tell him, nor did one Gaul come forward. The granaries in Agedincum were almost full, but there hadn’t been any wagons in more than two nundinae when Litaviccus of the Aedui popped in to say hello on his way back to Bibracte.


  It always fascinated Litaviccus that these Romans so often seemed unwarlike, unmartial; Gaius Trebonius was a perfect example. A rather small, rather grey man with a prominent thyroid cartilage in his throat always bobbing up and down as he swallowed nervously, and a pair of large, sad grey eyes. Yet he was a very good, very intelligent soldier who was greatly trusted by Caesar, and had never let Caesar down. Whatever he was told to do, he did. A Roman senator. In his time, a brilliant tribune of the plebs. Caesar’s man to the death.


  “Have you seen or heard anything?” asked Trebonius, looking even more mournful than he usually did.


  “Not a thing,” said Litaviccus blithely.


  “Have you been anywhere near Cenabum?”


  “Actually, no,” said Litaviccus, bearing in mind that his duty was to appear Friend and Ally; no point in telling lies he might be found out in before the true loyalties of the Aedui came to light. “I’ve been to the wedding of my cousin in Metiosedum, so I haven’t been south of the Sequana. Still, everything’s quiet. Didn’t hear any shouting worth listening to.”


  “The grain wagons have stopped coming in.”


  “Yes, that is odd.” Litaviccus looked thoughtful. “However, it’s common knowledge that the Senones and the Carnutes are very displeased by the execution of Acco. Perhaps they’re refusing to sell any grain. Are you short?”


  “No, we have enough. It’s just that I expected more.”


  “I doubt you’ll get more now,” said Litaviccus cheerfully. “Winter will be here any day.”


  “I wish every Gaul spoke Latin!” said Trebonius, sighing.


  “Oh well, the Aedui have been in league with Rome for a long time. I went to school there for two years. Heard from Caesar?”


  “Yes, he’s in Ravenna.”


  “Ravenna… Where’s that, exactly? Refresh my memory.”


  “On the Adriatic not far from Ariminum, if that’s any help.”


  “A great help,” said Litaviccus, getting to his feet lazily. “I must go, or I won’t go.”


  “A meal, at least?”


  “I think not. I didn’t bring my winter shawl or my warmest pair of trousers.”


  “You and your trousers! Didn’t you learn anything in Rome?”


  “When the air of Italia floats up your skirts, Trebonius, it warms whatever’s up there. Whereas the air of Gaul in winter can freeze ballista boulders.”


  *


  At the beginning of March well over one hundred thousand Gauls from many tribes converged on Carnutum, where Vercingetorix made his arrangements quickly.


  “I don’t want everyone eaten out before I begin,” he said to his council as they gathered with Cathbad inside Cathbad’s warm house. “Caesar is still in Ravenna, apparently more interested in what’s happening in Rome than in what might be happening in Gaul. The alpine passes are blocked with snow already; he won’t get here in a hurry no matter how famous he is for hurrying. And we’ll be between him and his legions no matter when he comes.”


  Cathbad, looking tired and a little discouraged, was sitting at Vercingetorix’s right hand, a pile of scrolls on the table. Whenever all eyes were upon Vercingetorix, his own eyes would go to his wife, moving quietly in the background with beer and wine. Why did he feel so cast down, so ineffectual? Like most professional priests of all lands, he had no gift of prognostication, no second sight. Those were dowered upon outcasts and strangers, doomed, as Cassandra had been, never to be believed.


  I speak from painfully learned knowledge, and the sacrifices have been favorable. Perhaps what I feel at this moment is simple eclipse, he thought, striving to be fair, to be detached. Vercingetorix has some quality in common with Caesar; I sense the similarity. But one is an enormously experienced Roman man approaching fifty, and the other is a thirty-year-old Gaul who has never led an army.


  “Cathbad,” said Vercingetorix, interrupting the Chief Druid’s internal misgivings, “I gather that the Bituriges are against us?”


  “The word they used was ‘fools,’ ” said Cathbad. “Their Druids have been trying on our behalf, but the tribe is united, and not in our direction. They’re happy to sell us iron, even to steel it for us, but they won’t go to war.”


  “Then we’ll go to war against them,” said Vercingetorix, not hesitating. “They have the iron, but we’re not dependent on them for steeling or for smiths.” He smiled, his eyes shining. “It’s good, actually. If they won’t join us, then we don’t have to pay for their iron. We’ll take it. I haven’t heard that any people here today has suffered from lack of iron, but we’re going to need a lot more. Tomorrow we’ll march for the Bituriges.”


  “So soon?” gasped Gutruatus.


  “The winter will get worse before it gets better, Gutruatus, and we have to use it to bring dissident Celtic peoples into the fold. By summer Gaul must be united against Rome, not divided among itself. By summer we’ll be fighting Caesar, though if things go as I intend, he’ll never be able to use all his legions.”


  “I’d like to know more before I march,” said Sedulius of the Lemovices, frowning.


  “That’s what today is for, Sedulius!” said Vercingetorix, laughing. “I want to discuss the roll call of the peoples who are here, I want to know who else is coming, I want to send some home again to wait until the spring, I want to levy a fair war tax, I want to organize our first coinage, I want to make sure that the men who stay to march against the Bituriges are properly armed and equipped, I want to call a great muster for the spring, I want to split off a force to go to the Province with Lucterius— and these are just a few of the things we have to talk about before we sleep!”


  He was visibly changing, Vercingetorix, filled with purpose and fire, impatient yet patient. If any one of the twenty men in Cathbad’s house had been asked to describe what the first King of Gaul might look like, to the last one they would have painted in words a picture of some giant, bare chest massively muscled, shawl a rainbow of every tribal color, hair bristling, moustache to his shoulders, a Dagda come to earth. And yet the thin, intense man who held their attention today was no disappointment; the great thanes of Celtic Gaul were beginning to understand that what lived inside a man was more important than how he looked.


  “Am I to have my own army?” asked Lucterius, astonished.


  “It was you who said we must deal with the Province, and who better could I send than you, Lucterius? You’ll need fifty thousand men, and you’d best choose the peoples you know—your own Cardurci, the Petrocorii, the Santoni, the Pictones, the Andes.” Vercingetorix flicked the pile of scrolls with a finger, his eyes on Cathbad. “Are the Ruteni listed there, Cathbad?”


  “No,” said Cathbad, not needing to look. “They prefer Rome.”


  “Then your first task is to subjugate the Ruteni, Lucterius. Persuade them that right and might are with us, not with Rome. From the Ruteni to the Volcae is a mere step. We will talk more fully later on your strategy, but sooner or later you’ll have to divide your forces and go in two directions—toward Narbo and Tolosa, and toward the Helvii and the Rhodanus. The Aquitani are dying for a chance to rebel, so it won’t be long before you’re turning volunteers away.”


  “Am I to start tomorrow?”


  “Yes, tomorrow. To delay is fatal when the foe is Caesar.” Vercingetorix turned to the only Aeduan present. “Litaviccus, go home. The Bituriges will be sending to the Aedui for help.”


  “Which will be long coming,” Litaviccuus said, grinning.


  “No, be more subtle than that! Bleat to Caesar’s legates, ask for advice, even start an army out! I’m sure you’ll find valid reasons why the army never gets there.” The new King of the Gauls who had not yet asked to be called King of the Gauls shot Litaviccus a calculating look from under his black brows. “There is one factor we must thrash out now. I want no future reproaches or charges of partisan reprisals.”


  “The Boii,” said Litaviccus instantly.


  “Exactly. After Caesar sent the Helvetii back to their old lands six years ago, he allowed the Helvetian sept of the Boii to remain in Gaul— on the petition of the Aedui, who wanted them as a buffer between Aedui and Arverni. They were settled on lands we Arverni claim are ours, yet that you told Caesar were yours. But I tell you, Litaviccus,” said Vercingetorix sternly, “that the Boii must go and those lands must be returned to us. Aedui and Arverni fight on the same side now; there is no need for a buffer. I want an agreement from your vergobrets that the Boii will go and those lands be returned to the Arverni. Is that agreed?”


  “It is agreed,” said Litaviccus. He huffed a sound of huge satisfaction. “The lands are second rate. After this war, we Aedui will be happy to acquire the lands of the Remi as adequate compensation. The Arverni can expand into the lands of the equally traitorous Lingones. Is that agreed?”


  “It is agreed,” said Vercingetorix, grinning.


  He turned his attention back to Cathbad, who looked no more content. “Why hasn’t King Commius come?” he demanded.


  “He’ll be here in the summer, not before. By then he hopes to be leading all the western Belgae left alive.”


  “Caesar did us a good turn in betraying him.”


  “It wasn’t Caesar,” said Cathbad scornfully. “I’d say the plot was entirely the work of Labienus.”


  “Do I detect a note of sympathy for Caesar?”


  “Not at all, Vercingetorix. But blindness is not a virtue! If you are to defeat Caesar, you must strive to understand him. He will try a Gaul and execute him, as he did Acco, but he would deem the kind of treachery meted out to Commius a disgrace.”


  “The trial of Acco was rigged!” cried Vercingetorix angrily.


  “Yes, of course it was,” said Cathbad, persevering. “But it was legal! Understand that much about the Romans! They like to look legal. Of no Roman is that truer than of Caesar.”


  *


  The first Gaius Trebonius in Agedincum knew of the march against the Bituriges came from Litaviccus, who galloped in from Bibracte gasping alarm.


  “There’s war between the tribes!” he said to Trebonius.


  “Not war against us?” asked Trebonius.


  “No. Between the Arverni and the Bituriges.”


  “And?”


  “The Bituriges have sent to the Aedui for help. We have old treaties of friendship which go back to the days when we warred constantly with the Arverni, you see. The Bituriges lie beyond them, which meant an alliance between us hemmed the Arverni in on two sides.”


  “How do the Aedui feel now?”


  “That we should send the Bituriges help.”


  “Then why see me?”


  Litaviccus opened his innocent blue eyes wide. “You know perfectly well why, Gaius Trebonius! The Aedui have Friend and Ally status! If it were to come to your ears that the Aedui were in arms and marching west, what might you think? Convictolavus and Cotus have sent me to inform you of events, and ask for your advice.”


  “Then I thank them.” Trebonius looked more worried than he usually did, chewed his lip. “Well, if it’s internecine and has nothing to do with Rome, then honor your old treaty, Litaviccus. Send the Bituriges help.”


  “You seem uneasy.”


  “More surprised than uneasy. What’s with the Arverni? I thought Gobannitio and his elders disapproved of war with anyone.”


  Litaviccus made his first mistake—he looked too casual; he spoke too readily, too airily. “Oh, Gobannitio is out!” he exclaimed. “Vercingetorix is ruling the Arverni.”


  “Ruling?”


  “Yes, perhaps that’s too strong a word.” Litaviccus adopted a demure expression. “He’s vergobret without a colleague.”


  Which made Trebonius laugh. And, still chuckling, Trebonius saw Litaviccus off the premises on the return section of his urgent visit. But the moment Litaviccus clattered off, he went to find Quintus Cicero, Gaius Fabius and Titus Sextius.


  Quintus Cicero and Sextius were commanding legions among the six encamped around Agedincum, whereas Fabius held the two legions billeted with the Lingones, fifty miles closer to the Aedui. That Fabius was in Agedincum was unexpected; he had come, he explained, to alleviate his boredom.


  “Consider it alleviated,” said Trebonius, more mournful than ever. “Something is happening, and we’re not being told anything like all of it.”


  “But they do war against each other,” said Quintus Cicero.


  “In winter?” Trebonius began to pace. “It’s the news about Vercingetorix rocked me, Quintus. The sagacity of age is out and the impetuous fire of youth is in among the Arverni, and I don’t understand what that means. You all remember Vercingetorix—would he be going to war against fellow Gauls, do you think?”


  “He obviously is, I believe that much,” said Sextius.


  “It’s very sudden, certainly, and you’re right, Trebonius—why in winter?” asked Fabius.


  “Has anyone come forward with information?”


  The three other legates shook their heads.


  “That in itself is odd, if you think about it,” Trebonius said. “Normally there’s always someone dinning in our ears, and always with moans or complaints. How many plots against Rome do we normally hear of over the course of a winter furlough?”


  “Dozens,” said Fabius, grinning.


  “Yet this year, none. They’re up to something, I swear they are. I wish we had Rhiannon here! Or that Hirtius would come back.”


  “I think,” said Quintus Cicero, “that we should send word to Caesar.” He smiled. “Surreptitiously. Not perhaps a note under the webbing on a spear, but definitely not openly.”


  “And not,” said Trebonius with sudden decision, “through the lands of the Aedui. There was something about Litaviccus that set my teeth on edge.”


  “We shouldn’t offend the Aedui,” Sextius objected.


  “Nor will we. If they don’t know about any communication we might send to Caesar, they can’t be offended.”


  “How will we send it, then?” asked Fabius.


  “North,” said Trebonius crisply. “Through Sequani territory to Vesontio, thence to Genava, thence to Vienne. The worst of it is that the Via Domitia pass is closed. It’ll have to go the long way, around the coast.”


  “Seven hundred miles,” said Quintus Cicero gloomily.


  “Then we issue the messengers every sort of official passport, authority to commandeer the very best horses, and we expect a full hundred miles a day. Two men only, and not Gauls of any tribe. It doesn’t go out of this room except to the men we pick. Two strong young legionaries who can ride as well as Caesar.” Trebonius looked enquiring. “Any ideas?”


  “Why not two centurions?” asked Quintus Cicero.


  The others looked horrified. “Quintus, he’d murder us! Leave his men without centurions? Surely by now you know he’d rather lose all of us than one junior centurion!”


  “Oh, yes, of course!” gasped Quintus Cicero, remembering his brush with the Sugambri.


  “Leave it to me,” said Fabius with decision. “Write your message, Trebonius, and I’ll find boys in my legions to take it to Caesar. Less obvious. I have to be getting back anyway.”


  “We had better,” said Sextius, “try to discover anything more we can. Tell Caesar that there’ll be further information waiting for him at Nicaea on the coast road, Trebonius.”


  3


  Caesar was in Placentia, so the message found him in six days. Once Lucius Caesar and Decimus Brutus arrived in Ravenna, inertia began to pall; things in Rome seemed to settle down under the consul without a colleague fairly well; Caesar saw no gain in remaining in Ravenna merely to learn what happened to Milo, bound to be sent for trial, and bound to be convicted. If anything about the business annoyed him, it was the conduct of his new quaestor, Mark Antony, who sent Caesar a brusque note to the effect that he was going to remain in Rome until Milo’s trial was over, as he was one of the prosecuting advocates. Insufferable!


  “Well, Gaius, you would relent and ask for him,” said Antony’s uncle, Lucius Caesar. “He’d not serve on any staff of mine.”


  “I wouldn’t have relented had I not received a letter from Aulus Gabinius, who, as you well know, had Antonius in Syria. He said Antonius was a bet he’d like to take with himself. Drinks and whores too much, doesn’t care enough, expends a mountain of energy on cracking a flea yet goes to sleep during a war council. Despite all that, according to Gabinius, he’s worth the effort. Once he’s in the field, he’s a lion—but a lion capable of good thinking. So we shall see. If I find him a liability, I’ll send him to Labienus. That ought to be interesting! A lion and a cur.”


  Lucius Caesar winced and said no more. His father and Caesar’s father had been first cousins, the first generation in that antique family to hold the consulship in a very long time—thanks to the alliance by marriage between Caesar’s Aunt Julia and the enormously wealthy upstart New Man from Arpinum, Gaius Marius. Who turned out to be the greatest military man in Rome’s history. The marriage had seen money flow back into the coffers of the Julii Caesares, and money was all the family had lacked. Four years older than Caesar, Lucius Caesar luckily was not a jealous man; Gaius, of the junior branch, bade fair to becoming an even greater general than Gaius Marius. Indeed, Lucius Caesar had requested a legateship on Caesar’s staff out of sheer curiosity to see his cousin in action; so proud was he of Gaius that reading the senatorial dispatches suddenly seemed very tame and secondhand. Distinguished consular, eminent juror, long a member of the College of Augurs, at fifty-two years of age Lucius Caesar decided to go back to war. Under the command of cousin Gaius.


  The journey from Ravenna to Placentia wasn’t too bad, for Caesar kept stopping to hold assizes in the main towns along the Via Aemilia: Bononia, Mutina, Regium Lepidum, Parma, Fidentia. But what an ordinary governor took a nundinum to hear, Caesar heard in one day; then it was on to the next town. Most of the cases were financial, usually civil in nature, and the need to impanel a jury was rare. Caesar listened intently, did the sums in his head, rapped the end of the ivory wand of his imperium on the table in front of him, and gave his judgement. Next case, please—move along, move along! No one ever seemed to argue with his decisions. Probably, thought Lucius Caesar in some amusement, more because Caesar’s businesslike efficiency discouraged it than because of any justice involved. Justice was what the victor received; the loser never did.


  At least in Placentia the pause was going to be longer, for here Caesar had put the Fifteenth Legion into training camp for the duration of his stay in Illyricum and Italian Gaul, and he wanted to see for himself how the Fifteenth was faring. His orders had been specific: drill them until they drop, then drill them until they don’t drop. He had sent for fifty training centurions from Capua, grizzled veterans who slavered at the prospect of making seventeen-year-old lives a studied combination of agony and misery, and told them that they were to concentrate on the Fifteenth’s centurions in their hypothetical spare time. Now the moment had come to see what over three months of training in Placentia had produced; Caesar sent word that he would review the legions on the parade ground at dawn the following morning.


  “If they pass muster, Decimus, you can march them to Further Gaul along the coast road at once,” he said over dinner in the midafternoon.


  Decimus Brutus, munching a local delicacy of mixed vegetables lightly fried in oil, nodded tranquilly. “I hear they’re really terrific troops,” he said, dabbling his hands in a bowl of water.


  “Who gave you that news?” asked Caesar, picking indifferently at a piece of pork roasted in sheep’s milk until it was brown and crunchy and the milk was all gone.


  “A purveyor of foods to the army, as a matter of fact.”


  “A purveyor of army supplies knows?”


  “Who better? The men of the Fifteenth have worked so hard they’ve eaten Placentia out of everything that quacks, oinks, bleats or clucks, and the local bakers are working two shifts a day. My dear Caesar, Placentia loves you.”


  “A hit, Decimus!” said Caesar, laughing.


  “I understood that Mamurra and Ventidius were to meet us here,” said Lucius Caesar, a better trencherman than his cousin, and thoroughly enjoying this less-spicy-than-pepper-mad-Rome, northern kind of cuisine.


  “They arrive the day after tomorrow, from Cremona.”


  Hirtius, too busy to eat with them, came in. “Caesar, an urgent letter from Gaius Trebonius.”


  Caesar sat up at once and swung his legs off the couch he shared with his cousin, one hand out for the scroll. He broke the seal, unrolled it and read it at a glance.


  “Plans have changed,” he said then, voice level. “How did this come, Hirtius? How long has it been on the road?”


  “Six days only, Caesar, and those by the coast road too. I gather Fabius sent two legionaries who ride like the wind, loaded them with money and official pieces of paper. They did well.”


  “They did indeed.”


  A change had come over Caesar, a change Decimus Brutus and Hirtius knew of old, and Lucius Caesar not at all. The urbane consular was gone, replaced by a man as plain, as crisp and as focused as Gaius Marius.


  “I’ll have to leave letters for Mamurra and Ventidius, so I’m off to write them—and others. Decimus, send word to the Fifteenth to be ready to march at dawn. Hirtius, see to the supply train. No ox-wagons, everything in mule-wagons or on mules. We won’t find enough to eat in Liguria, so the baggage train will have to keep up. Food for ten days, though we’re not going to be ten days between here and Nicaea. Ten days to Aquae Sextiae in the Province, less if the Fifteenth is half as good as the Tenth.” Caesar turned to his cousin. “Lucius, I’m marching and I’m in a hurry. You can journey on at your leisure if you prefer. Otherwise it’s dawn tomorrow for you too.”


  “Dawn tomorrow,” said Lucius Caesar, slipping into his shoes. “I don’t intend to be cheated of this spectacle, Gaius.”


  But Gaius had vanished. Lucius raised his brows at Hirtius and Decimus Brutus. “Doesn’t he ever tell you what’s going on?”


  “He will,” said Decimus Brutus, strolling out.


  “We’re told when we need to know,” said Hirtius, linking his arm through Lucius Caesar’s and steering him gently out of the dining room. “He never wastes time. Today he’ll be flying to wade through everything he has to leave behind in perfect order, because it looks to me—and to him—as if we won’t be back in Italian Gaul. Tomorrow night in camp he’ll tell us.”


  “How will his lictors cope with this march? I noticed he wore them out coming up the Via Aemilia, and that at least gave them a chance to rest every second day.”


  “I’ve often thought we should put our lictors into training camp alongside the soldiers. When Caesar’s moving quickly he dispenses with his lictors, constitutional or not. They’ll follow at their own pace, and he’ll leave word whereabouts headquarters are going to be. That’s where they’ll stay.”


  “How will you ever find enough mules at such short notice?”


  Hirtius grinned. “Most of them are Marius’s mules,” he said, referring to the fact that Gaius Marius had loaded thirty pounds of gear on a legionary’s back, and thus turned legionaries into mules. “That’s another thing you’ll find out about Caesar’s army, Lucius. Every mule the Fifteenth should have will be there tomorrow morning, as fit and ready for action as the men. Caesar expects to be able to start a legion moving instantly. Therefore it has to be permanently ready in every aspect.”


  *


  The Fifteenth was drawn up in column at dawn the next morning when Caesar, Lucius Caesar, Aulus Hirtius and Decimus Brutus rode into camp. Whatever convulsions had wracked the Fifteenth between being informed it was marching and the actual commencement of the march didn’t show; the First Cohort swung into place behind the General and his three legates with smooth precision, and the Tenth Cohort, at the tail, was moving almost as soon as the First.


  The legionaries marched eight abreast in their tent octets, the rising sun glancing off mail shirts polished for a parade that hadn’t happened, each man, bareheaded, girt with sword and dagger and carrying his pilum in his right hand. He arranged his pack on a T- or Y-shaped rod canted over his left shoulder, his shield in its hide cover the outermost item suspended from this frame, his helmet like a blister on its top. In his pack he toted five days’ ration of wheat, chickpea (or some other pulse) and bacon; a flask of oil, dish and cup, all made of bronze; his shaving gear; spare tunics, neckerchiefs and linen; the dyed horsehair crest for his helmet; his circular sagum (with a hole in its middle for his head to poke through) made of water-resistant, oily Ligurian wool; socks and furry skins to put inside his caligae in cold weather; a pair of woolen breeches for cold weather; his blanket; a shallow wicker basket for carrying away soil; and anything else he could not live without, such as a lucky charm or a lock of his darling’s hair. Some necessities were shared out; one man would have the flint for fire making, another the octet’s salt, yet another the precious little bit of leavening for their bread, or a collection of herbs, or a lamp, or a flask of oil for it, or a small bundle of twigs for kindling. Some sort of digging implement like a dolabra or spade and two pickets for the marching camp palisade were strapped to the rod of the frame supporting each man’s pack, making it the right size for his hand to cup comfortably.


  On the octet’s mule went a little mill for grinding grain, a small clay oven for baking bread, bronze cook-pots, spare pila, water skins and a compact, closely folded hide tent complete with guys and poles. The century’s ten mules trotted behind the century, each octet’s mule attended by the octet’s two noncombatant servants, among whose duties on the march was the important one of keeping their octet supplied with water as they moved. Since there was no formal baggage train on this urgent march, each century’s wagon, drawn by six mules, followed the century, and held tools, nails, a certain amount of private gear, water barrels, a bigger millstone, extra food, and the centurion’s tent and possessions; he was the only man in the century who marched unencumbered.


  Four thousand eight hundred soldiers, sixty centurions, three hundred artillerymen, a corps of one hundred engineers and artificers and sixteen hundred noncombatants made up the legion, which was fully up to strength. With it, drawn by mules, traveled the Fifteenth’s thirty pieces of artillery: ten stone-hurling ballistae and twenty bolt-shooting catapultae of various sizes, together with the wagons into which were loaded spare parts and ammunition. The artillerymen escorted their beloved machines, oiling the axle sockets, fussing, caressing. They were very good at their job, the success of which did not depend on blind chance; they understood trajectories, and with a bolt from a catapulta they could pick off the enemy manning a ram or a siege tower with remarkable accuracy. Bolts were for human targets, stones or boulders for shelling equipment or creating terror among a mass of people.
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  They look good, thought Caesar with satisfaction, and dropped behind to start doing what he had to do through sixty centuries: cheer the men on and tell them where they were going and what he expected of them. A mile and a half from the first rank of the First to the last rank of the Tenth Cohort, with the artillerymen and engineers in the middle. Only after he had completed this task would Caesar dismount and walk.


  “Give me forty miles a day and you can have two days at Nicaea!” he shouted, grinning widely. “Give me thirty miles a day and you can have shit duty for the rest of this war! It’s two hundred miles from Placentia to Nicaea, and I have to be there in five days! That’s all the food you’re packing, and that’s all the food you’re going to get! The boys on the other side of the Alps need us, and we’re going to be there before those cunni of Gauls know we’ve left! So stretch your legs, boys, and show Caesar what you’re made of!”


  They showed Caesar what they were made of, and it was far more than it had been when the Sugambri had surprised them not so very many months ago. The road Marcus Aemilius Scaurus had built between Dertona and Genua on the Tuscan Sea was a masterpiece of engineering which hardly rose or fell as it crossed gorges on viaducts and curled round the flanks of towering mountains, and while the road which followed the coast from Genua to Nicaea was not nearly as good, it was considerably better than it had been when Gaius Marius had led his thirty thousand men along it. Once the rhythm was established and the troops became accustomed to the routines of a long march, Caesar got his forty miles a day despite the short winter hours. Feet had long since hardened in the training camp and there were knacks to coping with the fate of Marius’s mules; the Fifteenth was very conscious of its poor record to date, and very determined to expunge it.


  In Nicaea the soldiers got their promised two days of rest, while Caesar and his legates wrestled with the consequences of the letter Gaius Trebonius had waiting there for him.


  We managed to get this information, Caesar, by abducting an Arvernian Druid and sending him to Labienus for interrogation. Why a Druid? you ask. Fabius, Sextius, Quintus Cicero and I talked it over and decided that a serf wouldn’t know enough but that a warrior might deem it preferable to die than say anything worth hearing. Whereas the Druids are soft. If our tribunes of the plebs had half as much genuine inviolability as the most junior Druid enjoys, they’d be running Rome a great deal more ruthlessly than they do.


  Labienus was elected as interrogator because—well, I don’t really have to say, do I? Though I imagine the Druid was babbling what he knew long before Labienus had his irons red-hot in the fire.


  Gaius Fufius Cita, his commissioners, the other Roman citizen civilians and a few Greek traders living in Cenabum were murdered at the beginning of February, though no one got through to tell us. The Carnutes shouted the news all the way to Gergovia on the same day the raid happened. Vercingetorix had been exiled from the oppidum, but the moment he heard about Cenabum he took over the Arvernian council and murdered Gobannitio. The next thing, he was calling himself a king. And every hothead among the Arverni was hailing him as king.


  Apparently he went immediately to Carnutum and had a conference there with Gutruatus of the Carnutes and your old friend the Chief Druid, Cathbad. Our informant couldn’t say who else attended, except that he thought Lucterius, vergobret of the Cardurci, was there. And Commius! The call to arms went out after the conference ended.


  This war is no laughing matter, Caesar. The Gauls are uniting from the mouth of the Mosa to Aquitania, and right across the country from west to east. Convinced a united Gaul has the numbers to throw us out, Vercingetorix intends to unite Gaul. Under his leadership.


  They mustered outside Carnutum at the beginning of March for a winter campaign. Against us? you ask. No, against any tribes which refuse to join the cause.


  Lucterius and fifty thousand Cardurci, Pictones, Andes, Petrocorii and Santones started off to make war on the Ruteni and the Gabali. Once they’re brought into the Gallic fold, Lucterius and his army will move on the Province, particularly at the Narbo and Tolosa end, to cut off our communications with the Spains. They’re also to spread dissension among the Volcae and the Helvii.


  Vercingetorix himself is leading about eighty thousand men from the Senones, Carnutes, Arverni, Suessiones, Parisii and Mandubii against the Bituriges, who refused to have anything to do with the united Gaul idea. As the Bituriges own the iron mines, it’s easy to understand why Vercingetorix has to persuade them they’re wrong.


  As I write this, Vercingetorix and his army are on the move into the lands of the Bituriges. Our Druid informant said that Vercingetorix will move against us when spring comes. His strategy isn’t bad. What he intends to do is to keep you isolated from us, on the theory that without you, we won’t come out of our camps. Where he intends to besiege us.


  No doubt there is one question you’re burning to know the answer to: how did we come to abduct an Arvernian Druid in the first place? Why weren’t we sitting back enjoying winter inertia as Vercingetorix imagined we would? Blame Litaviccus of the Aedui, Caesar. He’s visited me several times since the beginning of February, each time in the most casual way—dropping in after going to a wedding, that sort of pretext. I didn’t think anything of it until he arrived after the big March muster near Carnutum, when he informed me that Vercingetorix was “ruling” in Gergovia. I taxed him with the word, and he retreated too hastily, too offhandedly. He thought he was being very funny when he amended it to “vergobret without a colleague.” I split my sides laughing, escorted him off the premises, and sent that first letter to you.


  Caesar, I have absolutely no concrete evidence which might lead me to think that the Aedui are contemplating a part in Vercingetorix’s united Gaul, but beware. My bones tell me they are in it. Or that the younger ones like Litaviccus are in it, even if the vergobrets are not. The Bituriges sent to the Aedui for help, the Aedui sent Litaviccus to inform me of this fact, and to ask if I’d mind their sending an army to help the Bituriges. If all that’s involved is an internal squabble, I said, then go ahead, send an army.


  But the fate of that army has this moment come to my attention. It set out, very strong and well armed, to march for the lands of the Bituriges. But when this force reached the east bank of the Liger, it sat down and didn’t cross. After waiting several days, it marched home again. Litaviccus has just left me after coming to explain why the Bituriges were left unassisted. Cathbad, he said, had sent a warning that it was all a plot between the Bituriges and the Arverni, that the moment the Aeduan army crossed the Liger, both the Bituriges and the Arverni would fall on it.


  All too pat, Caesar, though why I think this I don’t know. My colleagues agree with me, especially Quintus Cicero, who seems to have a little warning voice about such things.


  You will decide what to do, and it may be that we won’t know what you plan until we actually see you. For I refuse to believe that a pack of Gauls, with or without the Aedui, will keep you from joining us when you’re ready to join us. But be assured that we will be ready to leap into action at any moment from today until the summer. Pleading a suddenly unsanitary camp site, Fabius has picked himself and his two legions up and moved to a new camp site not far from Bibracte, on the Icauna near its sources, in case you need to know. The Aedui seemed pleased enough at this change, but who knows? I have become an Aeduan skeptic.


  If you send news or troops or come yourself to Agedincum, be advised that all of us here would rather you skirted the lands of the Aedui. Genava to Vesontio, thence through the lands of the Lingones to Agedincum. That’s the way we’ve routed our messages. I am very glad we have Quintus Cicero. His experience with the Nervii has rendered him invaluable.


  Labienus sends word that he will hold himself and his two legions where he is until he hears from you. He too has moved, and is billeted outside the Remi oppidum of Bibrax. There doesn’t seem to be any doubt that the main thrust of this insurrection will come from the Celtae of central Gaul, so we decided that we had best be situated within easy striking distance. The Belgae, Commius or no, have ceased to be a force to be reckoned with.


  There was silence in the room when Caesar finished reading this communication aloud. Some of it they knew from Trebonius’s first letter, but this one provided definite information.


  “We deal with the Province first,” said Caesar crisply. “The Fifteenth can have its two days, but after that it’s going to march without a pause to Narbo. I’ll have to ride on ahead—there’ll be panic everywhere, and no one will want the responsibility of starting to organize resistance. It’s three hundred miles from Nicaea to Narbo, but I want the Fifteenth there eight days after leaving here, Decimus. You’re in command. Hirtius, you’ll come with me. Make sure we have enough couriers; I’ll need to correspond constantly with Mamurra and Ventidius.”


  “Do you want Faberius along?” asked Hirtius.


  “Yes, and Trogus. Procillus can set out for Agedincum with a message for Trebonius. He’ll travel straight up the Rhodanus and then go through Genava and Vesontio, as advised. He can visit Rhiannon as he passes through Arausio to tell her that she won’t be leaving her home there this year.”


  Decimus Brutus tensed. “Then you think we’ll be about this business for the entire year, Caesar?” he asked.


  “If all Gaul is united, yes.”


  “What do you want me to do?” asked Lucius Caesar.


  “You’ll travel with Decimus and the Fifteenth, Lucius. I’m appointing you legate in command of the Province, so it will be your job to defend it. You’ll make Narbo your headquarters. Keep in constant touch with Afranius and Petreius in the Spains, and make sure you monitor feelings among the Aquitani. The tribes around Tolosa won’t give any trouble, but those further west and around Burdigala will, I think.” He gave Lucius Caesar his warmest and most personal smile. “You inherit the Province because you have the experience, the consular status and the ability to function in my absence, cousin. Once I leave Narbo, I don’t want to have to think about the Province for one moment. If you’re in charge, my confidence won’t be misplaced.”


  And that, thought Hirtius privately, is how he does things, cousin Lucius. He charms you into thinking you’re the only possible man for the job. Whereupon you will flog yourself to death to please him, and he’ll be true to his word—he won’t even remember your name once he’s out of your sphere.


  “Decimus,” said Caesar, “summon the Fifteenth’s centurions to a meeting tomorrow and make sure the men have full winter gear in their packs. If there are any deficiencies, send a courier to me with a list of whatever I might have to requisition in Narbo.”


  “I doubt there’ll be anything,” said Decimus Brutus, relaxed again. “One thing I’ll grant Mamurra: he’s a superb praefectus fabrum. The bills he submits are grossly exaggerated, but he never skimps on quality or quantity.”


  “Which reminds me that I’ll have to write to him about more artillery. I think each legion should have at least fifty pieces. I have a few ideas about increasing its use on the battlefield. We don’t soften the enemy up enough before we engage.”


  Lucius Caesar blinked. “Artillery is a siege necessity!”


  “Definitely. But why not a necessity on the battlefield too?”


  *


  By the next morning he was gone, cantering in his habitual four-mule gig, the resigned Faberius bearing him company, while Hirtius shared a second gig with Gnaeus Pompeius Trogus, Caesar’s chief interpreter and his authority on everything to do with Gaul.


  In every town of any size he paused briefly to see the ethnarch if it was Greek or the duumviri if it was Roman; they were apprised of the situation in Long-haired Gaul in a few succinct words, directed to start enlisting the local militia, and given authority to draw on armor and armaments from the nearest depot. By the time he departed, the local people were going busily about doing as they had been told and waiting anxiously for the arrival of Lucius Caesar.


  The Via Domitia to Spain was always kept in perfect condition, so nothing slowed the two gigs down. From Arelate to Nemausus they crossed the great fens and grassy swamplands of the Rhodanus delta on the causeway Gaius Marius had constructed. From Nemausus on, Caesar’s halts were more frequent and of longer duration, for this was the country of the Volcae Arecomici, who had been hearing rumors of war between the Cardurci and the Ruteni, their neighbors on the north. There was no doubt whatsoever of their loyalty to Rome, nor of their eagerness to do as Caesar commanded.


  In Ambrussum a party of Helvii from the western bank of the Rhodanus were staying en route to Narbo, where they hoped to find a Roman in residence sufficiently senior to advise them. They were led by their duumviri, a father and son given the Roman citizenship by a Gaius Valerius; they both bore his name, but the father’s Gallic name was Caburus, his son’s name Donnotaurus.


  “We have already received an embassage from Vercingetorix,” said Donnotaurus, worried. “He expected us to leap at the chance to join his strange new federation. But when we declined, his ambassadors said that sooner or later we would beg to join.”


  “After that we heard that Lucterius has attacked the Ruteni and that Vercingetorix himself has moved against the Bituriges,” said Caburus. “Suddenly we understood. If we do not join, then we will suffer.”


  “Yes, you will suffer,” said Caesar. “There’s no merit in trying to tell you otherwise. Will you change your minds if you are attacked?”


  “No,” said father and son together.


  “In which case, go home and arm. Be ready. Rest assured that I’ll send you help as soon as I can. However, it may be that all my available forces will be engaged in a bigger struggle elsewhere. Help might be long in coming, but it will come, so you must hold,” said Caesar. “Many years ago I armed the citizens of Asia Province against Mithridates and asked them to fight a battle without a Roman army anywhere near. I had none. But the Asians beat the legates of old King Mithridates unaided. Just as you can beat the long-haired Gauls.”


  “We’ll hold,” said Caburus grimly.


  Suddenly Caesar smiled. “Not entirely without assistance, however! You’ve served in Roman auxiliary legions; you know how Rome fights. All the armor and armaments you want are yours for the asking. My cousin Lucius Caesar isn’t far behind me. Gauge your needs, and requisition them from him in my name. Fortify your towns and be prepared to take your villagers inside. Don’t lose any more of your people than you can help.”


  “We’ve also heard,” said Donnotaurus, “that Vercingetorix is dickering with the Allobroges.”


  “Ah!” said Caesar, frowning. “That’s one people of the Province might be tempted. It’s not so long since they were fighting us bitterly.”


  “I think you’ll find,” said Caburus, “that the Allobroges will listen intently, then go away and pretend to discuss the offer for many moons. The more Vercingetorix tries to hurry them, the more they’ll prevaricate. You may believe us when we say they won’t join Vercingetorix.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because of you, Caesar,” said Donnotaurus, surprised at the question. “After you sent the Helvetii back to their own lands, the Allobroges rested more securely. They also took uncontestable possession of the lands around Genava. They know which side is going to win.”


  *


  Caesar found Narbo in a panic, and quelled it by going to work. He raised the local militia, sent commissioners into the lands of the Volcae Tectosages around Tolosa to do the same, and showed the duumviri who administered the city whereabouts they needed to strengthen their fortifications. Inside the forbidding stronghold of Carcasso most of the western end of the Province’s armor and armaments were stored; as they came out for distribution people began to feel more confident, more settled.


  Caesar had already sent to Tarraco in Nearer Spain, where Pompey’s legate Lucius Afranius had his headquarters, and to Corduba in Further Spain, where Pompey’s other legate, Marcus Petreius, governed. Answers from both men were waiting in Narbo; they were levying extra troops and intended to draw themselves up on the frontier, prepared to move to rescue Narbo and Tolosa if the need arose. No one understood better than these hoary viri militares that Rome—and Pompey—wanted no independent Gallic state on the other side of the Pyrenees.


  Lucius Caesar arrived with Decimus Brutus and the Fifteenth on the day they were expected; Caesar sent his thanks to the legion and put Lucius Caesar to work at once.


  “The Narbonese have steadied down remarkably since they heard I’m leaving them a consular of your standing right here to govern the Province,” he said, lifting one eyebrow. “Just make sure the Volcae Tectosages, the Volcae Arecomici and the Helvii get plenty of equipment. Afranius and Petreius will be waiting on the other side of the border in case they’re needed, so I’m not very worried about Narbo. It’s incursions among the outlying tribes I fear.” Caesar turned to Decimus Brutus. “Decimus, is the Fifteenth fully prepared for a winter campaign?”


  “Yes.”


  “What about their feet?”


  “I’ve had every soldier empty his kit on the ground for an inspection just to make sure. The centurions will report to me tomorrow at dawn.”


  “They weren’t very good centurions last year. Can you trust their judgement? Ought you perhaps to inspect in person?”


  “I think that would be a mistake,” said Decimus Brutus evenly; he was not in the least afraid of Caesar and always spoke frankly. “I trust them because if I can’t trust them, Caesar, then the Fifteenth won’t do well anyway. They know what to look for.”


  “You’re quite right. I’ve requisitioned all the rabbit, weasel and ferret pelts I could find, because socks won’t be enough protection for the men’s feet where I intend to take them. I’ve also got every woman in Narbo and for miles around weaving or knitting scarves for their heads and mitts for their hands.”


  “Ye Gods!” exclaimed Lucius Caesar. “Where are you planning to take them, to the Hyperboreans?”


  “Later,” said Caesar, departing.


  “I know,” Lucius Caesar sighed, looking ruefully at Hirtius. “I’ll be told when I need to know.”


  “Spies,” said Hirtius briefly, following Caesar out.


  “Spies? In Narbo?”


  Decimus Brutus grinned. “Probably not, but why take chances? There’s always some native boiling inside with resentment.”


  “How long will he be here?”


  “He’ll be gone by the beginning of April.”


  “Six days from now.”


  “The only things which might hold him up are scarves and mitts, but I doubt that. He probably wasn’t exaggerating when he said he’d put every woman to making them.”


  “Will he tell the soldiers where he’s taking them?”


  “No. He’ll simply expect them to follow him. Nothing beats shouting for disseminating news, a fact of which the Gauls are well aware. To shout his intentions at an assembly of the troops would inform all of Narbo. The next thing, Lucterius would know.”


  Though Caesar did enlighten his legates over dinner on the last day of March—but only after the servants had been dismissed and guards posted in the corridors.


  “I’m not usually so secretive,” he said, reclining at his ease, “but in one respect Vercingetorix is right. Gallia Comata does have the numbers to eject us. Only, however, if Vercingetorix is given time and opportunity to get all the men he plans to marshal for his summer campaign into the field right now. At the moment he has somewhere between eighty and a hundred thousand. But when he calls a general muster in Sextilis, that number will swell to a quarter-million, perhaps many more. What I have to do is beat him by Sextilis.”


  Lucius Caesar drew in his breath on a hiss, but said nothing.


  “He hasn’t planned on any Roman activity in the field before Sextilis and high spring, which is why he hasn’t got more men with him right now. All he intends to do during the winter is subdue the recalcitrant tribes. Thinking me safely on the wrong side of the Alps, and sure that when I come he can prevent my joining up with my troops. Sure that he’ll have time to return to Carnutum and supervise a general muster.


  “Therefore,” Caesar went on, “Vercingetorix must be kept far too busy to call that general muster early. And I have to reach my legions within the next sixteen days. But if 1 go up the Rhodanus valley through the Province, Vercingetorix will know I’m coming before I’m halfway to Valentia. Still well down inside the Province. He’ll move to block me at Vienne or Lugdunum. I’m only one man with one legion. I won’t get through.”


  “But there’s no other way you can go!” said Hirtius blankly.


  “There is another way. When I leave Narbo at dawn tomorrow morning, Hirtius, I’ll be marching due north. My scouts tell me that Lucterius’s army is further west, besieging the Ruteni at their oppidum of Carantomagus. Faced with a war of this magnitude, the Gabali have decided—quite prudently, really, given their proximity to the Arverni—to join Vercingetorix. They’re very busy arming and training for the mission they’ve been allocated in the spring—to subdue the Helvii.”


  Caesar paused for maximum dramatic effect before coining to his denouement. “I intend to pass east of Lucterius and the Gabali oppida and enter the Cebenna massif.”


  Even Decimus Brutus was shocked. “In winter?”


  “In winter. It’s possible. I traversed the high Alps at a height of well over ten thousand feet when I hurried from Rome to Genava to stop the Helvetii. They said I couldn’t cross through the high pass, but I did. Admittedly it was still autumn by the seasons, but at ten thousand feet winter is always there. An army couldn’t have managed—the path was a goat track all the way down to Octodurum—but the Cebenna isn’t as formidable as that, Decimus. The passes lie at no more than three or four thousand feet, and there are roads of a sort. The Gauls travel from one side of the massif to the other in force, so why shouldn’t I?”


  “I can’t think of one reason why,” said Decimus hollowly.


  “The snow will lie deep, but we can dig our way through it.”


  “So you intend to enter the Cebenna at the sources of the Oltis and come down on the western bank of the Rhodanus somewhere near Alba Helviorum?” asked Lucius Caesar, who had been talking to Gauls at every opportunity and learning as much as he could ever since Caesar had given him command of the Province.


  “No, I thought I’d stay in the Cebenna for somewhat longer than that,” Caesar answered. “If we can manage, I’d rather come out of the massif as close as possible to Vienne. The longer we stay out of sight, the less time I afford Vercingetorix. I want him to come after me before he has a chance to call his muster. Vienne I must visit because I hope to pick up an experimental force of four hundred German horse troopers there. If Arminius of the Ubii kept his word, they should be there now getting used to handling their new horses.”


  “So you’re giving yourself sixteen days to negotiate the Cebenna in winter and join up with your legions at Agedincum,” said Lucius Caesar. “That’s a distance of well over four hundred miles, a lot of it through deep snow.”


  “Yes. I intend to average twenty-five miles a day. We’ll do many more than that between Narbo and the Oltis, and after we come down to Vienne. If we slow to fifteen miles a day across the worst of the Cebenna, we’ll still be in Agedincum on time.” He looked at his cousin very seriously. “I don’t want Vercingetorix to know exactly where I am at any given moment, Lucius. Which means I have to move faster than he can credit. I want him utterly bewildered. Where is Caesar? Has anyone heard where Caesar is? And every time he’s told, he’ll discover that was four or five days earlier, so whereabouts am I now?”


  “He’s an amateur,” said Decimus Brutus thoughtfully.


  “Exactly. Large ambition, small experience. I don’t say he lacks courage or even military ability. But the advantages lie with me, don’t they? I have the mind, the experience—and more ambition than he’ll ever know. But if I’m to beat him, I have to keep forcing him to make the wrong decisions.”


  “I hope you didn’t neglect to pack your sagum,” said Lucius, grinning.


  “I wouldn’t part from my sagum for all the world! It once belonged to Gaius Marius. When Burgundus came into my service he brought it with him. It’s ninety years old, it stinks to the sky no matter how many herbs I pack it in, and I hate every day I have to spend wearing it. But I tell you, they don’t make a sagum like that anymore, even in Liguria. The rain just rolls off it, the wind can’t get through it, and the scarlet is as bright as the day it came off someone’s loom.”


  *


  The Fifteenth left Narbo without any wagons at all. The centurions’ tents were deposited upon mules; so were the extra pila, the tools and heavier digging equipment. Everything else, including Caesar’s treasured artillery, started out the long way up the Rhodanus valley, its arrival time anybody’s guess. Each legionary member of an octet carried five days’ supply of food, with another eleven loaded onto a second octet mule together with the heavier gear out of his pack. The lighter by fifteen pounds, each soldier marched with a will.


  And Caesar’s fabled luck went with him, for the great snake coiled its way north in the midst of a thin fog which reduced visibility to a minimum and allowed it passage undetected by Lucterius or the Gabali. It entered the Cebenna in light snow and began immediately to climb; Caesar intended to cross the watershed to the east side as soon as possible, then remain within the higher crags as long as he could find reasonable ground to traverse.


  The snow quickly deepened to six feet, but had stopped falling. Each century among the sixty was rotated in turn to the front of the column to take its share of digging a clear path; for safety’s sake the men moved four abreast instead of eight, and the mules were led in single file over what seemed the most solid terrain. There were accidents from time to time when the path collapsed into a crevice or the mountain fell away taking a man with it, but losses were rare and rescues many. So much snow rendered tumbles easier on the bones.


  Caesar remained on foot for the duration of the march and took his turn with a shovel in the digging party, mainly to cheer the men on and enlighten them as to where they were going and what they were likely to find when they got there. His presence was always a comfort; most of them had turned eighteen, but that was not the full measure of a man inside his mind or his body, and they still suffered from homesickness. Caesar wasn’t a father to them, because none of them could imagine in their wildest fantasies having a father like Caesar, but he emanated a colossal confidence in himself which wasn’t tarnished by a consciousness of his own importance, and with him they felt safe.


  “You’re turning into a moderately good legion,” he would inform them, grinning hugely. “I doubt the Tenth could go very much faster than you are, though they’ve been in the field for nine years. You’re only babies! There’s hope for you yet, boys!”


  His luck held. No blizzards descended to slow them down, there were no chance encounters with stray Gauls, and always a thin mist hovered to conceal them from distant sight. At first Caesar had worried about the Arverni, whose lands were on the western side of the watershed, but as time went on and no Arverni appeared, even a lost one, he began to believe that he would get to Vienne without a single warning flying to Vercingetorix.


  A very thankful Fifteenth came down out of the Cebenna and moved into camp at Vienne. Three men had died, several more had sustained broken limbs, four mules had panicked and plunged over a precipice, but not one soldier had suffered frostbite and all were capable of marching onward to Agedincum.


  The four hundred Ubii Germans were in residence, had been for close to four months. So delighted with their Remi horses that, said their leader in broken Latin, they would do anything Caesar asked of them.


  “Decimus, take the Fifteenth to Agedincum without me,” said Caesar, dressed for riding, Gaius Marius’s smelly old sagum over his head. “I’m taking the Germans with me to the Icauna. I’ll pick up Fabius and his two legions, and meet you in Agedincum.”


  *


  Ninety thousand Gauls had set out from Carnutum to enter the lands of the Bituriges, Vercingetorix at their head. Progress was slow, for Vercingetorix knew that he didn’t have the skill at siegecraft to attempt an investment of Avaricum, the main stronghold of the Bituriges; he had therefore sought to terrify the people by plundering and burning their farms and villages. It had the desired effect, but not until some time after the Aeduan army had returned home without crossing the Liger. The bitter truth took days to sink in, that there would be no relief and no help from the Romans sitting safe and sound behind their formidable fortifications. At the middle of April the Bituriges sent to Vercingetorix and submitted.


  “We are your men to the death,” said Biturgo, the King. “We will do whatever you want. When we tried to honor our treaties with the Romans, they failed to keep their end of the bargain. They did not protect us. Therefore we are your men.”


  Very satisfactory! Vercingetorix led his army past Avaricum and advanced on Gorgobina, the old Arvernian oppidum which now belonged to the Helvetian interlopers, the Boii.


  Litaviccus found him before he reached Gorgobina, and paused atop a hill to marvel. So many men! How could the Romans win? One never really had much idea of the size of a Roman army because it marched in column, winding into the farthest distance at about a mile to the legion with the baggage train and the artillery in the middle. Somehow less frightening and certainly less awesome than the sight which spread itself out before Litaviccus’s dazzled eyes: one hundred thousand mail-shirted, heavily armed Gallic warriors advancing on a front five miles long and a hundred men deep, with the rudimentary baggage train wandering behind. Perhaps twenty thousand of them were horsed, ten thousand bracketing either end of the front. And out in the open ahead of it rode the leaders, Vercingetorix on his own, the others in a group behind him: Drappes and Cavarinus of the Senones, Gutruatus of the Carnutes, Daderax of the Mandubii. And Cathbad, easy to recognize in his snow-white robe atop his snow-white horse. This was a religious war, then. The Druids were proclaiming their commitment to a united Gaul.


  Vercingetorix rode a pretty fawn horse blanketed in Arvernian checks, his light trousers bound around with dark green thongs, his shawl draped across his mail shirt. Though he had insisted that his men be helmeted, he wore none himself, and his person glittered with sapphire-studded gold. Every inch a king.


  Biturgo was not among the privileged just behind Vercingetorix, but he was in front of his people, and not far away. When Litaviccus approached, he drew his sword and charged.


  “Traitor!” he howled. “Roman cur!”


  Vercingetorix and Drappes rode between him and Litaviccus.


  “Sheath your sword, Biturgo,” said Vercingetorix.


  “He’s Aedui! Traitors! The Aedui betrayed us!”


  “The Aedui did not betray you, Biturgo. The Romans did. Why do you think the Aedui went home? Not because they wanted to. It was an order from Trebonius.”


  Drappes persuaded Biturgo to draw off and accompanied him, still muttering, back to the ranks of his people. Litaviccus reined his horse in beside Vercingetorix. Cathbad joined them.


  “News,” said Litaviccus.


  “Well?”


  “Caesar appeared out of nowhere in Vienne with the Fifteenth Legion and left again immediately, heading north.”


  The fawn horse faltered; Vercingetorix turned startled eyes on Litaviccus. “In Vienne? And gone already? Why was I not told that he was coming? You said you had spies from Arausio to the gates of Matisco!”


  “We did,” said Litaviccus helplessly. “He didn’t come that way, Vercingetorix, I swear it!”


  “There is no other way.”


  “In Vienne they’re saying that he and the Fifteenth marched through the Cebenna, that Caesar entered up the Oltis, crossed the watershed somewhere, and didn’t come out until he was almost level with Vienne.”


  “In winter,” said Cathbad slowly.


  “He means to join Trebonius and his legions,” said Litaviccus.


  “Where is he now?”


  “I have no idea, Vercingetorix, and that is the truth. The Fifteenth is marching straight for Agedincum under the command of Decimus Brutus, but Caesar isn’t with him. That’s why I’ve come. Do you want the Aedui to attack the Fifteenth? We can just manage to do it before they leave our territory.”


  Vercingetorix seemed subtly to have diminished a little; the first of his strategies was going to fail, and he knew it. Then he drew his shoulders back, took a deep breath. “No, Litaviccus. You must convince Caesar that you’re on his side.” He looked up at the surly winter sky. “Where will he go? Where is he now?”


  “We should march for Agedincum,” said Cathbad.


  “When we’re within a stone’s throw of Gorgobina? Agedincum is over a hundred miles north of here, Cathbad, and I have too many men to cover that distance in less than eight or ten days. Caesar can move much faster because his army is used to working together. His men wear a drill field out long before they see an enemy face. Our advantage is in our numbers, not in our speed. No, we will go to Gorgobina as intended. We’ll make Caesar come to us.” He drew a deep breath. “By Dagda I swear that I will beat him! But not on a field of his choosing. We will not let him find an Aquae Sextiae.”


  “So you want me to tell Convictolavus and Cotus to go on pretending to help Caesar,” said Litaviccus.


  “Definitely. Just make sure the help never comes.”


  Litaviccus turned and rode off. Vercingetorix kicked his pretty fawn horse in the ribs and put distance between himself and Cathbad, who fell back to inform the others of the news Litaviccus had brought, his fair smooth face grim, for he misliked this news sorely. But Vercingetorix didn’t notice; he was too busy thinking.


  Where was Caesar? What did he intend? Litaviccus had lost him in Aeduan lands! An image of Caesar hung before his fixed gaze, but he couldn’t plumb the enigma behind those cool, unsettling eyes. Such a handsome man in an almost Gallic way; only the nose and the mouth were alien. Polished. Sleek. Very fit. A man who had the blood of kings more ancient than the history of the Gauls, and who thought like a king, for all his denials. When he gave an order, he didn’t expect it to be obeyed; he knew it would be obeyed. He would never turn away for politic reasons. He would dare all. None but another king could stop him. Oh, Esus, grant me the full strength and the instinct to defeat him! The knowledge I do not have. I am too young, too untried. But I lead a great people, and if the last six years have taught us anything, it is to hate.


  *


  Caesar arrived in Agedincum with Fabius and his two legions before Decimus Brutus and the Fifteenth got there.


  “Thank all the Gods!” cried Trebonius, wringing his hand. “I didn’t think to see you this side of spring.”


  “Where’s Vercingetorix?”


  “On his way to besiege Gorgobina.”


  “Good! We’ll let him do that for the time being.”


  “While we… ?”


  Caesar grinned. “We have two choices. If we stay inside Agedincum we can eat well and not lose a man. If we march out of Agedincum into winter, we won’t eat well and we’ll lose men. However, Vercingetorix has had things all his own way, so it’s time to teach him that war against Rome isn’t nearly as simple as war against his own peoples. I’ve expended a great deal of energy and thought in getting here, and by now Vercingetorix will know I’m here. That he hasn’t moved in the direction of Agedincum is evidence of military talent. He wants us to venture out and meet him on a field of his choosing.”


  “And you intend to oblige him,” said Trebonius, who knew very well that Caesar wouldn’t stay inside Agedincum.


  “Not immediately, no. The Fifteenth and the Fourteenth can garrison Agedincum. The rest will march with me for Vellaunodunum. We’ll cut Vercingetorix’s legs out from under him by going west and destroying his main bases among the Senones, Carnutes and Bituriges. Vellaunodunum first. Then Cenabum. Then into the lands of the Bituriges, to their Noviodunum. After which, Avaricum.”


  “All the while moving closer to Vercingetorix.”


  “But driving east, which separates him from reinforcements on the west. Nor can he call a general muster at Carnutum.”


  “How big a baggage train?” asked Quintus Cicero.


  “Small,” said Caesar. “I’ll use the Aedui. They can keep us supplied with grain. We’ll take beans, chickpea, oil and bacon with us from Agedincum.” He looked at Trebonius. “Unless you think the Aedui are about to declare for Vercingetorix.”


  Fabius answered. “No, Caesar. I’ve been watching their movements closely, and there’s no indication that they’re giving Vercingetorix any kind of aid at all.”


  “Then we’ll take our chances,” said Caesar.


  From Agedincum to Vellaunodunum was less than one day’s march; it fell three days after that. The Senones, to whom it belonged, were compelled to furnish pack animals to carry all the food within it, and furnish hostages as well. Caesar moved immediately to Cenabum, which fell during the night after he had arrived. Because this was where Cita and the civilian traders had been murdered, Cenabum suffered an inevitable fate; it was plundered and burned, the booty given to the troops. After which came Noviodunum, an oppidum belonging to the Bituriges.
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  “Ideal ground for cavalry,” said Vercingetorix exultantly. “Gutruarus, stay here at Gorgobina with the infantry. It’s too cold and capricious for a general engagement, but I can hurt Caesar with my horse; he’s leading an infantry army.”


  Noviodunum of the Bituriges was in the process of yielding when Vercingetorix appeared, and changed its mind just as the hostages were being handed over. Some centurions and troops within the oppidum were trapped, but fought their way out, the Bituriges howling for their blood. In the midst of this Caesar sent the thousand Remi horse troopers he had with him out of his camp, with the four hundred Ubii in their lead. The speed of the attack took Vercingetorix by surprise; his horsemen were still coming out of their ride formation into battle lines when the Germans, shrieking a ululating cry which hadn’t been heard in this part of Gaul in generations, cannoned into them broadside. The savage, almost suicidal assault caught the Gauls unprepared, and the Remi, taking heart from the Germans, followed them in. Vercingetorix broke off the engagement and retired, leaving several hundred cavalrymen dead on the field.


  “He had Germans with him,” said Vercingetorix. “Germans! But they were riding Remi horses. I thought he was busy with the town; I couldn’t see how he’d get anyone into the field quickly. But he did. Germans!”


  He had called a war council, smarting.


  “We’ve gone down three times in eight days,” growled Drappes of the Senones. “Vellaunodunum, Cenabum, and now Noviodunum.”


  “At the beginning of April he was in Narbo. At the end of April he’s marching for Avaricum,” said Daderax of the Mandubii. “Six hundred miles in a single month! How can we hope to keep up with him? Will he go on doing this? What are we to do?”


  “We change our tactics,” said Vercingetorix, who felt lighter after this confession of failure. “We have to learn from him, and we have to make him respect us. He walks all over us, but he won’t keep on walking all over us. From now on, we make it impossible for him to campaign. We make him retreat to Agedincum and we lock him up in Agedincum.”


  “How?” asked Drappes, looking skeptical.


  “It will require many sacrifices, Drappes. We make it quite impossible for him to eat. At this time of year and for the next six months there’s nothing to be had in the fields. It’s all in silos and barns. So we burn our silos and barns. We burn our own oppida. Anything in Caesar’s path must go. And we never, never offer battle. We starve him out instead.”


  “If he starves, so will we,” said Gutruatus.


  “We’ll go hungry, but we will eat something. We bring food up from those places far from Caesar’s path. We send to Lucterius to give us food from the south. We send to the Armorici to bring us food from the west.


  We also send to the Aedui to make sure they give the Romans nothing. Nothing!”


  “What of Avaricum?” Biturgo asked. “It’s the biggest town in Gaul and so full of food that it’s threatening to sink into the marshes. Caesar’s marching for it even as we speak.”


  “We follow him and we sit ourselves down just too far away to be compelled to give battle. As for Avaricum”—he frowned—”do we defend it or burn it?” The thin face tightened. “We burn it,” said Vercingetorix with decision. “That’s the right course.”


  Biturgo gasped. “No! No! I refuse to consent to that! You made it impossible for us Bituriges to remain aloof, and I tell you now that I will obey your orders—burn villages, burn barns, even burn our mine workings—but I will not let you burn Avaricum!”


  “Caesar will take it and eat,” said Vercingetorix stubbornly. “We burn it, Biturgo. We have to burn it.”


  “And the Bituriges will starve,” said Biturgo bitterly. “He can’t take it, Vercingetorix! No one can take Avaricum! Why else has it become the most powerful town in all our wide lands? It sits there so superbly fortified by Nature as well as by its people that it will last forever. No one can take it, I tell you! But if you burn it, Caesar will move on to some other place: Gergovia, maybe, or”—he glared at Daderax of the Mandubii—” Alesia. I ask you, Daderax—could Caesar take Alesia?”


  “Never,” said Daderax emphatically.


  “Well, I can say the same of Avaricum.” Biturgo transferred his gaze to Vercingetorix. “Please, I beg of you! Any stronghold or village or mine working that you like, but not Avaricum! Never Avaricum! Vercingetorix, I beg you! Don’t make it impossible for us to follow you with our souls! Lure Caesar to Avaricum! Let him try to take it! He’ll still be there trying in the summer! But he won’t! He can’t! No one can!”


  “Cathbad?” asked Vercingetorix.


  The Chief Druid thought, then nodded. “Biturgo is right. Avaricum cannot fall. Let Caesar think he can succeed, and keep him sitting before it until summer. If he’s there, he can’t be elsewhere. And in the spring you’ll call a general muster, summon every people in the whole of Gaul. It’s a good plan to keep the Romans occupied in one place. If he finds Avaricum burning, Caesar will march again and we’ll lose track of him. He’s like trying to eat quicksilver with a knife. Use Avaricum as an anchor.”


  “Very well then, we use Avaricum as an anchor. But for the rest of it, burn everything within fifty miles of him!”


  *


  Every Roman deemed Avaricum the only beautiful oppidum in Longhaired Gaul. Like Cenabum only much larger, it functioned as a proper town rather than a place to store foodstuffs and hold tribal meetings. It stood on a slight hill of solid ground in the midst of miles of marshy yet fertile grazing ground; the bulblike end of a spur of forested bedrock a mere three hundred and thirty feet wide outside the gates, Avaricum owed its impregnability to its very high walls and the surrounding marsh. The road into it came across this narrow bedrock causeway, but just before the gates the solid ground took a sudden downward dip which meant that the walls virtually towered right in the only spot where they might have been assailable. Elsewhere they rose out of marsh too soggy and treacherous to take the weight of siege fortifications and engines of war.


  Caesar sat his seven legions down in a camp on the edge of the bedrock spur just before it narrowed into that last quarter-mile of road with the steep dip rising again to Avaricum’s main gates. The city wall was made of murus Gallicus, a cunning interleafing of stones and wooden reinforcing beams forty feet long; the stones rendered it impervious to fire, while the gigantic wooden beams lent it the tensile strength necessary to resist battery. Even if, thought Caesar, gazing at it while the controlled frenzy of camp making went on behind him, even if I could work a ram tilted at such an angle. Or protect the men using the ram.’


  “This one,” said Titus Sextius, “is going to be difficult.”


  “You’ll have to build a ramp across the dip to level it out and batter the gates,” said Fabius, frowning.


  “No, not exactly a ramp. Too exposed. The available width is just three hundred and thirty feet. Which means the Bituriges inside have a mere three hundred and thirty feet of wall to man in order to fend us off. No, we’ll have to build something more like a terrace,” said Caesar, his voice betraying to his legates that he had known exactly what to do almost at first glance. “We start it right where I’m standing, which is the same height as the Avaricum battlements, and advance it fully built. It won’t need to be a three-hundred-and-thirty-foot-wide platform, yet it will be three hundred and thirty feet wide. We’ll flank each side of the causeway with a wall going from here to Avaricum’s walls, level with its battlements. Between our two walls we’ll simply ignore the dip until we can almost touch Avaricum. Then we’ll build another wall between our two flank walls and connect them to each other. By advancing forward evenly we keep complete control. We’ll be three quarters of the way there before we have to worry too much about the defenders’ doing us serious damage.”


  “Logs!” exclaimed Quintus Cicero, eyes gleaming. “Thousands of logs! Axe time, Caesar.”


  “Yes, Quintus, axe time. You’re in charge of the logging. All that experience against the Nervii will come in handy, because I want those thousands of logs in a hurry. We can’t stay here more than a month. By then it has to be over.” Caesar turned to Titus Sextius. “Sextius, find what stone you can. And earth. As the terrace advances, the men can tip it over the edge into the dip for fill.” It became Fabius’s turn. “Fabius, you’re in charge of the camp and supplies. The Aedui haven’t brought up any grain yet, and I want to know why. Nor have the Boii sent any.”


  “We’ve heard nothing from the Aedui,” said Fabius, looking worried. “The Boii say they don’t have any food to spare, thanks to Gorgobina—and I believe them. They’re not a numerous tribe and their lands don’t yield a cornucopia of plenty.”


  “Unlike the Aedui, who have the best and most in Gaul,” said Caesar grimly. “I think it’s high time that I wrote a note to Cotus and Convictolavus.”


  His scouts informed him that Vercingetorix and his enormous army had settled down fifteen miles away in a place which prevented Caesar’s leaving the area without encountering them, for the Bituriges marshes were not merely around Avaricum and the amount of solid ground was limited. Worse than this, every barn and silo within reach was in ashes. Caesar detached the Ninth and Tenth from construction work and kept them ready in camp in case the Gallic army attacked, then commenced his siege terrace.


  To protect it in the early stages he put every piece of artillery he had behind a palisade on high ground, but conserved his stone ammunition for later days. The present situation was ideal for scorpions, which fired a three-foot-long bolt made very simply from a piece of wood; the business end was sharp, the other end whittled into flanges which acted like the flights on an arrow. Suitable branches lopped from the trees Quintus Cicero was logging were stockpiled, and the specialist noncombatants who did nothing save make scorpion bolts set to shaping them, checking against templates to make sure the flanges were correct.
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  Two parallel log walls rose on either flank of the causeway, the dip in between them only partially filled to afford the laboring troops better protection from the archers and spearmen on Avaricum’s battlements. The long shelter sheds called mantlets advanced in time with the terrace. The two siege towers were built at the Roman camp end of the parallel walls, and would not be pushed down the walls until they were finished. Twenty-five thousand men toiled from sunrise to sunset every day, logging, shaping, winching, rolling, dropping the finished round beams into place, all at the rate of many hundreds of logs a day.


  At the end of ten days the terrace had crept half the way to the walls of Avaricum, and at the end of ten days there was no food left save scraps of bacon and a little oil. Messengers kept coming in from the Aedui full of apologies: there had been an epidemic of winter illness, a cloudburst had bogged a train of wagons to the axles, a plague of rats had eaten all the grain in the silos closest to Avaricum, grain would have to be brought from the other side of Cabillonum, a hundred and twenty miles away…


  Bivouacked at the terrace itself, Caesar started to make rounds. “It’s up to you what I do, boys,” he said to each laboring group in turn. “If you want, I’ll lift the siege and we’ll return to a good feed in Agedincum. This isn’t a crucial business; we can beat the Gauls without taking Avaricum. Your choice.”


  And the answer was always the same: a pestilence on every Gaul, a bigger pestilence on Avaricum, and the biggest one of all on the Aedui!


  “We’ve been with you for seven years, Caesar,” said Marcus Petronius, centurion spokesman for the Eighth Legion. “You’ve been mighty good to us, and we’ve never brought you disgrace. To give up after all this work would be a disgrace. No, thank you, General, we’ll tighten our belts and soldier on. We’re here to avenge the civilians who died at Cenabum, and the taking of Avaricum is a task worth our salt!”


  “We’ll have to forage, Fabius,” said Caesar to his second-in-command. “It’ll have to be flesh, I’m afraid. They’ve left no granary unburned. Find sheep, cattle, anything. No one likes to eat beef, but beef is better than starvation. And where are our so-called allies the Aedui?”


  “Still sending excuses.” Fabius looked at the General very seriously. “You don’t think I ought to try to get through to Agedincum with the Ninth and Tenth?” he asked.


  “Not past Vercingetorix. He’s hoping to see us try. Besides, if the Aedui continue to be delinquent after Avaricum falls, we’ll need everything it contains.” Caesar grinned. “Rather foolish of Vercingetorix, really. He’s forced me to take Avaricum. I suspect it’s the only place in this benighted land where I’m going to find food. Therefore Avaricum will have to fall.”


  On the fifteenth day, when the siege terrace was two-thirds of the way to the walls, Vercingetorix moved his camp closer to Avaricum and set a trap for the Tenth, foraging. He rode off with his cavalry to spring it, but the ploy came to nothing when Caesar marched with the Ninth at midnight and threatened Vercingetorix’s camp. Both sides drew off without engaging, a difficult business for Caesar, whose men were spoiling for a fight.


  And a difficult business for Vercingetorix, who found himself accused of treachery by none other than Gutruatus. Gutruatus was beginning to have doubts about the high command, and wondered if perhaps he would fill a king’s shoes better than Vercingetorix. Who talked the war council onto his side and actually managed to gain a little ground in his struggle to be hailed as King of Gaul. For the army, on hearing that he had been forced to defend himself, cheered him mightily after the war council ended in the manner peculiar to Gallic warriors, by clashing the flats of their swords against their shield bosses. The army then gave him ten thousand volunteers to reinforce Avaricum. An easy matter to get them into the town, for the marshes held a man’s weight comfortably; they were helped over the walls on the far side of Avaricum from Caesar’s siege terrace.


  On the twentieth day the work was nearing completion, and had approached the walls so closely that the ten thousand extra men inside the town were put to good use. A log wall joining the two parallel Roman siege tower walls was rising out of the partly leveled dip right against Avaricum itself; Caesar intended that he would storm the battlements on as wide a front as possible. The defenders tried constantly to set the mantlets on fire, though they failed in it because Caesar had found sheets of iron inside the oppidum of Noviodunum, and used them to roof the mantlets at the Avaricum end of the shelter sheds. Then the defenders switched their attention to the log wall rising against Avaricum’s outside, tried to demolish it with grappling hooks and windlasses, all the while pouring pitch, burning oil and blazing bundles of tinder down upon the heads of any exposed soldiers.


  Avaricum’s defenders put up their own breastworks and towers along the ramparts, and below the ground a different scheme progressed. Mine runnels were dug down into the bowels of the earth until they were lower than the bottom course of the walls; they turned then and went forward until they were under Caesar’s siege terrace. The Avarican miners dug upward to reach the bottom layer of Roman logs, saturated them in oil and pitch, and set fire to them.


  But the logs were green and of air there was little; great billows of smoke gave the scheme away. Seeing them, the defenders decided to increase the fire’s chances of taking hold by making a sortie from their walls onto the Roman walls. Skirmishes developed, the fighting grew fiercer, the Ninth and Tenth erupted out of camp to join in, the sides of the mantlets caught and burned, and so did the hide and wicker skin of the left-hand siege tower, which had been pushed most of the way toward the town. The battle raged all through the night, and was still going on when dawn broke.


  Some soldiers began hacking down into the terrace with axes to make a hole to channel water in, while some of the Ninth diverted the stream supplying the camp and others manufactured a chute out of hides and sticks to carry the diverted water to the fire beneath the terrace.


  A perfect opportunity for Vercingetorix, who might have won his war then and there had he brought up his army; but Gutruatus had done the Gallic cause no good turn in accusing Vercingetorix of abandoning his army to gallivant off with the cavalry. The King of the Gauls, not yet hailed as King of the Gauls, did not dare to avail himself of this wonderful chance. Until he was hailed King, he didn’t have the authority to move without first calling a war council, and that was too protracted, too quarrelsome, too fruitless a business. By the time a decision might have been reached, the fighting at the walls of Avaricum was bound to be over.


  At dawn Caesar brought the artillery to bear. One man on the town ramparts proved a particularly accurate marksman as he hurled lumps of fat and pitch into a fire blazing at the base of the left-hand siege tower. A bolt from a scorpion, dramatic and unexpected, plugged him through the side. When another Gaul took his place, a second bolt from the same scorpion, which had the range nicely, killed him. As fast as each new Gaul started hurling his incendiaries, the same scorpion felled him; and so it went until finally the fire was out and the Gauls had retired from the fray. It was the artillery, in fact, which won the tussle.


  “I’m pleased,” said Caesar to Quintus Cicero, Fabius and Titus Sextius. “We obviously do not make enough use of artillery.” He shivered, drew his scarlet general’s cloak closer about him. “It’s going to rain and rain. Well, that will end the risk of more fires. Get everyone onto repairs.”


  On the twenty-fifth day the work was done. The siege terrace was eighty feet high, three hundred and thirty feet from one tower to the other, and two hundred and fifty feet from the walls of Avaricum to the Roman side of the dip. The right-hand tower was pushed forward until it was level with the left one, while icily cold, torrential rain fell remorselessly. Exactly the right time to begin the assault, for the guard atop the Avaricum battlements was sheltering from the elements, sure no attack would come in this weather. As the visible Roman troops went about their duties at an ambling pace, heads hunched into shoulders, the mantlets and siege towers filled with soldiers. The two towers winched down their gangplanks to thump onto the ramparts, while men spilled out from behind the shield palisade along the Roman wall joining the two tower walls, and put up their ladders and grapples.


  The surprise was complete. The Gauls were ejected from their own wall so quickly there was hardly any fighting. They drew up then in wedge formation in the marketplace and the more open squares, determined to take Romans with them as they died.


  The rain kept cascading down; the cold grew intense. No Roman troops descended from the Avaricum ramparts. Instead, they lined them and did no more than stare into the town. A reflexive panic started; the next moment the Gauls were running in all directions for the lesser gates, the walls, anywhere they thought might provide an avenue of escape. And were cut down. Of the forty thousand men, women and children inside Avaricum, some eight hundred reached Vercingetorix. The rest perished. After twenty-five days of short commons and considerable frustration, Caesar’s legions were in no mood to spare anyone.


  “Well, boys,” Caesar shouted to his troops, assembled in the Avaricum marketplace, “now we can eat bread! Bean and bacon soup! Pease pottage! If I ever see a hunk of old cow again, I’ll swap it for a boot! My thanks and my salutations! I wouldn’t part with a single one of you!”


  *


  At first it seemed to Vercingetorix that the arrival of the eight hundred survivors of the slaughter at Avaricum was a worse crisis than Gutruatus’s challenge for the leadership had been; what would the army think? So he dealt with it astutely by splitting the refugees into small groups and smuggling them to be succored well away from the army. Then the next morning he called a war council and gave it the news with complete candor.


  “I should not have gone against my instincts,” he said, looking directly at Biturgo. “It was futile to defend Avaricum. Which was not impregnable. Because we didn’t burn it, Caesar will eat well despite the failure of the Aedui to send him supplies. Forty thousand precious people are dead, some of them the warriors of the next generation. And their mothers. And their grandparents. It wasn’t lack of courage caused the fall of Avaricum. It was Roman experience. They seem to be able to look at a place we consider invulnerable and know immediately how to take it. Not because it possesses weaknesses. Because they possess strengths. We have lost four of our most important strongholds to Caesar, three of them in eight days, the fourth after twenty-five days of such incredible Roman labor that my heart stills in my breast to think of it. We have no tradition of physical work to match theirs. They march for days on end faster than our army can advance on horses. They build something like the siege apparatus at Avaricum by starting with living and innocent forests. They can pierce man after man with their bolts. They own true military excellence. And they have Caesar.”


  “We,” said Cathbad softly, “have you, Vercingetorix. We also have the numbers.” He turned to the silent thanes and threw off the veil of diffidence and humility which concealed his power. Suddenly he was the Chief Druid, a fount of knowledge, a great singer, the connection between Gaul and its Gods the Tuatha, the head of a huge confraternity more forceful than any other body of priests in the world.


  “When a man sets himself up as the leader of a great enterprise, he also sets himself up as the man upon whose head falls the lightning, upon whose wisdom falls the blame, upon whose courage falls the judgement. In the old days it was the place of the King to stand before the Tuatha as the one who goes voluntarily to the sacrifice in the name of his people, who takes to his own breast the needs and wants and desires and hopes of every male and female creature under his shield. But you, thanes of Gaul, did not accord Vercingetorix the full extent of his power. You grudged him the title of King. You saw yourselves becoming King when he failed, as you were sure he would because in your hearts you do not believe in a united Gaul. You want supremacy for yourselves individually and for your own peoples.”


  No one said a word; Gutruatus moved deeper into the shadows, Biturgo closed his eyes, Drappes pulled at his moustache.


  “Perhaps at this moment it does indeed seem that Vercingetorix has failed,” Cathbad went on in his compelling voice, its tones honeyed. “But these are early days. He and we are still learning. What you must realize is that the Tuatha threw him up out of nothing and nowhere. Who knew him before Samarobriva?” The voice grew hard. “Chieftains of Gaul, we have but one chance to free ourselves of Rome! Of Caesar. That chance is now. The time is now. If we go down in defeat, let it not be because we could not come together in accord, because we could not bring ourselves to hail one man as King. It may be that in the future we will not need a king. But we need a king now. It was the Tuatha chose Vercingetorix, not mortal men. Not even the Druids. If you fear, love and honor the Tuatha, then bend the knee to the man they chose. Bend the knee to Vercingetorix, and acknowledge him openly as King of united Gaul.”


  One by one the great chieftains got to their feet, and one by one they went down on the left knee. Vercingetorix stood, his right hand extended, his right foot forward, the jewels and gold on his arms and neck flashing, his stiff and colorless hair like rays about his head, his clean-shaven, bony face alight.


  It lasted but a moment. Yet when it was over everything had changed. He was King Vercingetorix. He was King of a united Gaul.


  “It is time,” he said then, “to summon all our peoples to Carnutum. They will assemble in the month the Romans call Sextilis, when the spring is almost over and the summer promises good campaign weather. I shall carefully choose envoys to go among the peoples and show them that this is our one chance to eject Rome. And who knows? Perhaps the measure of our success is in the measure of our opponent. If what we want is vast, then the Tuatha will set a vastness against us. That way, if we go down in defeat, we need not be ashamed. We will be able to say that our opponent is the greatest opponent we will ever encounter.”


  “But he is a man,” said Cathbad strongly, “and he worships the wrong Gods. The Tuatha are the true Gods. They are greater than the Roman Gods. Ours is the right cause, the just cause. We will win! And we will call ourselves Gaul.”


  *


  At the beginning of June, Gaius Trebonius and Titus Labienus arrived at Avaricum to find Caesar dismantling camp and preparing to move out; a great many baggage animals had been found grazing the marshes, and Avaricum’s food was to go on the road with Caesar.


  “Vercingetorix has adopted Fabian tactics, he won’t commit himself to battle,” said Caesar, “so it behooves us to force him into battle. Which I intend to do by marching for Gergovia. It’s his town; he’ll have to defend it. If Gergovia falls, the Arverni might think again about Vercingetorix.”


  “There’s a difficulty,” said Trebonius unhappily.


  “A difficulty?”


  “I’ve had word from Litaviccus that the Aedui are split in council and senate. Cotus has usurped Convictolavus’s position as senior vergobret, and he’s urging the Aedui to declare for Vercingetorix.”


  “Oh, I piss on the Aedui!” cried Caesar, clenching his fists. “I don’t need an insurrection at my back, nor do I need to be delayed. However, it’s plain that I am going to be delayed. Aaah! Trebonius, take the Fifteenth and put all the Avarican food into Noviodunum Nevirnum. What is the matter with the Aedui? Didn’t I donate Noviodunum Nevirnum and all its lands to them when I took the place off the Senones as punishment?” Caesar turned to Aulus Hirtius. “Hirtius, summon the entire Aeduan people to a conference in Decetia immediately. I’ll have to find out what’s happening and settle them down before I do anything else— and do it in person. Otherwise the Aedui will drift into revolution.”


  Now came Labienus’s turn, but now was not the right time for Caesar to raise the subject of Commius. That would have to wait. Labienus the force of nature was going to be operating on his own again, and the force of nature had to be tranquil and tractable.


  “Titus Labienus, I’m going to split the army. You’ll take the Seventh, the Ninth, the Twelfth and the Fourteenth. Also half the cavalry—but not the Aeduan half. Use the Remi. I want you to carry the war into the lands of the Senones, the Suessiones, the Meldi, the Parisii and the Aulerci. Keep every tribe along the Sequana River too busy even to think of reinforcing Vercingetorix. It’s up to you how you proceed. Use Agedincum as your base.” He beckoned to Trebonius, who walked over mournfully. Laughing, Caesar threw an arm about his shoulders. “Gaius Trebonius, don’t look so sad! My word on it, there’ll be plenty of work for you before the year is done. But for the moment, your orders are to hold Agedincum. Take the Fifteenth there from Noviodunum Nervirnum.”


  “I’ll start tomorrow at dawn,” said Labienus, satisfied. He shot Caesar a wary, puzzled look. “You haven’t told me what you thought of the Commius incident,” he said.


  “That it was a pity you let Commius get away,” said Caesar. “He’ll prove a thorn in our paw. Let us hope, Labienus, that we find a mouse willing to withdraw it.”


  *


  The business at Decetia proved to be so complex that when it was over, Caesar had no idea who was telling the truth and who was lying; the only good which came of it was the opportunity to face the assembled Aedui in person. Perhaps that was what the Aedui needed most, to see and hear Caesar himself. Cotus was ejected, Convictolavus reappointed, the young and feverish Eporedorix promoted to junior vergobret. While the Druids hovered in the background and swore to the loyalty of Convictolavus, of Eporedorix, of Valetiacus, of Viridomarus, of Cavarillus, and of that pillar of rectitude, Litaviccus.


  “I want ten thousand infantry and every horseman the Aedui can muster,” said Caesar. “They’ll follow me to Gergovia. And they’ll bring grain, is that understood?”


  “I’ll be leading in person,” said Litaviccus, smiling. “You may rest easy, Caesar. The Aedui will come to Gergovia.”


  *


  Thus it was the middle of June before Caesar marched for the Elaver River and Gergovia. Spring was under way, the streams so swollen from melted snows and rainy thaws that passage across them had to be by bridge, not ford.


  Vercingetorix crossed from the eastern to the western bank of the Elaver immediately and demolished the bridge. Which forced Caesar to march down the eastern bank, Vercingetorix shadowing him on the other side. Demolishing all the bridges. Never good stonemasons, the Gauls preferred to build wooden bridges; the river roared and tumbled, impossible to cross. But then Caesar found what he was looking for, a wooden bridge which had been erected on stone pylons. Though the superstructure was gone, the pylons remained. That was enough. While four of his legions pretended to be six and marched southward, Caesar hid the remaining two in the forests of the eastern bank and waited until Vercingetorix moved onward. The two legions flung a new wooden bridge across the Elaver, marched over it, and were soon joined on the western bank by the other four.


  Vercingetorix ran for Gergovia, but didn’t enter the great Arvernian oppidum, which sat on a small plateau in the midst of towering crags; a spur of the Cebenna thrusting westward provided Gergovia with some of the highest peaks in the Cebenna as shelter. The hundred thousand men the King of Gaul brought with him camped among the rugged high ground behind and flanking the oppidum, and waited for Caesar to arrive.


  The sight was truly horrifying. Every rock seemed peppered with Gauls, and one glance at Gergovia was enough to tell Caesar that it could not be stormed; the answer was a blockade, and that was going to consume valuable time. More importantly, it was going to consume valuable food. Food Caesar didn’t have until the Aedui relief column arrived. But in the meantime there were things could be done, particularly seizure of a small hill with precipitous sides just below the Gergovian plateau.


  “Once we own that hill, we can cut off almost all their water,” said Caesar. “We can also prevent their foraging.”


  No sooner said than done; comfortable working in the dark, Caesar took the hill between midnight and dawn, put Gaius Fabius and two legions in a strongly fortified camp there, and extended its fortifications to join those of his main camp by means of a great double ditch.


  Midnight, in fact, was to prove a crucial hour in the action before Gergovia. Two midnights later, Eporedorix of the Aedui rode into Caesar’s main camp accompanied by Viridomarus, a lowborn man whom Caesar’s influence had seen promoted to the Aeduan senate.


  “Litaviccus has gone over to Vercingetorix,” said Eporedorix, trembling. “What’s worse, so has the army. They’re marching for Gergovia as if to join you, but they’ve also sent to Vercingetorix. Once they’re inside your camp, the plan is to take it from within while Vercingetorix attacks from without.”


  “Then I don’t have time to reduce the size of my camps,” said Caesar between his teeth. “Fabius, you’ll have to hold the big camp and the little camp with two legions; I can’t spare you a man more. I’ll be back within a day, but you’re going to have to last the day without me.”


  “I’ll manage,” said Fabius.


  Four legions and all the cavalry moved on the double out of camp shortly after, and met the approaching Aeduan army twenty-five miles down the Elaver shortly after dawn. Caesar sent in the four hundred Germans to soften the Aedui up, then attacked. The Aedui fled, but Caesar’s luck was out. Litaviccus managed to get through to Gergovia with most of the Aeduan army, and—far worse news—with all the supplies. Gergovia would eat. Caesar would not.


  Two troopers arrived to tell the General that both camps were under fierce attack, but that Fabius was managing to hold them.


  “All right, boys, we run the rest of the way!” Caesar shouted to those who could hear, and set off himself on foot.


  Exhausted, they arrived to find Fabius still holding out.


  “It was the arrows caused most of the casualties,” said Fabius, wiping a trickle of blood from his ear. “It seems Vercingetorix has decided to use archers wherever he can, and they’re a menace. I begin to understand how poor Marcus Crassus must have felt.”


  “I don’t think we have much choice other than to withdraw,” said Caesar grimly. “The problem is, how do we withdraw? We can’t turn and run; they’d fall on us like wolves. No, we’ll have to fight a battle first, frighten Vercingetorix enough to hesitate when we do withdraw.”


  A decision made doubly necessary when Viridomarus returned with the news that the Aedui were in open revolt.


  “They ejected the tribune Marcus Aristius from Cabillonum, then attacked him, took him prisoner and stripped him of all his belongings. He gathered some Roman citizens and retreated into a small stronghold, and there he held out until some of my people changed their minds and came to beg his forgiveness. But many Roman citizens are dead, Caesar, and there will be no food.”


  “My luck is out,” said Caesar, visiting Fabius in the small camp. He shrugged, looked toward the great citadel, and stiffened. “Ah!”


  Fabius looked immediately alert; he knew that “Ah!”


  “I think I’ve just seen a way to force a battle.”


  Fabius followed his gaze and frowned. A forested hill previously thick with Gauls was empty. “Oh, risky!” he said.


  “We’ll trick them,” said Caesar.


  The cavalry were too precious to waste, and there was always the chance that the bulk of it, being Aedui, would decide their skins were at too much risk. A wretched nuisance, but he did have the four hundred Germans, who knew absolutely no fear and loved to do anything dangerous. To reinforce them he took pack mules and dressed their noncombatant handlers in cavalry gear, then sent the force off under instructions to scout, learn what they could, and make a great deal of noise.


  From Gergovia it was possible to see straight into both the Roman camps, but the distance rendered it difficult to see clearly; the watching Gauls saw a great deal of activity, cavalry riding back and forth, legions marching back and forth in battle gear, everything going from the big camp into the little camp.


  But the success of the enterprise, which aimed at storming the citadel itself, depended, as always, on bugle calls. Every kind of maneuver had its special short, specific tune, and the troops were exquisitely trained to obey those calls at once. Yet another difficulty concerned the Aedui, who had been deserting Litaviccus and Vercingetorix in droves, and whom Caesar had no choice other than to use combined with those Aedui loyal to him from the start. They were to form the right wing of the attack. But most of them were wearing true Gallic mail shirts instead of the customary Aeduan mail shirts, which left the right shoulder bare. Dressed for battle and therefore minus their distinctive red-and-blue-striped shawls, without that bare right shoulder they were indistinguishable from Vercingetorix’s men.


  At first it went well, the Eighth in the forefront of the fray. Caesar, fighting with the Tenth, had control of the bugle calls. Three of Vercingetorix’s camps fell, and King Teutomarus of the Nitiobriges, asleep in his tent, was forced to escape bare-chested on a wounded horse.


  “We’ve done enough,” Caesar said to Quintus Cicero. “Bugler, sound the retreat.”


  The Tenth heard the call clearly, turned and retreated in good order. But the one thing no one, including Caesar, had taken into account was the complicated and precipitous terrain; the brassy voice of the bugle, propelled by a carefully chosen pair of lungs, soared up above the sound of battle so loudly that it bounced off every cliff and cranny, echoing on and on and on. The legions further from it than the Tenth didn’t have any idea what the call was signaling. With the result that the Eighth didn’t retreat, nor did the others. And the Gauls who had been fortifying the far side of Gergovia came running in their thousands to hurl the advance guard of the Eighth off the walls.


  What was rapidly turning into a debacle increased its pace when the Aedui, on the right, were thought to be the enemy because of their mail shirts. Legates, tribunes, Caesar himself ran and shouted, hauled soldiers back, turned them round forcibly, hectored and harried. Titus Sextius, in the small camp, brought out the cohorts of the Thirteenth held in reserve, and slowly order came out of chaos. The legions reached camp and left the Gauls in command of the field.


  Forty-six centurions, most of them in the Eighth, were dead, and close to seven hundred ranker soldiers. A toll which had Caesar in tears, especially when he heard that among the dead centurions were Lucius Fabius and Marcus Petronius of the Eighth; both had died making sure their men survived.


  “Good, but not good enough,” said Caesar to the army in assembly. “The ground was unfavorable and all of you knew it. This is Caesar’s army, which means courage and daring are not the sum total of what is expected of you. Oh, it’s wonderful to pay no heed to the height of citadel walls, the difficulty of camp fortifications, hideous mountain terrain. But I don’t send you into battle to lose your lives! I don’t sacrifice my precious soldiers, my even more precious centurions, just to say to the world that my army is composed of heroes! Dead heroes are no use. Dead heroes are burned and honored and forgotten. Valor and verve are laudable, but not everything in a soldier’s life. And never in Caesar’s army. Discipline and self-restraint are as prized in Caesar’s army as any other virtues. My soldiers are required to think. My soldiers are required to keep a cool head no matter how fierce the passion which drives them on. For cool heads and clear thinking win more battles than bravery does. Don’t make me grieve! Don’t give Caesar cause to weep!”


  The ranks were silent; Caesar wept.


  Then he wiped his eyes with one hand, shook his head. “It wasn’t your fault, boys, and I’m not angry at you. Just grieved. I like to see the same faces when I go down the files, I don’t want to have to search for faces no longer there. You’re my boys; I can’t bear to lose any one of you. Better to lose a war than lose one’s men. But we didn’t lose yesterday, and we won’t lose this war. Yesterday we won something. Yesterday Vercingetorix won something. We scattered his camps. He scattered us from the walls of Gergovia. It wasn’t superior Gallic courage forced us back, it was shocking ground and echoes. I always had my doubts about the outcome; it’s not unexpected. It won’t change a thing, except that there are faces missing in my ranks. So when you think about yesterday, blame the echoes. And when you think about tomorrow, remember yesterday’s lesson.”


  From the assembly the legions left the camp to form up in battle array on good ground, but Vercingetorix refused to come down and accept the battle offer. The faithful Germans, shrieking that ululating warcry which sent shivers down every Gallic spine, provoked a cavalry skirmish and took the honors.


  “But he isn’t going to commit himself to an all-out fight, even here on his home patch of Gergovia,” said Caesar. “We’ll parade for battle again tomorrow, though he won’t come down. After that we’ll get out of Gergovia. And to make sure we get out in one piece, the Aedui can bring up our rear.”


  *


  Noviodunum Nevirnum lay on the north bank of the Liger, very close to its confluence with the Elaver; four days after leaving Gergovia, Caesar arrived there to find the bridges across the Liger destroyed and the Aedui in outright revolt. They had entered Noviodunum Nevirnum and burned it to deprive Caesar of food, and when the fires were slow to burn, they emptied the contents of the storehouses and granaries into the river rather than see Caesar save anything. Roman citizens living in Aeduan lands were murdered, Roman sympathizers among the Aedui were murdered.


  At which moment Eporedorix and Viridomarus found Caesar and told their tale of multiple woes.


  “Litaviccus is in control, Cotus is restored to favor, and Convictolavus is doing as he’s told,” said Eporedorix dolefully. “Viridomarus and I have been stripped of our estates and banished. And soon Vercingetorix is going to hold a pan-Gallic conference inside Bibracte. After it, he’ll call a general muster at Carnutum.”


  Face set, Caesar listened. “Banished or not, I expect you to return to your people,” he said when the tale of woe was ended. “I want you to remind them who I am, what I am, and where I intend to go. If the Aedui attempt to stand in my way, Eporedorix, I will crush the Aedui flatter than an ox can crush a beetle. The Aedui have formal treaties with Rome and the status of Friend and Ally. But if they persist in this present lunacy, they’ll lose everything. Now go home and do as I say.”


  “I don’t understand!” cried Quintus Cicero. “The Aedui have been our allies for almost a hundred years. They were only too happy to assist Ahenobarbus when he conquered the Arverni—they’re so Romanized they speak Latin! So why this change of heart?”


  “Vercingetorix,” said Caesar. “And let us not forget the Druids. Nor let us forget the ambitious Litaviccus.”


  “Let us not forget the Liger River,” said Fabius. “The Aedui haven’t left a bridge standing anywhere; I’ve had the scouts check for miles. Everyone assures me it’s not fordable during spring.” He smiled. “However, I’ve found a spot where we can ford it.”


  “Good man!”


  The last job Caesar required of his Aeduan cavalry was to ride into the river and stand against its current, all thousand horsemen packed to form a buffer between the full force of the current and the legions, who crossed in water well above the waist without trouble.


  “Except,” said Mutilus, a centurion in the Thirteenth, upon the north bank, and shivering, “that there’s not a mentula left among us, Caesar! Dropped off in the ice of that water.”


  “Rubbish, Mutilus!” said Caesar, grinning. “You’re all mentula! Isn’t that right, boys?” he asked the men of Mutilus’s century, blue with cold.


  “That’s right, General!”


  “Hmm!” said Caesar, and rode off.


  “We’re in luck,” said Sextius, riding to meet him. “The Aedui may have burned Noviodunum Nevirnum, but they couldn’t bear to burn their own barns and silos. The countryside is full of food. We’ll eat well for the next few days.”


  “Good, then organize foraging parties. And if you find any Aedui, Titus, kill them.”


  “In front of your cavalry?” asked Sextius blankly.


  “Oh, no. I’m done with the Aedui, and that goes for Aeduan cavalry too. If you come with me, you can watch me fire them.”


  “But you can’t exist without cavalry!”


  “I can exist better without cavalry aiming their lances at my soldiers’ backs! But don’t worry, we’ll have cavalry. I’ve sent to Dorix of the Remi—and I’ve sent to Arminius of the Ubii. From now on, I don’t intend to use Gallic cavalry any more than I have to. I’m going to remount and use Germans.”


  That night in camp he held a war council.


  “With the Aedui in revolt, Vercingetorix must be absolutely convinced he’ll win. In which case, Fabius, what do you think he might assume I’ll do?”


  “He’ll assume that you’re going to retreat out of Gallia Comata into the Province,” said Fabius without hesitation.


  “Yes, I agree.” Caesar shrugged. “After all, it’s the prudent alternative. We’re on the run—or so he believes. We had to retreat with Gergovia untaken. The Aedui can’t be trusted. How can we continue to exist in a totally hostile country? Every hand is turned against us. And we’re perpetually short of food, the most important consideration of all. Without the Aedui to supply us, we can’t continue to exist. Therefore—the Province.”


  “Where,” said a new voice, “there’s strife on all sides.”


  Fabius, Quintus Cicero and Sextus looked, startled, to the gaping tent flap, filled by a body so bulky that the head on its shoulders looked too small.


  “Well, well,” said Caesar genially. “Marcus Antonius at last! When did the trial of Milo finish? Early April? What is it now? The middle of Quinctilis? How did you come, Antonius? By way of Syria?”


  Antony yanked the tent flap closed and threw off his sagum, quite unruffled by this ironic greeting. His perfect little white teeth gleamed in a broad smile; he ran a hand through his curly auburn hair and gazed unapologetically at his second cousin. “No, not by way of Syria,” he said, and began looking about. “I know dinner’s long over, but is there any chance of something to eat?”


  “Why should I feed you, Antonius?”


  “Because I’m full of news but little else.”


  “You can have bread, olives and cheese.”


  “Roast ox would be better, but I’ll settle for bread, olives and cheese.” Antony sat himself down on a vacant stool. “Ho, Fabius, Sextius! How goes it? And Quintus Cicero, no less! You do keep strange company, Caesar.”


  Quintus Cicero bridled, but the insult was accompanied by a winning smile, and the other two legates were grinning.


  The food came, and Antony fell to eating with gusto. He took a swig from the goblet a servant had filled for him, blinked, set it down indignantly. “It’s water!” he said. “I need wine!”


  “I’m sure you do,” said Caesar, “but you won’t get it in any war camp of mine, Antonius. I run a dry operation. And if my senior legates are content with water, my humble quaestor had best be the same. Besides, once you start you can’t stop. The sure sign of an unhealthy addiction to a highly poisonous substance. Campaigning with me will do you good. You’ll be so sober you might actually discover that heads which don’t ache are capable of serious thinking.” Caesar saw Antony’s mouth open to protest, and got in first. “And don’t start prating about Gabinius! He couldn’t control you. I can.”


  Antony shut his mouth, blinked his auburn eyes, looked like Aetna about to erupt, then burst out laughing. “Oh, you haven’t changed since the day you kicked me so hard in the podex that I couldn’t sit down for a week!” he said when he was able. “This man,” he announced to the others, “is the scourge of our whole family. He’s a terror. But when he speaks, even my monumentally silly mother stops howling and screeching.”


  “If you can talk so much, Antonius, I’d prefer to hear some sense,” said Caesar, face straight. “What’s going on in the south?”


  “Well, I’ve been to Narbo to see Uncle Lucius—and no, I didn’t take it upon myself to go, I found a summons in Arelate—who has sent you a letter about four books long.” He reached into a saddlebag on the ground beside him and produced a fat scroll which he handed to Caesar. “I can summarize it for you if you like, Caesar.”


  “I’d be interested to hear your summary, Antonius. Proceed.”


  “The moment spring came, it started. Lucterius sent the Gabali and some of the southern Arverni to the eastern side of the Cebenna to make war on the Helvii. That was the worst of it,” said Antony grimly. “The Helvii were overwhelmed in the open. They’d decided they had the numbers to defeat the Gabali in the field, but what they hadn’t counted on was the Arvernian contingent. They went down badly. Donnotaurus was killed. But Caburus and his younger sons survived and things have gone much better since. The Helvii are now safe inside their towns and holding.”


  “A terrible grief for Caburus, to lose a son,” said Caesar. “Have you any idea what the Allobroges are thinking?”


  “Not of joining Vercingetorix, anyway! I came through their lands and found a lot of activity. Fortifications everywhere, no settlement unguarded. They’re ready for any attack.”


  “And the Volcae Arecomici?”


  “The Ruteni, the Cardurci and some of the Petrocorii have attacked all along the border of the Province between the Vardo and the Tarnis, but Uncle Lucius had armed and organized them very efficiently, so they’ve held out surprisingly well. Some of their more remote settlements have suffered, of course.”


  “And Aquitania?”


  “Very little trouble so far. The Nitiobriges have declared for Vercingetorix—Teutomarus, their king, managed to hire some mercenary horse troopers among the Aquitani. But he deems himself too highborn to serve under a mere mortal like Lucterius, so he took himself off to join Vercingetorix. Aside from that, peace and quiet reign south of the Garumna.” Antony paused. “All of this is from Uncle Lucius.”


  “Your uncle Lucius will enjoy the end of the haughty King Teutomarus’s odyssey. He had to flee from Gergovia without his shirt and on a wounded horse. Otherwise he’d be walking in my triumphal parade one day,” said Caesar. He inclined his head to Mark Antony, the gesture colored by a peculiar tinge of something his three legates had never seen in him before; suddenly he seemed the highest of kings, and Antony a mere worm at his feet. How extraordinary! “My thanks, Antonius.”


  He turned to look at Fabius, Sextius, Quintus Cicero. The usual Caesar, not a scrap different from a thousand other occasions. Imagination, thought Fabius and Sextius. He’s the king of that whole family, thought Quintus Cicero. No wonder he and my brother Cicero don’t get on. They’re both king of the family.


  “All right, the situation in the Province is stable yet perilous. No doubt Vercingetorix is quite as aware what’s happening as I am at this moment. Yes, he’ll expect me to retreat into the Province. So I suppose I must oblige him.”


  “Caesar!” gasped Fabius, eyes round. “You won’t!”


  “Of course I do have to go to Agedincum first. After all, I can’t leave Trebonius and the baggage behind, let alone the loyal and unflagging Fifteenth. Nor can I leave without the good Titus Labienus and the four legions he has with him.”


  “How’s he doing?” asked Antony.


  “As always, very well. When he couldn’t take Lutetia he moved upstream to the other big island in the Sequana, Metiosedum. It fell at once—they hadn’t burned their boats. After which he returned to Lutetia. The moment he appeared the Parisii put the torch to their island fortress and scampered off to the north.” Caesar frowned, shifted on his ivory curule chair. “It seems the word is being shouted from one end of Gaul to the other that I was defeated at Gergovia and that the Aedui are in revolt.”


  “Eh?” asked Antony, and was quelled with a glance.


  “According to the letter I received late this afternoon from Labienus, he decided this wasn’t the moment to become inextricably embroiled in a long campaign north of the Sequana. Amazing, how well he knows my mind! He knew I’d want my whole army.” A tinge of bitterness crept into Caesar’s voice. “Before he left he felt it politic to teach the Parisii—who were led by one of the Aulerci, the old man Camulogenus—and their new allies that it doesn’t pay to annoy Titus Labienus. The new allies were Commius’s Atrebates and a few Bellovaci. Labienus tricked them. One always can. Most of them are dead, including Camulogenus and the Atrebates. Right at this moment Labienus is marching for Agedincum.” Caesar rose to his feet. “I’m for bed. It’s an early start in the morning—but not toward the Province. Toward Agedincum.”


  “Did Caesar really suffer a defeat at Gergovia?” Antony asked Fabius as they left the General’s tent.


  “Him? Defeated? No, of course not. It was a draw.”


  “Which would have been a victory,” said Quintus Cicero, “if the wretched Aedui hadn’t forced him to move back north of the Liger. The Gauls are a difficult enemy, Antonius.”


  “He didn’t sound too pleased with Labienus, for all his lavish praise.”


  The three senior legates exchanged rueful glances. “Well, Labienus is a problem for Caesar. Not an honorable man. But brilliant in the field. Caesar hates to have to need him, we think,” said Quintus Cicero.


  “For more information, ask Aulus Hirtius,” said Sextius.


  “Where do I sleep tonight?”


  “In my tent,” said Fabius. “Have you much baggage? All you Syrian potentates do, of course. Dancing girls, mummers, chariots drawn by lions.”


  “As a matter of fact,” said Antony, grinning, “I’ve always hankered to drive a chariot drawn by lions. But somehow I don’t think Cousin Gaius would approve. So I left all the dancing girls and mummers behind in Rome.”


  “And the lions?”


  “Still licking their chops in Africa.”


  *


  “I see no reason why the Aedui should acknowledge an Arvernian as high king and commander-in-chief!” Litaviccus declared to the thanes assembled in Bibracte.


  “If the Aedui wish to belong to the new and independent nation of Gaul, they must bow to the will of the majority,” said Cathbad from the dais he shared with Vercingetorix.


  That had started the Aeduan discontent. When the Aeduan nobles came into their own council hall, they discovered that two men only were to preside in state—and that neither man was an Aeduan. To have to argue from the floor of the chamber looking up at an Arvernian was intolerable! Too huge an insult to suffer!


  “And on whose say-so does the majority want Vercingetorix?” Litaviccus demanded. “Has there been an election? If there has, the Aedui weren’t invited! All we know is that Cathbad insisted a small group of thanes—none of whom were Aedui!—should bend the left knee to Vercingetorix as their king! We haven’t! And nor will we!”


  “Litaviccus, Litaviccus!” cried Cathbad, rising to his feet. “If we are to win—if we are to strike out as one united nation—someone has to be king of it until the wars to secure our autonomy are over! Then we’ll have the leisure to sit down in a full council of all the peoples and determine the permanent structure our government should own. The Tuatha elected Vercingetorix to hold our peoples together in the meantime.”


  “Oh, I see! So it happened at Carnutum, did it?” sneered Cotus, getting up. “A Druid plot to elevate one of our traditional enemies to the high throne!”


  “There was no plot, there is no plot,” said Cathbad patiently. “What every Aeduan present here today must remember is that it was not an Aeduan who offered himself to the peoples of Gaul. It was not an Aeduan who inspired this convulsion of resistance which is making Caesar’s life such a misery. It was not an Aeduan who went among the peoples of Gaul to drum up support. It was an Arvernian. It was Vercingetorix!”


  “Without the Aedui, your united Gaul doesn’t stand a chance,” Convictolavus said, ranging himself alongside Litaviccus and Corus. “Without the Aedui, there would have been no victory at Gergovia.”


  “And without the Aedui,” said Litaviccus, drawing himself up proudly, “your so-called united Gaul is as hollow as a wicker man! Without the Aedui, you can’t succeed! All we have to do to bring you down is apologize to Caesar and go back to work for the Romans. Give them food, give them cavalry, give them infantry, give them information. Especially give them information!”


  Vercingetorix got up and walked to the edge of the dais on which until this day no men save Aedui had presided. Or (which the Aedui chose not to remember) Caesar.


  “No one is denying the importance of the Aedui,” he said in ringing tones. “No one wants to diminish the Aedui, least of all I. But I am the King of Gaul! There can be no getting around that, nor any possibility that the rest of the peoples of Gaul would be willing to replace me with one of you. You have great ambitions, Litaviccus. You have proven immensely valuable to our cause. I am the last man here to deny that. But it is not your face the peoples of Gaul see beneath a crown. For I will wear a crown, not a white ribbon like those who rule in the East!”


  Cathbad came to stand beside him. “The answer is simple,” he said. “Every people in free Gaul is represented here today except for the Remi, the Lingones and the Treveri. The Treveri send their apologies and their good wishes. They can’t leave their lands because the Germans are raiding constantly for horses. As for the Remi and the Lingones, they’re Rome’s creatures. Their doom will come. So we will take the vote. Not to choose a king! There is only one candidate, Vercingetorix. The vote will be a simple yes or no. Is Vercingetorix the King of Gaul, or is he not?”


  The vote was overwhelming. Only the Aedui voted no.


  And there on the dais after the vote was taken, Cathbad took an object from under a white veil adorned with mistletoe: a jeweled golden helmet with a jeweled golden wing on either side. Vercingetorix knelt, Cathbad crowned him. When the thanes went down on their left knees, the Aedui capitulated and knelt too.


  “We can wait,” whispered Litaviccus to Cotus. “Let him be the sacrificial victim! If he can use us, we can use him.”


  Of these undercurrents Vercingetorix was well aware, but chose to ignore them. Once Gaul was rid of Rome and Caesar, he could devote his energies to defending his right to wear a crown.


  “Each people will send ten hostages of highest rank to be held in Gergovia,” said the King of Gaul, who had talked this over with Cathbad before the meeting. Evidence of mistrust, said Cathbad. Evidence of prudence, said Vercingetorix.


  “It is not my intention to increase the size of my infantry army before the muster in Carnutum, for I am not about to pit our strength against Caesar’s army in pitched battle. But I am calling for fifteen thousand extra horse warriors—to be provided at once. Such is my command as your king. With these and the cavalry I already have, I will prevent the Romans from foraging at all.”


  His voice swelled. “Further than that, I require a sacrifice. I command that every people anywhere in Caesar’s line of march must destroy their villages, their barns, their silos. Those of us who have been in this business from the beginning have already done that. But I now command it of the Aedui, the Mandubii, the Ambarri, the Sequani and the Segusiavi. My other peoples—”


  “Do you hear that? ‘I command!’ ‘My other peoples!’ ” growled Litaviccus.


  “—will feed and shelter those who must suffer in order to make the Romans suffer. It is the only way. Valor on the field is not enough. We do not fight cowards, we do not fight mythical Scandian berserkers, we not fight simpletons. Our enemy is great, brave, clever. So we must fight with every weapon in our arsenal. We must be greater, braver, cleverer. We scorch our hallowed earth, we dig our crops under, we burn anything which might aid Caesar’s army or let it eat. The price is well worth it, fellow Gauls. The price is liberty, true independence, our own nation! Free men in a free country!”


  “Free men in a free country!” howled the thanes, pounding their feet on the hollow wooden floor until it roared; then the feet fell into a rhythm and pounded the martial roll of a thousand drums while Vercingetorix, crown blazing, stared down at them.


  “Litaviccus, I command you to send ten thousand Aeduan infantry and eight hundred Aeduan horsemen to the lands of the Allobroges. Make war on them until they join us,” said the King.


  “Do you require me to lead them in person?”


  Vercingetorix smiled. “My dear Litaviccus, you’re far too valuable to waste on the Allobroges,” he said gently. “One of your brothers will do.”


  The King of Gaul raised his voice. “I have learned,” he shouted, “that the Romans have commenced their march out of our lands and into the Province! The tide which began to turn with our victory at Gergovia is flooding in!”


  *


  Caesar’s army was together again, though the Fifteenth Legion was no more; its men, seasoned now, were slipped into the other ten to plump them out, particularly among the more than decimated Eighth. With Labienus, Trebonius, Quintus Cicero, Fabius, Sextius, Hirtius, Decimus Brutus, Mark Antony and several other legates, it marched with everything it owned eastward from Agedincum into the lands of the ever-loyal Lingones.


  “What a nice, fat bait we must look,” said Caesar to Trebonius with satisfaction. “Ten legions, six thousand horse, all the baggage.”


  “Of which horse, two thousand are Germans,” said Trebonius, grinning and turning to look at Labienus. “What do you think of our new German cavalry, Titus?”


  “Worth every sestertius paid to mount them,” said Labienus, grunting in content. The horse’s teeth bared. “Though I imagine, Caesar, that your name isn’t being uttered with love among our seriously offended military tribunes!”


  Caesar laughed, raised his brows. Sixteen hundred Germans had been waiting at Agedincum, and Trebonius had striven mightily to exchange their nags for Remi steeds. Not that the Remi held back. They were charging such an inflated price for their horses that they were prepared to give up every beast they had save the breeding stock. Simply, the Remi didn’t have quite enough reserves. When Caesar arrived, he solved the shortfall by compelling all his military tribunes to give up their high-stepping Italian beauties in exchange for German nags, Public Horses or no. The shriek of anguish could be heard for miles, but Caesar was unmoved.


  “You can do your jobs from the backs of nags just as well as you can on Pegasus,” he said. “Needs must, so tacete, ineptes!”


  The Roman snake, fifteen miles long, scales glittering, wound its way eastward with two thousand German and four thousand Remi horsemen fussing about its sides.


  *


  “Why do they make their column so long?” asked King Teutomarus of King Vercingetorix as they sat their horses atop a hill and watched that seemingly endless procession. “Why not march on a much wider front? They could still keep to their precious columns, simply have four or five or six columns parallel to each other.”


  “Because,” said King Vercingetorix patiently, “no army is big enough to attack along a thin column’s full length. Even if I had the three or four hundred thousand men I hope to have after the muster at Carnutum, I’d be stretched thin. Though with that many men, I’d certainly try. The Roman snake is very clever. No matter whereabouts the column is attacked, the rest of it can act like wings, turn and enfold the attackers. And they are so rigorously drilled that they can form themselves into one or several squares in the time it would take us to marshal a charge. One reason I want thousands of archers. I’ve heard that a scant year ago the Parthians attacked a Roman column on the march, and routed it. Thanks to their archers and an all-horse army.”


  “Then you’re going to let them go?” asked King Teutomarus.


  “Not unscathed, no. I have thirty thousand horse against their six thousand. Nice odds. No infantry battle, Teutomarus. But we will have a cavalry battle. Oh, for the day when I can employ horse archers!”


  Vercingetorix attacked with his cavalry in three separate groups as Caesar’s army marched not far from the north bank of the Icauna River. The Gallic strategy depended upon Caesar’s reluctance to allow his relatively slender horse contingent a free rein away from the infantry column; Vercingetorix was convinced Caesar would order them to hug the column, content himself with fending the Gallic assault off.


  So confident were the Gauls that they had publicly sworn an oath before their king: no man who had not ridden twice through the Roman infantry column would ever know again the pleasures of his home, his wife, his children.


  One of the three Gallic groups massed nine thousand strong on either Roman flank, while the third began to harry the head of the column. But the trouble was that ground for such a huge horse attack had to be fairly flat and negotiable: easy ground for the Roman foot to wheel upon, form square, draw all the baggage and artillery inside. Nor did Caesar do as Vercingetorix had expected. Instead of ordering his horse to stay close and protect the infantry, he used the infantry to protect itself and split his cavalry into three groups of two thousand. Then he sent it out under Labienus to contend with the Gauls on open ground.


  The Germans on the right flank won the day; they gained the top of a ridge, dislodged the Gauls, who were terrified of German cavalry, and rode into them screaming. The Gauls broke to the south and were driven headlong to the river, where Vercingetorix himself drew up his infantry and tried to contain the panic. But nothing could stop Germans in full cry, especially superbly mounted. The Ubii warriors, hair coiled into a complicated knot on top of their bare heads, rode everyone down, in the grip of a killing frenzy. Less adventurous, the Remi felt their pride pricked, and did their best to emulate the Germans.


  It was Vercingetorix who retreated, with the Germans and the Remi harassing his rear all day.


  Luckily the night was a dark one; Caesar’s cavalry retired, enabling the King of Gaul to put his men into a makeshift camp.


  “So many Germans!” said Gutruatus, shivering.


  “Mounted on Remi horses,” said Vercingetorix bitterly. “Oh, we owe the Remi a reckoning!”


  “And there’s our main trouble,” said Sedulius. “We prate of being united, but some of our peoples refuse to, and some don’t have their hearts in it.” He glared at Litaviccus. “Like the Aedui!”


  “The Aedui proved their mettle today,” said Litaviccus, his teeth clenched. “Cotus, Cavarillus and Eporedorix haven’t come back. They’re dead.”


  “No, I saw Cavarillus captured,” said Drappes, “and I saw the other two in the retreat. Not everyone is here. Some took off at a tangent, I think to loop round Caesar and head west.”


  “What happens now?” asked Teutomarus.


  “I think,” said Vercingetorix slowly, “that now we wait for the general muster. Only a few days away. I had hoped to go to Carnutum in person, but this setback—I must stay with the army. Gutruatus, I entrust you with the muster at Carnutum. Take Sedulius and his Lemovices, Drappes and his Senones, Teutomarus and his Nitiobriges, and Litaviccus and his Aedui with you. I’ll keep the rest of the cavalry and our eighty thousand foot with me—Mandubii, Bituriges and all my Arverni. How far is it to Alesia, Daderax?”


  The chief thane of the Mandubii answered without hesitation. “About fifty miles eastward, Vercingetorix.”


  “Then we’ll go to earth in Alesia for a few days. Only a few days. I don’t intend another Avaricum.”


  “Alesia is no Avaricum,” said Daderax. “It’s too big, too high and too hedged in to be stormed or invested. Even if the Romans try to set up some sort of blockade similar to the one at Avaricum, they can’t pen us in any more than they can attack us. When we want to leave, we’ll be able to leave.”


  “Critognatus, how much food have we with us?” Vercingetorix asked his Arvernian cousin.


  “Enough for ten days if Gutruatus and those going west let us have almost everything.”


  “How much food is there in Alesia, Daderax, given that there will be eighty thousand of us as well as ten thousand cavalry?”


  “Enough for ten days. But we’ll be able to bring more food in. The Romans can’t block the whole perimeter.” He chuckled. “Hardly a scrap of level ground!”


  “Then tomorrow we’ll split our forces as I’ve indicated. To Carnutum with Gutruatus, most of the cavalry and a few foot. To Alesia with me, most of the foot and ten thousand horse.”


  *


  The lands which belonged to the Mandubii lay at an altitude of about eight hundred feet above sea level, with rugged hills rising another six hundred and fifty feet above that. Alesia, their principal stronghold, lay atop a flattish, diamond-shaped mount surrounded by hills of much the same height. On the two long sides, which looked north and south, these adjacent hills crowded in on it, while to the east the end of a ridge almost connected with it. In the bottom of the steep terrain on the two long sides flowed two rivers. To complete its natural excellence, Alesia was most precipitous on the west, where, in front of it, lay the only open and level ground in the area, a little three-mile-long valley where the two rivers flowed almost side by side.


  Formidably walled in murus Gallicus style, the citadel occupied the steeper western end of the mount; the eastern end sloped gradually downward and was unwalled. Several thousand Mandubii dependents were sheltering in the town—women, children and old ones whose warrior men were off to war.


  “Yes, I remember it correctly,” said Caesar curtly when the army arrived on the little two-rivers plain at the western end of the mount. “Trebonius, what do the scouts report?”


  “That Vercingetorix has definitely gone to earth inside, Caesar. Together with about eighty thousand foot and ten thousand horse. All the cavalry seem to be bivouacked outside the walls on the eastern end of the table. It’s safe enough to ride east if you’d like to see for yourself.”


  “Are you implying that I wouldn’t go if it wasn’t safe?”


  Trebonius blinked. “After all these years? I should hope not! Blame my tongue; it made hard work of what should have been a simple sentence.”


  Riding a very ordinary German nag, Caesar swung its mean head around ungently and kicked it several times in the ribs to get it moving.


  “Ooo-er! Why is he so touchy?” whispered Decimus Brutus.


  “Because he was hoping it wasn’t as bad as he remembered,” said Fabius.


  “Why should that sour his day? He can’t possibly take the place,” said Antony.


  Labienus shouted with laughter. “That’s what you think, Antonius! Still, I’m glad we’ve got you. With those shoulders you’ll dig magnificently.”


  “Dig?”


  “And dig, and dig, and dig.”


  “Not his legates, surely!”


  “It all depends how far and how much. If he starts digging, we start digging.”


  “Ye Gods, I’m working for a madman!”


  “I wish I were half as mad,” said Quintus Cicero wistfully.


  In single file the legates rode behind Caesar along the river flowing past the southern side of Alesia; Antony could see how big the flattish top was, well over a mile from west to east. How it frowned. The rocky outcrops on its flanks. A man could climb to the top easily enough, yes, but not in a military assault. He’d be too short of breath when he arrived to fight, and a target for every spearman or archer atop the walls. Even the half-mile on the eastern end was difficult work for anyone trying to gain a foothold, nor was there room to maneuver.


  “They’ve got in before us,” said Caesar, pointing to the bottom of the eastern slope, where the road began to wind upward to the citadel.


  The Gauls had built a six-foot wall from the banks of the north river to the south river, then fronted the wall with a ditch containing water. Two shorter walls scrambled up the north and south sides of the mount some distance behind the main one.


  Manning these defenses, some of the Gallic cavalry began to call and jeer; Caesar’s response was to smile, wave. But from where the legates sat on their German nags, Caesar didn’t look at all genial.


  Back on the little plain the legions were pitching camp with smooth efficiency.


  “Marching camps only, Fabius,” said Caesar. “Properly done, but not more. If we’re going to finish this war here, there’s no point in expending energy on something we’ll replace within a very few days.”


  His legates, gathered round, said nothing.


  “Quintus, you’re the logging man. Get started at dawn. And don’t throw the promising branches away: we need sharpened stakes. Cut saplings for the breastworks, battlements and tower shielding. Sextius, take the Sixth and forage. Bring in every single thing you can find. I need charcoal, so look for it. Not for hardening sharpened stakes, they’ll have to go on ordinary fires. The charcoal is for working all the iron we’ve got. Antistius, the iron is your job. Put the smiths to building their furnaces, and tell them to search out their goad molds. Sulpicius, you’re in charge of digging. Fabius, you’ll build the breastworks, battlements and towers. As quartermaster, Antonius, your job is to keep my army adequately supplied. I’ll strip you of your citizenship, sell you into slavery and then legally crucify you if you don’t perform. Labienus, you’re the defense man. Stick to cavalry if you can—I need the soldiers for construction duty. Trebonius, you’re my second-in-command; you’ll follow me everywhere. Decimus and Hirtius, you follow me too. I need millions of everything, and I want at least thirty days’ food here, is that understood?”


  No one else was asking, so Antony did. “What’s the plan?”


  Caesar looked at his second-in-command. “What’s the plan, Trebonius?”


  “We circumvallate,” said Trebonius.


  Antony gaped. “Circumvallate?”


  “It is a long word, Antonius, I agree,” said Caesar affably. “Cir-cum-val-late. It means we construct fortifications all the way around Alesia until, so to speak, our fortifications swallow their own tail. Vercingetorix doesn’t believe I can shut him up on top of that mountain. But I can. And I will.”


  “It’s miles!” cried Antony, still gaping. “And there’s no flat land for most of the way around!”


  “We fortify up hill and down dale, Antonius. If we can’t go around, we go over the top. The main fortifications will embrace the entire perimeter. Two ditches, the outer one fifteen feet wide and eight feet deep, with sloping sides and a trough bottom. It will be filled with water. Right behind it, the second ditch will also be fifteen feet wide and eight feet deep, but V-shaped, no foothold in the bottom. Our wall will rise straight off the back of this ditch, twelve feet of earth excavated out of the ditches. What does that tell you about our wall, Antonius?” Caesar barked.


  “That on the inside—our side—the wall will be twelve feet high, but on the outside—their side—it will be twenty feet high because it rises straight out of an eight-foot ditch,” said Antony.


  “Thank the Gods he’s found a butt!” whispered Decimus Brutus to Quintus Cicero.


  “Inevitable. Antonius is family,” said Quintus Cicero, the expert on families.


  “Excellent, Antonius!” said Caesar heartily. “The fighting platform inside at the top of the wall will be ten feet wide. Above it, breastworks for looking over and battlements for dodging behind when not looking over. Understand that, Antonius? Good! Every eighty feet around the perimeter, towers three storeys higher than the fighting platform. Any questions, Antonius?”


  “Yes, General. You describe these as the main fortifications. What else do you have in mind?”


  “Wherever the ground is flat and likely to see massed attacks, we dig a straight-sided trench twenty feet wide and fifteen feet deep, four hundred paces—that’s two thousand feet, Antonius!—away from our water-filled ditch. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, General. What do you intend to do with the four hundred paces—that’s two thousand feet, General!—between the perpendicular trench and the water-filled ditch?”


  “I thought I’d plant a garden. Trebonius, Hirtius, Decimus, let’s ride. I want to measure the circumvallation.”


  “What’s your estimate?” asked Antony, grinning.


  “Between ten and twelve miles.”


  “He’s mad,” said Antony to Fabius with conviction.


  “Ah, but it’s such a beautiful madness!” said Fabius, smiling.


  *
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  When the watchers in the citadel saw the activity begin, the surveyors moving for mile after mile all the way around the base of Alesia, the ditches and the wall starting to form, they realized what Caesar was doing. Vercingetorix’s instinctive reaction was to send out all his cavalry. But the Gauls found it impossible to conquer their fear of the Germans and went down badly. The worst slaughter occurred at the eastern end of the mount, with the Gauls in full retreat. The gates in Vercingetorix’s walls were too narrow to permit the panicked horsemen easy entrance; the Germans, in hot pursuit, cut down the men and made off with the mounts, for it was every German’s ambition to own two superb horses.


  Over the next nights the surviving Gallic troopers rode off eastward across the ridge, which told Caesar that Vercingetorix now realized his fate. He and eighty thousand foot soldiers were marooned inside Alesia.


  The water-filled ditch, the V-shaped ditch, the earth wall, the breastworks, battlements and towers came into being with a speed Antony, though he had thought himself fully educated in all military matters, found unbelievable. Within thirteen days Caesar’s legions had completed all of these structures over a perimeter measuring eleven miles, and dug the trench across any flat ground.


  They had also finished installing Caesar’s “garden” in those four hundred paces of unused land between the water-filled ditch and the trench where it existed. Deep and perpendicular though the trench was, it could be bridged, and was; raiding parties out of Alesia harassed the soldiers working on the fortifications, and did so with increasing expertise. That Caesar had always intended to do what he did was manifest, for the smiths had been casting wicked little barbed goads since camp was established. Thousands and thousands of them, until every sow and sheet of iron plundered from the Bituriges was used up.


  There were three different hazards planted in those four hundred paces of Caesar’s “garden.” Closest to the trench the soldiers buried foot-long logs of wood into which the iron goads had been hammered. The barbed goads projected just above the ground, which was covered with rush matting and scattered leaves. Then came a series of pits three feet deep with slightly sloping sides; viciously sharpened stakes as thick as a man’s thigh were planted in their bottoms, the pits filled in two-thirds of the way, the earth tamped down. Rush matting was laid over the ground, the tips of the stakes just poking through it, and leaves were sprinkled everywhere. There were eight courses of these devices, which the troops called “lilies,” arranged in a most complicated series of quincunxes and diagonals. Closest to the water-filled ditch came five separate and random courses of narrow trenches five feet deep, in which sharpened, fire-hardened antlered branches were fixed on a slant aiming the antlers directly into the face of a man or the breast of a horse. These the soldiers jokingly called “tombstones.”


  The raiding parties came no more.


  “Good,” said Caesar when the eleven miles were finished. “Now we do it all again on the outside. Fourteen miles by the surveyed route—we have to go up and over the tops of most of the hills, which increases the distance, of course. Do you understand that, Antonius?”


  “Yes, Caesar,” said Antony, eyes dancing; he enjoyed being Caesar’s butt, and happily played up to the image of shambling oaf. He asked the question Caesar wanted him to ask. “Why?”


  “Because, Antonius, the Gauls are mustering at Carnutum at this very moment. Before too many days have gone by, they’ll arrive at Alesia to rescue Vercingetorix. Therefore we have to have fortifications to keep Vercingetorix in, and fortifications to keep the Gallic relief army out. We will exist between them.”


  “Ah!” cried Antony, striking his brow with the palm of his huge hand. “Like the track laid out on the Campus Martius for the race between the October Horses! We’re on the track itself, with the fortifications forming the rails. Alesia is on the inside—the middle—and the Gallic relief army is on the outside.”


  “Very good, Antonius! An excellent metaphor!”


  “How long have we got before the relief army gets here?”


  “My scouts say at least another thirteen days, probably more. But the outer perimeter of fortifications must be finished within the next thirteen days. That’s an order.”


  “It’s three miles longer!”


  “The troops,” said Trebonius, breaking in, “are three miles better experienced, Antonius. They’ll build each mile a lot faster this second time around.”


  They built each mile a lot faster, though the miles were more precipitous. Twenty-six days after Caesar’s army arrived at Alesia, it was fenced in between two separate encirclements of fortifications, identical but mirror images of each other. At the same time a total of twenty-three forts were erected inside the lines, a very tall watchtower went up every thousand feet around the outside defenses, and both the legions and the cavalry went into separately fortified camps, the legions on high ground inside the lines, the cavalry on the outside near plenty of good water.


  “It isn’t a new technique,” said Caesar when the inspection tour began on completion of the work. “It was used against Hannibal at Capua— Scipio Aemilianus used it twice, at Numantia and at Carthage. The idea being to keep the besieged inside and negate any possibility of aid and supplies coming from the outside. Though none of the earlier double circumvallations had to contend with relief armies of a quarter-million. There were more inside Capua than inside Alesia, and the same at Carthage. But we definitely hold the record when it comes to relief armies.”


  “It’s been worth the effort,” said Trebonius gruffly.


  “Yes. We won’t be afforded the luxury of an Aquae Sextiae hereabouts. The Gauls have learned since I came here. Besides, I have no intention of losing my army.” His face lit up. “Aren’t they good boys?” he asked, love in his voice. “Such good boys!”


  His legates received a stern look. “It is our responsibility to do everything in our power to keep them alive, if possible unscathed. I won’t see so much work on their part go for nothing, nor so much good will. A quarter-million relief army is to err on the conservative side, so I am informed. All of this has been done to save Roman soldier lives. And to ensure victory. One way or the other, the war in Gaul will end here at Alesia.” He smiled in genuine content. “However, I do not intend to lose.”


  The inner line of fortifications lay in the bottom of the vales around Alesia save for the eastern end, where it traversed the end of the ridge; the outer line crossed the beginning of the little plain on the west, climbed to the top of the mount south of Alesia, came down again to the southern river on the east, went over the top of the eastern ridge, down again to the northern river, then up onto the top of the mount north of Alesia. Two of the four infantry camps stood on the high ground of the southern mount, one on the high ground of the northern mount.


  And here, where the northern mount descended, lay the only real weakness in the circumvallation. The mount to the northwest had proven too big to cross over. A cavalry camp on the outskirts had been connected back to the outer line of fortifications by a very strong extra line, but the fourth infantry camp lay on ground too difficult to strengthen in the same way. For this reason had the camp been put there; it was to protect a gap existing between the lines ascending the northwestern mount and the lines along the site of the infantry camp, which, to make matters worse, lay aslant a steep and rocky slope.


  “If they scout well enough they’ll find the weakness,” said Labienus, his leather cuirass creaking as he leaned back to show his eagle’s profile against the sky; alone among the senior staff, he rode his own high-stepping Italian horse. “A pity.”


  “Yes,” Caesar agreed, “but a worse pity if we ourselves were not acutely aware it exists. The infantry camp will protect it.” He looped one leg around the two front pommels—a habit of his—and turned in the saddle to point back into the southwest. “That’s my vantage spot, up there on the southern hill. They’ll concentrate on this western end; they’ll have too many horse to attack on the north or south. Vercingetorix will come down the western end of Alesia to attack our inside fortifications at the same spot.”


  “Now,” sighed Decimus Brutus, “we have to wait.”


  Perhaps because these days he had no access to wine, Mark Antony found himself so alert, so quivering with interest and energy that he drank in every word the legates said, every look on Caesar’s face as well as every word he uttered. To be here at such a moment! Nothing like Alesia had ever been attempted, no matter what Caesar said about Scipio Aemilianus. Fewer than sixty thousand men defending a racetrack twelve miles in circumference, lying between eighty thousand enemy on its inside and a quarter of a million on its outside…


  I’m here! I’m a part of it! Oh, Antonius, you have luck too! I am a part of it! That’s why they labor for him, why they love him almost as much as he loves them. He’s their passage to eternal fame because he always shares his victories with them. Without them, he’s nothing. But he knows it. Gabinius didn’t. Nor any of the others I’ve served with. He knows how they think. He speaks their language. Watching him with them is like watching him stroll through a crowd of women at a party in Rome. There’s lightning in the air. But I have it too. One day they’ll love me the way they love him. So all I have to do is pick up his tricks, and then when he’s too old for this life, I’m going to march into his place. One day Caesar’s men will be Antonius’s men. Ten more years and he’ll be past it. Ten more years and I’ll be coming into my own. And I’ll be more than Gaius Julius Caesar. Nor will he be there to eclipse me.


  *


  Vercingetorix and his thanes stood atop the western walls of Alesia where the flat top narrowed to a point jutting further west, like a wayward crystal grown out of the diamond.


  “It looks as if,” said Biturgo, “they’ve just finished riding all the way around their defenses. That’s Caesar in the scarlet cloak. Who’s the one on the only good horse?”


  “Labienus,” said Vercingetorix. “I take it that the others have donated their Italian beasts to the German beasts.”


  “They’ve been in that same spot for a long time,” said Daderax.


  “They’re looking at the gap in their fortifications. But how when the relief army arrives can I send word to it about the weakness? It’s not visible from anywhere but here,” Vercingetorix said. He turned away. “Inside. It’s time to talk.”


  There were four: Vercingetorix, his cousin Critognatus, Biturgo and Daderax.


  “Food,” said the King, his own increasing emaciation lending the word poignancy as well as significance. “Daderax, how much have we left?”


  “The grain is gone, but we still have cattle and sheep. A few eggs if there are any chickens left unstrangled. We’ve been on half-rations for four days. If we halve that again, perhaps another four or five days. After that, we eat shoe leather.”


  Biturgo brought his fist down on the table so thunderously that the other three jumped. “Oh, Vercingetorix, stop pretending!” he cried. “The relief army should have been here four days ago, we all know that! And there’s something else you’re not saying, though you should say it. That you don’t expect an army to come.”


  A silence ensued; Vercingetorix, seated at the end of the table, put his hands upon it and turned his head to stare out the huge window aperture behind him, shutters open on the mild spring day. He had been growing a beard and moustache since they had realized they were immured in Alesia, and it was easy to see now why he alone had been clean-shaven: his facial hair was scant and silver-white. Nor had he donned his crown, carefully put away.


  “If it were coming,” he said at last, “I believe it would be here by now.” He sighed. “My hope has gone, it won’t come. Therefore the food is our first consideration.”


  “The Aedui!” snarled Daderax. “The Aedui have betrayed us!”


  “Do you mean to surrender?” asked Biturgo.


  “I won’t. But if any of you want to lead your men out and surrender to Caesar, I understand.”


  “We can’t surrender,” said Daderax. “If we do, then Gaul has nothing to remember.”


  “A sortie in full strength, then,” said Biturgo. “We can at least go down fighting.”


  Critognatus was an older man than Vercingetorix and looked nothing like him; he was physically big, red-haired, blue-eyed, thin-lipped, a perfect Gaul. As if he found his chair at the table too confining, he leaped to his feet and began to pace. “I don’t believe it,” he said, smacking his right fist into his left palm. “The Aedui have burned their boats; they can’t betray us because they daren’t. Litaviccus would go in Caesar’s baggage to Rome, and walk in Caesar’s triumph. He rules the Aedui, no one else! No, I don’t believe it. Litaviccus wants us to win because he wants to be King of Gaul, not some tame Roman puppet vergobret. He’ll strive with everything in him to help you win, Vercingetorix—then he’ll turn traitor! Then he’ll make his move.” He moved back to the table, looked at Vercingetorix imploringly. “Don’t you see I’m right?” he asked. “The relief army will come! I know it will come! Why it’s late, I don’t know. How long it will be before it comes, I don’t know. But it will come!”


  Vercingetorix smiled, held out his hand. “Yes, Critognatus, it will come. I believe that too.”


  “A moment ago you said the opposite,” growled Biturgo.


  “A moment ago I thought the opposite. But Critognatus is right. The Aedui stand to lose too much by betraying us. No, it may be that the muster took longer because the people were slower reaching it than I had estimated. I keep thinking of how long it would have taken me to organize it, and I shouldn’t. Gutruatus is a deliberate man until passion overtakes him, and there’s no passion in organizing a muster.”


  Enthusiasm returned as Vercingetorix spoke; he looked more alive, less careworn.


  “Then we halve the rations yet again,” said Daderax, sighing.


  “There are other things we can do to stretch the food further,” said Critognatus.


  “What?” asked Biturgo skeptically.


  “The warriors have to survive, Biturgo. We have to be here and ready to fight when the relief army comes. Can you imagine what it would do to the relief army if they had to beat Caesar only to enter here and find us dead? What it would do to Gaul? The King dead, Biturgo dead, Daderax dead, Critognatus dead, and all the warriors, and all the Mandubii women and children? Because we didn’t have enough food? Because we starved?”


  Critognatus walked away a little and took his stand where the other three could see him from head to feet. “I say we do what we did when the Cimbri and the Teutones invaded us! I say we do as our people did then—shut themselves up in the oppida, and, when the food ran out, ate the useless. Those incapable of fighting. A ghastly diet, but a necessary one. That was how we Gauls survived then. And who were our enemies then? Germans! People who grew bored and restless, who drifted off to find other lands, and left us what we had before they came—our liberty, our customs and traditions, our rights. But who are our enemies now? Romans! Who won’t drift off. Who will take our lands, our women, our rights, the fruits of our labors. Build their villas, put in heating furnaces, bathrooms, flower gardens! Cast us down, elevate our serfs! Take over our oppida and turn them into cities, with all the evils cities contain! We nobles will be slaves! And I say to you, I would far rather eat human flesh than find myself a Roman slave!”


  Vercingetorix gagged, white-faced. “Awful!” he said.


  “I think we must take this to the army,” said Biturgo.


  Daderax had slumped upon the table, head buried in his arms. “My people, my people,” he mumbled. “My old ones, my women, their children. My innocents.”


  Vercingetorix drew a breath. “I couldn’t,” he said.


  “I could,” said Biturgo. “But leave it to the army to say.”


  “If the army is to have the say,” said Critognatus, “why do we have a king?”


  The chair scraped as Vercingetorix got to his feet. “Oh, no, Critognatus, this is one decision the King won’t make! Kings have councils— even the greatest of the high kings had councils. And in something which brings us down to the level of the basest beasts, all the people must decide,” he said. “Daderax, assemble everyone outside the walls on the eastern end of the mount.”


  “How clever!” whispered Daderax, hauling himself upright. “You know what the vote will be, Vercingetorix! But you won’t have to wear the odium. They’ll vote to eat my innocents. They’re very hungry, and meat’s meat. But I have a better idea. Let us do what all peoples do with those whom they cannot afford to feed. Let us give the innocents to the Tuatha. Let us put the innocents on the hillside, as if they were unwanted babies. Let us be like parents, unwilling to feed them, but praying that someone wanting babies will come to the place and take pity on them. It goes out of our hands and into the hands of the Tuatha. Perhaps the Romans will take pity on them, and let them through the lines. Perhaps the Romans have so much to eat that they can afford to throw scraps. Perhaps the relief army will come. Perhaps they will die on the hillside, abandoned by everyone, including the Tuatha. That I will condone. But do you seriously expect me to consent to an alternative which would force me to eat my own innocent people, or starve? I won’t! I won’t! What I will do is cast them out as a gift to the Tuatha. If I do that, we’ll have several thousand fewer mouths to feed. Not warrior mouths, but the food reserves will go much, much further.” His eyes, blackened by dilated pupils, glittered with tears. “And if the relief army isn’t here by the time the food runs out, you can eat me first!”


  The last of the livestock grazing the unwalled eastern end of Alesia was driven inside; the women, the children and the old were driven outside. Among them were Daderax’s wife, his father, his aged aunt.


  Until darkness fell they huddled in groups below the walls, weeping, pleading, crying out to their warrior men inside. They curled up then and slept an uneasy, hungry sleep. With the dawn they wept, begged, cried out again. No one answered. No one came. And at noon they began the slow descent to the foot of the mount, where they halted on the edge of the great trench and reached out their arms toward the Roman wall, lined with heads along the breastworks, up all the towers. But no one answered. No one beckoned. No one came riding across the exquisitely smooth, leaf-strewn ground to bridge the trench, let them in. No one threw them food. The Romans simply looked until the prospect bored them, then turned away and went about their business.


  In the late afternoon the Mandubii innocents helped each other up the hill again and clustered beneath the walls to weep, to beg, to scream the names of those they knew and loved inside. But no one answered. No one came. The gates remained closed.


  “Oh, Dann, mother of the world, save my people!” babbled Daderax in the darkness of his room. “Sulis, Nuadu, Bodb, Macha, save my people! Let the relief army come tomorrow! Go to Esus and intercede, I pray! Oh, Dann, mother of the world, save my people! Sulis, Nuadu, Bodb, Macha, save my people! Let the relief army come tomorrow! Go to Esus and intercede, I pray! Oh, Dann, mother of the world, save my people! Sulis, Nuadu, Bodb, Macha, save my people….” Over and over again.


  *


  Daderax’s prayers were answered. On the morrow the relief army arrived. It rode up from the southwest and took possession of the heights there, not so awesome a sight because the hills were forested, the men partially concealed. But by noon of the following day the three-mile plain of the two rivers was packed from end to end with horsemen, a spectacle no watcher in one of the Roman towers would ever forget. A sea of cavalry, so many thousands they could not be counted.


  “So many thousands,” said Caesar, standing at his vantage spot just below the summit of the southern mount on its western side, “that they’ll never manage to maneuver. Why don’t they ever seem to learn that more isn’t necessarily better? If they fielded an eighth of the number down there, they could beat us. They’d still be sufficiently stronger numerically, and they’d have room to do what needs to be done. As it is, their numbers mean nothing.”


  “There’s no real commander-in-chief out there,” Labienus said. “Several joint commanders at least. And not fully agreed.”


  Caesar’s beloved warhorse, Toes, was nibbling nearby, its strange toed feet almost concealed by the grass. The Roman war command was assembled, those among the legates like Trebonius who didn’t already have charge of a section of the field, and thirty tribunes on their German nags ready to ride off with orders to this or that area.


  “It’s your day, Labienus,” said Caesar. “Make it yours. I won’t give you orders. Issue your own.”


  “I’ll use the four thousand in the three camps on the plain side,” said Labienus, looking fierce. “The camp on the north side I’ll keep in reserve. They have to fight on the vertical axis of the plain; four thousand of mine will be more than enough. If the front ranks fall back, they’ll ride their own rear down.”


  The four cavalry camps were extensions outward of the great perimeter rather than built on its inside wall like the infantry camps; they were heavily fortified, but the goads, the lilies and the tombstones did not mine the ground in front of them. While Caesar and his high command watched, the outside gates of the three cavalry camps impinging on the little plain flew open, and the Roman horse rode out.


  “Here comes Vercingetorix,” said Trebonius.


  Caesar turned to where the gates at the western end of the citadel’s south walls had been flung open; the Gauls were flocking out to scamper down the steep western slope, armed with trestles, ramps, planks, ropes, grapples, screens.


  “At least we know they’re hungry,” said Quintus Cicero.


  “And that they know what’s in the ground waiting for them,” said Trebonius. “But they don’t have enough gear stored up there; it’s going to take them hours to cross the goads and lilies before they have to contend with the tombstones and the real fortifications. The cavalry fight will be finished before they reach us.”


  Caesar whistled to Toes, which came to him immediately; he leaped up without a toss from the groom and adjusted his brilliant scarlet paludamentum so that it lay across the horse’s rump. “Mount, everyone,” he said. “Tribunes, keep your ears open. I don’t want to have to repeat an order and I expect an order to reach its destination in exactly the same words you heard from me.”


  Though Caesar had every foot soldier at his proper post and every foot soldier knew what was expected of him, he didn’t expect an attack from the enemy foot on this first day; whoever was in command clearly expected that the enormous mass of horse would win for Gaul, and soften the Roman troops up for an infantry attack on the following day. But this unknown Gallic commander was clever enough to put a few archers and spearmen among his masses of cavalry, and when the two forces met it was these men on foot who gained ground for the Gauls.


  From noon until almost sunset the outcome of the battle was in doubt, though the Gauls thought they had it won. Then Caesar’s four hundred original Germans, fighting together in one group, managed to mass and charge. The Gauls gave way, floundered into the huge number of unengaged horsemen behind them, and exposed the footbound archers and spearmen. Easy meat for the Germans, who killed them all. The tide turned, the German and Remi troopers all over the field pressed an attack, and the Gauls broke into retreat. They were pursued up to the Gallic camp, but Labienus, triumphant, ordered them back before foolhardy courage undid so much good work.


  Vercingetorix and his army, as Trebonius had predicted, were still trying to cross the goads and the lilies when the noises from the plain outside told them where victory had gone. They packed up the gear they had got together so painfully and went back up the hill to their prison on its top. But they didn’t encounter the Mandubii innocents, who were still clustered on the eastern end of the mount and too terrified to venture near the sounds of war.


  The next day saw no action at all.


  “They’ll come across the plain in the night,” said Caesar in council, “and this time they’ll use foot. Trebonius, take command of the outside fortifications between the north river and the middle one of Labienus’s three camps. Antonius, here’s your chance. You’ll command the outside fortifications from Labienus’s middle camp to my spot on the slope of the southern mount. Fabius, you’ll command the inside fortifications from the north to the south river in case Vercingetorix makes it across the goads, the lilies and the tombstones before we beat those attacking on the outside. They don’t know what they’re in for,” Caesar went on with satisfaction, “but they’ll have hurdles and ramps to bridge the ditches, so some of them might get through. I want torches everywhere on the ramparts, but held by soldiers, not fixed. The punishment for any man who mishandles his torch and sets fire to our works will be a flogging. I want all the scorpions and bigger catapultae on the towers, ballistae positioned on the ground where they can fire one-pounders further than our far trench. Those on ballistae can find their range while there’s still daylight, but those firing bolts from the scorpions and grapeshot from the big catapultae will have to rely on torchlight. It won’t be like picking off men at Avaricum, but I expect the artillery to do its best and add to Gallic confusion. Fabius, if Vercingetorix gets further than I think he will, call for reinforcements immediately. Antistius and Rebilus, keep your two legions inside your camp and watch for any sign that the Gauls have found our weakness.”


  The attack from the outside came at midnight, and started with a huge bellow from many thousands of throats, the signal to Vercingetorix in the citadel that an assault had begun. The faint sound of trumpets drifting down from Alesia answered the bellow; Vercingetorix was coming out and attacking too.


  It was impossible for fewer than sixty thousand to man a double set of ramparts which together totaled some twenty-five miles. Caesar’s strategy depended upon the Gauls’ concentrating on particular areas, and sorties in the darkness were feasible only on the flat ground of the plain. Because he never underestimated his foe, Caesar didn’t leave the rest of the perimeter completely undefended, but the main duty of the watch-towers was to spot enemy forces approaching and notify the high command at once. Two things governed his campaign in those last few frenzied days around Alesia: speed of troop movements and flexibility in tactics.


  The Gauls on the outside had brought along a fair amount of artillery, some of it inherited from Sabinus and Cotta, most of it copied from those original pieces, and they had learned how to use it. While some of them were busy hurdling the outer trench, others shot stones onto the Roman ramparts, easy to see in the light of all those torches Caesar had ordered. They did some damage, but the one-pounders the Roman ballistae were firing constantly did more, for they had found their range, something the Gauls had not had the sophistication—or the opportunity—to do. The trench filled in or bridged, thousands upon thousands of Gauls commenced the charge to the Roman fortifications across those two thousand smooth and leafy feet of ground.


  Some were ripped up by the goads, some impaled on the lilies, more ran upon the tombstones; and the closer they got, the more of them went down from scorpion bolts, the artillerymen using the better light and hardly able to miss, so great was the pack outside. In the darkness it was impossible to understand what manner of devices the Romans had planted in the ground, nor discover what if any pattern had been used. So the Gauls behind used the bodies of those who had fallen as fill, and reached the two ditches. They had brought their ramps and hurdles with them, but the light of the torches here was brilliant, and right at the junction between the earth wall and the breastworks more fire-hardened and wickedly sharp antlers had been fixed so thickly that no Gaul could find a way among them, nor manage to position his ladder over the top of them. Roman archers, slingers, spearmen and artillerymen picked them off by the hundreds.


  Alert and efficient, Trebonius and Antony kept reinforcements pouring in wherever the Gauls looked likely to reach the ramparts. Many of them were wounded, but most wounds were minor, and the defenders held their own comfortably.


  At dawn the Gauls outside drew off, leaving thousands of bodies strewn across the goads, the lilies, the tombstones. And Vercingetorix on the inside, still struggling to bridge the water-filled ditch, heard the noise of their retreat. The whole Roman force would transfer to his side of the lines; Vercingetorix gathered his men and equipment together and returned to the citadel up the western slope, well away from the Mandubii innocents.


  *


  From prisoners Caesar learned the dispositions of the Gallic relief army. As Labienus had guessed, a split high command: Commius the Atrebatan, Cotus, Eporedorix and Viridomarus of the Aedui, and Vercingetorix’s cousin Vercassivellaunus.


  “Commius I expected,” said Caesar, “but where’s Litaviccus? I wonder. Cotus is too old to sit well in such a youthful high command, Eporedorix and Viridomarus are insignificant. The one to watch will be Vercassivellaunus.”


  “Not Commius?” asked Quintus Cicero.


  “He’s Belgic; they had to give him a titular command. The Belgae are broken, Quintus. I don’t imagine Belgic contribution to the relief army is more than a tenth of its strength. This is a Celtic revolt and it belongs to Vercingetorix, little though the Aedui might like that. Vercassivellaunus is the one to watch.”


  “How much longer will it go on?” asked Antony, very pleased with himself; he had, he decided, done quite as well as Trebonius.


  “I think the next attack will be the hardest, and the last,” said Caesar, looking at his cousin with an uncomfortable shrewdness, as if he understood very well what was going through Antony’s mind. “We can’t clean up the field outside on the plain, and they’ll use the bodies as bridges. A great deal depends upon whether they’ve found our weakness. Antistius, Rebilus, I can’t emphasize enough that you must be ready to defend your camp. Trebonius, Fabius, Sextius, Quintus, Decimus, be prepared to move like lightning. Labienus, you’ll hover in the area, and have the German cavalry in the camp on the north side. I don’t need to tell you what to do, but keep me informed every inch of the way.”


  *


  Vercassivellaunus conferred with Commius, Cotus, Eporedorix and Viridomarus; Gutruatus, Sedulius and Drappes were also there, together with one Ollovico, a scout.


  “The Roman defenses on the northwestern mount look excellent from here and from the plain,” said Ollovico, who belonged to the Andes, but had made a great name for himself as a man who could spy out the land better than any other. “However, while the battle raged last night, I investigated at close quarters. There is a big infantry camp below the northwestern mount adjacent to the north river, and beyond it, up a narrow valley on a tributary stream, a cavalry camp. The fortifications between this cavalry camp and the main line are very heavy; there’s little hope there. But the Roman encirclement is not quite complete. There is a gap on the banks of the north river beyond the infantry camp. From here or from the plain it’s invisible. They’ve been as clever as they could given the terrain, for their fortifications go up the side of the northwestern mount, and really do look as if they go right over the top. But they do not. It’s an illusion. As I’ve explained, there is a gap going down to the river, a tongue of unwalled land. You can’t get into the Roman ring from it; that’s not why finding it excited me. What it does do is enable you to attack the Roman line at the infantry camp from downhill—the fortifications are aslant the sloping flank, they don’t go up and over. Nor is the ground outside the camp’s double ditch and wall mined with hazards. The ground’s not suitable. Much easier to get inside. Take that camp, and you will have penetrated the Roman ring.”


  “Ah!” said Vercassivellaunus, smiling.


  “Very good,” purred Cotus.


  “We need Vercingetorix to tell us how best to do it,” said Drappes, pulling at his moustache.


  “Vercassivellaunus will cope,” said Sedulius. “The Arverni are mountain people—they understand land like this.”


  “I need sixty thousand of our very finest warriors,” said Vercassivellaunus. “I want them hand-picked from among those peoples known not to count the cost.”


  “Then start with Bellovaci,” said Commius instantly.


  “Foot, Commius, not horse. But I will take the five thousand Nervii, the five thousand Morini and the five thousand Menapii. Sedulius, I’ll take you and your ten thousand Lemovices. Drappes, you and ten thousand of your Senones. Gutruatus, you and ten thousand of your Carnutes. For the sake of Biturgo I’ll take five thousand from among the Bituriges, and for the sake of my cousin, the King, ten thousand of the Arverni. Is that agreeable?”


  “Very much so,” said Sedulius.


  The others nodded gravely, though the three Aeduan co-generals, Cotus, Eporedorix and Viridomarus, looked unhappy. The command had been thrust upon them unexpectedly at Carnutum when Litaviccus, for reasons no one began to understand, suddenly climbed upon his horse and deserted the Aedui with his kinsman, Surus. One moment Litaviccus was sole leader, the next—gone! Vanished east with Surus!


  Thus command of the thirty-five thousand Aeduan troops had devolved upon Cotus, old and tired, and two men who were still not sure that they wanted to be free of Rome. Besides which, their presence at this council, they suspected, was mere lip service.


  “Commius, you’ll command the cavalry and advance on the plain under the northwestern mount. Eporedorix and Viridomarus will take the rest of the foot to the south side of the plain and use it to make a huge demonstration. Try to force your way to the Roman ramparts—we’ll keep Caesar busy there too. Cotus, you’ll hold this camp. Is that clear, you three Aedui?” Vercassivellaunus asked, tone confident, voice clipped.


  The three Aedui said it was clear.


  “We time the attack for the hour when the sun is directly overhead. That gives the Romans no advantage, and as the sun sinks it will shine in their eyes, not in ours. I’ll leave camp with the sixty thousand at midnight tonight with Ollovico as our guide. We’ll climb the northwestern mount and go part of the way down the tongue before dawn, then hide ourselves in the trees until we hear a great shout. Commius, that’s your responsibility.”


  “Understood,” said Commius, whose rather homely face was grossly disfigured by a scar across his forehead, the wound Gaius Volusenus had been responsible for during that meeting primed for treachery. He burned to avenge himself; all his dreams of being High King of the Belgae were gone, his people the Atrebates so reduced by Labienus a scant month before that all he could bring with him to the muster at Carnutum was four thousand, mostly old men and underaged boys. He had hoped for his southern neighbors the Bellovaci; but of the ten thousand Gutruatus and Cathbad had demanded from the Bellovaci a mere two thousand came to Carnutum, and those only because Commius had begged them from their king, Correus, his friend and relative by marriage.


  “Take two thousand if it makes you happy,” said Correus, “but no more. The Bellovaci prefer to fight Caesar and Rome in their own time and in their own way. Vercingetorix is a Celt, and the Celtae don’t know the first thing about attrition or annihilation. By all means go, Commius, but remember when you come back defeated that the Bellovaci will be looking for Belgic allies. Keep your men and my two thousand very safe. Don’t die for the Celtae.”


  Correus was right, thought Commius, beginning to see the shape of a vast fate hovering above Alesia: the Roman Eagle. And the Celtae didn’t know anything about attrition or annihilation. Ah, but the Belgae did! Correus was right. Why die for the Celtae?


  *


  By midmorning the watchers in the citadel of Alesia knew that the relief army was massing for another attack. Vercingetorix smiled in quiet satisfaction, for he had seen the flash of mail shirts and helmets among the trees on the northwestern mount above the vulnerable infantry camp. The Romans would not have from their much lower position, even including, he thought, those in the towers atop the southern mount, for the sun was behind Alesia. For a while he fretted that the watchtowers on the northern mount might have seen the telltale glitters, but the horses tethered to the feet of the towers in readiness remained tethered, drowsing with heads down. The sun was coming up over Alesia, directly opposite; yes, Alesia was definitely the only place able to see the glitters.


  “This time we’re going to be absolutely prepared,” he said to his three colleagues. “They’ll move at noon, I’d think. So we will move at noon. And we concentrate exclusively on the area around that infantry camp. If we can breach the Roman ring on our side, the Romans won’t be able to hold on to both sides at once.”


  “Far harder for us,” said Biturgo. “We’re on the uphill side. Whoever is in that tongue of land is on the downhill side.”


  “Does that discourage you?” demanded Vercingetorix.


  “No. I simply made an observation.”


  “There’s a great deal of movement inside the Roman ring,” said Daderax. “Caesar knows there’s trouble coming.”


  “We’ve never thought him a fool, Daderax. But he doesn’t know about our men inside the gap above his infantry camp.”


  At noon the relief army, horse massed to the north side of the plain and foot south of them, let out the huge bellow heralding attack and commenced to run the gauntlet of the goads, the lilies and the tombstones. A fact which registered on Vercingetorix only vaguely; his men were already halfway down the hill, converging on the inner side of the ring at the infantry camp held by Antistius and Rebilus. This time they had mantlets with them, equipped with clumsy wheels, some shelter from the scorpion bolts and grape-sized pebbles being fired from the tops of the Roman towers, and those warriors unable to squeeze beneath the mantlets locked their shields above their heads to form tortoises. The goads, the lilies and the tombstones by now had well-worn paths through them, packed with bodies or earth or hurdles; Vercingetorix reached the water-filled ditch even as the sixty thousand men belonging to Vercassivellaunus were throwing earth into the ditches on the other side, working much faster because the slope was downward.


  From time to time the King of the Gauls became aware of Gallic successes elsewhere, for the infantry camp was well up the slope and enabled him to see down into the Roman ring across the end of the plain of the two rivers. Columns of smoke arose around several of the Roman towers on the outside perimeter; the Gallic foot there had reached the wall and were busy demolishing it. But he couldn’t quite sustain a feeling that victory was imminent there, for out of the corner of his eye he could see the figure in the scarlet cloak, and that figure was here, there, everywhere, while cohorts held back as reserves were poured in wherever the smoke rose.


  There came a huge scream of joy: Vercassivellaunus and his sixty thousand were up and over the Roman wall, there was fighting on the Roman battle platform, and the disciplined ranks of Roman foot were fending them off by using their pila as siege spears. At the same time the prisoners of Alesia managed to bridge the two ditches; grappling hooks were flung upward, ladders everywhere. Now it would happen! The Romans couldn’t fight on two fronts at once. But from somewhere came an immense inrush of Roman reserves, and there on a dappled grey Italian horse was Labienus, coming down the hill to the north of the oblivious sixty thousand; he had brought two thousand Germans out of the cavalry camp beyond, and he was going to fall on Vercassivellaunus’s rear.


  Vercingetorix shrieked a warning, drowned in another noise; even as the tower to either side of him came crashing and his men scrambled onto the Roman wall, there came a deafening roar from further away. Dashing the sweat from his eyes, Vercingetorix turned to look down inside the Roman ring on the edge of the plain. And there, riding at a headlong gallop, the brilliant scarlet cloak billowing behind him, came Caesar with his high command and tribunes streaming behind him, and thousands of foot soldiers at a run. All along the Roman fighting platforms the Roman soldiers were cheering, cheering, cheering. Not at a victory—this colossal struggle wasn’t over. They were cheering him. Caesar. So erect, so much a part of the horse he rode—the lucky horse with the toes? Was there really a horse with toes?


  The beleaguered Roman troops defending the outside walls of the infantry camp heard the cheering even if they didn’t see the figure of Caesar; they threw their pila into the enemy faces, drew their swords and attacked. So did the troops defending the inside wall against Vercingetorix. His men began to falter, were steadily pushed down from the wall; the squealing of horses and the howling of Gauls filled Vercingetorix’s ears. Labienus had fallen on the Gallic rear while Caesar’s soldiers went up and over the outside wall, crushing the sixty thousand warriors between them.


  Many of the Arverni, Mandubii and Bituriges stayed to fight to the death, but Vercingetorix didn’t want that. He managed to rally those near him, got Biturgo and Daderax doing the same—oh, where was Critognatus?—and returned up the mount to Alesia.


  Once inside the citadel, Vercingetorix would speak to no one. He stood on the walls and watched for the rest of the day as the victorious Romans—how could they have won?—tidied up. That they were exhausted was evident, for they couldn’t organize a pursuit of those who had fought along the plain, and it was almost dark when Labienus led a great host of cavalry out across the southwestern mount where the Gallic camp had been. He was going to harass the retreat, cut down as many laggards as he could.


  Vercingetorix’s eyes always sought Caesar, still mounted, still in that scarlet cloak, trotting about busily. What a superb craftsman! Victory his, yet the breaches in the Roman perimeter were being repaired, everything was being made ready in case of another attack. His legions had cheered him. In the midst of their great travail, beset on all sides, they had cheered him. As if they truly believed that while he bestrode his lucky horse and they could see his scarlet cloak, they couldn’t lose. Did they deem him a god? Well, why should they not? Even the Tuatha loved him. If the Tuatha did not love him, Gaul would have won. A foreign darling for the Gods of the Celtae. But then, the Gods of every land most prized excellence.


  In his room, lit by lamps, Vercingetorix took his golden crown from under its chaste white cover, still bearing the little sprig of mistletoe. He put it on the table and sat before it, but did not touch it as the hours dripped by and the sounds and smells came stealing through his window. A huge shout of laughter from the Roman ring. Faint mews which told him Daderax had brought his innocents into the citadel and was feeding them broth from the last of the cattle—poor Daderax! The smell of broth was nauseating. So was the stench of impaled bodies just beginning to rot among the lilies. And over everything, the brooding of the Tuatha like unspoken thunder, the lightless dawn coming, coming, coming. Gaul was finished, and so was he.


  In the morning he spoke to those who still lived, with Daderax and Biturgo beside him. Of Critognarus no one had heard; he was somewhere on the field, dead or dying or captured.


  “It is over,” he said in the marketplace, his voice strong and even, easily understood. “There will be no united Gaul. We will have no independence. The Romans will be our masters, though I do not think an enemy as generous as Caesar will force us to pass beneath the yoke. I believe that Caesar wants to make peace with us, rather than exterminate those of us who are left. A fat and healthy Gaul is more useful to the Romans than a wilderness.”


  No flicker of emotion crossed his skull-like face; he went on dispassionately. “The Tuatha admire death on a battlefield, none is more honorable. But it is not a part of our Druidic tradition to put an end to our own lives. In other places, I have learned, the people of a beaten citadel like Alesia will kill themselves sooner than go into captivity. The Cilicians did it when Alexander the Great came. The Greeks of Asia have done it. And the Italians. But we do not. This life is a trial we must suffer until it comes to a natural end, no matter what shape that end might take.


  “What I ask of all of you, and ask you to pass on to those who are not here, is that you turn your minds and your energies toward making a great country out of Gaul in a way the Romans will not despise. You must multiply and grow rich again. For one day—someday!—Gaul will rise again! The dream is not just a dream! Gaul will rise again! Gaul must endure, for Gaul is great! Through all the generations of subservience which must come, hug the idea, cherish the dream, perpetuate the reality of Gaul! I will pass, but remember me for always! One day Gaul, my Gaul, will exist! One day Gaul will be free!”


  The listeners made no sound. Vercingetorix turned and went inside, Daderax and Biturgo following. The Gallic warriors slowly drifted away, holding the words their king had spoken within their minds to repeat to their children.


  “The rest of what I have to say is for your ears only,” Vercingetorix said in the empty, echoing council chamber.


  “Sit,” said Biturgo gently.


  “No. No. It may be, Biturgo, that Caesar will take you prisoner, as the King of a great and numerous people. But I think you will go free, Daderax. I want you to go to Cathbad and tell him what I said here this morning to our men. Tell him too that I didn’t embark upon this campaign for self-glory. I did it to free my country from foreign domination. Always for the general good, never for my own advancement.”


  “I’ll tell him,” said Daderax.


  “And now the two of you have a decision to make. If you require my death, I will go to execution here inside Alesia, with our men witnessing it. Or I will send envoys to Caesar and offer to give myself up.”


  “Send envoys to Caesar,” said Biturgo.


  *


  “Tell Vercingetorix,” said Caesar, “that all the warriors inside Alesia must give up their weapons and their shirts of mail. This will be done tomorrow just after dawn, before I accept King Vercingetorix’s surrender. They will precede him by long enough to have thrown every sword, spear, bow, arrow, axe, dagger and mace into our trench. They will divest themselves of their mail shirts and toss them in on top of the weapons. Only then may the King and his colleagues Biturgo and Daderax come down. I will be waiting there,” he said, pointing to a place below the citadel just outside the Roman inner fortifications. “At dawn.”


  He had a little dais built, two feet higher than the ground, and on it placed the ivory curule chair of his high estate. Rome accepted this surrender, therefore the proconsul would not wear armor. He would don his purple-bordered toga, the maroon shoes with the crescent buckle of the consular, and his oak leaf chaplet, the corona civica, awarded for personal bravery in the field—and the only distinction Pompey the Great had never won. The plain ivory cylinder of his imperium just fitted the length of his forearm, one end tucked into his cupped palm, the other nestling in the crook of his elbow. Only Hirtius shared the dais with him.


  He seated himself in the classical pose, right foot forward, left foot back, spine absolutely straight, shoulders back, chin up. His marshals stood on the ground to the right of the dais, Labienus in a gold-worked silver cuirass with the scarlet sash of his imperium ritually knotted and looped. Trebonius, Fabius, Sextius, Quintus Cicero, Sulpicius, Antistius and Rebilus were clad in their best armor, Attic helmets under their left arms. The more junior men stood on the ground to the left of the dais— Decimus Brutus, Mark Antony, Minucius Basilus, Munatius Plancus, Volcatius Tullus and Sempronius Rutilus.


  Every single vantage place on the walls and up the towers was taken as the legions crowded to watch, while the cavalry stood horsed on either side of a long corridor from the trench to the dais; the goads and lilies were gone.


  The remnants of Vercingetorix’s eighty thousand warriors who had lived for over a month inside Alesia appeared first, as instructed. One by one they threw their weapons and mail shirts into the trench, then were herded by several squadrons of cavalry to a waiting place.


  Down the hill from the citadel came Vercingetorix, Biturgo and Daderax behind him. The King of Gaul rode his fawn horse, immaculately groomed, harness glittering, feet stepping high. Every piece of gold and sapphire Vercingetorix owned was set upon his arms, neck, chest, shawl. Baldric and belt flashed. On his head he wore the golden helmet with the golden wings.


  He rode sedately through the ranks of cavalry almost to the dais upon which Caesar sat. Then he dismounted, removed the baldric holding his sword, unhooked the dagger from his belt, walked forward and deposited them on the edge of the dais. He stepped back a little, folded his feet and sat cross-legged upon the ground. Off came the crown; Vercingetorix bowed his bare head in submission.


  Biturgo and Daderax, already deprived of their weapons, followed their king’s example.


  All this happened in the midst of a huge silence; hardly a breath was drawn. Then someone in a tower let out a shriek of joy and the ovation began, went on and on.


  Caesar sat without moving a muscle, his face serious and intent, his eyes upon Vercingetorix. When the cheering died down he nodded to Aulus Hirtius, also togate; Hirtius, a scroll in his hand, stepped down from the dais. A scribe hidden behind the marshals hurried forward with pen, ink and a foot-high wooden table. From which Vercingetorix deduced that had he not sat upon the ground, the Romans would have compelled him to kneel to sign this submission. As it was he simply reached out, dipped the pen in the ink, wiped its nib on the side of the well to indicate that he was properly schooled, and signed his submission where Hirtius indicated. The scribe sprinkled sand, shook it off, rolled up the single piece of paper and handed it to Hirtius, who then returned to his place on the dais.


  Only then did Caesar rise to his feet. He jumped off the little dais easily and walked to Vercingetorix, right hand extended to help him up.


  Vercingetorix took it and uncoiled. Daderax and Biturgo got up without assistance.


  “A noble struggle with a good battle at its end,” said Caesar, drawing the King of Gaul toward the place where a gap had been hewn in the Roman fortifications.


  “Is my cousin Critognatus a prisoner?” asked Vercingetorix.


  “No, he’s dead. We found him on the field.”


  “Who else is dead?”


  “Sedulius of the Lemovices.”


  “Who has been taken prisoner?”


  “Your cousin Vercassivellaunus. Eporedorix and Cotus of the Aedui. Most of the relief army got away; my men were too spent to pursue them. Gutruatus, Viridomarus, Drappes, Teutomarus, others.”


  “What will you do to them?”


  “Titus Labienus informs me that all the tribes fled in the direction of their own lands. The army broke up into tribes the moment it was over the hill. I don’t intend to punish any tribe which goes home and settles down peacefully,” said Caesar. “Of course Gutruatus will have to answer for Cenabum, and Drappes for the Senones. I will take Biturgo into custody.”


  He stopped and looked at the other two Gauls, who approached. “Daderax, you may return to your citadel and keep those among the warriors who are Mandubii. A treaty will be drawn up before I leave, and you will be required to sign it. Provided you adhere to its letter, no further reprisals will be exacted. You may take some of your men and see what you can find in the camp of the relief army to feed your people. I’ve taken the booty and what food I need already, but there’s food left there. Those men who belong to the Arverni or the Bituriges can depart for their homelands. Biturgo, you are my prisoner.”


  Daderax walked forward and went down on his left knee to Vercingetorix; he embraced Biturgo, kissed him on the lips in the Gallic manner, then turned and walked back to the men gathered beyond the trench.


  “What happens to Biturgo and me?” asked Vercingetorix.


  “Tomorrow you’ll start the journey to Italia,” said Caesar. “You’ll wait there until I hold my triumph.”


  “During which we will all die.”


  “No, that’s not our custom. You will die, Vercingetorix. Biturgo won’t. Vercassivellaunus won’t, nor Eporedorix. Cotus may. Gutruatus will; he massacred Roman citizens, as did Cotus. Litaviccus certainly will.”


  “If you capture Gutruatus or Litaviccus.”


  “True. You’ll all walk in my triumph, but only the kings and the butchers will die. The rest will be sent home.”


  Vercingetorix smiled, his face white, dark blue eyes huge and very sad. “I hope it won’t be long before you triumph. My bones don’t like dungeons.”


  “Dungeons?” Caesar stopped walking to look at him. “Rome has no dungeons, Vercingetorix. There’s a fallen-down old jail in an abandoned quarry, the Lautumiae, where we put people for a day or two, but there’s nothing to prevent their walking out unless we chain them, which is extremely rare.” He frowned. “The last time we chained a man he was murdered in the night.”


  “Vettius the informer, while you were consul,” said the captured King instantly.


  “Very good! No, you will be housed in extreme comfort in a fortress town like Corfinium, Asculum Picentum, Praenestae, Norba. There are many of them. No two of you will be in the same town, nor will any of you know where the others are. You’ll have the run of a good garden and will be permitted to go riding under escort.”


  “So you treat us like honored guests, then strangle us.”


  “The whole idea of the triumphal parade,” said Caesar, “is to show the citizens of Rome how mighty is her army and the men who command her army. How appalling, to display some half-starved, beaten, dirty and unimpressive prisoner stumbling along in chains! That would defeat the purpose of the triumph. You’ll walk clad in all your best regalia, looking every inch a king and the leader of a great people who almost defeated us. Your health and your well-being, Vercingetorix, are of paramount importance to me. The Treasury will inventory your jewels—including your crown—and take them from you, but they will be returned to you before you walk in my triumph. At the foot of the Forum Romanum you will be led aside and conducted to the only true dungeon Rome possesses, the Tullianum. Which is a tiny structure used for the ritual of execution, not to house a prisoner. I’ll send to Gergovia for all your clothes and any belongings you’d like to take with you.”


  “Including my wife?”


  “Of course, if you wish it. There will be women aplenty, but if you want your wife, you shall have her.”


  “I would like my wife. And my youngest child.”


  “Of course. A boy or a girl?”


  “A boy. Celtillus.”


  “He will be educated in Italia, you realize that.”


  “Yes.” Vercingetorix wet his lips. “I go tomorrow? Isn’t that very soon?”


  “Soon, but wiser. No one will have time to organize a rescue. Once you reach Italia, rescue is out of the question. So is escape. It isn’t necessary to imprison you, Vercingetorix. Your alien appearance and your language difficulties will keep you safe.”


  “I might learn Latin and escape in disguise.”


  Caesar laughed. “You might. But don’t count on it. What we will do is weld that exquisite golden torc around your neck. Not a prisoner’s collar of the kind they use in the East, but it will brand you more surely than any prisoner’s collar could.”


  Trebonius, Decimus Brutus and Mark Antony walked some paces behind; the campaign had drawn them together, despite the manifest differences in their characters. Antony and Decimus Brutus knew each other from the Clodius Club, but Trebonius was somewhat older, very much less wellborn. To Trebonius they were a breath of fresh air, for he had been in the field with Caesar for so long, it seemed, that the older legates had all the vivacity and appeal of grandfathers. Antony and Decimus Brutus were like very attractive, naughty little boys.


  “What a day for Caesar,” said Decimus Brutus.


  “Monumental,” said Trebonius dryly. “I mean that literally. He’s bound to put the whole scene on a float at his triumph.”


  “Oh, but he’s unique!” laughed Antony. “Did you ever see anyone who could be so royal? It’s in his bones, I suppose. The Julii Caesares make the Ptolemies of Egypt look like parvenus.”


  “I would wish,” said Decimus Brutus thoughtfully, “that a day like today could happen to me, but it won’t, you know. It won’t happen to any of us.”


  “I don’t see why not,” said Antony indignantly; he disliked anyone’s puncturing his dreams of coming glory.


  “Antonius, you’re a wonder to behold, you have been for years! But you’re a gladiator, not the October Horse,” said Decimus Brutus. “Thank, man, think! There’s no one like him. There never has been and there never will be.”


  “I wouldn’t call Marius or Sulla sluggards,” said Antony.


  “Marius was a New Man; he didn’t have the blood. Sulla had the blood, but he wasn’t natural. I mean that in every way. He drank, he liked little boys, he had to learn to general troops because it wasn’t in his veins. Whereas Caesar has no flaws. No weaknesses you can slip a thin dagger into and work the plates apart, so to speak. He doesn’t drink wine, so his tongue never runs away with him. When he says some outrageous thing he intends to do, you know in his case it’s not impossible. You called him unique, Antonius, and you were right. Don’t recant because you dream of outstripping him—it’s not realistic. None of us will. So why exhaust ourselves trying? Leave aside the genius, and you still have to contend with a phenomenon I for one have never plumbed—the love affair between him and his soldiers. We’ll never match that in a thousand years. No, not you either, Antonius, so shut your mouth. You have a bit of it, but nowhere near all of it. He does, and today is the proof!” said Decimus Brutus fiercely.


  “It won’t go down well in Rome,” said Trebonius. “He’s just eclipsed Pompeius Magnus. I predict that our consul without a colleague will detest that.”


  “Eclipsed Pompeius?” asked Antony. “Today? I don’t see how, Trebonius. Gaul’s a big job, but Pompeius conquered the East. He has kings in his clientele.”


  “True. But think, Antonius, think! At least half of Rome believes that it was Lucullus did all the hard work in the East, that Pompeius simply strolled in when the hard work was over and took all the credit. No one can say that about Caesar in Gaul. And which story will Rome believe, that Tigranes prostrated himself before Pompeius, or that Vercingetorix hunkered down in the dust at Caesar’s feet? Quintus Cicero will be writing that scene to his big brother this moment—Pompeius rests on more specious evidence. Who walked in Pompeius’s triumphs? Certainly not a Vercingetorix!”


  “You’re right, Trebonius,” said Decimus Brutus. “Today will ensure that Caesar becomes the First Man in Rome.”


  “The boni won’t let that happen,” said Antony jealously.


  “I hope they have the sense to let it,” said Trebonius. He looked at Decimus Brutus. “Haven’t you noticed the change, Decimus? He’s not more royal, but he is more autocratic. And dignitas is an obsession! He cares more about his personal share of public worth and standing than anyone I’ve ever read about in the history books. More than Scipio Africanus or even Scipio Aemilianus. I don’t think there are any lengths to which Caesar wouldn’t go to defend his dignitas. I dread the boni’s trying! They’re such complacent couch generals—they read his dispatches and they sniff with contempt, sure he’s embroidered them. Well, in some ways he does. But not in the only way which matters—his record of victories. You and I have been with the man through thick and thin, Decimus. The boni don’t know what we know. Once Caesar’s got the bit between his teeth, nothing will stop him. The will in the man is incredible. And if the boni try to cast him down, he’ll pile Pelion on top of Ossa to stop them.”


  “A worry,” said Decimus Brutus, frowning.


  “Do you think,” asked Antony plaintively, “that tonight the Old Man will let us have a jug or two of wine?”


  4


  It was Cathbad responsible for the change in Litaviccus. He had gone to the muster at Carnutum convinced that his strategy was right: assist Vercingetorix to throw the Romans out of Gaul, then start moving in on his throne. An Aeduan to bow and scrape before an Arvernian? A yokel from the mountains who spoke neither Latin nor Greek, who could pretend literacy by making his mark on a piece of paper he couldn’t read? Who would have to lean on the Druids in all true matters of state? What a king for Gaul! He took the Aedui to the muster nonetheless, and there found Cotus, Eporedorix and Viridomarus with a few more Aedui troopers. The tribes were coming in, but very, very slowly; even after the news was shouted that Vercingetorix was marooned inside Alesia, the tribes were slow. Gutruatus and Cathbad struggled manfully to speed things up, but Commius and the Belgae hadn’t come, and this one, and that one…. Surus turned up with the Ambarri.


  A great Aeduan noble (the Ambarri belonged to the Aedui), Surus was the only one Litaviccus could bear to greet when he arrived; Cotus was busy thoroughly indoctrinating Eporedorix and Viridomarus, who still shivered in their shoes at the thought of Roman vengeance should anything go wrong.


  “I ask you, Surus, why would a man of Cotus’s standing even worry his head about putting some iron into the backbone of an upstart like Viridomarus? Caesar’s creature!”


  They were walking between the trees of Carnutum itself, well away from the open plain where the muster was assembling.


  “Cotus would do anything to irritate Convictolavus.”


  “Who stayed safe at home, I see!” sneered Litaviccus.


  “Convictolavus pleaded that he had to guard our own lands, as he is the oldest among us,” said Surus.


  “Some would say too old. As can be said about Cotus.”


  “Just before I left Cabillonum I heard that the army we were ordered to send to subdue the Allobroges has got nowhere.”


  Litaviccus tensed. “My brother?”


  “To the best of our knowledge, Valetiacus is unscathed. So is his army. The Allobroges chose not to fight in the open; they simply defended their borders in the Roman way.” Surus stroked his luxuriant sand-colored moustach, cleared his throat. “I’m not happy, Litaviccus,” he finally said.


  “Oh?”


  “I agree that it’s time the Aedui were something more in the scheme of things than Rome’s puppet, otherwise I wouldn’t be here any more than you would. But how, when we’re all so different from each other, can we ever hope to be united in the way our new King Vercingetorix is preaching? We’re not all equal! What Celt doesn’t spit on the Belgae? And how can the Celtae of Aquitania, those little dark runts, aspire to stand alongside an Aeduan? I think it’s a very clever idea to unite the country, yes, but under the right circumstances. All of us Gauls, but some of us better Gauls. Is a Parisian boatman the equal of an Aeduan horseman?”


  “No, he’s not,” said Litaviccus. “That’s why it’s going to be King Litaviccus, not King Vercingetorix.”


  “Oh, I see!” Surus smiled. Then the smile faded. “I have terrible misgivings about Alesia. After all Vercingetorix’s homilies about not letting ourselves get shut up inside our strongholds, there’s Vercingetorix shut up inside Alesia. He’s the wrong man to be king right now, Litaviccus.”


  “Yes, I know what you’re saying, Surus.”


  “The Aedui are committed; we can’t go back. Caesar is aware we’ve gone over to Vercingetorix’s side. It’s impossible to credit that Caesar has the remotest chance to beat us when we arrive to relieve Alesia. Yet I still have terrible misgivings! What if we’ve ruined ourselves and our people for nothing?”


  Litaviccus shivered. “We can’t let it be for nothing, Sums, we can’t! I’m a marked man. The only way out of this is for me to take the kingship from Vercingetorix after Caesar is beaten. If the roster is filled, over three hundred thousand of us will march to Alesia. We must assume that Vercingetorix will win—or rather, that Vercingetorix will be hauled out of Alesia in one piece and with his kingdom intact. That alone is a disgrace, that alone gives me a platform to challenge him. So let us think only of taking the throne off that wretched, illiterate Arvernian!”


  “Yes, that’s what we must think about,” said Surus, but not with conviction.


  They walked in silence, feet in their soft leather riding shoes making no sound on the thick carpet of moss which had grown over the ancient stone path to the grove of Dagda. Wooden statues of long-faced godheads peered between the tree trunks, squatted grotesquely with penises touching the ground.


  The voice seemed suddenly to emerge from a huge oak ahead of them, so venerable and old that the path, made after its birth, divided and went around it. Cathbad’s voice.


  “Vercingetorix is going to prove impossible to control after we win at Alesia,” Cathbad’s voice was saying.


  The voice of Gutruatus answered. “I’ve known that for quite some time, Cathbad.”


  Litaviccus put a hand on Surus’s arm, stopped him. The two Aedui stood on the other side of the oak and listened.


  “He’s young and impetuous, but the germ of autocracy is there. I fear he won’t defer to the Druids once he grasps the crown with both hands, and that can’t be allowed to happen. The Druids are the only ones who can govern a united Gaul. Knowledge rests in their care. They make the laws, they supervise the laws, they sit in judgement. I’ve been thinking about it a great deal since I forced the thanes to make him King of Gaul. It’s the right way to start, but the King of Gaul should be a warrior figurehead, not an autocrat who will gradually gather all the powers of government to himself. And that is what I fear will happen after Alesia, Gutruatus.”


  “He’s not a Carnute, Cathbad.”


  “It will start by his elevating the Arvernian Druids to the Druidic council. The power of the Carnute Druids will wane.”


  “We Carnutes will be ruled by Arvernians in all ways,” said Gutruatus.


  “Which can’t be allowed to happen.”


  “I agree. The King of Gaul must be a warrior figurehead. And he should be a Carnute.”


  “Litaviccus thinks the King of Gaul should be an Aeduan,” said Cathbad dryly.


  Gutruatus snorted. “Litaviccus, Litaviccus! He’s a snake. Part the long grass and there he is. I’ll have to part his hair with my sword.”


  “In time, Gutruatus, in time. First things first, and first is the defeat of Rome. Second is Vercingetorix, who will emerge from Alesia a hero. Therefore he must die a hero’s death, the kind of death no Arvernian— or Aeduan!—will be able to say came at the hands of a fellow Gaul. We’re between Beltine and Lugnasad at the moment. Samhain is still a long way off. So—Samhain. Perhaps we can find a special role for the new King of Gaul to play at the beginning of the Dark Months, when the harvest is all in and the people are assembled to endure the Chaos of the Souls and ask that next year’s seed be blessed. Yes, here at Carnutum during Samhain… Maybe the new King of Gaul will disappear into a fiery mist, or be seen sailing the Liger into the west in a great swan boat. Vercingetorix must remain a hero, but become a myth.”


  “I’d be delighted to help,” said Gutruatus.


  “I’m sure you would,” said Cathbad. “Thank you, Gutruatus.”


  “Are you going to read the signs?”


  “Twice. Once for the muster, but once just for me. Today is for me, but you can come,” said Cathbad, his voice dwindling.


  The two Aeduans remained behind the oak for some time, eyes locked; then Litaviccus nodded and they moved forward, but not on the path. Between the oaks, inching along until the grove of Dagda opened before them, an enchanting place. The back of it was formed by a pile of boulders cushioned with lush moss, the source of a spring which gushed out from among them and fell into a deep pool endlessly rippling. Taranis like fire. Esus liked air. Dagda liked water. Earth belonged to the Great Mother, Dann. Fire and air could not commingle with earth, so Dann had married water, Dagda.


  Today’s offering was not for drowning, however; Cathbad was auspicating, not sacrificing. The naked victim, an enslaved German purchased specifically for this purpose, was lying face down and unbound on the altar, a simple stone slab. Beautiful in Cathbad’s clear tenor voice, the prayers were sung according to the ancient ritual. They evoked no response from the victim, who was heavily drugged; his movements when they came had to leap out of the act, not out of fear or pain. Gutruatus moved a little distance away to kneel down while Cathbad picked up a very long, two-edged sword. That he found it awkward to lift was obvious, but he braced his feet apart, then with a huge effort carefully raised the sword in both hands until its blade was slightly above his head. It came down perfectly into the victim’s back below the shoulder blades and severed the spine so cleanly that the blade was out and the sword on the ground a moment later.


  The victim almost convulsed; Cathbad, his white robe unmarred, stood to watch every wriggle and writhe and jerk, the direction each took, the part of the body involved, clonus of head or arms or shoulders or legs, twitches in the fingers or toes, dying tics in the buttocks. It took a long time, but he stood without moving save for his lips, which formed voiceless words each time there was a short cessation in the victim’s movements. When it was over he sighed, blinked, looked wearily toward Gutruatus. The Carnute lumbered to his feet as two acolytes came out of the trees and approached the altar to clear it and clean it.


  “Well?” asked Gutruatus eagerly.


  “I couldn’t see…. The movements were bizarre, the pattern was alien.”


  “Didn’t you learn anything?”


  “A little. When I asked if Vercingetorix would die, there were six identical jerks of the head. I interpret that as six years. Yet when I asked if Caesar would be defeated, nothing moved at all—how am I to interpret that? I asked if Litaviccus would be king, and the answer was no. That was clear, very clear. I asked if you would be king, and the answer was no. His feet danced; you will die very soon. For the rest, I couldn’t see. I couldn’t see, I couldn’t see….”


  Cathbad fell against Gutruatus, who stared at him white-faced and trembling.


  The two Aeduans stole away.


  Litaviccus wiped the sweat from his brow, his world in ruins. “I am not to be King of Gaul,” he whispered.


  Hands shaking, Surus passed them across his eyes. “Nor is Gutruatus. He’s to die soon, but Cathbad didn’t say you would.”


  “I can interpret the question about Caesar’s defeat, Surus. Nothing moved at all. That means Caesar will win, that nothing in Gaul will change. Cathbad knows it, but he couldn’t bear to tell Gutruatus. If he did, how would he explain the muster?”


  “And the six years for Vercingetorix?”


  “I don’t know!” cried Litaviccus. “If Caesar wins, he can’t go free. He’ll walk in the triumphal parade and be throttled.” A sob welled up, was swallowed. “I don’t want to believe it, yet I do. Caesar will win, and I will never be King of Gaul.”


  They walked beside the little brook which ran out of Dagda’s pool, picking their way between the wooden godheads planted on its bank. Golden shafts of light from the dying sun played with motes of pollen and drifting crystal seeds, pierced the spaces between the aged tree trunks to green the green and gild the brown.


  “What will you do?” asked Surus when they emerged from the forest to find the muster swelling still, the camps of men and horses scattered as far as the eye could see.


  “Get away from here,” said Litaviccus, wiping his tears.


  “I’ll go with you.”


  “I don’t ask that, Surus. Save what you can. Caesar will need the Aedui to bind up Gaul’s wounds; we won’t suffer the way the Belgae have, or the Celtic Armorici of the west.”


  “No, let that fate be reserved for Convictolavus! I think I’ll head for the Treveri.”


  “As good a direction as any, if you’d like company.”


  *


  The Treveri were beleaguered but unbowed.


  “The abominable Labienus has killed so many of our warriors that we couldn’t marshal a force to go to the relief of Alesia,” said Cingetorix, still ruling.


  “The Alesia rescue won’t prosper,” said Surus.


  “I never thought it would. All this talk of a united Gaul! As if we were the same people. We’re not the same people. Who does Vercingetorix think he is? Does he honestly believe that an Arvernian can call himself King of the Belgae? That we Belgae would defer to a Celt? We Treveri would vote for Ambiorix.”


  “Not Commius?”


  “He sold himself to the Romans. A personal injury brought him over to our side, not the plight of our Belgic peoples,” said Cingetorix contemptuously.


  If Treves was indicative of conditions among this great and numerous group of peoples, Labienus had indeed wrought havoc. Though the oppidum itself was not designed to be lived in, there had once—and not too long ago—been a thriving small town around it. But few were left to populate it. What forces Cingetorix could scrape together were north of Treves, defending the precious horses from the depredations of the Ubii, just across the Rhenus.


  Since Caesar had begun mounting the Germans on good horses, the Ubian appetite for them had become insatiable; Arminius of the Ubii suddenly saw a whole new vista opening up for his people, that of providing Rome with all her mounted auxiliaries. When Caesar had fired the Aedui he created a wonderful space for the Germans to move in and occupy. Arminius had not been slow to send those sixteen hundred extra men, and he intended to send more. The acquisition of true wealth was difficult for a pastoral people devoid of resources, but war on horseback was an industry Arminius understood perfectly. If he had anything to do with it, Roman generals would soon despise Gallic cavalry. Nothing but Germans would do.


  Thus the grey, often stunted, dreary vastness of the Arduenna forest, suited for little save grazing and growing in the river valleys, rang to the sounds of Treveri and Ubii striving for mastery.


  “I hate this place,” said Litaviccus after a few days.


  “Whereas I don’t mind it,” said Surus.


  “I wish you well.”


  “And I you. Where will you go?”


  “To Galatia.”


  Surus gaped. “Galatia? It’s at the other end of the world!”


  “Exactly. But the Galatians are Gauls, and they ride good horses. Deiotarus is bound to be looking for competent commanders.”


  “He’s a Roman client king, Litaviccus.”


  “Yes. But I won’t be Litaviccus. I’ll be Cabachius of the Volcae Tectosages. Journeying to see my relatives in Galatia. I’ll fall in love with the place and apply to stay.”


  “Where will you find the right shawl?”


  “They gave up wearing the shawl around Tolosa a very long time ago, Surus. I’ll dress like a Gaul of the Province.”


  *


  First it was necessary to visit his lands and manor outside Matisco. All Gallic lands were communal, held in the name of the people, but in actual fact, of course, the great nobles of each tribe “caretook” great tracts of them. Including Litaviccus.


  He rode down the Mosella and into the lands of the Sequani, who had gone to the muster at Carnutum. Because those Sequani who had not gone to Carnutum were massed closer to the Rhenus in case the Suebic Germans tried to cross, he was not challenged or opposed, nor asked any questions by some thane suspicious as to why a stray Aeduan should be riding through the lands of recent enemies with a pack horse for his only company.


  Yet someone was there to shout the news. As he skirted the Sequani oppidum of Vesontio, Litaviccus heard it shouted across a field that Caesar had been victorious at Alesia and Vercingetorix had surrendered.


  If I hadn’t overheard Cathbad and Gutruatus, I’d be there in command of the Aedui. I too would be a Roman prisoner. I too would be sent to Rome to await Caesar’s triumph. How then is the King of Gaul going to survive for another six years? He’ll die during Caesar’s triumph, no matter who else is spared. Does that mean Caesar will take a third five-year governorship of Gaul, and thus be unable to triumph for six more years? But it’s over! A third period isn’t necessary. He will finish us next year. Those who got away will crumble; nothing can avert total victory for Caesar. Yet I believe Cathbad saw true. Six more years. Why?


  Because his lands lay to the east and south of Matisco, Litaviccus avoided that oppidum too, even though it belonged to the Aedui—and, more importantly still, even though his wife and children were living there for the duration of the war. Best not to see them. They would survive. His own survival was his first priority.


  Though made of wood with a slate shingle roof, his large and comfortable house was built in the Roman manner, around a huge peristyle courtyard and owning two storeys. His serfs and slaves were overjoyed to see him, and swore an oath to breathe no word of his presence. At first he had intended to remain only long enough to empty his strong room, but summer on the sleek and sluggish Arar River was delicious, and Caesar was far away. No need for him to make one of those lightning marches in this direction. What had Caesar said? That the Arar flowed so slowly it actually flowed backward? But it was home, and suddenly Litaviccus was in no hurry to leave it. His people were completely loyal, nor had anyone seen him. How delightful to while away one last summer in his own land! They said Galatia was lovely—high, wide, wonderful country for horses. But it wasn’t home. The Galatians spoke Greek, Pontic and a kind of Gallic not heard in any part of Gaul for two hundred years. Well, at least he had Greek, though he would have to polish it.


  Then at the beginning of autumn, just as he was thinking of moving on and while his serfs and slaves were bringing in a good harvest, his brother Valetiacus arrived at the head of a hundred horse troopers who were his own adherents.


  The brothers met with great affection, couldn’t take their eyes off each other.


  “I can’t stay,” said Valetiacus. “How amazing to find you here! All I came for was to make sure your people were bringing in the harvest.”


  “What happened against the Allobroges?” asked Litaviccus, pouring wine.


  “Not very much.” Valetiacus grimaced. “They fought, and I quote Caesar, ‘a careful and efficient war.’ ”


  “Caesar?”


  “He’s at Bibracte.”


  “Does he know I’m here?”


  “No one knows where you are.”


  “What does Caesar intend to do with the Aedui?”


  “Like the Arverni, we’re to escape relatively lightly. We are to form the nucleus of a new, thoroughly Roman Gaul. Nor are we to lose our Friend and Ally status. Provided, that is, that we sign an enormously long treaty with Rome, and admit a great many of Caesar’s creatures to our senate. Viridomarus is forgiven, but you are not. In fact, there’s a price on your head, which leads me to assume that if you’re captured and walk in Caesar’s triumph, you’ll suffer the same fate as Vercingetorix and Cotus. Biturgo and Eporedorix will walk, but then be sent home.”


  “What about you, Valetiacus?”


  “I’ve been allowed to keep my lands, but I’m never to be a senior in the council, nor a vergobret,” said Valetiacus bitterly.


  Both the brothers were big and fine-looking men in the true Gallic way, golden-haired, blue-eyed. The muscles in Litaviccus’s bare brown forearms tensed until the golden bracelets upon them bit into the flesh.


  “By Dagda and Dann, I wish there was a way to be avenged!” said Litaviccus, grinding his teeth.


  “Perhaps there is,” said Valetiacus, smiling faintly.


  “How? How?”


  “Not far from here I encountered a party of travelers going to join Caesar in Bibracte. He intends to winter there. Three wagons, a comfortable carriage, and a lady on a prancing white horse. Very Roman looking, the group. Except for the lady, who rode astride. In the carriage with his nurse was a little boy who has a look of Caesar about him. Do you need more hints?”


  Litaviccus shook his head slowly from side to side. “No,” he said, and exhaled on a hiss. “Caesar’s woman! Who used to belong to Dumnorix.”


  “What does he call her?” asked Valetiacus.


  “Rhiannon.”


  “That’s right. Vercingetorix’s first cousin. Rhiannon, the wronged wife. Infamous! Dumnorix was a wronged husband.”


  “What did you do, Valetiacus?”


  “I captured her.” Valetiacus shrugged. “Why not? I’ll never occupy my rightful place among our people, so what do I have to lose?”


  “Everything,” said Litaviccus crisply, got to his feet and put an arm about his brother’s shoulders. “I can’t stay, I’m a wanted man. But you must stay! There is my family to care for. Bide your time, be patient. Caesar will go, other governors will come. You’ll resume your place in the senate and the councils. Leave Caesar’s woman here with me. She will be my vengeance.”


  “And the child?”


  Litaviccus clenched his hands, shook them in glee. “He’s the only one who will leave here alive, because you’ll leave now and take him with you. Find one of our serfs in a remote croft and give him the boy. If he talks of his mother and father, who will believe him? Let Caesar’s son be raised as an Aeduan serf, doomed to be a bonded servant all his life.”


  They walked to the door, and there kissed. Outside in the courtyard the captives huddled, watching with round and frightened eyes. Except for Rhiannon, hands bound behind her back, feet hobbled, standing proudly. The little boy, now over five years old, stood in the shelter of his nurse’s skirt, the marks of tears upon his face, his nose still running. When Valetiacus was in his saddle, Litaviccus picked the child up and handed him to his brother, who sat him across the horse’s neck. He was too tired to protest, too bewildered; his head flopped back against Valetiacus and he closed his eyes wearily.


  Rhiannon tried to run and fell full length. “Orgetorix! Orgetorix!” she screamed.


  But Valetiacus and his hundred men were gone, Caesar’s son with them.


  Litaviccus brought his sword from the house and killed the Roman servants, including the nurse, while Rhiannon curled herself into a ball and cried out her son’s name.


  When the slaughter was over he crossed to her, put his hand in the midst of that fiery river of hair, and hauled her to her feet. “Come, my dear,” he said, smiling, “I have a special treat in store for you.”


  He bundled her into the house and into the big room wherein the master dined and sat around his table. There he tipped her off her feet and stood for a moment looking up at the wooden beams which straddled the low ceiling. Then he nodded to himself and left the room.


  When he came back he had two of his male slaves with him, terrified by the slaughter in the yard, but anxious to obey.


  “Do this for me and you’re both free men,” said Litaviccus. He clapped his hands; a female slave came in, shrinking. “Find me a comb, woman,” he said.


  One of the slaves had a hook in his hand of the kind used to hang a boar for disemboweling, while the other set to work with an auger in one of the beams.


  The comb was brought.


  “Sit, my dear,” said Litaviccus, lifting Rhiannon and pushing her into a chair. His hands pulled at her tresses until they lay down her back and pooled on the floor; he began to comb them. Slowly, carefully, yet yanking at the knots ruthlessly. Rhiannon seemed to feel no pain. She neither winced nor flinched, and all that passion and strength Caesar had so admired in her had vanished.


  “Orgetorix, Orgetorix,” she said from time to time.


  “How beautifully clean your hair is, my dear, and how truly magnificent,” said Litaviccus, still combing. “Did you plan to surprise Caesar in Bibracte, that you traveled without an escort of Roman troops? Of course you did! But he wouldn’t be pleased.”


  Eventually he was finished. So were the two slaves. The boar hook hung from the beam, its bottom seven feet above the flags.


  “Help me, woman,” he said curtly to the female slave. “I want to braid her hair. Show me how.”


  But it took the two of them. Once Litaviccus understood the over-under-over weaving of the three separate tresses, he became quite efficient; it was the woman’s job to keep the three tresses separate below Litaviccus’s working fingers. Then it was done. At the base of her long white neck Rhiannon’s braid was as thick as Litaviccus’s arm, though it dwindled, five feet further, to a rat’s tail which promptly began to unravel.


  “Stand up,” he said, pulling her to her feet. “Help me,” to the two male slaves. Like a craftsman in a sculptor’s yard he positioned Rhiannon beneath the hook, then took the braid and looped it twice about her neck. “And we still have plenty!” cried Litaviccus, stepping onto a chair. “Pick her up.”


  One of the slaves put his arms about Rhiannon’s hips and lifted her off the ground. Litaviccus put the braid through the hook, but couldn’t tie it; not only was it too thick, it was also too silky to stay taut. Down went Rhiannon again, off went one of the slaves. Finally they managed to anchor it around a second boar hook and stapled it to the beam, Rhiannon clear of the floor in the slave’s embrace for the second time.


  “Let go of her, but very gently!” rapped Litaviccus. “Oh, gently, gently, we don’t want to break her neck, that would spoil all the fun! Gently!”


  She didn’t struggle, though it took a very long time. Her eyes, wide open, were fixed unseeingly on the top of the wall opposite, and because she didn’t struggle her skin simply faded from cream to grey to blue, nor did her tongue protrude, those blind eyes begin to goggle. Sometimes her lips would move, form the word “Orgetorix!” soundlessly.


  The hair stretched. First her toes and then the soles of her feet touched the floor. They dropped her like a bag of sand, not yet dead, and began the hanging all over again.


  When her face was a blackish purple, Litaviccus went to write a letter; after it was finished he gave it to his steward.


  “Ride with this to Bibracte,” he said. “Tell Caesar’s men it’s from Litaviccus. Caesar will need you to guide him here. Go then and look beneath my bed for a purse of gold. Take it. Tell the rest of my people to pack their things and leave now. If they go to my brother Valetiacus, he’ll take them in. No one is to touch the bodies in the yard. I want them left as they are. And she,” he ended, pointing to where Rhiannon hung, “will stay like that. I want Caesar to see her for himself.”


  Not long after the steward set out, so did Litaviccus. He rode his best horse, wore his best clothes—but no shawl—and led three pack horses on which reposed his gold, his other jewels, his fur cloak. His goal was the Jura, where he intended to enter the lands of the Helvetii. It never occurred to him that he would not be welcomed wherever he went; he was an enemy of Rome, and every barbarian hated Rome. All he had to do was say Caesar had put a price on his head. From Gaul to Galatia, he would be feted and admired. As did happen in the Jura. Then among the sources of the Danubius he came to the lands of a people called the Verbigeni, and there was taken prisoner. The Verbigeni cared nothing for Rome or Caesar. They took Litaviccus’s possessions. And his head.


  *


  “I’m glad,” said Caesar to Trebonius, “that if I had to see one of the three of them dead, it is Rhiannon. I was spared it with my daughter and my mother.”


  Trebonius didn’t know what to say, how he could express what he felt, the monumental outrage, the pain, the grief, the fierce anger, all the emotions he experienced looking at the poor, black-faced creature wound about with her own hair. Which had stretched yet again, so that she stood upon the floor, knees slightly bent. Oh, it wasn’t fair! The man was so lonely, so remote, so far above all those he saw every day of his remarkable life! She had been pleasant company, she had amused him, he adored her singing. No, he hadn’t loved her, but love would have been a burden. Trebonius knew that much about him by now. What was there to say? How could words ease this shock, this grossest of insults, this mad and senseless thing? Oh, it wasn’t fair! It wasn’t fair!


  No expression had entered or left Caesar’s face from the moment they rode into the courtyard and discovered the slaughter there. Then walked into the house to find Rhiannon.


  “Help me,” he said now to Trebonius.


  They got her down, found her clothes and jewels untouched in the wagons, and dressed her for burial while some of the German troopers who had ridden with them as escort dug her grave. No Celtic Gaul liked to be burned, so she would be put into the ground with all her slain servants buried at her feet, as befitted a great lady who had been the daughter of a king.


  Gotus, the commander of Caesar’s original four hundred Ubii, was waiting outside.


  “The little boy isn’t here,” he said. “We’ve searched for a mile in all directions—every room in the house, every other building, every well, every stall—we have missed nothing, Caesar. The little boy is gone.”


  “Thank you, Gotus,” said Caesar, smiling.


  How could he do that? wondered Trebonius. So much in command, so civil, so perfectly courteous and controlled. But what will the price of it be?


  Nothing more was said until after the funeral was over; as there were no Druids to be had, Caesar officiated.


  “When do you want the search for Orgetorix started?” Trebonius asked as they rode away from Litaviccus’s deserted manor.


  “I don’t.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t want a search.”


  “Why?”


  “The matter is ended,” said Caesar. His cool, pale eyes looked straight into Trebonius’s, exactly as they always did. With affection tempered by logic, with understanding tempered by detachment. He looked away. “Ah, but I will miss her singing,” he said, and never referred to Rhiannon or his vanished son again.


  GAUL OF THE LONG-HAIRS


  from JANUARY until


  DECEMBER of 51 B.C.
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  When news of the defeat and capture of Vercingetorix reached Rome, the Senate decreed a thanksgiving of twenty days—which could not undo the damage Pompey and his new allies the boni had engineered for Caesar during that year of total war, knowing full well that Caesar did not have the time or the energy to oppose their measures personally. Though he was kept informed, the immediate urgencies of finding food for his legions, making sure his men’s lives were not risked needlessly and dealing with Vercingetorix had to take first place in Caesar’s priorities. And while agents like Balbus, Oppius and Rabirius Postumus the bankers strove mightily to avert disaster, they had neither Caesar’s consummate grasp of politics nor his unassailable authority; precious days were wasted couriering letters and waiting for replies.


  Not long after he had become consul without a colleague, Pompey had married Cornelia Metella and moved completely into the camp of the boni. The first evidence of his new ideological commitment came late in March, when he took a senatorial decree of the previous year and passed it into law. A harmless enough law on the surface, but Caesar saw its possibilities the moment he read Balbus’s letter. From now on, a man who was in office as praetor or consul would have to wait five years before he was allowed to govern a province. A nuisance made serious because it created a pool of possible governors who could go to govern at a moment’s notice: those men who, after being praetor or consul, had refused to take a province. They were now legally obliged to become governors if the Senate so directed them.


  Worse than that law was one Pompey proceeded to pass which stipulated that all candidates for praetor or consul must register their candidacy personally inside the city of Rome. Every member of Caesar’s extremely powerful faction protested vehemently—what about Caesar, what about the Law of the Ten Tribunes of the Plebs allowing Caesar to stand for his second consulship in absentia? Oops, oops! cried Pompey. Sorry about that, I clean forgot! Whereupon he tacked a codicil onto his lex Pompeia de iure magistratuum, exempting Caesar from its provisions. The only trouble was that he didn’t have the codicil inscribed on the bronze tablet bearing his law, which gave the codicil no power in law whatsoever.


  Caesar got the news that he was now barred from standing in absentia while he was building his siege terrace at Avaricum; after that came Gergovia, after that the revolt of the Aedui, after that the pursuit which led eventually to Alesia. As he dealt with the Aedui at Decetia he learned that the Senate had met to discuss the allocation of next year’s provinces, now unavailable to the men who were currently in office as praetors or consuls. They had to wait five years. The Senate scratched its head as it asked itself where next year’s governors were to come from, but the consul without a colleague laughed. Easy, Pompey said. The men who had declined to govern a province after their year in office would have to govern whether they liked it or not. Cicero was therefore ordered to govern Cilicia and Bibulus to govern Syria, a prospect which filled both of these stay-at-homes with horror.


  Inside his protective ring at Alesia, Caesar got a letter from Rome informing him that Pompey had succeeded in having his new father-in-law, Metellus Scipio, elected his consular colleague for the rest of the year. And—more cheering news by far—that Cato, running for next year’s consulship, had been ignominiously defeated. For all his admired incorruptibility, Cato couldn’t impress the electors. Probably because the members of the First Class of centuriate voters liked to think there was some sort of chance that the consuls (for a trifling financial consideration) would do a few favors when nicely asked.


  *


  So when the New Year came in, Caesar was still in Gaul of the Long-hairs. He couldn’t possibly cross the Alps to monitor events in Rome from Ravenna. Two inimical consuls in Servius Sulpicius Rufus and Marcus Claudius Marcellus were just entering office, a vexatious prospect for Caesar. Though it was something of a consolation that no less than four of the new tribunes of the plebs belonged to Caesar, bought and paid for. Marcus Marcellus the junior consul was already saying that he intended to strip Caesar’s imperium, provinces and army from him, though the law Gaius Trebonius had passed to give him his second five years specifically forbade the matter’s so much as being discussed before March of next year, fifteen months away. Constitutionality was for lesser beings. The boni cared not a fig about it if their target was Caesar.


  Who, through the haze of misery which greyed his life at this time, found it impossible to settle and do what he ought to do: send for people like Balbus and his dominant tribune of the plebs, Gaius Vibius Pansa, sit down with them in Bibracte and personally instruct them how to proceed. There were probably a few tactics his people could try, but only if they met with him in the flesh. Pompey was basking in boni approval and rejoicing in the possession of a hugely aristocratic wife, but at least he was no longer in office, and Servius Sulpicius, the new senior consul, was an approachable and deliberate member of the boni rather than an intemperate hothead like Marcus Marcellus.


  Instead of settling to deal with Rome, Caesar went on the road to subdue the Bituriges and contented himself with dictating a letter to the Senate on the march. In view of his stunning successes in the Gauls, he said, it seemed only fair and proper that he should be treated exactly as Pompey had been treated in the matter of Pompey’s governorship of the Spains. His “election” as consul without a colleague had been in absentia because he was governing the Spains. He was still governing the Spains, had done so throughout his term as consul. Therefore, would the Conscript Fathers of the Senate please extend Caesar’s tenure of the Gauls and Illyricum until he assumed the consulship in three years’ time? What was accorded to Pompey should also be accorded to Caesar. The letter did not deign to mention Pompey’s law that consular candidates must register for election inside Rome; Caesar’s silence on this point was a way of saying that he knew Pompey’s law did not apply to him.


  Three nundinae would elapse between the sending of this missive and any possibility of a reply; like several more nundinae, they were spent reducing the Bituriges to abject petitioners for mercy. His campaign was a series of forced marches of fifty miles a day; he would be in one place burning, sacking, killing and enslaving, then turn up fifty miles away even before the shouting could warn anyone. By now he knew that Gaul of the Long-hairs did not consider itself beaten. The new strategy consisted of small insurrections timed to flare up all over the country simultaneously, forcing Caesar to behave like a man obliged to stamp out ten different fires in ten different places at one and the same moment. But these insurrections presumed that there would be Roman citizens to slaughter, and there were not. Food purchasing for the legions, all scattered, was done by the legions themselves marching in force.


  Caesar countered by reducing several of the most powerful tribes in turn, commencing with the Bituriges, who were angry that Biturgo had been sent to Rome to walk in Caesar’s triumphal parade. He took two legions only, the Thirteenth and the new Fifteenth: the Thirteenth because it bore that unlucky number, and the Fifteenth because it consisted of raw recruits. This highest numbered legion was his “oddments box,” its men seasoned and then slipped into other legions when they fell in number. The present Fifteenth was the result of Pompey’s law early in the previous year stating that all Roman citizen men between seventeen and forty years of age must do military service—a law handy for Caesar, who never had trouble obtaining volunteers, but was often in trouble with the Senate for recruiting more men than he had been authorized to enlist.


  On the ninth day of February he returned to Bibracte. The lands of the Bituriges were in ruins; most of the Biturigan warriors were dead and the women and children taken captive. Awaiting him in Bibracte was the Senate’s answer to his request for an extended term as governor. An answer he had perhaps expected, yet in his heart had truly believed would not be so, if only because to reject his petition was the height of folly.


  The answer was no: the Senate was not prepared to treat Caesar as it had treated Pompey. If he wanted to be consul in three years’ time, he would have to behave like any other Roman governor: lay down his imperium, his provinces and his army, and register his candidacy in person inside Rome. What the answer didn’t argue about was Caesar’s calm assumption that he would be elected senior consul. Everyone knew it would happen thus. Caesar had never contested an election in which he did not come in at the top of the poll. Nor did he bribe. He didn’t dare to bribe. Too many enemies were looking for an excuse to prosecute.


  *


  It was then, looking down at that coldly curt letter, that Caesar made up his mind to plan for all eventualities.


  They will not let me be all that I should be. That I am entitled to be. Yet they will accommodate a quasi-Roman like Pompeius. Bow and scrape to him. Exalt him. Fill him with ideas of his own importance, all the while sniggering at him behind their hands. Well, that’s his burden. One day he’ll discover what they really think of him. When the circumstances are right their masks will drop, and Pompeius will be genuinely devastated. He’s exactly like Cicero when Catilina seemed certain to be consul. The boni espoused the despised bumpkin from Arpinum to keep out a man who had the blood. Now they espouse Pompeius to keep me out. But I will not let that happen. I am no Catilina! They want my hide, for no better reason than that my excellence forces them to see the extent of their own inadequacies. They think they can compel me to cross the pomerium into Rome to declare my candidacy, and, in crossing the pomerium, abandon the imperium which protects me from prosecution. They’ll all be there at the electoral booth ready to pounce with a dozen trumped-up suits for treason, for extortion, for bribery, for peculation— for murder, if they can find someone to swear I was seen sneaking into the Lautumiae to throttle Vettius. I’ll be like Gabinius, like Milo. Condemned in so many different courts for so many different crimes that I will never be able to show my face in Italia again. I will be stripped of my citizenship, my deeds will be erased from the history books, and men like Ahenobarbus and Metellus Scipio will be popped into my provinces to lake the credit, just as Pompeius took the credit for what Lucullus did.


  That will not happen. I will not let it happen, no matter what I have to do to avert it. In the meantime I will continue to work to be allowed to run in absentia, my imperium intact until I assume the imperium of the senior consul. I do not want to be known as a man who acted unconstitutionally. Never in my life have I acted unconstitutionally. Everything has been done as the mos maiorum says it should be done. That is my greatest ambition: to attain my second consulship within the bounds of the law. Once I become consul, I can deal with all their trumped-up charges by using the law legally. They know that. They fear that. But they cannot bear to lose. For if they lose, they admit that I am better than they are in every conceivable way, from brilliance to blood. For I am one man, and they are many. If I defeat them within the law, they will be as chagrined as the sphinx and have no other recourse than to jump over the nearest cliff.


  However, I will also plan for the worst. I will begin to do those things which will ensure that I succeed outside the law. Oh, the fools! They always underestimate me.


  Jupiter Optimus Maximus, if that be the name you would like to hear; Jupiter Optimus Maximus, of whatever sex you prefer; Jupiter Optimus Maximus, who is all the Gods and forces of Rome fused into one; Jupiter Optimus Maximus, contract with me to win! Should you do this, I hereby swear that I will accord you those sacrifices which do you the greatest honor and give you the most satisfaction….


  *


  The campaign to reduce the Bituriges had taken forty days. As soon as Caesar had arrived back in the camp just below the mount of Aeduan Bibracte, he assembled the Thirteenth and the Fifteenth and donated to every man in both legions one female Biturigan prisoner whom he could keep as a servant, or sell to the slavers. After which he gave every ranker a cash bonus of two hundred sesterces, and every centurion a cash bonus of two thousand sesterces. Out of his own purse.


  “This is my thanks for your wonderful support,” he said to his soldiers. “What Rome pays you is one thing, but it is time that I, Gaius Julius Caesar, gave you something out of my own private purse as a special thank-you. The past forty days have seen little booty, yet I’ve taken you out of your well-earned winter rest and asked you to march fifty miles a day for almost every one of those forty days. After a terrible winter, spring and summer in the field against Vercingetorix, you deserved to sit back and do nothing for six months at least. But did you grumble when I said you’d be marching? No! Did you complain when I asked you for Herculean efforts? No! Did you slacken pace, did you ask for more to eat, did you for one moment give me less than your best? No! No, no, no! You’re the men of Caesar’s legions, and Rome has never seen your like! You’re my boys! As long as my life shall last, you’re my beloved boys!”


  They cheered him hysterically, as much for his calling them his beloved boys as for the money and the slave, who also came out of his private purse; the profits from the sale of slaves belonged exclusively to the General.


  Trebonius looked sideways at Decimus Brutus. “What’s he up to, Decimus? It’s a wonderful gesture, but they didn’t expect it and I can’t work out what possessed him to make it.”


  “I had a letter from Curio in the same bag which brought Caesar a letter from the Senate,” said Decimus Brutus, speaking too softly for Mark Antony or the tribunes to hear. “They won’t let him stand in absentia, and the mood in the House is to strip him of his imperium as soon as possible. They want him disgraced and sent into permanent exile. So does Pompeius Magnus.”


  Trebonius grunted scornfully. “That last doesn’t surprise me! Pompeius isn’t worth one of Caesar’s bootlaces.”


  “Nor are any of the others.”


  “That goes without saying.” He turned and left the parade ground, Decimus walking with him. “Do you think he’d do it?”


  Decimus Brutus didn’t blink. “I think… I think they’re insane to provoke him, Gaius. Because yes, if they leave him no alternative he’ll march on Rome.”


  “And if he does?”


  The invisible blond brows rose. “What do you think?”


  “He’d slaughter them.”


  “I agree.”


  “So we have a choice to make, Decimus.”


  “You may have a choice to make. I don’t. I’m Caesar’s man through thick and thin.”


  “And I. Yet he’s no Sulla.”


  “For which we ought to be thankful, Trebonius.”


  Perhaps because of this conversation, neither Decimus Brutus nor Gaius Trebonius was in a talkative mood over dinner; they lay together on the lectus summus, with Caesar alone on the lectus medius and Mark Antony alone on the lectus imus, opposite them.


  “You’re being mighty generous,” said Antony, crunching through an apple in two bites. “I know you have a reputation for open-handedness, but”—he wrinkled his brow fiercely, eyes screwed closed—”that’s a total of one hundred talents you gave away today, or near enough.”


  Caesar’s eyes twinkled. Antony amused him intensely, and he liked that good-natured acceptance of his role as butt.


  “By all that Mercury holds dear, Antonius, your mathematical skills are phenomenal! You did that sum in your head. I think it’s time you took over the proper duties of quaestor and let poor Gaius Trebatius do something more suited to his inclinations, if not his talents. Don’t you agree?” he asked Trebonius and Decimus Brutus.


  They nodded, grinning.


  “I piss on the proper duties of quaestor!” growled Antony, flexing the muscles in his thighs, a sight which would have had most of feminine Rome swooning, but was quite wasted on his present audience.


  “It’s necessary to know something about money, Antonius,” said Caesar. “I realize you think it’s liquid enough to pour like water, witness your colossal debts, but it’s also a substance of great usefulness to a would-be consul and commander of armies.”


  “You’re avoiding my point,” said Antony shrewdly, tempering insolence with a winning smile. “You’ve just outlaid one hundred talents to the men of two of your eleven legions, and given every last one of them a slave he could sell for a thousand more sesterces. Not that many of them will this side of high spring, as you made sure they got the juiciest, youngest women.” He rolled over on his couch and began flexing the muscles in his massive calves. “What I really want to know is, are you going to limit your sudden generosity to a mere two of your eleven legions?”


  “That would be imprudent,” said Caesar gravely. “I intend to campaign throughout the autumn and winter, taking two legions at a time. But always different legions.”


  “Clever!” Antony reached out to pick up his goblet, and drank deeply.


  “My dear Antonius, don’t oblige me to remove wine from the winter menu,” said Caesar. “If you can’t drink in moderation, I’ll require abstinence. I suggest you water it.”


  “One of the many things I don’t understand about you,” said Antony, frowning, “is why you have this tic about one of the best gifts the Gods have ever given men. Wine’s a panacea.”


  “It is not a panacea. Nor do I deem it a gift,” Caesar said. “I’d rather call it a curse. Straight out of Pandora’s box. Even taken sparingly, it blunts the sword of one’s thoughts just enough to prevent splitting a hair.”


  Antony roared with laughter. “So that’s the answer, Caesar! You’re nothing but a hairsplitter!”


  *


  Eighteen days after his return to Bibracte, Caesar was off again, this time to reduce the Carnutes. Trebonius and Decimus Brutus went with him; Antony, much to his displeasure, was left to mind the shop. Quintus Cicero brought the Seventh from winter quarters in Cabillonum, but Publius Sulpicius sent the Fourteenth from Matisco, as Caesar didn’t require his services.


  “I came myself,” said Quintus Cicero, “because my brother has just written to ask me to accompany him to Cilicia in April.”


  “You don’t look happy at the prospect, Quintus,” said Caesar gently. “I’ll miss you.”


  “And I you. I’ve had the three best years of my life here with you in Gaul.”


  “I like to hear that, because they haven’t been easy.”


  “No, never easy. Maybe that’s why they’ve been so good. I—I--I appreciate your trust in me, Caesar. There have been times when I deserved a roaring-out, like that business with the Sugambri, but you’ve never roared me out. Or made me feel inadequate.”


  “My dear Quintus,” said Caesar with his warmest smile, “why should I have roared you out? You’ve been a wonderful legate, and I wish you were staying until the end.” The smile faded, the eyes looked suddenly into the distance. “Whatever the end may be.”


  Puzzled, Quintus Cicero looked at him, but the face bore no expression whatsoever. Naturally Cicero’s letter had recounted events in Rome in great detail, but Quintus didn’t have the truly intimate knowledge of Caesar possessed by Trebonius or Decimus Brutus. Nor had he been in Bibracte when the General rewarded the men of the Thirteenth and Fifteenth.


  Thus when Caesar set out for Cenabum, Quintus Cicero, heavy-hearted, set out for Rome and a legateship he knew perfectly well would be neither as happy nor as profitable as working with Caesar. Under big brother’s thumb again! Preached at, deprecated. There were times when families were a painful nuisance. Oh, yes…


  It was now the end of February, and winter was approaching. Cenabum was still a blackened ruin, but there were no insurgents in the area to contest Caesar’s use of the oppidum. He pitched camp very comfortably against its walls, put some of his soldiers into any houses still standing, and had the rest thatch the roofs and sod the walls of their tents for maximum warmth.


  His first order of business was to ride to Carnutum and see Cathbad, the Chief Druid.


  Who looked, thought Caesar, very much older and more careworn than he had those many years ago: the bright golden hair had gone to a drabber shade of grey-and-gold, the blue eyes were exhausted.


  “It was foolish to oppose me, Cathbad,” the conqueror said.


  Oh, he did look every inch the conqueror! Was there nothing could wipe away that incredible air of confidence, that vigorous and forthright crispness which oozed out of the man? Haloed his head, limned his body? Why did the Tuatha send Caesar to contest with us? Why him, when Rome has so many bumbling incompetents?


  “I had no choice” was what Cathbad said. He lifted his chin proudly. “I assume you’re here to take me captive, that I am to walk with the others in your triumphal parade.”


  Caesar smiled. “Cathbad, Cathbad! Do you take me for a fool? It’s one thing to take warrior prisoners of war or end the activities of rebellious kings. But to victimize a country’s priests is absolute insanity. You will note, I hope, that no Druid has been apprehended, nor prevented from going about his work of healing or counseling. That’s my firm policy, and all my legates know it.”


  “Why did the Tuatha send you?”


  “I imagine they entered into a pact with Jupiter Optimus Maximus. The world of the Gods has its laws and accommodations, just as our world does. Evidently the Tuatha felt that the forces connecting them to the Gauls were diminishing in some mysterious way. Not from lack of Gallic enthusiasm or want of religious observance. Just that nothing remains the same, Cathbad. The earth shifts, people change, times come and go. As do the Gods of all peoples. Perhaps the Tuatha are sickened by human votive sacrifices, just as other Gods became sickened. I do not believe that Gods remain static either, Cathbad.”


  “It’s interesting that a man so welded to the political and practical attitudes of his country can also be so truly religious.”


  “I believe in our Gods with all my mind.”


  “But what about your soul?”


  “We Romans don’t believe in souls as you Druids do. All that outlasts the body is a mindless shade. Death is a sleep,” said Caesar.


  “Then you should fear it more than those who believe we live on after it.”


  “I think we fear it less.” The pale blue eyes blazed suddenly with, pain, grief, passion. “Why should any man or woman want more of this?” Caesar demanded. “It is a vale of tears, a terrible trial of strength. For every inch we gain, we fall back a mile. Life is there to be conquered, Cathbad, but the price! The price! No one will ever defeat me. I will not let them. I believe in myself, and I have set a pattern for myself.”


  “Then where is the vale of tears?” asked Cathbad.


  “In the methods. In human obstinacy. In lack of foresight. In failing to see the best way, the graceful way. For seven long years I have tried to make your people understand that they cannot win. That for the future well-being of this land, they must submit. And what do they do? Fling themselves into my flame like moths into a lamp. Force me to kill more of them, enslave more of them, destroy more houses, villages, towns. I would far rather pursue a softer, more clement policy, but they will not let me.”


  “The answer is easy, Caesar. They won’t give in, so you must. You have brought Gaul a consciousness of its identity, of its might and power. And having brought it, nothing can take it away. We Druids will sing of Vercingetorix for ten thousand years.”


  “They must give in, Cathbad! I cannot. That’s why I’ve come to see you, to ask that you tell them to give in. Otherwise you leave me no choice. I’ll have to do to every inch of Gaul what I’ve just done to the Bituriges. But that’s not what I want to do. There won’t be anyone left save Druids. What kind of fate is that?”


  “I won’t tell them to submit,” said Cathbad.


  “Then I’ll start here at Carnutum. In no other place have I left the treasures untouched. Yet here they have been sacrosanct. Defy me, and I’ll loot Carnutum. No Druid or his wife or his children will be touched. But Carnutum will lose those great piles of offerings accumulated over the centuries.”


  “Then go ahead. Loot Carnutum.”


  Caesar sighed, and meant the sigh. “The remembrance of cruelty is scant comfort in one’s old age, but what I am forced to do, I will do.”


  Cathbad laughed joyously. “Oh, rubbish! Caesar, you must know how much all the Gods love you! Why torment yourself with thoughts you, of all men, understand have no validity? You won’t live to be old, the Gods would never permit it. They’ll take you in your prime. I have seen it.”


  His breath caught; Caesar laughed too. “For that I thank you! Carnutum is safe.” He began to walk away, but said over his shoulder, still laughing, “Gaul, however, is not!”


  *


  All through the early days of a very hard and bitter winter Caesar drove the Carnutes from pillar to post. More of them died frozen in their fields than at the hands of the Seventh and the Fourteenth, for they had no shelter left, no homes, no havens. And a new attitude began to creep into Gallic behavior; where a year before the people of neighboring tribes would gladly have taken the refugees in and succored them, now they shut their doors and pretended no one cried for help. Attrition was beginning to work. Fear was conquering defiance.


  At the midpoint of April, with winter at its worst, Caesar left the Seventh and Fourteenth in Cenabum with Gaius Trebonius, and set off to see what was the matter with the Remi.


  “The Bellovaci,” said Dorix simply. “Correus kept his men at home instead of going to the muster at Carnutum, and the two thousand he sent with Commius and his four thousand Atrebates came back from Alesia unscathed. Now Correus and Commius have allied themselves with Ambiorix, who has returned from across the great river. They’ve been scouring all the peatlands of Belgica for men—Nervii, Eburones, Menapii, Atuatuci, Condrusi—and further south and west too—the Aulerci, Ambiani, Morini, Veromandui, Caletes, Veliocasses. Some of these peoples did not go to Carnutum; some survived intact by running quickly. A great many men are gathering, I hear.”


  “Have you been attacked?” asked Caesar.


  “Not as yet. But I expect it.”


  “Then I’d better move before you are. You’ve always honored your treaties with us, Dorix. Now it behooves me to act.”


  “I should warn you, Caesar, that the Sugambri aren’t happy at developments between you and the Ubii. The Ubii are waxing fat supplying you with horse warriors, and the Sugambri resent it. All the Germani, they say, should be so favored, not just the Ubii.”


  “Which means the Sugambri are crossing the Rhenus to help Correus and Commius.”


  “So I hear. Commius and Ambiorix are very active.”


  This time Caesar called the Eleventh out of winter camp at Agedincum, and sent to Labienus for the Eighth and Ninth. Gaius Fabius was given the Twelfth and the Sixth and sent to garrison Suessionum on the Matroma River, dividing the lands of the Remi from those of the Suessiones. The scouts came in to report that Belgica was boiling, so the legions were shuffled round again: the Seventh was sent to Caesar, the Thirteenth was shifted to the Bituriges under Titus Sextius, and Trebonius inherited the Fifth Alauda to replace the Seventh at Cenabum.


  But when Caesar and his four legions entered the lands of the Bellovaci they found them deserted; serfs, women and children were attending to affairs at home while the warriors congregated. On, the scouts reported, the only piece of elevated and dry ground in the midst of a marshy forest to the northwest.


  “We’ll do something a little different,” said Caesar to Decimus Brutus. “Instead of marching one behind the other, we’ll put the Seventh, Eighth and Ninth in columns—agmen quadratum—on a very broad front. That way the enemy will see our total strength immediately, and presume we’re ready to wheel into full battle formation. The baggage will follow straight behind, and then we’ll tuck the Eleventh into the rear of the baggage train. They’ll never see it.”


  “We’ll look as if we’re frightened. And only three legions strong. Good thinking.”


  Sight of the enemy was a shock; there were thousands and thousands of them milling about that only piece of high, dry ground.


  “More than I expected,” said Caesar, and sent for Trebonius, who was to pick up Titus Sextius and the Thirteenth on his way.


  There were feints and skirmishes while Caesar put his men into a very strong camp. Correus, in command, would draw up for battle, then change his mind. This despite the fact that it had been agreed he should attack while Caesar was possessed of no more than three legions.


  The cavalry Caesar had sent for from the Remi and Lingones arrived ahead of Trebonius, led by Dorix’s uncle Vertiscus, a doughty old warrior eager for a fight. Because the Bellovaci had not followed Vercingetorix’s scorched-earth policy, there was plenty of forage and grain to be had; as the campaign looked as if it might last longer than earlier expected, Caesar was anxious to acquire whatever extra supplies he could. Though Correus’s army refused to leave their high ground and attack in force, they proved a great nuisance to the foragers until the Remi came. After that it was easier. But Vertiscus was too eager for his fight. Despising the size of the Belgic group sent to harry the foraging party they were escorting, the Remi took off in pursuit and were led into an ambush. Vertiscus died, much to the delight of the Belgae; Correus decided it was time for a mass attack.


  At which precise moment Trebonius marched up with the Fifth Alauda, the Fourteenth and the Thirteenth. There were now seven legions and several thousand horse troopers ringing the Belgae around, and the site which had seemed so perfect for attack or defense suddenly became a trap. Caesar built ramps across the marshes which divided the two camps, then took a ridge behind the Belgic camp and began using his artillery with devastating effect.


  “Oh, Correus, you missed your chance!” cried Commius when he arrived. “What use are five hundred Sugambri now? And what do you expect me to tell Ambiorix, who’s still recruiting?”


  “I don’t understand!” wept Correus, wringing his hands. “How did all those extra legions get here so quickly? I had no warning, and I should have had warning!”


  “There is never warning,” said Commius grimly. “You’ve held aloof until now, Correus, that’s your trouble. You haven’t seen the Romans at work. They move by what they call forced marches—they can cover fifty miles in a day. Then the moment they arrive they’ll turn around and fight like wild dogs.”


  “What do we do now? How can we get out?”


  That, Commius knew. He had the Belgae collect all the tinder, straw and dry brush they could find, and stockpile it. The camp was chaotic, everyone scrambling to be ready for the escape, women and hundreds of ox carts compounding the Roman-trained Commius’s woes.


  Correus brought all his men out in battle formation and sat them on the ground, as was their custom. The day passed; no move was made save surreptitiously to pile the wood, straw, tinder and brush in front of the lines. Then at dusk it was set on fire from end to end; the Belgae seized their chance and fled.


  But the great chance had been lost. Caught while attempting an ambuscade, Correus found the steel and courage he had lacked when his position had been much better; refusing to retreat, he and the flower of his men perished. While the Belgae sued for peace, Commius crossed the Rhenus to the Sugambri and Ambiorix.


  *


  By now the winter was ending; Gaul lay quiet. Caesar went back to Bibracte, sending thanks and donatives of cash and women to all the legions, who found themselves, by legionary terms, very rich. A letter awaited him, from Gaius Scribonius Curio.


  A brilliant idea, Caesar, to issue a collected edition of your Commentaries on the war in Gaul and make it available to all and sundry. All and sundry are devouring it, and the boni—not to mention the Senate—are livid. It is not the place, roared Cato, of a proconsul conducting a war he says was forced upon him to puff his exalted name and exaggerated deeds throughout the city. No one takes any notice. Copies go so fast there is a waiting list. Little wonder. Your Commentaries are as thrilling as Homer’s Iliad, with the advantage of being actual, of happening in our own time.


  You know, naturally, that Marcus Marcellus the junior consul is being thoroughly odious. Almost everyone applauded when your tribunes of the plebs vetoed his discussing your provinces in the House on the Kalends of March. You have some good men on the tribunician bench this year.


  It appalled me when Marcellus went a lot further in announcing that the people of the colony you set up at Novum Comum are not Roman citizens. He maintained you have no power in law to do so— yet Pompeius Magnus has! Talk about one law for this man and another law for that man—Marcellus has perfected the art. But for the House to decree that the people living on the far side of the Padus in Italian Gaul are not citizens and never will be citizens—that’s suicide. Despite the tribunician veto, Marcellus went ahead and had the decree inscribed on bronze. Then hung it publicly on the rostra.


  What you probably do not know is that the result of all this is a huge shiver of fear from the Alps at the top of Italian Gaul to the toe and heel of Italia. People are very apprehensive, Caesar. In every town in Italian Gaul it’s being said that they, who have given Rome so many thousands of her best soldiers, are being informed by the Senate that they are not good enough. Those living south of the Padus fear their citizenship will be stripped from them, and those living north of the Padus fear they will never, never, never be awarded the citizenship. The feeling is everywhere, Caesar. In Campania I’ve heard hundreds of people saying that they need Caesar back in Italia—that Caesar is the most indefatigable champion of the common people Italia has ever known—that Caesar wouldn’t stand for these senatorial insults and gross injustices. It’s spreading, this apprehension, but can I or anyone else get it through those blockheads in the camp of the boni that they’re playing with fire? No.


  Meantime that complacent idiot Pompeius sits like a toad in a cesspool, ignoring it all. He’s happy. The frozen-faced harpy Cornelia Metella has her talons so deeply embedded in his insensitive hide that he nods, twitches, heaves and wallows every time she gives him a nudge. And by nudge I do not mean anything naughty. I doubt they’ve ever slept in the same bed. Or had one up against the atrium wall.


  So why am I writing to you when I’ve never really been your friend? Several reasons, and I’ll be honest about them all. First is that I’m sick to death of the boni. I used to think that any group of men with the interests of the mos maiorum so much at heart had to have right on their side, even when they made appalling political errors. But of late years I’ve seen through them, I suppose. They prate of things they know nothing about, and that is the truth. It’s a mere disguise for their own negativity, for their own utter lack of gumption. If Rome began to crumble around them physically, they’d simply stand there and call it a part of the mos maiorum to be squashed flat by a pillar.


  Second is that I abominate Cato and Bibulus. Two more hypocritical couch generals I’ve never encountered. They dissect your Commentaries in the most expert way, though neither of them could general a bun fight in a whorehouse. You could have done this better, and that more expeditiously, and whatever more diplomatically. Nor do I understand the blindness of their hatred for you. What did you ever do to them? As far as I can see, merely made them look as small as they really are.


  Third is that you were good to Publius Clodius when you were consul. His destruction was his own doing. I daresay that Claudian streak of unorthodoxy in Clodius became a form of insanity. He had no idea when to stop. It’s well over a year since he died, but I still miss him. Even though we’d fallen out a bit at the end.


  Fourth is very personal, though it’s all tied in with the first three reasons. I’m shockingly in debt, and I can’t extricate myself. When my father died last year, I thought everything would right itself. But he left me nothing. I don’t know where the money went, but it certainly wasn’t there after he finished suffering. The house is all I inherited, and it’s mortgaged heavily. The moneylenders are dunning me unmercifully, and the estimable house of finance which holds the house mortgage is threatening to foreclose.


  Added to which, I want to marry Fulvia. Well, there you are! I hear you say. Publius Clodius’s widow is one of the wealthiest women in Rome, and when her mother dies—it can’t be long now— she’ll be a lot richer. But I can’t do that, Caesar. I can’t love a woman the way I’ve loved her for years and years, and marry her, up to my eyebrows in debt. The thing is, I never thought she’d look at me, yet the other day she threw me a hint so broad it flattened me. I’m dying to marry Fulvia, but I can’t marry Fulvia. Not until I’ve paid my way and can look her in the eye.


  So here’s my proposal. The way things are going in Rome, you’re going to need the most capable and brilliant tribune of the plebs Rome has ever produced. Because they’re slavering at the very thought of the Kalends of March next year, when your provinces come up for discussion in the House. Rumor has it that the boni will move to strip you of them immediately, and, thanks to the five-year law, they’ll send Ahenobarbus to replace you. He never took a province after his consulship because he was too rich and too lazy to bother. But he’d walk upside down to Placentia for the chance to replace you.


  If you pay my debts, Caesar, I give you my solemn word as a Scribonius Curio that I will be the most capable and brilliant tribune of the plebs Rome has ever produced. And always act in your interests. I’ll undertake to keep the boni at bay until I go out of office, and that’s not a hollow promise. I need at least five million.


  For a long while after reading Curio’s letter Caesar sat without moving. His luck was with him, and what marvelous luck. Curio as his tribune of the plebs, bought and paid for. A man of great honor, though that wasn’t really a consideration. One of the most stringent rules of Roman political behavior was the code governing those who accepted bribes. Once a man was bought, he stayed bought. For the disgrace was not in being bought, but in not staying bought. A man who accepted a bribe, then reneged on the bargain, was a social outcast from that day forward. The luck lay in being offered a tribune of the plebs of Curio’s caliber. Whether he would prove quite as good as he thought was beside the point; if he was half as good as he thought, he’d still be a pearl beyond price.


  Caesar turned in his chair to sit straight at his desk, picked up his pen, dipped it in the inkwell, and wrote.


  My dear Curio, I am overcome. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to be permitted to assist you out of your financial predicament. Please believe me when I say that I do not require any services from you in return for the privilege of helping you in this matter. The decision is absolutely yours.


  However, if you would like the opportunity to shine as Rome’s most capable and brilliant tribune of the plebs, then I would be honored to think you exerted yourself in my interests. As you say, I wear the boni around my neck like Medusa’s snakes. Nor do I have any idea why they have fixed on me as their target for almost as many years as I have been in the Senate. The why is not important. What matters is the fact that I am indeed their target.


  However, if we are to succeed in blocking the boni when the Kalends of next March arrive, I think our little pact must remain our secret. Nor should you announce that you will stand for the tribunate of the plebs. Why don’t you find some needy fellow—not in the Senate—who would be willing to announce himself as a candidate, but be prepared to step down at the very last moment? For a nice fat fee, of course. I leave that to you. Just apply to Balbus for the wherewithal. When the needy fellow steps down just as the elections are about to begin, stroll forward and offer yourself as his replacement candidate. As if the impulse came upon you. This renders you innocent of any suspicion that you might be acting in someone’s interests.


  Even when you enter office as a tribune of the plebs, Curio, you will appear to be acting for yourself. If you want a list of useful laws, I would be happy to furnish it, though I imagine you’ll have no trouble thinking of a few laws to pass without my guidance. When you introduce your veto on the Kalends of March to block discussion of my provinces, it will fall on the boni like a scorpion bolt.


  I leave it to you to devise a strategy. There’s nothing worse than a man who doesn’t give his colleagues sufficient rope. If you need to talk a strategy over, I am your servant. Just rest assured that I do not expect it.


  Though be warned that the boni are not yet come to the end of their ammunition. Before you step into office, I predict that they will have thought of several more ways to make your task more difficult. And possibly more perilous. One of the marks of the truly great tribune of the plebs is martyrdom. I like you, Curio, and don’t want to see the Forum knives flash in your direction. Or see you pitched off the end of the Tarpeian Rock.


  Would ten million make you a completely free man? If it would, then you shall have ten million. I’ll be writing to Balbus in the same bag, so you may talk to him at any time after you receive this. Despite what is seen as a tendency to gossip, he is the soul of discretion; what Balbus chooses to disseminate has been very carefully worked out beforehand.


  I congratulate you on your choice of a wife. Fulvia is an interesting woman, and interesting women are rare. She believes with a true passion, and will cleave to you and your aspirations absolutely. But you know that better than I. Please give her my best regards, and tell her I look forward to seeing her when I return to Rome.


  There. Ten million well spent. But when was he going to be able to return to Italian Gaul? It was June, and the prospect of being able to leave Further Gaul grew, if anything, more remote. The Belgae were probably now completely finished, but Ambiorix and Commius were still at liberty. Therefore the Belgae would have to be drubbed once more. The tribes of central Gaul were definitely finished; the Arverni and the Aedui, let off lightly, would not be listening to any Vercingetorix or Litaviccus again. As the name Litaviccus popped into his mind, Caesar shuddered; a hundred years of exposure to Rome hadn’t killed the Gaul in Litaviccus. Was that equally true of every Gaul? Wisdom said that continued rule by fear and terror would benefit neither Rome nor Gaul. But how to get the Gauls to the point whereat they could see for themselves where their destiny lay? Fear and terror now, so that when it lightened they were grateful? Fear and terror now, so that they always had it to remember, even when it no longer existed? War was a passionate business to peoples other than the Roman people; those others went into war boiling with righteous anger, thirsting to kill their enemies. But that kind of emotion was difficult to sustain at the necessary fever pitch. When all was said and done, any people wanted to live at peace, pursue an ordinary and pleasant life, watch their children grow, eat plenty, be warm in winter. Only Rome had turned war into a business. That was why Rome always won in the end. Because, though Roman soldiers learned to hate their enemies healthily, they approached war with cool business heads. Thoroughly trained, absolutely pragmatic, fully confident. They understood the difference between losing a battle and losing a war. They also understood that battles were won before the first pilum was thrown; battles were won on the drill field and in the training camp. Discipline, restraint, thought, valor. Pride in professional excellence. No other people owned that attitude to war. And no other Roman army owned that attitude more professionally than Caesar’s.


  *


  At the beginning of Quinctilis came very disturbing news from Rome. Caesar was still in Bibracte with Antony and the Twelfth, though he had already issued orders to Labienus to reduce the Treveri. He himself was about to depart for Ambiorix’s lands in Belgica; the Eburones, Atrebates and Bellovaci had to be shown for once and for all that resistance was useless.


  Marcus Claudius Marcellus, the junior consul, had publicly flogged a citizen of Caesar’s colony at Novum Comum. Not with his own white hands, of course; the deed was done at his order. And the damage was irreparable. No Roman citizen could be flogged. He might be chastised by being beaten with the rods which made up a lictor’s fasces, but his back was inviolate, legally protected from the touch of a knouted lash. Now Marcus Marcellus was saying to the whole of Italian Gaul and Italia that many people who deemed themselves citizens were not citizens. They could and would be flogged.


  “I won’t have it!” said Caesar to Antony, Decimus Brutus and Trebonius, white with anger. “The people of Novum Comum are Roman citizens! They are my clients, and I owe them my protection.”


  “It’s going to happen more and more,” said Decimus Brutus, looking grim. “All the Claudii Marcelli are cast from the same mold, and there are three of them of an age to be consul. Rumor says each of them will be consul—Marcus this year, his first cousin Gaius next year, and his brother Gaius the year after that. The boni are running rampant; they’re dominating the elections so completely that one can’t foresee two Popularis consuls getting into office until you’re consul, Caesar. And even then, will you be saddled with another Bibulus? Or—ye Gods!—Bibulus himself?”


  Still so angry that he couldn’t laugh, Caesar thinned his lips to a straight line and glared. “I will not suffer Bibulus as my colleague, and that’s that! I’ll have a man I want, and I’ll get a man I want, no matter what they try to do to prevent it. But that doesn’t alter what’s happening right now in Italian Gaul—my province, Decimus! How dare Marcus Marcellus invade my jurisdiction to flog my people?”


  “You don’t have a full imperium maius,” said Trebonius.


  “Oh well, they only give that kind of imperium to Pompeius!” snapped Caesar.


  “What can you do?” asked Antony.


  “Quite a lot,” said Caesar. “I’ve sent to Labienus and asked to detach the Fifteenth and Publius Vatinius. Labienus can have the Sixth instead.”


  Trebonius sat up. “The Fifteenth is well blooded by now,” he said, “but its men have only been in the field for a year. And, as I remember, all of them come from across the Padus. Many of them come from Novum Comum.”


  “Exactly,” said Caesar.


  “And Publius Vatinius,” said Decimus Brutus thoughtfully, “is your loyalest adherent.”


  From somewhere Caesar found a smile. “I hope no loyaler than you or Trebonius, Decimus.”


  “What about me?” demanded Antony indignantly.


  “You’re family, so pipe down,” said Trebonius, grinning.


  “You’re going to send the Fifteenth and Publius Vatinius to garrison Italian Gaul,” said Decimus Brutus.


  “I am.”


  “I know there’s nothing legal to stop you, Caesar,” said Trebonius, “but won’t Marcus Marcellus and the Senate take that as a declaration of war? I don’t mean genuine war, I mean the kind of war which takes place between minds.”


  “I have a valid excuse,” said Caesar, some of his usual calm returning. “Last year the Iapudes raided into Tergeste and threatened coastal Illyricum. The local militia put them down; it wasn’t serious. I will send Publius Vatinius and the Fifteenth to Italian Gaul to, and I quote, ‘protect the Roman citizen colonies across the Padus River from barbarian invasion.’ ”


  “The only barbarian in sight being Marcus Marcellus,” said Antony, delighted.


  “I think he’ll interpret the wording correctly, Antonius.”


  “What orders will you issue Vatinius?” asked Trebonius.


  “To act in my name throughout Italian Gaul and Illyricum. To prevent Roman citizens’ being flogged. To conduct the assizes. To govern Italian Gaul for me in the way I would myself were I there,” said Caesar.


  “And where will you put the Fifteenth?” asked Decimus Brutus. “Close to Illyricum? In Aquileia, perhaps?”


  “Oh, no,” said Caesar. “In Placentia.”


  “A stone’s throw from Novum Comum.”


  “Quite.”


  “What I want to know,” said Antony, “is what does Pompeius think of the flogging? After all, he established citizen colonies across the Padus in Italian Gaul too. Marcus Marcellus imperils his citizens as much as he does yours.”


  Caesar lifted his lip. “Pompeius said and did absolutely nothing. He’s in Tarentum. Private business, I understand. But he’s promised to attend a meeting of the Senate outside the pomerium later in the month, when he drifts through. The pretext of the meeting is to discuss army pay.”


  “That’s a joke!” said Decimus Brutus. “The army hasn’t had a pay rise in a hundred years, literally.”


  “True. I’ve been thinking about that,” said Caesar.


  *


  Attrition continued; the Belgae were invaded yet again, their homes burned, their sprouting crops raked out of the ground or ploughed under, their animals killed, their women and children rendered homeless. Tribes like the Nervii, who had been able to field fifty thousand men in the early years of Caesar’s campaign in Gaul, were now hard put to field one thousand. The best of the women and children had been sold into slavery; Belgica had become a land of old people, Druids, cripples and mental defectives. At the end of it Caesar could be sure that no one was left to tempt Ambiorix or Commius, and that their own tribes, such as they were, were too afraid of Rome to want anything to do with their former kings. Ambiorix, elusive as ever, was never found or captured. And Commius had gone east to help the Treveri against Labienus, quite as thorough in his campaign as Caesar was.


  Gaius Fabius was sent with two legions to reinforce Rebilus and his two legions among the Pictones and the Andes, two tribes who had not suffered disastrously at Alesia, nor been in the forefront of resistance to Rome. But it seemed as if, one by one, all the peoples of Gaul determined on a dying gasp, perhaps thinking that Caesar’s army, after so many years of war, must surely be exhausted and losing interest. That it was not was manifest once again: twelve thousand Andeans died in one battle at a bridge over the Liger, others in more minor engagements.


  Which meant that slowly, surely, the area of Gaul still capable of fighting back was shrinking steadily southward and westward, into Aquitania. Where Lucterius was joined by Drappes of the Senones after his own people refused to shelter him.


  Of all the great enemy leaders, few were left. Gutruatus of the Carnutes was turned over to Caesar by his own people, too terrified of Roman reprisals to succor him. Because he had murdered Roman citizen civilians at Cenabum, his fate was not entirely in Caesar’s hands; a representative council from the army was also involved. Despite all Caesar’s arguments that Gutruatus should live to walk in his triumphal parade, the army got its way. Gutruatus was flogged and beheaded.


  Shortly after this, Commius encountered Gaius Volusenus Quadratus for the second time. While Caesar went south with the cavalry, Mark Antony was left in command of Belgica; he finished the Bellovaci completely, then went into camp at Nemetocenna in the lands of the Atrebates, Commius’s own people. Who were so afraid of further Roman attrition that they refused to have anything to do with Commius. Having met up with a band of like-minded German Sugambri, he sought refuge in brigandage and wreaked havoc among the Nervii, in no condition to resist. When Antony received a plea for help from the ever-loyal Vertico, he sent Volusenus and a very large troop of cavalry to Vertico’s assistance.


  Time had not diminished Volusenus’s hatred of Commius one little bit. Aware who was commanding the brigands, Volusenus set to work with enthusiastic savagery. Working systematically, he drove Commius and his Sugambri in the manner of a shepherd his sheep until finally they met. There ensued a hate-filled duel between the two men, who charged at each other with lances leveled. Commius won. Volusenus went down with Commius’s lance right through the middle of his thigh; the femur was in splinters, the flesh mangled, the nerves and blood vessels severed. Most of Commius’s men were killed, but Commius, on the fleetest horse, got clean away while attention was focused on the critically wounded Volusenus.


  Who was conveyed to Nemetocenna. Roman army surgeons were good; the leg was amputated above the wound, and Volusenus lived.


  Commius sent an envoy with a letter to see Mark Antony.


  Marcus Antonius, I now believe that Caesar had nothing to do with the treachery of that wolf’s-head Volusenus. But I have taken a vow never again to come into the presence of a Roman. The Tuatha have been good to me. They delivered my enemy to me, and I wounded him so badly he will lose his leg, if not his life. Honor is satisfied.


  But I am very tired. My own people are so afraid of Rome that they will give me neither food nor water nor roof over my head. Brigandage is an ignoble profession for a king. I just want to be left in peace. As hostage for my good behavior I offer you my children, five boys and two girls, not all by the same mother, but all Atrebatans, and all young enough to turn into good little Romans.


  I gave Caesar good service before Volusenus betrayed me. For that reason, I ask that you send me somewhere to live out the rest of my days without my needing to lift a sword again. Somewhere devoid of Romans.


  The letter appealed to Antony, who had a rather antique way of looking at bravery, service, the true warrior code. In his mind Commius was a Hector and Volusenus a Paris. What good would it do Rome or Caesar to kill Commius and drag him behind the victor’s chariot? Nor did he think Caesar would feel differently. He sent a letter to Commius together with his envoy.


  Commius, I accept your offer of hostages, for I deem you an honest and a wronged man. Your children will be drawn to the attention of Caesar himself. He will, I am sure, treat them as the children of a king.


  I hereby sentence you to exile in Britannia. How you get there is your concern, though I enclose a passport you may present at Itius or Gesoriacus. Britannia is a place you know well from your days of service to Caesar. I presume you have more friends than enemies there.


  So great is the length of Rome’s reach that I cannot think of anywhere else to send you. Rest assured you will see no Romans. Caesar detests the place. Vale.


  The last gasp of all happened at Uxellodunum, an oppidum belonging to the Cardurci.


  While Gaius Fabius marched off to finish reducing the Senones, Gaius Caninius Rebilus pushed on south toward Aquitania, knowing that reinforcements would soon arrive to swell his two legions; Fabius was to return the moment he was satisfied that the Senones were utterly cowed.


  Though both Drappes and Lucterius had led contingents in the army which came to relieve Alesia, they had not learned the futility of withstanding siege. Hearing of the Andean defeat and Rebilus’s approach, they shut themselves up inside Uxellodunum, an extremely lofty fortress town atop a hill rucked inside a loop of the river Oltis. Unfortunately it contained no water, but it did have two sources of water nearby, one from the Oltis itself, the other a permanent spring which gushed out of rocks immediately below the highest section of wall.


  Having only two legions, Rebilus when he arrived made no attempt to repeat Caesar’s tactics at Alesia; besides which, the Oltis, too strong to dam or divert, made circumvallation impossible. Rebilus contented himself with sitting down in three separate camps on ground high enough to ensure that a secret evacuation of the citadel could not succeed.


  What Alesia had taught Drappes and Lucterius was that a mountainous supply of food was essential to withstand a siege. Both men knew that Uxellodunum could not be taken by storm no matter how brilliant Caesar was, for the crag on which the stronghold stood was surrounded by other rock faces too difficult for troops to scale. Nor would a siege terrace like the one at Avaricum work; Uxellodunum’s walls were so high and so perilous to approach that no feat of awesome Roman engineering could hope to surmount them. Once ensured adequate food, Uxellodunum could wait out a siege which lasted until Caesar’s tenure as governor of the Gauls expired.


  Therefore food had to be found, and in enormous quantities. While Rebilus was making his camps, and well before he thought of additional fortifications, Lucterius and Drappes led two thousand men out of the citadel into the surrounding countryside. The Cardurci fell to with a will, gathering grain, salt pork, bacon, beans, chickpea, root vegetables and cages of chickens, ducks, geese. Cattle, pigs and sheep were rounded up. Unfortunately the chief crop the Cardurci grew was not an edible one; they were famous for their flax, and made the best linen outside of Egypt. Which necessitated incursions into the lands of the Petrocorii and other neighboring tribes. Who were not nearly as enthusiastic about donating food to Drappes and Lucterius as the Cardurci had been. What wasn’t given was taken, and when every mule and ox cart had been pressed into service, Drappes and Lucterius made for home.


  While this foraging expedition was going on, those warriors left behind made life very difficult for Rebilus; night after night they attacked one or another of his three camps, so craftily that Rebilus despaired of being able to finish any fortifications designed to constrain Uxellodunum more thoroughly.


  The huge food train returned and halted twelve miles short of Uxellodunum. There it camped under the command of Drappes, who was to stay with it and defend it against a Roman attack; then visitors from the citadel assured Drappes and Lucterius that the Romans were oblivious to its existence. The task of getting the food inside Uxellodunum devolved upon Lucterius, who knew the area intimately. No more carts, said Lucterius. The last miles would be on the backs of mules, and the final few hundred paces at dead of night as far as possible from any of the Roman camps.


  There were many forest paths between the food train camp and the citadel; Lucterius led his contingent of mules as close as he dared and settled down to wait. Not until four hours after midnight did he move, and then with as much stealth as possible; the mules wore padded linen shoes over their hooves and were muzzled by men’s hands keeping their lips together. The degree of quietness was surprising, Lucterius confident. The sentries in the watchtowers of the nearest Roman camp—nearer, indeed, than Lucterius had wished—were bound to be dozing.


  But Roman sentries in watchtowers didn’t doze on duty. The punishment was death by bludgeoning, and inspections of the Watch were as ruthless as unheralded.


  Had there been wind or rain, Lucterius would have gotten away with it. But the night was so calm that the distant sound of the Oltis was clearly audible on this far side from it. So too were other, stranger noises clearly audible—clunks, scrapes, muffled whispers, swishes.


  “Wake the General,” said the chief of the Watch to one of his men, “and be a lot quieter than whatever’s going on out there.”


  Suspecting a surprise attack, Rebilus sent out scouts and mobilized with speed and silence. Just before dawn he pounced, so noiselessly that the food porters hardly knew what happened. Panicked, they chose to flee into Uxellodunum minus the mules; why Lucterius did not remained a mystery, for though he escaped into the surrounding forest, he made no attempt to get back to Drappes and tell him what had taken place.


  Rebilus learned of the location of the food train from a captured Cardurcan and sent his Germans after it. The Ubii horsemen were now accompanied by Ubii foot warriors, a lethal combination. Behind them, marching swiftly, came one of Rebilus’s two legions. The contest was no contest. Drappes and his men were taken prisoner, and all the food so painstakingly gathered fell into Roman hands.


  “And very glad I am of it!” said Rebilus the next day, shaking Fabius warmly by the hand. “There are two more legions to feed, yet we don’t have to forage for a thing.”


  “Let’s begin the blockade,” said Fabius.


  *


  When news of Rebilus’s stroke of good luck reached Caesar, he decided to push ahead with his cavalry, leaving Quintus Fufius Calenus to bring up two legions at ordinary marching pace.


  “For I don’t think,” said Caesar, “that Rebilus and Fabius stand in any danger. If you encounter any pockets of resistance on your way, Calenus, deal with them mercilessly. It’s time that Gaul put its head beneath the yoke for good and all.”


  He arrived at Uxellodunum to find the siege fortifications progressing nicely, though his advent came as something of a surprise; neither Rebilus nor Fabius had thought to see him there in person, but they seized him eagerly.


  “We’re neither of us engineers, and nor are the engineers with us worthy of the name,” said Fabius.


  “You want to cut off their water,” said Caesar.


  “I think we have to, Caesar. Otherwise we’re going to have to wait until starvation drives them out, and there’s every indication that they’re not short of food, despite Lucterius’s attempt to get more food inside.”


  “I agree, Fabius.”


  They were standing on a rocky outcrop with a full view of Uxellodunum’s water supply, the path down from the citadel to the river, and the spring. Rebilus and Fabius had already begun to deal with the path to the river, by posting archers where they could pick off the water carriers without being themselves picked off by archers or spearmen on the citadel walls.


  “Not enough,” said Caesar. “Move up the ballistae and shell the path with two-pounders. Also scorpions.”


  Which left Uxellodunum with the spring, a far more difficult task for the Romans; it lay just beneath the highest part of the citadel walls, and was accessed from a gate in the base of the walls immediately adjacent to the spring. Storming it was useless. The terrain was too rugged and the location such that it couldn’t be held by a cohort or two of troops, nor accommodate more.


  “I think we’re stuck,” said Fabius, sighing.


  Caesar grinned. “Nonsense! The first thing we do is build a ramp out of earth and stones from where we’re standing to that spot there, fifty paces from the spring. It’s all uphill, but it will give us a platform sixty feet higher than the ground we have at the moment. On the top of the ramp we build a siege tower ten storeys high. It will overlook the spring and enable the scorpions to shoot anyone trying to get water.”


  “During daytime,” Rebilus said despondently. “They’ll just visit the spring at night. Besides, our men doing the building will be shockingly exposed.”


  “That’s what mantlets are for, Rebilus, as you well know. The important thing,” Caesar said with a casual air, “is to make all this work look good. As if we mean it. That in turn means that the troops doing the work must believe I’m in earnest.” He paused, eyes on the spring, a noble cascade gushing out under pressure. “But,” he went on, “all of it is a smoke screen. I’ve seen many a spring of this kind before, especially in Anatolia. We mine it. It’s fed by a number of underground streams, from the size of it as many as ten or twelve. The sappers will begin to tunnel at once. Each feeder stream they encounter they’ll divert into the Oltis. How long the job will take I have no idea, but when every last feeder is diverted, the spring will dry up.”


  Fabius and Rebilus stared at him, awestruck.


  “Couldn’t we just mine it without the farce aboveground?”


  “And have them realize what we’re actually doing? There’s silver and copper mining all through this part of Gaul, Rebilus. I imagine the citadel contains men skilled in mining. And I don’t want a repeat of what happened when we besieged the Atuatuci—mines and countermines twisting around each other and running into each other like the burrowings of a squadron of demented moles. The mining here must be absolutely secret. The only ones among our men who will know of it are the sappers. That’s why the ramp and the siege tower have to look like very serious trouble for the defenders. I don’t like losing men—and we’ll endeavor not to—but I want this business finished, and finished soon,” said Caesar.


  So the ramp reared up the slope, then the siege tower began to rise. The startled and terrified inhabitants of Uxellodunum retaliated with spears, arrows, stones and fire missiles. When they finally realized the ultimate height of the tower, they came out of their gate and attacked in force. The fighting was fierce, for the Roman troops genuinely believed in the efficacy of what they were doing and defended their position strenuously. Soon the tower was on fire, and the mantlets and protective fortifications on either side of the ramp under severe threat.


  Because the front was so limited in extent, most of the Roman soldiers were uninvolved in the battle; they crowded as close as possible and cheered their comrades on, while the Cardurci inside the citadel lined its ramparts and cheered too. At the height of it Caesar hunted his spectator troops away, under orders to go elsewhere around the stronghold’s perimeter and create a huge noise, as if a full-scale attack were being mounted on all sides.


  The ruse worked. The Cardurci retired to deal with this new threat, which gave the Romans time to put the fires out.


  The ten-storey siege tower began to rise again, but it was never used; beneath the ground the mines had been creeping forward inexorably, and one by one the streams feeding the spring were diverted. At about the same moment as the tower might have been manned with artillery and put into commission, the magnificent spring giving Uxellodunum water dried up for the first time ever.


  It came as a bolt out of the clear sky, and something vital within the defenders died. For the message was implicit: the Tuatha had bowed down before the might of Rome, the Tuatha had deserted Gaul for love of Caesar. What was the use of fighting on, when even the Tuatha smiled on Caesar and the Romans?


  Uxellodunum surrendered.


  *


  The next morning Caesar called a council consisting of all the legates, prefects, military tribunes and centurions present to participate in Gaul’s last gasp. Including Aulus Hirtius, who had traveled with the two legions Quintus Fufius Calenus brought after the assault on the spring began.


  “I’ll be brief,” he said, seated on his curule chair in full military dress, the ivory rod of his imperium lying up his right forearm. Perhaps it was the light in the citadel’s meeting hall, for it poured in through a great unshuttered aperture behind the five hundred assembled men and fell directly upon Caesar’s face. He was not yet fifty, but his long neck was deeply ringed with creases, though no sagging skin marred the purity of his jaw. Lines crossed his forehead, fanned out at the far edges of his eyes, carved fissures down either side of his nose, emphasized the high, sharply defined cheekbones by cleaving the skin of his face below them. On campaign he bothered not at all about his thinning hair, but today he had donned his Civic Crown of oak leaves because he wanted to set a mood of unassailable authority; when he entered a room wearing it, every person had to stand and applaud him—even Bibulus and Cato. Because of it he had entered the Senate at twenty years of age; because of it every soldier who ever served under him knew that Caesar had fought in the front line with sword and shield, though the men of his Gallic legions had seen him in the front line fighting with them on many occasions, didn’t need to be reminded.


  He looked desperately tired, but no man there mistook these signs for physical weariness; he was a superbly fit and enormously strong man. No, he was suffering a mental and emotional exhaustion; they all realized it. And wondered at it.


  “It is the end of September. Summer is with us,” he said in a clipped, terse accent which stripped the cadences in his exquisitely chosen Latin of any poetic intention, “and if this were two or three years ago, one would say that the war in Gaul was over at last. But all of us who sit here today know better. When will the people of Gallia Comata admit defeat? When will they settle down under the light hand of Roman supervision and admit that they are safe, protected, united as never before? Gaul is a bull whose eyes have been put out, but not its anger. It charges blindly time and time again, ruining itself on walls, rocks, trees. Growing steadily weaker, yet never growing calmer. Until in the end it must die, still dashing itself to pieces.”


  The room was utterly still; no one moved, even cleared his throat. Whatever was coming was going to matter.


  “How can we calm this bull? How can we persuade it to be still, to let us apply the ointments and heal it?”


  The tone of his voice changed, became more somber. “None of you, including the most junior centurion, is unaware of the terrible difficulties I face in Rome. The Senate is after my blood, my bones, my spirit… and my dignitas, my personal share of public worth and standing. Which is also your dignitas, because you are my people. The sinews of my beloved army. When I fall, you fall. When I am disgraced, you are disgraced. That is an omnipresent threat, but it is not why I am speaking. A by-product, no more. I mention it to reinforce what I am about to say.”


  He drew a breath. “I will not see my command extended. On the Kalends of March in the year after next, it will end. It may be that on the Kalends of March next year, it will end, though I will exert every ounce of myself to prevent that. I need next year to do the administrative work necessary to transform Gallia Comata into a proper Roman province. Therefore this year must see this futile, pointless, wasteful war finished for good. It gives me no pleasure to witness the battlefields after the battles are over, for there are Roman bodies lying on them too. And so many, many Gauls, Belgae and Celtae both. Dead for no good reason beyond a dream they have neither the education nor the foresight to make come true. As Vercingetorix would have found out had he been the one to win.”


  He got to his feet and stood with hands clasped behind his back, frowning. “I want to see the war ended this year. Not a merely temporary cessation of hostilities, but a genuine peace. A peace which will last for longer than any man in this room will live, or his children after him, or their children after them. If that doesn’t happen, the Germani will conquer, and the history of Gaul will be different history. As will the history of our beloved Italia, for the Germani will not rest with the conquest of Gaul. The last time they came, Rome threw up Gaius Marius. I believe Rome has thrown up me at this time and in this place to make sure the Germani never come again. Gallia Comata is the natural frontier, not the Alps. We must keep the Germani on the far side of the Rhenus if our world, including the world of Gaul, is to prosper.”


  He paced a little, came to stand in the center of his space again, and looked at them from beneath his fair brows. A long, measured, immensely serious stare.


  “Most of you have served with me for a very long time. All of you have served with me long enough to know what sort of man I am. Not a naturally cruel man. It gives me no pleasure to see pain inflicted, or have to order it inflicted. But I have come to the conclusion that Gaul of the Long-hairs needs a lesson so awful, so severe, so appalling that the memory of it will linger through the generations and serve to discourage future uprisings. For that reason I have called you here today. To give you my solution. Not to ask your permission. I am the commander-in-chief and the decision is mine alone to take. I have taken it. The matter is out of your hands. The Greeks believe that only the man who does the deed is guilty of the crime, if the deed be a crime. Therefore the guilt rests entirely upon my shoulders. None of you has a share in it. None of you will suffer because of it. I bear the burden. You have often heard me say that the memory of cruelty is poor comfort for old age, but there are reasons why I do not fear that fate as I did until I spoke with Cathbad of the Druids.”


  He returned to his curule chair, and seated himself in the formal position.


  “Tomorrow I will see the men who defended Uxellodunum. I believe there are about four thousand of them. Yes, there are more, but four thousand will do. Those who scowl the most, eye us with the most hatred. I will amputate both their hands.”


  He said it calmly; a faint sigh echoed around the room. How good, that neither Decimus Brutus nor Gaius Trebonius was there! But Hirtius was staring at him with eyes full of tears, and Caesar found that difficult. He had to swallow, he hoped not too visibly. Then he went on.


  “I will not ask any Roman to do the business. Some among the citizens of Uxellodunum can do it. Volunteers. Eighty men, each to sever the hands of fifty men. I will offer to spare the hands of any men who volunteer. It will produce enough. The artificers are working now on a special tool I have devised, a little like a sharp chisel six inches wide across the blade. It will be positioned across the back of the hand just below the wrist bones, and struck once with a hammer. Flow of blood to the member will be occluded by a thong around the forearm. The moment the amputation is done, the wrist will be dipped in pitch. Some may bleed to death. Most won’t.”


  He was speaking fluently now, easily, for he was out of the realm of ideas and into the practicalities.


  “These four thousand handless men will then be banished to wander and beg all over this vast country. And whoever should see a man with no hands will think of the lesson learned after the siege of Uxellodunum. When the legions disperse, as they will very shortly, each legion will take some of the handless men with it to wherever it goes into winter cantonments. Thus making sure that the handless are well scattered. For the lesson is wasted unless the evidence of it is seen everywhere.


  “I will conclude by giving you some information compiled by my gallant but unsung clerical heroes. The eight years of war in Gallia Comata have cost the Gauls a million dead warriors. A million people have been sold into slavery. Four hundred thousand Gallic women and children are dead, and a quarter of a million Gallic families have been rendered homeless. That is the entire population of Italia. An awful indication of the bull’s blindness and anger. It has to stop! It has to stop now. It has to stop here at Uxellodunum. When I give up my command in the Gauls, Gallia Comata will be at peace.”


  He nodded a dismissal; all the men filed out silently, none looking at Caesar. Save for Hirtius, who stayed.


  “Don’t say a word!” Caesar snapped.


  “I don’t intend to,” said Hirtius.


  2


  After Uxellodunum surrendered, Caesar decided that he would visit all the tribes of Aquitania, the one part of Gaul of the Long-hairs least involved in the war, and therefore the one part of the country still able to field a full complement of warriors. With him he took some of the handless victims of Uxellodunum, as living testimony of Rome’s determination to see an end to opposition.


  His progress was peaceful; the various tribes greeted him with feverish welcomes, averted their eyes from the handless, signed whatever treaties he required, and swore mighty oaths to cleave to Rome forever. On the whole, Caesar was prepared to believe them. For an Arvernian, of all people, had turned Lucterius over to him some days after he marched for Burdigala on the first stage of his tour of Aquitania, an indication that no tribe in Gaul was prepared to shelter one of Vercingetorix’s lieutenants. This meant that one of the two defenders of Uxellodunum would walk in Caesar’s triumphal parade; the other, Drappes of the Senones, had refused to eat or drink, and died still resolutely opposed to the presence of Rome in Gaul of the Long-hairs.


  Lucius Caesar came to see his cousin in Tolosa toward the end of October, big with news.


  “The Senate met at the end of September,” he told Caesar, tight-lipped. “I confess I’m disappointed in the senior consul, who I had thought was a more rational man than his junior.”


  “Servius Sulpicius is more rational than Marcus Marcellus, yes, but he’s no less determined to see me fall,” said Caesar. “What went on?”


  “The House resolved that on the Kalends of March next year it would discuss your provinces. Marcus Marcellus informed it that the war in Gallia Comata was definitely over, which meant there was absolutely no reason why you should not be stripped of your imperium, your provinces and your army on that date. The new five-year law, he said, had provided a pool of potential governors able to go to replace you immediately. To delay was evidence of senatorial weakness, and quite intolerable. Then he concluded by saying that once and for all, you must be taught that you are the Senate’s servant, not its master. At which statement, I gather, there were loud hear-hears from Cato.”


  “They’d have to be loud, since Bibulus is in Syria—or on his way there, at least. Go on, Lucius. I can tell from your face that there’s worse to come.”


  “Much worse! The House then decreed that if any tribune of the plebs vetoed discussion on your provinces on the Kalends of next March, said veto would be deemed an act of treason. The guilty tribune of the plebs would be arrested and summarily tried.”


  “That’s absolutely unconstitutional!” snapped Caesar. “No one can impede a tribune of the plebs in his duty! Or refuse to honor his veto unless there’s a Senatus Consultum Ultimum in force. Does this mean that’s what the Senate intends to do on the Kalends of next March? Operate under an ultimate decree?”


  “Perhaps, though that wasn’t said.”


  “Is that all?”


  “No,” said Lucius Caesar levelly. “The House passed another decree. That it would reserve for itself the right to decide the date on which your time-expired veterans would be discharged.”


  “Oh, I see! I’ve generated a ‘first,’ Lucius, haven’t I? Until this moment, in the history of Rome no one has had the right to decide when time-expired soldiers are to finish their service in the legions except their commander-in-chief. I imagine, then, that on the Kalends of next March the Senate will decree that all my veterans are to be discharged forthwith.”


  “It seems that way, Gaius.”


  Caesar looked, thought Lucius, oddly unworried; he even gave a genuine smile. “Do they really think to defeat me with these kinds of measures?” he asked. “Horse piss, Lucius!” He got up from his chair and extended a hand to his cousin. “I thank you for the news, I really do. But enough of it. I feel like stretching my legs among the sacred lakes.”


  But Lucius Caesar wasn’t prepared to leave the matter there. He followed Gaius obediently, saying, “What are you going to do to counter the boni?”


  “Whatever I have to” was all Caesar would say.


  *


  The winter dispositions had been made. Gaius Trebonius, Publius Vatinius and Mark Antony took four legions to Nemetocenna of the Atrebates to garrison Belgica; two legions went to the Aedui at Bibracte; two were stationed among the Turoni, on the outskirts of the Carnutes to their west; and two went to the lands of the Lemovices, southwest of the Arverni. No part of Gaul was very far from an army. With Lucius Caesar, Caesar completed a tour of the Province, then went to join Trebonius, Vatiraus and Mark Antony in Nemetocenna for the winter.


  Halfway through December his army received a welcome and unexpected surprise; he increased the rankers’ pay from four hundred and eighty sesterces a year to nine hundred—the first time in over a century that a Roman army had experienced a pay rise. In conjunction with it he gave every man a cash bonus, and informed the army that its share of the booty would be larger.


  “At whose expense?” asked Gaius Trebonius of Publius Vatinius. “The Treasury’s? Surely not!”


  “Definitely not,” said Vatinius. “He’s scrupulous about the legalities, always. No, it’s out of his own purse, his own share.” Little crippled Vatinius frowned; he hadn’t been present when Caesar got the Senate’s answer to his request that he be treated as Pompey had been treated. “I know he’s fabulously rich, but he spends prodigiously too. Can he afford this largesse, Trebonius?”


  “Oh, I think so. He’s made twenty thousand talents out of the sale of slaves alone.”


  “Twenty thousand? Jupiter! Crassus was accounted the richest man in Rome, and all he left was seven thousand talents!”


  “Marcus Crassus bragged of his money, but have you ever heard Pompeius Magnus say how much he’s worth?” asked Trebonius. “Why do you think the bankers flock around Caesar these days, anxious to oblige his every whim? Balbus has been his man forever, with Oppius not far behind. They go back to your days, Vatinius. However, men like Atticus are very recent.”


  “Rabirius Postumus owes him a fresh start,” said Vatinius.


  “Yes, but after Caesar began to flourish in Gaul. The German treasure he found among the Atuatuci was fabulous. His share of it will amount to thousands of talents.” Trebonius grinned. “And if he runs a bit short, Carnutum’s hoards will cease to be sacrosanct. That’s in reserve. He’s nobody’s fool, Caesar. He knows that the next governor of Gallia Comata will seize what’s at Carnutum. It’s my bet that what’s at Carnutum will be gone before the new governor arrives.”


  “My letters from Rome say he’s likely to be relieved in—ye Gods, where does time go?—a little over three months. The Kalends of March are galloping toward him! What will he do then? The moment his imperium is stripped from him, he’ll be arraigned in a hundred courts. And he’ll go down, Trebonius.”


  “Oh, very likely,” said Trebonius placidly.


  Vatinius was nobody’s fool either. “He doesn’t intend to let matters go that far, does he?”


  “No, Vatinius, he doesn’t.”


  A silence fell; Vatinius studied the mournful face opposite him, chewing his lip. Their eyes met and held.


  “Then I’m right,” said Vatinius. “He’s cemented his bond with his army absolutely.”


  “Absolutely.”


  “And if he has to, he’ll march on Rome.”


  “Only if he has to. Caesar’s not a natural outlaw; he loves to do everything in suo anno—no special or extraordinary commands, ten years between consulships, everything legal. If he does have to march on Rome, Vatinius, it will kill something in him. That’s an alternative he knows perfectly well is available, and do you think for one moment that he fears the Senate? Any of them? Including the much-vaunted Pompeius Magnus? No! They’ll go down like targets on a practice field before German lancers. He knows it. But he doesn’t want it to be that way. He wants his due, but he wants it legally. Marching on Rome is the very end of his tether, and he’ll battle the odds right down to the last moment rather than do it. His record is perfect. He wants it to remain so.”


  “He always wanted to be perfect,” said Vatinius sadly, and shivered. “Jupiter, Trebonius, what will he do to them if they push him to it?”


  “I hate to think.”


  “We’d best make offerings that the boni see reason.”


  “I’ve been making them for months. And I think perhaps the boni would see reason, save for one factor.”


  “Cato,” said Vatinius instantly.


  “Cato,” Trebonius echoed.


  Another silence fell; Vatinius sighed. “Well, I’m his man through thick and thin,” he said.


  “And I.”


  “Who else?”


  “Decimus. Fabius. Sextius. Antonius. Rebilus. Calenus. Basilus. Plancus. Sulpicius. Lucius Caesar,” said Trebonius..


  “Not Labienus?”


  Trebonius shook his head emphatically. “No.”


  “Labienus’s choice?”


  “Caesar’s.”


  “Yet he says nothing derogatory about Labienus.”


  “Nor will he. Labienus still hopes to be consul with him, though he knows Caesar doesn’t approve of his methods. But nothing is said in the senatorial dispatches, so Labienus hopes. It won’t last beyond the final decision. If Caesar marches on Rome, he’ll give the boni a gift—Titus Labienus.”


  “Oh, Trebonius, pray it doesn’t come to civil war!”


  *


  So too did Caesar pray, even as he marshaled his wits to deal with the boni within the bounds of Rome’s unwritten constitution, the mos maiorum. The consuls for next year were Lucius Aemilius Lepidus Paullus as senior, and Gaius Claudius Marcellus as junior. Gaius Marcellus was first cousin to the present junior consul, Marcus Marcellus, and also to the man predicted to be consul the year after next, another Gaius Marcellus. For this reason he was usually referred to as Gaius Marcellus Major, his cousin as Gaius Marcellus Minor. An adamant foe of Caesar’s, Gaius Marcellus Major could not be hoped for. Paullus was different. Exiled for his part in the rebellion of his father, Lepidus, he had come late to the consul’s curule chair, and achieved it by rebuilding the Basilica Aemilia, by far the most imposing edifice in the Forum Romanum. Then disaster had struck on the day when Publius Clodius’s body had burned in the Senate House; the almost completed Basilica Aemilia burned too. And Paullus found himself without the money to start again.


  A man of straw was Paullus. A fact Caesar knew. But bought him anyway. The senior consul was worth having. Paullus received sixteen hundred talents from Caesar during December, and went onto Balbus’s payroll as Caesar’s man. The Basilica Aemilia could be rebuilt in even greater splendor. Of more import was Curio, who had cost a mere five hundred talents; he had done exactly as Caesar suggested, pretended to stand for the tribunate of the plebs at the last moment, and—no difficulty for a Scribonius Curio—been elected at the top of the poll.


  Other things could be done too. All the major towns of Italian Gaul received large sums of money to erect public buildings or reconstruct their marketplaces, as did towns and cities in the Province and in Italia itself. But all these towns had one thing in common: they had shown Caesar favor. For a while he thought about donating buildings to the Spains, Asia Province and Greece, then decided the outlay would not bring sufficient support for him if Pompey, a far greater patron in these places, chose not to permit his clients to support Caesar. None of it was done to win favor in the event of civil war; it was done to bring influential local plutocrats into his camp and prompt them to inform the boni that they would not be pleased were Caesar to be maltreated. Civil war was the very last alternative, and Caesar genuinely believed that it was an alternative so abominable, even to the boni, that it would not eventuate. The way to win was to make it impossible for the boni to go against the wishes of most of Rome, Italia, Italian Gaul, Illyricum and the Roman Gallic Province.


  He understood most idiocies, but could not, even in his most pessimistic moods, believe that a small group of Roman senators would actually prefer to precipitate civil war rather than face the inevitable and permit Caesar what was, after all, no more than his due. Legally consul for the second time, free of prosecution, the First Man in Rome and the first name in the history books. These things he owed to his family, to his dignitas, to posterity. He would leave no son, but a son wasn’t necessary unless the son had the ability to rise even higher. That didn’t happen; everyone knew it. Great men’s sons were never great. Witness Young Marius and Faustus Sulla…


  In the meantime there was the new Roman province of Gallia Comata to think about. To craft, to settle down, to sift through for the best local men. And a few problems to solve of a more prudent nature. Including getting rid of two thousand Gauls who Caesar didn’t think would bow to Rome for longer than his tenure of the new province. A thousand of them were slaves he didn’t dare sell for fear of bloody reprisals, either on their new owners or in armed insurrections reminiscent of Spartacus. The second one thousand were free Gauls, mostly thanes, who had not even been cowed by the production of the handless victims of Uxellodunum.


  He ended in having them marched to Massilia and loaded on board transports under heavy guard. The thousand slaves were sent to King Deiotarus of Galatia, a Gaul himself and always in need of good cavalrymen; no doubt when they arrived Deiotarus would free them and press them into service. The thousand free Gauls he sent to King Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia. Both lots of men were gifts. A little offering on the altar of Fortuna. Luck was a sign of favor among the Gods, but it never hurt to make one’s luck for oneself either. A trite judgement, to attribute success to luck. No one knew better than Caesar that behind luck lay oceans of hard work and deep thinking. His troops could boast of his luck; he didn’t mind that in the least. While they thought he had luck, they feared little as long as he was there to throw the mantle of his protection over them. It was luck beat poor Marcus Crassus; his days were numbered from the first moment his troops decided he was unlucky. No man was free from some sort of superstition, but men of low birth and scant education were inordinately superstitious. Caesar played on that deliberately. For if luck came from the Gods and a great man was thought to have it, he acquired a kind of reflected godhead; it did no harm for one’s soldiers to deem the General just slightly below the Gods.


  *


  Just before the end of the year a letter came from Quintus Cicero, senior legate in the service of his big brother, the governor of Cilicia.


  I need not have left you so early, Caesar. That’s one of the penalties of working for a man who moves as swiftly as you do. Somehow I assumed my brother Marcus would hustle himself to Cilicia. But he didn’t. He left Rome early in May, and took almost two months to get as far as Athens. Why does he fawn so over Pompeius Magnus? Something to do with the days when he was seventeen and a cadet in the army of Pompeius Strabo, I know, but I think the debt Marcus fancies he owes Pompeius Magnus for his protection then is grossly exaggerated. You will perceive from this that I had to suffer two days in Magnus’s house at Tarentum en route. I cannot, try though I do, like the man.


  In Athens (where we waited for Marcus’s military legate, Gaius Pomptinus, to show up—I could have generaled for Marcus far more competently, you know, but he didn’t trust me) we learned that Marcus Marcellus had flogged a citizen of your colony at Novum Comum—a disgrace, Caesar. My brother was equally incensed, though most of his mind was preoccupied with the Parthian threat. Hence his refusal to leave Athens until Pomptinus arrived.


  Another month saw us cross the frontier into Cilicia at Laodiceia. Such a pretty place, with those dazzling crystal terraces tumbling down the cliffs! Among the warm pure pools on the top the local people have built luxurious little marble havens for such as Marcus and me, exhausted from the heat and the dust we encountered from Ephesus all the way to Laodiceia. It was delicious to spend a few days soaking in the waters—they seem to help one’s bones—and frolicking like fish.


  But then, journeying on, we discovered what kind of horror Lentulus Spinther and then Appius Claudius had wreaked on poor, devastated Cilicia. My brother called it “a lasting ruin and desolation,” and that is no exaggeration. The province has been plundered, exploited, raped. Everything and everyone has been taxed out of existence. By, among others, the son of your dear friend Servilia. Yes, I am sorry to say it, but Brutus appears to have worked extremely closely with his father-in-law, Appius Claudius, in all sorts of reprehensible ways. Much though he shies away from offending important people, my brother told Atticus in a letter that he considered Appius Claudius’s conduct in his province contemptible. Nor was he pleased that Appius Claudius avoided him.


  We stayed in Tarsus only a very few days; Marcus was anxious to utilize the campaigning season, so was Pomptinus. The Parthians had been raiding along the Euphrates, and King Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia was in dire straits. Due largely to an army almost as skeletal as the two legions we found in Cilicia. Why were both armies so skeletal? Lack of money. One gathers that Appius Claudius garnished most of the army’s wages for himself, and didn’t care to increase the strength of either legion as he was paying about half the number of men his books said he was. King Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia didn’t have the money to pay for a decent army, chiefly due to the fact that young Brutus, that pillar of Roman rectitude, had lent him money at an astronomical compound interest. My brother was extremely angry.


  Anyway, we spent the next three months campaigning in Cappadocia, a wearying business. Oh, Pomptinus is a fool! It takes him days and days and days to reduce a pathetic fortified village you would have taken in three hours. But of course my brother doesn’t know how war should be waged, so he’s well satisfied.


  Bibulus dallied dreadfully getting to Syria, which meant we had to wait until he got himself into order before we could start our joint campaign from both sides of the Amanus ranges. In fact, we are about to commence that business now. I gather he arrived in Antioch in Sextilis, and speeded young Gaius Cassius on his way back to Rome very coldly. Of course he had his own two young sons with him. Marcus Bibulus is in his early twenties, and Gnaeus Bibulus about nineteen. All three Bibuli were most put out to discover that Cassius had dealt with the Parthian menace very deedily, including an ambush down the Orontes which sent Pacorus and his Parthian army home in a hurry.


  This martial fervor is not much to Bibulus’s taste, I think. His method of dealing with the Parthians is different from Cassius’s, certainly. Rather than contemplate war, he has hired a Parthian named Ornadapates, and is paying the fellow to whisper in the ear of King Orodes to the effect that Pacorus, the favorite son of Orodes, is aiming at usurping his father’s throne. Clever, but not admirable, is it?


  I miss Gallia Comata very much, Caesar. I miss the kind of war we fought, so brisk and practical, so devoid of machinations within the high command. Out here I seem to spend as much time placating Pomptinus as I do at anything more productive. Please write to me. I need cheering up.


  Poor Quintus Cicero! It was some time before Caesar could sit to answer this rather sad missive. Typical of Cicero, to prefer a smarming nonentity like Gaius Pomptinus to his own brother. For Quintus Cicero was right. He would have proven a far more capable general than Pomptinus.
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  When Gaius Cassius Longinus returned home after his extraordinary career as a thirty-year-old governor of a major Roman province, he found himself much admired. Very shrewdly he had declined to ask the Senate for a triumph, though his men had hailed him imperator on the field when he had trounced the Galilaean army near Lake Gennesarus.


  “I think people like that as much as anything you actually did in Syria,” said Brutus.


  “Why draw attention to myself in a way the senatorial dotards would deplore?” asked Cassius, shrugging. “I wouldn’t get a triumph anyway. Better then to pretend I don’t want one. The same people who would have condemned me for my brashness now have no choice other than to praise me for my humility.”


  “You loved it, didn’t you?”


  “Syria? Yes, I did. Not while Marcus Crassus was alive, but after Carrhae it was terrific.”


  “What happened to all the gold and treasures Crassus took from the temples in Syria? Did he take them with him on his march to Mesopotamia?”


  For a moment Cassius looked blank, then realized that Brutus, though a mere four months his junior, knew little about the logistics of provincial government beyond its monetary side. “No, they stayed in Antioch. When I left I brought them home with me.” Cassius smiled sourly. “Why do you think I was so unpopular with Bibulus? He maintained they were in his charge and ought to remain until he came home. Though if I had given in, what actually arrived in Rome would have been considerably less. I could see his sticky fingers twitching at the prospect of prowling through the money chests.”


  Brutus looked shocked. “Cassius! Marcus Bibulus is above reproach! Cato’s son-in-law to pilfer what belongs to Rome? It would never happen!”


  “Rubbish,” said Cassius scornfully. “What a wet fish you are, Brutus! It’s what anyone would do, given half an opportunity. That I didn’t was simply due to my age and my burgeoning career. After I’m consul I want Syria for my province, and I’ll get it because I intend to establish myself as an expert on Syria. Had I been there as a mere quaestor, no one would remember I had been there at all. But since the quaestor turned into the governor—and made a wonderful success out of his tenure as governor— all of Rome will remember. Therefore I defended my right to bring Crassus’s ill-gotten hoard back to Rome as his quaestor. Legal, and Bibulus knew it. Besides, he dithered so long in getting to Syria that I had everything crated and loaded on board a fleet of hired ships before he set foot in Antioch. How he wept to see me sail away! I wish him joy of Syria, him and those two spoiled sons of his.”


  Brutus said no more on the subject of Bibulus; though Gaius Cassius was the best of good fellows, he was a martial type who thought poorly of certain among the boni who were famous for not wanting the onus of provincial governorships, with their inevitable wars and perils. Born to the consulship though he was, Cassius would never be a political type; he lacked subtlety, tact, and the ability to win men to his way of thinking by smooth words. In fact, he looked what he was: a sturdy, close-cropped, energetic and soldierly man with scant patience for intrigue.


  “I’m pleased to see you, of course,” said Brutus, “but is there any reason for your coming round so soon after your return?”


  Cassius’s rather humorous mouth turned up at the corners; his brown and snapping eyes crinkled closed. Oh, poor Brutus! He really was a wet fish. And was there nothing would ever cure that hideously acneous skin? Or his appetite for making money in unsenatorial ways? “Actually, I’m here to see the head of the family,” Cassius said.


  “My mother? Why didn’t you ask for her?”


  Sighing, Cassius shook his head. “Brutus, you’re the head of the family, not Servilia. I came to see you in that capacity.”


  “Oh! Oh, yes. I suppose I am the head of the family. It’s just that Mama is so competent, and she’s been a widow for so long. I suppose I’ll never think of myself as superseding her.”


  “Until you do, Brutus, you won’t.”


  “I’m comfortable,” said Brutus. “What do you want?”


  “I want to marry Junia Tertia—Tertulla. We’ve been betrothed for years, and I’m not getting any younger. It’s time I thought of starting my family, Brutus, now that I’m in the Senate and heading for great things.”


  “But she’s barely sixteen,” said Brutus, frowning.


  “I know that !” Cassius snapped. “I also know whose daughter she really is. Well, all of Rome does. And since Julian blood is somewhat higher than Junian blood, I don’t object in the least to marrying Caesar’s offspring. Little though I like the man for what he is, by this stage in his career he’s proven that Julian blood hasn’t yet achieved senility.”


  “My blood is Junian,” said Brutus stiffly.


  “But Brutus, not Silanus. There’s a difference.”


  “And on our mother’s side, both Tertulla and I are patrician Servilians,” Brutus went on, face becoming absorbed.


  “Well, that’s enough of that,” said Cassius hastily, knowing the signs. “May I marry Tertulla?”


  “I’ll have to ask my mother.”


  “Oh, Brutus, when will you learn? It’s not Servilia’s place to make that decision!”


  “Which decision?” asked Servilia, walking into Brutus’s study without knocking. Her large dark eyes rested not on her son (whom she found so unsatisfactory that she tried not to look at him at all), but on Cassius. Beaming, she walked to him and took his strong, tanned face between her hands. “Cassius, how lovely to see you back in Rome!” she said, and kissed him. She liked Cassius enormously, always had done since the days when he and Brutus had gone to the same school. A warrior, a doer. A young man with a knack for making a name for himself.


  “Which decision?” she repeated, seating herself in a chair.


  “I want to marry Tertulla immediately,” said Cassius.


  “Then let us ask her what she thinks of that idea,” said Servilia smoothly, thereby removing the decision from her son. She clapped her hands to summon the steward. “Ask the lady Tertulla to come to the study,” she said then. And to Cassius, “Why?”


  “I’ll soon be thirty-three, Servilia. Time to start my family. I realize Tertulla is underage, but we’ve been betrothed for a good many years, it isn’t as if she doesn’t know me.”


  “And she’s nubile,” said her mother with detachment.


  A statement reinforced a scant moment later when Tertulla knocked and entered the room.


  Cassius blinked; he hadn’t seen her for close to three years, and they were three years which had wrought great changes. She had gone from thirteen to sixteen, from child to young woman. And how beautiful she was! She looked like Caesar’s dead daughter, Julia, though she lacked Julia’s frosty fairness and slight build. Her big, well-spaced eyes were a greyish yellow, her thick hair dark gold, her mouth kissable to the point of distraction. Gold skin without flaw. A pair of exquisite breasts. Oh, Tertulla!


  When she saw Cassius she smiled in delight and held out her hands to him. “Gaius Cassius,” she said in Julia’s husky voice.


  He went to her, smiling too, and took the hands. “Tertulla.” Then turned to Servilia. “May I ask her?”


  “Of course,” said Servilia, pleased to see that they were falling in love.


  Cassius’s clasp on her hands tightened. “Tertulla, I’ve asked to marry you now. Your mother”—he gave up on Brutus; why bother so much as mentioning him?—”says the decision is yours. Will you marry me now?”


  Her smile changed, became seductive; it was suddenly easy to see that she also sprang from Servilia, a most seductive lady. “I would like that very much, Gaius Cassius,” she said.


  “Good!” said Servilia briskly. “Cassius, take her somewhere that you can kiss her without half the house and all her relatives looking. Brutus, take care of the wedding details. It’s an auspicious time of year to marry, but choose the day carefully.” She frowned direfully at the happy pair. “Go on, shoo!”


  They went out holding hands, which left Servilia with no other face to look at save her only son’s. Pimply as ever, intolerably swarthy because he couldn’t shave, with eyes as mournful as a deer hound’s and lips slack from want of decision.


  “I didn’t know you had Cassius with you,” she said.


  “He’d only just arrived, Mama. I would have sent for you.”


  “I came to see you.”


  “What about?” asked Brutus, uneasy.


  “Certain allegations about you. They’re flying all over the city. Atticus is most distressed.”


  Brutus’s face twisted, looked suddenly a great deal more impressive, hinted perhaps at what actually lived inside him when his mother was not there. “Cicero!” he hissed.


  “Exactly. Old Loosemouth himself. Who rails at your money-lending activities in his province, in Cappadocia and in Galatia. Not to mention Cyprus.”


  “He can’t prove a thing. The money is lent by two of my clients, Matinius and Scaptius. All I’ve done is exert myself to protect my clients’ interests, Mama.”


  “My dear Brutus, you forget that I was there long before you were old enough to control your fortune! Matinius and Scaptius are your employees. My father set the firm up, along with many, many others. Well disguised, it’s true. But you can’t afford to give someone with Cicero’s wit and acumen any ammunition.”


  “I will deal with Cicero,” he said, and looked as if he could deal with Cicero.


  “Better, I hope, than your esteemed father-in-law has dealt with his problems!” Servilia snapped. “He left a trail of evidence of his peculations while governor of Cilicia that a blind man could follow. With the result that he’s arraigned in the Extortion Court. And you, Brutus, were his accomplice. Do you think all of Rome doesn’t know about your little rackets?” She smiled humorlessly, displaying small, perfect white teeth. “Appius Claudius would threaten to billet the army on some hapless Cilician town, then you would come along and hint that a gift of one hundred talents to the governor would avoid this fate, after which the firm of Matinius and Scaptius would offer to lend the town one hundred talents. Appius Claudius popped the money in his purse, and you made even more from lending it.”


  “They may try Appius Claudius, but he’ll be acquitted, Mama.”


  “I have no doubt of it, my son. But the rumors are not going to do your public career any good. Pontius Aquila says so.”


  The disfigured, unhappy face darkened into a snarl; the black eyes flashed dangerously. “Pontius Aquila!” he said contemptuously. “Caesar I could understand, Mama, but not an ambitious nobody like Pontius Aquila! You demean yourself.”


  “How dare you!” she growled, leaping to her feet.


  “Yes, Mama, I am afraid of you,” Brutus said steadily as she loomed over him, “but I am not a boy of twenty anymore, and in some things I have a right to speak. Things which reflect badly on our blood, our nobility. As does Pontius Aquila.”


  Servilia turned and walked from the room, shutting the door with ostentatious quietness. Outside in the colonnade around the peristyle garden she stood, trembling, hands clenched. How dare he! Was he absolutely bloodless? Had he ever burned, itched, howled soundlessly into the night, wrenched with hunger, loneliness, need? No, he hadn’t. Not Brutus. Anaemic, flaccid, impotent. Did he think she wasn’t aware of it, with his wife living in her house? A wife he never penetrated, let alone slept with. Nor did he forage in any other pastures. Whatever her son was made of—and his exact composition eluded her—it wasn’t fire, thunder, volcano, earthquake. Sometimes, as today when he had spoken his mind about Pontius Aquila, he could stand up to her and voice his displeasure. But how dare he! Didn’t he have any idea?


  So many years since Caesar had left for Gaul, years in which she lay alone and ground her teeth, pounded her fists on the pillow. Loving him, wanting him, needing him. Limp with love, wet with want, famished with need. Those fierce confrontations, duels of will and wit, wars of strength. Oh, and the exquisite satisfaction of knowing herself bested, of measuring up to a man and being flattened by him, dominated, punished, enslaved. Knowing full well the extent of her own abilities and intellect— what more could a woman ask than a man who engendered respect? Who was more than her, yet bound to her by nothing more tangible than woman’s qualities? Caesar, Caesar…


  “You look fierce.”


  She gasped, turned, saw him. Lucius Pontius Aquila. Her lover. Younger than her own son at thirty, just admitted to the Senate as one of the urban quaestors. Not an old family, therefore of birth far inferior to hers. Which didn’t matter the moment she laid eyes on him, as now. So handsome! Very tall, perfectly proportioned, short, curly auburn hair, truly green eyes, the face endowed with wonderful bone structure and a strong yet sensuous mouth. And the best thing about him was that he didn’t remind her of Caesar.


  “My thoughts were fierce,” she said, leading the way to her suite of rooms.


  “Love-fierce or hate-fierce?”


  “Hate. Hate, hate, hate!”


  “Then you weren’t thinking of me.”


  “No. I was thinking of my son.”


  “What did he do to anger you?”


  “Said that I demeaned myself, associating with you.”


  He locked the door, pulled the shutters closed, then turned to look at her with the smile that weakened her knees. “He’s a great aristocrat, Brutus,” Pontius Aquila said levelly. “I understand his disapproval.”


  “He doesn’t know,” said Servilia, unwrapping his plain white toga and placing it on a chair. “Put your foot up.” She unlaced his senatorial shoe of maroon leather. “The other one.” It too was removed and discarded. “Lift your arms.” Off came the white tunic with the broad purple stripe over its right shoulder.


  He was naked. Servilia moved back enough to see all of him, feasting her eyes, her mind, her spirit. A little dark red hair on his chest narrowed to a thin stripe which dived down to the bush of his brighter red pubic hair, out of the midst of which his dusky penis, growing already, protruded above a deliciously full and pendulous scrotum. Perfect, perfect. The thighs were slim, the calves large and well formed, the belly flat, the chest plump with muscle. Broad shoulders, long and sinewy arms.


  She moved in a slow circle around him, purring over the round, firm buttocks, the narrow hips, the broad back, the way his head sat proudly atop his athlete’s neck. Beautiful! What a man! How could she bear to touch such perfection? He belonged to Phidias and Praxiteles, to sculptural immortality.


  “It’s your turn,” he said when the tour of his body was done.


  Down came the masses of hair, black as ever save for two stark white streaks at the temples. Off came the layers of her scarlet and amber gown. Fifty-four years of age, Servilia stood naked, and felt at no disadvantage. Admittedly her skin was smoothly ivory and her full breasts were still proudly upright, but her buttocks had dropped, her waist thickened. Age, she knew, had nothing to do with it, this thing between a man and a woman. It was measured in delight, in appreciation. Never in years.


  She lay down on her bed and put her hands on either side of her blackly hairy groin, pulling the lips of her vulva apart so he could see its sleek, plummy contours, the sheen of it. Hadn’t Caesar said it was the most beautiful flower he had ever seen? Her confidence rested in that, in the triumph of keeping Caesar enslaved.


  Oh, but the touch of this young, smooth, enormously virile man! To be covered so strongly yet so gently, to yield everything without modesty yet with intelligent restraint. She sucked at his tongue, his nipples, his penis, fought back with hungry strength, and when she reached her climax screeched her ecstasy at the top of her lungs. There, my son! I hope you heard that. I hope your wife heard that. I have just experienced a cataclysm neither of you will ever know. With a man I don’t have to care about beyond this gigantic convulsion of absolute pleasure.


  Afterward they sat, still naked, to drink wine and talk with the easy intimacy only physical intimacy engenders.


  “I hear that Curio has just introduced a bill to set up a commission to supervise the roads of Italia, and that the head of the commission is to have a proconsular imperium,” said Servilia, her feet in his lap, toes playing with that bright red hair.


  “True enough, but he’ll never get it past Gaius Marcellus Major,” said Pontius Aquila.


  “It seems an odd measure.”


  “So it seems to everyone.”


  “Does he belong to Caesar, do you think?”


  “I doubt it.”


  “Yet the only person who might benefit from Curio’s bill would be Caesar,” said Servilia thoughtfully. “If he loses his provinces and his imperium on the Kalends of March, Curio’s bill would provide him with another proconsulship and his imperium would continue. Not so?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then Curio belongs to Caesar.”


  “I really do doubt that.”


  “He’s suddenly free of debt.”


  Pontius Aquila laughed, head thrown back, and looked magnificent. “He also married Fulvia. Not before time, if the gossips are right. She’s very round in the belly for a newly wedded woman.”


  “Poor old Sempronia! A daughter who goes from one demagogue to another.”


  “I haven’t seen any evidence that Curio is a demagogue.”


  “You will,” said Servilia cryptically.


  *


  For over two years the Senate had been deprived of its ancient meeting house, the Curia Hostilia, yet no one had volunteered to rebuild it. So ingrained was the Treasury’s parsimoniousness that the State would not foot the bill; tradition held that some great man should undertake the task, and no great man had so far been willing. Including Pompey the Great, who seemed indifferent to the Senate’s plight.


  “You can always use the Curia Pompeia,” he said.


  “Typical of him!” snapped Gaius Marcellus Major, stumping out to the Campus Martius and Pompey’s stone theater on the Kalends of March. “He wants to compel the Senate to hold all its heavily attended meetings in something he built in days when we didn’t need it. Typical!”


  “Yet one more extraordinary command of a sort,” said Cato, striding along at a pace Gaius Marcellus Major found difficult.


  “Why do we have to hurry, Cato? Paullus holds the fasces for March, and he’ll take his time.”


  “Which is why Paullus is a pudding,” said Cato.


  The complex Pompey had built upon the green sward of the Campus Martius not far from the Circus Flaminius was most imposing; a vast stone theater which could accommodate five thousand people reared high above the sparse structures which had existed here for much longer than a mere five years. Very shrewdly Pompey had incorporated a temple to Venus Victrix at the top of the cavea, and thus turned what would otherwise have been an impious structure into something entirely in keeping with the mos maiorum. Rome’s customs and traditions deplored theater as a malign moral influence on the people, so until Pompey’s stone edifice had gone up five years ago, the theater which pervaded all games and public feasts had been conducted in temporary wooden premises. What made Pompey’s theater permissible was the temple to Venus Victrix.


  Behind the auditorium Pompey had built a vast peristyle garden surrounded by a colonnade containing exactly one hundred pillars, each fluted and adorned with the fussy Corinthian capitals Sulla had brought back from Greece, each painted in shades of blue and lavishly gilded. The red walls along the back of the colonnade were rich with magnificently painted murals, unfortunately marred by the peculiarity of their blood-soaked subject matter. For Pompey owned a great deal more money than good taste, and nowhere did it show more than in his hundred-pillared colonnade and garden stuffed with fountains, fish, frills, frights.


  At the rear of the peristyle Pompey had erected a curia, a meeting house which he had ensured was religiously inaugurated in order to house meetings of the Senate. It was very adequate in size, and in layout resembled the ruined Curia Hostilia, being a rectangular chamber containing three tiers down either side of a space ending in the dais upon which the curule magistrates sat. Each shelflike tier was broad enough to accommodate a senator’s stool; upon the highest tier sat the pedarii, the senators who were not senior enough to speak in debate because they had never held a magistracy or won a Grass Crown or a Civic Crown for valor. The two middle tiers held senators who had attained a minor magistracy—tribune of the plebs, quaestor or plebeian aedile—or were military heroes, and the two bottom tiers were reserved for those who had been curule aediles, praetors, consuls or censors. Which meant that those who sat on the bottom or middle tiers had more room to spread their feathers than the pedarii up at the top.


  The old Curia Hostilia had been uninspiring within: the tiers had been blocks of unrendered tufa, the walls drably painted with a few red curliques and lines on a beige background, the curule dais more tufa stone, and the central space between the two banks of tiers tessellated in black and white marble so old it had long lost polish or majesty. In glaring contrast to this antique simplicity, Pompey’s Curia was entirely done in colored marbles. The walls were purple and rose tiles laid in complicated patterns between gilded pilasters; the back tier on either side was faced in brown marble, the middle tier in yellow marble, the bottom tier in cream marble, and the curule dais in a lustrous, shimmering blue-white marble brought all the way from Numidia. The space between the two banks of tiers had been paved in patterned wheels of purple and white. Light poured in through high clerestory windows well sheltered by a wide eave on the non-colonnade side, and each aperture was covered by a gilded grille.


  Though the interior of the Curia Pompeia provoked many a sniff because of its ostentation, the interior was not what really offended. That was the statue of himself which Pompey had erected at the back of the curule dais. Exactly his own height (therefore not an insult to the Gods), it limned him as he had been at the time of his first consulship twenty years ago: a graceful, well-knit man of thirty-six with a shock of bright gold hair, brilliantly blue eyes, and a demure, round, distinctly un-Roman face. The sculptor had been the best, so too the painter who had colored in the tones of Pompey’s flesh, hair, eyes, maroon senatorial shoes fastened with the crescent buckles of the consul. Only the toga and what showed of the tunic had been done in the new way: not painted but made of highly polished marble, white for the fabric of toga and tunic, purple for the border of the toga and the latus clavus stripe on the tunic. As he had caused the statue to be placed on a plinth four feet tall, Pompey the Great towered over everyone and inarguably presided over any meeting of the Senate conducted there. The arrogance! The insufferable hubris!


  Almost all the four hundred senators present in Rome came to the Curia Pompeia and this long-awaited meeting on the Kalends of March. To some extent Gaius Marcellus Major had been right in thinking that Pompey wanted to force the Senate to meet in his curia because the Senate had ignored his curia’s existence until its own beloved chamber burned down; but Marcellus Major had neglected to take .his reasoning one step further, to the fact that these days the Senate had no option other than to meet outside Rome’s sacred boundary for any session likely to draw a full House. Which meant that Pompey could attend these meetings in person while comfortably retaining his imperium as governor of the Spains; as his army was in Spain and he was also curator of the grain supply, he enjoyed the luxury of living just outside Rome and traveling freely throughout Italia, two things normally forbidden to the governors of provinces.


  Dawn was just paling the sky above the Esquiline Mount when the senators began to straggle into the peristyle garden, where most of them chose to linger until the convening magistrate, Lucius Aemilius Lepidus Paullus, chose to appear. They clustered in small groups of like political thinking, talking with more animation than they could usually summon up so early in the day; this promised to be a momentous meeting, and anticipation was high. Everyone likes to be present to see the idol topple, and today everyone was convinced that Caesar, idol of the People, would topple.


  The leaders of the boni stood on the rear colonnade itself outside the Curia Pompeia doors: Cato, Ahenobarbus, Metellus Scipio, Marcus Marcellus (the junior consul of last year), Appius Claudius, Lentulus Spinther, Gaius Marcellus Major (the junior consul this year), Gaius Marcellus Minor (predicted to be consul next year), Faustus Sulla, Brutus, and two tribunes of the plebs.


  “A great, great day!” barked Cato in his harsh voice.


  “The beginning of the end of Caesar,” said Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, beaming.


  “He’s not without support,” Brutus ventured timidly. “I see Lucius Piso, Philippus, Lepidus, Vatia Isauricus, Messala Rufus and Rabirius Postumus huddled together. They look confident.”


  “Rabble!” said Marcus Marcellus disdainfully.


  “But who knows how the backbenchers will feel when it comes to the vote?” asked Appius Claudius, under some strain thanks to the fact that his trial for extortion was still going on.


  “More of them will vote for us than for Caesar,” said the haughty Metellus Scipio.


  At which moment the senior consul, Paullus, appeared behind his lictors and entered the Curia Pompeia. The senators streamed inside after him, each with his servant carrying his folded stool, some with scribes hovering in attendance to take private verbatim records of this historic meeting.


  The prayers were said, the sacrifice made, the omens deemed to be auspicious; the House settled down on its stools, the curule magistrates on their ivory chairs atop the blue-white marble dais dominated by the statue of Pompey the Great.


  Who sat on the bottom tier to the left of the dais in his purple-bordered toga and looked directly at the dais, eyes dwelling on the face of his effigy, lips faintly smiling at the delicious irony of it. What a wonderful day this one would be! The only man who seemed likely to eclipse him was going to have the feet cut out from under him. And all without one word from him, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. No one would be able to point the finger at him and accuse him of conspiring to unseat Caesar; it was going to happen without his needing to do more than be here. Naturally he would vote to strip Caesar of his provinces, but so would most of the House. Speak on the subject he would not, were he to be asked. The boni were quite capable of doing all the oratory necessary.


  Paullus, holding the fasces during the month of March, sat with his curule chair slightly forward of Gaius Marcellus Major’s, the eight praetors and two curule aediles ranked behind them.


  Just below the front of the curule dais stood a very long, stout, highly polished wooden bench. On this sat the ten tribunes of the plebs, the men elected by the Plebs to safeguard their interests and keep the patricians in their place. Or so it had been at the dawn of the Republic, a time when the patricians had controlled the Senate, the consulship, the courts, the Centuriate Assembly and all aspects of public life. But that state of affairs hadn’t lasted long once the Kings of Rome were dispensed with. The Plebs had risen high, held more and more of the money, and wanted a much bigger say in government. For one hundred years the duel of wits and wills between the Patriciate and the Plebs had persisted, the Patriciate fighting a losing battle. At the end of it, the Plebs had won the right to have at least one of the two consuls a plebeian, half the places in the pontifical colleges, and the right to call plebeian families noble once a member attained the rank of praetor, and had established the College of the Tribunes of the Plebs, sworn to guard plebeian interests even at the price of lives.


  Over the centuries since, the role of the tribunes of the plebs had changed. Gradually their assemblage of Roman men, the Plebeian Assembly, had usurped the major share of lawmaking and moved from blocking the power of the Patriciate to protecting the interests of the knight-businessmen who formed the nucleus of the Plebeian Assembly and dictated policy to the Senate.


  Then a special kind of tribune of the plebs began to emerge, culminating in the careers of two great plebeian noblemen, the brothers Tiberius and Gaius Sempronius Gracchus. Who used their office and the Plebeian Assembly to strip power from the Plebs as well as the Patriciate and give a trifle of it to those of lower status and little wealth. They had both died hideously for their pains, but their memory lived on and on. And they were followed by other great men in the job, as different in aims and ideals as Gaius Marius, Saturninus, Marcus Livius Drusus, Sulpicius, Aulus Gabinius, Titus Labienus, Publius Vatinius, Publius Clodius and Gaius Trebonius. But in Gabinius, Labienus, Vatinius and Trebonius a new phenomenon became absolutely established: they belonged to one particular man who dictated their policy; Pompey in the case of Gabinius and Labienus, Caesar in the case of Vatinius and Trebonius.


  Almost five hundred years of the tribunate of the plebs was embodied in the ten men who sat on that long wooden bench on this first day of March, each clad in a plain white toga, none entitled to lictors, none constrained by the religious rituals which ringed all other Roman executives round. Eight of them had been in the Senate for two or three years before running for the tribunate of the plebs; two of them had entered the Senate upon being elected. And nine of them were nonentities, men whose names and faces would not last beyond their tenure of office.


  That was not so of Gaius Scribonius Curio, who, as President of the College, occupied the middle of the tribunician bench. He looked the part of a tribune of the plebs, with that urchinish and freckled countenance, that unruly thatch of bright red hair, that vivid aura of huge energy and enthusiasm. A brilliant speaker known to be conservative in his political leanings, Curio was the son of a man who had been censor as well as consul, and young Curio had been one of Caesar’s most telling opponents during the year of Caesar’s consulship, even though he had not been old enough to enter the Senate at that time.


  Some of his laws since entering office on the tenth day of the previous December were puzzling, seemed to hint that the bug of tribunician radical extremism had bitten him more deeply than had been expected.


  First he had tried, unsuccessfully, to introduce a bill endowing a new curator of roads with a five-year proconsular imperium; many suspicious boni deemed this a ploy to give Caesar another, if unmilitary, command. Then as a pontifex he had tried to persuade the College of Pontifices to intercalate an extra twenty-two days into the year at the end of February. Which would have postponed the arrival of the Kalends of March and discussion of Caesar’s provinces by twenty-two enormously valuable days. Again he was defeated. The road bill he had shrugged off as unimportant, but the intercalation of a Mercedonius month he clearly regarded as a very serious matter, for when the College of Pontifices kept on adamantly refusing, Curio was so irate he told them exactly what he thought of them. A reaction which provoked Cicero’s great friend Caelius to write to Cilicia and inform Cicero that he thought Curio belonged to Caesar.


  Luckily this shrewd guess was not arrived at by anyone else with an influential ear to whisper into, so on this day Curio sat looking as if he was interested in the scheduled proceedings, but not to any significant degree. The tribunes of the plebs had, after all, been muzzled by that unconstitutional decree forbidding them to veto discussion of Caesar’s provinces in the House on pain of being automatically convicted of treason.


  Paullus handed the meeting to Gaius Claudius Marcellus Major as soon as he had declared the House in session.


  “Honored senior consul, censors, consulars, praetors, aediles, tribunes of the plebs, quaestors and Conscript Fathers,” said Gaius Marcellus Major, on his feet, “this meeting has been convoked to deal with the proconsulship of Gaius Julius Caesar, governor of the three Gauls and Illyricum, in accordance with the law the consuls Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus and Marcus Licinius Crassus passed five years ago in the Popular Assembly. As stipulated in the lex Pompeia Licinia, today this House may freely discuss what to do with Gaius Caesar’s tenure of office, his provinces, his army and his imperium. Under the law as it existed at the time the lex Pompeia Licinia was passed, the House on this day would have debated which of the senior magistrates in office this year it preferred to send to govern Gaius Caesar’s provinces in March of next year, the latest date provided for under the lex Pompeia Licinia. However, during the sole consulship of Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus two years ago, the law was changed. It is now possible for the House to debate in a new and different way. Namely, that there is a small group of men sitting here who have been praetors or consuls, but who declined to govern a province following their tenure of office. With full legality this House may decide to utilize those reserves and appoint a new governor or governors for Illyricum and the three Gauls immediately. The consuls and praetors in office this year are disbarred from going to govern a province for five years, but we cannot possibly permit Gaius Caesar to continue to govern for five more years, can we?”


  Gaius Marcellus Major paused, his dark, not unattractive face reflecting his enjoyment. No one spoke, so he pressed on.


  “As all of us present here today know, Gaius Caesar has wrought wonders in his provinces. Eight years ago he started out with Illyricum, Italian Gaul and a Further Gaul which consisted of the Roman Gallic Province. Eight years ago he started out with two legions stationed in Italian Gaul and one in the Province. Eight years ago he started out to govern three provinces at peace, as they had been for a very long time. And during his first year the Senate approved of his acting to prevent the migrating tribe of the Helvetii from entering the Province. It did not authorize him to enter that region known as Gallia Comata to make war on one King Ariovistus of the Suebic Germani, titled Friend and Ally of the Roman People. It did not authorize him to recruit more legions. It did not authorize him, having subdued King Ariovistus, to march further into Gaul of the Long-hairs and pursue a war against tribes having no alliances with Rome. It did not authorize him to set up colonies of so-called Roman citizens beyond the Padus River in Italian Gaul. It did not authorize him to recruit and number his legions of non-citizen Italian Gauls as proper, fully Roman legions. It did not authorize him to make war, peace, treaties or accommodations in Gaul of the Long-hairs. It did not authorize him to maltreat ambassadors in good standing from certain Germanic tribes.”


  “Hear, hear!” cried Cato.


  The senators murmured, shifted, looked uneasy; Curio sat on the tribunician bench, looking into the distance; Pompey sat still, gazing at his own face at the back of the curule dais; and the bald, savage-featured Lucius Ahenobarbus sat grinning unpleasantly.


  “The Treasury,” said Gaius Marcellus Major affably, “did not object to any of these unauthorized actions. Nor, by and large, did the members of this august body. For Gaius Caesar’s activities brought great profits in their train, for Rome, for his army, and for himself. They made him a hero in the eyes of the lower classes, who adore to see Rome accumulate might, wealth, and the valorous deeds of her generals abroad. They enabled him to buy what he was unable to get from men’s genuine good will—adherents in the Senate, tame tribunes of the plebs, a dominant faction in Rome’s tribal assemblies, and the faces of thousands of his soldiers among the voters of the Centuries on the Campus Martius. And they enabled him to set a new style in governing: they enabled him to change Rome’s hallowed mos maiorum, which had never permitted any Roman governor to invade non-Roman-owned territory with the object of conquering it for no better reason than to enhance his personal glory. For what did Rome stand to gain by the conquest of Gallia Comata, compared to what Rome stood to lose? The lives of her citizens, both under arms and engaged in peaceful pursuits. The hatred of peoples who know little of Rome and want no truck with Rome. Who had not—and I repeat, had not!—attempted to encroach upon Roman territory and Roman property in any way until Gaius Caesar provoked them. Rome in the person of Gaius Caesar and his enormous, illegally recruited army marched into the lands of peaceful peoples and laid them waste. For what real reason? To enrich himself by the sale of a million Gallic slaves, so many slaves that he could afford to look generous from time to time by donating slaves to that enormous, illegally recruited army. Rome has been enriched, yes, but Rome is already rich thanks to the absolutely legal and defensive wars fought by many who are dead and some, like our honored consular Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, who are sitting here today. For what real reason? To make Caesar a hero to the People, to provoke that ill-educated, over-emotional rabble into burning his daughter in our revered Forum Romanum and forcing the magistrates to agree to let her be entombed on the Campus Martius among Rome’s heroes. I say this without intending any insult to the honored consular Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, whose beloved wife she was. But the fact remains that Gaius Caesar provoked that response in the People, and it was for the sake of Gaius Caesar that they did it.”


  Pompey sat straight now, regally inclining his head to Gaius Marcellus Major, and looked as if he was in the throes of painful grief admixed with acute embarrassment.


  Curio, face impassive, sat and listened with sinking heart. The speech was very good, very reasonable, and very tailored to appeal to the members of this exclusive, superiority-conscious body. It sounded as if it was right, correct, constitutional. It was going down extremely well among the backbenchers and among those on the middle tiers whose allegiance swayed from side to side like a sapling in a vortex. For some of it was unanswerable. Caesar was high-handed. But after this speech, how to counter in the only way, which was to point out that Caesar was by no means the first or the only Roman governor and general to set out to conquer? And how to persuade these dismal mice that Caesar knew what he was doing, that all of it was really to safeguard Rome, Italia and Rome’s territories from the coming of the Germans? He sighed soundlessly, hunched his head into his shoulders and thrust his feet out so that he could lean his back against the cold blue-white marble of the front of the curule dais.


  “I say,” Gaius Marcellus Major went on, “that it is more than high time this august body put a stop to the career of this man Gaius Julius Caesar. Whose family and connections are so elevated that he genuinely believes himself above the law, above the tenets of the mos maiorum. He is another Lucius Cornelius Sulla. He has the birthright, the intelligence and the ability to be whatever he wishes to be. Well, we all know what happened to Sulla. What happened to Rome under Sulla. It took over two decades to rectify the damage Sulla did. The lives he took, the indignities he inflicted upon us, the autocracy he gathered to himself and used ruthlessly.


  “I do not say that Gaius Caesar has patterned himself upon Lucius Cornelius Sulla deliberately. I do not believe that is the way the men of these incredibly old patrician families think. I believe that they believe they are just a little under the Gods they sincerely worship, and that, if they are allowed to run amok, nothing is beyond their temerity or their ideas of entitlement.”


  He drew a breath and stared straight at Caesar’s youngest uncle, Lucius Aurelius Cotta, who had, throughout the years of Caesar’s pro-consulship, maintained an imperturbable detachment.


  “You all know that Gaius Caesar expects to stand for the consulship next year. You all know that this House refused to permit Gaius Caesar to stand for the consulship in absentia. He must cross the pomerium into the city to declare his candidacy, and the moment he does that, he abandons his imperium. Whereupon I and others present here today will lay charges against him for the many unauthorized actions he has taken. They are treasonous, Conscript Fathers! Recruitment of unauthorized legions—invasion of the lands of non-belligerents—bestowing our citizenship on men not entitled to it—founding colonies of such men and calling them Roman—murdering ambassadors who came in good faith— they are treasonous! Caesar will stand trial on many charges, and he will be convicted. For the courts will be special ones, and there will be more soldiers in the Forum Romanum than Gnaeus Pompeius put there for the trial of Milo. He will not escape retribution. You all know that. So think on it very carefully.


  “I am going to propose a motion to strip Gaius Julius Caesar of his imperium, his provinces and his army, and I will do it per discessionem— by a division of the House. Further, I move that Gaius Caesar be deprived of all his proconsular authority, imperium and entitlements this very day, the Kalends of March in the year of the consulship of Lucius Aemilius Lepidus Paullus and Gaius Claudius Marcellus.”


  Curio didn’t move, didn’t sit up straight or alter the casual sprawl of his legs. He said, “I veto your motion, Gaius Marcellus.”


  The collective gasp which went up from almost four hundred pairs of lungs sounded like a huge wind, and was followed immediately by rustles, murmurs, scraping stools, one or two clapping hands.


  Pompey goggled, Ahenobarbus emitted a long howl, and Cato sat bereft of words. Gaius Marcellus Major recovered first.


  “I move,” he said loudly, “that Gaius Julius Caesar be stripped of his imperium, his provinces and his army this very day, the Kalends of March in the year of the consulship of Lucius Aemilius Lepidus Paullus and Gaius Claudius Marcellus.”


  “I veto your motion, junior consul,” said Curio.


  A curious pause occurred during which no one moved, no one spoke. All eyes were riveted on Curio, whose face was invisible to those on the curule dais but visible to everyone else.


  Cato leaped to his feet. “Traitor!” he roared. “Traitor, traitor, traitor! Arrest him!”


  “Oh, rubbish!” cried Curio, got up from his bench and walked forward into the middle of the purple and white floor, where he stood with feet apart and head up. “Rubbish, Cato, and you know it! All you and your toadies passed was a senatorial decree which has no validity in law nor any, even the most transient, relevance to the constitution! No senatorial decree unsupported by martial law can deprive a properly elected tribune of the plebs of his right to interpose his veto! I veto the junior consul’s motion, and I will go on vetoing it! Such is my right! And don’t try to tell me that you’ll march me off to a quick treason trial, then toss me off the end of the Tarpeian Rock! The Plebs would never stand for it! Who do you think you are, a patrician back in the days before the Plebs put patricians in their place? For someone who prates interminably about the arrogance and lawlessness of patricians, Cato, you behave remarkably like one yourself! Well, rubbish! Sit down and pipe down! I veto the junior consul’s motion!”


  “Oh, wonderful!” screamed a voice from beyond the open doors. “Curio, I adore you! I worship you! Wonderful, wonderful!”


  And there stood Fulvia haloed by the light from the garden, the swell of her belly unmistakable beneath her orange and saffron gown, her lovely face alight.


  Gaius Marcellus Major swallowed, shook all over, and lost his temper. “Lictors, remove that woman!” he shouted. “Throw her out onto the streets where she belongs!”


  “Don’t you lay a finger on her!” snarled Curio. “Whereabouts does it say that a Roman citizen of either sex cannot listen outside the Senate doors when they’re open? Touch the granddaughter of Gaius Sempronius Gracchus and you’ll be lynched by your despised, ill-educated and over-emotional rabble, Marcellus!”


  The lictors hesitated; Curio grasped his chance. He strode down the length of the floor, seized his wife by the shoulders and kissed her ardently. “Go home, Fulvia, there’s a good girl.”


  And Fulvia, smiling mistily, departed. Curio returned to the middle of the floor, grinning derisively at Marcellus Major.


  “Lictors, arrest this man!” quavered Gaius Marcellus Major, so angry that beads of foam had gathered at the corners of his mouth and he trembled violently. “Arrest him! I charge him with treason and declare that he isn’t fit to be at liberty! Throw him into the Lautumiae!”


  “Lictors, I command you to stay where you are!” said Curio with impressive authority. “I am a tribune of the plebs who is being obstructed in the pursuit of his tribunician duties! I have exercised my veto in a legal assembly of senatorial men, as is my right, and there is no emergency decree in existence to prevent my doing so! I order you to arrest the junior consul for attempting to obstruct a tribune of the plebs who is exercising his inviolable rights! Arrest the junior consul!”


  Paralyzed until now, Paullus lumbered to his feet and gestured to his chief lictor, who held the fasces, to drum the end of his bundle of rods on the floor. “Order! Order!” Paullus roared. “I want order! This meeting will come to order!”


  “It’s my meeting, not yours!” yelled Marcellus Major. “Stay out of it, Paullus, I warn you!”


  “I am the consul with the fasces,” the normally lethargic Paullus thundered, “and that means it’s my meeting, junior consul! Sit down! Everyone sit down! I will have order or I will have my lictors disband this meeting—by force, if necessary! Cato, shut your mouth! Ahenobarbus, don’t even think of it! I will have order!” He glared at the impenitent Curio, who resembled a particularly annoying little dog, jauntily unafraid of a pack of wolves. “Gaius Scribonius Curio, I respect your right to exercise your veto, and I agree that to obstruct you is unconstitutional. But I think this House deserves to hear why you have interposed your veto. You have the floor.”


  Curio nodded, passed his hand over his fiery head, and looked hungry because it gave him a chance to lick his lips. Oh, for a drink of water! But to ask for one would be weakness.


  “My thanks, senior consul. There is no need to dwell upon whatever legal measures certain men here may plan to take against the proconsul Gaius Julius Caesar. They are not relevant, and it was inappropriate for the junior consul to mention them in his speech. He should have confined himself to the reasons why he wishes to move that Gaius Caesar be stripped of his proconsulship and his provinces.”


  Curio walked to the very end of the floor and stood with his back to the doors, now closed. From this vantage point he could see every face, including the faces on the curule dais and the entirety of Pompey’s statue.


  “The junior consul stated that Gaius Caesar invaded peaceful non-Roman territory to enhance his own personal glory. But that is not so. King Ariovistus of the Suebic Germani had entered into a treaty with the Celtic tribe of the Sequani to settle on one-third of the Sequani lands, and it was to encourage a friendly attitude on the part of the Germani that the selfsame Gaius Caesar secured for King Ariovistus the title of Friend and Ally of the Roman People. But King Ariovistus broke his treaty by bringing many more Suebi across the river Rhenus than his treaty allowed, and dispossessing the Sequani. Who in turn threatened the Aedui, who have enjoyed the title of Friend and Ally of the Roman People for a very long time. Gaius Caesar moved to protect the Aedui, as he was obliged to do by the terms of the treaty the Aedui have with us.


  “He then decided, having encountered the might of the Germani in person,” Curio went on, “to seek treaties of friendship for Rome among the Celtic and Belgic peoples of Gallia Comata, and it was for that reason that he entered their lands, not to make war.”


  “Oh, Curio,” cried Marcus Marcellus, “I never thought to see the son of your father smear himself with Gaius Caesar’s shit and lick himself clean! Gerrae! Nonsense! A man wanting to make treaties doesn’t advance at the head of an army, and that’s what Caesar did!”


  “Order,” rumbled Paullus.


  Curio shook his head as if to deplore Marcus Marcellus’s stupidity. “He advanced with an army because he’s a prudent man, Marcus Marcellus, not a fool like you. No Roman pilum was thrown in an unprovoked act of aggression, nor any tribe’s land laid waste. He concluded treaties of friendship, legally binding and tangible treaties, all of which are nailed to the walls of Jupiter Feretrius—go look at them, if you doubt me! It was only when those treaties were broken by the Gallic use of force that a Roman pilum was thrown, a Roman sword drawn. Read Gaius Caesar’s seven Commentaries—you can buy them at any bookshop! For it doesn’t seem as if you ever listened to them when they were sent to this august body in the form of official dispatches.”


  “You’re not worthy to call yourself a Scribonius Curio!” said Cato bitterly. “Traitor!”


  “I’m worthy enough, Marcus Cato, to want to see both sides of this business aired!” snapped Curio, frowning. “I didn’t veto for any other reason than that it became horribly clear to me that the junior consul and the rest of the boni will suffer no defense of a man who isn’t here to defend himself! I do not like the idea of punishing a man without permitting a defense. And it seems to me a worthy thing for a tribune of the plebs to see that justice is done. I repeat, Gaius Caesar was not the aggressor in Gaul of the Long-hairs.


  “As to those allegations that he recruited legions without the authority to do so, I would remind you that you yourselves sanctioned the recruitment of every one of those legions—and agreed to pay them!— as the seriousness of the situation in Gaul became steadily more apparent.”


  “After the fact!” shouted Ahenobarbus. “After the fact! And that at law does not constitute authorization!”


  “I beg to disagree, Lucius Domitius. What about the many thanksgivings this House voted Caesar? And did the Treasury ever complain that the riches Gaius Caesar poured into it were riches Rome neither sanctioned, wanted, or needed? Governments never have enough money, because governments don’t earn money—all they do is spend it.”


  Curio swung to look directly at Brutus, who visibly shrank. “I don’t see any evidence that the boni find the actions of their own adherents reprehensible, yet which kind of action would the majority of this House prefer—the direct, unvarnished and very legal reprisals of Gaius Caesar in Gaul, or the furtive, cruel and very illegal reprisals Marcus Brutus made upon the elders of the city of Salamis in Cyprus when they couldn’t pay the forty-eight percent compound interest Marcus Brutus’s minions demanded? I have heard that Gaius Caesar tried certain Gallic chieftains and executed them. I have heard that Gaius Caesar killed many Gallic chieftains on a battlefield. I have heard that Gaius Caesar cut off the hands of four thousand Gallic men who had warred hideously against Rome at Alesia and Uxellodunum. But nowhere have I heard that Gaius Caesar lent non-citizens money, then shut them up in their own meeting hall until they starved to death! Which is what Marcus Brutus did, this eminent exemplar of everything a young Roman senator ought to be!”


  “That is an infamy, Gaius Curio,” said Brutus between his teeth. “The elders of Salamis did not die at my instigation.”


  “But you know all about them, don’t you?”


  “Through the malicious letters of Cicero, yes!”


  Curio moved on. “As to the allegations that Caesar awarded the Roman citizenship illegally, show me where has he acted one scrap differently from our beloved but unconstitutional hero Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus? Or Gaius Marius before him? Or any one of many more provincial governors who established colonies? Who recruited men with the Latin Rights rather than the full citizenship? That is a grey area, Conscript Fathers, which cannot be said to have originated with Gaius Caesar. It has become a part of the mos maiorum to reward men owning the Latin Rights with full citizenship when they serve in Rome’s armies legally, faithfully, and very often heroically. Nor can any of Caesar’s legions be called mere auxiliary legions, filled with non-citizens! Every one of them has Roman citizens serving in it.”


  Gaius Marcellus Major sneered. “For someone who said this was not the time or the place to discuss the charges of treason which will be laid against Gaius Caesar the moment he lays down his imperium, Gaius Curio, you’ve spent a great many moments speaking as if you were leading Caesar’s defense at his trial!”


  “Yes, it must look that way,” said Curio briskly. “However, I will now move to the crux of the matter, Gaius Marcellus. It is contained in the letter which this body sent to Gaius Caesar early last year. Caesar had written to ask the Senate to treat him exactly as it had treated Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, who stood for his consulship without a colleague in absentia because he was at the time governing both the Spains as well as looking after Rome’s grain supply. Certainly, no trouble! cried the Conscript Fathers, gladly endorsing one of the most blatantly unconstitutional measures ever conceived in the fertile minds of this House and pushed with indecent haste through a poorly attended tribal assembly! But for Gaius Caesar, Pompeius Magnus’s equal in all respects, this House could find nothing better to say than eat shit, Caesar!”


  The doughty little terrier showed his teeth. “I will tell you what I intend to do, Conscript Fathers. Namely, I will continue to exercise my veto in the matter of Gaius Caesar’s governorships of his provinces until the Senate of Rome agrees to treat Gaius Caesar exactly the way it is pleased to treat Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. I will retract my veto on one condition: that whatever is done to Gaius Caesar is also done at one and the same moment to Gnaeus Pompeius! If this House strips Gaius Caesar of his imperium, his provinces and his army, then this House must in the same breath strip Gnaeus Pompeius of his imperium, his provinces and his army!”


  Now they were all sitting up! Pompey was actually staring at Curio instead of admiring his own statue, and the little band of consulars who were thought to have some allegiance to Caesar bore grins from ear to ear.


  “That’s telling them, Curio!” cried Lucius Piso.


  “Tace!” shouted Appius Claudius, who loathed Lucius Piso.


  “I move,” yelled Gaius Marcellus Major, “that Gaius Caesar be stripped of his imperium, his provinces and his army on this day! Stripped!”


  “I interpose my veto to that motion, junior consul, until you add to it that Gnaeus Pompeius be stripped of his imperium, his provinces and his army on this day! Stripped!”


  “This House decreed that it would treat the imposition of a veto on the subject of Gaius Caesar’s proconsulship as treason! You are a traitor, Curio, and I’ll see you die for it!”


  “I veto that too, Marcellus!”


  Paullus heaved himself to his feet. “Dismissed!” he roared. “The House is dismissed! Get out of here, all of you!”


  *


  Pompey sat on his stool without moving while the senators scuttled out of his curia, though he found no joy now in gazing at his own countenance on the curule dais. Nor, significantly, did Cato, Ahenobarbus, Brutus or any of the other boni make one overture toward him which he might have construed as a request to come and talk. Only Metellus Scipio joined him; when the egress was over, they left the dazzling chamber together.


  “I’m stunned,” said Pompey.


  “No more than I.”


  “What did I ever do to Curio?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Then why has he singled me out?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “He belongs to Caesar.” “We know that much now.”


  “He never did like me, though. He used to call me all kinds of nasty things when Caesar was consul, and then he kept it up after Caesar left for Gaul.”


  “He belonged to Publius Clodius before he sold himself to Caesar, we are all aware of that. And Clodius hated you then.”


  “Why did he pick on me?”


  “Because you’re Caesar’s enemy, Pompeius.”


  The bright blue eyes tried to widen in Pompey’s puffy face. “I am not Caesar’s enemy!” he said indignantly.


  “Rubbish. Of course you are.”


  “How can you say that, Scipio? You’re not famous for your brilliance.”


  “That’s true,” said Metellus Scipio, unruffled. “That’s why I said at first that I didn’t know why he singled you out. But then I worked it out. I remembered what Cato and Bibulus always used to say, that you’re jealous of Caesar’s ability. That in your most secret heart, you’re afraid he’s better than you are.”


  They had not left the Curia Pompeia through its outside doors, choosing instead to exit through a small door inside; using this put them in the peristyle of the villa Pompey had tacked onto his theater complex like, as Cicero said, a dinghy behind a yacht.


  The First Man in Rome bit his lips savagely and held on to his temper. Metellus Scipio always said exactly what he thought because he cared nothing for the good opinions of other men; one who was born a Cornelius Scipio and also had the blood of Aemilius Paullus in his veins did not need the good opinions of other men. Even of the First Man in Rome. For Metellus Scipio owned more than impeccable ancestries. He also owned the vast fortune which had come to him upon his adoption into the plebeian Caecilii Metelli.


  Yes. Well, it was true, though Pompey couldn’t voice that admission. There had been misgivings in the early years of Caesar’s career in Gaul of the Long-hairs, but Vercingetorix had confirmed them, set them in concrete form. Pompey had devoured the dispatch to the Senate which detailed the exploits of that year—his own year as consul for the third time, half of it without a colleague. Eclipsed. Not a military foot wrong. How consummately skilled the man was! How incredibly quickly he moved, how decided he was in his strategies, how flexible he was in his tactics. And that army of his! How did he manage to make his men worship him as a god? For they did, they did. He flogged them through six feet of snow, he wore them out, he asked them to starve for him, he took them out of their winter cantonments and made them work even harder. Oh, what fools the men were who attributed it to his generosity! Avaricious troops who fought purely for money were never prepared to die for their general, but Caesar’s troops were prepared to die for him a thousand times.


  I have never had that gift, though I thought I did back in the days when I called up my own Picentine clients and marched off to soldier for Sulla. I believed in myself then, and I believed my Picentine legionaries loved me. Maybe Spain and Sertorius took it out of me. I had to grind through that awful campaign, I had to see my troops die because of my own military blunders. Blunders he has never made. Spain and Sertorius taught me that numbers do count, that it’s prudent to have lots more weight than the enemy on a battlefield. I’ve never fought undermanned since. I never will fight undermanned again. But he does. He believes in himself; he is never shaken by doubt. He will breeze into a battle so outnumbered that it’s ludicrous. And yet he doesn’t waste men nor seek battles. He’d rather do it peacefully if he can. Then he’ll turn around and lop the hands off four thousand Gauls. Calling that a way to ensure a lasting cessation of hostilities. He’s probably right. How many men did he lose at Gergovia? Seven hundred? And he wept for it! In Spain I lost almost ten times that many in a single battle, but I couldn’t weep. Perhaps what I fear most is his frightening sanity. Even in the midst of that shocking temper he remains capable of real thought, of turning events to his advantage. Yes, Scipio is right. In my most secret heart I am afraid that Caesar is better than I am….


  His wife greeted them in the atrium, offering her cool cheek for a kiss, then beaming upon that monumental fool, her father. Oh, Julia, where are you? Why did you have to go? Why couldn’t this one be like you? Why did this one have to be so cold?


  “I didn’t think the meeting would end before sunset,” said Cornelia Metella, ushering them into the dining room, “but naturally I ordered enough dinner for all of us.”


  She was quite handsome, no disgrace in marrying her on that account. Her lustrous, thick brown hair was rolled into sausages which partly covered each ear, her mouth was full enough to be kissable, her breasts considerably plumper than Julia’s had been. And her grey eyes were widely spaced, if a trifle heavy-lidded. She had submitted to the marriage bed with commendable resignation, not a virgin because she had been married to Publius Crassus, yet not, he discovered, either experienced or ardent enough to want to learn to enjoy what men did to women. Pompey prided himself on his skills as a lover, but Cornelia Metella had defeated him. On the whole she evinced no distaste or displeasure, but six years of marriage to the deliciously responsive, easily aroused Julia had sensitized him in some peculiar way; the old Pompey would never have noticed, but the post-Julia Pompey was uncomfortably aware that a part of Cornelia Metella’s mind dwelled upon the foolishness of it while he kissed her breasts or pressed himself closely against her. And on the single occasion when he had wriggled his tongue inside her labia to provoke a genuine response, he had got that response: she reared back in outraged revulsion.


  “Don’t do that!” she snarled. “It’s disgusting!”


  Or perhaps, thought the post-Julia Pompey, it might have led to helpless delight; Cornelia Metella wished to own herself.


  *


  Cato walked home alone, longing for Bibulus. Without him, the boni ranks were thin, at least when it came to ability. The three Claudii Marcelli were good enough men, and this middle one showed great promise, but they lacked the years-long, passionate hatred of Caesar that Bibulus nursed and nurtured. Nor did they know Caesar the way Bibulus did. Cato could appreciate the reason behind the five-year law about governing provinces, but neither he nor Bibulus had realized that its first victim would be Bibulus himself. So there he was, stuck in Syria and saddled with none other than that pompous, self-righteous fool Cicero right next door in Cilicia. With whom Bibulus was expected to fight his wars in tandem. How did the Senate expect a team composed of a walking horse and a pack horse to pull the chariot of Mars satisfactorily? While Bibulus dealt capably with the Parthians through his bought minion, the Parthian nobleman Ornadapates, Cicero spent fifty-seven days besieging Pindenissus in eastern Cappadocia. Fifty-seven days! Fifty-seven days to secure the capitulation of a nothing! And in the same year that Caesar built twenty-five miles of fortifications and took Alesia in thirty days! The contrast was so glaring it was little wonder the Senate smiled when Cicero’s dispatch reached it. In forty-five days. Twelve days less to get a communication from eastern Cappadocia to Rome than consumed by the siege of Pindenissus!


  Cato let himself into his house. Since he had divorced Marcia he had seen little use for many servants, and after Porcia married Bibulus and moved out, he sold off more of them. Neither he nor his two tame live-in philosophers, Athenodorus Cordylion and Statyllus, had any interest in food beyond the fact that it was necessary to eat in order to live, so the kitchen was staffed by one man who called himself a cook and one lad who assisted him. A steward was a wasteful expenditure; Cato existed without one. There was a man to do the cleaning and the marketing (Cato checked all the figures and doled out the money personally), and the bit of laundry was sent out. All of which had reduced the household expenditures to ten thousand sesterces a year. Plus the wine, which tripled it despite the fact that the wine was second pressing and quite horribly vinegary. Irrelevant. Cato and his two philosophers bibbed for the effect, not the taste. Taste was an indulgence for wealthy men, men like Quintus Hortensius, who had married Marcia.


  The thought nudged, burned, prickled, wouldn’t vanish on this bitterly disappointing day. Marcia. Marcia. He could still remember the look of her in that first glance, when he had gone to the house of Lucius Marcius Philippus for dinner. Seven years ago, all save a couple of months. Elated at what he had managed to do for Rome as a result of that ghastly special command Publius Clodius had forced him to take, the annexation of Cyprus. Well, he had duly annexed Cyprus. Shrugged when informed that its Egyptian regent, Ptolemy the Cyprian, had committed suicide. Then proceeded to sell off all the treasures and works of art for good solid cash, and put the good solid cash into two thousand chests—seven thousand talents all told. Kept two sets of books, retaining one in his own custody and giving the other to his freedman Philargyrus. No one in the Senate was going to have any grounds for accusing Cato of sticky fingers! One or the other set of accounts would get to Rome intact, Cato was sure of it.


  He had pressed the royal fleet into service to take the two thousand chests of money home—why spend money hiring a fleet when there was one to hand? Then he devised a way to retrieve the chests should a ship sink during the voyage, by tying one hundred feet of rope to each chest and attaching a big chunk of cork to the end of each rope; if a ship should sink, the ropes would uncoil and the corks bob to the surface, enabling the chests to be pulled up and saved. As a further safeguard, he put Philargyrus and his set of accounts on a ship far removed from his own.


  The royal Cypriot ships were very pretty, but never intended to sail the open waters of Our Sea in places like Cape Taenarum at the bottom of the Peloponnese. They were undecked biremes sitting low in the water, two men to an oar, each owning a skimpy sail. This meant, of course, that there was no deck to impede the unwinding of those cork-ended ropes should a ship sink. But the weather was good, though marred by a calamitous storm as the fleet rounded the Peloponnese. Even so, only one ship sank: the ship bearing Philargyrus and the second set of account books. Searching a calm sea afterward revealed not one bobbing bit of cork, alas. Cato had severely underestimated the depth of the waters.


  Still, the loss of one ship among so many wasn’t bad. Cato and the rest sought shelter on Corcyra when another storm seemed likely to blow up. Unfortunately that beautiful isle could not provide roofs for a horde of unexpected visitors, who were obliged to pitch tents in the agora of the port village where they fetched up. True to the tenets of Stoicism, Cato elected a tent rather than avail himself of the richest citizen’s house. As it was very cold, the Cypriot sailors built a huge bonfire to keep warm. Up came the threatened gale; brands from the bonfire blew everywhere. Cato’s tent burned completely, and with it his set of accounts.


  Devastated at the loss, Cato realized he would never be able to prove that he hadn’t pilfered the profits of the annexation of Cyprus; perhaps because of that, he elected not to trust his money chests to the Via Appia. Instead he sailed his fleet around the Italian foot and up the west coast, made landfall at Ostia, and was able, his ships were so shallow-drafted, to sail up the Tiber right to the wharves of the Port of Rome.


  Most of Rome came to greet him, so novel was the sight; among the welcoming committee was the junior consul of that year, Lucius Marcius Philippus. Gourmet, bon vivant, Epicurean. All the things Cato most despised. But after Cato had personally supervised the porterage of those two thousand chests (the ship of Philargyrus had not held a great many) to the Treasury beneath the temple of Saturn, Cato accepted Philippus’s invitation to dinner.


  “The Senate,” said Philippus, greeting him at the door, “is consumed with admiration, my dear Cato. They have all kinds of honors for you, including the right to wear the toga praetexta on public occasions, and a public thanksgiving.”


  “No!” barked Cato loudly. “I will not accept honors for doing a duty clearly laid out in the terms of my command, so don’t bother to table them, let alone vote on them. I ask only that the slave Nicias, who was Ptolemy the Cyprian’s steward, be given his freedom and awarded the Roman citizenship. Without Nicias’s help I could not have succeeded in my task.”


  Philippus, a very handsome, dark man, was moved to blink, though not to argue. He led Cato into his exquisitely appointed dining room, ensconced him in the locus consularis position of honor on his own couch, and introduced him to his sons, lying together on the lectus imus. Lucius Junior was twenty-six, as dark as his father and even handsomer; Quintus was twenty-three, less inspiring in coloring and looks.


  Two chairs were set on the far side of the lectus medius couch where Philippus and Cato reclined, the low table which would bear the food separating chairs from couch.


  “You may not know,” drawled Philippus, “that I have remarried fairly recently.”


  “Have you?” asked Cato, ill at ease; he hated these socially obligatory dinners, for they always seemed to comprise people he had nothing in common with, from political to philosophical leanings.


  “Yes. Atia, the widow of my dear friend Gaius Octavius.”


  “Atia… Who’s she?”


  Philippus laughed heartily; his two sons grinned. “If a woman is neither a Porcia nor a Domitia, Cato, you never know who she is! Atia is the daughter of Marcus Atius Balbus from Aricia, and the younger of Gaius Caesar’s two sisters.”


  Feeling the skin of his jaw tighten, Cato produced a rictus of a smile. “Caesar’s niece,” he said.


  “That’s right, Caesar’s niece.”


  Cato strove to be polite. “Whose is the other chair?”


  “My only daughter’s. Marcia. My youngest chick.”


  “Not old enough yet to be married, obviously.”


  “As a matter of fact, she’s fully eighteen. She was engaged to young Publius Cornelius Lentulus, but he died. I haven’t yet decided on another husband.”


  “Does Atia have children by Gaius Octavius?”


  “Two, a girl and a boy. And a stepdaughter as well, Octavius’s by an Ancharia,” said Philippus.


  At which moment the two women came in, a telling contrast in beauty. Atia was a typical Julian, golden-haired and blue-eyed, with a distinct look of Gaius Marius’s wife about her and striking grace of movement; Marcia was black-haired and black-eyed, and very much resembled her older brother. Who never took his gaze away from his father’s wife, had Cato noticed.


  Cato didn’t notice because he couldn’t take his gaze away from Philippus’s daughter, seated opposite him on her stiff straight chair, her hands folded demurely in her lap. Her eyes were fixed with equal intensity upon Cato.


  They looked at each other and fell in love, something Cato had never believed could happen, nor Marcia believed would happen to her. Marcia recognized it for what it was; Cato did not.


  She smiled at him, revealing brilliantly white teeth. “What a wonderful thing you’ve done, Marcus Cato,” she said as the first course was brought in.


  Normally Cato would have despised the fare, upon which Marcia’s father had expended considerable thought: sniffed baby cuttlefish, quail’s eggs, gigantic olives imported from Further Spain, smoked baby eels, oysters brought live in a tank-cart from Baiae, crabs from the same source, little shrimps in a creamy garlic sauce, the finest virgin olive oil, crunchy bread hot from the oven.


  “I haven’t done anything except my duty,” said Cato in a voice he hadn’t known he possessed, soft, almost caressing. “Rome deputed me to annex Cyprus, and I have done so.”


  “But with such honesty, such care,” she said, eyes adoring.


  He blushed deeply, dipped his head and concentrated upon eating the oysters and crabs, which were, he was forced to admit, absolutely delicious.


  “Do try the shrimps,” said Marcia, took his hand and guided it to the dish.


  Her touch enraptured him, the more so because he couldn’t do what prudence screamed at him to do—snatch the hand away. Instead he prolonged the contact by pretending the dish was elsewhere, and actually smiled at her.


  How enormously attractive he was! thought Marcia. That noble nose! What beautiful grey eyes, so stern and yet so luminous. Such a mouth! And that neatly cropped head of softly waving red-gold hair… broad shoulders, long graceful neck, not an ounce of superfluous flesh, long and well-muscled legs. Thank all the Gods that the toga was too clumsy to dine in, that men reclined clad only in a tunic!


  Cato gobbled shrimps, dying to pop one between her gorgeous lips, letting her keep on guiding his hand to the dish.


  And while all this was going on, the rest of Marcia’s family, startled and amused, exchanged glances and suppressed smiles. Not upon Marcia’s account; about her virtue and obedience no one thought to wonder, for she was extremely sheltered and would always do as she was told. No, it was Cato fascinated them. Who would ever have dreamed Cato could speak softly, or relish a woman’s touch? Only Philippus was old enough to remember the time not long before the war against Spartacus when Cato, a youth of twenty, had been so violently in love with Aemilia Lepida, Mamercus’s daughter who had married Metellus Scipio. But that, all of Rome had long ago assumed, had killed something in Cato, who married an Attilia when he was twenty-two and proceeded to treat her with cold, harsh indifference. Then, because Caesar had seduced her, Cato had divorced her, cut her off from all contact with her daughter and son, whom he had reared in a house utterly devoid of women.


  “Let me wash your hands,” said Marcia as the first course was removed and the second course came in: roast baby lamb, roast baby chicken, a myriad of vegetables cooked with pine nuts or shaved garlic or crumbled cheese, roast pork in a peppery sauce, pork sausages patiently coated with layers of watered honey as they broiled gently enough not to burn.


  To Philippus, constrained because he was aware that his guest ate plainly, a pedestrian meal; to Cato, an indigestibly rich one. But for Marcia’s sake he ate of that and nibbled at this.


  “I hear,” said Cato, “that you have two stepsisters and one stepbrother.”


  Her face lit up. “Yes, aren’t I lucky?”


  “You like them, then.”


  “Who could not?” she asked innocently.


  “Which one is your favorite?”


  “Oh, that’s easy,” she said warmly. “Little Gaius Octavius.”


  “And how old is he?”


  “Six, going on sixty.”


  And Cato actually laughed, not his habitual neigh but quite an attractive chuckle. “A delightful child, then.”


  She frowned, considering that. “No, not at all delightful, Marcus Cato. I’d call him fascinating. At least, that’s the adjective my father uses. He’s very cool and composed, and he never stops thinking. Everything is picked apart, analyzed, weighed in his balance.” She paused, then added, “He’s very beautiful.”


  “Then he takes after his great-uncle Gaius Caesar,” said Cato, harshness creeping into his voice for the first time.


  She noticed it. “In some ways, yes. The intellect is very formidable. But he isn’t universally gifted, and he’s lazy when it comes to learning. He hates Greek, and won’t try at it.”


  “Meaning Gaius Caesar is universally gifted.”


  “Well, I think that’s generally conceded,” she said pacifically.


  “Where are young Gaius Octavius’s gifts, then?”


  “In his rationality,” she said. “In his lack of fear. In his self-confidence. In his willingness to take risks.”


  “Then he is like his great-uncle.”


  Marcia giggled. “No,” she said. “He is more like himself.”


  The main course departed, and Philippus grew gastronomically animated. “Marcus Cato,” he said, “I have a brand-new dessert for you to try!” He eyed the salads, raisin-filled pastries, honey-soaked cakes, huge variety of cheeses, and shook his head. “Ah!” he cried then; the brand-new dessert appeared, a pale yellow chunk of what might have passed for cheese, save that it was borne upon a platter tucked inside another big plate loaded with—snow?


  “It’s made on the Mons Fiscellus, and in another month you wouldn’t have been able to taste it. Honey, eggs and the cream off milk from two-year-old ewes, churned inside a barrel inside a bigger barrel lined with salted snow, then galloped all the way to Rome packed in more snow. I call it Mons Fiscellus ambrosia.”


  Perhaps discussing Caesar’s great-nephew had left a sour taste in Cato’s mouth; he declined it, and not even Marcia could persuade him to taste it.


  Soon after that the two women retired. Cato’s pleasure in this visit to a den of Epicureans dimmed immediately; he began to feel nauseated, and in the end was obliged to seek the latrine to vomit discreetly. How could people live so sybaritically? Why, even the Philippus latrine was luxurious! Though, he admitted, it was very nice to be able to avail himself of a little jet of cool water to rinse out his mouth and wash his hands afterward.


  On the way back down the colonnade in the direction of the dining room he passed an open door.


  “Marcus Cato!”


  He stopped, peered inside to see her waiting.


  “Come in for a moment, please.”


  That was absolutely forbidden by every social rule Rome owned. But Cato went in.


  “I just wanted to tell you how much I enjoyed your company,” said Marcia, limpid gaze fixed not on his eyes but on his mouth.


  Oh, unbearable! Intolerable! Watch my eyes, Marcia, not my mouth, or I’ll have to kiss you! Don’t do this to me!


  The next moment, how he didn’t know, she was in his arms and the kiss was real—more real than any kiss he had ever experienced, but that wasn’t saying much beyond indicating the depth of his self-inflicted starvation. Cato had kissed only two women, Aemilia Lepida and Attilia, and Attilia only rarely, and never with genuine feeling. Now he found a pair of soft yet muscular lips clinging to his own with a sensuous pleasure made manifest in the way she melted against him, sighed, coiled her tongue around his, pulled his hand up to her breast.


  Gasping, Cato wrenched himself away from her and fled.


  He went home so confused that he couldn’t remember which door on that narrow Palatine alley of a hundred doors was his, his empty stomach churning, her kiss invading his mind until he could think of nothing except the fabulous feel of her in his arms.


  Athenodorus Cordylion and Statyllus were waiting for him in the atrium, agog to discover what dinner at the house of Philippus had been like, the food, the company, the conversation.


  “Go away!” he shouted, and bolted for his study.


  Where he walked the floor until morning dawned without one gulp of wine. He didn’t want to care. He didn’t want to love. Love was an entrapment, a torment, a disaster, an endless horror. All those years of loving Aemilia Lepida, and what had happened? She preferred an over-bred moron like Metellus Scipio. But Aemilia Lepida and that adolescent love founded in the senses were nothing. Nothing compared to the love he had borne for his brother Caepio, who died alone and waiting for Cato to come, who died without a hand to hold or a friend to comfort him. The agony of living on without Caepio there—the ghastly spiritual amputation—the tears—the desolation which never went away, even now, eleven long years later. An all-pervasive love of any kind was a betrayal of mind, of control, of the ability to deny weakness, to live a selfless life. And it led to a grief he knew himself too old now to bear again, for he was thirty-seven, not twenty, not twenty-seven.


  Yet as soon as the sun was high enough he donned a fresh, chalk-whitened toga and returned to the house of Lucius Marcius Philippus, there to request the hand of Philippus’s daughter in marriage. Hoping against hope that Philippus would say no.


  Philippus said yes.


  “It gives me a foot in both camps,” the unashamed voluptuary said cheerfully, wringing Cato’s hand. “Married to Caesar’s niece and guardian of his great-nephew, yet father-in-law to Cato. What a perfect state of affairs! Perfect!”


  The marriage had been perfect too, except that the sheer joy of it gnawed at Cato perpetually. He didn’t deserve it; it could not possibly be a right act to wallow in something so intensely intimate. He had received absolute proof that Philippus’s daughter was a virgin on her wedding night, but where did she get that power and passion from, that knowledge? For Cato knew nothing of women, had no idea how much or how little girls learned from conversation, erotic murals, Priapic objects scattered around their homes, noises and glimpses through doors, sophisticated older brothers. Nor did it edify him to know that he was helpless against her wiles, that the violence of his feelings for her ruled him completely. Marcia was a bride straight from the hands of Venus, but Cato came from the iron claws of Dis.


  So when, two years after the marriage, senile old Hortensius had come around begging to espouse Cato’s daughter or one of Cato’s nieces, he hadn’t taken umbrage at Hortensius’s incredible final demand: that he be permitted to marry Cato’s wife. Suddenly Cato saw the only way out of his torment, the only way he could prove to himself that he did own himself. He would give Marcia to Quintus Hortensius, a disgusting old lecher who would insult her flesh in unspeakable ways, who would fart and dribble in the throes of his addiction to ecstatics and priceless vintage wines, who would compel her to fellate his limpness into some sort of rigidity, whose toothlessness, hairlessness and inelastic body would revolt her, his darling Marcia whom he couldn’t bear to see hurt or made unhappy. How could he sentence her to that fate? Yet he had to, or go mad.


  He did it. He actually did it. The gossip was wrong; Cato took not one sestertius from Hortensius, though of course Philippus had accepted millions.


  “I am divorcing you,” he said to her in his loudest, brassiest voice, “and then I’m going to marry you to Quintus Hortensius. I expect you to be a good wife to him. Your father has agreed.”


  She had stood absolutely erect, wide eyes full of unshed tears, then reached out and touched his cheek very gently, with so much love.


  “I understand, Marcus,” she said. “I do understand. I love you. I will love you beyond death.”


  “I don’t want you to love me!” he howled, fists clenched. “I want peace, I want to be left alone, I don’t want anyone loving me, I don’t want to be loved beyond death! Go to Hortensius and learn to hate me!”


  But all she did was smile.


  *


  And that had been almost four years ago. Four years during which the pain had never left him, never lessened by one iota. He still missed her as acutely as he had on her wedding night in Hortensius’s bed, still endured the visions of what Hortensius did to her or asked her to do to him. Still could hear her saying that she understood, that she would love him beyond death. That alone said she knew him down to his very marrow, and that she loved him enough to consent to a punishment she didn’t deserve, could not deserve. All so he could prove to himself that he could live without her. That he was capable of denying himself ecstasy.


  Why was he thinking of her on a day when he ought to be thinking of Curio, of Caesar’s despicable victory? Why did he long to have her there, to bury his face in her breasts, make love to her for half of what was going to be an unendurably sleepless night? Why was he avoiding Athenodorus Cordylion and Statyllus? He poured himself a huge goblet of unwatered wine and drank it down at one gulp; but the worst of it was that he drank so much these Marcia-less days that the wine never had enough effect in a short enough time to dull the ache.


  Someone began banging on the front door. Cato hunched his head into his shoulders and tried to ignore it, willing Athenodorus Cordylion or Statyllus to answer it, or one of the three servants. But the servants were probably down in the kitchen area at the back of the peristyle, and obviously his two philosophers were sulking because he had gone straight to his study and bolted its door. The wine went down on the desk; Cato got to his feet and went to answer that insistent tattoo.


  “Oh, Brutus,” he said, and held the door wide. “I suppose you want to come in.”


  “I wouldn’t otherwise be here, Uncle Cato.”


  “I wish you were anywhere but here, nevvy.”


  “It must be wonderful to have a reputation for unapologetic rudeness,” said Brutus, entering the study. “I’d give a great deal to emulate it.”


  Cato grinned sourly. “Not with your mother, you wouldn’t. She’d shell your balls out.”


  “She did that years ago.” Brutus poured himself wine, looked vainly for water, shrugged and sipped, grimacing. “I wish you’d spend a little of your money on decent wine.”


  “I don’t drink it to flute my appreciation and flutter my eyelashes, I drink it to get drunk.”


  “It’s so vinegary your stomach must be like rotting cheese.”


  “My stomach’s in better condition than yours, Brutus. I didn’t have pimples at thirty-three. Or eighteen, for that matter.”


  “It’s no wonder you lost at the consular elections,” said Brutus, wincing.


  “People don’t like to hear the naked truth, but I have no intention of ceasing to tell it.”


  “I realize that, Uncle.”


  “Anyway, what brings you?”


  “Today’s debacle in the Curia Pompeia.”


  Cato sneered. “Pah! Curio will crumble.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he produced a reason for his veto.”


  “There’s always a reason behind a veto. Curio was bought.”


  Oh, thought Brutus to himself, I see why we don’t function as well when Bibulus is away! Here am I trying to fill Bibulus’s shoes, and failing miserably. As I do at most things except the making of money, and I don’t know why I have a talent for that.


  He tried again. “Uncle, to dismiss Curio as a bought man isn’t clever because it isn’t relevant. What is relevant is Curio’s reason for the veto. Brilliant! When Caesar sent that letter asking to be treated in the same way as Pompeius, and we refused, we gave Curio his ammunition.”


  “How could we agree to treat Caesar identically to Pompeius? I detest Pompeius, but he’s infinitely more able than Caesar. He’s been a force since the days of Sulla and his career is larded with honors, special commands, highly profitable wars. He doubled our income,” said Cato stubbornly.


  “That was ten years ago, and in those ten years Caesar has eclipsed him in the eyes of the Plebs and the People. The Senate may run foreign policy, apportion out foreign commands and have the final word in every military decision, but the Plebs and the People matter. They like Caesar— no, they adore Caesar.”


  “I’m not responsible for their stupidity!” snapped Cato.


  “Nor I, Uncle. But the fact remains that in proposing to lift his veto the moment the Senate agreed to treat Pompeius in exactly the same way as Caesar, Curio scored an immense victory. He maneuvered those of us who oppose Caesar into the wrong. He made us look petty. He made it seem that our motives are founded purely in jealousy.”


  “That isn’t so, Brutus.”


  “Then what does drive the boni?”


  “Ever since I entered the Senate fourteen years ago, Brutus, I’ve seen Caesar for what he really is,” said Cato soberly. “He’s Sulla! He wants to be King of Rome. And I vowed then that I would exert every fiber of my being to prevent his attaining the position and the power which would enable him to achieve his ambition. To gift Caesar with an army is suicide. But we gifted him with three legions, thanks to Publius Vatinius. And what did Caesar do? He enlisted more legions without our consent. He even managed to pay them, and keep on paying them until the Senate broke down.”


  “I have heard,” Brutus offered, “that he took an enormous bribe from Ptolemy Auletes when he was consul and secured a decree confirming Auletes in his tenure of the throne of Egypt.”


  “Oh, that’s a fact,” said Cato bitterly. “I interviewed Ptolemy Auletes when he visited Rhodes after the Alexandrians threw him off the throne—you were convalescing in Pamphylia at the time, rather than being of use to me.”


  “No, Uncle, I was in Cyprus doing your preliminary culling of Ptolemy the Cyprian’s treasures at the time,” Brutus said. “You terminated my illness yourself, don’t you remember?”


  “Well, anyway,” said Cato, shrugging this reproach off, “Ptolemy Auletes came to see me in Lindos. I advised him to go back to Alexandria and make peace with his people. I told him that if he went on to Rome he’d only lose more thousands of talents in useless bribes. But of course he didn’t listen. He went on to Rome, squandered a fortune in bribes, and got nowhere. But one thing he did tell me—that he paid Caesar six thousand gold talents for those two decrees. Of which Caesar kept four thousand. Marcus Crassus got a thousand, and Pompeius got a thousand. Out of those four thousand gold talents, ably managed by that loathesome Spaniard Balbus, Caesar equipped and paid his illegally recruited legions.”


  “Where are you going?” asked Brutus plaintively.


  “Into my reasons why I vowed never to let Caesar have command of an army. I didn’t succeed because Caesar ignored the Senate and had four thousand gold talents to spend on an army. With the result that he now has eleven legions and control of all the provinces which ring Italia around—Illyricum, Italian Gaul, the Province, and the new province of Gallia Comata. He will bring down the Republic about our ears unless we stop him, Brutus!”


  “I wish I could agree, Uncle, but I don’t. Say the word Caesar and you over-react. Besides, Curio has found the perfect lever. He has undertaken to remove his veto on terms which will sound extremely reasonable to the Plebs, the People, and at least half the Senate. Make Pompeius step down in one and the same moment as Caesar.”


  “But we can’t!” Cato yelled. “Pompeius is a Picentine oaf. He has designs on pre-eminence which I can’t condone, but he doesn’t have the blood to become King of Rome. Which means that Pompeius and his army are our only defense against Caesar. We can’t agree to Curio’s terms, nor let the Senate agree.”


  “I understand that, Uncle. But in stopping its happening, we’re going to look very small and vindictive. And we may not, even then, succeed.”


  Cato’s face twisted into a grin. “Oh, we’ll succeed!”


  “What if Caesar personally confirms that he will step down in the same moment as Pompeius?”


  “I imagine he’ll do just that. But it doesn’t matter one little bit. Because Pompeius will never consent to step down.”


  Cato poured himself another goblet of wine and drained it, while Brutus sat, frowning, his own untouched.


  “Don’t you dare say I drink too much!” snapped Cato, seeing the frown.


  “I wasn’t going to,” said Brutus with dignity.


  “Then why the disapproving look?”


  “I was thinking.” Brutus paused, then looked at his uncle very directly. “Hortensius is very ill.”


  The indrawn breath was clearly audible. Cato stiffened. “What has that to do with me?”


  “He’s asking for you.”


  “Let him ask.”


  “Uncle, I think you must see him.”


  “He’s no relation of mine.”


  “But,” said Brutus with considerable courage, “four years ago you did him a great favor.”


  “I did him no favor in giving him Marcia.”


  “He thinks so. I’ve just come from his bedside.”


  Cato rose to his feet. “All right, then. I’ll go now. You can come with me.”


  “I should go home,” said Brutus timidly. “My mother will be wanting a report on the meeting.”


  The reddened, swollen grey eyes flashed. “My half sister,” said Cato, “is a political amateur. Don’t feed her information she will inevitably misinterpret. And probably write off to tell her lover, Caesar, all about.”


  Brutus emitted a peculiar noise. “Caesar has been away for a great many years, Uncle.”


  Cato stopped in his tracks. “Does that mean what I think it does, Brutus?”


  “Yes. She’s intriguing with Lucius Pontius Aquila.”


  “Who?”


  “You heard me.”


  “He’s young enough to be her son!”


  “Oh, definitely,” said Brutus dryly. “He’s three years my junior. But that hasn’t stopped her. The goings-on are absolutely scandalous. Or they would be if they were generally known.”


  “Then let us hope,” said Cato, opening the front door, “that they don’t become generally known. She managed to keep Caesar a deep dark secret for years.”


  The house of Quintus Hortensius Hortalus was one of the most beautiful residences on the Palatine, and one of the largest. It stood on what had once been the unfashionable side, looking over the Vallis Murcia and the Circus Maximus to the Aventine Mount, and it actually possessed grounds as well as a peristyle garden. In these grounds were the sumptuous marble pools housing Hortensius’s darlings, his fish.


  Cato had never been to his house since his marriage to Marcia; the constant invitations to dine were rejected, the invitations to pop round and taste a particularly fine vintage were rejected. What if, during one of these visits, he should set eyes on Marcia?


  Now it couldn’t be avoided. Hortensius had to be in his early seventies at least; due to the years of war between Sulla and Carbo followed by Sulla’s dictatorship, Hortensius had come very late to his praetorship and consulship. Perhaps because of this exasperating hiatus in his political career, he had begun to abuse himself in the name of pleasure, and ended in permanently addling what had been a fine intellect.


  But the vast, echoing atrium was empty save for servants when Cato and Brutus walked in. Nor was there a sign of Marcia as they were conducted to Hortensius’s “reclining chamber,” as he called the room too like a woman’s boudoir to be a study, yet too diurnal to be a sleeping room. Striking frescoes adorned its otherwise austere walls, not erotic art. Hortensius had chosen to reproduce the wall paintings in the ruined palace of King Minos on Crete. Wasp-waisted, kilt-clad men and women with long black curls leaped on and off the backs of oddly peaceful bulls, swung from their curving horns like acrobats. No trace of green or red: blues, browns, white, black, yellows. His taste was impeccable in everything. How much Hortensius must have relished Marcia!


  The room stank of age, excrement and that indefinable odor which heralds the imminence of death. There upon a great bed, lacquered in the Egyptian manner in blues and yellows reflecting the colors in the murals, lay Quintus Hortensius Hortalus, long ago the undisputed ruler of the law courts.


  He had shrunk to something resembling the description in Herodotus of an Egyptian mummy, hairless, desiccated, parchmented. But the rheumy eyes recognized Cato immediately; he stuck out a liver-spotted claw and grasped Cato’s hand with surprising strength.


  “I’m dying,” he said piteously.


  “Death comes to all of us,” said the master of tact.


  “I am so afraid of it!”


  “Why?” asked Cato blankly.


  “What if some of the Greeks are right, and agony awaits me?”


  “The fate of Sisyphus and Ixion, you mean?”


  The toothless gums showed; Hortensius had not quite lost his sense of humor. “I’m not very good at rolling boulders uphill.”


  “Sisyphus and Ixion offended the Gods, Hortensius. You have merely offended men. That’s not a crime worthy of Tartarus.”


  “Isn’t it? Don’t you think the Gods require that we treat men the way we treat them?”


  “Men are not gods, therefore the answer to that is no.”


  “All of us have a black horse as well as a white horse to draw the chariot of the soul,” said Brutus in a soothing voice.


  Hortensius giggled. “That’s the trouble, Brutus. Both my horses have been black.” He twisted to look at Cato, who had moved away. “I wanted to see you to thank you,” he said.


  “Thank me? Why?”


  “For Marcia. Who has given me more happiness than an old and sinful man deserves. The most dutiful and considerate of wives…” His eyes rolled, wandered. “I was married to Lutatia—Catulus’s sister, you know. Do you know? Had my children by her…. She was very strong, very opinionated. Unsympathetic. My fish… She despised my beautiful fish…. I could never make her see the pleasure in watching them cruise the water so tranquilly, so very gracefully…. But Marcia liked to watch my fish too. I suppose she still does. Yesterday she brought me Paris, my favorite fish, in a rock-crystal tank….”


  But Cato had had enough. He leaned forward to kiss those awful, stringy lips, for that was a right act. “I have to go, Quintus Hortensius,” he said, straightening. “Don’t fear death. It is a mercy. It can be the preferable alternative to life. It is gentle, of that I am sure, though the manner of its coming may be painful. We do what is required of us, and then we are at peace. But make sure your son is here to hold your hand. No one should die alone.”


  “I would rather hold your hand,” said Hortensius. “You are the greatest Roman of them all.”


  “Then,” said Cato, “I will hold your hand when the time comes.”


  *


  Curio’s popularity in the Forum zoomed at exactly the same rate as his popularity in the Senate plummeted. He would not retract his veto, especially after he read out a letter from Caesar to the House, stating that Caesar would be happy to relinquish his imperium, his provinces and his army if Pompey the Great relinquished his imperium, provinces and army at one and the same moment. Pushed to it, Pompey had no other choice than to declare that Caesar’s demand was intolerable, that he couldn’t lower himself to oblige a man who was defying the Senate and People of Rome.


  Which statement allowed Curio to allege that Pompey’s refusal meant that it was really Pompey who had designs on the State—Caesar was willing, and didn’t that mean Caesar was behaving like a faithful servant of the State? And what was all this about having designs on the State? What sort of designs?


  “Caesar intends to overthrow the Republic and make himself the King of Rome!” cried Cato, tried beyond silent endurance. “He will use that army of his to march upon Rome!”


  “Rubbish!” said Curio scornfully. “It’s Pompeius you ought to be worried about, not Caesar. Caesar is willing to step down, but Pompeius is not. Therefore which of them intends to use his army to overthrow the State? Why, Pompeius, of course!”


  And so it went through one meeting of the Senate after another; March ended, April began and ended, and still Curio maintained his veto, unintimidated by the wildest threats of trial or death. Wherever he went he was cheered deliriously, which meant that no one dared to arrest him, let alone try him for treason. He had become a hero. Pompey, on the other hand, was beginning to look more and more a villain, and the boni more and more a lot of jealous bigots. While Caesar was beginning to look more and more the victim of a boni conspiracy to set Pompey up as Rome’s Dictator.


  Furious at this turn in public opinion, Cato had written to Bibulus in Syria almost every day, begging for advice; he received no reply until the last day of April:


  Cato, my dear father-in-law and even dearer friend, I will try to bend my mind to finding a solution for your dilemma, but events here have overwhelmed me. My eyes run tears, my thoughts return constantly to the loss of my two sons. They are dead, Cato, murdered in Alexandria.


  You know, of course, that Ptolemy Auletes died in May of last year, well before I arrived in Syria. His eldest living daughter, Cleopatra, ascended the throne at seventeen years of age. Because the throne goes through the female line but cannot be held by a female alone, she is required to marry a close male relative—brother, first cousin or uncle. That keeps the royal blood untainted, though there is no doubt that Cleopatra’s blood is not pure. Her mother was the daughter of King Mithridates of Pontus, whereas the mother of her younger sister and her two younger brothers was the half sister of Ptolemy Auletes.


  Oh, I must strive to keep my mind on this! Perhaps I need to talk it out, and there is no one here of proper rank or boni persuasion to lend an ear. Whereas you are the father of my beloved wife, my friend almost forever, and the first one to whom I send this dreadful news.


  When I arrived in Antioch I sent young Gaius Cassius Longinus packing—a very arrogant, cocksure young man. But would you believe he had the temerity to do what Lucius Piso did in Macedonia at the end of his governorship? He paid out his army! Maintaining that the Senate had confirmed his tenure as governor by not sending a replacement, and that this fact endowed him with all the rights, prerogatives and perquisites of a governor! Yes, Cassius paid out and discharged the men of his two legions before skipping off with every last scrap of Marcus Crassus’s plunder. Including the gold from the great temple in Jerusalem and the solid gold statue of Atargatis from her temple at Bambyce.


  With the Parthian threat looming (Cassius had defeated Pacorus, son of King Orodes of the Parthians, in an ambush, and the Parthians had gone home in consequence, but that did not last long), the only troops I had were the legion I brought with me from Italia. A sorry lot, as you well know. Caesar was recruiting madly, taking advantage of Pompeius’s law requiring all men between seventeen and forty to serve their time in the legions, and for reasons which elude me completely those compelled to join up all preferred Caesar to Bibulus. I had to resort to pressing. So this one legion of mine was not in a mood to fight the Parthians.


  I decided that for the time being my best tactic was to attempt to undermine the Parthian cause from within, so I bought a Parthian nobleman, Ornadapates, and set him to whisper in the ear of King Orodes that his beloved son Pacorus had designs upon his throne. As a matter of fact, I have recently learned that it worked. Orodes executed Pacorus. Eastern kings are very sensitive about overthrow from within the family.


  But before I knew my ploy was successful, I fretted myself into a constant state of blinding headaches because I had no decent army to protect my province. Then the Idumaean prince Antipater, who stands very high at the Jewish court of Hyrcanus, suggested that I recall the legion Aulus Gabinius left in Egypt after he reinstated Ptolemy Auletes on his throne. These, he said, were the most veteran soldiers Rome owned, for they were the last of the Fimbriani, the men who went east with Flaccus and Fimbria to deal with Mithridates on Carbo and Cinna’s behalf. They were seventeen then, and during the years since they had fought for Fimbria, Sulla, Murena, Lucullus, Pompeius and Gabinius. Thirty-four years. And that, said Antipater, made them fifty-one years old. Not too old to fight, especially given their unparalleled experience in the field. They were well settled outside Alexandria, but they were not the property of Egypt. They were Romans and still under the authority of Rome.


  Thus in February of this year I endowed my sons Marcus and Gnaeus with a propraetorian imperium and sent them to Alexandria to see Queen Cleopatra (her husband, her brother called Ptolemy XIII, is only nine years old) and demand that she give up the legion of Gabiniani forthwith. It would be excellent experience for them, I thought, a trifling mission in one way, yet in another way, an important diplomatic coup. Rome has had no official congress with the new ruler of Egypt; my sons would be the first.


  They journeyed overland to Egypt because neither of them is comfortable upon the sea. They had six lictors each and a squadron of Galatian cavalry whom Cassius had failed to detach from duty in Syria. Antipater met them near Lake Gennesarus and personally escorted them through the Jewish kingdom, then left them to their own devices at Gaza, the border. Shortly after the beginning of March they arrived in Alexandria.


  Queen Cleopatra received them very graciously. I had a letter from Marcus which didn’t reach me until after I learned of his death—what a nightmarish ordeal that is, Cato! To read the words of a beloved child who is dead. He was most impressed with the girl Queen, a little wisp of a creature with a face only youth made attractive, for she has, Marcus said, a nose to rival yours. Not an endowment for a female, though noble on a male. She spoke, he said, perfect Attic Greek, and was clad in the dress of Pharaoh—a huge tall crown in two parts, white inside red; a gown of finely pleated, diaphanous white linen; and a fabulous jeweled collar ten inches wide. She even wore a false beard made of gold and blue enamel like a rounded braid. In one hand she bore a scepter like a little shepherd’s crook, and in the other a fly swish of supple white linen threads with a jeweled handle. The flies in Syria and Egypt are a constant torment.


  Queen Cleopatra agreed at once to free the Gabiniani from garrison duty at Alexandria. The days when it might have been necessary, she said, were long over. So my sons rode out to the Gabiniani camp, which was located beyond the eastern or Canopic Gate of the city. Where they found what was really a little town; the Gabiniani had all married local girls and gone into business as smiths, carpenters and stonemasons. Of military activity there was none.


  When Marcus, who acted as spokesman, informed them that they were being recalled by the governor of Syria to duty in Syria, they refused to go! Refusal, said Marcus, was not an alternative. Sufficient ships had been hired and were waiting in the Eunostus Harbor at Alexandria; under Roman law and with the permission of the Queen of Egypt, they were to pack their belongings at once and embark. The primipilus centurion, a villainous oaf, stepped forward and said they were not going back to service in a Roman army. Aulus Gabinius had discharged them after thirty years under the Eagles, and left them to enjoy their retirement right where they were. They had wives, children and businesses.


  Marcus grew angry. Gnaeus too. He ordered his lictors to arrest the Gabiniani spokesman, whereupon other centurions came forward and stood around the man. No, they said, they were retired, they would not leave. Gnaeus ordered his lictors to join Marcus’s and arrest the lot. But when the lictors attempted to lay hands on the men, they drew their swords. There was a fight, but neither my sons nor their lictors had weapons other than the bound fasces containing the axes, and the Galatian cavalry had been left in Alexandria to enjoy a few days’ leave.


  Thus died my sons and their lictors. Queen Cleopatra acted immediately. She had General Achillas of her own army round up the Gabiniani and cast the centurions in chains. My sons were given a State funeral, and their ashes placed in the most precious little urns I have ever seen. She sent my sons’ ashes and the Gabiniani leaders to me in Antioch together with a letter accepting full responsibility for the tragedy. She would wait, she said, humbly upon my decision as to what to do with Egypt. Whatever I wished would be done, even if that included the arrest of her own person. She ended by saying that the enlisted Gabiniani men were loaded onto the ships and would arrive soon in Antioch.


  I sent the Gabiniani centurions back to her, explaining that she was more disinterested and would therefore judge them impartially, for I could not. And absolved her of any malicious intent. I believe that she executed the primipilus and pilus prior centurions, but that General Achillas stole the rest of them to stiffen the Egyptian army. The rankers, as she had promised, arrived in Antioch, where I have put them back under stern Roman military discipline. Queen Cleopatra had, at her own expense, hired extra ships and sent their wives, children and property too. After thinking about it, I decided that it would be wise to permit the Gabiniani to have their Egyptian families. I am not a sympathetic man, but my sons are dead, and I am no Lucullus.


  As to Rome, Cato, I think that it is futile to go on encouraging Curio in the Senate. The longer the battle there goes on, the greater will his reputation be outside the Senate. Including among the senior knights of the Eighteen, whose support we desperately need. Therefore I think the boni will be wiser to decree a postponement of the discussion about Caesar’s provinces. For long enough to let the fickle memories of the Plebs and People forget how heroic Curio has been. Postpone discussion of Caesar’s provinces until the Ides of November. Curio will resume his obstructive tactics and veto yet again, but a month after that date he goes out of office. And Caesar will never get another tribune of the plebs to equal Gaius Scribonius Curio. He will be stripped of everything in December, and we can send Lucius Ahenobarbus to relieve him immediately. All that Curio will have done for him is to postpone the inevitable. I don’t fear Caesar. He’s a highly constitutional man, not a natural outlaw like Sulla. I know you don’t agree with me there, but I have been Gaius Caesar’s colleague through aedile, praetor and consul, and though he has great courage, he is not comfortable without due process.


  Oh, I am feeling better. To have something to think about is some sort of anodyne for grief. And now I’m writing to you, I see you before my inner eyes, and I am comforted. But I must come home this year, Cato! I shiver in dread at the thought that the Senate might prorogue my command. Syria isn’t lucky for me; nothing good will happen here. My spies say the Parthians are going to return in the summer, but if I get a replacement, I’ll be gone before that. I must be gone!


  Little though I like or esteem him, I sympathize with Cicero, who goes through the same ordeal. Two more reluctant governors than Cicero and me would be hard to find. Though he at least has enjoyed enough of a campaign to earn himself twelve million from the sale of slaves. My side of our joint campaign in the Amanus ranges yielded six goats, ten sheep and a headache so bad I went completely blind. Cicero has let Pomptinus go home, and intends to leave on the last day of Quinctilis whether he has a successor or not, provided that he has received no letter proroguing him. I may well follow his example. For though I do not fear that Caesar aims at a monarchy, I want to be there in the Senate to make sure that he is not permitted to stand for the consulship next year in absentia. I want to be prosecuting him for maiestas, make no mistake about that.


  As Brutus’s uncle and Servilia’s—yes, I know, half!—brother, perhaps you ought to know one of the stories Cicero is busily scribbling home to Atticus, Caelius and the Gods know who else. You must know the ghastly Publius Vedius, a knight as rich as he is vulgar. Well, Cicero encountered him on the road in Cilicia somewhere at the head of a bizarre and trumpery parade which included two chariots, one containing a dog-faced baboon tricked out in woman’s finery, both drawn by wild asses—an absolute disgrace for Rome. Anyway, due to a series of events with which I will not weary you, Vedius’s baggage was searched. And revealed the portraits of five extremely well known young Roman noblewomen, all married to some very haughty fellows. Including the wife of Manius Lepidus, and one of Brutus’s sisters. I presume that Cicero means Junia Prima, Vatia Isauricus’s wife, as Junia Secunda is married to Marcus Lepidus. Unless, of course, Vedius’s taste runs to cuckolding the Aemilii Lepidi. I leave it to you what to do about this story, but I warn you that it will be all over Rome very soon. Perhaps you could speak to Brutus, and he could speak to Servilia? Best she knows.


  I do feel better. In fact, this is the first time that I have passed some hours without weeping. Will you break the news of my sons to those who must know? Their mother, my first Domitia. It will almost kill her. To both the Porcias, Ahenobarbus’s wife and my wife. To Brutus.


  Look after yourself, Cato. I cannot wait to see your dear face.


  In the midst of reading Bibulus’s letter Cato began to feel a peculiar, crawling dread. The basis of it he couldn’t quite pin down, except that it had to do with Caesar. Caesar, Caesar, always and ever Caesar! A man whose luck was proverbial, who never put a foot wrong. What had Catulus said? Not to him, to someone else he couldn’t for the life of him remember… that Caesar was like Ulysses; that his life strand was so strong it frayed through all those it rubbed against. Knock him down, and up he sprang again like the dragon’s teeth planted in the field of death. Now Bibulus was stripped of his two eldest sons. Syria was, he said, unlucky for him. Could it be? No!


  Cato rolled up the letter, put his misgivings from him, and sent for the hapless Brutus. Who would have to deal with the faithlessness of his sister, the wrath of his mother, and the grief of Cato’s daughter, whom he would not see himself. Let Brutus do it. Brutus liked that sort of duty. He was to be seen at every single funeral; he had a deft touch with a condolence.


  *


  So it was that Brutus plodded from his own house to the house of Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, miserably conscious of his role as the bearer of bad tidings. When informed that Junia was being a naughty girl, Servilia simply shrugged and said that she was surely old enough by now to manage her own life on whatever terms she chose. When informed of the identity of the man with whom Junia was dallying, Servilia soared higher than Ararat. A worm like Publius Vedius? Roar! Screech! Drum the heels, grind the teeth, spit worse curses than the lowliest laborer in the Port of Rome! From indifference she passed to an outrage so awful that Brutus fled, leaving Servilia to stride around the corner to Vatia Isauricus’s house and confront her daughter. For the crime to Servilia was not adultery, but loss of dignitas. Young women with Junian fathers and patrician Servilian mothers did not gift lowborn mushrooms with access to their husbands’ property.


  He knocked on the door and was admitted to Bibulus’s house by the steward, a man whose snobbishness exceeded that of his master. When Brutus asked to see the lady Porcia, the steward looked down his long nose and pointed silently in the direction of the peristyle. He then walked away as if to say that he wanted nothing to do with the entire situation.


  Brutus had not seen Porcia since her wedding day two years ago, which was not an unusual state of affairs; on the many occasions when he had visited Bibulus, his wife was nowhere to be seen. Marriage to two Domitias, both of whom Caesar had seduced for no better reason than that he loathed Bibulus, had cured Bibulus of inviting his wife to dinner when he had male guests. Even if the male guest was his wife’s first cousin, and even if his male guest was as blameless of reputation as Brutus.


  As he walked toward the peristyle he could hear her loud, neighing laughter, and the much higher, lighter laughter of a child. They were galloping round the garden, Porcia handicapped by a blindfold. Her ten-year-old stepson frolicked about her, tugging her dress one moment, standing still and absolutely silent the next while she blundered within an inch of him, groping and giggling. Then he would laugh and dash away, and off she would go again in pursuit. Though, noted Brutus, the boy was considerate; he made no move toward the pool, into which Porcia might fall.


  Brutus’s heart twisted. Why hadn’t he been dowered with a big sister like this? Someone to play with, have fun with, laugh with? Or a mother like that? He knew some men who did have mothers like that, who still romped with them when provoked. What a delight it must be for young Lucius Bibulus to have a stepmother like Porcia. Dear, galumphing elephant Porcia.


  “Is anybody home?” he called from the colonnade.


  Both of them stopped, turned. Porcia pulled off her blindfold and whinnied with delight. Young Lucius following, she lolloped over to Brutus and enfolded him in a huge hug which took his feet off the terrazzo floor.


  “Brutus, Brutus!” she cried, putting him down. “Lucius, this is my cousin Brutus. Do you know him?”


  “Yes,” said Lucius, clearly not as enthusiastic at Brutus’s arrival as his stepmother was.


  “Ave, Lucius,” said Brutus, smiling to reveal that he had beautiful teeth and that the smile, were it located in a less off-putting face, possessed a winning, spontaneous charm. “I’m sorry to spoil your fun, but I must talk to Porcia in private.”


  Lucius, the same kind of diminutive, frosty-looking person as his father, shrugged and wandered off, kicking at the grass disconsolately.


  “Isn’t he lovely?” asked Porcia, conducting Brutus to her own rooms. “Isn’t this lovely?” she asked then, gesturing at her sitting room proudly. “I have so much space, Brutus!”


  “They say that every kind of plant and creature abhors emptiness, Porcia, and it is quite true, I see. You’ve managed to overcrowd it magnificently.”


  “Oh, I know, I know! Bibulus is always telling me to try to be tidy, but it isn’t in my nature, I’m afraid.”


  She sat down on one chair, he on another. At least, he reflected, Bibulus kept sufficient staff to make sure his wife’s shambles was dust-free and that the chairs were vacant.


  Her dress sense hadn’t improved, he noticed; she was wearing yet another baby-cack-brown canvas tent which emphasized the width of her shoulders and gave her a slight air of the Amazon warrior. But her mop of fiery hair was considerably longer and thus even more beautiful, and the large grey eyes were as sternly luminous as he had remembered them to be.


  “What a pleasure to see you,” she said, smiling.


  “And to see you, Porcia.”


  “Why haven’t you come to call before? Bibulus has been away now for almost a year.”


  “It isn’t done to call on a man’s wife in his absence.”


  She frowned. “That’s ridiculous!”


  “Well, his first two wives were unfaithful to him.”


  “They have nothing to do with me, Brutus. If it were not for Lucius, I’d have been desperately lonely.”


  “But you do have Lucius.”


  “I dismissed his pedagogue—idiotic man! I teach Lucius myself these days, and he’s come ahead so well. You can’t beat learning in with a rod; you have to sustain fascination with it.”


  “I can see he loves you.”


  “And I love him.”


  The reason for his mission gnawed at him, but Brutus found himself wanting to know a lot more about Porcia the married woman, and knew that the moment he broached the subject of death, his chance to discover her thoughts would vanish. So for the moment he pushed it away and said, “How do you like married life?”


  “Very much.”


  “What do you like most about it?”


  “The freedom.” She snorted with laughter. “You’ve no idea how marvelous it is to live in a house without Athenodorus Cordylion and Statyllus! I know tata esteems them highly, but I never could. They were so jealous of him! If it looked as if I might have a few moments alone in his company, they’d rush in and spoil it. All those years, Brutus, living in the same house as Marcus Porcius Cato, knowing myself his daughter, and yet never able to be alone with him, free of his Greek leeches—I loathed them! Spiteful, petty old men. And they encouraged him to drink.”


  A great deal of what she said was true, but not all of it; Brutus thought Cato drank of his own volition, and that it had a great deal to do with his animosity for those he deemed unworthy of the mos maiorum. And Marcia. Which just went to show that Brutus too hadn’t divined Cato’s most fiercely guarded secret: the loneliness of life without his brother Caepio, his terror of loving other people so much that living without them was agony.


  “And did you like being married to Bibulus?”


  “Yes,” she said tersely.


  “Was it very difficult?”


  Not having been raised by women, she interpreted this as a man would, and answered frankly. “The sexual act, you mean.”


  He blushed, but blushes didn’t stand out on his dark, stubbly face; he answered with equal frankness. “Yes.”


  Sighing, she leaned forward with her linked hands between her widely separated knees; Bibulus clearly had not broken her of her mannish habits. “Well, Brutus, one accepts its necessity. The Gods do it too, if one believes the Greeks. Nor have I ever found any evidence in the writings of any philosopher that women are supposed to enjoy it. It is a reward for men, and if men did not seek it actively, it would not exist. I cannot say worse of it than that I suffered it, nor better of it than that it did not revolt me.” She shrugged. “It is a brief business, after all, and once the pain becomes bearable, nothing truly difficult.”


  “But you’re not supposed to feel pain after the first time, Porcia,” said Brutus blankly.


  “Really?” she asked indifferently. “That has not been so for me.” Then she said, apparently unwounded, “Bibulus says I am juiceless.”


  Brutus’s blush deepened, but his heart was wrung too. “Oh, Porcia! Maybe when Bibulus comes back it will be different. Do you miss him?”


  “One must miss one’s husband,” she said.


  “You didn’t learn to love him.”


  “I love my father. I love little Lucius. I love you too, Brutus. But Bibulus I respect.”


  “Did you know that your father wanted me to marry you?”


  Her eyes widened. “No.”


  “He did. But I wouldn’t.”


  That blighted her. She said gruffly, “Why not?”


  “Nothing to do with you, Porcia. Only that I gave my love to someone who didn’t love me.”


  “Julia.”


  “Yes, Julia.” His face twisted. “And when she died, I just wanted a wife who meant nothing to me. So I married Claudia.”


  “Oh, poor Brutus!”


  He cleared his throat. “Aren’t you curious as to what brings me here today?”


  “I’m afraid I didn’t think beyond the fact that you’ve come.”


  He shifted in his chair, then looked directly at her. “I’m deputed to break some painful news to you, Porcia.”


  Her skin paled, she licked her lips. “Bibulus is dead.”


  “No, Bibulus is well. But Marcus and Gnaeus were murdered in Alexandria.”


  The tears coursed down her face at once, but she said not one word. Brutus fished out his handkerchief and gave it to her, knowing full well that she would have put hers into service as a blotter or a mop. He let her weep for some time, then got to his feet a little awkwardly.


  “I must go, Porcia. But may I come back? Would you like me to tell young Lucius?”


  “No,” she mumbled through the folds of linen. “I’ll tell him, Brutus. But please come back.”


  Brutus went away saddened, though not, he realized, for the sons of Marcus Bibulus. For that poor, vital, glorious creature whose husband could say no better of her than that she was—oh, horrible word!— juiceless.


  *


  Cato was still lobbying among the minor boni to succeed in postponing the discussion of Caesar’s provinces until the Ides of November when the word came that Quintus Hortensius was dying, and had sent for him.


  The atrium was quite crowded by well-wishers, but the steward conducted Cato into the “reclining room” at once. Hortensius lay on the beautiful bed, swaddled in blankets and shivering dreadfully, the left side of his mouth drooped and drooling, his right hand picking at the bedclothes around his neck. But, as on Cato’s earlier visit, Hortensius recognized him immediately. Young Quintus Hortensius, who was the same age as Brutus and well ensconced in the Senate, got up from his chair and offered it to Cato with true Hortensian courtesy.


  “Won’t be long,” said Hortensius very thickly. “Had a stroke this morning. Can’t move my left side. Can still speak but tongue gone clumsy. What a fate for me, eh? Won’t be long. Another stroke soon.”


  Cato pulled the blankets away until he could take that feebly plucking right hand comfortably in his own; it clung pathetically.


  “Left you something in my will, Cato.”


  “You know I don’t accept inheritances, Quintus Hortensius.”


  “Not money, hee hee,” the dying man tittered. “Know you won’t take money. But will take this.” Whereupon he closed his eyes and seemed to fall into a doze.


  Still holding the hand, Cato had time to look about, which he did not in dread but with a steeled determination. Yes, Marcia was there, with three other women.


  Hortensia he knew well; she was his brother Caepio’s widow and had never remarried. Her daughter by Caepio, young Servilia, was just about of marriageable age, Cato realized with a shock—where did the years go? Was it that long since Caepio died? Not a nice girl, young Servilia. Did owning the name predispose them, all the Servilias? The third one was young Hortensius’s wife, Lutatia, daughter of Catulus and therefore a double first cousin to her husband. Very proud. Very beautiful in an icy way.


  Marcia had fixed her eyes upon a chandelier in the far corner of the room; he was free to gaze at her without fearing to meet her eyes, he knew that. The other three women he had dismissed in his misogynistic way, but he couldn’t dismiss Marcia. He didn’t have that kind of memory which could conjure up the exact lineaments of a beloved face, and that had been one of the saddest aspects of his ongoing sorrow since his brother Caepio had died. So he stared at Marcia in amazement. Was that how she looked?


  He spoke, loudly and harshly; Hortensius started, opened his eyes, and kept them open, smiling gummily at Cato.


  “Ladies, Quintus Hortensius is dying,” he said. “Bring up chairs and sit where he can see you. Marcia and young Servilia, here by me. Hortensia and Lutatia, on the other side of the bed. A man who is dying must have the comfort of resting his eyes on all the members of his family.”


  Young Quintus Hortensius, now ranged around by his wife and his sister, had taken his father’s paralyzed left hand in his hold; he was a rather soldierly fellow for the offspring of a most unmilitary man, but then the same could be said of Cicero’s son, much younger. Sons didn’t seem to take after their fathers. Cato’s own son was not soldierly, not valorous, not political. How odd, that both he and Hortensius should have produced daughters eminently more suited to follow in the family footsteps. Hortensia understood the law brilliantly. Had the gift of oratory. Led a scholarly existence. And Porcia was the one who could have taken his place in Senate and public arena.


  His arrangement of the family around the bed meant that he didn’t have to look at Marcia, though he was intensely conscious of her body scant inches from his own.


  They sat on through the hours, hardly aware that servants came in to light the lamps as darkness fell, leaving the bedside only for brief visits to the latrine. All looking at the dying man, whose eyes had fallen shut again with the going of the sun. At midnight the second stroke liberated a huge spate of blood under pressure into the vital parts of his brain and killed them so quickly, so subtly that no one realized the second stroke had taken place. Only the cooling temperature of the hand he held told Cato, who drew a deep breath and carefully untwined his numbed fingers from that clutch. He stood up.


  “Quintus Hortensius is dead,” he said, reached across the bed to pluck the flaccid left hand from Hortensius’s son, and folded them across the chest. “Put in the coin, Quintus.”


  “He died so peacefully!” said Hortensia, astonished.


  “Why should he not?” asked Cato, and walked from the room to seek the solitude of the cold, wintry garden.


  He paced the paths for long enough to grow used to the moonless, clouded night, intent upon remaining there until the deathbed was passed into the care of the undertakers; then he would slip through the garden gate into the street without going back to the house. Not thinking of Quintus Hortensius Hortalus. Thinking of Marcia.


  Who materialized before him so suddenly that he gasped. And none of it mattered. Not the years, the aged husband, the loneliness. She walked into his arms and took his face between her hands, smiling up at him.


  “My exile is over,” she said, and offered him her mouth.


  He took it, wrung with pain, wracked with guilt, all the ardor and immensity of feeling he had passed on to his daughter liberated, uncontrollable, as fierce and wondrous as it had been in those long-forgotten days before Caepio died. His face was wet with tears, she licked them up, he pulled at her black robe and she at his, and together they fell upon the freezing ground, oblivious. Not once in the two years when she had been with him had he made love to her as he did then, holding nothing back, helpless to withstand the enormity of the emotion which invaded him. The dam had burst, he flew asunder, not all the stringent discipline of his self-inflicted and pitiless ethic could mar this stunning discovery or keep his spirit from leaping into a joy he had never known existed, there with her and within her, over and over and over again.


  It was dawn when they parted, not having spoken a single word to each other; nor did they speak when he tore himself away and let himself out through the garden gate into the stirring street. While she gathered her clothing about her in some wry semblance of order and retreated unseen to her own suite of rooms in that vast house. She ached, but with triumph. Perhaps this exile had been the only way Cato could ever have come to terms with what he felt for her; smiling, she sought her bath.


  Philippus came to see Cato that morning, and blinked his weary eyelids in surprise at the appearance of Rome’s most famous and dedicated Stoic: vibrant with life, actually grinning!


  “Don’t offer me any of that ghastly piss you call wine,” said Philippus, seating himself in a chair.


  Cato sat to one side of his shabby desk and waited.


  “I’m the executor of Quintus Hortensius’s will,” the visitor said, looking distinctly peevish.


  “Oh yes, Quintus Hortensius said something about a bequest.”


  “Bequest? I’d rather call it a gift from the Gods!”


  The pale red eyebrows rose; Cato’s eyes twinkled. “I’m all agog, Lucius Marcius,” he said.


  “What’s the matter with you this morning, Cato?”


  “Absolutely nothing.”


  “Absolutely everything, I would have said. You’re odd.”


  “Yes, but I always was.”


  Philippus drew a breath. “Hortensius left you the entire contents of his wine cellar,” he said.


  “How very nice of him. No wonder he said I’d accept.”


  “It doesn’t mean a thing to you, does it, Cato?”


  “You’re quite wrong, Lucius Marcius. It means a great deal.”


  “Do you know what Quintus Hortensius has in his cellar?”


  “Some very good vintages, I imagine.”


  “Oh, yes, he has that! But do you know how many amphorae?”


  “No. How could I?”


  “Ten thousand amphorae!” Philippus yelled. “Ten thousand amphorae of the finest wines in the world, and who does he go and leave it to but you! The worst palate in Rome!”


  “I see what you mean and how you’re feeling, Philippus.” Cato leaned forward, put his hand on Philippus’s knee, a gesture so strange from Cato that Philippus almost drew away. “I tell you what, Philippus. I’ll make a bargain with you,” said Cato.


  “A bargain?”


  “Yes, a bargain. I can’t possibly accommodate ten thousand amphorae of wine in my house, and if I put it in storage down at Tusculum, the whole district would steal it. So I’ll take the worst five hundred amphorae in poor old Hortensius’s cellar, and give you the nine thousand five hundred best.”


  “You’re mad, Cato! Rent a stout warehouse, or sell it! I will buy whatever I can afford of it, so I won’t lose. But you can’t just give away almost all of it, you just can’t!”


  “I didn’t say I was giving it away. I said I would make a bargain with you. That means I want to trade it.”


  “What on earth do I have worth that much?”


  “Your daughter,” said Cato.


  Philippus’s jaw dropped. “What?”


  “I’ll trade you the wine for your daughter.”


  “But you divorced her!”


  “And now I’m going to remarry her.”


  “You are mad! What do you want her back for?”


  “That’s my business,” said Cato, looking extraordinarily pleased with himself. He stretched voluptuously. “I intend to remarry her as soon as Quintus Hortensius has gone into his urn.”


  The jaw snapped shut, the mouth worked; Philippus swallowed. “My dear fellow, you can’t do that! The mourning period is a full ten months! And that is even if I did agree,” he added.


  The humor fled from Cato’s eyes, which became their normal stern, resolute selves. He compressed his lips. “In ten months,” he said, voice very harsh, “the world might have ended. Or Caesar might have marched on Rome. Or I might have been banished to a village on the Euxine Sea. Ten months are precious. Therefore I will marry Marcia immediately after the funeral of Quintus Hortensius.”


  “You can’t! I won’t consent! Rome would go insane!”


  “Rome is insane.”


  “No, I won’t consent!”


  Cato sighed, turned in his chair and stared dreamily out of his study window. “Nine thousand five hundred enormous, huge, gigantic amphorae of vintage wine,” he said. “How much does one amphora hold? Twenty-five flagons? Multiply nine thousand five hundred by twenty-five, and you have two hundred and thirty-seven thousand five hundred flagons of an unparalleled collection of Falernian, Chian, Fucine, Samian…” He sat up so suddenly that Philippus started. “Why, I do believe that Quintus Hortensius had some of that wine King Tigranes, King Mithridates and the King of the Parthians used to buy from Publius Servilius!”


  The dark eyes were rolling wildly, the handsome face was a picture of confusion; Philippus clasped his hands together and extended them imploringly to Cato. “I can’t! It would create a worse scandal than your divorcing her and marrying her to poor old Hortensius! Cato, please! Wait a few months!”


  “No wine!” said Cato. “Instead, you can watch me take it down, wagonload after wagonload, to the Mons Testaceus in the Port of Rome, and personally break every amphora with a hammer.”


  The dark skin went absolutely white. “You wouldn’t!”


  “Yes, I would. After all, as you said yourself, I have the worst palate in Rome. And I can afford to drink all the ghastly piss I want. As for selling it, that would be tantamount to taking money from Quintus Hortensius. I never accept monetary bequests.” Cato sat back in his chair, put his arms behind his head, and looked ironically at Philippus. “Make up your mind, man! Conduct your widowed daughter to her marriage with her ex-husband in five days’ time—and slurp your way ecstatically through two hundred and thirty-seven thousand five hundred flagons of the world’s best wine—or watch me break them into shards on the Mons Testaceus. After doing which, I will marry Marcia anyway. She’s twenty-four years old, and she passed out of your hand six years ago. She’s sui iuris; you can’t stop us. All you can do is lend our second union a little respectability. For myself, I am indifferent to that kind of respectability. You know that. But I would prefer that Marcia feel comfortable enough to venture outside our door.”


  Frowning, Philippus studied the highly strung creature gazing at him quite indomitably. Perhaps he was mad. Yes, of course he was mad. Everyone had known it for years. The kind of single-minded dedication to a cause that Cato owned was unique. Look at how he kept on after Caesar. Would keep on keeping on after Caesar. Today’s encounter, however, had revealed a great many more facets to Cato’s madness than Philippus had suspected existed.


  He sighed, shrugged. “Very well then. If you must, you must. Be it on your own heads, yours and Marcia’s.” His expression changed. “Hortensius never laid a finger on her, you know. At least, I suppose you must know, since you want to remarry her.”


  “I didn’t know. I assumed the opposite.”


  “He was too old, too sick and too addled. He simply set her on a metaphorical pedestal as Cato’s wife, and adored her.”


  “Yes, that makes sense. She has never ceased to be Cato’s wife. Thank you for the information, Philippus. She would have told me herself, but I would have hesitated to believe her.”


  “Do you think so poorly of my Marcia? After husbanding her?”


  “I husbanded a woman who cuckolded me with Caesar too.”


  Philippus got to his feet. “Quite so. But women differ as much as men.” He started to walk to the door, then turned. “Do you realize, Cato, that I never knew until today that you have a sense of humor?”


  Cato looked blank. “I don’t have a sense of humor,” he said.


  Thus it was that very shortly after the funeral of Quintus Hortensius Hortalus, the seal was set upon the most delicious and exasperating scandal in the history of Rome: Marcus Porcius Cato remarried Marcia, the daughter of Lucius Marcius Philippus.


  2


  Halfway through May the Senate voted to postpone any discussion of Caesar’s provinces until the Ides of November. Cato’s lobbying had succeeded, though, not surprisingly, persuasion of his closest adherents proved hardest; Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus wept, Marcus Favonius howled. Only letters from Bibulus to each of them had finally reconciled them to it.


  “Oh, good!” said Curio gleefully in the House after the vote. “I can have a few months off. But don’t think that I won’t be interposing my veto again on the Ides of November, because I will.”


  “Veto away, Gaius Curio!” brayed Cato, the fabulous aura of his scandalous remarriage endowing him with considerable glamour. “You’ll be out of office shortly after that, and Caesar will fall.”


  “Someone else will take my place,” said Curio jauntily.


  “But not like you” was Cato’s rejoinder. “Caesar will never find another like you.”


  Perhaps Caesar would not, but his envisioned replacement for Curio was hurrying from Gaul to Rome. The death of Hortensius had created a gap in more than the ranks of the great advocates; he had also been an augur, which meant that his spot in the College of Augurs was up for election. And Ahenobarbus was going to try again, determined that he would put his family back into the most exclusive club in Rome, the priestly colleges. Priest or augur did not matter, though priest would have been more satisfactory for one whose grandfather had been Pontifex Maximus and brought in the law which required public election for priests and augurs.


  Only candidates for consul and praetor were compelled to register in person inside the sacred boundary of Rome; for all other magistracies, including the religious ones, in absentia candidacy could be obtained. Thus Caesar’s envisioned replacement for Curio as tribune of the plebs, hurrying from Gaul, sent ahead and registered as a candidate for the vacant augurship of Quintus Hortensius. The election was held before he reached Rome, and he won. Ahenobarbus’s very vocal chagrin when he was defeated yet again seemed likely to inspire the writing of several epic poems.


  “Marcus Antonius!” sniffled Ahenobarbus, his shiny hairless pate rucked into wrinkles by his writhing fingers. Rage was not possible; he had passed beyond it into despair at the last augural election, when Cicero had beaten him. “Marcus Antonius! I thought Cicero was as low as the electors could get, but Marcus Antonius! That oaf, that lecher, that brainless bully-boy brat! Rome is littered with his bastards! A cretin who vomits in public! His father committed suicide rather than come home to face his trial for treason; his uncle tortured free Greek men, women and children; his sister was so ugly they had to marry her to a cripple; his mother is undoubtedly the silliest female alive even if she is a Julia; and his two younger brothers differ from Antonius only in having even less intelligence!”


  Ahenobarbus’s auditor was Marcus Favonius; Cato seemed to spend every spare moment at home with Marcia these days, Metellus Scipio was off in Campania dancing attendance on Pompey, and the boni lesser lights were all thronging admiringly around the Marcelli.


  “Do cheer up, Lucius Domitius,” Favonius soothed. “Everyone knows why you lost. Caesar bought Antonius the post.”


  “Caesar didn’t spend half the money I did on bribing,” Ahenobarbus moaned, hiccuping. Then it came out. “I lost because I’m bald, Favonius! If I had one single strand of hair somewhere on my head it would be all right, but here I am, only forty-seven years old, and I’ve been as bare as a baboon’s arse since I turned twenty-five! Children point and giggle and call me Egghead, women lift their lips in revulsion, and every man in Rome thinks I’m too decrepit to be worth voting for!”


  “Oh, tch tch tch,” clucked Favonius helplessly. He thought of something. “Caesar’s bald, but he doesn’t have any trouble.”


  “He’s not bald!” cried Ahenobarbus. “He’s still got enough hair to comb forward and cover his scalp, so he’s not bald!” He ground his teeth. “He’s also obliged by law to wear his Civic Crown on all public occasions, and it holds his hair in place.”


  At which point Ahenobarbus’s wife marched in. She was that Porcia who was Cato’s older full sister, and she was short, plump, sandy-haired and freckled. They had been married early and the union had proven a very happy one; the children had come along at regular intervals, two sons and four daughters, but luckily Lucius Ahenobarbus was so rich the number of sons whose careers he had to finance and daughters he had to dower was immaterial. They had, besides, adopted one son out to an Attilius Serranus.


  Porcia looked, crooned, shot Favonius a glance of sympathy, and pulled Ahenobarbus’s despised head against her stomach, patting his back. “My dear, stop mourning,” she said. “For what reason I do not know, the electors of Rome decided years ago that they were not going to put you in a priestly college. It has nothing to do with your lack of hair. If it did, they wouldn’t have voted you in as consul. Concentrate your efforts on getting our son Gnaeus elected to the priestly colleges. He’s a very nice person, and the electors like him. Now stop carrying on, there’s a good boy.”


  “But Marcus Antonius!” he groaned.


  “Marcus Antonius is a public idol, a phenomenon of the same kind as a gladiator.” She shrugged, rolling her hand around her husband’s back like a mother with a colicky baby. “He’s not like Caesar in ability, but he is like Caesar when it comes to charming the crowds. People like to vote for him, that’s all.”


  “Porcia’s right, Lucius Domitius,” said Favonius.


  “Of course I’m right.”


  “Then tell me why Antonius bothered to come to Rome? He was returned in absentia.”


  *


  Ahenobarbus’s plaintive question was answered a few days later when Mark Antony, newly created augur, announced that he would stand for election as a tribune of the plebs.


  “The boni are not impressed,” said Curio, grinning.


  For a creature who always looked magnificently well, Antony was looking, thought Curio, even more magnificently well. Life with Caesar had done him good, including Caesar’s ban on wine. Rarely had Rome produced a specimen to equal him, with his height, his strongman’s physique, his awesomely huge genital equipment, and his air of unquenchable optimism. People looked at him and liked him in a way they never had Caesar. Perhaps, thought Curio cynically, because he radiated masculinity without owning beauty of face. Like Sulla’s, Caesar’s charms were more epicene; if they were not, that ancient canard about Caesar’s affair with King Nicomedes would not be so frequently trotted out, though no one could point to any suspect sexual activity since, and King Nicomedes rested on the testimony of two men who loathed Caesar, the dead Lucullus and the very much alive Bibulus. Whereas Antony, who used to give Curio lascivious kisses in public, was never for one moment apostrophized as homosexual.


  “I didn’t expect the boni to be impressed,” said Antony, “but Caesar thinks I’ll do very well as tribune of the plebs, even when that means I have to follow you.”


  “I agree with Caesar,” answered Curio. “And, whether you like it or not, my dear Antonius, you are going to pay attention and learn during the next few months. I’m going to coach you to counter the boni.”


  Fulvia, very pregnant, was lying next to Curio on a couch. Antony, who owned great loyalty to his friends, had known her for many years and esteemed her greatly. She was fierce, devoted, intelligent, supportive. Though Publius Clodius had been the love of her youth, she seemed to have transferred her affections to the very different Curio most successfully. Unlike most of the women Antony knew, Fulvia bestowed love for other than nest-making reasons. One could be sure of her love only by being brave, brilliant and a force in politics. As Clodius had been. As Curio was proving to be. Not unexpected, perhaps, in the granddaughter of Gaius Gracchus. Nor in a creature so full of fire. She was still very beautiful, though she was now into her thirties. And clearly as fruitful as ever: four children by Clodius, now one by Curio. Why was it that in a city whose aristocratic women were so prone to die in the childbed, Fulvia popped out babies without turning a hair? She destroyed so many of the theories, for her blood was immensely old and noble, her genealogy much intermarried. Scipio Africanus, Aemilius Paullus, Semprordus Gracchus, Fulvius Flaccus. Yet she was a baby manufactory.


  “When’s the sprog due?” asked Antony.


  “Soon,” said Fulvia, reaching out to ruffle Curio’s hair. She smiled at Antony demurely. “We—er—anticipated our legal conjoining.”


  “Why didn’t you get married sooner?”


  “Ask Curio,” she yawned.


  “I wanted to be clear of debt before I married an extremely rich woman.”


  Antony looked shocked. “Curio, I never have understood you! Why should that worry you?”


  “Because,” said a new voice cheerfully, “Curio isn’t like the rest of us impoverished fellows.”


  “Dolabella! Come in, come in!” cried Curio. “Shift over, Antonius.”


  Publius Cornelius Dolabella, patrician pauper, eased himself down onto the couch beside Antony and accepted the beaker of wine Curio poured and watered.


  “Congratulations, Antonius,” he said.


  They were, thought Curio, very much the same kind of man, at least physically. Like Antony, Dolabella was tall and owned both a superb physique and unassailable masculinity, though Curio thought he probably had the better intellect, if only because he lacked Antony’s intemperance. He was also much handsomer than Antony; his blood relationship to Fulvia was apparent in their features and in their coloring—pale brown hair, black brows and lashes, dark blue eyes.


  Dolabella’s financial position was so precarious that only a fortuitous marriage had permitted him to enter the Senate two years earlier; at Clodius’s instigation, he had wooed and won the retired Chief Vestal Virgin, Fabia, who was the half sister of Cicero’s wife, Terentia. The marriage hadn’t lasted long, but Dolabella came out of it still legally possessed of Fabia’s huge dowry—and still possessed of the affections of Cicero’s wife, who blamed Fabia for the disintegration of the marriage.


  “Did I hear right, Dolabella, when my ears picked up a rumor that you’re paying a lot of attention to Cicero’s daughter?” asked Fulvia, munching an apple.


  Dolabella looked rueful. “I see the grapevine is as efficient as ever,” he said.


  “So you are courting Tullia?”


  “Trying not to, actually. The trouble is that I’m in love with her.”


  “With Tullia?”


  “I can understand that,” said Antony unexpectedly. “I know we all laugh at Cicero’s antics, but not his worst enemy could dismiss the wit or the mind. And I noticed Tullia years ago, when she was married to the first one—ah—Piso Frugi. Very pretty and sparkly. Seemed as if she might be fun.”


  “She is fun,” said Dolabella gloomily.


  “Only,” said Curio with mock seriousness, “with Terentia for a mother, what might Tullia’s children look like?”


  They all roared with laughter, but Dolabella definitely did appear to be a man deeply in love.


  “Just make sure you get a decent dowry out of Cicero” was Antony’s last word on the subject. “He might complain that he’s a poor man, but all he suffers from is shortage of cash. He owns some of the best property in Italia. And Terentia even more.”


  *


  Early in June the Senate met in the Curia Pompeia to discuss the threat of the Parthians, who were expected to invade Syria in the summer. Out of which arose the vexed question of replacement governors for Cicero in Cilicia and Bibulus in Syria. Both men had adherents lobbying remorselessly to make sure that they were not prorogued for a further year, which was a nuisance, as the pool of potential governors was not large (most men took a province after their term as consul or praetor— the Ciceros and Bibuluses were rare) and the most important fish in it were all intent upon replacing Caesar, not Cicero and Bibulus. Couch generals shrank from embracing war with the Parthians, whereas Caesar’s provinces seemed to be pacified for many years to come.


  The two Pompeys were in attendance; the statue dominated the curule dais, and the real man dominated the bottom tier on the left-hand side. Looking very strong and rather more happily steely than of yore, Cato sat on the bottom tier of the right-hand side next to Appius Claudius Pulcher, who had emerged from his trial acquitted and promptly been elected censor. The only trouble was that the other censor was Lucius Calpurnius Piso, Caesar’s father-in-law, and a man with whom Appius Claudius could not get on. At the moment they were still speaking to each other, mostly because Appius Claudius intended to purge the Senate and, thanks to new legislation his own brother Publius Clodius had introduced while a tribune of the plebs, one censor could not take it upon himself to expel men from the Senate or alter a knight’s status in the tribes or Centuries; Clodius had introduced a veto mechanism, and that meant Appius Claudius had to have Lucius Piso’s consent to his measures.


  But the Claudii Marcelli were still very much the center of senatorial opposition to Caesar and all other Popularis figures, so it was Gaius Marcellus Major, the junior consul, who conducted the meeting—and held the fasces for June.


  “We know from Marcus Bibulus’s letters that the military situation in Syria is critical,” said Marcellus Major to the House. “He has about twenty-seven cohorts of troops all told, and that is ridiculous. Besides which, none of them are good troops, even including the Gabiniani returned from Alexandria. A most invidious situation, for a man to have to command soldiers who murdered his sons. We must send more legions to Syria,”


  “And where are we going to get these legions from?” asked Cato loudly. “Thanks to Caesar’s remorseless recruiting—another twenty-two cohorts this year—Italia and Italian Gaul are bare.”


  “I am aware of that, Marcus Cato,” said Marcellus Major stiffly. “Which does not alter the fact that we have to send at least two more legions to Syria.”


  Pompey piped up, winking at Metellus Scipio, sitting opposite him and looking smug; they were getting on splendidly together, thanks to Pompey’s willingness to indulge his father-in-law’s taste for pornography. “Junior consul, may I make a suggestion?”


  “Please do, Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  Pompey got to his feet, smirking. “I understand that were any member of this House to propose that we solve our dilemma by ordering Gaius Caesar to give up some of his very many legions, our esteemed tribune of the plebs Gaius Curio would immediately veto the move. However, what I suggest is that we act entirely within the parameters which Gaius Curio has laid down.”


  Cato was smiling, Curio frowning.


  “If we can act within those parameters, Gnaeus Pompeius, I for one would be immensely pleased,” said Marcellus Major.


  “It’s simple,” said Pompey brightly. “I suggest that I donate one of my legions to Syria, and that Gaius Caesar donate one of his legions to Syria. Therefore neither of us suffers, and both of us have been deprived of exactly the same proportion of our armies. Isn’t that correct, Gaius Curio?”


  “Yes,” said Curio abruptly.


  “Would you agree not to veto such a motion, Gaius Curio?”


  “I could not veto such a motion, Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  “Oh, terrific!” cried Pompey, beaming. “Then I hereby serve notice on this House that I will of this day donate one of my own legions to Syria.”


  “Which one, Gnaeus Pompeius?” asked Metellus Scipio, hard put to keep still on his stool, so delighted was he.


  “My Sixth Legion, Quintus Metellus Scipio,” said Pompey.


  A silence fell which Curio did not break. Well done, you Picentine hog! he said to himself. You’ve just pared Caesar’s army of two legions, and achieved it in a way I can’t veto. For the Sixth Legion had been working for Caesar for years; Caesar had borrowed it from Pompey and still possessed it. But it did not belong to him.


  “An excellent idea!” said Marcellus Major, grinning. “I will see a show of hands. All those willing that Gnaeus Pompeius should donate his Sixth Legion to Syria, please show their hands.”


  Even Curio put his hand up.


  “And all those willing that Gaius Caesar donate one of his legions to Syria, please show their hands.”


  Curio put up his hand again.


  “Then I will write to Gaius Caesar in Further Gaul and inform him of this House’s decree,” said Marcellus Major, satisfied.


  “And what about a new governor for Syria?” asked Cato. “I think the majority of the Conscript Fathers will agree that we ought to bring Marcus Bibulus home.”


  “I move,” said Curio instantly, “that we send Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus to replace Marcus Bibulus in Syria.”


  Ahenobarbus rose to his feet, shaking that bald head dolefully. “I would love to oblige, Gaius Curio,” he said, “but unfortunately my health does not permit of my going to Syria.” He pushed his chin into his chest and presented the Senate of Rome with the top of his scalp. “The sun is too strong, Conscript Fathers. I would fry my brain.”


  “Wear a hat, Lucius Domitius,” said Curio chirpily. “What was good enough for Sulla is surely good enough for you.”


  “But that’s the other problem, Gaius Curio,” said Ahenobarbus. “I can’t wear a hat. I can’t even wear a military helmet. The moment I put one on, I suffer a frightful headache.”


  “You are a frightful headache!” snapped Lucius Piso, censor.


  “And you’re an Insubrian barbarian!” snarled Ahenobarbus.


  “Order! Order!” shouted Marcellus Major.


  Pompey stood up again. “May I suggest an alternative, Gaius Marcellus?” he asked humbly.


  “Speak, Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  “Well, there is a pool of praetors available, but I think we all agree that Syria is too perilous to entrust to a man who has not been consul. Therefore, since I agree that we need Marcus Bibulus back in this House, may I propose that we send an ex-consul who has not yet been out of office for the full five years my lex Pompeia stipulates? In time the situation will settle down and problems like this will not crop up, but for the moment I do think we ought to be sensible. If the House is agreeable, we can draft a special law specifying this person for this job.”


  “Oh, get on with it, Pompeius!” said Curio, sighing. “Name your man, do!”


  “Then I will. I nominate Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Scipio Nasica.”


  “Your father-in-law,” said Curio. “Nepotism reigns.”


  “Nepotism is honest and just,” said Cato.


  “Nepotism is a curse!” yelled Mark Antony from the back tier.


  “Order! I will have order!” thundered Marcellus Major. “Marcus Antonius, you are a pedarius, and not authorized to open your mouth!”


  “Gerrae! Nonsense!” roared Antony. “My father is the best proof I know that nepotism is a curse!”


  “Marcus Antonius, cease forthwith or I will have you thrown out of this chamber!”


  “You and who else?” asked Antony scornfully. He squared up, lifted his fists in the classical boxing pose. “Come on, who’s willing to try?”


  “Sit down, Antonius!” said Curio wearily.


  Antony sat down, grinning.


  “Metellus Scipio,” said Vatia Isauricus, “couldn’t fight his way out of a clutch of women.”


  “I nominate Publius Vatinius! I nominate Gaius Trebonius! I nominate Gaius Fabius! I nominate Quintus Cicero! I nominate Lucius Caesar! I nominate Titus Labienus!” howled Mark Antony.


  Gaius Marcellus Major dismissed the meeting.


  “You’re going to be a shocking demagogue when you’re tribune of the plebs,” said Curio to Antony as they walked back to the Palatine. “But don’t try Gaius Marcellus too far. He’s every bit as irascible as the rest of that clan.”


  “The bastards! They’ve cheated Caesar out of two legions.”


  “And very cleverly. I’ll write to him at once.”


  *


  By the beginning of Quinctilis everyone in Rome knew that Caesar, moving with his usual swiftness, had crossed the Alps into Italian Gaul, bringing Titus Labienus and three legions with him. Two were to go to Syria; Pompey’s Sixth and his own Fifteenth, a legion without any experience in the field, for it was composed of raw recruits who had just emerged from a period of intensive training under Gaius Trebonius. The third legion Caesar brought with him was to remain in Italian Gaul: the Thirteenth, veteran and very proud of its unlucky number, which had not affected its performance in the field one iota. It contained Caesar’s own personal clients, Latin Rights men from across the Padus River in Italian Gaul, and belonged to Caesar completely.


  Whether because of Caesar’s reflexive action, a ripple of fear passed up Rome’s backbone; one moment there were no legions in Italian Gaul, the next moment there were three. A nucleus of potential panic began forming in Rome. All at once men started to wonder whether the Senate was being entirely responsible in acting so provocatively toward a man who was generally agreed to be the best military man since Gaius Mar-ius—or even the best military man of all time. There was Caesar without any real barrier between himself and Italia, himself and Rome. And he was an enigma. No one really knew him. He’d been away so long! Marcus Porcius Cato was shouting to all and sundry in the Forum Romanum that Caesar was intent on civil war, that Caesar was going to march on Rome, that Caesar would never part with any of his legions, that Caesar would bring the Republic down. Cato was noticed, Cato was listened to. Fear crept in, based upon nothing more tangible than a governor’s moving himself—as he was expected to do—from one segment of his province or provinces to another. Admittedly Caesar didn’t usually have a legion in constant attendance on him, even when he brought one across the Alps, and this time he was keeping the Thirteenth glued to him—but what was one legion? If it hadn’t been for the other two, people would have rested easier.


  Then came word that one of the many young Appius Claudiuses was escorting those two legions, the Sixth and the Fifteenth, to camp in Capua, there to await transshipment to the East. The sigh of relief was collective—why hadn’t they remembered those legions no longer were Caesar’s property? That he had to bring them with him to Italian Gaul! Oh, the Gods be praised! An attitude which burgeoned when the young Appius Claudius marched the Sixth and the Fifteenth around the outskirts of Rome, and informed the Censor, head of his clan, that the troops of both legions absolutely loathed Caesar, reviled him constantly, and had been on the point of mutiny—as indeed were the other legions in Caesar’s army.


  “Isn’t the old boy clever?” asked Antony of Curio.


  “Clever? Well, I know that, Antonius, if by the old boy you mean Caesar. Who will turn fifty in a few days—not very old.”


  “I mean all this claptrap about his legions being disaffected. Caesar’s legions disaffected? Never happen, Curio, never! They’d lie down and let him shit on them. They’d die for him, every last man, including the men of Pompeius’s Sixth.”


  “Then—?”


  “He’s diddling them, Curio. He’s a sly old fox. You’d think even the Marcelli would realize that anyone can buy a young Appius Claudius. That’s if said young Appius Claudius isn’t pleased to co-operate through sheer love of making mischief. Caesar put him up to it. I happen to know that before he handed the Sixth and the Fifteenth over, Caesar held an assembly of the soldiers and told them how sorry he was to see them go. Then he gave every man a bonus of a thousand sesterces, pledged that they’d get their share of his booty, and commiserated with them about going back to standard army pay.”


  “The sly old fox indeed!” said Curio. Suddenly he shivered and stared at Antony anxiously. “Antonius, he wouldn’t—would he?”


  “Wouldn’t what?” asked Antony, ogling a pretty girl.


  “March on Rome.”


  “Oh, yes, we all think he would if he was pushed to it,” said Antony casually.


  “We all?”


  “His legates. Trebonius, Decimus Brutus, Fabius, Sextius, Sulpicius, Hirtius, da-de-da.”


  Curio broke into a cold sweat, wiped his brow with a trembling hand. “Jupiter! Oh, Jupiter! Antonius, stop leering at women and come home with me right now!”


  “Why?”


  “So I can start coaching you in earnest, you great clod! It’s up to me and then you to prevent it.”


  “I agree, we have to get him permission to stand for the consulship in absentia. Otherwise there’s going to be shit from Rhegium to Aquileia.”


  “If Cato and the Marcelli would only shut up, there might be a chance,” fretted Curio, almost running.


  “They’re fools,” said Antony contemptuously.


  *


  When the three sets of elections were held that Quinctilis, Mark Antony was returned at the top of the poll for the tribunes of the plebs, a result which didn’t dismay the boni one little bit. Throughout the years Curio had always shown great ability; all Mark Antony had ever shown was the outline of his mighty penis beneath a tunic drawn taut. If Caesar hoped to replace Curio with Antony, he was insane, was the boni verdict. These elections also threw up one of the more curious aspects of Roman political life. Gaius Cassius Longinus, still covered in glory after his exploits in Syria, was returned as a tribune of the plebs. His younger brother, Quintus Cassius Longinus, was also returned as a tribune of the plebs. But whereas Gaius Cassius was staunchly boni, as befitted the husband of Brutus’s sister, Quintus Cassius belonged completely to Caesar. The consuls for next year were both boni; Gaius Claudius Marcellus Minor was the senior consul, and Lucius Cornelius Lentulus Crus the junior consul. The praetors mostly supported Caesar, save for Cato’s Ape, Marcus Favonius, who came in at the bottom of the poll.


  And, despite the efforts of Curio and Antony (now permitted to speak in the House, as a tribune of the plebs-elect), Metellus Scipio was deputed to replace Bibulus as governor of Syria. The ex-praetor Publius Sestius was to go to Cilicia to take over from Cicero. With him as his senior legate Publius Sestius was taking Marcus Junius Brutus.


  “What are you doing leaving Rome at a time like this?” Cato demanded of Brutus, not pleased.


  Brutus produced his usual hangdog look, but even Cato had come to realize that however Brutus might look, he would do what he intended to. “I must go, Uncle,” he said apologetically.


  “Why?”


  “Because Cicero in governing Cilicia has destroyed the best part of my financial interests in that corner of the world.”


  “Brutus, Brutus! You’ve got more money than Pompeius and Caesar combined! What’s a debt or two compared with the fate of Rome?” howled Cato, exasperated. “Mark my words, Caesar is out to murder the Republic! We need every single influential man we own to counter the moves Caesar is bound to make between now and the consular elections of next year. Your duty is to remain in Rome, not gallivant around Cilicia, Cyprus, Cappadocia and wherever else you’re owed money! You’d shame Marcus Crassus!”


  “I’m sorry, Uncle, but I have clients affected, such as Marinius and Scaptius. A man’s first duty is to his clients.”


  “A man’s first duty is to his country.”


  “My country is not in any danger.”


  “Your country is on the brink of civil war!”


  “So you keep saying,” sighed Brutus, “but frankly, I don’t believe you. It’s your personal tic, Uncle Cato, it really is.”


  A repulsive thought blossomed in Cato’s mind; he glared at his nephew furiously. “Gerrae! It’s got nothing to do with your clients or unpaid debts, Brutus, has it? You’re skipping off to avoid military service, just as you have all your life!”


  “That’s not true!” gasped Brutus, paling.


  “Now it’s my turn not to believe. You are never to be found anywhere there’s the remotest likelihood of war.”


  “How can you say that, Uncle? The Parthians will probably invade before I get to the East!”


  “The Parthians will invade Syria, not Cilicia. Just as they did in the summer of last year, despite all Cicero had to say in his mountainous correspondence home! Unless we lose Syria, which I very much doubt, you’re as safe sitting in Tarsus as you would be in Rome. Were Rome not threatened by Caesar.”


  “And that too is rubbish, Uncle. You remind me of Scaptius’s wife, who fussed and clucked over her children until she turned them into hypochondriacs. A spot was a cancer, a headache something frightful happening inside the cranium, a twinge in the stomach the commencement of food poisoning or summer fever. Until finally she tempted Fate with all her carrying on, and one of her children died. Not from disease, Uncle, but from negligence on her part. She was busy looking in the market stalls instead of keeping her eye on him, and he ran beneath the wheels of a wagon.”


  “Hah!” sneered Cato, very angry. “An interesting parable, nevvy. But are you sure that Scaptius’s wife isn’t really your own mother, who certainly turned you into a hypochondriac?”


  The sad brown eyes flashed dangerously; Brutus turned on his heel and walked away. Only not to go home. It was the day on which he had fallen into the habit of visiting Porcia.


  Who, on hearing the tale of this falling-out, huffed a huge sigh and struck her palms together.


  “Oh, Brutus, tata really can be irascible, can’t he? Please don’t take umbrage! He doesn’t truly mean to hurt you. It’s just that he’s so—so militant himself. Once he’s fixed his teeth in something he can’t let go. Caesar is an obsession with him.”


  “I can excuse your father his obsessions, Porcia, but not his wretched dogmatism!” said Brutus, still vexed. “The Gods know that I cherish no love or regard for Caesar, but all he’s doing is trying to survive. I hope he doesn’t. But where is he different from half a dozen others I could name? None of whom marched on Rome. Look at Lucius Piso when the Senate stripped him of his command in Macedonia.”


  Porcia eyed him in amazement. “Brutus, that’s no kind of comparison! Oh, you’re so politically dense! Why can’t you see politics with the clarity you see business?”


  Stiff with anger, he got to his feet. “If you’re going to try to proselytize me too, Porcia, I’m going home!” he snapped.


  “Oh! Oh!” Consumed with contrition, she reached out to take his hand and held it to her cheek, her wide grey eyes shining with tears. “Forgive me! Don’t go home! Oh, don’t go home!”


  Mollified, he took back his hand and sat down. “Well, all right then. But you have to see how dense you are, Porcia. You will never hear that Cato is wrong, whereas I know he’s often wrong. Like this present campaign in the Forum against Caesar. What does he think he’s accomplishing? All he’s managing to do is frighten people, who see his passion and can’t credit that it could be mistaken. Yet everything they hear about Caesar tells them that he’s behaving in an absolutely normal way. Look at the panic over his bringing three legions across the Alps. But he had to bring them! And he sent two of them straight to Capua. While your father was informing anyone who’d listen that he would die sooner than give those two legions up. He was wrong, Porcia! He was wrong! Caesar did precisely as the Senate directed.”


  “Yes, I agree that tata does tend to overstate things,” she said, swallowing. “But don’t quarrel with him, Brutus.” A tear dropped onto her hand. “I wish you weren’t going away!”


  “I’m not leaving tomorrow,” he said gently. “By the time I do go, Bibulus will be home.”


  “Yes, of course,” she said colorlessly, then beamed and slapped her hands on her knees. “Look at this, Brutus. I’ve been delving into Fabius Pictor, and I think I’ve found a grave anomaly. It’s in the passage where he discusses the secession of the Plebs to the Aventine.”


  Ah, that was better! Brutus settled down happily to an examination of the text, his eyes more on Porcia’s animated face than on Fabius Pictor.


  *


  But the rumors continued to fly and proliferate. Luckily the spring that year, which fell according to the calendar’s summer, was halcyon; the rain fell in the right proportion, the sun shone just warmly enough, and somehow it didn’t seem at all real to think of Caesar sitting up there in Italian Gaul, poised like a spider to pounce on Rome. Not that the ordinary folk of Rome were much preoccupied with such things; they adored Caesar universally, were inclined to think that the Senate treated him very shabbily indeed, and rounded off their thoughts with the conclusion that it would all work out for the best because things usually did. Among the powerful knights of the eighteen senior Centuries and their less pre-eminent junior colleagues, however, the rumors acted abrasively. Money was their sole concern, and the very slightest reference to civil war caused hair to rise and hearts to accelerate.


  The group of bankers who supported Caesar ardently—Balbus, Oppius and Rabirius Postumus—worked constantly in his service, talking persuasively, soothing inchoate fears, trying to make the plutocrats like Titus Pomponius Atticus see that it was not in Caesar’s best interests to contemplate civil war. That Cato and the Marcelli were behaving irresponsibly and irrationally in ascribing motives to Caesar concrete evidence said he didn’t have. That Cato and the Marcelli were more damaging to Rome and her commercial empire with their wild, unfounded allegations than any actions Caesar might take to protect his future career and his dignitas. He was a constitutional man, he always had been; why would he suddenly discard constitutionality? Cato and the Marcelli kept saying he would, but on what tangible evidence? There was none. Therefore, didn’t it actually look as if Cato and the Marcelli were using Caesar as fuel to attain a dictatorship for Pompey? Wasn’t it Pompey whose actions throughout the years smacked of unconstitutionality? Wasn’t it Pompey who hankered after the dictatorship, witness his behavior after the death of Clodius? Wasn’t it Pompey who had enabled the boni to impugn the dignitas and the reputation of Gaius Julius Caesar? Wasn’t it Pompey behind the whole affair? Whose motives were suspect, Caesar’s or Pompey’s? Whose behavior in the past indicated a lust for power, Caesar’s or Pompey’s? Who was the real danger to the Republic, Caesar or Pompey? The answer, said Caesar’s indefatigable little band of workers, always came back to Pompey.


  Who, taking his ease in his villa on the coast near Campanian Neapolis, fell ill. Desperately ill, said the grapevine. A good many senators and knights of the Eighteen immediately undertook a pilgrimage to Pompey’s villa, where they were received with grave composure by Cornelia Metella and given a lucid explanation of her husband’s extremis, followed by a firm refusal of any access to his sickbed, no matter how august the enquirer.


  “I am very sorry, Titus Pomponius,” she said to Atticus, one of the first to arrive, “but the doctors forbid all visitors. My husband is fighting for his life and needs his strength for that.”


  “Oh,” gasped Atticus, a mightily worried man, “we can’t do without the good Gnaeus Pompeius, Cornelia!”


  Which wasn’t really what he wanted to say. That concerned the possibility of Pompey’s being behind the public and senatorial campaign to impeach Caesar; Atticus, immensely wealthy and influential, needed to see Pompey and explain the effect all this political mudslinging was having on money. One of the troubles with Pompey concerned his own wealth and his ignorance of commerce. Pompey’s money was managed for him, and all contained inside banks or devoted to properly senatorial investments having to do with the ownership of land. If he were Brutus, he would already have moved to squash the boni irascibles, for all their agitation was doing was to frighten money. And to Atticus, frightened money was a nightmare. It fled into labyrinthine shelter, buried itself in utter darkness, wouldn’t come out, wouldn’t do its job. Someone had to tell the boni that they were tampering with Rome’s true lifeblood— money.


  As it was, he went away, defeated. As did all the others who came to Neapolis.


  While Pompey skulked in parts of his villa unavailable to the eyes or ears of visitors. Somehow the higher he had risen in Rome’s scheme of things, the slimmer grew the ranks of his intimate friends. At the moment, for instance, his sole solace lay in his father-in-law, Metellus Scipio. With whom he had concocted the present ruse, of pretending to be mortally ill.


  “I have to find out where I stand in people’s opinions and affections,” he said to Metellus Scipio. “Am I necessary? Am I needed? Am I loved? Am I still the First Man? This will flush them out, Scipio. I’ve got Cornelia making a list of everyone who comes to enquire after me, together with an account of what they say to her. It will tell me everything I need to know.”


  Unfortunately the caliber of Metellus Scipio’s brain did not extend to nuances and subtleties, so it never occurred to him to protest to Pompey that naturally everyone who came would deliver fulsome speeches of undying affection, but that what they said might not be what they thought. Nor did it occur to him that at least half of Pompey’s visitors were hoping Pompey would die.


  So the two of them totted up Cornelia Metella’s list with glee, played at dice and checkers and dominoes, then dispersed to pursue those activities they didn’t have in common. Pompey read Caesar’s Commentaries many times over, never with pleasure. The wretched man was more than a military genius, he was also equipped with a degree of self-confidence Pompey had never owned. Caesar didn’t tear his cheeks and chest and retire to his command tent in despair after a setback. He soldiered on serenely. And why were his legates so brilliant? If Afranius and Petreius in the Spains were half as able as Trebonius or Fabius or Decimus Brutus, Pompey would feel more confident. Metellus Scipio, on the other hand, spent his private time composing delicious little playlets with nude actors and actresses, and directed them himself.


  The mortal illness lasted for a month, after which, midway through Sextilis, Pompey popped himself into a litter and set out for his villa on the Campus Martius. Word of his grave condition had spread far and wide, and the country through which he traveled was liberally bedewed with his clients (not wanting to fall genuinely ill with a tertian or a quartan fever, he chose the inland, far healthier Via Latina route). They flocked to greet him, garlanded with flowers, and cheered him as he poked his head through the curtains of his litter to smile wanly and wave weakly. As he was not by nature a litter man, he decided to continue his journey in darkness, thinking to sleep some of the long, boring hours away. To discover, overjoyed, that people still came to greet him and cheer him, bearing torches to light his triumphant way.


  “It’s true!” he said delightedly to Metellus Scipio, who shared his roomy conveyance (Cornelia Metella, not wishing to have to fight off Pompey’s amorous advances, had chosen to travel alone). “Scipio, they love me! They love me! Oh, it’s true, what I’ve always said!”


  “And what’s that?” asked Metellus Scipio, yawning.


  “That all I have to do to raise soldiers in Italia is to stamp my foot upon the ground.”


  “Uh,” said Metellus Scipio, and fell asleep.


  But Pompey didn’t sleep. He pulled the curtains wide enough to be seen and reclined against a huge bank of pillows, smiling wanly and waving weakly for mile after mile. It was true, it was inarguably true! The people of Italia did love him. What was he afraid of Caesar for? Caesar didn’t stand a chance, even if he was stupid enough to march on Rome. Not that he would. In his heart of hearts Pompey knew very well that such was not Caesar’s technique. He would choose to fight in the Senate and the Forum. And, when the time came, in the courts. For it was necessary to bring him down. On that head, Pompey owned no ideological differences with the boni; he knew that Caesar’s career in the field was far from over, and that, were he not prevented, he would end in outstripping Pompey so distantly that it would be Caesar the Great—and that the Magnus would not be self-endowed.


  How did he know? Titus Labienus had begun to write to him. Humbly hoping that his patron, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, had long forgiven him for that deplorable slip from grace with Mucia Tertia. Explaining that Caesar had taken against him—jealousy, of course. Caesar couldn’t tolerate a man who could operate alone with the dazzling success of a Titus Labienus. Thus the promised joint consulship with Caesar would not occur. For Caesar had told him as they crossed the Alps together into Italian Gaul that once the command in the Gauls was over, he would be dropping Labienus like a hot coal. But, said Labienus, marching on Rome was never an alternative in Caesar’s priorities. And who would know, if Titus Labienus didn’t? Not by word or look had Caesar ever indicated a wish to overthrow the State. Nor had his other legates ever referred to it, from Trebonius to Hirtius. No, what Caesar wanted to do was to have his second consulship and then embark upon a great war in the East against the Parthians. To avenge his dear dead friend Marcus Licinius Crassus.


  Pompey had contemplated this missive toward the end of his self-inflicted isolation from all save Metellus Scipio, though he had not mentioned the matter to his father-in-law.


  Verpa! Cunnus! Mentula! said Pompey to himself, grinning savagely. How dared Titus Labienus presume to think himself great enough these days to be forgiven? He wasn’t forgiven. He would never be forgiven, the wife stealer! But, on the other hand, he might prove very useful. Afranius and Petreius were getting old and incompetent. Why not replace them with Titus Labienus? Who, like them, would never have the clout to rival Pompey the Great. Never be able to call himself Labienus the Great.


  A campaign in the East against the Parthians… So that was where Caesar’s ambitions lay! Clever, very clever. Caesar didn’t want or need the headache of mastering Rome. He wanted to go into the history books as Rome’s greatest-ever military man. So after the conquest of Gallia Comata—all brand-new territory—he would conquer the Parthians and add billions upon billions of iugera to Rome’s provincial empire. How could Pompey measure up to that? All he’d done was to march over the same old Roman-owned or Roman-dominated ground, fight the traditional enemies, men like Mithridates and Tigranes. Caesar was a pioneer. He went where no Roman had gone before. And with Caesar in full command of those eleven—no, nine—fanatically devoted legions, there would be no defeat at Carrhae. Caesar would whip the Parthians. He’d walk to Serica, let alone India! He’d tread soil and see people even Alexander the Great had never dreamed existed. Bring back King Orodes to march in his triumphal parade. And Rome would worship him like a god.


  Oh yes, Caesar had to go. Had to be stripped of his army and his provinces, had to be convicted so many times over in the courts that he would never be able to show his face in Italia again. Labienus, who knew him, who had fought with him for nine years, said he would never march on Rome. A judgement which was in complete agreement with Pompey’s own. Therefore, he decided, buoyed up by those cheering crowds ecstatic at his recovery, he would not move to curb the boni in the persons of Cato and the Marcelli. Let them continue. In fact, why not help them out by spreading a few rumors to the plutocrats as well as to the Senate? Like: yes, Caesar is bringing his legions across the Alps into Italian Gaul; yes, Caesar is contemplating a march on Rome! Panic the whole city into opposing anything Caesar asked for. For when the last possible moment came, that lofty patrician aristocrat who could trace his lineage back to the goddess Venus would fold his tents and retreat with massive dignity into permanent exile.


  In the meantime, thought Pompey, he would see Appius Claudius the Censor, and hint to him that it was perfectly safe to expel most of Caesar’s adherents from the Senate. Appius Claudius would seize the chance eagerly—and go too far by trying to expel Curio, no doubt. Lucius Piso, the other censor, would veto that. Though probably not the smaller fry, knowing the indolent Lucius Piso.


  *


  Early in October came word from Labienus that Caesar had left Italian Gaul to journey with his usual fleetness all the way to the stronghold of Nemetocenna in the lands of the Belgic Atrebates, where Trebonius was quartered with the Fifth, Ninth, Tenth and Eleventh Legions. Trebonius had written urgently, said Labienus, to inform Caesar that the Belgae were contemplating another insurrection.


  Excellent! was Pompey’s verdict. While Caesar was a thousand miles from Rome, he himself would use his minions to flood Rome with all kinds of rumors—the wilder, the better. Keep the pot bubbling, boil it over! Thus the whisper reached Atticus and others that Caesar was bringing four legions—the Fifth, the Ninth, the Tenth and the Eleventh—across the Alps to Placentia on the Ides of October, where he intended to station them and intimidate the Senate into leaving his provinces alone when the matter came up for debate again on the Ides of November.


  For, said Atticus in an urgent letter to Cicero, who had reached Ephesus on his journey home from Cilicia, all of Rome knew that Caesar would absolutely refuse to give up his army.


  Panicking, Cicero fled across the Aegaean Sea to Athens, which he reached on the fatal Ides of October. And said in his letter to Atticus that it was preferable to be beaten on the field with Pompey than to be victorious with Caesar.


  Laughing wryly, Atticus stared at Cicero’s letter in amazement. What a way to put it! Was that what Cicero thought? Honestly? Did he genuinely think that were civil war to break out, Pompey and all loyal Romans stood no chance in the field against Caesar? An opinion, Atticus was sure, he had inherited from his brother, Quintus Cicero, who had served with Caesar through his most taxing years in Gaul of the Long-hairs. Well, if that was what Quintus Cicero thought, might it not be wise to say and do nothing to make Caesar think that Atticus was an enemy?


  Thus it was that Atticus spent the next few days reforming his finances and indoctrinating his senior staff; he then left for Campania to see Pompey, back in residence in his Neapolitan villa. Rome still hummed with stories about those four veteran legions stationed in Placentia—except that everyone who knew anyone in Placentia kept getting letters which swore that there were no legions anywhere near Placentia.


  But on the subject of Caesar, Pompey was very vague and would commit himself to no opinion. Sighing, Atticus abandoned the subject (silently vowing that he would proceed as common sense dictated and do nothing to irritate Caesar) and went instead to eulogizing Cicero’s governance of Cilicia. In which he did not exaggerate; the couch general and stay-at-home fritterer had done very well indeed, from a fair, just and rational reorganization of Cilicia’s finances to a profitable little war. Pompey agreed with all of it, his round, fleshy face bland—how would you react if I told you that Cicero thinks it preferable to be beaten on the field with you than to be victorious with Caesar? thought Atticus wickedly. Instead, he spoke aloud of Cicero’s entitlement to a triumph for his victories in Cappadocia and the Amanus; Pompey said warmly that he deserved his triumph, and that he would be voting for it in the House.


  That he did not attend the critical meeting of the Senate on the Ides of November was significant; Pompey did not expect to see the Senate win, and did not wish to be humiliated personally while Curio hammered away at his same old nail—whatever Caesar gave up, Pompey should give up at one and the same moment. In which Pompey was right. The Senate got nowhere; the impasse simply continued, with Mark Antony bellowing bullishly when Curio was not yapping doggedly.


  The People proceeded about their daily routines without a huge interest in all this; long experience had taught them that when these internecine convulsions occurred, all the casualties and the heartaches remained the province of those at the top of the social tree. And most of them, besides, considered that Caesar would be better for Rome than the boni.


  In the ranks of the knights, particularly those senior enough to belong to the Eighteen, sentiments were very different—and very mixed. They stood to lose the most in the event of civil war. Their businesses would crumble, debts would become impossible to collect, loans would cease to materialize, and overseas investments would become unmanageable. The worst aspect was the uncertainty: who was right, who was speaking the truth? Were, there really four legions in Italian Gaul? And if there really were, why couldn’t they be located? And why, if there were not four legions there, was this fact not made loudly public? Did the likes of Cato and the Marcelli care about anything other than their determination to teach Caesar a lesson? And what was the lesson all about anyway? What exactly had Caesar done that no one else had done? What would happen to Rome if Caesar was let stand for the consulship in absentia and extricated himself from the treason prosecutions the boni were so determined to levy against him? The answer to that, all men could see, save the boni themselves: nothing! Rome would go on in the same old way. Whereas civil war was the ultimate catastrophe. And this civil war looked as if it would be waged over a principle. Was anything more alien and less important to a businessman than a principle? Go to war over one? Insanity! So the knights began to exert pressure on susceptible senators to be nicer to Caesar.


  Unfortunately the hardline boni were disinclined to listen to this plutocratic lobbying, even if the rest of the Senate was; it meant nothing to Cato or the Marcelli compared to the staggering loss of prestige and influence they would suffer in all eyes if Caesar was to win his struggle to be treated in the same manner as Pompey. And what of Pompey, still dallying in Campania? Where did he truly stand? Evidence pointed to an alliance with the boni, but there were still many who believed that Pompey could be prised free of them could enough words be spoken in his reluctant ear.


  At the end of November the new governor of Cilicia, Publius Sestius, departed from Rome with his senior legate, Brutus. Which left a shocking vacuum in the life of his first cousin, Porcia, though not in the life of his wife, Claudia, whom he scarcely ever saw. Servilia was much thicker with her son-in-law, Gaius Cassius, than ever she had been with her son; Cassius appealed to her love of warriors, of doers, of men who would make a military mark. All of which meant that she continued discreetly to pursue her liaison with Lucius Pontius Aquila.


  “I’m sure I’ll see Bibulus as I go east,” said Brutus to Porcia when he went to take his leave of her. “He’s in Ephesus, and I gather intends to remain there until he sees what happens in Rome—Caesar, I mean.”


  Though she knew it was not a right act to weep, Porcia wept bitterly. “Oh, Brutus, how will I survive without you to talk to? No one else is kind to me! Whenever I see Aunt Servilia, she nags about how I dress and how I look, and whenever I see tata he’s present only in the flesh—his mind is on Caesar, Caesar, Caesar. Aunt Porcia never has time, she’s too involved with her children and Lucius Domitius. Whereas you’ve been so kind, so tender. Oh, I will miss you!”


  “But Marcia is back with your father, Porcia. Surely that must make a difference. She’s not an unkind person.”


  “I know, I know!” cried Porcia, snuffling with nauseating clarity despite making play with Brutus’s handkerchief. “But she belongs to tata in every way, just as she did when they were married the first time. I don’t exist for her. No one does for Marcia except tata!” She sobbed and moaned. “Brutus, I want to matter to someone’s heart! And I don’t! I don’t!”


  “There’s Lucius,” he said, throat constricted. Didn’t he know how she felt, he who had never mattered to anyone’s heart either? Freaks and uglies were despised, even by those who ought to have loved in spite of every drawback, every deficiency.


  “Lucius is growing up, he’s moving away from me,” she said, mopping her eyes. “I understand, Brutus, and I don’t disapprove. It’s right and proper that his attitude changes. It’s months now since he preferred my company to my father’s. Politics matter more than childish games.”


  “Well, Bibulus will be home soon.”


  “Will he? Will he, Brutus? Then why do I think I’ll never see Bibulus again? I have a feeling about it!”


  A feeling which Brutus found himself echoing, he had no idea why. Except that Rome was suddenly an intolerable place, because something horrible was going to happen. People were thinking more of their own petty concerns than they were of Rome herself. And that went for Cato too. Bringing Caesar down was everything.


  So he picked up her hand, kissed it, and left for Cilicia.


  *


  On the Kalends of December, Gaius Scribonius Curio summoned the Senate into session, with Gaius Marcellus Major holding the fasces; a disadvantage, Curio knew. As Pompey was in his villa on the Campus Martius, the meeting was held in his curia, a site Curio for one found unwelcome. I hope Caesar wins his battle, he thought as the House came to order, because at least Caesar will be willing to rebuild our own Curia Hostilia.


  “I will be brief,” he said to the assembled senators, “for I am just as tired of this fruitless, idiotic impasse as you are. While ever I am in office, I will continue to exercise my veto every time this body tries to move that things be done to Gaius Julius Caesar without also being done to Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. Therefore I am going to submit a formal motion to this House, and I will insist upon a division. If Gaius Marcellus tries to block me, I will deal with him in the traditional manner of a tribune of the plebs obstructed in the exercise of his duties—I will have him thrown off the end of the Tarpeian Rock. And I mean it! I mean every word of it! If I have to summon half the Plebs—who are congregated outside in the peristyle, Conscript Fathers!—to assist me, I will! So be warned, junior consul. I will see a division of this House upon my motion.”


  Lips thinned, Marcellus Major sat on his ivory curule chair and said nothing; not only did Curio mean it, Curio legally could do it. The division would have to go ahead.


  “My motion,” said Curio, “is this: that Gaius Julius Caesar and Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus give up imperium, provinces and armies at one and the same moment. All in favor of it, please move to the right of the floor. All those opposed, please move to the left.”


  The result was overwhelming. Three hundred and seventy of the senators stood to the right. Twenty-two stood to the left. Among the twenty-two were Pompey himself, Metellus Scipio, the three Marcelli, the consul-elect Lentulus Crus (a surprise), Ahenobarbus, Cato, Marcus Favonius, Varro, Pontius Aquila (another surprise—Servilia’s lover was not known to be her lover) and Gaius Cassius.


  “We have a decree, junior consul,” said Curio jubilantly. “Implement it!”


  Gaius Marcellus Major rose to his feet and gestured to his lictors. “The meeting is dismissed,” he said curtly, and walked out of the chamber.


  A good tactic, for it all happened too quickly for Curio to summon the waiting Plebs inside. The decree was a fact, but it was not implemented.


  Nor was it ever to be implemented. While Curio was speaking to an ecstatic crowd in the Forum, Gaius Marcellus Major called the Senate into session in the temple of Saturn, in close proximity to where Curio stood on the rostra, and a place from which the discomfited Pompey was debarred. For whatever happened from this day forward, Pompey would not be seen to be personally involved.


  Marcellus Major held a scroll in his hand. “I have here a communication from the duumvirs of Placentia, Conscript Fathers,” he announced in ringing tones, “which informs the Senate and People of Rome that Gaius Julius Caesar has just arrived in Placentia, and has four of his legions with him. He must be stopped! He is about to march on Rome, the duumvirs have heard him say it! He will not give up his army, and he intends to use that army to conquer Rome! At this very moment he is preparing those four veteran legions to invade Italia!”


  The House erupted into a furor: stools overturned as men jumped to their feet, some on the back benches fled from the temple incontinently, some like Mark Antony started roaring that it was all a lie, two very aged senators fainted, and Cato began to shout that Caesar must be stopped, must be stopped, must be stopped!


  Into which chaos Curio arrived, chest heaving from the effort of racing across the lower Forum and up so many steps.


  “It’s a lie!” he yelled. “Senators, senators, stop to think! Caesar is in Further Gaul, not in Placentia, and there are no legions in Placentia! Even the Thirteenth is not in Italian Gaul—it’s in Illyricum at Tergeste!” He turned on Marcellus Major viciously. “You conscienceless, outrageous liar, Gaius Marcellus! You scum on Rome’s pond, you shit in Rome’s sewers! Liar, liar, liar!”


  “House dismissed!” Marcellus Major screamed, pushed Curio aside so hard that he staggered, and left the temple of Saturn.


  “Lies!” Curio went on shouting to those who remained. “The junior consul lied to save Pompeius’s skin! Pompeius doesn’t want to lose his provinces or his army! Pompeius, Pompeius, Pompeius! Open your eyes! Open your minds! Marcellus lied! He lied to protect Pompeius! Caesar is not in Placentia! There are not four legions in Placentia! Lies, lies, lies!”


  But no one listened. Horrified and terrified, the Senate of Rome disintegrated.


  “Oh, Antonius!” wept Curio when they occupied the temple of Saturn alone. “I never thought Marcellus would go so far—it never occurred to me that he’d lie! He’s tainted their cause beyond redemption! Whatever happens to Rome now rests upon a lie!”


  “Well, Curio, you know where to look, don’t you?” snarled Antony. “It’s that turd Pompeius, it’s always that turd Pompeius! Marcellus is a liar, but Pompeius is a sneak. He won’t say so, but he will never give up his precious position as First Man in Rome.”


  “Oh, where is Caesar?” Curio wailed. “The Gods forbid he’s still in Nemetocenna!’’


  “If you hadn’t left home so early this morning to trumpet in the Forum, Curio, you would have found his letter,” Antony said. “We’ve both got one. And he’s not in Nemetocenna. He was there just long enough to shift Trebonius and his four legions to the Mosa between the Treveri and the Remi, then he left to see Fabius. Who is now in Bibracte with the other four. Caesar is in Ravenna.”


  Curio gaped. “Ravenna? He couldn’t be!”


  “Huh!” grunted Antony. “He travels like the wind, and he didn’t slow himself down with any legions. They’re all still where they ought to be, across the Alps. But he’s in Ravenna.”


  “What are we going to do? What can we tell him?”


  “The truth,” said Antony calmly. “We’re just his lackeys, Curio, and never forget it. He’s the one will make the decisions.”


  *


  Gaius Claudius Marcellus Major had made a decision. As soon as he dismissed the Senate he walked out to Pompey’s villa on the Campus Martius, accompanied by Cato, Ahenobarbus, Metellus Scipio and the two consuls-elect: his cousin Gaius Marcellus Minor and Lentulus Crus. About halfway there the servant Marcellus Major had sent running back to his house on the Palatine returned bearing Marcellus Major’s own sword. Like most swords owned by noblemen, it was the usual two-foot-long, wickedly-sharp-on-both-sides Roman gladius; where it differed from the weapons carried by ordinary soldiers was in its scabbard, made of silver preciously wrought, and in its handle, made of ivory carved as a Roman Eagle.


  Pompey met them at the door himself and admitted them into his study, where a servant poured wine-and-water for everyone save Cato, who rejected the water with loathing. Pompey waited with fretful impatience for the man to distribute these refreshments and go; in fact, he would not have offered did this deputation not look as if its members badly needed a drink.


  “Well?” he demanded. “What happened?”


  In answer, Marcellus Major silently extended his sheathed sword to Pompey. Startled, Pompey took it in a reflex action and stared at it as if he had never seen a sword before.


  He wet his lips. “What does this mean?” he asked fearfully.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus,” said Marcellus Major very solemnly, “I hereby authorize you on behalf of the Senate and People of Rome to defend the State against Gaius Julius Caesar. In the name of the Senate and People of Rome, I formally confer on you possession and use of the two legions, the Sixth and Fifteenth, sent by Caesar to Capua, and further commission you to commence recruiting more legions until you can bring your own army from the Spains. There is going to be civil war.”


  The brilliant blue eyes had widened; Pompey stared down at the sword again, licked his lips again. “There is going to be civil war,” he said slowly. “I didn’t think it would come to that. I—really—didn’t….” He tensed. “Where’s Caesar? How many legions does he have in Italian Gaul? How far has he marched?”


  “He has one legion, and he hasn’t marched,” said Cato.


  “He hasn’t marched? He—which legion?”


  “The Thirteenth. It’s in Tergeste,” Cato answered.


  “Then—then—what happened? Why are you here? Caesar won’t march with one legion!”


  “So we think,” said Cato. “That’s why we’re here. To deflect him from the ultimate treason, a march on Rome. Our junior consul will inform Caesar that steps have been taken, and the whole business will come to nothing. We’re getting in first.”


  “Oh, I see,” said Pompey, handing the sword back to Marcellus Major. “Thank you, I appreciate the significance of the gesture, but I have my own sword and it is always ready to draw in defense of my country. I’ll gladly take command of the two legions in Capua, but is it really necessary to start recruiting?”


  “Definitely,” said Marcellus Major firmly. “Caesar has to be made to see that we are in deadly earnest.”


  Pompey swallowed. “And the Senate?” he asked.


  “The Senate,” said Ahenobarbus, “will do as it’s told.”


  “But it authorized this visit, of course.”


  Marcellus Major lied again. “Of course,” he said.


  It was the second day of December.


  *


  On the third day of December, Curio learned what had happened at Pompey’s villa and went back to the House in righteous anger. Ably assisted by Antony, he accused Marcellus Major of treason and appealed to the Conscript Fathers to back him—to acknowledge that Caesar had done no wrong—to admit that there were no legions save the Thirteenth in Italian Gaul—and to see that the entire crisis had been maliciously manufactured by, at most, seven boni and Pompey.


  But a lot stayed away, and those who came seemed so dazed and confused that they were incapable of any kind of response, let alone sensible action. Curio and Antony got nowhere. Marcellus Major continued to obstruct everything beyond Pompey’s entitlement to defend the State. Which he made no attempt to legitimize.


  On the sixth day of December, while Curio battled on in the Senate, Aulus Hirtius arrived in Rome, commissioned by Caesar to see what could be retrieved. But when Curio and Antony told him of the giving of the sword to Pompey, and of Pompey’s accepting it, he despaired. Balbus had set up a meeting for him with Pompey on the following morning, but Hirtius didn’t go. What was the use, he asked himself, if Pompey had accepted the sword? Better by far to hurry back to Ravenna and inform Caesar of events in person; all he had to go on was letters.


  Pompey didn’t wait overlong for Hirtius on the morning of the seventh day of December; well before noon he was on his way to inspect the Sixth and the Fifteenth in Capua.


  The last day of Curio’s memorable tribunate of the plebs was the ninth one of December. Exhausted, he spoke yet again in the House to no avail, then left that evening for Caesar in Ravenna. The baton had passed to Mark Antony, universally despised as a slug.


  *


  Cicero had arrived in Brundisium toward the end of November, to find himself met by Terentia; her advent did not astonish him, as she needed to make up a great deal of lost ground. For, with her active connivance, Tullia had married Dolabella. A match Cicero had opposed strongly, wanting his daughter to go to Tiberius Claudius Nero, a very haughty young patrician senator of limited intelligence and no charm.


  The great advocate’s displeasure was increased by his anxiety for his beloved secretary, Tiro, who had fallen ill in Patrae and had to be left behind. Then it was further exacerbated when he learned that Cato had moved a triumph for Bibulus, after which he voted against awarding a triumph to Cicero.


  “How dare Cato!” fumed Cicero to his wife. “Bibulus never even left his house in Antioch, whereas I fought battles!”


  “Yes, dear,” said Terentia automatically, zeroing in on her own goals. “But will you consent to meet Dolabella? Once you do meet him you’ll understand completely why I didn’t oppose the union at all.” Her ugly face lit up. “He’s delightful, Marcus, truly delightful! Witty, intelligent— and so devoted to Tullia.”


  “I forbade it!” cried Cicero. “I forbade it, Terentia! You had absolutely no right to let it happen!”


  “Listen, husband,” hissed that redoubtable lady, thrusting her beak into Cicero’s face, “Tullia is twenty-seven years old! She doesn’t need your permission to marry!”


  “But I’m the one who has to find the dowry, so I’m the one who should pick her husband!” roared Cicero, emboldened as the result of spending many months far away from Terentia, during which he had proven himself an admirable governor with a great deal of authority. Authority should extend to the domestic sphere.


  She blinked at being defied, but she didn’t back down. “Too late!” she roared, even more loudly. “Tullia married Dolabella, and you’ll find her dowry or I’ll personally castrate you!”


  Thus it was that Cicero journeyed up the Italian peninsula from Brundisium accompanied by a shrew of a wife who was not about to accord him the inalienable rights of the paterfamilias. He reconciled himself to having to meet the odious Dolabella. Which he did in Beneventum, discovering to his consternation that he was no more proof against Dolabella’s charms than Terentia. To cap matters, Tullia was pregnant, a fate which had not been her lot with either of her two previous husbands.


  Dolabella also informed his father-in-law about the hideous events occurring in Rome, clapped Cicero on the back and galloped off back to Rome to be, as he put it, a part of the fray.


  “I’m for Caesar, you know!” he yelled from the safety of his horse. “Good man, Caesar!”


  No more litters. Cicero hired a carriage in Beneventum and continued into western Campania at an accelerated pace.


  He found Pompey in residence at Pompeii, where Cicero had a snug little villa himself, and sought information from one of the few men he thought might actually know what really was going on.


  “I received two letters yesterday in Trebula,” he said to Pompey, frowning in puzzlement. “One was from Balbus, and one from none other than Caesar himself. So sweet and friendly… Anything either of them could do for me, it would be an honor to witness my well-deserved triumph, did I need a trifling loan? What’s the man doing that for, if he’s marching on Rome? Why is he courting me? He knows very well I’ve never been a partisan.”


  “Well, actually,” said Pompey uneasily, “Gaius Marcellus rather took the bit between his teeth. Did things he wasn’t officially authorized to do. Though I didn’t know it at the time, Cicero, I swear I didn’t. You’ve heard he gave me a sword, and that I took it?”


  “Yes, Dolabella told me.”


  “Trouble is, I assumed the Senate had sent him with the sword. But the Senate hadn’t. So here I am betwixt Scylla and Charybdis, more or less committed to defending the State, taking over command of two legions which have fought for Caesar for years, and starting to recruit all over Campania, Samnium, Lucania and Apulia. But it isn’t really legal, Cicero. The Senate didn’t commission me, nor is there a Senatus Consultum Ultimum in effect. Yet I know civil war is upon us.”


  Cicero’s heart sank. “Are you sure, Gnaeus Pompeius? Are you really sure? Have you consulted anyone other than rabid boars like Cato and the Marcelli? Have you talked to Atticus, any of the other important knights? Have you sat in the Senate?”


  “How can I sit in the Senate when I’m recruiting troops?” snarled Pompey. “And I did see Atticus a few days ago. Well, quite a few days ago, actually, though it seems like yesterday.”


  “Magnus, are you sure civil war can’t be averted?”


  “Absolutely,” said Pompey very positively. “There will be civil war, it’s certain. That’s why I’m glad to be out of Rome for a while. Easier to think things through. Because we can’t let Italia suffer yet again, Cicero. This war against Caesar cannot be let happen on Italian soil. It must be fought abroad. Greece, I think, or Macedonia. East of Italia, anyway. The whole of the East is in my clientele; I can drum up support everywhere from Actium to Antioch. And I can bring my Spanish legions directly from Spain without landing them on Italian soil. Caesar has nine legions left, plus about twenty-two cohorts of recruits freshly levied from across the Padus. I have seven legions in the Spains, two legions in Capua, and however many cohorts I can recruit now. There are two legions in Macedonia, three in Syria, one in Cilicia and one in Asia Province. I can also demand troops from Deiotarus of Galatia and Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia. If necessary, I’ll also demand an army from Egypt and bring the African legion over too. Whichever way you look at it, I ought to have upward of sixteen Roman legions, ten thousand foreign auxiliaries, and— oh, six or seven thousand horse.”


  Cicero sat and stared at him, heart sinking. “Magnus, you can’t remove legions from Syria with the Parthians threatening!”


  “My sources say there is no threat, Cicero. Orodes is having trouble at home. He shouldn’t have executed the Surenas and then Pacorus. Pacorus was his own son.”


  “But—but oughtn’t you be trying to conciliate with Caesar first? I know from Balbus’s letter that he’s working desperately to avert a confrontation.”


  “Pah!” spat Pompey, sneering. “You know nothing about it, Cicero! Balbus went to great lengths to make sure I didn’t leave for Campania at dawn on the Nones, assured me that Caesar had sent Aulus Hirtius especially to see me. So I wait, and I wait, and then I discover that Hirtius turned round and went back to Caesar in Ravenna without so much as trying to keep his appointment with me! That’s how much Caesar wants peace, Cicero! It’s all a big front, this Balbus-instigated lobbying! I tell you straight that Caesar is bent on civil war. Nothing will deflect him. And I have made up my mind. I will not fight a civil war on Italian soil; I will fight him in Greece or Macedonia.”


  But, thought Cicero, scribbling a letter to Atticus in Rome, it isn’t Caesar bent on civil war—or at least, not Caesar alone. Magnus is absolutely set on it, and thinks that all will be forgiven and forgotten if he makes sure Italia doesn’t have to suffer the civil war on her own soil. He’s found his way out.


  *


  The day was the tenth one of December when Cicero learned how Pompey felt about civil war; on the same day in Rome, Mark Antony took office as a tribune of the plebs. And proceeded to demonstrate that he was as able a speaker as his grandfather the Orator, not to mention quick-witted. He spoke tellingly of the offering of the sword and the illegality of the junior consul’s actions in such a stentorian voice that even Cato understood he could not be shouted down or drowned out.


  “Furthermore,” he thundered, “I am authorized by Gaius Julius Caesar to say that Gaius Caesar will be happy to give up the two provinces of Gaul on the far side of the Alps together with six of his legions, if this House permits him to keep Italian Gaul, Illyricum and two legions.”


  “That’s only eight legions, Marcus Antonius,” said Marcellus Major. “What happened to the other legion and those twenty-two cohorts of recruits?”


  “The ninth legion, which for the moment we will call the Fourteenth, will vanish, Gaius Marcellus. Caesar doesn’t hand over an under-strength army, and at the moment all his legions are well under strength. One legion and the twenty-two cohorts of new men will be incorporated into the other eight legions.”


  A logical answer, but an answer to an irrelevant question. Gaius Marcellus Major and the two consuls-elect had no intention of putting Antony’s proposal to a vote. The House was, besides, barely up to quorum number, so many senators were absent; some had already left Rome for Campania, others were desperately trying to squirrel away assets or collect enough cash to be comfortable in an exile long enough to cover the period of the civil war. Which now seemed to be taken for granted, though it was also becoming generally known that there were no extra legions in Italian Gaul, and that Caesar sat quietly in Ravenna while the Thirteenth Legion enjoyed a furlough on the nearest beaches.


  Antony, Quintus Cassius, the consortium of bankers and all of Caesar’s most important adherents inside Rome fought valiantly to keep Caesar’s options open, constantly assuring everyone from the Senate to the plutocrats that Caesar would be happy to hand over six of his legions and both the further Gauls provided he could keep Italian Gaul, Illyricum and two legions. But on the day following Curio’s arrival in Ravenna, Antony and Balbus both received curt letters from Caesar which said that he could no longer entirely ignore the possibility that he would need his army to protect his person and his dignitas from the boni and Pompey the Great. He had therefore, he said, sent secretly to Fabius in Bibracte to ship him two of the four legions there, and sent with equal secrecy to Trebonius on the Mosa to ship three of his four legions at once to Narbo, where they were to go under the command of Lucius Caesar and prevent Pompey’s Spanish legions from marching toward Italia.


  “He’s ready,” said Antony to Balbus, not without satisfaction.


  Little Balbus was less plump these days, so great had been the strain; he eyed Antony apprehensively with those big, brown, mournful eyes, and pursed his full lips together. “Surely we will prevail, Marcus Antonius,” he said. “We must prevail!”


  “With the Marcelli in the saddle and Cato squawking from the front benches, Balbus, we don’t stand a chance. The Senate—at least that part of it which can still pluck up the courage to attend meetings—will only go on saying that Caesar is Rome’s servant, not Rome’s master.”


  “In which case, what does that make Pompeius?”


  “Clearly Rome’s master,” said Antony. “But who runs whom, do you think? Pompeius or the boni?”


  “Each is sure he runs the other, Marcus Antonius.”


  December continued to run away with frightening rapidity—attendance in the Senate dwindled even more; quite a number of houses on the Palatine and the Carinae were shut up fast, their knockers removed from their doors; and many of Rome’s biggest companies, brokerages, banks and contractors were using the bitter experience accumulated during other civil wars to shore up their fortifications until they were capable of resisting whatever was to come. For it was coming. Pompey and the boni would not permit that it did not. Nor would Caesar bend until he touched the ground.


  On the twenty-first of December, Mark Antony gave a brilliant speech in the House. It was superbly structured and rhetorically thrilling, and detailed with scrupulous chronology the entire sum of Pompey’s transgressions against the mos maiorum from the time, aged twenty-two, when he had illegally enlisted his father’s veterans and marched with three legions to assist Sulla in that civil war; it ended with the consulship without a colleague, and appended an epilogue concerning the acceptance of illegally tendered swords. The peroration was devoted to a mercilessly witty analysis of the characters of the twenty-two wolves who had succeeded in cowing the three hundred and seventy senatorial sheep.


  Pompey shared his copy of the speech with Cicero; on the twenty-fifth day of December they encountered each other in Formiae, where both had villas. But it was to Cicero’s villa that they repaired, therein to spend many hours talking.


  “I am obdurate,” said Pompey after Cicero had exhausted himself finding reasons why conciliation with Caesar was still possible. “There can be absolutely no concessions made to Caesar. The man does not want a peaceful settlement, I don’t care what Balbus, Oppius and the rest say! I don’t even care what Atticus says!”


  “I wish Atticus were here,” said Cicero, blinking wearily.


  “Then why isn’t he? Am I not good enough company?”


  “He has a quartan ague, Magnus.”


  “Oh.”


  Though his throat hurt and that wretched inflammation of the eyes threatened to return, Cicero resolved to plod on. Hadn’t old Scaurus once single-handedly turned around the entire Senate united against him? And Scaurus wasn’t the greatest orator in the annals of Rome! That honor belonged to Marcus Tullius Cicero. The trouble was, reflected the greatest orator of all time, that ever since his illness at Neapolis, Pompey had grown overweeningly confident. No, he hadn’t been there to witness it, but everyone had told him about it, first in letters, then in person. Besides, he could see for himself some of the same smugness Pompey used to own in abundance when he was seventeen years old, had still owned when he marched to help Sulla conquer. Spain and Quintus Sertorius had beaten it out of him, even though he ended in winning that tortuous war. Nor had it ever re-emerged until now. Perhaps, thought Cicero, in this cataclysmic confrontation with another military master, Caesar, he thought to relive that youth, to entrench himself for all time as the greatest man Rome produced. Only—was he? No, he surely couldn’t lose (and had decided that for himself, else he wouldn’t be so determined on civil war) because he was busy making sure he outnumbered Caesar at least two to one. And would forever after be hailed as the savior of his country because he refused to fight on his country’s soil. That was self-evident too.


  “Magnus, what’s the harm in making a tiny concession to him? What if he were to agree to keep one legion and Illyricum?”


  “No concessions,” said Pompey firmly.


  “But surely somewhere along the way we’ve all lost the plot? Didn’t this start over refusing Caesar the right to stand for the consulship in absentia? So that he could keep his imperium and avoid being tried for treason? Wouldn’t it be more sensible to let him do that? Take everything from him except Illyricum—take all his legions! Just let him keep his imperium intact and stand for the consulship in absentia!”


  “No concessions!” snapped Pompey.


  “In one way Caesar’s agents are right, Magnus. You’ve had many concessions greater than that. Why not Caesar?”


  “Because, you fool, even if Caesar were reduced to a privatus—no provinces, no army, no imperium, no anything!—he’d still have designs on the State! He’d still overthrow it!”


  Ignoring the reference to foolishness, Cicero tried again. And again. But always the answer was the same. Caesar would never willingly give up his imperium, he would elect to keep his army and his provinces. There would be civil war.


  Toward the end of the day they abandoned the major issue and concentrated instead on the draft of Mark Antony’s speech.


  “A distorted tissue of half truths” was Pompey’s final verdict. He sniffed, flicked the paper contemptuously. “What do you think Caesar will do if he succeeds in overthrowing the State, when a tawdry, penniless minion like Antonius dares to say such things?”


  With the result that a profoundly glad Cicero saw his guest off the premises, then almost resolved to get drunk. What stopped him was a horrible thought: Jupiter, he owed Caesar millions! Millions which would now have to be found and repaid. For it was the height of bad form to owe money to a political opponent.
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  ROME


  At dawn on the first day of the new year, Gaius Scribonius Curio arrived at his house on the Palatine, where he was greeted ecstatically by his wife.


  “Enough, woman!” he said, hugging the breath out of her, so glad was he to see her. “Where’s my son?”


  “You’re just in time to see me give him his first meal of the day,” Fulvia said, took him by the hand and led him to the nursery, where she lifted the snoozing baby Curio from his cradle and held him up proudly. “Isn’t he beautiful? Oh, I always wanted to have a red-haired baby! He’s your image, and won’t he be naughty? Urchins always are.”


  “I haven’t seen any urchin in him. He’s absolutely placid.”


  “That’s because his world is ordered and his mother transmits no anxieties to him.” Fulvia nodded dismissal to the nursery maid and slipped her robe off her shoulders and arms.


  For a moment she stood displaying those engorged breasts, milk beading their nipples: to Curio, the most wonderful sight he had ever seen—and all because of him. His loins ached with want of her, but he moved to a chair as she sat down in another and held the baby, still half asleep, to one breast. The reflex initiated, baby Curio began to suck with long, audible gulps, his tiny hands curled contentedly against his mother’s brown skin.


  “I wouldn’t care,” he said in a gruff voice, “if I were to die tomorrow, Fulvia, having known this. All those years of Clodius, and I never realized what a true mother you are. No wet nurses, just you. How efficient you are. How much motherhood is a part of living for you, neither a nuisance nor a universe.”


  She looked surprised. “Babies are lovely, Curio. They’re the ultimate expression of what exists between a husband and wife. They need little in one way, lots in another. It gives me pleasure to do the natural things with them and for them. When they drink my milk, I’m exalted. It’s my milk, Curio! I make it!” She grinned wickedly. “However, I’m perfectly happy to let the nursery maid change the diapers and let the laundry maid wash them.”


  “Proper,” he said, leaning back to watch.


  “He’s four months old today,” she said.


  “Yes, and I’ve missed three nundinae of seeing him grow.”


  “How was Ravenna?”


  He shrugged, grimaced.


  “Ought I to have asked, how is Caesar?”


  “I don’t honestly know, Fulvia.”


  “Haven’t you talked with him?”


  “Hours every day for three nundinae.”


  “And yet you don’t know.”


  “He keeps his counsel while he discusses every aspect of the situation lucidly and dispassionately,” said Curio, frowning and leaning forward to caress the undeniably red fuzz on his son’s working scalp. “If one wanted to hear a master Greek logician, the man would be a disappointment after Caesar. Everything is weighed and defined.”


  “So?”


  “So one comes away understanding everything except the single aspect one wants most to understand.”


  “Which is?”


  “What he intends to do.”


  “Will he march on Rome?”


  “I wish I could say yes, I wish I could say no, meum mel. But I can’t. I have no idea.”


  “They don’t think he will, you know. The boni and Pompeius.”


  “Fulvia!” Curio exclaimed, sitting up straight. “Pompeius can’t possibly be that naive, even if Cato is.”


  “I’m right,” she said, detaching baby Curio from her nipple, sitting him up on her lap to face her and bending him gently forward until he produced a loud eructation. When she picked him up again, she transferred him to her other breast. This done, she resumed speaking as if there had been no pause. “They remind me of certain small animals— the kind which own no real aggression, but make a mock show of it because they’ve learned that such mock shows work. Until the elephant comes along and treads on them because he simply doesn’t see them.” She sighed. “The strain in Rome is enormous, husband. Everyone is petrified. Yet the boni keep on behaving like those mock-aggressive little animals. They posture and prate in the Forum, they send the Senate and the Eighteen into absolute paroxysms of fear. While Pompeius says all sorts of weighty and gloomy things about civil war being inevitable to mice like poor old Cicero. But he doesn’t believe what he says, Curio. He knows that Caesar has only one legion this side of the Alps, and he has had no evidence that more are coming. He knows that were more to come, they’d be in Italian Gaul by now. The boni know those things too. Don’t you see? The louder the fuss they make and the more upsetting it is, the greater their victory will appear when Caesar gives in. They want to cover themselves in glory.”


  “What if Caesar doesn’t give in?”


  “They’ll be stepped on.” She looked at Curio keenly. “You must have some sort of instinct about what will happen, Gaius. What does your instinct say?”


  “That Caesar is still trying to solve his dilemma legally.”


  “Caesar doesn’t dither.”


  “I am aware of that.”


  “Therefore it’s all sorted out in his mind already.”


  “Yes, in that I think you’re right, wife.”


  “Are you here for a purpose, or are you home for good?”


  “I’ve been entrusted with a letter from Caesar to the Senate. He wants it read today at the inaugural meeting of the new consuls.”


  “Who’s to read it out?”


  “Antonius. I’m a privatus these days; they wouldn’t listen.”


  “Can you stay with me for a few days at least?”


  “I hope I never have to leave again, Fulvia.”


  Shortly thereafter Curio departed for the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitol, wherein the New Year’s Day meeting of the Senate was always held. When he returned several hours later, he brought Mark Antony with him.


  The preparations for dinner took some moments; prayers had to be said, an offering made to the Lares and Penates, togas doffed and folded, shoes removed, feet washed and dried. During all of which Fulvia held her peace, then usurped the lectus imus for herself—she was one of those scandalously forward women who insisted on reclining to eat.


  “Tell me everything,” she said as soon as the first course was laid out and the servants had retired.


  Antony ate, Curio talked.


  “Our wolfing friend here read Caesar’s letter out so loudly that nothing could overcome his voice,” said Curio, grinning.


  “What did Caesar have to say?”


  “He proposed that either he should be allowed to keep his provinces and his army, or else that all other holders of imperium should step down at one and the same moment he did.”


  “Ah!” Fulvia exclaimed, satisfied. “He’ll march.”


  “What makes you think that?” asked her husband.


  “He made an absolutely absurd, unacceptable request.”


  “Well, I know that, but…”


  “She’s right,” mumbled Antony, hand and mouth full of eggs. “He’ll march.”


  “Go on, what happened next?”


  “Lentulus Crus was in the chair. He refused to throw Caesar’s proposal open to debate. Instead, he filibustered on the general state of the nation.”


  “But Marcellus Minor is the senior consul; he has the fasces for January! Why wasn’t he in the chair?”


  “Went home after the religious ceremonies,” mumbled Antony, “Headache or something.”


  “If you’re going to speak, Marcus Antonius, take your snout out of the trough!” said Fulvia sharply.


  Startled, Antony swallowed and achieved a penitent smile. “Sorry,” he said.


  “She’s a strict mother,” said Curio, eyes adoring her.


  “What happened next?” asked the strict mother.


  “Metellus Scipio launched into a speech,” said Curio, and sighed. “Ye Gods, he’s boring! Luckily he was too eager to get to his peroration to waffle on interminably. He put a motion to the House. The Law of the Ten Tribunes was invalid, he said, and that meant Caesar had no right whatsoever to his provinces or his army. He would have to appear inside Rome as a privatus to contest the next consular elections. Scipio then moved that Caesar be ordered to dismiss his army by a date to be fixed, or else be declared a public enemy.”


  “Nasty,” said Fulvia.


  “Oh, very. But the House was all on his side. Hardly anyone voted against his motion.”


  “It didn’t pass, surely!”


  Antony gulped hastily, then said with commendable clarity, “Quintus Cassius and I vetoed it.”


  “Oh, well done!”


  *


  Pompey, however, didn’t consider the veto well done at all. When the debate resumed in the House on the second day of January and resulted in another tribunician veto, he lost his temper. The strain was telling on him more than on anyone else in that whole anguished, terrified city; Pompey had the most to lose.


  “We’re getting nowhere!” he snarled to Metellus Scipio. “I want to see this business finished! It’s ridiculous! Day after day, month after month—if we’re not careful, the anniversary of the Kalends of March last year will roll around and we’ll still have come no closer to putting Caesar in his place! I have the feeling that Caesar is running rings around me, and I don’t like that feeling one little bit! It’s time the comedy was ended! It’s time the Senate acted once and for all! If they can’t secure a law in the Popular Assembly to strip Caesar of everything, then they’ll have to pass the Senatus Consultum Ultimum and leave the matter to me!”


  He clapped three times, the signal for his steward.


  “I want a message sent immediately to every senator in Rome,” he told his steward curtly. “They are to report to me here two hours from now.”


  Metellus Scipio looked worried. “Pompeius, is that wise?” he ventured. “I mean, summon censors and consulars?”


  “Yes, summon! I’m fed up, Scipio! I want this business with Caesar settled!”


  Like most men of action, Pompey found it extremely difficult to coexist with indecision. And, like most men of action, Pompey wanted to be in absolute command. Not pushed and pulled by a parcel of incompetent, shilly-shallying senators who he knew were not his equals in anything. The situation was totally exasperating!


  Why hadn’t Caesar given in? And, since he hadn’t given in, why was he still sitting in Ravenna with only one legion? Why wasn’t he doing something? No, clearly he didn’t intend to march on Rome—but if he didn’t, what did he think he was going to do? Give in, Caesar! Give up, give way! But he didn’t. He wouldn’t. What tricks did he have up his sleeve? How could he extricate himself from this predicament if he didn’t intend to give in, nor intend to march? What was going on in his mind? Did he think to prolong this senatorial impasse until the Nones of Quinctilis and the consular elections? But he would never get permission to stand in absentia, even if he managed to hang onto his imperium. Was it in his mind to send a few thousand of his loyalest soldiers to Rome on an innocent furlough at the time of the elections? He’d done that already, to secure the consulship for Pompeius and Crassus six years ago. But nothing got round the in absentia, so why? Why? Did he think to terrorize the Senate into yielding permission to stand in absentia? By sending thousands of his loyalest soldiers on furlough?


  Up and down, up and down; Pompey paced the floor in torment until his steward came, very timidly, to inform him that there were many senators waiting in the atrium.


  “I’ve had enough!” he shouted, striding into the room. “I have had enough!”


  Perhaps one hundred and fifty men stood gaping at him in astonishment, from Appius Claudius Pulcher Censor to the humble urban quaestor Gaius Nerius. A pair of angry blue eyes raked the ranks and noted the omissions: Lucius Calpurnius Piso Censor, both the consuls, many of the consulars, every senator known to be a partisan of Caesar’s and several who were known not to favor Caesar—but didn’t favor being summoned by a man with no legal right to summon either. Still, there were sufficient to make a good beginning.


  “I have had enough!” he said again, climbing onto a bench of priceless pink marble. “You cowards! You fools! You vacillating milksops! I am the First Man in Rome, and I am ashamed to call myself the First Man in Rome! Look at you! For ten months this farce has been going on over the provinces and the army of Gaius Julius Caesar, and you’ve gotten nowhere! Absolutely nowhere!”


  He bowed to Cato, Favonius, Ahenobarbus, Metellus Scipio and two of the three Marcelli. “Honored colleagues, I do not include you in these bitter words, but I wanted you here to bear witness. The Gods know you’ve fought long and hard to terminate the illegal career of Gaius Caesar. But you get no real support, and this evening I intend to remedy that.”


  Back to the rest, some of them, like Appius Claudius Pulcher Censor, none too pleased. “I repeat! You fools! You cowards! You weak, whining, puny collection of has-beens and nowheres! I am fed up!” He drew a long, sucking breath. “I have tried. I have been patient. I have held back. I have suffered all of you. I have wiped your arses and held your heads while you puked. And don’t stand there looking mortally offended, Varro! If the shoe fits, wear it! The Senate of Rome is supposed to set the tone and serve as the example to every other body politic and body public from one end of Rome’s empire to the other. And the Senate of Rome is a disgrace! Every last one of you is a disgrace! Here you are, faced by one man—one man!—yet for ten months you’ve let him shit all over you! You’ve wavered and shivered, argued and sniveled, voted and voted and voted and voted—and gotten nowhere! Ye Gods, how Gaius Caesar must be laughing!”


  By this everyone was stunned far beyond indignation; few of the men present had served in the field with Pompey in a situation which revealed his ugly side, but many of them were now grasping why Pompey got things done. Their affable, sweet-tempered, self-deprecating Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus was a martinet. Many of them had seen Caesar lose his temper, and still shivered in their boots at the memory of it. Now they saw Pompey lose his temper, and shivered in their boots. And they began to wonder: which of the two, Caesar or Pompey, would prove the harder master?


  “You need me!” roared Pompey from the superior height of his bench. “You need me, and never forget it! You need me! I’m all that stands between you and Caesar. I’m your only refuge because I’m the only one among the lot of you who can beat Caesar on a field of battle. So you’d better start being nice to me. You’d better start bending over backward to please me. You’d better smarten up your act. You’d better resolve this mess. You’d better pass a decree and procure a law in the Assembly to strip Caesar of army, provinces and imperium! I can’t do it for you because I’m only one man with one vote, and you haven’t got the guts to institute martial law and put me in charge!”


  He bared his teeth. “I tell you straight, Conscript Fathers, that I don’t like you! If I were ever in a position to proscribe the lot of you, I would! I’d throw so many of you off the Tarpeian Rock that you’d end in falling on a senatorial mattress! I have had enough. Gaius Caesar is defying you and defying Rome. That has to stop. Deal with him! And don’t expect mercy from me if I see any one of you tending to favor Caesar! The man’s an outcast, an outlaw, though you don’t have the guts to declare him one legally! I warn you, from this day on I will regard any man who favors Caesar as an outcast, as an outlaw!”


  He waved his hand. “Go home! Think about it! And then, by Jupiter, do something! Rid me of this Caesar!”


  They turned and left without a word.


  Pompey jumped down, beaming. “Oh, that feels better!” he said to the little group of boni who remained.


  “You certainly rammed a red-hot poker up their arses,” said Cato, voice for once devoid of expression.


  “Pah! They needed it, Cato. Our way one day, Caesar’s way the next. I’m fed up. I want an end to the business.”


  “So we gathered,” said Marcellus Major dryly. “It wasn’t politic, Pompeius. You can’t order the Senate of Rome around like raw recruits on a drill ground.”


  “Someone’s got to!” snapped Pompey.


  “I’ve never seen you like this,” said Marcus Favonius.


  “You’d better hope you never see me like this again,” said Pompey grimly. “Where are the consuls? Neither of them came.”


  “They couldn’t come, Pompeius,” said Marcus Marcellus. “They are the consuls; their imperium outranks yours. To have come would have been tantamount to acknowledging you their master.”


  “Servius Sulpicius wasn’t here either.”


  “I don’t think,” said Gaius Marcellus Major, walking toward the door, “that Servius Sulpicius answers summonses.”


  A moment later only Metellus Scipio was left. He gazed at his son-in-law reproachfully.


  “What’s wrong with you?” demanded Pompey aggressively.


  “Nothing, nothing! Except perhaps that I think this wasn’t wise, Magnus.” He sighed dolefully. “Not wise at all.”


  An opinion echoed the next day, which happened to be Cicero’s fifty-seventh birthday, and the day upon which he arrived outside Rome to take up residence in a villa on the Pincian Hill; granted a triumph, he could not cross the pomerium. Atticus came out of the city to welcome him, and was quick to apprise him of the extraordinary scene of the evening before.


  “Who told you?” asked Cicero, horrified at the details.


  “Your friend the senator Rabirius Postumus, not the banker Rabirius Postumus,” said Atticus.


  “Old Rabirius Postumus? Surely you mean the son.”


  “I mean old Rabirius Postumus. He’s got a new lease on life now that Perperna is failing, wants the cachet of being the oldest.”


  “What did Magnus do?” asked Cicero anxiously.


  “Intimidated most of the Senate still in Rome. Not many of them had seen Pompeius like that—so angry, so scathing. No elegant language, just a traditional diatribe—but delivered with real venom. He said he wanted an end to the senatorial dithering about Caesar. What he really wants he didn’t say, but everyone was able to guess.” Atticus frowned. “He threatened to proscribe, which may give you an idea of how upset he was. He followed that by threatening to throw every senator from the Tarpeian Rock—until the last fell on a mattress of the first, was how he put it. They’re terrified!”


  “But the Senate has tried—and tried hard!” protested Cicero, reliving those hours at the trial of Milo. “What does Magnus think it can do? The tribunician veto is inalienable!”


  “He wants the Senate to enact a Senatus Consultum Ultimum and institute martial law with himself in command. Nothing less will satisfy him,” Atticus declared strongly. “Pompeius is wearing down under the strain. He wishes it were over, and for most of his life his wishes have come true. He is an atrociously spoiled man, used to having things all his own way. For which the Senate is at least partially responsible, Cicero! Its members have given in to him for decades. They’ve dowered him with one special command after another and let him get away with things they won’t condone in, for instance, Caesar. A man with the birthright is now demanding that the Senate treat him as it has treated Pompeius. Who do you think is really at the back of opposition to that?”


  “Cato. Bibulus when he’s here. The Marcelli. Ahenobarbus. Metellus Scipio. A few other diehards,” said Cicero.


  “Yes, but they’re all political creatures, which Pompeius is not,” said Atticus patiently. “Without Pompeius, they couldn’t have marshaled the resistance they have. Pompeius wants no rivals, and Caesar is a formidable rival.”


  “Oh, if only Julia hadn’t died!” said Cicero miserably.


  “That’s a non sequitur, Marcus. In the days when Julia was alive, Caesar was no threat. Or so Pompeius saw it. He’s not a subtle creature, nor gifted with foresight. If Julia were alive today, Pompeius would be behaving no differently.”


  “Then I must see Magnus today,” said Cicero with decision.


  “With what intention?”


  “To try to persuade him to come to an agreement with Caesar. Or, if he refuses, to quit Rome, retire to Spain and his army, and wait the matter out. My feeling is that, despite Cato and the rabid boni, the Senate will come to some sort of compromise with Caesar if they believe they haven’t got Magnus to fall back on. They see Magnus as their soldier, the one capable of beating Caesar.”


  “And I note,” said Atticus, “that you don’t think he can.”


  “My brother doesn’t think he can, and Quintus would know.”


  “Where is Quintus?”


  “He’s here, but of course he’s not exiled from the city, so he’s gone home to see if your sister has improved in temper.”


  Atticus laughed until the tears came. “Pomponia? Improve in temper? Pompeius will find harmony with Caesar before that can ever happen!”


  “Why is it that neither of us Cicerones can manage to exist in domestic peace? Why are our wives such incorrigible shrews?”


  Said Atticus, pragmatist supreme, “Because, my dear Marcus, both you and Quintus had to marry for money, and neither of you has the birth to find moneyed wives other men fancied.”


  Thus squelched, Cicero walked from the Pincian Hill across the sward of the Campus Martius (where his little contingent of Cilician soldiers was camped, awaiting his modest triumphal parade) to that dinghy behind the yacht.


  But when Cicero put his proposal to Pompey, to quit Rome and retire to Spain, he was rejected with loathing.


  “I’d be seen to be backing down!” Pompey said, outraged.


  “Magnus, that’s sheer nonsense! Pretend to agree to Caesar’s demands—after all, you’re not in the consul’s chair, you’re just another proconsul—and then settle down in Spain to wait. It’s a foolish farmer who has two prize rams and keeps them in the same meadow. Once you’re out of the Roman meadow, there’s no contest. You’ll be safe and well in Spain, an onlooker. With your army! Caesar will think twice about that. While you’re in Italia, his troops are closer to him than yours are to you— and his troops lie between yours and Italia. Go to Spain, Magnus, please!”


  “I’ve never heard such rubbish,” growled Pompey. “No! No!”


  *


  While the debate in the House was raging on the sixth day of January, Cicero sent a polite note to Lucius Cornelius Balbus, asking that he come out to the Pincian Hill.


  “Surely you want a peaceful solution,” said Cicero when Balbus arrived. “Jupiter, you’ve lost weight!”


  “Believe me, Marcus Cicero, I do, and yes, I have,” said the little Gadetanian banker.


  “I saw Magnus three days ago.”


  “He won’t see me, alas,” sighed Balbus. “Not since Aulus Hirtius left Rome without seeing him. I got the blame.”


  “Magnus won’t co-operate,” said Cicero abruptly.


  “Oh, if only there were some sort of common ground!”


  “Well,” said Cicero, “I’ve been thinking. Day and night, I’ve been thinking. And I may have found a possibility.”


  “Tell me, please!”


  “It will require some work on your part, Balbus, to convince Caesar. Oppius and the rest too, I imagine.”


  “Look at me, Marcus Cicero! Work has pared me away to nothing.”


  “It will necessitate an urgent letter to Caesar, best written by you, Oppius, and Rabirius Postumus.”


  “That part is easy. What should it say?”


  “As soon as you leave, I’m going back to Magnus. And I will tell him that Caesar has consented to give up everything except one legion and Illyricum. Can you persuade Caesar to agree to it?”


  “Yes, I’m sure we can if all of us add our weight. Caesar truly does prefer a peaceful settlement, you have my word on it. But you must see that he cannot give up everything. If he does, he will perish. They’ll try him and exile him. However, Illyricum and one legion are enough. He goes from day to day, Marcus Cicero. If he keeps his imperium, he’ll deal with the consular elections when the time comes. A man of more infinite resources I do not know.”


  “Nor I,” said Cicero, rather despondently.


  Back to Pompey’s villa, back to another confrontation; though Cicero was not to know that Pompey had passed a series of bad nights. Once the cathartic relief of that outburst to the senators had dissipated, the First Man in Rome began to feel the recoil and remember that no one among the boni, including his father-in-law, had approved of what he said to the senators. Or the tone in which he said it. Autocratic arrogance. Unwise. Almost four days later Pompey was regretting his loss of control; temper had translated into elation, and then, inevitably, into depression. Yes, they needed him. But yes, he needed them. And he had alienated them. He knew it because no one had come to see him since, nor had any of the meetings of the Senate been held outside the pomerium. It was all going on without him, the bitter and acrimonious debates, the vetoing, the defiance of that oaf Antonius and a Cassius. A Cassius! Of a clan who ought to know better. He had whipped the horse, but not understood that he was whipping a mule. Oh, how to get out of this bind? What might the Senate do? Not put him in control, even if it did institute martial law. Why on earth had he spoken of conscriptions and the Tarpeian Rock? Too far, Magnus, too far! No matter how much it might deserve that fate, never castigate the Senate like raw recruits.


  Thus Cicero found the First Man in a more malleable and doubting frame of mind, realized it, and struck hard.


  “I have it on impeccable authority, Magnus, that Caesar will agree to keep Illyricum and one legion only, that he will give up everything else,” said Cicero. “If you consent to this accommodation and use your influence to obtain it, you’ll be a hero. You will have single-handedly averted civil war. All of Rome save Cato and a very few other men will vote you a thanksgiving, statues, every kind of honor. We both understand that the conviction and exile of Caesar are Cato’s avowed goals, but they’re not really your goals, are they? What you object to is being treated in like manner to Caesar—what he loses, you must lose. But this latest proposal doesn’t mention you or yours.”


  Pompey was visibly brightening. “It’s true that I don’t hate Caesar the way Cato does, nor am I as rigid a man as Cato. I don’t say, mind you, that I won’t be voting against letting Caesar stand for the consulship in absentia—but that’s a separate issue, and some months off. You’re right, the most important thing at the moment is to avert the threat of civil war. And if Illyricum plus one legion will satisfy Caesar… if he doesn’t require the same of me… well, why not? Yes, Cicero, why not? I’ll agree to it. Caesar can keep Illyricum and one legion if he gives up everything else. With one legion he’s powerless. Yes! I agree!”


  Cicero sagged with the relief of it. “Magnus, I am not a drinking man, but I need a drop of your excellent wine.”


  At which moment Cato and the junior consul Lentulus Crus walked into the atrium, from which Cicero and Pompey hadn’t moved, so anxious had Cicero been to make his point. Oh, the tragic misfortune of that! If they’d been ensconced in Pompey’s study, the visitors would have had to be announced and Cicero would have persuaded Pompey not to see them. As it was, Pompey was unprotected.


  “Join us!” said Pompey to the newcomers jovially. “We’re about to drink to a peaceful accommodation with Caesar.”


  “You’re what!” asked Cato, stiffening.


  “Caesar has agreed to give up everything except Illyricum and one legion without asking me for anything more than my consent. No idiocies like my having to give up everything too. The threat of civil war is over; Caesar is rendered impotent,” said Pompey with huge satisfaction. “We can deal with his candidacy for the consulship when the time comes. I have averted civil war!”


  Cato emitted a sound somewhere between a screech and a howl, put his hands to his scalp and literally wrenched two clumps of hair out of his head. “You cretin!” he shrieked. “You fat, self-satisfied, over-rated, over-aged boy wonder! What do you mean, you’ve averted civil war? You’ve given in to the greatest enemy the Republic has ever had!” He ground his teeth, he raked at his cheeks with his nails, he advanced on Pompey still clutching those two hanks of hair. Pompey backed away, stupefied.


  “You’ve taken it upon yourself to accommodate Caesar, have you? Who says you have any right to do that? You’re the Senate’s servant, Pompeius, not the Senate’s master! And you’re supposed to be teaching that lesson to Caesar, not collaborating with him on bringing down the Republic!”


  Pompey in a temper was almost as awesome, but Pompey had a fatal weakness; once someone threw him off balance (as Sertorius had in Spain), he couldn’t manage to regain his equilibrium nor snatch back control of the situation. Cato had wrested the offensive from him, tossed him into a state of confusion which prevented his growing angry in return, rendered him incapable of finding the right answers to explain himself. Mind whirling, he gazed at the most intimidating display of rage he had ever encountered, and he quailed. This wasn’t a temper, it was a furor.


  Cicero tried. “Cato, Cato, don’t do this!” he shouted. “Use your ammunition in the proper way—force Caesar into court, not into civil war! Control yourself!”


  A big and testy man, Lentulus Crus grasped Cicero by the left shoulder and spun him round, then began pushing him across the room. “Shut up! Keep out of it! Shut up! Keep out of it!” he barked, each bark punctuated by a punch to the chest which sent Cicero reeling backward.


  “You are not Dictator!” Cato was screaming at Pompey. “You do not run Rome! You have no authority to enter into bargains with a traitor behind our backs! Illyricum and one legion, eh? And you think that a trifling concession, eh? It is not! It—is—not! It is a major concession! A major concession! And I say to you, Gnaeus Pompeius, that absolutely no concessions can be made to Caesar! He cannot be conceded the tip of a dead Roman’s finger! Caesar must be taught that the Senate is his master, that he is not the Senate’s master! And if you need to be taught the same lesson, Pompeius, then I am just the man to drum it into you! You want to ally yourself with Caesar, do you? Very well! Ally yourself with Caesar! Caesar the traitor! And suffer the same fate as Caesar the traitor! For I swear to you by all our Gods that I will bring you down lower than I bring Caesar down! I will have your imperium, your provinces and your army stripped from you in the same breath as Caesar’s are stripped from him! All I have to do is say so in the House! And the House will vote to do it, and there will be no tribunician veto because you do not command the loyalty of a Curio or an Antonius! The only legions you have at your disposal are two legions which owe their loyalty to Caesar! Your own legions are a thousand miles away in Spain! So how can you stop me, Pompeius? I’ll do it, you traitor! And I’ll glory in doing it! This is no social men’s club you elected to join! The boni are utterly committed to bringing Caesar down. And we will just as happily bring anyone down who sides with him—even you! Then perhaps it’s you who will be proscribed, you who will be thrown from the Tarpeian Rock! Did you think we boni would condone those threats? Well, we won’t! Nor will we support any man who dares to flout the authority of the Senate of Rome!”


  “Stop! Stop!” gasped Pompey, extending both hands to Cato with palms out. “Stop, Cato, I beg of you! You’re right! You—are—right! I admit it! Cicero talked me into it, I was—I was—I was weak! It was just a weak moment! No one’s come to see me for three days! What was I to think?”


  But Cato enraged was not Pompey enraged. Pompey snapped out of a temper as quickly as he fell into it, whereas it took a long time to calm Cato down, to unstopper his ears and persuade them to hear the sounds of surrender. He ranted for what seemed endless hours before he shut his mouth and stood, trembling.


  “Sit down, Cato,” said Pompey, fussing about him like an old woman about her lapdog. “Here, sit down, do!” He rushed to pour a goblet of wine, rushed back to hand it to Cato, wrapping both hands about its bowl and, with a shudder, removing the hair Cato still held. “There now, drink it down, please! You’re right—I was wrong—I admit it freely! Blame Cicero, he caught me in a weak moment.” He gazed pleadingly at Lentulus Crus. “Have some wine, do! Let’s all sit down and sort out our differences, for there are none cannot be sorted out, I promise you. Please, Lucius Crus, have some wine!”


  “Ohhhhh!” cried Cicero from the far side of the room.


  But Pompey paid him no attention; Cicero turned and left to plod back across the Campus Martius to the Pincian Hill, trembling almost as hard as Cato had.


  That was the end of it, then. That was the watershed. There could be no going back now. So close, so close! Oh, why did those two boni irascibles have to arrive at just the wrong moment?


  “Well,” he said to himself when he reached home and began to write a note to Balbus, break the news, “if there is civil war, there is only one man to blame. Cato.”


  *


  At dawn the next day, the seventh one of January, the Senate met in the temple of Jupiter Stator, a site which prevented the attendance of Pompey. Though the pallid Gaius Marcellus Minor was present, he handed the meeting to his junior colleague, Lentulus Crus, as soon as the prayers and offerings were made.


  “I do not intend to orate,” Lentulus Crus said harshly, his florid face mottled with bluish patches, his breathing labored. “It is time and more than time, Conscript Fathers, that we dealt with our present crisis in the only sensible way. I propose that we pass the Senatus Consultum Ultimum, and that the terms of it be to grant the consuls, praetors, tribunes of the plebs, consulars and promagistrates within the vicinity of Rome full authority to protect the interests of the State against the tribunician veto.”


  A huge buzz of noise erupted, for the senators were genuinely astonished at the peculiar wording of this ultimate decree—and equally astonished that it did not specify Pompey by name.


  “You can’t do that!” roared Mark Antony, leaping off the tribunician bench. “You are proposing to instruct the tribunes of the plebs to protect the State against their own power to veto? It can’t be done! Nor can a Senatus Consultum Ultimum be conjured into force to muzzle the tribunes of the plebs! The tribunes of the plebs are the servants of the State—always have been, always will be! The terms of your decree, junior consul, are completely unconstitutional! The ultimate decree is passed to protect the State from treasonous activity, and I defy you to say that any one of the ten members of my College is a traitor! But I will take the matter to the Plebs, I promise you! And have you thrown from the Tarpeian Rock for attempting to obstruct us in our sworn duty!”


  “Lictors, remove this man,” said Lentulus Crus.


  “I veto that, Lentulus! I veto your ultimate decree!”


  “Lictors, remove this man.”


  “They’ll have to remove me too!” yelled Quintus Cassius.


  “Lictors, remove both these men.”


  But when the dozen togate lictors attempted to lay hands on Antony and Quintus Cassius, it was an unequal fight; it took the other several dozen lictors present in the chamber to grasp hold of the furiously fighting Antony and the equally angry Quintus Cassius, who were finally ejected, bruised and bleeding, togas torn and disarrayed, into the upper Forum.


  “Bastards!” growled Curio, who had quit the chamber when the lictors moved.


  “Bigots,” said Marcus Caelius Rufus. “Where to now?”


  “Down to the well of the Comitia,” said Antony, hand out to prevent Quintus Cassius from rearranging his toga. “No, Quintus! Don’t tidy yourself up, whatever you do! We’re going to remain exactly the way we are until we get to Caesar in Ravenna. Let him see with his own eyes what Lentulus Crus did.”


  Having drawn a very large crowd—no difficulty these days, when so much apprehension and bewilderment pervaded the thoughts of those who liked to frequent the Forum—Antony displayed his wounds and the wounds of Quintus Cassius.


  “See us? The tribunes of the plebs have been manhandled as well as prevented from doing their duty!” he shouted. “Why? To protect the interests of a very few men who want to rule in Rome their way, which is not the accepted and acceptable way! They want to banish rule of the People and replace it with rule of the Senate! Take heed, fellow plebeians! Take heed, those patricians who do not belong to the ranks of the boni! The days of the People’s Assemblies are numbered! When Cato and his boni minions take over the Senate—which they are doing at this very moment!—they will use Pompeius and military force to remove all say in government from you! They will use Pompeius and military force to strike down men like Gaius Caesar, who has always stood as protector of the People against the power of the Senate!”


  He looked over the heads of the crowd to where a large group of lictors was marching down the Forum from Jupiter Stator. “This has to be a very short speech, Quirites! I can see the servants of the Senate coming to take me to prison, and I refuse to go to prison! I’m going to Gaius Caesar in Ravenna, together with my courageous colleague Quintus Cassius and these two champions of the People, Gaius Curio and Marcus Caelius! I’m going to show Gaius Caesar what the Senate has done! And do not forget, be you plebeian or patrician, that Gaius Caesar is the victim of a very small, very vindictive minority of senators who will not tolerate opposition! They have persecuted him, they have impugned his dignitas—and your dignitas, Quirites!—and they have made a mockery of Rome’s constitution! Guard your rights, Quirites, and wait for Caesar to avenge you!”


  With a broad grin and a genial wave of the hand, Antony left the rostra amid huge cheers, his three companions around him. By the time the lictors had managed to penetrate the crowd, they were long gone.


  In the temple of Jupiter Stator things were going very much better for the boni. Few indeed were present to vote against the Senatus Consultum Ultimum, which passed almost unanimously. Most interesting, for those with the detachment to notice it, was the conduct and deportment of the senior consul, Gaius Marcellus Minor; he sat looking ill, said nothing, dragged himself to the right of the floor when it came time to vote, then returned wearily to his curule chair. His brother and his cousin, the ex-consuls, were far more vociferous.


  By the time the lictors returned from the well of the Comitia empty-handed, the vote was taken and the decree of martial law properly recorded.


  “I am adjourning the House until tomorrow,” said Lentulus Crus, satisfied, “when it will meet in the Curia Pompeia on the Campus Martius. Our esteemed consular and proconsul Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus cannot be excluded from further deliberations.”


  “I suppose,” said Servius Sulpicius Rufus, who had been the senior consul in Marcus Marcellus’s year, “this means we have declared war on Gaius Caesar. Who has not moved.”


  “We declared war,” said Marcellus Major, “when we offered Gnaeus Pompeius a sword.”


  “It was Caesar who declared war!” Cato hollered. “When he refused to accept the directives of this body and obey them, he outlawed himself!”


  “Yet,” said Servius Sulpicius gently, “you have not declared him hostis in your ultimate decree. He is not yet officially a public enemy. Ought you not to do that?”


  “Yes, we ought!” said Lentulus Crus, whose high color and audible breathing indicated an unhappy state of affairs within his body, though it was Marcellus Minor who looked sick.


  “You cannot,” said Lucius Cotta, Caesar’s uncle, and one of those who had voted against the ultimate decree. “So far Caesar has made no move to go to war, yet you have declared war. Until he does make that move, he is not hostis and cannot be declared hostis.”


  “The important thing,” said Cato, “is to strike first!”


  “I agree, Marcus Cato,” said Lentulus Crus. “That is why we meet tomorrow on the Campus Martius, where our military expert can advise us on how to strike, and where.”


  *


  But when the Senate met in Pompey’s curia the next day, the eighth one of January, its military expert, Pompey, demonstrated clearly to everyone that he had not thought about striking first, nor striking anywhere. He concentrated on his military strength rather than on his military tactics.


  “We must remember,” he said to the House, “that all Caesar’s legions are disaffected. If Caesar should ask them to march, I very much doubt they would consent. As to our own troops, there are now three legions in Italia, thanks to vigorous recruiting in the last few days. There are seven legions belonging to me in the Spains, and I have already sent word to mobilize them. The pity of it is that at this time of season, they cannot sail. Therefore it is important that they start out by road before Gaius Caesar tries to intercept them.” He smiled cheerfully. “I assure you, Conscript Fathers, that there is no need to worry.”


  The meetings went on daily, and much was done to prepare for every eventuality. When Faustus Sulla moved that King Juba of Numidia be declared a Friend and Ally of the Roman People, Gaius Marcellus Minor emerged from his apathy to commend Faustus Sulla’s motion; it passed. When, however, Faustus Sulla then suggested that he go personally to Mauretania to talk to Kings Bocchus and Bogud—a strategy Marcellus Minor again applauded—Philippus’s son, a tribune of the plebs, vetoed it.


  “You’re like your father, a fence-sitter!” snarled Cato.


  “No, Marcus Cato, I do assure you. If Caesar makes any hostile move, we will need Faustus Sulla here,” said Philippus Junior firmly.


  The most interesting aspect of this exchange concerned the tribunician veto itself; with a Senatus Consultum Ultimum in effect protecting the State against the tribunician veto, young Philippus’s veto was accepted.


  Ah, but all that was as nothing compared to the exquisite pleasure of stripping Caesar of his imperium, his provinces and his army! The Senate appointed Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus the new governor of the further Gauls, and the ex-praetor Marcus Considius Nonianus the new governor of Italian Gaul and Illyricum. Caesar was now a privatus; nothing protected him. But Cato suffered too; though he had never wanted a province, he now found himself appointed governor of Sicily. Africa went to Lucius Aelius Tubero, a man whose loyalty to the boni was suspect but whose governorship was inevitable; the pool of available men had shrunk to nothing. This gave Pompey an excellent excuse to nominate Appius Claudius Censor to be governor of Greece as distinct from Macedonia, even though he had already had a province, and to suggest that for the moment nothing be done in Macedonia save to let it continue under the care of its quaestor, Titus Antistius. Because it was not generally known that Pompey had resolved to fight Caesar in the East rather than on Italian soil, the significance of sending Appius Claudius to Greece and preserving Macedonia for the future did not impinge on most of the senators, whose thinking had gone no further than whether Caesar would march, or wouldn’t march.


  “In the meantime,” said Lentulus Crus, “I think we ought to make sure Italia herself is well guarded and properly defended. For which reasons I propose that we send legates endowed with proconsular imperiums to all parts of Italia. Their first duty will be to enlist soldiers—we don’t have enough troops under arms to distribute everywhere.”


  “I’ll take one of those,” said Ahenobarbus instantly. “No need to go to my provinces this very moment, better to make sure Italia is prepared first. So give me charge of the Adriatic coast below Picenum. I’ll travel the Via Valeria and pick up whole legions of volunteers among the Marsi and the Paeligni, who are in my clientele.”


  “Custody of the Via Aemilia Scaura, the Via Aurelia and the Via Clodia—which is to say, the north on the Etrurian side—I nominate should go to Lucius Scribonius Libo!” said Pompey eagerly.


  That provoked a few grins. The marriage between Pompey’s elder son, Gnaeus, and the daughter of Appius Claudius Censor had neither prospered nor lasted. After it ended in divorce, young Gnaeus Pompey married Scribonius Libo’s daughter, a match which did not please his father but did please Gnaeus, who had insisted on it. This left Pompey with the task of finding a good job for a mediocre man. Hence Etruria, not likely to be Caesar’s focus.


  Quintus Minucius Thermus inherited the Via Flaminia, which was the north on the eastern side in Umbria, and was instructed to station himself in Iguvium.


  Nepotism came into the picture again when Pompey suggested that his close cousin, Gaius Lucilius Hirrus, be given duty in Picenum at Labienus’s hometown of Camerinum. Picenum, of course, was Pompey’s own fief—and closest to Caesar in Ravenna—so other men were sent there too, Lentulus Spinther the consular to Ancona and Publius Attius Varus the ex-praetor to Pompey’s hometown of Auximum.


  And poor discouraged Cicero, present at these meetings because they were being held outside the pomerium, was ordered to go to Campania and recruit.


  “There!” said Lentulus Crus at the end of it, jubilantly. “Once Caesar realizes we’ve done all of this, he’ll think twice about marching! He won’t dare!”


  RAVENNA TO ANCONA


  The messenger Antony and Curio had sped on ahead of their own flight from Rome reached Caesar’s villa near Ravenna the day after Antony and Quintus Cassius had been ejected from the House by force. Though he arrived close to the dawning of the ninth day of January, Caesar received him at once, took the letter and sent him to a meal and a comfortable bed with a warm smile of thanks: two hundred miles in less than two days was a grueling ride. Antony’s letter was brief.


  Caesar, Quintus Cassius and I were manhandled out of the Senate when we tried to interpose our vetoes against a Senatus Consultum Ultimum. It’s an odd decree. Doesn’t declare you hostis nor specifically name Pompeius. It authorizes all the magistrates and consulars to protect the State against the tribunician veto, if you please. The sole reference to Pompeius is a mention that among those entrusted with the care of the State are “promagistrates within the vicinity of Rome.” Which applies as much to Cicero, sitting awaiting his triumph, as to Pompeius, just sitting. I would imagine Pompeius is a disappointed man. But that’s one thing about the boni—they hate awarding special commands.


  There are four of us coming. Curio and Caelius elected to leave the city too. We’ll take the Via Flaminia.


  Oh, I don’t know if it will be of any use to you, but I’ve ensured that we’ll arrive in exactly the same condition as we were when the lictors finished tossing us out. Which means we’ll stink a bit, so have hot baths ready.


  The only trusted legate Caesar had with him was Aulus Hirtius, who came in to find Caesar sitting, the letter in his hand, staring at a mosaic wall depicting the flight of King Aeneas from burning Ilium, his aged father on his right shoulder and the Palladium tucked under his left arm.


  “One of the best things about Ravenna,” Caesar said without looking at Hirtius, “is the skill of the locals at mosaic. Better even than the Sicilian Greeks.”


  Hirtius sat down where he could see Caesar’s face. It was calm and contented.


  “I hear a messenger arrived in a terrific hurry,” said Hirtius.


  “Yes. The Senate has passed its ultimate decree.”


  Hirtius’s breath hissed. “You’re declared a public enemy!”


  “No,” said Caesar levelly. “The real enemy of Rome, it would appear, is the tribunician veto, and the real traitors the tribunes of the plebs. How like Sulla the boni are! The enemy is never without, always within. And the tribunes of the plebs must be muzzled.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Move,” said Caesar.


  “Move?”


  “South. To Ariminum. Antonius, Quintus Cassius, Curio and Caelius are traveling the Via Flaminia at this moment, though not as fast as their messenger. I imagine they’ll reach Ariminum within two days, counting this one just arrived.”


  “Then you still have your imperium. If you move to Ariminum, Caesar, you have to cross the Rubicon into home territory.”


  “By the time I do, Hirtius, I imagine I will be a privatus, and at full liberty to go wherever I want. Sheltered by their ultimate decree, the Senate will strip me of everything at once.”


  “So you won’t take the Thirteenth with you to Ariminum?” Hirtius asked, conscious that relief hadn’t followed in the wake of Caesar’s answer. He looked so relaxed, so tranquil, so much as he always did—the man in absolute control, never plagued by doubt, always in command of himself and events. Was that why his legates loved him? By definition he ought not to have been a man capable of inspiring love, yet he did. Not because he needed it. Because—because—oh, why? Because he was what all men wanted to be?


  “Certainly I will take the Thirteenth,” said Caesar. He got to his feet. I “Have them ready to move within two hours. Full baggage train, every-thing with them including artillery.”


  “Are you going to tell them where they’re heading?”


  The fair brows rose. “Not for the time being. They’re boys from across the Padus. What does the Rubicon mean to them?”


  *
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  Junior legates like Gaius Asinius Pollio flew everywhere, barking orders at military tribunes and senior centurions; within those two hours the Thirteenth had struck camp and was lined up in column ready to move out. Its legionaries were fit and well rested, despite the route march Caesar had sent them on to Tergeste under the command of Pollio. They had conducted intensive military maneuvers there, then had returned to Ravenna in time for a final furlough long enough to bring them to peak fighting pitch.


  The pace Caesar set was a leisurely one; the Thirteenth went into a properly fortified camp still well north of the river Rubicon, the official boundary between Italian Gaul and Italia. Nothing was said, but everyone, including the legionaries and their centurions, was aware that the Rubicon loomed. They belonged to Caesar completely, and were overjoyed that he was not going to take it lying down, that he was marching to defend his hideously insulted dignitas, which was also the dignitas of everyone who served under him, from his legates to the noncombatants.


  “We’re marching into history,” said Pollio to his fellow junior legate, Quintus Valerius Orca; Pollio liked history.


  “No one can say he didn’t try to avoid this,” said Orca, and laughed. “But isn’t it like him, to march with only one legion? How does he know what he’ll find once he’s crossed into Picenum? There might be ten legions drawn up against us.”


  “Oh no, he’s too clever for that,” said Pollio. “Three or four legions, maybe, but not more. And we’ll beat them hollow.”


  “Especially if two of them are the Sixth and the Fifteenth.”


  “True.”


  On the tenth day of January, fairly late in the afternoon, the Thirteenth reached the Rubicon. Its men were ordered to cross without pausing; camp was to be made on the far side.


  Caesar and his little band of legates remained on the north bank, and there took a meal. At this autumnal time of year the rivers which flowed their shortish courses from the Apennines to the Adriatic Sea were at ebb; the snows had long melted, rain was unusual. Thus despite its long course, its sources almost literally a knife edge from those of the westward-flowing Arnus in the high mountains, the Rubicon’s broad stream in autumn was at most knee-deep, no obstacle to any man or beast.


  Little was said, though what Caesar did say was dampening in that it was so ordinary. He ate his usual plain and sparing fare—a little bread, a few olives, a hunk of cheese—then washed his hands in a bowl a servant tendered, and got up from his ivory curule chair, which he had not, it was noted, abandoned.


  “To your horses,” he said.


  But the horse his groom led up for Caesar to mount was not one of his several beautiful, highly strung road animals; it was Toes. Like the two other Toes he had ridden into battle since Sulla gifted him with the original animal, this Toes—the veteran of the years in Gaul—was a sleek chestnut with long mane and tail and pretty dish face, an appropriately well-bred mount for any general who didn’t (like Pompey) prefer a splashy white horse. Except that its feet were cloven into three genuine toes, each ending in a tiny hoof, behind which it had a footpad.


  Mounted, the legates watched, enthralled; they had waited for a statement of war to no avail, but now they had it. When Caesar rode Toes, he was going into battle.


  He nudged the animal into the lead and rode at a sedate pace across the yellowed, autumnal grass between the trees toward the sparkling stream. And there, on the vestigial bank, paused.


  It is here. I can still turn back. I have not yet abandoned legality, constitutionality. But once I cross this undistinguished river I pass from servant of my country to an aggressor against her. Yet I know all this. I’ve known it for two years. I’ve gone through everything—thought, planned, schemed, striven mightily. I’ve made incredible concessions. I would even have settled for Illyricum and one legion. But for every step of the way, I have known and understood that they would not yield. That they were determined to spit on me, to shove my face into the dust, to make a nothing out of Gaius Julius Caesar. Who is not a nothing. Who will never consent to be a nothing. You wanted it, Cato. Now you can have it. You’ve forced me to march against my country, to turn my face against the legal way. And, Pompeius, you are about to discover what it’s like to face a competent enemy. The moment Toes wets his feet, I am an outlaw. And in order to remove the slur of outlaw from my name, I will have to go to war, fight my own countrymen—and win.


  What lies across the Rubicon? How many legions have they managed to get together? How much real preparation? I am basing my entire campaign on a hunch, that they have done nothing. That Pompeius doesn’t know how to start a war, and that the boni don’t know how to fight one. He’s never once started a war, Pompeius, for all those special commands. He’s the expert at mopping up. Whereas the boni have no skill at anything beyond starting a war. Once the fighting begins, how will Pompeius manage to coexist with the boni, who will retard him, harangue him, criticize him, attempt to constrain him? They’ve thought of this as a game, as a hypothesis. Never as an actuality. Still, I suppose it is a game. And I have the luck as well as the genius.


  Suddenly he threw his head back and laughed, remembering a line from his favorite poet, Menander.


  “Let the dice fly high!” he cried out in the original Greek, kicked Toes gently in the ribs, and rode across the Rubicon into Italia and rebellion.


  *


  Ariminum was in no mood to fight; when Caesar and the Thirteenth reached that prosperous town at the top of the Via Flaminia, its populace turned out armed with autumn garlands, adorned the troops and cheered Caesar deafeningly. It came, Caesar had to admit, as something of a surprise, for Ariminum lay at the top of Pompey’s dominions and could well have chosen Pompey and the Senate. In which case, wondered Caesar, how much fighting might there be? He learned that Thermus was in Iguvium, Lucilius Hirrus in Camerinum, Lentulus Spinther in Ancona, and Varus in Auximum. Lentulus Spinther had succeeded in raising the most troops, about ten cohorts; the others had five cohorts each. Not very fearsome odds for the Thirteenth. Especially if the ordinary folk of Italia were on Caesar’s side. Suddenly that seemed likely, a great comfort. Blood wasn’t what Caesar was after; the less of it he had to spill, the better.


  Antony, Quintus Cassius, Curio and Caelius reached the camp outside Ariminum early on that eleventh day of January. A sorry sight in torn and bloodied togas, faces bruised and cut, the two tribunes of the plebs were perfect for Caesar’s purpose. He called the Thirteenth into assembly and presented Antony and Quintus Cassius to them in all their glory.


  “This is why we’re here!” said Caesar. “This is what we have marched into Italia to prevent! No body of Roman men, no matter how ancient or august, has the right to violate the sacred persons of the tribunes of the plebs, who came into being to protect the lot of the ordinary people, the vast numbers of the Plebs from the Head Count through Rome’s soldiers to her business people and civil servants! For we cannot call the plebeians of the Senate anything other than would-be patricians! In treating two tribunes of the plebs the way the Senate’s plebeians have treated Marcus Antonius and Quintus Cassius, they have abrogated their plebeian status and heritage!


  “The person of a tribune of the plebs is inviolable, and his right to veto inalienable. Inalienable! All Antonius and Cassius did was to veto a scurrilous decree aimed at them and, through them, aimed at me. I have offended them, those would-be patricians of the Senate, by raising Rome’s image in the eyes of the rest of the world and adding vast riches to Rome’s purse. For I am not one of them. I have never been one of them. A senator, yes. A magistrate, yes. Consul, yes. But never one of that petty, small-minded, vindictive little group who call themselves the Good Men, the boni! Who have embarked upon a program designed to destroy the right of the People to a say in government, who have embarked upon a program to ensure that the only governing body left in Rome is the Senate. Their Senate, boys, not my Senate! My Senate is your servant. Their Senate wants to be your master. It wants to decide how much you are paid, when your service with generals like me is to be terminated, whether or not you are to receive a little parcel of land to settle on when you retire. It wants to regulate the size of your bonuses, your percentage of the booty, how many of you will walk in a triumphal parade. It even wants to decide whether or not you’re entitled to the citizenship, whether or not your backs, which have bowed down serving Rome, are to be jellied by the barbed lash. It wants you, Rome’s soldiers, to acknowledge it your master. It wants you cowed and sniveling like the meanest beggar in a Syrian street!”


  Hirtius huffed contentedly. “He’s away,” he said to Curio. “It’s going to be one of his best speeches.”


  “He can’t lose,” said Curio.


  Caesar swept on. “This little group of men and the Senate they manipulate have impugned my dignitas, my right and entitlement to public honor through personal endeavor. All that I have done they want to destroy, calling what I have done treasonous! And in wanting to destroy my dignitas, in calling me treasonous, they are destroying your dignitas, calling what you have done treasonous!


  “Think of them, boys! All those weary miles—those nundinae of empty bellies—those sword cuts, arrow punctures, spear rents—those deaths in the front line, so noble, so brave!—think of them! Think of where we’ve been—think of what we’ve done—think of the work, the sweat, the privation, the loneliness! Think of the colossal glory we’ve amassed for Rome! And to what avail? So that our tribunes of the plebs can be punched and kicked, so that our achievements can be sneered at, dismissed, shit upon by a precious little clique of would-be patricians! Poor soldiers and worse generals, every last one of them! Who ever heard of Cato the general? Ahenobarbus the conqueror?”


  Caesar paused, grinned, shrugged. “But who among you even knows the name Cato? Ahenobarbus, maybe—his great-grandfather wasn’t a bad soldier! So, boys, I’ll give you a name you do know—Gnaeus Pompeius who awarded himself the cognomen of Magnus! Yes, Gnaeus Pompeius, who ought to be fighting for me, fighting for you! But who, in his fat and torpid old age, has elected to hold a sponge on a stick to clean the arses of his boni friends! Who has turned his back on the concept of the army! Who has supported this campaign against me and my boys from its very beginning! Why? Why did he do that? Because he’s outfought, outgeneraled, outclassed and outraged! Because he’s not ‘Great’ enough to admit that someone else’s army is better than any army he ever commanded! Who is there to equal my boys? No one! No one! You’re the best soldiers who ever picked up a sword and a shield in Rome’s name! So here I am, and here you are, on the wrong side of a river and on our way to avenge our mangled, our despised dignitas!


  “I would not go to war for any reason less. I would not oppose those senatorial idiots for any reason less. My dignitas is the center of my life; it is everything I have ever done! I will not let it be taken from me! Nor see your dignitas taken from you. Whatever I am, you are! We’ve marched together to cut off all three of Cerberus’s heads! We’ve suffered through snow and ice, hail and rain! We’ve crossed an ocean, climbed mountains, swum mighty rivers! We’ve beaten the bravest peoples in the world to their knees! We’ve made them submit to Rome! And what can poor old has-been Gnaeus Pompeius say in answer to that? Nothing, boys, nothing! So what has he chosen to do? Try to strip it all from us, boys—the honor, the fame, the glory, the miracle! Everything we lump together and call dignitas!”


  He stopped, held out his arms as if to embrace them. “But I am your servant, boys. I exist because of you. It’s you who must make the final decision. Do we march on into Italia to avenge our tribunes of the plebs and recover our dignitas? Or do we about-face and return to Ravenna? Which is it to be? On or back?”


  No one had moved. No one had coughed, sneezed, whispered a comment. And for a long moment after the General ceased speaking, that immense silence continued. Then the primipilus centurion opened his mouth.


  “On!” he roared. “On, on!”


  The soldiers took it up. “On! On! On! On!”


  Caesar stepped down from his dais and walked into the ranks, smiling, holding out his hand to shake every hand proffered to him, until he was swallowed up in a mail-clad mass.


  “What a man!” said Pollio to Orca.


  *


  But that afternoon over dinner, the four fugitives from Rome bathed and clad in leather armor, Caesar held a council of war.


  “Hirtius, was my speech recorded verbatim?” he asked.


  “It’s being copied now, Caesar.”


  “I want it distributed to all my legates and read out to every one of my legions.”


  “Are they with us?” asked Caelius. “Your legates, I mean.”


  “All save Titus Labienus.”


  “That doesn’t surprise me,” said Curio.


  “Why?” pressed Caelius, the least informed and therefore the most prone to ask obvious questions.


  Caesar shrugged. “I didn’t want Labienus.”


  “How did your legates know?”


  “I visited Gallia Comata and my legates last October.”


  “So you knew about this as far back as then.”


  “My dear Caelius,” said Caesar patiently, “the Rubicon has always been a possibility. Just one I would have preferred not to use. And, as you well know, have exerted every ounce of myself to avoid using. But it’s a foolish man who doesn’t thoroughly explore every possibility. Let us simply say that by last October I considered the Rubicon more a probability than a possibility.”


  Caelius opened his mouth again, but shut it when Curio dug him sharply in the ribs.


  “Where to now?” asked Quintus Cassius.


  “It’s evident that the opposition isn’t well organized—also that the common people prefer me to Pompeius and the boni,” said Caesar, popping a piece of bread soaked in oil between his lips. He chewed, swallowed, spoke again. “I’m going to split the Thirteenth. Antonius, you’ll take the five junior cohorts and march at once for Arretium to hold the Via Cassia. It’s more important that I keep my avenues to Italian Gaul open at this moment than try to hold the Via Flaminia. Curio, you’ll stay in Ariminum with three cohorts until I send you word to march for Iguvium, from which town you’ll eject Thermus. Once that’s done I’ll have the Via Flaminia as well as the Via Cassia. As for myself, I’m taking the two senior cohorts and continuing south into Picenum.”


  “That’s only a thousand men, Caesar,” said Pollio, frowning.


  “They should be enough, but the possibility that I may need more is why Curio stays in Ariminum for the time being.”


  “You’re right, Caesar,” said Hirtius soberly. “What matters isn’t the quantity of the troops, but the quality of the men leading them. Perhaps Attius Varus will offer resistance, but Thermus, Hirrus and Lentulus Spinther? They couldn’t lead a tethered ewe.”


  “Which reminds me, I don’t honestly know why,” said Caesar, “that I must write to Aulus Gabinius. Time that doughty warrior was recalled from exile.”


  “What about recalling Milo?” asked Caelius, Milo’s friend.


  “No, not Milo,” said Caesar curtly, and terminated the meal.


  “Did you notice,” said Caelius later in private to Pollio, “that Caesar spoke as if it were in his power to recall exiles? Is he really so confident?”


  “He’s not confident,” said Pollio. “He knows.”


  “But it’s on the laps of the Gods, Pollio!”


  “And who,” asked Pollio, smiling, “is the darling of the Gods? Pompeius? Cato? Rubbish! Never forget, Caelius, that a great man makes his luck. Luck is there for everyone to seize. Most of us miss our chances; we’re blind to our luck. He never misses a chance because he’s never blind to the opportunity of the moment. Which is why he’s the darling of the Gods. They like brilliant men.”


  *


  Caesar dawdled after he left Ariminum with his two cohorts, and had not gone very far when he put his men into camp on the evening of the fourteenth day of January; he wanted to be sure that he allowed the Senate every opportunity to come to agreement, nor did he relish killing fellow Romans. But not long after camp was pitched, two envoys from the Senate arrived on blown horses: young Lucius Caesar, son of Caesar’s cousin at present in Narbo, and another young senator, Lucius Roscius. Both were boni; a grief to Lucius Caesar concerning his son, a peculiarly rigid and very un-Caesarish sprig on the Julian tree.


  “We’re sent to ask you your terms for a withdrawal into Italian Gaul,” said young Lucius Caesar stiffly.


  “I see,” said his cousin, eyeing him reflectively. “Don’t you think it’s more important to enquire after your father first?”


  Young Lucius Caesar flushed. “Since I’ve not heard from him, Gaius Caesar, I presume he’s well.”


  “Yes, he is well.”


  “And your terms?”


  Caesar opened his eyes wide. “Lucius, Lucius, patience! It’s going to take me some days to work them out. In the meantime, you and Roscius will have to march with me. South.”


  “That’s treason, cousin.”


  “Since I was accused of that when I kept to my own side of the border, Lucius, what difference can it make?”


  “I have a letter from Gnaeus Pompeius,” Roscius interrupted.


  “For which I thank you,” said Caesar, taking it. After a pause during which nobody moved, he inclined his head very regally. “You may go. Hirtius will look after you.”


  They didn’t like being so dismissed by a traitor, but they went. Caesar sat down and opened Pompey’s letter.


  What a sorry mess this is, Caesar. I must confess, however, that I never thought you’d do it. With one legion? You’ll go down. You can’t not. Italia is alive with troops.


  I’m writing, really, to beg you to put the interests of the Republic ahead of your own. That’s what I’ve done myself from the beginning of this tangle. Frankly, it’s more in my interest to side with you, isn’t it? Together we could rule the world. But one of us can’t, because one of us isn’t strong enough. You taught me that back before you were consul, as I remember. And reinforced it at Luca six years ago. No, seven years ago. How time flies! Seven years since I’ve laid eyes on you.


  I hope you’re not personally insulted by the fact that I’ve chosen to oppose you. There’s nothing personal in it, I do assure you. I made my decision based on what is best for Rome and the Republic. But surely, Caesar, you of all men must realize that leading an armed insurrection is a vain hope. If you believe, as I do, that Sulla was in the right of it and simply returned to Italia to claim what was legally his, then no armed insurrection has succeeded. Look at Lepidus and Brutus. Look at Catilina. Is that what you want for yourself, an ignominious death? Think, Caesar, please.


  I urge you to put aside your anger and ambitions. For the sake of our beloved Republic! If you do put aside your anger and ambitions, I’m positive an accommodation can be arrived at between you and the Senate. I’ll lend such an accommodation my absolute support. I have put aside my anger and ambitions. For the sake of the Republic. Think of Rome first and always, Caesar! Don’t harm the Republic! If you remain determined to harm your enemies, you must inevitably also harm the Republic. Your enemies are as much a part of the Republic as you are. Do, please, consider your alternatives. Send us back a reasonable man’s answer with young Lucius Caesar and Lucius Roscius. Come to terms with us and withdraw into Italian Gaul. It’s prudent. It’s patriotic.


  His smile a little twisted, Caesar screwed the short missive into a ball and tossed it among the coals on the brazier.


  “What a sanctimonious fart you are, Pompeius!” he said as he watched the piece of paper flare up, dwindle. “So I have but one legion, eh? I wonder what you’d have said in that letter if you’d known I’m marching south with no more than two cohorts! A thousand men, Pompeius! If you knew, you’d come chasing after me. But you won’t. The only legions with any merit you have are the Sixth and the Fifteenth, who fought for me. And you’re not sure how they’d react if you ordered them to draw their swords in full sight of me, their old commander.”


  *


  A thousand men were definitely enough. When Pisaurum yielded amid cheers and flowers, Caesar sent back to Ariminum and started Curio off to eject Thermus from Iguvium. Then Fanum Fortunae yielded—more cheers, more flowers. On the sixteenth day of January, with the Senate’s two envoys as witnesses, Caesar accepted the surrender of the big seaport of Ancona amid cheers and flowers. He had not so far spilled one drop of Roman blood. Of Lentulus Spinther and his ten cohorts there was no sign; he had withdrawn south to Asculum Picentum. Nor did Caesar’s behavior disillusion the towns which had capitulated; he exacted no reprisals of any kind and paid for whatever he requisitioned for his troops.


  ROME TO CAMPANIA


  On the day before Caesar received Pompey’s letter, the thirteenth day of January, a man on a foundering horse had crossed the Mulvian Bridge north of Rome. The guard posted there after the Senatus Consultum Ultimum had been passed informed the man that the Senate was meeting in Pompey’s curia on the Campus Martius, and gave him a fresh mount to finish the last few miles of his journey. A client of Pompey’s who had taken it upon himself to keep an eye on the road between Ravenna and Ariminum, the horseman had chosen to make the ride to Rome himself because he was dying to see how the Senate took the news he was bringing. As anyone would who had a sense of history and a wish to belong to a great moment, he reflected as he spurred his horse with a loud clatter onto the terrazzo floor outside the Curia Pompeia.


  He slid off the animal, walked to the closed pair of bronze doors and hammered them with his fist. A startled lictor opened one to stick his head around it; Pompey’s client yanked the door wide, then strode into the chamber.


  “Here, you can’t enter the Senate in closed session!” cried the lictor.


  “Fathers of the Senate, I have news!” the invader roared.


  Every head turned; both Marcellus Minor and Lentulus Crus rose from their ivory chairs to stand gaping at him while he looked about for Pompey, whom he located in the front row on the left-hand side.


  “What news, Nonius?” asked Pompey, recognizing him.


  “Gaius Caesar has crossed the Rubicon and is advancing on Ariminum with one legion!”


  In the act of rising, Pompey froze for a moment before he flopped limply back onto his curule chair. All feeling seemed to have gone; he was conscious only of a ghastly numbness, and could not manage to speak.


  “It’s civil war!” whispered Gaius Marcellus Minor.


  Lentulus Crus, a more dominant man by far than Marcellus Minor, took a faltering step forward. “When, man?” he asked, face faded to grey.


  “He rode his battle horse with the toes across the Rubicon shortly before sunset three days ago, honored consul.”


  “Jupiter!” squeaked Metellus Scipio. “He did it!”


  These words acted like the opening of a sluice gate upon a dammed-up flood; the senators rushed headlong for the doors, became jammed in the aperture, fought and scrabbled to get out, fled in panic across the peristyle and away toward the city.


  A moment later, only a handful of boni remained.


  Sensation returned to Pompey, who managed to get up. “Come with me,” he said curtly, going to the door which permitted entry into his villa.


  Cornelia Metella took one look at their faces as the band streamed into the atrium and decided to absent herself, which left Pompey to hand his client Nonius to the steward with a request that he be well treated.


  “My thanks,” he said, patting the man on the shoulder.


  Well pleased with his contribution to history, Nonius went off.


  Pompey led the rest into his study, where everyone clustered around the console table bearing wine and poured it unwatered with shaking hands. Save Pompey, who sat in his chair behind his desk without caring what sort of insult that was to consuls and consulars.


  “One legion!” he said when his guests had all found seats and were looking at him as if at the only piece of cork in a tempestuously heaving sea. “One legion!”


  “The man must be insane,” muttered Gaius Marcellus Minor, wiping the sweat from his face with the purple border of his toga.


  But those anguished, bewildered eyes fixed on him seemed to have a more tonic effect than wine would have; Pompey threw his chest out, put his hands on his desk and cleared his throat.


  “The sanity of Gaius Caesar is not the issue,” he said. “He’s challenged us. He’s challenged the Senate and People of Rome. With one legion he’s crossed the Rubicon, with one legion he’s advancing on Ariminum, with one legion he intends to conquer Italia.” Pompey shrugged. “He can’t do it. Mars couldn’t do it.”


  “I suspect, from all one knows about Mars, that Caesar is a better general,” said Gaius Marcellus Major dryly.


  Ignoring this, Pompey looked at Cato, who hadn’t said one word since Nonius strode into the chamber—and had gulped down a very large quantity of unwatered wine.


  “Well, Marcus Cato?” Pompey asked. “What do you suggest?”


  “That,” said Cato in his most unmusical tones, “those who create great crises should also be the ones to put an end to them.”


  “Meaning you had nothing to do with it, and I everything?”


  “My opposition to Caesar is political, not military.”


  Pompey drew a breath. “Does this mean, then, that I am in command of resistance?” he asked Gaius Marcellus Minor, the senior consul. “Does it?” he asked the junior consul, Lentulus Crus.


  “Yes, of course,” said Lentulus Crus when Marcellus Minor stayed mute.


  “Then,” said Pompey briskly, “the first thing we have to do is send two envoys to Caesar at once and at the gallop.”


  “What for?” asked Cato.


  “To discover on what terms he would be prepared to withdraw into Italian Gaul.”


  “He won’t withdraw,” said Cato flatly.


  “One step at a time, Marcus Cato.” Pompey’s eyes roved over the ranks of the fifteen men who sat there and alighted upon young Lucius Caesar and his boon companion, Lucius Roscius. “Lucius Caesar, Lucius Roscius, you’re elected to do the galloping. Take the Via Flaminia and commandeer fresh horses before the ones you’re on fall dead under you. You don’t stop, even to take a piss. Just aim backward from the saddle.” He drew paper toward him and picked up a pen. “You are official envoys and you’ll speak for the entire Senate, including its magistrates. But you’ll also carry a letter from me to Caesar.” He grinned without amusement. “A personal plea to think of the Republic first, not to injure the Republic.”


  “All Caesar wants is a monarchy,” said Cato.


  Pompey didn’t reply until the letter was written and sprinkled with sand. Then he said, rolling it up and heating wax to seal it, “We don’t know what Caesar wants until he tells us.” He pressed his ring into the blob of wax, handed the letter to Roscius. “You keep it, Roscius, as my envoy. Lucius Caesar will do the talking for the Senate. Now go. Ask my steward for horses—they’ll be better than anything you’ve got. We’re already north of the city, so it will save time to start from here.”


  “But we can’t ride in togas!” said Lucius Caesar.


  “My man will give you riding gear, even if it doesn’t fit. Now go!” barked the General.


  They went.


  “Spinther’s in Ancona with as many men as Caesar has,” said Metellus Scipio, brightening. “He’ll deal with it.”


  “Spinther,” said Pompey, showing his teeth, “was still busy dithering over sending troops to Egypt after Gabinius had already restored Ptolemy Auletes to his throne. So let’s not get our hopes up by expecting great things from Spinther. I’ll send word to Ahenobarbus to join up with him and Attius Varus. Then we’ll see.”


  But every scrap of news over the next three days was dismal: Caesar had taken Ariminum, then he had taken Pisaurum, then he had taken Fanum Fortunae. With cheers and garlands, not opposition. And that was the real worry. No one had thought of the people of rural Italia and the smaller cities, the many towns. Particularly in Picenum, Pompey’s own purlieu. To discover now that Caesar was advancing unopposed—with a mere two cohorts!—paying for what he ate and harming no one, was appalling news.


  Capped in the afternoon of the seventeenth day of January by two messages: the first, that Lentulus Spinther and his ten cohorts had quit Ancona to retreat to Asculum Picentum; and the second, that Caesar had been cheered into Ancona. The Senate met at once.


  “Incredible!” shouted that famous fence-sitter Philippus. “With five thousand men, Spinther wouldn’t stay to meet Caesar and a thousand men! What am I doing here in Rome? Why am I not taking myself to grovel at Caesar’s feet this moment? The man’s got you bluffed! You’re exactly what he always calls you—couch generals! And that goes for you too these days, Pompeius Magnus!”


  “I am not responsible for deputing Spinther to defend Ancona!” Pompey roared. “That, Philippus, if you remember, was the decision of this House! And you voted for it!”


  “I wish I’d voted to make Caesar the King of Rome!”


  “Shut your seditious mouth!” shrieked Cato.


  “And you, you pokered-up bag of meaningless political cant, can shut yours!” Philippus shouted back.


  “Order!” said Gaius Marcellus Minor in a tired voice.


  Which seemed to work better than a holler; Philippus and Cato sat down, glaring at each other.


  “We are here to decide on a course of action,” Marcellus Minor went on, “not to bicker. How much bickering do you think is going on at Caesar’s headquarters? The answer to that, I imagine, is none. Caesar wouldn’t tolerate it. Why should Rome’s consuls?”


  “Because Rome’s consuls are Rome’s servants, and Caesar has refused to be anyone’s servant!” said Cato.


  “Oh, Marcus Cato, why do you persist in being so difficult, so obstructive? I want answers, not irrelevant statements or silly questions. How do we proceed to deal with this crisis?”


  “I suggest,” said Metellus Scipio, “that this House confirm Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus in command of all our troops and legates.”


  “I agree, Quintus Scipio,” said Cato. “Those who precipitate great crises should be the ones to put an end to them. I hereby nominate Gnaeus Pompeius as commander-in-chief.”


  “Listen,” growled Pompey, acutely aware that Cato had refrained from using Magnus, “you said that to me the other day, and I resent it! I didn’t cause this ‘great crisis,’ Cato! You did! You and all the rest of your boni confederates! I’m just the one you expect to get you out of the shit! But don’t blame me for dropping us into it! You did, Cato, you did!”


  “Order!” sighed Marcellus Minor. “We have a motion, but I doubt a division is necessary. I’ll see hands and hear ayes.”


  The House voted overwhelmingly to appoint Pompey commander-in-chief of the Republic’s forces and legates.


  Marcus Marcellus rose to his feet. “Conscript Fathers,” he said, “I hear through Marcus Cicero that recruitment in Campania is atrociously slow. How can we speed matters up? We have to lay our hands on more soldiers.”


  “Ha ha ha!” sneered Favonius, smarting because Pompey had chastised his beloved Cato. “Who was it always used to say that all he had to do to raise troops in Italia was stamp his foot on the ground? Who was that?”


  “You, Favonius, have four legs, whiskers and a long, naked tail!” snarled Pompey. “Tace!”


  “Speak as a result of the motion, Gnaeus Pompeius,” said Gaius Marcellus Minor.


  “Very well then, I will!” snapped Pompey. “If recruitment in Campania is proceeding at a snail’s pace, one can only blame those doing the recruiting. Like Marcus Cicero, whose head is probably in some obscure manuscript when it ought to be bent over the enlistment books. There are many thousands of soldiers to be had, Conscript Fathers, and you have just made it my job—my job!—to produce them. I will produce them. But a lot faster if the rats who skitter around Rome’s sewers get out of my way!”


  “Are you calling me a rat?” yelled Favonius, leaping up.


  “Oh, sit down, you dullard! I called you a rat ages ago!” said Pompey. “Attend to business, Marcus Favonius, and try to use what passes for your mind!”


  “Order!” said Marcellus Minor wearily.


  “That’s the trouble with this wretched body!” Pompey went on wrathfully. “You all think you’re entitled to your say! You all think you’re entitled to run things! You all think every decision made has to be a democratic one! Well, let me tell you something! Armies can’t be run on democratic principles. If they are, they founder. There’s a commander-in-chief, and his word is law! LAW! I am now the commander-in-chief, and I won’t be harassed and frustrated by a lot of incompetent idiots!”


  He got to his feet and walked to the middle of the floor. “I hereby declare a state of tumultus! On my say-so, not your vote! We are at war! And the last vote you made was the one that gave me the high command! I am assuming it! You will do as you are told! Hear me? Hear me? You will do as you are told!”


  “That depends,” drawled Philippus, grinning.


  A comment Pompey chose to ignore. “It is my command that every senator leave Rome immediately! Any senator who remains in Rome beyond tomorrow will be regarded as a partisan of Caesar’s, and be treated accordingly!”


  “Ye Gods,” said Philippus with a huge sigh, “I hate Campania with winter coming on! Why shouldn’t I remain in nice, snug Rome?”


  “By all means do so, Philippus!” said Pompey. “You are, after all, husband to Caesar’s niece!”


  “And father-in-law to Cato,” purred Philippus.


  *


  The state of absolute confusion which followed upon Pompey’s order only made things worse for those in Rome below the level of senator. From the time the fleeing Conscript Fathers had broadcast the news that Caesar had crossed the Rubicon, the city had spun into a panic. The word the knights used most frequently was that frightful word which had come into existence under the dictatorship of Sulla: “proscription.” The emblazoning of one’s name on a list pinned to the rostra, which meant that one was declared an enemy of Rome and the dictatorship, that any person seeing one could kill one, that one’s property and money was confiscate to the State. Two thousand senators and knights had died, and Sulla had filled his empty treasury on the profits.


  For everyone with much to lose assumed as a matter of course that Caesar would follow in Sulla’s footsteps—wasn’t it exactly like that time after Sulla landed in Brundisium and marched up the peninsula? With the common folk cheering and throwing flowers? He too had paid for every leaf, sheaf, root and shoot his army ate. What was the difference between a Cornelian and a Julian, after all? They existed on a plane far above knight-businessmen, who were less to them than the dust beneath their feet.


  Only Balbus, Oppius, Rabirius Postumus and Atticus tried to stem the panic, explain that Caesar was no Sulla, that all he was after was the vindication of his battered dignitas, that he was not about to assume the dictatorship and slaughter people indiscriminately. That he had been forced to march by the senseless, obdurate opposition of a small clique within the Senate, and that as soon as he had forced that clique to recant its policies and its decrees, he would revert to ordinary behavior.


  It did little good; no one was calm enough to listen and common sense had flown away. Disaster had struck; Rome was about to be plunged into yet another civil war. Proscriptions would follow—hadn’t everyone heard that Pompey too had spoken angrily of proscriptions, of thousands being thrown off the Tarpeian Rock? Oh, caught between a harpy and a siren! Whichever side won, the knights of the Eighteen were sure to suffer!


  Most of the senators, packing trunks, trying to explain to wives, making new wills, had no idea exactly why they had been ordered to leave Rome. Not requested: ordered. If they stayed they would be regarded as Caesar’s partisans, that was all they really understood. Sons over the age of sixteen were demanding to come too; daughters with a wedding date fixed shrilled and fluttered; bankers and accountants ran from one noble senatorial client to another, explaining feverishly that cash was in short supply, now was not the time to sell land, sleeping partnerships were worth nothing when business had slumped.


  Little wonder, perhaps, that the most important thing of all was entirely overlooked. Not Pompey, not Cato, not any of the three Marcelli, not Lentulus Crus nor anyone else had so much as thought of emptying the Treasury.


  On the eighteenth day of January, amid overladen baggage carts trundling in hundreds through the Capena Gate en route to Neapolis, Formiae, Pompeii, Herculaneum, Capua and other Campanian destinations, the two consuls and almost all the Senate fled out of Rome. Leaving the Treasury stuffed to the rafters with money and bullion, not to mention various emergency hoards of bullion in the temples of Ops, Juno Moneta, Hercules Olivarius and Mercury, and thousands of chests of money in Juno Lucina, Iuventus, Venus Libitina and Venus Erucina. The only man who had thought to draw money from the tribuni aerarii in charge of the Treasury had been Ahenobarbus some days earlier; he had asked for and received six million sesterces to pay the many troops he confidently expected to obtain among the Marsi and Paeligni. The public fortune of Rome remained inside Rome.


  Not every senator left. Lucius Aurelius Cotta, Lucius Piso Censor and Lucius Marcius Philippus were among those who stayed. Perhaps to reinforce this decision in each other, they met for dinner on the nineteenth at Philippus’s house.


  “I’m a newly married man with a baby son,” said Piso, his bad teeth showing. “A perilous enough situation for a man of my age without rushing off like a Sardinian bandit after a sheep!”


  “Well,” said Cotta, smiling gently, “I stayed because I do not believe Caesar will lose. He’s my nephew, and I’ve never known him to act without caution, despite his reputation. It’s all thought out very carefully.”


  “And I stayed because I’m too lazy to uproot myself. Huh!” Philippus snorted. “Fancy haring off to Campania with winter in the offing! Villas shut up, no staff to light the braziers, the fish sleepy and the diet endless plates of cabbage.”


  Which struck everyone as funny; the meal proceeded merrily. Piso had not brought his new wife, and Cotta was a widower, but Philippus’s wife attended. So did her thirteen-year-old son, Gaius Octavius.


  “And what do you think of it all, young Gaius Octavius?” asked Cotta, his great-great-uncle. The boy, whom he knew from many visits (Atia worried about her great-uncle, who lived alone), fascinated him. Not in the same way as Caesar had when a child, though there were similarities. The beauty, certainly. What good luck for young Gaius Octavius, however, that his ears stuck out! Caesar had had no flaw at all. The boy was very fair too, though his eyes were more widely opened and a luminous grey—not eerie eyes like Caesar’s. Frowning, Cotta sought for the correct word to describe their expression, and settled upon “careful.” Yes, that was it. They were careful. At first one thought them innocent and candid, until one realized that they never really told one what the mind behind them was thinking. They were permanently veiled and never passionate.


  “I think, Uncle Cotta, that Caesar will win.”


  “In which we agree. Why do you think so?”


  “He’s better than they are.” Young Gaius Octavius found a bright red apple and sank his even white teeth into it. “In the field he has no equal—Pompeius is second rate as a general. A good organizer. If you look at his campaigns, he always won because of that. There are no brilliant battles, battles wherein his strategy and tactics will inspire another Polybius. He wore his opponents down; that was his strength. Uncle Caesar has done that too, but Uncle Caesar can boast of a dozen brilliant battles.”


  “And one or two, like Gergovia, that were not brilliant.”


  “Yes, but he didn’t go down in them either.”


  “All right,” said Cotta, “that’s the battlefield. What else?”


  “He understands politics. He knows how to manipulate. He doesn’t tangle himself in lost causes or associate with men who do. He’s quite as efficient as Pompeius off the battlefield. A better speaker, a better lawyer, a better planner.”


  Listening to this analysis, Lucius Piso became conscious that he disliked its author. Not proper for a boy of that age to speak like a teacher! Who did he think he was? And so pretty. Far too pretty. Another year, and he’d be offering his arse; he had that smell about him. A very precious boy.


  *


  Pompey, the consuls and a good part of the Senate reached Teanum Sidicinum in Campania on the twenty-second day of January, and here halted to bring a little order out of the chaos of evacuating the capital. Not all the senators had tacked themselves onto Pompey’s cometish tail; some had scattered to invade their shut-up villas on the coast, some preferred to be anywhere other than wherever Pompey was.


  Titus Labienus was waiting; Pompey greeted him like a long-lost brother, even embraced him and kissed him on the cheek.


  “Where have you come from?” Pompey asked, surrounded by his senatorial watchdogs—Cato, the three Marcelli and Lentulus Crus—and bolstered by a mournful Metellus Scipio.


  “Placentia,” said Labienus, leaning back in his chair.


  Though all present knew Labienus by sight and remembered his activities as tribune of the plebs, it was ten years since any of them (including Pompey) had set eyes on him, for he had left Rome to take up duties in Italian Gaul while Caesar was still consul. They gazed at him now in some dismay; Labienus had changed. In his early forties, he looked exactly what he had become: a hard-bitten, ruthlessly authoritarian military man. His tight black curls were peppered with grey; his thin, liver-colored mouth bisected his lower face like a scar; the great hooked nose with its flaring nostrils gave him the look of an eagle; and his black eyes, narrow and contemptuous, gazed upon all of them, even upon Pompey, with the interest of a cruel boy in a group of insects owning potentially detachable wings.


  “When did you leave Placentia?” asked Pompey.


  “Two days after Caesar crossed the Rubicon.”


  “How many legions has he got in Placentia? Though no doubt they’re already marching to join him.”


  The greying head reared back, the mouth opened to display huge yellow teeth; Labienus laughed heartily. “Ye Gods, you are fools!” he said. “There are no legions in Placentia! There never were. Caesar has the Thirteenth, which he sent to Tergeste and back on a training exercise which appears to have escaped your notice. Most of the time he was in Ravenna he was without troops of any kind. He’s marched with the Thirteenth, and he has no other legions coming to help him. Ergo, he thinks he can do the job with the Thirteenth. From what I’ve seen, he is probably right.”


  “Then,” said Pompey slowly, beginning to revise his plans to quit Italia in favor of Macedonia and Greece, “I can move to contain him in Picenum. If Lentulus Crus and Attius Varus haven’t already done that. He split the Thirteenth, you see. Antonius is holding Arretium and the Via Cassia with five cohorts, and”—Pompey winced—”Curio has ejected Thermus from Iguvium with three more cohorts. All Caesar has at present are two cohorts.”


  “Then why are you sitting here?” demanded Labienus. “You ought to be halfway up the Adriatic coast by now!”


  Pompey cast a look of burning reproach at Gaius Marcellus Major. “I was led to believe,” he said with great dignity, “that Caesar possessed four legions. And though we did hear that he was marching with no more than one, we assumed the others were doing things in his rear.”


  “I don’t think,” said Labienus deliberately, “that you want to fight Caesar at all, Magnus.”


  “I don’t think so either!” said Cato.


  Oh, was he never going to be free of this carping criticism? Wasn’t he the officially appointed commander-in-chief? Hadn’t he informed them that democracy was over, that he’d do things his way, that they’d better pipe down? Now here was another critic, Titus Labienus, feeding lines to Cato!


  Pompey drew himself up in his chair, expanded his chest until his leather cuirass creaked. “Listen, all of you,” he said with commendable restraint, “it’s my command, and I will do things my way, do you hear? Until my scouts inform me exactly what Caesar is doing whereabouts, I’ll bide my time. If you’re right, Labienus, then there’s no problem. We’ll advance into Picenum and finish him off. But the most important thing in my agenda is the preservation of Italia. I have sworn not to fight a civil war on her soil if it assumes anything like the dimensions of the Italian War. That ruined the country for twenty years. I won’t have my name associated with that kind of odium! So until I hear what’s happening in Picenum, I’ll continue to bide my time. Once I know, I’ll make my decision whether to attempt to contain Caesar inside Italia, or whether to remove myself, my armies and the government of Rome to the East.”


  “Leave Italia?” squeaked Marcus Marcellus.


  “Yes, just as Carbo should have when Sulla threatened.”


  “Sulla beat Carbo,” said Cato.


  “On Italian soil. That’s my whole point.”


  “Your whole point should be,” said Labienus, “that you are indeed in Carbo’s position. Handicapped by troops who’ll be too old or too raw to deal with an army of veterans who’ve just emerged from a long and grueling foreign war. Caesar is in Sulla’s shoes. He’s the one with the veterans.”


  “I have the Sixth and the Fifteenth in Capua,” said Pompey, “and I very much doubt anyone can call them either too old or too raw, Labienus!”


  “The Sixth and the Fifteenth belonged to Caesar.”


  “But they’re seriously disaffected with Caesar,” said Metellus Scipio. “Appius Claudius told us!”


  They’re like children, thought Labienus in wonder. They’ve made not one single effort to establish a good intelligence force, and they’re still believing whatever they’re told. What has happened to Pompeius Magnus? I served with him in the East and he wasn’t like this. He’s either past it or intimidated. But who is doing the intimidating? Caesar or this motley crew?


  “Scipio,” Labienus said very slowly and distinctly, “Caesar’s troops are not disaffected! I don’t care how august the man is who told you, nor what evidence you’ve actually seen to confirm it. Just take it from one who knows—Caesar’s troops are not disaffected.” He turned to Pompey. “Magnus, act now! Take the Fifteenth, the Sixth and whatever other troops you can scrape together, and march to contain Caesar now! If you don’t, other legions will arrive to reinforce him. I said there were none in Italian Gaul, but that won’t last. The rest of Caesar’s legates are his men to the death.”


  “And why aren’t you, Labienus?” asked Gaius Marcellus Major.


  The dark, oily skin took on a purple hue; Labienus paused, then said evenly, “I think too much of Rome, whichever Marcellus you might happen to be. Caesar is acting treasonously. I refuse to commit treason.”


  Whereabouts this turn in the conversation might have led was never known; the two envoys, Lucius Caesar Junior and Lucius Roscius, reported in.


  “How long is it since you left?” asked Pompey eagerly.


  “Four days,” said young Lucius Caesar.


  “In four days,” said Labienus, drawing attention to himself, “anyone working for Caesar would have covered four hundred miles. What have you covered, less than a hundred and fifty?”


  “And who,” said young Lucius Caesar in freezing tones, “are you to criticize me?”


  “I’m Titus Labienus, boy.” He looked young Lucius Caesar up and down scornfully. “Your face says who you are, but it also says you’re not in your father’s league.”


  “Yes, yes!” snapped Pompey, temper fraying. “What was going on when you left?”


  “Caesar was in Auximum. Which welcomed him with open arms. Attius Varus and his five cohorts fled before we got there, but Caesar sent his lead century after them, and caught them. There was a small engagement. Attius Varus was defeated. Most of his men surrendered and asked to join Caesar. Some scattered.”


  A silence fell, which Cato broke. “Caesar’s lead century,” he said heavily. “Eighty men. Who defeated over two thousand.”


  “The trouble was,” said Lucius Roscius, “that Varus’s troops didn’t have their hearts in it. They were shivering in their boots at the very thought of Caesar. Yet once Caesar had charge of them, they cheered up and began to look like soldiers. Remarkable.”


  “No,” said Labienus, smiling wryly. “Normal.”


  Pompey swallowed. “Did Caesar issue terms?”


  “Yes,” said young Lucius Caesar. He drew a long breath and launched into a carefully memorized speech. “I am authorized to tell you, Gnaeus Pompeius, the following: One, that you and Caesar should both disband your armies. Two, that you should withdraw at once to Spain. Three, that Italia should be completely demobilized. Four, that the reign of terror should come to an end. Five, that there should be free elections and a return to properly constitutional government by both Senate and People. Six, that you and Caesar should meet in person to discuss your differences and reach an agreement to be ratified by oath. Seven, that once this agreement is reached, Caesar should hand over his provinces to his successors. And eight, that Caesar should contest the consular elections in person inside Rome, not in absentia.”


  “What rubbish!” said Cato. “He doesn’t mean a word of it! A more absurd set of conditions I’ve never heard!”


  “That’s what Cicero said when I told him,” said young Lucius Caesar. “Manifestly absurd.”


  “And where,” asked Labienus dangerously, “did you encounter Marcus Cicero?”


  “At his villa near Minturnae.”


  “Minturnae… What an odd route you took from Picenum!”


  “I needed to visit Rome. Roscius and I were with Caesar for much longer than we’d thought. I stank!!”


  “Now why didn’t I think of that?” asked Labienus wearily. “You stank. Did Caesar stink? Or his men?”


  “Not Caesar, no. But he bathes in freezing cold water!”


  “That’s how you keep smelling sweet on campaign, true.”


  Pompey attempted to regain control of proceedings. “Well, there are his terms,” he said. “He’s issued them officially, no matter how absurd. But I do agree. He doesn’t mean them, he’s just buying time.” He opened his mouth and shouted. “Vibullius! Sestius!”


  Two of his prefects entered the room. Lucius Vibullius Rufus belonged to the engineers, Sestius to the cavalry.


  “Vibullius, go at once to Picenum and find Lentulus Spinther and Attius Varus. Urge them to come to grips with Caesar as soon as possible. He has two cohorts, therefore they can beat him—if they manage to explain that fact to their soldiers! Instruct them from me to do so.”


  Vibullius Rufus saluted and left.


  “Sestius, you’re ordered to proceed as an envoy to the camp of Gaius Caesar. Tell Gaius Caesar that his terms are unacceptable until he gives up the towns he is currently occupying in Picenum and returns across the Rubicon into Italian Gaul. If he does all that, I’ll take it as evidence of his good faith, and then we shall see. Emphasize that there’s no deal while he’s on the Italian side of the Rubicon, because that means the Senate cannot return to Rome.”


  Publius Sestius, prefect of cavalry, saluted and left.


  “Good!” said Cato, satisfied.


  “What did Caesar mean, ‘reign of terror’? What reign of terror?” asked Metellus Scipio.


  “We think, Roscius and I,” said young Lucius Caesar, “that Caesar was referring to the panic inside Rome.”


  “Oh, that!” sniffed Metellus Scipio.


  Pompey cleared his throat. “Well, noble friends, we’ve come to the parting of the ways,” he said with more satisfaction than Cato and Metellus Scipio combined. “Tomorrow Labienus and I are heading for Larinum. The Sixth and the Fifteenth are already en route. Consuls, you’ll go to Capua and whip up the recruitment rate. If and when you see Marcus Cicero, tell him to stop dithering and start producing. What’s he doing in Minturnae? Not enlisting men, I’ll warrant! Too busy scribbling to Atticus and the Gods know who else!”


  “And from Larinum,” said Cato, “you’ll march north toward Picenum and Caesar.”


  “That,” said Pompey, “remains to be seen.”


  “I can see why the consuls are needed at Capua,” said Cato, warming up, “but the rest of us will be with you, of course.”


  “No, you won’t!” Pompey’s chin trembled. “You’ll all remain in Capua for the time being. Caesar has five thousand gladiators in a school there, and they’ll have to be broken up. It’s times like this I wish we owned a few prisons, but as we don’t, I’ll leave it to all you couch experts how to solve the situation. The only one I want to accompany me to Larinum is Titus Labienus.”


  *


  It was true that Cicero dithered, and also true that he was not occupying himself in recruitment duties, either in Minturnae or at his next stop on that round of beautiful villas he owned from one end of the Campanian coast to the other. Misenum was next to Minturnae, therefore Misenum was his next stop. He wasn’t alone; Quintus Cicero, young Quintus Cicero and his own son, Marcus, were with him; and so too were his twelve lictors, their fasces wreathed in laurels because Cicero was a triumphator who had not yet held his triumph. A big enough nuisance to have the male members of the family in attendance, but not half the nuisance those wretched lictors were! He couldn’t move without them, and since he still held his imperium and his imperium was a foreign one, the lictors were clad in all the glory of crimson tunics broadly belted in black leather studded with brass emblems, and bore the axes in their fasces among the thirty rods. Imposing. But not to a man burdened with as many cares as Cicero.


  He’d been visited by none other than his protégé, that most promising young advocate Gaius Trebatius Testa, who had been released from service with Caesar so thoroughly indoctrinated to Caesar’s way of thinking that he would hear not one word against him. Trebatius came, podgy as ever, to beg that Cicero return at once to Rome, which desperately needed, said Trebatius, the genuine stability of a knot of consulars.


  “I will not go anywhere at the behest of an outlaw!” said Cicero indignantly.


  “Marcus Cicero, Caesar is no outlaw,” pleaded Trebatius. “He has marched to retrieve his dignitas, and that is proper. All he wants is to ensure its continuance. After that—and in concert with that—he wants peace and prosperity for Rome. He feels that your presence in Rome would be a calming one.”


  “Well, let him feel what he likes!” snapped Cicero. “I will not be seen to betray my colleagues who are dedicated to the cause and preservation of the Republic. Caesar wants to be a king, and candidly, I believe Pompeius Magnus wouldn’t refuse if he were asked to reign as King Magnus. Hah! Magnus Rex!”


  Which reply left Trebatius with no alternative other than to litter himself away.


  Next came a letter from Caesar himself, its brevity and off-the-point paragraph symptomatic of Caesar’s exasperation.


  My dear Marcus Cicero, you are one of the few people involved in this mess who may have the foresight and the courage to choose an intermediate path. Night and day I worry over the plight of Rome, left rudderless by the deplorable exodus of her government. What kind of answer is it to cry tumultus and then desert the ship? For that is what Gnaeus Pompeius, egged on by Cato and the Marcelli, has done. So far I have received no indication that any of them, including Pompeius, are thinking of Rome. And that despite the rhetoric.


  If you would return to Rome, it would be a great help. In this, I know, I am supported by Titus Atticus. A great joy to know him recovered from that terrible bout of the ague. He doesn’t take enough care of himself. I remember that Quintus Sertorius’s mother, Ria— she cared for me when I almost died of the ague without a rhythm— sent me a letter after I returned to Rome advising me which herbs to hang and which herbs to throw on a brazier to avoid contracting the ague. They work, Cicero. I haven’t had the ague since. But though I told him what to do, Atticus can’t be bothered.


  Do please consider coming home. Not for my sake. Nor will anyone apostrophize you as my partisan. Do it for Rome.


  But Cicero wouldn’t do it for Rome; did he do it, he would be acting to oblige Caesar. And that, he vowed, he would never do!


  But by the time that January ended and February arrived, Cicero was very torn. Nothing he heard inspired any confidence. One moment he was assured that Pompey was marching for Picenum to finish Caesar before he got started; the next moment he was being told that Pompey was in Larinum and planning to march for Brundisium and a voyage across the Adriatic to Epirus or western Macedonia. Caesar’s letter had tickled an itch, with the result that Cicero fretted about Pompey’s indifference to Rome the city. Why wasn’t he defending her? Why?


  By this time the whole of the north was open to Caesar, from the Via Aurelia on the Tuscan Sea to the Adriatic coast. He held every great road or knew they contained no troops to oppose him; Hirrus had vacated Camerinum, Lentulus Spinther had fled from Asculum Picentum, and Caesar held all of Picenum. While, apparently, Pompey sat in Larinum. His prefect of engineers, Vibullius Rufus, had encountered Lentulus Spinther in disarray on the road after quitting Asculum Picentum, and stood up to the haughty consular sturdily. With the result that he took over command of Lentulus Spinther’s troops and hied them, plus the dejected Lentulus Spinther, to Corfinium, where Ahenobarbus had established himself.


  Of all the legates the Senate had dispatched to defend Italia back in those far-off days before Caesar crossed the Rubicon, only Ahenobarbus had fared well. In Alba Fucentia beside the Fucine Lake he had marshaled two legions of Marsi, a warlike and ardent people in his clientele. He had then proceeded with them to the fortress city of Corfinium on the river Aternus, resolved to hold Corfinium and its sister city, Sulmo, in Caesar’s teeth. Thanks to Vibullius, he received Lentulus Spinther’s ten cohorts— and five more cohorts Vibullius poached from Hirrus, retreating from Camerinum. Thus, or so it seemed to Cicero, Ahenobarbus looked like the only serious foe Caesar was likely to meet. For Pompey, it was clear, didn’t want to meet him.


  The stories about what Caesar intended to do once he owned Italia and Rome were legion and horrifying: he was going to cancel all debts; proscribe the entire knight class; hand the Senate and the Assemblies over to the rabble, the Head Count who owned nothing and could give the State nothing save children. It was perhaps something of a comfort to know that Atticus stoutly maintained Caesar would do none of these things.


  “Don’t dismiss Caesar as a Saturninus or a Catilina,” said Atticus to Cicero in a letter. “He’s a very able and clever man with a mine of common sense. Far from believing that he would do anything as foolish as cancel debts, I think him absolutely committed to protecting and ensuring the well-being of Rome’s commercial sphere. Truly, Cicero, Caesar is no radical!”


  Oh, how much Cicero wanted to believe that! The trouble was that he couldn’t, chiefly because he listened to everyone and deemed everyone right at the time. Save those, like Atticus, who kept blowing Caesar’s trumpet, no matter in how restrained and reasonable a way. For he couldn’t like Caesar, couldn’t trust Caesar. Not since that dreadful year when he had been consul, when Catilina had plotted to overthrow the State, and Caesar had accused him of executing Roman citizens without a trial. Inexcusable. Unforgivable. Out of Caesar’s stand came Clodius’s persecution and eighteen months in exile.


  “You’re an outright, downright fool!” snarled Quintus Cicero.


  “I beg your pardon!” gasped Cicero.


  “You heard me, big brother! You’re a fool! Why won’t you see that Caesar is a decent man, a highly conservative politician, and the most brilliant military man Rome has ever produced?” Quintus Cicero emitted a series of derisive raspberries. “He’ll wallop the lot of them, Marcus! They do not stand a chance, no matter how much they prate about your precious Republic!”


  “I will repeat,” said Cicero with great dignity, “what I have already said several times. It’s infinitely preferable to be beaten with Pompeius than victorious with Caesar!”


  “Well,” said Quintus, “don’t expect me to feel the same way. I served with Caesar. I like him. And, by all the Gods, I admire him! So don’t ask me to fight against him, because I won’t.”


  “I am the head of the Tullii Cicerones!” cried big brother. “You will do what I say!”


  “I’ll cleave to the family in this much, Marcus—I won’t enlist to fight for Caesar. But nor will I take up a sword or a command against him.”


  And from that stand little brother Quintus would not be budged.


  Which led to more and fiercer quarrels when Cicero’s wife and daughter, Terentia and Tullia, joined them at Formiae. As did Quintus’s wife, Pomponia, the sister of Atticus and a worse termagant than Terentia. Terentia sided with Cicero (not always the case), but Pomponia and Tullia sided with Quintus Cicero. Added to which, Quintus Cicero’s son wanted to enlist in Caesar’s legions, and Cicero’s son wanted to enlist in Pompey’s legions.


  “Tata,” said Tullia, big and pretty brown eyes pleading, “I do wish you’d see reason! My Dolabella says Caesar is everything a great Roman aristocrat ought to be.”


  “As I know him to be,” said Quintus Cicero warmly.


  “I agree, Pater,” said young Quintus Cicero with equal warmth.


  “My brother Atticus thinks him an excellent sort of man,” said Pomponia, chin out pugnaciously.


  “You’re all mentally deficient!” snapped Terentia.


  “Not to mention getting ready to suck up to the man you think will win!” yelled young Marcus Cicero, glaring at his cousin.


  “Tacete, tacete, tacete!” roared the head of the Tullii Cicerones. “Shut up, the lot of you! Go away! Leave me in peace! Isn’t it enough that I can’t persuade anybody to enlist? Isn’t it enough to be plagued by twelve lictors? Isn’t it enough that the consuls in Capua have got no further than boarding out Caesar’s five thousand gladiators among loyal Republican families? Where they’re eating their hosts out of house and home? Isn’t it enough that Cato can’t make up his mind whether to stay in Capua or go to govern Sicily? Isn’t it enough that Balbus writes twice a day, begging me to heal the breach between Caesar and Pompeius? Isn’t it enough that I hear Pompeius is already transferring cohorts to Brundisium to ship across the Adriatic? Tacete, tacete, tacete!”


  LARINUM TO BRUNDISIUM


  It was much nicer existing without the senatorial watchdogs, Pompey had discovered. From Titus Labienus he received nothing except sound military sense delivered minus homilies, rhetoric or political analysis; Pompey began to think that he might be able to salvage something out of this hideous shipwreck. All his instincts told him that it was futile to try to halt Caesar in Italia, that his best and cleverest course was to retreat across the Adriatic and take Rome’s government with him. If there was no government left in Italia, Caesar wouldn’t have the opportunity to shore up his position by bluffing, bullying or bludgeoning the government into officially sanctioning his actions. He would look what he was, a treasonous conqueror who had driven the government into exile. Nor was retreating across the Adriatic a true retreat; it was the breathing space Pompey desperately needed to get his army into shape, to see his own legions shipped to him from Spain, to levy client kings in the East for additional troops and the masses of cavalry he lacked.


  “Don’t count on your Spanish legions,” warned Labienus.


  “Why ever not?”


  “If you leave Italia for Macedonia or Greece, Magnus, don’t expect Caesar to follow you. He’ll march for Spain to destroy your base and your army there.”


  “Surely I’m his top priority!”


  “No. Neutering Spain is. That’s one reason why he won’t bring all his legions to this side of the Alps. He knows he’ll need them in the West. By now, I imagine, Trebonius will have at least three legions in Narbo. Where old Lucius Caesar has everything in perfect order as well as thousands of local troops. And they’ll be waiting for Afranius and Petreius to attempt the land route to Rome.” Labienus frowned, shot Pompey a look. “They haven’t marched yet, have they?”


  “No, they haven’t. I’m still waiting to see how best to deal with Caesar himself. Whether I should go north to Picenum, or east across the Adriatic.”


  “You’ve left your run too late for Picenum, Magnus. That ceased to be an alternative a nundinum ago.”


  “Then,” said Pompey with decision, “I’ll send Quintus Fabius to Ahenobarbus in Corfinium today with orders that Ahenobarbus is to abandon the place and transfer himself and his troops to me.”


  “Good thinking. If he stays in Corfinium, he’ll fall. It’s Caesar will inherit his men, and we need them. Ahenobarbus has two properly formed legions and another fifteen-odd cohorts.” He thought of something else. “How are the Sixth and the Fifteenth?”


  “Surprisingly tractable. Largely due to you, I suspect. Since they learned you’re on our side, they’ve been more prone to think ours is the side in the right.”


  “Then I’ve accomplished something.”


  Labienus got up and paced across to an unshuttered window, through which blew a cold, ominously wintry blast from the north. The camp was located on the outskirts of Larinum, which had never recovered from the treatment Gaius Verres and Publius Cethegus had doled out to it in Sulla’s wake. Nor had the Apulian countryside. Verres had torn out every single tree; without windbreaks or roots to hold down the topsoil, what had been a reasonably verdant and fertile land had gone to dust and locusts.


  “You’re hiring seaworthy transports in Brundisium?” asked Labienus from the window, gazing out, indifferent to the cold.


  “Yes, of course. Though shortly I’ll have to ask the consuls for money. Some of the captains refuse to sail until they’ve been paid—the difference between a legitimate war and a civil one, I presume. Normally they’re content to run an account.”


  “Then the Treasury is in Capua.”


  “Yes, I imagine so,” Pompey answered absently. A fraction of a moment later he was sitting in his chair rigid with shock. “Jupiter!”


  Labienus swung around immediately. “What?”


  “Labienus, I can’t be sure that the Treasury isn’t still in Rome! Jupiter! Oh, Hercules! Minerva! Juno! Mars! I don’t remember seeing any Treasury wagons on the road to Campania!” He writhed, glued his fingers to his temples, closed his eyes. “Ye Gods, I don’t believe it! But the more I think about it, the more certain I am that those prize cunni Marcellus and Crus skipped from Rome without emptying the vaults! They’re the consuls—it’s their duty to deal with the money!”


  Face a pasty grey, Labienus swallowed. “Do you mean we’ve embarked on this enterprise without a war chest?”


  “It’s not my fault!” wailed Pompey, hands clenched in his thick, gone-to-silver hair. “Do I have to think of everything? Can those mentulae in Capua think of nothing! They’ve hemmed me in for months, squawking and clucking, yammering in my ears until I can hardly hear my own thoughts—picking, carping, criticizing, arguing—oh, Titus, how they argue! On and on and on! It’s not a right act to do this, it’s a wrong act to do that; the Senate says this, the Senate says that—it’s a wonder I’ve got as far into this campaign as Larinum!”


  “Then,” said Labienus, understanding that now was not the moment to castigate Pompey, “we’d better send a man at the gallop for Capua with instructions for the consuls to hustle themselves back to Rome and empty the Treasury. Otherwise it’s Caesar who will pay for his war out of the public purse.”


  “Yes, yes!” gasped Pompey, stumbling to his feet. “I’ll do it this instant—I know, I’ll send Gaius Cassius! A tribune of the plebs who distinguished himself in Syria ought to be able to make them understand, eh?”


  Off he reeled, leaving Labienus to stand by the window and stare at the bleak landscape with leaden heart. He’s not the same man, Pompeius. He’s a doll that’s lost half its stuffing. Well, he’s getting old. Must be pushing fifty-seven. And he’s right about that clutch of political theorists—Cato, the Marcelli, Lentulus Crus, Metellus Scipio. So militarily inept they couldn’t tell their arses from their swords. I’ve chosen the wrong side, unless I can keep closer to Magnus than the senatorial leeches. If it’s left to them, Caesar will eat us. Picenum has fallen. And the Twelfth has joined the Thirteenth—Caesar possesses two veteran legions. Plus every one of our recruits he’s managed to get his hands on. They know. I’ll see Quintus Fabius myself; I must reinforce the message he’s got to get through to that pigheaded verpa in Corfinium, Ahenobarbus—abandon the place and join us! Money. Money... There’s bound to be some around here somewhere, even after Verres and Cethegus. They were thirty years ago. A few temple hoards, old Rabirius’s house… And I’ll see Gaius Cassius myself too. Tell him to start borrowing from the Campanian temples and towns. We need every sestertius we can find.


  A wise decision on Labienus’s part, one which would enable Pompey to sail. By the time Lentulus Crus answered Pompey’s curt order (the senior consul, Marcellus Minor, was sick—as usual), the army had quit Larinum and was at Luceria, well south; the delighted Metellus Scipio had bundled himself off importantly with six cohorts to Brundisium under instructions to hold it, and secure in the knowledge that Caesar was a long way from Brundisium.


  While Labienus watched, Pompey deciphered Lentulus Crus’s letter. “I don’t believe it!” he gasped, chalk-white, eyes swimming with tears of sheer rage. “Our esteemed junior consul will get up off his pampered podex and proceed back to Rome to empty the Treasury if I advance into Picenum and prevent Caesar any access to Rome! Otherwise, he says, he’s staying right where he is in Capua. Safe! He goes on to accuse Gaius Cassius of impertinence and as punishment has sent him to Neapolis— one of my legates!—to gather a few ships in case the consuls and the rest of the government have to evacuate Campania in a hurry. He ends, Labienus, by informing me that he still considers it a mistake on my part to refuse to let him make a legion out of Caesar’s gladiators. He’s convinced they’d fight brilliantly for us and he doesn’t think us military men appreciate the prowess of gladiators. Therefore he is mighty miffed that I ordered them disbanded.”


  Pushed beyond rage, Labienus giggled. “Oh, it’s a gigantic farce! What we ought to do, Magnus, is put the whole show on the road and play every pig-shit town and village in Apulia. The yokels would deem it the funniest troupe of traveling mimers they’ve ever seen. Especially if we trick Lentulus Crus out as a raddled old whore with a pair of melons for tits.”


  But at least, thought Labienus privately, young Gaius Cassius will be raiding every temple from Antium to Surrentum. I doubt an order from the likes of Lentulus Crus to save the Senate’s bacon at the expense of the army will impress that particular Cassius!


  *


  Quintus Fabius came back from Corfinium to inform Pompey that Ahenobarbus would march to join the army in Luceria four days before the Ides of February, and that he had accumulated even more troops; refugees from the debacles in Picenum kept drifting in. One of the most cheering aspects of this was Ahenobarbus’s news that he had six million sesterces with him. He had intended to pay his men, but Pompey’s needs were greater, so he hadn’t.


  But on the eleventh day of February, two days before the Ides, Vibullius sent a dispatch telling Pompey that Ahenobarbus had now decided to remain in Corfinium. His scouts had reported that Caesar had left Picenum behind and was in Castrum Truentum. He had to be stopped! said Ahenobarbus. Therefore Ahenobarbus would stop him.


  Pompey sent an urgent directive back to Corfinium instructing Ahenobarbus to leave before Caesar arrived to blockade him; his own scouts believed that a third of Caesar’s veteran legions was now approaching, and the scouts knew for a fact that Antonius and Curio were back in Caesar’s fold with their cohorts. With three of his old legions and a wealth of experience in blockade, Caesar would take Corfinium and Sulmo easily. Get out, get out! said Pompey’s note.


  Ahenobarbus ignored it and remained.


  Unaware of this, on the Ides of February Pompey sent his legate Decimus Laelius to Capua with orders he insisted be obeyed. One of the two consuls was to proceed to Sicily to secure the grain harvest, just beginning to come in; Ahenobarbus and twelve cohorts of his troops would also sail for Sicily as soon as possible. The men not needed to secure Sicily were to go to Brundisium at once, cross the Adriatic to Epirus, and wait in Dyrrachium. They were to include the government. Laelius inherited the job of finding a fleet to sail for Sicily; Cassius, hinted Labienus, was very busy emptying temples and towns of their money.


  News of what was happening at Corfinium filtered in very, very slowly. Though the distance between Corfinium and Luceria was only a matter of a hundred miles, dispatches took between two and four days to reach Pompey. Which meant that by the time he got the news, it was already too old to act upon. Even the awesome and frightening Labienus could not manage to improve the situation; the couriers dawdled all the way, popped in to say hello to an aged aunt, visited a tavern, lingered to dally with a woman.


  “Morale,” said Pompey wearily, “doesn’t exist. Hardly anyone believes in this war! Those who do, refuse to take it seriously. I’m hamstrung, Labienus.”


  “Hang on until we get across the Adriatic” was the answer.


  Though Caesar arrived at Corfinium the day after the Ides, three more days elapsed before Pompey knew; by that time Caesar had the Eighth, the Twelfth and all the Thirteenth with him. Sulmo surrendered and Corfinium had been rendered helpless by blockade. Lips tight, Pompey sent word back to Ahenobarbus that it was far too late to send help, that the situation was of Ahenobarbus’s own making, and that he would have to get himself out of it.


  But when Pompey’s unsympathetic response reached Ahenobarbus six days after he had sent for assistance, the commander of Corfinium decided to flee secretly in the night, leaving his troops and his legates behind. Unfortunately his strange behavior gave him away; he was promptly taken into custody by Lentulus Spinther, who sent to Caesar for terms. With the result that on the twenty-first day of February, Ahenobarbus, his cronies and fifty other senators were handed over to Caesar, together with thirty-one cohorts of soldiers. And six million sesterces. For Caesar, a welcome bonus. He proceeded to require an oath of allegiance to himself from Ahenobarbus’s men; he also paid them well into the future. They would be most useful, he had decided, to send to secure Sicily.


  For once the messenger to Pompey hurried. Pompey reacted by striking camp in Luceria and marching for Brundisium with the fifty cohorts he possessed. Caesar was now in hot pursuit; not five hours after accepting the surrender of Corfinium, he was on the road south in the wake of Pompey. Who reached Brundisium on the twenty-fourth day of February to discover that he had sufficient transports to ship only thirty of his fifty cohorts across the sea.


  The most dismaying news of all, as far as Pompey was concerned, however, was Caesar’s stunning clemency at Corfinium. Instead of holding mass executions, he gave mass pardons. Ahenobarbus, Attius Varus, Lucilius Hirrus, Lentulus Spinther, Vibullius Rufus and the fifty senators were civilly commended for their valor in defending Italia, and released unharmed. All Caesar required was their word that they would cease to fight against him; did they take up arms a second time, he warned them, he might not be so merciful.


  Campania was now as open to Caesar as was the north. No one was left in Capua—no troops, no consuls, no senators. Everything and everyone went to Brundisium, for Pompey had abandoned the idea of sending a force to Sicily. Everything and everyone was to sail for Dyrrachium in western Macedonia, some distance north of Epirus. The Treasury had not been emptied. But was Lentulus Crus sorry? Did he apologize for his stupidity? No, not at all! He was too indignant still over Pompey’s rejection of that gladiator legion.


  Brundisium was all for Caesar, which made Pompey’s situation there uncomfortable. Forced to barricade and mine the port city’s streets, he was also forced to expend a great deal of effort on making sure Brundisium did not betray him. But between the second and the fourth days of March he managed to send off thirty cohorts in his fleet of transports— plus one consul, many other governing magistrates, and the senators. At least they were out of his hair! The only men he retained were men he could bear to talk to.


  Caesar arrived outside Brundisium before the empty transports had returned, and sent his Gallic legate Caninius Rebilus into the city to see young Gnaeus Pompey’s father-in-law, Scribonius Libo. Rebilus’s mission was to persuade Libo to let him see Pompey, who agreed to parley, then failed to agree to anything else.


  “In the absence of the consuls, Rebilus,” said Pompey, “I do not have the power to negotiate anything.”


  “I beg your pardon, Gnaeus Pompeius,” said Rebilus firmly, “that is not true. There is a Senatus Consultum Ultimum in effect and you are the commander-in-chief under its provisions. You are at full liberty to make terms in the absence of the consuls.”


  “I refuse even to think of reconciliation with Caesar!” snapped Pompey. “To be reconciled with Caesar is tantamount to lying down at his feet like a cringing dog!”


  “Are you sure, Magnus?” asked Libo after Rebilus had gone. “Rebilus is right, you can make terms.”


  “I will not make terms!” snarled Pompey, whose ordeals with the consuls and his senatorial watchdogs had passed for the moment; he was feeling much stronger, and he was growing harder. “Send for Metellus Scipio, Gaius Cassius, my son and Vibullius Rufus.”


  While Libo pattered off, Labienus looked at Pompey reflectively. “You’re steeling rapidly, Magnus,” he said.


  “I am that,” said Pompey between his teeth. “Was there ever a worse trick of Fortuna for the Republic than Lentulus Crus as the dominant consul in the year of the Republic’s greatest crisis? Marcellus Minor may as well not have existed—he was useless.”


  “I think Gaius Claudius Marcellus Minor doesn’t share the devotion to the boni cause his brother and cousin have in such abundance,” said Labienus. “Otherwise, why has he been sick since he took office?”


  “True. I ought not to have been surprised when he baulked and refused to sail. Still, his defection made me determined to ship the rest of them off in the first fleet. Ever since word of Caesar’s clemency at Corfinium reached them, they’ve vacillated.”


  “Caesar won’t proscribe,” said Labienus positively. “It’s not in his best interests. He’ll continue to be clement.”


  “So I think. Though he’s wrong, Labienus, he’s wrong! If I win this war—when I win this war!—I’m going to proscribe.”


  “As long as you don’t proscribe me, Magnus, proscribe away.”


  The summoned men arrived, and settled to listen.


  “Scipio,” said Pompey to his father-in-law, “I’ve decided to send you directly to your province, Syria. There you’ll squeeze as much money as you can out of the place, after which you’ll take the best twenty cohorts there, form them into two legions, and bring them to me in Macedonia or wherever I am.”


  “Yes, Magnus,” said Metellus Scipio obediently.


  “Gnaeus, my son, you’ll come with me for the present, but later I’ll ask you to raise fleets for me, I’m not sure where. I suspect my best strategy against Caesar will be naval. On land he’ll always be dangerous, but if we can control the seas he’ll suffer. The East knows me well, but it doesn’t know Caesar at all. The East likes me, I’ll get fleets.” Pompey looked at Cassius, who had managed to raise a thousand talents in coin and another thousand talents in treasure from the Campanian temples and town treasuries. “Gaius Cassius, you’ll come with me for the moment too.”


  “Yes, Gnaeus Pompeius,” said Cassius, not sure if he was pleased at this news.


  “Vibullius, you’re going west,” said the commander-in-chief. “I want you to see Afranius and Petreius in Spain. Varro is on his way already, but at this time of year you can sail. Tell Afranius and Petreius that they are not, repeat, not to march my legions eastward. They are to wait in Spain for Caesar, who I suspect will attempt to crush Spain before he follows me east. My Spanish army will have no trouble beating Caesar. They’re hardened veterans, unlike the sorry lot I’m taking to Dyrrachium.”


  Good, thought Labienus, satisfied. He took my word for it that Caesar will go to Spain first. Now all I have to do is to make sure the last two legions—and this disappointing Magnus—escape from Brundisium intact.


  Which they did on the seventeenth day of March, with the loss of a mere two transports.


  The Senate and its executives, together with the commander-in-chief of the Republic’s forces, had abandoned Italia to Caesar.


  BRUNDISIUM TO ROME


  Caesar’s sources of information and his intelligence network were as efficient as Pompey’s were inefficient, nor did his squad of couriers dally to visit aged aunts or taverns or whores. When Pompey and his last two legions sailed away, Caesar thought no more of them. First he would deal with Italia. Then he would deal with Spain. Only after that would he think again of Pompey and his Grand Army of the Republic.


  With him he now had the Thirteenth Legion, the Twelfth and the very fine old Eighth, plus three over-strength legions composed of Pompeian recruits, plus three hundred horse troopers who had ridden from Noricum to serve him. That last came as a pleasant surprise. Noricum lay to the north of Illyricum and was not a Roman province, though its fairly Romanized tribes worked closely with eastern Italian Gaul; Noricum produced the best iron ore for steel and exported it down the rivers which ran into the Adriatic from Italian Gaul. Along these rivers was the series of little towns which Brutus’s grandfather Caepio had established to work that magical Norican iron ore into the world’s finest blade steel. For many years now Caesar had been the best customer those towns knew, therefore by association of immense value to Noricum. Not to mention that he was also greatly loved by Italian Gaul and Illyricum because he had always administered these provinces superbly and stood up for the rights of those who lived on the far side of the Padus River.


  The three hundred Norican horse troopers were very welcome; as three hundred good men were enough for any campaign Caesar expected to have to wage in Italia, the Noricans meant that he didn’t have to send to Further Gaul for German cavalry.


  By the time he commenced to backtrack from Brundisium up the peninsula toward Campania, he knew many things. That Ahenobarbus and Lentulus Spinther were no sooner out of sight than they were planning to organize fresh resistance. That word of his clemency at Corfinium had spread faster than a fire in dry woodland, and done more to damp the panic in Rome than anything else could have. That neither Cato nor Cicero had left Italia with Pompey, and that Gaius Marcellus Minor had also elected to remain, though in hiding. That Manius Lepidus the consular and his eldest son, also pardoned at Corfinium, were planning to take their seats in the Senate in Rome if Caesar required them. That Lucius Volcatius Tullus also intended to sit in Caesar’s Senate. And that the consuls had neglected to empty the Treasury.


  But the one person who most preyed on Caesar’s mind as he entered Campania toward the end of March was Cicero. Though he had written again to Cicero personally, and though both the Balbi and Oppius were bombarding Cicero with letters, that stubborn, shortsighted fellow would not co-operate. No, he wouldn’t return to Rome! No, he wouldn’t take his seat in the Senate! No, he wouldn’t commend Caesar’s clemency in public, no matter how much he praised it in private! No, he didn’t believe Atticus any more than he believed the Balbi or Oppius!


  Three days before the end of March, Caesar made it impossible for Cicero to avoid a meeting any longer; he was staying at the villa belonging to Philippus at Formiae, and Cicero’s villa was just next door.


  “I am commanded!” said Cicero wrathfully to Terentia. “As if I haven’t got enough on my mind! Tiro so dreadfully ill, and my son coming of age—I want to be in Arpinum for that, not here in Formiae! Oh, why can’t I dispense with my lictors? And look at my eyes! It takes my man half an hour each morning to sponge them open, they’re so stuck together with muck!”


  “Yes, you do look a sight,” said Terentia, not moved to spare her husband’s feelings. “However, best to get it over and done with, I say. Once the wretched man has seen you, he might leave you alone.”


  So off grumped Cicero clad in purple-bordered toga, preceded by his lictors and their laurel-wreathed fasces. Philippus’s huge villa resembled nothing so much as a country fairground, with soldiers’ tents everywhere, people rushing around, and such a crowd inside that the great advocate was moved to wonder whereabouts Philippus and his awkward guest laid their own heads.


  But there was Caesar—ye Gods, the man never changed! How long was it? Nine years and more, though if Magnus hadn’t cheated and sneaked off alone to Luca just after casually popping in to say goodbye, he might have set eyes on Caesar at Luca. However, thought Cicero, subsiding into a chair and accepting a goblet of watered Falernian, he had changed. The eyes had never been warm, but now they were chillingly cold. He had always radiated power, but never of this magnitude. He could always intimidate, but never with such staggering ease. I behold a mighty king! thought Cicero with a thrill of horror. He outstrips Mithridates and Tigranes combined. The man oozes an innate majesty!


  “You look tired,” Caesar commented. “Also half blind.”


  “An inflammation of the eyes. It comes and goes. But you’re right, I’m tired. That’s why it’s bad at the moment.”


  “I need your counsel, Marcus Cicero.”


  “A most regrettable business,” said Cicero, searching for some suitably banal words.


  “I agree. Yet, since it has happened, we must deal with it. It’s necessary that I proceed like a cat among eggs. For instance, I can’t afford to offend anyone. Least of all you.” Caesar leaned forward and produced his most charming smile; it reached his eyes. “Won’t you help me put our beloved Republic on her feet again?”


  “Since you’re the one who knocked her off her feet in the first place, Caesar, no, I won’t!” said Cicero tartly.


  The smile left the eyes but remained glued to the lips. “I didn’t do the knocking, Cicero. My opponents did. It afforded me no pleasure or sense of power to cross the Rubicon. I did so to preserve my dignitas after my enemies made a mockery of it.”


  “You’re a traitor,” said Cicero, course determined.


  The mouth was as straight as its generous curves permitted. “Cicero, I didn’t ask you to see me to argue with you. I’ve asked for your counsel because I value it. For the moment, let’s leave the subject of the so-called government in exile and discuss the here and now—Rome and Italia, who have passed into my care. It is my vowed intention to treat both those ladies—who, in my own opinion, are one and the same—with great tenderness. You must be aware that I’ve been absent for many years. You must therefore be aware that I need guidance.”


  “I’m aware that you’re a traitor!”


  The teeth showed. “Stop being so obtuse!”


  “Who’s obtuse?” asked Cicero, splashing his wine. ” ‘You must be aware’—that’s the language of kings, Caesar. You state the obvious as if it were not obvious. The whole population of this peninsula is ‘aware’ that you’ve been away for years!”


  The eyes closed; two bright red spots burned in those ivory cheeks. Cicero knew the signs, and shivered involuntarily. Caesar was going to lose his temper. The last time he did that, Cicero found that he had made Publius Clodius into a plebeian. Oh well, the boats were burned. Let him lose his temper!


  He did not. After a moment the eyes opened. “Marcus Cicero, I am on my way to Rome, where I intend to have the Senate summoned. I want you to be present in the Senate. I want you to assist me in calming the People down and getting the Senate working again.”


  “Huh!” snorted Cicero. “The Senate! Your Senate, you mean! You know what I’d tell the Senate if I were present, don’t you?”


  “As a matter of fact, no, I do not. Enlighten me.”


  “I’d ask the Senate to decree that you be forbidden to go to Spain, with or without an army. I’d ask the Senate to decree that you be forbidden to go to Greece or Macedonia, with or without an army. I’d ask the Senate to chain you hand and foot inside Rome until the real Senate was on its benches and could decree that you be sent for trial as a traitor!” Cicero smiled sweetly. “After all, Caesar, you’re a stickler for the proper procedure, aren’t you? We can’t possibly execute you without trial!”


  “You’re daydreaming, Cicero,” said Caesar, well in control. “It won’t happen that way. The real Senate has absconded. Which means that the only Senate available is the one I choose to make.”


  “Oh!” cried Cicero, putting down his goblet with a clang. “There speaks the king! Oh, what am I doing here? My poor, sad Pompeius! Cast out of home, city, country—now there’s a man, Caesar, would make ten of you!”


  “Pompeius,” said Caesar deliberately, “is a nothing. What I sincerely hope is that I am not forced to demonstrate his nothingness to you in a way you won’t be able to ignore.”


  “You really do think you can beat him, don’t you?”


  “I know I can beat him, Cicero. But I hope not to have to, that’s what I’m saying. Won’t you put aside your absurd fantasies and look reality in the eye? The only genuine soldier pitted against me is Titus Labienus, yet he’s a nothing too. The last thing I want is an outright war. Haven’t I made that apparent so far? Men have not been dying, Cicero. The amount of blood I’ve shed thus far is minuscule. And there are men like Ahenobarbus and Lentulus Spinther—men I pardoned, Cicero!—free to thump their tubs all over Etruria in defiance of their sworn word!”


  “That,” said Cicero, “is it encapsulated, Caesar. Men you pardoned. By what right? By whose authority? You’re a king and you think like a king. Your imperium was terminated, you are no more and no less than an ordinary consular senator—and that only because the real Senate didn’t declare you hostis! Though the moment you crossed the Rubicon into Italia, under our constitution you became a traitor—an outlaw— hostis! A fig for your pardons! They’re meaningless.”


  “I will try,” said Caesar, drawing a deep breath, “just one more time, Marcus Cicero. Will you come to Rome? Will you take your seat in the Senate? Will you give me counsel?”


  “I will not come to Rome. I will not sit in your Senate. I will not give you counsel,” said Cicero, heart tripping.


  For a moment Caesar said nothing. Then he sighed. “Very well. I see. Then I leave you with this, Cicero. Think it over very carefully. To continue to defy me isn’t wise. Truly, it is not wise.” He got to his feet. “If you won’t give me decent and learned advice, then I’ll find said advice wherever I can.” The eyes were frozen as they looked Cicero up and down. “And I will go to any length that advice says I must.”


  He turned and vanished, leaving Cicero to find his own way out, both hands pressed against his midriff, working at the knot which threatened to asphyxiate him.


  “You were right,” said Caesar to Philippus, reclining at his ease in the room he had somehow managed to retain for his own use.


  “He refused.”


  “He more than refused.” A smile flashed, genuine amusement. “Poor old rabbit! I could see his heart knocking at his ribs through every fold in his toga. One must admire his courage, for it’s unnatural in him, poor old rabbit. I do wish he’d see reason! I can’t dislike him, you know, even at his silliest.”


  “Well,” said Philippus comfortably, “you and I can always fall back on our ancestors for consolation. He has none, and that hurts him very much.”


  “I suppose that’s why he can never manage to divorce himself from Pompeius. To Cicero, life for me has been a sinecure. I have the birthright. Pompeius is more to his liking in that respect. Pompeius demonstrates that ancestors are not necessary. What I wish Cicero would see is that birthright can become a handicap. Were I a Picentine Gaul like Pompeius, half those idiots who’ve fled across the Adriatic wouldn’t have gone. I couldn’t make myself King of Rome. Whereas, they think, a Julian could.” He sighed, sat down on the edge of the couch opposite Philippus. “Truly, Lucius, I have absolutely no wish to be King of Rome. I simply want my entitlements. If they’d only acceded to those, none of this would ever have happened.”


  “Oh, I understand fully,” said Philippus, yawning delicately. “I also believe you. Who in his right mind would want to king it over a litigious, cantankerous, self-willed lot of Romans?”


  The boy walked unselfconsciously into the midst of their laughter and waited politely until they were done. Startled by his sudden appearance, Caesar stared, frowned.


  “I know you,” he said, patting the couch next to him. “Sit down, great-nephew Gaius Octavius.”


  “I would rather,” said Gaius Octavius, “be your son, Uncle Caesar.” He sat down, turned himself on his side, and produced an enchanting smile.


  “You’ve grown a few feet, nevvy,” said Caesar. “The last time I saw you, you were still unsteady on your pins. Now it rather looks as if your balls are dropping. How old are you?”


  “Thirteen.”


  “So you’d like to be my son, eh? Isn’t that somewhat of an insult to your stepfather here?”


  “Is it, Lucius Marcius?”


  “Thank you, I have two sons of my own. I’ll gladly give you to Caesar.”


  “Who doesn’t honestly have the time or the inclination for a son. I’m afraid, Gaius Octavius, that you’ll have to continue to be my great-nephew.”


  “Couldn’t you at least make it nephew?”


  “I don’t see why not.”


  The boy curled his feet up under him. “I saw Marcus Cicero leaving. He didn’t look happy.”


  “With good reason,” said Caesar grimly. “Do you know him?”


  “Only to recognize. But I’ve read all his speeches.”


  “And what do you think of them?”


  “He’s a marvelous liar.”


  “Do you admire that?”


  “Yes and no. Lies have their uses, but it’s foolish to base one’s whole career on them. I won’t, anyway.”


  “So what will you base your career on, nephew?”


  “Keeping my own counsel. Saying less than I’m thinking. Not making the same mistake twice. Cicero is governed by his tongue; it runs away with him. That makes him impolitic, I think.”


  “Don’t you want to be a great military man, Gaius Octavius?”


  “I would love to be a great military man, Uncle Caesar, but I don’t think I have the gift of it.”


  “Nor do you intend to base your career on your tongue, it seems. But can you rise to the heights keeping your own counsel?”


  “Yes, if I wait to see what other people do before I act myself. Extravagance,” said the boy thoughtfully, “is a genuine flaw. It means one is noticed, but it also collects enemies like a fleece—no, that’s incorrect grammar—as a fleece does burrs.”


  Caesar’s eyes had crinkled up at their corners, but he kept his mouth straight. “Do you mean extravagance or flamboyance?”


  “Extravagance.”


  “You’re carefully tutored. Do you go to school, or learn at home?”


  “At home. My pedagogue is Athenodorus Cananites of Tarsus.”


  “And what do you think of flamboyance?”


  “Flamboyance suits flamboyant people. It suits you, Uncle Caesar, because”—his brow furrowed—”because it’s a part of your nature. But there will never be another like you, and what applies to you does not apply to other men.”


  “Including you?”


  “Oh, definitely.” The wide grey eyes gazed up adoringly. “I am not you, Uncle Caesar. I never will be. But I do intend to have my own style.”


  “Philippus,” said Caesar, laughing, “I insist that this boy be sent to me as contubernalis the moment he turns seventeen!”


  *


  Caesar took up residence on the Campus Martius (in Pompey’s deserted villa) at the end of March, determined not to cross the pomerium into the city; it was no part of his plans to behave as if he admitted he had lost his imperium. Through Mark Antony and Quintus Cassius, his tribunes of the plebs, he convoked the Senate to meet in the temple of Apollo on the Kalends of April. After which he settled down to confer with Balbus and his nephew Balbus Minor, Gaius Oppius, his old friend Gaius Matius, and Atticus.


  “Who is where?” he asked, of anyone.


  “Manius Lepidus and his son returned to Rome after you pardoned them at Corfinium, and I gather are debating whether to take their seats in the Senate tomorrow,” said Atticus.


  “Lentulus Spinther?”


  “Sulking at his villa near Puteoli. He may end in going to Pompeius across the water, but I doubt he’ll raise fresh resistance against you in Italia,” said Gaius Matius. “It seems two tastes of Ahenobarbus were enough for Lentulus Spinther—first Corfinium, then Etruria. He’s ended in preferring to go to earth.”


  “And Ahenobarbus?”


  Balbus Minor answered. “He chose the Via Valeria back to Rome after Corfinium, skulked at Tibur for a few days, then went to Etruria. He’s been recruiting there with considerable success. The man is inordinately wealthy, of course, and withdrew his funds from Rome before— before you crossed the Rubicon,”


  “In fact,” said Caesar levelly, “one would have to say that the intemperate Ahenobarbus acted more prudently and logically than any of the others. Save for his decision to remain in Corfinium.”


  “True,” said Balbus Minor.


  “And what does he intend to do with his Etrurian recruits?”


  “He’s gathered two small fleets, one in Cosa harbor and one on the island of Igilium. From which,” said Balbus Minor, “it seems he intends to quit Italia. Probably to go to Spain. I’ve been traveling extensively in Etruria, and that’s the rumor.”


  “How is Rome?” Caesar asked Atticus.


  “Much calmer after the news of your clemency at Corfinium, Caesar. Also once everyone began to realize that you’re not slaughtering soldiers in the field. As civil wars go, it’s being said, this is a remarkably bloodless one.”


  “Let us keep offering to the Gods that it remains bloodless.”


  “The trouble is,” said Gaius Matius, remembering days when two little boys played together in the courtyard of Aurelia’s insula, “that your enemies don’t have the same objectivity. I doubt any of them—except Pompeius himself, perhaps—cares how much blood is shed, provided you’re brought down.”


  “Oppius, tell me all about Cato.”


  “He’s gone to Sicily, Caesar.”


  “Well, he was appointed its governor.”


  “He was, but he’s not well liked by the majority of those senators who stayed in Rome after you crossed the Rubicon. So they got around Cato’s governorship by deciding to appoint a man specifically to secure the grain supply. They chose, of all people, Lucius Postumius. But Postumius declined the commission. Asked why, he expressed unease at supplanting Cato, still the titular governor. They begged him to go. Finally he said he would—provided Cato came with him. Naturally Cato didn’t want the job. He doesn’t like being out of Italia, as we all know. However, Postumius stood firm, so in the end Cato agreed to go too. After which his Ape, Favonius, offered to accompany him.”


  Caesar listened to this with a smile. “Lucius Postumius, eh? Ye Gods, they have an inspired ability to pick the wrong men! A more precious, pedantic and fiddling man I don’t know.”


  “You’re absolutely right,” said Atticus. “The moment he had the commission, he refused to leave for Sicily! Wouldn’t budge until young Lucius Caesar and Lucius Roscius came back with your terms. After that he refused to sail until Publius Sestius returned with your answer to Pompeius’s terms.”


  “Dear, dear. So when did this wonderful little clutch of hens finally depart?”


  “Midway through February.”


  “With any troops, since there’s no legion in Sicily?”


  “Absolutely none. The understanding was that Pompeius would ship twelve cohorts of Ahenobarbus’s troops to them, but you know what happened to that. Every man Pompeius possesses has gone to Dyrrachium.”


  “They haven’t thought very much about the welfare of Rome, have they?”


  Gaius Matius shrugged. “They didn’t need to, Caesar. They know you won’t see Rome or Italia starve.”


  “Well, at least taking Sicily shouldn’t present any great difficulties,” said Caesar, acknowledging the truth of Matius’s statement. He raised his brows to the older Balbus. “I find it hard to credit, but is it really true that no one emptied the Treasury?” he asked.


  “Absolutely true, Caesar. It’s stuffed with bullion.”


  “I hope it’s stuffed with coin too.”


  “You’ll garnish the Treasury?” asked Gaius Matius.


  “I have to, oldest friend. Wars cost money, staggering amounts of it, and civil wars don’t bring booty in their train.”


  “But surely,” said Balbus Minor, frowning, “you don’t mean to drag thousands of wagons of gold, silver and coins with you wherever you go?”


  “Ah, you’re thinking that I don’t dare to leave it in Rome,” said Caesar, very relaxed. “However, that’s exactly what I’ll do. Why should I not? Pompeius has to climb over the top of me before he can enter Rome—he abandoned her. All I’ll remove is what I need for the moment. About a thousand talents in coin, if there’s that much there. I’ll have to fund a war in Sicily and Africa as well as my own campaign in the West. But one thing you can count on, Minor—I won’t relinquish control of the Treasury once it’s mine. And by mine, I mean establishing myself and those senators still in Rome as the legitimate government.”


  “Do you think you can do that?” asked Atticus.


  “I sincerely hope so,” said Caesar.


  *


  But when the Senate met on the first day of April in the temple of Apollo, it was so thinly attended that it didn’t constitute a quorum. A terrific blow to Caesar. Of the consulars, only Lucius Volcatius Tullus and Servius Sulpicius Rufus came, and Servius was unsympathetic. Nor had every boni tribune of the plebs departed, a contingency which Caesar hadn’t counted on. There beside Mark Antony and Quintus Cassius on the tribunician bench was Lucius Caecilius Metellus, very boni indeed. A worse blow to Caesar, who had made his reason for crossing the Rubicon the injuries done to his tribunes of the plebs. Which meant that now he couldn’t react with force or intimidation if any of his motions were to be vetoed by Lucius Metellus.


  Despite the fact that there were not enough senators present to pass any decrees, Caesar spoke at length on the perfidies of the boni and his own perfectly justified march into Italia. The lack of bloodshed was dwelled upon. The clemency at Corfinium was dwelled upon.


  “What must be done immediately,” he said in conclusion, “is for this House to send a deputation to Gnaeus Pompeius in Epirus. The deputation will be formally charged with the duty of negotiating a peace. I do not want to fight a civil war, be that civil war in Italia or elsewhere.”


  The ninety-odd men shuffled, looked desperately unhappy.


  “Very well, then, Caesar,” said Servius Sulpicius. “If you think a deputation will help, we will send it.”


  “May I have the names of ten men, please?”


  But no one would volunteer.


  Tight-lipped, Caesar looked at the urban praetor, Marcus Aemilius Lepidus; he was the most senior man left among the elected government. The youngest son of a man who had rebelled against the State and died for it—some said of pneumonia, others of a broken heart—Lepidus was determined to reinstate his patrician family among the most powerful people in Rome. A handsome man who bore a sword scar across his nose, Lepidus had realized some time ago that the boni would never trust him (or his elder brother, Lucius Aemilius Lepidus Paullus); Caesar’s advent had come as a salvation.


  Thus he got to his feet eager to do as he had been asked before the meeting commenced. “Conscript Fathers, the proconsul Gaius Caesar has requested that he be granted free access to the funds of the Treasury. I hereby move that permission to advance Gaius Caesar whatever he needs from the Treasury be granted. Not without profit for the Treasury. Gaius Caesar has offered to take what he needs on loan at ten percent simple interest.”


  “I veto that motion, Marcus Lepidus,” said Lucius Metellus.


  “Lucius Metellus, it’s a good deal for Rome!” cried Lepidus.


  “Rubbish!” said Lucius Metellus scornfully. “First of all, you can’t pass a motion in a House which does not constitute a quorum. And, more importantly by far, what Caesar is actually asking is to be formally invested with the legitimate cause in this present difference of opinion between himself and the true government of Rome. I veto his being granted loans from the Treasury, and I will go on vetoing! If Caesar can’t find money, he’ll have to desist in his aggression. Therefore I veto.”


  An able enough man, Lepidus countered. “There is a Senatus Consultum Ultimum in effect forbidding the tribunician veto, Lucius Metellus.”


  “Ah,” said Lucius Metellus, smiling brilliantly, “but that was the old government! Caesar marched to protect the rights and persons of the tribunes of the plebs, and this is his Senate, his government. One must presume that its cornerstone is the right of a tribune of the plebs to interpose his veto.”


  “Thank you,” said Caesar, “for refreshing my memory, Lucius Metellus.”


  Dismissing the Senate, Caesar called the People into a formal assembly in the Circus Flaminius. This meeting was far better attended—and by those who had no love for the boni. The crowd listened receptively to the same speech Caesar had delivered to the Senate, prepared to believe in Caesar’s clemency and anxious to help in whatever way possible. Especially after Caesar told the People that he would continue Clodius’s free grain dole and give three hundred sesterces to every Roman man.


  “But,” said Caesar, “I do not want to look like a dictator! I am in the midst of pleading with the Senate to govern, and I will continue until I have persuaded it to govern. For which reason, I do not ask you at this moment to pass any laws.”


  Which proved to be a mistake; the impasse in the Senate went on. Servius Sulpicius harped constantly on peace at any price, no one would volunteer to be a part of the deputation to Pompey, and Lucius Metellus kept interposing his veto every time Caesar asked for money.


  *


  At dawn on the fourth day of April, Caesar crossed the pomerium into the city, attended by his twelve lictors (in their crimson tunics and bearing the axes in their fasces—something only a dictator was permitted to do within the sacred boundary). With him went his two tribunes of the plebs, Antony and Quintus Cassius, and the urban praetor, Lepidus. Antony and Quintus Cassius were clad in full armor and wore their swords.


  He went straight to the basement of the temple of Saturn, wherein lay the Treasury.


  “Go ahead,” he said curtly to Lepidus.


  Lepidus applied a fist. “Open the doors to the praetor urbanus!” he shouted.


  The right-hand leaf opened; a head poked out. “Yes?” it enquired, a look of terror on its face.


  “Admit us, tribunus aerarius.”


  It seemed out of nowhere, Lucius Metellus appeared and put himself squarely across the doorway. He was alone. “Gaius Caesar, you have abandoned whatever imperium you say you own. You are inside the pomerium.”


  A small crowd was gathering, its ranks swelling quickly.


  “Gaius Caesar, you have no authority to invade these premises and no authority to remove one single sestertius from them!” cried Lucius Metellus in his loudest voice. “I have vetoed your access to Rome’s public purse, and here and now I veto you again! Go back to the Campus Martius, or go to the official residence of the Pontifex Maximus, or go wherever else you wish. I will not obstruct you. But I will not let you enter Rome’s Treasury!”


  “Stand aside, Metellus,” said Mark Antony.


  “I will not.”


  “Stand aside, Metellus,” Antony repeated.


  But Metellus spoke to Caesar, not to Antony. “Your presence here is a direct infringement of every law on Rome’s tablets! You are not dictator! You are not proconsul! At best you are a privatus senator, at worst you are a public enemy. If you defy me and enter these portals, every man watching will know which of the two you really are—an enemy of the People of Rome!”


  Caesar listened impassively; Mark Antony stepped forward, sword scabbard pushed into drawing position.


  “Stand aside, Metellus!” roared Antony. “I am a legally elected tribune of the plebs, and I order you to stand aside!”


  “You’re Caesar’s creature, Antonius! Don’t loom over me like my executioner! I will not stand aside!”


  “Well,” said Antony, putting his hands on Metellus’s arms below the shoulders, “look at it this way, Metellus. I’m going to lift you aside. Intrude again, and I will execute you.”


  “Quirites, bear witness! Armed force has been used against me! I have been obstructed in my duty! My life has been threatened! Remember it well against the day when all these men are tried for the highest treason!”


  Antony lifted him aside. His purpose accomplished, Lucius Metellus walked away into the crowd proclaiming his violated status and begging all men present to bear witness.


  “You first, Antonius,” said Caesar.


  For Antony, never an urban quaestor, this was a new experience. He ducked his head to enter, though it wasn’t necessary, and almost collided with the terrified tribunus aerarius in charge of the Treasury that fateful morning.


  Quintus Cassius, Lepidus and Caesar followed; the lictors remained outside.


  Openings covered by grilles permitted a wan light to soak into darkened tufa block walls on either side of a narrow passage ending in a very ordinary door, the entrance to the warren in which the Treasury officials worked amid lamps, cobwebs and paper mites. But to Antony and Quintus Cassius that door was nothing; off the interior wall of the corridor there opened dark chambers, each one sealed with a massive gate of iron bars. Inside in the gloom were dull glitters, gold in this chamber, silver in that, all the way to the office door.


  “It’s the same on the other side,” said Caesar, leading the way. “One vault after another. The law tablets get whisked in and out of one room at the very back.” He entered the outer office and proceeded through its cluttered space to the stuffy cubicle wherein the senior man worked. “Your name?” he asked.


  The tribunus aerarius swallowed. “Marcus Cuspius,” he said.


  “How much is here?”


  “Thirty million sesterces in minted coin. Thirty thousand talents of silver in talent sows. Fifteen thousand talents of gold in talent sows. All stamped with the Treasury seal.”


  “Excellent!” purred Caesar. “More than a thousand talents in coin. Sit down, Cuspius, and make out a paper. The urban praetor and these two tribunes of the plebs will bear witness. Record on your paper that Gaius Julius Caesar, proconsul, has this day borrowed thirty million sesterces in coin to fund his legitimate war in the name of Rome. The terms are for two years, the interest ten percent simple.” Caesar perched himself on the edge of the desk as Marcus Cuspius wrote; when the document was complete he leaned over and put his name to it, then nodded to the witnesses.


  Quintus Cassius wore a peculiar expression.


  “What’s the matter, Cassius?” Caesar asked, handing his pen to Lepidus.


  “Oh! Oh, nothing, Caesar. Just that I never realized gold and silver have a smell.”


  “Do you like the smell?”


  “Very much.”


  “Interesting. Personally I find it suffocating.”


  The document signed and witnessed, Caesar handed it back to Cuspius with a smile. “Keep it safe, Marcus Cuspius.” He lifted himself off the desk. “Now listen to me, and mark me well. The contents of this building are in my care from this day forward. Not one sestertius will leave it unless I say so. And to make sure my orders are obeyed, there will be a permanent guard of my soldiers at the Treasury entrance. They will allow no one access save those who work here and my designated agents, who are Lucius Cornelius Balbus and Gaius Oppius. Gaius Rabirius Postumus—the banker, not the senator—is also authorized as my agent when he returns from his travels. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, noble Caesar.” The tribunus aerarius wet his lips. “Er—what about the urban quaestors?”


  “No urban quaestors, Cuspius. Just my named agents.”


  *


  “So that’s how you do it,” said Antony as the group walked back to Pompey’s villa on the Campus Martius.


  “No, Antonius, that’s not how you do it. It’s how I’ve been forced to do it. Lucius Metellus has put me in the wrong.”


  “Worm! I should have killed him.”


  “And martyred him? Certainly not! If I read him correctly—and I think I do—he’ll spoil his victory by prating of it to all and sundry night and day. It isn’t wise to prate.” Suddenly Caesar thought of young Gaius Octavius’s words on the subject of keeping one’s counsel, and smiled. He might go far, that boy. “Men will grow tired of listening to him, just as men grew tired of Marcus Cicero and his struggle to prove Catilina a traitor.”


  “It’s a pity all the same,” said Antony. He grimaced. “Why is it, Caesar, that there’s always a man like Lucius Metellus?”


  “If there were not, Antonius, this world might work better. Though if this world worked better, there’d be no place in it for men like me,” said Caesar.


  At Pompey’s villa he gathered his legates and Lepidus in the huge room Pompey had called his study.


  “We have money,” he said, sitting in Pompey’s chair behind Pompey’s desk. “That means I move tomorrow, the Nones of April.”


  “For Spain,” said Antony with pleasure. “I’m looking forward to that, Caesar.”


  “Don’t bother, Antonius. You’re not coming. I need you here in Italia.”


  Brow darkening, Antony scowled ferociously. “That’s not fair! I want to go to war!”


  “Nothing is fair, Antonius, nor do I run things to keep you happy. I said I needed you in Italia, so in Italia you’ll stay. As my—er—unofficial Master of the Horse. You’ll take command of everything outside the first milestone from Rome. Particularly those troops I intend to leave behind to garrison Italia. You will recruit—and not like a Cicero. I want results, Antonius. You’ll be required to make all the executive decisions and all the dispositions necessary to keep this entire country peaceful. No one of senatorial status may leave Italia for a foreign destination without first obtaining permission from you. Which means I want a garrison in every port capable of harboring ships for hire. You will also be required to deal with the Italian end of the grain supply. No one can be let go hungry. Listen to the bankers. Listen to Atticus. And listen to the voice of good sense.” The eyes grew very cold. “You may junket and carouse, Antonius—provided the work is done to my satisfaction. If it is not, I’ll strip you of your citizenship and send you into permanent exile.”


  Antony swallowed, nodded.


  Now came Lepidus’s turn.


  “Lepidus, as urban praetor you’ll govern the city of Rome. It won’t be as difficult for you as it has been for me these last few days, because you won’t have Lucius Metellus to veto you. I have given instructions to some of my troops to escort Lucius Metellus to Brundisium, where they will put him on a boat and send him, with my compliments, to Gnaeus Pompeius. You will make use of the guard outside the Treasury should you need it. Though the normal rule allows the urban praetor to be absent from the city for up to ten days at a time, you will never be absent. I expect full granaries, a continuation of the free grain dole, and peace on Rome’s streets. You will persuade the Senate to authorize the minting of one hundred million sesterces in coin, then hand the Senate’s directive to Gaius Oppius. My own building programs will continue—at my own expense, of course. When I return I expect to see Rome prosperous, well cared for and content. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, Caesar,” said Lepidus.


  “Marcus Crassus,” said Caesar in a softer voice. This was one legate he prized, the last living link with his friend Crassus, and a loyal subordinate in Gaul. “Marcus Crassus, to you I hand my province of Italian Gaul. Care for it well. You will also begin a census of all those inhabitants of Italian Gaul who do not as yet hold the full citizenship. As soon as I have the time, I will be legislating the full citizenship for everyone. Therefore a census will shorten the procedure.”


  “Yes, Caesar,” said Marcus Crassus.


  “Gaius Antonius,” said Caesar, voice neutral. Marcus he thought a good man provided his duties were spelled out and dire punishment promised if he failed, but this middle of the three Antonian brothers he couldn’t care for at all. Almost as large as Marcus, but not nearly as bright. An untutored oaf. Family, however, was family. Therefore Gaius Antonius would have to be given a job with some responsibility. A pity. Whatever he was given would not be done well.


  “Gaius Antonius, you will take two legions of locally recruited troops and hold Illyricum for me. When I say hold, I mean just that. You will not conduct assizes or function as governor—Marcus Crassus in Italian Gaul will look after that side of Illyricum. Base yourself at Salona, but keep your communications with Tergeste open at all times. Do not tempt Pompeius; he’s fairly close to you. Understood?”


  “Yes, Caesar.”


  “Orca,” said Caesar to Quintus Valerius Orca, “you will go to Sardinia with one legion of local recruits and hold it for me. Personally I wouldn’t care if the whole island sank to the bottom of Our Sea, but the grain it produces is valuable. Safeguard it.”


  “Yes, Caesar.”


  “Dolabella, I’m giving you the Adriatic Sea. You’ll raise a fleet and defend it against any navy Pompeius may have. Sooner or later I’ll be using the crossing from Brundisium to Macedonia, and I expect to be able to use it.”


  “Yes, Caesar.”


  Now came one of the more surprising Caesareans, the son of Quintus Hortensius. He had gone to Caesar in Gaul as a legate after his father’s death, and proved a good worker in the short time his duties lasted. Liking him and learning that he possessed good diplomatic skills, Caesar had found him very useful in settling the tribes down. Present with Caesar in Italian Gaul, he had been a part of the group who had crossed the Rubicon in their commander’s wake. Yes, a surprise. But a very pleasant one.


  “Quintus Hortensius, I’m giving you the Tuscan Sea. You’ll raise a fleet and keep the sea lanes open between Sicily and all the western ports from Rhegium to Ostia.”


  “Yes, Caesar.”


  There remained the most important of the independent commands; every pair of eyes turned to the cheerful, freckled face of Gaius Scribonius Curio.


  “Curio, good friend, huge help, faithful ally, brave man… you’ll take all the cohorts Ahenobarbus had in Corfinium, and recruit sufficient extra men to form four legions. Levy in Samnium and Picenum, not in Campania. You will proceed to Sicily and eject Postumius, Cato and Favonius from it. Holding Sicily is absolutely essential, as you well know. Once Sicily is secured and properly garrisoned, you’ll go on to Africa and secure it too. That will mean the grain supply is completely ours. I’m sending Rebilus with you as second-in-command, and Pollio for good measure.”


  “Yes, Caesar.”


  “All commands will carry propraetorian imperium.”


  Mischief nudged the elated Curio’s tongue, made him ask, “If I’m propraetor, I have six lictors. May I wreath their fasces in laurels?”


  The mask slipped for the first time. “Why not? Since you assisted me to conquer Italia, Curio, of course you may,” said Caesar with venomous bitterness. “What a thing to have to say! I conquered Italia. But there was no one to defend her.” He nodded brusquely. “That is all. Good day.”


  *


  Curio tore home to the Palatine whooping, whirled Fulvia off her feet and kissed her. Not confined to the Campus Martius as Caesar was, he had been home now for five days.


  “Fulvia, Fulvia, I’m to have my own command!” he cried.


  “Tell me!”


  “I’m to lead four legions—four legions, imagine it!—to Sicily and then to Africa! My own war! I’m propraetore, Fulvia, and I’m to wreath my fasces in laurels! I’m in command! I have six lictors! My second-in-command is a hoary Gallic veteran, Caninius Rebilus! I’m his superior! I’ve got Pollio too! Isn’t it wonderful?”


  And she, so loyal, so wholehearted a supporter, beamed, kissed him all over his dear freckled face, hugged him and exulted for him. “My husband the propraetor,” she said, and had to kiss his face again many times. “Curio, I’m so pleased!” Her expression changed. “Does that mean you have to leave at once? When will your imperium be conferred?”


  “I don’t know that it ever will be,” said Curio, undismayed. “Caesar gave all of us propraetorian status, but, strictly speaking, he’s not authorized to. So I daresay we’ll have to wait for our leges curiatae.”


  Fulvia stiffened. “He means to be dictator.”


  “Oh, yes.” Curio sobered, frowned. “It was the most amazing meeting I’ve ever attended, meum mel. He sat there and he dished out the jobs without, it seemed, drawing breath. Crisp, succinct, absolutely specific. Over and done with in mere moments. The man’s a phenomenon! Fully aware that he has no authority whatsoever to depute anyone to do anything, yet—for how long has he been thinking of it? He’s a complete autocrat. I suppose ten years in Gaul as master of everyone and everything would have to change a man, but—ye Gods, Fulvia, he was born a dictator! If I don’t understand any aspect of him, it’s how he ever managed to hide what he is for so long. Oh, I remember how he used to irritate me when he was consul—I thought him royal then! But I actually believed that Pompeius pulled his strings. I know now that no one has ever pulled Caesar’s strings.”


  “He certainly pulled my Clodius’s strings, little though my Clodius would care to hear me say that.”


  “He won’t be gainsaid, Fulvia. And somehow he’ll manage to do it without spilling oceans of Roman blood. What I heard today was the dictator sprung fully armed from the brow of Zeus.”


  “Another Sulla.”


  Curio shook his head emphatically. “Oh, no. Never Sulla. He doesn’t have Sulla’s weaknesses.”


  “Can you continue to serve someone who will rule Rome as an autocrat?”


  “I think so. For one reason. He’s so eminently capable. What I would have to do, however, is make sure that Caesar didn’t change our way of looking at things. Rome needs to be ruled by Caesar. But he’s unique. Therefore no one can be permitted to rule after him.”


  “A mercy then that he has no son,” said Fulvia.


  “Nor any member of his family to claim his place.”


  *


  Down in the damp and shady cleft which was the Forum Romanum stood the residence of the Pontifex Maximus, a huge and chilly structure without architectural distinction or physical beauty. With winter just arriving, the courtyards were too cold to permit their being used, but the mistress of the house had a very nice sitting room well warmed by two braziers, and here she ensconced herself cozily. The suite had belonged to the mother of the Pontifex Maximus, Aurelia, and in her days its walls had been impossible to see for pigeonholes, book buckets and accounts. All of that impedimenta had gone; the walls once more shone dully crimson and purple, the gilded pilasters and moldings glittered, the high ceiling was a honeycomb of plum and gold. It had taken considerable persuasion to coax Calpurnia down from her suite on the top floor; Eutychus the steward, now into his seventies, had managed it by hinting that all the servants were too decrepit these days to climb the stairs. So Calpurnia had moved down, and that had been almost five years ago— long enough by far not to feel the presence of Aurelia these days as anything more than an additional warmth.


  Calpurnia sat with three kittens in her lap, two tabby and one black-and-white, her hands lying lightly on their fat bodies. They were asleep.


  “I love the abandonment of their sleep,” she said to her visitors in a grave voice, smiling down. “The world might end, and they would dream on. So lovely. We of the gens Humana have lost the gift of perfect sleep.”


  “Have you seen Caesar?” asked Marcia.


  The large brown eyes lifted, looked sad. “No. I think he is too busy.”


  “Haven’t you tried to contact him?” asked Porcia.


  “No.”


  “Don’t you think you ought?”


  “He’s aware I’m here, Porcia.” It wasn’t said with a snap or a snarl; it was a simple statement of fact.


  A peculiar trio, some intruder might have thought, coming upon Caesar’s wife entertaining Cato’s wife and Cato’s daughter. But she and Marcia had been friends ever since Marcia had gone to be wife to Quintus Hortensius, into an exile of the spirit and the flesh. Not unlike, Marcia had thought then, the exile poor Calpurnia dwelled in. They had found each other’s company very pleasant, for each was a gentle soul without much liking for intellectual pursuits and no liking at all for the traditional women’s occupations—spinning, weaving, sewing, embroidering; painting plates, bowls, vases and screens; shopping; gossiping. Nor was either woman a mother.


  It had started with a courtesy call after the death of Julia, and another after Aurelia’s death not much more than a month later. Here, thought Marcia, was an equally lonely person: someone who would not pity her, someone who would not find fault with her for acceding so tamely to her husband’s actions. Not all Roman women were so compliant, no matter what their social status. Though, they found as the friendship prospered, they both envied the lot of women in the lower classes—they could be professionally qualified as physicians or midwives or apothecaries, or work in trades like carpentering or sculpting or painting. Only the upper-class women were constrained by their status into ladylike homebound activities.


  Not a cat fancier, Marcia had found Calpurnia’s chief hobby a little unbearable at first, though she discovered after some exposure to them that cats were interesting creatures. Not that she ever yielded to Calpurnia’s pleas that she take a kitten for herself. She also shrewdly concluded that if Caesar had given his wife a lapdog, Calpurnia would now be surrounded by puppies.


  Porcia’s advent was quite recent. When Porcia had realized after Marcia’s return to Cato’s household that she was friendly with Caesar’s wife, Porcia had had a great deal to say. None of it impressed Marcia, nor, when Porcia complained to Cato, was he moved to censure his wife.


  “The world of women is not the world of men, Porcia,” he shouted in his normal way. “Calpurnia is a most respectable and admirable woman. Her father married her to Caesar, just as I married you to Bibulus.”


  But after Brutus had left for Cilicia a change had come over Porcia— the stern Stoic who had no truck with the world of women lost her fire, secretly wept. Dismayed, Marcia saw what Porcia herself was trying desperately to hide, would not speak about: she had fallen in love with someone who had refused her when offered her, someone who had now gone away. Someone who was not her husband. With her young stepson moving out of her ken, Porcia needed a warmer kind of stimulus than philosophy and history. She was moldering. Sometimes Marcia worried that she was dying the subtlest death of all—she mattered to no one.


  Thus, badgered into consenting and under solemn oath not to embark upon political talk or speak scathingly of her father’s and her husband’s most hated enemy, Porcia too began to visit. Miraculously, she enjoyed these outings. As both were good people at heart, Porcia found herself quite unable to despise Calpurnia. Goodness recognized goodness. Besides which, Porcia liked cats. Not that she had ever seen one at close quarters before; cats slunk through the night, yowled for mates, ate rodents or lived around kitchens begging for scraps. But from the moment Calpurnia held out her enormously fat and complacent orange Felix and Porcia found herself holding this soft, cuddly, thrumming creature, she liked cats. Friendship with Calpurnia aside, it kept her coming back to the Domus Publica, for she knew better than to think that father or husband would approve of enjoying the company of an animal, dog or cat or fish.


  Loneliness, Porcia began to see, was not her own exclusive province. Nor was unrequited love. And in these two things she grieved for Calpurnia as much as for herself. No one to fill her life, no one to look at her with love. Except her cats.


  “I still think you should write,” Porcia persisted.


  “Perhaps,” said Calpurnia, rolling one kitten over. “And yet, Porcia, that would be an intrusion. He is so busy. I don’t understand any of it, and I never will. I just make offerings to keep him safe.”


  “So do we all for our men,” said Marcia.


  Old Eutychus staggered in with steaming hot sweet wine and a plate loaded with goodies; no one save he was allowed to wait on this last living one of the beloved Domus Publica ladies.


  The kittens were returned to the padded box with their mother, which opened its green eyes wide and looked at Calpurnia reproachfully.


  “That was unkind,” said Porcia, sniffing the mulled wine and wondering why Bibulus’s staff never thought of it on these cold, misty days. “Poor mama cat was enjoying a little peace.”


  The last word fell, echoed, lay between them.


  Calpurnia broke off a piece of the best-looking honey-cake and took it across to the shrine of the Lares and Penates.


  “Dear Gods of the Household,” she prayed, “grant us peace.”


  “Grant us peace,” prayed Marcia.


  “Grant us peace,” prayed Porcia.
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  Because the winter in the Alps was a snowy one, Caesar marched his legions to the Province along the coast road, and moved with his customary speed. Having left Rome on the fifth day of April, he arrived outside Massilia on the nineteenth day. The distance covered on that tortuously winding road was closer to six than to five hundred miles.


  But he marched in a mood of profound gladness; the years away from home had been too many, and the difficulties when he finally returned home too exasperating. On the one hand he could see how desperately a strong and autocratic hand was needed. The city itself was more sloppily governed than ever—not enough notice or respect was given to the commercial sector—not enough had been done to safeguard, let alone improve, everything from the grain supply to the grain dole. Were it not for his own many building projects, Rome’s workmen would have gone wanting. Temples were shabby, the cobbles of city streets were lifting, no one was regulating the chaotic traffic, and he suspected that the State granaries along the cliffs below the Aventine were rat infested and crumbling. The public moneys were being hoarded, not spent. On the other hand he didn’t honestly welcome the job of putting it all to rights. Thankless, mined with obstacles, an intrusion into duties more properly those of other magistrates—and Rome the city was a minute problem compared to Rome the institution, Rome the country, Rome the empire.


  He was not, Caesar reflected as the miles strode by, a city-bound man by temperament. Life on the road at the head of a fine strong army was infinitely preferable. How wonderful, that he had been able to assure himself in all truth that he couldn’t afford to waste time in Rome, that Pompey’s army in the Spains had to be contained and rendered ineffectual very quickly! There was no life like it, marching at the head of a fine army.


  The only true city between Rome and the Spains was located on a superb harbor about forty miles to the east of the Rhodanus delta and its marshes: Massilia. Founded by the Greeks who had roamed Our Sea establishing colonies centuries before, Massilia had maintained its independence and its Greekness ever since. It had treaties of alliance with Rome, but governed its own affairs—had its own navy and army (purely for defense, said the treaty) and sufficient of the hinterland to supply itself with produce from market gardens and orchards, though it bought in grain from the Roman Province, which surrounded its borders. The Massiliotes guarded their independence fiercely, despite the fact that they could not afford to offend Rome, that upstart interloper in the previously Greek and Phoenician world.


  Hastening out of the city to Caesar’s camp (carefully sited on unused ground), the Council of Fifteen which governed Massilia sought an audience with the man who had conquered Gallia Comata and made himself the master of Italia.


  Caesar received them with great ceremony, clad in the full regalia of the proconsul, and wearing his corona civica upon his head. Aware too that in all his time in Further Gaul, he had never been to Massilia nor intruded upon Massiliote affairs. The Council of Fifteen was very cold and very arrogant.


  “You are not here legally,” said Philodemus, leader of the Council, “and Massilia’s treaties are with the true government of Rome, as personified in Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus and those individuals who were forced to flee at your advent.”


  “In fleeing, Philodemus, those individuals abrogated their rights,” said Caesar evenly. “I am the true government of Rome.”


  “No, you are not.”


  “Does this mean, Philodemus, that you will give aid to Rome’s enemies in the persons of Gnaeus Pompeius and his allies?”


  “Massilia prefers to give aid to neither side, Caesar. Though,” said Philodemus, smiling complacently, “we have sent a delegation to Gnaeus Pompeius in Epirus confirming our allegiance to the government in exile.”


  “That was impudent as well as imprudent.”


  “If it was, I don’t see what you can do about it,” Philodemus said jauntily. “Massilia is too strongly defended for you to reduce.”


  “Don’t tempt me!” said Caesar, smiling.


  “Go about your business, Caesar, and leave Massilia alone.”


  “Before I can do that, I need better assurances that Massilia will remain neutral.”


  “We will help neither side.”


  “Despite your delegation to Gnaeus Pompeius.”


  “That is ideological, not practical. Practically speaking, we will maintain absolute neutrality.”


  “You had better, Philodemus. If I see any evidence to the contrary, you’ll find yourself under siege.”


  “You can’t afford to besiege a city of one million people,” said Philodemus smugly. “We are not Uxellodunum or Alesia.”


  “The more mouths there are to feed, Philodemus, the more certain it is that any place will fall. You’ve heard, I’m sure, the story of the Roman general besieging a town in Spain. It sent him a gift of food, with the message that it had sufficient in store to eat for ten years. The general sent a message back thanking its people for their candor, and informing them that he would take it in the eleventh year. The town surrendered. They knew he meant every word. Therefore I warn you: do not aid my enemies.”


  Two days later Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus arrived with a fleet and two legions of Etrurian volunteers. The moment he hove to off the harbor, the Massiliotes removed the great chain which barred the entrance and permitted him to sail in.


  “Fortify everything,” said the Council of Fifteen.


  Sighing, Caesar resigned himself to besieging Massilia, a delay which was by no means as disastrous as Massilia clearly thought it was; winter would make the Pyrenees difficult to cross for Pompey’s troops as much as for his own, and contrary winds would prevent their leaving Spain by sea.


  *


  The best part about it all was that Gaius Trebonius and Decimus Brutus arrived at the head of the Ninth, Tenth and Eleventh Legions.


  “I left the Fifth on the Icauna behind massive fortifications,” said Trebonius, gazing at Caesar with an almost bemused fondness. “The Aedui and the Arverni have fallen nicely into line, and have good Roman-style troops available if the Fifth needs strengthening. I can tell you that the news of your victory in Italia was all any of the Gallic tribes needed to fall into docile torpor. Even the Bellovaci, who still mutter. They’ve tasted your mettle, and Italia proves it. I predict that Gallia Comata will lie very low this year.”


  “Good, because I can’t afford to garrison it with more men than the Fifth,” said Caesar. He turned to his other loyalest legate. “Decimus, I’m going to need a good fleet if we’re to beat Massilia into submission. You’re the naval man. According to my cousin Lucius, Narbo has developed an excellent shipbuilding industry and is dying to sell us a few stout decked triremes. Go there now and see what’s available. And pay them well.” He laughed soundlessly. “Would you believe that Pompeius and the consuls forgot to empty the Treasury before they scuttled off?”


  Trebonius and Decimus Brutus gaped.


  “Ye Gods!” said Decimus Brutus, to whom the question had been directed. “I couldn’t even contemplate fighting alongside anyone but you anyway, Caesar, but that news makes me religiously glad I know you! The fools!”


  “Yes, but what it really tells us is how confused and ill prepared they are to wage any sort of war. They strutted, postured, waved their fists in my face, insulted me, thwarted me—yet all the time, I realize now, they didn’t believe for one moment that I would march. They have no strategy, no real idea what to do. And no money to do it with. I’ve left instructions with Antonius not to impede the sale of any of Pompeius’s properties, nor to prevent the money’s going out of Italia.”


  “Should you do that?” asked Trebonius, looking as worried as ever. “Surely cutting Pompeius off from any source of funding is one way to win bloodlessly.”


  “No, it would be a postponement,” said Caesar. “What Pompeius and the others sell to finance their war can’t go back to them. Our Picentine friend is one of the two or three wealthiest men in the whole country. Ahenobarbus would be in the top six or seven. I want them bankrupted. Penniless great men have clout—but no power.”


  “I think,” said Decimus Brutus, “that you’re really saying you don’t intend to kill them when it’s over. Or even exile them.”


  “Exactly, Decimus. I won’t be apostrophized as a monster like Sulla. No one on either side is a traitor. We simply see Rome’s future course in different ways. I want those I pardon to resume their positions in Rome and give me a few challenges. Sulla was wrong. No man functions at his best without opposition. I truly cannot bear the thought of being surrounded by sycophants! I’ll be the First Man in Rome the proper way—by constantly striving.”


  “Do you consider us sycophants?” asked Decimus Brutus.


  That provoked a laugh. “No! Sycophants don’t lead legions capably, my friend. Sycophants lie on couches and trumpet fulsome praise. My legates aren’t afraid to tell me when I’m wrong.”


  “Was it very hard, Caesar?” asked Trebonius.


  “To do what I warned you I would? To cross the Rubicon?”


  “Yes. We wondered and worried.”


  “Hard, yet not hard. I have no wish to go down in the history books as one of a series of men who marched on their homeland. Simply, I had no option. Either I marched, or I retired into a permanent exile. And had I done the latter, Gaul would have been in a ferment of rebellion within three years, and Rome would have lost control of all her provinces. It’s high time the Claudii, the Cornelii and their ilk were prevented at law from raping their provinces. Also the publicani. Also men like Brutus, who hides his commercial doings behind a wall of senatorial respectability. I’m necessary to institute some badly needed reforms, after which I intend to march for the Kingdom of the Parthians. There are seven Roman Eagles in Ecbatana. And a great, misunderstood Roman to avenge. Besides which,” said Caesar, “we have to pay for this war. I don’t know how long it will last. Reason says a few months only, but instinct says much longer. I’m fighting fellow Romans—stubborn, persistent, pigheaded. They won’t go down any easier than the Gauls, though I hope with less bloodshed.”


  “You’ve been mighty continent in that respect so far,” said Gaius Trebonius.


  “And I intend to remain so—without going down myself.”


  “You’ve got the contents of the Treasury,” said Decimus Brutus. “Why worry about paying for the war?”


  “The Treasury belongs to the People of Rome, not the Senate of Rome. This is a war between factions in the Senate, having little to do with the People save those who are called upon to fight. I have borrowed, not taken. I will continue to do that. I can’t let my troops plunder, there will be no booty. Which means I’ll have to recompense them from my own funds. Extremely considerable funds. However, I’ll still have to pay the Treasury back. How? You can bet Pompeius is busy squeezing the East dry to fund his side of things, so I’ll find nothing there. Spain is penniless aside from its metals, and the profits from those will be going to Pompeius. Not to Rome. Whereas the Kingdom of the Parthians is immensely wealthy. One place we’ve never managed to tap. I will tap it, I promise you.”


  “I’ll go with you,” said Trebonius quickly.


  “And I,” said Decimus Brutus.


  “But in the meantime,” said Caesar, very pleased, “we have to deal with Massilia and Spain.”


  “And Pompeius,” said Trebonius.


  “First things first,” said Caesar. “I want Pompeius ejected from the West completely. To do that is to take money from him.”


  *


  Very well fortified and defended—particularly now that Ahenobarbus had arrived to swell its naval and military resources—Massilia held out easily against Caesar’s land blockade because it still dominated the seas. Its granaries were full, perishable foods were brought in by water, and so confident of Caesar’s inability to win were the other Greek colonies along the Province coast that they hastened to supply Massilia.


  “I wonder why it is that none of them think I can beat a tired old man like Pompeius?” asked Caesar of Trebonius at the end of May.


  “The Greeks have never been good judges of generals,” said Trebonius. “They don’t know you. Pompeius is an enduring legend because of his campaign against the pirates, I think. This entire coast sampled his activities and talents at that time.”


  “My conquest of Gallia Comata wasn’t very far away.”


  “Yes, Caesar, but they’re Greeks! Greeks never have warred with barbarians; they’ve always preferred to enclose themselves in coastal cities and avoid the barbarian inland. That’s as true of their colonies in the Euxine as it is in Our Sea.”


  “Well, they are about to learn that they’ve backed the wrong side,” said Caesar, nettled. “I’m leaving for Narbo in the morning. Decimus ought to be on his way back with a fleet. He’s in charge on the sea, but you’re in overall command. Push them hard and don’t give too much quarter, Trebonius. I want Massilia humbled.”


  “How many legions?”


  “I’ll leave you the Twelfth and the Thirteenth. Mamurra tells me there’s a new Sixth freshly recruited in Italian Gaul—I’ve instructed him to send it to you. Train it, and if possible blood it. Far better to blood it on Greeks than Romans. Though actually that’s one of my great advantages in this war.”


  “What?” asked Trebonius, bewildered.


  “My men are from Italian Gaul, and a great many of them from across the Padus. Pompeius’s soldiers are properly Italian save for the Fifteenth. I realize Italians look down on Italian Gauls, but Italian Gauls absolutely loathe Italians. No brotherly love.”


  “Come to think of it, a good point.”


  *


  Lucius Caesar had gone native, regarded Narbo as his home; when Cousin Gaius arrived at the head of four legions—the Ninth, the beloved Tenth, the Eighth and the Eleventh—he found the Province’s governor so well ensconced that he had three mistresses, a brace of superb cooks and the love of all of Narbo.


  “Have my cavalry arrived?” Caesar asked, eating with relish for once. “Oh, I had forgotten how deliciously light and tasty—how digestible—the dug-mullets of Narbo are!”


  “That,” said Lucius Caesar smugly, “is because I’ve taken to doing them the Gallic way—fried in butter rather than in oil. Oil’s too strong. The butter comes from the lands of the Veneti.”


  “You’ve degenerated into a Sybarite.”


  “But kept my figure.”


  “A family trait, I suspect. The cavalry?”


  “All three thousand you called up by name are here, Gaius. I decided to pasture them south of Narbo around the mouth of the Ruscino. On your way, so to speak.”


  “I gather Fabius is sitting at Illerda.”


  “With the Seventh and the Fourteenth, yes. I sent several thousand Narbonese militia with him to force passage across the Pyrenees, but when you reach him I’d appreciate your returning them. They’re good and loyal, but not citizens.”


  “And are Afranius and Petreius still facing him?”


  “Across the Sicoris River. With five legions. The other two are still in Further Spain with Varro.” Lucius Caesar grinned. “Varro isn’t quite as confident as everyone else that you’ll lose, so he hasn’t done much to bestir himself. They’ve been spending a cozy winter in Corduba.”


  “A long march from Illerda.”


  “Precisely. I think all you have to worry about are the five legions with Afranius and Petreius. Do try the oysters.”


  “No, I prefer the dug-mullets. How clever of your cook to bone them so thoroughly.”


  “An easy fish to bone, as a matter of fact. They’re so flat.” Lucius Caesar looked up. “What you may not know,” he said, “is that Pompeius sent from Epirus and borrowed heavily from the men of his Spanish legions. They gave him everything they had and agreed to waive pay until you’re defeated.”


  “Ah! Pompeius is feeling the pinch.”


  “He deserves to, forgetting to empty the Treasury.”


  Caesar’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. “He’ll never manage to live that down, Lucius.”


  “I hear my son has elected Pompeius.”


  “I’m afraid so.”


  “He never was very bright.”


  “Speaking of brightness, I met a remarkable member of the family in Formiae,” said Caesar, transferring his attention to the cheeses. “All of thirteen years old.”


  “Who’s that?”


  “Atia’s son by Gaius Octavius.”


  “Another Gaius Julius Caesar in the making?”


  “He says not. No military talent, he informed me. A very cold fish, but a very bright one.”


  “He’s not tempted to espouse Philippus’s life style?”


  “I saw no evidence of it. What I did see was huge ambition and considerable shrewdness.”


  “That branch of the Octavii have never had a consul.”


  “They will in my great-nephew,” said Caesar positively.


  *
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  Caesar arrived to reinforce Gaius Fabius toward the end of June, bringing the strength of his forces up to six legions; the Narbonese militia were thanked and sent home.


  “Lucius Caesar told you that Pompeius has borrowed this army’s savings?” asked Gaius Fabius.


  “He did. Which means they have to win, doesn’t it?”


  “So they think. Afranius and Petreius were bitten too.”


  “Then we’d better reduce them to penury.”


  But it seemed that Caesar’s fabled luck was out. The winter dissipated early in continuous downpours which extended into the high Pyrenees and brought a spate down the Sicoris which knocked out every bridge across it. A problem for Caesar, who had to bring his supplies over those bridges. A narrow but fast-flowing stream even when not in flood, the Sicoris continued to defy the new arrivals; when finally its level dropped, the presence of Afranius and Petreius on its far side prevented rebuilding of the bridges. The rain persisted, camp was a misery, food was low.


  “All right, boys,” said Caesar at assembly, “we’re going to have to do it the hard way.”


  The hard way was to slog with two legions twenty miles upstream, mired to the ankles in mud, and there throw up a bridge without the knowledge of the Pompeians. Once this was done, food flowed in again— even if camp was no drier.


  “And that,” said Caesar to Fabius, “is what Caesar’s luck really consists of—hard work. Now we sit through the rains and wait for fine weather.”


  Of course the couriers galloped between Rome and Caesar’s camp, between Massilia and Caesar’s camp; Caesar never liked to be more than two nundinae behind events. Among the many letters from Rome came one from Mark Antony, carried very swiftly.


  The word in Rome is that you’re stuck, Caesar. All the Sicoris bridges out, and no food. When certain senators heard, they staged a joyful celebration outside Afranius’s house on the Aventine. Lepidus and I thought it might be amusing to watch, so we went along— no, I didn’t need to cross the pomerium! They had singers, dancers, tumblers, a couple of rather horrible freaks, and plenty of shrimps and oysters from Baiae. Between ourselves, Lepidus and I thought it a bit premature. By now, we think, you will have solved your supply problems and be dealing with the Pompeians.


  One further effect of this news that you were in serious trouble concerns the Senate; the celebration concluded, all the waverers— about forty, all told—departed for Pompeius in eastern Macedonia. I believe that when they get there, these anxious-to-be-on-the-right-side senators will not suffer any deprivations in the field. Pompeius has taken up residence in the governor’s palace at Thessalonica, and they’re all living mighty high.


  Neither Lepidus nor I prevented this mass exodus, in which I hope we did right. Our assumption was that you’re better off without these creatures in Italia—let Pompeius have the joy of them. By the way, I let Cicero leave too. His noises of opposition didn’t diminish, and he didn’t care much for my style of governing. I’ve got this terrific chariot drawn by four lions, and made a show of driving it whenever I was in Cicero’s neighborhood. Truth to tell, Caesar, it’s a pain in the podex. I had male lions with black manes—huge and very imposing animals. But they refused to work. Lazy! Every two paces they’d flop down and go to sleep. I had to substitute females. Even so, lions do not make good chariot pullers. Which makes me skeptical about Dionysos and his car drawn by leopards.


  Cicero left from Caieta about the Nones of June, but not with brother Quintus. As you well know, Quintus’s son is minded to side with you. Been listening to tata, I suspect. Both brother Quintus and nephew Quintus elected to stay in Italia, though for how long remains a mystery. Cicero is playing on family feelings. Full of moans right up to his departure. His eyes were in a shocking mess when I saw him at the beginning of May. I know you wanted him to stay here, but he’s better gone. He’s too incompetent to make any difference to Pompeius’s chances of success (which I rate very low), and he’ll never come round to your way of thinking. A voice like his is better removed to someplace it can’t be heard. His boy, Marcus, went too.


  Tullia, by the way, gave birth to a seven-months child in May—a boy. But it died on the same day in June that old Perperna died. Fancy that! The senior senator and senior consular. Still, if I live to be ninety-eight, I’ll be happy.


  A letter which both pleased and displeased Caesar. Was there anything could make a sensible man out of Antonius? Lions! He and Lepidus were right about the senatorial exodus—better without such men, they’d only make it difficult for Lepidus to pass much needed legislation. Cicero was another matter. He should not have been let leave the country.


  The news from Massilia was cheering. Decimus Brutus and his inexplicable gift for doing well on water had paid dividends. The blockade of Massilia’s harbor he instituted had begun to hurt the city so badly that Ahenobarbus led the Massiliote fleet out to do battle. With the result that Ahenobarbus went down, sustaining very heavy losses. Decimus Brutus’s blockade was still firmly in place, and Massilia was eating less well. Also, it would seem, developing a dislike of Ahenobarbus.


  “That,” said Fabius, “is not surprising.”


  “Massilia picked the wrong side,” said Caesar. He compressed his lips. “I don’t know why these places deem me incapable of winning when I can’t lose.”


  “Pompeius has a much longer record of success, Caesar. But they’ll learn.”


  “As Afranius and Petreius are about to learn.”


  *


  By the middle of Quinctilis, Afranius and Petreius were worried men. Though there had been no major engagement between the two armies, Caesar’s three thousand Gallic cavalry were hitting the Pompeians hard along their supply lines. Very short of horse troopers themselves, Pompey’s two old retainers decided to pull out and move south of the great river Iberus, into country Caesar didn’t know. Country which was absolutely loyal to Pompey, which would not supply Caesar with food. To compound the Pompeian woes, some of the bigger Spanish towns north of the Iberus were starting to think Caesar’s chances were better. Led by Sertorius’s old capital, Osca, they declared for Caesar, who was related to Gaius Marius, who was related to Sertorius.


  South of the Iberus that kind of defection wouldn’t occur; definitely time to withdraw. Marcus Petreius went ahead with the corps of engineers and some laborers to build a bridge of boats across the river, while Afranius kept up appearances opposite Caesar. Unfortunately for the Pompeians, Caesar’s network of informers was excellent. He knew exactly what was going on. In the same moment as Afranius was surreptitiously pulling out, Caesar was surreptitiously leading his army upstream.


  The ground had dried out, the terrain was reasonable; Caesar marched with all his customary speed, and caught up with Afranius’s rear guard by midafternoon. And kept on marching, right into Afranius’s ranks. The rougher country ahead of Afranius’s column contained a defile for which the Pompeian army had been heading, but, still five miles short of it, Caesar’s remorseless harrying forced Afranius to halt and build a strongly fortified camp. Minus the moral support of Petreius, he spent a long and miserable night, dying to sneak away, yet unable to do so because he knew Caesar liked to attack at night. His main worry was the spirit among his troops; in civil war disaffection was always possible, and there had been muttering. What he overlooked was his own mood.


  It had been many years since Afranius had campaigned as strenuously—if he ever had. At dawn Caesar struck camp much faster and reached the defile first; Afranius had no choice other than to pitch camp at the mouth of the ravine. Petreius, returning from the Iberus, found him lackluster and depressed, unable to think what must be done; he hadn’t even ensured his water supply. Angry, Petreius set about building a fortified line to the river.


  But while Petreius, the engineers and some of the men busied themselves with this, most of the Pompeian soldiers were idle. Caesar’s camp was so close to theirs that his sentries were within speaking distance; Pompeians began to talk with Caesareans, who urged them to surrender.


  “You can’t beat Caesar” was the constantly repeated refrain. “Give in now, while you’re still alive. Caesar doesn’t want to fight fellow Romans, but most of us are dying for a good battle—and pressing Caesar to give us one! Best surrender while you can.”


  A Pompeian deputation of senior centurions and military tribunes went to Caesar. Among them was Afranius’s son, who begged Caesar to pardon his father. In fact, discipline had relaxed so much that while the Pompeian deputation parleyed with Caesar, some of Caesar’s soldiers strolled into the Pompeian camp. When Afranius and Petreius discovered them, they were appalled to learn that their senior officers—together with Afranius’s own son!—were conferring with the enemy. Afranius wanted to send the Caesarean soldiers home; Petreius refused to hear of it and had his Spanish bodyguard kill them on the spot. Retaliation was typical of this new, clement Caesar. He sent the Pompeians back to their camp with courteous words and an offer of service in his own legions. The contrast between his behavior and Petreius’s did not go unnoticed; while Afranius and Petreius were deciding to head for Illerda rather than cross the Iberus, disaffection in the Pompeian ranks was spreading rapidly.


  The retreat toward Illerda was a frantic scramble, with Caesar’s cavalry harassing the rear guard all day. That night when the Pompeians went into camp, Caesar threw up some quick fortifications and deprived them of water.


  Afranius and Petreius sued for peace.


  “Fine by me,” said Caesar, “provided that negotiations are conducted in a full assembly of both armies.”


  Caesar’s terms were reasonable and acceptable. The Pompeian troops—and Afranius and Petreius—were pardoned. Any men who fancied joining Caesar’s ranks were admitted if they swore an oath of allegiance to Caesar, but none were coerced; men enlisted against their will would form the first nucleus of disaffection. Pompeians who lived in Spain might return to their homes after giving up their arms; Roman Pompeians would be marched back to the river Varus, which was the boundary between the Province and Liguria, and there discharged.


  The war in Spain was over, and again had been virtually a bloodless one. Quintus Cassius and two legions marched for the southern Spanish province, wherein Marcus Terentius Varro had done little to prepare for war save decide to shut himself up in Gades. But before he could do so, the entire populace and both legions of Further Spain went over to Caesar without a fight. Varro met Quintus Cassius at Corduba and surrendered.


  In only one aspect did Caesar make a mistake, and that was to place Quintus Cassius in the governorship of Further Spain. Those aurally and argently sensitized nostrils flared like a hound’s as they sniffed the gold and silver which the further province still produced in abundance; Quintus Cassius waved a cheerful goodbye to Caesar and settled down to plunder his new charge ruthlessly.


  By mid-September, Caesar was back in Massilia. Just in time to receive that city’s surrender. The chastened and disillusioned Council of Fifteen was forced to admit that Ahenobarbus had sailed away, leaving them without the strength to resist Decimus Brutus’s blockade. Leaving them to starve. Caesar permitted Massilia to retain its independent status, but without any troops or warships to defend itself—and with its hinterland pared back almost to nothing. Just to make sure, Caesar left two legions of ex-Pompeian troops behind to garrison it. Pleasant duty in a pleasant land; the ex-Pompeians would stay loyal. The Fourteenth Legion was sent back to Gaul of the Long-hairs under the command of Decimus Brutus, who would govern that new province in Caesar’s absence. Trebonius, Fabius, Sulpicius and the others were to march with him for Rome and Italia, where most of them would remain to serve as praetors.


  2


  Rome had settled down fairly well. When Curio sent the news that he had secured Sicily at the end of June, everyone breathed a sigh of relief. With Orca holding Sardinia and Curio holding Sicily, enough grain would flow in good harvest years. Africa was insurance against famine should Curio manage to take it.


  At the moment it was firmly in the hands of the Pompeians; the capable legate Quintus Attius Varus had gone from Corfinium to Sicily and from there to Africa Province, where he wrested control from Aelius Tubero, ejected him, and formed an alliance with King Juba of Numidia. Africa’s single legion was now augmented by troops levied from among Roman veterans settled in Africa, their sons, and Juba’s large army of infantry. Juba had, besides, his famous Numidian cavalry, men who rode bareback, wore no armor and fought as lancers rather than at cut-and-thrust close quarters.


  Matters were much easier for Lepidus after the second exodus of senators from Rome. He had his instructions from Caesar and now began to implement them. The first thing he did was to reduce the number of senators necessary to form a quorum; the decree was easily obtained from a Senate now consisting of Caesar’s men and a few neutrals, and the Popular Assembly saw no reason why it shouldn’t pass the law. Henceforth sixty senators would constitute a quorum.


  Lepidus did nothing further save keep in constant touch with Mark Antony, who was proving a popular governor of Italia. Between the litterloads of mistresses, the entourages of dwarves, dancers, acrobats and musicians, and that famous lion-drawn chariot, the rural people and the townsfolk of Italia thought him marvelous. Always jolly, always affable, always approachable, always ready to quaff a bucket or two of unwatered wine, he yet managed to get his duties done—and did not make the mistake of appearing in ridiculous guise when he visited his troops or port garrisons. Life was a bower of the exquisite roses which rambled all over Campania (his favorite destination), a heady mixture of frolic and authority. Antony was enjoying himself hugely.


  News from Africa continued to be good. Curio had established himself in Utica without difficulty, and had dealt skillfully with Attius Varius and Juba in a number of skirmishes.


  Then in Sextilis events in Illyricum and Africa soured. Mark Antony’s middle brother, Gaius, had set himself down with fifteen cohorts of troops on the island of Curicta at the head of the Adriatic; there he was surprised by the Pompeian admirals Marcus Octavius and Lucius Libo, who attacked. Despite the valor of some of his men, Gaius Antonius knew himself in desperate trouble; he sent for help to Caesar’s admiral in the Adriatic, Dolabella. Leading forty slow and under-armed ships, Dolabella responded. A sea battle developed and Dolabella was forced out of the water; his fleet was lost—and so was Gaius Antonius. Together with his troops, Gaius Antonius was captured. Falsely emboldened by his success, Marcus Octavius went on to attack the Dalmatian coast at Salona, which shut its gates and defied him. In the end he was forced to break off operations and return to Epirus, bearing as his captives Gaius Antonius and those fifteen cohorts. Dolabella got away.


  Not happy news for Mark Antony, who cursed his brother’s stupidity heartily, then settled down to work out how he could engineer Gaius Antonius’s escape. The brunt of his disapproval, however, fell on Dolabella’s head—what had Dolabella been about, to lose not only a battle but all of his ships? Nor was he prepared to listen when more detached people explained to him that the Pompeian ships were infinitely superior to the tubs poor Dolabella had under his command.


  *


  Fulvia had adjusted to life without Curio. Not happily, but adequately. Her three children by Publius Clodius were some years older than baby Curio: Publius Junior was now sixteen and would become a man at the festival of Juventas in December; Clodia was fourteen and had a head filled with dreams of husbands; and little Clodilla was eight, delightfully obsessed with baby Curio, who was now approaching a year in age and was walking and talking.


  She still kept up with Clodius’s own two sisters, Clodia the widow of Metellus Celer, and Clodilla the divorced widow of Lucius Lucullus. Those two ladies had declined to marry again, preferring the freedom they enjoyed because they were wealthy and not in any man’s custody. But to some extent Fulvia’s interests became ever more divergent from Clodius’s sisters’; she liked her children and she liked being married. Nor was she tempted to have affairs.


  Her best friend was not a woman.


  “At least,” she grinned, “not in the anatomical sense.”


  “I don’t know why I put up with you, Fulvia,” said Titus Pomponius Atticus, grinning back. “I’m a happily married man, and I have a delightful little daughter.”


  “You needed an heir to all that money, Atticus.”


  “Perhaps so.” He sighed. “Bother these warring generals! I can’t travel to Epirus with the freedom I used to have, nor do I dare show my nose in Athens, which is full of Pompeians of high birth strutting about obnoxiously.”


  “But you maintain good relations with both sides.”


  “True. However, lovely lady, it’s more prudent for a rich man to rub noses with Caesar’s adherents rather than Pompeius’s. Pompeius is ravenous for money—he asks anyone he thinks has any for a loan. And, candidly, I think Caesar’s going to win. Therefore to be inveigled into lending Pompeius or his adherents money is tantamount to throwing it into the sea. Thus—no Athens.”


  “And no delicious boys.”


  “I can live without them.”


  “I know. I’m just sorry you have to.”


  “So are they,” said Atticus dryly. “I’m a generous lover.”


  “Speaking of lovers,” she said, “I miss Curio dreadfully.”


  “Odd, that.”


  “Odd, what?”


  “Men and women usually fall in love with the same kind of person every time. But you didn’t. Publius Clodius and Curio are very different, in nature as well as looks.”


  “Well, Atticus, that makes marriage an adventure. I missed being married very much after Clodius died, and Curio was always there. I never used to notice him as a man. But the more I looked, the more the differences between him and Clodius became interesting. The freckles, the homeliness. That awful mop of disobedient hair. The missing tooth. The thought of having a red-haired baby.”


  “The way babies turn out has nothing to do with their sire,” said Atticus thoughtfully. “I’ve come to the conclusion that their mothers force them in utero into whatever sort of baby they want.”


  “Rubbish!” said Fulvia, chuckling.


  “No, it really isn’t. If babies emerge a disappointment, that’s because their mothers don’t care enough to force. When my Pilia was pregnant with Attica, she was determined to produce a girl with tiny little ears. She didn’t care about anything save the sex and those ears, though big ears run on both sides of the family. Yet Attica has tiny little ears. And she’s a girl.”


  These were the things the best friends spoke about; for Fulvia, a masculine view of feminine concerns, and for Atticus, a rarely accorded chance to be himself. They had no secrets from each other, nor any wish to impress each other.


  But the pleasure and inconsequence of that particular visit from Atticus was interrupted by Mark Antony, whose appearance inside the sacred boundary was so disturbing in itself that Fulvia paled at sight of him, began to shake.


  He looked very grim yet was curiously aimless—couldn’t sit, couldn’t speak, looked anywhere except at Fulvia.


  Her hand went out to Atticus. “Antonius, tell me!”


  “It’s Curio!” he blurted. “Oh, Fulvia, Curio is dead!”


  Her head seemed stuffed with wool, her lips parted, the dark blue eyes stared glassily. She got to her feet and went to her knees in the same movement, a reflex from somewhere outside; inside herself she couldn’t assimilate it, couldn’t believe it.


  Antony and Atticus lifted her, put her into a high-backed chair, chafed her nerveless hands.


  Her heart—where was it going? Tripping, stumbling, booming, dying. No pain yet. That would come later. There were no words, no breath to scream, no power to run. Just the same as Clodius.


  Antony and Atticus looked at one another above her head.


  “What happened?” asked Atticus, trembling.


  “Juba and Varus led Curio into a trap. He’d been doing well, but only because they didn’t want him to do otherwise. Curio’s not a military man. They cut his army to pieces—hardly any of his men survived. Curio died on the field. Fighting.”


  “He’s one man we couldn’t afford to lose.”


  Antony turned to Fulvia, stroked the hair from her brow and took her chin in one huge hand. “Fulvia, did you hear me?”


  “I don’t want to hear,” she said fretfully.


  “Yes, I know that. But you must.”


  “Marcus, I loved him!”


  Oh, why was he here? Save that he had to come, imperium or no. The news had reached him and Lepidus by the same messenger; Lepidus had gone galloping out to Pompey’s villa on the Campus Martius, where Antony, following Caesar’s example, had taken up residence when in the vicinity of Rome. Curio’s best friend since adolescence, Antony took his death very hard, wept for those old days and for what Curio might have become in Caesar’s government. The fool, with his laurel-wreathed fasces! Going off so blithely.


  To Lepidus, a rival had been removed from his path. Ambition hadn’t blinded him, it simply drove him. And Curio dead was a bonus. Unfortunately he didn’t have the wit to hide his satisfaction from Antony, who, being Antony, dashed his tears away as soon as Lepidus arrived and swore that he would have his revenge on Attius Varus and King Juba; Lepidus interpreted this swift change in mood as lack of love for Curio on Antony’s part, and spoke his mind.


  “A good thing if you ask me,” he said with satisfaction.


  “How do you arrive at that conclusion?” asked Antony quietly.


  Lepidus shrugged, made a moue. “Curio was bought, therefore he wasn’t to be trusted.”


  “Your brother Paullus was bought too. Does that go for him?”


  “The circumstances were very different,” said Lepidus stiffly.


  “You’re right, they were. Curio gave value for Caesar’s money. Paullus swallowed it up without gratitude or return service.”


  “I didn’t come here to quarrel, Antonius.”


  “Just as well. You’re not up to my weight, Lepidus.”


  “I’ll convene the Senate and give it the news.”


  “Outside the pomerium, please. And I’ll give it the news.”


  “As you wish. I suppose that means I inherit the job of telling the ghastly Fulvia.” Lepidus produced a smile. “Still, I don’t mind. It will be an experience to break that kind of news to someone. Especially someone I dislike. It won’t cause me any grief at all to do so.”


  Antony got to his feet. “I’ll tell Fulvia,” he said.


  “You can’t!” gasped Lepidus. “You can’t enter the city!”


  “I can do whatever I like!” roared Antony, unleashing the lion. “Leave it to an icicle like you to tell her? I’d sooner be dead! That’s a great woman!”


  “I must forbid it, Antonius. Your imperium!”


  Antony grinned. “What imperium, Lepidus? Caesar gave it to me without any authority to do so beyond his own confidence that one day he’ll be able to make it real. Until he does—until I receive my lex curiata— I’ll come and go as I please!”


  He’d always liked her, always thought her the final touch in Clodius’s world. Sitting at the base of old Gaius Marius’s statue after that terrific riot in the Forum—lying on a couch, adding her mite to Clodius’s machinations—shrewdly tempering Clodius’s craziness by playing on it— not so much transferring her affections to Curio as willing herself to live and love again—and the only woman in Rome who didn’t have an unfaithful bone in her delectable body. The gall of Lepidus, to apostrophize her as “ghastly”! And he married to one of Servilia’s brood!


  “Marcus, I loved him!” she repeated.


  “Yes, I know. He was a lucky man.”


  The tears began to fall; Fulvia rocked. Torn with pity, Atticus drew up his chair closer and cradled her head against his chest. His eyes met Antony’s; Antony relinquished her hand and her care to Atticus, and went away.


  Twice widowed in three years. For all her proud heritage and her strength, the granddaughter of Gaius Gracchus couldn’t bear to look at a life suddenly emptied of purpose. Was this how Gaius Gracchus had felt in the grove of Lucina beneath the Janiculum eighty-two years ago? His programs toppled, his adherents dead, his enemies baying for his blood. Well, they hadn’t got that. He killed himself. They had had to be satisfied with lopping off his head and refusing his body burial.


  “Help me die, Atticus!” she mourned.


  “And leave your children orphans? Is that all you think of Clodius? Of Curio? And what of little Curio?”


  “I want to die!” she moaned. “Just let me die!”


  “I can’t, Fulvia. Death is the end of all things. You have children to live for.”


  *


  The Senate’s comprising none but Caesar’s adherents (or the careful neutrals like Philippus, Lucius Piso and Cotta) meant that it was no longer capable of opposing Caesar’s wishes. Confident and persuasive, Lepidus went to work to fulfill Caesar’s orders.


  “I do not like alluding to a time best forgotten,” he said to that thin and apprehensive body, “beyond drawing your attention to the fact that Rome in the aftermath of the battle at the Colline Gate was utterly exhausted and completely incapable of governing. Lucius Cornelius Sulla was appointed Dictator for one reason: he represented Rome’s only chance to recover. Things needed to be done which could not be done in an atmosphere of debate, of many different opinions on how they ought to be done. From time to time in the history of the Republic, it has been necessary to hand the welfare of this city and her empire into the care of one man alone. The Dictator. The strong man with Rome’s best interests at heart. The pity of it is that our most recent experience of the Dictator was Sulla. Who did not step down at the end of the obligatory six months, nor respect the lives and property of his country’s most influential citizens. He proscribed.”


  The House listened gloomily, wondering how Lepidus thought he could ever persuade a tribal Assembly to ratify the decree he was clearly going to ask the Senate to hand down. Well, they were Caesar’s men; they had no choice in it. But the tribal Assemblies were dominated by the knights, the very people whom Sulla had chosen for his proscription victims.


  “Caesar,” said Lepidus in tones of absolute conviction, “is no Sulla. His only aim is to establish good government and heal the wounds of this disgraceful exodus, the disappearance of Gnaeus Pompeius and his tame senators. Business is languishing, economic affairs are a shambles, both debtors and creditors are suffering. Consider the career of Gaius Caesar, and you will realize that this is no bigoted fool, no partisan preferrer. What has to be done, he will do. In the only way possible—by being appointed Dictator. It is not without precedent that I, a mere praetor, ask for this decree. As you well know. But we need elections, we need stability, we need that strong hand. Not my hand, Conscript Fathers! I do not so presume. We need to appoint Gaius Julius Caesar the Dictator of Rome.”


  He got his decree without difficulty, and took it to the Popular Assembly, which was the whole People gathered in its tribes, patricians as well as plebeians. He ought perhaps to have gone to the whole People in its Centuries, but the Centuriate Assembly was far too weighted in favor of the knights. Those who would oppose the appointment of a dictator most bitterly.


  The move was very carefully timed; it was early September, and Rome was filled with country visitors in town for the games, the ludi Romani. Both the curule aediles, responsible for staging the games, had fled to Pompey. Nothing daunted, Lepidus as temporary ruler of the city appointed two senators to take their place for the purpose of the games, and funded them from Caesar’s private moneys. Harping on the fact that the absent curule aediles had abrogated their duty to honor Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and that Caesar had stepped into the breach.


  When there were sufficient country people in Rome, a tribal Assembly could not be manipulated by the First Class of voters; rural voters, despite their reasonable prosperity, tended to want the men whose names they knew—and the thirty-one rural tribes constituted a massive majority. Pompey had done himself no good in their eyes by speaking openly of proscriptions Italia-wide, whereas Caesar had behaved with clemency and great affection for country people. They liked Caesar. They believed in Caesar. And they voted in the Popular Assembly to appoint Caesar the Dictator of Rome.


  “Don’t be alarmed,” said Atticus to his fellow plutocrats. “Caesar is a conservative man, not a radical. He won’t cancel debts and he won’t proscribe. Wait and see.”


  3


  At the end of October, Caesar arrived in Placentia with his army, secure in the knowledge that he was now Dictator. The governor of Italian Gaul, Marcus Crassus Junior, met him there.


  “All’s well, save for Gaius Antonius’s fiasco in Illyricum,” said Crassus, and sighed. “I wish I could say that was a freak mischance, but I can’t. Why on earth he chose to base himself on an island, I don’t know. And the local people were so supportive! They adore you, therefore any legate of yours has to be worthwhile. Would you believe that a group of them built a raft and tried to help fend Octavius’s fleet off? They hadn’t anything beyond spears and stones—no ballistae, no catapultae. All day they took what Octavius threw at them. When night came, they committed suicide rather than fall into enemy hands.”


  Caesar and his legates listened grimly.


  “I wish,” said Caesar savagely, “that we Romans didn’t hold the family in such reverence! I knew Gaius Antonius would manage to stuff up whatever command I gave him! The pity of it is that wherever I sent him, things would have gone the same way. Well, I can bear losing him. Curio is a tragedy.”


  “We’ve lost Africa, certainly,” said Trebonius.


  “And will have to do without Africa until Pompeius is beaten.”


  “His navy is going to be a nuisance, I predict,” said Fabius.


  “Yes,” said Caesar, tight-lipped. “It’s time Rome admitted that the best ships are all built at the eastern end of Our Sea. Where Pompeius is obtaining his fleets, while we’re at the mercy of Italians and Spaniards. I took every ship Ahenobarbus left behind at Massilia, but the Massiliotes don’t build much better than the shipyards in Narbo, Genua and Pisae. Or Novum Carthago.”


  “The Liburnians of Illyricum build a beautiful little galley,” said Crassus. “Very fast.”


  “I know. Unfortunately they’ve done it in the past to equip pirates; it’s not a well-organized industry.” Caesar shrugged. “Well, we shall see. At least we’re aware of our deficiencies.” He looked at Marcus Crassus enquiringly. “What of preparations to give all Italian Gauls the full citizenship?”


  “Just about done, Caesar. I appreciate your sending me Lucius Rubrius. He conducted a brilliant census.”


  “Will I be able to legislate it when I’m next in Rome?”


  “Give us another month, and yes.”


  “That’s excellent, Crassus. I’ve put my Lucius Roscius onto the Roman end, which means I ought to be able to have the whole matter finished by the end of the year. They’ve waited since the Italian War for their citizenships, and it’s twenty years since I first gave them my word that I’d enfranchise them. Yes, high time.”


  *


  There were eight legions encamped around Placentia—the new Sixth, the Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth and Thirteenth. The bulk of Caesar’s Gallic army. The men of the Seventh, Eighth, Ninth and Tenth had been under the Eagles now for ten years, and were at the peak of their fighting ability; in age they were between twenty-seven and twenty-eight, and had been enlisted in Italian Gaul. The Eleventh and Twelfth were a little younger, and the Thirteenth, whose men were only twenty-one years old, was a mere baby by comparison. The Sixth, recruited earlier in this year and still unblooded, was a legion of shavelings looking very forward to some real fighting. As Caesar had remarked to Gaius Trebonius, his was an army composed of Italian Gauls, many of whom were from the far side of the Padus. Well, shortly these men could no longer be dismissed as non-citizens by certain senatorial fools.


  Recruitment was flourishing as Italian Gaul across the Padus realized that its forty-year battle to attain the full citizenship was over, and Caesar was its hero. He wanted twelve legions to take east to fight Pompey; Mamurra, Ventidius and their staff had labored to achieve Caesar’s figure, and informed him when he reached Placentia that there would indeed be a Fifteenth, Sixteenth, Seventeenth and Eighteenth by the time he was ready to ship them to Brundisium.


  Serene in the knowledge that his veteran troops belonged to him completely, Caesar went about the business of a governor. He paid a special visit to his colony at Novum Comum, where Marcus Marcellus had ordered a citizen flogged two years before, and personally paid the man compensation at a public meeting in the town marketplace. From there he visited the people of Marius’s old colony at Eporedia, dropped in to see how things were at the big and thriving town of Cremona, and toyed with the idea of going further east along the foothills of the Alps to give out the news of impending citizenship. This was a great coup, for it meant that the large population still disenfranchised in Italian Gaul would, when citizens, come into his clientship.


  A courier came from Gaius Trebonius in Placentia, demanding that Caesar return there immediately.


  “Trouble,” said Trebonius curtly when Caesar arrived.


  “What kind of trouble?”


  “The Ninth is disaffected.”


  For the first time in their long association, Trebonius saw the General bereft of words, stunned.


  “It can’t be,” he said slowly. “Not my boys!”


  “I’m afraid it is.”


  “Why?”


  “I’d rather they told you. There’s a deputation coming here this afternoon.”


  It consisted of the Ninth’s senior centurions, and was led by the chief centurion of the Seventh Cohort, one Quintus Carfulenus. A Picentine, not an Italian Gaul. Perhaps, thought Caesar, face flinty, Carfulenus was in the clientele of Pompey. If so, he gave no sign of it.


  The General received the men, ten in all, clad in full armor and seated in his curule chair; on his head he wore a chaplet of oak leaves to remind them—but how could the Ninth forget?—that he too was no mean soldier in the front line.


  “What is this?” he asked.


  “We’re fed up,” said Carfulenus.


  Caesar looked not at Carfulenus but at his primipilus centurion, Sextus Cloatius, and his pilus prior centurion, Lucius Aponius. Two good men, yet very ill at ease; Carfulenus, a hard-bitten man of forty, was ten years their senior in age. Not satisfactory, thought Caesar, seeing an unsuspected problem for the first time. He would have to order his legates to examine the pecking order in their legions’ centurions. Quintus Carfulenus, a senior man yet eleven grades junior to Cloatius and Aponius, was the dominant influence in this legion, under the command of Sulpicius Rufus.


  Behind Caesar’s set face and cold eyes a turmoil seethed; of grief, awful anger, incredulity. He had never believed this could happen to him— never believed for one moment that any of his beloved boys would cease to love him, plot to bring him down. Not a humbling experience, to find that his confidence had been misplaced; rather a disillusionment of huge proportions, in the wake of which roared an iron determination to reverse the process, to make the Ninth his again, to strike Carfulenus and any who genuinely felt as he did down to the dust. Literally, dust. Dead.


  “What are you fed up with, Carfulenus?” he asked.


  “This war. Or better say, this non-war. No fighting worth a lead denarius. I mean, that’s what soldiering is all about. The fighting. The plunder. But so far all we’ve done is march until we drop, freeze in wet tents, and go hungry.”


  “You’ve done that for years in Gallia Comata.”


  “Why, that’s exactly the point, General. We’ve done it for years in Gallia Comata. And that war’s over. Been over for near two years. But where’s the triumph, eh? When are we going to march in your triumph? When are we going to be discharged to a nice little plot of good land with our share of the spoils in our own purses and our legion savings accounts cashed in?”


  “Do you doubt my word that you’ll march in my triumph?”


  Carfulenus drew a breath; he was truculent and on his guard, but not quite sure of himself. “Yes, General, we do.”


  “And what leads you to that conclusion?”


  “We think you’re deliberately stalling, General. We think you’re trying to wriggle out of paying us our due. That you’re going to take us to the other end of the world and leave us there. This civil war is a farce. We don’t believe it’s real.”


  Caesar stretched his legs out and looked at his feet, no expression on his face. Then the unsettling eyes came up and stared into the eyes of Carfulenus, who moved uncomfortably; they shifted to Cloatius, who looked agonized, then to Aponius, clearly wishing he was somewhere else, and slowly, horribly, at each of the other seven men.


  “What are you going to do if I tell you that you’re marching for Brundisium within a few days?”


  “Simple,” said Carfulenus, gaining assurance. “We won’t go to Brundisium. The Ninth won’t march a step. We want to be paid out and discharged here in Placentia, and we’d like our land around Verona. Though I want my piece in Picenum.”


  “Thank you for your time, Carfulenus, Cloatius, Aponius, Munatius, Considius, Apicius, Scaptius, Vettius, Minicius, Pusio,” said Caesar, demonstrating that he knew the name of every member of the delegation. He didn’t rise; he nodded. “You may go.”


  Trebonius and Sulpicius, who had witnessed this extraordinary interview, stood without a word to say, sensing the gathering of some terrible storm but unable to divine the form it was going to take. Odd, that such control, such lack of emotion, could give off emanations of impending doom. Caesar was angry, yes. But he was also shattered. And that never happened to Caesar. How would he cope with it? What might he do?


  “Trebonius, summon the Ninth to an assembly on, the parade ground at dawn tomorrow. Have the First Cohort of every other legion present as well. I want my whole army to participate in this affair, even if only as onlookers,” said Caesar. He looked at Sulpicius. “Rufus, there’s something very wrong with a legion whose two most senior centurions are dominated by a man of lower rank. Take the military tribunes who are liked by the rankers and start investigating who in the Ninth among the centurions has the gumption and the natural authority to fulfill the proper roles of primipilus and pilus prior. Cloatius and Aponius are nothings.”


  It became Trebonius’s turn again. “Gaius, the legates in command of my other legions will have to undertake the same sort of investigation. Look for troublemakers. Look for centurions who are dominating more senior men. I want the army swept from top to tail.”


  At dawn the five thousand-odd men of the Ninth Legion were joined on the parade ground by the six hundred men of the First Cohort of seven other legions, a total of four thousand two hundred extra men. To speak to ten thousand men was feasible, particularly for Caesar, who had worked out his technique while campaigning in Further Spain as propraetor thirteen years ago. Specially chosen clerks with stentorian voices were positioned at intervals through the assembled soldiers. Those close enough to hear Caesar repeated what he said three words behind him; the next wave repeated what they heard, and so on through the crowd. Few speakers could do it, for the shouted repeats formed a colossal echo and made it extremely difficult to keep going against what had already been said. By making his mind tune the echoes out, Caesar could do it.


  The Ninth was apprehensive yet determined. When Caesar mounted the dais in full armor he scanned the faces, which didn’t blur with distance; his eyes, thank the Gods, were still keen both near and far. A thought popped into his head having nothing to do with legionary discontent: what were Pompeius’s eyes like these days? Sulla’s eyes had gone, and made him mighty touchy. Things happened to eyes in middle age—look at Cicero.


  Though he had often wept at assemblies, today there were no tears. The General stood with feet apart and hands by his sides, his corona civica on his head, the scarlet cloak of his high estate attached to the shoulders of his beautifully worked silver cuirass. No helmet. His legates stood to either side of him on the dais, his military tribunes in two groups on either side below the dais.


  “I am here to rectify a disgrace,” he cried in the high, carrying voice he had found went further than his naturally deep tones. “One of my legions is mutinous. You see it here in its entirety, representatives of my other legions. The Ninth.”


  No one murmured in surprise; word got round, even when men were quartered in different camps.


  “The Ninth! Veterans of the whole war in Gallia Comata, a legion whose standards groan with the weight of awards for valor, whose Eagle has been wreathed with laurel a dozen times, whose men I have always called my boys. But the Ninth has mutinied. Its men are no longer my boys. They are rabble, stirred and turned against me by demagogues in the guise of centurions. Centurions! What would those two magnificent centurions Titus Pullo and Lucius Vorenus call these shabby men who have replaced them at the head of the Ninth?” Caesar’s right hand went out, pointed close by. “See them, men of the Ninth? Titus Pullo and Lucius Vorenus! Gone to the honorable duty of training other centurions here in Placentia, but present today to weep at their old legion’s dishonor. See their tears? They weep for you! But I cannot. I am too filled with contempt, too consumed by anger. The Ninth has broken my perfect record; I can no longer say no legion of mine has ever mutinied.”


  He didn’t move. The hands remained by his sides.


  “Representatives of my other legions, I have called you together to witness what I will do to the men of the Ninth. They have informed me that they will not move from Placentia, that they wish to be discharged here and now, paid out and paid up, including their share of the spoils of a nine-year war. Well, they can have their discharge—but it will not be an honorable one! Their share of the spoils of that nine-year war will be divided up among my faithful legions. They will have no land, and I will strip every last one of them of his citizenship! I am the Dictator of Rome. My imperium outranks the imperium of the consuls, of the governors. But I am no Sulla. I will not abuse the power inherent in the dictatorship. What I do here today is not an abuse of that power. It is the just and rational decision of a commander-in-chief whose soldiers have mutinied.


  “I tolerate much. I don’t care if my legionaries stink of perfume and ram each other up the arse, provided they fight like wildcats and remain utterly loyal to me! But the men of the Ninth are disloyal. The men of the Ninth have accused me of deliberately cheating them of their entitlements. Accused me! Gaius Julius Caesar! Their commander-in-chief for ten long years! My word isn’t good enough for the Ninth! The Ninth has mutinied!”


  His voice swelled; he roared, something he never did in a soldier assembly. “I WILL NOT TOLERATE MUTINY! Do you hear me? I WILL NOT TOLERATE MUTINY! Mutiny is the worst crime soldiers can commit! Mutiny is high treason! And I will treat the mutiny of the Ninth as high treason! I will strip its men of their rights, their entitlements, and their citizenships! And I will decimate!”


  He waited then until the last of the echoing voices died away. No one made a sound, save for Pullo and Vorenus, weeping. Every eye was riveted on Caesar.


  “How could you?” he cried then to the Ninth. “Oh, you have no idea how profoundly I have thanked all of our Gods that Quintus Cicero is not here today! But this isn’t his legion—these men can’t be the same men who held off fifty thousand Nervii for over thirty days, who all bore wounds, who all sickened, who all watched their food and baggage go up in flames—AND WHO SOLDIERED ON! No, these aren’t the same men! These men are puling, avaricious, mean, unworthy! I won’t call men like these my boys! I don’t want them!”


  Both hands went out. “How could you? How could you believe the men who whispered among you? What have I ever done to deserve this? When you were hungry, did I eat better? When you were cold, did I sleep warm? When you were afraid, did I deride you? When you needed me, wasn’t I there? When I gave you my word, did I ever go back on it? What have I done? What have I done?” The hands shook, clenched. “Who are these men among you, that you believe them before you believe me? What laurels are on their brows that I have not worn? Are they the champions of Mars? Are they greater men than I? Have they served you better than I? Have they enriched you more than I? No, you haven’t had your share of the triumphal spoils yet—nor has any other among my legions! But you’ve had much from me despite that—cash bonuses I found out of my own purse! I doubled your pay! Is your pay in arrears? No, it is not! Haven’t I compensated you for the lack of booty a civil war forbids? What have I done?”


  The hands fell. “The answer is, Ninth, that I have done nothing to merit a mutiny, even were mutiny an accepted prerogative. But mutiny is not an accepted prerogative. Mutiny is high treason, were I the stingiest, crudest commander-in-chief in the entire history of Rome! You have spat on me. I do not dignify you by spitting back. I simply call you unworthy to be my boys!”


  A voice rang out: Sextus Cloatius, tears streaming down his face. “Caesar, Caesar, don’t!” he wailed, walking out of the front rank and up to the dais. “I can bear the discharge. I can bear the loss of money. I can bear being decimated if the lot falls on me. But I can’t bear not to be one of your boys!”


  Out they came, all of the ten men who had formed the Ninth’s deputation, weeping, begging forgiveness, offering to die if only Caesar would call them his boys, accord them the old respect. The grief spread; the rankers sobbed and moaned. Genuine, heartfelt.


  They’re such children! thought Caesar, listening. Swayed by fair words out of foul mouths. Gulled like Apulians in congress with charlatans. Children. Brave, hard, sometimes cruel. But not men in the true sense of that word. Children.


  He let them have their tears.


  “Very well,” he said then, “I won’t discharge you. I won’t deem you all guilty of high treason. But there are terms. I want the one hundred and twenty ringleaders in this mutiny. They will all be discharged, they will all forfeit their citizenship. And I will decimate them, which means twelve of them will die in the traditional way. Produce them now.”


  Eighty of them constituted Carfulenus’s entire century, the first of the Seventh Cohort; the other forty included Carfulenus’s centurion friends. And Cloatius and Aponius.


  The lots to choose the twelve men who would die had been rigged; Sulpicius Rufus had made his own enquiries as to the true ringleaders. One of whom, the centurion Marcus Pusio, was not among the one hundred and twenty men the Ninth indicated.


  “Is there any innocent man here?” asked Caesar.


  “Yes!” cried a voice from the depths of the Ninth. “His centurion, Marcus Pusio, nominated him. But Pusio is guilty!”


  “Step out, soldier,” said Caesar.


  The innocent man stepped out.


  “Pusio, take his place.”


  Carfulenus, Pusio, Apicius and Scaptius drew death lots; the other eight doomed men were all rankers, but heavily implicated. The sentences were carried out immediately. In each decury of the nominated men, the nine whom the lots let live were given cudgels and ordered to beat the owner of the death lot until he was unrecognizable pulp.


  “Good,” said Caesar when it was over. But it wasn’t good. He could never again say that his troops were innocent of mutiny. “Rufus, have you a revised list of centurion seniority for me?”


  “Yes, Caesar.”


  “Then restructure your legion accordingly. I’ve lost over twenty of the Ninth’s centurions today.”


  “I’m glad we didn’t have to lose the whole Ninth,” said Gaius Fabius, sighing. “What an awful business!”


  “One really bad man,” said Trebonius, sad face sadder. “If it hadn’t been for Carfulenus, I doubt it would have happened.”


  “Perhaps so,” said Caesar, voice hard, “but it did happen. I will never forgive the Ninth.”


  “Caesar, they’re not all bad!” said Fabius, perturbed.


  “No, they’re simply children. Yet why do people expect that children must be forgiven? They’re not animals, they’re members of the gens humana. Therefore they ought to be able to think for themselves. I will never forgive the Ninth. As they will discover when this civil war is over and I do discharge them. They won’t get land in Italia or Italian Gaul. They can go to a colony near Narbo.” He nodded dismissal.


  Fabius and Trebonius walked to their own quarters together, very quiet at first.


  Finally, from Fabius: “Trebonius, is it my imagination, or is Caesar changing?”


  “Hardening, you mean?”


  “I’m not sure that’s the right word. Perhaps… yes, more conscious of his specialness. Does that make sense?”


  “Definitely.”


  “Why?”


  “Oh, the march of events,” said Trebonius. “They’d have broken a lesser man. What’s held him together is that he’s never doubted himself. But the mutiny of the Ninth has fractured something in him. He never dreamed of it. He didn’t think it could ever, ever happen to him. In many ways, I think a worse Rubicon for Caesar than that piddling river.”


  “He still believes in himself.”


  “He’ll still believe in himself while he’s dying,” said Gaius Trebonius. “It’s just that today tarnished his idea of himself. Caesar wants perfection. Nothing must diminish him.”


  “He asks with increasing frequency why no one will believe he can win this war,” said Fabius, frowning.


  “Because he’s getting angrier at the foolishness of other people. Imagine, Fabius, what it must be like to know that there is no one in your league! Caesar knows. He can do anything! He’s proven it too many times to enumerate. All he really wants is to be acknowledged for what he is. Yet it doesn’t happen. He gets opposition, not recognition. This is a war to prove to other people what you and I—and Caesar—already know. He’s turned fifty, and he’s still battling for what he considers his due. Little wonder, I think, that he’s growing thin-skinned.”


  *


  At the beginning of November the eight legions gathered at Placentia marched for Brundisium, with almost two months to complete that five-hundred-and-fifty-mile journey; once they reached the Adriatic coast they were to proceed down its length, rather than cross the Apennines to skirt the vicinity of Rome. The pace was set at twenty miles a day, which meant that every second or third day was one of rest. To Caesar’s legions, a glorious holiday, especially at this autumnal time of year.


  From Ariminum, which welcomed him just as enthusiastically at the end of this year as it had at its beginning, Caesar turned to take the Via Flaminia to Rome. Up and over the lovely mountains of the homeland, their little fortified towns sitting atop this crag and that, the grass richly yellowed for nutritious grazing, the great forests of fir, larch, pitch-pine and pine stretching to the heights of the peaks, enough building timber for centuries to come. The careful husbanding which saw virtue in pure beauty, the natural affinity all Italians seemed to have for visual harmony. For Caesar, a kind of healing, that journey, taken at something less than his usual headlong pace; he stopped in every town of any size to enquire how things were, what was needed, where Rome’s omissions lay. Speaking to the duumvirs of the smallest municipia as if they mattered to him quite as much as the Senate of Rome. Truth was, he reflected, they mattered more. Like all great cities, Rome was to some extent an artificial growth; as with all such excrescences, it sucked vitality unto itself, and often at the expense of the less numerous and less powerful places doomed to feed it. The cuckoo in the Italian nest. Owning the numbers, Rome owned the clout. Owning the numbers, its politicians favored it. Owning the numbers, it overshadowed all else.


  Which it did, he had to admit, approaching it from the north; that other visit at the beginning of April had been a dim and nightmarish business, so much so that he hadn’t noticed the city herself. Not as he did now, looking at the seven hills asprawl with orange-tiled roofs, glitters of gold from gilded temple eaves, tall cypresses, umbelliferous pines, arched aqueducts, the deep blue and strongly flowing width of Father Tiber with the grassy plains of Martius and Vaticanus on either bank.


  They came out to meet him in thousands upon thousands, faces beaming, hands throwing flowers like a heady carpet for Toes to walk upon—would he have entered riding any but Toes? They cheered him, they blew him kisses, they held up their babies and small children for him to smile at, they shouted love and encouragement. And he, clad in his finest silver armor, his Civic Crown of oak leaves upon his head, rode at a slow walk behind the twenty-four crimson-clad lictors who belonged to the Dictator and carried the axes in their bundles of rods. Smiling, waving, vindicated at last. Weep, Pompeius! Weep, Cato! Weep, Bibulus! Never once for any of you, this ecstasy. What matters the Senate, what matters the Eighteen? These people are Rome, and these people still love me. They outnumber you as the stars do a cluster of lanterns. And they belong to me.


  He rode into the city through the Fontinalis Gate alongside the Arx of the Capitol and down the Hill of the Bankers to the fire-blackened ruins of the Basilica Porcia, the Curia Hostilia and the Senate offices; good then to find that Paullus had used that huge bribe to better effect than he had his consulship by finishing the Basilica Aemilia. And his own Basilica Julia on the opposite side of the lower Forum, where the Basilicae Opimia and Sempronia had been, was growing from nothing. It would cast the Basilica Aemilia in the shade. So would the Curia Julia, the new home of the Senate, once he had seen the architects and commenced. Yes, he would put that temple pediment on the Domus Publica, make it more appealing from the Sacra Via, and clothe its facade all the way around with marble.


  But his first visit was to the Regia, tiny temple of the Pontifex Maximus; there he entered alone, saw to his satisfaction that the hallowed place was clean and free from vermin, its altar unstained, its twin laurel trees thriving. A brief prayer to Ops, then it was out and across to his home, the Domus Publica. Not a formal occasion; he went in through his own entrance and closed its door upon the sighing, satiated crowd.


  As Dictator he could wear armor within the pomerium, have his lictors bear the axes; when he disappeared within the Domus Publica they nodded genially to the people and walked to their own College behind the inn on the corner of the Clivus Orbius.


  But the formalities were not over for Caesar, who had not set foot inside the Domus Publica on that hasty visit in April; he had now as Pontifex Maximus to greet his charges, the Vestal Virgins. Who waited for him in the great temple common to both sides of that divided house. Oh, where had the time gone? The Chief Vestal had been little more than a child when he had departed for Gaul—how Mater had railed at her liking for food! Quinctilia, now twenty-two and Chief Vestal. No thinner, but, he saw now with relief, a jolly young woman whose good sense and practical disposition shone out of her round, homely face. Beside her, Junia, not much younger, quite pretty. And there was his blackbird, Cornelia Merula, a tall and fine young lady of eighteen. Behind them, three little girls, all new since his time here. The three adult Vestals were clad in full regalia, white robes, white veils perched upon the mandatory seven sausages of wool, their bulla medallions upon their breasts. For the children, white robes but no veils; they wore wreaths of flowers instead.


  “Welcome, Caesar,” said Quinctilia, smiling.


  “How good it is to be home!” he said, longing to embrace her, knowing he could not. “Junia and Cornelia, grown up too!”


  They smiled, nodded.


  “And who are the little ones?”


  “Licinia Terentia, daughter of Marcus Varro Lucullus.”


  Yes, she had that look—long face, grey eyes, brown hair.


  “Claudia, daughter of the Censor’s eldest son.”


  Dark and pretty, very Claudian.


  “Caecilia Metella, of the Caprarian Metelli.”


  A stormy one, fierce and proud.


  “Fabia, Arruntia and Popillia, all gone!” he marveled. “I have been away too long.”


  “We have kept Vesta’s hearth burning,” said Quinctilia.


  “And Rome is safe because of you.”


  Smiling, he dismissed them and turned then to enter his own half of the great house. An ordeal without Aurelia.


  It was indeed a reunion full of tears, but these were tears that had to be shed. They had all come to see him who belonged to the days in the Subura—Eutychus, Cardixa and Burgundus. How old they were! Seventies? Eighties? Did it matter? They were so glad to see him! Oh, all those sons of Cardixa and Burgundus! Some of them were grizzled! But no one was allowed to remove the scarlet cloak, the cuirass and the skirt of pteryges save Burgundus; Caesar had to fight to remove the sash of his imperium himself.


  Then finally he was free to find his wife, who had not come to him. That was her nature, to wait. Patient as Penelope weaving her shroud. He found her in Aurelia’s old sitting room, though it bore no sign of his mother anymore. Barefoot, he moved as quietly as one of her cats; she didn’t see him. Sitting in a chair with fat orange Felix in her lap. Had he ever realized she was lovely? It didn’t seem so, from this distance. Dark hair, long and graceful neck, fine cheekbones, beautiful breasts.


  “Calpurnia,” he said.


  She turned at once, dark eyes wide. “Domine,” she said.


  “Caesar, not domine.” He bent to kiss her, the perfectly correct salutation for a wife of scant months not seen for many years: affectionate, appreciative, promising more. He sat down in a chair close to her, where he could see her face. Smiling, he pushed a strand of hair off her brow; the dozing cat, sensing a foreign presence, opened one yellow eye and rolled onto its back, all four feet in the air.


  “He likes you,” she said, surprise in her voice.


  “So he should. I rescued him from a watery grave.”


  “You never told me that.”


  “Didn’t I? Some fellow was about to toss him into Father Tiber.”


  “Then he and I are grateful, Caesar.”


  Later that night, his head comfortably cushioned between her breasts, Caesar sighed and stretched. “I am very glad, wife,” he said, “that Pompeius refused to let me marry that battle-axe of a daughter of his. I’m fifty-one, a little old for tantrums and power tactics in my home as well as my public life. You suit me well.”


  If perhaps in the very depths of her that wounded Calpurnia, yet she was able to see both the sense of it and the lack of malice in it. Marriage was a business, no less so in her own case than it would have been in the case of the strapping, pugnacious Pompeia Magna. Circumstances had conspired to keep her Caesar’s wife, stave off the advent of Pompeia Magna. Which had delighted her at the time. Those nundinae between her father’s informing her that Caesar wished to divorce her in order to marry Pompey’s daughter and the news that Pompey had turned Caesar’s offer down had been fraught with anxiety, with terrible misgivings. All Lucius Calpurnius Piso, her father, had seen was the huge endowment Caesar was willing to give Calpurnia in order to be free of her; all Calpurnia had seen was another marriage which her father would, of course, arrange. Even had love not formed a part of Calpurnia’s attachment to Caesar, she would have hated it—the moving, the loss of her cats, the adjusting to a completely different kind of life. The cloistered style of the Domus Publica suited her, for it had its freedoms too. And when Caesar did visit, it was a visitation from some god who knew so perfectly how to please, how to make love comfortable. Her husband was the First Man in Rome.


  *


  Publius Servilius Vatia Isauricus was a quiet man. Loyalty ran in the family; his father, a great plebeian aristocrat, had cleaved to Sulla and remained one of Sulla’s greatest supporters until that difficult, contrary man died. But because the father too had been a quiet man, he adjusted to life in a post-Sullan Rome with grace and some style, did not lose the massive clout which an old name and a huge fortune brought with it. Probably seeing something of Sulla in Caesar, the father before his death had liked him; the son simply carried on the family tradition. He had been a praetor in the year Appius Claudius Censor and Ahenobarbus were consuls, and had soothed boni fears by prosecuting one of Caesar’s legates. Not an aberration but a deliberate ploy; Gaius Messius was not important to Caesar.


  In the years since he was always to be found on Caesar’s side of any senatorial division, nor could he be intimidated. No surprise then that when Pompey and the bulk of the Senate fled, Vatia Isauricus remained in Rome. Caesar, it was clear, mattered more to him than the alliances his marriage to Servilia’s eldest daughter, Junia, might have predicated. Though when Cicero blabbed all over Rome that Junia’s portrait was one of those in the baggage of a lowbred scoundrel, Vatia Isauricus did not divorce her. A loyal man remains loyal in all respects.


  The day after Caesar arrived in Rome, Mark Antony sent word that he was waiting on the Campus Martius in Pompey’s villa, and Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, who had secured the dictatorship for Caesar, waited in the Domus Publica for an interview. But it was Vatia Isauricus whom Caesar saw first.


  “I can’t stay long, alas,” said Caesar.


  “That I expected. You’ll have to get your army to the other side of the Adriatic before the equinoctial gales.”


  “And lead it myself. What do you think of Quintus Fufius Calenus?”


  “You had him as a legate. Don’t you know?”


  “In that respect, a good man. But this campaign against Pompeius necessitates that I restructure my high command—I won’t have Trebonius, Fabius, Decimus Brutus or Marcus Crassus, yet I do have more legions than ever. What I need from you is an assessment of Calenus’s ability to handle high command rather than a legion.”


  “Aside from his role in the regrettable affair of Milo and Clodius, I think him ideal for your purpose. Besides, in all fairness to poor Calenus, he accepted a ride in Milo’s carriage without any knowledge of what Milo was planning. If anything, Milo’s selecting him is a very good reference. Calenus is probably unimpeachable.”


  “Ah!” Caesar settled back in his chair and gazed at Vatia Isauricus intently. “Do you want the job of running Rome in my absence?” he asked.


  Vatia Isauricus blinked. “You want me to act as your Master of the Horse?”


  “No, no! I don’t intend to remain Dictator, Vatia.”


  “You don’t? Then why did Lepidus organize it?”


  “To give me dictatorial clout for long enough to start things moving again. Really, just until I can have myself and one other man of my choice elected consul for the coming year. I’d like you as my consular colleague.”


  That was very evidently good news; Vatia Isauricus beamed. “Caesar, a great honor!” He frowned, not in anxiety but in thought. “Will you do as Sulla did and nominate two candidates only for the consular elections?” he asked.


  “Oh, no! I don’t mind how many men want to run against us.”


  “Well, you’ll get no opposition from the Senate, but the men of the Eighteen are terrified of what you might do to the economy. The election results might not be what you want.”


  Which statement provoked a laugh. “I assure you, Vatia, that the knights of the Eighteen will scramble to vote for us. Before I hold elections, I intend to bring a lex data before the Popular Assembly to regulate the economy. It will quieten all those fears that I intend a general cancellation of debts, not to mention other, equally irresponsible acts. What Rome needs is proper legislation to restore faith in business circles and enable people on both sides of the debt fence to cope. My lex data will do that in the most sensible and moderate way. But the man I leave behind to govern Rome has to be a sensible and moderate man. That’s why I want you as my colleague. With you, I know Rome will be safe.”


  “I won’t destroy your faith in me, Caesar.”


  Next came Lepidus, a very different sort of man.


  “In two years, Lepidus, I expect you’ll be consul,” said Caesar pleasantly, eyes never leaving that handsome and vaguely disquieting face; a man of great hauteur, riddled with weaknesses.


  Lepidus’s face changed, twisted in disappointment. “Not any sooner than two years, Caesar?” he asked.


  “Under the lex Annalis, it can’t possibly be sooner. I do not intend that Rome’s mos maiorum be disturbed any more than is necessary. Though I follow in Sulla’s footsteps, I am no Sulla.”


  “So you keep saying,” said Lepidus bitterly.


  “You have a very old patrician name and high ambitions to enhance it,” said Caesar coolly. “You’ve chosen the winning side, and you’ll prosper, that I promise you. But patience, my dear Lepidus, is a virtue. Practise it.”


  “I can practise it as well as the next man, Caesar. It’s my purse is impatient.”


  “A revealing statement which doesn’t augur well for Rome under your authority. However, I’ll make a bargain with you.”


  “What?” asked Lepidus warily.


  “Keep me informed of everything, and I’ll have Balbus pop a little something in your hungry purse regularly.”


  “How much?”


  “That depends on the accuracy of the information, Lepidus. Be warned! I don’t want the facts warped to suit your own ends. I want exact transcriptions of the truth. Yours won’t be my only sources of information, and I am no fool.”


  Mollified yet disappointed, Lepidus departed.


  Which left Mark Antony.


  “Am I to be your Master of the Horse?” was Antony’s first question, asked eagerly.


  “I won’t be Dictator long enough to need one, Antonius.”


  “Oh, what a pity! I’d make a terrific Master of the Horse.”


  “I’m sure you would, if your conduct in Italia these past months is anything to go by. Though I must protest strongly against lions, litters, mistresses and mummers. Luckily next year you won’t have any chance to behave like the New Dionysus.”


  The heavy, pouting face lowered. “Why?”


  “Because, Antonius, you’re going with me. Italia will be stable without you because Italia will have a praetor peregrinus, Marcus Caelius. I need you as a member of my high command.”


  The red-brown eyes lit up. “Now that’s more like it!”


  And that, Caesar reflected, was one man he had managed to please. A pity the Lepiduses of this world were choosier.


  *


  Caesar’s lex data found immediate favor with the knights of the eighteen senior Centuries—and with many, many thousands more of lower status in Rome’s commercial sphere. Its scope was wider than merely the city; it provided for Italia as well. Property, loans and debts were regulated through a series of provisos which favored neither creditors nor debtors. Those creditors who classified their debts as hopeless were directed to take land as settlement, but the value of the land was to be assessed by impartial arbitrators supervised by the urban praetor. If the interest payments on loans were up to date, the debtors received a deduction from the capital sum owed of two years’ interest at twelve percent. No one was allowed to have more than sixty thousand sesterces in cash. The ceiling on all new loans was to be ten percent simple interest. And, most enormous relief of all, Caesar’s lex data contained a clause which severely punished any slave who sought to inform on his master. As Sulla had encouraged slave informers and paid them well with money and freedom, this clause told Rome’s businessmen that Caesar was no Sulla. There would be no proscriptions.


  Overnight the world of commerce began to right itself, for debtors used Caesar’s law as much as creditors, and both kinds of man vowed the law was an excellent one. Sensible and moderate. Atticus, who had been saying ever since the Rubicon that Caesar was no radical, preened himself, said “I told you so!” to everyone, and blandly accepted congratulations on his perspicacity.


  Little wonder then that when the elections were held for all ranks of magistrates—the curule men in the Centuries, the quaestors and tribunes of the soldiers in the People’s tribes, and the tribunes of the plebs and plebeian aediles in the tribal Plebs—Caesar’s candidates, discreetly indicated, were all returned. The consular elections saw several candidates other than merely Caesar and Vatia Isauricus, but Caesar was returned as senior consul and Vatia as his junior. The Eighteen’s way of saying thank you, thank you, thank you!


  Vacancies in the priestly colleges were filled and a belated Latin Festival held on the Alban Mount. Things happened. But then, men were remembering, didn’t things always happen when Caesar was in government? And this time he had no Bibulus to retard his progress.


  Because he would not assume the consulship until the first day of the New Year, Caesar retained his dictatorship until then. Under its auspices he legislated the full citizenship for every man of Italian Gaul; the old, bitterly resented wrong was gone.


  He restored the right to stand for public office to the sons and grandsons of Sulla’s proscribed, then brought home those exiles whom he chose to repatriate as improperly banished. With the result that Aulus Gabinius was once more a Roman citizen in good standing, whereas Titus Annius Milo and Gaius Verres, among others, were not.


  By way of thanks to the People, he gave an extra free grain dole to every Roman citizen man, paying for it out of a special treasure stored in the temple of Ops. The Treasury was still very full, but he would have to borrow another large sum from it to fund his campaign in Macedonia against Pompey.


  *


  On the tenth day of this sojourn in Rome, he finally had the leisure to summon a full meeting of the Senate, which he had convened on two earlier days in such a hurry that he left the senators quite winded; many of them had forgotten what Caesar in a hurry was like.


  “I leave tomorrow,” he said from the curule dais in Pompey’s curia, a deliberate choice of venue; it amused him to stand below that hubristic statue of the man who was no longer the First Man in Rome. There were those who had pressed him to remove it; he had firmly declined, saying that Pompeius Magnus should witness the doings of Caesar Dictator.


  “You will note that I have instituted no laws to remove their citizen status from that group of men who wait for me across the Adriatic. I do not regard them as traitors because they have chosen to oppose my occupation of the consuls’ chair, nor because they sought to destroy my dignitas. What I have to do is show them that they are wrong, misguided, blind to Rome’s welfare. Without, I sincerely hope, much if any bloodshed. There is no merit in shedding the blood of fellow citizens, as my conduct so far in this difference of opinion has conclusively shown. What I find hardest to forgive in them is that they abandoned their country to chaos, that they left it in no condition to continue. That it is now in good condition is due to me. Therefore the reckoning must be paid. Not to me, but to Rome.


  “I have given Enemy of the People status to only one man, King Juba of Numidia, for the foul murder of Gaius Scribonius Curio. And I have given Friend and Ally status to Kings Bocchus and Bogud of Mauretania.


  “How long I will be away I do not know, but I go secure in the knowledge that Rome and Italia, and their provinces in the West, will prosper under proper and sensible government. I also go with the intention of returning to Rome and Italia their provinces in the East. Our Sea must be united.”


  Even the fence-sitters were there that day: Caesar’s uncle Lucius Aurelius Cotta, his father-in-law Lucius Calpurnius Piso, and his nephew-in-law Lucius Marcius Philippus. Looking very stern and above such things as internecine strife. Excusable in Cotta, still rather crippled by two strokes, and excusable perhaps in Philippus, constitutionally incapable of taking sides in anything. But Lucius Piso, so tall, so dark and so ferocious looking that Cicero had once had a fine old time describing him as a barbarian, was irritating. A complete self-server whose daughter was far too nice to deserve him as a father.


  Lucius Piso cleared his throat.


  “You wish to speak?” asked Caesar.


  “I do.”


  “Then speak.”


  Piso rose to his feet. “Before committing us to a war, Gaius Caesar, might it not be politic to approach Gnaeus Pompeius and ask for peace negotiations?”


  Vatia Isauricus answered, and tartly. “Oh, Lucius Piso!” he said, making a rude noise with his lips. “Don’t you think it’s a little late for that? Pompeius has been living high in the palace at Thessalonica for months, with plenty of time to sue for peace. He doesn’t want peace. Even if he did, Cato and Bibulus wouldn’t permit it. Sit down and shut up!”


  “I loved it!” chuckled Philippus over dinner that afternoon. ” ‘Sit down and shut up!’ So delicately put!”


  “Well,” said Caesar, grinning, “I suppose he thought it was time he said something. Whereas you, you reprobate, sail on as serenely as Ptolemy Philopator’s barge.”


  “I like the metaphor. I’d also love to see that barge.”


  “The biggest ship ever built.”


  “Sixty men to an oar, they say.”


  “Rubbish!” said Caesar, snorting. “With that many men on an oar, it would act like a ballista.”


  Young Gaius Octavius, grey eyes wide, sat listening raptly.


  “And what do you say, young Octavius?” asked Caesar.


  “That a country which can build a ship that big and cover it in gold must be very, very rich.”


  “Of that there is no doubt,” said Caesar, assessing the boy coolly. Fourteen now. There had been some changes associated with puberty, though the beauty had not diminished. He was beginning to have an Alexandrine look to him, and wore his luxuriantly waving golden hair long enough to cover the tips of those jutting ears. More worrying to Caesar, sensitive on that subject, was a certain—not precisely effeminacy, more a lack of the adolescent version of masculinity. To his surprise, he found that he cared about the future of this lad, didn’t want to see him set off in a direction which would make his public career painfully difficult. No time now to speak privately with young Gaius Octavius, but somewhere in his crowded schedule he would have to make that time a fact.


  *


  His last call in Rome was upon Servilia, whom he found alone in her sitting room.


  “I like those two white ribbons in your hair,” he said, easing himself into a chair after kissing her lips like a friend.


  “I had hoped to see you somewhat sooner,” she said.


  “Time, Servilia, is my enemy. But clearly not yours. You don’t look a day older.”


  “I’m well serviced.”


  “So I hear. Lucius Pontius Aquila.”


  She stiffened. “How do you know that?”


  “My informants constitute a positive ocean.”


  “They must, to have prised that little item out of hiding!”


  “You must miss him now he’s gone to help Pompeius.”


  “There are always replacements.”


  “I daresay. I hear that Brutus has also gone to help the good Pompeius.”


  Her small, secretive mouth turned down at its corners. “Hah! I don’t understand it in him. Pompeius murdered his father.”


  “That was a long time ago. Perhaps his uncle Cato means more to him than an old deed.”


  “Your fault! If you hadn’t broken off his engagement to Julia, he’d be in your camp.”


  “As are two of your three sons-in-law, Lepidus and Vatia Isauricus. But with Gaius Cassius and Brutus on the other side, you can’t very well lose, can you?”


  She shrugged, disliking this cold conversation. He was not going to resume their affair; his every look and movement showed it. And, setting eyes on him again for the first time in almost ten years, she found herself impaled again on his power. Yes, power. That had always been the great attraction. After Caesar, all other men were insulsus. Even Pontius Aquila, a scratch for an itch, no more. Immeasurably older, yet not one day older, that was Caesar. Graven with lines speaking of action, life in hard climes, obstacles conquered. The body as fit and workmanlike as ever. As no doubt was that part of him she couldn’t see, would never see again.


  “Whatever happened to that silly woman who wrote to me from Gaul?” she asked harshly.


  His face closed. “She died.”


  “And her son?”


  “He disappeared.”


  “You don’t have much of that luck with women, do you?”


  “Since I have so much of it in other, more important areas, Servilia, I don’t find that surprising. Goddess Fortuna is a very jealous mistress. I propitiate her.”


  “One day she’ll desert you.”


  “Oh, no. Never.”


  “You have enemies. They might kill you.”


  “I will die,” said Caesar, getting to his feet, “when I am quite ready.”


  4


  While Caesar conquered in the West, Pompey the Great contended with Epirus, a wet, rugged and mountainous land which was a small enclave of territory between western Macedonia to the north and western Greece to the south. Not, as Pompey soon discovered, an easy place to assemble and train an army. He had headquartered himself on fairly flat land near the prosperous port city of Dyrrachium, convinced now that he would not see Caesar for some time to come. Caesar would attempt to neutralize the Spanish army first. It would be a titanic struggle between one veteran force and another—but fought on Pompeian ground in Pompeian country. Nor would Caesar have all nine legions at his disposal; he would have to garrison Italia, Illyricum, Gallia Comata—and find enough troops to equip someone to wrest the grain provinces from the true government. Even with whatever soldiers he had managed to persuade to change sides after Corfinium, he’d be lucky to be able to match the five legions of Afranius and Petreius.
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  This mood of optimism about the outcome in the West was to last for some months yet, and was bolstered by the enthusiastic response Pompey received from all over the East; no one from King Deiotarus of Galatia and King Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia to the Greek socii of Asia could imagine the great Pompeius losing a war. Who was this Caesar? How could he equate some miserable victories over miserable foes like Gauls with the glorious career of Pompeius Magnus, conqueror of Mithridates and Tigranes? Kingbreaker, kingmaker, sovereign in all but name himself. The promises of armies came in, together with a little—a very little—money.


  It had been a Herculean act of self-control to be civil to Lentulus Crus, who had left the Treasury for Caesar to plunder. Where would he be without the two thousand talents Gaius Cassius had managed to squeeze out of Campania, Apulia and Calabria? But it was going nowhere. Dyrrachium was making hay in more ways than in its fields, autumnally replete; every bale of the stuff cost ten times its value, not to mention every medimnus of wheat, every side of bacon, every pea and bean, every pig and chicken.


  Off went Gaius Cassius to see what might be found in the great temple sanctuaries all over Epirus, especially at holy Dodona, while Pompey called his “government” into session.


  “Do any of you doubt that we’ll win this war?” he demanded very aggressively.


  Murmurs of protest, mutters of not liking the tone of voice. Finally, from Lentulus Crus: “Of course not!”


  “Good! Because, Conscript Fathers, you are going to have to put some money on our war chariot.”


  Murmurs of surprise, mutters of inappropriate metaphors for a senatorial meeting. Finally, from Marcus Marcellus: “What do you mean, Pompeius?”


  “I mean, Conscript Fathers, that you’re going to have to send to Rome for all the money your bankers will advance you, and when it isn’t enough, start selling land and businesses.”


  Murmurs of horror, mutters of what intolerable presumption. Finally, from his son’s father-in-law, Lucius Scribonius Libo: “I can’t sell my land! I’d lose my senatorial census!”


  “At the moment, Libo,” said Pompey through his teeth, “your senatorial census is not worth a fart in a flagon! Make up your minds to it: every last one of you is going to have to stick his fingers down his financial throat and spew up enough money to keep this enterprise going!”


  Murmurs of outrage, mutters of such language, such language. Finally, from Lentulus Crus: “Rubbish! What’s mine is mine!”


  Pompey lost his temper, launched into his variation on the traditional diatribe of insults. “You,” he roared, “are entirely responsible for the fact that we have no money, Crus! You ingrate, you leech, you ulcer on the brow of Jupiter Optimus Maximus! You pissed yourself in fear and shot out of Rome like a bolt from a catapulta, leaving the Treasury stuffed to the gills! And when I instructed you to go back to Rome and rectify that— that gross dereliction of your consular duty, you had the temerity to answer that you’d do so when I advanced into Picenum to meet Caesar and rendered him unable to touch your fat, pampered capon of a carcass! You, to tell me that I’m talking rubbish? You, to refuse to share in the funding of this war? I shit on your prick, Lentulus! I piss in your ugly face, Lentulus! I fart up your snobby nostrils, Lentulus! And if you’re not very careful, Lentulus, I’ll slit you up the middle from guts to gizzard!”


  Of murmurs there were none, of mutters there were none. Frozen to stone, ears ringing at a saltiness few if any of them had ever heard from a commanding officer in the days of their military service, so sheltered and indulged had they been, the senators stood, jaws dropped, bowels gone liquid with fear.


  “There’s not one of you here apart from Labienus could fight a room full of feathers! Nor one of you has the remotest idea what waging war entails! Therefore,” said Pompey, taking a long, deep breath, “it’s time you found out. The major item you need to wage a war is money. Do any of you remember what Crassus used to say, that a man ought not to dare call himself rich if he couldn’t afford to fund and maintain a legion? When he died he was worth seven thousand talents, and that was probably half what he was worth before he buried some where we’ll never find it! Money! We need money! I’ve already started liquidating my assets in Lucania and Picenum, and I expect every man here to do the same! Call it an investment against the rosy future,” he said chattily, a great deal happier now that he had them where any decent commander ought to have them—under his heel. “When Caesar is beaten and Rome belongs to us, we’ll reap what we put in now a thousandfold. So open up the purse strings, all of you, and empty the contents into our communal war chest. Is that understood?”


  Murmurs of assent, mutters of if only they’d known, if only they’d thought a little harder. Finally, from Lentulus Spinther: “Gnaeus Pompeius is right, Conscript Fathers. When Rome belongs to us, we’ll reap what we put in now a thousandfold.”


  “I’m glad we sorted that out,” said Pompey pleasantly. “Now comes the division of labor. Metellus Scipio is already on his way to Syria, where he will gather what money he can, and what troops he can. Gaius Cassius, once he returns from seeing what he can get from the Epirote and Greek temple treasures, will follow Scipio to Syria and there gather a fleet. Gnaeus, my son, you’ll go to Egypt and commandeer a fleet, transports and grain from the Queen. Aulus Plautius in Bithynia will need a little prodding—it’s your job to apply the goad, Piso Frugi. Lentulus Crus, you’ll go to Asia Province and proceed to raise money, troops and a fleet. You can have Laelius and Valerius Triarius to help with the ships. Marcus Octavius, levy ships from Greece. Libo, levy ships from Liburnia—they’re nice little galleys. I want fast ships, decked ships big enough to take artillery, but no monstrosities—triremes for main preference, biremes not bad, quadriremes and quinqueremes if they’re trim and maneuverable.”


  “Who’ll be commanding what?” asked Lentulus Spinther.


  “That remains to be seen. First, round up the flocks. Then worry about the shepherds.” Pompey nodded. “You can go.”


  Titus Labienus lingered. “That was very good,” he said.


  “Pah!” said Pompey contemptuously. “A more incompetent, addled lot I’ve never seen! How did Lentulus Spinther ever think he could lead an army to Egypt while he was governor of Cilicia?”


  “There is no Trebonius, Fabius or Decimus Brutus, to be sure.” Labienus cleared his throat. “We have to move from Dyrrachium before winter makes Candavia impassable, Magnus. Relocate ourselves somewhere on the plains near Thessalonica.”


  “I agree. It’s the end of March. I’ll wait out April to make sure Caesar does head west. Then it’s off to a sunnier climate than rain, rain, rain in Epirus.” Pompey looked gloomy. “Besides, if I wait here a bit longer, some better men might turn up.”


  Labienus lifted his lip. “I suppose you mean Cicero, Cato and Favonius?”


  Pompey closed his eyes, shuddered. “Oh, Labienus, pray all the Gods, not! Let Cicero stay in Italia, and Cato and Favonius in Sicily. Or Africa. Or the land of the Hyperboreans. Or anywhere!”


  *


  This prayer was not answered. At the middle of April, Cato and Favonius, with Lucius Postumius in tow, arrived in Dyrrachium to tell of their ejection from Sicily by Curio.


  “Why didn’t you go on to Africa?” asked Pompey.


  “It seemed better to join you,” said Cato.


  “I am ecstatic,” said the commander-in-chief, secure in the knowledge that irony would pass straight over the top of Cato’s head.


  Two days later, however, a more useful man did turn up: Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, who had dallied in Ephesus on his way home from governing Syria until events shaped themselves enough for him to perceive a proper course. Not that he was any more deferential or understanding than Cato, simply that his resolution to oppose Caesar was allied to a strong desire to be genuinely helpful rather than needlessly critical.


  “I’m so glad to see you!” said Pompey fervently, wringing his hand. “There’s no one here apart from Labienus and me with any idea of how to go about this war.”


  “Yes, that’s obvious,” said Bibulus coolly. “Including my esteemed father-in-law, Cato. Put a sword in his hand and he does well. But a leader he is not.” He listened while Pompey summarized his preparations, nodding approval. “An excellent idea, to get rid of Lentulus Crus. But what’s your strategy?”


  “To train my army to think like an army. Spend the winter and spring, possibly also the early summer, near Thessalonica. It’s closer to Asia Minor, a shorter march for troops sourced there. Nor will Caesar deal with me until he’s tried to deal with my Spanish army. After he loses in Spain he’ll regroup and come after me—he has to, or else submit, and he won’t do that until he’s not got a man left. It’s mandatory that I control the seas. All the seas. Ahenobarbus has set himself up to take over Massilia, which has told me that it respects its ties with our government. That will slow Caesar down and oblige him to split his forces even more. I want him to experience the old, familiar Roman headache—a shortage of grain in Italia. We must dominate the seas between Africa, Sicily, Sardinia and the Italian coast. I also have to deny Caesar passage across the Adriatic at whatever time he decides to come east.”


  “Ah, yes,” purred Bibulus, “pen him in and starve Rome out. Excellent, excellent!”


  “I have you in mind as admiral-in-chief of all my fleets.”


  That came as a surprise. Immensely gratified, Bibulus put out his right hand and clasped Pompey’s with unusual warmth. “My dear Pompeius, an honor you will not find misplaced. I give you my word that I’ll do the job properly. Ships are strange, but I’ll learn. And learn well.”


  “Yes, I think you will, Bibulus,” said Pompey, beginning to believe that this decision was the right one.


  Cato was not so sure. “To love my son-in-law is a right act,” he said in his usual hectoring tones to Pompey. “However, he knows absolutely nothing about boats.”


  “Ships,” said Pompey.


  “Things that float on water and are rowed. His nature is Fabian, not Marian. Impede, stall, delay, stalk, but never engage. You need a more aggressive admiral-in-chief.”


  “Like you?” asked Pompey with deceptive mildness.


  Cato reared back in horror. “No! No! I was thinking of Favonius and Postumius, actually.”


  “Good men, I do agree. However, they’re not consulars, and the admiral-in-chief must be a consular.”


  “Yes, that is in keeping with the mos maiorum.”


  “Would you prefer that I appoint Lentulus Spinther, one of the Marcelli, or perhaps recall Ahenobarbus?”


  “No! No!” Cato sighed. “Very well, it must be Bibulus. I’ll spend a lot of time talking to him about developing considerably more aggression. And I must talk to Lentulus Spinther and both the Marcelli. And Labienus. Ye Gods, that man is dirty and untidy!”


  “I have a better idea,” said Pompey, holding his breath.


  “What?”


  “Hie yourself off—I’ll have the Senate give you propraetor’s imperium—to southern Asia Province and raise a fleet for me. I imagine Lentulus Crus, Laelius and Triarius will have enough to do in the north. Go to Rhodes, Lycia, Pamphylia.”


  “But—I won’t be at the center of things, Pompeius. I’m needed at the center of things! Everyone is so disorderly! You need me here with you to smarten everyone up,” said Cato, dismayed.


  “Yes, but the trouble is that you’re so famous in places like Rhodes, Cato. Who, other than the wise, incorruptible and much respected Cato, can persuade the Rhodians to back us?” Pompey patted Cato’s hand. “I tell you what. Leave Favonius behind with me. Give him instructions. Depute him to do what you’d do.”


  “That might work,” said Cato, brightening.


  “Of course it will!” said Pompey heartily. “Off you go, man! The sooner, the better.”


  “It’s terrific to be rid of Cato, but you’ve still got that fart Favonius around your neck,” said Labienus, displeased.


  “The Ape is not the equal of the Master. I’ll sool him onto those who need a boot up the arse. And those,” said Pompey with a huge smile, “whom I personally detest.”


  *


  When the news came that Caesar was sitting before Massilia and that Ahenobarbus was confident he would get no further, Pompey decided to pull stakes and march east. Winter was upon him, but his scouts were confident that the highest passes through Candavia were still negotiable.


  At which point Marcus Junius Brutus arrived from Cilicia.


  Quite why the sight of that mild, mournful, singularly unwarlike face caused Pompey to throw both arms around Brutus and weep into his overlong black curls, Pompey never afterward knew. Except that from the very beginning this inevitable civil war had been a series of disastrous bungles, conflicting voices, unjust criticisms, disobedience, doubt. Then in walked Brutus, a completely unmartial and gentle soul—Brutus wouldn’t rasp, wouldn’t carp, wouldn’t try to usurp authority.


  “Do we have Cilicia?” he asked after he had composed himself, poured watered wine, ensconced Brutus in the best chair.


  “I’m afraid not,” said Brutus sadly. “Publius Sestius says he won’t actively support Caesar—but he won’t do anything to offend Caesar either. You’ll get no help from Tarsus.”


  “Oh, Jupiter!” cried Pompey, clenching his fists. “I need Cilicia’s legion!”


  “You’ll have that much, Pompeius. When word came that you’d left Italia, I had the legion in Cappadocia—King Ariobarzanes was very delinquent in his loan repayments. So I didn’t send it back to Tarsus. I sent it on through Galatia and Bithynia to the Hellespont. It will be with you in winter quarters.”


  “Brutus, you’re the best!” The level of wine in Pompey’s goblet went down considerably; he smacked his lips and leaned back contentedly. “Which leads me,” he said casually, “to another, more important subject. You’re the richest man in Rome, and I haven’t enough money to fight this war. I’m selling up my own interests in Italia, so are the others. Oh, I don’t expect you to go so far as to sell your house in the city, or all your country estates. But I need a loan of four thousand talents. Once we’ve won the war, we’ll have Rome and Italia to carve up between us. You won’t lose.”


  The eyes so earnestly and kindly fixed on Pompey’s widened, filled with tears. “Pompeius, I daren’t!” he gasped.


  “You daren’t?”


  “Truly, I daren’t! My mother! She’d kill me!”


  Mouth open, Pompey stared back, stunned. “Brutus, you’re a man of thirty-four! Your fortune belongs to you, not to Servilia!”


  “You tell her that,” said Brutus, shivering.


  “But—but—Brutus, it’s easy! Just do it!”


  “I can’t, Pompeius. She’d kill me.”


  And from that stand Brutus would not be budged. He blundered out of Pompey’s comfortable house in tears, colliding with Labienus.


  “What’s wrong with him?”


  Pompey was gasping. “I don’t believe it! I can’t believe it! Labienus, that spineless little worm just refused to lend us one sestertius! He’s the richest man in Italia! But no, he daren’t open his purse! His mother would kill him!”


  The sound of Labienus’s laughter filled the room. “Oh, well done, Brutus!” he said when he was able, wiping his eyes. “Magnus, you have just been defeated by an expert. What a perfect excuse! There’s nothing in the world will ever part Brutus from his money.”


  *


  By the beginning of June, Pompey had put his army into camp near the town of Beroea, some forty miles from Thessalonica, the capital of Macedonia, and moved into the governor’s palace in that great and heavily fortified city—together with his entourage of consulars and senators.


  Things were going better. Apart from the five legions he had brought with him from Brundisium, he now had one legion of Roman veterans settled in Crete and Macedonia, the Cilician legion (very under-strength), and two legions the chastened Lentulus Crus had managed to raise in Asia Province. Forces were beginning to dribble in from King Deiotarus of Galatia, some infantry and several thousand cavalry; the debt-crippled King Ariobarzanes of Cappadocia (who owed Pompey even more than he owed Brutus) sent a legion of foot and a thousand horse; the petty kingdoms of Commagene, Sophene, Osrhoene and Gordyene contributed light-armed troops; Aulus Plautius the governor of Bithynia-Pontus had found several thousand volunteers; and various other tetrarchies and confederations were also sending soldiers. Even money was beginning to appear in sufficient quantity to ensure that Pompey could feed what promised to be an army containing thirty-eight thousand Roman foot, fifteen thousand other foot soldiers, three thousand archers, a thousand slingers, and seven thousand horse troopers. Metellus Scipio had written to say that he had two full-strength legions of surprisingly excellent troops ready to move, though he would have to march them overland due to a shortage of transport vessels.


  Then in Quinctilis came a delightful surprise. Bibulus’s admirals Marcus Octavius and Scribonius Libo had captured fifteen cohorts of troops on the island of Curicta—together with Gaius Antonius, their commander. Since the troops were all prepared to swear allegiance to Pompey, his army was even bigger. That sea battle in which Octavius and Libo destroyed Dolabella’s forty ships was the first of many victories for Pompey’s navy, swelling rapidly. And very ably commanded, as it turned out, by the inexperienced Bibulus, who learned ruthlessly and developed a talent for his job.


  Bibulus divided his navy into five large flotillas, only one of which was still theoretical by the time that September came. One flotilla, commanded by Laelius and Valerius Triarius, consisted of the one hundred very good ships levied from Asia Province; Gaius Cassius came back from Syria with seventy ships to inherit command of them; Marcus Octavius and Libo controlled fifty ships from Greece and Liburnia; and Gaius Marcellus Major and Gaius Coponius took charge of the twenty superb triremes Rhodes had donated to the distressingly persistent Cato, who refused to leave without them. Anything to get rid of Cato! cried the Rhodians.


  The fifth flotilla was to consist of whatever ships young Gnaeus Pompey managed to extract from Egypt.


  5


  Full of himself because his father had given him this hugely important job, Gnaeus Pompey set out by sea for Alexandria, determined that he would excel. Twenty-nine this year, had Caesar not intruded he would have entered the Senate as quaestor next year. A fact which didn’t worry him. Gnaeus Pompey never for one moment doubted that his father had the ability and the strength to squash that presumptuous Julian beetle to pulp.


  Unfortunately he had not been quite old enough to serve in the East during Pompey’s campaigns there; his cadetship had been spent in Spain during a disappointingly peaceful time. He had, of course, done the obligatory tour of Greece and Asia Province after he finished his military service, but he had never managed to reach either Syria or Egypt. He disliked Metellus Scipio only one degree less than he disliked his stepmother, Cornelia Metella, thus his decision to sail to Egypt along the African coast rather than go overland through Syria. An insufferable pair of snobs was Gnaeus Pompey’s verdict about Metellus Scipio and his daughter. Luckily his little brother Sextus, born thirteen years later, got on very well with his stepmother, though, like all Pompey the Great’s three children, he had mourned the passing of Julia bitterly. She had made everyone in the family so happy. Whereas Cornelia Metella, Gnaeus Pompey suspected, didn’t even manage to make his status-conscious father happy.


  Why he was thinking these things as he leaned on his ship’s poop rail watching the dreary desert of Catabathmos slide by, he didn’t know, save that time dragged and thoughts winged their own airy passage. He missed his young wife, Scribonia, dreamed of her by day as well as night.


  Oh, that ghastly marriage to Claudilla! Yet one more evidence of his father’s insecurity, his determination to obtain none but the highest wives and husbands for all his family. A drab, sat-upon girl too young for marriage, so utterly devoid of the kind of stimulus Gnaeus Pompey had needed. And what ructions when he had set eyes on Libo’s daughter, announced that he was divorcing Claudilla and marrying this exquisite little Latin partridge with the glossy feathers and plump contours his mind and body craved! Pompey had thrown one of his best tantrums. In vain. His oldest son stuck to his resolve with true Pompeian tenacity, and had his way. With the result that Appius Claudius Censor had to be given the sinecure of governing Greece for the government in exile. Where, if rumor was right, he had gone even more peculiar, spent his time probing the geometry of pylons and muttering about fields of force, invisible fingers of power, and similar claptrap.


  Alexandria burst on Gnaeus Pompey like Aphrodite upon the world. More numerous even than Antioch or Rome, its three million people inhabited what was arguably Alexander the Great’s most perfect gift to posterity. His empire had perished within a single generation, but Alexandria went on forever. Though so flat that its biggest hill, the dreamy garden of the Panaeum, was a man-made mound two hundred feet high, it seemed to Gnaeus Pompey’s dazzled eyes more something constructed by the Gods than by clumsy, mortal men. Part blinding white, part a rainbow of colors, liberally dewed with trees carefully chosen for slenderness or roundness, Alexandria upon the farthest shore of Our Sea was magnificent.


  And the Pharos, the great lighthouse of Pharos Island! Far taller than any other building Gnaeus Pompey had ever seen, a three-tiered hexagon faced with shimmering white marble, the Pharos was a wonder of the world. The sea around it was the color of an aquamarine, sandy-bottomed and crystal clear, for the great sewers which underlay Alexandria emptied into the waters west of the city, ensuring that their contents were carried away. What air! Balmy, caressing. See the Heptastadion, the causeway connecting Pharos Island with the mainland, marching for almost a mile in white majesty! Two arches pierced its center, each arch spacious enough to permit the passage of a big ship between the Eunostus and the Great Harbors.


  There directly before him reared the great palace complex, joined at its far end to a crag climbing out of the sea that used to be a fortress and now cupped a shell-like amphitheater within its hollow. This, Gnaeus Pompey realized, was a real palace. The only one in the world. So vast that it paled the heights of Pergamum into insignificance. At first glance its many hundreds of pillars looked severely Doric, save that they owned a more ponderous girth, were far taller and were vividly painted with tiers of pictures, each one the height of a column drum; yet proper pediments sat atop them, with proper metopes, everything a truly Greek building of importance should have. Except that the Greeks built on the ground. Like the Romans, the Alexandrians had elevated their palace complex upon a stone plateau thirty steps high. Oh, and the palms! Some graceful fans, some horny and stumpy, some with fronds like feathers.


  In an ecstatic daze, Gnaeus Pompey saw his ship tied up at the royal wharf, supervised the disposition of his other ships, donned the purple-bordered toga his propraetor’s imperium entitled him to wear, and set off behind six crimson-clad lictors bearing the axes in their fasces to seek palace accommodation and an audience with the seventh Queen Cleopatra of Egypt.


  *


  Having ascended the throne at seventeen years of age, she was now nearing twenty.


  The two years of her reign had been fraught with triumphs and perils: first the glory of skimming down Nilus in her huge gilded barge with its purple sail embroidered in gold, the native Egyptians abasing themselves before her as she stood with her nine-year-old brother/husband by her side (but one step down); in Hermonthis the bringing home of the Buchis Bull, found because the curls in his flawless long black coat grew the wrong way round, her vessel afloat in a sea of flower-decked barges, herself clad in the solemn regalia of Pharaoh but wearing only the tall white crown of Upper Egypt; the journey past ruined Thebes to the First Cataract and the island of Elephantine, to be at the first, most important Milometer on the very day when the rising waters would predict the final height of the Inundation.


  Every year at the beginning of summer, Nilus mysteriously rose, broke its banks and spread a coat of thick, black mud replete with nutrition over the fields of that strange kingdom, seven hundred miles long but only four or five miles wide except for the anabranch valley of Ta-she and Lake Moeris, and the Delta. There were three kinds of Inundation: the Cubits of Surfeit, the Cubits of Plenty and the Cubits of Death. Measured in the Nilometers, a series of graduated wells dug to one side of the mighty river. It took a month for the Inundation to travel from the First Cataract to the Delta, which was why the reading of the Nilometer at Elephantine was so important: it gave warning to the rest of the kingdom what kind of Inundation it would experience that summer. By autumn Nilus was receding back within its banks, the soil deeply watered and enriched.


  That first year of her reign had seen the reading low in the Cubits of Plenty, a good omen for a new monarch. Any level above thirty-three Roman feet was in the Cubits of Surfeit, which meant disastrous flooding. Any level between seventeen and thirty-two feet was in the Cubits of Plenty, which meant a good Inundation; the ideal Inundation level was twenty-seven feet. Below seventeen feet lay the Cubits of Death, when Nilus didn’t rise high enough to break its banks and famine was the inevitable result.


  That first year saw the real Egypt—Egypt of the river, not the Delta— seem to revive under the rule of its new Queen, who was also Pharaoh— the God on Earth who her father, King Ptolemy Auletes, had never been. The immensely powerful faction of the priests, who were native Egyptians, controlled much of the destiny of Egypt’s Ptolemaic rulers, descendants of one of Alexander the Great’s marshals, the first Ptolemy. Only by fulfilling the true religious criteria and earning the blessing of the priests could the King and Queen be crowned Pharaoh. For the titles of King and Queen were Macedonian, whereas the title of Pharaoh belonged to the awesome agelessness of Egypt itself. The ankh of Pharaoh was the key to more than religious sanction; it was also the key to the vast treasure vaults beneath the ground of Memphis, as they were in the custody of the priests and bore no relation to Alexandria, wherein the King and Queen lived their Macedonian-oriented lives.


  But the seventh Cleopatra belonged to the priests. She had spent three years of her childhood in their custody at Memphis, spoke both formal and demotic Egyptian, and came to the throne as Pharaoh. She was the first Ptolemy of the dynasty to speak Egyptian. Being Pharaoh meant that she had complete, godlike authority from one end of Egypt to the other; it also meant that she had access, should she ever need it, to the treasure vaults. Whereas in un-Egyptian Alexandria being Pharaoh could not enhance her standing. Nor did the economy of Egypt and Alexandria depend upon the contents of the treasure vaults; the public income of the monarch was six thousand talents per year, the private income as much again. Egypt contained nothing in private ownership; it all went to the monarch and the priests.


  Thus the triumphs of Cleopatra’s first two years were more related to Egypt than to Alexandria, isolated to the west of the Canopic Nilus, the westernmost arm of the Delta. They also related to a mystical enclave of people who occupied the eastern Delta, the Land of Onias, separate and complete in itself and owning no allegiance to the religious beliefs of either Macedonia or Egypt. The Land of Onias was the home of the Jews who had fled from Hellenized Judaea after refusing to acknowledge a schismatic high priest, and it kept its fervent Jewishness still. It also supplied Egypt with the bulk of its army and controlled Pelusium, the other important seaport Egypt possessed upon the shores of Our Sea. And Cleopatra, who spoke both Hebrew and Aramaic fluently, was the darling of the Land of Onias.


  The first peril she had handled well, the murder of the two sons of Bibulus. But her present peril was much graver. When the time came for the second Inundation of her reign, it fell in the Cubits of Death. The Nilus didn’t break its banks, the muddy water did not flow across the fields, and the crops failed to poke their bright green blades above the parched ground. For the sun blazed down upon the Kingdom of Egypt every day of every year; life-giving water was the gift of Nilus, not the skies, and Pharaoh was the deified personification of the river.


  *


  When Gnaeus Pompey sailed into the Royal Harbor of Alexandria, that city was stirring ominously. It took two or three famines in a row to deprive the native Egyptians along the river of all food sources, but that was not so in Alexandria, which produced little save bureaucrats, businessmen and bonded servants. Alexandria was the quintessential middleman, unproductive of itself yet making most of the money. It manufactured fancies like astonishing glass made up of thin, multicolored strands; it turned out the world’s finest scholars; it controlled the world’s paper. Without being able to feed itself. That, it expected Egypt of the Nilus to do.


  The people were of several kinds: the pure Macedonian stock composing the aristocracy and jealously guarding all the highest positions in the bureaucracy; the merchants, manufacturers and other commercial persons who were a hybrid mixture of Macedonian and Egyptian; a very considerable Jewish ghetto at the eastern end of the city in Delta District, mostly artisans, craftsmen, skilled laborers and scholars; the Greek rather than Macedonian scribes and clerks who filled the lower echelons of the bureaucracy, worked as masons and sculptors, teachers and tutors—and plied the oars of both naval and merchant vessels; and even a few Roman knights. The language was Greek, the citizenship not Egyptian but Alexandrian. Only the three hundred thousand Macedonian noblemen owned the full Alexandrian citizenship, a source of complaint and bitter resentment among the other groups in the population. Save for the Romans, who sniffed at such an inferior kind of suffrage. To be Roman was to be better than anyone, including an Alexandrian.


  Food was still to be had in plenty; the Queen was buying in grain and other stuffs from Cyprus, Syria and Judaea. What caused that ominous stirring was the rise in prices. Unfortunately the Alexandrians of all walks except the peaceful and inwardly turned Jews were aggressive, extremely independent and absolutely uncowed by monarchs. Time and time again they had risen and ejected this Ptolemy from the throne, replaced him or her by a different Ptolemy, then done it all over again the moment prosperity trembled or the cost of living soared.


  All of which Queen Cleopatra knew as she readied herself to receive Gnaeus Pompey in audience.


  Complicated by the fact that her brother/husband was now almost twelve years old, and could no longer be dismissed as a mere child. Not yet pubertal beyond those first physical tremors which preceded the massive changes still to come, the thirteenth Ptolemy was nonetheless becoming increasingly difficult to control. Mostly due to the malign influence of the two men who dominated his life, his tutor, Theodotus, and the Lord High Chamberlain, Potheinus.


  They were already waiting in the audience chamber when the Queen strode in, and she did stride; to do so, she had discovered, spoke of confidence and authority, neither of which her meager bodily endowments reinforced. The little King was seated on his throne, a smaller edifice one step lower than the great ebony and gilt chair which was her own seat. Until he had proven his manhood by quickening his sister/ wife, he would not be elevated any higher. Clad in the purple tunic and cape of the Macedonian kings, he was an attractive boy in a very Macedonian way, blond, blue-eyed, more Thracian than Greek. His mother had been his father’s half sister, her mother a princess of Arabian Nabataea. But the Semite didn’t show at all in the thirteenth Ptolemy, whereas in Cleopatra, his half sister, it did. Her mother had been the daughter of the awesome King Mithridates of Pontus, a big, tall woman with the dark yellow hair and dark yellow eyes peculiar to the Mithridatidae. Therefore the thirteenth Ptolemy had more Semitic blood than his half sister; yet she looked the Semite.


  A Tyrian purple cushion encrusted with gold and pearls enabled the Queen of Alexandria and Egypt to sit on that too-big chair and place her feet on something solid; without it, her toes could not touch the dais of purple marble.


  “Is Gnaeus Pompey on his way?” she asked.


  Potheinus answered. “Yes, lady.”


  She could never make up her mind which of the two she disliked more, Potheinus or Theodotus. The Lord High Chamberlain was the more imposing, and bore witness to the fact that eunuchs were not necessarily short, plump and effeminate. His testicles had been enucleated in his fourteenth year, a little late perhaps, and at the direction of his father, a Macedonian aristocrat with huge ambitions for his very bright son. Lord High Chamberlain was the greatest position at court and could be held only by a eunuch, a peculiar result of the crisscrossed Egyptian and Macedonian cultures; it was inflicted upon one of pure Macedonian blood because the ancient Egyptian traditions dictated it. A subtle, cruel and very dangerous man, Potheinus. Mouse-colored curls, narrow grey eyes, handsome features. He was, of course, plotting to spill her from the throne and replace her with her half sister Arsinoe, the full sister of the thirteenth Ptolemy.


  Theodotus was the effeminate one, despite his intact testicles. Willowy, pale, deceptively weary. Neither a good scholar nor a true teacher, he had been a great intimate of her father, Auletes, and owed his position to that happy chance. Whatever he taught the thirteenth Ptolemy had nothing to do with history, geography, rhetoric or mathematics. He liked boys, and one of the most galling facts of Cleopatra’s life was the knowledge that Theodotus would have sexually initiated her brother well before her brother was deemed old enough to consummate their marriage. I will have to take, she thought, Theodotus’s leavings. If I live that long. Theodotus too wants to replace me with Arsinoe. He and Potheinus know that they cannot manipulate me. What fools they are! Don’t they understand that Arsinoe is as unmanageable as I am? Yes, the war to own Egypt has begun. Will they kill me, or will I kill them? But one thing I have vowed. The day Potheinus and Theodotus die, my brother will die too. Little viper!


  *


  The audience chamber was not the throne room. In that vast conglomeration of buildings there were rooms, even palaces within the palace, for every kind of function and functionary. The throne room would have stunned a Crassus; the audience chamber was enough to stun Gnaeus Pompey. The architecture of the complex, inside as well as outside, was Greek, but Egypt had a say too, as much of the adornment fell to the lot of the priest-artists of Memphis. Thus the audience chamber walls were partially covered in gold leaf, partially in murals of a sort foreign to this Roman ambassador. Very flat and stilted, two-dimensional people, animals, palms and lotuses. There were no statues and no items of furniture other than the two thrones on the dais.


  To either side of the dais stood a gigantic man so bizarre Gnaeus Pompey had only heard of such people, apart from a woman in a side show at the circus during his childhood days; though she had been very beautiful, she did not compare to these two men. They were clad in gold sandals and short leopard-skin kilts belted with jeweled gold, and had gold collars flashing with jewels about their throats. Each one gently plied a massive fan on a long gold rod, its base more jeweled gold, its breeze-making part the most wonderful feathers dyed many colors, huge and fluffy. All of which was as nothing compared to the beauty of their skins, which were black. Not brown, black. Like a black grape, thought Gnaeus Pompey, glossy yet powdered with plummy must. Tyrian purple skins! He had seen faces like theirs before on little statues; when a good Greek or Italian sculptor was lucky enough to see one, he seized upon the amazing person immediately. Hortensius had owned a statue of a boy, Lucullus the bronze bust of a man. But again, mere shadows alongside the reality of these living faces. High cheekbones, aquiline noses, very full but exquisitely delineated lips, black eyes of a peculiar liquidity. Topped by close-cropped hair so tightly curled that it had the look of the foetal goat pelt from Bactria that the Parthian kings prized so much they alone were allowed to wear it.


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus!” gushed Potheinus, rushing forward in his purple tunic and chlamys cloak with the chain of his high estate draped athwart his shoulders. “Welcome, welcome!”


  “I am not Magnus!” snapped Gnaeus Pompey, very annoyed. “I am plain Gnaeus Pompeius! Who are you, the crown prince?”


  The female on the bigger, higher throne spoke in a strong, melodic voice. “That is Potheinus, our Lord High Chamberlain,” she said. “We are Cleopatra, Queen of Alexandria and Egypt. In the names of Alexandria and Egypt we bid you welcome. As for you, Potheinus, if you wish to stay, step back and don’t speak until you’re spoken to.”


  Oho! thought Gnaeus Pompey. She doesn’t like him. And he doesn’t like taking orders from her one little bit.


  “I am honored, great Queen,” Gnaeus Pompey said, three lictors to either side of him. “And this, I presume, is King Ptolemy?”


  “Yes,” said the Queen curtly.


  She weighed about as much as a wet dishcloth was Gnaeus Pompey’s verdict, was probably not five Roman feet tall when she stood up, had thin little arms and a scrawny little neck. Lovely skin, darkly olive yet transparent enough to display the blueness of the veins beneath it. Her hair was a light brown and done in a peculiar fashion, parted in a series of inch-wide bands back from brow to a bun on the nape of her neck; all he could think of was the similarly banded rind of a summer melon. She wore the white ribbon of her sovereign’s diadem not across her forehead but behind the hairline, and was simply clad in the Greek style, though her robe was the finest Tyrian purple. No precious thing on her person save for her sandals, which looked as if they were never designed to be walked in, so flimsy was their gold.


  The light, which poured in through unshuttered apertures high in the walls, was good enough for him to see that her face was depressingly ugly, only the single charm of youth to soften it. Wide eyes that he fancied were green-gold, or perhaps hazel. A good mouth for kissing save that it was held grimly. And a nose to rival Cato’s for size, a mighty beak hooked like a Jew’s. Hard to see any Macedonian in this young woman. A purely eastern type.


  “It is a great honor to receive you in audience, Gnaeus Pompeius,” she went on in that powerfully mellifluous voice, her Greek perfect and Attic. “We are sorry we cannot speak to you in Latin, but we have never had the opportunity to learn it. What may we do for you?”


  “I imagine that even at this remotest end of Our Sea, great Queen, you are aware that Rome is engaged in a civil war. My father—who is called Magnus—has been obliged to flee from Italia in the company of Rome’s legitimate government. At the moment he is in Thessalonica preparing to meet the traitor Gaius Julius Caesar.”


  “We are aware, Gnaeus Pompeius. You have our sympathy.”


  “That’s a start,” said Gnaeus Pompey with all the cheerful lack of politesse his father had made famous, “but not enough. I am here to ask for material aid, not expressions of condolence.”


  “Quite so. Alexandria is a long journey to obtain expressions of condolence. We had gathered that you have come to seek our—er—material aid. What kind of aid?”


  “I want a fleet consisting of at least ten superior warships, sixty good transport vessels, sailors and oarsmen in sufficient numbers to power them, and every one of the sixty transports filled to the brim with wheat and other foodstuffs,” Gnaeus Pompey chanted.


  The little King moved on his minor throne, turned his head—which also wore the white ribbon of the diadem—to look at the Lord High Chamberlain and the slender, effeminate man beside him. His elder sister, who was also his wife—how decadently convoluted these eastern monarchies were!—promptly reacted exactly as a Roman elder sister might have. She was holding a gold and ivory scepter, and used it to rap him across the knuckles so hard that he let out a yelp of pain. His pretty, pouting face returned to the front and stayed there, his bright blue eyes winking away tears.


  “We are delighted to be asked to give you material aid, Gnaeus Pompeius. You may have all the ships you require. There are ten excellent quinqueremes in the boat sheds attached to the Cibotus Harbor, all designed to carry plenty of artillery, all endowed with the best oaken rams, and all highly maneuverable. Their crews are rigorously trained. We will also commandeer sixty large, stout cargo vessels from among those belonging to us. We own all the ships of Egypt, commercial as well as naval, though we do not own all the merchant ships of Alexandria.”


  The Queen paused, looked very stern—and very ugly. “However, Gnaeus Pompeius, we cannot donate you any wheat or other foodstuffs. Egypt is in the midst of famine. The Inundation was down in the Cubits of Death; no crops germinated. We do not have sufficient to feed our own people, particularly those of Alexandria.”


  Gnaeus Pompey, who looked very like his father save that his equally thick crop of hair was a darker gold, sucked his teeth and shook his head. “That won’t do!” he barked. “I want grain and I want food! Nor will I take no for an answer!”


  “We have no grain, Gnaeus Pompeius. We have no food. We are not in a position to accommodate you, as we have explained.”


  “Actually,” said Gnaeus Pompey casually, “you don’t have any choice in the matter. Sorry if your own people starve, but that’s not my affair. Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Scipio Nasica the governor is still in Syria, and has more than enough good Roman troops to march south and crush Egypt like a beetle. You’re old enough to remember the arrival of Aulus Gabinius and what happened then. All I have to do is send to Syria and you’re invaded. And don’t think of doing to me what you did to the sons of Bibulus! I am Magnus’s son. Kill me or any of mine and you’ll all die very painfully. In many ways annexation would be best for my father and the government in exile. Egypt would become a province of Rome and everything Egypt possesses would go to Rome. In the person of my father. Think it over, Queen Cleopatra. I’ll return tomorrow.”


  The lictors wheeled and marched out, faces impassive, Gnaeus Pompey strolling behind them.


  “The arrogance!” gasped Theodotus, flapping his hands. “Oh, I don’t believe the arrogance!”


  “Hold your tongue, tutor!” the Queen snapped.


  “May I go?” the little King asked, his tears overflowing.


  “Yes, go, you little toad! And take Theodotus with you!”


  Out they went, the man’s arm possessively about the boy’s heaving shoulders.


  “You’ll have to do as Gnaeus Pompeius has ordered you to do,” purred Potheinus.


  “I am well aware of that, you self-satisfied worm!”


  “And pray, mighty Pharaoh, Isis on Earth, Daughter of Ra, that Nilus rises into the Cubits of Plenty this summer.”


  “I intend to pray. No doubt you and Theodotus—and your minion Achillas, commander-in-chief of my army!—intend to pray just as hard to Serapis that Nilus remains in the Cubits of Death! Two failed Inundations in a row would dry up the Ta-she and Lake Moeris. No one in Egypt would eat. My income would shrink to a point whereat, Potheinus, I could find little money for buying in. If there is grain to buy in. There is drought from Macedonia and Greece to Syria and Egypt. Food prices will keep on rising until the Nilus rises. While you and your two cronies urge a third kind of rise—the Alexandrians against me.”


  “As Pharaoh, O Queen,” said Potheinus smoothly, “you have the key to the treasure vaults of Memphis.”


  The Queen looked scornful. “Certainly, Lord High Chamberlain! You know perfectly well that the priests will not allow me to spend the Egyptian treasures to save Alexandria from starvation. Why should they? No native Egyptian is permitted to live in Alexandria, let alone have its citizenship. Something I do not intend to rectify for one good reason. I don’t want my best and loyalest subjects to catch the Alexandrian disease.”


  “Then the future does not bode well for you, O Queen.”


  “You deem me a weak woman, Potheinus. That is a very grave mistake. You’d do better to think of me as Egypt.”


  Cleopatra had hundreds upon hundreds of servants; only two of them were dear to her, Charmian and Iras. The daughters of Macedonian aristocrats, they had been given to Cleopatra when all three were small children, to be the royal companions of the second daughter of King Ptolemy Auletes and Queen Cleopatra Tryphaena, a daughter of King Mithridates of Pontus by his queen. The same age as Cleopatra, they had been with her through all the stormy years since—through Ptolemy Auletes’s divorce of Cleopatra Tryphaena and the arrival of a stepmother—through the banishment of Auletes—through three years of exile in Memphis while the oldest daughter, Berenice, reigned with her mother, Cleopatra Tryphaena—through the awful time after Cleopatra Tryphaena’s death when Berenice searched frantically for a husband acceptable to the Alexandrians—through the return of Ptolemy Auletes and his resumption of the throne—through the day when Auletes had murdered Berenice, his own daughter—through the first two years of Cleopatra’s reign. So long!


  They were her only confidantes, so it was to them that she poured out the story of her audience with Gnaeus Pompey.


  “Potheinus is becoming insufferably confident,” she said.


  “Which means,” said Charmian, dark and very pretty, “that he will move to dethrone you as soon as he can.”


  “Oh, yes. I need to journey to Memphis and sacrifice in the true way to the true Gods,” Cleopatra said fretfully, “but I daren’t. To leave Alexandria would be a fatal mistake.”


  “Would it help to write for advice to Antipater at the court of King Hyrcanus?”


  “No use whatsoever. He’s all for the Romans.”


  “What was Gnaeus Pompeius like?” asked Iras, who always thought of personalities, never of politics. She was fair and very pretty.


  “In the same mold as the great Alexander. Macedonian.”


  “Did you like him?” Iras persisted, blue eyes fondly misty.


  Cleopatra looked exasperated. “As a matter of fact, Iras, I disliked the man intensely! Why do you ask such silly questions? I am Pharaoh. My hymen belongs to my equal in blood and deity. If you fancy Gnaeus Pompeius, go and sleep with him. You’re a young woman; you should by rights be married. But I am Pharaoh, God on Earth. When I mate, I do so for Egypt, not for my own pleasure.” Her face twisted. “Believe me, for no lesser reason than Egypt will I summon the fortitude to give my untouched body to the little viper!”
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  It was with a sense of enormous relief that Pompey the Great set out at the beginning of December to march westward along the Via Egnatia all the way to Dyrrachium. Sharing the palace in Thessalonica with more than half of Rome’s Senate had proven a nightmare. For they had all returned, of course, from Cato to his beloved older son, who had sailed in from Alexandria with a superb fleet of ten quinqueremes and sixty transports, the latter loaded to creaking point. Their cargo was supposed to be wheat, barley, beans and chickpea, but turned out to consist mostly of dates. Sweet and tasty for an Epicurean snack, unpalatable fare for soldiers.


  “That stringy she-wolf monster!” Gnaeus Pompey had snarled after he discovered that only ten of the transports held wheat; the other fifty contained dates in jars he had seen filled with wheat. “She tricked me!”


  His father, worn down by a combination of Cato and Cicero, chose to see the funny side, laughed himself to tears he couldn’t shed any other way. “Never mind,” he soothed his irate son, “after we’ve beaten Caesar we’ll hie ourselves off to Egypt and pay for this war out of Cleopatra’s treasury.”


  “It will give me great pleasure personally to torture her!”


  “Tch, tch!” clucked Pompey. “Not loverlike language, Gnaeus! There’s a rumor going round that you had her.”


  “The only way I’d have her is roasted and stuffed with dates!” Which reply set Pompey laughing again.


  *


  Cato had returned just before Gnaeus Pompey, very pleased with the success of his mission to Rhodes, and full of the story of his encounter with his half sister, Servililla, divorced wife of the dead Lucullus, and her son, Marcus Licinius Lucullus.


  “I don’t understand her any more than I do Servilia,” he said frowning. “When I encountered Servililla in Athens—she seemed to think she’d be proscribed if she stayed in Italia—she swore never again to leave me. Sailed the Aegaean with me, came to Rhodes. Started bickering with Athenodorus Cordylion and Statyllus. But when it came time to leave Rhodes, she said she was staying there.”


  “Women,” said Pompey, “are queer fish, Cato. Now go away!”


  “Not until you agree to tighten up on discipline among the Galatian and Cappadocian cavalry. They’re behaving disgracefully.”


  “They are here to help us win against Caesar, Cato, and we do not have to pay for their upkeep. As far as I’m concerned, they are welcome to violate the female population of all Macedonia, and beat up the male population. Now go away!”


  Next to arrive was Cicero, accompanied by his son. Exhausted, miserable, full of complaints about everyone from his brother and nephew, the Quintuses, to Atticus, who refused to speak out against Caesar and was busy smoothing Caesar’s path in Rome.


  “I was surrounded by traitors!” he fulminated to Pompey, his poor oozing eyes red and crusted. “It took months to manage my escape, and then I had to leave without Tiro.”


  “Yes, yes,” said Pompey wearily. “There’s a marvelous wisewoman lives outside the Larissa gate, Cicero. Go and see her about those eyes. Now! Please!”


  In October came Lucius Afranius and Marcus Petreius from Spain, the harbingers of their own doom. With them they brought a few cohorts of troops, which was no consolation to Pompey, shattered by the news that his Spanish army was no more—and that Caesar had won another almost bloodless victory. To make matters worse, the advent of Afranius and Petreius provoked a frenzied fury in men like Lentulus Crus, returned from Asia Province.


  “They’re traitors!” Lentulus Crus yelled in Pompey’s ear. “I demand that our Senate try them and condemn them!”


  “Oh, shut up, Crus!” said Titus Labienus. “At least Afranius and Petreius know their way around a battlefield, which is more than anyone can say of you.”


  “Magnus, who is this lowborn worm?” gasped Lentulus Crus, outraged. “Why do we have to tolerate him? Why do I, a patrician Cornelius, have to be insulted by men who aren’t fit to polish my boots? Tell him to take himself off!”


  “Take yourself off, Lentulus!” said Pompey, close to tears.


  Those tears finally overflowed at night upon his pillow after Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus sailed in with the news that Massilia had capitulated to Caesar, and that Caesar was in complete control of every land to the west of Italia.


  “However,” said Ahenobarbus, “I have a good little flotilla, and I intend to make use of it.”


  *


  Bibulus journeyed late in December to find Pompey as his huge army plodded across the high passes of Candavia.


  “Ought you to be here?” asked Pompey nervously.


  “Calm down, Magnus! Caesar won’t be landing in Epirus or Macedonia in the near future,” said Bibulus comfortably. “For one thing, there aren’t anything like enough transports in Brundisium for Caesar to get his troops across the Adriatic. For another, I have your son’s fleet in the Adriatic as well as my own two under Octavius and Libo, and Ahenobarbus patrolling the Ionian Sea.”


  “You know, of course, that Caesar has been appointed Dictator and that the whole of Italia is for him? And that he hasn’t any intention of proscribing?”


  “I do. But cheer up, Magnus, it isn’t all bad. I’ve sent Gaius Cassius and those seventy trim Syrian ships to the Tuscan Sea with orders to patrol it between Messana and Vibo and block all shipments of grain from Sicily. His presence will also prevent Caesar’s sending any of his troops to Epirus from the west coast.”


  “Oh, that is good news!” cried Pompey.


  “I think so.” Bibulus smiled the restrained smile of real satisfaction. “If we can pen him up in Brundisium, can you imagine how Italia will feel if the countryside has to feed twelve legions through the winter? After Gaius Cassius gets through with the grain supply, Caesar will have enough trouble feeding the civilian populace. And we hold Africa, don’t forget.”


  “That’s true.” Pompey lapsed back into gloom. “However, Bibulus, I’d be a far happier man if I’d received those two Syrian legions from Metellus Scipio before I left Thessalonica. I’m going to need them when and if Caesar manages to get across. Eight of his legions are completely veteran.”


  “What prevented the Syrian legions reaching you?”


  “According to Scipio’s latest letter, he’s having terrible trouble forcing the Amanus. The Skenite Arabs have taken up residence in the passes and they’re obliging him to fight every inch of the way. Well, you know the Amanus, you campaigned there.”


  Bibulus frowned. “Then he still has to march the entire length of Anatolia before he reaches the Hellespont. I doubt you’ll see Scipio before spring.”


  “So let us hope, Bibulus, that we don’t see Caesar either.”


  A vain hope. Pompey was still in Candavia negotiating the heights north of Lake Ochris when Lucius Vibullius Rufus located him fairly early in January.


  “What are you doing here?” asked Pompey, astonished. “We thought you in Nearer Spain!”


  “I’m the first evidence of what happens to a man who, having been pardoned by Caesar—after Corfinium—goes off and opposes him again. He took me prisoner after Illerda, and he’s kept me with him ever since.”


  Pompey could feel himself go pale. “You mean—?”


  “Yes, I mean Caesar loaded four legions into every transport he could find and sailed from Brundisium the day before the Nones.” Vibullius smiled mirthlessly. “He never even saw a single warship and landed safely on the coast at Palaestae.”


  “Palaestae?”


  “Between Oricum and Corcyra. The first thing he did was to send me to see Bibulus on Corcyra—to inform him that he’d missed his chance. And to ask for your whereabouts. You see in me Caesar the Dictator’s ambassador.”


  “Ye Gods, he has hide! Four legions? That’s all?”


  “That’s all.”


  “What’s his message?”


  “That enough Roman blood has been spilled. That now’s the time to discuss the terms of a settlement. Both sides, he says, are evenly matched but uncommitted.”


  “Evenly matched,” said Pompey slowly. “Four legions!”


  “They’re his words, Magnus.”


  “And his terms?”


  “That you and he apply to the Senate and People of Rome to set the terms. After you and he have dismissed your armies. That he requires within three days of my return to him.”


  “The Senate and People of Rome. His Senate. His People,” said Pompey between his teeth. “He’s been elected senior consul, he’s no longer Dictator. Everyone in Rome and Italia deems him a wonder. Certainly no Sulla!”


  “Yes, he rules through fair words, not foul means. Oh, he is clever! And all those fools in Rome and Italia fall for it.”


  “Well, Vibullius, he’s the hero of the hour. Ten years ago, I was the hero of the hour. There are fashions in public heroes too. Ten years ago, the Picentine prodigy. Today, the patrician prince.” Pompey’s manner changed. “Tell me, whom did he leave in charge at Brundisium?”


  “Marcus Antonius and Quintus Fufius Calenus.”


  “So he has no cavalry with him in Epirus.”


  “Very little. Two or three squadrons of Gauls.”


  “He’ll be making for Dyrrachium.”


  “Undoubtedly.”


  “Then I’d better summon my legates and start this army moving at the double. I have to beat him to Dyrrachium or he’ll inherit my camp and access to Dyrrachium itself.”


  Vibullius stood up, taking this as a dismissal. “What about an answer to Caesar?”


  “Let him whistle!” said Pompey. “Stay here and be useful.”


  *


  Pompey beat Caesar to Dyrrachium, but only just.


  The west coast of the landmass which comprised Greece, Epirus and Macedonia was only vaguely demarcated; the southern boundary of Epirus was generally taken as the north shore of the Gulf of Corinth, but that was also Grecian Acarnania, and the northern border of Epirus was largely anywhere an individual fancied. To a Roman general, the Via Egnatia, which ran from the Hellespont for close to seven hundred miles through Thrace and Macedonia to the Adriatic, was definitely in Macedonia. Some fifteen miles from the west coast it branched north and south; the northern branch terminated at Dyrrachium and the southern branch at Apollonia. Therefore most Roman generals classified Dyrrachium and Apollonia as part of Macedonia, not as part of Epirus.


  To Pompey, arriving in haste and disorder at Dyrrachium, it came as a colossal shock to discover that all of Epirus proper had declared for Caesar, and so had Apollonia, the southern terminus of the Via Egnatia. Everything south of the river Apsus, in fact, now belonged to Caesar. Who had ejected Torquatus from Oricum and Staberius from Apollonia without bloodshed and in the simplest way: the local people cheered for Caesar and made life for a garrison too difficult. From where he had landed at Palaestae, the distance along a poorly surveyed and built local road to Dyrrachium was a little over a hundred miles, yet he almost beat Pompey, marching the Roman Via Egnatia, to Dyrrachium.


  To make matters more distressing for Pompey, Dyrrachium too decided to support Caesar. His local recruits and the townsfolk refused to co-operate with the Roman government in exile at all, and began a program of subversive action. With seven thousand horses and nearly eight thousand mules to feed, Pompey could not afford to sit himself down in hostile country.


  “Let me deal with them,” said Titus Labienus, a look in his fierce dark eyes that Caesar—or Trebonius, or Fabius, or Decimus Brutus, for that matter—would have recognized instantly for what it was: the lust for savagery.


  Unaware of the extent of the barbarian streak in Labienus, Pompey asked an innocent question. “How can you deal with them in a way others cannot?”


  The big yellow teeth showed in a snarl. “I’ll give them a taste of what the Treveri came to dread.”


  “All right, then,” said Pompey, shrugging, “do so.”


  Several hundreds of shockingly maimed Epirote bodies later, Dyrrachium and the surrounding countryside decided it was definitely more prudent to cleave to Pompey, who, having heard the tales flying through his enormous camp, elected to say and do nothing.


  When Caesar retired to the south bank of the Apsus, Pompey and his army followed to set up camp on the north bank immediately opposite; at this ford across the big river, the south branch of the Via Egnatia crossed on its way to Apollonia.


  No more than a stream of water between himself and Caesar… Six legions of Roman troops, seven thousand horse soldiers, ten thousand foreign auxiliaries, two thousand archers and a thousand slingers— against four veteran Gallic legions, the Seventh, the Ninth, the Tenth and the Twelfth. Pompey’s was an enormous numerical advantage! Surely, surely, surely more than enough! How could a huge force like his go down in a battle against four legions of Roman foot? It couldn’t. It simply couldn’t. He’d have to win!


  Yet Pompey sat on the north bank of the Apsus, so close to Caesar’s camp fortifications that he might have pitched a stone and hit some veteran of the Tenth on the helmet. And didn’t move.


  In his mind he was back in the Spains facing Quintus Sertorius, who could march out of nowhere eluding every scout, inflict a terrible defeat on a relatively huge army, then disappear again into nowhere. Pompey was back under the walls of Lauro, he was back gazing up at Osca, he was back dragging his tail between his legs as he retreated across the Iberus, he was back seeing Metellus Pius win the laurels.


  And Lucius Afranius and Marcus Petreius, who ought to have brought pressure to bear on Pompey, were back in Nearer Spain facing Sertorius too, remembering also how laughably easily Caesar had out-maneuvered them in Nearer Spain a mere six months earlier. Nor was Labienus there to deride Caesar in his customary way, stiffen Pompey’s failing resolve; Labienus had been left behind to garrison Dyrrachium and keep its people loyal. Together with those nagging couch generals, Cato, Cicero, Lentulus Crus, Lentulus Spinther and Marcus Favonius. No one actually in camp with Pompey had either the vision or the steel to cope with Pompey in a doubting mood.


  “No,” he said to Afranius and Petreius after several nundinae of inaction, “I’ll wait for Scipio and the Syrian legions before I give battle. In the meantime, I’ll sit here and contain him.”


  “Good strategy,” said Afranius, relieved. “He’s suffering, Magnus, suffering badly. Bibulus has almost strangled his seaborne supply lines; he has to rely on what comes overland from Greece and southern Epirus.”


  “Good. Winter ought to starve him out. It’s coming early, and coming fast.”


  But not early enough and not fast enough. Caesar had Publius Vatinius with him. The proximity of the two camps meant that some degree of communication went on across the little river between the sentries; this swelled to include legionaries with time on their hands, and was to Caesar’s advantage. His men, so lauded and admired for their valor and unquenchable determination during the Gallic War, became the target of many questions from the curious Pompeians. Observing this largely unconscious reverence, Caesar sent Publius Vatinius to the middle of the nearest fortification tower and had him speak to the Pompeians. Why go on shedding Roman blood? Why dream of defeating the absolutely unbeatable Caesar? Why didn’t Pompey offer battle if he wasn’t terrified of losing? Why were they there at all?


  When he heard what was going on, Pompey’s reaction was to send to Dyrrachium for his chief problem-solver, Labienus, with a special request to Cicero that he come along as well in case counter-oration was necessary. With the result that every couch general decided to come (they were so bored!), including Lentulus Crus, who at the time was listening to a great deal of subtle persuasion in the form of offers of money from Balbus Minor, sent by Caesar to win him over. Praying that no one in Pompey’s camp recognized him, Balbus Minor perforce came too.


  Labienus arrived on the very day that negotiations were scheduled to commence between Caesar and a Pompeian delegation led by one of the Terentii Varrones. The conference never happened, broken up when Labienus appeared, shouted Vatinius down, and then launched a volley of spears across the river. Cowed by Labienus, the Pompeians scuttled away, never to parley again.


  “Don’t be a fool, Labienus!” Vatinius called. “Negotiate! Save lives, man, save lives!”


  “There’ll be no dickering with traitors while I’m here!” yelled Labienus. “But send me Caesar’s head and I’ll reconsider!”


  “You haven’t changed, Labienus!”


  “Nor will I ever!”


  While this was going on, Cicero was comfortably and cozily partaking of wine and a chat in Pompey’s command house, delightfully undisturbed for once.


  “You seem very perky and chirpy,” said Pompey gloomily.


  “With excellent reason,” said Cicero, too full of his joyous news—and too bursting with the compulsion of a wordsmith to communicate—to curb his tongue. “I’ve just come into a very nice inheritance.”


  “Have you now?” asked Pompey, his eyes narrowing.


  “Oh, truly, Magnus, it couldn’t have come at a better moment!” caroled Cicero, oblivious to impending disaster. “The second installment of Tullia’s dowry is due—two hundred thousand, if you please!—and I still owe Dolabella sixty thousand of the first installment. He’s sending me a letter a day about it.” Cicero gave his charming giggle. “I daresay he has iugera of time to write, since he’s an admiral with no ships.”


  “How much did you get?”


  “A round million.”


  “Just the sum I need!” said Pompey. “As your commander-in-chief and friend, Cicero, lend it to me. I’m at my wit’s end to pay the army’s bills—I mean, I’ve borrowed from every Roman soldier I own, and that’s an unthinkable predicament for a commander! My troops are my creditors. Now I hear that Scipio’s stuck in Pergamum until the winter’s over. I was hoping to pull myself out of the boiling oil with the Syrian money, but…” Pompey shrugged. “As it is, your million will be a big help.”


  Mouth dry, throat closed up like a sphincter, Cicero sat for long moments unable to speak, while the puffy, brilliantly blue eyes of his nemesis stared into his very marrow.


  “I did send you to that wisewoman in Thessalonica, didn’t I? She did cure your eyes, didn’t she?”


  Swallowing painfully, Cicero nodded. “Yes, Magnus, of course. You shall have the million.” He shifted in his chair, drank a little watered wine to stroke that sphincter open. “Er—I don’t suppose you’d let me keep enough to pay Dolabella?”


  “Dolabella,” said Pompey, rearing up in righteous indignation, “works for Caesar! Which makes your own loyalty suspect, Cicero.”


  “You shall have the million,” Cicero repeated, lip trembling. “Oh, dear, what can I tell Terentia?”


  “Nothing she doesn’t already know,” said Pompey, grinning.


  “And my poor little Tullia?”


  “Tell her to tell Dolabella to ask Caesar for the money.”


  *


  Well based on the island of Corcyra, Bibulus was faring much better against Caesar than the timorous Pompey. It had hurt badly to learn that Caesar had successfully run his blockade—wasn’t that typical of Caesar, to send a captive Pompeian legate to inform him of it? Ha ha ha, beat you, Bibulus! Nothing could have spurred Bibulus on more energetically than that derisive gesture. He had always worked hard, but from the time of Vibullius’s visit he flogged himself and his legates remorselessly.


  Every ship he could lay his hands on was sent out to patrol the Adriatic; Caesar would rot before he saw the rest of his army! First blood was empty blood, but tasty blood for all that. Out on the water himself, he intercepted thirty of the transports Caesar had used to cross, captured them and burned them. There! Thirty less ships for Antonius and Calenus to use.


  One of Bibulus’s two objectives was to make it impossible for Antony and Fufius Calenus in Brundisium to obtain enough ships to ferry eight legions and a thousand German horse to Epirus. To ensure this, he sent Marcus Octavius to patrol the Adriatic north of Brundisium on the Italian side, Scribonius Libo to maintain a station immediately off Brundisium, and Gnaeus Pompey to cover the Greek approaches. Whether Antony and Calenus tried to get ships from the northern Adriatic ports, or from Greece, or from the ports of the Italian foot on its western side, they would not succeed!


  His second objective was to deprive Caesar of all seaborne supplies, including those sent from Greece through the Gulf of Corinth or around the bottom of the Peloponnese.


  He had heard a fantastic tale that Caesar, alarmed at his enforced isolation, had tried to return to Brundisium in a tiny open boat, and in the teeth of a terrible storm off Sason Island. In disguise to avoid alarming his men—so the story went—Caesar revealed his identity to the captain when a decision was made to turn back, appealing to the man to continue because he carried Caesar and Caesar’s luck. A second attempt was made, but in the end the pinnace was forced to return to Epirus and deposit Caesar unharmed among his men. True? Bibulus had no idea. Just like the man’s conceit, to make that appeal to the captain! But why would he bother? What did he think he could do in Brundisium that his legates— two good men, Bibulus admitted—could not?


  Nevertheless, legends like this one caused Bibulus to push himself even harder. When the equinoctial gales rendered a breakout from Brundisium impossible, he ought by rights to have taken a rest. He did not. No one save the admiral-in-chief was available to patrol the Epirote coast between Corcyra and Sason Island. So the admiral-in-chief patrolled it, out in all weathers, never warm, never dry, never comfortable enough to sleep except in snatches.


  In March he caught cold, but refused to return to Corcyra until the decision was taken out of his hands. Head on fire, hands and feet frozen, chest laboring, he collapsed at his post on his flagship. His deputy, Lucretius Vespillo, ordered the fleet to return to base, and there Bibulus was put to bed.


  When his condition failed to improve, Lucretius Vespillo took another executive decision: to send to Dyrrachium for Cato. Who arrived in a pinnace much like the one in the legend about Caesar, tormented by the fear that once again he would be too late to hold the hand of a beloved man before he died.


  Cato’s ears told him that Bibulus still lived before he entered the room; the whole snug little stone house on a sheltered Corcyran cove reverberated with the sound of Bibulus’s breathing.


  So tiny! Why had he forgotten that? Huddled in a bed far too big for him, his silver hair and silver brows invisible against skin gone to silver scales from exposure to the elements. Only the silver-grey eyes, enormous in that sunken face, looked alive. They met Cato’s across the room and filled with tears. A hand came out.


  Down on the edge of the bed, that hand enfolded between his own two strong ones; Cato leaned forward and kissed Bibulus’s brow. Almost he leaped back, so hot was the skin, fancying that as the slow tears trickled from the outer corner of each eye toward the temples, he would hear a hiss, see steam rise. Burning up! On fire. The chest was working like a bellows in loud dry rasps, and oh, the pain! There in the weeping eyes, shining through their liquid film with a simple, profound love. Love for Cato. Who was going to be alone again.


  “Doesn’t matter now you’re here,” he said.


  “I’m here for as long as you want me, Bibulus.”


  “Tried too hard. Can’t let Caesar win.”


  “We will never let Caesar win, even if by our dying.”


  “Destroy the Republic. Has to be stopped.”


  “We both know that.”


  “Rest of them don’t care enough. Except Ahenobarbus.”


  “The old trio.”


  “Pompeius is a pricked bladder.”


  “And Labienus a monster. I know. Don’t think about it.”


  “Look after Porcia. And little Lucius. Only son I have now.”


  “I will take care of them. But Caesar first.”


  “Oh, yes. Caesar first. Has a hundred lives.”


  “Do you remember, Bibulus, when you were consul and shut yourself up in your house to watch the skies? How he hated that! We ruined his consulship. We forced him to be unconstitutional. We laid the foundation for the treason charges he’ll have to answer when all this is over….”


  That innately loud, unmusical, hectoring voice continued to talk for hours so softly, so tenderly, so kindly and even happily, gentling Bibulus into the cradle of his final sleep with the same cadences as a lullaby. It fell sweetly upon the listening ears, provoked the same rapt and permanent smile a child will maintain while listening to the most wonderful story in the world. And so, still smiling, still watching Cato’s face, Bibulus slipped away.


  The last thing he said was “We will stop Caesar.”


  This time was not like Caepio. This time there was no huge outpouring of grief, no frantic scrabble to deny the presence of death. When the last rattle faded away to nothing, Cato got up from the bed, folded the hands across Bibulus’s breast and passed his open hand across the fixed eyes, brushing their lids down and closed. He had known, of course, from the moment he got the message in Dyrrachium, so the gold denarius was there in Cato’s belt. He slipped it inside the open mouth, strained still by the effort of that last breath, then pushed the chin up and set the lips back into a faint smile.


  “Vale, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus,” he said. “I do not know if we can destroy Caesar, but he will never destroy us.”


  Lucius Scribonius Libo was waiting outside the room with Vespillo, Torquatus and some others.


  “Bibulus is dead,” Cato announced at a shout.


  Libo sighed. “That makes our task harder.” He made a courteous gesture to Cato. “Some wine?”


  “Thank you, a lot of it. And unwatered.”


  He drank deeply but refused food. “Can we find a place to build a pyre in this storm?”


  “It’s being attended to.”


  “They tell me, Libo, that he tried to trick Caesar by asking Caesar to a parley in Oricum. And that Caesar came.”


  “Yes, it’s true. Though Bibulus wouldn’t see Caesar personally. He made me tell Caesar that he didn’t dare be in the same room with him for fear of losing his temper. What we hoped was to get the wretched man to relax his vigilance along the coast—he makes it difficult for us to victual our ships by land.”


  “But the ploy didn’t work,” said Cato, refilling his cup.


  Libo grimaced, spread his hands. “Sometimes, Cato, I think that Caesar isn’t a mortal man. He laughed at me and walked out.”


  “Caesar is a mortal man,” said Cato. “One day he will die.”


  Libo lifted his cup, splashed a little of the wine in it onto the floor. “A libation to the Gods, Cato. That I live to see the day it happens.”


  But Cato smiled and shook his head. “No, I’ll not make that libation. My bones tell me I’ll be dead first.”


  7


  The distance across the Adriatic Sea from Apollonia to Brundisium was eighty miles. At sunrise on the second day of April, Caesar in Apollonia entrusted a letter to the commander of a kind of boat he had grown very attached to during his expeditions to Britannia—the pinnace. The seas were falling, the wind out of the south no more than a breeze, and the horizon from the top of a hill showed no sign of a ship, let alone a Pompeian fleet.


  At sunset in Brundisium, Mark Antony took possession of the letter, which had had a swift, uneventful voyage. Caesar had written it himself, so it was easier to read than most communications; the writing was scribe-perfect though distinctive, and the first letter of each new word was indicated by a dot above it.


  Antonius, the equinoctial gales have blown themselves out. Winter is here. Our weather patterns indicate that the usual lull is about to occur. We may hope to enjoy as many as two calm nundinae before the next barrage of storms begins.


  I would deeply appreciate it if you got yourself up off your overdeveloped arse and brought me the rest of my army. Now. Whatever troops you can’t squeeze into however many transports you have, you will leave behind. Veterans and cavalry first, new legions lowest priority.


  Do it, Antonius. I am fed up with waiting.


  “The old boy’s touchy,” said Antony to Quintus Fufius Calenus. “Sound the bugles! We go in eight days.”


  “We have enough transports for the veterans and the cavalry. And the Fourteenth has arrived from Gaul. He’ll have nine legions.”


  “He’s fought better men with fewer,” said Antony. “What we need is a decent fleet outside Brundisium to fend Libo off.”


  The most difficult part of it was loading over a thousand horses and four thousand mules: seven days and torchlit nights of brilliantly organized toil. Because Brundisium was a big harbor containing gulflike branches sheltered from the elements, it was possible to load each ship from a wharf, then push it off to anchor and wait. One by one the animal transports filled and were sent to wait with grooms, stablehands, harness hands and German horse troopers jammed into the spaces between hooves attached to equine bodies. The legions’ wagons and artillery had been loaded long since; getting the infantry on board was quick and easy by comparison.


  The fleet put out into the roads well before dawn on the tenth day of April and turned into a stiff southwesterly, which meant sails could be hoisted as well as oars manned.


  “We’ll be blown there too fast for Libo!” laughed Antony.


  “Let’s hope we stay together,” said Calenus dourly.


  But Caesar’s luck extended its reach to protect them—or so thought the men of the Sixth, Eighth, Eleventh, Thirteenth and Fourteenth as the ships scudded up the Adriatic on a following sea with the wind swelling the sails. Of Libo’s fleet there was no sign, nor did storm clouds darken the paling vault.


  Off Sason Island another Pompeian fleet picked them up and started in pursuit, assisted by the same wind propelling Antony’s fleet steadily further away from any desirable destination.


  “Ye Gods, we’re likely to be blown to Tergeste!” Antony cried as the promontory beyond Dyrrachium flew by. But even as he spoke—as if the Gods had required him to—the wind began to drop.


  “Turn inshore while we can,” he said curtly to the captain, standing on the poop; the man nodded to the two helmsmen on the huge rudder oars, who leaned against their tillers as if pushing boulders.


  “That’s Coponius’s fleet,” said Calenus. “He’ll catch us.”


  “Not before we beach, if beach we have to.”


  Thirty-five miles north of Dyrrachium was Lissus, and here Antony turned his ships bow-on to present smaller targets for the rams of Coponius’s war galleys, a scant mile from his stragglers and already rowing at close to ramming speed.


  Suddenly the wind turned, blew a minor gale from the north. Cheering hysterically, everyone aboard Antony’s ships watched as the thwarted Pompeians dwindled and disappeared below the horizon.


  All Lissus was on hand to welcome Caesar’s army, sympathies in line with those of every other settlement along that coast, and set to work with a will to help get the thousands of animals ashore in a place not nearly as well endowed with wharfage as Brundisium.


  A very happy man, Antony paused only long enough to let his charges regain their land legs with a sleep and a meal, then, with tribunes and centurions and cavalry prefects harrying the men into marching order, he set off south to meet Caesar.


  “Or Pompeius,” said Calenus.


  Eyes rolling, Antony slapped one mighty thigh in exasperation. “Calenus, you ought to know better! Do you honestly believe that a slug like Pompeius will reach us first?”


  *


  Keeping watch on top of the highest hill in the area around his camp on the Apsus, Caesar saw his fleet in the distance and breathed a sigh of relief. But then, helpless to do anything about it, he had to witness the wind carrying it away to the north.


  “Strike camp, we march.”


  “Pompeius is readying to march too,” said Vatinius. “He’ll get there first.”


  “Pompeius is a routine commander, Vatinius. He’ll want to choose his battle site, so he won’t venture north of Dyrrachium because he doesn’t know the lie of the land well enough. I think he’ll go to earth on the Genusus near Asparagium, a long way south of Dyrrachium—but on the Via Egnatia. Pompeius hates marching on bad roads. And he has to prevent my joining up with Antonius. So why not lie in wait at a point he knows—or thinks he knows—the rest of my army will have to use?”


  “So what will you do?” asked Vatinius, eyes dancing.


  “Skirt him, of course. I’ll ford the Genusus ten miles inland on that country road we scouted,” said Caesar.


  “Ah!” Vatinius exclaimed. “Pompeius thinks Antonius will reach Asparagium before you do!”


  “It’s true that Antonius marches my way—I trained him well in Gaul to move fast. But he’s no fool, our Antonius. Or put it this way—he has more than his share of low cunning.”


  An accurate assessment. Marching on a minor road some miles to the west of Dyrrachium, Antony had indeed moved swiftly. Though not blindly. His scouts were scrupulous. Near sunset on the eleventh day of June they informed him that some local people had revealed that Pompey was lying in wait just north of the Genusus. Antony promptly stopped, pitched camp, and expected Caesar.


  On the twelfth day of June the two parts of Caesar’s army combined, a joyous reunion for the veterans.


  Antony himself was hopping up and down in glee. “I have a big surprise for you!” he told Caesar the moment they met.


  “Not unpalatable, I hope.”


  Like one of the magicians he so loved to include in his wild parades through Campania, Antony conjured his hands at a wall of his legates. It parted to reveal a tall, handsome man in his middle forties, sandy-haired and grey-eyed.


  “Gnaeus Domitius Calvinus!” cried Caesar. “I am surprised!” He walked forward, wrung Calvinus’s hand. “What are you doing in such disreputable company? I felt sure you’d be with Pompeius.”


  “Not I,” said Calvinus emphatically. “I admit that I’ve been a loyal member of the boni for years—until, in fact, March of last year.” His eyes grew flinty. “But, Caesar, I cannot adhere to a group of miserable cowards who abandoned their country. When Pompeius and his court left Italia, they broke my heart. I’m your man to the death. You’ve treated Rome and Italia like a sensible man. Sensible laws, sensible government.”


  “You might have remained there with my good wishes.”


  “Not I! I’m a handy man with an army, and I want to be there when Pompeius and the rest submit. For they will. They will!”


  Over a simple dinner of bread, oil and cheese, Caesar made his dispositions. Present were Vatinius, Calvinus, Antony, Calenus, Lucius Cassius (a first cousin of Gaius and Quintus), Lucius Munatius Plancus, and Gaius Calvisius Sabinus.


  “I have nine good legions at full strength and a thousand German cavalry,” said the General, munching a radish. “Too many to feed while we’re here in Epirus, and enduring winter. Pompeius won’t engage in this kind of country, nor will he engage in this weather. He’ll move east to Macedonia or Thessaly in spring. If there is to be a battle at all, it will be there. It behooves me to win Greece to my side—I’m going to need supplies as well as support. Therefore I’ll split my army. Lucius Cassius and Sabinus, you’ll take the Seventh and deal with western Greece—Amphilochia, Acarnania and Aetolia. Behave very nicely. Calenus, you’ll take the five senior cohorts of the Fourteenth and half my cavalry and persuade Boeotia that Caesar’s side is the right one. Which will give me central Greece too. Avoid Athens, it’s not worth the effort. Concentrate on Thebes, Calenus.”


  “It leaves you very under Pompeius’s strength, Caesar,” said Plancus, frowning.


  “I think I could probably bluff Pompeius with two legions,” said Caesar, unperturbed. “He won’t engage until he has Metellus Scipio and the two Syrian legions.”


  “But that’s ridiculous!” said Calenus. “If he hit you with everything he has, you’d go down.”


  “I’m well aware of it. But he won’t, Calenus.”


  “I hope you’re right!”


  “Calvinus, I have a special job for you,” said Caesar.


  “Anything I can do, I will.”


  “Good. Take the Eleventh and the Twelfth and see if you can find Metellus Scipio and those two Syrian legions before they join Pompeius.”


  “You want me in Thessaly and Macedonia.”


  “Exactly. Take a squadron of my Gallic cavalry with you. They can act as scouts.”


  “Which leaves you with another squadron of Gallic horse and five hundred Germans,” said Calvinus. “Pompeius has thousands.”


  “Eating him out of house and home, yes.” Caesar turned his head to Antony. “What did you do with the three legions you left in Brundisium, Antonius?”


  “Sent ’em to Italian Gaul,” mumbled Antony through a huge mouthful of oily bread. “Wondered if you mightn’t want some of ’em for Illyricum, so I told the Fifteenth and Sixteenth to march for Aquileia. Other one’s going to Placentia.”


  “My dear Antonius, you are a pearl beyond price! That is exactly right. Vatinius, I’m giving you command of Illyricum. You’ll go overland from here, it’s quicker.” The pale eyes looked on Antony kindly. “Don’t worry about your brother, Antonius. I hear he’s being treated well.”


  “Good,” said Antony gruffly. “A bit of a fool, I know, but he’s my brother.”


  “A pity,” said Calvinus, “that you allowed so many of those wonderful legates from Gallic days to remain in Rome this year.”


  “They’ve earned it,” said Caesar placidly. “They’d rather be here, but they have careers to get on with. None of them can be consuls until they’ve been praetors.” He sighed. “Though I do miss Aulus Hirtius. No one runs the office like Hirtius.”


  After the meal ended only Vatinius and Calvinus remained to keep Caesar company; Caesar wanted news from Rome and Italia.


  “What on earth got into Caelius?” he asked Calvinus.


  “Debt,” said Calvinus abruptly. “He’d staked everything on your bringing in a general cancellation of debts, and when you didn’t, he was done for. Such a promising fellow in some ways—Cicero absolutely doted on him. And he did well when he was aedile—fought the water companies to a standstill and brought in some much-needed reforms.”


  “I detest the aedileship,” said Caesar. “The men who hold it—including me in my day!—spend money they can’t afford to throw wonderful games. And never get out of debt.”


  “You did,” said Vatinius, smiling.


  “That’s because I’m Caesar. Go on, Calvinus. With the sea not mine to sail upon freely, I’ve heard little. Tell me.”


  “Well, as foreign praetor, I suppose Caelius thought he had the authority to do pretty much as he liked. He tried to put his own cancellation of debts through the Popular Assembly.”


  “And Trebonius tried to stop him, I know that.”


  “Unsuccessfully. The meeting was shockingly violent. Not one man in need of a general cancellation of debts wasn’t there—and wasn’t determined to see it pass.”


  “So Trebonius went to Vatia Isauricus, I imagine,” said Caesar.


  “You know these men, so your guess is better educated than mine. Vatia passed the Senatus Consultum Ultimum at once. When two tribunes of the plebs tried to veto it, he expelled them under its terms. He did very well, Caesar. I approved.”


  “So Caelius fled Rome and went to Campania to try to drum up support and troops around Capua. That’s the last I’ve heard.”


  “We heard,” said Calvinus slyly, “that you were so worried you even tried to return to Brundisium in an open boat.”


  “Edepol, these stories do get round!” said Caesar, grinning.


  “Your nephew Quintus Pedius was the praetor delegated to march the Fourteenth Legion to Brundisium, and he happened to be in Campania at the moment when Caelius met none other than Milo sneaking back from exile in Massilia.”


  “Aaah!” said Caesar, drawing the word out slowly. “So Milo thought he’d mount a revolution of his own, did he? I presume that the Senate under Vatia and Trebonius wasn’t foolish enough to give him permission to come home.”


  “No, he landed illegally at Surrentum. He and Caelius fell on each other’s shoulders and agreed to combine forces. Caelius had managed to scrape up about three cohorts of debt-ridden Pompeian veterans—all addicted to wine and grand ideas. Milo volunteered to help scrape up a few more.”


  Calvinus sighed, shifted. “Vatia and Trebonius sent word to Quintus Pedius to deal with the situation in Campania under the Senatus Consultum Ultimum.”


  “In other words, they authorized my nephew to make war.”


  “Yes. Pedius swung his legion around and met them not far from Nola. There was a battle of a kind. Milo died in it. Caelius managed to get away, but Quintus Pedius pursued him and killed him. That was the end of it.”


  “Good man, my nephew. Very reliable.”


  It was Vatinius’s turn to sigh. “Well, Caesar, I imagine that will be the last of any troubles in Italia this year.”


  “I sincerely hope so. But, Calvinus, at least you know now why I left so many of my loyalest legates behind in Rome. They’re men of action, not dithery old women.”


  *


  Pompey decided to settle more permanently on the Genusus River at Asparagium, secure in the fact that he was still north of Caesar’s main camp and that Dyrrachium was safe. Whereupon, shades of the Apsus River, Caesar appeared on the south bank of the Genusus and paraded every day for battle. Most embarrassing for Pompey, who was aware that Caesar had halved his cavalry and split off at least three legions to forage in Greece; he didn’t know that Calvinus was heading to Thessalia to intercept Metellus Scipio, though he had heard in letters that Calvinus was now openly for Caesar.


  “I can’t fight!” he was reported to Caesar as saying. “It’s too wet, sleety, cold and miserable to expect a good performance from my troops. I’ll fight when Scipio joins me.”


  “Then,” said Caesar to Antony, “let’s make him warm his troops up a little.”


  He broke camp with his usual startling rapidity and disappeared. At first Pompey thought he had retreated south due to lack of food; then his scouts informed him that Caesar had crossed the Genusus a few miles inland and headed up a mountain pass toward Dyrrachium. Horrified, Pompey realized that he was about to be cut off from his base and huge accumulation of supplies. Still, he was marching the Via Egnatia, while Caesar was stuck getting his army over what the scouts described as a track. Yes, he’d beat Caesar easily!


  Caesar was in the lead along that track, surrounded by the hoary young veterans of the Tenth.


  “Oh, this is more like it, Caesar!” said one of these hoary young veterans as the Tenth struggled around boulders and over rocks. “A decent march for once!”


  “Thirty-five miles of it, lad, so I’ve been told,” Caesar said, grinning broadly, “and it’s got to be done by sunset. When Pompeius strolls up the Via Egnatia, I want the bastard to be pointing his snub nose at our arses. He thinks he’s got some Roman soldiers. I know he hasn’t. The real Roman soldiers belong to me.”


  “That’s because,” said Cassius Scaeva, one of the Tenth’s centurions, “real Roman soldiers belong to real Roman generals, and there’s no Roman general realer than Caesar.”


  “That remains to be seen, Scaeva, but thanks for the kind words. From now on, boys, save your breath. You’re going to need it before sunset.”


  By the end of the day Caesar’s army occupied some heights about two miles from Dyrrachium just east of the Via Egnatia; orders were to dig in for the duration, which meant a big camp bristling with fortifications.


  “Why not the higher heights over there, the ones the locals call Petra?” asked Antony, pointing south.


  “Oh, I think we’ll leave that for Pompeius to occupy.”


  “But it’s better ground, surely!”


  “Too close to the sea, Antonius. We’d spend most of our time fending off Pompeius’s fleets. No, he’s welcome to Petra.”


  Coming up the Via Egnatia the next morning to find Caesar between himself and Dyrrachium, Pompey seized the heights of Petra and established himself there impregnably.


  “Caesar would have done better to keep me out of here,” said Pompey to Labienus. “It’s far better ground, and I’m not cut off from Dyrrachium because I’m on the sea.” He turned to one of his more satisfactory legates, his son-in-law, Faustus Sulla. “Faustus, get messages to my fleet commanders that all my supplies are to be landed here in future. And have them start ferrying what’s in Dyrrachium.” He lifted his lip. “We can’t have Lentulus Crus complaining that there’s no quail or garum sauce for his chefs to conjure their marvels.”


  “It’s an impasse,” said Labienus, scowling. “All Caesar is intent on doing is demonstrating that he can run rings around us.”


  A curiously prophetic statement. Within the next days the Pompeian high command in Petra noticed that Caesar was fortifying a line of hills about a mile and a half inland from the Via Egnatia, starting at his own camp’s walls and moving inexorably south. Then entrenchments and earthworks were flung up between the forts, linking them together.


  Labienus spat in disgust. “The cunnus! He’s going to circumvallate. He’s going to wall us in against the sea and make it impossible for us to get enough grazing for our mules and horses.”


  *


  Caesar had called his army to an assembly.


  “Here we are, a thousand and more miles from our old battleground in Gallia Comata, boys!” he shouted, looking cheerful and—well, didn’t he always?—confident. “This last year must have seemed strange to you. More marching than digging! Not too many days going hungry! Not too many nights freezing! A romp in the hay from time to time! Plenty of money going into the legion banks! A nice, brisk sea voyage to clear the nostrils!


  “Dear, dear,” he went on mildly, “you’ll be getting soft at this rate! But we can’t have that, can we, boys?”


  “NO!” roared the soldiers, thoroughly enjoying themselves.


  “That’s what I thought. Time, I said to myself, that those cunni in my legions went back to what they do best! What do you do best, boys?”


  “DIG!” roared the soldiers, beginning to laugh.


  “Go to the top of Caesar’s class! Dig it is! It looks like Pompeius might nerve himself to fight one of these years, and we can’t have you going into battle without having first shifted a few million basketloads of earth, can we?”


  “NO!” roared the soldiers, hysterical with mirth.


  “That’s what I thought too. So we’re going to do what we do best, boys! We’re going to dig, and dig, and dig! Then we’ll dig some more. I’ve a fancy to make Alesia look like a holiday. I’ve a fancy to shut Pompeius up against the sea. Are you with me, boys? Will you dig alongside Caesar?”


  “YES!” they roared, flapping their kerchiefs in the air.


  “Circumvallation,” said Antony thoughtfully afterward.


  “Antonius! You remembered the word!”


  “How could anyone forget Alesia? But why, Caesar?”


  “To make Pompeius respect me a little more,” said Caesar, his manner making it impossible to tell whether he was joking. “He’s got over seven thousand horses and nine thousand mules to feed. Not terribly difficult around here, where there’s winter rain rather than winter snow. The grass doesn’t wither, it keeps on growing. Unless, that is, he can’t send his animals out to pasture. If I wall him in, he’s in trouble. A circumvallation also renders his cavalry ineffectual. No room to maneuver.”


  “You’ve convinced me.”


  “Oh, but there’s more,” said Caesar. “I want to humiliate Pompeius in the eyes of his client kings and allies. I want men like Deiotarus and Ariobarzanes to chew their nails down wondering and worrying whether Pompeius will ever get up the courage to fight. He’s outnumbered me two to one since I landed. Yet he will not fight. If it goes on long enough, Antonius, some of his foreign kings and allies might decide to withdraw their support, bring their levies home. After all, they’re paying, and the men who pay are entitled to see results.”


  “I’m convinced, I’m convinced!” cried Antony, palms up in surrender.


  “It’s also necessary to demonstrate to Pompeius what five and a half legions like mine can do,” said Caesar as if no one had interrupted. “He’s well aware that these are my Gallic veterans, and that they’ve marched two thousand miles over the course of the last year. Now I’m going to ask them to work their arses off doing however many miles of digging are necessary. Probably, knowing I’m strapped, short of food. Pompeius will have his fleets patrolling endlessly, and I don’t see any deterioration in their efficiency since Bibulus died.”


  “Odd, that.”


  “Bibulus never did know when enough was enough, Antonius.” Caesar sighed. “Though, candidly, I’ll miss him. He’s the first of my old enemies to go. The Senate won’t be the same.”


  “It’ll improve considerably!”


  “In terms of ease, yes. But not when it comes to the kind of opposition every man should have to contend with. If there’s one thing I fear, Antonius, it’s that this wretched war will end in my having no opponents left. Which won’t be good for me.”


  “Sometimes,” said Antony, pursing his lips and touching the tip of his nose with them, “I don’t understand you, Caesar. Surely you don’t hanker for the kind of anguish Bibulus gave you! These days you can do what has to be done. Your solutions are the right ones. Men like Bibulus and Cato made it impossible for you to improve the way Rome works. You’re better off without the sort of opposition that watches the skies rather than governs—that has a dual standard—one set of rules for their own conduct, a different set for your conduct. Sorry, I think losing Bibulus is almost as good as losing Cato would be. One down, one to go!”


  “Then you have more faith in my integrity than I do at times. Autocracy is insidious. Perhaps there’s no man ever born, even me, with the strength to resist it unless opposed,” said Caesar soberly. He shrugged. “Still, none of this will bring Bibulus back.”


  “Pompeius’s son might end in being more dangerous with those terrific Egyptian quinqueremes. He’s knocked out your naval station at Oricum and burned thirty of my transports in Lissus.”


  “Pah!” said Caesar contemptuously. “They’re nothings. When I return my army to Brundisium, Antonius, it will be in Pompeius’s transports. And what’s Oricum? I’ll live without those warships. What Pompeius doesn’t yet understand is that he will never be free of me. Wherever he goes, I’ll be there to make his life a misery.”


  *


  During the relentless rains of May a bizarre race began, both sides digging frantically. Caesar raced to get ahead of Pompey and squeeze his available territory in; Pompey raced to get ahead of Caesar and expand his available territory. Caesar’s task was made harder by a constant bombardment of arrows, sling stones and ballista boulders, but Pompey’s task was made harder from within: his men detested digging, were reluctant to dig, and did so only out of fear of Labienus, who understood Caesar and the capacity of Caesar’s men for hard work under grueling conditions. With more than twice Caesar’s manpower, Pompey did manage to keep that precious lead, but never by enough to strike well eastward.


  Occasional skirmishes occurred, not usually to Pompey’s advantage; his terror of exposing his men to Caesar in sufficient numbers to permit a spontaneous outbreak of hostilities hampered him badly. Nor at first did Pompey fully understand the handicap of being westward in a land where the many little rivers all flowed westward. Caesar occupied their sources, therefore Caesar came to control Pompey’s water supply.


  One of Pompey’s greatest comforts was the knowledge that Caesar lacked a patent supply line. Everything had to come up from western Greece overland; the roads were earthen and mud-bound, the terrain rugged, the easier coastal routes cut off because of those Pompeian fleets.


  But then Labienus brought him several slimy grey bricks of a fibrous, gluey substance.


  “What are these?” asked Pompey, completely at a loss.


  “These are Caesar’s staple rations, Pompeius. These are what Caesar and his men are subsisting on. The roots of a local plant, crushed, mixed with milk and baked. They call it ‘bread.’ ”


  Eyes wide, Pompey took one of the bricks and worked at a recalcitrant corner until he managed to tear a small piece off. He put it in his mouth, choked, spat it out.


  “They don’t eat this, Labienus! They couldn’t eat this!”


  “They can and they do.”


  “Take it away, take it away!” squealed Pompey, shuddering. “Take it away and burn it! And don’t you dare breathe a word about it to any of the men—or my legates! If they knew what Caesar’s soldiers are willing to eat in order to fence me in—oh, they’d give up in despair!”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll burn the stuff and say nothing. And if you’re wondering how I got them, Caesar sent them to me with his compliments. No matter what the odds, he’s always cocky.”


  *


  By the end of May the grazing situation within Pompey’s territory was becoming critical; he summoned transports and shipped several thousand of his animals to good pasture north of Dyrrachium. The little city lay on the tip of a small peninsula which almost kissed the mainland half a mile east of the port; a bridge carried the Via Egnatia across the narrow gap. The inhabitants of Dyrrachium saw the arrival of these animals with dismay. Precious grazing land, needed for themselves, was no longer theirs. Only fear of Labienus stilled their tongues and prevented retaliation.


  Through the month of June the race continued unabated, while Pompey’s horses and mules still penned within his lines grew ever thinner, weaker, more prone to succumb to the diseases a wet and muddy land made inevitable. By the end of June they were dying in such numbers that Pompey, still digging frantically, had not the manpower to dispose of the carcasses properly. The stench of rotting flesh permeated everywhere.


  Lentulus Crus was the first to complain. “Pompeius, you cannot expect us to live in this—this disgusting miasma!”


  “I can’t keep anything down for the smell,” said Lentulus Spinther, handkerchief to his nose.


  Pompey smiled seraphically. “Then I suggest that you pack your trunks and go back to Rome,” he said.


  Unfortunately for Pompey, the two Lentuli preferred to go on complaining.


  For Pompey, a minor matter; Caesar was busy damming all the little rivers and cutting off his water supply.


  When Pompey’s lines attained a length of fifteen miles—and Caesar’s seventeen miles—he was fenced in, could go no further. Pompey’s predicament was desperate.


  With Labienus’s assistance, he persuaded a group of the inhabitants of Dyrrachium to go to Caesar and offer to let him take the city. The weather was not much improved by the arrival of spring; Caesar’s men were flagging on that diet of “bread.” Yes, Caesar thought, it’s worth a try to get at Pompeius’s supplies.


  On the eighth day of Quinctilis he attacked Dyrrachium. While he was so engaged, Pompey struck, launching a three-pronged assault against the forts in the center of Caesar’s line. The two forts which took the brunt of the attack were manned by four cohorts belonging to the Tenth Legion, under the command of Lucius Minucius Basilus and Gaius Volcatius Tullus; so well engineered were the defenses that they held off five of Pompey’s legions until Publius Sulla managed to relieve them from Caesar’s main camp. Publius Sulla then proceeded to prevent the five Pompeian legions from returning behind their own lines. Stranded in the No Man’s Land between the two sets of circumvallations, they huddled and took what was thrown at them for five days. By the time Pompey managed to retrieve them, they had lost two thousand men.


  A minor victory for Caesar, smarting at being tricked. He paraded the four cohorts of the Tenth before his army and loaded their standards with yet more decorations. When shown the shield of the centurion Cassius Scaeva, bristling like a sea urchin with one hundred and twenty arrows, Caesar gave Scaeva two hundred thousand sesterces and promoted him to primipilus.


  Dyrrachium did not fare so well. Caesar sent sufficient troops to build a wall around it—then drove Pompey’s grazing horses and mules within the narrow corridor between the city and the fields its people could no longer reach. Having no other alternative, Dyrrachium was forced to commence eating Pompey’s supplies. The city also sent the mules and horses back to Pompey.


  *


  On the thirteenth day of Quinctilis, Caesar turned fifty-two. Two days after that, Pompey finally admitted to himself that he had to break out or perish from a combination of no water and rotting carcasses. But how to do it, how? Cudgel his brain as he might, Pompey couldn’t devise a scheme to break out that did not also entail giving battle.


  Chance offered him the answer in the persons of two officers from Caesar’s squadron of Aeduan cavalry, whom Caesar used mainly to gallop from one end of his circumvallation to the other with notes, messages, dispatches. The two officers had been embezzling their squadron’s funds. Though not Roman, the Aedui followed Roman methods of military accounting, and had a savings fund, a burial fund and a pay fund. The difference lay in the fact that they managed these financial affairs themselves through two officers elected for the purpose; Roman legions had proper clerical staffs to do the same sort of thing, and audited as regularly as ruthlessly. Thus the two managers of the squadron’s finances had been peculating since their departure from Gaul. Chance found them out. And chance brought them fleeing for refuge to Pompey.


  They told him exactly how Caesar’s forces were disposed—then told him exactly where Caesar’s great weakness was situated.


  Pompey attacked at dawn on the seventeenth day of Quinctilis. Caesar’s great weakness was situated at the far southern end of his lines, where they turned west and ran to the sea. Here he was still in the process of finishing a second wall outside his main wall; this outer wall was undefended, and from the seaward side neither wall could be held securely.


  The Ninth garrisoned the area for Caesar; all six of Pompey’s Roman legions began a frontal assault while Pompey’s slingers, archers and some light Cappadocian infantry sneaked around behind the undefended wall, entered and surprised the Ninth from the rear. A small force Lentulus Marcellinus brought up from the nearest fort couldn’t help; the Ninth was routed.


  Things changed when Caesar and Antony arrived with enough reinforcements, but Pompey had used his time well. He pulled five of the six legions into a new camp on the far side of Caesar’s walls and sent the sixth to occupy a disused little camp nearby. Caesar retaliated by sending thirty-three cohorts to dislodge the single legion, but was unable to follow through because of an entangling fortification in his path. Sensing victory, Pompey sent all the cavalry he was able to mount against Caesar himself. Who withdrew with such incredible speed that Pompey ended in grasping at air rather than at opportunity. He sat back, pleased, to recover his wind instead of ordering his cavalry to pursue the vanished Caesar.


  “What a fool the man is!” growled Caesar to Antony when he had his whole army safely within the ramparts of his main camp. “If he’d kept his cavalry on our tails, he’d have won this war here and now. But he didn’t, Antonius. Caesar’s luck consists in fighting a fool.”


  “Do we hold?” asked Antony.


  “Oh, no. Dyrrachium has outworn its usefulness. We strike camp and steal away in the night.”


  *


  Pompey’s blindness was complete. Returning jubilant to Petra, he failed to see from his superior height that Caesar was readying his army to march.


  In the morning the silent line of fortifications and the lack of smoke from Caesar’s camp told the tale: Caesar was gone.


  Pompey bestirred himself sufficiently to order some cavalry south to the Genusus to prevent Caesar’s crossing, but they failed to reach the river first. Overconfident at yesterday’s success, they forded it only to run into an arm of Caesar’s forces no one had really encountered before—his German horse troopers. Who, assisted by a few cohorts of infantry, drove the Pompeian cavalry off with heavy losses.


  Not far up the Via Egnatia they met up with Pompey, who had decided to follow. That night the two armies camped on opposite banks of the Genusus.


  At noon the next day Caesar moved out southward. Pompey did not. Oblivious to the urgency of Pompey’s need to keep up with Caesar, some of Pompey’s soldiers had defied orders and returned to Petra to collect various items out of their gear. Always anxious to have the numbers, Pompey elected to wait for them. He never did catch up. Like a wraith from the Underworld, Caesar simply disappeared off the face of the earth, somewhere to the south of Apollonia.


  By the twenty-second day of Quinctilis, Pompey and his army had returned to Petra, there to celebrate a great victory, send the news of it hurrying across the Adriatic to Italia and Rome. No more Caesar! A beaten man, Caesar was in headlong retreat. And if anyone wondered whether a Caesar in headlong retreat with all save a thousand of his men intact was truly a beaten man, he kept his wondering to himself.


  The troops celebrated too, but no one had a happier day than Titus Labienus, who paraded the several hundred members of the Ninth captured during the battle. In front of Pompey, Cato, Cicero, the Lentuli Spinther and Crus, Faustus Sulla, Marcus Favonius and many others, Labienus demonstrated the absoluteness of his ferocity. The men of the Ninth were first derided, insulted, slapped about; after which Labienus settled down to business with the red-hot irons, the tiny knives, the pincers, the barbed lash. Only after every man was blinded, deprived of his tongue and genitals and flogged to jelly did Labienus finally behead them.


  Pompey watched helplessly, so appalled and sickened that he seemed not to comprehend that it was within his power to order Labienus to desist. He did nothing, he said nothing, neither then nor afterward as he wandered about Petra in a daze.


  “That man,” said Cato, hunting him down, “is a monster! Why did you let him do such things, Pompeius? What’s the matter with you? Here we’ve just defeated Caesar, yet you stand there demonstrating the fact that you can’t control your own legates!”


  “Aaargh!” cried Pompey, eyes full of tears. “What do you want of me, Cato? What do you expect of me, Cato? I’m not a genuine commander-in-chief, I’m a puppet everyone thinks himself entitled to jerk this way and that! Control Labienus? I didn’t see you stepping forward to try! How do you control an earthquake, Cato? How do you control a volcano, Cato? How do you control a man who terrified the life out of Germans?”


  “I cannot continue,” said Cato, sticking to his principles, “to support the efforts of an army commanded by the likes of Titus Labienus! If you won’t banish him from our ranks, Pompeius, then I refuse to serve with you!”


  “Good! That’s one fewer nuisance I’ll have to suffer! Go away!” He thought of something, yelled after Cato’s retreating back: “You cretin, Cato! Don’t you understand? None of you can fight! None of you can general troops! But Labienus can!”


  He returned to his house to find Lentulus Crus waiting for him. Oh, abominable man!


  “What a shambles,” said Lentulus Crus, sniffing disdainfully. “My dear Pompeius, must you keep animals like Labienus around? Can you do nothing right? What are you doing, claiming a great victory over Caesar when you’ve done nothing to eliminate the man? He has escaped! Why are you still here?”


  “I wish I could escape,” said Pompey through his teeth. “Unless you have something constructive to offer, Crus, I suggest you go back to your hypocaust-heated house and pack up all your gold plate and ruby quizzing glasses! We’re marching.”


  And on the twenty-fourth day of Quinctilis, Pompey did just that. In Dyrrachium he left behind fifteen cohorts of wounded men under the command of Cato.


  “If you don’t mind, Magnus, I’ll stay here too,” said Cicero apprehensively. “I’m afraid I’m not much use in a war, but I can perhaps be of some use in Dyrrachium. Oh, I do wish my brother Quintus would join you! He’s a handy man in a war.”


  “Yes, stay,” said Pompey tiredly. “You won’t be in any danger, Cicero. Caesar is going to Greece.”


  “How do you know that? What if he settles at Oricum and elects to prevent your returning to Italia?”


  “Not he! He’s a leech, Cicero. A burr.”


  “Afranius is very keen for you to abandon this eastern campaign, steal a march on Caesar and return to Italia now.”


  “I know, I know! And then hasten west to recover the Spains. A lovely dream, Cicero, nothing more. It’s suicide for our cause to leave Caesar unopposed in Greece or Macedonia. I’d lose all my eastern levies and all my support from the client kings.” Pompey patted Cicero on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about me, please. I know what to do. Prudence dictates that I keep on waging Fabian war against Caesar, never engage him, but the others won’t have it. I see that now very clearly. Even marching at the pace he does, Caesar has a long way to go. He’ll be days behind me. I’ll have the time I need to replace my horses and mules—I’ve bought them from the Dacians and Dardani; they’ll be waiting in Heracleia. Not up to much, I imagine, but better than none.” Pompey smiled. “Scipio ought to be in Larissa with the Syrian legions by now.”


  Cicero did not make any comment. He had had a letter from Dolabella urging him to return to Italia, and most of him wanted desperately to go. At least by remaining in Dyrrachium he was no more than the width of the Adriatic from his beloved homeland.


  “I envy you, Cicero” was Pompey’s parting shot. “The sun might come out here occasionally from now on, and the air’s soft. All you’ll have to suffer is Cato. Who informs me that he’s going to send Favonius with me to keep me ‘pure.’ His word, not mine. That leaves me with curs like Labienus, voluptuaries like Lentulus Crus, critics like Lentulus Spinther, and a wife and son to worry about. With just a morsel of Caesar’s luck, I might survive.”


  Cicero stopped, looked back. “A wife and son?”


  “Yes. Cornelia Metella has decided that Rome is too far away from tata and me. With Sextus egging her on. He’s mad keen to be my contubernalis. They’re joining me in Thessalonica.”


  “Thessalonica? Do you plan to go that far?”


  “No. I’ve already sent word there and told her to take Sextus to Mitylene. They’ll be safe enough on Lesbos.” Pompey’s hands went out, a curiously pathetic gesture. “Do try to understand, Cicero! I can’t go west! If I do, I abandon my own father-in-law and two good legions to Caesar’s famous clemency. He will control the East and my wife and son will pass into his custody. The outcome must take place somewhere in Thessaly.”


  Thus it was Cicero who stood watching as Pompey turned to walk away. A mist descended in front of Cicero’s eyes, he winked away tears. Poor Magnus! How old he suddenly seemed.
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  In Heracleia, on the Via Egnatia as it began to come down to the gentler lands around Alexander the Great’s home of Pella, those who had been absent on other duties joined Pompey’s army again: men like Brutus, who had tried to be useful by trotting off obediently to places as far afield as Thessalonica; and Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, who left his fleet and hastened to catch up.


  In Heracleia, Pompey took delivery of several thousand good horses and mules, sufficient to replace those he had lost. Their Dacian herdsmen had brought along none other than the King of Dacia, Burebistas, who had heard of the defeat of Gaius Caesar at Dyrrachium. Nothing would do than that King Burebistas should come himself to make a treaty of accord with this mammoth force in world events, the conqueror of the mighty Gaius Caesar, the kings Mithridates and Tigranes, and some quaint relic out of the far West named Quintus Sertorius. King Burebistas also wanted to boast to his subjects back home that he had shared a cup of wine with the fabled Pompey the Great. Who was truly Great.


  Events like the arrival of King Burebistas tended to cheer Pompey up; so too did the news that the elusive Metellus Scipio and his Syrian legions were encamped at Beroea and ready to march south to Larissa the moment Pompey gave the word.


  What Pompey didn’t know was that Gnaeus Domitius Calvinus, leading Caesar’s Eleventh and Twelfth Legions, was approaching Heracleia in quest of Caesar. He had encountered Metellus Scipio and the Syrian legions on the Haliacmon River and done everything in his power to tempt Scipio into battle. When Scipio and the countryside proved uncooperative, Calvinus decided to head for the Via Egnatia, sure that Caesar would come that way, and that he would be ahead of Pompey. News of Pompey’s great victory at Dyrrachium had flown all over Greece and Macedonia, so Calvinus presumed that Caesar would be retreating before the wrathful and triumphant victor. Bitterly disappointing news, but not news capable of persuading Calvinus to change sides, even if his legions had let him. They refused to believe it, and clamored to join Caesar as soon as possible. All Caesar needed, they said, was the full complement of his Gallic veterans. Once he had that, he’d wallop Pompey and the entire world.


  With Calvinus was Caesar’s other squadron of Aeduan cavalry, sixty men on horseback; Calvinus used them as scouts. Riding in the lead with two of the Aeduans for company and aware that Heracleia was no more than four hours away, Calvinus kept looking for signs of Caesar’s imminence. Confirmed, he thought, when he saw two Aeduan cavalrymen canter over a hill in his path. His two Aeduan companions whooped at sight of the red-and-blue-striped shawls, kicked their horses in the ribs and galloped to meet the newcomers.


  An ecstatic reunion took place while Calvinus let his horse’s head drop to graze the springtime greening. Quick chat went back and forth in Aeduan, continued for some moments. Then his own two Aeduans returned as the other two trotted off in the direction of Heracleia.


  “How far to Caesar?” he asked Caragdus, who spoke Latin.


  “Caesar’s not anywhere in Macedonia,” said Caragdus, scowling. “Can you imagine it, General? Those two bastards skipped off to Pompey with their squadron’s money! Thought it such a great joke that they couldn’t wait to tell us. Veredorix and I decided to keep our mouths shut and find out what we could. Just as well.”


  “The Gods are passing strange,” said Calvinus slowly. “What did they know?”


  “There was a battle in Dyrrachium, and Pompeius did win it—but it wasn’t a great victory, General. The idiots let Caesar get away with his army intact. Well, he lost about a thousand men—those captured alive were tortured and executed by Labienus.” The Aeduan shivered. “Caesar went south. Those two think he’s on the way to Gomphi, wherever that might be.”


  “Southern Thessaly,” said Calvinus automatically.


  “Oh. Anyway, the army in Heracleia belongs to Pompeius. He’s meeting with King Burebistas of the Dacians. But we’d better scuttle off in a hurry, General. Those two bastards betrayed all Caesar’s dispositions to the enemy. Veredorix and I thought of killing them, but then we decided to leave well enough alone.”


  “What did you tell them about our presence here?”


  “That we were scouting ahead of a foraging party. Just a couple of cohorts strong,” said Caragdus.


  “Good man!” Calvinus jerked his horse’s head up. “Come on, boys, we’re going to scuttle off south in search of Caesar.”


  *


  Caesar had not gone the long way across the range of sere mountains which spined Greece and Macedonia on the west. Below Apollonia lay the river Aous, one of the major streams which came down from the backbone itself. A very poor road followed it into the Tymphe Mountains, traversed a pass and descended to Thessaly at the headwaters of the river Peneus. Rather than march an extra one hundred and fifty miles, Caesar and his army turned off the better roads of Epirus and proceeded at their usual thirty to thirty-five miles a day along a road which meant they needed to build only a rudimentary camp each night; they saw no one save shepherds and sheep, emerged into Thessaly well to the north of Gomphi at the town of Aeginium.


  Thessaly had declared for Pompey. Like the other regions of Greece, it was organized into a league of towns, which had a council called the Thessalian League. On hearing of Pompey’s great victory at Dyrrachium, the leader of the League, Androsthenes of Gomphi, sent out word to every town to support Pompey.


  Dazed at the speed with which a fit and businesslike army proceeded to reduce it, Aeginium sent frantic messages to all the other towns of the Thessalian League that a far-from-defeated-looking Caesar was in the neighborhood. Tricca was the next place to fall; Caesar moved on to Gomphi, from which city Androsthenes sent an urgent message to Pompey that Caesar had arrived long before he was expected. Gomphi fell.


  Though the month was early Sextilis, the season was still spring; there were no ripe crops anywhere and the rains had been poor east of the ranges. A minor famine threatened. For this reason Caesar ensured the submission of western Thessaly; it gave him a source of supplies. He was also waiting for the rest of his legions to join him. Word had gone out recalling the Seventh, Fourteenth, Eleventh and Twelfth.


  With Lucius Cassius, Sabinus, Calenus and Domitius Calvinus back in the fold, Caesar advanced due east en route to the better roads which led to the city of Larissa and the pass into Macedonia at Tempe. The best way was along the river Enipeus to Scotussa, where Caesar planned to turn north toward Larissa.


  Less than ten miles short of Scotussa, Caesar dug himself a stout camp north of the Enipeus outside the village of Pharsalus; he had heard that Pompey was coming, and the lay of the land at Pharsalus was battleworthy. Typical of Caesar, he didn’t choose the best ground for himself. It always paid to seem at a bit of a disadvantage; routine generals—and he classified Pompey as a routine general—tended to go by what the manuals said, accept them as doctrine. Pompey would like Pharsalus. A line of hills to the north sloping to a little plain about two miles wide, then the swampy course of the Enipeus River. Yes, Pharsalus would do.


  *


  Pompey received the message from Androsthenes in Gomphi as he skirted his old training camp at Beroea. He turned immediately and headed for the pass into Thessaly at Tempe. There was no other easy way to go; the massif of Mount Olympus and its sprawling, rugged foothills prevented a straighter march. Outside the city of Larissa he was finally reunited with Metellus Scipio, and breathed a sigh of relief for many reasons, not the least important of which was those two extra and veteran legions.


  Relations within the tents of the high command had deteriorated even further since leaving Heracleia. Everyone had decided it was time to put Pompey in his place, and in Larissa the long-simmering resentments and grudges all surfaced together.


  It started when one of Pompey’s senior military tribunes, an Acutius Rufus, chose to summon the high command to a hearing in a military court he had taken it upon himself to convene. And there in front of Pompey and his legates he formally charged Lucius Afranius with treason for deserting his troops after Illerda; the chief prosecutor was Marcus Favonius, adhering religiously to Cato’s instructions to keep Pompey “pure.”


  Pompey’s temper snapped. “Acutius, dismiss this illegal court!” he roared, fists clenched, face mottling. “Go on, get out before I arraign you on treason charges! As for you, Favonius, I would have thought that your experience in public life would have taught you to avoid unconstitutional prosecutions! Get out! Get out! Get out!”


  The court dissolved, but Favonius wasn’t done. He began to lie in wait for Pompey, to hector him at every opportunity with Afranius’s falseness, and Afranius, almost deprived of breath at the impudence of it, hammered away in Pompey’s other ear with demands that he dismiss Favonius from his service. Petreius sided with Afranius, naturally, and hammered away too.


  Active command of the army had devolved upon Labienus, whose lightest punishment for the most minor infringement was a flogging; the troops muttered and shivered, looked sideways with darkling glances, plotted how to expose Labienus to the spears during the battle everyone knew was coming.


  Over dinner, Ahenobarbus struck.


  “And how’s our dear Agamemnon, King of Kings?” he enquired as he strolled in on Favonius’s arm.


  Jaw dropped, Pompey stared. “What did you call me?”


  “Agamemnon, King of Kings,” said Ahenobarbus, sneering.


  “Meaning?” asked Pompey dangerously.


  “Why, that you’re in the same position as Agamemnon, King of Kings. Titular head of the army of a thousand ships, titular head of a group of kings, any one of whom has as much right to call himself King of Kings as you do. But it’s over a millennium since the Greeks invaded Priam’s homeland. You’d think something would have changed, wouldn’t you? But it hasn’t. In modern Rome we still suffer Agamemnon, King of Kings.”


  “Cast yourself in the role of Achilles, have you, Ahenobarbus? Going to sulk beside your ships while the world goes to pieces and the best men die?” asked Pompey, lips white.


  “Well, I’m not sure,” said Ahenobarbus, comfortably disposed on his couch between Favonius and Lentulus Spinther. He selected a hothouse grape from bunches ferried across from Chalcidean Pallene, where this profitable little industry had grown up inside linen-draped frames. “Actually,” he went on, spitting out seeds and reaching for the whole bunch, “I was thinking more of the role of Agamemnon, King of Kings.”


  “Hear, hear,” barked Favonius, searching in vain for some simpler fare—and profoundly glad that Cato wasn’t present to see how Pompey’s high command were living in this Romanized land of luxurious plenty. Hothouse grapes! Chian wine twenty years in the amphora! Sea urchins galloped from Rhizus and sauced with an exotic version of garum! Baby quail filched from new mothers to slide down the gullet of Lentulus Crus!


  “Want the command tent, do you, Ahenobarbus?”


  “I’m not sure I’d say no.”


  “Why,” asked Pompey, tearing savagely at some cheesed bread, “would you want the aggravation?”


  “The aggravation,” said Ahenobarbus, bald pate sporting a pretty wreath of spring flowers, “lies in the fact that Agamemnon, King of Kings, never wants to give battle.”


  “A wise course,” said Pompey, hanging onto his temper grimly. “My strategy is to wear Caesar down by Fabian means. Engaging the man is an unnecessary risk. We lie between him and good supply lines. Greece is in drought. As summer comes in, he’ll be hungry. By autumn he will have looted Greece of everything edible. And in winter he’ll capitulate. My son Gnaeus is so snugly based in Corcyra that he’ll get nothing across the Adriatic, Gaius Cassius has won a big victory against Pomponius off Messana—”


  “I heard,” Lentulus Spinther interrupted, “that after this much-lauded victory, Gaius Cassius went on to do battle with Caesar’s old legate Sulpicius. And that a legion of Caesar’s watching from the shore became so fed up with the way Sulpicius was handling the battle that they rowed out, boarded Cassius’s ships, and trounced him. He had to slip over the side of his flagship to get away.”


  “Well, yes, that is true,” Pompey admitted.


  “Fabian means,” said Lentulus Crus between mouthfuls of succulent squid sauced with their own sepia ink, “are ridiculous, Pompeius. Caesar can’t win; we all know that. You’re always griping about our lack of money, so why are you so determined on these Fabian tactics?”


  “Strategy, not tactics,” said Pompey.


  “Whatever—who cares?” asked Lentulus Crus loftily. “I say that the moment we find Caesar, we give battle. Get it over and done with. Then head home for Italia and a few proscriptions.”


  Brutus lay listening to all this in growing horror. His own participation in the siege of Dyrrachium had been minuscule; at any chance he volunteered to ride for Thessalonica or Athens or anywhere far from that frenzied, revolting cesspool. Only at Heracleia had he realized what kind of dissension was going on between Pompey and his legates. At Heracleia he heard of the doings of Labienus. At Heracleia he began to realize that Pompey’s own legates would end in ruining him.


  Oh, why had he ever left Tarsus, Publius Sestius and that careful state of neutrality? How could he collect the interest on debts from people like Deiotarus and Ariobarzanes while they were funding Pompey’s war? How would he manage if these intransigent boars did manage to thrust Pompey into the battle he so clearly didn’t want? He was right, he was right! Fabian tactics—strategy—would win in the end. And wasn’t it worth it, to spare Roman lives, ensure a minimum of bloodshed? What would he do if someone thrust a sword into his hand and told him to fight?


  “Caesar’s done for,” said Metellus Scipio, who didn’t agree with his son-in-law in this matter. He sighed happily, smiled. “I will be the Pontifex Maximus at last.”


  Ahenobarbus sat bolt upright. “You’ll what?”


  “Be the Pontifex Maximus at last.”


  “Over my dead body!” yelled Ahenobarbus. “That’s one public honor belongs to me and my family!”


  “Gerrae!” said Lentulus Spinther, grinning. “You can’t even get yourself elected a priest, Ahenobarbus, let alone get yourself elected Pontifex Maximus. You’re a born loser.”


  “I will do what my grandfather did, Spinther! I’ll be voted in as pontifex and Pontifex Maximus at the same election!”


  “No! It’s going to be a race between me and Scipio.”


  “Neither of you stands a chance!” gasped Metellus Scipio, outraged. “I’m the next Pontifex Maximus!”


  The clang of a knife thrown against precious gold plate set everyone jumping; Pompey slid off his couch and walked from the room without looking back.


  *


  On the fifth day of Sextilis, Pompey and his army arrived at Pharsalus to find Caesar occupying the ground on this north side of the river, but to the east.


  “Excellent!” said Pompey to Faustus Sulla, who, dear boy, was just about the only one among the legates he could bear to talk to. Never criticized, just did what tata-in-law said. Well, there was Brutus. Another good fellow. But he skulked so! Kept himself out of sight, never wanted to attend the councils or even the dinners. “If we put ourselves here on this nice slope up to the hills, Faustus, we’re well above Caesar’s lie and between him and Larissa, Tempe and access to Macedonia.”


  “Is it going to be a battle?” asked Faustus Sulla.


  “I wish not. But I fear so.”


  “Why are they so determined on it?”


  “Oh,” said Pompey, sighing, “because they’re none of them soldiers save Labienus. They don’t understand.”


  “Labienus is set on fighting too.”


  “Labienus wants to pit himself against Caesar. He’s dying for the chance. He believes he’s the better general.”


  “And is he?”


  Pompey shrugged. “In all honesty, Faustus, I have absolutely no idea. Though Labienus should. He was Caesar’s right-hand man for years in Gallia Comata. Therefore I’m inclined to say yes.”


  “Is it for tomorrow?”


  Seeming to shrink, Pompey shook his head. “No, not yet.”


  The morrow brought Caesar out to deploy. Pompey did not follow suit. After a wait of some hours, Caesar sent his troops back into his camp and put them in the shade. Only spring, yes, but the sun was hot and the air, perhaps because of the swampiness of the river, was suffocatingly humid.


  That afternoon Pompey called his legates together. “I have decided,” he announced, on his feet and inviting no one to sit. “We will give battle here at Pharsalus.”


  “Oh, good!” said Labienus. “I’ll start the preparations.”


  “No, no, not tomorrow!” cried Pompey, looking horrified.


  Nor the next day. Thinking to stretch his men’s legs, he led them out for a walk—or so his legates assumed, since he put them in places where only a fool would have attacked after a long uphill run. Since Caesar was not a fool, he didn’t attack.


  But on the eighth day of Sextilis, with the sun sliding down behind his camp, Pompey called his legates together again, this time in his command tent and around a large map his cartographers had drawn up for him upon calfskin.


  “Tomorrow,” said Pompey tersely, and stepped back. “Labienus, explain the plan.”


  “It’s to be a cavalry battle,” Labienus began, moving up to the map and beckoning everyone to cluster around. “By that I mean that we’ll use our enormous superiority in cavalry as the lever to defeat Caesar, who has only a thousand Germans. Note, by the way, that our skirmish with them revealed that Caesar has armed some of his foot in the same way the Ubii foot fight among the Ubii horse. They’re dangerous, but far too few. We’ll deploy here, with our long axis positioned between the river and the hills. At nine Roman legions we’ll outnumber Caesar, who must keep one of his nine in reserve. That’s where we’re lucky. We have fifteen thousand foreign auxiliary infantry as our reserve. The ground favors us; we’re slightly uphill. For that reason, we’ll draw up further away from Caesar’s front line than usual. Nor will we charge. Puff his men out before they reach our front line. We’re going to pack our infantry tightly because I’m massing six thousand cavalry on the left wing—here, against the hills. A thousand cavalry on our right, against the river—the ground’s too swampy for good horse work. A thousand archers and slingers will be interposed between the first legion of foot on the left and my six thousand horse.”


  Labienus paused, glared at each of the men around him with fierce intensity. “The infantry will be drawn up in three separate blocks each comprising ten ranks. All three blocks will charge at the same moment. We have more weight than Caesar, who I’m very reliably informed has only four thousand men per legion due to his losses over the months in Epirus. Our legions are at full strength. We’ll let him charge us with breathless men and roll his front line back. But the real beauty of the plan is in the cavalry. There’s no way Caesar can resist six thousand horse charging his right. While the archer-slinger unit bombards the legion on his far right, my cavalry will drive forward like a landslide, repulse Caesar’s scant cavalry, then swing behind his lines and take him in the rear.” He stepped back, grinning broadly. “Pompeius, it’s all yours.”


  “Well, I haven’t much more to add,” said Pompey, sweating in the humid air. “Labienus will command the six thousand horse on my left. As to the infantry, I’ll put the First and Third Legions on my left wing. Ahenobarbus, you’ll command. Then five legions in the center, including the two Syrian. Scipio, you’ll command the center. Spinther, you’ll command my right, closest to the river. You’ll have the eighteen cohorts not in legions. Brutus, you’ll second-in-command Spinther. Faustus, you’ll second-in-command Scipio. Afranius and Petreius, you’ll second-in-command Ahenobarbus. Favonius and Lentulus Crus, you’re in charge of the foreign levies drawn up in reserve. Young Marcus Cicero, you can have the cavalry reserve. Torquatus, take the reserve archers and slingers. Labienus, depute someone to command the thousand horse on the river. The rest of you can sort yourselves out among the legions. Understood?”


  Everyone nodded, weighed down by the solemnity of the moment.


  Afterward Pompey went off with Faustus Sulla. “There,” he said, “they have what they wanted. I couldn’t hold out any longer.”


  “Are you well, Magnus?”


  “As well as I’ll ever be, Faustus.” Pompey patted his son-in-law in much the same affectionate way as he had patted Cicero on leaving Dyrrachium. “Don’t worry about me, Faustus, truly. I’m an old man. Fifty-eight in less than two months. There’s a time… It’s hollow, all this ripping and clawing for power. Always a dozen men drooling at the prospect of tearing the First Man down.” He laughed wearily. “Fancy finding the energy to quarrel over which one of them will take Caesar’s place as Pontifex Maximus! As if it matters, Faustus. It doesn’t. They’ll all go too.”


  “Magnus, don’t talk like this!”


  “Why not? Tomorrow decides everything. I didn’t want it, but I’m not sorry. A decision of any kind is preferable to a continuation of life in my high command.” He dropped an arm about Faustus’s shoulders. “Come, it’s time to call the army to assembly. I have to tell them that tomorrow is the day.”


  By the time the army had been summoned and the obligatory pre-battle oration given, darkness had fallen. An augur, Pompey then took the auspices himself. Because no cattle were available, the victim was to be a pure white sheep; a round dozen animals had been herded into a pen, washed, combed, readied for the augur’s expert eye to choose the most suitable offering. But when Pompey indicated a placid-looking bi-dentalis ewe and the cultarius and popa opened the gate, all twelve animals bolted for freedom. Only after a chase was the victim, dirtied and distressed, caught and sacrificed. Not a good omen. The army stirred and muttered; Pompey took the trouble to descend from the augural platform after the sacrifice and go among them, speaking reassuringly. The liver had been perfect, all was well, nothing to worry about.


  Then the worst happened. The men were facing east toward Caesar’s camp, still milling and murmuring, when a mighty fireball streaked across the indigo sky like a falling comet of white flames. Down, down, down, leaving a trail of sparks in its wake, not to fall on Caesar’s camp— which might have been a good omen—but to disappear into the darkness far beyond. The unrest began all over again; this time Pompey couldn’t dispel it.


  He went to bed in fatalistic mood, convinced that whatever the morrow might bring, it would be to his ultimate good. Why was a fireball a bad omen? What might Nigidius Figulus have made of it, that walking encyclopaedia of ancient Etruscan augural phenomena? Might the Etruscans not have thought it a good omen? Romans went only as far as livers, with the occasional foray into entrails and birds, whereas the Etruscans had catalogued everything.


  The thunder woke him up several hours before dawn, sitting straight up in bed and wondering if he had leaped as high as the leather ceiling. Because his sleep had been interrupted at the right moment, he could remember his dream as vividly as if it were still going on. The temple of Venus Victrix at the top of his stone theater, where the statue of Venus had Julia’s face and slender body. He had been in it and decorating it with trophies of battle, while crowds and crowds in the auditorium applauded in huge delight. Oh, such a good omen! Except that the trophies of battle were trophies from his own side: his best silver armor, unmistakable with its cuirass depicting the victory of the Gods over the Titans; Lentulus Crus’s enormous ruby quizzing glass; Faustus Sulla’s lock of hair from his father Sulla’s bright red-gold tresses; Scipio’s helmet, which had belonged to his ancestor Scipio Africanus and still bore the same moth-eaten, faded egret’s feathers in its crest; and, most horrifying trophy of all, the glossy-pated head of Ahenobarbus on a German spear. Flower wreathed.


  Shivering from cold, sweating from heat, Pompey lay down again and closed his eyes upon the flaring white lightning, listened as the thunder rolled away across the hills behind him. When the drumming rain came down in torrents, he drifted back into an uneasy sleep, his mind still going over the details of that awful dream.


  *


  Dawn brought a thick fog and windless, enervating air. In Caesar’s camp all was stirring; the mules were being loaded up, the wagon teams harnessed, everyone getting into marching mode.


  “He won’t fight!” Caesar had barked when he came to wake Mark Antony a good hour before first light. “The river’s running a banker after this storm, the ground’s soggy, the troops are wet, da de da de da… Same old Pompeius, same old list of excuses. We’re moving for Scotussa, Antonius, before Pompeius can get up off his arse to stop our slipping by him. Ye Gods, what a slug he is! Will nothing tempt him to fight?”


  From which exasperated diatribe the sleepy Antony deduced that the old boy was touchy again.


  In that grey, lustrous pall it was impossible to see as far as the lower ground between his own camp and Pompey’s; the pulling of stakes continued unabated.


  Until an Aeduan scout came galloping up to where Caesar stood watching the beautiful order of nine legions and a thousand horse troopers preparing to move out silently, efficiently.


  “General, General!” the man gasped, sliding off his horse. “General, Gnaeus Pompeius is outside his camp and lined up for—for battle! It really looks as if he means to fight!”


  “Cacat!”


  That exclamation having escaped his lips, no more followed. Caesar started barking orders in a fluent stream.


  “Calenus, have the noncombatants get every last animal to the back of the camp! At the double! Sabinus, start the men tearing the front ramparts to pieces and filling in the ditch—I want every man out quicker than the capite censi can fill the bleachers at the circus! Antonius, get the cavalry saddled up for war, not a ride. You—you—you—you—form up the legions as we discussed. We’ll fight exactly as planned.”


  When the fog lifted, Caesar’s army waited on the plain as if no march had ever been on the agenda for that morning.


  Pompey had drawn his lines up facing east—which meant he had the rising sun facing him—on a front a mile and a half long between the line of hills and the river, a huge host of cavalry on his left wing, a much smaller contingent on his right.


  Caesar, though he had the smaller army, strung his infantry front out a little longer, so that the Tenth, on his right, faced Pompey’s archer-slinger detachment and part of Labienus’s horse. From right to left he put the Tenth, Seventh, Thirteenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, Sixth, Eighth and Ninth. The Fourteenth, which he had thinned down from ten to eight cohorts when re-forming his legions at Aeginium, he positioned concealed behind his thousand German horse on the right wing. They were curiously armed; instead of their customary pila the men each carried a long, barbed siege spear. His left, against the river, would have to fend for itself without cavalry to stiffen it. Publius Sulla, a knacky soldier, had command of Caesar’s right; his center went to Calvinus; his left was in the charge of Mark Antony. He had nothing in reserve.


  Positioned on a rise behind those eight cohorts of the Fourteenth armed with siege spears, Caesar sat Toes in his usual fashion, side on, one leg hooked round the two front pommels. Risky for any other horseman, not so for Caesar, who could twist in the tiniest fraction of time fully into the saddle and be off at a gallop. He liked his troops to see, should they cast a glance behind, that the General was absolutely relaxed, totally confident.


  Oh, Pompeius, you fool! You fool! You’ve let Labienus general this battle. You’ve staked your all on three silly, flimsy things—that your horse has the weight to outflank my right and come round behind me to roll me up—that your infantry has the weight to knock my boys back— and that you’ll tire my boys out by making them run all the way to you. Caesar’s eyes went to where Pompey sat on his big white Public Horse behind his archer-slingers, neatly opposite Caesar. I am sorry for you, Pompeius. You can’t win this one, and it’s the big one.


  Every detail had been worked out three days before, gone over each day since. When Labienus’s cavalry charged, Pompey’s infantry did not, though Caesar’s infantry did. But they paused halfway to get their breath back, then punched into Pompey’s line like a great hammer. The thousand Germans on Caesar’s right fell back before Labienus’s charge without truly engaging; rather than waste time pursuing them, Labienus wheeled right the moment he got to the back third of the Tenth. And ran straight into a wall of siege spears the eight cohorts of the Fourteenth—who had practised the technique for three days—jabbed into the faces of Galatians and Cappadocians. Exactly, thought Labienus, mind whirling, like an old Greek phalanx. His cavalry broke, which was the signal for the Germans to fall upon his flank like wolves, and the signal for the Tenth to wheel sideways and slaughter the archer-slinger contingent before wading fearlessly into Labienus’s disarrayed cavalry, horses screaming and going down, riders screaming and going down, panic everywhere.


  Elsewhere the pattern was the same; Pharsalus was more a rout than a battle. It lasted a scant hour. Pompey’s foreign auxiliaries held in reserve fled the moment they saw the horse begin to falter. Most of the legions stayed to fight, including the Syrian, the First and the Third, but the eighteen cohorts against the river on Pompey’s right scattered everywhere, leaving Antony complete victor along the Enipeus.


  *


  Pompey left the field at an orderly trot the moment he realized he was done for. Rot Labienus and his scornful dismissal of Caesar’s soldiers as raw recruits from across the Padus! Those were veteran legions out there and they fought as one unit, so competently and with such businesslike, rational flair! I was right, my legates were wrong. Just what is Labienus up to? No one will ever defeat Caesar on a battlefield. The man is on top of everything. Better strategy, better tactics. I’m done for. Is that what Labienus has been aiming for all along, high command?


  He rode back to his camp, entered his general’s tent and sat with his head between his hands for a long time. Not weeping; the time for tears was past.


  And so Marcus Favonius, Lentulus Spinther and Lentulus Crus found him, sitting with his head between his hands.


  “Pompeius, you must get up,” said Favonius, going across to put a hand on his silver-sheathed back.


  Pompey said no word, made no movement.


  “Pompeius, you must get up!” cried Lentulus Spinther. “It’s finished, we’re broken.”


  “Caesar will be inside our camp, you must escape!” gasped Lentulus Crus, trembling.


  His hands fell; Pompey lifted his head. “Escape where?” he asked apathetically.


  “I don’t know! Anywhere, anywhere at all! Please, Pompeius, come with us now!” begged Lentulus Crus.


  Pompey’s eyes cleared enough to see that all three men were clad in the dress of Greek merchants—tunic, chlamys cape, broad-brimmed hat, ankle boots. “Like that? In disguise?” he asked.


  “It’s better,” said Favonius, who bore another and similar outfit. “Come, Pompeius, stand up, do! I’ll help you out of your armor and into these.” So Pompey stood and allowed himself to be transformed from a Roman commander-in-chief to a Greek businessman. When it was attended to, he looked about the confines of his tent dazedly, then seemed to come to himself. He chuckled, followed his shepherds out.


  They left the camp through the gate nearest to the Larissa road on horseback and cantered off before Caesar reached the camp. Larissa was only thirty miles away, a short enough journey not to need a change of horse, but all four horses were blown before they rode in through the Scotussa gate.


  Even so, the news of Caesar’s victory at Pharsalus had preceded them; Larissa, emphatically attached to Pompey’s cause, was thronged with confused townsfolk who wandered this way and that, audibly wondering what would be their fate when Caesar came.


  “He’ll not harm you,” said Pompey, dismounting in the agora and removing his hat. “Go about your normal business. Caesar is a merciful man; he’ll not harm you.”


  Of course he was recognized, but not, thanks be to all the Gods, reviled for losing. What was it I once said to Sulla? asked Pompey of himself, surrounded by weeping partisans offering help. What was it I said to Sulla on that road outside Beneventum? When he was so drunk? More people worship the rising than the setting sun…. Yes, that was it. Caesar’s sun is rising. Mine has set.


  A half-strength squadron of thirty Galatian horse troopers rallied around, offering to escort Pompey and his companions wherever they would like to go—provided, that is, that it was eastward along the road back to Galatia and a little peace. They were all Gauls, a part of those thousand men Caesar had sent to Deiotarus as a gift, a way of making sure the men didn’t die, but couldn’t live to rebel either. Mostly Treveri who had learned a little broken Greek since being relocated so far from home.


  Freshly mounted, Pompey, Favonius and the two Lentuli rode out of Larissa’s Thessalonica Gate, hidden between the troopers. When they reached the Peneus River inside the Tempe Pass, they encountered a seagoing barge whose captain, ferrying a load of homegrown vegetables to the market in Dium, offered to take the four fugitives as far as Dium. With thanks to the Gallic horsemen, Pompey and his three friends boarded the barge.


  “More sensible,” said Lentulus Spinther, recovering faster than the other three. “Caesar will be looking for us on the road to Thessalonica, but not on a barge full of vegetables.”


  In Dium, a few miles up the coast from the mouth of the Peneus River, the four had another stroke of luck. There tied up at a wharf, having just emptied its cargo of millet and chickpea from Italian Gaul, was a neat little Roman merchantman with a genuinely Roman captain named Marcus Peticius.


  “No need to tell me who you are,” said Peticius, shaking Pompey warmly by the hand. “Where would you like to go?”


  For once Lentulus Crus had done the right thing; before he left the camp, he filched every silver denarius and sestertius he could find, perhaps as atonement for forgetting to empty Rome’s money and bullion out of the Treasury. “Name your price, Marcus Peticius,” he said magnificently. “Pompeius, where to?”


  “Amphipolis,” said Pompey, plucking a name out of his memory.


  “Good choice!” said Peticius cheerfully. “I’ll pick up a nice load of mountain ash there—hard to get in Aquileia.”


  *


  For Caesar, victor and owner of the field of Pharsalus, a very mixed day, that ninth one of Sextilis. His own losses had been minimal; the Pompeian losses at six thousand dead might have been far worse.


  “They would have it thus,” he said sadly to Antony, Publius Sulla, Calvinus and Calenus when the tidying-up began. “They held my deeds as nothing and would have condemned me had I not appealed to my soldiers for help.”


  “Good boys,” said Antony affectionately.


  “Always good boys.” Caesar’s lips set. “Except the Ninth.”


  The bulk of Pompey’s army had vanished; Caesar did not exert himself to pursue it. Even so, it was nearing sunset when he finally found the time to enter and inspect Pompey’s camp.


  “Ye Gods!” he breathed. “Weren’t they sure of winning!”


  Every tent had been decorated, including those of the ranker soldiers. Evidence that a great feast had been ordered lay all over the place: piles of vegetables, fish which must have been sent fresh that morning from the coast and placidly put in shade to the sound of battle, hundreds upon hundreds of newly slaughtered lamb carcasses, mounds of bread, pots of stew, jars of softened chickpea and ground sesame seed in oil and garlic, cakes sticky with honey, olives by the tub, many cheeses, strings of sausages.


  “Pollio,” said Caesar to his very junior legate, Gaius Asinius Pollio, “there’s no point in transferring all this food from their camp to ours. Start moving our men over here to enjoy a victory feast donated to them by the enemy.” He grunted. “It will have to take place tonight. By tomorrow, a lot of this stuff will have perished. I don’t want sick soldiers.”


  However, it was the tents of Pompey’s legates really opened every pair of eyes. By ironic coincidence, Caesar reached Lentulus Crus’s quarters last. “Shades of that palace on the sea at Gytheum!” he said (a reference no one understood), shaking his head. “No wonder he couldn’t be bothered emptying the Treasury! A man might be pardoned for presuming he’d looted the Treasury for himself.”


  Gold plate was strewn everywhere, the couches were Tyrian purple, the pillows pearl embroidered, the tables in the corners were priceless citrus-wood; in Lentulus Crus’s sleeping chamber the inspection party found a huge bathtub of rare red marble with lion’s paw feet. The kitchen, an open area behind the tent’s back, yielded barrels packed with snow in which reposed the most delicate fish—shrimps, sea urchins, oysters, dug-mullets. More snow-packed barrels contained various kinds of little birds, lambs’ livers and kidneys, herbified sausages. The bread was rising, the sauces all lined up in pots ready to heat.


  “Hmmm,” said Caesar, “this is where we feast tonight! And for once, Antonius, you’ll be able to eat and drink to your heart’s content. Though,” he ended with a chuckle, “it’s back to the same old stuff tomorrow night. I will not live like Sampsiceramus when I’m on campaign. I daresay Crus got the snow from Mount Olympus.”


  Accompanied only by Calvinus, he sat down in Pompey’s command tent to investigate the chests of papers and documents found there.


  “One has to trot out that old saw and proclaim to the world that one has burned the enemy’s papers—Pompeius did that once, in Osca after Sertorius died—but it’s a foolish man who doesn’t have a good look first.”


  “Will you burn them?” Calvinus asked, smiling.


  “Oh, definitely! In great public state, as Pompeius did. But I read at a glance, Calvinus. We’ll establish a system. I’ll con everything first, and anything I think might be worth reading at leisure I’ll hand to you.”


  Among many dozens of fascinating pieces of paper was the last will and testament of King Ptolemy Auletes, late of Egypt.


  “Well, well!” said Caesar thoughtfully. “I think this is one document I won’t sacrifice to the fire. It might come in quite handy in the future.”


  Everyone rose rather late the following morning, Caesar included; he had stayed up until nearly dawn reading those chests and chests of papers. Very informative indeed.


  While the legions completed the burning of bodies and other inevitable duties consequent upon victory, Caesar and his legates rode out along the road to Larissa. Where they encountered the bulk of Pompey’s Roman troops. Twenty-three thousand men cried for pardon, which Caesar was pleased to grant. He then offered places in his own legions for any men who wanted to volunteer.


  “Why, Caesar?” asked Publius Sulla, astonished. “We’ve won the war here at Pharsalus!”


  The pale, unsettling eyes rested on Sulla’s nephew with cool irony. “Rubbish, Publius!” he said. “The war’s not over. Pompeius is still at large. So too are Labienus, Cato, all Pompeius’s fleet commanders—and fleets!—and at least a dozen other dangerous men. This war won’t be over until they’ve all submitted to me.”


  “Submitted to you?” Publius Sulla frowned, then relaxed. “Oh! You mean submitted to Rome.”


  “I,” said Caesar, “am Rome, Publius. Pharsalus has proved it.”


  *


  For Brutus, Pharsalus was a nightmare. Wondering whether Pompey had understood his torment, he had been enormously grateful for the fact that Pompey had deputed him to Lentulus Spinther on the right flank at the river. But Antony and the Eighth and Ninth had faced them, and though the Ninth in particular had been replenished with the more inexperienced men of the Fourteenth, no one could say afterward that they hadn’t punished the enemy. Given a horse and told to look after the outermost cohorts, Brutus sat the animal in serviceable steel armor and eyed the ivory eagle hilt of his sword like a small animal fascinated by a snake.


  He never did draw it. Suddenly chaos broke loose, the world was filled with his own men screaming “Hercules Invictus!” and the men of the Ninth screaming some unintelligible warcry; he discovered, appalled, that hand-to-hand combat in a legion’s front line was not a precious pairing-off of one man against another, but a massive push, push, push of mail-clad bodies while other mail-clad bodies pushed, pushed, pushed in the opposite direction. Swords stabbed and flickered, shields were used like rams and levers—how did they ever remember who was who, friend or enemy? Did they really have time to look at the color of a helmet crest? Transfixed, Brutus simply sat his horse and watched.


  The news of the collapse of Pompey’s left and his cavalry traveled down the line in some way he didn’t understand, except that men ceased to cry “Hercules Invictus!” and started crying quarter instead. Caesar’s Ninth wore blue horsehair plumes. When the yellow plumes of his own cohorts seemed suddenly to vanish before a sea of blue ones, Brutus kicked his restive mount in the ribs and bolted for the river.


  All day and into the night he hid in the swampy overflow of the Enipeus, never for a moment letting go of his horse’s reins. Finally, when the cheers, shouts and laughter of Caesar’s feasting and victorious troops began to die away with the embers of their fires, he pulled himself upon the horse’s back and rode off toward Larissa.


  There, given civilian Greek clothing by a sympathetic man of Larissa who also offered him shelter, Brutus sat down at once and wrote to Caesar.


  Caesar, this is Marcus Junius Brutus, once your friend. Please, I beg you, pardon me for my presumption in deciding to ally myself with Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus and the Senate in exile. For many months I have regretted my action in leaving Tarsus and Publius Sestius and my legateship there. I deserted my post like a silly boy in quest of adventure. But this kind of adventure has not proven to my taste. I am, I discover, unmartial to the point of ridiculousness and quite without the will to wage war.


  I have heard it broadcast through the town that you are offering pardon to all Pompeians of all ranks provided they have not been pardoned before. I also heard that you are willing to pardon any man a second time if one of your own men intercedes for him. That is not necessary in my case. I cry for pardon as a first offender. Will you extend it to me, if not for my own unworthy sake, for the sake of my mother and your dear dead daughter, Julia?


  It was in answer to this letter that Caesar rode down the road to Larissa with his legates.


  “Find me Marcus Junius Brutus,” he said to the town ethnarch, who presented himself at once to plead for his people. “Bring him to me and Larissa will suffer no consequences.”


  The Brutus who came, still in Greek dress, was abject, thin, hangdog, unable to lift his face to the man on the horse.


  “Brutus, Brutus, what is this?” he heard the familiar deep voice say, then felt two hands on his shoulders. Someone took him into strong, steely arms; Brutus felt the touch of a pair of lips. He finally looked up. Caesar. Who else had eyes like that? Who else combined enough power and beauty to devastate his mother?


  “My dear Brutus, I am so delighted to see you!” said Caesar, one arm around his shoulders, walking away from his legates, still mounted and watching sardonically.


  “Am I pardoned?” whispered Brutus, who thought the weight and heat of that arm was about equal to his mother’s, and terribly reminiscent of her. Lead to burden him down, kill him.


  “I wouldn’t presume to think you needed to be pardoned, my boy!” said Caesar. “Where’s your stuff? Have you a horse? You’re coming with me this moment, I need you desperately. As usual, I have no one with the kind of mind capable of dealing with facts, figures, minutiae. And I can promise you,” that warm and friendly voice went on, “that in years to come you will do better by far under my aegis than ever you could have under Pompeius’s.”


  *


  “What do you intend to do about the fugitives, Caesar?” asked Antony that afternoon, back at Pharsalus.


  “Follow Pompeius’s tracks, first and foremost. Is there any word? Has he been seen since he left Larissa?”


  “There are stories of a ship in Dium,” said Calenus, “and of Amphipolis.”


  Caesar blinked. “Amphipolis? Then he’s heading east, not west or south. What of Labienus, Faustus Sulla, Metellus Scipio, Afranius, Petreius?”


  “The only one we can be sure of, Caesar—aside from dear little Marcus Brutus—is Ahenobarbus.”


  “That is true, Antonius. The only one of the great men to die on the field of Pharsalus. And the second one of my enemies to go. Though I confess I won’t miss him the way I will Bibulus. Are his ashes taken care of?”


  “On their way to his wife already,” said Pollio, who found himself entrusted with all kinds of tasks.


  “Good.”


  “We march tomorrow?” asked Calvinus.


  “That we do.”


  “There might be a large number of refugees heading in the direction of Brundisium,” said Publius Sulla.


  “For which reason I’ve already sent to Publius Vatinius in Salona. Quintus Cornificius can maintain Illyricum for the moment. Vatinius can go to command Brundisium and turn the refugees away.” Caesar grinned at Antony. “And you may rest easy, Antonius. I’ve heard that Gnaeus Pompeius the son has released your brother from detention on Corcyra. Safe and well.”


  “I’ll offer to Jupiter for that!”


  In the morning, Pharsalus returned to a sleepy, swampy river valley amid the Thessalian hills; Caesar’s army dispersed. With him on the road to Asia Province, Caesar took two legions only, both made up of volunteers from Pompey’s defeated legions. His own veterans were to return to a well-deserved furlough in Italian Campania under the command of Antony. With Caesar went Brutus and Gnaeus Domitius Calvinus, whom Caesar found himself liking more and more. A good man in a hard situation, that was Calvinus.


  The march to Amphipolis was done in Caesar’s usual swift manner; if Pompey’s old legionaries found the pace a little more hectic than they were used to, they didn’t complain. The truth was that Caesar ran a good army; a man always knew where he stood.


  Eighty miles east of Thessalonica on the Via Egnatia and located where the widened river Strymon flowed out of Lake Cercinitis on its short course to the sea, Amphipolis was a shipbuilding and timber town. The trees grew far inland and were sent down the Strymon as logs to be dismembered and reconstructed in Amphipolis.


  Here Marcus Favonius waited alone for the pursuit he knew would come.


  “I cry pardon, Caesar,” he said when they met, another one whom defeat at Pharsalus had changed out of all recognition. His strident manner and his aping of Cato were gone.


  “I grant it with great good will, Favonius. Brutus is with me, and very anxious to see you.”


  “Ah, you pardoned him too.”


  “Of course. It’s no part of my policy to punish decent men for mistaken ideals. What I hope is to see us all together in Rome one day, working together for Rome’s well-being. What do you want to do? I’ll give you a letter for Vatinius in Brundisium saying whatever you wish.”


  “I wish,” said Favonius, tears on his lashes, “that none of this had ever happened.”


  “So do I,” said Caesar sincerely.


  “Yes, I can understand that.” He drew a breath. “For myself, I want only to retire to my estates in Lucania and live a quiet life. No war, no politics, no strife, no dissent. Peace, Caesar. That’s all I want. Peace.”


  “Do you know where the others have gone?”


  “Mitylene was their next port of call, but I doubt they have any intention of staying there. The Lentuli say they’ll remain with Pompeius, at least for the time being. Just before he left, Pompeius had messages from some of the others. Labienus, Afranius, Petreius, Metellus Scipio, Faustus Sulla and some others have headed for Africa. I know nothing else.”


  “And Cato? Cicero?”


  “Who knows? But I think Cato will head for Africa once he finds out so many others are going there. After all, there is a pro-Pompeian government in Africa Province. I doubt it will submit to you without a fight, Caesar.”


  “I doubt that too. Thank you, Marcus Favonius.”


  That evening there was a quiet dinner alone with Brutus, but at dawn Caesar was on his way toward the Hellespont, Calvinus by his side and Brutus, to whom Caesar was most tender, ensconced in a comfortable gig with a servant to minister to him.


  Favonius rode out to watch, he hoped for the last time, the silvery column of Roman legions stride off down a Roman-made road, straight where it could be straight, easily graded, unexhausting. But in the end all Favonius saw was Caesar, riding a mettlesome brown stallion with the ease and grace of a much younger man. He would, Favonius knew, be scarcely out of sight of the Amphipolan walls before he was down and marching on his feet. Horses were for battles, parades and spectacles. How could a man so sure of his own majesty be so down to earth? A most curious mixture, Gaius Julius Caesar. The sparse gold hair fluttered like ribbons in the keen wind off the Aegaean Sea, the spine was absolutely straight, the legs hanging down unsupported as powerful and sinewy as ever. One of the handsomest men in Rome, yet never pretty like Memmius or effete like Silius. Descended from Venus and Romulus. Well, who knew? Maybe the Gods did love their own best. Oh, Cato, don’t go on resisting him! No one can. He will be King of Rome—but only if he wants to be.


  *


  Mitylene was panic stricken too. Panic was spreading all over the East at the result of this clash between two Roman titans, so unexpected, so horrifying. For no one knew this Caesar save at second or third or fourth hand; all his governorships had been in the West, and those far-off days when he had been in the East were obscure. Mitylene knew that when Lucullus besieged it in Sulla’s name, this Gaius Caesar had fought in the front lines and won a corona civica for valor. Hardly anyone knew of the battle he had generaled against the forces of Mithridates outside Tralles in Asia Province, though Tralles knew that it had erected a statue of him in a little temple to Victory near the site of the battle, and flocked now to tidy the temple up, make sure the statue was in good repair. To find, awestruck, that a palm seed had germinated between the flags at the base of Caesar’s statue, the sign of a great victory. And the sign of a great man. Tralles talked.


  Rome had dominated the world of Our Sea for so long now that any convulsion within the ranks of the Roman powerful sent cracks racing through every land around it like the cracks which spread after an earthquake. What was going to happen? What would the new structure of the world be like? Was Caesar a reasonable man of Sulla’s kind, would he institute measures to relieve the squeezing of governors and tax farmers? Or would he be another Pompeius Magnus, encourage the depredations of governors and tax farmers? In Asia Province, utterly exhausted by Metellus Scipio, Lentulus Crus and one of Pompey’s minor legates, Titus Ampius Balbus, every island, city and district scrambled to tear down its statues of Pompey the Great and erect statues to Gaius Caesar; traffic was very heavy to the temple of Victory outside Tralles, where an authentic likeness of the new First Man in Rome existed. In Ephesus some of the coastal cities of Asia Province clubbed together to commission a copy of Caesar’s Tralles statue from the famous studios at Aphrodisias. It stood in the center of the agora and said on its plinth: GAIUS JULIUS CAESAR, SON OF GAIUS, PONTIFEX MAXIMUS, IMPERATOR, CONSUL FOR THE SECOND TIME, DESCENDED FROM ARES AND APHRODITE, GOD MADE MANIFEST AND COMMON SAVIOR OF MANKIND. Heady stuff, particularly because it chose to put Caesar’s descent from Mars and his son, Romulus, ahead of his descent from Venus and her son, Aeneas. Asia Province was very busy doing its homework.


  It was into this atmosphere of mingled panic and sycophantic adulation that Pompey stepped when he disembarked with the two Lentuli in Mitylene harbor on the big island of Lesbos. All of Lesbos had declared for him long since, but to receive him, a beaten man, was difficult and delicate. His arrival indicated that he was not yet forced from the arena, that perhaps in time to come there would be another Pharsalus. Only—could he win? The word was that Caesar had never lost a battle (the “great victory” in Dyrrachium was now being called hollow), that no one could defeat him.


  Pompey handled the situation well, maintaining his Greek dress and informing the ethnarchs in council that Caesar was most famous for his clemency.


  “Be nice to him” was his advice. “He rules the world.”


  Cornelia Metella and young Sextus were waiting for him. A curious reunion, dominated by Sextus, who threw his arms about his adored father and wept bitterly.


  “Don’t cry,” said Pompey, stroking the brown, rather straight hair; Sextus was the only one of his three children to inherit Mucia Tertia’s darker coloring.


  “I should have been there as your cadet!”


  “And you would have been, had events marched slower. But you did a better job, Sextus. You looked after Cornelia for me.”


  “Women’s work!”


  “No, men’s work. The family is the nucleus of all Roman thought, Sextus, and the wife of Pompeius Magnus is a very important person. So too his sons.”


  “I won’t leave you again!”


  “I hope not. We must offer to the Lares and Penates and Vesta that one day we are all reunited.” Pompey eased Sextus out of his arms, gave him his handkerchief to blow his nose and dry his eyes. “Now you can do me a good turn. Start a letter to your brother, Gnaeus. I’ll be with you soon to finish it.”


  Only after Sextus, sniffling and clutching the handkerchief, had gone off to do his father’s bidding did Pompey have the opportunity to look at Cornelia Metella properly.


  She hadn’t changed. Still supercilious looking, haughty, a trifle remote. But the grey eyes were red-rimmed, swollen, and gazed at him with genuine grief. He walked forward to kiss her hand.


  “A sad day,” he said.


  “Tata?”


  “Gone in the direction of Africa, I think. In time we’ll find out. He wasn’t hurt at Pharsalus.” How hard to say that word! “Cornelia,” he said, playing with her fingers, “you have my full permission to divorce me. If you do, your property will remain yours. At least I was clever enough to put the villa in the Alban Hills in your name. I didn’t lose that when I had to sell so much to fund this war. Nor the villa on the Campus Martius. Nor the house on the Carinae. Those are mine, you and my sons may lose them to Caesar.”


  “I thought he wasn’t going to proscribe.”


  “He won’t proscribe. But the property of the leaders in this war will be confiscate, Cornelia. That’s custom and tradition. He won’t stand in the way of it. Therefore I think it’s safer and more sensible for you to divorce me.”


  She shook her head, gave one of her rare and rather awkward smiles. “No, Magnus. I am your wife. I will remain your wife.”


  “Then go home, at least.” He released her hand, waved his own about aimlessly. “I don’t know what will become of me! I don’t know what’s the best thing to do. I don’t know where to go from here, but I can’t stay here either. Life with me won’t be very comfortable, Cornelia. I’m a marked man. Caesar knows he has to apprehend me. While I’m at liberty I represent a nucleus for the gathering of another war.”


  “Like Sextus, I won’t leave you again. But surely the place to go is Africa. We should sail for Utica at once, Magnus.”


  “Should we?” The vivid blue eyes were emerging once more from his puffy face, shrinking, like his body, from the anguish, the pain, the blow to his pride he still found impossible to govern. “Cornelia, it has been terrible. I don’t mean Caesar or the war, I mean my associates in this venture. Oh, not your father! He’s been a tower of strength. But he wasn’t there for most of it. The bickering, the carping, the constant faultfinding.”


  “They found fault with you?”


  “Perpetually. It wore me down. Perhaps I could have coped better with Caesar if I’d had control of my own command tent. But I didn’t. Labienus generaled, Cornelia, not me. That man! How did Caesar ever put up with him? He’s a barbarian. I do believe that he can only achieve physical satisfaction from putting men’s eyes out—oh, worse acts I can’t speak of to you! And though Ahenobarbus died very gallantly on the field, he tormented me at every opportunity. He called me Agamemnon, King of Kings.”


  The shocks and dislocations of the past two months had done much for Cornelia Metella; the spoiled amateur scholar had gained a measure of compassion, some much-needed sensitivity to the feelings of others. So she didn’t make the mistake of interpreting Pompey’s words as evidence of self-pity. He was like a noble old rock, worn away by the constant dripping of corrosive water.


  “Dear Magnus, I think the trouble was that they deemed war as another kind of Senate. They didn’t begin to understand that politics has nothing to do with military matters. They passed the Senatus Consultum Ultimum to make sure Caesar wouldn’t be able to order them about. How then could they let you order them about?”


  He smiled wryly. “That is very true. It should also tell you why I shrink from going to Africa. Your tata will go, yes. But so will Labienus and Cato. What would be different in Africa? I wouldn’t own my command tent there either.”


  “Then we should seek shelter with the King of the Parthians, Magnus,” she said decisively. “You sent your cousin Hirrus to see Orodes. He hasn’t come back, though he’s safe. Ecbatana is one place won’t see either Caesar or Labienus.”


  “But what would it be like to look up at seven captured Roman Eagles? I’d be living with the shade of Crassus.”


  “Where else is there?”


  “Egypt.”


  “It’s not far enough away.”


  “No, but it’s a place to jump off from. Can you imagine how much the people of the Indus or Serica might pay to gain a Roman general? I could win that world for my employer. The Egyptians know how to get to Taprobane. In Taprobane there will be someone who knows how to get to Serica or the Indus.”


  She smiled broadly, a nice sight. “Magnus, that’s brilliant! Yes, let’s you and I and Sextus go to Serica!”


  *


  He didn’t stay long in Mitylene, but when he heard that the great philosopher Cratippus was there, he went to seek an audience.


  “I am honored, Pompeius,” said the old man in the pure white robe with the pure white beard flowing down its front.


  “No, the honor is mine.” Pompey made no attempt to sit down, stood looking into the rheumy eyes and wondering why they showed no sign of wisdom. Didn’t philosophers always look wise?


  “Let us walk,” said Cratippus, putting his arm through Pompey’s. “The garden is so beautiful. Done in the Roman style, of course. We Greeks have not the gift of gardening. I have always thought that the Roman appreciation of Nature’s beauty is an indication of the innate worth of the Roman people. We Greeks deflected our love of beauty into man-made things, whereas you Romans have the genius to insert your man-made things into Nature as if they belonged there. Bridges, aqueducts… So perfect! We never understood the beauty of the arch. Nature,” Cratippus rambled on, “is never linear, Gnaeus Pompeius. Nature is round, like the globe.”


  “I have never grasped the roundness of the globe.”


  “Didn’t Eratosthenes prove it when he measured the shadow on the same plane in Upper and Lower Egypt? Flatness has an edge. And if there is an edge, why don’t the waters of Oceanus flow off it like a cataract? No, Gnaeus Pompeius, the world is a globe, closed on itself like a fist. The tips of its fingers kiss the back of its palm. And that, you know, is a kind of infinity.”


  “I wondered,” said Pompey, searching for words, “if you could tell me anything about the Gods.”


  “I can tell you much, but what did you want to know?”


  “Well, something about their form. What godhead is.”


  “I think you Romans are closer to that answer than we Greeks. We set up our Gods as facsimiles of men and women, with all the failings, desires, appetites and evils thereof. Whereas the Roman Gods—the true Roman Gods—have no faces, no sex, no form. You say numina. Inside the air, a part of the air. A kind of infinity.”


  “But how do they exist, Cratippus?”


  The watery eyes, Pompey saw, were very dark but had a pale ring around the outside of each iris. Arcus senilis, the sign of coming death. He was not long for this world. This globe.


  “They exist as themselves.”


  “No, what are they like?”


  “Themselves. We can have no comprehension of what that might be because we do not know them. We Greeks gave them human personae because we could grasp at nothing else. But in order to make them Gods, we gave them superhuman powers. I believe,” said Cratippus gently, “that all the Gods are actually a part of one great God. Again, you Romans come closer to that truth. You know that all your Gods are a part of your great God, Jupiter Optimus Maximus.”


  “And does this great God live in the air?”


  “I think it lives everywhere. Above, below, inside, outside, around, about. I think we are a part of it.”


  Pompey wet his lips, came at last to what preyed on his mind. “Do we live on after we die?”


  “Ah! The eternal question. A kind of infinity.”


  “By definition, the Gods or a great God are immortal. We die. But do we continue to live?”


  “Immortality is not the same as infinity. There are many different kinds of immortality. The long life of God—but is it infinitely long? I do not think so. I think God is born and reborn in immeasurably long cycles. Whereas infinity is unchanging. It had no beginning, it will have no end. As for us—I do not know. Beyond any doubt, Gnaeus Pompius, you will be immortal. Your name and your deeds will live on for millennia after you are vanished. That is a sweet thought. And is it not to own godhead?”


  Pompey went away no more enlightened. Well, wasn’t that what they always said? Try to pin a Greek down and you ended with nothing. A kind of infinity.


  *


  He set sail from Mitylene with Cornelia Metella, Sextus and the two Lentuli and island-hopped down the eastern Aegaean Sea, staying nowhere longer than an overnight sleep, encountering no one he knew until he rounded the corner of Lycia and docked in the big Pamphylian city of Attaleia. There he found no less than sixty members of the Senate in exile. None terribly distinguished, all terribly bewildered. Attaleia announced its undying loyalty and gave Pompey twelve neat and seaworthy triremes together with a letter from his son Gnaeus, still on the island of Corcyra. How did word get around so quickly?


  Father, I have sent this same letter to many places. Please, I beg of you, don’t give up! I have heard of your frightful ordeals in the command tent from Cicero, who was here but has now gone. That Labienus! Cicero told me.


  He arrived with Cato and a thousand recovered wounded troops. Then Cato announced that he would take the soldiers on to Africa, but that it was inappropriate for a mere praetor to command when a consular—he meant Cicero—was available for command. His aim was to put himself and the men under Cicero’s authority, but you know that old bag of wind better than I do, so you can imagine what his answer was. He wanted nothing to do with further resistance, troops or Cato. When Cato realized that Cicero was secretly bent on going back to Italia, he lost his temper and went for Cicero with feet and fists. I had to drag him off. The moment he could, Cicero fled to Patrae, taking his brother Quintus and nephew Quintus with him. They had been staying with me. I imagine the three of them are now squabbling in Patrae.


  Cato took my transports—I have no need of them—and set sail for Africa. Unfortunately I had no one I could give him as a pilot, so I told him to point the bows of his ships south and let the winds and currents take him. One consolation is that Africa shuts Our Sea in on the south, so he can’t help but fetch up somewhere in Africa.


  What this tells me is that the war against Caesar is far from over. Resistance will crystallize in Africa Province as the refugees all head there. We are still alive and kicking, and we still own the seas. Please, I beg you, my beloved father, gather what ships you can and come either to me or to Africa.


  Pompey’s answer was brief.


  My dearest son, forget me. I can do nothing to help the Republican cause. My day is over. Nor, candidly, can I face the thought of the command tent with Cato and Labienus breathing down my neck. My race is run. What you do is your choice. But beware Cato and Labienus. The one is a rigid ideologue, the other a savage.


  Cornelia, Sextus and I are going far, far away. I will not say where in case this letter is intercepted. The two Lentuli, who have accompanied me until now, will leave me before I reveal my destination. I hope to elude them here in Attaleia.


  Look after yourself, my son. I love you.


  Early in September came the time for departure; Pompey’s ship slipped out of harbor without the knowledge of the two Lentuli or the sixty refugee senators. He had taken three of the triremes but left the other nine to be sent to Gnaeus in Corcyra.


  They called in to Cilician Syedra briefly, then crossed the water to Paphos in Cyprus. The prefect of Cyprus, now under Roman rule from Cilicia, was one of the sons of Appius Claudius Pulcher Censor and very keen to do what he could to help Pompey.


  “I am so sorry your father died so suddenly,” said Pompey.


  “And I,” said Gaius Claudius Pulcher, who didn’t look sorry. “Though he’d quite gone off his head, you know.”


  “I had heard something of it. At least he was spared things like Pharsalus.” How hard it was to say that word “Pharsalus”!


  “Yes. He and I have always been yours, but I can’t say the same for the whole patrician Claudian clan.”


  “All the Famous Families are split, Gaius Claudius.”


  “You can’t stay here, unfortunately. Antioch and Syria have declared for Caesar, and Sestius in the governor’s palace at Tarsus has always inclined toward Caesar. He’ll declare openly any day.”


  “How is the wind for Egypt?”


  Gaius Claudius stiffened. “I wouldn’t go there, Magnus.”


  “Why not?”


  “There’s civil war.”


  9


  The third Inundation of Cleopatra’s reign was the lowest on record in a land where records of the Inundation had been kept for two thousand years. Not merely down in the Cubits of Death: eight feet, a new bottom for the Cubits of Death.


  The moment Cleopatra heard, she understood that there would be no harvest this coming year, even in the lands of Ta-she and Lake Moeris. She did what she could to stave off disaster. In February she issued a joint edict with the little King directing that every scrap of grain produced or stored in Middle Egypt was to be sent to Alexandria. Middle and Upper Egypt were to feed themselves by irrigating the narrow valley of the Nilus from the First Cataract to Thebes. As every grain of wheat and barley grown in Egypt was the property of the Double Crown, she was fully entitled to issue this edict—and to exact the punishment for any transgression by grain merchant or bureaucrat: death and confiscation of all property. Informants were offered cash rewards; slave informants were offered their freedom as well.


  The response was immediate and frantic. In March the Queen thought it politic to issue a second edict. This one assured those possessed of Letters Regnant exempting them from taxation or military service that their exemptions would be honored—on the sole condition that they were engaged in agriculture. The whole kingdom outside Alexandria had to be driven to grow in the most painful way, by irrigation minus Inundation.


  The letters of protest flooded in. So too did requests for seed grain and remissions in taxes, neither of which the Double Crown was in a position to grant.


  Worse than this, Alexandria was in ferment. Food prices were spiraling, the poorer people scraping money together to buy food by selling their precious few possessions while those better off began to hoard both their money and their non-perishable foods. The little King and his sister Arsinoe smirked; Potheinus and Theodotus, assisted by General Achillas, went far and wide through Alexandria commiserating with the simmering citizens and suggesting that the shortage was a ploy of Cleopatra’s to reduce the more seditious-minded elements among the people by starving them out of the city.


  In June the trio struck. Alexandria boiled over; a mob set out from the Agora to the Royal Enclosure. Potheinus and Theodotus unbarred the gates, and the mob, led by Achillas, stormed inside. To discover that Cleopatra had gone. Nothing daunted, Arsinoe was presented to the mob as the new Queen and the little King spoke fair promises of improved conditions. The mob went home; Potheinus, Theodotus and Achillas were content. But they faced severe difficulties. There was no extra food to be had. However, power seized had to be defended and retained; Potheinus sent a fleet to raid the granaries of Judaea and Phoenicia, secure in the knowledge that the war between Pompey the Great and Gaius Caesar was occupying so much attention elsewhere that a few Egyptian raids would go, if not unnoticed, certainly unpunished.


  One difficulty loomed very large. Cleopatra had vanished. While ever she was free, she would be working indefatigably to ensure the downfall of little King Ptolemy’s palace cabal. Only where had she gone? All the dethroned Ptolemies took ship and sailed away! Yet nowhere on that huge waterfront could any of the cabal’s spies discover the slightest evidence that Cleopatra had sailed away.


  *
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  She had not sailed away. Accompanied by Charmian, Iras and a gigantic, black-skinned eunuch named Apollodorus, Cleopatra left the Royal Enclosure clad in the clothes of a well-to-do Alexandrian lady and riding on a donkey. Passing through the Canopic Gate scant hours before the mob stormed the palace, they boarded a small barge at the town of Schedia, where the canal from Lake Mareotis behind Alexandria flowed into the Canopic arm of the Nilus Delta. The distance to Memphis, which lay on the Nilus itself just before it fanned into the Delta, was not more than eight hundred Greek stadia—a hundred Roman miles.


  Memphis had again become the most powerful nucleus of worship in Egypt. Centered around the cult of the creator-god Ptah, under the first and middle pharaohs it had contained the treasure vaults and the most august priests. From the time of Pharaoh Senusret it sank from favor, superseded by Amon in Thebes. Religious power shifted from Memphis to Thebes. So did custody of the treasures. But with the fluctuating fortunes of Egypt after the last of the truly Egyptian pharaohs had died out, Amon too declined. Then came the Ptolemies and Alexandria. Memphis began to rise again, perhaps because it was much closer to Alexandria than was Thebes, the first Ptolemy, a brilliant man, had conceived the idea of bonding Alexandria to Egypt by having the high priest of Ptah, one Manetho, carve out a hybrid religion, part Greek, part Egyptian, under the godhead of Zeus-Osirapis-Osiris-Apis and an Artemis-Isis.


  The fall of Thebes occurred when it rebelled against Ptolemaic rule during the time of the ninth Ptolemy, called Soter II in the inscriptions and Lathyrus (which meant Chickpea) by his subjects. Chickpea massed his Jewish army and his shallow-drafted war galleys and rowed down Nilus to teach Thebes a lesson. He sacked it and razed it to the ground. Amon suffered terribly.


  However, the three-thousand-year-old priestly hierarchy of Egypt knew all there was to know about looting. Every pharaoh who had been laid to rest surrounded by incredible wealth was a target for tomb robbers, who went to any lengths to plunder the dead. While Egypt was strong these bandits were kept at bay; after Egypt became the prey of foreign incursions, most of the royal tombs were denuded. Only those secretly located remained unpillaged. As did the treasure vaults.


  By the time Ptolemy Chickpea tore Thebes apart (looking for the treasure vaults), those vaults were back in Memphis. He was desperate for money; Chickpea’s mother, the third Cleopatra, was Pharaoh, but made sure he was not. She loathed him, preferring his younger brother, Alexander, whom she finally succeeded in putting on the throne in his place. A fatal act for Egypt. After Alexander murdered her, the two brothers warred for the throne. When both were dead, Sulla the Dictator sent Alexander’s son to rule Egypt. He was the last legitimate male of the line, but not capable of siring children. His will bequeathed Egypt to Rome, and Egypt had lived in fear ever since.


  *


  Cleopatra came ashore on the west bank and rode on her ass to the west pylon of an enclosure half a square mile in extent. It embraced the temple of Ptah, the house in which the Apis Bulls were embalmed, a conglomeration of buildings devoted to the priests and their varied duties, and numerous smaller temples established in honor of long-dead pharaohs. Beneath it were honeycombs of chambers, rooms, runnels which proliferated as far as the pyramid fields several miles away. That part of the labyrinth entered from the embalming house of the Apis Bulls held the mummy of every Apis Bull which had ever lived, as well as mummified cats and ibises. That part of the labyrinth entered from a secret room within the temple of Ptah itself contained the treasure vaults.


  The Ue’b came to meet her, accompanied by his reciter priest the cherheb, his treasurer, his officials and the mete-en-sa, who were the ordinary priests. Not five Roman feet tall and weighing no more than a talent and a half, Cleopatra stood there while two hundred shaven-headed men prostrated themselves, their brows pressed against the polished red granite flags.


  “Goddess on Earth, Daughter of Ra, Incarnation of Isis, Queen of Queens,” said the High Priest of Ptah, getting to his feet in an expertly managed, gradually lessening series of additional obeisances while his priests remained prostrated.


  “Sem of Ptah, Neb-notru, wer-kherep-hemw, Seker-cha’bau, Ptahmose, Cha’em-uese,” said Pharaoh, smiling at him lovingly. “My dearest Cha’em, how good it is to see you!”


  The only item of apparel which distinguished Cha’em from his underlings was a necklace-collar. For the rest, he shaved his head and wore nothing save a thick white linen skirt which began just below his nipples and flared gently to mid-calf. The necklace-collar, the badge of office of the High Priest of Ptah since the first Pharaoh, was a wide gold plate extending from his throat to the tips of his shoulders and down to his nipples like a pectoral. Its outer border was studded with lapis lazuli, carnelian, beryl and onyx in a much thicker, twisted gold band which was fashioned into a jackal on the left side and two human feet and a lion’s paw on the right side. Two zigzagging courses of heavy gold connected the lapis nipple studs with his throat. Over it he wore three carefully distributed necklaces of gold rope which ended in carnelian-studded discs; over these he wore six more necklaces of gold rope which ended in even-sided jeweled crosses, three lower, three higher.


  “You’re disguised,” he said in Old Egyptian.


  “The Alexandrians have deposed me.”


  “Ah!”


  Cha’em led the way to his palace, a small blockish building of limestone painted with hieroglyphs and the cartouche of every High Priest of Ptah who had ever served the creator-god who made Ra, who was also Amon. Statues of the Memphis Triad of Ptah flanked the door: Ptah himself, a skullcapped straight human figure wrapped in mummy bandages to his neck; Sekhmet, his wife, lioness-headed; and the lotus god Nefer-tem, crowned with the sacred blue lotus and white ostrich plumes.


  Inside was cool and white, yet vivid with paintings and ornaments, furnished with chairs and tables of ivory, ebony, gold. A woman came into the room at the sound of voices; she was very Egyptian, very beautiful in that expressionless way the caste of Egyptian priests had perfected over the millennia. She wore a black wig cut to bare the tips of her shoulders, a tubelike under-dress of opaque white linen and a flare-sleeved, open over-dress of that fabulous linen only Egypt could make—a transparent, finely pleated.


  She too prostrated herself.


  “Tach’a,” said Cleopatra, embracing her. “My mother.”


  “I was for three years, that’s true,” said the wife of Cha’em. “Are you hungry?”


  “Have you enough?”


  “We manage, Daughter of Ra, even in these hard times. My garden, has a good canal to Nilus; my servants grow for us.”


  “Can you feed my people? There are only three, but poor Apollodorus eats a lot.”


  “We will manage. Sit, sit!”


  Over a simple meal of flattish bread, some small fish fried whole and a platter of dates, all washed down with barley beer, Cleopatra told her story.


  “What do you intend to do?” asked Cha’em, dark eyes hooded.


  “Command you to give me enough money to buy myself an army in Judaea and Nabataea. Phoenicia too. Potheinus was talking of raiding their granaries, so I imagine I won’t find it hard to enlist good troops. When Metellus Scipio quit Syria last year he left no one of ability behind—Syria has been left to its own devices. Provided I avoid the coast, I should have no difficulties.”


  Tach’a cleared her throat. “Husband, you have something else to discuss with Pharaoh,” she said in the tone all wives develop.


  “Patience, woman, patience! Let us finish with this first. How can we deal with Alexandria?” Cha’em asked. “I understand why it was built in the first place and I admit it is good to have a port onto the Middle Sea less vulnerable and mud-plagued than old Pelusium. But Alexandria is a parasite! It takes everything from Egypt and gives Egypt nothing in return.”


  “I know. And didn’t you train me for that when I lived here? If my throne were secure I’d be remedying that. But I have to make my throne secure. You know that Egypt cannot secede from Macedonian Alexandria, Cha’em. The damage is done. Were I as Pharaoh to leave it and govern real Egypt from Memphis, Alexandria would simply import massive armies and move to crush us. Egypt is Nilus. There is nowhere to flee beyond the river. It would be so easy, didn’t Chickpea demonstrate that? The winds blow the war galleys from the Delta all the way south to the First Cataract, and the Nilus current speeds them back. True Egypt would become a slave to Macedonians, hybrids and Romans. For it’s Roman armies would come.”


  “Which leads me, Goddess on Earth, to a most delicate topic.”


  The yellow-green eyes narrowed; Cleopatra frowned. “The Cubits of Death,” she said.


  “Twice in a row. This last one only eight feet—unheard of! The people of Nilus are murmuring.”


  “About the famine? Naturally.”


  “No, about Pharaoh.”


  “Explain.”


  Tach’a did not remove herself. A priestess-musician of the temple .and the wife of the Ue’b, she was privileged.


  “Daughter of Ra, it is being said that Nilus will remain in the Cubits of Death until female Pharaoh is quickened and brings forth a male child. It is the duty of female Pharaoh to be fecund, to placate Crocodile and Hippopotamus, to prevent Crocodile and Hippopotamus from sucking the Inundation down their nostrils.”


  “I am as aware of that as you are, Cha’em!” said Cleopatra tartly. “Why do you bother telling me things you drummed into me when I was a girl? I worry about it night and day! But what can I do about it? My brother-husband is a boy and he prefers his full sister to me. My blood is polluted by the Mithridatidae, I have not enough Ptolemy in me.”


  “You must find another husband, Goddess on Earth.”


  “There is no one. No one! Believe me, Cha’em, I’d murder that little viper in a moment if I could! And his younger brother! And Arsinoe! We’re famous for murdering each other! But the line of the Ptolemies has shrunk to the four of us, two girls, two boys. There are no other males to whom I might give my maidenhead, and I will not couple in Egypt’s name with any but a God!” She ground her teeth, an unpleasant sound. “My sister Berenice tried! But the Roman Aulus Gabinius foiled her, preferred to reinstate my father. Berenice died at Father’s hand. And if I’m not careful, I’ll die.”


  A thin ray of light came through an aperture in the wall, dust motes dancing in it. Cha’em spread his long, thin brown hands out, fingers splayed, to make a shadow on the tiled floor. He put one hand over the other and made a rayed sun. Then he removed one hand and made the other into the shape of the uraeus, the sacred serpent. “The omens have been strange and insistent,” he said dreamily. “Again and again they speak of a God coming out of the West… a God coming out of the West. A fit husband for Pharaoh.”


  Pharaoh tensed, shook. “The West?” she asked in tones of wonder. “The Realm of the Dead? You mean he is Osiris returned from the Realm of the Dead to quicken Isis?”


  “And make a male child,” said Tach’a. “Horus. Haroeris.”


  “But how can that be?” the woman, not Pharaoh, asked.


  “It will come to pass,” said Cha’em. He rose to his feet the long way, by first prostrating himself. “In the meantime, O Queen of Queens, we must see to the purchase of a good army.”


  *


  For two months Cleopatra traveled greater Syria, enlisting mercenaries. All the kingdoms of old Syria had made a profitable industry out of producing mercenaries who were universally deemed the world’s best hired troops. Idumaeans, Nabataeans. But the best mercenaries of all were Jewish. Cleopatra hied herself to Jerusalem. There at last she met the famous Antipater—and liked him. With him was his second son, Herod; of that arrogant, ugly young man she wasn’t so sure. Save that the pair of them were extremely intelligent and extremely rapacious. Her gold, they inferred, could buy their services as well as soldiers.


  “You see,” said Antipater, intrigued by the fact that this wispy scion of a degenerate house spoke impeccable Aramaic, “I am having grave doubts about Pompeius Magnus’s chances of defeating the mysterious man out of the West, Gaius Julius Caesar.”


  “Man out of the West?” asked Cleopatra idly, biting into a delicious pomegranate.


  “Yes, that’s what Herod and I call him. His conquests have been in the West. Now we shall see how he fares in the East.”


  “Gaius Julius Caesar… I know little about him except that he sold my father Friend and Ally status and confirmed his tenure of the throne. For a price. Tell me who this Caesar is.”


  “Who is Caesar?” Antipater leaned aside to wash his hands in a golden basin. “In any other place than Rome he’d be a king, great Queen. His family is ancient and august. He is, they say, descended from Aphrodite and Ares through Aeneas and Romulus.”


  The large and beautiful eyes, leonine, looked startled; down came long lashes to veil them. “Then he is a god.”


  “Not to anyone Judaic like us, but yes, he might claim a degree of godhead, I suppose,” said Herod lazily, browsing through a bowl of nuts with pudgy, hennaed fingers.


  How conceited these peoples of the minor Syrian kingdoms are! thought Cleopatra. They act as if the world’s navel were here in Jerusalem or Petra or Tyre. But it isn’t. The navel of the world is in Rome. I wish it were in Memphis! Or even Alexandria.


  *


  Her army of twenty thousand men plumped out by volunteers from the Land of Onias, the Queen of Alexandria and Egypt marched down the shore road from Raphia between the great salt marsh of Lake Sirbonis and the sea, then dug herself in on the Syrian flank of Mount Casius, a sandhill just ten miles from Pelusium. Here was the proper place to decide who would sit on the Egyptian throne. She had pure water and a viable supply line into Syria, where Antipater and son Herod were buying in foodstuffs and taking a nice big commission she didn’t grudge them in the least.


  Achillas and the army of Egypt moved to contain her; midway through September he arrived on the Pelusiac side of Mount Casius and dug himself in. A careful soldier, Achillas wanted to wear Cleopatra down before he struck. At midsummer, when the heat was fierce and her mercenaries would think of cool homes versus the sweat of battle. That was the time to crush her.


  Midsummer! The next Inundation! Cleopatra prowled her mud-brick house and itched to get the business over and done with. The world was falling apart! The man out of the West had defeated Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus at Pharsalus! But how, sitting here at Mount Casius, was she ever going to persuade him to visit Egypt? To do that she would need to occupy her throne securely and issue an invitation to pay a State visit. The Romans loved touring Egypt, demanded to see the crocodiles and at least one hippopotamus, wanted to be dazzled by gold and jewels, devastated by mighty temples. The tears coursing down her pinched face, Cleopatra reconciled herself to a third Inundation in the Cubits of Death. The omens were always right when Cha’em selected for purity. Gaius Julius Caesar, the God out of the West, would surely come. But not before midsummer.


  *


  Pompey arrived in the roads off Pelusium in the morning two days before his fifty-eighth birthday to find that old, neglected harbor choked with Egyptian war galleys and troop transports. No hope of easing inshore, even to anchor off some muddy beach. He and Sextus leaned on the ship’s rail and stared at the pandemonium in fascination.


  “There must be a civil war,” said Sextus.


  “Well, it’s certainly not for my benefit,” said his father with a grin. “We’d better send someone to scout for us, then we’ll decide what to do.”


  “Sail on to Alexandria, you mean?”


  “We might, but my three captains tell me we’re low on food as well as water, so we’ll have to stay here long enough to victual.”


  “I’ll go,” Sextus offered.


  “No, I’ll send Philip.”


  Sextus looked offended; his father punched him lightly on the shoulder.


  “Serves you right, Sextus, you should have done your Greek homework years ago. I’m sending Philip because he’s a Syrian Greek, he’ll be able to communicate. If it isn’t Attic, you’re stuck.”


  Gnaeus Pompeius Philip, one of Pompey’s own freedmen, came to receive his instructions. A big, fair man, he listened intently, nodded without questioning, and climbed over the trireme’s side into its dinghy.


  “There’s a battle in the offing, Gnaeus Pompeius,” he said when he returned two hours later. “Half of Egypt is somewhere in this vicinity. The Queen’s army is camped on the far side of Mount Casius, the King’s army is camped on this side. Talk in Pelusium is that they’ll come to grips within days.”


  “How does Pelusium know when they’ll fight?” asked Pompey.


  “The little King has arrived here—a very rare event. He’s too young to be war leader—someone called Achillas is that—but apparently the battle won’t be official if he’s not present.”


  Pompey sat down and wrote a letter to King Ptolemy asking for an audience immediately.


  The rest of the day went by without an answer, which gave Pompey fresh things to consider. Two years ago that letter would have acted like a prod up the podex from a spear were it addressed to the rulers of Mount Olympus. Now a child king felt himself at liberty to answer it in his own good time.


  “I wonder how long it would have taken for Caesar to get a reply?” Pompey asked Cornelia Metella, a little bitterly.


  She patted his hand. “Magnus, it’s not worth fretting about. These are strange people; their customs must be strange too. Besides, no one here might know about Pharsalus yet.”


  “That I don’t believe, Cornelia. I think by now even the King of the Parthians knows about Pharsalus.”


  “Come to bed and sleep. The answer will arrive tomorrow.”


  *


  Delivered by Philip to the merest clerk, Pompey’s letter took some hours to ascend the ladder of the paper-pushing hierarchy; Egypt, so the saying went, could give lessons in bureaucracy to the Greeks of Asia. Shortly before sunset it reached the secretary to the secretary of Potheinus, the Lord High Chamberlain. He examined its seal curiously, then stiffened. A lion’s head and the letters CN POMP MAG around its mane? “Serapis! Serapis!” He fled to Potheinus’s secretary, who fled to Potheinus.


  “Lord High Chamberlain!” the man gasped, holding out the little scroll. “A letter from Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus!”


  Clad in a gauzy purple linen reclining robe because he had done with business for the day, Potheinus uncoiled from his couch in a single movement, snatched the scroll and stared at its seal incredulously. It was! It had to be!


  “Send for Theodoras and Achillas,” he said curtly, sat down at his desk and snapped the bright red wax. Hands trembling, he unfurled the single sheet of Fannian paper and began to try to decipher its sprawling, spidery Greek.


  By the time Theodotus and Achillas came, he had finished and was sitting staring out the window, which faced west and the harbor of Pelusium, still aswarm with activity. He was looking at three trim triremes at anchor in the sea lanes.


  “What is it?” asked Achillas, a hybrid Macedonian-Egyptian with the size of his Macedonian forebears and the darkness of his Egyptian ones. A lithe man in his middle thirties and a professional soldier all his life, he was well aware that he had to defeat the Queen sooner or later; if he did not, he faced exile and ruin.


  “See those three ships?” asked Potheinus, pointing.


  “Built in Pamphylia, from the look of the prows.”


  “Do you know who’s on board one of them?”


  “No idea at all.”


  “Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus.”


  Theodotus squawked, sat down on a chair limply.


  Achillas flexed the muscles in his bare forearms, put his hands against the chest of his hard leather cuirass. “Serapis!”


  “Indeed,” said the Lord High Chamberlain.


  “What does he want?”


  “An audience with the King and safe passage to Alexandria.”


  “We should have the King here,” said Theodotus, stumbling to his feet. “I’ll get him.”


  Neither Potheinus nor Achillas protested; whatever was going to be done would be done in the name of the King, who was entitled to listen to his advisers in council. He wouldn’t have a say, of course. But he was entitled to listen.


  The thirteenth Ptolemy had stuffed himself with sweetmeats and was feeling rather sick; when he was informed who was on board one of those three triremes, his queasiness disappeared instantly, was replaced by eager interest.


  “Oh! Will I get to see him, Theodotus?”


  “That remains to be seen,” said his tutor. “Now sit down, listen carefully, and don’t interrupt... great King,” he added as an afterthought.


  Potheinus took the chair and nodded at Achillas. “Your opinion first, Achillas. What do we do with Gnaeus Pompeius?”


  “Well, his letter doesn’t tell us much, just asks for an audience and safe passage to Alexandria. He’s got three warships, no doubt a handful of troops too. But nothing to be worried about. It’s my opinion,” said Achillas, “that we should grant him his audience and send him on to Alexandria. He’ll be heading for his friends in Africa, I imagine.”


  “But in the meantime,” said Theodotus, agitated, “it will become known that he sought assistance here, was received here, saw the King here. He didn’t win Pharsalus—he lost Pharsalus! Can we afford to offend his conqueror, the mighty Gaius Caesar?”


  Handsome face impassive, Potheinus paid as much attention to Theodotus as he had to Achillas. “So far,” he said, “Theodotus makes a better case. What do you think, great King?”


  The twelve-year-old King of Egypt frowned solemnly. “I agree with you, Potheinus.”


  “Good, good! Theodotus, continue.”


  “Consider, please! Pompeius Magnus has lost the struggle to maintain his supremacy in Rome, the most powerful nation west of the Kingdom of the Parthians. The will of the late King Ptolemy Alexander, which was given to the Roman Dictator Sulla, bequeathed Egypt to Rome. We in Alexandria subverted that will, found our present king’s father to put on the throne. Marcus Crassus tried to annex Egypt. We evaded that and then bribed this same Gaius Caesar to confirm Auletes in his tenure of the throne.” The thin, painted, febrile face twisted up in anxiety. “But now this Gaius Caesar is, one might say with truth, the ruler of the world. How can we afford to offend him? With one snap of his fingers he can take away what he gave—an independent Egypt. Our own destiny. Keeping possession of our treasures and our way of life. We walk the edge of a razor! We cannot afford to offend Rome in the person of Gaius Caesar.”


  “You’re right, Theodotus,” said Achillas abruptly. He put his knuckles to his mouth and bit them. “We’re having our own war here—a secret war! We daren’t draw Rome’s attention to it—what if Rome should decide we’re incapable of managing our own affairs? That old will still exists. It’s still in Rome. I say that we send a message to Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus at dawn tomorrow and tell him to take himself off. Give him nothing.”


  “What do you think, great King?” asked Potheinus.


  “Achillas is right!” cried the thirteenth Ptolemy, then heaved a sigh. “Oh, but I would have liked to see him!”


  “Theodotus, you have more to say?”


  “I do, Potheinus.” The tutor got up from his chair and went around the table to stand behind the little King, his hands fondling the boy’s thick, dark gold hair, sliding to the smooth young neck. “I don’t think what Achillas suggests is strong enough. Naturally the mighty Caesar won’t come chasing after Pompeius himself—the ruler of the world has fleets and legions for that, legates by the hundreds to depute. As we know, at the moment he is touring the Roman province of Asia like a king. Where might he be now? They say he is in his own ancestral home, Ilium, Troy of old.”


  The little King’s eyes closed; he leaned against Theodotus and drowsed off to sleep.


  “Why,” asked Theodotus, carmined lips straining, “don’t we send the mighty Gaius Caesar a gift in the name of the King of Egypt? Why don’t we send the mighty Caesar the head of his enemy?” He fluttered his darkened lashes. “Dead men, they say, do not bite.”


  A silence fell.


  Potheinus linked his hands on the table in front of him and stared down at them reflectively. Then he looked up, his fine grey eyes wide open, still. “Quite so, Theodotus. Dead men do not bite. We will ship the head of his enemy to Gaius Caesar.”


  “But how do we accomplish the deed itself?” asked Theodotus, delighted that his was the mind thought of it.


  “Leave that to me,” said Achillas crisply. “Potheinus, write a letter to Pompeius Magnus in the King’s name, granting him an audience. I’ll take it to him myself and lure him ashore.”


  “He mightn’t want to come without a bodyguard,” said Potheinus.


  “He will. You see, I happen to know a man—a Roman man—whose face Pompeius will recognize. A man Pompeius trusts.”


  *


  Dawn came. Pompey, Sextus and Cornelia ate stale bread with the lack of enthusiasm a monotonous diet makes inevitable, drank of water which tasted faintly brackish.


  “Let us hope,” said Cornelia, “that we can at least provision our ships in Pelusium.”


  Philip the freedman appeared, beaming. “Gnaeus Pompeius, a letter from the King of Egypt! Beautiful paper!”


  The seal broken, the single sheet of—yes, beautiful paper indeed!— expensive papyrus spread open, Pompey mumbled his way through the short Greek text and looked up.


  “Well, I’m to have my audience. A boat will pick me up in an hour’s time.” He looked startled. “Ye Gods, I need a shave and my toga praetexta! Philip, send my man to me, please.”


  He stood, properly robed as proconsul of the Senate and People of Rome, Cornelia Metella and Sextus one on either side of him, waiting for some gorgeous gilded barge with purple sail to swan out from the shore.


  “Sextus,” he said suddenly.


  “Yes, Father?”


  “How about finding something to do for a few moments?”


  “Eh?”


  “Go and piss over the other side, Sextus! Or pick your nose! Anything which might give me a little time alone with your stepmother!”


  “Oh!” said Sextus, grinning. “Yes, Father. Of course, Father.”


  “He’s a good lad,” said Pompey, “just a little thick.”


  Three months ago Cornelia Metella would have found that whole exchange puerile; today she laughed.


  “You made me a very happy man last night, Cornelia,” Pompey said, moving close enough to touch her side.


  “You made me a very happy woman, Magnus.”


  “Maybe, my love, we should take more long sea voyages together. I don’t know what I would have done without you since Mitylene.”


  “And Sextus,” she said quickly. “He’s wonderful.”


  “More your age than I am! I’ll be fifty-eight tomorrow.”


  “I love him dearly, but Sextus is a boy. I like elderly men. In fact, I’ve come to the conclusion that you’re exactly the right age for me.”


  “Serica is going to be marvelous!”


  “So I think.”


  They leaned together companionably until Sextus came back, frowning. “The hour’s gone by and more, Father, but no royal barge do I see. Just that dinghy.”


  “It’s coming our way,” said Cornelia Metella.


  “Perhaps that’s it, then,” said Pompey.


  “For you?” his wife asked, tone freezing. “No, never!”


  “You must remember that I’m not the First Man in Rome anymore. Just a tired old Roman proconsul.”


  “Not to me!” said Sextus through his teeth.


  By this time the rowboat, actually somewhat larger than a dinghy, was alongside; the cuirassed man in the stern tilted his head up.


  “I’m looking for Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus!” he called.


  “Who wants him?” asked Sextus.


  “General Achillas, commander-in-chief of the King’s army.”


  “Come aboard!” cried Pompey, indicating the rope ladder.


  Both Cornelia Metella’s hands were fastened about Pompey’s right forearm. He looked down at her, surprised. “What is it?”


  “Magnus, I don’t like it! Whatever that man wants, send him away! Please, let’s up anchor and leave! I’d rather live on stale bread all the way to Utica than stay here!”


  “Shhh, it’s all right,” said Pompey, disengaging her hands as Achillas climbed easily over the rail. He walked forward with a smile. “Welcome, General Achillas. I’m Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus.”


  “So I see. A face everyone recognizes. Your statues and busts are all over the world! Even in Ecbatana, so rumor has it.”


  “Not for much longer. They’ll be tearing me down and putting Caesar up, I daresay.”


  “Not in Egypt, Gnaeus Pompeius. You’re our little king’s hero, he follows your exploits avidly. He’s so excited at the prospect of meeting you that he didn’t sleep last night.”


  “Couldn’t he do better than a dinghy?” snarled Sextus.


  “Ah, that’s due to the chaos in the harbor,” said Achillas nicely. “There are warships everywhere. One of them ran into the King’s barge by accident and holed it, alas. The result? This.”


  “Won’t get my toga wet, will I? Can’t meet the King of Egypt looking bedraggled,” said Pompey jovially.


  “Dry as an old bone,” said Achillas.


  “Magnus, please don’t!” Cornelia Metella whispered.


  “I agree, Father. Don’t go in this insult!” said Sextus.


  “Truly,” said Achillas, smiling to reveal that he had lost two of his front teeth, “circumstances have dictated the conveyance, nothing else. Why, I even brought along a familiar face to calm any fears you might have had. See the fellow in centurion’s dress?”


  Pompey’s eyes were not the best these days, but he had learned that if he screwed one of them three-quarters shut, the other one snapped into focus. He did his trick and let out a huge Picentine whoop of joy—Gallic, Caesar would have called it. “Oh, I don’t believe it!” He turned to Sextus and Cornelia Metella, face alight. “Do you know who that is down there in my ship of state? Lucius Septimius! A Fimbriani primus pilus from the old days in Pontus and Armenia! I decorated him several times, then he and I almost walked to the Caspian Sea. Except that we turned back because we didn’t like the crawlies. Well! Lucius Septimius!”


  After that it seemed a shame to crush his joy. Cornelia Metella contented herself with an admonition to be careful, while Sextus had a word with the two centurions from the First Legion who had insisted on coming along when they found Pompey in Paphos.


  “Keep an eye on him,” Sextus muttered.


  “Come on, Philip, hurry up!” said Pompey, climbing the rail without fuss despite the purple-bordered toga.


  Achillas, who had gone down the side first, ushered Pompey to the single seat in the bow. “The driest spot,” he said.


  “Septimius, you rogue, sit here right behind me!” said Pompey, disposing himself tidily. “Oh, what a pleasure to see you! But what are you doing in Pelusium?”


  Philip and his slave servant sat amidships between two of the six oarsmen, with Pompey’s two centurions behind them and Achillas in the stern.


  “Retired here after Aulus Gabinius left a garrison behind in Alexandria,” said Septimius, a very grizzled veteran blinded in one eye. “All went to pieces after a little scrap with the sons of Bibulus—well, you’d know about that. The rankers got sent back to Antioch and the ringleaders were executed. But yon General Achillas had a fancy to keep the centurions. So here I am, primus pilus in a legion full of Jews.”


  Pompey chatted for a while, but the trip was very slow and he worried a little about his speech; composing a flowery speech in Greek to deliver to a twelve-year-old boy had been difficult. He turned on his seat in the bow and called back to Philip.


  “Pass me my speech, would you?”


  Philip passed him the speech. He unrolled it, hunched his shoulders and began to go through it again.


  The beach came up quite suddenly; he had become absorbed.


  “Hope we run this thing up far enough not to muddy my shoes!” he laughed to Septimius, bracing himself for the jar.


  The oarsmen did well, the boat coasted up the dirty, muddy beach beyond the waterline, and came to rest level.


  “Up!” he said to himself, curiously happy. The night with Cornelia had been a lusty one, more lusty nights would come, and he had Serica to look forward to, a new life where an old soldier might teach exotic people Roman tricks. They said there were men out there whose heads grew out of their chests—men with two heads—men with one eye—sea serpents—oh, what mightn’t he find beyond the rising sun?


  You can keep the West, Caesar! I’m going East! Serica and freedom! What do the Sericans know or care about Picenum, what do they know or care about Rome? The Sericans will deem a Picentine upstart like me the equal of any Julian or Cornelian!


  Something tore, crunched and broke. His body already half out of the boat, Pompey turned his head to see Lucius Septimius right behind him.


  Warm liquid gushed down his legs; for a moment he thought he must have urinated, then the unmistakable smell rose to his nostrils. Blood. His? But there was no pain! His legs gave way, he fell full length in the dirty dry mud. What is it? What is happening to me? He felt rather than saw Septimius flip him over, sensed a sword looming above his chest.


  I am a Roman nobleman. They must not see my face as I die, they must not see that part of me which makes me a man. I must die like a Roman nobleman! Pompey made a last, convulsive effort. One hand yanked his toga decently down over his thighs, the other pulled a fold over his face. The sword point entered his chest with skill and power. He moved no more.


  Achillas had stabbed both the centurions in the back, but to kill two men at once is difficult. A fight broke out; the rear oarsmen turned to help. Still glued to their seat, Philip and the slave suddenly realized that they were going to die. They leaped to their feet, out of the boat, and were away.


  “I’ll go after them,” said Septimius, grunting.


  “Two silly Greeks?” asked Achillas. “What can they do?”


  A small party of slaves waited nearby, a big earthen crock at their feet. Achillas lifted his hand; they picked up the crock—it seemed very heavy—and approached.


  In the meantime Septimius had pulled the toga away from Pompey’s face to reveal its contours: peaceful, unmarred. He put the tip of his bloodied sword under the neck of the tunic with the broad purple stripe on its right shoulder and ripped it down to the waist. The second blow had been true; the wound lay over the heart.


  “It’s a bit hard,” said Septimius, “to cut a head off with the body like this. Someone find me a block of wood.”


  The block of wood was found. Septimius draped Pompey’s neck across it, lifted his sword and chopped down. Neat and clean. The head rolled a little way; the body subsided to the mud.


  “Never thought I’d be the one to kill him. Funny, that… A good general as generals go… Still, him alive is no use to me. Want the head in that jar?”


  Achillas nodded, more moved than this Roman centurion. As Septimius lifted the head up by its luxuriant silver hair, Achillas found his eyes going to it. Dreaming… but what of?


  The crock was full almost to the brim with natron, the liquid in which the embalmers soaked an eviscerated body for months as part of the mummification process. One of the slaves lifted its wooden plug; Septimius dropped the head in and stepped back quickly to avoid the sudden overflow.


  Achillas nodded. The slaves picked the jar up on its rope handles and carried it ahead of their master. The oarsmen had pushed the dinghy off and were busy rowing it away; Lucius Septimius plunged his sword into the dry mud to clean it, shoved it back into its scabbard and strolled off in the wake of the others.


  *


  Hours later Philip and the slave crept to the place where Pompey’s headless body lay on the deserted beach, its toga a browning crimson as the blood grew old yet still seeped through the porous woolen fibers.


  “We’re stranded in Egypt,” said the slave.


  Worn out from weeping, Philip looked up from the body of Pompey apathetically. “Stranded?”


  “Yes, stranded. They sailed, our ships. I saw them.”


  “Then there is no one save us to attend to him.” Philip gazed about, nodded. “At least there’s driftwood. No wonder they came in here; it’s so lonely.”


  The two men toiled until they had built a pyre six feet high; getting the body onto it wasn’t easy, but they managed.


  “We don’t have fire,” said the slave.


  “Then go and ask someone.”


  Darkness was falling when the slave returned carrying a small metal bucket puffing smoke.


  “They didn’t want to give me the bucket,” said the slave, “but I told them we wanted to burn Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. So then they said I could have the bucket.”


  Philip scattered the glowing coals through the open network of sea-silvered branches, made sure the toga was well rucked in, and stood back with the slave to see if the wood caught.


  It took a little time, but when it did catch the driftwood blazed fiercely enough to dry the fresh spate of Philip’s tears.


  Exhausted, they lay down some distance away to sleep; in that languorous air a fire was too warm. And at dawn, finding the pyre reduced to blackened debris, they used the metal bucket to cool it from the sea, then sifted through it for Pompey’s ashes.


  “I can’t tell what’s him and what’s wood,” said the slave.


  “There’s a difference,” said Philip patiently. “Wood crumbles. Bones don’t. Ask me if you’re not sure.”


  They put what they found in the metal bucket.


  “What do we do now?” asked the slave, a poor creature whose job was to wash and scrub.


  “We walk to Alexandria,” said Philip.


  “Got no money,” said the slave.


  “I carry Gnaeus Pompeius’s purse for him. We’ll eat.”


  Philip picked up the bucket, took the slave by one limp hand, and walked off down the beach, away from stirring Pelusium.
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  AUTHOR’S AFTERWORD


  Having arrived at the years which are very well documented in the ancient sources, in order to keep my wordage within limits my publishers find acceptable, I have had to pick and choose rather than retell every aspect. The addition of Caesar’s Commentaries, both on Gaul and on the civil war against Pompey the Great, enriches the ancient sources enormously.


  I don’t think there is much doubt that Caesar’s Commentaries on the war in Gallia Comata are his senatorial dispatches, and so have made them; the modern debate occurs more about whether Caesar published these dispatches in one lump at the beginning of 51 B.C., or whether he published them over the years one at a time. I have chosen to have him publish the first seven books as one volume around the beginning of 51 B.C.


  For my comments on the codex as used by Caesar, see the Glossary entry under codex.


  The amount of detail in Caesar’s Gallic War Commentaries is daunting, so also the number of names which come and go, never to be mentioned again. Therefore I have adopted a policy which curtails the mention of names never heard again. Quintus Cicero in winter camp along the Mosa had military tribunes under his command, for example, but I have elected not to mention them. The same can be said for Sabinus and Cotta. Caesar always cared more for his centurions than his military tribunes, and I have followed his example in places where a plethora of aristocratic new names would serve only to confuse the reader.


  In some other ways I have “tampered” with the Gallic War Commentaries, one quite major. This major one concerns Quintus Cicero at the end of 53 B.C., when he undergoes an ordeal quite remarkably similar to his ordeal in winter camp at the beginning of that year. Again he is besieged in a camp, this time the oppidum of Atuatuca, from whence Sabinus and Cotta had fled. In the interests of brevity I have changed this incident to an encounter with the Sugambri on the march; I have also changed the number of his legion from the Fourteenth to the Fifteenth, as it is difficult later to know exactly which legion Caesar led in such a hurry from Placentia to Agedincum. Caesar’s penetration of the Cebenna in winter has also been modified in the interests of brevity.


  Other, more minor departures stem out of Caesar’s own inaccuracies. His estimates of mileage, for example, are shaky. So too, sometimes, his descriptions of what is going on. The duel between the centurions Pullo and Vorenus has been simplified.


  One of the great mysteries about the Gallic War concerns the small number of his Atrebates whom King Commius was able to bring to the relief of Alesia. I couldn’t find a battle wherein they had perished en masse; until Labienus’s little plot, Commius and his Atrebates were on Caesar’s side. The only thing I could think was that they had marched en masse to the assistance of the Parisii, the Aulerci and the Bellovaci when Titus Labienus slaughtered those tribes along the Sequana (Seine) while Caesar was engaged in the campaigns around Gergovia and Noviodunum Nevirnum. Perhaps we should read “Atrebates” for “Bellovaci,” as the Bellovaci did remain alive in sufficient numbers to be a great nuisance later on.


  Again in the interests of simplicity, I have not done much with specific septs of the great Gallic confederations: Treveri (Mediomatrices and other septs), Aedui (Ambarri, Segusiavi), and Armorici (many septs from Esubii to Veneti to Venelli).


  Some years after Caesar’s death, a man from Gallia Comata turned up in Rome, claiming to be Caesar’s son. According to the ancient sources, he resembled Caesar physically. Out of this I have concocted the story of Rhiannon and her son. The concoction serves a twofold purpose: the first, to reinforce my contention that Caesar was not incapable of siring children, rather that he was hardly in anyone’s bed for long enough to do so; and the second, that it permits a more intimate look at the lives and customs of the Celtic Gauls. Though a late source, Ammianus is most informative.


  There have been many papers written by modern scholars as to why Titus Labienus did not side with Caesar after he crossed the Rubicon, why Labienus sided instead with Pompey the Great. Much is made of the fact that Labienus was in Pompey’s clientele because he was a Picentine from Camerinum and served as Pompey’s tame tribune of the plebs in 63 B.C. However, the fact remains that Labienus worked far more for Caesar than he did for Pompey, even during his tribunate of the plebs. Also, Labienus stood to gain more from allying himself with Caesar than with Pompey. The assumption is always that it was Labienus who said no to Caesar; but why, I wondered, could it not have been Caesar who said no to Labienus? There is a logical answer supporting this in the Eighth Book of the Gallic War Commentaries. The Eighth Book was not written by Caesar, but by his fanatically loyal adherent Aulus Hirtius. At one stage Hirtius waxes indignant over the fact that Caesar had refused to record Labienus’s plot against King Commius in his Seventh Book; it is up to him, says Hirtius, to record what was, as readers of this novel will have seen, a shabby and dishonorable affair. Not, I would have thought, anything Caesar would have approved of. Caesar’s action at Uxellodunum, a horrific business, was nonetheless done right up front and publicly. As Caesar seems to have conducted himself. Whereas Labienus was sneaky and underhanded. To me, the evidence seems to say that Caesar tolerated Labienus in Gaul because of his brilliance in the field, but that he would not have wanted Labienus in his camp after crossing the Rubicon; to Caesar, a political alliance with Labienus might have been a bit like marrying a cobra.


  Evidence favors Plutarch rather than Suetonius in the matter of what Caesar actually said when he crossed the Rubicon. Pollio, who was there, says that Caesar quoted some of a couplet from the New Comedy poet and playwright Menander, and quoted it in Greek, not in Latin. “Let the dice fly high!” Not “The die is cast.” To me, very believable. “The die is cast” is gloomy and fatalistic. “Let the dice fly high!” is a shrug, an admission that anything can happen. Caesar was not fatalistic. He was a risk taker.


  The Commentaries on the Civil War required far less adjustment than the Gallic War ones. On only one occasion have I altered the sequence of events, by having Afranius and Petreius return to Pompey earlier than it seems they did. My reason: to keep them in the minds of my non-scholar readers more comfortably.


  Now to the maps. Most are self-explanatory. Only Avaricum and Alesia need some words of explanation.


  What we know about these immortal situations is mostly based upon nineteenth-century maps and models done around the time Napoleon III was immersed in his Life of Caesar, and had Colonel Stoffel digging up France to look at Caesar’s camp and battle sites.


  I have departed from these maps and models in certain ways.


  In the case of Alesia, where the excavations proved that Caesar didn’t lie about what he accomplished, I differ from Stoffel in two ways (which do not contradict Caesar’s reportage, I add). First, Caesar’s cavalry camps. These, shown as free-floating and waterless, had to have been connected to Caesar’s fortifications. They also had to have incorporated a part of a natural stream at a place the Gauls would find difficult to divert. Riverbeds shift with the millennia, so we have no real idea whereabouts precisely the streams ran at Alesia two thousand years ago. Aerial surveys have revealed that the Roman fortifications at Alesia were as straight and/or regular as was general Roman military custom. I have therefore partially “squared” the cavalry camps, which Stoffel draws most irregularly. Second, I believe that the camp of Rebilus and Antistius formed the closure of Caesar’s ring, and have drawn it thus. In Stoffel’s maps it “floats,” and suggests that Caesar’s ring was never closed at all. I can’t see Caesar making that kind of mistake. To use the vulnerable camp as his closure, given that he couldn’t take the circumvallation up and over the mountain, is good sense. He had two legions there to man the lines along his great weakness.


  As for Avaricum, I depart from the models in four ways. First, that I can see no reason not to make the wall connecting Caesar’s two flank walls as high as his flank walls. To have it the same height creates a proper fighting platform fed by troops from everywhere at once. Second, I fail to see why defense towers would have been erected on Avaricum’s walls right where the gangplanks of Caesar’s towers would have thumped down. In a famously iron-rich tribe like the Bituriges, surely iron shields were more likely opposite Caesar’s towers; the Avarican towers would have been more useful elsewhere. Third, I have halved the number of mantlets these models have put outside the flanking walls and going nowhere of much help in getting troops on top of the assault platform. I believe these particular mantlets sheltered the Roman sappers. Fourth, I have not drawn in any shelter sheds or a palisade on top of the assault platform; not because they weren’t there, but rather to show what the platform itself looked like.


  The drawings.


  Not so many in this book. The likeness of Caesar is authentic. So too is the likeness of Titus Labienus, which was drawn from a polished marble bust in the museum at Cremona. Very difficult to capture in reflected light. Ahenobarbus is reputed to be authentic. Quintus Cicero’s likeness is drawn from a bust said to be of his famous brother, but examination of this bust says it is not Marcus Cicero. The skull shape is completely wrong, and the subject much balder than Cicero is ever depicted. There is, however, a pronounced resemblance to Cicero. Could this not, I asked, be a bust of little brother Quintus?


  Vercingetorix is taken from a coin profile.


  The drawings of Metellus Scipio and Curio are not authenticated likenesses, but taken from portrait busts of the first century B.C.


  This drawing of Pompey the Great is taken from the famous bust in Copenhagen.


  *


  I do all the research myself, but there are a number of people to thank for their unflagging help. My classical editor, Professor Alanna Nobbs of Macquarie University in Sydney, and her colleagues; my loyal little band of secretaries, housekeepers, and men-of-all-work; Joe Nobbs; Frank Esposito; Fred Mason; and my husband, Ric Robinson.


  The next book will be called The October Horse.


  GLOSSARY


  ABSOLVO The term employed by a court jury when voting for the acquittal of the accused.


  aedile There were four Roman magistrates called aediles; two were plebeian aediles, two were curule aediles. Their duties were confined to the city of Rome. The plebeian aediles were created first (493 B.C.) to assist the tribunes of the plebs in their duties, but, more particularly, to guard the right of the Plebs to its headquarters, located in the temple of Ceres. Soon the plebeian aediles inherited supervision of the city’s buildings, both public and private, as well as archival custody of all plebiscites passed in the Plebeian Assembly, together with any senatorial decrees (consulta) directing the enactment of plebiscites. They were elected by the Plebeian Assembly, and did not have the right to sit in the curule chair; nor were they entitled to lictors. Then in 367 B.C. two curule aediles were created to give the patricians a share in custody of the city’s buildings and archives. They were elected by the Popular Assembly, which comprised the whole people, patrician and plebeian, and therefore had the right to sit in the curule chair and be preceded by two lictors. Very soon, however, the curule aediles were as likely to be plebeians as patricians. From the third century B.C. downward, all four were responsible for the care of Rome’s streets, water supply, drains and sewers, traffic, public buildings, building standards and regulations for private buildings, public monuments and facilities, markets, weights and measures (standard sets of these were housed in the basement of the temple of Castor and Pollux), games, and the public grain supply. They had the power to fine citizens and non-citizens alike for infringements of any regulation appertaining to any of the above, and deposited the moneys in their coffers to help fund the games. Aedile—curule or plebeian—was not a magistracy of the cursus honorum (see magistrates), but because of its association with the games was a valuable magistracy for a man to hold just before he stood for office as praetor.


  Agedincum An oppidum belonging to the Senones. Modern Sens.


  agora The open space, usually surrounded by colonnades or some kind of public buildings, which served any Greek or Hellenic city as its public meeting place and civic center. The Roman equivalent was a forum.


  ague The old name for the rigors of malaria.


  Alba Helviorum The main town of the Helvii. Near modern Le Teil.


  Albis River The Elbe.


  Alesia An oppidum of the Mandubii. Modern Alise-Ste.-Reine.


  Alexander the Great King of Macedonia, and eventually of most of the known world. Born in 356 B.C., he was the son of Philip II and one Olympias of Epirus. His tutor was Aristotle. At the age of twenty, he acceded to the throne upon his father’s assassination. Regarding Asia Minor as in his purlieus, he determined to invade it. He first crushed all opposition in Macedonia and Greece, then in 334 B.C. led an army of forty thousand men into Anatolia. Having liberated all the Greek city-states therein from Persian rule, he proceeded to subdue all resistance in Syria and Egypt, where he is said to have consulted the oracle of Amon at modern Siwah. The year 331 B.C. saw him marching for Mesopotamia to meet the Persian King, Darius. Darius was defeated at Gaugamela; Alexander went on to conquer the empire of the Persians (Media, Susiana, Persia), accumulating fabulous booty. From the Caspian Sea he continued east to conquer Bactria and Sogdiana, reaching the Hindu Kush after a three-year campaign which cost him dearly. To ensure his treaties he married the Sogdian princess Roxane, then set out for India. Resistance in the Punjab ceased upon the defeat of King Porus on the Hyphasis River, from whence he marched down the Indus River to the sea. In the end his own troops curtailed Alexander’s plans by refusing to accompany him eastward to the Ganges. He turned west again, dividing his army; half marched with him overland and half sailed with his marshal Nearchos. The fleet was delayed by monsoons, and Alexander’s own progress through Gedrosia was a frightful ordeal. Eventually what was left of the army reunited in Mesopotamia; Alexander settled down in Babylon. There he contracted a fever and died in 323 B.C. at the age of thirty-two, leaving his marshals to divide his empire amid war and dissent. His son by Roxane, born posthumously, never lived to inherit. The indications are that Alexander wished to be worshiped as a god.


  Ambrussum A town in the Roman Gallic Province on the Via Domitia to Narbo and Spain. It was near Lunel.


  Anatolia Roughly, modern Turkey. It incorporated Bithynia, Mysia, the Roman Asian Province, Lycia, Pisidia, Phrygia, Paphlagonia, Pontus, Galatia, Lacaonia, Pamphylia, Cilicia, Cappadocia and Armenia Parva (Little Armenia).


  animus The Oxford Latin Dictionary has the best definition, so I will quote it: “The mind as opposed to the body, the mind or soul as constituting with the body the whole person.” One must be careful, however, not to attribute belief in the immortality of the soul to Romans.


  Aous River The Vijose River, in modern Albania.


  Apollonia The southern terminus of the Via Egnatia, the road which traveled from Byzantium and the Hellespont to the Adriatic Sea. Apollonia lay near the mouth of the Aous (Vijose) River.


  Apsus River The Seman River, in modern Albania. In Caesar’s time it appears to have served as the boundary between Epirus to its south and western Macedonia to its north.


  Aquae Sextiae A town in the Roman Gallic Province near which Gaius Marius won a huge victory against the Teutonic Germans in 102 B.C. The modern name is Aix-en-Provence. Aquilifer The soldier who bore a legion’s silver Eagle.


  Aquitania The lands between the Garumna River (the Garonne) and the Pyrenees.


  Arar River The Saône River.


  Arausio Orange.


  Arduenna The Ardennes Forest.


  Arelate Arles.


  Ariminum Rimini.


  armillae The wide bracelets, of gold or silver, awarded as prizes for valor to Roman legionaries, centurions, cadets and military tribunes of more junior rank.


  Arnus River The Arno River. It served as the boundary between Italian Gaul and Italia proper on the western side of the Apennine watershed.


  Assembly(comitium, comitia) Any gathering of the Roman People convoked to deal with governmental, legislative, judicial, or electoral matters. In the time of Caesar there were three true Assemblies: the Centuries, the People, and the Plebs. The Centuriate Assembly marshaled the People, patrician and plebeian, in their Classes, which were filled by a means test and were economic in nature. As this was originally a military assemblage of cavalry knights, each Class gathered outside the sacred city boundary on the Campus Martius at a place called the Saepta. Except for the senior eighteen Centuries, kept to one hundred members, many more than one hundred men were lumped into one Century by Caesar’s time. The Centuriate Assembly met to elect consuls, praetors and (every five years) censors. It also met to hear major charges of treason (perduellio) and could pass laws. Under ordinary circumstances it was not convoked to pass laws or hear trials. The Assembly of the People or Popular Assembly (comitia populi tributa) allowed the full participation of patricians and was tribal in nature, convoked in the thirty-five tribes into which all Roman citizens were placed. Called into session by a consul or praetor, it normally met in the well of the Comitia, in the lower Forum Romanum. It elected the curule aediles, the quaestors, and the tribunes of the soldiers. Until Sulla established the standing courts it conducted trials; in the time of Caesar it met to formulate and pass laws as well as hold elections. The Plebeian Assembly (comitia plebis tributa or concilium plebis) was also a tribal assembly, but it did not allow participation of patricians. The only magistrate empowered to convoke it was a tribune of the plebs. It had the right to enact laws (called plebiscites) and conduct trials, though trials were few after Sulla established standing courts. Its members elected the plebeian aediles and the tribunes of the plebs. It usually met in the well of the Comitia. See also tribe and voting,


  atrium The main reception room of a Roman domus, or private house. It generally contained an opening in the roof above a pool (impluvium) originally intended as a reservoir for domestic use. By Caesar’s time, the pool had become ornamental only.


  auctoritas A very difficult Latin term to translate, as it meant far more than the English word “authority” implies. It carried nuances of pre-eminence, clout, public importance and—above all—the ability to influence events through sheer public reputation. All the magistracies possessed auctoritas as an intrinsic part of their nature, but auctoritas was not confined to those who held magistracies. The Princeps Senatus, Pontifex Maximus, other priests and augurs, consulars and even some private citizens outside the ranks of the Senate owned auctoritas. Though the plutocrat Titus Pomponius Atticus was never a senator, his auctoritas was formidable.


  augur A priest whose duties concerned divination. He and his fellow augurs constituted the College of Augurs, an official State body which numbered twelve members (six patricians and six plebeians) until in 81 B.C. Sulla increased its membership to fifteen, always thereafter intended to contain one more plebeian than patrician. Originally augurs were co-opted by the College of Augurs, but in 104 B.C. Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus brought in a law compelling election of future augurs by an assembly of seventeen tribes chosen from the thirty-five by lot. Sulla in 81 B.C. removed election, going back to co-optation, but after his death election was reestablished. The augur did not predict the future, nor did he pursue his auguries at his own whim; he inspected the proper objects or signs to ascertain whether or not the undertaking in question met with the approval of the Gods, be the undertaking a contio, a war, legislation, or any other State business, including elections. There was a standard manual of interpretation to which the augur referred; augurs “went by the book.” The augur wore the purple-and-scarlet-striped toga trabea and carried a curved, curlicued staff, the lituus.


  aurochs The progenitor of modern cattle, now extinct, in Caesar’s time this huge wild ox still roamed the impenetrable forests of Germania, though it had disappeared from the Ardennes. Auser River The Serchio River in Italy.


  Avaricum The largest oppidum of the Bituriges, and said to be the most beautiful oppidum in Gallia Comata. It is now the city of Bourges.


  ave Hello in Latin.


  Axona River The Aisne River.


  ballista In Republican times, a piece of artillery designed to hurl stones and boulders. The missile was placed in a spoon-shaped arm which was put under extreme tension by means of a rope spring wound up very tightly; when the spring was released, the arm shot into the air and came to rest against a thick pad, propelling the missile a considerable distance depending upon the size of the missile and the size of the machine itself.


  barbarian Derived from a Greek word having strong onomatopoeic overtones. On first hearing certain peoples speak, the Greeks heard it as “bar-bar,” like animals barking. “Barbarian” was not a word applied to any people settled around the Mediterranean Sea or in Asia Minor, but referred to peoples and nations deemed uncivilized, lacking in any desirable or admirable culture. Gauls, Germans, Scythians, Sarmatians, Massagetae and other peoples of the steppes and forests were barbarians.


  battlement The parapet along the top of a fortified wall at its full (that is, above head level) height. The battlement afforded shelter for those not engaged in the actual fighting.


  Belgae, Belgica The Belgae were those tribes of Gauls who were a hybrid mixture of Celt and German. Their religion was Druidic, but they often preferred cremation to inhumation. Some, like the Treveri, had progressed to the stage of electing annual magistrates called vergobrets, but most still subscribed to the rule of kings; the title of king was not hereditary, but attained through combat or other trials of strength. The Belgae lived in that part of Gallia Comata called Belgica, which may be thought of as north of the Sequana (Seine) River and extending east to the Rhenus (Rhine) River north of the lands of the Mandubii.


  Beroea Veroia, in Greece.


  Bibracte An oppidum of the Aedui, now Mont Beuvray.


  Bibrax An oppidum of the Remi. Near Laon.


  bireme A galley constructed for use in naval warfare, and intended to be rowed rather than sailed, though it was equipped with a mast and sail (usually left ashore if action was likely). Some biremes were decked or partially decked, but most were open. It seems that the oarsmen did sit on two levels at two separate banks of oars, the upper bank accommodated in an outrigger, and the lower bank’s oars poking through leather-valved ports in the ship’s sides. Built of fir or some other lightweight pine, the bireme could be manned only in fair weather, and fight battles only in very calm seas. Like all warships, it was not left in the water, but stored in shipsheds. It was much longer than it was wide in the beam (the ratio was about 7:1), and probably measured about 100 feet (30 meters) in length. There were upward of one hundred oarsmen. A bronze-reinforced beak of oak projected forward of the bow just below the waterline, and was used for ramming and sinking other galleys. The bireme was not designed to carry marines or artillery, or grapple to engage other vessels in land-style combat. Throughout Greek and Roman Republican times the ship was rowed by professional oarsmen, never by slaves. Slaves sent to the galleys were a feature of Christian times.


  breastworks The parapet along the top of a fortified wall contained breast-high sections designed to enable the defenders to fight over their tops. These were the breastworks.


  Brundisium Modern Brindisi.


  Burdigala An oppidum of the Aquitanian Bituriges near the mouth of the Garumna (Garonne) River. Modern Bordeaux.


  Cabillonum An oppidum of the Aedui upon the Arar (Saone) River. Modern Chalon-sur-Saône.


  Cacat! Shit!


  Calabria Confusing for modern Italians! Nowadays Calabria is the toe of the boot, but in Roman times it was the heel. Brundisium and Tarentum were the important cities. Its people were the Illyrian Messapii.


  Campus Martius The Field of Mars. Situated north of the Servian Walls, it was bounded by the Capitol on its south and the Pincian Hill on its east; the rest of it was enclosed by a huge bend in the Tiber River. In Republican times it was not inhabited as a suburb, but was the place where triumphing armies bivouacked, the young were trained in military exercises, horses engaged in chariot racing were stabled and trained, the Centuriate Assembly met, and market gardening vied with public park-lands. At the apex of the river bend lay the public swimming holes known as the Trigarium, and just to the north of the Trigarium were medicinal hot springs called the Tarentum. The Via Lata (Via Flaminia) crossed the Campus Martius on its way to the Mulvian Bridge; the Via Recta bisected the Via Lata at right angles.


  Capena Gate The Porta Capena. One of the two most important gates in Rome’s Servian Walls (the other was the Porta Collina, the Colline Gate). It lay beyond the Circus Maximus, and outside it was the common highway which branched into the Via Appia and the Via Latina about half a mile beyond it.


  capite censi Literally, the Head Count. Also known as proletarii. They were the lowly of Rome, and were called the Head Count because at a census all the censors did was to “count heads.” Too poor to belong to a Class, the urban Head Count usually belonged to one of the four urban tribes, and therefore owned no worthwhile votes. This rendered them politically useless, though the ruling class was very careful to ensure that they were fed at public expense and given plenty of free entertainment. It is significant that during the centuries when Rome owned the world, the Head Count never rose against their betters. Rural Head Count, though owning a valuable rural tribal vote, could rarely afford to come to Rome at election time. I have sedulously avoided terms like “the masses” or “the proletariat” because of post-Marxist preconceptions not applicable to the ancient lowly.


  Carantomagus An oppidum belonging to the Ruteni. Near modern Villefranche.


  Carcasso A stronghold in the Roman Gallic Province on the Atax River not far from Narbo. Modern Carcassonne.


  Carinae One of Rome’s most exclusive addresses. Incorporating the Fagutal, the Carinae was the northern tip of the Oppian Mount on its western side; it extended from the Velia to the Clivus Pullius. Its outlook was southwestern, toward the Aventine.


  Caris River The Cher River.


  carpentum A four-wheeled, closed carriage drawn by six to eight mules.


  cartouche The personal hieroglyphs peculiar to each individual Egyptian pharaoh, enclosed within an oval (or rectangular with rounded corners) framing line. The practice continued through until the last pharaoh of all, Cleopatra VII.


  cataphract A cavalryman clad in chain mail from the top of his head to his toes; his horse was also clad in chain mail. Cataphracts were peculiar to Armenia and to the Kingdom of the Parthians at this period in time, though they were the ancestors of the medieval knight. Because of the weight of their armor, their horses were very large and bred in Media.


  catapulta In Republican times, a piece of artillery designed to shoot bolts (wooden missiles rather like very large arrows). The principle governing their mechanics was akin to that of the crossbow. Caesar’s Commentaries inform us that they were accurate and deadly. Cebenna The Massif Central, the Cévennes.


  Celtae The pure Celtic peoples of Gallia Comata. They occupied the country south of the Sequana River and were twice as numerous as the Belgae (four million against two million). Their religious practices were Druidic; they did not practise cremation, but elected to be inhumed. Those Celtic tribes occupying modern Brittany were much smaller and darker than other Celts, as were many Aquitanian tribes. Some Celts adhered to kings, who were elected by councils, but most tribes preferred to elect a pair of vergobrets on an annual basis.


  Cenabum The main oppidum of the Carnutes, on the Liger (Loire) River. Modern Orleans.


  censor The censor was the most august of all Roman magistrates, though he lacked imperium and therefore was not entitled to be escorted by lictors. Two censors were elected by the Centuriate Assembly to serve for a period of five years (termed a lustrum). Censorial activity was, however, mostly limited to the first eighteen months of the lustrum. No man could stand for censor until he had been consul; usually only those consulars of notable auctoritas and dignitas bothered to run. The censors inspected and regulated membership in the Senate and in the Ordo Equester (the knights), and conducted a general census of all Roman citizens throughout the world. They had the power to transfer a citizen from one tribe to another as well as from one Class to another. They applied the means test. The letting of State contracts for everything from the farming of taxes to public works was also their responsibility.


  Centuriate Assembly See Assembly.


  centurion He was the regular professional officer of the Roman legion. It is a mistake to equate him with the modern non-commissioned officer; centurions enjoyed a relatively exalted status uncomplicated by social distinctions. A Roman general hardly turned a hair if he lost even senior military tribunes, but was devastated if he lost centurions. Centurion rank was graduated in a manner so tortuous that no modern scholar has worked out how many grades there were, nor how they progressed. The ordinary centurion commanded the century, composed of eighty legionaries and twenty noncombatant servants (see noncombatants). Each cohort in a legion had six centuries and six centurions, with the senior man, the pilus prior, commanding the senior century as well as the entire cohort. The ten men commanding the ten cohorts which made up a legion were also ranked in seniority, with the legion’s most senior centurion, the primus pilus (reduced by Caesar to primipilus), answering only to his legion’s commander (either one of the elected tribunes of the soldiers or one of the general’s legates). During Republican times promotion was up from the ranks. The centurion had certain easily recognizable badges of office: alone among Roman military men, he wore greaves covering his shins; he also wore a shirt of scales rather than chain links; his helmet crest was stiff and projected sideways rather than back-to-front; and he carried a stout knobkerrie of vine wood. He always wore many decorations.


  century Any grouping of one hundred men.


  Cherusci A tribe of Germans occupying the lands around the sources of those German rivers emptying into the North Sea.


  chlamys The cloaklike outer garment worn by Greek men.


  Cimbri A Germanic people who originally inhabited the northern half of the Jutland Peninsula (modern Denmark). Strabo says that a sea flood drove them out in search of a new homeland around 120 B.C. In combination with the Teutones and a mixed group of Germans and Celts (the Marcomanni-Cherusci-Tigurini), they wandered around Europe in search of this homeland until they ran afoul of Rome. In 102 and 101 B.C., Gaius Marius utterly defeated them; the migration disintegrated. Some six thousand Cimbri, however, returned to their kinfolk the Atuatuci in modern Belgium.


  Cimbric Chersonnese The Jutland Peninsula, modern Denmark.


  Circus Flaminius The circus situated on the Campus Martius not far from the Tiber and the Forum Holitorium. It was built in 221 B.C. to hold about fifty thousand spectators, and was sometimes used for meetings of the various Assemblies.


  Circus Maximus The old circus built by King Tarquinius Priscus before the Republic began. It filled the whole of the Vallis Murcia, a declivity between the Palatine and Aventine mounts. Even though it could hold over 150,000 spectators, there is ample evidence during Republican times that freedmen citizens were excluded from the games held there because of lack of room. Women were permitted to sit with men.


  citrus wood The most prized cabinet wood of the ancient world. It was cut from vast galls on the root system of a cypresslike tree, Callitris quadrivavis vent., which grew in the highlands of North Africa all the way from the Oasis of Ammonium in Egypt to the far Atlas Mountains of Mauretania. Though termed citrus, the tree was not botanically related to orange or lemon.


  Classes These were five in number, and represented the economic divisions of property-owning or steady-income-earning Roman citizens. The members of the First Class were the richest; the members of the Fifth Class were the poorest. Those Roman citizens who belonged to the capite censi or Head Count did not qualify for a Class status, and so could not vote in the Centuriate Assembly. In actual fact, if the bulk of the First and Second Class Centuries voted the same way, even the Third Class was not called upon to vote.


  client-king A foreign monarch might pledge himself as a client in the service of Rome as his patron, thereby entitling his kingdom to be known as Friend and Ally of the Roman People. Sometimes, however, a foreign monarch pledged himself as the client of a Roman individual. Lucullus and Pompey both owned client-kings.


  codex Basically, a book rather than a scroll. Evidence indicates that the codex of Caesar’s day was a clumsy affair made of wooden leaves with holes punched in their left-hand sides through which thongs of leather bound them together. However, the sheer length of Caesar’s senatorial dispatches negates the use of wooden leaves. I believe Caesar’s codex was made of sheets of paper sewn together along the left-hand margin. The chief reason for my assuming this is that his codex leaf was described as being divided into three columns for easier reading—not possible on a wooden leaf of a size enabling the codex to be read comfortably.


  cognomen The last name of a Roman male anxious to distinguish himself from all his fellows possessed of identical first (praenomen) and family (nomen) names. He might adopt a cognomen for himself, as did Pompey with the cognomen Magnus, or simply continue to bear a cognomen which had been in the family for generations, as did the Julians cognominated Caesar. In some families it became necessary to have more than one cognomen; the best example of this is Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius Scipio Nasica, a Cornelius Scipio Nasica adopted into the Caecilii Metelli. He was generally known as Metellus Scipio for short. The cognomen often pointed up some physical characteristic or idiosyncrasy—jug ears, flat feet, humpback, swollen legs—or else commemorated some great feat—as in the Caecilii Metelli who were cognominated Dalmaticus, Balearicus, Macedonicus, and Numidicus, these being related to a country each man had conquered. The most delicious cognomens were heavily sarcastic—Lepidus, meaning a thoroughly nice fellow, attached to a right bastard—or extremely witty—as with the already multiply cognominated Gaius Julius Caesar Strabo Vopiscus (Strabo, meaning he had cross-eyes, and Vopiscus, meaning he was the surviving one of twins). He earned the additional name of Sesquiculus, meaning he was more than just an arsehole, he was an arsehole and a half.


  cohort The tactical unit of the legion. It comprised six centuries; each legion owned ten cohorts. When discussing troop movements, it was more customary for the general to speak of his army in terms of cohorts rather than legions, which perhaps indicates that, at least until Caesar’s time, the general deployed or peeled off cohorts rather than legions. Caesar seems to have preferred to general legions than cohorts, though Pompey at Pharsalus had eighteen cohorts which had not been organized into legions.


  college A body or society of men having something in common. Rome owned priestly colleges (such as the College of Pontifices), political colleges (the College of Tribunes of the Plebs), civil servant colleges (the College of Lictors), and trade colleges (the Guild of Undertakers, for example). Certain groups of men from all walks of life, including slaves, banded together in what were called crossroads colleges to look after the city of Rome’s major crossroads and conduct the annual feast of the crossroads, the Compitalia.


  comata Long-haired.


  comitium, comitia See Assembly.


  CONDEMNO The word employed by a court jury when delivering a verdict of guilty.


  Conscript Fathers When it was established as an advisory body by the Kings of Rome (traditionally by Romulus himself), the Senate consisted of one hundred patricians entitled patres—fathers. Then when plebeian senators were added during the first years of the Republic, they were said to be conscripti—chosen without a choice. Together, the patrician and plebeian senators were said to be patres et conscripti; gradually the once-distinguishing terms were run together. All members of the Senate were Conscript Fathers.


  consul The consul was the most senior Roman magistrate owning imperium, and the consulship (modern scholars do not refer to it as the “consulate” because a consulate is a modern diplomatic institution) was the top rung on the cursus honorum. Two consuls were elected each year by the Centuriate Assembly, and served for one year. They entered office on New Year’s Day (January 1). The one who had polled the requisite number of Centuries first was called the senior consul; the other was the junior consul. The senior consul held the fasces for the month of January, which meant his junior colleague looked on. In February the fasces passed to the junior consul, and alternated thus throughout the year. Both consuls were escorted by twelve lictors, but only the consul holding the fasces for that month had his lictors bear them. By the last century of the Republic, both consuls could be plebeians, but both consuls could not be patricians. The proper age for a consul was forty-two, twelve years after entering the Senate at thirty, though there is convincing evidence that Sulla in 81 B.C. accorded patrician senators the privilege of standing for consul (and praetor) two years before any plebeian; this meant a patrician could be consul at forty. A consul’s imperium knew no bounds; it operated not only in Rome and Italia, but throughout the provinces as well, and overrode the imperium of a proconsular governor unless he had imperium maius, an honor accorded to Pompey regularly, but to few others. The consul could command any army.


  consular The name given to a man after he stepped down from office as consul. He was then held in special esteem by the rest of the Senate. Until Sulla became Dictator, the consular was always asked to speak or give his opinion in the House ahead of all others. Sulla changed that, preferring to exalt magistrates in office and those elected to coming office. The consular, however, might at any time be sent to govern a province should the Senate require this duty of him. He might also be asked to take on other tasks, such as caring for the grain supply.


  consultum, consulta The proper terms for a senatorial decree or decrees, though the full title is senatus consultum. These decrees did not have the force of law; they were merely recommendations to the Assemblies to pass laws. Whichever Assembly a consultum was sent to was not obliged to enact what it directed. Certain consulta were regarded as law by all of Rome, though never sent to any Assembly; these were matters mostly to do with foreign affairs and war. In 81 B.C. Sulla gave these latter consulta the formal status of laws.


  contio, contiones A contio was a preliminary meeting of a comitial Assembly in order to discuss promulgation of a proposed law, or any other comitial business. All three Assemblies were required to debate a measure in contio, which, though no actual voting took place, was nonetheless a formal meeting convoked only by a magistrate empowered to do so.


  contubernalis A military cadet, usually from a good family. He was the subaltern of lowest rank and age in the Roman military officers’ hierarchy, but he was not training to be a centurion. Centurions were never cadets; they had to be experienced soldiers from the ranks with a genuine gift for command. Being relatively highborn, the contubernalis was attached to legatal staff and not required to do much actual fighting unless he chose to.


  Cora River The Cure River.


  Corcyra Island Modern Corfu or Kerkira Island.


  Corduba Spanish Cordoba.


  corona civica Rome’s second-highest military decoration. A chaplet made of oak leaves, it was awarded to a man who saved the lives of fellow soldiers and held the ground on which he did this until the battle was over. It could not be awarded unless the saved soldiers swore an oath before their general that they were speaking the truth about the circumstances. L. R. Taylor argues that among Sulla’s constitutional reforms was one pertaining to the winners of major military crowns: that, following the precedent of Marcus Fabius Buteo, he promoted these men to membership in the Senate no matter what their ages or their social backgrounds. Dr. Taylor’s contention answers the vexed question as to when exactly Caesar entered the Senate, which she hypothesizes as aged twenty, after winning the corona civica at Mitylene. The great Matthias Gelzer agreed with her—but, alas, only in a footnote.


  cubit A Greek and/or Asian measurement of length not popular among Romans. The cubit was normally held as the distance between a man’s elbow and his clenched fist, and was probably about 15 inches (375mm).


  cuirass Armor encasing the upper body without having the form of a shirt. It consisted of two plates of bronze, steel, or hardened leather, the front one protecting thorax and abdomen, the other a man’s back from shoulders to lumbar spine. The plates were held together by straps or hinges at the shoulders and along each side under the arms. Some cuirasses were exquisitely tailored to the contours of an individual’s torso, while others fitted any man of a particular size and physique. The men of highest rank—generals and legates—owned parade cuirasses tooled in high relief and silver-plated (sometimes, though rarely, gold-plated). As an indication of his imperium, the general and his most senior legates wore a thin red sash around the cuirass about halfway between the nipples and waist; the sash was ritually knotted and looped.


  cultarius H. H. Scullard’s spelling: The Oxford Latin Dictionary prefers cultrarius. He was a public servant attached to religious duties, and his only job appears to have been that of cutting the sacrificial victim’s throat. He may also have helped tidy up afterward.


  cunnus, cunni A very choice Latin obscenity: cunt, cunts.


  Curia Hostilia The Senate House. It was thought to have been built by the shadowy third King of Rome, Tullus Hostilius, hence its name: “the meeting-house of Hostilius.” It burned down in January of 52 B.C. when the mob cremated Publius Clodius, and was not rebuilt until Caesar became Dictator.


  Curicta Island Krk Island, off the Liburnian coast of Yugoslavia.


  curule, curule chair The sella curulis was the ivory chair reserved exclusively for magistrates owning imperium. Consuls, praetors and curule aediles sat in it; I have gone back to thinking that plebeian aediles did not, as they were not elected by the whole Roman People, therefore could not have owned imperium. Beautifully carved in ivory, the chair itself had curved legs crossing in a broad X, so that it could be folded up. It was equipped with arms, but had no back. Possibly once a man had been consul, as a consular he had the right to retain his curule chair and sit in it. Knowing Rome, I believe it didn’t belong to the State, if the State could insist those entitled to sit in the curule chair had to commission and pay for it themselves.


  Dagda The principal God of Druidism. His elemental nature was water, and he husbanded the Great Goddess, Dann.


  Dann The principal Goddess of Druidism. Her elemental nature was earth and she was wife to Dagda, though not, it would seem, his inferior. She headed a pantheon of Goddesses who included Epona, Sulis and Bodb.


  Danubius River The Danube, Donau or Dunarea River. The Romans knew its sources better than its outflow into the Euxine (Black) Sea; the Greeks knew its outflow better, and called it the river Ister.


  Decetia An oppidum of the Aedui situated on the Liger (Loire) River. Modern Decize.


  decury To the Romans, any group of ten men, be they senators or soldiers or lictors.


  demagogue Originally a Greek concept, the demagogue of ancient times was a politician whose chief appeal was to the crowds. The Roman demagogue (almost inevitably a tribune of the plebs) preferred the arena of the well of the Comitia to the Senate House, but it was not part of his policy to “liberate the masses.” Nor were those who flocked to hear him made up of the very lowly. The term simply indicated a man of radical as opposed to conservative bent.


  denarius, denarii Save for a very rare issue or two of gold coins, the denarius was the largest denomination of coin under the Republic. Of pure silver, it contained about 3.5 grams of the metal, and was about the size of a dime—very small. There were 6,250 denarii to 1 silver talent. Of actual coins in circulation, there were probably more denarii than sesterces, but accounts were always expressed in sesterces, not denarii.


  diadem This was neither crown nor tiara. It was a thick white ribbon about 1 inch (25mm) wide, each end embroidered and often finished with a fringe. It was the symbol of the Hellenic sovereign; only the king and/or queen could wear it. The coins show that it was generally worn across the forehead, but could be (as in the case of Cleopatra VII) worn behind the hairline. It was knotted at the back below the occiput, and the two ends trailed down onto the shoulders.


  dignitas To the Romans this word had connotations not conveyed by the English word derived from it, “dignity.” Dignitas was a man’s right and entitlement to public honor through personal endeavor. It gave the sum total of his integrity, pride, family and ancestors, word, intelligence, deeds, ability, knowledge, and worth as a man. Of all the assets a Roman nobleman possessed, dignitas was likely to be the one he was most touchy about and most protective of.


  domine My lord. Vocative case.


  Domus Publica The official State residence of the Pontifex Maximus and, in Republican times, also the residence of the six Vestal Virgins, who were in the hand of the Pontifex Maximus. It was located in the Forum Romanum at about the middle latitude.


  Druid A priest of the Druidic religion, which dominated spiritual (and often earthly) thought among the Gauls, be they Celts or Belgae. It took twenty years to train a Druid, who was required to memorize every aspect of his calling from lays to rituals to laws. Nothing was written down. Druids once consecrated as Druids held the position for life. They were permitted to marry. As directors of thought, they paid no taxes or tithes, did not do military service, and were fed and housed at the expense of the tribe. They provided the priests, lawyers and doctors.


  dug-mullets A kind of fish which lived in sandy or muddy bottoms around river estuaries. I imagine they were flounders.


  Durocortorum The principal oppidum of the Remi. Modern Reims.


  duumviri The two men, elected annually, who headed the municipal governing body or the town governing body.


  Dyrrachium Modern Durres in Albania.


  Eagle Among the army reforms instituted by Gaius Marius was one which gifted each legion with a silver eagle set upon a long pole pointed at its nether end so it could be driven into the ground. The Eagle was the legion’s rallying point and its most venerated standard.


  Edepol! A very benign and socially unexceptionable expletive, akin to our “Oh, darn!” Edepol was reserved for men. Women said, “Ecastor!”


  Elaver River The Allier River.


  Elysian Fields A very special place in the afterlife for very few people. Whereas ordinary shades or spirits were thought to be mindless, twittering, flitting denizens of an underworld both cheerless and drab, some men’s shades were treated differently. Tartarus was that part of Hades where men of great evil like Ixion and Sisyphus were doomed to toil literally eternally at some task perpetually unraveled or undone. The Elysian Fields or Elysium were a part of Hades akin to what might be called Paradise, Nirvana. Interestingly, entrance to either Tartarus or Elysium was reserved for men who in some way had connections to the Gods. Those doomed to Tartarus had offended the Gods, not man. And those transported to the Elysian Fields were either the sons of Gods, married to Gods, or married to human children of the Gods. This may account for the driving wish of some men and women to be worshiped as Gods while still living, or made into Gods after death. Alexander the Great wanted to be declared a God. So, some maintain, did Caesar.


  Epicurean Pertaining to the philosophical system of the Greek Epicurus. Originally Epicurus had advocated a kind of hedonism so exquisitely refined that it approached asceticism on its left hand, so to speak; a man’s pleasures were best sampled one at a time and strung out with such relish that any excess defeated the exercise. Public life or any other stressful work was taboo. However, these tenets underwent considerable modification in Rome. A Roman nobleman could call himself an Epicurean yet still espouse his public career. By the late Republic, the chief pleasures of an Epicurean were food and wine.


  Epirus That part of the Grecian/Macedonian west adjacent to the Adriatic Sea which extended from the Apsus (Seman) River in the north to the Gulf of Ambracia in the south, and inland to the high mountains. Modern Albania is perhaps not the right description; it goes too far north and not far enough south to be aligned with ancient Epirus.


  Equites, equestrian, Ordo Equester See knights.


  Esus The Druidic God of war. His elemental nature was air.


  ethnarch The general Greek word for a city or town magistrate. There were other and more specific names in use, but I do not think it necessary to compound confusion in my readers by employing a more varied terminology.


  Euxine Sea The modern Black Sea.


  fasces These were bundles of birch rods ritually tied together into a cylinder by crisscrossed red leather thongs. Originally an emblem of the Etruscan kings, they passed into the customs and traditions of the emerging Rome, persisting in Roman life throughout the Republic and on into the Empire. Carried by men called lictors (see lictor), they preceded the curule magistrate or promagistrate as the outward indication of his imperium. There were thirty rods for the thirty curiae or original tribal divisions of Roman men under the kings. Within the pomerium of Rome only the rods went into the fasces, to indicate that the curule magistrate had the power to chastise, but not to execute; outside the pomerium two axes were inserted into the fasces to indicate that the curule magistrate had the power to execute. The only man who could bring fasces holding the axes inside the sacred boundary of Rome was the dictator. The number of fasces (and lictors) told the degree of imperium: a dictator had twenty-four, a consul and proconsul twelve, a praetor and propraetor six, and a curule aedile two.


  fasti The fasti were originally days on which business could be transacted, but came to mean other things as well: the calendar, lists relating to holidays and festivals, and the list of consuls (this last probably because Romans preferred to reckon up their years by remembering who had been the consuls in any given year). For a fuller explanation, see fasti in the Glossary to The First Man in Rome.


  fellatrix, fellatricesA woman or women who sucked a man’s penis.


  filibuster A modern term for a political practice as old as the concept of a parliament. It consisted, then as now, of “talking a motion out.”


  flamen A special priest dedicated to one particular Roman God. They were the oldest in time of Rome’s priests. Caesar had been flamen Dialis, the special priest of Jupiter (Marius had him so consecrated at thirteen years of age); Sulla stripped him of it.


  forum The public meeting place of any Roman town or city. It was surrounded by public buildings and arcades housing shops or offices.


  Forum Boarium The meat markets, situated at the starting-post end of the Circus Maximus, below the Germalus of the Palatine. The Great Altar of Hercules and several different temples of Hercules lay therein.


  freedman A manumitted slave. Though technically a free man (and, if his former master was a Roman citizen, himself also a Roman citizen), the freedman remained in the patronage of his former master, who had first call on his time and services.


  free man A man born free and never sold into slavery.


  Gades Modern Cádiz.


  Gallia Gaul. Commonly regarded as the area of modern France and Belgium. There were four Gauls: the Roman Gallic Province (always called, simply, the Province), which encompassed the coastline of the Mediterranean Sea between Niceia (modern Nice) and the Pyrenees and included a tongue which went from the Cebenna (the Cevennes) to the Alps as far up as Lugdunum (modern Lyon); the lands of the Belgae, which lay to the north of the Sequana River (the Seine) from the Atlantic to the Rhenus (Rhine); the lands of the Celtae, which lay south of the Sequana and to the north of the Garumna (Garonne); and the lands collectively called Aquitania, which lay between the Garumna and the Pyrenees. The latter three Gauls together constituted Gallia Comata.


  Gallia Comata Gaul of the Long-hairs. That is, un-Romanized Gaul.


  games In Latin, ludi. Public entertainments put on by certain magistrates of the year, and held in one of the two circuses (usually the Circus Maximus), or both circuses. Games consisted of chariot races (the most popular events), athletic contests and theatrical performances put on in temporary wooden theaters. The Republican games did not include gladiatorial combat, which was confined to funeral games put on by private individuals in the Forum Romanum. Free Roman men and women were permitted to attend the games, but not freedmen or freed-women; the circuses could not accommodate all the free, let alone the freed.


  garum A noisome concentrate made from fish which was used as a basis for many sauces. It was highly prized by gourmets.


  Garumna River The Garonne River.


  Gaul, Gauls For French Gaul, see Gallia. “Gaul” was what Romans called a man of Celtic or Belgic race, no matter which part of the world he inhabited. Thus there were Gauls not only in modern France, but also in Italian Gaul, Switzerland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and that part of modern Turkey around Ankara.


  Genava Modern Geneve, Geneva.


  gens humana The human family of peoples.


  Genusus River The Shkumbin River in modern Albania.


  Gergovia The principal oppidum of a very powerful Gallic tribe, the Arverni. It was near modern Clermont-Ferrand.


  German Ocean Basically, the North Sea and the Baltic Sea.


  Gerrae! Rubbish! Nonsense!


  gladiator During Republican times there were only two kinds of gladiator, the Thracian and the Gaul. These were styles of combat, not nationalities. Republican gladiators did not fight to the death, because they were expensive investments owned privately by individuals; purchasing, training, feeding and housing a gladiator was costly. Few of them were slaves. Most were deserters from the Roman army, offered a choice between disenfranchisement and a term as a gladiator. The gladiator fought for a total of six years or thirty bouts (he had around five bouts per year), after which he was free to do as he pleased. The best gladiators were heroes to the people of Italia and Italian Gaul.


  gladius The Roman sword. It was short, the blade being about 2 feet (600mm) long and sharp on both edges. It ended in a point. The handle was made of wood in the case of an ordinary soldier; those higher than a ranker who could afford it preferred a handle made of ivory carved in the shape of an eagle.


  Gorgobina The principal oppidum of the Boii. Modern St.-Parize-le-Chatel.


  Head Count See capite censi.


  Hellenic, Hellenized These are terms relating to the spread of Greek culture and customs after the time of Alexander the Great. Life style, architecture, dress, industry, government, commerce and the Greek language were all part of it.


  Heracleia Near modern Bitola, in Makedonia.


  Hierosolyma The other, Hellenic name for Jerusalem.


  horse See October Horse and Public Horse.


  hostis The term used when the Senate and People of Rome declared a man an outlaw, a public enemy.


  Iberus River The Ebro River.


  Icauna River The Yonne River.


  Ides The third of the three named days of the month which represented the fixed points of the month. Dates were reckoned backward from each of these points—Kalends, Nones and Ides. The Ides occurred on the fifteenth day of the long months (March, May, July and October) and on the thirteenth day of the other months.


  Ilium The Roman name for Troy.


  Illerda Modern Lerida in Spain.


  Illyricum The wild and mountainous lands bordering the Adriatic on its eastern side. The native peoples belonged to an Indo-European race called Illyrians, were tribalized, and detested first Greek and then Roman coastal incursions. By the time of Caesar, Illyricum was an unofficial province governed in conjunction with Italian Gaul. That Caesar’s long years as governor were good for Illyricum is evidenced by the fact that Illyricum remained loyal to him during his civil wars.


  imperium Imperium was the degree of authority vested in a curule magistrate or promagistrate. It meant that a man owned the authority of his office, and could not be gainsaid provided he was acting within the limits of his particular level of imperium and within the laws dictating his conduct. Imperium was conferred by a lex curiata and lasted for one year only. Extensions for prorogued governors had to be ratified by the Senate and/or People of Rome. Lictors shouldering the fasces indicated a man’s imperium: the more lictors, the higher the imperium.


  imperium maius Unlimited imperium, which outranked the imperium of the consuls of the year. The main benefactor of imperium maius was Pompey the Great.


  in absentia Described a candidacy for public office approved of by the Senate (and the People, if necessary) and an election conducted in the absence of the candidate himself. He may have been waiting on the Campus Martius because imperium prevented his crossing the pomerium to register as a candidate and fight the election in person. Cicero when consul in 63 B.C. enacted a law prohibiting in absentia candidacy; Pompey reinforced this during his consulship without a colleague in 52 B.C.


  in suo anno Literally, “in his year.” The phrase was used to describe men who attained curule office at the exact age the law and custom prescribed for a man holding that office. To be praetor and consul in suo anno was a great distinction, as it meant that a man had gained office at his first attempt.


  intercalaris Because the Roman year was only 355 days long, some 20 days extra were inserted after the month of February every two years—or ought to have been. Very often this was not done, with the result that the calendar galloped ahead of the seasons. By the time Caesar rectified the calendar in 46 B.C., the seasons were lagging 100 days behind the calendar, so few intercalations had been made. It was the duty of the Colleges of Pontifices and Augurs to intercalate; while Caesar, Pontifex Maximus from 63 B.C., was in Rome these intercalations were made, but when he went to Gaul in 58 B.C. the practice ceased, with one or two exceptions.


  interrex It meant “between the kings.” When Rome had no consuls to go into office on New Year’s Day, the Senate appointed a patrician senator, leader of his decury, to assume office as the interrex. He served for five days, then a second interrex was appointed to hold elections. Sometimes public violence prevented the second interrex from this duty, with the result that a further series of interreges served until elections could be held.


  Italia The Italian Peninsula. The boundary between Italia proper and Italian Gaul consisted of two rivers, the Arnus on the western side of the Apennines, and the Rubicon on the eastern side.


  Italian Gaul In Latin, Gallia Cisalpina, meaning “Gaul on this side of the Alps.” The peoples of Italian Gaul, which lay to the north of the rivers Arnus and Rubicon, and between the town of Ocelum in the west and Aquileia in the east, were held to be Gauls descended from the Gallic tribes which invaded Italy in 390 B.C., and therefore to the more conservative Roman mind not worthy to hold the full Roman citizenship. This became the sorest point in the minds of the Italian Gauls, particularly for those on the far (north) side of the Padus River (the Po); Pompey the Great’s father, Pompey Strabo, legislated the full citizenship for those living south of the Padus in 89 B.C., while those living to the north continued as non-citizens or the second-class citizens who held the Latin Rights. Caesar was the great champion of full enfranchisement for all of Italian Gaul, and made it the first thing he legislated when appointed Dictator at the end of 49 B.C. It was, however, still governed as a province of Rome rather than as a part of Italia proper.


  iugerum, iugera The Roman unit of land measurement. In modern terms the iugerum consisted of 0.623 (five-eighths) of an acre, or 0.252 (one-quarter) of a hectare. The modern reader used to acres will get close enough by dividing iugera by 2; for metric readers, divide by 4 to get the number of hectares.


  Kalends The first of the three named days of each month which represented the fixed points of the month. The Kalends always occurred on the first day of the month. Originally they had been timed to coincide with the appearance of the New Moon.


  knights The equites, the members of what Gaius Gracchus named the Ordo Equester or Equestrian Order. Under the kings of Rome, the equites had formed the cavalry segment of the Roman army; at this time horses were both scarce and expensive, with the result that the eighteen original Centuries comprising the knights were dowered with the Public Horse by the State. As the Republic came into being and grew, the importance of Roman knight cavalry waned. Yet the number of knight Centuries in the Classes kept increasing. By the second century B.C. Rome no longer fielded horse of her own, preferring to use Gauls as auxiliaries. The knights became a social and economic group having little to do with military matters. They were now defined by the censors in economic terms alone, though the State continued to provide a Public Horse for each of the eighteen hundred most senior equites, called the Eighteen. These original eighteen Centuries were kept at one hundred members each, but the rest of the knights’ Centuries (between seventy-one and seventy-five) swelled within themselves to contain many more than one hundred men apiece. Until 123 B.C. all senators were knights as well, but in that year Gaius Gracchus split the Senate off as a separate body of three hundred men. It was at best an artificial process; all nonsenatorial members of a senator’s family were still classified as knights and the senators were not put into three senators-only Centuries for voting purposes, but left in whichever Centuries they had always occupied. Nor, it appears, were senators stripped of their Public Horses if they belonged in the ranks of the Eighteen. Economically the full member of the First Class had to possess an income of 400,000 sesterces per annum; those knights whose income lay between 300,000 and 400,000 sesterces per annum were probably the tribuni aerarii. Senators were supposed to have an annual income of one million sesterces, but this was entirely unofficial; some censors were lenient about it, others strict. The real difference between senators and knights lay in the kinds of activities they might pursue to earn income. Senators were forbidden to indulge in any form of commerce not pertaining to the ownership of land, whereas knights could.


  latus clavus The broad purple stripe which adorned the right shoulder of a senator’s tunic. He alone was entitled to wear it. The knight wore a narrow purple stripe, the angustus clavus, and those below the status of knights wore no stripe at all.


  lectus imus, lectus medius, locus consularis A lectus was a couch, mostly used for dining (the lectus funebris was the funerary bier). Couches were arranged in threes to form a U; if one stood in the doorway of a dining room (the triclinium) looking into the U, the couch on the right was the lectus imus, the couch in the middle forming the bottom of the U was the lectus medius, and the couch on the left was the lectus summus. Socially the most desirable couch was the lectus medius. Positions on the couches were also socially graded, with the head of the household located at the left end of the lectus medius. The spot for the guest of honor, the locus consularis, was at the right end of the lectus medius. A continuous U of table at a little below couch height stood just in front of the couches. During the Republic couches were reserved for men; women sat on chairs placed inside the U on the opposite side of the tables from the couches.


  legate Legatus. The most senior members of a general’s staff were his legates. To qualify to serve as a legate, a man had to be a member of the Senate. He answered only to the general, and was senior to all types of military tribune. Not every legate was a young man, however. Some were consulars who apparently volunteered for some interesting war because they hankered after a spell of military life, or were friends and/or relatives of the general—or were in need of some extra money from spoils.


  legion Legio. Though it was rarely called upon to do so, the legion was the smallest unit of a Roman army capable of fighting a war on its own. In terms of manpower, equipment and warmaking facilities it was complete within itself. Between two and six legions clubbed together constituted an army; the times when an army contained more than six legions were unusual. A legion comprised some 4,280 ranker soldiers, 60 centurions, 1,600 noncombatant servants, perhaps 300 artillerymen and 100 skilled artificers. The internal organization of a legion consisted of ten cohorts of six centuries each. In Caesar’s time cavalry units were not grafted onto a legion, but constituted a separate force. Each legion appears to have had about thirty pieces of artillery, more catapultae than ballistae, before Caesar; he introduced the use of artillery into battle as a technique of softening up the enemy, and increased the number of pieces to fifty. The legion was commanded by a legate or an elected tribune of the soldiers if it belonged to the consuls of the year. Its officers were the centurions. Though the troops belonging to a legion went into the same camp, they did not live together en masse in dormitory style; they were divided into units of eight soldiers and two noncombatants who tented and messed together. Reading the horrors of the American Civil War, one is impressed with the Roman arrangement. Roman soldiers ate fresh food because they ground their own wheat and made their own bread, porridge and other staples and were provided with well-salted or smoked bacon or pork for flavoring, and also ate dried fruit. Sanitary facilities within a camp predicated against enteric fevers and polluted water. An army not only marches on its stomach, it is also enabled to march when it is free from disease. Few Roman generals cared to command more than six legions because of the difficulties in supply; reading Caesar’s Commentaries makes one understand how important a place Caesar gave to supply, as he mostly commanded between nine and eleven legions. legionary This is the correct English word to call an ordinary Roman soldier . “Legionnaire,” which I have seen used by lesser scholars, is more properly applied to a soldier in the French Foreign Legion, or to a veteran of the American Legion.


  lex, leges A law or laws. The word lex also came to be used of plebiscites, the laws passed in the Plebeian Assembly. A lex was not considered valid until it had been inscribed on stone or bronze and deposited in the vaults below the temple of Saturn. However, residence therein must have been brief, as space was limited and the temple of Saturn also housed the Treasury. After Sulla’s Tabularium was finished, laws came to rest permanently therein. A law was named after the man or men who promulgated it and succeeded in having it ratified, but always (since lex is feminine gender) with the feminine ending to the name or names. This was followed by a brief description as to what the law was about. Laws could be—and sometimes were—repealed at some later date.


  lex curiata A law endowing a curule magistrate or promagistrate with his imperium. It was passed by the thirty lictors who represented the thirty original Roman tribes. A lex curiata was also necessary before a patrician could be adopted by a plebeian.


  lex data A law promulgated by a magistrate which had to be accompanied by a senatorial decree. It was not open to change by whichever Assembly the magistrate chose to present it to.


  lex Julia Marcia Passed by the consuls Lucius Julius Caesar and Gaius Marcius Figulus in 64 B.C., it outlawed all but a few of the many different kinds of colleges, sodalities and clubs which proliferated throughout every stratum of Roman life. Its chief object was the crossroads college, which was seen as potentially dangerous politically. Publius Clodius was to prove this true after he, as tribune of the plebs, reinstated crossroads colleges in 58 B.C.


  lex Plautia de vi Passed by a Plautius during the seventies B.C. and having to do with violence in public meetings.


  lex Pompeia de iure magistratuum The infamous law Pompey passed while consul without a colleague in 52 B.C. It obliged all seekers of curule office to register their candidacy in person inside the sacred boundary of Rome; when reminded by Caesar’s faction that the Law of the Ten Tribunes of the Plebs made it possible for Caesar to stand for consul the second time in absentia, Pompey said oops and tacked a codicil onto its end exempting Caesar. This codicil, however, was not inscribed on the bronze tablet bearing the law, and therefore had no validity at law.


  lex Pompeia de vi Passed when Pompey was consul without a colleague in 52 B.C., and designed to reinforce the lex Plautia.


  lex Pompeia Licinia de provincia Caesaris The law passed by Pompey and Crassus during their second consulships in 55 B.C. It gave Caesar all his provinces for a further five years, and forbade any discussion in the Senate about who would get his provinces afterward until March of 50 B.C.


  lex Trebonia de provinciis consularibus Passed by Gaius Trebonius as a tribune of the plebs in 55 B.C. It gave Pompey and Crassus the provinces of Syria and both the Spains for a period of five years.


  lex Villia annalis Passed in 180 B.C. by the tribune of the plebs Lucius Villius. It stipulated certain minimum ages at which the curule magistracies could be held and apparently also stipulated that two years must elapse between a man’s holding the praetorship and the consulship. It is also generally accepted as stipulating that ten years must go by between a man’s being consul for the first time and running for a second term as consul.


  lictor The man who formally attended a curule magistrate as he went about his business. The lictor preceded the magistrate to clear him a way through the crowds, and was on hand to obey the magistrate in matters of custody, restraint or chastisement. The lictor had to be a Roman citizen and was a State employee; he was not of high social status, and probably depended upon largesse from his magistrate to eke out a poor wage. On his left shoulder he bore the bundle of rods called the fasces. Within the city of Rome he wore a plain white toga, changing to a black toga for funerals; outside Rome he wore a scarlet tunic cinched at the waist by a broad black leather belt bossed in brass. Outside Rome he inserted the axes into his fasces. There was a College of Lictors, though its site is not known. I have placed it behind the temple of the Lares Praestites on the eastern side of the Forum Romanum (behind the great inn on the corner of the Clivus Orbius), but there is no factual basis for this. Within the College, which must have numbered some hundreds, the lictors were grouped in decuries of ten men, each headed by a prefect; the decuries were collectively supervised by several College presidents.


  Liger River The Loire River.


  Lissus Modern Lezhe in Albania.


  litter A covered cubicle equipped with four legs upon which it rested when lowered to the ground. A horizontal pole on each corner projected forward and behind the conveyance; it was carried by four to eight men who picked it up by means of these poles. The litter was a slow form of transport, but it was by far the most comfortable known in the ancient world. Litters belonging to the richest persons were commodious enough to hold two people and a servant to wait on them. Lugdunum Modern Lyon.


  Lusitani The peoples of far western and northwestern Spain. Less exposed to Hellenic and Roman culture than the Celtiberians, the Lusitani were probably somewhat less Celtic than Iberian in racial content, though the two strains were mixed in them. Their organization was tribal, and they seem to have farmed and mined as well as grazed.


  Lutetia An island in the Sequana (Seine) River which served as the principal oppidum of a Celtic tribe called the Parisii. Modern Paris.
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  magistrates The elected executives of the Senate and People of Rome. With the exception of the tribunes of the soldiers, they all belonged automatically to the Senate in Caesar’s day. The diagram on page 642 clearly shows the nature of each magistracy, its seniority, who did the electing, and whether a magistrate owned imperium. The cursus honorum proceeded in a straight line from quaestor through praetor to consul; censor, both kinds of aedile and the tribunate of the plebs were not magistracies attached to the cursus honorum. Save for the censor, all magistrates served for one year only. The dictator was a special case.


  maiestas Treason.


  malaria This pestilential disease, caused by four varieties of Plasmodium and vectored by the female Anopheles mosquito, was endemic throughout Italy. The Romans divided it into three kinds of ague: quartan (rigors occurring every four days), tertian (rigors occurring every three days) and a more malignant form wherein the rigors had no pattern. The Romans also knew the ague was more prevalent wherever there was swampy ground, hence their fear of the Pomptine Marshes and the Fucine Lake. What they didn’t know was that the vector was a mosquito.


  mantlet The shelter shed, usually roofed and walled with hides, which shielded Roman troops from enemy missiles.


  marca Gallic for horse. Gallic was very akin to Latin and was quite easy for Romans to learn to speak; often we have no idea whether the Gallic word is actually a Latin word shifted into Gallic, or a Gallic word shifted into Latin.


  Marsi One of the most important non-Roman Italian peoples. They lived around the shores of the Fucine Lake, which belonged to them, and their territory extended into the high Apennines. It bordered the lands of the Paeligni. Until the Italian War of 91-88 B.C., they had always been loyal to Rome. They worshiped snakes and were renowned snake charmers.


  Massilia Modern Marseilles.


  Mater Latin for mother.


  Matisco One of the oppida belonging to a sept of the Aedui known as the Ambarri. It lay on the Arar (Saone) River. Modern Macon.


  mentula, mentulae A very choice Latin obscenity meaning prick, pricks.


  Mercedonius The name given to the twenty extra days inserted into the Roman calendar after the month of February to bring the calendar into line with the seasons.


  Metiosedum The principal oppidum of a sept of the Parish” called the Meldi. It was an island in the Sequana (Seine) River. Modern Melun.


  meum mel A Latin endearment. Literally, “my honey.”


  Mons Fiscellus The Gran Sasso d’ltalia: Italy’s highest mountain.


  Mosa River The Maas in Belgium, the Meuse in France.


  Mosella River The Moselle River.


  mos maiorum The established order of things, used to encompass the customs, traditions and habits of Roman government and public institutions. It served as Rome’s unwritten constitution. Mos meant established custom; in this context maiores meant ancestors or forebears. To sum up, the mos maiorum was how things had always been done—and how they should be done in the future too!


  murus Gallicus The way Gauls built their oppidum walls. It consisted of very long, large wooden beams interspersed between stones, and was relatively impervious to the battering ram because the stones lent it great thickness, and the logs a tensile strength stone walls alone do not possess. Narbo Modern Narbonne.


  Nemausus Modern Mimes.


  nemer In Latin it could mean simply wood, but in Gallic seems to have referred specifically to the oak.


  Nemetocenna An oppidum belonging to the Belgic Atrebates. Modern Arras.


  nemeton The sacred oak grove of the Druids.


  noncombatants There were sixteen hundred of these military servants in a legion. They were not slaves; they were free men of mostly Roman citizenship. It would seem likely that serving as a noncombatant acquitted a Roman citizen of his obligatory military duty if perhaps he felt himself ill equipped to be a soldier. One imagines they had to be fit men rather than physically handicapped, as they were required to keep up with the soldiers on the march and could (sometimes actually did) take up a sword and shield and fight. They seem to have been rural people in origin.


  Nones The second of the three named days of the month which represented the fixed points of the month. The Nones occurred on the seventh day of the long months (March, May, July and October), and on the fifth day of the other months.


  Noviodunum of the Bituriges An oppidum belonging to the Bituriges. Modern Neuvy.


  Noviodunum Nevirnum An oppidum which seems to have belonged to the Aedui, though it bordered the lands of the Senones. It lay at the confluence of the Liger (Loire) and Elaver (Allier) rivers. Modern Nevers.


  Novum Comum A full Roman citizen colony established by Caesar at the western tip of Lake Larius (now Lake Como); whether its inhabitants were citizens was moot, as magistrates like the senior Gaius Claudius Marcellus felt free to flog a citizen of Novum Comum. Modern Como. nundinus,


  nundinae, nundinum The nundinus was the market day which came around every eight days, though it was almost always referred to in the plural, nundinae. The eight days which constituted the Roman week were called the nundinum.


  October Horse On the Ides of October (which was the time the old campaigning season finished), the best warhorses of that year were picked out and harnessed in pairs to chariots. They then raced not in the Circus but on the sward of the Campus Martius. The right-hand horse of the winning team became the October Horse. It was sacrificed to Mars on a specially erected altar adjacent to the course of the race. The animal was ritually killed with a spear, after which its head was severed and piled over with little cakes, the mold salsa, while its tail and genitalia were rushed to the Regia in the Forum Romanum, and the blood dripped onto the altar within. The tail and genitalia were then given to the Vestal Virgins, who dripped some blood on Vesta’s altar before mincing everything up and burning it; the ashes were then reserved for another annual festival, the Parilia. The head of the horse was tossed into a crowd composed of two competing peoples, the residents of the Subura and of the Sacra Via. The crowd then fought for possession of the head. If the Sacra Via people won, the head was nailed to the outside of the Regia; if the Subura people won, the head was nailed to the Turris Mamilia, the highest building in the Subura. What reason lay behind this very ancient rite is not known, even perhaps to the Romans of the late Republic themselves, save that it was in some way connected to the close of the campaigning season. We do not know if the competing horses were Public Horses, but might be pardoned for presuming they were.


  Octodurum Modern Martigny in Switzerland.


  Oltis River The Lot River.


  oppidum, oppida The oppidum was the Gallic stronghold. With few exceptions it was not designed to be lived in, so was not a town. It contained the tribe’s treasures and stockpiled foods in granaries and warehouses, also a meeting hall. Some oppida accommodated the king or chief thane. A few, like Avaricum, were real cities.


  Oricum Modern Oriku in Albania.


  Padus River The Po River.


  palisade The fortified section of a wall above the level of the fighting platform inside it. It was usually divided into breastworks for fighting over and battlements for dodging behind.


  paludamentum The bright scarlet cloak worn by a full general.


  paterfamilias The head of a Roman family unit. His right to do as he pleased with the various members of his family was rigidly protected at law.


  patrician, Patriciate The Patriciate was the original Roman aristocracy. To an ancestor-revering, birth-conscious people like the Romans, the importance of belonging to patrician stock can hardly be overestimated. The older among the patrician families were aristocrats before Rome existed, the youngest among them (the Claudii) apparently emerging at the very beginning of the Republic. All through the Republic they kept the title of patrician, as well as a degree of prestige unattainable by any plebeian, no matter how noble and august his line. However, by the last century of the Republic a patrician owned little special distinction apart from his blood; the wealth and energy of the great plebeian families had steadily eroded away patrician rights. Even in the late Republic, the importance of patrician blood can hardly be exaggerated, which is why men like Sulla and Caesar, of the oldest, most patrician blood, were seen as potentially able to make themselves King of Rome, whereas men like Gaius Marius and Pompey the Great, heroes supreme though they were, could not even dream of making themselves King of Rome. Blood was all.


  During the last century of the Republic the following patrician families were still producing senators, and some praetors and consuls: Aemilius, Claudius, Cornelius, Fabius (but through adoption only), Julius, Manlius, Pinarius, Postumius, Sergius, Servilius, Sulpicius and Valerius. pedarii See Senate.


  People of Rome This term embraced every single Roman citizen who was not a member of the Senate; it applied to patricians as well as to plebeians, and to the capite censi as much as to the knights of the Eighteen.


  peristyle Most affluent Roman houses, be they city or country, were built around an interior open court called the peristyle. It varied considerably in size, and usually contained a pool and fountain. For those who can get there, I strongly urge that they visit what will now be the old Getty Museum at Malibu, California; it is a replica of the villa at Herculaneum owned by Caesar’s father-in-law, Lucius Calpurnius Piso. I can never go to California without once again visiting it. Now there’s a peristyle!


  phalerae These were round, chased, ornamented gold or silver discs about 3 to 4 inches (75 to 100mm) in diameter. Originally they were worn as insignia by Roman knights, and formed a major part of their horses’ decorations. Gradually phalerae came to be military decorations awarded for exceptional bravery in battle. Normally they were given in sets of nine (three rows of three each) upon a decorated leather harness of straps designed to be worn over the mail shirt or cuirass. Centurions almost inevitably wore phalerae.


  Picenum The calf of the Italian leg. Its western boundary formed the crest of the Apennines; Umbria lay to the north, and Samnium to the south; the eastern boundary was the Adriatic Sea. The original inhabitants were of Italiote or Illyrian stock, but there was a tradition that Sabines had migrated east of the Apennine crest and settled in Picenum, bringing with them as their tutelary god Picus, the woodpecker, from which the region got its name. A tribe of Gauls, the Senones, also settled in the area at the time Italy was invaded by the first King Brennus of the Gauls in 390 B.C. Politically Picenum fell into two parts: northern Picenum was closely allied to southern Umbria and was under the sway of the great family Pompeius, whereas Picenum south of the Flosis or Flussor River was under the sway of peoples committed to the Samnites.


  pilum, pilaThe Roman infantry spear, especially as modified by Gaius Marius. It had a very small, wickedly barbed head of iron and an upper shaft of iron; this was joined to a shaped wooden stem which fitted the hand comfortably. Marius modified it by introducing a weakness into the junction between iron and wooden sections, so that when the pilum lodged in an enemy shield or body, it broke apart, and thus was rendered useless to the enemy as a missile. After a battle all the broken pila were collected from the field; they were easily mended by the legion’s artificers.


  pilus prior See centurion.


  Pindenissus The whereabouts of this town have defeated me. Look though I will, I cannot find Pindenissus. Cicero informs us that it was in Cappadocia, and also that it took him fifty-seven days to besiege and take it. Which I interpret as a measure of the military ability of Cicero and his legate Gaius Pomptinus, rather than a measure of its might and power. Otherwise it would surely be better known.


  Placentia Modern Piacenza.


  plebeian, Plebs All Roman citizens who were not patricians were plebeians; that is, they belonged to the Plebs (the e is short: “Plebs” rhymes with “webs,” not “glebes”). At the beginning of the Republic no plebeian could be a priest, a magistrate, or even a senator. This situation lasted only a very short while; one by one the exclusively patrician institutions crumbled before the onslaught of the Plebs, who far outnumbered the patricians—and several times threatened to secede. By the late Republic there was very little advantage to being a patrician—except that everyone knew patrician was better. Because a plebeian was not a patrician, the Plebs invented a new aristocracy which enabled them to call themselves noblemen if they possessed praetors or consuls in the family. This added an extra dimension to the concept of nobility in Rome.


  Plebeian Assembly See Assembly.


  podex An impolite word for the posterior fundamental orifice: an arsehole or asshole rather than an anus.


  pomerium The sacred boundary enclosing the city of Rome. Marked by white stones called cippi, it was reputedly inaugurated by King Servius Tullus, and remained without change until Sulla’s dictatorship. The pomerium, however, did not follow the line of Servius Tullus’s walls, which indicates that he did not determine the sacred boundary. The whole of the ancient Palatine city of Romulus was inside the pomerium, whereas the Capitol and the Aventine were not. Custom and tradition permitted a man to extend the pomerium, but only if he had added significantly to Roman territory. In religious terms, Roma herself existed only within the pomerium; all outside it was merely Roman territory.


  pontifex Many Latin etymologists think that in ancient times the pontifex was a maker of bridges (pons means bridge), and that this was regarded as a mystical art which put the maker in very close touch with the Gods. Be that as it may, by the time Rome of the kings came into being, the pontifex was definitely a priest. Incorporated into a special college, he served as an adviser to the magistrates and comitia in all religious matters—and would become a magistrate himself (election to the pontificate meant a man was capable of winning almost every public office). At first all the pontifices had to be patrician, but a lex Ogulnia of 300 B.C. stipulated that half the members of the College of Pontifices had to be plebeian. Until 104 B.C. new priests were co-opted by the College; in that year, however, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus brought in a law requiring all priests and augurs to be elected at an assembly comprising seventeen of the thirty-five tribes chosen by lot. Sulla tried to restore co-optation, but the process was returned to election in 63 B.C. Priests could be well below senatorial age when co-opted or elected. They served for life.


  Pontifex Maximus The head of Rome’s State-administered religion, and most senior of all priests. He had always been elected, though there is strong reason to believe that Quintus Caecilius Metellus Pius, the Pontifex Maximus before Caesar’s election, was not elected. A passage in Pliny the Elder suggests he stammered—not desirable in a role which had to be word-perfect. The lex Labiena which returned the priestly and augural colleges to election in 63 B.C. was very convenient for Caesar if, as I believe, Pontifex Maximus too had been removed from election. He stood and won shortly after the lex Labiena came into force. Pontifex Maximus was bestowed for life. At first he had to be a patrician, but soon could as easily be a plebeian. The State gave him its most imposing house as his residence, the Domus Publica in the middle of the Forum Romanum. In Republican times he shared the Domus Publica with the Vestal Virgins on a half-and-half basis. His official headquarters were inside the Regia, but this tiny archaic building held no space for offices, so he worked next door.


  popa A public servant attached to religious duties. His only job appears to have been to wield the stunning hammer at sacrifices, but no doubt he helped clean and tidy afterward.


  Portus Gesoriacus A village on the Fretum Britannicum (the Straits of Dover). Modern Boulogne.


  Portus Itius A village on the Fretum Britannicum (the Straits of Dover) some miles to the north of Portus Gesoriacus. Both these villages lay in the territory of the Belgic Morini. It is still debated as to whether Portus Itius is now Wissant or Calais.


  praefectus fabrum One of the most important men in a Roman army, though technically the praefectus fabrum was not a part of the army. He was a civilian appointed to the post by the general, and was responsible for equipping and supplying the army in all respects, from its animals and their fodder to its men and their food. Because he let out contracts to businessmen and manufacturers for equipment and supplies, he was a very powerful person—and unless he was a man of superior integrity, in a perfect position to enrich himself at the expense of the army. That men as powerful and important as Caesar’s first praefectus fabrum, the banker Lucius Cornelius Balbus, were willing to accept the post was indication of its profitability. And he, like his successor Mamurra, seems not to have foisted inferior equipment and gear on Caesar’s army.


  praenomen A Roman man’s first name. There were very few praenomina in use—perhaps twenty in all—and half of these were uncommon, or else confined to the men of one particular family, as with Mamercus, a praenomen of the Aemilii Lepidi only. Each gens or family or clan favored certain praenomina, usually two or three out of the twenty. A modern scholar can often tell from a man’s praenomen whether he was a genuine member of the Famous Family whose gentilicial name he bore. The Julii, for example, favored Sextus, Gaius and Lucius only; therefore a man called Marcus Julius is almost certainly not a patrician Julian, but rather the descendant of a freed Julian slave. The Licinii favored Publius, Marcus and Lucius; the Cornelii favored Publius, Lucius and Gnaeus; the Servilii of the patrician family of Servilians favored Quintus and Gnaeus. Appius belonged exclusively to the Claudii Pulchri.


  praetor This magistracy ranked second in seniority in the Roman magisterial hierarchy. At the very beginning of the Republic, the two highest magistrates of all were known as praetors. By the end of the fourth century B.C., however, the highest magistrates were being called consuls; praetors were relegated to second best. One praetor was the sole representative of this position for many decades thereafter; he was obviously the praetor urbanus, as his duties were confined to the city of Rome, thus freeing up the two consuls for duties as war leaders outside the city. In 242 B.C. a second praetor, the praetor peregrinus, was created to deal with matters relating to foreign nationals and Italia rather than Rome. As Rome acquired her overseas provinces, more praetors were created to govern them, going out to do so in their year of office rather than after their year of office as propraetors. By the last century B.C. most years saw six praetors elected, but sometimes eight; Sulla brought the number up to eight during his dictatorship, but limited praetorian duty during the year of office to presiding over his new standing courts. From this time on, praetors were judges.


  praetor peregrinus I have chosen to translate this as the foreign praetor because he dealt with non-citizens. By the time of Sulla his duties were confined to litigation and the dispensation of legal decisions; he traveled all over Italia as well as hearing cases involving non-citizens within the city of Rome.


  praetor urbanus The urban praetor. After Sulla, his duties were almost all to do with litigation, but civil rather than criminal. His imperium did not extend beyond the sixth milestone from Rome, and he was not allowed to leave Rome for more than ten days at a time. If both the consuls were absent from Rome, he became the city’s chief magistrate. He was empowered to summon the Senate, execute government policies, and could even marshal and organize the city’s defenses under threat of attack.


  Priapus Originally an important Greek fertility deity, in Rome he seems to have been a symbol of luck. Represented as an ugly and grotesque man, his emblem was his penis, which was always huge and erect; so much so, in fact, that quite often the phallus was bigger than Priapus himself. A very great many of the cheap little pottery lamps were made in the form of Priapus, with the flame emerging from the penis tip. I would interpret the Roman attitude to Priapus as more one of affection than veneration.


  primipilus, primus pilus See centurion.


  privatus A man who was a member of the Senate but not in office as a magistrate.


  pro: proconsul, promagistrate, propraetor, proquaestor The prefix “pro” was an indication that a man filling the duties of a magistrate was not a magistrate actually in office. Normally the promagistrate had served his term in office already, and was sent to do some kind of duty—mostly provincial—on behalf of the consuls, praetors or quaestors of the year. He held imperium of the same degree as those in office.


  proletarii People so poor that the only thing they could give Rome were children—proles. See capite censi.


  prorogue In the context used in these books, to prorogue was to extend a man’s promagisterial position beyond its usual duration of one year.


  proscription The Roman name for a practice not confined to Roman times: namely, the entering of a man’s name on a list which stripped him of everything, often including his life. There was no process of law involved, nor did the proscribed man have the right to trial, presentation of exonerating evidence, or any kind of hearing to protest his innocence. Sulla first made proscription infamous when Dictator; he proscribed some forty senators and sixteen hundred senior knights, most of whom were killed, all of whom served to enrich an empty Treasury. After Sulla, the very mention of the word “proscription” in Rome created absolute panic.


  pteryges A Greek word used to describe the arrangement of leather straps which composed a high-ranking Roman military man’s kilt or skirt; the pteryges were arranged in two overlapping layers and afforded good protection for the loins.


  publicani The tax-farmers. These were men organized into commercial companies which contracted to the Treasury to collect taxes and tithes in the provinces.


  Public Horse A horse which belonged to the State—that is, to the Senate and People of Rome. During the time of the kings of Rome the practice of donating a warhorse to Rome’s knight cavalry had begun; it continued right through the five hundred-odd years of the Republic. Public Horses were confined to the eighteen hundred men of the Eighteen, the senior Centuries of the First Class. Evidence suggests that many senators continued to use Public Horses after Gaius Gracchus split the Senate off from the Ordo Equester. To own a Public Horse was a mark of a man’s importance. quadrireme See quinquereme.


  quaestor The lowest rung on the cursus honorum of Roman magistracies. Quaestor was always an elected office, but until Sulla laid down that the quaestorship would be the only way (aside from being elected a tribune of the plebs) a man could enter the Senate, it was not necessary for a man to be quaestor in order to be a senator; the censors had had the power to co-opt a man to the Senate. Sulla then increased the number of quaestors from twelve to twenty, and laid down that the minimum age for a man to hold the office of quaestor was thirty. The chief duties of a quaestor were fiscal, and determined by casting lots. He might be seconded to Treasury duty within Rome, or to collect customs duties, port dues and rents elsewhere in Italia, or serve as the manager of a provincial governor’s moneys. A man going to govern a province could ask for a quaestor by name. The quaestor’s year in office began on the fifth day of December.


  Quinctilis Originally Quinctilis was the fifth month of the Roman year, which had begun in March. When the New Year was transferred to the first day of January, Quinctilis kept its name. It is now known as July; we know from the letters of Cicero that it acquired the name “Julius” during Caesar’s lifetime.


  quinquereme A very common and popular form of ancient war galley; also known as the “five.” Like the bireme, trireme and quadrireme, it was much longer than it was broad in the beam, and was designed for no other purpose than to conduct war on the sea. It used to be thought that the quadrireme contained four banks of oars and the quinquereme five, but it is now almost universally agreed that no galley ever had more than three banks of oars, and more commonly only two. The quadrireme or “four” and the quinquereme or “five” most likely got their names from the number of men on each oar, or else this number was divided between the two banks of oars. If there were five men on an oar, only the man on the tip or end of the oar had to be highly skilled: he guided the oar and did the really hard work, while the other four provided little beyond muscle power. However, four or five men on one oar meant that at the commencement of the sweep the rowers had to stand, falling back onto their seat as they pulled. A “five” wherein the rowers could remain seated throughout the stroke would have needed three banks of oars, as in the trireme: two men on each of the two upper banks, and one man on the lowest bank. It seems that all three kinds of quinquereme were used, each community or nation having its preference. For the rest, the quinquereme was decked, the upper oars lay within an outrigger, and it had room on board for marines and some pieces of artillery. A mast and sail were still part of the design, though usually left ashore if battle was expected. The oarsmen numbered about 270, the sailors perhaps 30; about 120 marines could be accommodated. Like all war galleys of pre-Christian times, the quadrireme and quinquereme were rowed by professional oarsmen, never by slaves.


  Quirites Roman citizens of civilian status.


  redoubt A part of fortifications outside the main defensive wall, a little fort. It was usually square, sometimes polygonal.


  Regia The tiny ancient building in the Forum Romanum thought to have been erected by the second King of Rome, Numa Pompilius. It was oddly shaped and oriented toward the north, and in Caesar’s day had long served as the headquarters of the Pontifex Maximus, though it was not large enough to use as offices; these had been tacked onto it. It was an inaugurated temple and contained altars to some of Rome’s oldest and most shadowy gods—Opsiconsiva, Vesta, Mars of the sacred shields and spears.


  Republic The word was originally two words—res publica—meaning the thing which constitutes the people as a whole—that is, the government. Rome was a true Republic in that its executives or magistrates were elected rather than designated from within the legislature: American-style government rather than the Westminster System of British Commonwealth countries.


  Rhenus River The river Rhine.


  Rhodanus River The river Rhône.


  right act A phrase used by those who subscribed to the doctrines of Stoicism. It meant that the act was good, proper, right.


  rostra A rostrum (singular) was the reinforced oaken beak of a war galley, the part used to ram other ships. In 338 B.C. the consul Gaius Maenius attacked the Volscian fleet in Antium harbor and utterly defeated it. To commemorate the end of the Volsci as a rival power to Rome, Maenius removed the beaks of the ships he had sent to the bottom or captured, and fixed them to the Forum wall of the speaker’s platform tucked into the side of the well of the Comitia. Ever after, the speaker’s platform was known as the rostra—the ships’ beaks. Other victorious admirals followed Maenius’s example; when no more ship’s beaks could be fixed to the rostra wall, they were fixed to tall columns erected in the area of the rostra.


  Rubicon River More properly, Rubico River. There is still great debate about which of the rivers running from the Apennines into the Adriatic Sea is actually the Rubico, which Sulla fixed as the border between Italian Gaul and Italia proper. Most authorities seem to favor the modern Rubicone, but this is a short, very shallow stream which does not extend into the Apennines proper, and so comes nowhere near the sources of the Arnus River, which was the boundary on the western side of the Italian Peninsula. After much reading of Strabo and the other ancient sources describing this area, I have fixed upon the modern Savio River, which does have its sources in the high Apennines. Rivers forming boundaries were major streams, not minor ones. The Ronco River, north of the Savio, would be a contender were it not so close to Ravenna at its outflow. The main problem, it seems to me, is that we really have little idea of what the ancient river map was like; during the Middle Ages massive drainage works were carried out all around Ravenna, which means that the ancient rivers may have had a different course.


  Sabis River The river Sambre.


  sagum The Roman military cape. It was made on the principle of a Mexican poncho, cut on the circle with a hole in its middle through which the head was poked. It probably extended to the hips, leaving the hands free. It was made of untreated, very oily (and therefore water-repellent) Ligurian wool.


  Sallust The English name given to the Roman historian Gaius Sallustius Crispus, who lived during Caesar’s time. It is interesting that the two historians who knew Caesar personally were both favorable to Caesar in their writings; the other was Gaius Asinius Pollio. Sallust seems to have been a rather randy fellow; his earliest claim to fame is that Milo took a horsewhip to him for philandering with Fausta, Milo’s wife. Sallust wrote two surviving works: a history of the war against Jugurtha of Numidia, and a history of the conspiracy of Lucius Sergius Catilina.


  Salona Modern Split in Yugoslavia


  Samara River The Somme River.


  Samarobriva An oppidum belonging to the Belgic Ambiani, a tribe closely allied to the Atrebates. Modern Amiens.


  Samnium That region of peninsular Italia lying between Latium, Campania, Apulia and Picenum. The area was mountainous and not remarkably fertile; Samnite towns tended to be small and poor, and included Caieta, Aeclanum and Bovianum. The two prosperous cities, Aesernia and Beneventum, were Latin Rights colonies seeded by Rome to keep an eye on things and form a nucleus of pro-Roman feeling. Samnium was inhabited by the true Samnites, but also by peoples called Frentani, Paeligni, Marrucini and Vestini; true Samnites also dominantly inhabited parts of southern Picenum and southern Campania. Several times during Rome’s history the Samnites inflicted hideous defeats upon Roman armies. They were still active in resistance to Rome in 82 B.C. when they contended with Sulla for possession of Rome in the battle at the Colline Gate. Sulla won.


  Sampsiceramus The quintessential Eastern potentate, if one is to believe Cicero, who seems to have—typical wordsmith—fallen in love with the sound of “Sampsiceramus.” He was King of Emesa in Syria, which does not indicate a great degree of power or even of wealth. What Sampsiceramus apparently did par excellence was to flaunt what wealth he had in the most exotic way. Once Pompey became fabled, Cicero called him Sampsiceramus whenever they fell out.


  satrap Originally the title given by the kings of Persia to their provincial or territorial governors. Alexander the Great seized upon the term and employed it, as did the later Arsacid kings of the Parthians and the kings of Armenia. The region administered by a satrap was a satrapy.


  Scaldis River The Schelde River in Belgium.


  Scipio Aemilianus Publius Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus Africanus Numantinus was born in 185 B.C. He was not a Cornelian of the Scipio branch, but rather the son of the conqueror of Macedonia, Lucius Aemilius Paullus, who gave him in adoption to the elder son of Scipio Africanus. Scipio Aemilianus’s mother was a Papiria, and his wife was the surviving daughter of Cornelia the Mother of the Gracchi, Sempronia; she was his close blood cousin. After a distinguished military career during the Third Punic War in 149-148 B.C., Aemilianus was elected consul in 147 B.C. As he was not old enough for the consulship, his election was bitterly opposed by many members of the Senate. Sent to Africa to take charge of the Third Punic War, he displayed that relentless and painstaking thoroughness which was thereafter the cornerstone of his career; he built a mole to close the harbor of Carthage and blockaded the city by land. It fell in 146 B.C., after which he pulled it apart stone by stone. However, modern scholars discount the story that he ploughed salt into the soil to make sure Carthage never rose again; the Romans themselves believed the salt story. He was an ineffectual censor thanks to an inimical colleague in 142 B.C.; then in 140 B.C. he took ship for the East, accompanied by his two Greek friends, the historian Polybius and the philosopher Panaetius. In 134 B.C. he was elected consul for the second time, and commissioned to deal with the town of Numantia in Nearer Spain. This tiny place had defied and defeated a whole series of Roman armies and generals for fifty years when Scipio Aemilianus arrived before it. Once he got there, Numantia lasted eight months. After it fell he destroyed it down to the last stone and beam, and deported or executed its four thousand citizens. News from Rome had informed him that his brother-in-law Tiberius Gracchus was undermining the mos maiorum; Aemilianus conspired with their mutual cousin Scipio Nasica to bring Tiberius Gracchus down. Though Tiberius Gracchus was already dead when Aemilianus returned to Rome in 132 B.C., he was commonly held responsible. Then in 129 B.C. Aemilianus died so suddenly and unexpectedly that it was ever afterward rumored that he had been murdered. The principal suspect was his wife, Sempronia, Tiberius Gracchus’s sister; she loathed her husband, all Rome knew it. By nature Scipio Aemilianus was a curious mixture. A great intellectual with an abiding love for things Greek, he stood at the center of a group of men who patronized and encouraged the likes of Polybius, Panaetius, and the Latin playwright Terence. As a friend, Aemilianus was everything a friend should be. As an enemy, he was cruel, coldblooded and utterly ruthless. A genius at organization, he could yet blunder as badly as he did in his opposition to Tiberius Gracchus. An extremely cultured and witty man of pronounced good taste, he was also morally and ethically ossified.


  Senate Properly, Senatus. It came into being as a patricians-only body of one hundred men and served as an advisory council to the King of Rome. Not long into the Republic, it contained some three hundred senators, a great many of whom were plebeians. Because of its antiquity, the legal definitions of its rights, powers and duties were mostly nonexistent. Membership in the Senate was for life (unless a man was expelled by the censors for inappropriate behavior or impoverishment), which predisposed it toward the oligarchical form it acquired. Throughout its history its members fought strenuously to preserve their pre-eminence in government. Until Sulla stipulated that entry to the Senate was via the quaestorship, appointment was in the purlieus of the censors. The lex Atinia provided that tribunes of the plebs should automatically enter the Senate upon election. There was a means test of entirely unofficial nature: a senator was supposed to enjoy an income of a million sesterces per annum. Senators alone were permitted to wear the latus clavus or broad purple stripe upon the right shoulder of the tunic; they wore closed shoes of maroon leather (the black-and-white senatorial shoe belonged to Imperial times) and a ring which had originally been made of iron, but later came to be gold. Only men who had held a curule magistracy wore the purple-bordered toga praetexta; ordinary senators wore plain white togas. Meetings of the Senate had to be held in properly inaugurated premises. The Senate had its own meeting house or curia, the Curia Hostilia, but it was prone to meet elsewhere at the whim of the man convoking the meeting. Senatorial sessions could go on only between sunrise and sunset and could not take place on days when any of the Assemblies met, though they were permissible on comitial days if no Assembly meeting was scheduled. No matter what the speaking order of the particular era, a patrician senator always preceded a plebeian senator of equal rank. Not all members of the House were accorded the privilege of speaking. The senatores pedarii (described in my books by the Westminster Parliamentary term “backbenchers”) could vote, but could not open their mouths in debate. They sat behind the men permitted to speak, so “backbencher” is a reasonable English compromise. No restrictions were placed upon the time limit or content of a man’s speech, so filibustering was common. If an issue was unimportant or everyone was obviously inclined one way, voting might be by a show of hands; a formal vote took place by a division of the House, meaning that the senators left their stations and grouped themselves to either side of the curule dais according to their yea or nay, and were then physically counted. Always an advisory rather than a truly legislating body, the Senate issued its consulta or decrees as requests to the various Assemblies. If the issue was serious, a quorum had to be present before a vote could be taken, though we do not know what precise number constituted a quorum. Certainly most meetings were not heavily attended; there was no rule which said a man appointed to the Senate had to attend meetings of it, even on an irregular basis.


  In some areas the Senate reigned supreme, despite its lack of formal legislating power: the fiscus was controlled by the Senate, as it controlled the Treasury; foreign affairs were left to the Senate; and the appointment of provincial governors, the regulation of provincial affairs and the conduct of wars were senatorial.


  Senatus Consultum Ultimum Properly, senatus consultum de re publica defendenda. This was the Senate’s ultimate decree and dated from 121 B.C., when Gaius Gracchus resorted to violence to prevent the overthrow of his laws. Rather than appoint a dictator to deal with the violence, the ultimate decree came into being. Basically it was a declaration of martial law, though its restrictions on civilian movement were often clearly defined in the terms of its issuance. A Senatus Consultum Ultimum overrode all other governmental bodies and persons.


  Sequana River The Seine River.


  Serapis A hybrid chief deity for the more Hellenized parts of Egypt, especially Alexandria. Invented, it seems, during the reign of the first Ptolemy, an ex-marshal of Alexander the Great’s, Serapis was a peculiar fusion of Zeus with Osiris and the tutelary deity of the Apis bull—Osirapis. Statues of Serapis were rendered in the Greek manner and displayed a bearded man wearing a huge basket crown.


  Serica The mysterious land we know as China. In Caesar’s day the Silk Route had not come into being; “silk” was a floss obtained from a moth native to the Aegean island of Cos.


  sestertius, sesterces Roman accounting practices were established in sesterces, though the denarius, more valuable, was apparently a commoner coin in circulation. In Latin writing, “sesterces” was abbreviated as HS. A very small silver coin, the sestertius was worth one quarter of a denarius.


  Sextilis Originally the sixth month of the Roman year when it began in March; its original name was retained even after the New Year shifted to January 1. During the principate of Augustus it acquired its modern name—August.


  Sicoris River The river Segre in Spain.


  Sol Indiges One of the most ancient Italian Gods. As the Sun, Sol Indiges was the husband of the Earth, Tellus. He was enormously reverenced. Oaths sworn by him were very serious affairs. sow A smelted lump of metal. Iron, copper, silver, gold and some other metals were kept as sows of various weight. Both silver and gold sows were smoother and more regular in shape because these were precious metals and quite soft. Base metal sows perhaps had a piggy shape, rounded on the underside, nipply on the upper side.


  stadia A Greek measure of distance. The stadium (singular) was about a furlong in length, and is easiest reckoned at eight stadia to the Roman mile.


  Stoic One who subscribed to the system of philosophical thought founded by the Phoenician Zeno. Though Zeno’s system was a complete one, it is best summed up as holding that virtue is the only real good, and immorality or unethicality the only real evil. He taught that natural travails, from pain and death to poverty, are not important; a good man is a moral and ethical one, and a good man must always be a happy man. Called after the Stoa Poikile in Athens where Zeno taught, Stoicism eventually arrived in Rome. It was never very popular among such a pragmatic and commonsensible people, but it did have its Roman adherents. The most famous one was Cato Uticensis, Caesar’s bitterest enemy.


  Subura The poorest and most densely populated part of the city of Rome. It lay to the east of the Forum Romanum in the declivity between the Oppian spur of the Esquiline Mount and the Viminal Hill. Its people were notoriously polyglot and independent of mind; many Jews lived in the Subura, which in Caesar’s time contained Rome’s only synagogue. Suetonius says that Caesar was brought up in the Subura.


  Suebi A Germanic people who inhabited the wilder and more forested regions of Germania from south of the Rhenus’s (Rhine’s) confluence with the Mosella (Moselle) to the Vosegus (Vosges), the Jura and the approaches to the lands of the Helvetii (Switzerland). The name means wanderers.


  Suessionum The main oppidum of the Belgic Suessiones. Modern Soissons.


  Sugambri A Germanic people who inhabited the lands adjacent to the Rhenus (Rhine) from its confluence with the Luppia almost to its confluence with the Mosella (Moselle). They were numerous and had broken the soil to farm.


  Sui iuris The term which indicated that a person of either sex was not under the authority of a paterfamilias figure. Such people were their own masters; they had complete control of their lives.


  Sulla Lucius Cornelius Sulla Felix, whose remarkable career is detailed in the first three books in this series: The First Man in Rome, The Crass Crown, and Fortune’s Favorites. Superstes Means survivor.


  talent This was the load a man could carry. Bullion and very large amounts of money were expressed in talents, but the term was not confined to precious metals and money. In modern mensuration, the talent weighed between 50 and 55 pounds (25 kilograms). A talent of gold weighed the same as a talent of silver, but was far more valuable, of course.


  Tamesa River The river Thames.


  Taprobane Modern Ceylon, Sri Lanka.


  Taranis The Druidic God of thunder and lightning. His elemental nature was fire.


  Tarnis River The river Tarn.


  Tarpeian Rock Its precise location is still hotly debated, but we do know that it was quite visible from the lower Forum Romanum, as people being thrown off it could be seen from the rostra. Presumably it was an overhang at the top of the Capitoline cliffs, but since the drop was not much more than 80 feet (24.5 meters), the Tarpeian Rock must have been located directly over some sort of jagged outcrop—we have no evidence that anyone ever survived the fall. It was the traditional way to execute Roman citizen traitors and murderers, who were either thrown from it or forced to jump. The tribunes of the plebs were particularly fond of threatening to throw obstructive senators from the Tarpeian Rock. I have located it on a line from the temple of Ops.


  tata The Latin diminutive for “father,” akin to our “daddy.” I have, by the way, elected to use the almost universal “mama” as the diminutive for “mother,” but the actual Latin was mamma.


  Tellus The Roman earth Goddess, of Italian origin. After the navel stone of Magna Mater was imported from Pessinus in 205 B.C., worship of Tellus became neglected inside the city of Rome, though she never fell out of favor with Italians. Tellus had a big temple on the Carinae, in earlier days imposing; by the last century B.C. it was dilapidated. Quintus Cicero is said to have restored it.


  Tergeste Modern Trieste.


  Teutones See Cimbri.


  Thessalonica Modern Thessaloniki.


  toga praetexta The purple-bordered toga which was reserved for curule magistrates. Children of both sexes wore the toga praetexta until they were registered as adults at about the age of sixteen.


  togate The proper term to indicate a man wearing a toga.


  Tolosa Modern Toulouse.


  torc A thick round necklace or collar, usually of gold. It did not quite form a full circle, as it was interrupted by a gap about an inch (25mm) wide. This gap was worn to the front; the ends of the torc on either side of the gap were always larger and more ornamented, forming knobs or animal heads or other objects. The torc was the mark of a Gaul, either Celtic or Belgic, though some Germans wore it also. Miniature versions of the torc, made of gold or silver, were awarded as military decorations for valor in the Roman army. They were worn on the shoulders of the shirt or cuirass.


  Treves Modern Trier in Germany.


  tribe, Tribus. By the beginning of the Republic, tribus to a Roman was not an ethnic grouping of his people, but a political grouping of service only to the State. There were thirty-five tribes altogether; thirty-one of these were rural, only four were urban. The sixteen oldest tribes bore the names of the various original patrician clans, indicating that the citizens who belonged to these tribes were either members of the patrician families, or had once lived on land owned by these patrician families, or, after the Italian War of 91-88 B.C., had been put into these tribes by the censors. When Roman-owned territory in the Italian Peninsula began to expand during the early and middle Republic, tribes were added to accommodate the new Roman citizens within the Roman body politic. Full Roman citizen colonies also became the nuclei of fresh tribes. The four urban tribes were said to have been founded by King Servius Tullus, though they probably emerged somewhat later. The last tribe, the thirty-fifth, was created in 241 B.C. Every member of a tribe was entitled to register one vote in a tribal Assembly, but his vote counted only in helping to determine which way the tribe as a whole voted, for a tribe delivered just one vote, that of the majority of its members. This meant that in no tribal Assembly could the huge number of citizens enrolled in the four urban tribes sway the vote, as their four votes constituted only one-ninth of the full vote. Members of rural tribes were not disbarred from living in Rome, nor were their progeny made to register in an urban tribe. Most senators and knights of the First and Second Classes belonged to rural tribes. It was a mark of distinction to belong to a rural tribe.


  tribune, military Those on the general’s staff who were not elected tribunes of the soldiers but who ranked above cadets and below legates were called military tribunes. There were very many military tribunes in an army; they might but usually did not command legions, whereas they always acted as cavalry officers. They also did staff duties for the general.


  tribune of the plebs This magistracy came into being early in the history of the Republic, when the Plebs was at complete loggerheads with the Patriciate. Elected by the tribal body of plebeians formed as the Plebeian Assembly, the tribunes of the plebs took an oath to defend the lives and property of members of the Plebs, and to rescue a member of the Plebs from the clutches of a patrician magistrate. By 450 B.C. there were ten tribunes of the plebs. A lex Atinia de tribunis plebis in senatum legendis in 149 B.C. provided that a man elected to the tribunate of the plebs automatically entered the Senate. Because they were not elected by the whole People (that is, by the patricians as well as the plebeians), they had no power under Rome’s unwritten constitution and were not magistrates in the same way as tribunes of the soldiers, quaestors, curule aediles, praetors, consuls and censors; their magistracies were of the Plebs and their power in office rested in the oath the whole Plebs took to defend the sacrosanctity—the inviolability—of its elected tribunes. The power of the office also lay in the right of its magistrates to interpose a veto against almost any aspect of government: one single tribune of the plebs could veto the actions or laws of his nine fellow tribunes, or any—or all!—other magistrates, including consuls and censors; he could veto the holding of an election; he could veto the passing of any law; and he could veto decrees of the Senate, even those dealing with war and foreign affairs. Only a dictator (and perhaps an interrex) was not subject to the tribunician veto. Within his own Plebeian Assembly, the tribune of the plebs could even exercise the death penalty without trial if his right to proceed about his duties was denied him. The tribune of the plebs had no imperium, and the authority vested in the office did not extend beyond the first milestone outside the city of Rome. Custom dictated that a man should serve only one term as a tribune of the plebs, but Gaius Gracchus put an end to that; even so, it was not usual for a man to stand more than once. The term of office was one year, and the tribunician year commenced on the tenth day of December. Headquarters were in the Basilica Porcia. As the real power of the office was vested in negative action—the veto (it was called intercessio)—tribunician contribution to government tended to be more obstructive than constructive. The conservative elements in the Senate loathed the tribunes of the plebs—unless they owned them. A very few tribunes of the plebs were real social engineers. Tiberius and Gaius Sempronius Gracchus, Gaius Marius, Lucius Appuleius Saturninus, Publius Sulpicius Rufus, Aulus Gabinius, Titus Labienus, Publius Clodius, Publius Vatinius, Gaius Trebonius, Gaius Scribonius Curio and Marcus Antonius all defied the Senate; some of them died for it.


  tribunus aerarius, tribuni aerarii These were men of knight’s status whose 300,000-sestertius income made them junior to knights of the 400,000-sestertius census. See knights for further information.


  trireme With the bireme, the commonest and most favored of all the ancient war galleys. By definition a trireme had three banks of oars, and with the advent of the trireme about 600 B.C. came the invention of the projecting box above the gunwale called an outrigger (later galleys, even biremes, were fitted with outriggers). In a trireme every oar was much the same length at about 15 feet (5 meters), this being relatively short. The average trireme was about 130 feet (40 meters) long, and the beam was no wider than 13 feet (4 meters) excluding the outrigger. The ratio was therefore about 10:1. Only one rower manned an oar. The rower in the lowest bank the Greeks called a thalamite; he worked his oar through a port so close to the waterline that it was fitted with a leather cuff to keep the sea out. There were about 27 thalamites per side, giving a total of 54 thalamite oars. The rower in the middle bank was called a zygite; he worked his oar through a port just below the gunwale. Zygites equaled thalamites in number. The outrigger rower was called a thranite; he sat above and outboard of the zygite on a special bench within the outrigger housing. His oar projected from a gap in the bottom of the outrigger about 2 feet (600mm) beyond the ship’s side. Because the outrigger could maintain its projection width when the hull narrowed fore and aft, there were 31 thranite rowers per side. A trireme was therefore powered by about 170 oars; the thranites in the outriggers had to work the hardest due to the fact that their oars hit the water at a sharper angle than the oars of zygites and thalamites. With the trireme there had arrived a vessel absolutely suited for ramming. Rams now became two-pronged, bigger, heavier, and better armored. By 100 B.C. the genuine ship of the line in a war fleet was the trireme, as it combined speed, power, and splendid maneuverability. Most triremes were decked and could carry a complement of up to 50 marines. Mainly built from fir or some other lightweight pine, the trireme was light enough to be dragged out of the water at night; it could also be portaged on rollers for quite long distances. Because these light and porous ships became quickly waterlogged, they were routinely hauled out of the water each night. If a ship of the line was well looked after, its seafaring life lasted a minimum of twenty years. A city or community (Rhodes, for instance) maintaining a standing navy always provided shipsheds for out-of-the-water storage of the fleet. It is the dimensions of these shipsheds as investigated by archaeologists which have confirmed that, no matter how many the oars or oarsmen, a war galley never grew to be much larger than 195 feet (60 meters) in length and 20 feet (6 meters) in the beam.


  trophy This was a piece of captured enemy gear of sufficiently imposing appearance or repute to impress the civilian populace of the victorious side. If he won a significant battle or series of battles, it was the custom for a Roman general to set up trophies (usually suits of armor or standards). He might choose to do so on the actual battlefield as a memorial, or (as Pompey did) at the crest of a mountain pass, or inside a temple he vowed and built in Rome (the preferred alternative).


  Tuatha The Druidic pantheon of Gods.


  tumultus In the context used in this book, a state of civil war.


  tunic The ubiquitous article of clothing for all the Mediterranean peoples of the ancient world, including the Greeks and Romans. A Roman tunic tended to be rather loose and shapeless, made without darts (the Greeks put in darts to give their tunics a waisted look); it covered the body from the shoulders and upper arms to the knees. Sleeves were probably set in (the ancients knew how to cut cloth, sew, and make clothing comfortable) and could be long. The Roman tunic was usually belted with a cord or with buckled leather, and was worn 3 inches (75mm) longer at the front of the knees than at the back. Upper-class Roman men were probably togate if outside the doors of their own homes, but there is little doubt that men of the lower classes wore their togas only on special occasions, such as the games, elections or a census. If the weather was wet and/or cold, some sort of sagum or cloak was preferred to a toga. The customary fabric for a tunic was wool and the customary color an oatmeal, but there is little doubt that a man could wear whatever color he wanted (other than purple, always the target of sumptuary laws); the ancients dyed beautifully and in many colors.


  Ubii A German people who were in contact with the Rhenus (Rhine) River around its confluence with the Mosella (Moselle) and spread inland for a very considerable distance. They were famous cavalrymen.


  Uxellodunum The main oppidum of the Cardurci. It is thought to be modern Puy d’Issolu.


  vale Goodbye, farewell.


  Valentia Modern Valence.


  Varus River Now the Var River.


  Vellaunodunum An oppidum belonging to the Senones. Modern Trigueres.


  Venus Erucina That aspect of Venus which ruled the act of love, particularly in its freest and least moral sense. On the feast of Venus Erucina prostitutes offered to her, as she was the protector of prostitutes. The temple of Venus Erucina outside the Colline Gate of Rome received a great deal of money in gifts from grateful prostitutes.


  Venus Libitina That aspect of Venus (who was the Goddess of the life force) which ruled the extinction of the life force. A chthonic (underworld) deity of great importance in Rome, she owned a temple sited beyond the Servian Walls, more or less at the central point of Rome’s vast necropolis (cemetery) on the Campus Esquilinus. Its exact location is not known. The temple precinct was large and had a grove of trees, presumably cypresses, as they were associated with death. In this precinct Rome’s undertakers and funeral directors had their headquarters, operating, it would seem likely, from stalls or booths. The temple itself contained a register of Roman citizen deaths and was rich thanks to the accumulation of the coins which had to be paid to register a death. Should Rome for whatever reason cease to have consuls in office, the fasces of the consuls were deposited on special couches within the temple; the axes which were inserted into the fasces only outside Rome were also kept in Venus Libitina. I imagine that Rome’s burial clubs (societies which formed to ensure that each member could be buried with rites and dignity at the expense of the club’s funds), of which there were many, were in some way connected with Venus Libitina.


  vergobret A magistrate of the Gauls. Two vergobrets were elected by a tribe to serve as leaders for one year. The office was more popular among the Celtic than the Belgic tribes, though the Treveri, very Belgic, elected vergobrets.


  verpa A choice Latin obscenity used more in verbal abuse than as a sign of contempt. It referred to the penis—apparently in the erect state only, when the foreskin is drawn back—and had a homosexual connotation.


  Vesontio The chief oppidum of the Sequani. Modern Besancon.


  Vestal Virgins Vesta was a very old and numinous Roman Goddess having no mythology and no image. She was the hearth, the center of family life—and Roman society was cemented in the family. Her official public cult was personally supervised by the Pontifex Maximus, but she was so important that she had her own pontifices, the six Vestal Virgins. The Vestal Virgin was inducted at from six to eight years of age, took vows of complete chastity, and served for thirty years. After the thirty years were done, she was released from her vows and sent back into the general community still of an age to bear children. Few retired Vestals ever did marry; it was thought unlucky to do so. The chastity of the Vestal Virgins was Rome’s public luck: a chaste College of Vestals was favored by Fortuna. When a Vestal was accused of unchastity she was formally brought to trial in a specially convened court; her alleged lover or lovers were tried in a separate court. If convicted, she was cast into an underground chamber dug for the purpose and left there to die, sealed away from all contact with humanity. If her lover was convicted, he faced flogging and crucifixion upon an unlucky tree. Despite the horrors attached to unchastity, the Vestals did not lead a completely sequestered life. Provided the Chief Vestal knew and consented—and perhaps the Pontifex Maximus on some occasions—a Vestal could even attend a private dinner party. The College of Vestals stood on equal terms with the male priestly colleges and attended all religious banquets. During Republican times the Vestal Virgins shared the Domus Publica with the Pontifex Maximus, though quite removed from him and his family. The House of Vesta was near the Domus Publica, and was small, round, and very old. It was not an inaugurated temple. A fire burned permanently inside the House of Vesta to symbolize the hearth; it was tended by the Vestals, and could not be allowed to go out for any reason.


  Vienne Modern Vienne. Its Latin name was actually Vienna, but contemporary scholars have given it its French spelling because of confusion with modern Vienna, capital of Austria.


  Vigemna River The Vienne River.


  villa The country or rural residence of a wealthy Roman.


  vir militaris, viri militates The vir militaris was what might be called a career soldier. His whole life revolved around the army, and he continued to serve in the army (as a military tribune) after his obligatory number of years or campaigns had finished. If he wanted to command a legion he had to enter the Senate, and if he wanted to command an army he had to attain election as praetor.


  Virodunum An oppidum belonging to a sept of the Treveri known as the Mediomatrices. Modern Verdun.


  voting Roman voting was timocratic, in that the power of a man’s vote was powerfully influenced by economic status, and in that voting was indirect. Whether an individual was voting in the Centuries or the tribes, his own personal vote could influence only the collective verdict of the Century or tribe in which he polled. Juridical voting was different. A juror’s vote did have a direct bearing on the outcome of a trial, as the jury’s verdict was reached by a majority, not, as now, complete unanimity. To be a juror, however, a man had to be at least a tribunus aerarius.
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  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO ROMAN MASCULINE NAMES


  To some extent, the pronunciation of classical Latin is still debated, but there are definite conventions among scholars. Liturgical Latin and medieval Latin are pronounced somewhat differently than classical Latin. None of which need worry the reader unduly. The aim of this little section is simply to offer guidelines for those readers without Latin.


  One convention adhered to in pronouncing classical Latin is to sound the consonantal v like our English w: thus, the word veritas is properly pronounced weritas. But the rule is not hard and fast, even among scholars, so in the interests of reader comfort, I shall proceed to ignore it.


  The diphthong ae should not be pronounced as in “say,” but rather as in “eye”; this convention I have adhered to.


  We have several more consonants in English than the Latin language did. The one which concerns the reader most is j. It has been customary in the English language for centuries to spell those Latin words commencing in consonantal i with a j. Thus, Julius should really be lulius, and pronounced Yoo-lee-uss, not Joo-lee-uss. However, I have elected to go with English j.


  The Latin g has only one sound, which I shall call guh, as in “gain”—”get”—”give”—”gone”—”gun.” The other g sound in English, which I shall call juh, as in “ginger,” is never used in pronouncing Latin.


  Rather than adopt one of the current lexicographic systems of pronunciation, I have elected to use a phonetic system of my own, rhyming the Latin with some ordinary English word pronounced identically on both sides of the Atlantic as well as in the Antipodes—where possible!


  And, last but by no means least, none of it really matters save to the purist. The most important thing is that the reader discover and enjoy the world of Republican Rome. Do not feel uncomfortable with the names. Latin is a major root of the English language, and that is a major help in itself. (Note: in some cases I have given the standard English pronunciation first, and put the more correct pronunciation in parentheses, in the lists below.)


  The Praenomen (the First Name)


  
    
      	

      	
    


    
      	
        Appius

      

      	
        Ah-pee-uss (ah as in “pa,” “ma”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aulus

      

      	
        Ow-luss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gaius

      

      	
        Gye-uss (gye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gnaeus

      

      	
        Nye-uss (nye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucius

      

      	
        Loo-shuss (more correctly, Loo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Mamercus

      

      	
        Mah-mer-kuss (mah as in “pa”—mer as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manius

      

      	
        Mah-nee-uss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcus

      

      	
        Mar-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Publius

      

      	
        Pub-lee-uss (pub has the same u sound as “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Quintus

      

      	
        Kwin-tuss (kwin as in “twin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servius

      

      	
        Ser-vee-uss (ser as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sextus

      

      	
        Sex-tuss (sex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        Spurius

      

      	
        Spoo-ree-uss (spoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tiberius

      

      	
        Tye-beer-ee-uss (more correctly, Tee-bear-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Titus

      

      	
        Tye-tuss (more correctly, Tee-tuss)

      
    

  


  The Nomen (the Family or Gentilicial Name, Indicating the Gens)


  
    
      	

      	
    


    
      	
        Aelius

      

      	
        Eye-lee-uss (eye as in “eye”—uss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aemilius

      

      	
        Eye-mil-ee-uss (mil as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Annius

      

      	
        An-nee-uss (an as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antistius

      

      	
        Ahn-tist-ee-uss (ahn as in “gone”—list as in “fist”)

      
    


    
      	
        Antonius

      

      	
        An-toh-nee-uss (an as in “tan”—toh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Appuleius

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lay-ee-uss (poo as in “too”—lay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aquillius

      

      	
        Ah-kwill-ee-uss (kwill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atilius

      

      	
        Ah-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelius

      

      	
        Or-ree-lee-uss (more correctly, Ow-ray-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Baebius

      

      	
        Bye-bee-uss (bye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Billienus

      

      	
        Bill-ee-ay-nuss (bill as in “will”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caecilius

      

      	
        Kye-kill-ee-uss (kye as in “eye”—kill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelius

      

      	
        Kye-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Calpurnius

      

      	
        Kahl-purr-nee-uss (kahl as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cassius

      

      	
        Kass-ee-uss (kass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        Claudius

      

      	
        Klaw-dee-uss (klaw as in “paw”)—the English way; Klow-dee-uss (klow as in “cow”)—the correct Latin way

      
    


    
      	
        Clodius

      

      	
        Kloh-dee-uss (kloh as in “so”)’

      
    


    
      	
        Coelius

      

      	
        Koy-lee-uss (koy as in “boy”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cornelius

      

      	
        Kor-nee-lee-uss (strictly, Kor-nay-lee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Curtius

      

      	
        Koor-tee-uss (koor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decius

      

      	
        Deck-ee-uss (deck as in “peck”)

      
    


    
      	
        Decumius

      

      	
        Deck-oo-mee-uss (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Didius

      

      	
        Did-ee-uss (did as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Domitius

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-uss (dom as in “torn”—it as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Equitius

      

      	
        Ay-kwit-ee-uss (ay as in “say”—kwit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabius

      

      	
        Fay-bee-uss (strictly, Fab-ee-uss, fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fabricius

      

      	
        Fab-rick-ee-uss (fab as in “cab”—rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fannius

      

      	
        Fan-nee-uss (fan as in “tan”)

      
    


    
      	
        Flavius

      

      	
        Flay-vee-uss (strictly, Flah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Fraucus

      

      	
        Frow-kuss (frow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fulvius

      

      	
        Full-vee-uss (strictly, Fool-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Furius

      

      	
        Few-ree-uss (strictly, Foo-ree-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Gavius

      

      	
        Gah-vee-uss (gah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Granius

      

      	
        Grah-nee-uss (grah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gratidius

      

      	
        Grah-tid-ee-uss (tid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Herennius

      

      	
        Her-en-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Hortensius

      

      	
        Hor-ten-see-uss (hor as in “or”—ten as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Julius

      

      	
        Joo-lee-uss (joo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Junius

      

      	
        Joo-nee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Labienus

      

      	
        Lab-ee-ay-nuss (lab as in “cab”—ay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinius

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-uss (lick as in “kick”—in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Livius

      

      	
        Liv-ee-uss (liv as in “spiv”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lucilius

      

      	
        Loo-kill-ee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lusius

      

      	
        Loo-see-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Lutatius

      

      	
        Loo-tah-tee-uss (tah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Macrinus

      

      	
        Mah-kree-nuss (mah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Maelius

      

      	
        Mye-lee-uss (mye as in “eye”)

      
    


    
      	
        Magius

      

      	
        Mah-gee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mallius

      

      	
        Mah-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Mamilius

      

      	
        Mah-mill-ee-uss (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Manlius

      

      	
        Mahn-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Marcius

      

      	
        Mar-shuss (more correctly, Mar-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Marius

      

      	
        Mah-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Matius

      

      	
        Mat-ee-uss (mat as in “pat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Memmius

      

      	
        Mem-ee-uss (mem as in “them”)

      
    


    
      	
        Minucius

      

      	
        Min-oo-kee-uss (min as in “sin”—oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mucius

      

      	
        Mew-shuss (more correctly, Moo-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Nonius

      

      	
        Noh-nee-uss (noh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Norbanus

      

      	
        Nor-bah-nuss (nor as in “or”—bah as in “pa”)

      
    


    
      	
        Octavius

      

      	
        Ock-tay-vee-uss (more correctly, Ock-tah-vee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Opimius

      

      	
        Oh-pee-mee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Oppius

      

      	
        Op-ee-uss (op as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Papirius

      

      	
        Pah-pee-ree-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Perquitienus

      

      	
        Pair-kwit-ee-ay-nuss (pair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Petreius

      

      	
        Pet-ray-uss (pet as in “yet”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plautius

      

      	
        Plow-tee-uss (plow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Plotius

      

      	
        Ploh-tee-uss (ploh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pompeius

      

      	
        Pom-pay-ee-uss (pom as in “torn”—-pay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Pomponius

      

      	
        Pom-poh-nee-uss (poh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Popillius

      

      	
        Pop-ill-ee-uss (pop as in “top”—ill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Poppaedius

      

      	
        Pop-eye-dee-uss (pop as in “top”)

      
    


    
      	
        Porcius

      

      	
        Por-shuss (more correctly, Por-kee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Postumius

      

      	
        Poh-stoo-mee-uss (poh as in “so”—stoo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilius

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Saufeius

      

      	
        Sow-fay-ee-uss (sow as in “cow”—fay as in “say”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sempronius

      

      	
        Sem-proh-nee-uss (sem as in “hem”—proh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sergius

      

      	
        Sair-gee-uss (sair as in “air”—the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sertorius

      

      	
        Sair-tor-ee-uss (tor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilius

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Siccius

      

      	
        Sick-ee-uss (sick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sosius

      

      	
        Soh-see-uss (soh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicius

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-uss (sool as in “fool”—pick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Terentius

      

      	
        Tair-en-tee-uss (fair as in “air”—en as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Thorius

      

      	
        Thor-ee-uss (thor as in “or”)

      
    


    
      	
        Titius

      

      	
        Tit-ee-uss (tit as in “fit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullius

      

      	
        Too-lee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Turpilius

      

      	
        Tur-pill-ee-uss (tur as in “fur”—pill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vagiennius

      

      	
        Vah-gee-en-ee-uss (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vettius

      

      	
        Vet-ee-uss (vet as in “yet”)

      
    

  


  The Cognomen (the Last Name, Surname, or Distinguishing Name)


  These names had definite meanings, so I shall give the meanings where we know them, as well as a guide to pronunciation.


  
    
      	

      	
    


    
      	
        Africanus

      

      	
        Ah-frick-ah-nuss “of Africa”

      
    


    
      	
        Agelastus

      

      	
        Ah-gel-ah-stuss “never smiles” (the g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ahala

      

      	
        Ah-hah-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Ahenobarbus

      

      	
        Ah-hay-noh-barb-uss “red-or bronze bearded”

      
    


    
      	
        Albinus

      

      	
        Ahl-bee-nuss “whitish”

      
    


    
      	
        Augur

      

      	
        Ow-goor (goor as in “good”) “an augur”

      
    


    
      	
        Balearicus

      

      	
        Bah-lay-ah-rick-uss “of the Balearic Isles”

      
    


    
      	
        Bambalio

      

      	
        Bahm-bah-lee-oh unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Bestia

      

      	
        Best-ee-ah (best as in “rest”) “the beast”

      
    


    
      	
        Brocchus

      

      	
        Broh-kuss “buck-toothed”

      
    


    
      	
        Brutus

      

      	
        Broo-tuss “animal stupidity

      
    


    
      	
        Caecus

      

      	
        Kye-kuss “blind”

      
    


    
      	
        Caepio

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh “the onion vendor”

      
    


    
      	
        Caesar

      

      	
        See-zar (Latin, Kye-sar) “a fine head of hair

      
    


    
      	
        Caesoninus

      

      	
        Kye-soh-nee-nuss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caldus

      

      	
        Kahl-duss “lukewarm”

      
    


    
      	
        Calvus

      

      	
        Kahl-vuss “bald”

      
    


    
      	
        Camillus

      

      	
        Kah-mill-uss unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Caprarius

      

      	
        Kah-prah-ree-uss “billy goat”

      
    


    
      	
        Carbo

      

      	
        Kar-boh “burned out” or “cinder”

      
    


    
      	
        Cato

      

      	
        Kay-toh (Latin, Kah-toh) “shrewd but up-tight

      
    


    
      	
        Catulus

      

      	
        Kah-too-luss “pup” or “cub”

      
    


    
      	
        Cicero

      

      	
        Siss-er-oh (Latin, Kick-er-oh) “chick-pea”

      
    


    
      	
        Cotta

      

      	
        Kot-tah (kot as in “pot”) “wine splash”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Crassus

      

      	
        Krass-uss (krass as in “ass”) “thick”

      
    


    
      	
        Cunctator

      

      	
        Koonk-tah-tor “he who holds back”

      
    


    
      	
        Dalmaticus

      

      	
        Dahl-mah-tee-kuss “of Dalmatia”

      
    


    
      	
        Dentatus

      

      	
        Den-tah-tuss (den as in “ten”) “born with teeth”

      
    


    
      	
        Diadematus

      

      	
        Dee-ah-dem-ah-tuss “of a royal head-band

      
    


    
      	
        Dives

      

      	
        Dee-vays “the heavenly one”

      
    


    
      	
        Drusus

      

      	
        Droo-suss (droo as in “too”) unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Eburnus

      

      	
        Ay-boor-nuss “made of ivory”

      
    


    
      	
        Fimbria

      

      	
        Fim-bree-ah (fim as in “Him”) “hair worn in a fringe”

      
    


    
      	
        Flaccus

      

      	
        Flah-kuss “big ears”

      
    


    
      	
        Galba

      

      	
        Gahl-bah “potbelly”

      
    


    
      	
        Getha

      

      	
        Gay-thah “from the ends of the earth”

      
    


    
      	
        Glaucia

      

      	
        Glow-kee-ah (glow as in “cow”) “grey-green”

      
    


    
      	
        Gracchus

      

      	
        Grah-kuss “jackdaw”(?)

      
    


    
      	
        Laenas

      

      	
        Lye-nahss (sibilant ending “priestly mantle”

      
    


    
      	
        Lentulus

      

      	
        Len-too-luss (len as in “ten” “tardy” or “slow”

      
    


    
      	
        Lepidus

      

      	
        Lep-id-uss (lep as in “step”) “a wonderful fellow”

      
    


    
      	
        Limetanus

      

      	
        Lim-ay-tah-nuss (lim as in “dim”) “of a boundary”

      
    


    
      	
        Longinus

      

      	
        Long-gee-nuss (the g as in “get”) “in the far distance

      
    


    
      	
        Lucullus

      

      	
        Loo-kull-uss (kull as in “pull”) “a little grove of trees”

      
    


    
      	
        Macedonicus

      

      	
        Mahn-ked-on-ee-kuss “of Macedonia’’

      
    


    
      	
        Mactator

      

      	
        Mahk-tah-tor “slaughterman”

      
    


    
      	
        Magnus

      

      	
        Mahg-nuss “great”

      
    


    
      	
        Mancinus

      

      	
        Mahn-kee-nuss “of a cripple”

      
    


    
      	
        Margarita

      

      	
        Mar-gah-ree-tah “pearl”

      
    


    
      	
        Maximus

      

      	
        Mahx-ee-muss “greatest”

      
    


    
      	
        Meminius

      

      	
        Mem-in-ee-uss (mem as in “hem”) “of the Gallic Meminii”


        “hem”)

      
    


    
      	
        Merula

      

      	
        Me-roo-lah (me as in “met”) “blackbird”

      
    


    
      	
        Metellus

      

      	
        Met-ell-uss (met as in “get”) “a liberated mercenary”

      
    


    
      	
        Mus

      

      	
        Moos “rat” or “mouse”

      
    


    
      	
        Nasica

      

      	
        Nah-see-kah “nosy”

      
    


    
      	
        Nerva

      

      	
        Nair-vah (nair as in “air”) “stringy” or “tough”

      
    


    
      	
        Numidicus

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-kuss (mid as in “bid”) “of Numidia”

      
    


    
      	
        Orator

      

      	
        Oh-rah-tor “the public speaker’’

      
    


    
      	
        Orestes

      

      	
        Oh-rest-ays (rest as in “nest”) “mother died in birth”

      
    


    
      	
        Paullus

      

      	
        Pow-luss (pow as “cow”) “wee one” or “trifle”

      
    


    
      	
        Philippus

      

      	
        Fill-ip-uss (fill as in “will”) “of Philippi”

      
    


    
      	
        Pipinna

      

      	
        Pip-in-ah (pip as in “hip) “little boy’s penis”

      
    


    
      	
        Piso

      

      	
        Pee-soh “I grind down”

      
    


    
      	
        Porcella

      

      	
        Por-kell-ah “piglet” or “little girl’s genitals”

      
    


    
      	
        Postumus

      

      	
        Poss-too-muss (poss as in “boss”) “born after father died”

      
    


    
      	
        Pulcher

      

      	
        Pool-ker “beautiful”

      
    


    
      	
        Ravilla

      

      	
        Rah-vill-ah (vill as in “will”) “talked himself hoarse”

      
    


    
      	
        Reginus

      

      	
        Ray-gee-nuss (the “of a queen” g as in “get”)

      
    


    
      	
        Rex

      

      	
        Rayx “king”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufinus

      

      	
        Roo-fee-nuss “of a red-haired family”

      
    


    
      	
        Rufus

      

      	
        Roo-fuss (fuss as in “puss”) “red-haired”

      
    


    
      	
        Ruso

      

      	
        Roo-soh “a country bumpkin”

      
    


    
      	
        Saturninus

      

      	
        Sah-tur-nee-nuss “of Saturn”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaevola

      

      	
        Skye-voh-lah “left-handed”

      
    


    
      	
        Scaurus

      

      	
        Skow-russ (show as in “cow”) “puffy feet” or “dropsical”

      
    


    
      	
        Scipio

      

      	
        Skee-pee-oh “a ceremonial rod”

      
    


    
      	
        Serranus

      

      	
        Se-rah-nuss (se as in “set”) “of a saw” or “serrated”

      
    


    
      	
        Sesquiculus

      

      	
        Say-skwee-koo-luss “an arsehole and a half”

      
    


    
      	
        Siculus

      

      	
        See-koo-luss “of Sicily”

      
    


    
      	
        Silanus

      

      	
        See-lah-nuss “ugly puggy face”

      
    


    
      	
        Silo

      

      	
        See-loh “snub-nosed”

      
    


    
      	
        Stichus

      

      	
        Stick-uss (stick as in “kick”) slave’s name (Greek)

      
    


    
      	
        Strabo

      

      	
        Stray-boh (Latin, Strah-boh) “cross-eyed”

      
    


    
      	
        Sulla

      

      	
        Soo-lah unknown

      
    


    
      	
        Tubero

      

      	
        Too-bear-oh “hump” or “morally bad”

      
    


    
      	
        Varro

      

      	
        Vah-roh “bandy-legged”

      
    


    
      	
        Vatia

      

      	
        Vah-tee-ah “knock-kneed”

      
    


    
      	
        Verrucosis

      

      	
        Ve-roo-koh-sus (ve as in “vet”) “covered in warts”

      
    


    
      	
        Vopiscus

      

      	
        Voh-piss-kuss “survivor of twins”

      
    

  


  PRONUNCIATION GUIDE TO OTHER NAMES AND TERMS


  Because the guide to pronunciation of male names should familiarize the reader with general Latin pronunciation, the list which follows is considerably abbreviated.


  
    
      	

      	
    


    
      	
        Achaeans

      

      	
        Ah-kye-ans

      
    


    
      	
        Achilles

      

      	
        Ah-kill-ees

      
    


    
      	
        Adherbal

      

      	
        Ahd-her-bahl

      
    


    
      	
        aedile

      

      	
        eye-deel (English, ee-dyel or ay-dyel)

      
    


    
      	
        Aedui

      

      	
        Eye-doo-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Aeneas

      

      	
        Eye-nay-ahs (English, An-ee-ass or Ay-nee-ass)

      
    


    
      	
        Aeschylus

      

      	
        Eye-skee-luss (English, Ee-skee-luss)

      
    


    
      	
        ager publicus

      

      	
        ah-ger (the g as in “got”) pub-lee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Agger

      

      	
        Ag-er (ag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        Allobroges

      

      	
        Al-oh-broh-gays (at as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ambrones

      

      	
        Am-broh-nays (am as in “ham’’)

      
    


    
      	
        Amor

      

      	
        Ah-mor

      
    


    
      	
        Anopaea

      

      	
        Ah-noh-pye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Antigone

      

      	
        Ant-ig-oh-nay (ant as in “pant”—ig as in “pig”)

      
    


    
      	
        Apulia

      

      	
        Ah-poo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        aqua

      

      	
        ah-kwah

      
    


    
      	
        Aquae Sextiae

      

      	
        Ah-kwye Sex-tee-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Arausio

      

      	
        Ah-row-see-oh (row as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ariadne

      

      	
        Ah-ree-ahd-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Aricia

      

      	
        Ah-rick-ee-ah (rick as in “kick”)

      
    


    
      	
        Arpinum

      

      	
        Ar-pee-noom (oom is “short”—like the u in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Atuatuci

      

      	
        Ah-too-ah-too-kee

      
    


    
      	
        auctoritas

      

      	
        owk-tor-ee-tahss (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        augur

      

      	
        ow-goor (ow as in “cow”—the g as in “good”)

      
    


    
      	
        Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (English, Awe- ree-lee-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Baetis

      

      	
        Bye-tiss

      
    


    
      	
        Baiae

      

      	
        Bye-eye

      
    


    
      	
        Berenice

      

      	
        Bear-en-ee-kay (English, Bear-en-eye-kee)

      
    


    
      	
        biga

      

      	
        bee-gah

      
    


    
      	
        Bithynia

      

      	
        Bith-in-ee-ah (bith as in “pith”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boii

      

      	
        Boy-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Boiohaemum

      

      	
        Boy-oh-hye-moom (oo sounded like the u in “put”)

      
    


    
      	
        Boiorix

      

      	
        Boy-or-ix

      
    


    
      	
        Bomilcar

      

      	
        Bom-ill-kar (bom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Bona Dea

      

      	
        Boh-nah Day-ah

      
    


    
      	
        boni

      

      	
        bonny (as in Scots “bonny”)

      
    


    
      	
        Brundisium

      

      	
        Broon-dis-ee-oom (dis as in “this”)

      
    


    
      	
        Burdigala

      

      	
        Boor-dee-gah-lah (boor as in “poor”)

      
    


    
      	
        Caelian

      

      	
        Kye-lee-ahn

      
    


    
      	
        Campania

      

      	
        Kam-pah-nee-ah (kam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        campus

      

      	
        kam-puss (same then as now)

      
    


    
      	
        Capena

      

      	
        Kap-ay-nah (kap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        capite censi

      

      	
        kap-it-ayken-see(ken as n “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Capua

      

      	
        Kap-oo-ah (oo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        career

      

      	
        kar-ker

      
    


    
      	
        Carinae

      

      	
        Ka-reen-eye (ka as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        Celt

      

      	
        Kelt (as in “spelt”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cercina

      

      	
        Ker-kee-nah (ker as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Charybdis

      

      	
        Kah-rib-dis (rib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cherusci

      

      	
        Ker-oos-kee

      
    


    
      	
        Cilicia

      

      	
        Kill-ick-ee-ah (English, Sill-ish-ah)

      
    


    
      	
        Cimbri

      

      	
        Kim-bree (kirn as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        Circei

      

      	
        Ker-kay-ee

      
    


    
      	
        cloaca

      

      	
        kloh-ah-kah (kloh as in “so”)

      
    


    
      	
        confarreatio

      

      	
        kon-fah-ray-ah-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        consultant

      

      	
        kon-sool-toom

      
    


    
      	
        contio

      

      	
        kon-tee-oh

      
    


    
      	
        corona

      

      	
        kor-oh-nah

      
    


    
      	
        cottabus

      

      	
        kot-ah-buss (kot-as in “pot”)

      
    


    
      	
        Croesus

      

      	
        Kree-suss

      
    


    
      	
        culibonia

      

      	
        kool-ee-bon-ee-ah (bon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Cumae

      

      	
        Koo-mye

      
    


    
      	
        cunnus

      

      	
        koo-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        curia

      

      	
        koo-ree-ah

      
    


    
      	
        cursus honorunt

      

      	
        koor-suss hon-or-oom (hon as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        curule

      

      	
        koo-rool

      
    


    
      	
        Danae

      

      	
        Dan-ah-ay (dan as in “can”)

      
    


    
      	
        dignitas

      

      	
        deen-yee-tahss (sibilant ending)

      
    


    
      	
        domus

      

      	
        dom-uss (dom as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        Druentia

      

      	
        Droo-en-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Epaphroditus

      

      	
        Ep-ah-froh-dee-tuss (English, Ep-afroh-dye-tuss)

      
    


    
      	
        Euxine

      

      	
        Erx-een (English, Yewx-een)

      
    


    
      	
        fasces

      

      	
        fass-kays (fass as in “lass”)

      
    


    
      	
        fasti

      

      	
        fah-stee

      
    


    
      	
        Fauces Suburae

      

      	
        Fow-kays (fow as in “cow”) Soo-boo-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Felix

      

      	
        Fay-licks

      
    


    
      	
        fellator

      

      	
        fell-ah-tor (fell as in “sell”)

      
    


    
      	
        flamen

      

      	
        flah-men (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        flamen Dialis

      

      	
        flah-men Dee-ah-lis

      
    


    
      	
        flumen

      

      	
        floo-men (floo as in “too”)

      
    


    
      	
        Fortuna

      

      	
        For-too-nah

      
    


    
      	
        forum

      

      	
        for-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Boarium

      

      	
        Boh-ah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Frumentarium

      

      	
        Froo-men-tah-ree-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Holitorium

      

      	
        Hol-it-or-ee-oom (hoi as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Piscinum

      

      	
        Piss-kee-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Forum Romanum

      

      	
        Roh-mah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Gades

      

      	
        Gah-days

      
    


    
      	
        Gaetuli

      

      	
        Gye-too-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia

      

      	
        Gal-ee-ah (gal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Gallia Comata

      

      	
        Com-ah-tah (com as in “torn”)

      
    


    
      	
        garum

      

      	
        ga-room (ga as in “gap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Garumna

      

      	
        Gah-room-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Gauda

      

      	
        Gow-dah (gow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        gens

      

      	
        gens (the g as in “get”—word rhymes with “hens”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germalus

      

      	
        Ger-mah-luss (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Germani

      

      	
        Ger-mah-nee (the g as in “get”—ger as in “her”)

      
    


    
      	
        Getorix

      

      	
        Gay-tor-ix (ix as in “six”)

      
    


    
      	
        Halicyae

      

      	
        Hal-ee-kee-eye (hal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hiempsal

      

      	
        Hee-emp-sal

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania

      

      	
        Hiss-pah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Citerior

      

      	
        Kit-er-ee-or (kit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Hispania Ulterior

      

      	
        Ool-ter-ee-or

      
    


    
      	
        hubris

      

      	
        hoo-briss

      
    


    
      	
        lampsas

      

      	
        Yamp-sahss (yamp as in “lamp”)

      
    


    
      	
        lamus

      

      	
        Yah-muss

      
    


    
      	
        Icosium

      

      	
        Ee-koh-see-oom

      
    


    
      	
        Illyricum

      

      	
        Ill-ir-ee-coom (ir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        imagines

      

      	
        im-ah-gee-nays (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        imago

      

      	
        im-ah-goh (im as in “him”)

      
    


    
      	
        imperator

      

      	
        im-pair-ah-tor

      
    


    
      	
        imperium

      

      	
        im-pair-ee-oom (English, im-peer-ee-oom)

      
    


    
      	
        insula

      

      	
        in-soo-lah

      
    


    
      	
        lol

      

      	
        Yol (as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Irrumator

      

      	
        irr-oo-mah-tor (irr as in “stir-rup”)

      
    


    
      	
        iugera

      

      	
        yew-gair-ah

      
    


    
      	
        iugerum

      

      	
        yew-gair-oom (yew as in “few”)

      
    


    
      	
        Juba

      

      	
        Joo-bah

      
    


    
      	
        Jugurtha

      

      	
        Joo-goor-thah (English, Joo-ger-thuh)

      
    


    
      	
        Julia

      

      	
        Joo-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Julilla

      

      	
        Joo-lil-lah

      
    


    
      	
        Juturna

      

      	
        Joo-toor-nah

      
    


    
      	
        Lares

      

      	
        Lah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Permarini

      

      	
        Pair-mah-ree-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Lares Praestites

      

      	
        Prye-stit-ays (stit as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Lautumiae

      

      	
        Low-too-mee-eye (low as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Licinia

      

      	
        Lick-in-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Lugdunum

      

      	
        Loog-doo-noom

      
    


    
      	
        macellum

      

      	
        mack-ell-oom (mack as in “tack”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcia

      

      	
        Mar-kee-ah (English, Marsh-uh or Mar-see-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Marcomanni

      

      	
        Mar-koh-mah-nee

      
    


    
      	
        Marrucini

      

      	
        Mar-oo-kee-nee (heavy r—mar as in “tar”)

      
    


    
      	
        Marsi

      

      	
        Mar-see

      
    


    
      	
        Masinissa

      

      	
        Mah-sin-iss-ah (sin as in “tin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mastanabal

      

      	
        Mah-stan-ah-bahl (stan as in “ran”)

      
    


    
      	
        Mauretania

      

      	
        Mow-ret-ah-nee-ah (mow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        mentula

      

      	
        men-too-lah (men as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        mentulam coco

      

      	
        men-too-lahm kah-koh

      
    


    
      	
        Metrobius

      

      	
        Met-roh-bee-uss (met as in “set”)

      
    


    
      	
        Micipsa

      

      	
        Mick-ip-sah

      
    


    
      	
        Milo

      

      	
        Mee-loh (English, Mye-loh)

      
    


    
      	
        Misenum

      

      	
        Mee-say-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Mithridates

      

      	
        Mith-rid-ah-tays (English, Mith-rid-ay-tees)

      
    


    
      	
        Muluchath

      

      	
        Moo-loo-kath

      
    


    
      	
        Myrto

      

      	
        Meer-toh

      
    


    
      	
        Nabataea

      

      	
        Nah-bah-tye-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Nabdalsa

      

      	
        Nab-dahl-sah (nab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Naevius

      

      	
        Nye-vee-uss

      
    


    
      	
        Narbo

      

      	
        Nor-boh or Nah-boh

      
    


    
      	
        Neapolis

      

      	
        Nay-ah-pol-iss (pol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        nefas

      

      	
        neff-ahss (neff as in “left”—ahss as in “arse”)

      
    


    
      	
        nemo

      

      	
        nay-moh

      
    


    
      	
        Nicopoiis

      

      	
        Nick-op-ol-iss

      
    


    
      	
        Numantia

      

      	
        Noo-man-tee-ah (man as in “man”)

      
    


    
      	
        Numidia

      

      	
        Noo-mid-ee-ah (mid as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ocelum

      

      	
        Ock-ell-oom (ock as in “sock”)

      
    


    
      	
        Odysseus

      

      	
        Odd-iss-oos (English, Odd-iss-ee-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        Oedipus

      

      	
        Ee-dee-puss (American, Ed-ee-puss)

      
    


    
      	
        oppidum

      

      	
        op-id-oom (op as in “hop”—id as in “bid”)

      
    


    
      	
        opus incertum

      

      	
        op-uss in-ker-toom

      
    


    
      	
        Oxyntas

      

      	
        Ox-in-tahss (in as in “sin”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paeligni

      

      	
        Pye-leen-yee

      
    


    
      	
        Pamphylia

      

      	
        Pam-fee-lee-ah (pam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Paphlagonia

      

      	
        Paff-la-goh-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        papyrus

      

      	
        pap-eye-russ (pap as in “tap”)

      
    


    
      	
        Patavium

      

      	
        Pat-ah-vee-oom (pat as in “cat”)

      
    


    
      	
        paterfamilias

      

      	
        pat-er-fam-ill-ee-ahss

      
    


    
      	
        Patrae

      

      	
        Pat-rye

      
    


    
      	
        Penates

      

      	
        Pen-ah-tays (pen as in “ten”)

      
    


    
      	
        Perseus

      

      	
        Per-soos (English, Per-see-uss)

      
    


    
      	
        phalerae

      

      	
        fal-er-eye (fal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Phrygia

      

      	
        Fridge-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Picenum

      

      	
        Pee-kay-noom

      
    


    
      	
        pilum

      

      	
        pee-loom

      
    


    
      	
        Placentia

      

      	
        Plah-ken-tee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        plebs

      

      	
        rhymes with “webs”

      
    


    
      	
        podex

      

      	
        poh-dex (dex as in “sex”)

      
    


    
      	
        pomerium

      

      	
        poh-mair-ee-oom

      
    


    
      	
        praefectus fabrutn

      

      	
        prye-feck-tuss fab-room (fab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        praenomen

      

      	
        prye-noh-men

      
    


    
      	
        praetor

      

      	
        prye-tor

      
    


    
      	
        praetor peregrinus

      

      	
        pair-egg-ree-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        praetor urbanus

      

      	
        oor-bah-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        primus inter pares

      

      	
        pree-muss in-ter pah-rays

      
    


    
      	
        Princeps Senatus

      

      	
        Prin-keps Sen-ah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        Priscilla

      

      	
        Priss-kill-ah (English, Priss-ill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        privatus

      

      	
        pree-vah-tuss

      
    


    
      	
        pteryges

      

      	
        terry-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy

      

      	
        Tol-em-ee (tol as in “doll”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Apion

      

      	
        Ah-pee-on

      
    


    
      	
        Ptolemy Euergetes

      

      	
        Er-air-get-ays

      
    


    
      	
        Puteoli

      

      	
        Poo-tay-oh-lee

      
    


    
      	
        Pyrrhus

      

      	
        Pirr-uss (pirr as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Reate

      

      	
        Ray-ah-tay

      
    


    
      	
        Regia

      

      	
        Ray-gee-ah (the g as in “gear”)

      
    


    
      	
        Remus

      

      	
        Rem-uss (rem as in “hem”—English, Ree-muss)

      
    


    
      	
        Rhenus

      

      	
        Ray-nuss

      
    


    
      	
        Rhodanus

      

      	
        Rod-an-uss (rod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Roma

      

      	
        Roh-mah

      
    


    
      	
        Romulus

      

      	
        Roh-moo-luss

      
    


    
      	
        rostra

      

      	
        roh-strah

      
    


    
      	
        Rusicade

      

      	
        Roo-see-kah-day

      
    


    
      	
        Rutilia

      

      	
        Roo-tee-lee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        saepta

      

      	
        sye-p-tah

      
    


    
      	
        sagum

      

      	
        sag-oom (sag as in “hag”)

      
    


    
      	
        saltatrix tonsa

      

      	
        sal-tah-tricks ton-sah (ton as in “upon”)

      
    


    
      	
        Samnium

      

      	
        Sam-nee-oom (sam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        satrap

      

      	
        sat-rap

      
    


    
      	
        Scordisci

      

      	
        Skor-disk-ee

      
    


    
      	
        Scylax

      

      	
        Skee-lacks (English, Sky-lacks)

      
    


    
      	
        Scylla

      

      	
        Skee-lah (English, Skill-uh or Sill-uh)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia

      

      	
        Sair-vee-lee-ah (sair as in “air”)

      
    


    
      	
        Servilia Caepionis

      

      	
        Kye-pee-oh-niss

      
    


    
      	
        smaragdus

      

      	
        smah-rag-duss

      
    


    
      	
        Smyrna

      

      	
        Smeer-nah (English, Smur-nuh—smur as in “fur”)

      
    


    
      	
        stibium

      

      	
        stib-ee-oom (stib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        stimulus

      

      	
        stim-oo-luss (stim as in “dim”)

      
    


    
      	
        Subura

      

      	
        Soo-boo-rah

      
    


    
      	
        Sulpicia

      

      	
        Sool-pick-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        suovetaurilia

      

      	
        soo-of-et-ow-rill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Syrtis

      

      	
        Seer-tiss (seer as in “leer”)

      
    


    
      	
        Taprobane

      

      	
        Tap-roh-bah-nay

      
    


    
      	
        Tarpeian

      

      	
        Tar-pay-ee-an

      
    


    
      	
        tata

      

      	
        tah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Teutobod

      

      	
        Ter-toh-bod (bod as in “cod”)

      
    


    
      	
        Teutones

      

      	
        Ter-toh-nays

      
    


    
      	
        Thermopylae

      

      	
        Ther-mop-ee-lye

      
    


    
      	
        torc

      

      	
        tork

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni

      

      	
        trib-oo-nee (trib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni aerarii

      

      	
        eye-rah-ree-ee

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni militum

      

      	
        mill-it-oom (mill as in “will”)

      
    


    
      	
        tribuni plebis

      

      	
        pleb-iss (pleb as in “web”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tullianum

      

      	
        Tool-ee-ah-noom

      
    


    
      	
        Tusculum

      

      	
        Tuss-koo-loom (tuss as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Tyrrhenian

      

      	
        Tir-ray-nee-an (tir as in “stirrup”)

      
    


    
      	
        Ubus

      

      	
        Oo-buss

      
    


    
      	
        Ulysses

      

      	
        Oo-liss-ays (English, Yew-liss-ees)

      
    


    
      	
        Utica

      

      	
        Oo-tee-kah

      
    


    
      	
        Vediovis

      

      	
        Ved-ee-of-iss (ved as in “bed”— of as in “of”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velabrum

      

      	
        Vel-ab-room (vel as in “sell”—ab as in “cab”)

      
    


    
      	
        Velia

      

      	
        Vel-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Vercellae

      

      	
        Ver-kell-eye

      
    


    
      	
        via

      

      	
        vee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aemilia Scauri

      

      	
        Eye-mill-ee-ah Skow-ree (skow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Annia

      

      	
        Ah-nee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Appia

      

      	
        Ah-pee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Aurelia

      

      	
        Ow-ray-lee-ah (ow as in “cow”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Domitia

      

      	
        Dom-it-ee-ah (dom as in “tom”—it as in “sit”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Flaminia

      

      	
        Flam-in-ee-ah (flam as in “ham”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Lata

      

      	
        Lah-tah

      
    


    
      	
        Via Latina

      

      	
        Lat-ee-nah (lat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Nova

      

      	
        Noh-vah

      
    


    
      	
        via praetoria

      

      	
        prye-tor-ee-ah

      
    


    
      	
        via principalis

      

      	
        prin-kip-ah-liss

      
    


    
      	
        Via Sacra

      

      	
        Sack-ran

      
    


    
      	
        Via Salaria

      

      	
        Sal-ah-ree-ah (sal as in “pal”)

      
    


    
      	
        Via Tiburtina

      

      	
        Tib-er-tee-nah (lib as in “crib”)

      
    


    
      	
        vicus

      

      	
        vee-kuss

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Patricii

      

      	
        Pat-rick-ee-ee (pat as in “sat”)

      
    


    
      	
        Vicus Tuscus

      

      	
        Tuss-kuss (as in “puss”)

      
    


    
      	
        Volcae Tectosages

      

      	
        Vol-kye Teck-toh-sah-gays

      
    


    
      	
        Volscian

      

      	
        Vol-skee-an
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  The world cowers before its legions, but the fate of Rome hangs in the balance. From the marbled columns of the Senate to the squalid slums of the Subura, the city is about to be plunged into a conflict that will set rich against poor, Roman against Italian, father against son, a conflict destined to destroy the Republic but leave, in its stead, an Empire.


  From the seven hills of Rome to the Sahara desert, from Britannia to Bithynia, here is the stuff of legend: unbearable cruelty, martial brilliance, murderous ambition and heroic destiny. Colleen McCullough’s epic Masters Of Rome captures the soul of Rome in a way no other writer has ever managed. Included in this box set are the novels:


  THE FIRST MAN IN ROME

  THE GRASS CROWN

  FORTUNE’S FAVOURITES

  CAESAR’S WOMEN

  CAESAR


  Please note: This ebook box set contains all the original maps and illustrations of the original books.


  ABOUT MASTERS OF ROME


  MASTERS OF ROME


  110 BC:


  The world cowers before its legions, but the fate of Rome hangs in the balance.


  From the marbled columns of the Senate to the squalid slums of the Subura, the city is about to be plunged into a conflict that will set rich against poor, Roman against Italian, father against son, a conflict destined to destroy the Republic but leave, in its stead, an Empire.


  Unbearable cruelty, martial brilliance, murderous ambition, heroic destiny: this is the stuff of legend. Colleen McCullough’s epic Masters of Rome captures the soul of Rome in a way no other writer has ever managed.
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  I. The First Man in Rome


  Rome, 110 BC


  The world cowers before its legions, but Rome is about to be engulfed by a vicious power struggle that will threaten its very existence. At its heart are two exceptional men: Gaius Marius, prosperous but lowborn, a proud and disciplined soldier emboldened by his shrewdness and self-made wealth; and Lucius Cornelius Sulla, a handsome young aristocrat corrupted by poverty and vice.


  Both are men of extraordinary vision, extreme cunning and ruthless ambition, but both are outsiders, cursed by the insurmountable opposition of powerful and vindictive foes.


  If they forge an alliance, Marius and Sulla may just defeat their enemies, but only one of them can become First Man in Rome.


  The battle for Rome has just begun.


  To read First Man in Rome, click here.
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  II. The Grass Crown


  Rome, 97 BC


  Gaius Marius is triumphant. Under his command, Rome has conquered the Western world, weathered invasion and crushed its enemies. There is just one prize left to him: an unprecedented seventh consulship.


  But the greatest prize demands the highest price. Marius, now aging and ailing, is pitted against a new generation of assassins, power-seekers, and Senate intriguers. There are many who would like to see him fail, not least Lucius Cornelius Sulla, once his closest ally, now his most dangerous rival. Sulla and Marius’ contest can only be won through treachery and blood. As a deadly enmity engulfs both men and plunges them towards madness, Rome must fight its own battle for survival.


  To read The Grass Crown, click here.
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  III. Fortune’s Favourites


  Rome, 83 BC


  The Republic is disintegrating. Ravaged by disease, tormented by desire, Lucius Cornelius Sulla has returned from his campaign in the East determined rebuild it, even if it means taking battle to the very walls of Rome and purging the city with blood. There will be deaths without number or limit, but amid the chaos, three infinitely ambitious young Romans vie for greatness.


  The young wolves are Pompeius Magnus, Marcus Crassus and the man the world will one day know by just one name: Caesar. Together, they are Fortune’s favourites – an endorsement that will prove as much a blessing as a curse.


  To read Fortune’s Favourites, click here.
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  IV. Caesar’s Women


  Rome, 68 BC


  Caesar has returned to Rome. Having cut his teeth campaigning in the East, his sites are now set on a new battlefield: the Forum Romanum. This war will be waged with rhetoric and seduction, weapons Caesar will wield with cunning and ruthlessness. Cuckolding political enemies is but a tactic in a broader strategy: Caesar knows that the key to Rome lies with its noblewomen. Whether the powerful, vindictive Servilia, whose son Brutus deeply resents his mother’s passionate and destructive relationship with Caesar, or his own daughter Julia, Caesar is prepared to sacrifice them all on the altar of his own ambition. Caesar’s women will make his name, and one of them will seal his fate.


  To read Caesar’s Women, click here.
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  V. Caesar


  54 BC


  Caesar’s legions are sweeping across Gaul, brutally subduing the tribes who defy him. But, in Rome, his enemies are plotting his downfall and disgrace. Vindictive schemers like Cato and Bibulus, the spineless Cicero, the avaricious Brutus. Even Pompey, Caesar’s former ally. But all have underestimated Caesar.


  When the Senate refuse to give him his due he marches upon Rome, an army prepared to die for him at his back. Rome is his destiny – a destiny that will impel him to the banks of the Rubicon, and beyond, into legend.


  To read Caesar, click here.


  Other titles in the series:


  The October Horse


  48–41 BC


  Anthony and Cleopatra


  41–27 BC
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  Bittersweet


  From author of The Thorn Birds, one of the biggest-selling books of all time, comes this epic saga of love, betrayal, ambition and redemption in 1920s Australia.


  The four Latimer sisters are famous throughout New South Wales for their beauty, wit and ambition. They have always been close; always happy. They thought this would never change.


  But then they left home to train as nurses, swapping the feather beds of their father’s townhouse for the spartan bunks of nursing accommodation. And now, as the Depression casts its shadow across Australia, they must confront their own secret desires as the world changes around them. Will they find the independence they crave? Or is life – like love – always bittersweet?


  Bittersweet is available here.
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  The Thorn Birds


  In the rugged Australian Outback, three generations of Cleary’s live through joy and sadness, bitter defeat and magnificent triumph. Driven by their dreams, sustained by remarkable strength of character… and torn by dark passions, violence and a scandalous family legacy of forbidden love.


  It is a poignant love story, a powerful epic of struggle and sacrifice, a celebration of individuality and spirit. Most of all, it is the story of the Clearys’ only daughter, Meggie, who can never possess the man she so desperately adores –Ralph de Bricassart. Ralph will rise from parish priest to the inner circles of the Vatican... but his passion for Meggie will follow him all the days of his life.


  The Thorn Birds is available here.
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  Tim


  Forty-three-year-old Mary Horton lives in a quiet, middle-class suburb on Sydney’s North Shore. A straight-laced, emotionally distant spinster, Mary has worked hard to make a life for herself, but her idea of ‘life’ does not include personal relationships. With no partner and no friends, Mary has no plans to let anybody into her solitary life.


  Tim Melville is a twenty-five-year-old labourer with the body and face of a Greek god, but the mind of a child. A gentle outcast in a cruel, unbending world, Tim has a loving family, but is often derided and taken advantage of by his so-called friends.


  By chance, one summer morning Tim meets Mary and what begins as a day’s labour for the kind-hearted young man becomes a life-changing relationship for both of them.


  Tim is available here.
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  An Indecent Obsession


  The Second World War has just ended and Sister Honour Langtree, a caring and conscientious Army nurse, cares for a striking mixture of five battle-broken soldiers being treated in the psychiatric care ward of a hospital in the South Pacific. To the soldiers, Honour is a precious, adored reminder of the world before war – they are as devoted to her as she is to them.


  Then Sergeant Michael Wilson arrives, disrupting her ward’s precarious harmony. A damaged and decorated hero, Wilson is a man of secrets and silent pain, and as Honour finds herself inexorably drawn to this tortured man, she discovers a love that will leave her torn between her duty to all her patients – and her love for one of them…


  An Indecent Obsession is available here.


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH was born in Wellington, New South Wales. She established the department of neurophysiology at the Royal North Shore Hospital in Sydney, then worked as a researcher and teacher at Yale Medical School for ten years, where she wrote record-breaking international bestseller The Thorn Birds. She lives on Norfolk Island in the Pacific with her husband Ric Robinson.
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B LAVERNALIS Via Ostiensis ) COLLINA Via Nomentans
C RAUDUSCULANA ¥ Osess | K. QUIKINALI Vi S Ve
D NAEVIA Via L SALUTARIS Via Flaminia
E CAPENA Via Appia & Via Latina. M SANQUALIS Via Lata & Campus
F CAELIMONTANA Vi Tusculana
G QUERQUETULANA Via ro.mmus Campus Martius

oz

Pracnestina ‘TRIUMPHALIS Triumphal
H ESQUILINA Via Labicana & Via parades only

Pracnestina CARMENTALIS Circus Flaminius
FLUMENTANA Circus Flaminius

P

A translation of Latin terms

(a5 sed hercin)

CAMPUS A fat expanse of ground
COLLIS A hil

FAUCES ‘The entrance o, or outet of a defle
FLUMEN A river

MONS An upland spur or idge

PALUS A marshy area with many springs
VALLIS A depression in the ground

MAIOR-MAJOR Major

MAXIMUS-MAXIMA The bigget or greatest
MINOR Minor

NOVUS-NOVA New

VETUS Oid

CLIVUS A hlly street

DIVERTICULUM A road connecting main rosds
SCALAE A fight of seps

VIA A main road orstee

VICUS A streetorlane

CLOACA A sewer
AGGER The double rampart ofthe Esquiline
AQUA A water channe, sbove or below ground
BASILICA Cleretory-lit hllfor courtsor business
CIRCUS An enclosure for chariot races and games
EMPORIUM A dockside buikding for trade purposes
FORUM An open-sir spece for public business
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